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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Jake. That's my first name, obviously. I can't tell you my last name. It would be too dangerous. The Controllers are everywhere. Everywhere. And if they knew my full name, they could find me and my friends, and then . . . well, let's just say I don't want them to find me. What they do to people who resist them is too horrible to think about.


  I won't even tell you where I live. You'll just have to trust me that it is a real place, a real town. It may even be your town.


  I'm writing this all down so that more people will learn the truth. Maybe then, somehow, the human race can survive until the Andalites return and rescue us, as they promised they would.


  Maybe.


  My life used to be pretty normal. Normal, that is, until one Friday night at the mall. I was there with Marco, my best friend. We were playing video games and hanging out at this cool store that sells comic books and stuff. The usual.


  Marco and I had run out of quarters for the games, right when he was ahead by a lot of points. Mostly, we're equally good at games. I have Sega at home so I get lots of practice time in, but Marco has this amazing ability to analyze games and figure out all the little tricks. So sometimes he beats me.


  Or maybe I just wasn't concentrating very well. I'd had kind of a bad day at school. I'd tried out for the basketball team and I didn't make the cut.


  It was like no big deal, really. Except that Tom - he's my big brother - he was this total legend on the junior high basketball team. Now he's the main scorer for the high school team. So everyone expected me to make the team easy. Only I didn't.


  Like I said, no big thing. But it was on my mind, just the same. Lately, Tom and I hadn't been hanging out as much. Not like we used to. So I figured, you know, if I got his old position on the team . . .


  Well, anyway, we were out of money and getting ready to head home when we ran into Tobias. Tobias was . . . I mean, I guess he still is kind of a strange guy. He was new at school, and he wasn't the toughest kid around, so he got picked on a lot.


  I actually met Tobias when he had his head in a toilet. There were these two big guys holding him down and laughing while they flushed, sending Tobias's straggly blond hair swirling around the bowl. I told the two creeps to step off, and ever since then, Tobias figured I was his friend.


  "What's up?" Tobias asked.


  I shrugged. "Not much. We're heading home."


  "Out of quarters," Marco commented. "Certain people keep forgetting that the SleazeTroll shows up right after you cross the Nether Fjord. So certain people keep losing the game - and losing our quarter." Marco kept jerking his thumb at me, just in case Tobias couldn't figure out who he meant by "certain people."


  "So, like maybe I'll walk home with you guys," Tobias said.


  I said sure. Why not?


  We were heading for the exit when I spotted Rachel and Cassie. Rachel is kind of pretty, I guess. I mean, okay, she's very pretty, although, since she is my cousin, I don't really think about her that way. She has blond hair and blue eyes and that kind of very clean, very wholesome look. She's one of those people who always know the right clothes to wear and how to look like they just walked out of one of those fashion magazines girls like. She's also very graceful because she takes gymnastics, even though she says she's too tall to ever be really good at it.


  Cassie is sort of the opposite. For one thing, she's usually wearing jeans and a plaid shirt, or something else real casual. She's black and wears her hair very short most of the time. She had it longer for a while, but then she went back to short, which I like. Cassie is quieter than Rachel, more peaceful, like she always understands everything on some different, more mystical level.


  I guess you could say I kind of like Cassie. Sometimes we sit together on the bus, even though I never know what to say to her.


  "You guys going home?" I asked Rachel. "You shouldn't go through the construction site by yourselves. I mean, being girls and all."


  That was a mistake. I should never have suggested to Rachel that she's weak or helpless. Rachel may look like Little Miss Teen Model or whatever, but she thinks she's Storm from the X-Men.


  "Are you going to come and protect us, you big, strong m-a-a-a-n?" she said. "You think we're helpless just because -"


  "I'd appreciate it if they did walk with us," Cassie interrupted. "I know you're not afraid of anything, Rachel, but I guess I am."


  Rachel couldn't say much about that. That's the way Cassie is - she always has the right words to stop any argument without making anyone feel bad.


  So, there we were. The five of us - Marco, Tobias, Rachel, Cassie, and me. Five normal mall rats heading home.


  Sometimes I think about that one, last moment when we were still just normal kids. It's like it was a million years ago, like it was some totally different group of kids. You know what I was afraid of right then? I was afraid of admitting to Tom that I hadn't made the team. That was as scary as life got back then.


  Five minutes later, life got a lot scarier.


  To get home from the mall we could either go a long way around, which is the safe way, or we could cut through this abandoned construction site and hope there weren't any ax murderers hanging around there. My mom and dad have sworn to ground me until I'm twenty if they ever find out I've cut through the construction site.


  So anyway, we crossed the road and headed into the abandoned construction site. It was a big area, surrounded on two sides by trees, with the highway separating it from the mall area. There's a broad, open field between the construction site and the nearest houses. It's a very isolated place.


  Originally it was supposed to be this new shopping center. Now it was just all these half-finished buildings looking like a ghost town. There were huge piles of rusted steel beams; pyramids of giant concrete pipes; little mountains of dirt; deep pits that had filled up with black, muddy water; and a creaking, rusted construction crane that I had climbed once while Marco stayed below and told me I was being an idiot.


  It was a totally deserted place, full of shadows and sounds that made the hair on the back of your neck stand up. When Marco and I went there during the day, we always found all these beer cans and liquor bottles. Sometimes we found the ashes of little campfires back in the hidden nooks and crannies of the buildings. So we knew that people came there at night. All that was on my mind as we crept through the site.


  It was Tobias who saw it first. He had been walking along, gazing up at the sky. I guess he was looking at the stars or something. That's the way Tobias is sometimes - off in his own world.


  Suddenly Tobias stopped. He was pointing. Pointing almost straight up. "Look," he said.


  "What?" I didn't want to be distracted because I was pretty sure I'd heard the sound of a chain-saw killer creeping up behind us.


  "Just look," Tobias said. His voice was strange. Amazed-sounding, but serious at the same time.


  So I looked up. And there it was. A brilliant, blue-white light that scooted across the sky, going fast at first, too fast for it to be an airplane, then slower and slower. "What is it?"


  Tobias shook his head. "I don't know."


  I looked at Tobias and he looked back at me. We both knew what we thought it was, but we didn't want to say it. Marco and Rachel would have laughed, we figured.


  But Cassie just blurted it right out. "It's a flying saucer!"


  Chapter 2


  



  "A flying saucer?" Marco said. He did laugh. That is, until he looked up.


  I could feel my own heart pounding in my chest. I felt weird and excited and afraid, all at once.


  "It's coming this way," Rachel said.


  "It's hard to be sure." I could barely whisper, my mouth was so dry.


  "No, it's coming this way," Rachel said. She has a very definite way of talking. Like she's totally sure of everything she says.


  Rachel was right. Whatever it was, it was coming closer. And it was slowing down. Now I could see pretty clearly what it looked like.


  "It's not exactly a flying saucer," I said.


  First of all, it wasn't all that big. It was about as long as a school bus. The front end was a pod, shaped almost like an egg. Extending from the back of the pod was a long, narrow shaft. There were two crooked, stubby winglike things, and on the end of each wing was a long tube that glowed bright blue on the back end.


  The little spaceship looked almost cute. You know, kind of harmless. Except that it had a sort of tail - a mean-looking tail that curved up and forward, corning to a point that looked as sharp as a needle.


  "That tail thing," I said. "It looks like a weapon."


  "Definitely," Marco agreed.


  The little ship kept coming nearer, going slower all the time.


  "It's stopping," Rachel said. She had the same strange, not-quite-real tone in her voice that I had. Like we couldn't believe what we were seeing. Like maybe we didn't want to believe.


  "I think it sees us," Marco said. "Should we run? Maybe we should run home and get a camera. Do you know how much money we could get for a video of a real UFO?"


  "If we run, they might . . . I don't know, zap us with phasers on full power," I said. I meant it as a joke. Kind of.


  "Phasers are only on Star Trek," Marco said, rolling his eyes the way he does when he thinks I'm being a dweeb. Like he was some kind of expert on alien spaceships. Right.


  The ship stopped and hovered almost directly over our heads, maybe a hundred feet in the air. I could feel the hair on my head standing on end. When I glanced at Rachel it was almost funny. She has this long blond hair and it was sticking straight out in every direction. Only Cassie looked normal.


  "What do you think it is?" Marco asked. He sounded a little shakier, not so laid-back now that the thing was so close. To be honest, I was a little scared, too. A little scared, as in so terrified I couldn't move. But at the same time, it was all cool beyond any coolness ever. I mean, it was a spaceship! Right there over my head.


  Tobias was actually grinning, but that's Tobias for you. He's never scared of weird stuff. It's the normal stuff he can't stand. "I think it's going to land," he said, this huge smile on his face. His eyes were bright and excited, and his blond hair was standing up in clumps.


  The ship began to descend. "It's coming right at us!" I cried.


  I had to fight an urge to run yammering across the field all the way home, where I could crawl into my bed and pull the covers over my head. But I knew that this was an important, amazing thing. I knew I had to stay and see it all.


  I guess the others felt the same way, because we all just stood there, as the ship hummed and glowed and slowly settled down in an open space between piles of junk and tumbled walls. I noticed there were black burn marks along the top of the pod section. Some of the skin of the pod had been melted. It touched the ground and instantly the blue lights went off. Rachel's hair fell back down onto her neck.


  "It isn't very big, is it?" Rachel whispered.


  "It's about - " I tried to think - , "about three or four times as big as our minivan."


  "We should tell someone," Marco said. "I mean, this is kind of major, you know? Spaceships don't just land in the construction site every day. We should call the cops or the army or the president or something. We'd be totally famous. We'd get to be on Letterman for sure."


  "Yeah, you're right," I agreed. "We should call someone." But none of us moved. None of us was just going to walk away from a spaceship,


  "I wonder if we should try and talk to it," Rachel suggested. She was standing there with her hands on her hips looking at the spaceship like it was a puzzle she had to figure out. "I mean, we should communicate. If that's even possible."


  Tobias nodded. He stepped forward and held out his hands. I guess he was showing whoever was in the ship that he wasn't carrying any kind of weapon or anything. "It's safe," he said in a loud, clear voice. "We won't hurt you."


  "Do you think they speak English?" I wondered.


  "Well, everyone speaks English on Star Trek" Cassie said with a nervous laugh.


  Tobias tried again. "Please, come out We won't hurt you."


  <I know.>


  I froze. Okay, I had definitely heard someone say "I know," only . . . there hadn't been any sound. I mean, I heard it, but I didn't really hear it.


  Maybe this was all a dream. I looked kind of sideways at Cassie. She looked back at me. Our eyes met. She had heard it, too. I looked at Rachel. She was turning her head back and forth, like she was looking for where that sound - that wasn't a sound - could have come from. I started to get a sick, twisty feeling in my stomach.


  "Did everyone hear that?" Tobias whispered.


  We all nodded at once, very slowly.


  "Can you come out?" Tobias asked in his loud, talking-to-aliens voice.


  <Yes. Do not be frightened.>


  "We won't be frightened," Tobias said.


  "Speak for yourself," I muttered. The others giggled nervously.


  A thin arc of light appeared, a doorway, opening slowly in the smooth side of the pod part of the ship. I stood there, totally hypnotized. I just stared, waiting.


  The opening grew, like a crescent moon at first, then a full, bright circle.


  And then he appeared.


  My first reaction was that someone had cloned a person and a deer together. The creature had a head and shoulders and arms that were more or less where they should have been, though the skin was a pale shade of blue. But below that he had fur, a mix of blue and tan, covering a four-legged body that really did look like it belonged to a deer, or maybe a small horse.


  He ducked his head out the doorway and I could see that even the fairly normal-looking parts of him weren't all that normal. For a start, he had no mouth, just three vertical slits. And then there were his eyes. Two of them were where they should have been, although they were a glittery green color that was kind of shocking. But the real shock was the other eyes. He had what seemed like horns, only on the top of each horn was an eye. The horns could move, twisting to point the eyes front and back or up and down.


  I thought the eyes were bad, until I saw the tail. It was like a scorpion's tail, thick and powerful-looking. On the end was a wickedly curved, very sharp-looking horn or stinger. It reminded me of the alien's spaceship. It had seemed kind of cute and harmless, till you noticed the tail. The alien seemed kind of harmless at first glance, too. Then you saw that tail of his and you thought, whoa, this guy could do some damage if he wanted.


  "Hello," Tobias said. His voice was gentle, like he was talking to a baby. He was grinning. I realized I was smiling, too. And at the same moment, I realized that there were tears in my eyes, I can't really describe how it felt, except that it seemed like the alien was someone I'd known forever. Like an old friend I hadn't seen in a long, longtime.


  <Hello,> the alien said, in that silent way that you only heard inside your head.


  "Hi," we all said back.


  To my surprise, the alien staggered. He fell out of the ship to the ground. Tobias tried to grab him and hold him up, but the alien slipped from his grasp and fell back to the dirt.


  "Look!" Cassie cried. She pointed at a burn that covered half the alien's right side. "He's hurt."


  <Yes. I am dying,> he said.


  "Can we help you? We can call an ambulance or something," Marco said.


  "We can bandage that wound," Cassie said. "Jake, give me your shirt. We can tear it up and make bandages." Cassie's parents are both veterinarians and she's totally into animals. Not that this was an animal. Not exactly, anyway.


  <No. I will die. The wound is fatal.>


  "NO!" I cried. "You can't die. You're the first alien ever to come to Earth. You can't die." I don't know why I was so upset. I just knew that way down deep inside, it hurt me to think of him dying.


  <I am not the first. There are many, many others.>


  "Other aliens? Like you?" Tobias demanded.


  The alien shook his big head slowly, side to side. <Not like me.>


  Then he cried out in pain, a silent sound that echoed horribly inside my mind. For a moment, I had actually felt him dying.


  <Not like me,> he repeated. <They are different.>


  "Different? How?" I said.


  I will remember his answer forever.


  He said, <They have come to destroy you.>


  Chapter 3


  



  <They have come to destroy you.>


  It was strange, the way we all just knew he was telling the truth. No one said "no way" or "you're making it up." We all just knew. He was dying, and he was trying to warn us of something terrible.


  <They are called Yeerks. They are different from us. Different from you, as well.>


  "Are you telling us they're already here on Earth?" Rachel demanded.


  <Many are here. Hundreds. Maybe more.>


  "Why hasn't anybody noticed them?" Marco said reasonably. "I think someone would have mentioned it at school."


  <You do not understand. Yeerks are different. They have no body, like yours or mine. They live in the bodies of other species. They are . . .>


  I guess he couldn't think of a word to explain Yeerks, so he closed his eyes and seemed to concentrate. Suddenly a bright picture popped into my head. I saw a gray-green, slimy thing like a snail without its shell, only bigger, the size of a rat, maybe. It wasn't a pretty picture.


  "I'm guessing that was a Yeerk," Marco said. "Either that or a very big wad of slimy chewing gum."


  <They are almost powerless without hosts. They ->


  Suddenly we felt that blast of pain, straight from the alien. I could also feel his sadness. He knew his time was almost up.


  <The Yeerks are parasites. They must have a host to live in. In this form they are known as Controllers. They enter the brain and are absorbed into it, taking over the host's thoughts and feelings. They try to get the host to accept them voluntarily. It is easier that way. Otherwise the host may be able to resist, at least a little.>


  "Are you saying they take over human beings?" Rachel asked. "People? These things take over their bodies?"


  "Look, this is serious stuff," I said. "You shouldn't be telling us. We're just kids, you know. This is like something the government should know about."


  <We had hoped to stop them,> the alien continued. <Swarms of their Bug fighters were waiting when our Dome ship came out of Z-Space. We knew of their mother ship and were ready for the Bug fighters, but the Yeerks surprised us - they had hidden a powerful Blade ship in a crater of your moon. We fought, but . . . we lost. They have tracked me here. They will be here soon to eliminate all traces of me and my ship.>


  "How can they do that?" Cassie wondered.


  The alien seemed to smile with his eyes. <Their Dracon beams will leave nothing behind but a few molecules of this ship, and . . . this body> he said. <I sent a message to my home world. We Andalites fight the Yeerks wherever they go throughout the universe. My people will send help, but it may take a year, even more, and by then the Yeerks will have control of this planet. After that, there is no hope. You must tell people. You must warn your people!>


  Another spasm of pain ripped through him, and we all knew he was nearly gone. "No one is ever going to believe us," Marco said hopelessly. He looked at me and shook his head. "No way."


  He was right. If these Yeerks were to wipe out the Andalite's ship, how on Earth would we ever convince people? They'd think we were either nuts or on drugs.


  "I don't care if he thinks he's going to die, we have to try and help him," Rachel said. "We can get him to a hospital. Or maybe Cassie's parents . . ."


  <There is no time. No time,> the Andalite said. Then his eyes brightened. <Perhaps . . .>


  "What?"


  <Go into my ship. You will see a small blue box, very plain. Bring it to me. Quickly! I have very little time, and the Yeerks will find me soon.>


  We all looked at each other. Who was going to be the one to go inside the ship? Somehow we all seemed to agree it would be me. Actually, I didn't agree, but everyone else did.


  "Go ahead," Tobias said. "I want to stay with him." He knelt beside the Andalite and placed a comforting hand on the alien's narrow shoulder,


  I looked at the doorway into the spacecraft. I glanced at Cassie.


  "Go ahead," she said, sending me a smile. "You're not scared."


  She was wrong; I was plenty scared. But the way she smiled at me, I wasn't about to weasel out.


  I walked over to the door of the ship and looked inside. It was surprisingly simple. It looked cozy, almost. Everything was a creamy color with rounded edges and shapes that tended to be oval. That was one of the things that helped me to spot the box so easily. It was sky blue and square, maybe four inches on each side. It seemed kind of heavy for being so small.


  I stepped up into the ship. There was no chair, just a sort of open space where I guess the Andalite stood on his four hooves while he worked the few controls. There weren't a lot of buttons or anything. I wondered if the Andalite controlled the ship with his thoughts.


  I quickly reached for the box and started to head back outside. But then something caught my eye. It was a small, three-dimensional picture - four Andalites, standing all together, looking like a strange gathering of deer with solemn faces. Two of them looked very small kids. I realized that this was a picture of the Andalite's family.


  It filled me with sadness to think that here he was, dying, a million miles from his family. Dying because he had tried to protect the people of Earth. I felt a small flame of anger against the Yeerks, or Controllers, or whatever they were, for causing this.


  I went back to the circle of my friends.


  "Here's the box," I told the Andalite.


  <Thank you.>


  "I, um . . . was that your family? That picture?"


  <Yes.>


  "I'm real sorry," I said. What else could I say?


  <There is something I may be able to do to help you fight the Yeerks.>


  "What?" Rachel demanded.


  <I know that you are young. I know that you have no power with which to resist the Controllers. But I may be able to give you some small powers that may help.>


  We all looked at each other. All except Tobias, who never took his gaze off the alien.


  <If you wish, I can give you powers that no other human being has ever had.>


  "Powers?" What was that supposed to mean?


  <It is a piece of Andalite technology that the Yeerks do not have,> the Andalite explained. <A technology that enables us to pass unnoticed in many parts of the universe - the power to morph. We have never shared this power. But your need is great.>


  "Morph? Morph how?" Rachel asked, her eyes narrowed.


  <To change your bodies,> the Andalite said. <To become any other species. Any animal.>


  Marco laughed derisively. "Become animals?" Marco isn't the most accepting person in the world.


  <You will only need to touch a creature, to acquire its DNA pattern, and you will be able to become that creature. It requires concentration and determination, but, if you are strong, you can do it. There are . . . limitations. Problems. Dangers, even. But there is no time to explain it all . . . no time. You will have to learn for yourselves. But first, do you wish to receive this power?>


  "He's kidding, right?" Marco asked me.


  "No," Tobias said softly. "He's not kidding."


  "This is nuts," Marco said. "This whole thing is nuts. Yeerks and spaceships and slugs taking over people's brains and Andalites and the power to change into animals? Give me a break."


  "Yeah, it is beyond weird," I agreed.


  "We're off the map of weirdness by this point," Rachel said. "But unless we're all just dreaming, I think we'd better deal with this."


  "He's dying," Tobias reminded us.


  "I'll do it," Cassie said. That surprised me. Cassie isn't usually so quick to decide. But I guess, like Tobias, she felt the truth of what the Andalite was saying.


  "I think we should all decide together," I suggested. "One way or the other."


  "What's that?" Rachel asked. She was looking up toward the stars. Far, far overhead, two pinpoints of bright red light were shooting across the sky.


  <Yeerks.> The Andalite said the word in our minds, and we could feel his hatred.


  Chapter 4


  



  <Yeerks!>


  The twin red lights slowed. They turned in a circle and came back toward us.


  <There is no more time. You must decide!>


  "We have to do this," Tobias said. "How else can we fight these Controllers?"


  "This is so insane!" Marco said. "Insane."


  "I'd like more time, but we don't have that choice," Rachel said. "I'm for it."


  "What do you say, Jake?" Cassie asked me. It was odd. Like suddenly I was the one who had to decide for everyone?


  I looked up at the Yeerk ships. What had the Andalite called them? Bug fighters? They were circling closer, like dogs sniffing for a scent. I looked down at the Andalite and remembered the picture of his family. Would they even know what had happened to him?


  I looked at each of the people around me - my usually funny, occasionally annoying best friend, Marco; Rachel, my smart, pretty, confident cousin; and Cassie, who everyone knew liked animals more than she liked most people.


  Finally, I looked at Tobias. It was weird, the feeling I had at that moment, staring at him. A chill or something.


  "We have to," Tobias said to me.


  Slowly I nodded. "Yes. We have no choice."


  <Then each of you, press your hand against one of the sides of the square.>


  We did. Five hands, each pressed against one side. Then a sixth hand, different from ours, with too many fingers.


  <Do not be afraid,> the Andalite said.


  Something like a shock, only pleasurable, seemed to run through me. A tingle that almost made me laugh.


  <Go now,> the Andalite said. <Only remember this - never remain in animal form for more than two of your Earth hours. Never! That is the greatest danger of the morphing! If you stay longer than two hours you will be trapped, unable to return to human form.>


  "Two hours," I repeated.


  Suddenly some new fear washed through the Andalite's mind. Linked as I was to him, I could feel it as a dread that crawled up my spine. He was staring up at the sky with his main eyes. Something else was up there with the Bug fighters.


  <Visser Three! He comes.>


  "What?" I was shaking with this new terror. "What's a Visser? Who's a Visser?"


  <Go now. Run! Visser Three is here. He is the most deadly of your enemies. Of all Yeerks he alone has the power to morph, The same power you now have. Run!>


  "No, we'll stay with you," Rachel said firmly. "Maybe we can help."


  Again it was as if the alien was smiling at us with his eyes. <No. You must save yourselves. Save yourselves and save your planet! The Yeerks are here.>


  We all looked up, craning our necks. Sure enough, the two red lights were sinking toward us. And they had been joined by a third ship, far larger, black as a shadow within a shadow.


  "But how are we supposed to fight these . . . these Controllers?" Rachel demanded.


  <You must find a way. Now run!>


  I jerked from the force of his command. "He's right. Run!" I yelled.


  We ran. All but Tobias, who knelt beside the Andalite and took his hand. The Andalite pressed his other hand against Tobias's head. Tobias rocked back, like he'd been shocked. Then he, too, was up and running, stumbling over the loose junk and potholes of the construction site.


  A beam of bright red light snapped on. It was a spotlight from one of the Bug fighters. The beam lit up the fallen Andalite and his ship. A spotlight from the second Bug fighter joined the first, and the Andalite shone brilliant as a star.


  I hit the dirt hard. I saw my leg lit up within the circle of that spotlight. I yanked it to me and crawled fast, scraping my elbows and knees over sharp stones.


  The five of us crouched behind a low, crumbled wall, afraid to move, afraid to look, but just as afraid to look away.


  Slowly the Bug fighters descended. It was easy to see where they'd gotten their nickname. They were slightly larger than the Andalite fighter and shaped like legless cockroaches. There were small windows like eyes on the forward-thrust head of the bug. And on either side of the head were two very long, very sharp, serrated spears.


  The Yeerk Bug fighters touched down, one on either side of the Andalite ship.


  "Okay, you can wake me up now," Marco said in a rattled whisper. "I've had enough of this dream."


  The larger ship began to descend. I don't know what it was about that ship, but as it got closer I started to feel like I couldn't breathe. I tried to suck in a deep lungful of air and couldn't. I tried to swallow and couldn't. I wanted to run, but my legs were jelly. I was shaking from a fear so deep it was like nothing I'd ever experienced before. It was the same fear that the Andalite had shown when he'd realized Visser Three was coming.


  The ship settled toward the ground. It looked like it was going to land directly on a big rusted earthmover parked there. But as the Visser's ship descended, the earthmover just sizzled and disappeared.


  Visser Three's ship was built like some ancient weapon. It reminded me of one of those battle-axes the old-time knights used when they were hacking off the heads of their foes. There was a main part, like the handle of the ax, with a big, triangular point on the front. That part had to be the bridge. At the rear were two huge, scimitar wings. It was eight or ten times the size of the Bug fighters.


  The Blade ship landed. A door opened.


  Cassie started to scream. I clamped my hand over her mouth.


  They leaped from the ship, whirling and thrusting and slicing the air - creatures that looked like walking weapons. They stood on two bent-back legs and had two very long arms. On each arm there were curved horn-blades growing out of the wrist and elbow. There were other blades at their bent-back knees, and two more blades at the end of their tails. They had feet like a Tyrannosaurus rex.


  But it was the head that got your attention - a neck like a snake, a mouth that was almost a falcon's beak, and, from the forehead, three daggerlike horns raked forward.


  <Hork-Bajir-Controllers.>


  I jumped, hearing the Andalite's words in my mind again. They were fainter than before, strained, like someone yelling from far away.


  "Did you guys . . . ?" I asked.


  Rachel nodded. "Yeah."


  <The Hork-Bajir are a good people, despite their fearsome looks,> the Andalite said. <But they have been enslaved by the Yeerks. Each of them now carries a Yeerk in his head. They are to be pitied.>


  "Pity. Right," Rachel said grimly. "They're walking killing machines. Look at them!"


  But our attention was drawn away by a new form that crept and slithered and shimmied out of the Blade ship.


  <Taxxon-Controllers,> the Andalite said. I knew he was trying to tell us all he could, even to the end. Trying to prepare us for what we were up against,


  <The Taxxons are evil.>


  "Yeah," Marco muttered. "I think I would have guessed that."


  They were like massive centipedes, twice as long as a grown man. So big around that if you tried to hug one, your arms wouldn't make it even halfway. Not that anyone would ever want to.


  They had dozens of legs that supported the lower two thirds of their bodies. The top third was held upright, and there the rows of legs became smaller, with little lobster-claw hands.


  Around the top of their disgusting, tubular bodies were four eyes, each like a wiggling globule of red Jell-O. And at the very end, pointing straight up in the air, was a round mouth, ringed by hundreds of tiny teeth.


  Hork-Bajir and Taxxons poured from the Blade ship, spreading out around the area like well trained Marines. They were holding small, pistol-sized things that were definitely weapons. They formed a ring around the Andalite and his ship.


  Suddenly, one of the Hork-Bajir came straight toward us. He took one big, bounding step and he was practically on top of us.


  I hugged the dirt like it was my last hope. I wished I could dig a hole. I saw a flash of Marco's face. His eyes were huge. His lips were drawn back in what could have been a grin, except that I knew it was an expression of pure terror.


  Chapter 5


  



  The Hork-Bajir pointed his gun, or whatever it was, around at the darkness. His snake head swerved left and right, trying to penetrate the gloom.


  <Silence!> the Andalite warned us. <Hork-Bajir do not see well in darkness, but their hearing is very good.>


  The Hork-Bajir moved closer still. He was six feet away now, with just the low wall between us. He had to have heard my heart pounding. Maybe he didn't know what the sound was. Maybe he didn't recognize the sounds of five terrified kids whose knees were quivering and teeth were chattering. Kids who were breathing in short, sudden gasps.


  I was sure I was going to die, right then. I could see in my mind the way those vicious wrist and elbow-blades were going to slice my head from my body.


  If you've never been really afraid, let me tell you - it does things to you. It takes over your mind and your body. You want to scream. You want to run. You want to wet your pants. You want to throw yourself down on the ground and cry and beg please, please, please, please don't kill me!


  And if you think you're brave, well, wait till you're cowering a few feet away from a monster who can turn you into coleslaw in about three seconds flat.


  But then the Andalite's voice was in my head again. <Courage, my friends.>


  And this . . . this warm . . . this . . . I don't have any words to explain it. It was just this warmth that spread all through me. It was like when you're a little kid and you've had a terrible nightmare and you've woken up screaming. You know how you used to feel better when your mom or dad would turn on the light and come in and sit beside you in bed?


  That's what it was like.


  I mean, I was still terrified. The Hork-Bajir was still there, so real and so deadly. I could hear him breathing, I could smell him. But at the same time, I could feel the panic coming under control. I could feel the strength flowing from the doomed Andalite. He was letting us borrow some of his courage, even though he must have been afraid himself.


  The Hork-Bajir moved away. Something new was coming from the Blade ship.


  Shaking and chattering, I rose high enough to look over the low wall. Every Hork-Bajir and every Taxxon was turned toward the ship now.


  "They're all standing at attention," I whispered.


  "How can you tell?" Marco whispered back. "Who knows when a jelly-eyed centipede or a walking Salad Shooter from Hell is standing at attention?"


  Then he appeared.


  <Visser Three,> the Andalite said,


  Visser Three was an Andalite.


  Or at least he was an Andalite-Controller.


  "What the . . ." Rachel said. "Isn't that an Andalite?"


  <Only once has a Yeerk been able to take an Andalite body,> the Andalite said. <There is only one Andalite-Controller. That one is Visser Three,>


  Visser Three walked confidently toward the wounded Andalite. The Visser seemed so much like the Andalite it was hard to tell them apart at first. He had the same mouthless face; the same extra stalk-eyes that turned here and there, checking out everything in all directions; the same powerful yet sleek four-legged body; and the same wicked tail.


  But if the Visser looked like any normal Andalite, he felt different. It was like he was wearing a mask, only you just knew that under the fake sweetness of the mask there was something twisted and foul.


  <Well, well,> Visser Three said.


  I almost had a heart attack when I realized I was hearing the Visser's thoughts.


  "Can he hear our thoughts?" Cassie whispered.


  "If he can we're so dead I don't even want to think about it," Rachel told her.


  <He cannot hear your thoughts,> the Andalite said. <As long as you don't direct them to him. You hear his thoughts because he is broadcasting them for all to hear. This is a great victory for him, so he wants all to hear.>


  <What have we here? A meddling Andalite?> Visser Three looked more closely at the Andalite's ship. <Ah, but no ordinary Andalite warrior. Prince Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul, if I am not mistaken. An honor to meet you. You're a legend. How many of our fighters have you shredded? Seven, or was it eight by the time the battle ended?>


  The Andalite didn't answer. But I had the feeling maybe it had been more than eight.


  <The very last Andalite in this sector of space. Yes, I'm afraid your Dome ship has been completely destroyed. Completely. I watched it burn as it fell into the atmosphere of this little world.>


  <There will be others,> the Andalite prince said . . .


  The Visser took a step closer to the Andalite. <Yes, and when they come it will be too late. This world will be mine. My own contribution to the Yeerk Empire, Our greatest conquest. And then I'll be Visser One.>


  <What do you want with these Humans?> the Andalite asked. <You have your Taxxon allies. You have your Hork-Bajir slaves. And other slaves from other worlds. Why these people?>


  <Because there are so many, and they are so weak,> Visser Three sneered. <Billions of bodies! And they have no idea what's happening. With this many hosts we can spread throughout the universe, unstoppable! Billions of us. We'll have to build a thousand new Yeerk pools just to raise Yeerks for half this number of bodies. Face it, Andalite, you have fought well and bravely. But you have lost.>


  Visser Three stepped right up to the Andalite. I could feel the Andalite's fear, but rather than cower, he fought the pain of his wound and climbed to his feet. He knew he was going to die. He wanted to die on his feet, looking his enemy in the face.


  But Visser Three was not done taunting his foe. <I promise you one thing, Prince Elfangor - when we have this planet, with its rich harvest of bodies, we will move against the Andalite home world. I will personally hunt down your family. And I will personally oversee the placement of my most faithful lieutenants in their heads. I hope that they will resist, so I can hear their minds scream.>


  The Andalite struck!


  His tail whipped up and over, so fast you couldn't really see it. The Visser twisted his head aside. The Andalite's tail blade missed the Visser's head by a bare half-inch. But it sliced into his shoulder. Blood - or something like blood - sprayed from the wound.


  "Yes!" I hissed.


  <Aaaaaarrrrrgh!> I could hear the Visser's howl of pain in my head.


  At the same time, a blinding beam of blue light shot from the tail of the Andalite ship. It sliced into the nearest Bug fighter. Hork-Bajir and Taxxons scattered.


  Even crouching behind the wall, I could feel a wave of blistering heat. The Bug fighter sizzled and disappeared.


  <Fire!> Visser Three yelled. <Burn his ship!>


  The night exploded in blinding light. Red beams lanced from the Blade ship and the remaining Bug fighter. The Andalite ship glowed, and, with a strange slowness, disintegrated.


  Then, in the flash and glow of Dracon beams I saw . . . or thought I saw . . . humans. A small group of them, maybe three or four, back in the shadows behind the Visser.


  "There are people over there," I told Marco.


  "What? Are they prisoners?"


  <Take the Andalite,> Visser Three ordered his soldiers. <Hold him for me.>


  Three big Hork-Bajir grabbed the Andalite and held him down. Their wrist blades were at his throat, but they knew better than to kill him.


  That was to be Visser Three's personal privilege.


  Then we saw why a Yeerk as powerful as Visser Three would inhabit the only captured Andalite body. As we watched, Visser Three began to morph.


  His Andalite head grew large, larger. Much larger. The four horselike legs merged into two and then expanded, each leg becoming as big around as a redwood tree. The delicate Andalite arms sprouted and became tentacles.


  "This isn't real," Cassie whispered. "This isn't real."


  In the hideously bloated head, a mouth appeared. It was filled with teeth as long as your arm.


  The mouth grew wider and wider, becoming a monstrous, terrifying grin.


  There was nothing left of the Andalite body, A monster had taken its place.


  "R-r-r-r-a-a-a-w-w-w-w-g-g-g!" The roar of the beast Visser Three had become made the ground shake.


  I covered my ears with my hands.


  "R-r-r-r-r-r-a-a-a-a-g-g-g!"


  My teeth rattled from the sound. I heard someone whimpering. It was me.


  Visser Three had become a monster that made the Hork-Bajir and the Taxxons look like harmless toys. He reached out with one thick tentacle and grabbed the Andalite by the neck.


  "No, no, no," I heard Cassie whispering over and over again. "No, no, no, no."


  "Don't look," Rachel said to her. She put her arm around Cassie's shoulder and held her close.


  Then she reached for Tobias and took his hand. I guess you never really know someone till you see them scared. And even scared to death, with tears running down her face, Rachel had strength to spare.


  Visser Three lifted the Andalite straight up in the air, tearing him from the grasp of the Hork-Bajir. The Andalite prince struck again and again with his tail. But each strike was like a pinprick against such a creature.


  Visser Three held the Andalite high in the air.


  And then Visser Three opened his mouth wide.


  Chapter 6


  



  I don't know what came over me right then. I had been so afraid. So terrified. But it was like something just snapped in my head. I couldn't just hide and watch, I couldn't.


  "You filthy - "


  I jumped to my feet. I snatched up a piece of rusted iron pipe from the ground and started to climb over that wall.


  I guess I just went crazy or something. It had to be craziness, because there was no way that I, alone, armed with a piece of pipe, was going to accomplish anything.


  <No!>


  The Andalite's silent cry made me hesitate. I felt Marco's hands grabbing at my shirt and pulling me back. Tobias and Marco held me down. Rachel put her hand over my mouth. I was trying to scream, or curse, or something.


  "Shut up, you idiot!" Marco hissed. "You're just going to get us all killed."


  "Jake, don't." Cassie put her hand on my cheek. "He doesn't want you to die for him. Don't you realize? He's dying for us."


  I shoved Marco and Tobias away angrily. But I was in control of myself again.


  I peeked over the wall again. The Andalite prince was helpless in the grasp of Visser Three. I saw him held high in the air. I saw Visser Three open his monstrous, gaping jaws.


  I saw the Andalite fall into that open mouth.


  The mouth closed. The teeth ripped the Andalite apart. And the Andalite Prince Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul died.


  At the very end, he cried out. His cry of despair was in our heads. His cry will always be in our heads.


  The Hork-Bajir-Controllers began making a huffing sound, like whuh-whuh-whuh. Maybe they were laughing or applauding. The Taxxon-Controllers rushed forward and crowded around Visser Three. They seemed to be stretching up toward him, and then I saw why - a piece of the Andalite fell from the Visser's jaws and the nearest Taxxon greedily gobbled it up.


  Tobias turned away and covered his face with his hands. Cassie had tears streaming from her eyes. So did I.


  I heard a sound that was strange because it was so normal. It was laughter. Human laughter. The humans . . . the Human-Controllers - because that's what they were - were laughing, like they were at some kind of a show. For a moment it seemed to me that one of those laughing voices was familiar, like I'd heard it before. But then the sound was swallowed up in the huffing of the Hork-Bajir.


  Visser Three morphed out of his monstrous form and slowly regained his Andalite body. <Ah,> I heard him think, <nothing like a good Antarean Bogg morph for . . . taking a bite out of your enemies.>


  Again the Human-Controllers laughed and the Hork-Bajir-Controllers huffed, and I heard a familiar human laugh I could not quite place.


  Marco started throwing up. It was an understandable thing to do. But somehow that sound caught the attention of the nearest Hork-Bajir.


  The snake head turned. He was perfectly still.


  We were perfectly still.


  The Hork-Bajir turned toward us. The nearsighted eyes were aimed directly at our little hiding place.


  I don't know who panicked first. Maybe it was me. Maybe we'd just had all the fear and horror we could stand. It was like an electric shock went through all of us. We were running before I had a chance to even know what I was doing.


  I ran. I gasped for air.


  A cry went up from the Hork-Bajir.


  "Split up," I yelled. "They can't follow all of us."


  Marco and Tobias and Cassie took off in three different directions. Rachel was still right beside me. Glancing back, I saw the Hork-Bajir hesitate, unsure of who to chase.


  Rachel and I are the fastest runners. Tobias is totally out of shape, and Marco and Cassie are too short to be really fast. So I figured if the aliens were going to chase anyone, it ought to be us.


  I guess Rachel thought the same thing. She slowed down just a little and began yelling and waving her arms. "Come on, come on, you - " And then she said some words I didn't realize Rachel even knew.


  The two nearest Hork-Bajir snapped around and took off after us. "Ghafrash! Here! Ghafrash fit! Enemy! Get!"


  Even in my panic it surprised me. They were talking some mix of their own alien language and ours.


  "Ghafrash fit nahar! I get! I kill!"


  I ran. Suddenly my foot slammed something and I was down. I hit the ground hard. The wind was knocked out of me. I tried to fill my lungs again. Rachel ran on. She didn't know I had fallen.


  A spear of red light struck a concrete pipe just beside me. The concrete vaporized. The two Hork-Bajir were coming after us, bounding like some devil kangaroos. I was up and running. Rachel must have realized I wasn't with her anymore. She stopped and started to come back toward me.


  "Don't be an idiot!" I yelled. "Run!"


  She hesitated just a second. But she knew she couldn't do anything more for me. She ran. I saw a dark hole ahead and raced toward it.


  A doorway. Inside it was as black as a grave. It was one of the buildings that had almost been completed. Just bare concrete walls and scattered junk. But I knew I had been in here before. Marco and I had walked all through it. There were hallways and little side rooms. It was like a maze.


  Marco! Rachel! Had they gotten away? And what about Cassie and Tobias?


  I tried to get my brain to concentrate as I scurried across the first big room. There was a corridor . . . somewhere. I groped in the dark and found a wall.


  I heard the sound of clawlike feet, huge, tearing, rending claw feet scraping over the bare concrete. A bottle went skittering across the floor.


  The Hork-Bajir was close! And in the total darkness my superior human vision wasn't much use. But I knew my way around the empty building.


  At least, I would have known my way around if my brain had been working.


  I felt my hand go into emptiness. A doorway. Yes! It led down a hallway. I went through just as the light came on behind me. Someone had brought a flashlight


  "Efnud to tell fallay nyot fit? Whatever order."


  "No. No need to capture them. Whoever you find, kill."


  The first voice had been Hork-Bajir. The second voice was human. And the weird thing was, that voice sounded familiar. I tried to think. I knew I'd heard that voice somewhere. Where? Where?


  "Just save the head," the human told the Hork-Bajir. "Bring that to me and we can identify it."


  I slid quickly along the wall.


  The light followed just steps behind me.


  I racked my brains. Had there been a passageway . . . ? Yes, there it was. As silently as I could, I slipped into it. The flashlight beam was just inches behind me.


  I kicked something soft.


  "Hey!"


  It was a man! He had been lying on the ground, wrapped in a blanket.


  "Hey, get outta here. This is my place, and I ain't got nothin' for you to steal."


  I started to warn him, but one of the Hork-Bajir was there!


  The flashlight landed on the homeless man's face. He blinked like an owl.


  There was an alcove. Right behind me. I backed through.


  The homeless guy screamed. I heard the sound of a scuffle.


  Maybe the guy got away. I hope so.


  But I never found out, because with the Hork-Bajir distracted, I ran.


  I ran and ran and ran. And as I ran, I really hoped it was all just a dream.


  Chapter 7


  



  Somehow I made it home. I don't know how. I have no memories of anything after that last sight of the Hork-Bajir.


  I wish I had no memories of anything that happened that night. If only I could forget it all . . .


  I called around to the others. Everyone was shaky, but they were all alive. Rachel kept trying to apologize for leaving me. Marco just kept asking me if I was sure this wasn't a dream.


  I guess I should have had the worst nightmares of my life that night, but I didn't. The world of nightmares was a joke compared to my new reality.


  But by the next morning, a Saturday, I half believed it all had been a nightmare. The only thing that seemed real . . . really real . . . was the way the Andalite had of smiling with just his eyes.


  I woke when my mom started pounding on my door.


  "Jake, are you awake in there?"


  I was now. "Um, yeah," I groaned. "I'm up."


  "Your friend Tobias is here,"


  "Tobias?" What was Tobias doing here?


  "It's me." Tobias's voice. "Can I come in?"


  "Um, sure." I sat up in my bed and blinked several times, trying to get my eyes unglued. The door opened. I heard Tobias say thank you to my mom.


  He was glowing. I swear, he was glowing. Not like he was radioactive or anything, I don't mean that. It's just that his eyes were shining bright, and his face was one big grin, and he seemed to be tingling with energy, bouncing like he couldn't standstill.


  "I did it," Tobias said.


  I tried to get my hair to go in one direction by raking my fingers through it. "What are you talking about?"


  I was yawning when he answered.


  "I became Dude."


  I stopped yawning. My mouth actually snapped shut. Dude is Tobias's cat. "Huh?"


  Tobias glanced around like there might be spies in the room. "I became Dude. Just like the Andalite said."


  I just stared.


  "It was so amazing. It didn't hurt or anything. I was petting him, and thinking about the whole thing last night, right? So I thought, why not give it a try?" He was pacing back and forth, snapping his fingers, bursting with enthusiasm. Very unlike Tobias.


  "I didn't even know how to begin. So I just made sure the door to my room was locked. Fortunately, my uncle was still asleep."


  Tobias has the most screwed-up family I know. He never knew who his father was, and his mom just decided to leave him a few years ago. Since then he'd been shuttled back and forth between his uncle here, and his aunt, who lives on the other coast. His aunt and his uncle can't stand each other, and it's like Tobias is some burden they each try to shove off on the other. I get the feeling neither of them cares about Tobias.


  "So there I was, just sitting on my bed, thinking about it. Concentrating. Thinking about becoming Dude. I looked down at my hand." He grinned at me. "What do you think I saw, Jake?"


  I shook my head slowly. "I don't know."


  "I had fur, Jake. And I was growing claws. You should have seen the real Dude. He went nuts. I had to put him outside before I could morph all the way. He clawed me up pretty good." Tobias stuck a sliced finger into his mouth.


  I swallowed hard. Okay, this was definitely crazy now. "Um, Tobias, is it possible you maybe just dreamed all this?"


  "Not a dream," he said. Now he was serious Tobias again. The grin was gone. "It's all true, Jake. All of it."


  His eyes met mine. I knew what he was saying. He had tried to pretend it was all a nightmare, too. But it was real. I looked away. I didn't want to start believing it had all been real. I wanted it all safely stored away in my head, just another bad dream. Bad dreams should stay in your head, not come jumping out into real life.


  "I just kept concentrating on changing," Tobias said, "and in a few minutes, I was . . . not myself anymore."


  His eyes bored in on me. "You have no idea what it's like, Jake. Being a cat is so . . . it's . . . I can't even describe it. You're so strong, for one thing. Just all this coiled power, and the way you can move! You know what I did? I jumped onto my dresser. Three feet straight up in the air, and I landed like a feather. Three feet! You know how high that is when you're a cat? It's like a person jumping maybe thirty feet straight up."


  He stopped suddenly and looked at me. "You don't believe me, do you?" he said.


  "Look, Tobias, it's just that sometimes it's hard to tell the difference between something real and something you're just imagining or dreaming."


  "You think I'm crazy."


  I considered for a minute. "I don't know, Tobias, let's review the facts. You say you turned into your own pet cat. Turned into an actual cat. Yes, I have to say that sounds crazy to me."


  Tobias nodded thoughtfully. He gave a little smile. "I understand, Jake. You still don't want it to be true."


  "What? You mean do I want to believe that you can change yourself into a cat? And all the rest of it? Do I want to believe that Earth is being invaded by slimy slugs who live in people's brains and turn them into slaves? Do I want to believe that . . . that . . . Duh! No! I don't want to believe any of it."


  "And how about the Andalite?" he asked in a quiet voice.


  I hesitated. I don't know why, but I didn't want to just pretend the Andalite away.


  Tobias put his hand on my arm. "Stand right there."


  "What? What are you going to do?"


  "I'm going to help you decide whether it's real or not."


  "Tobias . . ."


  "Just wait And don't scream or anything."


  So I waited.


  For a few seconds, nothing happened. Tobias just stood there. I glanced at his face. His eyes . . . his eyes were different. The pupils weren't completely round anymore. I swear there was a reflective greenish light in them. And his mouth was protruding a little, puffing out.


  He was shrinking. Growing smaller right before my eyes.


  The neck of his shirt was loose. His pants started scrunching up at the ankles. He was shriveling. And at the same time fur - yes, fur! - began to grow on his hands and neck and face. It was gray, striped with black, just like Dude's.


  I had this absurd desire to start giggling. Tobias was becoming a tabby cat! But I knew if I started giggling I'd just keep on and on and never, ever be able to stop.


  Tobias was more cat than human now. The pointed ears rose atop his head. The whiskers stuck straight out from beneath his delicate pink nose. He had dropped to all fours, clothing now half-draped over him, like so many rags. His tail twitched. Yes - his tail.


  I wondered if I would just drop dead from the lump that had filled my throat, or from the jack-hammer pounding of my heart. Then I wondered if I was still asleep.


  But if it was a dream, it was a really convincing one.


  I was standing there in my bedroom, staring down at a gray-black cat that less than two minutes earlier had been my friend, Tobias.


  Chapter 8


  



  "I hope I'm asleep," I muttered. "I really do."


  <You're not asleep.>


  "Is that you?" I demanded of the cat.


  <Can you hear me?> Tobias sounded surprised. Although "sounded" wasn't quite the right word.


  "Yes," I said cautiously.


  <I did not know I could send thoughts like this,> Tobias said. <Just like the Andalite.>


  "I guess it only works when you're . . . morphed."


  I am talking to a cat! I realized. And I thought Tobias was crazy?


  I wondered if Tobias had heard my thought. I concentrated. Tobias, can you hear me?


  <Yeah,> he said. <I hear you.>


  "Did you hear my thoughts before that?" I asked.


  <No. I don't think it works that way. You have to think at me for me to hear. Hey, watch this.>


  Suddenly Tobias leaped through the air. He pounced precisely on an autographed baseball that was lying in the corner. Maybe a four-foot jump.


  <That is so excellent! Hey, pull a string for me to chase.>


  "Pull a string? Why?"


  <Because it's so fun!>


  I dug in my desk drawer and found a length of string left over from a birthday gift. I'm not exactly big on keeping my room clean. The string was from a birthday two years ago, "How's this?" I drew the string slowly across the floor, a foot or more from Tobias's nose. He settled back on his haunches and began wiggling his hindquarters. He pounced! He landed on the string, grabbed it in his sharp teeth, rolled over, and began ripping at the string like it was the only thing on Earth that mattered.


  I tried pulling the string away, but he pounced again.


  <Yes! Got it!>


  "Tobias, what are you doing?"


  <Pull it faster! I see it! I got it!>


  "Tobias, what are you doing?" I shouted. "You're playing with a string!" Suddenly he stopped. His tail twitched. He looked up at me with those cold cat eyes, but I'm sure I saw a look of confusion there.


  <I . . . I don't know,> he admitted. <It's like . . . like I'm me, but I'm also Dude. I want to chase strings, and oh man, if only there was a real, live mouse around! I'd really love to track it. To follow it so quietly. To listen to its heartbeat. To hear its scratchy little feet. I'd wait till just the right moment, and then a perfect pounce through the air, claws stretched out . . .> He extended his claws to demonstrate.


  "Tobias, I think we're learning something here," I said. Amazing, how quickly I was becoming used to the idea of talking to a cat.


  <What? What are we learning?>


  "I think you aren't just Tobias. You really are a cat. I mean, you have all the same instincts. You want to do the things a cat wants to do."


  <Yes. I can feel it. It's like I'm two different animals melded into one. I can think like a person and like a cat>


  "You'd better change back," I said.


  He nodded his cat head up and down. Very weird to see, I can tell you - a cat nodding yes in a thoughtful, normal way.


  <You're right.>


  The change back to human form was at least as strange as the change to cat. The fur disappeared, leaving bare patches of pink skin behind. A nose grew out of the flat cat face. The tail was sucked up like a snake going up a vacuum cleaner.


  Tobias stood there, looking embarrassed. He quickly pulled on his clothes. "Maybe with some practice we can figure out how to change back into our clothes."


  "We?"


  He smiled his gentle smile again. "Don't you get it yet, Jake? If I can do it, so can you."


  I shook my head. "I don't think so, Tobias."


  Suddenly he grew angry. He grabbed me by both my shoulders and actually shook me. "Don't you understand, Jake? It's all true. All of it."


  I pushed him away. I didn't want to hear it.


  But he kept after me. "Jake, it's all true. The Andalite gave us these powers for a reason."


  "Fine," I snapped. "You use them."


  "I will," he said. "But we'll need you, Jake. You most of all."


  "Why me?"


  He hesitated. "Geez, Jake, don't you understand? I know what I can do and what I can't do. I can't make plans and tell people what to do. I'm not the leader. You are."


  I laughed rudely. "I'm not the leader of anything."


  He just looked at me with those deep, troubled eyes - eyes I can now see only in my memory.


  "Yes, Jake, you are our leader. You are the one who can bring us all together and help us defeat the Controllers. We have the ability to be much more than we are, to have the stealth of a cat, and . . . and the eyes of eagles, and the sense of smell of a dog, and . . . and the speed of a horse or a cheetah. We're going to need it all, if we have any hope of holding out against the Controllers,"


  I wanted it not to be true. I wanted none of it to be true.


  But I knew that it was.


  I nodded slowly. It felt like I was agreeing to something awful. Like I was volunteering for a trip to the dentist or something much worse. It felt like a million pounds of weight had just landed on my shoulders.


  I knew what I had to do next.


  "Well," I said grimly. "I guess I'd better go find Homer."


  Homer. That's my dog.


  Chapter 9


  



  It isn't painful. Morphing, I mean.


  I petted Homer for a while, feeling like a complete and total fool. "This is the stupidest thing I have ever done," I told Tobias.


  "Look, you have to concentrate. At least, I did, I mean, I formed this mental picture of Dude, right? I thought about becoming him."


  "I see. So I have to, like, meditate on becoming a dog."


  "That's right. You have to think about it. You have to want it."


  Normally I would have figured he was nuts. But I had just seen him turn into a cat. So if he was nuts, so was I.


  I thought about becoming Homer. As I stroked his fur I formed a picture in my mind of me becoming Homer. Homer became weirdly quiet while I did it. Like he was asleep, only his eyes were open.


  "Just like Dude," Tobias commented. "I think the process kind of puts the animal in a trance or something."


  "He's just scared because he thinks his master is a looney tune." I continued stroking Homer's fur and concentrating, and Homer continued to lie very still. "Okay, now what?" I asked Tobias.


  "Now we better put Homer outside. He might get slightly freaked by watching you turn into him."


  It took Homer about ten seconds to come out of his trance. But then he jumped up, normal, hyperactive Homer again. I put him outside in the yard.


  Tobias was sitting patiently when I got back, just waiting. "Give it a try," he urged me. "Think about it. Want it."


  I took a deep breath. I closed my eyes. I recalled the picture of Homer I'd formed in my mind. I thought about becoming Homer.


  I opened my eyes. "Bow wow," I said, laughing. "Guess it didn't work for me, Tobias."


  The back of my hand itched and I scratched it.


  "Jake?" Tobias said.


  "What?"


  "Look at your hand."


  I looked at my hand. It was covered with orange fur.


  I jumped about a foot, straight up in the air. "Ohh! Ohh!" I stared at my hand. The fur had stopped growing.


  "Don't be scared," Tobias advised, "Go with it. Now you've stopped the morph. You have to concentrate."


  "My hand!" I said. "Fur!"


  "Yeah, and your ears . . ." Tobias said.


  I ran to the mirror over my dresser. My ears had moved. They had slid up the side of my head, and were definitely larger than they should be.


  "Go on, it's so cool!" Tobias said.


  "Cool? It's . . . it's . . . creepy. It's weird. It's . . . I mean, look at my hands! I have fur!"


  "You have to do this," Tobias said.


  "I don't have to do anything," I said sullenly.


  Tobias nodded. "Okay, you're right. You don't have to do this. You can just forget what we saw last night. And forget what we know. And as the Yeerks take over more and more people, you can just ignore it. We can all just go along and grow up in a world where human beings are nothing but bodies to be used by murdering aliens."


  Okay, when he put it that way it didn't sound like a great option.


  "Come on," Tobias urged.


  I swallowed hard. I closed my eyes. I thought of Homer. Of being Homer.


  I felt the itch mess again, and when I opened my eyes, there was fur growing on my arms. And fur growing out of my face. And fur curling up from under my collar. My legs itched and I realized they were growing fur, too. My bones . . . well, they didn't exactly hurt, but they did feel very strange. You know when you go to the dentist and he gives you Novocaine so the drill doesn't really hurt, but you know it should hurt? I guess that's what it's like.


  My bones shortened. I could feel my backbone stretching as it extended out into a tail. There was a scraping sound as my knees suddenly reversed direction. I toppled forward, no longer able to walk upright.


  When my hands hit the floor they weren't exactly hands anymore. The fingers were gone. All that was left were short, stubby nails.


  My face bulged out. My eyes drew closer together.


  Tobias got up and tilted the mirror down so I could see myself.


  I watched the final transformation as the last patches of my pink human flesh disappeared. And the tail - my tail - sprouted to its full length.


  I was a dog. It was insane. But just the same. I was a dog.


  I knew I should be scared by all this, only I wasn't. I was ecstatic. I was giddy. I was thrilled. Happiness just washed over me, Happiness filled me up.


  I breathed in through my ridiculously long nose and wow! Wow! The smells. Oh, man, you have no idea! I breathed in and right away I knew my mom was toasting a waffle in the kitchen. And I knew Tobias had walked through the territory of a big male dog. And I knew things I couldn't even explain in human words. It was like being blind all your life and then suddenly you can see.


  I ran over to Tobias and sniffed his shoe. I wanted a better idea of who that big male dog was. From the scent of his urine picked up by Tobias's shoe I got a sort of picture of him. See, Homer knew him. His owners called him Streak. He was neutered, like me. He spent most of his time in his yard, but he broke out sometimes by digging under his fence. He got a mix of canned and dry food, Purina. No table scraps, unlike me.


  All this information made me happy all over again, and I had to wag my tail. I looked up at Tobias. He looked tall and strange and not very colorful, I wasn't all that interested in looking at stuff. Smelling things was way better.


  INTRUDER!


  There was a noise in the yard. A dog! An unknown dog in MY yard. An INTRUDER!


  I ran to the window and perched against it and cut loose.


  "Rrrawf! Rrawf rrawf! rrawfrrawfrrawfrrawf!"


  I barked as loud as I could. No WAY some unknown dog was just going to walk through MY yard.


  "Jake, get a grip," Tobias said. "That's Homer out there."


  Homer? What? But I was . . .


  I tucked my tail between my legs. What was going on?


  "Jake, listen to me," Tobias said. "It's just what happened to me when I morphed into a cat. The dog brain is part of your brain now. You have to deal with it."


  <But . . . there's a dog in MY yard.>


  "That's Homer, Jake. You are Jake. You're just in a body copied from Homer's DNA. That's the real Homer out there. You put him out there. Focus. You are Jake. Jake."


  I took several deep breaths. The smells! Oh, boy, there was this one smell I couldn't quite -


  Focus, Jake! I ordered myself. Focus!


  Slowly I calmed the dog part of my mind.


  Let go of the smells. Let go of the sound of a dog out in your yard.


  It wasn't easy, that first time. Being a dog is so completely amazing. For one thing, there's nothing halfway about it. You're never sort of happy. You're HAPPY! You're never sort of bummed. You're totally, completely bummed. And boy, when you get hungry in dog form, you are nuts on the subject of food.


  There was a knock on my bedroom door. Yes, my bedroom door. I knew who I was again. I was Jake. Jake with four legs, a tail and a snout, but Jake.


  The knocking seemed incredibly loud to my dog ears.


  "Jake, you got Homer in there with you?" My brother Tom's voice. "Mom's on the phone, stop him yapping - "


  He opened the door and stepped in. He looked around, confused.


  "Who are you?" he demanded of Tobias.


  "I'm Tobias. I'm a friend of Jake's."


  "Well, where is he?"


  "Oh . . . he's around," Tobias said.


  Tom looked down at me. There was a strange smell about him. My dog brain couldn't quite identify it. It was an unsettling, dangerous smell. And somehow, in my own mind, I heard the echo of a laugh. A very human laugh I had heard the night before as Visser Three swallowed the Andalite whole.


  "Bad dog," Tom said to me. "You keep quiet. Bad dog." And then he left.


  I was devastated. I wasn't a bad dog. Not really. I was just barking because some other dog was in MY yard. Bad dog? I was a bad dog? No, I wanted to be a good dog. I crept into the corner, utterly miserable.


  Tobias knelt down and patted my head.


  When he scratched me behind the ears, I felt a little better.


  Chapter 10


  



  I called all the others on the phone after I got done morphing back into my normal body. Tobias took off on his own, saying he'd hook up with us later at Cassie's farm. I was on the kitchen phone with Cassie when Tom came in.


  "Oh, there you are," he said.


  I covered the mouthpiece. "Yeah. Tobias said you were looking for me before."


  "I just wanted you to shut your dog up," Tom said. He turned a chair around backward and straddled it.


  I hesitated. For some reason I didn't want to talk to Cassie with Tom listening in. "I'll just see you there in a couple hours, okay?" I told Cassie. I hung up.


  I looked over at Tom. He's bigger than me, even though I'm not exactly small. His hair is darker, almost black, while mine is brown.


  I had always trusted him. He wasn't like a lot of guys who pound on their younger brother. We were always kind of close. At least, until the last year or so. Somehow we just weren't spending as much time together. Partly it was that he was involved in this club called The Sharing. They did all this stuff together, so he was busy a lot of the time.


  The thing is, Tom should have been the very first person I told about all the stuff that had happened. But as I was sitting there watching him munch toast, I just had this feeling. This feeling that said No, this has to be a secret. Even from Tom.


  Instead I told him the other thing I was afraid to tell him.


  "I, uh . . . I didn't make the team," I said.


  "What team?" he asked. He looked puzzled.


  "What team? The basketball team. Your old team."


  "Oh. Too bad," he said.


  "Too bad?" I repeated. I could not believe how little he seemed to care.


  "It's just sports," he said. He munched another big bite of toast.


  "Just sports?" I couldn't stop repeating what he said. Tom, saying sports were no big deal? No way. He lived for sports. "Yeah, I guess I just don't have your total skill."


  He shrugged. "Well, I quit the team, anyway. A couple days ago."


  I practically fell off my chair. "You quit! You quit the team? And you didn't even talk to me about it? What's the deal?"


  "I didn't say anything because I knew you and Dad would make a big thing of it. Look, there are more important things than throwing balls through hoops," he said. He had this mysterious look in his eyes. I figured he meant girls were the more important thing. "Besides," he added, "we do much cooler stuff at The Sharing. Maybe you should join up."


  I was stunned. Obviously, Tom and I were further apart than I had realized.


  When we were done talking, I headed outside to mow the lawn. I mow the lawn every Saturday. It's my major chore. That, and taking out the trash, which I hate, because we have to do all this recycling stuff.


  When I was finally done mowing and trimming and raking, I hopped on my bike and took off.


  I had arranged with everyone to hook up at Cassie's farm. It isn't exactly a normal farm, although it had been in the old days. And they do still have horses and a cow. But now the big red main barn is the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. Cassie's father runs it. They take in any kind of injured animal except pet-type animals. There are always lots of birds, along with squirrels and deer and skunks and so on. Sometimes they get a bobcat or a fox or even a wolf.


  Cassie's mom is a vet, too, but she works at The Gardens. That's this huge amusement park that also has a zoo - or I guess they call it a wildlife park. Luckily, Cassie really loves animals. It would have been hard, having her parents, if she didn't really love animals.


  Me, I have a dog. Tobias has a cat. Cassie has everything from porcupines to polar bears.


  By the time I got there, Marco, Tobias, and Rachel were already waiting outside the barn.


  Rachel had her face turned up to catch the tanning rays of the sun. Cassie wasn't there yet. I figured she was doing chores. She had tons of work to do around there.


  "Hey, guys," I said.


  Rachel opened her eyes and immediately thrust a newspaper at me. "Look," she said, pointing to an article.


  I started to read the article. It wasn't very long. It said that police claimed there had been a disturbance in the construction site the night before. It said several people had called, claiming they'd seen flying saucers landing there, followed by bright lights.


  "Cool," I said, looking up. "So the cops know about it now. That's a relief."


  "Keep reading," Rachel said.


  The article went on to say that the police had arrived on the scene and found a group of teenagers playing with fireworks. The teenagers had run away. Fireworks were discovered at the scene.


  The police spokesman had laughed at the reports of flying saucers. "It was just a bunch of kids playing where they shouldn't have been," he said. "There were definitely no flying saucers. People shouldn't be so quick to believe nonsense."


  "But this is a total lie," I said.


  "Ding ding ding ding! Correct answer. Johnny, tell our contestant what he's won," Marco said.


  "Did you see the last part?" Rachel pressed. I read the last sentence. It froze me up good, I can tell you. Police were offering a reward for information on the teenagers.


  "They're looking for us," Marco said.


  "Why would the police be . . . I mean, why would they lie?" I wondered aloud. But the answer was pretty obvious.


  Marco laughed his sardonic laugh. "Let's see, Captain Brilliant - would it be because the cops are Controllers?"


  "Probably not all the cops," Tobias pointed out.


  "If the police have been infiltrated by the Controllers, who knows how many others have, too?" Rachel asked. "Teachers? People in the government? The newspapers and the TV?"


  "Math teachers, for sure," Marco joked.


  We all looked around nervously, like we expected to find ourselves surrounded by Controllers.


  "I tried to tell myself it was all a dream," Rachel said.


  "Been there," I said.


  For a while no one said anything. We all felt the same terrible feeling - like we were all alone.


  Like suddenly we were dealing with stuff that was way, way, way over our heads.


  Marco spoke first. "Look, why do we have to deal with this? I say we just forget it. We never talk about it. We never morph. We just deal with our own lives."


  Tobias and Rachel both looked at me. They were waiting for me to argue with Marco.


  "Marco, I halfway agree with you - " I started to say.


  Suddenly Marco just went ballistic. "We could get killed!" he yelled. "Don't you get it? You saw what happened to the Andalite. I mean, this is radical stuff, Jake. This is for real. Real! We could all get killed."


  Tobias was looking at Marco with this sideways look, like he thought maybe Marco was some kind of coward. I knew better. Marco had his reasons.


  Marco shook his head. In a quiet voice he said, "Look, I think these Controllers are jerks. But if something happened to me . . . my dad. He wouldn't be able to handle it."


  Two years ago, Marco's mom died. She drowned. They never even found her body. Marco's dad lost it big time. He totally fell apart. He quit his job as an industrial engineer because he couldn't handle being around other people. Now he was working as a night janitor, making barely enough to support Marco. He spent his days sleeping or watching TV with the sound off.


  "You can all think I'm a weasel if you want," Marco said. "I don't care. But if I get killed or something, my dad will flat-out die. He's only hanging in there because of me."


  I wondered if I should go pat him on the back or something. But if I had, Marco, being Marco, would have just said something sarcastic.


  "There's Cassie," Rachel said, shielding her eyes and looking off across the open field.


  A horse, galloping across the green. Its black mane was flying in the warm breeze. I didn't see any rider.


  The horse slowed, trotting closer, and suddenly I had a strange feeling about the horse.


  "Cassie and I have been here for a while," Rachel said by way of explanation. "She's really good at this. Look how fast she can do it."


  The horse nickered softly. Then the animal began to melt. The big brown eyes became slightly smaller. The long muzzle became a human mouth,


  A thing that was part horse and part Cassie smiled at us with big horse teeth and said, "Hey, kids."


  Marco suddenly sat down. Very hard. He had never seen a morphing.


  "It's cool," I said, trying to sound very relaxed. "It's just Cassie."


  I decided I'd better be a gentleman and look away. After all, when Tobias and I had morphed, we'd kind of morphed right out of our clothes. But I noticed that as Cassie emerged from the horse she was wearing a skintight blue outfit. One of those outfits girls wear to do aerobics. I watched and saw something beautiful happen. For just a few seconds, she stayed half-horse and half-human. She reminded me of the Andalite. I realized it was deliberate. Cassie was controlling the way she morphed.


  "Jeez, Rachel," I said. "You're right. Cassie is good."


  Suddenly we heard the sound of tires on gravel.


  We all spun around. Down the gravel and dirt road came a single black-and-white car.


  "The cops!" Tobias cried.


  Chapter 11


  



  "Cassie. Morph. Now!" I snapped. The police car was coming fast. "We do not want to have to explain a half-horse half-person."


  "Which way should I morph?" Cassie wailed. "Horse or human?" She reared up slightly on her hind legs.


  I knew what was happening. She was fighting the horse's urge to panic.


  "Human, human, human!" I said. "Everybody, stand in front of her!"


  The police car squealed to a stop, sending the gravel flying. A single policeman stepped out. I waved at him.


  "Morning," he said. "You kids, uh . . . hiding something?"


  I wanted to look over my shoulder and see what kind of shape Cassie was in. But that would have been a mistake. "Hiding something?" I repeated.


  "Step aside, all of you," he ordered.


  We did, revealing Cassie. Fully human.


  The policeman looked puzzled. But then he shrugged.


  I breathed a huge sigh of relief.


  "Can we help you, officer?" Rachel asked in her best "responsible" voice.


  "We're making some inquiries," he said, still looking at Cassie like something must be wrong with her. "We're looking for some kids who were shooting off fireworks in the construction site across from the mall last night."


  Suddenly Marco started coughing.


  "Something the matter with him?" the policeman asked.


  "Nope," I said. "Nothing wrong with him."


  "We want these kids," the policeman said. "We want them real bad. See, it was dangerous what they did. Could have been someone hurt. So we want to find the kids."


  Suddenly I knew. He was one of them. The policeman was a Controller. I looked at his face. It seemed normal. But inside his head was a creature from another planet - an evil, parasitic slug. Just behind those normal, human-looking eyes, something vile lurked.


  "I don't know anything about it," I lied.


  He looked at me real close, and I began to sweat.


  "Hey, you know what?" he said. "You look familiar. You look like a young man I know named Tom."


  "He's my brother," I said. I was trying not to let my voice go weird. But I just couldn't forget the fact that it wasn't really some normal, human cop I was talking to. It was a Yeerk. This wasn't even a human anymore. Not really. It was a Human-Controller. The human brain was totally enslaved.


  "Tom's your brother, eh? Well, he's a good kid. I know him from The Sharing. I'm one of the adult supervisors. Great group, The Sharing. You should come to a meeting."


  "Yeah, um, Tom invited me already," I said.


  "We have a lot of fun."


  "Yeah," I repeated,


  "Well, you call me if you hear anything about these kids in the construction site. I should warn you - they may come up with some wild story to conceal their guilt. But you're too smart to believe a bunch of crazy lies, aren't you?"


  "He's a regular genius," Marco said.


  Finally the policeman took off.


  "Okay, rule number one," Rachel announced firmly. "We don't do anything to attract attention. We have to be secret about everything. Especially morphing."


  Cassie looked embarrassed. "Yeah, it was stupid of me. It's just, man! It is so amazing, running like that. Out in the open spaces, running and running."


  "How did you manage to morph with clothing?" I asked. "When Tobias and I did it . . . well, let's just say it's a good thing neither of you girls was around."


  "It took some practice," Cassie said, "And it can only be tight clothing. I tried it with a coat on. It got shredded. I don't know what we'll do in the winter."


  "That's not going to be a problem," Marco said firmly. "Because there isn't going to be any more morphing."


  "Maybe Marco is right," Rachel said. "This is too big for us. We're just kids. We need to find someone important to tell this to. Someone we can trust,"


  "We can't trust anyone," Tobias said flatly. "Anyone could be a Controller. We tell the wrong person, we are all dead. And the whole world will be doomed."


  "I don't want to stop morphing," Cassie said. "Do you realize all we could do with this power? We could communicate with animals, maybe. Help save endangered species,"


  "Humans may be the next endangered species, Cassie," Tobias said quietly.


  "What do you say, Jake?" Cassie asked.


  "Me?" I shrugged. "I don't know. Marco's right, we could all get killed. Rachel's right, this is too major for a bunch of kids." I hesitated. I didn't like what I was about to say. "But Tobias is right, too. I mean, the whole world is in danger. And we can't trust anyone."


  "So, what do we do?" Rachel demanded.


  "Hey, it's not up to me to decide," I said hotly.


  "Let's take a vote," Rachel said.


  "I vote we try to live long enough to get driver's licenses," Marco said.


  "I vote we do what the Andalite said - fight," Tobias said.


  "You've never even been in a fight," Marco sneered. "You can't handle the punks at school. Suddenly now you want to kick butt on that Visser Three freakazoid?"


  Tobias said nothing, but a blush spread up his neck.


  "I vote with Tobias," Rachel said, giving Marco a dirty look. "I wish we could dump all this on someone else. But we can't."


  "Let's think it over for a while," Cassie said. "This is a big decision. I mean, it's not like we're deciding whether to wear jeans or a skirt."


  I was relieved. Thank goodness for Cassie.


  "Yeah, let's wait for a while," I agreed. "In the meantime, no one say anything to anyone. We just go back to normal life."


  There was a smirk on Marco's face. He thought he'd won. But I wasn't so sure. Tobias was still blushing. He sent a secret, grateful look to Rachel.


  Marco and I took off toward my house again, trying to act normal. We talked about the baseball season. We talked about who was going to slaughter who in Dead Zone 5, which is this CD game we were going to play on my computer.


  By the time we'd reached my house, we'd run out of stuff to talk about.


  We played Dead Zone for a while. Neither of us did very well. Face it, games just weren't all that interesting anymore. My mind was totally not there.


  Tom came in after a while. "Hey, you guys," he said. "Can I give that a try?"


  It had been months since Tom had done anything with me like play a game.


  "Sure." Marco moved over and gave Tom his control stick.


  We played for a few minutes, and Tom did pretty well. But then it was like he got bored or something. He gave the control back to Marco and just sat back and watched.


  "You guys hear about all the stuff going on with the construction site last night?" he asked me.


  Marco jerked in surprise.


  "What stuff?" I said.


  "It was in the newspaper," Tom said casually. "They said some kids were there shooting off fireworks. A bunch of morons who live around there decided it was flying saucers or something."


  He laughed. "Flying saucers, right."


  Marco and I both laughed, too.


  "Yeah. And it was just these kids playing with fireworks," Tom said.


  "Uh-huh," I said. I was trying very hard to concentrate on the game.


  "You were out at the mall last night, weren't you?" Tom asked me.


  "Uh-huh."


  "Did you come back through the construction site?"


  I shook my head. "No way."


  "Didn't see any kids hanging around there, maybe?"


  "Nope."


  "It's not like I'd get them in trouble," Tom said. "I mean, I think it's kind of cool. They're just shooting off fireworks and they get all these people terrified of flying saucers."


  "Uh-huh."


  "Flying saucers," he said. He laughed again. "Only complete dips believe that kind of stuff." He leaned close. "You don't believe in that, do you? Aliens and spaceships and little green men from Mars?"


  I wanted to say no, none of them had been little or green. But I just said, "No way."


  Tom nodded and stood up. "Cool. You know, Jake, I feel like we haven't been hanging around much lately."


  "I guess not," I agreed.


  "That's too bad," he said. He snapped his fingers like he'd just had an idea. "You know, you should join The Sharing. Marco, too."


  "Why should we join?" Marco asked.


  Tom just grinned. "I gotta go," he said. He gave me a playful punch on the shoulder. "Catch you guys later. And don't forget - let me know if you hear anything about those kids at the construction site."


  He left.


  Marco looked at me. "Jake. He's one of them."


  "What?"


  "Tom. Tom is one of them. Your brother is a Controller."


  Chapter 12


  



  I swung my fist and caught Marco in the side of the head.


  He jumped back and I swung again. But Marco was quick. He dodged my second swing, and I slipped and went down.


  Marco snatched the bedspread off my bed, threw it over me to tangle up my arms, and sat on me.


  "Jake, quit acting like a stupid jerk," he said.


  I was trying to grab him, but he had me pretty good. "Take that back!" I yelled.


  "Not likely," Marco said. "You think it's just a coincidence he's suddenly all interested in what happened at the construction site?"


  I knew it looked bad. Even while I was struggling to get free and kick Marco's butt. I had this sudden flash about the smell I'd noticed on Tom when I was morphed into a dog. And there was that laugh I'd heard at the site.


  But no. No! This was Tom, my big brother. Tom would never, ever have let those slimy creeps into his head. Never.


  "I'll let you up if you'll calm down," Marco said. "Look, maybe I'm wrong, okay?"


  I stopped struggling, and Marco let me up.


  "You have to admit, Jake, it doesn't look good."


  "Tom is not one of them, okay? That's final," I said.


  "Whatever," Marco said. "Just don't punch me again, 'cause I might have to hit you back."


  Just then I heard this fluttering noise at my window. Like someone beating on it very softly. I went to the window, followed by Marco.


  There was a bird there. Some kind of huge bird like an eagle or a hawk, beating its wings against the window.


  <Let me in, all right? I can't hover here forever!>


  Marco's eyes went wide. He'd heard it, too.


  I opened the window and the bird flew straight in. It landed on my dresser. It was almost two feet long, mostly brown, with gnarled talons and a sharp, hooked beak.


  "It's some kind of eagle or something," Marco said.


  <A red-tailed hawk, actually,> Tobias said.


  "Is that you, Tobias?" Marco demanded. "I thought we weren't going to do any more of this morphing."


  <I never agreed to that.>


  "Well, morph back, Tobias," I said. "You know what the Andalite said - never stay in any form for more than two hours."


  Tobias hesitated. He tilted his hawk's head and peered at me with an incredibly concentrated gaze. At last, he hopped over onto my bed.


  Let me tell you something, it is beyond weird, watching feathers turn into skin. The brown feathers ran together and merged and turned pink. It was like the feathers were melting. Like they had turned into wax and were being heated up.


  The beak disappeared quickly, and lips grew out of it. The talons split into five and became toes.


  Halfway through the process of changing, Tobias was a lump, half pink, half brown, with featherlike patterns still visible on his back and chest. His face was small and mostly human, except that he still had those sharp, alert hawk's eyes. Two tiny, shriveled arms protruded from the front of his chest with fingers like a baby's.


  All in all, it was a pretty disgusting sight.


  But the human DNA asserted itself over the hawk's and he became more normal. About three minutes sifter he'd started the change, there was a completely normal Tobias, sitting naked on the end of my bed.


  "I haven't figured out how to morph clothes yet, like Cassie," he said sheepishly. "Can I borrow some?"


  I loaned him a pair of pants and a shirt, but my shoes were all the wrong size.


  "That was the coolest thing I've ever done in my life," Tobias said. His whole face was glowing. "I was riding the thermals."


  "What's a thermal?" I asked.


  "That's when there's warm air rising up from the ground. It forms this cushion under your wings. You can just float up there. Like a mile up! You just surf the thermals. You guys have got to do it! It is the best thing ever."


  "Tobias, how on Earth did you do a hawk morph?" I demanded.


  "There's an injured hawk right there in Cassie's barn," he said. "There's this cool osprey, too, but I decided on the hawk."


  "How did you fly if the hawk you morphed from was injured?" I wondered.


  Marco shook his head pityingly. "Jake, do you pay any attention in biology class? DNA has nothing to do with some injury. The DNA wasn't broken. Just a wing."


  I ignored Marco. "You're lucky Cassie's dad didn't catch you," I said to Tobias.


  "He's so depressed," Tobias commented.


  "Who's depressed? Cassie's dad?"


  "No, the hawk. I mean, I think he knows they aren't trying to hurt him or anything, but he can't stand being cooped up there while his wing heals." Tobias's eyes darkened. "It's terrible when birds have to be locked up in cages. They should be free."


  "Yeah, free the birds," Marco commented sarcastically. "I'll get the bumper stickers printed up."


  "You wouldn't have that attitude if you'd been up there with me," Tobias said angrily. "It was cool being a cat and all. But a hawk! It's just total, absolute freedom."


  I hadn't ever seen Tobias so happy. I mean, Tobias has a pretty lousy home life. Thinking about it, I suddenly had this feeling . . .


  I repeated the warning. "No more than two hours in any morph, right? You keep track of the time, right?"


  Tobias smiled. "Yeah. I don't have a watch or anything, but with hawk eyes you can actually see the hands of someones watch when they're half a mile below you. It's like being Superman. You can fly, plus you have super vision."


  "Now he's Superman," Marco muttered.


  "I was looking around. I guess I thought I might be able to see something from the air," Tobias said. "I was looking for something that might be a Yeerk pool."


  The phrase sounded vaguely familiar. I remembered Visser Three saying something about "Yeerk pools." "What's a Yeerk pool?" I asked Tobias.


  "It's where the Yeerks live in their natural state. Every three days a Yeerk has to leave his host body and go into the Yeerk pool to soak up nutrients. Especially Kandrona rays."


  Marco and I exchanged a suspicious look. Neither of us knew any of this,


  "At the end," Tobias explained, "when the Andalite told us all to run for it, I stayed behind for a few seconds, I guess maybe I was too scared even to run."


  I shook my head. I knew better. Tobias just hadn't wanted to leave the Andalite alone, I think maybe the Andalite meant even more to Tobias than to the rest of us.


  "Anyway, he gave me . . . visions, I guess you'd call them. Pictures. Information. A lot of it, all at once. All jumbled. I haven't even started to sort it all out. But I do know about the Yeerk pools and the Kandrona."


  Marco held up his hand, silencing Tobias. "Let me check the door," he said. He went to my door and peeked out into the hallway. "All clear," he announced.


  Tobias gave Marco a questioning took.


  "Tom," Marco said. "He's one of them."


  "Don't make me hurt you," I warned him angrily. "Tom is not a Controller."


  "Either way, we should be careful," Tobias said. He lowered his voice. "The Kandrona is a device that produces Kandrona particles. See, it's like this little portable version of the Yeerk's own home sun. The Yeerks need Kandrona particles to live, like a human needs vitamins or whatever. The Kandrona particles are beamed from wherever the Kandrona is and concentrated in the Yeerk pool. Once every three days, every Yeerk has to leave his host and go into the pool. They soak up the particles and then they reenter the host body."


  "What does this have to do with you flying around playing Superman?" I asked.


  "Well, it seems dumb now, but I was thinking maybe I could see the Yeerk pool." He made a rueful smile. "Saw a lot of swimming pools and some ponds. You get up there and you realize there are ponds and lakes and streams everywhere. But I didn't see anything special."


  "And what if you found some Yeerk pool? Then what?" Marco demanded.


  "Then we'd blow it up," Tobias said.


  "Wrong," Marco said. "We decided not to get into this."


  "No, we decided not to decide yet," I said.


  "Well, I've decided," Tobias said.


  "Suddenly the wimp is a hero," Marco sneered.


  This time Tobias didn't blush. "Maybe I just found something worth fighting for, Marco."


  "You don't even fight for yourself," Marco said.


  "That was before," Tobias said softly. "Before the Andalite. Before he died trying to save us. I can't let that go. I can't let him die for nothing. So whatever you guys decide, I'm going to fight."


  Chapter 13


  



  "We find the Yeerk pool," Tobias said. "And when we do, we blow it up and kill every one of those evil slugs."


  I expected Marco to start yelling. But Marco is pretty smart. He could tell that Tobias had reached me with his talk about the Andalite. So he just smiled, a little sneakily.


  "Remember that cop today, the one who is so interested in finding whoever was at the construction site? The cop who is probably a Controller?"


  "What about him?" I said.


  "Well, let's see. He invites you to join The Sharing. And now along comes Tom. And suddenly he is very interested in whatever happened at the construction site. And guess what? Tom also invites you to join The Sharing."


  Tobias nodded in agreement. "Maybe this Sharing is an organization for Controllers."


  Marco smiled. He's my best friend and all, but sometimes Marco really makes me mad.


  "We're pretty sure the cop is a Controller. And I don't care what you say, Jake, I think Tom is, too. So, here's the deal. You want to get into this fight against the Yeerks?" Marco asked me. "Fine. Let's see how much you want to do it when it turns out it's your own brother you have to destroy."


  That stopped me cold.


  "It's not exactly some video game, is it?" Marco said. "This is reality. You don't know anything about reality, Jake. Nothing bad has ever really happened to you. You have this perfect family. Like I used to have."


  His voice cracked a little. He never talked about his mom's death.


  I realized he was right. I didn't know about reality. Not the way reality had happened to Marco - and to Tobias.


  "So maybe we just walk away from this," Marco said. "Let someone else fight this fight. Sorry about the Andalite, but I've got enough death in my family."


  "No," I said, surprising myself. "The Andalite gave us the morphing power for a reason. It wasn't just for the fun of being a dog or a horse or a bird. He hoped we would fight."


  "Then maybe Tom is the enemy," Marco said. "Maybe it's your own brother you'll end up destroying."


  "Yes," I said. My throat felt all tight. "Maybe that's what will happen. Maybe not. But the first step is to find out more. And I think maybe the way to do that is to check out this meeting of The Sharing. Tonight. I'll call the others. Anyone wants to come, cool. You want to stay out of it, Marco, that's cool, too."


  He hesitated. He sent Tobias an angry look. But he said, "Okay, it's just a meeting, right? We go and see. I'm in for that,"


  I called the others. Rachel agreed quickly. Cassie had to think about it for a little while, but she agreed, too.


  I told Tom we were interested in attending the meeting. Me and Marco and Rachel and Cassie. We'd already decided Tobias would be there, too. Only in a different way.


  "Tonight's a great meeting to come to," Tom said enthusiastically. "We're having a bonfire on the beach. You know, hanging out, playing games, and stuff. We play night volleyball, which is so funny because half the time guys can't even see the ball. It's great. It's the best organization. You'll love it."


  Listening to him, it sure didn't sound like The Sharing was connected with the Yeerks. You couldn't really picture Visser Three or a bunch of Taxxons playing volleyball.


  I was thinking maybe we were all just nuts. The Sharing was probably just like some new kind of coed Boy Scouts or something.


  It wasn't that far to the beach, so we decided not to drive there with Tom. We walked. Tobias walked part way with us, then he stepped behind a dark dune as we got close to the shore. A few minutes later we saw a hawk take flight. There aren't many thermals at night, so he had to work to get altitude. But then I guess he found a decent enough updraft, because he soared up and away till he disappeared.


  "I have got to try that," Cassie said. "It looks wonderful."


  "Yeah," I agreed. Ahead, the bonfire burned bright on the dark beach. People were all around it, playing, talking, eating. Kids from school. Adults. People I didn't know. Others I did. Were they all Controllers? I wondered. How could I ever know? And was my own brother one of them?


  After about an hour of hanging out there on the beach, I was sure I was nuts. There was no way these guys were aliens. We played some volleyball, me and Tom together on one team. We ate the barbecue ribs they had. I mean, it was just like this normal, good time.


  The sand was still warm. The night air was chilly, but near the fire it was nice.


  "Now you see why I enjoy this?" Tom asked me.


  "It's cool," I said. I looked around at all the people having fun. "I didn't realize it was so much fun,"


  "Well, that's not all it is," Tom said. "I mean, it's more than just fun. The Sharing can do all kinds of things for you. Once you're a full member."


  "How do you get to be a full member?" I asked.


  He smiled mysteriously. "Oh, that will come later. First you become an associate member. Later the leaders will decide whether to ask you to become a full member. Once you become a full member . . . the whole world changes."


  At that moment, something weird happened. I was looking at Tom, and he was smiling at me. But then his face kind of twitched. His head started to pull to one side, like he was trying to shake his head only he couldn't quite do it. For just a split second there was a look in his eyes - scared or . . . or something. He was looking right at me, and it was like some different person, some scared person, was looking out of those same eyes.


  Then he was back to normal. Or what looked like normal.


  "I have to go for a while now," he said. "The full members have a separate meeting. You guys stay here and have fun. Have some more of that barbecue. It's great, isn't it?"


  With that, he was gone into the night.


  I felt like I had swallowed barbed wire.


  Marco and Cassie came over. They had just finished playing Frisbee in the surf with some other kids. Marco was laughing.


  "Okay," he said, "I admit it. I was wrong. These are just normal people having a good time. And Tom is not a Controller."


  I didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Marco was wrong.


  I knew what I had seen in Tom's eyes - he was trying to warn me. Somehow he had managed to gain control of his face for just a second before the Yeerk in his head had crushed him.


  Tom - the real Tom, not the Yeerk slug in his brain - had tried to warn me.
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  "They're all going off to a separate meeting," I said. "All the full members. I'd sure like to know what goes on in that meeting." I struggled to sound normal, but my insides were churning.


  "I saw people heading that way." Rachel pointed.


  "Let's see if we can get close," I said.


  "What's going on?" Marco asked. "I thought we just decided everything was normal here."


  It was Cassie who answered him. "Nothing is normal here," she said. "Can't you feel it?" She shivered. "All these so-called full members, they're all being so perfectly nice. So perfectly helpful. They're so perfectly normal it's abnormal. And all the time their eyes are following you, watching you. Watching you like . . . like a hungry dog watching a bone."


  "Creepy," Rachel agreed. "Like if you took cheerleaders, combined them with gym teachers, and made them all drink ten cups of coffee."


  "They are all just a little too happy, aren't they?" Marco admitted. "People keep telling me how all their problems disappeared once they became a full member of The Sharing. It's like some cult or something."


  "I'm getting into that secret meeting," I said. I had to know. I had to be dead sure. "Let's get away from the fire. Over behind that lifeguard stand."


  "How are you going to get into the meeting?" Marco asked.


  "They won't worry about some stray dog that's walking along the beach," I said.


  "Some stray . . . oh," Marco said.


  "Good idea," Cassie said. "I'd do it, too, but the only morph I can do is a horse. They would notice a horse."


  I checked to see that no one could see us. I waved over my head. A few seconds later, Tobias came swooping silently out of the starlit sky. He landed on the lifeguard stand,


  <What's up?>


  "The full members are off in some private get-together," I told him. "Do you know where they are?"


  <Of course. With these eyes I can see the mice scampering through the dune grass. Nice, plump, tasty-looking things.>


  "Tobias! Get a grip. Don't start eating mice just because you're in a hawk's body. What's next? Road kill?"


  He didn't say anything. Maybe he was offended at my suggestion that he would ever eat road kill. Or, worse, maybe he wasn't offended.


  "Where are the full members?" I asked.


  <About a hundred yards down the beach. There's a little bowl-like area formed by the dunes. There are people posted all around, though, like guards.>


  I nodded. "Good job. Tobias, you've been in that body for more than an hour. You need to morph back."


  <No, I'll keep watch from above for a while longer,> he said.


  "No, Tobias," I said sharply. "You need to morph back. You've done what we needed you to do."


  <Um, there is that little problem . . . I don't exactly have any clothes on.>


  "Marco has your clothes in a bag. Rachel and Cassie will turn away while you morph."


  Cassie grinned. "I am going to have to teach you boys how to morph clothing."


  Still Tobias hesitated. <I hate changing back. It's like going back into a prison or something. I hate it when I don't have wings.>


  "Tobias, you can always return to your hawk morph later," Rachel reassured him. "Now, come on, both of you. I'll look the other way so your delicate boy modesty isn't offended."


  I took a deep breath. It was only my second morph. It still seemed totally ridiculous that I was even thinking about becoming a dog. But as I concentrated, I could begin to feel the itchiness and the squirmy feeling as Homer's DNA combined with the Andalite's technology and began to change me.


  At the same time, I could see fingers growing from the ends of Tobias's wings.


  "Keep a grip on your human side," Cassie warned me. "We can't have you off chasing cats or whatever. You need to focus hard on staying in control."


  I started to say, "Yes, I know," but it came out "Rowr, rowwr, ruff!" I was already too changed to make normal human speech.


  I thought my answer instead. <Yes, I know, Cassie. Don't worry.>


  "But I do worry," she said softly.


  I nuzzled her hand with my cold nose and she patted my head. I set off across the sand. Cassie had been right to warn me. The dunes, the surf, the low chirping of sea birds in their hidden nests - all of it was so perfect for distracting my dog mind.


  I heard something breathing in the sea grass, and then it broke and ran! I was off after it before I could even think. It ran and I chased. I think it may have been a chipmunk or something. I never could be sure, because it found a hole and went diving in.


  I dug frantically in the sand for a while before my human brain realized, whoa, Jake this is not what you're supposed to be doing. Stop it!


  I made myself walk toward the meeting. I could hear the murmur of voices. I started to creep closer, then I realized that was dumb. Dogs don't creep around. They just walk or run. If I went around acting like "spy dog," that would make people pay attention.


  So I wandered along, like any dog out for an evening stroll along the beach. My tongue lolled out of my mouth. My tail wagged occasionally. The only thing I had to be careful of was not to let Tom see me too clearly. After all, I looked exactly like Homer.


  Basically, I was Homer.


  I approached the edge of the area. There were high dunes all around. About twenty or thirty people were standing together. Unfortunately, with my weak dog eyes I couldn't see them very well in the darkness.


  But I could hear them. I could hear them amazingly well. Sounds that I would barely have noticed with my human hearing were as loud as a boom box set on nine.


  And I could smell. It's funny about smell. As a human you don't really get into it. But when I laid back and let my dog abilities come up, smell became as good as sight. Different, but just as good for some things.


  I heard Tom's voice. And I smelled a subtle combination of things that meant he was not too far away.


  There was a man on guard, but all he did was look down at me, then look away. No one cares about a stray dog.


  I was beginning to realize why the Andalite had given us the power to morph. There are things you can do as an animal that you could never do as a human.


  The members all seemed to be waiting for someone to arrive. I heard Tom say, "He should be here soon. Wait, here he comes."


  There was a stirring, muttering sound. I heard footsteps approach. I moved closer but stayed out of the light.


  "Everyone, quiet. We have problems," the voice said.


  The voice! I knew that voice. It was the same voice that had been at that construction site. It was the voice that had said, "Just save the head. Bring that to me, and we can identify it."


  I crept a little closer. I had to look hard to see him with my dog sight But then, when he turned just the right way, I saw him, I recognized him. It was someone I knew. Someone I saw every day at school.


  None other than Assistant Principal Chapman.


  My assistant principal was a Controller.


  "Item one. We still have not found the brats who were at the construction site," Chapman said. His voice was hard. "I want them found. Visser Three wants them found. Does anyone have any clues?"


  For a moment no one spoke. Then I heard a second familiar voice.


  "It could have been anyone," Tom said. "But it might be the one who's my brother, Jake. I know he goes through the construction site sometimes. That's why I brought him here tonight. So we could either make him ours . . . or kill him."


  Chapter 15


  



  Either make him ours . . . or kill him.


  I felt like someone had punched me.


  I told myself that Tom was a Human-Controller. Some slimy, snotty slug from another planet was in his brain controlling him. When he talked to me it wasn't even Tom, not really. It was a Yeerk,


  My brother . . . one of them. Chapman . . . one of them.


  They were everywhere. Everywhere! How were we going to stop them? How could we even try? If they could take my own brother from me, if they could take Tom, then how was I going to be able to stop them? It was insane. Marco was right.


  I think if I had been fully human right then, despair would have just overpowered me. But dogs don't know about despair. It was Homer's simple, happy, hopeful mind that saved me. For a while I just sort of let go and drifted into dog consciousness. I didn't want to think. I didn't want to be a human being. For a while I just wandered around the dunes and smelled things.


  But I knew I had a job to do. After a while I let go of the simple happiness of the dog and forced myself back into painful reality.


  I waited and listened some more to the meeting. But I was still so upset I didn't really track on a lot of what was being said. I just kept hearing it over and over in my head - "Make him ours . . . or kill him."


  The one other thing that did stick in my mind was Tom discussing with some other guy - some other Controller - the schedule for going to the Yeerk pool. He'd just been and was feeling good, he said. He'd be heading back on Monday night.


  That was the slug in his head talking. The Yeerk that controlled Tom needed to return to the Yeerk pool.


  Then I heard another voice. Cassie!


  I slunk quickly around the back of a dune to get closer. But I could hear clearly. Cassie's voice, and another voice it took me a minute to recognize.


  It was the policeman. The same policeman.


  "Hey, what are you doing back here?" the policeman demanded.


  "I was just looking for shells," Cassie said.


  "This is just for full members," the policeman said gruffly. "Private business. You understand?"


  "Yes, sir," Cassie said in her most humble voice.


  I got to where I could see them, although I have to tell you, dog sight is not exactly great. Everything is like an old TV with bad color and all blurry.


  The policeman was staring hard at Cassie. Cassie was trying to be brave, but I could smell the fact that she was afraid.


  "Okay, take off," the policeman said at last. "But I have my eye on you. Get back with the others."


  Cassie turned and headed away as fast as she could walk. I caught up with her. I guess seeing a dog come bounding out of nowhere startled her, because she jumped.


  "Oh, it's you," she said.


  <Yeah. That was close. What were you doing there?>


  She shrugged. "Just wanted to make sure you were okay."


  <I was safer than you were,> I pointed out.


  We got back to the spot where Rachel, Marco, and Tobias were waiting. I didn't even want to morph back into my human body. I knew that I could just let myself go again, and in a few minutes my dog brain would forget why my human brain was sad. If someone would just throw a stick out into the surf I could go after it. The water would make me happy. The chasing would make me happy.


  Now I knew why Tobias was so reluctant to leave his hawk's body. Being an animal could be a nice way to escape from all your troubles.


  I began to morph back into my own body. Cassie and Rachel turned and looked out toward the water.


  When I was completely myself again, I said, "Marco, you were right. Tom is a Controller,"


  Marco did not look pleased about being right.


  I told them what Tom had said to Chapman about bringing me to the meeting to either use me or kill me.


  "Wait a minute. Chapman is one of them, too?" Rachel asked. "Our Chapman? Mr. Chapman the assistant principal?"


  "I think he's some kind of a leader," I said. "It was him the other night at the construction site. He was the one who told the Hork-Bajir just to keep the head."


  "That is so Chapman," Marco said.


  "I suggest we get the heck out of here," Tobias said.


  "No, it's okay," I said. "Chapman told Tom there was not to be any killing at a Sharing meeting. They don't want any suspicious activities. He also said they couldn't just go around killing every kid who might have been at the construction site. They needed to be sure."


  "That's decent of them," Rachel said dryly.


  "Not really. Chapman just said that for a while longer they still have to avoid attracting too much attention. A bunch of kids start turning up dead and people will definitely notice. He said they should just wait - kids can't keep quiet for long about seeing aliens. When the kids talk, the Controllers will find them and get rid of them."


  "Except that we aren't going to talk about what we saw," Rachel said.


  "You got that right," Marco agreed. "We aren't saying anything. We are forgetting everything we saw. We are getting on with our normal lives."


  "And leave Tom the way he is?" I demanded. "No way. Never. He's my brother. I'm going to save him."


  "Just how do you figure you'll do that?" Marco asked sarcastically. "Let's see, it's you versus Chapman, the cops, a bunch of Hork-Bajir and Taxxons, and, worst of all, that creep, Visser Three. All you can do to fight them is turn into a dog and bite their ankles. It's like being stuck in the most impossible video game ever invented."


  I grinned. Or at least I showed my teeth. "Yeah, it is, kind of. But I'm pretty good at video games."


  "And he won't be alone," Rachel said. "I'm in this, too."


  "And me," Tobias said.


  "Me, too," Cassie agreed.


  "Swell," Marco said. "So suddenly you're the Fantastic Four. This isn't a comic book. This is real."


  We heard the sound of people coming through the dunes. The meeting of the full members had broken up.


  "Everyone, quiet," I said. "We'll let this ride . . . for now."


  I said that to calm Marco down. I had no intention of letting it ride.


  I pulled Cassie aside. "Listen, Cassie, I need an animal morph that will let me watch Chapman without him seeing me. What do you have at the farm?"


  Cassie got quiet for a moment. "Let me think. We have a lot of injured birds, of course. We have the wolf with the broken leg. We have the wildcat with one eye."


  I waited while she went down a list of all the animals in the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic.


  Suddenly Cassie snapped her fingers. "I wonder. . . . How small an animal do you think we can morph?"


  I shrugged. I had no idea.


  "I may have something in mind," she said. "It's not really in the clinic as a patient. It just sort of lives there. It's small. It can crawl up walls. It's fast, if you need to get away. And I guess it can hear and see okay."


  Which is how I ended up in Cassie's barn later that night, crawling beneath cages full of sick buzzards and between a pair of jumpy deer, looking for lizards.
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  I did it Monday morning in my locker at school. I turned into a lizard.


  A green anole, to be exact. It's a member of the iguana family. Like you care.


  I waited till the bell rang for first period, which was English class. When everyone else was out of the hallway, I just climbed into my locker. I tried to act cool about it, just in case anyone was watching.


  The locker was about two inches shorter than me, so I had to crouch. And it was so tight I couldn't move. The only light was from the three small ventilation slits. I could hear my heart pounding in the cramped, dark space. I was afraid.


  It was one thing to turn into a dog. I mean, it's weird, it's strange, but it's also kind of cool. Dogs are cool animals. But lizards?


  "I should have practiced," I muttered under my breath. "I really should have practiced like Cassie said."


  I started to focus for the morphing. I remembered the way we had caught the lizard the night before last. We'd spotted it with a flashlight, and Cassie had put a bucket over it so it couldn't get away.


  It had been fairly creepy, just touching it to acquire its DNA pattern. Now I was going to become it.


  The first thing I noticed was that I suddenly had more room inside the locker. I didn't have to crouch down. And my shoulders weren't scrunched up anymore.


  I touched my face with one hand. My skin was looser than it should have been. And pebbly to the touch.


  I ran my hand over my head. My hair was almost all gone.


  Things began to happen very fast. The locker grew and grew around me. It was big as a barn. Big as a stadium!


  It was like falling. Like falling off a skyscraper and taking forever to hit the ground.


  I was standing on something sticky, as large as a boulder. How had a boulder gotten into my locker? But then I realized - it was a wad of gum! An old, chewed wad of gum stuck to the bottom of my locker.


  Gigantic drapes as big as the sails of a ship were falling all around me. They were my clothes. In the dim light I could see two monstrous, misshapen things on either side of me. I could just make out the Nike swoosh, and realized they were my shoes. They were the size of houses.


  And then the lizard brain kicked in.


  Fear! Trapped! Run! Run! Rruunrunrun!


  I shot left. A wall! I scampered up, feeling my feet stick to it. Trapped! I jumped back. Another hard surface. Trapped! Runrunrunrun!


  I fought to get control, but the lizard brain was panicked. It didn't know where it was. It wanted out. OUT!


  Go toward the light! I ordered my new body. The ventilation slits. That was the way out.


  But the body was afraid of the light. It was terrified.


  I was still bouncing off the walls. I could not overcome the panic instincts of the lizard body.


  Go to the light! I screamed inside my head. And suddenly I was there. I poked my head out, and my body slithered after me. My tongue flicked out and I got a weird kind of input from it. Like smell, only not quite. It kept flicking. I could see it shoot out of my mouth and lick the air.


  In the bright light I realized how bad the lizard eyes were. I couldn't make sense of what I was seeing. Everything was shattered and twisted around. Down was up and up was down. Colors weren't even close to right.


  I tried to think. Come on, Jake. You have eyes on the side of your head now. They don't focus together. They see different things. Deal with it.


  I tried to make sense of the pictures, using this knowledge, but they were still a mess. It seemed to take me forever to figure it out. One eye was looking down the hall to the left. The other was looking down the halt to the right. I was upside down, gripping the side of the locker, which was like a long, gray field that wouldn't end.


  And all the time the green anole brain was fighting me. Now that it was out of the dark locker, it desperately wanted to go back in.


  Chapman's office, I reminded myself. But where was it?


  Left. That way.


  Suddenly I was off and running. Straight down the wall. Zoom! Then on level floor. Zoom! Around a scrap of paper twice as big as I was. The ground flew past. It was like being strapped onto a crazy, out-of-control missile.


  Then my lizard brain sensed the spider. It was a strange thing, like I wasn't sure if I saw the spider, or heard it, or smelled it, or tasted it on my flicking lizard tongue, or just suddenly knew it was there.


  I took off after it, racing at a million miles an hour before I could even think about stopping. My legs were a blur, they moved so fast.


  It probably wasn't a huge spider. Not if you were a great big human being. But to my lizard eyes it looked as big as a small child. It was huge. I could see the compound eyes. I could see the individual joints in its eight legs. I could see the clicking, awful mandibles.


  The spider ran. I ran after it. I was faster.


  Noooooooooooo! I screamed inside my head. But too late. My head jerked forward, fast as a striking snake. My jaws snapped. And suddenly the spider was in my mouth.


  I could feel it fighting. I could feel the spider's legs squirming and fighting to get out of my mouth.


  I tried to spit it out, but I couldn't. The lizard's hunger for that spider was too great.


  I swallowed the spider. It was like swallowing a whole canned ham. A canned ham that was fighting all the way down.


  No, no, no! my brain cried in horror and disgust. But at the same time, the lizard brain was pleased. I could feel it become slightly calmer.


  That does it! I told myself. I am out of this morph!


  I wanted out of that horrible little body. I didn't care who saw me, I was going to morph back to human shape. Marco was right. It was insane to get involved in this. Insane!


  I heard the ground shake. It was a noise like a giant stomping across the land.


  It was a giant.


  There was a huge shadow in the sky. It was like someone was trying to crush me by dropping an entire building on my head.


  The shoe came down!


  I scampered left.


  Another shoe.


  My tail! The shoe was on my tail! I was trapped!


  Chapter 17


  



  In panic, I tried to run. But my tail was caught.


  Suddenly I was free! How had that . . .


  I realized what had happened. My tail had snapped off. Looking back, I saw it, still trapped by the giant shoe. It squirmed as if it were still alive. It wiggled like a worm on a hook.


  The shoe lifted and flew through the air again.


  I shot up the side of the wall and froze in place.


  The giant had not seen me. It had not tried to stomp me. It had been an accident. And now my tail . . . no, the lizard's tail . . .


  The giant walked on, shaking the ground as it went.


  I focused one lizard eye on the figure. It was like trying to make sense out of one of those carnival fun mirrors. But even so, I was pretty sure it was Chapman.


  I watched him head down the hall. And with all my power, I ordered my lizard body to follow him.


  I tried not to think about the spider in my stomach, or the fact that it was still not completely dead. I tried not to think about the fact that part of my body was back on the floor, jerking like it was still alive. I just raced along after Chapman.


  Because Chapman might reveal something that would help Tom.


  I planned to follow Chapman to his office. I'd hide under his desk and listen to him make phone calls. I figured sooner or later he might let something slip about the location of the Yeerk pool.


  Cassie and I had talked about it. She'd said it could take days of hiding in Chapman's office before we learned anything. Besides, we could only stay in a morph for two hours. And meanwhile, I would be skipping class. Sooner or later, I'd get in trouble over that.


  And the really funny thing is, when they catch you skipping class, you get sent to the assistant principal.


  Mr. Chapman.


  I could just imagine that scene . . . Sorry I skipped class, Mr. Chapman, but I've been in this lizard body, watching you because I know you're a Controller and part of a giant alien conspiracy to take over the earth.


  I would have laughed, only lizards can't laugh. So I just followed Chapman as he marched down the hall.


  Suddenly he stopped. Were we at his office?


  I looked around as well as I could, it didn't look like the office. The spider gave a kick in my stomach.


  He opened a door. It swung right over me with a big rush of air. It went just above my head as I hugged the floor.


  I concentrated on making sense of the sights. Wait a minute! This was the janitor's closet, a mess of mops and buckets and cleaning solutions. What was Chapman doing . . . ?


  He went inside. I followed, careful to stay away from the high leather walls that were his shoes.


  I heard a loud click. He had locked the door behind him.


  It was a long way up from the floor, but I could more or less see him doing things to the sink faucet. I thought he grabbed one of the hooks they used to hang up the dirty mop heads. I was pretty sure he twisted it because I could hear a squeaking sound.


  And to my total and complete amazement, the wall opened.


  There was a doorway where the wall had been. Strange smells and stranger sounds wafted up from inside the doorway.


  Chapman stepped through. There were stairs just inside, heading down into a purple-lit pit. From far away, as if it came from a hundred miles down, I heard a faint sound.


  It was a scream. A scream of fear and despair. A human voice, crying out in the darkness of that horrible place.


  "Noooo!" the voice moaned. "Noooo!"


  I knew what the scream meant. I knew what was happening. Somewhere down there, a human being was feeling the Yeerk slug slither inside its brain. Somewhere down there, a human being was being turned into a mindless slave of the Yeerks.


  Chapman headed down the stairs.


  The door closed behind him.


  I had found the Yeerk pool.


  It was right under my school.


  Chapter 18


  



  "Screams," I said. "Human screams. They sounded far off, but that's what they were."


  My friends looked at me. All but Marco, who looked away. It was that same afternoon, right after school. We'd gone to the mall. We figured it was the best way not to look suspicious. No one thinks there's anything weird about kids hanging together at the mall.


  We were at a table in the food court, sharing some nachos. Ever since eating the spider, I'd had a desire to consume lots of junk food to help me forget.


  "You were a lizard at the time," Marco pointed out. "Who knows what you heard?"


  "I know," I said.


  "I can't stand the thought of what's happening to people down there," Cassie said. She shuddered. "It's sickening."


  "We have to do something," Rachel said.


  "Yeah, let's rush right down there," Marco said. "Then it can be us screaming."


  I realized I had lost my appetite for nachos.


  "Marco, you can't just ignore what's going on," Rachel said.


  "Sure I can," he said. "All I have to do is remind myself that hey, guess what? I don't want to die."


  "That's it, then?" Rachel demanded, outraged. "Just whatever is best for Marco?"


  "I don't think Marco is being selfish," Cassie said. "Just the opposite. He's thinking about his father. About what would happen to his dad if Marco . . ."


  "He's not the only one who's got people to worry about," Rachel said. "I have a family. We all do."


  "Not me," Tobias said softly. He smiled his sad, crooked smile. "It's true. No one gives a rat's rear about me."


  "I do," Rachel said.


  I was surprised to hear her say that. Rachel isn't exactly sentimental.


  "Look," I said. "I'm not asking anyone else to go with me. But I don't have a choice. I heard that scream today. And I know Tom is going down there tonight. He's my brother. I have to try and save him." I held out my hands, helpless. "I have to do it. For Tom."


  "I'll go with you," Tobias said, "For the Andalite."


  "There's no one else who can do anything to stop the Yeerks," Rachel said. "I'm scared to death, just thinking about it. But I'm there."


  Marco looked sick. He gave me a dirty took. He shook his head. "This is bad," he said. "This is so bad. If it wasn't for Tom I'd walk away."


  "Look, Marco, you don't have to - " I started to say.


  "Oh, shut up!" he snapped. "You're my best friend, you jerk. Like I'm going to let you go face all this alone? I'm in. I'm in, to rescue Tom. That's it. Then I'm done."


  Only Cassie had remained silent. She was looking dreamily off over the heads of the mall crowd. "You know, back in the old days - I mean, the real, real old days - the Africans, the early Europeans, the Native Americans . . . they all believed animals had spirits. And they would call on those spirits to protect them from evil. They would ask the spirit of the fox for his cunning. They'd ask the spirit of the eagle for his sight. They would ask the lion for his strength."


  "I guess what we're doing is sort of basic. Even though it was Andalite technology that made it possible. We're still just scared little humans, trying to borrow the mind of the fox, and the eyes of the eagle . . . or the hawk," she added, smiling at Tobias. "And the strength of the lion. Just like thousands of years ago, we're calling on the animals to help protect us from evil."


  "Will their strength be enough?" I wondered.


  "I don't know," Cassie admitted solemnly. "It's like all the basic forces of planet Earth are being brought into the battle."


  Marco rolled his eyes. "Nice story, Cassie. But we're five normal kids. Up against the Yeerks. If it was a football game, who would you bet on? We're toast."


  "Don't be so sure," Cassie said. "We're fighting for Mother Earth. She has some tricks up her sleeves."


  "Good grief," Marco said. "Let's all buy Birkenstocks and go hug some trees,"


  We all laughed, including Cassie.


  "Cassie is right about one thing," Rachel said seriously. "The only thing we have going for us is this animal morphing thing. And so far the only morphs we've acquired are a cat, a bird, a dog, a horse, and a lizard. I think we need a little more firepower. We should head for The Gardens. We need to acquire more DNA - from some animals that are not going to be easy to acquire."


  I nodded. "Yeah. I don't think the hawk, horse, and lizard team is going to impress the Yeerks. Rachel's right. I think we have to head to The Gardens. We need to get some help from Mother Earth's toughest children." I looked to Cassie. "Can you get us in?"


  "I can get in free," she said. "You guys will have to pay, but I can use my mom's employee discount, so it'll be cheaper."


  "Oh, I'm sure we could talk them into letting us in for nothing," Marco said. "Just tell them we're Animorphs."


  "Tell them we're what?" Rachel asked.


  "Idiot teenagers with a death wish," Marco said.


  "Animorphs." I tried the word out. It sounded okay.


  Chapter 19


  



  We left straight from the mall, hopping a bus out to The Gardens, which is clear across the city. On the way, I tried to catch up on my homework. I had missed a lot of classes that day, so I borrowed class notes from my friends. Rachel kept perfect notes. Tobias had terrible notes with all kinds of little drawings in the margins. It took a while before I could figure out what they were. They were buildings and people and cars, the way they looked from high up in the sky.


  "I don't really need to go in," Tobias said as we pooled our limited cash to buy tickets. "I'm happy with just my hawk morph. I don't want to be anything else."


  "I think that's a mistake," Rachel said. "Our one real weapon is the power to morph. We should acquire as many useful morphs as we can."


  "What kind of animal morphs are going to be able to deal with Visser Three when he turns into that big monster that ate the Andalite?" I asked. There was nothing in this zoo or any other that was going to kick that big monster's butt.


  Marco winked. "Fleas? No one can kill fleas. We'll itch him to death."


  I had to smile. "So now you're suddenly Mr. Hopeful?"


  "No, I'm just so scared I'm getting weird," he said. "I haven't done this morphing stuff. You guys all have. I'm not even a full-fledged Animorph yet I'm still normal."


  "I still feel normal," Cassie said. She looked troubled.


  "Cassie, you can turn into a horse," Marco said. "Very few normal kids can do that. It's different for Jake, turning into a lizard. He's always been a reptile."


  I took a good-natured swing at Marco, but he dodged it. It was cool having Marco with us - even if he was giddy.


  It took about a half an hour to reach the main gate of The Gardens. I climbed down off the bus feeling nervous - not at all like I usually felt going there. I mean, The Gardens is just about my favorite place to go, normally. But normally I'm not going there to get personal with dangerous animals.


  The main part of The Gardens is rides. They have all the usual stuff, like roller coasters, which are my personal favorite, and Ferris wheels and water slides.


  But they also have an animal part, which is like a zoo, only cooler. They do dolphin shows, and there's this whole section where you can get close to some of the safer animals. And this monkey habitat they have is like a whole monkey city, practically. Anyway, if I were an animal, and I had to be in a zoo, I'd want to be there.


  Cassie led us to the main building, which holds all kinds of exhibits. It has everything but the really big animals that need lots of space. Those animals are farther out, mostly, in big grassy habitats that look like parks. Parks with walls and moats and fences around them.


  The main building is supposed to be like a rain forest, I guess. It's where they keep animals that need to be warm all the time. There's a pathway that winds around with tall tropical trees overhead, with bushes here and there between the exhibits.


  Some of the exhibits are tiny, and some are really big, like the area they have for otters. It has a waterfall and a water slide for the otters to play in.


  We were near the otter habitat when Cassie stopped. "Okay, now everyone stay together, and try not to be too suspicious-looking," she said. I'm taking you inside."


  "Inside where?" Marco asked.


  "Well, the way it works is, there are walkways behind all these exhibits. That's how they feed the animals and give them meds or whatever. Meds are medicines. Sorry." She pointed to an inconspicuous doorway. "Anyway, we can go in through there."


  It was an odd change from outside to inside. One minute, we were in this fake rain forest. The next minute, we were in what looked like a hallway at school. Only the smell was worse - kind of damp and moldy and musty. More like the boys' locker room.


  "Okay, look, if any staff people stop us, the story is we're here to see my mom," Cassie said. "Of course, it's so late in the afternoon she won't be here. I hope. Because if she finds out I've been dragging four of my friends around back here . . . Well, I can't be saving the world from alien invaders if I'm grounded. Hopefully, there won't be many staff people here at all."


  We shuffled along the hallway, feeling like we definitely did not belong. Which we didn't. On either side of the main hall, there were side paths that led to the different exhibits. Unfortunately, the doorways to the exhibits just had numbers on them. I knew we'd have to rely on Cassie's knowledge to find our way around. Behind some of those doors were animals you didn't want to just walk in on.


  "How do you guys feel about gorillas?" Cassie said. She had stopped by one of the numbered doors. "This is Big Jim's cage. He just came over from another zoo, so he's in his own private environment for now. He's very gentle."


  Slowly it dawned on me what Cassie was saying. "Oh. You mean, does one of us want to acquire his DNA?"


  "That is why we're here, Jake," Rachel pointed out. She batted her eyes at Marco. "How about you, Marco? Haven't you always wanted to be a big, hairy guy?"


  Marco didn't look like he was crazy about the idea. But I knew how to handle Marco.


  "Maybe Marco should try something easier for his first morph," I said. "You know, like a cuddly little koala or something."


  That did it.


  "Koala?" Marco said, giving me a dirty look. "Open that door, Cassie." He hesitated. "You said gentle, right?"


  "Gorillas are extremely gentle," Cassie said. Then, in a quieter voice, she added, "Unless you make them mad."


  Cassie opened her backpack. She took out an apple and handed it to Marco. "Here. You just open the door. The way it's set up, none of the visitors will be able to see you unless you walk clear out into the cage. Besides, there's an extra security gate, so he can't just jump out and you can't just walk in. So we just open the door, and hope Big Jim feels like eating."


  Behind the door was a second door of steel bars, with a little cutaway section for the handlers to shove the food through. The entire door opening was concealed behind a fake rock ledge so it wasn't visible to the people looking into the cage. But Big Jim noticed us right away. He climbed heavily down from his perch on a rock ledge and took a good look at us through the bars.


  Big Jim was definitely big. He had fingers the size of my wrist. But Jim didn't seem to mind us being there. Mostly he seemed interested in Marco's apple. He looked Marco over, snorted like he wasn't impressed, and then held out his hand.


  "Hand him the apple," Cassie directed. "He wants the apple."


  "I loved your work in King Kong Versus Godzilla" Marco told the ape. He stuck his hand through the bars and held out the apple. With surprising daintiness, the gorilla lifted the apple and began inspecting it closely.


  "Hold his hand," I said. "


  "Yeah, right," Marco laughed.


  "When you acquire DNA, the animal goes-into a kind of trance," I said. "Go ahead, grab his hand and concentrate."


  Marco tentatively touched the gorilla's wrist. "Nice monkey." The gorilla ignored him. Big Jim was much more interested in the apple than in any of us.


  "Concentrate," Rachel urged.


  Marco closed his eyes. The ape closed his eyes.


  "This is so cool," Tobias commented. "You realize that gorilla could pull Marco apart like he was a paper doll. Look at those arms!"


  Marco opened one eye. "Tobias? Being terrified gets in the way of concentrating. So how about if you shut up about his arms?"


  Suddenly I heard a whirring sound. I looked down the hall, then back. It was one of those electric carts, like a golf cart. It was coming toward us.


  "Just act natural," Cassie hissed. Marco slipped out and she slammed the door on Big Jim. "As long as it isn't a security guy, we're probably okay."


  The cart came up to us. Its driver was a man wearing a stained, tan lab coat over his jeans. In the back of the cart were two large white plastic buckets full of something brown and horrible-smelling. "Hey, you're Cassie, right? The doc's kid? How's it going?"


  "Fine," Cassie said. She waved casually, and the man drove right on past.


  "That was easy," Rachel said. "He didn't even seem to care that we're back here."


  "Well, where next?" Cassie wondered. We were at a four-way corner. There were blank, white-painted hallways in all directions. An electric golf cart was parked there, too.


  "What are we near?" I asked.


  Cassie thought for a moment. "Okay, that walkway leads to the outer exhibits. That one leads to the offices and storage facilities. These two go around the main building exhibits. We're close to . . . let me see . . . um, bats and snakes that way. The jaguar and the dolphin tank that way."


  Rachel started down the hallway to our right. "Dolphins. I love dolphins."


  "Wait," Cassie said, trotting after her. "What are we going to do with dolphin morphs?"


  "I think we should go out to the big exhibits," Marco said. "Let's get serious about this. We need firepower. Come on."


  "Let's stick together," I said as Marco started down the hall. I reached out to grab him before he got too far away.


  And that's when the voice yelled, "Hey! Hey, you! What are you kids doing back here?" I saw a guy in a brown uniform.


  "Security!" Cassie yelped. "Oh, man, they'll take us all in to the office. They'll call my mom. I do not want to explain this to her."


  "Split up!" I said, trying to sound like a leader. "Just like at the construction site: One guy can't get us all!"


  "This guy looks like my grandfather," Rachel said. "Not like that Hork-Bajir that was after us."


  "You kids hold on!"


  "Oh, man. Oh, man," Cassie said. With that, she took off down one hallway. Rachel and Tobias went after her.


  Marco was already twenty yards down the other hall, the one that led out to the large exhibits. I ran to catch up.


  The guard reached the corner. I saw him glance toward Tobias and the girls. Then he looked at me and Marco. I guess Marco and I looked more suspicious, because he chose us.


  "Stop! You kids better stop!"


  "Let's grab the golf cart!" Marco said.


  "Steal a golf cart?"


  "If we don't take it, that guard will."


  "Good point."


  We jumped in the cart. Marco slid behind the wheel. He turned the key to "on." He looked at me.


  "Just like driving bumper cars, right?"


  "Only you try not to hit anything."


  He put his foot down on the pedal. The electric motor made a whirring sound, and we took off.


  Straight toward the wall.


  Bam!


  "Hey, try steering," I yelled.


  We backed up and took off again. We picked up speed. Enough to pull away from the guard, but when I looked back, he was still jogging after us.


  "He's going to have a heart attack," I said.


  "Which way?"


  "What?"


  "Which way?"


  I turned around to face forward. We had reached a "T" corner. "Right!" I yelled.


  Naturally, Marco turned left. I nearly fell out.


  Almost immediately, we reached another corner. This time Marco did choose right. And I did fall out of the cart.


  I hit the linoleum and rolled. Then I was up and racing to catch the cart.


  "What are you doing?" Marco demanded when he saw me. "Quit playing around."


  I just gave him a dirty look and climbed back in.


  "I think we lost the guard," Marco said.


  "I'm fine, thanks for asking," I said. "Just a few bruises. Maybe a cracked skull. Nothing serious."


  "Where do you think we are?"


  "I think we are in the longest tunnel I've ever seen," I said. It was more and more like a tunnel now. The floor was still linoleum and the walls were still whitewashed, but the lights were getting more spread out, so you definitely had the feeling you were underground.


  "I wonder if they caught the others," Marco said. "Now do you see why it's crazy to think we can beat the Yeerks? I mean, come on: We can barely beat zoo security."


  "We haven't beat anyone yet," I said grimly. "Look!"


  Way up ahead, there were two guys in brown uniforms.


  "Maybe they don't know who we are," Marco suggested. "They might think we're regular employees."


  "Maybe. But not if they get a good look at us." I pointed. "There's a turnoff. Take it."


  We turned. At the same time, the guards started yelling. The side corridor grew narrow. Too narrow for the golf cart.


  "Ditch it!"


  I jumped out. Marco jumped after me. We could hear the guards' footsteps as they ran down the main tunnel. These guys were in better shape than the old man. These guys could run.


  The corridor ended abruptly. There were two doors, one a little to the left, one a little farther to the right. They were labeled P-201 and P-203. No help at all.


  "Pick a door," Marco said.


  I took a deep breath, "Door number one." I opened P-201. A blast of fresh air hit me. Sunlight blinded me. I blinked, trying to get my eyes to adjust.


  The rhinoceros blinked, too.


  "Ahhhh!" I yelled.


  "Ahhhh!" Marco yelled.


  We jumped back and slammed the door.


  "Wrong door!" Marco said.


  "Definitely wrong!" I agreed.


  "Hey, you kids! Stop right there!"


  The guards were just at the end of the corridor.


  "Gotta try door number two!" I said.


  "Do it!"


  We opened the door and ran through.


  There were trees all around us. Trees and grass. We were in the shade. Sunlight filtered down through the leaves. Just ahead the bushes gave way to open grass.


  "Where are we?" Marco asked.


  "Like I know?"


  We worked our way through some bushes, keeping a careful eye out in all directions. We didn't see any animals. Just some birds up in the trees.


  "Hey, there are people!" Marco said. He dropped down behind a bush and pointed.


  There were people lined up behind a railing. They were high up. Or else we were low down. I parted the bushes to get a better look. The people were leaning against a railing at the top of a high concrete wall. They couldn't see us because of the bushes. But they were definitely all staring at something.


  "We're definitely in one of the habitats," I said. "Those are people looking at . . . at whatever is in here with us. I'm just hoping it isn't that rhino. That thing was way too big."


  "How do we get out of here?"


  "I don't know, let's just get away from the door. Those guards will be coming after us any second." But, you know, in the back of my mind I was thinking, Hmm, why haven't those guards come after us yet?


  Marco and I crawled through the bushes and around the bases of the big trees. We reached a corner of the wall, hidden from all the people above.


  "That is an awfully high wall," Marco observed. "That's got to be thirty feet high. This is not good. That wall is high for a reason. There's something in here that they don't want to escape."


  I scanned the wall. There was a steel ladder set into the concrete about fifty yards away. "I guess that's the only way out."


  "Let me ask you something," Marco said. "Why haven't the guards come after us? I mean, if this was, like, the deer and antelope exhibit, they'd come right in, wouldn't they?"


  "We have to think, not panic," I said. "I am trying not to think about why the guards didn't come in here." I moved back into the shadows of the bushes. "Besides, maybe there's nothing in here at all."


  I squatted down on my haunches.


  My butt touched something warm.


  I had a terrible feeling right at that moment. I looked up and saw Marco. Normally, Marco has kind of a dark, tanned face. But his face was white. And his eyes were very large.


  "Marco," I said, very slowly and very quietly, "is there something behind me?"


  He nodded.


  "What is it, Marco?"


  "Um . . . Jake? It's a tiger."


  Chapter 20


  



  A male Siberian tiger, to be exact. Ten feet long. Seven hundred pounds of deadly speed and unbelievable power.


  You know those old Tarzan movies you see on TV sometimes, where Tarzan is wrestling a tiger? And actually winning? Let me tell you something. You want to know what your chances are of wrestling a tiger and coming out alive? They're about the same as your chances of jumping off the Empire State Building and surviving.


  "I have an idea," Marco said shakily. "Let's leave."


  "Don't run," I said. "It might just get his attention."


  "I think he's noticed us," Marco said. "I think he knows we're here, Jake. I think he's looking right at us! Look at his teeth!"


  "Don't freak! I have an idea. The morphing. If I acquire him, it'll put him in a trance."


  "Acquire? Acquire what? You can't acquire anything about him. He's the acquirer, and you're the acquiree. He's going to acquire your butt for dinner! He's going to acquire you and spit out the bones."


  I swallowed hard. I tried to touch the tiger, but my hand was shaking too much. I took a couple of deep breaths. I heard somewhere that's supposed to calm you down, I guess it works. Unless you're practically sitting on a tiger. Then absolutely nothing calms you down.


  "Nice tiger," I whispered.


  He just watched me. He had this lazy "who cares?" look. This look of total, complete, absolute confidence. Almost like he thought I was funny. Like maybe he enjoyed watching me shiver and shake.


  "Please don't kill me," I said.


  "Don't kill me, either," Marco added.


  I reached my shaking hand toward the tiger. His eyes followed my hand, I touched his flank. It rose and fell with his breathing.


  "Concentrate," Marco whispered.


  I was already concentrating real hard on the tiger. I was concentrating on his teeth, I was concentrating on the rippling muscles under his pale orange and black pelt. I was totally concentrating on the fact that he could swing that big, massive paw of his and send my head flying across the grass like a soccer ball.


  Then the tiger's breathing slowed. His eyes fluttered a little and slowly closed.


  "How long does the trance last?" Marco whispered.


  "Well, about ten seconds after you break contact. That's what it was with Homer."


  "Ten seconds? Ten seconds?"


  "Yeah. So be ready to run."


  "I've been ready to run!"


  I started to pull away, but then I hesitated. It was a strange moment, because right then I realized what I was doing. It hit me. This tiger was becoming part of me. All that power and confidence was becoming part of me.


  "He's beautiful, isn't he?" I said.


  I expected Marco to say something sarcastic. But he said, "Yes. He's magnificent." Then he added, "But let's get out of here before he shows us why he's king of the jungle."


  "That's lions," I said. "They're supposed to be king of the jungle. But let's not tell him that. You ready?"


  He nodded.


  "Now!" I yelled.


  I jumped up and we tore for the ladder. In my head I was counting off the seconds: one-one thousand, two-one thousand, three-one thousand . . .


  Something moved. Fast! An orange and black blur!


  Right then I realized it. Duh. There was more than one tiger in the habitat.


  I heard screams coming from the spectators above. I guess they could see us now that we were out of the bushes.


  Marco leaped and grabbed the rungs of the ladder. He scrambled up. I was about one-tenth of a second behind him. The tiger leaped. His claws scraped the concrete just inches below me. And then he let out a roar that made the rungs of the ladder vibrate in my hands.


  Ggggggrrrrraaaawwwrrrr!


  What a noise! It echoed and reverberated and made my insides turn to liquid.


  Marco practically flew up the ladder and over the side of the wall. I flew right after him.


  It's amazing how fast you can climb a ladder when there's a tiger roaring for your blood.


  "There they are!" someone yelled, "Get them. Stop!"


  Guards! At least three of them.


  "Should we morph?" Marco yelled to me.


  "No! Just head for the crowds! There! Over by the dolphin tank."


  It was a close call, but we made it to a big crowd just a dozen feet ahead of the guards.


  From that point, all we had to do was hunch down and squirm between all the people till the guards lost sight of us. We worked our way to the front gate, always crouching so our heads wouldn't show above the crowds.


  "What did you do, morph into a midget?" It was Rachel. She was right in front of me, looking amused. Tobias and Cassie were there, too.


  "The guards were after us," I said. I had almost stopped shaking from my close encounter with the big cats. Almost.


  "Oh, quit playing around, Jake," Rachel said. "Let's get out of here. I have to be home for dinner."


  It turned out the other three had not been chased at all. They'd lost the guards easily, and had just gone on acquiring morphs while Marco and I were risking our lives in the tiger habitat.


  The most annoying thing was that none of them even believed our story. Marco and I were a little resentful over that.


  We climbed on board the bus and practically collapsed into the seats.


  "We could have been killed," Marco said, pouting. "Really. I'm telling you. It was down to a few inches."


  "Yeah, whatever," Rachel said. "Don't obsess over it. After all, we still have tonight to deal with. Whatever danger you think you had today, it will probably be nothing, next to what's going to happen tonight."


  "Tonight." Cassie shook her head. "And I haven't even thought about studying for that math test tomorrow."


  Rachel laughed. "We may not have to worry about tomorrow."


  "Thank you, Little Miss Cheerful," Marco muttered under his breath.


  Chapter 21


  



  "Where have you been all afternoon and evening?" my mom asked me as we sat down for dinner. My family is very old-fashioned about dinner. We all have to sit at the table. No TV. My mom's a writer, so she hates TV unless it's one of her favorite programs.


  "Where have I been?" I repeated the question. "Um . . . hanging out. You know. Hanging with Marco."


  "I don't know why you bother to ask," my dad said. "His answer is always the same - hanging out."


  "So what did you do at work today, Dad?" I asked him.


  "Hung out," he said. He gave me a wink and we all laughed.


  I glanced over at Tom. He was eating chicken cacciatore like the rest of us and laughing. He seemed so normal.


  "You doing anything tonight, Tom?" I asked him.


  "Why?"


  I tried to look casual. "You know, I was thinking maybe we could shoot some hoops," I said. "Maybe you could teach me some new moves and I could take another shot at making the team."


  "Sorry, man," he said. "I have things to do tonight."


  "Yeah, like what?" I asked.


  "Hanging out, no doubt," my mom said. "Eat the broccoli, Jake, it's good for you. It's full of trace minerals and vitamins you can't get anywhere else."


  "Okay," I said to my mom, "You know how much I love trace minerals." I popped the smallest piece of broccoli I could find and tried to gag it down. I guess it wasn't any worse than eating a live spider.


  "So, Tom, what was it you said you were doing?" I asked again.


  He gave me a dirty look. "Do I have to check in with you now? I have things to do. Is that okay, little brother?"


  "A girl," my dad commented. "I know these things. I'm a doctor."


  No, Dad, not a girl, I wanted to say - a Yeerk pool. What's a Yeerk pool, Mom? Well, it's kind of a long story.


  I decided to try one more time. I guess a part of me still refused to believe what Tom was. "Maybe you're just afraid to shoot hoops with me. Maybe I'd kick your butt."


  "Yeah, that's it. Happy now?" Tom sneered.


  His gaze met mine. Was there some sign in those eyes? Some evidence of the selfish, evil creature that was controlling him? No. I wish there had been.


  But there is no way to know who is a Controller and who isn't. No way. It's what makes them so hard to stop. They can be anyone. Anywhere.


  Even a person you think you know. A person you admire. Look up to. Love.


  I broke my gaze away from Tom's and looked down at my food.


  A few minutes later, Tom got up to go. I knew where he was going. After he left, I went to the upstairs phone, where my parents couldn't overhear me. I called Marco.


  "He's on his way," I said.


  I called Tobias and Rachel. I tried to call Cassie, but I got her mother instead.


  "She's not in," her mom said. She sounded worried. "She wasn't home for dinner. She went out to feed some of the animals and didn't come back."


  My stomach clenched.


  "She's probably just out riding one of the horses," I said, trying to reassure myself as much as Cassie's mom. "You know Cassie."


  "All the horses are in their stalls," she said.


  I took a couple of deep breaths. Something was wrong. What had happened to Cassie?


  "I'll look around for her," I said. "Don't worry. I'll bet she just saw some injured animal or something and went off to rescue it. You know Cassie," I said again.


  "Yes, I'm sure she's fine."


  Right. She was about as sure as I was. But what could I do? The plan was set to attack the Yeerk pool and rescue Tom. Maybe Cassie was already at the school, waiting.


  Maybe.


  I had a very bad feeling as I rode my bike to the school. I hid the bike across the street, the way we had planned. Then I hooked up with Marco and Rachel.


  "Cassie's missing," I said. "And where's Tobias?"


  Rachel pointed up at the sky. The sun was setting fast, but I could see Tobias circling high overhead.


  "What is the matter with him?" I exploded. "He's got a two-hour time limit and we don't know how long this is going to take!"


  "Maybe we should bail until we find out what happened with Cassie," Rachel said.


  "Could be she's just scared," Marco said. "I am."


  "Maybe," I agreed, although I doubted it. But they say you never know who's going to be brave or cowardly in a battle.


  I just hoped I wasn't a coward. The truth was, my mouth was already dry and my heart was already pounding. And we hadn't even done anything yet.


  Tobias swooped down and perched on Rachel's shoulder, it surprised me a little. Why would Tobias perch on Rachel's shoulder? And she didn't seem at all annoyed. She rubbed her head against him a little.


  <Are we doing this, or not?> Tobias asked.


  This was not starting off right at all. The bad feeling in my stomach was just getting worse. Cassie missing. Tobias already morphed.


  Everyone was looking at me, waiting for me to decide.


  "Yeah, we're doing it," I said.


  The school was locked up for the night. But Marco had taken care of that little problem. He knew of a window in the science lab that didn't lock.


  We crawled into the science lab through the window. It was dark, except for the dying light of the sun that glinted off the glass beakers and test tubes. Tobias drifted through and landed neatly on the teacher's desk.


  "Let me take a look," I said. I opened the door as slowly as I could and peeked out through the crack. I could see down the nearly dark hallway to the janitor's closet. Instantly I pulled back in.


  "There are people out there!" I said. "Three people heading into the closet."


  "Controllers," Rachel said. "I guess it's dinnertime for Yeerks."


  None of us thought that was very funny.


  "How are we going to get in there?" Marco asked.


  "Wait a minute," Rachel said. "Do all the Controllers know each other by sight? I mean, maybe we're Controllers, right?"


  "So we just walk right on in like we belong there?" Marco asked. "Wonderful plan, Rachel. I have a better idea - let's just kill ourselves now and get it over with."


  "Maybe Rachel's right," I said.


  "Big maybe," Marco pointed out. "Big, huge maybe. How about Tom? He would know whether you were a Controller."


  I cracked the door again and looked out. "I think Tom's already down there," I said. "Besides, the hallway's empty now. I guess they all . . ." I fell silent. "Wait, here comes someone."


  I stared. It wasn't easy to see faces in the gloom. I could tell there were two people. One was wearing a uniform.


  It was the Controller policeman. And he was rudely yanking someone along with him. I could see that it was a girl.


  I didn't really want to see any more.


  "Tobias," I said. "I need you to use your hawk's eyes,"


  Tobias fluttered over and stood on my shoulder. He peeked his fierce head out into the hall and then drew back.


  <Yes,> he said. <It's her.>


  I felt like the floor had opened underneath me. Marco grabbed me because I looked like I was about to fall over.


  "They have her!" I whispered. "The Controllers. They have Cassie!"
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  "Who has Cassie . . . now?" Rachel stammered.


  "That policeman. The Controller, the one who came out to Cassie's farm. The one who was at The Sharing meeting. He has her. He saw her at the meeting trying to get close to the full members."


  Rachel let go a few choice words.


  We hadn't even started and already everything was a disaster


  "Okay," I said grimly. "We go ahead, like Rachel said. We figure there are too many Controllers for all of them to know each other. I mean, they add new bodies all the time, right? So maybe we're new Controllers, right?"


  "Oh, man," Marco moaned.


  "You have a better idea?" I snapped.


  "No," he said. "I think we go ahead. We take our chances. Let's rock and roll."


  "Okay, then, everyone act cool." I looked at Tobias. "Too late for you to morph back now. But try not to let them see you."


  Rachel, Marco, and I stepped out into the dark hallway. My legs were stiff. My knees were rickety. I was walking like Frankenstein trying to look casual.


  We headed for the janitor's closet. Fortunately, no one else was in the hallway.


  We entered the tiny room and stepped inside. I tried to recall the sequence for opening the door. Faucet to the left, then twist the second hook around right.


  The door swung open.


  There was more noise than there had been the other day. Or maybe it was just that my human ears heard it better than my lizard ears had.


  There was a deep sloshing, swooshing sound, almost like gentle surf breaking on the shore. But that was the nice sound. The other sounds were horrifying - despairing cries, terrified screams, shouts, shrieking triumphant laughter.


  "You sure this is just the Yeerk pool?" Marco said in a nervous, shaky voice. "I see a guy with horns and a pitchfork and I am outta here."


  I stepped into the opening. The stairs were steep and there was no rail, so you felt like you were about to pitch forward with every step.


  We descended together. The door closed automatically behind us.


  At first I guess I expected there to be maybe a couple dozen steps. But the steps never ended. We just kept walking, and there were always more steps. The walls were dirt, then quickly became rock as we went down, down, down. It felt like those stairs would never end.


  "Some superior aliens," Marco whispered. "You'd think they could have put in an elevator."


  We all giggled a little. Very little.


  Suddenly, the rock walls widened out. We had emerged into a huge cavern.


  And when I say huge, I mean huge. They could have played the Superbowl in there and had room left over for a couple of malls. It was like a giant bowl turned upside down, all carved out of solid rock. At the very top of the bowl was the faint outline of a hole. I thought I could see stars through it.


  All around the outer edges of the cavern I could see other stairways, like ours. They seemed to come from every direction, appearing out of the rock walls, and leading down to the floor of the cavern.


  We clustered closer to the center of the stairway. It was a sheer drop off the side of the stairs. "This is gigantic," Marco said. "This isn't just under the school. This is under half the town. Those stairways must lead up to a dozen secret entrances." He shook his head. "Jake, they have this entire area set up with secret passageways. Oh, man. This is worse . . . this is so much worse . . . So much bigger . . ."


  I felt the same despair. We were fools. This wasn't some little group of alien bad guys we were dealing with. To build this underground city, these guys had power we couldn't even imagine.


  That's almost what it was. A city.


  There were buildings and sheds all around the rim of the cavern. And we could see yellow Caterpillar earthmovers and cranes at work on the far side of the cavern. They seemed weirdly normal in this incredible place.


  And there were creatures everywhere. Taxxons, Hork-Bajir, and other things I couldn't even begin to guess at.


  But mostly, there were humans. A lot of them.


  At the very center of the cavern was a pool, like a small lake, maybe a hundred feet across, and perfectly round. Only the water wasn't exactly water. It moved more like melted lead, and was about the same color. The sloshing sound we could hear was the liquid of the pool being rippled and splashed by hundreds of fast-moving things below the surface.


  I knew what they were. Yeerks. Yeerks in their natural, sluglike state. They were swimming and cavorting in the pool like kids on a hot day.


  Near the edge of the pool were cages. In the cages were Hork-Bajir and human beings.


  Some of the humans screamed for help. Some cried silently. Some just sat and waited, all hope lost. There were adults there. And kids. Women and men. More than a hundred, packed ten to a cage.


  The captive Hork-Bajir were kept in separate, stronger cages. They paced and howled and slashed at the air with their bladed arms.


  I almost lost hope. I felt like my heart had stopped. This was a place of unimaginable horror. And we were so few, and so weak.


  Below us on the stairs I could see the Controller cop and Cassie. He was dragging her roughly whenever she stumbled. They had reached the bottom of the stairs.


  "I'm going to morph," I said. "I'm going to get Cassie away from him."


  Marco put his hand on my shoulder. "Not time yet, dude. Be cool."


  <Cassie's okay, Jake,> Tobias said. <She isn't hurt. Just scared,>


  "He'd better not hurt her," I said. "Keep an eye on them, Tobias."


  There were two low steel piers built out over the pool. On one, Hork-Bajir-Controllers politely guarded a line of humans and Hork-Bajir and Taxxons.


  This was the unloading station.


  One by one the people knelt down, bent over, and dipped their heads toward the slimy surface of the pool. The Hork-Bajir helped them.


  As we watched, a woman calmly bent over, her head just inches above the lead-gray pool. A Hork-Bajir held her elbow gently, to help her keep her balance.


  Then we saw the thing dribbling, sliding, squirming, crawling out of her ear.


  A Yeerk.


  "Oh, no . . ." Rachel moaned. She sounded like she might be sick. "Oh, no. No."


  When the Yeerk was all the way out of the poor woman's head, it dropped into the pool and disappeared beneath the turbulent surface.


  Instantly the woman cried out. "You filth, let me go! Let me go! I am a free woman! You can't keep doing this! I am not a slave! Let me go!"


  Two Hork-Bajir grabbed her. They dragged the woman to the nearest cage and threw her in.


  "Help!" the woman screamed. "Oh, please, someone help. Help us all!"
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  "Help! Please, someone help us!"


  We had been hearing cries like that all the way down those steps. But now we were close enough to give the cries a human face. It cut straight to my soul.


  There was a second steel pier. That was the loading station. There the host bodies were dragged from their holding cages to have the Yeerks reenter their heads. It was a pretty basic process. They grabbed the hosts, whether human or Hork-Bajir, and forced their heads down into the pool.


  The people sometimes fought and screamed, and sometimes just cried. But they always lost. When their heads were yanked back up out of the pool, we could see the slugs still slithering into their ears.


  After a few minutes they would become calm again, as the Yeerks regained control. Then off they went, once more slaves of the Yeerks.


  It was a horrible assembly line, from the unloading pier, to the holding cages, to the infestation pier. They moved the poor victims through at a pretty speedy rate.


  But there was another area we could only now see. There humans and Hork-Bajir waited on comfortable chairs, sipping drinks and actually watching TV. Taxxons squirmed around like gigantic spiny maggots.


  I heard the faint sound of a television set. I was sure I could hear laughter from the humans. They were watching the show and having a good laugh.


  <Those are the voluntary hosts,> Tobias said. <Collaborators.>


  "What are you talking about?" I demanded.


  <You remember, what the Andalite told us. Many humans and Hork-Bajir are voluntary hosts,> Tobias replied. <The Yeerks persuade them to let them take over.>


  "I can't believe that," Rachel said. "No person would ever let this happen to them. No one would ever give up control of himself."


  "Some people are scum, Rachel," Marco said. "Sorry to burst your balloon."


  <The Yeerks convince them that taking on a Yeerk will solve all their problems. I think that's what The Sharing is all about. People believe that by becoming something different, they can leave behind all their pain.>


  "Like spending all their time as a hawk," Marco pointed out.


  Tobias had nothing to say to that. He spread his wings and flew up and away.


  "Tobias! Come back," I called to him.


  "We have to get moving," Rachel said. "We've been standing here staring for too long." She looked at Marco. "Don't be a jerk to Tobias, okay? We need everyone."


  Tobias came swooping back toward us. <Cassie,> he said. <She's on the pier. The infestation pier. They're going to turn her into a host.>


  With my normal human eyes I couldn't see that well in the purple gloom. I could just make out the cop's uniform and the small shape beside him.


  "Do you see Tom?" I asked Tobias.


  In answer he flapped his powerful wings and gained altitude. I saw him high over the pool. Then he came back toward us in a power dive.


  <I see him,> he said.


  I hesitated before asking. I wasn't sure I wanted to know the answer. "Is he in the cages? Or is he . . . voluntary?"


  <He's in a cage,> Tobias said. <He's yelling his brains out at the Hork-Bajir guards.>


  "Yes!" I knew Tom would never have gone voluntarily. I knew they must have taken him kicking and punching.


  <Cassie is getting near the end of the pier,> Tobias warned. <We only have a few minutes before they infest her!>


  It was time. We were at the bottom of the steps.


  We ran over to hide behind a storage shed of some kind. Marco pulled me around the corner, drawing me close so that I could hear him whisper. "Look, before we do this, there's one thing, Jake. You have to promise me."


  I knew what he was going to say.


  "If I have to die, okay. But don't let them take me. Don't let them put one of those things in my head."


  "It'll be okay -"


  "You!" a voice yelled. A human voice. "You two. Who are you?"


  I spun around. A man. Just one man. But beside him, flanking him, was a big Hork-Bajir, looking suspicious. And on the other side, a Taxxon.


  Somehow the man hadn't seen Rachel. She was just around the corner of the building. But he had seen Marco and me talking. I guess it hadn't looked quite right to him.


  "Us?" Marco asked. "Who are we? Hey, who are you?"


  "Take them," the man ordered.


  The Hork-Bajir advanced on us. The Taxxon slithered forward on its dozens of sharp spiny legs, red jelly eyes quivering, mouth opening and closing in anticipation.


  I knew I had to morph. But I was frozen with fear.


  Then I saw Rachel. She had gotten around behind the Controllers.


  And she was getting very, very large.
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  Rachel was getting larger very fast. Huge leathery ears sprouted suddenly from the side of her head. Her nose stretched and stretched till it was longer than her body had been to start with. Her arms and legs were big as tree trunks. And from her mouth grew two enormous, curved teeth.


  My cousin Rachel now stood almost thirteen feet high and weighed about fourteen thousand pounds.


  The weird thing was, I was happy about all this.


  <Ha HA!> I heard Rachel's triumphant laugh. <I did it.>


  The Hork-Bajir and the Taxxon came closer.


  Rachel began twitching her little ropy tail. Her front legs pawed the dirt floor of the cavern. She raised her massive head and stuck out her three-foot-long tusks.


  The Taxxon was the first to notice her with his all-around red-jelly eyes, but I guess he didn't know how to react.


  Rachel charged. One minute she was standing there, and the next minute she was barreling forward like an out-of-control eighteen-wheeler.


  The Hork-Bajir was fast. He spun around and slashed at her trunk with his elbow blade.


  Too little. Too late.


  Rachel was moving, and no little flesh wound was going to stop her.


  <Puny little nothing!> Rachel cried, outraged. <You attack ME?!>


  The Hork-Bajir went down, crushed under her monstrous feet. He bellowed, but Rachel's trumpeting was louder.


  The Taxxon tried to run. It turns out Taxxons can move out when they want to.


  It also turns out elephants are faster than you think. They can be very fast.


  Rachel's foot caught the Taxxon's back end. The needle legs collapsed, cracking like broken twigs. Yellow goo oozed from the popped flesh of the big worm.


  She just kept rolling over him, leaving behind a big, extremely disgusting pile of goo. The foul smell of the squashed Taxxon nearly knocked me out.


  The human was still just standing there. He said, "An elephant?" Like he couldn't even think a bout it being real.


  Rachel wrapped her trunk around his middle.


  <Yeah,> we heard Rachel say. <An elephant.>


  The man screamed. I guess he figured out it was real.


  Rachel threw him through the air. I never saw where he landed.


  "Quick!" I yelled at Marco. "Morph!"


  "Nice work, Rachel," Marco said. "Remind me not to ever make you mad."


  I focused on the tiger. I knew his DNA pattern was in me. I thought of him, lying there in his habitat at The Gardens wishing he were back in the jungle, hunting and taking down his prey. I guessed maybe he wouldn't mind the use I was making of his DNA. This wasn't quite a jungle, but it would have to do.


  <More Hork-Bajir coming!> Rachel said.


  Rachel turned to face them, tusks ready.


  I felt the morph begin. The hair grew from my face. The tail squirted out behind me. My arms bulged and rippled. They were massive! My shirt ripped. I fell forward onto my hands, now my front legs.


  The power!


  It was electric. It was like a slow-motion explosion. I could feel the power of the tiger growing inside me.


  I watched claws, long, wickedly curved, tearing, ripping, shredding claws, grow from my puny human hands. I could feel the teeth sprouting in my mouth.


  My eyes looked through the darkness like it was broad daylight.


  But most of all, the power! The sheer, incredible power.


  I was afraid of NOTHING!


  Hork-Bajir were running at me, their arm blades slashing at the air.


  I opened my mouth and I roared. The Hork-Bajir stopped dead in their tracks.


  That's right, my little Hork-Bajir friends, the human part of my brain thought. Time to meet the tiger.


  The muscles in my back legs coiled up. I bared my teeth and gave them another roar loud enough to make the ground quiver.


  I leaped through the air, claws outstretched.
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  I sailed through the air and struck the closest Hork-Bajir in the chest.


  Down he went with me on top of him. He rolled over and tried to get up. He was fast. I was faster.


  He struck at me with his razored arm. I ducked under the blow. My left paw swung, so fast even I couldn't see it. It left four oozing tracks across the Hork-Bajir's shoulder.


  Another Hork-Bajir! Wrist blades, elbow blades and talons whizzed. They were like a pair of lawn mowers on full throttle.


  And still I was faster. I can't even remember what happened next. All I have is this image of the tiger - of me - with claws slashing and jaws snapping. I was a whirlwind of orange fur and black stripes.


  The Hork-Bajir fell back. I roared. They turned and ran.


  On one side I saw Rachel. She lifted a Hork-Bajir up on her tusks and tossed him back over her shoulder like he was a doll.


  And then I saw Marco. Big Jim's massive body was ripping its way out of Marco's slight frame.


  <Just call me King,> Marco said. <King Kong.>


  The truth is, like Cassie said, gorillas are very gentle, peaceful, quiet creatures. The truth also is that they are strong. Real strong.


  Basically, compared to a gorilla, a man is something made out of toothpicks.


  Now, Hork-Bajir are pretty large creatures. They stand about seven feet high and are built for trouble. But Marco swung one big gorilla fist and hit the nearest Hork-Bajir in the stomach. The Hork-Bajir went down. Hard.


  I roared. Rachel trumpeted. Marco lifted the Hork-Bajir up and tossed him aside like a rag doll.


  The rest of the Hork-Bajir turned and ran.


  <Now!> I shouted. <Before they get organized again!>


  We charged. Rachel just plowed right through some of the small sheds and buildings like Godzilla heading for Tokyo.


  Marco came loping along, swinging his massive forearms, punching anything that got in his way. Whatever he punched stayed down.


  And I ran right down the middle, looking for any Controller dumb enough to mess with me. We reached the cages. The people and Hork-Bajir inside shrank back from us. They were almost as afraid of us as they were of the Controllers. Let's face it - a rescue party made up of an elephant, a, gorilla, and a tiger is not what they'd been hoping for.


  Marco began ripping at a lock on one of the cages. The lock gave way. The door flew open. Marco did something very human to reassure them. He made a little bow, then crooked his finger at them as if to say come on out.


  Tom was the first out. He looked scared and mad and determined. I was going to send him a thought message, telling him who I was, but suddenly there was Rachel, screaming in my head.


  <Jake!> Rachel said. <Look. Cassie!>


  Cassie was nearly at the end of the infestation pier. The Hork-Bajir and Taxxon guards were still sticking to their duties. As I watched, another human was shoved headfirst into the Yeerk pool.


  <Cassie is next!> I cried.


  <Don't worry,> Marco said. <We'll take care of Tom. Go. Go before they do it to her!>


  I hesitated for only a second, as a thousand thoughts went through my head.


  Later I would think about that moment. Think maybe . . . maybe . . . if only . . .


  I broke into a run. I had to get to her!


  As I watched, the two Hork-Bajir on the pier grabbed Cassie by the arms.


  "Nooooo!" she cried.


  I tore at full speed. I leaped over Taxxons. I dodged around Hork-Bajir. I practically flew. But I couldn't really fly. Not the way Tobias could.


  I saw him high, high up in the cavern. Down he came.


  Like a bullet.


  The talons came forward. Tobias hit the first Hork-Bajir at about fifty miles an hour. He swooped away, leaving the alien clutching at the slimy mess where his eyes used to be.


  That was all Cassie needed. She broke away and ran back down the pier.


  I finally got there and went after the remaining Hork-Bajir-Controller.


  <Morph!> I yelled to Cassie. <Morph and head back for the stairs!>


  She looked at the other humans and Hork-Bajir behind her in the line. "Run! All of you, run!"


  They did. Cassie plowed into the panicky crowd. Moments later a black-maned head appeared above the shoulders of the crowd. Cassie had become a horse and was racing for the stairs.


  I started after her, racing back around the pool toward Marco, Rachel, Tom, and the crowd of hosts they'd freed from the cages.


  The Controllers were starting to get organized. A group of Taxxons were slithering out to stop Cassie and me. Both the Hork-Bajir and the Taxxons were carrying weapons now.


  <Up and over!> I said to Cassie as we neared the line of Taxxons.


  <Up and over!> she yelled back.


  I leaped. Cassie jumped. Side by side, we sailed over the startled Taxxons. They fired their hand-held Dracon beams, but too late. The beams sizzled the air behind us and we blew past.


  I could see Rachel's towering gray bulk just a-head. The stairs were near. I saw Marco with Tom.


  We were going to make it!


  And then he stepped out daintily from a group of Hork-Bajir.


  He seemed almost harmless in his Andalite body. A gentle half-deer, half-human-looking creature with bluish fur and an extra set of eyes on comical stalks.


  Visser Three didn't look all that scary. Not compared to the Hork-Bajir, the Taxxons, or even our own Earth-animals.


  But Visser Three had an Andalite body. He had an Andalite's power to morph. And he had been all over the universe acquiring the genetic patterns of monsters like nothing ever seen on Earth.


  A Taxxon slithered up beside Visser Three and spoke. It was a weird, half-whistling sound. "Ssssweer trrreeesswew eeeesstrew."


  Visser Three said nothing. He just looked at me with the vertical slits that were his eyes.


  <This Taxxon fool says you are wild animals,> Visser Three said. <He wants to know if he and his brothers can eat you.> He laughed silently. <But I know you are not animals. I know who and what you are. So. Not all of you Andalites died when I burned your ship.>


  It took me a couple of seconds to realize what he meant. Then it hit me. Of course! He thought we were Andalites. He'd guessed that we were morphs, not real animals. And he knew that the Andalites were the only species with morphing technology.


  <I compliment you on getting this far. But it will accomplish nothing. Because now, my brave Andalite warriors, it is time. Time to die.>


  He began to morph.


  <I acquired this body on the fourth moon of the second planet of a dying star. Like it?>


  I realized I'd been wrong to be hopeful.


  We were not going to make it.
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  From Visser Three's Andalite body, the creature grew. Tall as a tree, towering over even Rachel. Eight massive legs. Eight long, spindly arms, each ending in a three-fingered claw. And from the place where the top set of arms grew came the heads.


  Heads. Plural. Eight of them. This creature had a thing for the number eight. Even the Hork-Bajir-Controllers backed away. Even they didn't want to be near Visser Three when he morphed this way.


  But the Taxxons edged in closer, crowding around their leader like a pack of hungry dogs looking for table scraps.


  I was frozen in terror. Stunned. Even the tiger that was a part of me was confused and worried.


  I had started to think that with our morphed bodies we could take on anything. But we couldn't take on this monster. Not and survive.


  <Run!> I yelled to the others. <Up the stairs!>


  Cassie nudged two of the humans from the cages and tossed back her head. They figured out what she wanted and climbed on her back. Then she galloped toward the stairs.


  <Yes, run,> Visser Three crowed. <It makes a more challenging target.>


  Then, Visser Three struck.


  From one of the heads a round, spinning ball of flame erupted. A ball of flame that flew like a missile.


  It skimmed through the air and splatted against the back of one of the women riding Cassie.


  "Ahhhh!" She fell off, screaming and rolling around to put out the flames. Cassie kept going with only one rider. She reached the base of the stairs.


  <Target practice!> Visser Three laughed. He fired fireball after fireball, one head after another.


  One singed my shoulder and flew past. One hit Rachel in the ear and made her scream in my head and trumpet in terror.


  The air was full of fire.


  <We have to get out of here!> Marco yelled.


  <Yes, run! Run for the stairs!> I repeated. <Rachel! Get moving! Clear a path!>


  A big swarm of us was heading for the stairs, but the Taxxons had closed in around us. Anyone that got away from Visser Three was swarmed over by the Taxxons.


  I saw Tom out of the corner of my eye. He was swinging his fists at a pair of Taxxons that were circling around him. Tom couldn't hurt them, but he was trying just the same.


  Rachel ran over and plowed into one of them, crushing him beneath her tree-trunk legs. Marco threw his arms around the second Taxxon and twisted till it split open, spilling its putrid guts all over the floor.


  Rachel had hit the bottom few stairs and stopped. Elephant bodies are great for some things. But they are useless for climbing stairs.


  <Morph back!> I told Rachel.


  She began to shrink almost immediately, but there wasn't time to wait until the morphing was complete. Rachel started up the stairs as a shifting mass of gray and pink, part human, part elephant, staggering on weird, half-finished legs and dragging a shriveled trunk that made her pretty face into something awful to see.


  We ran. But it was impossible.


  By the time we had climbed a few dozen stairs, there were only a few free humans and two free Hork-Bajir with us. The rest had all been recaptured or burned.


  A fireball exploded at my feet and I snarled. But still we retreated.


  We were a hundred feet up the stairs when the last two freed Hork-Bajir were brought down by the Visser's fireballs. They fell in flames.


  The Visser was climbing the stairs now, all alone. He was so big he barely fit on the stairs. I knew when we reached the point where the walls closed in around the stairs that we would be safe from Visser Three. Glancing up, I saw that Cassie was almost to safety above us, with one human rider.


  The rest of us, along with Tom and a pitiful handful of freed humans, were bunched together.


  Visser Three began pelting the staircase ahead of us with fire. We were trapped. Fire ahead. Visser Three himself behind.


  "No," I heard a familiar voice say. "No, you filthy creep. You aren't going to win this time."


  It was Tom.


  All alone, he charged at Visser Three, armed with nothing but his fists.


  One of the Visser's arms came down and swung at him.


  <Tom!> I cried. My tiger body roared with all its might. But the sound was lost in the noise of crying humans and whistling Taxxons.


  I saw Tom stagger from the Visser's blow.


  I saw him fall from the edge of the stairs.


  I went a little crazy.


  I was on the Visser before I knew what was happening. On him, digging my claws into his flesh. I twisted up and behind one of his eight heads.


  The tiger in me knew what to do. I sank my teeth into his neck and clamped my powerful jaws and held on.


  Another head turned back and aimed a fireball at me. I dodged the first fireball. The second burned my flank. I jumped clear.


  The Visser roared in pain. I roared in hatred.


  And we ran, ran, ran up those stairs with a hundred nightmares on our heels.


  Chapter 27


  



  We ran. Exhausted and burned and terrified, we ran.


  Visser Three had made one mistake. He was too large in his morph to follow us much farther up the stairs.


  I heard Visser Three yell something as we finally got away. He said, <I'll kill you all, Andalites. Run away, it doesn't matter! I'll kill you.>


  Actually, I think it did matter. We hadn't exactly destroyed Visser Three, but we had come out of it alive, we Animorphs.


  The final count was exactly one human freed - the woman who rode Cassie's back up out of that hellish pit.


  And Cassie had gotten away clean. It had been the suspicious Controller policeman who had grabbed her. He was the only Controller to know her name, where she lived, and that she had been spying on The Sharing.


  Cassie said we didn't have to worry about him anymore. She didn't want to talk about what had happened to him.


  As for Tom . . . My brother.


  Tom was not freed.


  I was lying in my own bed, shaking and shivering and crying from the aftereffects of terror, when I heard him come home later that night.


  He never knew that I was the tiger. He never knew how close I had come to freeing him. He was a Controller again. The Yeerk was in his head once more.


  Cassie and Marco and Rachel and I had all made it up those stairs. We had emerged into the hallway of a school that would never seem the same to us again.


  And Tobias? He survived, too.


  It was almost morning when I was awakened from dead sleep by feathery beating on my window.


  I opened it and Tobias flew in.


  "You made it," I said. "Oh, man, you had me scared. I figured you were still trapped down there. I mean, I thought you could probably find somewhere to hide in that cavern, but I knew you'd been morphed for a long time. I was worried you wouldn't be able to morph back without getting caught. It's good to see you."


  <Good to see you, too, Jake,> he said. <How are the others?>


  "Alive," I said. "Alive. I guess that's all that counts."


  <Yes. That is all that matters.>


  "Come on, Tobias," I said. "Morph back. You can stay here. I'll even let you have the bed. I could sleep on nails, I'm so tired."


  He didn't say anything. And I guess in my heart I'd known it all along. I just didn't want to admit it.


  "Come on, Tobias," I said again. "Morph back."


  <Jake . . .>


  "Just come on, back to human now, dude. No more flying tonight."


  <I hid in the cavern for a while,> he said. <They didn't see me. But I had to stay out of sight till I could get out. Jake . . . it took too long. Too long. More than two hours.>


  I just stared at him. At his laser-focus eyes, at his wicked beak and sharp talons. And at his wings. At the broad, powerful wings that let him fly.


  <I guess this is me from now on,> Tobias said.


  I knew there were tears falling down my cheeks, but I didn't care anymore.


  <It's okay, Jake. Like you said, we're alive.>


  I went to the window and looked up at the stars. Somewhere up there, around one of those cold, twinkling stars, was the Andalite home world. Somewhere up there was . . . hope.


  <They'll come,> Tobias said. <The Andalites will come. And until then . . .>


  I nodded and wiped away my tears. "Yeah," I said. "Until then, we fight."
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Rachel. I won't tell you my last name. None of us will ever tell you our last names. Whenever I do use a last name, it's a fake. Sorry, but that's the way it has to be. And we won't tell you the name of our town, or our school, or even what state we are in. If I told you my last name, the Yeerks would be able to find my friends and me. And if they ever find us, it will be the end.


  They might kill us. Or worse.


  Yes, there really is something worse than death.


  I've seen it. I've heard the cries of despair from those doomed to be slaves of the Yeerks.


  I've watched as the evil gray slugs writhe and squeeze in through the ear and take over what was a free human being.


  There are five of us. Just five: Jake, Cassie, Marco, Tobias, and me. Marco came up with a name for us, for what we are now. He called us Animorphs.


  I guess that's as good a name as any for what we are. Mostly, I still just feel like a normal kid, you know? But I guess normal kids don't turn into elephants or bald eagles. And normal kids don't spend their free time fighting to save the world from the nightmares called Yeerks.


  That day, the sun was bright. It warmed the earth below us. Warm air rose in an invisible bubble, a thermal. The thermal pushed up beneath our wings and we circled higher and higher and higher, till it almost seemed we could touch space.


  Somewhere up there in cold space, up in orbit, was the Yeerk mother ship. Perhaps right over our heads.


  The Yeerks were parasites. In their natural state they were just big slugs who lived in a sludgy pond called a Yeerk pool. But the Yeerks have the power to take over other bodies. They have enslaved many races throughout the galaxy - the Taxxons, the Hork-Bajir, and others. And now they had come to Earth, looking for more bodies to control.


  Who was there to try and stop them? Well, off in space, there were the Andalites. But the Andalites were far away, and it would take them a long time to come to rescue the people of Earth.


  On Earth, no one knew of the Yeerks. No one but five kids who were having fun being birds and riding the thermals.


  I looked over at my friends. Some were a little way below, some were higher up. Jake was flapping his wings a little more than the rest of us. He had adopted a falcon morph. Falcons don't soar quite as well as hawks or eagles.


  Tobias was the smoothest flyer. That was partly because red-tailed hawks are natural acrobats.


  Partly it was because Tobias had much more practice flying than the rest of us.


  Too much practice.


  <Okay, Tobias, you were right. This is the coolest thing in the world,> I said.


  <Want to try a dive? It's amazing,> he said.


  I wasn't exactly sure that I wanted to dive, but what could I say? I don't usually turn down a challenge. So I said, <Sure.>


  <Follow me.>


  Tobias bent his wings back and plummeted toward the ground like a bullet.


  I tucked my wings back and went after him.


  The ground came rushing up at me.


  I was falling! Falling, with nothing at all to stop me from splatting right into the ground!


  It was like a nightmare.


  We were going like sixty miles an hour, as fast as a speeding car. Sixty miles an hour, aiming right for the ground.


  But even though it was scary, it was also way cool.


  Forget surfing. Forget skateboarding. Forget snowboarding. You haven't had a thrill till you've ridden the thermals a mile into the air and then gone hurtling straight down at maximum speed.


  Air streamed past, just like when you open the car window and you're going really fast. It was like being in the middle of a hurricane. The leading edge of my wings was battered and vibrating. I felt my tail making dozens of tiny adjustments, moving a single feather one way or the other to keep me pointed straight.


  But one wrong move and I could have tumbled end over end. At this speed, if I suddenly tumbled I feared I could break a wing. A broken wing this high up was a death sentence.


  <Tobias! I just realized something.>


  <What?>


  <This isn't like being an elephant. If I got in trouble as an elephant I could morph back to my human body. But I'm a long way up. If I morphed back to my human body . . .> I didn't finish the sentence. But I suddenly had this vision of me, the real me, Rachel, dropping like a stone toward the hard ground below.


  I guess Tobias could sense the fear that was building in me.


  <Let the eagle do the flying,> Tobias advised. <Relax and let the eagle's mind do the thinking. She knows what she's doing.>


  <I'm glad one of us does,> I said nervously. It's strange when you're in a morph. You have the animal's brain in with your own. Usually you can control that animal intelligence. But not always. And sometimes you have to learn to let go, to let the animal take charge.


  I relaxed. Instantly the vibration lessened. I felt more stable. The eagle was in charge and Tobias was right: The eagle knew how to fly.


  Then, to my amazement, I saw something go zipping right past us, faster than either me or Tobias. It was Jake. His peregrine falcon's smaller wings made it harder for him to float on the thermals. But those same wings made him unbelievably fast in diving. It was almost like Tobias and I were standing still.


  <Yaaaaaah ha ha!> Jake yelled in our heads.


  I would have smiled, if I'd had a mouth. Jake is like me. He loves excitement and adventure and being a little crazy. Maybe we're so alike because we're cousins.


  Also, we're both a little competitive, I guess. It bothered me that he was a faster diver than I was. Just like it bothered him that I could soar better. I guess that sounds ridiculous, huh?


  Zzzziiinnnngggg!


  Something went right by my head.


  <You hear that?> Tobias asked.


  <Yeah, I sure did,> I said. <What was it?>


  <I don't know.>


  Instinctively, I pulled up out of the dive, straining every muscle in my wings as I opened them, and felt the shock of wind resistance. It was like opening a parachute.


  The rest followed my lead. We were still a few thousand feet up, but much closer to the ground than we had been.


  Zziiiinnnnngggg!


  I felt something go right through my tail feathers.


  <Hey, someone down there is shooting at us!> I said.


  <I can see them,> Cassie said. She and Marco had joined up with us. They had both morphed the same osprey. It was hard to tell them apart because you can't really tell where thought-speech comes from. <Two guys, over in the woods. They have a rifle.>


  <I can't believe this!> I was really mad. <I'm an endangered species. I'm a bald eagle! What's the matter with those creeps?>


  <He's getting ready to shoot again,> Marco reported. <I can see him taking aim.>


  <As soon as you see the flash of the rifle, dodge hard right!> I yelled.


  A normal eagle or hawk or falcon would not have been able to figure that out. But we weren't just raptors. We still had our human intelligence. There are times to let the animal take over. There are other times when that superior human intelligence comes in handy.


  <There! They fired!> Jake yelled.


  Instantly I turned a sharp right. The bullet went whizzing by harmlessly.


  <You know what? I don't think I like those guys,> Tobias said.


  Tobias has special reasons for disliking anyone who would shoot at a bird.


  <Me neither,> I agreed. <I have an idea.>


  I explained what I wanted to do and the five of us flew off, out of range of the shooters. When we were far enough away, we went into a steep dive, down, down, faster and faster toward the trees.


  I thought I was scared, diving from high up. Now I was diving at lower altitude, aiming directly at the trees. This was a whole new level of terror. With my eagle's eyes I could see the bark on the trees. I could see ants on the bark of the trees. It was like those trees were right in front of us.


  I hoped the eagle knew when to pull out of the dive. If I slammed into one of those trees at sixty miles an hour, I was Spam.


  Then, at just the right split second, like a perfectly trained squadron of fighter jets, we opened our wings and swooshed into the trees.


  Unbelievable!


  <Ah haaaah!> I heard Marco yell. <I don't know if that was fun or just insane!>


  It was like some video-game nightmare. We kept most of the speed from the dive and now we were zooming through the trees so fast that tree trunks were just a brown blur all around us.


  Tree! Bank left.


  Tree! Bank right.


  Tree! Dozens of feathers made the slightest individual adjustments. Muscles in my wings trimmed the angle of attack a millimeter one way, a millimeter back.


  Tree! Tree! Treetreetreetreetree!


  <Yaaaaaaaaah!> I yelled, half from terror and half from the total, out-of-control thrill of it.


  In and out. Around and through. Zoom. ZOOM!


  Suddenly, there they were, just ahead in a clearing. Two teenage creeps sitting in the back of a pickup truck. One guy had a blond ponytail. The other one wore a baseball cap. They were a hundred yards away, like being all the way down a football field, but my eagle eyes were so good I could count their eyelashes.


  The guy with the ponytail had the rifle. The other guy was drinking a beer. They were still scanning the skies, looking for us.


  Guess what, morons? I thought as we raced at them. We're not up there anymore. We're right here . . .


  In . . .


  Your . . .


  FACE!


  Chapter 2


  



  They didn't even have enough time to look surprised before we struck.


  As a bald eagle, I was the biggest of the five of us. I could carry the heaviest load.


  I raked my talons forward.


  I opened them wide.


  "Tsseeeeeer!"


  Tobias's hawk let loose an intimidating shriek.


  My talons hit the gun barrel and closed on it.


  Tobias slashed the ponytail guy's head with his own talons. Ponytail shouted in pain and surprise and loosened his grip on the rifle.


  "Hey!" the second guy yelled.


  Zoom! I was out of there with the rifle in my talons.


  With the additional weight of the rifle, it was a struggle getting any altitude.


  "That bird has your gun, Chester! And that other one stole my beer!"


  I glanced over and saw Marco. At least I think it was Marco. He had the beer can in his talons, half-crumpled.


  <They're way too young to be drinking,> Marco said in his most parent-like voice.


  I heard the ponytail guy complaining down below. "That ain't right. It ain't right that no bird should take my rifle like that."


  I caught a little breeze and gained just enough altitude to get above the trees. But I was having a hard time. My wings were beating the still, dead air of the woods and not getting very much lift. I scraped the top of a tall pine tree and emerged from the woods, still flapping hard to carry the weight of the rifle, I made it out toward the beach, over the low cliffs at the water's edge.


  The blessed thermals were there. They lifted me up, up and out over the water. I relaxed, letting the warm wind carry me higher.


  I dropped the rifle about a mile out in the ocean. I figured any jerk who would shoot at a bald eagle didn't need a gun. Marco dropped the beer with amazing precision right into a trash barrel. He looked as proud as he would have if he'd just thrown the winning basket in the NBA championship.


  <It's been almost two hours,> Cassie warned us as we lazily drifted back toward shore.


  Two hours is the time limit. If you stay in a morph for more than two hours, you're trapped.


  Forever.


  There's an old, run-down church no one uses anymore not far from the beach. It has a bell tower, although the bell is gone. We flew there. That's where we had started from. Our clothes and shoes were still piled there.


  Four pairs of shoes for the five of us.


  Cassie, still in her osprey body, peered down at her watch lying on the floor. <Good. An hour and a half. We should try never to go over an hour and a half.>


  We began to morph back into our human bodies.


  Morphing takes concentration. When you're going from human to animal, it's harder. You really have to focus. But going back to human is easier.


  I focused on my human self. I formed a picture of myself in my mind - tall, thin, with blonde shoulder-length hair. I focused especially on the hair, because I didn't like my last haircut. It was uneven at the bottom. Not that it mattered. I just wished I could do something about the hair when I morphed. Unfortunately, morphing doesn't work that way.


  The changes began quickly. The feathers that covered me began to melt. They ran together like hot wax. In some places when my skin reappeared, it would have this beautiful feather pattern for a few seconds.


  My yellow bill sucked back into my mouth to become white teeth. That part sort of itched. It made me want to grind my teeth a few times.


  My lips grew out around my teeth. My eyes went from pale gold to my normal blue. My legs grew quite a bit, from about three inches to normal size.


  I looked over at Jake and saw the same things happening to him. Let me just tell you - watching someone morph is not a pretty sight. It's the kind of thing that would give you screaming nightmares if you didn't know it was going to be all right.


  When Cassie morphs, she always does it kind of artistically. Like when she changes into a horse, she does it so it doesn't look totally creepazoid - she has a natural talent for morphing. If there is such a thing. The rest of us just let it happen however it happens. The results can be disturbing.


  I happened to see Marco at the moment where his hairy boy legs came shooting out of this little bird body and I yelped. "Yahh! Gross."


  "Ay, nyew donk luk so good yourself, Rachel."


  His mouth was morphing even as he spoke, so the first few words were garbled and the last were normal.


  I think what he said was "Hey, you don't look so good yourself, Rachel." He was probably right. I was glad I didn't have a mirror.


  My tongue grew fat in my mouth. My eyesight became faded and dim. The eagle's mind evaporated, leaving me all alone in my head.


  My wings became arms. My talons became toes. The scaly yellow eagle legs became my own legs, only they were still all scaly at first.


  "Nice look, chicken legs," Marco said. "Do those come in extra crispy, too?"


  I smiled at him. "You're not one to talk, Marco." I pointed down at the floor. See, his legs had changed back, but he still had huge osprey talons instead of feet.


  As my skin began to appear, so did my morphing outfit. Fortunately, after a few tries, we had all learned to morph some very minimal clothing.


  Usually nothing more than skintight workout clothes or leotards. Not enough to go walking around in, but enough to keep us all from dying of embarrassment when we morphed in front of each other.


  I checked out my friends. They were mostly normal again, with just a few remaining hints that they'd been birds a minute earlier.


  Jake is kind of a big guy, strong-looking, with brown hair and serious, dark eyes - although at the moment, his eyes were shining with excitement. Sometimes being in a morph just totally breaks you out. Jake was a lizard once, and he still hasn't gotten over the fact that he ate a live spider. But I guess he enjoyed being a falcon, be cause he was babbling on and on about how great it was.


  "That was so absolute!" he said. "It's like now, being back in a human body, I feel like I'm handicapped or something. I feel like I'm glued to the ground."


  "And blind," Cassie agreed. "Human eyes are so lame for seeing things far away."


  She grinned and spread her wings. She had managed to keep her wings till the very end. Now she looked like some strange angel. Oddly, the look worked for her. The osprey's five-foot, gray-and-white wings were incredibly cool.


  "Do you think you could fly?" Jake asked her. He looked a little awestruck.


  Cassie laughed. "No, Jake. This body weighs about eighty pounds. These wings aren't built for that kind of weight."


  She morphed her wings into arms in about three seconds and laughed gaily.


  Marco shook his head. "Great. When we morph we look like some mad scientist's genetic experiment gone totally crazy. And Cassie gets to look like an angel."


  Cassie and I have been friends for a long time, although to look at us, you wouldn't think we'd hang out together. Cassie is casual to the extreme. The girl just doesn't care about clothing or style. I swear she would wear overalls to a wedding if someone didn't stop her.


  Cassie lives on a farm and her whole family is massively into animals. Her dad used the barn to run the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic, which is a kind of hospital for injured animals. It's always full of birds and skunks and opossums and coyotes and every other animal you can think of.


  Cassie's mom is a vet, too. She works at The Gardens, this huge zoo and amusement park. So maybe Cassie was just born with an instinct for understanding animals. All I know is she's always finished morphing while the rest of us are still looking like creepy half-human, half-animal monsters.


  As for me, well, it's not that I'm Miss Fashion or whatever, but I do like nice clothes. I guess that, plus the way I look, makes a lot of people think I'm stuck-up or something. People do think I'm pretty. But to me that's just an accident, you know? Looks are not the important thing. It's what's in your head that counts, and that's what I concentrate on.


  Of course that's another area where Cassie and I are a little different. I guess she would say, "No, it's what's in your heart that counts." She's a natural peacemaker. If there's ever a hassle within the group, it's usually me and Marco that caused it, and Cassie who got us all calmed down.


  "Personally, I'm glad to be back to my regular body," Marco said. "The flying part is great, but it's not a good idea to be able to see that well."


  "Why?" Jake asked.


  "Look, Jake, how many times have you been walking around the mall or whatever, and you'll see a girl who seems good-looking from far off, but when you get closer it turns out she's a skank? I mean, if you could see this well all the time - "


  "Excuse me?" I interrupted. "I'm sure I didn't hear you say what I thought you just said."


  "I wasn't being sexist," Marco protested. "It goes both ways. See, from far off, I look taller than I am."


  Marco is a little self-conscious about being short. He has long brown hair and a dark complexion, and most girls think he's really cute. But being small bothers him.


  "Your problem isn't with people seeing you too well," I said. "It's with people hearing you too well. You look like a fairly smart guy. Then you open your mouth . . . ."


  Marco just grinned. Marco lives to annoy people. He really is extremely smart and basically nice, underneath it all. It's just that the boy loves to provoke people.


  Marco and Jake are best friends, even though Jake is serious and thoughtful and always trying to do what's right, while Marco is sarcastic and temperamental and is the most reluctant of the Animorphs. Marco still thinks we should just give up the battle against the Yeerks and try to stay alive. But with Marco you never know if he really believes that, or is just saying it to be contrary.


  "Well, let's get out of here," Jake suggested. "I have homework to do."


  "Me too," I said. "And I have gymnastics class this afternoon and I'm totally unprepared."


  Cassie sighed. "It's such a drag. The chores and the homework all come rushing back as soon as we change back into our boring human selves."


  As soon as she said it, Cassie bit her tongue. She cast a regretful look to Tobias.


  See, while all of us had changed back, Tobias had not. Tobias was still a hawk. Tobias, who had once had unruly blond hair and eyes that seemed hurt and tender and hopeful all at once.


  Tobias had been trapped while trying to escape from the hellish nightmare of the Yeerk pool. He had stayed more than two hours in that morph.


  We had all returned to our human forms, but Tobias was still a hawk.


  Tobias will always be a hawk.


  Chapter 3


  



  We all walked most of the way home together, feeling worn out. The flying was a little tiring. And morphing always takes a lot out of you.


  Tobias flew high overhead. He didn't really participate in the conversation. It's hard for him. See, he can think-speak to us and we can understand him, but when we're in human shape we can only talk in the normal way. He can't hear us unless he's close by, and he can't be close and still fly.


  "This morphing thing would be so excellent if it weren't for the whole thing with the Yeerks," Marco was saying. "I mean, if it were just normal, we could really use these powers."


  "To do what? Fight crime?" Jake asked.


  Marco looked at him with a mixture of pity and amusement. "Fight crime? Who are you, Spiderman? I'm talking show business. Movies! TV shows! I could go on Letterman. I could be an entire episode of Stupid Pet Tricks all by myself."


  "You're right," I said, batting my eyes so he would know I was kidding, "you already have the stupid part down."


  "We'd be hot in horror movies," Cassie said.


  "Or how about as stuntmen?" Jake suggested. "One of us could jump off the tallest building and it would be totally realistic. Then we just morph into a bird on the way down and fly away."


  "Now I'm really mad at the Yeerks," Marco said. "They're getting in the way of my showbiz career. I could be a millionaire. I could be trading funny lines with Dave. I could have beautiful Hollywood supermodels all over me."


  "Uh-huh," I said, with a wink at Cassie. "Lots of women love animals. But sooner or later you'd have to change back into your actual self, Marco. And then, boom, they'd be outta there."


  We walked along the boulevard that goes by the construction site. It's this huge area of half-finished buildings with rusted earthmovers and cranes and backhoes scattered around. I guess it was originally going to be a shopping center, but for some reason they never finished it.


  We didn't take the shortcut through the construction site, like we would have in the old days, though. See, it was at this construction site that we saw the Andalite prince's damaged fighter land. It was here that the Andalite warned us of the Yeerk conspiracy and gave us our special powers.


  It was also here that we saw the Yeerk commander, Visser Three, murder the Andalite prince. Visser Three is the only one of the Yeerks who has our same power to morph. Visser Three is an Andalite-Controller, meaning he has an Andalite body. A human-Controller is a Yeerk with a human body. A Taxxon-Controller is a Yeerk with a Taxxon body. You get the idea.


  Visser Three is the only Yeerk to ever capture an Andalite body. So he's also the only Yeerk who can morph.


  That night at the construction site, he morphed into some creature from a far-off planet, a huge, horrible monster. And then he took the Andalite and . . .


  You know what? I really don't want to talk about that . . . You'll have to ask Jake.


  We all fell silent as we passed by the site. Then I noticed that Cassie had stopped walking and was just standing there. I went back to her and realized that she was crying.


  "Are you okay?" I asked.


  She shook her head. "No. Are you?"


  I sighed. Flying around in the sky had been a wonderful distraction. But my head was still full of awful memories. "I guess not," I admitted. "Last night I had a terrible nightmare about the Yeerk pool. I was back down there. Down there in that vast open cave. And I was hearing the screams and cries of the people being dragged to the pool."


  Cassie nodded. "You know what's worse than the screams? The way they stop screaming once the Yeerk is in their heads. Once they've become Controllers. Then you know they are slaves again. Lost."


  "Like Tom."


  We both turned. It was Jake. He and Marco had seen us stop and had come back.


  Tom is Jake's brother. Tom is a human-Controller - a human being enslaved by a Yeerk in his head. We'd found the Yeerk pool and gone down into that hell to get Tom. We'd failed. We'd barely escaped with our lives.


  Cassie put her arm around Jake's waist. "Someday we'll save Tom," she said.


  Jake kind of stroked Cassie's head. I guess he got embarrassed, because he instantly pulled away. Cassie didn't mind. She knows how guys are about showing their true feelings.


  I looked across the construction site and saw Tobias come fluttering down out of the sky. I couldn't see where he landed, because that part of the site is hidden from the road, but I knew right where he was - on the spot where the Andalite had died. Somehow, in those brief moments when the Andalite had been with us, Tobias had formed some kind of special bond with him.


  We started walking again.


  "We need to find another way to get at them," I said angrily. It bothered me, imagining Tobias back in that maze of never-finished buildings mourning for the Andalite.


  "Get at who?" Marco asked suspiciously.


  "The French, Marco," I said sarcastically. "Who do you think? The Yeerks, duh."


  "Whoa, whoa, whoa!" Marco said. "We tried that, remember? We went down into the Yeerk pool after them and got our butts kicked. Yeerks ten, humans zero."


  "So you figure you should just give up?" I demanded.


  "We lost one game," Jake said. "You don't quit the sport just because you lose one game."


  "Some game," Marco said bitterly. "Some sport."


  "We didn't lose, anyway," I said. The others looked at me like I was crazy. "Look," I explained, "I know we didn't save Tom, and we sure didn't stop the Yeerks. But we gave them a reason to be afraid, at least."


  "Yeah, they're terrified of us. Visser Three probably can't sleep at night, he's so worried about five kids," Marco said sarcastically. "Look, Visser Three doesn't think we're a threat. He thinks we're lunch."


  "He doesn't know who - or what - we are," I pointed out. "The Yeerks are convinced that we're Andalite warriors because they know that we can morph. And they know that we found the Yeerk pool, and infiltrated it, and took out a few of their Taxxons and Hork-Bajir while we were at it. I think they're probably a little nervous, at least."


  Jake nodded. "Rachel's right. But just the same, I don't think we want to try to go back to the Yeerk pool. Besides . . . the door is gone."


  We all stopped and stared at him.


  He shrugged. "Look, I just wanted to see if the door still worked, okay? Just in case. But it's not there anymore."


  The door leading down to the Yeerk pool had been hidden in the janitor's closet of our school.


  There were dozens of doors to the underground Yeerk pool, spread all over the city, but this was the only one we knew about.


  "So we find another way to get at them," I said. "We can follow Tom again, when it's time for his Yeerk to return to the Yeerk pool." Yeerks have to go to the pool every three days. They drain out of their hosts' heads and soak up Kandrona rays.


  "No. We leave Tom out of it," Jake said firmly. "If we call attention to him in any way, the Yeerks may decide he's trouble for them. They may decide to kill him."


  Marco gave me a sour look. "This is what you want to keep doing? Risking our lives and the lives of everyone we know? For what?"


  "For freedom," Cassie said simply.


  Marco didn't have a smart answer to that.


  "There's still Chapman," Jake said.


  Chapman is our assistant principal. He's also one of the most important human-Controllers. He runs The Sharing, the club that helps recruit unsuspecting kids into being hosts for the Yeerks.


  "If there were some way for us to get close to Chapman . . . " Jake let the words hang in the air. He carefully didn't look at me. But I knew what he meant. He'd obviously been thinking about this for a while.


  "Melissa?" I asked.


  He nodded. "It's a possibility."


  See, Melissa Chapman, Assistant Principal Chapman's daughter, is one of my closest friends. Or at least she used to be. The last few months, she'd been acting very strange toward me. Like she didn't care anymore. We take gymnastics together. Actually, we got into it at the same time. You know - something to do together.


  "I don't like using a friend that way," I said.


  "Oh, suddenly the mighty Rachel is weaseling," Marco crowed. "You don't like using your friends? You're pretty willing to risk my life."


  "Sure, Marco, but who said you were my friend?"


  "Very funny," Marco said. But at the same time he looked a little hurt.


  "Kidding, Marco," I said. "Just kidding. Of course you're my friend. But you're an Animorph. Melissa is just an innocent bystander."


  "I wish I had never come up with that word," Marco said. "Animorph. Gimme a break."


  "Rachel, Melissa's father is one of the main Controllers," Jake said gently, ignoring Marco. "She's in this whether she likes it or not."


  I felt a bitter taste in my mouth. Jake was right, of course. Chapman was the logical lead to follow. And Melissa was our way to get close. It made sense. It made sense for me to betray an old friend.


  It also made me feel like dirt.


  Chapter 4


  



  The next day after school I headed for my gymnastics class at the YMCA, which is just across from the mall. They have a big indoor pool, so the entire building always smells of chlorine. Except for the weight room, which just smells like sweat.


  My class is taught in a smaller room, with blue mats covering the floor. We have balance beams and uneven parallel bars and a vaulting horse with a springboard.


  I'm okay at vaulting and the parallel bars, but I'm pretty lame at the balance beam. To be honest with you, it kind of scares me. It takes such total concentration.


  It's not one of those real serious gymnastics classes. I mean, none of us is going to be going to the Olympics. When I started out, I had dreams of being the next Shannon Miller. But then I started to grow. I'm pretty tall now, for my age. People look at me now and say, "Oh, you're going to be a model," not "Oh, you could be a gymnast."


  Most of us in the class are too tall or too heavy to ever be serious gymnasts. We do it for fun and for exercise. I do it because I've always thought of myself as kind of clumsy. My mom says I'm not, but that's how I feel anyway.


  Besides, it's just cool, hitting the little spring board and flipping through the air to bounce off the vaulting horse and stick the landing. Not as cool as flying, maybe, but fun just the same.


  Melissa Chapman was in the locker room changing into her leotard when I came in. She's the exception to the rule in our class. She does look like a gymnast. She's small and thin, even though she doesn't starve herself like some fools who want to get into gymnastics. She has pale gray eyes and pale blonde hair and pale skin. She looks like one of those solemn elves in a Tolkien book. At first glance she looks delicate, but when you look a little closer, you see strength there, too.


  Melissa gave me the kind of not-very-warm smile she always gives me lately. Like she was distracted, or thinking about something more important.


  "Hey, Melissa," I said. "How's it going?"


  "Fine. How about you?"


  "Oh, pretty much the same old thing." That was a lie, of course. But what was I going to say? Yeah, Melissa, same old same old. Been turning into animals and fighting aliens. You know, the usual.


  Melissa didn't say anything else. She just adjusted her leotard and started to do a few little stretches. That's the way it was. We said hi, but not much more. It used to be we were very close. She was my second best friend, after Cassie.


  "Melissa, I was thinking . . . maybe you'd like to walk over to the mall with me after class? I have to buy a new pair of sneakers."


  "The mall?" She stammered a little, and then started blushing. "You mean, go shopping?"


  "Yeah. You know - walk around and look at stuff and check out the cute guys and diss the snotty women at the perfume counters."


  I tried to sound casual, like it was no big deal. In the old days, it would have been totally nothing. But now Melissa looked like a trapped animal.


  When had Melissa and I gotten to be such strangers?


  "I'm, um, kind of busy," Melissa said.


  "Oh. That's cool. I understand."


  But I didn't understand. Not at all. She started to walk away. I was going to let it go, but then I remembered: This wasn't just about a friend who had drifted away. This was about her father, one of the leaders of the Controllers. One of our most dangerous enemies.


  I grabbed her arm. "Melissa, look . . . I feel like we've kind of gone in different ways, you know? And I miss you."


  She shrugged. "Okay, well, maybe we could get together sometime."


  "Not sometime, Melissa, that's just you blowing me off. What's going on with you?"


  "What's going on with me?" she echoed. For a moment a look of extraordinary sadness darkened her eyes and tugged downward at the corners of her mouth. "Nothing is going on with me," she said. "We'd better get out there or Coach Ellway will have a fit."


  She pulled her arm away.


  I just watched her go. I felt like a complete and total jerk. Something had happened to Melissa. And I hadn't even noticed. She was my friend and something had changed in her, and I hadn't seen it. I'd just gone my own way.


  And now I was only acting like a concerned friend. The truth was, I was only paying attention for my own reasons.


  I wasn't able to concentrate on the lesson. Not concentrating when you're doing gymnastics can be painful. I slipped on the balance beam and banged my knee so badly I cried.


  Melissa was the first one to rush over. And for about ten seconds she was the old Melissa. But by the time I'd gotten back up, she was off across the room in her own little world again.


  It was right then that the terrible suspicion started.


  Melissa had been acting very strangely. Her father was a Controller.


  I looked at her from across the room and felt a chill.


  Was she one, too? Was my old friend Melissa a Controller?


  



  I didn't go shopping after my lesson. I didn't really feel like it. Melissa's eyes, the way she had looked at me, kind of killed my urge to shop.


  I was supposed to head over to the mall, then call my mom when I was done to come pick me up. That was the plan. But since I didn't feel like mall-crawling I just headed home. Alone. With the sky growing dark as rain clouds moved in.


  It was stupid and careless of me. But I guess I was preoccupied with other things. Although at least I had the sense to stay out of the construction site.


  I was walking down the sidewalk that runs along the boulevard when suddenly I realized that a car had pulled up just a little way down the sidewalk from me. A guy got out. He looked like he was in high school or even college. He also looked like trouble.


  I should have turned around and run back toward the mall. But sometimes I don't always do the sensible thing. Sometimes I regret not doing the sensible thing. This was one of those times.


  "Hey, baby," he said. "Want to go for a little ride?"


  I shook my head and clutched my gym bag close. What an idiot I was to be so careless!


  "Now, don't be stuck-up, sweet thing," he said. "I think you'd better get in the car."


  The way he said it didn't sound like an invitation. It sounded like an order. Now I was really afraid.


  I clutched my gym bag close as I passed him.


  "Don't ignore me," he hissed.


  He reached for me and missed. I walked faster.


  He was behind me.


  I broke into a run.


  He ran after me.


  "Hey. Hey, there! Come back here."


  I had been stupid going out alone. But fortunately, unlike most people, I wasn't helpless.


  As I ran, I focused on something completely different. I concentrated on an image in my mind.


  Then I felt the change begin. My legs grew thick. My arms grew big, bigger. I could feel myself growing large. Large and solid. I felt the squirmy sensation of my ears becoming thin and leathery.


  But it wasn't enough to just look creepy. This guy had made me mad. I wanted to scare him half to death.


  My nose suddenly began to sprout. Then, from my mouth, like two huge spears, the tusks began to appear.


  I figured that was about enough. I broke my concentration, which stopped the morph.


  I stopped suddenly. The creep barreled right into me.


  He was not going to like what he was about to see.


  Chapter 5


  



  I wanted to tell the jerk to step off. What I wanted to say to him was, "So, you still want to go for that ride?"


  What I really said was "HhhohhHEEEEERRR."


  The guy stopped dead. He just stared.


  What he saw was me, halfway through morphing into an African elephant. I had about a third of a trunk and most of my huge fanlike elephant ears. My legs were like stumps. My arms looked like Arnold Schwarzenegger's, only gray. And my tusks stuck about a foot out of my mouth. Just to make things extra weird, I still had my normal hair and my normal eyes.


  Suddenly, the guy wasn't interested in hassling me.


  "AAAAAHHHH!"


  He turned. He ran. For a minute he forgot he even had a car. Then he turned around and jumped in through an open window.


  He started the car and took off.


  He was definitely breaking the speed limit as he tore out of there.


  I concentrated again and began to reverse the morphing process, going back to human shape. I had been wearing a loose sweater and leggings, which was good. They had both stretched. But my shoes had been split open by the sudden growth of my elephant feet.


  It had started raining, so the trip home was going to be very unpleasant. "Oh, great!" I muttered.


  "I have got to remember to kick off my shoes before I morph into an elephant."


  Just then, a second car pulled up and came to a stop. The window rolled down.


  "Hey, Rachel." It was Melissa. I recognized the voice. "Do you want a ride home?" She didn't sound very excited by the idea. I looked through the car window, past her.


  Chapman was behind the wheel.


  A wave of sick fear swept over me. Had he seen what I'd just done? If he had, then I was dead. My friends were dead.


  "I'm . . . I'm fine," I said. "I could use the exercise."


  "Nonsense, young lady," Chapman said, sounding like his usual assistant-principal self. "It's beginning to rain. Get in."


  What was I supposed to do? I forced a smile. It wasn't easy. "Thanks," I said.


  Melissa was in the front with her father. I sat in the back. I tried not to shiver. I tried not to stare at the back of Chapman's head. That's how it is when you're around a Controller. You know that evil slug is right there in the Controller's head, attached to all his nerve endings. Controlling the human brain. Dominating it.


  It's hard not to stare when you think of what is squeezed inside that skull.


  "When we were stuck back at the red light it looked like some guy was bothering you," Melissa said. "Then he ran off. Was he bothering you?"


  "Um . . . no," I lied. "He was . . . he was just picking up something he dropped by the side of the road."


  Pathetic! I was such a lame liar.


  I saw Chapman's eyes watching me in the rearview mirror. He looked like normal old Chapman. That's the problem with Controllers. There is no outward clue. They look so normal.


  "He went running off like the hounds of Hades were after him," Chapman said.


  "Did he?" I said in a squeaky voice. "I wasn't looking. I guess it was the rain. That's probably why he was running. There. You can turn left there."


  "I know where you live," Chapman said.


  I almost swallowed my tongue. Was that a threat? Did he suspect? Did he guess? Was he looking at me strangely?


  Or was I just being paranoid?


  He pulled up in front of my house. My heart was hammering, but I was determined to act casual. "Thanks for the ride, Mr. Chapman," I said. "Hey, Melissa, I was totally serious about us getting together, okay?"


  She nodded. "Sure, Rachel. Absolutely."


  I closed the car door behind me. I had escaped. I was alive. I'd probably just been imagining things.


  Then I heard Melissa call out to me. "Hey. What happened to your shoes?"


  I looked down. My shoes were in tatters, the result of my feet growing from a size six to a size three hundred in about five seconds flat.


  "See?" I said, as lightly as I could. "I told you I needed to go shopping."


  Melissa just looked puzzled. Her father stared at me with an expression I could not read.


  I was shaking like a leaf when I walked into my house. I headed upstairs to my room and stuffed my ripped shoes into the trash. Only then did I go back downstairs and say hi to my mom. She was at the kitchen table, half hidden by a pile of buff-colored books. My mother's a lawyer, and she brings work home a lot so she can be around me and my two little sisters. She and my dad are divorced. I only get to see my dad a few days a month, so mom feels guilty when she isn't there for us.


  "Hi, honey," she said. Then she got her "suspicious mother" look. "How did you get home? You didn't walk, did you? You were supposed to call me."


  "Melissa and her dad gave me a ride," I said. Well, it was the truth. Sort of.


  She relaxed and made a point of closing her book. "Sorry. You know I worry about you."


  "Where are Jordan and Sara?"


  "They're in the family room watching another one of those scary shows. Of course, tonight Jordan will be sleeping with her night-light on and Sara will end up in my bed, no doubt. I don't know why they like things that frighten them. You were never that way."


  It almost made me laugh. I felt like saying, well, Mom, I don't have to watch things that are scary, I am scary. Should have seen me a little while ago with tusks sticking out of my mouth and a three-foot-long nose.


  What I really said was, "So, what's for dinner?"


  My mother winced. "Pizza? Chinese? Any thing else you can order over the phone? I'm sorry, but I have this brief and I have court in the morning."


  "Mom," I told her for maybe the thousandth time, "I don't mind pizza. Sorry, but your cooking isn't all that great, so it's no big deal ordering pizza."


  "Well, at least get some veggies on it," she said.


  After dinner I called Jake.


  "Do you want to come over?" I said. "I got that new CD, if you want to listen to it."


  There was no CD, of course. It's just that we always have to be careful. Like I said, Jake's brother, Tom, is a Controller. He could be listening on the extension. Then I called Cassie and Marco and told them the same cover story.


  When they arrived I told them about Melissa, and then I told them about my little run-in with the creep. I did not tell them about Chapman driving me home. I don't know why. But when I saw the way Marco exploded, I was glad I hadn't told them the whole story.


  "Oh, that was dumb! Dumb! DUMB!" Marco said. "What if that guy is a Controller?"


  "He wasn't a Controller," I said scornfully. "Why would the Yeerks want to make a Controller out of a punk? They want people in positions of power."


  "We don't know that for sure," Jake said. "Tom isn't in a position of power."


  "And how about people driving by in their cars, or looking out of the windows of their homes?" Marco asked. "And what if he runs and tells someone about this girl who suddenly sprouted a trunk and tusks?"


  "No one is going to believe a lowlife like that," I said.


  "His friends won't believe him," Marco said poisonously, "but a Controller would believe him. A Controller would know what it meant."


  Yes. A Controller would know what it meant. A Controller like Chapman. Or even Melissa, if she was one of them.


  I felt sick. It was like my whole life was nothing but lies. Lies to Melissa. Lies to my mother. Now I was lying by not telling the others the whole truth.


  "Okay, I screwed up," I muttered.


  "You sure did!" Marco crowed. "You screwed up so -"


  "Marco, let it drop," Jake said. "Rachel knows she made a mistake. We all make mistakes."


  Marco rolled his eyes.


  Cassie gave me an encouraging smile. "It was dumb putting yourself in that position, Rachel. You need to be more careful. But still, I'd have paid my next ten allowances to see the look on that guy's face."


  "The important thing is that it doesn't sound like Rachel can use Melissa to get close to Chapman," Jake said. "Not if she's a Controller herself. And not if she's going to continue being weird to Rachel."


  "I guess we'll have to find another way," I said quickly. "I mean, we know where Chapman's office is. We know where his house is. Maybe we could just morph into some small animals and hide out."


  "Small animals like what?" Marco asked. "When Jake turned into a lizard he got stepped on. He lost his tail. Besides, what are you going to morph into? A cockroach?"


  We all shuddered at the thought. The smallest, strangest thing anyone had morphed so far was when Jake had done the lizard. It creeped him out big time. A roach would be even worse.


  "The problem with being a cockroach," I said, "aside from the fact that it is too gross to believe, is that roach senses might not even be useful to us. Can a roach "hear" in a way that would make it possible for us to understand what we're hearing?"


  We all looked at Cassie. She's sort of our expert on animals.


  Cassie held up her hands. "Oh, come on. Like I know how a cockroach sees and hears? We don't take care of roaches at the rehab clinic."


  We all sat there feeling glum for a few minutes. But I wasn't going to let it drop. This was about more than just striking a blow at the Yeerks. I had to find out if Chapman suspected me. If he did, we were all in terrible danger.


  I happened to glance over at my desk. There was my math homework, still not done. That didn't make me feel any better. But then I looked at the photos I had mounted in one of those big frames with six different holes. One was of me with my mom and dad on a whitewater rafting trip we took. One was of me visiting my dad at his job - he's a weatherman on TV. We were grinning in front of a map of storms. Another picture was of Cassie and me riding horses side by side, with Cassie, as usual, looking like she'd spent her entire life in the saddle, and me looking like a total dweeb.


  But the picture that got my attention was one taken a couple of years ago of Melissa and me.


  I got up and went over to take the frame down.


  I stared hard at the picture.


  "What?" Jake asked. "What is it?"


  "It's me and Melissa," I said. "It was like her twelfth birthday, or some birthday, anyway, and we were out on her lawn playing with the present her dad gave her."


  "So what?" Marco asked.


  "So . . . " I passed him the photograph. It showed me and Melissa in shorts. And between us a small black-and-white kitten. "So her present was a cat."


  Chapter 6


  



  "Look! A kitty door!" Jake pointed.


  "Where?" Marco asked.


  "See the lines of light? At the bottom of the regular door?"


  "Oh, yeah," Marco said. "I wish the moon were out. I can't see a thing."


  The four of us were cowering behind a hedge that bordered the Chapman's lawn. They lived in a pretty normal-looking suburban home. You know: two stories, a garage, a lawn. Nothing to make you think that the person who lived there was part of a huge alien conspiracy to take over the world.


  "Let me just ask you this," Marco whispered. "Why did it have to be Chapman? I was afraid of Chapman even before we found out he was a Controller."


  "You're not still upset over that detention he gave you?" I asked. "Look, if you're going to listen to your CD player in math class with an earphone hidden under your hair, you have to remember not to start singing along."


  "Yeah, that was only slightly stupid, Marco," Jake agreed.


  "I still say Chapman never would have given me a whole week's detention if he was totally human."


  "I have a question," Cassie said. "How do we get Melissa's cat to come outside?"


  We all looked at her.


  "Good question," I admitted.


  "I mean, we could hide here in the bushes for a long time. But sooner or later the neighbors are going to notice."


  <What does the cat look like?>


  Tobias was sitting perched on a nearby tree branch. He was close enough to hear us.


  I tried to remember. "It's name is Fluffer, I remember that much. Fluffer McKitty."


  "You've got to be kidding." Marco, of course.


  I tried to remember back to when I used to hang out with Melissa. "It's black and white. You know, in patches."


  <I'll look around. Maybe it's already outside.>


  Tobias spread his wings, swooped silently down over our heads, and flapped away into the night.


  "You know what we need?" I said. "We need another kitty. We should have thought of that. Then we could have the second cat call out to Fluffer."


  Marco turned to stare at me. "Meowfluffer, comeoutmeow, meow come and play meow?"


  "Tobias morphed a cat very early on, didn't he?" I asked.


  "Yeah," Jake said. "His first morph. The first morph any of us did."


  "Rachel, you need to remember if you go in there tonight that you have to stay in cat character," Cassie said. "Most people would just think it was weird if a cat acted strangely. But Chapman may be able to guess what's going on if Fluffer suddenly starts acting un-catlike."


  "So you're saying I shouldn't try eating with a fork or changing the channels on the TV?"


  Everyone laughed - quietly and nervously, but it was laughter just the same.


  Suddenly Tobias dropped out of the sky, then drifted over us in a lazy circle and called down, <Got him.>


  He settled back on the branch. He was really an amazing animal, when you just looked at him as a bird and didn't think about him being a boy trapped in there. I mean, the gaze of a hawk when it is looking right at you is incredibly intimidating. Gentle Tobias now had an expression that looked totally ferocious.


  "You're kidding. You found Fluffer?" I asked.


  <Hey, it's easy. Spotting prey is what I do. Or what a hawk does, anyway. Actually, there are maybe six or eight cats running around the neighborhood. Also, three dogs and an amazing amount of rats and mice.>


  "Rats?" That got Marco's attention. "Rats? Here? This is suburbia. I mean, it's a lot better than where I live. They have rats?"


  <There are rats everywhere,> Tobias said. <Rats and mice and all kinds of plump, juicy . . .> He fell silent, embarrassed.


  "Get a grip, Tobias," Marco said. "Don't start eating rats, all right? I don't know if I can have someone who eats rats for a friend."


  Sometimes Marco is funny. Sometimes he goes too far. This was one of those times. "Shut up, Marco," I growled.


  "I ate a live spider," Jake pointed out. "Does that mean you and I can't be friends?" From his tone of voice I could tell he was angry, too.


  None of us knew what Tobias was going through. None of us had ever been in morph for more than two hours. Tobias had been a hawk for more than a week.


  Marco realized he'd been a jerk. "Well, yeah, I guess you're right," he muttered. "Besides, I've been known to eat eggplant. So I guess I can't criticize."


  That was an apology, or as close as Marco could get to an actual apology.


  <The cat we're looking for is just a half block away,> Tobias said. <Follow me.>


  He flew off, but kept low. We took off after him. Even flying at minimum speed, Tobias was too fast for us to keep up with, so he had to circle back again and again. We had a hard time keeping him in sight.


  "This doesn't look too strange," Cassie joked. "The four of us running down the street looking up in the sky."


  <There,> Tobias called down. <See that yard with the two trees?>


  "Yeah. Just to our left?"


  <That's the one. The cat you're looking for is stalking a mouse, right behind the trunk of the nearest tree.>


  "Okay, we can't all go traipsing over some stranger's yard," I pointed out. "I'll go with Cassie."


  Marco held up the kitty carrier we had brought along. "Don't you need this?"


  "Not yet. I'll grab Fluffer and bring him back over here. You two guys just stand here, looking casual."


  Cassie and I stepped onto the lawn. The house was dark. Maybe no one was home. That would be good.


  "Go left," I suggested to Cassie. We circled the tree.


  "Hey, Fluffer," I said in a high, talking-to- animals voice. "Here, kitty kitty. Remember me?"


  "There he is."


  "I see him." I squatted down and held my hand out toward the cat. "Hey, Fluffer Fluffer. It's me, Rachel."


  Fluffer flattened his ears back along his skull. He looked from me to Cassie and back again.


  "Come on, Fluffer, it's me. Come on, boy."


  "He's a male? He's a tomcat?" Cassie asked.


  "Yeah, I think so."


  "Oh, wonderful," Cassie moaned. "Please tell me he's been fixed, at least."


  "Have you been fixed, Fluffer McKitty?" I cooed. "Why do we care?" I asked Cassie.


  "Because pound for pound, a tomcat is like one of the toughest, most dangerous little things around."


  "Who, Fluffer? My little kitty friend Fluffer?"


  "Even if he is fixed, a male cat, out at night in hunting mode?" Cassie shook her head. "We should have worn gloves."


  "Oh, come on. He's a sweet kitty cat." To demonstrate just how sweet Fluffer was, I reached a hand for him.


  "Hhhhhhssssss!"


  In a movement too fast for my human eyes to see, Fluffer swiped out with one paw. Three bloody scratches appeared on the back of my hand and Fluffer shot straight up the tree.


  "Owww!" I stuck my injured hand to my mouth.


  "Gloves would definitely have been a good idea," Cassie said.


  "How are you guys doing?" Jake whispered, just loudly enough for me to hear him.


  "Wonderful," I said through gritted teeth. "I'm bleeding and Fluffer is up the tree."


  I heard Marco giggle. I expected that. But then I heard Jake giggling, too.


  I looked up and saw two glittering yellow- green eyes glaring down from the dark tree.


  "This was supposed to be the easy part," I said. "I figured, okay, we go and acquire Fluffer's DNA, and then the hard stuff begins."


  "We have a cat up a tree," Cassie said dolefully. "You know how hard it is to get a cat down out of a tree?"


  "I have a plan," I said. "Tobias, are you up there?"


  <Right above you. But I'm not going to try and snatch an angry tomcat down out of a tree.>


  "That's not what I was going to ask," I said. I took a deep breath. This night was turning weird real fast. "What I need is a mouse."


  Chapter 7


  



  <Got something for you. A baby mouse. A mean baby mouse. It keeps trying to bite me.> Tobias flew in a low, tight circle overhead, disappearing behind the tree branches, then reappearing. <Are you ready?>


  I took a deep breath. I gave him a wave. Sure, I was ready. Why wouldn't I be ready to have a hawk hand me a mouse? Just your normal kind of thing to deal with.


  Tobias flew low and slow. I held out my hands, cupped together. With amazing precision and perfect timing, he deposited the mouse in my hands.


  "Don't let it bite you!" Cassie warned. "Rabies."


  "Wonderful," I muttered. "Just one more fun aspect of this night." Actually, I was glad for the warning. The mouse was squirming in terror, trying to get away. I could feel its tiny little mouse legs scrabbling against my palms.


  "You should all get rabies shots," Cassie said. "Seriously. I already have mine. But if we're going to be handling wild animals . . . In the mean time, be careful to keep his teeth away from you."


  "I wasn't planning on feeding him my finger," I said.


  "Hey, wait." Cassie pried open my hands to get a better look. "That's not a mouse. That's a shrew. See the eyes? They're too small. And the tail is wrong. That's not a baby mouse, Tobias, it's a full-grown shrew."


  <Sorry. Is that bad?>


  Cassie shrugged. "I don't know. I just know it isn't a mouse."


  "Wait a minute," Marco said, beginning to grin. "Rachel is going to become a shrew? How will we know when she's changed? How do you become what you already are?"


  Everyone was too nervous to find the joke very funny. We felt kind of stupid, standing around on some stranger's lawn playing with rodents. I mean, there are times when the whole thing just seems so utterly insane, you know?


  "Okay, I have to concentrate on acquiring, so everyone shut up," I said.


  Acquiring is what we call it when we absorb a sample of the animal's DNA. The DNA is the stuff inside the cells that sort of serves like a how-to manual for making the animal.


  When you acquire, you have to think hard about the animal, focusing on it and blocking everything else out. Then the animal kind of goes limp, like it's in a trance. It takes just about a minute.


  It was easy to focus on the shrew, what with it squealing in terror and squirming to get out of my hand. But it was gross, definitely gross. I know there's nothing really wrong with shrews, but still. They freak me out a little.


  When I was done, I opened my eyes. "Okay, little shrew, thanks for your help. You can go now."


  "I'm not sure this is a good idea," Jake said doubtfully.


  "Really?" Marco was sarcastic. "You're not sure it's a good idea for Rachel to turn into a shrew in order to lure a vicious cat down from a tree so she can morph into that cat and sneak into the assistant principal's house? What worries you about that plan?"


  Cassie looked worried, too. "You know, Rachel, usually a cat will play with a mouse a little bit. But sometimes they don't. Sometimes they go right for the neck bite. The mouse - or the shrew - dies instantly."


  <Be careful, Rachel,> Tobias said. <I'll be watching, but be careful. I don't want anything to happen to you.>


  He "said" it so only I could hear. I could tell, because nobody else reacted.


  I looked up at Tobias and winked. I knew he would see it. I rubbed my hands together. "Okay, let's do this."


  I concentrated once more on the shrew. The shrew was now a part of me. I don't know how it works, but it does. Somehow, thanks to the Andalite technology, the DNA of that shrew was stored away inside me. It was like having a map to guide me as I transformed. Not that I had a clue how I was able to do it.


  The first sensation was of shrinking. It's a long, long trip down from being five feet tall to being less than an inch tall. It's like falling. Except that you can feel the ground under your feet the whole time.


  One minute I was looking Jake and Marco and Cassie in the face. The next minute their faces seemed to be zooming high up above me. I was falling down the length of their bodies. It was like they were huge skyscrapers and I had jumped off the roof or something.


  My outer clothing fell around me like a big, collapsing circus tent.


  It made a slight grinding noise as my backbone collapsed into a size smaller than my little finger. There was the disturbing, not-quite-pain sensation that goes along with some morphs. Like you knew it should hurt, but it didn't quite.


  I could feel the tail sprout from my tailbone. A long, hairless tail. Not at all attractive.


  My legs practically disappeared, they were so small. I was a chubby little ball of fur no more than two inches long, with four tiny feet.


  Then the fear kicked in. The shrew's fear.


  It hit me so hard I began to shake. I rattled with terror. I quaked with terror.


  I was surrounded! Predators everywhere! I could smell them. I could see them - huge, looming, slow-moving creatures standing over me.


  "Rachel? You okay down there?" It was Cassie. She lifted the folds of my clothing off of me.


  I heard the voice and sort of understood it, but it was more like distant thunder. It didn't really mean anything. At least not to the shrew.


  It was looking for a way out. Its brain might have been terrified, but it was also amazingly smart. It was evaluating every possible escape route. It was measuring the distance between the three sets of legs. One set of legs moved slightly.


  I was off like a shot.


  Running! Running! Blades of grass seemed six feet tall. Twigs were like fallen trees that I had to scramble over. My little feet moved with incredible speed. I scooted past a beetle that seemed to me to be as big as a dog.


  "Rachel, you have to get control!"


  I knew they were right. I even sort of understood what they meant. But the terror was so strong. The urge to survive was so powerful.


  And at the same time there were other feelings. Hunger. I smelled nuts. I smelled dead flesh. I even smelled the maggots squirming on the dead flesh.


  And I wanted them. I know it's too gross, but I wanted to eat those maggots.


  Heavy pounding footsteps behind me! I turned sharply and ducked under a bush. The steps went barreling by before stopping and turning back toward me.


  They were faster than I was, but not as agile. I could get away. I could get away and find that dead smell and gorge!


  <Rachel, it's Tobias. The shrew is in control. You have to assert yourself! Tell it to stop running.>


  Fear! Hunger!


  <Rachel, listen to me. You're getting away from us. You have to take charge.>


  Fear! Hunger! Run!


  Grass and twigs and dirt. Low scratchy branches over my head. The smell of food. The smell of a dog that had urinated on this bush.


  More loud footsteps and far-off rumbling voices yelling. They were trying to catch me. But I was fast! I was clever!


  But not clever enough. I ran out from under the bush.


  Like a shadow inside of a shadow, I felt it descend on me. Terror like nothing I'd felt before swept over me. Something deep, deep inside my shrew brain cried out.


  It was the ultimate fear! The ultimate horror! It was the enemy I could not defeat!


  And it was coming for me!


  Chapter 8


  



  I dodged, but too slowly. Huge talons closed around me and suddenly my little feet were running in air.


  <Okay, Rachel. It's okay. It's just me. I have you.>


  The voice was in my head. I understood the words. It cut through the terror at last. I held onto that voice.


  <Relax, Rachel.>


  I looked down and with my dim shrew eyesight saw the shadows shooting past down below.


  <I have you, Rachel. Try to be calm. Think about something human. Think about school. Remember school?>


  School? Yes. I remembered school.


  Quite suddenly the shrew mind lost the battle for control. It was like a switch had been flipped. I was in charge. I knew what I was. I knew who I was.


  <I'm okay, Tobias,> I said. <You can set me down.>


  He circled around and landed with perfect gentleness on the ground.


  <Did my talons hurt you?>


  <No. I don't think so. I'm fine.>


  "You okay, Rachel?" Jake's voice.


  <Yes. Boy, that was totally different than the elephant brain. Or the eagle. They're both so calm and mellow compared to this mind.>


  "It's like Jake's lizard," Cassie suggested. "He had a panic reaction, too. The other animals we morphed were all kind of big, dominant animals - gorilla, tiger. My horse was skittish, though."


  <Look, let's just do this and get it over with, okay?> I said. <I'm not enjoying the shrew experience.> That was the understatement of all time. I could still smell death and hear the thousands of feasting maggots. And to me those things still meant dinner. I was horribly hungry.


  "Are you sure you're going to be able to maintain down there?" Marco asked. I saw him peering down at me from a million miles up. "You still look a little nervous. Your tail is twitching and your little nose is sniffing like crazy."


  <Yeah, I know. I'm still nervous. Let's just do this. You'll have to take me back to the tree where Fluffer is. I don't know what direction it is.>


  Before I could object, Marco reached down and scooped me into his hands. He held me up and looked into my eyes. "I've never seen you look lovelier, Rachel. Very cover girl."


  We walked down the block. Marco set me down at the bottom of the tree where Fluffer was still hiding out on a high branch.


  <You guys had better back off a little.> I said.


  "Not too far," Jake said. "We have to be able to get between you and Fluffer fast."


  <Oh, I can kick Fluffer's butt,> I said, joking. I guess I felt a little embarrassed about having let the shrew take control of me.


  "Uh-huh," Marco said dryly. "Cat versus mouse. Who would you bet on?"


  "Haven't you ever seen Itchy and Scratchy?" Cassie asked. "Mouse, definitely. Besides, she's not a mouse."


  Let me tell you something: It is no fun sitting around in a shrew's tiny body, waiting to see whether a huge cat is going to decide to climb down and kill you. It is one of the least fun things I've ever done. I had the shrew brain under control, but that didn't change the fact that the shrew was about as scared as a shrew can be. Between being snatched up by a hawk and now waiting to see if the shrew's other deadly enemy was going to attack . . . I mean, the shrew was definitely in a state of panic.


  She was not a happy shrew.


  I was so preoccupied thinking about the shrew's hunger that I missed what happened next. I didn't even notice until I heard the sound of scraping tree bark just an inch over my head. Fluffer was dropping through the air right on top of me!


  I froze!


  Jake and Marco did not freeze.


  Marco grabbed Fluffer in mid-pounce. Fluffer rewarded him with a nasty slash of his claws. Marco yelled and almost dropped the cat. Jake grabbed Fluffer by the nape of the neck and Cassie ran up with the animal carrier.


  The three of them managed to stuff the squalling, hissing, slashing Fluffer into the carrier and close the door.


  I was already morphing out of the shrew body as fast as I could.


  "I'm bleeding!" Marco cried.


  "We're all bleeding," Cassie said matter-of-factly. "I told you guys: Kitties can be nasty when you get on their nerves."


  I was shooting up from the ground, regaining my normal body.


  "Ugh! Ugh! I'm never doing that morph again," I said, as soon as I had a normal tongue and lips. I looked over my shoulder to make sure I didn't still have that creepy tail. Nothing. I was me again. I was in my morphing outfit and with no shoes on, but I was human again.


  I shuddered. The memory of the shrew's brain and its fear and hunger made my flesh creep. I was fighting a powerful urge to throw up. I felt sick in a way that is mostly in your head.


  Jake looked at me and shook his head. "I should have done it. I should have used my lizard morph to lure the cat down from the tree."


  I shook my head. "No. That freaked you out."


  "And now you're the one who's freaked out," Jake said. "But don't worry, you'll get over it. Mostly. At least you didn't eat a spider."


  "Yeah. Look, I'm just tired, okay? Let me acquire this pain-in-the-butt cat and get on with this."


  "Are you still up for it?" Cassie asked. "Acquiring two new morphs in one night?"


  "I shouldn't have let you do the mouse. Shrew. Whatever," Jake said. He was still looking guilty.


  "Look, it was my idea, right? Besides, since when do you let me do things? What are you, my master? I don't think so. Come on." I squared my shoulders and put on a brave smile. "Let me see how Fluffer likes me, now that I'm bigger than he is."


  I guess Fluffer was tired of causing trouble. He was actually asleep in the cat carrier. Sleeping like nothing at all was going on. A typical cat. He even purred as I acquired him.


  When I was done, I noticed Cassie smiling at me.


  "What?" I asked her.


  "I was just thinking how you look like the same old Rachel, but now you also have an elephant, a shrew, an eagle, and a cat inside you. That's four morphs. That's more than any of us." She looked thoughtful. "We don't really know very much about this morphing thing still. I wonder if there is a limit to how many morphs you can do."


  "I guess we'll find out," Marco said darkly. "Probably at the worst possible time."


  I wondered if they were right. It was definitely a strange, powerful feeling, knowing that I could become four very different animals. Strange and powerful and disturbing. Inside of me I had animals that ate each other. It wasn't a good image.


  Suddenly I felt exhausted. "Look, guys . . . I've acquired Fluffer now. But maybe we should do the rest of this tomorrow night. I'm . . . I don't know if I'm at my best right now."


  "Another night," Jake agreed. He looked relieved. I think he was worried about me. That's the way Jake is.


  "I guess we can let Fluffer go now," Cassie said. She opened the carrier and the cat climbed out cautiously.


  I watched him run off into the night.


  "Probably going off to kill your shrew," Marco speculated.


  The idea made me shudder all over again.


  Chapter 9


  



  "Aaaaaaaahhh! Aaaaah! Aaaaaaaaaah!"


  "Wake up. Rachel, wake up!"


  "Aaah!"


  "Oh. Oh. Oh." I sat up. I was gasping for air. It was dark, but I could just make out Jordan's face. She was shaking me awake.


  I felt my face. Lips. Eyes. Nose.


  I patted myself down frantically. Human. I was human. No fur. No tail. Human.


  The details of the dream came rushing up to my consciousness.


  "Oh, no," I moaned. I threw back the covers and stumbled to my feet. I staggered toward the bathroom door. The bathroom connects my room and the room Jordan and Sara share. I tried to turn on the light but missed the switch. I dropped to my knees in front of the toilet and threw up.


  Jordan kept saying, "Are you all right, Rachel? Are you all right? I better get Mom."


  "No," I said, as soon as I could talk.


  "No, I'm fine. Don't wake Mom up."


  Fortunately, little Sara can sleep through anything.


  I brushed my teeth and drank some water. I looked sheepishly at Jordan. She looks nothing like me. I guess I look more like my dad, and Jordan is like this smaller version of my mom, dark hair and dark eyes. She looked pretty scared.


  "I'm okay," I said again. "Just a bad dream. I guess it made me kind of sick, is all. But I'm fine now."


  Jordan relaxed a little. "Must have been some dream."


  "I guess so. I can't even remember it now. You know how it is. Dreams fade away so you can't even remember them."


  "I can't believe you would just forget a dream that made you scream and hurl."


  I shrugged. "I've never been very good at remembering dreams. You better get back to bed."


  She looked at me solemnly. "I know I'm just your little sister by two years, but you would tell me if something bad was happening to you, right? I mean, I wouldn't tell Mom or anyone. You could trust me."


  I smiled and drew her into a hug. "I know I can trust you. If anything bad was going on, I'd tell you." It was a lie, of course, and the lie made me feel even worse. I trusted Jordan. I knew in my heart that she was not a Controller.


  Of course, that's just what Jake had said about Tom.


  I hugged my sister a little closer. I hated the way suspicion had crept into every part of my mind. I hated the way I wasn't sure, not really, totally sure, that I could trust her.


  "Good night," I said. "Thanks for rescuing me from that nightmare. Whatever it was."


  She started to walk away. Then she turned, lit from behind by the garish bathroom light. "Before you started screaming, you were yelling something."


  "What?" I asked, afraid of the answer.


  She looked puzzled. "I think it was "maggots." Something like that."


  I forced a shaky smile. "Good night, Jordan."


  I crawled back into my bed. The pillow was soaked with sweat. The sheets were clammy.


  Maggots. Squirming, crawling, busy little white maggots. They were all over a piece of rotting meat and fur. In my dream it was a dead cat. A dead cat covered with vermin eating the decayed flesh.


  A shrew was getting in on the feast, eating the dead flesh and the living maggots with equal enjoyment.


  In my dream I knew: I was that shrew.


  



  "You look tired," Jake said the next morning. We took the same bus to school.


  "Thanks," I said grumpily.


  "Didn't get enough sleep last night?"


  "I guess not, if I look as bad as you say."


  "I didn't say you looked bad, I just said you looked tired." He hesitated. He glanced over his shoulder, checking to see whether anyone was listening. Fortunately, the noise level was pretty high in the bus. Jake lowered his voice and leaned close to my ear. "You didn't get creeped out by the shrew, did you?"


  "Why? Just because I'm a girl, you think the shrew bothered me more than it would have bothered you or Marco?"


  "No, that's not it at all," he said earnestly. "It's just . . . see, when I did the lizard morph, that bothered me. I had nightmares - "


  "Nightmares?" I said it too loudly. Then I lowered my voice back to a whisper. "Nightmares?"


  "Oh, yeah. Definitely. When I morphed the tiger I had dreams, too, but not nightmares."


  "What kind of dreams?"


  He smiled. "Kind of cool, really. Stalking through a dark forest at night. I was hunting something. It was like I wanted to catch it, but at the same time it was like if I didn't catch it that would be okay, too. Because just running and creeping and then running some more through the woods was the best thing in the world."


  I nodded. "I felt like that after the elephant morph. It was this incredible feeling of being huge and invincible. Like I could never even possibly be afraid of anything."


  "But the shrew was different, wasn't it? Same with the lizard."


  "I guess it's the different characters of the animals. Maybe some are good matches for our human brains. Maybe others aren't." I looked out the window for a while. Then I said, "You know what scares me?"


  To my surprise, Jake nodded. "Yeah. You're afraid that someday we might have to morph into bugs."


  I shuddered. "I don't think I'll be willing to do that. I think that may be too much."


  "Well, your next assignment is a cat. Tobias was a cat. He said it was amazingly cool. He liked it. Just like I really enjoy being a dog. Sometimes when I'm feeling depressed, I really wish I could just morph. Dogs know how to have fun."


  The bus pulled up in front of the school. "Another day of school. Normal life." I looked over the crowd of kids milling around on the lawn and on the steps. I spotted Melissa.


  "See you later, Jake," I said. "Thanks."


  "No problem. We're all in this together."


  I made my way down the bus aisle and ran to catch up to Melissa. But when I got close I saw that her eyes were red and swollen. She'd been crying.


  I didn't know what to do. In the old days I would have just run right up to her and asked what was the matter.


  "Hey, Melissa, how's it going?"


  She looked at me, confused. "What?"


  "I said, how's it going?"


  She shook her head slowly, like she couldn't believe I was even talking to her. "What do you care?"


  "Melissa. Of course I care. What's wrong?" Her eyes went kind of blank. She seemed to be looking at nothing but the air right in front of her face.


  "What's wrong? Everything is wrong. And nothing is wrong. But just the same, everything is wrong."


  "Melissa, what are you talking about?"


  "Forget it," she said. She started to walk away.


  I grabbed her arm. "Look, you can talk to me. I'm still your friend. Nothing has changed."


  "Leave me alone," she said grimly. "Everything has changed. Everyone has changed. You stopped being my friend. And my mom and dad . . . "


  "What?" I pressed her.


  The bell rang loud and shrill.


  "I have to go." She pulled her arm away.


  What could I do? I let her go. I wondered what she had started to say about her father. Had she discovered what her father was? What her father had become?


  I walked up the steps of the school with my head lowered in thought. As I opened the school door, I ran right into someone.


  "Hey, hey, watch where you're going, young lady."


  "Mr. Chapman!" I recoiled in fear.


  See, you have to realize that this was the man who had once directed a Hork-Bajir soldier to kill us all if he caught us. Kill us and only save our heads for identification.


  That kind of thing sticks in your mind.


  He peered at me. "What's the matter with you, Rachel? A little jumpy this morning?"


  I nodded. "Yes, sir. I guess I didn't sleep too well."


  "Bad dreams?" he asked.


  My mouth was dry. "I guess so, Mr. Chapman."


  He smiled. A normal, human smile. His eyes even crinkled up a little as he grinned down at me. "Well, shake it off. Nightmares aren't real, you know."


  "At least not most of the time," I said to myself.


  Chapter 10


  



  We couldn't go to the Chapmans' the next night because Marco and I both had papers we had to write. And the night after that was Cassie's dad's birthday.


  But finally, there we were again on the street outside the Chapmans' house. It was a little before eight.


  Fluffer was out of the house, smelling a fence post four blocks over, where another cat had left his scent. At least, that's what Tobias reported.


  "Are you ready?" Jake asked me.


  I nodded.


  "Are you sure?" Cassie asked. "You can put this off if you want. We don't have to do this tonight."


  "The sooner the better," I said. "We all know something is wrong in that house. Melissa is still my friend. Maybe somehow I can help her."


  "Your job is not to help Melissa Chapman," Marco pointed out. "You're supposed to be spying on Chapman. You're supposed to be finding some way for us to get at the Yeerks, so that we can all turn into wild animals and get ourselves killed."


  "I know why I'm doing this, Marco," I said.


  He nodded. "Okay. Well, take care of yourself in there. That's an assistant principal you're dealing with. He finds out you've turned into a cat and gone sneaking around his house, that will be after-school detention for like a year."


  We all laughed. As if detention were the thing I had to fear. Marco can be obnoxious, but on the other hand, he can make you laugh right when you really need to.


  "I'm ready," I said. I waved my arms at the dark sky above. Tobias swooped down, opened his wings to slow his speed, and settled on the fence beside us.


  "How does it look up there, Tobias?" Jake asked.


  <Looks fine. The cat is nowhere near the house. There's no one out walking around, except way over on Loughlin Street. There are a couple of cars, but not coming toward you.>


  "You know, you have quite a future in burglary," Marco said to Tobias. "You and I can burglarize places, and Jake can be Spiderman and catch us."


  "Okay, I'm ready to do this," I announced. "As ready as I'm going to get, anyway."


  Tobias sent me a private message. <Rachel, if you get into any trouble, just try and make it outside. I can lift you out of any danger.>


  I prepared to morph. I concentrated on Fluffer. It was easy to do. I had a very clear mental image of Fluffer dropping down out of that tree, ready to kill me when I was a shrew.


  Inside my own body, Fluffer's DNA was stored, ready to be used. All I had to do was concentrate . . . concentrate . . .


  Each morphing is different. Especially the first time, when you can't even think about controlling how it happens. Even Cassie can't control the first morph.


  In the case of Fluffer, it started with fur. Black fur came first, and then the white fur began to grow. The fur had almost completely grown in while I was still mostly human. I had luxurious fur on my arms. On my legs. On my face. Fur and whiskers, with everything else pretty much the same.


  "Oh, that is cool!" Cassie said. She was staring at me and grinning this huge grin. "That is way cool. You look great."


  Marco and Jake nodded agreement.


  "It's kind of weird, but also kind of pretty," Marco said. "I'm thinking you could do commercials for cat food. You sing a little song, maybe dance a little. Forget Morris the cat. You would rule."


  I began to shrink. But it was strange, because as I shrank and my outer clothing slithered off me, I didn't feel like I was getting smaller. I felt more like I was getting stronger.


  It was like I was shedding all this unnecessary stuff, these clumsy long legs, these ridiculous weak arms.


  I felt like I'd been boiled down to my absolute essentials. Like I wasn't even made out of plain old flesh and bones anymore.


  I felt like liquid steel.


  I didn't feel the fear of the shrew. I didn't feel the total confidence of the elephant, either, or of the eagle.


  This was different. There was fear, sure. But underneath the fear was confidence. The cat knew there were enemies out there, but he also knew he could handle it.


  I felt . . . tough. That was it - tough.


  Then the cat's senses started sending messages to my brain.


  <Whoa!> I yelled in surprise. <Suddenly it isn't nighttime anymore! I mean, wow. Talk about night vision!>


  "A cat's vision at night is about eight times stronger than a human's," Cassie said helpfully. "I looked it up."


  "Eight times?" Marco repeated. "Not seven, or nine? How do they measure that?"


  But it wasn't just how well I saw that was strange. It was what I noticed.


  A human being will notice colors, for example. Now, a cat can see colors, more or less. He just isn't interested in colors. It's like, okay, that thing is red. Who cares?


  What cats really notice is movement. If anything moves, even the tiniest bit, the cat sees it. I was standing there on the grass, looking around with my big cat eyes, and I saw nothing but movement.


  I saw every blade of grass that moved in the breeze. I saw every bug that crawled across those blades of grass. I saw every bird in every tree as it fluffed its wings. And boy, did I see the mice and the squirrels and the rats.


  There was a mouse no more than twenty feet away. I could see the individual whiskers on his little snout when they twitched.


  Things that were not moving were boring to me. If the mouse just stayed completely still, I would forget he was even there.


  "How are you doing?" Jake asked me. I had no trouble at all hearing his voice. But it was irrelevant. It had no meaning. The mouse was making a tiny little scritching sound as it worked its little teeth around a nut, trying to chew it open.


  I cared about that sound. I cared about that sound a lot.


  "Rachel, can you hear us? It's me, Cassie."


  <Yes, I can hear you. I just can't seem to concentrate very well on you. There are so many other things to hear and see and smell.>


  "Well, at least she's not running around out of control," Marco said.


  Suddenly I sensed something over my head, a shape, a shadow, a figure. Lightning quick, I turned my head. My ears flattened back against my skull. The hair on my back stood up and my tail puffed out to three times its normal size. My claws extended. I drew back my mouth and showed my teeth.


  It all happened in a split second. I was ready for battle.


  And whatever this was attacking me, I wanted it to know it would be sorry it messed with Fluffer McKitty.


  "Hhhhhiisssss!"


  Chapter 11


  



  I was ready to fight. I was pumped. Kill or be killed.


  It is so cool when you feel the razor-sharp claws sliding out of your delicate-looking pink pads.


  "Rachel, take a pill, girl, it's just Tobias," Cassie said soothingly. "Tobias? I think maybe you'd better stay away," she called up to the sky. "Cats are genetically programmed to be afraid of large birds."


  She was right. The shadow of Tobias scared me pretty good. It was strange, because it was a fear I shared with the shrew.


  But it was a different type of fear than the shrew's. This was more like I was angry, too. Only that wasn't quite it, either. I guess it wasn't a real emotion at all. Basically, when I'd hissed I was just trying to communicate. And the message I was trying to communicate was, "Don't mess with me. You may be bigger than me, you may scare me, you may make me run away, but if I have to I am ready to fight."


  That was my whole cat message to the world: Don't mess with me. Don't get in my way, don't try to touch me if I don't want to be touched, don't try to keep me from getting what I want.


  I was self-contained. I was complete. I didn't need anything but myself. It seemed lonely to my human self, but at the same time, it was all very calm somehow.


  <I'm okay,> I said. <I think I'm pretty much in control.>


  "What's it like?" Cassie asked.


  <It's like . . . You know those old cowboy movies with Clint Eastwood? He's a gunslinger and he walks into the saloon and everyone kind of gets out of his way? And how he's not really looking for trouble, but you'd better not make him mad? That's what it's like. It's like I'm Clint Eastwood.>


  "Can you do this, do you think?" Jake asked me.


  <Oh, yeah. I can do anything.>


  "Don't let the cat's arrogance get you in trouble," Marco advised. "Keep a little of your good old human fear." He paused. "Oh, I forgot, mighty Rachel doesn't have any good old human fear. So here's what you do: Borrow some of my good old human fear. I have plenty to spare."


  "He's right, Rachel," Cassie agreed. "Keep focused. Between your own natural attitude and the cat's 'tude, you could get cocky."


  I cast a glance back toward the mouse. He had broken into the nut at last. I could kill him. I was sure of that. He was a plump little mouse, and I would catch him easily. But I wasn't hungry. So he'd get to live a while longer.


  <No problem,> I said.


  "We're here if you get into a mess," Cassie reassured me.


  <I'll meow if I need help. Don't worry. I'm in control now. It'll be fine.>


  But the truth is, I was lying, just a little. See, I wasn't completely in control of the cat. For some reason I didn't want to completely control the cat. I kind of liked his arrogance. It made me feel more sure of myself. And despite what the others thought about me, I needed all the confidence I could get.


  "The morph clock is ticking," Cassie said."It's quarter to eight. Remember that."


  I headed at an easy trot down the sidewalk toward the Chapman home. As soon as I started moving I thought, Oh, man, if I could just keep some of this for my next gymnastics class.


  It was like grace beyond any grace you can imagine as a human. I passed a wooden fence. There was a railing up high, maybe three feet up. I looked up at it and then, before I could even think about it, I leaped. My powerful hind legs coiled up and released.


  I sailed through the air. Three feet straight up, and I was an animal that stood only about twelve or thirteen inches tall. It was the same as a human being just leaping to the top of a two story building.


  And it was totally nothing. It was just automatic. I wanted to jump, so I did. I wanted to stick the landing on a narrow two-inch-wide rail, and of course, no problem.


  Compared to a cat, the best gymnast who ever lived is like a big staggering cow or something.


  "Um, Rachel, what exactly are you doing?" Jake asked.


  They were all standing there looking at me. I had totally forgotten they were still around.


  <Just practicing,> I said. I jumped back down to the grass. Okay, get the job done first, I ordered myself sternly. You can worry about the Kitty Olympics later.


  I started again toward the house, but this time something forced me to stop. It was a telephone pole. The smell that emanated from it was overpowering. I went over to it. I sniffed it again and again in short snorts of air. The air was trapped in a series of chambers above my palette. It would be held there even while I went on breathing. That way I could get every possible bit of information from that smell.


  It was definitely a tom's scent. A tomcat had marked this pole by peeing on it. He was a dominant cat. Very dominant. His smell made me nervous. Not afraid, just a little less arrogant than I had been. If this cat appeared, I would have to submit. I would have to make myself smaller and less threatening and accept his dominance.


  Or I could fight him and get my butt kicked.


  It was just the way things were. It was all there in the smell of his urine, where any cat could read it.


  I resumed trotting toward the Chapman home.


  <Rachel, are you sure you're in control?> Tobias's voice was in my head. <Why did you stop to sniff that pole?>


  <I figured I should look like a real cat,> I said. <I was just playing the part.>


  <If you say so,> he said doubtfully. <Just remember: It's fun being an animal for a while. Not so fun when it's permanent. The two-hour clock is ticking. Tick tock.>


  That got my attention. It was like a dash of cold water in my face. I focused my human mind and took greater control over the cat's mind. But it wasn't easy. The cat's mind did not even understand the notion of obeying.


  So I used something the cat would respond to. I conjured up the memory of the big tom's smell. That triggered the cat's submissiveness. I felt my part of the collective mind grow larger.


  <You're almost there,> Tobias said. <This is the right yard.>


  <Yes, I know. My scent is everywhere, This whole area smells of me. This is home. This is all mine.>


  <Rachel, this is all Chapman's. And Chapman belongs to Visser Three. Don't forget that.>


  I trotted to the cat door. Chapman. Visser Three. Big deal. I was a combination of Rachel and Fluffer. What did I care about Chapman and Visser Three?


  The light inside the house was bright. My eyes adjusted instantly. My nose picked up the smell of cat food, too dry and old to interest me. I also smelled the humans: Melissa, Mr. Chapman, and Mrs. Chapman. Don't ask me how I knew that what I smelled were those three people. I just knew.


  I spotted a cockroach in the dust balls in the dark beneath the refrigerator. No interest to me. Roaches made interesting scritchy noises sometimes, and they were fun to watch run. But they smelled wrong. They were not prey.


  Swift movements!


  Feet. Human feet. I didn't bother looking up. It was Mrs. Chapman.


  High-pitched sounds coming from the motor of the refrigerator. They were annoying. There were also the sounds of birds outside. They had a nest up under the eaves.


  Then the sound of Melissa's voice.


  Where was she? I didn't see her anywhere. The sound was muffled.


  I tried to focus. My ears moved to point toward the sound. It came from above me. Above and far away.


  She was in her bedroom, that's where. I couldn't hear the words clearly, but I knew that she was muttering to herself.


  I trotted across the kitchen floor. I knew - as Rachel - I knew I should be afraid. But I couldn't be afraid. Everything here smelled like me. My scent glands had left their marks all over - on that door, on that cupboard, on that chair. It reassured me.


  The big dominant tomcat's smell was not in here. No, there were no other cats in here at all. Only human smells, and those were not very important.


  I left the kitchen and paused at the corner between the hallway and the family room. Chapman was there, in the living room. I could smell him. He was just sitting on the couch. I glanced at him and walked on.


  But then I stopped. My human brain sensed something wrong with the picture. Chapman was just sitting on the couch. No TV. No music. He wasn't reading a book or a newspaper. Just sitting.


  I turned back to the kitchen. I looked up at Mrs. Chapman. She was doing something at the sink. Maybe washing dishes. No, she was cutting vegetables. But again, no TV. No music. She wasn't humming to herself. She wasn't talking to herself the way my mom does when she's working in the kitchen.


  Not right. Something was not right with either of the Chapmans. I went back to the hallway. There were stairs leading up to the bedrooms. From the hallway I could hear Melissa more clearly. I concentrated, trying to ignore the fascinating sounds of the birds under the eaves. I focused on the human sounds of Melissa's voice.


  ". . . divided by the square root . . . no, wait. No, square root times . . . Is that right?"


  She was doing her homework. Her math home work, obviously.


  Like I should be doing, I thought. I had a pang of guilt. Instead of doing my homework, I was creeping around my friend's house spying on her and her parents.


  I tried to find a clock. I had to watch the time. At nine forty-five my two hours would be up. I wanted to be out of morph and back in my normal body long before then. Hopefully, I could still get home and do my math homework and at least do some of the reading for social studies class.


  I spotted a clock. It was over the mantel, between pictures of the Chapmans and Melissa. The clock said three minutes until eight. I had plenty of time.


  Sudden movement!


  Oh, just Chapman standing up.


  The cat part of me wasn't interested in Chapman one way or the other. But I forced myself to pay attention. It was important to watch him. That was why I was here.


  Is he prey? The cat brain seemed to be asking.


  Yes. Yes, I told the cat brain.


  Chapman is our prey.


  Chapter 12


  



  I followed Chapman as he headed down the hallway. Either he didn't notice me, or else he didn't care. He opened a door that let loose a flood of smells. Dampness. Mildew. Bugs.


  <Rachel? How are you doing in there?>


  I jerked in surprise. A very un-catlike movement.


  It was Tobias. He had to be fairly close for me to be able to hear his thought-speech. He must be on the roof or perched on a nearby tree branch. I strained my sensitive cat hearing. The birds under the eaves were silent. They were afraid of the big hawk.


  <I'm fine,> I said. <But you scared me half to death!>


  <Sorry. I was just worried.>


  <Well, don't worry. I'm following Chapman down to the basement.>


  <Why?>


  <Because that's where he's going. Duh,> I said. Somehow, Tobias's human words were annoying me. He wanted me to pay attention to him and it was hard to do. The cat didn't care about his words. The cat just wanted to go down and look around the basement. Fortunately, that's what I wanted to do, too.


  I trotted down the rough wooden stairs after Chapman. Very weird, by the way. Going downstairs as a cat gave me a feeling of vertigo. I mean, I was going down head first. It's strange.


  <Look, Tobias, I appreciate you looking out for me. But I'm kind of busy right now.>


  <I understand. I can't hear you very well, anyway. You're getting farther away.>


  <Yeah, I'm going down.> I waited. He said nothing. <Tobias?> I called. But there was no answer. We're still learning about thought-speech. We know there are limits on how far it can be "heard." But we aren't sure what the limits are.


  The basement had paneling all around. The ceiling was bare wood and full of spiders and other interesting things. No mice, though. Nothing that could be considered actual prey. But many things that might be fun to chase.


  Chapman is the prey, I reminded myself. We are hunting Chapman.


  There was a sort of TV room with a pool table and some old chairs and a couch. But it was obvious that no one had used them for a long time. There were no human scents on them. There was dust everywhere and I could hear that there were spiders inside the TV set.


  The only part of the basement that appeared to have been used was a path right across the floor. I smelled the scents that Chapman had tracked there with his shoes.


  He walked in a straight line across the basement to a door. It was a simple white-painted door. Chapman pulled a set of keys out of his pocket. He unlocked the white door.


  He opened it and stepped through. Five feet beyond the white door was a second door. This one was made of gleaming steel. It looked like the door to a bank vault.


  Beside the steel door, there was a small, square white panel of light. Chapman pressed his hand against it.


  The steel door opened. It slid into the wall like the doors on Star Trek.


  I knew I had to go after him. But my human mind was afraid. And my cat mind didn't see any reason why I should walk into that dark place. To both of us, it felt like a trap. Like a place we couldn't get out of.


  But I had to. I had to go in there. That was the whole point of this spying trip.


  And Chapman was my prey.


  At the last second, just as the door swooshed shut, I bounded into the room.


  It was dark at first, not that it bothered me. Then Chapman turned on a low light. It was strange, because I could actually see better in the dark than I could with the low light.


  There was a sort of desk set into the wall. It was gray steel and very unusual-looking. There were more little light panels in various cheerful colors. And there was something that looked like a small but complicated spotlight hanging down from the ceiling. In front of the desk was a chair. A totally normal office-type chair. Chapman sat in it.


  He ran his hands over a blue panel. Then he looked at his watch. He sat patiently, waiting.


  For about a minute, nothing happened. I tried to look nonchalant, like I had just happened to wander in. But at the same time I was careful to stay behind Chapman so he wouldn't see me.


  I remembered Jake's warning. About how any one else would just assume I was a plain old cat. But Chapman knew about morphing. The Yeerks knew about the Andalite morphing technology. So if Chapman or any Controller ever saw an animal acting the wrong way, they could suspect the truth.


  Suddenly a brilliant light snapped on.


  My cat eyes adjusted instantly, but even so, the light was painfully bright. It came from the little spotlight thing. Chapman turned around in his chair to face the light.


  The light began to change. It took shape. It turned different colors.


  The four hooves appeared. The bluish fur. The many-fingered hands. The flat, intelligent face with no mouth and only slits for a nose. The penetrating, almond-shaped main eyes. Then the strange extra eyes, mounted on stalks that turned this way and that, looking around the room. Last came the tail, the wicked, curved, scorpionlike tail.


  An Andalite. Just like the Andalite prince who had given us our powers.


  But I knew this was no true Andalite. Dread washed over me. Dread too strong for even my cat brain to ignore.


  This was no true Andalite. This was the only Andalite body ever seized and taken over by the Yeerks. The only Andalite-Controller in all the galaxy.


  This was Visser Three. Leader of the Yeerk invasion force. The evil creature who could morph into monsters acquired from all over the universe.


  This was Visser Three, the creature who had murdered the Andalite prince while we cowered in terror.


  This was Visser Three, who had nearly killed us all in the hell of the Yeerk pool.


  "Welcome, Visser," Chapman said in a very humble voice. "Iniss two two six of the Sulp Niaar pool submits to you. May the Kandrona shine and strengthen you."


  "And you, Iniss two two six," Visser Three said. I was shocked to hear the Visser's voice. In his Andalite body he had no mouth. Andalites communicate telepathically, just the way I do when I'm in a morph.


  The second shock came from what they had said to each other. "Iniss two two six." That had to be the name of the Yeerk slug who controlled Chapman.


  The cat part of my brain was busy with a different question. Was this apparition real? No. There was no scent. No scent at all. Only light and shadows.


  It was a hologram, I knew. But it was a very convincing hologram. Visser Three seemed almost solid. He looked around as though he could see from his holographic eyes.


  I prayed he wouldn't look at me.


  "Report, Iniss."


  "Yes, Visser."


  Part of me just wanted to run. Even a hologram of Visser Three makes your skin crawl. But now that he had figured out it wasn't real, the cat part of me was just bored.


  I realized why I could hear Visser Three - the hologram projector must not be able to transmit thought-speech. It translated it into regular speech.


  "Is there progress on locating the Andalite bandits?"


  "No, Visser. Nothing yet."


  I knew who he meant by "Andalite bandits." That was us, the Animorphs.


  "I want them found. I want them found NOW!"


  Chapman jumped back in surprise at the Visser's command. I could smell fear on him.


  In a calmer tone, Visser Three went on. "This cannot go on, Iniss two two six, it cannot go on. The Council of Thirteen will hear of it. They will wonder why I reported to them that all Andalite ships near this planet had been destroyed and all the Andalites killed. They will be suspicious. They will be angry. And when the Council of Thirteen is angry with me, I am angry with you."


  Chapman was literally quivering. I smelled human sweat. And I smelled something else. Something not totally human. It was very faint . . . was that the Yeerk itself I was smelling? Was I smelling the Yeerk slug in Chapman's head?


  It seemed impossible. But there was some strange smell. Something . . . something . . . I concentrated all my cat mind on analyzing the smell.


  "What is that?"


  Chapman swiveled in his chair.


  I looked up and froze. Chapman was staring right at me. And worse, much worse, Visser Three's stalk eyes were focused on me, too.


  "It's called a cat," Chapman said nervously. "An Earth species used as a pet. The humans keep them close and find comfort in them."


  "Why is it in here?"


  "It belongs to the girl. My . . . the host's daughter."


  "I see," Visser Three said. "Well, kill it. Kill it immediately."


  Chapter 13


  



  Kill it. Kill it immediately.


  I wanted to run. I wanted to panic.


  But some strange combination of the cat's cunning and my own intelligence came together and saved me.


  I didn't so much as flick a whisker. If I had, I would have been dead. I knew that for a fact. If I'd reacted like I'd understood, they would have known for sure that I was no normal cat.


  Visser Three's hologram watched me closely. All four of his Andalite eyes were focused on me now. And behind that gentle Andalite expression, I could feel the razor-sharp focus of the powerful, evil Yeerk.


  Chapman, too, was staring at me. He had the same look in his eyes that he had when he caught someone trying to skip out of school.


  I was terrified. Or at least the Rachel part of me was terrified. Fluffer couldn't have cared less. He sensed my concern, but he had none of his own. There were no birds of prey here. There were no dogs. There were no smells of dominant cats. There was only a sort of three dimensional picture that had no scent. And Chapman. Chapman might be prey, or he might not, but he was certainly no threat.


  "It could be an Andalite," Visser Three said. "Destroy it."


  In response I said, "Meow."


  Visser Three glared at me. "What is that?"


  "It's . . . it's . . . the s-s-sound a cat makes, Visser. I b-b-believe it wishes to eat."


  SAWWWAPP!


  Suddenly, without warning, Visser Three whipped his tail at me. A dangerous, foot-long, scythe-shaped blade arced toward me at a speed no human could hope to evade.


  But I wasn't just a human. In a tenth of the time it took to blink, I had seen the sudden motion and I was crouched down, ears back, teeth bared. My paw, claws out stretched, swiped at the tail blade.


  My paw went straight through the hologram. And the blade, nothing but a projection, swept through me.


  "Ha, ha, ha."


  It took me a second to make sense of the sound.


  It was Visser Three laughing.


  Chapman seemed amazed, too. Like he had never heard the Visser laugh. Like it wasn't even possible to imagine the Visser laughing.


  "What a ferocious little beast," Visser Three said approvingly. "See how he did not back away or run? I am many times his size and yet he struck at me. A pity that the species is too small to serve as a host."


  "Yes, a pity," Chapman said warily.


  "Kill it," Visser Three said. "What better form for an Andalite to use? Better kill it, just to be safe."


  "Yes, Visser," Chapman said. "O-o-only . . . "


  "Only what?" the Visser snapped.


  "It belongs to the girl. If I kill the animal she will be angry. She may draw attention. Killing a cat is seen as a bad deed. It would violate my cover."


  Visser Three did not look happy to be disobeyed. But he was not a creature who made impetuous decisions. He considered for a moment while my future just hung there, balancing between life and death.


  "Do not violate your cover or draw attention," the Visser said at last.


  I figured it was time for me to do something in my own defense. I walked over and rubbed my flank against Chapman's leg.


  "What is it doing?" Visser Three demanded.


  "It is signaling that it wishes to be fed."


  "Interesting. Claws and teeth and ferocity mixed with the subtlety to manipulate creatures larger than itself. A worthy creature. Yes, let it live, for now. Let it live until we have resolved the matter of the girl."


  Chapman's face actually seemed to twitch. It was the only emotion he had shown, other than fear.


  "The girl? But . . . Visser . . . the agreement with the human Chapman . . . "


  Visser Three sneered. "Agreements. Don't be a fool. We make agreements to gain voluntary hosts. Agreements are a tool. Just as you are my tool. If you had brought me the Andalite bandits, I would not have to concern myself with a cat or a girl."


  Chapman bowed his head. "I will bring them to you."


  "Do that," Visser Three said coldly. And then the solid-seeming image began to change. The gentle Andalite body melted away and in its place grew a monster like nothing ever seen on Earth.


  Where the Andalite head had been, there was now a long, thick tube. There was an opening like some horrible mouth at the end of the tube. The thing was purple, but translucent. You could almost see through it, although I wasn't sure if that was because it was a hologram, or if the animal itself was that way.


  The hologram Visser lowered the tube-mouth toward Chapman's head. The mouth opened, revealing hundreds, maybe thousands, of tiny suckers, each dripping slime.


  It seemed as if the tube mouth closed over Chapman's head.


  Chapman shook and quivered in terror.


  Visser Three's artificial voice said, "Don't forget, Iniss two two six, I gave you this Chapman body. I placed you in his head because I trusted you. I fed you his brain and made you my lieutenant. But I can suck you back out again if you fail me. Would you like to see what happened to the last fool who failed me?"


  Suddenly an image appeared in the air, like a little movie. It was a second hologram. It showed a human woman, pain-wracked, screaming, with the purple creature sucking on her head.


  The real Chapman began to moan. "Oh, oh, no, Visser. I beg you."


  In the little movie the translucent purple thing suddenly went into a spasm. From the woman's ear there came the slug. It was sucked, dripping, gray, slimy, right out of her head.


  The purple creature swallowed the Yeerk slug.


  Then the little movie ended.


  "Not a very pretty picture, is it, Iniss two two six?"


  Chapman just shook his head. His eyes were still staring at the empty air where the image had appeared.


  Visser Three began to resume the Andalite form.


  "Don't fail me," Visser Three said.


  Chapter 14


  



  Suddenly Visser Three vanished. The room was dark again. Chapman sat hunched over the desk, with his head in his hands. It was a while before he opened the door and we both went back up the stairs.


  Mrs. Chapman was there, waiting. "What are the Visser's orders?" she asked in a whisper.


  Chapman looked at her like he'd just seen a ghost. "He wants the Andalite bandits. He . . . he morphed into a Vanarx. A Yeerkbane." He kept his voice low, too. He glanced toward the stairs. I guess he was checking to see if Melissa was around.


  Mrs. Chapman shuddered. "I'd heard that he acquired a Vanarx. I always thought it was just another story to frighten his underlings."


  "He showed me . . . he showed how he destroyed Iniss one seven four."


  Mrs. Chapman looked shocked. "He used a Vanarx on an Iniss of the second century?"


  "That Andalite-Controlling scum," Chapman said viciously. "I wish the Council of Thirteen would find out what kind of a mess he's making on this planet. Let them take that Andalite body from him and throw him back in some distant pool on the home world."


  "Don't wish for that," Mrs. Chapman said grimly. "Long before Visser Three loses power, he will surely have destroyed you for failing him."


  My cat ears noticed the sound before either of the Chapmans. Movement. Human feet pounding. I cocked my ears toward the stairs.


  "Hey, Mom? Dad? Can one of you help me with this math problem?"


  It was Melissa. She was halfway down the stairs. She stopped and glanced hopefully at her parents. Or at least at the people who had once been her parents.


  "We're busy right now, Melissa," Chapman snapped.


  "Besides, dear, you should do your own work. That's how you learn," Mrs. Chapman said. "If you still can't figure it out later, your father will help you."


  Melissa's face fell. She forced a smile, but there was no happiness there at all. "I guess you're right, Mom. It's just this square root stuff."


  She hesitated, like she was hoping her parents might change their minds and go back upstairs with her.


  Mrs. Chapman smiled. It was a smile as empty as Melissa's. "Square roots are hard to understand, aren't they? But I know you can do it."


  "I'll come up and check on you before you turn in, sweetheart," Mr. Chapman said.


  The words were normal enough. I guess my own mom or dad could have said exactly the same things to me. "Dear." "Sweetheart." But the way they were said . . . There was something missing. Humanity. Love. Call it whatever you want. The words were right, but they were completely wrong.


  It was horrible. Horrible in a totally different way than the monsters we had fought in the Yeerk pool. This was the kind of horrible that made you want to cry instead of scream.


  And suddenly I found myself running after Melissa as she headed back up the stairs. When I reached her room, Melissa sat down on the bed and began sobbing.


  <Rachel? Can you hear me?>


  <Yes, Tobias. I'm up out of the basement. I'm upstairs in Melissa's room.>


  <Thank goodness. I've been trying you every minute or so. I was worried that you were trapped downstairs.>


  <No, I'm out.>


  <Good. You have more than an hour left, but Fluffer is trying to head home. Cassie and Jake and Marco are trying to capture him again, but you know better than anyone how wily he can be.>


  Melissa flopped on her face on the bed. She pulled a pillow over the back of her head and just cried.


  <I can't leave just yet,> I said.


  <Rachel, if the real Fluffer walks in while you're still there . . .>


  <Yeah, I know. But I still can't leave right now. I have something I have to do.>


  I went over to the bed. As small as I was, the side of the bed looked like a wall. It could have been the side of a two-story building. I settled back on my haunches, gathering energy in my leg muscles. Then I sprang up, effortlessly, to land with perfect grace on the bed.


  I walked over to Melissa and sniffed her hair sticking out from under the pillow. I heard a sound coming from somewhere. It was a sound that reminded me of my mother.


  It reminded me of both my mothers, the human woman, and the cat who had licked my fur and carried me around in her mouth.


  I recognized the sound. It was purring.


  I was purring.


  Melissa put her arm around me and drew me close. The physical contact made me a little anxious. It made the cat in me want to leave. But then she started scratching my neck and behind my ears. I purred a little louder and decided to stay for a while.


  "I don't know what I've done," Melissa said.


  It startled me to realize she was talking to me. Did she guess the truth? Did she know I was human?


  No. She was just a girl talking to her cat.


  "I don't know what I did," Melissa repeated. "Tell me, Fluffer McKitty. What did I do?"


  <Rachel, what are you doing in there?>


  <Tobias, I have plenty of time.>


  <You have less than an hour. Don't push your luck. Jake is practically having a fit out here. He's telling me to tell you to get out.>


  <Not yet. Melissa needs me.>


  I had stopped purring. Probably because I was preoccupied, arguing with Tobias. I started purring again. I felt Melissa needed me to purr.


  She was still crying. Still scratching slowly behind my ears.


  "What did I do, Fluffer?" she asked again. "Why don't they love me anymore?"


  I felt like my own heart would break right then. Because I knew now why Melissa had stopped hanging out with me. I knew why she had become more withdrawn. And I knew how little hope there was for her.


  My stomach turned and twisted.


  Next time Marco asked why we were fighting the Yeerks, I knew I would have a whole new answer. Because they destroy the love of parents for their daughter. Because they made Melissa Chapman cry in her bed with no one to comfort her but a cat.


  It was a small answer, I guess. I mean, it wasn't some high-sounding answer about the entire human race. It was just about this one girl. My friend. Whose heart was broken because her parents were no longer really her parents.


  <Look, Rachel, I told Jake what you said. He said to remind you that you have a job to do in there. You're not in there to->


  <Tell Jake to shut up, Tobias,> I said angrily. <I'll come out. I'll come out. Just not yet.>


  I purred as loud as I could.


  Melissa cried. And it came to me, like a vision: All the children all over, whose parents had been made into Controllers. And the parents whose children had been taken from them to be turned into Controllers. It was a terrible image. I wondered how it must feel to see your parents stop loving you.


  After a while, Melissa fell asleep. I got up and padded down the stairs to the pet door.


  It was chilly outside. My friends were all waiting. They were also a little mad at me for making them wait and worry.


  "You only have ten minutes to spare, Rachel," Jake said. "I hope it was worth scaring us all half to death. Did you at least discover something useful?"


  <Yes. I discovered plenty. I discovered that Chapman has a way to communicate directly with Visser Three. I discovered that Visser Three is pretty hot to catch us, although he still thinks we're Andalites. And I decided something, too.>


  "What?" Cassie asked me.


  <I decided that I don't care what it takes, or how many risks I have to run. I don't care what happens to me. I hate these Yeerks. I hate them. I hate them. And I will find a way to stop them.>


  Chapter 15


  



  That night and the next morning, I barely got any homework done. In math class that day I got the first C I'd gotten in a long time. My grades were starting to fall because I was busy trying to save the world. Or at least to save my old friend.


  I knew now what had happened. Why Melissa and I weren't friends anymore, at least not close friends. Something had gone terribly wrong in her life. Her parents no longer loved her. They pretended to, they sounded like they did, but Melissa knew it was all wrong.


  Every time I thought of it, I felt like my insides were burning up from the anger. I guess I knew a little bit about what she was feeling. When my parents got divorced, I worried that maybe that meant they didn't love me anymore.


  I was wrong. They still did. I don't see my dad as much as I would like to, but he does love me. My mom loves me. Even my sisters love me. Love is pretty important. It's like wearing a suit of armor. It makes you strong.


  On my way out of math class, Jake came sidling up next to me. "Meeting later, okay?"


  "Yeah. Whatever. Where at?"


  "The church tower, where we were the other day."


  "Okay. But it's a long walk."


  He turned around to face me, walking backward and grinning. "So, don't walk," he said. He waved and headed off down the hall.


  Two hours later I was in the air. Let me tell you something: Getting that big eagle body off the ground isn't easy. It is definitely work. I wondered if my human body got any of the aerobic benefits of the exercise.


  Once I got clear of the ground, I was able to catch little gusts of wind to climb higher. But it wasn't till I made it above the trees and the school buildings that I started getting a good, solid breeze that helped lift me up.


  When I finally got high enough, I spotted Tobias. His reddish tail feathers were like a beacon.


  <Man, that was a workout.> I said when I got close enough.


  <Tell me about it. Follow me. The mall is an excellent place for thermals.>


  <The mall? Why the mall?>


  <It's all that parking space. See, the concrete gets hot in the sun. The concrete, the cars, the buildings themselves, they're all hot. So there's almost always a nice warm updraft.>


  <Flying is like the nicest thing in the world,> I said dreamily.


  <Yes, it is,> Tobias agreed. <One of the nicest things. But there are things you miss, too. Sitting back on the couch with a can of pop and a bag of chips and no school the next day and something good on TV. That's a good feeling, too.>


  He didn't sound like he was feeling sorry for himself. Just like he was mentioning something that happened to be true.


  <There's the church tower. I see another bird heading toward it. And I think I see Cassie coming out of her morph.>


  <Down we go,> Tobias said.


  Ten minutes later I had morphed back into my human body.


  "You know what we need?" Marco said. "We need to coordinate these morphing outfits. I mean, Cassie's wearing green patterned leggings and a purple stretch top, and Jake's got on those awful bike shorts, and Rachel is stylish, as always, in her black tights. Put it all together and we look pretty scruffy."


  "What do you want?" Jake asked him. "You want us all to wear blue with a big number four on our chests? Become the Fantastic Four?"


  <The Fantastic Four plus the amazing Bird Boy,> Tobias added.


  "No way," Marco said. "Not Fantastic Four. I'm thinking more an X-Men kind of thing. It's not about being identical, it's just about having some style. Right now, if anyone saw us, they wouldn't think 'Oh, cool, superheroes,' they'd think 'Man, those people do not know how to dress.'"


  "Marco," I said, "I think it's time to get over this fantasy of yours. We are not superheroes. This is not a comic book."


  "Yes, but I really, really want it to be a comic book. See, in a comic book the heroes don't get killed. I mean, okay, they killed Superman that time, but it was only temporary."


  "Can we deal with reality here?" Jake asked. "We have business to discuss."


  "What's the matter with combining green and purple?" Cassie asked Marco.


  "It's a major fashion no-no," Marco said.


  "Been reading Vogue again, Marco?" I teased.


  Jake put his hand over Marco's mouth. "People? And I use the term loosely. We need to decide what we're doing next."


  Marco pried Jake's hand away. "I want to decide what we're not doing next. I should be spending more time with my dad. You know, he's still messed up over my mom . . . ."


  Marco's voice always cracked whenever he mentioned his mom. He'd start out sounding tough and all, but his voice would end up with that little break, that little wobble. It had been two years since his mother disappeared. They said she drowned, although they never found her body. His father had fallen apart. It was the main reason Marco was so reluctant to be an Animorph. He was worried that if anything ever happened to him, his dad would just give up totally.


  I could see that Jake was about to say something impatient. And I was feeling the same way, like Marco just needed to deal with reality.


  But Cassie put her hand on Marco's arm. "Don't ever let any of this get in the way of spending time with your dad," she said earnestly. "He needs you. We need you, too, Marco, but your dad comes first." She looked at Jake, then at me. "There isn't much point in doing any of this if we forget why we're doing it."


  I thought about Melissa. And I thought about my mom and dad and how great it was to have them, even when they got on my nerves.


  "Cassie's right. When you get home, tell your dad you love him, Marco." I blurted it out with out thinking about it. It wasn't the kind of thing I normally say.


  "Thank you, Doctor Rachel," Marco said.


  He said it snidely, but I could see he knew what I was talking about. Then he was suddenly all business. He rubbed his hands together. "Okay, let's get serious here. How are we going to go about getting ourselves killed next? Turn into flies at a frog convention? Morph into turkeys at Thanksgiving?"


  "I want to go back in," I said. "Back into Chapman's."


  "Why?" Jake asked. "We learned a lot already. We -"


  "We didn't learn the location of the Kandrona," I pointed out. "That's what we need to do, sooner or later. The Andalite made it pretty clear to Tobias that the Kandrona is the weak point for the Yeerks. The Kandrona sends out the rays that are concentrated in the Yeerk pools. If we destroy the Kandrona, we hurt them bad."


  Marco raised a skeptical eyebrow. "Excuse me, Rachel, but what is a Kandrona? I mean, we know what it does, but what does it look like? How big is it? For all we know, the Kandrona could be the size of a lighter and be in Visser Three's pocket."


  <That's not the impression I got from the Andalite,> Tobias said.


  "Whatever," Marco said impatiently. "The point is: How do we destroy something when we don't even know what it is?"


  "That's why we have to follow the one lead we have," I said. "Chapman. Chapman communicates with Visser Three. The two of them know where the Kandrona is. If I can spy on them, maybe I can figure it out."


  They were all staring at me. Marco looked at me like I was crazy. Jake looked thoughtful. Cassie looked worried, like she wasn't sure about what I was saying.


  Tobias turned his fierce, intimidating hawk's stare on me. <Are you sure you're just going back to spy on Chapman?> he asked me privately.


  "I don't think you should go back in there alone," Jake said.


  "How is anyone else going to go in with me?" I asked. "We can't have two cats running around. I mean, as Fluffer I can go anywhere without any of them being suspicious."


  See . . . I hadn't told anyone about Visser Three telling Chapman to kill me. I knew it was wrong to keep secrets like that from the group. But if I'd told them, they would have never let me go back in.


  Unfortunately, although Jake may not be all that perceptive, Cassie is.


  "Are you sure nothing went wrong while you were in there, Rachel?" Cassie asked me. She was looking at me with this kind of sideways look Cassie gets when she's trying to figure someone out.


  "It was scary," I said. "But nothing happened." It wasn't exactly a lie. Kind of a lie, but not exactly.


  Cassie thought for a moment. Her eyes went blank. Suddenly I knew what was going on: Tobias was talking to her privately. He was telling her something. She nodded like she was agreeing.


  Tobias didn't know what happened with Visser Three. But he did know that I was pretty freaky when I came up out of that basement.


  "I think we should find a way for someone to go along with Rachel," Cassie suggested.


  "What are you going to do, turn into a flea and ride on my back?" I asked her.


  She smiled and gave a little shrug. "I'm just saying we should think about it."


  "Okay then," Jake said. "Rachel goes in one more time. Maybe we'll get lucky."


  "We haven't gotten lucky since we walked through that construction site and met our first alien," Marco said.


  "Maybe that's going to change," I said. "I'm going in and I'm finding a way to hurt those creeps."


  <That's not the only reason you're going back in there,> Tobias said in my head. <You're not just doing it to hurt the Yeerks, you're going back in there because you want to help Melissa.>


  "Same thing," I said. I guess the others wondered who I was talking to.


  Chapter 16


  



  It was a dark and stormy night.


  Sorry, I've always wanted to write that. But it really was a dark and stormy night.


  "Where is Jake?" I asked as we all got together down the street from Chapman's house. Everyone else was there. Cassie and Marco were wearing raincoats, although it hadn't started raining yet. Tobias was overhead, trying to hold onto a branch in a tree while the wind tried to knock him off.


  "Jake had to stay home," Marco said. "Something about his dad grounding him."


  "Why would his dad ground him?"


  "How do I know?" Marco said, sounding grouchy. "You know how parents are. Don't ask me to explain them."


  I bit my lip. Somehow I felt more nervous with Jake being absent. The crazy wind whistling through the branches wasn't helping my confidence, either.


  <I've spotted Fluffer,> Tobias said so all could hear. <He's kind of torturing a little rat he's found. But at least it's not a shrew.>


  "Look, I'm not a big fan of shrews just because I sort of was one." I took a deep breath. "Okay, look, we can't always count on all of us being together, I guess. So we go without Jake."


  I glanced at Cassie. She smiled blandly. Something was going on with her, but I didn't have time to find out what.


  <I'll scope out the area,> Tobias volunteered. He opened his wings a little and was immediately propelled out of the tree by the wind. I watched as he rode it expertly, swooping quickly up into the air beyond the range of my weak human eyes.


  After a while we saw something shooting over our heads at about fifty miles an hour. <All clear,> Tobias called down as he shot past.


  I felt strange. A little nauseous. A little scared. Everything seemed strange tonight. The weird thing was, I knew I'd feel better as soon as I morphed.


  I concentrated. The first raindrop fell just as I felt my tail grow out behind me. By the time I had fallen to the ground, surrounded by the tent of my clothing, the rain had started for real.


  "Oh, perfect," Marco said. "This just gets more and more fun."


  <At least you have a raincoat,> I said. <I have nothing but fur. And this rain makes it impossible to smell anything out here.>


  Cassie squatted next to me. She's just a normal-sized girl, but when you're a ten-pound cat any human being looks like Godzilla.


  "Be careful, Rachel," Cassie said. And then she stroked my back. I started to move away, but she kept her hand on my back for a few seconds. Then, smiling mysteriously, she stood up.


  I found I soon lost interest in Cassie's expression. Cats really don't have much interest in humans at all, unless food is involved.


  <I'm out of here,> I said. I took off at a medium run. Cats don't like rain. I could feel the cat brain's distaste. I'd always thought cats hated all water. But that wasn't Fluffer's attitude. See, to him it was all about the smells and the sounds. Rain washes away scents. Without scents, a cat feels cut off and lost.


  Almost as bad as losing smells is the fact that rain plopping all around you makes it hard to listen for the important sounds: the tiny high-pitched squeaks and the little furtive scritching noises.


  Rain to cats is like being in the dark is to human beings. It just makes the whole world kind of boring.


  So I ran toward the kitty door, actually looking forward to the friendly smells and sounds of home. At least, that's what Fluffer was thinking. I was still wondering why Jake hadn't come. And I was wondering if it was some kind of bad omen. There was a bad feeling over this whole mission.


  I knew my way around the Chapman home, both as a cat and as a human. And I was pretty sure I knew the routine. Last time Visser Three had made contact right at eight o'clock. If Visser Three communicated with Chapman at the same time every night, then I had arrived right on schedule.


  Chapman was sitting on the couch, same as last time. And just as I'd hoped, at three minutes till eight he stood up and headed down toward the basement.


  My whole plan was to go down there with him. I remembered the layout of the little secret room. I remembered the desk. I knew if I could somehow follow him down without him seeing me and then get under the desk, I would be invisible to him, and to the Visser Three hologram.


  The problem was that the whole plan counted on Chapman not noticing me.


  He headed for the basement door. I fell into step right behind him. The trick was to stay just inches behind his feet. From there he couldn't see me. But I had to watch his feet closely. If he hesitated, I could plow right into him. That would be a very un-catlike thing to do.


  He walked. I kept pace perfectly, just behind.


  He headed down the stairs. I figured this part would be easier. When people walk down stairs they usually look where they are going. They don't turn around and look behind them.


  But one sound, one clumsy move, and I was finished.


  We reached the bottom of the stairs. Suddenly Chapman stopped dead.


  I leaped behind the couch. He looked around, like he'd heard a noise.


  Or maybe he just sensed something.


  I froze. I didn't move a muscle.


  He started on toward the door. I fell into step behind him again.


  <So, what's happening?>


  I nearly had a heart attack.


  My tail puffed up. My back fur went straight up. I almost bolted.


  Chapman stopped and I nearly got entangled in his legs. His left foot moved. I dodged. He backed up a little. I squirmed out of the way.


  <It's me, Jake. What's going on, Rachel?>


  Jake?


  Chapman opened the door of the secret room. He stepped through. I was right between his monstrously big feet. If he happened to glance down . . .


  But he didn't. He didn't, and when he turned around to shut the door behind him, I bolted for the desk. I jammed my body as far back in the dark corner as I could.


  I'd made it . . . barely. I was alive . . . so far.


  <Rachel? Can you hear me?>


  <Jake! Where are you? You scared me half to death.>


  <Are we okay?> He sounded concerned.


  Me, I was just angry.


  <What do you MEAN are WE okay?> I yelled silently. <Where are you?>


  <Well . . . I'm kind of on you.>


  <On me? Jake, this is not the time to be playing jokes.>


  Chapman sat down at the desk. His feet pushed beneath the desk, just narrowly missing me as I once again dodged nimbly out of the way.


  <Sorry. I can't exactly see.>


  I kept my eyes focused on Chapman's feet. Cats have incredible powers of concentration. I focused hard on those big feet, each almost as big as I was. I had to stay out of their way. That was the key to staying alive.


  <Jake, we're in kind of a situation here. In like ten words or less, where are you.>


  <In ten words or less, I morphed,> Jake said. <I'm a flea.>


  Chapter 17


  



  <Excuse me?> It would have been funny if I hadn't been so terrified. <Are you telling me you morphed into a flea? A flea?>


  <Yeah. I'm on your back. Or your head. I can't tell. I don't really have eyes. At least not eyes that see anything I can understand. I mean, all I know is warm or not warm. I . . . I think I can sense blood. That's about it. And I can kind of sense motion. Like when your hair stood up, I knew there was something going on around me.>


  <Jake, this is sick. This is beyond sick. What is the matter with you? A flea? Are you insane? Just being a lizard made you sick. This is way worse.>


  <Actually, it's kind of okay,> he said. <I mean, I don't know how to explain it, but the flea mind is so limited it's not hard at all to control. All it knows is to move toward the sense of warm blood, and eat. It's like . . . I don't know, like in a way I'm not even really in the flea because I can't see much or sense much. I expected it to be horrible, but when Cassie and Marco and I tested it out ->


  <They're in on this with you?> Of course! That's why Cassie had made such a point of patting my head. She was depositing Jake on me.


  <Rachel, we were worried about you. We figured someone should go along with you. Tobias said ->


  <Ah, so Tobias is in on this, too.>


  <Tobias said you were not telling us everything. He wasn't sure why, or what it was you weren't telling.>


  I sighed inwardly. I guess it's good to have friends who care about you. But on the other hand, Jake had practically made me run into Chapman. Besides, the idea of Jake morphing into a flea and crawling around in my fur just gave me the worst creeps you can imagine.


  Suddenly the brilliant light went on.


  Visser Three appeared in the room.


  <Jake. The Visser is here in hologram. So don't distract me, okay? We're hiding under the desk about half an inch away from Chapman's foot.>


  <Oh. But it doesn't matter if he sees you, right? I mean, he'll just figure you're the cat. No biggie. So you shouldn't be acting suspicious.>


  I hesitated. Oh, well, it would have to come out sooner or later. <Um, Jake? That thing I didn't tell you? It's that Visser Three saw me in here last time. He told Chapman he should probably just . . . you know . . . kill me. He was worried I might be an Andalite in morph.>


  For a while Jake didn't say anything. I had the feeling he was trying to keep himself from yelling at me. He failed.


  <Rachel, are you CRAZY? You came back down here after that? Are you INSANE?>


  But just then Chapman began to speak. "Welcome, Visser. Iniss two two six of the Sulp Niaar pool submits to you. May the Kandrona shine and strengthen you."


  "And you," Visser Three said curtly. "Report."


  "I have four new voluntary hosts, Visser," Chapman said. "Two are children recruited through The Sharing, the front organization. Of the two adults one is an agent for the FBI, a sort of policeman. He may be very -"


  "FOOL!" Visser Three's artificial voice was flat, but still carried a load of anger. "Do I care about a handful of hosts? What have you learned of the Andalite bandits?"


  "Visser, what can I do . . . unless they show themselves?"


  "They used Earth animals in the attack on the pool," Visser Three said. "They used powerful, dangerous Earth animals. Find out how they obtained such morphs. My experts here tell me such animals are rare on this part of the planet."


  "Yes, Visser. I will do -"


  "Yes. You will. And we have another matter. We need six more human-Controllers, suitable for work as guards. They will be used to increase the guard around the Kandrona."


  <What's happening?> Jake asked.


  <Chapman is getting reamed by Visser Three.>


  <Too bad Marco isn't here. He'd enjoy seeing Chapman get chewed out.>


  <He wants us bad,> I said. <Or at least he wants the Andalites he thinks we are. He's putting extra guards around the Kandrona. Human-Controllers.>


  <That's interesting, maybe he'll ->


  The foot moved too quickly. The point of the shoe hit me in the ribs.


  "Mrrrraaaoowwww!"


  Chapman pushed back from the desk. He passed right through the Visser Three hologram. For a second I saw them united, as if they were one horrible creature.


  "What's happening?" Visser Three demanded.


  Chapman stared at me, horror and fury in his eyes.


  I flattened my ears back against my skull. My claws came out. My teeth were bared.


  "It's the animal, Visser. The cat," Chapman said in a voice full of loathing and fear.


  Visser Three seemed to make a seething, half-hissing noise.


  "You should have killed it when I told you to, Iniss two two six."


  "But Visser -" Chapman protested.


  "And yet it all works out to my advantage," Visser Three said. "Now there can be no doubt that this cat is one of the Andalite bandits."


  <Jake? We're busted,> I said. <We're busted really bad.>


  "We will no longer have to search for the Andalites," Visser Three said. "We have one right here with us."


  "Shall I kill it?" Chapman asked.


  "No. Don't kill it. Seize it. Seize it now, before it can morph back into Andalite shape. By the time I am done with this one, we will have them all! It has been a long time since I tortured a proud Andalite warrior. But I know how to break them. Seize it and bring it to me!"


  Chapman knew better than to argue.


  Chapter 18


  



  Chapman dived. His hands were open wide, grabbing for me.


  I was trapped! No way out. No way to open that door and escape.


  Trapped!


  No sensible choice but to surrender.


  But the cat and I were in agreement on this: You never surrender.


  I felt my claws extend. My pupils were wide, ready to see every tiny movement. My ears were flattened back against my skull. My needle-sharp teeth were bared. My liquid steel muscles were coiled.


  Chapman's hand seemed to slow down. It was like he was moving in slow motion. Everything seemed slower to my heightened cat senses. Only I was moving at normal speed.


  My paw lashed out. My claws bit flesh. I saw three bright red tracks on the back of Chapman's hand.


  I could smell the blood that flowed.


  "Ahhhhh!" Chapman howled. He backed away.


  "Get it!" Visser Three shouted.


  <What's going on?> Jake wondered. <I feel like we're bouncing around a lot.>


  Chapman got a determined look on his face. He came at me again. I was cornered. No way out.


  I slashed. Chapman cried out.


  My claws were lacerating him, tearing furrows in his arms and hands.


  He grabbed me around the middle. The cat in me hated being grabbed that way.


  Hated it a lot.


  I brought my teeth into it. I was a ten-pound bundle of lightning-fast claws and teeth. Chapman's hands looked like raw hamburger.


  "A magnificent animal!" Visser Three commented. "Twist it around. Hold it with your forearm. That's right."


  I did a lot of damage. Believe me, Chapman got hurt.


  But in the end, no matter how tough I was, I was just ten pounds of killer. Chapman was about eighteen times bigger.


  He got his forearm around my chest. He had me pressed back against his chest. My front legs were pinned. With his other arm he managed to grab my hind legs.


  All I could do was bite.


  I bit. I bit again and again. But although I could hurt him, I couldn't kill him. I couldn't stop him. His fear of Visser Three was greater than the pain I was causing.


  "Bring it to me," Visser Three said enthusiastically. "Bring it to me. I will come to collect it at the nearest landing site."


  "Visser, what if it . . . Owww! . . . What if it resumes its Andalite shape?"


  "You have weapons. If it tries to remorph, kill it."


  "Yes . . . Ahhhh! . . . Rotten little beast! Yes, Visser. I will go directly."


  "We will deal with this Andalite bandit. And bring the girl, too."


  "The girl . . . Melissa?" Chapman asked.


  "I have been indulgent too long. This Andalite spy has penetrated your home. It is because of the girl. I have already chosen the Yeerk for her. Bring her with the Andalite. Obey me, Iniss two two six. Or prepare to face the Vanarx."


  Visser Three's hologram disappeared.


  Chapman suddenly threw me across the room. I twisted in midair and brought my legs around for the landing. I hit the floor and skidded.


  <Okay, something is definitely going on out there.>


  By the time I was up, Chapman had reached his desk and opened a drawer. His bloody hand came out with a small pistol-like device I had seen before. It was a handheld Dracon beam.


  Chapman leveled the weapon at me. He was shaking. His face seemed to be twitching. The weapon jerked a little with each spasm. But I knew he would still have gotten me if I had tried to move.


  <Are you going to tell me what's going on?> Jake demanded. <A few seconds ago I felt another warm body close by. And I think I'm sensing blood.>


  <We're in kind of a mess,> I said.


  <What kind of a mess?> Jake asked.


  <Chapman has a Dracon beam pointed at me. He knows I'm not exactly a cat. He thinks I'm an Andalite. He's taking me to Visser Three.>


  <Oh. This is bad.>


  <It gets worse. Visser Three wants Melissa, too.>


  Chapman opened the door a crack. "Get down here! Now!" he yelled upstairs. I guess he saw my eyes flick toward the door. He made a fierce, vicious grin. "Try it, Andalite. Go ahead and try it. I'd love the excuse to fry you."


  I decided not to head for the door.


  "You've made life very difficult for me," Chapman said. "Very difficult. If I have to let Visser Three take the girl, my host will make life annoying for me. Do you know how tiring it is to have an uncooperative host? No, of course you don't. But trust me, Andalite: I will gladly kill you."


  Mrs. Chapman appeared at the door. "What is it?"


  "This cat is one of the Andalite bandits in a morph. Visser Three wants him. Get me the cage we use to take him to the vet."


  Mrs. Chapman nodded and disappeared.


  <What's going on now?> Jake asked.


  <Mrs. Chapman is getting a cage,> I said. I was feeling utterly defeated. Because of me, the Yeerks were going to take Melissa. I had failed. I had made a mess of things.


  Mrs. Chapman brought the cage. She opened the little barred door.


  "In," Chapman snapped.


  I didn't move.


  "In," he said in a cruel whisper. "In or I'll finish you right here."


  He looked like he meant it. I walked into the cage. Mrs. Chapman closed the door and made sure it was locked.


  Chapman snatched up the cage and carried me to the top of the stairs. "Now," he snapped at his wife, "go get . . . ungh!"


  Peering through the slats in the side of the cage, I saw him stagger. His face was twitching like he was a crazy man. He seemed to be having a hard time getting control of his mouth. "Go . . . get . . . the . . . girl," he said through gritted teeth.


  Mrs. Chapman started to obey, but then Chapman cried out.


  "Oh! Ungh!" He fell to his knees. "He is . . . urgh . . . he is . . . fighting me . . . "


  "Host rebellion," Mrs. Chapman muttered under her breath. She seemed horrified and fascinated all at once. Then, suddenly, her left hand slapped her own face.


  "Ahhhhh! Mine . . . mine . . . too."


  "Stop it, Chapman," Chapman said. "Stop it or I'll break you! I'll leave you nothing but a shell! You cannot win. No host has ever succeeded in rebelling!"


  But the Chapman host wasn't giving up.


  It was terrible. Terrible in a way that made you want to watch. To anyone else it would have just looked as if our assistant principal and his wife were nuts. Chapman was talking to himself and twitching and contorting, still unable to get to his feet.


  <The hosts are fighting the Yeerks!> I told Jake. <The human brains are resisting. Chapman is out of control. Mrs. Chapman is trying to choke herself with her own hand. The Yeerk is trying to regain control. It's incredible!>


  <I can't believe it! I can't believe the hosts can fight back this hard.>


  <It's because of Melissa. They're fighting for their daughter.>


  "Aaaarrrrgh!" Chapman cried. Suddenly he lurched to his feet. "I will win, Chapman. You cannot resist!"


  And it was true. The Chapman host was losing. Iniss two two six was regaining control.


  The same was happening with Mrs. Chapman. The Yeerk in her head was forcing the rebellious hand away from her throat.


  But neither of the Chapmans looked good.


  <They're exhausted,> I reported to Jake. <They're regaining control, but they're both a mess. Sweating. Pale. Still trembling and jerking.>


  Chapman looked at his wife. Or at least the Yeerk slug in Chapman's brain ordered his eyes to look toward the body that was controlled by a different Yeerk. It was harder now to think of Chapman as just being Chapman. I had seen proof that there were two creatures inside him.


  I even knew what that was like. There were two people in my head as well. I had fought to control the shrew, just as the Chapman Yeerk now fought to control Chapman's brain.


  Chapman said, "I have control again."


  Mrs. Chapman nodded. "Yes. But just barely. They fight fiercely for their children, these humans."


  "And they will not stop fighting. I can't maintain my cover with this host waiting to attack at every opportunity. I have to be at the school every day. The host is beaten and exhausted for now, but in a few days he will strike again." Chapman sounded angry and frustrated. "He's not a fool. He knows he can't win . . . he knows each battle will leave him weaker and that eventually I will triumph."


  Mrs. Chapman kicked my cage, like it was all my fault. "He doesn't have to win. All he has to do is wait until you are in a meeting with parents or members of the school board, then strike. They'll think you've lost your mind."


  Chapman looked haunted. He checked his watch. "I'll take the Andalite to Visser Three. Maybe . . . maybe I can make him understand."


  "Go, quickly," Mrs. Chapman told her husband.


  Chapman snatched up the cage I was in. He barreled through the door. He slammed me into the doorjamb on the way.


  "Daddy? Daddy? What are you doing?"


  It was Melissa. She was across the living room. I hadn't seen her arrive. Where had she been? I could only pray that she had not heard everything. If she'd heard it all, there was no hope for her.


  Chapman kept walking. Out into the wet night. "Daddy? Do you have Fluffer in there?"


  <It's Melissa,> I told Jake. <If she doesn't back off, she's going to force them to take her!>


  "Daddy?" Melissa sounded frightened now. She came running. Chapman moved quicker. The real Chapman was helping. He knew his daughter would only make things worse if she tried to intervene.


  "Fluffer!" Melissa cried. There was only one hope. <Tobias?> I cried out, making my thought-speech as loud as I could. <Tobias, can you hear me?>


  His answer was faint, but it was Tobias.


  <Yes, Rachel.>


  <The real Fluffer! We need him. We need him right now!>


  <Rachel, what is going on out there?> Jake demanded.


  "Fluffer! Why are you taking Fluffer? Daddy, stop!"


  Chapter 19


  



  Out the front door we went. Out into the night. Melissa, sobbing pitifully. Jake, demanding to know what was happening. Chapman, walking as fast as he could.


  Melissa grabbed her father's arm. The cage wobbled wildly.


  "Daddy, you can't take Fluffer. Don't take him away! What are you doing?"


  The car. I could see it in the driveway. We were almost there.


  Suddenly, I heard a yowling, yammering, high-pitched sound that started as a hiss and ended as a shriek.


  Like a bullet he came, racing across the lawn.


  The real Fluffer.


  He was running like every monster in the world was right behind him.


  In the darkness the humans couldn't see what was scaring Fluffer so badly. But with my cat eyes I could see perfectly. Just a few feet off the ground, like some dark shadow of death, came Tobias.


  Fluffer must have recognized his cage. He must have figured that if he just got inside he'd be safe from the talons of the raptor that pursued him.


  Fluffer leaped toward the cage. He glommed onto it and tried to dig his claws into the plastic.


  For one frozen instant Fluffer McKitty saw something he never expected to see. Fluffer saw himself.


  It was almost as weird for me. The cat in my head was totally baffled. This new cat smelled exactly like himself. This did not make any sense at all. It meant nothing. It wasn't even a part of any cat reality. The human part of me noticed a small cut on Fluffer's head. Tobias had taken a good swipe at him to get him moving in the right direction.


  "Fluffer?" Melissa said. "But . . . " She tried to peer inside the cage.


  Chapman was quick. "No, sweetheart," he said. "This isn't Fluffer at all. It's some other cat that sneaked into the basement. He's different. I'm taking him to the shelter so his owners can pick him up."


  "But why didn't you just tell me that?"


  Chapman looked confused. "I . . . I didn't notice you."


  Melissa stepped back like she'd been slapped. "But Daddy, I was crying."


  "Sorry." Chapman shrugged. He shoved the cage into the backseat.


  We drove off. I breathed a sigh of relief. I knew Melissa wasn't safe yet, but she was safe for now, at least.


  <Good work, Tobias,> I said. But I don't think he could hear me. And I couldn't see out of the windows, so I didn't know if he or Marco or Cassie were anywhere close.


  <Jake? You still with me?>


  <Yes. Do you have a minute to fill me in? This flea existence is fine for hiding, but I can't tell anything about what's going on.>


  <I'm in a cat carrier. Chapman's in the front seat. He watches me through the rearview mirror. He still has the Dracon beam. I think maybe I'm in pretty big trouble here.>


  <We're not beaten yet,> Jake said.


  <Jake, time must be getting short. It's been at least an hour. You must have morphed before me. You need to get away and morph back.>


  <We still have time,> Jake said.


  <You have a watch, Jake?> I asked. <I don't think so. You're what, about twice the size of a period on the page of a book? You can't risk being trapped in a flea morph. Besides, there's nothing you can do.>


  We hadn't traveled far before the car started bouncing and rattling over rough road.


  <As soon as we get outside you need to jump off, Jake,> I said. <Just make yourself jump away from warmth and away from the smell of blood. You can do that.>


  The car came to a stop.


  <Rachel, there is no way I'm going to leave you alone.>


  I knew he was trying to be brave, but he was making me mad. <Jake, we're trapped. He's got a Dracon beam and I'm in a cage. Visser Three is coming to get me. I can't morph back or they'll see I'm human. Chapman will recognize me. How long do you think it will take them to figure out who the rest of us are? It would be the end of us all. The end of the Animorphs. The end of the only hope for stopping these guys. Come on, Jake, you know it's true.>


  <We're not beaten yet,> Jake repeated stubbornly.


  <The only hope is for me to stay in cat morph,> I said. <They'll probably . . . you know . . . but at least they'll never find out about the rest of you. Now jump off me.>


  Chapman got out of the car. He came around and opened the back door.


  "Time to meet the Visser, Andalite. He'll have a wonderful time with you."


  Chapman lifted me out of the backseat. I looked out through the bars.


  <We're at the construction site,> I told Jake. <Now get off me.>


  <I'm not ->


  I couldn't argue with Jake anymore. I was afraid now. Afraid. I could picture what Visser Three might do to me.


  <Sorry, Jake, but this time I'm the boss,> I said. I cocked my rear leg and started scratching in that rapid catlike way.


  <What the . . . what are you doing?>


  <I'm scratching. I want you off me.>


  <Okay, okay,> Jake said. <Just stop it. It's like an earthquake here. Okay, Rachel. You're right. We've lost this battle.>


  Chapman carried the cage into the construction site. I could see the ground go by beneath me. I could see through the bars all the half-built cinderblock buildings. I could see the very spot where the five of us had cowered in terror while Visser Three had morphed into a monster and swallowed the Andalite prince.


  The Andalite's last despairing cry came back to me. He had lost his fight. Now I was losing mine.


  Maybe there was no hope. Maybe we were fools to even try and resist the Yeerks.


  <Get out of here, Jake.> I said.


  <Okay, Rachel. Here I go. Look . . . be strong, Rachel.>


  <Yeah, Jake. You too.>


  <Jumping . . .>


  A few seconds later, Chapman put me down on the ground. He waited beside the cage. The two of us stared off into the darkness.


  I decided to make sure Jake was gone. <Jake? Jake?>


  No answer.


  <Jake, answer me. I've changed my mind. I want you to stay with me.> If he had lied to me, he would answer now. <Come on, Jake, I've changed my mind. I need you.>


  No answer. He was truly gone. That fact filled me with grim satisfaction. If Jake and the others survived, there would still be some hope.


  But the feeling of loneliness was awful.


  Then I heard the sound of something large, moving swiftly in the air. I pressed my head against the door and looked up. Three craft were descending toward the construction site.


  Two of them were smaller, about the size of one of those recreational vehicles, maybe a little larger. They had a cowled, insectlike look. They looked like beetles with twin long, serrated spears pointed forward on each side. The Andalite had called them Bug fighters.


  The third craft was much larger, shaped like an angular battle-ax. It was black on black, sharp, and deadly looking. As it sank slowly toward us I felt my fear grow.


  It was not the cat that was afraid. It was me, the human. The cat didn't know what this ship was. I did. I had seen it before. The Andalite had called it a Blade ship.


  It was the personal ship of Visser Three. And terror seemed to flow from it. I could smell the fear sweat on Chapman.


  I guess I was glad he was scared, too. Maybe Visser Three would become the Vanarx and suck the Chapman Yeerk out of Chapman's head. Maybe the true Chapman would experience a few seconds of freedom before he was killed. Maybe the Chapman Yeerk would suffer before Visser Three finished him off.


  Maybe.


  Fear is like a worm inside you. It eats you. It chews your guts. It bores holes in your heart. It makes you feel hollow. Empty. Alone.


  Fear.


  The Blade ship landed between two half-finished buildings. The Bug fighters came to rest on either side. They looked so strange, parked between the yellow-painted earthmovers and graders in the construction site.


  The earthmovers looked like toys. The alien craft looked like deadly weapons.


  I was afraid. I tried to borrow the cat's courage, his indifference. But then the door of the Blade ship opened. I had no courage.


  Only fear.


  Chapter 20


  



  Visser Three in person is worse than Visser Three as a hologram. There's nothing horrible about him. Not when he's in his normal Andalite body, at least. Andalites are strange-looking, that's for sure. But they aren't frightening.


  But I had met a real Andalite. You could feel the difference between a real Andalite and the evil beast that was Visser Three. It was like he glowed with some dark light. A light that cast a shadow over your mind.


  Visser Three. Even Chapman feared him.


  Around the Visser, two Hork-Bajir guards deployed. Each was holding a Dracon beam, not that Hork-Bajir ever looked like they needed weapons. They were weapons. Marco had called them walking Salad Shooters. They were living razor blades. Wickedly curved blades raked forward from their foreheads. More blades were at their elbows and wrists. Their feet were like Tobias's talons, only much bigger, like Tyrannosaur feet.


  They were seven feet tall, maybe a little more, with a spiked tail. The Andalite had told us that the Hork-Bajir were a good people, enslaved by the Yeerks, just the same way the Yeerks wanted to enslave humans. But it was hard to look at a Hork-Bajir and think they had ever been anything but killing machines.


  Behind the Hork-Bajir came four Taxxons.


  Imagine a centipede. Now imagine a centipede twice the length of a man and just as big around. Imagine that the centipede holds the upper third of its body erect. Imagine pointed legs like steel pins below, and smaller legs with little claws as you get closer to the head. Not that it has a real head. There are four separate globs that look like chopped-up red Jell-O that are the Taxxon's eyes. And at the very top, a mouth. The mouth is perfectly round and lined with row after row of small, needle teeth.


  The Andalite told us that the Taxxons are all voluntary hosts. They are allies of the Yeerks.


  And yet, as horrible as the Hork-Bajir and the Taxxons were, it was Visser Three who made your skin crawl.


  Without the hologram communicator, the Visser communicated in the usual Andalite fashion. He thought-spoke, much like we all did when we were in morph.


  <That is the Andalite bandit?> he asked Chapman.


  "Yes, Visser."


  Visser Three advanced toward me, almost mincing on his delicate Andalite legs, looking like a cross between a deer, a human, and a scorpion. He aimed his main eyes at me. His stalk eyes scanned the area, always watchful. He brought his face close to the cage.


  I was staring right into his face. I could see the nose slits open and close as he breathed. I could see the large, almond-shaped eyes narrow as he peered inside to get a better look at me.


  He was only inches away. I should have tried to reach through the bars and at least bloody him a little.


  But the fear was all over me. I was sick with terror. I'm not ashamed to admit it. I couldn't stand his eyes watching me. I turned away, afraid to look.


  <Not so brave now, my Andalite friend?> Visser Three asked.


  It was the first time any of us had ever been spoken to directly by the Visser. His voice was in my head, threatening and cruel and foul beyond description. It was a voice full of power - and hate. When he called me an Andalite, I almost burst out, "No, no, Visser, not an Andalite. A human. A human!"


  It was like I could feel the terrible force of his will battering me. In an instant I knew: I would never survive his questioning. I would tell him everything. His power was a million times greater than mine. His will was a vast, huge, irresistible thing. And what was I? Just some foolish little girl. A foolish, lost girl. Lost.


  And yet, even as I felt my own mind wither before the black terror of Visser Three, another mind came forward.


  I was not alone. There was another in my head with me. Someone whose species memory had no images of Visser Three. Fluffer. Fluffer's mind contained fears, but they were different from my fears. Fluffer feared big predator birds. Fluffer feared loud aggressive dogs. Fluffer feared dominant male cats.


  But Fluffer was not at all impressed by Visser Three.


  On the edge of absolute panic, I let the cat in my mind take over. I sank back, hiding behind the calm cat brain.


  Visser Three took the cage from Chapman. He lifted it up so he could see inside better.


  And what did I do? What did Fluffer do? He stuck his little pink nose up against the bars and sniffed the air.


  Fluffer wanted to find out what this creature was, and that meant getting a good smell of him.


  <This is similar to the orange-and-black creature that invaded the pool.> Visser Three said.


  It took me a second to track on this. Then I realized: He meant Jake. Jake had been in his tiger morph when we battled in the Yeerk pool.


  "Yes, Visser," Chapman said. "They are a family of animals. Felines. These are the smallest."


  <I see you damaged my servant Iniss two two six, Andalite,> Visser Three said to me. <No one ever accused you Andalites of lacking courage. You are a race of fools, but brave.>


  What was I supposed to say? Thank you?


  <Why not answer me, Andalite? I know you hear my words. This charade is pointless. I know what you are.>


  I said nothing. I tried to think nothing. I was afraid that if I said anything he would instantly know I was not an Andalite. And if he realized I was human . . . the others would never be safe.


  I had to stay in this body.


  I had to die in this body, and take my secret with me.


  Visser Three put my cage back down. <Now. Where is the girl? I have promised her to Iniss four five five. Iniss four five five is a spawn mate of yours, I believe. We will do the infestation aboard the mother ship, and I will have the girl returned tomorrow. Where is she?>


  "Visser . . . I . . . " Chapman said.


  The mask of politeness dropped from Visser Three in a microsecond. Even my cat eyes could barely follow his movements, they were so swift. Visser Three grabbed Chapman around the neck. His Andalite tail arched forward. The dagger point of the tail was in Chapman's face.


  <Do you defy me?> It was like a hiss. The hiss of a snake.


  "N-n-n-o, no, Visser." Chapman was shaking like a leaf. "I would never defy you. It's only . . . the host. Chapman. He and the woman rebelled."


  <Aren't you able to control your host?> Visser Three sneered. <Do you think the Andalite mind that still lives in this body never resists? Do you imagine that your human host is more powerful than my own Andalite host?>


  This wasn't going very well for Chapman. Either the real, human Chapman, or the human-Controller that called itself Chapman.


  "Visser, I . . . I only report the facts to you. M-m-my host is under control. But I am constantly in contact with humans. I occupy a responsible position in their society. I cannot have my host body causing me to twitch and shake. Humans see such things as signs of mental illness. I could lose my position. And I would no longer be of any use to you."


  <You are barely of use to me now,> Visser Three sneered.


  "Visser, my host begs leave to address you directly," Chapman said.


  Visser Three hesitated. I saw his stalk eyes scan around, checking for any signs of threat. Instinctively I looked around, too. I had no way of knowing how well Visser Three's borrowed Andalite eyes could see in the dark. But for me the darkness was no barrier.


  I looked. I didn't even know what I was looking for. But all I saw were the Hork-Bajir and the Taxxons, the Yeerk ships, silent and dark, and the buildings and forlorn construction equipment of the site.


  Then I caught a glimpse of movement. It was in the woods that bordered the construction site. A swift side-to-side movement, just the sort of thing my cat eyes noticed best. But when I stared closer, I saw no further movement. Probably just another Hork-Bajir patroling.


  <I will allow the host to address me,> Visser Three said.


  I craned my head up as well as I could to watch. For a moment, nothing changed. Then, suddenly, Chapman sagged. It was like he was a marionette and someone had cut his strings. He collapsed, straight down. His legs just twisted up under him.


  He tried to stand up. But it was as if he didn't know how to make his legs work. They would jerk and suddenly kick out, but he could not stand. Finally, he gave up.


  "Fisher," he mumbled. "Fisher Hree. Sor . . . I . . . sorry. Visher. Visser. Visser Three."


  The real, human Chapman had been out of control of his own body for so long he no longer remembered how to move or speak.


  "Visser Three," he said again. His voice was slurry and strange.


  <Speak, you fool,> Visser Three snapped. <Do you think I can stay here forever?>


  "Visser Three. You . . . We had a deal. You know I never wanted to join you. My wife did. But I said no. But . . . but then my wife . . . no longer my wife by then, of course." Suddenly he began to cry. I could see his tears very clearly. "My wife who was no longer my wife . . . my wife who was one of your creatures . . . threatened . . . threatened to give you my daughter."


  Chapman managed to raise one clumsy hand to his eyes. "I forgive her. She was weak. And you feed on weakness."


  <Yes, yes, get to the point,> Visser Three said.


  A Hork-Bajir moved closer. He muttered something to the Visser, then moved away. I couldn't hear or understand what the Hork-Bajir had said, but it looked as if he was reminding Visser Three that they shouldn't hang around too long.


  "The point is," Chapman said, "that I agreed to be made into a host. I agreed to . . . to . . . " He looked like he was about to throw up. "I agreed to surrender my freedom. To become a Controller. To accept this filthy thing in my head. To accept your control. I agreed . . . but only if you would spare my daughter."


  It felt like my heart had stopped beating. Chapman had become a Controller to save Melissa? He had given more than his life to save his daughter?


  <The situation has changed,> Visser Three said. <The Chapman person is an important part of our work. We cannot have him endangered by some uncontrollable human.>


  "The girl - Melissa - is no threat. But . . . " Chapman struggled to lift himself up once again with clumsy legs and awkward arms.


  He rose to his knees. Then slowly, slowly, he stood up. He was wobbling and swaying, but he was standing.


  "The girl is no threat," he repeated in a stronger, more confident voice. "But I am."


  Chapter 21


  



  <You? A threat?> Visser Three laughed. He reached out with one hand to push lightly on Chapman's chest. Chapman fell back, sprawled out on the dirt. His head was just inches from the door of my cage. Tears were streaming down the side of his face.


  "If you harm my daughter I will fight you. I will fight you forever. Ask your Yeerk if he believes me. He knows me better than anyone. Ask Iniss two two six if I will fight for my daughter."


  Chapman closed his eyes. The tears stopped. Then his eyes opened again. He picked himself up quickly from the ground and stood before Visser Three. The Yeerk slug was in charge again. He was once again a Controller.


  Before he stood, I saw something that frightened me all over again. It was Chapman's watch. The time was now nine twenty-eight. I had about seventeen minutes before I hit the two-hour limit!


  <The host will attempt to disrupt you?>


  "Yes, Visser. And the woman as well. She is not as strong as this one, but she was able to gain control of one hand. Perhaps she has deeper strengths than we knew." He hesitated before going on. I could still smell the fear on him. "I am of more use with a passive, voluntary host. But I am your tool, Visser. I will do as you command."


  <Yes, you will certainly do as I command,> Visser Three said. <But you have brought me the Andalite bandit.> He nodded down at me. <And this will occupy my time for a little while. Leave the girl, for now. Now get out. You tempt my patience.>


  Chapman didn't need a second invitation. He jumped in the car and tore out of there.


  Melissa was safe. As safe as she would ever be with Chapman as her father. That was something. Not much, but something.


  <Move out,> Visser Three yelled. I saw the Hork-Bajir respond instantly to his command. The nearest one snatched me up and suddenly we were moving fast toward the Blade ship.


  In seconds it would all be over. I would be aboard the Visser's ship. I would leave Earth. The only thing in my future was pain. Maybe I would die before I betrayed my friends. A depressing kind of thing to hope for.


  <So. What's happening now?>


  "Mrrraaaoww!" I jumped and spun around inside my cage.


  <Jake? Is that you?>


  <Who else would it be? You know anyone else who would be a talking flea riding on your back?>


  <Jake, you were supposed to get away and be safe!>


  <Yeah, right. Like I was going to abandon you. Listen, I could hear Visser Three's thought-speech, but I don't know where we are.>


  <We are about ten feet away from being loaded into Visser Three's Blade ship. And I have about fifteen minutes left before I'm trapped in this morph.>


  <Fifteen minutes? Great, if you have fifteen, I have ten. I had to morph earlier than you, remember.>


  <Jake, get out of here! You can't be trapped as a flea!>


  The door of the Blade ship slid open silently. I could see dark red light inside. I could see a handful of Taxxons that seemed to be standing over control panels of some sort. Hork-Bajir stood at attention.


  <I'm not getting out of here.> Jake said. <None of us are.>


  <None of . . . You mean the rest are fleas, too?>


  <No, but they should be around somewhere. Tobias was supposed to follow us and lead the others to wherever we ended up.>


  <They can't do anything.>


  <Oh, really? Well, I bet they'll try.>


  Just at that moment I heard a strange sound. My cat brain didn't recognize it. But the human me did. It was an engine. A big engine. Like a big truck. Or maybe a tractor. Or -


  An earthmover.


  The Hork-Bajir carrying me saw it, too. He ran into the Blade ship and tossed me down. Then he ran back to the Visser, who waited in the doorway.


  <I think they've started one of the earth-movers,> I told Jake.


  <Then I guess it's time for me to get into this fight,> Jake said. <I'm going to try a quick double-morph. Hope it works. Here goes nothing. Yeeee-haaah!>


  All at once, through the open door of the Blade ship, I spotted the earthmover. It lumbered at a painfully slow speed. But it lumbered right toward the Blade ship.


  <Get us into the air!> Visser Three shouted.


  The nearest Taxxon said something in their slithery snake-speech. It sounded like "Sssree shway snerp snerrrrup ssreet."


  <Two minutes to liftoff? Too long!> Visser Three said. His tail whipped forward. I saw a huge gash open in the flesh of the Taxxon. Greenish-yellow goo poured out.


  The other Taxxons all looked kind of excited. They were waving their little upper arms and snapping their little claws.


  <You and you.> Visser Three pointed at two of the Taxxons. <Get us off the ground! The rest of you may feed on this fool.>


  The wounded Taxxon emitted a wailing, slithery scream. Three other Taxxons rushed at him. Their circular mouths fastened onto their fellow Taxxon's writhing flesh and began chewing and tearing at him.


  The sound of the diesel engine grew louder. Visser Three was rapping out orders. Hork-Bajir ran through the door and back outside.


  Then I saw something happening in the dark corner of the cabin, over past the horrific Taxxon feeding frenzy. Something was growing. A human being was growing out of nothing.


  <Jake!>


  <Can't talk. Don't distract me.>


  Visser Three was in a rage. You could feel the waves of his anger radiating around the small space. <Destroy that machine!> he ordered.


  Outside, two Hork-Bajir took aim at the five tons of slow-moving steel.


  Jake was still cowering in the corner, but he had begun to change once again. In the darkness my cat eyes could see the beginning of a pattern of stripes. Black and orange. The stripes of a tiger.


  It was time for me to do my part. I concentrated. I felt the change begin. The cage grew small around me.


  Rumble rumble rumble. The earthmover closed in.


  The near-dead Taxxon screamed as his fellow Taxxons ate him alive.


  Suddenly I saw a brilliant red light.


  There was a sizzling sound. I saw the earthmover disintegrate. My heart was in my throat. Marco! Cassie! Had they gotten away?


  I had to concentrate. I had to ignore the Taxxon's screams. I had to stop wondering whether Cassie and Marco had been on that earthmover when it was hit. I had to control my morph. Not too far, Rachel. Not too much. I could not become human. Not totally human. I looked down at my paw. Short stubby fingers had appeared. I stuck my stubby half-human fingers through the bars of the cage and found the lock.


  One of the feeding Taxxons looked away from his meal just long enough. "Yeerss srenn ssseere!" It waved its creepy front legs in my direction.


  Visser Three snapped around and glared at me with ferocious hatred.


  I opened the door of my cage.


  "Rrrrraaawwwrrr!" Jake leaped through the air, his huge claws outstretched.


  I flew out of the cage, a clumsy mass of fur and skin, a creature that was half-cat and half-human.


  Jake hit Visser Three in the side.


  <This time, you're mine, you jerk!>


  Visser Three fell over, tangled up in tiger. His deadly tail flashed but missed. Jake ripped the Visser's flesh with claws infinitely bigger than mine.


  <Aaaaarrrgghhh!>


  It was a great pleasure hearing Visser Three scream that way. But I had other things to worry about.


  I couldn't move in my half-morph. I concentrated on regaining my cat form. I had only minutes left before the two hours would be up.


  Jake rolled off Visser Three just as a handful of Hork-Bajir rushed to the Visser's defense.


  <Run!> Jake yelled.


  <Run!> I agreed.


  We ran. I was back fully in Fluffer's shape. I could do thirty miles an hour, as fast as the fastest human being could run.


  Unfortunately, Hork-Bajir are faster.


  Jake was faster still, for short distances. Fast enough to outrun the Hork-Bajir that were after us. But he wasn't going to leave me behind.


  Jake turned and came for the closest Hork-Bajir.


  I saw him flying over my head, a huge beast, orange-and-black striped. The Hork-Bajir went down hard. <Get outta here, Rachel! You're too small to fight these guys.>


  But there was still another Hork-Bajir on my tail. Faster than me. Too fast!


  I dodged left. The Hork-Bajir shot past me. I turned back sharply, my little pads scrabbling in the dirt. The Hork-Bajir grabbed for me but missed.


  Something else was moving. Something big. The ground was rumbling . . .


  A second earthmover was grinding forward on its tank treads. Marco and Cassie had started another earthmover!


  I raced toward the nearest half-finished building. I had to get away. And I had to morph back. Time was up. In minutes I would be trapped!


  I saw a dark hole. I flew toward it in a single leap. The hole led under a wall. Then it opened into a shallow basement. There was a concrete floor about two feet over my head. I was safe! Safe, and with room enough to morph back to human shape.


  I tried to concentrate. Out beyond my little concrete shelter I heard growls and alien cries. I heard the rumble of the earthmover. I thought I heard the sizzle of Dracon beams.


  Human, I told myself. Return to human. Only minutes left!


  Then I felt a shattering noise. Then another. Another. It was like some giant was stomping around.


  The giant steps stopped. I was frozen, unable to even think, let alone morph.


  Crash!


  All around me pillars of rock-hard, scaled flesh, each as big around as a tree trunk, ripped into the concrete.


  Grrrunch!


  The concrete was lifted off me. Torn away, like it was paper.


  I was exposed. Trapped. And standing over me, with the shattered concrete floor in its mighty hand, was a beast that seemed to be made of living rock.


  <You won't get away so easily,> Visser Three said.


  Chapter 22


  



  It was all over. I knew I was done for.


  Nothing in the world could stop the beast Visser Three had morphed into.


  He was twenty feet tall. As tall as a telephone pole. He stood on three massive legs, each as big around as a redwood tree. He had a tiny head, not much bigger than a human head. He would have looked funny, except that there was nothing funny about what he was doing.


  With two long, mighty arms he was casually tearing up the concrete. He slammed his fingers into the cement. He ripped it up in slabs and tossed them over his shoulder.


  One of the slabs hit a Hork-Bajir and crushed him. I don't think Visser Three even noticed or cared.


  I ran.


  Crash! One of the Visser's huge hands slammed down in front of me.


  I scampered back and turned.


  Crash! Another hand like living rock slammed in front of me.


  Even the cat in me knew- it was hopeless.


  Visser Three glared down at me with tiny bright eyes in that weirdly small head. He reached for me with both hands, cupped together, forming a wall around me.


  C-R-R-R-U-N-C-H!


  Visser Three hesitated.


  B-O-O-O-O-M!


  I bolted.


  I leaped to the top of a wall. Six feet straight up, and trust me, as scared as I was, I could have jumped even higher.


  Out of the corner of my eye I saw what had happened. The earthmover had ground forward and slammed into one of the Bug fighters. The Bug fighter had exploded.


  <AAAAARRRRGGGHHH!> Visser Three roared in fury. I did not envy the Hork-Bajir and Taxxons who had let that earthmover get through.


  I ran along the top of the wall. It was cinderblock, full of holes and only a few inches wide. It was a much tougher challenge than the balance beam in gymnastics. But I was running as fast as a very scared kitty can run.


  <I'll kill you ALL! FOOLS!> Visser Three screamed. I hoped he would just forget about me. But then I heard the thunder of his walk. In two steps he had caught up to me.


  His huge hand swept toward me.


  It was ten feet to the ground, and the ground was covered with rusted, twisted metal.


  I had no choice. I leaped.


  The sharp metal was rushing up at me. Visser Three's hand was sweeping toward me.


  Something sharp bit into my back.


  The ground was no longer rushing up at me. Instead, I was zooming through the air.


  <Jeez, Rachel. Next time you want to morph into a kitty, pick one who doesn't eat so much!>


  Tobias!


  <I can get you as far as the trees, that's it,> Tobias said.


  <I have to morph back,> I said. <My time is up!>


  We flew toward the trees. Tobias strained to keep us in the air. I knew he was at his limit of endurance.


  <Drop me, now!>


  We were in the trees. Tobias dropped me. I fell through the air. But my tail pivoted and kept my balance perfect.


  A tree branch! Slam! My claws dug into the bark.


  I was already morphing back as I dropped to the ground and landed on soft pine needles.


  Through the trees I could see the huge beast that was Visser Three rampaging in a fury. The few Hork-Bajir that were left were tossed around like toys. Taxxons were crushed under his feet.


  <I think he's mad we got away,> Tobias said.


  "Jake? The others?" I demanded. "Did they make it?"


  <They're fine. Jake had to morph back into human shape before going into the tiger morph, so he didn't have a problem with the time. Marco got his feathers a little singed, but he's okay. Cassie, too.>


  I collapsed on the ground. I had escaped. I had survived. I knew I should have been glad. But all I felt was tired.


  Chapter 23


  



  Melissa was at our next gymnastics class. She was still alive. Still free.


  I acted nonchalant as I changed into my leotard and stretched out. But I did watch when she opened her locker and pulled out the envelope.


  She opened it and read the words I had put there.


  "Melissa, your father loves you more than you will ever know. And more than he can ever show you. Signed, someone who knows."


  I'd printed it out on my word processor, of course, so she wouldn't recognize my handwriting.


  Maybe it was just my imagination, but she seemed more into the practice that day.


  After my mom picked me up and drove me home, I hooked up with the others. We hadn't gotten together for a couple of days, since the battle at the construction site. I guess I felt like I had some things to think about.


  "How is Melissa?" Cassie asked.


  I shrugged. "I left her a note." I told them what it had said. "I know it's bad for security, Jake. And Marco, I know it was sentimental. But I don't care. Chapman gave up everything to save his daughter from being made into a host. I had to do something."


  Jake nodded. "It's okay. Maybe it will help."


  Cassie smiled at me, telling me she was proud of what I'd done. Marco rolled his eyes, but he didn't say anything.


  "Well, we destroyed a Yeerk Bug fighter. We made Visser Three nervous. And -"


  "- and we came out alive," Marco finished.


  "Yeah, that too," Jake agreed with a grin. "That's a very important thing to do."


  "Next time we'll-" I began.


  "- next time?" Marco cried out in mock horror.


  <There will be a next time,> Tobias said. <There will be a next time until the Andalites return.>
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Tobias. A freak of nature. One of a kind.


  I won't tell you my last name. I can't tell you my last name. Or the name of the city where I live.


  I want to tell you everything, but I can't give any clues to my true identity. Or the identity of the others. Everything I will tell you is true. I know it's going to seem unbelievable, but believe it anyway.


  I am Tobias. I'm a normal kid, I guess. Or used to be. I used to do okay in school. Not great, but not bad either. Just okay.


  I guess I was a dweeb, kind of. Big, but not big enough to keep from getting picked on. I had blond hair, kind of wild because I could never get it to look right. My eyes were . . . what color were my eyes? It's only been a few weeks, and already I'm forgetting things about being human.


  I guess it doesn't matter, anyway. My eyes now are gold and brown. I have eyes that look fierce and angry all the time. I'm not always fierce or angry, but I look that way.


  One afternoon, I was riding the thermals, the upswelling hot air. I rode them way up into the sky. The bottoms of low clouds, heavy with moisture, scudded just a few feet above me.


  I looked down and focused my laserlike eyes. My fierce eyes, I could still read - I hadn't forgotten how to do that. I could see the big red-and-white sign that said: DEALIN' DAN HAWKE'S USED CARS.


  I pressed my wings back, closer to my body, and began to fall.


  Down, down, down! Faster. Faster!


  I fell through the warm, early evening air like a rock. Like an artillery shell falling toward its target.


  All was silent except for the sound of the air rushing over the tops of my wings. The ground came up at me. It came up like it was trying to hit me.


  I saw the cage. It was no more than three feet on each side. In the cage was a hawk. A redtail.


  Like me.


  The man was close by. I recognized him because I had seen him on his TV commercials. He was Dealin' Dan Hawke. He owned the car dealership.


  He was the one holding the hawk prisoner.


  She was a mascot. On the commercials he called her Price-Cut Polly. It made me sick. It made me furious.


  I saw the camera. There were three guys standing around. They would be shooting a live commercial soon. I didn't care.


  Dealin' Dan went to the hawk's cage to feed her. It was locked with a bike-style combination lock. Four numbers. I could see them as he turned the combination. 8-1-2-5.


  I was two hundred yards up, plummeting to earth at seventy miles an hour. But I could see the numbers as he turned them. And the human part of me, Tobias, could remember.


  He opened the cage and tossed in some food. Then he closed it again and spun the lock. Brilliant lights came on. He was starting the commercial. It would be live on TV all over the area.


  What I was planning was insane. That's what Marco would have said. It was one of his favorite words. Insane.


  I didn't care.


  A hawk was in a tiny cage, being used as a prop for some lowlife car dealer. That wasn't going to go on. Not if I could help it.


  "Tseeeeeeeer!" I screamed.


  Twenty feet from the ground, I opened my wings. The strain was terrible. I absorbed most of the momentum and used the rest for speed. I shot across the parked cars to the cage.


  I landed on the bars and grabbed on with my talons.


  I used the hook of my deadly sharp beak to click the first number into place.


  "Hey! What the - " someone yelled.


  The bright TV light focused right on me.


  "Well, ladies and gentlemen in TV-land," Dealin' Dan yapped in surprise, "I guess we have a bird trying to break into our Price-Cut Polly's cage. Boys, you better shoo him away."


  Yeah, right. Shoo me, I thought.


  I clicked the second number. There were people coming for me. I saw a mechanic swinging a long steel wrench. But I wasn't going to leave without freeing this bird.


  Hawks do not belong in cages. Hawks belong in the sky.


  But they were all around me.


  "Get him, Earl! Hit the thing!"


  "Look out for that beak of his!"


  "Maybe he's got rabies!"


  WHAM!


  The mechanic swung the wrench! It barely missed my head. I was dead if I didn't get some help.


  Fast.


  <Rachel?> I cried silently with my mind. <Rachel? Now would be a good time!>


  <Sorry! I missed the first bus. I just got here!> Her voice was in my head. We call it thought-speak. It's something we can do when we morph.


  I breathed a sigh of relief. Help was on the way.


  "HhhuuuurrHHHHEEEEEAAAAH!"


  "What in the world was - " the mechanic cried.


  I knew what it was. It was Rachel. Pretty, blond Rachel. Although right at the moment she wasn't pretty - impressive, but not pretty.


  BOOM! Cr-u-u-u-nch!


  "Oh. My. Lord," Dealin' Dan gasped. "Forget the bird! There's an elephant stomping over the convertibles!"


  I would have smiled. If I'd had a mouth.


  I finished turning the lock. I yanked open the cage door.


  The hawk was wary. She was a true hawk, with only a hawk's mind and instincts to guide her. But she did know an open path to the sky when she saw one.


  Out she came, in a rush of gray and brown and white feathers. She didn't know that I had freed her. That kind of concept was beyond her thinking. And she felt no gratitude.


  But she flapped her wings and rose into the air.


  Free.


  And right then I had the strangest feeling. Like I should go with her. Like I should be with her.


  <Can we get out of here now?> Rachel asked.


  She was bellowing loudly, tossing her big trunk around and stomping various cars. Having a very good time, by elephant standards. But it was time for us to leave. For Rachel to resume her human form.


  I looked up again. I saw the sunlight shine through the hawk's red tail. She flew toward the setting sun.


  Chapter 2


  



  <I hear sirens,> I said urgently.


  <I hear them, too,> Rachel snapped. <I have ears the size of quilts. You think I can't hear them? I'm morphing as fast as I can.>


  <I just hope it's real cops. Not Controllers.>


  We had reached a patch of woods behind Dealin' Dan's car dealership. It was really just a few scruffy trees between the car place and a convenience store.


  I watched from a low tree branch as Rachel morphed back to human again. If you've never seen someone morph, you have no idea just how incredibly weird it is.


  When she began, she was a full-grown African elephant. Ten feet tall. Almost twice that from head to tail. She weighed at least six thousand pounds. I say "at least" because we've never exactly tried to stick her on the bathroom scale.


  She had two curved tusks, each about as long as a child. And a trunk that dragged the ground when she walked and could pick up a big slashing, yelling, dangerously angry Hork-Bajir warrior and throw him twenty feet.


  I'd seen her do it.


  <Tobias, you could at least have waited till he was done broadcasting that commercial. Thousands of people saw that on TV! Thousands!>


  <Most people will figure it was some kind of a stunt or a trick,> I said.


  <Most people, maybe. But not Controllers. Any Controllers who happened to be watching will guess right away that we were not just animals.>


  Controllers. There's a word you need to know. A Controller is anyone with a Yeerk in his head. Yeerks are alien parasites. They are evil little slugs who live in the bodies of other species and enslave them. All the Hork-Bajir are Controllers. So are the Taxxons.


  So are more and more humans. Human-Controllers.


  As I watched, Rachel began to shrink. The ropy tail was sucked up like a piece of spaghetti. Her trunk grew smaller.


  Blond hair began to sprout from her massive gray forehead. Her eyes wandered across her face toward the middle. The vast leathery ears became pink and small and perfectly formed.


  <The others are going to ream us out big time, aren't they?> I said.


  <Oh, yes. I think we can count on that.>


  <It was my idea. I'll take the blame.>


  <Oh, shut up, Tobias. Stop being all noble. Besides, it was amazing fun stomping those cars!>


  She was small enough now that she could stand on her hind legs. As she did, her front legs grew smooth and human. Her back legs lost their clunkiness and became her own long, coltish legs.


  Her morphing clothes, a skintight black leotard, emerged.


  The tusks shlooped back into her mouth and divided into sparkling teeth. She was a very pretty girl, beautiful even, except that she still had a two-foot-long gray nose.


  At last the trunk seemed to roll up and became a regular nose.


  She was a girl again. Barefoot, because no one had figured out how to morph shoes. Her mouth was back to normal. She spoke in her normal voice, no longer in my head. Thought-speech is only for morphs.


  "Okay, I'm back. Let's bail!"


  The siren sounds were coming ever closer. <Head for the convenience store. I'll go up and look around.>


  "I hope they have some flip-flops for sale in there," Rachel grumbled. "This shoe situation is a pain."


  The elephant was gone. The girl had emerged.


  See? I told you it would be hard to believe.


  It began at a deserted construction site, when we found the crashed spaceship of an Andalite prince. He was the last surviving Andalite in our solar system. He and his fellow Andalites had fought a great battle to drive away the Yeerk mother ship.


  They fought and lost.


  And now the Yeerks are among us. And they are now trying to enslave the human race. Before he died at the hands of the Yeerk leader, a terrible creature called Visser Three, the Andalite gave us a great gift - and a great curse.


  The gift was the power to morph. To absorb the DNA of any living animal and to become that animal. Never before had anyone but the Andalites themselves been given the power to morph.


  It meant a life of secrets. Of terrible danger.


  The Yeerks think we are a small band of escaped Andalites. They know that morphs had attacked their Yeerk pool. They know that morphs had even infiltrated the home of one of their most important Controllers - Chapman.


  But they don't know that we are just five normal human kids who'd been walking home from the mall one night.


  Visser Three wants us caught or dead. Visser Three usually gets what he wants. But I was glad to fight the Yeerks. Maybe I just had less to lose than the others. Or maybe something about the lonely, defeated, yet courageous Andalite prince touched me so deeply that I could never regret fighting to settle the score.


  But there has been a price to pay. You see, there is a limit on the power to morph. You must never remain in a morph for more than two hours. If you do, you are trapped.


  Forever.


  And that is the curse of the Andalite's gift.


  That is why, when Rachel returned to her human body, I didn't.


  It would take Rachel a while to get home on the bus. I traveled a little faster. So I had time to waste.


  The sun was setting, and in my mind I could still picture the freed hawk heading into the sun. I hoped she had found a nice patch of forest to spend the night. That's what a red-tail likes: a nice tree branch with a clear view of a meadow full of little mice and rats and shrews and voles as they scurry below. That's how we . . . they . . . hunt.


  I headed toward the tall buildings of downtown. I caught a beautiful thermal that billowed up the face of some skyscrapers. A thermal is like a big bubble of warm air. It rises beneath your wings and makes it effortless to just go soaring up and up.


  I caught the thermal and went shooting up the side of the skyscraper like I was riding an elevator.


  A lot of the offices were empty, since it was Saturday. But around the sixtieth floor I saw an old man looking out the window. Maybe he was some big, important businessman, I don't know.


  But when he saw me he smiled. He watched me soar up and away. And I knew he was jealous.


  I was half a mile up when I finally turned away from the sun and headed toward Rachel's house.


  The sun was going down. The moon just peeked over the rim of the world.


  Then, I felt . . . I don't know how to describe it. It was in the air above me. Huge. Vast! Bigger than any jet.


  I looked up. But there was nothing there.


  And yet, I felt it in my heart. I knew it was up there. Coming toward me, but perhaps a mile higher than me.


  I focused all the power of my hawk's eyes on the sky.


  A ripple!


  That's what it was. A ripple. Like the ripple you make throwing a stone into a calm pond. The faint twilight stars flickered as it passed by. The sun's light bent. And for Just a split second I was sure I could see . . . something.


  But no. No. It was gone.


  If it had ever really been there.


  I tried to follow the hole in the sky, but it was moving too fast. I tried to see which way it was going. And where it had come from. It seemed to be moving away from the mountains and picking up speed.


  But I lost it over the suburbs as it accelerated away.


  I flew on to Rachel's house. I watched as she got off the bus far below me. The others, Jake, Marco, and Cassie, were all up in her room, waiting for us. I was not surprised.


  <Hey, Rachel,> I said, floating above her.


  She could only wave up at me. You can "hear" thought-speak when you're human, but you can't make thought-speech.


  <I predict Marco's first words will be "Are you insane?"> I told Rachel.


  She gave me a little wink.


  Rachel went in through the front door. I flew in an open window. There we were, all together, the five of us: the Animorphs.


  The other three of us must have seen the commercial and were not at all happy.


  Marco started the conversation.


  "Are you INSANE?!!" he said.


  Chapter 3


  



  Marco yelled for a while. Jake made us promise never to do something that stupid again. And Cassie, being Cassie, got everyone to make up and be friends again.


  "We aren't supposed to be rescuing animals," Marco said. "We're supposed to be rescuing the entire human race from being enslaved by the Yeerks."


  <I thought you didn't want to save the world, Marco,> I pointed out.


  He scowled at me. But there's no point in scowling at me. With my face I can out-scowl anyone.


  "You're right," Marco said. "But since all of you guys think you have to save the world, and since you're all my friends, more or less, I figure someone has to keep you from being total idiots."


  Marco is the most reluctant of the Animorphs. Although actually he's the one who came up with the word "Animorph." And he's been in with us from the start. Marco just thinks we should look out for ourselves and our own families.


  Marco and I will probably never be very close. He's a typical smart-aleck kind of guy. Always confident. Always has some funny or sarcastic thing to say. He's short, or at least he's not very tall. I guess girls think he's cute because he has this long brown hair and dark eyes.


  Jake grinned at Marco. "So you're the one who has to rescue all of us from being idiots?"


  "Boy, if Marco's the sensible one, we're all in serious trouble," Rachel said.


  Everyone laughed.


  Jake gave Marco an affectionate punch in the shoulder. "Just the same, it's nice of you to want to save us all. It's almost sweet."


  Marco made a face and grabbed one of Rachel's pillows to throw at Jake.


  Marco and Jake are absolute opposites, although they've been buds forever. Jake is big. Not football-player big, but solid. Jake is one of those people who are natural leaders. If you were ever trapped in a burning building, you would turn to Jake and ask, "What do we do?" And he would have an answer, too.


  You can tell he and Rachel are cousins. They're both kind of determined people.


  "I have to get going," Cassie said. "I have horses to feed and birdcages to clean."


  "Don't say the word 'cage' around Tobias," Marco said. "He'll do some guerrilla-commando-Ninja-SWAT-team-hawk-from-hell attack on the Center. And he'll talk Rachel into stomping your house flat."


  Everyone laughed, because we all knew why Cassie had birdcages. Her father and mother are both veterinarians. Her mom works for The Gardens, which is this huge zoo and amusement park.


  Her dad runs the Wildlife Rehabilitation Center in the barn on their family farm. The Center takes in wild animals that are sick or hurt and cares for them.


  The cages Cassie had to get home to clean were filled with sparrows with broken wings and eagles who'd been shot and seagulls who'd gotten tangled in trash.


  Cassie is our expert on animals. She also gets us access to animals to morph. She's a gentle person. She can also morph better than any of us.


  Everyone stood up and started to go.


  "You coming, Tobias?" Jake asked me.


  <No, not right away. I think I'll fly around. It's a nice night.>


  "Cool," he said. "I'll put some food up in your attic for you in case you get home late. I don't want anything getting at it, though. Can you open one of those Rubbermaid things?"


  I saw the way the others kind of looked away when Jake mentioned the attic. They feel sorry for me.


  <I can get it open,> I said. <Just be careful. You know - Tom.>


  Tom is Jake's big brother. Tom is one of them.


  Everyone said good night. I saw Cassie and Jake touch their hands together in a way that could almost have been accidental. Then they were all gone. All but me and Rachel.


  "I don't like thinking of you living in a cold attic," Rachel said.


  <I'm okay,> I said. I wondered if I should tell her what I had seen, the darkness within darkness, the hole in the sky. But the truth was, even I didn't know what it was.


  It would just worry her. And she worried about me too much.


  <Good night,> I said.


  "Yeah. Take care of yourself, Tobias."


  I flew out through her window into the night. Rachel's sad eyes seemed to follow me. I hated the way they all felt sorry for me. All they could see was that I was not what I used to be. All they saw was that I had no home.


  But they didn't really understand. I hadn't had a real home since my parents died. I was used to being alone.


  And I had the sky.


  Chapter 4


  



  The next day I decided to go back to where I had seen - or not seen - the big thing in the sky. I had a feeling about it. A bad feeling.


  I flew up over the same area, rising as high as I could on the thermals.


  Hawks are not quite as good at soaring as eagles or some buzzards are. (Man, you should see the way a turkey buzzard can work those thermals! Awesome.) And actually, the red-tail hawk in my head would be just as happy perched patiently on the branch of a tree, waiting to see its next meal go scurrying past.


  But I didn't eat like a hawk. I ate food that Jake gave me. I didn't hunt. Although sometimes the urge to hunt was pretty strong.


  I could just hear Marco making some smart crack about me eating mice. Or roadkill.


  When you're in a morph, it's hard to resist the animal's instincts. Jake found that out when he became a lizard. He glomped down a live spider before he got control of the lizard's instincts.


  I hadn't done that. Yet. I was afraid if I did it once, I'd never be able to stop.


  I soared high above the city, over the area I'd been through the day before. But nothing. Nothing moved in the air above me.


  Then it occurred to me: Whatever it was, maybe it only happened at certain times of day. It had been almost sunset when I'd felt its presence last.


  I decided to come back around sunset. Which meant I had the whole day ahead of me with nothing special to do. This did not make me happy. See, the fact is, a hawk spends almost all its time hunting food.


  As for me, Tobias, when I hadn't been in school, I used to spend most of my free time watching TV, hanging out at the mall, doing homework, reading . . . all things it was difficult for me to do, now.


  I missed school. Even though I had constantly been picked on by bullies. I didn't really miss my home, though. See, when my parents died, there was no one who really wanted me. I ended up getting shunted back and forth between an uncle here and an aunt across the country.


  Neither of them really cared about me. I don't think they even missed me. I had arranged for Jake to leave a message with my uncle. We told him I had gone to stay with my aunt. Each of them, my uncle and my aunt, thought I was staying with the other.


  I had no idea how long that trick would hold up before one of them figured out I wasn't in either place.


  I guess when they realize it they'll call the cops and report me as a runaway. Or maybe they won't even bother.


  So. What was I going to do with my day? I'd been floating up here in the high air, just below the clouds, for a couple of hours. It was time to give it up and try again another time.


  I tilted my wings and adjusted my tail, turning toward Rachel's house. Maybe she would be hanging around the house, bored.


  Then it happened.


  A mile or more above me, the ripple passed through the air. An emptiness, a hole where no hole could be.


  I reacted instantly. I had to get closer.


  I flapped till my chest and shoulders were sore. But it was moving too fast, and it was too high.


  It pulled away from me, a wave of air, a rippling of the fabric of the sky. It was moving in a different direction, though. It was moving toward the mountains.


  Then . . . a flight of geese on the move in a tight V-formation.


  There were maybe a dozen of the big, determined geese, moving along at an amazing rate, powering their way through the air like they always do. Geese always seem to be on a mission. Like, "Get out of our way, we're geese and we're coming through."


  The geese were aimed straight for the disturbance.


  Suddenly, the lead goose folded like it had been hit by a truck. Its wings collapsed. But it did not fall.


  The crippled goose slid through the air. It slid horizontally, rolling and flopping like it was passing over the top of a racing train.


  Most of the other geese suffered the same fate. One or two peeled away in time, but geese are not real agile.


  The invisible wave smacked into the flight, and the geese were crushed. They were rolling and sliding along some unseen but solid surface.


  And everywhere the geese hit, I could catch little glimpses of steel-gray metal.


  The wave passed by. The geese fell in its wake, dead or crippled.


  It flew on, unconcerned. But then, why should the Yeerks care about a handful of geese?


  And that's what they were, I was certain. Yeerks.


  What I had seen, or not quite seen, was a Yeerk ship.


  Chapter 5


  



  "It figures," Marco said thoughtfully. "The Yeerks would have to have some kind of cloaking ability. Like 'stealth' technology, only much better."


  We are all in Cassie's barn. Her dad was away for the afternoon. And it's one of the few places where I can go and not look out of place. "


  It's a regular old-fashioned barn, but with rows of clean cages and fluorescent lights. There are partitions keeping the birds away from the horses, and more partitions keeping the raccoons and opossums and the occasional coyote away from the skittish horses. The floor of the barn is usually strewn with hoses and buckets and scattered hay. There are charts on each cage showing the condition of the animal and what treatment it's getting.


  It's usually a pretty noisy place, what with various birds chirping or cooing, horses snuffling, and raccoons fussing with their food.


  I looked over a little nervously at a pair of wolves, one male, one female. One had been shot. The other had eaten poison left out by a farmer. Wolves were new in the area. Wildlife experts had brought some back to the nearby forest.


  Wolves make hawks a little edgy.


  "We were always able to see Yeerk ships," Rachel pointed out. "We saw the Bug fighters and the Blade ship." She was leaning against a cage that housed an injured mourning dove. The dove was watching me suspiciously.


  "Yeah, but every Yeerk ship we've ever dealt with has been either on the ground or about to land," Jake said. "Maybe the cloaking ability doesn't work when they get close to land. But if you think about it, Marco is right. They would have to be able to avoid being picked up by radar. Maybe they also have the ability to avoid being seen."


  <It was a Yeerk ship,> I said flatly.


  "How can you be so sure?" Cassie asked. She was working as we talked, cleaning an empty cage with a brush and a bucket of sudsy water.


  <It just was,> I said stubbornly. <I . . . I just got this feeling from it. Also, it seemed huge. Far bigger than even the biggest jet. This was huge. More like a real ship, you know, like an ocean liner.>


  "The question is, what do we do about it?" Jake asked. Of course, I knew he'd already made up his mind to do something. But Jake doesn't like to act like the one in charge, even though that's how I think of him. He lets everyone have their say first.


  <I want to find out what it's doing,> I said. <The first time, I had the feeling it was heading away from the mountains. The second time, it was doing just the opposite. It was flying too low to make it over the mountains. So I'm guessing it was doing something in the mountains.>


  Rachel nodded. "That makes sense."


  Marco rolled his eyes. "The mountains? Have you suburb-dwellers ever been to the mountains? We're talking about a large area. No matter how big this ship is, it could hide in a thousand places in the mountains."


  "Then we'd better start looking right away," Rachel said brightly.


  Jake looked at Cassie. "Cass? What do you think?"


  Cassie shrugged. "I halfway feel like we've done enough. You know? We attacked the Yeerk pool. We barely got out alive. We infiltrated Chapman's house and Rachel was captured. Again, we barely got out alive. I guess the question is, how many risks are we going to take? How many more times are we going to barely escape?"


  I could see that Marco was surprised. Suddenly it sounded like Cassie was on his side. "Exactly! Exactly! Just what I've been saying. Why is it our job to get killed?"


  But then Cassie went and blew it all for him.


  "I mean, as far as I'm concerned, I can't just do nothing while people are enslaved by the Yeerks." Cassie said. "Maybe it's just me . . ." She shrugged. "The thing is, I have these powers."


  She shrugged again. "I can't just do nothing."


  "Look, these aren't people we know," Marco argued. "They aren't my friends. Or my family." He shot a guilty look at Jake. "And we did everything we could for Tom. So why should I get killed for strangers? We can't stay lucky forever. Don't you people understand that? Sooner or later, we'll slip up. Sooner or later we'll be standing around here crying because Jake or Rachel or Cassie or Tobias is gone."


  "You know something?" Rachel exploded. "I'm tired of trying to talk you into this, Marco. You want out? Fine, you're OUT!"


  "Hey, Rachel, you're not just doing this to help save the human race," Marco yelled back. "You get off on the danger. That's why you went with Tobias to free that bird. That wasn't about saving the world. That was about rescuing some stupid bird."


  Marco realized he'd gone too far. He fell silent. The others all looked guiltily at me. Rachel shot Marco a look of pure anger.


  <As of right now,> I said, <as of today, only one of us has been hurt. Me. But I'm not going to give up. I'm not anyone's leader. But what I am going to do is go to the mountains tomorrow morning. What the rest of you do is your business.>


  "I'll be with you," Rachel said instantly.


  Cassie nodded.


  Jake made a wry smile. "You say you're not a leader, but I'll go with you."


  Marco shook his head. "No," he said.


  "Your choice," Rachel said.


  "That's not what I meant," Marco said angrily. "I meant no, not in the morning. Tomorrow's a school day. If all of us skip school on the same day and later there's some trouble with the Yeerks, don't you think Chapman might put two and two together?"


  Jake raised an eyebrow. "Marco's right. After school." He looked at the others and nodded. It bothered me that Marco was right. But he was. Marco might be a pain in the butt. But he's a very smart guy.


  It worried me a little. It made me wonder. Was he right about other things as well?


  How many risks could we take before we lost? How long till the five of us were four? Or two?


  Or none?


  Chapter 6


  



  Jake had a peregrine falcon morph we'd used before. Marco and Cassie had morphed ospreys. Rachel had been a bald eagle. So we all should have been able to fly up to the mountains.


  But there are millions of bird-watchers in this country. They're very cool people because they never hurt a bird. They don't hunt. They just get pleasure out of watching birds fly or nest.


  Bird-watchers would think it was very, very weird if they saw a red-tail hawk, a bald eagle, a falcon, and two ospreys all flying together as if they were on a mission.


  And some of those gentle bird-watchers might be not-so-gentle Controllers.


  "Bird-watchers!" Marco snorted as he tramped over the carpet of pine needles deeper into the woods. "We could fly, but no. No, we have to walk. Twenty miles, probably!"


  Cassie's farm has a lot of open grass areas, and it borders on a national forest. The national forest goes on forever. It stretches from the edge of town all the way up into the mountains. It's all pines and oaks and elms and birches. Wilderness, really. Thousands of square acres of it.


  "Oh, come on, Marco," Cassie chided gently. "It's an opportunity to try out a new morph!"


  "Yeah," Jake chided. "Instead of being home doing math homework, you get to turn into a wolf. Are you going to tell me you'd rather be doing equations?"


  "Let's see," Marco considered. "Math? Or becoming a wolf and going off to find aliens? Maybe I should ask the school counselor what she thinks.' It's such a common problem. I'm sure she'd have some good advice."


  Since it wasn't a good idea for us all to travel to the mountains as birds, the others needed a morph that could travel far and fast through woods. And there were the two injured wolves in Cassie's barn . . .


  Jake stopped, looked around, and announced, "This is good." We were a few hundred yards into the woods. I came to rest on a low branch of a huge oak tree. The hawk in me took note of a squirrel a few branches up. He started chittering and shrieking his little squirrel warning: Danger! Danger!


  Hawk! Hawk!


  I gave him a look. He twitched, stuck the acorn he was holding into his cheek, and took off at full speed.


  "What I don't get is why I have to be a girl wolf," Marco grumbled.


  "We had one male and one female," Cassie explained for the tenth time. "If two of us morphed into the male, we'd have two males. Two male wolves might decide they had to fight for dominance."


  "I could control it," Marco said.


  "Marco, you and Jake already fight for dominance, and you're just ordinary guys," Rachel pointed out.


  "She's right," Cassie said sadly. "I'm afraid your primitive male behavior might slow us down."


  "Hey, when I morphed into a gorilla, I handled that gorilla brain okay, didn't I?" Marco demanded.


  "Sure, Marco," Rachel said. She batted her eyes. "But that was different. You and the gorilla were already so much alike."


  Cassie and Rachel gave each other discreet high-fives.


  "Hugely funny," Marco said.


  "We flipped a coin, fair and square," Jake said. "I got to be the male. You're one of the females. Get over it."


  "Let me see that coin again," Marco said suspiciously.


  Jake just smiled. "Let's just do this. Cassie, you want to go first, to see what it's like?"


  We had learned from hard experience that morphing can be extremely disturbing. Jake had morphed into a lizard and been almost overpowered by the animal's fearful brain. The same had happened to Rachel when she'd morphed a shrew. She still had nightmares about the shrew experience - its fear and, worse, its hunger for bugs and rotting flesh.


  On the other hand, Jake had morphed into a flea, and according to him it was kind of a big nothing. Like being trapped inside a very old, very bad video game where you could barely see anything. The flea brain had been too simple to make trouble.


  "Okay. I'll let you know." Cassie closed her eyes and concentrated. Then she opened them again. "Wait. Let me get down to my morph suit first. I don't want to get tangled up in my clothes."


  She removed everything but a leotard, kicked off her shoes, and stood barefoot on the pine needles.


  The first change was her hair. It went from very short black to shaggy silver in just a few seconds. It traveled down from her head, down her neck, over her shoulders, around her neck. Long, shaggy fur.


  Then her nose bulged out.


  I shuddered. You never really get used to seeing people morph. It is something straight out of a nightmare. Even though Cassie seems to have some kind of talent for it. She's never quite as gross as the others. I guess it's because she's so close to so many animals. Maybe she just has a special feel for them.


  Still, as the wolf snout began to push out from her face, it was not a pleasant sight. Her ears grew furry and pointed. Then they slid straight up the side of her head till they almost touched on top.


  Her eyes went from brown-black to golden brown.


  All over her body, the fur replaced the bright pinks and greens of her leotard. A tail suddenly shot out from behind. I could hear the grinding of her bones as they rearranged. Her upper arms shortened. Her lower arms grew longer. Fingers shriveled and disappeared, leaving behind only stubby black nails,


  There was a sickening crunch as her knees changed direction. Her legs shrank and thinned and grew fur.


  Suddenly she fell forward, no longer able to stand erect.


  It had taken about two minutes.


  Cassie was now a wolf.


  "How is it?" Jake asked.


  Cassie jerked suddenly at the sound of his voice and spun around to face him. She bared her teeth and snarled a warning that would have made a Taxxon back up.


  She had very impressive teeth.


  "Let's all stand really still," Jake said.


  "Good idea," Marco agreed. "Really, really still. Because those are really, really big teeth."


  Everyone stood motionless. They had all been through similar experiences. We knew what was happening. Inside the wolf's head, Cassie was fighting to gain control of the wolf's wild instincts.


  <Sorry,> she thought-spoke at last. <I have it now.>


  "Are you sure?" Rachel asked warily.


  <Yes, it's fine. I'm fine. In fact . . . it's really kind of wonderful! The sense of hearing. Wow! And my nose. Whoa, that's incredible. I've never morphed an animal with such a strong sense of smell.>


  "Then I'm extra glad I put on deodorant," Marco joked.


  <Who had bacon for breakfast?> Cassie turned her wolf head this way and that. <Rachel? Bacon? I thought you were going to go vegetarian!>


  Marco laughed at the guilty look on Rachel's face. "Oooh, busted by Cassie the wonder-nose."


  "Let's get busy," Jake said. "The two-hour clock is now running. Tick-tock."


  One by one they each stole a glance at me. I'm the handy reminder of what happens if you stay in a morph for too long.


  Chapter 7


  



  I was jealous.


  I mean, okay, if you ever have to be stuck as an animal, I think being a hawk is the coolest choice of all.


  But still, I was jealous. My friends were really enjoying being wolves. I guess it was a strange experience for them.


  I flew above the forest, skimming the treetops, while down below they ran. They moved so fast it wasn't always easy for me to keep up. Not that their actual speed was so great. It's just that they never stopped. Never rested. They just moved at a constant twenty miles an hour or so. Over fallen logs. Between trees. Under bushes. Nothing even slowed them down.


  Well, actually, that's not completely true. Two things slowed them down a little.


  One was Jake. He was the dominant male. In wolf packs that's called an "alpha." So he had a special wolf job to perform.


  <Jake, just how many more times are you going to pee?> Rachel demanded after his fifth stop.


  <I . . . I don't know. I kind of have to do it a lot,> he admitted.


  <Why? Did you drink too much soda before we left?>


  <I don't know,> he admitted. <I just keep getting this urge to pee.>


  <You're scent marking,> Cassie explained. <You're marking out a territory.>


  <I am?>


  <Yes, you are. It's normal. For a dominant wolf. At least that's what my wolf book said. Although it's a little gross for the rest of us to have to watch.>


  The other thing that slowed them down was when they stopped once and started to howl. It was Jake who started it. It caught everyone by surprise. Including Jake himself.


  "OWWW-OOOOOOO-yow-yow-OOOOOO. "


  <What the -> Marco started to say, but then he was doing it, too. "Yow-yow-OOWWOOOOO!"


  Cassie and Rachel weren't far behind.


  "OOOOO-yowww-OWW-OOOOOOO!"


  I heard the yowling, of course, so I took a quick turn around a tree and headed back to them. <What are you people doing?> I demanded. <We're in a hurry here. You guys can only stay in morph for two hours. Why are you wasting time howling?>


  <I don't know,> Jake admitted sheepishly. <I just suddenly felt like it would be a good idea.>


  <Once he started I . . . I kind of felt like I should join in,> Rachel said.


  <I think it's a way to warn all the other wolves that we're here, so we don't run into any other packs and get in fights,> Cassie suggested. Which sounded perfectly reasonable. Until you saw that "Cassie" had her head tilted back and her snout pointed at the sky and was yodeling like an idiot.


  I flapped my wings and broke out from under the trees. The city and the suburbs were far behind me now. We had traveled pretty far in an hour's time. It was about the same time of day as my second sighting of the invisible ship. The time when it had been heading toward the mountains.


  I swooped back down into the trees. <You guys keep moving. I'm going up top to look around.>


  <Be careful,> Rachel said.


  I banked left around a tree, then flapped my way back up into the sun. I climbed hard and fast, using a lot of energy. The exercise helped distract me. It's hard feeling sorry for yourself when you're working out big time.


  After a while I was able to catch a nice thermal and get some easy altitude. I could still see the little wolf pack, moving like it had a single mind, flowing around the trees, swift and sure.


  I tried to imagine what it must be like to be a wolf. The amazing sense of smell. The incredible hearing. All that confident power, those ripping teeth, the cool intelligence.


  Maybe later I would ask Jake or Rachel about it.


  Then you could ask them what it was like to be human. Maybe they can tell me about that, too, I thought bitterly.


  Stop it, Tobias, I ordered myself. Stop it.


  I guess I felt that if I ever started to feel really sorry for myself, I might never stop.


  I kept a sharp eye out on the sky above, but it was probably still too early for the ship to come. If it even came. There was no reason to think it kept some kind of schedule.


  Then, down below, I saw something that caught my attention. There was a convoy of trucks and Jeeps moving along a narrow, snaking dirt road. Maybe five vehicles. They had the markings of the Park Service. But they seemed to be in a big hurry.


  They drove to a lake that I had just glimpsed up ahead. By the shore of the lake, they pulled off the road. Then, to my surprise, several dozen uniformed men jumped from the trucks and began to fan out through the woods.


  They were carrying guns. But not rifles or even pistols. I could see them clearly. They were carrying automatic weapons.


  Suddenly, movement in the sky! What the -


  To my left I spotted a pair of helicopters. They zipped just inches above the trees. They began to circle the lake. These also had Park Service markings.


  This is all wrong, I told myself. These guys don't act or move like Park Rangers. These guys move like an army.


  And as I watched, half a dozen of the armed men surrounded a small patch of bright yellow. It was a tent.


  Two people - they looked like college types - were cooking over a little fire outside the tent.


  I could see the expressions of total amazement and fear when they suddenly realized they were surrounded by six men with automatic weapons.


  The two campers were marched back to the nearest truck and driven away at high speed.


  I don't know what story the two campers were told. Maybe the Park Rangers told them there was a dangerous fugitive in the area. Or maybe they said there was a forest fire. I don't know. I just know those two campers were out of there before they knew what hit them.


  The two choppers circled the lake. Then they landed in a small clearing at the far side of the lake at the same time.


  It was more than a mile away. Far, even for my hawk's eyes, in the slanting light of afternoon. But I could still see what came out of those helicopters.


  Out they leaped, one after another.


  Seven feet tall. The most dangerous-looking creatures you'll ever want to see. Foot-long, razor-sharp blades raked forward from their snake heads. More blades at their elbows, wrists, and knees. Feet like Tyrannosaurus rex.


  The shock troops of the Yeerks.


  Hork-Bajir warriors.


  Chapter 8


  



  <Hork-Bajir!>


  The first time I'd seen them was at the construction site. I was still fully human then. It was while Visser Three was taunting the fallen Andalite. The five of us had been cowering behind a low wall. A Hork-Bajir had been within a few feet of us.


  The Andalite told us they had once been a good people, the Hork-Bajir. That despite their fearsome appearance, they were a gentle race.


  But the Hork-Bajir were all Controllers now. They all carried the Yeerk slug in their brains. And they were no longer gentle.


  I made a sharp turn back. I had to warn the others. I passed over a group of the Park Rangers, and swooped low enough to read one man's watch. My friends had been in morph for more than an hour.


  Great. Low on time, and the Hork-Bajir are here.


  I soon spotted the wolf pack, still trotting along resolutely, never tiring. Pausing only for Jake to pee.


  I dived toward them. Just over their heads I pulled up suddenly.


  "Yowl! Yip! Rrawr!"


  They yelped and scampered around. Jake bared his fangs at me.


  I came to rest on a decayed log.


  Instantly, as if on command, the others started fanning out around me, encircling me. The five of them were acting like a wolf pack surrounding prey. In their own way they kind of reminded me of Hork-Bajir.


  <Hey, it's just me, relax,> I said.


  No answer. Jake snarled a brief command at one of the others.


  Wait a minute. Five? Five wolves?


  Jake, who wasn't really Jake, leaped at me.


  Whoa!


  Wolves don't usually hurt humans, but they will definitely eat a bird when they're hungry enough. And one thing you don't ever want to see is a hungry wolf, yellowed fangs bared, gold-brown eyes glaring, fur bristling, coming at you.


  I flapped my wings hard.


  The big male wolf went shooting past. Barely. But the rest were all around me!


  I flapped again and got airborne, but just a few inches. I was skimming wildly over the pineneedle carpet, flapping for all I was worth, with five determined wolves hot on my tail.


  SWOOOOM! I caught the tiniest headwind, but it was all I needed.


  I was up! Up and out of there, while the wolves yowled and snapped their powerful jaws in frustration below me.


  Ten minutes later I found a second wolf pack. This time I counted. Four wolves.


  Still, I was cautious. <Is that you guys?>


  <Who else would it be?> Marco asked.


  <Don't ask,> I said. <Look, we have trouble.> I flapped down to a low branch and rested my wings. I was still a little shaken up from my close call with the wrong wolves.


  <There's a lake just a little way ahead. It's crawling with Park Rangers who aren't really Park Rangers.>


  <Yeah, I thought I smelled water. And humans,> Cassie said.


  <How do you know they aren't real Park Rangers?> Jake asked.


  <Because real Park Rangers don't carry machine guns,> I said. <Plus, they don't hang around with Hork-Bajir.>


  <Hork-Bajir?> Cassie asked shakily. <You're sure?>


  <Oh yeah,> I said. <It's kind of hard to confuse them with anything else. The Park Rangers are clearing out the area around the lake. They hustled some campers out of there real fast. At gunpoint.>


  <Hork-Bajir,> Marco said with distaste. <I really don't like those guys.>


  Rachel asked, <This lake, it's in the same direction your big invisible ship was moving?>


  <It's in a perfectly straight line,> I said. <Whatever that ship was, I'd bet anything it was heading for that lake.>


  <And judging by the way you say these Park-Ranger Controllers and Hork-Bajir are acting, it's on its way again,> Marco said thoughtfully.


  <I'll tell you one thing,> I said. <These guys all looked like they'd done this many times before. You know what I mean? Like this was a real common routine. They had it down.>


  <We don't have a lot of time left in morph,> Jake said. <But it would be a shame to miss the chance to find out what this is all about.>


  <I say go for it,> Rachel said.


  <You always say go for it,> Marco muttered. <If just once you would say, 'Hey, let's not do this,' it would make me so happy.>


  <You have about forty minutes left,> I told them. <The lake is about five minutes away.>


  <Okay. Let's go. But in and out fast,> Jake warned. <Just enough to see what's going on.> They took off, with Jake in the lead. <Remember, just act like wolves.>


  <Yeah, so if anyone sees the Three Little Pigs, don't forget to huff and puff,> Marco said.


  I went airborne again, but this time I stayed close by.


  <Park Rangers just ahead,> I said.


  <Yeah, I can definitely smell them now,> Rachel replied. <And hear them, too.>


  <Okay, look, wolves would try to steer clear of humans,> Cassie advised. <So a little slinking would be perfectly normal.>


  They moved in a cautious circle around the phony Park Rangers. But I could see that the Rangers had spotted them. They tensed up, then relaxed when they saw it was just a wolf pack minding its own business.


  I decided to get some altitude. Unfortunately, since there were no convenient thermals, I had to flap my way up. I was a few thousand yards high, able to see my friends and the lake, when I felt its presence again.


  I looked up.


  The invisible wave. The slight ripple in the fabric of the sky. It was there. It was moving slowly overhead. Even more slowly than before.


  And then, as I watched, it was invisible no more.


  Chapter 9


  



  <Don't act suspicious or freak,> I called down to the others. <But look up.>


  <Oh my God,> Rachel gasped.


  <It's . . . it's huge!> Cassie cried.


  It was huge. But the word huge doesn't really begin to describe it.


  Have you ever seen a picture of an oil tanker? Or maybe an aircraft carrier? That's what I mean by huge. Compared to this thing, the biggest jumbo jet ever built was a toy.


  It was shaped like a manta ray. There was a bulging, fat portion in the middle, with swooped, curvy wings, one either side. On top of the wings were huge scoops, like air intakes on a fighter jet, but much bigger. You could suck a fleet of buses in through those scoops.


  The only windows were in a small bulge at the top. The bridge, I realized. Focusing on it, I could see the shadowy shapes of Taxxons inside.


  But mostly that ship was just big. Really big. As in, it blocked out the sun, it was so big.


  Suddenly, out from behind the ship, a pair of Bug fighters zipped into view. We had seen them before. They are small, for spaceships. You couldn't park one in your garage, but you could land it on your front lawn. They look like metal cockroaches with two serrated spearlike protrusions pointed forward on either side.


  <I have Bug fighters up here,> I called down to the others, <A pair.>


  <Who cares about Bug fighters?> Marco asked. <They're nothing compared to that . . . that whale!>


  <The Bug fighters are circling the lake. I guess they're looking around for trouble.>


  <Try not to look like trouble,> Jake advised dryly.


  I did my best to look like a normal, harmless hawk. Doing normal hawk things. But the main ship was unbelievably intimidating. I mean, nothing that big should be floating in the air. Suddenly one of the Bug fighters went shooting right past me, low and slow. I could see in the window. Inside was the usual crew: one Hork-Bajir and one Taxxon.


  The Taxxons are the second most common type of Controller. Imagine a very big centipede. Now imagine it even bigger, twice as long as a man. So big around, you couldn't get your arms around it if you wanted to give it a hug.


  Not that you'd ever want to give it a hug. Taxxons are gross, disgusting creatures. Unlike the Hork-Bajir, who were enslaved against their will, Taxxons chose to turn their minds over to the Yeerk parasites. They are allies of the Yeerks. I don't know why, and I probably don't want to.


  The Bug fighter shot past, not interested in me.


  The huge main ship sank slowly down toward the surface of the lake. <Are you guys seeing this? It looks like it's going to land on the lake.>


  <Are we seeing it? No. We've totally missed the fact that a spaceship the size of Delaware is hovering in midair.>


  Marco, of course.


  <It's incredible,> Rachel said. <Incredible.>


  <You know, I hate to be a pessimist,> Marco said, <but when I look at that thing I get a bad feeling about our chances. Four hounds and a bird versus a ship the size of Idaho!>


  <A minute ago it was just the size of Delaware,> Cassie pointed out mildly.


  <What's it doing here? That's what I want to know,> Jake said.


  They had reached the shore of the lake and were prowling along, looking like wolves should look. But they were also glancing regularly up at the massive ship. I worried a little that some Controller, human or Hork-Bajir, would notice that they were paying a little too much attention.


  <You guys? Watch how you act. The Yeerks will be looking for any animals that act strangely,> I said. <They're on the lookout for Andalites who can morph.>


  <He's right,> Marco agreed. <Jake? Start peeing on things again.>


  <Very funny,> Jake said.


  Then something began to happen. <Hey. Look!>


  From the belly of the ship, a pipe began to lower into the water. Then a second pipe, and a third.


  <They're like straws,> Cassie said. <They're drinking!>


  I could hear the sucking sound. Thousands, maybe millions of gallons of water being sucked up into the ship.


  <That's why it's so big,> Marco said. He laughed. <Well, well, well. What do you know? We have just discovered that the Yeerks have a great big weakness.>


  <A weakness?> Rachel demanded. <You can look at that ship and talk about weakness?>


  But I understood what Marco meant. <It means they need something,> I said.


  <Exactly,> Marco said. <Those big scoops on the sides? I think those are for air. That's why they fly so far through the atmosphere when they come down. They're scooping up oxygen. And now they are sucking up water.>


  <It's a truck!> Cassie cried. <That whole huge ship is really just a truck!>


  <Yeah,> I said. <It carries air and water up to the Yeerk mother ship in orbit. I guess they need Earth to supply them.>


  <So. It's not like Star Trek, where they can just make their own air and water,> Marco mused. <As long as they are up there in orbit, the Yeerks need the planet to supply them with air and water. Well, well. I think that's the first hopeful sign yet.>


  <We're running low on time,> Cassie reminded everyone. <Time to get out of here.>


  <Okay, but everyone be cool about it,> Jake advised. <We act like we're just sauntering off to go kill a moose - or whatever it is wolves saunter off to do.>


  They drifted back from the shore of the lake. I stayed behind. I no longer have a time limit to worry about.


  The Yeerk ship was creating a warm updraft, so I spread my wings wide and rode it up. The two Bug fighters were still circling low and slow. On the shore all around the lake, the bogus Park Rangers and the few Hork-Bajir kept up their patrols.


  Then I saw her.


  I know to human eyes, every hawk looks pretty much alike. But I knew right away it was her - the hawk I had freed from the car dealer.


  She, too, was riding the thermal, a thousand yards higher than me. Without even really thinking about it, I adjusted the angle of my wings and soared up toward her.


  She saw me, I was sure of that. Hawks don't miss much of what goes on around them. She knew I was coming toward her, and she waited.


  It wasn't like we were friends. Hawks don't know what "friend" means. And she certainly did not feel any gratitude toward me for saving her from captivity. Hawks don't have that sort of emotion, either. In fact, in her mind there may have been no connection between me and her freedom.


  Still, I soared up to her. I don't know why. I really don't. All we shared was the same outer body. We both had wings. We both had talons. We both had feathers.


  Suddenly I was afraid. I was afraid of her. And it was insane, because there I was, floating above an alien spaceship so big it could have been turned into a mall.


  But it was the hawk that frightened me.


  Or maybe not the hawk herself. Maybe it was the feeling I had, rising up to meet her in the sky.


  The feeling of recognition. The feeling of going home. The feeling that I belonged with her. It hit me in a wave of disgust and horror.


  No. NO!


  I was Tobias. A human. A human being, not a bird!


  I banked sharply away from her.


  I was human. I was a boy named Tobias. A boy with blond hair that was always a mess. A boy with human friends. Human interests.


  But part of me kept saying, "It's a lie. It's a lie. You are the hawk. The hawk is you. And Tobias is dead."


  I plummeted toward the ground. I folded my wings back and welcomed the sheer speed. Faster! Faster!


  Then, with eyes that Tobias never had, I saw the wolf pack below. And I saw the danger before them.


  Chapter 10


  



  My four friends stood stock still. They were staring with deadly focus at five other wolves.


  The two packs had run into each other. Between them lay a dead rabbit. It was the other pack's kill. My friends had stumbled into them. Now the two alpha males were locked in a deadly dominance battle.


  One of those alpha males was Jake.


  The other was an actual wolf.


  Jake had human intelligence on his side. But if it came to a fight, the other wolf had more experience. He hadn't gotten to be the head wolf in his pack by losing fights.


  I would have laughed if I could. It was ridiculous! But at least it took my mind off the female hawk. Off the feeling that drew me to her, that called out to me, even while Yeerk ships zipped in a deadly dance through the air.


  Then it hit me with a shock: The time! They'd been low on time when they'd left the shore and started back. How much time had elapsed?


  I swooped down low. <What are you guys doing?> I demanded.


  <Shut up, Tobias,> Jake snapped tersely. <We're in a situation here.>


  <Yeah, I can see that. Back away from them.>


  <I can't. If I back off, I lose.>


  <Lose what?> I yelled. <You're not a wolf. He's a wolf. Let him be boss wolf. You guys are way low on time!>


  <It's not that simple,> Cassie said. <If Jake looks weak, the other alpha may attack. We screwed up. We're in their territory. And they think we're trying to steal their kill.>


  Suddenly the other big male snarled and took a step forward. Instantly Jake bared his teeth still further and stood his ground.


  The dead rabbit lay between them, only a few feet from the vicious teeth on either side.


  <This fight's over the rabbit, right?> I said.


  No answer. Everyone was so tense they were quivering. At any second this would explode into all-out gang warfare of the wolf variety.


  I knew what I should do. But it went against every instinct in the hawk's brain.


  And Tobias the human wasn't exactly thrilled, either.


  I flapped up to gain a little height. I would need the speed. Then I locked my eyes on that rabbit and prayed that I was as fast as I thought I was.


  <Oh, maaaaaan!>


  Down I shot. My talons came forward.


  "Tseeeeer!" I screamed.


  Zoom!


  A wolf on each side.


  A dead rabbit.


  Thwack! My talons hit the dead animal and snatched at the fur.


  I flapped once, twice. The rabbit came off the ground.


  The big wolf lunged. I could feel his teeth rake my tail.


  I flapped for all I was worth, scooting along the ground, half-carrying, half-dragging the dead rabbit, with the wolf racing just inches behind me.


  <Tobias!> Rachel cried.


  <Get out of here!> I yelled. <I have to drop this thing. It's too heavy!>


  Fortunately, when he isn't being an idiot wolf, Jake is quick and decisive. <Let's go while we can!>


  I dropped the rabbit just as the wolf caught up to me.


  SNAP!


  Jaws that could kill a moose scissored the air a tenth of an inch from me. I'm telling you, he was close enough for me to count his molars.


  I felt the tiniest bit of a breeze. It was enough. I opened my wings and let the breeze lift me up and away.


  <Oh, that was really not fun,> I said.


  <Are you okay?>


  <I think I lost some tail feathers,> I said. Tail feathers grow back.


  I caught up with the others. They were moving as fast as wolves can move. Time was running short. I didn't know exactly how much time. It was one of the continuing problems of morphing. Even if you could wear a watch, you wouldn't want to. A wolf or a hawk with a watch looks slightly suspicious.


  <I'll see if I can get a time reading,> I said. I was tired. Very tired, after the long flight here and not one but two close calls involving wolves. The hawk in me just wanted to find a nice branch with a view of an open field and take a rest. But I knew I couldn't.


  I gained a little altitude, not too much. Just enough to spot one of the Park Service trucks. The Controllers were off somewhere, but there was a clock in the dashboard.


  I stared at the number in disbelief.


  It had to be wrong! It had to be!


  Chapter 11


  



  I wasn't tired anymore.


  At top speed, I raced back to my friends. I felt sick. I felt like my heart was going to burst.


  They had missed the deadline! It was too late. Too late, and they would all be trapped. Like me. Forever.


  <MORPH!> I screamed as I closed in on them.


  Thought-speak is like regular speech. It gets harder to hear the farther away you are.


  <Morph back! Now!> Maybe the clock in the truck was off. Maybe five minutes one way or the other wouldn't matter.


  There! I saw them. Four wolves moving relentlessly toward the distant city.


  <Morph! Now!> I screamed as I shot like a bullet over their heads.


  <How much time do we have?!> Marco demanded.


  <None.>


  That got them going. I landed, exhausted, on a branch.


  Cassie was the first to begin the change. Her fur grew short. Her snout flattened into a nose. Long, human legs swelled and burst from the thin dog legs.


  Her tail sucked back in and disappeared. She was already more than half human by the time the first changes began to appear on the others.


  <Come on, hurry,> I urged them.


  <What time is it?> Jake demanded.


  <You have about two minutes,> I said. It was a lie. According to the clock, they were already seven minutes too late.


  Too late.


  And yet Cassie was continuing to emerge from her wolf body. Skin was replacing fur. Her leotard covered her legs.


  But the others were not so lucky.


  <Ahhhh!> I heard Rachel cry in my mind. Her morph was going all wrong. Her human hands appeared at the end of her wolf legs. But nothing else seemed to be changing.


  I looked, horrified, at Marco. His normal head emerged with startling suddenness from his wolf body. But the rest of him had not changed. He looked down at himself and cried out in terror. "Helowl. Yipmeahhh!" It was an awful sound, half human, half wolf.


  This was worse than I had feared. I figured they could be trapped as wolves, like I had been trapped as a hawk. But they were emerging as half-human freaks of nature.


  They were living nightmares.


  Cassie ran from one to the next. "Come on, Jake, concentrate! Focus! Rachel, bear down, girl. Picture yourself human. See yourself like you're looking in the mirror. Fight the fear, Marco!"


  I saw Marco roll his human eyes up and stare at me. His gaze locked on me. It was like he hated me. Or feared me. Both, maybe.


  I didn't move. If Marco needed me to concentrate, that was fine.


  But it sent a shiver of disgust through me. I suddenly saw myself as they all must see me: as something frightening. A freak. An accident. A sickening, pitiable creature.


  Slowly, slowly, Marco began to emerge. Slowly, slowly, the human body appeared. Rachel, too, and Jake. They were winning their battle.


  "That's it, Jake," Cassie urged. She held his hand tight between both of hers. "Come back to me, Jake. Come all the way back."


  I watched Rachel. She still had a small, shrinking tail. Her mouth still protruded. Her blond hair was still more like gray fur. But she was going to make it. The clock must have been fast. A matter of five minutes one way or the other had determined their fates.


  I was glad they had made it. They were all human again.


  "We did it," Jake gasped weakly. He lay on his back on the pine needles. "We made it."


  "That was close," Rachel said. "That was way too close. It was so hard. It was like trying to climb up out of a pool of molasses."


  "I'm human again," Marco muttered. "Human! Toes. Hands. Arms and shoulders." He checked himself all over.


  "Ha ha! That was close!" Cassie exulted. She gave Jake a hug. Then I guess she felt self conscious, because she ran over and hugged Rachel and Marco.


  They were all laughing, all giggling with relief.


  "We're okay," Jake sighed.


  I was happy for them. Really I was. But suddenly I didn't want to be there.


  Suddenly I desperately didn't want to be there. I felt an awful, gaping black hole open up all around me. I was sick. Sick with the feeling of being trapped.


  Trapped.


  Forever!


  I looked at my talons. They would never be feet again.


  I looked at my wing. It would never be an arm. It would never again end in a hand. I would never touch. I would never touch anything . . . anyone . . . again.


  I dropped from the branch and opened my wings.


  "Tobias!" Jake shouted after me.


  But I couldn't stay. I flapped like a demon, no longer caring that I was tired. I had to fly. I had to get away.


  "Tobias, no! Come back!" Rachel cried.


  I caught a blessed breeze and soared up and away, my own silent, voiceless scream echoing in my head.


  Chapter 12


  



  It was late when I returned to what was now my home.


  After I was first trapped in my hawk body, Jake had removed an outside panel that led into the attic of his house. I flew in through the opening. It was a typical attic. There were some dusty old cardboard boxes full of Jake and Tom's old baby clothes. There were open boxes of Christmas lights and decorations. There was a chest of drawers with a top that had been scarred by something or other.


  Jake had opened one of the drawers in the chest and packed it with an old blanket.


  It was nice of him. Jake has always been a decent guy. In the old days he used to protect me from the punks at school who liked to beat me up.


  The old days. When I still went to school. How long ago had it been? A few weeks? A month? Not even.


  There was a Rubbermaid dish in a corner where no one was likely to see it. I was hungry. I clutched the dish with my left talon and pried the lid off with my hooked beak.


  Meat and potatoes and green beans. The meat was hamburger. I don't know how he arranged to get the food. His mom probably thought he was sneaking scraps to his dog, Homer.


  I hadn't told him yet, but I couldn't eat the vegetables or the potatoes. My system couldn't deal with much except meat. I . . . the hawk . . . was a predator. In the wild, hawks live on rat and squirrel and rabbit.


  I ate some of the hamburger. It was cold. It was dead. It made me feel bad to be eating it, but it filled me up.


  But it wasn't dead meat that I wanted. I wanted live meat. I wanted living, breathing, scurrying prey. I wanted to swoop down on it and grab it with my razor talons and tear into it.


  That's what I wanted. What the hawk wanted. And when it came to food, it was hard to deny the hawk brain in my head. The hunger I felt was the hunger of the hawk.


  I flopped and hopped up into my drawer. But it was soft. And what my hawk body wanted was not the warmth and comfort of the blanket.


  Hawks make nests of sticks. Hawks spend their nights on a friendly branch, feeling the breeze, hearing the nervous chittering of prey, watching the owls hunt.


  I hopped up out of the drawer. I couldn't stay there. I was so tired I was past being able to rest. I was restless.


  I flew back out into the night. Hawks are not usually nocturnal. The night belongs to other hunters. But I wasn't ready to rest.


  I flew aimlessly for a while, but I knew in my heart where I was going.


  Rachel's bedroom light was still on. I fluttered down and landed on a birdhouse she had deliberately nailed out there for me to land on when I came over.


  I rustled my wing softly against the glass. I scratched with one talon. <Rachel?>


  A moment later the window slid up. She was there, wearing a bathrobe and fuzzy slippers. "Hi," she said. "I was worried about you!"


  <Why?> I asked. But I knew the answer.


  "We weren't very sensitive this afternoon," she said. She spoke in a whisper. We couldn't let her mother or one of her little sisters overhear her having a one-sided conversation with no one.


  <Don't be silly,> I said. <You guys barely escaped being . . . you know.>


  "Come inside. I have my bedroom door locked."


  I hopped in through the window and fluttered over to her dresser.


  Suddenly I realized something was behind me. I turned my head around. It was a mirror. I was looking at myself.


  I had a reddish tail of long straight feathers. The rest of my back was mottled dark brown. I had big shoulders that looked kind of hunched, like I was a football lineman ready for the snap. My head was streamlined. My brown eyes were fierce as I stared over the deadly weapon of my beak.


  I turned my head forward, looking away from my reflection. <I don't know what's happening to me, Rachel.>


  "What do you mean, Tobias?"


  I wish I could have smiled. She looked so worried. I wish I could have smiled, just a little, to make her feel better.


  <Rachel. I think I'm losing myself.>


  "Wh - What . . . How do you mean?" she asked. She bit her lip and tried not to let me see. But of course, hawk eyes miss nothing.


  <Today the hawk we freed . . . she was there. At the lake. I wanted to go with her. I felt like I belonged with her.>


  "You belong with us," Rachel said firmly. "You are a human being, Tobias."


  <How can you be so sure?> I asked her.


  "Because what counts is what is in your head and in your heart," she said with sudden passion. "A person isn't his body. A person isn't what's on the outside."


  <Rachel . . . I don't even remember what I looked like.>


  I could see that she wanted to cry. But Rachel is a person with strength that runs all the way through her. Maybe that's why I came to see her. I needed someone to be sure. I wanted someone to let me borrow a little of their strength.


  She went over to her nightstand and opened the drawer. She rummaged for a minute, then came back to me. She was holding a small photograph. She turned it so I could see. It was me. The me I used to be.


  <I didn't know you had a picture of me,> I said.


  She nodded. "It's not a great picture. In real life you look better."


  <In real life,> I echoed.


  "Tobias, someday the Andalites will return. If they don't, we're all lost, all the human race. If they do come back, I know they'll have some way to return you to your own body."


  <I wish I was sure,> I said.


  "I am sure," she said. She put every ounce of faith into those three words. She wanted me to believe. But I could see the tears that were threatening to well up in her eyes as she lied.


  Like I said, hawks don't miss much.


  Chapter 13


  



  Talking to Rachel helped. A little, anyway. I spent the night in my little drawer in Jake's attic.


  I spent the next day flying around, waiting for my friends to get out of school. In some ways, I realized, my situation wasn't all bad. For one thing, I had no homework. For another, I could fly. How many average kids can hit forty miles per hour in level flight and break eighty in a stoop - a dive?


  I went to the beach and rode the thermals there. It was best where the cliffs pressed right up against the blue ocean.


  I saw some prey, some mice and voles in the grass along the top of the cliff, but I ignored them. I was Tobias. I was human.


  Jake had called a meeting for all of us for that evening in his room. Tom, Jake's brother, would be away at a meeting of The Sharing.


  The Sharing is a "front" for the Yeerks. They pretend it's just some kind of Boy Scouts or whatever, but its real purpose is to recruit voluntary hosts for the Yeerks.


  I've gotten into the habit of checking people's watches from up in the air. Also, you know how banks sometimes will have a big sign showing the time and temperature? Those are helpful, too.


  It's strange the things you miss when you lose your human body. Like showers. Like really sleeping, all the way, totally passed out. Or like knowing what time it is.


  In the afternoon I flew back to the school. I drifted around overhead till it let out. Then I waited till I saw Jake, Rachel, Cassie, and Marco come out. They came out separately. Marco had pointed out that it was bad security for them to be seen together all the time.


  I followed the bus with Jake and Rachel in it. They lived closest, just a few blocks away from each other. Marco lived in some apartments on the other side of the boulevard. He lived with just his dad, since his mom drowned a few years ago.


  Cassie had to travel farthest, out to the farm, which was about a mile from the others. For me it was about a three-minute flight.


  Like I say, there are some good things about having wings. I guess really it's okay most of the time. Really.


  I floated on a nice thermal above Jake's house, waiting for him to get home. I saw him get off the bus and go inside. I couldn't see Rachel from where I was because there were trees in the way, but I did see Marco for just a second or two.


  I concentrated on watching my friends. That way I didn't notice the squirrels in the trees as much. Or the mice that poked their little noses from their holes and sniffed the air.


  After a while I saw Tom leave Jake's house.


  Tom looks just like Jake, only he's bigger and has shorter hair. I'd never really known Tom well. But it was during the doomed attempt to rescue him from the Yeerk pool that I was trapped.


  He headed down the street, acting nonchalant. Then, a block away, a car pulled up and opened a door. He jumped in.


  Off to his meeting of The Sharing.


  After a while, I saw the others start to head for Jake's house. I could identify Rachel easily. She was practicing for her gymnastics as she walked. She would walk along the edges of curbs, pretending they were balance beams.


  I flew in Jake's window once everyone was there. I didn't want it to look like I'd been hanging around all that time with nothing to do.


  "About time," Marco said. "We've all been waiting here for like an hour."


  They'd been there for about two minutes. <I'm a busy bird,> I said. <I lost track of time.>


  "We better make this kind of quick," Cassie said. "Ms. Lambert gave us papers to write by day after tomorrow, and I promised my dad I'd help him release this great horned owl. He was a mess. He'd landed on a power line and got fried. But he's ready to go now. We have a habitat picked out."


  "Friend of yours, Tobias?" Marco teased me.


  The others all shot him nasty looks. But the truth was, it made me feel okay to be teased by Marco. Marco teased everyone.


  <We hawks don't hang with owls,> I said. <They do nights, we mostly do days.>


  "He's a beautiful animal," Cassie said.


  <I see them sometimes at night,> I said. <They're amazing. So cool. Totally silent. Their wings don't make a sound. One can fly an inch in front of your face and you won't hear it.>


  "Um, okay, look, if Cassie has to get going, maybe we better deal with business," Jake said.


  "Yeah, if you two are done with the bird-talk part of the meeting," Marco added.


  "I have to get going soon, too," Rachel said. She looked a little embarrassed. "My gymnastics class is putting on an exhibition at the mall."


  "Oh, I'm there," Marco crowed.


  "No, you are not there," Rachel snapped. "None of you is going near that place. You know how I feel about having to put on stupid exhibitions."


  Rachel is not one of those people who like to perform in front of a crowd.


  "We have learned how the Yeerks get their air and water," Jake said, trying to get down to business. "And we even know where they do it. And we more or less know when. There ought to be some way for us to use this information. Any ideas?"


  Rachel shrugged. "We try and find a way to destroy the ship."


  Marco raised his hand like he was in class. "How about if we, um, go back to talking about birds?"


  Rachel ignored him, as she usually did. "Look, we find some way to destroy that ship and maybe the Yeerks will run out of air and water. Maybe that will even mean that they have to give up and go home."


  "Maybe," Cassie said. "Or they may have a dozen more of those ships in different places all over the earth. We don't know how many ships they have."


  "This one would be all we need if - " Marco began to say. Then I guess he realized he was about to suggest something dangerous. "I mean . . . nothing."


  "What?" Jake asked him. "'What were you going to say?"


  Marco looked trapped. He shrugged. "Okay, look, what if that ship didn't get blown up or disintegrated or whatever. What if it was flying over the city and suddenly the cloaking device was turned off?"


  We were all silent while we thought about that image. Suddenly a million people would look up in the sky and see a ship the size of a skyscraper.


  "People would probably notice it," Jake said.


  "Oh yeah, they would notice it," Rachel agreed. "Radar would see it, too. A million eyewitnesses. The Controllers would never be able to cover it up!"


  <People would videotape it,> I said. <They would take pictures. There would be radar tapes.>


  Jake grinned. "The whole world would see. The entire human race would realize what was happening." He was getting excited now. "And then we could go to the authorities. The Controllers wouldn't be able to stop us! We could tell all we know!"


  Rachel's eyes were gleaming. "We could tell them about The Sharing. We could turn in Chapman!"


  "And you figure Visser Three and his pals are just going to sit around and do nothing?" Marco asked. "Like you said, we have no idea how many ships they have. Or how much power."


  Jake looked a little disappointed.


  <They don't have enough power to attack Earth openly,> I said.


  "And how do you know that?" Marco asked.


  <Because they are going to a lot of trouble to keep themselves a big secret. You don't hide if you're tough enough to come out and kick butt in a fair fight.>


  I expected Marco to have some smart comeback. But he just nodded. "Yeah, you're right."


  "This could be our big chance," Rachel said. "Uncloak that ship, so the whole world can see."


  "I hate to ask this," Marco said with a groan, "but how do you think you're going to do that?"


  It was Jake who answered. "We'll have to get inside that ship." He winked at Marco. "Want to know how?"


  Marco shook his head. "Not really."


  "Through the water pipes. As fish."


  Marco sighed. "Jake, I just told you I didn't want to know."


  Chapter 14


  



  Rachel and Cassie took off, heading in different directions.


  "Have a good show," Cassie called to Rachel.


  "Yeah, right," Rachel said grumpily.


  "I'll be there soon," Marco told Rachel. "Don't fall off any balance beams until I get there."


  Rachel shot Marco one of her "you're a dead man if you mess with me" looks and disappeared, leaving just Marco, Jake, and me.


  "She really kind of likes me," Marco said, with a wink at Jake and me.


  "Uh-uh," Jake commented dryly. "Look, Tobias, if we're going to do this mission, it can't be till the weekend."


  <Why?>


  "The timing. We have to morph to travel up there. There are no buses and we can't walk that far in human bodies. Even as wolves, though, it takes time. It took more than an hour last time. It just seemed to me that we might want to get up there in the morning, camp out somewhere hidden, and then be ready by afternoon when the Yeerks show up."


  "And this time we may want to travel around that other wolf pack's territory," Marco pointed out. "I don't want to get into it with them again."


  It made sense. <I guess you're right. So if you're going to camp early in the day, you need a Saturday.>


  "Anyway, it might be a good idea if we had as much information about the area as we can get." Jake gave me a thoughtful look. "So I was thinking - "


  <Yeah,> I interrupted. <I'll spy out the situation. I'll look for someplace you can hide. I have a lot of time on my hands. No hands, exactly, but lots of time.>


  Marco and Jake both laughed. I think Marco was surprised that I could make a joke about myself.


  I saw an intense look in Jake's eyes. He was wondering if I was okay.


  <I'm cool,> I thought-spoke privately to him, so Marco couldn't hear. <I was just a little weirded-out by watching you all struggle to get out of those wolf morphs.>


  He raised an eyebrow and nodded. He had been upset, too. I could imagine. I suspected there had been a lot of nightmares over that mess.


  "Okay, so now what?" Marco asked. "Do I sneak into the mall without Rachel being able to see me, or do we all sit around and play Doom?"


  "I have homework," Jake said. "And trust me, Marco, if Rachel sees you at the mall making faces while she's on the balance beam, she will turn into an elephant and stomp you."


  Marco winced. "Remember the good old days when all a girl could do to you was call you names?"


  I flew off, leaving them to play video games or do homework, or however they ended up killing time. Either way, it wasn't something I could participate in.


  It's kind of a shame, really. With my eyesight and the reaction time I have, I could probably be major competition in Doom.


  But joysticks and control pads aren't made for talons.


  I swooped out into the cool afternoon.


  I drifted around for a while. I checked out Chapman's house. Chapman is our assistant principal. He's also one of the highest-ranking Controllers.


  When we first learned Chapman was one of them, he was ordering a Hork-Bajir to kill any of us who were caught. He told the Hork-Bajir to save our heads for identification. Not the kind of thing you expect to hear.


  Even from an assistant principal.


  But it turned out things were more complicated than we thought. Chapman had joined the Yeerks. But he had done it in part to save his daughter, Melissa.


  Melissa would be at the gymnastics thing with Rachel. At the mall.


  Remembering the mall made me sad. It was just another one of the places I couldn't go anymore. There was a long list: school, movie theaters, amusement parks . . .


  Wait a minute. I could go to the amusement park. And I wouldn't even have to pay admission.


  The thought made me happy. I don't know why. It wasn't like I could ride the roller coaster. But still, the idea kind of perked me up.


  I could bust right into The Gardens any time I wanted. Come to think of it, I could also watch any football or baseball game I ever wanted to see, too, as long as it was outdoors.


  And concerts!


  Whoa! Big stadium concerts, no problem. No tickets needed.


  That's the way I needed to be thinking. There were millions of things I could do as a bird that I couldn't do as a human.


  But not right now. I turned and headed toward the mountains. I had a job to do. It was another good thing about being me. I was the ultimate airborne spy.


  There was a long line of towering clouds running to the mountains. Perfect weather for me. Thermals are what push those clouds up so high.


  I just let myself get into it. It wasn't a bad life. Not really.


  I was flying. Back when I was in my old body, I used to look up in the sky and wish I could fly. Now I could. I figured there were probably kids down on the ground right now looking up at me and thinking, "Wow, that would be so cool."


  If only I had something to eat. I was feeling a little hungry. Should have asked Jake to grab me a snack.


  It happened before I really even had time to think about it. I guess it was because I was feeling good. Feeling relaxed.


  I was above the woods, just a half mile or so beyond Cassie's farm. The trees opened up to form a little meadow. This is what red-tails love. A little meadow.


  It was full of prey. Squirrels scouring the ground for nuts. Hopping, then sitting up on their hind legs to look around nervously. Mice that scurried from hole to hole. Rabbits.


  A rat.


  My eyes focused on it with absolute intensity. I sort of shrugged one shoulder, turned sharply in midair, and plummeted toward the earth in a stoop.


  My wings were back. My head low. My talons tucked back for maximum speed.


  Sudden flare! I opened my wings. The shock of the air. Talons raked forward. Eyes never moving even a millimeter from the rat.


  Focus!


  I struck!


  An incredible rush of excitement surged through me. I was ecstatic! Ecstatic! That's the only word for it. It was intense beyond anything I had ever experienced.


  Talons hit warm flesh. My razor claws squeezed. The rat squirmed in my grip. But it was helpless! Helpless!


  I was in a frenzy.


  I hooded my wings around my kill, shielding it from any other predator that might try to steal it away.


  <NO! NO! NO! NO! NO!>


  I fell back.


  I looked down at my talons. They were red with blood.


  Rat meat dripped from my beak.


  In my panic, I forgot what I was. I tried to run away. But I no longer had legs and feet to run with. I had killing talons. Bloody talons.


  I fell in the dirt.


  No, I cried voicelessly. But I could still see the dead rat. And I could taste it. And no matter how many times I said "no," it would always be "yes."


  Chapter 15


  



  I flew.


  I flew as fast and as hard as I could. I wanted to go so fast that the memory of killing and eating the rat would be left way behind me.


  But not even I can fly that fast.


  Human! I am human! I am Tobias!


  I don't know why it was Rachel I wanted to see right at that moment. Maybe she was just the closest thing I had to a real friend. Maybe it was the way she had seemed so sure of who and what I was.


  I needed someone to be sure.


  Down below I saw the huge, irregular rectangles of the mall. I saw a glass door. People streamed in and out. Rachel. That's where she was.


  "Tseeeeer!"


  I screamed in rage and frustration and terror as I stooped. I shot toward the door like I'd shot toward the rat.


  But I wasn't going to stop. I wasn't going to slow down. I was just going to end this right now. I would hit the glass at full speed and maybe that would awaken me from this nightmare.


  The speed just kept building. The door rushed up at me. The earth itself was jumping up to hit me.


  A guy, dark hair, short, stepped to the door. He opened it.


  Shwoooop!


  I must have been doing eighty as I hurtled through the open door.


  A second set of doors, but these were open, too.


  No impact.


  No awakening.


  Colors and bright lights all around me. Like a high-speed kaleidoscope.


  The Gap. Express. The Body Shop. Easy Spirit. Mrs. Fields.


  Zoom!


  I was a bullet, blazing inches over the heads of the shoppers. I heard screams. I heard cries of amazement.


  I didn't care. I wanted to hit something. I wanted to wake up. I wanted to fall to the ground because my wings had disappeared and been replaced by clumsy legs and flailing arms.


  I wanted to be me again.


  I am human! I am human! I am Tobias!


  Nine West. Radio Shack. B. Dalton. Benetton. A world I knew. A world where I belonged. Places I had been. Foods I had eaten. The world of human beings.


  Zoom!


  Suddenly, in seconds, I was at the center of the mall.


  A crowd was standing around in a circle. In the middle of the circle blue mats were on the floor. Girls in leotards were doing midair flips and graceful backbends. People on the upper level were crowded around the railing to look down.


  Rachel was on the balance beam. She was just raising one leg, balancing on the other.


  I was a brown and gold and red missile shooting past her.


  "Tobias!" she cried.


  Straight ahead, a wall. A blank wall where they were going to put a new shop. I was still moving fast. I could still hit it and wake myself up from the nightmare.


  "No!" Rachel cried.


  I flared and shot straight up. The wall scraped my stomach. The ceiling was glass, a skylight. I was there! A last-second turn, almost too late. My shoulder hit the glass. I bounced off and began to fall down toward upraised faces staring at me with horror and amazement and pity.


  I saw Rachel's face in that crowd. Her eyes pleaded silently. No, she mouthed. No.


  I fell, stunned and dazed. Rachel, still balanced on the beam, caught me as I dropped. She fell off and the two of us tumbled onto the mat.


  "You have to get out of here!" she muttered tersely.


  <I killed,> I cried. <You don't understand, Rachel. I'm lost. I killed!>


  "No. As long as you have me and the others, you aren't lost, Tobias."


  Helping hands were clawing, trying to save Rachel from the crazed, out-of-control bird. She gave me a heave. Just enough to get me into the air. Anyone watching would have thought she was trying to get me off her.


  I flapped up, just out of reach of a dozen hands that clawed the air trying to grab me. Someone threw a shopping bag at me. I dodged.


  But there was no escape. Overhead I saw the skylight. Blue sky.


  The hawk in my head wanted the sky. It knew safety was up in the high blue. The hawk powered straight up. Straight up at the glass that he didn't understand. The glass that would be like a brick wall.


  But I couldn't fight it anymore. The hawk had won. I had killed. I had killed and eaten. And I had loved it. The ecstasy of the hunt.


  Ecstasy!


  In a second it would all be over. One more stroke of my powerful wings and the glass . . .


  Out of the corner of my eye I saw a familiar face on the upper level. Suddenly, something shot past me. Small, white, stitched.


  CRASH!


  The baseball hit the glass just inches ahead of my beak. Just where Marco had aimed it. Glass shards fell around me. I shot through the hole.


  Sky!


  The hawk flew fast and straight.


  I let it go. I surrendered.


  Tobias, a boy whose face I could no longer remember, no longer existed.


  Chapter 16


  



  The next few days were like a long, slow dream. I stayed away from Jake's house. I did not communicate with my friends. I disappeared.


  I found a place for myself. It was perfect red-tail territory - the place where I had made my first kill. A nice meadow surrounded by trees. Not far off there was a marshy area that was good, too. Although there was another red-tail who had a territory over there, so I couldn't hunt there often.


  I spent my days hunting. Sometimes I would ride the high hot winds and watch the meadow. Sometimes I would sit in a tree and watch till some unwary creature ventured out. Then I would swoop down on it, snatch it up, kill it. Eat it while the blood was still warm.


  Days were easier than nights. During the day I was hunting almost all the time. It keeps you busy, because most of the time you miss. It can take quite a few tries before you make a kill.


  Nights were worse. I couldn't hunt at night. The nights belong to other predators, mostly the owls. At night my human mind would surface.


  The human in my head would show me memories. Pictures of human life. Pictures of his friends.


  The human in my head was sad. Lonely.


  But the human Tobias really just wanted to sleep. He wanted to disappear and let the hawk rule. He wanted to accept that he was no longer human.


  Still, at night, as I sat on my familiar branch and watched the owls do their silent, deadly work, the human memories would play in my head.


  But other memories were there, too. I remembered the female hawk. The one who had been in the cage. I knew where her territory was. Near a clear lake in the mountains.


  So one day I flew there. To the mountain lake.


  I saw her down on a tree branch. She was watching a baby raccoon, preparing to go for a kill. She would have to be very hungry to go for a raccoon, no matter how small. Raccoons are very tough, very violent creatures.


  As I watched, unnoticed by her, she swooped.


  The raccoon spotted her. A quick dodge left, and the hawk sailed harmlessly past. The baby raccoon ran for the edge of the woods. His mother was there.


  No hawk was crazy enough to go after a full-grown raccoon. That was not a fight the hawk was going to win.


  She settled back on her branch.


  I floated overhead, waiting to see if she would spot me. And waiting to see what she would do when she did notice me. I had to be cautious. She was a female, and females are a third bigger, on average, than males.


  Suddenly I saw fast movement in the woods.


  A chase!


  It was always kind of exciting watching a kill, even by another species. It heightened my own hunting edge.


  The prey was running awkwardly on its two legs. Running and threading its way through the underbrush. It stumbled and hit the ground hard. It seemed very slow to get up. It ran again.


  I could hear gasping breath. It was weakening. The prey was squealing. Loud, yelping vocalizations.


  Prey often squeal.


  The predator moved on two legs also. But these legs were built for greater speed. It had blades growing from its arms. It used the blades to slash the bushes and weeds. It cleared its way through them like a lawn mower chopping down tall grass.


  Lawn mower?


  No. Something else. Salad Shooter. Yes, that's what Marco called them.


  Marco? The image came to my mind. Short. Dark hair. Human.


  It hit me like a lightning bolt. Suddenly I realized: This prey was a human.


  Why should I care? It was prey. That was the way it worked: Predator killed prey.


  NO! It was a human being.


  "Help! Help!" That was the vocalization. It meant something. "Help! Help me!"


  The predator was very close. In a few seconds he would make his kill. The predator was powerful. The predator was swift.


  Hork-Bajir.


  "Help me, someone help!"


  I don't know how to describe what happened next. It was like my entire world flipped over. Like one minute it was one thing, one way, then, boom, it was something totally different. It was like opening your eyes after a dream.


  The prey was a human being. The predator was a Hork-Bajir. This was wrong. Wrong! It had to be stopped.


  I stopped.


  A few seconds earlier I was thinking that no sane hawk would go after a full-grown raccoon. Now I was going after a Hork-Bajir. Hork-Bajir compare to raccoons like a nuclear bomb compares to a bow and arrow.


  It would have to be the eyes. The eyes were the only weak spot.


  "Tseeeeer!"


  I rocketed toward the Hork-Bajir. The human slipped and fell again.


  Talons forward. The Hork-Bajir was totally focused on his prey. I hit him fast and hard and sailed past.


  "Gurrawwwrr!" the Hork-Bajir yelled. He clutched at his eyes.


  The human was up and running again.


  "Gurr gafrasch! To me! Getting away! Hilch nahurrn!" the Hork-Bajir yelled, in the strange combination of human and alien speech that they use when working with humans.


  He was calling for help. I used my momentum to soar up over the tops of the trees. He had plenty of help available. Another Hork-Bajir about a thousand yards off. And two of the bogus Park Rangers were nearer.


  It was all coming back to me. The fake Park Rangers. The Hork-Bajir enforcers. This was the lake. A Yeerk supply ship must be on its way in.


  Yeerks. Andalites.


  My friends, the Animorphs.


  Yes, my friends. I remembered now. But this human was not one of them. This human prey was older. A stranger.


  The freed hawk was watching me. I could almost feel her drawing me toward her. It was like a magnet. She was my kind. She was like me.


  But the Park Rangers were in hot pursuit of the human now. The human was nothing like me. Poor, clumsy ground runner that he was. He was just prey.


  And yet, for some reason, I couldn't let him be prey.


  I couldn't. Me.


  Tobias.


  Chapter 17


  



  I landed on the perch outside Rachel's window. It was night. But she wasn't asleep. She was reading a book in bed, propped up by several pillows.


  I fluttered a wing against the glass.


  <Rachel?>


  She started. The book went flying. She jumped up and ran to the window, throwing it open.


  "Tobias?"


  <More or less,> I said wryly.


  She started to hug me, to put her arms around me. But then she realized that wasn't possible. Birds aren't exactly made for hugging.


  "Are you okay? We've all been terrified. Cassie said maybe you were killed or something. There are all kinds of things that can happen. Jake is so depressed."


  <I'm okay,> I said. I flapped over to her dresser.


  Now that she was sure I was safe, she started getting mad. It made me smile inwardly. That was Rachel for you.


  "Tobias, what is the deal with you? Why would you just disappear and leave us all worrying for days?"


  <It's hard to explain,> I said. <I guess . . . the hawk sort of won out over me. Not that it's really that way. I mean, the hawk instincts . . . they're strong.> I told her about my first kill. About how much it horrified me.


  I don't know how I expected her to react. She tried to look sympathetic, but I could see it bothered her.


  <I lost control,> I admitted. <For the last couple of days I've been living like a hawk. All the way, like a hawk. I think I was starting to forget . . . me. I was starting to lose touch with humans. Then something happened.>


  "What?" She went to check her door and make sure neither of her sisters was nearby. I could hear that the house was quiet. "What happened?"


  I told her about going to the lake. I told her about the guy being chased by Hork-Bajir.


  <Fortunately, I can see the terrain better than the Hork-Bajir or those human-Controller Park Rangers. I led him away from them. I told him when to hide and when to run.>


  "You talked to him?"


  <I thought-spoke, yes. There was no alternative. I couldn't let them catch him. He had seen a Hork-Bajir. They would never have let him escape.>


  Rachel looked stunned. "But now he knows about you! And he knows about the Hork-Bajir."


  <What's he going to do? Go tell people he was chased through the woods by an alien monster, and rescued by a telepathic bird?>


  Rachel laughed. "Yeah, good point. People would just think he was insane. Besides, if he started talking openly about the Yeerks, they would find him and silence him."


  <Exactly what I explained to him. I think he'll probably keep quiet. He'll try to forget it ever happened.>


  "You saved him," Rachel said.


  <I almost didn't,> I admitted. <At first I just saw another predator and his prey. No different from watching the owls at night. No different from what I do myself. Kill to eat.>


  Rachel thought about that for a moment. "The Yeerks and their slaves aren't killing to eat," she said. "They are killing to control and dominate. Killing because it's the only way you can eat, because that's the way nature designed you, that's one thing. Killing because you want power or control is evil."


  <I guess you're right,> I said. <I hadn't thought about it that way.>


  "What you did . . . eating . . . you know, whatever. Well, that's natural for the hawk. Nothing a Hork-Bajir does is natural. They aren't even in control of their own bodies or minds. They are tools of the Yeerks. And the Yeerks only want power and domination."


  <I know,> I said. But I wasn't totally convinced. Still, it was comforting to be talking to Rachel.


  "You are human, Tobias," she told me softly.


  <Yeah. Maybe. I don't know. Sometimes I just feel so trapped. I want to move my fingers, but I don't have any. I want to speak out loud, but I have a mouth that's only good for ripping and tearing.>


  Rachel looked like she might start crying. It was alarming to me, because Rachel isn't a girl who bursts out in tears, ever.


  <Anyway, look, I'm sorry I ruined your exhibition at the mall the other day.>


  She smiled. "What do you mean? It was perfect. I was just starting my routine, and you know how much I hate to have to do public shows like that. You put an end to the whole thing real fast."


  I laughed silently. <I can imagine. I hope no one was hurt by the falling glass.>


  "No, everyone was fine. But what were you going to do if Marco had missed with that baseball? You would have hit the glass awfully hard."


  I didn't know what to say.


  Rachel came closer and stroked my crest with her hand. It made the hawk in me uncomfortable. But at the same time, it was similar to preening, which is kind of pleasurable.


  "What I told you the other day, Tobias . . . remember? You're not lost as long as you have Jake and Cassie and me. Even Marco. He came through for you, big time. We're your friends. You're not alone."


  I think I would have cried then. But hawks can't cry.


  "And someday, the Andalites will come . . . ."


  <Someday,> I said, trying to sound confident. <Well, I better go see Jake. The mission is supposed to begin tomorrow.>


  "We don't have to go through with that," Rachel said.


  <Yes, we do,> I said. <More than ever, I understand that. See . . . there are human beings all over, trapped in bodies controlled by Yeerks. Trapped. Unable to escape. Rachel, I know how they feel. Maybe I can't escape. Maybe I am trapped forever. But if we can free some of those others. Maybe . . . I don't know. Maybe that's what I need to do to stay human.>


  Chapter 18


  



  The next day, we went ahead with the mission. I flew cover overhead while four gray wolves ran beneath me. We timed it so we would arrive in the area very early in the morning, many hours before the Yeerks would arrive to hunt intruders.


  <So, let me get this straight, Tobias,> Marco said. <You're taking us to a bear cave? As in big grizzly bears? And this is a good thing?>


  <Not grizzlies,> Cassie interrupted. <Not in this area. We'd be talking black bears. They're much smaller.>


  <Swell. I am totally reassured. Just a small bear cave.>


  <The bears are long gone,> I said. <There are just a few bears around, and this cave is empty. Trust me. I spied it out yesterday. I've seen raccoons and skunks running in and out of there. They wouldn't be doing that if there were bears.>


  <Excuse me. Jake? Did Tobias just say 'skunks'? I must have heard wrong, because only an idiot would think hanging out with skunks is a good idea.>


  <We're not going to hang out with skunks,> Jake said patiently.


  <The skunks don't live there,> I said. <They just run in there to get away from predators.> I didn't have to explain any more. I think everyone guessed how I knew that skunks ran in there to get away from predators.


  <Look, it's close to the lake but I don't think the Yeerks know about it,> I said. <Sorry, but there wasn't a convenient Marriott hotel where I could get you a room for the night.>


  <So, that means no room service, either?> Marco asked. <Well, okay. As long as this cave gets cable. The big game's on ESPN tonight.>


  I was carrying a tiny nylon pouch that Rachel had put together. It was tan in color, so a casual observer wouldn't notice it and wonder why a red-tail hawk was carrying luggage.


  In the sack was a small watch. It weighed almost nothing. There were also some fish hooks, fishing line, and a small lighter. All together it only weighed about two ounces. But it did slow me down a little.


  We reached the cave with plenty of time to spare on the two-hour deadline.


  <Oh, this looks lovely,> Marco said, looking at the thorns and a scrub brush around the cave entrance.


  <I haven't really been inside,> I admitted.


  I landed outside the entrance. The opening to the cave was no more than two feet across and about four feet high. It was easy for Jake and Rachel, in their wolf morphs, to leap nimbly through. Unless there really was a bear inside, they would scare off whatever might be in there.


  <Empty,> Rachel reported. <Nothing in here but a couple of spiders and a scared mouse.>


  I decided to try a joke. <Chase him out here. I'm hungry.>


  Only Marco laughed. The others all acted like I'd said something embarrassing. Maybe I had.


  <Let's morph back,> Marco suggested. <One close call with being trapped as a wolf is plenty for me.>


  <I'll go look around,> I said. Sometimes I didn't like being there when they morphed.


  A few minutes later they all came out. Marco was complaining, as usual. "You know, we really have to figure out how to deal with the shoe situation," he muttered. "Thorns and no shoes. Not a good combination."


  The four of them were barefoot and dressed only in their morphing outfits: leotards for the girls, bike shorts and tight T-shirts for Jake and Marco.


  "We need to gather firewood," Jake said, with his hands on his hips. "It wouldn't hurt to warm that cave up a little before the Yeerks get here."


  "Don't you love it when Jake's all masterful like that?" Rachel teased.


  "I'm just trying to get us organized," Jake said defensively.


  "We'd better get started fishing," Cassie pointed out. "If we don't catch a fish, we're pretty much wasting our time."


  The plan was to morph into fish to enter the Yeerk ship's water pipes. Of course, in order to morph into something, you first have to "acquire" it. Which means being able to touch it.


  "Shouldn't be any big problem," Jake said confidently.


  "Uh-huh," Cassie said dryly. "And how many times have you gone fishing?"


  "Counting this time? Once." He laughed.


  Cassie rolled her eyes. "Typical suburban boy," she said affectionately. "It isn't all that easy."


  <Then you guys better get started,> I advised. <I'll go look around.>


  "Take care of yourself, Tobias," Rachel called out as I took wing.


  I watched from on high as they made one failed attempt after another to convince a fish to bite one of our hooks.


  It seemed ridiculous, but the entire plan was hanging on the question of whether or not we could catch a fish. And time was running out. The day wore on. Still no fish.


  Jake was getting edgy. Rachel was downright cranky. And Marco? Forget Marco. "This is ridiculous!" he raged. "We're four - I mean, five - fairly intelligent human beings. And we can't outsmart one fish that probably has an IQ of four?"


  Cassie was the only one remaining calm. "Fishing is a matter of skill and luck," she said placidly. "A smart fisherman learns not to become frustrated."


  Jake looked at the little watch we'd brought along. "From what we know, the Yeerks will start arriving in an hour to clear the area."


  Rachel nodded. "Even if we catch a fish now, we won't have time to test the morph."


  <Maybe we should back off for today,> I suggested. <You really ought to test out the fish morph. You guys all know how much trouble a morph can be at first.>


  Jake shook his head firmly. "I don't think so, Tobias. We'd have to wait till we had another day off. Tomorrow's no good because I have stuff with my parents. So does Marco. Which means we'd have to wait a whole week."


  <So we try again next weekend. What's the hurry?>


  "The hurry is that the Yeerks can't keep coming to this same lake forever. Sooner or later the level of the water will start dropping from them taking so much. They must use one lake for a while, then move on to another. It could take forever for us to find where they move to next."


  It made sense. But that didn't make me feel any better about it.


  <This is the first water animal any of us have morphed. You don't have any idea what it's going to be like.>


  "I know," Jake snapped. "Look, Tobias, I know it's not exactly ideal."


  "Hah!" Cassie yelped. She yanked at the line she was holding. "I believe we may have a fishy."


  It took just a few seconds to haul in the fish.


  "Trout," she said, looking it over as it flopped in the shallow water. The hook was poked through its lip. It was about ten inches long, not very big.


  The four of them stared blankly at it.


  "We have to become that?" Marco asked.


  "It's a fish," Cassie said. "What did you expect?"


  Marco shrugged. "I don't know. Something more like Jaws. This is just a fish. I mean, we could clean him and eat him with a little lemon juice. Maybe some fries on the side."


  The others turned and gave him a dirty look.


  Cassie reached down into the water and took hold of the squirmy gray thing. She concentrated. Her eyes closed halfway. She was acquiring it. The fish DNA was being absorbed into Cassie's body.


  The gift of the Andalite. The curse of the Andalite - the power to morph.
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  <I don't like this plan,> I blurted.


  Jake looked up at me in surprise. "Tobias, you were in on the planning right from the start."


  <Look, don't you guys realize how dangerous this could be?>


  "I realize," Marco said. "I realize it plenty. But I thought you were the big, gung-ho Yeerkkiller. Suddenly now you're afraid?"


  <I'm not afraid for me,> I said. <I'll be flying around safely while the four of you go up into that ship.>


  Cassie nodded. "It's hard standing by while someone else is risking their life," she said. "I understand how you feel. But there have been times when you were the one taking the risks."


  "Look, we don't have time to debate this," Jake said. "We have a plan we've all agreed to. Let's get on with it before the Yeerks show up." Jake gets peevish when someone questions things after everything has already been decided. Usually it's Marco getting on his nerves.


  "We'll be okay," Rachel said confidently. Rachel took the fish in her hand. The fish went limp, as usual, while the acquiring was happening.


  Suddenly I couldn't watch anymore. I'd just had a flash of memory, watching the four of them straining to get out of their wolf bodies. What if they were trapped in fish morph?


  The idea of being trapped was still not something any of them really understood. I mean, they knew it had happened to me. But people are funny - they never think something bad will happen to them. I knew it could happen.


  And to be trapped as a fish? It made me sick just thinking about it. The rest of your life in the body of a fish? Being trapped in a hawk's body seemed downright pleasant by comparison.


  <I'm going to go upstairs and see if anyone's coming,> I said. I caught a small breeze and flapped hard to clear the treetops.


  It was tough work gaining enough altitude to get a good view of the area. It was mostly dead air all around. But I was glad for the workout. It took my mind off imagining what life would be like if my only friends in the world were trapped as fish in a mountain lake.


  I would have laughed if it weren't so serious. I mean, come on, how many kids have to worry about all their friends becoming fish? Life had definitely gotten strange since that night when we saw the Andalite landing in the construction site.


  I circled higher and higher till I could see the entire lake and most of the surrounding area. No Park Rangers. Yet. I wondered if Jake was right and maybe the Yeerks would move on to another lake. Maybe they already had.


  Then, there, way down below, on a branch . . . the hawk. The female I had freed from captivity.


  She was watching me. I could see her eyes follow me across the sky. In part, I knew, she was merely watching me for the simple reason that I was in her territory. Hawks are defensive about their territory. They don't want strangers coming and grabbing all the best prey.


  But I had the feeling that there was something more going on. She wanted me to join her. I don't know how I knew that, but I did. She wanted me to fly down to her.


  Some people think hawks mate for just a season. Some people think they mate for life, and I don't really know which is true.


  One thing I knew for sure: I wasn't ready to settle down with anyone. Especially not a hawk.


  And yet there was this feeling in me. Like . . . like I belonged with her.


  I looked away. I would be glad when this mission was over and I no longer had to come here to her territory. She confused me.


  Suddenly, movement!


  I had let myself be distracted.


  Trucks! Jeeps! They were rolling down the road. They were within a mile and moving fast. I looked frantically for my friends. There they were! I shrugged off the wind beneath my wings and dropped toward them.


  <Here they come!> I cried. <Get to the cave!>


  They ran for the cave. But it was harder to crawl inside in their human bodies. The wolves' thick pelts had protected them against the scratches and tears of the bushes.


  Thwak thwak thwak thwak thwak!


  Helicopters skimming above the trees!


  Too fast. My friends were still struggling to make it to the shelter of the cave. One of the helicopters was on a straight line to them.


  <Oh, man,> I muttered. I still had a lot of my speed from the dive. I flapped hard, powering up to maximum speed. Straight at the helicopter.


  Straight at it.


  I could see the pilot. A human-Controller. Beside him sat a Hork-Bajir.


  Straight at them!


  The chopper was doing ninety. I was doing a little less. The distance between me and the chopper's windshield shortened very fast.


  They weren't going to pull up!
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  Thwak thwak thwak thwak thwak!


  The sound of the rotors was a roar.


  They were not going to pull up! We were going to hit.


  But then, a flicker of the pilot's eyes, a twitch of his hand on the control stick.


  I cranked right.


  The helicopter cranked left.


  It blew past me like a tornado. The backwash of the rotors caught me and tumbled me through the air.


  I fell, upside down. I folded my wings, flared my tail, and spun around. I opened my wings and swooped neatly between two trees.


  I banked left and flew over the cave. Rachel was the last one in. She was still clearly visible. The helicopter would almost certainly have seen her.


  I watched till she was safely inside.


  <Okay, you guys, I don't think anyone saw you. Be cool till I tell you it's time.>


  They couldn't answer, of course. They were still fully human, so they could hear my thought-speech, but could not respond in kind.


  The Yeerks went through the familiar routine. The phony Park Rangers fanned out around the lake with automatic weapons ready. The helicopters buzzed around until they decided the area was free of witnesses.


  The helicopters landed and the Hork-Bajir jumped out. They seemed extra careful. Probably Visser Three had given them all kinds of grief over the guy I had helped to escape the day before.


  Visser Three was not a creature you wanted mad at you.


  Then, I felt it. The emptiness in the sky. The sense of something monstrously huge moving slowly through the air.


  It was above me.


  Slowly it appeared, shimmering into reality like some kind of magic trick.


  You could never get used to how big that thing was. It felt like someone was hanging a small moon over your head.


  I flew out from under it, over closer to the cave. <It's here,> I announced.


  From behind the truck ship came the usual guard of Bug fighters. Only instead of two Bug fighters, there were four. The Yeerks were definitely nervous this time. Two of the Bug fighters remained on patrol. The other two landed in the clearing beside the helicopters.


  Why? Why the extra security? Was it just because of the guy I had helped to escape?


  I felt something new in the air above the hovering truck ship. Another cloaked ship!


  Not as large, but from that emptiness in the sky I felt a dread that I had felt before.


  The cloak shimmered out and the ship appeared.


  Black within black, an outthrust spear, razor-edged - I had seen this ship before. The Blade ship! I had seen it first at the construction site where the Andalite had been murdered while we cried helplessly.


  No wonder the Yeerks were nervous.


  The Blade ship lowered toward the landing area. The Hork-Bajir on the ground and the Park Rangers were in a frenzy now, searching the woods as if their lives depended on it.


  Tssewww!


  Someone had fired a Dracon beam. I looked and saw a deer in mid-leap sizzle and disappear. The Yeerks were shooting anything that moved.


  The doors of the Blade ship opened. More Hork-Bajir poured out, Dracon beams leveled. Behind them came a pair of Taxxons, slithering and shimmying on their needle legs, undulating their gross caterpillar bodies.


  And last, he stepped out: dainty Andalite hooves. Deadly Andalite tail, like a scorpion's. The mouthless Andalite face. The two small Andalite arms with too many fingers. The two mobile eyes mounted on antlerlike stalks that turned this way and that, always searching, so that the large main eyes could focus on one thing at a time.


  An Andalite body.


  But not an Andalite mind. For in that Andalite body lived a Yeerk. The only Andalite-Controller. The only Yeerk ever to enslave an Andalite. And thus, the only Yeerk to have the power to morph.


  I dropped down into the trees. I waited till a patrolling Hork-Bajir had walked past the cave where my friends hid.


  When I was sure no one would see, I fluttered down and into the cave, scraping the bushes on either side.


  "Tobias? Is that you?" Jake whispered.


  <Yes.>


  "What are you doing here? That's not the plan."


  <Forget the plan. He's here.>


  No one asked who. They all knew from the way I had said it.


  He was here.


  Visser Three.
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  "What is he doing here?" Cassie asked in a low, frightened whisper.


  <I guess he just came to oversee this trip. Maybe it was because they let that guy get away.>


  "He's here to kick butt on his boys," Marco said, trying to sound tough. "They screwed up and now he's here to make sure they don't do it again."


  <It doesn't really matter why he's here,> I pointed out. <He's here. And there are extra Hork-Bajir and the whole crowd is way nervous. One of the Hork-Bajir Draconed a deer that just happened to be walking by.>


  "A deer?" Cassie cried. "Those stupid jerks. Deer never hurt anyone."


  <The plan was for you to sneak down to the water, morph as soon as you got there, and head out for the ship's water-intake pipe,> I reminded them. <It was always a dangerous plan, but now it's impossible. Four of you walking down to the water, then morphing? That's not going to happen. Not as alert as these guys are now.>


  "Not with Visser Three-hanging around," Marco agreed.


  "I disagree." It was Rachel. "I think we should still try this. Look, if we pull this off, if we manage to get inside that ship and disable the cloaking device while they're over the city . . . this whole thing will be over."


  Jake jumped in to support her. "We've always said, if there was just some way to show the world what was happening . . . well, this is the way. This would be way too big for the Controllers to cover up. I don't care who they are. Even if the mayor and the governor and the entire police force were Controllers, they couldn't cover up something like this."


  <Jake, you're not listening. I'm telling you: There is no way you four can cruise down to the lake. You'll be dead before you take five steps!>


  For a while no one spoke. It was Cassie who finally broke the silence. "There may be a way," she said. "See, a fish can survive out of water for a couple of minutes. And the fish we're morphing is small." She looked at me. "Small enough for a red-tailed hawk to carry."


  Well. That idea got everyone's attention, I can tell you.


  "Excuse me?" Marco shrilled. "Are you saying you want me to not just morph into a fish, but to morph into a fish out of water and then be carried through the air by a bird?"


  Cassie bit her lip. "I'm just saying it could work."


  "It would work," Jake said. He and Rachel exchanged a slightly insane look that said, "Okay, let's try it!"


  <No way,> I said. <You guys are crazy. No offense, but this raises the danger level way beyond what it was to start with.>


  "I know it's dangerous," Jake said. "But we may never get a chance this good."


  Marco whined. I argued. But in the end it was three against two. Besides, Jake was right: We had a chance to seriously mess up the Yeerks.


  I have watched Marco morph into a gorilla, Rachel become an elephant and a shrew and a cat, Cassie become a horse, and Jake become a tiger and a flea (man, was that weird!). But this was the first time anyone had tried morphing into an animal that lived in water.


  Cassie insisted on going first. "It was my idea," she pointed out. She did not point out that she was also the best morpher.


  "If you feel like you're suffocating, you have to back out of the morph," Jake told her. He took her hand. "Are you listening to me? You have to back out if it gets bad. You can't pass out halfway into a morph."


  Cassie smiled. "I will. Don't worry about me."


  She closed her eyes and began to concentrate.


  I've told you that Cassie is always the best at controlling a morph. She has an almost artistic talent, where she can make it all look kind of cool and not so gross.


  But not this time.


  As I watched, her hair disappeared completely. Her skin began to harden, like it was coated with varnish or something. Like she had been dipped in clear plastic.


  Her eyes swung around to the side of her head. Her face bulged out into a huge mouth that gaped and seemed to be blowing invisible bubbles.


  As this happened, she was shrinking. But not fast enough. I could still see every nightmare change in her body. The way her legs shriveled up, smaller and smaller, till her legless body fell to the ground.


  From her lower back her body stretched out, elongated.


  "Ooohhh!" Rachel cried.


  A tail had just suddenly spurted from Cassie's behind. A fish tail.


  Now her varnished-looking skin cracked and split into a million scales.


  Her ears were gone. Her arms were shriveling. She was no more than two feet long, lying helpless, a monster, on the floor of the cave.


  <So far I'm fine,> she said, but her thought-speech was shaky. <Still . . . breathing . . . with my lungs.>


  But at that moment, two slits appeared in her neck.


  Gills.


  <Aaaah!> she cried.


  "Cassie, pull out of it!" Jake cried in an urgent whisper.


  <No. No. Almost done. Tobias . . .>


  <I'm ready,> I said grimly.


  She was tiny now. Less than a foot long. All that was left of her human body were two very tiny doll hands. They made little fins.


  Cassie flopped wildly. Her mouth gasped silently.


  "Go!" Jake said.


  I closed careful talons around Cassie's squirming fish body, aimed for the small sliver of sky that I could see through the cave's opening, and flapped my powerful wings.


  I burst out of the cave into fresh air.


  <Are you okay, Cassie?>


  <Fish mind . . . panicky . . . water. Water now!>


  <Hang in there. You've been through this before. You know how it is when you first go into a morph. You have to get control of the fish's instincts.>


  <Water! Water! I can't breathe!>


  I was about ten feet up, racing for the water's edge. Suddenly, below me, a Hork-Bajir. He looked up and saw me. A bird with a fish in his talons.


  I doubted the Hork-Bajir would realize that red-tails don't catch fish. At least I hoped he wouldn't.


  I swooped down over the water. The huge Yeerk ship was just lowering its intake pipes into the water. I dropped behind a stand of trees that hugged the shoreline.


  <Get ready!> I warned Cassie. I let her go like one of those old World War Two planes dropping its torpedo.


  She hit the water with a small splash.


  <Are you all right?>


  No answer.


  <Cassie! I said, are you all right?>


  <Y-y-yeah,> she said at last. <I'm here.>


  <Are you dealing with the fish okay?>


  Again, no answer. Then, <Whoa. Cool! I'm underwater!>


  I relaxed. <Yes, you sure are underwater,> I said with a laugh.


  <I was scared,> she admitted. <I . . . I know this sounds crazy. But I just keep seeing myself. Fried. With a wedge of lemon and some tartar sauce.>
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  Jake was next. He morphed and I flew him over the heads of two patrolling Park Rangers who did not even seem to notice me.


  Then came Marco. When I exited the cave with him I practically ran into a big Hork-Bajir. He didn't take any notice of me, either.


  Cassie's plan was working. Even with all the Controllers on maximum alert, it never occurred to them that their enemy might be a bird with a fish in its talons.


  Back in the cave, it was just Rachel.


  <So far so good,> I said.


  "Yeah. I guess so."


  <Are you nervous?>


  "I'd have to be crazy not to be nervous. Oh well. Here goes."


  She started to morph. I'd seen three others do it now, so it wasn't a surprise to me. But it was still horrifying to watch a friend, someone you cared about, twist and deform and mutate before your eyes.


  I don't think any of us will ever get used to morphing. Maybe the Andalites are used to it. I don't know. But I'll bet it creeps them out, too, when they have to change.


  I looked away as Rachel began to get strange and hideous.


  She was almost completely a fish when it happened.


  Crash! Crash! Someone was forcing their way through the bushes at the mouth of the cave.


  "Heffrach neeth there." A Hork-Bajir!


  "Yes, I see it," a human voice said grumpily. "You know, these human bodies aren't blind. Just because you're in a Hork-Bajir, don't get delusions. Use those blades of yours to hack some of these thorns out of the way."


  I heard a sound like fast machetes, slicing away the vines and thorns.


  "Better not find anything in here," the human-Controller said. "The Visser will do to you what was done to that poor fool yesterday who let the human escape."


  I looked at Rachel. It was too late for her to morph back.


  <What's going on?> she asked.


  <Yeerks! A human-Controller and a Hork-Bajir-Controller, right outside the cave.>


  "Go in fergutth vir puny body. Ha ha."


  "This was your sector to check. You didn't even notice this cave. Keep getting on my nerves and I'll tell him!"


  "He gulferch you and eat your lulcath. Ha ha."


  Suddenly a human head appeared, followed by shoulders. He was wearing a Park Ranger's outfit.


  <We have to make a break for it!> I told Rachel. <Here they come!>


  "Yeah, there's a cave in here, all right. There's some kind of a bird - "


  I grabbed Rachel, now fully in fish morph. But the human-Controller blocked the narrow entrance.


  Well, I thought. It worked with a helicopter . . .


  With a rush of wings I flew right at his face.


  "What the - " He fell back, beating at the air.


  I scraped past him.


  The Hork-Bajir slashed at the air with one of his wrist blades. He shaved an inch off my tail.


  But I was in the air now, and moving faster. Only it was hard with Rachel, The weight of a fish is more than a red-tail can carry easily. And I had already carried three. I was tired.


  Fortunately, I was also very scared. Fear can make you strong sometimes,


  Ssseeeewww!


  A Dracon beam sizzled the air above me!


  Unfortunately for the Hork-Bajir who had fired, the Dracon beam did not stop when it buzzed by me. No, the Dracon beam hit the underside of the vast truck ship. A small, neat, round hole appeared in the bottom of the ship. It was too small to amount to anything.


  But suddenly the Hork-Bajir lost his interest in me.


  "Fool!" the human-Controller cried. "Visser Three will have your head for dinner!"


  While they were busy panicking, I dropped Rachel into the water with the others.


  <Good work, Tobias,> Jake said. <Be careful up there, my friend.>


  <You, too,> I said. <Good luck, you guys.>


  I could just barely see them, a small school of fish in the shallows. They swam off and disappeared into deeper water.


  As I've told you, there are limits to how far thought-speech can reach. We don't really know what those limits are. But I wanted to stay as close to them as I dared, in case they needed me. Not that there was much that I could do to help someone underwater.


  I didn't want to stay right over them. I figured that would look suspicious to anyone on shore. It was hard to figure out what to do. The monstrous bulk of the truck ship was overhead, leaving only a few feet open above the surface of the water.


  I decided I had to chance it. I flew under the ship, skimming the dappled water below and practically scraping the metal belly of the ship above me.


  It was a very difficult flight. I had to stay almost totally level. I couldn't rise or fall by more than a couple of feet.


  <You guys still okay?>


  <Tobias? I can't believe you can still thought-speak with that whole ship between us,> Rachel said.


  I guess I could have told her the truth. That I was within a few feet of them. But then Jake would have just gotten all mad and told me not to take stupid risks.


  I figured that between the time it had taken through the entire morphing process, and carrying them one at a time to the water, plus now the time spent swimming out to the big intake pipe, Cassie had been in morph for just over half an hour. Jake had ten minutes more, then Marco and Rachel.


  <What are you guys doing now?> I asked.


  <We're looking at the bottom of this intake pipe. There's tremendous suction,> Rachel reported.


  <I'll go first and look around. See what's what,> Jake announced. <Here goes. Whoooaaaaa! Man! Whooooaaa! Yah!>


  <Jake! Jake, are you okay?> Cassie cried.


  <Oh, yeah! What a rush! They should have a waterslide like that at The Gardens. It's like being sucked up a straw by a giant.>


  <Cool,> Rachel said. <I'm next.>


  <No, let me look around first,> Jake said. <I seem to be in some kind of big tank. It's not very deep. At least not yet. It's filling up. With these lame fish eyes I can't see beyond the surface of the water very well. But I think up in the ceiling there's an opening. Like a grate or something.>


  <Up on the ceiling? How are we going to get up there?> Marco asked.


  <Well, I think if they fill this whole tank, we'll be near the top eventually. We should be able to morph to human, let ourselves out, then morph into something more dangerous than our human bodies.>


  <Excuse me,> Marco said. <But does anyone else ever stop to realize that some of the things we talk about doing are totally INSANE?>


  <What? Turning into fish, so we can be carried by a hawk and let ourselves be sucked up the pipe of an alien spaceship, so that we can then turn into tigers and gorillas and whatever, and overpower the creepy aliens?> Rachel said. <Is that what you mean by insane?>


  <That's it exactly.>


  <Yep,> Rachel said. <It is insane.>


  <Well, okay,> Marco said. <As long as we all know we're nuts. Let's do it!>
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  There was nothing to do but wait. Wait while the water level inside the ship rose and carried my friends toward the top of the chamber. Up to where the grate was.


  I could not maintain my level flight beneath the ship any longer. I said good-bye to my friends and zoomed out the far side. The open air was a blessing. I soared high on a nice thermal pattern created by the ship itself. I rose high up and over the top of the ship.


  The Park Rangers were all around on the ground. The helicopters and two of the Bug fighters were still parked on the ground in the little clearing. The Blade ship was there, too.


  Two other Bug fighters continued zipping around at treetop level.


  While I watched, they brought the Hork-Bajir who had carelessly fired off the Dracon beam. They dragged him before Visser Three.


  We'd gotten so we thought of Hork-Bajir as these totally fearless, deadly monsters. But this Hork-Bajir was not looking very brave. He collapsed on the ground before Visser Three. I almost felt sorry for him.


  It was one of the terrible things about our battle against the Yeerks. See, our enemy was just the Yeerk slug that lived in the heads of Controllers. That Hork-Bajir may have been made a Controller totally against his will. He had lost his freedom to the Yeerk in his head. Now, he was about to lose his life, for something that he had no real control over.


  I couldn't hear what was happening down on the ground. But I could see. My hawk's eyes could see far too well.


  I turned away. I won't tell you what was happening to the Hork-Bajir. That memory will be my own private nightmare.


  But when next I looked, the Hork-Bajir was gone. And in his place was a sudden rush of other Hork-Bajir and Taxxons and humans, all surrounding Visser Three. The Visser looked angry. He was pointing at the sky.


  Within a few seconds, the helicopters were lifting off.


  The two Bug fighters powered up and took off.


  I had a very bad feeling that I knew what had happened. The doomed Hork-Bajir had told Visser Three about the bird he had fired at. And some other Controller had probably said, "Oh, yeah, I saw a bird acting suspiciously, too." And someone had no doubt said, "Hey, wasn't it a bird that distracted the Hork-Bajir yesterday and let that human get away?"


  Visser Three had put two and two together. An animal acting unlike an animal meant just one thing to him: Andalites in a morph.


  I guess I should have been flattered that Visser Three believed we Animorphs were true Andalite warriors. But it didn't make any difference whether he thought I was an Andalite or a human. He was sending his creatures into the sky. Looking for a bird that was no bird.


  Me.


  A Bug fighter skimmed over the trees. Its twin Dracon beams fired again and again in short, sharp spears of burning light.


  My heart was in my throat. They were killing every bird they saw!


  The hawk! This was her territory.


  But then, behind me, a helicopter! Thwak thwak thwak thwak! Ssshhhheewww!


  A Dracon beam. A near miss. I couldn't get away. Between the Bug fighters and the helicopters, they were too numerous, and too fast.


  But there was one place no one was going to risk firing a Dracon beam. Not after what Visser Three had just done to the careless Hork-Bajir.


  I let go of the air beneath my wings and dropped. Down, down, down. Toward the vast truck ship, spread below me like a steel meadow.


  In an instant they were all on me. But the angles were wrong. I was too close to the ship. They couldn't fire!


  I landed on top of the hovering ship. I planted my talons on the hard, cold metal surface. It stretched in every direction around me. The surface curved down and away from me so that I couldn't even see the edges. It was as if I were standing all alone on a metal moon. Over my head hovered helicopters and Bug fighters. I could see human and Hork-Bajir and Taxxon eyes all focused on me.


  I knew the look in their eyes. The look of the predator.


  And me, their prey.
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  It was not looking good for me. If I tried to fly off that ship I would be Draconed ten different ways before I could get away.


  It was an eerie scene. I stood on the vast metal plain while over my head they hovered, a swarm of deadly predators.


  Then things got worse. A lot worse.


  It floated up into my vision like a dark moon - the Blade ship of Visser Three.


  It hovered just a few hundred feet up. I felt my last reserves of courage beginning to fail.


  Tobias, old buddy, I said to myself, you are not going to get out of this alive.


  But they just all hovered there. Slowly I began to realize the truth - they didn't know what to do about me. They couldn't shoot me without hitting the ship.


  <Andalite!>


  The voice in my head made me reel. I almost took wing out of sheer fright.


  He had never spoken directly to me before. It was a voice of such absolute power. Such utter confidence. The mere silent sound of it in your head makes you want to obey. Makes you quiver and fear. It is the voice of dread. The voice of destruction.


  <Andalite. Fool. Do you think I don't know what you are? A true bird would fly away.>


  Say nothing! I ordered myself. Nothing! If I tried to reply, he might know me for a human. I would not tell him that. I would not give him anything.


  I closed my mind. But I could not shut out that dark voice.


  <Give yourself up, Andalite. I will give you a quick and painless death. As soon as you tell me where the others are.>


  I had seen what Visser Three did to the Hork-Bajir who displeased him. The memory was fresh in my mind.


  <Have it your way, Andalite. I am patient. I can wait here for as long as it takes. And then you will die. Quickly by Dracon beam. Or, perhaps, if we can snare you, more slowly here in my Blade ship. Much more slowly.>


  Just then, I heard another voice in my head. A very different voice. It was faint. As if it were far away.


  <Tobias? Tobias, can you hear me?>


  Rachel!


  <Yes, I can hear you!>


  <Tobias! We're trapped! The tank is full, but the grate won't open. Cassie and Jake have already morphed back to human, but they can't get it open. We're trapped in here!>


  <Rachel! I . . . What can I do?>


  <We can't get out,> Rachel cried. <Listen to me, Tobias. We're trapped. There is no way out. This ship will take off soon. They'll find us when they get to the mother ship and unload the water. Tobias? We . . . we don't want to be taken alive.>


  My blood ran cold. My head was whirling. <What are you talking about?>


  <Listen, Tobias, we can't be taken alive! Do you understand? If there's anything you can do . . . anything!>


  <Rachel! What can I do? I can't get you out of there!>


  <I know,> Rachel said. <We all know. But if there's some way to . . . if the ship could be destroyed. We know it's probably not possible. I . . . just if there was some way ->


  <No! No!>


  <I have to morph to human. We'll tread water here. We have to be ready for when we get to the mother ship. Then we'll morph into other animals and go down fighting.>


  <This can't be happening,> I cried. <This can't be happening!>


  <I guess Marco was right all along,> Rachel said sadly. <I guess it always was insane to think we could fight the Yeerks.>


  <Rachel . . . I never told you . . .>


  <You didn't have to, Tobias,> she said. <I knew. Good-bye.>


  She fell silent. In my mind I could picture her regaining her human shape. Treading water with the others, unable to escape. Expecting only the worst. Praying that I might find a way to make their end swift. As Visser Three had offered to make mine.


  We had lost. The Yeerks had won, finally. And when we were gone, the last hope of the human race would die.


  Above me the Blade ship waited like . . . like a hawk watching a rabbit. Ready to swoop down and finish me.


  Only I wasn't a rabbit.


  Visser Three was a predator? Well, so was I.


  And I no longer had anything to be afraid of. If my friends were to die in the mother ship, I would be lost and alone in a world where I belonged nowhere.


  I had nothing more to lose.


  Just then I saw something that should have terrified me. Across the metal plain of the ship they crawled and slithered toward me. All around me. A dozen of them. Giant worms. Centipedes with a hunger for living flesh.


  Taxxons.


  They had come from the inside of the ship on Visser Three's orders.


  If I stayed put, they would catch me. If I flew, the hovering Yeerk ships would fry me.


  The Taxxons closed the circle around me.


  <It looks as if you have run out of time,> Visser Three said in my head. He laughed, it was not a nice laugh.


  Ah, Visser Three, you ruthless predator, I thought Very clever. You have me trapped. Trapped like a rabbit.


  But a trapped rabbit is one thing. And a trapped hawk, a hawk with the mind of a human being, is a whole different matter.


  The nearest Taxxon leveled a hand-held Dracon beam at me. He watched me with two of the circle of red globs they have for eyes.


  I pushed off with my feet. I beat the air with my wings.


  I flew straight for those red Jell-O eyes.


  He raised one of his feeble forearms to shield his eyes. The wrong move! I trimmed a shade right, raked my talons forward and struck like I was hitting a mouse in a field.


  My talons closed around the Dracon beam. The Taxxon's weak grip was no match for my speed.


  The Dracon beam tore loose from his grip.


  <Get him!> Visser Three cried. I could practically see the Blade ship rock from the force of his rage.


  But I did not take to the air. I flew fast but hugged the surface of the ship's metal curve. They could not hit me without hitting their precious ship.


  I knew just where I wanted to go. Wingtips actually hitting the ship on each downstroke, I raced toward the ship's bridge. Toward the tiny windows where I had seen the Taxxon crew.


  I could not save my friends, perhaps. But I could try to grant Rachel's last wish. I could try to bring this ship down.


  Even if it meant the end of my friends.
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  <Take off! Move!> Visser Three commanded the crew of the truck ship.


  Almost immediately, the huge thing began to move forward. Very slowly at first. But as it moved, it created a headwind. The bridge was moving away from me. The ship was rising as it went. A hundred feet up now. Two hundred!


  <Ha! Not so easy, Andalite!>


  Right then I had a powerful urge to shock the evil monster and say, <Guess what, creep? Not an Andalite at all. The name is Tobias!>


  But I wasn't ready to start bragging. The truth was, it was looking bad. The ship was slowly picking up speed.


  I flapped harder, harder. I gained again. But it was painfully slow. I was wearing out. The Dracon beam weighed me down. The headwind was building.


  Ahead of me, just a few feet away, I saw the bulge of the bridge.


  I gained a foot. Another. Another.


  I landed and folded my wings. I couldn't fly any more. But I could still pull myself along with my talons, gripping the small edges and ridges that ran along the top of the ship's bridge. I was there! Below me, transparent plastic. I could see the crew on the bridge. Taxxons stared wildly up at me.


  With one desperate lunge I propelled myself into the air. I had to fly full force to stay ahead of the onrushing windows of the bridge.


  Then, with one sharp talon, I pulled the trigger on the Dracon beam.


  <Fry, you worms!>


  There was no recoil. Not like a regular gun at all.


  But a beam of intense red light lanced from me to the bridge. It burned a hole through the window, sliced through a fat Taxxon, and began slicing up control panels and instruments like a hot knife going through butter. I squeezed that trigger for as long as I could.


  At last, exhausted, I could do no more.


  The Dracon beam slipped from my talon and plunged toward the earth below.


  But I had done it.


  It was an incredible and terrible thing to see. The ship, big as a skyscraper, vast beyond belief, shuddered as though it had hit a speed bump.


  Still it rose, sharply upward into the sky, as if it were a whale breaching. It aimed for space, its natural home. But it was clear that it was no longer under control. It rolled suddenly onto its side.


  BOOM! A ball of orange flame!


  The out-of-control ship had smashed recklessly into one of the helicopters. The chopper fell in ruins.


  The Bug fighters and the Blade ship scurried quickly out of the way. But too late.


  KA-RUNCH! BA-BOOM!


  One of the Bug fighters had slammed into the side of the ship. The Bug fighter was finished. The Blade ship and the remaining Bug fighter withdrew quickly.


  And then I saw the hole.


  A tear a hundred feet long had been opened in the side of the truck ship. From the hole, the water of the lake gushed. It was a waterfall from the sky. Millions of gallons hemorrhaging out.


  <Oh, boy,> I whispered.


  We were maybe seven hundred feet up over the forest now, when I saw them.


  Cassie first. Then Rachel and Marco together. And Jake. They fell, fully human, from the torn side of the ship.


  They plummeted, helpless, doomed, to the uprushing ground!


  <Noooo!>


  I knew there was nothing I could do. I knew it. But still I hurtled after them. Hurtled with all my speed to them as they fell, arms flailing, mouths open in screams of terror.
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  They fell.


  But as they fell, they began to change.


  Cassie was the first. Feathers sprouted from her skin. One of her morphs was an osprey. A distant cousin of the red-tails.


  She fell, and as she fell, she became less and less of a human.


  Marco and Rachel had both previously morphed bald eagles. Bald eagles are huge birds, much bigger than red-tailed hawks.


  As I watched, long wings replaced their flailing arms.


  Jake had morphed a peregrine falcon. Peregrines are so fast they make red-tails look like they are standing still.


  As I watched, a peregrine's beak grew from Jake's mouth.


  Not enough time. Not enough time! They would hit the ground before -


  Shwoooop!


  Cassie opened her wings and skimmed above the treetops. Marco barely made it. He fell down into the forest, out of sight. I was sure he had been too late.


  But then, up from the trees floated a bird with a six-foot wingspread and a proud white head.


  <YES!> I cried.


  In the sky overhead, the huge truck ship stopped climbing. It rolled again, onto its back this time, and plunged back to Earth.


  <Man, that was WAY too close!> I heard Marco yell. <That does it. I have had it with this Animorphs stuff!>


  <You're not safe yet!> I told him. <Look!>


  With the truck ship out of the way and falling to Earth, the Blade ship and the Bug fighters came after us.


  <Quick! Into the trees! Out of sight!> I yelled.


  Like a well-trained fighter squadron, we swooped down into the forest. Down below the tops of the trees, where the Yeerks could no longer see us.


  BOOOOOM!


  An explosion like a bomb going off. The truck ship had hit the ground.


  The concussion rolled us over like a tidal wave of air.


  I rocketed into a tree, but was able to avoid being hurt. <Everyone okay?> I yelled.


  One by one they said yes.


  But the explosion had disturbed every animal in the forest. The birds had all either hidden or flown away during the earlier fighting. Those few birds still left now took wing, startled. I saw her take off. The hawk. She was scared and wanted to run to the sky.


  But the sky was not a sanctuary for her.


  I don't know which ship fired the Dracon beam. Whether it was one of the Bug fighters, or the Blade ship.


  You see, they'd had a good long look at me. And she looked just like me.


  The Dracon beam sizzled. It burned off a wing.


  And she fell to Earth, never to fly again.
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  The Yeerk truck ship burned. What was left was eliminated by the Yeerks. No evidence was left behind. No proof that we could show to the world.


  But we had destroyed it. And a Bug fighter as well. And we had gotten out alive.


  Most of us.


  It was a day later when I went to see Rachel again. It was like she was expecting me.


  "Hi, Tobias," she said. "Come in. It's safe."


  I hopped through the window and fluttered over to the dresser.


  "How are you doing?" she asked.


  <I'm okay,> I said.


  She looked unsure of what to say next. "Look, um, Tobias . . . maybe this seems crazy. But Cassie and I were thinking, you know, that maybe we'd go back up to the lake. Try and find . . . her body. The hawk. You know, and at least bury her."


  <No, that doesn't sound crazy, Rachel,> I said softly. <Not crazy at all. Just human.>


  She looked keenly at me. "Well, we are human. All of us."


  <Yes. I knew I was human when I realized how . . . how sad I was that she was killed. See, a hawk wouldn't care. If she had been my mate, I would have missed her, been disturbed. But sadness? That's a human emotion. I know it seems strange, but I guess only a human would really care that a bird had died.>


  "If you helped us look, maybe we could still find her body."


  <No. Her body will be eaten. By a raccoon, or a wolf, or another bird. Maybe even another hawk. That's the way it is.>


  "That's the way it is for wild animals, Tobias. Not humans."


  <Yeah. I know. That's how I know that you are wrong, Rachel, at least partly. I am a human, yes. But I am also a hawk. I'm a predator who kills for food. And I'm also a human being who . . . who grieves, over death.>


  She looked terribly sad. She's very human, my friend Rachel.


  I went to the window. It was a beautiful day outside. The sun was bright. The cumulus clouds advertised the thermals that would carry me effortlessly to the sky.


  I flew.


  I am Tobias. A boy. A hawk. Some strange mix of the two.


  You know now why I can't tell you my last name. Or where I live. But someday you may look up in the sky and see the silhouette of a large bird of prey. Some large bird with a rending beak and sharp, tearing talons. Some bird with vast wings outstretched to ride the thermals.


  Be happy for me, and for all who fly free.
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Cassie.


  I can't tell you my last name. I wish I could. But I can't even tell you what town I live in or what state. We have to disguise our identities, we Animorphs. It's not about being shy. It's about staying alive.


  If the Yeerks ever learn who we are, we'll be done for. If they don't kill us outright, they'll make us Controllers. They'll force a Yeerk slug into our brains, where it will take control of us, making us slaves - tools of the Yeerk invasion of Earth.


  And I really don't like the idea of being under the control of an alien. I don't like the idea of being dead, either.


  On the other hand, there are some things I do like about being an Animorph. Some very cool things.


  Take the other night. It was late. I should have been in bed. Instead I was in the barn, getting ready to turn into a squirrel.


  Technically, the barn is really the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. My dad is a vet. So is my mom, but she works at The Gardens, this big zoo. The Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic is just my dad and me. We take in injured birds and animals and try to save them, then release them back into their natural habitats.


  That's where I was. In the barn. Surrounded by dozens of cages full of birds, from a mourning dove who'd run into a car windshield to a golden eagle who'd almost been electrocuted by a power line.


  In another part of the barn we have bigger cages for the badgers and opossums and skunks and deer and even a pair of wolves who'd been poisoned. At the other end (far from the wolves) we keep our own horses.


  There's an operating room and a couple of small recovery rooms, too.


  Back to that night. Have you ever watched a squirrel in the park? They are constantly alert. Constantly looking around. It's like every minute of every day they're thinking, "Hey! What's that?"


  So I knew that if I morphed into a squirrel, all that nervousness and fear would become a part of me. It's something we've all had to deal with: controlling the animal instincts, the animal mind that comes along with the animal body.


  Anyway, that's where I was, in a gloomy barn with just the yellow overhead bulbs to light the room. Why was I there? Because someone, or something, had been sneaking in and getting at the birds. We'd lost a patient just the night before. A duck.


  And because I couldn't sleep, anyway. I kept having these dreams. Only they weren't like normal dreams, somehow. More like . . . I don't know. Just really strange, that's all.


  "Relax, Magilla," I whispered to the squirrel in my hands. "This won't hurt at all." I pulled some chestnuts from my pocket and handed him one. Another nut fell to the floor.


  Some morphs are easy. Some are terrifying. When I was a horse, that was cool. When I had to become a trout, well, that was a little more weird. The whole time I just kept thinking how someone could fry me and serve me with tartar sauce.


  And I don't like tartar sauce.


  "Squirrel," I told myself. I always try to get into the feeling of what it might be like to be the animal before I even start morphing.


  The first physical change was in my size. I started shrinking. It's a very bizarre feeling. See, you feel like you're standing totally still, but the ground keeps coming up toward you. And the ceiling is moving away. Door handles aren't where they should be anymore. All of a sudden they're over your head.


  I had shrunk to maybe two, two-and-a-half feet tall when my arms came sucking back into my body. Right about that point, the real Magilla tore out of there. He ran back to his cage, got in, and - I swear this is true - closed the door. Anyway, I still had normal (although short) legs, but my arms were stunted. I still had the normal number of fingers, but they were teeny tiny now, way too small for my body.


  My ears traveled up the side of my head to rest on top. Soft gray fur spread across my body in a wave. My face puffed out and grew pointed.


  Then, the wildest thing! My tail sprouted out of my body! And what was cool was that I wasn't a squirrel yet. I was still about half human, the size of a small child, and my tail just shot out, about two feet long! Much longer and bigger than it would be once I was totally squirrelified.


  I tilted my head back and I could see this bushy gray tail arched up over me. Way cool.


  My legs sucked in and I was down on the ground, down on the cement floor of the barn.


  I suddenly discovered I hadn't swept and mopped as well as I thought I had. Amazing what you can see when your face is just an inch from the floor.


  Then the squirrel brain kicked in.


  WHOA! YOW!


  Man, did I have energy!


  It was like I was plugged into a million volts. I was supercharged! My slow, sluggish human brain was just blown away by the sudden explosion of energy.


  A noise!


  What's that? I cocked my ears. I swung my head, focusing my big eyes. A bird in a cage!


  A new sound! What was it? I spun around.


  No, wait! What was that? And that? And the other sound?


  PREDATORS! They were everywhere! I was surrounded! PREDATORS!


  Birds! Big birds with nasty claws. All around me.


  Wait. There was a nut. Oooh. A nut.


  PREDATORS! Alert!


  I scampered across the floor. Look left. Look right. Sniff sniff sniff the air.


  Oh, yes. Predators. I smelled them. I heard them. Birds. A wolf. A badger.


  PREDATORS! RUN RUN RUN!


  Oh, wait. Was that a nut? I hopped over to the nut. YES! A chestnut! I seized it in my little front claws and began immediately to chew a hole in it. Excellent! Wonderful! Chestnut! And I had it! No one could take it away. Hah hah!


  A noise! What?


  PREDATORS!


  Don't drop the nut! Run with the nut! RUN!


  With the nut stuffed into my jaw, I ran.


  I ran straight up the wall. Straight up.


  And that was the moment when Tobias decided to show up.


  Chapter 2


  



  Tobias flew in through the hayloft overhead.



  Unfortunately, in my squirrel mentality, with my human brain just barely holding on, I didn't realize it was Tobias.


  What it looked like to me was a red-tailed hawk. A bird of prey. And this one was not in a cage.


  No, this one was flapping around the high rafters of the barn. The hawk had talons like steel and a hooked beak that could open me up like a can of beans.


  I felt his hawk's eyes on me.


  RUN! RUNRUNRUNRUN!


  I didn't know what to do. I mean, me, the human being named Cassie. I didn't know what to do. I knew I had to get control over the squirrel. But it was so hyper!


  However, the squirrel knew just what to do.


  ZOOOM!


  I ran straight up the wall. My little claws grabbed at tiny splinters and cracks in the wood, and shot up at a terrifying speed. If you've never been a squirrel - and let's face it, you haven't - you probably don't have any idea what it's like to run up. The wooden wall was like a floor under me. But at the same time I knew the difference between up and down. I knew if I fell it would be down. It's as if you were running across the floor in your house, but if you tripped you'd fall back against the wall.


  Very strange.


  Tobias had come to rest on a rafter. But I could feel his eyes on me. I froze. I froze completely. Not even my tail twitched. I just clutched onto the wall and froze.


  But I couldn't keep it up. That torrent of squirrel energy would not let me stand still for long.


  Suddenly, with barely a glance to the side, I launched myself through space. I flew. I mean, I just jumped and hurtled through the air for what seemed like half a mile, but was actually just ten feet.


  SLAM! I landed on the wooden beam that runs above the horse stalls.


  Bad move. Tobias had seen my movement. Out of the corner of my eye I saw his vast wings open. He swooped down, talons raked forward.


  But then . . . a new movement. Something large and furtive. A board in the side of the barn pushed open. A head poked inside. It was just below me. An intelligent, alert face, looking up at me and wondering if I was dinner.


  A fox! Aha! My mystery bird-killer.


  I had to get control of the squirrel brain. It always takes a minute in any new morph, at least, to control those wild animal instincts, but I didn't have a minute.


  Tobias swooped.


  Suddenly it was insanity everywhere. Birds in every cage began to squawk and shriek! The wolves in the next room decided to start howling. The horses were whinnying shrilly.


  Tobias sheered away, startled.


  Too late. I had jumped again, and now I was falling toward the straw-covered floor of a stall. Falling toward the fox.


  I hit the ground and blew out of there, leaving a storm of dust and straw in my wake.


  The fox came after me. He was fast. Very fast.


  <Tobias! Help!> I yelled in thought-speak.


  <What the . . . Is that you, Cassie?>


  I dodged left. The fox dodged after me.


  He was faster than me and almost as agile. Unless I could find a place to climb up and away, I was done for!


  <Yes, it's me!>


  <Well, why didn't you tell me?!> he said, sounding grumpy in my head. <I was considering eating you.>


  <I just morphed. I just got control of this crazy squirrel brain. Now would you PLEASE save me?>


  The fox's jaw snapped at my tail. I felt his teeth comb the fur.


  <Good grief,> Tobias said. He opened his wings and came hurtling down, straight at the fox.


  The fox saw the shadow of the big hawk. He stopped dead in his tracks.


  Too late. Tobias raked him with his talons and shot past.


  The fox decided this was more trouble than he needed. He bolted for his secret passageway.


  Tobias came to rest on a crossbeam and looked down at me with his fierce hawk's gaze. <Cassie? Why are you out here at midnight turning into a squirrel?>


  I was already starting to morph back to human shape. <Well, we've had some birds taken in the last couple of days. We figured it was a badger or a raccoon or a fox, but we couldn't figure out how he was getting in. So I decided to morph and wait to see when he showed up.>


  <Well, I certainly can't criticize anyone who wants to rescue birds,> he said. He fluffed his wings and began preening some ruffled feathers.


  I was halfway back to human shape, growing up from the floor, feeling my legs sprout beneath me. But my human mouth was not back yet. <So, what are you doing here, Tobias? Looking for a squirrel sandwich?>


  Tobias had almost completely accepted the fact that he was permanently stuck in the body of a red-tailed hawk. Recently he had begun to hunt and eat like a hawk. He was still a little sensitive about it, but I thought if I just made a joke out of it, he would realize I wasn't grossed out or anything.


  <Squirrel sandwich?> he said. <No, I was thinking barbecue. Sorry I scared you.>


  "It's okay, my friend," I said in my own voice. My mouth had formed. I was almost back to normal, all but this huge tail, which was still poking out of the back of my morphing outfit.


  Normal, for me, is about average height, I guess. Whatever "average" is. I'm kind of solidly built, not skinny and not fat, with hair I keep short because I don't like messing with it. As my friends would tell you, I'm not exactly Ms. Fashion. Mostly, if you want to know what I look like, picture a girl in overalls and leather work gloves, biting her lip as she concentrates on trying to force a pill down the throat of a badger.


  Jake once took a picture of me doing exactly that. He has it next to his computer in his room. Don't ask me why. I would be glad to give him a picture of me in a dress or something. Rachel could loan me the dress. But Jake says he likes the picture he has.


  <I hear something,> Tobias said, suddenly alert.


  I strained my ears. Human ears are so lame. Almost any animal can hear better. But then I heard it, too. A voice.


  "Is someone in there?"


  "My father!"


  <You still have a tail!>


  Too late. The barn door swung open. My fa ther stood there, blinking sleepily and holding a flashlight. "Cass? What are you doing out here?"


  I stuck my hands behind my back and tried to hold my big squirrel tail down while I attempted to morph it away at maximum speed. "N-n-noth-ing, Dad. I-I-I just couldn't sleep."


  He nodded. "Okay. Well, go to bed now," he said crankily. My father is one of those people who needs about an hour and three cups of coffee to wake up.


  "Okay, Daddy," I said.


  He hesitated. "Cassie? Turn around."


  "Turn around?" I repeated in a squeaky voice.


  "Yeah. Turn around. It's . . . just turn around."


  Slowly I turned. As I did, the last of the tail shwooped back into my spine.


  "Huh," my dad said. "I gotta get back to sleep. I swear I thought you had a tail."


  "Heh heh," I laughed weakly.


  When he left I collapsed back on the straw. "I really should have just stayed in bed," I said to Tobias. "Dreams or no dreams."


  <Dreams?> he snapped. <What kind of dreams?>


  I shrugged. "I don't know. These kind of weird dreams about the sea."


  <The sea,> he echoed. <And a voice, calling out to you from beneath the water.>


  It was warm in the barn, but suddenly I felt really cold.


  Chapter 3


  



  "No, I haven't had any weird dreams about the sea," Marco said. "I've had weird dreams about my sheets trying to strangle me. I've had weird dreams about falling from way up high and when I finally land I'm in Mister Rogers' Neighborhood talking to King Friday. I've had weird dreams about that woman on Baywatch . . . hmm, well, that does kind of involve the ocean, I guess."


  "You have dreams about King Friday?" Rachel asked him. She put on a worried look. "I see." She shook her head slowly and made a tsk, tsk sound.


  "What? What's the matter with dreaming about King Friday?" Marco demanded.


  Rachel shrugged. "All I'm going to say is you should think about seeing a counselor before your condition worsens." Rachel turned so Marco couldn't see her and gave me a wink.


  "Very funny," Marco sneered. But he still looked a little worried.


  We were in Rachel's room the next day, after school. Her room is so neat. Straight out of a magazine, you know? Like everything matches or goes together. She has this bulletin board where she puts little wise sayings on Post-it notes.


  I drifted over to the bulletin board and read '"Don't think there are no crocodiles just because the water is calm.' - Malayan Proverb."


  Just beside that was '"If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the results of a hundred battles.' - Sun Tzu."


  It made me a little sad. In the good old days, Rachel would have had a bunch of quotes about being a good person or whatever. It just showed how much our lives had changed.


  In a very short time we had all grown accustomed to a world of fear and danger. We had arrived at Rachel's house separately. We had each checked to make sure we weren't being followed. We had planned the afternoon in advance to be sure that Rachel's mom and her two sisters would be out. We had even had Tobias fly over the area looking for anything unusual.


  That's what our lives had become. That and quotations full of paranoia and battle.


  Jake hadn't said anything yet. Tobias and I had both told everyone about our strangely identical dreams. About the voice that seemed to come from beneath the sea. The strange voice that called to us.


  No one else had heard the voice in their dreams. Marco had made jokes. Rachel had been supportive but skeptical. Only Jake had remained silent.


  I suppose you could say Jake is sort of our "leader," although he's not bossy in any way. It's more like this natural aspect of his personality. He's the one you just automatically look to when there's trouble.


  Of course, I look to him for other reasons. Not that I would ever tell him or anything, but I really like Jake. You know, as in like.


  He's very cute, in a big, strong kind of way. He has brown hair and dark, dark eyes. He seems very serious until you get to know him. And then you realize he's still pretty serious, but he also knows when to laugh.


  Jake has to know when to laugh because Marco has been his best friend since they were both in diapers. They've competed and fought and disagreed the whole time. Marco's mission in life is to find the humor in everything. Even in his best friend.


  Marco is kind of cute, too, although he's not my type. He wears his brown hair long and has these amazing eyelashes that I would love to have myself.


  Marco isn't interested in being in charge, or even in being part of a team. He wants us to just quit the whole thing. He wants us to forget the Yeerks and forget morphing and just try and stay alive.


  But at the same time, it's Marco who is very aware of all the security problems. He's the one who makes sure we never discuss anything on the phone, where enemy ears might be listening in.


  Rachel is my closest friend. She has been for years. How can I explain Rachel? First of all, she and Jake are cousins, and they have a lot in common. They seem to grow strong people in that family, because Rachel is the strongest person I know. It's like nothing ever intimidates her. She's totally fearless, or at least that's how she seems.


  To look at her you'd think, Oh, she'll grow up to be some airheaded model, because she's very tall and pretty and blond. But I pity anyone who mistakes Rachel for a wimpy airhead.


  Sometimes I think Rachel likes the way everything has worked out. It's like all along there was this Amazon warrior locked up inside of her, and now she has an excuse to bring it out.


  But she was not a person who believed in dreams very much. "Well, okay," she said, "if we're done with the dreams, let's - "


  "Rachel," Jake interrupted, "I think I have something that may be interesting." He pulled a videocassette out of his bag.


  "Cool. Let's watch a movie," Marco said.


  "Not a movie," Jake said. "I guess no one else watched the late news last night?"


  "I was busy watching my taped reruns of Mister Rogers' Neighborhood," Marco said, giving Rachel a sly look. "Last night it was the one where it was a beautiful day in the neighborhood."


  Jake rolled his eyes up to the ceiling, the way he'd done a million times before when Marco said something irrelevant or annoying. "Rachel, can we go downstairs and use your VCR?"


  "Sure," Rachel said.


  We trooped down the stairs. Except for Tobias, who fluttered down above our heads.


  "Hey, Tobias," Marco said, "I've been meaning to ask you, are hawks like seagulls? I mean, do they poop while they're flying?"


  <Depends on who's down below,> Tobias shot back. <Let me just put it this way - if you get on my nerves, you'd better buy a hat.>


  Down in Rachel's living room, Jake turned on the TV and popped in his cassette.


  "There was just this one small story," he narrated, as, on the screen, an old guy in a bathing suit held up a piece of what looked like metal.


  "So now we're interested in hairy old guys who should be wearing shirts?" Marco asked.


  "This old guy says he found that on the beach. It washed up during the storm a couple of days ago. Watch."


  The camera focused on what looked like a jagged piece of metal, about two feet long and one foot wide. As the camera zoomed in, I saw what looked like letters. Only they weren't any alphabet I had ever seen.


  Now the tape was showing the anchorwoman smiling, and then it went blank. Jake turned the VCR off.


  "Okay, so?" Marco prodded.


  Jake sighed. "So the night the Andalite landed, when I went inside his ship to get the cube that gave us our morphing powers, I saw writing."


  I felt a chill creep up the back of my neck.


  "I could be wrong, I mean, I'm not some expert," Jake said. "But I think it was that same alphabet. Those same kinds of letters."


  Suddenly no one was laughing. Not even Marco.


  "I think what washed up on the beach is a piece of an Andalite ship," Jake said.


  Suddenly, without warning, I felt the ground swirl beneath me. I fell straight back, not even caring that Jake caught me in his arms just before I hit the carpet.


  Chapter 4


  



  I was falling, falling, falling.


  Falling into the sea.


  Splash! I hit the water. But still I fell. Down and down and down through blue-green, sunlit layers of water.


  <I 'm here,> a voice called to me. <I am here. I cannot survive much longer. If you hear me . . . come. If you hear me . . . come.>


  Suddenly I opened my eyes. I stared up at Jake's concerned face.


  Glancing across the room, I saw Rachel with the telephone to her ear, preparing to dial.


  "She's awake!" Jake said.


  "I'd better still call an ambulance," Rachel said.


  "No!" Marco snapped, "Not unless we know she's hurt. It's too big a risk."


  Rachel's eyes flared the way they do when someone tells her something she doesn't want to hear. "I'm calling nine-one-one," she said tersely.


  "No, Rachel, I'm okay," I said. I sat up. My head felt a little woozy, but I was all right.


  Rachel hesitated, her fingers just above the keypad. "What about Tobias?"


  I looked around the room and saw Tobias spread out on the floor, one wing crumpled beneath him.


  He looked dead.


  I jumped up and ran to him.


  "Rachel, Cassie seems okay, and nine-one-one can't help Tobias," Jake said.


  Rachel replaced the receiver and ran over to Tobias.


  "He's not dead," I said. I could feel him breathing. Then, just as suddenly as I had, he woke up. His enormous brown hawk's eyes opened, instantly fierce.


  His first reaction was pure hawk. He hopped up and flared. Hawks flare just the way cats do when they're trying to intimidate someone. They hunch their shoulders and fluff up their feathers to make themselves look bigger than they are.


  "Everybody stand still," I said quickly. "It's okay, Tobias, you were just out for a minute there."


  He quickly gained control over the hawk instincts. <That was strange,> he said.


  "It happened to me, too," I said. "I passed out. And then I had the dream again. Only this time I could hear an actual voice. Or at least I heard thought-speech."


  <Me, too,> Tobias confirmed.


  "Okay, now this is getting weird," Rachel said. "Because at the same time I thought I kind of felt something."


  "Yeah," Jake agreed. Marco nodded.


  <I know this sounds crazy, but . . . but it's like someone is sending out a distress signal. Like they are calling for help.>


  "Only this someone is in the water, or under the water, or something," I said. "Seeing that video, seeing that writing, it was like suddenly the message grew stronger."


  "Or it may have just been a coincidence," Jake said. "This isn't a dream. I don't know what it is, but it isn't a dream. Even I halfway saw something. This is some kind of a communication."


  "Well, this is all very interesting," Marco said, "but so what? I mean, are we getting some kind of psychic message from the Little Mermaid? What are we supposed to do about it?"


  Jake looked closely at me. "Cassie? Was the voice in your dream a human voice?"


  I was startled by the question. I hadn't really thought about it. I actually laughed. "When you asked me, the first thing that popped into my head was no, it isn't human." I laughed again. "But that doesn't make any sense."


  <It's not human,> Tobias said suddenly. <I understand the meaning of what it's saying, but it's not human. It's not 'speaking' in words, really.>


  "So what is it?" Rachel asked. "Yeerk?"


  I let my mind drift back to the dream. I tried to hear the sound in my head again. "No, not Yeerk. It reminds me of something . . . of someone."


  <The Andalite,> Tobias blurted.


  I snapped my fingers. "Yes! That's it! It reminds me of the Andalite. When he first thought-spoke to us. That's what it's like."


  "The Andalite," Marco muttered. He looked away. I knew he was remembering. We all were.


  We had been walking home from the mall at night. Walking through a big abandoned construction site, when the Andalite ship had appeared above us.


  It landed, and out came the Andalite prince, fatally wounded in a battle with the Yeerks some where in space.


  He was the one who had warned us of the Yeerks - the parasite species that inhabited the brains of other creatures and enslaved them, making them Controllers. It was the Andalite who had warned us, and who, in desperation, had given us the great and terrible weapon - the power to morph.


  We had been hiding, cringing in terror, when the Yeerks caught up with the Andalite. When Visser Three himself, the Yeerk leader, had murdered him.


  I shuddered at the terrible memory of the Andalite's last, despairing cry.


  "Yes," I whispered. "Tobias is right. It's an Andalite. That's who is calling to us from the sea. An Andalite."


  For a few minutes no one said anything.


  Then Rachel said, "He died trying to save us." She looked defiantly at Marco. "I know that doesn't mean anything to you. But the Andalite died trying to save Earth."


  Marco nodded. "I know. And you're wrong, Rachel. That means plenty to me."


  "Yeah? Well, if there's some Andalite calling for help, I'm going to try and help him," Rachel said.


  I looked over at Jake and we shared this look, like "Oh, big surprise, Rachel is ready to go." I hid my smile and Jake kept a straight face.


  "Tobias?" Jake asked. "What do you say?"


  <I don't know if I should have a vote. I'm the one person here who isn't going to be much help dealing with water. Besides, you guys all know how I'd vote.>


  Of all of us, it was Tobias who had stayed longest at the Andalite's side, even as the Andalite ordered him to get to safety. Something really deep had gone on between the Andalite prince and Tobias.


  It was my turn. "I can't just ignore someone crying out for help, if that's what this is."


  We all looked at Marco. I could see Rachel getting angry, like she was ready to jump all over Marco if, as usual, he disagreed.


  Marco just grinned. "I really hate to do this. I really hate to disappoint you all." Then he grew serious. "But I was there at the construction site, same as all of you. I was there when Visser Three - " Suddenly his voice choked. "What I mean is, if there's an Andalite who needs anything, I'm there."


  Chapter 5


  



  You do realize that if we're down here at the beach because of that news story, some Controllers are probably down here, too?" Marco asked for about the tenth time.


  "Yes, Marco," Jake said patiently. "But maybe Cassie and Tobias can get some feeling from being down here, closer to the sea."


  "So let me get this straight - we are now making decisions based on Tobias and Cassie's dreams, right?" Marco said. "And yet my dreams are totally ignored. The fact that I once dreamed about staying home and watching TV in total safety, that means nothing, right?"


  "Right," Jake said flatly.


  We were at the beach. The same beach where the guy on the news had found what we now believed was a piece of an Andalite ship. It was night, with a sliver of moon that painted ripples of silver across the black water. A salt breeze blew off the water, making me feel peaceful and yet a little overwhelmed, intimidated, the way the ocean always makes me feel.


  There is nothing as big as the ocean. It's like this entirely different planet, full of strange plants and fantastic animals. Valleys and mountains and caves and broad, flat plains, all hidden from our sight.


  All I could see was the surface. All I could feel was the barest edge of the ocean, rushing over my toes as each wave crashed ashore.


  But I could sense it out there. I could sense how vast it was, and how tiny I was.


  "How about my dream of living long enough to get a driver's license?"


  Jake gave Marco an exasperated look. "Marco, you can turn into a bird and fly. You could do it right now. Why would you care about driving a car a few years from now?"


  "The babes," Marco said instantly. "Duh. You can't pick up girls when you're a bird." He glanced overhead, where we could see just the hint of dark wings against the canopy of stars. "No offense, Tobias. The wings are great, but I'm thinking of something bright red with about four hundred horsepower."


  Marco's cooperative mood hadn't lasted long. I knew it wouldn't. Marco is never happy unless he's complaining about something. Just like Rachel is never happy unless she has something to fight against. And Tobias is never happy, period. He thinks if he's ever happy, someone will just come along and take his happiness away.


  "So, Cassie?" Rachel said. "Do you feel anything?"


  "Well, I feel a little embarrassed," I admitted. "And a little foolish."


  "Maybe we could try calling the Psychic Friends," Marco suggested. "Hi, is this Psychic Friends? I've been dreaming about aliens lately - "


  "Why Cassie and Tobias?" Rachel wondered aloud, ignoring Marco. "Why would they get these images so clearly and the rest of us barely felt anything?"


  Jake shook his head. "I don't know. I mean, okay, say you're an Andalite. And you want to call for help. Who do you want to come and rescue you? Other Andalites, obviously."


  "Tobias isn't an Andalite, and neither am I," I pointed out.


  "I know," Jake said. "But maybe this communication, whatever it is, is tied into the ability to morph. You know, like morphing ability makes you able to 'hear' it. That way, only Andalites would be able to receive the call for help."


  "Which still doesn't explain why Tobias and I -"


  "Maybe it does," Marco interrupted, serious again. "Look, Tobias is permanently in morph. And Cassie, you're the one who has the most talent for morphing." Then he flashed white teeth in the dark. "Besides, you know you like animals more than humans, so it's like you're halfway into morph, anyway."


  Suddenly a dark shape swooped low over our heads. <Lights!> Tobias said. <Up ahead on the beach. There's a bunch of people moving in a line with flashlights, like they're searching for something. You can't see them yet because they're hidden by that dune. But they'll be here in a couple of minutes.>


  "Who are they?" Jake demanded.


  <I can't tell,> Tobias said. <My eyes may be great during the day, but at night I don't see any better than you do. I'm a hawk, not an owl. Fortunately, I still hear pretty well. You guys hide in the dunes. I'll be right back.>


  With that he was gone.


  "Come on," Jake said. "He's right. Let's hide in the dunes."


  We crouched down in a pocket between two dunes. I lay flat on my belly in the cold sand and peered through the tall sea grass, focusing on the bright line of the surf.


  Tobias was back a few minutes later.


  <It's them,> he said. He came to rest on a piece of driftwood. <It's a group from The Sharing. Chapman is with them.> He turned his head to look at Jake. <Tom is with them, too.>


  The Sharing is a front organization for the Yeerks. Supposedly it's this group for all ages, like Girl Scouts or whatever. In reality it's a way for the Controllers to try and recruit new voluntary hosts. As impossible as it may seem, some humans actually decide to become hosts for the Yeerks. The Yeerks like it that way. It's easier for them to have a voluntary host instead of a host that resists their control.


  The Sharing is very subtle, of course. People are brought along very slowly, over time. New members have no idea what it's all about at first. They think it's just fun and games.


  I don't know when they tell the members what's really happening. By then I guess it's too late. They either become hosts voluntarily, or, like Jake's brother Tom, they are taken, anyway.


  "Tom is with them?" Jake asked.


  <I'm pretty sure,> Tobias said. <Some of the senior members - Chapman and Tom - are following behind the others. I could hear some of what they were saying. They're very worried about that fragment of Andalite ship.>


  "So it is Andalite?" Rachel asked, excited.


  <I guess so,> Tobias said. <I heard something else, too.>


  The way he hesitated made me tense up. "What?"


  <Something about Visser Three having visions. That's what they said. Visions. I guess the visions made the Visser cranky. He was on the mother ship at the time and decided to shove a Hork-Bajir out of an airlock because he broke the Visser's concentration.>


  "It's because of Visser Three's Andalite body," Marco said.


  "That's the connection. These dreams or visions or whatever they are must be some kind of communication that's only supposed to be heard by Andalites."


  Suddenly I saw the line of flashlights swing into view. There must have been twenty people strung across the beach, all looking down at the sand, moving forward slowly.


  "They're searching for any other fragments," I whispered.


  A part of the line stopped moving. I heard someone yelling. Others came running up, excited.


  "What did they find?" Jake wondered.


  "I don't . . . " Then, in a flash, it came to me. "Our footprints! Four sets of fresh footprints that suddenly turn off into the dunes!"


  "Let's get out of here," Jake hissed. "Now!"


  Too late!


  The flashlight beams raced across the rippling sand and up the side of the dune. In an instant a dozen flashlight beams focused on the notch where we crouched.


  We slithered back, down and out of sight. Then we jumped up and ran.


  "We should morph!" Rachel gasped as we stumbled over the sinking sand.


  "No!" Marco said. "Tracks. We would leave tracks that went from human to animal."


  "Get them!" someone yelled. Chapman, I think. He's our assistant principal at school. I knew his voice from hearing him yell in the hall ways.


  Jerky, wild beams of light danced all around us. We ducked and ran as fast as we could. But running across the sand was like running through quicksand.


  Jake was gasping out whispered instructions. "Double around . . . if they follow us deeper into . . . the dunes . . . we can double around, get to the water then morph . . . "


  "There! There! I see them!"


  A beam of light swept over me. I could see my shadow, long and twisted, projected on the sand. I dodged left, out of the light. Just in time.


  BAM! BAM!


  Gunfire!


  Someone was shooting at me.


  Chapter 6


  



  It seemed totally crazy.


  I mean, I've been in one-on-one combat to the death with seven-foot-tall Hork-Bajir warriors, and I've been shot at by Dracon beams that sort of disintegrate you slowly. But I'd never been shot at with plain old everyday guns.


  It seemed nuts after all we'd been through.


  BAM! BAM! BAM!


  Phit! I heard something hit the sand just inches from my foot.


  "Aaaahhh!" I cried in surprise.


  This was real. Real! This was really happening.


  A rough hand grabbed me and dragged me forward. Jake. I had frozen when I'd heard the bullet so close.


  <They're all in the dunes!> Tobias cried. <Now's the time.>


  "Come on!" Jake snapped. He half dragged me up the side of the nearest dune, but by then I was moving fine all on my own. I was scurrying up the side of that hill, snatching at handholds of scrub grass, pistoning my feet into the sand.


  Over the top. We slid and rolled and ran down the far side.


  We were back on the beach. I stole a quick glance to the right. No lights on the beach. They were all in the dunes. Looking for us.


  "Head to the water," Jake said. "Morph to fish."


  "Jake," I panted. "Trout . . . they're freshwater fish . . . this is saltwater."


  "You have a better idea?" he asked.


  BAM! BAM!


  "No," I said. We splashed into the boiling surf. As I ran I pictured the fish. I remembered being the fish. I focused as much as anyone can focus with a dozen or so Controllers chasing her and shooting.


  My feet went out from under me. They had shriveled and begun to disappear. I hit the water and got a mouthful of salty foam.


  I tried to keep my head above water, but my arms were rapidly disappearing. The waves were high around me as I became smaller and smaller. My clothing billowed.


  The people from The Sharing, the Controllers, raced to the water's edge. I could see their lights, weirdly distorted as my eyes went from the air-adapted eyes of a human to the eyes of a fish.


  With what was left of my ears I heard, "The tracks lead right to the water."


  Tom's voice. Then Chapman's. "I don't see them. They can't swim far. The current is too strong. Fan out up and down the beach."


  "Do you think these are the Andalite guerillas?"


  "No. The tracks are human. Just some kids, probably. I doubt they saw anything. That fool should not have been shooting."


  "Sir," a new voice said. "We found a pair of jeans in the surf. Look like they could be for a kid."


  "Any identification in them?"


  "No. Nothing."


  "Coincidence," Chapman said. "Probably."


  "If they're human, why don't we see them out there?" Tom asked. "Four sets of human tracks. No humans in the water. Is it possible . . . is Visser Three wrong? What if they're not Andalites at all?"


  I sank beneath the water. The morph was almost complete. But as I went under I heard Chapman laugh cruelly. "Visser Three wrong? Maybe. But I'm not the fool who's going to try and tell him."


  The morph was complete. I was a fish, less than a foot long. A trout, to be exact. Excellent broiled, fried, or grilled.


  The saltwater was harsh on my scales, and my gills were barely able to breathe.


  <Everyone okay?> It was Jake. Now that we had morphed we had the same thought-speech ability as Tobias.


  <I'm okay,> I assured him. <But I can barely breathe. I think we'd better be quick.>


  <I'm with Cassie,> Rachel said. <I feel like my scales are burning up. And my gills are on fire.>


  <Keep the shore on your left and go full speed as long as you can stand it,> Jake advised.


  <Marco? Are you with us?> I asked.


  <Oh, sure. Where else would I be? What could possibly be more fun than running around the sand dunes getting shot at and then jumping into the ocean and turning into a trout, who, incidentally, can't live in saltwater? I wouldn't miss it for anything. Now can we go home and watch TV?>


  Chapter 7


  



  The next couple of days we didn't get together, except for passing each other in the hall ways at school. We do have lives beyond being Animorphs, after all.


  Rachel was busy with her gymnastics class. Plus she got to go to this ceremony where her mom received some award for being Lawyer of the Year. (And since this is Rachel we're talking about, going to an awards dinner meant major shopping for new everything.)


  Jake had totally blown a test because he hadn't studied, so he had to do a paper as makeup work. And I was busy helping my dad out in the barn with the golden eagle who had almost been electrocuted. He was at a difficult stage of his recovery.


  Tobias dropped by one evening and acted kind of snippy about me trying to save a golden eagle. Golden eagles and hawks don't get along. Probably because golden eagles are known to kill and eat hawks.


  It was a couple of days later that Jake rode his bike over to my house. I didn't expect him, so I was dressed like even more of a slob than usual. Plus I reeked of various horrible things because I was mucking out the stables and cleaning the birdcages.


  Typical guy. He had the totally bad timing to show up when I looked like Ms. Manure.


  "Hey, Cassie," he said in his usual casual way, like nothing was going on.


  "Hi, Jake. Did you come by to help me shovel manure?"


  He grinned. He has a great smile. It appears kind of slowly, like it doesn't quite belong on his serious face. "I don't know. Did I?"


  "Yes, you did," I told him. I handed him a shovel. "If I have to smell, so do you."


  We worked a little bit, with no sound but the steel shovel blades scraping the concrete. I knew he had something to tell me. I can always tell. But I figured I'd let him get around to it whenever he was ready.


  "So," he said at last.


  "So?" I echoed.


  "Look, um, I guess everyone is kind of waiting to see what you decide to do."


  This surprised me. I stopped shoveling. "What? What do you mean?"


  "I mean, we're waiting to see what you decide to do about this dream of yours."


  I shrugged. "I don't know. Besides, it's not just my dream. Tobias has it, too. And all of you guys felt it a little, at least."


  "Yeah, but Tobias figures he isn't going to be much help when . . . I mean, if we decide to do something. We're talking water, and Tobias can't morph. As for the rest of us, I don't know. Rachel and Marco were talking about whether it might have just been something they imagined, you know? Because you made it seem so real and all."


  "What do you think, Jake?"


  Jake stopped working and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. He looked straight into my eyes. "Cassie, if you tell me it's real, it's real. I think you and Tobias are right. But Marco is having second thoughts." He raised one eyebrow, as if to say "You know Marco."


  I felt a queasy, sick feeling. "You mean, I'm supposed to make some kind of a decision? Like I'm supposed to say what we do?"


  "Cassie, you're the one with the dream. Only you can decide if it's real, and if it's real enough for us to try and do something about it."


  "I don't know if it's real," I said. What was he asking me to do? Every time we had tried to get into it with the Yeerks, we had ended up barely escaping with our lives. Just two days had passed since I'd heard bullets whizzing past me.


  Jake waited until I met his gaze again. "Cassie, you know we all trust your instincts. You're the best at understanding animals. You're the best morpher. You know everyone in the group respects you."


  I made a face. "Give me a break."


  "If you think we should pursue this, you know Rachel will be right behind you. Me, too."


  "And Marco?"


  Jake grinned again. "Marco won't be right behind you. He'll be several feet back."


  We both laughed.


  "I don't know, Jake. It's a dream. It's like a vision or something. How do I know if it's real?"


  He shook his head. "I don't know, Cassie. I guess you just have to take your best shot and hope you're right."


  I cringed at that. I'm not Rachel. I'm not a risk-taker. "Can't you decide for me?" I asked, joking.


  He nodded solemnly. "If you want me to, sure."


  "And then if it's a disaster, it will all be on your head," I said. "You'll be the one who feels bad. You'll be the one to blame." I reached out and touched his cheek. "That's incredibly sweet of you. But you're right. I guess it's my decision this time."


  I sighed and looked around at the barn. It smelled pretty bad, and sometimes it was a nuthouse of yammering birds and howling wolves and whinnying horses, all needing care, and all scared of the care we gave them. But it was the place I felt most at home in the whole world.


  Out through the door of the barn, the fields of corn and open meadow stretched off into the distance, till they pressed up against the dark trees of the forest.


  "I know this is crazy," I said, "but the ocean scares me a little. I understand the land. I understand soil and things that grow out of it." I laughed. "I guess I'm just an old farm girl. You know this farm has been in my family since the Civil War?"


  Jake winked. "Do I know that? Puh-leeze. I had Thanksgiving with your family last year, you may remember. Your great-grandmother gave me the complete history."


  "Going all the way back to when dinosaurs ruled the earth," I said. "Grammy does tend to go on about our history, doesn't she?"


  He looked serious again, almost hard. "It's your call, Cassie. It will be really dangerous and we probably won't do much good. I mean, it's a big ocean out there. But it's your decision."


  "Yep," I agreed. I shook my head slowly, sadly. "I believe these dreams are real. I believe there's an Andalite out there, somewhere . . . somehow . . . trapped. Calling for help."


  "Good enough," he said. "Now. How do we get out there?"


  I frowned, thinking of the possibilities. "Some kind of fish? It would have to be something fast. Something that isn't prey. You know, not some fish that's going to get snapped up by a hungry tuna or whatever."


  Jake nodded. "And it has to be something we can acquire. Which means, probably, something at The Gardens."


  "They have sea lions. And dolphins. But we can't morph them, can we?"


  "Why not?"


  "I . . . I don't know. It's just that, I mean, dolphins? They're highly intelligent. It seems kind of, I don't know, kind of wrong."


  "Well, you decide," he said, leaning his shovel against a wall. "I have to go. I can't blow another test, and I have to study."


  He climbed back on his bike.


  "You're just saying that to get out of shoveling manure," I said.


  "Cassie," he said, "I would rather shovel manure with you than do homework without you, any day."


  I think it was a compliment. Sort of.


  He rode off, leaving me much less at ease than I had been before he'd come.


  Chapter 8


  



  The next day after school, the four of us headed toward The Gardens on a city bus. Tobias flew. He said he'd be there before we were, but he wasn't sure how close to us he actually could get.


  The Gardens is this big amusement park that also includes a zoo. Only they don't call it a zoo, they call it a "wildlife park." My mom works there. Actually, she's the head of medical services, the head vet.


  I have a pass to get in anytime I want, but the others all have to pay, which is kind of a drag because Marco never has any money. Ever since Marco's mom died, his dad has been kind of messed up. He just takes temporary jobs, and they're always broke.


  I guess I kind of think it's romantic, the way Marco's dad has never gotten over his wife dying. But on the other hand, it's like I had to learn when I started helping my dad with the animals - sometimes death just happens, and all you can do is get over it the best you can.


  It's tough for Marco because he feels like he has to take care of his dad - instead of having his dad taking care of him.


  On the bus, I glanced over at Marco. He was looking out of the window, being kind of quiet.


  "Hey, Marco," I said.


  "What?"


  "Is that a new haircut? It looks good."


  "Yeah?" He looked surprised. He ran his fingers back through his long brown hair and kind of smiled.


  I did some homework on the bus (math, gag, yuck!) and listened to my Walkman.


  When we got there, it turned out there was a special on tickets - buy two and get the third ticket for a dollar. Marco had a dollar, fortunately, so we didn't have to go through any big scenes.


  We cruised through the area where all the rides were, heading toward the wildlife park.


  Jake shook his head sadly, looking up at the monster roller coaster. "That used to be the coolest thing in the world to me," he said. "But ever since I morphed a falcon, it just hasn't seemed like any big deal. I mean, you're going maybe eighty miles per hour on a steel track. When I was a falcon I did like two hundred miles an hour in midair."


  "This morphing stuff does kind of change things," Marco agreed. "I used to want to get all pumped up. Then I morphed into a gorilla, and it was like, why bother lifting weights? I can just become a gorilla and bench press a truck."


  "I don't feel that way," Rachel said. "Being a cat made me more interested in gymnastics. I mean, as a cat I was just so totally, totally in control and graceful. Ever since then I've been trying to use that feeling. When I'm on the balance beam I try and remember that cat confidence."


  "And then you fall off just the same as always?" I teased.


  "Oh, yeah," Rachel said with a laugh. She made little walking fingers in the air that then fell over. "Boom. I slip right off. But I feel confident while I'm falling off."


  We reached the wildlife park entrance. The marine mammals are one of the first exhibits. There's a main building, then there are several outdoor tanks.


  We went straight for the largest outdoor tank. There were bleachers all around it on three sides where people sat for performances. A show had just ended, and hundreds of people were leaving. The next show would be in a couple of hours.


  "Good timing," Jake said. "Not too big a crowd."


  "It's a weekday afternoon," I said. "It's never all that crowded on school days."


  We forced our way upstream against the rush of people, and reached the side of the tank.


  It's pretty big. Like four or five big swimming pools. It's very blue, very clean-looking. There's a low platform on one side where the trainers stand to communicate with the dolphins.


  "So what's the difference between porpoises and dolphins?" Marco asked. "Both just fish, right?"


  SPLOOSH!


  The placid surface of the water exploded a few feet from us. Water sprayed across me.


  "Oooooh!" we all said as one.


  He flew straight up out of the water, like a sleek, pale gray torpedo. Eleven feet long from nose to tail. Four hundred pounds. He simply flew into the air, seemed to hang there, ten feet above the surface of the water, took a skeptical look at us, gave us his permanent wise-guy grin, and slid back beneath the water so smoothly that there was barely a ripple.


  "That is a dolphin," I said to Marco.


  "Okay, I like that. That is excellent," Marco said. "Did you see what he did?"


  You know how really great athletes never look like they're even trying? Like Michael Jordan? How everything they do is perfect, and you know they must have practiced for a million hours, but they always look like, "Oh. No big deal. Of course I can fly through the air. Nothing to it."


  That's a dolphin in the water. Effortless. Perfect. Utterly in control.


  Fish swim through the water. Sharks swim, tuna swim, trout swim, even people swim. Dolphins don't just swim through the water. They own the water. The water is their toy. The water is one big trampoline and the dolphins bounce around like kids having a good time.


  Just watching them makes you happy. It also makes you feel like you're just this clunky, awkward windup toy, jerky and stumbling and clumsy. Human beings may be the smartest creatures on Earth, but we sure are dorky compared to a lot of other species.


  "He's trying to get me to give him some more fish."


  We all spun around. It was one of the dolphin trainers, a woman named Eileen.


  "Oh, hi, Eileen," I said.


  She nodded toward the dolphin, who was just exploding out of the water again. This time he turned a neat little somersault. "Joey is the biggest con artist. He's always trying to get extra fish."


  "He's amazing," I said.


  "Yes, he is," Eileen agreed, with a look of pride.


  I introduced Jake, Marco, and Rachel. "We were looking at some dolphin information on the Internet," I lied, "so we thought we'd come out and see the real thing."


  "Well, as you know, we have six dolphins here. Joey, whom you've met, Ross, Monica, Chandler, Phoebe, and Rachel. Hey, you guys want to feed them a little? You start throwing fish in the water and they'll all come over."


  "It won't upset their schedule?"


  "Nah. Just don't let Joey get it all. He's kind of pushy."


  Eileen left us with a nice big bucket of fish.


  "That is some nasty-looking fish," Marco commented.


  "Once you morph into one of these dolphins, you won't think that," Rachel pointed out.


  Marco gave her a skeptical look. "Do you realize that just a couple days ago we were fish? Not that much different than these fish?"


  He was right. But it wasn't something I wanted to think about. I've always been very involved with animals. But it is a whole different thing when you can become different animals.


  I took a fish by the tail and tossed it into the water. Just as Eileen suggested, the rest of the dolphins showed up very quickly.


  "Wow. Think these guys like to eat?" Rachel asked.


  The dolphins put on quite a show. They obviously knew how to impress humans.


  "It's just weird the way they grin at you," Marco commented. "I mean, it's like they actually think something's funny."


  "And they make eye contact," Jake pointed out. "They look right at you, right in the eye. Most animals seem like they're looking past you, or just looking to see what you are. These guys look at you like maybe they recognize you from somewhere."


  Jake leaned over the edge of the tank to stroke one of the dolphins. "Hi there. Do I know you from somewhere? Jake's my name."


  The dolphin tossed his head back and forth like he was nodding "yes," chattering in his highpitched dolphin voice.


  "Okay, now that was weird," Rachel said. "It was like he was answering Jake."


  "Are you so sure he wasn't?" I asked. "Dolphins are very intelligent. Not our kind of intelligence, but still, I guess they're one of the two or three smartest animals around."


  "It will be strange morphing something so intelligent," Rachel said.


  "Yes," I agreed. Strange, and wrong, somehow. I felt a twisting in my stomach. "How is doing this any different than what the Yeerks do?"


  Rachel looked surprised. "Yeerks take over humans," she said. "Besides, they don't morph, they infest. We don't take over the actual animal, we just copy his DNA pattern, create a totally new animal, and then - "


  "And then control the new animal," I said.


  "It's not the same," Rachel insisted. But she looked troubled.


  "It's something I'll have to think about," I said. "It's kind of been bothering me."


  Jake joined Rachel and me. "We'd better do it."


  I nodded. "Yes, we should, before we run out of fish to feed these guys." I leaned over the side of the tank and patted the head of the nearest dolphin. Her skin was rubbery, but not at all slimy. Just like a wet rubber ball.


  She grinned up at me, fixing me with one eye as she cocked her head to see me.


  I pushed away my doubts, closed my eyes, and concentrated on the dolphin. She became peaceful and calm, as animals always do during the acquiring process.


  May I? I asked her silently. But of course she couldn't answer. . . .


  Chapter 9


  



  That night I dreamed again of the voice under the sea, calling for help. Only this time it sounded faint. Like a radio with the batteries growing weak. I wasn't sure if it was just a regular dream this time. A dream of a memory that might or might not be real.


  And I dreamed of the dolphin in her tank at the wildlife park. The one they called Monica, although who knew if she had a true name of her own? How long had she been in that tank? How long since she had been free in the open sea?


  The next day was Friday. There was no school because of some teacher conference, so we had a three-day weekend ahead of us.


  I called Jake. "Hi, Jake. Are we going to the beach today like we planned?"


  We were always very careful about anything we said over the telephone. Phone lines can be tapped. Besides, Tom, Jake's brother, could listen in on an extension and overhear something we didn't want him to hear.


  "Actually, I was thinking the beach will be really crowded today," Jake said, sounding very casual. "I was talking to Marco and he said maybe we should go down to the river instead."


  It was a good suggestion. We couldn't exactly morph on a beach full of people.


  "I'll be there in two hours, okay? I have some chores to do."


  I ended up being a little late. They were all waiting for me.


  It was an area I had been to before with my dad. It's a little park near a bridge. A good place for fishing. About half a mile away, the river empties into the ocean. The river is lined with trees along most of its length. Here and there are homes and private docks, but the spot we'd chosen was hidden from the bridge and from any houses.


  "Hi, Cassie," Jake said, smiling at me.


  "Hi, everyone," I said. I spotted a movement in one of the tree branches. "Hey up there, Tobias. How's it going?"


  <The same old thing. You know how it is. It's a hawk-eat-mouse world out there.>


  I laughed, pleased to hear that Tobias was learning to be at peace with the fact that, at least for a while, he was as much a hawk as he was a boy.


  <I'm going to be the timekeeper, watching the deadly two-hour limit,> Tobias said. <I'm the only bird in the world with his own watch.>


  I looked closer and saw a very small digital timer strapped to one of his legs.


  <Rachel put it on for me,> he explained. <I'll be over water the whole time, so I figured it was fairly safe. No bird watchers around to see me and wonder 'Hmmm, when did red-tails start wearing Timexes?'>


  Jake said, "I figured we'd hide our clothes, then wade into the river a little way, then start morphing."


  "Sounds good," Rachel said.


  "Cassie? Will you go first?" Jake asked.


  I nodded. "Sure." For some reason everyone has decided that I am the best morpher. I think it's mostly silly. We can all morph fine.


  But the first time we morph a new animal it's always kind of tense. You never know what it's going to be like. You never know how much the animal's instincts and mind will resist you.


  And this time there was a new fear, at least for me. What sort of mind would I find? Would it be just the dolphin instincts, or would I encounter a true dolphin mind, with thoughts and ideas of its own?


  I shed my overalls and kicked off my shoes, leaving just the leotard that I thought of as my morphing outfit. See, it's possible to morph some clothing along with you, but only something skintight. Anything bulky you try to morph just ends up as rags. And shoes? Forget shoes. We've all tried morphing shoes and it never works.


  I stepped into the water. "Cold," I reported. The current tugged at my ankles.


  I waded in a little farther, up to my waist.


  Then I focused on the dolphin that was now a part of me.


  The first change was my skin. It lightened from brown to pale gray. It was like rubber, tough but springy.


  That was good. I wanted to hang on to my legs as long as I could. I wanted to change as many other aspects as I could before I had to drop down into the water.


  I felt the odd crunching sound you get sometimes when bones are stretched or compressed. And right before my eyes - literally - my face bulged out and out and out still farther.


  "Oh, man, that's definitely not attractive," Marco groaned from the shore. "Not a good look for you, Cassie."


  Morphing isn't usually very pretty. In fact, it's the kind of thing that, if you didn't know it was going to be all right, would freak you out. I mean, I've watched while Rachel does her elephant morph, and I can tell you, it is the creepiest, scariest, most disgusting thing you'll ever want to see. Let alone watching people go from human to fish. Truly gross.


  I didn't have a mirror, but I could guess how gross I looked. I had this huge, long bottlenose sticking out of my otherwise normal face. My skin was gray rubber. And when I felt behind me with my rapidly shriveling hands, I could feel the triangular blade of a dorsal fin rising out of my spine.


  My arms were gone, replaced by two flat flippers, and I was now standing about ten feet tall, wobbling on my puny human-sized legs.


  It was time to let the rest of the morph proceed. I surrendered my human legs. Instantly I fell face forward into the water.


  I looked down and saw my tail. I was complete. The water was too shallow, though, and I was barely afloat. I kicked my tail, scraped across the sandy bottom, and finally surged out into deeper water.


  I waited for the moment when the dolphin brain would surface, full of instinct-driven need and hunger and fear. The way it had always been before.


  But it wasn't like that. It wasn't like a squirrel or even a horse.


  This mind was not filled with fear and need.


  This mind was . . . I know this sounds strange, but it was like a little kid. I tried to listen to it, to understand its needs and wants. To prepare my self for a sudden onslaught of crude, primitive animal demands. Flee! Fight! Eat!


  But that didn't happen. I felt hunger, yes. But not the screaming, obsessive need that Jake felt when he morphed a lizard or when Rachel became a shrew.


  There was no fear. None.


  And fortunately, I did not find a true thinking, conscious mind. I breathed a sigh of relief. Just - again, I know it sounds strange - but I just found this feeling, like she wanted to play. Like a little kid who wants to play. I wanted to chase fish, catch them, and eat them, but that would be a game. I wanted to race across the surface of the sea, and that would be a game, too.


  <Cassie?> I heard Tobias's thought-speech in my head. <Are you okay?>


  Was I okay? I asked myself. <Yes, Tobias. I'm . . . happy. I feel like . . . like I don't know. Like I want you to come and play with me.>


  <Play with you? Mmmm, I don't think so, Cassie. Hawks don't do water.>


  <Come on, everyone!> I called to the others. <Come on! Let's go! Let's swim to the ocean! I want to play!>


  Chapter 10


  



  <Let's go! Come on, you guys, let's go!>


  I didn't like the river. I wanted the ocean. I could feel it close by. I could feel it in the way the current rushed me forward. I could feel it in some deep, hidden part of my dolphin being.


  The ocean. I wanted it. It was my place. It was where I should be.


  We swam in a school, the four of us, with Tobias flying overhead.


  We raced the river's current, and soon I could taste the salt. I could feel the saltwater on my skin. It was as if I had opened the door of a toy store with every toy on Earth, and I had all the time in the world to play.


  I saw my friends around me, swift, pale shapes in the water. Sleek gray torpedoes as they rose to breathe.


  I lived in both worlds - the sea and the air. I saw the blue-green of the ocean, the pale blue and white of the sky. I slipped back and forth through the bright barrier that separated them.


  Jake went zipping by, shooting up from beneath me to explode into the air. I heard the slap of his belly as he landed. It was a game! I dove deep, down to where the sandy floor sloped toward depths even I could not explore. Then I powered my tail, steadied my flippers, and drove hard toward the surface. Above me I could see the shimmering, silver border between water and air.


  Faster! Faster! I was a missile.


  <Yah haaaaah!>


  I shattered the barrier of the sea and hurtled up into the sky. I felt warm wind on my skin, instead of cold water. I hung, poised in midair, almost floating above the surface of the water. Now the barrier was beneath me. I pointed my nose toward it and dropped from the sky.


  <Aaaaah!>


  The water wrapped around me, welcoming me back.


  <Is this cool, or what?> Marco laughed in my head.


  <This is cool,> I answered.


  <This is beyond cool,> Rachel chimed in.


  <Let's all do it at the same time!> Jake said.


  The four of us dove deep. The ocean floor was still far below us, rippling sand dotted with rocks and clumps of seaweed.


  Near the ocean floor we leveled off, practically scraping our bellies on the bottom. And then, aiming at the silver barrier once again, we shot upward, racing each other, ecstatic from the joy of our own bodies' strength.


  We launched into the air like a well-trained team of acrobats.


  We flew, side by side, exhaling and refilling our lungs with warm air.


  Life was joy. Life was a game. I wanted to dance. I wanted to dance through the sea.


  So I did.


  There was nothing I could not do. There was nothing I could ask of my body that it would not give me. Racing, spinning, turning, diving, skimming the surface, flying up into the sky.


  I wasn't just in the sea. I was the sea.


  <Are you guys just going to play all day?> It was Tobias. <You realize you've wasted forty-five minutes already?>


  Minutes? I laughed. Who cared about minutes?


  <Look, guys? I know you think the dolphin mind hasn't affected you, but it has. You need to get a grip. You have a reason for being here.>


  Reason? What was that?


  <You're supposed to be looking for . . . well, for something,> Tobias said. <Something unusual. An Andalite spaceship or something.>


  Yes, he was right. He was definitely right. But would it be fun? Would it be a game?


  <Find the spaceship. Cool,> Rachel said. <I bet I can find it first!>


  <No way!> Jake said instantly. <I'll find it.>


  <Where is it? Let's go look!> Marco said.


  <Good grief,> Tobias said. <You're like a bunch of five-year-olds.>


  But I was too distracted to care. <Hey. Can you guys do this?> I concentrated, and suddenly, from someplace in my forehead, came a series of loud, very rapid clicks, almost like loud static.


  <Whoa! What was that?>


  Then, to my total surprise, I heard something in those clicks. It was weird. It was kind of like hearing, only not. The clicking noises had hit something, far off in deeper water. I sort of felt the sounds as they came back to me, like scattered echoes.


  There was a universe of information in that echo. Some of that information made me uneasy.


  <You guys?> I said. <I know this is crazy, but I feel like there's something out there. Something . . . I don't know. But I don't like it.>


  The others immediately began firing off the clicking noise that is the dolphin's underwater radar. It's called echolocation.


  <Yeah,> Marco said. <Now I see it. I mean, I don't see it, but you know what I mean.>


  I searched in my dolphin mind, deep down in the places where instinct had been hidden beneath layers of intelligence.


  Then a picture just popped into my consciousness.


  <I know!> I cried, as if I had just won a contest. <It's a shark!>


  Suddenly we weren't playing anymore. The others had all found the same instinct in themselves. The echolocation indicated that there was a large shark nearby.


  And we knew one thing for sure. We didn't like sharks.


  Chapter 11


  



  <You know, I hate to sound like the only sensible person - so to speak -> Tobias said, <but you aren't here to fight sharks!>


  <He's right,> I agreed. <Dolphins don't attack sharks unless the sharks attack first.>


  <Wait . . . I'm getting more echoes,> Rachel interrupted. <There's more than one shark. And there's something bigger, too.>


  I reached out with my echolocation sense and "felt" the sea ahead of me. <You're right,> I said. <Several sharks. And a great one.>


  <A what?> Tobias asked.


  I was confused. What did I mean? The words great one had just popped into my mind. <I mean there's a whale. A whale. Being attacked by sharks.>


  <A great one being attacked?> Marco asked. He sounded upset. It was strange, because we were all upset. More than we should have been.


  <You guys do what you want,> Rachel said. <I'm going in.>


  <Oh, there's a big surprise,> Tobias said with weary affection.


  The four of us lanced forward, faster than ever, toward the whale in distress.


  <I see them,> Tobias reported from the sky above. <Straight ahead of you. Looks like four, maybe five sharks and a big - really, really big - whale. Did I mention big? Wow. Big.>


  We were steaming through the water when I caught sight of my first shark. He was bigger than me, maybe twelve feet long, with faint vertical stripes.


  He was too excited by the hunt to notice me. Until it was too late. With every bit of speed and power I could get from my tail, I rammed the tiger shark in his gill slits.


  WHOOOOMP!


  It was like hitting a brick wall. My beak was strong, but the shark was made of steel or something.


  I fell back, dazed. But as I tried to collect myself I saw that a trail of blood was billowing from the shark's gills.


  I swam beneath him, and then I saw the huge shape of the whale. He was a humpback, more than forty feet long. Each of his long, barnacle-encrusted flukes was bigger than me.


  He was trying to surface to breathe, but sharks were attacking, tearing at the soft, vulnerable flesh of his mouth.


  It made me angry. Very angry.


  Suddenly, from the murky depths, Jake and Rachel zoomed upward, like missiles aimed at the sharks.


  WHOOMP! Rachel hit her target.


  Jake's shark twisted just in time. Jake scraped across the shark's sandpaper skin, and before he could get clear, the shark was after him.


  <Jake! He's on your tail!>


  <I got him!>


  <Look out! Comming up on your left, Marco!>


  They were as fast as we were, as maneuverable as we were, and the sharks had one terrifying advantage - they did not know fear.


  <He's on me! He's on me!>


  <Aaaaarrrrggghh!>


  <Marco!>


  <I can't see! Where is he?>


  <Cassie! Below you, lookout! Look out!>


  It was no longer a game. I had gone rushing into a fight full of confidence and determined to help the whale. But now I was in a war. The sharks were killing machines. They seemed to be nothing but armored skin and razor-sharp fins and wide jaws with row after row of serrated teeth.


  The water was boiling with twisting, turning, speeding sharks and us dolphins, locked in a high-speed battle to the death.


  It suddenly occurred to me that we might lose. We might be killed.


  I might be killed.


  The water was dark with blood, still billowing from the shark I had hammered.


  Suddenly two of the sharks turned away. They just turned and swam away. At first, I didn't know why.


  Then I saw that they were following the shark I had wounded.


  They were following the trail of blood.


  They were at the limits of my sight when they struck. They ripped into the injured shark with wild, uncontrolled fury.


  The last shark turned from the battle and went after them. Robbed of his meal of whale meat, he would feast on his brother instead.


  <Everyone okay?> Jake asked.


  <I have some cuts, but I'm okay,> I said.


  <Same here,> Rachel said. She sounded tired. I guess I did, too. I felt exhausted and drained. The fight had probably only lasted two minutes from beginning to end. But it had been a long two minutes.


  <Marco?>


  <I . . .I think I'm hurt,> he said.


  I looked for him. He was drifting in the water, almost motionless, twenty yards away. We all swam over, crowding around him.


  Then I saw the wound. I think I would have screamed, if I could have. His tail had almost been bitten off. It was hanging by a few jagged threads. It was useless.


  We were miles out in the ocean. And Marco could not hope to swim back.


  Chapter 12


  



  <He's going to die if we don't do something,> Rachel cried.


  <Cassie?> Jake asked. <What do we do?>


  <I . . .I don't know!>


  <Cassie, you're the closest thing we have to an animal expert,> Jake said urgently.


  But I wasn't feeling at all like an expert. I was feeling like a fool. This was all my fault. It had been my decision to go ahead. I was the one.


  <Aaaahhh,> Marco moaned. <Oh, man. That's a major ouchie. Ahh, ahh!>


  <What's happening?> Tobias called down. <Marco sounds hurt.>


  <He is,> Jake answered tersely.


  <Oh, man, I don't want to die as some fish,> Marco cried. <I don't want to die out here. My mom drowned. I'm going to die just like she did. My dad . . .>


  <Morph!> I yelled. <I think I know what to do. Morph back to human.>


  <If he morphs to human, he'll just drown,> Rachel argued.


  <No. Morphing uses DNA, right? The basic pattern of the animal. Marco morphs back to human. I don't think the injury will affect him, because it doesn't affect his human DNA. Then, as soon as he can, he morphs back to dolphin. The dolphin body was injured, but the dolphin DNA should be the same. He should be a healthy, normal dolphin again.>


  <What if you're wrong?> Rachel asked bluntly.


  <There's no other choice,> Jake said. <Marco? You have to morph back to human. We'll keep you from drowning.>


  <Jake, buddy. You know I can't swim.>


  <I know, Marco. But we'll take care of you.>


  <Okay. Yeah, okay. Might as well die in my own body. Ahh. Ahhhh! Maybe it won't hurt as much. Maybe . . .>


  He was drifting off. <He's losing blood,> I said. <He may pass out. Marco. Morph. Now!>


  We formed a circle around him, the three of us, with Tobias drifting overhead and the big humpback resting alongside.


  Then Marco began to change. Arms sprouted from his flippers. His face flattened down, with his wide, grinning dolphin mouth shortening to form Marco's own lips. His skin turned pink and his morphing suit appeared.


  His shattered, injured tail split in two. Legs formed from the halves, toes appeared. Human toes. At the end of human legs.


  <He did it!>


  "Yeah, I did it. And now I'm drowning!"


  <Here,> I said, swimming beside him. <Grab onto me.>


  He wrapped his arms over my back, and I held him up to the air.


  Then I noticed something strange. It was like the ocean floor was rising to meet me.


  No. It was the humpback. He had dived beneath us, and was rising slowly, slowly to the surface.


  <Look out! The whale!> Rachel yelled.


  But at that moment the most incredible part of an incredible day happened.


  My mind, human, dolphin, both minds, opened up like a flower opening to the sun.


  And a silent, but somehow huge, voice filled my head, it spoke no words. It simply filled every corner of my mind with a simple emotion.


  Gratitude.


  The whale was telling me that it was grateful. We had saved it. Now it would save our schoolmate.


  <Back away,> I told Rachel and Jake. <It's okay.>


  <Yeah,> Rachel agreed, sounding amazed. <I hear it, too. Or feel it. Or whatever.>


  The humpback rose beneath a sputtering Marco. The broad leathery back lifted him up. And when I looked again, I saw Marco, sitting nervously on what could have been a small island, high and dry above the choppy waves.


  Tobias fluttered down and rested beside him.


  The whale called me to him.


  Listen, little one, he commanded, in a silent voice that seemed to fill the universe.


  I listened. I listened to his wordless voice in my head. I felt like it went on forever.


  Tobias said later it was only ten minutes. But during that ten minutes, I was lost to the world. I was being shown a small part of the whale's thoughts.


  He had lived eighty migrations. He had many mates, many mothers, who had died in their turn. His children traveled the oceans of the world.


  He had survived many battles, traveled to the far southern ice and the far northern ice. He remembered the days when men hunted his kind from ships that belched smoke.


  He remembered the songs of the many fathers who had gone before. As others would remember his song.


  But in all he had seen and all he had known, he had never seen one of the little ones become a human.


  Marco, I realized. He means Marco. And little ones? Is that what the whales call dolphins?


  We are not truly . . . little ones.


  No. You are something new in the sea. But not the only new thing.


  I wasn't sure what he was telling me. He spoke only in feelings, in a sort of poetry of emotion, without words. Part of it was in song. Part of it I could only sense the same way I could sense echolocation.


  Something new?


  He showed me a picture, a memory. It was a broad, grassy plain, with trees and a small stream. All of it underwater. And across the grass ran an animal that was part deer, part scorpion, part almost human.


  Where is it? I asked him in a language of squeaks and clicks and mind-to-mind feeling.


  And he told me.


  Suddenly I woke up. That's how it felt, any way. The whale released me. It was like coming out of a dream.


  <Are you okay?> Jake asked. <You were starting to worry us, but we had this feeling maybe the whale didn't want us to interfere>


  <I'm fine,> I said. <I'm beyond fine.>


  <Marco's ready to try remorphing,> Jake reported.


  <Uh-huh,> I said, still lost in images from a mind larger and older and so utterly strange.


  <Guys? You have about twenty-five minutes,> Tobias reported. <And it's a long way back to shore.>


  I heard Marco say something, but he was speaking normally now, not in thought-speak, so it was hard to make it out with my ears under the water.


  I stuck my head up and saw him begin to resume his dolphin shape.


  Halfway through, he slipped off the side of the whale and back into the water. His fins formed. His beak.


  And his tail. Perfect and healthy and undamaged.


  We headed for shore, tired but alive.


  I felt strange, leaving the whale. But when we were a mile away, I heard his song - slow, mournful, haunting notes.


  <Why didn't he sing more when we were with him?> Jake wondered.


  I smiled inwardly. And of course, since I was a dolphin at the moment, I smiled outwardly, too.


  <He doesn't sing for the little ones,> I explained. <He sings for the mothers.>


  <What?> Marco asked.


  <He sings for a mate.>


  <Ahh. Cruising for chicks. Got it. I wonder if the big old guy even realizes that he helped save my life.>


  <Marco, that big old guy realizes things you and I will never even be able to guess.>


  Chapter 13


  



  The next day I went to see Marco at his home.


  He and his dad live in a garden apartment complex. One of the older ones, on the far side of the big neighborhood where Jake and Rachel both live. I'd only been over there a couple of times. I think Marco is kind of embarrassed because he doesn't have much money.


  He used to live in a house just down the street from Jake. But that was when his mother was still alive, and before his father had a breakdown and quit his job.


  I knocked on the door. From inside I heard Marco's voice. "Dad, there's someone at the door. Put on your bathrobe, okay?"


  There was a delay, and then the door opened. Marco looked annoyed.


  "Cassie. What are you doing here?"


  "I wanted to talk to you."


  "To me? What about?"


  "About yesterday," I said.


  He hesitated. "Look, I'm spending the day with my dad, okay? We're thinking maybe we'll . . . you know, do something together."


  "That's good," I said. Over Marco's shoulder I could see his father. He was wearing a bathrobe and sitting on the couch. He was staring at the TV. That was normal for any dad, I guess, on a weekend morning. But I had the feeling that Marco's dad was always sitting right there in front of the TV.


  "Look, Marco, I just want to talk for a minute. Can I come in?"


  "No, no," he said hastily. He stepped outside onto the concrete breezeway. Down below us was a swimming pool. It was drained and closed. Leaves covered the bottom.


  "Marco, I wanted to talk to you about yesterday."


  "What about it?"


  "You could have been killed. It would have been my fault. This whole mission was my idea. Jake asked me if we should do it and I said yes."


  Marco rolled his eyes. "That's it? Look, it wasn't your fault. It's this whole thing we're doing, this whole Animorph thing. I mean, it's been dangerous right from the start. It's insanely dangerous. What else is new?"


  I shrugged. "What's new, I guess, is that the other times it was always someone else's idea."


  "Oh, I get it. You don't like responsibility?"


  I winced. Was that it? Was I afraid of taking responsibility? "I don't want to get my friends killed."


  "And let me assure you your friends don't want to get killed, either," Marco said with a laugh. "I am completely opposed to getting killed." He grew serious, even sad. "But you know what? Sometimes bad things happen. That's the way it is."


  I leaned against the rail, looking down at the dismal empty pool. "I see things die all the time," I said. "Animals, I mean. Sometimes you can't save them. Sometimes we even have to put them down - end their suffering. But my dad makes those decisions. Not me. He's the vet. I'm just his assistant."


  "Look, here I am, all alive," Marco said, tapping his chest. "Get over it. I didn't have to go. It was my choice."


  "Were you scared?"


  For a while he didn't answer. He just came over and leaned on the railing beside me. "I'm scared all the time now, Cassie," he said at last. "I'm scared to fight the Yeerks, and I'm scared of what will happen if I don't. I look at Tobias, and what happened to him scares me to death. What if I get stuck in morph someday? And most of all, I am scared of . . . of him."


  I didn't have to ask who Marco meant by him. Visser Three.


  "That first time, in the construction site, when he killed . . . when he murdered the Andalite." Marco made a twisted smile. "I see that in my head every day. And the Yeerk pool." He shook his head. "That's something I would like to forget, too."


  "Yes," I agreed. "There has been a lot of fear."


  "So was I afraid yesterday? Bet on it. I was scared plenty. It was like, man, it's not bad enough we have to fight Hork-Bajir and Taxxons and Visser Three, we also have to fight sharks? Sharks?" He laughed, and hearing him brought the laughter out of me.


  We both just stood there and giggled like idiots for a few minutes. It was that laughter you get after something really tense has happened. Relief laughter. "We're still alive" laughter.


  "Um, by the way, I was going to wait and tell everyone at the same time," Marco said, "but I think we have a problem."


  "What problem?"


  "It was in the newspaper this morning - two stories. One is about this guy who is going to be looking for some supposedly lost treasure ship off the coast. The other was this story about some big marine biologist guy who has a ship and is going to be doing some underwater exploration off our coast."


  "Yes? So?"


  "So, all of a sudden our nearby ocean seems to be very interesting to people. Treasure hunters and an underwater exploration? At the same time?"


  "Controllers?"


  He nodded. "I think so. I think it's all a cover story to explain why two ships will be out there with lots of divers in the water. I think it's them, all right. And I think they're looking for the same thing you're looking for."


  I felt weak. The image the whale had given me surfaced in my mind. And the faint cry in my dreams, the cry for help.


  "I . . . I can't ask anyone to go out there again," I whispered. "This time we might not be so lucky."


  Marco looked uncomfortable. "Cassie, you know how I feel about all this. I think we have to take care of ourselves first. And our own families." He glanced back at his apartment door. "On the other hand . . . I guess after what the Andalite did for us, I wouldn't feel like much of a human being if I didn't try to save whoever is out there."


  "I don't know who's out there," I said. "I don't know if it's even real."


  "But you think it's an Andalite."


  "I think it is. But Marco, I don't know. If someone gets hurt killed just because I have these dreams - I can't make that kind of decision."


  "Yes, but can you decide to do nothing? That's a decision, too."


  I had to smile. "Marco, you know, for a guy who's always joking around and being annoying, you're awfully smart."


  "Yeah, I know, but don't tell anyone. It would destroy my image."


  I started to walk away.


  "You know what was strange about yesterday?" Marco said.


  "What?"


  "The sharks. They were so totally deadly. I mean, we worry about Hork-Bajir and Taxxons and Visser Three. You kind of forget that right here on little old planet Earth there are creatures just as tough and dangerous. It would be funny if it wasn't some alien that ended up getting us, but some normal Earth creature."


  I didn't think it was funny at all.


  Marco grinned at my stone face. "Okay, not funny ha-ha. More like funny weird."


  Chapter 14


  



  "Okay," Jake said. "Here's what we know. Or at least, what we think we know."


  We were all at Rachel's house again. It was a few hours after I had gone to see Marco. Tobias was perched on the windowsill. He didn't feel all that comfortable being inside for long. He liked the feel of the wind and the open air.


  "First, we believe that somehow a surviving Andalite, or maybe more than one Andalite, is trapped out in the ocean."


  "Hopefully Andalites can hold their breath for a really long time," Marco joked.


  "Second, Cassie believes she can find this Andalite, thanks to the information from the whale."


  Everyone kept a straight face for about ten seconds. Then, all at once, everyone cracked up.


  "Information from a whale," Marco repeated, giggling.


  <Have our lives gotten really weird, or is it just me?> Tobias asked.


  "Weird? Weird?" Marco crowed. "The talking bird wants to know if getting information on the location of an alien from a whale, that you've just saved from sharks, by turning into dolphins . . . You're suggesting that's weird?"


  Jake smiled. "Well, stay tuned. It just gets weirder. Cassie and I have been going over maps. She says the location we're looking for is pretty far out to sea. Too far for us to swim and still have any time left of our two-hour limit."


  "Well, that's the ball game, isn't it?" Marco asked.


  Jake nodded at Rachel. "I was talking to Rachel earlier and she has an idea."


  Rachel stood up. She'd been lounging on the bed. "We hop a ride on a ship. First we morph into something like a seagull."


  Marco groaned. "I hate plans that begin with the words 'first we morph.'"


  "We morph into seagulls," I said, picking up the plan we'd worked out. "Then we fly out into the shipping channel. We land on a tanker or a container ship or something that's going the right direction. We morph back to human, rest up, let the ship get us closer, then jump over the side, morph to dolphin and go the rest of the way."


  "Oh, well, when you put it that way, it sounds so easy," Marco sneered. "How about if we just walk over to Chapman's house and tell him to call Visser Three to finish us off? It's so much easier, and the results will be the same."


  Jake sighed. "It is dangerous and risky, and there are about a hundred things that could go wrong. Plus, as Marco has told us, we have reason to think that Controllers will be out there, searching for the same thing we're searching for."


  "This idea just gets better and better," Marco said.


  "Let's put it to a vote," Jake suggested.


  "I'm in," Marco said instantly.


  A split second behind him, Rachel said her usual "I'm in."


  Everyone stared openmouthed at Marco.


  "Just once I wanted to beat Rachel to it," he explained.


  "Tobias?" Jake asked.


  <I don't think I should vote. I have to sit this one out. I can't stay up that long with nowhere to set down. Sorry.>


  "You had the dreams, just like Cassie," Jake pointed out. "Do you think we should do this or not?"


  Tobias fixed his fierce glare on me. <Yes, Cassie and I both had the dreams. I think they're real.>


  "Okay, looks like we go," Jake said briskly. "Tomorrow. First thing in the morning. We can't wait any longer. The longer we hold off, the greater the chance the Yeerks will beat us to it."


  We left Rachel's house. Marco split off in one direction. Tobias flew off to some unknown destination. Jake and I walked together for a while, even though it was out of his way.


  "I think Tobias is feeling kind of left out," I said. "You should talk to him later, remind him of how many times he's helped us out."


  "That's a good idea," Jake agreed.


  We walked a little farther in silence. It's one of the nice things about the relationship Jake and I have. We can be quiet together and feel okay about it.


  "This is really dangerous, isn't it?" I asked him.


  He nodded.


  Suddenly I stopped walking. I don't know why, but I had this need to tell him something. I took his hand and held it between both of mine. "Jake?" I said.


  "Yes?"


  It was on the tip of my tongue, but then it seemed ridiculous to say it. So instead I said, "Look, don't ever get hurt, okay?"


  He smiled that smile. "Me? I'm indestructible."


  The way he said it, I almost believed him. But then, as he went his way and I headed toward home, I glanced up at the sky.


  Against the blaze of sunset I saw a flash of russet tailfeathers. Tobias. Our friend, who had been trapped forever in a body not his own.


  None of us was indestructible.


  Chapter 15


  



  <Hey! Half a sandwich! It's salami!>


  <Look over there. Is that a Jujubee?>


  <Pizza! Pizza! Part of the crust and it's one of those stuffed crusts!>


  Fortunately, one thing we always have plenty of in the Wildlife Rehabilitation Center (also known as my barn) is seagulls.


  We acquired the seagull DNA. Then the four of us, with Tobias watching from the high rafters, morphed into the new bodies.


  I have been a bird before. An osprey, to be exact, one of the types of hawk.


  But gulls are different in some ways. For one thing, they are scavengers, not predators. So as we took wing and flew in a rush of white from the open hayloft, I noticed different things, felt different things. My seagull mind was not searching for mice or scurrying animals. It was much more openminded. My seagull intelligence looked for anything - anything - that could even possibly be food.


  Fortunately, the gull brains were close enough to the other bird brains we'd all experienced that it was fairly easy to control them. We didn't waste a lot of time getting started.


  Although, once we did get started, everyone was constantly pointing out food.


  <Hey! Look! French fries on the ground.>


  <Whoa! That's half a 3 Musketeers bar by that car!>


  <Oooh, ooh! Look at the Dumpster behind that McDonald's!>


  Sometimes you just have to accept the animal's basic mindset and go with it.


  <There's the beach,> Jake said as we flapped and soared and flapped some more.


  It's easier being an osprey in some ways. Much less flapping.


  Once we were out over the water, we could at least stop scanning for food. Mostly.


  <Hey! Is that a bag of potato chips floating down there?>


  We flew low, just a few dozen feet above the water. Not like hawks, who can ride the thermals up to the bellies of the clouds.


  But Tobias wasn't much higher than we were now. There are no thermals over water and he was having to flap a lot to stay aloft.


  We flew on, skimming the choppy surface of the water.


  <Hey, look,> Rachel said. <Over to the left.>


  Sleek gray shapes sliced through the water, up, down, up, down, breaking the silvery barrier between sky and sea. It was a school of dolphins.


  <You know, sometimes this is just so wonderful> Rachel said. <I mean, we're flying. We're flying! And later, we'll be like them, at home in the water.>


  <Yeah, just us and the sharks,> Marco said darkly.


  <Still, it is cool,> Rachel said.


  <There's a ship up ahead,> Jake announced.


  <You just now noticed it?> Tobias laughed. <Wow. Seagull eyes aren't exactly great, are they? It's a container ship called Newmar. It's from Monrovia. You want to know what color the captain's hair is?>


  <Show-off,> Jake grumbled.


  Hawk eyes are totally amazing. As long as it's sunny out, Tobias can read a book from like three blocks away.


  It was hard, flying to catch up to the ship. It was moving fairly fast, and by the time we were close I was exhausted.


  The ship was gigantic, painted a rusty blue, with a deck longer than a football field. The superstructure was all crammed toward the back. That's where the crew would be, so we flew forward, hoping to find someplace private.


  The deck was stacked with containers, big steel boxes like trailers. Row after row of them lined the deck, and we could see hundreds more down in the hold.


  We settled in the narrow space between two rows of containers, far forward. It was like having walls all around us. Corrugated metal walls that went high over our heads.


  <Tobias? How much time?> Jake asked.


  Tobias twisted his head down to see the tiny watch strapped to his talon. <It's been about an hour and a half.>


  We decided to resume our human shapes. The space between the rows of containers was even narrower when we were fully human again.


  "Brrr. It's chilly out here," I said. The steel deck was cold beneath my bare feet. And even though the sun was high in the sky, we were in shadow.


  "Man, I swear, this is the worst thing about morphing," Marco said. "Can someone please figure out how to morph shoes, and maybe a sweater? Come on, Cassie. You're the morphing genius. I'm sick of these morphing outfits."


  "But you look so cute in Spandex," Rachel teased him.


  "Plus, they aren't exactly fashionable. All I'm saying is - uniforms. Something cool-looking. And warm. Warm would be nice. When winter comes, we are going to be some sad little Animorphs."


  "I have a more important question," Rachel said. "How do we know when we're there? You know, our destination."


  Jake made a "who knows?" face. "I figure this ship is going like, what, twenty miles per hour? Figure an hour, and that puts us twenty miles out, right?"


  Rachel pointed a finger at her forehead and said, "Jake's a total mathematical genius. One hour at twenty miles per hour. Right away he figures out that's twenty miles."


  Jake laughed. "That's about all the math I can do."


  <Actually, we're moving about eighteen miles per hour,> Tobias said.


  We all just stared at him.


  <I fly along the roads sometimes and watch the car speedometers. So I have a pretty good idea how fast I'm flying. When we were flying alongside the ship, I clocked it.>


  "Okay, eighteen miles an hour, more or less, straight south," Marco considered. "That would put us within a couple of miles of where Cassie thinks we should go."


  I winced. Every time anyone said something about me deciding where to go or what to do, it made me nervous.


  <I'd better head back,> Tobias said regret fully. <I don't want to try and fly eighteen miles back without a rest. And if I stay on this ship I'll end up in Singapore.>


  "Singapore?" Rachel asked.


  <Yeah. I read the captain's log as we were flying alongside. That's where they're heading.>


  Tobias flew off, leaving us the little watch.


  It was extremely dull waiting for an hour, with nothing to do but try and guess what was in the big containers all around us. On the other hand, we knew what we had to do next would definitely not be boring.


  So basically, we were happy to just be bored for a while, huddling together to stay warm in the whipping ocean breeze.


  After a long time, Jake checked the watch. "It's been about an hour. Cassie? What do you think?"


  "I don't know," I admitted. "I . . . I guess I was hoping that when I was back in dolphin morph I would be able to make sense of more of the details the whale communicated to me. It was mostly images. And some of the images were about sounds and currents and water temperatures, and stuff you can't see from the surface."


  Jake thought for a moment. "Oh, well, now is as good as any time, I guess. Let's head for the side."


  We stood up, uncramping our cold, stiff legs and arms. We moved along the row of containers toward the left side of the ship. The port side, as they say.


  We reached the side. There was a solid steel railing that ran all around, about waist high. Jake checked to see if we would be in view of the bridge, and we headed forward a little more to a blind spot where no one should see us.


  The four of us leaned over the rail and looked down at the water. It looked like it was a million miles below.


  Marco whistled. "Man. That is some high dive."


  "No big deal for a seagull or a dolphin, but a mighty long way for a human," I agreed.


  "We can't morph up here. We'd never get our dolphin bodies over the side," Rachel pointed out.


  "Nope," Jake agreed. "We have to jump in with our human bodies. All except Marco. He can't swim. I thought he could morph up here, and then we could all shove him over the side."


  Rachel looked skeptical. "Jake? When Marco is in dolphin morph, he'll weigh like four hundred pounds."


  Jake looked worried. "I kind of didn't think about this when I was planning."


  I had a sinking feeling. The plan was falling apart before it had even begun.


  "I'll lean against the railing," Marco suggested. "I'll start morphing, then, before I lose my legs, you guys help shove me over. I'll finish morphing within a few seconds of hitting the water."


  "Unless the water knocks you out and you just sink," I said flatly. "Forget it. Forget it. Let's just morph back to seagulls and fly back home. This is insane."


  "Insane?" Marco echoed. "Hey, that's my word. Look, we came this far."


  "I don't care!" I yelled, surprised at my own passion. "I'm not going to be responsible for any one dying! This isn't going to work. I don't know where I am. I don't know where we're going. I don't know what to do!"


  Marco laughed. "Excellent pep talk, Cassie. Now I'm really looking forward to this."


  I was going to yell at him, something like, "Look, Marco, this is not a joke." But when I looked at him, I saw that his face was bulging way out, forming a long, grinning beak.


  He had already started to morph.


  "I'm nock koink to . . . " he started to say. But his mouth no longer worked.


  He was growing larger, straining his weak human legs with his weight. His arms were flattening into flippers.


  "Now!" Jake said. He grabbed Marco's flipper arm. Rachel and I jumped forward and seized his legs just as they began to shrivel.


  "Heave!" Jake yelled.


  Marco, half human, half dolphin, tumbled backward over the railing and fell into the sea.


  "Let's go," Jake said.


  "Yee-hah!" Rachel said with a wild grin. She jumped up on the railing, balanced for a moment like the gymnast she was, then launched herself off in a neat swan dive.


  Jake and I exchanged a glance.


  "Rachel," he said, and rolled his eyes.


  "She's your cousin," I pointed out.


  "On the count of three. One, two . . . "


  "Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhh!" I climbed over the railing and launched myself as far from the steel wall of the ship as I could.


  Chapter 16


  



  "Aaaaaaaaaahhhh!"


  I fell for what seemed like a very long time.


  PAH-LOOOOSH!


  I hit the water feet first and plowed beneath the surface in a pillar of bubbles.


  The cold shocked me. The water was like ice. And just a few feet away was the intimidating steel wall of the tanker, sliding past at what felt like incredible speed.


  I kicked my feet and began to rise to the surface. I've been a swimmer since I was little, but it frightened me, being this far out in water this deep. This wasn't a pool or a pond. This was the ocean. Twenty miles from land.


  I broke the surface and gasped a lungful of air and a mouthful of saltwater. What had looked like a little choppiness from up in the ship felt like towering waves down here. I couldn't see any of the others. All I could see was the side of the ship.


  Come on, Cassie, I told myself, morph. Do it. This is no place for a person.


  There is just about nothing as helpless as a human being in the ocean. Without my ability to morph I would not have lasted an hour.


  I felt the change begin as I focused on morphing. At first, I thought it would kill me. I soon had most of the weight of a dolphin, with nothing but my human feet paddling to keep my head above water. My arms had already become flippers.


  A wave washed over me, leaving me sputtering from my mouth and my blowhole at the same time.


  I realized I could no longer keep my head above water. I took a deep lungful and let myself sink.


  As my eyes went from human to dolphin, my underwater vision improved. I could see other figures kicking and writhing in the water around me. Jake, half-changed. Rachel, almost complete. Marco, with a dolphin grin, looking amused.


  Then, with a kick of my newly completed tail, I knew I was safe. I had made the change. I was a dolphin in a dolphin's world. The human clumsiness, the human cold, the human fear of an alien environment, all evaporated.


  I was warm and in control and right where I should be.


  <Everyone okay?>


  One by one they answered. We had made it. Too bad this was just the easy part of the mission.


  <Well, that was fun,> Marco said sardonically. <Let's never, ever do it again.>


  <Cassie?> Jake prodded me.


  I tried to relax, to let my human mind recede just a little. I needed to listen to the dolphin instincts. I needed to understand the whale's instructions. Something no human could ever do.


  <Not far,> I said. <We're just a few . . . um . . . Forget it, there's no word for it. Just believe me, we're close.>


  <After you, Cassie,> Jake said.


  It felt strange, taking the lead. But only I knew the way. We traveled near the surface for a while. This made it confusing for me, because whales go deeper, and the world the whale saw and knew was a deeper world than I, as a dolphin, experienced.


  And yet, I knew I was going in the right direction. My echolocating clicks painted murky, half-understood pictures in my mind of underwater hills and valleys and rifts. I felt currents tugging at me. I sensed changes in water temperature.


  In the end, I just knew.


  <Okay, everyone, get a good lungful,> I said.


  We surfaced, blew out the stale air, and filled our lungs with the good clean ocean air.


  <Hey. What's that?> It was Rachel.


  <What?> I asked her.


  <Over there. It's a helicopter.>


  We all watched as a helicopter flew low and very slowly over the water. It was just a few hundred yards away, and with our dolphin vision, we couldn't see it as well as we might have with our human eyes.


  But as it flew closer, I could see that it was dragging a cable through the water.


  <Some sort of sensor,> Jake speculated.


  <They're looking for something in the water,> Marco agreed.


  <It's them,> I said.


  No one argued. We all knew it was true. Controllers were flying that helicopter.


  The Yeerks were here.


  Chapter 17


  



  <Everyone take in as much air as you can,> I said again. <We're going deep.>


  We dove and swam almost straight down. Down, down, leaving the bright barrier behind. Away from the sun. Away from the light. Away from the air that we needed just as much as humans did.


  I echolocated a school of fish ahead, just below us. But we weren't there to eat lunch. We swam through the fish and still we headed down. Down until we could see the ocean floor beneath us.


  We leveled off and skimmed across the ocean floor, like low-flying jets racing at treetop level. Over waving fields of seaweed. Through darting schools of fish. Over jutting extrusions, of rock, encrusted by barnacles and home to a thousand bizarre crabs and lobsters and urchins and worms and snails.


  Ahead was a ridge, a sort of long, low hill. We sailed over it.


  <I'm starting to feel like maybe taking a breath would be a good thing,> Rachel said. <How much farther ->


  We all saw it at the same time.


  Saw it, yes, but could hardly believe it.


  I've become used to seeing impossible things - aliens, spaceships, my own friends turning into animals. But this was just plain mind-boggling.


  It was round. As round as a plate. A very large plate. From one side to the other, the diameter must have been half a mile.


  It was covered by a transparent dome. Clear glass, or whatever it is the Andalites use for glass.


  And within the dome, protected from the crushing force of the water, was what looked very much like a park.


  A park, in a plastic dome, at the bottom of the ocean.


  There was grass, more blue than green, but it still looked like grass. There were trees like huge stems of broccoli. And other trees like orange and blue asparagus spears. At the center was a small lake, crystal-clear blue water. From the water grew fantastic, transparent green crystals in shapes like eccentric snowflakes.


  <Whoa,> Marco said.


  <Man,> Jake commented.


  <Is this what you expected, Cassie?> Rachel asked me.


  <I . . . I had dreams . . . I saw flashes of something . . . but this! This is unbelievable.>


  <I think that may be a hatch down there,> Marco said. <You see the part that sticks out?>


  <Let's try it,> Jake said. <I can't hold my breath much longer.>


  We arced down toward a part of the glass dome that seemed different from the rest. As we got closer, we could really begin to feel the size of the dome. It was like approaching one of those huge stadiums where they play football. But even bigger, if you can imagine that.


  <It is a hatch,> Rachel reported. She was a little ahead of the rest of us. <It's some kind of a glass door. On the other side there's a little room, then another door that leads into the dome. There's a little red panel beside the outer door.>


  <Let's either try it or surface,> Marco said urgently.


  <That red panel. That's got to be the doorknob,> Jake said. <Here goes. Let's hope this works.> He pressed his beak against the panel.


  Instantly the outer door opened.


  <We should try this one at a time, see if it's safe,> Marco said.


  <Not enough time,> I said. My lungs were burning. I needed air.


  The four of us swam in through the outer door. There was a second red panel. I punched it with my beak and the door closed, sealing us into a small, glass room. We could see out and up into the ocean all around. But the side leading into the dome was opaque.


  <I knew we'd end up in an aquarium sooner or later,> Marco said.


  The water began to drain from the room, slowly, a little at a time. This opened an area of air at the top of the enclosure. I raised my blow hole and sucked in blessed oxygen.


  <Okay, let's morph,> Jake said.


  I had already started. By the time the enclosure was half drained, I could stand on my own human feet.


  "We made it," Marco said after his human mouth reformed. "I don't know where we made it to, but we made it."


  The enclosure was empty now. The four of us stood there barefoot, dressed only in our soggy morphing outfits. There was one last red panel beside the door leading into the dome.


  "Ready?" Jake asked.


  "As ready as I'll ever be," Marco said.


  Jake pressed it with his hand.


  The door slid open. I felt a wave of warm, incredibly fragrant air rush in.


  I caught a glimpse of . . .


  Then a brilliant flash of light.


  And suddenly I was unconscious.


  Chapter 18


  



  I opened my eyes. I was staring straight up. I was on my back. Above me I could see the ocean all around. High overhead, fish swam by, sparkling. Higher still I could see the bright barrier between sea and sky. But it was very far away.


  I rolled my head to the side. Jake was beside me, still unconscious. There was blue grass under my head. I looked the other way.


  "Yaaaahh!"


  <Do not move. I stunned you to see what you are. But if you move, I will destroy you.>


  He stood on four delicate hooves, looking, at first glance, like a pale blue and tan deer or antelope.


  But he had a strong upper body, like a mythical centaur, with two small arms and many-fingered hands. His face was almost triangular, built around two huge, almond-shaped eyes. There was a small vertical slit where his nose should have been, and nothing where his mouth should have been.


  From atop his head rose twin horns. Only they were not horns. They each ended in an eye and turned this way and that, independent of his main eyes.


  He seemed gentle, quizzical, almost delicate. Until you noticed the tail. The tail was like a scorpion's. It was thick, powerful, and ended in a wicked scythe blade that literally glittered along its razor-sharp edges.


  I knew what he was. There is no mistaking an Andalite when you see one.


  And there was no question about what he was holding in his hand, either. It looked a lot like a Yeerk Dracon beam.


  He was pointing it at me.


  The others were waking up all around me.


  "What the . . . Oh," Marco said. "Please tell me that's a real Andalite and not Visser Three."


  Suddenly, without warning, the Andalite's tail arched forward. The blade stopped inches from Marco's face.


  <Visser Three! Do not speak that name!> the Andalite thought-spoke.


  "O-o-o-o-kay," Marco said slowly. "Whatever you want."


  "We are friends," I said.


  <I don't know you,> the Andalite said. But he withdrew his tail and Marco started breathing again.


  "You called me," I said. "We've come to help you."


  <Called? You heard my call?> He fixed all four of his eyes on me. <What are you?>


  "Human. A person of Earth."


  <I have seen images of your kind. My call was to my cousins. How did you hear it?>


  "I don't know," I admitted. "I heard it in my dreams. So did a friend of mine. We guessed it was an Andalite. We wanted to help."


  <What do you know of Andalites? My people are not known to humans. You do not travel the stars. You know only your own planet. My elder cousins have taught me this.>


  "We knew one Andalite. We were with him when . . . when he was killed."


  The Andalite narrowed his main eyes. <Who was this Andalite you say was killed?>


  I searched my memory for his name. He had told us, but it was a strange, long name. "I can't remember all of his name. But part of it was Prince Elfangor."


  The Andalite jerked as if he'd been hit. His entire body seemed to quiver. His deadly tail arched high in the air.


  <Prince Elfangor? No one could kill Elfangor. He is the greatest warrior ever. No one could kill him!>


  "Someone did," Jake said. "We were there."


  <Who? Who do you claim killed Elfangor?>


  "The one whose name you don't want us to speak," I said softly.


  The Andalite held his head high, but his tail sagged and dragged down to the grass. He lowered his weapon. <He was my brother. Did . . . did he die well? In battle?>


  Jake answered. "He died protecting us, and defying the Yeerks to the end. At the very last moment he struck with every weapon he had."


  The Andalite closed his main eyes for a brief moment. <My brother was a great warrior. His cousins loved him. His enemies feared him. No more can be said of any Andalite warrior.>


  I was surprised by what Jake said next. "I've lost a brother, too. He's one of them. A Controller."


  The Andalite opened his eyes. <And you, human. Do you serve the Yeerks or fight them?>


  "I fight them. We fight them."


  <With what weapons? Do you have powerful weapons?>


  "Only the weapon your brother gave us," I said. "The power to morph."


  <Elfangor gave you that? It is never done!> He seemed disturbed. <The situation would have to be very bad for him to give you morphing capability.>


  "The situation is worse than you think," Marco said. "The Yeerks seem to know you're here. Some piece of Andalite wreckage washed up on shore. They are up on the surface right now."


  For the first time the Andalite seemed uncertain. <What is your plan?>


  "To get you out of here and hide you," I said.


  <You came only to rescue me? This is true?>


  "Yes."


  He smiled with his eyes, just as Prince Elfangor had done. <You will be tired after this last morph. You will need to rest.>


  "A little while, yes," I agreed.


  "What is this?" Rachel asked. "This dome, I mean. It's like a park or something."


  <This is the main part of an Andalite dome ship. It is where we live. The engines and the war bridge are in a long section that sticks out from the bottom, with this dome perched on top.>


  "Like a mushroom. Or an umbrella," I suggested.


  The Andalite just looked blank.


  "Never mind," I said.


  <During the great battle in orbit over your planet, the dome was separated from the rest of the ship.>


  "Why?"


  The Andalite dug at the grass with his fore- hoof. <I . . .I was too young for battle, by the laws of our people. Besides, the rest of the ship maneuvers better without the dome.>


  "You're a kid? I mean, like a young person?" Marco asked.


  <Yes.>


  "Are you the only one left? The only Andalite here?"


  <Yes. I am alone. When the Blade ship appeared unexpectedly, they caught us off guard. I saw the main section burn. Dracon beams damaged the orbital stabilization of this dome. It fell. It splashed into the ocean and sank to the bottom. I have been here for these many weeks, hoping that my cousins would come for me. Hoping that some survived. Finally I risked sending out a mirrorwave call. It works by . . .> He stopped, and looked embarrassed. <I am not supposed to explain Andalite technology. My brother will . . . He would have been angry with me.>


  "Just you survived," I said sadly.


  <Just me,> he said. <No prince. No warriors.>


  I felt a sinking in the pit of my stomach. I think the others felt the same way. I guess we'd all kind of been hoping this Andalite would be like the prince. A leader. Someone who could take over the battle. Someone who would know more than we did.


  "We're young, too," I said. "Too young to fight, according to the laws of our people."


  <But still you fight!>


  "We feel like we don't have a choice. Look, we don't even know your name. This is Jake, Rachel, Marco. I'm Cassie. There's one more. His name is Tobias."


  <I am Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.>


  We all just kind of stared.


  "Ax," Marco said. "Pleased to meet you."


  <Who is your prince?>


  One by one we looked at Jake.


  "Oh, give me a break," Jake said. "I am not anyone's prince."


  But the Andalite had stepped forward. He bowed his head and lowered his tail. <I will fight for you, Prince Jake, until I can return to my cousins.>


  Chapter 19


  



  <This is a derrishoul tree,> Ax said. He pointed to one of the asparagus-like spears that grew straight and tall. He was showing us around while we recuperated from the morphing.


  <And that we call enos ermarf.>


  "What?" I didn't see what he was pointing at.


  <That. The way the lake curves forward into the grass, framed by derrishoul trees.>


  "You have a word for something like that?" I asked.


  <There are names for all the many ways the water and sky and field interact,> he explained. <And for the way the suns and the moons hang in the sky of our planet, and cast their lights in one way or another on the different aspects of the world.>


  Rachel caught my eye and silently mouthed the words, "He's cute." Then she winked.


  I wasn't sure I agreed. Andalites are halfway between looking cute and looking scary. You can get past the weird stalk eyes and the fact that they don't have mouths (at least not that you can see), but that scorpion-like tail is far from cute. It reminded me of the sharks.


  "You all live here?" Marco wondered. "I mean, just out in the open? Out on the grass?"


  <Where else would we live? Here we have space to run. There must always be space to run.>


  "This is like actually being on another planet," Jake marveled. "This is all like part of the Andalite world."


  <Yes. We take our home with us into space. It angers the Yeerks,> he added grimly.


  "Why do they care what you take into space?" Marco asked.


  <It is a part of everything they hate and would destroy if they could. The Yeerks would take our world and make it as barren as their own. As they will to your planet unless they are stopped.>


  I grabbed Ax's arm. "What . . . what are you saying? What do you mean about making the planet barren?"


  He turned his big eyes on me. <The usual Yeerk pattern. Once a planet is under their control, they alter it to suit their own desires. They will leave enough plant and animal species to keep the host bodies fed - humans in the case of Earth - and the rest they eliminate.>


  He said it like it was obvious. Like it was just something I should know.


  He started to move on, but I held his arm tightly. "Wait, wait. I don't think I understand you. What do you mean, they eliminate species?"


  <They eliminate them. They will make Earth as much like the Yeerk home world as possible. They will destroy most of the plants and all of the animal species except those they eat.>


  I let go of his arm. I rocked back and grabbed at the air for balance. I felt like I'd been hit by a car. "No," I whispered. "That can't be. You're just saying that because you don't like Yeerks."


  The others were staring. No one was moving.


  Ax looked around at us. His eyes narrowed. <Don't you know? Don't you know whom you're fighting?>


  "We know they take over people's minds," Rachel said weakly.


  <Yes. And that is one of their great crimes. But the Yeerks are more than that. Yeerks are killers of worlds. Murderers of all life. Hated and feared throughout the galaxy. They are a plague that spreads from world to world, leaving nothing but desolation and slavery and misery in their wake.>


  I felt cold. Small and weak and cold and afraid. I looked around, but even the inviting, lush Andalite landscape did nothing to warm me. Up in the "sky" and all around us, I felt the immense pressure of the ocean, waiting to rush in.


  <There are only three races left in all the known galaxy that still fight the Yeerks,> Ax said proudly. <And only the Andalites can stop them.>


  "How long until your people return to Earth?" I asked.


  He hesitated. <One of your years. Maybe two.>


  "Two years!" Jake looked stricken. I went to his side and slipped my arm through his. "Five kids against an enemy that has destroyed half the galaxy? Five of us?"


  Ax gave that smile, the one he did with his eyes. <Six, my Prince,> he said.


  "Six. Well then," Marco said with grim sarcasm, "with six it shouldn't be any problem."


  "How did these Yeerks get this far?" Rachel demanded. "How did this happen? If you Andalites are so tough, why didn't you stop them a long time ago? How did a bunch of slugs who live in dirty ponds manage to become so powerful?"


  Ax looked at her. <I am forbidden to tell certain things.>


  Rachel's eyes narrowed dangerously. "You're telling us all of planet Earth may be scheduled for destruction and we are the only thing standing in the way, and you are going to keep secrets? I don't think so."


  The Andalite looked angry, but no angrier than Rachel.


  "Look, um, I feel ready to morph again," I said, interrupting the tension. Rachel was angry because she was afraid. What Ax had told us had shaken her. It had shaken all of us. I guess we felt enough pressure already. We didn't really need to think that every living thing on the planet was depending on us.


  It was kind of a lot to handle.


  "Cassie's right," Jake said. "It's time. Let's get going before it's too late."


  I followed him along with the others as we crossed alien land, heading for an environment just as alien - the ocean.


  I wished I could forget what Ax told us. I wished I could stop seeing the pictures in my head of an Earth without birds and trees. An Earth where the ocean was empty and dead.


  <Don't you know whom you're fighting?> the Andalite had asked.


  Yes.


  Now I knew.
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  "Hey, I have a stupid question," Marco said.


  "What?" Jake asked.


  Marco jerked his thumb toward the Andalite, Ax. "How do we get him out of here?"


  Jake looked blank. "Um, Ax, I don't suppose you can swim? Swim really well, I mean. We're a long, long way from land."


  <I would not swim in this body. I would morph a sea creature.>


  "Like what?" Marco asked bluntly. "We have to travel far and fast."


  <I have acquired a creature from this ocean. It was a large creature who swam close one day. I stunned him and acquired him. I thought he would be useful if I was to escape.>


  "What kind of animal? What did he - " I stopped suddenly. I'd felt something. A shadow. I looked up. Through the air of the dome. Through the clear dome itself and up through the water.


  It was on the surface. A cigar-shaped shadow riding the surface of the sea.


  "That's a ship," I said. "Up there. I think it's stopped."


  "Let's get out of here. Now," Jake snapped.


  We ran for the hatch.


  PING-NG-NG! PING-NG-NG!


  The sound echoed through the dome.


  "Sonar!" Marco hissed.


  "How do you know?" Rachel asked.


  "Didn't you ever see The Hunt for Red October? Great movie. Now let's leave. They've found us!"


  PING-NG-NG! PING-NG-NG!


  We crammed inside the small hatch enclosure, the four of us and Ax.


  "Morph!" Jake yelled.


  I had already started. I could feel the dolphin features emerging. My friends were beginning to mutate. Water rushed into the chamber, swirling up around our legs.


  Ax was changing, too. It almost broke my concentration, watching him. In their normal forms Andalites are strange enough. When they morph it is totally bizarre. Instead of two legs shriveling and disappearing, it was four. And then there were the stalk eyes. And the tail, which lost its scythe blade but split into a new kind of tail, with a long, raked, vertical blade and a shorter lower blade.


  The water swept up to my neck, but by that point I was more dolphin than human.


  BA-BOOOOM!


  The explosion shuddered through the dome. It rattled my teeth. I felt like my eardrums would explode.


  <Yeerks,> Ax said. He said the word in our heads the way his brother had. With hatred and rage so deep it was impossible to comprehend it.


  BA-BOOOOM!


  A second explosion! Suddenly the exterior door opened and we swam out in a rush. Four dolphins and one . . .


  Shark!


  I'd been distracted by the explosions.


  Ax had morphed a shark.


  <Oh, good choice, Ax,> Marco said. <You morphed a shark?>


  <Is it wrong?> the Andalite wondered.


  <Your species and ours are mortal enemies,> I explained.


  <Oh. I have a lot to learn about Earth.>


  <Here's the first lesson - let's get OUT OF HERE!> Marco screamed.


  I soared up through the water, angling toward the distant surface. But as I rose I looked behind me. There were two jagged holes in the dome. Water was gushing in like Niagara Falls. As I watched, a third dark cylinder was falling slowly from the surface. Even I had seen enough submarine movies to know it was a depth charge.


  <What hosts have these Yeerks used?> Ax demanded urgently.


  <Um, Hosts? You mean bodies? Controllers? They use Hork-Bajir and humans,> I answered.


  <Hork-Bajir do not swim,> Ax said. <We may be safe. The Yeerks know little of deep waters. They have no oceans on their world, only shallow pools.>


  <Good,> Jake said. <All they've had here are Hork-Bajir. And Taxxons, of course.>


  <Taxxons?>


  <Yes, is that a problem?>


  We were near the surface now, just a dozen feet from the bright barrier of sea and sky.


  Just then a larger, darker shadow swept over us. A shadow that was dark inside of dark. A shadow that touched your soul. It skimmed just above the surface of the water.


  It was shaped like a long battle-ax. Twin semi circular blades at the back, a long, diamondheaded point at the front.


  The Blade ship of Visser Three.


  Something was falling from it as it passed over us. There were a dozen splashes. I rolled over to get a better look.


  What I saw made my flesh crawl.


  Taxxons. In the water. Coming toward us.


  <Those nasty worms can swim?> Marco yelled.


  But the answer was obvious. The Taxxons, ten-foot-long centipedes bristling with dozens of pairs of sharp needle legs, were racing after us. And they were very fast in the water.


  Very fast.


  From this angle we couldn't see the several red-jelly eyes. But we could see the circular mouth at the top of each vile body.


  I had seen Taxxons straining to catch bits of Prince Elfangor as Visser Three devoured him.


  I had seen Taxxons, on orders from Visser Three, devour one of their own.


  <Tell me,> Ax said. <I have the feeling that this body I am in might be able to fight. Is this true?>


  I grinned inwardly. <Yes, Ax. Sharks can fight.>


  <Then, Prince Jake, shall we deal with these Taxxon scum?>


  <Don't call me 'prince,'> Jake said. <And the answer is yes. Let's go kick some Taxxon butt.>
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  There were a dozen Taxxons in the water. Five of us. Swimming in a straight line, the Taxxons were faster. But, as we soon discovered, we were more maneuverable.


  <Pick a target,> Jake said tersely.


  I focused on one of the big worms. But I had to force myself into the fight. This was not a shark, and the dolphin's instinctive dislike of sharks was not there to prod me.


  I had to find the will to fight in my own, human mind. It's not such an easy thing. I had fought the Yeerks to preserve human freedom. Now I fought to help the entire world. Still, fighting doesn't come naturally to me.


  And yet, I knew what I had to do. The Yeerks would show no mercy. If the Taxxons won, we would be killed. Or worse.


  I powered toward one of the Taxxons as he powered toward me. We were like two trains running on the same track. Head to head.


  At the last possible second, with the gaping red mouth of the Taxxon just a foot away, I zoomed sideways, arched my back, and rammed the Taxxon's side.


  I expected it to be like the shark - hard, tough, unyielding. It was not. It was like hitting a soggy paper bag with a sledgehammer. The Taxxon burst like a dropped watermelon.


  <Aaaaarrrggghhh!> I wanted to throw up. I beat the water with my tail and recoiled from the horrible scene I had created.


  All around me the battle raged. Dolphin against Taxxon. And Ax's shark against Taxxon.


  Scientists believe that sharks are one of the oldest species of animals still in existence. Nature built them as perfect predators. Perfect killing machines. Nature hasn't had to revise or update them much. They were built right the first time.


  Dolphins are very different. Scientists say that millions of years ago, dolphins were land animals. Sea mammals not very different from humans and other mammals. They evolved their way back into the ocean. Part of that evolution included learning to cope with predators - with killer whales and sharks.


  I don't know what sea the Taxxon race evolved in. I don't know what natural predators they faced there. But they were not ready for this ocean. They were not ready to go one-on-one with the masters of Earth's deep seas. They were no match for dolphin or shark.


  <Okay, let's get out of here,> Jake ordered. <They've had enough.>


  <Not so tough, are they?> Rachel asked, trying to sound tough herself. But she seemed shaky to me.


  I shot to the surface and filled my lungs with warm evening air. The sun was dropping toward the horizon. Two ships were close by and steaming in our direction.


  But far worse was the Blade ship, which hovered now just a hundred yards up in the air.


  <We can't waste any more time,> Marco said. <The plan was to head back for one of those little channel islands, unmorph, rest, and then take the rest of the distance. But even the island is almost two hours away at top speed. We have to make a run for it, or we'll have to choose between being trapped in morph or drowning. And that's not a great choice.>


  <You're right, Marco,> Jake said. <Top speed for the nearest island.>


  <How do you tell the time?> Ax asked.


  <Sometimes we can carry a watch. Sometimes, like now, we just have to guess and hope for the best.>


  <Oh. With your permission, I will keep track of the time.>


  <You have a watch?>


  <No, but I have the ability to keep track of time,> Ax said.


  <Good enough,> Marco said. <How much time left?>


  <We have been in morph for approximately thirty percent of the safe time.>


  <Thirty percent?> I tried to think. Math was never my best subject. And it's hard to be mathematical when you've just come from a battle and are scared half to death. <That would be about thirty-six minutes. Which means we have an hour and twenty-four minutes left.>


  BAH-LUMPH!


  I heard a huge concussion behind me. Like someone had dropped a big truck in the water.


  <What was that?> Marco wondered.


  <Something hit the water,> I said. Something big.>


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.


  <Okay, now what is that?> Rachel asked.


  I rose to the surface to breathe and look around. The two surface ships were still closing in, but they were not very fast, and they were not gaining on us. The Blade ship had disappeared. I scanned the sky in all directions, but I couldn't see it.


  <Does anyone see the Blade ship?> I asked.


  <No. But that doesn't mean it isn't still nearby,> Jake said. <It may have recloaked.>


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.


  <What is that?>


  <Whatever it is, it's getting closer,> I said.


  Suddenly I remembered that I was not limited to the usual human senses. I fired off a rapid series of echolocating clicks.


  The picture that came back was startling.


  <It's something in the water. Big. Huge. The size of a whale, but not moving like a whale.>


  Jake, Marco, and Rachel all echolocated.


  <It's after us, whatever it is,> Rachel said.


  <It's big, it's fast, and it's after us,> Marco agreed.


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.


  I rose to breathe again and looked back. At just that moment I saw, far behind me, a huge, dark red, almost purple hump above the water. It seemed to be covered with hundreds of small fish tails, all beating frantically.


  I went under. <Ax, there's something back there. I don't think it's from Earth.> I described it to him, at least what I had seen of it.


  <Mardrut,> Ax said.


  <Mardrut? What does that mean?>


  <A mardrut is a beast that lives in the oceans of one of our own Andalite moons. To think of that filthy Yeerk scum on our own moon! Acquiring our animals!>


  <Ax, look, what is a mardrut?> I asked him.


  <It is a very large creature that swims by shooting water out of three large chambers. It makes a sound ->


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.


  <A sound like that?> Marco asked.


  <Yes,> Ax said. <I guess so. I did not recognize it. I have only heard it once, and that was in school, and I wasn't paying attention.>


  It almost made me laugh, the image of an Andalite classroom where Andalite students zoned out on the lesson just like we did. But it really wasn't a good time for laughing.


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.


  <But this is no true mardrut,> Ax said.


  <No,> Jake agreed.


  <Then you know who and what is chasing us?> Ax seemed surprised. <You understand that this is Visser Three in morph?>


  <We've met before,> Rachel said tersely.


  <You have fought Visser Three? And you still live?> That definitely surprised the Andalite. <I honor you.>


  <Yeah, swell, thanks,> Marco said dryly. <But I'd trade the honor for a good outboard engine so I could outrun that evil creep.>


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.
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  The creature Visser Three had become did not tire.


  We did.


  I felt like I had been swimming forever. Half an hour into the chase, I was exhausted. We had been powering through the water at panic speed. Fighting every current. Fighting the terrible urge to rest as our tails weakened. Fighting the growing hunger.


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.


  The mardrut never tired. It never weakened. It gained on us a foot at a time, bit by bit.


  I could see it now. A huge purple-and-red mottled bag that undulated and oozed through the water. It was propelled by the three huge water sacs, firing one after another. Between those loud bursts, the hundreds of tiny tails that covered its entire surface thrashed and kept up momentum.


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.


  Then he spoke. We had all heard that silent voice in our heads before. It was like hearing the most terrible curses. It was pure malice and hatred poured directly into our brains.


  <I am coming for you, brave Andalite warriors,> Visser Three sneered. <I am coming for you.>


  That voice churned my insides. I felt my own hatred flaring up to match his. The images Ax had painted - an Earth brown and empty and filled with nothing but the slaves of the Yeerks . . .


  I had lived my entire life without feeling hatred. It is a sickening feeling. It burns and burns, and sometimes you think it's a fire that will never go out.


  <I am coming for you. You will be mine. Shall I make you Controllers? Or shall I simply eat you? The time for me to decide draws near. You weaken. Your time runs short.>


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.


  We had all been exposed to Visser Three. Ax had not. He seemed to shudder, even in his shark body. The dead shark eyes showed no emotion, but his swimming became erratic.


  <Ax,> I said to him. He did not answer. <Ax, we have heard his voice before. We've heard his threats. And we are still alive.>


  <He will kill us,> Ax said. <He will kill us! He killed Elfangor!>


  <Ax, hang in there. Don't answer him. Don't think about him. Just swim!>


  But Ax's fear was catching. He was right. We didn't have enough time to make it to land without being trapped in our dolphin bodies. And we would never escape him, anyway. I glanced back.


  He was only five body lengths away!


  I demanded still more from my burning muscles, but there was nothing more to ask.


  This is the end, Cassie, I told myself. This is the end.


  I felt the terrible hatred surge in me again. But I didn't want to end my life that way. I would not die with hate in my heart. That would be one victory I could deny Visser Three.


  I let my mind drift, even as my shattered body struggled to go on. I felt my mind floating back. To the barn, and all the animals there. To my father, my mother. To Jake.


  I remembered good things. Riding the high thermals with Tobias and the others with wings spread wide. Good days. Sitting at my grandmother's feet as she told me the story of our family, of all the generations who had lived on and worked the farm.


  And then a more recent memory surfaced. The whale. I remembered his huge, gentle silence filling my mind.


  I could even hear his song.


  Wait! I could hear his song. That wasn't memory. I was hearing his plaintive, haunting song, reverberating through the water.


  He was not far away.


  I opened my mind and let my human consciousness slip away. I let go. I invited the dolphin mind - the mind that loved to play and loved to fight and loved the feeling of soaring out of the water right up into the air like a bird - to surface in my head.


  I fired echolocating bursts, a thousand quick clicks compressed into a few seconds. And more than that, I cried for help.


  It was foolish. It was ridiculous. But I cried out in a silent plea, like a child with a nightmare calling for her mother.


  The monster is after me! The destroyer! The evil one!


  Help me.


  <We have used eighty percent of our time,> Ax managed to say.


  <Twenty-four minutes left,> Marco gasped.


  <It doesn't matter. I'm done for,> Rachel admitted. <I can't keep going. And he's too close. It's time to turn and fight.>


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.


  <We cannot possibly win,> Ax said.


  <We know,> Jake said. <But if I have to lose, I'd rather lose fighting than let him catch us one by one.>


  <That is a very Andalite thing to say,> Ax said. <We have a lot in common. I wish it had ended differently.>


  <On the count of three,> Jake said.


  <One.>


  <Two.>


  <Let's go.>


  We stopped. We turned to face the mardrut.


  <Jake?> I said. <I wanted to tell you . . .>


  <Yes. Me too, Cassie,> he said.


  WHUMP, WHUMP, WHUMP.


  The red-and-purple behemoth rushed at us.


  I shook with terror. But I was too tired to swim away.


  Help me! I cried one last time. But I knew there was no one to help.


  And then I let it all go . . .


  . . . and said good-bye.
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  <I've made up my mind what to do with you,> Visser Three said. <After this long chase I am really quite hungry.>


  He rushed at us.


  We rushed at him.


  Something dark came hurtling up from the ocean floor.


  Something dark and long and bigger even than the mardrut.


  FWOOOMP!


  Visser Three shuddered and stopped dead in the water.


  A second dark shape, as fast as the first.


  FWOOOMP!


  <The great ones,> I whispered.


  <It's the whales!> Marco yelled.


  There were five of them in the water.


  The two big males who had struck first had heads like sledgehammers. Sperm whales. Sixty feet long. Sixty-five tons. The weight of fifty cars.


  They had dived deep and come tearing up at awesome velocity to slam into the creature from another world's ocean.


  The mardrut was big. The mardrut was strong. But nothing living can survive for long, being slammed by creatures weighing a hundred and thirty thousand pounds.


  Then, the whale - my whale, because that's how I thought of him - began to lash the mardrut with his tail. Hammer blows. Hits that could have knocked walls down. Again and again, as two smaller females joined in and the two sperm whales circled back for another attack.


  <Rrraaaggghhhh!> Visser Three's cry of pain and fury echoed in my brain.


  <He's retreating!> Jake crowed.


  <He's running!> Rachel said. <Hah-hah!>


  <I don't think Visser Three likes whales very much,> Marco yelled. <I don't think he likes them at all!>


  The whales chased him for a while, but they let him go in the end.


  Whales are not very good at killing. They don't really have much of a talent for hating and destroying.


  My whale, the big humpback, returned in a few minutes and rested in the water beside me.


  I wanted to thank him, but, as I said, whales don't think in human words or human thoughts. Still, I tried, anyway.


  Thanks, big guy.


  People who argue about how smart whales are, or whether they are as smart as humans, kind of miss the point. Whales will never read books or build rockets or do algebra. In all those areas, humans are smarter.


  Humans are the great brains of planet Earth.


  But it isn't necessary to believe whales are as smart as humans to believe that they are great. They don't have to know words to sing songs. They don't have to be anything but what they are to be magnificent. And even though I don't really know what a soul is, I know this - if humans have them, then so do whales.


  I wanted to thank him for responding to my call for help. But I had a strange feeling, as he opened his great heart to the dolphin mind that was in my own, that he hadn't just come in response to me.


  I had the feeling - and that's all it was, a feeling - that in some way the sea itself had called him to respond to the presence of an abomination.


  Of course I never told that to Jake or any of the others. They would have laughed. At least, Marco would have.


  <Morph time is almost up,> Ax said.


  <I think if we morph, the whale will carry us until we are ready to morph again,> I said.


  So we morphed back to our human bodies, and Ax morphed to his Andalite body, and we crawled up on the whale's huge back.


  I fell asleep. I know that sounds pretty incredible, but I did. I was exhausted. Physically. Emotionally. In every way you can be tired, I was tired.


  When I woke up, it was sunset. We were near shore. I could see the beach, and just a little farther down the shore, the mouth of the river.


  We were wet, of course, covered with splashing water and the spray from the whale's blow hole. It was a little cold, especially now that the sun was going down.


  But then again, I wasn't Visser Three's lunch, so I wasn't going to complain.


  Jake was sitting cross-legged on the whale's back, smiling at me.


  "Some day, huh?" he said.


  I smiled. "Yeah."


  "We did it. We saved the Andalite. And we got out alive."


  "Barely," I said.


  "You know something? You were right. You trusted your feelings and we followed you and we're all safe."


  I nodded. "Yes, I guess so. Only . . . as Marco would say, let's not do this again any time soon, okay?"


  Jake smiled his slow smile. "It's fun being a dolphin, though, isn't it? I know you were worried about it. You know, thinking maybe it wasn't right and all."


  I shook my head slowly. "I'm still not sure it's right. But I guess we don't have much of a choice. The Yeerks started this fight, not us. And after what Ax said . . . I guess it's not just about one species, human beings. It's about all the animals. It's about all of Earth."


  Jake nodded. "I think if you could ask the dolphins, they would say it's all right to use them. Since what you're trying to do is save them."


  "Nah, they would just think it was all a big game. They would never understand."


  We both laughed. Even if they could talk, the dolphins would never really understand what we were so upset about. We knew that better than anyone.


  "I guess that's true," Jake said. "But we do understand." He met my gaze. "We do understand what's at stake. And we'll do whatever we have to do to win."


  I knew what he was trying to tell me. We'd used the dolphins to save them. We'd used other animals to save them, too. And that made it okay.
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  We morphed once more into our dolphin bodies and swam down the river to the place where we had entered the water. We beached ourselves in shallow water and returned to our human bodies.


  "It feels good to be human again," Jake said.


  Marco said, "Oh, Jake, you were never exactly human to begin with."


  I guess it was funny, but we were all too tired to laugh.


  We dug our clothes and shoes out of their hiding place. I pulled jeans and a sweatshirt on over my wet morphing suit. I shoved muddy feet into my boots.


  <Strange,> Ax said, watching us very closely.


  <What is the meaning of the things you place on your bodies?>


  "It's clothing," Rachel explained.


  <Why do you wear it? Does it protect you from the environment?>


  "Yes. That, plus the fact that people get very upset if you walk around naked," Marco answered.


  There was a fluttering overhead. One of the shadowed branches dipped with a sudden weight.


  "Is that you, Tobias?" I asked.


  <Yes. You - you found an Andalite!>


  "Yes. Tobias, meet Ax. That's his nickname, anyway. Ax, meet Tobias. Tobias is one of us."


  <Sort of, anyway,> Tobias said dryly. <I liked this morph so much I moved in permanently.>


  The Andalite was shocked. <You were trapped?>


  <Yes.>


  Ax turned his eyes on me, then looked from each one of us to the next. He seemed very solemn. <You have paid a price for the gift of my brother, Elfangor.>


  <Prince Elfangor was your brother?> Tobias demanded. His hawk's eyes glittered. <I was with him at the end.>


  "This is all fine," Jake interrupted, "but we have to get out of here. And we have to decide what to do with Ax. He can't exactly just go walking through town with us."


  "I think he should come to my farm," I said. "It's not so different from the dome ship. Fields, meadows, woods, all the way into the national forest land. He'd have to be careful, but it's the only place we have to hide him."


  "That still doesn't deal with how we're going to get him there," Marco pointed out. "It's a long walk. People are gonna notice a big blue deer with extra eyes and a scorpion tail."


  <I must morph,> Ax said.


  "Yeah, but into what?" Rachel wondered.


  Then, to my surprise, Ax walked over to me. He placed one delicate, many-fingered hand on my face.


  <With your permission> he said.


  I felt myself getting spacey. Not sleepy, exactly, but sort of like I was in a trance.


  I realized what he was doing. He was "acquiring" me. He was absorbing my DNA.


  "Um . . . excuse me, but you're going to morph Cassie?" Marco asked. "Can you do that?"


  Ax went to Marco and touched his face. One by one, Ax acquired each of us.


  And then he began to morph.


  I've seen a lot of strange morphings. But nothing was ever like this. Ax wasn't becoming an animal. He was becoming a human being.


  But a human being we all knew, in some ways. A melding of the four human Animorphs.


  His front legs began to shrivel away. His back legs thickened and strengthened. Suddenly a mouth appeared in his Andalite face.


  The scorpion tail shrank and disappeared.


  He reared up and stood erect.


  "Um, you know, I think we better give Ax some privacy," I suggested.


  "Is he going to be a boy or a girl?" Marco wondered.


  "Either way, let's turn our heads," I said.


  We did. Probably just in time.


  "Hey, Ax? In the pile of clothes there is an extra pair of boxers and a T-shirt," Jake said. "Put them on, okay?"


  A few minutes later we turned around. We all stared.


  Ax had the T-shirt pulled up like a baggy pair of shorts. The boxers were on his head.


  " O-o-o-o-kay," Jake said. "A few small adjustments needed. Ax, are you male or female?"


  "I chose to be-be-be-be-be male." He stopped suddenly, eyes wide. He was surprised by his mouth. It was not something Andalites understood.


  "I chose male because I am male. Word. Male. Is that a good choice? Ch-oy-ce? Chuh chuh choy-yuss?" He twisted his lips around and stuck out his tongue. "Strange," he said.


  "Male is fine," Jake said. "Rachel? Cassie? Turn around. Marco and I will help Ax adjust his clothing."


  When I looked again, Ax was dressed normally.


  But he did not look normal. He was of medium height, a perfect balance between Rachel and Marco. He was of medium build, somewhere between Jake and Marco. His hair was brown, with just a little of Rachel's gold and a little of my curl. His skin was the color of light brown sugar, a blending of my brown and Marco's olive, and Jake and Rachel's pale white.


  He was human and yet, somehow, strange.


  He jerked his head this way and that. "How do you look? Lookuh. LooKUH. KUH. How do you look around? Ound. Ow, ow, ownd behind?"


  I grinned. It was exactly like every time I first morphed a new animal. He was getting used to his new body. Or at least trying to. As I watched him play with his lips and try out new sounds, he suddenly tumbled forward.


  Jake grabbed him and held him.


  "You only have two legs now, Ax," he said.


  "Yes. Two. Oo. Very shaky."


  "Yeah, we're a shaky species," Marco said.


  "Well, let's get out of here," Jake said.


  "Ax?" I said. "Don't talk to any strangers on the way home, okay?"
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  It was a couple of days later. After we had recovered. After I had made sure that Ax was safe in the far fields of our farm, away from curious eyes.


  I waited till dark, and changed again into the seagull morph.


  I flew out of my barn and through the night to The Gardens.


  It was closed and empty, aside from a few scattered security guards. They would have stopped me if I had tried to enter normally. But no one was looking out for seagulls.


  I landed near the dolphin tank and became human again. There were no lights on and just a sliver of moon, but I could hear the dolphins swimming. One came over to me, curious about why a human would be hanging around at night.


  "Hi," I said. "Sorry, I don't have any food for you."


  Then I climbed up on the side of the tank. I let myself go, slipping into the cool water.


  Three of the dolphins came over to take a look. This was definitely something unusual. Some strange human was getting in the pool with them. This was a new game.


  I began to morph.


  This definitely got their attention. All six dolphins swam around, looking up at me, sideways at me, back at me as they passed.


  And slowly I became one of them.


  It was a dumb thing to do, really. I knew it was dumb. But it felt like something I had to do.


  I wanted to show them what I had done. I wanted their permission to become one of them. I wanted to find some way to tell them everything.


  But you know, once I was in that dolphin body again, it was hard to remember all my solemn worries. It was hard to remember why I had come.


  Hard to remember fear and worry and guilt.


  One of them came over, gave me a nudge, then shot toward the surface. She exploded into the air and fell back, as silent and smooth as an arrow.


  They were asking me to play.


  They were asking me to dance with them.


  And so I did.
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  My name is Marco.


  I can't tell you my last name or where I live. Believe me, I wish I could. I would like nothing more than to be able to tell you my name is Marco Jones or Williams or Vasquez or Brown or Anderson or McCain.


  Marco McCain. Has kind of a nice sound, doesn't it?


  But McCain's not my last name. I'm not even going to swear to you that Marco is my first name. See, I'm hoping to live awhile longer. I'm not going to make it any easier for the Yeerks to find me.


  I live in a paranoid world. But just because I'm paranoid doesn't mean I don't have enemies.


  I have real enemies. Enemies that would freeze your blood if you only knew.


  So, see, I'd like to tell you my name, and address, and phone number, too, because if I could do that, it would mean I no longer had any enemies. It would mean my life was normal again. It would mean I could go back to minding my own business.


  I believe in minding my own business.


  Which is why what happened on my way home from the 7-Eleven was so dumb.


  I was walking down the street with some low-fat milk, a loaf of bread, and a bag of peanut M&M's. Since my mom died, I've gotten stuck with a lot of the shopping and stuff for my dad and me.


  This 7-Eleven isn't in the greatest neighborhood, so I was walking kind of fast, minding my own business, trying not to think about the fact that it was after ten at night.


  Then I heard it.


  "Just don't hurt me, just don't hurt me."


  It was a man's voice. An old man, from the sound of it. It was coming from a dark alley.


  I hesitated. I stopped. I pressed myself back against the cold brick wall of the building and listened.


  "Just gimme the money, old man, don't make me hurt you," a second voice said. A younger voice. A tough voice.


  "I gave you all of it!" the old man cried.


  Then the punk said something I can't repeat. Basically, he was getting ready to pound the old man. I heard other voices. Three punks total. It didn't look good for the old man.


  "This is totally not your problem, Marco," I told myself. "Stay out of it. Don't be an idiot."


  Three punks. Each of them probably twice as big as I was. I'm not exactly Arnold Schwarzenegger. I'm not even average height for my age, although I make up for it by being incredibly cute.


  And charming. And witty. And modest.


  But I was pretty sure the three big gang members in that alley were not going to be very impressed by my cuteness.


  Fortunately, I have other abilities.


  It had been a while since I had done this particular morph, but as I concentrated, I could feel it coming back. I slipped into the opening of the alley and hid in the shadow of a very smelly Dumpster.


  The first thing that happened was the fur. It sprouted quickly from my arms and legs and all down my body. Thick, rough, ragged, black fur. It grew long on my arms and back and head. It was shorter everywhere else.


  My jaw bulged forward. I could hear the bones in my jaw grind as they stretched and the nonhuman DNA changed my body.


  Morphing doesn't hurt. It creeps you out some times, but it doesn't hurt. And as morphs go, this one wasn't bad. I mean, I still got to keep all my usual arms and legs and stuff. Not like when I morphed into an osprey. Or a dolphin. I mean, when I was a dolphin, I was breathing through a hole in the back of my neck.


  With this morph I had arms, as usual. Only they were a lot bigger. A lot bigger. My legs bent forward. My shoulders grew so massive it was like having a couple of pigs sitting on my back. I also had an enormous round belly and a leathery chest.


  My face was a black, bulging, rubbery mask, and my eyes were practically invisible beneath my heavy brow.


  I had become a gorilla.


  Now, here's the thing about gorillas. They are the sweetest animals around. If you leave them alone they will mostly just sit and eat leaves all day.


  And that's all the gorilla mind really wanted to do right then - eat some leaves, maybe a nice piece of fruit.


  But I was in that head, too, along with the gorilla's instincts. And I had decided to teach those punks a little lesson. See, now that I was in that gorilla body, I weighed four hundred pounds. And I was mighty strong.


  How strong? Let me put it this way. Compared to a gorilla, a human being is made out of toothpicks. I wasn't just twice as strong as a man, I was maybe four, five, six times stronger.


  Further down the alley, the punks had lost patience with the old man.


  "Let's just kick his butt," one of the geniuses said.


  That's when I decided to say hello. To get their attention, I picked up the Dumpster and threw it against the far wall of the alley.


  Yes, a full-sized Dumpster.


  CRASH! BOOM!


  "What was that?"


  "Look! What is that thing?"


  "Whoa! That's some kind of a . . . of a monkey!"


  Monkey! I thought. Excuse me? Monkey? I'll show you monkey.


  Before they could decide what to do, I charged. Knuckles scraping the dirty ground, small hind legs propelling me forward, I charged.


  If the punks had had any sense, they would have run.


  They didn't.


  "Get it! "one yelled.


  I grabbed him around his arm with one massive fist. I lifted him straight off the ground and threw him over my shoulder.


  "Aaaaaaahhhhh!"


  BOOMPH!


  He landed on the ground behind me. The other two rushed at me, one on the left, one on the right. I saw a knife glittering. The knife slashed my arm. It almost hurt.


  "Hoo hoo hrrraaawwwrr!" I yelled, in pure gorilla.


  With my injured arm, I landed a backhand blow to the knife guy's chest. He flew back. I mean, flew. He hit the wall and dropped.


  I just grabbed the third guy by the shirt collar and threw him into the Dumpster.


  "Don't kill meeeee!" he cried as he sailed through the air.


  I had no intention of killing anyone. I hoisted the knife guy into the Dumpster with his friend. He wasn't breathing real well, but I figured he'd survive.


  Hah, I thought. Who needs Spiderman, when Marco is on the case?


  While I was telling myself just how cool I was, I heard the sound.


  It was a click. Two clicks, actually. The sound of an automatic pistol being cocked.


  I spun around.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  It was the first guy. The one I'd thrown over my shoulder. He was up on his feet, gun pointed.


  I was big. I was powerful. But a gun was a whole different story. And loud! Man, are those things loud.


  "Hah! Come and get some, monkey man!"


  I barreled behind the Dumpster. I leaned my massive shoulders into it and sent it rolling and spinning and sliding at the guy with the gun.


  "Ahhhhh!"


  BLAMPH!


  So much for the guy with the gun.


  I checked. He was alive. He wasn't happy, but he was alive. The gun was nowhere to be seen.


  Well, Marco, I thought, that went okay. Now, find someplace private, demorph, call 911 to come arrest these guys, and you can still get home in time to watch Letterman.


  Unfortunately, I had forgotten one thing.


  "G-g-get out of here you . . . you monster!"


  The old man. The one I had risked my life to save. He was standing, facing me. He was shaking with fear and red in the face.


  Oh, I thought. So that's where the gun went.


  The old man was pointing the gun at me.


  "Back, you demon! Don't come any closer."


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  I tore out of the alley with bullets whizzing through the air.


  Which just goes to show you why you should never get involved in other people's problems.


  Chapter 2


  



  "Yeah, so then I do the gorilla thing, right? I save the old man. I'm the hero. I am Spiderman. I am Wolverine. I am Batman - "


  "Or at least Gorilla Boy," Rachel interrupted.


  She did a forward flip as we walked across the springy grass. Rachel's into gymnastics. It's very distracting when someone flips while they're talking to you.


  It was the day after my big hero act. We were all out in a far meadow of Cassie's farm - me, Jake, Cassie, and Rachel, strolling through little bunches of wildflowers. Tobias was flying overhead, about a hundred feet up, in a sky dotted with bright, white clouds.


  "And what happens as I am playing Captain America?" I ask. "The old man unloads the gun at me. I totally lost the milk and my bag of M&M's."


  Jake gave me a disgruntled look. "Marco? It was good of you to rescue the old man. But you really shouldn't be turning into a gorilla."


  Now, as you're reading this, you're probably thinking, Um, Marco? Time out. You've left out a few things. Like, how can you turn into a gorilla?


  Good question.


  It happened on a dark night when we were all heading home from the mall. There were five of us.


  Me, you already know.


  Jake is my best friend, even though, unfortunately, he is kind of a pain sometimes. He's one of those serious-type guys. You say the word "responsibility" and he snaps to attention. He's the kind of guy who always seems like he's bigger than he actually is. That's because he has that whole "I'm in charge, and you can trust me" thing going on. He has sensible brown hair, and trustworthy brown eyes, and one of those confident chins.


  He also has a great sense of humor and is very smart, and I would trust him with my life any day, any time. Not that I would ever tell him that.


  Then there's Cassie. I didn't really know her very well back then. But I think she's kind of Jake's girlfriend now. Of course, no one is supposed to know this. Ssshhh! Big secret!


  Cassie is the one who is least like me. If I'm comedy, she's poetry. She's a natural peacemaker. She's the one who knows when you're feeling bad and will find something nice to say that makes you feel better. And it's not like she's manipulating. She really cares about things. She's like sincere or something.


  Cassie is our animal expert. Her parents are both vets and she spends most of her free time helping her dad run the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. It's in the barn at their farm. They save injured woodchucks and deer and eagles and so on. Cassie actually knows how to get an injured, angry wolf to take its pills. (Not an easy thing. Believe me. I was a wolf once.)


  You go out to her barn and you'll see this little, short, black girl in overalls and boots with her arm halfway down the throat of a wolf that could just bite it right off. And she'll be smiling and acting like it's no big deal. And the wolf will be just standing there, looking like he's trying to earn a gold star for being the best little boy in school.


  Then there's Rachel. Very beautiful. Very leggy-blond-supermodel type. Ms. Fashion. Ms. Properly-Applied-Makeup. Ms. Has-It-All-Looks-and-Brains.


  Rachel is Jake's cousin, and a total babe who, unfortunately, is also totally insane. See, somehow, underneath all that perfect hair and perfect teeth, there's this lunatic Amazon warrior-queen, just fighting to get out.


  Here's what Rachel'll say whenever we decide to do something so dangerous it makes you want to wet yourself: "I'm in! Let's go! Let's do it!"


  I swear that, if she could, Rachel would be wearing a suit of armor and swinging a sword. And it would be a fashionable suit of armor, and she would look great in it.


  Then there is Tobias. That night in the construction site, he was just this kind of dweeby kid I barely knew. He liked Jake because Jake once kept some guys from beating him up.


  To be honest with you, I don't even remember what Tobias looked like back then. Now, of course, he looks like a fierce, angry bird of prey.


  There's a downside to the morphing power we have. A time limit of two hours. Stay more than two hours in a morph, and you stay forever.


  That's why Tobias was flying overhead, with his wide wings catching the warm updrafts. Tobias is a hawk. A red-tail hawk, to be exact. I guess he always will be.


  I tease Tobias sometimes.


  What happened to him scares me.


  Anyway, on that night we were cutting through this big, abandoned construction site. It was supposed to be a shopping center, but they got it half built and then stopped.


  Then, to make a long story short, there was this spaceship. It was carrying an Andalite who was dying of wounds he'd gotten fighting the Yeerks up in Earth orbit. Or thereabouts.


  He's the one who told us about the Yeerks. The Yeerks are parasites. They use the bodies of other species. They take them over. They control them. That's what you call a human who's been taken over - a Controller. A human Controller.


  Jake's brother, Tom, is one. A Controller.


  And Melissa, Rachel's friend, her father is one, too.


  The Andalites fight the Yeerks. They had been trying to stop the secret Yeerk invasion of Earth, but basically they got their butts kicked. Before he died, the Andalite promised us that reinforcements would come. Eventually. In the meantime, all he could do for us was give us a weapon.


  That weapon was the power to morph. To acquire the DNA of any animal we could touch, and then to become that animal.


  So that was the deal. The five of us, five regular everyday kids, were supposed to fight the Yeerks until the Andalites came along and rescued us.


  Five kids versus the Yeerks. The Yeerks, who had already conquered the terrifying Hork-Bajir and made them into Controllers. The Yeerks, with their creepy allies, the Taxxon-Controllers. The Yeerks who had already infiltrated human society, making Controllers out of cops and teachers and soldiers and mayors and TV newspeople. They were everywhere. They could be anyone.


  And all we had was five kids who could turn into birds.


  Or gorillas.


  "I just don't think we should be morphing out on the street in order to get involved in everyday crimes," Jake lectured me. "Remember what happened at the used car lot with Rachel and Tobias - and you asked them if they were insane!"


  I was about to argue when Rachel spoke up again.


  "I think Marco did the right thing," she said. "What was he supposed to do? Just walk away? I don't think so."


  "Okay, now I know I was wrong," I said. "Any time Rachel thinks I did the right thing, it has to be wrong. Besides, that was my whole point. I risked my life for that old man, and I don't even get a thank you."


  "I don't know if it was a good idea," Cassie said, "but the feeling behind it was good. I think it was heroic."


  Well, what could I say to that? It's very hard to disagree with someone who has just called you a hero.


  Jake decided to let it go. Unfortunately, the reason he decided to drop it was that he had something bigger to talk about.


  He got his serious look.


  I groaned. I hate that serious look. It always means trouble.


  "Jake? Are you going to tell me why we're all out walking in the fields together? Aside from the fact that it's a nice day and all?"


  "We're going to see Ax," Jake explained. "Cassie and I have been talking to him the last couple days. You know, about what he wants to do."


  "Uh-oh," I muttered. "I just know I'm not going to like this."


  "Well . . . probably not. Ax wants to go home," Jake said.


  "Home?" Rachel repeated.


  "To the Andalite home world," Cassie said.


  Ax, whose real name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, is an Andalite.


  I stopped walking. The others stopped, too. "Um, excuse me, but isn't the Andalite home world kind of far away?"


  "Ax says it's about eighty-two light years," Jake confirmed.


  "Light travels about one hundred and eighty-six thousand miles per second," I pointed out. "Times sixty seconds per minute. Times sixty minutes per hour. Times twenty-four hours per day. Times three hundred and sixty-five days per year. That's one light year. Times eighty-two years."


  Rachel laughed. "So you have been staying awake in science class, Marco."


  "We tried to figure it out in miles. But none of our calculators go that high," Jake said.


  "You know, Jake, I could be wrong, but I don't think any of the major airlines fly to the Andalite home world," I said.


  "Uh-huh," he said with a nod. "I know. That's why we'll have to steal a Yeerk spaceship."


  Chapter 3


  



  "There he is," Cassie said.


  I followed the direction of her gaze. Over toward the line of trees at the edge of the field, I saw him.


  Ax.


  The Andalite.


  From a distance you'd think he was a small horse or a deer. He has four hooved feet that flash with amazing speed. His upper body looks like a horse's neck and head, except that when he gets close enough, you see that he has two smaller, human-sized arms sticking out.


  His head is kind of a triangle, with two huge, almond-shaped eyes. Those are his main eyes. There are two extra eyes, each stuck atop a sort of stalk. The stalks stick out of the top of his head and move, pointing the extra eyes in any direction.


  But the thing that really makes you stare is the tail.


  According to Cassie and Rachel, Ax is cute. I wouldn't know, being a guy. All I know is, when you see that tail, you know right away that Andalites aren't exactly cuddly koala bears or puppies.


  The Andalite tail resembles a scorpion's tail. It curls up and over, and is armed with a wicked scythe blade. They can strike with those tails faster than your eye can see.


  I'd seen the first Andalite do it. In the seconds before the evil creature known as Visser Three murdered the Andalite prince, he had struck with that tail again and again.


  That memory came back to me as I watched Ax galloping toward us, tail arched and ready.


  "I hope there's no one around," Jake said anxiously. He scanned the area. It was pretty remote. Cassie's house and barn were way out of sight. And there was no reason why anyone would be in this distant field.


  I looked up and saw Tobias's reddish tail feathers. I gave him a wave.


  <All clear,> Tobias called down to us in thought-speak. <There's some people having a picnic, but that's a couple miles from here.>


  Ax came galloping up. <Prince Jake!> he said, also in thought-speak.


  Jake groaned. Ax had gotten it into his head that Jake was our leader, which was partly true. And I guess for an Andalite, any leader is some kind of prince.


  Ax has no mouth. No one had asked him yet how he ate with no mouth.


  He communicates by thought-speech. It's the same way we communicate when we're morphed. For us humans it only works when we're morphed. For Andalites, it's the normal way to communicate.


  "Hi, Ax," Jake said, as the Andalite came to a skidding stop just a few feet from us. "How are you doing?"


  <I am well. And each of you?>


  "I'm fine," Cassie said.


  Tobias swooped down out of the sky. He braked and landed neatly on the grass.


  "I'm fine, too, Ax," I said. "Or at least I was until I heard someone say something really stupid."


  Ax looked uncertain. He swiveled one of his stalk eyes forward to get a better look at me. <What stupid thing was said?>


  "Someone said we were going to try and steal a Yeerk spaceship," I said.


  He smiled an Andalite smile, which is hard to describe, except that it involves his main eyes. <You think it will be dangerous?>


  "Dangerous? No, jumping off a ten-story building is dangerous. Sticking your tongue in an electrical socket is dangerous - not to mention painful. But stealing a Yeerk ship is beyond dangerous."


  <The higher the danger, the higher the honor,> Ax said. <Is this not true?>


  I gave Rachel a sidelong look. "I think we've found your future husband."


  "It may be honorable to try and get a Yeerk ship, Ax," Jake said, "but honor isn't our most important goal."


  The Andalite looked surprised - I think. His main eyes widened, and his stalk eyes stretched up to their maximum height. It looked like surprise to me.


  <What else do you fight for, if not honor?>


  Jake shrugged. "Look, we're trying to do whatever we can to hurt the Yeerks. But we're also trying to stay alive. We're all there is. I mean, no one else even knows there is a Yeerk invasion. So if something happens to us . . . " He let it hang.


  <I did not mean to offend,> Ax said. <You are right, of course. You are alone. If you fail, all is lost.>


  "So the question is whether this is something we can do without getting killed," Jake pointed out.


  "Yeah, we're mostly against the idea of getting killed," I added. "So how are we supposed to grab a Yeerk ship? They're up in orbit. We're down here. It's not like we can call them up and ask them to come down."


  <Yes, we can do that,> Ax said.


  "What?"


  <We can call them.>


  "Right."


  <I can create a Yeerk distress beacon. They will send a ship to investigate.>


  "You mean like, 'Hello? Hello? Is this Visser Three? Could you send a ship down to pick me up?'" I said.


  I expected everyone to laugh because the idea was so totally ridiculous. No one laughed.


  "Um, excuse me?" I said, trying again. "Personally, I have had plenty of Visser Three in my life. I don't need to call him on the phone."


  <It will not involve that . . . that foul beast,> Ax said.


  That was one thing I liked about Ax. He hated Visser Three. He reminded me of the Andalite prince, who was Ax's older brother. When either of them said the word "Yeerk," let alone "Visser Three," you could just feel the air vibrating from their anger.


  <It will be a minor matter,> Ax said. <They will hear a distress beacon and send a Bug fighter to investigate.>


  "There is always at least one Hork-Bajir and one Taxxon aboard each Bug fighter," I pointed out. "Anytime you start playing with Hork-Bajirs, it's not a minor thing."


  <Do you fear them?> Ax demanded. He stared at me with all four eyes.


  "You better believe I fear them."


  <Fear is unworthy of a warrior.>


  He seemed a little too determined for me. I don't know much about Andalites, but I had a feeling I understood this one, at least a little. See, he was alive. But every other Andalite who had come to Earth, including Ax's brother, the prince, was dead.


  So I took a shot. It wasn't fair, maybe, but he'd made me mad, acting like I was some kind of coward. "How many times have you fought Hork-Bajir? Or any other Controller?" I asked him.


  His stalk eyes drooped. He pawed the ground with one hoof. <Never,> he said.


  I nodded. "I thought so. So let me tell you something, Ax. It's scary. It's so scary that some times you wish you could just go ahead and die because it's easier than dealing with the terror."


  Well, I thought as I looked around at my friends, that pretty well killed everyone's happy mood.


  It was Tobias who broke the silence. <If you get a Yeerk ship, can you get back to the Andalite home world?>


  Ax seemed abashed, but he answered, <Yes. I hope so.>


  <And if you make it, can you do anything to hurry your people up? To get them back here quicker?>


  <I am young. Like you. But I am the brother of Prince Elfangor. My people will listen to me. I . . . I know that they will come, either way. But yes, perhaps if I can return and tell them how desperate your situation is . . .>


  Jake took a deep breath. "Okay. Time for a vote."


  I groaned. I already knew what it would be.


  Chapter 4


  



  "Okay, ready?" I asked.


  <Yes. I am prepared to begin the morph,> Ax said.


  It was Saturday. A couple of days after we had all agreed to go ahead with the plan to capture a Yeerk ship. We were in Cassie's barn, surrounded by cages full of injured animals and birds. Cassie's father and mother were both away for the day.


  Jake checked his watch. "Ten after ten," he reported.


  "Ax starts morphing at ten-twelve and is done by ten-fifteen. The bus will be at the stop at ten twenty-five," I said. "It will arrive at the mall at eleven. By that point Ax will have been in morph for forty-five minutes. That leaves an hour and fifteen minutes on the two-hour morph time."


  "Is it enough time?" Cassie wondered. She was biting her lip nervously.


  I shrugged. "Thirty minutes to reach Radio Shack, find what Ax needs to make his transmitter, buy it and get back to catch the eleven-thirty bus home. That gets back here at five after twelve. Ten minutes to spare."


  Jake was looking pretty stony-faced, which is how he looks when he's not sure if something will work.


  "It's the best we can do," I said.


  "I know. Everyone ready?" Jake asked.


  "I should go with you guys," Rachel said for like the tenth time that morning. "I should be there."


  "No. We can't all go. If something goes wrong, we don't want everyone caught at once," I said. "And something is sure to go wrong."


  <Why do you say that?!> Ax demanded sharply.


  Jake smiled. "Marco doesn't believe in optimism."


  Tobias flew almost silently into the barn through the open hayloft. <It's still all clear. And the bus is right on schedule, over on Margolis Avenue.>


  "Okay, Ax. Time to morph," Jake said.


  "And, um, don't forget the morphing outfit, okay?" I reminded him. The concept of clothing kind of puzzled the Andalite. We'd gotten him skintight bike shorts and a T-shirt that he could use for morphing, but he still didn't know why.


  It's one of the most annoying things about morphing - dealing with clothing. We'd learned how to morph clothing, but only things that were real tight-fitting. Any time you tried to morph a jacket or sweater they just ended up shredded. And shoes? Forget about shoes.


  <Clothing, yes,> he said. <I have integrated it into my human morph.>


  "Time," Jake said, pointing at his watch.


  Ax began to change.


  I'd only seen him do it once before - soon after we rescued him from the sunken Andalite dome ship.


  I've seen a lot of morphing. I've done a lot of it, too. It's always creepy watching a human being become some strange animal. But watching Ax morph was different. He wasn't becoming an animal. He was becoming a human being.


  The stalk eyes shrank and disappeared in his head. The deadly scorpion tail shriveled and withered and slithered up inside him like someone sucking up a piece of spaghetti.


  His front hooves disappeared completely.


  "Whoa, look out," Jake said. He caught the Andalite as he fell forward, with no front legs to support him.


  <Thank you. I must practice standing with only two legs.>


  A gash opened in his face and grew lips and teeth. A nose grew where there had just been small vertical slits. His eyes became smaller, more human.


  But the weirdest thing about Ax morphing was not just that he looked like a human. It was that he looked like a particular human.


  Actually, four particular humans. See, he had absorbed DNA from Jake and Cassie and Rachel and me. Somehow, by some process we did not understand, he was able to combine all four genetic patterns to come up with one person.


  The end result was definitely strange and disturbing.


  I looked at him and saw some of myself, and Jake, and Rachel and Cassie, too, although Ax was male. That was the most bizarre part. Looking at him and thinking, Hey, he looks familiar. Really familiar. In fact, hey, that's my hair!


  "Ax, you could be either a really pretty guy, or a kind of unattractive girl," I said.


  "I am an Andalite," he said. "Andalite. Lite. Ite."


  "Okay, put on those additional clothes," Jake said. "Let's get going. Tobias?" He looked up to the rafters.


  <On my way. I'll check on the bus,> Tobias said, and flew away.


  "More clothing? Clo. Clo-theeeeng. Clo-theeng?" Ax said.


  "Ax? Don't do that," I said.


  "What? Wha wha wha. Tuh."


  "That. Where you play with the sounds. Just say what you need to say, and stop."


  Like I said, the Andalites have no mouths and no spoken speech. Ax seemed to think mouths were some kind of toy.


  "Yes," Ax agreed. "Yah. Ess."


  "And one other thing? The shoes go on your feet. Not in your pockets."


  "Yes. I remember. Mem. Ber." He pulled his sneakers out of his pockets and looked at them helplessly. Rachel and Cassie each took a foot and got him laced up.


  "People are going to think he's weird," Rachel said, sounding exasperated.


  "Fortunately, it's the mall on a Saturday morning," I pointed out. "It'll be full of weird people."


  "Not this weird," Rachel said. "This could be trouble."


  "Isn't it a little late for you to admit that I was right and this idea is insane?" I asked her. "Besides, no need to worry. I'll be there."


  "Great. Then it's sure to be a disaster."


  We caught the bus without any problem. Ax made strange mouth noises the entire trip, but the bus was mostly empty.


  We got to the mall right on time.


  "So far, so good," Jake said as we headed into the mall.


  I rolled my eyes. "Jake? Do me a favor. Don't ever say 'so far, so good.' The only time anyone ever says 'so far, so good' is right before every thing blows up in his face."


  "So far. So far. Farrrrr. Faaaar," Ax said, trying out the sounds. "So. Sssso far so so so good."


  "Oh, man," I said.


  Chapter 5


  



  The mall was a zoo. Wall-to-wall people. Old people moving real slow. Married people with squalling babies in big huge strollers. High school kids trying to look cool. Mall police trying to look tough. Good-looking girls carrying bags from The Limited.


  Your basic Saturday at the mall.


  "Okay, where is Radio Shack?"Jake wondered.


  "I don't know," I said.


  "Is it up on the second level? You know, down by Sears?"


  "Is that it? Or is that Circuit City?"


  "Let me check the map over there. Ax? Come on with . . . " Jake stopped suddenly. "Marco? Where is Ax?"


  I spun around. "He was right here!"


  Bodies everywhere! All I saw were bodies. Men, women, boys, girls, babies. But no aliens. At least not that I could see. We had lost Ax!


  It had taken a total of about two minutes for us to mess up.


  Then, suddenly, I saw a strangely familiar face.


  "There he is! On the escalator!"


  "How did he get all the way over there?" Jake demanded.


  We took off after him, but it was so crowded we could barely move. Jake started pushing his way through. I grabbed him by the arm.


  "Don't run, man. The mall cops will think you're ripping something off. Besides, we can't attract attention. Controllers shop, too."


  Jake slowed instantly. "You're right. This many people, some of them are sure to be Controllers."


  We threaded our way, moving as quickly as we could without being too obvious. I just kept saying "excuse me, excuse me," and tried not to bump into anyone who looked like he'd get mad and pound me.


  It seemed to take forever to reach the escalator. By then we had totally lost sight of Ax.


  "As long as he doesn't demorph we're okay," Jake said. "I mean, what's the worst he could do?"


  "Jake, I don't want to think about the worst he could do," I said.


  "There!"


  "Where?"


  "Over at Starbucks. The coffee place."


  I'm not as tall as Jake so I couldn't see him as easily. But as we got near Starbucks, I spotted him. He was standing patiently in line.


  We got to him just in time to hear him say, "I'll have . . . I-yull, lie, have a double latte, too. Double. Bull. Bull. Latayayay."


  "He must have heard someone else say it," I whispered to Jake.


  "Caff or decaf?" the clerk asked.


  Ax stared. "Caff? Caff caff caff?"


  "That will be two ninety-five."


  Ax stared some more. "Fi-ive."


  Jake reached into his pocket and yanked out the money he'd brought to pay for things at Radio Shack. "Here you go," he said, peeling off three dollars.


  I took Ax's arm and guided him to the pickup window. "Ax, don't go off on your own, okay? We almost lost you."


  "Lost? I am here. Hee-yar."


  "Yeah, look, just stay close, okay?" I gave Jake a look. "See? It's your fault. You said, 'so far, so good.'"


  The Starbucks guy handed Ax a paper cup.


  Ax took it. He looked around to see what other people were doing. Like them, he put a lid on his cup.


  Then, still mimicking the others, he attempted to drink.


  "Um, Ax?" I said. "You have to drink where the little hole is in the lid."


  "A hole! In the lid! No spills! Ills!"


  This was the coolest thing Ax had ever seen. I guess coffee cup technology hasn't advanced very far on the Andalite home world. Probably be cause they don't have mouths, and so drinking is not a big concern. But whatever the reason, Ax wouldn't shut up about it.


  "So simple! Imple. And yet so effective!"


  "Yeah, it's a real miracle of human technology," I said.


  "I have wanted to try other mouth uses. Drinking. Eating." Then, as an afterthought, he added, "Eeee-ting. Ting."


  "Just line the little hole up with your mouth," I said. "Come on, there's Radio Shack. We've already lost like ten minutes."


  The two of us hemmed Ax in and herded him toward Radio Shack.


  Then he drank the coffee.


  "Ahhh! Ohhh! Oh, oh, oh, what? What? What is that?!"


  "What?" I asked, alarmed. I swiveled my head back and forth, looking for some danger.


  "A new sense. It . . . I cannot explain it. It is . . . it comes from this mouth." He pointed at his mouth. "It happened when I drank this liquid. It was pleasant. Very pleasant."


  It took a few seconds for Jake and I to realize what he was talking about. "Oh. Taste! He's tasting it," Jake said. "He doesn't normally have the sense of taste."


  "At least he stopped repeating sounds," I muttered.


  "Taste," Ax said, contradicting me. "Aste. Tuh-aste."


  He drank his coffee and we rushed him to Radio Shack. "Okay, look, Ax, we have very little time. See if the stuff you need is here."


  I'll say this for Ax. He may have been a little weird by human standards, but the boy knows his technology. I mean, he went down the pegboards in the back of the store and just started lifting off different components.


  "This must be a primitive gairtmof," he said, inspecting a small switch. "And this could be a sort of fleer. Very primitive, but it will work."


  In ten minutes' time he'd accumulated a dozen components, ranging from coaxial cable to batteries to things I didn't even recognize.


  "Good," he said at last. "All I lack is a Z-Space transponder. Transponder. PONder."


  "A what?"


  "A Z-Space transponder. It translates the signal into zero space."


  I looked at Jake. "Zero space?"


  Jake looked back at me and shrugged. "Never heard of it."


  Ax looked doubtful. "Zero space," he repeated. "Zeeeero. The opposite of true space. Anti-reality." He looked patiently from one of us to the other. "Zero space, the nondimension where faster-than-light travel is possible. Bull. Possi-bull-uh."


  "Oh," I said sarcastically. "That zero space. Um, Ax? Sorry to be so primitive and all, but we don't have faster-than-light travel. And I've never heard of zero space."


  "Oh."


  "Yeah. Oh."


  "Let's get this stuff and worry about the other thing later," Jake said calmly. But I could tell he was getting slightly hacked off. "I'll go pay for this stuff."


  Ax drained the last of his coffee. "Taste," he said. "I would like more taste." He cocked his head. "I smell things. I believe . . . buh-leeve . . . blee . . . bleeve . . . there is a connection between smell and taste."


  "Yeah, you're right," I said. "We can't travel faster than light, but we can make a sticky bun that smells pretty good."


  "Sticky," Ax said. "Must I carry this?" he asked, indicating his empty coffee cup.


  "No, you can just throw it away."


  Bad choice of words. Ax threw the coffee cup. He threw it hard. It hit one of the cashiers in the head.


  "Hey!"


  "Sorry, it was an accident, man," I yelped, rushing to the cashier. "He's . . . he's sick. He, um, has this condition. You know, like out-of-control spasms."


  Jake said, "Yeah, it's not his fault. It's like a seizure!"


  The clerk rubbed his head. "Okay, forget it. Besides, he's out of here and that's all I care about."


  "He's what?"


  Jake and I turned fast. But Ax was gone.


  Jake grabbed the bag of stuff and raced after me out into the stream of people.


  Ax was nowhere to be seen.


  But then I looked down at the lower level. There was a crowd of people kind of surging. All moving in the same direction. Like they were running to see something.


  "They're heading toward the food court," Jake said.


  "Oh, I have a very bad feeling about this," I said.


  We ran for the escalator. We shoved down it, yelling "excuse me" every two seconds.


  We got to the food court. We wormed our way through a crowd of laughing, giggling, pointing people.


  And there, all alone - because all the sane people had pulled away - was Ax.


  He was racing like some lunatic from table to table, snatching up leftover food and shoving it in his mouth.


  As I watched he grabbed a half-eaten slice of pizza.


  "Taste!" he yelled as he scarfed a huge bite. He threw the rest of the pizza through the air. It just missed the mall cop who was closing in on him.


  Ax couldn't care less. He had found a piece of Cinnabun. "This was the smell!" he cried. He jammed the roll in his mouth. "Ahhh! Ahhh! Taste! Taste! Wonderful! Ful. Ful."


  "They do make a good sticky bun," I muttered to Jake.


  "We have to get him out of here," Jake hissed.


  "Too late. Look! Three more mall cops."


  The cops jumped at Ax.


  Ax decided it was a good time to throw the rest of the bun away. It hit the nearest cop in the face.


  "Ax! Run! Run!" I yelled.


  I guess I got through, because Ax ran.


  Unfortunately, he couldn't run very well in his two-legged human morph.


  So as he ran and stumbled, chased by huffing, puffing mall police, he began to change.


  Chapter 6


  



  "Stop!" a cop yelled. "I am ordering you to halt!"


  But Ax wasn't interested in halting. He was panicked.


  A woman stepped out of the Body Shop holding a bag full of colorful jars. Ax plowed into her. The bag went flying.


  The stalks began to grow out of the top of his head. The extra eyes appeared on the ends and turned backward to watch the people chasing him.


  Jake and I were two of those people. We were ahead of the cops, but not by much. Fortunately, I guess the cops assumed we were just idiots running along for fun.


  I could hear one of the cops yelling into his walkie-talkie. "Cut him off at the east entrance!"


  Legs began to grow from the chest of Ax's human morph. His own front legs, small at first, but growing rapidly.


  He was slowing down as his human legs began to change. The knees were reversing direction. His spine elongated into the beginnings of a tail.


  That's when the screaming started.


  "Ahhhhhhhhh!"


  "What is it? What IS it?"


  People were screaming and running and dropping their bags as they caught a glimpse of the nightmare creature Ax had become. Half-human, half-Andalite. A fluid, shifting mess of half-formed features.


  I couldn't blame them. I felt like screaming myself.


  We were getting near the exit, racing past the shoe repair place.


  Suddenly, Ax fell forward, tangled up in his own mutating legs. He skidded down the polished marble floor.


  Most of the crowd had been left behind, but the mall police were still with us.


  "You kids get out of the way!" one of them yelled at us. "This guy could be dangerous."


  Ax sprang up. He was much more sure of himself, now that he was on his four Andalite hooves. The morph was almost entirely complete. His mouth was gone. His extra eyes were in place. His two arms and four legs were fully formed.


  Then, at the very last, the tail appeared.


  It was then that I heard the nearest mall cop, in an awed, frightened whisper, say, "Andalite!"


  I quickly turned and looked at him. Only a Controller would recognize an Andalite.


  The Controller cop drew his gun from his holster.


  "RUN!" I yelled at Ax.


  The Controller stood between Ax and the door. Big mistake. The Andalite tail flashed, faster than my eyes could follow. The cop's gun went flying through the air. He clutched at a hand that was red with blood.


  Out the door we blew, running for our lives.


  Sirens!


  "Those are real cops coming," I said. "Not mall rent-a-cops!"


  <Where should we go?> Ax demanded, reverting to thought-speak.


  "Oh, now he wants advice?!" I looked around frantically. The bus was not going to be an option. The mall cops poured from the glass doors. The city police screamed toward us in their black-and-whites.


  All we could do was run. So we ran. Up rows of parked cars. Two kids and a guy who did not belong on this planet.


  "The grocery store!" Jake yelled.


  "What?" I gasped. I was getting tired.


  "In there!" he pointed. It was the grocery store across the parking lot. It was the only way we could go.


  Police cars screeched to a halt all around us.


  "Freeze!"


  "I don't think so," I said.


  We jetted through the big glass doors of the supermarket at a full, panicked run. I halfway expected to hear guns firing and bullets whizzing.


  "Jake!" I yelled. "Help me here!" I had an idea for slowing down our pursuers. I grabbed a big row of parked grocery carts and shoved them back toward the doors. Jake grabbed on and helped.


  Then we were off and running again, with Ax skittering shakily on the slippery floor and banging into groceries. Cans of olives and tomatoes crashed behind him.


  Customers screamed and crashed their carts into each other.


  "It's a monster! Mommy, it's a monster!" some little kid yelled.


  "It's just a pretend monster," his mother said.


  Yeah. A pretend monster. Right.


  Then I saw our way out. It was at the end of the aisle. But I needed some time. I needed to get everyone out of our way. We couldn't have witnesses.


  "There's a bomb!" I screamed, at the top of my lungs. "BOMB!"


  "What?" Jake demanded.


  "There's a bomb! A bomb in the store! Run! Run! Everyone out! A BOMB!"


  "What are you doing?!" Jake yelled.


  "The cops have the place surrounded. There's only one way out," I snapped. I pointed.


  I pointed at the live lobster tank at the end of the aisle by the seafood counter.


  "Oh, no," Jake groaned.


  "Oh, yes." I grinned.


  The shoppers were running in panic, either from the supposed bomb or just from Ax. But the baskets in the doorway and the people shoving to escape slowed the cops down for a precious few moments.


  I had a feeling the Controller cops were making sure that no real cops came in after us. They wanted us for themselves. With no human witnesses.


  "Let's go for a swim," I said.


  It was a big lobster tank, fortunately. I hoisted myself up the side and climbed in. Jake was right behind me. We each grabbed a lobster and threw one to Ax.


  It was not easy "acquiring" the lobster. It took concentration. And all I could think was that there were an awful lot of cops outside the store, probably getting ready to rush in. And they would all have guns.


  The lobster went limp and passive, the way animals do when you acquire them.


  I dropped him back in the water. We stripped off our outer clothes and shoes and stuffed them, along with the Radio Shack bag, in a trash can.


  Ax had already begun to morph. Jake and I waited till he had shrunk a little and then hauled him into the tank with us.


  He was already hard, like armor, and his arms had begun to split open and swell.


  Then I began the morph.


  I've been afraid a lot since we became Animorphs. But I have not gotten used to it. And I can tell you, I was so scared my bones were rattling.


  At any second they were going to rush in.


  At any moment they were going to catch us half-morphed.


  I looked over at Jake. His eyes were gone, replaced by little black BBs.


  "Ewww."


  As I watched, eight spindly, blue, insectlike legs erupted from his chest.


  "Aaaaahhh!" I yelped in shock.


  Jake's face seemed to open up, to split open into a complex mess of valves. I think I would have thrown up, seeing that. Except that I, also, no longer had a mouth.


  At that very moment, I felt antennae explode from my forehead like impossibly long spears.


  I was shrinking as I morphed, falling, falling, falling down into the water which had been around my thighs and was now around my neck.


  I had the terrifying sensation of knowing that all the bones inside my body were dissolving, as a hard, fingernail-like crust covered me all over.


  My human body was melting away.


  My human vision was fading. I could no longer see the way a human sees.


  Which was a good thing. Because I really did not want to see what I was becoming.


  Chapter 7


  



  I think I might have just started screaming and never stopped. But I no longer had a mouth, or throat, or vocal cords capable of making sounds.


  I had four sets of legs. I had two huge pincers. I could see them, kind of. They were a fractured image in my lobster eyes. I couldn't see much of the rest of me. But I could see other lobsters in the water.


  I was very frightened.


  Eat.


  Eat.


  Kill and eat.


  The lobster brain surfaced suddenly, bubbling up within my human awareness. It had two thoughts.


  Eat.


  Eat.


  Kill and eat.


  I was getting input from senses I couldn't begin to understand. My extraordinarily long antennae felt water temperature, and water current, and vibration. But I didn't know what any of it meant.


  My eyes were almost useless at first. They showed fractured, incredible images, with none of the colors I knew.


  I could see my pincers out in front of me. I could see my antennae. And behind me I could see a curved, brownish-blue surface, with humps and bumps on it.


  My body! I realized with a sickening sensation. That was my back. My hard shell.


  I could not look down and see my belly, or the hairy swimmerets scurrying away, back beneath my tail. I could not see my eight spiderlike legs, but I could feel as they propelled me suddenly, scrabbling along the glass bottom of the tank.


  <Jake?> I called out.


  <Yeah. I'm here,> he said. He sounded shaky. Which was fine, because I was on the verge of crying. If lobsters could cry.


  <You okay?>


  <Yeah. This is not my favorite morph, though.>


  <No,> I agreed. It was good being able to talk to him. I mean, you'd think you were losing your mind otherwise.


  <Ax?> Jake called.


  <I . . . I feel . . . . I am hungry. This animal wants to eat,> Ax answered.


  <Yeah, well, that's pretty normal for morphs,> I said. <Most animals care about food and not much else. I don't think lobsters are exactly geniuses>


  <It wants to find prey,> Ax said wonderingly.


  <I know. Who'd have figured lobsters were predators?> I said.


  <It's easier to deal with a predator brain than with prey. That prey fear can be overwhelming,> Jake said.


  I saw a lobster close by. <Is that you, Jake? Wiggle your left pincer.>


  The left pincer did not move. I realized this lobster had a rubber band around his pincer. None of us had rubber bands. Rubber bands were not a part of the lobster DNA.


  I saw a lobster to my left, unbanded. And another behind him. That was the three of us. There were half a dozen rubber-banded lobsters floating or just sitting.


  <Speaking of fear,> I said. <Can anyone see out of the tank?>


  <Just shadows,> Jake said. <These are pathetic eyes.>


  <Yes, even worse than your human eyes,> Ax commented.


  <This is really creepy,> I said. <I've never had an exoskeleton before.>


  <These pincers are most excellent, though,> Ax said.


  I saw him opening and closing them.


  <Ax?> Jake said. <You say you can keep track of time accurately? Start tracking.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> Ax said. <So far, ten of your minutes have passed.>


  <That much?> I was surprised. <Ten minutes? The cops must have come in by now.>


  <I was thinking the same thing,> Jake said.


  <We better wait as long as we can. Close to the full two hours,> I said. <Although I really don't want to spend any more time than I have to in this creepy morph.>


  According to Ax, an hour had passed when it happened.


  I felt a strange disturbance in the water. Something large had splashed in. I sensed something above me.


  Before I could think or react, I felt pressure on my shell.


  I was rising rapidly through the water, being lifted.


  <Jake! Something has me!>


  Sudden shock!


  I was out of the water.


  Dryness. Heat. My antennae waved wildly as I tried to understand. My eyes registered nothing but bright light and huge, indistinct shadows.


  Something large closed my right pincer forcibly. I could not open it. Then my left.


  Rubber bands! I couldn't see them in this waterless environment. I was nearly blind. But I knew what had happened.


  Someone had picked me up and rubber-banded my pincers.


  Then I was tumbling, sliding, rubbing against things I could tell were other lobsters.


  <Jake! Are you in this, too?>


  <Yeah, but don't ask me what it means. I can't see or hear very well.>


  <Is it them? Is it Controllers?>


  Something very cold dropped on me and slithered around my body.


  Ice?


  I felt a sensation of swinging back and forth for a while, like being on a swing.


  <Ax?>


  <Yes, Marco. I am here, too. What is happening?>


  <You got me,> I said. <Maybe the cops have us. Maybe the Controllers have us. I don't know.>


  <Let's stay in morph as long as we can,> Jake said. <Maybe we'll figure it out. But if the Controllers have us, the last thing we want to do is demorph.>


  The ice seemed to be making me sleepy. Or not exactly sleepy, just slow. Sluggish.


  I guess I kind of zoned out for a while. I didn't know for how long, until I became suddenly alert and heard Ax's drowsy voice in my head saying, <We have only seven minutes left.>


  That jolted me. I was not about to spend the rest of my life trapped as a lobster.


  <Okay, I am out of this morph, I don't care who sees,> I yelled.


  <Agreed,> Jake said. <Time's up. We have to take our chances.>


  <At least it's warmer now,> I said. I tried to look around, but my antennae felt nothing in the air. And my eyes only saw meaningless, blurry gray forms.


  I focused on demorphing. I wondered if I could close my human eyes when Jake started to reappear. I really did not want to watch Jake and Ax demorph. Once had been enough. I would already have nightmares for a month.


  <Here goes,> I said. I began the change.


  But just then I again felt the sensation of pressure on my shell. My pincers came free. Someone, or something, had removed the rubber bands.


  And suddenly I felt a warmth billowing up around me.


  Steam.


  <Oh, no.>


  Chapter 8


  



  <NOOOOOO!> I screamed silently.



  I knew where I was! I was in someone's hand, about to be dropped into a pot of boiling water.


  <NOOOOOOOOO!>


  And maybe it was because I was so desperate to scream, or maybe it was just the luck of the morph, but my human mouth was one of the first things to emerge.


  Small, open lips appeared in place of my lobster mouth.


  I didn't have normal lungs or vocal cords yet, so I couldn't make a sound.


  But I guess I didn't have to.


  I guess suddenly having lips appear on a lobster was enough to make the woman drop me.


  I fell. My front pincers caught the edge of the pan. Sheer dumb luck. I hung onto the edge of the pan as my tail curled up, inches above the boiling water in the pot.


  I grew rapidly, becoming a baby-sized creature half-covered with hard cuticle, half flesh. Human eyes grew in place of the useless stalk eyes. The antennae sucked back into my forehead. I heard a grinding sound as my spine reappeared inside me.


  With a desperate surge of energy, I tumbled over the side of the pan and landed flat on my shell back, atop the stove. I was looking up into a stove hood.


  I rolled away from the heat and fell.


  But the fall wasn't far, because I was now the size of a toddler, more human than lobster. I was one nasty-looking kid, though, with eight legs growing from my stomach and chest.


  My human hearing returned with shocking effect.


  "Ahhhhhh! Ahhhhhhh! Ahhhhhh! Ahhhhhhh! Ahhhhhhh!"


  Someone was screaming uncontrollably.


  My legs were back! I stood up. I looked around and saw a woman. Sort of pretty, except for the fact that her eyes were wide with terror and she was screaming.


  "Ahhhhhhhh! Ahhhhhhhhh! Ahhhhhhhh!"


  I glanced over and saw the plastic bag filled with ice. That's how she had carried us from the supermarket. Now we were in her kitchen. Jake was already mostly human, standing with one foot still in the grocery bag. The eight legs sucked into his chest. His human eyes appeared.


  Ax was a truly disgusting combination of Andalite and lobster. But as I watched, he eliminated the last traces of crustacean.


  Unfortunately, this did not make the woman feel any better.


  "Ahhhhhhhhh! Ahhhhhhhhhh! Ahhhhhhhh!"


  "It's okay, ma'am," I said. "We're not going to hurt you."


  "Calm down, ma'am," Jake said. "Please calm down."


  Her eyes darted wildly from me to Jake to Ax. She kept screaming.


  "Ahhhhhhhhh! Ahhhhhhhhh! Ahhhhhhh!"


  "Look, it's okay," I said. "We're going to leave. No one is going to hurt you."


  "You . . . you . . . you . . . you . . . lobsters!" she managed to say.


  "Yeah, it is slightly weird, I'll admit," I said. "But it's okay. It's just a dream."


  "A . . . a . . . a dream?"


  "Yes, ma'am. Just a dream," Jake said reassuringly.


  I looked at Ax. "Can you morph to human yet? We need to get out of here."


  "I can morph again," he assured me. And he started right away.


  "We're going to leave now," Jake said. "You can wake up later, okay? But I wouldn't tell any one about this dream."


  The woman shook her head violently.


  "See, it could get you in trouble with . . . with certain people. Besides, folks would just think you're crazy."


  She nodded with extreme conviction.


  Ax was almost human. We were all dressed in our slightly ridiculous morphing outfits, but they would have to do.


  We headed for the door. Then I caught sight of three more lobsters, still in the bag of ice. I guess it was supposed to be a dinner for six.


  "Ma'am?" I asked. "Do us a favor, would you, please? Take those other guys down to the beach and let them go. Okay?"


  Chapter 9


  



  Jake and I were playing video games at the mall. I was kicking his butt. He was distracted because he was eating.


  He was eating a big red bug with huge pincers.


  I told him not to eat it. It would upset his stomach. But he just ignored me.


  Then, suddenly, his stomach exploded. It just exploded outward, guts flying everywhere. Eight huge spider legs appeared, like something in him was trying to crawl out.


  I tried to get away, but the steam was rising. I was burning up!


  I tried to run, but my legs were gone, replaced by a tail that jerked and kicked.


  I screamed.


  And screamed.


  "Marco, Marco, wake up!"


  My eyes opened very suddenly. Darkness. Someone holding onto me. I was confused.


  "Mom?" I asked.


  Silence. Then, "No."


  My brain snapped back into reality. I was in my room. In my own bed. My dad was sitting on the side of the bed. He looked concerned and sad.


  "It's just me," he said. He let go of my shoulders.


  I felt sweaty all over. Cold sweat.


  "I guess you had a nightmare," my father said.


  "Yeah," I said shakily. "Sorry I woke you up."


  "I wasn't asleep," he said.


  I glanced at my clock. The red numbers showed 3:18 A.M. I didn't have to ask why my dad was awake. He often sat awake late into the night. Sometimes watching TV. Sometimes just staring into space.


  He'd been that way since my mom died.


  My dad looks very different from me. For one thing, he's pretty tall. He's paler than me, too, and has light brown eyes. My mom was Hispanic, very dark hair and eyes. Everyone says I look like her. I know it's true, because sometimes when he's thinking about her, my dad will just glaze over and stare at me like I'm not even there. Like I'm a picture of someone else.


  "I'm okay now," I said. "You should try to get some sleep."


  He nodded. "Yeah. I'll do that. Look, Marco, you weren't dreaming about her, were you?"


  "No, Dad. Why?"


  "Because the first thing you said when you woke up was 'Mom.'"


  "I guess I was confused."


  "Do you ever? Dream about her, I mean?"


  "Sometimes," I admitted. "But they aren't nightmares."


  He almost smiled. "No. I guess they wouldn't be, would they?" He picked up the little framed picture of my mom that I keep on my nightstand. Then he got that twisted look of sick grief I had seen on his face every day for the last two years.


  Part of me is mad when I see him that way. Part of me just wants to say, "Dad, get it together. Let her go. She's dead. She doesn't want us spending the rest of our lives mourning."


  But I never do say that.


  After a few minutes, he got up. He made some last remark about how I shouldn't be worried about bogeymen, and left. I knew he would sit out in the living room alone, and eventually fall asleep in his chair.


  I lay there in the dark and tried to get the dream out of my head. But it's hard to forget a nightmare that's true.


  



  <There. It is finished.> Ax held up a small mess of electronic components for all of us to see. It looked sort of like an exploded remote control, but smaller.


  It was the next day. We were out in the woods, grouped together beneath a huge old oak tree. It was like a strange sort of picnic. Jake and Cassie had each brought hand tools for Ax to use - screwdrivers, a solder gun, a battery-powered drill, a hammer, wrenches, pliers and, of course we had the electronic parts we had stashed in the trash before the lobster incident.


  Rachel had brought sandwiches. I'd brought a six-pack of Pepsi.


  It was a nice day, sunny and warm. I needed a nice day. I needed sunlight. I'd had a bad night, with too little sleep.


  "So, Ax," I said. "What is it?"


  <It is a distress beacon that can broadcast on Yeerk frequencies,> he said with satisfaction. <I know this is a Yeerk frequency. We have used it to trick them before. To send false instructions.>


  "All it needs is a Z-Space transponder," Jake said wearily, rolling his eyes at me.


  I think Jake may have been a bit ragged out by the lobster incident, too. He seemed snappish and kind of unfocused. Not at all Jake-like.


  "And since we can't get a Z-Space transponder, it's basically useless, right?" Rachel asked.


  <Yes. Totally useless without the transponder.>


  Rachel threw up her hands. "Then what exactly are we doing?"


  Jake just shrugged. Cassie sidled up next to him and gave him a small little sideways hug. No one was supposed to notice. But right away Jake's harsh look mellowed a little.


  That wasn't doing anything for my bad mood, though. "Well, I'm guessing that in about two centuries or so, humans will discover zero space and make transponders. Whatever they are. But in the meantime, I'm going to have a sandwich."


  Tobias came drifting down through the branches and leaves of the tree, almost silent. He landed on a low branch of the oak. <No one anywhere near here,> he reported. <Looks safe. At least as far as you guys are concerned. But there's a golden eagle about a quarter-mile south. I think I'll stay out of sight for a while and hope he goes away.>


  Not for the first time, I realized how tough Tobias's life is. He shares all the same dangers we do, but he also has all the dangers that come from being a red-tail hawk. Golden eagles sometimes prey on hawks. They are bigger and faster than he is.


  <So. What's up?> Tobias asked.


  "We have a completely useless distress beacon," Rachel said. "We need a transponder that probably won't be invented on this planet for a century or two."


  <How about Chapman?> Tobias said.


  "What about Chapman?" I asked. Chapman is the assistant principal at our school. He's also one of the most important Controllers.


  I used to hate Chapman. I mean, once I knew that he was a Controller and all. But then we learned that he surrendered his freedom to the Yeerks as part of a deal to keep his daughter, Melissa, safe.


  It's hard to hate someone for protecting their kid. Even if he or she ended up being a deadly enemy. That's one of the terrible things about fighting the Yeerks. The real enemy is just the evil slug in a person's brain. The host is often totally innocent.


  <We know that Chapman communicates with Visser Three,> Tobias said. <He talks to Visser Three on the Yeerk mother ship, or on the Blade ship. Wherever Visser Three is. Doesn't that mean that Chapman's secret radio thing must have one of these Z-Space transponders?>


  <Yes!> Ax said instantly. <If this Controller speaks to any Yeerk ship, he would have to have a Z-Space transponder. The Yeerk ships are all cloaked. Cloaking technology requires a Z-Space deflection.>


  Jake caught my eye. "That's pretty much what I figured."


  I smiled, despite the fact that I had a bad feeling about the way this conversation was going.


  "How big is a Z-Space thingie?" Cassie asked.


  Ax held two of his fingers close together, indicating something the size of a pea. <There would be several redundant units in any transmitter. We could take one without it being noticed. At least not right away.>


  Rachel stood. "We are not going into Chapman's house again," she said firmly. "The last time we did, we almost got Melissa made into a Controller. We cannot morph her cat again. Chapman is on guard now. It won't be easy this time." She realized what she'd said and added, "Not that it was exactly easy the first time."


  "A historic first," I observed. "Rachel saying 'no' to a mission."


  "Rachel's right," Jake said. "We do nothing that will endanger Melissa again. So the cat is out. Also any other plan that means major risk that Chapman will discover us."


  For a while no one said anything.


  Finally Ax spoke silently in our heads. <I can not ask anyone to take risks for me. You rescued me from the bottom of the ocean. You sheltered me. And my foolishness almost got Prince Jake and Marco killed yesterday.>


  What he said surprised me a little. I guess I'd expected him to argue that we should try and help him.


  "What if . . . " Cassie began.


  We all looked at her. "Yes?" Jake asked.


  "What if there was a way to get into Chapman's basement room - the secret room where he keeps the transmitter - without even going through the house? With almost no chance of getting caught?"


  I felt my heart sink. "As long as it doesn't involve anything with an exoskeleton."


  I'd meant it as a joke. But Cassie just looked at me solemnly.


  "What?" I demanded. "A lobster again? How is a lobster - "


  "No," she said. "Think smaller. Much smaller. Much, much smaller."


  Chapter 10


  



  "Ants." That was Cassie's brilliant idea. Ants.


  See, ants could get into Chapman's basement. And ants could carry away the small transponder.


  Ants.


  This was what my life had come to. We ended up spending a couple of hours debating whether we should be red ants or black ants. I finally left in disgust. I didn't want to be an ant, red, black, or any other color.


  I saw Jake the next day in school. I had just come out of history class, where I had blown a pop quiz.


  I wasn't in the best mood.


  I was opening my locker and muttering about the Mexican-American War, and how was anyone supposed to remember the difference between that war and the Texas war of independence.


  "Hi," Jake said. "The answer is black. Turns out most of the ants near Chapman's house are black. Tobias checked it out."


  I looked over Jake's shoulder to make sure no one was close enough to overhear. "Jake, I don't want to be a bug. I've been a gorilla, an osprey, a dolphin, a seagull, a trout, of all things, a lobster . . . and I'm probably forgetting a few. Gorilla was fun. Dolphin was fun. Osprey was fun. Ant? Not fun. Basically, bugs are a bad idea."


  Jake shrugged. "I was a flea. That was no big thing." He grinned like he'd made the world's funniest joke. "Seriously, it was like nothing. I couldn't see anything. I could barely hear anything, just vibrations. All I knew was I liked warm bodies and whenever I got hungry I just poked a hole in some warm skin."


  "And sucked blood."


  He looked a little uncomfortable. "Well, it was Rachel's blood. Kind of. I mean, okay, it was cat blood, but Rachel was morphing the cat."


  "Jake? Do you ever listen to yourself?"


  "I try not to think about it," he admitted. "But look, we want to try and give Ax a chance to get home. And if he stays here he's a danger to us. We've got this big Anda - " He looked around to make sure no one could hear, and lowered his voice. "We have this big Andalite running around Cassie's farm. What if someone sees him? Any Controller is going to know what he is. And they're going to wonder why he's on Cassie's land."


  I nodded. "Yeah. You're right. But I almost died the other day. I was almost boiled alive. I know you're the big hero type, Jake, but I'm not."


  I grabbed my book out of the locker, slammed the door, and headed down the hall. Jake kept pace.


  "You know what next Sunday is?" I asked him suddenly. I hadn't planned to say anything.


  "Sunday? I don't know. What?"


  "Two years, to the day. Two years since my mom died. And I don't know what to do. I don't know whether I should talk to my dad about it, or just let it pass. But I know one thing - this would be a really bad week for me to turn up dead."


  I kept walking. He didn't follow me.


  Two years.


  She'd taken the boat out of the marina. She'd sailed it out into a rough sea. No one knew why. She'd never done it before. We'd always gone out together, the three of us.


  That night, after the high winds had blown past, they found the boat driven up onto the rocks. The hull was shattered. There was no sign of my mother, except for a frayed safety rope.


  They never found her body. The Coast Guard guys said that was not unusual. The ocean is a big place.


  So is space, a voice in my head said.


  Somewhere, very, very far away, a mother and father wondered what had become of their children.


  For a long time, I made up stories about how my mom had survived. Maybe on a desert island or something. But I'm a realistic person, I guess. After a while I accepted it.


  And after a while, Ax's parents would accept that he and his brother, Prince Elfangor, would not be returning. That they had been lost forever in space.


  Lost fighting to protect Earth. To help the human race.


  To help me.


  I spotted Cassie up ahead, walking with some of her friends. She smiled vaguely when she saw me. We were supposed to kind of ignore each other in school, so no one ever figured out that Jake and me and Cassie and Rachel were hanging out a lot.


  As I brushed past her I muttered, "Tell Jake I'll do it."


  Sometimes I really hate having a conscience.


  Chapter 11


  



  "I wonder why these people moved?" Cassie said.


  "Maybe they didn't like living next door to a Controller who is part of a conspiracy to take over the world," I said. "Or else maybe they just don't like assistant principals. I could understand that."


  We were standing in the backyard of the house next to Chapman's. It was empty. There was a "For Sale" sign in the front yard. It did make you kind of wonder why these people had decided to move. Not that Chapman ever acted strange. That's the big problem with Controllers - you can never tell who is or who isn't.


  "It's convenient for us, anyway," Jake said.


  It was night. The moon was high and full and bright, so we were hiding beneath a tree. There was a high wooden fence between us and Chapman's.


  Ax was just changing from his human morph back into his Andalite body.


  We had already acquired some ants earlier, at Cassie's barn. We were getting ready to do it. I was scared. Badly scared.


  I guess the others were, too. Everyone was talking too much, the way you do when you're nervous. Cassie was shivering like she was cold, only it was about seventy degrees out.


  "Tobias?" I asked. He was in the tree, just a few inches over my head on a low branch. "How well can you see?"


  <I think I'll be able to see you as long as you stay aboveground,> he said. <The moonlight helps. But I'm not nearly as good at night as I am during the day. My eyes aren't much better than yours in the dark.>


  "Swell," I said.


  Jake glanced at his watch. "It's time. We know Chapman will be at the meeting of The Sharing, starting about now."


  The Sharing is a "front" organization for Controllers. It's a way for Controllers to get together without anyone being suspicious. Supposedly, it's just a sort of combined Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts. In reality it's a way for the Controllers to recruit willing hosts.


  Yes, believe it or not, some people choose to accept Yeerk control.


  We didn't have to ask how Jake knew about the meeting of The Sharing. Jake's brother, Tom, is one of them. A Controller who is very into The Sharing.


  "You ready, Ax?" Jake asked. The Andalite had to be back in Andalite form before he could morph. Just like all of us had to be human before morphing into another being. Once Cassie had tried morphing straight from one animal to another. Nothing had happened. And Cassie is the best morpher.


  <I am ready,> Ax said.


  "Everyone ready?" Jake asked.


  "Yep," Rachel said.


  Even she sounded tense. There was a bad feeling hanging over this whole thing. Or maybe I was just being paranoid.


  "Okay," Jake said. "Soon as we're all morphed, we head across the grass, down along the wall, underground. We find a crack or a hole, and enter the basement."


  "Yeah. Nothing to it," I said.


  I concentrated on the ant I had acquired earlier. There wasn't much to think about, really.


  When I'd held the ant in my hand it had just been this tiny little dot. You could see that it had a sectioned body and legs, but that was about it.


  The morphing began very quickly.


  "Whoa!"


  Falling! Falling!


  That was the first sensation. I was shrinking rapidly. The ground was rushing up at me. It was like one of those nightmares where you are falling and falling but never seem to hit the ground.


  I was still maybe a foot tall when my skin seemed to turn crisp, as if it had been burned. It became hard. Harder than fingernails and glossy black.


  I looked over at Cassie and nearly screamed.


  She was farther along than me. Only a foot tall and hard-shelled black all over. Glistening, ridged, plastic-looking skin.


  Her legs were shriveling rapidly. So were her arms, although they had become longer, to match her legs.


  The third set of legs was growing out of her chest.


  And her face . . .


  Her face was no longer human. Her head was sort of teardrop-shaped. Wickedly-curved mandibles were growing out of her mouth - huge, slashing, deadly-looking serrated jaws.


  Her eyes had gone flat and dead. Just black dots. Antennae, looking almost like another set of legs, sprouted from her forehead.


  Her waist was pinched tight. Her lower body swelled till it looked as big as a watermelon.


  I didn't want to watch. Because I knew that all these same changes were happening to me. I knew it. I didn't want to think about it. I just wanted it to be over. I wanted the changes to be done.


  Suddenly, all around me, huge, raspy spears shot up out of the ground!


  Grass! I was diminishing to true insect size. The rough, sharp shafts that were rising all around me were just blades of grass. They weren't growing. I was shrinking.


  One exploded directly under me. I tumbled, end over end.


  And then my eyesight failed. My eyes simply stopped functioning.


  I was blind!


  Blind, and falling, rolling, cartwheeling down the side of a blade of grass.


  Chapter 12


  



  I was standing upright. I knew that. I had stopped falling.



  But I was blind.


  No, not completely blind. It was not just blackness. But my eyes saw no detail. I could see patches of light and areas of darkness. But they were misty and fragmented, and my ant brain was not interested in them.


  No. The world was not about sight anymore.


  It was all . . . something else. I knew I was getting something. Something . . . a sense. A feeling, almost.


  Then, I could feel . . . I could feel my antennae waving. Waving back and forth, searching. Searching . . . no. They were smelling.


  My antennae were smelling. I was looking for a scent. Several scents. It was not like human smell. Not like Jake had described dog scent when he'd morphed his dog Homer.


  That kind of scent is full of possibilities. Subtleties.


  This was different. I was looking for just a few scents. Just a few smells.


  I tried to prepare myself. I had been through this before. There is usually a time, a brief few seconds, before the animal mind appears with all its fear and hunger and intensity. I needed to be prepared. Ants were tiny and weak. Surely their fear would be extreme. I would have to be -


  Then, wham!


  The ant's mind erupted inside my own!


  There was no fear. None.


  There was no hunger.


  There was no . . . no self. No me.


  No me.


  No . . .


  My antennae swept the air. Strange. Not home. Not the colony.


  Enemy territory.


  Smell them. Smell their droppings. Smell the acrid odors they smeared along the ground to mark their boundaries.


  <How are you guys doing? It's Tobias. How are you guys doing?>


  Strangers. The smell of others. They would come. There would be killing.


  Killing. Soon.


  Move.


  <Jake. Marco. Rachel. Cassie. Answer me. It's Tobias. Talk to me.>


  I began moving. My six legs picked their way nimbly. I was a nearly blind insect, picking his way through a forest of giant saw-edged grass blades.


  Food. The smell of food. Find it. Take it. Return to the colony with it.


  Change direction instantly. Move toward the smell of dead beetle. Others around. Us. Ours. They had the right smell. They were not enemy.


  <You guys are heading the wrong way.>


  Moving faster now. Feet feeling each blade of grass. Antennae sweeping the air, searching for the scent of the enemy. Searching for the scent of the dead carcass that we had to find and return to the colony.


  <Listen to me! You are going the wrong way! The ant minds are controlling you!>


  Close now. The scent of food was stronger.


  Mandibles working. We would touch the carcass. We would judge its size. If it was too big to carry, we would hack it into smaller pieces and carry the chunks to the colony.


  <You have to take control! You have to fight! You have to get a grip!>


  Or enemies would come. And kill.


  The smell of enemies was everywhere.


  There. We had reached the dead beetle. I scented the air. I touched it with my legs, touching again and again to learn the size.


  I? My legs?


  Confusion.


  <Fight! Fight it! You have to get control!>


  It was big.


  The others were with me. I opened my cutting mandibles wide and bit into the beetle, slicing tough shell, biting into meat.


  <Listen to me. You are losing. You have to fight!>


  Fight?


  Suddenly, I realized that there had been some thing . . . a sound. Yes, not a smell. Not a smell. Not a feel.


  <You are humans! You are humans. Listen to me. You are not ants. Fight it! Fight it!>


  Yes, not a smell or a feel. In my head.


  My.


  Me.


  Marco.


  <AHHH!> I screamed inside my own head. Tobias said later that it scared him half to death. He thought I was being killed.


  That wasn't it at all. I had been reborn.


  <AHHHH! AHHHH! AHHHHH!>


  <What's the matter?> Tobias cried.


  <I . . . I . . . I lost myself,> I said. <I was gone. I was lost. I didn't even exist.>


  <Get out of that morph!> Tobias said.


  But I could hear the others now, snapping back into reality. Becoming again. Crying.


  <What kind of creatures are these?> It was Ax. He sounded terrified. Terrified. <They have no self! I was lost! There was nothing to hold onto. They are not whole. They are only parts, like cells. Just pieces. What kind of foul creatures are these?>


  <Listen. You guys morph back,> Tobias said. <This sucks. This isn't right.>


  <Hive,> Cassie said, sounding shattered. <They are social insects. Part of a colony. A hive. I should have guessed. I should have known. Ax is right. Each of us is only a part. Like a single cell within a human body.>


  <Guys? I see other ants. They're coming your way,> Tobias said.


  <How far away?> Jake asked. <Can you see them up there?>


  <I'm not in the tree. I'm right here. I'm standing right over you. You're only a few inches from my right talon.>


  <I don't want to have to do this all over,> Rachel said. <Let's do this. Let's get it done.>


  <Are we all in control now?> Jake asked.


  One by one, we said yes. It was only partly true. Yes, I had gained control over the ant mind. But it was still there. It was powerful in a totally new way. It was the simplicity that made it hard. The ant was a piece of a computer. Just a tiny switch, a part of a much bigger creature - the colony.


  <Guys?> Cassie's "voice" in my head. <If you try, you can kind of use these ant eyes - a little, anyway. If you concentrate you can notice light and dark. It's like watching a really, really bad black-and-white TV that's almost all snow. And you can only see what's right in front of you. But you can almost see a picture.>


  She was right. I could kind of see. But nothing I saw made any sense, anyway. I could recognize blades of grass. But a long, sloped wall that seemed about six feet high was a mystery to me.


  <Someone just ran over my talon,> Tobias said.


  The wall. Tobias's talon.


  <That's good. You're heading in the right direction> Tobias said. <You're coming up on the fence.>


  If there was a fence, you couldn't prove it by me. I saw nothing. The bottom of the fence was seven or eight body lengths above me. Irrelevant.


  <I don't want to go into Chapman's yard,> Tobias said. <It would look fishy if anyone saw. Just keep going in the same direction.>


  We did. I barreled through a forest of grass. Then, very suddenly, it ended. We were out of the grass and racing across a moonscape of boulders, each the size of my head.


  In my ant brain the alarm bells were still ringing. Enemies! Enemies! Their scent was everywhere.


  But it was not fear I felt from the ant brain. It was not capable of emotion, or anything like emotion. It simply knew that there were enemies close by.


  And it knew that it would come down, sooner or later, to kill, or be killed.


  Chapter 13


  



  We hit the wall. I knew it was the concrete wall of the foundation. I knew, logically, that just a foot or so over my head, the wall became wood siding. But I could not see that kind of distance.


  What I saw and felt and "smelled" was that the horizontal world had simply stopped. Reality had a corner. The entire world, as far as I was concerned, was a corner between concrete and sand, one vertical, one horizontal. The concrete was full of cracks and pits big enough for me to climb inside of.


  <Head down,> Jake reminded us. <Look for a way to follow the wall down.>


  <There's a tunnel here,> Rachel said. <But it . . . smells . . . bad. Real bad.>


  She was right. I found the tunnel, too. It was one of theirs. It belonged to the enemy.


  <I know there is an enemy. I can sense it,> Ax said. <But who? What?>


  <I don't know,> Jake said grimly. <Let's just hope they're not around.>


  We headed down the tunnel. The smell of the enemy was powerful. Their stench wrapped around us. We were an invading force. We were going deep, deep into enemy territory.


  The tunnel was narrow. Boulders brushed constantly against my abdomen. My legs kicked some away. Others had to be moved aside. I should have felt cramped and claustrophobic, with the earth all around me, and my friends close ahead and behind me. But my ant mind was at home in tunnels.


  I was traveling down. I knew my head was pointed down, but gravity seemed less important than it did when I was human.


  <There's a side tunnel up here,> Rachel said. She was in the lead. Big surprise. <There are a couple of side tunnels. It's starting to branch out. Should I YAHHHH!>


  <What? What?>


  <Oh, oh, oh. An ant!>


  <What? Rachel!>


  <He's running! He's running away. It's okay. It's okay. He was smaller than me. He ran off down a side tunnel.>


  <I guess we're the baddest ants in the tunnel, I said, trying to joke away the sudden clutch of very human terror.


  <Let's hope so,> Jake said.


  <I feel air,> Ax reported. <A breeze. Down this next side tunnel.>


  <Follow it,> Jake said.


  Quickly we were out of the sand boulders and in a canyon. That's what it seemed like, anyway. Like a deep, deep canyon. A crack in the concrete foundation.


  We clambered over craggy rocks and squeezed along the narrow crack. All the while the breeze grew stronger.


  Then we were out of the canyon. We were on a flat, vertical plane.


  <I think we're there,> Cassie suggested. <I sense open space all around. Air. And it's dark.>


  <Okay. Morph out. But be careful.>


  <Wait! Get horizontal first,> I said. <Humans can't cling to walls, and we don't know how high up we are.>


  <Marco's right. And someone should go first.>


  <For once, I volunteer,> I said. I couldn't wait to get out of that ant body.


  First I moved away from them. It was totally dark, so I didn't have to watch the changes in myself. But trust me, feeling them was bad enough.


  Once I was human again, I began to look for a light. Then I froze.


  My huge, human feet could crush my friends!


  I stood perfectly still and ran my hands along the wall. Nothing. Nothing. A bulletin board. A desk! Phone. Some kind of machine, probably a fax. There! A lamp!


  The sudden light was blinding. I blinked and covered my eyes with my hand. As soon as I could see, I looked around. I was in a very small room, like a windowless office. I was alone.


  Then I looked down at my body. Arms. Legs. Feet. Yes! Human! Completely human.


  <We see light,> Jake said. <I know you can't thought-speak now, so, if it's safe, flick the light.>


  I could see them now. Four tiny ants, huddled against the corner of the wall. It took my breath away.


  Had that been me? I had been one of them? Down there?


  I flicked the light. Seconds later, they began to demorph. I turned away, and focused on rifling the desk.


  "That was gross beyond belief," Cassie said. She was the first to complete her change.


  "Yeah," I agreed.


  "I don't want to do that again," she said. I could hear the shiver of fear and disgust in her voice.


  I didn't answer. I was too scared to want to talk about it. If I talked about it, it would become real, you know? Better not to think. Better to shove it out of my mind.


  "This is the place," Rachel said when she had grown eyes and a mouth again. "I recognize it. Chapman's office. I was a cat when I was in here, but this is it."


  "Let's get this done. In and out," Jake said nervously. "Ax? Find that transponder."


  Ax, now fully Andalite again, immediately began removing a panel from the thing I thought was a fax machine.


  I continued looking through Chapman's desk. Nothing much there. No papers. No files.


  Ax looked at me and smiled in that way Andalites have of smiling with just their eyes. He touched a small cube I thought was a paperweight. The paperweight lit up and projected a picture into the air in front of me.


  "Cool," I said. "A computer, right?"


  <Yes. A computer.>


  I poked the air, pointing at a symbol that looked like it would be a folder. It opened. The document was written in some totally alien alphabet.


  <You can use a computer?>


  "Sure. Why not? This is a few hundred years more advanced than ours but - "


  <Stop!> Ax said suddenly. <Go back to that last document.>


  "You can read this stuff?"


  <Yes.> He stared intently. <It is an announcement. The Yeerks have an important visitor arriving soon. Visser One.>


  "Visser One? That would be like Visser Three's boss?"


  <Yes. Visser One is more powerful than Visser Three. Just as Visser Three is more powerful than Visser Four. There are forty-seven Vissers in the Yeerk empire. Or so we believe.>


  "Great," I said. "Forty-seven. Not all like our friend Visser Three, I hope."


  Ax was back at work getting the transponder out of the faxlike machine. <No,> he answered. <Only Visser Three has an Andalite body. Only he can morph. Visser One has a human body, I believe. Ah. Here, I have it.>


  He held up a tiny, shiny disk. No bigger than a pea.


  "Okay, let's get out of here," Jake said. "Put that thing near the crack. We won't have to carry it as far. Everyone, morph back. Let's bail."


  It was the moment I dreaded. I didn't want to return to that ant body. It made me want to cry, just thinking of it. But there was no other way. If we tried to sneak out of the basement by going up through the house, we might be caught.


  "Boy, I don't want to do this," I muttered. But at the same time, I focused on that ant shape. And as I watched, my friends began to change.


  Once we had shrunk back to ant size, the transponder seemed enormous. It was far bigger than we were. Standing beside it, feeling it with my legs and antennae, it felt about as big as a two-car garage.


  <Everybody says ants are incredibly strong for their size,> Cassie pointed out. <Let's see if that's true.>


  It seemed impossible, but Cassie, Rachel and Ax managed to lift that monstrous load off the ground.


  I mean, it was like seeing three people walking down the street carrying a city bus. That's how big it was. But it's true what they say about ants. For their size, they are some strong little bugs.


  When we reached the vertical wall, the three of them had to push it ahead and roll it up the wall, like some gigantic steel donut.


  We reached the crack. They shoved the transponder in. Jake and I were in the lead.


  It took all five of us to drag that thing over the crags of the concrete canyon. But we made it through and back to the dirt tunnel. The transponder was so big it blocked the tunnel. It was like a spitwad in a straw. But with Ax, Rachel and Cassie behind pushing, and Jake and I clearing boulders - grains of sand - out of the way, we made progress.


  It happened suddenly.


  There was no warning.


  One second the tunnel ahead of me was empty. The next second it was full.


  Full of a charging, racing army of ants.


  Enemies, my ant brain said.


  Now the killing would begin.


  Chapter 14


  



  <They're behind us!> It was Rachel, yelling.


  <Breaking through the side of the tunnel!> Cassie screamed.


  <They're everywhere!>


  <Help! Help!>


  <Arrrrgggghhhh!>


  The speed of the attack was incredible. The force of the attack was impossible to explain. There were hundreds of them. Ahead. Behind. Flooding up from side tunnels. Bursting from the walls.


  <My leg! They bit off my leg!>


  <Oh, oh, oh! My neck. Oh, help me!>


  There were three of them on me. They were pulling me, trying to force me down so they could tear me apart.


  Tear me apart!


  A fourth scampered over my head, brushing my antennae. He locked his mandibles on my narrow waist. He was trying to bite me in half.


  There was no defense. We could not win. We would all be dead in a few seconds.


  They were machines. Absolutely without fear. Unstoppable.


  <Morph!> I yelled. <It's the only way! Morph!>


  One of my legs came loose, torn away. Ripped out by the roots.


  <Aaarrrgghhh!>


  <No! No! Help me!>


  I could feel my waist being sawed through by grinding sharp mandibles.


  A searing liquid was fired at me. Poison. They were stinging me. Stinging me again and again, and ripping me apart.


  Human. I wanted to be human again. Please, just let me live long enough to become human again!


  <Morph!> Jake's voice. Then, <Aaaaahhhhh! No! NO!>


  My waist would snap. The mandibles would not release me.


  Then, suddenly, the pressure around my waist was gone. Instead, I felt the sandy soil pressing against me.


  I was growing!


  I couldn't breathe. Sand blocked the air. Pressure. Then, the ground around me opened up. I swear it was like climbing up out of a grave. The air! Fresh, clean night air!


  I exploded up out of the sand.


  Jake was on top of me, pushing against me as he grew. And the others, who had been only inches away in the tunnel, also pressed together in a rapidly growing heap of misshapen bodies. I tried to squirm away, but it was awkward. I was only half human.


  But at last I lay there on the ground, staring up through human eyes at the stars.


  <Are you guys okay?> It was Tobias.


  "Cassie?" Jake asked.


  "I'm okay," Cassie said.


  "Me, too, Jake, thanks for asking," Rachel said.


  We were all alive. All in one piece. Four humans and an Andalite.


  I looked down and saw the disturbed sand, where we had pushed our way up and out. Thousands of ants, almost too small to see, were racing wildly around.


  There, too, in the dirt, was the transponder. I picked it up.


  Rachel was stomping the ground back down, trying to flatten it out so it wouldn't look strange.


  "Jake?" I said. "Let's not do this again any time soon."


  He nodded shakily.


  "One day I'm a lobster. Then I'm an ant. I figure the next step down the evolutionary ladder is a virus or something. And I just want to say right now, I'm not doing it. I am not going to become phlegm, even to save the world."


  It wasn't much of a joke, but there was a kind of lame little laugh from everyone. And Rachel stopped stomping the ants - I mean, the ground.


  That night, when I went home, I took a shower. I found the head of an ant. It was still locked onto the skin of my waist.


  Lots of people think only humans fight wars. That only humans are murderous. Let me tell you something - compared to ants, human beings are full of nothing but peace, love, and understanding.


  A month or so after the experience with the ants, I picked up a book about ants. The author said, "If ants had nuclear weapons they would probably end the world in a week."


  He's wrong. It wouldn't take them that long.


  Chapter 15


  



  I was cool. I was fine. I slept okay. There were dreams, but I just put them out of my mind.


  When I got up the next morning, I ignored the fact that my dad's eyes were red, like he'd been crying. He was getting worse, not better, as we got closer to Sunday. To the second year anniversary of my mom's death.


  But I had to put that out of my mind, too. I had to put a lot of things out of my mind. It was getting to be a habit.


  I saw Jake in the hallway at school. I pretended not to notice him.


  I saw Rachel, too. She had a dark look in her eyes. Like she hadn't slept. Like something was really wrong.


  Even Cassie seemed grim. It had gotten to all of us. It's not so easy to just forget terror. It's not easy to just ignore the memory of your leg being ripped off.


  Of being dismembered. Torn apart.


  One of these days, I thought, one of us is going to go crazy. Totally, lock-me-up-in-a-rubber-room nutso. It was too much. This wasn't how life was supposed to be.


  One of us would snap. One of us would lose it. It could happen, even to strong people.


  I knew. It had happened to my father. I used to think nothing could ever destroy him. But my mom's death had.


  He used to be an engineer. A scientist, really. He's incredibly smart. We had a nice house. We had a nice car. I used to live practically next door to Jake.


  I know all that stuff isn't important. I know having things isn't what life is about. But it was still hard when my dad just stopped going to work. Jerry, his boss, tried to be nice. He gave him a couple of weeks to deal with losing Mom.


  But a couple of weeks was not enough.


  My dad's a janitor now. Part-time. He gets jobs with a temporary service. He unpacks boxes at department stores. That kind of thing. But I don't care what kind of job he has. That doesn't matter.


  What matters is that when I lost my mom, I lost my dad, too.


  See, people can snap. People can lose it. I know.


  I cruised through the morning classes. No big deal.


  At lunch I ended up at a table with Rachel. She didn't seem to notice me. She was just hunched over her meal, eating mechanically.


  A girl named Jessica came walking past with her tray. She bumped into Rachel, which made Rachel drop her fork. It splattered down in the food on her tray.


  I don't know if Jessica did it deliberately or not. She's the kind of girl who thinks she's tough.


  "Watch it!" Rachel snapped.


  "What?" Jessica demanded, acting outraged. "Are you yelling at me? Don't give me any of your mouth, I might have to slap it for you." Then she shoved against Rachel's back.


  In a flash Rachel was up, out of her seat. She spun around. She grabbed Jessica by the collar of her sweatshirt and pushed the girl back against the next table.


  Jessica probably outweighs Rachel by fifty pounds. But it didn't matter. Rachel had her on her back, on the table, scattering dishes and food everywhere. Rachel leaned over Jessica and in a voice of cold steel, said, "Don't. Touch. Me."


  I saw Jake across the room. Too far away to intervene. Cassie was with him. It was up to me.


  I jumped up and raced to Rachel. I took a deep breath and shoved both my arms between them.


  "Back off, Marco," Rachel said.


  "Get her off me! She's crazy!" Jessica cried.


  I pushed against Rachel, trying to force her off Jessica. Suddenly, Jessica started lashing out. I assume she was trying to hit Rachel.


  She missed.


  "Ow!" I grabbed my left eye. "What are you hitting me for?"


  And that's when the first teacher showed up.


  Five minutes later, Jessica, Rachel and I were sitting in the assistant principal's office.


  Chapman's office.


  Jessica was acting outraged in a very loud voice. Rachel was staring stonily ahead. I was wondering whether my eye would just keep swelling up.


  Chapman glared at us. "What is the meaning of this?" he demanded. "Fighting in the lunch room? And you, Rachel, of all people!"


  "What, like you think she's better than me?" Jessica demanded.


  Chapman ignored her. He focused on Rachel. "Is something the matter? Mr. Halloram says you started the fight. Are you okay, Rachel? Is there some kind of stress in your life?"


  For a split second, I was afraid. The look in Rachel's eyes was dangerous. I had this terrible flash of her saying, "Yeah, Mr. Chapman, I am a little stressed. I nearly got killed turning into an ant to sneak into your basement to fight you and the rest of your evil Yeerk friends."


  I knew Rachel was too cool for anything like that. But then, I would have said she was too cool to start a fight in the lunchroom.


  "It's my fault, Mr. Chapman," I said.


  "Your fault?" His eyes narrowed.


  "Yes, sir. Um, they were fighting over me. See, they both want me. They're both madly in love with me, and I can certainly understand why. Can't you?"


  "Are you crazy, you little toad?!" Jessica shrieked.


  But when I glanced over at Rachel I saw just the slightest little tugging at the corner of her mouth. The beginnings of a smile.


  Chapman yelled at us for a few minutes and told us all to make appointments with the school counselor. Then he let us go.


  In the hallway outside his office, Rachel walked with me.


  "I wish I could do that," she said.


  "What?"


  "Always think things are funny. It's why you're so . . . you know, cool and in control."


  "Me? Cool and in control?" The idea surprised me. Rachel thought I was in control?


  "Yesterday . . . last night . . . it got to me," she said. She shrugged. Then she smiled her supermodel smile at me. "You grind my nerves sometimes, Marco, always joking the way you do. But keep it up, okay? We need a sense of humor."


  "Humor? You thought I was kidding? You mean, you and Jessica aren't both insanely in love with me?"


  "Dream on, Marco," she said.


  Chapter 16


  



  Ax finished building his distress beacon. He had it ready the next day, now that he had the Z-Space transponder.


  Now we just had to figure out where to lay our trap. It couldn't be any place that would ever be connected with us. Not Cassie's farm, or the nearby woods. Not even anywhere in town, if we could help it.


  A couple days after the ant episode, we hooked up again in the fields of Cassie's farm, up against the trees of the forest. This was one area we definitely had to keep safe. It was the only place we had to keep Ax if this mission to help him escape failed.


  It was Tobias who came up with the answer.


  <There's a gravel quarry. It's further inland. There's never anyone there. And it is just about an hour's flying time away.>


  "If we're flying somewhere we'll have to get Ax a bird morph of some type," Jake said. He looked at Cassie.


  "We have a few choices in the barn," she said. She bit her lip, thinking. "We have a northern harrier that was poisoned. About your size, Tobias."


  "Ax? Do you mind picking up a bird morph?" Jake asked.


  <I have admired Tobias's shape. It is truly wonderful in every way. The sharp talons. The beak. Much better than the human body. Not that I mean to offend. It is just that humans have no natural weapons. I miss my tail when I am in human morph.>


  "No offense taken," I said. "But you're wrong about humans having no natural weapons. You marinate human feet in a pair of old tennis shoes for a few hours on a hot day and you'll see a deadly weapon. The dreaded stink-foot."


  "Okay. That's settled," Jake said. "Now, let's get down to details. If we're going to call down a Bug fighter we need to have a plan ready. Saturday should be the day, I think."


  "As long as it doesn't involve ants," I said. I meant it as a joke. But no one laughed.


  "No ants," Jake agreed quietly.


  I shook my head in amusement. "You know, we're talking about taking on Hork-Bajir and Taxxons. I used to think they were the scariest things in the world. But it's the little ant that scares me worst now."


  When the meeting broke up I hung around till Jake was done saying good-bye to Cassie.


  Jake and I walked home together. For a while we talked about the normal kinds of things we used to talk about before. Before our lives changed.


  We talked about basketball and disagreed over which was the best NBA team. We talked about music. Neither of us had bought a new CD recently. We even talked about whether Spiderman could kick Batman's butt or vice versa.


  You know, stupid, normal, everyday stuff.


  I was stalling because I didn't want to have to tell him what I had decided.


  But Jake's been my friend forever. He knows me.


  "Marco? What's the problem?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "I mean, you haven't said a single mean-yet-funny thing the whole way. That's not you."


  I laughed. Then, I just blurted it out. "This is my last time," I said.


  "What do you mean?"


  He knew exactly what I meant, of course. "I'm in for this time, but that's it. No more after that. And I'm serious. No one is going to 'guilt' me into it. I've done enough."


  He thought about that for a while as we walked. "You're right. You have done enough. You've done a million times more than 'enough.'"


  "It's just been too many close calls."


  "Yeah."


  "One of these days we aren't going to pull it off, you know? Ten more seconds and those ants would have had us. And before that it was a pot of boiling water. And before that I was practically killed by sharks. I mean, come on. Enough is enough."


  "You're right," Jake said.


  "Yeah."


  I was surprised that he took it so well. I guess I shouldn't have been. We all kind of treat Jake like he's the leader, but he's never been pushy about it.


  "What are you going to do Sunday?" he asked.


  That took me by surprise again. "I don't know. Some Sundays we go to my mom's grave. Leave flowers and all. But this is the two-year thing." I shrugged. "I don't know, man."


  He just nodded.


  "But I'll tell you one thing, Jake. A year from now I don't want my dad going to leave flowers at two graves."


  Chapter 17


  



  <This is wonderful! Wonderful! Flying!>


  The six of us were all together. Flying. It was the first time for Ax. He just kept saying how wonderful it was. He wouldn't shut up. It was the most excited he'd been since he'd discovered coffee.


  Which was cool, because flying really is wonderful.


  <These are excellent eyes!> Ax said. <Far better than your human eyes. Even better than my Andalite eyes.>


  <Yes, birds of prey usually have great daytime vision,> Tobias said. <I think mine may actually be a little better than yours, though.>


  <I doubt that,> Ax said. <It is hard to imagine better vision than this.>


  <Remember the good old days?> I asked. <When we used to argue over who had the best jump shot? Now it's who has the best bird eyes.>


  We were sailing above a patch of woods. It was almost solid green below us. We had risen high on a beautiful thermal. A thermal is a warm bubble of air that acts like an elevator, letting you soar high with almost no effort.


  We hoped there were no bird-watchers down in the woods. We made a very unlikely flock - a red-tailed hawk, a falcon, a harrier, a bald eagle, and two ospreys. We kept some distance between us so it wouldn't be too obvious that we were together.


  Also, the eagle, who was Rachel, was carrying something that looked like a small TV remote control. She was the biggest bird. She got stuck lifting the weight.


  <I have an idea,> I said. <Let's just blow off this suicide mission and spend the day flying around.>


  <Sounds good to me,> Cassie said. She meant it to be lighthearted. It sounded just a little too serious.


  <There's the quarry,> Tobias announced. <Dead ahead.>


  <Dead ahead. Excellent choice of words,> I said.


  We made a large circle over the area, looking for anyone who might be in the woods. But there was no one.


  We spiraled down from the sky. Down into the deep, open gash in the earth that was the gravel quarry. It was a desolate place. Just a big hole in the ground with some water in the lowest spots.


  A few minutes later we were back in our usual forms. Minus shoes, of course. And wearing our motley collection of morphing clothes.


  "We look like a trapeze act from a cheap circus," I said. "Way too much Spandex."


  "Don't start with the uniforms again," Rachel said.


  It was an old debate. I would say how we needed some decent superhero uniforms. You know, like the X-Men or whatever.


  But now, I realized, I shouldn't be talking that way. As if we were all going to be together in the future.


  I couldn't tell if Jake had told any of the others that I was quitting. Probably he had told Cassie. I doubted Rachel knew, or she would have said something. The same with Tobias.


  And Ax? Who knew with Ax? He was still a mystery to us. It was one of the things I would miss after I quit. I mean, how often do you get to hang out with a real alien?


  That and the flying. I would miss the flying. But if I was out, I had to be out all the way.


  I guess I must have looked morose, sitting there on a pile of rocks, thinking. Jake came over and kind of gave me a shove. You know, in a friendly way.


  "Come on. We need to go back under that overhang. Out of sight."


  "Great," I said. "The rocks will fall and crush us and we won't have to worry about the Yeerks."


  There was a sort of shallow cave in the quarry wall. Not deep at all, but it would hide us from anyone flying over.


  "Well," Jake said. "Let's try this out. Ax? You ready to trigger that thing?"


  <Yes. I am very ready, Prince Jake.>


  Jake looked around at everyone. "You all ready to go into your various morphs?"


  We nodded. All except Ax. See, we were all going to go into morph - our strongest, deadliest morphs - in order to take care of the Yeerk crew when they came. But Ax didn't have any thing but a shark, a lobster, an ant, and a harrier. We figured he was better off in his own Andalite body, which was plenty dangerous.


  "Okay, Ax? Do it. Everyone? Morph!"


  "And let's keep our fingers crossed," I added. "Or talons, claws, or hooves, as the case may be."


  Ax pressed a button on the distress beacon. As far as we could tell, nothing happened.


  <It is working,> he reassured us.


  So, Rachel, Cassie, Jake, and I began to morph. These were all morphs we had done before. There would be no battle to maintain control over the animal mind.


  Rachel went into her elephant morph. We figured we might need that brute strength and size.


  Jake slowly became a tiger. Cassie used her wolf morph. And I focused on my gorilla.


  "What a freak scene this is." I laughed as the changes began. "Anyone who stumbled onto this would think he'd lost his mind."


  It was definitely odd. You haven't seen weird till you've seen pretty, blond supermodel Rachel grow a trunk as thick as a small tree and ears the size of umbrellas.


  Or Cassie, growing gray fur over every inch of her body, falling to all fours and baring long yellow teeth.


  And then there was Jake. Huge, curved claws grew from his fingers. A snakelike tail whipped out behind him. Orange and black fur covered him. And when he was done he was a full grown tiger. Almost ten feet from his nose to his tail. Easily four hundred pounds.


  If something deadly can ever be beautiful, it's a tiger.


  <Bet I could kick your butt,> I said to Jake.


  <Yeah, monkey boy? I don't think so.>


  <Hey, I could stomp both of you,> Rachel said. She walked closer, swinging her trunk and flaring her ears out. A moving mountain.


  <This is so mature,> Cassie said. <Arguing over who could beat who.>


  <Hah. You're only saying that because we can all kick your butt, wolfie,> I pointed out.


  <As if!> Cassie protested. <You'd have to catch me first. And I could still be running long after the three of you were worn out and fast asleep.>


  <You have an amazing variety of animals on your planet,> Ax said. <Some day, when the Yeerks are defeated, Andalites will come here simply to try out the many animal forms. It would be like a vacation.>


  <Joe Andalite, you've won the Superbowl! Now where are you going?> I said, mimicking the Disney World commercials. <I'm going to Earth to turn into a lobster!>


  <I don't understand> Ax said.


  I started to explain, but just then a red light began to flash on Ax's homemade distress beacon. <The response signal! They are coming!>


  <Quick! Everyone to your places!> Jake said.


  He slunk away, liquid power, to hide in the shadow of a boulder. Rachel pressed back under the shallow overhang. Cassie trotted to a spot to the right of Jake, and I tried not to look like a four-hundred-pound gorilla behind a pile of gravel. Tobias flapped hard, struggling to gain altitude.


  SWOOSH!


  It came in low, just above tree level, then disappeared before turning to come back.


  A Bug fighter. Just as we'd planned.


  <Here's your ride home, Ax,> I said.


  Chapter 18


  



  Swoosh!


  The Bug fighter flew over once again, seemed to pause, then settled down toward the floor of the quarry.


  Bug fighters are the smallest of the Yeerk ships. They aren't much bigger than a school bus. They have a cowled, insectlike look, except that on either side there are very long, serrated spears pointing forward. So they look a little like a cockroach holding two spears.


  The Bug fighter landed as gently as a feather.


  I held my breath.


  <Wait for it,> Jake said. <Wait for it.>


  The hatch opened. Out stepped a Hork-Bajir Controller.


  The Andalite prince, Ax's brother, had told us that the Hork-Bajir were a good, decent people who had been enslaved against their will by the Yeerks.


  Uh-huh. Maybe so. But what they looked like was a whole different thing. Hork-Bajir are big, walking razor blades. They're about seven feet tall, two arms, two legs, and a nasty spiked tail similar to Andalite tails.


  There are sword-like blades raked forward from their snake heads. There are blades at their elbows and wrists and knees.


  I mean, let me put it this way: if Klingons were real, they would be scared of Hork-Bajir.


  <Get ready.> Jake again.


  The Hork-Bajir stepped clear of the Bug fighter. Then, he just stood there.


  <There will be a Taxxon inside,> Ax reminded us.


  <Yeah. We know,> I said.


  Why was the Hork-Bajir just standing there? He should be looking around. After all, he was answering a distress beacon. Why was he just standing there like he was waiting for something?


  <On the count of three,> Jake said in our heads. <One . . . Two . . . Three!>


  "Tsseeeeerrrr!"


  Tobias swooped, falling from the sky at close to a hundred miles an hour. He raked his talons forward and hit the Hork-Bajir's face.


  "RROOWWWRR!" Jake leaped from cover. He sailed through the air and hit the Hork-Bajir with paws outstretched, claws bared.


  The Hork-Bajir went down hard.


  Jake rolled away as the Hork-Bajir slashed the air like an out-of-control Cuisinart.


  But just then Rachel rumbled up, as big as a tank.


  <Okay, back off, Jake,> Rachel said. <I have him.>


  She pressed one big, tree-stump leg on the Hork-Bajir's chest and pressed him down against the ground. She did not crush him, just held him like a bug who could easily be squashed.


  The Hork-Bajir decided it was time to stop struggling and lie very still.


  Too easy, a part of my mind warned me. Too easy. No Hork-Bajir Controller had ever just given up like that.


  But I had other problems. My job was to get inside the Bug fighter. Get the Taxxon pilot.


  <Let's go!> I yelled.


  I ran forward, loping clumsily on my squat gorilla legs, swinging my massive, mighty gorilla arms. Cassie and Ax were right there with me. Taxxons are disgusting, oversized centipedes, but I wasn't worried. We were more than enough to handle a Taxxon.


  But then -


  Zzzzzzzzaaapppp!


  A brilliant red beam of light sliced the air just inches in front of me. It blocked my way.


  Zzzzzzzzaaaapppp!


  Another beam of blinding red light. This crossed behind me. It exploded gravel into steam as it traced a path!


  <Dracon beams!> Ax cried.


  I spun around, looking for cover.


  Zzzzzzaaaaappppp!


  <Look!> Cassie screamed in our heads. <Up on the edge of the quarry!>


  I looked, as the dracon beams formed a cage of deadly light around us. The edge of the quarry above was lined with Hork-Bajir. I looked left. More! To the right . . . more!


  The entire quarry was lined with Hork-Bajir warriors, each armed with a Dracon beam. There must have been a hundred of them. We were surrounded.


  Completely surrounded.


  <Stay in morph,> Jake snapped. <Don't let them know we're human.>


  <Let's charge them!> Rachel yelled.


  <No! You can't even climb up that rock face. Don't be stupid!>


  Cassie called Tobias. <Tobias! You can get away!>


  <I don't think so,> he said. <No headwind. It would take me a couple of minutes to flap my way up out of here. They'd fry me before I got clear.>


  The reality settled over us. The despair.


  <What are we going to do?> Cassie wailed.


  <There has to be a way out! There has to be!> Rachel yelled.


  <Not this time,> I said grimly.


  We were trapped. Outnumbered. Outsmarted.


  Finished.


  And that was when he came.


  Chapter 19


  



  He looked so much like Ax. So much like Prince Elfangor. And yet, so totally different. The difference wasn't something you saw. It was something you felt.


  A shadow on your soul. A darkness that blotted out the light of the sun. Evil. Destruction.


  Not the impersonal, programmed destructiveness of the ants. This was warm-blooded, deliberate evil.


  His body was an Andalite. He was the only Andalite-Controller in existence. The only Yeerk ever to infest an Andalite body. The only Yeerk with the Andalite power to morph.


  Visser Three.


  Visser Three, who had murdered the Andalite Prince Elfangor while we cowered in terror.


  Visser Three, who even the Hork-Bajir and Taxxons feared.


  <Well, well,> he said, thought-speaking to us. <I have you at last, my brave Andalite bandits. Fools. Do you think we never change our frequencies?>


  <Yeerk!> Ax said in a silent voice loaded with hatred.


  Visser Three's main eyes focused on Ax. <A little one,> he said, surprised. <Are the Andalites now reduced to using their children to fight?>


  Ax started to say something, but Jake snapped, <Shut up, Ax! None of us communicates with him. Give him nothing.>


  Ax fell silent, but he was practically vibrating with rage and hatred for the Yeerk Visser. It wasn't surprising. Visser Three had killed his brother.


  But Jake was right. We couldn't get into a conversation with Visser Three. The rest of us still wanted to hide the fact that we were humans, not Andalites. We could too easily slip and reveal the truth.


  Visser Three seemed to be enjoying his big moment. <What a colorful assortment of morphs,> he said. <Earth has such wonderful animals, don't you agree? When we have enslaved the humans and made this planet over in our image, we will have to be sure and keep some of these forms alive. It would be entertaining to try some of these morphs myself.>


  None of us said anything. At least not any thing that was human. Jake did snarl, drawing his tiger lip back over his teeth.


  <Especially you,> Visser Three said to Jake. <That is a beautiful, deadly animal. I approve. In fact, I was going to demand you demorph. But I have a better idea. You see, we have a guest aboard the mother ship. It will be entertaining to show you to Visser One as you are.>


  I was sick with dread and fear. But not so afraid that I didn't notice a sneer in Visser Three's tone when he said "Visser One."


  <Did you catch that?> Jake asked me in the thought-speak version of a whisper.


  <Yeah. Visser Three doesn't like Visser One.>


  Visser Three must have given some signal, because at that moment his Blade ship appeared overhead, shimmering into view as it decloaked.


  The Blade ship is far larger than the Bug fighters, and very different. It is jet-black. It's built like some kind of battle-ax from the middle ages, with two curved ax-head wings, and a long, diamond-pointed "handle" aimed forward.


  <We're better off making a run for it!> Rachel said.


  <It would be suicide,> I said. <As long as we're alive, there's hope.>


  <Yeah. Visser Three is taking us to the Yeerk mother ship to show off for his boss. Some hope.>


  But Rachel did nothing. And I did nothing. And we all just stood there, under the watchful eyes of a hundred Hork-Bajir.


  They must have landed out of sight while we were busy watching the one Bug fighter.


  Ax had used the wrong frequency. The Yeerks had figured out we were laying a trap. And our trap had become Visser Three's trap.


  A couple of dozen of the Hork-Bajir leaped down from the high wall of the quarry and surrounded us. They kept their Dracon beams leveled at us as the Blade ship landed on the quarry floor.


  "Go, obey farghurrash there horlitl" one of the Hork-Bajir said, in the strange mix of English and their own language that they use.


  He pointed to the Blade ship. A door had opened in the side.


  <I can't fit in there,> Rachel said.


  But as she approached the door, the door widened to her size. It stretched and grew as if the metal skin of the Blade ship were alive.


  What a pathetic little crew we were, trooping inside the Blade ship. Weak and pathetic and stupid to imagine that we could ever have resisted the Yeerks.


  Visser Three was right. We were fools.


  This wasn't even my fight, I thought. Not really. This wasn't my time to die.


  I guess I wanted to feel angry. But what I felt was numb, as I trooped into the Blade ship with the others. You know, like I wasn't really there, almost. I was past feeling anything, I guess. I just kept thinking, It's happening. It's finally really happening.


  The next day was Sunday. My dad would go to my mom's grave. Alone.


  It would be a while before he would admit that I, too, was gone.


  Just like when my mom died - there would never be a body.


  Just like my mom.


  Chapter 20


  



  <This is not looking good,> I said. I couldn't take the silence anymore.



  <No. It isn't. But we're not dead yet,> Jake answered.


  <Yet. Why doesn't that make me happy?> I asked. I looked around at the others, all crammed into a windowless steel cube. Black, dimly lit steel walls on all six sides. No door. It was like a coffin.


  <We look like some kind of circus,> I said. <An elephant, a tiger, a gorilla, a wolf, and a freak of nature.>


  That got some halfhearted laughs from the others. I don't know why I was making jokes. I guess that's the way I am. When bad things happen, I tell jokes. But inside I felt sick. Like I had swallowed broken glass.


  <Maybe we should just demorph,> Cassie said. <Maybe if they realize we aren't Andalites, they'll let us go.>


  She knew that was dumb, of course. But when you're scared, you start grabbing at anything. You want to believe there's a way out.


  The truth was, there were exactly two possibilities. Visser Three would kill us. Or Visser Three would turn us into Controllers. He would infest us with a Yeerk.


  <We should stay in animal morph,> Jake said. <I mean, the thing is, if Visser Three learns we are human, he may go after our families next. He may figure we told them something.>


  <Prince Jake is right,> Ax said. <The Yeerks will not want to take any chances that other humans know of them.>


  It was true. I knew it was true. I guess I'd known it all along. But hearing it said, it made me want to crawl into a corner.


  My dad. Cassie's parents. Rachel's mom and her sisters. Jake's parents. Maybe even Jake's brother, Tom, although he was one of them. Their lives were at risk, too.


  Suddenly, a window opened in one of the walls. It just grew, the same way the door had before. Like the steel was alive. It formed a round porthole, large enough for all of us to see - even Rachel, who could only turn her massive head enough to look with one eye.


  I gasped.


  Below us, blue and white and so beautiful it brought tears to your eyes, was Earth.


  Sun sparkled off the ocean. Clouds swirled over the Gulf of Mexico, a big spiral, maybe a hurricane.


  <Look,> Cassie said simply.


  We looked. Through the eyes of the animals of Earth, but with the minds of human beings, we looked down at our planet.


  Our planet.


  For now, at least. For a little while longer.


  Then something different came into view, as the Blade ship rotated away from Earth.


  <This is why the Yeerks opened a window,> Ax said. <This is what they wanted us to see. So that we would despair.>


  The mother ship.


  It was a gigantic, three-legged insect. The center was a single, bloated sphere. The sphere was flatter on the bottom, and from the bottom hung a weird, mismatched series of tendrils. Like the tendrils of a jellyfish. Each one must have been a quarter-mile long.


  Around the sphere were three legs, bent up, then back down, exactly like a spider's legs. <The legs are the engines,> Ax explained. <The tendrils hanging down below the belly are weapons and sensors and energy collectors. That is also where the shipboard Kandrona is. The Yeerks must bathe in the Yeerk pool every three days and absorb Kandrona rays. There must be one on the planet below, too.>


  <Yeah. We know,> I said. <Your brother told us. For all the good it did us.>


  It just hung in orbit, like a predator gazing down hungrily at blue Earth below.


  <I can't believe people on Earth don't see this on radar,> Rachel said. <I mean, it's huge. It's a city!>


  <It is shielded,> Ax said simply. <It cannot be seen by radar. And it would normally be invisible to us. Visser Three is showing it to us. To terrify us.>


  <He's doing a good job,> I said.


  <I've never been in space before,> Cassie said. <I always wished I could. I always wanted to see Earth, all in one piece like that.>


  <It is a lovely planet,> Ax said gently. <Not so different from mine. Except that we have less ocean and more grassland. I . . . I am sorry I brought you all to this. This is my fault.>


  I wanted to yell, "Yes! Yes, it is your fault!"


  But Cassie said what we all knew in our hearts. <Ax, you're only here because your people wanted to protect us. Your brother and a lot of Andalites died trying to save us. Nothing is your fault.>


  It was true. But sometimes, when everything hits the fan, you don't want the truth. You just want someone to blame. <One too many missions> I muttered. <This was going to be my last one. Now . . . well, it will still be my last one.>


  I could see an opening in the side of the Yeerk mother ship - a docking port. As I watched, a pair of quick Bug fighters flew in, dwarfed by the size of the opening.


  A minute later, we entered the docking port and were suddenly bathed in deep red light.


  Through the window, we could see Yeerk crewmen - Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, and two or three other alien species, in simple red or dark brown uniforms. And there were humans, too. My first reaction was hope. Humans!


  But then I realized the truth. No. Human-Controllers. Yeerks. No different than the Hork-Bajir.


  There was a slight shudder as the Blade ship came to a halt.


  <Ax?> Jake asked. <What's our morph time?>


  <We have been in morph for forty percent of allowable time.>


  I did the math. <So we've used up forty-eight minutes. Leaving what, seventy-two minutes?>


  <Yeah,> Tobias confirmed. <Not a lot of time for you guys. Maybe Rachel is right. Maybe we should just go out in a blaze of glory. Attack as soon as they open the door. At least we can let them know we were here.>


  I saw Jake extend his claws, as if he were thinking about using them. He glanced at where the door had once been, like he was measuring the distance. I knew that he was listening to the tiger in his head.


  Then he seemed to relax. <No,> he said. <We have to have hope.>


  Cassie sidled up next to him and nuzzled him with her wolf's muzzle.


  I guess it should have been funny. The wolf and the tiger, sharing a tender moment. But all it did was make me a little jealous. They had each other.


  <We gave them a pretty good fight, didn't we?> I said. <Our little circus? We did some damage to them.>


  <Yes, we did,> Rachel agreed.


  <Do . . .> Ax hesitated. Then, <Do humans fear death?>


  <Yes. We're not crazy about death,> I answered. <How about Andalites?>


  <We're also not crazy about it.>


  Through the window we could see a lot of Hork-Bajir and Taxxons and humans running around, racing to get somewhere. They were lining up. And now, I noticed, there were distinct kinds of uniforms, one red-and-black, the other gold-and-black. The brown uniforms were all around the edges, like they were less important.


  Suddenly, without warning, the window stretched open into a large, arched doorway. Fetid air rushed in, smelling of oil and chemicals and something else.


  A ramp rose up from the steel floor outside to meet us. We were standing like a display at the top of the ramp. All around, filling this side of the docking bay, were uniformed Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, and humans. Most were in red-and-black. Perhaps two hundred creatures, standing in stiff rows, arranged by species.


  About a quarter of the total were in gold-and-black. There were more humans in this group, but also some unusually massive Hork-Bajir.


  <Jake? I have a feeling. I don't think the reds like the golds.>


  <I think they are troops of two different Vissers,> Ax said. <I . . . I think I overheard my brother talk about that. Each Visser has his own private army in their own uniforms.>


  <Swell. I wonder which group gets to have us?> I said.


  Far at the back of the rows of alien troops, there was a movement. A party of creatures walking to the front.


  Visser Three was at the center, followed by two big Hork-Bajir in red.


  And just to his left was a human. A human woman with dark hair and very dark eyes.


  That was when I stopped breathing. Because I knew. Even before I could see her face clearly. I knew.


  They marched up to the bottom of the ramp. A dozen soldiers leveled Dracon beams at us, just in case we wanted any trouble.


  Then, in thought-speak that all could hear, Visser Three turned to the woman beside him. <You see, Visser One. I have taken the Andalite bandits. The crisis is over. Your trip here is wasted, and you can return to the home world.>


  Visser One nodded. She looked up at us with those dark brown, human eyes.


  Eyes I knew. Eyes I remembered.


  The same eyes that watched me sleep every night from the framed picture beside my bed.


  My mother.


  Visser One.
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  I sat down. Very suddenly. I'm sure it looked funny. A big, hairy gorilla simply falling down.


  I would have laughed if I'd seen it.


  My mother. Not dead.


  Alive!


  I wanted to yell. "Mom! Mom! It's me, Marco!"


  But Jake was in my head, a loud, urgent whisper. <Marco? Don't say anything. Don't do anything. Do you hear me?>


  So I wasn't just imagining it. Jake had recognized her, too.


  <Marco? Listen to me, man. You have to hold it together.>


  My mother . . . alive.


  My mom.


  <Come on, Marco, stand up. Don't make them suspicious.> He was speaking just to me.


  I could hear Jake. I could. But it seemed to come from far off. He didn't understand. It was my mom. My mom!


  <Marco? That is not your mother. Not anymore. That is not her.>


  <Jake? It's my mom. Look, it's her.>


  <No, it isn't, Marco. Not anymore. They have her. She's one of them. One of them!>


  <Why, Visser One,> Visser Three sneered, <you seem to have frightened the humanoid one.>


  "It is called a gorilla," Visser One said coldly. "If you are going to be in charge of Earth, Visser Three, you should at least learn something about the planet."


  <And take a human host body, like you did? No, I think not. Human bodies are weak. I much prefer this Andalite host.>


  My mother looked at him and curled her lip. "I took a human host and learned about the planet and the humans. And because of that I was able to begin the invasion that you have now endangered with your criminal incompetence!"


  Visser Three's deadly Andalite tail twitched, as if he was going to stab my mom . . . Visser One. The red troops tensed up. The gold troops let their hands edge toward their weapons.


  <Ooookay,> Rachel said. <I think we were right. These two definitely don't like each other.>


  She didn't know, I realized slowly. Rachel didn't know. But she had never met my mother. Neither had Cassie or Tobias. And Jake had kept our talk private.


  Visser Three slowly relaxed. <You would like to provoke me, Visser One,> he said. <But the fact is that I destroyed the Andalite force. I shot down their dome ship. I killed Prince Elfangor myself and heard his dying screams. And now I have eliminated this last, pathetic rabble of Andalites.>


  My mom . . . Visser One . . . just smiled. "You want to be Visser One? You think you can take my title? We shall see. The Council of Thirteen does not like Vissers who make mistakes. And you have made mistakes. Be careful of your own ambition."


  She snapped her fingers, and every one of the soldiers in gold turned. Then she walked away, followed by her gold-uniformed troops.


  That was not my mother. At least not the creature who called herself Visser One.


  Visser One was the Yeerk inside my mother's brain.


  But the sickening thing is, you see, that the host mind is still alive. It is still aware. Somewhere inside that head, behind those painfully familiar eyes, my mother still lived.


  <Take it easy, Marco,> Jake said. <I know how it is. I know how much you want to do some thing. But now is not the time. They'd cut us down before we got two steps.>


  <I know,> I said dully. I hated myself for not trying, but I knew there was nothing I could do. I had to hide inside my morph. Never let my mother know it was me. Never let her know . . .


  Slowly, heavily, I stood up. I felt weak. A very strange feeling for a gorilla.


  I think right then, if I had been in any other morph I would have just surrendered and let the animal mind take over. Let instinct rule, and wash away my human emotion.


  But the gorilla was too much like a human. Its instincts were gentle. Like humans, it was a creature with emotions. It could not protect me from the pain.


  <Don't tell the others, Jake,> I said. <You're the only one who recognized her.>


  <Okay, Marco.>


  <You can't even tell Cassie, okay?>


  <It's okay, man. You are my oldest and best friend. You know that. No one will ever know from me.>


  Visser Three still stared at us. I think he wasn't sure what to do next.


  <Six Andalites,> he said. <Six Andalite bodies that could be used by my most loyal lieutenants.>


  Ax exploded. <And then there would be others like you, you filth! Other Andalite-Controllers. More unnatural abominations like your vile self!>


  Visser Three cocked his head thoughtfully. <Why are you the only one who speaks? You're right of course: Why would I allow anyone to acquire Andalite morphing powers? But you are a child. Why do the others remain silent? And why do you all still hide in your morphs? Curious. Very curious.>


  He seemed to think it over for a minute. Would he realize the truth? Would he figure out that the reason we remained silent was so he wouldn't guess that we were human? Would he figure out that's why we stayed in morph?


  He seemed to shrug.


  <Take them back to a holding cell. Triple the guard. If there is the slightest trouble, kill them all.>
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  They marched us down a hallway. Rachel, still in her huge elephant body, filled the hallway like our ant bodies had filled the tunnels in the sand. Tobias rode on my shoulder, unable to fly in the cramped space.


  The place we ended up was just like the bare, black-steel prison we'd been held in on the Blade ship. But this time no window appeared.


  There was dim light that seemed to radiate from the ceiling. But nothing else at all.


  I slumped down in a corner.


  <What's our time look like, Ax?> Jake asked.


  <You have only thirty percent of your time left.>


  <Thirty-six minutes,> Jake translated.


  <Thirty-six minutes and I'll spend the rest of my life as an elephant,> Rachel said. <Not that the 'rest of my life' is likely to be much time.>


  For a while everyone talked about various plans for escape. It was all just talk. We knew we were trapped. We knew it was over. We were aboard the Yeerk mother ship. It was huge. If we had a week to learn our way around, we'd still have been lost in its maze.


  There were hundreds, probably thousands of armed Yeerks - Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, and a few other shapes we'd never seen before, and of course, humans.


  Like my mother.


  My mother - Visser One. Most powerful of the Vissers.


  When had it happened? Had the Yeerks taken her much earlier? Had she already been a Controller for those last years when she was with us?


  When she had come to my bedroom to say good night, had that been a Yeerk slug, just playing a part, like an actor?


  When I tried to fake sick to get out of school, had it been a Yeerk who saw through my story and kidded and joked me into admitting it?


  Was it a Yeerk, handing out the presents on Christmas morning? A Yeerk, singing in the church choir? A Yeerk, pulling the puppet strings of my mother's body when she dragged me through J. C. Penney's and made me buy school clothes I didn't really like?


  Was it a Yeerk I used to find making out with my dad like a teenager when they didn't think I saw them?


  All of it an act? All of it fake? For how many years?


  How much of what I'd thought was my mother, had been . . . one of them?


  One thing was sure. Her death had been faked. The so-called drowning accident. No body recovered.


  But the body had been recovered, hadn't it? The Yeerks' mission had been accomplished. The invasion of Earth had been started. Visser One was leaving Earth in the hands of Visser Three. And so she had to disappear and not leave any one asking questions.


  <There has to be something we can do!> Rachel was saying.


  Ax said, <My people have a saying - grace is the acceptance of the inevitable.>


  <Yeah?> I said suddenly. <Well, I don't accept. That's what they want. They want the entire human race to lie down and accept the inevitable.>


  Jake turned his big, yellow tiger eyes on me. I saw Tobias's eternally fierce glare.


  I stood up.


  <I have a saying for you. I got it from a fortune cookie. 'Fall down seven times, get up eight.' You know what that means? That means you don't ever just lie there. You always get up. You always come back for more. You never surrender. Maybe you die, but you never surrender.>


  They were all looking at me now. Through the eyes of a wolf and a hawk and the big, sad eyes of an elephant.


  <Ants,> I said. <We can morph to ants again.>


  Cassie was shocked. <You're saying that? You? I thought you hated those ant morphs as much as I did.>


  <I did. But it may work. We morph to ants. Maybe there's a crack here somewhere. We escape into the walls and the machines. We can hide, then morph into something more dangerous, attack, and then disappear again. Maybe even find a way to destroy the Kandrona.>


  <That's nuts,> Rachel said. <I like it.>


  <At least we can hurt them a little before they catch up with us,> Jake agreed cautiously. <Except for Tobias.>


  <You have to do what's right for the group,> Tobias said. <I'll have to take my chances. I'd feel better knowing you guys were still out there somewhere, making trouble for the Yeerks.>


  <It may work,> Ax said. <The Yeerks are not very familiar with morphing, except for Visser Three. They may not expect an insect morph.>


  <All right, then,> Jake said. <Let's ->


  The door opened. It simply appeared silently in the wall.


  Standing there were three Hork-Bajir. They were wearing gold uniforms.


  Lying on the floor were four other Hork-Bajir. They were each uniformed in red. They were either dead or unconscious.


  <Don't move,> Jake snapped as he saw Rachel and me tensing up for a charge.


  The lead Hork-Bajir, a huge creature maybe eight feet tall with head blades that were more than a foot long, eyed us.


  He spoke. It was surprising, because he did not speak the usual strange mishmash of languages the Hork-Bajir used. This one sounded like he'd been educated at Harvard.


  "This hallway goes on in that direction for a hundred feet." He pointed to his left. "Then comes a guard station, where there will be two Hork-Bajir and a Taxxon. From there, four hallways. Take the one furthest to your left. Follow it to a dropshaft. Take the dropshaft down fifteen decks. Directly ahead you will see escape pods."


  He looked at Rachel. "You are too large in that morph to fit in the escape pod. You will need to demorph when you get there. The pod is programmed to return you to the planet in the same area where you were seized. The pod will then self-destruct. Do you understand?"


  We all just stared.


  <It's a trap,> Tobias said.


  <No. We're already trapped. They could kill us any time,> I said.


  <Marco's right,> Jake said. <Why let us escape if they want to kill us?>


  <This is one of Visser One's soldiers,> Ax pointed out. <It would be very embarrassing for Visser Three if his prisoners should escape, no?>


  <Politics,> Cassie said, with a laugh. <It's about politics! Visser One is making Visser Three look bad. If we escape, it will be blamed on Visser Three.>


  "You will have to deal with any of Visser Three's troops you encounter between here and the escape pod," the gold-clad Hork-Bajir said. "Leave. Now."


  <Ax?> Jake asked.


  <Only fifteen percent of your morph time is left>


  <That's about eighteen minutes. Let's do it!>


  Visser One's troops turned and marched away.


  <I'll go in front,> Rachel said.


  <Okay. And let's move,> Jake said.


  Rachel squeezed her massive tonnage into the hallway. <All right. Now let's see who wants to try and stop me!>
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  Whomp ! Whomp! Whomp! Whomp!



  Rachel made the steel floor vibrate with each massive step. Her leathery sides scraped the corridor walls so that I could only catch occasional glimpses past her.


  The hallway was empty until we reached the guard station. Just as the Hork-Bajir had said.


  Rachel didn't even slow down.


  Whomp! Whomp! Whomp! Whomp!


  I saw a flash of a Taxxon, foolishly running as if to cut her off. A few seconds later I had to jump over the crushed remnants of the big centipede.


  <Look out! Hork-Bajir!> Cassie yelled.


  He exploded out of a side corridor, a red-uniformed Hork-Bajir.


  Swooosh!


  A razor-bladed arm sliced the air inches in front of my face.


  <More coming!> Tobias warned. <Both directions! All of them in red!>


  <I can't turn around!> Rachel moaned. She was too big, too tight a fit in the corridors to turn and help, as half a dozen Hork-Bajir in Visser Three's livery came screaming onto the scene.


  <I knew it couldn't be that easy,> I said.


  <Battle!> Ax said, sounding like he was announcing a party.


  I felt the same way. I was ready. I was mad and tired of feeling helpless.


  The closest Hork-Bajir swung at me again and sliced a six-inch long cut in the matted fur of my huge shoulders.


  That was all it took. Like I said, gorillas are peaceful, almost gentle creatures.


  But don't go making one angry. Especially not when a boy who wants very badly to hurt some Yeerks is sharing space in the gorilla's head.


  "Hoohoo hoo hhawwwrr!" I cried and swung a fist the size of a cinderblock into the stomach of the Hork-Bajir. I gave it all I had. I put every ounce of the gorilla's muscle into the blow.


  The Hork-Bajir was lifted clear up off the deck. His head slammed the ceiling. He was down and out of the game.


  Out of the corner of my eye I saw another Hork-Bajir leap at Ax. The Andalite's tail flashed forward so fast you didn't even see it move. The Hork-Bajir staggered back, minus an arm.


  <Good one, Ax!>


  <You as well! Hah hah!>


  I decided right then - I kind of liked Ax.


  <Rachel!> Jake yelled. <Keep moving. Left tunnel. Look for a dropshaft, whatever that is. The longer we stay here, the more of these guys are going to show up.>


  Just then, right on cue, two more Hork-Bajir came up from behind us. <You guys move! I'll deal with them,> Jake said.


  The Hork-Bajir rushed us.


  "RRRRRRROOOOOWWWRRR!"


  Jake let loose with a roar that must have been heard from one end of the mother ship to the other. It even scared me. And it sure made the Hork-Bajir hesitate.


  He was on them, while they were still thinking about what to do next.


  Hork-Bajir are very fast. But so are tigers.


  One Hork-Bajir was down, with Jake sinking fangs into his snakelike neck. The other Hork-Bajir looked around to make sure no one could see him, then decided he'd like to live. He kept his distance.


  Jake backed away but kept his face turned to the Hork-Bajir behind us. We trotted as fast as we could down the hallway, now a scene of devastation.


  It was like the ant tunnels. We could only try to escape. The longer we tried to fight, the more the odds would turn against us.


  Suddenly . . .


  <Ahhhhhhh!>


  <Rachel!> I heard Tobias cry.


  <It's okay. I found the dropshaft. I am . . . dropping.>


  <What is it?> I asked.


  <An elevator without a floor,> Rachel answered.


  Then I was there, at the edge of a long shaft that went down and down, maybe forever. Rachel already looked small. Which was not easy for her to do.


  <He said to stop after fifteen levels!> I reminded her.


  <Yeah? And how do I do that?>


  <Think the number! It hears speech and understands simple thought-speak commands,> Ax instructed. Then added, <At least that's how it works on our ships.>


  <I'm slowing down. Cool!>


  <More Hork-Bajir back here! And some of those other ones. The little wrinkled ones!> Cassie yelled. <They're coming fast!>


  <Here goes nothing,> I said. I took a look down the dropshaft and jumped off into empty space.


  You know, if it hadn't been for the fact that I was just a few minutes from being trapped forever in a morph, and if there weren't a dozen or so walking Salad Shooters after me, it would have been fun.


  I fell, but not too fast.


  <Fifteen levels,> I thought as floors zipped past me.


  Twelve levels down, I plummeted past a human Controller who was getting ready to step into the dropshaft. He had a very human look of total amazement on his face. Possibly because while standing there, he'd seen a flying elephant, followed by a gorilla, a wolf, an Andalite, and a tiger.


  <Hork-Bajir, coming fast!> Tobias warned.


  I looked up the shaft. A big Hork-Bajir warrior was gaining on us. But there was nothing I could do until he reached us.


  <He's mine,> Tobias said. He flared his wings, flapped hard and was shooting back up the drop-shaft toward the falling Hork-Bajir.


  "Tseeeeer!"


  Tobias's talons came forward, outstretched, and slashed the alien's eyes.


  "Ghaahharrr!"


  The Hork-Bajir clutched at his face. I guess he was too distracted to think about what floor he was heading to. He shot past us as we slowed to step onto the fifteenth level.


  Hard floor under my feet again! A very good feeling.


  <Rachel! You have to demorph!> I reminded her.


  <Already working on it,> she said.


  She was shrinking even as she lumbered along.


  <The escape pods! Ahead there!> Ax cried.


  They were only a dozen feet from us. A few seconds more and we would make it.


  Rachel stumbled. She was half-human, half-elephant. A nightmare of pink and gray, with huge ears and human hair and fat arms and legs that had no feet.


  I reached down and swept her up with my powerful arms. She was still large, maybe three hundred pounds. But not too much for me to carry.


  We reached the door of the escape pod.


  It closed behind us as we wedged our over sized bodies inside.


  <Ax! Time!> Jake yelled.


  <Five percent of the time remains!>


  <Six minutes. Morph out!>


  There was a surge as the escape pod ejected from the underside of the Yeerk ship.


  My dense black fur was already starting to disappear by the time the pod rotated. I could see Earth below.


  Earth.


  And as the tiny ship turned, I could see the Yeerk mother ship.


  It was kind of a joke now, I thought. The Yeerk mother ship. My mother on the Yeerk mother ship.


  Hah hah.


  Before I became fully human again, before I lost the ability to thought-speak and had to return to words spoken out loud, I said, <Jake?>


  <Yeah, Marco.>


  <No one ever finds out. No one can ever know.>


  <Okay, Marco,> he said.


  <My mother died two years ago tomorrow.>


  <That's how it will be, my friend.>


  <Yeah. But someday . . .> Someday, somehow, in some way that I could not foresee, we would win this battle. Humans and Andalites together would defeat the Yeerks. And we would free all of their slaves.


  All of them.


  <Someday,> I whispered again.


  <Someday, Marco,> Jake said.
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  I guess there's no such thing as a nice graveyard. But the place where my mom is remembered is as nice as it can be.


  The grass is green. There's a tree nearby. It's always very quiet. You can smell flowers.


  I hate going there.


  My dad stood for a long time, looking down at the white marble headstone. It has my mom's name. The day she was born, the day she died. And a message that says, "No wife, no mother, was ever more loved. Or more deeply missed."


  My dad and I stood a few feet apart. We didn't say anything. We both just kind of cried.


  You probably wouldn't think I was the kind of guy who would cry. Mostly I don't. Mostly I make jokes about things. It's better to laugh than to cry, don't you think?


  I do.


  Even when the world is scary and sad. Especially when the world is scary and sad. That's when you need to laugh.


  "Two years," my dad said. It surprised me.


  "Yeah," I said. "Two years."


  He took a deep breath. Like it was hard for him to breathe. "I . . . I . . . look, Marco, I've been thinking."


  "Yes?"


  "I haven't been a very good father to you." It wasn't a question, so I didn't say anything.


  "Your mom . . . " He had to stop for a moment to get his voice under control. "Your mom would not be happy about the way I've been these last two years."


  What could I say? I decided to say nothing.


  "Anyway. I talked to Jerry the other day."


  Jerry was his old boss. Back when he had a regular job.


  My dad shrugged. "I guess we have to live, huh? I mean, we can't . . . you know." Another heavy breath. "Your mom wouldn't want us to give up, would she? Anyway, I'm going in Monday to talk to Jerry about getting back to work. You know . . . see if I still remember how to even turn on a computer."


  It was a big thing. A big decision. I guess what I should have done was run over to give him a hug and tell him I was proud of him. I was proud of him. But that's not me.


  "Oh, Dad, you never could figure computers out. Especially games."


  He stared at me with the blank eyes I had seen for the last two years. Then, suddenly, he laughed.


  "You punk kid, I've forgotten more about computers than you ever knew."


  "Oh, right! So why did I always kick your butt whenever we played Doom?"


  "I let you win."


  I made an extremely rude noise. "Yeah? How about if we just go home and play a game so I can show you how totally wrong you are?"


  I couldn't stop him from giving me a hug. I guess I didn't mind all that much.


  We walked away from my mother's gravestone. The stone that marked the death of a woman who was not dead.


  I raised my eyes up to the sky. The blue sky of Earth. My home.


  She was probably gone from the mother ship, now. Off to some other corner of the galaxy.


  But wherever she was, no matter how far, I would find her.


  Someday . . .
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  Chapter 1


  



  I'm Jake.


  Just Jake. You don't need to know my last name, and I can't tell you, anyway. My story is full of small lies. I've changed people's names. I've changed the names of places. I've changed small details here and there.


  But the big stuff is true.


  All of it.


  The Yeerks are here. On Earth. That is true.


  The Yeerks have made Controllers of many humans. They have inserted their gross, sluglike bodies into people's brains, and made them into slaves - Controllers. That is true.


  Controllers are everywhere. My town. Your town. Everywhere.


  They can be anyone. The policeman on the corner. The teacher in your school. Your best friend. Your mother or father. Your brother.


  I know. Because my brother Tom is one of them.


  Tom is a Controller. A slave to the Yeerk in his head. If he knew who I really was - what I really was - he would have me killed. Or turned into a Controller, like him.


  That's what my world is like now. A world where the enemy is everywhere. Even sitting across from me at the breakfast table on a Saturday morning, which is when this part of the story begins.


  "Hey, midget, what's up?" Tom asked as I sat down. That's one of the things he calls me. Actually I'm kind of big for my age. Almost as big as Tom. But it's a joke we've had for years. You know how it is.


  "Not much," I said. "What's up with you?"


  "Oh, I'm going to a meeting."


  "The Sharing?" I asked, trying to sound casual. The Sharing is this group that tries to pretend like it's some kind of combined Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts. It's really a front organization for Controllers. The leadership council of The Sharing is made up of high-ranking Controllers.


  "Yeah. We're doing some cleanup in the park. You know, do our part for the community and all. Then we're having a barbecue afterward." He gave me a serious look. "You really should join, you know. We'd get to spend more time together."


  I felt a wave of sickness. I tried not to show it. It wasn't Tom talking. It was the Yeerk in his head. The Yeerk who wanted to take my body and use it as a host for one of his fellow slugs.


  As I sat there across the table from him, I was trying to decide something. I was trying to decide whether I would have to ever destroy him. Destroy my brother, who was not my brother. Not anymore.


  "Maybe I will join some day," I said. Like when hell freezes over, I added silently. I poured myself some Wheaties and milk. "So you'll be out for a while?"


  "All morning. Mom and Dad are out playing tennis, you'll have the house to yourself. Throw a party."


  "Uh-huh," I said, and spooned up some cereal.


  It was hard not to just yell at him. To let him know that I knew all about him. What he was. What he was doing.


  At least, some of what he was doing. I had been spying on my brother. He was rising fast in the leadership of The Sharing. He was a very loyal Controller. The Yeerk in his head had been promoted.


  And he was involved in some new plan. A very big new plan.


  A plan I had to stop. Even if . . .


  "Well, take it easy, midget," Tom said, sounding just like he'd always sounded.


  "You, too."


  I waited till Tom was gone. I was alone. It was time.


  I went through the house, room by room, making sure no one was there. Then I got the little matchbox I'd hidden in my desk drawer. I could hear a scrabbling noise coming from inside. I slid the matchbox open.


  I shuddered.


  It was a nice, big cockroach. Brown and glossy and about an inch long.


  Its antennae waved eagerly. The roach tried to force its way out of the box, but I held my hand over it.


  I could feel the roach antennae tickling the bottom of my palm. It was pushing, trying to get away.


  I focused on the roach. Thought about it. Pictured it.


  The roach stopped moving and lay still. Not dead, just quiet. The way animals always get when you "acquire" them.


  I slid two fingers into the box to get a better contact with the roach. It felt hard and dry. I shuddered.


  I absorbed the cockroach's DNA pattern. It was becoming part of me. The DNA - the genetic pattern - of many animals was a part of me now. Tiger. Dolphin. Flea. Falcon. Trout. Green anole lizard.


  I have the power to morph. To become any animal that I can touch. The power was given to us, to me and my friends, by an Andalite prince moments before he was murdered by the Yeerks.


  I have flown through the sky on my own out-stretched wings at more than a hundred miles an hour. I have been a dolphin locked in deadly battle with sharks. I have felt the awesome power of the tiger, and experienced the terrible loss of self, the emptiness and horror of becoming an ant.


  It was the gift of the dying Andalite. A powerful weapon for us to use in resisting the Yeerks.


  It was also a dangerous, deadly curse. Like any weapon, I guess.


  And now I was preparing to become a cockroach. It would be the ideal way to infiltrate The Sharing's new headquarters building. The leadership meeting was in a couple of days. I wanted to be there. But the Yeerks had grown cautious lately.


  They knew we were out here. They believed, wrongly, that we were a group of Andalite warriors, but they knew that morph-capable enemies were hunting them. Opposing them. Hurting them.


  Sometimes hurting them very badly.


  Tom. My brother. Could I destroy my own brother?


  "You don't have to make that decision yet," I said aloud. "All you have to do now is try out this roach morph."


  All I had to do now was become a cockroach.


  Chapter 2


  



  Cockroaches are not my favorite animals. But I knew a cockroach would be ideal for penetrating a guarded building. Roaches can go any where.


  You may have noticed that fact.


  I put my dog, Homer, out in the yard. I closed the curtains in my bedroom, making it dark as possible.


  "Oh, man, the things I do with my spare time," I muttered. I thought of calling Marco and asking him to come over. Marco is my best friend. He's the one who actually came up with the word "Animorph."


  "No," I said. "Do this yourself."


  The others were all tired. We'd had a rough time lately. Too many close calls. We needed a rest. Time to deal with normal stuff, like school. Our grades had been suffering since we'd be come Animorphs.


  Besides, this had to be my decision. Tom was my brother.


  I took a deep breath. I braced myself. I took another deep breath.


  "Okay, Jake," I said. "Let's do it."


  The first mistake I made was standing in front of a full-length mirror.


  It was dark in the room, but there was still enough light for me to see the changes.


  Big mistake. Morphing is never pretty. It is always unpredictable. In fact, if you saw it happening and didn't know what was going on, you'd end up screaming for about two weeks straight.


  The first feeling was of shrinking. It's exactly like falling. Like you're falling forever. I watched myself shrink in the mirror. It didn't look as bad in the mirror as it felt.


  But what really did look bad was my skin as it began to be covered by an armor plate of brown cockroach shell.


  "Aahhh!" I yelped in surprise.


  My fingers melted together and formed a single, many-jointed bug leg. Antennae jumped out of my forehead. They seemed to stick out forever, then curl back, like they were being blown by a wind.


  My waist was squeezed, and the lower part of my body swelled, forming a swollen insect abdomen. Swollen and brownish yellow with ripples, sort of like the Michelin man.


  Then, when I was about a foot tall, I felt the last of my bones dissolve. I could actually hear it happening. My spine had been grinding as it shrank. Then, suddenly, I heard a squishy sound, as all my internal organs lost their bone support.


  My skull melted away. It was the last sound I heard clearly, as my ears and human sense of hearing faded.


  I was a bag of loose guts. Almost deaf. Half-blind, as my human eyes shrank and the lenses became distorted.


  My exoskeleton got harder and stiffer and stronger. My wings, glossy and crisp, covered my back. They overlapped at the edges, like the metal plates of a suit of armor.


  Extra legs suddenly sprouted from my chest. Only it wasn't exactly a chest anymore. I was a stunted, six-inch-long bug, with a few disintegrating strands of brown hair and shrunken, but still somewhat human, eyes.


  Not attractive. Not even slightly.


  Then I lost my eyes. It took a second to even realize that I could still see. Then, oh yes! Yes, I could see. But not the way I saw with human eyes.


  A weird, wavy mountain seemed to wrap all around me - my clothes. They looked different, blue and green and gray. Kind of. It's hard to describe, exactly. I couldn't see very far, just a few feet. And what I could see was shattered into dozens of little images. I saw little bits of vast fibrous walls - my socks. And dark tunnels made of thick slabs of what could have almost been wavy, corrugated concrete - the legs of my jeans.


  The fibers of the carpet looked gray-green to me, and as big as ropes. My hairy, jointed roach legs would catch in the fibers as I tried to move.


  I felt the roach brain surfacing. I'd been through it before. It's different each time, depending on the animal.


  Sometimes it's a bunch of raw energy and fear that takes over your own mind so you think you're going crazy.


  But not the roach brain. I didn't feel great hunger. I didn't feel great fear. The roach was . . . calm. Confident. Unworried.


  I laughed. I mean, in my head I laughed, because I no longer had a mouth or a throat or any thing at all that would make a laugh.


  I was so tensed up, expecting the cockroach to be a bundle of energy and fear. But mostly it just felt like resting.


  The roach brain wanted to take a nap.


  Cool, I thought. It's gross. It's disgusting. Marco and the others will hate the idea, but when I tell them how easy it is to handle -


  VIBRATION!


  Get ready. Get ready. What was it? Get ready.


  LIGHT! LIGHT! LIGHT!


  Chapter 3


  



  RUN! Run from the LIGHT!



  Imagine being in one of those race cars at the Indianapolis 500.


  Now imagine that instead of sitting in one, you are strapped facedown underneath one. Your nose is about a tenth of an inch from the road and you're going 180 miles an hour.


  That's what it was like when I ran. My roach legs powered like something from a Roadrunner cartoon. I blew out from under the folds of my own clothing. I blew across that carpet. I was rocket-propelled.


  Someone had put the light on in my room. And when that light came on, my roach brain stopped being calm and relaxed.


  Zoooom! Three miles an hour. That's very fast when you're only an inch long.


  Vibration . . . vibration . . . vibration . . .


  Heavy steps rattled the floor. They vibrated up through my legs. My tiny roach brain knew what they meant. Something very, very big was walking around.


  Chasing me! RUN!


  Zoom! across the carpet. Suddenly, a wall!


  Up? Left? Right? Which way?


  Vibration . . . vibration . . . vibration . . .


  Wait! A crack. It wasn't much of a crack. Just enough space to slip a quarter through. No way I could fit.


  Or could I?


  My underside scraped the floor. My hard brown wing cover scraped the bottom of the baseboard. But I barely had to slow down.


  I was in the wall! Hah! The big things that rattled the floor would never catch me now. I was safe here. A nail as thick as a tree trunk stuck up from the wood. I went around it.


  On either side of me I saw bright, straight lines of light that seemed to go on forever. They were the cracks beneath the baseboards. To one side a thick, shiny slab with irregular edges intruded into the wall - the edge of the kitchen linoleum.


  High above I could see other lights, more circular and dimmer. These were the holes where pipes entered the wall.


  AHHHH!


  Something moving! Close by. Oh, gross! A cockroach!


  Get a grip, Jake! I told myself. You're a cockroach, too! But still, you just don't want to be face-to-face with a roach as big as you are. I mean, he was right at eye level. The other roach's antennae felt me, sweeping over me, tangling briefly with my antennae.


  We said "hi." At least, we said the roach version of "hi." Which wasn't really "hello." It was more like, "Oh, you're a roach, too."


  Now, in the darkness inside the wall, I felt calmer. The electric fear was gone. The suddenness of the light had been the problem. That and the vibration.


  I could still feel the vibrations, but they were different now. Further away.


  Okay, I'd had enough of being a roach. It was time to get to some safe place, demorph and find out who had been in my room.


  Why was someone in my room? A few minutes earlier, and they would have caught me in midmorph. Stupid of me. Stupid, stupid.


  Where could I go to demorph? The garage? Yes, the garage. There weren't any mirrors, and I sure didn't want to watch myself morph again.


  Through the kitchen, out under the back door; that was the way.


  I went to the bright crack ahead of me, the kitchen. I scampered up on the ledge of linoleum. I stuck my head and antennae out beneath the baseboard. The vibrations were all far away. In some other room.


  I emerged from the crack. Over my head was an incredibly high canyon. It went up and up, far higher than I could see. Two parallel walls, just a few body lengths apart. Of course. The refrigerator. I was behind the refrigerator. One side of the "canyon" was the kitchen wall, the other side was the back of the refrigerator.


  Someone really should sweep back here. There were dust bunnies the size of couches.


  But no problem. I was getting the hang of it now. Follow the baseboard. To the next wall. Turn right, and then there would be the door.


  No problem. I was in charge.


  Some big barnlike structure was ahead of me. It looked like one of those old-fashioned covered bridges.


  Huh. Probably an old matchbox.


  I went in, trotting along on my six jointed legs.


  Wait. I wasn't moving anymore.


  What the . . . ?


  I tried to run.


  I was stuck!


  I tried again. One leg was free, but the others were frozen in place. What was . . . I felt around with my antennae.


  Now my antennae were stuck!


  I couldn't move. I couldn't move at all!


  I was trapped!


  Chapter 4


  



  "So?" Rachel demanded. "What was it? How did you get trapped?"



  "I'll bet I know," Marco said, grinning sardonically, which is the only way he knows how to grin. "Jake checked in, but he couldn't check out."


  I nodded. "Roach Motel. I walked into a stupid Roach Motel. I ran right onto the sticky paper and, man, I could not move. Very frustrating."


  "You know, you could do commercials for the Roach Motel company," Marco suggested. "Take it from me, Roach Boy, these things really work."


  It was later in the day, and we were in Cassie's barn. Rachel, Marco, Tobias, Cassie, and me. As usual, the place was filled with wire cages, and the cages were filled with animals. Rabbits, foxes, baby deer, eagles, opossums, mourning doves, all of them injured or sick. Some of them feisty and ready to be released.


  We were lounging around on bales of hay and piles of feed sacks. All except Tobias, who was up in the rafters high overhead, and Cassie, who was feeding some of the animals.


  Everyone seemed to think my roach experiment was funny.


  Except for Cassie. Cassie was the only one not smiling. She was giving me a very disapproving look. "Jake, you of all people should know better."


  She was right. I knew she was right. But that just made me stubborn.


  "Look, I was just trying out the morph to see if it would be good for us to use."


  Cassie totally did not buy my argument. She put down the bucket she was carrying. She took off her heavy work gloves. She came over and stood about a foot from me. Then she stuck her finger in my face.


  "Uh-oh," Marco said in a loud whisper. "Jake's in trouble."


  "Big time," Rachel agreed.


  "Jake," Cassie said, "don't ever do that again. Now, you are sort of the one in charge, but I am telling you, don't ever do that again. Don't ever try some new morph without one of us there. Do you understand?"


  "Cassie, I was just -"


  "Uh-uh. No. Don't tell me what you were just. Don't ever do that again."


  <Um, Jake? I think this is the point where you just say 'yes, ma'am,'> Tobias said, in the thought-speak that comes with being in a morph.


  I hung my head. "Okay, Cassie. Sorry."


  Rachel whistled appreciatively. "It's a new, tougher Cassie. I approve."


  "I remember when she used to be so sweet," Marco said. "I didn't know her voice could even sound like that. Plus, look! She now comes with a Kung Fu grip."


  Cassie ignored them. Instead she gave me a private look, just between the two of us. I knew what the look meant. It meant I care about you. Don't be dumb.


  And the look I sent her meant I know. I care about you, too.


  Okay, I realize it sounds corny. But give me a break. We'd been through a lot, Cassie and I. And all of us. We'd grown pretty close.


  To me, Cassie is an amazing person. For one thing, she handles all kinds of responsibility. Her barn is actually the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. Her parents are both veterinarians and her dad runs the clinic as a way to help injured wild animals. Everything from seagulls to skunks. And Cassie helps with all the work, except for doing surgery. But I'll bet she could do that, too.


  As for how she looks, well, she's very pretty. Kind of short. She only comes up to my chin, but then, I'm fairly tall. But she's not one of those wimpy-looking short girls, you know? Not all prissy. She's strong-looking. Mostly, when I picture Cassie, I think of her wearing overalls and boots because of working in the barn so much.


  I guess most guys would say Rachel is prettier. Personally, I don't think of her that way because she's my cousin. But Rachel does look like some kind of blond supermodel.


  Not that Rachel acts like Ms. Fashion. Just the opposite. If there's danger, Rachel is right there. Usually a few steps ahead of anyone else.


  Marco says Rachel's enjoying it all. That she's actually glad about all that's happened in our lives since that night when we saw the Andalites' damaged spaceship land in the construction site. Marco refers to Rachel as Xena, Warrior Princess.


  But that's Marco. For him, everything is a joke. Except for his family. Or what's left of it.


  Marco is small, with dark eyes and dark, long brown hair. Cassie says a lot of the girls at school think he's cute. I wouldn't know.


  Most of the time Marco and I totally do not get along. He says I'm too serious. Personally, I think he's just a little too immature sometimes.


  We disagree about everything. He actually tries to tell me that college hoops are better than the NBA. Yeah, right! Please. What are you going to do with a guy like that?


  We get on each other's nerves a lot of the time.


  We're also best friends and have been since we were babies. I would do almost anything for Marco, and he would do the same for me. Of course, he'd complain the whole time. Oh, man, can that guy complain when he wants to.


  The last member of our original group is Tobias. Tobias used to be this kind of sweet guy with wild blond hair. A dreamy sort of person with a really terrible home life.


  Used to be.


  I glanced up at him. He was perched on a rafter overhead. He was preening his wing feathers, carefully combing them out with his beak.


  It's an amazing beak. It has a wicked, cruel-looking hook at the end - the better to tear open the mice and rats and other small animals he eats.


  Tobias is a red-tailed hawk. I guess maybe he will always be a red-tailed hawk.


  See, there's one problem with morphing. A time limit of two hours. If you stay in morph more than two hours, you stay forever.


  Which is why Rachel asked me, "So? What's the rest of the story? How did you get out of the Roach Motel before the time was up? I notice you are human again."


  "More or less," Marco added.


  I shrugged. "Well, I sat there for a while, trying to squirm out, but it didn't work. I was stuck good. But it was okay, because as I sat there I realized I could start to make sense of some of the vibrations I was hearing. Some of it was sound. People speaking."


  "What people?" Marco asked.


  "My parents. My dad twisted his ankle playing tennis, which is why they'd come home early. They were the ones who'd gone into my room, looking for the Ace bandage I have in my drawer. They were the ones who'd turned on the light. Anyway, what could I do? I wasn't about to get stuck in roach morph. And I could tell my parents were up in their bedroom. So I demorphed."


  <Wait. Weren't you behind the refrigerator?> Tobias asked in thought-speak.


  "Yeah. And it was very tight. But as I grew, I could push the refrigerator out an inch at a time. Still, I thought I was going to suffocate back there. And then, just as I was getting human again, my mom walks in."


  That made them all lean forward.


  "What?" Cassie demanded. "Your mom? What did she see? What did she say?"


  "Well, all she could see was my head. It was normal, fortunately. And what she asked me was, 'Jake? Why are you back there? And while we're at it, why do you have the top of a Roach Motel stuck in your hair?'"


  Everyone got a good laugh out of that image.


  Marco was the first to stop laughing. He was looking at me kind of sideways. The way he does when he thinks I'm hiding something.


  "Very funny and all, Jake," Marco said. "But you haven't told us why you were morphing a roach. And don't give me that 'I was just trying it out' routine."


  I stopped laughing. Sooner or later I would have to tell them. I would have to tell them every thing.


  "Okay. Look, I've learned something. For one thing, Tom is getting more important to the Yeerks. I think now he's just below Chapman as a Controller."


  Rachel gave a low whistle.


  Chapman is our assistant principal at school. He is also the most important Controller we know about.


  "Tom is careful about not letting my parents or me overhear anything suspicious," I said. "But he does make phone calls using our phone some times. I've been checking the automatic redial when he's done. So I know some of the people he's calling."


  Marco laughed. "Cool. Jake the superspy. Nice trick."


  <And who is Tom calling?> Tobias asked.


  "Doctors. Five different doctors. I looked them up in the phone book. They all practice at the same hospital. The same wing of the hospital, at something called the Berman Clinic. Berman is one of the doctors Tom calls."


  It took a few minutes for the facts to sink in.


  "Wait a minute," Rachel said. "Are you saying the Yeerks are running that hospital? Or at least a part of that hospital? Why would they want a hospital?"


  I hesitated before answering. I wasn't sure my guess was right. Maybe I was just being paranoid. But Marco, who could teach a class in paranoia, had already figured it out, of course.


  "Oh, man. They're going to use the hospital to infest host bodies. You check in to have your tonsils out or to have a cast put on your broken arm. You check out as a Controller."


  Chapter 5


  



  Tom came home late that evening. He smelled like wood smoke and barbecue sauce.



  My mom and dad and I were already at the table, eating dinner. My dad had his injured ankle resting on a stool. We were having broiled chicken and potatoes and veggies.


  As he walked in through the kitchen door, my mom said, "Tom, how was the big cleanup? They showed some of it on the news."


  Tom came into the dining room and took a chair across from me. "It was okay. We filled two Dumpsters full of garbage and dead branches and stuff. Hey, what happened to your leg, old man?"


  My dad winced. "I tried for a shot I shouldn't have tried for. Twisted it."


  "Did you have enough to eat?" my mom asked Tom.


  Tom patted his stomach. "Burgers and dogs and chicken. Not as good as your chicken, of course."


  "Actually, your father cooked. He cooked by calling Gourmet Express and having it delivered."


  "But I did microwave the sauce," my dad said. "That counts as cooking."


  Tom winked at my dad. "Well, the stuff at the barbecue had to be better than dad's chicken. Good thing I ate there."


  "Just for that you get no dessert," my dad said. "And it's cheesecake. From Santorini's."


  "Oooh, Santorini's?" Tom groaned. "I take it back. I apologize. I grovel. I beg. I love Santorini's."


  Homer came in, sensing it was time for table scraps. "Hey, Homer," Tom said. He scratched him behind the ears and Homer got his happy-moron look, the look where his eyes glaze over and his tongue lolls out of his mouth.


  A totally normal scene. Around a totally normal dinner table. No one would ever have guessed the truth. In my brother's head was an alien. A creature from another planet.


  I asked Ax about how it works. Ax is the Andalite we rescued from the bottom of the ocean. He's one of us now, I guess.


  Anyway, I asked Ax about how the Yeerk slug lives in a person's head. He'd explained it to me. How they can flatten their sluglike bodies. How they can sink between the crevices and cracks of a person's brain. How they melt like a liquid into every available space. How they wrap their bodies around a brain and attach their own neurons to human neurons.


  Tom must have noticed me staring at him.


  "What's your malfunction?"


  I snapped out of my daze. "What? Oh, nothing. I was just thinking of something."


  "You were staring at me. You were staring at my forehead."


  I forced a laugh. My mind raced to think of a joke. "Really? I thought I was just staring blankly into empty space. But then again, empty space, your head. What's the difference?"


  It worked. Tom snatched up a dinner roll and chucked it at me. I caught it in midair a split second before it would have hit my face.


  For a moment we just glared at each other.


  "Don't throw food," my dad said. "It's undignified."


  "It's okay," I said. "Tom's not fast enough to hit me anymore. He's slowed down. Lost his touch."


  Tom raised an eyebrow. "Don't push it, midget."


  I smiled. It was a fake smile, but it was the best I could do. "You used to be faster when you were still on the basketball team. I guess hanging out at The Sharing all the time, eating barbecue and potato salad, must have slowed your reflexes."


  You know, in the old days, Tom would not have put up with that. He would not have let me challenge him and get away with it. He would have had me in a headlock and given me a massive noogie till I begged for mercy.


  But now he just gave me a cold, uncertain smile.


  Maybe it was because he had changed. Maybe it was because I had changed. The silence stretched between us for a few minutes, and my parents, feeling uncomfortable, made small talk.


  "I have homework to do," I said at last. "May I be excused?"


  "Come back down for cheesecake later," my mom said.


  Tom caught up to me on the stairs. "I don't know why you're so against The Sharing," he said. "A lot of the kids in your school have joined."


  "I guess I just don't like to join things."


  "Yeah? Well, don't dump on what you don't understand. What were you doing that was so important today? While I was out cleaning up the park?"


  I stopped and turned to face him. I was one step higher than he was. We were eye to eye. "Me? I wasn't doing much of anything. Hanging out with Marco."


  "Your loss," he said. "There are things that are cooler than hanging out with Marco. Cooler than being on some bogus team. Important things. You could be a part of something . . . bigger. You could be part of something great, not just another nothing kid."


  He gave me a look. Like he could tell me incredible things. Like he could open up a whole new world for me.


  I could be part of something bigger. Something important.


  I knew that kind of stuff worked on some people. That was the first step toward becoming a voluntary host. That was how The Sharing started you out: talk of bigger, more glorious, more interesting things that you could be part of.


  Part of.


  "Thanks, Tom," I said. "But I don't want to be a part. I guess I'd rather just be one person. On my own. One little nothing kid."


  For a split second after I said that, he let the mask slip. For just a moment I saw an expression of pure arrogance and contempt. Yeerk arrogance. Yeerk contempt.


  The look said "We will have you, sooner or later. You and all the rest of your weak race."


  Then it was gone, and Tom was shrugging like it was all no big deal.


  I went to my room. I did some homework. Later, I went back downstairs and ate cheesecake along with my folks and my brother. One big happy family watching TV and pigging out.


  That night, I had the dream.


  A dream that had begun to appear almost every night.


  Chapter 6


  



  "I can't believe we are actually going to practice a morph," Marco said. "We never practice. We just do it, and when it's a huge disaster we try and deal with it then."


  "We need the practice," I pointed out. "We're going in as spies. We're going to this thing to try and hear what they are saying. And it takes a while to learn how to use the cockroach's senses to understand sound."


  "This would be a great horror movie. Or at least a book," Marco said. "Roachman."


  We were in Marco's new apartment. It was the first time we'd ever used it. Probably because now that Marco's dad was back at work, they had moved to a better place. I guess Marco used to be embarrassed over his old place.


  In fact, his dad was out, working late at his new job. I hoped the job would last. Marco had been carrying a big load of family problems for a long time.


  "Is it possible to die of total willies?" Cassie asked. "I mean, do you think we could someday just gross ourselves right out of existence? I didn't even like touching a cockroach. How am I going to stand becoming one?"


  "Just don't be near a mirror," I suggested. "And don't look at each other while you're morphing."


  <Are these creatures frightening to humans?> Ax wondered.


  It's amazing how quickly we'd all gotten used to the fact that this guy from another planet was with us. I barely even thought about the fact that an Andalite was standing there, looking like a cross between a blue deer, a mouthless human, a goat with eyes on the ends of his horns, and a scorpion.


  The scorpion part is the Andalite's tail. It has a curved, scythe blade on the end. The Andalites can whip that tail forward so fast you don't even see it move.


  I sat on the edge of Marco's bed. Tobias perched just inside the window, looking fierce and angry - although, of course, he wasn't.


  Speaking of odd things I was getting used to. I mean, I was there with an alien, my cousin, my best friend, and Cassie, and they were all getting ready to become roaches.


  Except for Tobias.


  And the weirdest thing of all was that it didn't seem weird anymore.


  I watched as they all began to morph. I looked away when it began to get disgusting. When I looked again, there were four cockroaches on the carpet.


  <Okay,> Marco thought-spoke to me. <We're bugs. Let's get this over with, because I have to tell you - I have a major urge to step on myself.>


  "Okay," I said. "Can you guys hear me?"


  <Go ahead. We're ready. Say something,> Marco thought-spoke. I couldn't tell which roach was him. All roaches look alike.


  "Hello," I said loudly.


  <Wait. I felt something,> Cassie said.


  "Tobias, tell them that was me."


  <That was Jake,> Tobias translated into thought-speak. <He said 'hello.'>


  <Okay, Jake. Do it again. Say 'hello' again,> Marco instructed.


  "Hello."


  <Yeah, I felt some vibrations there,> Rachel confirmed.


  "Hello."


  <That sounded like hello,> Cassie said.


  <Jake?> Marco said. <Say 'I'm a huge dork.' I'll see if I can understand it>


  "You're a huge dork."


  <Very funny,> Marco said. <I couldn't actually hear what you said. But I know you.>


  We spent about an hour with Marco, Cassie, Rachel, and Ax learning to translate vibration into human speech. They were repeating the learning I'd done while I was stuck in a Roach Motel behind my refrigerator.


  When they demorphed I looked away again. My dreams had been weird enough lately. I didn't need any help having nightmares.


  Cassie is the best morpher in our group, even better than Ax - who's an Andalite, after all. Usually she can kind of control the process a little. Once, when we were morphing birds, she managed to turn totally human except for keeping huge bird wings for a few seconds.


  It was really cool.


  But even Cassie couldn't do anything to make a cockroach morph attractive.


  It was disgusting. Flat-out disgusting.


  <You have such wonderful animals on this planet,> Ax said when he had returned to his normal form. Not that his normal form looked very normal, standing there in Marco's bedroom.


  "Cockroaches are not wonderful," Rachel said, shuddering a little. "I mean, I'm sorry, but I don't like those bodies."


  "They're easy to handle, though," Marco said. "Not like ants."


  We all exchanged a look. We'd had a very bad experience with ants. That was one morph no one was going to be repeating.


  "You know, guys, this mission doesn't really require all of us to go," I said.


  "Look, I just said roaches are disgusting," Rachel protested. "I didn't say I didn't want to do it. We need to know what's going on with that hospital. The best way to do that is to crash this leadership meeting of The Sharing. And the best way to do that is with roach morphs. End of discussion."


  She looked around belligerently, like she was daring anyone to disagree.


  "Yeah, but I can do it alone," I said.


  "What's going on with you?" Rachel asked. "You know we're the Five Musketeers. One for all, and all for one. Six Musketeers now," she corrected, looking at Ax.


  <What are Musketeers?> Ax asked.


  No one answered him. They were all just looking at me like I'd done something wrong.


  "Normally, I'd be all for staying out of trouble," Marco said, "But I'm just curious about why you're acting this way."


  "It makes sense. One of us can go it alone."


  "Are you worried about Tom getting hurt?" Cassie asked.


  Count on Cassie to figure it out. I looked down at the ground. "Look, he is my brother. You guys are my friends. What if we get into it and it comes down to a fight?"


  Marco raised his eyebrows thoughtfully. He understood. "We don't hurt Tom, that's the first thing."


  "It's not that simple," I said. "He's involved in this big time. He's one of them. And he would . . . look, he would kill any of us."


  I hated having to say that. But it was true.


  <Not Tom,> Tobias said. <The thing that lives in his head. Never Tom.>


  I sighed. "I had this dream." I almost stopped talking right there, because I felt like a fool bringing it up. "I know this is stupid. I know dreams don't mean anything. But I've had this dream a couple of times."


  "So? Tell us," Rachel prodded.


  "Okay, but don't laugh. In the dream I'm in my tiger morph. And I'm stalking Tom. Following him. On his trail. I'm feeling the tiger's eagerness. You know, that predator feeling. The hunger. The desire to kill."


  Tobias turned his head away. I knew why. Tobias was a predator now. He felt that eagerness, that killing desire, every day. It still bothered him, I guess. He had always been such a gentle guy. Back when he was fully human.


  "Anyway, in the dream, I'm hunting my own brother. Only, when I get close . . . he turns around. And it isn't Tom anymore. It's . . . " I stopped myself before I finished the sentence. I'd already said too much.


  "I just don't want anything to happen to Tom," I said lamely. "It's not just about what might happen if there's a fight. It's . . . . Look, I think Tom is important to this whole hospital plan somehow. I think maybe he's in charge. If we manage to stop this thing, who knows what they'll do to Tom? I mean, maybe Visser Three just kills Tom's Yeerk. But we've all seen Visser Three in action. He likes to make examples out of anyone who fails him. He could kill Tom."


  Rachel whistled softly. "If we succeed, Tom fails. If he fails, Visser Three may kill him."


  "That's about the way it is, yeah," I said.


  "So, what do we do?" Marco asked.


  "We forget this mission," Cassie suggested.


  "And leave the Yeerks in control of a hospital? A little factory for making Controllers?" I countered. "Why? Because my brother may be hurt?"


  "Yes," Cassie said simply.


  I hesitated. I wanted to agree. But how could I justify backing off for selfish reasons?


  "We don't have to make a final decision now," Marco said. "We can go in. Learn what they're up to. Decide then what to do about it."


  I met Marco's gaze. I wondered what he was thinking about me. Only Marco and I know about his mother. To everyone else, she's dead. Only the two of us know that she's really a Controller. That her body is the host body of Visser One.


  Marco, of all people, understood what I was dealing with. He had given me a way out of deciding.


  "Yeah," I said, nodding at my friend. "Marco's right. This is just a spy mission. There's plenty of time to decide what to do, when we know more about what they are up to."


  I should have felt relieved.


  I didn't.


  Chapter 7


  



  "How long do you think this will take?" Rachel asked. She checked her watch. "I set the VCR for two of my favorite shows, but I forgot to tape the movie of the week."


  "I'm taping it in case you miss it," Cassie said.


  It was dark out, but not very late. The moon was up, but hidden by the clouds. We were walking along the street, doing our best to look like a normal bunch of kids just hanging out.


  Normal.


  <This sucks,> Tobias said from high above. <I'm half-blind at night. Especially without moonlight. I should have gotten myself stuck in an owl body. Owls are so cool. Aside from the fact that some of them try to kill and eat falcons.>


  "How can you ever run in these bodies?" Ax wondered. "Two legs? It is absurd. Surd. Ubsurd. Ubzerd. Not even a tail to help you stay up."


  Ax was in his human morph. It's a combination of DNA from me, Marco, Rachel, and Cassie. The result is kind of like looking at all of us at once, but in one body. It's really weird.


  Ax had almost gotten used to having a mouth when he was in his human morph. Almost. He still had a tendency to want to play with sounds, repeating them. Plus, the boy was dangerous when he got around food. The sense of taste was just overwhelming for him.


  "You know, Ax, now that you mention it . . . " Marco started gyrating wildly, like a guy out of control. "I only have two legs! I'm falling . . . falling!"


  "See? I knew it must happen sometimes," Ax said, adding, "Happen. Hap. Hap. Pun."


  I wasn't sure if Ax knew Marco was being funny or not. Ax might have a very dry sense of humor. Or he might have no sense of humor at all. I hadn't figured it out yet.


  "There's the place," I said. It was up ahead, at the end of the block.


  It was a residential neighborhood, with older houses and a few kind of low-budget shops mixed in. You know, thrift shops and car parts places and small restaurants.


  Our target was a single-story, whitewashed building. There was only one door, and the windows were high up, narrow and long. They were blocked off so that no one could see inside. There was a small parking lot with a dozen cars in it.


  Over the door was a sign: "The Sharing. Building a Better Life."


  "Yeah, right," Marco sneered. "A better life for slugs from outer space. You notice the guy standing by the door? He looks like he's ready for trouble."


  A very large man stood by the door, muscular arms folded over his chest. But we'd expected that. Marco and Rachel and I had scoped the place out ahead of time.


  "Okay, we cut down this alley," I said. "That building down there is abandoned. The basement is empty and unlocked. That's where we morph."


  The basement was dark and depressing and smelled of mildew. I guess it used to be part of a restaurant. There were still some old tables strewn around. There were also a lot of old beer bottles and bits of garbage.


  "Wonderful," Rachel said in a whisper. "This whole Animorph lifestyle is so glamorous."


  Tobias fluttered in through the open door. Then we heard a thump.


  <Ow! Man, who put a pillar there? Banged my right wing.>


  "Great. This is the guy who's supposed to be looking out for us," Marco grumbled.


  Ax had instantly begun to morph back to his Andalite body. It is not possible to go straight from one morph to another. Just like we have to return to human form between morphs, he had to resume Andalite form.


  "Come on, let's do this and get it over with," Rachel said. "I'm going to be a roach in a filthy basement. My mother would be so proud if she knew."


  "Wait," Cassie said. "We agree on how this works, right? We're not looking for a fight. This is a spy mission. No one do anything dramatic, like morph into an elephant and go on a stomping spree."


  Cassie was looking at Rachel. Rachel has an elephant morph. She's very fond of it.


  Rachel laughed. "Absolutely. Spy time. Stealth is my middle name."


  "Okay." I was a little embarrassed that Cassie had brought it up. She was trying to remind everyone that Tom was one of the Controllers in that meeting. Trying to remind everyone that we were just there for information.


  "Let's morph already," Rachel said. "Come on. I'll miss the movie."


  "Five little roaches. We'll be right at home in this dump," Marco said as he began the transformation. "You will keep the rats from eating us, won't you, Tobias?"


  <Hey, I may not see that well in the dark, but I can still catch a rat, light or no light. I am the ratkiller of the universe.>


  "Ax? You ready?"


  <Yes, Prince Jake. I am fully Andalite and ready to become your roach.>


  A few moments later, we were five cockroaches amid the scattered garbage on the bare concrete floor.


  <Wow. That is one big beer can,> Marco said.


  A blue and white can towered over us, curving away into the sky.


  <Let's, um, scurry,> I said. <Ax? You keep track of the time.>


  We took off, a little knot of fast-moving roaches, all running in the same direction.


  <You know, if this wasn't so gross, it would be kind of cool,> Rachel said. <Stairs! All right. A little vertical rock climbing.>


  Tiny pincers on the end of my six legs grabbed the small protrusions of concrete and wedged into invisible cracks. It all happened so fast and so automatically that I could run straight up the cement step, almost as fast as I could move horizontally.


  Up the riser. Over the edge. Zoom, to the next riser. Up. Over. Across. To the top of the four stairs.


  <You know, you guys still give me the willies,> Tobias said. <You should see yourselves. The urge to step on you is pretty strong - if I had shoes. I never did like roaches.>


  <This from a guy who disembowels live mice for lunch,> Marco said.


  <Don't knock it if you haven't tried it,> Tobias shot back.


  In some corner of my mind I noted the fact that Tobias seemed more and more at peace with his weird life - half-bird, half-human.


  But mostly my mind was on the job at hand. We had reached the threshold. We scampered across it and out into the alley.


  The alley was a mix of gravel and cracked, torn-up blacktop. The blacktop was like running across hard oatmeal, all bumpy and uneven. The gravel was more difficult. The pieces of rock were as big as we were, and even with our six clever legs, there was a lot of stumbling and slipping.


  <I'm going airborne,> Tobias said. <You're out on the sidewalk. Turn left. There's better light out here so I'll be able to watch you from the top of the telephone pole.>


  <Okay, we'd better spread out. Don't forget, these are Controllers. Yeerks. They believe there is a group of Andalite warriors running around loose. In other words, they'll be on the lookout for morphs. So act like normal roaches.>


  <You mean I should crawl inside an open box of cereal?> Marco asked. <I had that happen once. I almost ate the bug. Yuck.>


  We fanned out, staying several inches apart as we moved toward the building. I stopped when I reached the whitewashed cinder block of the exterior wall.


  <Crack!> Cassie called. <I found a big crack here. I'm going in.>


  The rest of us waited. I felt obvious, just sitting there. Obvious and helpless. The big guy at the door could decide to step on me. I couldn't see him, but I knew he was there.


  <This is good,> Cassie said from deep in the wall. <I think we can follow it all the way inside.>


  One by one, we scurried to her location. I felt better when I was inside the crack. Until I thought about what would happen if I tried to demorph in such a tight spot.


  I didn't even want to start thinking about that.


  <We're going in, Tobias,> I called to him. <Get somewhere safe.>


  <I'm cool,> he said. <Good luck.>


  We were traveling single file, sideways, along the crack. It was like exploring a cave. There was no light, but my antennae felt the way, picking up the scent of the others, reading the tiny air currents, sniffing for familiar aromas.


  Then I saw a faint light that grew brighter as I advanced. Cassie was in the lead. <It worked. It goes all the way through. I'm inside.>


  I sidled up beside her. I could see through the crack opening now. I could see brilliant light. And I could feel vibration.


  The vibration of sound. Of speech.


  I concentrated. It was impossible to tell much about the voice. Who it was. It seemed too high to be someone old.


  Was it Tom?


  I listened to the words.


  " . . . the day is here at last. It is time to strike the decisive blow in the invasion of Earth."


  Chapter 8


  



  <What is this, a Yeerk pep rally?> Marco wondered.



  Cassie started giggling - well thought-speak giggling - , and pretty soon all of us, except Ax, were laughing silently. It was very nervous laughter.


  <We need to get out of this crack,> I said. <Spread out a little. We look too obvious just sitting here, and we should try to see if we can identify some of these people. Move out. But wait! Not all at once!>


  Too late. We were all scampering down the wall from the crack to the floor. To anyone watching it would have looked like "Invasion of the Roaches." Five roaches, moving all together, is an easy thing to notice.


  But I had forgotten one thing. Humans hate roaches. A human will spot a roach very quickly. But Yeerks couldn't care less. Even though these were all human-Controllers, they were with their fellow Yeerks now. They didn't have to keep up the "human" act.


  No one stomped us. Although I waited for a big shoe to drop from the sky.


  We separated a little, then headed along the edge of the wall, where bare concrete floor met painted cinder block walls.


  <Hey, guys? Can you hear me? It's Tobias.>


  <Just barely, but I can still understand you,> I called back. Thought-speak gets weaker over distances. Same as regular speech. Although walls and so on aren't a problem.


  <There's a car pulling up outside here. A limo. And there are two other cars with it, full of very tough-looking dudes.>


  <What are they doing?>


  <Getting out, now. Like six guys. They have guns! I can see them under their coats. Now there's a guy getting out of the back of the limo.>


  <Who is it? Or should I say, what is it?>


  <He's a human. He staggered a little, walking toward the door. He looks like a normal guy, but all the others are acting very nervous. And . . . I know this sounds dumb, but I get a bad feeling from this guy .>


  Now I could hear the vibrations of many feet walking fast. <They're coming our way now, Tobias. Thanks for the warning.>


  I tried to use my eyes, but they were hopeless at any kind of distance. All I could tell was that several men had arrived and were marching through the room.


  "My brothers-in-arms," some loud, booming voice said, "I present to you, our leader. Visser Three."


  There was a gasp from the group. There was a silent gasp from us, too.


  Visser Three?


  Visser Three had an Andalite body. He was the only Yeerk ever to obtain an Andalite body, with all its morphing power. But surely, Tobias would have mentioned seeing an Andalite getting out of a car.


  "I see that some of you are surprised," a new voice said. "Surely you must know that I can morph a human, as well as any other body."


  <Oh, man,> Marco said. <Visser Three can morph a human?>


  <Certainly,> Ax said. <Just as I do. Humans are animals, after all. You have DNA.>


  The voice we now knew as Visser Three spoke in a hard, curt tone. It was odd, hearing his words. We had only heard him thought-speak before. Now he had a voice. And, if we could only see it, a human body. But he was too far away for our weak and distorted roach vision.


  "This mission has two parts. One. We will use the front hospital to take involuntary hosts. I expect to be able to make two hundred new Controllers per Earth month. We will concentrate on police, broadcasters, writers, teachers, people in finance, and especially anyone in a position of political power."


  There was a murmur of excitement from the assembled crowd.


  <Just what we were afraid of,> I said.


  <Unfortunately,> Marco agreed. <Man, two hundred new Controllers a month?>


  "You have done well recruiting human doctors and nurses, so that we now control the hospital facility. But this brings me to the second part of the mission," Visser Three said. "Until now this secret was known only to me and a very small group."


  The room was almost totally silent, listening, anticipating.


  "The second part of my plan is even more important than the first. In a few days, the governor of this state will have some minor surgery performed. His secretary is one of us, and she has steered him to our facility. He will check in for the minor surgery. When he checks out . . . he will belong to us."


  <No,> Rachel gasped.


  <What does it mean? What is a governor? Is this some sort of prince?> Ax asked.


  <Yeah. A prince. The governor controls the state police,> I said. <And the National Guard. And the schools.>


  <It's worse than that,> Rachel said grimly. <Don't you guys ever pay attention to politics?>


  <What are you talking about?>


  <Don't you know? Our governor is getting ready to run for president next year. A year from now there could be a Controller in the White House.>


  <A White House? What does all this mean?> Ax asked.


  <It means that one of them could be the most powerful man in the most powerful nation on Earth,> I said.


  <And that would be the ball game,> Marco said.


  <Then . . . all would be lost?>


  <Yeah, Ax. All would be lost.>


  Chapter 9


  



  <Let's bail. We've learned all we need to know,> I said.


  <Back to the crack?> Cassie asked.


  <Yeah. We know the way.>


  I turned and headed back to the crack. It was only a foot or so away. In a few seconds we would all be safe.


  I could not believe what I had heard. It was insane! If the Yeerks succeeded, we were toast, pure and simple. As long as it was a secretive war between us and Yeerks who did not want to be discovered, we could maybe stay alive. But if all the power of the state police were turned against us, too? The situation would be out of -


  Suddenly, a strange vibration in the air above me.


  DANGER!


  RUN!


  WHHHAAAMMMPP!


  It was like someone had dropped an entire three-bedroom house an inch in front of me.


  The impact was awesome. The wind it caused was like a small but intense hurricane. It whipped my antennae back.


  <Someone almost stepped on me!> I yelled to the others. <Look out!>


  "Visser! Forgive my interruption. But there are several small insects here!"


  A general murmur from the crowd, then one voice saying, "Don't worry, they are only cockroaches. They are everywhere on this planet."


  "Fool!" Visser Three exploded. "Do you think Andalites cannot morph creatures so small? Someone kill this fool for me."


  BLAM! BLAM!


  I felt the world spinning around me. Someone had been shot! Was it . . . Tom? Could it have been?


  A new rush of air overhead. I could see something monstrously huge falling toward me, speeding down, ready to crush me.


  I bolted.


  WWHHHAAAMMMPP!


  Millimeters from my tail.


  "Kill those insects!" Visser Three screamed.


  <Everyone for himself!> I yelled. <Spread out. Run! Get into cracks! Let the roach brains guide you!>


  I took my own advice and relinquished control to the raw instincts and cunning of the tiny cockroach brain.


  Say what you will about roaches. They're gross. They're disgusting. But man, when it comes to staying alive, that primitive roach brain knew its business.


  WWHHAAAMPPP!


  WWHHAAMMMPP!


  <Aaaahhh!> Ax yelled.


  <Ax! Are you okay?>


  <Yes. Yes. Barely.>


  Huge feet, each the size of a Greyhound bus, stomped the ground. But each time, the roach brain moved me in just the right way at just the right speed. They missed me by so little that I could feel the leather and rubber scrape my sides and tail as they impacted around me.


  I made it to the corner of the wall and hugged in there as close as I could get.


  <They're on me!> Cassie screamed. <I can't get away! Oh, man! I don't want to die like this!>


  <Get to the wall! Get off the floor!>


  I was blazing along at top speed as shoes tried to kick into the corner. But all I needed was a tenth of an inch and I could scrape past, uninjured.


  SQQQUUUUEEEEEGGGEE.


  A running shoe was being dragged along the corner, straight toward me. The soft rubber melded perfectly into the space. It would crush me!


  I saw it coming, a black wall. A black locomotive rushing at me.


  I jumped!


  I landed on the shoe as it came near.


  Whooosshhh! I was flying through the air on a magic carpet made of canvas. The man kicked. I lost my grip and went flying through the air.


  <I'm clear! I'm clear!> Cassie called. <I found another crack!>


  I felt like I was going supersonic. Like a jet, tumbling out of control through the air.


  Wait! I had wings!


  Too late.


  Fwappp! I hit the wall. It should have killed me. It would have killed me if I had been a human. But I weighed less than an ounce. The impact was hard, but not enough to hurt me.


  I fell to the floor.


  A tent of some sort - gray, black . . . a newspaper! It was a crumpled piece of newspaper on the floor. I dove beneath it and froze.


  I looked up and saw that it was a photograph. I couldn't make sense of the photo, of course, it was just big black dots of ink. I could make out letters, each as big as my head.


  <I'm clear,> Ax called. <I am with Cassie.>


  Good. That was two of them safe. <Rachel? Marco?>


  <I'm on a guy's sock,> Rachel reported. <He doesn't know I'm here. Wait. We're outside! I'm going to drop off! Clear! Clear! I'm outside!>


  <Marco?>


  <Yeah, Jake.>


  <Where are you?>


  <I am in a place where I really, really hope no one flushes, Jake.>


  <You're in a toilet?>


  <They have a bathroom. It seemed like a natural place for a roach. I'm chilling for a minute, then I'm going to try for the hole in the wall where the pipe goes. How about you?>


  <I'm not so good. I'm under a newspaper, but they're still stomping all around. Sooner or later they'll stomp here. I have to make a run for it. I'm going to try for the door. Once I get outside they'll never get me in the dark.>


  <Good luck, man,> Marco said.


  <Yeah. You, too, my friend.>


  Then, my antennae picked up a strange new scent. Sweet. Oily.


  Dangerous. Somehow, I sensed that . . .


  It hit me in a flash!


  <Marco! They have bug spray!>


  I blew out from under the paper.


  "There! There's one!"


  Vibrations of a dozen feet running after me. And in the air behind me, a vast fountain that seemed to be explode from thin air.


  An upside-down fountain. Like a rainfall that came from a single point and spread out to fill the air.


  A droplet landed on me.


  Then another.


  I felt my legs stumble.


  The door. I could sense it, just ahead.


  WWHHAAMMPP!


  A foot! A near miss. I was slowing down! I could feel my roach instincts becoming scrambled.


  I was poisoned. The nerve gas was beginning to work. My legs were tangling up. My antennae were waving frantically, unable to smell anything but the deadly rain of poison.


  "That got him!" a voice said.


  "Don't crush him," Visser Three yelled. "He may demorph to save himself and we'll have ourselves an Andalite!"


  I was starting to twitch. I couldn't breathe.


  And then, faster by far than the feet that had chased me, some new shape swooped down.


  I tried to run, but I no longer could.


  Three monstrous cables closed around me, and I was up, up, off the floor.


  <Hang in there, Jake,> Tobias said. <It's me. Red-tailed Airline welcomes you aboard, and I am hauling my feathered butt outta here!>


  Chapter 10


  



  <Morph, Jake! Morph now!>


  Tobias had set me down on the roof of a Boston Market restaurant. It was the closest safe place he could find.


  I was lying helpless on tar paper and gravel. My legs were twitching. My antennae waved insanely. I was twitching and jerking and losing all control over my roach body.


  But the human me understood what was going on.


  I was dying.


  I had watched roaches die from poisoning. I had stood over them and thought, "Ha, serves you right."


  Now it was me. Now it was my body that was failing. I was the one suffocating and jerking.


  <Jake! You have to morph out of this. Do it! Concentrate!>


  I knew he was right. It was the only way to stay alive. But it was so hard to focus when I was trapped inside a dying body.


  I tried to picture myself human. I tried to form a mental image of myself. But that picture was all mixed up with dolphins and birds and tigers.


  And the dream . . .


  I was in it now, as the delirium swept over me. In the dream . . .


  I was the tiger. Moving with perfect silence. Each muscle like liquid steel. Every movement controlled, calculated.


  I could smell my prey. I could hear his clumsy human movements in the dark forest. He was slow. He was weak. He could not escape me. I would destroy him. I would bring down my prey.


  My prey . . . Tom.


  I saw him turn to look at me. I saw fear in his eyes. Fear of me.


  I settled back on my haunches, preparing for the final lunge. The killing lunge that would end with my teeth sinking into his neck. My jaws crushing his spine.


  He looked at me and held up his hands. "No!"


  I leapt, uncoiling unbelievable power. I leapt, a huge, unstoppable hunter. I roared, a thunderous cry of triumph that could be heard for miles.


  And then I saw the tiger. Saw myself. Saw orange striped fur and ruthless yellow eyes and saber teeth and claws that could rip open a buffalo, hurtling toward me.


  Tom had become the tiger. And I was his prey.


  I closed my eyes. And when I opened them again, I saw, right above me, fierce eyes staring down from just a few inches away. The eyes of a hawk.


  <Are you okay?> Tobias asked.


  I raised my hand to look at it. Fingers. Five of them.


  "I don't know? Am I okay?"


  <You seem to have all your major limbs and so on,> Tobias said. <But it was a weird morph. You got poisoned pretty badly, I think. You seemed to be unconscious while you morphed.>


  "I'm alive," I said, feeling a little surprised. But of course the amount of poison that had almost killed me when I was a roach was nothing to me as a human. "Where are we?"


  <On the roof of a fast-food restaurant.>


  "You saved my butt, Tobias."


  <No problem. I am your own personal Air Force, dude. Just call in the air support anytime you need it.>


  I sat up. "How are the others?"


  <Worried about you. I checked up on them while you were coming out of morph. They're scattered around, but okay. Everyone morphed back. Ax is already in human morph again. Cassie has him with her.>


  "I guess I should get down from here," I said.


  <Yeah,> Tobias agreed. <So. Marco told me what you found out. This is major.>


  "Definitely major," I agreed. I stood up and began to look around for a way to escape from the roof. I was too tired and rattled to morph again.


  <Marco says Visser Three was there. In a human morph. The guy who showed up in the limo, right?>


  "Yeah, I guess so. I mean, roach eyes are pretty lame. I can only go by what I heard."


  <I saw him leave, right after I lifted you out of there,> Tobias said.


  I stopped looking for a ladder to the ground. Tobias was being too talkative. Too persistent.


  "Tobias? What is it? What are you trying to get around to telling me?"


  <When Visser Three left, Tom was with him.>


  My first reaction was relief. Visser Three had ordered someone executed in that meeting. It had not been Tom.


  "How, um . . . how did they look together? Visser Three and Tom?"


  <Tom was the only one from the meeting who went with Visser Three, aside from his guards. Tom was acting sort of careful around Visser Three. But he looked like he was pretty cocky around the guards. It's hard to say, Jake. But if I had to guess, I'd say Tom and Visser Three are tight.>


  "Yeah," I said. "I have a feeling maybe Tom is kind of responsible for a big part of this hospital plan." I shut up and thought for a second.


  "What will Visser Three do to Tom if this great plan is destroyed?"


  Tobias said nothing. He knew the answer.


  Those who fail Visser Three die.


  Chapter 11


  



  I saw the lane open up between Juan and Terry. A clear lane to the basket.


  Thonk. Thonk. Thonk. My right hand dribbled the ball. I stuck my left arm out, ready to ward off Juan if he came after me. I powered ahead.


  Sneakers squeaked on the polished wood floor of the gym. One of the guys on my team yelled, "Go, Jake!"


  Juan saw my move and came after me. But I was just a little too fast. Thonk! Thonk! Thonk!


  Stop. Pivot my back to Juan. Lock on to the basket, focus, focus . . .


  I jumped and arced the ball toward the hoop.


  It hit the backboard. It hit the rim. It bounced away. No score.


  I fell back against Juan and Terry - the three of us ended up in a tangle on the gym floor, arms and legs everywhere. The ball rolled out of bounds.


  "No wonder you never made the team," Terry said, laughing as he helped pull me to my feet.


  I had tried out for the team, but I didn't make the cut. At the time it had bothered me. Mostly because Tom had been the big basketball hero when he was at our school. I wanted to live up to that.


  Now, I realized I didn't have time for after-school sports anyway. And playing during gym class was enough basketball.


  "Yeah? Well, I beat Juan with some of my excellent moves, and he is on the team," I said. I reached back to help pull Juan up. "Although I can't figure out why they would want some guy who looks like he's made out of straws."


  "I'm just saving my best stuff for the finals," Juan said. "I don't want to waste my secret, killer moves on you, Jake. And now you practically crushed my legs, you big ox. Man, you ought to be playing football."


  "Good idea." I grinned at Juan. He's about five-eleven and weighs like ten pounds. "Let me practice my tackling on you."


  Just then the coach whistled, which was the signal to hit the showers.


  "Saved by the whistle, Juan," I said.


  "You should have inherited some of Tom's moves," Terry said. "That brother of yours has a jump shot."


  "Man, Tom could have been in college ball easy. At a good school, too. If he would have stuck with it," Juan chimed in. "That boy has the gift."


  They were right. Tom did have the gift. But he had dropped out of basketball. The Yeerk who controlled him had other plans, I guess.


  I showered and got dressed for my next class. Marco was waiting out in the hallway. He had gym next period.


  "B-ball today?" he asked. "Cool. I thought it was going to be more wrestling. I hate wrestling. Getting up close and personal with sweaty guys? Not my idea of a good time."


  "The ancient Greeks used to wrestle with no clothes," I pointed out. "Just be glad this isn't Greece."


  "And no deodorant," Marco agreed. "It's going to be next Tuesday."


  "What's going to be next Tuesday?"


  Marco looked over my shoulder and then, very casually, around the hallway to make sure no one was close enough to overhear. "The governor. That's when he's going in the hospital. I'll bet you a hundred bucks it's for hemorrhoids." He grinned. "That's why it's kind of secret. No one is supposed to know."


  "So, how do you know?"


  "Well, we know from the meeting the other night that he's going, right? So all I had to do is find out what his schedule is going to be. Turns out it's no problem. I told them I was a reporter and they faxed me a copy."


  Marco pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and opened it for me to see.


  "See? Saturday he gives a speech. Sunday he goes on a TV interview show. Monday he gives another speech. Tuesday . . . oops! Suddenly on Tuesday he begins a five-day vacation, and they don't say where he's going."


  "Why would he keep it a secret, I wonder?"


  "Oh, puh-leeze. If it is hemorrhoids? A politician getting his hemorrhoids operated on? The jokes are just too easy. Letterman would be talking about it in his monologue."


  I smiled. "Yeah, okay. Good work."


  "Tomorrow's Saturday," Marco said. "Should we do it then?"


  I guess the expression on my face showed how I felt. Marco cocked his head and looked sideways at me. "You okay, man? You had a close call last night. I've been there, so I know it isn't easy to just get past it."


  "No, I'm cool," I said. I gave him a push. "Besides, since when are you all psyched to go?" Marco had always been the most reluctant member of the group.


  "You know since when," he said softly.


  I nodded.


  Marco was no longer reluctant to fight the Yeerks. It had become a very personal battle for him.


  "Yeah, sorry," I said.


  "As far as the others are concerned, I'm still the same old Marco," he said. "I don't want them thinking anything is different. I don't want them feeling sorry for me."


  "Now, Marco, how is anyone ever going to feel sorry for you? You're so totally obnoxious."


  "And I plan to stay that way."


  The bell rang, signaling the next class.


  "Okay," I said. "Tomorrow. We'll need to think of some way to get inside that hospital, though. They'll really be on the lookout."


  "Actually, Cassie already suggested something to me," Marco said.


  I rolled my eyes. "Oh, man. You know, I like Cassie. But this is the girl who suggested we try an ant morph."


  Marco started to head into the gym. I headed toward class.


  "Not ants," he said over his shoulder.


  "I don't even want to know."


  "Think dog poop."


  "What?" I demanded. But by then he was through the door and gone.


  Chapter 12


  



  "Something nice, but for fifteen bucks or less," I said. "My dad's birthday is in two months, so I have to spread my money pretty thin."


  It was after school. We had headed to the mall. Me and Cassie and Rachel. My mom's birthday was coming up. I had about fifteen dollars to buy her something, and the last time I'd bought her a present it hadn't turned out all that well.


  Who would ever guess that she wouldn't appreciate a classic Spiderman #3 in almost mint condition?


  Okay, so I was a year younger then. Plus, I had asked Marco to help me find something.


  This time I asked Cassie if she would help me shop. Which was almost as dumb, since Cassie isn't really into clothing and cute little stuff.


  So Cassie had asked Rachel to help.


  "How about that store?" I asked, pointing at one that had women's clothing.


  "Yeah, right. Good choice, as long as you have at least a hundred dollars to spend," Rachel said.


  "Okay. How about . . . " Cassie began.


  "Uh-uh. Cassie, think about it," Rachel said, looking slightly perturbed by our stupidity. "Look at the name of the store. It might as well scream 'fat, middle-aged ladies.' Jake? Do you want to tell your mom you think she's fat?"


  "No." I shook my head vigorously. But then I thought it might be a trick question. "I mean, I don't, do I?"


  Rachel rolled her eyes. "No, you don't. Duh. Have you two ever shopped for anything? I feel like I'm dealing with Ax here. I mean, are you two from this planet? We're looking for something on sale. Something that says 'Mom, I still think of you as being young and cool.' Something classic, understated. Most likely, we're talking a department store." She pointed. "That department store. Second floor. Toward the front, on the right. That's where we want to be. Look for sale signs. They'll be red with black letters."


  Cassie grinned at me. "See? Rachel owns this mall."


  "Shopping and kicking butt. Rachel's specialties," I said affectionately.


  We cruised the department store and in about ten minutes, Rachel had found a silk blouse.


  "It was thirty-three dollars originally," Rachel crowed. "Thirty-three, marked down to twenty-five. Then, a thirty percent discount for this one-day sale. We got it for seventeen fifty! Do you realize that's almost half off the original price? Seventeen and a half bucks! For that blouse! Yes! She shops, she scores!"


  "Yeah, but I was only going to spend fifteen," I said meekly.


  "You didn't spend too much. Don't you know anything? You saved fifteen dollars and fifty cents. You came out ahead by more than fifteen bucks!"


  "Wait a minute. How did I save, if I spent?"


  Cassie put her hand on my arm. "No. Don't ask. Rachel uses a whole twisted math involved in shopping. Don't even try and understand it."


  Rachel ignored Cassie's teasing. "Hey. While you pay, I have to go check something in Juniors. Meet you at the food court."


  Rachel peeled off, leaving me and Cassie alone in the racks of clothing.


  "So when are you going to tell me your idea?" I asked.


  "I thought Marco already told you."


  I shook my head. "Nope. He just said 'think dog poop.' I did. I got a very bad feeling as a result."


  Cassie looked a little pouty. "Look, it was the only animal I could think of that could get in and out of a hospital without getting stepped on or poisoned. We wouldn't even be seen, probably. I mean, they go everywhere. Who even notices them?"


  "Cassie, so far I have done three insects. Flea, that was okay. Ant, that was definitely not okay. And roach. I'm starting to feel jealous of Tobias. I mean, he's stuck as a hawk, but at least he doesn't have to go around turning into bugs."


  "Do you have a better idea, Jake? Because I respect your feelings. I was just trying to help. It's just a suggestion."


  I drew a deep breath. "No, I don't have any great suggestions. I'm just . . . I mean . . . it's just, whatever happened to the good old days when we would be tigers or wolves or something fun? I don't want to be a fly. I saw that movie. The Fly. Both versions. The old one, and the new one with Jeff Goldblum. I mean, a fly? A fly?"


  "The movie. I forgot that movie," Cassie said.


  She made a face. "The one where the guy has a tiny little human head stuck on a fly body and he's trapped in a spiderweb and he's going 'h-e-e-e-l-p m-e-e-e' in this little tiny voice? And that guy is so grossed out he just crushes him?"


  We both just stood there, looking kind of sick.


  "Moths?" Cassie suggested.


  "Too slow," I said. "And too big. They would spot us."


  "Okay . . . um . . . bees?"


  "No way. No social insects ever again. Bees could be as bad as ants that way. No social insects. No hives. No colonies." I shuddered at the memory of the ant morph. It had been like dying. The ant had no individual self. It was just a part of a bigger machine.


  "Flies aren't social," Cassie said.


  "Can I help you?" a saleswoman asked.


  "No," Cassie said. "Thanks, anyway."


  We started walking, heading to the food court to hook up with Rachel.


  "It would just be to get into the hospital," I said, thinking out loud. "If they are using the hospital to transfer Yeerks into hosts, it will mean they have some kind of a Yeerk pool in there. That's what we are after. Find that Yeerk pool, wipe it out."


  "So we would just be in fly morph for a brief time," Cassie said. "I mean, if we decided to do it. We'd have to demorph to do any damage."


  "And then, if we create enough confusion, we can escape in some other way. We wouldn't have to do flies again."


  "True," Cassie agreed. "We'd probably only be in the fly morph for a few minutes."


  "Yep."


  "So it's flies," Cassie said.


  "Yep."


  Then, both of us, at the same time, said "H-e-e-e-l-p m-e-e-e! H-e-e-e-l-p m-e-e-e!"


  Chapter 13


  



  Here's the thing about flies.


  Being a fly is fun. It really is.


  Turning into a fly . . . that is a whole different story.


  I guess it's no big secret that I kind of like Cassie. I think she's really pretty. But when I saw these two huge, glittering, bulging, compound eyes come popping out of her eye sockets, I screamed.


  I mean, I screamed like a baby.


  "Yaaaaahhh!"


  "Great, Jake. That's going to make her feel good," Marco said.


  "Marco, you have your eyes closed," I pointed out.


  "And they're staying closed, too."


  "Excuse me," Rachel said. She raced for the door of the barn and ran outside. A few seconds later we heard the sound of barfing.


  You have to understand. Cassie was mostly still human at the point where the fly eyes showed up. She was about two feet tall and shrinking fast, and the extra legs had already popped out of her chest, and the gauzy wings were growing from her back, but her face was still a human face.


  Until the eyes popped out.


  Oh, man. You think you've seen scary stuff? Maybe in movies or on TV? You haven't seen any thing scary till you've seen fly eyes pop out of someone's head like a pair of balloons.


  She was pretty small by the time her fly mouth appeared. I was grateful for that. Because later, when I became a fly, I saw what a fly mouth looks like.


  The eyes were bad. But if I'd seen that long, tubular, sucking, tonguelike thing come rolling out . . . that thing that spits on the food, then sucks the spit mixture back in . . .


  Rachel came back inside. "Sorry," she said shakily. "Anyone have some gum? A Tic Tac?"


  Ax was puzzled. <Does the morphing process disturb you?>


  "Sometimes," I said, still fighting the urge to look away as Cassie shriveled down to a few inches. "Some animals give me the willies."


  <The willies? What are the willies?>


  "Well, it's just this feeling of being grossed out. Sickened. Nauseated. Creeped. Like your skin is crawling. Willies."


  <Is she done?> Tobias asked. <I'm not coming in there until she's done.>


  "Tell Tobias it's okay, will you, Ax?"


  <Tobias. Prince Jake says it's cool.>


  I smiled at Marco, who was now peeking through his fingers. Ax was learning to sound seminormal. At least in thought-speak. When he was in human morph and spoke out loud, he still played with every sound and drove everyone crazy.


  Tobias flew in through the open hayloft above.


  "Can you hear me, Cassie?" Rachel asked.


  "Tobias. Do you see her?" Cassie was a true fly now.


  <Got her.>


  "Keep a sharp focus on her," I said. "Don't lose sight."


  <Relax. It's broad daylight, she's ten feet away. At this distance I can see the hairs on her little fly legs. Unfortunately. Ooooh. Oh, man. Oh, that's just not even slightly attractive.>


  "Cassie?" Rachel asked again.


  "Tobias? Try her with thought-speak."


  <Cassie? Cassie, can you hear me? There she goes! She's flying!>


  "Don't lose her, Tobias. Don't lose her."


  "She won't go far," Marco said. "All the horse manure in this barn? Where would she go that's any better for a fly?"


  Suddenly, in my head I heard <Yeeeeee haaaaahhhh!>


  "Cassie?"


  <Cassie?>


  <Whooooo hoooooo!>


  "Cassie! Answer us!"


  <Cassie? You okay?>


  <Oh, man! Man! Can this thing fly! You guys have got to try this. This thing flies like a rocket. Yaaaah haaaahhh!>


  <Are you able to control the fly brain?>


  <Yes, yes. Don't worry, you guys. I'm fine. Sorry. But it's just such a complete, insane rush! Come on, let's go, time's a-wasting.>


  I sucked in a deep breath. I had been hoping everything would be fine. That Cassie would not have any problems. But at the same time, I was utterly disgusted at the idea of becoming a fly. And now she was saying it was okay.


  You'd think it would get easier, slipping in and out of strange shapes. But you'd be wrong. Gross is gross, and always remains gross.


  "Okay, guys. It looks like we're doing this," I said, trying desperately to sound cheerful and optimistic.


  "Oh, goody," Marco said.


  <Yes! Goody!> Ax said, totally unaware that Marco was being sarcastic.


  "Sounds like Cassie's having fun," Rachel said.


  "Uh-huh," I said. "Let's just do it."


  We did it.


  Morphing was as gross as we'd expected.


  But Cassie was also right. Once you were in the morph; once you got used to the fact that your vision was like a thousand tiny TV screens, each showing a slightly different picture; once you got done freaking about the way your nasty fly tongue stuck out; once you got past the bizarre combination of hooks and bristles and hairs that made up your fly leg; once you got past the fact that nothing looks right or familiar when you're only about an eighth of an inch long; and mostly, once you stopped thinking about that stupid fly movie . . .


  Well, then, it was cool!


  I have flown before. As a peregrine falcon and as a seagull.


  Both are cool. I mean, the falcon can go like 175 miles an hour in a dive.


  Faster than a stock car. Faster than small planes.


  But flying as a fly is totally, completely insane.


  A housefly beats its wings 200 times per second.


  Say "hello, there" out loud. In the time it took you to say that, a fly's wings beat 200 times.


  A fly moves at about four miles per hour. Which doesn't sound very fast, compared to a falcon hitting almost 200 miles per hour. But trust me, when you're only an eighth of an inch long, four miles an hour is like warp factor nine.


  And what's really cool is you can do that going down, going left, right, or straight up.


  And you can change directions in no time. One minute you're shooting straight ahead like a bullet, the next tenth of a second you're going straight up.


  Cassie was right. It was gross, but it was fun.


  <Yeeeee haaaaahhh!> Ax yelled.


  <Whoooaaaa hooaaahhh!> I cried as I blasted straight up at what felt like the speed of light.


  <We are ugly as sin, but we are so cool!> Rachel exulted.


  <Let's go find some dog poop!> Marco said. <Kidding,> he added a second later. <Just kidding.>


  <Okay, okay, we have important stuff to do,> I said after we had all spent a couple of minutes getting used to the fly's simple instincts and pretty decent senses. <Time to get on the bus.>


  Tobias was the bus. The hospital was a couple of miles away. Flies are fast in relative terms, but in actual speed, Tobias was a lot quicker. It would have taken us hours. Tobias could carry us there in a few minutes.


  <Hop on the big feathery guy,> Cassie said. <Aim for the back of his neck. We don't want his wings or tail knocking us off.>


  <It's just a good thing I know you guys,> Tobias said. <My own little necklace of houseflies. It's enough to gag a maggot.>


  <Gag a maggot?> Marco echoed, <Gag a maggot? Hey pal, don't be dissing our kids that way.>


  <Yuck,> Tobias commented. And then we were off.


  Chapter 14


  



  I clung to Tobias's feathers. It was easy enough to do. Fly legs can grab onto glass, or hang upside down on a ceiling.


  I could feel the wind whipping around me. It rattled my wings and actually whistled through the chinks and joints of my tiny exoskeleton.


  An incredible array of aromas assaulted my sensitive antennae. Unfortunately, the main things my fly brain seemed interested in were anything sweet, anything rotting, or anything decayed and putrid.


  <This is a little like that shrew morph I did early on,> Rachel pointed out. <The same interest in dead meat.>


  Suddenly, a monster! It loomed huge in my compound eyes. Smaller than me, but still way, way too big.


  <What the . . . !> I yelped.


  <What? What is it?> Cassie asked.


  <Oh, man. I think it's a flea. It looks about the size of a poodle. But not even slightly cute.>


  <Wait a minute!> Tobias cried. <Are you telling me I have fleas?>


  <Just one that I've seen,> I answered. <Now he's gone. He probably jumped off.>


  Actually, I was lying. The flea was working his way along Tobias skin, beneath the feathers, looking for a good place to sink his penetrating, bloodthirsty tongue.


  But somehow I didn't think Tobias would want to hear that.


  <Okay, we're at the hospital,> Tobias said. <I'll take a low pass, then tell you guys when to jump off. Kind of like an old war movie. You guys are the paratroopers.>


  <Good example,> Marco said. <Ever notice how in those old movies the paratroopers mostly get shot?>


  <Jake?> Cassie whispered to me in thought-speak so that no one else could hear.


  <Yeah?>


  <You could still drop out of this mission,> she said. <Everyone would understand.>


  <Thanks. But no. Tom or no Tom, the Yeerks have to be stopped.> That's what I told myself, anyway. I guess it was true.


  <Okay, everything looks fine to me,> Tobias said. <I see an open window on the third floor. No screen.>


  <You're sure?> Marco asked.


  <Marco, in light this bright I could tell you if there was a single strand of spiderweb across that window, let alone a screen.>


  <He said spiderweb,> Rachel moaned.


  <H-e-e-e-l-p m-e-e-e!> Marco mimicked.


  By absolutely terrible luck, the old version of The Fly had been on TV the night before. Like fools, we'd all watched it.


  <I don't understand what this means,> Ax grumbled.


  <Get ready,> Tobias said. <Three . . . two . . . one . . . bail!>


  I leapt from his back. I opened my wings. The slipstream was so fast it sent me tumbling, end over end through the air. But as my speed dropped I quickly gained control.


  <Everyone okay?>


  <Yee hah!> Rachel said.


  <I see the window opening,> Ax said.


  I saw him fly past me like a buzzing, wobbling, careening jet fighter. At least I think it was him. I fell in behind, following his wake.


  It turned out Ax was wrong. What he'd thought was a window was actually a small sign on the side of the building. With fly eyes you had to get pretty close to see anything. So we blazed along the face of the building for a while, trying to spot it.


  <Keep going,> Tobias called to us. <You're almost there.>


  Suddenly, I could feel a rush of cooler air, billowing out at us.


  <Here we go,> I said.


  I turned into the current of air and seconds later was in the relative darkness inside the building.


  <Okay. We're looking for anything that might be a miniature Yeerk pool,> I reminded everyone. <Everyone except Ax has been near a Yeerk pool, so try to remember that smell, and see if your antennae pick up anything similar.>


  <I'll tell you one thing. I'll bet I know where the maternity ward is. I smell large numbers of dirty diapers,> Rachel said.


  <Okay, let's split up, like we planned. Ax and Cassie, you're with me. Rachel and Marco, be careful.>


  Rachel and Marco peeled off and soon disappeared from sight.


  The three of us flew out into what we figured was a hallway, since it seemed very long and had bright lights all along it.


  <I smell poop. I smell a banana. At least, I think it's a banana. And, I smell more poop,> Cassie said. <Say one thing for flies. If you ever need to find poop, hire a fly.>


  Below us, barely visible, we occasionally caught sight of big, moving oval shapes - the tops of people's heads. But with our limited sight, they seemed like floating islands of hair moving on a blurry sea.


  <How's our time, Ax?> I asked.


  <We have used twenty percent of our time,> Ax reported.


  <Good. That's right on plan,> I said, trying to reassure myself as much as the two of them.


  <Yaaaahhh!>


  <What is it?>


  <That human tried to reach up and hit me!> Ax said. <But he was very slow.>


  <Hey,> Cassie said. <Hey. Do you guys smell that?>


  <More poop?>


  <No. Similar to poop, but different. A strange smell. My fly brain doesn't know what it is. I'm trying to remember . . .>


  <I too am smelling something,> Ax reported. <But not very strong.>


  <I'm thinking we turn right,> Cassie suggested.


  <Right turn,> I agreed. Now I was getting the scent, too. A dark, deep, rich aroma. Sweet and oily.


  <Marco, Rachel,> I called to them in thought-speak. <You guys have anything?>


  <Barely hear --- must --- away. Nothing --->


  <We are at the limits of the thought-speak range,> Ax said.


  Now the scent was more powerful than before.


  <In there,> I said. <I think that's a door.>


  We landed. My six legs, each armed with sharp talons and sticky pads, gripped the smooth surface of the door.


  <Here's a question,> Cassie said. <How do you open a door when you're like an eighth of an inch long?>


  <Down to the floor. We can walk or fly under the crack.>


  Seconds later, we were on the linoleum, marching jerkily forward. We passed beneath the door, then instantly took flight again.


  <Oh, man, there is definitely something in here,> Cassie said. <Over there. Do you see a big, shiny-looking superdome kind of thing?>


  <Yeah. I agree. I think that may be it. Does anyone see anyone in the room? Any humans?>


  No one did.


  <Okay, Ax. You demorph first. If someone barges in, your Andalite body will be more useful than the two of us as humans.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  <Ax? You really, really don't have to call me that.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake. I am beginning the change.>


  <Cool. Cassie and I will hang out on the ceiling.>


  A few moments later I saw a vast eyeball, stuck on the end of a long stalk, come shooting up toward us where we hung upside down. One of Ax's extra, stalk-mounted eyes. The eye turned to look at us.


  Then, a violent vibration in the air. The eye disappeared from sight.


  And a second vibration, like something heavy falling.


  <Ax? Are you okay?>


  <Yes. There was a human here. But he is unconscious now.>


  Chapter 15


  



  We demorphed as quickly as we could. When my human eyesight returned, I saw Ax, standing calmly in his Andalite form. Against the far wall was a man in a white coat, holding a clip board.


  He was crumpled and unconscious, but alive.


  <Knowing your brother is a Controller, I did not kill this creature,> Ax said. <I feared it might be him.>


  "No. It's not. But that's a good instinct, Ax. Whoever this guy is, he's someone's brother or son or even father."


  I took a look first at my own body. I was barefoot, like I always was when I came out of a morph. And wearing only my silly-looking bike shorts and tight T-shirt. (Even Ax can't figure out how to morph anything more than the most minimal clothing.) But I seemed to have all my usual legs and arms.


  "You okay, Cassie?" I asked.


  "I'm fine." She pointed at what had looked like a shiny superdome to us as flies. It was a stainless steel vat about eight feet across.


  I laughed. "You know what this is? This is a whirlpool. A Jacuzzi. Someone just put a lid over it. Why would they have this in a hospital?"


  "For therapy," Cassie said. "You know, for people with muscle strains or back problems."


  I stepped to the side of the whirlpool. I grabbed the handles on the lid and lifted. It opened easily on hydraulic hinges. I looked inside. I recoiled.


  The water was sludgy, brown, and viscous.


  And roiling with slugs.


  Yeerks. In their natural state.


  "Well, well, well," I said.


  <Yeerks,> Ax said, with that combination of disgust and pure hatred Andalites always showed. <A portable Yeerk pool. There must be a small Kandrona nearby.>


  Yeerks must leave their host bodies every three days to return to a Yeerk pool. In the Yeerk pool they feed by soaking up various nutrients, but especially Kandrona rays, which are like the rays of their home sun. Kandronas are artificial sources of Kandrona rays.


  "Can they see us? Now, I mean?"


  <No, Prince Jake. In their natural state they are blind.>


  I walked slowly around the whirlpool. My foot hit something solid. The pump for the whirlpool action. It was disconnected, with a wire pulled out of the wall socket. The control panel had been ripped away, exposing bare wires.


  "Ax? What do you think would happen to all those Yeerks in there if the temperature of the liquid suddenly went up to say, one hundred twenty degrees? And the liquid was all agitated?"


  Ax looked puzzled. <I believe the heat and the agitation might destroy them.>


  "Well. That would be a pity." I made a quick decision. "Ax? Watch the door to the hallway. Cassie? We may need you in some more dangerous morph. What have you got?"


  "Wolf?"


  "Perfect. But no howling."


  "What are you going to do?" Cassie asked.


  "We came here to stop this sick operation, right? Well, wiping out a hundred or so Yeerks might be a good way to start. I'm going to hook this thing back together, and Jacuzzi these filthy creeps to death."


  There were no tools in the room. But I did find some tape and a pair of tweezers. That was all I needed. I began reconnecting wires, red to red, blue to blue, green to green. Without the switches, the settings would all automatically be at maximum. Maximum heat, maximum jets.


  But all the while, in the back of my head, was this nagging feeling.


  It couldn't be this easy.


  I connected the last wire.


  Cassie had finished the transformation into her wolf body. She stood by patiently, like a very big, very tough-looking dog.


  "Okay. Time to boil some Yeerks."


  I reached down and stuck the plug in the outlet.


  It took a few seconds, then the boiling sound began. The familiar Jacuzzi bubbling.


  The door opened. A man and a woman, both wearing white lab coats. For a split second they just froze and stared.


  "Andalite!" the woman yelped.


  Cassie was on her in a flash. She leapt, hit the woman hard, and knocked her to the floor.


  Ax moved toward the man, but the man was fast. He dodged, staying out of range of Ax's tail.


  I was still behind the whirlpool, out of sight. I was trying to focus on morphing into tiger form for a fight.


  But then, two more men, dressed in uniform as guards, came plowing into the room. The first one leveled a gun.


  "Ax!" I shouted. "A gun!"


  Ax's tail flashed.


  "Aaaargghh!" the Controller screamed.


  The hand that had been holding the gun was no longer attached to the man's arm.


  "Get backup to the pool area! Andalites!" the second guard screamed into a walkie-talkie. Then he drew his gun.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  They told me later there was a third shot. But I didn't hear it.


  A sledgehammer blow struck the side of my head. A ricochet. For a brief second I clung to consciousness. But then, I swooned. I fell.


  Facedown in the whirlpool.


  Facedown in the bubbling, boiling mass of dying Yeerks.


  Chapter 16


  



  Facedown, unconscious, in the superheating Yeerk pool.


  I don't know for how long.


  When I woke I had two terrifying, overwhelming feelings. One was suffocation. I had breathed in a lungful of the liquid from the pool.


  I came to, gasping and hacking and gagging. I was alive, but I could hardly breathe. Each breath was a struggle. I coughed and I think at one point I threw up.


  The second feeling was of pain in my head. Pain like nothing I had ever even imagined before. It was like someone was drilling a hole in my ear, drilling straight into my brain.


  I wanted to scream, but I was still choking. I was on my knees on the floor of the hospital room, wanting to cry from the pain and gasping for every half-breath of air.


  All the while, a battle raged. They were trying to get in the doorway. But it was too narrow for more than one or two human-Controllers at a time to attack. Ax's tail and Cassie's long wolf teeth were enough to hold them off.


  BLAM! Another gunshot!


  "Stop firing, you fool!" someone shouted. "The pool is in there! Visser Three will eat your guts!"


  Even in my condition I could see that Ax and Cassie couldn't last. I needed to morph, to join the battle. But I could not seem to do it. The pain . . . or maybe the lack of oxygen . . . I couldn't concentrate. My brain was fuzzy, drifting . . .


  I heard a rumbling, pounding noise from the hallway outside. There were cries and screams of rage. Suddenly, into the room burst a huge black gorilla and a second wolf.


  Marco and Rachel.


  They had driven the attackers away, but only for a few seconds.


  <Jake's hurt,> I heard Cassie say. <He fell in the Yeerk pool.>


  <Marco, grab Jake,> Rachel ordered. <Get something to cover his face. Ax, Cassie, keep holding the door. I'm going to change morph. We need more firepower.>


  I felt myself lifted up off the floor. A white cloth was wrapped around my head. One of the lab coats from an injured Controller, I guessed. I was cradled in the huge arms of a gorilla.


  <Rock-a-bye baby,> Marco joked. <Hang in there, man. We're getting you out of here.>


  I was still coughing and gasping, but my breathing was at least improving. Not enough to speak, but I could breathe enough to keep from passing out.


  At the same time, something had happened to the pain in my head. It was diminishing. And yet, instead of feeling more clearheaded, I felt more confused.


  "Get them!" a Controller was yelling outside the door. "Attack. Attack!"


  <It doesn't look like I'm gonna fit through this doorway.> It was Rachel. <So I guess I'll have to make the door a little bigger.>


  I caught just a glimpse through the fabric that hid my face. A flash of something huge and gray.


  Rachel's elephant morph.


  <Rachel?> a voice in my head wondered. The voice was surprised. <A human?>


  BOOOM! WHUMP! CRRRUUUUNNCH!


  <Now the door is plenty big,> Rachel said.


  Wild screams! Panic! Cries of pain!


  I was bounced and slammed against walls and even dropped at one point. I felt us go down a set of stairs. I felt hands grabbing at me and slipping away.


  Finally, fresh air. We were running like mad for the shelter of a stand of trees that fronted the hospital.


  <Cassie!> Marco said. <You have a horse morph, right? Quick. Before they figure out how to follow us.>


  I was tossed onto the dirt.


  The gorilla peeled back the coat that was over my face. <You alive? Man! That was intense. That is one hospital that's going to need some redecorating. We're gonna put you on Cassie. Then we'll try to cover your retreat.>


  "My . . . head . . . " I said.


  <Headache? No surprise, dude.>


  "Something . . . wrong . . . I can't . . . think."


  <Don't worry. Take a break. We have it under control. More or less.>


  <Unbelievable,> said a voice in my head. <Can it be? Humans?>


  What was that voice? Where was it coming from?


  Marco lifted me and slung me over a horse's back. Cassie.


  <Cassie? A human, yes. And Rachel? The cousin? Human as well.>


  My hand tried to pull the coat away from my face.


  What was happening? There was a voice inside my head.


  We were running now, running and running at full gallop, through trees, across lawns, down suburban streets where Cassie's hooves clattered loudly.


  We jumped a fence. I flew through the air and landed hard on the dirt.


  I felt pain, but it came from far away.


  The coat was loose. I looked around. Trees, everywhere. A panting horse standing nearby.


  I saw all this, but in a distant way, as if I were watching it all on TV. My eyes moved left, right. They moved all on their own. Like someone else was focusing them.


  Cassie. I tried to say her name. Cassie.


  But no sound came from my mouth.


  <Don't struggle, Jake, a voice in my head said. It's pointless.>


  What? Who was saying that? What was . . . ?


  Then, a laugh only I could hear. <Put that primitive human brain to work, Jake. Jake, the Animorph,> it sneered. <Jake, the servant of the Andalite filth!>


  Then I knew.


  I knew what the voice was.


  A Yeerk!


  A Yeerk in my own head.


  I was a Controller.
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  <Very good. You figured it out,> said the silent voice in my head, mocking me.


  <NO! NO! NO!>


  <Jake, are you all right?> Cassie asked. For a moment I thought she had heard me cry out. But no, she was just concerned.


  Tobias landed on a branch overhead. <Is he okay?>


  <I can't tell. He's alive. He's breathing. But it's like he's zoned out or something. We may have to take him to a doctor.>


  I wanted to tell them both. To scream "They have me! They are inside me!" But I couldn't make my mouth move. It was like there was a roadblock. Like I could form the thoughts, give the order to my lips and tongue to speak, but the order never got there.


  <Struggle all you like, human. Fight me!> the Yeerk gloated. <Go ahead. It won't matter, in the end. I am in your head. I am wrapped around your brain like a living blanket.>


  <NO!>


  <I can read your thoughts. I control your body. I am tapped into your memory. I can read it like a book.>


  <Get out of my head! No! No!>


  <Oh, I don't think I want to do that, Jake. Why would I abandon such an interesting host? So you are the one who has driven Visser Three half-mad with rage. A kid. The midget.>


  <Midget? How do ->


  <You're surprised I know what Tom calls you? Ha ha ha. Oh, the irony really is sweet. Don't you get it, clever Jake? Don't you see what's happened, my little Animorph.>


  Cassie had become human again. She knelt down beside me and looked down into my eyes. "He's alert. His eyes are tracking. Jake? Jake, can you talk to me?"


  It was a nightmare. That's what it was. Another nightmare. I would wake up soon. I would wake up and laugh and laugh.


  <I am Temrash one-one-four,> the Yeerk said proudly. <Formerly Temrash two-five-two, of the Sulp Niar pool. I have been promoted. No doubt you are happy for me.>


  <You filthy slug! Get out of my head!>


  <Do you know what my last host was? Who it was?> the Yeerk taunted.


  <Shut up! Shut up! Stop talking to me! Go away.> It wasn't real. It couldn't be real!


  <It was Tom, of course. Your brother. I am the Yeerk who controlled your brother.>


  That cut through my growing hysteria. <What?>


  <Ah, I thought that might interest you. Yes, Tom was my host.>


  <Then . . . he's . . .>


  <Free? Ha ha ha.> The Yeerk laughed in my head. <You're even stupider than your brother. No, your brother's body has been given to a new Yeerk. Someone with a lower rank. I am too important now to be wasted on Tom. I am to take on a new and important project. A very special host.>


  <The governor!>


  <Jake,> Tobias tried thought-speaking to me. <If you can hear me, move your hand.>


  <Well, well. Not a complete idiot, are you?> the Yeerk said. <Yes. I was to be given the most important post on this planet. But this is better still. Visser Three is very determined to catch you and your friends. He will be surprised to learn that you are human.>


  <I'll never tell you who the ->


  <The others? You mean, Cassie, Marco, Rachel? Tobias, who's sitting in the tree over our heads? And of course the one remaining Andalite, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill?>


  "We have to get him to a doctor," Cassie told Tobias.


  Just then, Marco arrived. He was fully human again. He was dressed in his morph clothes and walking gingerly without shoes. "Doctor? He needs a doctor? What's the matter with him?"


  "Nothing is the matter with me," I said, quite suddenly. "I'm fine."


  Only I didn't say it. My mouth spoke the words. But I didn't say it.


  The Yeerk had spoken through my mouth.


  "No way," Cassie said. "We're taking you to a doctor. You didn't answer me for like five minutes. Maybe you have a concussion."


  My body sat up. "Sorry I scared you, Cassie. But I'm fine. And where are you going to take me? Back to that hospital? What if some doctor does a blood test and he sees something that shows him I'm an Animorph?"


  "Like what?" Marco asked, sounding skeptical.


  "How do I know? Maybe some leftover roach DNA. Look, I'm fine, okay?"


  <I'm going back up,> Tobias said. <Make sure no one is after us, and see if Rachel and Ax are okay.> He flapped his wings and flew away through the trees.


  "As soon as we know Rachel and Ax are safe, we need to break up and go our separate ways," my mouth said.


  The Yeerk was considering his next move. I could not "hear" his thoughts. But I could feel him using my brain. He was digging through my memory. Trying to learn quickly about the others.


  He was using my brain. Using me.


  I had to do something quick. Something to warn Cassie and Marco. Surely they would guess what was happening. They were the two people in the whole world who were closest to me.


  Surely they would realize that I was no longer myself.


  Wouldn't they?


  "I don't think there's all that much the Yeerks can do right now," Marco said to Cassie. "We're deep in the national forest. It would take a while for them to organize a search. They'd need helicopters and lots of human-Controllers. And they don't even know what they're looking for." He laughed. "After all, they still think we're Andalites."


  "Yeah, but it means we're going to have to be very careful with Ax," my mouth said. "We'll need to hide him. I think we may have parboiled quite a few Yeerks in that whirlpool. They're going to be very upset."


  It was incredible. It was shocking to listen to. The Yeerk was using my voice. My inflection. He was saying the words I would have said.


  Marco and Cassie would never guess. As far as they could see or hear, the Yeerk in my brain was me.


  <Yes, little human,> the Yeerk sneered silently. <Your body is my home now. Mine. Body and mind, under my control. Forget resistance. It is futile. No host has ever overpowered a Yeerk. It is impossible.>


  I felt a dark wave of terror wash over me. He was telling the truth. I knew he was. No host had ever defeated a Yeerk.


  Resistance was futile.


  Futile.


  I would never be free. Just like Tom. If this Yeerk moved on, they would give me to another. I was a slave.


  Forever.


  There was a noise behind me. Footsteps on the pine needles and leaves. At the same time, Tobias came swooping down to land on a nearby branch.


  I turned around. Rachel.


  "Hey, cousin," I said. "I see you made it okay."


  Then, a touch on my shoulder.


  I spun suddenly. I hadn't heard anyone else arriving.


  Ax! Just behind me. His Andalite face close to mine. His big eyes watching me.


  And in that split second, hatred revealed itself. A hatred that had crossed light years of space to play itself out on planet Earth.


  <Andalite!> the Yeerk hissed silently. And in that one word I heard the same fury and contempt I heard whenever Ax said the word "Yeerk."


  Only I heard it. The Yeerk did not say a thing.


  But surprised, unaware, unprepared, he did curl my lip in an instinctive expression of revulsion.


  It was a small thing. It lasted only a second. And then the Yeerk was using my mouth to say, "Hey, Ax. You did great back there when -"


  In a movement too fast for me to see, Ax whipped his tail forward. In the blink of an eye, his scythe blade was leveled a quarter-inch from my throat.


  <Yeerk!> he said.
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  "Ax! What are you doing?" Cassie demanded.


  "Are you NUTS?" Marco cried.


  "What's your problem, Ax?" my voice asked the Andalite.


  But he did not waver. And he did not pull that deadly tail away from my throat. <Prince Jake has been taken. He is a Controller.>


  "What?" Rachel snapped. "Back off, Ax. You're crazy."


  <His head was in the Yeerk pool long enough for a Yeerk to enter his head,> Ax said. <And just now . . . you all saw his expression when he was surprised to see me. I am not human. I do not know every human expression. So tell me. What was that look?>


  "This is crazy." The Yeerk tried a disbelieving laugh. "Marco . . . Cassie . . . would you please tell this nut that I am okay?"


  But I saw doubt in Marco's shrewd eyes. "Yeah, I'm sure you're fine, Jake. But Cassie? Didn't you say Jake seemed zoned out? Like he wouldn't answer for a few minutes, even though he was awake?"


  Cassie nodded her head. She, too, was looking suspicious. "Yeah. He seemed normal and all, but he wouldn't answer me." She shrugged. "Sorry, Jake, but you did act funny."


  <It takes a while for the Yeerk to take full control of the host brain,> Ax said. <During that time the host will be passive. He may even seem to be in a coma.>


  I swear, I could have kissed the Andalite right then. I wanted to yell "Yes! Yes!"


  "You guys can't possibly believe this," my mouth said. "I mean, okay, we have to be careful. But it's me. It's me, Jake, all right?"


  "Being Jake and all, you'll understand if we take a minute to think this through," Rachel said. "Ax? How are we supposed to know one way or the other?"


  Tobias answered for him. <The Yeerk needs to return to the Yeerk pool and absorb Kandrona rays every three days. If we hold him for three days, we'll know.>


  Now I felt just the slightest edge of fear from the Yeerk. He was measuring the odds. Trying to decide what to do. But with Ax's tail blade at my throat, the Yeerk kept my body very still.


  "We can't hold him for three days," Cassie argued. "His family would go ballistic. They'll call the cops. Chapman will realize he's not in school. The bad guys will put two and two together."


  "Look. Hello. Hello-o-o? It's me, Jake. Remember? I am not a Controller."


  Marco shook his head. "If he is . . . if there's a Yeerk in his head, then he knows all our secrets. If he gets in touch with any other Yeerk, we are all dead. We can't take the chance. Maybe Ax is right. Maybe not. But we can't guess wrong."


  <I agree,> Tobias said. <If he's still Jake, he'll understand. If he's a Controller, well, I guess we'll find out, won't we?>


  "Rachel?" Marco asked.


  Rachel met my gaze. "Sorry, Jake. But we have to play it safe. You know that."


  "Look," I argued. "It's like Cassie said. My folks will go nuts. They'll call the police. They'll go on TV asking if anyone has seen me. They'll be putting up posters all over town. I mean, no offense, Tobias, but I have an actual family, not some messed-up aunts and uncles who didn't want to be taking care of me in the first place. People will notice if I disappear." I turned to Cassie. "Cassie, come on. Explain it to them."


  Come on, Cassie, I thought. Come on, be hard for once. Don't feel for me. Don't be sweet, just this once.


  "There is a way," Cassie said hesitantly.


  "To be sure whether he's a Controller?" Rachel asked.


  "No," Cassie said. Her voice grew stronger. "A way to keep his family and the school from knowing he's gone. Ax could do it. Ax could morph into Jake."


  Cassie. The amazing Cassie. She had hit on the one possible solution. I wished so badly I could tell her right then what an amazingly smart, incredibly cool person she was.


  The Yeerk in my head was not happy.


  <What's the matter, Temrash one-one-four of the Sulp Niar pool?> I asked. <Not feeling quite so cocky anymore?>


  Ax reached one of his delicate, many-fingered hands toward my face. He pressed his fingers against my forehead.


  <I will acquire your DNA now Prince Jake,> he said.


  The Yeerk could not stand it anymore. The Andalite's touch made him so furious it was like a physical illness.


  "Get your hand off me, Andalite filth!" he screamed aloud in a distorted version of my voice.


  But Ax's tail was still within an inch of my jugular. And the Yeerk knew very well how deadly fast that tail was. He did not move.


  The others all stared, wide-eyed.


  "Well," Rachel said. "At least now we're sure."


  "No, you're wrong," my voice pleaded. "He's just making me mad. Hey, it's been a stressful morning, all right? Give me a break."


  <'Andalite filth'?> Tobias repeated the Yeerk's words. <We're supposed to believe Jake would say that? Jake? Because he was stressed out? Nah. Not in this universe.>


  "Jake," Cassie said, looking into my eyes. "I know you're still in there. I know you're probably afraid. But we will get that thing out of your head, Jake. We will."
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  "Okay," Marco said. "We need a place to keep him."


  "We can't use anyone's home," Cassie said, thinking aloud. "We can't use my barn. My dad is in and out of there constantly."


  <I know a place,> Tobias said. <It's not far from here. An old shack back in the woods.>


  "We can tie him up," Rachel said. "But we'll still have to have at least one of us there all the time, to make sure he doesn't get away."


  <I cannot help very much,> Ax said. <I will be pretending to be Jake.>


  "Okay," Marco said, "then the rest of us, Cassie, Rachel, and I, will rotate shifts, along with Tobias. Tobias can stay the whole time, except when he has to go hunting."


  "Okay, let's go," Rachel said. "Come on, Jake. Get up. We're out of here."


  Cassie came over and gave me her hand. She helped pull me to my feet.


  It was an odd moment, because I could feel Cassie's touch. And yet I had no power to squeeze her hand, or give her any assurance.


  The Yeerk did that for me. He deliberately held her hand an extra few seconds.


  <She cares for you,> the Yeerk said. <She is their weak link. Rachel will be strong. So will the hawk and the Andalite. But Marco . . . he thinks too much. And he has an interesting history. He is open to persuasion.>


  I felt sick. The Yeerk was opening my mind at will. Reading whatever he wanted. I had no secrets from him. None. He already knew everything I knew about my friends. If he got away . . .


  My feet began walking. Tobias led the way, appearing and disappearing in the trees above.


  Rachel walked ahead of me. Behind me, Marco and Ax. Cassie stayed at my side.


  "From all we know, Jake, you can still hear me and understand me," Cassie said. "I know you can't answer. Or if you do answer it won't be you, anyway -"


  "But it is me," said the Yeerk. "Who else would it be?"


  "The Yeerk," Cassie said calmly.


  "You think I'm a Controller just because I yelled at Ax? Like I've never lost my temper before? Come on. It was a bad day. For all of us, but especially for me."


  <Not so bad a day,> Ax piped up from behind. <How many Yeerks were in that pool? How many survived those temperatures? Only you, by getting inside Prince Jake. How many of your pool-fellows died today?>


  I could feel the Yeerk boiling with rage. It was shocking and bizarre to feel so much emotion. It was something he could not hide from me. I could feel his emotions, even though I could not penetrate his thoughts.


  "Ax," the Yeerk said, "I'm never happy when any creature has to be destroyed. But I don't feel any pity for those Yeerks. They are out to enslave us. We did what we had to do."


  It was perfect. Exactly what I would have said. Because it was exactly what I felt.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cassie looking at me with a puzzled expression.


  <See? Already she has doubts,> the Yeerk said to me. <She is bothered by the Andalite's bloodthirstiness. She liked what I said more.>


  Was he right? Would all of my friends stand firm? How could they, when every word I spoke sounded exactly like me?


  We marched through the woods for what seemed like a very long time. None of us could move very fast because we were without shoes. Tobias knew these woods well and led us around brambles and rough patches, but still, my feet were tender after an hour of walking on pine needles and twigs.


  But the pain was so far away . . . . I was feeling it from a distance. It was like I was shackled. Chained to a wall. I could not move a hand, or even a finger. I did not blink my own eyes. I did not decide which direction to look, or what sounds to focus on.


  The Yeerk's control was absolute.


  <Almost there,> Tobias said. <I'm going higher to make sure the area is completely clear.>


  <All this walking. Such a waste of effort,> the Yeerk commented to me. <They cannot possibly hold me against my will. Not even for three hours, let alone three days.>


  "You heard Tobias, right, Jake?" Cassie asked. "Almost there. It's a good thing. My feet are killing me. I need to walk barefoot more often. Like I did when I was little. Toughen up, for times like these. Getting home will be easier. I can just use my osprey morph and fly home."


  "Cassie, listen," the Yeerk said. "I know you guys think you're doing the right thing. But there's no way Ax can pull off being me. My parents will figure it out. Or worse yet, Tom will figure it out. Then we'll all be dead. Don't you see what's happening here?"


  "Shut up, Yeerk," Rachel snapped. "I've known Jake all my life. Marco has known him since they were kids. And Cassie has known him for years. Between the three of us, we can teach Ax to pass for Jake."


  "It will never work," the Yeerk said.


  Rachel stopped walking. She turned to face me, blocking the way. She was smirking, but she seemed to be looking past me, over my shoulder. "No? You don't think so, Yeerk?"


  The Yeerk stopped walking. "Rachel, you don't have to try and impress me with how tough you are. I know you're too smart to really believe any of this. And you know as well as I do, this is not going to work."


  "I disagree," a voice behind me said. "Humans believe what they see."


  The Yeerk whipped my head around.


  There, standing a few feet from me was . . . me.


  Totally, absolutely, me.
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  He was a perfect copy of me. Like looking in a mirror.


  "I morphed a while back," Ax said. "I've been watching the way you walk and move. To copy you better. Ter. Bet. Ter."


  The Yeerk grinned. "You may look like me, but that isn't going to be enough. I give it an hour before Tom figures it out."


  Marco looked at Rachel and cocked an eyebrow. Rachel looked at Cassie, who sighed and nodded her head.


  "See, that was a stupid way to play it, Yeerk," Marco said. "If you really were Jake, you might be frustrated that we wrongly suspected you. But you'd figure the smart thing would be to help Ax play the role. If you were you, so to speak, you'd have to hope Ax pulled it off."


  Rachel curled her lip contemptuously. "You just blew final Jeopardy. You're still trying to make us let you go. By now Jake would have realized he had to help us succeed."


  The Yeerk said nothing. I think he knew he'd made an error. But I still sensed absolute confidence from him. Like a poker player holding an extra ace.


  We reached the shack. It was a depressing, half-fallen-down mess with a wood floor and log walls and a roof that only covered half the place.


  There was a bird's nest of some type in the rafters. Bushes had grown in through a hole in one wall. There were beer cans and soda cans strewn around, but they all looked pretty old. Nothing recent.


  Tobias had chosen well. We would probably be left alone for the three days.


  Tobias, with his laser vision, had found a few feet of rope in an old campground. He flew back with it in his talons and Marco and Rachel tied my hands behind my back.


  "Sorry, Jake," Marco said. "But that's the way it is. If you're still in there, you understand."


  "We'll loosen the rope every couple of hours so the circulation isn't cut off," Rachel said. "I'll be here for the first shift. Cassie and Marco are going back with Ax, to get him prepared to play you." She smiled. "He already has the serious, responsible-sounding thing down. They just need to give him a sense of humor and stop him from playing with every sound he says."


  It sounded fairly good to me. But I was nervous that only two of them would be around to guard me.


  Of course, one of those two was Tobias. I could never run fast enough to hide from him. And Rachel could morph into a wolf and run me down.


  But it bothered me that the Yeerk in my head had not lost his cockiness.


  In fact, he was reveling in a fantasy of promotions and power. <Within a few hours I will be back with my kind. I will personally tell Visser Three all I know. It will be the end of your little band. The end! Visser Three will promote me again. It will be the fastest series of promotions ever. I'm already in the one-hundreds. I could rise to the nineties. I will be an Under-Visser. In a few of your years, who knows? I could be a Visser!>


  But it was more than just talk. I could see the pictures, too. The images his mind conjured up. They were sketchy, but I saw Visser Three nodding his head as my Yeerk, still in my body, showed him my friends. They were all bound and gagged and lying helpless on the floor of Visser Three's Blade ship.


  Why was I seeing this? The Yeerk was able to shield his other thoughts. Was this fantasy too emotional for him to hide from me? Or was he actually showing off for my benefit?


  <Do you have these fantasies a lot?> I said, as cruelly as I could.


  <You want to laugh at my fantasies? Shall I delve into a few of yours? Let's see what's hidden deep in your brain, human.>


  And then, to my horror, I was no longer in the cabin. It was a bright, huge gymnasium. But not exactly a gym. A sports arena. Yes. With thousands and thousands of fans.


  I felt like crawling away. I knew this fantasy. It was kind of lame, I guess. But I could not escape. The Yeerk could play my fantasies as easily as sticking a cassette into a VCR.


  In my fantasy people were cheering. And there I was. In a pro uniform. I was older. But I still looked pretty much like myself.


  The game clock was at five seconds. Four. Three. I set up and took an incredible three-point shot from mid-court.


  Swish!


  The stadium went crazy! Cheering. Horns sounding. People chanting my name.


  And there was Cassie, in the stands. Smiling at me. She was sitting with my parents.


  And there was Tom.


  He walked out onto the court and threw his arms around me. He patted me on the back.


  "Great game," he said. "As usual."


  End of fantasy. The images disappeared.


  I felt very small suddenly. Very unimportant. Very weak.


  <Ah, yes,> the Yeerk said, and laughed. <It shocks you that I can play your thoughts back for you. Your brain is no different to me than one of your primitive human computers. I open any file I like. I play any software. I use you. I own you. I dominate you. You are nothing anymore. Just an echo. Just a ghost haunting the machine of your own brain!>


  <Yeah?> I managed to say. <Well, you're a screw-up who is tied up in a cabin in the woods. In three days, you're dead.>


  <I won't be here three days,> he said.


  <You'll be here, far from your stinking Yeerk pool. No Kandrona rays. And you'll shrivel and die and crawl out of me.> I had been calm. But then, I lost control. <You'll die! You'll die like the others died! You think you'll win? You'll lose! You'll LOSE! You can't control me! You can't control me! You can't control me!>


  <Oh?> the Yeerk asked with silky menace. <That's just what your brother said. At first. Shall I show you? Shall I play one of Tom's memories for you? I can feel you cringe. I can feel your fear. Yes. Yes, I will. Here, enjoy a preview of your future.>


  It was as if a third mind had joined us. It was real. So completely real. Not like a vision or a movie or something. I felt this. I felt it exactly as if I were there.


  My brother's mind. His thoughts. His memories, as clear as if I were seeing them myself. Tom . . . some piece of Tom that the Yeerk still carried with him . . .


  It was from just a few days earlier.


  He was sitting at the breakfast table, across from me. I saw myself through his eyes. I looked . . . distant. Distracted. Preoccupied.


  "Hey, midget. What's up?" he asked me.


  "Not much. How about you?"


  "Oh, I'm going to a meeting."


  "The Sharing?" I asked him.


  "Yeah. We're doing some cleanup in the park. You know, do our part for the community and all. Then we're having a barbecue afterward. You really should join, you know. We'd get to spend more time together."


  It was just as I remembered it. Except that now, I felt Tom's emotions, not mine.


  The real Tom. The true Tom who was crushed beneath the Yeerk's control.


  He was crying. Sobbing, helplessly, silently.


  <Not Jake,> he cried. <Leave Jake alone. Leave my brother alone. I'll . . . look, I'll never trouble you again. I swear it. Just leave Jake alone.>


  The Yeerk waited while the full impact of direct contact with Tom's mind sank into my own. Tom was defeated. Desperate. He spent his time wishing he could die.


  He had given up any hope of escape. Given up.


  <That's how it always is,> the Yeerk said. <At first the host fights, or at least tries. But hour after hour and day after day they see that they cannot rule their own bodies. The host sees that no one even knows what has happened to him. No one knows he is lost in his own head. And, over time, hope dies. The host becomes a faint, shattered creature. Like your brother.>


  The Yeerk was telling the truth. That was what made it so terrible. It was true. I could feel Tom's complete, utter despair.


  I could feel that he had accepted defeat.


  I knew that all he wished for now was an end.


  And I knew, also, that I was no stronger than Tom.


  But still, one hope lingered in me. <Three days,> I told the Yeerk. <In three days you will die.>


  <Wait and see, human. Just wait and see.>


  Chapter 21


  



  I found out very late that first night why the Yeerk was so confident.


  Rachel was keeping guard. Tobias was nearby in a tree.


  They had brought food - some sandwiches and some juice, which "I" had eaten. Then, as Rachel sat nearby, reading a book by the light of a flashlight, the Yeerk pretended to sleep.


  I guess in a way I did actually sleep. I was mentally exhausted. I was weary and depressed. More tired than I have ever been in my life. And yet afraid that if I dreamed, the Yeerk would watch my dreams.


  My fear was justified. I did dream. The same dream I'd had before.


  I was the tiger. Tom was my prey.


  We were in the dark, deep woods, and I was hunting him with all my tiger skill. He was stumbling and noisy and weak.


  I knew I would take him.


  At last, too tired to run any further, Tom fell. He waited, helpless, while I gathered the power of my tiger body and prepared to leap . . .


  And then, I was no longer the tiger. I was my own prey. I watched through eyes wide with terror as the tiger sprang.


  I woke up. My eyes were already open.


  <Interesting dream,> the Yeerk said. <Very metaphorical.>


  I looked out through the eyes the Yeerk had opened. Rachel was still sitting back against the wall. Her book was open on her lap. But her breathing was heavy and regular. Her eyes were closed.


  She had fallen asleep!


  Her flashlight was still on. It shone across the rough wood floor. It illuminated my right arm and leg.


  My arm . . . my leg . . . they had changed! My arms were thicker, more powerful, and growing larger still. My hands had swollen and become huge. The fingers were disappearing, replaced by curved claws as sharp as stilettos.


  Orange-and-black-striped fur appeared, a rippling wave that grew to cover me.


  I was becoming the tiger!


  The realization hit me like a jolt of electricity. I was morphing!


  The Yeerk was morphing!


  How could I have been so stupid? Of course! The Yeerk controlled my hands and feet and voice, he controlled my very mind. Of course he had my morphing power, too!


  The others . . . they didn't realize. They didn't understand. They had tied me up, but it was useless. The Yeerk had access to every one of my morphs.


  The ropes around my hands were painfully tight as my wrists swelled to become powerful forepaws.


  The Yeerk raised the rope and used the tiger's teeth to tear the rope apart.


  I wanted to warn Rachel. She was still asleep. I had to warn her. The Yeerk would escape. He might even kill her.


  But try as I might, I could not reach my own body any longer. I could not reach my own body.


  <I won't kill her,> the Yeerk said. <Like you, she is capable of morphing. I will deliver Visser Three four morph-capable humans, as well as one Andalite scum.>


  I now saw the world through tiger's eyes. The night was brighter. And I heard with tiger's ears. Ears that caught any sound that might be made by a predator.


  The tiger sniffed the air. But the breeze was slight, and carried no warnings.


  <What a wonderful animal this is, this tiger,> the Yeerk said. <Excellent senses. Fast and silent and deadly.>


  The forest was dark and quiet, but for the rustling of leaves in the trees above. Absolute silence, as the tiger crept away. No sound as the tiger melted into the shadows. And Rachel still slept.


  Soon the shack could no longer be seen. The beam of Rachel's flashlight was swallowed by black night.


  But the Yeerk was uncertain now. He did not know where we were. He did not know which way to go.


  And then . . . a sound. A smell.


  Humans!


  <What are humans doing here?> He opened my memory. He searched my brain for an explanation. I had none. <Your own thoughts tell me it is wrong. It is very late. Humans, this deep in the forest?>


  The Yeerk moved away from the human scent. They might be hunters. They might be park rangers. Those were the possibilities he had pulled from my own brain.


  The Yeerk sent the tiger body into a loping run. But after just ten minutes, the tiger tired and he had to slow down. Tigers are not distance runners.


  <Which way?> the Yeerk wondered.


  And then . . . once again. Human scent. Human sounds.


  I looked through the tiger's eyes and saw nothing. The Yeerk once more turned from the human scent.


  The Yeerk searched my memory. <South. I must go south. But which way is south? Anything else will send me deeper into the forest.>


  <I guess you're lost,> I said. The first thing I had said to the Yeerk in a long time.


  <Shut up, slave. Once the sun rises in the morning I will know the way to go.>


  <Two hours in a morph,> I reminded him. <If I'm stuck in tiger morph, then this body will be useless to you. Visser Three will want my body morph-capable.>


  <Don't tell me what Visser Three wants,> the Yeerk said.


  But the Yeerk knew time was passing. He had to morph back to my normal human shape.


  Moments later, I was watching the world through human senses. The night vision was less acute. The ears heard too little. The human nose could scarcely smell a thing.


  The Yeerk walked, pushing on as fast as my human body could move with no shoes.


  <In a hurry to go nowhere?> I asked.


  <I know where I'm going,> the Yeerk snapped. Then he stopped. <Hah! I should have thought of it. Of course! The falcon morph. I will simply fly away.>


  I watched like it was a TV program. Like I was far away from my own body. I watched with interest as the body shrank. As wings sprouted. As talons appeared. As -


  WHAM!


  The half-bird, half-human body went rolling, end over end across the ground.


  <What?> the Yeerk demanded. <What hit me?>


  He looked around frantically. But falcon eyes are for daytime hunting. They are stunningly good in sunlight. In the dark, they are nothing special.


  The Yeerk continued to morph. Falcon feathers grew, the wings became more fully formed.


  WHAM!


  A shadow within shadows. A sense of something dark that disappeared before the Yeerk could turn the falcon's head. From far away I realized the falcon body had been injured. There was a deep, bloody gash in the right shoulder.


  The Yeerk was beginning to be afraid.


  WHAM!


  A hammer blow! A ripping of flesh and tendon.


  The invisible enemy had struck again. The falcon would not be able to take wing. Not now. The falcon was crippled. Disabled by a silent, invisible enemy.


  And then I felt hope come alive in me again.


  Because even as the Yeerk, crying in pain, demorphed and returned to human form, I saw the enemy.


  It landed on a branch. It was outlined against faint moonlight and infrequent stars. The two little tufts on its head inspired its name.


  <The great horned owl,> I said to the Yeerk.


  <I can read your every thought, you don't need to tell me what it is,> the Yeerk snapped.


  <Oh, but I enjoy telling you. It's a great horned owl. It flies without making a sound. Tobias watches them hunt sometimes. Tobias says they can hear a mouse burp from a hundred yards away. He says they can see a bug blink on a coal-black night.> I laughed silently in my corner of my own brain. I laughed at the Yeerk. <As far as that owl is concerned, you might as well have a spotlight on you.>


  Then, to my amazement, Cassie's thought-speak was in my head. A voiceless voice that seemed to belong in a different life.


  <Sorry I had to hurt you, Jake. But it was necessary. We realized the Yeerk would try morphing. So we were ready. Rachel only pretended to sleep. We wanted this Yeerk of yours to make his escape when we were most ready for him. So you hang in, Jake. The forest is full of your friends.>


  The humans the tiger had smelled . . . . My friends.


  Then I felt it again. The sensation that filled me with a grim sort of pleasure. I felt the Yeerk's fear.


  It was good to know that he was afraid.


  It was very good.


  Chapter 22


  



  I could feel the Yeerk opening my memory like a book again. He was checking through the list of all the morphs I had ever done.


  Dog. Fish. Flea. Seagull. Dolphin. Ant. Wolf.


  I knew what he must be thinking. Which could he use to evade the watchful owl in the tree above us? The owl who saw through the night like it was day, and heard the sounds no human could hear.


  <She can't stay in owl morph forever,> the Yeerk said. <She has a two-hour time limit. Just as I do.>


  <But of course there's Rachel and Marco and Ax. You don't know how many of them are here. You don't know where they are or what they are.>


  <Can the owl watch a flea? I doubt it. Or an ant?> The Yeerk smirked.


  <True. But how far can a flea travel in the two-hour time limit? Twenty yards? Thirty? Then you have to demorph and my friends will have no trouble finding you.>


  <Shut up!> he yelled, losing patience.


  I reveled in his anger. It meant he was scared. It also meant something else. I could not control my arms or legs. I could not even keep my mind closed from him. But he could not stop my thoughts. He could not stop me from talking to him.


  And I had the power to annoy him. To distract him when he should be focused on escaping.


  <You think you can harass me?> he said, reading my thoughts as soon as I had them. <You overestimate yourself.>


  <You underestimate us, Yeerk. You thought you'd just morph and walk away. You guessed wrong. And your three days is less than two and a half already. Tick tock, Yeerk. Tick tock.>


  <Let's see whether your owl friend can handle a wolf as easily as she handled the falcon.>


  He began morphing. The wolf form was one I had enjoyed. Wolves are not subject to much fear. And their instincts are easily manipulated. Not like ants. Or the lizard that was one of my earliest morphs.


  I watched as my body sprouted gray fur. As my face bulged out to become a long snout. As my ears slid up the side of my head to rest on top.


  <I see our owl friend is keeping her distance> the Yeerk said. <I thought as much.>


  He set out at a fast trot. Unlike tigers, wolves are long-distance travelers. They can cover amazing distances at a run. And worse, the wolf brain seemed to have some interior sense of direction. It knew which way was deeper into woods, and which way led to the city.


  We ran through woods, through a night as dark as night can be. Clouds hung low over the forest, allowing only the palest glow from the moon.


  <A quick jog back to what passes for civilization on this planet, demorph to human, and your friends will be powerless to stop me,> the Yeerk said.


  I wondered who he was trying to convince. Me, or himself?


  <You're an arrogant bunch, aren't you? You Yeerks, I mean.>


  <Arrogant? Why wouldn't we be? We are the most powerful race in the galaxy. Overlords of the Taxxons. Conquerors of the Hork-Bajir and the Ssstram and the Mak. Soon to be conquerors of the humans.>


  <Don't count the humans just yet,> I said. <And there are still the Andalites.>


  <We'll save the Andalites for last,> he hissed.


  He stopped moving and pricked up his wolf's ears. There came a distinct howling sound. Loud and not very far away, it rose and warbled and rose again before dying away.


  A second wolf voice howled.


  <Another wolf. Two,> the Yeerk said. I felt him contact the wolf's own submerged instinctive mind. What was the meaning of the howling?


  A notice. A warning to any other wolves that we are here. Don't come around, unless you want to risk a fight.


  Suddenly I realized what it meant. I laughed.


  <This is an area we were in before,> I said. <As wolves. We discovered ->


  <Silence! I know what you found. When will you figure out that I can read your memory as well as you can?>


  <We found another pack of wolves. They think this is their territory,> I went on, enjoying the fact that I was bothering him. <Those howls you hear? Those are my friends. They're calling to the other wolf pack. Better run faster, Yeerk. That big male who runs the other pack is tough.>


  The Yeerk began running all out, pushing the wolf body for all the speed and endurance it had.


  The dark tree trunks were a blur as we ran through the night, followed by the howls of wolves who were not wolves.


  Then, a smell on the wind. The smell of an other wolf. A male wolf.


  <I believe that's my old friend now,> I said, laughing.


  The Yeerk stopped running.


  Ahead, through the trees, a pair of glittering yellow eyes glared at us. Other eyes appeared. Five wolves - five real wolves - waited for us to try to move forward.


  <Go ahead?> I taunted the Yeerk. <Go kick his butt. Of course, that's a real wolf there. An alpha male. Leader of his pack, which means he's probably been in a dozen fights and won them all. Go on, Yeerk. Tell him how the Yeerks are masters of the galaxy. I'm sure he'll be very impressed.>


  I could sense the Yeerk's hesitation. His uncertainty.


  <So many species on this planet,> he said to himself. <So many balances and connections. Everything preying on everything else. Every power is checked by some other power. Every advantage is canceled by some disadvantage.>


  <Yeah. Earth. It's a tough neighborhood.>


  <When we take this planet, we will eliminate these species. We will simplify. Things should be simpler. Yes, much simpler.>


  <I have a news flash for you, Yeerk. I don't think you're going to take this planet. I think this planet is going to take you.>


  Just then, a human voice. "So. You about done playing games? Ready to come back to the shack?"


  It was Marco. He was shoeless and wearing his morphing outfit. He had been one of the wolves who'd led us straight into the enemy pack.


  Marco shivered. "Look, Mr. Yeerk, it's cold and I'm freezing. I always knew this situation with the morphing outfits was going to be trouble some day. So come on. Let's go back to the shack."


  For a moment the Yeerk was so enraged he was ready to leap at Marco and tear out his throat.


  But then, lumbering up behind Marco came Rachel. The very large version of Rachel with the trunk, the big leathery ears, and the two huge tusks.


  Marco seemed to guess what had gone through the Yeerk's mind. "Go ahead. Try something. A wolf pack ahead. A very large, surprisingly fast African elephant behind you. And more surprises in the woods all around you. Oh, and one more thing . . . Cassie is nestled down in your fur. Sucking your blood, I imagine. She did the flea thing."


  I realized then that there is a very basic difference between Yeerks and humans.


  A human will fight even when he knows he can't win. Maybe our species is just a little crazy. But human history is full of cases where a handful of guys would fight an entire army. They'd get stomped, but they'd fight anyway.


  That's not the way it is for Yeerks. They are ruthless. They will do anything, absolutely anything to win. But when the situation is impossible, totally impossible, they stop fighting. They figure that other Yeerks will carry on the fight for them.


  Different ways of looking at your world.


  <You are fools,> the Yeerk said, having read my thoughts. <It is madness to fight when you cannot win.>


  <Yes, it is foolish. It is crazy,> I agreed. <And it's why we will win.>


  The Yeerk demorphed and returned to human form. My human form.


  Marco walked away into the woods. Rachel rumbled off. And a few minutes later, an owl appeared to lead the way back to the shack.


  Chapter 23


  



  The next morning, when it seemed like no one was watching, the Yeerk tried again. He morphed into an ant. He got three feet before running into a group of ants from a different colony. About forty of them attacked. They were ripping the ant body apart when the Yeerk demorphed and returned to human form.


  <This is a savage planet,> he said. <We will tame this world, when we take it over.> But I don't think even he believed it anymore.


  It was around nine in the morning on Saturday that the Yeerk first took over my body and brain. By Monday evening, when the sun went down, he was growing distracted, unable to concentrate clearly.


  By the time the moon rose in a newly clear, starry sky, he was weak with hunger. His slug body cried out for Kandrona rays the way a human would cry for food or water.


  I could feel his arrogance evaporate. I could feel his despair.


  He still had fantasies of being rescued. But he couldn't make those fantasies end very well. Even if he was rescued, he would no longer be the big hero who had destroyed the Animorphs.


  He would try to think of clever ways to outwit my friends, but he could never be sure who was in the woods around us. Or what form they might have taken.


  He tried to take on a bird shape again, reforming the peregrine falcon. The DNA had not been affected by the injuries Cassie had caused to the earlier morph, of course. The falcon was fine. But it was daylight this time, and Tobias landed while the falcon was still half-morphed. He grabbed the falcon head in his talon and simply explained that if the Yeerk did not demorph, he would be killed.


  For the first time, the Yeerk broke his silence with the others and spoke as a Yeerk.


  <If you kill me, you'll kill your friend, as well,> he warned.


  <Yes,> Tobias said. <I know.>


  <You won't do it.>


  <Right from the start we have all said the same thing - better to die than be a Controller.> Tobias said. <But in any case, I don't need to kill you. I can simply put your eyes out. A blind falcon doesn't fly far.>


  The Yeerk surrendered and demorphed.


  We waited, as the minutes and hours of the night ticked away. He still hoped for a miracle to save him. But his hunger was a terrible thing, growing with every second.


  <You think you'll win,> he sneered at me. <You won't win. Your people are blind to what is happening. And the Andalites will not return in time.>


  <Maybe. But you won't be there to see it,> I said. <It must be four in the morning. Five hours left. Ticktock.>


  <You're a cruel little human, aren't you?>


  <I don't think so, no.>


  <You know I am dying and you laugh at me.>


  <What do you expect? Pity?>


  He laughed. <No. We don't offer pity. And we don't expect pity. We are the masters of the galaxy. Conquerors of the Hork-Bajir and ->


  <Yeah, yeah, I know. The mighty Yeerk empire.>


  After that he said nothing to me for a while. It was impossible to sleep. He sat with my eyes open. He was too hungry to rest. The hunger infiltrated his mind. It twisted his thoughts.


  <The Yeerk home world is a simpler place than this planet. Simple and elegant. No more than a hundred animal species. What do you have on Earth? A million species? More? What does a planet need with a million species?>


  I didn't answer. His time was running out. Let him talk.


  <We Yeerks evolved as parasites, not predators. Unlike you humans, we did not kill to eat. We were peaceful. We took many different species as our hosts. And as they evolved, so did we. Over time, the Gedds evolved. They were a sort of . . . like a monkey, I suppose. We were in the Gedds till the Andalites first came. Some of our people still have nothing better than Gedds for hosts.>


  <What about the Andalites?> I asked. <What happened when they came to your world?>


  <Of course. The Andalite has not told you their story, has he? What a pity. It's such a fine story. Ask your pet Andalite Ax sometime. Ask him about the story of the Andalites and the Yeerks.>


  <Maybe I will,> I said. I hoped the Yeerk would keep talking, but he fell silent.


  The hours passed. An owl left and was replaced by another. The moon went down. Dawn was coming. I could feel it.


  <Yes,> the Yeerk said, having read my thoughts. <Dawn. Just a few hours left. Ahhhh!> He cried out in silent pain. <The fugue. It begins.>


  <The fugue?>


  <The final hours. You will not enjoy it, although you may learn a great deal, human. You may learn more than you want to - aaaahhh!>


  I was watching his pain from far away. I was an observer. Close enough to know what he was feeling, but feeling none of it myself.


  At first it was wave after wave of pain. Starvation and death by thirst. All rolled into one agony.


  The sun came up. Cassie stepped into the shack from the woods outside. She looked at me and nodded. "It's happening, isn't it?"


  I wanted to answer, but even now, my voice was not my own.


  Cassie came and sat down beside me. Beside us.


  "Ax says this part is pretty rough. Just remember, when it's all over, I'll be here."


  She slipped her hand into my hand. I could feel it. So could the Yeerk. But he did not reject this small bit of comfort, even though it was intended for me and not him.


  His mind was deteriorating. His thoughts were becoming more visible to me. Like a movie that kept drifting in and out of focus.


  I saw images from a strange place, as seen through strange eyes. Liquid all around. Shapes, like squids, shooting through the liquid. Yeerks. Swimming in the Yeerk pool. Soaking up Kandrona rays.


  And there were images of the first host. A Gedd. So, I thought - that's what a Gedd looks like. I had seen a few aboard the Yeerk mother ship but had not known what they were. They were humanoid, short and stooped, with webbed feet and three clumsy fingers.


  I saw the world as the Yeerk had seen it, through Gedd eyes. The vision was dim. The hearing was better. The Yeerk had been excited at getting his first host. He had subdued the Gedd mind with ruthless ease, crushing it with his superior intelligence and will.


  The memory made me sick. The Gedd's bewilderment. His fear. And the Yeerk's fierce arrogance.


  I turned my attention away from the memory and back to the world around me. To my surprise, I noticed that my arms were shaking. My legs were shaking.


  Cassie had put her arm around my shoulders.


  "Jake, if you can hear me, it's almost eight. One hour to go. Jake . . . the Yeerk in your head is dying."


  "Yes," I wanted to say. "He is."


  Chapter 24


  



  The fugue.


  The final hours of the Yeerk's life. I was watching him die.


  A lot has happened to me since I first saw the Andalite prince land in that construction site. More strange things than happen to most people in their entire lives. But the strangest was this. And the saddest.


  The Yeerk cried in pain, again and again. And the visions came floating up, crystal clear, as if they had just happened.


  Visions of the good times in the Yeerk's life. And of bad times. The emotions were strange. Alien. I guess that's the word for them. There was no memory of love. I guess Yeerks don't do love.


  But there was affection. Pride. Fear. Regret. Those I could understand.


  And along with the Yeerk's own memories, I began to see the minds of his hosts. The Gedd who had a name no human could hope to pronounce. The Hork-Bajir warrior who had fought the Yeerk in his head every day of his life.


  The Hork-Bajir, who had been forced to attack his own kind, to destroy his own friends, as an unwilling slave of the Yeerks.


  But it was more than just memories. It was more. The Yeerk had carried with him some small part of that Hork-Bajir warrior's being.


  Like a computer transferring a document onto a floppy disk, I realized. Part of the Gedd and part of the Hork-Bajir had been transferred permanently to the Yeerk.


  And to my shock, I knew that those parts were now being transferred to me.


  And then . . . the memories I feared most.


  Tom.


  He had joined The Sharing for a simple, silly reason. A pretty girl he liked was a member. He had wanted to get close to her. He had gone to meetings. He'd played along with them, never guessing the truth. All he had cared about was the girl.


  He had stumbled, accidentally, into a secret leadership meeting. He thought the girl was seeing another boy. But she was one of them.


  He had followed her, wandered into the meeting and seen Visser Three. Visser Three in his Andalite body.


  I saw the Controllers grab a yelling, punching, kicking Tom. I saw as they tied him up. Carried him through secret passageways to the great, underground Yeerk pool.


  I saw him scream as he realized what was happening. I felt his fear. I felt his rage as the Yeerk slug crawled into his ear and wrapped itself around his brain. I felt every ounce of his despair.


  And like the Gedd and the Hork-Bajir, this human, my brother, became a part of me.


  The Yeerk was no longer in pain. It was beyond pain.


  I opened my eyes and looked at Cassie. It happened so naturally. I opened my eyes. By my own will.


  I don't know how she knew, but I guess she did. She nodded slightly and met my gaze.


  For the first time in more than an hour, the Yeerk spoke. <So. You win . . . human.>


  The Yeerk shuddered. I could feel it. A physical spasm. My vision changed. I felt . . . it's hard to describe. I felt as if I were seeing through things. Into things. Like I could see the front and back and top and bottom and inside of every thing all at once.


  And then I saw it.


  A creature. Or a machine. Some combination of both. It had no arms. It sat still, as if unable to move, on a throne that was miles high.


  Its head was a single eye. The eye turned slowly . . . left . . . right . . .


  I trembled. I prayed it would not look my way.


  And then it saw me.


  The eye, the bloodred eye, looked straight at me.


  It saw me.


  It SAW me!


  No! NO! I cried in silent terror. I looked away.


  And when I opened my eyes again, all I saw was a weird glow.


  The glow faded, little by little.


  I was trembling.


  "It's over, Jake," Cassie said.


  I rose slowly to my feet. I moved my own legs. I was in control of myself again.


  I looked down on the wooden floor of the shack.


  A gray slug, not six inches long, lay there . . . still.


  As we watched, it withered and shriveled and became nothing.


  Chapter 25


  



  "Jake? Are you all right, sweetheart?" my mom asked me that night at dinner.


  I looked up. I'd been staring at my food, I realized. Something with pasta and tuna fish.


  "What?" I asked.


  My mom and dad exchanged one of their "worried parent" looks. "Well, you're not eating. Don't you like it?"


  I shrugged. "Sorry. It's fine. I was just . . . distracted."


  My dad nodded. "It's just a change from the last two nights. You've been eating like you were trying to eat everything in the house."


  "I was?"


  Tom cocked an eyebrow at me. "What, now you're going to pretend it didn't happen? Last night you sat here and ate six pieces of chicken and kept yapping about how great it was. Then you ate a pie. A pie which was supposed to be for the four of us."


  I hid a smile. Of course. Ax. The Andalite had played me for three days - two hours at a time. Ax was dangerous around food. The sense of taste was still totally amazing to him. When he was in human morph you didn't want to get between him and a bar of chocolate. Or a pie, I guess.


  "You were a total pig," Tom said. "Chicken. Corn. Potatoes. Or, as you kept saying, 'Potatoes. Toes. Tay-toes.' I thought you'd gone nuts."


  And were you suspicious, Yeerk? I thought, looking at my brother. A new Yeerk was in Tom's head. Another arrogant master of the galaxy.


  My brother was trapped in a small corner of his own mind, able to see and feel, but powerless to do a thing. I knew.


  I didn't sleep much that night. I did not want the dreams to come. I feared terrible nightmares of the eye. The eye that had stared at me from a different universe.


  But the only dream that came was a familiar one.


  I was the tiger. My brother was the prey. But, in the end, I was my brother. And he was me.


  On the news that night there was a small report on the closing of the new hospital. There was no explanation. But I knew what had happened. The Yeerks knew their plan was blown. They understood that we knew about it.


  We had hurt them pretty badly.


  But I knew better than to celebrate. Visser Three would be more determined than ever to stop us.


  The next day I did something stupid. At least, Marco kept telling me it was stupid. But he didn't object very much. He understood.


  We all met at Cassie's barn. And I used her dad's cellular phone to call Tom at home. I went partly into a wolf morph before I did. Just enough to make the smallest changes.


  Enough to change the shape of my mouth and tongue and throat. So that my voice would sound very different.


  He picked it up on the third ring. "Yeah?"


  "I have a message," I said in a thick, twisted voice that did not sound at all like me.


  "What?" Tom asked.


  "Don't give up, Tom. Don't ever give up."


  I hung up before he could say anything.


  "Do you think Tom . . . the real Tom . . . heard it?" Rachel asked.


  "He heard," I answered.


  I wondered if he would have the strength to hold on.


  But I knew the answer. See, a part of my brother was in my own mind now. Along with echoes of a long-dead Hork-Bajir and a simple Gedd. And yes, even a bit of a Yeerk with dreams of glory.


  Marco smiled his sardonic smile. "And is it true? Will we win?"


  "This is a very complicated planet, Marco. That's what I hear, anyway. And it's a very strange universe. Anything could happen."
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Rachel.


  And you know the drill. I'm not going to tell you my last name. I'm not going to tell you where I live. I'll tell you all I can, because you need to know what's going on. You need to know what's happening.


  But I need to stay alive. And if the Yeerks knew who I was, I would be dead.


  Or worse.


  The Yeerks are here. That's what you need to know.


  People look up at the stars at night and wonder what it would be like if creatures from another planet ever landed on Earth.


  Well, you can stop wondering. It's happened. The Yeerks are parasites. They live in the brains of other species - humans, for example. They turn human beings into mindless slaves - human-Controllers.


  So when I say that the aliens are here, don't go looking around for some cute little thing like E.T. You won't see the Yeerks. They are parasitic worms, evil gray slugs that live in the heads of humans.


  They can be in anyone. Your best friend. Your favorite teacher. The mayor of your town. Your brother. Sister. Mother. Father.


  Anyone might be a Controller. You might be a Controller.


  So I won't tell you my last name. Or where I live. But I will tell you the truth. The truth that only the Animorphs know.


  Animorph. Animal morpher. A human capable of becoming any animal. It's our one weapon against the Yeerks. Our only power. Without it, we're just five regular kids.


  But with that power comes certain extra responsibilities . . . as I was trying to explain to my best friend, Cassie.


  It was a Sunday night. It was late. The circus had finished its last show. Their trailers and tents were clustered around the back side of the big City Arena. The Arena is a place where they hold rock concerts and ice shows and play basketball games. And where they have circuses.


  "Look, we both saw what we saw," I told Cassie. "Are you telling me it doesn't make you mad? That jerk using a cattle prod on an elephant doesn't make you mad?"


  "Of course it does, Rachel," Cassie said. "I don't even like circuses."


  "I don't, either. But my dad had tickets, and it was our big once-every-other-week, father-and-daughters thing. I had to come."


  My dad had taken my sisters and me to see the circus earlier in the evening. See, my mom and dad are divorced, so my dad does these little outings where we all get together every second weekend. Sometimes it's just me and my dad. Like when we go hiking together, or go to ball games or gymnastics events. Those are all things my dad and I like, but Jordan and Sara, my sisters, don't.


  My little sisters loved the circus, but it's not my kind of thing. I guess I'm too old. That's why I dragged Cassie along. So I'd have someone to talk to when my sisters were getting all excited over the clowns and stuff.


  Still, it was an opportunity to spend time with my dad, which I enjoy. I don't get to see him as much as I wish I could. Everyone always says how much I'm like him. How he's kind of reckless, and so am I. He always seems so sure of himself, and I guess people think I'm that way, too. We're even both into gymnastics. My dad almost made the U.S. Olympic team when he was younger.


  Of course, I've never told my father about my other life. I couldn't. But I wish I could. He would worry about me and all, but he would also think it was cool. My dad is very big on standing up for what's right. I think he would admire what I do. That would be nice, feeling like my dad admired me.


  There wasn't much activity in the little tent and trailer city outside the Arena. I could hear dogs barking. I could hear raucous laughter coming from a brightly painted trailer. I could smell the usual circus smells - manure, hay, beer, cotton candy.


  There were security guards around the perimeter of the area, but I wasn't worried about them. I've gone one-on-one with Hork-Bajir warriors. After you've fought one of those seven-foot tall walking razor blades, regular old humans don't scare you much.


  Cassie and I walked silently past the tiger cage. The three big cats just stared blankly. It was night. They wanted to be in the jungle. Instead they were in a too-small cage, trapped in a nightmare invented by humans.


  Then I saw the elephant pen. There was a sturdy fence around four big Asian elephants. They were a little different from the African elephant I knew so well. But they were elephants, just the same.


  I have sort of a special relationship with elephants.


  Cassie and I had come to the elephant pen before the circus and seen the way their trainer treated them. He had used a cattle prod on them. It's a stick with a massive electrical shock. He used it to control the animals.


  Later, during the show, he'd put on a big act of loving his elephants. But I'd seen the cattle prod. I just sat there, doing a slow boil all through the show. I knew I was going to have to take some action.


  The elephant trainer's name was Josep something. Something hard to pronounce.


  Well. He didn't know it yet, but Mr. Josep Something was about to have an eye-opening experience.


  "See anyone around?" I asked Cassie.


  "You know, Jake is going to read you the riot act over this," Cassie warned.


  I laughed. "Read the riot act? That's like something my mother would say. What does it even mean?"


  Cassie shrugged and smiled her shy smile. "I don't know. My dad says it all the time. I was trying to sound responsible and mature and parental."


  "Look, I am going to do this," I said.


  Cassie sighed. "Why did I let you talk me into this?"


  "Because you know I'm right."


  Cassie rolled her eyes. "Just don't hurt the guy, okay?"


  "Me? Ms. Peace, Love, and Understanding? He'd just better not show up carrying that cattle prod, or I swear, I'll -"


  I noticed Cassie had stopped walking. She was giving me her sorrowful look. Like she was ashamed of me.


  I cringed. "Okay, okay. I'll just talk to the guy. Turn off the look. I hate that look. You're going to be a really good mother some day, with a look like that."


  I found the gate in the elephant pen and opened it. I slipped inside while Cassie retreated into the shadows to watch my back. I moved slowly, not making any threatening moves that might alarm the elephants.


  Elephants may be gentle, but they are big.


  You don't want to be in the middle of four upset elephants.


  I went to a far, dark corner of the pen and began the familiar ritual of focusing my mind. I concentrated on the elephant. My elephant. The elephant whose DNA was a part of me.


  And then I began to change.


  Chapter 2


  



  People say I'm pretty, I don't know and I really don't care. But I'll tell you one thing - no one who has ever seen me morph into an elephant ever used the word "pretty" to describe it.


  I felt the thickening of my legs and arms.


  I watched as my skin grew leathery and gray as mud.


  I felt the sudden sprouting of my trunk as my nose and upper lip seemed to explode outward.


  "Pinocchio, eat your heart out," Cassie whispered.


  I felt the teeth in the front of my mouth run together, and then begin to grow and grow into long, spear-length tusks. It's a creepy sensation, by the way. Not painful, but definitely creepy.


  I was growing big. More than big. I was gaining several thousand pounds.


  Several thousand pounds.


  I was about twelve or thirteen feet tall. I had ears like beach blankets. I had a little, ropy tail. I was a full-grown African elephant, and I was ready to have a little, um, talk with Mr. Josep Something.


  "Hhhhuuuuhhhrrrooooooomm!"


  I threw up my trunk and let go of a trumpet blast. It was the sound of a very angry elephant.


  "You could have warned me," I heard Cassie whisper. "I almost wet myself over here."


  It took about three minutes before the trainer came rushing into the pen. In the dark, all he saw were the gray shapes of his elephants. I wasn't exactly hiding, because, let's face it, when you're an elephant, you can't scrunch up and look small. But I was staying back until he was all the way inside the pen.


  Then . . .


  I lunged forward, pushing two of the other elephants aside.


  The trainer gaped up at me. "What? What the . . . ?"


  In a sudden, fluid movement, as he stared in puzzlement, I wrapped my trunk around his waist.


  "Hey! Hey! You're not one of my elephants!"


  Here's the thing about elephant trunks. They are so subtle that I can pick up an egg with my trunk and never crack it. Or I can pick up a tree and throw it across the yard.


  Josep Something knew this.


  I wrapped my trunk tightly around his waist and then I lifted him up off the ground. His feet kicked helplessly in the air. His arms pounded weakly on my trunk.


  I lifted him up till he was at my eye level.


  <Hi, Josep,>I said, using thought-speak.


  "What the . . . Who? Who said that? I'm hearing voices!"


  <Me,> I replied. <I said it. See, Josep, I am from the International Elephant Police. We have had some complaints about you.>


  "This is crazy! This is crazy! What are you? Is this some sort of a joke?"


  So I squeezed him a little tighter. Just enough so he couldn't really breathe very well.


  <Now, listen to me. Because I could just as easily squeeze you out like a tube of toothpaste. So pay attention. You have been using cattle prods on your elephants. That is a no-no.>


  "But . . ." he gasped. "They . . . are . . . my . . . property!"


  This man was just not getting the message. So I extended my trunk a little and held him right over the tip of my left tusk. Like a worm about to be placed on fishing hook.


  <With one twitch of my trunk I can make you a shish kebab. Now are you going to listen to me?>


  "Yes! Yes! I'm listening," he said. "I am listening very closely."


  <No more cattle prods. No more pain of any kind. Do you understand me?>


  "Y-y-y-yes."


  <Because I'll be watching. And if you ever, ever hurt an elephant again . . . ever . . . I'll come back for you. And I will squeeze you till you pop like an overcooked hot dog. Do you understand me?>


  "Y-y-y-yes."


  <Josep, can you fly?>


  "What? Can I fly? No. No, of course not."


  <I'll bet you can,> I said.


  And with that, I lowered my trunk almost to the ground. Then, with a sudden toss of my head and a deft twist of my trunk, I sent Josep Something flying.


  He landed safely atop a tent. About, oh, twenty feet away.


  "Now can we go home?" Cassie asked.


  Chapter 3


  



  You threw the guy into the air?" Jake asked. "Wasn't that maybe just a little unnecessary?"


  "No. He made me mad," I said.


  It was the next day after school, a Monday. We were walking through the woods. Me, Cassie, Jake, Marco, and Tobias.


  Of course, Tobias wasn't really walking. He was flying overhead in little hops from branch to branch. He stayed close so he could hear us. Red-tailed hawks have excellent hearing, but he still had to stay fairly close.


  "Well, Rachel, you know I sympathize," Jake said mildly, "but I don't think our job is really to right every wrong that's done to animals. That would be a full-time job, unfortunately."


  I looked at Cassie. She gave me a wink. We kind of didn't tell Jake that she had been there, too. Cassie and Jake like each other. She didn't want him to be mad at her.


  With me, it's a different story. Everyone knows I'm going to do whatever I feel like doing.


  "We have other stuff to deal with," Marco grumbled. "The Andalite didn't give us this power so we could turn into the Animorph Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals."


  "Fine," I said. Which wasn't exactly like admitting I was wrong. "But what's got you so serious, Marco?"


  "Let's wait till we find Ax. I don't want to have to tell the story twice."


  So we tromped noisily on through the woods.


  I felt a surge of excitement. You couldn't miss the tension in Marco's voice. Something was up. There was the smell of danger in the air, and that meant action.


  I like action. I like doing things instead of just talking about them. Marco makes fun of me over it. He calls me Xena, Warrior Princess.


  But I'm not one of those morons who is just into danger for its own sake. It's not about cheap thrills. It's about feeling like I am involved in something very important. I mean, let's face it - as corny as it sounds, we are trying to help save the world.


  It began months ago. The five of us just happened to hook up together at the mall. It's not like we were a group, really. Not before that night.


  Jake's my cousin, but we never hung out together much. Jake's sort of in charge. It's not something he ever asked for; it's just that he's good at dealing with responsibility. He's the kind of person you automatically turn to if there's a crisis. And probably the best thing about him is that he can tell people what to do without ever sounding bossy.


  "Since when don't you want to tell the same story twice?" Jake teased Marco. "I've known you to tell the same tired jokes eighty or ninety times."


  "It's your own fault," Marco said. "If you would just laugh the first time, I wouldn't have to keep telling them."


  Marco is Jake's best friend. He's smaller than Jake, funnier, darker, more skeptical. But his suspicious nature makes him very good at seeing beneath the surface of things. And as much as he whines and complains about the dangerous situations we get into, he's still there in the worst of the fight, still making dumb jokes.


  Marco has changed lately, at least a little. He doesn't resist being an Animorph like he used to. I don't know why. Maybe it's because his dad finally seems to have gotten over the death of Marco's mother. I don't know.


  "Hey, look! Over by that tree. See? A baby skunk with its mother." Cassie, of course. No one else would notice, or get excited over skunks.


  "Let's run right over and pet them," Marco said.


  Cassie laughed. "I've handled skunks plenty of times and never been sprayed."


  "Yeah, well, that's you, Dr. Doolittle."


  Cassie has been my best friend forever. I have no idea why. No one does, because we seem like we would never get along. Cassie lives on a farm. Both her parents are veterinarians. She spends all her free time in the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic her dad runs in their barn. They save injured animals.


  Cassie is very into animals, but she's not one of those animal lovers who can't stand people. She just thinks of humans as a different species of animal.


  Then there is Tobias. Back when all this started, Tobias was barely an acquaintance of Jake and Marco, although I kind of knew him. He was a sweet, poetic kind of guy. The kind bullies love to pick on. He used to have messy, out-of-control hair and dreamy eyes that always seemed to be looking at something no one else could see.


  Used to . . .


  Now he has fierce, angry eyes that look through you like laser beams. Now he has brownish feathers, and a white chest, and a reddish tail, and cruel-looking talons, and a wickedly-curved beak.


  Tobias was trapped in a morph. Now, he's a red-tailed hawk. A predator who lives on mice and rabbits and sometimes other birds.


  I still see him as sweet, gentle Tobias. But he has been a hawk for a long time now.


  The gift of the Andalite, the power to morph, is a wonderful weapon. But like any weapon, it can destroy those who use it.


  <Here he comes,> Tobias called down in the thought-speak we use when we are in a morph. <I think he sees us.>


  I heard the sound of fallen leaves being stirred, a faint drumbeat of pounding hooves on pine needles.


  Then, with a leap, he cleared a fallen tree trunk and landed a few feet away from us.


  Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. We call him "Ax" for short. The sole survivor of the destroyed Andalite Dome ship. The only living Andalite on planet Earth.


  Ax is the brother of Prince Elfangor, the Andalite who warned us about the Yeerk invasion and gave us the power to morph. Prince Elfangor, who was destroyed by Visser Three, leader of the Yeerk forces on Earth.


  <Hello, Prince Jake,> Ax said. <Hello, all.>


  As much as I know Ax, and even consider him a friend, it's always a little bit of a shock to see him.


  He looks like some odd cross of a human, a deer, and a scorpion. But not really like any of those things.


  His upper body and head are more or less the human-looking parts. He has thin arms and many-fingered hands. His face is flat, with slits for a nose and two large almond eyes. He has no mouth at all, which is why thought-speak is the natural language of Andalites.


  From atop his head rise two stalks, each with an eye on the end. He can turn these eyes in any direction he wants. They're completely independent of his main eyes.


  His body is that of a pale blue-and-tan deer, or a thin pony. He has four legs that end in hooves. But his back slopes down, so that you would never be tempted to think of riding him.


  And he has a tail. A long, thick, powerful tail that ends in a deadly scythe-shaped blade. I've seen him use that tail. He can strike so fast that the human eye sees nothing but a blur.


  "Hey, Ax," Marco said. "How's it going?"


  <It is going wonderfully. I was up in the hills yesterday, and I was attacked by one of those very large cats. What do you call them? Cougars? It was very exciting.>


  "Are you okay?" I asked.


  <Certainly, Rachel. And I did not hurt the cougar, Cassie. Not fatally, anyway. But he won't try to eat me again, I think.> Ax gave his strange Andalite smile, an expression he managed even without a mouth.


  Marco rolled his eyes. "I'm telling you, Ax and Rachel belong together. The two of you are sick. Someday you could get married while bungee-jumping into an active volcano."


  I squirmed a little. Not because I minded Marco thinking I was bold. But because I really was not interested in Ax that way.


  "Okay, now that we're all here, Marco, maybe you could tell us why we're all here," Jake said.


  "I have some news," Marco began. "Actually, Tobias and I have some news."


  I glanced up at Tobias, sitting in the tree. Of course he showed no expression. He just fixed his piercing gaze on Marco.


  Marco swaggered just a bit as we formed a circle around him.


  "It's a tale of initiative and courage and, yes, brilliance," Marco began.


  "No, no, no. Just tell us, Marco," I snapped. "Don't try to milk the suspense."


  "Okay," he said with an easy laugh. "My fellow Animorphs . . . and visiting alien . . . we have found a way into the Yeerk pool."


  Chapter 4


  



  "The entrance to the Yeerk pool?" I echoed. "Where? How?"


  I looked around at the others to see their reactions.


  See, we had already invaded the Yeerk pool in an effort to save Jake's brother, Tom. Not a happy memory.


  I saw Cassie shudder.


  "Ax is the only one who wasn't there for our little vacation in the Yeerk pool," Marco said. "As the rest of you know, the Yeerk pool is in a huge underground cavern. It's practically a small city down there. It's under our school, but it's so big that it also runs beneath the fire station, a couple of gas stations, and most of the mall."


  Ax nodded. <Yeerk pools are generally large and elaborate. They are an important part of Yeerk life. The centers of their lives, really. The pools are, for the Yeerks, what forests and meadows are to Andalites.>


  "Tobias and I have been working out a pattern of surveillance," Marco went on. "For the last week, we've followed our very favorite human-Controller, Assistant Principal Chapman, everywhere we can. Tobias tracks him from the air. Then I follow him when he goes into a building."


  "Why didn't you let the rest of us in on this?" I demanded.


  Marco shrugged. "It was a two-person job, that's all."


  Jake looked as annoyed as I felt.


  Then I realized why Marco had kept this quiet. Jake had just been through the terrifying ordeal of being infested by a Yeerk. For three days he had been a human-Controller, a prisoner in his own body. Marco had been letting him rest.


  "So?" I asked, a little more patiently.


  "So what?" Marco answered.


  "So where is this entrance to the Yeerk pool? Duh."


  "Well, I was hoping to amaze and entertain you all with the whole story of our brilliant detective work, but the short answer is - in a dressing room at The Gap. In the mall. That's the entrance. People go in, looking like they're going to try on clothes, and they never come out."


  <At least, they don't come out through The Gap,> Tobias added. <They come out through the movie theater. When the crowd leaves the movie at the end of the show, there are always more people leaving than went in.>


  "In through The Gap, out through the multiplex." Marco laughed. "Are these Yeerks on top of popular American culture, or what?"


  "Good job," Jake admitted grudgingly. "The question is, now what do we do?"


  <Attack!> Ax said instantly.


  "We tried that once," Cassie said quietly. "We didn't exactly win. There were dozens of Hork-Bajir and Taxxons down there. And human-Controllers. And he was there . . . Visser Three.That's when Tobias was trapped in a morph. Like I said, we didn't exactly win."


  "We got hammered," I agreed. "Ax, you know I'm usually all for going on the attack, but the Yeerk pool is just too big."


  <A warrior is judged by the power of his enemies,> Ax said stubbornly. But he didn't sound quite as enthusiastic anymore.


  "Attacking the Yeerk pool is out," I muttered. But an idea was occurring to me. "Hey, Ax? What can you tell us about the Kandrona?"


  He swiveled his head toward me, while his stalk eyes turned slowly this way and that, searching the woods for trouble. <The Kandrona is a miniature version of the Yeerks' home sun. It emits Kandrona rays, which concentrate in the Yeerk pools. It is what nourishes the Yeerks. That is why the Yeerks must swim in their natural state in the Yeerk pool every three days - they need Kandrona rays.>


  "So their real weakness is not the pool itself, but this Kandrona," I said. "This miniature sun."


  <But the Kandrona may be many miles away from the Yeerk pool,> Ax explained. <The Kandrona rays may be beamed to the pool from almost anywhere. So, although I am in favor of attacking the Yeerk pool, we should not do it expecting to find the Kandrona there.>


  "I agree," I said. "But what if we didn't attack the Yeerk pool? What if we just spied it out? We might find out where the Kandrona is."


  Marco laughed. "That's more like the Rachel I know. You were starting to worry me there. You were sounding so sensible."


  "How big is a Kandrona?" Jake wondered.


  <It would depend on how many pools it had to support. It might be as large as Cassie's barn. It might be the size of one of your human cars.>


  "The size of a car? Surely a bunch of all-American kids like us could manage to wreck a car," Marco joked.


  "How much would it hurt the Yeerks?" I asked. "That's the question. Is it worth running the risk of going down there again? Down to the Yeerk pool?"


  We all looked at Ax.


  <It would depend. If they have a spare Kandrona, it wouldn't hurt them very much. In any case, they have one aboard their mother ship, so we would not wipe them out entirely.>


  We all sagged with disappointment.


  <However, it would not be practical for the Yeerks to shuttle their human-Controllers back and forth to the mother ship to keep them alive.>


  "So what would they do?" Marco wondered. "How would Visser Three react?"


  "Visser Three is totally ruthless," I said. "He would save as many as he could. But he'd have to let the rest die."


  <Yes,> Ax agreed. <It would be a very serious blow. They would survive, but they would be weakened.>


  "We'd have to find this Kandrona thing first," Cassie reminded everyone. "And wherever it is, it will be guarded."


  Right then I guess we all realized we were going to do it. We were going back to the Yeerk pool.


  Jake shook his head slowly. "Down to the Yeerk pool again. I still have nightmares about the first time."


  "Yeah," Marco agreed. "Done that."


  "The Yeerk pool," Cassie said grimly, and looked away.


  I didn't say anything. I don't like talking about nightmares. But I'd had them, too. They were pretty bad.


  <I am not very good at understanding human emotions,> Ax said. <But you all seem afraid. And your fear is beginning to scare me.>


  "Good," I said. "I don't know if you Andalites believe in places like heaven and hell. But let me just tell you - the Yeerk pool is definitely not heaven."


  Chapter 5


  



  "What's for dinner?" I asked my mom as soon as I got home. The walk in the woods had made me hungry. Being outdoors always does that to me.


  So does fear. I just kept picturing the Yeerk pool. The cages full of involuntary hosts, humans and Hork-Bajir, temporarily free of their Yeerk parasites.


  I kept hearing them. Crying - that's what most of them did while they waited to be reinfested. Others screamed. Some begged for mercy.


  Or worse.


  My mom was standing by the kitchen counter. She was more dressed up than she usually was in the evening. She was munching nervously on some Doritos and kind of staring off into space.


  "Mom? Hello?"


  She looked like she hadn't noticed me. "Oh, hi, honey."


  "What's for dinner? I'm starving."


  "Your father is coming over tonight. For dinner. He said he would pick something up."


  I felt my stomach clench. Something was wrong.


  Since the divorce, my dad never came over for dinner. My two sisters and I spent one weekend a month overnight at his apartment in the city. Plus the every-other-weekend outing. But he did not come over for dinner.


  I wasn't hungry anymore. "What's going on?" I demanded.


  My mother got this worried look on her face, which she tried to hide. "Your father has something he wants to tell you girls. He was supposed to tell you the other night at the circus. I guess he forgot."


  The way she said "I guess he forgot" made it clear she didn't think that was the truth.


  I took my mother's arm. "Mom? I don't like suspense, all right? So just -"


  The doorbell rang.


  I heard Sara running down the stairs. I heard Jordan yell, "Stop running on the stairs, you'll break your neck." She sounded just like my mother. It almost made my mom and me smile.


  "That will be your father."


  I went to the front room. Sara was leaping into my dad's arms and Jordan was hovering a couple feet away. Jordan shot a quick, questioning glance at me. Unlike Sara, Jordan was old enough to realize something was up.


  I shrugged and shook my head.


  "Rachel!" my dad said. "How's my girl? Come take this bag from me. Thai food. We have curry. We have pad Thai. We have chicken satay. We have those imperial heavenly whatever-they-call-em shrimp."


  He handed me the paper bag. He was being too cheerful.


  My father's a reporter for one of the local TV channels. He does a lot of investigative journalism. Plus he anchors the news on Saturday and Sunday. So he's always wearing nice clothes, and always has great hair, and he looks tan even in the total depths of winter.


  I took the bag to the dining-room table and started to unpack the little white boxes of Thai food.


  "Hello, Dan," my mother said, coming into the room with plates and silverware.


  "Naomi," he answered. "How have you been?"


  By now even Sara had figured out that this was not going to be a happy evening.


  We ate a little and struggled along with some small talk about nothing. Until finally my mom said, "Dan, just get it over with."


  My dad looked embarrassed. He sent me a sheepish smile, like some little boy caught doing something wrong.


  "Okay," he said. He cleared his throat. He sat up straight in his chair. Just as if he were waiting for the cameras to come on so he could do the evening news.


  "Kids, I have something I have to tell you about. I've been offered a job. A better job. I wouldn't just be the weekend anchor. I would have the top spot. I'd be anchoring the six o'clock broadcast and the eleven o'clock. And I'd get to do specials. Maybe do some really important work."


  Jordan looked at me, confused. It sounded like good news.


  "There's just one problem," my father said. "It's not here in town. In fact, it would mean I would have to move."


  "Where to?" Sara asked. "To another apartment?"


  He forced a smile. "To another city, sweetie. In another state."


  "A thousand miles away," my mother said.


  You know, it's funny how the mind works. See, I've been through more bad things, more terror, more worry, more pain since I became an Animorph than most people deal with in a lifetime. I would have thought I could handle some thing like my dad moving away.


  A thousand miles away.


  "Congratulations," I said, trying not to show any emotion. "It's what you've always wanted."


  My dad wasn't fooled. He knew I was upset. "It's the job, Rachel. It's the way it is. It's not like I won't see you kids. I know it sounds like a long way and all, but that's why we have jets, right?"


  "Yeah," I said. "That's why we have jets. I think I'll just go upstairs and do some homework now."


  "Wait, I need to . . ." my dad protested.


  I didn't slam any doors. I didn't throw any thing.


  I just left.


  Let him feel what it's like, I told myself. Let him feel what it's like to have someone just walk away.


  I went up to my room and locked the door behind me. I couldn't breathe. I kept clenching my fists and wanting to pound something. I think I would have cried, but I was just too angry.


  "Rachel?" It was him. He knocked lightly on my door. "Can I come in?"


  I couldn't say no. It would have sounded like I was upset. "Sure. Why not?"


  He came in. "I'm guessing you're a little upset," he said.


  I shrugged and turned my back to him.


  "I see. Rachel, you didn't let me finish what I had to tell you downstairs. Rachel . . . Jordan and Sara are still too young to consider this. But you're older. You can look after yourself when I have to work late. They can't. And . . . anyway, look, the thing is, I've talked to your mother about this, and she's not happy about it, but she says it's up to you."


  I turned to look at him. "What's up to me?"


  He smiled uncertainly. "Well, it's like this. Carla Belnikoff teaches in the city I'm moving to. You know, she takes in three or four promising gymnastics students every year. If you wanted . . . well, it would be the best thing in the world, as far as I'm concerned, if you came to live with me."


  I almost asked him to repeat it. I couldn't believe I had heard right the first time. Students of Coach Belnikoff have won two gold medals and a bunch of silver ones.


  "Dad, Carla Belnikoff isn't going to take me on as a student. She handles professional-level gymnasts. I'm too tall, and not good enough to . . . besides, you're saying I should move out? Leave Mom and Sara and Jordan?"


  "You're the only one who can decide that," my dad said. "But as for Coach Belnikoff, you're wrong. You have the talent. I know. If that's something you want to do, if you want to make that your life, you could go places in gymnastics."


  I shook my head. Not to say no, just to try and clear out the confusion. "Dad, are you asking me to go with you when you move?"


  "Yes. I know it would be hard on you and your mom and your sisters, but we could make it work. I mean, this job pays a lot of money. You could fly back here any time you wanted. Every week if you wanted."


  Was he serious? It sounded ridiculous. Was he actually serious? I sat down on the edge of my bed. My thoughts were everywhere all at once. Leave? Leave my mom and my sisters?


  This was just because my dad felt guilty. He felt bad about leaving. This was about pity. He felt sorry for me or something.


  "And I know it would mean changing schools," he said, "but, gee, Rachel, I think it could be okay, you know? I mean, for one thing, they have serious mountains there. We could do some rock climbing together on weekends. Go hiking. And it's a huge sports town. I need someone to go with me to games. It would be like in the old days." Then he winked. "And hey, it's a much bigger city, so think of all the shopping."


  No, it wasn't pity or guilt, I realized. At least not completely. I think my dad was feeling lonely. He was picturing himself lonely in the new town.


  "Oh, man," I said. "I don't know what to say."


  My dad nodded his head. "Don't decide now. I wouldn't want you to. Talk to your mom. And Jordan and Sara, too. You think about it. I just think . . . you know, I've just missed you, sweet heart. We have fun trash-talking the umpires at games, don't we? And hiking? Remember the time we got lost?"


  "Of course, I remember," I said. "I just . . . I just have to think it over. You know."


  I wanted to say, Dad, you don't understand. It isn't just about Mom and Sara and Jordan. I have a date, Dad. To go back to the Yeerk pool. My friends are counting on me. See, I'm supposed to be Xena, Warrior Princess. I'm supposed to go back down there . . . down into the last place on Earth I want to go.


  "I have to think it over," I repeated.


  "Yeah. Anyway, I'm gonna go now."


  "Okay, Dad," I said.


  "I love you, Rachel."


  I wish he hadn't said that. I was doing fine till he said that, and then the tears started.


  Chapter 6


  



  After my dad left, I talked to my mom. She said what I expected: She wanted me to stay. But it was up to me. She trusted me to think it through.


  Up to me. Great. I could hurt my mom and my sisters, or I could hurt my dad. Perfect. Isn't divorce fun?


  After I went to bed, I just lay there, staring up at the ceiling. My brain kept churning like a computer you can't turn off. Too many things to think about. My dad. My mom.


  And the big, huge, massive thing I didn't even want to start thinking about: my friends. The Animorphs. The war against the Yeerks.


  Finally, I knew I had to get out of there. I needed air and open spaces. The walls were just way too close around me.


  I climbed out of bed and opened my window all the way. I changed from the T-shirt I sleep in to the black leotard I usually wore under my clothes.


  My morphing outfit.


  I couldn't think about it anymore. I just needed some space to not think about my father. Not think about choices.


  I focused my mind. I concentrated. Just some time to think, I told myself, as my fingers became feathers and my toes curled into talons.


  I guess every kid has times he wants to just get away. But I had the power to do it. I could even get away from myself.


  I launched myself into the night.


  I flew in absolute silence. The wind rushing over the top of my wings never ruffled a feather. The moon was low on the horizon, just a sliver. High clouds blocked the starlight. The grassy field just a few feet below me would have been black and featureless to human eyes. But I was not looking through human eyes.


  My eyes were so large, they nearly filled my head. They looked through the darkness like it was noon on a sunny day. I could see individual blades of grass. I could see the ants crawling beneath the grass.


  My hearing was so acute that I could hear a mouse step on a twig from seventy-five feet away. I could hear the beating wings of a sparrow that was flitting from tree to tree.


  I had morphed into a great horned owl. The night killer. The predator of darkness.


  I flew lower still, closer to the ground, letting the owl's mind search out prey. Here a mouse. There a shrew. There a vole. And all the many little birds.


  They were all meat to the owl. I could descend, silent and deadly, on a rat or rabbit, spread my talons wide, and strike.


  I could squeeze my talons until they burst the skulls of my prey and . . . no. No, I told myself. I was not Tobias. He had no choice but to be a predator. I had a choice.


  Like my father had a choice. He could just not move. And then I wouldn't have to make this awful decision. If he knew . . . if he understood everything . . . he wouldn't do this. He would understand that I was part of the battle to help save Earth.


  But I couldn't tell him. Not even my dad. He could be one of them. That's what knowing about the Yeerks does to you. You look at everyone and wonder what's living inside their brains. Even though I felt like somehow I would just know if my dad were a Controller.


  I guess I've always had a close relationship with my dad. Right from the start, going back as far as I can remember, we were always doing stuff together. I mean, I have this photograph of me when I was three years old, standing on a balance beam, with my dad holding me up and grinning at the camera. I love that picture, even though I look lame in the outfit I had on. I keep it on my desk in my room.


  When my mom was pregnant with my littlest sister, Sara, I overheard my parents talking. My mom was saying maybe this time she would have a boy. "I know you've always wanted a boy," she told my dad.


  "Oh, come on," he answered. "That was years ago. I thought I had to have a boy to do all the fun 'dad' stuff with. But I have Rachel. She's as good as any boy. She's already tougher than most boys her age. Have you seen the vaults she can do?"


  My mom groaned. "Don't ever let her hear you say that. Little girls do not want to be told they are as good as a boy."


  But she was wrong. I know it was sexist and all, but I still just thought it was great. My dad thought I was as tough as any boy. Cool.


  If only he knew what I was doing now, I thought.


  How could he expect me to make this decision? I couldn't leave my friends. I couldn't. They were counting on me. We were going back to the Yeerk pool, and they were counting on me to be brave and strong. That's what they thought I was.


  But if I was so brave and so strong, why was I suddenly imagining a very different life, a long, long way from the war with the Yeerks?


  Why was I imagining a life of gymnastics classes and ball games with my dad - a place where I was just a person? Where no one expected me to go back down into that hell of screams and despair called the Yeerk pool?


  If I was so brave and so tough, why was I imagining a normal life?


  Chapter 7


  



  I flew into Tobias's territory. It was also the territory of at least one real horned owl, who would not be happy to have me around. It belonged to Tobias by day and to the owl by night.


  I knew a tree where Tobias often slept. Sure enough, he was there. I stopped beating my wings and glided up.


  I was already flaring my wings to come in for a landing when Tobias noticed me.


  <It's okay, it's okay, it's me, Rachel.>


  <Oh, man! You almost gave me heart attack!>


  <Sorry.>


  <Sorry?!> he demanded angrily. <It's night, we're in the woods, I'm a hawk and you're an owl who comes zooming up in attack mode. Don't do that kind of stuff, Rachel.>


  <I'm just an owl, not an eagle.> I protested. I knew that some eagles and some falcons will attack hawks.


  <Okay, okay. It's just that hungry owls have been known to go after hawks. It doesn't happen a lot, but owls scare me. I know everybody sees cute cartoon owls and thinks all they do is say "hoot, hoot" and act wise. But let me tell you, I've watched owls work. They aren't cute. They're tough. I don't ever want to have to fight one.>


  I settled on the branch beside him, sinking my talons into the soft bark. I could see why Tobias liked this perch. It gave a perfect view of the meadow, with all its tasty prey.


  <I'm really sorry, Tobias. I guess I forget that your life can be so dangerous.>


  <Yeah, well, it has advantages, too.> he said. <No more first period gym class. So what are you doing out here playing owl?>


  <I had to get out of the house.>


  <Ah. Why? Unless it's not any of my business.>


  <I don't know. Nothing. Nothing. I was just hyper.>


  Tobias didn't say anything. Obviously, he knew I was lying. He just waited for me to tell him, watching me with gold-brown eyes that seemed to drill holes through me.


  But I didn't really want to tell him. I mean, I guess I had wanted to, or why else would I have flown out to see him? But now it just seemed ridiculous to lay my problems on him.


  <I was just thinking about going down into the Yeerk pool again.> I said.


  <You're worried?> he teased. <You?>


  <I get worried sometimes.> I said defensively. <I was thinking about flying out to The Gardens, to the zoo. Maybe acquiring some new morph. Something really strong and mean in case we get into a fight down there. A lion. Or a grizzly bear or something. Thought maybe you'd want to fly over there with me.>


  <Rachel, you know I don't fly much at night. I can't see that well in the dark. Plus, there aren't any thermals at night, so I can't soar. I just have to flap the whole time, and that's miles away. I mean, a little trip around here, sure, if you want to go flying. But that's a haul.>


  <Yeah, okay. Forget it.>


  <I have an idea. Why don't you tell me what's really bothering you? You're all . . . weird. You don't seem like you.>


  <It's nothing.> I said. <Sorry I scared you. I'm going to head on home.>


  <Rachel, you know you can always talk to me, right?>


  <Yeah. Look . . . I have a question for you. Do you ever think about years from now? Like when it's time for college and stuff?> As soon as the words were out of my head I wished I could call them back.


  But Tobias was cool. He just laughed silently. <Yeah, I'm thinking I could get easy A's in - ornithology - the study of birds.>


  <You could definitely be the professor.> I said. <I just meant that sooner or later most of us are going to leave. Move somewhere else. What do we do then, if the Yeerks are still around?>


  Tobias began preening his feathers. It's some thing he has to do, but it's also a habit he has when he's bothered by something. <I haven't really looked that far ahead. But I guess I figured this whole thing would sort itself out, one way or the other, long before then. The Yeerks win, and you don't have to worry about college. Or they lose, and we each go back to our normal lives. Some of us more normal than others.> he added dryly.


  For a while I didn't say anything. I couldn't. I was too busy hating myself for bringing this up with Tobias. Tobias, of all people! He was already a casualty in this war. He was trapped in a hawk morph. And here I was thinking of bailing out?


  What was the matter with me? I couldn't leave. Leave Tobias living in the forest? Leave my best friend Cassie to fight, maybe to die, so I could cut and run? Leave Jake and Marco and Ax? Why? Because my dad was lonely and I could take gymnastics classes?


  <Rachel? You okay?>


  No. I wasn't okay. I felt sick. What was the matter with me? I couldn't leave. I couldn't give up. <Me? Of course I'm okay.> I lied. <Just the same, I think I will go get myself some firepower. It's time for Yeerk Pool Two: Animorphs' Revenge, right?>


  <I don't know. It looks like I'll be sitting out this battle.> Tobias said.


  <Don't worry.> I said. <I'll get a Hork-Bajir for you.>


  <You're okay? Really? It seemed like you were upset.>


  <Tobias, I am more than okay. Gotta go.>


  <Rachel, go home.> Tobias advised.


  I opened my wings and beat them powerfully, sliding through the dead air of night.


  But I did not go home. I flew around a while, trying to get a grip on the confusion in my head. But I couldn't. And I couldn't go home yet. I knew I would just lay there in bed, eyes wide open.


  I turned and headed south.


  Chapter 8


  



  From the air, The Gardens looks very different than it does from the ground. The roller coaster doesn't look nearly as tall or scary. And flying above the zoo area, you mostly just see the roofs of the various interior exhibits. The rest of it seems, at first, to be sparse woods, with cement pathways winding in and around and through, like curled ribbons.



  Looking closer, I could see the separate habitats. The trees and the running stream of the tiger area. The open field for the bison, separated by a tall fence from the impalas.


  I glided over the lions. Most were sleeping by a tree. One female was ranging around restlessly, like she was looking for something.


  It took a while to find the bears. I wasn't interested in the little black bears. Or the polar bears. I was looking for the grizzlies.


  I wanted power.


  There they were in a habitat of trees and rocks and a deep water-filled moat fed by a tumbling, rushing stream.


  There were two, a male and female pair. Both were asleep, sprawled across the rocks. The male was bigger: That's what I wanted. Big. Powerful. Fearless. If I was going back to the Yeerk pool, I wanted something desperately dangerous.


  Leave? Move out of town? Give up? No way.


  No way.


  And my dad? I would still see him when he came to town. That's what jets were for.


  I landed and began to morph back. To revert to my true human form. My feathers melted and ran together and became pink. My beak broke into teeth. My talons became smooth toes. My insides gurgled and squished and sloshed as some organs grew and others changed and others reappeared from nothing.


  The bear heard the sounds of my bones stretching, and the faint rustle of feathers melting together to become flesh. He opened one eye and looked at me without understanding or fear.


  He was well fed. He had been in the zoo for many years, and had all but forgotten the wariness of living in the wild. I was just something that smelled a little like a bird and a little like a human.


  I reached a trembling human hand down to touch the rough coat of the grizzly bear. His nearsighted eyes watched me. I was nothing to him. I could not hurt him. He could destroy me without bothering even to wake up fully.


  He was beyond fear. Beyond doubt. Beyond pain.


  "It must be nice," I whispered to him.


  I touched him and felt his power flow into me.


  And yet, as I absorbed his DNA and imagined myself becoming this fearless creature, I still could not forget the look in my father's eyes, or the quaver in his voice saying, "But, gee, Rachel, I think it could be okay, you know?"


  I could already feel the emptiness his moving would leave in my life. He could say he'd come back every other week. He could say we'd still see each other just as much. But I knew it wouldn't be that way.


  I could imagine him packing up to go.


  I could remember the screams in the Yeerk pool.


  I could remember Tobias trying to joke about college.


  Too much. Things that were small and personal, and things that were huge, all swirled together in my head. Nothing made sense. It was too much stuff. Too much fear and guilt and loneliness. Too many decisions. Too much.


  You know, there are days when I just don't feel brave and fearless. There are days when I just want to go to a ball game with my dad and eat popcorn and tune out everything else that's going on. Be a normal kid.


  But that wasn't the life I had. Not anymore.


  Chapter 9


  



  The next evening, as planned, we all arrived at the mall separately. I hooked up with Cassie at the food court.


  "Hi. What a huge surprise to see you here," I said.


  "Uh-huh."


  We did a little act for any curious Controller who might be watching, pretending to be surprised to see each other.


  I looked at my watch. "Perfect. We have fifteen minutes to wander slowly toward The Gap."


  "I saw Jake and Ax down playing video games," Cassie said. "Poor Jake. Ax is a little unpredictable when he's in human morph. While I was watching, he tried to eat a cigarette butt out of an ashtray."


  Andalites have no mouths and no sense of taste. So whenever Ax played human, he found the sense of taste extremely exciting. He would try to eat everything around him.


  I laughed at the image of Ax chewing on a cigarette butt. I was surprised I could laugh. This was not a mission I was looking forward to.


  We arrived at the store.


  "Marco says it's in the last dressing room," I reminded Cassie. "And we have to assume the people who work here in the store are all Controllers. Speaking of Marco, I wonder if he made it on time?"


  "I'm sure he did," Cassie said. "He seems to be kind of into all this lately."


  "Yeah, what's that about?" I muttered.


  Cassie shrugged. "People change, I guess. I feel sorry for Tobias, not being able to come along. It'll tear him up. On the other hand, I'm jealous."


  I nodded in agreement. I was feeling hyper again. Jazzed. The way I usually did before we set out to do something dangerous. Only more so this time. I'll admit it - the Yeerk pool scared me. The idea of that awful place made me sick at heart. And now we were going back down there.


  "Time to go to the dressing room," I said. "Pick something out you want to try on."


  Cassie looked at me blankly. "Like what?"


  I rolled my eyes. Cassie cannot shop. She is shopping-impaired. "Just pretend you're me. Grab a sweater or something."


  I spotted Jake and Ax across the room. Ax's human morph is always a little surprising to see because it's a combination of DNA from Jake, Marco, Cassie, and me. He's a guy, but sort of pretty, and with a definite hint of weirdness about him.


  I grabbed a sweater for Cassie and held it out for her.


  "Like I would ever wear that," she said. "It says 'dry clean only'."


  We went to the next-to-last dressing room and closed the door behind us.


  "Let's do this," I said tersely.


  We had all decided the best way to go was in cockroach morph. The last time we'd morphed into roaches, things had not gone well. But roaches were fast, and their senses were good enough to use for our purposes. Also, they might go unnoticed.


  I was not looking forward to doing the roach body again. I don't like becoming anything that can be stepped on. Besides, if you think looking at a cockroach is gross, try being one.


  I looked at Cassie and let out a yelp. Two hugely long antennae were sprouting from her forehead.


  "Jeez, you could have warned me you were starting."


  Morphing is not some neat, sensible process where you just gradually become something else. It is much weirder than that. Different changes happen at different times. Body parts appear suddenly, other parts disappear. And the sizes don't always match up till the end.


  The first change on Cassie was the sudden appearance of the antennae, which shot straight out of her forehead like two fishing poles.


  Then her skin started to get crispy-looking.


  At the same time, we were both shrinking, which feels just like falling. I mean, you see the walls shooting up, higher and higher. You see the ground rushing up at you like you're a parachutist whose chute didn't open.


  Unfortunately, since it was a dressing room, there were mirrors on two sides.


  "AAHHH!" I cried, startled by the nauseating sight of the skin of my back melting into two huge, hard, brown wings.


  Cassie was too far gone to say "shh," but she held one of her hands up to what was left of her lips. Just then her extra legs came popping out of her stomach, and I think I would have yelped again except that I no longer had a mouth.


  I heard a slurping sound as the last of my bones dissolved, and I sagged into my exoskeleton.


  My clothing was piled around me like a huge collapsed tent.


  Human sight was gone now. What I could see was vague and muddy and shattered into a thousand pieces. But I'd had practice being a roach. I could make some sense of the roach's confusing way of seeing.


  And there were compensations. The antennae that had sprouted from my head were amazingly good at reading vibrations and smells.


  <You okay?> I asked Cassie.


  <I'm trapped under my own jeans.> she said. <No, wait. There. I'm out.>


  <I see you.> I said. <Yikes! Look out! There are pins all over the carpet.>


  The straight pins were steel shafts that looked as big around as the crossbar of a swing set. The sharp ends didn't seem very sharp at this size. And the blunt ends were like big steel beach balls.


  <Okay, let's get out of the way.> I said. We scurried on our six legs over to a corner underneath the small triangular seat.


  <Man, this roach brain really wants to run.> Cassie said.


  <Tell me about it.> I agreed. When you first morph an animal, it is almost always a struggle to adjust to its particular instincts. We had morphed roaches before, so we were prepared, but the first time I had become a roach it was all I could do to control the panic.


  Even now, the roach's jumpy instincts were barely under control. "Run!" it said. "Run!"


  I heard loud, crashing vibrations. Something huge moved over our heads. I couldn't see well enough to recognize him, but a few seconds later he began to morph down into our world.


  <Who is it?> I asked.


  <Me, Marco. What, you don't recognize me?>


  After that came Ax, who had to morph back into his Andalite body and then into a roach. Jake grabbed all the clothing we had shed, stuffed it into a bag, and took it away to store in one of the coin lockers out in the mall. Then he came back and morphed into his own cockroach form. His own outer clothing would be sacrificed, left in the dressing room. That would look strange, but not as strange as five separate sets of clothing.


  <Okay, boys, girls, and bugs.> Marco said, <this has taken about fifteen minutes, which means we are already down to an hour and forty-five minutes in morph. And this is NOT a morph I want to be stuck in.>


  <Amen. Let's move out.> Jake said.


  We scampered like a very tiny, very gross army beneath the divider that separated us from the next dressing room. This was the dressing room Marco believed led to the Yeerk pool.


  <We can hide up under the seat.> I said.


  One of the cooler parts of being a roach is the ability to walk right up most walls. We shot up the wall and cowered beneath the roof formed by the little triangular seat.


  I rested, facing straight up on the wall. Tiny spines at the end of my legs gripped the small bumps of the painted wall. I could see two of the others just above me, parked like low-slung tobacco-brown cars. Their antennae waved around, just as mine did, picking up scents, feeling vibrations.


  And then, quite suddenly, it happened. The door of the dressing room opened. A shape so tall, it might as well have been a skyscraper, came into the room.


  <We have company.> Marco announced. As if we hadn't noticed. As if our little roach brains weren't screaming at us, "Run! Run! Run!"


  Then, I heard a soft snap.


  The mirror on the back wall of the dressing room swung open. I felt an assault of damp air, rich with a mineral scent. I had smelled that aroma before. Memories came rushing into my head. Memories I wished I could forget.


  <Let's go!> Jake yelled.


  We tore down the wall, hit the carpet, and blazed for the doorway. The feet of the Controller were just ahead of us, monstrous building-sized shoes that lifted and swung ahead, disappearing from sight.


  In we went after the Controller.


  The door closed behind us.


  <We're in.> Jake said.


  <Oh, goody.> Marco replied.


  Chapter 10


  



  Down into the Yeerk pool.


  The very last place I ever wanted to go again.


  The first time we went to the Yeerk pool complex, we had taken an incredibly long stairway.


  This time it was more of a ramp. It wound downward at an easy angle, no worse than walking down a driveway. And to our roach bodies, which barely experienced gravity, it was like walking on level ground.


  Under our scampering feet there was bare dirt, covered by footprints. We climbed in and out of depressions that seemed to be several feet deep, by our cockroach standards.


  We let the Controller pull away from us, even though we could have moved as fast as he was. No point in taking the risk of getting stepped on.


  It was dark all around, with only an occasional bare electric bulb, high, high overhead like some dim sun. Still, we wanted to be careful not to be seen. My antennae were tuned in for any vibration that might be another Controller on the path.


  Down, down we went, curving and twisting between rock walls.


  <Ax, how are we doing on time?> Jake asked. Ax has the ability to keep perfect track of time, even without a watch. It's a very useful talent.


  <Twenty-eight of your minutes have passed since Cassie and Rachel entered morph.>


  <You know, Ax, they're your minutes now, too.> Marco said, just to make conversation. <I mean, we are all here together on good old Earth where we only have one type of minute.>


  We had two hours total in any morph. At two hours and one minute, we would be stuck. Like Tobias. And this was one time I actually agreed with Marco. I was not interested in being a roach forever.


  <Stairs up ahead.> Cassie reported.


  Over, down. Over, down. Over, down. Seventy-five steps.


  At last we sensed that the walls were no longer hemming us in. The path had emerged into the cavern itself.


  Our roach "eyes" could not see it, but I remembered the first time I had looked down on the Yeerk pool.


  It was a vast underground cavern. Larger than one of those big sports domes. The stairways and paths emerged from all sides, right about where the upper tier of seats would have been in a sports dome.


  In the center of the area was the pool itself, a sludgy, muddy-looking lake that seemed to seethe with the mass of Yeerk slugs in it.


  But that was not the worst of it.


  Two piers were built out over the lake. One was where the Controllers - human, Hork-Bajir, Taxxon, and other species - disgorged the Yeerks from their heads. Hork-Bajir guards would watch carefully as each Controller knelt at the far end of the pier and held his head down close to the surface of the lake.


  The Yeerk slug would then slither out of the host's ear and drop with a flat splash into the lake.


  That's when you would discover whether the Controller was a "voluntary" host, or someone who had been taken against his will.


  See, the voluntary hosts - the ones who had chosen to turn themselves over to the Yeerks - would stand up and calmly walk away.


  The involuntary hosts would realize that they were temporarily free of the evil alien in their heads. That they once more had control over their own minds and bodies. Some would scream. Some would cry. Many would beg to be released.


  A few would try to escape. But the Hork-Bajir were there to grab them and haul them to cages. That's where they would await the moment when they would be taken to the second pier.


  The second pier was the place where Yeerks, now strong from their swim in the pool and full of the nutrition of Kandrona rays, would slither back inside their hosts.


  When I had nightmares about the Yeerk pool . . . and I had those nightmares a lot . . . it would always be about that second pier.


  The voluntary hosts would kneel and receive the Yeerks back into their brains.


  The involuntaries would struggle. They would fight. Curse. Some would dare the Hork-Bajir to kill them.


  We were on a ramp again. No one had said anything for a while as we still raced lower and lower, deeper and deeper, closer and closer.


  That memory was in all of our minds. All except Ax, who had not been there.


  <I wish I could see more clearly.> Ax said. <I wish I could see all that is going on.>


  <No. You don't.> I told him.


  Chapter 11


  



  We were at the end of the ramp. We reached the flat floor of the cavern.



  <Okay, now what?> Cassie wondered. <We've used up at least three-quarters of an hour.>


  <Forty-one of your minutes.> Ax said.


  <Okay.> Jake said. <You guys remember there were buildings all around the edge of the cavern, set back from the Yeerk pool? Most are probably storage. Some may be generators and air purifiers. But some may be offices, control rooms, or even hold the Kandrona itself. We need to check out some of those buildings.>


  <Well, that's what bugs do best.> Marco joked.


  <I wish we could have found a bug morph with better eyes.> I said. <How are we going to even find these buildings? I can't see more than a couple of feet in front of me.>


  <Don't need to.> Cassie said. <We can smell. They have humans down here. I don't know about Hork-Bajir and Taxxons, but if there are humans down here, they must eat somewhere. And I swear I smell french fries.>


  She was right. I don't know if they were fries, but my roach brain definitely detected food.


  <Go for the fries!> Jake said with a laugh.


  We barreled away across the dusty ground. Just ahead, a wall loomed. It was easy enough to find a crack. A roach can slide through a crack no thicker than a quarter.


  We emerged into brilliant light and an assault of sounds and smells.


  <So. Where do you think we are?> Marco asked.


  <This looks like linoleum under us.> I said. <Dirty linoleum. I feel a lot of vibrations - lots of feet, I'm guessing. And voices. Too many for me to make sense of them.>


  <I smell humans.> Ax confirmed.


  <Humans don't smell.> I said, only half-joking.


  <Oh, humans smell.> Ax argued. <It's not a bad smell. Sort of like an animal we have back on my planet called a flaar.>


  <So we have french fries and humans,> Marco said. <Are you telling me we have reached the Yeerk pool McDonald's?>


  <If it's some kind of lunchroom or something, it would be a good place to listen in on conversations,> Cassie said. <Maybe we can get closer. Crawl up under a table. We should be able to ->


  Suddenly a shadow fell over us. Something huge was overhead, blocking out the harsh fluorescent light.


  <Now, that . . . that is not a human smell.> Ax said.


  <I smell it, too.> I said. <It's familiar. I don't like it. Something . . . I've smelled it before . . . it's . . . I can't get my human memory and my roach senses together. It smells like . . .>


  <Taxxon!> Cassie said suddenly. <Look. That tree-looking thing up there. I think it's a Taxxon leg!>


  <Oh, gross. I hate those things.> I said.


  <LOOK OUT!>


  Hurtling down from the fluorescent sky at incredible speed came something like a bright red whip.


  I powered my six legs in instant response.


  It was too fast!


  The red whip slapped the ground all around me. It fell over me like an awful, wet quilt. Some thing like glue oozed around me, seeping under my shell, gumming up my legs.


  <Nooo!> I screamed.


  <I'm trapped!> Marco cried.


  I was lifted up off the ground. My back was glued to the red whip, and I was hurtling through space. I caught a wild glimpse of the others, stuck to the red whip just like me.


  <What's happening?!> Cassie cried.


  <It's the Taxxon.> Ax said. <I think he's about to consume us!>


  We were stuck to the frog-like tongue of the Taxxon, as the evil creature slurped his tongue back down his throat.


  <I can't get loose!> Jake yelled.


  In an instant, without warning, death had come for us.


  I was glued down, helpless, as the Taxxon's red tongue sucked back into its mouth.


  And then . . .


  And then . . . everything, everywhere, stopped.


  Chapter 12


  



  The sticky red whip of the Taxxon's tongue stopped moving.



  But it was more than that. Nothing was vibrating against my antennae. There were no sounds. There were no smells, because the air itself had stopped moving.


  Then, without meaning to, I began to demorph.


  <What's going on?> I asked.


  <I'm demorphing,> Cassie said. <But it wasn't me doing it.>


  <Are we dead? Is this some kind of hallucination?> I asked.


  <If it is, I'm having it, too,> Jake said.


  I swiftly grew larger and larger. My center pair of cockroach legs dwindled and disappeared. My lower legs swelled and grew skin.


  I fell from the Taxxon's tongue to the ground, too large and heavy to be stuck any longer.


  Toes appeared. Fingers appeared. My true human eyes opened.


  I looked around, dazed and disoriented.


  The others were all there. We were all human again, barefoot and dressed in our skin-tight morphing outfits, like we always were when we came out of a morph.


  Ax was back in his Andalite body, just adding to the general weirdness of the scene.


  We were inside a building. As we had guessed, it was a lunchroom. There was a kitchen to one side. There were a dozen long tables down the middle of the room.


  People sat at the tables, eating. Only . . . they weren't eating. They were holding forks. They were looking down at plates of food. They were getting ready to speak. They were holding mugs of coffee.


  But no one was moving.


  No one was breathing.


  The steam rising from the mugs of coffee was frozen and still as a photograph.


  "Okay. I'm ready to wake up now," Marco said. "This dream is getting weird."


  "Look," I said. "Hork-Bajir."


  Two Hork-Bajir were standing by the door. I had never seen one standing still before. Even frozen in place they were frightening - seven feet of knife-edged arms, legs, head, and tail. Salad Shooters on legs, as Marco said. Walking razor blades.


  And then there was the Taxxon. The one who had been about to eat us. It was a monstrously big centipede, as big around as a concrete sewer pipe. It had a round, red mouth at the very top of its worm body. The long, red whip of a tongue stuck out and hung in the air.


  "I have an idea," Marco said. "Even if this is a dream . . . let's get OUT of here!"


  "Definitely," I agreed.


  "MOVE!" Jake said loudly.


  We ran for the door of the lunchroom. Out into the vast, intimidating openness of the cavern. Outside, the same freeze had occurred. The surface of the Yeerk pool was still. The humans and Hork-Bajir who were involuntary hosts were frozen in their cages, screaming and crying and shouting without a sound or a movement.


  On the infestation pier, a woman was bent low over the water, held down by a Hork-Bajir. A Yeerk was halfway into her ear. She was crying. Her tears were motionless on her cheeks.


  Then I saw something moving. One single thing in all that eerie stillness.


  A boy. He was tall, a little gangly. He had hair that looked as if it had never been combed.


  "Oh . . ." I whispered. "Oh . . . look! It's Tobias!"


  The others all turned to see.


  Tobias shrugged his human shoulders. He held up his hands to stare at his own fingers. "It is me." he said, sounding like he doubted it. "My old body. Here."


  I ran to him. I don't really know why, I just did. I wanted to touch him. To know he was real.


  "Ah! Ah! Ah!" he yelled. He jumped back and suddenly threw his arms up and down.


  He was flapping, trying to get away. Trying to fly. I had scared him by rushing at him.


  "Sorry," he whispered, terribly embarrassed. "Sorry."


  I put my arms around him and hugged him tightly.


  "Tobias, what's going on?" I asked him.


  "I don't know," he said. "I was flying . . . then suddenly, I was here. Like this."


  <Time has stopped,> Ax said. <For everyone but us. I can feel it.>


  "Something is very, very wrong," Cassie said darkly. "Is this some trick of Visser Three's?"


  <This is not Yeerk technology, I can tell you that,> Ax said. <This is far beyond them; Far beyond us Andalites, as well.>


  WHAT? HUMILITY? FROM AN ANDALITE?


  "Yaaahhh!" Marco screamed.


  The voice came from everywhere at once. And from nowhere. It wasn't a voice, not really. It wasn't even thought-speak. It was like an idea that simply popped into your head. The words exploded like bursting balloons inside your own thoughts.


  I spun around, looking for the source, ready to fight if necessary.


  NO, RACHEL. THERE IS NO THREAT.


  "It knows your name!" Tobias hissed.


  I glanced at Ax. He had gone rigid. He wasn't frozen like all the world around us, he was afraid. He was shaking.


  AXIMILI-ESGARROUTH-ISTHILL HAS BEGUN TO GUESS WHAT I AM.


  <Ellimist!> Ax said.


  DO NOT BE AFRAID. I WILL APPEAR IN A PHYSICAL FORM YOU CAN UNDERSTAND.


  The air directly in front of me . . . no, not in front, behind. Beside. Around. I can't explain it. The air just opened up. As if there were a door in nothingness. As if air were solid and . . . it is just impossible to explain.


  The air opened. He appeared.


  He was humanoid. Two arms, two legs, a head where a human head would be. His skin was glowing blue, as if he were a lightbulb that had been painted over so that light still shone from him.


  He seemed like an old man, but with a force of energy that was definitely not frail. His hair was long and white. His ears were swept up into points. His eyes were black holes that seemed to be full of stars.


  "I am an Ellimist," he said, speaking with an actual voice, "as your Andalite friend guessed."


  Ax was shaking so badly he looked like he might fall down.


  "Be at peace, Andalite," the Ellimist said. "Look at your human friends. They do not fear me."


  <They don't know what you are,> Ax managed to say.


  The Ellimist smiled. "Neither do you. All you know are the fairy stories your people tell to children."


  "Well, how about if someone tells us who and what you are?" I said. I was not in the best mood ever. It was extremely bizarre and unnerving to be surrounded by human-Controllers, Hork-Bajir, and Taxxons, in the very heart of the enemy's stronghold. They were all frozen, but that could change.


  To be honest, I was scared. And when I'm scared, I get mad.


  The Ellimist looked at me. "You cannot begin to understand what I am."


  <They are all-powerful,> Ax said simply. <They can cross a million light-years in a single instant. They can make entire worlds disappear. They can stop time itself.>


  "This one doesn't look all that powerful," Marco said skeptically.


  <Don't be a fool,> Ax snapped. <That's not his body. He has no body. He is . . . everywhere at once. Inside your head. Inside this planet. Inside the fabric of space and time.>


  "So why are you here?" Jake asked the Ellimist. "Why all of this? Why did you bring Tobias here?"


  "Obviously, you saw right through our morphs," Marco said. "You knew who we were. You even know our names. You brought us all here together. Why?"


  "Because you must decide," the Ellimist said.


  "Decide what?" I demanded.


  "The fate of your race," the Ellimist said. "The fate of the human race."
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  "That's all?" Marco asked. "Just the fate of the human race? Don't you have something more challenging for us?"



  But the Ellimist wasn't paying attention to Marco. "We do not interfere in the private affairs of other beings," he said. "But when they are in danger of becoming extinct, we step in to save a few members. We love life. All life, but especially sentient life forms, like Homo sapiens. Your species. This is a very beautiful planet. A priceless work of art."


  "You've obviously never seen our school," Marco said, still giddily trying to joke.


  Suddenly, without warning, the Ellimist did it again. He opened space.


  We were no longer standing in the Yeerk pool. We were no longer underground at all.


  We were underwater.


  Deep underwater. But the water did not seem to touch my skin. And when I breathed, there was air. Still, I felt fear tingle the back of my neck.


  We stood - me, Cassie, Jake, Marco, Ax, and Tobias . . . Tobias, in his own human body - in the middle of an ocean. Suspended in the water, but dry. The Ellimist could no longer be seen.


  We were floating above a coral reef. And everything was moving again.


  All around us, fish swam by in swift-darting schools. Fish in every color and shape, reflecting the dappled sunlight from above. Sharks prowled. Stingrays seemed to fly. Squid pulsated. Crabs scuttled across fabulous extrusions of coral. Tuna as big as sheep drifted past. Swift, grinning dolphins raced by in pursuit of their next meal.


  LOVELY.


  The Ellimist's voice once more seemed to grow from deep within my own heart.


  LOVELY.


  And then, as quickly as we had been plunged into the ocean, we were drifting above the waving golden grass of the African savannah. A pride of lions lazed in the sun below us, looking sleepily content. Wildebeest and gazelles and impalas grazed, then broke into wild, springing, bouncing races that forced you to smile at the sheer energy of it all.


  There were hyenas, rhinos, elephants, giraffes, cheetahs, baboons, zebras. Hawks and eagles and buzzards wheeled overhead.


  LOOK AT IT.


  Then, in an instant, deep jungle. A lithe jaguar prowled while monkeys chattered in the tree canopy above. Snakes as long as a person slithered across tree branches. The air reeked of the heavy perfume of a million flowers. We heard the sounds of frogs, insects, monkeys, and wild, screaming birds.


  IN ALL THE UNIVERSE, NO GREATER BEAUTY. IN A THOUSAND, THOUSAND WORLDS, NO GREATER ART THAN THIS.


  Then the Ellimist showed us the human race.


  We flew, invisible, through the steel-and-glass canyons of New York City.


  We drifted above villages at the edges of jungle rivers. We watched a rock concert in Rio de Janeiro, and a political meeting in Seoul, and a soccer game in Durban, and an open-air market in the Philippines.


  HUMANS. CRUDE. PRIMITIVE. BUT CAPABLE OF UNDERSTANDING.


  Suddenly, all the movement stopped. We were staring at a picture. A painting. I'd seen the painting somewhere before.


  It was a wild swirl of color. A painting of purple flowers. Irises, I think, although I'm no big expert on flowers. The artist had seen the beauty of those flowers and captured some small bit of it on canvas.


  CAPABLE OF UNDERSTANDING.


  Then, without warning, we were back in the Yeerk pool.


  The images were all gone. We were in the land of despair once again. Surrounded by frozen images of horror.


  The Ellimist - or at least the body he had made for us to look at - reappeared.


  "That was a nice tour," I said. I was trying to sound tough. But I felt as if I had been turned inside out. As if my mind had exploded into a thousand sparkling pieces. I was overwhelmed. "But what's it all about?"


  "Humans are an endangered species. Soon you will disappear."


  I thought of a couple things to say. But I said nothing. No one said anything.


  "The Yeerk race is also sentient," the Ellimist said. "And they are technologically more advanced than you. They will continue to infest the human race. The Andalites will try to stop them, but they will fail. The Yeerks will win. And soon, the only humans left will be what you call human-Controllers."


  I had stopped breathing. The way he said it . . . it was like you couldn't argue. Like you couldn't say anything. He spoke every word with utter and complete certainty.


  He wasn't guessing. He knew.


  He knew that we would lose.
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  I had been terrified a few moments before, as the Taxxon prepared to swallow us. I had been afraid for my own life and the lives of my friends.


  Now, as the Yeerk pool hung suspended in time, I felt a deeper fear. My head was still swimming from all the images the Ellimist had shown us.


  "Why come here just to tell us we're dead meat?" I managed to ask.


  "We have an offer for you," the Ellimist said. "You see, we can save a small sample of the human race. We have a planet where we would relocate you. You . . . some members of your family. A few others, chosen to get a good genetic sampling. As well as a few non-human Earth species that are of special interest to us."


  I was surprised to hear Cassie actually laugh. "He's some kind of environmentalist," she said. "That's what he is. We're the spotted owls. We're the rhinos. We're the whales. We're the endangered species, and he's the environmentalist trying to save us."


  "We have a planet set aside for you," the Ellimist said. "It will seem very much like Earth. You would be free to evolve naturally, as your species should."


  "This is insane," Marco said. "It's like Noah's ark. The Yeerk flood is coming. Load up the boat."


  "No," Tobias said, staring at the Ellimist. "It's a zoo. That's what he has for us - a zoo."


  The Ellimist said, "We do not impose our will on sentient species. The decision is yours. I have chosen you to decide, because only you, of all free humans, know what is happening. You must decide - to stay on Earth and fight a battle you are certain to lose. Or to leave this planet behind and form part of a new colony of humans."


  "How long do we have to decide?" Jake asked.


  "You must decide now," the Ellimist said.


  "What?" I yelled. "What? What are you up to? What do you mean, we have to decide now."


  This was beyond insane. This was a dream. This couldn't even be real. I was imagining it all.


  "If you decide the answer is yes, you, and some of those you are close to, will be instantly taken to your new home. If the answer is no, I will return everything to the way it was when I interrupted time."


  "You mean we're back in roach morph headed down that Taxxon's throat?" I asked.


  "Everything as it was," the Ellimist said. "Our purpose is not to interfere."


  I looked at Tobias. His face showed nothing. Maybe he had forgotten how to show emotion.


  "And our friend Tobias?" Cassie asked softly.


  "Everything as it was," the Ellimist repeated.


  "Oh, that's real fair," Marco said. "You ask us this just as we're about to be some Taxxon's lunch?"


  "This is ridiculous," Jake said angrily. "You can't just tell us we have to make a decision like this. We are not the ones who should be deciding this. I mean, maybe you're trying to do the right thing for us, but this is nuts."


  <Ellimists are not interested in what is fair,> Ax said. <Ellimists give you a choice that is no choice at all. Then they can claim that they do not interfere. They will pretend it was a human decision.>


  It was hard to argue with Ax's opinion. The Ellimist had totally rigged this decision. Realizing that made me want to resist. The Ellimist wanted us to say yes. He wanted us to abandon the fight against the Yeerks.


  And yet . . . a place where we would have peace. A place where the fighting would be over. Where we could be normal kids. No more decisions. No more battles.


  The Ellimist had said we would be with some of the people we were close to. Who? Who would be saved?


  "I vote no," Tobias said, with sharp, angry defiance. "You're using me. You're using my friends' affection for me as a tool. And I'm not going for it."


  "Let's think this over a little first, Tobias," Cassie pleaded. "I mean, just because we're upset . . . this decision is for the whole human race. Do you understand that? He's talking about humanity becoming extinct."


  "Tobias, you personally have a lot to lose," Jake reminded him. "If we say no, you're right back in your hawk body."


  "So we have two votes no, Tobias and Rachel, one vote yes from Cassie," Marco said.


  But I hadn't voted. Marco had just assumed . . . And he was right, I realized with a sick churning in my stomach. Marco was right about me. I had to vote no. If Tobias was ready to stay in the fight, with all he had to lose, I couldn't do less.


  "What this character wants us to do is run away," I said. "He wants us to abandon our people and our planet just to save ourselves and the people we care about personally."


  Tobias met my gaze. There appeared a faint flicker of his old, human smile.


  <This is a decision for humans,> Ax said. <I fight the Yeerks. I follow Prince Jake. But I don't trust this Ellimist, however great his power.>


  "Guys, I know how you feel," Cassie said, "But think about this. We may not even get out of this Yeerk pool alive. And if we die, then what chance do humans have against the Yeerks? And anyway, he says that humans will lose. Isn't it better to save some humans, rather than losing everyone?"


  Jake and Marco had still not voted. I noticed that they were looking back toward the building we had come from. And past the building, to what looked like a tall, circular column rising straight up to the rock ceiling of the cavern.


  The column was a mix of steel and clear glass. Inside the column was a human-Controller, seemingly frozen in mid-air. She looked like she had been falling down the long tube.


  Or else flying up it.


  A dropshaft! We had used one aboard the Yeerk mother ship. It was a sort of elevator that worked on some invisible force to let you fall safely from one level to another.


  But did it go up, as well as down? That was the question. Was the human-Controller in the shaft falling or rising?


  Jake cocked an eyebrow at me. He looked back to the column, making sure I had noticed it.


  I squinted closely at the frozen Controller. She had shoulder-length hair. If she were falling, it should have been swept upward. It was down around her neck.


  "Mr. Ellimist," Marco said, "thanks for your offer. But I don't think so. I don't think I want to be in your zoo. And I don't like being muscled like this. I'm glad you like Earth, but we'll take care of it the best way we can."


  That made it four against. Me, Marco, Tobias, and Ax. I counted Ax, even if he said it wasn't up to him.


  Cassie was alone in leaning in favor of the Ellimist offer.


  "You all know I take care of lots of sick animals. They are always afraid of me, even though I am trying to help them. Are we being brave saying no? Or are we just being foolish, resisting someone who is trying to save us?"


  What she said made me think. With a shock, I pictured nature films I had seen. I remembered one that showed environmentalists attempting to capture some tigers. They were trying to move the tigers to a game preserve where they would be safe. Tigers are almost extinct, and the humans were trying to save a few.


  But the tigers had resisted. They had growled and fought and avoided the capture nets.


  Was that us? Were we animals on the edge of extinction, resisting the being who'd come to save us?


  I wondered if I should change my vote. Save myself. Save my family. What would they say, if they had a vote? My mom? She would never risk the lives of her children. She would vote yes.


  And my dad? If we were all magically transported to a safe place together, and I had to explain what I had done? That I had voted to save all of us and give up the fight? What would he think of that decision?


  "You know what bothers me?" I heard Jake tell the Ellimist. "You say the human race will lose to the Yeerks. But I don't believe you can tell the future. See, you don't know how we're going to vote. If you did, you wouldn't bother to be here, would you?" He looked around at each of us.


  Cassie smiled sadly. "If you guys vote to stay, I will, too."


  Jake reached out and took her hand. "Mr. Ellimist, I guess you have your an-"
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  "-swer."


  Instantly, we were back in our roach bodies.


  IF YOU LIVE, I WILL ASK ONCE MORE.


  IF YOU LIVE.


  The red whip of the Taxxon's tongue held me glued down, helpless!


  <Morph! Morph out!> Jake yelled in my head.


  I didn't need to be told twice.


  Through the fear, I focused my mind on my own human body. Suddenly all around me went dark.


  <We're inside the Taxxon!> I yelled.


  <Focus on morphing!> Jake yelled. <We are busting out of here.>


  A gush of stinging liquid, like a tidal wave, washed me from the sticky tongue. I tumbled blind and terrified through hot, viscous goo.


  But at the same time I could feel that I was growing. My roach antennae brushed against something very close to me. Another cockroach. But bigger than it should have been.


  <Demorphing!> Cassie yelled.


  <Right with you,> I yelled back.


  Everything was closing in around me. The bodies of the others were shoved against mine as we all grew out of our roach morphs. I felt the gut of the Taxxon spasming as it tried to deal with this deadly growing meal.


  My human lungs were growing back, and as they grew they began to need air.


  I was suffocating! My body was not as durable as the roach form.


  <Air!> I heard Marco cry. <I can't breathe.>


  <Just keep morphing,> Jake said. <We'll try and pop this worm open.>


  <I have my tail again,> Ax said. <Should I ->


  <YES!> Jake said. <Do it!>


  The darkness around us split open suddenly. I caught a glimpse of Ax's scythe-like Andalite tail slicing the Taxxon open from the inside.


  Air! Air rushed in. Stinking, foul, vile air, but air.


  We exploded from the inside of the Taxxon, wrapped in its guts, covered with green-blue slime.


  We were not fully human yet, still some awful melding of human and bug, but we were finishing our demorphing as fast as we ever had.


  Air! I sucked it into my still-forming lungs. The Taxxon lay ruined and reeking all around us. The room full of human-Controllers eating dinner was no longer frozen by the Ellimist.


  Now they were frozen by sheer disbelief.


  "Let's bail!" I yelled. "Before they can think about it."


  We ran. Slipping and slithering through the Taxxon's guts, still forming the last of our fingers and toes, we tore out of there.


  "Get them!" a human voice yelled. "Get them, you fools, or Visser Three will chew your bones!"


  Suddenly, with a roar, the human-Controllers surged up out of their chairs.


  A Hork-Bajir near the door moved swiftly to cut us off. Ax swung his tail with blinding speed. It hit the Hork-Bajir in his shoulder.


  "Head for the dropshaft!" Marco cried as he led the way from the room.


  "Everyone but Ax, if you can morph again, do it!" Jake yelled as we raced for the dropshaft. "We need firepower!"


  I didn't need to be told. The only one of us who had any kind of natural ability to fight was Ax. I was already trying to focus my mind on the bear that I had made a part of me.


  Part of me knew it was foolish. I should morph the elephant, or a wolf. I knew both of those morphs, I could handle them. But I also knew the elephant might not fit in the dropshaft. And I wanted power.


  "Whumpf!"


  Something hit me and I went sprawling across the dirt.


  A man stood over me. A grown man! He had slammed into me. For some reason, this outraged me.


  What kind of a creep would hit a girl half his size?


  Of course I knew the answer. I knew the man was not really a man at all, but a Controller. The Yeerk in his head didn't know or care about chivalry.


  The man bent over me and began to put his hands around my throat. Suddenly, he only had one hand.


  "Aaarrrgghhh!" he cried, falling back.


  "Thanks, Ax," I said.


  <We are trapped,> he said.


  I looked past him. The others had all reached the dropshaft, a hundred feet away. Between the two of us and them was a small army of human-Controllers and Hork-Bajir.


  As I watched, Marco, and then Cassie, were swept up the dropshaft. Only Jake was still standing there. He looked back at us with an expression of horror.


  "Jake, get OUT of here!" I screamed. "We'll be okay!"


  Several of the Controllers began closing in on Jake. But most of them only had eyes for Ax. They could see that he was an Andalite - the deadly enemy of all Yeerks. I don't know what they thought I was, still dripping with Taxxon goo.


  Suddenly, a pair of Hork-Bajir warriors rushed at us. Their bladed arms slashed the air. They came at us like a pair of chainsaws on high speed.


  Ax struck!


  But the Hork-Bajir were too fast.


  <Aaaarrrhh!>


  There was a deep gash down Ax's flank.


  He struck again and again, his scorpion tail almost invisible. The human-Controllers stayed prudently back, as much afraid of getting sliced and diced by the angry Hork-Bajir as by Ax. But more Hork-Bajir were rushing up, and Ax was losing ground.


  Then . . . I realized I was no longer afraid.


  A deep confidence had welled up inside of me.


  Utter confidence. Utter fearlessness.


  I realized I was no longer standing erect. I was on all fours. When I looked down I expected to see my two hands splayed on the dirt. Instead I saw massive paws.


  Coarse, dark brown fur. Black claws, each like the point of a pickax. I had become the bear. It was his confidence I felt. It was his total lack of fear.


  I was an animal that had never, in a thousand generations of grizzly bears, known an instant of real fear.


  Suddenly, I felt a terrible pain in my shoulder. One of the Hork-Bajir had slashed me. I glared with nearsighted eyes and saw nothing but a tall blur.


  I had never morphed the bear before. I had never learned to control its brain, its instincts. The bear mind was focused completely on one basic fact - it had been challenged.


  There was exactly one response to being challenged.


  Attack!


  "Grrooowwwrrrr!" I roared. I charged the Hork-Bajir.


  He cut me again. It didn't matter. I barreled into him, eight hundred pounds of very angry grizzly.


  The power!


  I was a truck doing seventy miles an hour!


  I was a tank!


  I was the largest carnivore on land and nothing, NOTHING challenged me and survived!


  I could barely see the Hork-Bajir through the bear's weak eyes, but I smelled him and felt him, and I swung my massive paw and hit him full in the chest. I struck him with a blow that would have knocked a train off its tracks.


  The Hork-Bajir went flying.


  More came.


  More discovered why part of the Latin name for the grizzly species is horribilis.


  I barely remember what happened next. I gave myself up to the bear's rage. Its anger and my own became one. All the tension within me, all the uncertainty, all the doubts were swept away as I gave myself up to the bear's violence.


  I remember that at some point, Jake got into his tiger morph and joined the fight. And I have flashing images from my memory of terrible destruction. Of ripping claws and crushing jaws.


  But the next thing I clearly remember is flying up the long dropshaft, while Jake's voice in my head kept saying, <Rachel, morph out. Morph out. You're out of control! You are OUT of control! Morph!>


  I was clawing wildly at the air, trying to kill the tiger that was suspended above me in the dropshaft.


  Trying to kill Jake.


  I felt as if I had snapped awake from a dream.


  Slowly, as we rose toward the surface, I left the bear and returned to myself.
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  The soaring rush up the dropshaft seemed to last forever.


  The dropshaft entered solid rock, and as I rose, I shed the last of my bear form. I felt the return of my human reason. But I was still confused and disconnected from what was going on.


  Then, quite suddenly, I was at the top of the dropshaft. I stepped off onto solid concrete. The others were all there. Ax was trying to morph into his human body, but he was having trouble. Morphing is exhausting. Morphing rapidly from one form to the next more than once makes you feel like you want to just crawl in a corner and die.


  I knew how he felt. I stumbled from sheer weariness as I stepped onto the cement floor. It was dark, with just enough faint light to see the faces around me.


  "Careful," Cassie said, taking my arm. "We're okay. We're safe. We're in the base of the water tower behind the school."


  "Gotta get out of here. Yeerks will be watching."


  "Yeah, they were," Marco said. He jerked his head over to the corner where two human-Controllers lay unconscious.


  "Let's get out of here," Jake said. "You okay, Rachel?"


  "Yeah. Tired is all. I . . . I never morphed the bear before. Didn't have time to get control. Sorry."


  "It's okay, Rachel. That grizzly got us all out of there. But get some rest, huh?"


  "Yeah. Rest would be nice."


  Somehow I made it home. I crawled into my bed and fell instantly asleep.


  I didn't wake up till the next morning when my alarm went off. I was groggy, barely able to read the numbers on my clock.


  "Rachel? Are you up?" my mom called through the door.


  "Yeah. Yeah, I'm up," I said. I crawled out of bed and staggered toward the bathroom. Jordan was in the bathroom we share.


  I went out into the hall toward my mother's bathroom.


  She was already up and dressed in a tan business suit. She was adjusting her nylons. "You don't look too good," she said, giving me a sideways look.


  "Uh," I said. "Can I use your shower?"


  "You're wearing the clothes you came home in last night," she said accusingly. "You came wandering in at nine-thirty, barefoot and wearing your leotard. That's what you're still wearing."


  I stared stupidly down at myself. Yes, I was wearing my morphing outfit. "Um . . . my, um, I left my shoes over at Cassie's. I was showing her some gymnastics stuff. Can I use your shower or not?"


  "Coming home barefoot and falling asleep without even having dinner," my mom said, and shook her head. "Rachel, if you are having some problems or something, I want you to talk to me."


  I did the wrong thing: I suddenly burst out laughing. "Problems? No, why would I have any problems?" I giggled, and wiped the sleep from my eyes, and giggled some more.


  My mom sighed. "I have an early court appearance this morning," she said. "The Hallinan case. But I want you to stay home tonight. I think you and I need to have a little talk. I know your father has thrown a big problem into your lap. I know this decision is very difficult for you."


  "Can I use your shower or not?" I sighed, no longer giggling.


  "Go ahead. Make sure Sara gets on the bus okay."


  I closed the bathroom door behind me and fled to the sanctuary of steaming hot water.


  It started coming back to me then. All of it. Exploding out of the Taxxon's stomach. The Ellimist's offer. The sight of Tobias, back for too brief a time in his own body. Human again.


  And the battle . . . a rampaging, enraged bear. A bear that was me.


  I shuddered. I was running out of hot water.


  "Rachel? What did you do, fall in?" It was Jordan, outside the bathroom door.


  "Jordan? Make sure Sara gets off to school, okay?" I called out. "I'm running a little late. You go ahead, too."


  I skipped school that day for the first time in my life. I lay around the house and watched day time trash TV. I flipped channels back and forth, between one bunch of messed-up people and another bunch of even more messed-up people.


  It was nice, watching other people with problems. Their problems all seemed easy compared to mine.


  But over the electronic pictures of angry people and placating hosts, other images appeared. A Taxxon, split open like a torn bag of garbage. The frozen, silent screams of involuntary hosts in their cages.


  And through all the television noise, I could still hear other voices. The Ellimist's voice in my head. We can save a small sample of the human race.


  And Jake's voice. You are out of control!


  And my father. To another city. Another state.


  I tried not to even think about everything that had happened the day before. I mean, it was so ridiculous. I lived in two completely different worlds.


  One world was filled by my family, school, gymnastics classes, shopping, listening to music, watching TV . . . normal stuff.


  But then I had this whole other life. A life where I wasn't just Jordan and Sara's big sister, and my mom's first child, and a teacher's pet, and a gymnastics student who was weak on the balance beam.


  In my other life I was . . . a warrior. I risked my life. I fought in deadly nightmare battles against terrible odds. I became so much more than just a kid.


  Noon rolled around and I made myself a grilled cheese sandwich. I turned on the TV in the kitchen while I cooked. And there was my dad on the noon news. He was doing a remote - a story from outside the studio. Some stupid event at the convention center.


  I muted the sound and just watched the picture. I threw my sandwich in the trash.


  "What am I supposed to do?!" I yelled suddenly, shocking myself. "What am I supposed to do?"


  My voice sounded flat and dead in the silence of the kitchen. I felt foolish. It wasn't like me to get all emotional.


  I stood there, just staring at the cupboards.


  The Ellimist . . . the bear . . . my father . . . What was I supposed to do? Leave my mom and sisters? Leave my dad? Leave my friends? Leave the whole messed-up planet?


  I imagined going to see my father down at the convention center. "Dad? I have this problem." And he would put his arm around me and fluff my hair the way he always did and say, "Come on, kid. Don't be so serious."


  I turned the TV sound back on. My dad was grinning at something. He was doing some chatter with the anchorpeople back at the station.


  " . . .be leaving us soon, and we're all sorry to hear that. But I know it will be a great opportunity for you."


  "Yes, it will," my father said. "Although I will really miss all the - "


  I snapped off the TV set. I felt sick inside. Like I had swallowed broken glass.


  I needed to get out of the house. I needed to stop thinking.


  I went upstairs and opened my bedroom window.


  Several minutes later, a large bald eagle flew from my window and soared high into the sky.
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  We all hooked up later that afternoon at Cassie's barn.



  Inside her barn there are rows of cages in all shapes and sizes, mostly full. Birds are in one area, with mammals separated from them by a partition wall. I guess it makes the birds nervous to be in the same room with foxes and raccoons.Nervous birds hurt themselves, banging around the cages.


  When I showed up at the meeting bare foot and in my morphing outfit, everyone immediately knew I hadn't exactly taken the bus to get there.


  Jake and Marco were lolling on bales of hay. Tobias was perched on a cross beam a few feet over our heads. I felt a stab of pain, seeing him that way again.


  Ax did not come to these meetings, usually. He would have had to assume his human morph, and he preferred to remain in Andalite form as much as possible.


  "Hi, Rachel," Marco said, looking amused, but also a little wary. "What have you been up to? Or maybe I should ask, what have you been!"


  Cassie was busy changing the bandage on the wing of a sad-looking kestrel.


  "Hey, Rachel," Cassie said. "Give me a hand here, will you? I didn't see you at school today."


  I went and held the struggling bird as well as I could. Kestrels are small falcons. This kestrel tried to take a bite out of me, but he was too weak to do any damage.


  "I felt kind of sick this morning," I told Cassie. "So I stayed home."


  "But you felt better this afternoon, huh?" Jake said. "So much better that you decided to morph? How did you get here, just out of curiosity?"


  Cassie was done and took the kestrel from me. I turned to look Jake in the eye. "I flew. Is that okay with you?"


  He glanced at Cassie. Then at Marco. "That bear you morphed yesterday . . . you went to The Gardens and acquired that all on your own, didn't you?"


  "No," I said, "I met that bear at the mall."


  "Okay," Jake said. "And today you ditch school and end up morphing . . . whatever you morphed."


  <An eagle,> Tobias said. <I saw a bald eagle riding the thermals this afternoon. I should have guessed. It was up for too long, acting like a buzzard. A real eagle would have perched after a while.>


  "It's so nice knowing I have privacy," I said sarcastically.


  <That was about noon,> Tobias said. <lf you came here in eagle morph, that would be more than two hours. You must have demorphed, then morphed again.>


  Jake looked at me sharply. "You spent the whole afternoon in morph?"


  "Yes, Mother," I said.


  Jake jumped up and stood right in front of me, his face just inches from mine. "Don't give me your sarcasm, Rachel. You are acting really weird. That's everyone's business, because if you do something stupid, we could all end up paying the price. You go and acquire a grizzly? Without backup? You could have been killed."


  "So what?" I shot back. "You heard the Ellimist. We're doomed. It's going to be Yeerks one, humans zero. We lose. So who cares about anything? Who cares if I skip school to go flying?"


  Suddenly Jake just sagged. "I don't know, Rachel. I don't have any answers. I'm sick of trying to have answers. You decide. I don't want to argue with you. I don't know what your problem is, but you know what? You deal with it."


  I've never seen Jake look so tired. One minute he was being strong, sensible Jake, leader of the Animorphs. And the next minute he looked exhausted. His eyes were red. He was blinking constantly. He looked like he was worn out just from breathing.


  "My dad wants me to move out of state with him," I said.


  Everyone just kind of stared at me. They all had blank, tired eyes, not much different from Jake's.


  "What are you going to do?" Cassie asked.


  I threw up my hands. "How can I even think about something that unimportant? I mean, like we don't have bigger things to worry about? The fate of planet Earth and the human race?"


  "Different things bother different people," Cassie said. "I know how you feel about your dad."


  "He's a jerk for dumping this on me!" I said loudly. "I mean . . . you know . . . I mean . . ."


  It was weird. All of a sudden I felt like I was choking. Like I was ready to explode. Like my brain was spinning out of control.


  "It's like . . . what am I supposed to do?!" I yelled. "After what happened last night . . . after all that, I have to decide who I want to hurt - my mom or my dad? And you guys? And -"


  "Come on, Rachel," Marco said kindly. "Take it easy. Come on, you're Xena -"


  "NO! No, I'm not some stupid TV character. I'm not some comic book, Marco. I'm scared, okay?! Just like all the rest of you. I'm scared of what almost happened to me last night. I'm scared just knowing that place exists down there. I'm scared about what happens to me. I just wanted to run away but I didn't think I could, so I was brave because that's the way I'm supposed to be. But now everyone's going, 'Oh, just come live with me and we'll go to ball games,' and 'Hey, forget moving to another state, we have a whole other planet for you.' And the more exits I see, the more scared I get, all right?"


  For a long time no one said anything.


  Marco sighed heavily. "I've been thinking. I'm changing my vote. If the Ellimist asks again, I'm going to vote yes."


  "What?" Jake demanded. "Why?"


  Marco shrugged. "Rachel's losing it. If she loses it, how long are the rest of us going to last?"


  "Shut up, Marco, I'm not in the mood for your jokes," I said.


  "Me neither," Marco said flatly. "You know how much sleep I got last night? About an hour. Nightmares. I was a zombie in school today. I feel like . . . like my skin has all been rubbed with sandpaper. I'm jumpy. I'm scared. I'm stressed."


  "It's gonna happen," Jake said.


  "This was always insane, right from the start," Marco said. "A handful of kids fighting an alien invasion? Look what's happening. Tobias is trapped in a morph. Rachel is starting to use morphing to get away from her problems. The other night I woke up in bed, and I didn't know what I was. I didn't know if I had hands or fins or claws or talons. Maybe you and Cassie are immune, Jake. But I doubt it."


  "We can't give up," Jake argued stubbornly.


  "All we ever do is lose," Marco said. "We annoy the Yeerks. Maybe we blow up a ship, or have some little success. But the invasion marches on. And all we ever do is barely escape with our lives. We're like some baseball team that never wins a game. And now, according to the Ellimist, we know it's going to be a whole losing season. We aren't going to the play-offs."


  "I don't care," Jake said. "I'm not giving up."


  "Jake," Cassie said. "See this?" She held up her left arm and pointed to a scar above her wrist. "I got this from a raccoon. The raccoon had been caught in a trap. Its leg was broken. I was trying to free it so I could save it. It bit me."


  "We're not raccoons," Jake said.


  "Aren't we? Compared to the Ellimist?" Cassie said. "Isn't it just possible he's right? That what he's trying to do is save at least a part of the human race? That he's just trying to get us out of the trap and fix our broken bones?"


  "Cassie's right," Marco said. "If the Ellimist wanted to hurt us, he could just destroy us. You know it as well as I do. Fine. I'm going to let him get my leg out of the trap. But I have some conditions first. There are some people going with me. But if the Ellimist can save those people along with me, then I have to say yes."


  Marco looked at me. Then Jake and Cassie and Tobias all looked at me. The vote was now two against two. I was the deciding vote.


  It would mean no more battles. It would mean that somewhere, wherever the Ellimist took us, there would be no job in another state for my dad. There would be no more painful decisions for me to make,


  I opened my mouth. I started to speak.


  I PROMISED I WOULD ASK YOU AGAIN.


  "Uh-oh," Marco said.


  I WILL SHOW YOU WHAT YOU NEED TO UNDERSTAND.
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  I WILL SHOW YOU WHAT YOU NEED TO UNDERSTAND.


  In an instant, we were gone from the barn. The five of us and Ax stood side by side in the middle of an empty field of scruffy, unkempt grass. There was a long, low, tumbledown building a hundred yards away.


  The Ellimist was nowhere to be seen. We were the only people around: five humans and one Andalite. Five real humans.


  "Tobias!" I said.


  "Yeah," he said, looking down at his hands. "This routine again."


  Jake looked angry. Cassie marveled. Marco tried to smirk nonchalantly, but wasn't succeeding. No one looked tired anymore.


  Ax skittered nervously on his dainty hooves and stretched his tail, as if preparing to use it.


  "The Ellimist again," I said. "Did you guys hear - "


  "Yeah, we heard," Jake said. "So we get another chance to change our minds."


  "Where are we?" Cassie wondered. "I mean, something about this looks familiar. But I can't quite place it."


  I had the same feeling. Like this empty, dusty, blasted landscape was familiar. It was Tobias who saw it first.


  "The school," he said.


  "What?" I said. "No way." But he was right. I looked again and realized that I knew each of those tumbled-down, destroyed buildings.


  "Okay, I don't like this," Marco said. "I don't even halfway like this. I mean, normally I'm all for seeing the school blown up, but I really don't like this."


  "When did this happen?" I wondered aloud. "I skip one day and the place burns down?"


  "I don't think so," Cassie said in a strange, distracted voice. "I don't think this is something that's happened, past tense. I think we're talking future tense."


  "Or just tense," Marco muttered.


  I looked over at Cassie, wondering what she was talking about. She was staring intently up at the sky overhead. Then off toward the horizon.


  "The sky," she said. "Have you ever seen it that color before?"


  "It does seem slightly yellowish," Jake said.


  "And the air. Doesn't it smell funny? And look, over there. The trees over behind the gym. They're dying."


  "The Ellimist said he would show us something," I muttered. "So what's he showing us?


  Ax? You understand any of this?"


  <There is a time distortion. I sense it. But I don't know what it means.>


  "It's the future," Cassie said.


  A chill crawled up my spine. I wanted to think Cassie was losing it. But I sensed the truth of what she said.


  "Okaaaaay," Marco said. "So, what are we supposed to do now? Stand around here until the Ellimist comes back for us?"


  Jake shrugged. "I guess we look around. The mall's just a quarter mile or so. It should be open."


  So we walked. Across the scruffy field. Beneath a sky that seemed to add yellow to blue and make patches and wisps of green, unlike any sky I had ever seen. We passed the school and I looked morbidly through the blast holes to see if we could recognize anything.


  "YAAAAHHH!" Marco yelled.


  He reeled back from one of the dark holes. I ran to look inside. It was a classroom. There was a skeleton lying crumpled across the teacher's desk.


  "Oh, my God," Cassie whispered. "The body was just left here."


  "That's Paloma's classroom," I said. "History class."


  It took a few seconds for the significance of that to sink in. The body had been left there to rot. It must have taken years for it to be reduced to nothing but bones.


  "Cassie's right. We're in the future," Marco said. "But that's impossible."


  <Impossible for humans,> Ax said. <But not impossible for Ellimists.>


  "Oh, I get it," I said angrily. "It's a little lesson. The Ellimist is showing us what happens in the future. How cute. How clever. But how do we know this is really the future, and not just some little show he's putting on?"


  "Let's try the mall," Jake said. "Although I don't have a good feeling about this."


  We left the school behind us. I tried not to think about who that skeleton might have been. Some teacher? Some student? Some person who just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time?


  "Maybe we can check the bookstore at the mall," Marco said. "Find a World Almanac for whatever year this is. See who won all the Super Bowls. Then when we go back to our own time, we can bet on the games. Make a fortune."


  I forced a laugh that came out like a grunt.


  We needed to keep our spirits up. Marco was trying.


  We reached the highway. Eight lanes of concrete, dead silent. Not a car. Not a truck. Empty.


  On the far side of the highway was a rusted wreck of a car. Bony white hands clutched the steering wheel. We stayed away from it.


  I saw something that gleamed brightly, off to the east. It seemed to run in a straight line from the far horizon to a point much closer. I squinted to see what it was.


  "Too bad we don't have your hawk eyes now," I whispered to Tobias.


  "It's a tube, I think. Like a long, long glass tube. There! Something is moving down it."


  <It is a conveyance of some kind,> Ax said. He had turned all four of his eyes toward it. <It seems to be a glass tube that goes on for many miles. Inside it are fast-moving platforms, like your trains. Only faster. They are going perhaps three hundred or more of your miles per hour.>


  "They're everyone's miles," Marco said. "You're on Earth, Ax. We all have the same miles."


  <What about nations that use kilometers?> Ax asked smugly. <See? I am learning.>


  "Some kind of very high-speed train system," Jake said. "That's why no one is on the highway."


  "The question is, who built the system?" I pointed out.


  A few minutes later, we reached the mall. But it had changed. It had changed quite a bit.


  "Oh, man," Marco said. "Look at that! Oh, man."


  The mall was still standing. Even the sign that said "Sears" could still be seen. But holes, perfectly round and about six feet across, had been drilled into the sides of the four big department stores. There were six or eight holes in the Penney's. The same with Sears. And from the holes emerged Taxxons.


  They crawled in and out of the holes. They slithered down to the ground and up to the roof. Some were carrying boxes from a squat, bulky spacecraft that sat in the parking lot. They were unloading it like a truck, carrying silvery packages in through several of the holes.


  "It's a hive," Cassie said. "It's like a beehive. Or an ant colony. They've taken it over. The mall is a Taxxon hive."
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  "The future the way it will be if the Yeerks win," I said. "Taxxons using the mall for a hive. I guess that means I can forget about any good sales today."


  I wanted to sound tough. Like I wasn't impressed. But that was a lie. Worms larger than a grown man were crawling through holes in the mall. Skeletons lay across desks in the shattered ruins of our school, and clutched the wheels of rusted cars.


  The air felt strange. The sky was no longer the sky of Earth. The trees were dying.


  As we circled around the mall, we could see that the tube train made a stop there. The glass tube was raised above the ground about twenty feet, like the monorail at Disneyworld. But there did not seem to be enough supports to hold it up. It was as if it were just hanging there.


  Outside the mall, a dropshaft rose up to the tube. A Taxxon entered the shaft and swept up to a platform that bulged from the side of the tube.


  "Let's stay clear of any Taxxons," Tobias said.


  But Marco shook his head. "Why? Don't you see? The Yeerks have won. So any humans are human-Controllers. The Taxxons would just assume we were human-Controllers."


  "I guess you're right," Tobias agreed.


  "Yeah. So we can go anywhere. Besides, I don't think the Ellimist brought us here to see us get killed."


  I relaxed a little, realizing they were right. But still, there was a deeply disturbing feeling about all of it.


  <I will morph into human form,>Ax said.


  <The Yeerks may be accustomed to human-Controllers. But they will not have seen any Andalite-Controllers except for Visser Three.>


  "Are you so sure?" Marco asked. "Maybe in the future the Andalites lose to the Yeerks, too."


  <Never,> Ax snapped angrily.


  He began to slowly melt into human shape.


  "Let's hop the train," I said. "See where it goes."


  "Excuse me?" Marco laughed. "Climb aboard the Yeerk version of Amtrak?"


  I shrugged. "You said it, Marco. They'll think we're Controllers. And in any case, the Ellimist didn't bring us here to get us killed."


  "It is sad about the mall," Ax said, now mostly human. "They had excellent foods for tasting. Tay-sting. Tasting. The Ellimist showed us much of what was excellent in your species and your planet. But he did not mention the sense of taste. Cinnamon buns. Buns. Bunzuh. And chocolate, too."


  "Yeah, we have to save any species that can invent the warm cinnamon bun," I said. "Come on, let's try this."


  It only took a couple minutes to walk to the dropshaft. As we neared it, a Taxxon slithered up alongside us. He was racing to get ahead, like a rushing commuter. But aside from that, he paid us no mind.


  "You think the Yeerks have a rush hour?" Marco muttered under his breath.


  "Quiet," Jake snapped. "We're Controllers now, not normal humans."


  The Taxxon reached the dropshaft ahead of us. He stepped in through the large opening and was immediately swept up onto the platform overhead.


  We all hesitated to follow him. So I stepped forward. Seconds later I was on the platform, with the others right behind me.


  We were twenty feet up, and I could see in all directions.


  I nudged Tobias. A small Yeerk pool had been built on the roof of the mall. Right over the place where the food court had been. It was a shallow, sludgy pool. Half a dozen Taxxons lounged around it, almost as if they were sunbathing.


  There were no cages at this Yeerk pool. Taxxons are all voluntary hosts. Another reason not to like them. At least the Hork-Bajir had resisted the Yeerks.


  Suddenly, in a rush of wind, a platform came down the glass tube like a bullet.


  It stopped in front of us and the Taxxon quickly slithered aboard. We followed. It was not a closed car like a train. It was just a clear platform, open at the front end and the back. There were maybe twenty standard seats, half occupied by human-Controllers. Toward the back was an open area where the Taxxon went. At the front were several larger chairs. Much larger, and made of steel with no padding.


  Those had to be for Hork-Bajir. Space for about four Hork-Bajir, maybe two or three Taxxons, and seats for twenty or more humans.


  So there were far more humans around than either Taxxons or Hork-Bajir, I concluded. We would not look out of place.


  The train launched like a bullet down the glass tunnel. But there was no lurch. And no rushing wind. We just blew along at a speed that boggled the mind.


  The trip from the suburban mall to downtown usually took half an hour by bus. We made the trip in about a minute and a half. Jake gave me a look. We were getting off here.


  We rose and left the train.


  "Fast," Marco said.


  "Beats the bus," I agreed.


  It was beyond strange, walking the streets of downtown. Entire skyscrapers were simply gone. Others now had wormholes for the Taxxons. I looked up thirty stories and saw Taxxons crawling up the sides of a building that used to be the headquarters for a bank.


  The tallest building in town was the EGS Tower. It was sixty stories tall. It still stood, almost intact. But for some reason the top two floors had been sheared away, then covered with a glass dome.


  Pale sunlight sparkled off the dome. It was almost like a beacon.


  Humans and Hork-Bajir walked the street, side by side. But not in large numbers. In fact, the entire city seemed far emptier than it should have been.


  We turned a corner and froze.


  "That's where the City Arena should be," I said. "It's where we saw the circus."


  "The Arena. That big department store. That building that used to have the tall antennae on top. They're all gone," Marco said. "Just . . . gone."


  In their place was a Yeerk pool.


  A pool of shocking size. It was a small lake, really. You could have ridden around on it in a motorboat and not looked out of place.


  It was three times as wide as a football field is long. Maybe four times as wide. And all around it were cages, just like the underground Yeerk pool we knew too well.


  But there was a difference here. The humans and Hork-Bajir in these cages no longer called for help. They cried, they sobbed, or more often they just stared blankly into space. But they did not call for help. They knew there was no help coming. They knew that hope was dead.


  We just stared, the six of us. Just stared emptily.


  A human-Controller brushed past us, jostling me as she went.


  "Excuse me," I said in a sarcastic voice. A mistake. I knew it was a mistake as soon as the two little words were out of my mouth.


  The woman stopped. She came back toward us.


  "What did you say?" she demanded.


  "Nothing," I said.


  But she kept staring at me through narrowed eyes.


  "What is your name?"


  I knew that answering "Rachel" was not going to work. She wanted my Yeerk name. I tensed up, ready for a fight.


  "Her name is not your concern," Tobias said.


  The woman sneered. "Oh? And why is that? You are spies, that's what you are. Spies!"


  "Her name is not your concern," Tobias repeated.


  "His name is your concern." He jerked his thumb at Ax.


  "Because his name . . . is Visser Three."
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  "Visser Three?" the woman repeated skeptically.


  It took me a few seconds to track. What was Tobias talking about? Why was he saying Ax was Visser Three?


  Fortunately, Ax caught on more quickly. He immediately began to demorph and return to Andalite form. And as soon as the Andalite stalk eyes appeared, the woman began to tremble.


  "But . . .but . . .you said Visser Three. Only Visser One has an Andalite host body!"


  Great. Visser Three had been promoted.


  "Yeah," I said to the woman. "But he was Visser Three back in the old days. Back when we were all friends. Comrades in arms."


  "I . . . we . . . no one told us you were visiting Earth, Visser," the woman babbled.


  She was clearly terrified. Obviously Visser Three's reputation had not softened any over the years.


  Ax had regained his full Andalite form. And the various Controllers on the street were staring in a mixture of fascination and fear.


  "If I had known . . ." the woman moaned. "I would never . . ."


  Ax waved his hand dismissively. <Silence. You are right to remain vigilant. If you had not been vigilant I would have destroyed you for being a careless fool. Now get out of here.>


  "Yes, my Visser! Yes!" The woman took off.


  Fast.


  Which left us standing around in the street, gaping at the Yeerk pool. And a lot of Controllers gaping at us.


  "This isn't good," Marco said. "Word is going to travel very fast that Visser Three is here. And someone is going to realize the truth."


  "So what now?" Jake wondered. "How long does the Ellimist want to leave us here?"


  "Until we are convinced he's right," Tobias said.


  "There must be something more he wants us to see," Cassie said. I glanced at Cassie. She looked puzzled. I guess I expected her to look like, "See, I told you so, here's the future." But she seemed troubled. Like she couldn't make sense of something that was bothering her.


  "What?" I asked her.


  She shrugged. "Just a feeling. There's something deeper going on here. Something we don't get."


  The Yeerk pool was a busy little place. Controllers coming and going. The host bodies were shoved into cages, and dragged back out when it was time.


  There was a steady procession along the six different piers, draining out and taking in Yeerks. Over it all loomed the EGS Tower, topped off by the glass dome.


  "Why put a Yeerk pool here?" I wondered aloud. "I mean, there's all kinds of open areas. Why go to the trouble of removing the buildings that were here? It's not like this is exactly a scenic location."


  "I wonder what year it is?" Marco said. "Is this next year? Ten years from now? Twenty?"


  I heard a low roar coming from the sky. A Yeerk Bug fighter swooped down low, took a turn around the EGS Tower, and settled toward the near side of the Yeerk pool.


  I don't know why, but I felt drawn to that Bug fighter. Maybe it was some strange psychic urging. Maybe it was the Ellimist, making me go closer to see what he wanted to show me.


  Wherever the urge came from, I found myself walking toward the Bug fighter.


  "Hey!" Jake said. "What are you doing?"


  "You guys stay back," I said.


  "It's okay," Marco said, jerking his thumb at Ax. "We're with Visser Three here. Excuse me, I mean Visser One. And congrats on the big promotion, by the way."


  Ax stepped out quickly in front of me, swaggering and acting the role of the great and terrible Visser.


  As we drew closer to the pool, there was a crowd of Controllers, humans, Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, and a few odd species I had never seen. The crowd parted very quickly. No one wanted to accidentally annoy Visser One in any way.


  We swaggered up to the Bug fighter like the bosses of all the world. Then the door of the Bug fighter opened.


  I stopped. Ax stopped as well. The others crowded behind us.


  My skin was tingling. My hair felt like it was standing on end. I knew something was about to happen.


  Something awesome and terrible.


  And then, they stepped from the Bug fighter.


  A human and an Andalite.


  I knew the Andalite. We had met before. I could feel the dark dread that emanated from him.


  Visser Three. The real Visser Three.


  Seeing Ax along with Visser Three, the crowd of Controllers immediately knew the difference. Visser Three has an Andalite body, but there is no mistaking him for anything other than a creature of pure evil.


  <Well, well.> Visser Three said to the person with him. <Right on schedule. Just as you said it would be.>


  I stared at the human. She was a pretty young woman, maybe twenty or twenty-two years old.


  She had blond hair, cut short. She wore no makeup. Her clothes were plain. I had stopped breathing.


  My heart had stopped beating. I tried to swallow but couldn't.


  "Hello, Rachel," the woman said to me.


  "Hello, Rachel," I replied.


  Chapter 21


  



  It was me. Me, as I would be in the future.


  "I knew you were coming," the future Rachel said. "After all, I was you. Once I stood right where you stand now, and looked just like you look now, and saw myself as I am today."


  She sounded perfectly calm. But her eyes flickered quickly to Ax, then back to me. Visser Three shook his head in amusement. <If only I had known from the start that you were humans. For so long I believed you were Andalites. Until, at last, we caught you.>


  I felt strangely calm. I mean, considering what was happening. I was face-to-face with Visser Three - who was now Visser One. I was face-to-face with my own future.


  "You're a Controller," I said to the older me.


  "Of course," she said. She smiled. A cruel smile, not at all like me. "We won. You all led us on a nice chase, but in the end, we won. This planet is Yeerk territory. The human race has achieved its destiny as hosts for the Yeerk race."


  "If you know so much, how did we come to be here? In the future?" Marco asked.


  <An Ellimist has brought you here.> Visser Three said. <In your own time, you face a choice. The Ellimist has brought you six humans . . . you five humans and one Andalite . . . here to show you a future. To show you the future. Soon he will return you to your own time.>


  "What choice did we make?" I asked.


  The older Rachel smiled her cruel smile. "The right one, obviously. Everything has worked out perfectly."


  "Yeah?" Jake said defiantly. "Maybe not. The Ellimist brought us here to help us make a choice. So what if we go back to our own time and decide to accept the Ellimist's offer? Then Rachel won't be around to be turned into a Controller. She'll be with the rest of us on whatever planet the Ellimist takes us to."


  I watched closely for any reaction by my older self. Nothing. Not a flicker. And yet, there was something. She was trying to hide something.


  "You know what we decided. But still, here you are," I said. "So either you're here to change what I decided. Except . . . no, then it might change all of this. Or else you're here because your being here is what caused me to decide whatever I decided."


  <Confusing, isn't it?> Visser Three sneered. <I don't know how the Ellimists keep it all straight.>


  "Let's leave," Cassie said suddenly. "I don't like this place, and I don't like these two . . . creatures."


  "But Cassie, I'm your best friend," my older self said mockingly.


  "No, you're not. Maybe Rachel is still alive in there somewhere. But what you are is a Yeerk."


  Cassie started to turn away. As she did, she tripped. She fell against me. Suddenly the older Rachel was there. She grabbed me and held my arm steady so I didn't fall.


  But to Ax it must have looked like she was lunging at me. His tail whipped forward in the blink of an eye.


  Ax's quivering blade was pressed against the older Rachel's throat.


  Her eyes went wide with fear. She shot a glance at Visser Three. And to my amazement, Visser Three seemed frozen. He was confused.


  His main eyes narrowed. He looked from Ax, to the older Rachel, to me.


  Suddenly I knew. "This wasn't in the script, was it?" I asked him. "This wasn't supposed to happen. Something has changed! It's Ax, isn't it? You said 'six humans' before. That's what you expected to find. That's what Rachel told you would happen. But the future has changed, hasn't it? Something is different."


  Visser Three glared at me, and now he dropped the pretense of politeness.


  <Do you know what I did when I finally caught you and your little band of Animorphs? Do you know what I did? I gave each of you to a trusted lieutenant. And once you belonged to us, once you were MINE, I killed your bird friend here, and we roasted his body.>


  Visser Three leaned close to me. <He was tough and stringy, but we added a sauce you humans have. Barbecue, I believe it's called. And then your friend Tobias was delicious. You had a leg, as I recall. You ate it and laughed.>


  I really wanted to morph right then. I really wanted to become the grizzly and tear Visser Three a few new holes. But there were hundreds of Controllers around. And while I was morphing I would be vulnerable.


  Ax still had his tail blade pressed against the older Rachel's throat. <He can't hurt us.> Ax said. <He can't do a thing to us. If he does, he would change history. He doesn't know how that would work out.>


  "Good point, Ax," Jake said. He met my gaze. He had a dangerous, angry look in his eyes. "He can't hurt us. But the reverse . . . well . . ."


  "Excellent point," I agreed. I focused my mind on the grizzly bear. "So, Visser Three. You killed my friend Tobias and roasted him over a fire."


  I was beginning to change. So was Jake.


  <I have a hundred Hork-Bajir I can call!> Visser Three said.


  "So call them," Marco said. "Maybe one of them will get careless with a Dracon beam and kill one of us. How do you suppose that will change the past? Hard to tell, isn't it?"


  Claws had sprouted from my fingers. Coarse brown fur was covering my body. I could feel the surge of power as I became more bear than human.


  "Visser," the older Rachel said tersely. "What do we do?"


  <We?> Visser Three said. <We do nothing. I retreat.>


  Visser Three began backing away. But I wasn't about to let him go. I had him. After all the pain he had caused, I had him. After all the damage he had done, he was now powerless.


  I did not wait until the last of my human features was submerged. I was bear enough. I charged.


  Bears are very large and look sort of clumsy. But they can be very fast.


  <Now, you filth, let's see who eats who.>


  I barreled toward him. He turned to run. But he had turned too late. I hit him. Eight hundred pounds of fast-moving bear hit Visser Three in the flank and brought him down hard.


  I drew back one huge claw and swung with all my might.


  My hand slapped the trunk of a tree. My human hand.


  "Owww!"


  I was human again. I was in the woods behind Cassie's farm. The others were all there as well. Tobias, once again a hawk, perched in a branch overhead.


  "No! I'm sick of this!" I yelled. I slammed the tree again in sheer frustration. "I'm sick of this! I had him!"


  Cassie came over and put her arm around my shoulders. "It doesn't matter. That's a Visser Three who doesn't exist yet."


  "I'm so sick of this," I said again, a little more softly. "What's the point? What's the point in anything? We know the future now. We know what happens if we decide to stay and fight."


  I felt lost. The last ounce of energy just seeped away from me. It was too much. Too many things to deal with. And what was the point? What did it even matter what I did?


  I flopped down onto the grass and pine needle-covered ground, and rested my head in my hands. I was done. Done trying to make sense of a world where I could be jerked back and forth like a puppet.


  The six of us just lay there on the floor of pine needles for a while. Staring. Thinking. Letting it all sink in.


  It was over.


  The war was done. And we had lost.


  <It could all still be an Ellimist trick.> Ax said halfheartedly.


  "No," I said flatly. "You know it's not a trick, Ax. At least not the way you mean. If the Ellimist wanted to force us to do something, he has more than enough power."


  "We need to think this through," Jake said wearily.


  I shrugged. "You think it through. I'm tired of thinking: I was just about to vote when the Ellimist dragged us off for his little show-and-tell. I was about to be good old Rachel and vote no. I was going to be tough, one more time. But I'm changing my vote. I'm not going to end up as a Controller. That's not going to happen. Not to me. If that means I'm running away, too bad. I change my vote."


  You know what? At that moment of surrender, I felt good. I wish I could say I didn't. But I felt a wave of relief wash over me. No more hard decisions. No more danger. No more having to be brave.


  "That makes it Cassie, Rachel, and me, in favor," Marco said. "Three to two, unless Ax is voting."


  <I follow Prince Jake.> Ax said.


  <Maybe . . .> Tobias began. <Maybe if some of the human race survives on some other planet . . . Maybe it will be like when they brought wolves back to live in the National Forest. I mean, maybe someday we can return and take Earth back.>


  "Are you changing your vote, Tobias?" Jake asked him.


  <Jake, you know I would never run from a fight . . .>


  We all just sat there, staring at nothing.


  We were going to do it. We were going to abandon the fight. We all knew it.


  Jake hung his head. "Ellimist?" he said softly to the air, "We have decided. The answer is yes."


  The Ellimist had said we would be transported immediately, once we decided. I expected my next breath to be drawn on some distant planet.


  But nothing happened.


  Nothing at all.


  Chapter 22


  



  I can't tell you how weird it was, going to school the next day. Sitting in class, trying to pay attention while my teacher, Ms. Paloma, talked about what led up to the Second World War.


  "Maybe if the United States had been ready to fight earlier," she said, "the war would have ended earlier and fewer people would have been killed. But our country wanted peace."


  I just kept looking at her and wondering, Was that your skeleton draped across the desk?


  What was the point of going to school? What was the point in anything? I had seen the future. I knew how it all turned out. The human race was done for. Finished. That was where all our long history led - to a Yeerk pool.


  "Because we were so devoted to peace, we may have actually made the war worse," Ms. Paloma droned on. "We'll never know for sure, of course. You can't really second-guess history."


  You can if you're an Ellimist, I thought. If you're an Ellimist, you can look ahead and see it all.


  "Why not?"


  It was Cassie's voice. I glanced across the room at her. She had that same look of confusion I'd seen the day before. The frustrated look, like she sensed something she couldn't quite grasp yet.


  "Why can't you second-guess history? I mean, if you could go back and change things so that the U.S. was ready to fight earlier . . ."


  Ms. Paloma sat on the edge of her desk.


  "Because events are intertwined in ways we cannot always see, Cassie. Sometimes small things can make huge differences. You know, they say that a single butterfly, beating its wings in China, may affect the way the wind blows here in our country. A single butterfly beating its wings may make a tiny change that becomes a bigger change that becomes a tornado. The world isn't like math. It isn't just one plus one equals two. It's more complicated than that."


  And then the oddest thing happened. Ms. Paloma looked right at me. Right into my eyes. "Much more complicated than that," she said. "A single butterfly . . . a single butterfly . . . a single butterfly . . ."


  The hair on the back of my neck was tingling. Everyone was looking at her like she was crazy.


  Suddenly, Ms. Paloma shook her head, like she was popping out of a trance. She smiled a confused smile. "Okay, well, anyway, you all have the reading assignments."


  The bell rang and I practically jerked up out of my seat.


  Cassie threaded her way through the kids who were rushing out of the room.


  "Okay, tell me that wasn't weird," Cassie whispered.


  "I thought maybe I was imagining it," I said. "Besides, who knows what's weird anymore? I'm sitting there waiting for the . . . you know who . . . to suddenly zap us out of here."


  Cassie nodded. "So why hasn't he?"


  Out in the fast-moving crush of bodies in the hall, we made our way to our lockers. "I don't know," I said as I spun my combination lock. "We decided to say yes. We're giving him what he wants."


  I popped my locker door open.


  "Unless . . ." Cassie said.


  "Unless maybe that wasn't the answer he wanted," I finished her thought.


  "But it's nuts," Cassie said, frowning. "Everything he did made it look like he wanted us to say yes. He appears the first time right as we're about to be swallowed by a . . ." She looked around to make sure no one could overhear. "Just as we were about to be swallowed. I mean, come on. Obviously he must have figured we'd want to bail."


  "We might have," I said. "Except we saw that dropshaft. So we thought we could escape. Otherwise . . ." I stopped talking. I stared at Cassie. She stared back.


  "He showed us that dropshaft!" Cassie said.


  "Why?" I wondered aloud. "Why? What is he doing with us? He appears when we're desperate. He says he doesn't interfere and gives us a choice. Then he lets us see a way out. What's that all about?"


  "Then he gives us another chance. He shows us the future. He shows us . . . you, basically. You in the future. So we know for sure that we must have decided to stay and fight. And we know we lost. And all of that means we have to say yes and let him take us away. So why have I been feeling like I was missing something?"


  The warning bell for next period rang.


  "This is insane, as Marco would say." Cassie laughed. "Yeah. I have gym next period. At any moment I might suddenly be swooped away to another planet, but in the meantime I have to go play volleyball."


  I watched her walk away. Then I hurried to my next class.


  A single butterfly, I thought.


  But how is the butterfly supposed to know when to beat her wings?


  Chapter 23


  



  I was back in the underground Yeerk pool. Trapped. Stuck to the Taxxon's tongue. But not a cockroach. I was myself, in my human body, only tiny. Stuck. About to die.


  Ax was talking. <Yeerk pool. It's the center of their lives. Almost a religion.>


  I squirmed and tried to get away. I tried to change into something else. The bear. I wanted to become the bear. But I was stuck. All I could do was beat my helpless butterfly wings.


  He showed us the dropshaft, Cassie's voice murmured in the back of my head.


  I swirled down dark corridors. I flew wildly on butterfly wings, always chasing a light that never drew closer and yet never disappeared.


  The Kandrona, I thought in my dream. The light is the Kandrona.


  "The center of their lives. Almost a religion."


  <No, not the Yeerk pool, really. The Kandrona. That is the center for them. That is their light.>


  "He showed us the dropshaft," Cassie said again, only now she was Ms. Paloma.


  My eyes snapped open.


  I sat up in my bed.


  I was as awake as I'd ever been. I was electric!


  "Hah HAH!" I yelled in the darkness of my room. "YES!"


  Then I hesitated. Was I nuts? Was I just desperate? I ran through it all again.


  "Got 'em!" I whispered. "Oh, man, we got 'em! Got the disgusting worms!"


  I shucked off the T-shirt that I wear to bed, and quickly slipped into my morphing outfit.


  I threw open the window. Then I paused. It would be Saturday morning in a few hours. No school. But if my mom found me gone, she might worry.


  I quickly scribbled a note saying I had gone for an early-morning run. That I might go over to Cassie's afterward.


  And then I glanced at the picture on my desk. The one of three-year-old me on the balance beam, being held up by my proud father.


  I could not tell the others.


  We had already decided. We were going to say yes to the Ellimist.


  We would let him take us to a place where there would be no battles and no need to decide.


  If I told my friends what I suspected . . . I felt the weight come down on me again. The weight of uncertainty and guilt and fear.


  I looked at the picture of my dad and smiled. "What would you think of me, Dad, if I walked away, when I still had a chance to win?"


  And then I morphed. My arms shrank. My skin began to flow into patterns of soft feathers that could ride silently on the night breeze.


  In a few more minutes, I was ready.


  The moon was bright in the sky. Dawn was still hours away. A perfect night for an owl. But I paid no attention to the juicy prey below me as I flew at top speed toward the woods.


  <Tobias! It's me! Don't panic, but wake up!>


  <What the . . . Didn't I tell you about zooming up in ->


  <Come on!> I yelled.


  <Come on, where?>


  <Don't argue, just come on. I know you don't like to fly at night, but just come on, anyway!>


  <Rachel, have you lost your mind? Where are we going?>


  <We're going to be butterflies, Tobias. We're going to Cassie's barn, and then we're going to change history.>


  He opened his wings and flew alongside me, just a few feet away.


  <Whatever you say, Rachel.> Tobias said grumpily. <But what makes you think ->


  <I know where it is, Tobias.> I interrupted him.


  <Where what is?>


  <Tobias? I know the location of the Kandrona.>


  Chapter 24


  



  "Okay, it's three forty-seven in the morning," Marco said. "And I'm here, thanks to the fact that my dad is a sound sleeper who doesn't notice when I wake up screaming because an owl and a hawk have just flown through my window. So now maybe you can tell us all why we're here?"


  Everyone was there in Cassie's barn. Jake looked sleepy but interested. Cassie was using the time to check on some of the sick animals. Ax just stood to one side, waiting to see what Jake told him to do. Tobias perched on an over head beam, tired from having flown too much.


  We were lit by a single small bulb that never even touched the shadows in the corners of the barn. We didn't want to take the chance that Cassie's parents might notice a light on and come to investigate.


  "Yes," I answered Marco, "I'll tell you why you're here. I know where the Kandrona is. I know where it is."


  That got his attention. But he was still skeptical. "What makes you think you know where the Kandrona is?"


  "The Ellimist. He showed us. We all thought it was unfair when he appeared in the Yeerk pool and asked us to decide when we were about to be eaten, right?"


  <I told you, Ellimists care nothing about fairness,> Ax said.


  "No. You're wrong, Ax. At least this time. The Ellimist appeared when we were about to be swallowed by the Taxxon. But then he showed us the dropshaft."


  "We saw the dropshaft because it was there," Jake argued. "It wasn't about him showing it to us."


  "Are you sure?" I asked. "He waited till we had walked out of the Yeerk lunchroom to appear. He waited till we were standing where we were sure to notice the dropshaft."


  I saw Jake raise an eyebrow thoughtfully. He and Marco exchanged a look.


  "What if we're wrong about the Ellimist being unfair? What if Cassie's instinct is right - that he is telling the truth? That he's trying to do what's right? He tells us that in the future we lose the fight. That the human race is enslaved. That he has a way to save a small number of us by taking us to a safe place. And it's all true."


  "If he's telling us the truth, that we lose in the future, what's this all about?" Marco asked. "We've seen that future. Nothing we do will matter."


  I shook my head. "No. It will matter. If it didn't matter how we decided, why even bother to ask us what we wanted to do? See? It does matter what we do."


  "Yes," Marco said. "But the answer is obvious. We can only change the future by agreeing to the Ellimist's plan to take us to a safe planet."


  "Yes, that's one way. He offered us that. But when we finally accepted, he didn't act. He didn't take us instantly away. Why? Why, after we agreed, did he leave us here?"


  "Because he wanted a different answer," Cassie said, nodding at me and giving me a wink. "That's what's been eating at me."


  "What different answer?" Marco asked.


  "He's in a trap," Cassie said. "The Ellimist is trapped. He wants to save Earth. But he can't interfere directly. Supposedly all he's allowed to do is offer to save a small number of us. But he knows that won't save Earth. It will save a few humans, yes, but when he showed us visions of Earth, he wasn't talking just about humans. He said Earth was a work of art. He wants to find a way to save it."


  "Without interfering directly," I agreed. "But what if we just happened to see another way? What if the Ellimist showed us the future, trying to convince us to let him take us away, and we just happened to see a way out?"


  "What way out?" Jake demanded.


  "The Kandrona. He let us see where the Kandrona is," I said. "That Yeerk pool downtown, that's the key. Why build a Yeerk pool downtown? Why level so many buildings to make room for it? Why leave the EGS Tower still standing? And why is there a glass dome on the top floors of the EGS? Ax is the one who said it - the Yeerk pool is the center of their lives. That Yeerk pool? I think it's a shrine. Almost a holy place to them. It's where they located the first Kandrona to be placed on planet Earth."


  Jake snapped his fingers, "The EGS Tower!"


  "That's what's under that dome on the top floors. The Kandrona. That's what the Ellimist wanted us to see. Just the way he let us see the dropshaft we used to escape. He wasn't interfering . . . technically. The choice is still ours."


  Marco laughed out loud. "You mean maybe the Ellimist is bending his own rules? So he can say 'hey, I didn't interfere,' but at the same time he's putting us where we can figure it out? I can't believe it! The Ellimist is a weasel! He found a loophole! I think I like that guy."


  "But even if you're right about the Kandrona, Rachel," Jake argued, "what does it prove? If we destroy it, are we sure it will change the future?"


  Cassie looked at me and smiled. "Maybe yes, maybe no," she said. "But things are connected in millions of ways. They say a single butterfly, beating its wings in China, can start a tornado in America."


  <Yes,> Tobias said, <but how does the butterfly know when to beat its wings?>


  "It doesn't," I said. "I guess it beats its wings the best it can, and hopes it will all work out. It's a butterfly. It just does what butterflies do."


  "And what do we do, Xena, Warrior Princess?" Marco asked mockingly, knowing the answer I would give.


  "We kick Yeerk butt," I said with a grin.


  Chapter 25


  



  At five-ten in the morning, the EGS Tower's windows were almost all dark. From the deeply shadowed plaza in front of the building, we could see a sleepy, uniformed guard inside the lobby.


  "There are dozens of businesses and law firms and stuff in this building," Jake warned. "Most of them are probably just normal people. Fortunately, at this time of day, almost no one will be here. But the guard is probably just a normal guy."


  "How do we deal with him without hurting him?" Cassie asked.


  Suddenly Tobias swooped down out of a dark sky. <I can't see anything useful through the windows up there,> he said. <Too bad that glass dome is still in the future. But I can tell you one thing. Something up there is giving off some heat. I'm getting a beautiful updraft from the building itself.>


  "Let's do this, already," I grumbled. I started morphing into the bear.


  "Okay, but take it easy on any innocent bystanders," Jake said. "Tobias? I know you're wearing out, but stay up and keep an eye out while we morph."


  <No prob, Jake.> He flapped his wings and slowly gained altitude.


  "These doors will be locked," Cassie pointed out.


  "Not for long," I said.


  Ax was already demorphing, coming out of his human body and resuming his Andalite shape.


  Jake's eyes were glittering, his body was lengthening, and striped orange-and-black fur was spreading like a wave over his skin.


  Cassie was already on all fours. Rough gray fur grew thickly around her shoulders. Her mouth bulged out further and further to form a wolf's muzzle.


  <Hey! A guy's coming up behind you,> Tobias called down. <I think he's drunk. He's carrying a bottle. If it were daytime, I could read the label. He's definitely staggering.>


  <Keep morphing,> Jake said quickly. <Cassie? See if you can get rid of him.>


  Cassie trotted off, already fully morphed. And a second later we heard, "Grrrrrr, grrrrrr, grrrOWWWRR!" followed by "Whoa! No way!" and the sound of a crashing bottle and running feet.


  Cassie returned just as we were finishing our morphs.


  <He decided to go in a different direction,> Cassie reported.


  <Okay, so let's go in,> I said. I was fully the grizzly now, and feeling invulnerable.


  <Actually, how about if Marco tries it first?> Jake suggested.


  While the rest of us lurked in the shadows, Marco, now an extremely large, powerful gorilla, knuckle-walked to the glass door. He stood up on his hind legs and tapped with one massive finger on the glass.


  The guard jerked in his seat. He stood up and moved cautiously closer. Then he drew his gun.


  "Hey, get out of here," the guard said.


  <Hi,> Marco said in thought-speak. <I just came from a masquerade party, and I was looking for Visser Three.>


  The guard's eyes went wide. "Andalite!" he hissed.


  <Oh, so you are a Controller. Good, That makes it so much simpler.>


  With that, Marco punched straight through the thick glass of the door.


  CRASH!


  His gorilla fist connected squarely with the guard's chin. The guard crumpled, still holding his gun.


  <Move, move, move!> Jake yelled.


  I barreled into the rest of the glass door. I was careful, but not too careful. I wasn't very worried about being hurt. Shattered glass flew everywhere.


  Cassie, Ax, and Jake leaped over the glass shards. Jake raced for the elevator.


  <There may be an alarm. We have to move fast,> Jake said.


  <We'll never fit in one elevator,> Marco said.


  <Head for the freight elevator. That'll hold us,> Jake said. <Go for the top floor.>


  Cassie and Ax kept an eye on all activity on the ground floor while they waited for the elevator to come back down. Jake, Marco, and I had the most firepower - so we went in first.


  We squeezed our combined bulk into the one freight elevator car - not an easy thing to do - but we managed it.


  <Can you press the button? I sure can't,> Jake said. He held up one of his huge paws to show me.


  It wasn't easy. Bear paws aren't exactly subtle tools. But after carefully lining up my first claw, I hit the top button.


  The doors closed and we rose swiftly upward. There was a safety inspection certificate mounted on one wall. I leaned very close to make out the letters, and read it aloud. <Says here the maximum load is twenty people.>


  <How many bears, tigers, and gorillas?>


  The ride seemed to be taking forever. I watched the counter tick off the floors. Twenty-one. Twenty-two. Twenty-three.


  <So. Seen any good movies lately?> Jake asked.


  <I want to go see that new Keanu Reeves movie,> I said.


  <He's supposed to be cute, right?>


  <Duh,> I said.


  <I wonder if he'd ever want to go out with a girl like me. You know, lots of guys wouldn't want to date a grizzly bear.>


  Suddenly I realized there was music playing in the elevator. The usual stupid elevator music.


  <Get ready,> Jake said.


  <Been ready.>


  <Top floor. Ladies shoes. Children's apparel. Everyone out,> Marco announced in his best elevator operator's voice.


  The elevator stopped. The door opened.


  Just as three humans and two Hork-Bajir were racing toward the elevator.


  "Rrrrrroooowwwwrrrr!" Jake roared in a voice that could crack concrete.


  "Rrrrrooooowwwwrrr!" I echoed in my own muddier bear voice.


  I charged like an enraged bull. I went straight for the nearest Hork-Bajir. That meant running through the closest human. I felt a slight thump as his body was knocked aside.


  I slammed into the Hork-Bajir. The force of my charge just picked him up and carried him along till I hammered into the far wall.


  It didn't kill him, but he wasn't going anywhere.


  Jake took down the other Hork-Bajir with a lightning swipe of his claws. The remaining humans bolted.


  <I'm cut,> Jake said.


  <Is it bad?>


  <It isn't good,> Jake said. <But I'll be okay for a while.>


  Just then the elevator door opened and Ax and Cassie piled out.


  <About time,> I said. <We've taken care of the welcoming committee.>


  <Sorry. Ax pushed the button for the wrong floor,> Cassie said. She glanced at the two Hork-Bajir.


  <You know they have more than those two up here guarding the Kandrona and . . . Jake! You're bleeding,> Cassie cried.


  <I'm fine. The human-Controllers ran down that hallway,> Jake said. <Let's go. We haven't won this battle yet.>


  I took off at a loping run. The others were right behind me. My claws gouged the carpeted floor with every step. I couldn't see well, but I could smell the adrenaline of the frightened human-Controllers. I knew where they had gone.


  I could smell them. I could sense them. They had challenged me. And I was going to show them who was boss.


  <Watch out, Rachel,> Cassie called. <There's a door straight ahead of you.>


  <Nah. There's no door,> I said, and plowed all my eight hundred pounds into a steel door that popped open like the lid of a jack-in-the-box.


  Inside, eight Hork-Bajir warriors stood ready.


  Eight walking razor blades.


  Eight of them. Five of us. No way we could win.


  A sensible person would have seen the odds and run away. But I charged straight at them.


  Later, everyone thought I was being brave. But you know what the truth was? The truth was, with my weak bear eyesight, all I could see was a blur. I thought they were humans.


  I wasn't brave. I was just blind.


  Chapter 26


  



  <Rachel!> Cassie yelled a warning.


  <Too late to retreat,> Jake said. <GO!>


  I figured out the eight blurry figures were Hork-Bajir when I was about three feet away from slamming into the first one. By then it was too late to stop.


  "Kill the gaffnur Andalites!" a Hork-Bajir cried in the weird mix of languages that they use. "Kill fraghent Andalite halaf kill all!"


  Suddenly, I realized I was cut. A searing pain radiated from my shoulder.


  I swung my paw and hit the Hork-Bajir in the head. He fell, but as he fell he slashed with his tyrannosaurus feet, and ripped a second cut in me.


  <Aaarrrgghhh!>


  From that point on, it was a nightmare of terrible images that seemed to float in and out of my hazy vision.


  I saw Cassie, with her bone-breaking jaws sunk into the throat of a Hork-Bajir.


  I saw Ax, his tail like a deadly bullwhip, lashing, cutting, lashing again, till one of the Hork-Bajir stood screaming, holding his own severed arm.


  I saw Jake and a Hork-Bajir locked in a deadly embrace as they rolled and slashed at each other with superhuman speed.


  I saw Marco fighting with one arm as he held his own sliced stomach together with the other hand.


  And everywhere, snarling, growling, raging, roaring noise.


  <Look out! Rachel, behind you!>


  "Die, gaferach, die!"


  "RRRROOOWWRRR!"


  <Help! He's on me!>


  <Aaaahhhhhh!>


  I couldn't tell who was winning. I couldn't tell who was hurt. It all became one long cry, one long scream of rage. Hork-Bajir and Animorph. Alien and animal.


  We were flesh-and-blood creatures thrown into a meat grinder. Thirteen deadly animals locked in a combat to the death.


  I felt the bear weakening as he was cut again and again by Hork-Bajir blades. I was losing blood. The human part of me knew that. I could feel my strength ebbing.


  I charged again and hit a Hork-Bajir in the stomach. I carried him along with my momentum as he slashed wildly at me.


  CRAAAASSSSHHHH!


  I'd hit something! Glass. It had shattered.


  A window! I had shoved the Hork-Bajir through the window.


  "AAAAAAaaaarrrrr!"


  I heard the Hork-Bajir's cry, dying away as it fell.


  A sudden flash of movement, as something came zooming through the shattered window.


  "Tseeeeeerrr!"


  Tobias screamed as he spread his talons forward and struck the closest Hork-Bajir, raking his eyes.


  The battle had turned!


  The Hork-Bajir had had enough. Maybe it was hearing one of their fellows fall sixty stories. Or maybe it was Tobias's arrival, strengthening our side. But whatever it was, the remaining Hork-Bajir ran.


  Three of them ran. The rest would not be running anywhere.


  Marco grabbed the crumpled door and slammed it back in place. Then, with what must have been the last of his strength, he shoved a desk in place to block the door.


  <I'm hurt bad,> Marco said. <I gotta morph out, man.>


  <Do it,> Jake said.


  <Everyone. Demorph.>


  <I'm okay,> I said weakly.


  <Rachel,> Tobias said. <Your left arm.>


  I stared blankly at my left paw. It wasn't there. It was a stump.


  <Demorphing,> I said. I focused on my human body. My weak but healthy human body.


  Morphing is done from DNA, fortunately. DNA is not affected by injuries, so injuries do not follow you from one morph to another.


  Exhaustion does.


  As my human body emerged from the vast bulk of the grizzly, I felt so weary I was afraid I might faint.


  Through human eyes, I saw a scene of carnage. The Hork-Bajir lay sprawled around the room. Most seemed to be breathing. None were conscious. All were bleeding from claw and teeth wounds.


  Unfortunately for the Hork-Bajir, they could not simply morph out of their injured bodies.


  "Everyone okay?" Jake asked, sounding as weary as I felt.


  "Yeah, but that was way too close," Cassie said.


  We were in a large office. I could see that now with my human eyes. Desks lay splintered. The carpet was ripped into ribbons. The walls were gouged.


  Floor-to-ceiling windows formed one wall. They were shattered. I remembered the Hork-Bajir falling, and shuddered. There was a door in one wall.


  "Through there?" Marco suggested.


  "Let's try it," I said. I staggered toward the door. It was not locked.


  A bare room. Tile floor. White painted walls.


  The wall of windows was blocked by heavy curtains. The room was empty but for a large, massively built platform in the very center.


  It was a steel pedestal, maybe three feet high, eight feet long.


  And atop that pedestal was a machine the size of a small car. It was shaped like a cylinder, tapered to dull points on both ends.


  It gleamed brightly, like new chrome, as if it had just been polished. And it made a slight, low humming noise. As I approached I felt my hair stand on end from the static electricity. It was warm in the room, very warm. It smelled like lightning.


  <The Kandrona,> Ax said.


  "The Kandrona," I echoed.


  For a full minute we all just stood there, gaping at it.


  "Rachel?" Jake said at last. "We need you to morph again. Can you do it?"


  I nodded slowly. "Elephant?"


  "Elephant. I don't know how else we're going to do it. We don't have any tools or anything."


  I morphed the elephant.


  Tobias flew outside to make sure there were no pedestrians below on the dark sidewalk. It took every last ounce of power that elephant had. But the Kandrona did move.


  It did, slowly, in jerks and starts, slide across the floor.


  And when at last I shoved it through the windows, it did fall the sixty stories, to smash into the concrete below.


  Chapter 27


  



  "We did it," I whispered as I returned to my normal body. "We destroyed the Kandrona."


  "We have to get out of here," Jake said. "The Yeerks will know. They'll be all over this place."


  "So, what does this mean?" Marco asked. "We did it. But, what does it mean? Have we changed the future?"


  EVERYTHING CHANGES THE FUTURE.


  I groaned. "Somehow I knew we'd hear from that guy again."


  A REPLACEMENT KANDRONA WILL BE HERE IN THREE OF YOUR WEEKS. IT WAS ALREADY ON ITS WAY.


  "Are you telling us this was all a waste?" Marco demanded.


  Ax said, <No, Marco, it was not a waste. Three weeks with only the Kandrona aboard the mother ship? In three weeks' time they will suffer greatly. They will fall behind in their schedule. Many Yeerks will perish. Three weeks is not a waste.>


  "Don't you mean three of our weeks, Ax?" Marco teased.


  "Is it enough?" Jake demanded loudly. "Is it enough? Have we changed the future?"


  There was no answer. Just silence.


  "I don't think he knows," I said. "He showed us a possible future. But you know what? I don't believe the Ellimist really knows the future any more than we do."


  "What makes you so sure?"


  I laughed. "Because wherever it is that the Ellimist exists, and whatever he's up to, and whatever game he's playing, and no matter how mighty he is, he has butterflies, too."


  Then, an amazing thing. Laughter that welled up from inside us, and echoed through us, and made us all smile as if we were fresh and full of energy.


  HA, HA, HA, HA. AS I SAID, YOU ARE A PRIMITIVE RACE, AND YET YOU ARE CAPABLE OF LEARNING.


  I smiled. "Come on, guys. Do you have the energy for one more morph? I feel like flying."


  



  At first we saw no evidence that the Yeerks were suffering. I don't know how they did it, but the Yeerks managed to maintain. It wasn't until later that we learned we had done them terrible damage.


  But that is another story.


  



  Two days later, I took the bus over to my dad's apartment. He was packing up his suitcase to leave.


  "Hi, Rachel," he said when he opened his door. "I wasn't sure you were coming over." I shrugged. "You're too disorganized to be able to pack all by yourself."


  He smiled a sad smile. "Thanks."


  "Yeah. No big thing."


  "I would have come and picked you up," he said. "Sweetheart," my dad said, "you know you can always change your mind. You can always come live with me."


  "I know, Dad."


  He smiled sadly. "You know I'll miss seeing you as much. Even though I'll be here every chance I get."


  "I know that, too, Dad," I said. I gave him a little kiss on his cheek. He patted my hair and I cried.


  I closed up his suitcase and zipped it.


  "You going to be okay without me here to take care of you?" he asked.


  "I can take care of myself," I said, wiping away the tears.


  We took the elevator down to a taxi that was waiting.


  "Come with me to the airport. I'll send you home in the cab."


  I shook my head. "No, I have stuff to do."


  He smiled. "I understand. You probably have something very important to do with your friends." It was a joke.


  "Absolutely," I said. "We have to save the world."


  My dad laughed. "If anyone can do it, honey, it would be you."


  Then the taxi drove off.


  I looked up in the sky. A lone hawk circled high overhead.


  <You coming, Rachel?> Tobias called down to me in thought-speak.


  I nodded my head so he could see. Yes. I was coming.
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  Chapter 1 - Jake


  



  My name is Jake. Just Jake. No last name. Or at least no last name I can tell you.


  I am an Animorph. I guess that makes me one of the most hunted, endangered species on Earth. The Yeerks want me dead. They want my friends dead. So if they knew who I was, and how to find me, I wouldn't have a chance.


  That's why I won't tell you my last name. And I won't tell you what city or state I live in. Because I want to go on living. I want to go on living so I can go on fighting them.


  Are you one of those people who looks up at the night sky and wonders whether there is life out there among the stars? Do you wonder about UFO's? Do you wonder whether aliens will ever come to Earth?


  Well, stop wondering. The Yeerks are here.


  They're a species of parasites - just little slugs, really. Little slugs that crawl inside your head and wrap themselves around your brain and make you do whatever they want you to do.


  When that happens you stop being a true human being. You become a Controller. That's what we call a human who is under the control of a Yeerk. When you talk to a Controller, you may be looking at a human face, you may hear a human voice, but what you're really talking to is a Yeerk.


  And they are everywhere. If you think you haven't seen one, you're wrong. The policeman in his patrol car, the clerk at the grocery store, your teacher, your pastor, your doctor: Any of them might be a Controller. Your mother, father, sister, or best friend: They could all be Controllers.


  I know. My brother Tom is one of them. They have taken my brother from me and made him an enemy. I sit at the breakfast table every morning and make small talk, knowing all the while that Tom is not Tom anymore.


  And they have taken my best friend's mother. Everyone thinks Marco's mother is dead. Only he and I know the truth: She, too, is one of them.


  They are everywhere. They can be anyone. They tear lives apart. They do unspeakable things. And we stand against them alone. Only we know the threat. We six: five Animorphs and one Andalite.


  Five human kids with the power to become any animal we can touch. And a kid from another planet who looks like some weird mix of deer, human, and scorpion.


  The six of us against all the might of the Yeerks, and all the evil genius of their leader, Visser Three.


  Which is why Rachel was worried about leaving, even for a weekend.


  We were all together that Friday evening - Marco, Cassie, Tobias, Rachel, and me. Ax wasn't there because he would have had to change into his human morph. He doesn't like to become human. I think he feels naked without his deadly tail.


  So it was just the five of us in Cassie's barn, surrounded by all the chattering, snuffling, chirping, preening (and smelly) animals in their cages. The barn is also the Wildlife Rehabilitation Center. Cassie's parents are veterinarians. They use their barn to take in sick or injured wild animals.


  "It's just this stupid, two-day gymnastics camp I signed up for a long time ago," Rachel was saying. "It's no big deal. It's something I was going to do back . . . you know, before."


  "Rachel, you should go," Cassie said. "Our entire lives cannot be about fighting the Yeerks. We have to try to be seminormal. I mean, it can't all be danger and battle and fear, right? So go. But for now, help me lift up this crow's cage. He's going up on that shelf."


  Cassie was trying to get us to help clean up the barn. We used the barn to get together. It was one of the few places we could meet with Tobias. See, he can't exactly go to the mall.


  <Crows,> Tobias said, in thought-speak that we heard only in our minds. <I can't believe you're saving a crow. I hate crows. You know how he probably got that broken wing? Trying to mob a respectable hawk, that's how. Crows are total punks.>


  Tobias was perched high in the rafters of the barn. From up there he could fly in and out through the hayloft. Tobias is a red-tailed hawk. Actually, in his mind, in his soul, he's human. But the power to morph has a terrifying downside. Stay in morph for more than two hours, and you stay forever. Tobias was trapped forever in a body with long, powerful wings, ripping, taloned feet, and fierce, angry eyes that stared at you around his hooked beak.


  You would never guess that he had once been such a gentle guy. I guess he still is that guy. But he's also a hawk.


  <Yeah, I'm looking at you, crow,> Tobias said in mock threat. Obviously, the crow did not understand thought-speak.


  Cassie smiled. "Tobias, I promise when we release this guy, we'll take him far from your territory."


  "I already told Melissa Chapman I wasn't going," Rachel said, going back to her own topic. "She went up to the camp this afternoon, right after school."


  Marco, who had been lying back on a big bale of hay and staring at the ceiling, sat up. "Rachel doesn't think we can survive without her for two days. After all, she's the mighty Xena: Warrior Princess."


  It was Marco's teasing name for Rachel. Rachel has a tendency to be very bold. Anytime there's something borderline-insane that needs to be done, Rachel is always the first volunteer.


  "Marco? You have hay stuck in your hair," Rachel said.


  He ignored her remark. "Rachel thinks if she's not here and we have trouble, we'll all just run screaming and yammering like a bunch of scared little kids." He put on a phony-serious expression. "All I want to know is this: Why don't you dress like Xena? I mean, the whole leather and sword thing would really work for you."


  "Okay, shut up, I'll go," Rachel said. "I'll go. I'm going. Just to get away from Marco for a couple days. I'll catch the bus tomorrow morning."


  "Think of me when you're on the uneven parallel bars," Marco said.


  But it wasn't to Marco that Rachel looked. It was to Tobias. "You guys will stay out of trouble while I'm gone, won't you?"


  <We'll be fine, Rachel,> Tobias said.


  I saw Cassie smile, and my gaze met hers. She gave a slight nod. Cassie has a theory that Rachel and Tobias like each other. Not that Rachel has ever said anything, even though Rachel and Cassie are best friends. Cassie thinks it's sweet and romantic. I just think it's kind of sad. I mean, as far as we know, Tobias will never be fully human again.


  "We should all just enjoy a nice, normal weekend," I said. "Have normal fun. We've had plenty of danger and excitement."


  Marco sent me a sly, resentful look. "Some of us are going to have more fun than some others. Some of us are going to pool parties that some of us were not invited to." He shook his fists melodramatically at the ceiling. "Why? Why? What does that girl have against me?"


  I rolled my eyes. "Here we go again."


  Cassie rescued me. "I need someone strong to come outside with me, help me carry in some new cages from the truck. Marco?"


  "Oh! My back!" Marco cried. "A sudden, shooting pain."


  "I'm coming, Cassie," I said. I gave Marco a shove, pushing him back on his bale of hay. "You are so pathetic."


  "Don't strain yourself," Marco said with a cocky grin.


  Outside, out of the golden glow of the barn's lights, it was getting dark. A full moon had risen, and you could just see the first stars off to the east.


  The pickup truck was piled precariously high with wire cages. I climbed up and began to untie the rope that held them in place.


  "It seems strange - Rachel going away - even for a couple days," Cassie said. "And it seems even stranger that it would seem strange. I mean, it should be no big deal."


  "Well, I guess when life turns completely crazy, it's the normal things that start to seem strange."


  Cassie nodded slowly. For a while she said nothing. She just stood there with her arms crossed, looking up at the moon.


  I climbed down off the truck. "What's bothering you?"


  She shrugged. "Nothing. Just . . . a feeling. I don't know. Bad dreams, I guess."


  "I have those, too," I said. "We all do. You can't live through all this and not have it bother you. What's the dream about? The ant thing?"


  We'd morphed ants once. We'd gone down into an ant tunnel and had been attacked by an enemy colony of ants. No one wanted to go through that, ever again. Not ever.


  "No, not the ants," Cassie said. "At least not directly. It's . . . it's dumb. There's . . . something. I don't even know what it is. But it's not a good thing. And it asks me to make a choice. In the dream I have to decide who lives and who dies."


  I moved closer to Cassie and put my arm around her shoulder. There were goose bumps on her bare arms.


  "I never used to be afraid, Jake," Cassie said. "Not of anything. And now it's like I'm afraid all the time."


  "You deal with it, though," I said. It made me nervous talking about feelings like this. I guess I think if you just don't talk about the fear, it will go away. "You always deal with it," I repeated.


  "So far," Cassie said softly. "So far."


  Chapter 2 - Rachel


  



  My name is Rachel, I live with my mom and my two little sisters. We live pretty close to Jake, who lives pretty close to Marco. Cassie is the farthest one out because she lives on a farm.


  I guess we're a pretty average bunch of kids. I mean, we were a pretty average bunch. Marco lives with his dad. I live with my mom. Jake and Cassie each have both parents around. We go to school. We do homework. We hang at the mall. We listen to music. Go to movies on the weekend. Normal. Boringly average.


  Until one night when we happened to hook up together at the mall and decided to take a shortcut through an abandoned construction site off the highway.


  We weren't a "group" back then. Jake was my cousin, but we didn't really see each other, except at school. Cassie was my best friend, and had been for a long time. But Marco was just Jake's friend, not mine. And Tobias was this guy Jake felt sorry for because he came from such a messed-up home and got picked on by bullies.


  That's Jake: When he sees some guy getting his head stuffed in a toilet at school, he is absolutely going to stop it. Jake isn't some big tough guy or anything. It's just that when he tells you, in that calm, reasonable voice of his, to stop picking on someone, you stop. You just do.


  Jake is sort of the one in charge. It's not something he ever wanted. It just seems natural for him to take over.


  Not that Jake is without his own level of stupidity. I mean, he was right there with us, walking through an isolated, abandoned construction site that night. Wasn't the smartest thing we ever did.


  But the way it turned out, the real danger that night was not from some mad slasher. The real danger was from a totally unexpected direction.


  See, that's where the damaged Andalite spaceship landed. Right there in the construction site. That's where we saw our first alien. That's where we learned about the Yeerk threat. And that's where the Andalite, Prince Elfangor, gave us our power to morph.


  It's where Elfangor died, too. We watched it happen. We watched that brave, decent, kind creature be murdered by Visser Three. Murdered for trying to protect the people of Earth.


  Anyway. That's when we became a group. It was Marco who came up with a name for what we were. Animorphs. Persons who can morph animals.


  The Andalite left us the burden of fighting the Yeerks, and gave us that one weapon: the power to morph. Like all weapons, it has dangers even to those who use it for a good cause. Just ask Tobias.


  But it is an awesome power. We have done some damage to the Yeerks. And to be honest with you, sometimes the morphing power is just plain fun. Right now, though, my "normal" life was calling.


  It was already getting warm by the time I walked over to school the next morning. The bus to the camp was due to come at eleven. I got to school an hour early.


  I stopped on the sidewalk in front of the school and checked my watch. The sun was climbing fast, and you could tell it was going to be a really hot day. I smiled. It would be a good day for flying.


  I crossed the athletic field and headed for the woods behind the school. I wanted to check in with Tobias before I left. It's no big thing. It's just that I kind of take care of stuff Tobias needs. I bring him books sometimes. You know - things he can't get in the woods.


  But Tobias isn't always an easy guy to find. Especially in the morning, when he's likely to be out hunting his breakfast. I knew I would need great eyes and speed to find him and still get back in time to catch the bus.


  It's funny how it never even occurred to me that I was in a very dangerous position. See, my mom and my friends all thought I was heading to camp. They wouldn't expect to see me for a couple of days. But the camp people didn't think I was coming. So they wouldn't expect to see me, either.


  But none of this occurred to me. After all, what did I have to worry about? Little did I know.


  So, I entered the woods, put my outer clothing in my bag, hid it beneath some low-lying bushes, and took a quick look around to make sure I was alone. Then I began to morph.


  I focused my mind on one of the many animals whose DNA is part of me.


  Every morphing is unique. The changes never happen the same way twice. This time, the first thing to change was my mouth. My lips grew hard and stiff. And when I rolled my eyes downward, I could see my mouth become bright yellow and bulge outward.


  As that happened, I began to shrink. The pine needle-covered ground came up toward me as I lost a foot of height with a few seconds. Then another foot.


  The strangest thing, though, was my skin. The flesh on my bare arms began to melt like candle wax. It melted and ran together. It formed intricate patterns, like a tattoo of feathers. Suddenly, the painted feather patterns were no longer just designs. Actual feathers began to emerge.


  The feathers were dark brown, except for the ones that replaced my blond hair and the skin of my face and neck. Those feathers were all snowy white.


  By the time the morph was nearly complete, I only stood about two feet tall. My feet had split open and formed yellow talons, each of which ended in a wicked, hooked claw.


  My arms rose up, horizontal. Long feathers sprouted from them, even as my solid, heavy, human bones became hollow and light.


  It took just a few minutes for the transformation to be done. I was no longer human. I was a bald eagle.


  I turned to face the breeze and opened my wings. They stretched six feet from tip to tip. I felt the wind press against my feathers, stretching my muscles. I flapped several times with great power, and then . . . I was airborne! I drew my talons up snug against my body.


  I flapped and rose. I flapped more, and soared above the trees. The top branches reached for me but missed. I flapped still more and caught a good, strong headwind. It was like an invisible wedge that forced me up and up.


  Up and up! I rose till I was several hundred feet above the treetops. I could see the school down below. I could see the bus parked in the empty lot. And, being an eagle, I could see a great deal more.


  Looking through the eyes of an eagle is like having built-in binoculars. From hundreds of feet in the air I could see field mice just poking their noses out of their holes. I could see ants crawling up the trunks of trees. I could look down through the water of a stream and see the tiny fish feeding there. I could see everything, like no human will ever see.


  I turned toward the deeper woods where Tobias lived.


  Maybe there is something better than flying free, high above the trees, riding the wind, but I doubt it. It was freedom beyond any dream of freedom. I loved it. For all the pain that has come from the war with the Yeerks, I swear sometimes just being able to fly makes it all worthwhile.


  I was close to Tobias's territory when I spotted something interesting below me. It was a deer-like animal, running swiftly through the trees. When I focused my laser-intensity eagle sight, I could see the semihuman torso and face and the deadly scorpion tail.


  Ax! Or, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, to use his complete name. Ax is an Andalite. The only Andalite to survive a terrible space battle with the Yeerks. Prince Elfangor was his brother.


  It was fun watching him run. I've never seen anything that can look as delicate and cute one minute - and as dangerous the next - as an Andalite.


  I decided to swoop down over Ax and say hi. I spilled a little air from my wings and dropped, thrilled by the feeling of a controlled fall from hundreds of feet up. It's like jumping off a skyscraper, knowing you can survive.


  I dropped toward the trees.


  I actually had time to notice the nest in a high branch. Just out of the corner of my eye. I had time to think, Isn't that cute? Baby birds.


  And then they hit me.


  SWOOP!


  SWOOP!


  Faster than me! More agile! Small, dark birds zipped straight at me like they were going to hit. Too many of them!


  SWOOP! SWOOP! SWOOP!


  I turned a hard left. In a flash I knew what was happening. They thought I was attacking their nest. They were "mobbing" me! Trying to drive me off.


  I banked a hard turn. Too fast! I was still going fast from the dive. Too fast! Bank left! Turn!


  WHAM!


  I barely saw the tree trunk before I hit. Headfirst.


  Down I fell. Down through branches that tore at me, banged me, slapped me, ripped at my feathers.


  I hit the ground hard. I was hurt. I knew I was hurt. Fading out. My mind was swimming. Human thoughts . . . eagle instinct, all swirling, shifting. I was falling down, down a dark well.


  Down . . .


  Morph out, I told myself. Rachel . . . MORPH OUT!


  And then I was gone.


  Chapter 3 - Marco


  



  "Look, it's simple," I explained patiently. "There's this party. This pool party. And I was not invited. Not only was I not invited, but the girl who's having the party went out of her way to not invite me."


  By the way, hi! My name is Marco. I'm an Animorph, too. I'm the smart, cute one. No, seriously. Jake is the bossy one, Cassie's the nice one, Rachel is the stupidly brave one, and Tobias is a bird.


  I am the cute one. All the girls think so. All except Darlene.


  <So you are not wanted at this party. But you want to go, anyway?>


  That was Ax speaking. Well, not exactly "speaking." He's an Andalite, and Andalites don't have mouths. They do "thought-speak." It's like telepathy. We can all do it when we're in a morph. But for Andalites it's their normal language. Ax's real name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. Rolls right off the tongue, doesn't it? Now you know why we just call him Ax.


  "That's right," I explained to him. "I mean, Jake and Cassie were both invited. Rachel was invited, but she's going to that stupid gymnastics thing. Basically, everyone at school was invited. All I'm saying is, there must be a reason why I was not invited. And I think I know what that reason is: Darlene likes me. There's no other possible explanation."


  Ax looked puzzled. <Is that common among humans? Do you avoid the ones you like?>


  "Not like. Like. I like you, Ax. But I don't like you. There's like, and then there's like, like."


  Ax stared at me with his main eyes. He has four eyes altogether. Two of them are fairly normal. The other two eyes are on these stalklike things that stick out of the top of his head like those little horns a giraffe has. On the end of each stalk, he has an eye, which he can point in any direction. Very weird. But you can't sneak up on the guy, that's for sure.


  <I am confused,> Ax said.


  "It's okay. You don't need to understand. I just want you to go with me."


  <To the party?>


  "That's right. We have to go to the party to see what Darlene says about me. She and her cheerleader friends are probably going to talk about me. I want to hear what they say."


  <And you want me to go with you?>


  "Yeah. You and me. I need someone to watch my back."


  <But Prince Jake will be at the party, won't he?>


  I rolled my eyes. Ax is convinced Jake is his prince. I guess Andalites are into the whole royalty thing.


  "Yes, Jake will be there. But Jake is not going to help me spy on Darlene, is he? Neither will Cassie. Cassie doesn't exactly fit in with the cheerleader crowd. They talk about clothes and guys. Cassie talks about animals and saving the world or whatever."


  <Pardon me if I sound skeptical, and please don't be offended,> Ax said, <but I sense that maybe this is a dishonorable idea.>


  <You sense right, Ax.>


  Tobias. He zipped swiftly overhead and landed on a low branch. He was carrying something in his beak.


  "Hi, Tobias," I said. "Do you have it?"


  <Yes. And do you know how hard it is to fly around with a live, squirming mouse in my beak?>


  "Drop it down to me," I said.


  <You are a twisted, devious human being, Marco,> Tobias said. <Ax, if you have any sense you won't get involved in this.>


  <Tobias, I am suffering. I have small, itching bumps on parts of my body. Marco has agreed to help me, if I will help him. He has a rare medicine that will help.>


  <Marco, you're blackmailing Ax with flea powder? Ax, my friend, you just picked up a couple fleas. It's normal in the woods. Don't let Marco jerk you ->


  "Just give me the mouse and stop acting like a parent," I interrupted. "I'm not blackmailing anyone. I'll bring Ax the flea powder. Jeez. The suspicion around here."


  Tobias dropped the mouse and I caught it with one hand. It squirmed and I almost dropped it. But as I began to "acquire" it, it calmed down.


  See, if you want to morph into an animal, you have to acquire it first. You have to make contact. Then you sort of focus on it, concentrate on it. The animal goes into a trance. And meanwhile the animal's DNA is being absorbed.


  Don't ask me how it works. It's some weird Andalite biotechnology. I just know it works.


  When I was done acquiring the mouse I handed it to Ax. He had to use both hands to hold on. Andalite arms and hands are kind of puny. Of course, they also have four legs, and those are pretty strong. I mean, Ax can haul when he wants to. I'll bet he could do forty miles an hour.


  Then there's that tail. The tail is the reason Andalites will never be considered truly "cute." I've seen Ax use his tail on full-grown Hork-Bajir warriors. And fast? Man, you don't even see it move. It's like WHAPP! and all of a sudden a Hork-Bajir only has one arm. I believe Ax could chop down a tree with that tail if he felt like it.


  <Marco, you know Jake will roast you alive behind this,> Tobias said. <Morphing for personal reasons?>


  "Hey, Jake was invited to the party, all right? He'll be soaking up the rays at poolside. He'll be having a good time. Meanwhile I, his best friend, was not even invited. Jake is big on justice. I ask you: Is this justice? No. Clearly not."


  <Marco, Jake says the last time you were invited to one of Darlene's pool parties you floated a Baby Ruth bar in the pool and told everyone it was . . . you know. Maybe that's why you weren't invited.>


  "I was like six years old," I protested. "I didn't know any better. Besides, it was funny."


  <Marco, you were not six. You were ten.>


  "Whatever. Who remembers this stuff?"


  <Darlene does.>


  I ignored Tobias. "Are you done acquiring the mouse?" I asked Ax. "If so, give him back to Tobias for lunch."


  <I've eaten, thanks,> Tobias said. <But you shouldn't laugh. You want to go play mouse, you better remember something: There are a lot of predators who enjoy eating mice. It's a dangerous world out there.>


  "And who would know that better than you, Mr. Predator?"


  Tobias laughed. <Even we predators get ours sometimes. I saw a bald eagle get mobbed by a bunch of jays this morning. Slammed into a tree. I guess the eagle was going after their nest.>


  "There won't be any eagles at the party," I said. "The bird world is your problem, dude. I have a party to attend."


  <Darlene likes him,> Ax said. <But she doesn't like him.>


  <That's pretty much how everyone feels about Marco,> Tobias said with a laugh.


  Chapter 4 - Jake


  



  "I feel bad even going to this party," I said. "Darlene should have invited Marco. He wouldn't have done the Baby Ruth thing again. He's much more mature now. Sort of."


  "I feel a little guilty, too," Cassie said. She lowered her voice to a whisper and put her mouth close to my ear. "But I seem to remember you saying we should all take the weekend off and be normal. So I am going to be normal."


  We were both in our swim suits, sitting in those long pool chairs. You know - the ones you can adjust so you're lying down or sitting up.


  There were forty or fifty kids around the pool. Darlene's family has money, I guess, because it's a very nice pool.


  There was a long table loaded up with chips and dip and cold cuts. And there were coolers full of iced soft drinks. There was decent rock music playing on the stereo. Some kids were dancing.


  It wasn't even noon yet, but the sun was already bright. It was going to be hot, that was for sure. I almost envied Rachel heading up to the mountains. It would probably be cooler up there.


  "It feels weird to just sit around and relax," I said.


  As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I heard a bloodcurdling scream.


  "Yaaaaaaahhh!" someone shrieked.


  "Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh!" someone else cried.


  I sat straight up. Trouble! I could feel the familiar rush of adrenaline. I quickly looked around, checking for the ways to escape, the places where we could stand and fight, the places we might be able to hide for a quick morph. People were running.


  No . . . on a closer look, only a couple of girls were running. They were the ones screaming.


  "That's Darlene," Cassie said. She sent me a puzzled, worried look.


  "Oh! Oh! Oh! Get it away from me!" Darlene screamed. "Get it awaaaaay!"


  Darlene ran straight toward us. She ran like the hounds of hell were right behind her. "Help me!" she screamed. "It's after me!"


  "What is it?!" I yelled to no one in particular.


  "Mice!" this girl named Tracy yelled. "Miiiice!"


  Then I spotted them: two tiny, harmless little mice. Two little mice, chasing Darlene like a pair of lions trying to bring down a buffalo.


  Darlene dodged right. The mice went right after her. And then something very interesting happened. This guy named Hans yelled, "Darlene! Run this way! I'll stomp them!"


  Darlene headed for Hans. Hans raised his foot up, ready to stomp the mice as they shot past. But suddenly the mice turned a sharp left, shot around behind Hans, and tore off after Darlene again.


  Right then, I knew. The mice had heard Hans's plan. They had dodged away to safety.


  "Real mice don't chase people," Cassie said, giving me a meaningful look.


  "No, they don't," I agreed.


  "Marco," Cassie whispered. "And he must have dragged Ax into it, too."


  "I'll kill him," I said. "Just as soon as we save him."


  I raced around the pool. I tore through a mess of overturned chairs and soda cans and paper plates. Cassie went the other way.


  "Help me! Help me!" Darlene screamed, running toward the patio door.


  "Hey!" Cassie yelled as loudly as she could. "It's just a couple of mice. Nothing to be afraid of."


  One of the mice hesitated. Marco had recognized Cassie's voice.


  "You know, if those mice want to live, they should go to Cassie," I said, trying to sound like I was making a joke. "Otherwise, someone might kill them." Then, under my breath, I added, "Someone like me."


  <I heard that,> Marco said to me in thought-speak.


  I could hear his thought-speak. But since I was not in a morph, I could not reply. Probably a good thing. I might have used some words I shouldn't use.


  It was total pandemonium! Forty kids running around like idiots. Half running away from the mice. Half running after the mice. Everyone making lots of noise.


  "Come here, little mice," Cassie said loudly.


  We were trying to make Marco realize he had to head for Cassie. I knew he could hear us - mice have excellent hearing.


  But Marco either didn't get it, or had decided he wasn't done chasing Darlene.


  "Aaaaahhh!" Darlene was not done screaming, either. She reached the patio door. She was still screaming as she disappeared inside her house.


  Marco was after her like a shot, with Ax right behind.


  <Don't worry,> I heard Marco say in thought-speak a few seconds later. <We're down in the basement. We're demorphing. Just make sure no one comes down to the basement looking for mice.>


  "Oh, man," I muttered. I ran for the patio door.


  THUMP!


  I slammed hard into Hans, and both of us went rolling. No less than eight other people slammed into us, one right after another. It was like some bad football game, all of us jumbled together, yelling and giggling and pushing and trying to untangle our legs and arms.


  As it turned out, that pileup saved my life.


  I sucked wind and tried to stand up, and the sky above us grew dark.


  It was so sudden and so complete that everyone just froze.


  I looked up. The sun was hidden behind a swirling cloud of dust. Like a flat tornado. A tornado in a clear sky.


  I felt a terrible sensation of dread from deep down inside.


  The dust swarm grew solid.


  Within seconds, it assumed a shape.


  A shape like nothing ever seen on planet Earth.


  And then it struck.


  Chapter 5 - Marco


  



  Okay. Okay, maybe it was a little immature to sneak into Darlene's party as a mouse. But you didn't hear what she said about me!


  Me and Ax morphed in a vacant lot a block away. Then we toddled on over on our little mouse legs to the party.


  Of course, first we had to get used to the mouse morph. See, when you morph you don't just get the animal's body. You get its brain, too. And most animal brains are loaded with different instincts. Usually hunger. Also fear.


  The mouse had a lot of each. He was very obsessed about food. And he was one scared little animal. It's often that way when you first morph a new species. As soon as Ax and I achieved total mousehood, those instincts kicked in big time.


  RUN! RUN! RUN! RUN!


  The mouse didn't like being out in the open, in broad daylight. He was scared of predators. Seriously scared.


  RUN! RUN! RUN! RUN!


  So we ran. It was like one minute you're a normal human thinking, Hmmm, isn't it fascinating shrinking down like this, growing a tail, having big whiskers? And the next minute that mouse brain kicks in and suddenly you are charged up with the energy of a thousand cups of coffee on top of a thousand bowls of Captain Crunch, and you are ENERGIZED!


  <I can't control this creature!> Ax wailed. <It's insane!>


  <Just go with it,> I said. <It'll chill out eventually>


  Let me tell you: Mice can move on those little legs. It was like being strapped to the front bumper of an Indy 500 car.


  ZOOOOM!


  We hauled butt, zipping in wild terror over leaves of grass as big as trees, pieces of gravel the size of beach balls, and bugs the size of collies. That much I'm used to. I've morphed small animals before.


  But what was sick was that I really, really wanted to stop and eat some of those bugs. There was this one beetle, kind of bluish-black, and the mouse brain was like, Ah, cool, lunch!


  But it was more terrified than it was hungry, so we just kept running like out-of-control lunatics, and I missed out on the flavor of bug. Eventually, we were able to get some control.


  <Ax. You okay, man?> I called to him in thought-speak.


  <I am fine. But these mice have very powerful instincts.>


  <Yeah. Scared little things, aren't they?>


  <Animals develop instincts for a good reason,> Ax said darkly. <If the mouse is cautious, it probably has good reasons.>


  <Well, if we see any cats, we'll just morph back,> I said.


  <Yes. If we live long enough.>


  In any case, we toddled off to the party, two little mice looking for a good time.


  Mouse senses are excellent, fortunately. Hearing is great. The sense of smell is great. The eyes are decent, but it's hard to see much when you're only an inch tall and your face is down at dirt level.


  Still, I was able to locate Darlene by the sound of her voice. She was talking to her friends about the usual stuff: school, music, some cute guy on TV. Ax and I hid underneath Darlene's chair, so I was able to hear everything pretty well.


  All I could see of Darlene was this enormous chair roof over my head - stretched bands of interwoven plastic, bulging down like they might burst and crush me. Quite a distance away I could see her legs, looking like two gigantic pink pillars.


  <Well, this is boring,> I said to Ax.


  <What did you expect?>


  <I expected them to be talking about me, naturally,> I said. Then it occurred to me. I could thought-speak to Darlene! I would just say the word "Marco" in her head. She wouldn't know where it had come from. She'd probably think someone had said it aloud. With thought-speak, you can either do it so everyone hears you, or sort of aim it at just one person.


  <Marco,> I said.


  "What?" Darlene asked. "What about Marco?"


  "Nothing about Marco," this girl named Kara said.


  "Good, because I don't even want his name mentioned at my party. He's such a jerk. I mean, after what he did? Throwing Baby Ruth bars in my pool? Panicking everybody?"


  "He's so immature," a girl named Ellen said.


  "No duh," Darlene said. "He thinks he's so cool and so cute, but he's totally not. He always makes jokes about stuff that aren't even funny."


  Well. I could stand them saying I was immature. That's what girls always say. But saying I wasn't funny?


  I would show them funny. Oh, yes.


  I took off. I ran for the legs. Ax came after me yelling, <What are we doing?!>


  <We're just going to see how good Darlene's sense of humor is,> I yelled back. I ran for that big pink leg. I saw the foot pressing heavily down on the grass. I shot past her heel, which was like a wall to me, and aimed for the toes.


  Let me just say this: Darlene thinks she's perfect in every way. But her toenails definitely needed trimming.


  I scampered right onto her foot. I zoomed across her foot, then scrabbled wildly around her ankle and back over her toes.


  <Yee-HAH!> I crowed to Ax. <That'll give her something else to complain about!>


  "Oh! Oh! Ohhhhhhhhh!" Darlene screamed.


  Up flew the foot! I jumped off just in time. And then she was outta there, screaming and yammering like a total ninny.


  Naturally, I chased her. And naturally, Ax came with me.


  It was total, absolute fun! I'm sorry, I know it was wrong and all, but man, it was so cool.


  That is, until I heard Hans yelling about how he was going to stomp me. That would never do. I did not intend to be stomped by Hans's big stinky foot.


  I heard Jake's big voice yelling. And Cassie's sweeter - but still annoyed - voice.


  <Oh, man. It's Jake,> I said to Ax. <Busted.>


  I raced for cover, looking for a place to morph back to human. Big stomping feet were landing all around me. They were slow, but man, they were big. Everyone was totally overreacting. I mean, give me a break, I was two inches long! How scary could I possibly be?


  Then it occurred to me. The house! We could run inside, race down to the basement where no one would be, morph back real fast, and then . . . Well, and then there I would be, just me and an Andalite. Great. That wouldn't look too strange.


  <Ax! Stay with me. We need to demorph. Then you have to do your human morph real quick, okay?>


  <I have the feeling, Marco, that this was not a good idea.>


  <Nah. Everything according to plan.>


  ZOOM! Over the threshold onto the patio! ZOOM! Into the house itself! ZOOM! Past a hysterical Darlene, who was on the couch with a pillow over her head.


  ZOOM! Along carpet till we hit linoleum.


  Suddenly, the scent of dark places. Mouse places! Yes, it was going to work!


  We ran across a step and leapt, falling . . . falling . . . PLOP! to land on the next step. Again and again, step after step, at a speed that felt like we were flying rockets.


  It was so cool! If you overlooked the fact that it was maybe slightly stupid.


  <Don't worry,> I called to Jake in thought-speak. <We're in the basement. We're going to demorph. Just make sure no one comes down to the basement looking for mice.>


  We lost our pursuers. No one followed us down the steps. And even as I ran, I started to demorph.


  I was halfway back to human, a strange mix of mouse tail and huge ears and human legs - a scary-looking creature. The way Mickey Mouse would look if he'd been invented by Stephen King. Ax looked even worse, half-mouse, half-Andalite.


  Just as I was thinking Hey, this will all be fine, the entire world just flew apart.


  Crrrrr-RUNCH!


  Sunlight streamed down! The entire roof had been ripped away! The entire roof!


  Wood and beams and concrete just shattered and ripped and fell in huge chunks. I couldn't even make sense of it. I ran, the entire world around me was just being shredded. Shredded, like the universe was being run through a food processor.


  Then I saw it. It was gigantic! Enormous! A creature that seemed to be made of nothing but teeth and blades and destruction. It was like twenty Hork-Bajir glued together and given dragon wings.


  B-R-R-A-A-A-K!


  It was ripping the house apart with unbelievable power.


  The noise was terrifying. The scream of ripping wood. The shattering crunch of concrete being torn up - just torn up, like it was nothing! Pipes bending. Wires sizzling and popping as they exploded into showers of sparks.


  "Look out!" I yelled to Ax with my now-human voice. Beams were falling around us. Splinters were flying through the air.


  I barely noticed that I had finished morphing. I was human again. Somehow Ax had kept his concentration and was fully in his human morph.


  We were defenseless. Two kids without a weapon between us.


  Above our heads, where there had been a house just seconds before, the beast hovered in the sun.


  It looked down at us with a dozen weird eyes that seemed to be stuck here and there at random. It stared at us the way I'd seen Tobias stare at his prey.


  It was going to destroy us. There was no question in my mind. And no question that it could.


  "Oh, man," I moaned. "I don't like this."


  Then . . . the eyes all flickered at once. The beast seemed uncertain.


  And to my utter relief and utter amazement, the thing began to disperse. He became dust again. Just a cloud of dust that thinned and disappeared.


  I was shaking so badly I couldn't stand up. But I was alive.


  Chapter 6 - Rachel


  



  I woke up.


  I was on my back, lying on a bed of pine needles and crispy dried leaves. I was staring up at trees. The sun shone through the branches.


  My first thought was, What am I doing here?


  I had no idea how I had gotten to these woods. Or even what woods these were.


  "What am I doing here?" I started to say out loud. But the words were garbled, mangled. They were more of a screech than actual words.


  I felt a tingle of fear.


  What was going on? What was going on? Why was I here? Why couldn't I talk?


  I shouldn't be here. I should be . . . where? Where should I be? I tried to concentrate. How had I come here? Where was I before? Where . . . where did I belong?


  But nothing came. Nothing! I couldn't remember how I'd gotten there. I couldn't remember where I had been. Ever.


  Suddenly, it hit me in a wave of dread that made my heart skip several beats: I didn't know who I was. I did not know my own name.


  I tried to sit up. And that's when I saw.


  "Aaaaaaahhhhhhh!" I screamed in a weird, high-pitched shriek.


  My legs . . . they were encased in a black leotard. And I could see that the upper half of each leg was shaped like a normal human leg. But the end . . . the bottom half suddenly changed shape. And from the bottom of the leotard, huge talons appeared.


  I looked at my hand. Five fingers. Five human fingers, but they sprouted with feathers. There were feathers sticking out of my flesh!


  I felt my face. Skin. Skin on my cheeks and my neck. But then, my bristling, feathered fingers felt my mouth.


  It was a beak! A hard, tearing beak.


  It was a nightmare! That was it, I was having a nightmare! I had to wake up. I had to get out of this dream.


  "Aaaaahhhhh!" I screamed again. And the unhuman sound of my own voice frightened me still more.


  I had to control the panic. I had to. I had to. But my legs! My face! My hands!


  Don't panic, I ordered myself. You will not panic. You will not panic! This isn't real.


  And yet I could feel the pine needles beneath me. And the warmth of the sun as it lanced through the branches. It all felt real.


  Was this how I always was? Was I some sort of freak? Half-bird, half-human?


  No. I knew that was wrong. And I knew that people did not become birds. And yet here I was, with feathers and a beak, and no memory of who I was. I looked like some horrible creature who was halfway through changing from bird to human - or the other way around.


  Was that it? Had I been in the process of changing from one to the other? And which one was I really? Who was I? What was I?


  Come on, I ordered myself. Get a grip. Get a grip.


  But I could feel screams boiling up inside me. I could scream and scream and scream.


  No. No. Start that and you may never stop, I thought. Use your head. Think.


  I strained to remember, but it was as if half my brain were wrapped in a dense fog. I couldn't see through it. No matter how I tried.


  You're a human, I told myself silently. You're human, not a bird. And if you could change this far, maybe you can change more.


  I closed my eyes. I wanted to concentrate, and I did not want to see my body. Terror rattled through me, shaking my bones, churning my insides.


  I was human. I wanted to be fully human. Human again.


  Then . . . I began to feel changes. I opened my eyes. As I watched, the talons shriveled and split and became toes.


  It was revolting to watch. It made me sick. But then I realized something. As soon as I lost concentration, the changes stopped. That had to be it! I must have been changing, and something had broken my concentration. I could not stay the way I was. I was a nightmare. I had to get out!


  I felt a shadow over the sun. I thought it was a passing cloud. I couldn't let myself be distracted.


  I focused down again. Human. I wanted to be human. I felt the feathers melt into my skin. I felt my beak become soft lips.


  The sun was very dim now. Something was blocking it. I felt a chill. I looked up.


  Just above the trees, a cloud of dust swirled wildly, like some flattened tornado. It swirled and concentrated.


  A dust cloud. But not a dust cloud, really.


  As I lay there, I had a terrible feeling. A feeling that this swirling, thickening cloud was watching me. Considering me. Focusing on me.


  But I could not allow myself to be distracted. I was still not fully human. And I wanted to be human again. Maybe . . . maybe once I was human, I would remember who I was.


  Chapter 7 - Tobias


  



  I have seen a lot of strange things since that first evening when we walked through the construction site where the Andalite prince had landed his damaged fighter.


  Back then I was just a kid. A boy. A dork, I guess. It's getting hard to remember. But yeah, I guess I was a dweeb. I remember that I met Jake because he stepped in to save me from some punks who wanted to flush my head in the toilet.


  Well, a lot has changed since then.


  I've gotten so I can deal with being what I am now. I've accepted the fact that I am no longer completely human. But I'm not completely a hawk, either.


  Like I said, I've seen strange things. But nothing stranger than what I saw that morning as I floated in the high thermals, a mile above Darlene's house.


  See, I was flying "cover." It's one of the ways I'm able to help my friends. Marco hadn't asked me to fly cover for his idiotic little escapade, but I figured I'd better. Besides, I'd already eaten. A small snake, an unusual delicacy for me. I had nothing else to do, really, but catch a thermal and ride it up.


  A thermal is an updraft of warm air. You spread your wings and it lifts you up like an elevator. Once you're up, you can just float there forever. You barely have to flap your wings.


  So I was up pretty high. High enough that I could see everything from the edge of the woods to the south, all the way to the center of the city a few miles away. But I stayed low enough that I could still watch Marco and Ax morph.


  They ran around like fools till they got a grip on their mouse brains. Then, as they gained control, they set off purposefully toward Darlene's house.


  Marco is an extremely smart guy. I don't know if Ax is smart for an Andalite, but he's really smart by human standards. Neither of them really understood how dangerous it is to be a mouse, walking openly across a suburban lawn in broad daylight.


  I mean, you might as well just tie raw steaks to your legs and go for a walk with a wolf pack. Hawks kill mice. Cats kill mice. And let me tell you something: Two groups of animals you don't want chasing you are hawks and cats.


  From the air I observed one fat tabby cat who spotted them passing by. But I guess he was full, or just feeling too lazy, lying out in the sun. The cat let them pass undisturbed.


  I also spotted a Cooper's hawk checking them out. He was definitely thinking about mouse for lunch. I signaled the Cooper's that these were my prey and he backed off. Fortunately, I was bigger than he was, and he wasn't hungry enough to fight.


  I watched as Marco and Ax reached Darlene's pool party. I relaxed then. If they didn't get stepped on, they'd probably be safe. Still, watching the party made me a little sad. The people seemed to be having a good time. Kids were splashing in the pool and running around and yelling and talking.


  It was a whole different universe than the one I lived in. I had the other Animorphs and Ax for friends. But I didn't have friends like myself. Hawks don't get together and have parties. Mostly, when you see another hawk it means trouble, a fight for territory.


  Down below, I saw Marco chasing some girl. Good grief, I thought. Why am I not surprised?


  The girl ran inside the house. Marco and Ax ran after her, trailing a posse of guys, one of whom was clearly Jake.


  Then I began to see something bizarre. A dust storm. That's what it looked like, anyway. Like one of those little dust devils that kick up out in the desert or prairie.


  It swirled like a compact tornado. I was fascinated because wind is very important to me. Wind is life and death to me sometimes.


  The tornado was getting tighter. More solid. I strained my hawk eyes to see every detail. I spilled air from my wings and swooped lower to get a better view.


  And then . . . it wasn't a dust cloud anymore.


  It was a creature! A beast made up of gnashing mouths and whirling blades.


  It dived at the house, ripping it apart like it was made out of Legos. It seemed to be chewing its way through brick and wood and shingle. It was like watching a garbage disposal grind up a carrot.


  Kids were screaming. They were running wildly, this way and that. Suddenly, half the house was gone. Just gone, and I could see straight down into the basement. Straight down at Marco, human once more, and Ax in his human morph.


  I folded my wings back and dived like a rocket. Maybe I could distract the beast.


  Then, for no apparent reason, the beast began to dissolve.


  I pulled up sharply, still a few hundred feet up. I could see Marco practically faint from relief. Ax didn't look too happy, either. But they were both alive. And Jake and Cassie? Both were staring up at the sky in horror.


  The dust beast dissolved into a cloud again. A human eye would not have seen anything after that. But I didn't have human eyes. I saw the dust cloud disperse. But I also saw the individual particles streaming away toward the forest.


  The particles were moving at incredible speed. They were not being blown by the wind, I was sure of that.


  They were moving all on their own. Very fast, toward the woods.


  Chapter 8 - Rachel


  



  Human. Be human!


  I focused with all my power on that one thought. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to remember who I was. What I looked like.


  I felt my body change. It was a horrifying sensation. I could hear bones crunching. I could feel a sudden nausea as a human stomach reappeared. I seemed to itch all over as flesh absorbed feathers.


  Had I done this before? It didn't seem possible. It was disgusting. Grotesque.


  I opened my eyes.


  Right above me! What was it?


  Mouths with needle-sharp teeth! Staring eyes! Whirling blades!


  It was after me!


  Should I fly? Should I run? What was I?


  I leapt up, hoping I had legs.


  Yes! I could run. Yes! I ran. I ran! My own bare feet flashed ahead of me. Human feet. My arms pumped, but they still felt odd. The bones were connected wrong. I ran! Over pine needles that stabbed the tender soles of my feet.


  B-R-R-A-A-A-K-K!


  It was behind me! It chewed through a tree four feet thick. Chewed it up and left splinters and sawdust behind.


  "NO!" I screamed, and my voice was almost human.


  NO! NO! It was after me. It wanted to kill me. Why? Why? What had I done? Who was I, that this monster wanted to destroy me?


  I raced as fast as I could, but it was faster. Entire trees were ripped from the ground to make way for it. The very ground itself was ripped up as if by some huge plow. The shrieking of destruction was all around me.


  What was happening to me?


  "Help me!" I screamed. And now my voice was truly human. The last of the changes were occurring. My arms pumped smoothly now. My eyes looked past a normal human nose. The beak was gone.


  But the beast . . . the BEAST! It was on me!


  Suddenly, a road! Cars flashing by!


  I ran for the road. The beast pursued me, ripping a path through the woods.


  Cars zooming past! If I ran out into the road, they would hit me. If I stopped, the beast would devour me.


  I ran.


  SWOOOOM! A car shot past, missing me by inches. Six lanes! A freeway! I ran, hoping against hope to survive.


  Horns! Blaring horns!


  A truck.


  The beast.


  It hit the truck, or the truck hit it. I don't know which.


  The cabin of the truck was crumpled. I caught a flash of the driver yelling, frantically working the steering wheel.


  Then the trailer part, the part that said BEN AND JERRY'S, slammed into the dust beast.


  Screeching, screaming wheels! Then, WHAM!


  I tripped and went sprawling into the median strip. I rolled down a grassy slope into dirty water. I looked up in time to see the truck turn over and skid wildly down the freeway, spraying sparks.


  The beast shredded the trailer. Shredded it! Pints of ice cream exploded around like hand grenades. In the middle of terror I was pelted by pints of Cherry Garcia and Wavy Gravy ice cream.


  The beast rose from the truck. The driver climbed up out of the cab and ran.


  As the beast rose into the air, a hundred manic eyes looked around. It saw me. There was no doubt about that, it SAW me.


  But the eyes seemed confused. They seemed lost. The beast saw me, but did not recognize me.


  Suddenly, as I cowered in the ditch of the median strip, the beast simply dissolved into a cloud; of dust.


  Dissolved and blew away.


  Traffic had stopped on all six lanes, as people hung out their windows to witness the spectacle of a tractor-trailer lying across the road.


  I climbed shakily out of the ditch. I was trembling so badly I could barely stand. I was muddy and wet and barefoot, wearing a black leotard. I stumbled across the road, toward the sheltering woods.


  A man with a camcorder emerged from his car and began taping the wreck. From far off came the wail of a siren.


  I just wanted to get away.


  Whoever I was.


  Chapter 9 - Cassie


  



  "Tornado my butt," Marco said angrily. "That thing was alive."


  We were watching TV in my living room. Jake, Marco, Ax in his human morph, and me, Cassie. It was afternoon. My parents weren't home yet, so we were safe, talking freely.


  The news was doing a special report. They had broken into a talk show to show film of what they described as a "freak tornado." They were showing what was left of Darlene's house. The reporter was standing right where we'd had the pool party. You could see Darlene in the background with her parents, picking through the wreckage.


  "The storm hit late this morning, just before noon," the reporter said. "Some young people were having a pool party, and they describe a sort of funnel cloud that appeared quite suddenly out of a clear sky. Some of the kids who were here actually described it as seeming like a monster or a beast. But of course they were quite frightened at the time."


  "They were frightened, all right," Marco muttered. "They were wetting their pants. I know."


  "The house was virtually destroyed," the reporter went on. "Almost miraculously, there were only some minor injuries. A few of the kids suffered abrasions and minor cuts. The house itself was fully insured."


  "That's a good thing," Marco said dryly. "Because we're talking a lot more than a paint job needed there."


  "Now let's go out to the freeway where the same tornado - or possibly a second tornado - destroyed a tractor-trailer, holding up traffic for hours."


  The screen showed a Ben and Jerry's icecream truck that looked like it had been blown apart by a bomb.


  Suddenly I saw something familiar.


  "Hey! Look!" I said.


  "What?" Jake asked.


  "It's gone now," I said. "Are we taping this?"


  "Yeah," Marco said. "What is it?"


  "Back the tape up. Back it up."


  Marco reversed the VCR tape. I watched as the camera panned back across the wreck. Then . . .


  "Right there! Right there!" I said. "That girl. See? She's only in the shot for a second. Can you freeze-frame her?"


  "Why?" Jake asked. "What is it?"


  Marco rewound, then advanced the tape a frame at a time. A blurry figure appeared. The frame froze.


  "What is the matter?" Ax asked. "Mat-ter? Ter."


  Ax can be odd when he's in human morph. Having a mouth and being able to make sounds just fascinates him.


  "Look at that girl," I said. "Tall. Blond hair. Barefoot. Wearing a black leotard."


  Jake's eyes widened in shocked recognition. So did Marco's.


  "Oh, my God," Marco whispered. "It is! It's Rachel. It has to be."


  "She must have just come out of a morph," I said. "That's her morphing suit. And being barefoot and all?"


  See, when we morph we can't morph much clothing - just something skintight. And shoes? Forget shoes. I've tried morphing shoes. They end up looking like an entire pack of dogs played tug-of-war with them.


  "What is Rachel doing out there?" Jake demanded. "She's supposed to be up in the mountains at that camp."


  "You know what this means?" Marco demanded. "That thing. That thing that came after Ax and me was also right where Rachel was. Coincidence? I don't think so."


  Jake shook his head. "No. Not a coincidence." He looked at Ax. "Do you know what this is?"


  "No," Ax said. "I do not. It is not any race that I have ever heard of. But I agree: It is no coincidence. Cidence. Co-IN-sid-DENSE."


  "Well, what is it?" Marco demanded angrily.


  "Tobias told us that it headed toward the forest at a very high speed," I said. "It was heading for Rachel. The timing is right. The location is right. It attacked Marco and Ax, but then it stopped and went tearing off for Rachel."


  "Why? What is the point? If it's some Yeerk weapon, it should have finished us off. I mean, it had Ax and me cold."


  "We need to talk to Rachel," Jake said. "Cassie?"


  "I'll call." I went to the phone, the one in the kitchen. I dialed Rachel's number. I've probably dialed that number every day for years.


  On the third ring: "Hello?"


  "Hi, Jordan." Jordan is Rachel's younger sister. "Is Rachel home?"


  "Duh, Cassie. She's at the gymnastics thing. The camp."


  I felt a tingling up my spine. "So . . . so she did go?"


  "Sure."


  "She didn't come back early or anything?"


  "No. Why? Is something the matter?"


  "Nah. Nothing. I was just thinking maybe . . . never mind. Later."


  I hung up the phone and took several deep breaths. I didn't want to alarm the others. I went back to the living room.


  Marco was still yelling at the guy on the TV. "It wasn't a tornado! Are people blind? A tornado does not have teeth."


  Jake saw me first. I tried to conceal the fear I felt inside. But I can't hide anything from Jake. He knows me too well.


  "What is it?" he asked.


  "Rachel. She isn't home. They think she's at the camp."


  Jake, Marco, and Ax all just stared for a moment. Then Marco rewound the tape and played it back.


  Tall, blond, a model's body, wearing a black leotard and no shoes.


  It was Rachel.


  And she was definitely not at camp.


  Chapter 10 - Rachel


  



  I spent hours just walking in the woods. Walking and trying to remember.


  Who was I?


  What was I?


  I didn't know. My mind would not answer me.


  I remembered how to talk. I remembered what things were called. I knew that the sky was blue, and the moon was white, and the ocean was deep, and that winter was colder than summer.


  I knew all the background things of life. It was like watching a TV show where you could see all the sets, but the characters were invisible.


  Of me - of who I was and what I was - I knew nothing.


  Or not quite nothing. I knew that I was some sort of freak. I knew I could have the feathers and beak and legs of a bird.


  And I knew that I had some terrible enemy.


  The pine needles and fallen branches made walking painful. But what else could I do? Where was I supposed to go? Some terrible beast was hunting me. Who could I possibly trust?


  "Answer me!" I yelled at no one but the trees. "Who am I?"


  The sound of my own voice reminded me I had to be careful. The beast from the sky might be out there. Might still be looking for me.


  I walked, always hoping the clouds would lift from my memory. I knew I had amnesia. I remembered the word "amnesia." But how had it happened? That I could not remember.


  I stayed fairly close to the highway that sliced through the forest. I could see flashes of cars through the trees, a few hundred yards off to my right. But I stayed deep enough in the woods that no one from the road could see me.


  I could not afford to be seen. Not until I knew what danger I was in.


  Then, amidst all the greens and browns of the forest, I saw something bright yellow. It was deeper in the woods. Another few hundred yards deeper.


  I crouched down low and walked on bent legs toward the splash of yellow. I moved as quietly as I could, placing each bare foot carefully.


  It was a shack. The yellow was a cotton, ribbed top. From The Limited, probably.


  I froze. What? From The Limited? What did that mean? I squeezed my eyes shut and concentrated.


  FLASH! A store. It was a store. Clothing. Tables covered with folded tops in bright colors. I was there. I was there shopping with . . . I knew there was someone with me. I could feel the fact that someone was with me.


  But I couldn't see any more. The memory fragment was only a brief snippet of time. It told me nothing.


  I looked again at the shack. It looked like it had been built a long time ago. It was made of logs, some of which were rotted out. Had I been here before? It felt familiar. This place . . . a place like it . . . but no. I was probably just imagining things.


  The yellow top was hanging on a clothesline. I duck-walked left to see through the front doorway. It was open. There was no light inside the cabin.


  Should I? Could I take the risk?


  "If you want to return the item you'll need a receipt," a voice said.


  "Yaaahhh!" I yelled, and spun around.


  A woman. Old. No, not so old. Just shabby. Wearing so many layers of clothing she looked fat. But she wasn't. She was thin. Dragging a bulging canvas bag.


  Not a threat.


  I forced myself to calm down. I tried to let the adrenaline flow out of me, but my heart was pounding and my muscles were tensed.


  "You'll need a receipt," the woman said again. She stared at me in a challenging way and held out her hand.


  "What?" I asked. "Do you know me?"


  "If you want to return the item you'll need a receipt," she said again. She said it precisely the way she had the first time. The identical inflection.


  She was insane.


  "I don't have a receipt," I said.


  She looked past me at something. Or nothing. Then she headed for the shack. I don't know why, but I followed her.


  She was mentally ill, but she didn't seem dangerous. And I wasn't exactly normal myself.


  I don't know what I expected to find inside the shack, but it was a shock: clothing. Piles of it three feet high. In every corner, clothing. Much of it was dirty. Filthy. Some was stained or burned. Some seemed fine.


  The mad woman ignored me completely. She opened her dirty canvas bag and began pulling out more items of clothing. Stained shirts. Ripped jeans. One old sneaker.


  "Excuse me," I said. "Ma'am?"


  "If you want to return the item you'll need a receipt."


  "Can you tell me your name?"


  She stopped sorting the clothing. She turned a sly grin toward me. "My name? Or its name? We are two, not one. Yes. Yes. If you want to return the item -"


  "Your name, please," I said.


  "It's gone now," she said craftily. "But it will be back. Oh yes, they'll be back. They never go away forever."


  I guess normally I might have been frustrated. I might have even gotten annoyed. But I knewnow what it was like to have your brain betray you.


  "Who does all this clothing belong to?" I asked.


  "MINE!" she shrieked suddenly. "MINE! It's MINE!"


  "Okay, okay! Okay. It's yours."


  "I found it all. People throw it away. It's mine."


  "Yes, it's yours. But I was wondering . . . I don't have any shoes. I thought maybe you could let me borrow a pair of shoes."


  "Will that be cash, check, or credit card?"


  "I . . . um . . ." I had an idea. Maybe it was stupid. Maybe it was even a little cruel. I bent down and picked up a chunk of pine bark from the floor. I held it out to the woman. "Credit card."


  She took it. She looked at it in confusion. Then she looked up at me. There was something lost and desperate in her eyes. "Is this the store?" she asked.


  "It's your store," I said.


  She forced a shaky smile. "Let me know if I can help you find anything."


  "I will," I said.


  I began digging through the nearest pile of clothing. Shoes were stuck here and there. I dug each one out, one by one, and set them in a pile on the floor. I needed a size five. So far I had mostly men's shoes.


  "Are you one of them?" the woman asked.


  "One of what, ma'am?" I replied.


  "The others. The ones who live in your head."


  "I don't think so," I said. I was focused on my search.


  "There's only one way to know for sure," she said in a soft, silky voice.


  Success! One size six Reebok, and one size five Converse. They weren't exactly matched, but they were better than being barefoot.


  I heard a creak of rusty hinges behind me. I turned to look. The old woman had opened a trapdoor in the floor of the shack.


  I started to rise from my crouch, holding the shoes.


  WHUMPF!


  Something hit me from behind. I tried to suck in a breath, but the blow had emptied my lungs. The woman was all over me, shoving, clawing, scratching, and screaming.


  "YEERK! YEERK! YEERK!"


  I struggled to fend her off, but she was strong and driven by her insane vision.


  I fell. Down through the hole in the floor.


  "YEERK! YEERK!" she screamed.


  I landed on dirt. I recovered quickly and leaped back up at the opening. The hatch slammed down on me.


  I ducked, just in time.


  "YEERK! YEERK! YEERK!"


  FLASH! A gray, sludgy pool. An underground cavern. Something in the pool, swimming. Many somethings. Seething just beneath the surface of the pool. Like fish. No . . . slugs. Gray slugs.


  "YEERK!"


  My head swam with the sudden vision. But I couldn't focus on that. I had to get out. I pounded on the splintery wood of the hatch. "Lady, let me out of here! let me out of here! I don't want to hurt you."


  No answer. I looked around. It wasn't a basement. Just a space beneath the shack. Maybe long, long ago it had been some kind of way to escape. Or maybe it was a place to store food for the winter. But it had the feeling of great age.


  It was hard-packed dirt on three sides. The fourth side was a wall of vertical logs. I could see through the gaps in the logs. But I did not see a way out.


  "Lady, let me out of here. I'm not going to hurt you."


  She spoke in a much quieter voice. "No, no. You don't want to hurt me. You just want to crawl inside my head. Like you did before. Crawl inside my head . . . make me . . . make me give you my husband. Make me give him to you. My children. All for you. All for YOU. Controlling me. In my head. But you died, didn't you, Yeerk?"


  I felt a terrible coldness. She was insane. Insane. And yet . . . why did her raving mean something to me? That word . . . Yeerk. It meant something. Something evil.


  Was I crazy, too? Was that the truth I was hiding from myself?


  Chapter 11 - Jake


  



  Marco and I took the bus to a place close to where the dust beast had attacked Rachel and destroyed the icecream truck.


  The bus stopped and we climbed off. We were at a combination gas station and convenience store just off the highway. There was a Denny's across the street and a Dairy Queen not far off.


  The wreckage of the Ben and Jerry's truck was at the gas station. It had been towed there to get it off the road. There wasn't much left of the trailer. It had been chewed up and ground into splinters.


  "Well," Marco said dryly, "that sure looks like the work of the same creature that ventilated Darlene's house."


  "You do realize you shouldn't have been there in the first place," I said. "Someone could have been killed."


  "Like I knew some devil beast was going to come after me?" Marco demanded.


  I let it go. Marco knew he'd screwed up. At least, I hoped he knew.


  "Come on," I said. "You have the bag?"


  "Of course I have the bag," Marco grumbled.


  We headed for the woods. Once well into the trees we began scanning the tree branches.


  <Up here,> Tobias said in thought-speak.


  He was on a branch, preening his feathers. He used his beak to sort of comb through each feather.


  "Is this really the time to be worrying about your looks?" Marco asked.


  <Preening isn't about looks,> Tobias said patiently. <I'm cleaning and straightening feathers. Clean feathers fly better.>


  "How do you even get dirty?" Marco wondered. "I mean, flying all the time . . ."


  <I was hungry, so I ate a mouse. A mouse just like the one you became this morning,> Tobias said. <It wasn't a very clean kill. Any other questions?>


  I smiled as Marco turned slightly green.


  "Where's Ax?" I asked.


  <He's coming. He's about a mile back. He's fast, but he's on foot, whereas I flew.>


  "Did you . . ."


  <No,> Tobias answered. <I didn't see anything. No humans walking in this area of the woods at all, as far as I saw. Except for this crazy woman who lives in a shack out here. No Rachel.>


  "Okay," I said, "Marco and I are going to morph now. You want to go up top and make sure we're clear?"


  Tobias opened his wings and swept low over our heads before catching a headwind and rising up above the treetops.


  "Ready, Marco?" I asked.


  "Sure. I love this morph. It's cool. This is what morphing should always be like."


  We were planning to use our wolf morphs. For one thing, wolves ran in the forest, so we wouldn't be totally out of place. But more importantly, wolves have a magnificent sense of smell.


  "Open the bag."


  Marco opened the bag and took out a girl's shirt. It belonged to Rachel. She'd left it at Cassie's house. We hoped it would still smell like Rachel. We were going to play bloodhound. We shoved our clothes back into the bag and stood there in our morphing suits - bike shorts and tops. Needless to say, we looked just a bit out of place.


  <All clear,> Tobias called down from somewhere above.


  "Well, let's do it," I said to Marco.


  "You look so Ah-nold when you get that expression," Marco teased.


  "So what?"


  "So Arnold. Schwarzenegger."


  I smiled. "Oh, shut up."


  "All ride den, led's do id," Marco said, doing a pretty decent Arnold accent.


  I focused on the wolf. We had first acquired the wolf morphs a while back, when we were on a mission to destroy a Yeerk truck ship.


  Wolf, I said to myself.


  The first change was the fur, gray and shaggy and as rough as carpeting. It sprouted from my human skin in a wave that rippled down from my neck all across my body.


  I could see my face bulging out, growing a long snout. It's very odd, because when you're a human you can't really see your own nose. So it's definitely weird to have this long thing sticking out of your face.


  Of course, that's not exactly the only weird thing about morphing.


  Morphing seems like it should hurt. I mean, there are entire organs inside your body that are changing. Even down to individual cells, everything about you is changed within a couple of minutes.


  It doesn't hurt, though. I guess the Andalite scientists who discovered the process made sure of that. If it had hurt, it would have been pain too terrible to live through. Especially when you're doing some really bizarre morph, like into a lobster or an ant, when there's almost nothing left that's even slightly human.


  It didn't hurt. But it could definitely creep you out. I could hear my bones shifting and popping and stretching and squeezing. There was a grinding noise when my knee suddenly reversed direction.


  "Hey, Jake?" Marco said. He still had most of his human mouth.


  I started to answer him. But the sound that came out was more like "Yowwrrllrow."


  Marco grinned and at that second his mouth bulged into a snout. His teeth grew and multiplied and became the fearsome weapons of the wolf.


  <I don't believe it. It's coming!> Tobias yelled. <It's coming!>


  I didn't need to ask what Tobias meant. I looked up at the sky. A dust storm was blowing just above the trees.


  <It's coming!>


  Chapter 12 - Rachel


  



  "Let me out, you crazy old woman!" I yelled.


  I was learning something about myself. I still didn't know my own name, but I knew one thing: Whoever I was, I had a temper.


  But the woman was no longer paying attention to me. I could hear her in the cabin above, sorting clothes and muttering to herself.


  The anger I felt was good. I realized it kept me from being afraid. There was something about that word . . . "Yeerk" . . . It meant something. Something bad.


  FLASH! I was looking through strange eyes. Seeing too well. Seeing not at all. Then . . . a centipede! Bigger than a human, huge! More creatures. Some real, some . . . some that couldn't possibly be real. An elephant . . . a massive, rampaging bear . . . ants that were as big as I was . . . a deadly creature that swung razor-bladed arms and had feet like tyrannosaurs and . . .


  FLASH! . . . and a creature dying. Like a horse. No, like a deer. But not a deer. A tail that flashed. Eyes . . . too many eyes. And thoughts! Thoughts that were in my head.


  "Get out of my head!" I yelled suddenly.


  I gasped. It had been so powerful. My mind had opened and gushed out horrible images. Then it had closed again. Everything was hidden once more beneath a gray blanket.


  I smelled smoke.


  And the scent was strong. Strong and near. Was the old woman cooking? Making a campfire. Was she . . .


  The shack! It was burning!


  "Let me out of here!" I cried. "The shack's on fire!"


  "You won't get me again, Yeerk!"


  "I'm not a Yeerk! Let me out! Let me out!"


  The fire spread with stunning swiftness. In less than a minute there were tongues of flame dripping down through the chinks in the floor above me. I could hear it snapping and popping. The smoke poured down in gusts and then blew away, only to come back still stronger.


  "Let me out!" I yelled again. But there was no answer.


  I was going to burn! I coughed as smoke scorched my throat. I ran to the log uprights that formed the cage. I shoved at them - shoved and pulled, but they didn't move.


  I was trapped!


  I tried to scream again, but I coughed instead. I could barely breathe. Already my head was feeling light.


  Power. I needed power to break out. Power enough to shatter the rotted logs!


  I sank to my knees, driven down by the heat. Sparks fell around me, and I brushed them away as they burned my legs and back.


  I was too weak. I couldn't do it. But within me . . . something within me . . .


  And then it began. I didn't even notice it at first. I was too terrified. I expected the flame engulfed cabin to crash down on me at any moment.


  Suddenly, I began to change.


  I was becoming large. So large, so quickly, that my head was rising toward the flames.


  Heavy, dark brown fur was growing from my arms and legs.


  But what I noticed most was the power. Rippling, massive muscles bulged from my arms and legs and swelled my neck. It was an incredible, giddy rush.


  One minute, I was weak and failing and nearing death. The next minute . . . the power! The amazing, straining, bulging, explosive POWER!


  Chapter 13 - Marco


  



  Tobias came shooting down toward us. He wanted to make sure we knew.


  <It's coming!>


  I was halfway into morph. Could I use thought-speak yet? I decided to try. <We hear you, Tobias. I can see it.>


  <Finish morphing,> Jake yelled in my head. <Better to face this thing as wolves.>


  I was trembling with fear. I had faced this thing once already that day. I wasn't interested in facing it twice. But Jake was right - better to fight as a wolf than as a human. And this time Jake was with me.


  I was on all fours. I could feel the wolf's strength. I could sense the intelligence and instincts of the wolf's brain. All the wolf's incredible senses were mine.


  But when I looked up to see the beast forming, I knew the wolf wasn't nearly enough. No animal morph could fight this thing!


  <Look at it!> I cried.


  <Yeah,> Jake said. He was trying to sound brave. But Jake's been my friend for many years. I know when he's scared. He was scared plenty.


  <Here it comes!>


  The beast of a hundred mouths and a hundred whirling blades came for us. There were treetops in the way. The beast shredded them.


  B-R-R-R-A-A-A-A-K!


  We ran. It would have been stupid to do anything else. My powerful wolf's jaws were nothing to this beast.


  I ran, and I ran fast. Wolves have pretty good speed, and incredible endurance. A wolf can run for hours, all day if necessary. But I didn't think I would get the chance to run that long.


  The beast dropped to just a few feet above the ground, leveled off, and came after us. The trees were close together. Too tight for the beast to fit through, so it simply shredded anything in its way.


  B-R-R-R-A-A-A-A-K!


  The noise was shocking. I ran. I leapt over fallen logs. I dodged around trees. I counted on my rough gray coat to protect me as I ripped straight through thorn bushes.


  B-R-R-R-A-A-A-A-K!


  The beast ripped a path fifty feet wide through the forest. It was like some nightmare lumberjack. It reduced trees to twigs and splinters in seconds. Wood shrapnel flew everywhere.


  <It's gaining!> I said to Jake. <Little by little, it's gaining!>


  <The trees. It destroys them, but they slow it down. Just enough.>


  <More trees. Thicker trees!> I yelled.


  I looked wildly around at a world washed pale by the wolf's poor color vision. There were trees everywhere. Too many! I didn't know which way the forest grew denser and which way it might thin out.


  But the wolf knew. The wolf's own instincts led the way. Jake and I both felt it, I guess, because we began turning north.


  B-R-R-R-A-A-A-A-K!


  The trees grew thicker and there were more of them. The beast chewed its way after us, but it was no longer gaining.


  It was not falling behind, either.


  <Jake! Marco! What are you doing?> Tobias yelled.


  <Heading for denser woods,> Jake said. <Maybe it'll slow this thing down!>


  <It is getting thicker up ahead,> Tobias agreed. <But you better hope it wears out soon.>


  <Why?> I said.


  <Because you have a quarter mile of woods. And then it opens up into a meadow,> Tobias said. <Open grass.>


  Jake and I said nothing. We didn't have to. We both knew if the beast didn't tire out before we came out into open country, it would catch us.


  And it didn't seem tired.


  Just then, as terrified as I was, I smelled something that set off deeper alarm bells in the wolf's mind. Smoke. There was a fire not far away.


  And to my acute wolf's ears came the faintest sound of a human voice screaming.


  Just as if the beast had heard the same faint cry, I saw the monster shudder. It hesitated.


  <Jake! Look!>


  The beast wavered and slowed. I could see the meadow through the trees. The meadow where we would surely die.


  Except that now the beast was wavering. Suddenly, it turned away.


  It turned toward the place that smelled of fire and smoke.


  Chapter 14 - Rachel


  



  "Aaaaarrrrgghh!" I cried.


  I was in a shower of flames, as bits of wood and fabric fell around me. I couldn't breathe. I couldn't see. But I could hear an insane grinding noise from deep within my own body. And I knew that I was changing.


  In all my despair, I could feel the power flowing through me. Awesome power. But was it enough?


  I waited as long as I could. I wasn't done changing. But the heat was too great. And the thing that I was becoming hated the fire.


  A sudden surge of muscles! A forward rush! I slammed into the half-rotted logs.


  Crrr-RUNCH!


  The logs broke from the force of my huge body. The logs that had imprisoned me were mere sticks now. I hurtled through them and away from the burning shack.


  At that moment, the shack collapsed on itself in an explosion of sparks.


  I stood panting. I stood on four legs. I looked down and saw front paws where hands should have been. My paws were covered in coarse brown fur, very shaggy. And I had long, sharp black claws.


  FLASH! A bear on its hind legs, roaring and swinging its mighty paws. Creatures all around. Like walking razor blades. They came for the bear . . . came for me.


  Yes! I thought. Grizzly bear. That was it. I had become a bear. Was still becoming a bear, because the morphing was not completely done.


  "What am I?" I shouted. But the sound that came from my mouth was not human. "Hhhhhu-uuuRORW!"


  What kind of creature was I? How could I do this? How could I become a different animal? It was insane. Insane.


  Maybe it was that simple. Maybe I was as insane as the woman who had burned down her shack to kill me for being a Yeerk.


  Was that it? Was I a Yeerk? What was a Yeerk?


  Suddenly, I heard a wild rush of wind. Not from the burning, crumbling cabin - from above. Up in the air. I looked up, but my human eyes were changing to bear eyes and I couldn't see very well. I only saw a large shadow hovering above me.


  A flash of swift movement! It was attacking!


  The last of my human body was gone. And now I felt the full force of the grizzly bear's own mind. It was unafraid. And more than that, it was angry.


  No one attacked a grizzly. Not if they wanted to live.


  I reared up on my hind legs. I must have been ten feet tall. And I knew I was mighty.


  "HhhhuuRRRROOOOWWWWRRRR!" I roared. I swung my massive paw at the hovering beast.


  But then, a second flash of movement. Another animal, racing swiftly toward us.


  <Rachel! Rachel, is that you?> a voice demanded. A voice I did not truly hear, except inside my head.


  I looked at the new creature. It had come to a stop, just a dozen feet away. I peered at it with my dim bear vision. It had four legs, like a horse or a deer. But it seemed to have a head and upper body that was almost human. And there was a tail, I was sure of that. The tail was cocked back like a weapon ready to be fired.


  For a frozen moment of time, we all three waited: me, the beast in the air, and this new apparition.


  <Rachel. Rachel. Is that you in morph? It's me, Ax.>


  <Rachel?> I asked silently. <Is that my name?>


  And then the beast made of dust attacked.


  Chapter 15 - Ax


  



  My name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. I am an Andalite. It was my brother, Prince Elfangor, who gave the humans the power to morph. He had been injured trying to drive the Yeerks away from Earth. And, when he crash-landed his fighter, it was Jake, Rachel, Tobias, Cassie, and Marco who found him.


  It was Visser Three who killed my brother, so my human friends have told me. Someday I will avenge that death. I must kill Visser Three or be dishonored.


  Later, Jake and the others found me. I was the last surviving Andalite from our great Dome ship.


  I am not one of the Animorphs. But I fight alongside them against our common enemy, the Yeerks. And while I am on Earth, I have taken Jake for my prince.


  I had gone along with Marco on his foolish venture to the home of the human named Darlene. I knew it was foolish, but I thought it would be better for Marco to have someone with him.


  Marco is highly intelligent. But he is also very afflicted by a condition the humans call "sense of humor." I have noticed that Marco's sense of humor sometimes makes him do strange things.


  But when the great beast from the sky appeared, I was powerless! Later, the humans asked me for answers. Did I know what this beast was? The humans assume that I must know every terrible thing that lives in this vast galaxy.


  But I did not know this creature. And it frightened me.


  When we set off to find Rachel, I traveled through the woods. I live in the forest now. It is my new home.


  I ran steadily to reach the place where I was to meet up with Tobias, Jake, and Marco.


  Then I detected the smoke. I looked up and saw a pillar of smoke rising through the trees.


  My eyes swept around me, checking every direction. I must always be very careful not to be seen by humans. One stalk eye followed the pillar of smoke into the sky. And then, I saw not smoke, but dust. Dust that blew faster than any wind.


  The beast!


  It was coming again.


  I ran! Faster than before, with all my speed.


  It had to be looking for me. It had come to hunt me down, I was sure of it. Where should I run? Not toward where Jake and Marco were supposed to be. I could not lead the beast to them.


  But the fire . . . maybe the smoke would hide me. Yes!


  I raced toward the smell of smoke. My hooves flashed, my tail was tucked down tight against my back for speed.


  I saw a small clearing. And in the clearing, a pillar of flame. A building of some sort. It was burning rapidly. The heat blasted me. I could hear the noise of dry wood snapping and popping, flames sucking at the air.


  But there was a greater noise. The beast! Above me, above the fire, it swirled and roared like a storm.


  Then I saw another creature. It was an Earth animal called a grizzly bear. It reared up on its hind legs and bellowed defiance. But that mighty voice was swallowed up in the hurricane howl of the dust beast.


  A grizzly bear. Rachel had a grizzly bear morph. I had seen her use it. It had to be her.


  <Rachel! Rachel, is that you?>


  The huge bear swung its massive head to glare at me. But there was no thought-speak answer.


  <Rachel. Rachel. Is that you in morph? It's me, Ax.>


  <Rachel? Is that my name?>


  Suddenly, the dust beast attacked.


  In a rush of hurricane winds, it descended on Rachel. Not on me, but on Rachel! It was her the beast wanted.


  She stood firm, unafraid.


  <Rachel!> I cried. <Run, you can't fight it!>


  The beast of a hundred gnashing mouths descended on the bear. The bear swung a massive paw. It was a blow that would have knocked my head from my shoulders. A blow that would have punched through steel.


  The claws raked the dust beast's closest mouth.


  "ROOOWWWWRRR!" the bear cried in sudden pain.


  Its paw was gone! Simply gone. In its place was a shattered, bloody stump.


  What could I do? I was desperate. My tail was my only weapon. But the creature would simply grind it off as he'd done with Rachel's paw.


  Rachel bellowed in pain from her awful wound, but she struck again. Still standing erect and defiant, she struck again with her other paw.


  "HhhhRRROOOOAAAARR!"


  This time the entire leg was gone! And now I could see human terror shining through the bear's eyes.


  <Rachel!> I cried in despair.


  My Andalite tail was useless. I needed something else. Anything! I searched my memory. What morph did I have to fight this monster?


  Nothing. Nothing. Rachel's bear was one of the mightiest morphs we had. And she was doomed.


  There was nothing left now but to escape.


  No! Not to escape. To follow this creature. To find where it hid. To find where it came from.


  I had an Earth bird morph. It was called a harrier. It was very fast. I could morph and perhaps be able to follow this monster.


  Because one thing was certain: I could not save Rachel.


  The dust beast descended on Rachel. It enveloped her completely. I could no longer see her. It was as if a cloud was swallowing her up. The beast shifted and flowed and reformed to engulf the raging bear that was my human friend, Rachel.


  Shaking with fury and horror, I began to morph.


  And suddenly, with a speed that was shocking, the dust beast stopped.


  It lifted away from Rachel.


  It exploded upward, away from her, and came at me! Right at me!


  And in the few seconds left to me, I realized . . . the morphing! It was the morphing! That's what it was after. It was reacting to the morphing. It was the morphing energy itself that drew the beast.


  It lifted from Rachel. I had a flash of her bear body, wrapped in living ropes. The beast had not killed her. It had wrapped her up, as if wrapping a gift.


  The living ropes dissolved to rejoin the dust beast and become part of it.


  A hundred mouths and a thousand whirling blades descended on me. Now it was after me! And I knew that if I struck it with my tail, it would leave me with a bloody stump.


  I could not fight it. To fight was to be shredded.


  I stood still. I reversed the morph and regained my complete Andalite form.


  I felt the beast around me. It suffocated me. It choked me. It wrapped me tightly in a cocoon till I could not move an inch.


  I felt myself being lifted up from the ground. Up and up, faster and faster, unable to see, able only to hear the wild winds of the beast itself.


  But now I understood. I knew where it was taking me.


  I knew the purpose of the beast.


  And with a fear that chilled me to my bones, I realized that I knew its master's name.


  Chapter 16 - Jake


  



  My wolf nose told me a story.


  The stench of burning wood was everywhere, but I could still smell blood. Something had sprayed blood over a wide area. A bear. I smelled the powerful scent of a bear.


  I sniffed the ground again. Human. Two different humans.


  And something else . . . a strange, alien smell. A smell like nothing I could imagine. Until I looked at the tracks: sharp hoof marks. Ax. Ax had been here.


  Two humans. One wearing shoes. One barefoot. A bear. Ax. Blood. A fire, still smoldering.


  <What do you make of it?> I asked Marco.


  <The barefoot person had to be Rachel. So was the bear. It had to be her. There are no grizzlies in this forest. And the blood, that's hers, too. Or the bear's, anyway. So she was hurt bad.>


  I swallowed anger and fear. I had to stay focused. <What can hurt a grizzly?> I asked, knowing the answer.


  <A man with a gun,> Marco said. <Another grizzly. Or some animal that isn't from Earth. No Earth animal can mess with a grizzly bear.>


  <It was that thing,> I said.


  Tobias swooped down low and slow. <Bear tracks head north. I see tracks, but they're weird. Hind legs only. Like the bear was walking erect. And blood.>


  <So Rachel in bear morph tangled with the dust beast,> I said. <She came out of it alive, but she couldn't use her front paws.>


  <That's the way it looks,> Tobias said. <The bear tracks stop down by a stream maybe a thousand yards from here. After that, I don't see anything. She must have morphed back to human.>


  <Which way did she go?> Marco asked. <Upstream? Downstream?>


  Tobias came to rest on a branch. <I don't know. I looked. I didn't see her. I should have gotten here sooner. I should have known when it let you two go that it was going off after her.>


  <Tobias, no one understands this monster. You couldn't have known what it would do. None of us could,> I said. It sounded reasonable. But in my mind I was thinking that I should have known. I should have guessed.


  <What's Ax's story in all this?> I asked. Blaming myself was not the point right now. <Ax was coming to meet us. He sees the fire, goes to investigate it. Maybe then he sees Rachel? Or Rachel in bear morph? Were they both here at the same time?>


  <I don't know,> Marco said. <Maybe. Lots of Andalite tracks all together here. Then, look - they just stop. Right here. No Andalite scent past this point. It's like he was just lifted up and carried away.>


  Tobias said, <So he gets here, sees Rachel and the beast going at it. Ax is a brave guy. He jumps into it. Rachel gets away. She's bloody, but she gets away. And Ax? Why isn't he still here? Or else why don't we see a separate set of Andalite tracks leaving? Or at least see his body?>


  No one said anything. We all feared the worst. I was remembering what the beast had done to Darlene's house. And to the trees. Maybe it didn't leave bodies behind. Maybe there was no body left after it was done.


  <Andalites are tougher than they look,> Tobias said. <I'm with Ax a lot, out here in the forest. Don't write him off.>


  <Yeah,> I agreed, trying to sound hopeful. <We've been in morph a long time. We need to use what time we have left to get to civilization and morph back. I have to at least check in with my folks or they'll have cops out looking for me.>


  <We can't just stop looking,> Marco said. <Tobias only has an hour of good light left. After that, there won't be anyone trying to find Rachel. Or Ax.>


  <I'll use that hour,> Tobias said. He opened his wings and flapped wearily back up into the sky.


  <We'll come back tonight,> I told Marco. <Have dinner with your dad. Then we hook up at Cassie's barn.>


  <Jake, what is going on?> Marco asked me as we trotted swiftly back toward the road. <Is this the Yeerks?>


  <Who else could it be?> I asked.


  <But look, if it's them, then they know who we are. I mean, this thing came right after me and Ax. It went after Rachel. It went after me and you. It knows who we are. So why don't the Yeerks just move in on us? Why not show up at our homes?>


  <That's the question.> I agreed. We had reached the road. The bus would come by soon. It was time to demorph. <That is exactly the question we need to answer.>


  <Yeah, that and the question of where Rachel is, and why she doesn't go home.>


  <And one more question,> I added, as I felt my human body emerge from within the wolf. <How do we stay alive?>


  Chapter 17 - Cassie


  



  Radio Shack. August Woman. Godiva. The Gap. Mrs. Field's. Casual Corner. B. Dalton. Kinney Shoes. Banana Republic.


  Bright lights. Color. Signs. The smell of cinnamon buns.


  The mall. Yuck.


  And worse yet, the mall on a Saturday evening. It was crowded. It was loud. But the mall was the place to look for Rachel.


  Jake, Marco, Tobias, and Ax had all gone to the spot where the icecream truck attack had taken place. Jake had asked me to look in all the other places she might have gone. He'd said I would know best where she hung out.


  Maybe that was true, but it bothered me a little. It could be a little sexist on Jake's part. Or maybe he was trying to protect me. Either way, it bothered me. I didn't want special treatment because I was a girl. Jake would never even think about something like that with Rachel.


  It bothered me for another reason, too. It bothered me because a part of me was just a little relieved. I was safe in the mall. Who knew what Jake and the others were dealing with out in the forest?


  I told myself I wasn't glad to be safe. I told myself I was just doing what needed to be done. But the possibility that Jake was in danger, while I was safe, gnawed away at me.


  It's because you told Jake about the stupid dream, I realized. Now he thinks you're losing it. Not a surprise, is it? Tell a guy you're having nightmares where you face evil and choose who it kills, he's going to maybe think you're losing it.


  Just; the same, Jake was right: I knew the places Rachel might go.


  I had already checked out the gym where Rachel did gymnastics, and the frozen yogurt place where she always ordered key lime pie flavor. I'd checked school, just because that's where she should have caught the bus. And I had scoped out her house, even though her sister said she wasn't there.


  Which left the mall.


  "Wait. Is that her?" I muttered to myself. I stood on tiptoes to see better. No. It was some other blond girl.


  I am not a shopper. To me, shopping is something you do when you have to. For Rachel, it is an art form. If she wasn't at home, she should be here.


  "Rachel?" I called loudly to a girl passing by. But as soon as I did, I knew it wasn't her. "Sorry. Thought I knew you."


  Then, suddenly, someone I did know. Someone I definitely knew.


  Chapman.


  He appeared suddenly in front of me, carrying a shopping bag from one of the department stores, and heading toward the B. Dalton bookstore.


  Chapman! If this dust creature was linked to the Yeerks, he would know. Chapman was our assistant principal at school. He was also one of the highest-ranking Controllers. The slug who lived inside his brain was an important Yeerk.


  Chapman would know. Following him had to be more useful than just wandering around the mall. But how? Morphing in a crowded mall would be dangerous.


  So what? I reproached myself.


  So don't do something stupid just to prove you aren't scared, I argued with myself.


  While I was debating with myself, I fell into step a few yards behind Chapman. I had already made up my mind. I just had to decide how I was going to spy on him.


  Housefly. Yes. That was the thing. A quick morph, hook on to Chapman, and stay with him for as long as I could remain in morph.


  Chapman was in the bookstore, thumbing through magazines. How long would he stay in the bookstore? Long enough? Maybe. And where could I morph without being seen?


  I went to the back of the store. There was a storeroom with the door ajar. Inside the storeroom was a second door. A bathroom for the employees; Bingo.


  I glanced at Chapman. He had moved to the history section. What on Earth did a Controller want with history?


  I swallowed hard and slid into the storeroom, acting like I belonged, but also moving quickly. No one was around. I went into the tiny employees' bathroom and locked the door. I took off my shoes and outer-clothing and stashed them in the trash under a lot of wadded up paper towels. I would have to come back for them later.


  Then I focused. It wasn't easy, because my heart was pounding. And I really didn't like insect morphs much.


  I focused on the fly and prayed no one broke into the bathroom. I felt giddy. I wasn't afraid. Not too afraid, anyway. Even Rachel would have been impressed.


  I began to shrink.


  It's very weird when you morph into something tiny. One minute your head is like four feet above the floor. Then, suddenly, your head is only two feet above the floor. Then one foot. Six inches. One inch.


  It's like falling. And it seems like the floor is rushing up to slap you. I mean, that linoleum seemed to be alive, the way it swooped up at me. It was like being a sky diver spiraling down to Earth.


  But there were other very disturbing things happening, too. There is nothing human about a housefly. Everything has to change. Everything.


  My hands began to split open. Two of my fingers grew out and became sharp claws. Two other fingers and my thumb blossomed open, splitting into thousands of tiny, sticky hairs.


  It's the kind of thing that used to scare me to death when we first started morphing. Let me tell you: The worst horror movie you ever saw in your life is a joke, compared to actually watching your own body turn into something else.


  Morphing is almost never pretty. The others all say I'm the best morpher, that I can make it look okay. But nothing can make a fly look okay. There are no Brad Pitt flies. Flies are ugly-looking creatures - nasty, ugly, gross, disgusting creatures.


  My legs were shriveling down and turning into fly legs.


  Sploot! Two new legs exploded from my chest, just at the bottom of where my ribs had been. The legs shot out of me like huge black worms. They grew daggerlike hairs and formed joints, and became as hard as plastic.


  And my face . . . well, that was definitely unpleasant.


  My nose split open, forming two halves. Each half began sprouting long, sensitive hairs. My mouth and tongue melted together, then grew huge, forming a long tube with an open, spitting, sucking hole on the end.


  My eyes seemed to shatter, like a mirror broken into a thousand pieces. My vision was gone for a moment, and I was blind. Then it came back, but was so different I almost didn't realize it was sight at all.


  I had gone from human eye to compound eye. Where once my vision was a single picture, now it was a thousand bits. It was like watching TV with your nose right against the screen while you twist the color-control knobs. The bits formed pictures, but the colors were all wrong.


  At last, I was done morphing. I was a fly. It is true, I guess, that I am a little faster at morphing than the others - even Ax. I know it's kind of a stupid thing to be proud of, but I am.


  I beat my powerful wings, let go of my grip on the tiny ridges in the linoleum, and escaped from the bathroom by zooming neatly beneath the crack of the door.


  Once out, I shot quickly up for altitude and safety. And headed for Chapman.


  Chapter 18 - Ax


  



  The dust beast carried me up and up. I could feel gravity tugging at me. I could feel momentum as we moved faster and faster. I could see nothing. I could only hear a swirling sound.


  We began to slow down. Slower, slower. Stop.


  The dust beast hovered. How high up were we? Where were we?


  Then . . . a gap opened in the howling wall of dust that enveloped me. I saw the earth below. But not from orbit. We were still in the atmosphere.


  That surprised me. What I saw next did not.


  It was not a large ship by most standards. It was far smaller than an Andalite Dome ship. Far smaller than the Yeerk mother ship. It was all black, with two wings like a battle-ax, and a long, sharp, diamond-shaped battle bridge mounted at the front. I knew the ship. It was the Blade ship. The private command ship of Visser Three.


  It had dropped its stealth cloak for just a few moments. Silently, a hole appeared in the top of the battle bridge. The dust beast swirled through.


  Suddenly, I was falling! SLAM!


  I hit a hard surface. My hooves scrabbled to stand up, but I was down on my side. The dust beast had dropped me on a polished, metallic floor.


  I stood up. The dust beast hovered above me.


  And all around me on all sides stood Hork-Bajir warriors. Each with a Dracon beam leveled and ready to fire.


  There must have been ten of them. Two or three would have been plenty.


  Once, the Hork-Bajir were a decent, peaceful race. Then they were enslaved by the Yeerks. Hork-Bajir are incredibly dangerous and very powerful. They stand on two legs, balanced by a tail. Each leg ends in a foot, like an Earth bird of prey. They have two arms. There are curved blades at their knees, at their elbows, at their wrists. Blades similar to my own tailblade. Atop their snakelike heads are two more blades, swept forward. And their tails end in long, sharp spikes.


  They are not a species you want to start a fight with. Which may be why they were such a peaceful, even poetic, species. They had no one to fear. Until the Yeerks began to make them into Controllers.


  Now there are no longer any free Hork-Bajir. All are slaves of the Yeerks. All are Controllers, with a living Yeerk inside their brains.


  Two or three would have been more than enough to deal with me. Having ten there was a compliment.


  <Well, well,> a voice said in my head. <So we have our first captive.>


  It was him. As I had known it would be. Visser Three. Third most powerful of all the Yeerk warlords. The leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth.


  An abomination!


  Visser Three is unique in all the galaxy: the one and only Andalite-Controller. He alone, of all Yeerks, has managed to take and enslave an Andalite body.


  The sight of him filled me with loathing. My brother's killer! The creature I knew I had to destroy. If I didn't, I would never have the honor of being a true warrior.


  I had faced him before. But always with my human friends beside me. To have attacked the Visser then would have meant risking them.


  But now I didn't have that excuse. Visser Three was before me. My brother's killer.


  Visser Three focused his main eyes on me. His stalk eyes watched the dust beast as it hovered uneasily above our heads.


  I am ashamed to confess it, but I felt terror in his presence. Evil radiated from him. And power. A great and frightening power.


  <You're not even full-grown, Andalite,> Visser Three sneered. <My Veleek brings me a child?>


  <Veleek?> I said.


  <Yes. I named it myself. In the Yeerk language it means "pet." It's a rare life-form from right here in this solar system. The big gas giant, the one with the very prominent rings.>


  Saturn. That's what the humans called it. But I said nothing to the Visser. Answering might have revealed that I was in contact with humans.


  Visser Three considered me. <So, you are an Andalite, after all. Some of my advisers have been suggesting you terrorists were human, not Andalite. But here we have a prime Andalite specimen.>


  The Yeerks believed the Animorphs were a group of Andalites who had survived the battle in orbit and made it to Earth. It was important for them to go on believing it.


  <Yeerk filth!> I cried suddenly. <My uncles will destroy you!>


  Visser Three laughed. <You and your "uncles" have caused me some annoyance, it is true. You destroyed the truck ship we used to gather oxygen and water. That was very unfortunate. And you destroyed our ground-based Kandrona. That was even more unfortunate.> He stepped closer, showing his complete confidence. Showing me that he did not fear me. <For that, I will give you a very, very long, very slow death, Andalite.>


  I wanted to strike at him. My brother . . . Prince Elfangor . . . he would have had the courage. But I did not. The Hork-Bajir would have disintegrated me before I could twitch my tail. And the awful force of the Yeerk Visser's power held me mesmerized.


  <Yes, you led me a chase, you Andalite bandits,> Visser Three said. <But my Veleek will capture you, one by one, and bring you to me.>


  If I lacked the courage to attack and die, I could at least try to learn more. If I lived . . . if I escaped somehow, by some miracle . . .


  <How do you make a Controller out of something made of dust? Where do you place your filthy slug body?>


  <Oh, the Veleek is not one of us,> Visser Three said. <He is not a Controller. He's not really "he." There is no intelligence there - or at least not much. Fascinating life-form, really. Unlike anything we've ever found before. It spreads through the atmosphere as a dust. Each particle can sense life-form energy - any life-form. When one particle senses prey, the millions of particles come together to attack the life-form and chew it into shreds. The energy of each shredded bit is then absorbed by the particles themselves.>


  Visser Three laughed again, soundless, but vile in my mind. <We lost a lot of soldiers before we figured the creature out. Oh, yes. It was chewing up Hork-Bajir and Taxxons at a startling rate. But then we realized something - it could be altered. We could use the thing. I could program it to serve me.>


  I nodded, understanding the truth. <You changed it to detect only the energy of morphing.>


  <Very good. But you Andalites always have been clever when it comes to science. Yes, now it detects only the specific type of energy released during morphing. But it cannot feed on that energy. Oh, no, no. I didn't want it to shred you Andalites. I didn't want it to eat you. I wanted to have you here. With me. So I programmed my Veleek to eat only the energy we feed it from the engines of this ship. Clever, isn't it? The Veleek senses morphing, attacks, but brings the morpher to me in order to get its true food.>


  <Only a Yeerk would think it clever to force mutation on another life-form,> I said, as contemptuously as I could. Should I strike? Could I strike? Was I fast enough?


  Visser Three nodded. <Yes, yes. We lowly Yeerks know how superior you Andalites are. Holier-than-thou. The meddling moralists of the galaxy. The glorious, self-righteous Andalite princes, saving the galaxy from the despised Yeerks. Well. Here you are, Andalite child. And soon the rest of your group of bandits will be here as well. How many of you are there, all together?>


  <I'll tell you nothing,> I said.


  <It doesn't matter,> Visser Three said with cold disdain. <The Veleek will never tire. I'll send it back and it will go on hunting. Your friends will be clever. Sometimes they will escape - for a while. But sooner or later, my Veleek will hunt them down and, one by one, bring them to me.>


  He jerked his hand in a signal to his soldiers. <Throw him to the cage. Watch him. If he escapes, each of you will die. Oh, and have the Veleek fed, then release it. Let it go to find me more Andalites. I wouldn't want our young Andalite to be lonely.>


  The Hork-Bajir grabbed me roughly. Visser Three turned his back and walked away.


  I had not struck. I had been face-to-face with my brother's killer, and I had let him walk away.


  Chapter 19 - Cassie


  



  ZoooooM! I beat my fly wings and zipped under the door. The bottom edge of the door was like a ceiling to me, and then I was out.


  ZOOOOM! I flew straight up. I mean, straight up. Like a rocket.


  <Cool!> I yelled to no one.


  ZOOOOM! I spun around in midair and hit the ceiling with all six feet. The long claws dug into tiny cracks in the ceiling tile. The sticky pads added extra hold. I rested upside down, hanging from the ceiling.


  Becoming a fly is disgustingly gross. But being a fly is excellent. I mean, nothing flies like a housefly! You can fly straight ahead, or you can suddenly shoot straight up, or you can stop and just hover. There is absolutely nothing those fly wings won't do. The best jet fighter, flown by the greatest pilot ever, is a big, slow, wallowing pig compared to a housefly. Tobias on his best day couldn't come close to the maneuvers a fly can do.


  I rested on the ceiling, directly above Chapman's head. It was maybe five feet from me down to his balding head. At least, I think it was him. Fly eyesight is hard to get used to. Very hard to get used to. Fortunately he - or at least the guy I hoped was Chapman - had stepped in some dog doo earlier. I wasn't sure of my weird compound eyesight. But nothing can smell poop like a fly. I was locked onto the location of Chapman's shoe.


  There was just one problem: Chapman wasn't doing anything but looking at books. My fly brain got edgy just staying in one place, so I dropped from the ceiling, pivoted in midair, fired up my wings, and took a quick, wild ride around his head.


  Yes. It was Chapman. Almost for sure.


  For the next twenty minutes I just stalked him on his slow progress through the bookstore. I zipped around him, always staying out of reach, occasionally resting on the spine of a book or rocketing back up to the ceiling.


  After twenty minutes or so, it was all starting to look like a pretty stupid idea. I was supposed to be looking for Rachel, who might be in some kind of trouble. And instead I was staring upside down at Chapman's scalp.


  Then . . . yes! A man and a woman were talking to Chapman.


  Understanding speech is difficult, with the hearing flies have available. Fortunately, I had been a fly before. So I knew how to translate the vibrations the fly felt into "sound."


  "You're late," Chapman snapped.


  The man said, "It couldn't be helped. Our job isn't easy, with all this going on."


  "Not here," Chapman said. "Walk with me."


  He walked away, and the two newcomers fell into step alongside him. I dropped from the ceiling, and buzzed quickly after them. It was easy to keep up. I just kept Chapman's head a few feet in front of me. What was hard was hearing everything they said. Out in the mall itself there was a din of noise. Dozens of voices, music, footsteps - it was all vibrations to my antennae and hairs.


  To make sense of it, I had to take a risk. I shot forward at full speed, pivoted sideways, and landed on Chapman's collar. The threads of his shirt fabric looked as big as ropes to me. It was easy to hold on. But I kept my fly instincts hyper-alert in case some big human hand came reaching to swat me.


  "I don't see why we're meeting like this," the woman said. "It's a little melodramatic, isn't it? Like some stupid human spy novel."


  "Visser Three does not trust our communications lately. Visser One has supporters among some of our people here. Don't forget - our leader trapped these Andalites once before, and they were freed by Visser One to embarrass us."


  "Has that been proven?" the man asked.


  Chapman snorted derisively. "If it had been proven, Visser One would be screaming in the torture chambers of the Council of Thirteen. But we know it, just the same. Visser Three isn't going to let anything get in the way this time. This new creature of his, this Veleek, will finish the terrorists once and for all."


  Veleek, I thought. The enemy had a name.


  "And make a huge mess doing it," the woman grumbled. "I've been running around all day, trying to keep this story covered up."


  "That's why you've been placed on the police force," Chapman said coldly. "It's your job to control police investigations that could be . . . difficult . . . for us."


  "There's only one of me," the woman said, not intimidated at all by Chapman's tone. "Ten percent of the police force are our people. But that leaves ninety percent who are human. And the humans are not complete idiots. We have witnesses talking about monsters made of dust, not tornadoes."


  "It's the same at the newspaper," the man said. "So far, this story is under control. People believe the tornado nonsense. But you have to tell Visser Three to -"


  Suddenly, I was swung wildly around. I released the collar and flew upward. Chapman had stopped, jerked around, and grabbed the man's arm. Chapman had his face an inch from the man's face.


  "Tell Visser Three? Tell Visser Three? No one tells Visser Three. People who tell the Visser something he doesn't want to hear end up cut off from Kandrona rays, slowly starving, dying inside their hosts. With the rationing of Kandrona rays since the bandits destroyed the Earth-based Kandrona, the Visser has been looking for excuses to eliminate hungry Yeerks. Now, if you want to go tell the Visser not to use his Veleek, you go right ahead."


  He released the man and they all started walking again.


  "Veleek," the woman grumbled. "Do we have to rely on such things to track down a handful of Andalite terrorists?"


  "Yes," Chapman said. "And be glad the Visser has his 'morph-hunter.' It distracts him from asking why you haven't caught the Andalites. You'd better hope this dust creature succeeds. The pressure is building on the Visser to clean up this mess on Earth. There is talk he may be demoted to Visser Four. Even Five. If Visser Three loses rank because of your failure, take my advice: Kill yourselves. Don't wait for the Visser to do it for you."


  The two newcomers fell silent after that.


  Chapman gave them some instructions. Mostly to just stick to the tornado story, no matter what happened. He told them humans were fools who would believe any sort of nonsense. And if any witnesses became too troublesome, they should be eliminated or made into Controllers.


  It was a chilling conversation to hear. And there was nothing in it about Rachel. But just the same, I had learned something important.


  The Veleek was a tool of Visser Three's.


  And they had called it a "morph-hunter."


  It was time to head back to the little bathroom and demorph. I needed to talk to Jake and the others. Immediately.


  Morph-hunter.


  It had struck Marco and Ax when they were demorphing in the basement of Darlene's house. It had almost killed them.


  Had it succeeded with Rachel?


  Chapter 20 - Rachel


  



  I think the pain would have killed me, if I had been human. But I was not just human. I was the bear. And because of the bear's strength, I held on.


  My front paws were gone. Chewed off by the terrible dust monster. Blood was everywhere. I could not walk like a bear. But I could wallow along on two legs, until I had gotten far enough away from the terrifying creature.


  I found a stream, no more than a foot deep and three feet wide. I sank down into the water and tried to change.


  I didn't know if I could. I didn't know how I had become a bear. So I wasn't sure if I could become human again. And if I did . . . what about my hands? Did this terrible injury to my bear body mean that my human hands would be gone, too?


  Rachel. That's what the other creature had called me. The creature that looked like a deer and a scorpion and a boy. He'd made no sound, but I had heard his voice in my head. He'd called me "Rachel."


  Was I Rachel?


  I focused on becoming human again. But all the time, I braced myself for pain beyond endurance.


  I lay on my side in the stream. Cold water bubbled and rushed around me. I kept the stumps of my paws in the numbing water. And slowly, I grew smaller. Smaller and weaker. I held the bloody stumps up so I could see them. I would have cried, if I'd had human tears. Fingers . . . human fingers . . . were growing from the gore.


  My hands grew back. The carpet of rough fur was replaced by skin and the black fabric of my leotard. Massive bear legs became my own human limbs. My sense of smell grew weak, as my sense of sight grew strong.


  I stood up. Shaky. Weak. But no longer in pain. And what was strange was that the scratches and scrapes I'd gotten from walking barefoot through the woods were gone. I was renewed.


  I looked fearfully around for the dust beast, but I saw nothing. It was growing dark. Would darkness protect me? Or would it help my enemy?


  I looked closer, searching for the alien who knew my name.


  Alien?


  The word stuck in my mind. Yes! Yes, that creature could not have been from Earth. I knew that. Those memories were still intact. I didn't know whether I knew the alien, or whether he was good or evil, but he had to be an alien.


  Like the dust beast. Yes. Yes, of course. The old woman ranting about "Yeerks." They were aliens, weren't they?


  FLASH! A construction site. Half-finished buildings all around. Heavy equipment. Dark night. A light in the sky. Something . . .landing. Something . . . alien. People around me. Faces. Faces I knew . . .


  "What faces?" I cried. But the vision was gone.


  "Arrrrgggghhh!" I yelled in frustration. I wanted to kick something. I wanted to reach inside my own head and tear down the gray curtain that hid the truth from me.


  Get a grip, Rachel, I told myself. At least you know your name. And you know that you have some very weird powers. And you know you have some very serious enemies.


  This was not reassuring. The dust beast would have destroyed me. Except he'd been distracted. By the alien.


  Was the alien a friend? Had he been trying to help me?


  The answers aren't here in the forest, I told myself. You need to get back to civilization. That's where the answers are.


  Back to the world. But which direction? The bear would know. He would have been able to sense it. Could I do the same?


  I stood very still. I listened.


  The wind rustled the leaves. Squirrels chattered. Things I couldn't see skittered behind bushes. Birds sang songs of love and threat. The stream chuckled over rocks and fallen branches.


  The stream. Of course.


  Follow the stream, I told myself.


  Chapter 21 - Marco


  



  <I didn't see anything, all right?> Tobias said angrily. <No bear. No Rachel. No Ax. How many more times do you want to ask me? I didn't see them.>


  He was in the rafters of Cassie's barn. We sat on bales of hay or paced back and forth, glaring and angry and, worst of all, afraid.


  Jake, Cassie, me, and Tobias. Four of the six who should have been there.


  "All right, calm down, Tobias," Jake said. "No one is blaming you. No one is blaming anyone. We just need to get a grip on this."


  "Ax was supposed to hook up with us in the forest," I said. "He never did. If he couldn't meet us, he'd know we'd worry. He'd know he should morph into his human form and come tell us he's okay."


  "So he's not okay," Jake said.


  "Ax is not okay and Rachel is not okay," I agreed. "And I think we know why. That thing." I turned to Cassie. "What did Chapman call it?"


  "A Veleek. A morph-hunter."


  "That's why Rachel and Ax have both disappeared," I said. "It almost got me and Ax at Darlene's. It almost got us again this afternoon."


  Cassie looked at me, her expression troubled. "Why 'almost'?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "Why didn't it get you?" Cassie asked. She was frowning. "At Darlene's house it had you cold. Today, you say you outran it. But actually, it stopped chasing you, right? It went tearing off to the cabin where we think Ax and Rachel were. Why? Why stop chasing you two and go after them?"


  "I don't know!" I yelled. I was as frustrated and scared as anyone. I wasn't in the mood for puzzles. "Ask Tobias. He's the predator here. He should know."


  I meant it to be mean. I felt bad about it as soon as I said it.


  But Tobias didn't lash back at me. Instead he said, <Movement.>


  "What's that supposed to mean?" Jake asked.


  <Marco said it: I'm a predator. When I hunt, I look for movement. I chase what moves. Same as a cat. If the prey stays still, it's harder to see. If I listen and I don't hear movement, it's the same thing. The hawk's brain is wired to pay attention to the sight or sound of movement.>


  "That's it!" Cassie yelled.


  I jerked about two feet in the air. Cassie is not a person who yells.


  "That's it! It's been bugging me ever since the first attack. How did the Veleek know who we were? How did it decide Marco and Ax were prey? Marco, what were you doing just as the beast attacked?"


  I shrugged. "I was morphing back."


  "Yes!" Cassie said. "Coincidence? The beast just happens to attack while you are morphing? And today, when you guys were attacked in the woods?"


  "We were morphing," Jake said. "We were morphing into wolves."


  "Both attacks at the very time you were morphing," Cassie said. "The very time. Interesting coincidence."


  We all just pretty much didn't say anything for a few seconds after that. I was trying to think through what this would mean: As long as I didn't morph, I was safe. As safe as a mouse who stays frozen.


  "Rachel doesn't know this," I said quietly. "If she's even alive."


  "Why did the Veleek drop us and take off for the cabin in the woods?" Jake asked. Then he answered his own question. "Because we were done morphing, so we weren't as interesting to it. It sensed some other creature actively morphing."


  <Two mice in a field. Maybe I'm chasing one, and he's running. But then he freezes. No movement. And at that moment I catch a glimpse of another mouse running. I . . . or at least the hawk, goes after the second mouse. The hawk brain thinks they're the same mouse. What's important is the movements


  "And for this morph-hunter, what counts is the morphing. That's what it locks onto," Jake said.


  "So why didn't it come after me when I morphed at the mall?" Cassie wondered.


  "Because it can't be two places at once," I said. "There must be limits on how far it can spread. It was too far away."


  "We're safe, as long as we never morph again," I pointed out.


  "You mean as long as we don't fight the Yeerks, we're safe," Jake said. "Is that what you think we should do, Marco?"


  They all looked at me. I shrugged. "Rachel isn't here to cast her vote. So, on her behalf, I'll say what she would say: What we need to do is find a way to kick this Veleek's butt."


  Cassie smiled. "And what would the real Marco say to that?"


  "He'd probably make some stupid but very funny remark," I admitted. "Then he would start thinking about how to do just that: Kick this big windbag's dusty butt."


  Chapter 22 - Rachel


  



  I reached civilization. Or at least, I reached a suburban development. Maybe it was familiar, I don't know. Maybe I'd been there before. I didn't know that, either.


  What I did know was that my feet were scratched and torn. My legs were aching and sore. My entire body was sore. I was hungry and thirsty and scared. And I was tired beyond belief.


  I needed sleep. I could see lights on inside many of the homes I passed. For a while I considered just walking right up to the front door of any house and saying, "Look, I don't know who I am. Can I sleep on your couch?"


  But I was being hunted by someone, or something. I didn't know who I could trust. And until my memory returned, I had to be cautious. Besides, I was dirty, messed-up, barefoot, and wearing a stupid black leotard. No one was going to let me in.


  Then I saw the house with no lights on inside. There was a sign on the front lawn that said sold. I crossed the damp lawn, which felt wonderful to my sore feet. I peered in through a front window. No furniture. It was empty.


  I quickly went around to the back. The house had a pool. And I saw a faucet down behind some bushes. I fell to my knees and turned the knob till cool, fresh water flowed. I drank my fill.


  "Well, that's one thing taken care of," I whispered to myself.


  I checked out the houses on either side. There was a high fence all the way around. No one could see me.


  I tried the back door: locked. I tried the garage door: locked. Then I tried a window. Yes!


  I hoisted myself up and slid inside. It was dark. The house smelled like fresh paint. "Is anyone here?" I called out in a trembly voice.


  My voice fell flat in the emptiness. I went to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. The light surprised me. Inside the refrigerator was nothing.


  I checked the cupboards. Empty. Empty. Empty. Ah-hah! Right there on the counter: a box of vanilla Wafers. They must have belonged to the painters. There were paint fingerprints on the box. It was open, and half the cookies were gone, but I didn't care. I wolfed the cookies down as I prowled through the rest of the empty house.


  The place was empty, but I had water and cookies, and the carpet was soft enough to sleep on, as tired as I was.


  I sat in a corner of the abandoned living room and finished eating the cookies. I wondered who had lived here. And who would be moving in next.


  But most of all, I wondered about me. Who I was. What I was. And why some terrible alien creature had tried to kill me twice.


  I don't remember falling asleep. But later I remembered the dreams. The nightmares.


  FLASH! I was at the construction site. Dark. A light coming down from the sky. Others with me. Was one a girl? Yes. But I couldn't see her face. Or the faces of others with me. Just one . . . a boy . . . He turned to look at me . . .


  A bird! He had the face of a bird of prey.


  FLASH! I was balancing. Putting one foot carefully in front of another. I was on a beam. Four inches wide. I felt clumsy. But when I looked down at my feet, they changed. They weren't my feet at all, but the dainty paws of a cat.


  People applauding. No, not all. Some hated me. Wanted to kill me. Something wrong with them. Something terribly wrong with them! Worms! Worms in their heads!


  FLASH! I was underground. A vast open pit, but covered by a dome of rock and dirt. A pool of sluggish gray water. The worms! They were in the water. And all around me . . . blades everywhere, heads like snakes.


  Huge ants! No, no, I was an ant, too. Reeking acid smells. Hundreds of them swarming, attacking. Ants as big as I was. Huge pincers cutting into me.


  Morph back! I cried in my dream.


  Morph back!


  Morph!


  "ANIMORPH!" I woke up screaming.


  I jumped up off the floor. I ran my hands frantically over my body. What was I? What was I? What was I that I had these dreams?


  Humans did not dream of being ants. Dreams that were so real you could feel the huge grains of sand pressing in, the airlessness, the terror, the eerie vision of swarms of ants crawling over you, ripping you apart.


  I was gasping for breath. My heart was beating twice its normal rate. My forehead was dripping sweat, even though it was chilly in the empty room.


  Animorph. That's what I had screamed. What did it mean?


  Then . . .


  BAM BAM BAM!


  "Whoever is in there, come out. This is the police!"


  "Ahh!" I yelped, then covered my mouth. Flashlight beams pierced the darkness around me. Spears of light searched for me. I rolled quickly into a corner.


  "Don't make us come in there after you!" a policeman said. "Neighbors reported someone climbing in. So just come on out."


  Trapped! I should just . . . I should just give myself up.


  No! No! There were enemies. Enemies everywhere. I couldn't . . . I couldn't . . .


  "I'm gonna count to three and you'd better come out with your hands over your head," a policeman yelled.


  I had to get away! Had to think. Had to find out who I was. What I was. But I was surrounded.


  Morph! Like when I became a bear. Only not the bear. I didn't know if the bear inside me was injured.


  I searched the jagged memories from my dreams. What had I seen? What pictures had I seen? The ant? NO! Never the ant. Never again. I felt that in my bones.


  Larger. More powerful. Yes!


  The cops were banging and yelling. My skin was still electric from the terrifying nightmares. But I calmed myself. I focused on one image from my dreams.


  Large. Very large. Too large for the police to handle.


  "Ohhh!" I cried out as my nose and upper lip suddenly exploded outward. Exploded in a long, massive growth that reached to the floor.


  I was growing larger. Larger. Filling the room!


  "Come out of there now, or we're coming in!"


  Don't worry, officer, I thought. I'll be out soon.


  Chapter 23 - Jake


  



  It was just dumb luck that we even saw what happened.


  Our meeting broke up with all of us mad and scared and upset. No one wanted to believe that Rachel and Ax might have been killed. Ax was a new friend, sort of. And an alien, not someone we had grown up with. But Rachel was my cousin. She was Cassie's best friend. And we looked up to Rachel. She was fearless. She made the rest of us braver than we might have been without her.


  We went out into the night, the four of us. Tobias flew off toward the forest. We watched him fly away, flapping hard in the dead night air. Marco and I picked up our bikes.


  "Cassie? Are you out there?" It was her mother, framed in the doorway of their home.


  "Yes, Mom. Right here."


  "That show you like is on. Do you want me to tape it?"


  "I'll be in in a minute," Cassie said. "I'm just talking to Jake and Marco."


  "Hi, Jake. Hello, Marco."


  We said hello back.


  "Well, don't stay out too late," Cassie's mom said. "It's almost nine o'clock." She went back inside.


  "Nine? Man, I better be getting home," Marco said. "I'll be toast."


  "I'll walk you guys to the road," Cassie said. We walked in silence down the long driveway, then down the dirt road that connected the farm to the highway. Marco and I pushed our bikes, and the only sounds were our footsteps and the rattle of Marco's balky bike chain.


  "Maybe she's home already. Maybe we don't even have to worry," I said. "And Ax is probably fine. I mean, who knows what an Andalite might be doing?"


  "At least it's warm out," Cassie said. "If Rachel is out there somewhere, at least it's a warm night. And there's a bright moon to help her find her way home," she added softly.


  I followed her gaze. The full moon hung high in the sky, surrounded by millions of stars. You can always see a lot more stars out on Cassie's farm.


  "Look!" Marco yelled.


  Something was obscuring the moon. It passed swiftly and the moon shone clear again. I saw what looked like sparkling fairy dust. A swirl that raced away toward the development whose lights were just visible in the middle distance.


  "What is that? Is that a cloud?" Cassie asked.


  I looked at her. "I don't think so."


  "You know what it is," Marco snapped. "What are we going to do about it?"


  "Morph-hunter," Cassie said. "It's after someone. Ax. Or Rachel."


  "Two choices," I said. "Do nothing. Or try and distract it."


  "Distract it?" Marco demanded. "How?"


  "Like playing keepaway," I said. "It chases morphs, right? So we give it something to chase."


  "We have to get it away from those houses," Cassie said. "That thing chews up everything in its path!"


  Marco nodded. "Keep shifting targets. Keep it guessing. Oh, man! This is going to be really unpleasant!"


  "How do we get there?" Cassie demanded. "We can't morph here and fly over. If we morph here we'll draw it to my house!"


  She was right. And the houses where the Veleek was headed were half a mile away.


  "Are the keys in that?" Marco asked.


  Cassie and I looked where he was pointing. Cassie's father's beat-up old pickup truck. The truck he used around the farm.


  "No way," Cassie said.


  "Way," Marco said.


  Which left it up to me to decide. "Let's do it."


  Chapter 24 - Rachel


  



  I had become very, very large.


  The cops were still outside pounding and yelling and ordering me to come out.


  So I decided I'd better do what they wanted.


  I aimed for the front door. Not that the front door was going to be big enough. But I figured the front wall would be just about big enough. I could feel the morph progressing. In a minute now, as soon as the morph was complete -


  B-R-R-A-A-A-A-K-K!


  Behind me some terrible noise! Noise like a circular saw going through steel!


  "HhhhREEEEEuuuhhh!" I trumpeted in terror and rage.


  B-R-R-A-A-A-A-K-K!


  Suddenly, the back wall of the house was gone! The beast! The beast!


  Head down, trunk curled under, I charged the front door.


  KaaaaaRUNCH!


  I hit the front door. The door popped out like a champagne cork. The frame around the door exploded into splinters. Then the wall around the door frame bulged out and popped open like a pimple.


  And out I came. Several tons of me. An insane, horrific combination of human and African elephant. The unpredictability of the incomplete morph had resulted in a huge creature with a long trunk, tiny, human ears, big elephant legs, and blond hair.


  The police officers were surprised.


  "HhhhRRRRRRuuuhhh!" I trumpeted again. I raised my massive trunk high in the air. Four police officers stared with identical expressions of total, absolute disbelief. Four mouths hung open. They blinked. One of them rubbed her eyes.


  Then they had something even more amazing to see.


  The dust creature ripped through the house, just a few feet behind me, leaving it a mess of chopsticks. I bolted.


  You would not think, to look at an elephant, that it can even run at all. But believe me, an elephant can move out when it needs to. Elephants can go twenty-five miles an hour, faster than the fastest human runner.


  But there is a problem with elephants, too. They are huge. Too huge to dodge and twist. Too huge to hide.


  I barreled down that quiet suburban street, completing the morph as I ran. But I knew I could not escape.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  The police were shooting! At me? At the dust monster? I didn't know. I didn't care. The bullets meant nothing to me, and nothing to the monster that was after me.


  It was after me! A hundred feet back, a huge, flying wall of gnashing teeth and whirring blades.


  It was gaining!


  I stomped through someone's garden, crushed flowers beneath my huge, round feet, and annihilated a fence. I turned toward an alleyway between two homes. A parked Winnebago was between me and the beast.


  B-R-R-A-A-A-A-K-K!


  The Winnebago was gone! Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a single tire bounce down the street. The rest of the camper was shredded.


  Right then, I knew it was over. If I kept running, the beast would chew its way through houses where innocent people were sleeping. I couldn't let that happen.


  This is it, I realized. This is it I can't run. I can't win. I turned to face the beast.


  I saw it slow down. It hung in the air before me. A nightmare of gnashing teeth and wild eyes and whirling blades. The last of the morph was completed, as two gigantic ivory tusks sprouted from my mouth.


  From the beast, tendrils emerged. They were like ropes. Living ropes that wrapped around my huge body.


  I felt myself being smothered. I couldn't breathe!


  I struggled, but the ropes just tightened their grip. The dust beast swirled around me, covering me.


  I couldn't see. I could barely breathe.


  Then the beast lifted me up.


  Or . . . it tried to.


  I felt myself raised up, up . . . maybe a foot off the ground. Then we settled back to Earth.


  Once again, the beast tried to lift me. This time we rose two, maybe three feet.


  And then settled down to Earth again.


  At that moment, a tiny flicker of hope was reborn.


  I looked it up in a book once - the largest elephant ever found weighed 22,050 pounds.


  Mostly they weigh in between 7,000 and 13,000 pounds. I had no idea how much I weighed in this elephant body. Probably not 22,050 pounds. But I was big, just the same. Very big.


  Too big for the dust beast to carry away. <Heh, heh, heh. Too much for you, creep?> Penetrating the swirling, angry sounds of the dust beast as it strained to lift me up came a sudden SCCRREEEEECHH! It sounded like squealing tires. Like a very bad driver was racing toward us.


  Chapter 25 - Marco


  



  "Aaaaaaahhhhh!" Cassie screamed.


  "Look out! Lookoutlookoutlookoutlookout!" Jake yelled.


  "Would you both shut up?" I demanded. "I'm trying to drive here!"


  "Car! Car! Car!" Jake yelled.


  I yanked the wheel left. The car sped by, horn blaring. The driver stuck his hand out the window and made a sign with his fingers.


  "That's rude," I said. "And totally uncalled for."


  BAM!


  "Aaaaaaaahhhhhh!"


  "Oh, it's just a trash can," I said. "Chill out."


  BAM! BAM! BAM!


  "Okay, so it's four trash cans," I said.


  "Get off the sidewalk, you lunatic!" Jake said.


  I yanked the wheel to the right. We bumped off the sidewalk, sort of grazed a parked car, and . . .


  BAM! BAM! BAM!


  "Do you hate trash cans?" Jake asked. "Is that your problem? Do you just HATE TRASH CANS?!!"


  "I can't drive with you screaming in my ear," I said.


  "You can't drive at all!" Jake said.


  "Left! Turn left! There, there! Turn left! It's that way," Cassie said, taking time out from screaming.


  I turned left. I missed the actual street, but fortunately, the people who lived on that corner did not have any trees in their front yard.


  BUMP! Over the curb. BUMP! Rear wheels over the curb. I stepped on the gas and tore across the lawn.


  "Cool," I said.


  "I'm going to kill you, Marco," Jake said in a weirdly calm voice. "If I survive, I am gonna kill you."


  "You said you could drive!" Cassie accused.


  I shrugged. Actually, what I had said was I scored millions of points playing Wipeout, this excellent video game. "Okay, so it's not exactly like Wipeout. I'm doing the best I can."


  BUMP. BUMP. I was back on the road.


  Suddenly, an elephant went tearing across the street a block away. An elephant with little pink ears.


  The Veleek was right behind it.


  "That's Rachel!" Cassie yelled. "She's still alive!"


  "Not for long, maybe," Jake said grimly. "I'm gonna morph. Marco? Follow that elephant!"


  The elephant ran behind a Winnebago. The Veleek chewed the Winnebago into sawdust.


  The elephant turned to face the animal. The elephant planted its feet firmly, raised its trunk in defiance, and faced the beast of a hundred mouths.


  "Yeah, that's Rachel, all right," I said.


  I floored the truck. We burned rubber and shot forward down the block.


  "Come on, you big dirtball, I'm right here!" Jake yelled. Orange and black fur was already sprouting from his body. Tiger teeth were growing, bulging down beneath his upper lip.


  Suddenly, living ropes, like tentacles, wrapped around Rachel's huge body. The dust beast enveloped her. Covered her.


  "NO!" Cassie cried. "Rachel! NO!"


  The Veleek began to rise from the ground.


  Then it slipped back down.


  "Oh! Duh!" I gasped. "It's not trying to kill us! It wants to capture us! It's trying to carry Rachel away."


  "It can't lift her," Cassie said. "She's too heavy."


  Just then, the Veleek noticed us. Or at least it noticed Jake, who was morphing into a tiger.


  The Veleek dropped Rachel. She fell just a foot or so, but still cracked the road surface.


  "I'm going to Rachel," Cassie yelled. She started climbing over Jake to get out. But it wasn't working because Jake was already half-tiger, and he was squeezing out of his seat.


  "Jake, better climb in the back, man. You're getting large," I said and put on the brakes.


  Jake pushed open the door and climbed out of the truck. He was clumsy because he had legs that were not human and not tiger, but some weird halfway mix. His hands were furcovered claws that could barely work the door handle.


  But Jake piled out and jumped into the back of the pickup. Cassie piled out right behind him.


  "Good luck, you guys," Cassie said. She slammed the door shut.


  With a rush of wind, the Veleek came after us.


  I put the truck in reverse and gunned it.


  WHAM!


  I groaned. Someone had parked a car right where I needed to go.


  <Turn it around!> Jake yelled in thought-speak.


  I spun the wheel and at the same time I floored it. It was totally Hollywood! We're talking squealing tires, smoke coming up off them, then ZOOOOM!


  I had a tiger in the back of a pickup truck I could barely drive, and I was being chased by the most powerful monster I had ever seen.


  Later I would be terrified. But right then, at that moment, I was just thinking, This is so cool.


  Chapter 26 - Jake


  



  The good news was Marco had gotten out of the neighborhood, so he couldn't destroy any more trash cans.


  The bad news was he'd gotten onto the highway.


  <Pass on the left, pass on the left! Not on the right!>


  "Hey, I'm cool now," Marco yelled back through the open back window of the truck. "This is just like the game now. No problem-o."


  <It isn't dark on the video game.>


  "Sure. The part with the tunnel."


  <You mean the part where you always crash and burn?>


  We were tearing down the highway at seventy miles an hour, weaving through a stream of bright red taillights. I was halfway into the tiger morph. I was deliberately dragging it out, keeping the Veleek interested.


  It was working. The Veleek was interested.


  I was standing in the rattling, swaying bed of a junky old pickup truck, and just about five car-lengths back there was a beast fifty feet wide that was nothing but sheer destruction.


  Occasionally, the other motorists on the road would offer us advice. I could hear bits and pieces of it as we shot past.


  " . . . idiots! Why don't you . . ."


  "What kind of a moron . . ."


  "Where'd you learn to drive? Jersey? You stupid . . ."


  <It's gaining on us!> I told Marco.


  "This thing won't go any faster!"


  <Good,> I said.


  "Off-road! We're going off-road!"


  <Nooooo!>


  But it was too late.


  Ka-BUMPH! Bump! Bumpbumpbumpbump-bump!


  The truck plunged off the road, jumped a ditch, slammed through a wire fence, and aimed straight for the trees.


  Tree left! Tree right! Tree! Tree! Tree! Tree!


  Branches scraped at the sides of the truck.


  And behind us, chewing through the trees, came the Veleek.


  B-R-R-A-A-A-A-A-K-K!


  <Marco, I'm almost morphed. I'm gonna bail. Give me five minutes, then it's your turn.>


  "Yeah," Marco yelled. "Jake? Be careful, man!"


  <Try not to destroy Cassie's dad's truck, okay?>


  "Get ready. Slowing down . . ."


  He slammed on the brakes. WHAM! The side of the truck slid into a tree. I sprang from the bed of the truck. Marco floored the truck and sped off through the brush, engine roaring.


  I landed like the cat I was. The tiger inside me knew where we were. Knew it in his bones. This was a cat born and bred for dark nights in dense forests.


  In a rush of sensory information, I heard-smelled-saw the environment around me. Dark penetrating eyes. Ears attuned to every small sound. A sense of smell that told me stories of deer and wolves and wild pigs that had passed through this area.


  But what I needed most was the cat's agility and speed. I completed the morph. As long as no one else morphed and distracted it, the Veleek would chase me. At least, that's what I hoped.


  B-R-R-A-A-A-A-A-K-K!


  It was on me! I turned with lightning speed and did the one thing the Veleek could not expect: I charged straight at it.


  The dust beast hesitated, then stopped.


  "RRRROOOOOWWWWRRR!" I let loose a roar that would make a grown man wet his pants. I unleashed the incredible power of my coiled muscles. I leapt through the air, claws outstretched. It was an attack that would kill just about any animal walking around on this planet.


  But it would have had no effect on the Veleek.


  At the last second, before my paws could encounter those rows of gnashing teeth and spinning blades, I tucked my head, drew my paws back, and hit the ground directly beneath the dust beast.


  SHWOOOM! Right under him! Right under the Veleek and out the far side. I hauled my orange-striped tail out of there at maximum warp.


  <Let's see how fast you can turn, creep!>


  Hah. Not fast. It took the Veleek several seconds to turn itself around. And I thought, Well, well. So it does have some weaknesses, after all.


  Some weaknesses. Not enough.


  B-R-R-A-A-A-A-A-K-K! It ripped through the trees and undergrowth like the out-of-control mulcher it was.


  Tigers are fast. Tigers are mightily powerful. But tigers do not have great endurance. I was a sprinter, not a marathon runner.


  I moved out, racing wildly through the trees, turning sharp left, then sharp right. Doubling back. Doubling back again. And the somewhat clumsy Veleek couldn't catch me. But I couldn't keep it up. I was winded. Panting. Tongue hanging out. Exhausted. It was time for a distraction. I hoped Marco could provide it in time.


  The plan was to run the Veleek back and forth, from one morph to another. It wanted to hunt morphs? We would give it morphs to hunt.


  It wasn't much of a plan. It only worked if the creature could be worn out.


  But the odds were we'd all wear out first.


  I fired myself up a tree. Claws bit deep into the bark. Tired muscles propelled me up and up, through the branches.


  B-R-R-A-A-A-K!


  The Veleek chewed through the tree I was on! I looked down and saw it right below me. The tree was still standing, but the Veleek had shredded the base. And it was chewing its way straight up the tree.


  I leapt into darkness.


  I fell, claws outstretched, through the night air.


  Chapter 27 - Rachel


  



  The dust beast dropped me. I hit the road. I hit it hard. The concrete cracked and popped open, revealing gravel beneath.


  FLASH! I was flying. I was a bird. An eagle. Going to see Tobias. Going to tell him I was going to . . . to what? Something. Birds! Sudden, out of nowhere! Swarming around me. Attacking, in front, the side. Turn, turn and dive to get away! A tree! WHAM!


  What? What did it mean? Tobias! I had remembered a name!


  I watched the dust beast re-form to go after a truck that was careening backward up the street. Careening straight into a parked car.


  Then, a tiger! No, not quite a tiger. Half-human. Half-tiger. A freak! It climbed into the back of the truck.


  And someone else was left behind. A girl. Short. Wearing overalls.


  FLASH! The construction site. The one where the alien had landed. She was there! She was there! I knew this girl. But . . . was she a friend? Or one of them? One of the enemies?


  "Rachel!" the girl yelled. "Are you okay?"


  Rachel. Yes. What the deer-scorpion-alien had called me at the burning shack. Rachel. Yes. That was my name.


  YES! It was my name!


  FLASH! A woman saying "Rachel, I know you don't like lima beans, eat them anyway, they're good for you."


  FLASH! A girl, younger than me, saying, "Rachel, Rachel, Rachel! Everything is always Rachel around here!"


  FLASH! A man's voice, from nowhere. "And now, next on the balance beam, Rachel . . ."


  YES! I remembered. I was Rachel.


  But who was this short girl calling me? And what was I?


  "Rachel? Can you hear me?"


  <Who are you?> I asked.


  "What do you mean, who am I?"


  <Who are you?!> I yelled in thought-speak. <Tell me! Tell me, or I'll crush you!>


  "Rachel, it's me. Cassie."


  Cassie?


  "Are you okay?"


  <No. I'm not. Are you my friend?>


  "Rachel, I've been your friend for years," the girl who called herself Cassie said.


  <My memory . . . I don't remember. Cassie? What am I?>


  The girl stared at me for a moment. I could see doubt in her eyes. She looked around at the street. The first cops had taken off after the wild pickup truck. But more sirens were blaring, coming closer and closer.


  "You're human, Rachel."


  <No. I mean, yes, I know. But I'm something else, too. Look at me. How can I do this? What am I?>


  Cassie met my gaze. Human to elephant. I guess it seemed bizarre to the frightened, sleepy people who were peeking out of their windows.


  "You are an Animorph, Rachel. An Animorph. And I guess something has happened to you to mess up your memory. But right now, my friend, you have to trust me. You have to trust me."


  Animorph! The word from my dream.


  Trust her? Trust this girl who called herself Cassie and said she was my friend? I looked down at her through elephant eyes. Could I trust her? How could I know? How could I be sure?


  <Cassie?> I said.


  "Yes."


  <Tell me what to do.>


  Chapter 28 - Ax


  



  The Yeerks put me in a box. Not a cage, a Ramonite box with seamless walls on all sides.


  I was in that box for a time that spanned many Earth hours. And I felt despair. The special despair that comes from dishonor.


  Visser Three killed my brother. By the laws and customs of my people, I was supposed to avenge that murder. I was obligated to kill Visser Three, if I ever had the chance.


  I had just been face-to-face with him. And I had done nothing. Yes, I had been surrounded by Hork-Bajir. And because I was young and not yet a full-fledged Andalite warrior, I could say that the full burden of revenge had not yet fallen on me.


  But it was a bitter feeling. A bitter, terrible feeling, knowing I had been face-to-face with Visser Three and had not struck. Had I missed my one chance for revenge?


  In my mind I pictured the scene again. I had been surrounded by Hork-Bajir, but with Visser Three himself within range of my tail. Could I have struck? Could I have hit him before the Hork-Bajir fired and disintegrated me?


  No. Logic said no. But I felt a sick, twisting doubt inside me. Dishonor is a terrible thing. Worse than death for an Andalite warrior.


  Suddenly, one wall of my cage shimmered and became transparent. Ramonite is a metal that can stretch open or be made clear or opaque by molecular realignment.


  I could see the room beyond my cage: the bridge of Visser Three's Blade ship.


  The Visser stood on a raised platform in the center of a triangular room. Aligned on three sides of the bridge were various workstations manned by Taxxons and human-Controllers. Taxxons are wormlike creatures. They have rows of needle-sharp legs, similar to an Earth centipede. They hold the upper third of their bodies erect, and along the upper body, the rows of legs become pairs of weak but agile arms.


  A series of globular red eyes surround the top end of the worm. And at the very top is an always-open, circular mouth.


  The Hork-Bajir were a race of peace-loving creatures enslaved by the Yeerks. But the Taxxons chose to ally themselves with the Yeerks. Each Taxxon now has a Yeerk inside its vile head, adding Yeerk intelligence to the Taxxon's own deep evil.


  Taxxons usually handle the more subtle work. Hork-Bajir are used as soldiers. The Yeerk empire was only just beginning to integrate its new human slaves into the empire.


  In the air before Visser Three was a hologram. It was obviously being shot from a great distance. The scene was distorted and light-enhanced, which gave it an eerie, dreamlike quality.


  <I thought you might enjoy watching this,> Visser Three said to me. <We were lucky to get a visual lock. My Veleek is closing in on another of your band. Soon you'll have company.>


  The hologram shimmered and wavered, but I could see the Veleek tearing through trees in a forest. And then a sudden flash of orange and black. A tiger. Prince Jake!


  <There are some magnificent animals on this planet,> Visser Three said. <I'll have to acquire one of those. Look how it moves! But it's wearing out. It's a fast killer. It can't handle the long battle.>


  Suddenly, the tiger that was Jake shot up a tree. The Veleek was eating its way up the tree. Prince Jake leapt into the air.


  I could just barely see the tiger hit the ground. It bared its teeth, but was too tired to run anymore.


  In a second it would be over. The Veleek would envelop the tiger and bring it to Visser Three.


  Just then, the Veleek hesitated. Visser Three stiffened.


  The Veleek disintegrated and, like a tornado, swept away at extreme speed.


  <What is happening?!> Visser Three cried.


  Every Taxxon, Hork-Bajir, and human-Controller on the bridge flinched. One of the human-Controllers stepped forward timidly. "Visser, the Veleek must have sensed another morph."


  <Why doesn't it bring me this one first?>


  "Visser, as you know, our knowledge of this Veleek is not perfect. I can only speculate. I -"


  Suddenly, Visser Three stabbed his tail at the cowering Controller. The blade pressed against the human's throat. <Speculate quickly,> Visser Three said.


  "It . . . it . . . it . . . Visser, it feeds on energy. It senses energy. We have made it sensitive to the energy field created during morphing. But this bandit . . . this tiger creature has stopped morphing. So the attraction has weakened. The Veleek would still capture this tiger, only . . . only some other morph energy field must have been created. The Veleek senses this new field and goes after the new energy source."


  Visser Three withdrew his tail from the man's neck. The human-Controller collapsed to his knees, sweating and shaking.


  <Launch both Bug fighters,> Visser Three said. <Keep a visual lock on the Veleek.>


  A Taxxon spoke in their strange tongue. "Sreen yit seewee srinyee sree -"


  Faster than the eye could follow, Visser Three lashed out with his Andalite tail.


  "Skkkrreeeee!" the Taxxon screamed.


  The Taxxon was sliced open! Its insides sloshed out all over the floor. The Taxxon collapsed in a heap.


  <This creature says it is difficult to keep a visual lock on the Veleek. Does anyone else think it is difficult to follow my orders?>


  No one did.


  <Clean up this incompetent filth. Launch the Bug fighters. Keep a visual lock on the Veleek.>


  All this was said very calmly. Two Taxxons rushed forward and began to eat their fellow Taxxon. The others on the bridge all paid very close attention to their work.


  Very, very close attention.


  <I guess it isn't going too well for you, Visser,> I sneered.


  He turned his main eyes on me, while his stalk eyes swept the room, looking for any slackness on the part of his creatures.


  <Yes, your Andalite brothers have found a weakness in my Veleek,> Visser Three said. <They are playing games. Morphing here, morphing there, whipping it from place to place. But you forget, my little Andalite friend: I inhabit an Andalite body with full morphing powers. I know your weakness, too. They can't play this game for long. And I am about to add to their troubles.>


  He turned all eyes to me in a leering, deadly gaze. <I would like to take them alive, for my own reasons. But if I can't, I will make do with their lifeless bodies.>


  Chapter 29 - Marco


  



  CRRRRUUUUNCHHH! SCRRRREEECH! BAM! WHAM! BUMP! Squuueeeeaall!


  Out of the trees I roared, in what was left of the pickup truck. I plowed up through a ditch and onto a road, kicking up dirt and mud and gravel. It was a dark, narrow road that ran behind the housing development. I'd come full circle.


  I don't care what anyone says - I drove okay. Or at least I was getting better. I was running into things less, anyway.


  I began to morph. But I didn't want to give up on the truck. After all, I was supposed to get it back out to Cassie's farm when we were done with it.


  So I chose the one morph I had in my arsenal that could drive.


  "Time for the monkey suit," I muttered as I barreled down the road, hitting only the occasional mailbox.


  I focused. I concentrated as well as I could. Fortunately, this was a morph I had done before. I was familiar with it.


  But still, that first sensation of my shoulders doubling in size . . . tripling . . . quadrupling . . . It was a rush! I mean, I'm not the biggest guy in the world. I'm kind of short. I'm kind of small. But when I do this morph I am so massively powerful it's incredible.


  In this morph I have lifted guys up and thrown them through the air. In this morph I have punched Hork-Bajir and they stayed punched. In this morph I could kick the butts of the entire Dallas Cowboys all at once.


  Four hundred pounds, give or take a few. But not four hundred pounds of fat. No. I was becoming four hundred pounds of hard-core, bad-as-bad-can-be, don't-even-look-crosseyed-at-me, shoulders like a cement truck, neck like a fire hydrant, fists like sledgehammers, dominant male silverback gorilla.


  Sweet, gentle animals . . . unless you insist on making them mad. At which point they are capable of ripping up a small tree by the roots and playing baseball - with you as the ball.


  I glanced in the rearview mirror. My eyes had become little gorilla eyes. My mouth was puffing out and turning dark.


  And I was scared. See, as tough as my gorilla might be, I was nothing to that dust monster. I wasn't morphing the gorilla to fight that thing. I was morphing the gorilla to draw him on.


  I was bait.


  I was the bait and the creature was the shark. And that fact did not make me happy.


  I heard the roar of a tornado behind me.


  I pressed my growing foot down on the accelerator.


  Chapter 30 - Rachel


  



  I charged with trunk held high, trumpeting defiance. I ran toward the line of trees that hugged the housing development. I crashed heedlessly through yards and lawns. I was in a hurry. And lawns could be fixed.


  "Your name is Rachel. You're an Animorph. We were created by a dying Andalite prince. We were given the power to become any animal we could touch."


  We were running. Or I was running, anyway, with this girl riding on my back. She told me we had to get away from the homes. We had to get to the forest. The dust beast would kill innocent people if we didn't get away.


  That made sense. The rest of what she was telling me seemed utterly insane.


  "I'm Cassie. We're best friends, Rachel. There's Jake. He's your cousin. There's Marco. And Tobias. Tobias was trapped in his morph. He's stuck as a -"


  FLASH! A terrible place, deep, deep within the bowels of the earth. A dim cave as big as a sports dome. In the center, a pool. A pool that looked like molten lead. Piers reaching into it. Cages around the edges.


  The cries! The terrible cries of terror and despair!


  A battle raged. I was there. I was there. I was . . .


  An elephant! Just as I was now. Yes, a battle against monsters. And a bird screamed down from high in the cave. It screamed down, wings back, hooked beak and terrible talons ready.


  <A hawk,> I said to Cassie.


  "Yes! Yes! That's it. That's Tobias."


  I crashed through a flimsy fence into someone's backyard. Then crashed through it again on my way out. Open field! We were out of the houses now, and running for the cover of the woods.


  I remembered what had happened in the woods.


  <The old woman was yelling about Yeerks,> I said. <She was crazy. Yelling about Yeerks coming for her.>


  "The Yeerks are real," Cassie said. "Look, Rachel, you don't have to remember everything at once. But we're in a terrible fight here. We need your help."


  <What help?> I asked suspiciously.


  "We're trying to keep the Veleek distracted. It chases after morphing energy. It's drawn to anyone morphing. So we're morphing every five minutes or so, hoping to wear it out."


  <How do you know it wears out?>


  "We don't.",


  <This isn't much of a plan,> I said. <Are you Animorphs always this hopeless?>


  "Pretty much," Cassie said ruefully. "The bad guys have all the power. Sometimes we think it's all a hopeless fight."


  <A hopeless fight?> I asked. <Isn't that the best kind?>


  Cassie laughed. "You may have lost your memory, but you're still Rachel. It's about time for me to morph. Let me jump off."


  <No,> I said. <The beast couldn't lift me. I was too big. Stay on and morph where you are. It will come after us, but if it can't lift me, it may not be able to get you.>


  I felt her pat the back of my massive head. "My girl, Rachel," she said affectionately. "Here goes nothing."


  <What are you going to morph into?>


  "Something small enough that maybe the dust beast won't be able to separate me from you. A squirrel."


  <We can morph into small animals?>


  "Sometimes smaller is better."


  I felt a strange scraping, tickly feeling on my back, as the girl who said she was my friend became smaller.


  Chapter 31 - Marco


  



  Aaaaaahhhhh! I thought, as the Veleek blazed after me.


  "Huh huhh huhhhrrr hurrr HURRRHH!" I yelled.


  I had a weird desire to pound my chest with my massive fists. But I stuck to my driving.


  I heard the tornado behind me. I shot a look at the rearview mirror. The mirror was filled with gnashing mouths!


  The truck was moving as fast as it could move.


  Sudden flashes of brilliant red light. Coming from the sky. Dracon beams!


  Then, in my headlights: an elephant!


  WHAT?


  I slammed on the brakes. Too late.


  Sccrreeeeeeech . . . WHAMPF!


  Everything upside down. Rolling. Rolling. Pain. Suddenly flying!


  Things hit me. Bushes ripped at me.


  SLAM! I hit the ground hard. I was in a ditch half-filled with water. The truck was overturned on its back a few feet away. The wheels were still spinning. The headlights were still shining.


  TSEEWW! TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  Dracon beams sliced the ground a few feet from my head. Bug fighters! I tried to move. Pain shot through my head. I moved my arms. They were still in one piece. If I had been in human form, I would have been killed. But it took more than a seventy-mile-an-hour crash to kill the gorilla.


  From somewhere I heard an agonized trumpeting sound.


  The dust beast was over me, a tornado of mouths and blades. But it didn't want me. It was after someone else.


  I could feel consciousness dimming. I had to morph. Let it take me, if it had to.


  Let it take me . . .


  Chapter 32 - Cassie


  



  I felt myself shrink. Rachel's elephant back began to grow and grow, spreading out from me like some heaving, wobbling gray blanket.


  A tail sprouted behind me. My face bulged out and grew pointed. Pale gray fur spread across my body.


  I had morphed the squirrel before, of course. I knew what to expect. The body was wonderful. The senses keen and sharp. But the mind lived in a state of perpetual terror, always looking for predators. The only other emotion was hunger.


  But I could control the squirrel's fear . . . if I could control my own.


  Easier said than done. I was drawing the monster to us. The energy that was allowing me to become a squirrel was bait to the dust beast.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw headlights.


  Something big was in the air behind the lights, a dark shadow that swallowed up the stars.


  The beast! The Veleek!


  I stopped the morph. I could feel my own fear. And if my fear met the squirrel's fear, I would never gain control.


  Suddenly . . . PREDATOR!


  The squirrel's terror shot through me.


  Something overhead. Like a giant bird!


  The squirrel's brain was screaming RUN! RUN! RUN!


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  Stabbing beams of brilliant light! Dracon beams. A Bug fighter coming in low above us.


  I felt a surge as Rachel powered her huge body faster.


  <What is happening?> Rachel cried in thought-speak.


  But I was not morphed enough to use thought-speak. And my mouth was no longer fully human. The groaning sounds I made would mean nothing to Rachel.


  TSEEEW!


  Light so bright it blinded me!


  "HhhrrrOOOOWWWuuhh!" Rachel screamed.


  I smelled burned flesh. I blinked, trying to clear my half-human, half-squirrel eyes.


  I saw a seared line of blackened flesh drawn down Rachel's side by a Dracon beam!


  Headlights. Too close!


  BAM!


  I flew, tumbling through the air, a twisted, half-formed creature. I landed hard. But my fall was cushioned by dense bushes.


  "HhhhRRRUUuuHHUUH!"


  Through eyes half-human, half-squirrel, I saw a horrifying scene.


  Rachel was on her side, trumpeting in pain and rage. A pickup truck lay on its back, wheels spinning. Just beyond the truck, a gorilla struggled to get up.


  Marco!


  A Bug fighter zipped overhead.


  I stopped morphing. I froze. I was a two-foot-long creature with a tail and human hands and patchy gray fur poking through spandex and flesh.


  The dust beast settled above us. It spread above the three of us - Rachel, Marco, and me. I looked up into that phalanx of gnashing teeth and whirring blades and eerie, staring eyes.


  It would take whoever drew it by morphing.


  It would take me . . . if I morphed.


  And if I did nothing . . . if I just closed my eyes and hugged the dirt and did nothing . . .


  The dream! Evil had come, to choose between me and another. Just like in the dream.


  I heard the Veleek's tornado roar. It had found its prey.


  I closed my eyes.


  Chapter 33 - Ax


  



  I watched it all in the wavering, shimmering hologram.


  The elephant running. The truck racing, with the Veleek in hot pursuit.


  The picture suddenly became much sharper. We were now seeing the scene through the gun camera of one of the Bug fighters.


  A flashing light came on, an indicator that the Bug fighter was preparing to fire its Dracon beams.


  Red beams lanced toward the elephant.


  The elephant ran in terror. The truck hit. In a flash, it was all over. The elephant lay sprawled across the side of the road. The truck was overturned. The Veleek was hovering over the scene.


  It dropped swiftly down, enveloping a ditch. It rose with something concealed inside it. The Veleek arced swiftly toward the sky, out of range of the Bug fighter's cameras.


  <Come to me, my little pet,> Visser Three crowed. <Bring me my second Andalite bandit.> Visser Three turned his stalk eyes toward me. <You'll have company soon.>


  I felt a sinking sensation. Who had the Veleek taken? Rachel? Cassie? Marco?


  <Call the Bug fighters,> Visser Three said. <Tell them to land. Hold that large creature. The Veleek can't carry it until it demorphs into something smaller.>


  "Visser . . ." one of the human-Controllers said timidly. "The Bug fighter has a crew of one Taxxon and one Hork-Bajir. May I suggest we contact some of our Earth-based human-Controllers? They will be less . . . ah, conspicuous . . . than Hork-Bajir."


  <Do it,> Visser Three ordered. <But tell those Bug fighter crews they will contain that beast. They will not let it go. Or I'll see that they become the main course at the Taxxons' next meal. I'm going to my quarters. Call me when the Veleek arrives with my prize. Blank the Andalite's cage.>


  My cage wall became opaque. I was alone again, unable to see out. I was left to imagine the fate of my human friends. I have never felt more worthless. More powerless.


  I felt a sudden, sharp pain on my arm. What had Marco said they were? Fleas? I swatted it absentmindedly.


  Wait!


  A flea? Hadn't I heard Jake say he had done it? Yes. I was sure it was a flea. He had morphed a flea!


  And he was, after all, just a human. Surely . . .


  I reached for the flea. Easier said than done. It hopped away. I found it again. Again it escaped. On the third try, I caught it.


  I squeezed the flea carefully between my fingers. I focused on the flea.


  Yes! It might just work. We had very few animals that small on my own world. Perhaps the same was true of the Yeerks. The Visser would not expect me to morph something so tiny.


  In which case, I might have one slim chance.


  I had morphed a fly. And I had morphed an ant. But as small as they were, they were not small enough. An ant is far larger than a flea. Many times larger. But a flea is nearly invisible.


  It was time to get very small. Time to morph.


  I began to shrink at a startling rate.


  Each morphing is unique. Things don't happen logically. Some parts of your body change in shape when they are still far too large in size.


  Other times the parts of your body shrink down, becoming very tiny and only changing shape at the last minute.


  This explains why, even as I was still a couple of feet tall, I suddenly felt two long tusks come shooting out of my mouth. Two long teeth. And I knew immediately what they were used for: These were what the flea used to pierce my skin and drink my blood.


  Why a flea should have a taste for Andalite blood is a mystery. But now I knew how the little monster did his dirty work. And I really did not want to dwell on that image.


  My legs and arms began to segment. Joints appeared where they should not have been. Primitive joints that scraped as I moved.


  My tail withered away and my body swelled. I was bloating up. At the same time, my blue and tan fur gave way to an exoskeleton - a shell. I could hear my bones dissolving. I could feel sickening lurches as my internal organs all disappeared. My complex Andalite hearts became something that was barely a valve. Long, spiked hairs shot from my jointed legs. A sort of shell helmet fringed with backward-raked spikes replaced my face.


  And all the while, the floor of my cage grew vastly wider. And closer and closer. I felt I was on an endless landscape of smooth black glass.


  My stalk eyes went blind as they became short, stubby antennae. My sight in my main eyes dimmed and shattered into a thousand points of gray light.


  I was almost blind. What I could see was nothing but shades of gray. Dots, not shapes.


  I could not hear in the usual sense, but I could pick up subtle vibrations through my antennae and through all the hairs on my minuscule body.


  I stood on my six invisibly small legs, protected by plates of shell armor. Almost blind. Almost unable to hear. Afraid.


  The next move was up to the Yeerks.


  I waited and ticked off the minutes. The flea's brain was scarcely a brain at all. It contained almost nothing. The sum total of what the flea "knew" was this: Jump toward warmth and the smell of life.


  Since there was no warmth and no smell of life, the flea brain had nothing much to say.


  I waited. And hoped. And feared. And listened for the Visser's thought-speech.


  There are two kinds of thought-speech: open and closed. Open thought-speak can be "heard" by anyone. Closed thought-speak is like a human whispering to only one person. The Visser gave his orders in open thought-speak, so that everyone heard.


  That was how I knew when he'd returned. From a distance I heard, <You and you. And you two. Follow me to the bridge.>


  I tried to control the fear that welled up in me at his approach. I hated him. I knew I had to live on that hate and try not to let the fear overpower me. My time would come, I told myself. I would avenge Elfangor. I would save my honor.


  <Where is the Veleek? Then open the hatch, you idiot, and let it in! Yes, right here on the bridge. And brighten the Andalite's cage. I want to see these old friends meet.>


  I saw light, which was actually just an increase in the number of gray dots. There was a silence from Visser Three for about two seconds. Then an explosion of enraged thought-speech.


  <FOOLS! Where is it? Where is it? I'll kill every one of you if it has escaped!>


  Suddenly, a rush of air! I felt it waft across my bristles and antennae. Then, the scent of exhaled breath. A sensation of some warm object. The smells of a living creature!


  <NO! Don't open the cage!> Visser Three yelled.


  Too late, I thought. JUMP!


  Above my back legs was a biological spring. It fired. The energy went to my legs and I went flying.


  I've seen humans jump. They cannot jump their own height. Even we Andalites can barely jump our own height. But the flea . . . well, the flea can jump a hundred times his own height. It was as if a human being could simply leap over a sixty-story building.


  I flew through the air. And as I flew, I somersaulted over so that I was flying legs first.


  I hit something and stopped very suddenly.


  <Close the cage!> Visser Three screamed.


  I felt a swift movement in the air just above me. The thing I was attached to fell.


  And even as he fell, I could sense that he no longer smelled like life.


  Chapter 34 - Marco


  



  Despite the fact we had kind of figured out that the dust creature wasn't actually trying to eat us, I was still slightly worried as it wrapped me up out of the ditch and carried me away.


  "Slightly worried," as in crying like a baby.


  I could feel that we were rising upward. But I was more concerned with just breathing, which was hard enough. The dust beast swirled around me, choking me, binding me, imprisoning me.


  Suddenly, I sensed that we had stopped moving. A few moments later, the dust beast released me.


  I don't know what I expected to see, but it sure wasn't this. I was on something that looked like the bridge of the starship Enterprise, only triangular. Instead of Data or Sulu or Worf or Spock, there were a bunch of Taxxons and a circle of Hork-Bajir with their weapons drawn. I also saw an open, empty box that looked like it could be a cage. And just in front of the box was a dead Hork-Bajir.


  Finally - and this was the worst part - instead of either Captain Kirk or Captain Picard, there was Visser Three.


  Visser Three, with Hork-Bajir blood on his tail. Visser Three, not looking happy. Not that he has probably ever looked happy, exactly.


  Visser Three. The dust monster hovering above us, filling the top of the room like a storm cloud. Taxxons at computer screens. A circle of Hork-Bajir armed with Dracon beams.


  And me, a gorilla, in the middle of all this.


  It would have been funny. If it had been happening to someone else.


  <Morph out of that stupid form,> Visser Three snapped.


  I said nothing. We had faced Visser Three before. We never spoke, for fear he would be able to tell that we were human, not Andalite.


  <Someone remove that garbage,> Visser Three said, pointing at the dead Hork-Bajir. <And find that Andalite! Bring in bio-scanners. He didn't disappear, he's just morphed something very small.>


  Andalite? He had to mean Ax. Which meant Ax was still alive. And he had escaped! Which explained the poor Hork-Bajir. Visser Three is a hard guy to work for.


  I felt a surge of hope. Ax was alive!


  <Marco?> I jumped. Not far, because gorillas aren't big jumpers. I just sort of jerked in surprise. Every one of the Hork-Bajir tightened his grip on his weapon.


  <Marco? Is that you? It's Ax.>


  <Ax! It's me. Are you sure Visser Three can't "hear" us?>


  <Just keep thought-speaking directly to me,> Ax said.


  <Where are you?>


  <I morphed a flea.>


  <Good. Maybe you can get away then. You're practically invisible. I'm in gorilla morph. I'm kind of noticeable.>


  <I have a plan.>


  <Oh, good,> I said. <All our plans are working out so well. Where are you?>


  <The safest place I could think of,> Ax said. <I'm on Visser Three.>


  I stared at Visser Three. Somewhere in his Andalite fur, Ax was hiding. Visser Three glared at me.


  <I told you to morph out of that ludicrous shape,> Visser Three said to me. <Don't force me to use painful measures.>


  <Did you hear that?> I asked Ax.


  <Yes. He was thought-speaking openly. Don't morph. Don't say anything. Just tell me - do you see a computer console nearby? There will probably be a Taxxon working it.>


  <I see a bunch of consoles. And a bunch of Taxxons. And Visser Three looking like he's ready to barbecue me.>


  <Any console will do. Do you see a small square pad that the Taxxon is touching?>


  <Yeah. All of the Taxxons are pressing one hand - if that's a hand - on these little squares.>


  <Why do you defy me, Andalite?!> Visser Three demanded. <To what possible purpose? Sooner or later you have to emerge.>


  <Those are interfaces,> Ax said. <like your human keyboards. When you touch it, you can transmit commands directly to the computer. It's similar to thought-speech, however the basic scientific principle is actually->


  <Ax? I don't need a science lecture. Visser Three is looking at me like I'm his beef jerky, so if you have a plan, just do it!>


  <Okay. Everything will go a bit crazy in a few minutes. Just go for the console. Press your hand on it and think "open hatch." Just think "open hatch. ">


  <What are you going to do?>


  Ax laughed. He seldom laughs. It surprised me.


  <Heh-heh-heh. That Veleek goes after morph energy. So I'm going to give it some morph energy to go after.>


  Visser Three was still staring at me. I could practically see the wheels turning in his evil brain. <Why? Why are you afraid to demorph? Why won't you speak? The other Andalite spoke. Why don't you?>


  Then . . .


  Over all our heads, the dust monster began to rotate. Faster. Faster.


  "Visser gullhadrash is muragg Veleek!" a Hork-Bajir said in their weird mix of English and their own native tongue.


  But Visser Three had already noticed. It would have been impossible not to. The Veleek was going totally tornado! A tornado with sharp teeth and slashing blades. Anything that wasn't bolted down was flying around the bridge.


  Suddenly ropes of dust shot down from the twirling cloud. Ropes that wrapped Visser Three up like a package!


  I caught a glimpse of something on Visser Three's back. It was a bug, growing slowly larger, already an inch long.


  Ax!


  The Hork-Bajir all leapt forward, trying instinctively to rescue the Visser from the dust creature.


  Big mistake. The first Hork-Bajir tried to slash at the whirling dust cloud with his bladed arm. In a split second, he no longer had that arm.


  "Aaaarrrggg!" The Hork-Bajir screamed.


  This was my chance. I barreled toward the closest computer console. A Hork-Bajir, half fixated on the dust monster and half on me, got in the way. I hit him full force with my head down like a charging bull.


  The Hork-Bajir staggered back and splayed across a Taxxon. The Taxxon's weak legs collapsed. I didn't wait for them to get up. I punched a second Taxxon with my big gorilla fist. He scuttled back.


  I was in the clear!


  <Water!> Visser Three cried from within the swirling dust cloud. <Water!>


  He was thirsty? At a time like this he was thirsty?


  I pressed my hand on the computer console. Open hatch, I thought. Open hatch. Right now.


  To my utter amazement, it worked.


  I could barely see through the tattered edges of the dust monster's storm, but the ceiling of the bridge seemed to split down the middle. It began to open. I could see stars outside.


  This was Ax's plan? To open the bridge up to the vacuum of space? We would all be sucked out instantly and die. I considered reversing the command. I wasn't ready to die.


  But then I noticed something: We were not getting sucked out into space.


  And then I noticed something else: a cloud. Above us. We were in the atmosphere!


  <Fools!> Visser Three screamed. <They're trying to escape! Get him. Get him! Get that monkey!>


  Monkey? Monkey? I'd show them monkey!


  I turned. Six Hork-Bajir warriors advanced on me, their bladed wrists and elbows flashing.


  <Ax? Um . . . I have the hatch open. And whatever you're planning on us doing next, now would be a very good time. Right now.>


  Chapter 35 - Ax


  



  I morphed out slowly. I had no intention of going all the way. My plan depended on my remaining a flea.


  As I began to morph, I could feel the air swirling wildly around me. It was working! My morphing had drawn the Veleek. It sensed the morphing energy and it was now doing what Visser Three had programmed it to do. It was capturing the morph.


  Of course, in capturing me, it also captured the Visser.


  I heard Visser Three yell for water. Why? What was the purpose of that?


  Then, I heard Marco say, <Ax? Um . . . I have the hatch open. And whatever you're planning on us doing next, now would be a very good time. Right now.>


  I reversed morph. Back to total flea morph. The hairs on Visser Three's back, which had shrunk to the size of tall trees, now rose up again around me, taller than the tallest building.


  I felt my flea armor-plate clank back into place. I was once again not much bigger than a comma on this page.


  It was time to move. I released the massive spring power in my hind legs and fired myself away from the Visser's body. I hit a wall of wind.


  I was caught in a swirling mass of dust. The particles were roughly my own size. They shot past me at incredible speed.


  SLAM!


  A particle hit me! It stuck to me. It was impaled on my own flea "combs," the spikes that protected the joints in my armor. It was stuck to me.


  And only then, locked together with it, was I able to see it through my weak flea eyes. It was alive! It was a creature my own size, but with a hundred minuscule wings that beat the air. It had antennae, but different than any seen on Earth. These antennae were covered in tiny, upturned bowls. Like the dishes of primitive human radio telescopes. Those were the structures it used to sense energy sources.


  There were no eyes. And no mouth. But two long filaments, like strands of wire, swept back from the front of the creature. These must be how it fed: by channeling the energy down the wires.


  The Veleek was not one creature. It was billions! It was a swarm of billions of these tiny creatures. They had evolved into a swarm that could come together and become a destructive entity of gnashing teeth and slicing blades. But in reality they were separate insectlike creatures that fed on energy.


  I motored my tiny front legs and shoved the Veleek away. Its wings beat, and in a flash it was gone.


  Suddenly . . . a huge, silvery globule the size of a human house came shooting past. It hit several of the dust creatures and knocked them away. Then more. More!


  A spinning globule hit me. It wrapped itself around me. I was trapped. Trapped, falling, falling!


  A strange substance pressed all around me, enclosing me, smothering me.


  Water!


  The Yeerks had turned on a water hose! That's what Visser Three had been calling for. Water!


  The drop of water that enclosed me splatted against the floor. I could not get away. It clung to me. It was like glue to my flea body.


  Then . . . I was out! I was on dry ground. But water droplets loaded with powerless dust monsters were showering all around me like a meteor storm.


  <Marco! Stamp your feet! I need to find you!>


  <I'm a little busy,> Marco cried. <I got Hork-Bajir here looking for trouble! And someone turned on the sprinklers.>


  <Stamp your feet!>


  I felt a new vibration rumble through the floor. I knew where it was coming from. I leaped. I tumbled through the air. I landed in a forest of gigantic hairs, each as thick as the biggest tree.


  <Where are you?> Marco yelled.


  <On you!> I said. <We have to get out of here!>


  <How?>


  <Jump through the open hatch!>


  <I'm a gorilla not a . . . wait! I have an idea!>


  I felt a shuddering vibration like an earthquake that rolled through Marco's gorilla body. Then, movement. Then, wind whipping past at incredible speed.


  <Where are we now?> I asked.


  <The good news is, we're out of the ship. I used a couple Hork-Bajirs as a ladder and climbed over them! That's the good news.>


  <You seem to be implying that there might be some bad news, too,> I said.


  <Oh yeah,> Marco said. <The bad news is we're about two miles up in the air and we are plummeting to Earth.>


  Chapter 36 - Rachel


  



  The truck hit my back right leg. It must have shattered the bone, because the pain was incredible.


  The impact knocked me several feet. I fell and my head slammed the concrete.


  Maybe that's what did it. I lay there on my side, breathing with difficulty. My eyes were closed.


  FLASH! A construction site, late at night. The light in the sky was gone. Now it was in front of me, resting on the ground. A spaceship! It had landed. There was a voice in my head. It came from nowhere. No, it came from him? The alien! I could see him, lying there injured. The Yeerks. The Yeerks, he said.


  They have come to destroy you.


  FLASH! A barn full of animals in cages. Birds. Foxes. Squirrels. Raccoons. Bats. And Cassie was there.


  Yes, Cassie. My friend.


  And the others. I could see them now. They had been with me at the construction site. And ever since that night we had been joined together.


  Animorphs. That was the word. It was Marco's word.


  FLASH! I was flying. I was flying on wings that seemed to stretch forever. Soaring high on the thermals. An eagle, that's what I was - a bald eagle.


  Then . . . yes! They had swarmed me. A bunch of smaller blackbirds. They had swarmed me, and I had hit the tree and then . . .


  <Rachel! It took Marco!>


  I opened my elephant eyes. A squirrel stood nervous and jumpy, tail twitching, mouth working almost as if it were talking.


  <Cassie,> I said.


  <It took Marco,> Cassie said again. <It took Marco and I didn't do anything.>


  <Marco. I remember Marco.>


  <You do? Is your memory coming back?>


  <Yeah. Mostly. It still feels shaky.>


  Over our heads swooped two Bug fighters. Bug fighters. The words were right there in my brain! I knew what they were. Bug fighters. Crew: one Hork-Bajir, one Taxxon. I could form mental pictures of the Hork-Bajir. The Taxxon was still hazy.


  But both were Yeerks. That was the important thing. Each had a Yeerk in its head.


  <I can't stand up,> I told Cassie. <The elephant's leg is broken. I'm morphing back to human>


  <Me, too. It's gone for now. The Veleek is gone,> Cassie said. <Rachel, I should have morphed while the dust beast was here. I could have drawn it away from Marco. I was scared.>


  <Of course you were scared. So was I.> I said. I could feel myself shrinking. My legs, as big as telephone poles, were becoming normal human legs. The tusks sucked back into my mouth and split to form front teeth. The trunk grew weak, lost its muscles, and shriveled back to form my nose and mouth.


  "Why didn't the dust beast attack us?" I wondered, as soon as my mouth could form speech.


  "It's off, carrying Marco away. Maybe killing him," Cassie wailed. "I should have -"


  "Look, Cassie," I said sharply. "That's what happened, all right? It's in the past. We have the present to worry about." I pointed to the two Bug fighters that had looped around overhead and were coming back toward us at a much slower speed.


  "Cassie, I don't remember," I said. "Can we morph again so quickly?"


  "Yes. Yes, we can. It's exhausting though. But we don't have a choice. We can't let them catch us in human morph. It would blow our cover forever!"


  "Cassie, we need morphs that can move fast and I don't remember everything we have available," I said urgently.


  Cassie concentrated. "It's night. The woods. Let's go airborne. We've both acquired owl morphs. We used them to guard Jake when he was taken by the Yeerk. Great horned owls."


  I squeezed my eyes shut. An owl? I had morphed an owl? Yes. Yes, I remembered. I could feel it.


  The Bug fighters took up positions, hovering in the air just a hundred yards to either side of us. In the distance I heard sirens screaming in the night - police cars growing closer. Probably Controllers, not real policemen.


  I focused all my thoughts on making the change. I squeezed my eyes shut and concentrated. When I opened my eyes again, it was broad daylight.


  No. Not daylight. I was seeing the world through the eyes of the owl. It might as well have been noon. I could see everything! I could see every detail of the Bug fighters. I could see deep into the black woods. I could see the flashing blue lights of the police cars as if they were right in my face.


  <Ready?> Cassie asked.


  <Yeah. I think so.>


  <Follow me,> Cassie said. She flapped her wings. I flapped mine. We flew, just a foot off the ground.


  Suddenly, a large creature dropped from the hovering Bug fighter. It dropped more than fifty feet, hit the ground, rolled, and was up! My owl vision saw him as if he were bathed in a spotlight.


  <Hork-Bajir!> I yelled. <Straight ahead.>


  A second later, another Hork-Bajir dropped from above. With amazing speed, they were up and running for us. Their arm blades glinted in the moonlight.


  We were flying straight at them. Too low! Too low, and not enough time to get off the ground! If we turned, we would lose altitude. They would get us before we could get clear.


  <Straight at them,> I said.


  <My girl, Rachel,> Cassie said grimly. Then, <Go for the eyes!>


  I flapped my wings with desperate energy. I raked my talons forward. The Hork-Bajir came straight at us. We went straight for them. I knew right then that my fate was not in my own hands anymore. If their orders were to kill us, we would die. I could measure the distance, I knew my own speed, and I could see the superhuman speed of the Hork-Bajir, with their flashing, bladed arms.


  RRRROOOOAAAWWWRRR!


  Something big flew through the air. I saw a flash of orange and black. My Hork-Bajir went down hard with a huge tiger on his back, slamming him down into the dirt. The Hork-Bajir in front of Cassie turned to see, for just a split second.


  Cassie blew past him.


  The tiger leaped back off the downed Hork-Bajir.


  I sailed above them all, flapping for dear life.


  <Let's get outta here!> Jake said.


  <Definitely,> I agreed.


  <What about Marco?> Jake asked. <Have you seen Marco?>


  Chapter 37 - Marco


  



  <Aaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!>


  I don't think in the entire history of planet Earth that any gorilla has ever plummeted through the night from a height of two miles. So it was a first for "both" of us.


  I was spinning wildly, down, down, down through the cold night air. Far below me . . . way too far below me . . . I saw streetlights. And car lights. And neon store lights. And right beside me, almost all around me, clouds.


  I was a four-hundred-pound gorilla who had just decided to go skydiving without a parachute.


  <Aaaaaaaahhhhhh!>


  <Marco, why are you screaming? It hurts my head.>


  <We're gonna die, you alien lunatic!>


  <No, we won't die. Don't be foolish,> Ax said.


  <Maybe you won't. You're a flea! You'll bounce. I'll hit the ground like rock!>


  <Marco, morph into a bird.>


  <Oh. Duh,> I said, feeling a little foolish. <Is there time?>


  <I don't know. Maybe we should hurry,> Ax said in his annoyingly calm Andalite way.


  Now, the problem we had was a simple one: You can't morph from one animal into another. You have to return to your natural form first. So I had to become human. Then I could morph into a bird.


  A minute later we were no longer a gorilla and a flea falling. Now we were a human and an Andalite falling.


  And now the ground was no longer way too far below us. Now it was way too close!


  "Aaaaaaahhhhh!" I yelled.


  <Aaaaaahhhhhh!> Ax screamed in thought-speak.


  I felt relieved that at least he was screaming now, too. But mostly I was busy noticing that I could make out individual houses, ringed by faint light. I could see individual car headlights and taillights. And I could see the mall parking lot, which was almost empty except for a crew painting new stripes on the blacktop.


  "Aaaaaaahhhhhh!"


  I focused as hard as I could. I had long ago morphed an osprey. That's a type of hawk. It's mostly dark gray-brown, with a sort of mottled white underside and a dark beak. It's a cool bird. But you know what? Right at that moment, I didn't care what kind of bird I became, as long as it had wings.


  "Grow, wings, GROW!" I yelled, and the wind screaming past my face blew the words right out of my mouth.


  Feathers began to form on my skin. I felt myself shrink. I felt my bones grow light, hollow. I could hear a grinding sound as the bones of my skull scrunched down to hold a much smaller brain.


  Too slow. Way too slow.


  I could see people now. The guys working in the mall parking lot. I could see people! And I was still falling.


  No way I could morph in time!


  No time! The ground!


  It was going to hit me! It was jumping up to hit me! I could see one of the work crew look up at me.


  I could see his eyes!


  I spread my arms wide.


  No! Not arms. WINGS! WIIINNNGGS!


  SWOOOOOOSH! The wind snapped my wings back, straining every muscle, and I blew at ninety miles an hour, just inches off the freshly painted blacktop.


  <Yah-HAH!> I yelled. I glanced left. Ax was right beside me, in his own harrier morph.


  <That was exciting,> Ax said.


  <Yes, it was. Let's never, ever do that again.>


  <Ever,> Ax agreed.


  Chapter 38 - Jake


  



  We spent a bad night, Cassie and Rachel and I. Cassie and I went to our homes. Rachel spent the night at Cassie's house, because otherwise she'd have had to explain to her mom why she wasn't at gymnastics camp.


  Rachel was still shaky, but her memory was almost all the way back to normal. I figured the best thing for her would be to spend some time with Cassie.


  As for me, I dragged myself home at almost midnight. There was no question: I was grounded. I didn't even argue. No TV. No Sega. Inside the house by five o'clock. Wash all dishes. Take out all trash. For two weeks. And oh, by the way, clean out the garage.


  I didn't say anything but "Yes, sir," and, "Yes, ma'am," and, "I'm really sorry I worried you."


  Then I went up to my room and tried not to imagine what Visser Three was doing to Ax and Marco.


  I've never felt so tired and so bad. I fell asleep in my clothes, facedown on my unmade bed.


  We were beaten. That's what I fell asleep thinking. We were done. The dust monster would be back. We had survived - most of us - but we would never be able to morph safely. We Animorphs were finished. The battle was done. Nothing now stood between the Yeerks and complete control of Earth.


  And you know what? That thought just made me feel relieved. I was too tired to fight . . . too tired.


  The next thing I knew . . .


  "Booga booga booga boooga!"


  "Whaaaa?!"


  I sat up, spun around, twisting myself up in my sheets, then promptly fell out of my bed.


  Marco laughed so hard he started crying.


  "How did you get here?" I demanded. Then, "You're alive?"


  "No, I am the ghost of Marco. Fear me!"


  "What time is it?"


  "Like ten in the morning," Marco said. He went to the window and opened the blinds.


  I recoiled from the bright sunlight. "Cassie said the Veleek carried you away."


  "Yes, it did. And now we're going steady. Look, get with it. Wake up, fearless leader. We're all alive, and waiting for you to come and lead the counterattack."


  "Counterattack?" I glanced at the door.


  "Don't worry," Marco said. "Tom's out. I checked."


  "I can't go anywhere," I said. "I'm so busted for coming in late."


  "Um . . . yeah. I talked to your dad on my way up. He mentioned that little fact. He said if you clean the garage you can go out for a while. It seemed very important to him. Like maybe if you cleaned the garage he would be the happiest guy in the world."


  "Sure. Why not? My mom has been after him for a month to clean the garage. So now he gets to dump it off on me. Why wouldn't he be happy? You going to help me?"


  "Me? Help clean the garage? As if."


  I smiled. "I'm glad you're not dead, Marco."


  "Me, too."


  "Get everyone together. Give me three hours to deal with the garage. We'll meet at the edge of the woods. No one morphs. Got that? No one morphs."


  Chapter 39 - Cassie


  



  <I can't believe you guys were doing all this while I was sleeping!> Tobias raged. <Playing tag with some dust monster from Saturn? Rachel having amnesia till Marco plowed into her with a truck? Escaping from Visser Three's Blade ship? And I'm sleeping the entire time? No way! I missed all the fun.>


  "You're the only one who can't morph," Jake said matter-of-factly. "So the Veleek isn't interested. Lucky you."


  "It's the morphing that this Veleek goes after," Marco said, grinning his taunting grin. "It - or they, I should say - eat energy. It's not interested in your deep-fried hawk legs."


  <Come stand over here, Marco,> Tobias said. <Stand under my branch.>


  Everyone laughed. Except me. I hadn't slept much. It wasn't the dream this time. It was the memory. The dream had become real. And what sleep I had was broken by images of myself, scared and shivering while the Veleek hovered above us and finally dove on Marco.


  I didn't like that memory. I don't mind being scared. We're all scared. But I didn't like knowing that I had kept myself safe at Marco's expense. There was only one word for a person who would do that: coward.


  I didn't like that word. It twisted inside me.


  "Okay, here's what we know," Jake said. "One: The Veleek is sort of an insect swarm. The individual particles spread out till they sense a type of energy they can eat, then they call the swarm together. The swarm forms into this beast that chews through anything. Two: Visser Three has altered this creature to serve his own purpose."


  <Yes,> Ax said. <It is fairly simple, really. The Yeerks reprogrammed the beast to hunt for morph energy, but to eat a different kind of energy: the power of their spacecraft engines.>


  Rachel nodded. "Like a trained hunting dog. A hunting dog chases the fox or whatever, but only because its master will give it food of a different kind. The Veleek chased morph energy, brought the morph to its master, then was rewarded with energy from the ships."


  "Exactly," Jake said. "The Veleek is Visser Three's dog. And unfortunately, it is awesome. Maybe unbeatable."


  "No," I said quietly. "Not unbeatable. It couldn't lift Rachel when she was in elephant mode. She was too heavy. It has limits. Also, on board the Blade ship the Yeerks used water to control the Veleek."


  Everyone was looking at me now.


  Jake said, "So, what do we do with this information?"


  "I . . . I have a plan," I said. I took a deep breath. "But I have one condition: I have to be the one who does it."


  I told them my plan.


  "Cassie, this is beyond dangerous," Jake said when I was done. "Why should you do it?"


  "Because." I looked at Marco and met his gaze. "I let the Veleek take Marco. I could have morphed. I could have drawn it to me. I let it take Marco."


  Marco smiled wryly. "Cassie, it's no big deal. Here I am, fine and healthy. And as cute as ever."


  "That's not the point," I said. "I was a coward."


  Rachel rolled her eyes. "Good grief! Cassie, you have been in every fight we've been in. You are the farthest thing in the world from being a coward!"


  "Easy for you to say, Xena: Warrior Princess."


  "What?"


  "Don't you remember? That's what Marco calls you."


  Rachel made a face. "I guess there are still one or two holes in my memory." She looked suspiciously at Marco. "Do I like it when you call me that? Or do I kick your butt?"


  "Nice try, Rachel. But you can't distract me. I'm doing this," I said flatly. "It's my plan. I'm doing it."


  "Cassie," Jake said, pleading with his eyes.


  I took his hand in mine and gave it a squeeze. "You know it's a good plan, Jake. And you know I'm the person to do it. It's a new morph, with no chance to try it out first. And I'm the best morpher."


  No one said anything. I could see worry in Jake's eyes. Rachel put her hand on my shoulder.


  "All right," Jake said heavily. "Let's go to the beach."


  Chapter 40 - Tobias


  



  I caught a beautiful thermal rising up from the cliffs along the ocean. Just perfect! I spread my wings and felt the warm updraft grab me. It was like being fired out of a slingshot. I rose and rose and circled high above the ocean. I needed all the altitude I could get.


  I could not believe that Cassie felt like the weak link in our group. I mean, I was the one who had slept through half of what happened! It was embarrassing. It was frustrating.


  The only good thing was that at least I had a role to play in Cassie's plan.


  Normally a red-tailed hawk is not a water bird. We don't fly that well over water, because over water you don't get thermals. But I was way, way up, and with a little luck I could stay aloft long enough to find what I was looking for.


  I headed out to sea. And as soon as I was well out over the gray-blue water, I felt the air grow slack. I worked the headwind to compensate, though, and I was able to hang on to most of my altitude.


  All the while, I scanned the ocean beneath me. I have amazing vision, but it isn't adapted for seeing through water, like a bald eagle's or an osprey's is. Still, if what I was searching for was down there, I'd see it well enough.


  I was getting tired by the time I spotted the spout. It was actually back, closer to shore than I was flying. That was lucky.


  I turned south a bit, and veered at an angle that brought me nearer to shore, though still more than two miles out from the beach.


  And then, it was just below me. I could see it plowing majestically through the waves. It rose and blew out its lungs, then dove again. It reappeared a hundred yards farther south. Always south.


  I wheeled to my left and headed back toward shore. I was tired, and glad to see land. But I wouldn't get much of a chance to rest. The real test was still ahead.


  With my hawk's eyes I swept the beach below.


  It was not crowded, but still, it took a few minutes to find them.


  I spilled air and dropped down to meet my friends.


  <I have one for you, Cassie,> I said. <I found a whale.>


  Chapter 41 - Cassie


  



  "I'm just saying there are people who should be lying out on the beach, and there are people who shouldn't be," Marco said. "Do you see fat hairy old guys in Speedos on Baywatch? No. No. On Baywatch they have a law against it. David Hasselhoff kicks anybody off the beach who isn't good-looking. We need the Hasselhoff law here. That's all I'm saying."


  "So you wouldn't mind never going to the beach, Marco?" Rachel said wanly, not really interested in playing put-down games with Marco.


  We walked along the beach, pretending everything was normal. Pretending we weren't worried. Pretending everything was fine.


  Rachel was still quiet. I think the experience of losing her memory had shaken her up. Rachel is someone who is always in control. She's very brave at dealing with threats. But this was something new to her: a threat that had come from inside.


  Marco was trying too hard to tell jokes and make everyone relax. He felt somehow he was responsible for my feeling bad. He wanted to tell me that he didn't blame me. But he'd already told me, and I'd said thanks and still I felt bad. Marco didn't know how to deal with that. So he tried to make everyone laugh.


  Jake was just one big tension machine. He hides it well, but I know him. I know when he's upset. It's something you see in the way he presses his lips together a little too hard. And a certain hooded look in his eyes.


  And then . . . Tobias was back.


  <I have one for you, Cassie,> he said. <I found a whale.>


  I waved at him. Tobias told us where the whale was.


  Jake stopped walking. "You don't have to do this, Cassie. The force of the impact . . . if you hit too fast . . . besides, maybe the Veleek isn't even around anymore . . ."


  I couldn't look him in the eye. He was offering me an easy way out. I didn't want to be tempted.


  "I'm going in," I said as calmly as I could.


  "I could do this, Cassie," Rachel said.


  "Do three morphs, six changes, including one that's totally new, all that quickly?" I asked her. "You all say I'm the fastest morpher. The one who gets control over a new morph easiest. I'm the person for this job."


  To my surprise, Jake nodded. "Cassie's right. It's her job." He took my hand. "But we'll be there for you."


  The four of us walked into the surf. Ax had to sit this one out. He would have had to morph back to his original form, and that probably wouldn't have gone over too well at the beach.


  We had chosen a spot far from the lifeguards. We didn't want someone deciding we needed to be rescued.


  I splashed into the cold surf. Water bubbled around my ankles, then my legs, my waist. I plunged forward and swam away from shore. The others were right beside me. Tobias had flown to the top of the cliff to rest up for a few seconds.


  I swam out to sea, and as I swam, I focused on the first morph. Some morphs are terrifying. Some are disgusting. Some overwhelm you with their animal instincts of fear and hunger. Other morphs make you feel invincible with their power.


  And some morphs . . . not many, but a few, are simply wonderful.


  As I swam, I felt my face bulge out and out and out. I felt my legs begin to fuse together. I felt my skin become thick and rubbery. I could even feel when my lungs shut down for a moment, and a second later were sucking air from a hole behind my head.


  From far off, I heard Tobias's thought-speak, faint but understandable.


  <It's coming! The Veleek! It's coming!>


  I was a creature with feet but no legs, hands that were flat and gray, and no arms. I had human eyes that still stung from the salt water, but a blowhole in the back of my neck. I was half-human, half-bottlenose dolphin.


  I rolled onto my side to look upward. And there it was - Visser Three's hunting dog. The Veleek. The dust monster. A tornado of energy-hungry particles that swirled like a small tornado.


  I dove beneath the waves. And when I surfaced, it was still there. But it had not come closer.


  <It doesn't like the water,> Marco said.


  <I guess not,> I agreed.


  <You were right, Cassie,> Rachel said.


  <Let's hope so.>


  I felt the last of the changes as I became a true dolphin. The joy! I had forgotten how happy the dolphin was. It seemed strange, given what we were up against.


  But still, with all our worry, the dolphin joy was hard to contain.


  <Let's go find this whale!> Rachel said.


  We took off at full dolphin speed. I fired a series of clicks from the organ in my head. The clicks resounded through the water, and came back to me in echoes. The echoes painted a picture of what was in the water around me.


  <I have him on echolocation,> I told the others.


  <Yeah,> Jake agreed. <A little left. Not far now.>


  Soon I could hear the whale crashing through the water. We raced up alongside him, faster than he was, but insignificant beside his huge bulk.


  It was like running next to a truck or a train. His flank was a gray wall, scarred and dotted with crusts of barnacles.


  Little ones, the whale said in a voice that was not a voice, in words that were not really words at all. Strange cloud above.


  He kept moving, not really caring whether we were there or not. The Veleek kept pace above us, not able to attack, but not drawn off, either.


  <Okay, guys. It's time,> I said. <Get ready.>


  I began to demorph. Easier said than done. I was moving at whale speed, much faster than I could swim as a human.


  Great one, do not dive, I asked the whale. Whether he heard me or understood me, let alone agreed, I could not say. It's hard to describe the way a whale communicates. The dolphins can hear their thought-speech, but it isn't words, really. More like strange, beautiful pictures that simply appear in your mind.


  Jake and Rachel each sidled up next to me. They pressed their snouts against me, and pushed me through the water. I demorphed, and slowly my dolphin tail split to become legs. My flippers sliced into fingers.


  I was fully human again and gasping for breath, with my face just out of the water. Just two feet off the water, the Veleek hovered - hungry, waiting for a chance.


  I pressed my human hands against the side of the whale. I focused my mind on the process of "acquiring." It felt . . . wrong, somehow. As if I should have asked the whale's permission. But the slow, vague communication of whales does not allow for explanations. I needed his DNA.


  He slowed and almost stopped. It was the acquiring trance. All animals become calm while they are being acquired. But it was hard to think of the whale as being just an animal. I had dealt with whales before. They are not intelligent in the same way humans are, but they have minds, and, I believe, souls.


  When I was done acquiring the great one's DNA, I took my hands from him.


  "I'm done!" I said, getting a mouthful of salt water.


  My friends slowed down and the whale pulled away.


  Now I was one of the most awkward things in the world: a human being in the ocean. I didn't fear drowning, because my friends were all around me in dolphin morph. But with the Veleek hanging above us, like a low ceiling of gnashing teeth, it was creepy.


  "Is Tobias ready?" I asked.


  <He's up above the Veleek,> Jake said. <How are you holding up?>


  "So far - glublub - pah! Pah!" I spit salt water out of my mouth. "So far so good. I'm ready."


  Chapter 42 - Tobias


  



  It was not my favorite kind of flying. Hawks are not like geese. We can't just power-fly, hour after hour. Personally, I don't know how geese do it.


  A hawk likes a bit of a headwind to get lift for the takeoff. I had that, at least. But most of the time we hunt from trees, swooping down on unwary mice or rabbits. We don't go for serious altitude unless we can get some free lift from a thermal.


  Otherwise it's hard work, flapping and flapping for altitude.


  But I couldn't complain. Cassie had a worse job.


  She rode my back in cockroach morph. She'd had to finish the morph while literally underwater to keep away from the Veleek. She had morphed from human to dolphin to human to cockroach already. And more was coming.


  <Hanging in there?> I asked her.


  <Yeah. I'm fine. Is the Veleek following us?>


  <No, the others are keeping it distracted down below. They're doing partial morphs, keeping it down near the surface of the water.>


  <Good. How are you doing?>


  <No problem,> I said. It was a lie. I was straining for every foot of altitude I could get, and I was wearing out. I had to get as high up as possible. Cassie would need every foot I could give her.


  We were making progress. At about a hundred feet, I caught a nice gust of wind that I rode up to a thousand feet or so. But then it was dead air for a while. Totally dead air, and I was struggling.


  <Tobias?>


  <Yeah, Cassie.>


  <Think this will work?>


  <If I get you enough altitude, it will work.>


  <Are you ever afraid?> she asked me.


  <Who, me? I'm afraid of everything. I know I'm a predator and all, but do you know how many predators I have after me? Every golden eagle, every falcon. You know how fast they are? It's like getting hit by a bullet. They make me look like the Goodyear blimp. Then there are the raccoons and foxes and snakes and even the occasional nervy house cat. And that's just the natural environment. Add to that the Yeerks, and the fact that I wake up sometimes and don't remember exactly what I am, boy or bird . . . yeah, Cassie, I'm afraid a lot of the time.>


  <How do you handle it?>


  <Who says I handle it? There's only one way to deal with fear: Be afraid. Be afraid, and then go ahead and do what you have to do, anyway.>


  <Yeah. I guess that's true. Listen, Tobias, if I don't make it . . .>


  <Oh, shut up. You're going to make it.>


  <If I don't . . . if I don't, you know, then tell Jake that someday he has to tell my parents, okay? Someday, if it's ever safe. Tell them what happened to me. Promise?>


  <Sure, Cassie. I promise.>


  <Just don't tell my dad what happened to his truck,> she added, forcing a brave laugh. <He thinks it was stolen. We'd better leave it at that.>


  <Cassie? This is it, kid. I can't go any higher.>


  <Okay, Tobias. Thanks for the ride.>


  I felt her scuttle down along my wing. And a second later I saw her falling, spinning. A girl who had become a cockroach, now falling from a mile up, trying to draw a monster to attack her.


  A girl who thought she was a coward. It's amazing how people can just not know themselves at all.


  With my hawk eyes I saw her grow and grow, as human DNA reasserted itself.


  And I saw the Veleek turn its many mouths toward the sky.


  Chapter 43 - Cassie


  



  I fell. Almost blind, with roach's eyes, I fell.


  I focused my mind on one thing: morphing. No time to wonder where the ocean surface was. No time to worry about the Veleek. Morph. Morph. Morph.


  Hands. Legs. Arms. Eyes.


  Eyes!


  I could see! Below me, as far as I could see in every direction, water. Tiny white-peaked waves. Ripples that caught the sunlight. It was beautiful. Blue sky above. Blue water below. Water that would be as hard as concrete if I hit it too fast.


  I could see Tobias circling above. And in the water below, the tiny pale-gray cylinders of Jake and Rachel and Marco.


  And then, coming up to meet me like a tornado: the Veleek. It had sensed the morphing energy from my transformation back to human.


  Was I fully human? Yes. I must be, because the exhaustion that hit me in a wave made my eyes flutter and my limbs go weak.


  Too many morphs. Too quickly. And now . . .


  Morph! Morph! Morph! I ordered myself. Focus! Concentrate! Believe!


  But the changes were slow. So slow.


  I focused my mind. But I was so tired. And it was so easy to just fall and fall and fall.


  Morph, Cassie! Do it!


  I felt changes. I felt myself growing . . .


  And then, it was on me! The Veleek fired ropes of dust at me. They wrapped around me like the tentacles of an octopus. Wrapping around my hands that had become flippers. Around my legs that were melting together.


  Ignore it! Morph! It's the only hope.


  I felt the Veleek taking my weight. My momentum was slowing, but we were still dropping, me and the Veleek together.


  Through the dust storm I caught a glimpse of the ocean below me. The cigar shapes of my friends were too large. Too close!


  Morph, Cassie. One more time. Morph.


  But I didn't have the strength. I was beaten. And then . . . at that moment, I felt the edge of the whale's brain brushing against mine. Its instincts, its DNA memories.


  Help me, I pleaded.


  In a dream of falling and falling, I reached out to a dark, vast being that I could not define. I reached out for the whale's strength.


  Morph! Finish the morph!


  Finish it, and then you can rest.


  Chapter 44 - Rachel


  



  At first I couldn't see her. But then, the cockroach grew and became larger. I could see her as a dot, way, way up in the sky.


  <Here she comes,> I said.


  The Veleek shuddered, sensing this new prey.


  <Should we try to keep the Veleek interested any longer?> I asked.


  <No,> Jake said. <It's up to Cassie now.>


  Someday Jake will be a general or a president. He has that ability to make hard decisions, even about people he cares for.


  She fell and grew, and became human again.


  <She's too close! Not enough time!> I yelled.


  <The Veleek. It will slow her down!> Marco said.


  None of us had ever done so many morphs in such a short time. It was mind-boggling. It was impossible.


  And yet, as the Veleek wrapped itself around her, she was already sprouting the flukes of a humpback whale.


  Now all we could see was the Veleek. The dust storm wrapped around Cassie. It slowed. It slowed. And then . . .


  <Am I crazy, or is it falling faster?> Marco asked.


  <Yes, and YES!> I cried.


  <She did it!>


  Like a rock, the Veleek fell. Faster. Faster. It could not support the growing weight. It had not been able to lift an elephant, and what it was holding now was so much bigger.


  It was wrapped around a full-grown humpback whale.


  And it was falling toward the ocean.


  At the last second, the Veleek tried to break free. But it had wrapped itself too tightly around the prey that was no longer prey.


  I dove beneath the surface, just in time to witness . . .


  Spuh-LOOOOOOSSSSHHH!


  The tornado hit the water. All the billions of particles slammed into the ocean waves. In a split second, it was gone. Washed away.


  And exploding away from the doomed Veleek, emerging from the wasted tornado, was a huge, sleek creature that depth-charged fifty feet straight down.


  <Cassie! Cassie! Cassie! Are you all right?>


  There was no answer. The whale fell through the water.


  <Cassie! Answer me!>


  And then there came a kick from that massive whale tail.


  <Hah HAH!> Cassie yelled. <Take that, you big bag of wind!>


  Cassie power-kicked her way to the surface and shot clear out of the water.


  <Hey, Visser Three!> Cassie crowed. <I washed your dog for you!>


  She fell back with a mighty splash. And we raced to join her.


  <Good job, Cassie!> Jake said. <Scratch one Veleek.>


  <I can't believe it,> Marco said. <We actually won one. We won. We flat out kicked butt.>


  <Cassie, you must be exhausted,> Tobias said, swooping low and slow above us.


  <Not anymore,> Cassie said. <I feel great. I thought we were beat. And guess what? We aren't. Not yet. Not by a long shot.>


  Then, to my total amazement, she began to sing the deep, strange, haunting song of the humpback. The sound waves thrilled me, I don't quite know why.


  <What are you singing?> Jake asked her. <What are the words?>


  <It isn't words, exactly,> Cassie said. <But if it were, it would be just one word: hope.>
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  Before Earth . . .


  



  <Prepare for return to normal space,> Captain Nerefir said in thought-speak.


  I was on the bridge of our Dome ship. It was an amazing moment. I had never been on the bridge before. I'd always been stuck in my quarters, or up in the dome. It was an honor to be on the battle bridge with the full warriors, the princes, and the captain himself.


  It was because I was Elfangor's little brother. An aristh like me, a warrior-cadet, wouldn't have been on the bridge otherwise.


  Especially not an aristh who had once run into Captain Nerefir so hard he'd fallen over and ended up bruising one of his eye stalks. It was an accident, but still, it's just not a good idea for lowly cadets to go plowing into great heroes.


  But everyone loved Elfangor, so they had to tolerate me. That's the story of my life. If I live two hundred years, I'll probably still be known as Elfangor's little brother.


  We came out of Z-space or Zero-space, a realm of white emptiness, back into normal space. Through the monitors I saw nothing but blackness dotted with stars. And there, just ahead of us, no more than a half-million miles away, was a small, mostly blue planet.


  <Is that Earth?> I asked Elfangor. <I didn't realize there was so much water. Can you get Old Hoof and Tail to let me go down to the planet with you?>


  <Aximili, shut up!> Elfangor said quickly. He looked slightly sick and cast a dubious glance at Captain Nerefir.


  I guess I had been thought-speaking a little loudly. Elfangor was worried that War-Prince Nerefir might have overheard. But I was sure I hadn't been that loud. I mean, I really didn't think that -


  <Old Hoof and Tail, eh?> Captain Nerefir said. <Is that what they call me?>


  Elfangor shot me a poisonous look. <I'm sure this aristh didn't mean any disrespect.>


  I think my brother would have liked to throw me out of the nearest airlock right at that moment.


  Slowly Nerefir turned his two main eyes toward me. He was a frightening old Andalite. A great warrior. A great hero. Elfangor's idol. <Ah, it's the ruffian. The wild brat who knocked me over.> He nodded. <Old Hoof and Tail, is it? Well. I kind of like the name.> He slowly winked one eye at Elfangor. <I suppose we'll have to let the ruffian live.>


  Suddenly . . .


  <Yeerks! We have a Yeerk mother ship in orbit over the planet!> the warrior at the sensor station cried.


  <They're launching fighters! I count twelve Yeerk Bug fighters,> another warrior cried. <They're on an intercept course. They'll be in firing range in twelve Earth minutes.>


  Captain Nerefir turned his face and his main eyes toward my brother, while his stalk eyes kept watch on the monitors. The humor was gone from his face. <Prince Elfangor? It is time. Launch all fighters.>


  But Elfangor hadn't waited for orders. He was already halfway out the door. My tail banged into the doorway as I plowed after him.


  <Get to the dome, Aximili,> Elfangor said.


  <But I want to fight!> I said. <I can fly a fighter as well as ->


  <Do not argue with me, Aximili. Arisths do not go into battle. You are not a full warrior yet. Go to the dome. You will be safer there.>


  <I don't want to be safe,> I said. But a warrior, even a warrior-cadet, has to obey orders. Elfangor was my brother. He was also my prince.


  I could hear the thought-speak announcements coming from the bridge:


  <Yeerk Bug fighters closing fast.>


  <We are entering the outer-gravitational field of the planet.>


  Elfangor and I came to a pair of drop shafts. Warriors were zooming down, heading for the fighter bays. I would have to go up to reach the dome. The upward drop shaft was empty.


  It made me angry. Everyone was fighting but me. When it was all over, Elfangor would be even more of a big hero, and I would still be the little brother. The child.


  Elfangor hesitated for just a moment before rushing on. He arched his tail forward. I reached forward with my own tail, arching it up over my back. We touched tail blades.


  <You'll have your chance to fight, Aximili,> my brother said. <Very soon your fighter will fly side by side with mine. But not in this battle.>


  <Yes, my prince,> I said, sounding very stiff and formal. But as he turned to enter the dropshaft, I couldn't let him go thinking I was mad at him. I said, <Hey, Elfangor? Go burn some slugs.>


  <That's the plan, little brother,> he said with a laugh. <That is the plan.>


  It was the last I saw of him.


  He disappeared down the drop shaft. I went upward to the great dome. The dome was the heart of our ship. It was a vast, round, open plain of grass and trees and running water from our home planet, all covered by a transparent dome.


  I was alone there. The only non-warrior on the great ship. The only one without a battle to fight.


  I could see the blue planet above me, hanging in a black sky. It had a moon, just a dead ball of dust. But the planet looked alive. I could see white clouds swirling. Its yellow sun's light sparkled off the vast oceans.


  This planet was known to be inhabited by a reasonably intelligent species. We had learned a little about them in school.


  My main eyes were drawn to the brilliant flares of engine exhaust as our fighters lanced toward the onrushing Yeerks.


  I was far from the battle bridge now, beyond the range of their thought-speak. I heard nothing in my head. And my ears heard only the sound of a gentle, artificial breeze ruffling the leaves of the trees. I stood on blue-green grass and watched tiny pinpoints of light as the battle was joined in orbit above the blue planet.


  And then . . . I felt it. A tremor that rolled through my mind. A wave of coldness . . . a premonition. Like a waking nightmare.


  I turned my stalk eyes away from battle, toward the dead moon of the blue planet. And there I saw it. A black shape against the gray-white light of the moon. A shape like some twisted battle-ax.


  <Blade ship . . .> I whispered. <A Visser's Blade ship!>


  Our fighters were all away. Our Dome ship had massive weapons, but the Blade ship was fast and maneuverable. Too fast!


  The warriors on the battle bridge had no choice. They had to separate the dome in order to be able to fight. I felt a grinding, crunching sensation as the dome was released to drift free of the main line of the ship.


  Then . . . silence as the dome floated free.


  Slowly, the rest of my ship rotated into sight. Without the dome it looked like a long stick, with the huge bulge of engines on the far end, and the smaller bulge of the battle bridge in the middle. They were trying to turn to meet the Blade ship.


  Too slow.


  The Blade ship fired!


  <NO!>


  Dracon beams, bright as a sun, lanced through space.


  The ship fired again. Again. Again.


  An explosion of light! A silent explosion like a small sun going nova.


  The ship . . . my ship . . . blew up into its separate atoms. One huge flash of light, and a hundred Andalite warriors died.


  WHUMMPPPFF!


  The shock wave hit the dome. It was translated into sound. The grass beneath my hooves slammed up at me. A terrible rattling, shaking, heaving.


  <Ahhhh!>


  My knees buckled and I fell to the grass. Everything was spinning! Wildly, out of control! I could feel the artificial gravity weaken. The stabilizers had failed.


  The dome was falling. Falling out of orbit.


  The dome slid down the gravity well. Down toward the blue planet. Red-hot glowing atmosphere turned the sky above me to fire. Emergency engines kicked in with a loud WHOOSH!, but they could only slow the descent, not stop it.


  The dome hurtled at shocking speed down and down and down through the atmosphere. Down toward the sparkling sea.


  Crrr-UUUUUSSSSHHH!


  The dome hit water! Boiling, steaming water rushed over the dome. I was sinking! Sinking beneath the ocean of the blue planet. I was powerless. Terrified.


  Alone.


  After an eternity, the dome crunched heavily onto the ocean floor. Looking up, I could barely see the surface of the water a hundred feet or more over the top of the dome.


  I climbed shakily to my four hooves. I was standing on a vast, open plain that was a piece of my own planet. A blue-green park, hidden deep beneath an alien sea.


  And there I waited for weeks. I sent out thought-speak cries to my brother. I knew he would save me . . . if he still lived.


  But in the end, it was not Elfangor who found me. It was five creatures from the planet. Five "humans," as they call themselves.


  They were the ones who told me of Elfangor's last minutes of life. He had broken Andalite law and custom by giving these humans the power to morph. I was shocked, but tried to hide it.


  And they had witnessed Elfangor's death. His cold-blooded murder, by the Yeerk overlord: Visser Three.


  Visser Three, who slaughtered my helpless, wounded brother.


  Visser Three, the only Yeerk ever to infest and control an Andalite body.


  Visser Three, known to all Andalites as the Abomination. The only Andalite-Controller.


  He had killed Elfangor, and I had inherited a terrible burden. By Andalite custom, I would be required to avenge my brother's death.


  Someday I would have to kill Visser Three.


  Chapter 1


  



  Earth . . .


  



  The first thing an Andalite may notice about humans, is that they walk around on only two legs. It is very strange to see so many creatures balancing that way. But, despite this, they seldom fall over.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  My full name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.


  My human friends call me Ax. I am a young Andalite. I have four legs. I also have two arms. And I have a tail.


  I am told that I look like a cross between a deer, a scorpion, and a human. I've seen deer in the woods, and I don't agree. For one thing, they have mouths and I don't. And they have only two eyes, while I have four.


  As for scorpions, I've only seen pictures. There is some resemblance, when it comes to the tail. An Andalite tail is also curved upward and tipped by a very sharp blade.


  As an Andalite, I have the power to morph. It's not something we're born with - it's a technology. But we invented it, and we are the only race in the galaxy that has it.


  Except for my human friends, that is.


  They can morph, too. But it's thanks to Andalite science. And thanks to the fact that my brother broke our own laws to give them this power.


  The one great problem with morphing is the time limit: two Earth hours.


  That time limit was the problem as my human friends and I set about on a particular mission. It was a mission that required careful planning and careful timing. It was a mission full of risks.


  We were going to a movie.


  "So, here's the deal, Ax," Marco explained. "You can watch the first hour of the movie. But that's it. We can get you to the mall theater, and you watch for an hour. Then we have to get you back to the woods to demorph."


  A movie. Movies are an important part of human culture. I had decided, if I was stuck on Earth among these aliens, that I should at least learn about them. Maybe I would never be the big hero Elfangor was, but I could surely become the biggest expert on humans.


  Of course, I would have to attend the movie in a morph. I couldn't go around in public in my own Andalite form. Humans would have been terrified. And the Controllers - those humans who are infested by the Yeerk parasites - would have tried to kill me.


  Which would have ruined the entire movie experience.


  I would have to morph. To take on a different body. But this particular morph was one I had done several times before. I didn't expect there to be any problems.


  We were standing together under the camouflage of the forest where I now live. Prince Jake, Marco, Cassie, Rachel, and Tobias were all there. Although Tobias was some distance away.


  "Okay, let's do this," Jake said, making sounds with his mouth to form words. He glanced at his watch. "Rachel? You have the backup plan ready? Where does Ax go if he needs an emergency demorph?"


  "The dressing rooms at Nordstrom's. They're big and private. Best dressing rooms in the mall. Cassie and I will be posted outside the theater, ready to rush him there if an emergency situation develops."


  "And Rachel promises not to stop and shop in Junior Miss on the way," Cassie said, grinning.


  Jake glanced up to the sky. Up above the treetops, a red-tailed hawk floated on a warm breeze. "Tobias!" Jake yelled.


  <All clear,> Tobias called down in thought-speak. <I don't see anyone.>


  Tobias is a nothlit: a person trapped in a morph. It is what happens if you stay beyond the two-hour limit. Tobias is a human, but his body is that of a hawk. He has adjusted well to this bizarre new life. He lives in the forest with me.


  For a long time I expected Tobias to ask me the question that must have haunted him day and night: whether it would ever be possible for him to escape his hawk body. But he never did. I guess he was afraid of the answer. So, I didn't volunteer one.


  "Okay," Jake said. "Let's do it."


  I began to morph. The first thing I felt was a slipping, melting, almost sickening feeling as my internal organs began to shift around. There was a scary little jolt as my second and third hearts stopped beating. I heard a grinding sound from inside my body as my spine began to shorten.


  Soon I was in danger of falling on my face as my front legs shriveled. My arms grew thicker and stronger, but two fingers on each hand melted together to leave me with five-fingered hands.


  My shoulders grew wider to support my large arms. And my hind legs grew sturdier as more of my weight was shifted onto them.


  The stalks on my head began to retract, and as they did, my stalk eyes grew dimmer and dimmer, like someone turning off the light. Suddenly, they were gone and I only had two eyes.


  I dislike that. Having just two eyes is so limiting. You can only look in one direction at a time. You can't even look behind you.


  My spine continued to shorten. In fact, it sucked completely out of my tail, which left my tail as limp as a rope. Then the weak remnants of my tail simply withered away.


  "Grab him, he's going to fall over," Prince Jake said.


  He and Marco each took hold of me to keep me upright, as my front legs disappeared altogether.


  "Hey, hey, clothing!" Rachel said, making a face. "Clothing. Don't forget the morphing suit, Ax."


  As my body continued to change, my skintight morphing suit also appeared. It is a very difficult trick to be able to morph clothing. And all you can manage is something extremely tight.


  "Are you done?" Prince Jake asked me.


  I considered. I was standing precariously on two legs. I possessed two strong arms and ten strong fingers. I was mostly without fur. My eyes were weak and totally unable to see anything except what was in front of me. My hearing was good. My mind was functioning normally.


  And I had a mouth.


  "Yes," I said, using my mouth. "Yessss. Ssssss. Yes-suh. I am in human morph."


  I had morphed into a human. The DNA came from samples I had long since acquired from Jake, Cassie, Rachel, and Marco. I would have liked to have Tobias's DNA, but that was not possible since he is a nothlit.


  My human friends have some differences, but each has only two legs, two arms, and two eyes. They each have one mouth.


  Prince Jake is large and pale in color with brown hair. Cassie is shorter and darker in color, with darker brown hair. Marco is also shorter and medium color, with long brown hair. Rachel is taller and pale and has yellow hair.


  None of them has any sort of tail.


  "This always makes my skin crawl," Marco said, staring at me in a sideways fashion. "It's like the four of us were run through a blender. I swear he has my eyes."


  "What's gross is I'll look at him and think, 'Wow, is that guy cute,'" Rachel said. "Then I'll see something that looks like Cassie. Or worse, like me!"


  "What? Rachel in love with her own looks?" Marco said, using an inflection of his mouth-sounds that humans call sarcasm. Then he looked troubled. "I'm still not sure this is a good idea. The Controllers could - "


  "Uh-uh," Prince Jake interrupted. "We're not talking about Controllers, Yeerks, or Visser Three. We are taking a break. We've fought one battle after another. We destroyed the Kandrona. We beat that Veleek monster of theirs. And now we are taking some well deserved vacation time. Ax wants to learn more about humans, so that's what we're doing."


  I was never exactly a great student, but I could just imagine how my fellow Andalites would act when they finally rescued me. They'd ask, <So, Aximili, what did you learn about Earth?> And I'd have to say, <Um, well, not much.>


  The trick would be to learn about the humans without letting them learn too much about Andalites. There were things I could never tell the humans. Things that might make them turn against me.


  "We should hit the Yeerks again while they're weak," Rachel growled. "We know the Yeerks won't get a new ground-based Kandrona for another week. They must still be starving for lack of Kandrona rays. We should hit them!"


  Yeerks are a race of parasitic slugs. They live inside the brains of other species. They completely dominate the host body, making it a "Controller." There are Hork-Bajir- Controllers, Taxxon-Controllers, and more and more human-Controllers. Any human you know might be a Controller. There is no way to tell - unless you are an Andalite.


  I sympathized with Rachel. But I also understood Prince Jake's caution. No warrior can fight all the time.


  "Look, you guys," Prince Jake said. "We hurt the Yeerks. It was a good job. But we also know that they have a replacement Kandrona being set up, so don't assume they're weak. Besides, if they are weak, they sure haven't shown it. I expected to see Yeerks dying left and right, and former Controllers walking free again. Hasn't happened. Somehow they've maintained."


  "We can't know what is going on with the Yeerks," Cassie pointed out. "Just because we haven't seen them suffer doesn't mean they haven't."


  "Okay, look, here we are again, talking about Yeerks," Jake said impatiently. "We have just come from a very, very unpleasant battle. And we came very close to ending up dead. And it's not the first time. So we are going to relax and be normal. We are going to the movie. And we are going to have fun. And no one . . . Rachel . . . is going to look for a fight."


  "Don't you love it when he gets all forceful like that?" Marco said to Cassie. "He's just so Schwarzenegger sometimes."


  "Okay, Ax," Jake said. "Time to get dressed."


  "Prince Jake, I am already wearing this garment," I said, pointing to the thing that covered my body. "Wearing. Ing. Ing-uh."


  It is an amazing sensation, making sounds with your mouth. Actual words are formed by vibrating your throat and positioning your tongue. But some sounds are better than others. "Ing" is a wonderful sound to make.


  "Don't call me 'Prince,'" Prince Jake said.


  "Ax, you're dressed like an escapee from the Ice Capades," Marco said.


  "You can't go out in public wearing tights and a spandex top," Rachel said. "It's a major fashion 'don't.' Here."


  She handed me a bag. In the bag were items of clothing. It took several minutes for me to dress successfully. There is a lot to remember, and every bit of clothing can only go on one way. Socks go on the feet and not on the hands, for example.


  When I was done, they all stared at me. Even Tobias flew down to stare.


  "Rachel, he looks like he's going to the country club to play polo," Marco said. "I knew we shouldn't let you pick the clothes. He's like a bully magnet. Even I want to beat him up."


  "It's a classic look," Rachel said angrily. "Like you're Mister Fashion? A person who dresses like Beavis?"


  "I think he looks cute," Cassie said.


  <Well, that's the kiss of death,> Tobias remarked from his perch in the tree above.


  "It is?" I asked.


  <Just an expression, Ax-man,> Tobias said. <You'll have fun.>


  Ax-man. That's what Tobias calls me some times.


  "Come on, Ax," Prince Jake said, smiling. "Let's do this. If anyone tries to beat you up, we'll protect you."


  Chapter 2


  



  "I did not understand the plot of that story," I said.


  We were in the movie theater. I was "sitting." This involves bending your body and resting on the fat deposits halfway down the back of your body.


  "That was a preview, Ax," Prince Jake said. "It's just to give you an idea what the whole movie will be like when it comes out."


  "Yes. I see. Why is the screen flat and two-dimensional? Flat. Flat-tuh."


  "Because that's how movies are."


  "Ah."


  "You want some popcorn?" Marco asked. He held one of the open boxes they had obtained. He moved it close to me.


  "Is it food?" I asked.


  "Well, sort of," Prince Jake said. "But, Ax? You know how you get around food, okay? So remember - don't get carried away."


  I watched Marco eat some of the popcorn. I did as he did. I stuck my large human fingers into the box. I removed a handful of the food and stuck it in my mouth.


  I chewed.


  The texture was rough and strange. And the flavor! It reminded me of a food called pizza. But there was just a hint of cigarette butts, which I also enjoy. Although Prince Jake had told me never to eat cigarette butts again. They are bad for you.


  I took another handful of the popcorn. I chewed it. Another handful.


  "This is excellent!" I cried.


  "It tastes like it's about a week old," Marco said.


  "What are these flavors? What are they called?"


  "I don't know. Salt? Grease?"


  "Salt!" I said, savoring the very sound of the word. "Salt! And grease! Greee-suh!"


  "Hey, hold it down," someone behind me said. "The movie is starting."


  "Salt. Salt-tuh. Grease. Greeeesss."


  "Ax, don't talk so loud, okay?" Prince Jake suggested.


  "Here, just take the box," Marco said.


  He handed me the box of popcorn. I quickly ate the rest of it.


  "Not the box," Marco wailed. "You don't eat the box!"


  "It tasted of salt and grease," I pointed out.


  "Oh, man. Is it time to leave yet?" Marco asked Prince Jake. "Tell me it's time to leave."


  The movie began. It involved humans and nonhumans in uniforms. It seemed they were in some sort of spacecraft.


  "What type of ship is that?" I asked. "It looks somewhat like a Hawjabran freighter."


  "That's the Enterprise," Prince Jake said. "It's not real. It's just made-up."


  "Yes, I know," I said. "I do know what a real interstellar spacecraft looks like."


  Marco and Prince Jake looked at each other. Both smiled.


  I quickly became bored by the plot of the movie. For one thing, there was one character who was clearly an Ongachic female. But in the movie this creature was called a "Klingon." It made no sense.


  However, by accident I made a tremendous discovery: There was more popcorn! It was in boxes on the floor. I hadn't seen it in the darkness. There was a half-full box right by my feet.


  I quickly ate this new popcorn. Then I found something else beside it on the floor. It was a smaller box. Inside it were three small, brown globules.


  I ate the brown globules.


  At that moment, it was as if the entire planet had stopped spinning. The taste! It was beyond description!


  Those brown globules were like nothing I had ever experienced. I felt my life had changed. I felt myself lifted up out of the world of everyday senses to some new level.


  More! I wanted more!


  I dropped to my knees and began to search. I crawled along the floor, looking for more. It was easier crawling than walking. At least when I crawled I had four legs. Also, the humans had coated the floor with sticky substances, which made it easier not to slip.


  I found no more boxes of globules. However, there was a small, twisted plastic envelope. And within that twisted plastic envelope I discovered a chunk that smelled very similar to the globules.


  I stuck it in my mouth.


  Yes! It was the same flavor. The same miraculous, heavenly flavor! And yet . . . there were differences, too. It was crunchier. And there were other flavors.


  The floor of the movie theater was filled with precious items! I crawled on. I had to squeeze past several seated humans who made loud noises as I passed.


  "Hey, jerk! What are you doing?"


  "Get away from me, you freak!"


  But I could not be distracted. I wanted more of the amazing brown food! More!


  Yes! Success! Another small box, and this one was half filled with brightly colored pellets. And yet, inside each pellet, more of the magic brown food!


  More. More! I wanted more!


  There! A younger human was holding an entire box of the brown globules! But I could not just take them. I must have permission first.


  I looked up from the floor at the human. "Please give me your brown globules?!" I asked. "Globules! Ules!"


  "MOMMY!"


  "What do you think you're doing?" another human cried.


  "MOMMY! He's trying to take my candy!"


  I heard a more familiar voice. It was Marco. "Where is he? Jake! Where's Ax?"


  "I merely wish to enjoy the brown globules!" I explained to the screaming child.


  Suddenly, I felt Prince Jake and Marco grabbing my arms. They lifted me up off the floor and dragged me away.


  "Globules!" I cried. I snatched for the box the small human was holding. "Globules!"


  Chapter 3


  



  There are many dangers for an Andalite in human morph. For one thing, there is the constant danger that you will fall off your two legs. The slightest push and you can topple over. But worse by far is the danger of taste. Taste is the sense that can drive an Andalite mad! Especially if it involves cinnamon buns or chocolate.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  By the time Marco and Prince Jake had half-dragged, half-carried me out of the theater, I was calm again. We emerged into a brilliant sunlit area where vehicles are parked.


  "Okay, I think we have learned a lesson here," Prince Jake said. "No chocolate for Ax."


  "Chocolate? Chock? Chock-lit?" I said, trying out the word. "The brown globules are called chocolate? What about the brightly colored pellets?"


  "Actually, the globules are called Raisinets. The pellets are M&M's. Are you under control now, Ax?" Prince Jake asked.


  I couldn't tell if he was angry or amused. "Yes," I said shakily. "I . . . the flavor! It was just so wonderful."


  Cassie and Rachel emerged from the mall behind me. They watched curiously, but kept their distance. As always, we were careful not to appear to be a group. The Controllers are everywhere.


  Suddenly, I heard a thought-speak message. <Hey, you guys. Was the movie that bad?>


  It was Tobias, on patrol far overhead. Of course, no one could answer him. Humans can use thought-speech only when they're in a morph. And since I was in a human body, I too was restricted to spoken language.


  <There's kind of a thing going on,> Tobias said. <Just around the corner from you. Some guy staggering around and screaming at the top of his lungs. Cops are coming fast. I'm pretty sure I heard the word 'Yeerk.' He's heading your way.>


  Just then, I began to hear it, too. It was a human shouting in a loud, hoarse voice.


  "Over there," Marco said tersely.


  A man appeared. He seemed to be having difficulty standing up. He leaned against the outer wall of the store and staggered forward. Humans stared at him and moved away.


  "Listen to me! Listen to me!" he cried, looking around wildly. "They're here! They're here! They're everywhere! The Yeerks are here!"


  My human body felt as if it had been jolted with electricity. Human bodies become very tense when surprised. I could see that Prince Jake and Marco were having the same reaction.


  I heard sirens wailing and drawing closer.


  "What do we do?" Marco asked.


  Prince Jake turned quickly back to Rachel and Cassie. He made a gesture with his hand. "Split up!" he said.


  "They're heeeeere!" the man cried. "Aaaaahhhh!" He suddenly clapped both his hands over his left ear. "Got you! Got you! Die! Die!"


  "He's a Controller," I said. "The Yeerk in his head is dying."


  Jake met my gaze. "I know," he said. "Been there."


  I nodded. Jake had been made into a Controller, though only for a brief time. We had been able to imprison him and starve the Yeerk. Yeerks live in the brains of other species, but every three Earth days they must bathe in the Yeerk pool and soak up Kandrona rays. Without Kandrona rays, they starve and die.


  Kandrona rays are beamed from a device called a Kandrona. (Actually, it's a Kandrona Wave/Particle Generator.) The rays are beamed and then concentrated in the Yeerk pool, where the Yeerks feed.


  We had found and destroyed the Earth-based Kandrona.


  "Why is this happening now?" Rachel asked. "It's been weeks since we destroyed the Kandrona. Nothing ever seemed to happen. So why now?"


  I shrugged my shoulders, the way humans do to indicate ignorance. "I don't know, Rachel. Maybe the Yeerks have reached their limit. It would have been a strain on their resources to shuttle Controllers back and forth to the mother ship. Ship-puh. Maybe something was broken."


  "I didn't think things just broke for you space people," Marco said.


  "Things break," I said truthfully. "Break. Ake. Ake-kuh."


  "Well, whatever. Scratch one Yeerk," Marco said harshly.


  The man was screaming now and yanking at his ear. I could just see the slimy tip of the dying Yeerk as it slithered out of the man's head.


  "Can't we help him?"


  It was Cassie. She and Rachel had defied Prince Jake's order to split up. They were with us now as we watched, horrified and transfixed.


  "We have to stay clear of this," Prince Jake said. "But maybe it's finally starting. It may just be this one guy, but there may be more. Finally! I expected this to start happening weeks ago. Yeerks dying! Controllers suddenly free and human again." He grinned. It was a savage look. "They'll die, and their hosts will be free! At first, people will think they're nuts. But when they have ten, twenty, fifty people all yelling about the Yeerks? They won't be able to cover that up. Not for long!"


  His voice had risen, becoming higher, and the words came out faster. He was obviously excited.


  Suddenly, an ambulance raced up, followed by two police cars, all with flashing lights and screaming sirens.


  "Hah!" Marco said. "I'm sure some of the cops are Controllers, but they can't all be. Jake's right. The truth will get out! This is going to work! The truth is going to come out!"


  "The replacement Kandrona is supposed to be here soon," Rachel pointed out. "We should have seen a lot more of this. The Yeerks must have found a way to keep this from happening till now."


  Rachel is a true warrior. She does not underestimate her enemies. She was not ready to start talking about victory.


  But the others were all very happy. They believed that many Yeerks would die, and the hosts would be free to tell the world the truth.


  They believed they had won the war.


  It made me sad for them. Because I knew the truth. I knew how the Yeerks operated.


  I almost told Prince Jake right then. He has a special reason to be hopeful. His brother, Tom, is a Controller. There is nothing Prince Jake would want as much as his brother's freedom.


  But I knew this screaming Controller with the dying Yeerk in his head was just an oversight. Something had gone wrong with the Yeerk's secret efforts, but I knew that there would be no witnesses.


  I knew what would happen to this poor, shouting human.


  Jake was my prince now, my leader. But if I told him . . . it would lead to questions. And I could not answer questions. Not without revealing the terrible truth behind the law of Seerow's Kindness.


  Humans rushed from the ambulance and the police cars. Most, as Marco had said, were probably true, normal humans. They grabbed the screaming man, who was still pulling the Yeerk from his ear.


  "Oh, Lord! What is that? He's pulling his brains out!" one policeman cried in horror.


  "The Yeerks! They're here!" the human screamed. "Die! Die! Get out of me and die! Freedom!"


  The police surrounded the man and hustled him to the ambulance. It was hard to see, unless you were expecting it: the moment when one of the policemen drew a small, steel cylinder from his pocket and pressed it against the back of the man's neck.


  "I can't believe it!" Cassie exulted. "Maybe it's really going to happen. Maybe people will realize the truth!"


  "They have a real, live Yeerk now," Prince Jake said. "They can't cover this up forever."


  Again I thought of telling them the truth. That the human was already gone. That the Yeerk slug would crumble into dust. That no evidence would be left behind.


  But even though these humans were my friends, even though we fought side by side, there were secrets I could not tell them.


  I could not tell them how a race of parasitic slugs had come to be a danger to the entire galaxy.


  I could not tell them why we Andalites had to fight the Yeerks. Why we had no choice but to fight them. Why we hated them so deeply.


  We have secrets, we Andalites. And the greatest secret of all is our own guilt.


  "This is great," Prince Jake said, smiling.


  "Yes," I said. "Great."


  Chapter 4


  



  As the sun rose above the horizon the next morning, I stood by the small stream where I drink each day. Rough grasses, mixed with fallen leaves and pine needles, ran right down to the water. The sun was just barely visible through a gap in the forest trees.


  <From the water that gave birth to us,> I said, and dipped my right forehoof into the water. It was the beginning of the morning ritual.


  <From the grass that feeds us,> I said, and moved back to crush a small tuft of grass beneath the same hoof.


  <For the freedom that unites us.> I spread my arms wide.


  <We rise to the stars.> I looked with all four of my eyes at the rising sun.


  I sighed. This was really pretty pointless. I had never been a big believer in all the rituals. I mean, if you're going to be a warrior, you have to do it. And any aristh who gets caught rushing through the ritual is verbally reprimanded.


  But still, I was about a billion Earth miles from my home world. It was hard to see why I should still be acting like a good little warrior-cadet. I was all alone among aliens. Who cared if I performed the rituals?


  I bowed low. <Freedom is my only cause. Duty to the people, my only guide. Obedience to my prince, my only glory.>


  I hesitated. Tobias had landed in the tree above.


  <The destruction of my enemies, my most solemn vow.>


  I straightened up again, then assumed the fighting stance. <I, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, Andalite warrior-cadet, offer my life.>


  With that, I drew my tail blade forward and pressed it against my own throat.


  Then I relaxed my tail. This was the part of the ritual that called for contemplation. You were supposed to think about the parts of the ritual and ask yourself if you were living up to all of it.


  The destruction of my enemies, my most solemn vow. That was the part that stayed in my thoughts.


  I had not destroyed my enemy. My enemy was terrible and powerful. And if I tried to destroy him, I would be the one killed.


  But that did not matter. What mattered was the enemy. The creature who had murdered my brother. Not in battle, but as he lay almost helpless.


  It was the humans who'd told me the rest of Elfangor's story. As the dome went crashing into Earth's sea, my brother's fighter was damaged by the Yeerks.


  He landed in an abandoned construction site. There were five human youths passing by: Jake, Cassie, Marco, Rachel, and Tobias.


  Elfangor was dying, and he knew that Earth was now defenseless. He told the five youths about the Yeerk threat. And then he did what he should not have done. He gave them a weapon to fight the Yeerks.


  He gave them the Andalite power to morph.


  Never in all of history has any non-Andalite been given the power to morph. It's against our major law: the law of Seerow's Kindness.


  Only one other creature can morph: the Yeerk who invaded and took over an Andalite body. He is the only Andalite-Controller. There are hundreds of thousands of Hork-Bajir and Taxxons and humans enslaved that way, but only one Andalite.


  Only one Yeerk has an Andalite body, and the power to morph.


  The Abomination: Visser Three.


  The humans told me of Elfangor's last battle. How Visser Three had morphed into a huge, monstrous creature. How Elfangor had fought to the very end, lashing out helplessly. How Visser Three had opened his jaws and . . .


  The humans don't know it, but if Elfangor had lived, he would have been in huge trouble. He would have been demoted, at very least. He would no longer have been a prince. Elfangor as the great hero would have been finished.


  <The destruction of my enemies, my most solemn vow.>


  I had faced Visser Three more than once. He was still living. I had no excuse, except that I was still just an aristh. If I were a full warrior, it would have been total dishonor for me.


  Elfangor would have had the courage. If it had been me killed by Visser Three, Elfangor would have gone right after him.


  But I guess I'm not Elfangor.


  <Hey, Ax-man, what's up?>


  <I am fine, Tobias,> I said. Actually, I was not fine. Tobias being there reminded me that I had something planned for this morning, and I was nervous. Maybe that's why the morning ritual had not left me feeling calm, like it was supposed to. I was planning to do something very frightening. I was planning to go to school.


  <Not to be too curious or anything, but what was that you were doing? I've seen you do it before.>


  <The morning ritual. It reminds a warrior to be humble. And to serve the people.>


  <Sounds good,> Tobias said. <Yikes! Um, Ax? Don't step back. In fact, don't move at all.>


  <What is wrong?> I asked.


  <Don't you hear that?>


  I listened. <That rattling, hissing sound? I've heard that before.>


  <It's a rattlesnake. Right by your leg. They're poisonous, you know.>


  <Ah. No, I didn't know.> I turned to face the snake. I saw it coiled in the leaves. What I did not see was when it struck! It was too fast! Too fast to see, let alone avoid.


  Luckily, the fangs hit my hoof! I whipped my tail forward and pressed the snake against the ground, holding it immobile. It squirmed and made the rattling sound with its tail.


  <Better get rid of it,> Tobias advised.


  But I had a different idea. I focused on the snake. I began to "acquire" it, absorbing the snake's DNA into my system.


  <You want to be able to morph a rattlesnake?> Tobias asked, sounding dubious.


  <It's very fast,> I said. <And I have fewer Earth morphs than the others. It may be useful someday.> The snake had gone limp, the way animals always do when you acquire them. When I was done and the snake's DNA was within me, I used my tail to flip it away into some bushes.


  <So,> Tobias asked, <are you still going ahead with your get-to-know-the-humans plan?>


  <Yes. I may be on this planet for a long time. I should be using this time to learn about humans. Even though . . . I think I may have behaved badly at the movie.>


  Tobias laughed. He laughed for quite a while. <Yeah. I heard about that. You just need to stay away from chocolate.>


  <I am not prepared for taste. The experience is very powerful. Perhaps I should not morph into a human anymore.>


  <Don't sweat it,> Tobias said. <But speaking of taste . . . you realize there's this big mystery about you.>


  <A big mystery?>


  <Yeah. No one wants to ask you because they think maybe it's rude. But everyone wants to know how you eat with no mouth.>


  <How I eat?> I repeated, puzzled. <Well, I have hooves, don't I?>


  <Ooookay,> Tobias said. <I'll mind my own business.>


  We started moving through the woods. I ran at a good speed. I enjoyed leaping fallen logs and dodging through dense patches of thorny bushes. I was getting to know this forest well.


  As I ran and leaped, Tobias flew overhead. At times he would rise through the canopy of trees and disappear from my sight. At other times he would flit from tree to tree, silent, swift.


  <In school, during Xenobiology, we had a section on humans,> I told Tobias. <It mostly involved human television programs. News shows. Entertainment. Music.>


  <Music? You mean like MTV? You were watching music videos on the Andalite home world?>


  <I don't remember what they were. I . . . I didn't pay very much attention to Xenobiology. I wish I had now. A warrior is supposed to be a scientist and an artist, as well as a fighter. But I didn't always enjoy that other stuff, so I didn't pay much attention. I suppose humans always pay attention in school.>


  <Absolutely,> Tobias said. <That's why I am such an expert on the War of 1812.>


  <A war? Tell me about it.>


  <I was kidding. I don't know anything about the War of 1812. We're just about there. Are you ready to start?>


  We had reached a narrow spur of woods. Normally, I would not have dared go this far because it was surrounded on three sides by human habitations. But Tobias was overhead, keeping his incredibly keen eyes open for any danger.


  <Yes, I'm ready.>


  <Jake and Cassie are coming across the field. Time for you to morph. Time to get human.>


  <Tobias, will you . . . I mean, you'll be alone today. While I'm with the others.>


  <What, like I can't get along without you, Ax-man? I have places to go. Things to do. Feathers to preen. Rodents to eat. Besides, Ax, Jake has already asked me to fly cover over the school while you're in there.>


  I don't know why, but it made me feel better to think that Tobias would be in the sky above me all day.


  Sometimes I think Tobias and I could be true shorm. A shorm is a deep friend, someone you never lie to, someone who knows all your secrets. The word shorm means "tail blade." See, it's supposed to mean a person you would trust so much they could put their tail blade right up against your throat and you wouldn't even worry.


  Sometimes I think Tobias and I could be like that. We are both cut off from our own people. We're both alone.


  But if we were friends, I would have no secrets from Tobias. And even though he was a hawk in form, he was still a human. And I am an Andalite. And no matter how much I sometimes wished for a real friend, there had to be a wall between my people and the humans. Between me and the humans.


  Getting too close to any alien species is a mistake. We are taught that. We may protect them, defend them, care for them. But they can never be deep friends.


  Chapter 5


  



  I have morphed some Andalite animals. And I have morphed many strange Earth animals. But the animal I morphed the most is the human animal. They are weak, slow, half-blind, and unstable, but no Andalite should laugh at them. Humans rule their planet. And as the human Rachel once said, Earth is a tough neighborhood.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  I peered through the trees. I could see a wide, grassy field. On the far side of the field were several long, squat buildings. There were large yellow vehicles parked in front. Hundreds of young humans milled around outside the building.


  Prince Jake and Cassie had drawn close.


  "Hey, Ax," Prince Jake said. "How's it going?"


  <Very well, Prince Jake,> I answered.


  "Um, you're not going to call me Prince Jake today, are you?"


  <When I am in human morph, I will behave as a normal human,> I assured him.


  "Well, better go ahead and morph," Cassie suggested.


  <I think we're clear, but I'll go up and take a look,> Tobias said. He flapped his wings and rose slowly into the sky.


  I concentrated on my human morph and began to make the change.


  <Still clear,> I heard Tobias call down from above. <There are some kids about two hundred feet away, but they can't see you.>


  I morphed as quickly as I could, while being careful not to fall over as my third and fourth legs disappeared. At last, I stood on just two legs. It's both frightening and exciting. I mean, there you are, tottering back and forth with nothing to hold you up. Your feet can't grip, and they are too short to be much help in balancing.


  All you can do if you start to fall is stand on one leg while you throw the second leg out to catch yourself. It's very unreliable. I don't know why humans evolved this way. They are the only species on this planet to walk around on just two legs, without wings or a tail to hold them up.


  And I've certainly never heard of any other intelligent species trying to walk this way.


  "Hey, grab him," Prince Jake yelled as I began to lean back.


  "Got him," Cassie said. She helped support me as I finished the morph.


  Last of all the mouth appeared, a horizontal split in my face.


  "Are you done?" Prince Jake asked me.


  "Yes. I am fully human." the sound delighted me. It's an amazing talent, this ability to make complex sounds. "Human. Mun. Hyew-mun. Hu man. Huh-yew-mun."


  "Um, Ax? Don't do that, okay?" Prince Jake said.


  "What? What-tuh?"


  "That. Where you play with every sound like it's a new toy."


  "Yes, my prince. Not a toy. Toy! Toytoytoy-toy . . . Sorry."


  "This should be interesting," Cassie said, looking at Prince Jake.


  Tobias came swooping low and rested on a tree branch. <It's kind of sweet,> he said. <Ax's first day of school.>


  "His only day of school," Prince Jake said quickly. "This is just so he can learn how to be a more believable human. One time."


  Prince Jake held up a single finger, indicating the number one.


  "Yes, that is one," I agreed. "Now, let's go to school. I am looking forward to it. To it. Tewit."


  "Remember, you're my cousin Phillip, from out of state," Jake said while handing me a bag filled with garments.


  "Phillip," I repeated confidently. "Phillip. Lip. Phill-up. Pah."


  I like the sound the letter "p" makes.


  I got dressed and set off toward the squat building that was the schoolhouse.


  <Have fun,> Tobias said. He sounded just a little wistful in my mind. It was a strange thing, I guess. I, an alien, could go to his school. But he could not.


  "I will," I called back over my shoulder.


  Unfortunately, bending that way made me fall over. It takes practice to walk on just two legs.


  Chapter 6


  



  A human has only two eyes. Both are on the front of the face. It Is the same with most Earth species. These human eyes are very similar to our own main eyes. But humans seem fascinated by my stalk eyes. One of the humans, Marco, has said they "creep him out big time." I believe this is a compliment.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  "Here it is," Cassie said. "School. Or, as I like to think of it - purgatory."


  The school was very active. There were large numbers of humans racing about at high speed. Others moved very slowly and seemed sad or ill. Many carried books. Most made mouth-sounds.


  As usual they were dressed in a shocking variety of clothing. Clothing is not a uniquely human idea, but of course Andalites do not indulge in it.


  However, when I am in human morph I must wear clothing. All of my human friends, even Tobias, agree on this. They agree very strongly on this one point.


  I saw Rachel and Marco approaching through the crowd of humans.


  My other human friends tell me that Rachel is beautiful and Marco is cute. As an Andalite, I don't observe either trait. However, when I am in human morph I begin to see that Rachel actually is very beautiful.


  But I never see that Marco is cute.


  At school, the Animorphs must pretend not to be very close. This is so any suspicious human-Controllers will not begin to think of them as a "group."


  "Hi, Marco, Rachel," Prince Jake said. "Meet my cousin . . . Phillip."


  "Yes. I am Prince Jake's cousin, Phillip," I said. "I am from out of state."


  Marco made a smile with his mouth. "You're from way, way out of state."


  "Don't call me 'Prince,'" Prince Jake hissed.


  "Nice to see you again, Phillip," Rachel said and winked. Since she was really Jake's cousin, she would have already met "Phillip." "See you guys later. Good luck."


  "You'll need it," Marco added.


  We went inside the school building. It seemed to be nothing but a very long corridor. It was filled with humans. Along each side of the corridor there were doors. Some of the doors were large. But there were hundreds of much smaller doors. I observed people opening the small doors, but no one ever went inside.


  "Where do the small doors lead?" I asked.


  "Nowhere. Those are lockers," Cassie said. "Everyone has a locker. See? There's my locker right there."


  We went to Cassie's locker. It was decorated with a shiny pendant. The pendant had a wheel with numbers on it. Cassie spun the wheel back and forth.


  "Is that a ritual?" I asked. "Chew-ull. Ritual."


  "No, that's a lock. It keeps people out."


  "Why?"


  "So they won't steal my stuff." She opened her locker and began putting things in and taking things out.


  "What is that?" I asked. "Thuh-at. That."


  "It's just a picture," Cassie said. She quickly closed the door of her locker.


  "It looked like a picture of Prin . . . of Jake," I pointed out. "Why would you have a picture of him when he is right here and you can see him?"


  Cassie shrugged and looked down at the ground. Humans have many facial expressions. I believe this one indicated either sickness or embarrassment.


  "Come on, Ax," Prince Jake said. He was smiling at Cassie and she was continuing to look sick or embarrassed. "We'll see you later, Cassie. Time for first - "


  Just then, a terrible, mind-shattering sound!


  BBBBBRRRRRRRIIIIINNIMNNGGGG!


  I spun around. I raised my human arms, ready to use them for defense. I wished I had my tail. It's a terrible thing to be without a tail in a fight. But I was ready to do the best I could with my human body.


  "Ax! I mean, Phillip. Relax."


  BBBBBBBRRRRRRIIIIIIINNNIMNGGGG!


  "That noise!" I cried. "What kind of beast is it?"


  "Ax, it's just the bell for first period," Jake said. "Take it easy. People are staring."


  "It's not a threat?"


  "No. It's not a threat. It's depressing, but not dangerous."


  I followed Prince Jake as he led the way down the hall. It was difficult to forget the horrible noise. When humans are threatened their bodies are flooded with a chemical that make them hyper-alert, fearful, and aggressive. The chemical is called adrenaline. My system was now flooded with adrenaline. It was very distracting.


  We entered one of the large doors. Inside were approximately thirty humans arranged in small, confining seats. At the front of the room was a large table. An older human stood there.


  "Everyone get to your seats," the older human said.


  Prince Jake said, "Mr. Pardue? This is my cousin from out of town. His name's Phillip. He's just hanging with me today, okay?"


  "Just sit. Sit. Be quiet and sit."


  I could tell from Prince Jake's facial expression that he was troubled. He took my arm and led me to the back of the room.


  "Take that desk," Prince Jake said.


  "Take it where? Wheh-err? Where?"


  "I mean sit in it."


  I understood sitting. I was getting pretty good at passing for human.


  Once, for two days I had to morph Prince Jake and pretend to be him. I was successful in fooling his parents and brother. Although I later learned that his parents believed "he" had become mentally ill. When the real Prince Jake returned, they took him to see a doctor.


  "Sitting in this desk is unpleasant," I said.


  "You got that right, dude," a human I didn't know said.


  "What is going on back there? Quiet down," the teacher demanded loudly. "What is . . . what . . . wha . . ." Suddenly, he clutched at his head with both hands. "Everyone be quiet! Quiet!"


  Now Prince Jake looked very troubled. "Mr. Pardue, are you okay?"


  All the other humans stared at the teacher, too. Everyone was very quiet.


  "Okay?" Mr. Pardue demanded in a loud, angry voice. "Am I okay? Am I - aaaaahhhhh!"


  Without warning, Mr. Pardue pitched forward. He fell on the floor. He clawed at his head with his hands.


  And he cried. "Yeerk! Get out of me!"


  He clawed at his head till blood began to flow.


  Chapter 7


  



  "Aaaaaarrrggghhh!" the teacher cried as he clawed at his head.


  One of the humans began screaming. "What's happening?! What's happening?!"


  Someone else ran from the room into the hallway and began to shout, "Help! Help! Help!"


  Prince Jake and I sat very still, side by side in the back of the room.


  "Stop damaging our body!" Mr. Pardue cried. Then, as if he were answering himself, he said in a slurred voice, "Get out my head! Get out of my head! You're finished!"


  Prince Jake's gaze met my own. We both knew what was happening.


  "That makes two," Prince Jake whispered.


  "Two that we've seen. Something is going wrong for . . . for them."


  Mr. Pardue began crying. He began cursing. All the while he writhed on the floor, and the other humans stood around horrified, helpless.


  "Did you know this teacher was a Controller?" I asked Prince Jake, making my voice very quiet.


  "No. He always seemed like a nice guy. I can't just sit here and watch this!"


  "Get OUT OF ME!" Mr. Pardue screamed suddenly.


  The Yeerk in the teacher's head was weakening. It was starving from lack of Kandrona rays. The human host, the real Mr. Pardue, was fighting for control.


  Suddenly, Prince Jake stood up and rushed to the teacher's side. I was right behind him. I tried to grab his arm to stop him, but he was too quick.


  "Prince Jake!" I snapped, but he ignored me.


  Prince Jake knelt by the teacher's bleeding head. "I know what this is," he whispered. "I know what this is, Mr. Pardue. Ride it out. The Yeerk will die. You'll be free."


  Others were coming closer. Close enough to overhear. "Stay back," I said to them. "There may be danger."


  I didn't know what else to say. It seemed to work. The others stayed back.


  Mr. Pardue rolled his eyes up to focus blearily on Prince Jake's face.


  Prince Jake grabbed the teacher's shoulder in a tight grip. "I've been there," he whispered. "I've done it, Mr. Pardue. I was a Controller for a while. I survived. Just hang in."


  I searched the faces of the other humans, trying to see if they had overheard. Jake was my prince, but this was dangerous, foolish behavior.


  Suddenly, the door of the room opened. I recognized the human who rushed into the room.


  Chapman.


  He is the assistant principal for the school. He is also a high-ranking Controller.


  "All right, kids, everyone out," Chapman snapped. "Everyone out to the playground. Out of the building. Mr. Pardue is just sick."


  "You!" Mr. Pardue cried. "No! Chapman is . . . he's . . ."


  "I said OUT!" Chapman roared.


  The humans fled the room, anxious to be away from the scene of madness.


  But Prince Jake did not move. He stayed by the human called Pardue. I saw his fists clenching. There was a dangerous light in his eyes.


  Chapman looked at me. Then back at Prince Jake. "Jake, you and your friend get out."


  For a frozen moment of time, no one moved. I held my breath. Would Prince Jake start a fight? If so, I would have to join him. But this was a foolish fight. Prince Jake could not afford to reveal himself.


  I grabbed Prince Jake's arm and yanked him up to his feet. He glared furiously at me.


  "We have to go," I said.


  Slowly he nodded. "Yeah. Hope he gets better." He looked at Chapman. "He will get better, won't he, Mr. Chapman?"


  "Who can say?" the Controller answered coldly.


  I drew Prince Jake away. He stopped at the door, and we looked back to see Chapman draw a short steel cylinder from his pocket. He pressed it against the neck of the weeping teacher.


  "No!" Mr. Pardue cried. "No!"


  Then, very quickly, Mr. Pardue fell silent.


  Prince Jake turned away and ran. He pushed his way through the others, who were still clustered just outside the classroom. He ran clear outside. He gasped at the air, as if he did not have sufficient oxygen.


  I caught up to him, but it was difficult. He has more practice running on two legs.


  "Prince . . . I mean, Jake. Are you sick?"


  He shook his head. "Pardue was a Controller. The Yeerk was starving. And why? Because we destroyed the Kandrona. Me and you and the others. We did this!"


  "It was necessary," I said. "We struck a powerful blow against the Yeerks by destroying the Kandrona."


  "Chapman killed him, didn't he?" Prince Jake said. "The little steel cylinder. Did you see that? Not just the Yeerk, but the real Pardue. He killed them both."


  There was no point in lying anymore. Prince Jake had seen the truth. And the idea of lying now, here, made me feel unwell inside.


  "If the Yeerk inside the teacher had died, the teacher would have survived and been free," I said. "He would have told other humans what happened. He would have warned them. The Yeerks can't allow witnesses."


  "They're going to kill every host whose Yeerk dies, aren't they?" Prince Jake asked bitterly. "Every human-Controller whose Yeerk dies is going to be eliminated. That's true, isn't it?"


  "Yes."


  Prince Jake's face showed an expression. I believed it was an expression of sickness.


  "We did this," Prince Jake said.


  "It's war," I said.


  "My brother," Prince Jake said. "Tom. He's a Controller. What about him?"


  I had no answer. The Yeerks would save as many as they could. But if their emergency system was breaking down, they would do what had to be done. They would eliminate any evidence.


  Prince Jake was staring at me. "You knew they would do this?"


  I glared back at him. Maybe it was the human adrenaline in my system, but I was becoming angry now. Angry at the accusing look in Prince Jake's eyes. "Yes, I knew."


  "How did you know?"


  I hesitated. Prince Jake did not like my hesitation. He suddenly wheeled around and pushed me against the wall.


  "How did you know the Yeerks would do this?"


  "Because it's happened before. You think this is the first planet the Yeerks have infiltrated? Do you think Earth is the only place where we Andalites have fought them? They don't leave witnesses."


  Prince Jake let me go. But he looked at me with unmistakable suspicion. "I don't like you keeping secrets from me, Ax. I'm your friend. We're your friends. We should know whatever you know. You didn't tell me about this."


  "Terrible things happen in war," I said. "You did what you had to do. Destroying the Kandrona was part of that war."


  "You can say it's a war," Prince Jake said. "But I hate it."


  "Love the warrior. Hate the war. War-ruh."


  "What is that, an old Andalite saying?" Prince Jake asked sarcastically.


  "Yes. My brother used to say it."


  Prince Jake looked at me for a very long time. It made me uncomfortable. "You know something, Ax? Sometimes I get the feeling we humans are just pawns in this big game between you Andalites and the Yeerks. We're just ammunition in this war, aren't we? Too dumb to know what's going on. Too primitive to be real warriors."


  "That is not the way it is," I said. My own anger was diminishing. Prince Jake's suspicion was not.


  "You fight alongside us, Ax. As far as I'm concerned, you're one of us. But then I find out you're keeping secrets. Rachel and Marco keep asking me: What do we know about Ax? What has he ever told us about his own planet, while we show him everything? I told them we could trust you. Now I wonder. I really wonder. There's no trust when you keep secrets. You should have told me this is what the Yeerks would do. You know I have a brother who . . . you know about Tom. I had a right to know what could happen."


  "Maybe you would not have destroyed the Kandrona if you had known it could endanger Tom," I pointed out.


  Prince Jake stuck his face very close to mine. "That's what you think? You know what, Ax? You're right to try and learn more about humans. Because you don't know a thing about us. Not a thing."


  Chapter 8


  



  An Andalite may think that humans are simple, open, trusting creatures. But they are more subtle than they seem to be at first. Possibly this is because of their spoken language, where no word ever means just one thing.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  My day at the human school ended with the removal of the teacher who had been a Controller. Prince Jake went home. I went back to the woods and gratefully resumed my true shape.


  But I spent a very bad afternoon and night. I realized that Prince Jake and the humans could never be true shorms. I knew there was a wall between me and them. But they were all I had. Without them, I was utterly alone. And Prince Jake's anger and suspicion had hurt me.


  It is a terribly lonely thing to be a billion Earth miles from every living member of your own people.


  The next day, Marco invited me to "hang out" with him. This was a surprise. Marco has never been very friendly, unlike Cassie and Tobias and Prince Jake. Rachel, too, has never seemed to take to me.


  I morphed into my human body and met Marco at the edge of the woods.


  "So," he said. "You want to be Pinocchio, huh?"


  "What?"


  "Pinocchio was a little boy carved out of wood. He wanted to be a real, live human."


  "I do not want to be a human. I merely wish to study them."


  Marco smiled. "What a coincidence. And I want to study Andalites."


  It took several minutes for me to understand what he was saying. "Oh. Prince Jake asked you to press me for information."


  "Jake was a little ticked off that you didn't tell us everything you know," Marco said. "Rachel was even more ticked. Come on, we have to catch the bus. You want to learn about humans, right? I thought I'd take you to a book store. Smart as you are, you can learn to read English."


  "Bookstore? Book-kuh-store?"


  "Yeah. Books. Fiction. History. A hundred thousand books all about the human race. And you get to choose any of them you want. We have no secrets, unlike certain species I could mention who don't even tell us a little thing like how they eat with no mouth."


  "I see. You open your society to me. Soci-eteee. Teee. And you want me to do the same in return."


  "I told Jake I could cleverly weasel all the information out of you, but he said, 'No, Ax is a friend. Show him we have nothing to hide. Maybe he'll finally decide to trust us.'"


  I felt a pang of guilt. They were treating me with trust. They had never done anything to hurt me. On the contrary, they had been wonderful to me. Good in every way.


  "I have reasons for keeping secrets," I said.


  Marco nodded. "Yeah, we know. Rachel says you probably aren't allowed to interfere with primitive races like humans."


  I was surprised. It was very close to the truth. At first I did not know what to say.


  Marco smiled a cold smile and nodded his head. "So that is it, right? Kind of too late for that attitude, isn't it? After all, the Yeerks are interfering with us like crazy."


  I had no answer to give. But as I looked around at the street, at all the humans in their cars, and all the humans lurching along on two legs, it occurred to me just how defenseless I would be without Prince Jake and Marco and the others.


  We had reached the bus stop. Suddenly Marco slapped his pants. "Oh, man. I left my money at home. We all pitched in for your book fund. I left it on my desk. Come on."


  "Where are we going? Ing? Ing-ahng-ing. That is a very satisfying sound."


  "Yeah, everybody loves a good 'ing.' We have to run over to my house. Don't worry, it's just around the corner."


  Marco led me down the street. There were houses on both sides. Big, boxy structures with transparent rectangles here and there.


  "That is Prince Jake's house," I said. I had spent time in Prince Jake's house.


  "No, it's just the same model as his house. This is a subdivision. There are only like five different models of houses. They all look alike. Welcome to the suburbs. But it beats the place I used to live in."


  He was correct. There were only five types of house. Although some had more grass, and some had less. Also, some houses were decorated with items that had been placed on the grass.


  "What is that decoration?" I asked.


  Marco followed the direction of my gaze. Then he rolled his eyes upward. "That's a Big Wheel."


  "It is very attractive. Very colorful."


  "Uh-huh. I'd love to tell you how it works, but it's the very height of human technology, so it's secret. Primitive races could get hold of Big Wheels, and then who knows what might happen?"


  I am still learning about human mouth-sounds. But I am very sure Marco's sound was "sarcasm."


  "There's my house. My dad is home, working. He sprained his ankle, so he's using his home computer. Don't be weird, okay?"


  "No. I will not be weird. Weeeerd. Weeeeer-duh. I will act like a normal human."


  "You act like a normal human and you'll win an Oscar," Marco said. He led the way up to his house and opened the door. "Okay, look, you wait right there by that table. Don't go anywhere. If my dad comes in and talks to you, just say 'yes' and 'no.' Got it? Yes and no answers only. I'll run up to my room. I'm gonna call one of the others to meet us at the bookstore. You're already driving me nuts."


  I stood by the table. There was a primitive computer on the table. It even had a solid, two dimensional screen. And a keyboard! An actual keyboard.


  I touched the keyboard. It was amazing. Andalite computers once had keyboards, too. Although ours were very different. And it had been centuries since we'd used them.


  On the screen of the computer was a game. The object of the game was to spot the errors in a primitive symbolic language and correct them. Of course, before I could play I had to make sense of the system. But that was simple enough.


  Once I understood the system, it was easy to spot the errors. I quickly rewrote it to make sense out of it.


  <I win,> I said to myself.


  "Hello?"


  I turned around. It was an older human. He was paler than Marco, but other features were similar.


  Marco had warned me to say nothing to his father but "yes" and "no."


  "No," I said to Marco's father.


  "I'm Marco's dad. Are you a friend of his?"


  "Yes."


  "What's your name?"


  "No," I answered.


  "Your name is 'No'?"


  "Yes."


  "That's an unusual name, isn't it?"


  "No."


  "It's not?"


  "Yes."


  "Yes, it's not an unusual name?"


  "No."


  "Now I'm totally confused."


  "Yes."


  Marco's father stared at me. Then, in a loud voice he yelled, "Hey, Marco? Marco? Would you . . . um . . . your friend is here. Your friend 'No' is here."


  "No," I said.


  "Yes, that's what I said."


  Marco came running down the stairs. "Whoa!" he cried. "Um, Dad! You met my friend?"


  "No?" Marco's father said.


  "What?" Marco asked.


  Marco's father shook his head. "I must be getting old. I don't understand you kids."


  "Yes," I offered.


  After that, we went to the bookstore.


  Chapter 9


  



  Books are an amazing human invention. They allow instant access to information simply by turning pieces of paper. They are much faster to use than computers. Surprisingly, humans invented books before computers. They do many things backward.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  It was evening of the next day. I was in the woods. I was reading a book. The book was called the World Almanac. Did you know that twelve percent of households have a dehumidifier? Did you know that a sheep can live for twenty years? Did you know that humans used to believe the sun orbited Earth?


  It's a wonderful book.


  The book told me many useful things. It took humans only sixty-six years to go from inventing the first flying machine to landing on the moon. It took Andalites almost three times as long.


  Humans are a very clever species. Someday, if they survive, they could be one of the great races of the galaxy.


  Of course, Andalites will always be greater.


  I was standing by the stream, with one hoof in the water, drinking, when my stalk eyes saw a swift shadow falling from the sky.


  Tobias opened his wings and shot just over my head. <Ax! Everyone is looking for you. Stay right here. I have to get them.>


  He had kept most of his speed, so he swiftly disappeared above the trees. But a moment later he was back, with four other large birds of prey following him.


  Tobias took a position on a branch. The others landed on the ground. I knew then it was the other Animorphs.


  They quickly began to demorph. Prince Jake grew out of a falcon's racing body. Rachel emerged from a huge bald eagle. Cassie and Marco had both acquired osprey morphs, and were now becoming human again.


  I felt a tingling of worry. They had obviously been searching for me, and were in a hurry.


  <What is the matter?> I asked.


  <What's the matter?> Marco demanded. <You're asking what's the matter? I'll tell ->


  But just at that point, Marco crossed the line from thought-speaking morph back to human. His human mouth was still a beak, however, so he just squawked.


  I watched Cassie as she made the change. Cassie is a natural estreen. a person with an ability to make morphing almost artistic. On my planet it is an art form. There are professional estreens who change shape in fantastic, beautiful ways.


  Cassie was not a professional, but she had the talent. As she morphed, she formed pleasant shapes. For a while she had an enlarged osprey's head, as large as a human head, and vast wings attached to a human body.


  When the others morph, they are much less subtle. For them, human parts simply ooze out, while feathers melt away. It is very unappealing. The humans find it frightening and disgusting as well, I believe. And they even recognize that Cassie has a talent for morphing.


  "What did you do?" Marco's human mouth had reappeared.


  <I don't understand the question.>


  "My dad's computer. You did something to it, didn't you?"


  <I . . .I merely played the game.>


  "Game? GAME?! That was no game, that was my dad's work!"


  <No. It was a game. You had to find the errors in the instructions.> Suddenly an idea occurred to me. <Oh, I understand. Your father designs games for children.>


  Cassie started to laugh, then silenced herself.


  "No, Ax, he writes software programs for high-tech uses. He was working with astronomers at the observatory. They were designing a program for aiming the radio telescope at the new observatory."


  I nodded, as I had seen humans do. <Yes, it could be used for that purpose. But it was so obviously full of errors . . . I assumed it was a child's game.>


  "If you say 'game' again, I swear I'm going to punch you," Marco said.


  Prince Jake put his hand on Marco's shoulder. "What Marco means is, it was not a game, Ax. His father is going nuts about it."


  "My dad says you may have created some whole new branch of computer software, plus, at the same time, opened up new ways to do astronomy. He showed it to the guys at the observatory. They are totally losing it! They're talking about Nobel prizes! I had to convince my dad it was just an accident. I told him you were an idiot, and you were not the next Einstein."


  <Einstein. Yes. I read about him in the World Almanac. He was the first human to realize that matter and energy ->


  "Ax!" Rachel exploded. "Are you not getting this? What if some Controller hears about this new software? Don't you think they might guess it was an Andalite who came up with it?"


  It hit me quite suddenly. She was right. If those equations were supposed to be real, not a game, but real . . . Then I had just pushed human science ahead by a century. Maybe more.


  "I think he just got it," Marco said sarcastically.


  <What is a radio telescope?> I asked Marco.


  He shrugged. "Like I would know? What am I, a science teacher?"


  "A radio telescope is a telescope that sees by picking up radio waves and other radiation from outer space," Cassie said.


  Marco gave her an incredulous look.


  "Not all of us sleep through science class, Marco," Cassie said.


  <I see. A primitive sensor. Yes, that would make sense. Of course, with the changes I made . . .>


  "What?" Marco snapped. "What about the changes you made?"


  <The changes I made would only . . .>


  Suddenly I stopped. The truth . . . the whole truth . . . was beginning to dawn on me. A radio telescope? A huge, high-powered collector of broad-spectrum energy?


  My mind raced through memories of classes from a long time ago. I could almost picture my teacher explaining . . . yes. Yes! With the right adjustments, the right software . . . Yes, I could bounce the collected energy back, focus it, modulate it with my own mind, and . . .


  And break into Z-space. Zero-space.


  I could use the system to send messages through Z-space! I could communicate with my own world!


  I felt it as a blow that made me weak. It was true. I could use that radio telescope to call my home world. To call my people. My family.


  I don't think I had ever admitted, till that moment, just how much I wanted to see another Andalite.


  "Ax, what are you hiding now?!" Rachel demanded.


  I tried to concentrate on her question. But my mind was spinning. It made me feel weak. I could contact my home planet. I could . . .


  But at the same time, there was another truth: I had to destroy this technology. I had broken the law of Seerow's Kindness. I had given the humans a huge advance in technology!


  "Ax, Rachel asked you a question," Prince Jake said tersely. "What is this? What's up with you?"


  My duty was clear. I could not tell my human friends what I had done. I had to erase the damage.


  But before I did that . . . would it be wrong to contact my family? Would it be so wrong to once again see them?


  <I am not hiding anything,> I lied. <Nothing at all.>


  Chapter 10


  



  They left, and I ate. I feed at dark whenever possible. It is not the way I would do it at home, but I must always be very careful not to be seen.


  When I run in the open spaces it must either be dark, or Tobias must watch over me.


  My friends tell me that from a distance I look like a normal Earth animal. A deer, or perhaps a small horse. But if any human saw me clearly, he would immediately know that I am not an Earth species.


  So I eat at night, running wildly through the open grassy fields where Cassie's farm meets the edge of the forest. I run beneath a single moon, so different from the moons of my own world. The moon of Earth rises and sets. On some nights it cannot be seen at all. There are always at least two moons in our sky. And when all four moons are in the night sky, it is nearly as bright as day.


  Home. Billions of miles away. Sometimes I hurt from thinking about my home. A warrior has to overcome that. But on nights when I stood alone in the forest, or ran alone in the fields, I couldn't help but think of home.


  And now it was worse. So much worse, thinking that I could talk to them, if I really wanted to.


  I could turn the humans' radio telescope into a Z-space communicator. But if I did, I would have broken our own law. I would have given the humans an advanced technology.


  I couldn't do it. I wasn't Elfangor. I couldn't just decide to break the law of Seerow's Kindness.


  And yet, in the back of my mind, there was another thought. I had already accidentally transferred the software to the humans. It was an accident, so I hadn't broken the rules. And if I went to the observatory to wipe out the software . . . I would actually be doing the right thing.


  I could go to the observatory and erase the software. But before I erased it, I could use it to call my home. Would that be wrong?


  In my memory I saw myself with my father and mother. And Elfangor was there, too. He was alive in my memory.


  I remember when I was very little and Elfangor, who was already a great warrior, came home on leave. I barely knew him. I'd seen his communications, but I'd never met him face-to-face. He had been away when I was born, off fighting the Yeerks.


  But we went running together, just the two of us. Me all clumsy. Elfangor like some creature from an Andalite myth, so fast and so powerful.


  It was kind of a shock to me. Until then, I guess I'd thought I was the most important person in the family. But it was hard to feel very important with Elfangor around.


  He didn't say much to me. He didn't give me some "big brother" lecture. He was just himself. He talked to me the same way he talked to my parents. He never treated me like a younger Andalite, and that was great. After that, there was never any question in my mind what I wanted to be when I grew up: I wanted to be a warrior. I wanted to be like Elfangor.


  And now he was gone. My parents might not even know. For sure they didn't know I was still alive.


  I slowed my run. I was far across the fields. I could see the lights from Cassie's farm. Foolish! I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I had grown careless.


  I turned to head back toward the forest.


  "You might as well hang around for a while," a voice said.


  <Cassie?>


  She loomed up from the darkness. How had I missed seeing her? I looked closer. Cassie began to change. She kept her own human face, but the ghostly gray-white mane of a horse. And her legs ended in hooves, not human feet.


  <You morphed a horse,> I said.


  As soon as she was fully human she responded. "I do that sometimes. I like running. But don't tell Jake. He'd be mad at me using morphing for personal things."


  <I don't believe he would be angry,> I said. <I am no expert on humans, but I believe Prince Jake has a special affection for you.>


  Cassie laughed quietly. "I doubt it. I'm just a friend. And a fellow Animorph."


  <Then why do you sometimes hold hands and intertwine your fingers?>


  "Oh . . . well, you weren't supposed to see that."


  <Why not?>


  "Um, it's kind of a long story," Cassie said. "Just forget it, okay? How is your study of humans going?"


  <I have read the World Almanac.>


  "So, what do you think?"


  <I think humans are interesting.>


  "Uh-huh. What do you really think?"


  I hesitated. She seemed to want a more complete answer. But you can never be sure with humans. Often they become offended by small things.


  <I think there is a second reason why the Yeerks wish to enslave your species,> I said.


  "Aside from being able to have a lot of human hosts? Why?"


  <They're afraid of you.>


  "Afraid of us? Why?" She laughed. "Have you been reading all the stuff about wars? Humans aren't just about fighting wars. It may seem that way, but - "


  <Every species fights wars,> I said. <In the past, Andalites made war on other Andalites. And the Hork-Bajir used to have a biological time clock that set them all warring every sixty-two years. As for the Taxxons . . . they are cannibals.>


  "Yeah, well, we humans haven't been exactly perfect."


  <Every species has something to be ashamed of,> I said. <Every species carries some terrible guilt.>


  She looked closely at me. I could almost see her wondering whether I meant Andalites as well. But she decided not to ask that question. Instead she asked another. "So if it isn't the wars that bother you, what is it?"


  <You discovered radioactivity in 1896. In 1945 you exploded an atomic weapon. Forty-nine years. In 1903 you flew for the first time. Sixty-six years later, you landed on your moon.>


  "You really did read the World Almanac, didn't you?" Cassie said with a smile. "You're saying we do things quickly?"


  <I'm saying that if the Yeerks don't destroy you now, they know that fifty years from now, humans will be capable of faster-than-light travel. And a hundred years from now . . . who knows?>


  "How long did it take you Andalites to do those things?"


  <I . . . I don't remember,> I lied.


  "I see," Cassie said. I believe her tone of voice is called "disappointed."


  <I . . .>I hung my head. <I am bound by my oath as an Andalite warrior. We must never give Andalite technology to any other species, and we try not to, you know, talk about ourselves to other species.> It sounded pathetic, even to me.


  "Not even if it might help us beat the Yeerks? But isn't that what your brother did, when he gave us the power to morph?"


  I could not think of an answer. It was true, of course. Elfangor had broken our laws.


  "Did I say something wrong?" Cassie asked.


  <I'm not Elfangor,> I said finally. <I'm more like you. Just a young one. Elfangor was a great prince. My people might understand and forgive what Elfangor did, because he was an important person.>


  "I see," Cassie said. "You know what? Why don't you morph to human and come inside? You could meet my mom and dad. We're just about to have dinner."


  <I have eaten already.>


  Cassie raised one eyebrow. "You've eaten, huh?" She seemed about to ask me a question, then decided against it. "Okay, but you could still come in. You don't have to eat much. Just hang out. Come on, it would do you good."


  <Do me good? Do I seem ill?>


  "No. Just lonely. You seem very lonely."


  The word pierced me. I was surprised how much it hurt.


  Yes, I was lonely. But I didn't think the humans knew.


  <How would you explain to your family who I was?>


  Cassie shrugged. "You morphed Jake once, right? So be Jake."


  Chapter 11


  



  Humans have very odd tastes. They think their music is beautiful. They are wrong. It is awful. All of it. And they completely ignore their greatest accomplishments: the cinnamon bun, the Snickers bar, the hot pepper, and the refreshing beverage called vinegar.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  Being in Prince Jake's body is no different from being in my regular human morph. Except that it is slightly larger. Since the morph was formed from his DNA, I looked exactly like him. Cassie insisted I borrow a garment called "overalls" and a pair of boots from her barn before entering her home. Humans are very particular about clothing. I still do not understand why.


  "Hi, Jake. Cassie talk you into helping her muck out the barn again?" Cassie's father asked me as I walked into her house.


  He was a male - as all human fathers are. His hair was dark brown, but it seemed to have been removed from much of his head. He wore round transparent lenses on his face which, I am told, are for correcting faulty vision. His complexion is darker. He had the usual number of legs and arms.


  "No," I said. "She asked me to eat your food. Food. Ood-duh."


  "Well, someone has to eat it. Might as well be you who suffers. I cooked tonight. Made my world-famous chili."


  Cassie's eyes suddenly widened. She looked frightened. "Oh. Chili? Um, Jake said he wasn't really hungry. He already ate."


  "Is chili a very frightening food?" I asked Cassie.


  Her father grinned. "Mine is."


  "Is that Jake I hear out there?" someone called from the next room. A female appeared who I assumed was Cassie's mother. She had dark hair, but much more of it than Cassie's father. Her hair had not been removed.


  She stuck her two arms in my direction and walked toward me. "Oh, you just get more handsome every time I see you, Jake." She wrapped her two arms around me and squeezed me briefly. Then she released me. "Are you staying for some of the Chili of Doom?"


  "Yes, I asked him to join us," Cassie said. "But he's not very hungry. In fact, he just ate. So he probably won't want any chili."


  Cassie's mother smiled at Cassie's father. "Isn't it just precious the way she tries to protect him?"


  "Too late," Cassie's father said. "He's trapped now. There is no escape."


  In order to eat we had to sit down in front of a table. I had done this before while impersonating Prince Jake at Prince Jake's home. So I knew how to do it. I knew what a fork was. Also a spoon and a knife.


  I discovered that chili is brown and red. It contains several ingredients and smells a lot. There was also something called jalapeño corn bread. And there was a bowl of pieces of different fruits.


  After so many warnings, I was very nervous about tasting the chili. But I sensed that Cassie's father would be offended if I did not try some. So I ate a spoonful.


  I think that as long as I live, I will never forget that experience.


  The chili was hot in temperature. But it was also hot in a totally new way.


  The tastebuds of my human tongue seemed to explode! They burned with an intensity of flavor like nothing I'd tasted before or since. Every nerve in my body seemed to tingle. Water dribbled from the tiny ducts beside my eyes.


  It was not as wonderful as chocolate. But it was intense! So incredibly intense!


  Oh! An Andalite would never understand. This was what being human was all about. Taste! The glory of it. The incredible wonder of it.


  "This is a wonderful food!" I cried.


  "Excuse me?" Cassie's mother said.


  "Ah HAH! At last. Someone who understands the joy of hot food!" Cassie's father cried.


  I realized I had eaten my entire bowl of that marvelous chili. I wanted more. That taste! That feeling! I wanted more!


  "There's plenty more," Cassie's father said. He filled my bowl again.


  "Um, Jake?" Cassie said. "You really don't have to eat that much."


  "I'll eat yours!" I cried.


  My eyes were bulging from my head. My skin was tingling. My stomach was making sounds. But still, I wanted more.


  "I love this kid," Cassie's father said. "I wonder if his parents would let us adopt him. Jake, you are a very discerning, intelligent young man."


  "He's insane," Cassie's mother said. "There's no other explanation."


  Suddenly, I felt a sharp pain in my leg. I suspected that Cassie had kicked me under the table. I looked at her. She smiled sweetly, and then kicked me again.


  "That's probably enough chili," she said. She was staring at me in a very direct way.


  "Yes. That is enough chili," I agreed. I pushed the bowl away. "Chili. Hi. Chee-lee."


  "I used habanero chilies," Cassie's father said. "The hottest substance known to man."


  "Not as hot as the temperature created during nuclear fusion," I pointed out.


  "So how is school, Jake?" Cassie's mother asked.


  I knew what this activity was. This was called "making conversation." The rules were that each person would ask the other person a question.


  "It is fine. And how is your work caring for animals?"


  "Same old, same old," Cassie's mother said. "Although we are about to have some new camel babies."


  Cassie's mother is a veterinarian at the zoo, a place where nonhuman animals are kept.


  "So, Jake, you think the Bulls are going all the way again this year?" Cassie's father asked.


  I could tell that Cassie was growing tense. She was afraid that I would not understand the question. But thanks to my reading of the World Almanac, I knew the "Bulls" were a sports team.


  "Yes," I answered. "They can go all the way."


  Then, it was my turn to ask a question. That is how "making conversation" works. "So, did you know that the cream separator was invented in 1878?"


  Apparently, they did not know. Cassie, her mother, and her father all stared at me in surprise.


  After that, we watched television for a while. It was a fictional depiction of a family. I watched it, and watched Cassie and her parents.


  A human family was a good thing to learn about. I had seen Prince Jake's family. And now I was seeing Cassie's family. They are different in some ways. For example, Prince Jake's family performs a brief religious ritual before they eat. Cassie's family does not. And in Prince Jake's family, the father falls asleep while watching television. In Cassie's family, it was her mother who began to fall asleep.


  "I must go," I told Cassie. "It has been almost two of your hours."


  Cassie's mother revived long enough to say that I was crazy, but I was "still so cute."


  Her father winked his left eye at me and waved as I left. Then he laughed at something from the television.


  Outside in the cool evening air, Cassie sighed heavily. "Well, we got through that without it being too much of a disaster. Come on. I'll walk you out a ways, till you can morph back without being seen. By the way, here's a book for you, since you're done with the World Almanac. It's a book of quotes. Stuff that famous people said." She held it out for me to take.


  "Thank you," I said.


  I felt strange walking into the dark. Walking away from Cassie's house. Strange. As if it were cold out, although it wasn't.


  "So what did you think of my parents?" Cassie asked.


  "I liked them," I said. "But why has your father removed the hair from his head? Hair. Hayyer. I meant to ask him, but forgot."


  "He's going bald," Cassie said. "It's probably better not to mention it. It's a normal thing for humans. But some people get sensitive about it."


  "Ah, yes. My father's hooves are getting dull. It's normal as well, but he doesn't like to talk about it."


  "What's your father like? And your mother?"


  "They are . . . just normal parents. They are very nice. They are . . ."


  "Go on."


  "My throat feels strange," I said. "Like there is an obstruction. I am having difficulty speaking. Ing. Is this normal?"


  Cassie put her arm beneath mine. "You miss them. That's normal."


  "An Andalite warrior may spend many years in space, far from his home and family. That's normal."


  "Ax. You said it yourself. You may be an Andalite warrior, but you're still a kid, too."


  I stopped walking. I was far from the light of the house. I could change back into my own shape without being seen. I realized I was looking up at the stars.


  "Where are they?" Cassie asked, following the direction of my gaze. "If you're allowed to tell me that."


  I pointed with my human fingers at the quadrant of space where my home star twinkled. "There."


  I watched that star as I melted out of my human form and returned to my true Andalite body.


  "Ax, you know that Jake and Tobias and me, and even Rachel and Marco, we all care about you. You know that, right? You're not just some alien to us."


  <Thank you for the chili,> I said. <It was wonderful.>


  Once more an Andalite, I ran for the forest.


  Chapter 12


  



  I spent part of the night reading the book of quotes. I should have been resting, but I felt disturbed.


  More and more I thought of how easily I could turn the radio telescope at the observatory into a Z-space transmitter. The idea of contacting my parents filled me with sadness and longing.


  <They could tell me what to do,> I thought. <They could give me instructions.>


  And in another part of my mind I thought, <Wouldn't they be proud that I was fighting on against the Yeerks? They would all say, "He's another Elfangor. A hero.">


  I'm not proud that I was thinking that. But I have to tell the truth. And the truth was, I wanted everyone back home to think I was being very brave, all alone on Earth.


  Already in my mind a plan was taking shape.


  I found a quiet place and prepared to sleep. I closed my main eyes, leaving only my stalk eyes open to look for danger. I relaxed my tail until it touched the ground.


  Lonely.


  Yes, it was lonely to sleep in a forest on a planet far from home. It was lonely to be the only one of my kind.


  It was lonely knowing that Cassie was asleep in her home, and Marco in his, and Rachel and Jake. All had homes.


  All but me. And Tobias.


  Tobias. He would understand. But would he help me? If I did what I was planning, would he help? And could I trust him?


  I raised my tail and opened my main eyes. I knew the place where Tobias slept. I found him easily. He stood with his sharp talons wrapped around a branch.


  <Tobias?> I called.


  <Huh? What? Ax? What's the matter?>


  <Nothing is the matter. But . . . I have a question.>


  <I hope it's a good one. I was sleeping.>


  <Tobias. Are you my friend?>


  <That's what you woke me up to ask?> He opened his wings and seemed to be stretching. <Ax, we are the two strangest creatures on this planet: a freaky, four-eyed, half-deer, half-scorpion, centaur-looking alien, and a bird with the mind of a person. We've fought side by side. We've been nearly killed several times. Of course I'm your friend.>


  It surprised me that he would answer so quickly. As if there was never any doubt what the answer would be. <That's good,> I said. <Will you keep a secret? Even from Prince Jake? Even from Rachel?>


  Tobias was silent for a while. <Is it something that would hurt my friends?>


  <No.>


  <Then I'd keep a secret,> Tobias said. <I swear.>


  <What do you swear by, Tobias? I have to be sure. What promise would you never break?>


  <Ax, you know I was there when your brother was killed.>


  <Yes. I know. You were the last one to leave him.>


  <Yeah. I don't know why,> Tobias said. <But something about him . . . I can't explain it, but I was drawn to him. I wanted to listen to him. I wanted to hear everything he said. It was like . . . like he was a magnet or something. Like I couldn't pull away. Until he ordered me to leave. I can't explain it.>


  <You don't need to explain,> I said softly. Even here, among aliens, Elfangor was the hero.


  <You asked what I'd swear by. I'll swear by him. By Prince Elfangor.>


  And so, I told Tobias of my plan.


  Chapter 13


  



  "E.T. phone home." When I found that sentence in Cassie's book of human quotes, it surprised me. To be honest, it almost scared me. It was as if it were written just for me. I thought maybe, somehow, my human friends had discovered my plan and written it there.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  The sun was just coming up over planet Earth.


  I performed the morning ritual, as I always did. But I was especially impatient this morning. I knew Tobias was hunting a morning meal and would be back as soon as he had finished eating some unfortunate mouse or shrew.


  <Freedom is my only cause. Duty to the people, my only guide. Obedience to my prince, my only glory.>


  When Tobias returned from the hunt, we would go. He would lead me to the observatory, to the great radio telescope. And, with luck, I would be able to call my home.


  <I, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, Andalite warrior, offer my life.>


  With my stalk eyes I saw a hawk swoop low overhead. Tobias rested on a branch. He focused his fierce hawk's eyes on me. <Are you done?>


  <Yes. The ritual is complete.>


  <Great. Because it is a beautiful day for flying. Thermals like you wouldn't believe. And a sweet little ground breeze for easy takeoff.>


  <Tobias, you understand that you don't have to do this,> I said. <There may be danger.>


  <Yeah, yeah. Come on, Ax. Let's go, already.>


  I often go flying with Tobias. The bird morph I have is called a northern harrier. It is a type of hawk, about the same size as Tobias's red-tail. Tobias's feathers are mostly brown and light tan, while the harrier's are mostly gray and white.


  I controlled my excitement and worry, and focused on making the change.


  The harrier morph is always strange. For one thing, there is a great difference in size between an Andalite and a bird, even a large bird.


  The first sensation was one of falling, as I shrank rapidly.


  My stalk eyes went blind and wings grew out of my front legs, which is very awkward. It causes me to fall forward onto the ground, since I cannot stand on my hind legs alone.


  Besides, my hind legs were busy shriveling down into the tiny yellow, scaly bird legs. And my tail was shrinking and splitting into dozens of long tail feathers.


  Harriers also have mouths, like humans. Only these mouths are useless for speech, and have very little ability to taste. On the other hand, they are wonderful natural weapons. They are razor-sharp, and curved down into a ripping, tearing hook.


  And the talons are excellent. I had long admired Tobias's use of his talons. He can swoop fast and low, just a few feet above the ground, and snatch up a mouse or small rabbit with those talons.


  As I watched, the blue and tan fur of my own body was replaced by silvery gray feathers. The fur melted away to show the underlying flesh, and then the flesh became patterned with the millions of individual ribs of feathers.


  I was used to the mind of the harrier, so I had learned to control its instincts. Its instincts were more forceful than those in the brains of humans.


  <I've been meaning to ask you, Ax,> Tobias said. <Not to diss you or anything, but why is it that Cassie is better at morphing than you are? I mean, you're an Andalite. But you look just as creepy as Jake or Rachel when you do it.>


  <Cassie has talent,> I said a little grumpily. <Morphing does not happen to be my talent.>


  <Oh. You ready to fly?>


  I checked. I opened my wings to their full three-and-a-half-foot spread. I flicked my tail feathers. I focused my laserlike hawk's eyes on a far distant tree and was able to see individual ants crawling up its trunk.


  I listened to the forest with the harrier's superior hearing. I could hear the insects beneath the pine needles. I could hear a squirrel chewing open a nut. I could hear Tobias's heart beating.


  I turned into the breeze and opened my wings. I flapped several times and lifted my legs clear of the ground. The breeze caught me and I was off.


  Even with the breeze, I had to flap hard to get as high as the treetops. Tobias was already several dozen feet above me. But then, Tobias has had a great deal of practice.


  I swept just above the treetops, flapping and soaring. The sun was beating down on the treetops and heat waves were rising. I caught the updraft and shot higher. I was two hundred feet up in just seconds.


  I could see Cassie's farm now. And as I circled to use the updraft for more altitude, I could see all the familiar landmarks: the homes of the others. The mall. The school.


  <Stick with me,> Tobias said. <We'll follow the water's edge. The observatory is north along the coast. About an hour's flying time.>


  We reached the ocean. There were cliffs along the shore, and here the real thermals rose up. A thermal is an updraft of heated air. Flying into one is like flying into an elevator or drop shaft. The updraft catches your wings and lifts you up and up and up.


  It is a fantastic, giddy, wild feeling.


  I wheeled and turned to stay within the thermal, following Tobias higher and higher.


  <We want to get above the gulls,> Tobias instructed. <Sometimes seagulls get obnoxious. They'll swarm a hawk if they're in the wrong mood.>


  It was exhilarating. We were thousands of feet above the ground. Down below, humans lay on the beach wearing less clothing than usual. Clothing is a strange human habit. They must wear it all the time. Except at the beach, when they may wear less.


  I don't understand this. The World Almanac had no explanation. Although I did know that the United States imported 36.7 billion dollars' worth of clothing.


  <Keep an eye on that guy up there,> Tobias said.


  <Where? What?> I asked, shaken out of my dreamy thoughts.


  <A peregrine falcon. He's probably looking to pick off a few tasty seagulls. But he may decide we look more tender. He's small but fast. Mean, too.>


  I decided to keep an eye on the falcon. Earth is a dangerous, wild place. At least, if you're a bird.


  I thought it must be terrible sometimes for Tobias. He lives in fear of things that no human would need to fear. He has lost his position at the top of the food chain of Earth. Hawks are predators, but they are also prey. Yet he seemed to have accepted his fate. Was it possible he even preferred being a hawk? Was that why he never asked me what I might know about him being a nothlit?


  Or did he think I would refuse to answer, or worse yet, lie?


  Fortunately, the falcon ignored us and we flew on, following the coastline. Soon we had left the city behind. The beaches were gone, too. The coastline grew more rugged, with waves that crashed in explosions of foam against jagged broken rocks.


  A single road wound along the coast below us.


  There were cars on it, but few buildings. Then, in the distance, I saw a large white structure.


  Actually, several structures. There was a tall building with a dome top. And arrayed around it in various positions were several large white flattened bowls. It took me several seconds to figure out their purpose.


  <That's the radio telescope?> I laughed. <You're still using dish arrays?>


  <Won't they work for . . . for whatever it is you're doing?> Tobias asked.


  <Oh, yes, they should work. If I can gain access to the computers, they should work very well. It's just that they're so primitive.>


  <I don't suppose you want to tell me what we're doing, huh?>


  <Doing? We're flying,> I said.


  <Very funny. Suddenly you have a sense of humor. Great.>


  Chapter 14


  



  <The large building with the dome?> I asked Tobias as I swept above the observatory. <Is that where the computers would be?>


  <Maybe. That's where they have the regular telescope, I think. But they may have the control centers and computers there, too.>


  I looked with my incredible hawk vision. There was a huge, rectangular opening in the top of the dome. Inside I could see a vast circle of glass. I laughed in recognition. <A telescope? An actual optical telescope? What can they possibly believe that will show them?>


  <It will show them a red-tail and a harrier flying around together, looking like lost tourists,> Tobias said. <According to Marco, this place isn't really operating yet. So I don't know how many people will be around. But we need to find a place to land, so you can morph into something useful, and do . . . whatever.>


  <Tobias. Is that sarcasm? The way you ask me what I'm doing?>


  <No, it's not sarcasm. I think it's called being snide.>


  <Ah. Thanks for explaining. Why not fly straight into the dome?> I asked.


  <Why not?> Tobias agreed. He led the way down.


  We dived at high speed, rocketing down through the air. The brilliant white dome rushed up at us. I shot through the open rectangle and banked sharply right.


  It was much darker inside than outside. Below me was the incredibly long tube of the telescope.


  <I see doors down below. Those are probably offices,> Tobias said. <They'll probably have computers in all the offices. If we can find one that's empty.>


  <Yes. That would be good. But I will need fingers.>


  <For . . .>


  <For whatever it is I'm doing,> I said.


  We circled swiftly around the inside of the dome. As I flew, I kept expecting to see humans below. But none ever appeared.


  <This place is awfully empty,> Tobias said.


  <Yes. It seems almost abandoned,> I agreed. <Tobias, I am going down. My morph time is running short. Now is when I should go on alone.>


  <Yeah. Gotcha. Good luck, Ax-man. Whatever you're doing, be careful.>


  Tobias swept up and out of the dome. I was alone.


  I drifted down toward the floor. Down and down, to land on a table. There was a computer console workstation. But no humans in sight.


  I saw an open door leading to what seemed to be a dark and empty office. I flapped my wings twice and was inside.


  Harrier eyes, like hawk eyes, are adapted for daylight. They are not very good in the dark. But the harrier also has extremely good hearing. I dimly saw a desk and came to rest on it. Then I concentrated on listening.


  I was alone in the room. I was certain of that. The only human sounds I heard came through the walls.


  Conversation. I could not make out the sounds, but they all seemed to be concentrated in one area.


  <Ax can - hear me?>


  It was Tobias. His thought-speech was faint.


  <Just barely,> I answered.


  <I'm outside. I'm loo - ing -- a window --- here. I see - ven --- in a room. -- like some kind of meeting.>


  <Yes, I can hear them,> I said. <Can you keep watch over them? Let me know if they come this way?>


  <Yeah. If any -- leaves the - ting, I'll know -- ,> Tobias said.


  <I can barely hear you,> I said. <I'm going to morph.>


  <Can't ---- very well, but go --->


  My plan was to morph to my normal Andalite form, then quickly move into my human morph, just in case any humans saw me. But I was tired from the flight. And morphing is very tiring. Especially quick morphing. And if I had to make a quick escape it would mean passing through my Andalite body to move back to harrier.


  I would never be able to handle that many changes in a short time. I decided to risk staying in Andalite form.


  Besides . . . if it worked and I reached my home, I wanted my parents to know me when they saw me.


  I began the demorphing. I could only hope that Tobias would be able to give me enough warning.


  Even though I loved being a bird, it was a good feeling when my tail began to form again. An Andalite without a tail is just sad.


  And no matter how powerful a hawk's eyes may be, they can still only look in one direction at a time. As my stalk eyes reformed, I breathed a sigh of relief. I could once again see in all directions.


  There was no computer in the office. I was very annoyed by that fact. It meant I would have to go back into the observatory to use the computer there.


  My hooves slipped on the polished floor. I swung my eyes in every direction, keeping a sharp lookout.


  I pushed the chair away from the computer workstation. I began typing on the antique key board. The screen asked me for a password.


  <Password?> I laughed. I disabled the security system and confirmed that Marco's father's new software was already in place.


  Good. That would make it easier. As quickly as I could, I wrote in a virus that would swiftly transform the software that controlled the radio telescope.


  Since humans had no awareness of Zero-space, they did not understand that a powerful radio receiver could be tuned in such a way as to create a Z-space vacuum and open a cross-dimensional gateway.


  Once I had opened a small hole in Z-space, it was child's play to use the same receivers to modulate and reflect the background radiation into a coherent signal. The hard part would be using thought-speech to control the signal. That would take absolute concentration.


  <Still ---- out here,> Tobias said.


  I hoped the word I couldn't hear was "okay."


  It took about ten Earth minutes to adjust the radio telescope. Ten minutes, and I had moved human science ahead by a century or so.


  Ten minutes to completely violate Andalite law.


  I was done. The system was ready.


  I pressed the "enter" key.


  The thousands of lines of computer language disappeared from the computer's screen.


  The screen went blank.


  I focused my mind as sharply as I could. I pictured the coherent signal. I pictured that beam going through my own head.


  <Andalite Home,> I thought. <Andalite Home.>


  The screen flickered.


  A face appeared. It was a hard, suspicious face. But it was an Andalite face.


  <Who is this?> the Andalite demanded. <This is a high security link. You are not an authorized sender. State your name and location.>


  <My name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. Brother of Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul. Son of Noorlin-Sirinial-Cooraf and Forlay-Esgarrouth-Maheen.>


  The Andalite stared at me. <Elfangor's brother?> he wondered. <What is your location?>


  <My location is the planet called Earth.>


  Chapter 15


  



  <Earth!>


  <Yes.>


  <Is Prince Elfangor with you?>


  For a moment my concentration wavered. I lost the signal. But then, I forced myself to focus. This was too important to let my emotions mess things up.


  <Who are you?> I asked.


  He looked surprised that I would ask. <I am Ithileran-Halas-Corain. Assistant to the Head of Planetary Communications>


  <Thank you. Ithileran, my brother's life . . . ended,> I said. <The Dome ship was destroyed. I am the only survivor.>


  I could see that this was a surprise. Ithileran's eyes were downcast, and he lowered his stalk eyes as well in a gesture of grief.


  <Your brother was a great warrior. And I mourn also for the many other warriors aboard the Dome ship.>


  <Elfangor was the greatest,> I said. <My family doesn't know he's dead. I would like you to connect me with them. I could get interrupted any minute.>


  <I will do that. As soon as your family is found, I will connect you. But first, give me your report, aristh Aximili.>


  I tried to quickly organize my thoughts. <The Yeerks are here in force. There is at least one mother ship. Also one Blade ship belonging to Visser Three, and numerous Bug fighters. The humans are unaware of the invasion. I do not know how many humans have been made into Controllers, but there must be thousands, at least.>


  I took a deep breath, and tried to hold onto my concentration. How much should I tell Ithileran?


  <Then Earth is lost to the Yeerks?>


  <No!> I said sharply. <Earth is not lost. There is a small resistance. A few humans. Young . . . arisths, like me. I fight alongside them.>


  <But surely there is no hope of victory?>


  <We have hurt the Yeerks,> I said. <We have destroyed the Kandrona that was in place on this planet.>


  That got Ithileran's attention. That definitely got his attention. <You destroyed a Yeerk Kandrona? How did you manage that? You and a handful of human youths?>


  It was time to tell him the full truth, or decide to lie.


  <The humans . . . the humans have the power to morph.> I said. <Visser Three believes they are a small band of escaped Andalites. Earth has many strange animals, and with the morphing we use those species to attack the Yeerks.>


  <Humans who morph? And how did humans come by this technology?>


  <It was given to them. By Elfangor.>


  Ithileran looked startled. His eyes darted to the side and then he abruptly disappeared from the screen. In his place stood another Andalite.


  I was stunned. I instantly recognized the face.


  He was very old, and yet his power seemed to vibrate through the screen, across all the light years that separated Earth from home.


  Lirem-Arrepoth-Terrouss.


  Head of the Council. Veteran of more battles than I could count. His appearance on the screen would have made me lose concentration, but I was too awed to dare.


  <You know who I am?>


  <Yes. Yes, um. Yes. Yes, I know you. I mean, I don't know you, but I know who you are.>


  He ignored my babbling. <I mourn the loss of your brother and all aboard that ship. Now tell me: Did Elfangor break our laws and give technology to the humans?>


  <Um, well . . . the humans were helpless. Our force had been destroyed. There was nothing to stand between the humans and total domination by the Yeerks. They needed some weapon.>


  Lirem stared at me with a gaze that was known to make great princes tremble.


  <And how have you come to contact us? This is a Z-space transmission.>


  <I . . . I . . . I made some modifications to a primitive human device.>


  <So, you also break the law. You also transfer technology to the humans.>


  <The humans are not our enemies!> I said. I surprised myself by practically yelling. <They won't have a chance. These few humans are all that resist the Yeerks on this planet. Elfangor knew that. He did what he thought was right!>


  To my surprise, Lirem did not tell me to be silent. But his eyes grew darker, his expression more serious than ever. Then he said, <Aristh Aximili, once before an Andalite did what he thought was the right thing. He transferred technology to a weak, backward species. He did it because he thought they should be able to travel to the stars. Do you know the name of that Andalite?>


  <Prince Seerow,> I said.


  <Prince Seerow. Yes. He was my first prince. Did you know that? Many centuries ago when I was an aristh like you.> Lirem looked hard at me.


  <Do you know what happened because of Seerow's Kindness?>


  <Yes,> I said grimly. <Yes, I know. I have seen what happened because of Seerow's Kindness.>


  For a moment no one spoke.


  Then Lirem said, <Young Aximili, your brother Elfangor is a hero. The people need heroes in this endless war. I do not wish to tell the people that in the end, Elfangor broke the laws. There can be no forgiveness for a prince that breaks the laws. Unlike an aristh. So . . . I ask you to think again. Was it truly Elfangor who gave this technology to the humans?>


  I couldn't believe what Lirem wanted me to say. He wanted me to lie. He wanted me to clear Elfangor.


  <I . . . I was wrong when I said Elfangor did this,> I said, too shocked to argue. <It was . . . it was me. I gave the humans the morphing technology.>


  Lirem continued. <Cut off from your prince, alone, not yet trained, not yet a true warrior, you broke the laws, aristh Aximili. Is this true?>


  <Yes,> I whispered bitterly.


  <In the name of the council, I forgive your error.> Lirem said. <What's done is done. Perhaps . . . in some way I am too old to see, this may all work out for the best.>


  <Yes,> I said blankly. Why had I done this? Why had I communicated with my home?


  <Aristh Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, you have done a brave thing, taking on this guilt. I know the temptation to go beyond the law when helping a brave people fight the Yeerks. I was an advisor to the Hork-Bajir. They were our allies, but they were not Andalites. They were not our people.>


  <But . . .> I knew I should shut up. But part of me was getting angry. <But the Hork-Bajir ended up losing everything.>


  Lirem's eyes were cold. <You are an Andalite. You are not a human. Obey our laws. I am giving you an order: Resist the Yeerks. But give the humans no information and no technology. Do you understand my order, aristh Aximili?>


  <Yes.>


  <The fleet is engaged in many parts of the galaxy. We are doing well against the Yeerks. But it will be some time before we can come to Earth. Fight the Yeerks. If you are half the hero your brother was, you will bring honor on your family.>


  From what seemed like far away, I heard a faint voice in my head. <Ax --- on the move. --- guy. Think he --- .>


  But at that very moment, Lirem said, <Aximili, we have your father. He would like to speak to you.>
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  <Ax -- you hear? -- there's ---->


  <Aximili-kala,> my father said. It was his nickname for me.


  I couldn't believe it was really him. <Yes, Father. It's me. It's me, Aximili. I'm on Earth. I don't know how long I can talk, not long.>


  <Is your brother there?>


  It came so quickly, the question I dreaded. I almost lost the contact. I desperately wanted to see my father's face and listen to his words. But at the same time, I did not want to tell him that his oldest son was gone.


  And there was another thing I did not want to tell him.


  <Elfangor,> my father said. <Is he . . .>


  <Father. Elfangor is . . . he was killed.>


  My father looked like someone had punched him. He rocked back.


  I looked away. I had tried so hard not to think about Elfangor being gone. Somehow it wasn't real till this moment. Seeing my father's pain made me feel my own.


  <Did he die well?> my father asked. The question is part of the ritual of death. It was the question he had to ask.


  <He died in the service of his people, defending freedom.> I said. This also was part of the ritual.


  My father nodded. <And has his death been avenged?>


  This was the part I had feared. <No, Father.>


  My father looked up at me. <You are now the eldest son. The burden of revenge is on you. Do you know his killer?>


  <Yes.>


  <And does his killer still live?>


  <Yes.>


  <And do you, Aximili, take up the burden of avenging your brother's death?>


  <Yes.>


  The ritual was complete. We had both said all the things we were supposed to say.


  <I am so relieved to see that you are still well.> my father said.


  <Yes. I . . . I wanted to see you,> I said. <I couldn't ->


  The connection was broken. Instantly, totally. I was staring at a blank screen.


  "Sorry, but you were breaking my heart," a human voice sneered. "I had to cut you off."


  I spun around. A human! He was thirty feet away.


  And he was holding a weapon, pointing it at me.


  Only slowly did I realize that it was no human gun. The weapon in his hand was a Dracon beam. Standard Yeerk issue.


  "You and I have a lot to talk about, Andalite. Quite a lot."


  I was frozen. I could not move. The human-Controller was too far away for me to hit with my tail.


  "Don't try it, Andalite," he sneered. "I'll fry you before you can even twitch that tail of yours."


  But then . . .


  "Tseeeeeeeeeerrr!"


  Tobias dived from the top of the dome at full speed, wings swept back, talons raked forward. He aimed for the man's face.


  The man threw up his arm. Talons raked the bare flesh of his forearm, leaving red slashes behind. But the man had held on to the Dracon beam. Tobias flew past. Shreds of the human's shirt hung from his talons.


  I leapt forward. Too late!


  "Freeze! I don't want to kill either of you, Andalites, but I will if I have to!" the man snapped.


  Tobias swooped away to perch on the huge telescope itself.


  "I just want to talk." the human-Controller said.


  <You're the one holding the Dracon beam.> I pointed out.


  Then, he did something that amazed me. He knelt down and placed the Dracon beam on the floor. He kicked it aside. The weapon went skittering across the polished floor.


  "Now I'm at your mercy, Andalite," he said. "You can use that tail of yours. Or you can listen to what I have to say."


  With my stalk eyes I glanced up and saw Tobias.


  <It's up to you, Ax,> Tobias said. <This is your party.>


  <Speak, then,> I said to the human-Controller.


  "My name is Gary Kozlar," he said.


  <Don't waste my time,> I snapped, trying to sound strong and unafraid. <That's a human name. That's the name of your host body. But I know what you really are.>


  He nodded. "All right. My name is Eslin three-five-nine. And you are Aximili, a young Andalite warrior-cadet. Brother of Beast Elfangor. You see, I heard the last few minutes of your touching conversation."


  <Beast Elfangor? So that is the Yeerk name for my brother?>


  "Your brother is dead," Eslin snapped. "And so is the one creature in all the galaxy that I cared about. Her name was Derane three-four-four. And do you know what they have in common, your brother and my Derane?"


  <No. What does my brother have in common with a Yeerk?>


  Eslin's human face twisted into an expression of rage. "They were both killed by the same being."


  <Visser Three?>


  "As I said, you and I have a lot in common, Andalite." He struggled to gain control over his human face, but his jaw was twitching as he explained. "You Andalite bandits did a lot of damage by destroying the Kandrona. There is widespread starvation. The most important Yeerks, those in vital positions, or those whom the Visser happens to favor, are being shuttled back and forth to the mother ship every three days. They get a minimal dose of Kandrona rays. Enough to keep them alive."


  <Do you expect me to feel badly?> I asked.


  "No, I expect the usual Andalite self-righteousness and hypocrisy from you," Eslin spat. "Andalites. The meddlers of the galaxy."


  <Do not anger me, Yeerk. I said I would listen. I did not say I would let you spew Yeerk lies.>


  Eslin made a grim smile. "I knew you'd come. As soon as I saw the new software, I said to myself, 'Aha, not the usual clumsy human effort, this.' An Andalite corrected this software. An Andalite who wanted to use the radio telescope as a Z-space transmitter. I've been waiting for you. I knew you'd come."


  <And here I am.> I said. I felt like a fool. Of course the Yeerks would have one of their own people in a position at the observatory. It was obvious. I had been an idiot. An idiot!


  "My Derane . . . we came from the same pool. We went through training together. She and I . . . we had been together for a long time. We were very close. She understood me. But I had this important post at the observatory, while Derane was given a minor post. When you Andalite bandits destroyed the ground-based Kandrona, Visser Three moved quickly. He said everyone would survive. He said he had found a way. But he lied. Too many Yeerks, not enough Kandrona rays. It was simple division. So he shuttled so-called important Controllers up to the mother ship. And the rest . . .


  Eslin seemed to notice the bloody gashes on his arm for the first time. He touched them gingerly. "You Andalites must love this planet. So many nasty species for you to morph."


  <Was your Derane one of the ones killed?>


  "She was 'expendable,'" Eslin said. Then he smiled. "I've had some small revenge already. The Visser's favorites are shuttled up to the mother ship every three days to feed. I sabotaged one of the shuttles. That threw off the feeding schedule. Now some of the Visser's friends are starving and dying. Like my Derane died."


  <That's why we're starting to see Controllers losing it,> Tobias said privately to me. <That's why it took so long. Visser Three had it under control till this guy messed with his plan.>


  <Are you finished, Eslin?> I asked him. <I've heard your story. Is there a point to it?>


  "Ah. You want the point of the story. Yes, of course. The point. The point is this: Visser Three inhabits an Andalite body. And sometimes he feeds like an Andalite."


  <What's that mean?> Tobias asked me.


  "He feeds like an Andalite, almost alone. He has guards of course, but they stay back. He is vulnerable. Vulnerable. And I know the place where he feeds."


  <Why are you telling me this, Yeerk?>


  "Why?" He bared his human teeth in a grimace of rage. "Because I want him dead. I want Visser Three dead! He killed my Derane. He killed the only one in the galaxy I have ever had feelings for. He did it. And I want him to pay with his life, the foul, half-Andalite scum. I want him DEAD!"


  He calmed himself down, at least a little. He pulled a small piece of paper from his pocket. He placed it on the desk. "Time and place," he said. "You have a day to prepare."


  <This could be a trap.>


  Eslin sneered. "I could have killed you here. You have your duty, Andalite. The burden of revenge. Your brother's killer. Your greatest enemy. You Andalites are great ones for duty. So do your duty, Andalite."
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  It is very difficult to be in human morph and remember that you are not one of them. That their pain is not your pain. It is hard to remain apart. Sometimes very hard.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  That same evening, Prince Jake called a meeting in Cassie's barn.


  My first thought was that Tobias had told the others about my trip to the observatory. Of course, Tobias still did not know that I had communicated with my home. But he did know all about Eslin's plan to kill Visser Three.


  Cassie's barn is also called the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. She and her father use it to rescue wild animals who are injured or sick. There are always dozens of animals in cages: skunks, foxes, raccoons, birds of all types. Many are bandaged.


  It's strange, the relationship humans have to the other animals on Earth. Some animals they seem to have an enormous amount of emotion for. Others they hate. I think it has to do with the thing called "cuteness." But I've never understood the concept.


  And now, I was sure, I never would.


  I was not foolish enough to believe that I could take on Visser Three and survive. Maybe if I planned well, and was lucky, I might get him. But I would never live to brag about it.


  Probably it was just as well. I had no future.


  Lirem had "forgiven" me for breaking the law. But I could never be a warrior now, let alone a prince. I would never be another Elfangor. He would go down in history as a great hero. I would be remembered as the young, stupid little brother who gave the humans the ability to morph.


  I had to morph into a human to go to the barn. There was always the chance that Cassie's father or mother might walk in.


  But I felt bad assuming the human body. As the human skin replaced my own fur, and human eyes took over for my Andalite eyes, I kept remembering Lirem talking about how he had been an advisor to the Hork-Bajir.


  The Hork-Bajir had lost. The Yeerks had enslaved them. But Lirem had been true to the laws and the customs.


  What if he hadn't? What if he had given the Hork-Bajir advanced technologies? What if he had taught the Hork-Bajir to build spaceships? Would the Hork-Bajir still be a free people today?


  It wasn't for me to decide. I was just an aristh. I would never be anything more. At least if I destroyed Visser Three, people would say, <He was a fool, but in the end he died well.>


  Somehow that was not a great comfort.


  I found the others already waiting inside the barn. Prince Jake was sitting on a bale of hay. Marco leaned against a stall, standing with arms crossed. Cassie, as usual, kept busy, feeding an injured baby goose with an eyedropper. Rachel paced back and forth, her cool eyes narrowing as she noticed me.


  And Tobias . . . Tobias perched in the rafters overhead. I met his intense, intimidating hawk's gaze. And I saw that from his talons there hung a strip of bloody cloth. I knew where it had come from. And now I knew the reason for this meeting.


  "Hi, Ax," Prince Jake said. "How's it going?"


  "I'm fine," I answered.


  "I figured we should all get together," Prince Jake said wearily. He seemed to be averting his eyes from me. "We need to think about what this thing with the Controllers means. We saw the guy at the mall. Then there was Mr. Pardue. And in the paper this morning there was a story about some guy, some business guy, who's in a meeting and freaks out. The paper made it seem like he just went nuts. I'm pretty sure he was another Controller losing it."


  He looked at me. I said nothing.


  "See, it's like this, Ax," Marco said suddenly. "We're tired of you giving us a runaround. Tobias shows up and he's dragging around some bloody shirt. I ask him what it is, and he won't tell me. Why won't Tobias tell me? Simple. He must have promised someone he wouldn't. And who would that someone be?"


  There was no point denying it. "I made Tobias promise. Puh-romise. It is my fault."


  "So now you're not just keeping secrets from us, you're getting us to keep secrets from ourselves!" Rachel yelled. "You need to get something straight, Ax. We're not your little action figures here. We're not toy soldiers. This is our planet. And this is our fight. You don't control us, just because you're some mighty Andalite."


  "I am not trying to control anyone," I said.


  "Yeah, right!" Rachel snapped. "The information all goes one way. We tell you everything, you tell us squat. Oh, you sound like you're being straight sometimes, but you never tell us anything useful."


  "You said you knew the Yeerks would probably destroy any Controller that went bad on them," Marco pressed. "How did you know that? Has all this happened before, on some other planet?"


  Rachel took over. "We show you our world. We take you in. You see our families, you read our books, you even go to our school. And then you keep secrets from us."


  I felt battered by their words. They were all true. But I had my orders. I had the laws of my people.


  "We're inferior, aren't we?" Marco said. "That's it, right? We're not good enough. Backward little humans. We don't deserve to be treated like equals."


  "That's not it," I said.


  "Sure it is!" Marco yelled. "Sure it is! We're just some bunch of cavemen, aren't we? That's what we look like to you."


  Maybe I would have done better if I had been in my own body. My human body was awash in adrenaline. I was frustrated and afraid and guilty. "I can't answer your questions!" I yelled. "I can't!"


  "You mean, you won't," Marco yelled. "Rachel's right. We're just pawns in the big game. It's Andalites versus Yeerks in the big game and we're what? The towel boys?"


  "Look . . . look . . . I have to follow the rules."


  "Do you?" Cassie asked. It was the first time she had spoken. Her voice was soft and reason able. "Did Elfangor follow the rules when he gave us the power to morph?"


  "I'm not Elfangor!" I yelled. "Can't you see that? I'm not some big hero. I'm just a young Andalite, all right? You want the truth? Here's some truth for you: I'm not a warrior. I'm an aristh. A . . . a trainee. A cadet. A nobody."


  "Yeah, yeah, boo-hoo," Marco sneered. "I'm not impressed. We don't want your sad story, we want the truth. What were you and Tobias doing? Why did you swear him to secrecy? What's going on?"


  "I can't tell you," I said softly. "There's a law against giving aliens . . . I mean, any non-Andalite . . . our technology. And part of that law is we can't explain why. Can't. Tuh. Can't."


  "I am sick of this from - " Rachel started to raise her voice to me again, but Prince Jake stood up and took her arm. I saw him look at Cassie. Cassie nodded.


  "I can almost understand the part about not giving us advanced technology," Prince Jake said. "But why all the other secrets? Why can't you tell us other things, like how you knew what the Yeerks would do? Okay, so you don't want to give us megaweapons or whatever. Fair enough. But to refuse even to tell us how we fit into this whole Yeerk-Andalite war? I mean, what's that about?"


  "It's about keeping control of us," Marco said.


  "It's about power," Rachel agreed.


  Cassie was looking at me strangely. "No," she said. "That's not it. It's not about control. It's about guilt. Shame. That's it, isn't it? That's what you said the other night. You said every species carries some guilt."


  "Guilt? Shame?" Marco asked, looking at Cassie like she was foolish.


  But Cassie had found the truth.


  "What did you guys do to be ashamed of?" Prince Jake asked me.


  "Once we were kind when we should not have been kind," I answered.


  "And that's all you're going to tell us?" Prince Jake asked.


  I nodded, the way humans do.


  "I can't accept that, Ax," Prince Jake said sadly. "If you're with us, you have to be honest with us. Otherwise . . . I guess you'll have to be on your own. I hate to do that. But you can't be one of us and then lie to us."


  "I understand," I said. "You have been . . ." Once again, I was feeling that strange choking in my throat. "You've been very wonderful to me. I will always be grateful. Wonderful. Grateful. Ful. The truth is . . . the truth is we would not have been together much longer anyway."


  I looked up at Tobias. Only he knew what I meant.


  Slowly, feeling as if my clumsy human legs were made of a heavy Earth metal called lead, I turned and walked away from my human friends.


  Chapter 18


  



  "You can't always get what you want. But if you try sometimes, you just might find, you get what you need." A famous human named Rolling Stones said that. I thought it was very wise, for a human.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  The morning ritual is for normal times. The next morning was not a normal time.


  This was the day I would die.


  <I am the servant of the people,> I said, and bowed my head low.


  The people! The people were billions of miles away.


  <I am the servant of my prince,> I said, and raised my stalk eyes to the sky.


  My prince? Elfangor had been my prince. He was dead. Now a human, Jake, was my prince, and he had discharged me. I wasn't even telling him what I was doing.


  The ritual was a lie.


  <I am the servant of honor,> I said, and raised my face to look at the rising sun.


  Honor. To die avenging my brother. I felt my insides quiver. It was fear. I know fear. I've felt it often enough in battle. But I'd never gone into a fight I knew would lose.


  This wasn't honor. It was running into the hands of death.


  <My life is not my own, when the people have need of it.>


  Couldn't I ask the others for help? Couldn't I go to Prince Jake and tell him?


  No. Not without telling them that I had called my home world. Not without agreeing to tell them everything.


  It was time for the last words of the ritual.


  <My life . . . is given for the people, for my prince, and for my honor.>


  I drew up my tail blade and pressed it against my throat in the symbol of self-sacrifice. I was breathing hard, as if I'd just been running. My hearts were beating fast.


  <That's different,> Tobias's voice said. <That's not the ritual you were doing the other day. You didn't step into the water this time.>


  <Yes. Different,> I muttered. I was angry that Tobias was there.


  <You're going to do this, aren't you?>


  I didn't answer. The truth was, I couldn't stand to talk about it. I was afraid. Sickly afraid. If I could achieve surprise, maybe I could kill the Visser. But he had the body of an Andalite adult. A full-grown male. The Visser was also more experienced than I was. And he would have guards. There would be Hork-Bajir nearby.


  <Kind of cold-blooded, isn't it?> Tobias asked. <I mean, it's one thing in a battle. But just setting out to assassinate someone ->


  <Assassinate?!> I yelled. <He killed my brother! He has humans infested by the handful. He will destroy you all if he can. He will enslave your entire race.>


  <I wasn't criticizing. I'm a predator myself. But you could use some help. Tell me where it's happening, Ax. Tell me where you're going to find him. The others will help. You know they will.>


  <I can't. I can't ask for help. Jake is my prince now . . . or was . . . he might forbid me.>


  <Wait a minute. You mean Jake could just tell you no, and you wouldn't do it? What if he ordered you to answer all our questions? Then what?>


  <Everyone must have someone over him. That is Andalite custom. Each warrior has a prince. Each prince a war-prince. Each war-prince has a great leader. And each great leader must be elected by the people as a whole. And everyone, no matter how great or small, obeys the law. He could not order me to break our laws.>


  <And Jake is your prince. I guess he's mine, too, in a way. You know, he doesn't think of himself that way.>


  <No he doesn't. I realize this.>


  <Don't you have a duty to tell your prince what you're doing?>


  <Yes. So I guess I'm not very good at being a true warrior,> I said bitterly. <I'm not much good at anything.>


  <I don't think that's true,> Tobias said.


  <Tobias? I have to do this. You promised to keep my secret. Will you break your promise?>


  Tobias said nothing for a while. <I won't tell anyone,> he said at last.


  <And you won't follow me?>


  <I won't follow you,> Tobias said.


  <After . . . I mean, if I don't return. Just in case. Tell the others that . . . that I'm sorry I could never tell them everything. There is a reason.>


  <Yeah, no doubt,> Tobias said bitterly. <Well, good luck, Ax-man.>


  I ran then. I ran and ran and ran.


  It was miles to the secret place-where I would find Visser Three. I wanted to run the whole way, to run away from my own fear by heading straight toward it.


  It's what Elfangor would have done. Elfangor, the great hero.


  Elfangor would live on in everyone's memory as the perfect warrior. The shining prince. If I was lucky, someday people would say, <Ah, yes, Aximili broke the law, but he finished off the Abomination.>


  I would get points for that. People would say I had done well in the end. Others would say, <What other choice did he have? He was dishonored. It wasn't courage that sent him against Visser Three, it was merely despair.>


  And still others would say, <He was just a young fool trying to live up to his great brother's legacy, poor thing.>


  I ran and ran till my chest ached from breathing the heavy air of Earth. I ran through dried leaves and rustling pine needles. I jumped fallen, rotting logs, and skirted patches of brambles. I ran past trees that did not speak, like the trees of my own world.


  Each time I pictured being face-to-face with Visser Three, I went even faster, trying to outrun the fear.


  I was far from any human homes now. Far from human roads. Deep within the forest. Old forest full of shadows and gloom.


  But at last I saw the sun shining on green grass, just ahead. A meadow. Right where Eslin's note had said it would be.


  I stopped running and gasped for breath. I leaned against a tree and tried to recover my wind. My legs were shaking from a mixture of exhaustion and fear.


  The meadow was beautiful. Green grass and tiny flowers in yellow and purple. I would have liked to feed there myself.


  I crept toward the meadow's edge, always keeping within the shadow of the trees. I saw nothing unusual. No Bug fighters. No Hork-Bajir. No Visser Three.


  Just the wildlife of Earth: two deer grazing. Squirrels racing up and down the trunks of trees. A skunk waddling boldly past.


  It would be an hour before the time the Yeerk Eslin had given me. I had an hour to plan and prepare, now that I saw the ground we were on.


  I looked at the meadow. A stream, perhaps three feet across, cut the meadow in half. The grass grew tall by the stream bed.


  I tried to guess where the Visser would run. Would he go to the left or the right? I would only get one chance, so I had to guess right.


  I imagined where I would go, if it were me. Visser Three was in an Andalite body. Maybe he would move like an Andalite.


  I stepped out into the blazing sunlight and walked to a place I thought would do. It was beside the small stream. A place where the grass was a bit shorter, and where it would be easy for Visser Three to step into the stream.


  Then, I saw them: the hoofprints. Andalite hoof prints.


  Visser Three. Yes, he had been there, perhaps a few days earlier. Eslin was right. This was the place.


  I had to wait, concealed. Ready to attack at the right time. I could never hide in my Andalite body. But there were other options.


  The rattlesnake. That would be the morph to use. What better way to strike suddenly than with the body of a snake?


  I focused my mind on the snake. I concentrated on the change. I felt it begin almost immediately.


  It was unlike any morph I had done before. Usually my legs would become some other type of leg. My arms would become some other type of arm, even if they were only fins.


  But this time there were no arms, no legs. Nothing of my own body would find an echo in this new shape, except for my eyes and tail.


  My legs simply melted away. Withered. Disappeared. I fell to the ground, a legless stump.


  My arms shriveled and evaporated.


  I heard the sounds of grinding inside my body, as all my bones melted together into my spine.


  I was shrinking, but since I was already lying on the grass, it didn't seem as extreme as it sometimes did. The stalks of grass grew higher around my head, and the purple flowers grew larger, but there wasn't the usual feeling of falling as I shrank.


  What I did feel was a terrible sense of utter weakness. I had no arms! I had no legs!


  But my tail . . . ah, that I kept, although in a very different form. The blade of my tail suddenly broke up into a sort of chain. There were dozens of raspy blisters, all connected. The rattler's tail.


  My fur disappeared very swiftly, and over my bare skin scales grew. Like tiny, interlocked armor-plates that formed a pattern in brown and black and tan.


  I grew a mouth. A huge mouth for the size of my body. I was a tube, and the open end was my mouth. It was a shocking body. A bizarre body. Stranger even than morphing an ant or a fish. I was a creature with no separate parts.


  My Andalite stalk eyes went dark. A large, amazingly long, fast-moving, forked tongue grew in my mouth. But it wasn't like a human tongue.


  This tongue's sense of taste was beyond anything a human tongue could ever achieve. This tongue tasted the very air.


  And then, I felt the feature I had waited for. Huge, long, curved fangs. Fangs that were each a tiny, hollow needle. Above them poison glands grew and filled with toxin.


  I felt the snake's mind emerge beneath my own awareness.


  It was not a hot, driven mind like some animals. It did not overwhelm me with fear and hunger. It was a slow, calm, deliberate mind. The mind of a predator. A hunter. A calm, deliberate killer.


  And the senses!


  The lidless eyes saw strange colors, but they gave me a good range of vision.


  The tongue, which shot out from a slit on the bottom of my mouth, taste-smelled the air. It brought me an incredible array of sensations: the scent of grass and earth, the scent of insects, and the scent of living, warm-blooded creatures.


  Just below and behind my snake nostrils were two pits that sensed heat, especially the levels of heat put off by prey.


  Yes, this was a good morph to use. The Visser would not expect me. The Visser's Andalite body was fast, but it was not faster than the snake. I knew that from my own experience.


  I began to move, slithering through the grass. I moved with sinuous grace, easily, silently. I followed my tongue. It shot out and back, again and again, sensing, smelling, tasting.


  I felt the rattler's mind with my own. It was unafraid. It had no honor. It had no friends to worry about, no family to disappoint, no laws to break. It felt no loneliness. The snake had always been alone.


  I settled into the grass and waited, patient, motionless, counting off the minutes in my head.


  And then I felt the vibration of the earth beneath me. The vibration that was the sound of a Bug fighter landing. Then another. Just two. Not far away.


  It was time.


  The Yeerks were coming. Visser Three was coming.


  And as I drowned my fear in the calm lake of the snake's predator brain, I prepared to kill.


  And to die.


  Chapter 19


  



  I smelled him long before I saw him. I smelled Andalite flesh. The Yeerk that was the real Visser Three - the Yeerk inside the Andalite body - I could not smell.


  <Spread out,> Visser Three ordered. His thought-speech was loud, open, to reach his soldiers. <You! Watch the tree line. You two to the far side of the meadow. Shoot anything that moves.>


  His voice was in my head. I felt churning in a stomach I no longer really had. I tried to squash my own fear beneath the snake's calm, but it rose suddenly.


  I went over the plan: strike, escape, demorph, go back for the kill.


  I would have to demorph before the Visser's guards could come to his side. And I would have to hope that the snake venom would slow him down.


  Then . . . galloping!


  Four sharp hooves beating across the meadow. My tongue flicked and smelled him on the wind.


  Yes. He was coming closer.


  Yes, he would come to the stream.


  A shadow. He was there! Overhead. He blotted out the sun.


  My snake tongue smell-tasted him. My lidless, always-open eyes saw his belly overhead like a curved roof. I felt his warmth.


  He stuck one hoof into the cool water to drink.


  No time to think. He could move at any moment.


  T-S-S-S-S-S-S-S-S!


  A sound! What was it?


  Me! It was coming from me! My tail!


  A rattlesnake's tail! It had sounded its grim warning without conscious thought.


  I saw the Visser's head lowered. I saw his two main eyes focus. I could read the dawning fear in his eyes.


  SSSSSS-ZAAPP!


  I struck! My coiled muscles fired all at once.


  My head rocketed through the air. My mouth opened wide. My fangs came down.


  STRIKE!


  Fangs sank deep into Andalite flesh. I could feel the venom pumping! I could feel the poison shooting into Visser Three's leg.


  He jerked.


  I released.


  He tried to back away. He was very fast. But I was so much faster.


  STRIKE!


  Pump the venom into him. Poison the monster. Poison the Abomination. Poison Elfangor's murderer.


  I drew back. I could taste my own venom dripping from my fangs.


  His tail swept over his head, lancing down at me.


  But I was already gone. The blade sliced deep into the ground. I felt the wind of it as I slithered swiftly away.


  <DEMORPH!> I ordered myself.


  Still the Visser had not called his guards. He would be wondering. He wouldn't know how dangerous the snake was. He wouldn't realize at first that it was not a true snake. Then slowly he would begin to suspect.


  I was racing at breakneck speed through the grass. Behind me my rope body twisted and coiled and released and slithered. But my head stayed level and straight, flying at ground level through the grass.


  I was twenty yards away when my snake body grew slow and sluggish from the changes. Tiny legs appeared, just stubs at first. Tiny stalk eyes grew from the broad top of my diamond-shaped head.


  <There is a snake!> Visser Three roared. <Find it! Kill it!>


  I struggled on, heading for the edge of the forest.


  Then . . . body warmth! A warm-blooded animal. Just ahead of me.


  My tongue flicked and smelled an aroma I knew. Hork-Bajir!


  Hork-Bajir, the shock troops of the Yeerk empire. A peaceful, decent race that happened, as Marco often said, to be built like lawn mowers. Bladed arms. Bladed legs. Tearing, clawed feet. A slow but deadly tail. They were all Controllers. All slaves of the Yeerks in their heads.


  I could move no further. I was no longer a snake. Not yet an Andalite. And the Hork-Bajir was just a few feet away.


  Too close!


  <So,> I thought,<this is how it all ends.>


  My Andalite stalk eyes had emerged. I was rising slowly from the grass on my spindly Andalite legs. My tail was forming again.


  I saw the Hork-Bajir. And I saw that he saw me.


  There was nothing I could do. Nothing I could do but die.


  The Hork-Bajir swung his bladed right arm like a scythe. It would hit me in the neck.


  WHUMPH! The Hork-Bajir staggered. His blade arm sliced the air above me.


  "HhhhhuuuurrrrrOOOOWWWWRRR!" A roar! But not the roar of a Hork-Bajir.


  The Hork-Bajir went flying! Seven feet of deadly, dangerous Hork-Bajir warrior just cartwheeled through the air.


  And where he had been now stood Rachel.


  Of course, not the human Rachel with long blond hair and cool blue eyes. This was another Rachel. Rachel in the morph of a grizzly bear.


  The bear was on its hind legs, standing even taller than the Hork-Bajir had stood. With claws that almost rivaled the Hork-Bajir's blades. And muscles powerful enough to simply throw a Hork-Bajir ten feet.


  "HHHHuurrhhoooorrwww!" the bear growled wildly. <Oh, man, I love doing that!>


  <Rachel?> I asked wonderingly.


  <No,> she said, in that human tone that means sarcasm. <It's Smokey the Bear. Finish morphing, you Andalite idiot. Then let's go kick some Yeerk butt.>


  I was almost fully Andalite again. I swept the meadow quickly with my stalk eyes. Visser Three was in the middle of the field. Two Hork-Bajir were rushing to his side, bounding through the grass.


  Across the meadow at the far end, a third Hork-Bajir looked around wildly, with his Dracon beam at the ready. He looked in every direction but up.


  From the tree above him something that seemed almost liquid, something orange and black, dropped, claws outstretched.


  Prince Jake!


  And in the sky overhead, a hawk wheeled in low circles above the field.


  <Two Hork-Bajir guarding the Bug fighters,> Tobias announced. <One Hork-Bajir in the . . . Oh, never mind, Cassie and Marco just took him down. Visser Three and two Hork-Bajir in the center of the meadow.>


  <Come on,> Rachel said to me. <Let's go have a nice talk with Visser Three.>


  <He's my responsibility,> I said to Rachel. <I have an obligation of honor.>


  <Uh-huh. He's all yours.>


  Tobias swooped past, skimming just above the grass, rocketing toward Visser Three.


  <You told them, Tobias.> I accused him.


  <Yeah, I sure did. I got the idea from you. You're the one who said you had to obey your prince. Well, I guess Jake is my prince, too. He ordered me to tell him.>


  <How did you know where I was going?> I asked. <I never told you.>


  <Puh-leeze. That Controller, Eslin Whatever? He wrote it down, Ax-man. You forget: I have hawk's eyes. I can see a flea on a cat from a hundred feet away. You think I couldn't read that note?>


  <You make me very angry, Tobias,> I said.


  <Yeah, and you get on my nerves, too, Ax. But we still have a fight on our hands. Let's go deal with Visser Three.>


  We raced toward the Visser and his guards. Rachel, a huge, rolling brown tidal wave, and me. Above us Tobias flew.


  Just as we drew close, I saw Visser Three stagger.


  The poison! The venom! It was working.


  Visser Three buckled and fell to the ground.


  The two Hork-Bajir quailed. They saw Rachel barreling through the tall grass. They saw Prince Jake, a striped demon coming from the other side. They saw Marco in gorilla morph and Cassie, an eager wolf, teeth bared.


  Tobias had reached the Visser. He soared past him and up, up, up into the air, beating frantically.


  Worst of all, they saw an Andalite. The enemy they feared most.


  <Your Visser is finished,> I called to them. <You can die with him, or you can run.>


  The Hork-Bajir Controllers made their decision quickly. Hork-Bajir can be very fast, once they decide to run.


  The Visser was down. Alone. Helpless, as we came to a stop in a circle around him. He was as helpless as Elfangor had been at the end.


  I looked up. Why was Tobias . . .?


  <No way!> Tobias cried.


  He drew back his wings and dived at full speed. He plummeted toward the earth at racing speed, killing speed! His talons came forward. It looked as if he would hit the ground. Then . . .


  <NO! NO! NO!> Tobias cried. He swooped up and away, back up into the sky.


  <Tobias, what is it?> I heard Prince Jake yell in thought-speak.


  <He bailed! He bailed! The Yeerk bailed out! He got to the water. I can't see him. He got away!>


  <What?> I cried. <What happened?>


  <He's out! Visser Three! He's out. I saw him worming his way through the grass.>


  It took several seconds for my brain to comprehend. I couldn't make sense of it. It was impossible to believe.


  <He left his body?> I asked. <Visser Three left his host?>


  <He crawled right out of the Andalite head and slithered into the water,> Tobias confirmed. <There's a fast current. I can't see beneath the surface of the water that well. I can't see him!>


  I looked down at the creature I thought of as Visser Three. But of course the real Visser was a gray slug, a Yeerk. This body was the body of an Andalite.


  The Visser was gone. Escaped.


  The Andalite was breathing, but seemed unable to move. He looked up at me with his main eyes.


  I had faced Visser Three before. I had felt the evil force that flows from him. That evil was gone now. This was only an Andalite. The Yeerk was gone.


  <Kill me,> the Andalite managed to gasp. <Kill me before he takes me over again. Please. Please kill me.>


  I felt my hearts stop. It was more than I could stand. After years of being controlled by Visser Three, the mind of the Andalite host was still alive. Still aware. <I may already have killed you, my friend,> I said. <The snake . . .>


  <No. You don't understand. Visser Three . . . he has backup forces ready. They'll be here in minutes. Half a dozen Bug fighters. They'll keep this body alive, your poison is too slow.>


  <I . . . but you're an Andalite. I can't kill you,> I said desperately. <I can't . . .>


  <He'll take me again,> the Andalite said, begging. <The Yeerks will find him and bring me to him again. Please. I can't live that way . . . please. The things I've seen . . . you don't understand. It's horrible.>


  He tried to raise his own Andalite tail. He tried to bring the blade to his throat. But the venom had weakened him. His tail fell limp.


  <I understand.> he said at last, with sadness so deep it burned me to hear. <Listen . . . my name is . . . what is my name? It's been so long. And the poison . . . yes, that's it. My name is Alloran-Semitur-Corrass. I was once a war-prince. Someday . . . someday, if you survive . . . I have a wife. I have two children . . . someday . . . tell them I still hope . . . tell them I still have love for them . . .>


  <Yes, War-Prince Alloran. I will tell them. Do you have any other orders for me?>


  He reached up with one weakened hand. I took his hand in mine. <Fight them. They are stronger than you think. They have . . . they have infiltrated . . .they are on the home world . . . fight . . .>


  His fingers were limp. He fell silent, unconscious.


  I set his hand down by his side. I knew that the next time I saw this face, it would once more be the face of my enemy. The Abomination. Visser Three.


  <We should get out of here,> Prince Jake said.


  <Come on, Ax,> Tobias said. <There will be another time.>


  Chapter 20


  



  "Give me liberty or give me death." A human named Patrick Henry said that. I wonder if the Yeerks knew before they came to conquer Earth that humans said things like that. I wonder if the Yeerks knew what they were getting into.


  - From the Earth Diary of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill


  



  <We call it the law of Seerow's Kindness,> I said.


  We were in the woods where I live. The woods of the planet called Earth.


  Two days had passed since the terrible events in the meadow. I had thought a great deal in those two days. I had thought about everything. Then I had asked my human friends if they would join me.


  "What's it mean?" Rachel asked.


  She was standing with her arms crossed. I believe it was an expression of skepticism.


  <It means that we are not allowed to transfer advanced technology to any other race,> I explained. <It is a very important law. One of our most important laws.>


  "You don't want any competition," Marco said. "You Andalites want to be able to stay on top. I understand that. But humans are on your side. We're the ones being taken over."


  "Marco," Prince Jake said. "Chill. Let Ax tell his own story."


  <Seerow was a great Andalite. A warrior. A scientist. He . . . he was in charge of the first Andalite expedition to the Yeerk home world.>


  I saw my human friends stiffen. Tobias flitted to a lower branch, drawing closer.


  <Seerow felt sorry for the Yeerks. They were an intelligent species. They used a primitive species called Gedds as hosts. But the Gedds were nearly blind, clumsy, not very useful. The Yeerks had never even seen the stars. Let alone been able to leave their own planet. Seerow felt sorry for them. Seerow was a kind, decent Andalite . . .>


  "Oh my God," Cassie whispered. "That's the big secret. That's the shame the Andalites are hiding."


  "What?" Rachel asked. "What's the big secret?"


  "Seerow gave the Yeerks advanced technology, didn't he?" Cassie asked.


  I nodded. <Seerow thought the Yeerks should be able to travel to the stars, as we did. At first, it seemed like the right thing to do. But then . . . a species called the Nahara . . . . By the time we found out, it was too late. The entire species was enslaved by the Yeerks. Then came the Hork-Bajir. The Taxxons. And other planets . . . other races were falling to the Yeerk empire. They spread like a disease! Millions . . . billions of free people have been enslaved or destroyed by the Yeerks. Because of Seerow. Because of us. Because of the Andalites.>


  For a while no one spoke. I knew what to expect. These humans had first seen Andalites as heroes. Then they had come to be suspicious. Now I had just confirmed their suspicions. Now they would see that Andalites were not the great saviors of the galaxy.


  "Elfangor broke the law of Seerow's Kindness, though, right?" Marco pointed out.


  <Yes. But I will take the blame for him. Elfangor was a great hero. His name would be destroyed. I'm a nobody. I have taken the blame. If I help you, and you humans become a new race of conquerors, if you become the new Yeerks some day, my people will talk about Aximili's Kindness. And I'll be the one who goes down in history as the new example of a fool.>


  I saw Rachel make a small smile and shake her head. Marco rolled his eyes. He said, "Man, and I really was getting into disliking you, Ax."


  I was confused. I expected them to be furious. Instead they were each smiling.


  <Don't you understand? Your world is threatened by the Yeerks because of my people.>


  Prince Jake nodded. "Yes, we understand, Ax. A long time ago someone tried to be nice and it was a disaster. This Seerow person tried to be a good guy. He hoped all the different people of the galaxy would get along. That we'd all go to the stars together."


  <Yes, and the result was terrible.>


  "Ax, you don't stop hoping just because it doesn't always work out," Cassie said. "You get more careful. You get wiser, maybe. But you keep hoping."


  "Look, Ax," Prince Jake said, "we don't want you to give us any Andalite technology. We don't want you to break your laws. We just want you to trust us. Tell us the truth. Be one of us."


  "You aren't alone, Ax," Cassie said softly. "Maybe we aren't your people, but we are your friends."


  "Your boy Seerow wasn't wrong," Marco said. "He just hooked up with the wrong species. We aren't the Yeerks. We're Homo sapiens, jack. Humans. Andalites want someone to cruise the stars with them? We're the ones. You bring the spaceships. We'll bring the Raisinets and cinnamon buns."


  <You'll do more than that,> I said. <You learn very quickly. Someday you may be greater than the Andalites.>


  "No," Prince Jake said. "Because whatever we learn, you'll learn. We'll do it together. Human and Andalite. Andalite and human."


  <It isn't possible,> I said. <We are two different species. From two different worlds, a billion Earth miles apart.>


  <Ax-man?> Tobias said. <Tell me: What does an Andalite want most? What is it you guys are fighting for?>


  <For freedom, of course,> I said.


  <And what do humans want most?> Tobias asked.


  "Freedom," Prince Jake said.


  "Freedom," Rachel said, nodding her head.


  "Freedom," said Marco and Cassie together.


  <Freedom,> Tobias said. <Different bodies, different species, maybe. But who cares? We agree on what matters.>


  For a few minutes, I said nothing. I guess I felt a little overwhelmed. Then, I realized something that made me laugh. <See? It's happening already,> I said.


  "What?" Rachel asked.


  <You humans are already teaching Andalites something new,> I said. <You're right. We fight the same battle, for the same goal.>


  "The Andalites on your home world may not like that idea," Rachel said.


  <No. They won't. They have their laws and customs. They think they know what's right. If I ever go home, I'll have a lot to explain.>


  <Maybe so,> Tobias said. <But I know one Andalite who would have been proud of you.>


  "Are you with us?" Prince Jake asked.


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> I said.


  "Don't call me 'Prince.'"


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> I said again.


  "All right," Marco said, rubbing his hands together. "Now that's over with. And now that we are finally all leveling and telling the truth . . . I think we have one very big question for Ax. One huge question that will put our new friendship to the test. One gigantic question."


  Everyone nodded in agreement.


  <What?> I asked nervously.


  "How, how, HOW do you eat without a mouth?" Marco demanded.


  I laughed. <We eat as we run. Our hooves crush the grass, and the nutrients are absorbed into our systems, We drink in the same way, by putting a hoof into water.>


  <Ahhh, so that's what the whole thing is with the morning ritual, when you stick a hoof in the water,> Tobias said.


  "Morning ritual? What morning ritual?" Rachel asked.


  "Yeah, tell us," Cassie said.


  <Okay,> I agreed. <I will tell you everything. Everything I know.>


  I looked directly at Tobias as I said that. I met his fierce, intense hawk's gaze. I wanted him to understand that I would answer his question as well. The question I knew must be burning inside him.


  But the question never came. And I heard in my mind an echo of Tobias's words. <Different bodies, different species, maybe. But who cares? We agree on what matters.>


  Neither I, nor my shorm Tobias, is capable of smiling. But just the same, there are times when we look at each other, and understand each other, and smile.


  Chapter 21


  



  <You'll do it because if you don't, I'll find a way to tell Visser Three who set him up,> I told Eslin, the Yeerk traitor.


  I was in the observatory. We were alone, just the two of us. Eslin glared hatefully at me.


  "Andalite scum. You couldn't even kill the Visser. What's the matter? Did he scare you too badly?"


  <Just boot up the software,> I said. <I have a transmission to make. This one time, Eslin, and I will be gone from your miserable life. Do it.>


  It took several minutes for the Z-space transmission to be established. And it took a few moments more before I was connected to the great Lirem again.


  <I won't be able to call again, most likely,> I said. <I have a message I need sent. To the wife of Alloran-Semitur-Corrass, from her husband.>


  It was kind of nice to see old Lirem's eyes go wide all of a sudden. See, he knew exactly who Alloran was. What he was.


  <Her husband sends his love. He still hopes for the day when he will be freed.>


  <Is that all you have to say, aristh Aximili?>


  <No . . . I have this to say, too. You tried to save the Hork-Bajir, and still live by all our laws. Still keeping all our secrets. But you failed.>


  <Do not say what you are about to say, Aximili,> Lirem warned. <Do not disobey the laws of our people.>


  <I . . . Prince Lirem, these humans are my people now. And, sir, with all due respect to the law and to you, I won't let the humans be destroyed as the Hork-Bajir were destroyed. Not while I live.>


  Lirem's eyes narrowed dangerously. <It must run in your family,> he growled. <You're just like your brother, Elfangor.>


  I laughed. <Thank you, Prince. Thank you very much.>
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Cassie.


  I can't tell you my last name. I wish I could. It's kind of a nice last name.


  And I can't tell you where I live or the true names of my friends. Why? Because the enemy never stops looking for us.


  The enemy. The Yeerks. They're everywhere.


  The Yeerks: a parasitic species from a far-distant planet. All they are is little gray slugs, really. I've seen them in their natural state. They look like big snails without the shell. You could squash one under your foot and it would be helpless to stop you.


  But the Yeerks don't live out their lives as slugs. Like I said, they are parasites. See, they enter the head of another species, flatten themselves out, and wrap themselves around the brain. And then they take control.


  That's what we call a Controller. A human who isn't exactly human anymore. Or a member of any species that is controlled by the Yeerk in its head.


  Maybe you think what I've just told you sounds crazy. I guess if I were you, I'd think it was pretty insane. But sometimes even the craziest things happen to be true.


  The Yeerks are here. Everywhere. If you think you don't know someone who is a Controller, you're probably wrong.


  The school bus driver, the police officer in the patrol car, the minister in the pulpit, the newsman on TV, the rock star in the music video, the person who smiles at you when you ride by on your bike - any one of them might be a Controller. Your teacher, your friend, your sister, your mother and father. Any of them. All of them. And you'll never know. Until it's too late.


  Until it is too late for planet Earth.


  We fight them. But we're just a handful of kids - Jake, Rachel, Marco, Tobias, Ax, and me. We have some special powers, but we know we can't win this alone. We fight in the hope that someday - someday soon - the Andalites will return and help us.


  It was an Andalite prince named Elfangor who gave us our powers. He was dying. He was desperate. He wanted to do something to help doomed humanity.


  He gave us the power to morph. To absorb the DNA of any animal we could touch. To become that animal.


  So we fight the Yeerks and all their Controllers. The human-Controllers who may once have been our friends and relations. The evil, cannibalistic Taxxon-Controllers, those huge centipedes with their open, gnashing mouths and foul smell. And the deadly, dangerous, but formerly good creatures called Hork-Bajir - the enslaved foot soldiers of the Yeerk empire.


  And we fight Visser Three. Leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth. The only Andalite-Controller in existence. The only Yeerk who, like us, has the power to morph.


  The murderer of Elfangor. A killer. A destroyer. The creature who would make slaves of all humans and destroy our planet.


  Unless someone stops him. Unless we stop him.


  Five ordinary kids and a young Andalite we call Ax, against all the might of the Yeerk empire.


  We call ourselves Animorphs.


  We're only supposed to use our power for fighting the Yeerks. But there are times when it comes in handy for other things.


  My best friend Rachel and I were at school, in the dark and gloomy science lab. The final bell had rung and kids were tearing out of there at top speed, running for the buses or their parents' cars.


  You know how it is - when the school day is over you just want out of there. But I had been messing up in school lately. See, I have kind of a busy life. My dad runs the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic in our barn. I help out there, taking care of injured or sick animals. Plus the whole Animorph thing takes up a lot of time.


  Anyway, I had to do a makeup project for science class. I built a maze for a rat I'd named Courtney. I mean, I figured an animal project would be easy for me. I've been more animals than a lot of kids have seen.


  Courtney was supposed to find her way through the cardboard maze to the end, where I had placed some tasty seeds and nuts. Then I would make notes on her progress. How hard could that be?


  Rachel stared at me. She tapped her foot impatiently. She looked down at her watch. Then she looked up at the clock on the wall.


  "You know, school's been out for ten minutes, and here I am, still at school. This can't be right. It's unnatural."


  "Why can't she figure out the maze?" I wondered out loud. "What's the problem?"


  "A stupid rat? Er, I mean, maybe you have a not very smart rat. That could be the subject of your paper - 'My Dumb Rat.'"


  "What is the problem with you?" I demanded, ignoring Rachel and talking directly to the rat. I took Courtney from her cage and stuck her in the high-walled maze. "Smell the nuts. Smell the nuts and then find your way through the maze."


  Courtney looked up at me and twitched her nose.


  "That's not an answer," I said. "I need this grade. I am not going to try and explain a D to my parents just because you can't get it together."


  "A D!" Rachel echoed. "You're looking at a D? No way."


  "Rachel, why do you think I'm here? Because I'm trying to go from an A to an A+? Yes. I am looking at a D. And I can't bring my parents a D. That would mean weeks of them going, 'Where did we go wrong? We must be failing as parents. We have to spend more time with Cassie, helping her every night with her homework.'"


  Rachel shuddered at the absolute horror of that scenario.


  "Hey," Rachel said. "Morph the rat. Maybe you can see what his . . . her . . . its problem is."


  "I could do that," I said slowly. "But see, if Jake found out . . . You know the rule. No morphing except when necessary."


  Rachel shrugged. "It's necessary that I get out of here. It's necessary that you don't get a bad grade. Look at that - two necessities at once!"


  I probably shouldn't have let her talk me into it. Except, actually, I'd already been considering it. That's the great thing about Rachel - she's always willing to help talk you into doing something you probably shouldn't do.


  "You have to do it, too," I said.


  "Why? Why do I have to morph a rat?"


  "Remember the time you wanted to scare that guy with the elephants? Wasn't I there for you then? Besides, we can't leave till I try to figure this out."


  Rachel rolled her eyes. "Ooookay. That made absolutely no sense, but I'll do it anyway. Let's just get it over with."


  Acquiring an animal's DNA isn't very complicated. All you do is touch it, and focus your mind on the animal. The animal gets kind of sleepy, kind of dopey. In a minute it's all over, and a new DNA pattern is swimming around inside you.


  "I have the feeling this is a stupid idea," Rachel said.


  I was piling up books to make steps so we could climb into the maze once we morphed.


  "Well, it was your idea, Rachel."


  "Oh, yeah. My idea. Like I'm the one who cares how the rat handles a maze. Let's get this over with before someone decides to check in on us," she said. Already, she was beginning to change.


  I focused my thoughts, forming a mental picture of the rat. And then . . . I felt the change begin.


  I was shrinking. Shrinking very fast. For a human, I'm not very big. In fact, I'm kind of short. But I was a lot bigger than a rat, so it was a pretty big change in size.


  My T-shirt and my jeans were suddenly very loose.


  I looked at Rachel. Huge long whiskers were growing out of her still-human mouth.


  The side of the cabinets beside me grew higher and higher. They had originally been maybe three feet high. Soon they seemed as tall as a three-story building. The grain in the wood looked like huge swirling patterns, like strange paintings the size of murals.


  The one-foot squares of tan and green linoleum seemed to double and triple and quadruple in size, until each was as big as a parking space.


  As I shrank, my clothes folded and billowed down over me like a collapsed circus tent.


  My skin turned a sort of pinkish-gray, then suddenly sprouted white fur. My legs were shriveling. My arms were shriveling. My face bulged like a zit about to pop. My nose poked way out, farther and farther. My face became pointed.


  And then, the rat's senses replaced my own.


  On came the ears, like someone had thrown a switch. On came the nose.


  And on came the rat's instincts, bubbling up in my human mind and carrying their messages of fear and hunger and more fear.


  <Yikes!> Rachel commented. <Nervous little things, aren't they?>


  Chapter 2


  



  The rat's eyes weren't any better than my own. In fact, they weren't quite as good. Like lots of animals I've been, the eyes were better at seeing movement than at seeing colors and shapes. Nothing was moving, so my vision was kind of, I don't know . . . kind of dull.


  I could see Rachel well enough, though. We were made from the same rat's DNA, so were basically the same rat. I could see her long, naked pink tail. That tail is the reason people hate rats, but think squirrels are cute.


  That, plus the fact that rats have been known to nibble on humans from time to time.


  The rat's hearing was excellent, but it was its sense of smell that was really amazing. I twitched my little rat nose and the whole world sent me messages.


  I smelled the chemicals in the cabinets. I smelled the lingering aromas of hundreds of different kids who had passed through the room that day. I even smelled the seeds and nuts in the maze, up on the table.


  I felt the rat's brain beginning to surge more strongly up beneath my own. The rat instincts were coming out. Fear. Not the sharp sudden fear a human might feel. It was the eternal fear of a small animal in a world of great big predators.


  And the hunger. The hunger of a tiny animal who will spend its entire life, every single minute of its life, searching for its next meal.


  But there was also the intelligence.


  When you morph an animal, its instincts come through. You don't get its memories, usually, but you do get its instincts. Its basic abilities are there.


  This rat was very nervous. It was afraid of being out in the open. It wanted to be next to the wall so that enemies would have a harder time attacking it. I decided that wasn't a bad instinct.


  <Maybe we should get somewhere safer?> I asked Rachel in thought-speak.


  <Oh, yes, definitely,> she agreed.


  The little rat legs powered up and we took off. Not fast, really, but it seemed fast because I was so low to the ground. My nose was just a quarter of an inch above the linoleum. As I waddle-walked along I saw huge walls looming over me - the sides of the lab tables. And I saw sparse forests of trees - actually the legs of chairs.


  I scooted along the corner of the wall with Rachel right behind me.


  <That is not an attractive tail,> Rachel said. <I mean, I'm a rat and I still think it looks bad.>


  Then I saw the table where my maze was set up. The real Courtney was up there. I checked out the area.


  <I think we can climb up my backpack onto the chair. Then onto my sweater, then jump to the tabletop.>


  <I'm following you,> Rachel said. <Lead the way, Rat-girl.>


  The rat body was amazingly good at climbing and scampering up to the tabletop. You wouldn't think that squat body and those stubby little legs would be good for climbing, but I really do believe that rat could have gone just about anywhere it wanted to go.


  I saw the pile of books I'd left as a sort of stairway up the outer wall of the maze. And now that I was rat-sized, that wall really was a wall. It looked about nine feet high.


  <You go do the maze,> Rachel said. <I'll wait out here.>


  I scampered quickly up over the books. The pictures on the front of my science book looked like huge mosaics made of colored tiles.


  I reached the top and gazed down into the maze. I knew I could jump down in there, down into those long hallways, but at that moment I was afraid. It was odd, but the idea of running into the real Courtney made me nervous. I've always felt a little funny about using animals' bodies. It makes me feel a little guilty somehow.


  But I had a job to do. I had to figure out why Courtney couldn't find the nuts. She should be able to smell them . . .


  <Hey. Wait a minute. I can't smell them, either. Not at all.>


  <Can't smell what?> Rachel asked.


  <The nuts. I can't smell them.>


  <Do I care?>


  <It's the whole point,> I said.


  I looked around, puzzled. Then I noticed the breeze. I aimed my rat eyes upward. There, a million miles up, as far away as the moon, was a ceiling fan.


  If I'd had lips, I would have smiled.


  <Hey. It's the fan. It's blowing the scent of the nuts away.>


  <Great. Now can we get out of here?>


  I was feeling pretty satisfied with my insight when two things happened at once. First, Courtney - the real Courtney - came zooming around the corner of the maze.


  The second thing was that I heard a loud crash, a roar of loud laughter, and the rushing approach of footsteps.


  Courtney froze and stared at me. I stared at her. Then I looked back at Rachel. Rachel was frozen, same as me.


  "HEY, LOOK! RATS!" an impossibly loud voice shouted. A boy, I was sure of that. I didn't recognize the specific voice, but I recognized the tone. He was looking for trouble.


  "GROSS!" another voice shouted. "SOMEONE SHOULD EXTERMINATE 'EM. I HATE RATS!"


  Two of them. Two guys playing around. Two jerks looking for something to break or destroy.


  Two very, very big creatures compared to us tiny rats.


  Sudden shadows! Vibrations. Huge movements!


  WHAM!


  The table shook like it was hit by a massive earthquake!


  WHAM! THUD!


  A shadow, moving fast, descending on me. I jumped!


  THUD!


  The tabletop jumped from the impact of the boy's hand slamming down near me.


  I felt the maze being lifted. It tilted wildly up on its side. I could see the entire maze, now a wall instead of a floor.


  Courtney fell out of the maze onto the table. Now there were three of us, trapped on the tabletop.


  "HERE! A BROOM!"


  <Bail!> Rachel yelled.


  <Run!> I cried.


  THWACK!


  Something the size of a pine tree slapped the surface of the table. It was a broom handle. The handle swept across the table, coming right at us, a wooden log half my own height.


  I jumped. Rats don't look like jumpers, but when they have to, they can.


  Up! Over the broom handle, Rachel right beside me. I saw Courtney haul in the other direction.


  Run! Run! Run! Rachel and I moved out at top rat speed.


  The edge of the table!


  It was like standing on the edge of a four-story building. It looked like a very, very long way down.


  Then, a shadow! A disturbance in the airflow! No time to look! No time to think!


  <Aaaaahhhh!>


  <Aaaaahhhh!>


  We leaped from the edge of the table just as the broom handle slammed down in the very spot where we'd been standing.


  The fall seemed to take forever. It was like skydiving. The linoleum tiles looked like some strange farmlands far beneath me.


  I hit the floor hard. My legs didn't catch the impact. They were too short. My big furry belly took the blow. But it knocked the wind out of me.


  As my mind cleared, I realized the guys were no longer after me and Rachel. They had Courtney in a corner. They were jabbing at her with the broom handle.


  <Oh, man,> I said.


  <If we survive, Jake is going to kill me for this.>


  <I'm tired of running,> Rachel said. <Let's kick some butt.>


  That, of course, is classic Rachel. We were each about a foot long, counting our tail. So naturally, she thought we should attack some guys the size of Godzilla.


  But you know what? I was tired of running, too. And I couldn't let poor Courtney get killed. She was more than just a science project. Now she was sort of a sister rat.


  I aimed right for the leg of the nearest guy. It was the size of a redwood, except that this redwood was blue. Baggy blue denim.


  <Are you thinking what I'm thinking?> I asked Rachel.


  <I'm with you,> she said.


  We motored our tiny rat feet and shot forward. Faster, faster, as fast as we could go. Which, happily, turned out to be fairly fast.


  Up the pants leg! I saw a flash of skin above the socks. I went for it. My tiny clawed feet grabbed onto that white gym sock and went straight up.


  It was like going into a tunnel. The rough denim of the jeans scraped along my head and back. The pink flesh curved away beneath me. I dug my claws, front and back, into the skin and hairs of that huge leg, and shot wildly up the back of his leg.


  "AAAAAAHHHHHH!"


  Suddenly, the boy was no longer interested in Courtney.


  "AAAAAAHHHHHH! IT'S ON ME! IT'S ON ME! GET IT OFF! GET IT OFF MEEEEE!"


  "NOOOO! OH! OH! OH!" the other boy screamed, as Rachel attacked.


  <Yaaahhhh!> I cried, as the leg was thrown wildly back and forth. I slammed against the denim wall. I was slammed back against the curved pink skin. I scrambled wildly to hold on as the boy screamed and ran and shook his leg like a lunatic.


  "AAAAAHHH! AAAAAAHHH! AAAAAHHHH!"


  Out of the science lab we tore. Out into the hallway, with the two guys screaming the whole way.


  I turned myself around, with great difficulty, and aimed downward. Out I shot. Out of the pants leg to freedom.


  The last I saw of the two guys, they were still running in sheer panic.


  I never did see Courtney again. I guess she found a place to live in the school walls. At least I'd figured out why she wouldn't go through the maze.


  Rachel and I found a safe place to demorph. Then we went to her house and gave her little sister a home perm. Business as usual.


  Chapter 3


  



  That evening, everyone came over. We usually hook up at the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. Also known as my barn.


  I guess we all get together once or twice a week. More often when there's a "mission" of some kind. I was surprised when Jake called to say we should get together because it had only been a couple of days since the last meeting. And as far as I knew, nothing serious had been planned.


  I hoped this was only a meeting and nothing else. I had like zero spare time. School. Life. That stuff takes time, you know?


  I was cleaning the cages when the others started to arrive. It was a raccoon cage, to be specific. This raccoon had been hit a glancing blow by a car on the highway. A lot of the highway patrol guys know to call us if they see an injured animal by the road.


  The raccoon would be okay, thanks to my dad. But in the meantime, it had to be fed and watered and medicated and its cage had to be kept clean. And all of that was my job.


  I was wearing dirty overalls and big tall rubber boots. My arms were deep inside rubber gloves when Rachel showed up.


  "Hey, Cassie."


  "Hi, Rachel." I was bent over, concentrating on wiping out the raccoon's cage. I could tell the raccoon was seriously considering leaping on my face and chewing my nose.


  "Sup Cassie. You get that outfit at Banana Republic? Or is that the new Express line?"


  Rachel and I are best friends, but we are very different people. If you just saw Rachel walking by you'd probably think typical airhead mall-crawler. If you took a closer look you'd start to think, No, she's actually very beautiful, not typical at all.


  And if you took a third look, she'd probably come over, get in your face, and say, "What are you staring at? Hello? You have some kind of a problem?"


  Rachel is tall and blond and beautiful and fearless. She's Xena: Warrior Princess - only without the leather.


  We must be the most mismatched best friends in history. Rachel could walk through the mosh pit at Lollapalooza on a rainy day and come out the other side looking like one of those models in Glamour. I, on the other hand, will show up for my own wedding someday dressed in jeans and boots and socks that don't match.


  I stood back from the raccoon cage. I smiled and gave a little twirl so Rachel could admire the outfit. "You like it? It's part of the Ralph Lauren Animal Poop collection."


  "Someday I am going to knock you over the head, stuff you in a big bag, drag you to the mall, and force you to buy a dress. You can keep the big rubber boots, if you insist, but we're getting you a dress."


  "You're kidding, right?" I asked Rachel. You can never be totally sure with Rachel.


  She just smiled with her ten thousand bright white teeth.


  I heard the sound of bikes being leaned up against the outside of the barn. Then I heard male voices.


  "Batman could beat Spiderman? You expect me to take that seriously? Are you insane? I thought I knew you, Jake, but you're obviously an idiot. No offense. Spiderman would annihilate Batman."


  Marco. Marco, sounding as serious as Marco is capable of sounding.


  "Two words: body armor. Spiderman's webs would not stick to Batman's body armor. Homer, stay out here, boy. You can't go in."


  That would be Jake. And Homer, his dog. Homer is not allowed in the barn. Being a dog, Homer believes small animals are meant to be chased.


  Jake and Marco came through the small side door of the barn. Jake was in the lead, as usual.


  If we Animorphs have a leader, it's Jake. He's strong, inside and out. And really good-looking. Also inside and out. I mean, he's just an amazingly cool guy.


  Jake has had to grow up a lot in a very short time. It's weird to be a kid, and yet act like some kind of a general or something. We all decide the big stuff together. But when we're in a fight, it's Jake who has to make the little decisions a lot of times. The little decisions that could leave one of his friends dead.


  It made me smile to realize that Jake could still enjoy absurd arguments with Marco. I sort of worry about the pressure on Jake.


  Jake and I are kind of . . . you know. We like each other. As in like.


  Marco was just behind Jake. He's smaller than Jake, with longer, darker hair, laughing, dark eyes, and an attitude.


  Marco thinks the whole world is just a setup for a joke. Marco will tell a joke while he's bleeding and terrified and in pain. But there are times when his eyes lose their skeptical expression and grow glittery and dangerous.


  "Cassie," Marco said, "you look beautiful, as always. Your use of manure as a fashion statement is so tasteful." Then he gazed at Rachel and winced. "Yikes! Every time I see you, you're taller. Stop it. Stop growing."


  Rachel patted Marco on his head. "Don't worry. I don't look down on you for being short, Marco. I look down on you just for being you."


  Marco grabbed his chest in pain. "Aargh! And Xena puts another spear in me."


  "Hi, Jake," I said, ignoring the usual Marco-versus-Rachel stuff.


  "Hi, Cassie," he said. He gave me one of his rare, slow smiles. "Hey, I heard this weird story. These two guys at school claim they were attacked by a pair of lab rats."


  "Really? I didn't hear about that," I said, trying not to make the fakey, shrill sound I always make when I'm lying.


  Jake raised one eyebrow and I quickly went back to cleaning out the cage.


  "What are we here for?" Rachel asked bluntly.


  Jake shrugged. "Tobias told me to get everyone together. He and Ax have something."


  Right on cue, we heard a flutter of wings. A hawk shot in through the open hayloft above. It turned sharply, killed its speed, swept its talons forward, and landed neatly on a rafter.


  It was a red-tailed hawk. Mostly brown on its back, a lighter, mottled brown and tan beneath. The bird took its name from its tail feathers, which were the color of rust.


  The hawk glared down at us with unbelievably intense brown and gold eyes.


  <Hi,> the hawk said, a silent voice that we heard only in our heads.


  "Hi, Tobias," I answered.


  Tobias is the fifth human member of our group. Although he's not entirely human anymore. See, if you stay more than two hours in a morph, you stay forever.


  In his mind and heart, Tobias is still a human being - mostly. But he has the body of a hawk. He lives as a hawk.


  "Hi, Tobias," Rachel said. "I thought maybe you'd stop by last night."


  Tobias sometimes hangs out with Rachel. He flies into her upstairs room and watches TV, or reads. Things he can't do in the wild. Human things.


  <Um, well, I was going to,> he said in thought-speak. <But there was this thing with Ax . . .>


  Ax is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. He's the sixth person in our group. He's even less human than Tobias. Ax is an Andalite.


  "Speaking of which, is Ax coming?" Jake asked.


  <No. He's still out keeping an eye on things. Or four eyes, actually.>


  "What things?" Marco asked, beginning to sound impatient.


  Tobias swooped down to be closer. He landed on the top edge of a stall door. He checked out the many cages. At the moment we had, in addition to the raccoon, a fox, two wolves, a handful of various bats, a really cool porcupine, a pair of jackrabbits, a deer that had been mauled by a bear, several doves, a goose, a swan cygnet, a whole group of assorted gulls, a beautiful red-winged blackbird, and a barn owl.


  <What happened to the golden eagle?> Tobias asked.


  "He's all better so we released him," I admitted. See, golden eagles occasionally kill and eat hawks. "We released him way back in the hills, though. Nowhere near your territory, Tobias."


  Tobias didn't look too happy. But then, Tobias has a hawk's face, so he never looks anything but fierce. Once he was a very sweet, slightly dopey kid. Jake and he met when Jake stopped some bullies from sticking Tobias's head in the toilet.


  <Anyway. I have something to report. It looks like someone is getting ready to start logging in the forest.>


  "No way!" I cried.


  The others were less upset.


  "So what?" Marco asked.


  "So habitat will be destroyed! So animals will be made homeless! So old-growth trees will be chopped down to make plywood!" I cried. "That's so what."


  Marco frowned. "And I care about this . . . why?"


  I started to answer, but Tobias cut me off.


  <You don't care, Marco. But you might care about who is doing the logging.>


  "I'm guessing a logging company," Marco suggested.


  <Yeah. You're right,> Tobias said. <Only this logging company has built a command center deep in the forest. A log building, actually, like you'd expect. Except for one little thing.>


  "What one little thing?" Jake asked.


  <The building is protected by a force field. A force field that seems to stop anything that gets near. I tried to fly closer, and it was like hitting a wall. Also, there are armed guards walking the perimeter around the building, and patrolling up and down the access road.>


  "Oh," Jake said.


  <Guards armed with automatic rifles.>


  "Yeerks?" Rachel wondered. "But why would the Yeerks want to be logging in the forest?"


  I knew the answer to that question. The Yeerks' plan was all too obvious. "They want to destroy habitat," I said.


  "What? Now the Yeerks are out to destroy the deer and the owls?" Marco said with a dismissive laugh.


  "No," I said. "It's not owl habitat they want to destroy. They're after a different species."


  <Yeah,> Tobias agreed. <They're going to wipe out the habitat of the very, very endangered Animorph.>


  Chapter 4


  



  "The Yeerks are right there in our forest. Fine," Rachel said with her usual enthusiasm for anything dangerous. "Let's go take a look."


  "If this is a Yeerk operation, we have to be careful," Marco said. "They're expecting us."


  <Expecting us?> Tobias said.


  Marco nodded. "Look, the Yeerks believe we're a band of Andalites, right? They think only Andalites can morph. They've figured out that the forest is the only place a group of Andalites could be hiding. Let's face it - if we were Andalites, we wouldn't exactly be able to rent an apartment."


  "So we'd be in the forest. Just like Ax is right now." Jake nodded. "They want to use the logging operation as a way to go Andalite-hunting."


  "Right. Which means they think we're out in the forest. So they have to be prepared for an attack. They are going to be totally ready for any strange group of animals that show up."


  I agreed with Marco. But there was another question that was bothering me. "How did they ever get permission to cut trees in a national forest?"


  Marco rolled his eyes, like I was being an idiot. "Who cares? The fact is, they did."


  "If we're going to take a look at this place, we can't show up there in a big group," Jake said. "We split up, go in two groups. In different morphs. We see what we see, but we do nothing. Agreed?"


  Everyone nodded.


  "So. If it's okay with everyone, I'll go in with Rachel. I'll morph the peregrine falcon. Rachel, you can morph your bald eagle. Tobias will show us the way. That's a lot of excellent eyes to look things over. Cassie, you go in with Marco. Get a different perspective."


  "Why can't I go with Rachel?" I asked. It's not that I don't like Marco. He just grinds my nerves sometimes.


  "Because you and Rachel just egg each other on," Jake said.


  He knew about the rat thing. He definitely knew. Still, it kind of bothered me. "Oh, you mean like you and Marco egg each other on?"


  Jake nodded and gave me a wink. "You could say that. Yep. Exactly."


  Ten minutes later, Marco and I were walking across the far fields of my farm, wading through tall grass toward the edge of the forest.


  The forest is huge. It reaches all the way back up into the mountains. Thousands, maybe millions of square miles of pines and oaks and a scattering of birch trees sweep down from the mountains all the way to the edges of town. Our farm is right on the edge. Lots of farms are. And some new housing developments and so on.


  It was a clear evening, so the mountains showed up pink and lavender in the setting sun. There was a cool breeze, loaded with the smell of wildflowers. Two of our horses were grazing off across the field by the fence. It was a safe area, so we let the horses run free at night in nice weather.


  Of course, now that wolves were being reintroduced into the forest, we might have to change that. A wolf pack can bring down even a healthy, strong horse. I know. I've been a wolf.


  And I was getting ready to be one again.


  We reached the edge of the forest. It began very suddenly. One step was on grass, the next step was on pine needles and fallen leaves.


  It was darker under the trees. And as we walked into the forest it grew darker still. I craned my neck back. Looking up, I could still see blue sky overhead. But the sun was going down, and night was growing near. Creatures of the day were winding down their activities, and creatures of the night were opening their eyes.


  "Might as well morph now," Marco said.


  "Yes. We'll move faster in wolf morph," I agreed.


  He grinned at me. "Does it ever creep you out? All this morphing, I mean? I still remember the first time. It was so bizarre."


  "It's still bizarre," I said.


  "Even for you?"


  "Why not for me?" I asked.


  Marco shrugged. "You're the morphing queen."


  I laughed. "Oh please. We all morph."


  "Yeah, but even Ax says you have some kind of special talent. Like you have more control or whatever. He says you're even better than he is."


  "That doesn't make it any less creepy for me," I said. "I mean, we're in the forest, the sun is going down, and I'm getting ready to turn into a wolf. This could be a horror movie."


  "Wolfman."


  "Wolfwoman," I corrected.


  "The Wolf Couple."


  We shoved our outer clothing under some brush, and I began to morph. I focused my mind on the wolf whose DNA was a part of me. Marco and I were actually the identical wolf. We had both absorbed the DNA of the same female.


  I felt my jaw stretching and stretching outward. The bones made a slight grinding sound as my small, weak human mouth became the powerful, crushing jaw of the wolf. My human mouth and teeth could barely cut through a tough steak. The wolf jaw and teeth could tear the throat out of a living, struggling deer.


  My gums itched as my teeth grew longer.


  "See? Thrat's whuk I mearrrn," Marco said, trying to make sounds even as his human tongue and lips disappeared. In a few more seconds he was able to switch to thought-speak.


  <See? That's what I mean. Look at how much better you are at morphing than I am. That looks very creepy, by the way.>


  I had controlled the morphing so that the wolf's head appeared completely formed before anything else happened. I was a completely normal girl with just the downiest growth of fur and a massive, shaggy wolf's head atop my shoulders.


  <I didn't really think much about it,> I said. <Sometimes my brain just seems to have its own ideas about morphing.>


  The rest of the morph continued. My knees reversed direction. My legs grew smaller. Rough pads replaced my feet. The fur on my body grew long and rough and grayish in color.


  I fell forward onto my front legs, no longer able to stand.


  The wolf's instincts began to surface, but I had done this morph before, so I could handle them easily.


  Then the wolf's senses came on, replacing my human perception.


  The forest was an entirely different experience to the wolf. It was as if I had been transported instantly to some totally different place.


  My human ears had noticed almost nothing - a bit of wind, a few chirps, the rustling of leaves. But the wolf's ears heard everything. They heard some large, four-footed animal about a hundred yards to the right. They heard squirrels gnawing acorns in their high nests. They heard insects crawling beneath the pine-needle floor. They heard cars on the far-distant road.


  And the ears were nothing, compared to the sense of smell.


  Let me just put it this way - in terms of smell, all humans are blind. We smell nothing. Maybe we smell a flower if it's right under our nose, or a chocolate cake baking in the oven. But we are the morons of smell.


  Wolves are the geniuses of smell. You have no idea. No idea at all what it is like to have that wolf nose.


  <Ahhh!> I cried in shock.


  <Yeah,> Marco agreed. <I'd forgotten. Wow. Hello!>


  It is exactly like being blind and then, all of a sudden, being able to see.


  The wolf smelled the horses in our field. The wolf didn't just smell that they were horses, it smelled that they were fully grown and healthy. The wolf smelled every flower, every tree, every leaf, every mushroom. It smelled water in three different locations and knew which stream was sweetest.


  The wolf smelled a chipmunk, a dozen squirrels, voles, rats, mice, deer, a dead sparrow, a raccoon, no . . . two raccoons.


  And it smelled me. I mean, it smelled my scent from the clothing I had just morphed out of. It smelled the scent of all the birds and animals in my barn that I had touched or even walked near.


  It smelled things that were three days old. The human who had walked through these woods days before. The other wolf, an old male, who had passed by. The smell of dogs and cats and trash.


  And one very strange smell that I realized had to be the scent of an Andalite - Ax.


  When you put it all together in your head - the sense of smell and the hearing - it was as if the entire world around you was crawling and seething and exploding with life.


  <Cool,> Marco said.


  <Way cool,> I agreed. <Let's go. Let's run.>


  Wolves like to run.


  Chapter 5


  



  Wolves can run. Wolves can run all through the night, without stopping or slowing or taking a break.


  We ran, Marco and I, jumping fallen logs, swerving through trees, and skirting patches of thorns. Across sunset-lit meadows, and through dark stands of tall pines. We splashed happily through streams and skittered across rocks.


  We were running on sensation, our heads swimming with smell and sound and sight. There was nothing within a thousand yards that we didn't know about. We were plugged into the data stream of nature itself.


  We smelled the logging camp long before we reached it. Then we heard the sounds of machines. And we heard the murmurs of conversation. Human voices.


  Then we got a reminder that we were not the only hyper-alert predators in the forest.


  <Is that you guys?> a thought-speak voice asked. Jake's voice.


  <Yes. Where are you?> I asked.


  <Way up above you,> Jake said with a laugh. I stopped running and craned my head back like I was going to howl at the moon. Through a break in the trees I saw a patch of sky. And way, way up in that sky, I saw three tiny black dots.


  Tobias and Jake, floating a quarter-mile up. Even in the weakening light they had seen us from clear up in the bellies of the clouds.


  <The place is just ahead. Lots of heavy equipment. Guards. But go take a look. Just be careful.>


  <We'd hang out, but the sun's going down and we won't be able to see much more anyway,> Tobias remarked.


  <You saw us,> I said, a bit grumpily.


  Tobias laughed. <Yeah, but you're a pair of great big wolves. That's not much of a challenge. Now, that flea crawling by your ear . . .>


  <You can't see a flea,> I said.


  <Heh, heh, heh,> Tobias answered. <Can't I?>


  Marco and I started moving forward again, but slower than before. More cautiously.


  Through the trees we began to see light. Artificial light.


  We crept slowly nearer, shoulders hunched, heads low, ears aimed forward, sniffing the wind for clues.


  The command center building was bigger than it had looked at first. It was made of logs, like some kind of rustic ranger station. It was two stories tall, with a porch on the front.


  On the back-and-side ground levels there were no windows. None at all. There were windows on the upper level, but they were dark. Too dark for me to see into.


  There were blindingly bright spotlights mounted atop the building. The forest had been cut back a hundred feet or so on all sides of the building, and the bare, scarred earth all around was lit as bright as the sunniest day.


  A dozen or so huge pieces of equipment were parked neatly side by side. Earthmovers, oddly shaped cranes, trucks, and some monstrous thing that looked like a huge kid's toy. I guessed that it was used to cut trees.


  My heightened wolf senses noticed several men walking around the perimeter of the clearing. They were spaced about fifty yards apart and seemed very alert.


  The nearest one was walking just in front of us. Marco and I crouched low behind tree trunks and stood perfectly still.


  The man wore a tan uniform. The legs of his pants were tucked into high leather boots. He was carrying an automatic rifle.


  <Okay, this does look just slightly extreme for a logging camp. That guy is no lumberjack,> I said.


  I aimed my ears at the building, but no sounds came from inside. Either there was no one in there or they had soundproofed the place really well.


  <Are you getting anything?> Marco asked me.


  <Not from inside the building. But I'm smelling stuff that I can't recognize. Weird smells.>


  <Yeah. Me, too. Animal smells, but weird, you know?>


  <Hork-Bajir?>


  <Could be,> Marco said.


  <The guards are all human,> I pointed out. <You know, this may have nothing to do with the Yeerks. Maybe whoever these guys are, they're up to something totally different. I mean, normal humans do act strange sometimes. Not every weird person is a Controller.>


  <No. But don't forget - the force field. Even if these guys were like drug dealers or something, I don't think they'd have a force field.>


  <Good point.> I fell silent. I had heard a noise. Several noises. Movement. Careful, stealthy movement.


  I glanced at Marco. I saw that his ears were pricked up, too. <Yeah, I heard it,> Marco said.


  <Behind us. Someone circling around.>


  I felt the knife edge of fear. The human part of me was afraid. The wolf me was not. But I trusted the human instinct more on this.


  <Where are the guards?> I asked.


  <Uh-oh,> Marco said.


  Blinding light!


  Light everywhere. Everywhere! The whole world was a brilliant white.


  I felt like the whole universe could see me.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  The sound of sharp, cracking explosions in the trees above us. I glanced up. Something falling. A net!


  Big steel nets were exploding from the trees above us, falling toward us. There were heavy weights at the edges.


  <RUN!>


  We bolted. The net above me fell. I was racing the falling edge, racing, racing . . .


  Free!


  The net scraped my back. But I was out from under!


  TSEWWW! TSEWWW!


  A brilliant stab of red light shot from the dark upper windows of the log building. The beam hit the base of a tree not six inches from me. The wood was vaporized. A six-inch hole was blown right through its trunk.


  Dracon beams!


  I started to run. But something felt wrong. Marco! Where was he?


  I turned and looked back. He was under the net! He was weighed down and crawling on his belly to get free of it.


  I ran back.


  TSEWWW! TSEWWW!


  The Dracon beams, almost pale in the brilliant floodlit woods, fired again and again.


  I grabbed the edge of the net in my jaws and lifted it up. It was shockingly heavy. No wonder Marco was crawling.


  <Get out of here!> Marco yelled. <Don't get killed for me.>


  <Shut up and come on!> I cried.


  TSEWWW! TSEWWW!


  I couldn't hold the net. My jaws were aching. My neck was dragging down. Marco was barely inching forward. The Dracon beams were getting more and more accurate.


  And now I saw where the guards had disappeared to. They were running through the woods toward us. Half a dozen men carrying automatic weapons. It was an eerie and terrifying sight, as the men cast gigantic shadows up into the treetops.


  Then . . . something fast. Faster than a wolf. Faster than a human.


  Like a deer. Like a horse. A mouthless face, eyes on stalks, a tail like a scorpion. A creature like nothing that lived on Earth. It raced straight for us.


  <Ax!> I cried.


  His tail struck, faster than a human eye could follow.


  The tail blade made sparks as it sliced through the net, leaving a long gash just in front of Marco's nose.


  <Yikes! That was a little close!> Marco said. But he surged through the hole in the net and took off. I was right behind him. Wolves are already fast. But when you get a scared wolf with a scared human mind inside it, you'd be amazed how that animal can move.


  We hauled our butts out of there, with Ax right beside us.


  BAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAM!


  Gunfire! Good, old-fashioned, human, very deadly gunfire.


  It's much louder in reality than it is in movies. And it's much scarier to have it aimed at you than it is to see it in a movie. Basically, getting shot at is absolutely nothing like a movie.


  <Aaaaahhh!> I yelled.


  <Aaaaahhh!> Marco yelled.


  <Aaaaahhh!> Ax agreed.


  Two wolves and an Andalite set a new record speeding away from that place.


  Chapter 6


  



  "Okay, I think we've answered the question about whether that's just an ordinary logging camp," Marco said.


  We had reached the far edge of the forest, back close to my farm. Marco and I had demorphed. Rachel and Jake flew down and joined us. Tobias took up a perch on a low branch.


  Ax stood nearby. His two stalk eyes moved continuously, side to side, peering into the dark woods around us. His two main eyes met my gaze.


  "By the way, thanks, Ax," I said.


  "Yeah, no kidding," Marco added. "I was Spam back there. That tail blade of yours is something."


  <I should have spotted the nets up in the treetops,> Ax berated himself. <I had detected the force field and I suspected there were Dracon beams in the upper windows. But the nets were so primitive I overlooked them.>


  Ax, like all Andalites, has no spoken speech. Probably because they have no mouths. Thought-speak is his natural language.


  Up close he looks like a cross between a deer or a horse, and a human and a scorpion. Sort of like a mythical centaur. His upper body is like a boy's. He has weak-looking arms and a head with two movable stalks on top, kind of like antlers. Each stalk has an eye. The eyes are constantly looking left and right and back.


  Andalites are very hard to sneak up on.


  His body is covered in blue and tan fur, very short on his humanoid torso, a bit longer on his deerlike body. His four hooves are sharp and black.


  But it's the tail that grabs your attention. It's long enough that he can whip it up over his head and hit someone standing in front of him. It ends in a curved blade.


  "None of us saw the nets," Jake pointed out. "They must have been well concealed."


  "The point is, they were waiting for us," Marco said. "This is definitely a Yeerk operation. I don't think they really want to go into the lumberjack business, which means this whole thing is about getting us."


  "Agreed," Rachel said tersely. "They think we're Andalites. They know we've been hurting them all around this area. They've decided we must be hiding in these woods."


  "They're almost right," Jake pointed out. "Ax and Tobias both do live in the forest. And we do use the forest."


  "You know, we're not the only thing going on here," I said.


  They all looked puzzled.


  I took a deep breath. "I mean, you know, this forest is important even if Tobias and Ax weren't here. It makes me sick to think of people chopping down all these trees."


  "Oh, puh-leeze, not the Earth-Mother thing, okay?" Marco said. "I almost got myself fried by a Dracon beam. That wasn't to save Bambi, all right?"


  "Look, Marco, we are not the only animals around. We, of all people, ought to understand that."


  "Cassie, who cares? We're fighting to save the world from the Yeerks. Who cares about some ecology, tree-hugging, recycle-your-cans stuff?"


  "I do," I said.


  "Well, that's you," Marco said. "Personally, what I care about is the fact that a bunch of Yeerks have that, that fortress back there, and they're going to use it to tear up these woods looking for us."


  I started to say something back, when Jake held up his hand. "It seems to me it doesn't matter whether we have slightly different ideas about why we care. I mean, either way, we want to stop this from going on. Right?"


  He looked at Marco, then at me. I was annoyed with Jake right then. I mean, I understand that he has to consider everyone's ideas equally. But still, it was like he was agreeing with Marco that it didn't matter if the forest was wiped out, as long as we survived.


  I turned to Rachel for support, but she found something to look at down on the ground.


  Oh, great, I thought. Even Rachel thinks I'm wrong.


  <The important thing is we have to stop them,> Tobias said.


  "And how exactly do we do that?" Marco asked. "That place is the Fortress of Doom."


  "Knock it down? Blow it up?" Rachel mused.


  "Grab some of that heavy equipment they have and run it into the place?" Marco suggested. "We don't have the benefit of surprise. They know we're coming. They know sooner or later we're gonna go after them."


  <The heavy equipment would be useless,> Ax said. <That building is surrounded by a force field. The equipment would not penetrate it. Neither would we. We would be stopped by the force field and then cut to pieces by the Dracon beams.>


  Rachel's lips pressed into a thin line. "So we just give up? That's the plan? We let them go chopping through the woods till they find you, Ax, or Tobias?"


  Ax didn't have an answer.


  "You know, I wouldn't want to sound like some stupid ecology nut or anything," I said sarcastically. "But the question is: How did the Yeerks ever get permission to start logging in a national forest?"


  "Why is that helpful?" Marco asked, even more sarcastically.


  "Because sometimes, Marco, there are more subtle ways of doing things. The Yeerks don't control the entire government. Not yet, anyway. So they had to get legal permission. If they didn't have permission they'd have cops and federal agents and TV newspeople all over them. They don't want that."


  Marco looked like he had some smart reply to make. Then he said, "Oh."


  Jake cocked an eyebrow at his best friend. "See, Marco, this is why Cassie is a nicer person than you. She could have said, 'They don't want that, duh.'"


  Marco grinned, despite himself.


  Jake winked at me, and I forgave him for acting like Marco was right before. "What do you think we should do?"


  I shrugged. I hate having to think of things that might end up getting people hurt or killed. "I guess . . . I mean, okay, um . . . Okay, look, the Yeerks must have gotten to someone. They must have one of their Controllers in some kind of high position. We need to find out who."


  <And how do we do that?> Tobias asked.


  "I guess . . ." I looked at Jake for help. I knew the answer. I just didn't want to say it. See, when we make plans, we tend to end up in terrible danger later on.


  "We have to get inside that building," Jake said for me.


  I nodded. The least I could do was agree.


  Rachel shook her head. "I don't know any animal big enough to force a way inside that place."


  "Not big," I said. "Small. Very small."


  Chapter 7


  



  "Where have you been?" my dad asked me when I finally got back home later that evening. He was in the kitchen, searching the refrigerator.


  It kind of took me by surprise. My parents don't usually ask me a lot of questions. Mostly they trust me. And it used to be they could trust me. I don't think I'd lied to my parents before becoming an Animorph. Now it's like I'm lying all the time. It's a rotten feeling.


  "Oh . . . um, I was just out walking," I said. "Why? Did you need me for something?"


  "Oh, yes," my dad said. He was sounding way too solemn, so I knew he wasn't actually serious. That's the way he is. I guess he has a dry sense of humor. That's what Jake says, anyway. He thinks my dad is the funniest man on the planet.


  "What is it?"


  "Just got a call from the highway patrol. They said this . . . this certain animal . . . is out by the side of the highway, where it cuts through the forest. They say this certain animal seems to have a bad burn."


  I didn't like the way he kept saying "certain animal."


  "We have to drive out and get it," my dad said. Then he grinned. "Actually, I'll drive. You have to get it."


  I groaned. There was only one animal in all the world my dad was afraid of. He handled foxes and wolves and even bears. But he would not handle this "certain animal."


  "Are you telling me it's a skunk?" I asked.


  He nodded. "You have such a way with skunks," he said. "They like you. Besides, I have to go meet with the board of the Dudette Cat Food Corporation tomorrow. I can't show up smelling like skunk."


  My mom appeared, climbing up from the basement. She was carrying a six-pack of V-8 juice. "This is all I could find in the pantry," she said.


  You see, tomato juice is one of the few things that helps get rid of skunk smell. "Mom, shouldn't you be the one to help dad with this? I . . . I have very important homework to do."


  "Yeah, right," my mom said.


  "This is pathetic. You guys are both highly trained veterinarians," I pointed out. "How can you be scared of skunks?"


  "I didn't used to be," my father said darkly. "Back before . . . before the incident."


  "Just because one skunk sprayed you -"


  "In the face," he said.


  "Just because you had one bad experience -"


  "He sprayed me six times in about three seconds," he said. "I smelled for a week. Your mother made me sleep in the barn. Except the other animals there all became agitated, so I had to set up a tent in the yard."


  "Then we had to burn the tent," my mother added. She giggled.


  "You do have a way with skunks," my father said. "Actually, you have a way with all animals. Come on, you know skunks love you."


  "A burned skunk by the side of a highway loves no one," I said.


  Ten minutes later, we were on the highway. We were driving in our new pickup truck. My father's old, beloved pickup truck had been stolen and totally destroyed.


  At least that's what my dad believed. Actually, we'd sort of had to borrow it in this terrible battle. Marco had been driving, and Marco cannot drive. The truck had ended up a total wreck in a ditch.


  On the way, we listened to the CD player. That was the only thing my dad liked about the new truck. He was playing some old jazz or something.


  We reached the spot the highway patrol had told my dad about. We pulled over and put on the hazard lights.


  "Careful. People drive like maniacs through here," he warned me as we climbed out.


  Cars were blowing past at seventy miles an hour with their high beams on. The black forest pressed in around the road on both sides. I shone a flashlight around the edge of the trees.


  Normally, the forest doesn't bother me. But I knew that we were actually within a quarter mile of the Yeerk logging camp. It was beyond strange to be practically going back to the place where, just an hour before, I'd nearly been killed.


  It took us at least twenty minutes, walking up and down the grassy shoulder of the road, before my flashlight beam landed on a shock of black and white.


  "Dad! Here!"


  He came trotting over and added his light to mine.


  "Yep," he commented. "I'll get the cage. Don't forget your gloves. You know skunks are a major vector for rabies."


  "Dad, I have had the shot."


  "No vaccine is a hundred percent," he said.


  I walked toward the skunk. It saw me and turned tiny, glittering black eyes on me.


  "Don't be afraid," I said, pitching my voice high. "It's okay. We're here to help you. It's going to be just fine."


  Here's the thing about skunks: They are the sweetest animals alive. They don't have a mean bone in their bodies. But that's because they don't have to be mean. They possess the ultimate weapon.


  Even so, they will always warn you. If they turn their backs on you, that's a warning. If they raise their tails with the tips down, that's a very serious warning. If they raise the tips of their tails . . . you are in a very bad situation.


  If you're dealing with a skunk who has turned buttward and raised its tail all the way, you would want to freeze. Trust me. Every wild animal knows this. Dogs, unfortunately, don't understand about skunks, but bears, raccoons, wolves, and most birds of prey know that you just don't mess with that skunk tail.


  Maybe you think you know how bad skunk musk is because you've driven by skunk roadkill. That's nothing. Up close and personal, it's a whole different level of stench. If you imagine the most horrible smell possible, then multiply it by a thousand, you still won't be close.


  "It's okay, sweetie," I cooed. "Don't spray me. I'm your friend, so please don't spray me."


  I moved closer and crouched lower, making myself small. I wanted to look nonthreatening. I moved very slowly, a step at a time, always cooing and baby-talking like I was going to grab a little kid armed with a shotgun.


  The skunk moved! I froze.


  The skunk settled back down. I breathed again.


  "Please don't spray me," I said. I reached into my pocket and took out a bit of mouse meat. We keep frozen mice for the raptors we handle. Skunks also enjoy a nice mouse or grasshopper as part of their diets.


  "Here you go. Dinner."


  I held the meat out for the skunk. The skunk didn't seem to be hungry, but it did accept the fact that I must be okay if I was offering dinner.


  I crouched beside the skunk and set my flashlight on the ground. Carefully, with my gloved hand, I reached out to touch the animal.


  It was shaking. Shivering. And, at that very moment, I could see why.


  There was a burn right across the skunk's back. A perfectly semicircular burn, as if someone had simply sliced a scoop out of it.


  "Dracon beam," I whispered. "You were there, weren't you? Poor baby."


  Aiming at me and Marco, the Yeerks had hit this skunk instead. A completely innocent animal caught in the cross fire of the war between Yeerks and humans.


  The Yeerks would destroy all the forest and all its animals to get at us.


  "Sorry," I whispered to the skunk.


  I lifted it slowly, carefully, up into my arms.


  Chapter 8


  



  We met at the mall. It was a Saturday, so it was a normal place we might be.


  When you live in a world where you're surrounded by possible enemies, it's important not to do anything too unusual. You don't want to draw attention.


  Not even from your own family and school friends. You just never know who can be trusted and who can't.


  The Yeerks believed we were Andalites. We wanted them to go on believing that. If they ever figured out we were humans, let alone kids, we were toast.


  So we left no clues. We tried not to act like we were a group. We didn't want some Controller teacher or whatever thinking, "Hey, you know what? Those same kids are always hanging out together, acting like they're planning something."


  We had to look and act and seem normal. Rachel still went to gymnastics classes and shopped. Jake and Marco still shot hoops in Jake's driveway or played video games. I took care of animals at the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic.


  There was nothing we could do to make Tobias seem normal. He was way past being normal. But Tobias came from a terrible, messed-up background, shuttling from one indifferent aunt or uncle to another. He'd never really been part of a family or a structure, and sadly, no one seemed to notice when he simply disappeared.


  I spent an hour wandering along behind Rachel as she moved like a professional through the racks at The Limited and Banana Republic and The Gap and the various department stores.


  Rachel has some bizarre, supernatural instinct for when and where sales will happen. She doesn't need the advertising. She just "knows."


  We were cruising through a series of tables piled with sweaters at Express. Rachel was looking for a particular shade of green that probably didn't exist.


  "What do you think we're going to do?" I asked her.


  She looked up from fondling a sweater. "What? Oh. I guess we'll probably go in. If we can find a way."


  "That's what I was wondering. What way? How do we get inside that place? I mean, I know we're thinking insect morph. But if anyone is planning on doing ants again, I'll tell you right now, I'm not doing it."


  Rachel gave a little shudder. "I'm sure no one wants to do ants again."


  We'd had some really bad experiences morphing. But morphing ants was the worst. We ended up being the wrong species and tribe of ants in the middle of enemy ant territory.


  You would not believe the nightmares that came out of that one. The tunnels pressing in all around, and then hundreds of vicious ant soldiers exploded all around us, attacking, attacking . . .


  "No ants," I said. I looked at Rachel, trying to catch her eye. "Right?"


  Rachel shrugged. Then she glanced at her watch. "It's time. Ax is coming with them, so let's not keep them waiting."


  "Ax? Uh-oh."


  Jake, Marco, and a strikingly handsome boy were all sitting in the food court. They seemed to be arguing loudly about who had won some video game in the arcade.


  "Hey! Rachel!" Marco called out as we passed by. "What are you guys doing here?"


  I really didn't like this kind of acting. It seemed silly to me. But it had to look like an accident that we all ended up together in the same place at the same time.


  "We're shopping," I muttered. "You know how I love shopping."


  "Why don't you guys hang out with us. Have some of our nachos," Jake said, smiling brightly.


  I looked at the paper plate of nachos. They were completely gone. There was nothing left but a paper plate with a slight orange stain from the cheese. There was a matching orange stain on the chin of the very handsome boy between Marco and Jake.


  Jake saw what I was looking at and rolled his eyes. "At least he didn't eat the plate this time."


  "Hello," Ax said to me. "I am Jake's cousin, Phillip. Jake's cousin. Scousin. Scuzzin. I am from out of town."


  I couldn't help but laugh. Ax had long ago created a human morph out of DNA he'd acquired from the four of us. He was a weird blending of each of us. He was male, but sort of pretty in a weird way.


  He looked like a human. He basically was a human. But he still had a lot of problems adjusting to the human morph. For one thing, since Andalites have no mouth, he found his human mouth utterly fascinating. He couldn't help but play with the sounds of words.


  And the boy was dangerous around food.


  "Were the nachos good?" I asked him.


  "They tasted of grease and salt. Plus, there was another flavor that reminds me of some delicious engine oil I tried once. Oil. Oil-luh."


  "Engine oil?" Jake asked. "Ax . . . I mean, Phillip . . . You know how I mentioned you can't eat cigarette butts or dryer lint? Add engine oil to the list."


  Ax nodded. "Yes. There are many rules for eating."


  Marco pushed out a chair for me to sit in. "Okay, if we're done with the little side trip into the bizarre-o zone, let's deal with business."


  "Tobias came by this morning," Jake said, keeping his voice low. "He watched the place from high up. He thinks the Controllers at the site have little transponders on their belts that let them pass through the force field."


  "So we just have to grab a transponder," Rachel said.


  "No," Ax said. "The transponder would be keyed to the biochemical signature of the wearer. The Yeerks are not as -"


  "Don't say that word," Jake hissed.


  I saw Marco's eyes dart quickly, looking to see if anyone was close enough to have overheard.


  "Sorry. Ree. Saw-ree," Ax said. "Rachel's plan would not work."


  Jake sighed. "Tobias also saw something else. Inside the force field. There are tiny holes in the wood foundation of the building. He thinks it's termites at work."


  "Termites?" I asked.


  Jake nodded. "Yep."


  I swallowed. "Jake, termites are awfully close to being ants."


  "They aren't as vicious," Jake said. "I looked up some information on the Internet. Besides, if we make sure we morph a termite from that very colony, we'd fit right in."


  I was having trouble breathing. I noticed Marco's face turning gray. Even Ax looked grim.


  "You're not serious, right?" I asked Jake. "I mean, termites? Termites?"


  I probably sounded slightly hysterical. I know I felt slightly hysterical.


  "I don't know how else to do it," Jake said. He was looking down at the table and biting his lip. "Cassie, you were right when you said the real question is how these guys got permission to start logging. That's their weakness. We have to know how they pulled this off. To know that we have to get inside that building."


  "Through termite tunnels?" Marco asked. "Look, how do we even get a termite to acquire? They're all inside that force field, right?"


  I wanted that to be the truth. But when I looked at Jake, he just shook his head a little.


  "Tobias says they were working on the building a little today. Putting in extra Dracon beams. They had to cut away some of the logs."


  Jake reached into the pocket of his jacket. He pulled out a small, glass vial. The top had tiny holes in it to let air through.


  Inside the vial was a tiny, tan-and-white bug. It was about the size of an ant. It had an enlarged brown head.


  "Same colony," Jake said. "From the same building."


  I stared at the termite. It tried to climb up the side of the glass, but it slipped back down.


  It was helpless. It was trapped in what must have seemed like a huge glass cell held by a creature so gigantic that the termite could never even begin to imagine it.


  Jake took the top off the vial.


  "We don't do this unless everyone agrees," he said. "But we can't let the . . . them . . . start tearing through the forest."


  Rachel held out her hand. Jake tapped the vial till the insect landed in her palm.


  I saw it crawl across Rachel's lifeline. And I saw it become still, as Rachel acquired the termite DNA.


  I imagined being that termite. Crawling across the gigantic hand. Thinking every crease in Rachel's palm was as deep as a ditch.


  When Rachel was done, I held out my own hand. It was shaking. It was shaking and I couldn't stop it from shaking.


  The brightly lit mall food court suddenly seemed dark.


  Lord, that tiny insect scared me.


  Deep down inside, it truly scared me.


  Chapter 9


  



  We would go that night. That very night.


  We were supposed to use the afternoon to deal with chores and family stuff and homework.


  Try it sometime. Try doing homework when you think you may be going to your doom in a few hours. Try concentrating on math when you're thinking you have to turn into a termite and sneak into a heavily defended building.


  Good luck.


  I went out to the barn. My dad was out there, making his rounds. He didn't need my help, but he didn't say no, either.


  "Did you finish your homework?"


  "Mostly." I added another lie to the pile I'd already had to tell.


  "I was going to take a closer look at your skunk from last night. She was very agitated so I had to give her a mild sedative."


  "It's a female?"


  "Yep."


  My father carried the cage into the little side room he uses to examine the patients. I eased the skunk from her cage and cradled her out to the examination table. She seemed very calm now, but it was an unnatural, drugged calm.


  The night before, my dad had bandaged the wound and now he carefully removed the gauze. The sight of the burn made me wince, even though I've seen hundreds of injured animals.


  "Hmm. Hmm. Pah. Pah. Pah. Hmmm."


  That's the sound my dad makes when he's examining something interesting. "Pah." I don't know why, he just does.


  "Weird. Very unusual. I cannot for the life of me guess what caused this burn. It's too neat. Too clean. The only good thing is, whatever caused it was so hot it partially cauterized the tissue."


  "Muscle damage, or is it just superficial?" I asked.


  My dad glanced at me and smiled. "It's mostly fur and skin that were burned. But I see some moderately severe damage in the shoulder here. Much deeper and the spine would have been burned. But she'll live. I wish I could say as much for her kits."


  "Her what? She has babies?"


  "Yeah. I'd say probably about six, seven weeks old."


  "She has babies? Out there somewhere in the woods?"


  My dad started applying a new bandage. "Cassie, you know nature plays rough."


  "But they're too young to survive on their own, aren't they?"


  "I can't be sure," he said, not looking at me.


  It occurred to me then that sometimes maybe he lied to me, too. For my own good. Or because of what he thought was my own good.


  "They're sitting in some den wondering where their mother is," I said. "They'll starve to death. Or be eaten by predators."


  "Hand me the scissors," my father said.


  "Yeah. Okay. Um, look. I meant to ask you, is it okay if I spend the night at Rachel's tonight?"


  "Sure, honey. You know, if your mom says it's okay. Hey. You never asked how my meeting went with the cat food people this morning. We got some additional funding!"


  We talked for a while as we made rounds together. But my heart wasn't in it. I was thinking about some baby skunks somewhere, mewing and crying for their mother.


  And I was thinking I wished my dad wasn't so quick to let me go to Rachel's. Because, of course, we weren't really having a sleepover. Rachel was going to tell her mom she was spending the night at my house. And Jake would tell his parents a lie, and Marco would tell his father a lie, and we'd all be going into a situation that none of us wanted to be in.


  I was going to face death, that very night. And the last thing I would have said to my father was a lie.


  I remembered the tunnels of the ants. I remembered them the way I saw them in my nightmares. I never had seen them in reality. Ants don't see very well, and there's no light underground.


  But in my dreams I saw everything. I saw the huge, metallic-looking heads of the enemy ants as they crashed through sand walls and locked their massive pincers on me and tried to slice me into pieces.


  Do you know what it's like to think that you're going to die, and never even get back to human form? To believe that you're going to die as an ant, trapped in a hell that no human had ever been to?


  And now I also saw those little skunk kits. Starving. Crying out, and with each cry, signaling to some predator.


  "Sweetheart, are you okay?"


  I realized my dad was staring at me. I had been breathing hard, almost crying. There were beads of sweat on my forehead.


  "Yeah. Fine. Fine," I said quietly.


  He finished his rounds and left.


  I stayed behind. I went back to the skunk in her cage.


  I opened the cage door and put my hand in. I was not wearing a glove.


  See, you can't acquire DNA if you're wearing gloves.


  Chapter 10


  



  "Well, what a surprise seeing you all here," Marco said in a low whisper.


  "Everyone still up for this?" Jake asked.


  "Sure," Marco answered. "We're looking forward to it. Who needs sleep when you can run off on a suicide mission instead?"


  It was pitch-black. It was three in the morning. We were at the edge of the forest. Jake, Rachel, Marco, and me. Tobias was in the tree above us.


  The same five kids who had wandered stupidly through a construction site at night on our way home from the mall. The same kids who had seen the Andalite fighter land. The same five kids whose lives had been changed forever.


  We had been made into soldiers that night. Soldiers in a terrible war we could not really hope to win.


  Tobias had paid a terrible price. But so had the rest of us. There we were, in the dark, ready to do things that would make us scream if we ever stopped to think about them for too long.


  Ax was there, too. Poor Ax, who was even more alone than the rest of us. He was in his own body, his stalk eyes restlessly peering in every direction.


  "I thought we'd morph owls," Jake suggested. "They're fast, and they fly well at night. Till we get close."


  I was relieved. Owl was a good choice for what I had in mind. Owls are the only natural predators of adult skunks. See, some species of owls don't have a sense of smell. If you're going to eat skunks, that's a good thing.


  I wasn't going to eat adult skunks, of course. I was going to try to find some skunk babies.


  <Wish I could go with you guys,> Tobias said. <But I'm not much use at night.>


  "You found us the way to get into this place," Jake said. "And you got us the termite to morph."


  "And we're just so amazingly grateful," Marco said sarcastically.


  We all laughed nervously. It was good to know that the others were all as scared as I was.


  We all started to remove our outer clothing. We wore our morphing suits underneath - a collection of bike shorts, leotards, and T-shirts. We can morph skintight clothing, but not things like sweaters or shoes or watches.


  Jake wore a pair of bike shorts and a sort of spandex top. Marco snickered.


  "What?" Jake demanded.


  Marco put on an innocent face. "Nothing. Nothing. I'm just saying if we're going to be superheroes we need to do something about these stupid outfits. We look like refugees from a Bulgarian gymnastics competition. That's all I'm saying."


  "Except for Rachel, of course," I pointed out. Naturally, Rachel had found a way to coordinate her outfit. She looked great.


  "Here's the plan," Jake said. "We morph owls to get close. We demorph at least two hundred yards away from the compound. Then we crawl close, morph termites, dig under the force field, and enter the termite holes in the outside of the building."


  "As long as it's nice and simple," Rachel said darkly. She looked at me, and I realized that even fearless Rachel was afraid.


  That scared me.


  I tried to focus entirely on assuming the owl morph. But my brain was buzzing away. You know how sometimes you can't stop your brain from just racing around? It's like a computer that's playing a dozen programs at once.


  I was worrying about too many things - my science project, lying to my parents, whether Ax really tried drinking engine oil, whether the baby skunks had already been killed . . .


  Maybe it was self-defense. I didn't want to start worrying about the thing that really worried me.


  Somehow my life had turned very, very weird.


  I saw Ax was morphing quickly. His tail went limp, like an empty sock. Feathers were growing to replace his fur.


  I looked down at my own arm and saw the feather patterns being drawn on my skin. They were beautiful, really, if you didn't stop to think about them being on you. You could see the quill, a gently curved shaft. From it the thousands of individual vanes spread.


  Then, quite suddenly, the feather-drawing became three-dimensional. They seemed to simply pop out of my skin. It itched a little as the feathers grew out, all across my body.


  I was shrinking all the while. Getting smaller and smaller. The dirt and pine needles and leaves and twigs all came rushing up at me.


  My bare feet grew rough, as if they were one big callous. Toes melted together, then formed into talons. Long, curved, sharp, tearing claws grew.


  The talons were the main killing weapon of the great horned owl. An owl would fly along, silent in the night. Then it would strike, grabbing the prey - a rabbit, a squirrel, a rat, a skunk - by the head . . .


  The bones all through my body were rearranging themselves. Many disappeared altogether. Others became twisted and misshapen. My breast bone grew deeper. My various finger bones grew longer first, then shorter. All of this made a grinding noise that resonated up through my body.


  My internal organs were radically redesigned. And my eyes seemed to swell and swell till they filled my entire head. My eyes were so huge compared to my body that they practically rubbed together inside my skull.


  Suddenly, it was no longer night. It was as bright as day.


  The amount of light that was a dim, flickering candle to my human eyes was a spotlight to my owl's eyes.


  <Whoa!> I heard Rachel cry.


  <I enjoy these eyes very much,> Ax commented. <They are wonderful.>


  I spread my arms wide and opened my wings. The change was complete. I felt the cold edge of the owl's instincts. The instincts of a predator.


  I had morphed the owl before, so I knew what to expect. I had used the eyes and the wings and felt the brain. It wasn't exactly second nature, but at least it wasn't a surprise.


  <Ready?> Jake asked.


  I flapped my wings and drew up my feet and rose easily into the tree branches that, in the darkness, were invisible to humans, but clear as blazing neon to me.


  I saw Tobias sitting perched on his branch. I felt his instinctive hawk's caution as a flight of five horned owls flew past.


  The day belonged to the hawks. But night was ours.


  <Good luck,> Tobias said. <Don't eat anything I wouldn't eat.>


  <Hah-hah,> Marco laughed. He was high on the thrill of a good morph. So was I, I guess. There is a rush of power that comes from being an animal in its natural element. Particularly a predator.


  In the air at night, nothing could touch us. We reigned supreme in the forest.


  We flew in a loose formation, not soaring above the trees, but flitting through them. Our wings didn't make a sound. An owl's wings are as carefully designed as the wings of the most advanced stealth fighter. More, really. The feathers are designed not to flutter or ruffle as the owl glides through the still night air.


  Frightened mice, listening for any possible danger, hear nothing at all as the owl swoops down for the kill.


  As well as I could see, I could also hear everything. I could hear as well as the wolves.


  As we flew to what might be our destruction, I tried to focus on my other goal - listening for the cries of skunk kits. Watching the ground below for the waddling, shuffling walk of a lost baby skunk.


  <This is so weird,> Marco said. <I love this part. It's the next part I'm not looking forward to at all.>


  <It'll be okay,> Jake said.


  <Yeah, I mean, what could possibly go wrong?> Rachel asked dryly.


  I swooped and zoomed through the trees. All the while I watched the ground below me and focused my hearing, and in that way I reached the Yeerk compound without having to think too much about what was coming next.


  Chapter 11


  



  <Almost there,> Jake said. <Another couple of minutes.>


  Even in thought-speak I could hear the tension in his voice. I felt something like a cold hand squeezing my heart.


  Then . . .


  A noise. A noise against a background of noises. But this noise was one that the owl's brain wanted to hear. A noise the owl's brain had evolved to notice. The sound of helplessness. The sound of a weak creature. Weak, tiny, helpless babies.


  There! It was coming from a hole that no other animal would have seen in the pitch-black of night. A hole dug beneath the roots of a thorn-bush.


  Four . . . no, five separate voices. were they the skunk kits? Maybe. I couldn't be sure. But it was night, and they sounded like they were alone. It could be.


  I looked around, swiveling my owl's neck. I tried to form a picture of the place. The trees. The outcropping of rocks just twenty feet away. I wanted to be able to find the place again.


  If I was still around to find anything.


  The mewling sound of the babies reached something inside me. Inside the human Cassie. But to the owl it was the sound of a meal.


  It's strange to have those two feelings in your head at the same time - human compassion and the cold ruthlessness of the predator. Strange.


  <Okay,> Jake said, a few seconds later. <Here.>


  We swooped low and landed. I started to demorph quickly. I didn't want to feel that predator in my mind anymore. Not right then.


  The world went dark as my human eyes reemerged. The forest was a darker, quieter place to Homo sapiens.


  I looked around and couldn't see any of the landmarks I'd tried to spot. I would never find those skunk kits in the dark. Not with human eyes, anyway. Maybe by the light of day. I could come back in the morning.


  If . . .


  "Okay, we have to get as close to the edge of that compound as we can," Jake whispered. "We can't be spotted as humans. But we can't morph termites too far from the building. Termites don't exactly move fast."


  <I have a suggestion, Prince Jake,> Ax said.


  Ax is under the impression that Jake is the equivalent of an Andalite prince.


  <A distraction,> he continued. <We could give the Yeerks something to chase.>


  I knew instantly what he had in mind. "An Andalite?" I asked him.


  <The Yeerks would not be able to resist,> he said.


  "You could end up very dead that way," Marco said.


  "No, Ax," Jake said. "We need you inside. There may be Yeerk computers in there. We need you. But a distraction isn't a bad idea." Jake looked at me. "Anyone want to volunteer? It would probably be safer than going inside."


  He was offering me a way out. A way to avoid having to become a termite. I should have said yes. I wanted to say yes. But I couldn't do it. I couldn't take the easier way out.


  "Okay, we draw straws. All except Ax. He goes in, regardless."


  Jake pulled up four strands of tall grass. He shortened them all to about six inches. Then, he took one and shortened it further. "Short straw plays tag with the Yeerks."


  He concealed the bottoms of the straws in his fist.


  "Next time let's play some other game," Marco said as he drew a straw. "Yahtzee, maybe. I don't like games that involve life and death."


  One after the other, we each drew a straw. A long straw. I looked carefully at the straw in my hand. Yes, it was a long one.


  Jake looked shocked. He held the short straw.


  We were all shocked. Somehow it just seemed automatic that Jake would be there with us.


  Marco grinned. "Sooner or later we had to try a mission without you, oh great and fearless leader."


  Marco could joke about it. But none of us felt right going in without Jake. Now it was too late to change that.


  "Okay," Jake said briskly. "You guys know what to do. I'll use the wolf morph. The Yeerks will be on the lookout for wolves."


  He started to walk away. Then he stopped and looked back. "Be careful, all right?"


  "Go ahead, Mom," Rachel said. "We can handle this."


  "At least we hope we can," I muttered.


  Jake walked away and was quickly out of sight.


  "Okay, we have to be ready as soon as Jake starts making trouble," Rachel said. "We hear something go down, we run toward the perimeter of the compound, staying just back in the trees, morph, and hope we can find the way to the building."


  <What do you know about these termites we are morphing?> Ax wondered.


  "They're like ants," Marco said.


  "Actually, they're related to cockroaches," I said. "I looked them up in one of my mom's books. They have a society like ants, but roaches are closer relatives. They eat cellulose - the stuff in wood. Bacteria in their guts digest the wood. The worker termites . . . they, um, they eliminate their waste. And the soldier termites kind of eat it. I think, judging from the termite Tobias brought us, that we are going to be morphing soldier termites."


  The three of them were staring at me, looking a little sick.


  "Well, Ax wanted to know," I said.


  A light!


  "Look!" I hissed. "Way off through the woods. That must be on the far side of the compound. The spotlights just went on."


  We could hear the sounds of human voices yelling. And then, the wild, defiant howl of a wolf.


  "That's it. Let's rock," Rachel said.


  We ran toward the compound. We ran, hunched low, scurrying from tree to bush. Then, as we got still closer, we dropped down and crawled on all fours.


  I heard shouting and the eerie zap of Dracon beams being fired.


  "I hope he's okay," I whispered. I didn't think anyone could hear me.


  But Ax said, <Prince Jake is very smart. He will be fine.>


  "Do you guys think we're close enough now?" Marco wondered.


  We were closer than we had been the day before. Just a few feet from the edge of the clearing. All of us hunched down behind one large tree trunk. Even Ax, which, in his normal state, is awkward for him.


  We huddled close, like some big group hug. When we morphed we would become tiny. And even a few feet between us would seem like a mile.


  "Time to go termite," Rachel said. She had her arm around my back.


  I was already sick with fear. Afraid for Jake. Afraid for my friends. Afraid of the very thing I was about to become.


  "Can I just say that this sucks?" I muttered.


  "Amen," Marco agreed. We were shoulder to shoulder. My head touched his.


  And then, as my very bones rattled and my teeth chattered from fear, I began the process that would dissolve my bones, and melt away my teeth.


  Down, down, down.


  Falling . . . falling forever. It was like I had jumped off the Empire State Building and was falling. Yet even though I fell, I never quite hit the ground.


  I was going from a girl of less than five feet to an insect less than a quarter of an inch long. I was becoming something that could have crawled inside my own ear.


  Already the others who had been so close seemed to be a long way off. With my eyes still mostly human, I could see Rachel's face lose its features, and bulge out. I saw the monstrously big mandibles spring like black, sideways tusks from her mouth.


  And then, my eyes went dark.


  I was blind.


  And I was glad.


  Chapter 12


  



  I couldn't see, but I could feel the antennae as they extruded from my forehead.


  I couldn't see, but I could feel the extra set of legs growing from my sides.


  I could sense, rather than see, that my head was huge compared to the rest of my body.


  I could sense that I had a swollen abdomen.


  I could feel the massive pincers where my mouth had been.


  I wanted to scream. I wanted to scream so badly, but I no longer had a voice. I no longer had a tongue.


  I was less than a quarter of an inch long. I was as long as any two or three letters on this page. Grains of sand were the size of bowling balls to me. With my wildly waving feelers I could sense a huge, long shaft, like a fallen log. It was over my head. I slowly realized that it was a single pine needle.


  I waited for the termite's instincts and mind to suddenly surge within my own. But the termite brain - such as it was - wasn't saying anything. It was totally silent.


  My senses brought me almost nothing. I was blind. I could feel vibrations from sound, but they were vague. The termite's sense of "hearing" was not as good as its relative, the cockroach. I knew. I had been a cockroach.


  All I had was a sense of smell. Or something like smell that came from my antennae waving in the air.


  <Everyone okay?> I asked shakily. I desperately wanted to talk to someone. Anyone. I needed to know the others were alive.


  <Yeah,> Rachel answered. <I guess I am okay. It's just that I can't see anything.>


  <Termites are blind, except for the queens and kings,> I said. I must have sounded much calmer than I felt.


  <These are very strange creatures,> Ax commented. <I feel no instincts. It's as if they are just a body. A machine.>


  <Well, let's get these bodies outta here,> Marco said. <Sooner or later the Yeerks are going to get tired of chasing Jake around the woods.>


  <Which way?> Rachel asked. <Slight problem - we're totally blind.>


  <I . . . maybe I'm crazy, but I get this sense . . . this feeling . . . like something is calling to me,> I explained.


  <Okay, maybe,> Marco said. <I have the same feeling. Like someone yelling from a long way off.>


  <Let's follow that. Whatever it is,> Rachel said. <It's as good a direction as any.>


  I set out toward the vague, distant voice. I had no idea if the others were going in the same direction. I guess they were all within a few inches of me, but I couldn't tell.


  The termite legs were not very strong or very fast. Not as fast as an ant's. I could feel the rocks I was climbing over. Or the grains of dirt, I guess they were. They felt like rocks, anyway. Jagged, sharp-edged crystals, seemingly as big as a human head.


  I motored on all six legs, trying hard not to think about anything but moving forward. Just keep moving, I told myself. Don't think about how small and defenseless you are.


  <Hey. I feel something,> Rachel said. <It's . . . I guess it must be the edge of the force field.> At the same time I reached the force field myself. I felt it as a tingling hum that vibrated my tiny body. I could feel the rocks around me vibrating. I could feel the very air around me dancing.


  <At least we're going in the right direction,> Marco pointed out.


  I moved closer to the invisible wall of snapping, humming power. Suddenly I realized my legs were just motoring away but I wasn't going anywhere.


  <We will have to dig under it,> Ax said. <It will stop at the top layer of dirt.>


  <Does someone know how to make these pathetic bodies dig?> Rachel asked snappishly.


  I flattened myself down and tried wiggling between two big grains of dirt. It didn't work. Then I sensed one of those hugely long logs suspended in the air not far away. A pine needle.


  I shuffled over toward it. The pine needle was close to the ground, but there was still plenty of room for me beneath it.


  <Hey!> I yelled, genuinely excited. <Find a pine needle or something that crosses the line. I think maybe there's no force field directly beneath them.>


  <Yes,> Ax agreed. <The pine needle may cast a shadow in the force field.>


  I reached up for the pine needle with my antennae and felt my way along beneath it. I could feel the tingly edges of the force field on either side of me. But the pine needle did cast a sort of shadow. And within that shadow, I could squeeze through.


  <I'm through!> I said. At the same time, I became aware that the vague, far-off "voice" I'd heard calling to me was much stronger.


  For a weird moment I actually thought it was my mother's voice. And I wanted to go toward it.


  I moved my six legs and headed across the landscape of dirt boulders. I was sure where I was going now. I could hear the voice in my head. I could hear the call.


  My termite body seemed to be moving on its own now. It was like I was a passenger in a car that someone else was driving.


  <Is everyone through?> I asked.


  <Yes,> Rachel said.


  She sounded distracted to me. Like she was listening to someone else and didn't want me interrupting. But that was okay, because I didn't really want to talk to her, either.


  I quickly covered the ground to the building. I didn't see that it was the building, you understand. I just knew. And the terrible thing is, I never even paused to wonder how I knew.


  <What are we . . .> Marco's voice. He didn't finish his thought. I didn't care.


  <Guys?> Rachel asked. <Um . . .>


  The opening was just ahead. I knew it was there. I knew that other soldier termites would be guarding the entrance.


  I felt no fear.


  I clambered up from the dirt into the tunnel opening. Familiar smells. Smells I knew. Home. Home. My place. Where I was from, and where I belonged.


  I smelled the other soldiers with my antennae. They touched me with their antennae, as I did to them.


  We were of the colony.


  The colony.


  I raced swiftly down the tunnel. It headed upward at a sharp angle, but the angle meant little to me. I weighed practically nothing. A worker was ahead of me. It extruded a pellet of digested cellulose. Wood pulp. I quickly gobbled it up.


  Within the wood pulp food there were messages. Hormones passing through the colony, containing information. Vague orders. Indistinct yet powerful instructions.


  I was now caught up in a rush of workers off to obey the voiceless voice in their heads. Some were off to chew a new tunnel. Others were off to the egg chamber to rotate the eggs.


  And I had my orders, too.


  I raced along tunnels lined with chewed and digested wood pulp. Tunnels cut through the dried wood that supported the building.


  I felt side tunnels open on one side, then the next. A tunnel above. Air flowed faint - but fresh - actually creating a tiny breeze.


  There was no light. None. But it didn't matter because I was blind. I was blind, but I was not lost.


  What am I doing? an alien voice asked.


  I ignored it.


  NO! the voice cried.


  I had heard the voice before. But it came from far away and it spoke a language I didn't understand.


  NO! NO! NO! Let me go!


  I felt a queasy, sickening feeling inside me.


  But still I powered down the tunnel, turning here, turning there. Always moving toward a goal. There was a powerful smell. It was growing stronger and stronger.


  I went to it. I had to go to it.


  NO! Let me go! Let me go!


  Down the black tunnels. Over and through the packed rush-hour streams of workers. To the center. To the core. To the heart.


  Help me! Help me! the voice screamed.


  The voice . . . my voice.


  The faint, failing voice of the human named Cassie.


  Me.


  Me!


  Ahhhhhhhhh!


  Suddenly, I was Cassie again. I knew my name. I knew who I was.


  But it no longer mattered. The termite body was out of my control. A stronger will than mine was guiding it.


  The termite suddenly emerged into a vast, open space. A space that in reality was no more than two or three inches across. And yet it felt like an auditorium to me.


  Suddenly I knew who had seized control of the termite brain.


  I knew who had brushed my human mind aside.


  She was vast. Huge beyond belief. At one end I sensed the termite head and useless, waving termite arms. From that small head and body there extended a monstrous, pulsating sack. As big as a blimp.


  At the far end was a double row of sticky, slimy eggs, to be picked up and carried away by worker termites.


  The queen.


  I was in the chamber of the termite queen.


  Chapter 13


  



  The queen!


  I could feel her power. This was her world. These were all her slaves. More than slaves - they had no will of their own.


  I knew who I was again. But I felt weak and pathetic. I was unable to control the termite body I was in. That body belonged to her.


  She had orders for me - protect the egg-carrying worker termites. The orders came in smells and vague feelings, but they were impossible to refuse.


  <Rachel,> I called. <Marco. Ax.>


  <I . . .> It was Rachel's thought-speak voice. <I . . . I . . . Oh, no. No! No!>


  <Rachel! It's the queen. She's controlling you,> I said.


  <I can't . . . my body . . . it just . . .>


  <Marco! Marco can you hear me? Marco!>


  <She's got me. I can't say no. I can't stop!> he cried in anguished response.


  My own body motored away on its six legs. I fell in step behind two workers. Each was carrying one of the gooey, precious eggs. I had to protect them. There might be enemies. We walked along the grotesque length of the queen. Toward her head.


  Ants. They were the enemy. Sometimes they came. Sometimes they poured down the tunnels, looking for the eggs, to carry them off for food.


  Sometimes they attacked the queen herself. The soldiers fought them. The soldiers sometimes died fighting them.


  <The queen!> Rachel's voice said. <The only way . . . destroy the queen.>


  It was like an electric jolt in my mind! Get rid of the queen! Yes. The only way. They wouldn't be expecting that. There would be no one to stop me!


  But my body was not my own. I could not make it . . .


  The two workers plodded along before me. I could feel their hind ends with my feelers. And I knew the queen's head was just to my right. Just a half inch. Less.


  The queen's head . . . feelers . . . eyes . . . like an ant!


  One chance . . . focus . . . focus . . . I had to trick the termite mind. I had to draw on every ounce of my strength.


  If I failed, I would live out the rest of my life as a mindless slave of the termite queen.


  Now! Do it now!


  I swerved right. It was like moving through molasses. The queen had ordered me to go after the workers, and I was disobeying.


  Ant! Ant! I screamed the word in my own head. Ant! Destroy! Destroy! Destroy the ant!


  I clambered over a half dozen termites who were tending the queen. I could feel my will weakening. I couldn't get rid of the queen. I had to kill an ant. That was my purpose - to keep ants away from the queen.


  I scampered toward the queen's head. I felt my antennae touch her. I opened my massive pincer jaws . . .


  Termites ran around insanely. They were racing, out of control, lost, confused. For a moment I did the same. The queen was gone.


  I think in some way I wanted to forget who I was. What I had done. I wanted to become one of the lost, panicked termites.


  <We're free! We're out! Cassie, where are you? Get out of there!> I heard a far-off voice cry. Was it Ax? Marco? Rachel?


  <Demorph!> I cried with my last shred of control.


  <No! Cassie, no!> a voice screamed in my head. <You're inside a piece of wood!>


  <Demorph!> I screamed again. Human. I wanted to be human again. Let me be human! Let me out of this place. Out of this body.


  I grew. Walls pressed in around me. I filled the tunnel. I couldn't grow anymore!


  Trapped! Pain. Nothing but pain! I was a swollen, vast termite. Larger than any queen. Huge.


  I couldn't grow anymore. And I couldn't stop. I was trying to become human again, to fit a human body into a space no bigger than the inside of a walnut.


  Then . . . explosion!


  The walls opened up. Splinters! Fresh air rushed across my hard termite skin. My head was free of the wood and growing. But my body was still trapped. Squeezing with terrible pain.


  I had eyes now. They could see, but only dimly. I was still tiny, and in the air above me a huge blade as long as a passenger jet slashed downward. The wood splintered again and my body was free.


  I grew and grew. Arms . . . legs . . . my own head.


  I was on my knees on a wooden floor. Marco and Rachel stood over me. Ax had used his tail to slice open the wood. They had all escaped the colony. They had demorphed.


  It was dark in the room, but there were glowing red-and-green indicator lights. And there was a computer monitor showing neat screen-saver triangles floating and reforming.


  "Are you okay?" Rachel asked. She bent down and put her hand on my shoulder.


  I gave her a hug. Then, just as suddenly, I pushed her away. "Let me go! Don't touch me! Don't touch me! DON'T TOUCH ME!"


  Rachel was on me in a flash. She clamped her hand over my mouth. Marco grabbed my ankles and held them still.


  "Cassie!" Rachel hissed. "Shut up. We're inside the Yeerk building. We're in a side room, but we can hear people in the next room!"


  I was beyond caring. I struggled and fought and tried to scream.


  "Ax, whatever you can do with that computer, do it!" Marco whispered urgently.


  Rachel and Marco held me pinned against the floor. And slowly . . . very slowly . . . my bunched muscles relaxed. I stopped fighting.


  "Are you okay now?" Rachel asked.


  Okay? I would never be okay again. But I nodded my head anyway. Rachel took her hand away from my mouth.


  "It's over, Cassie," Marco said. "You saved us. It's over. And we have other problems now."


  "I'm good," I said. "I'm fine." But my skin was crawling. Evil, terrible memories were crowding in on me.


  <I have access,> Ax said. <Accessing. Um . . . Marco or Rachel, I need a human to help me understand the meaning of what I am seeing here.>


  Marco climbed up off the floor. Rachel stayed with me. She was stroking my hair, like my mom would have done if I'd had a nightmare.


  It was hard to think of Rachel as being nurturing. But she did the right thing.


  I heard sounds in the next room. Human voices. And Hork-Bajir, speaking their weird mix of their own native tongue and human speech they'd learned for duty on Earth.


  "Some kind of commission," Marco mused, looking at the computer screen. "Three members. They vote on what happens to the forest. They decide if the logging can go forward."


  <Dapsen Lumber Company,> Ax said. <That's what the Yeerks call this logging company. Very funny.>


  "What's funny?" Marco asked.


  <Dapsen. It's a Yeerkish word that means . . . well. Never mind what it means. It isn't polite.>


  "Look at this document," Marco whispered. "Preliminary permission to examine feasibility of . . . " Hey. The Yeerks don't have final permission to begin logging. There's this commission that still has to decide. Three people. One has already said yes. Probably a Controller. One has voted definitely no. There's one guy left. Some guy named Farrand. Yikes!"


  "What yikes?" Rachel asked.


  "Yikes, as in he's coming for a visit to check the scene," Marco said. "End of the week. Then he'll vote. If that guy votes yes, the Yeerks are in business and we're in trouble."


  "He'll vote yes," Rachel said darkly.


  <I'm afraid that is true,> Ax agreed. <The Yeerks will make him a Controller.>


  "Not if we stop them," Marco said.


  "One thing at a time. We need to get out of here," Rachel said. "And we're not going back out the way we came in."


  No one argued with that.


  <I am making a slight change in the programming that may let me access this computer from Marco's home computer. And I can temporarily shut down the defenses from this computer,> Ax said. <But there are still guards outside. And Hork-Bajir in the next room.>


  "Yeah. We'll have to move fast," Rachel said. "Cassie, can you morph? Can you morph the wolf? I'll stay right beside you the whole time."


  Could I morph? The very idea made me sick. But even in my quaking fear I knew anything was better than going back down into that termite colony.


  Five minutes later, Ax turned off the outer defenses, and we ran from that building.


  I guess the Yeerks counted on their high-tech defenses too much. Without them, no one even shouted an alarm. By sheer, dumb luck we raced between the paths of two Controller guards.


  No one yelled. No one fired a shot. We ran into the woods where Jake joined up with us.


  No one said much on the way home.


  Chapter 14


  



  My parents expected me to be at Rachel's house. Her parents expected her to sleep over at my house. My house was easier to sneak into, so that's where we went.


  It was almost dawn by the time we demorphed. We crept through my dark living room and up to my room, trying not to make the stairs squeak.


  I loaned Rachel a big flannel shirt. She grabbed a blanket and a pillow and simply fell down on the floor beside my bed. I think she was asleep before she landed.


  I crawled into my bed. My own, familiar bed. The sheets were cool. The comforter was my comforter. I belonged here. This was my place.


  And yet nothing seemed familiar. The shadows cast by dim starlight on the walls . . . the shapes of shirts and overalls hung from big hooks on the walls . . . the bindings of books I'd read, right here in this room . . . none of it seemed real.


  I closed my eyes, then opened them quickly.


  How could it be? How could I remember what that chamber looked like, what the termite queen looked like when I'd had no eyes? But still, I remembered it all. I saw the chamber dug from the rotted wood by hundreds of workers. And I saw the huge queen.


  I felt my pincers.


  I hadn't just destroyed her. I had destroyed the entire colony. I had done it to save myself and my friends.


  I wanted to throw up. But I would have had to get out of bed to run to the bathroom. And I felt like I never wanted to leave that bed again.


  I love animals. I've been raised all my life around them. I love nature. But what did I really know about it?


  I have been more animals than many people ever see in a lifetime. I have flown with the wings of an osprey. I've raced through the ocean in the body of a dolphin. I've seen the world through the eyes of an owl at night, and smelled the wind with all the keen senses of a wolf. I've flown upside down and backward in the body of a fly. Sometimes I go out into the far fields at night and become a horse and run through the grass.


  And everything I've been, every animal, is either killer or killed.


  In a million, million battles all around the world, on every continent, in every square inch of space, there was killing. From the great cats in Africa that cold-bloodedly search out the young and weak gazelles, to the terrible wars that are fought out in anthills and termite colonies.


  All of nature was at war.


  And, at the top of all that destruction, humans killed each other as well as other species, and now those same people have been enslaved and destroyed by the Yeerks.


  Nature at its finest. Cute, cuddly animals who slaughtered to live. The color of nature wasn't green. It was red. Bloodred.


  I realized tears were running down my cheeks and soaking my pillow. I would have cried out loud, but I didn't want Rachel to wake up. I would have screamed but my parents would have come running. And what could I have told them? Lies. More lies. Because in my world, I, too, was prey. The Yeerks were hunting me.


  I was scared. I was alone. I didn't know what was going to happen to me.


  And then I thought of the lost skunk kits. Unlovable little creatures, to most people. But they were scared and alone, too. If they were still alive.


  Chapter 15


  



  I guess I fell asleep eventually, because I dreamed. It wasn't a nightmare, though. It wasn't even about the termite world.


  I was a mother. In my dream I was a mother, looking for her babies. I searched everywhere, even though I was hurt and in pain.


  At last I found them. And, in my dream, they snuggled next to me.


  When I woke up, the dream quickly evaporated. But it left behind a feeling of peace.


  The sun was high in the sky. It was ten-fifteen in the morning. Late. Rachel had already showered and dressed.


  "I can't believe you slept so well," Rachel grumbled. "I had a seriously bad nightmare. Look, I gotta get home. Are you okay?"


  "Sure," I said, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. "I mean . . . you know, last night and all . . . it wasn't like I was having some kind of breakdown or anything. It's just, you know. It creeped me out."


  "Tell me about it," Rachel agreed. "But it's really no big deal if you think about it, Cassie. Termites get killed all the time. They were just termites. Bugs."


  "Yeah."


  She left. I don't know if she just had to get home, or if I made her uncomfortable. Rachel isn't usually a huggy kind of person. Having to treat me like a baby probably gave her the willies.


  My mom was at work. My dad was off somewhere, I guess, because his truck was gone. I made some toast and drank some orange juice. Then I ate a piece of leftover veggie pizza.


  I felt restless and weird. Like I was on the edge of something. Like life had gotten unbalanced since the day before.


  "Rachel's right," I said out loud, just to hear a voice. "They're bugs. Termites. And besides, I got away in the end."


  I walked outside to feel the sun on my skin. My human skin.


  Without really thinking much about it, I went into the barn to the refrigerator we use to store perishable food for the animals. I took out a frozen grasshopper and stuck it in my pocket. And then I headed toward the edge of the forest.


  <Hey, Cassie,> a thought-speak voice said as I crunched noisily through the woods. <What's going on?>


  I looked up and saw Tobias go skimming by. He flared, turned on a dime, and landed on a branch. He dug his ripping talons into the soft bark.


  "Not much," I said.


  <I heard it was pretty bad last night.>


  "Yeah? Who did you talk to?"


  <Ax. Who else? He was definitely weirded out by the whole thing.>


  I stopped walking. It was something in the way he said "weirded out." "Tobias, who else did you talk to?"


  <Maybe Marco,> he said.


  "And Marco told you I went nuts, right?"


  <Actually, the word he used was "insane." Also "Looney Tunes." And "wacko." But he meant it all in the nicest possible way.>


  I laughed bitterly. "Well, I guess I did go a bit wacko," I said.


  <Welcome to the club,> Tobias said. <None of us is going to come through all this completely normal. You know that. Too much fear.>


  "Well, I'm pretty sick of it," I said. "I had to destroy the termite queen. I know, she was just a bug. But you know, who am I to decide that it's okay to kill one animal and not another? Here I am, the big Earth Mother, tree-hugger, animal-lover, as Marco would say, and when it gets down to it, I'm just like . . ."


  <Just like me?> Tobias asked.


  "Just like any predator," I said lamely.


  <You feel bad because you had to kill the queen in order to survive.>


  "I shouldn't have been there. It's their world, not mine. Those little tunnels in a rotten piece of wood - that's their whole universe. I invaded it. And when they got in my way, I reacted. Who does that remind you of?"


  <Look, you are not a Yeerk, and termites are not human beings,> Tobias said. <There's no comparison.>


  I didn't bother arguing. "Look, I have to morph. There's something I need to do."


  <What?>


  I sighed. "It's something stupid, all right? There's this mother skunk we have who's injured. She has a litter of kits who are going to die. I think I know where they are, more or less, but I can't get there walking like a human."


  For a moment Tobias said nothing. <Skunk kits? Near the edge of the Yeerk logging compound?>


  "Yes."


  <I can show you where they are.>


  For a frozen moment of time I refused to understand what he'd just said. I didn't want to think of why Tobias . . . why a red-tailed hawk would know the exact location of a litter of skunk babies.


  I took a couple of deep breaths. I tried to keep my voice level. "Are they still alive?"


  <There are four still alive,> Tobias said.


  I felt an emotion I don't feel very often. I felt it boiling up inside me. I glared furiously at him. At the ripping talons. At the nastily curved beak.


  I could picture the scene in my mind. The way he would have swooped down, raked those talons forward, snatched the defenseless kit off the ground and . . .


  I was shaking. I laced my fingers together, just to stop them from trembling.


  "I'm going to save what's left of them," I said. My voice didn't sound like my voice.


  <I'll help you,> Tobias said.


  Chapter 16


  



  I used my osprey morph and flew behind Tobias as he led me directly to the spot I had seen the night before. I carried the frozen grasshopper in my talons. I didn't ask Tobias any questions, and he didn't say anything.


  He pointed out the almost-invisible entrance to the skunks' lair. And then he flew away. I knew he'd go to Jake and tell him what I was doing. And I knew that I had hurt Tobias by treating him so coldly.


  But, to tell you the truth, I didn't care right then. I just wanted to find those baby skunks. I don't know why, but somehow in my mind those baby skunks had become very important.


  When Tobias was out of sight, I began to morph.


  It wasn't a difficult morph. I kept eyes and ears and a mouth all the way through the change. Not like becoming a bug.


  There was the now-familiar sensation of shrinking. And there was the surprise of having a huge, bushy tail growing from the base of my spine. But I had morphed a squirrel before. This was pretty close.


  But the fur was a new experience. Oh, I'd grown fur before, but never any so long and luxurious and dramatic. This was a regular fur coat, so to speak. Mostly black, but with an impressive swipe of white down my back and into my tail.


  The senses of the skunk were nothing dramatic. The hearing was a little better than human, maybe. The sense of smell was good. The sight not as good as my own human vision.


  And the skunk's body was not swift or strong. I shuffled and sort of waddled when I tried to walk. When I tried to run I just ended up waddling a little more.


  My front paws could grasp and hold things, but they were far inferior to my own human hands.


  It was the skunk's mind and instincts that seemed strangest of all. I've been inside minds that were all fear, or all hunger. Minds that were keyed up, like they lived on adrenaline.


  But this mind, this package of instincts, was so . . . gentle. So unafraid. Not cocky and swaggering like a big cat, just unafraid.


  I was an animal no bigger than a house cat. No sharp teeth or talons. And yet just about nothing in the forest messed with me. I felt the gentleness of absolute confidence.


  I could hear the mewing sounds of the skunk kits within the burrow.


  I waddled over to the opening and pushed my head inside. It was dark, but I could make out four of them. Tiny, helpless little things. No longer infants, but not yet able to defend themselves or hunt like skunks.


  I know some people think animals don't have emotions. But those kits were happy to see me. And something in the mind of the skunk was relieved and joyful to see them.


  I retrieved the frozen grasshopper, now completely thawed. I crawled inside that little hole in the dirt. I curled around, and the kits nuzzled up against me. I fed them the grasshopper.


  I knew I only had two hours in morph. But even though I had just gotten up a few hours earlier, I suddenly felt sleepy. The meal was done. The kits wouldn't starve. And I was sleepy and very, very peaceful.


  Even in my sleep I knew what was happening to me. See, I had always loved animals. Always. But now, I think was falling out of love.


  Nature wasn't all cute and fuzzy. The strong ate the weak. The weak ate the weaker. It's what the Yeerks were doing: trying to make prey out of the ultimate predator, Homo sapiens.


  WHUMP!


  "Hey! Hey! Are you in there? Cassie!"


  I woke up. Where was I? It was dark. Was I in my bedroom? Was I . . . oh, no, was I in the termite colony?!


  The four kits still slept, curled up against me. I was in the skunks' den.


  <What?> I said.


  "It's me, Jake, Cassie, get out of there. Now! You've been in morph for almost two hours!"


  That woke me up all the way. I shot out of the burrow and instantly began to demorph.


  Jake was standing there with Marco. Tobias was in the tree overhead.


  I have seen Jake mad before. But I'd never seen him this mad. "What did you think you were doing?!" he yelled, without even waiting for me to become human. "You were ten minutes away from spending the rest of your life as a skunk!"


  <I fell asleep,> I said. My mouth wasn't formed yet.


  "Are you out of your mind? What is the matter with you?" I'd never noticed that Jake has this vein that kind of pops out on his forehead when he's furious.


  "Look, I'm sorry," I mumbled, as I finished demorphing.


  He was a long way from forgiving me. "This is not why we have this ability. We are not trying to save every lost skunk in the world," Jake ranted. "We are an army. A small, weak, pathetic, outnumbered army. We have exactly six members. Tobias has already been trapped in morph. But he was trapped fighting the Yeerks. I can't believe you would nearly get yourself trapped in morph over some skunks!"


  Marco stepped in and put a hand on Jake's shoulder and kind of pulled him back. "Look, it's okay, Jake. She's okay."


  "Thanks to Tobias," Jake snapped. "No thanks to her."


  I didn't know what to say. I was too shocked. And to be honest, I was pretty horrified by what I'd almost done.


  "Marco. Tobias. Take a walk, okay?" Jake said. Then he turned and stood with his face just inches from mine. "I know you had a real bad experience last night. I've been there. I've had the nightmares. I know what's going on in your head right now."


  "I'm fine," I muttered.


  "Just shut up and listen to me," he said. But the anger was gone now. "I care about you, Cassie. We all do. And we all need you."


  "To win?" I said. "You need me to fight battles? What if I don't want to fight any more battles? What if I've had enough? I've done enough."


  "You've done far more than enough. A hundred times more than enough. But the Yeerks are still here."


  I shrugged. "The strong eat the weak," I said. "It's part of nature. Humans always win, other animals always lose. Maybe it's our turn to lose."


  Jake nodded. "This isn't about some race called humans. It's about people we know. People we see every day. My brother, Tom, is one of them. So why don't you go tell Tom it's okay that he's a slave of the Yeerks because it's our turn to get hammered?"


  He turned and walked away.


  "Jake?"


  He stopped.


  "Jake? Um . . . my dad will have the skunk mother ready to be returned here in a day or so. I'm not going to just abandon these kits."


  He put his hands on his hips and glared at me. "You can't stay in morph that long, and you know it."


  "I know. But I have to make sure no predators come around. I have to get them food. And I have to morph at least some of the time, so they can imprint on their mother here in the wild. Look . . . I know it seems stupid to you and Marco and probably everyone. But I have to do this."


  <I'll watch them,> Tobias said.


  I'd forgotten how good hawk hearing is.


  "Tobias will keep watch. We'll work something out," Jake said. "We'll save the lousy skunks. After all, it's not like we have anything else to do. Aside from saving the world."


  "Thanks, Jake," I said. "And . . . sorry. I didn't mean to scare you. I'll be okay now, I think."


  He smiled his slow smile. "I'll be okay, too, Cassie. As long as you're around."


  From a little ways off to our left I heard Marco make a loud gagging noise. It made me laugh. I must have been feeling better, to be able to laugh.


  Chapter 17


  



  "Well, this is more than slightly insane," Marco said. It was later that same day, Sunday evening. We were all gathered around the skunks' den. "We're going to raise little, stinky skunk babies?"


  "What's so insane about that?" Rachel asked sharply. Good old Rachel. She thought it was ridiculous, too. But she's my best friend, and always backs me up.


  "They're skunks," Marco said, looking from Rachel to Jake to Ax, like he was the only normal person in a mental ward.


  "They're cute," Rachel said, glaring at Marco and generally looking like a girl who never used the word "cute."


  "Ah. I see. "Cute." Well that certainly explains everything."


  Jake cut in. "Cassie can't take them to the clinic or they may get used to humans. They're young. They'll imprint. So we are taking care of these . . . these skunks . . . until mommy skunk can come back from the hospital."


  <Are skunks a sacred animal to humans?> Ax asked.


  "All animals are sacred to Cassie," Marco said. "She's Doctor Doolittle and that animal guy who comes on Letterman all rolled into one."


  <But you eat some animals,> Ax pointed out. <Cows, pigs, sheep, dogs.>


  "We don't eat dogs!" I said.


  <In some countries they do. I read it in the World Almanac.>


  We had given Ax a World Almanac to help him learn about Earth. Ever since then, he'd become an expert on useless information. He could tell you the per capita income of Tanzania, or the long jump record at the Olympics.


  "Well, we don't eat dogs in this country," Rachel said.


  <Do you eat cats?>


  "Um . . . excuse me?" Jake interrupted. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. He was obviously getting a headache. I could understand why. "Look, here's the deal: We are about three hundred yards from the edge of the Yeerk logging compound. They have sensors, they have guards. Tobias is up top keeping an eye out, so we're safe for now. But we can't get careless. Cassie, tell them what we want to do."


  "Okay, while we're in school tomorrow and the next day, Ax and Tobias will protect the den. Ax will morph the mother skunk from time to time. Tobias will patrol from above. I'll bring Tobias frozen food so he doesn't have to hunt during that time."


  "Oooh, Lean Cuisine Frozen Mouse entrees," Marco teased.


  <I heard that,> Tobias said from somewhere up above the treetops.


  "I know," Marco said, grinning smugly.


  "Then, after school and through the night, the rest of us will work shifts. I'll do most of the skunk morphing, but in between times we'll have to have Jake and Rachel and Marco to help keep up a patrol."


  Marco held up his hand.


  "Yes, Marco?" I asked.


  "Do we get some 'Save the Skunks' T-shirts and bumper stickers?"


  "No one has to do this," I said. "Look . . . I know it seems stupid."


  "Nah, it's not stupid," Marco said. "Let's see, I'm behind in my homework. My dad thinks I've joined a gang because I'm never around. I don't sleep much because every time I try I'm suddenly a termite again and I wake up screaming. I never get to just sit around and watch TV. And, in my spare time, I have to help figure out how we're going to keep the Yeerks from turning some guy named Farrand into a Controller so they can wipe out the forest and hunt down the Bird-boy and the universe's only almanac-reading Andalite. I mean, I knew the middle-school years would be tough, but this is a little much."


  Jake gave Marco a long, skeptical look. "So, in other words, you'll be glad to help."


  For once, it was Jake who made everyone laugh. Even Marco.


  Marco shrugged. "You know, actually it's kind of a relief finding out Cassie is crazy. We know Rachel's nuts. We know I'm crazy. Cassie's been the only sane one for so long. Welcome to the loony bin, Cassie. Save the skunks! Hug the trees! Let dogs vote!"


  The others all laughed. I laughed a little, too. Marco always made fun of my being an environmentalist. Usually it was okay, because I knew what I believed in.


  But now his humor cut just a little deeper.


  I wasn't saving the whales or the panda or the spotted owl. I was saving a handful of skunks. There were plenty of skunks in the world. They weren't exactly endangered.


  It all went back to the termite queen. A bug. I had killed a bug, and for some reason, that had shaken my deepest faith.


  Maybe Marco was right. Maybe I was crazy.
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  Over the next two days we protected and nurtured a foursome of baby skunks. And as impossible as it seems, it worked. More or less.


  Maybe I'm kidding myself, but I think the others started enjoying it, too. Typically, it was Marco who decided, after his first shift guarding the skunks, that the kits needed names.


  "Joey, Johnny, Marky, and C.J.," he announced, like it was obvious. "The Ramones. The godfathers of punk rock. They would be honored. The one with the white stripe that kind of goes really wide? That's Joey. Now, Johnny . . ."


  At first, I was the only one to morph the skunk mother. Then Ax did it. Then the others, one by one. I almost felt jealous.


  Right after school three days later, I went to the skunk burrow and found Tobias flying cover above the burrow.


  <Hi, Cassie.>


  "How's it going, Tobias?"


  <Well, we had a little excitement. A hungry badger stopped by to check things out. But I chased him off.>


  "So the kits are all right?"


  <There are still four of them, if that's what you mean,> Tobias answered. <But they won't stay inside. They keep coming out and looking around. Especially Marky. This isn't good. Especially if they do it at night.>


  I morphed into the skunk mother and crawled inside the den. Tobias was right - the kits were restless. They were growing fast, and they instinctively wanted to go out into the great big world beyond the burrow.


  <I think I'm going to take them for a walk,> I told Tobias.


  <Is that a good idea?>


  <Sure. Why not? You should take a break. Stretch your wings.>


  Tobias was relieved to have an excuse to take off. But as soon as he was gone I started to have doubts about my brilliant idea of taking the kits out for a stroll. How could I keep track of them? What if they wandered off?


  But then, while I was debating, Marky made a wild dash outside and I had to scamper to catch up to him. As soon as I appeared, though, the kit went meekly to stand behind me. One by one, the other three babies came out. And to my amazement, they lined up like obedient first-graders.


  <Okay,> I said, although of course the kits couldn't understand me. <Let's take a walk.>


  I waddled slowly away, took about ten steps, then turned to look back over my shoulder. The four of them were all lined up behind me. I was their mother, as far as they knew. And they were programmed to follow their mother.


  I waddled off, feeling a little strange but happy.


  We walked that way for half an hour. We paused to sniff things from time to time. Various animal scents, mostly. And then, I realized something. We weren't supposed to just be going for a stroll. The kits were hungry. I was their mother. And it was my job to provide for them.


  If I didn't teach them to catch bugs, they wouldn't survive. Skunks eat some plants, but they also eat crickets and mantises and grass hoppers and even shrews and mice.


  I stopped walking and looked back at "my" kits. Four almost identical little balls of black-and-white fuzz. Four curious little faces watching me. Waiting to see what I was doing. Eager to learn.


  I'd been feeding them thawed frozen grasshoppers and thawed mice I'd brought from the clinic. Just as I'd been giving Tobias food since he was too busy to hunt properly. But these skunk kits couldn't be fed by humans all their lives.


  Suddenly . . . a crashing sound! Something rushing through the woods, careless, wild, noisy. And coming right toward us!


  I started to lead the kits back to the burrow, but the noise was getting closer. It was coming too quick! I tried to smell what it was, but the breeze was blowing the wrong way.


  Then . . . ROWR! ROWR! ROWROWROWR! A dog!


  A wolf would have known better. A wolf would have seen the black-and-white fur and decided he had an appointment somewhere else. A bear would have known. Just about any wild animal knew better than to annoy an adult skunk.


  But this big happy dog was not wild. He lived with humans. He knew absolutely nothing about skunks.


  Without even thinking, I turned my back to the dog. I raised my tail in warning.


  The dog kept coming. Drool was dribbling from one side of his mouth, and his tongue was hanging out the other side, and he was having about as good a time as a dog could have. He was in the woods, and he had a bunch of little black animals to play with.


  The kits were still lined up. They were watching me intently. It almost made me want to laugh - if I could have. It was a big moment for them - they were about to learn why no sensible animal picked on adult skunks.


  I had no experience in spraying. But the skunk mind within my own knew exactly what it was it had to do.


  I aimed.


  I looked over my shoulder to judge the distance.


  I targeted that dog's face, and I fired.


  Just at the instant when I fired, I had the strange sensation that I knew this dog from somewhere. But it was too late by then. Way too late.


  At a distance of ten feet, the spray hit with the accuracy of a laser-guided smart missile.


  ROWR? ROWR?


  The dog stopped dead in his tracks. The look in his eyes was sheer horror. How could it be? How could the little black-and-white creature have done this to him?


  And then, I heard something that made me feel really bad.


  "Homer? What's the matter, boy?" Jake asked. "Oh. Ohhhhh, Homer! I told you not to follow me into the woods."


  "Rrrreww rrrreeewww rrreeewww," Homer whined pitifully.


  Jake, Marco, Rachel, and Ax all came up at a run. Marco was already laughing.


  "You hosed Homer!" Marco giggled. "Cassie sprayed Homer! Wait, that is Cassie, right?"


  I seriously considered pretending to be some other skunk.


  <Sorry, Jake,> I said.


  "Man, that is nasty," Rachel commented. "No offense, Cassie. But I mean . . . gag! Oh. Ugh."


  <Fascinating,> Ax said. <That is possibly the worst thing I have ever smelled.>


  Homer tried to nuzzle up to Jake, but as much as Jake loves his dog, he was not going for it. "I don't think so, big guy. I told you to stay home. But oh no, Homer, you had to come with me. Now, go home. HOME, boy!"


  Homer decided home might be a better place than the forest, after all. He trotted off, tail between his legs.


  <I believe the smell is causing me to become deranged,> Ax said calmly. <I may have to run away in panic.>


  "Take me with you," Marco muttered.


  "Well, this is perfect," Jake said. "Wonderful. My parents are going to so appreciate it when Homer gets back to the house reeking of skunk. Man, let's move away from this spot, okay? I mean, jeez, that's just awful."


  We moved away from the scene of the stink, back toward the den. I led the kits inside, where they seemed happy to curl up and sleep. It had been an exciting outing for them.


  I went back outside and demorphed. "Homer will be okay if you bathe him in tomato juice and leave him outside for a few days," I said to Jake. "Sorry."


  "Not as sorry as Homer is," Jake said. "But we have bigger problems. Look, Cassie, we came to find you and Tobias. That guy Farrand? Ax and Marco tapped into the Yeerk computer at the logging camp."


  "Yeah," Marco grinned. "The Ax-man knows his way around computers."


  "Yeah, well, we found something out. Farrand isn't arriving this weekend. He's coming early. He's coming to cast the final vote on the logging in this forest. In fact, he'll be here in about an hour."
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  "We have an hour to make plans and get ready," Jake said. "One hour. Less, since we have to get into position."


  "Okay, what do we know?" Marco asked. "We know this Farrand guy is the one who makes the final decision on the Yeerks going forward. We know he's not a Controller or he would have already voted to let the logging begin."


  "We know the Yeerks won't leave it to chance," Rachel said. "He's coming here to the site. They'll be ready to do an involuntary infestation. They have some slug sitting in a vat right now, waiting to crawl in the man's ear."


  <They may just try to persuade this human,> Ax suggested. <They prefer voluntary infestations. And if they can get this human to give them his vote, they may simply let him go.>


  "So what do we do, attack?" Rachel asked. "Just storm in and mess everything up?"


  <Hey. Shhh,> Tobias said.


  "What?" Rachel asked him.


  <Don't you guys hear that? Even human ears should hear that.>


  We all listened very intently. Then it came, carried on the breeze - the sound of diesel engines.


  "Probably just our friends the Yeerks, moving their heavy equipment around. Putting it in nice, neat rows for the commissioner," Jake said. But then he thought it over and added, "Tobias? You mind going up to take a look?"


  Tobias flapped his wings and soared above the treetops and out of sight.


  "Okay, back to business," Jake said. "One way or the other, this Farrand guy is the key. If he votes yes, the Yeerks can log in this forest. If he votes no, they can't. Not without attracting way too much attention."


  "Assuming they let Farrand live long enough to vote no," Rachel said.


  "That's our job, then," I suggested. "We have to keep Farrand alive, and keep them from making him a Controller."


  Everyone nodded.


  "Too bad I have no idea how to do that," I admitted.


  Just then, Tobias came rocketing down out of the sky. <They've already started!> he yelled as he shot past to land on a branch.


  "Started what?" I asked.


  <The Yeerks. They've started cutting trees. And they are coming this way!>


  "Well," Jake said. "I guess that settles the question of whether the Yeerks are going to infest this guy."


  "They don't care what this guy sees when he gets here," Rachel said. "They don't care about convincing him. This poor man already has a Yeerk slug with his name on it."


  <You wouldn't believe how fast those machines can rip through trees!> Tobias said, obviously shaken up. <They're cutting trees like a farmer cuts wheat.>


  <And we have one of your hours to help this commissioner,> Ax said. Then, he focused his two stalk eyes on the skunk burrow. <The small ones are right in the path of the loggers, if Tobias is correct.>


  I expected Marco to make some snide remark about how no one cared about the skunks at a time like this. But to my amazement he said, "Hey, no one messes with the skunks. Those skunks are under official Animorph protection." He winked at me and gave me a mocking clenched fist salute. "Save the skunks, Earth Sister!"


  Marco is such a pain in the butt. But then, just when you think he's going to drive you crazy, he'll come through big time for you.


  "Yeah, these are our skunks," Rachel said. "No one messes with our skunks."


  "Excuse me? Hello?" Jake interrupted. "A plan? A plan, please?"


  "Well . . ." I began.


  "What?" Jake asked me.


  I shrugged. "If Farrand is the key, we need to grab the key. Right? Chances are they'll have to turn the force field off in order to get him into the camp. That's when we get him away from the Yeerks. No matter what it takes."


  "Grab Farrand," Marco said. "Simple. Elegant. And yet, given the Yeerk power in that compound of theirs, completely suicidal. I'm surprised at you, Cassie. Usually Rachel's the one to come up with a totally suicidal plan."


  "You have a better idea?" Jake asked Marco.


  "We could go home and watch TV."


  "I'll take that as a no." Jake rubbed his hands together. "Okay, then. We snatch this Farrand guy as soon as he shows up. In the meantime, we have to slow down those tree-cutting machines."


  Rachel grinned. "Cool."


  I felt sick.
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  There was only one way for a person to reach the Yeerk logging camp by car. They had to drive down the long, dirt road that the Yeerks had cut through the forest.


  Jake wanted me to go with Tobias and see if we could spot Farrand coming in.


  Jake made some quick decisions. He, Marco, Rachel, and Ax took off, leaving me with Tobias.


  I looked up ruefully at Tobias. "You and me, I guess."


  <I'm always glad to have you along,> Tobias said.


  I began to morph into an osprey. It was my bird of prey morph, and the only thing I had that could keep up with Tobias in the air.


  "Look, Tobias? This has been bothering me. And since . . . you know . . . I want to get this off my chest. I'm sorry I got mad at you over the skunk kit. You were just doing what you had to do," I said.


  I could feel my bones thinning and hollowing out. Gray feathers began to paint their patterns on my arms.


  <I could live off food you guys brought me,> Tobias said. <I don't have to hunt.>


  "Okay, then why do you?" I asked, just before my mouth mutated into a beak.


  <Because I'm not just a human. I'm also a hawk. Hawks hunt live prey. Would it be better if I let you do my killing for me? Is it more moral if I eat a frozen mouse you get from some supplier?>


  <Look, Tobias, I know all about how nature works. I know about predators and prey. It's just . . . it's just confusing. I mean, where does right and wrong come into it?>


  Snowy-white feathers were growing all down my front, replacing the fabric of my morphing suit. My feet were becoming pale gray talons.


  <I don't know. I guess if I were running around killing animals I didn't intend to eat, that would be wrong. But hawks have a right to live, just as much as a mouse or a skunk.>


  My human eyes were giving way to the incredibly amazing hawk vision. There was some color distortion because these eyes were adapted for seeing through water. The osprey eats fish. Nature designed them to see fish, even below the shimmering surface of a lake or river.


  <Ready to fly?> Tobias asked.


  I flapped my wings a couple of times. <Let's go.> I said, trying to sound like Rachel.


  Tobias flapped his wings, caught a headwind, and suddenly shot almost straight up. I opened my wings and contracted the tireless flying muscles. Flap, flap, flap, and I also caught the breeze. I flapped to get above the trees, then a stronger breeze came up and I soared high.


  It's like stepping on a very fast escalator. Zoom! I flapped hard, wanting the sensation of speed.


  Tobias was ahead of me, and as I flew, I watched him. I watched the incredibly subtle movements of his wings. He almost seemed to be able to move individual feathers. For him, the wind was not invisible. It was a road, as clear as if it was blacktop.


  As I followed him, I sensed the osprey brain beneath my own, adjusting and reacting to the wind. My eyes saw every small detail. They marked each animal, each hole where an animal might be hiding. I saw a bright stream, and saw the shadows of fish flitting through the rocks.


  My osprey had been designed by nature for this - flying high and finding prey. Just like Tobias.


  We flew up and up. The tops of trees were like some bumpy lawn beneath us. I could see all of the Yeerk logging camp. And I could see the massive yellow machines that were slicing through the trees like hot knives through butter. Already there was an ugly scar of stumps. A scar that spread like some terrible disease, eating the forest away.


  Tobias veered right, toward the long, winding road through the trees. I banked my wings and went after him.


  The stream joined a small river, rushing and bubbling alongside the road. Through the water, through the foam and bubbles, I saw the schools of fish darting. And I could feel the osprey's brain considering the situation. Measuring the distances. Calculating the angles. Planning the way it would skim low over the surface of the water, then lower its ripping talons at just the perfect moment to strike. To snatch a fish right out of the water.


  I knew that Tobias was making the same calculations as he flew over mice and rats and rabbits . . . and skunks.


  Tobias and I were two superb, beautiful killers, riding the wind, while our prey cowered beneath us.


  But he was right. We had as much of a right to live as any of our prey. And we had been designed by millions of years of evolution to be predators.


  <There,> Tobias said. <A Jeep.>


  I looked and saw the vehicle coming down the road. Then, with my amazingly acute hawk vision, I saw right through the windows, as though the glass were the surface of a stream. <Three guys. One driving, and one beside him. There's one guy in the backseat, and he looks older.>


  <Yep. And on the side of the Jeep it says Dapsen Lumber. My guess is the driver and the other guy are Controllers. The guy in the backseat is looking all around like he's very interested in what's going on.>


  <They'll reach the camp in a few minutes. As soon as we see how this Farrand guy reacts, we'll know if he's already been made into a Controller,> I said.


  <How's that?>


  <The Yeerks have gone ahead with logging,> I explained. <If Farrand is still a true human, he'll be massively upset. If he's calm, he's already one of them.>


  <Good point.> Tobias said.


  <What do we do? I mean, if he's a Controller already?> I asked.


  <I don't know. I guess we focus on attacking the logging operation itself.>


  <Really? You know what we'd do if he were a nonhuman Controller?> I asked. <We'd go after him and whatever happened, happened. Right?>


  <You mean, like a termite?> Tobias asked dryly.


  <Yeah. That's exactly what I mean,> I said.


  <Look, Cassie, you're human. Homo sapien. Your job is to keep yourself and your species alive. That's all nature wants from you. That's the whole point of evolution - to survive.> He sounded angry.


  We were following the Jeep now, heading back toward the logging camp. It would happen in just a few minutes. In just a few minutes Farrand would see what was going on, and we would know what he truly was.


  One of us, or one of them.


  <Survive,> I said flatly.


  <That's the law of nature. The number one law. And humans are part of nature.>


  <Then so are the Yeerks, and we're no better than them.>


  <I guess we'll have to worry about that one later,> Tobias said. <Look.>


  The Jeep pulled to a stop in front of the Yeerk fortress.


  Farrand flung open his door and jumped out. I could easily see him waving his arms. Even from where I was I could see the anger on his face.


  Then from the building there came a man.


  And yet . . . this man felt wrong. Even from up in the air, I felt a chill that seemed to emanate from him.


  <Him,> Tobias said.


  I knew instantly what Tobias meant.


  <I only saw him once in a human morph, but it's him,> Tobias said.


  Visser Three.
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  Visser Three.


  The leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth. The only Yeerk in all the universe to have taken control of an Andalite body. The only Yeerk in all the universe with the power to morph.


  It shouldn't have surprised me that he would use his human morph. It made sense.


  And yet I felt a cold rage deep inside me at the sight. It wasn't logical, but I felt it just the same. He was a fake human. He was using human DNA and human form as part of his plan to enslave all of humanity.


  <Visser Three,> I said to Tobias.


  <Yeah,> he agreed. <He looks so normal. Except for the fact that he gives you the creeps.>


  <I have a bad feeling about this,> I said. <I don't think they're going to wait long. I think they're going to take Farrand right away.>


  Farrand was walking toward Visser Three, still waving his hands wildly toward the heavy machinery that was chewing through the trees. Visser Three was smiling. It was not a nice smile.


  <Where are Jake and the others?> Tobias wondered.


  <Oh, man,> I said. <This is going to happen real ->


  All of a sudden, Visser Three lashed out and slapped Farrand across the face. The commissioner staggered back. He held a hand to his cheek.


  The two men from the Jeep rushed to grab Farrand's arms. Farrand was an older man. He was helpless.


  <Cassie. Look. That's either Jake, or there is some other tiger loose in these woods!>


  I looked toward the clearing. Now I could see it - a huge, orange-striped tiger was racing toward Farrand. But he was too far away. It had all happened too suddenly. Jake wasn't in position. I didn't even know where the others were. Probably still morphing.


  <It's up to us.> I said.


  I adjusted my wings, aimed for Visser Three, and dove. Down, down, down. Faster and faster, till my wings were vibrating and my bones were rattling from the speed.


  The target, Visser Three's human head, grew larger. Larger. Larger!


  I raked my talons forward, I flared my wings just enough to keep from overshooting, and I struck. I could feel my talons bite into his scalp. And then I was out of there, carried away by my own momentum.


  "Aaarrrgghh!" the Visser yelled.


  At the same instant, Tobias hit one of the guys from the Jeep. Tobias has more experience than I do. His aim is better. The guy he hit would be wearing an eyepatch for the rest of his life.


  <Yeee hah!> Tobias cried.


  Farrand broke free of his remaining captor and ran.


  "Get him!" Visser Three yelled. "Full alert!"


  The uninjured guard went after Farrand. He caught him easily and knocked him facedown in the dirt. I saw Jake closing in fast, a black-and-orange streak.


  Looking past him, I saw that there was a second battle out by the edge of the forest. Two wolves - Rachel and Marco - were on the Controllers operating the machines. The perimeter guards had come running, automatic weapons ready.


  Suddenly, fast as a gazelle, Ax ran to help Rachel. The nearest guard turned to take a shot. Ax's tail flashed, and the Controller no longer had a way to pull a trigger.


  Just beneath me, the other Controller from the Jeep kicked Farrand, who was struggling to get up. That was too much for me. I wheeled in the air and went back for a second run.


  <Cassie!> Tobias cried a warning.


  The front door of the building flew open and they began spilling out - a half dozen human-Controllers, each armed. And worse . . . far worse, four big Hork-Bajir.


  But it was too late to back off. I was already diving.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  I heard the first two bullets go whizzing past me.


  I felt the third bullet hit my wing. It went straight through my right wing, and I tumbled from the air, suddenly as ungainly as a chicken.


  I fell. Helpless, I fell.


  WHUMP!


  I slammed hard into the ground.


  Dizzy and confused, I thought I saw Jake leap toward a Hork-Bajir warrior. But I couldn't be sure. I was fading. Fading . . .


  My world grew small and dark. I could no longer see anything far away. I could focus only on the ground right before me.


  An ant was marching by, carrying a dead bug. Maybe I was just imagining things, as I sank into unconsciousness. Maybe my brain was making up things that weren't there. But I could almost have sworn that the ant was carrying the dead, dried-out husk of the termite queen.


  And then everything went black.
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  I woke up in a sort of large box. It was dark, but not totally without light. There were small round holes drilled in the sides of the box. Airholes. I could see the commissioner, Farrand, unconscious on the floor beside me.


  He looked old. He was mostly bald and had hair growing out of his ears. There was blood trickling from a shallow cut on his forehead.


  "Turn on the perimeter defenses!" Visser Three yelled.


  I could hear him clearly. I was still an osprey, but ospreys have good hearing. It was strange, being able to hear the Yeerk Visser's voice. We always encountered him when he was in his own stolen Andalite body. Then he communicated only in thought-speak.


  "You! And you! Keep your eyes on that box," Visser Three snapped. "If anything . . . anything, no matter how small tries to get out of there, destroy it! There's an Andalite bandit in that box, and there had better be an Andalite bandit in that box when this is over. Or I'll destroy you both!"


  Andalite bandit. That was me. Of course, if I didn't get out of the box, I would have to demorph eventually and Visser Three would see the truth - that I was a human.


  And I would have to demorph soon. My wing felt like it was on fire. The pain was terrible.


  "Visser! The Andalite bandits have turned the heavy equipment toward us!" someone yelled.


  "Then turn on the force field!"


  "But . . . but Visser . . . our own people will be trapped outside of the force field."


  The Visser's voice suddenly became very quiet. A very dangerous kind of quiet. "Did I just hear you question my order?"


  "No! No Visser! I'm turning on the force field!"


  Farrand moaned. He moved his head a little, but then became quiet again.


  Okay, Cassie, think. Think.


  Obviously, my friends were still fighting. They must be winning, or the Visser would not turn on the force field.


  They had seized control of some of the machines and turned them against this building. As soon as the force field went up, the heavy equipment would be useless.


  And time was on the side of the Yeerks. Visser Three would have called in more help. The Bug fighters full of fresh Hork-Bajir could be landing any minute. When that happened, all would be lost.


  We were done for.


  No! Think, Cassie! This was the game of predator and prey. This was war. What was the Yeerks' weakness? What did they need that I could take away?


  Farrand moaned again.


  Of course!


  I took a deep breath. I began to morph quickly out of the pain-wracked osprey body, back to my own human form. Morphing works on DNA, and DNA is not affected by injuries. My reconstructed human body would be normal.


  It was cramped in the box, with two humans in there. I was hunched over Farrand when his eyes fluttered open. I was already beginning my next morph. What the man saw was the face of a girl. But a face that was sprouting luxuriant black-and-white fur.


  His eyes closed again. He would think it was all a dream. Hopefully.


  "Hah!" I heard Visser Three crow. "The force field has stopped them!"


  "Visser! The first Bug fighters will land here in fifteen minutes."


  <Got them!> Visser Three said. <This time, I've got them!>


  He was using thought-speak. The Visser had demorphed.


  I focused all my thoughts. I knew what I had to do. But it was dangerous. I had to communicate with the Visser in thought-speak. And I had to do it without giving him any hint that I was a human.


  No long conversation. Monotone voice. As few words as possible. No images of any kind.


  <Visser,> I said. <I'll kill the human.>


  That was Visser Three's weakness - he needed Farrand alive. That was the pressure point. By threatening to kill Farrand, I threatened the Visser's plan.


  See, you can't make a Controller out of a corpse.


  The Visser instantly understood.


  <Everyone in this room! Weapons on the box! Be prepared on my command to shoot the Andalite without hitting the human! It may be in any sort of wild, deadly animal morph! Do not let it escape.>


  I got into position. The human me was scared. But the skunk me was perfectly calm. The skunk knew it had the ultimate weapon.


  Suddenly, the door of the box flew open.


  Visser Three stood there in his Andalite body, with his deadly Andalite tail cocked and ready to strike.


  Beside him, on either side, stood half a dozen armed human-Controllers. And in between the humans, towering above them, five huge Hork-Bajir warriors.


  The human-Controllers leveled their weapons.


  The Hork-Bajir had weapons, too, but they didn't need them. Hork-Bajir are weapons, seven feet of ankle blades, knee blades, elbow blades, forehead spikes, and armored tail - like Stegosaurus meets Klingon.


  All this awesome deadly destructive power stared down at me.


  Visser Three aimed his Andalite stalk eyes at me. His main eyes were already staring in amusement.


  <This is the best you could do, Andalite scum?> He laughed. <Such a terrifying beast you've morphed!> He laughed again.


  He laughed at the chubby, cat-sized black-and-white animal in the box. Laughed at the way I stood with my back to him, tail raised, looking over my shoulder.


  A skunk can fire its scent with amazing accuracy up to about fourteen feet.


  The Visser was only six feet away.


  <Kill it,> Visser Three ordered coldly.


  But I fired first.


  A skunk can fire its scent in five to seven shots.


  I fired once and hit the Visser in the face.


  I fired again and hit the nearest Hork-Bajir on the left. Again and hit two human-Controllers. Again and again, all within about three seconds.


  <Aaaarggghh!>


  "Oh, guh, guh, ohhhhh. Ohhhh!"


  "Herunt gahal! Stink! Arrrr!"


  The Visser staggered back, blinded and reeling from the mighty stench. The human-Controllers covered their mouths with their hands. Some even dropped their weapons.


  The Hork-Bajir I was worried about. I didn't know if Hork-Bajir even had a sense of smell.


  Turns out they do.


  Turns out they have an excellent sense of smell. Too bad.


  The Hork-Bajir were the first to panic. One fired his Dracon beam wildly.


  <Don't shoot, you fools!> Visser Three screamed. <You'll hit the human! Or me!>


  Actually, what they had hit was the floor. A big, smoldering hole appeared in the wood.


  "Reeking fernall gahal!" one Hork-Bajir kept bellowing in the odd mix of English and their own tongue.


  Then the Hork-Bajir lost it completely. They turned and ran for the door.


  Personally, I didn't see what they were so excited about.


  It didn't smell bad to me.
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  They ran. The human-Controllers, the Hork-Bajir, and Visser Three. They ran from the horror of my skunk smell.


  I waddled as far as the doorway.


  I saw an amazing scene. The force field was still on. Three massive tree-cutters, diesel engines roaring and billowing smoke, were straining against the force field like mad dogs on a leash.


  Inside the force field, the totally demoralized Yeerk forces.


  Outside the force field, a bizarre zoo - a tiger, a grizzly bear, a gorilla. And something no human zoo had ever held - an Andalite.


  Jake, Rachel, Marco, and Ax.


  Around the clearing, a handful of human-Controllers and Hork-Bajir warriors sat nursing wounds. Some were just lying in the dirt.


  It was a weird and tense scene. If the force field came down, the tractors and tree-cutters would hit the building within seconds.


  On the other hand, even though they were reeking of skunk smell, and staggering and halfblind, the forces inside the field were stronger than Jake, Rachel, Marco, and Ax.


  Of course, if the tree-cutters hit the building, they would probably kill Farrand. The Yeerks didn't want that. Neither did we, but Visser Three didn't know that.


  <What happened?> Jake asked me in a private thought-speak whisper.


  <I sprayed them,> I said. <They didn't like it.>


  I'm pretty sure tigers can't normally smile. But I could have sworn Jake did.


  Jake must have privately told Ax what happened. Ax was the only one we could trust to speak to Visser Three. He was the only true Andalite.


  <Visser,> Ax said. <It seems to me that we have a standoff.>


  <Don't try to bargain with me, fool,> Visser Three sneered. <I have forces on the way.>


  Ax nodded. <I wonder how your Blade ship will smell after you spread your newly acquired stench through it?>


  <The smell . . . it will go away,> the Visser said.


  "Visser, my human host has a memory of -" one of the human-Controllers began to say.


  The Visser's tail blade snapped through the air. It pressed against the human-Controller's throat. A twitch would send the Controller's head flying.


  <Do not interrupt me,> the Visser said calmly. <You were saying?> he asked Ax.


  <The smell would go away in about seven Earth days . . . if you were in the open air,> Ax said calmly. <In a spacecraft? Airtight, closed up, cramped? You'll never lose the smell. Ever. However . . . thanks to Andalite chemical technology there is a way to remove the stench. Let the human Farrand go free. He's unconscious and hasn't seen what you are. Let him go, we'll give you the secret of neutralizing the stench, and we all walk away.>


  <I'll dispose of you myself!> the Visser shrieked. <Andalite filth!>


  <Visser, we both know how impossible it is to remove a smell once it gets into a spacecraft. You would need a full refitting at a major space dock. Your Blade ship would be intolerable.>


  Visser Three just stood there. Just stood there and stared. His stalk eyes drooped a little. <Get the human,> he muttered to his Hork-Bajir.


  "Visser . . ." one Hork-Bajir moaned, clearly reluctant to go back where the smell was even stronger.


  <This has not been a good day for me,> Visser Three said. <Would you really like to feel as bad as I do?>


  The two Hork-Bajir went back inside and very quickly reappeared, dragging Farrand. They dropped him in the dirt.


  <Have one of your men drive him to the nearest human hospital. When he is safe, we will tell you the secret. And no tricks. We'll be watching,> Ax rolled his stalk eyes skyward. Visser Three followed the direction of his gaze, and saw, high in the sky, a bird of prey with a rust-red tail.


  <You do realize that one day I will have you all,> Visser Three said. <With all your clever tricks, I will still find you.>


  <No, I do not think so,> Ax said. <We are sure to smell you coming.>
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  The Yeerks drove Farrand to the hospital. Once we knew he was safe, Ax told Visser Three how a certain kind of juice would help get rid of the skunk smell.


  The Visser was still screaming when we disappeared into the woods.


  The next day, Jake, Marco, Rachel, Ax, and I were able to bring the skunk mother back to her den. She waddled inside, and a few minutes later, waddled back out followed by Joey, Johnnie, Marky, and C.J.


  They ignored the four humans and the Andalite completely. After all, mother skunk was back with her kits. And mother skunk wasn't afraid of anything.


  "They grow up so fast," Rachel said, as they shuffled and snuffled and waddled past us in single file.


  "I guess the real mother skunk will give them different names," Marco said. He was joking. I think.


  "Well, anyway, the forest is safe for baby skunks now," Jake said.


  Jake had morphed a housefly to spy on Farrand in the hospital. The commissioner was fine. The first thing he did when he regained full consciousness was make a phone call to say that he was voting against logging in the forest.


  In fact, according to Jake, Farrand swore he'd never, ever even listen to another word from Dapsen Lumber. And there was a good chance he'd press charges.


  It also seemed, according to Farrand, that even the animals of the forest had risen up against the loggers. He claimed that he himself had been visited by the spirit of a giant skunk with the eyes of a human girl.


  "Have a good life, little skunks," Marco said to the skunk family. Tiny, furry little masters of the forest.


  Everyone was smiling and looking pretty pleased with themselves. But I was still confused.


  As we walked toward home back through the forest, Jake hung back with me, letting the others move ahead.


  "You don't seem all that happy," Jake said. "You miss being a skunk mommy?"


  I smiled. "No. I mean, yes, a little. But that's not it."


  "So? So what's bothering you?"


  I shrugged. "Nothing makes sense to me. Tobias eats one of the skunk kits, then he helps save the rest. I kill the termite queen to save myself and my friends, then I feel bad about it. But when it came down to it again, I went after Visser Three without hesitation. One minute I was a rat being chased by guys with sticks, the next minute I'm bringing dead mice to Tobias, who's guarding skunks he would normally have tried to eat. Somehow it's part of the same big system. How does it all make sense?"


  Jake looked like he was sorry he started the conversation. "Um . . . boy, Cassie, I don't know."


  "Okay, just tell me this. Am I a part of nature, so I should just live by the laws of nature, kill to eat, kill or be killed? Or am I something different because I'm a human?"


  We walked in silence while Jake thought it over. I felt sorry for him. I know he'd rather have been discussing Spiderman versus Batman with Marco.


  "Well, I guess you're both," Jake said at last. "I mean, you are the person who got rid of the termite queen. You're also the person who went out of her way to save a bunch of skunks. Just like Tobias ate a skunk kit one day, then saved them the next."


  "That's not much help," I said. "That just means humans are kind of inbetween - still partly wild animals, doing whatever it takes to survive, and partly . . . partly I don't know what. Maybe something more than the other animals."


  "Well, I know one thing. All the animals take care of themselves. But only one animal has the intelligence and the power to help save all the other species."


  I nodded. "You're pretty smart sometimes, Jake," I said.


  "Just sometimes?"


  "You're right. Only one animal can help to save all the other animals. Only humans can do that. Of course, we have to save ourselves first." I sighed. "It's still too complicated."


  I saw a shadow flash overhead. I looked up and saw Tobias. He dropped down into the trees and reappeared on a branch just up the trail.


  "Hi, Tobias," I called up to him.


  <Hi, Cassie. Hello everyone. Hello, hello, hello.> He was definitely feeling pretty smug about something.


  "What's up, Bird-boy?" Marco asked him.


  <I've just been checking on our friends at the logging camp. They now have two entire truckloads of juice. They've made trip after trip for juice. They dug out a big pit in the ground and made a kind of swimming pool filled with the stuff. Visser Three's been in it most of the night and all this morning. Judging by the way everyone is staying back, I'm guessing he still stinks.>


  <Plus,> Tobias added with a slightly evil laugh, <the Visser is now a very lovely, attractive shade of purple.>


  "Gee, that's too bad," Rachel said. "I feel so sorry for him."


  <Soon he may begin to suspect the truth,> Ax said.


  "Think maybe we should have told him the truth? That it's tomato juice, not grape juice that washes away skunk smell?" I asked.


  We all looked at each other, and broke up laughing at the same moment.


  "Nah, I didn't think so," I said.
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  My name is Marco.


  People call me Marco the Magnificent. Marvelous Marco. The Amazing Marco.


  And of course, all the girls just call me . . . gorgeous. Okay, maybe I've never actually heard anyone call me gorgeous, but I am confident that someone, somewhere, must have called me gorgeous at some point.


  Or not.


  But definitely cute. I've heard "cute" with my own ears.


  And I'll soon be hearing it a lot more because I've made a major change. I've cut my hair. Or at least my stylist, Charise, cut it for me. That's right, Charise. And according to Charise, my cuteness quotient has risen from a nine to a definite ten.


  Anyway, where was I? Oh, yes. I was telling you that my name is Marco. I can't tell you my last name. I forgot it.


  No, not really, I'm kidding. I know my last name. I'm just not going to tell you. And I'm not going to tell you the complete names of my friends or where I live.


  What I will tell you is the truth. All except for that part about "magnificent" and "marvelous." Everything else I tell you will be true. I know it will seem incredible. But it will be the absolute truth.


  Let's start with the reason why I won't tell you my last name: I have enemies. We all sorta do. But these guys are very powerful, very dangerous enemies. Not like the guy in your class who keeps calling you "dork-wad." And if they knew who I was, I'd be dead so fast I wouldn't even know I was dead. The Yeerks don't play games. The Yeerks don't worry about pity or kindness. They don't care that I'm just a kid. The Yeerks plan to enslave or destroy the entire human race. They won't hesitate to roll right over little old me.


  The Yeerks aren't just my enemies, though. They are the enemies of every human being. The enemies of Earth itself. And they are everywhere.


  They're a parasitic species. Think tapeworms. That's what they are, when you get right down to it: intelligent tapeworms.


  They are slugs, just a few inches long. They enter the human body through the ear canal. Once inside, they flatten themselves out and wrap themselves around your brain. They squeeze into all the folds and wrinkles of your brain and tie into your thoughts.


  They take over. They make you into what we call a Controller. A human machine. A body whose own, true mind is shattered and helpless.


  That's the special horror of the Yeerks. They don't just take over your mind and eliminate you. You continue to be aware. You continue to be conscious. You sit there in your own head watching the Yeerk open your memory, watching the Yeerk fool your friends and family, watching the Yeerk turn the people you love into the same kind of slave you've become.


  You try to move your hand, but you can't. You try to make your mouth speak, but you can't. You don't even control what your eyes look at. That's what it's like.


  My mother is one of them. A Controller.


  For a long time, we thought she had died. I believed she had drowned. But I learned later that she was still alive.


  A very powerful Yeerk had taken her body. I don't even know how long she was a Controller before she disappeared. I don't know how many times her good-night kiss was the action of a Yeerk trying to pass as a human.


  She is Visser One now. A Visser is a sort of Yeerk warlord or general. Visser One launched the secret invasion of Earth. Visser Three is now in charge.


  Visser One, in my mother's head, took off after faking her death by drowning. She's somewhere now . . . maybe millions of miles away.


  No one knows about my mom but me and my best friend, Jake. I don't want the others to know. I don't want their pity.


  The Yeerks are here. Everywhere. Not just my mother, but maybe yours, too. Maybe your teacher, maybe your best friend, maybe everyone around you. When you get together with family and friends, you may be the only one in the room who is not a Controller.


  That's why we fight them. We Animorphs.


  I made up that word, by the way. Pretty cool, huh? Animorphs. Just popped into my head. Animal morpher.


  See, not every alien in the universe is a Yeerk. The universe has its heroes, too. It was one dying, doomed Andalite who gave us our power to acquire the DNA of any animal and then to become that animal.


  His name was Elfangor. He, and a lot of other Andalites, died trying to save Earth from the Yeerks.


  So for him, and for all the people of Earth, we fight, hoping to slow the Yeerks down enough so that the Andalites will have a chance to come again and save us all.


  Who is "we"? Well, there's me, Marco the Magnificent.


  Then, there's Rachel-who-thinks-she's-Xena: Warrior Princess. And there's Tobias, the Bird-boy. And Cassie, the tree-hugger. And Ax, our resident Andalite.


  And of course, our fearless leader, my boy, Jake.


  My way-too-serious best friend Jake.


  Responsible, practically adult Jake.


  Jake, who grinds my nerves with his total refusal to just have a good time.


  "Look," I said to Jake, "it's not a crime or anything. There is absolutely no law against dogs going to outdoor concerts. They don't have a ticket for dogs."


  "You know, Marco, the point of morphing is not for us to get into concerts," Jake said.


  We were walking down one of the streets of our subdivision. We'd shot some hoops down at the outdoor basketball court, and now Jake was dribbling the ball as we walked.


  "Nine Inch Nails. Alanis. Offspring," I said.


  He stopped and stared at me. "Marco?"


  "Yeah?"


  "What happened to your hair, man?"


  "You're just noticing? Looks cool, huh?"


  Jake just stared. "Offspring?" he asked. "You're sure Offspring will be there?"


  I could see him weakening. He was dribbling slower. "I hear they are so great live. They kick. They dominate. They crush all opposition under foot. They rule. They -"


  "Marco, after I've criticized Rachel and Cassie for using morphing for personal reasons, I can't just -"


  "Who's going to tell them?" I argued. I ran my fingers through my new, shorter hair. It was cool-looking. I wasn't even going to pay attention to the way Jake just stared at it. It looked cool.


  "I'd be a hypocrite," Jake said.


  I thought for a moment. "You know, Jake . . . I have long suspected that Alanis may be a Controller. And, as a Controller, think of the damage she could do by leading young, impressionable kids like us astray. Oh, I hate to even think of it! We have a duty, Jake. We have a sacred duty to go to that concert and to find out once and for all whether any of these major stars are Controllers."


  Jake smiled his slow smile. "That is easily the most pathetic excuse you have ever come up with."


  I laughed. "Get serious. I've come up with lots of more pathetic excuses than that."


  We were almost at Jake's house, so we stopped. Jake's brother Tom is one of them - a Controller. We don't talk inside his house.


  "You know," Jake said, "the only possible way I could go along with this is if I found out you were going to this thing anyway. Then, see, I'd have to go along - reluctantly - just to watch your back."


  Jake may be responsible and all, but he isn't a total forty-year-old.


  I grinned. "Jake, I'm going to this concert, whether you like it or not."


  "Then I guess I'd better go, just to cover your butt," Jake said. "You'll have to figure out how to cover that hair."


  I made a face. "Real funny."


  "I thought so," Jake said, grinning at his own wit. "I'm going to morph Homer, I guess. You're right. Dog is the way to go. No one will even think anything about us being there, since there are always dogs at outdoor stuff. And dog hearing is great. You need to acquire a dog morph."


  "Already have," I said smugly. "An Irish setter. Girls love Irish setters. Heh, heh, heh."


  I laughed my "evil" laugh and gave Jake a look, and he laughed, too.


  There are these moments in your life that seem totally innocent at first, you know? Like normal everyday life. But then it's like you stepped off a cliff, and before you know it you're falling. Suddenly you realize your innocent little decision has gone spinning out of control.


  I had decided to sneak into a concert. I had not decided to uncover one of the greatest secrets of human history, or become the person who would decide the fate of an entire race.


  I just wanted to hear some music.


  It should have been no big deal.
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  There are a couple of big problems with morphing. First of all, there's the two-hour time limit. If you stay in morph for more than two hours, you stay forever.


  Second, there is the fact that all of the animal's basic instincts come along with the body. Sometimes when you jump into that animal brain it's like grabbing onto a power line.


  Finally, there is the total creepiness factor. I mean, major, Stephen-King-meets-Ann-Rice creepy.


  The concert was taking place at this big outdoor arena that's at one end of the city park. We needed a private place to morph, but that turned out not to be so easy. There were people everywhere. Thousands of people. Kids in black T-shirts. Displaced Deadheads with little granny sunglasses and dreadlocks. Parental units carrying babies and trying to look cool in their Dockers. And hardcore punk rockers with pierced everythings.


  Across from the park there was this little street with coffee shops and restaurants and an ecology bookstore. There were alleys behind the restaurants, and we headed there.


  Down one alley we found a little dead-end area stuffed with dumpsters.


  "Wonderful," Jake muttered. "The two of us and the garbage. This is already fun."


  "Come on, let's do it," I said. I was impatient.


  I could hear a warm-up band racing through a power set.


  "You haven't morphed a dog before, have you?" Jake asked me.


  "No."


  He smiled. "Don't get too happy," he said.


  I didn't really pay any attention to him. I looked around and saw some hippie girls walking by. They couldn't see us. I removed my outer clothing and stripped down to my morphing suit. I stuffed my clothes and shoes into the bag Jake and I had brought along and shoved it behind the dumpster.


  I focused on the dog I had acquired. I saw it in my mind. And as I focused, I felt the changes begin.


  I've morphed much weirder things than dogs. But every morph is strange. Every morph is unpredictable. You really never know how it's going to go.


  I expected the first thing to be fur. It wasn't. The first thing that happened was the tail. I felt it just sort of spurt out of the base of my spine.


  I turned to look back over my shoulder. "Oh, guh-ross!"


  The tail was sticking out. But it had no fur yet. It was just this kind of grayish, chicken-skinned whip.


  I looked back at Jake. His face was bulging out like something was trying to climb out of his mouth. At the same time my own muzzle started to grow. There was a weird grinding sound from inside my head as the bones of my jaw stretched outward.


  I felt an itching in my mouth as my teeth grew bigger and rearranged themselves.


  I saw my fingers shrink up inside my hands.


  At the same time, the little stubs of fingers grew these gray-black nails. My palms became thick and calloused.


  I felt the bones in my legs and arms stretching, changing directions, and I began to grow slightly smaller. Suddenly, I couldn't stand up anymore. I fell forward onto my calloused pads.


  Only then did the fur begin to grow. It was a good thing, too. I was one ugly animal without fur. The reddish fur sprouted quickly, like the world's fastest grass. It just seemed to explode out of my skin, long and silky.


  <Cool,> I said to Jake in thought-speak. <Check out this fur. Every girl in that concert is going to want to pet me.>


  He said something back to me, but right then the dog senses kicked in.


  I've morphed a wolf, so I was prepared. I knew the hearing would be amazing. I knew the sense of smell would be incredible.


  But what I didn't expect was the dog's mind. It was not like the wolf. The wolf was a cool, intelligent, ruthless killer.


  The dog was just a big goof.


  You remember that old song, "Girls Just Wanna Have Fun"? That could be the theme song for dogs. Dogs just want to have fun.


  That's what fooled me. The Irish setter's brain didn't feel like some strange animal. It felt like it was just tapping into a part of my own mind. It was a perfect fit with the goof ball part of my own brain.


  I looked over at Jake through my slightly dim dog vision. He had become his dog, Homer. I lolled out my tongue and panted. Jake/Homer panted right back at me.


  "RUFF!" I barked, for no reason. I did a little dance. Sort of like I was going to run away, but then I stopped suddenly and crouched down on my front legs and grinned like an idiot at Jake.


  I was inviting him to play.


  I tore off down the alley at a run.


  <Marco, wait up!>


  <Catch me! Hah-hah! Like you even could!>


  I scrabbled away at top speed, my nails clicking on the concrete, my floppy ears flying, my tail held high and wagging.


  I raced down the alleyway, totally ignoring the rich, wondrous smells of rotting garbage.


  I turned toward the park and raced across the street. Jake fell back, caught up in a small knot of people.


  SCRRREEEEECCCCHHH!


  A car slammed on its brakes and missed me by a couple of feet. A couple of feet! I mean, if the driver had been one millisecond slower to hit the brakes, I'd have been roadkill. But my complete dog-brain reaction to that near-death experience was, "Cool! I smell something!"


  I'm totally serious. The fact that I smelled some other dog's pee on a curb was about ten thousand times more interesting to my dog brain than the squealing car was.


  The driver got out and started yelling. I gave him a happy dog grin and trotted on my way.


  <Marco! Would you wait up?>


  Suddenly I was surrounded by people. But they were totally different from the people I'd seen before when I was still human.


  For one thing, I wasn't really looking at these people. I was smelling them. What they looked like was so totally not important. But the smells!


  I smelled sweat, I smelled shampoo, I smelled bad breath, I smelled what they had been eating, I smelled what they had stepped in, I smelled laundry detergent, I smelled everyone they had touched or shaken hands with.


  And I could smell all their animals. The humans might as well have been wearing big neon signs that said I OWN A DOG, or I HAVE CATS. I could not only smell who owned dogs, I could smell whether the dogs were male or female, young or old, fixed or not. Just by sniffing the people walking past, I knew if their dogs ate canned or dry food.


  I mean, when you hook up to that dog nose it's like you've been walking around with cotton balls up your nostrils all your life and suddenly you take them out and wow! Wow! You're into a whole new experience of life.


  I'd been a wolf in the forest. Now it was like I was a wolf in civilization. The information from my nose was so complex. So full, so rich, so enjoyable.


  "Hey, boy!" someone said. A girl! I was sure she was a girl. But was she a cute girl? I tried to make my dog eyes focus, but it was like sight was just irrelevant. I could see pretty well, but my dog brain was way too busy smelling and hearing. I did notice the scent of patchouli oil, though.


  The girl reached out a hand and stroked my head. Instantly a warm wave of pleasure washed over me. Then she scratched behind my ear.


  This was almost too good. This was sublime. This was probably the best thing I'd ever felt in my life.


  I think I could have just stood there and let her scratch behind my ear forever. But then she was joined by a guy - a guy who owned a cat, incidentally - and she started in on my ribs. I lay down and rolled on my side. The scratching of my ribs felt like tickling. I was so happy. I was beyond happy.


  See, dog happy isn't like human happy. Human happiness always has this little voice in the back of your mind going, "Don't be too happy. Keep your guard up. Something bad could still happen."


  But dog happy is just pure, distilled essence of happiness. I just lolled my wet tongue out and slapped my tail against the grass, and then it started. My leg started going all on its own.


  "Hah, I love it when dogs do that," the guy said. "That's so funny!"


  His girlfriend scratched away on my ribs and my back leg just motored away, out of control, and I was in heaven. That's when Jake found me.


  <That's nice, Marco,> Jake said. <Very dignified. What's next? You going to lick yourself?>


  "Oh, it's another dog," the girl said. "He's even cuter!" She leaned forward to pet Jake.


  That brought me to my senses. No way was Jake a cuter dog than me.


  <Okay, okay, that's enough playing around,> I said. <Come on, Jake. Let's get closer to the stage.>


  We took off, tails wagging, leaving the nice hippie couple behind.


  <See? I told you, Marco. Don't get too happy. A happy dog is almost too happy.>


  <Why not?> I asked, a little wistfully. <Why not just get happy?>


  Then something stunning happened. There had been no music for a few minutes, and all at once, Offspring climbed onstage and unloaded.


  They ripped into a song and I cowered a little. The impact on my dog ears was shocking. But it wasn't just that it was so loud. It was that I could hear everything. Everything.


  <Hey! I can understand the lyrics now,> I said.


  <Cool,> Jake answered.


  We trotted closer, into a thickening crowd of humans. The smells were just overwhelming. And not always in a good way.


  Suddenly, I saw him. He was passing out flyers.


  He was walking through the crowd and passing out handbills.


  A breeze caught one of the sheets and it fluttered to the ground in front of me. I forced my dog eyes to look at it. I couldn't read the fine print, but I could see the two big words at the top.


  The Sharing.


  The Sharing. The front organization for Controllers.


  <Jake,> I said. <That guy. He's handing out flyers for The Sharing.>


  <Yeah. You know what? Does he look familiar, or is it just my imagination?>


  He had brown hair, just a little over his ears. He was maybe five feet tall, but he managed to look taller. A slightly shorter version of Jake, strong and confident-looking. <Yes, he's familiar. His name's Erek King. He transferred out of our school like a year ago.>


  Erek was coming closer, smiling and handing out flyers to anyone who would take one.


  He knelt down and smiled at me. He reached out to pet me, but I pulled back. Erek shrugged and walked on his way, handing out flyers.


  <Jake, did you notice it?>


  <Oh, yeah,> he said. <Definitely.>


  <Oh, man,> I said. <There is something very, very wrong with Erek.>
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  "He didn't smell," I said.


  "What do you mean, he didn't smell?" Rachel demanded.


  "I mean that he didn't smell. He had picked up some odors off other people, off the ground, off dogs, whatever, but he had no smell himself. None. Like a black hole of smell. Like nothing there, nobody home."


  It was later that same evening. Jake and I had left the concert shortly after encountering Erek. We'd called a meeting, and now everyone except Ax was in Cassie's barn.


  Cassie's barn is actually the Wildlife Rehabilitation Center. It's a sort of hospital for messed-up wild animals. Cassie's parents are both veterinarians. Her mom works at the Gardens, this big combination zoo and amusement park.


  Her dad (with a lot of help from Cassie) takes in every sick or injured wild animal they come across. The barn is lined with wire cages filled with raccoons, foxes, opossums, eagles, rabbits, geese, badgers, crows, squirrels . . . I mean, you name it. It's animal central.


  "Maybe you just didn't notice it," Rachel suggested.


  "Rachel, you've been in wolf morph," Jake said. "You know how good your sense of smell is? Well, the dog's sense of smell is almost that good."


  Rachel shook her head. That's what she does when she's frustrated.


  She was standing in the middle of the barn floor, looking immaculate, as usual. Rachel is one of those girls from the cover of Seventeen. Beautiful, fashionable, way too tall, far too many bright white teeth, massive quantities of very clean blond hair. But beneath all that fashionable clothing and perfectly applied makeup there is a sword-swinging Amazon warrior just trying to break out.


  Rachel's like one of those terrible elf-maidens in Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings - beautiful and dangerous.


  Jake is her cousin and Cassie is her best friend. Cassie actually experiences normal human emotions like fear and doubt. I approve of this because I sure experience plenty of fear and doubt myself. I've experienced more fear and doubt since I became an Animorph than most people experience in about ten lifetimes.


  Cassie has never met a dress she liked. She does not subscribe to Teen or YM. She's much more likely to buy a magazine like Smelly Animals of America. You know, the kind of magazine that would have articles like "How to Give Suppositories to Raccoons," or "Let's Examine Owl Vomit!"


  If you want to picture Cassie, think of a short, cute girl with very short black hair, wearing overalls and big muddy boots and looking totally capable of giving a tetanus shot to an angry bear.


  Cassie is our animal expert, and our resident ecology nut. I'd say she likes animals better than she likes people, except that she really likes Jake. As in likes.


  Actually, she and Jake like each other, although neither of them will admit it, of course. The only time they'll act that way is when we're about twelve seconds away from doing something insanely dangerous. Then they'll kind of give each other these pathetic sad looks.


  It's so lame.


  The last original member of our group was perched in the high rafters overhead. Tobias had his talons sunk deep into the wood to give himself a firm hold. And with his hooked beak he was preening the feathers of his right wing.


  Tobias is a red-tailed hawk. That's what he's been since he stayed too long in morph. He lives as a hawk now, mostly. I mean, he hunts and eats like a hawk. Not that he has much choice. I don't think the school is really interested in a Hawk-boy as a student.


  Tobias lives in the woods, along with Ax. Ax is an Andalite, the brother of Elfangor, and the only free Andalite within a billion miles of Earth.


  Ax doesn't come to the meetings, usually. He has a human morph, but he doesn't like to overuse it. Besides, he basically figures Jake is his "prince," and he'll do whatever his prince tells him has to be done.


  So, that's our little group. Rachel, standing in the middle of the room, looking like someone was shining a spotlight on her. Jake, pacing back and forth and looking far too intense. Cassie, cradling a duck in her arms while she changed its bandage. Tobias, preening his feathers and looking around with that eternal hawk glare. And me, lolling back on a bale of hay.


  "Shh," Jake said suddenly. "I thought I heard something."


  <It's just a squirrel up on the roof,> Tobias assured him in thought-speak.


  "You sure?" Jake asked.


  Tobias stopped preening and stared down at Jake. His hawk stare grew even more intense. <Am I sure? I do know what a squirrel sounds like.>


  Jake nodded and looked a little embarrassed. Hawks not only have amazingly good eyes, their hearing is better than human, too. And Tobias knows the sounds that prey make. He has to. Asking Tobias if he recognizes squirrel sounds would be like asking Einstein if he knows how to add two plus two.


  I tried to bring us all back to the topic. "So, what does it mean if a kid doesn't smell like a human?"


  "There are plenty of times when you don't smell human," Rachel said with a smirk. "But then, maybe that's because you have a small monkey living on top of your head."


  Cassie made a snorking sound as she tried not to laugh.


  "Next time you decide to get a haircut, talk to me first," Rachel said.


  I ignored them both. We had important business, and I was not going to lower myself to trading insults with Rachel. Besides, I couldn't think of any.


  "He doesn't smell, and he's handing out flyers for The Sharing," I said.


  "He must be connected to the Yeerks," Rachel said with a shrug.


  "But how?" Cassie asked. She was pushing the duck back into his cage. "I mean, Yeerks infest various species - humans, Hork-Bajir, Taxxons. But that doesn't change the fact that a human with a Yeerk in his head should still smell like a human. You know?"


  "Chapman is a Controller. He still smells human," I pointed out. "And by the way, I can't believe I'm even talking about how the vice principal smells."


  Jake shrugged. "I guess we need to find out what's going on with Erek."


  "But how do we find him?" I asked. "Infiltrate a meeting of The Sharing?"


  <I could do surveillance of his school,> Tobias said.


  "Or maybe we could go back to where the concert was and look for clues," Rachel said. Then she winced. "Wow, that sounded so Nancy Drew."


  "Maybe Ax can try and tap into the Internet and get past all the security buffers and locate him," I suggested.


  Cassie held up her hand like she was asking a question at school. "Those are all fine plans, but how about if we just look him up in the phone book?"


  We all just stared at her.


  "Or we could just look him up in the phone book," Jake said sheepishly.


  Cassie headed for the house to get a phone book.


  "You know, she is just not getting the whole superhero thing," I said to Jake. "Does Wolverine look things up in the phone book? Does Spiderman? I don't think so."


  "Yeah, well, Wolverine has a big advantage over us," Rachel said dryly. "He's not real."


  Then she snapped her fingers. "That's what that hair of yours reminds me of: a wolverine. I knew it was something."


  "Oh, yeah?" I shot back. "Well, how about your . . . your . . ."


  "My what?" Rachel asked coolly, with the absolute confidence of a girl who never looked less than perfect.


  "Your tallness," I said lamely. "You're . . . tall. Way tall."


  Somehow this brilliant comeback did not cause Rachel to break down in tears.


  Cassie came back carrying the white pages, already open to the "K's." "There are twenty-seven 'Kings' listed. But you said he transferred to Truman, so there are maybe six 'Kings' that are in that part of town."


  "We work our way down the list," I said. "Although he still could have an unlisted phone."


  "I can't hang out tonight," Jake said. "I have got to write that English paper."


  "Here's a clue on the English paper. Don't say 'I have got to,'" I teased.


  "I could go tomorrow, maybe," Rachel said. "But not tonight. My dad is in town just for tonight. He's taking me and my sisters to Planet Hollywood."


  Cassie looked at me. "I'm free," she said.


  <I'm good till it gets dark,> Tobias volunteered. Hawks aren't much use at night.


  "Fine. Me and Cassie and Tobias till it gets dark," I said. "Shouldn't be too hard. Our mission: to find the boy who doesn't smell."


  "Maybe he just showers a lot," Rachel said. "Did you think about that?"


  Chapter 4


  



  I saw Jake the following day in the school cafeteria.


  I was wolfing down the Goo of the Day, drinking milk, and trying to write my English paper at warp speed. See, I kind of had some homework due, too. But I'd spent yesterday evening cruising around in owl morph looking for Erek's house.


  "English paper?" Jake asked as he sat down across from me.


  "Yeah."


  He laughed. "You're good for me, Marco. Compared to you, I'm so responsible. You have a topic?"


  I looked up at him and thumped my finger down on the paper. "I've already written three pages. What do you mean, do I have a topic?"


  But Jake knows me. "So," he said. "Do you have a topic?"


  "A topic will . . . emerge. I'm going to just write until I discover a topic. The topic will rise from these pages. It will reveal itself to me. I just have to keep writing."


  He nodded and made a face at the Goo of the Day on his tray. "This food is blue. Food should not be blue. Hey, here's a topic for you - the use of total bull in the writing of English papers."


  I grinned. "I am the master of bull. Three pages so far and I haven't actually said a single thing."


  "Did you guys happen to find our friend?"


  I shot a glance left and then right. No one was seated near enough to overhear us. Besides, the cafeteria was so noisy from yelling and laughing and clashing dishes and scraping chairs that no one could hear much of anything.


  "Yeah. We found out where he lives. Saw him through a window. Too bad, though. One of the other King residences we checked out had this girl living there who was amazing."


  "You weren't window-peeping, I hope."


  I gave Jake my best shocked-and-outraged look. "How could you even say that? What kind of person do you think I am?"


  Jake nodded. "Cassie wouldn't let you, huh?"


  "I am trying to write a paper here," I said.


  "On the topic of . . . ?"


  "On the topic of how to write a thousand words and say nothing. Zero. Nada. Squat."


  Jake lowered his voice to just above a whisper. "We need to check Erek out. Definitely something wrong there."


  I put down my pencil. "You mean get inside his house?"


  Jake shrugged. "Not yet. Get Tobias to watch him when he's outside. But Tobias will need some help."


  I shrugged and went back to my paper. "I'll help. I'll have plenty of time. I'm dropping out of school this afternoon. Right after the teacher gets done laughing at this paper."


  "Topic - the use of rhetoric to obscure a lack of content," Jake said.


  I froze. I looked up. "That's brilliant! It means the same as 'the use of total bull' . . . but it sounds so much better!"


  "Eat your Goo. I gotta go."


  He left and I saw him head over to the spot where Cassie was sitting.


  It's one of our rules. We can never start looking like a "group." In school or in public places, we keep our distance. We only reveal the relationships that already existed before we became Animorphs.


  I happened to see Chapman coming in through the door of the cafeteria. He grabbed some kid who was running and told him to slow down. Then he gazed around the room, looking for troublemakers, like any normal vice principal would.


  But Chapman isn't normal. Chapman is a Controller. The Yeerk in his head is high-ranking enough to speak directly with Visser Three.


  For about a second, Chapman's eyes locked on mine.


  It was nothing. But it sent a shiver up my spine.


  Chapman runs The Sharing. The flyers that Erek had been handing out at the concert had been about The Sharing.


  Erek had never been some major friend of mine. He was just this kid I'd say hi to in the hallway. Except that he had been there for my mother's funeral.


  A funeral without a body.


  Some other kids from school had come, so I didn't think anything much about it. Still, it was a nice thing for him to do.


  And now he was working for The Sharing.


  The Sharing is a front organization for Controllers. On the surface, it's a sort of club. Kids join it and go on camp-outs and field trips and stuff. Adults join it and supposedly do business deals together and take weekends at ski resorts.


  And probably most members of The Sharing never even know what's really going on. But the Controllers who run The Sharing are always on the lookout for some person with problems.


  See, the Yeerks don't just spread by forcing themselves on people. A lot of people become Controllers by choice. I guess they want to feel like they're part of something bigger. Or maybe it's the secrecy they think is cool. I don't know.


  All I know is that the Yeerks would rather have a voluntary host. They'd rather have you surrender your mind than have to take it by force.


  They work you up slowly through the levels of The Sharing, till they decide you're ready. Then they make promises and tell you lies, and the next thing you know, you're a slave inside your own mind, all the more easily controlled because you let it happen.


  I shoved the tray away from me and picked up my pencil again. I stared down at the paper. But I was seeing a funeral service. Singing. Flowers. Some priest talking about how great my mother had been. He hadn't even known my mother.


  I remember turning around in my pew to look at the church. A lot of people had come. A lot of sad faces. A lot of tears. Most people just looking solemn because that's the way you had to look at a funeral.


  Erek had been three rows back. He was wearing a suit that was probably scratchy and uncomfortable. But he didn't look solemn. He looked angry. And he was shaking his head slowly, barely, from side to side, as if he was unconsciously disagreeing with everything the priest said.


  At the time I figured he was mad because he had to dress up. I understood that.


  And now Erek had reappeared. The boy who didn't smell human. The boy who worked for The Sharing.


  "Well, Erek," I muttered under my breath, "we'll have to see about you. We will definitely have to see."


  Chapter 5


  



  There may be something in this world cooler than flying on your own wings, but I can't imagine what it is.


  Rollerblading? Hah! Surfing? Big deal. Skydiving? Closer, but not halfway to actual flying.


  Nothing is as cool as flying.


  It was after school that same day. I'd finished the English paper exactly nine seconds before the teacher came around to collect it. Then I'd gone to history and been assigned another paper. That's the nature of school: It never really ends.


  But finally the bell rang and blessed freedom! I was outta there and looking for a private place to morph. I wanted to check up on Erek. Remembering the funeral and all had made it seem even more important, although I wasn't sure I knew why.


  I climbed up onto the roof of the gym. Of course, no one is supposed to go up there, but hey, it was for a good reason. I morphed into an osprey. It's a bird, a kind of hawk that usually lives right near the water.


  I spread my broad wings and I flew away from school.


  Tell me you haven't sat there in some boring class, while some teacher went on and on (and on and on) about how "x" equaled "y" but only if you multiplied it by pi, and wished you could just fly right out the window. Zoom! Good-bye!


  Well, I can't fly right out of class because if I morphed in class there would be a lot of screaming and hysteria. But I can come close to doing it.


  Kids were still piling onto the buses as I caught a nice little headwind and used it to go airborne. I zoomed high above all the kids heading for their buses, and all the teachers heading for their cars. People were just ovals of black, brown, blond, and red hair to me. That's mostly what a person looks like from a hundred feet up. A hair oval.


  I have never felt as totally alive as when I'm in a hawk morph. Tobias doesn't have it all that bad, in some ways. There are so many worse animals to be.


  I felt a thermal, a pillar of warm air, billow up beneath my wings and I went for it. Zoom! Like riding an elevator to the top floor! Up and up. The warm air currents swept me higher and higher.


  <Yah-HAH!>


  Now the hair ovals were just dots, and the buses were bright yellow toys pulling slowly away from the school.


  But even from five hundred feet up in the air, as high as a fifty-story building, I could still see faces behind the school bus windows. With the osprey's eyes, it's like wearing binoculars.


  I floated up there, wings spread wide, my tail fanned out to catch every bit of lift, my talons tucked back against the underside of my body. Air rushed over the leading edge of my wings, making a slight fluttering sound. Wind flowed over my streamlined head, and I kept my hooked beak pointed forward to maintain every ounce of momentum.


  I rode that thermal as high as it would carry me. I'd learned that from Tobias. See, the thermal will give you altitude for almost no effort, and you can turn that altitude into distance. It's like soaring to the top of a mountain, then skiing down the slopes in whatever direction you want to go.


  Still, it did eventually require some hard wing-flapping to get to Erek's neighborhood.


  I spotted Tobias from far off, when he would have been invisible to any human eye. He was riding the wind, just like me. Maybe with a little more style, since he'd had so much more experience.


  When I got close to enough to try thought-speak, I called to him.


  <Tobias? Can you hear me?>


  <I can hear you and see you, Marco. I've been watching you for twenty minutes.>


  <No way. I just spotted you.>


  <You have to know what to look for, Marco. By the way . . . when I count to three, you need to bank a very sharp, very fast left turn.>


  <Turn? Why?>


  <Just do it! One. Two. THREE!>


  I raised one wing, lowered the other, skewed my tail, and cut a sudden, sharp left.


  FWOOOOM!


  <Aaaahhhhh!>


  A missile blew past me, doing what seemed like a thousand miles an hour! Only it wasn't coming from the ground upward, it had fallen from the sky down! And this missile had gray feathers.


  The wind from its passing nearly knocked me off balance. It was half a mile away, down and south, by the time I could even try to think about focusing.


  I saw swept-back, slate-gray wings and a tight tail. It was diving away from me so fast it made me look like I was standing still.


  <What the . . . What was that?> I yelled.


  <Heh, heh, heh. Welcome to my world,> Tobias said. <That's a peregrine falcon. You know, like Jake's morph. They usually prefer to knock off a tasty pigeon or the occasional duck. It must have been the way you were flying. He probably thought you were a big old clumsy duck.>


  <Jeez. What did I ever do to make him mad?>


  <Shake it off,> Tobias advised. <He missed, right? I know that bird. He's not as good as he thinks he is. He's taken a shot at me before. He must be hungry.>


  Suddenly flying didn't seem nearly as fun. <Yeah. I'll shake it off. That should be easy, since I'll be shaking for at least another hour.>


  <It's not all just about riding thermals,> Tobias said dryly. <Come on, you want to see our boy Erek?>


  I moved closer to Tobias. Much closer. This was his world up here in the air. He knew what he was doing. <By the way, thanks,> I said.


  <Always remember to look up,> Tobias advised. <The danger is usually above you. But on a lighter note . . . that's Erek right there. He walks home from his school. See him? Coming to the corner?>


  I spotted the oval of hair below me. <Yeah, I see him.>


  <I watched him this morning on his way in. I watched him play soccer during gym ->


  <They play soccer? They play soccer during gym? Man, we never get to play soccer.>


  <Now he's heading home. I'm going to let you take over because I am hungry. And I am also bored with looking at the top of his head.>


  <Did he do anything weird or different?>


  <He scored a goal in soccer. Does that count?>


  <Hey. Look.> I had noticed three guys closing in behind Erek. Something in the way they moved caught my attention. From high up, it looked almost as if they were hunting Erek.


  <Hmmm. That's not good,> Tobias said.


  We both spilled air from our wings and dived, wanting a closer look. I could see the face of one of the guys behind Erek. It was an expression I had seen before: the idiot, giggling sneer of a bully.


  Suddenly, the guys raced forward. Erek spotted them and started to run.


  It was a street on the edge of a development. There was a lot of traffic to Erek's left and a stone wall to his right. The stone wall ended about fifty yards away, where it opened for the entrance to the subdivision.


  <If this guy is a Controller, these punks are making a serious mistake,> I said. <They may get him today, but they might regret it later.>


  <Maybe I'll just give that one jerk a little talon haircut,> Tobias said.


  Tobias hates bullies. Back when he was human, he was the kid most likely to be pounded on. Jake met Tobias when Tobias's head was just about to be flushed in the toilet. Naturally, Jake helped him.


  <Tobias, I don't think -> I started to say, but it was too late. Tobias was in a stoop and aiming for the biggest guy's head.


  It all happened in a flash.


  Erek ran. He tripped. He sprawled forward, out into the street. He slammed into the broad side of a passing bus.


  WHAM! I could hear the impact from up in the air.


  And then . . .


  And then . . . for just a second, Erek wasn't there anymore. Something else was where he had been.


  Something that seemed to be made of patches of steel and milk-white plastic.


  Then, in the next split second, Erek was back. A normal boy, lying winded on the sidewalk.


  The bullies ran off. The bus driver never even noticed and drove on.


  Tobias opened his wings and nearly stopped in midair.


  <Did you see that?> Tobias asked.


  <Yeah. I sure did.>


  <What was that?>


  <I don't know,> I said. <But I know what it wasn't. It wasn't human.>


  Chapter 6


  



  <We need to talk to Ax,> I said to Tobias.


  <Definitely. That was not human. That was seriously not human.>


  <So you did see it, right? I'm not crazy?>


  <Yes, you're crazy. But I did see it,> Tobias said. <Very weird.>


  Below us, Erek climbed up off the sidewalk, dusted himself off like nothing had happened, and resumed walking toward home.


  <Hang a right,> Tobias said. <We'll get some good updrafts off the road. Whatever your friend Erek is, I don't think he's from around here.>


  We flew hard and fast toward home. Tobias split off to round up Ax. I demorphed and headed home to check in with my dad and let him know I still existed. Then I called Jake.


  I got Tom instead.


  "Hey, Tom. Is Jake around there?"


  "I don't know. JAKE!" he yelled. "He said he's coming."


  "Cool."


  "Haven't seen you around here much," Tom said. "Keeping busy?"


  I felt a little chill. It's weird, talking to Controllers when you know that's what they are. It was Tom's voice, and it acted like Tom, but it wasn't Tom. Tom was cowering helplessly in a corner of his own mind.


  I was talking to a Yeerk.


  "Yeah, I guess so," I said.


  "Uh-huh. We're going up to the lake, do some waterskiing."


  "You and Jake?"


  "Yeah, right. No, me and The Sharing. You know Jake's too much of a social misfit to join," Tom said with a totally human, big-brother laugh of derision. "It's just that we have too many girls going and not enough guys."


  A lie, of course. A lie that was supposed to entice me. Why was Tom suddenly trying to get me interested in The Sharing again? He quickly gave me the answer.


  "I heard your dad was back at work. That's cool."


  "Yeah, I guess so," I said. My father had gone through a bad time after my mom "died." Now he was back at work. He's an engineer, but he's heavily involved in computers, too. He had been working with the new observatory on ways to design software that would aim the telescopes better.


  He was also working on some projects he couldn't even talk about. Projects I figured must involve the military.


  "You could bring your dad," Tom said as casually as he could. "I mean, not like anyone wants their fathers along, usually, right? But I mean, maybe he's ready to get back out there in the world and all. The Sharing is a good place to make business connections, you know?"


  "Yeah, I'll ask him," I said.


  "Do that, okay? Your dad could probably use some down time to relax, take it easy, meet some people."


  They were after my father now. I felt something burning inside me, like I'd taken a gulp of lava. I wanted to reach right through the phone and take a baseball bat to the evil creature in Tom's head.


  "Here's Jake," Tom said. There was a scuffling sound as he handed the phone off. Then Jake's voice.


  "Hey, Marco. What's up?"


  I went off. "What's up?! What's up? Those scumbags are after my father, that's what's up! How do you live with that? How do you look at that piece of crap every day? He's all like, "Bring your dad to The Sharing, do a father-son bonding thing, and oh, by the way, would you mind if we stuck a - "


  "Shut up," Jake hissed.


  I shut up. But my hand was squeezing the receiver so hard I could have snapped it. Jake let me calm down for a minute. He made "uh-huh" noises in the phone, like he was listening to me talking. He made a couple of laughing sounds. I guess Tom wasn't far away from the phone.


  I knew Jake was right. We don't talk secrets over the phone. There's no way of knowing who might be listening in.


  "Okay, I'm cool," I said. I wasn't cool, but I was under control again.


  "That sounds good to me," Jake said, still pretending to have a conversation.


  "We have to get together," I said. "It's a nice day out."


  That was the signal that we should meet in the woods.


  "Okay. Later," Jake said casually.


  He hung up.


  I took a couple of deep breaths. Then I took a couple more.


  The Yeerks had taken my mother. They weren't getting my father. Before that happened I'd tell him everything. Before I'd let that happen I'd take Tom down, no matter what Jake said.


  I'd take Tom, I'd take Chapman, I'd take every Controller I knew of before I'd let them have my father. I had power. Deadly animals lived inside me. Their DNA swam with my own.


  I could feel the rage flowing through me, the blind, violent rage that became little films in my head - little head-movies of revenge and destruction. I pictured the things I would do to Tom . . . to Chapman . . . someday even to Visser Three. I would do terrible things to them. Terrible, violent things.


  It was a sick feeling. It was sick, and I knew it, and yet I ran those images over and over in my head.


  Rage is addictive, you know. I guess it's sorta like a drug. Anger and hatred get you high. They get you high, but like any addiction, they hollow you out and tear you down and eat you alive.


  I guess I knew all that. But all I could think of was that they were not getting my father.


  So I ran the scenes of violence over and over in my head. I rode that rush of fury till at last it burned itself out and left me feeling empty and beaten.


  Chapter 7


  



  I hooked up with Jake and the two of us rode our bikes to Cassie's farm. He didn't say anything about my conversation with Tom. Jake knew how I felt. We've all felt it before.


  From Cassie's farm we walked across the fields to the edge of the forest. There's a place we meet there, deep enough in the trees that no one is likely to see us.


  Rachel and Cassie were already there. Cassie was on her knees in the pine needles, looking into a burrow hole. I have no idea what was in there, but she seemed fascinated. Rachel was sitting on a fallen log.


  "Tobias is off finding Ax," Rachel said as we approached.


  "I think there are three of them," Cassie said. I guess she was talking about whatever was in that burrow.


  "So? What's the big panic?" Rachel asked.


  Before Jake or I could answer, I heard something crashing through the brush.


  He leaped into view, sailing over the log Rachel was sitting on. Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.


  "Hey, Ax," I said. "Very dramatic entrance."


  Of course, any appearance by Ax was going to be dramatic. Ax is an Andalite. The only Andalite to survive when their Dome ship was destroyed by the Yeerks in high orbit. He's an alien.


  You know how on Star Trek the aliens are always just humans with a little nose putty and some bad outfits? But they basically look human and act human and speak English?


  Well, Ax isn't like that. You take one look at Ax and you know he isn't from around here.


  Picture a sort of big, blue-and-tan deer. Only instead of a deer neck and head, you have a semi-human chest with two weak arms, topped by a head that is definitely unusual. Ax has no mouth and four eyes. Two of his eyes are in the usual location, but his other two eyes are mounted on stalks on top of his head. The stalk eyes can aim totally independently. Ax can look right at you with his two main eyes, and still be looking behind him with one stalk and off to the right with his other stalk.


  It's kind of unsettling, till you get used to it.


  But not nearly as unsettling as his tail. The tail makes you think scorpion. It curves up and over, so that the razor-sharp blade-tip is usually poised somewhere above his sloping shoulders.


  That tail is fast and dangerous. Very fast, very dangerous. Basically, Ax could slice-and-dice a human into bite-sized chunks in about two seconds.


  Fortunately, Ax is on our side.


  <Hello, Prince Jake. Hello Marco, Rachel. Cassie? Did you lose something?>


  Cassie stood up. Then, as an afterthought, she brushed off her knees. "Baby opossums," she said, by way of explanation. "Too big for the pouch, not ready to leave the den."


  "Don't tell Tobias," I said. "He'll eat 'em."


  <I already know about them,> Tobias said.


  I looked up in surprise. He was in the tree above me. I hadn't heard him arrive.


  Cassie shrugged. "Tobias is a hawk. He has a right to be a hawk." Then she looked up at Tobias and smiled. "Of course, they are awfully cute."


  <Oh, man,> Tobias groaned. <Okay, okay, this litter is off-limits. Happy now?>


  "You're a sweetheart, Tobias," Cassie said.


  <We should move while we talk,> Tobias suggested. <There are some kids playing soldier just about three hundred yards west. Let's stay well out of range.>


  We all started walking east, and Tobias went up again to scout ahead for any danger.


  "Okay, Marco," Jake said after a few minutes. "This is your party. What's up?"


  I told them all what Tobias and I had seen. Tobias came back and added some details. Then I looked to Ax.


  "So, Ax, you're the official alien. What does this sound like to you?"


  Ax turned his head toward me, making eye contact with his main eyes. <Marco? Something has happened to your hair. I believe it has become shorter. Are you suffering from some sort of illness?>


  "That does it!" I yelled, as the others all broke up giggling. "It'll grow out, all right? It'll grow out. Besides, it's easier to take care of. Man! I make one little change!"


  <Have I said something wrong?> Ax wondered.


  "No," Jake assured him. "Not at all. Marco is just a little sensitive. Go ahead, Ax. What do you think about this Erek person?"


  <I do not know. It . . . it doesn't sound like any species I know of.>


  "What? Dude, you're the expert on aliens," I pointed out.


  <Marco, even we Andalites don't know every species in the galaxy.>


  I swear he sounded embarrassed. Although since he was using thought-speak, maybe "sounded" isn't the right word.


  "You don't recognize the description?" Jake asked.


  <No.>


  "The way you guys describe it, it sounds more like a robot or something," Rachel ventured. "But how does it pass for human?"


  <Oh, that is technologically possible,> Ax said, relieved to be able to add something to our speculation. <It's probably a holographic projection. Like your primitive TV, only three-dimensional.>


  "Primitive TV? Hey, we have cable at my house," I said. Ax didn't think it was funny, but Cassie smiled.


  Tobias swooped low over our heads and came to rest on a branch. <So when Erek gets hit by the bus, he drops the hologram for just a split second.>


  <The power supply may have been interrupted or overloaded,> Ax suggested. <But that's the interesting question: What power supply? It would take a great deal of power to maintain such a hologram, hour after hour, day after day.>


  "Hey, maybe Erek is nuclear-powered," I said.


  Ax laughed. Then I guess he realized I wasn't joking. <I don't think nuclear power is likely,> he said, still sort of giggling like I was the primitive moron of the universe. <I think it would take something much more advanced.>


  "Is there any way to see through this hologram?" Cassie asked.


  "We could hit him with something as big as a bus," Rachel suggested.


  "Now, there's a classic Rachel suggestion," I said with a laugh. I was feeling better, hanging with my friends.


  "Marco found out The Sharing is having a little waterskiing thing up at the lake," Jake said. He bit his lip and added, "Tom told him. Erek is in The Sharing. He'll probably be there, too. Perfect chance for us to get a good look at him. That's the 'where.' Now we just need the 'how.'"


  Ax thought for a moment as we ambled through the woods. <The hologram is meant to trick humans. It would be tuned for human sight. Hawk eyes are better than human, but still see similar wavelengths of light. Maybe a totally different sort of vision would be able to penetrate the hologram.>


  My heart sank. I knew what was coming next. Some gross morph.


  "Unusual vision is our specialty," Rachel said with a careless laugh. She slapped me on the back like life was just one big adventure.


  Sometimes Rachel really grinds my nerves.


  "No bugs, okay?" I said. "All I'm saying is, no more insect morphs. Is that too much to ask?"


  Chapter 8


  



  I guess it was too much to ask, as I found out a couple days later.


  "What do you mean, we're going to draw straws?" I asked suspiciously.


  "To see who morphs our new morph," Rachel said. "Ax is in, regardless. We need his expertise in aliens. One of us has to go in with him."


  "What's the morph?" I asked suspiciously.


  "Spider," Cassie said.


  We were at Cassie's barn. It was Saturday morning. On Friday I'd found out I'd gotten a "B" on my English paper. How cool is that? I'd stayed up watching TV with my dad and been late for this meeting.


  This was the kind of insanity they cooked up when I wasn't there.


  "Excuse me? I must have something wrong with my ears." I tapped the side of my head with my palm. "Because, see, I thought I heard you say the word 'spider.' And I remember saying 'no insects.'"


  Cassie held her hand out to me. And in that hand was a spider. "It's not an insect. Arachnids have eight legs and two body segments. Insects have six legs and three segments."


  I swear, I took a look at that spider and almost passed out.


  "Since I knew we were doing this today, I decided to do some reading. This is a wolf spider. It has pretty good eyesight. In fact, it has eight eyes."


  Cassie said this like having eight eyes was a good thing. Like eight eyes was something everyone should want.


  "Go away, Cassie. Go away. Go away, go away, I am not going to morph a spider! You can morph a spider. I don't like spiders."


  Jake gave me a look. "Marco, Cassie always gets stuck doing the new morphs. Besides, this is more your mission than anyone else's."


  "What? Why?" I demanded angrily. "Why is this my mission more than yours or Rachel's?"


  Jake shrugged. "Erek is your friend."


  "My friend? When did I ever say he was my friend? He's not my friend. I barely know the guy!"


  "Marco, you're such a wuss," Rachel said.


  "Hey, you want to be a spider?"


  Rachel shuddered slightly. "Sure." She was lying. I just knew it. "If I draw the short straw, I'd love to go spider."


  Then she grinned. She couldn't keep a straight face.


  "Look, you don't have to do this," Jake said. "It's just that we're going to be infiltrating a meeting of The Sharing. The Yeerks are totally on alert for animal morphs. We have to fit into the environment of the lake. Whatever morphs we use have to belong there. We can't be showing up there as lions and tigers and bears."


  "Oh, my," Cassie interjected.


  "We need good vision, but not standard mammal-type eyes. And we can't all go in the same way. I want two people to hang back as a rescue squad in case we get into a mess. Ax has to go because we need him to see if he can figure out what Erek is. Ax is going in as a spider, and we need someone to go with him."


  "Has anyone told Ax about this?"


  "He was here earlier. While you were sleeping in late. He said he thought a spider's body was much more sensible than a human's body," Cassie said. "His exact words were, 'Ah, good. With eight legs it won't fall over like a human.'"


  "Be glad we waited for you at all," Rachel growled. "Just draw a straw."


  Jake had five pieces of hay in his fist.


  There was no way to tell which was the shortest one.


  "Hah. I know how to beat this," I said. "It's mathematical. If I choose first, my odds are just one in five. The next person to choose has odds of one in four, then one in three, and so on. So the safest thing to do is choose first."


  I took a deep breath, reached out, and yanked up a straw.


  I took another deep breath and looked at the very short straw. "Really, it made perfect sense mathematically," I said.


  I felt like crying.


  Rachel rolled her eyes. "You know, if you're going to be a big baby, I'll do it."


  I should have just said "okay." That's what I should have said. What I did say to Rachel was, "Don't condescend to me, oh mighty Xena. Just because I'm not a reckless idiot doesn't mean I'm a wuss. I've never chickened out on a morph yet. And if Ax is in, so am I. You can hang around and be the backup, Rachel. I'm going where the action is."


  To which Rachel replied with a very calm, "Okay."


  See, this is why guys and girls should not be in combat together. Because it's much harder for a guy to be a coward when some girl is watching. Especially when she's all gung ho. If it had just been Jake and Tobias, I'd have been weeping and groveling on the ground.


  Cassie held out the spider. "It's not bad," she said. "I morphed the spider yesterday, just to see what it was like. Charlotte's Web was one of my favorite books."


  "It would be," I muttered. Well, that was the clincher. Rachel was ready to go, and Cassie had already done it.


  I reached out a finger to touch the spider. It was shaking. My finger, not the spider.


  I touched the spider's back. It tried to get away but Cassie closed her hand around the spider and the tip of my finger.


  The spider became very still as I acquired it. Thanks to the Andalite technology that had transformed me, the spider DNA entered my system.


  Maybe the Yeerks were right. Maybe the Andalites were just the big meddlers of the universe. I know one thing: At that moment, as I touched the spider's bristly body, I really wished the Andalites had found someone else to give this power to.
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  The lake is in the mountains. It's a long way from where any of us live. And if we'd had to walk it would have taken several days. Fortunately, we didn't have to walk.


  We have our own little airline. TWA: Travel With Animorphs.


  It was a beautiful day. Just a few puffy clouds in a blue sky. Bright sun. A canopy of trees spread out beneath us as we flew toward the mountains.


  With my osprey wings spread wide and the sun toasting the ground so it sent up elevators of warm air, it was as perfect as life can get.


  If you overlooked the fact that we were heading toward utter, unspeakable grossness and certain destruction.


  <Time to split up,> Tobias said. <The lake is just over that next ridge.>


  We had not been flying close together because that would have looked massively suspicious. Two ospreys, a harrier, a bald eagle, a peregrine, and a red-tailed hawk, all flying together? Not in the natural world. But we were all within a mile of each other, and all heading in the same direction.


  Tobias went into a lazy upward spiral, hanging back. Rachel and Cassie split off, too. The Yeerks would have heavy security around the meeting of The Sharing. The Yeerks know all about morphing. They would be on alert.


  Ax, in a harrier morph, Jake, in his peregrine falcon morph, and I flew on toward the lake, though still far apart.


  <You know, one of your kind tried to kill me the other day,> I said to Jake.


  <Tobias told me,> Jake said. <Gotta watch out. Falcons rule.>


  <Yeah, well I noticed he didn't try it a second time.>


  <Don't diss falcons,> Jake said.


  <One-on-one in a fair fight, an osprey would kick your butt.>


  <As if,> Jake sneered.


  <Excuse me,> Ax interrupted. <Is there some special meaning to this conversation that I don't understand?>


  <Yeah,> I said. <The meaning is that Jake and I are scared, so we're babbling in a desperate effort not to think about it.>


  <Ah. I am frightened, too. I don't really like morphing tiny animals. I keep thinking about all the rest of my mass.>


  <Your what?> I asked, not really caring. I was focused on the morphing ahead.


  <My mass. When you morph something smaller than yourself, your body mass must go somewhere. So it goes into Zero-space. Zero-space is the space that ships travel through when they are going faster than light. It's not very likely to happen, but sometimes a ship traveling in Z-space will intersect with a temporarily parked mass.>


  This got my total, complete attention.


  <Wait a minute. Are you telling me that when we get small, all the leftover . . . stuff . . . all the extra flesh and guts and bones go bulging into Zero-space like some big balloon of human tissue?>


  <Of course. Where did you think all the mass went?>


  I shuddered. <I really didn't think about it.>


  Jake was no more thrilled than I was. <So right now there's a big bag of Jake floating in Zero-space? And it's possible some spaceship will zoom along and hit it and splatter it all over?>


  <No, no, of course not,> Ax said.


  I breathed a huge sigh of relief. Too soon, it turned out.


  <Of course no ship would actually hit a floating mass,> Ax said, talking to us like we were nitwits. <The ship's shielding systems would disintegrate the mass. That's what troubles me about doing small morphs. It very seldom happens. The odds are millions to one. But it could happen.>


  Jake and I thought about this for a while. About a spaceship "disintegrating" some big wad of our mass. It was not a pretty picture.


  <Hey, Ax?> Jake said. <You know how we wanted you to be honest with us? To tell us everything you know?>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  <Small change. In the future, don't tell us things that will scare us silly just as we're going into possible battle.>


  <A big wad of Marco in Zero-space,> I muttered. <Like hanging your butt out of a car window, waiting for a truck to come along and sideswipe it off.>


  Just at that moment, I topped the crest of the ridge. Tall pines nearly scraped my belly. And there, spread out before me, sparkling in the sun, was a large lake nestled between the surrounding hills and mountains.


  <Okay, boys,> Jake said. <This is where I peel off. Just one final word. I know spiders eat bugs, so do not, I repeat, do not, eat any flies. I'll have enough to worry about in fly morph.>


  <Remind me again,> I said. <Why are we doing this instead of staying home and sleeping in late?>


  <We're saving the world,> Jake said.


  <Oh, yeah. Great. My mass is hanging out in the Zero-space highway and I'm about to become Spiderman. I knew there had to be a pretty good reason.>
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  There were probably two hundred people around the lake below us - boys, girls, older people. Some were swimming. Some were waterskiing. Some were grilling burgers and hot dogs over charcoal fires. A lot were just milling around and talking and laughing.


  You'd swear it was some kind of big community picnic. From the air they all looked so normal. And probably most of the people below us were normal. But a lot of them were Controllers. And one of them was Erek, who was certainly not normal.


  We stayed well back from the lakeshore and dropped down into the trees. We came to rest on the ground, inside a cluster of tall bushes.


  My osprey vision and osprey hearing had revealed no one within a hundred yards. But I was tingling with nervousness, just the same.


  <Shall we demorph?> Ax asked.


  <Not yet. Tobias said he would swing back over, once we were on the ground.>


  So we waited there, looking a bit weird, two birds of prey just hanging out inside a bunch of bushes at the edge of the forest. I could hear the whine of power boats out on the water, and closer, little snatches of human laughter.


  <Okay, guys,> Tobias's thought-speak voice suddenly spoke in my head. <Looks clear to me. You've got a guy and a girl maybe a hundred yards off. But I think they're making out, so they should be busy for a while.>


  I quickly began to demorph. One of the limitations on morphing is that you can't just morph straight from one form to another. You always have to return to your own body in between.


  In Ax's case this meant returning to his Andalite form. That had to make him nervous. There were dozens of Controllers just a few hundred feet away. Yeerks might overlook one kid sneaking around. They wouldn't overlook an Andalite.


  <Are you ready to morph again?> Ax asked me, once we were back in our normal bodies.


  "I'll never be ready to morph a spider," I said. My teeth were chattering, and it wasn't cold.


  <I have to morph,> Ax said. <I can't stay here in Andalite form.>


  "Yeah, yeah, I know. I know. Okay. Okay, I'm going to do this. But I'm going to keep my eyes closed."


  I focused my mind on the spider. But I lost concentration, mostly because even the image of that wolf spider grossed me out. Then Ax started to change. I knew I couldn't just stand there and watch. I knew I had to morph.


  "It can't be any worse than morphing a fly, right? Or an ant?" I asked no one. Not that I wanted to think about the ant morph. We'd had a very, very, very bad time in ant morph.


  I closed my eyes and focused again. This time I kept my concentration.


  I felt myself starting to shrink. Shrinking is always a little weird, but now I was also thinking about some big, disgusting balloon of Marco mass suddenly bulging out into Zero-space.


  Whatever Zero-space was.


  I could feel myself getting smaller. I could feel very strange things happening inside me: sudden feelings of emptiness where organs were simply disappearing.


  And there was a distracting squishy sound that came up my spine and through my skull.


  The sound of bones turning to marrow, and of marrow sort of oozing away.


  I wouldn't be needing any bones, I guess.


  I kept my eyes tightly shut, not wanting to see what was happening. And I held on to my fears with a death grip of determination. I mean, if there's anything worse than being a spider, it's being some disgusting mix of half human, half spider.


  But then . . .


  POP! POP! POP!


  I could see! I tried to close my eyes, but no! I didn't have eyelids. It's very hard to close your eyes when you don't have eyelids.


  Eyes were popping open in my forehead. Eyes were erupting out of my head like zits.


  I almost lost it right then. I would have screamed if I'd had a voice any longer. But I was already half spider. And I was staring at Ax as he underwent a change very similar to my own.


  I was watching him with vision that was half human and half the shattered, broken-mirror vision of the spider's compound eyes.


  Something horrifying was growing from the place on Ax's face where a mouth should have been. Something huge and bulging and foul. Two monstrous, swollen things like . . . like nothing I'd ever seen before. They were jaws, but huge and outsized. From the end of each one, a wicked, curved fang grew.


  Sometimes you really, really need eyelids. There are definitely some things you don't want to have to see.


  I knew the same thing was happening to me. My bulging jaw parts grew till they entered my own distorted field of vision.


  Fortunately, I didn't have to worry too long about the jaws. See, I became distracted when legs suddenly exploded from my chest.


  SPROOOT!


  Four new legs, two on each side, just shot out of me, like I was a tube of toothpaste someone had stomped. They sprouted all Gumby-unformed, then began to form joints. Way too many joints.


  My human legs and arms were changing to match these first spider legs. I fell forward, no longer able to stand erect.


  It wasn't much of a fall. I was already pretty small. The pine needles beneath me already seemed to be as big around as a human finger.


  Not that I had any fingers left to compare with.


  All the while, new eyes kept opening suddenly where eyes absolutely did not belong. Some were compound eyes. Some weren't.


  Then, as if the extra legs, and the mix 'n match eyes, and the huge jaw-and-fang combo weren't enough, some new leglike things came sprouting out of my . . . well, out of where my neck used to be. They were like extra legs, only they weren't. I had no idea what they were. But they moved. Much later, I found out they're called pedipalps. A sort of cross between a mouth part and a leg.


  My head was swelling, compared to the rest of my body. It was gigantic . . . in a small way. My entire body was now divided into two big chunks: a sort of bulging head and an even bulgier body.


  I was almost entirely spider now. The pine needles that had seemed as big as fingers were now as big as two-by-fours.


  As the last touch, strangely soft hairs began to grow from everywhere on my body. It was the hair that seemed to trigger the awakening of the spider brain.


  The wolf spider has good eyes for a spider. But it's all the thousands of tiny hairs that really get the spider brain's attention. They sense every subtle clue in the wind. Every minor movement in every direction.


  And all of a sudden it felt like the whole world was moving: leaves, pine needles, the dirt beneath my claw-tipped eight legs, bugs in the dirt, moles under the ground, birds in the air.


  All of it seemed to be hardwired into the hairs that covered my spider body.


  With all that sensory overload, the spider brain woke up. I had been afraid it would be like the brain of an ant: a mindless machine. Or that it would be the terrified, fearful, panic-stricken mind of a prey animal.


  But oh, no. Definitely no.


  They didn't call it a wolf spider for nothing.


  This guy was tiny, no more than two inches from the end of one outstretched leg to the end of the farthest back leg. A toddler could easily crush him underfoot.


  But I guess it isn't size alone that makes a predator, because as soon as I felt the edge of that spider brain I knew this boy was trouble.


  The wolf spider was a killer.
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  Hunger.


  That was pretty much what the spider mind had to say: hunger, it was hungry. It wanted to hunt. It wanted to kill. It wanted to eat up a few nice juicy bugs. It was hungry.


  Did I mention hunger?


  And it didn't care what kind of bug. Could be beetles, could be grasshoppers, could be crickets, could be a big mean mantis. The spider didn't care. It ruled the world of bugs. It was to bugs what a lion is to a herd of antelopes. It was a shark among guppies.


  They could run from the wolf spider, but they couldn't hide.


  Motion! Something moved, left to right across my field of vision, and I was after it like a dog after a rabbit.


  Eight legs powered up and I blew across the forest floor like a drag racer firing out of the starting gate.


  The world was weird to my eight spider eyes. I saw colors no human ever saw. It was like when you mess with the color and tint knobs on the TV. Things that should have been brown were blue, and green was red, or whatever. From some angles the pictures were almost clear, but a second later everything would shatter into bits and I'd be watching a million tiny monitors at once.


  I never could make logical sense out of it.


  But mostly what I saw was movement. I was very, very interested in movement. My eyes and every hair on my disgusting little body were about spotting movement.


  And when the right thing moved, my body just answered all on its own.


  It was a rush, as they used to say in my dad's day. A charge. It was like tapping into the main pipe of adrenaline. It was electric. It was nuclear. I blew across pine needles and fallen leaves and over patches of dirt and I kept that moving bug in my field of vision and I knew what I was doing, I mean, I knew I was Marco, a human in morph, and I knew I didn't really want to eat that racing bug, but man, I was too jazzed to stop.


  The prey was running and I was the predator. I had evolved for hundreds of millions of years to do exactly this. When Tyrannosaurus rex was still millions of years away from even thinking about evolving, tiny arachnid hunters were killing and eating. The entire history of Homo sapiens from caveman to soccer mom was a blip in the history of spiders.


  I was death on eight legs.


  It was a beetle. That's what I was chasing. A big old beetle, much larger than I was. Larger and slower. He grew in my distorted field of vision. He grew and grew and I powered on.


  I wish I could explain why I kept on with the hunt. Sometimes the animal brain takes over for a while and sort of overwhelms the human mind. But that's not what was happening to me. I wasn't overwhelmed. I was just into it.


  A last burst of speed!


  My front legs touched the beetle. He dodged left, but too slow.


  I clambered right up on his back.


  I positioned my jaws with their deadly fangs, and -


  <Marco. What are you doing?>


  It was Ax. I scampered down off the beetle, feeling like I'd been caught doing something wrong. The beetle ran on, relieved to have escaped. If beetles can feel relief.


  <Nothing. I was just letting the spider be a spider.> It was a pretty good answer, I thought. <I guess its instincts kind of carried me away.>


  <Marco, I morphed the identical spider,> Ax said.


  I felt a wave of guilt and shame suddenly swell up inside me. <Ax, it was just a cockroach. Who cares? Come on, we have a job to do.>


  <Sometimes humans worry me,> Ax said.


  I didn't ask him what he meant.


  Why had I gotten so into the hunt? Why hadn't I resisted the urge?


  I flashed on the rage I'd felt when I talked to Tom. Was that it?


  <I think it's this way,> Ax said. He took the lead and I saw him moving in front of me, a spider scurrying effortlessly on his eight legs.


  I fell in behind him. I was calm now. The incredible, insane rush of the chase was over. Now the spider was just a tool I was using.


  Suddenly, from the sky . . . something fell toward me!


  It landed right between Ax and me. A grasshopper, three, four times our size. It looked like an elephant.


  Then . . . thwap! It fired its huge hind legs and shot into the air. It disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.


  We raced on through the forest, covering the two hundred feet between us and the edge of the party. I sensed the nearness of humans. I "heard" vibrations that might have been speech, but the voices were too garbled to make any sense out of.


  <Hey, Marco, Ax, you guys around?>


  It was Jake's thought-speak voice.


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> Ax answered. <We are here.>


  <We're not pretty, but we're here,> I added.


  <Cool. I'm not exactly handsome myself. I'm in fly morph. Haven't found our boy Erek yet, though.>


  Something massive and slow appeared in the air above me. I scampered sideways. It landed slowly with a loud WHOOOMPHHH!


  A human foot. A shoe. Nike.


  <You know, I'd been worrying someone might step on me,> I said. <But humans are so slow.>


  <Be careful anyway,> Jake said. <Let me know if you find Erek.>


  <I don't know how I'm supposed to recognize him,> I complained. <These spider eyes aren't good at seeing distances. And human heads seem to be way up in the clouds, from where I'm crawling down here.>


  But Ax and I went on, skittering swiftly through a forest of huge, slow-moving legs and feet.


  Then, right in front of me, I saw it.


  It looked like a bare human foot. Except that I could see through the skin. Through the toenails. With my eight strange, distorted spider eyes I could see right through the electronic haze of the hologram.


  I could see what was beneath the hologram.


  I saw what looked like interlocking plates of steel and ivory. The "foot" had no toes. In fact, it wasn't shaped like a human foot. More like a paw.


  It was not human. And everything in my tingling, buzzing, hyper, spider's senses told me it was not alive.


  <Ax?>


  <Yes, I see it.>


  <What is it?>


  <I do not know.>


  <It looks like a machine, almost. Like it's made out of metal.>


  <Yes,> Ax said. <I think your friend Erek may be an android.>


  Chapter 12


  



  <An android?>


  <Yes. A robot. A machine made to seem like a life-form,> Ax said, as though it was just the most common idea in the world.


  <This is like something you know about, Ax?> I asked, looking up at the thing called Erek.


  <This is not a type of android I know,> Ax said. <It is not Andalite. I don't think it is Yeerk. I don't know who . . . or what . . . it is.>


  My spider eyes could see the foot and most of the way up the leg. It was like looking at a double-exposure photograph. There was the outward appearance of a human leg and, way up high, shorts. But beneath all that there was this machine made of what seemed like steel and ivory.


  It was thousands of interlocked plates, almost like the chain mail armor knights used to wear. Each of the individual links was roughly triangular in shape. The "ivory" segments were a little larger than the segments that looked like steel.


  The robot . . . android . . . whatever it was, was smaller than the human Erek. The leg I was looking at was oddly constructed. More like a stretched-out dog leg than a human leg.


  The robot leg, along with its holographic projection of a human foot, lifted off, as Erek went on his way.


  <Jake?> I called.


  <Yeah? Hey, I think I see our guy. There's this person . . . it's hard with fly senses, but I see this person who is kind of shimmering all over, and it's like there's something hiding underneath all the shimmering light.>


  <Yep. That's him,> I confirmed.


  <Wait a minute! There's another one!>


  <What?>


  <Another one of them,> Jake answered. <I just buzzed right past him. There are two of these things.>


  <Okay, now things have gotten com -> I started to say.


  FWAP! FWAP! FWAP! FWAP!


  A hurricane of wind!


  The ground in front of me exploded as two big taloned feet landed in the dirt.


  A shadow over my head! I ran.


  Two big black triangles came down from the sky above me. They dug in, just in front of me! Just behind me!


  Like a power shovel, the two triangles closed together. I was inside. I was in darkness. Total darkness. Some big, muscular thing was crushing me, squeezing me.


  I couldn't breathe. I couldn't see. I was being squeezed and pummeled.


  And then I realized . . .


  I was being swallowed.


  <AAAAAHHHHH!> I yelled.


  There are two kinds of thought-speak. Private, which is like whispering right in one person's ear, and public, which is like yelling.


  I was yelling.


  Every person near that lake heard me. Normal humans, who probably wondered, "What was that?" And Controllers, who knew it was thought-speak.


  But I didn't care. I was being swallowed.


  <Marco!> Jake yelled. <What's happening?>


  <Marco! Everyone can hear you!> Ax warned.


  I tried to control my panic. I was being swallowed, but I wasn't dead yet.


  <Something . . . something just grabbed me!> I said, aiming my thought-speak at Jake and Ax only.


  <I think it was a bird,> Ax said. <I saw it. Very big and black. It flew off.>


  My spider legs were crushed against my side. Two of them were broken. The hairs all over my body were blind. My eyes were blind. There wasn't enough air even for my spider body to live on.


  I was being forced down the gullet of a bird, flying through the air, and seconds away from suffocating.


  <Tobias?> I cried desperately. <Can you hear me?>


  <Marco? What's happening?> Tobias answered. His reply came from far off.


  <A bird ate me. Black bird. We're flying. Can you see . . . Help!>


  <Marco, there are a dozen big crows flying. I can't tell which one.>


  I felt my mind beginning to fade. The spider was dying. What would happen if the spider died? I wondered, as my attention drifted away. What would happen to the big wad of Marco mass in Z-space?


  That thought did it. I was outta there.


  Morph out!


  I tried to form a mental picture of my own real self. A mental picture of a human named Marco. But it was all confused. My mind was dying, and as it sank it called up a thousand images. Images of wolves and giant ants and gorillas. Images of all the animals I had been, all the minds I had lived in.


  I couldn't grab that human image and hold onto it. But then, floating up in my disintegrating consciousness, came the image of my mother.


  I guess that's not a surprise. They say dying soldiers on the battlefield often call out for their mothers with their dying breaths. And I guess that's what I was doing, too.


  But this was my real mother. The way she'd been when she was truly alive. Not the Controller. Not the Controller known as Visser One, but my own real mom.


  She was smiling at me. She was much taller than me, but she bent down to pick me up. I flew, up in the air, up to her face. She kissed me.


  "You are going to grow up to be so cute," she said. "My little Marco."


  Marco. The human boy. I saw myself clearly then, like I was looking through her eyes at the little toddler I'd been. Not the Animorph Marco, but the little kid Marco.


  Suddenly . . .


  The pressure was growing. Growing. I was squeezed from all sides. I felt muscle tensing to restrain me, but then, the muscle weakened and quivered.


  A ripping, tearing sound!


  Light! Light!


  I was demorphing. Demorphing and growing. I had burst through the throat of the crow! And now, I was falling!


  <Marco!> Tobias yelled.


  Muddy, distorted vision showed me the crow falling alongside me.


  I was falling. Falling through the air, a vile mix of crippled spider and emerging human.


  I was the size of a baseball, I guess, and getting bigger. I hate to even think of what I looked like. I know I wasn't pretty.


  WHAMMMMM!


  I hit the ground. I bounced. I hit the ground again.


  I lay there, not knowing where I was, or what I was. But I knew one thing for sure. I was going to demorph. I was getting OUT OF THAT MORPH!


  If I'd had a mouth, I would have started screaming and never stopped. But my mouth reappeared late. Four of my spider legs withered and disappeared. My remaining legs became human arms and legs. My tiny claws became toes. My fangs and jaws became teeth and lips.


  My eight spider eyes shut down one after another, leaving only two. And slowly, those two eyes became fully human.


  I looked up through human eyes at a blue sky. At the high branches of trees looming above me.


  And then, I looked up into the face of my former schoolmate, Erek.


  Erek the android.


  Chapter 13


  



  "Marco?" Erek said. "Didn't you used to have longer hair?"


  The hair thing again. Anyway, to my human eyes Erek looked completely, one hundred percent human. I knew it wasn't true, but even so, it was almost impossible not to believe the holographic projection that surrounded the android.


  Could I remorph into something powerful enough to . . . to make sure he wouldn't be a problem? Probably not. There were Controllers all around the area. All he had to do was yell for help.


  Just then, a girl came running up. She looked down at me, then at Erek.


  "Who is this?" the girl asked.


  "His name is Marco," Erek said calmly. "You know the 'Andalite bandits' Chapman is always talking about? The ones who use Andalite morphing technology to carry on a guerrilla war?"


  "Of course," she said.


  Erek pointed down at me. "I think this human is one of them."


  There it was: the end. The end of our existence as Animorphs. We'd always known that if the Yeerks ever discovered our true identities, or even that we were humans, they would wipe us out within a matter of days.


  I felt sick. Sick with fear for myself, and for the others. I'd blown it. I'd given away our great secret.


  Erek jerked his head toward the girl. "This is my friend Jenny."


  I was not pleased to meet her.


  I heard the sound of people rushing through bushes.


  "Nothing over here," Erek said loudly. "Jenny hurt her ankle. I'll help her. Keep searching. I think I heard something over there."


  Erek must have noticed the extremely shocked and puzzled expression on my face. He grinned. "'There are more things in heaven and Earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy, Horatio.'"


  "Shakespeare?" I said, amazed.


  "Yes. Hamlet. I saw the very first performance."


  "But . . . but that would have been like centuries ago."


  Erek nodded. "Do you know where I live?"


  I nodded, with my head still down in the dirt.


  "Morph into something small enough to escape from here," Erek suggested. "Come to see me at my house, you and your friends. We have a lot to talk about."


  For some stupid reason I said, "You're not human. We know you're an android."


  "And you're not an Andalite bandit," Erek said.


  "How do I know I can trust you?"


  Erek shrugged. "I could turn you in, right now. I'd be Visser Three's new best friend. Even the Visser knows how to reward those who carry out his orders well."


  "Maybe you want to catch all of us at once," I said. Don't ask me why I was arguing with him. Maybe it was the humiliating position I was in. Maybe I felt like I had to act tough since I was on my back in the dirt, wearing severely unattractive clothing.


  Erek squatted down. "Marco, if I gave you to Visser Three, he would get the names of all your friends from you. I know you're a brave person. You'd have to be, to do all you and your friends have done. But you are not brave enough to survive the Visser's torture. You would tell."


  I took a couple of seconds to think about that. He was right, of course. I had a healthy respect for the kind of torture Visser Three could inflict.


  "We'll be there," I said. "I guess we don't have a choice. You have us by the . . . you have us cold."


  Erek shook his head. "It's not like that. It will be a meeting of allies, Marco. You see, we, too, fight the Yeerks."


  Chapter 14


  



  My dad made chicken for dinner that night. I'd spent the afternoon with my friends, debating the mess with Erek. We'd gone round and round, but in the end we knew we would show up for the meeting. We had no choice, really.


  Barbecued chicken, skin-on mashed potatoes, roasted corn on the cob. This was the absolute height of my father's cooking ability. So I had to eat it. I had to.


  But man, there is something about popping out through the throat of a bird that totally destroys your appetite for dead bird.


  "How is it?" my dad asked.


  "Great," I answered.


  We were on the deck in our backyard. It was a house like the house we'd lived in long ago when we were a complete family. After my mom's "death" - that's still how I thought about it - my dad had spiraled down for a long time. He'd lost his job. We'd moved out of the house and ended up living in a pretty terrible apartment on the edge of a bad part of town.


  It was okay, really. I mean, having a lot of stuff and a nice house is cool, but it wasn't being poor that bothered me. It was being alone. My father had been off in some world of his own for a long time. I'd been the one who had to cook and clean and all that.


  It was nice to have a house and a yard and a barbecue again. But it wasn't about the house. It was that my dad was my dad again.


  I know that sounds corny, coming from me.


  "Another piece?"


  "Sure. Breast." I held out my plate and tried not to think about exploding crows, or the fact that I'd come very close to having beetle for lunch. Sometimes my life was just too weird.


  I had questions to ask my father, but I wanted them to sound natural. You know, like I was just making normal conversation.


  "So, Dad. What are you doing at work lately?"


  He shrugged and gave me a wink. "We're finishing up the observatory project. I still can't figure out what happened there. That software your friend No accidentally created just sort of disappeared."


  My friend "No" was really Ax. There was a long story behind all that. You could probably ask our friendly neighborhood Andalite about it, but it wasn't a story I could tell my father.


  "What'll you do then, after you get done at the observatory?" I asked, trying to seem totally casual by chomping on corn the whole time.


  My dad's eyes flickered toward me, almost suspiciously. He shrugged. "A project I can't talk about for this company called Matcom."


  I laughed, trying to stay very casual. "Building a better bomb?"


  He didn't answer for a few seconds. Then, in a strange voice, he said, "I've never done weapons research."


  I was actually surprised. "Why not?"


  "You gonna eat that chicken or just tease it?"


  He gave me a long look, like he was trying to decide if I was old enough to hear what he was going to say.


  I picked up the chicken breast. Chicken wasn't crow, after all.


  "It was your mom," he said.


  I stopped eating.


  "The last year, year and a half before . . . you know. Before. It was like this perfect time for us." He smiled at some picture only he could see. "We used to fight every now and then when you were younger, like most couples. But then it was as if all our problems were gone, settled. Maybe I had changed. Maybe she had. I don't know."


  I felt cold fingers around my heart.


  "It was the best time of my life," he said. "It was like we'd achieved some level of perfect peace and perfect love. But at the same time, there were these times when your mom would seem upset. Like she was struggling with some problem she wouldn't tell me about."


  I had stopped breathing. I knew. I knew now when the change had been made. The perfect love my father was talking about was the Yeerk at work in my mother's head. The Yeerk wasn't interested in stupid little domestic battles. It wanted peace so that it could focus on deeper goals.


  "Anyway, one day I woke up in the middle of the night. Your mom was sitting up in bed, wide awake. I knew she'd had a bad dream or something. But it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. It was just. . ." He shook his head. "It was so strange. She sounded like she was trapped in a deep well, and trying to call out to me."


  There were tears in my eyes. I hoped my father wouldn't notice.


  "She said, 'They won't take you if you stay away from the military.' It didn't make any sense. But the way she said it. . . like it was the hardest thing she'd ever said . . . like it was the most important thing she'd ever said."


  I had some idea just how hard it had been for my mother to say that. Sometimes, when there is some terrible need, the human being crushed beneath the Yeerk can force its way out. It can seize control for a few desperate seconds.


  They say the price the human host pays is terrible. The Yeerk has mental tortures it can carry on for weeks.


  My mother, my real mother, had struck when the Yeerk was distracted, and for a few seconds regained control.


  "Anyway," my dad said, "I know it was just your mom having a bad dream. But ever since then, whenever an opportunity came up to do defense work, I just got this bad feeling about it."


  I couldn't even pretend to eat any more. "Dad, are you thinking about taking on a military project now?"


  He avoided my gaze. "There are some very exciting things going on with this Matcom. The thing they want me on isn't military in any way. But. . . well, they do carry on some very secret work. I guess some of what they do is probably military."


  There it was. The reason Tom was trying to get me to bring my father to The Sharing. My father was working on some project that the Yeerks wanted to control.


  My mother had warned him. It may have been the last words that she, the real, human woman, ever spoke to him.


  He was going to ignore that warning, and now the Yeerks wanted him.


  Chapter 15


  



  We had decided to meet with Erek at his house. We had not decided to trust him completely.


  Jake, Cassie, Ax, and I were going to the meeting.


  Rachel and Tobias stayed outside as backup.


  Rachel was all primed to use her grizzly bear morph if we called for help.


  "I'll be within range of Ax's thought-speak," she said for the tenth time. "I can morph my bear in a minute and go through that door about ten seconds later."


  "If you do that, try not to stomp over me in the process, okay?" I said.


  I glanced up and saw Tobias swooping down to settle in the tree in Erek's yard.


  I could joke about it, but the truth was, it did feel reassuring to know Rachel and Tobias were ready to be the cavalry.


  We went up to the front door of the very ordinary-looking house. I sent Jake a look that said, "Man, I hope we're right about this." But Jake was busy exchanging solemn glances with Cassie.


  "So? Someone knock on the door," I said. I glanced at Ax. He was in his human morph. His human morph is made up of DNA gathered at the same time from all of us except Tobias. There's some of Jake and Rachel and Cassie and me in Ax's human shape. In the end result he's male, but almost as pretty as a girl.


  Plus, he's annoying in human morph.


  "Knock? Knock on the door? Why? Knockon. Knock-kuh."


  Andalites don't have mouths, and Ax can't get over how fun it is to make actual sounds. Plus, you don't even want the boy in the same room with certain foods.


  Jake knocked.


  The door opened. I was surprised. It wasn't Erek. It was his father, Mr. King.


  He nodded. "Come in."


  We stepped inside. I felt completely dorky. It was like we were coming over to ask if Erek could come out and play. I mean, the house looked so normal inside. Normal furniture and normal lights and normal dishes displayed in a hutch. A normal TV on "mute," showing pictures from CNN.


  There were two dogs, a Labrador mix and a fat little terrier. The Lab just lolled over on its back. The terrier came running over to sniff our shoes.


  "Is Erek here?" I asked.


  Mr. King nodded. "Yes. Would you like a soda or anything?"


  "No thanks, Mr. King," Cassie said. She bent over to scratch behind the terrier's ears.


  "You like dogs?" Mr. King asked.


  "She likes any animal," I answered. "She even likes skunks."


  "But dogs, do you like dogs?"


  Cassie smiled. "If reincarnation were real, I'd want to come back as a dog."


  Mr. King smiled, nodding as if Cassie had just said something profound. "Would you all come with me?"


  He turned and led the way toward the kitchen.


  Once again, the total normalcy of it seemed jarring. There were little Post-It notes on the refrigerator saying things like "dozen eggs, bell peppers." Someone had left a box of Wheaties out on the counter.


  Mr. King opened a door. It led down to the basement. We followed him down the narrow wooden steps.


  At this point I started to wonder. I noticed that Ax was morphing slowly out of his human shape, returning to Andalite form a little at a time.


  Good old Ax. He sensed danger and he wanted his tail available.


  I wanted his tail available, too.


  Mr. King paused when we all got down to the basement. He watched with absolutely no surprise as Ax finished transforming. He waited politely for Ax to be done.


  Then, to my utter amazement, I felt a slight dropping sensation. It took a few seconds to realize what was happening. The basement was dropping like an elevator. When I looked up I couldn't see a roof overhead, just darkness.


  "Whoa," Cassie commented.


  "Don't be afraid," Mr. King said.


  It didn't last long. We may have dropped four or five floors. At least that's what it felt like to me. Then, with a slight lurch, the basement/elevator stopped.


  "Is this the floor for men's clothing?" I asked.


  I was almost not surprised when one entire wall of the basement, hung with tools and garden hose and a rake and hoe, simply disappeared.


  Where the wall had been was now a hallway lit with a golden light.


  "My basement won't do this," I muttered to Jake.


  "Have you ever tried?" he asked.


  "This way," Mr. King said.


  We followed him. It was way too late to start worrying now.


  The hallway wasn't long, just fifty feet or so. It reached a dead end, a blank wall. But then that wall, too, disappeared.


  "Yah!"


  "No way!"


  <Strange.>


  "This is just a hologram, right?" I said. But somehow, I knew it wasn't. It was real. Unbelievable, yet real.


  What was beyond the hallway was a vast, vast chamber, lit in glowing gold light, soft and buttery warm.


  I stepped out of the hallway onto springy grass. And over my head, maybe a hundred feet up, there was a glowing orb, like a sun. That's where the yellow light came from.


  Stretched out before us, for more than the length of a football field, was a sort of park. Trees, grass, streams, flowers, butterflies flying around jerkily, bees buzzing from flower to flower, squirrels racing up and down the trees.


  Walking here and there were androids. Androids in their natural form, machines made of steel and something white. The androids had mouths that were almost like muzzles, clumsy-looking legs, and stubby fingers.


  But it wasn't the presence of half-dozen or so androids that was really shocking. What was really shocking was that there were hundreds, maybe even a thousand dogs. Normal, everyday Earth dogs, every breed and half-breed you could imagine, running in packs, yipping, yapping, bowwowing, howling, growling, ruff-ruffing dogs. They were chasing squirrels, smelling each other, and generally having a great ole dog time.


  Jake, Cassie, and I stood there with our jaws hanging open like complete idiots. If Ax had possessed a mouth, his would have been hanging open, too.


  It was doggie heaven. Dogs and robots in a huge, underground park.


  One of the robots came trotting toward us. As it got near, a hologram shimmered around it. A second later, it was Erek.


  "Welcome," he said. "I guess you're probably a little surprised."


  Chapter 16


  



  "We are the Chee," Erek said.


  Mr. King had left, and Erek had brought us to a place beneath a large tree. A little stream trickled by, just a few feet away. A wall of silence had come down, as if someone had turned down the sound of all the barking dogs. I could still hear them, but it was as if the sound were far away now.


  <You are androids,> Ax commented.


  "Yes."


  <You show a very high level of technological sophistication,> Ax said.


  Erek smiled with what looked exactly like human lips. "We are just the creation. It is our creators who were the great builders."


  "Why did you bring us down here?" Jake asked. "Why show us all this?"


  "We want you to trust us," Erek said. "We know that you're suspicious. You have to be. I'm sure you've left some of your people outside, just in case we betray you. I wanted us to be equal. I wanted you to know our secrets, since we know yours."


  "We saw you at the concert," I started to say.


  He looked surprised, then nodded. "Ah, yes. You were the two dogs, weren't you? I sensed something odd about you. Tell me: What's it like to actually be a dog?"


  "It's truly cool," Jake said. "You knew we were the two dogs?"


  Erek shook his head. "We didn't know, but I felt something strange. We've known there were morph-capable forces on Earth. There is very little that the Yeerks know that we don't also know."


  "You were handing out flyers for The Sharing. You were at a meeting of The Sharing," I accused.


  "True. But maybe I should tell you our story. Then you'll understand who we are. And why we are your allies. And also why we . . . or at least some of us . . . would like your help."


  "That would be nice," Cassie said.


  You have to say one thing for Erek: The boy knew how to tell a story. Suddenly, everything around us dissolved. In its place there grew a vast, three-dimensional picture. It looked as real as Erek.


  We were no longer on Earth. There were two suns in the sky, one small and almost red, the other four times as big as Earth's sun and a deeper gold.


  The trees and flowers and grasses around us were definitely not anything that had ever grown on Earth. The trunks of the trees were green and smooth.


  But instead of leaves, the branches just kept splitting into ever smaller branches and twigs that grew gradually from green to silver to a brilliant shade of pink. These pink twigs were all intertwined, so that from a distance the trees looked like huge balls of pink steel wool.


  The trees were no larger than Earth trees, it seemed to me, but what was huge were the mushrooms. At least, they looked kind of like mushrooms. They were half as large as the trees themselves. Messy nests of some leathery, leaping, three-legged animal seemed to be perched on each of the mushrooms.


  There were other animals around, each stranger than the last. But the main animal we saw was a two-legged creature that stood may be four feet tall. It had long, floppy ears and a muzzle.


  It looked weirdly like a dog that could walk on its hind legs. It looked, in fact, a little like Erek when he dropped the hologram and showed his true self.


  "Our creators," Erek said. "They were known as Pemalites. A hundred thousand years before the Andalites learned to make fire, the Pemalites were capable of faster-than-light travel."


  I noticed Ax's tail twitch a little at that.


  "And of course, humans were just hairy apes when the Pemalites first visited Earth. The Pemalites were not interested in conquest, or in interfering in the lives of other planets. They enjoyed life." Erek smiled. "They loved to play. They loved games and jokes and laughter. And they had been a fully evolved race for so long that all the harsher instincts were gone from them. They had no evil in their hearts. They had no evil in their souls."


  I found this hard to believe. But as I watched the hologram around me, it was possible to believe that on this weird planet the Pemalites had found some deep inner peace. There was just a sense of deep calm about the place. Like one of those Zen gardens or something. It just felt peaceful. Peaceful, but not dead or tired or boring. In fact, everywhere I looked, I saw Pemalites jumping around, chasing, playing, and making an odd CHUK CHUK CHUK that must have been laughter.


  The scene around me changed, like a movie doing a flash-forward. Now, mingled in with the Pemalites, were androids like Erek. The androids looked vaguely like their canine creators.


  "We were toys, originally," Erek said. "The Pemalites made us to play with. They called us the Chee. It's a word that means "friend." They also had work for us to do, but they created us mostly to be their companions. An artificial race, yes, but not a race of mechanical slaves."


  Erek looked at us and I swear there were tears in his holographic eyes. "We were their friends and equals and companions. They taught us to laugh and play. They loved it when they were able to create androids who could tell a joke. There was a celebration that lasted a year."


  Then . . . ZZZZZZZAAAAAAAARRRRPPPP!


  I jerked back. A monstrous beam of light sliced the ground open right in front of us, like some insane plow tearing up the earth. It incinerated the pink Brillo pad trees and the huge mushrooms.


  "Then the Howlers came," Erek explained. "They suddenly popped out of Zero-space, thousands of powerful ships. They had come from clear outside this galaxy. The Pemalites had no idea who they were. And they never found out what the Howlers wanted. The Howlers made no demands. They just attacked. Maybe that's all they wanted: to destroy."


  What Erek showed us next was like one of those horrifying films from World War II. Pemalites hunted from the air. Pemalite space stations blown apart. Pemalite ships sliced open, and helpless Pemalites left to drift through cold, dead space. The scenes of massacre just went on and on.


  I noticed Cassie was crying. I think I was crying, too. It was too horrible.


  "Almost the entire race of Pemalites was wiped out," Erek said. "A few hundred Chee and a few hundred Pemalites left the planet, escaping in a single ship just seconds ahead of a new wave of Howler attacks.


  "We escaped into Zero-space. We had no plan, no idea what to do."


  "Why didn't you fight back?" I demanded. "I mean, you talk about how advanced the Pemalites were. If they could create androids, they could create weapons."


  Erek looked at me and nodded, like he agreed. "The Pemalites had forgotten the ways of conflict and war. They were creatures of peace. They'd forgotten that there could be such a thing as pure evil."


  That answer just frustrated me. It made no sense. But I let Erek tell the rest of his grim story.


  "As we ran for our lives through Zero-space, we discovered that the Howlers had achieved a special revenge. The Pemalites began to become sick. They began to die. The Howlers had unleashed germ weapons. The Pemalites were doomed. But we Chee, we androids, were unaffected."


  The scene around us became the inside of a space ship. A scene of Chee, looking on helplessly while one of their creators writhed in pain.


  "Then we remembered a planet. A planet similar to our own, but very far from our home and the Howlers. It had only one sun and the light was pale, but there were trees and grass and wonderful oceans."


  "Earth," Cassie said.


  "Earth," Erek said. "The Pemalites had not visited Earth in fifty thousand years, and in that time, everything had changed. The wandering tribes of primates had created cities. They had domesticated animals. They were planting crops.


  "We landed on Earth with just six Pemalites still clinging to life."


  The hologram disappeared, and the underground cavern was back to its normal self - a wide park of Earth trees and Earth plants, with dogs everywhere.


  "We could not save the Pemalites. They would die. But we could try and rescue some part of them. We hoped we could keep their hearts, their souls alive somehow. We looked for an Earth species we could use to harbor the essence of the Pemalites. Their decency. Their kindness. Their playfulness and love."


  "Wolves," Cassie said, once again way ahead of me.


  Erek looked surprised, but he nodded his holographically projected human head. "Yes. They looked most like the Pemalites themselves. We grafted the essence of the Pemalites into the wolf species. And from that union, dogs were created. To this day, most dogs carry within them the essence of the Pemalites. Not all, but most. Wherever you see a dog playing, chasing a stick, running around barking for the sheer joy of life, you see the remnants of the race of Pemalites."


  "That's why all these dogs are here," Jake said. "They're your. . . what, friends? Creators?"


  "They are our joy," Erek said, "because they remind us of a world without evil. The world we lost. We Chee are all that is left of Pemalite technological genius. The dogs of Earth are all that is left of Pemalite souls."


  Chapter 17


  



  I don't think I would have believed any of it. Except for the small fact that we were in a huge underground park. And there were androids walking around.


  Plus, there was the fact that my entire life had become one long, incredible, unbelievable story. So who was I to laugh at Erek's story?


  "So you all pass as humans?" I asked Erek.


  He nodded. "Yes. We live as humans. We play the role of children and then grow older, and eventually our hologram is allowed to "die" and we start again as children."


  "How long has this been going on?" Cassie asked.


  Erek smiled warmly. "I helped to build the great pyramid."


  "You designed the pyramids?"


  "No, no, of course not. We have never interfered in human affairs. I was a slave. I helped to quarry the stone. It was a challenge, because I was new at pretending to be human. I had to hide my real strength, of course. The Pemalite home world had a gravity four times stronger than Earth's. Naturally, we were designed for that gravity, which means we are quite powerful by human standards."


  "And you stayed as a slave?" Jake asked. "You could have taken over Egypt. You could have taken over the world."


  "No. We are not the Yeerks," he said coldly. "You see, when our creators made us, they hardwired us for nonviolence. We are not capable of hurting another living being. No Chee has ever taken a life."


  Just then, I noticed a group of four Chee walking quickly toward us.


  Erek saw them, too. Even though I know his "face" was just a hologram, it seemed to me he was annoyed.


  "What have you done?" one of the Chee demanded. "What have you done, you fool?"


  The four Chee came up and glared at us with robot eyes. "Humans? An Andalite? Here? What have you told them?"


  "Everything," Erek said defiantly. "These are the ones, these humans and this Andalite, who have been resisting the Yeerks. They're the ones who can morph." His voice rose. "They are the ones who are fighting the battle we should fight."


  "We are Chee. We do not fight," one of the androids said. It turned on its holographic projector. A human body appeared. The body of an old woman, maybe eighty years old.


  "I am Chee-lonos. My human name for now is Maria," she said. "I did not mean to seem angry toward you humans, or you, my Andalite friend. My dispute is with this Chee called Erek and some of his friends."


  "We stood by helplessly as the Howlers annihilated our creators," Erek said to Maria. "We can't stand by helplessly and watch this world be destroyed, too. Dogs and humans are intertwined. They have evolved a dependency. Dogs cannot survive without humans. If the humans fall to the Yeerks, we, the last great masterpieces of the Pemalites, and the dogs, their spirit-homes, will all die, too."


  I gave Jake a look. That's why the Chee wanted to help humans? To save dogs? Jake shook his head slightly in amusement.


  "We do not fight," Maria said heatedly. "We do not kill. You know that, Erek. Yet you bring these outsiders here. You blurt the secrets we have kept for thousands of years. Why? What good can come from it? We cannot fight to save the humans."


  "That's where you're wrong," Erek said softly. "We can fight. While you and the others merely hope everything will work out, my friends and I have been infiltrating the Yeerk organizations here on Earth. The Yeerks even think that I am one of them."


  Maria and the three unhologrammed Chee just stared.


  "The Yeerks have been busy. They control a computer company called Matcom."


  It took me a couple of seconds to remember that name.


  Erek went on. "The Yeerks are working on a master computer to infiltrate and rewrite all the software in all the computers on Earth. When they have achieved sufficient force among humans, they will launch this computer bomb, and in a flash, control all computers."


  "What does this have to do with us?" Maria asked.


  "The heart of this system is a crystal the Yeerks obtained from a Dayang trader. The Dayang didn't know what he had. But the Yeerks did. The crystal is a processor more sophisticated than anything even the Andalites could create. And it is more than fifty-thousand Earth years old."


  "A Pemalite crystal!" Maria gasped.


  "Yes. A Pemalite crystal. If we had it, we could rewrite our own internal systems. Do you understand now? We could erase the prohibition against violence. We could be free! Free to fight!"


  "A Pemalite crystal," Maria whispered. "You can't do this, Erek. You can't!"


  But Erek just turned away. "If we can get the crystal, there is very little we can't do. Our strength, joined with these Animorphs? The Yeerks would have to double their forces just to contain us."


  <How did you convince the Yeerks that you are one of them?> Ax asked him.


  Erek turned off his hologram and became a machine once again. And then the front of his head split open. Inside his steel and ivory head was a chamber, just a few inches in diameter.


  And inside that chamber was a gray slug, helpless, unable to escape. Tiny wires, no thicker than hairs, wrapped around it.


  <Yeerk!> Ax hissed.


  "Yes," Erek said. "The Yeerks believe I am human. I accepted infestation. But of course the Yeerk cannot make a Controller of me. I made a place for him instead. He sees nothing. Knows nothing. I tapped his memory, not the other way around. And now I can pass among the Yeerks like one of them."


  I had two reactions. One, I was sick at the thought of that Yeerk, trapped inside a steel cage. As much as I hated Yeerks, it seemed harsh just the same.


  But another reaction was much stronger. We had an ally! A powerful ally. An android who could pass as a Controller, who could enter Yeerk society. And an android with many powers of his own.


  "How do you keep the Yeerk alive without Kandrona rays?" Cassie asked.


  See, every three days a Yeerk has to return to the Yeerk pool to absorb Kandrona rays. Without that, they die.


  "I am able to use my own internal power to generate Kandrona rays to keep this Yeerk alive," Erek explained. "When I go to the Yeerk pool I am able to trick the Yeerks into believing that my Yeerk is swimming in the pool. I generate a hologram of a Yeerk leaving my ear and dropping into the pool. Later, I create a hologram of it returning. The Yeerks never notice that they don't encounter this Yeerk actually in the pool. Yeerks communicate very little in their natural states."


  "How do we fit into all this?" Jake asked. "I mean, what do you want with us, Erek?"


  Erek resumed his human appearance. He stepped toward us, eager, excited. "We could fight together against the Yeerks. We could be allies. If only . . . we need that Pemalite crystal. But the Yeerks have created a maze of defenses like nothing you can imagine. That crystal is in a room at the heart of the Matcom building. There are Hork-Bajir everywhere. Elite Hork-Bajir warriors, the best.


  "And the crystal itself is guarded by an ingenious system. It is concealed in a room of absolute darkness. Absolute darkness. The slightest, faintest light, ultraviolet, infrared, any light, will set off alarms. Within the darkness are wires that are set off by the slightest touch."


  "So to get to the crystal you'd have to be able to find it without seeing it, and avoid the wires that are also invisible in the darkness," I said.


  "It's like finding a needle in a haystack when you're blindfolded and can't touch a single piece of hay. The walls, ceiling, and floor are all pressure-sensitive, so you can't touch them. It may be impossible," Erek said.


  "How are we supposed to do that?" I demanded. "How can you find something you can't see? It's not like it'll smell or call out to us."


  "Um . . ." Cassie said.


  "Excuse me?" Jake asked in surprise.


  "It can be done," Cassie said. "I mean . . . if we want to."


  "Of course we want to," I said. "With these guys on our side, we actually have a chance of winning. Of course we want to. Animorphs and Chee together? Our morphing ability, their strength and holographic tricks? We'd kick Yeerk butt."


  "No," Maria cried. "You don't understand. Chee do not hurt. Chee do not kill. No Chee has ever taken a life." She grabbed my arm and looked right in my eyes. "While humans and Yeerks and Andalites and Hork-Bajir and a million other species on a million worlds warred and slaughtered and conquered, we remained at peace. Would you end all that? Would you make us killers, too?"


  "Yes, ma'am, I guess I would," I said, a little coldly. "We're in a fight for our lives here. Our parents, our brothers and sisters, our friends - they are all going to be slaves of the Yeerks, if we don't win. So I'll do whatever it takes. If you'd fought all those thousands of years ago, the Pemalites would still be alive. And you wouldn't be living with dogs in a big underground kennel."


  I didn't mention the sudden interest The Sharing had in my father. I didn't want to make this personal.


  Maria let me go, and Erek nodded.


  "A big underground kennel," Erek said bitterly. "Exactly."


  "We'll get your crystal for you," Jake said. "Tell us all you know about this Matcom, and we'll get your crystal." He looked at the Chee called Maria. "Sorry, but Marco is right. The Yeerks have my brother. There's nothing I won't do to get him back."


  Chapter 18


  



  We rode the fake basement back up, leaving the eerie golden world of dogs behind.


  "So. Do we have a deal?" Erek asked. "You'll help us get the Pemalite crystal? And then we'll fight alongside you to defeat the Yeerks."


  "Sounds good to me," I said quickly. "Unless anyone has any objection -" Jake started to say.


  That's when Cassie interrupted. "Erek, let us talk it over. It's a big decision."


  I was surprised, but not as surprised as Jake was. Then we heard a noise coming from directly above us.


  "HhhhrrrAAAAWWWWRRRR!"


  "Oh, man," I said. I knew that sound. We all knew that sound.


  "Rachel," Cassie said under her breath.


  "We were down there a long time," Jake said. "Erek, I think a friend of ours may have come in to rescue us."


  Erek shrugged. "I don't think it's going to be a problem."


  "You don't know our friend," I said.


  The basement had settled back into its normal place. I tore up the stairway. "Rachel! Chill!"


  I burst back into the utterly normal kitchen and raced into the utterly normal living room.


  The front door of the house had been ripped off its hinges. The couch was thrown against one wall. And there, in the middle of the room, standing so tall its head scraped the ceiling, was a full-grown grizzly bear.


  "HhhhRRAAAAWWRRR!" Rachel roared in rage and frustration.


  Frustration, see, because the Chee who passed as Erek's father had her in a full nelson. His human-holograph arms were wrapped around the unbelievably massive shoulders of the grizzly, and he was actually holding the great bear still.


  He had pinned a grizzly so powerful it could literally turn a Toyota into an aluminum can.


  "Okay, now I've seen everything," I said.


  <You Chee are very strong,> Ax commented.


  This was the understatement of all time.


  <Where have you been!> Rachel demanded. <I waited as long as I could. I figured you were dead or something. And if you don't have a good explanation, you will be dead!>


  "Oh, we have a story, all right," Cassie said.


  Rachel had calmed down and stopped roaring when she saw us. Now the Chee slowly released her, and she began to change back out of morph.


  Jake looked embarrassed and started to pull the couch back down. "Um, Erek, this is our friend Rachel."


  "It was smart of you to keep a reserve," Erek commented. To Rachel he said, "I hope you weren't hurt."


  "How come you can wrestle a grizzly if you have to be nonviolent?" I asked Erek.


  "Of course, my "father" here knew she was not a true bear. And he only held onto her. He did not destroy her. If Rachel had been strong enough to win, my "father" would have had no choice but to allow himself to be destroyed."


  I laughed. "I see why you want to change that."


  I expected Erek to agree. Instead, he looked a little sad. "Yes," he said. Just that one word.


  We started to leave. I let the others get a few steps ahead of me. I pulled Erek over.


  "Hey, Erek. You were at my mom's funeral. I don't think I said thanks at the time."


  Erek looked away and bit his lip. "Marco . . . there's something I have to tell you."


  "I think I already know. My mother isn't dead. She's a Controller. She's Visser One."


  It was Erek's turn to be impressed. "You guys have learned a lot."


  I shrugged. "Is that why you were at the funeral? Did you know?"


  Erek nodded. "I knew. I might have been able to save her. . . if."


  I met his gaze. "Too late to save her," I said. "But payback is going to be very painful for those filthy slugs."


  On the way home, we filled Rachel and Tobias in on what had happened. It took a while. We were back at Cassie's barn before we were done.


  "I say do it," Rachel said. "That Chee guy held onto me like I was a baby. They're strong. They have technology we don't. They've already penetrated The Sharing. They would double our chances. End of story."


  "No, not end of story," Cassie said, contradicting her friend. "What right do we have to interfere and destroy the thousands of years of peace this species has had? Didn't you hear Maria? No Chee has ever taken another life. You want them to be saying a thousand years from now that no Chee ever took a life till we made them killers?"


  I rounded on her, angry. "What I don't want a thousand years from now is for people to be saying, 'Too bad about the humans. They ended up as dead as the Pemalites.'"


  "Ax?" Jake asked. "You haven't said much."


  Ax was in human morph, of course, since we were in the barn. "As you know, we Andalites are not supposed to interfere in the lives of other species. I am already breaking that law with you. And I am proud to be breaking that law in this case. But the Chee . . . Chee! It makes a funny sound, doesn't it? Chee." He smiled with his human mouth, then grew serious again. "The Chee are a different species. Older than Andalites. I feel . . . badly . . . helping another species to become violent."


  Rachel said, "Look, no one likes violence. All right? But we didn't ask for this war with the Yeerks. When the bad guys come after you, when they start the violence, they leave you no choice: fight or die."


  "Fight or die," I agreed. "And you want proof? Look at the Pemalites. They didn't fight, they died. All gone. No more. Scratch a whole species. Now their 'essence,' whatever that means, is stuck inside dogs, and their robots feed them extra kibble. Yippee. That worked out real well for them. And even that's better off than we'll be if we lose to the Yeerks."


  "Law of the jungle," Rachel said. "You eat or you get eaten."


  <Maybe,> Tobias said, speaking up for the first time. <But still, wouldn't it be nice if that wasn't the law?>


  "How can you take that attitude?" I demanded. "You're a predator. You know how it is."


  <Yes. I know exactly how it is. That doesn't mean I like it. Look, the Pemalites were wiped out, maybe because they didn't fight. Maybe they'd have lost even if they had fought. We'll never know. But the Chee have lived for thousands of years. I know they're androids, but they're a species, too. They've survived without killing. Doesn't something about that make you jealous? Don't you wish we could say the same? Don't you wish Homo sapiens could face the universe and honestly say, "We do not kill? We don't enslave. We don't make war"?>


  "I don't make the rules," I said. "I didn't start this war. Humans didn't start this war. Look, I don't want to make this personal, but I know the name Matcom. My dad is involved in some work with them. And the other day Tom . . ." I shot a glance at Jake. "His brother was on me to come to The Sharing and bring my father. The Sharing is targeting my dad, and now we know why. So for me, it's simple: If we take this Pemalite crystal, maybe my dad isn't involved with Matcom any more. And maybe the Yeerks find someone else to infest."


  No one had an answer to that. I knew they wouldn't.


  Cassie walked down to the far end of the barn and came back carrying a small cage.


  "Total darkness, can't touch walls, floor, or ceiling, and you have to travel through a room strung with sensitive wires you can't even see." She held up the cage. "Meet the animal that can do all that."


  It was no larger than a small rat with its leathery wings folded back.


  "Cool," I said. "First I'm Spiderman, now I get to be Batman."
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  I thought for once we'd get a chance to practice with the bat morph. We were planning to go after the Pemalite crystal the next weekend.


  Plenty of time to plan and prepare.


  Yeah, right.


  "Marco?" My dad yelled up the stairs to my room, where I was desperately trying to figure out some math homework.


  "Yeah?"


  "Phone."


  "'X' equals point oh-three-nine," I reminded myself so I wouldn't lose my place. I went out into the hall to grab the upstairs phone. "Point oh-three-nine. Yeah, who is it?"


  "Hi, Marco. It's me, Erek."


  "Oh, hi, Erek, what's up?" I hoped he would remember our phones could be bugged.


  "Not much," he said, sounding very convincingly human. "I was just thinking, though, you know that thing we were going to do next weekend? Why don't we just do it tonight instead?"


  I knew what the "thing" was. And I knew Erek wasn't calling on a whim. Something had gone wrong. I swallowed my heart, which had jumped up into my throat. "Okay. Maybe I'll call Jake and see if he wants to do it, too."


  "That'd be excellent," Erek said. "Later, man."


  I hung up the phone and thought seriously about pretending I hadn't gotten the call. I mean, I wanted to do this. It was important, life and death. But it was like something out of Mission: Impossible. And without planning or practice, it was beyond impossible.


  Plus, I had homework to do.


  I picked up the phone and called Jake. Four hours later, with all of our parents asleep in their beds, we met at Cassie's barn. All of us, including Ax. Erek arrived last.


  He didn't waste time with small talk. "There's a problem. The Yeerks are putting in a brand new security system on top of the existing systems. I don't think it's active yet, but I can't find out what it is."


  <Fine. We can wait a few weeks till you can get the details,> Tobias said.


  "The crystal is already so well protected that any new system may put it beyond our grasp for good," Erek said. "And don't forget - the Yeerks are racing to use this crystal to create a computer system so powerful it can take over every computer on Earth. They're not there yet. But the longer we wait. . ."


  "Oh, man, this sucks," I said. "No planning? No preparation? Just go in and hope for the best?"


  "I'll tell you everything I know," Erek said. "Listen carefully. It's not too complicated."


  For a few seconds we sort of teetered on the edge. We weren't sure what to do. Erek wanted us to go in, obviously. But he had his own interests, which might not be the same as ours.


  It was the worst possible situation. Any one of our parents could wake up and discover we were not at home. That would mean frantic phone calls back and forth from our folks to our friends' parents, calls to the cops, probably search teams out beating the woods.


  "Go or don't go?" Jake asked.


  "Go," Rachel said, but with less enthusiasm than usual. A lot less.


  "Go," I said. "But personally, I can't blame anyone who wants to sit this one out."


  Cassie gave me a dirty look. I guess she took it personally. "I say go," she said. "I don't sit anything out, Marco."


  <I'm not in this,> Tobias said. <I'm useless on this mission, so I don't vote.>


  <I go where Prince Jake goes,> Ax said.


  "Don't call me "prince," Jake said wearily for the thousandth time. "Okay, we go."


  Erek immediately began telling us all he knew about Matcom and the security for the Pemalite crystal. After about two minutes I was ready to change my vote.


  But by then it was too late. We'd made our decision, and it was as if we were being swept toward a waterfall - like a bunch of canoeists who'd lost their last paddle. We'd survive . . . or not . . . but one thing was sure. We were definitely going over the edge.
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  Erek was not going with us. But he would be waiting outside Matcom when we came out.


  Assuming we came out.


  We flew from Cassie's barn to the Matcom building. It was one of those boring-looking, three-story glass and cement buildings you see in industrial parks everywhere. Just a bunch of blue glass rectangles with a big parking lot in back.


  In fact, it looked so much like every other boring square building in the industrial park, we had trouble finding it. We flew around, a lost gang of owls, for a good fifteen minutes before Rachel spotted the Matcom sign.


  We landed on the roof of the building. Erek had assured us there were no cameras or guards up there.


  "Let's find that pipe," Jake whispered as soon as we were all human again. Or, in Ax's case, Andalite.


  "Erek said southwest corner, right?" I said.


  "Northwest," Cassie said.


  She sounded sure, so I decided to agree.


  "Yeah, that was it. Which way is northwest?"


  Ax laughed in thought-speak, till he realized I was serious. <You can't find directions?> He sounded shocked. Like he'd just discovered we had hidden tail blades. <It's that corner over there.>


  The pipe was about three inches in diameter.


  "I hope this works," I said. "I don't even know if my Spiderman can make silk."


  "Spiderwoman," Cassie said. "Your spider morph is female. Wolf spiders don't make webs, but they do make silk. It should work."


  "Easy for you say. I don't even know how to turn on the silk thing."


  But Ax was already morphing into the wolf spider, so I hurried to catch up. By the time Ax and I were in spider morph, the others had all become cockroaches.


  <Man, you two are ugly at this scale,> Rachel said. <Jeez, I don't ever need to see another spider my own size again.>


  <We're ugly? You want to know what you look like right now? You look like dinner,> I said, laughing evilly. <Juicy cockroach. This spider morph is hungry, and you look tasty.>


  <Marco, get a grip,> Jake said patiently. <Let's do this.>


  <I'll demorph and step on your ugly butt,> Rachel growled.


  From where I was standing in the gravel of the rooftop, the pipe looked like a round skyscraper. It extended above the roof by about a foot, which is quite a distance when you're half an inch high.


  I scampered around the pipe. One side had been splashed with tar. It would be easy to grip. I raced easily up the pipe to stand precariously on the lip.


  I could feel a breeze blowing up from the blackness beneath me. It was like standing on the edge of the Grand Canyon. The pipe went down through all three stories and an extra underground story. Four floors. Bad enough when you're human size. A million miles when you're a spider.


  Ax came crawling up to teeter alongside me.


  <Oooookay,> I said. <Now comes the fun part.>


  I tried to search the spider brain, looking for the subtle, secret signals that would start me spinning silk.


  Fortunately, the spider wasn't exactly Albert Einstein. It only knew how to do about four things, one of which was spin silk.


  The spider body sort of. . . well . . . pushed out a strand of gooey white filament. It stuck to the edge of the pipe.


  Ax did the same.


  <Well, this is certainly disgusting,> I said. <Ready, Ax?>


  <Yes.>


  <Then . . . Yeeeeee-HAAAAAHHH!>


  I sprang from the lip of the pipe into the darkness.


  It was so totally Spiderman.


  I fell slowly down, down, down, twisting and turning my way down the pipe. Behind me a long white string grew. It braked my fall, so that I was dropping in slow motion. The spider eyes were not bad at seeing in the relative dark. A bit of moonlight followed us down part of the way as we dropped.


  And then it started being fun. I kicked away from the side of the pipe and cartwheeled through the air. My web looped around Ax's, and soon we were weaving a weird silk rope.


  It was cool in a way . . . till I felt a certain emptiness.


  <Ax! I'm running out of web.>


  <Yes, me, too.>


  <How far do you think we've dropped?>


  <I don't know.>


  <You know which way is northwest but you don't know how far we've dropped? We could still have two stories to go,> I said.


  <I think our plan has a minor flaw,> Ax said with his usual understatement.


  <But we are very light, small creatures. We should survive a fall. So should the others in cockroach morph.>


  <Maybe. See, the problem is, there's only one way to find out if we'll survive. By dropping.>


  Ax didn't say anything.


  <Oh, man,> I groaned.


  I cut the strand of web.


  And I fell. Down through the darkness, toward a landing I could only hope wouldn't kill me.


  Chapter 21


  



  It was a long drop.


  <Aaaaahhhhhhh!>


  <Aaaaahhhhhhh!>


  WHAP! WHAP!


  We hit something hard. We bounced. We hit again.


  WHAP! WHAP!


  <You okay?> Jake called down.


  <Oh, yeah, I'm great,> I said. <I fell about a billion feet and landed on a steel trampoline. Couldn't be better.>


  <Sarcasm,> Rachel commented coolly. <He must be okay.>


  <Laugh now, Rachel. We'll see how much you laugh when it's your turn.>


  The plan was for Ax and me to create a silk cable the others in cockroach morph would be able to climb down. That way, they wouldn't all have to go spider. Not that it would have helped, anyway.


  <We're coming down,> Jake said. <When we reach the end of the silk we'll jump. If you two survived, we will. Nothing kills a cockroach.>


  <Why don't you stand right beneath me, Marco?> Rachel suggested. <You can break my fall.>


  Ax and I scurried out of the way. A few seconds later, after they had clambered down to the end of our silk . . .


  WHAP! WHAP! WHAP! Three cockroaches landed nearby.


  <Where are we?> Jake asked.


  <It's pretty dark. Who knows?> I answered. <It's a heating/air-conditioning vent, I guess. Erek said it would be part of the furnace system. Supposedly we go west a hundred feet or so, then drop down, then go across the furnace, then down again, then right. Then we're at the edge of the High Security Room, where the real trouble starts.>


  <Excuse me? Did someone say furnace?> Cassie asked.


  <Yeah. I said furnace.>


  <Does it occur to any of you that the furnace might actually come on?> Cassie said.


  <Not till right this minute,> I said.


  <It's not very cold out,> Rachel pointed out.


  <Okay, I've seriously changed my mind,> I said. <Let's go home.>


  Of course, no one listened to me. We scrabbled along the steel floor, two spiders and three cockroaches. Our rough claws seemed to make a horrible din on the metal, scuffing and scratching. But it probably wouldn't have sounded like anything to a human.


  As we ran, there was more and more dust on the floor of the vent. It was weird, like walking through dried leaves. My eight legs kicked through it, and it swirled behind me as I passed. Eventually the dust became as thick as a carpet, although in reality it was probably no more than a few millimeters thick.


  Every ten feet or so there would be a grilled opening. Through the massive upright bars I could see offices. The light in the offices was very dim, just the glow of computer screen savers and red or green function lights. But it helped us to find our way through the darkness of the vent.


  Then . . .


  <What's that?> Rachel yelled. She was the farthest back. <Uh-oh. Something coming! I feel the vibrations! Something big!>


  She took off. I took off. We all took off.


  Now I could feel the vibrations, too. Quick, confused-sounding footsteps. And a dragging sound, like something was being hauled.


  I ran. To my left, another spider. Ax. Ahead of me, two roaches, almost as big as I was. Rachel was just back to my right.


  I couldn't exactly turn and glance over my shoulder. I had no shoulder. And I had no actual head to turn. So I paused, spun around, and in the dim light from a vent, I saw it.


  Huge. Twenty times my size! A vast, horrible menace.


  <A rat!> I yelled. <It's a RAT!>


  The thing I'd heard dragging was its naked tail and furred abdomen. It was hungry, and it was after us.


  And, unfortunately, it was faster than me.


  <Go! Go! Go! It's gaining!> I yelled.


  We blew at top spider and cockroach speed. Which seems really fast when you're an inch long, but isn't really that many miles per hour. A rat can do maybe five or six miles per hour. A spider is lucky to break one mph.


  <We'll have to morph back!> Jake said.


  <Not in here!> Cassie cried. <Not enough room.>


  <Next vent,> Jake said. <We go out through the next vent.>


  The next vent was about ten feet away. I couldn't turn around to look at the rat, but every hair on my spider body told me it was just inches behind me.


  Yet there was something else making my hair tingle, too. Something about the breeze . . .


  <YAAHHH!> I heard Jake yell.


  A split second later, my spider legs were clawing air. It was like a Roadrunner cartoon. I zoomed out into space, seemed to hang there with my little feet motoring away, and then I fell.


  <Oh, yes,> Ax said calmly. <Erek mentioned we had to go down again.>


  WHAM! WHAM! WHAM! WHAM! WHAM!


  We hit steel again, and each impact sent dust clouds swirling.


  <Keep running!> Cassie cried, and fortunately, for once, I didn't argue.


  Buh-BOOOOOM!


  The rat dropped behind us! It was still after us! Fortunately, it was a little stunned by the impact, whereas we were outta there!


  Suddenly, ahead of us, the steel floor opened up again. But instead of a drop into darkness, there was a weird, vast plain of jagged spires. Each of the spires was steel, three times as tall as my little spider body. Each metal spire opened at the top. There were hundreds of them, all arranged in perfect rows. A foul smell, something my spider mind knew nothing about, came from this field of spires.


  A weird, flickering glow lit the landscape.


  In the eerie light, it looked like some awful graveyard, with the spires like industrial-strength gravestones or something. I mean, it was creepy.


  <What is that?> I asked.


  <Let's just get going, all right?> Rachel suggested. <We can sightsee some other time.>


  I would never have walked into that "field" if the rat hadn't been just two feet back and gaining again. I didn't need spider senses to know there was danger here. It screamed danger.


  I stuck out one spider leg and touched the top of the nearest spire. Then another and another. I walked from spire to spire, carefully, cautiously. The cockroaches crawled and squirmed through the valleys between spires. Unable to stand normally, they had to drag themselves inch by inch.


  <What is that?> I asked again.


  <You don't want to know,> Jake said grimly. <Let's just get out of here, okay?>


  Right then it hit me. From the tone of Jake's thought-speak voice.


  <Oh, man. This is the furnace, isn't it? These spires . . . the holes in the tops of them . . . it's where the gas comes out!>


  <Not if no one turns on the heat,> Rachel said grimly.


  Over my head now, I saw the source of the eerie glow. It was the pilot light. It was a jet of blue flame as long as my body. I could feel the heat from it, even though it seemed to be as far above my head as the ceiling of a cathedral.


  The rat, smarter than we were, decided to stop at the edge of the furnace. But there was no going back. We had to cross the furnace. We had to hope the Matcom Corporation was into energy conservation and didn't waste heat. We had to pray that no one had messed with the thermostat.


  Because if the heat came on . . .


  HISSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS!


  <Gas!>


  The gas blew with hurricane force up through the tops of the spires. In seconds the gas would rise to the pilot light. In seconds the entire landscape would erupt in flame!


  I thought I'd been moving as fast as I could move.


  I was wrong. I had a whole extra speed.


  Ahead of me I saw Jake, Rachel, and Ax all reach safety. Only Cassie and I were still deadly inches away from safety.


  <RUN! RUN! RUNRUNRUNRUN!>


  HISSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS!


  Then . . . WHOOOOOOSH!


  Fuh-WWWUUUUMMMP!


  The whole world seemed to explode around me. A wall of flame . . . a hurricane of hot air. I was blown head over heels, somersaulting through air as hot as an oven.
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  I somersaulted backward, hit steel floor again, and screeched like a skidding car. I plowed straight into Jake, and a split second later, Cassie plowed straight into me.


  <Cassie! Cassie! Are you okay?> Jake asked.


  <Yes, yes. I think so. Who can tell with this roach body?>


  <I'm okay, too,> I said. <You know, just in case anyone cares.>


  <I guess they like to keep this building nice and warm, eh?> Rachel said.


  <That was very close to being a disaster,> Ax said. <We should thank the rat. If he had not chased us, we would have been crossing those gas jets several seconds later.>


  That was not a nice picture to think of. We would have fried, sizzled, and popped open faster than we could even try to think about demorphing.


  <That would have left a big wad of Marco mass floating in Z-space,> I muttered. I could joke about it, but I was quivering inside.


  The rest of the trip through the heating and air-conditioning system was calm. But that just gave me time to think about the close call. One second slower, and I'd have gone out as a roasted spider.


  <There are walls up here,> Jake warned from the head of our little pack of singed bugs. <No, wait, not walls. Like a maze. Like Erek said.>


  We traveled through a series of switchbacks, around a steel panel, then back around another. It was a light-blocking system. It would block out every last photon of light that might come through the vent.


  Then we came to the edge of a drop. Beyond it, I knew, was the High Security Room itself - the location of the Pemalite crystal.


  We were six feet up. We had to drop, and then stay within two feet of the wall. Any movement farther toward the center of the huge room, and we would set off pressure sensors in the floor. By this time, we were used to falling.


  <Next I want to try jumping out of a plane. Without a parachute,> I said as I stepped into the black void.


  It is an eerie experience falling in total darkness. You have no idea where the floor is. It's almost like you're not falling at all. Until you hit the bottom, that is.


  <Stay close to the wall,> Jake reminded everyone. <Hug the wall and demorph.>


  I was relieved to be human again. But my human eyes were no better than spider eyes at penetrating the darkness. It was darker than any night. Darker than hiding in a closet at midnight. This was the darkness of being buried alive.


  "There could be six Hork-Bajir standing three inches away, and we wouldn't know it," I said, in a whisper that seemed to be deadened by the darkness itself.


  "That's a nice thought," Rachel said dryly.


  <Even a single photon of light would set off the light sensors,> Ax said. <This is complete darkness.>


  "And according to Erek, if we stepped two feet away from the wall, we'd run into a maze of ultrasensitive wires. Any contact and the alarm goes off. We have to travel forty feet without touching a wire. Without touching the floor or ceiling or walls," Jake reminded us.


  "Let's morph. We'll be able to see then," Cassie said. "Or maybe not see, exactly, but you know what I mean."


  What she meant was that we would be able to echolocate. Kinda like the dolphin morph. We would be able to make very fast, ultrahigh sounds that the human ear would not even hear.


  Those sounds would vibrate off any solid object and send back a sort of sound picture.


  At least, that's what we hoped. We had been planning to practice and find out if it was true.


  Instead, we were morphing without any knowledge of what we were getting into.


  "Someday we'll think all this is funny," I said. "You know, if we happen to live long enough."


  I focused my mind on the bat morph we had each acquired. They aren't as creepy as people think. Certainly not as creepy as morphing a spider. This particular bat was very small, just a few inches long. It looked like a mouse, with huge ears and the face of a Pekinese dog. If you forgot about the leathery wings, it was just another basic mammal.


  But this was one case where the weirdness wasn't something you saw. I couldn't see anything. Nothing. I couldn't see myself shrinking, the ground rushing up at me. I couldn't see the way my legs shrank to almost nothing and brown fur sprouted from my body. I couldn't see the way my fingers grew so long and a paper-thin leather web filled the spaces between them.


  I saw none of it. I didn't even know I was a bat, until my bat brain sent an order for me to open my mouth and chirp out a pulse of sound.


  I fired a string of superfast sound pulses. Like making a loud machine-gun sound, only a lot higher, and way, way faster.


  And then . . .


  <Whoa, ho!> I said.


  The entire black, pitch-black, invisible room, had just lit up.


  It wasn't like seeing, exactly. It was like . . . like feeling, almost. Except it was like you were feeling from a distance. I felt a vast room. I felt thousands of wires strung taut, up and down, left to right, at angles.


  And, at the center of the room, beyond the maze of wires, I felt a raised, flat surface, and a sort of pedestal. There were curling wires coming from the top of the pedestal.


  All that came in a flash. Then it was gone. The others each fired off their own echolocating blasts, but I couldn't feel their sounds as clearly.


  <Okay, that is cool,> Rachel said. <That is way cool.>


  <The wires seem awfully close together,> Cassie worried. <I wish we'd had time to try out these wings. I guess all we can do is hope for the best. Trust the bat to do the flying.>


  <Abandon yourself to the Force, Cassie Skywalker,> I said.


  <Thanks, Darth. You first.>


  <Me first? Oh.> Suddenly, I didn't feel at all like laughing. I licked my lips with my little bat tongue. Assuming I had lips. I wasn't sure.


  I opened my wings. I spread them wide and thought, Well, this should be interesting. I tested the wings cautiously. They moved differently than bird wings. More like I was reaching out with each stroke to grab the air and push it behind me.


  <Okay. Here goes.>


  I fired an echolocating burst and took off.


  Fired again! There were tight strings all around me!


  Left!


  Left again!


  Down!


  No, up!


  Right, left, right, right, straight up!


  Again and again the high-pitched sound machine gun fired. Again and again I dodged, millimeters from a wire.


  It was insane! It was so fast my human brain was three steps behind. It was instantaneous. It was impossible! The speed, the agility, the instant translation of the echolocating blasts.


  And suddenly, I was through! I was through the wires.


  I landed on the table in the center of the room. It was all over in ten seconds of lunatic flight.


  <Okay, now that is a roller-coaster ride! Yes!> I said, incredibly jazzed from having made it. <Yes!>


  The others came, one by one. I could watch them fly, seeing them in my echolocating flashes.


  Everyone made it. And we were feeling pretty good about it, too. It was a rush.


  <We did it!> I said.


  <These bats can fly!> Rachel added.


  <Is that the crystal?> Cassie asked.


  Ax fired a burst and said, <That must be it.>


  It was no bigger than a grape. It rested on a small pedestal. Wires - not the sensor wires, but curling electrical-type wires, edged in all around it. But the crystal itself was not attached to anything. It just lay there, where anyone could grab it.


  It made a low sort of humming noise. I know it makes no sense, but it was almost like that crystal was alive.


  <Um . . . I have a stupid question,> I said. <How do we grab this thing?>


  For about ten seconds, no one said a word.


  <We don't have hands,> Cassie said, pointing out the obvious.


  <We can grab it in our mouths,> Rachel said. <Right? Bats eat moths and stuff. They must have pretty strong jaws. Strong enough to get that crystal back to the air vent.>


  <Oh, duh. Of course,> Jake said, sounding relieved. <I'll do it.>


  <I believe that may not work,> Ax said.


  <Jake?> Cassie said. <Jake? If you have a crystal in your mouth, how do you fire the echolocating burst?>


  At which point we were suddenly no longer feeling so good.


  <I believe our plan now has somewhat of a flaw,> Ax said quietly.
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  <See? We should never get cocky,> Cassie said. <It's tempting the irony gods.>


  <Irony gods?> Ax asked.


  <Yeah,> Cassie said. <The bitter spirits who wait around till you get cocky, then hammer you.>


  <These are real?>


  <No, of course not,> Cassie said impatiently. <How do we get out of here with that crystal?>


  <We power our way out,> Rachel said.


  Ax said, <Erek's opinion was that there were many guards here in this building.>


  <We didn't see any on our way through the shafts,> Jake remarked. <But Erek's been pretty accurate so far. I have a feeling if he says there are guards here, there are guards here.>


  <No choice,> Rachel said. <We morph whatever we have that's big, mean, and nasty, then slam our way out of this place.>


  <Speaking of irony gods,> I muttered.


  <What do you mean?> Rachel asked.


  <I mean, we came here to get this Pemalite crystal so the Chee could be free to be violent. And now, despite all our clever planning, all our sneakiness and subtlety, we're stuck in the end going for total Schwarzenegger.>


  <Rachel's right,> Jake said. He sighed. <We're looking at a fighting retreat.>


  Cassie said, <I think there's a door over there. Try echolocating. You'll see a raised rectangular outline. I think it's a door.>


  <Yep,> Jake agreed. <Morph out, keep that direction in mind. Remorph, and be ready to haul butt for that door. Head for any way out of this building. Don't stand and fight, just try to force your way past anyone who comes after us.>


  It was times like this I was glad Jake was our so-called leader. We all knew what we had to do, but someone had to actually say it. And boy, was I glad it wasn't me.


  <I have such a bad feeling about this,> I muttered.


  Have you ever watched those old war movies where the Americans would be heading for some enemy beach? You know, they'd be in a little boat, riding through the surf, getting ready to jump out on a beach that was going to be chewed up by machine-gun bullets and mortars?


  That's what this felt like. Like we were pretty calm now, but in a few seconds it was going to be life and death. Things would happen very fast. And none of it was going to be good.


  I morphed back to human. Then I focused my mind on the morph I liked for fighting.


  It was still absolutely dark, so I didn't see my body grow big and hairy. But I could feel my shoulders bulk up beyond anything any bodybuilder ever even dreamed of. I could feel the strength. Strength like no human could ever possess. It was comforting to think that I was stronger than three, four, maybe five strong men. But not even the gorilla is invincible.


  <Everyone ready?> Jake asked.


  There in the darkness, near enough to touch, but invisible, was enough power to shred a small army. Jake was in his tiger morph. Cassie had gone wolf. Rachel was one of the few animals mightier than my gorilla: She was a full-grown, massively powerful grizzly bear. And Ax . . . well, Ax was Ax. And trust me, when you've seen an Andalite in battle, you know that tail is all he needs.


  <Ready? Why, I'm looking forward to it,> I said, trying to sound like I wasn't scared silly.


  <I'll go first,> Rachel said. And before anyone had time to object . . .


  HHHRRRRRAAAAWWWWRRR!


  Rachel barreled past me, hitting me and practically spinning me around like a top.


  A microsecond later. . .


  ScreeEEEEET! ScreeEEEEET! ScreeEEEEET!


  The alarm was deafening.


  The others barreled after her. I hesitated for just a moment while I felt in the dark for the Pemalite crystal. Aside from Ax, I was the only one with hands.


  Then I went after them. I plunged wildly into total darkness with a tiny crystal in my massive fist.


  Rachel tore a path through the alarm wires, and I could feel where she had gone. I slammed into Ax, then bounced into Jake, then suddenly - WHAM! - hit the wall.


  ScreeEEEEET! ScreeEEEET! ScreeEEEET!


  Ka-Rrrrunch! A loud, screeching, tearing noise.


  Sudden light! I could see.


  Man, it was a relief to be able to see something at least.


  Dim light came through the door. Or what was left of the door, after Rachel had given the door a thousand pounds or so of mad, ready-to-fight grizzly. The door was splinters. It was steel, and it was still splinters.


  I saw a flash of orange and black, moving fast but almost delicately - Jake, in tiger morph. Cassie the wolf followed him. Right behind her was the one animal that wasn't from anywhere on Earth.


  There was a hallway outside. Jake said <Left!> and we went left.


  Past doorways, past offices, past normal things like copiers and computers and fax machines and desks and cubicles, we ran. Rachel was in the lead, a huge, lumbering truck on four legs. Her roars mixed with the endless scream of the alarms.


  ScreeEEEEET! ScreeEEEEET! ScreeEEEEET!


  Suddenly, another door, a dead end. Rachel hit it with her shoulder, and the door was gone. There was a big room beyond. High ceilings, open space, a lobby sort of room. Windows! I could see faint stars through the tinted glass.


  Escape was just a hundred feet away.


  Freedom! Life!


  And all that stood in our way was twenty men: human-Controllers, armed with automatic rifles.


  And behind them, two dozen or more Hork-Bajir warriors.


  Rachel's bear had very poor vision, especially in this dim light.


  <Hork-Bajir?> she asked.


  <Yep,> I said.


  <How many?>


  <Too many. Way too many.>
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  ScreeEEEET! ScreeEEEEET! ScreeEEEET!


  The alarm was howling. And then, a far worse sound:


  Cha-KLICK!


  The human-Controllers had cocked their rifles, chambering a round. If they fired, we'd be blown apart before we could twitch.


  A human-Controller stepped out in front. She was a nice-looking, middle-aged woman wearing normal street clothes. She had bleached blond hair. She could have been someone's grandmother.


  "So. The Andalite bandits," she said. Her face was twitching with tension, but she tried to sound calm. "You've done me a big favor. When I turn you over to Visser Three he'll promote me two grades. Maybe three!"


  <Or he may decide to destroy you for letting us get this far,> Ax said coolly.


  "Surrender. You can't escape," the woman snapped. "I'd rather take you alive, but the Visser would still be happy to have your corpses."


  We stared at her. And we stared at the muzzles of the twenty automatic rifles that were leveled at us.


  I held up my hand. Between my thick, brute fingers I held the Pemalite crystal.


  The woman turned as pale as her hair. "Give me that."


  I shook my big gorilla head.


  "Lower those guns," the woman snapped.


  "What?" some guy behind her yelled. "We have them! We have them cold!"


  The woman's jaw twitched again, but she stayed in control. "What do you think a bullet would do to that crystal?"


  "But the odds that a bullet would hit the crystal . . . It's not going to happen."


  The woman smiled grimly. "That crystal is worth more than the mother ship and everything in it," she said. Then she started yelling. "You want to shoot? Go ahead, fool! If you hit the crystal, you can explain it to Visser Three."


  She got a grip on herself while the guy who had spoken out decided he was not interested in explaining anything to Visser Three.


  "All human-Controllers, back. Weapons on safety," the woman snapped.


  The rifles faltered, then lowered toward the ground.


  But I knew better than to breathe a sigh of relief. See, I knew what was coming next.


  The woman looked right at me and smiled. "Hork-Bajir, forward."


  The Andalite who'd given us our powers had told us that the Hork-Bajir had once been a gentle, decent race before they were all enslaved by the Yeerks. All Hork-Bajir were Controllers now.


  But it was hard to believe the Hork-Bajir had ever been the sweethearts of the galaxy. They were death on two legs: seven feet tall, eight, if you counted the forward-raked blades that protruded from the top of their snake-heads. They had blades at their elbows, blades at their wrists, blades at their knees. They had huge claw-feet like tyrannosaurs, and a short, thick tail that ended in cruel-looking spikes.


  They were walking razor blades. All sharp edges and lightning speed.


  I've fought Hork-Bajir before. And I can count. Two dozen Hork-Bajir was at least a dozen more than we had any hope of defeating.


  Then, behind the Hork-Bajir, beyond the retreating human-Controllers, outside the building, staring horror-stricken through the glass, I saw Erek.


  Erek, who could do nothing at all to help us. Who was helpless to do anything but witness our slaughter. I felt like throwing up. The fear was all over me. The fear was surging through me, washing over me, drowning me from inside and out.


  We were going to lose.


  We were going to die.


  And life, any kind of life almost, is so much better than being dead.


  "Attack," the woman said. Her voice was nearly a whisper.


  The Hork-Bajir leaped forward, a wall of slashing, whirling blades.


  Right in front of me!


  SEEEEWWW!


  A huge Hork-Bajir slashed and a bright red line cut across my black leather chest!


  I swung my fist and hit the Hork-Bajir hard enough to fold him in two. But another leaped over him and came at me. I blocked his arm, but he kicked at me with his clawed foot.


  I fell back. I looked down and saw a hole in my stomach.


  A hole! I could see the gorilla's insides!


  My insides. My insides!


  <Ahhhhh!> I screamed in thought-speak, as the gorilla bellowed in agony.


  The Hork-Bajir leaped on top of me. I swung again and knocked his legs out from under him. He toppled down, but landed beside me. My left hand went to his throat and I squeezed. I squeezed with all the strength I had. The Hork-Bajir slashed at me again and opened a gash in my hairy arm. But I kept my grip tight.


  I screamed as the Hork-Bajir twitched and scrabbled wildly and began to jerk uncontrollably.


  The battle raged all around me.


  Screams. Cries. Bellows of animal rage. The garbled roars of the Hork-Bajir. Even the guttural roar of the human-Controllers, who watched and cheered the Hork-Bajir on.


  I saw Jake leap through the air and close his jaws around a Hork-Bajir's face.


  I saw Rachel swing her paw and open up a Hork-Bajir like someone cleaning a fish.


  I saw Cassie dodging swiftly, biting, backing away, lunging to bite again, red foam flying from her muzzle.


  And Ax, striking again . . . again . . . again with the deadly speed and perfect accuracy of his Andalite tail.


  But we were losing. It would be over in a few seconds. We were losing.


  <Oh, God!> someone screamed. Maybe it was me, I don't know.


  <Help! Help! Get him off me!>


  <Look out!>


  <No! Nooooo!>


  It was all one combined thought-speech scream.


  And still the alarm howled its screeEEEEET!


  I felt my grip weaken on the throat of the Hork-Bajir. But it didn't matter anymore. It was safe to let him go.


  My vision was red. Red and fading.


  I felt a sharp stab as another Hork-Bajir sunk a blade into my gorilla heart.


  None of it mattered, though. It was all coming to an end . . . all coming to an end. . . .


  Through a red mist I saw a face on the other side of the glass. Erek. Somehow, in the battle, I had ended up not far from the wall of windows.


  Erek was just a few feet away. Just on the other side of the glass.


  I felt something hard in my palm. The crystal.


  I crawled. A vicious Hork-Bajir kick, and I went sprawling right against the glass.


  <Oh . . . no,> I said.


  I could see the damage the kick had done. I was dead. I could feel my brain shutting down.


  Human-Controllers were closing in around me, hammering me with the butts of their rifles.


  With my last ounce of strength, I rammed my fist through the glass.


  I felt strong fingers pry open my hand. I felt the fingers lift out the crystal.


  And then . . . later, much later, someone slapped my face.


  "Morph back, Marco. Morph back! Do it!"
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  I woke up on the ground. Not a floor, the ground. Dirt and leaves.


  I sat up very fast. I looked at my body.


  "Human!" I said. I wanted to cry from the sheer relief of being myself again. Myself and alive.


  I looked around. Jake. Cassie. Rachel. Ax. All there! All human! Except for Ax, of course.


  Tobias was perched in the tree above us.


  Someone else was there, too. I heard a voice sobbing.


  "You okay, Marco?" Jake asked.


  "Yeah. Yeah. Oh, man. Man, I was so close to being dead!"


  "You were," Jake said solemnly. "He gave you an electric shock to start your heart again."


  "Who did?"


  Jake jerked his head toward the source of the crying.


  It was Erek, sitting in the dirt with his head down.


  "Where are we?" I asked.


  "Little bunch of trees, just down from Matcom. Or what's left of Matcom."


  "How did we get here? How did we get out of that place? We were toast!"


  Cassie came over and sat beside me. "You saved us by getting the crystal to Erek. He used it. He rewrote his programming. He's the one who . . ." She looked away. "He . . ."


  "He took care of the Hork-Bajir," Rachel said. "I saw some of it. I was still conscious."


  I was confused. "How did Erek take care of the Hork-Bajir?"


  <He destroyed them all,> Ax said.


  I almost laughed. "Erek took out two dozen Hork-Bajir?"


  No one laughed with me. Erek had stopped sobbing. I thought, Why would a robot cry?


  <All the Hork-Bajir,> Ax said. <All the human-Controllers. All of them.>


  I stood up. I could see the Matcom building. It was only a few hundred yards away. There was a big hole in the front glass. I had a very bad feeling about what was on the other side of that glass.


  All I could think of to say was, "All of them?"


  "It lasted about ten seconds," Rachel said.


  She closed her eyes, trying not to remember what she had seen. But I guess the images weren't easily shut out. She opened her eyes again, and to my utter amazement, I saw tears.


  That's what brought the horror home to me - Rachel's tears.


  <It was extremely brutal,> Ax said. <Very brutal, and very swift. He carried us here. He revived you. He even reattached my arm.>


  I saw a scar on Ax's left arm.


  "He hasn't said anything since then," Cassie said sadly. "He won't talk to any of us."


  "He saved us, though, right?" I said.


  "Yeah," Cassie agreed, smiling a deeply sad smile. "He saved our lives. And lost his own soul."


  I went to Erek. I wanted to thank him. I wanted to tell him he'd done what was right. He'd beaten the bad guys. Saved the good guys.


  He stood up as I came over. "You okay, man?" I asked him.


  He looked at me with holographic human eyes. Maybe he had to choose to make them cry. Maybe he had to choose to give them that empty, hollow look. I don't know what the connection is between the android Chee and his projected human body. But his expression answered my question.


  No. Erek was not okay.


  "You saved our lives, Erek," I said.


  "How do you . . . how do you live with the memory?" he asked me.


  I knew what he meant. See, win or lose, right or wrong, the memory of violence sits inside your head. It sits there, like some lump you can't quite swallow. It sits there, a black hole that darkens hope, and eats away at everyday happiness like a cancer. It's the shadow you take into your own heart and try to live with.


  I shrugged. "I guess I try not to think about it. I try and forget. And after a while, the nightmares don't happen as much."


  Erek put a finger to his head. "Android," he said. He made a bitter, ruined smile. "I can't forget. See? I can never forget . . . anything."


  I looked at him. Already in my own human mind, the memories of that night's horror were fading. The flash of blades and the pain and the sickening feeling of my fist closing around the Hork-Bajir's throat . . . they were being covered over by scar tissue.


  What if I could never forget?


  What if all those memories were fresh forever?


  I realized then why the Pemalites had forbidden their creatures to kill. The Chee lived forever. Forever was a long time to remember what Erek had done.


  "I'm sorry," I said.


  Erek nodded. "Yes." He held out his clenched fist, palm down. I knew what he was doing. I didn't want it. But I held out my own hand, and took the Pemalite crystal from him.


  "I've changed my programming back," Erek said. "We . . . I . . . maybe at times I can tell you things. Information. But I'll never fight again. I can't join this war, my friend."


  He walked away. We went to our homes and crawled into beds our parents never knew we'd left.


  I was beyond exhausted. But I couldn't sleep. Too many images. Too many memories. And I was afraid of the nightmares.


  There are evil things in life, and I guess there are times when a human being has to fight those evils.


  I closed my eyes and wandered lost and afraid through my nightmares.


  And already, my mind was forgetting.
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  "Yeah! Yeah! Go boy!"


  Homer ran flat out, kicking up divots of sand as the Frisbee soared over his head. With a burst of speed, Homer got out in front of the Frisbee, jumped, pivoted in midair, and snatched the disc out of the air. His jump carried him to the water's edge and he landed in the surf.


  "Yeah! Good boy!" Jake said.


  "Not bad," I said. "He's not quite that Frisbee dog we saw on TV, but he's not bad."


  "Hey, that was a professional Frisbee dog. Homer's just in it for the sport. Homer doesn't even have any endorsements."


  Homer came trotting back across the sand with the Frisbee in his mouth.


  It was a week after our battle for the Pemalite crystal. Jake and I were at the beach. Tobias was high overhead, riding the thermals. I didn't know where the others were.


  And my hair had finally grown out a little. But I'd gotten used to having it shorter. I decided to keep it that way, just to spite everyone.


  There weren't that many people on the beach because it was a little too chilly for lying out. Instead, people came down and flew kites, or walked along, looking for sand dollars and shells. And they played with their dogs.


  Jake knelt down and tried to take the Frisbee from Homer. But Homer, like just about every dog in all of history, refused to give it up.


  "They just don't get the point of this whole game," I said. "You throw, they catch, they bring it back for you to throw again. Why is that so hard to figure out?"


  Jake scratched right behind Homer's ear, and Homer dropped the Frisbee. "Oh, they know how to play the game, all right," Jake said with a laugh. "For them, the game is 'I throw, they catch, they bring it back, they get a good head scratch, then they give up the Frisbee.'"


  But just then, Homer lost all interest in the Frisbee. Two dogs were trotting by, tails in the air. Homer jogged over to greet them. They sniffed each other by way of introduction, then took off, running like the giddy, happy, always-excited, dog goofs they were.


  It made me smile to watch them.


  "It must have been a nice place," I said.


  Jake knew exactly what I was talking about. "Yeah. A planet where the people were as sweet and decent as dogs. Yeah, that would have been okay."


  "I ran into Erek at the 7-Eleven yesterday," I said. "I think he was looking for a place to "accidentally" run into me. Anyway, he gave me a phone number. He says it's an absolutely safe phone. He says the Yeerks couldn't tap it or trace it if they tried."


  "Yeah? So?" Jake asked.


  I shrugged. "So, he says if we ever need him we could leave a message at that number. And if he has something to tell us, he'll record a message for us."


  "Huh," Jake grunted. "Think anything will ever come of it?"


  "I don't know," I said honestly. "But I think the Chee are going to go on fighting the Yeerks. They'll just be doing it in their own way."


  I reached into my pocket and drew out the small, diamondlike crystal. "I still have this, by the way. I don't know what to do about it. Erek didn't even want to talk about it. But this is the most powerful computer ever created. It could rewrite the Chees' programming. It could take over every computer on Earth. The Pemalite crystal. We almost died getting it. What am I supposed to do with it?"


  Jake and I stood there, looking down at more power than any human had ever held in his hand.


  Suddenly, I realized we weren't alone.


  Homer and the other two dogs were standing right in front of us, watching us. I know this sounds crazy, but I swear some flicker of intelligence appeared in those laughing dog eyes.


  The three of them looked at us, and we looked back.


  I held out my hand, palm up, to show the dogs the crystal. Homer scarfed the crystal out of my hand as if it were a dog biscuit. But he didn't swallow it, just held it in his teeth, where it glittered like a diamond.


  The three dogs turned and ran down the beach.


  They ran into the surf and splashed out into the water, paddling for a dozen feet or so.


  Then they came back to shore, and had a glorious time shaking themselves violently and spraying water all over two old ladies who were hunting shells.


  Maybe someday the Pemalite crystal will wash back up on some beach somewhere. Maybe by the time it does, we'll be as wise as the race that created it.


  "Homer!" Jake yelled. He threw the Frisbee.


  And all three of the dogs, happy, silly, loving fools that they were, went racing after it.
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  My name is Jake.


  I can't tell you my last name, or where I'm from. That would just help the Yeerks. They'd love to find me and my friends. They'd love to know who we are, even what we are.


  Knowing my last name isn't important for you. What you need to know is that everything I'll tell you here is true. It's real. It's actually happening. Right now.


  The Yeerks are among us.


  The Yeerks are us.


  They're a parasitic species. They live inside the bodies of other beings. They take over your mind and body.


  Controllers. That's what you call a creature that is ruled by a Yeerk. A Controller. Something that looks human, acts human, sounds human, but whose mind is Yeerk.


  They are everywhere. They can be anyone. Think of the one person in the whole world that you trust the most. Think of that one special person. And now realize, believe, accept the fact that they might not be the person you think they are. Deal with the reality that behind those friendly, loving eyes lives a gray slug.


  That's what a Yeerk looks like in its natural state. Just a gray slug. They enter your head, squeezing through the ear canal, and flatten themselves out to envelop your brain.


  You know all those nooks and crannies in brains? You've probably seen pictures in school. Well, the Yeerk forms itself into those nooks and crannies and it ties into your mind.


  You wake up and you want to scream, but you can't. You can't scream. You can't move your eyes or raise your finger or make yourself walk. The Yeerk controls you.


  You're still alive. You can still see what's happening. Your eyes move and focus, but you're not moving them. You can still hear your own mouth speaking and using your voice. You can feel it when the Yeerk opens up your memories and looks through them. You can hear the Yeerk laughing at you as it pries into your every secret.


  I know. Been there. For a few days, I was a Controller.


  The Yeerks are here, all right. Their mother ship is parked in high orbit right now. It's hidden from human radar, but it's there.


  And the Yeerk super-evil leader, Visser Three, is there, too.


  We are being invaded. We are being enslaved. We are losing our own planet. And we don't even know it.


  My friends and I fight the Yeerks. But we're just five kids. Well, five kids and one Andalite. Yes, we have some amazing powers, but we're still desperately weak and outnumbered compared to the force of the Yeerk invasion.


  We are the only humans resisting the Yeerks.


  We may be the only hope that Earth has.


  We have a lot on our shoulders.


  Which is why I really, really, really did not see why I had to have more suffering piled on. Wasn't I under enough stress? Life wasn't bad enough? We had to have . . . square dancing?


  Square dancing! The horror!


  The CD player was blasting out screaming-cat fiddle music. Which, in my opinion, is possibly the worst music ever created.


  The lights in the classroom seemed blazingly bright compared to the dark gray clouds outside. The teacher was standing off to the side. She was wearing that smug, satisfied look teachers sometimes get when they know they are grinding the students' last nerves.


  "Now promenade left! Bow to your partner, do-si-do!" the stereo drill-instructor yelled.


  I promenaded, which consists of walking like a BIG HONKING GOOBER around in a circle.


  And then I bowed. A strange, jerky sort of movement.


  And finally, my least favorite thing: I did a do-si-do. Or as the shrieking, yammering voice on the CD said, do-si-DOOOO!


  "You call that do-si-do?" Rachel sneered as I high-stepped backward around her.


  "Don't mess with me, Rachel," I warned.


  "Smile, Jake. Big smile!" Rachel said. "We are happy while dancing. Happy!" She was so totally enjoying torturing me.


  Rachel is my cousin. She's an Animorph, too.


  "Now swing your partner back to the left and promenade!"


  "Promenade this," I muttered darkly.


  I grabbed Rachel to swing her. I was considering swinging her into the nearest wall. But although Rachel may look like some dippy Clueless type, she's a lot closer to being Xena: Warrior Princess.


  In other words, I'm just a little scared of Rachel. I've seen her in lots of battles. You just really don't want to make her too mad. You really, really don't.


  "Excellent swing," Rachel mocked me. "Now you're getting into it. I can just picture you in a string tie, cowboy boots, maybe a bright red-checked western shirt -"


  "Don't push it, Rachel," I warned again.


  Then the worst possible thing happened. As I was "promenading" yet again, I heard Rachel yell.


  "Hey, Cassie! Come by to watch?!"


  My heart sank. Cassie is another member of our team. She's also someone I really kind of like. If you know what I mean. And I really didn't want her watching me as I stomped clumsily around the circle.


  The sight of me, big old Jake, galumphing around in time to fiddle music was guaranteed to destroy any affection Cassie had for me. I mean, I was making myself sick. I could just imagine how I looked to Cassie.


  I met Cassie's gaze. She was standing in the doorway of the classroom. And she was laughing. She was laughing with her entire body. She was in convulsions.


  I was so relieved. See, I was afraid I'd get a pity look.


  Instead, she was cracking up. Tears were rolling down her cheeks as I "do-si-doed" right in front of her.


  "You find this funny? Me, trying to dance?"


  Cassie couldn't talk. She was laughing too hard. She just nodded.


  What could I do? I started laughing, too. There wasn't anything else to do.


  Oh, maybe one other thing. I grabbed Cassie's hands and pulled her into the circle. Rachel backed away, letting Cassie take her place in the pattern.


  Cassie stopped laughing.


  "No way!" she said, alarmed.


  "Let's see you do-si-do," I said.


  I grabbed her and swung her, and in a breathless voice she whispered, "I just came by to tell you something. Tobias wants us. Right after school lets out. It's something big."


  I took a deep breath. Suddenly, I wasn't in the mood to laugh anymore. Tobias wouldn't say "something big" unless it was something big.


  And "something big" meant something bad these days.


  Cassie and I had to obey the music and separate then, but a few seconds later, we rejoined in the pattern, bowing to each other.


  "I guess square dancing doesn't seem so bad now, huh?" Cassie asked me.


  "Yeah, right. It would take more than the danger of sudden death to make square dancing okay," I said. "A lot more."


  I did some more promenading. I did some more bowing. I did some more do-si-doing.


  But my thoughts were already running ahead, wondering what Tobias had seen. And just how much of a mess it would end up being.


  Then . . .


  FLASH!


  I fell!


  I fell down and down through the green, green trees!


  A branch. I snatched at it with my hand and swung and released, then flew through the air and caught another branch. I wrapped my tail around the branch and turned to look back. Monkeys were swinging toward me through the high treetops of the jungle.


  I was giddy.


  It was a rush!


  It was . . .


  FLASH!


  Cassie was smiling, and looking a little strangely at me. The music was done. The class was breaking up.


  "Are you okay?" Cassie asked me.


  "Yeah. Yeah," I said, shaking off the weird vision.


  "Daydreaming?" Cassie asked me.


  "I guess so," I said.


  "I wonder what Tobias wants. Do you have any idea?"


  I was too weirded out to really respond. One second I'd been square dancing. The next second I'd been swinging through the trees.


  And both moments had been real.
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  "What do you think?" Marco asked me.


  "Personally, I figure Tobias found some really good roadkill, and he wants us to share."


  "Yeah, that's probably it," I said tolerantly. Marco's approach to everything is to joke about it. Especially when he's worried.


  After school we all went our separate ways. Cassie to her home, Rachel to hers. We all knew Tobias had some serious reason to talk to us. We were all afraid it was trouble of some kind.


  But I had something extra to worry about. The hallucination, or vision, or whatever it was I'd had was too real to just forget. Everyone daydreams. This was no daydream. I was in the jungle. Period. It was for just a few seconds, but it was definitely real.


  But like I said, priority number one was figuring out what was bugging Tobias. So Marco and I walked home together because that's what we usually did. And it is very important for us to act normal. We don't want to draw attention. So we try and be like we always were. Like we were before the night that changed our lives forever.


  We'd been walking home from the mall at night. We took a shortcut through an abandoned construction site. A really stupid, irresponsible thing to do. But it turned out it wasn't ax murderers or kidnappers we had to worry about.


  Before that night we'd all known each other, but we weren't a group. We had just happened to hook up at the mall. It was an accident or fate or something. Take your pick.


  Anyway, the five of us ended up walking together as we were leaving the mall. And in a dark, spooky construction site, with empty, half-finished buildings all around us, we saw the spaceship land.


  It was an Andalite fighter. It was badly damaged. Up in orbit, the Andalites had come out on the wrong end of a fight with the Yeerks.


  The Andalite pilot of the fighter was named Elfangor. Prince Elfangor. He was dying. He was the one who told us about the Yeerks.


  Life changed that night. Life went from being just the daily stuff any normal kid has to deal with, to knowing a secret that made you want to sit down and cry.


  It was Prince Elfangor who gave us the power to morph. It was all he could do to help us. It was the only weapon he could give us.


  The power to morph. To become any animal we could touch and "acquire."


  A great and awful power. A power that has given me some serious nightmares.


  I've seen things since that night at the construction site. Things I wish I'd never seen. And I've done things I wish I couldn't remember.


  "Hey," Marco said, interrupting my thoughts. "Speaking of Bird-boy. Up there. Is that anyone we know?"


  I followed the direction he was looking. It was a dark afternoon and the sky just kept getting darker. It was filling up with rain clouds the color of steel wool. And there, silhouetted against the clouds, was a large bird.


  Even from a distance you could tell it was a bird of prey.


  "Could be. I can't tell," I said. "If it's Tobias he'll spot us."


  Tobias is in hawk morph. Permanently. See, there's a nasty little hook buried inside the morphing power: Stay in morph for more than two hours, and you stay in morph forever.


  Tobias has the soul and mind of a human. But his body is the body of a red-tailed hawk.


  "He's coming closer," Marco said.


  "Yeah." I had mixed feelings. Tobias is one of us. A friend. More than a friend. He's risked his life for me many times. But I sensed he was bringing bad news. And I really didn't want to hear bad news.


  I heard his thought-speak voice in my head. <Jake. Marco.>


  "See? Figured it was him," Marco said.


  We couldn't answer Tobias. He was still too high up to hear us speak, even with his excellent hawk hearing. And you can only make thought-speak when you're in morph. Or if you happen to be an Andalite.


  <You guys need to haul it a little faster,> Tobias said. He sounded tense, impatient, excited. Not that he really "sounded" at all. But his thought-speak in my head carried tension. <Morph as soon as you get a chance, okay?>


  I looked at Marco. He sighed.


  "My dad should still be at work. We can use my house," he said. "We're almost there."


  We headed straight for Marco's house. We live in the same subdivision, just a couple of blocks away from each other. Most of the kids in our school live there, including Rachel. Cassie lives out on her farm a little ways down the road.


  <I'll round up the others,> Tobias said. <We'll meet up with Ax later. I'll catch up with you once you get airborne.>


  "This has 'big trouble' written all over it," I muttered.


  "In huge red neon letters," Marco agreed.


  We reached Marco's house and went in. Marco checked to make sure we were alone. "Dad! Dad, you home? Anyone home? Hey, Dad, I'm going to change all the settings on your stereo!" Marco winked at me. "If he's home, that'll make him come running."


  There was no reply. Just a quiet house.


  We ran up the carpeted stairs to Marco's room. We ran past framed pictures of Marco and his dad and his mother, who everyone thought as dead.


  Marco opened his bedroom window as wide as it would go. The breeze was cool and damp. It as going to rain. And I hate rain.


  "Let's get this over with," I said. I kicked off my shoes and removed everything but my morphing suit. Marco did the same.


  I focused my mind on a bird. It was a peregrine falcon. The DNA of that falcon was part of me. And, thanks to the Andalite morphing technology, I could trade that DNA for my own.


  I focused my mind and the change began.


  Feather patterns appeared on my skin as if some invisible person had drawn them there.


  The not-terribly-clean floor of Marco's room came rushing up at me as I shrank, dwindling down like a fast-burning candle. It was like falling and falling without ever quite hitting the ground.


  Or in this case, hitting a dirty white sock.


  "Oh, man," I said. "Marco, you could at least not leave dirty gym socks around."


  "Hey, I've seen your room," Marco said. "You still have some of your old baby diapers lying around."


  He started to say more, but that's when his human tongue shriveled down to become a tiny bird tongue. So all he said was "Craww hee hrrar."


  Whatever that meant.


  The dirty gym sock went from being the size of a sock to being the size of a blanket. The only good thing was that falcons don't have much of a sense of smell. I was grateful for that.


  My lips became hard as fingernails and began to press outward, forming a sharp, down-curved beak. It was weird and disturbing because I could actually see the beak grow, like some humongous nose.


  My feet were gone, replaced by talons that could open up a prey animal like a can opener on a can of cat food.


  My bones made grinding, squishy noises as my skull shrank. My arm bones became hollow and other bones disappeared altogether.


  Then the patterns of feathers on my skin grew three-dimensional. It was eerie to watch - like my skin was chapping really badly. Like skin was peeling up at an incredible rate, and each peel of skin formed a feather.


  Gray feathers, mostly.


  I glared at Marco with my incredible Force-10 falcon vision.


  He glared back with the eyes of an osprey.


  <Let's catch some air,> I said.


  I flapped my wings twice and hopped up to the windowsill.


  <Last time I was in osprey morph some peregrine took a shot at me,> Marco said. He sounded a little resentful. Like it was my fault. He hopped up to the sill beside me.


  <Don't worry, Marco. I'll protect you,> I said it knowing it would make him mad.


  <Protect me? Right. Come on, big guy, let's fly. See if you can keep up with me first. Then see if you can "protect" me. Hah!>


  I opened my wings wide, kicked off from the windowsill, and dropped straight for the grass in Marco's backyard.


  This is always terrifying. See, you know you're a bird and all, but in your mind you're still a human. And jumping out of windows scares humans. I was ten, twelve feet off the ground, with nothing but lawn to catch me if for some reason my wings didn't work.


  But then my wings caught the air. I felt the pressure of the air pushing up beneath me. I flapped hard, one, two, three, four, and shot forward. Forward and upward.


  I flapped and flapped, working hard to get altitude in the cool air. Flapping is hard. Just because you're a bird doesn't mean flapping is easy.


  Marco and I had just managed to climb maybe fifty feet when Tobias came zooming up alongside us, zipping around like he'd been born a bird.


  <Follow me,> he said.


  <Follow you where?> I asked, maybe a little too grouchily.


  Tobias laughed. <We're going to the grocery store,> he said. <We're going to the Safeway.>


  <Tobias, are you nuts?> Marco demanded. <The grocery store? What, is there a sale on gourmet birdseed?>


  <Funny, Marco,> Tobias said. <But it's not about birdseed. This grocery store seems to be having a sale on high-ranking Controllers.>
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  It's hard to be worried when you're flying.


  You feel so powerful, floating high above the heads of all the little people below you. People are so slow. They walk in little lines along side walks, always stuck moving in two dimensions: left-right, forward-back.


  A bird moves in three dimensions and has a lot more going on when he's flying. There's the air temperature, the speed of wind gusts, the steadiness of the breeze crosswinds and thermals and humidity.


  Your wings and tail are constantly adjusting - extending your wingtips, spreading or narrowing your tail, altering the angle of attack.


  Fortunately, the falcon's brain handles all of that. Because let's face it, as a human, I know basically nothing about flying.


  All I know is it's the coolest thing in the entire world.


  Marco and I flew along with Tobias till we spotted two other big birds of prey rising up toward us: Rachel and Cassie.


  <Break it up all,> Tobias advised. <We're going to draw every birdwatcher within a hundred miles. Spread out. Stop thinking like humans - we don't have to be bunched together to see the same things.>


  He was right. Falcons, hawks, and eagles don't exactly fly in flocks together. And with the intense vision of our bird morphs, we could see whatever we were supposed to see from a quarter of a mile away.


  I wanted to get altitude because I was struggling with the dead air around me. I had the narrowest wings of the group. I was brutally fast in a killing dive, much faster than the others. But at the business of endlessly riding wisps of breeze I was weak.


  I split off from Marco, circled to the right, and kept my laser-focus eyes on Tobias, careful to stay within thought-speak range.


  <Okay, this is it,> Tobias said. <See the big car lot down there? Track left a block.>


  I was catching my first decent breeze, so I soared upward as I searched the ground below. Then I saw it.


  <Left of the car lot . . . that's a grocery store, right?> I asked. I was puzzled. From the air, almost every building just looks like a big rectangle. <It looks like they had some kind of fire.>


  <Yep. Now, look closer,> Tobias advised. <See the plastic sheet across the left side of the store? Look how the breeze blows it in. See?>


  <It looks like the entire left wall was knocked in or something,> Rachel said. She was a bald eagle, riding high above me and further west.


  <Exactly,> Tobias said. <Now, see the parking lot on that side? See the marks?>


  I did. There were several long gouges torn in the blacktop. Long, straight gouges, in perfect alignment, pointing right toward the busted wall of the grocery store. A couple dozen workmen seemed to be on the ground, rushing around to erect a plywood wall to conceal the hole.


  Suddenly, I realized. I guess Marco did, too.


  <Oh, man,> Marco said. <Oh, man.>


  <You'd never notice it from ground level,> Tobias said smugly. <But from the bird's-eye view, it's pretty obvious.>


  <Something hit the ground. It was moving fast. It skidded across the grocery store parking lot, hit the wall, plowed inside, and started a fire,> I said.


  <Exactamundo,> Tobias said.


  <It must have happened late at night,> Cassie pointed out. <Otherwise there would have been cars in the parking lot.>


  <You still haven't seen the best thing yet,> Tobias said. <Take a run, one at a time, over the site. Check out who's in charge of the cleanup crew.>


  I flapped hard, turned, flapped harder, and shot over the smoke-scarred grocery store. I only caught a glimpse of the man who was directing the work crew. I couldn't quite believe what I saw.


  <Chapman?> I asked.


  <Chapman,> Tobias confirmed. <He's been here all day.>


  Chapman is the assistant principal at our school. He's also a high-ranking Controller - a very important part of the Yeerk invasion.


  <Why is the assistant principal from our school suddenly working construction?> Cassie asked, adding, <As if I couldn't guess.>


  <Whatever this is, it must be important,> Rachel said. <They're working fast. And look! That guy there with the long coat? Up on the roof? I just caught a flash of a machine gun under his coat.>


  There were six or seven men and women on the roof of the store. They were looking around with the kind of steely, paranoid gaze you see on the faces of the President's Secret Service guys.


  <They're nervous,> Cassie agreed. <Scared, even. You can see from the way they move. The way they act. Someone screwed something up big time, and everyone down there is very afraid.>


  <So? What do we do, oh fearless leader?> Marco asked.


  He was asking me. The others like to act as if I'm in charge. I don't think of myself that way, not really. But you know, whatever. If it makes them feel better to think I'm the leader, fine.


  It's just that when people treat you like a leader, you start acting like a leader. And like I said, that means making decisions. Even when you're just guessing.


  <Yeah, what's the plan?> Rachel asked.


  FLASH!


  Right in my face!


  Big, glittering eyes, the only things shining in the darkness.


  A muzzle open just enough to show long, curved fangs.


  The face of an extremely big cat. Mountain lion? Leopard?


  In a second it would lunge, open its jaws wide and -


  FLASH!


  <Whoa!> I yelled.


  <What's the matter? Do you see something?> Tobias asked.


  <Jake? I asked you, what's the plan?> Rachel said, sounding annoyed.


  I was back in the air. I was flying. I was in falcon morph.


  Below me I saw the grocery store.


  But I was totally confused. My mind wouldn't focus on reality. It was still in some jungle I'd never seen, staring into the eyes of a beautiful, deadly predator. What was happening to me? Was I going crazy?


  <Um . . . um, I . . . I guess we better take a closer look, huh?> I managed to say.


  <Definitely. Let's work up a plan. Let's do it,> Rachel said with her usual enthusiasm.


  <Rachel, why is it whenever I hear you say "let's do it" my blood runs cold?> Marco asked.


  <Let's see. Because you're a weenie?> Rachel speculated.


  <Whatever this is, they're trying to clean it up fast. We have no time,> I said. <Better do this tonight.>


  <Oh,> Rachel said. <Tonight? As in . . . tonight?> She didn't sound so enthusiastic anymore.


  <Oh, good,> Marco said sarcastically. <Another rushed, unplanned, last-minute mission. Those always turn out so well.>


  Marco, I thought, you don't know the half of it. Because in addition to all the other ways this could go bad, your "fearless leader" is losing his mind.


  Of course, I didn't say that. See, when you're the leader, you're not allowed to be crazy.
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  <I hate this kind of stuff,> Marco said. <I hate rushing into things.>


  We had landed in the woods. Landing, by the way, is the hardest part of flying. Taking off is scary, but landing is terrifying. See, the difference between landing and crashing is about two inches and two miles per hour.


  We landed more or less gracefully on the pine needle floor of the forest. Tobias flew off to look for Ax. The rest of us demorphed.


  <I seem to remember that the last time we rushed into something we managed to screw up the plan,> Cassie said. <On the other hand, we did survive.>


  "Barely," Marco said, as he made the transition from mostly osprey to mostly human.


  "It's just a grocery store," Rachel said with a shrug of shoulders that were just emerging. "Come on, how hard can it be?"


  "How should we go in?" Marco wondered, looking at me.


  I looked at Cassie. "Any suggestions?"


  "We have a couple of morphs available for this job," she said. "Like Rachel said, it's a grocery store. A burned-out grocery store, but a grocery store just the same. You'd expect there to be cockroaches, rats, flies . . ."


  Suddenly, there came a rush of pounding hooves and a crash of underbrush. Ax raced up to us, graceful and bizarre all at once.


  He plowed straight toward us, moving as fast as a panicked horse. Just when I was sure he'd run us down, he kicked his hind legs and sailed easily over our heads.


  He landed almost daintily, and turned back to face us.


  Ax is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. He's the younger brother of Prince Elfangor. As far as we know, Ax is the only Andalite to survive the destruction of their Dome ship.


  Andalites have certain things in common with Earth animals. But you'd know right off that he's from a long, long way away.


  His body is like a sort of strong pale-blue-and-tan deer. But where the deer would have a neck, Ax has a somewhat human upper body. It looks like the chest and shoulders of a boy. He has two weak-looking arms and a few too many fingers.


  His head is where you'd expect to find it, but it is missing one very major ingredient: a mouth. Andalites eat by absorbing plants through their hollow hooves. And they communicate through thought-speak.


  Ax has three small slits for a nose and two big, almond-shaped eyes. He also has two other eyes. These are mounted on top of his head on short stalks. These two eyes can move separately in any direction. It's distracting till you get used to it. Ax may look at you with his two main eyes, or he may look at you with both stalk eyes, or one stalk eye, or a combination of his two main eyes and one stalk eye.


  To summarize: It's very strange making eye contact with an Andalite.


  And last, but definitely not least, there's the tail. It's like a scorpion's tail, cocked up so that the deadly sharp blade on the end sort of hovers above Ax's shoulder.


  The tail is fast. Very fast. As in, you're bleeding and wondering why you can only count to four on your fingers, before you even see it move. Fast, accurate, and very good to have on your side of a fight.


  <Hello, everyone,> Ax said. <Tobias told me to hurry.>


  Just then, Tobias swooped low overhead and landed with utter confidence on a branch. He dug his talons into the bark and began to calmly preen his wing feathers.


  "Hi, Ax," I said. "What has Tobias told you?"


  <Everything. I guess we are going in to take a closer look?>


  "You guess right, Ax-man," Marco said. "You have a preference for fly or cockroach morph?"


  <I will do whatever Prince Jake orders.>


  "Ax, don't call me Prince Jake," I said automatically for about the thousandth time.


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> he said.


  Sometimes I wonder if maybe Ax has a sense of humor. We'd never noticed one, but who knows?


  "We have to get inside that Safeway," I said. "The closest place to morph is a long way away. Clear across the street, behind that boarded-up motel. No one will see us there, but then we have to get to the store. Across four lanes of traffic."


  "Ouch," Marco said. "I hadn't really thought about that. Is it too late for me to change my vote?"


  "We didn't vote," Rachel said. "But if we had, you'd have voted yes."


  "How do you know how I'd have voted?" Marco demanded.


  Rachel smiled. "Because I'd have voted yes. And you'd never let yourself look like a total wuss in front of girls."


  "You think you know me," Marco said. "Unfortunately, you're right."


  "Neither the roach nor the fly has very good vision," Rachel pointed out. "I mean, we want to be able to see whatever is in that store, right?"


  "Yeah, but we also have to get across four lanes of traffic. I don't know about you, but I'd rather fly over the cars than try to walk in front of them," Cassie said.


  "Can flies even find their way that far?" I wondered out loud.


  "Remember when we used to have normal, sane conversations?" Marco said. "You know, we'd talk about baseball or who had a crush on who?"


  Cassie gave him a wink. Then, she was back to business. "That grocery store must still be full of food, right? Rotting food, since I doubt the freezers are working in there. What's better at finding rotting food than a fly?"


  <I can help guide you, maybe,> Tobias said.


  "You don't see that much better than humans do in the dark," I pointed out. "It'll be dark by the time we get in position."


  <Car lights . . . streetlights . . . I'm just saying maybe I can help a little, all right?>


  Tobias sometimes becomes frustrated because he can't go on all the missions. I understand. I feel sorry for him. But that's the way it is. I was about to tell him that when Cassie jumped in.


  "Tobias, the only reason we even know about this is you," Cassie pointed out. "You discovered it. You showed it to us. The least we can do is take the next step."


  Cassie is so good at fixing hurt feelings. Better than me, that's for sure. But Tobias was still grumpy. <I'm still going along,> he said.


  "Okay," I said, clapping my hands together and trying to sound cheerful and optimistic. "Flies it is. Everyone go home. We meet behind the motel in . . ." I checked my watch, "in approximately three hours. Around seven forty-five or so. We do a quick morph, we're in and out of that Safeway in ten minutes and back home again."


  "Oh, man," Marco groaned. "I hate it when you try to sound peppy, Jake. It always means you're worried. Next you'll flash that big "no-sweat" grin. I know you."


  "Three hours to fly time," I said, forcing up a big, confident grin.


  "We're dead meat," Marco said.
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  "Hi, Dad, what's up?" I asked when I got home. My father was in his La-Z-Boy, remote control in hand.


  "What do you mean, "what's up"?" he asked, genuinely surprised. "The fight's on tonight. Forty dollars on Pay-Per-View. Corn chips, bean dip, loud grunting male noises, beer - for me - soda for you and Tom."


  I practically slapped my forehead. The fight! I'd totally forgotten. It was a big thing. Not because I'm a boxing fanatic. I'm not. But it was a big thing for my dad to actually spend forty dollars on Pay-Per-View. He was doing it as a male-bonding, father-son thing. Me and him and Tom, and probably one or two of my dad's friends from work.


  "That's tonight?" I asked. "What time?"


  "Starts at seven o'clock. Do your homework, eat something containing vegetables to make your mom happy, and then grab some couch."


  I did a quick mental calculation. The fight started in a little over an hour. The last championship fight had lasted only three rounds. That would leave me maybe thirty minutes to morph and fly to the motel.


  Should I come up with some excuse for bailing out? No. No, there was no way my dad would buy it.


  "Excellent," I said to my dad. "I'll be here. Don't eat all the bean dip. You know what happens when you eat bean dip."


  My mother came into the living room. "Am I even allowed in here?" she asked mockingly. "When does this room become the temple of male aggression?"


  "Not till seven," my dad said. "Until then we will allow females. Especially if the females remembered to pick up chips on their way home from work."


  "Chips? Wouldn't you rather enjoy some nice carrot sticks and hummus dip?"


  My dad and I just stared at her.


  "Kidding," she said. "Just kidding. I have chips. Are Pete and Dominick coming over?"


  "Yeah, but you don't have to feed them," my dad joked. "Those guys are lucky I don't charge them admission."


  I raced through my homework and hoped the fight would be the usual two-or-three-round easy knockout. The one good thing about rushing was that it didn't leave me too much time to think. Thinking meant worry, and worry gets in the way of getting things done.


  It was a tense family gathering at seven o'clock. Tom seemed as anxious as I was to get away. I could guess why.


  You see, Tom is one of them. He's a human-Controller.


  He had to keep up appearances of normalcy, same as me. But I guess he was trying to get away to go to the grocery store site, too. Same as me, again.


  Tom and I fought in the same war. On different sides.


  It was strange thinking of Tom, still alive deep down inside his own head. Trapped. Powerless. But able to see and hear and think.


  Did he enjoy watching the fight through eyes he no longer controlled? Was there anything, anything at all, he could enjoy?


  It didn't help, having thoughts like that. When I started thinking that way the rage would just build up inside me till I felt like I'd go nuclear. I told myself, for probably the millionth time, that I was doing all I could to help Tom. All I could.


  All I could.


  Fortunately, my dad and his work friends made plenty of noise, so no one noticed Tom checking his watch. Or the fact that I kept glancing toward the kitchen, where I could see the wall clock.


  By round six, I knew I was in trouble. In round seven neither fighter even looked tired. I decided if it went past round eight I'd have to make some excuse, no matter how lame.


  In round eight, a lucky uppercut connected.


  "Oh, that had to hurt!" my dad said.


  "Five bucks says he goes down!" my dad's friend Dominick said quickly.


  He was right. The challenger staggered, wandered around on rubber legs for a few seconds, then toppled over. Boom! The fight was over.


  It was now seven forty-five. I was already late.


  I snatched the videotape out of the VCR. "Dad, can I take this over to Marco's and play it for him?"


  "It's almost eight. It's dark out," my father objected.


  "Yeah," Tom said. "You might get lost and never come back. And that would be such a pity. I'd have to use your room for my weights and stuff."


  It was exactly the kind of dumb big-brother joke Tom would have made. But of course it was just something pulled up from Tom's brain by the Yeerk in his head.


  For just a second it occurred to me to ask him: "Hey, Tom, what's the big secret with the grocery store? Just tell me, and I can stay home tonight."


  I smiled at the thought. Then . . .


  FLASH!


  Green. Green. Everything was green. It was the greenest place on Earth: trees, moss, vines, ferns. Green everywhere.


  Marco was there. And the others. They were all there.


  Marco was talking. " . . . in a jungle fighting brain-stealing aliens and ten thousand annoying species of bugs, and our resident space cadet is a hot-looking monkey. Somebody wake me up when we get back to reality."


  FLASH!


  I was back. Back listening to Tom tease me like he was actually Tom. Back to hearing my dad say, "Walk, don't ride your bike. Not at night. Especially not when it's about to rain."


  The vision was so powerful. So real. Not like a dream at all. But like I was actually there in a jungle, listening to Marco complain.


  I felt my heart pounding. I felt sweat forming on my forehead. What in the heck was going on? What was happening to me?


  I noticed Tom back out of the room, sliding away like he was going to the kitchen. That brought me back to reality.


  I grabbed the videotape and took off, still reeling from the insane feeling of being yanked back and forth from one reality to another. I could hear my dad and his friends rehashing the fight round by round as I went up to my room and opened my window as wide as it would go.


  It took me twenty-five minutes to morph and fly to the empty motel.


  <I know, I know, I'm late,> I apologized as I came in for a landing.


  I misjudged the distance to the ground, hit it too hard, and rolled over, a tangle of wings and talons.


  <Nice landing,> Tobias said with a laugh.


  "Are you okay?" Cassie asked me. She rushed over and picked me up. Then she set me back down because I was starting to demorph. And I was getting heavier pretty quickly.


  "I'm fine," I said, as soon as I could speak. "Embarrassed, but fine."


  It was a shabby little hiding place. The back windows of the motel were covered in plywood. The plywood was covered with graffiti. There were overgrown weeds and broken bottles and, for some reason, an old washing machine.


  "We get to visit all the best places, don't we?" I said dryly.


  Ax was hugging the darkness against the wall. He feels a little obvious out of the woods. With good reason. Anyone who saw him would run away, screaming like a little kid. Unless, of course, they were a Controller. A Controller would know exactly what he was.


  "Well?" Rachel asked, looking at me.


  She was waiting for me to say, "Let's go."


  But for some reason, I felt a strange reluctance. I felt . . . I don't even know what I felt. Just that that moment, that very moment, was terribly important.


  The others all stared at me, waiting.


  All I had to say was, "Let's go." Instead, I looked at my watch. Eight-nineteen. Eight-nineteen. Like it meant something. Like . . .


  Oh, man, I was going nuts! I was losing it. What was the matter with me?


  "Should we do this?" I wondered. I was surprised to realize I'd spoken out loud. I'd been talking to myself.


  "Why not? I say we do it," Rachel said.


  "There's a huge shock," Marco muttered. "Everyone who is surprised Rachel wants to go for it, raise your hand."


  "Yeah," I said, shaking off my doubts as well as I could. "Yeah, let's go."


  I was pretty sure it was the right thing to do, but the responsibility was on me. I could have stopped it. I could have talked them all out of it. I could have done something different.


  But I didn't.


  At least not then . . .


  "Let's morph," I said.
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  "Let's hope no one has a can of Raid," Marco said.


  I tried to laugh. But I hate morphing bugs.


  Back when we started morphing, I figured we'd morph things like lions and bears and eagles. And we do. But we also morph things a lot smaller. The insect world is very useful. Sometimes smaller is better.


  That never exactly makes it fun, though. There is no nightmare, no horror movie, no weird psycho vision as scary as actually turning into a cockroach or a spider or a flea or a fly.


  When you morph a tiger, you still have four limbs. You have two eyes. You have a mouth. You have bones and a stomach and lungs and teeth. Maybe they're all different, but they're all still there.


  The change to a fly is nothing like becoming a tiger. Nothing is where it should be. Nothing stays the same.


  The problem with morphs is that they are never exactly the same twice in a row. And the changes happen in bizarre, unpredictable ways. It's not smooth. It's not logical. It's not gradual.


  I started to shrink, but when I was still almost entirely human, still probably three feet tall, I felt my skin harden.


  See, flies don't have bones. They have an exoskeleton. Their outer shell is what holds them together in one piece. And my exoskeleton was growing. My soft, human skin was being replaced by something dark, something hard as plastic.


  My body was squeezed into segments. Insect segments: a head, a thorax, an abdomen.


  And when I was still at least two feet tall, way too tall to be anything like a fly, the extra legs came bursting, squishing, slurping out of what had been my chest.


  My own true legs collapsed as they shriveled down to match my new fly legs. I fell forward into the dirt. Facedown. Not that I had much of a face anymore.


  My proboscis had already begun to form from my melting mouth and lips and nose and tongue. The proboscis was as big as my fly legs - a long, retractable, hollow tube. Flies eat with the proboscis. They spit saliva all over the food, wait till it gets mushy, then suck it up.


  It isn't pretty. But that wasn't the worst of it. The worst was the eyes. I still had semi human vision when I saw Cassie, lying in the dirt beside me, suddenly grow fly eyes.


  They popped out of her human eyes. Popped out, huge and devoid of soul. Big, black balloons that sort of inflated out of her own eye sockets. That's a sight that will make you heave up your lunch.


  My own vision went dark then. I was blind for a couple of seconds, then yow! The fly eyes turned on, and the whole world was different.


  How can I explain what it's like to look through compound eyes? It's like you're watching a thousand tiny TV sets all at once. A thousand tiny TV sets, all clustered together. And each set has really weird color. Like someone twisted all the color knobs. Yellow is purple, green is red, blue is black. It's insane. Like some disturbed kid got loose with a Crayola box and colored in everything with different colors.


  But what's awful is the way the eyes look in all directions at once. I could see the tube, that was now my mouth, sticking out in front of me. I could see my own twig legs. I could see the stiff hairs poking out of my armored body.


  Still, there is one good thing about being a fly - if you can get past the screaming horror of it. Part of what I could see was the pair of gossamer wings that sprouted from what should have been my back.


  Flies can fly.


  Man, can they fly.


  <Everyone okay?> I asked.


  <Aside from the fact I make myself sick? Yes,> Marco said.


  Then . . . PAH-LOOOSH!


  An explosion on the ground ahead of me. The dirt just seemed to blow up. Like a mortar explosion.


  <What the . . .> Rachel yelped.


  PAH-LOOOSH!


  <It's starting to rain, guys,> Tobias informed us calmly.


  The explosions of mortar shells were just big, fat raindrops hitting the dirt.


  <Jeez! I thought someone was trying to kill us,> Cassie said.


  <Let's get on with this,> I said.


  I fired the springs in my legs and turned on my wings. I was airborne instantly. It's not like being a bird. A bird has to really work at flying. For a fly, it's automatic. Instantaneous. You think let's fly and a split second later you're zooming crazily through the air.


  Across the weird mass of tiny TV sets I could see the others rise up from the ground. They flew like pigs. Like big fat balls with these tiny little wings that looked like they couldn't lift a speck of dust.


  But, like I said before, flies can fly.


  I zoomed wildly upward. Like a wallowing rocket!


  <Hah-Hah! Oh, man!> Rachel exulted. <I'd forgotten how great this was!>


  <Disgusting, but oh yeah, these things can haul,> Marco agreed. <Tobias, you only think you can fly. You haven't flown till you've flown Maggot Airways.>


  <Maybe,> Tobias said calmly. <And, not to burst your balloon, but you guys are all heading the wrong way.>


  <We are?>


  <Yes. You're heading toward a Dumpster,> Tobias said with a laugh. <Turn left. Turn left and get some altitude. Then you should be able to see the car lights on the road.>


  I would have smiled if I'd had a mouth. The fly brain had been easy to control because we'd already done this morph before. But the fly's instincts still had some input. See, the fly smelled rotting food in the Dumpster and it knew right where it wanted to go.


  We followed Tobias's directions. I rocketed higher, and then . . .


  <Whoa! Whoa! What is that? Are those cars?> Cassie demanded.


  <These eyes are seeing ultraviolet light,> Ax commented.


  <They're seeing something, that's for sure,> I agreed.


  The cars racing past were not cars so much as they were glowing, red-and-purple meteors. The road was a blur of movement, all of it strange and disturbing to the fly brain.


  <Stay above the cars,> Tobias warned.


  <Why?> Ax asked.


  <A little something we call windshields,> Tobias said dryly. <A windshield moving sixty miles an hour is death to bugs.>


  <Good point,> I agreed. <Going higher.>


  I powered my wings and bobbed and weaved and rolled higher and higher.


  But the fly inside my head didn't like it. He lived close to the ground. The ground was where you found food. And food was all the fly brain cared about.


  <It's starting to rain harder,> Tobias said.


  I began to notice more drops. They were sparkling meteorites, each three times my own size. They plummeted around me. But in my fly scale of things they were fairly far apart.


  Then . . . more rain. Closer together. Falling thick and fast all around me.


  WHAM!


  <Ahhhh!> I was slammed. I tumbled through the air, covered in something like heavy glue. Water! Just water, but sticky as glue to my fly body.


  My wings shook off the water and I found myself flying upside down. I spun around and advanced again.


  <Oh, man,> I complained. <This is a whole new reason not to like rain!>


  <I'm going ahead,> Tobias said tensely. <Raining too hard. I gotta land.>


  WHAM!


  A glancing blow from a raindrop the size of a truck. It spun me around in the air.


  <Ahhhhhhh! Man!>


  <Jake! Are you okay!> Cassie cried.


  Once again, those amazing fly wings turned me around and kept me in the air. But suddenly I realized I was in a sea of brilliant lights.


  Purple! Red! Green!


  Green?


  Motion! Every hair on my nasty fly body felt it. Every screen in my fly eyes sensed it.


  Something moving. Fast! Big!


  A monstrous wall came at me with impossible speed! It was a mountain! Huge. Tall. Sloped. A mountain moving sixty miles an hour right at me, glowing in a rainbow of eerie colors!


  A windshield!


  <Uh-oh,> I said.
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  <YAAAAAHHHH!> I screamed in thought-speak as the deadly windshield blew toward me.


  FLASH!


  The jungle! Sudden movement in the deep bush.


  A cocked arm.


  A human arm belonging to a kid!


  A spear flew!


  I saw it coming for me. Saw the bamboo point, blackened with deadly poison. One scratch and I was dead.


  I -


  FLASH!


  Spear! No, windshield!


  My wings beat the air at hundreds of strokes per second. I was fast, but not fast enough.


  A downdraft! A vicious wind that sucked me toward the windshield. I fought it, then . . . in a split second, the wind became a magic carpet.


  The power of my wings, the slipstream of wind . . . I missed the top of the windshield by a millimeter!


  I could actually see color-distorted human faces inside the car.


  I saw their glowing eyes as I flew past and over and seriously hauled my little fly butt up and up and up.


  <Jake? You still with us, Jake?> Rachel asked.


  <Oh, yeah,> I said. <Barely. But I'm here. You know, they really need to lower the speed limit. Cars shouldn't go more than maybe ten miles per hour.>


  We passed the road and left the eerie stream of fast lights behind us. We all got slammed by more raindrops, but personally, I was past caring about that.


  Then, even through the cleansing rain, I began to smell the grocery store.


  The fly sensed food.


  We didn't need Tobias to guide us the rest of the way. Our fly bodies were eager to head for the smell of rotting garbage.


  I was still reeling from the twin sensations of being attacked by a windshield and a spear. The jungle visions were so real. They were so absolutely real. I mean, I felt every single thing while I was in them. I felt heat and humidity on my skin, I felt bugs buzzing my face, I felt . . .


  But I didn't have time for that now.


  The Safeway was beyond our ability to see. I mean, it was just so big it had no meaning to our fly eyes. What had meaning to the fly was that there was food up ahead.


  We zipped in under the plastic sheeting that covered the damaged wall. Once inside the store, everything was very bright. I saw brilliant lights that seemed to be spewing a whole rainbow of unusual colors.


  There were people walking around below us. There was machinery moving. And there was a mound, a mountain of food all shoveled into one corner.


  The Controllers had simply used earth movers to shove all the shelves, the freezers, the refrigerators, the loose cans, the glass meat display case, the donuts and cupcakes from the bakery area, the flowers, the cooked chicken and beans . . . everything that had been in the store, all into one corner.


  <You know,> Marco said, <If you threw in some dog poop, this would be fly heaven.>


  <We are not alone,> Ax pointed out. <There seem to be many others of this species here.>


  He was right. We had chosen the right morph. There had to be ten thousand flies in that store. I could hear them and smell them and even see them as they flew past.


  <Well, no one is going to notice us, that's for sure,> Cassie said. <We could dive right in.>


  <Excuse me? Hello? We're not here to eat garbage and make maggots,> I said. <We are in and out, so let's pay attention. What's going on here?>


  <Well . . . there's that big thing in the middle of the room,> Cassie said. <That's what all the Controllers are clustered around.>


  <Let's get closer,> I suggested. We zipped in our crazy fly way toward the middle of the store. There was a huge object there. As big as a small house, I would have guessed. But it's hard to tell how big something is when you're less than a quarter-inch long.


  <Wait . . . I think I hear Chapman's voice,> Cassie said.


  <I don't know how you can make sense out of all this noise,> Rachel grumbled.


  <I've done the fly morph more than you,> Cassie said. <Remember, I was in fly morph when I spied on Chapman at the mall. There he is! I'm going closer.>


  I couldn't see where Cassie was going or where she landed. One fly looks pretty much like the next. And the store was like a fly airport. Flies were zipping all around.


  <Cassie? Where are you?>


  <I'm close to Chapman,> she said. <On his head, actually. On the bald spot.>


  <Get off of there! He could swat you!>


  <Wait . . . I'm listening . . .>


  I buzzed around aimlessly, afraid for Cassie, and trying to figure out what on Earth the big . . . thing . . . was.


  <Whoa!> Cassie said. <Whoa! Whoa!>


  <What? What? What?> I asked.


  <Whoa!>


  <What whoa?!> I practically yelled in frustration. <What's going on?!>


  <It's a Bug fighter,> Cassie said. <It's something new. An experimental Bug fighter. Faster, more weapons . . . a new, prototype Bug fighter.>


  Bug fighters are the small, basic Yeerk spacecraft. They look like a streamlined cockroach with two long, serrated spears pointing forward. Those are the Dracon beams.


  <What's it doing here? In a Safeway?> Marco asked.


  <It crashed. Duh,> Rachel said.


  <I don't know,> Cassie said. <Chapman isn't talking about how it got here. He's just telling this other Controller it has to be out of here in three hours or Visser Three is going to be madder than he already is. The guy says it's almost ready to go, he just needs to run some tests. Three hours will be no problem. Chapman says, "Good, because if it's three hours and one minute, I'll personally feed you to Visser Three for a snack.">


  <Three hours?> Tobias said.


  I was surprised to hear his thought-speak voice. <Tobias! I thought you went for cover.>


  <The rain stopped,> he said. <And I can see down into the store. They've knocked a hole in the roof so the security guys up on the roof can get down into the store quickly. There's a ladder. I'm flying over.>


  <What do you see up there?>


  <A bunch of nervous human-Controllers with machine guns.>


  <What should we do?> Rachel wondered. <In three hours they could fly this thing out of here.>


  <If only we could get some TV news people here,> Cassie mused. <If people could see this thing, and have proof . . .>


  <The Yeerks have too many people at the local TV stations and newspapers,> I pointed out.


  <You know what we could do, though?> Rachel began.


  <Uh-oh, a suggestion from Rachel,> Marco groaned.


  <What we could do is steal this thing.>


  <Steal it and do what with it?> Tobias wondered.


  I laughed. <We could always steal it and fly it to Washington and land it on the White House lawn. Let the Yeerks try and cover that up.>


  I meant it as a joke.


  Really. A joke.


  <Hey,> Rachel said. <That could work.>


  <Ax? Can you fly that thing?> Tobias asked.


  <I am an Andalite,> Ax said. <That's just a Yeerk fighter, even if it is experimental. No second-rate Yeerk technology is too sophisticated for me.>


  <But . . . we'd have to do this like right now,> Cassie pointed out.


  <Yep,> Rachel said. <Right now. Jake?>


  <There can't be many people inside the Bug fighter,> Ax pointed out. <They usually only have a crew of two. At most there would be four or five technicians inside, Prince Jake.>


  <Yeah, well, four or five people versus five houseflies is not good odds for us,> I said. It was moments like this that I resented. Moments when I tended to make the decisions. And when I would carry the responsibility. <Still . . .>


  <I hear the gears in Jake's little brain grinding away,> Marco joked.


  <Still,> I said. <There may be a way.>
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  <Okay, fellow flies, into the Bug fighter.>


  We zoomed crazily around the outside of the huge-seeming Bug fighter till we spotted a door. Inside we saw the blurry, strangely colored shapes of humans. Actually, human-Controllers.


  We buzzed right on inside.


  <I count five people,> Rachel said.


  <Just what we expected,> I said. I was trying to sound confident, to help everyone else stay calm. But I was tense. I was on edge. This was a spur-of-the-moment plan thought up by a guy who was having jungle hallucinations. It was a desperate, possibly stupid plan. I didn't know for sure. It could easily end with Tobias dead. Maybe the rest of us as well.


  But Tobias was thrilled to be playing a major role.


  <Tobias? You ready?>


  <Anytime you say, Jake.>


  <Once around the room, that's it,> I warned him.


  <You're the boss,> Tobias said.


  <Okay. Now!>


  Outside, above the grocery store, Tobias had been gaining altitude. Which was extremely difficult in the cool night air. Hawks are not night birds. But Tobias flapped his way up and up, always keeping sight of the bright hole in the grocery store roof.


  <Here I come!> Tobias yelled.


  He plunged at maximum speed, straight for the hole in the roof. <I'm inside!>


  I could tell, because right away there was shouting. Yelling.


  Orders being barked out.


  Then . . .


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  Gunfire! They were shooting at him!


  <These guys couldn't hit . . . yikes! That was close!>


  The plan called for Tobias to provide a distraction. The Yeerks knew we used bird morphs. And they would know that a hawk did not belong flying around inside a store. They would put two and two together. They would know Tobias was not a real hawk.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAMBLAMBLAMBLAM!


  Someone was firing a machine gun. Even with my vague fly hearing I could hear the air shaking with the noise. Hundreds of rounds were being fired inside that store!


  A human voice yelled something like, "Get out here and help! It's an Andalite bandit in morph!"


  That's what the Yeerks think we are: Andalites. The technicians inside the Bug fighter went piling out the exit, glad of the chance to take shots at an Andalite "bandit."


  <That's enough, Tobias! Bail out! Bail out of here!> I yelled. <Ax! Morph! Everyone morph! Now! Now! Now!>


  BLAMBLAMBLAMBLAMBLAM!


  <Can't get out!> Tobias cried. <The guys on the roof are shooting down through the hole!>


  Of course! Why hadn't I realized that? Of course they would block Tobias's escape.


  I was still mostly fly, but morphing as fast as I could. I could feel myself getting bigger. I could see my fly wings shriveling away.


  Tobias couldn't escape. They'd get him. Sooner or later, no matter how fast he flew, they'd get him.


  An answer . . . an answer . . . I needed an answer. I needed to -


  <Tobias! Tobias! This way,> I yelled. <Inside the Bug fighter!>


  <No, that will draw them after - YAH! Whoa! That one clipped my tail feathers!>


  <Come inside!> I yelled.


  <Whatever you say,> Tobias said.


  My human eyes were just reemerging as Tobias blew in through the door of the Bug fighter. I looked left. A horrifying creature with a small scorpion tail and fly legs and a semi humanoid face with a gigantic proboscis was trying to work the controls of the ship with clumsy fly stick legs. It was Ax, halfway through morphing.


  Suddenly, the door shut. Or in this case, the bulkhead simply dimpled and closed up again, eliminating the door.


  "They're in the Bug fighter!" I heard Chapman howl in rage. "They're in the Bug fighter! Get them!"


  I was mostly human now, but still at that stage where I wouldn't have wanted to see myself in a mirror. The rest were coming out of morph, too. Cassie was fastest, as usual. She was already checking Tobias for wounds.


  Ax was almost fully Andalite once more.


  "Ax, get us outta here!" I said, as my human mouth returned.


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  I didn't waste time telling him not to call me "Prince."


  <These are unusual controls,> Ax admitted.


  BAP!BAP!BAP!BAP!BAP!


  Bullets rattled against the Bug fighter's outer skin.


  Then I heard the grinding sounds of the engine. Through the cockpit window, I saw the Controllers turning big earth movers toward us.


  "They're going to ram us!" Marco warned.


  "Ax?" I asked tersely.


  <I think I . . . I don't know. Prince Jake, I can try but it may not work.>


  "Just do it!" I yelled.


  There was a whirring noise. Lights came on all over the cockpit. A sound like a low siren.


  <I found the "on" switch,> Ax said.


  "Great," Marco said. "Now find the get-us-the-heck-outta-here switch!"


  I felt the ship lift up off the Safeway floor. It rose just a foot and sort of wallowed slightly, side to side. The heavy equipment was still coming for us.


  Ax turned the fighter, pointing it toward the missing wall.


  <Is that plastic sheeting very strong?> Ax asked.


  "Let's find out," I said.


  Then . . . WHOOOOOOOSH!


  It was like getting kicked in the chest. We all tumbled backward - all but Ax, who has four legs. The acceleration was incredible. The Bug fighter rocketed forward. We blew through the plastic sheeting.


  We blew across the parking lot.


  We arched up toward the dark night sky.


  "We did it!" Rachel yelled.


  <Sorry about the acceleration,> Ax said. <I forget that humans fall over easily.>


  "Just get us out of here, Ax," Marco said. "We're going to Washington, D.C. to meet the President."
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  It was crowded inside the Bug fighter. Especially because Ax takes up a lot of room.


  But we huddled together and looked over Ax's shoulders as he worked the controls. And we looked past Ax, out through the transparent panels at the front of the Bug fighter.


  <This ship is very difficult to handle,> Ax said. <The design is strange. Some controls are psychotronic. But others require physical handling. Unfortunately, those controls are designed for Taxxons. They have more hands than I like.>


  "Can we do anything to help?" I asked.


  <Someone should take weapons station,> Ax said.


  "Cool," Marco said. He leaped forward, but I was closer.


  I slipped into the area beside Ax. Ax's pilot "seat" wasn't a seat at all, of course. Taxxons are like huge centipedes, so they can't really sit. Which was good, because Ax doesn't sit, either.


  But the weapons station was built for Hork-Bajir. Hork-Bajir are seven feet tall and have thick, spiky tails, but they do sit.


  "No way you should handle the weapons," Marco said, leaning over my shoulder. "I kick your butt in video games."


  "Yeah, right," I said. "In some alternate universe, maybe."


  "Grab the joystick," Marco suggested. As strange as it seems, there actually was a joystick. It was for much bigger hands than mine, and the two buttons on it were clumsy to reach. But it was a joystick.


  "Maybe I should test the weapons," I said to Ax.


  <Yes,> he said tersely, distracted.


  We were rising up through the atmosphere. We were above the clouds already. I could see brief flashes of the lights of the city down below, but mostly it was clouds and more clouds.


  But we weren't rising as fast as I would have expected. Ax was definitely working to control the ship.


  I looked ahead, saw nothing in the way, and pressed one of the buttons on the joystick.


  Nothing.


  Ax glanced over. <That was the safety. The Dracon beam should be armed now. See the screen before you? The red circle is how you aim. Use a combination of moving the joystick, but also use your mind.>


  Marco put his hand on my shoulder. "Phasers on full power!" he said in a Captain Picard English accent. "Arm photon torpedoes! If the Borg want a fight, we'll give them one! Make it so!"


  I moved the joystick and watched the target circle track across the screen. It still showed nothing but starry sky. That should be safe enough.


  I squeezed the second button.


  TSEWWWW! TSEWWWW!


  Twin red beams of light fired forward, converging too far away for me to see.


  "Yes! Most splendid!" Marco yelled.


  "Okay, that was cool," I admitted, trying not to cackle like an idiot with his first video game.


  "Boys with their toys," Cassie teased gently.


  <Prince Jake?> Ax said. <I must apologize.>


  "Why?"


  <I did not at first realize: This Bug fighter's cloaking field is not working.>


  It took a few seconds for me to track on that. "You mean . . . people can see us?"


  <The clouds will hide us from people on the ground,> Ax said. <But human radar will observe us. In fact, they have already observed us.>


  "Uh-oh. Maybe we better get higher," I suggested.


  <Yes. But we are rising slowly. I don't know why. And there are two objects approaching us.>


  "Probably just airliners," Rachel said.


  <The objects are moving at one and a half times the speed of sound,> Ax said.


  "Okay, that's not a passenger plane," Marco said.


  I groaned. "Military jets. Oh, man, it's the Air Force after us. They're "good guys." They're on our side. We can't shoot them down."


  Suddenly . . .


  SWOOOOOSH!


  SWOOOOOSH!


  Two pale gray jets blew past us. The backwash rattled the Bug fighter.


  <I can access their radio signals,> Ax said. And a second later we heard the voice of one of the pilots.


  "Um . . . Base Control, I . . . um . . . Bogie is of an unknown type. Say again, unknown type."


  "Definitely unknown," the other pilot said. "Way unknown."


  "We're coming around for another pass."


  I looked at Ax. "We really don't want to get shot down by a couple of F-sixteens."


  <No, Prince Jake. That would be embarrassing. I believe I now know how to increase ->


  FAH-WHOOOOOOOM!


  Suddenly, we were outta there. Out of the clouds. Out of the atmosphere.


  "Yes! This thing can move!" Marco exulted. "We need to buy this game."


  We heard a fainter, crackling voice over the radio. "Did you see that? Did you see that thing move, Colonel? Did you see that? What the -"


  Then we were out of range, still zooming straight up into black space. Below us I could see the curvature of the earth. It looked just like one of those pictures the shuttle astronauts take from up in orbit.


  "That's so beautiful," Cassie said. "Look at that! You can see daylight coming up over the Red Sea."


  <Excuse me,> Tobias said, <but I don't think the Red Sea is exactly on the way to Washington, DC.>


  "Yeah, I guess not," I said. Although it was such a wonderful sight that I almost didn't want to worry about where we were going. "Ax, maybe we'd better slow down, get some idea of where Washington is and -"


  <No! No!> Ax snapped.


  I was shocked. Ax is always polite.


  <No, Prince Jake,> he said, a little more calmly. <We cannot slow down.>


  "What's the matter?" Cassie asked him.


  Ax pointed at one of the view screens before him. On the screen I saw stars. Then the moon came into view, a vast gray and white lightbulb.


  And silhouetted against the glowing moon was a shape. It was like some medieval battle-ax. The rear half was a two-headed blade. From the middle, like an ax handle, extended a long shaft. At the end of the shaft was a triangular head, very much like an arrow's point.


  It was black on black. And even if you had never seen it before and had no idea what it was, you'd know right away it was death.


  I had seen it. I knew what it was.


  "The Blade ship," I whispered.


  The Blade ship of Visser Three.


  Chapter 10


  



  8:54 P.M.


  



  Visser Three, leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth.


  Visser Three, the only Yeerk in all of history to take control of an Andalite body.


  Visser Three, the only Yeerk with the power to morph.


  "Can we outrun him?" I asked Ax.


  <No.>


  "Can we outfight him?" I asked. My voice was a whisper. My mouth was too dry to work right.


  Ax turned his stalk eyes to look at me. <No, Prince Jake. We might get in a lucky shot. But the Blade ship is very powerful. This is the Blade ship that destroyed our great Dome ship.>


  "Here he comes!" Rachel yelled in warning.


  A red glow illuminated the Blade ship as the Visser fired his engines and came for us.


  <We can try and run. Or we can take a chance on a lucky shot,> Ax said.


  He was looking at me. They were all looking at me. I grabbed the joystick. My hand was trembling.


  "I feel lucky," I said. It was an absolute lie, of course. I didn't even feel slightly lucky. But it sounded good.


  I caught Marco giving me a sardonic smile. He knew I was faking it.


  I felt Cassie's hand touch my shoulder for encouragement.


  <Hold on. You may be unsteady on your human legs,> Ax warned.


  He threw the Bug fighter into a quick, tight turn. Ax was right. I almost fell over before the Bug fighter's systems compensated for inertia.


  Then Ax really lit up the engines and we leaped forward, straight for the Blade ship.


  <Ready to fire!> Ax said. It wasn't a question. <Not yet. Not yet. Not yet. Not yet. Wait until . . . NOW!>


  I swept the red target circle toward the black-diamond head of the Blade ship. I squeezed the trigger. And I kept squeezing.


  Brilliant Dracon beams stabbed toward the Blade ship.


  But at the same instant, the Visser fired!


  Dracon beam hit Dracon beam.


  ZZZZZOOOOOWWWW!


  An explosion of light so intense I could actually see through my own hand. I could see Cassie's teeth inside her head!


  WHAAAMMMPPPH!


  I was thrown against the ceiling.


  I fell to the floor and rolled, out of control.


  Rachel landed on top of me, knocking the wind out of me.


  The Bug fighter was spinning. My eyes were filled with balls of light, like suns inside my own head.


  Spinning . . . spinning . . . spinning . . .


  And with each turn I was thrown hard. Into Ax. Into Marco. Tobias batted his wings wildly, trying to get some control. It was like we had all been tossed into a washer on spin cycle.


  Then, with a sickening lurch, the Bug fighter came upright. There was a floor again. And a ceiling.


  And through the window, there was a planet.


  Earth.


  Big, blue, and getting closer very, very fast.


  "We're going down!" Rachel yelled. "Ax! Ax! We're going down!"


  Ax scrambled to his hooves and made his way back to the controls. <Too fast!> he said. <We're going down too fast!>


  <Look!> Tobias cried. <Over there. To the left. We're not alone.>


  Tumbling down alongside us, just a mile away, was the Blade ship. It was twisting and twirling and falling, just like us.


  "Wait . . ." Cassie said, sounding more confused than terrified. "It's daylight in the western hemisphere."


  "Do I care?!" Marco yelled. "We're going down!"


  "It was dawn in the Middle East," Cassie insisted. "Now it's daylight in the western hemisphere."


  Suddenly, friction flames began glowing from the nose of the Bug fighter. We were going back into the atmosphere.


  "Ax, can you pull us out of this?" I demanded.


  <I am slowing our descent,> he said. <We are slowing down. But . . . but I don't think it will be enough.>


  "Great," Marco moaned.


  "At least the Blade ship will go down with us," Rachel said.


  "Does that make you feel better, Xena?" Marco grated.


  Rachel actually smiled. It was a sad, brief smile. "Not much better," she admitted.


  <Ten seconds to impact!> Ax said. <Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .>


  FLASH!


  I was no longer in the Bug fighter.


  I was square dancing.


  I was giving Rachel a resentful look as I bowed to her in time with the music.


  What the . . .


  FLASH!


  <Four . . . three . . . hold on!>


  I saw green. Green on green, rushing up at me.


  And then we hit.


  And for a while, I didn't see anything at all.


  Chapter 11


  



  Time Unknown.


  



  HOO! HOO! HOO! HOO! HOOHOHOHOHOHO! HAH! HAH!


  KEEYAAAH! KEEYAAAH! KEEYAAAH!


  I woke up.


  I woke up very suddenly.


  KEEYAAAH! KEEYAAAH! KEEYAAAH! YAHAHAHAHAH!


  My head hurt, and the screaming noises didn't help. My back hurt, too.


  I was lying on the ground. On mildewed, rotting leaves. Trees towered over me. Insanely tall trees. Ferns dipped down to tickle my face. There was a root or something under my back, which explained the back pain.


  But I was alive.


  KeRAW! KeRAW! KeRAW!


  VrrEEET! VrrEEEET! VrrEEEET!


  I sat up quickly. But that sent a spear of pain through my head. "Oh, man," I groaned.


  Then I saw the bug. The bug on my lap. The big, giant, MONSTER bug. I guess it was some kind of beetle. It had yellow and black stripes and something that looked almost like curved antlers. I swear it was six inches long. Or at least three inches. It would have been beautiful, if it hadn't been on me.


  "AAAAAHHH!" I yelled and brushed the beetle away.


  Then, I felt the itchy, crawling feeling on my leg. Ants!


  There were a dozen ants climbing up my right shin.


  I have been an ant. So you'd think maybe I have some sympathy for them. Wrong. I slapped at my leg till I was sure they were gone.


  I climbed to my feet. I felt woozy and confused. Where was I? Where were the others?


  I looked around. Green. Green everywhere. I mean, everywhere.


  "The visions," I said to no one.


  I was in a jungle. I knew that for sure. I'd never been in a jungle before, but there was no doubt in my mind. Maybe it was the monkeys and birds screeching at an insane volume all around me in the trees that gave it away. Maybe it was the creepers and vines. Maybe it was a flash of an amazing red and blue bird flitting through the branches. Maybe it was the fact that beetles really shouldn't be as big as that beetle had been.


  It was jungle, all right.


  Just like it had been in the weird flashes I'd been experiencing since that afternoon while square dancing.


  "That's what did it," I muttered. "It was the square dancing that drove me crazy." I decided to yell for the others. "Hey! Hey! Cassie! Marco!"


  It was like my voice had no power. The sound was just swallowed by the trees and ferns and bushes.


  "Okay, get a grip, Jake. Try to remember. You were coming down in the Bug fighter. Obviously you crashed. Duh. So look for the Bug fighter. It can't be far away."


  I glanced around me at the solid wall of green in very direction. The air was steaming with humidity. And the smells of overly sweet flowers and tropical rot made me feel like I was walking past some department store perfume counter.


  Then I spotted a tree where the top half had been snapped off. I started walking, trying to get a better angle on the broken tree. I saw a second tree, splintered. I began to notice what looked like a tunnel plowed through the dense foliage.


  A tunnel plowed through the trees and foliage should lead to the Bug fighter.


  "Or the Blade ship," I reminded myself.


  HOO! HOO! HOO! HOOHOOHOOHOO! HAH! HAH! HAH!


  The jungle was quieting down a little, but there was still some fairly crazy screeching from up in the tall trees. The jungle animals sounded annoyed. Probably they didn't appreciate someone crashing a Bug fighter into their home. And they didn't like my looks, either.


  The jungle floor was surprisingly clear. Down at foot level there wasn't much growing, just dead leaves. But at face level there were vines and bushes and ferns, all slapping me in the face as I pressed on.


  Suddenly I came to a clearing. A hole in the canopy where a tree had fallen. Bright sunlight shone down through the gap. And it was as if every species of plant life you could imagine was crowding into that sunny spot. I found myself facing an incredible wall of vegetation: a dozen types of brilliant flowers, mosses so green they didn't seem real, small vines wrapped around bigger vines wrapped around tree trunks.


  It was the greenest place on Earth. There were even plants growing out of the smooth trunks of tall trees.


  I trudged on, back into the shadows of the forest, and when I looked up, I could no longer see the tunnel through the foliage.


  That's when I started to get really scared.


  I was in a jungle. And jungle isn't like forest, where you can usually see for hundreds of feet in any direction. Jungle presses in close around. It's like being buried in green.


  Ger-Ak! Ger-Ak! AKAKAKAK!


  "Marco! Cassie! Rachel!" I yelled, feeling the edge of panic.


  <How about Tobias?> a voice said in my head.


  I looked up and saw nothing. Then I noticed him swooping down toward me from the high branches of a tree.


  "Tobias!" I yelled. I waved. Of course, he'd already seen me, obviously. But I was massively relieved. So I waved again.


  The red-tailed hawk body seemed almost bland, boring in the context of this jungle. He landed on a rotting, moss-encrusted log.


  "Tobias! The others?"


  <Everyone is alive,> he said. <It took a while to find everyone, though. I think the Bug fighter must have spun around a few times tearing through the trees. Cassie ended up practically on top of this snake. This extremely large snake.>


  "Where are we?"


  <I don't know,> Tobias said. <But I'm pretty sure this ain't home. Come on, follow me. It's not far.>


  I followed Tobias, pushing and shoving and fighting my way through forest that seemed determined to stop me. I was dripping with sweat and gasping in the thick air.


  Then, a clearing. Not a natural clearing, but one created by the crashed Bug fighter.


  "Jake!" Cassie yelled and ran over to give me a hug. She had a nasty cut on one hand, which she'd bandaged with strips torn from her T-shirt.


  "You're alive," Marco observed. "For now," he added darkly.


  "I told you he'd be okay," Rachel said.


  The Bug fighter was upright, but one whole side looked as if it had been peeled back. You could see right to the inside. The left engine pod was cranked out at a sharp angle.


  Ax was inside the fighter. He lowered his head to peer at me through the hole in the fighter's side.


  <Prince Jake. I'm glad you're all right.>


  "I'm glad I'm all right, too," I said. "Now . . . where are we?"


  "Where is easy," Cassie said. "Rain forest. Not Africa, because I've seen monkeys with prehensile tails. You know, tails they can swing by. Most likely, we're in Central or South America. Either the Costa Rican rain forest, or the Amazon rain forest."


  "I'm betting Amazon," Marco said brightly. "I'm also taking bets on whether we live long enough for me to collect on bets."


  I laughed. "You're always such an optimist, Marco."


  I turned back to Cassie. "Amazon rain forest, huh?"


  "Like I said, the question of where we are is fairly easy."


  "Cassie, why do I have the feeling there's something you're not telling me?" I asked her.


  "Remember when we were in orbit? Remember how it was night in North America, but the sun was just coming up over the Red Sea?"


  I shrugged. "I guess so."


  "Well, after we fired at the Blade ship, as we were going down it was daylight here. Over South America."


  It took me a few seconds to realize what she was talking about.


  Ax came trotting out of the Bug fighter. He wiped his hands on a rag. <Thanks to Cassie's observation, it seems pretty clear that when we and the Blade ship fired simultaneously and the Dracon beams intersected, we created what we call a Sario Rip.>


  "A what? A Sario Rip? What's that?"


  <We blew a small hole in space-time. And were drawn in through that hole.>


  "English, please," I warned. "Plain English, please."


  "We were blown through time, Jake," Cassie said. "We aren't where we want to be. And we aren't when we want to be."


  I stared at her. "Did we go forward or back? Are we in the past or the future?"


  <Yes,> Ax said. <It's definitely one of those two choices.>


  Chapter 12
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  "So let me just summarize here. We are probably in the Amazon rain forest. And we are either in our own past, or in our own future. We have no way to fly this Bug fighter out of here. We have no way of knowing if there's a city or town or even a road near here." I looked around at my friends. "Anyone have anything to add?"


  <I know that it is one twenty-two p.m.,> Ax said. <I just don't know what day or year it is.>


  Andalites have the ability to keep track of time naturally. Like some kind of internal clock. It's useful. Of course, it's more useful if you know what century you're in.


  Cassie held up her hand, like she was in school. "The rain forest is full of poisonous snakes, poisonous insects, poisonous plants, and poisonous frogs."


  "Excuse me?" Marco said. "Poisonous frogs? Did you say poisonous frogs?"


  "Plus, there is at least one large predator, the jaguar."


  "Love their cars," Marco said.


  "Right now we have no food and no water," Rachel added helpfully. "Also, no weapons."


  <Why do we need weapons?> Tobias asked. <Morph into birds and we'll just fly out of here.>


  "None of us can stay in morph for more than two hours," Cassie pointed out. "Realistically, we can't fly more than twenty or thirty miles an hour at best. That's maybe sixty miles per morph. And we could be a thousand miles from nowhere."


  "Besides," Marco said glumly. "What are we supposed to do? Find a town, make a collect call to our families and tell them we're in South America? 'Hey, Dad, guess what? I'm in Brazil. Or maybe Costa Rica. Could you come pick me up?'"


  "If there even is a town," Rachel said. "If there even are phones. If our parents have been born yet, or are still alive. You're kind of missing something we may be in the year two thousand b.c. Or . . . we might be in the year ten thousand a.d."


  "Ax, what's the deal with this Sario Rip?" I asked the Andalite. "I mean, is there some way to undo it?"


  Ax didn't answer. Instead, I noticed his stalk eyes turning slowly to his right. <We are not alone,> Ax said.


  I shot a glance in the direction Ax was looking. Something moved! I had a fleeting impression of a shoulder, arm, and head.


  <Humanoid,> Ax said. <I didn't see it very well. But it was watching us.>


  "Swell," I said. "Tobias?"


  <I'm on it,> he said, opening his wings and flapping away through the trees.


  <As for the Sario Rip, I . . . all I know is what it is. It's a rip in space-time.>


  "Yeah, you told us that," Marco said.


  <I think . . .> Ax hung his head. <Prince Jake, we studied the Sario Rip effect in school. But there was a game later that day. And I was thinking more about the game than class. Also, there was this female who distracted me.>


  Marco laughed. "Ax, are you telling us you were too busy flirting with some girl to pay attention to the lesson?"


  Ax didn't answer. He just said, <I don't exactly know whether you can reverse a Sario Rip. I remember some things, but not everything.>


  "I'm thirsty," Rachel said. "Whatever else we're going to do, we have to find water. And food. Ax, can we fix the Bug fighter?"


  <We can fly with just one engine,> Ax said. <The ripped skin of the craft is irrelevant as long as we stay in the atmosphere and fly slow. But the effects of the Sario Rip have wiped out the ship's software. It's been erased.>


  "Can you rewrite the software?" Rachel asked.


  <Yes. But it would take me twenty years, at least.>


  "Better and better," I said. "Hey. Wait. What happened to the Blade ship?"


  Ax looked blank.


  "I saw it going down along with us," Cassie said. "But I didn't see it crash."


  "So maybe, in addition to everything else, we have Visser Three and a shipload of Hork-Bajir warriors to worry about," I said. "Someone please give me some good news."


  "Well, it's still daylight," Marco said, putting on a big phony grin. "When night falls, then we'll be - "


  <Jake! Duck!> Tobias yelled.


  For once in my life, I didn't stop to think about it. I ducked. And even as I ducked, I saw the face. I saw the arm. I saw the spear.


  It was coming straight at me.


  Right for my face.


  The vision! It was the hallucination!


  I ducked. The spear went over my head and flew on harmlessly into the bush.


  Tobias flapped wildly into the air. <I shouldn't have been resting,> he berated himself. <I should have been in the air.>


  I was too weirded out to worry about Tobias.


  "I knew that was going to happen," I said. "That spear. The kid who threw it. I knew!"


  Cassie looked strangely at me. "Jake, what are you -"


  <Three people,> Tobias interrupted. <They almost look like they might be kids. They're hauling butt out of here. Which is what we better think about doing, too.>


  "Why?" Rachel demanded indignantly. "We can handle some kids with spears."


  <Forget the kids. I see a group of twenty . . . maybe thirty Hork-Bajir. They're tearing up the forest and coming this way!>


  "We can't leave the Bug fighter!" Rachel protested. "How else are we going to get out of here?"


  "We can't stand and fight twenty Hork-Bajir warriors, either," I said. "We have to pull back."


  I glanced over and saw Cassie. She had retrieved the spear from the bushes. It was a long, thin stick. There was no spearhead on it. It was just a sharp stick with the sharp end blackened.


  "That doesn't look too deadly," I said.


  Cassie shook her head. "No. You probably couldn't kill much with this stick. Unless the tip was dipped in poison. And we are in the home office of natural poisons."


  "The local people . . . I guess they wouldn't waste their time using a weapon that didn't work, would they?" I said.


  "No," Cassie said flatly. "The chances are pretty good that this spear is poison-tipped. There are poisonous frogs and plants down here that are used for arrow and spear poison. Very deadly. Very, very deadly. The Hork-Bajir are definitely not our only problem."


  <Jake, you guys need to move,> Tobias warned. He was overhead again. I couldn't see him, but I knew he was up above the jungle canopy. <I can't see well enough through all this foliage. But I think a group of Hork-Bajir is getting close to you.>


  Decision time. Stay and fight? We'd lose. Run away? We'd be giving up the Bug fighter, our only way home.


  "Ax? Is there something . . . anything . . . you can take out of the Bug fighter that would make it impossible for the Yeerks to fly it?"


  Ax stared at me with his main eyes, even as his stalk eyes swept the forest around us. <Yes. Yes, I can think of something.>


  "Then get it," I said.


  <Jake! There's no time,> Tobias called down. He must have been close enough to hear me. But the foliage was so dense I had no clear idea where he was.


  Ax hesitated, not sure what to do.


  The others all looked at me.


  "Do it, Ax," I said. He raced for the Bug fighter. "Everyone else, get out of here."


  "I'm staying with you," Rachel protested.


  "I'm not staying. Minimum risk," I snapped. "We only need Ax to handle this. No point risking anyone else."


  I plunged into the green. I grabbed Rachel's arm and pulled her along. Cassie and Marco followed me.


  <Jake,> Tobias called down. <If Ax isn't out of there in under two minutes, he's not going to get out of there.>


  I didn't answer.


  It's the worst thing about being a so-called leader - the times when you take a risk with someone else's life. If Ax ended up dead, it was going to be very hard to explain to my friends.


  And to myself.
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  I can't begin to explain what the rain forest is like. To explain it, you'd have to be a poet and a scientist and a horror writer.


  All I can say is how it makes you feel. You feel small. Tiny. Alone. Hopelessly weak. Afraid.


  You feel heat and suffocating humidity. It's like there's not enough air. Every breath is like sucking air through a straw. You're breathing steam and perfume and the stink of dying, rotting things.


  The jungle is all around you. It presses against you on all sides. Wet leaves in your face; creepers that seem to reach up to trip you; sharp-edged stalks that cut you.


  And then there are the twin horrors: bugs and thirst.


  Mosquitoes, gnats, big flies, and other flying insects I didn't even have names for followed us in swirling clouds. They'd descend and attack, then disappear for no reason, only to attack again later. If you stopped, even for a few seconds, you could find your foot covered with ants or centipedes or beetles or bugs that defied description.


  And it didn't help that we were shoeless.


  The heat sucked every ounce of moisture out of us. It was as bad as any desert. You'd think with all the greenery there would be water everywhere. But no. The actual ground under our feet was dry. All the water is captured in the plants.


  All the while, as we fought our way through the thickets of vines and ferns and bushes and gnats and flies and mosquitoes, we were followed by a serenade of cackles, groans, screams, yelps, insane animal giggles, clicking, scratching, and the occasional coughing roar as each new species comments on the idiocy of a bunch of suburban kids wandering around the rain forest. For all we knew, they were taking bets on how long the dumb humans would survive.


  We had pushed two hundred yards deeper into the rain forest from the Bug fighter when we heard an uproar behind us.


  "Andalite!" a Hork-Bajir voice bellowed. "Andalite!"


  <They're after him!> Tobias called down from above. <Ax has six Hork-Bajir on his tail! You happy now, Jake? Ax-man! Look out! Behind you!>


  I bit my lip till I tasted my own blood.


  "We have to morph and go back for him," Rachel said. Her eyes were blazing. I could have said no. I had reasons to say no.


  We were in an unknown place, facing lousy odds. Besides, of us all, Ax was the fastest and best able to escape. But Rachel would have just gone anyway.


  "Just two of us go," I snapped. "Me and you, Rachel. Marco and Cassie, stay back."


  "Why are we staying back?" Marco asked, outraged.


  "Because we need backup, Marco," I said tersely. I don't know if he understood this or not. Rachel did. She started to morph. I was morphing into my tiger morph as fast as I could.


  Rachel was already well into her grizzly bear morph - massive shoulders and shaggy brown fur and long, curved claws.


  TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW!


  The sound of Dracon beams reached us. The jungle animals up in the trees exploded in a fury of commentary.


  Ke-RRRRAAAAAWWWW!


  HOO! HOOHOOHOOHOO!


  I could hear something large crashing around the brush, but I couldn't see anything. In the rain forest you're lucky if you can see five feet in any direction.


  <I'm ready,> Rachel said.


  <Wait for me,> I told her.


  <Catch up when you can,> Rachel snapped. She lumbered away, back toward the Bug fighter, a huge, rolling mass of heavy fur and muscle. I cursed her silently.


  My body was already covered with orange-and-black-striped fur. I was on all fours. Long, yellow fangs grew in my mouth. Long, wicked claws grew where my fingernails had been.


  I felt the tiger's mind.


  I saw through the tiger's eyes.


  I felt the surge of power, the rush of the tiger's might. He was at home in a tropical forest. This was the kind of place he belonged. The tiger was lord of his own native turf.


  But of course in the tiger's native jungles, there aren't Hork-Bajir. And there's no Visser Three.


  I leaped forward, following the path Rachel had plowed through the bushes. I caught up to her easily. I belonged in the jungle. The grizzly did not. Rachel was breathing hard.


  <I can't see . . . can't find them . . . keep hearing noises, but they keep moving.>


  I listened with my tiger's ears. I receded just a bit within the tiger mind and let the animal instincts guide me. The tiger knew how to follow sounds in the rain forest.


  <Come on, Rachel,> I said. I plunged forward, toward where I heard the loudest sounds crashing through the forest. But I soon realized Rachel couldn't keep up.


  I was really ticked off right then. At Rachel, for being so impulsive. At Tobias for acting like I wanted to put Ax in danger. At the Yeerks for causing all this. At the jungle itself. And worst of all, at me.


  I'd made mistakes. Too many mistakes. Now I had to choose.


  Stay with Rachel, or rush ahead and try to find Ax.


  Help came from the sky. <Left about fifty feet, Jake,> Tobias called down to me.


  I was mad at Tobias. But not so mad I would ignore him. I charged left, slinking swiftly through the brush.


  <Jake! Look out! There's one right->


  "Haarrgghh!" the Hork-Bajir yelled triumphantly. He swung a bladed arm at me and sliced through the ferns and bushes like a lawn mower going through grass.


  His elbow blade missed me by inches. I felt the breeze from it.


  I knew what to do next. I fired the coiled muscles in my hind legs and I flew. In midair I extended my paws, each as wide as a frying pan. Out came my claws.


  And I roared. HRRROOOOOWWWWRRRR!


  I swear, that sound actually silenced the monkeys and birds.


  I hit the Hork-Bajir. He went down, swinging fast, but too slow. Hork-Bajir are fast. But when it comes to close-in work, slashing and parrying and applying the teeth, the tiger is faster and nastier.


  He slashed. I felt pain sear my right shoulder.


  I slashed and heard the Hork-Bajir cry out.


  His snake-head jerked fast, aiming his forehead blades for my face.


  I ducked and dove in, sinking my teeth into his neck.


  From somewhere I heard the sound of a bear's pained roar. I heard crashing, thudding sounds.


  I pulled back, leaving the deadly, bladed, seven-foot-tall Hork-Bajir lying on the jungle floor, moaning in pain.


  I actually felt a moment of pity. The Hork-Bajir race has been enslaved by the Yeerks. This Hork-Bajir warrior didn't ask to be here, bleeding from a dozen wounds in an alien jungle a billion miles from his home.


  But then, I didn't ask to be here, either.


  I listened for sounds of Ax. Nothing.


  I listened for Hork-Bajir. Nothing.


  I listened for Rachel. Nothing.


  It was like they'd all just disappeared in the green. Green, everywhere I looked.


  Then . . .


  A sharp pain in my left paw. I looked at the Hork-Bajir, but no, he hadn't moved.


  I realized I was falling over.


  Simply falling over.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the snake slithering off. It was bright yellow.


  <Demorph!> I told myself. <Demorph!>


  But my head was swimming. And the green was closing in around me. Burying me in green.


  A bird landed beside me. I could see that.


  <Jake! Morph back, man! Morph back!>


  I was trying. I was trying to remember what it was I was supposed to become. Then . . .


  FLASH!


  I was walking home from school. Me and Marco.


  We were talking, wondering what Tobias wanted.


  Tobias's thought-speak voice was in our heads saying -


  FLASH!


  Tobias's voice saying, <That's it, Jake. Come on, man. Keep at it.>


  I could see again! I could see my hands stretched out in front of me on the ground. They were half-human, half-tiger.


  Could I morph away from poison? Would morphing get it out of my system? Should have asked Ax, I berated myself.


  But I was already learning the answer. As I became more human, I felt the poison weaken.


  <Come on, Jake, come on,> Tobias said. <There's no time!>


  "What . . . what is it? More Hork-Bajir?" I asked him when I had a mouth again.


  <No. It's Rachel.>


  I felt my heart miss several beats. I climbed up, rickety from the quick change. I felt like throwing up. Maybe it was the poison. Maybe it was just too much happening at once. "Where is she?" I asked.


  <Straight behind you. Maybe a hundred feet. Hurry! I'll go up and see what's happening.>


  He flapped away, leaving me alone and barefoot and vulnerable in the rain forest.


  I found Rachel by following the damage she had done: three Hork-Bajir lying unconscious or worse. I didn't have time to worry about them.


  Because that's when I saw Rachel.


  She was out cold, still in grizzly morph. She'd been cut up badly by Hork-Bajir blades.


  She was lying there on her side, bleeding. But that's not what made me want to scream.


  Her fur was alive.


  Alive with a million ants that were already ripping away a million tiny bites from her wounded flesh.
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  "Rachel!" I yelled. "Wake up!"


  <Jake! Stop shouting,> Tobias warned from up above me. <Hork-Bajir could still be all around here! I can't see through all this undergrowth.>


  I threw myself down next to Rachel and started swatting at the ants. But instead of getting rid of them, the ants just swarmed across my hands.


  There had to be ten thousand ants. Rachel had fallen almost on top of their mound. I could see ants carrying away tiny pieces of bloody bear flesh.


  "Do you know if there is any water near here?" I asked Tobias.


  <There's a stream. But it's too far, Jake, she weighs hundreds of pounds. What are you going to do, carry her to the water?>


  I could see Rachel's bear chest rising and falling. She was breathing. Still alive. I kicked her. I kicked her hard. "Wake up!" I hissed. "Come on, Rachel, wake up!"


  The ants were getting at her ears now. They swarmed across her closed eyes. I wanted to scream. I wanted to cry.


  I don't think I've ever felt so totally helpless.


  Rachel was out cold. The thousands of swarming ants would make sure she never woke up. They would kill the bear before Rachel could morph out. They would eat out her eyes and crawl into her head, and there was nothing I could do.


  "Tobias! More ants! Find more ants!"


  <Are you nuts?>


  "Do it!" I yelled, not even caring if someone heard me. "I need another colony of ants!"


  Tobias clicked. I could see his fierce eyes grow wider. He flapped away, staying as low to the ground as he could. He circled tightly, and then flared to kill his speed.


  <Here! Here!> he yelled.


  At that moment I heard movement in the bushes. I looked and saw two wolves. Two very out-of-place wolves. Their intelligent faces were sticking out of the brush.


  "Cassie! Marco! That is you two, right?"


  Looking closer, I could see that they had been in a fight. There were cuts. There was blood. They began to demorph.


  <Oh, my God,> Cassie moaned as she saw Rachel and realized what was happening.


  I didn't have time to explain. I bent down and began yanking out tufts of bloody grizzly bear fur.


  <What are you doing? Leave her alone!> Marco yelled.


  I yanked several handfuls of bloody fur. Then I raced toward the spot where Tobias waited. He was resting on a strong fern, looking down at a swarming mound of ants.


  I took a small sample of the grizzly fur and laid it right beside the mouth of the ant mound.


  The reaction was instantaneous. Hundreds of ants swarmed across the bloody fur.


  I used another tuft of fur to lift a handful of ants, then I walked a few feet toward Rachel and dropped the tuft. I repeated the process, getting closer and closer to Rachel. I was worried the ants might lose the scent. But they were keeping up with me, and even racing ahead.


  Slowly, surely, I led the ants to Rachel.


  Cassie and Marco were human once more. They looked like I probably looked: scared, horrified, vulnerable.


  "We have to get them off her!" Cassie cried when she saw me. "They're inside her ears! They're in her mouth! They'll kill her!"


  "I know." I dropped my last blood-soaked tuft of fur. If this didn't work, Rachel was finished. I stepped aside and put my arm around Cassie.


  The new colony of ants followed the trail I'd left them. There was a moment's hesitation, almost as if the whole rampaging colony paused upon seeing the bear.


  But then, like the well-trained army they were, they attacked. Ten thousand new ants swarmed onto Rachel's unconscious body. They slammed into a wall of ants from the first colony.


  I've been an ant. I've seen how different colonies of ants get along. I hoped they would act the same way here.


  They did. It was like some old Civil War battle. The two armies charged at each other.


  Perfect, obedient automatons responding only to smell and instinct.


  They attacked each other. The ants swarmed back out of Rachel's ears and mouth, ready for the battle.


  "That was good thinking, Jake," Cassie said. "But sooner or later, one colony will win."


  "We have to hope Rachel regains consciousness before then," I said.


  The enemy armies of ants battled ferociously. It wouldn't look like much to most people. But having been an ant, I had some idea of the awesome slaughter that was going on in the fur of the grizzly.


  Down there, ants were being torn apart by other ants. Literally torn apart. Legs ripped out. Heads bitten off. Stinging poisons being sprayed.


  The battle was turning. The challengers' mound was too far away. They weren't able to call up enough reinforcements. In a few minutes the desperate ant war would be over.


  But while they fought, they did not tear into Rachel's flesh. And then . . .


  <Unh . . . wha . . . oh! Oh! Oh! I'm covered in ants!>


  "Rachel! Rachel! It's me, Jake. Morph out. Morph out and be ready to run!"


  Rachel didn't have to be told twice. She started demorphing.


  She shrank. Pink flesh replaced fur. Massive shoulders and huge paws became smaller, human features.


  "Oh!" Rachel cried as soon as she had a human mouth. "Arrrrggghh!"


  "Rachel, get up! Follow me!" I said to her. "Tobias? Where's that stream?"


  Tobias rose up and flew swiftly through the trees. I followed, crashing through the bushes, my bare feet torn, tripping. It was no more than a hundred feet. It felt like a mile.


  Rachel was screaming now. Rachel is the bravest person I know. But the thousands of vicious ants were beginning to attack her, now that they were done attacking each other. No one can stand that.


  No one can stand that.


  "Get off me! Oh, no! Oh! They're in my -"


  Suddenly there was no more green. A muddy stream . . . I leaped for the water. Pah-LOOSH!


  I heard Rachel hit the water beside me. Pah-LOOSH!


  I swam toward her. She was still underwater. The water was too murky for me to be able to see her well. All I saw was flailing limbs.


  Ants were floating to the surface of the water and being carried away by the current.


  Then . . .


  SPLOOSH!


  Rachel came up, gasping for air.


  "Are you okay?" I asked her.


  She looked around, confused for a moment. Then she recognized me. And she spotted Marco and Cassie on the bank of the stream.


  "Get out of the water!" Cassie screamed.


  I grabbed Rachel's arm and dragged her toward the bank. I pushed her ahead of me, slipping and sliding up through the muddy grass. I was just pulling my feet up out of the water when I saw the churning, frothing commotion Cassie had seen first.


  I yanked my feet away, inches ahead of a school of flesh-eating piranha.


  "This is the rain forest?" Rachel demanded angrily, spitting water and combing through her hair for any remaining ants. "This is the rain forest everyone wants to save? Ants and piranha and snakes and bugs the size of rats? Well, as far as I'm concerned they can burn it down, pave it over, and put up malls and convenience stores!"


  I sat staring at the piranha. They say a school of piranha can strip a cow down to nothing but bones in a few minutes.


  Right then, thinking about what almost happened, shaking and panting and wanting to cry, I agreed with Rachel.
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  "Now we need to find Ax," I said. "But we need to be careful. This jungle alone is enough to mess us up bad. And we have the Yeerks to deal with as well."


  <I am not lost, Prince Jake,> a thought-speak voice said.


  "Ax!" I cried.


  <Yes, it's me,> Ax said. <But I am in a morph. Don't be startled.> With that, he dropped from the tree above us and landed on the ground.


  "Well," Marco commented with great satisfaction. "Someone finally made a monkey out of Ax."


  He was small, covered in brown fur, and definitely a monkey. But he was alive.


  I don't think I've ever felt so relieved in my life. I had been screwing up plenty. First by deciding to go into the stupid Safeway to begin with, then by endangering Tobias, then by endangering Ax, then by leaving Rachel alone to almost get killed. But at least no one had gotten killed.


  Yet.


  "I'm thinking spider monkey," Cassie said, frowning. "But I'm not sure. I'm not all that strong on rain forest animals."


  The monkey - Ax - was holding something in his paw. It was bright yellow and about the size of a computer diskette, only round and a little thicker.


  "What is that?" I asked.


  <I did what you told me to do,> Ax said. <This is a vital part of the Bug fighter - the computer core. No one can fly the Bug fighter without it.>


  <That thing is the computer?> Tobias asked.


  <Yes, the Yeerks are still somewhat primitive. An Andalite version would be a third this size.>


  "Well, I'm relieved you're okay, Ax," I said. "We haven't been doing very well."


  <I barely made it,> Ax said simply. <There are several dozen Hork-Bajir out combing the forest, looking for us. I think they are divided now into platoons of five, each accompanied by a human-Controller, I haven't seen the Visser, but he will be around as well. And as you know, Visser Three can morph, so he could be any of the animals we see.>


  "That's a good point," Rachel said. "We have to be on the lookout for animals as well as Hork-Bajir and the natives."


  "The human-Controllers," Marco said thoughtfully. "I think I know why they're traveling with the Hork-Bajir. See, the human-Controllers would know which animals belong here in the rain forest, and which don't. If they see a grizzly bear or a tiger or a wolf, they'll know that it doesn't belong. They'll know it's us."


  "Good thinking, Marco. We need local morphs," I said.


  <I can take you to the monkeys,> Ax suggested. <I believe they are close relatives of yours.>


  "Marco is second cousin to a monkey," Rachel said.


  I was glad to see she was teasing Marco again. It meant she was back. Still, there was a darkness in her eyes. Not even Rachel could just shake off what she'd been through. And knowing Rachel, she would react by being more aggressive.


  Maybe too aggressive.


  "Monkeys would be good," Cassie said. "It would get us up off the ground and into the trees."


  "Okay, Ax, lead on. Tobias? I hate to ask, but we could use some air cover."


  <No problem,> Tobias said.


  He flew up into the trees. I knew he was tired. And I knew he was hungry. Flying is hard work, and a bird's metabolism is fast. They can't endure long periods of hunger as well as a human. But what else could I do?


  Ax did not lead us very far. Within ten minutes we were standing beneath a group of monkeys chittering and yipping in the trees high above us.


  It isn't possible to acquire a morph from a person who's morphed. In other words, we couldn't just copy Ax's monkey morph. We had to go to an actual monkey.


  <I believe I can get one of them to come down,> Ax said.


  "How?" Marco asked.


  Ax hesitated. It's hard to tell if a monkey is embarrassed, let alone a monkey with an Andalite mind. But I could have sworn Ax was embarrassed.


  <I . . . I believe that I am - that is to say my morph is an attractive female. One of the males seemed interested earlier.>


  "Well, that does it," Marco said flatly. "We have moved permanently to bizarre-o world. We've traveled in time, we're in a jungle fighting brain-stealing aliens and ten thousand annoying species of bugs, and our resident space cadet is a hot-looking monkey. Somebody -"


  "- wake me up when we get back to reality."


  "- wake me up when we get back to reality."


  Marco and I said it at the same moment. He stared at me. I stared at him. Everyone else stared at us.


  I sighed. "I guess I have something to tell you guys. I should have said something earlier, probably. But I thought I was just going nuts or something. See, I've been having these flashes. Really intense. It's like, I'd be in school and then suddenly I was here. And since we got here, I've been having flashes that I'm back home."


  Rachel rolled her eyes as if to say, "What next?" Cassie looked concerned. Marco looked like he was trying to find a joke in the situation, but was too tired to come up with anything.


  "I knew what Marco was going to say just now because that was one of the flashes," I said.


  Ax stared at me with large monkey eyes. <Prince Jake, how long ago did you start having these flashbacks?>


  I shrugged. "It was just this afternoon. Yesterday, or today, whatever you'd call it. I was square dancing when the first one happened. Why?"


  "You were square dancing?" Marco said. "I'd have paid to see that."


  Ax scratched his neck vigorously, then looked intently at what he'd scratched up. He popped whatever it was into his mouth. Obviously, he was letting the monkey mind have some control. <Prince Jake, as I said, I'm not an expert on Sario Rips. But I think what's happening is that the flashbacks are fluctuations where two simultaneous identical states of consciousness intersect outside of space-time.>


  "That would have been my guess," Marco said. "Simultaneous . . . whatevers."


  <I have a theory . . .> Ax began.


  "A theory is more than I have. What is it?"


  <I suspect we have moved backward in time. But not far. We are existing simultaneously both here and back home. There are now two Marcos, two Cassies, two of each of us. One here, one there. At the same time. The flashbacks only started today. So I suspect we have gone back one day in time, a little less.>


  "That's good," Marco said.


  <No,> Ax said solemnly. <It's not good. We are in two places at the same time. That is impossible. It's a time-space anomaly. It's an unstable condition.>


  "Meaning . . . ?" I pressed.


  <I think it means that the two groups, the two Marcos, Rachels, and so on, will annihilate each other. Like matter and antimatter, it is not possible for there to be two of us in the same time.>


  "So why haven't we annihilated ourselves yet?" Rachel asked.


  <We are still within the Sario Rip effect,> Ax said. <I think. So . . . so I think we're okay till we get back to the time when the rip occurred. At that time, the rip will end, and we'll have an impossible situation: two identical groups of people existing in two places at one time. I think my teacher said it would cause a mutual annihilation. We'd cease to exist. Both groups. Here and back home. The time when the Sario Rip occurred was eight fifty-four, exactly.>


  "In other words, if we're getting back to our own time, we have to do it before the Sario Rip occurs at eight fifty-four," I said.


  <Yes. We'd have to go back and change the time line. So that none of this would happen. We have less than six hours.>


  "How do we do that?"


  <I'm not sure.>


  I nodded. "Well, if we're trapped, so is Visser Three, right? He must know about Sario Rips, too. If he's going back, we can go back with him. All we have to do is get to the Blade ship, hide out on board, and let Visser Three take us home. I mean, that's the only way, right?"


  <There could be -> Ax started to say. Then he stopped.


  "What?" I asked him. "Is there some other way to get back?"


  Ax gave me a long look. Like he wasn't quite sure what to say. Or whether to say anything at all. He was in monkey morph, so I couldn't read his expression.


  <As I said, Prince Jake, I wasn't paying attention the day they taught this in school.>


  I knew he was hiding something. I should have pressed him. But I didn't.


  Just one more mistake from the "fearless leader" of the Animorphs.
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  It was easy to "acquire" the monkeys. Several of them swung down from the tree to sniff at Ax. And they didn't seem terribly frightened by any of us, since we were all standing very still and quiet.


  I reached very slowly, very gently for one particular monkey. He looked at my hand, considering it. Then he turned his back, as if asking me to scratch it.


  "Okay," I said. "I'd be glad to."


  I scratched the little monkey's back. And as I did, I closed my eyes and focused my thoughts on the monkey. He became quiet, like he was in a trance. That's how animals usually are when they're being acquired.


  I absorbed the monkey DNA into me.


  "This should be especially easy," Cassie commented as she finished acquiring a different monkey. "These monkeys aren't direct relatives of Homo sapiens, but still, most of our DNA will be identical. After all, a chimpanzee's DNA is like ninety-seven percent identical to human DNA."


  "Or in Marco's case, ninety-nine point nine percent," Rachel interjected.


  "Yes, it's like the fact that Rachel's DNA is actually ninety-nine percent identical to Malibu Barbie," Marco shot back.


  "Could we concentrate here?" I said gruffly. Actually, I was relieved to see everyone behaving normally. It's when Cassie isn't talking about animals and Marco and Rachel aren't teasing each other that you have to worry.


  "Ax? Did you have any problems with the monkey's mind when you morphed?" Cassie asked.


  <No. Except . . . well, they are similar to morphing a human, but much more excitable. Also, they don't fall over as easily as humans do.>


  Ax is constantly amazed that humans walk around on just two legs, without even a tail to hold us up.


  "Okay, let's do it," I said. "We're short on time, and we are exposed, sitting out here looking like dumb, barefoot kids from the suburbs. Tobias? Ax? Both of you keep an eye out for any trouble."


  <This whole rain forest is nothing but trouble,> Tobias said darkly. <Especially when you're a red-tailed hawk and you stick out like a sore thumb.>


  He was right, but I had to worry about one thing at a time.


  And I knew from my "visions" that we could successfully morph into monkeys. Unfortunately, the visions didn't tell me whether we'd succeed or fail, end up alive . . . or not.


  I concentrated on a mental image of the monkey. And very, very quickly, I began to feel the changes.


  The real monkeys began to see the changes, too.


  SQUEEE! SQUEEE! SQUEEE!


  The real monkeys leaped onto the tree trunk and scampered up toward the high branches.


  I shrank. That was to be expected. But the more I shrank, the more vulnerable I felt. Brown fur sprouted from my arms and legs. My face remained furless, and my lips puffed out to form a rubbery muzzle.


  The largest single change was the tail. I felt it come shooting out from the base of my spine. But I'd had a tail before, so I didn't think much about it.


  Then I realized something. The tail moved. Not just back and forth, like a dog's tail. It moved like a fifth arm.


  <Hey, the tail is neat,> Cassie said. <Try moving it. You can feel that there's a part of your brain that controls it. Just like an extra hand.>


  She was right. And Ax was right, too. There was very little that was new or strange inside the monkey's mind. Like a human, it had only a few basic instincts. Like a human, it depended on learning to guide its actions.


  The eyes were similar to human eyes. The ears no better than our own. The sense of smell was a bit improved, though.


  <That was an easy morph,> Rachel said. <So. What can this monkey do?>


  I shrugged my narrow monkey shoulders. <I guess it climbs trees.>


  I turned to the tree trunk. Like almost all the rain forest trees, it was shockingly tall. And there were no low branches. But there were strangling vines wrapped all around the trunk, like a nest of snakes.


  <Let's try it out,> I said. I reached for a vine and held it tentatively. I positioned one foot. Then I carefully reached for another handhold.


  <Prince Jake,> Ax said. <Let the creature do the climbing. It knows how. Like this.>


  He put the Bug fighter's computer in his mouth and leaped right through the air, snatched a handhold, and was fifty feet up the tree before I could blink three times.


  I took a deep breath and relaxed my control. I allowed the monkey mind to come forward and just said, <Climb.>


  Ax was right. The monkey knew how to climb. You know the way Michael Jordan knows his way around a basketball court? Or the way Kristi Yamaguchi knows her way around the ice rink? That's how the monkey knew the trees. It knew the trees. It understood the trees. It was born to be in the trees.


  Hands, toes, hands, toes, it found every little handhold, every foothold, never a hesitation, never a doubt, never a question. That monkey knew exactly, precisely what to do.


  I felt like I had swallowed ten Mountain Dews and a box of Ring-Dings. I was tiny, but man, I had energy. I flew up that tree.


  I met Cassie up in the high canopy. <Yow! Ax was right. This monkey can climb trees!>


  <That's not all it can do,> she said. The others were just catching up to us. <Watch this.>


  She launched herself out into the air.


  We were fifty feet up, easy, as high as a five-story building, and Cassie just fired her hind legs and flew through the air.


  She snatched a hanging vine with one hand, but never stopped swinging forward.


  That was all I needed to see. It was a game of chase through the treetops. The monkey wanted to play, and so did I. I needed some fun. I needed some fun in the worst way.


  I leaped. For about two seconds that felt like ten minutes, I hung in the air. Then, my left hand simply reached out, found a branch, swung me forward, launched me once again through the air, reached out again . . .


  Swing and fly and grab and swing and fly and grab!


  <Oh, yes! Oh, definitely!> Marco exulted as he followed Cassie and me through the trees.


  Swing! Flyyyyy! Catch! Swing! Flyyyyy! Catch!


  The little monkey brain processed every move, prepared every action and reaction. The entire world was branches and vines to the monkey.


  Swing! Fly through the air with the ground a deadly fifty feet down! Catch at the last possible second! Swing again, out into the void, catch just in time to save your life!


  It was the scene from my flash. Me, zipping through the trees.


  Ax paused to let us all catch up. He wrapped his tail around a branch and hung there, panting. I wrapped my own tail around the branch and let go with my hands and feet. I hung there, high above the forest floor, by my tail. I swayed gently in the breeze.


  <This sounds weird, but there's something . . . familiar about this,> I said to Cassie when she caught up to us. <I mean, not to the monkey, but to me. To me, the human.>


  <It's called brachiating, I think,> Cassie said. <Swinging through the trees. It's what our distant ancestors did, millions of years ago. Maybe little bits of that memory are still stuck in the back of our human brains. Maybe all the stages of evolution are still a part of us.>


  <Or maybe it just reminds me of playing on jungle gyms when I was a little kid.>


  <Oh, sure, if you want the boring, obvious explanation,> Cassie said with a laugh.


  <It's like gymnastics,> Rachel said. <Only this monkey could totally destroy any human on the uneven parallel bars. If the monkey team could be in the Olympics, they'd win every medal.>


  <Can I ask a question?> Ax interrupted. <Where are we going?>


  We all stared at him. Then we burst out laughing. The monkey bodies laughed, too, a wild, chittering sound. That just made us laugh all the more.


  <I guess we did get kind of carried away,> I said to Ax. <Now get serious. We have stuff to do. We have to find the Blade ship. And we have to get back to our own time before eight fifty-four.>


  <Can we play chase some more first?> Marco asked.


  And I would have said yes, because I was as caught up as he was in the idiot joy of being a monkey.


  But right then, I saw down below us a troop of Hork-Bajir. Five of them, slashing their way through the undergrowth with a human-Controller following along behind.


  <Let's follow them,> I said. <Sooner or later they'll head back for the Blade ship, right?>
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  I don't think I ever realized how strong Hork-Bajir are till we followed them as they rampaged through the rain forest.


  They used their arm blades to slash at the vegetation, leaving a path of destruction in their wake. They slashed and slashed and never seemed to tire.


  There was a human-Controller with them. A guy who looked like he might be nineteen or twenty. He was in good shape, but he was gasping and sweating and struggling to keep up with the powerful, tireless Hork-Bajir.


  Far above them we swung and flew and caught and swung again.


  <Are these guys going somewhere, or just wandering around?> Rachel grumbled. <Ticktock, ticktock. We're running out of time.>


  "There! There!" the human-Controller rasped weakly, pointing in the direction of the base of the tree we were in. "That animal! That piglike thing, I don't think it belongs here."


  I think the guy was just tired. Looking for an excuse to sit down and rest. But without pausing even to consider, the lead Hork-Bajir drew his Dracon beam and fired.


  TSEEEWWW!


  The wild pig, or whatever it was, sizzled and disappeared. The Dracon beam kept traveling. It hit and sliced through the trunk of our tree.


  <Move!> I yelled as the tree began to shudder and sway.


  We leaped wildly for the next tree. I fired myself out into the air. The tree was falling too fast. No time to plan a landing!


  I flew through the air for a very, very long two seconds. I dropped. The ground came rushing up. I could see the face of the human-Controller staring up at me, wondering . . .


  A branch! I reached. Missed!


  No, wait! Suddenly I was stopping, swinging in a crazy circle. I almost laughed when I realized what had happened. My tail had grabbed the branch my hand had missed.


  "I don't like that monkey," the human-Controller said.


  The Hork-Bajir leader once again drew his Dracon beam and aimed for me.


  But I was out of there. I raced back along the branch, holding on with my toes. And I swung around the back of the trunk a split second ahead of . . .


  TSEEWWW!


  ZZZZAAAPPP! The tree trunk exploded right in front of me as the Dracon beam turned its sap to steam. Heat scorched my face. I lost my hold and began to fail.


  Then . . . a hand grabbed me.


  <Hold on!> Rachel said as she swung me toward a new branch.


  "That does it! That's no real monkey," the human-Controller yelled. "The monkeys! Kill all the monkeys! Kill every monkey you see!"


  Five Hork-Bajir drew their weapons.


  <No!> Cassie cried. <Jake! We have to stop them!>


  <Cassie, get out of here! Go!> I yelled.


  TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW!


  Dracon beams fired their killing light. Tree branches fell away like someone was trimming a rosebush. And one of the beams hit a monkey.


  <Cassie! Marco! Ax!> I yelled.


  <It wasn't one of us,> Marco answered.


  Monkeys were destroyed. Birds in the trees were destroyed. A sloth and its baby, hanging from a branch, were destroyed. The Hork-Bajir were on a rampage. They were past just shooting at monkeys. They were shooting at anything that moved in the high branches.


  <They're killing everything!> Cassie cried, outraged. <We have to stop them!>


  <This isn't time to play save-the-rain-forest, Cassie,> Marco snapped. <This is time to play save your own butt!>


  <Jake!> Tobias yelled down from above. <I see Dracon beams being fired!>


  <Yeah, we kind of noticed,> Rachel answered.


  We had swung away from most of the slaughter. But we were still near enough to hear the wild, huffing laughter of the Hork-Bajir and the giddy, insane cries from the human-Controller.


  I know there is a difference between human life and the lives of other animals. I mean, I guess there is. And I definitely know there is a difference between human life and the lives of trees. But still, that mindless, pointless massacre of trees and the animals in them made me sick.


  The Hork-Bajir were just cutting everything down. Smoldering stumps stood where trees had been sliced up. The forest was screaming in anger and confusion.


  HOO! HOOO! HOOHOOHOO!


  Ke-RAW! Ke-RAW! Ke-RAW!


  Then something strange happened.


  As the Hork-Bajir stomped on through the rain forest, something fell from a tree. It was very long, and it wrapped itself around the lead Hork-Bajir.


  <A snake!> Rachel yelled.


  <Man, I didn't know snakes came that big!> Marco said.


  The snake swiftly coiled around the Hork-Bajir and squeezed. The other Hork-Bajir began to slash at it. Then . . .


  <Get back, fools, and be glad I don't kill you all,> a sneering, thought-speak voice said.


  The Hork-Bajir stopped trying to free their trapped friend very suddenly. They stepped back. And just watched the struggling Hork-Bajir.


  I knew that thought-speak voice. We all did. Somehow the sound of it in your brain made you feel afraid.


  Once the Hork-Bajir stopped struggling, the snake began to change. From the impossibly long snake body, an Andalite grew.


  An Andalite body, at least. But not a true Andalite. Because in that Andalite head lived the Yeerk slug who held the rank of Visser Three.


  It's strange, how two almost identical things can be so totally different. See, Visser Three looked almost exactly like Ax, or any other Andalite. And yet, there was never a moment of doubt when you saw him that this was an evil creature.


  The four remaining Hork-Bajir and the human-Controller were shaking with terror before the Visser.


  <What are you fools doing?> the Visser asked in deceptively calm tones. He looked at the human-Controller.


  Visser Three is never very careful about his thought-speak. Thought-speak is like E-mail: You can decide who it goes to. Or you can just blast it out for all to hear. I guess if you're as powerful as Visser Three, you just shout away.


  The human-Controller turned several shades lighter than his natural color. "We . . . we . . . we we we were following your orders, Visser. To destroy any animals that don't belong here because they could be the Andalite bandits."


  <And you thought perhaps the trees were Andalites, as well?>


  "No . . . it was . . . um . . ."


  The Visser raked his Andalite tail forward and pressed the blade against the man's throat. <Did it occur to you that the Bug fighter is less than a hundred yards from here? Did it occur to you that Dracon beams travel a long way? Did it occur to you that we cannot get back to our own time without that Bug fighter? And did it occur to you that I MIGHT BE IN MORPH and that you might end up shooting me?>


  The human-Controller sank to his knees. "I didn't . . . we never . . . it . . . it . . . was them!" He pointed a finger of blame at the Hork-Bajir.


  I whispered to Ax. <What's that about needing the Bug fighter to get back to his own time?>


  Ax shrugged his monkey shoulders.


  <I don't know. I think . . . maybe we need to exactly recreate the intersection of the two Dracon beams to undo the Sario Rip. I remember something like that from school.> He held up the little disk from the Bug fighter's computer. <But they can't fly the Bug fighter without this.>


  It came to me then, in a flash of insight: I had made a terrible mistake. I had risked Ax's life to get the computer, to make it impossible for the Yeerks to fly the Bug fighter. But now, we knew they'd have to fly the Bug fighter to get us home.


  You could say we had a bargaining chip. You'd think maybe we could trade Visser Three the computer for a ride home. But I knew better. Once he had the computer, the Visser would just kill us.


  We were trapped. Trapped, because of my own mistake.


  Chapter 18


  



  5:25 P.M.


  



  We had been in monkey morph for almost the two-hour limit. It was time to change and regroup, and hopefully figure out what to do next.


  We swung away through the trees, far from Visser Three. We scampered down to the ground and began to demorph.


  Tobias flew up and landed on a fallen tree beside us, since there were no low branches. There was a black, singed area on his tail.


  "Tobias!" Cassie cried. She rushed over to him as soon as she was human again.


  <I'm fine,> Tobias said, as Cassie lifted his tail to check for damage. <But someone took a shot at me and almost hit me. I guess one of the human-Controllers must have been a birdwatcher. He knew red-tails don't fly in the Amazon. But before they chased me off, I saw them working on our crashed Bug fighter. Three Taxxons crawling all over it, repairing it. And a bunch of Hork-Bajir shooting anything they didn't like.>


  I told Tobias what we'd overheard Visser Three saying. "They need the Bug fighter to get back to the right time. I don't know why, and Ax doesn't know why."


  Ax was fully Andalite again. He held up the yellow disk. <They cannot fly that Bug fighter without this. I guarantee it.>


  He was still focusing on that. Not thinking ahead to the fact that we needed the Yeerks to have the stupid computer now. I know it sounds weird, but I was actually mad at Ax for not seeing what an idiot I'd been. I wanted someone just to say, "Jake, you've blown it, man. You're not the leader anymore."


  It would have been a relief.


  "Jake!" Rachel hissed.


  "What?"


  "Don't move. Don't anyone move a muscle," Rachel said.


  I moved nothing but my eyes. From the bushes around us, utterly silent, the heads began to rise. Beside each head, a spear, cocked and ready to fly.


  "I think the local guys have the drop on us," Marco said nervously.


  I was amazed. It is impossible to sneak up on an Andalite. It is even more impossible to sneak up on a red-tailed hawk. And yet about twelve guys, some older, some younger, all with intense, jet-black eyes and black hair, had done just that.


  There was no doubt in my mind that if we even twitched, let alone attacked, twelve poison-tipped spears would fly, and the six of us would go down permanently.


  "Uh . . . Cassie?" Marco whispered. "You're the tree-hugging, save-the-rain-forest, love-the-planet person here. Who are these guys?"


  "Humans," Cassie said.


  "No duh," Marco said.


  "That's all I know. Humans. Some bunch of people who live here. What am I, an encyclopedia or something?"


  "I don't think they like us," Rachel said. "But they don't look like they want to kill us."


  I recognized one of the faces. It was the kid who'd thrown a spear at me before. His alert, black eyes watched me. Rachel was right: They didn't like us.


  "I wonder if they saw us morph?" I decided to try raising my hands in a gesture of peace. Slowly, slowly, I raised my hands, palm out.


  No one stabbed a spear in me. That was a good sign. I took a deep breath. Until that moment, I'd forgotten to breathe.


  "Hello. We . . . um, we don't want any trouble," I said.


  "You got that right," Marco whispered.


  One of them stepped forward and came right up to face me. He may have been thirty or forty or eighty. I couldn't be sure. But he was definitely the leader of the group. You could tell.


  He was wearing extremely little. So little I think Rachel and Cassie would have been embarrassed, if they weren't busy being terrified.


  The man lowered his spear and peered intently into my face. He spoke. But it was no language I knew.


  "Sorry, I don't speak, um, whatever."


  The man thought that over for a moment. Then, he pointed a finger at me and said, "Macaco."


  I guess when I didn't understand that, either, he decided I was an idiot. He launched into an amazingly good pantomime of a monkey.


  "Oh, monkey? Monkey is macaco?"


  The man nodded and smiled. Then the smile was gone. He jabbed a finger right in my chest. "Macaco. Tu. Espírito macaco."


  "Whoa!" Marco said. "That's Spanish. Espírito means spirit or soul."


  "Maybe it's Portuguese," Cassie said. "They speak Portuguese in Brazil. This man is probably the headman of his village. He probably has some dealings with the Brazilians. He must have learned some Portuguese."


  "Portuguese, Spanish, they're sorta alike," Marco said. "Spanish is all my grandmother speaks. And my mother grew up speaking Spanish."


  "So you can translate?" Rachel asked.


  "Well, no. I mean, I know maybe fifty words. But it's easy to figure what he's saying. He's saying Jake is a monkey spirit. Espírito macaco."


  "So they did see us morph," I said. I nodded at the man. "Yes. Espírito macaco." Yes, I was a monkey spirit.


  He looked hard at Ax. At his extra stalk eyes and his wicked tail. "Mal. Diabo."


  "I'm guessing he's calling Ax a devil," Marco said.


  I shook my head firmly. "No mal. No diabo."


  The man glared at Ax. Then he took the butt of his short spear and began to draw something in the dirt. It took a few seconds for me to recognize it. It was a creature with two arms, two legs, and a tail. It had blades on its elbows, knees, and head. The man pointed at the drawing. "Diabo. Monstro."


  I swear I almost started laughing in sheer relief. The man had drawn a Hork-Bajir. "Yes, definitely. Mal. Diabo. Monstro and any other bad word you can think of."


  I took my bare foot and rubbed out the drawing.


  "He liked that," Rachel said.


  The guy grinned and slapped his chest. "Polo."


  "That's either his name or his favorite brand of shirt," Marco said.


  I pointed at myself and said, "Jake."


  The man nodded. Then he rubbed out what was left of the Hork-Bajir picture. He grinned a huge grin. He laughed out loud, and all his men and boys laughed with him. Even the kid who'd tried to shish kebab me.


  "You know, I think I like these guys," Rachel said.


  Suddenly, the skies opened up, and rain came pouring down on us. Pouring down like we were standing under Niagara Falls.


  Polo grabbed my hand and forearm in a strong grip. We were sealing a deal. "Diabos. Matar diablos."


  "I think he said hunt . . . kill the devils," Marco said.


  I looked into Polo's eyes. I had no doubts. "That is exactly what he said."


  Polo and his people stepped back into the bushes, and in an instant they were invisible in the pouring rain.


  "Those little guys up against Hork-Bajir warriors?" Rachel shook her head skeptically.


  "I have a feeling about those "little guys,"" Cassie said. "I think maybe this forest is theirs, and they don't like a bunch of alien diablos stomping around killing everything in sight."


  "Better to have them on our side than against us, that's for sure," I said.


  Suddenly I felt really tired. Too many dangers. Too much adrenaline. And even though it was just late afternoon here, in Brazil, in this time, my own body had been awake and fighting and morphing for almost twenty-four hours.


  The rain was just absolutely pouring down from the sky. Tobias couldn't even think about flying. I could see I wasn't the only one exhausted.


  "So this would be the "rain" part of rain forest," Marco said. "They don't do anything halfway around here, do they?"


  We trudged through the downpour, drinking our fill from the water that drained down off the leaves.


  But finally, I could see that no one could go any farther. At least I couldn't. Time was running out - we had just about three hours. We had no solid plan. It was the worst possible time for a rest. But there was no going on. Not yet.


  "Let's take a break," I said.


  "Where?" Marco asked.


  I flopped down in the mud and rested my back against a tree. "Right here, man. Right here."


  Cassie came and sat beside me. The noise of the falling rain made our conversation private.


  "How are you doing?" Cassie asked me.


  I shrugged. "I'm fine. Why wouldn't I be?"


  She looked at me skeptically. "Jake, I know you. I can see it on your face. You're worried. And you're mad. Since I don't think you're mad at any of us, I'm guessing you're mad at yourself."


  I looked away. "Everything will work out," I lied dully.


  "You know, it was kind of funny seeing you and Polo together."


  "Yeah? Why?" I didn't really care. I was too tired to care. But Cassie was being kind, and I needed some kindness.


  "Because you're the same, you and Polo. He's you, and you're him. The leaders. You know, he took a risk putting down his spear. We might have killed him and his people. There was no way he could know if it was the right thing to do. He just made the best decision he could. That's all anyone can ask from any leader."


  I felt for Cassie's hand in the rain. It was too dim and gray to see her face well.


  "I'm so tired," I said.


  Cassie laid her head on my shoulder. "I know, Jake. Rest. Just rest."


  Chapter 19


  



  6:49 P.M.


  



  I woke up suddenly, with the feeling that I had slept too long.


  I opened my eyes.


  Black night. Night so black it was like being smothered in black felt.


  But not everything was dark.


  Six inches away from my face, two eyes glowed green and gold. I could smell foul breath. I could feel its breath on my face.


  Jaguar!


  The big cat stuck its nose closer to me, trying to decide who I was, and what I was doing in its forest.


  I might have wet my pants right then from sheer terror. I don't know, because I was soaked to the bone from the rain, which had finally ended. I was sitting in mud, feeling the adrenaline pump into my veins. Feeling fear again.


  I was going to live or die depending on what the jaguar decided. Was I food? Or was I not? If the cat was hungry, and if I smelled like prey, it would sink its massive yellow fangs into my neck and it would all be over in a second.


  I wouldn't even get the chance to scream.


  Then, a faint memory of hope! There was one thing I could do. No time to morph, but . . .


  As slowly as I could, I raised a trembling hand to touch the jaguar's spotted fur. I focused my mind. I concentrated fervently on acquiring the jaguar. And I prayed the jaguar would act like most animals act when they are acquired. I hoped it would go into a trance.


  When I opened my eyes, the jaguar closed his.


  "Marco!" I hissed. "Cassie! Rachel! Ax! Tobias! Somebody!"


  "Wha? Huh?" Marco said groggily. Then, "Whoa! Whoa! Wake up, you guys! Jeez, Jake, what are you doing? That jaguar could chomp you."


  "Really? I hadn't thought about that, Marco. Thanks for pointing that out to me. Now, look, I'm acquiring him to keep him calm. Here's what we do. One after another, we acquire him, then we move off. Ax?"


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> Ax said.


  "You think you can outrun this big kitty?"


  <Yes.>


  "Okay, then Ax, you acquire him last, and run for it. Just in case he's in a bad mood."


  Five minutes later, we were all a safe distance away.


  "You know, you were probably fairly safe, Jake," Cassie said.


  "I doubt jaguars eat prey your size."


  <I'll bet they eat prey my size,> Tobias muttered.


  "What's cool is we all have a jaguar morph now. Perfect for traveling the rain forest at night," Cassie pointed out.


  "Speaking of which, it's late," Rachel said. "Ticktock."


  <We have two of your hours left,> Ax said.


  "Two hours to find the Blade ship, smuggle aboard, and hope Visser Three knows how to get us all back to our normal time," Rachel said. "Wonderful."


  "The jaguars are predators," Cassie pointed out. "That means senses adapted for hunting in the rain forest. They would be able to find the Yeerks, if any animal could."


  Marco laughed. "Cassie, you're just looking for an excuse to morph something new."


  "Cassie's right," I said. "Look how dark it is. I can't even see you guys. No streetlights, no house lights, no car lights, even moonlight and starlight can't penetrate the trees. We're helpless in this dark. Barefoot, lost, and blind. We need eyes. We can morph owls, but we don't know what dangers the rain forest might hold for a plain old horned owl. Jaguars, on the other hand, look like they can take care of themselves."


  "Let's do it," Rachel said. "We're totally helpless in this darkness."


  "We need a way to carry the Bug fighter's computer with us," Cassie pointed out. She tore a strip of cloth from her shirt tail, twisted it, and threaded it through a small hole in the computer core.


  "I'll take it," I said. The computer was my stupid mistake. I should carry it. Cassie slipped it over my head. It hung like a big, dorky medallion.


  I took a deep breath. "Okay, boys and girls and Andalites. Let's morph."


  <Jake, I have to try to fly up above the trees, try to get some moonlight,> Tobias said. <I'm as blind as you guys are down here.>


  The jaguar was a strange morph for one reason: because it wasn't strange at all. It was just like morphing the tiger. The jaguar is smaller and stockier than a tiger. But it is still one of the big cats.


  But for the others, it was their first experience with a big cat. As my jaguar eyes came on and the darkness grew much lighter, I could see the final transformations.


  I saw the long, yellowed teeth grow in Cassie's mouth. I saw the pattern of large, hollow spots spread across Rachel's skin. I saw the claws sprout from Ax's weak Andalite hands. I saw the way Marco fell forward to land on all fours as his tail extended like a snake behind him.


  <Oh, this is beautiful,> Marco said. <Oh, man! Oh, man! Feel the rush!>


  <Hah-hah!> Rachel crowed. <This is like, so alive! It's so not afraid!>


  I knew the feeling. It's different being an animal at the top of the food chain. An animal that doesn't worry much about being killed. It's not arrogance, really. It's an absence of fear. Just like a tiger, a jaguar may be startled, surprised, alarmed, but never afraid. It may run away in the face of humans or loud machinery, for example, but somehow it isn't afraid when it does that.


  I saw Rachel take a swipe at the air, testing the speed of her paws. <Not as powerful as a grizzly bear, but awfully fast.>


  <Excellent senses,> Cassie said. <I smell . . . wow. I smell about a million things.>


  <I'm having a strange desire to eat a monkey,> Marco said. <And yet, I was a monkey a few hours ago. We're all going to end up in the nuthouse someday. You realize that, right?>


  <Tobias? Can you hear me?> I called in thought-speak.


  <Yeah, I hear you. It's much better up here. There's a three-quarter moon and a million stars! I can see well enough to fly, but I'd break my neck if I tried to land.>


  <There are far more than a million stars,> Ax commented.


  <I know, Ax-man,> Tobias said with a laugh. <Hey! Hey! There's a glow. Like a town, maybe. Lots of lights.>


  <If they're still working on the Blade ship, they'd have lights, right?> Cassie pointed out.


  <It's the only clue we have, and we are running out of time,> I said. <Let's go.>


  <Go into the light,> Marco said.


  <What?>


  <Poltergeist. That old movie. Don't you remember? The little munchkin lady saying, 'Go into the light, go into the light'?>


  <What was this light?> Ax asked, completely mystified.


  <I think it was like . . . death, or something,> Marco said. <But, hey, I could be wrong. Maybe it was just a big, bright, afterlife McDonald's.>


  <Shut up, Marco,> Rachel said.


  We had two hours left. Then, if Ax was right, the Sario Rip would end, and the universe would have two Jakes and two Cassies, and would eliminate them both.


  Go to the Blade ship. Get aboard. Hope Visser Three could get us back. Somehow. Even without the Bug fighter's computer.


  Not much of a plan. But I was the leader, and a leader has to give people hope. Even when he doesn't have much himself.


  <Let's go see what this light is,> I said.


  Chapter 20


  



  7:05 P.M.


  



  Even through the eyes of the jaguar, the rain forest was dark.


  But, oh, the things I saw, gliding like a ghost along the jungle floor.


  It was like some incredible theme park ride. Like one of those haunted houses, where each turn of the little car you're in brings you face-to-face with a new goblin or ghoul or skeleton.


  But it wasn't dead spirits that I saw in my trip through the rain forest. It was life. Life in more shapes and types than you can imagine.


  Huge snakes, twenty feet long and as big around as the branches they hung from. And snakes so tiny they could almost have been worms.


  Monstrous insects, beetles the size of your fist, and centipedes as big as rats. And rats as big as poodles. At least, they looked like rats. And frogs in bright, warning, touch-me-and-die colors.


  And ants everywhere, some marching along in columns, with each ant carrying a piece of leaf ten times its own size. Lizards that shot past, flashes of green. And what I assume were salamanders, like lizards but in brilliant, slimy colors. And overhead, birds and monkeys and more birds.


  We had been blind as bats, stomping through the rain forest in our human bodies. We had seen nothing. But the jaguar saw and smelled and heard everything.


  A million species of life filled the forest around us. Forms of life stranger than anything that had come from outer space. Incredible, insane, brilliant life, all fighting to stay alive, all working to grab one little piece of the rain forest.


  It was overwhelming. For a long time, none of us said anything. We were discovering a world we had never even guessed at. It was as if Polo and his people had been transported to a shopping mall at Christmastime. They would have been amazed and stunned at all the things man creates.


  Now, the reverse was happening. This was the world the jaguar knew. And it was the world that Polo and his people knew. Their shopping mall at Christmastime, filled, not with all the things man makes, but with all the wild, amazing, insane, extreme, shocking creativity of nature.


  And every time I thought, Well, I've seen it all, the rain forest would answer, Kid, you haven't seen anything. Take a look at this bird! Take a look at that flower! Get a load of this creature! Little human boy, I have more to show you than you could see in ten lifetimes.


  <Okay,> Rachel said, breaking the silence at last. <I take it back. I don't want to pave over the rain forest. I don't care if it is dangerous and deadly and it's trying to kill us.>


  <You have an amazing planet,> Ax said. <Amazing.>


  Surprisingly, it was Cassie who reminded us of our mission. <We have very little time left. We have to get to the Blade ship.>


  <You're right, Cassie, but I thought you'd be enjoying this,> I said. <This is the ultimate nature walk.>


  <Yes, it is,> she said softly. <And the Yeerks want to destroy it, and anything else they can't use on this planet. I'm not going to let that happen. So let's haul butt, find the Blade ship, get back where we should be, stay alive to keep fighting, because no one, man or alien, is messing this place up while I'm around to stop them.>


  <Yes, ma'am,> I said.


  <I see lights up ahead,> Marco said.


  From high above us: <I'm over the lights now. It's not a village. It's the Blade ship. And guess what? They dragged the Bug fighter here, too.>


  Something about that fact . . . that the Bug fighter was with the Blade ship, made me uneasy.


  There was no reason for Visser Three to have his people drag the two ships together. There was something wrong there. Something I should see. Something I should realize.


  But I shook it off. My problem was that I needed a plan. It was time to think, not time to worry about things that made no sense.


  Chapter 21


  



  7:36 P.M.


  



  We crept, silent as a dream, through the bush. One foot in front of the other, sliding through leaves, our jaguar spots confusing to the eye, invisible.


  The Hork-Bajir had chopped down a clearing around the Blade ship. There were Taxxons crawling over and around the ship, working feverishly. The Taxxons appeared to have finished work on the Bug fighter. Taxxons are like gigantic centipedes with raw, red circular mouths at one end, and a ring of eyes like red Jell-O.


  <They fit right in,> Marco said.


  I was thinking the same thing. The Taxxons could be rain forest natives. Although, even by rain forest standards, they would have been huge.


  <Not enough Hork-Bajir,> Ax said. <There should be more. Many more. They should be ringing the perimeter.>


  <I count just five Hork-Bajir,> Rachel said. <Wait! Look! Inside the Blade ship. Through that window. Visser Three.>


  I stared hard and saw the outline of an Andalite head. <Yeah. Good. At least we know where he is.>


  <What do we do?> Rachel asked.


  She was asking me. And I didn't happen to have any brilliant answers.


  <Okay, we know Visser Three needs the Bug fighter to get back to our time, right? And we have the computer core, so he can't use the Bug fighter without us. So . . . we could bargain with him, but he can't be trusted. Or we could sneak aboard the Blade ship and just leave the computer core where he can find it.>


  <If he just happens to find the computer core lying around, he's going to know how it got there. And he's going to know what we're up to,> Marco said.


  <Time is running out,> Ax said.


  <If we stow away on the Blade ship but don't give Visser Three the computer core, we're trapped here, along with him,> Cassie pointed out.


  I felt like my head was swimming. Somehow I'd just hoped there would be an answer at the end. But there wasn't.


  <Look, I don't know, all right!> I yelled. <I don't know. I don't know what to do. I don't have any magic answer.>


  <Jake, you're supposed to be our fearless leader,> Marco said.


  I swear, I almost lost it right then. If we'd both been in human form, I might have punched Marco.


  <I never said I was anyone's leader! I never asked to lead anything. Why do I have to know the answers? You don't, Marco. You don't, Rachel.>


  <Oh, man,> Marco groaned. <Jake, you can't lose it, man. We need you.>


  I was about to say something very rude when Cassie interrupted. <Something has been bothering me. Why is Jake the only one who had those flashes? We all exist in both places at once, right? So why is he the only one who had jungle hallucinations?>


  The question hit me like a sledgehammer. Of course. It made no sense. I should have seen it. Should have, should have, should have! There were too many should haves!


  Ax! I remembered asking him if there was some other way to get back. I remembered the way he avoided answering. <Ax? What do you know that you're not saying?>


  <What do I know,> he answered evasively.


  <What do you know . . . or guess?>


  <Prince Jake, as I said, I know very little about Sario Rips. I was preoccupied by ->


  <Ax. You call me your prince. Fine, I'm your prince. So answer my question.>


  <Prince Jake . . . it's possible that you are . . . I mean, it's possible that you are the only real person here. The rest of us may only be memory.>


  I felt a chill. <What are you talking about?>


  <We may not actually be here. Not really. I mean, yes, we were here in one time line, but that time line was later erased.>


  <Erased? Who erased this time line?>


  <You, Prince Jake. It is possible that only you will escape from this time line. You may go back, alone, and alter everything, so that none of this ever really happens.>


  <Is it just me, or is this truly insane?> Marco asked.


  <Ax, how would I be the only one to escape this time line? We think the way to get back to our own time involves repeating the Dracon beam accident that caused the Sario Rip. Right?>


  <Maybe . . . Prince Jake, that may not be the only way,> Ax said. <There may be another way. I didn't want to say anything because I wasn't sure. And ->


  <Hey!> Tobias interrupted sharply. <Visser Three in the window over there? I just saw him wobble. Like a TV picture with interference. It's not him! It's a projection!>


  <A decoy!> Rachel said.


  Suddenly, I saw my terrible mistake. Visser Three knew that eight fifty-four was the cutoff. He knew. And he figured we knew, too.


  So he knew that we'd show up, either at the Bug fighter or the Blade ship, trying to beat that deadline. He knew we'd try to hide out aboard one of the two ships. That's why he had his creatures drag the Bug fighter through the forest to be alongside the Blade ship.


  So we'd have only one place to go.


  So he'd know exactly where we'd be before eight fifty-four.


  <It's a trap!> I yelled. <It's a trap! He's expecting us!>


  And at that very moment, we heard his voice in our heads.


  <Five cats and a bird. Hah-hah-hah. This will be too easy.>
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  <Run! It's a trap!>



  I bolted. But a vine reached up and snagged my front paws. I tumbled, head over heel. Instantly the jaguar was up, but again a vine grabbed me, wrapping around my neck.


  The vines were alive!


  Like a snake, it wrapped around my jaguar throat and tightened. I couldn't breathe! I writhed with all the jaguar's strength and broke free.


  I ran, then . . . it hit me! I'd been wearing the Bug fighter's computer around my neck. It was gone!


  <It's a Lerdethak,> Ax yelled. <The vines! It's Visser Three in a morph. It's a creature from the Hork-Bajir home world: a Lerdethak. It ->


  Suddenly Ax was silent.


  The darkness was erupting around me in a tangle of vines. It was like being in a storm of snakes. The vines shot through the air, reaching, grabbing, wrapping themselves around me.


  I saw a flash of a jaguar - maybe Ax, I couldn't be sure - being lifted in the air by one of the living vines. Lifted by his neck, with three more vines wrapping around his legs and body.


  I wanted to help, but the snakelike things were everywhere! If I hesitated even a second, they would have me.


  <Jake!> I heard Marco yell. <It's got me!>


  Cassie's thought-speak voice just screamed. <Aaaaahhhh!>


  <Cassie!> I yelled. <Marco!>


  <Jake! It's huge!> Tobias yelled down from above. <Can't see well, but like a . . . like an octopus but with a thousand tentacles!>


  A slither of tentacles slapped against me, wrapping around my legs. I leaped . . . a split second away from being caught.


  I ran. What else could I do? I ran!


  <It's swallowing them!> Tobias cried. <Oh, no! NO! It has a mouth. Huge! Help them!>


  <I can't! I can't!> I cried.


  The vine-tentacles were less numerous now, smaller, weaker.


  <I'm inside something!> Rachel said. <Smothering!>


  <Prince Jake, we've been swallowed by the Lerdethak.>


  <Can't get to you!> I yelled. <I can't even see you! Claw your way out!>


  <Can't . . . can't move . . .> Cassie moaned.


  <I can't just watch this!> Tobias yelled. <I'm going down!>


  I was reeling from sheer shock and horror. I was running in panic, running flat out. The tentacles no longer surrounded me. But when I paused, panting, to look back, I saw it.


  It was like some gnarled old tree come to life. Like Medusa's head, alive with snakes. I saw it outlined against the bright lights around the Blade ship. It was rising from the ground, growing taller and taller. Tentacles like bullwhips! A maze of snakelike arms, all surrounding a dark core. Through the tentacles I could see a wide, drooping, blue-outlined mouth.


  As I watched, a struggling jaguar was tossed inside.


  And one thin tentacle reached, whipped, and wrapped around a bird that was diving toward it.


  <Hmmm,> Visser Three said. <Just five little Andalites inside my craw. That leaves one still free. But don't worry. Plenty of time to find you.>


  He had them all. He had them all but me.


  <Settle down, my Andalite friends. Relax. I won't kill you, yet. But you won't morph your way out of this. My Lerdethak morph will hold you tight till I decide your fates.>


  He had them. Visser Three had won. I was the only one left. I was their only hope.


  Some hope, I told myself bitterly. I was the one in charge. And I had walked them into Visser Three's trap. Don't feel sorry for yourself, Jake. Find a way out!


  The huge, thousand-tentacled creature moved easily and swiftly through the rain forest. And now, on both sides of it, I saw the Hork-Bajir warriors.


  Behind me! All around me! A ring of Hork-Bajir penning me in as Visser Three slithered toward me.


  Then . . .


  FLIT!


  Even my jaguar eyes couldn't see the spear fly. I could only see it when it stuck into the back of a Hork-Bajir.


  FLIT! FLIT! FLIT!


  Spears appeared from nowhere. Hork-Bajir began dropping!


  Polo stepped into view. He looked past me and launched his spear at the Lerdethak. Launched it at Visser Three.


  But the Visser's morph was far too quick. One vine reached out, snatched the spear from the air, and contemptuously tossed it back. It stuck in the ground where Polo grabbed it.


  There was no way to stop the Lerdethak.


  It was safe, surrounded by its vine-tentacles. The only vulnerable part was the head, and it was surrounded by a forest of the -


  Wait a minute!


  Not like vines! Not like tentacles! Wrong way to think, Jake, I realized. Branches. Like branches!


  I dove into darkness and even as I ran, I began to demorph. I heard the flit of spears flying and the cries of Hork-Bajir. But nothing was stopping the Lerdethak.


  The Visser kept coming.


  I was human now, blundering blindly through slapping leaves, my bare feet cut and bruised. But at least I had a plan. I ran and focused on a quick morph. I ran and shrank, but still I ran, even as my legs became bowed and I bent forward to use my knuckles like extra feet.


  And when I was fully monkey . . . I turned.


  The Lerdethak loomed huge above me. Its thousand bullwhip tentacles slashed the air.


  <Is that you, my last Andalite?> Visser Three crowed. <Is that little creature your final morph? Pathetic.>


  Maybe so, I thought. But as far as I'm concerned, you're just one big jungle gym.


  I leaped through the air.


  Leaped for the nearest tentacle.


  I grabbed it, swung, and flew!


  No other animal could have penetrated that maze of swinging, snapping, slithering tentacles. But to the monkey, it was all vines and branches.


  Swing! Fly! Catch! Swing! Fly! Catch!


  All at hyperspeed! All at warp factor ten! But the monkey could do it!


  I grabbed one especially big tentacle. It swung me far up in the air, trying to snap me loose. But I held on. And now, down below, I could see the Lerdethak's head. I could see the drooping blue mouth that had just swallowed the others.


  I glanced aside. Polo! Yes, he was standing with his spear in his hand.


  <Your spear!> I cried in thought-speak. <Your spear!>


  In a flash, Polo understood. He threw with all his might.


  The spear flew straight and true.


  And from high in the air, holding to the whipping tentacle with my tail alone, I reached with both hands and snatched the spear out of the air.


  Did you know that one of the reasons humans can throw is because we once swung through the trees? Yep. The shoulder design that makes it possible to swing from branch to branch makes it possible to throw a spear.


  Very possible.


  I threw.


  The spear hit home! It sank into the flesh of the Lerdethak, delivering the poisons of the rain forest into the deadly alien creature.


  But I had used up all my luck.


  A tentacle whipped toward me. Like a snapped high-tension wire, it wrapped itself around my neck, and -
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  - I misjudged the distance to the ground, hit it too hard, and rolled over, a tangle of wings and talons.


  <Nice landing,> Tobias said with a laugh.


  "Are you okay?" Cassie asked me. She rushed over and picked me up. Then she set me back down because I was starting to demorph. And I was getting heavier pretty quickly.


  "What the . . ." I demanded. I almost had a heart attack. I was back! Back, behind the motel. Back, getting ready to go to the Safeway.


  Was it a flashback? One of the visions?


  No, it was lasting too long. This was real. I was behind the motel. Getting ready to morph and go check out the Safeway.


  I looked at my watch. Could it be? "What time is it?" I asked Ax.


  <Eight-nineteen,> he said.


  Eight-nineteen. Of course. I knew the time. At eight-nineteen, I had felt strange - uneasy about making the decision to go into the grocery store. But I had made the decision to go ahead. And from that decision, everything else had followed. The Sario Rip. The disaster in the rain forest.


  "Cassie? Have you ever been to the Amazon?" I asked.


  "What? No. Of course not," she said.


  It hadn't happened. At least not to this Cassie. It was still something that was going to happen. Unless I changed the time line.


  "Are we doing this or what?" Rachel demanded impatiently. "Come on, Jake, are we doing this or what?"


  I grinned. I laughed. I'm afraid I flat out giggled. "Or what, Rachel. Definitely 'or what.' We are out of here!"


  



  It was a day later before I finally got a chance to talk to Ax alone. I told him everything. He thought I was nuts until I said the words Sario Rip. Then he knew.


  <This is all very amazing,> he said as we walked through the woods. The good old, familiar woods. The woods without killer ants and piranhas and jaguars and snakes and natives with poison spears. <I have no memory of any of this.>


  "Yeah, it was pretty amazing," I said. "I made so many wrong moves, I screwed everything up. The computer . . . letting us walk into a trap . . . I mean, we were pretty much doomed. Then it was like I got a second chance to keep it from happening. But I don't even know how. You . . . I mean, that other you, or however you want to say it, thought we had to recreate the Sario Rip in order to undo it."


  Ax nodded. <Yes, I suppose that would have worked. And there was only one other way.>


  I stopped him. "You never told me about any other way."


  <No, I wouldn't have,> Ax said. <I don't know it for sure . . . but there is a theory.>


  "I thought there might be," I said dryly.


  <It is impossible for one person to be in two places at once. In theory. So if you . . . eliminate . . . one of the two, well, the consciousness snaps back together. I think what happened, Prince Jake, is that you died.>


  I felt a chill run up my spine.


  <But even as you died in the rain forest, you were still alive here. So your mind snapped back. Then you undid the time line, so none of it ever really happened. You would find you cannot morph the jaguar or the monkey, because you never really acquired those animals.>


  He made an Andalite smile, which just involves the eyes, since they have no mouths.


  "They teach this stuff in your schools, huh?"


  <Yes.>


  "And you didn't pay much attention to this lesson, huh?"


  <True.>


  "I can see why," I said. "This time travel stuff will make your head explode."


  <Exactly,> Ax agreed. <And on that day, there was this game . . . and this female . . .>


  We walked a while farther. "It was a disaster down there, Ax. I blew it. The only reason we're all still alive is that in the end, I got lucky."


  <Maybe that is true, Prince Jake. But my brother Elfangor once told me, "It's a leader's job to be lucky." Sometimes, success is just luck.>


  I nodded. It didn't make me feel any better. "Elfangor's luck ran out."


  <Yes. We must hope yours does not, Prince Jake.>


  I laughed. "Don't call me Prince."


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Rachel.


  I won't tell you my last name or where I'm from. Here's what I can tell you about myself: I'm tall for my age. Maybe tall for any age. I have blond hair. I like gymnastics, shopping, and a good fight with bad guys. Not necessarily in that order.


  People say I'm pretty, and I guess I'm okay. People say I'm self-confident, and I know that's true.


  My closest friends think I'm fearless. They're wrong about that. People without fear are just insane. I have plenty of fear in my life. Some days I feel afraid from the minute I wake up in the morning till my last nightmare at night.


  But the thing about fear is you can't be afraid of it. I know that sounds confusing. I guess what I mean is, be afraid if you have to, right? Fear is like this vicious little worm that lives inside you and eats you alive. You have to fight it. You have to know it's there. You have to accept that you'll never get rid of it, but fight it just the same.


  Brave isn't about not being afraid. It's about being scared to death and still not giving in.


  That's all any of us do. Any of us Animorphs. We just try not to give in.


  And in the middle of it all, in the middle of all the danger and betrayal and fear, we try to hold on to what's normal and good. Have to keep up with the homework. Have to be ready for that pop quiz. Have to still listen to music and watch TV and maybe go to a movie.


  You know what I mean? When you live in an insane world, you have to hold on to the little things.


  There are six of us. Five humans, one not-so-human. There's me; there's Jake, my more responsible cousin; Marco, my personal pain in the butt; Cassie, my best friend forever; Tobias, who was our first casualty, trapped forever in the body of a hawk; and Ax, the only Andalite to survive their mission to Earth.


  It all began with an innocent walk through an abandoned construction site at night. The five of us, minus Ax, were minding our own business, heading home from the mall. No one was thinking, Hey, let's get ourselves in the middle of an interstellar war. I just wanted to get home, do all those normal things. Maybe watch TV. Check out some Web sites. Listen to a favorite CD. Do my homework.


  Whatever. Normal stuff.


  But the damaged Andalite fighter landed right in front of us, and from that point on, nothing was normal again.


  We are not alone in this universe. There are billions of stars and billions of planets. And on some of those planets, life arose like it did here on good old Earth.


  On some of those planets, highly intelligent life evolved. Just like Homo sapiens - humans - evolved here. Out there in the stars, there are races like the Ellimists who are so advanced they make humans look as dumb as cows. Then there are races, like the Andalites, more advanced than us. You know: like a tenth-grader is more advanced than an eighth-grader. But still in the same zone of reality.


  And there are races like the Hork-Bajir, razor-bladed killing machines that everyone says used to be rather sweet. And the Taxxons . . . well, what can you say about the Taxxons? Huge cannibalistic centipedes. Not exactly the good guys of the galaxy. Not exactly nice.


  And then there are the Yeerks.


  The Yeerks, who enslaved the Hork-Bajir. The Yeerks, who made a devil's deal with the Taxxons. The Yeerks, who spread throughout the galaxy like a virus, attacking one race after another, enslaving, destroying.


  They are parasites. Just gray slugs, really. In their natural state you could step on one and squash it like a snail without its shell.


  But Yeerks have the ability to infest other species. To crawl and slither and squirm inside their heads. They flatten their bodies out and wrap themselves around the brain, sinking into every crevice.


  They tie into the brain. They take over the brain and enslave the poor creature, making it a Controller. They did this to Hork-Bajir and Gedds and Taxxons. All Hork-Bajir and Taxxons and Gedds are Controllers.


  They've even done it to one Andalite. But only one.


  Luckily.


  And they are doing it to humans. Hundreds, thousands, maybe even millions of humans.


  Some Controllers are taken against their will. Others, believe it or not, become Controllers voluntarily.


  That's always been the thing that made me maddest. Anyone can lose a battle. But to choose to surrender? To become a traitor? That's just sick.


  The Yeerks have a front organization they call The Sharing. It's supposed to be like some kind of Boy Scouts or something, except that they take girls as well as boys, and adults as well as kids. Supposedly, it's this big family thing. You know: cookouts and rafting trips and everyone just one big, happy family.


  Except that the reality is The Sharing is run by the Yeerks. They use it to learn about human society. They use it to disguise their meetings. And they use it to recruit new members.


  I always wondered what lies they told people to get them to agree to become Controllers. Now I know. At least I know what it took to get one person to betray his entire planet.


  I guess he betrayed me personally, too. In a way. Not that he knew me. There were probably a million girls like me with crushes on him.


  I know what you're thinking. Rachel has a crush? Rachel? The person Marco calls Xena: Warrior Princess?


  Well, what can I say? Cute is cute. And cuteness is a very powerful force. And he was the cutest of all cute guys that ever showed a dimple.


  It was a shame I had to do what I did to him. It hurt me as much as it hurt him.


  Well . . . maybe not quite as much.


  But we'll get to all that grisly stuff later. I'll start at the beginning. Oddly enough, it all started at the zoo.
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  "Field trip." Two of the best words in the English language. Our class was going to the zoo at The Gardens.


  Sure, I'd been there before. And yes, Cassie's mom was head veterinarian, so I could get in anytime I wanted. But who cared? Any field trip was better than sitting at a desk, zoning out at a blackboard. Right? I mean, when I was younger, we went on a field trip to a factory that made bread and Twinkies. They didn't even give us any Twinkles, but did I care? No. Because being out, moving around, seeing new stuff, is always better than hard desk chairs.


  Cassie didn't agree.


  "My mom's going to give a little presentation on endangered species," Cassie said as we sauntered along with the rest of the class. "A presentation. To us."


  We were in a big enclosed exhibit area. It was like a huge glass dome over all these different habitats. We were walking along at a slight downhill angle on a winding pathway between leopards and tortoises and Komodo dragons and pythons - all the animals that couldn't be exposed to cold weather.


  I was enjoying myself, sipping a Mountain Dew through a straw. And checking out the occasional good-looking guy.


  "Why do they even have a python exhibit?" I asked Cassie. "All they ever do is lie there. That snake might as well be fake. He could be plastic. Now, leopards, sure. They move around. They give you dirty looks. But pythons?"


  "She thinks she has to be entertaining," Cassie said, still worried about her mother's presentation. "It's dangerous when Mom tries to be entertaining. See, she'll think she has to be cool and all. She'll start talking about 'The Fudgies,' or 'Snoopy Diggity Dog,' or 'Boys Eleven Men,' or 'Nice Is Neat.'"


  I laughed out loud, practically spraying Mountain Dew from my nose. "Okay, The Fugees, Snoop Doggy Dogg and Boyz II Men I get. But what's Nice Is Neat?"


  Cassie looked guilty. "NIN. You know, Nine Inch Nails? I wanted to get the new CD but I was broke, so I told my mom NIN stood for Nice Is Neat."


  I grabbed Cassie's arm and turned her around. "No way. You? That sounds like something Marco would have thought up."


  Cassie quickly looked down at the ground. Then she started laughing. "Okay, it was Marco's idea. He said, 'What parent can possibly resist a rock group named Nice Is Neat?' See, Marco wanted me to get the CD so he could make a tape . . . Anyway, it worked."


  "Cassie, Cassie, Cassie. When you start taking advice from Marco, the end of civilization is very near. Besides, you and Nine Inch Nails? Do you even like the band?"


  Cassie made a face. "Actually they're a little depressed and grim and harsh for me. Although it would be perfect for my mood today."


  Cassie shook her head, worried again. "I know she's going to bring it up. She's going to say something like, 'Saving endangered species is cool - like listening to Nice Is Neat.' I'll have to change schools. I'll have to move to another town."


  She grabbed my Mountain Dew and took a swig. "Why, Rachel? Why, of all the places we could go on a field trip? Why do we have to come to my mom's work?"


  We leaned against the railing above the crocodile pit. About half the class had wandered on ahead. About half were still behind us. And now we were mixed in with a class of yammering, noisy kindergartners, all wearing name tags.


  "I don't know," I said to Cassie. "Just your bad luck, I -" Right in front of me, not ten feet away, some dumb little boy was climbing up on the railing. "Hey! Hey! Get down off there, you -"


  Suddenly, he was gone.


  Over the edge.


  Into the crocodile pit.
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  "Aaaaahhhhh!"


  The little boy screamed and suddenly everyone was silent.


  Then, a split second later, everyone was yelling. Me, Cassie, adults, the teachers and parent volunteers with the kindergarten.


  "Help! Help!"


  "He just fell in!"


  "I couldn't stop him!"


  "I didn't even see!"


  "Tyler! Tyler! Are you all right?"


  Cassie grabbed my arm to get my attention. She stared into my eyes, making sure I heard her. "I'll get help. I'll be right back. Don't do anything dumb, Rachel. Don't!" She sprinted away.


  I leaned far out over the railing. Everyone was pushing to get a view of the kid named Tyler. But no one could see him. He had fallen straight down and rolled into a shallow alcove at the base of the wall.


  The way the habitat was set up, there was a sort of island in the middle. Around it was a moat or stream or whatever you want to call it. Just below me, at the bottom of the wall, was a second dry area. I guess that's where the crocodiles went when they didn't want people staring at them.


  There were six crocodiles in that pit. All six were lying peacefully on the center island, surrounded by the water. They had all been sleeping. They'd been as still and boring as the sleeping python.


  But now I saw one crocodile eye open. It was a large brown eye with a black slit for a pupil. It was a sly, ruthless eye.


  If the crocodiles moved for the kid, it would all be over long before help could come.


  Another croc opened his eye and turned his head toward the boy.


  "Oh, man," I groaned. I took a deep breath. I didn't have any morph that could take on a fifteen-foot-long crocodile. Not my grizzly bear morph. Not even my elephant morph, probably. And even to save a life, I couldn't morph in public.


  Which just left two choices. Do nothing, and let the crocodile hurt the kid. Or do something really dumb.


  I chose dumb.


  "Look! Over there!" I screamed as loud as I could, pointing wildly.


  Every head turned to look. I jumped onto the railing, balanced myself like the amateur gymnast I am, then leaped for the branch of a fake, concrete tree overhanging the pit.


  I grabbed the branch. Just like the uneven parallel bars, only it tore at my palms. I swung, then dropped to a lower branch.


  I scraped my right forearm bloody, but I caught the branch, killed my speed, and dropped the last ten feet to the floor of the crocodile pit.


  "Oh my God! That girl fell in, too!"


  "No, she's trying to save the boy!"


  "Don't be a fool!" someone yelled.


  Too late, I thought grimly. I was standing on sand. The boy was behind me, sheltered from sight. Six feet of water separated me and the boy from the six crocodiles. They were all awake now. Interested. Not sure whether they should come on over and eat us or not.


  And that's when I saw the reason they were unsure.


  See, there weren't six crocs in the exhibit. There were seven. The seventh was lying just inches away. And he was large.


  Large enough that if this big monster didn't want to share his prey, the other crocodiles were not going to make him mad by trying.


  He was huge.


  Oh, man, was he huge.


  "Nice crocodile," I whispered.


  He stared at me with brown-yellow eyes that almost seemed to be laughing. Of course he was laughing. He'd thought he only had one human to chomp. Now he had two.


  Then he charged.


  You wouldn't think something that big, with those stubby little legs, could move that fast. But he was on us like lightning! Straight at me!


  I jumped in the air as that horrible snout snapped at the space where I'd been. I landed on the croc's back, fell, then scrambled wildly to get back atop him. His tail lashed like a bullwhip. He squirmed violently, trying to throw me off. His huge, gaping jaws reached back, daring me to come in range of his sharp, uneven, snaggly teeth.


  I had one tiny hope. Just one. I hugged his horned, rough back, and pressed my palms against him and focused my mind with all my willpower.


  I began to acquire the crocodile.


  Before he could "acquire" me.


  Chapter 4


  



  "Acquiring." That's what we call it when we absorb the DNA of a creature.


  I acquired the crocodile, absorbing the animal's DNA into my own system, making it a part of me. And, as usually happens during the acquiring, the animal became calm and peaceful.


  The crocodile's tail stopped lashing. It stopped trying to throw me off. But it turned its head and glared at me with one mean eye. And I knew the peace would not last long.


  But something else was happening at the same time. For the first time ever, I felt sick to my stomach while acquiring the crocodile. Sick, like I'd swallowed some spoiled milk or something. And at the same time, I felt a swarm of heat prickles all over my skin.


  But a queasy stomach and nerves were the least of my problems.


  I rolled off the croc into the alcove beside the boy. There was a bloody gash on his forehead. He was unconscious, but starting to stir and moan.


  In seconds, the acquiring calm would wear off and the big crocodile would be back. His front teeth were within a foot of the boy.


  From up above I could hear shouts and cries. People were rushing to help. But they wouldn't arrive in time. They couldn't even see us in the shelter of the alcove.


  "Okay, Rachel," I whispered. "Focus. Do this fast!"


  I felt the changes begin almost immediately. And I saw them happen. I saw the skin on my arms turn a yellowish green, then a darker, almost black-green. My skin began to crack. You know how the bottom of a dried-out lake looks? Where the mud cracks and forms big, irregular patches? That was my skin. Patterns of cracks raced across my arms and up and down my back.


  I could feel the skin growing hard and crusty all along my back. It was softer, but still stiff all down my front. It didn't hurt - morphing never really hurts - but there were still things I could feel. The thickening, hardening, and cracking of my skin. The way my spine stretched and stretched, longer and longer, making little strained-bungee-cord noises. The shortening of my arms and legs.


  My legs quickly grew so short I couldn't stand any longer. I fell forward, facedown in the sand.


  The big crocodile was staring. At me now, rather than the little boy.


  The little boy was coming to. His eyes fluttered. He moved his hands and legs. And as he moved, I could see the big crocodile's eyes focus back on him. Back on his prey.


  Then my face bulged out. Out and out and out, like some awful pimple. My teeth and gums itched incredibly as new teeth appeared and old teeth grew long.


  Soon I could see my own green scaly snout pushing out ahead of me. It was unbelievably long, and already I could sense the incredible power of those jaws.


  Okay, Rachel, get ready! I warned myself.


  I knew what was coming next. As the physical changes were completed, the crocodile mind would appear.


  It's part of morphing. The mind and instincts of the animal exist right along with your own mind and thoughts. And sometimes they can be terribly hard to control.


  Sometimes, control is almost impossible.


  The crocodile brain didn't rush at me. It didn't do anything quickly. It was slow. So slow.


  But it was slow the way a supertanker may be moving slowly, but still be impossible to stop. It rolled toward me: utter simplicity. No complex thoughts. No doubts. Just hunger. Only hunger.


  I felt it bubbling up inside my own head, like a slow-motion volcano.


  Resist!


  But the crocodile mind had evolved millions of years before the first monkeys had swung in the trees. The crocodile mind had survived, unchanged, while dinosaurs went down to extinction and the first birds flew. It was old. Old and simple and clear, and it rolled across me, sweeping aside my fragile human thoughts.


  The crocodile knew two things. There was prey - the little boy. And there was an enemy - the other big crocodile.


  My eyes looked out of the sides of my head. It was good, clear vision, not much different than my own. I could see almost all around me at once. Just behind me, to my left, something struggled and moaned. I could practically taste the blood in its veins. I could sense its heat.


  Just ahead of me was a big male crocodile. Just like me. He was stalking the same prey.


  Simple equation: two crocodiles of equal size stalking the same prey. I either had to fight the other croc, or lunge for the prey before the enemy could act, or back away.


  I spun left, fast as a snake!


  I opened my jaws so wide that my own snout hid part of the prey from view. In a second I would close my jaws on that squirming, moaning little boy and . . .


  Sudden movement! I was being attacked!


  The big crocodile rushed at me with amazing speed. I whipped my tail and turned to meet him. The momentum carried me off the sandbar into the water. Water! Now we could really move!


  The other crocodile dived, trying to get below me to rip open my soft underbelly. I squirmed and rolled. A tail lashed through the murky water. I snapped.


  Yes! My jaws closed on something and squeezed.


  Then, pain! A sudden searing pain in my left hind leg. There was blood in the water. The other croc had my leg. I had his tail. We churned the water to foam, rolling and tightening our jaws.


  Slowly, slowly, like I was climbing up out of a well, I felt my own mind, the mind of Rachel, start to emerge again.


  I was too stunned and exhausted by the battle to resist the crocodile's cunning. It had the power of total focus. It had the power of utter simplicity. It killed, it ate, and it didn't care about anything else.


  We rolled insanely in the shallow water, two genetically identical crocodiles fighting a battle for dominance. Fighting to see whose mighty jaws would close on the human child.


  I saw flashes of horrified onlookers up above. I saw flashes of the child starting to crawl away. I saw flashes of the other crocodiles, slithering toward the water. They hoped to take the child while the two bigger crocs were busy fighting.


  I needed to win this fight to stay alive. And I needed to do it quickly to save the little boy.


  I did the thing the crocodile couldn't do very well. I thought. I used my intelligence.


  I let go of the tail at the same second I pulled my hind leg forward with all my strength. It was a slingshot effect. The enemy crocodile shot backward, I saw his pale belly go by, and I struck hard and fast.


  He rolled away, defeated. I slewed to my right, cutting off the crocodiles who were heading for the boy. Then I raced for the sand and motored up into the alcove, out of sight of the crowd above. The boy backed away in terror.


  I had no choice. I had to take a chance. I spoke to the little boy in thought-speak.


  <Hey, kid! I'm the good crocodile, all right? Climb on my back!>


  Fortunately, he was a cool little kid. Small enough not to question the fact that a crocodile was talking to him.


  He climbed on my back like I was a pony. I slithered to the water and carried him across to the pile of fake rocks where he could climb to safety. Crocodiles can do lots of things, but they can't climb.


  I raced back to the alcove and morphed back to human just as half a dozen zoo trainers armed with tranquilizer dart rifles and nets came rushing in.


  The kid was safe. I was safe. Even the big croc was okay after some surgery.


  So, all in all, it turned out to be a pretty cool field trip. And we never did have to hear Cassie's mom give her presentation.


  Chapter 5


  



  "I see," Jake said. "So basically you're saying it was no big deal. You jump into an alligator pit, you -"


  "Crocodile, not alligator," Cassie corrected him.


  Jake cocked one eyebrow at Cassie and she fell silent.


  "You jump into a crocodile pit, morph into a crocodile, engage in a battle to see who's going to eat the kid, end up carrying the kid on your back, and your feeling is this was all pretty cool?"


  I shrugged and looked to Cassie for support.


  "She did save the kid," Cassie pointed out.


  "She also came very, very close to showing the entire world what she really is," Jake said, using the low, silky voice he uses when he's really upset.


  After saving the kid, you'd think my friends would have welcomed me as a hero, right? Wrong.


  Here's the scene. Me, Cassie, Jake, Marco, Tobias, and Ax were all in Cassie's barn, which is also the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. So picture cages everywhere, stuffed with every kind of injured, sick, messed-up raccoon, squirrel, duck, wild pig, bat, skunk, fox, eagle, and deer.


  Jake was pacing back and forth, which he also does when he's upset. Jake isn't a yelling kind of person when he's mad. He's a grinding-his-teeth, pacing, and talking-in-a-low-silky-voice kind of person.


  Jake is in charge, more or less. No one exactly elected him, but if we ever did vote on it he'd get all the votes - except his own. There was just never any question who was going to be the leader. Probably because we all know Jake isn't the kind of person who really wants to be a boss. He does it because someone has to, not because it makes him feel important.


  I would probably think Jake was good-looking. Except that he's my cousin. But of course Cassie thinks he's perfect. Cassie and Jake have a little thing going. Neither of them admits it, of course. And they never really say anything to each other about it. They think no one else knows. But they have a definite thing. Trust me.


  Anyway, lounging on a big bale of hay was Marco. Marco is Jake's best friend. Marco is not the leadership type. He's very smart but unfortunately, he uses all his brain to make stupid jokes.


  Okay, maybe not all his brain. If he used all his brain to make jokes, the jokes would probably be better.


  Marco is cute, although not as cute as he thinks he is. See, it would be impossible for anyone to be as cute as Marco thinks he is. Marco's ego is totally out of control.


  Then, there is Tobias. He was up in the rafters overhead, carefully combing his feathers with his beak.


  Tobias is what the Andalites call a nothlit. That means a person who is trapped in a morph. There's a two-hour time limit on morphing. Stay more than two hours and you stay forever.


  Tobias used to be this kind of dweebish kid with crazed blond hair and a dreamy expression. But now he is a red-tailed hawk. The dreamy expression is long gone. It's been replaced by the laser-intensity stare of a raptor.


  Tobias has had to accept the fact that he is not fully human anymore. Inside, he's still Tobias. But he lives in the woods and hunts for his food, and that has changed him.


  Then there is Cassie. Cassie is my best friend, although we're nothing alike. Cassie is probably the most capable, in-charge, amazing person I will ever meet. This is a girl who deals with school, has practically a full-time job helping her dad with the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic, and handles all the stuff we have to deal with as Animorphs. I mean, who else can keep up a B-plus average while she's saving wild animals and fighting a war with the Yeerk empire?


  Last, and definitely weirdest, is Ax. His full name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. Which is why we just call him "Ax." He doesn't usually come to meetings, because he has to travel in human morph. He doesn't like going into human morph because he thinks walking around on just two legs is dangerous.


  Since we were safe inside the barn, Ax was back in his own body now. His body is a strange but cool-looking mix of bluish deer body, humanlike arms and shoulders, and definitely alien head. He has no mouth. He has two big, seminormal eyes on his face where eyes should be, and two extra eyes stuck on short stalks on top of his head.


  And he has a tail. Like a scorpion's tail. Very fast, very dangerous in a fight.


  Normally when we're in the barn, Cassie would be busily cleaning cages or giving medications to skanky lizards or whatever. But I guess she felt like she had to help me defend myself. So she was standing there, looking guilty even though she hadn't done anything wrong.


  "What was I supposed to do?" I asked Jake. "Let the little boy get chomped?"


  "Yes!" Marco said, speaking up. "Yes. See, we're fighting to save the whole world, not one kid. And you endangered all that by trying to be the offspring of Xena: Warrior Princess and Superman."


  <Xena and Superman have a child? I didn't even know they were dating,> Tobias said in open thought-speak.


  I smiled up at him. He couldn't smile back, of course.


  Then, in a whisper that only I could hear, Tobias added, <Rachel. Ask Jake what he would have done. That'll get him off your back.>


  I carefully avoided nodding or giving any sign that Tobias had whispered to me. "Jake, if you think what I did was so wrong, what would you have done?"


  Jake stopped pacing. "The point is, secrecy is absolutely important," he said.


  "Jake," I repeated, "what would you have done in my place?"


  Chapter 6


  



  Jake scratched his ear. He grinned sheepishly. "Just because I would have done the same thing doesn't make it right."


  "I think Rachel was a real hero," Cassie said.


  <Rachel was brave. Bravery is a great virtue.>


  Marco rolled his eyes at Ax. "Thank you, Obi-Wan Kenobi, for that wisdom. Of course she was a hero. She's always a hero. Rachel can't stop being heroic. Being stupidly brave is like some nervous tic she can't control. But what if someone had caught her morphing on videotape?"


  That wiped the smile off my face. As much as Marco annoyed me, he was right. If someone had taped me . . . the Yeerks are everywhere. If they'd had evidence I'd morphed a crocodile they would know who and what I was.


  The Yeerks believe we are a highly trained group of Andalite warriors. If they ever found out we were just human kids . . . we'd be wiped out before we could blink twice.


  "Okay, well, anyway, Rachel, you were very brave. You were also very lucky. The news reports say you 'fell into' the pit because you were trying to see the kid. Everyone is focused on how amazing it supposedly was that a kid could ride an alligator . . . crocodile. The kid's going to be on five different talk shows."


  "Great. So I'm the idiot girl who 'fell' into the pit, and the kid is some big hero."


  "Be glad it worked out that well," Jake said.


  For a moment, I considered mentioning the way I'd felt sick while morphing the crocodile. But I decided against it. Why give Jake anything else to worry about?


  Cassie raised her hand. "Are we done with yelling at Rachel? I have work to do."


  Jake laughed. "I don't yell," he said. "I'm not anyone's parent."


  "You tell 'em, Dad," Marco said.


  We all laughed and the tension was broken. For about ten seconds - till Jake said, "Hey, by the way, Tom said something about how The Sharing is going to hire that kid from Power House as a spokesman."


  "That TV show?" Marco said. "Huh. That's strange. Well, anyway, I have homework piled up on my desk at home. Plus, I have the new Nintendo game. You know, the one where -"


  He stopped talking and just stared at Cassie and me. Probably because Cassie and I were standing there with our mouths hanging open.


  "What's with them?" Marco asked Jake.


  Jake looked mystified. "What is with you two?"


  "Jeremy Jason McCole is going to be endorsing The Sharing?" I asked in a wavering voice.


  "Jeremy Jason McCole?" Cassie echoed in awestruck tones.


  Jake shrugged. "Yeah, it's too bad, but it's not like anyone cares. He's just some wimpy little actor. I mean, it's not like he's Michael Jordan . . ."


  " . . . or Brett Favre," Marco added.


  < . . . or Wayne Gretzky,> Tobias offered.


  <What is an actor?> Ax wondered.


  " . . . or anyone else important," Jake concluded. "He's just an actor. I mean, he's a dork."


  <What is a dork?> Ax asked.


  <That hair!> Tobias said derisively.


  "I love his hair," Cassie said.


  "Plus he's even shorter than I am," Marco said.


  "The difference being that Jeremy Jason McCole is cute," I said.


  "He's more than cute," Cassie said. "He is the single cutest boy on the planet."


  "He's in every magazine," I said. "Teen, YM, Seventeen."


  "Wussy Weekly, Midget Monthly, The New Dork Times . . ." Marco added. He and Jake exchanged a high five.


  I ignored Marco. I almost always do. Instead I made sure Jake was paying attention, and I said, "Jake, you're not getting it. About half the girls in our school have a poster of Jeremy Jason McCole in their bedrooms or in their lockers, or both. He is the number one cute guy in the country. He has like twenty Web sites just about him. If he endorses The Sharing, it would be as if . . ." I looked to Cassie for help.


  "As if the entire female cast of Baywatch endorsed something," Cassie supplied.


  "Yeah. Like that."


  Jake's smile evaporated. "You're saying this actor kid has that kind of influence?"


  "He has that much power?" Marco said. "He has Baywatch-level power?"


  <Yasmine Bleeth power?> Tobias echoed.


  <Bleeth?> Ax echoed. <Is that a word?>


  "If Jeremy Jason McCole becomes a spokesman for The Sharing, they'll be signing up girls like crazy," I said.


  "Then this is serious," Jake said.


  "Yeah, Jake, it is. We have to stop this from happening."


  Cassie sent me a sly, sidelong glance. "Of course . . . we might have to actually meet Jeremy Jason in order to save him."


  "We have to do our duty," I said. "I mean, for a start, we have to find out if he's already a Controller."


  "And we'd probably have to meet him to do that."


  "Get close to him."


  "Very close."


  "Absolutely."


  "Mmm-hmmm."


  "The two of you are making me sick," Jake said.


  Chapter 7


  



  Reruns of Power House came on every night at seven. Just after the news. I watched it with my two little sisters, Sara and Jordan. Sara was too little to care one way or the other about boys. But Jordan was closer to my age.


  "You think Jeremy Jason McCole is cute?" I asked her.


  "On a scale of one to ten? Maybe about a thousand."


  I nodded. "Yeah. He is cute."


  "He's even cuter than that guy Marco. You know the one who's Cousin Jake's friend?"


  "Yeah, I know Marco," I said cautiously. I shuddered. "You actually think Marco is cute?"


  "Sure."


  "Jordan, do me and the whole world a favor. Never, ever tell him."


  "As if!"


  "But you don't think he's as cute as Jeremy Jason, right?"


  "Of course not. Jeremy Jason is famous."


  "Oh. Well, let me ask you something. If you thought there was some club you could belong to that would mean you might get to meet Jeremy Ja-"


  She leaped up. "What club? What club? What club?!"


  Which answered my question. I wasn't foolish enough to worry about what might happen if Jeremy Jason McCole came out in support of The Sharing. If anything, I wasn't worrying enough.


  If using Jeremy Jason worked at recruiting girls into The Sharing, what would the Yeerks do next?


  I watched Power House with a whole new outlook, knowing what I now knew about one of its stars. Was it really possible that someone like Jeremy Jason McCole could be a Controller?


  No way. And if I did just happen to save him from being taken by the Yeerks. Well . . .


  After dinner and after Power House, I went up to my room to attack my backed-up homework. I had a paper due and it was supposed to be five pages long, at least. I had maybe four pages worth of material. So I played with fonts and margins until my four pages could more or less fill five pages. Then I hit "print" and hoped my teacher wouldn't figure out what I'd done.


  "Rachel? I'm running down to the store for some milk," my mom yelled up the stairs. "You're in charge."


  I dropped out of the word-processing program and logged on to the Internet. I opened my window since it was a warm night out and Tobias sometimes flew by in the evening.


  Then I started checking out the various Web sites for Jeremy Jason.


  "Know your enemy," I muttered under my breath. Not that I could really think of Jeremy Jason as my enemy.


  I had to wait through several busy signals to reach his own actual home page. My screen filled with a picture of the actor.


  "Way too cute to be a Controller," I said to no one.


  I scrolled down and found a button for his biography. It was two pages long. I printed it out. Then I clicked on his schedule of appearances. It was slightly out-of-date. I scrolled down the page. Then, "Whoa! Whoa!"


  I stopped and scrolled back. There it was. The twenty-fourth. Jeremy Jason was doing the Barry and Cindy Sue Show on the road. On the road . . . right in our town for the week.


  Two days from now! He's going to be here! Here!


  I snatched up the portable phone. I speed-dialed Cassie. "He's coming here!"


  "Who? What?"


  "Jeremy Jason. He's going to be on the Barry and Cindy Sue Show when they come to town!"


  "No way!"


  "Oh, yes. Definitely yes." I hung up and started to click to another Web site to confirm the news.


  I felt like I couldn't breathe. I was majorly excited. I know, I know, it isn't really cool to get all mental about a TV actor, but Jeremy Jason McCole was like my first crush going back to when I was ten.


  I took a deep, steadying breath.


  But I couldn't quite do it. My breathing was short. Rough. Like I was being squeezed. A swarming feeling of heat needles spread across my skin.


  This wasn't about Jeremy Jason. There was definitely something wrong with me. I couldn't breathe!


  I sucked in air and pushed myself back from the computer.


  And that's when I noticed my hand.


  My right hand was green. A dark, mottled, reptile green.


  Chapter 8


  



  "What the . . ."


  I held up my left hand. It was green, too. Getting greener as I watched. Getting rougher. Changing. Morphing!


  There were scales forming on my skin. Crawling up my arms.


  I bolted from the chair and raced for my full-length mirror.


  My face was just beginning to bulge out. A huge, long, black-green snout.


  This is something you never want to actually see.


  "Yahhhh!" I yelped.


  The swelling bulge split open to reveal a row of long, yellowed teeth.


  "Crckkk!" I started to say, but my mouth was no longer human enough to make human sounds.


  My legs shriveled as I watched helplessly. I fell forward onto the floor. The huge tail was surging behind me. I felt my spine stretching.


  No! No! I hadn't decided to morph!


  And yet I was morphing. At warp speed! I was on the floor of my bedroom, turning into a murderous, twenty-foot-long crocodile.


  Morph out! I ordered myself. Morph out!


  But the transformation continued. I was too big for the room! My snout was pushed into one corner, while my tail stretched out under the bed and curled in the far corner.


  What was happening to me?


  If Jordan or Sara or my mother walked into the room, my secret would be out. Worse yet, I wasn't sure I could control the crocodile.


  It was hungry.


  Focus, Rachel! Focus! Morph out! Go human!


  But I wasn't morphing out. At least, not back to human.


  Instead I began to notice a completely different kind of change. My body was narrowing in two places. I was cinching up. Forming three different body sections: head, abdomen, and thorax.


  I was becoming an insect!


  And that's when I became afraid. See, it's impossible to morph straight from one animal to another. Or at least it's supposed to be impossible. But I was definitely morphing. And I was not morphing to human.


  I was still a huge crocodile, but my massive crocodile head was connected to my body by a tiny, narrow neck. And the area connecting my squat crocodile body to my fat crocodile tail had narrowed so much it was the size of a human wrist.


  <This can't be happening!> I cried to no one. <This has to be a dream.>


  But I'd had dozens, maybe hundreds of awful morphing dreams. And they'd never been like this.


  I could hear my bones squishing as they turned to water and disappeared. I could see the black-green crocodile scales turn dark brown, almost black, as an insect's exoskeleton grew over me like armor.


  Huge spiky hairs shot like daggers from my back. My big teeth melted together, solidified, blackened, and reformed to become a long, vile-looking tube. Two new legs spurted from my sides. Two spiky, multi-jointed legs.


  I knew all these changes. This was a morph I had done before. But never like this!


  I was on my way to becoming a fly. But because morphing is never logical, I was a gigantic fly. I was becoming a fly before I'd had a chance to shrink.


  Then the shrinkage kicked in and I was spiraling wildly downward. I was going from twenty-five feet in length to less than a quarter of an inch!


  I wanted to scream for help. But who could help me? No one. No one!


  Suddenly my reptile eyes bulged and popped out like balloons. The world around me was shattered into a thousand tiny pictures. I had the compound eyes of a fly!


  My mind was reeling. It had to be a nightmare. This wasn't possible. It had to be some awful dream!


  I was shrinking so fast that the corners of the room seemed to be racing away from me. The wood grain grew large and dark and clear. The cracks between boards were growing as wide as ditches.


  And then, with a sickening lurch, I realized I had stopped shrinking. I was growing again.


  The wood grain grew smaller. The cracks shrank. And I grew. And grew. And grew!


  My extra legs were gone. I had just four now. Four legs growing thicker and taller and thicker and taller!


  <Oh, please! Someone help me!>


  Sproing! Sproing! The springs in my mattress popped as my bulk crushed them. I was too big for the room. Bigger even than the crocodile. My bookshelves fell over. My desk slammed against the wall. Sparks shot from my computer and the screen went blank.


  Too big for the room! I was big enough to be weighed in tons, not pounds. I was morphing a full-grown African elephant. In my small bedroom.


  C-r-r-r-r-r-e-e-e-e-k!


  <Oh, no,> I whispered. I could feel the floor literally sinking under my impossible weight. My head was shoved up against the ceiling.


  C-r-r-r-UNCH!


  With a scream of twisting wood, the floor gave way.


  A sickening drop! And . . .


  C-r-r-a-BOOOOM!


  I was, very suddenly, in the kitchen.


  Chapter 9


  



  CRASH!


  CRUNCH!


  I staggered and fell against the rubble of my room and the even bigger mess of the kitchen. It was chaos! Nothing made any sense.


  The stove sat at a ridiculous angle with a two-by-four piece of lumber spearing through its glass door. The refrigerator was open, with all its contents spilled out. A gallon of milk glub-glubbed all over the place.


  Sara! Jordan! Had they been in the kitchen?


  Had my mom?


  Oh, God! No one could have survived being crushed under this mess!


  "Rachel! Rachel!"


  It was Jordan's voice. She sounded scared but okay. And my elephant ears told me she was not in the room with me. She was out in the hallway. She couldn't see me through the rubble.


  I couldn't answer. I didn't have a human mouth or throat.


  Could I get out of morph? I had to try.


  I focused my mind on my own body. My human self. And slowly at first, then faster, I began to shrink.


  Suddenly the boards and Sheetrock were no longer pressing in so tightly around me. In the hallway I could hear Jordan saying, "Nine-one-one? Um, um, we have an emergency! Our house fell in!"


  I would have laughed . . . if I'd been sure Sara and my mother were both safe. Then I remembered - my mother was out. That just left Sara.


  Meanwhile, I began to see the best sight in the world: human flesh emerging from the thick gray skin of the elephant. I was still on all fours, but I could see fingers beginning to grow from the massive elephant feet.


  "Rachel! Rachel, where are you?"


  Sara's voice this time. She must have taken the phone. I breathed a huge sigh of relief.


  "Yes, get here right away! Please! I think my sister is trapped!"


  My trunk slurped up into my face, leaving my tiny human nose behind. I cleared my throat. Could I talk yet?


  "Jordan?" I said. Yes. It was my voice. My own human voice!


  "Rachel? Is that you?"


  "Well, who else would it be?" I asked. I didn't mean to sound sarcastic. I was scared half to death, and I get snippy when I'm scared.


  "That's Rachel, all right," Sara said.


  "Are you okay?"


  "I'm bruised up," I said. "But I guess I'll live."


  Had I been in human form when the floor collapsed, I'd have been dead or on my way to a long stay in a hospital for sure. On the other hand, if I'd been human, the floor wouldn't have collapsed in the first place.


  What was happening to me? Why in the heck had I morphed?


  I had a few minutes to think that over while the paramedics and fire department and police and my mom and every person within six blocks showed up. But there were no answers.


  I had morphed without wanting to.


  The fire department guys dug me out of the rubble. They kept telling me not to worry. What did they know? Had they ever suddenly turned into a crocodile? Had they ever had uncontrolled morphing?


  My mom was home by the time they dug me out. She did a lot of yelling and wailing and hugging and crying. They made me take an ambulance to the hospital to be checked over.


  It was total E.R. for a while. I told them I was fine, but no one could believe it. No one could believe that a girl could be trapped in a collapsed house and still be unhurt.


  Then the TV stations found out I was the same girl who had "fallen" into the crocodile pit. So for about an hour after that I had to answer really stupid questions from reporters who shoved cameras and lights in my face.


  I sat there on the hospital bed, wearing the black leotard I wear for morphing, entirely surrounded by microphones being jabbed at me. I just kept thinking, Man, my hair is probably a mess.


  "How did it feel to fall into a crocodile pit, then have your house fall down on you?"


  "Not very good," I answered.


  "Don't you think you're incredibly lucky?"


  "Um, no. If I were lucky I wouldn't keep falling. Right?"


  "But you weren't hurt either time."


  "I think winning the lottery would be lucky. Having the house fall on me, that's not all that lucky."


  Behind the cameras I saw a familiar face. Cassie. The two of us locked eyes. All I could do was shrug.


  "Do you have any advice for other kids like yourself?"


  "Um, yes. My advice is don't fall into crocodile pits and don't have the house fall on you."


  After that, the news people decided I was being sarcastic, I guess. They decided they'd had enough. Which was good, because I'd definitely had enough.


  "Sweetheart, are you okay?" my mom asked for about the millionth time once all the cameras were gone.


  Cassie was right beside her. "Yeah, how are you?" she asked in a carefully neutral voice.


  I shrugged. "I'm fine. I'd be even more fine if I weren't suddenly 'The Amazing Falling Girl.'" Unfortunately, my mom was not one of the people I could talk to openly about what had happened. Cassie was. But that would have to wait till we were alone.


  My mother laughed and ruffled my hair. "You are amazing, Rachel. It's a miracle you survived. I think we should all be thankful."


  "Thankful? The house fell on me. The house is destroyed."


  "We have insurance," my mom said. Then she grinned. "Plus we probably have the mother of all lawsuits. I mean, houses shouldn't fall apart like that. We can go after the builder, all the contractors and subcontractors, the city inspectors, the previous owners, the . . ."


  She went on like that for a while. See, my mom is a lawyer.


  "Can we get out of here now?"


  "The doctors say you're okay. But the question is, where do we go? We can't go back to the house and -"


  "Daddy!"


  I caught sight of him looming up behind Cassie. My parents are divorced. My dad lives in another state now, but I get to see him once a month. Most months, anyway.


  "Hi, Dan," my mom said in the fake-nice voice she uses with my dad.


  "Hello, Naomi," he said in his version of the fake-nice voice. Then in a genuine voice he said, "How's my girl?"


  I shrugged. "No biggie, Dad. The usual day: a little crocodile-diving in the morning, then the house falls in on me."


  He laughed. My dad is very cool. He's a TV reporter himself. But not like the ones who'd been driving me crazy. My dad is more like one of those 60 Minutes guys. You know, like very responsible and serious.


  At least on TV he's serious. In regular life, he's not that way at all.


  "I saw the report on the thing at the zoo," he said. "I caught the next flight. It never occurred to me you'd be performing another bizarre stunt the same day."


  "Yeah, well, that's it for this week, though," I said. "I figure that's about enough excitement."


  He laughed and my mom rolled her eyes. She thinks I like my father better than her. That's not true at all. Not really. It's just that my mom is always around. Unlike my dad.


  "Where are you all going to stay?" he asked my mother.


  "At my mom's, I guess," she said. Under her breath she added, "until the old woman drives me stark raving nuts."


  My dad nodded in sympathy. "Look, I'm staying in town for a couple of days. I thought maybe I'd run interference for Rachel. Keep the media off her."


  "They seem to have given up on this story," my mother said doubtfully.


  My dad shook his head. "Don't count on it. They were just trying to make their deadlines for the late news. This is a good human-interest story. But as a fellow reporter I might be able to warn some of them off."


  "Rachel can stay with me," Cassie said. "I know my mom and dad wouldn't mind."


  My father winked at her. "Thanks, Cassie." Then he turned back to me. "Look, Rachel, I have a suite at the Fairview Hotel. Why not stay with me till this all blows over? Room service? Health club?"


  "Cool! I mean, is it okay, Mom?"


  She looked grumpy. "Well, it makes sense. I guess."


  Right then, I realized that a wonderful, perfect, golden opportunity had just opened up right in front of me.


  "Dad? What you said about all the talk shows wanting to interview me? Wouldn't it be better if I agreed to do just one show? Then the others would let me be. Right?"


  He nodded. "Yeah. But, sweetie, you don't have to do any show. I can get everyone off your back."


  "I could do one, though," I said. "In fact . . . what do you think of the Barry and Cindy Sue Show? I heard they were coming to town."


  Both my parents looked confused. But I saw realization dawn in Cassie's eyes.


  "Barry and Cindy Sue?" my mom said.


  "Rachel, why exactly would you want to do Barry and Cindy Sue?"


  I saw Cassie just staring at me with her jaw hanging open. Like she couldn't believe I was even thinking about the whole Jeremy Jason McCole thing at a time like this.


  "Well, Daddy . . . there's this guy. This actor . . . this kind of slightly cute actor . . ."


  Chapter 10


  



  I went straight from the hospital to my dad's hotel. Everyone had decided I needed rest. I didn't. What I did need was some answers.


  What was happening to me?


  The hotel room was on the twenty-second floor. I imagined what would happen if I suddenly morphed an elephant again. I'd crash down through twenty-two floors.


  What on Earth was happening to me? I kept checking my hands and feet to see if I was still totally human.


  I needed to talk to someone who understood. Someone I could really talk to. My dad was great, but he just kept talking about how the floor shouldn't just fall in. After all, the house was only ten years old. And while they were at it, why didn't the zoo make its railings higher so people wouldn't be falling in with the crocodiles?


  I hadn't fallen into the croc pit. And the floor didn't just happen to collapse. I had morphed an animal that weighed more than a couple of pickup trucks. Houses aren't made for elephants.


  I desperately wanted to call Cassie and talk to her on the phone. But we have a strict rule about that. You never know who is listening in on a phone call. So it would just have to wait.


  Instead I called room service.


  "I'd like a salad with the poppyseed dressing. And, um . . . I'd like the cheeseburger and fries. And cherry pie a la mode. And cancel the salad."


  I didn't care about eating healthy. I didn't care about fat. I was hungry. It had been a long, bad day. I deserved some grease and sugar.


  "And do you make milk shakes? Chocolate milk shakes?"


  I used the remote control to run through the Pay-Per-View choices. It was nothing but martial arts movies, crime movies, action-adventure movies . . . What I needed was a nice, calm romance. My life was an action-adventure movie.


  The phone rang. I expected it to be the room service people checking back. "Yes?"


  "Are you alone?" It was Cassie's voice. I nearly collapsed from relief. I hadn't even realized how incredibly tense I was.


  "I'm so glad it's you! Yes, my dad's gone. At least for a couple hours."


  "Does your window open?"


  I got up and checked. The window slid open easily. "Yes. You coming up?"


  "Give me five minutes. Flick the lights a couple of times so I know which window is you."


  I spent the five minutes calling down to room service and ordering the salad again. And another piece of pie. For Cassie.


  I was expecting her, but I was still a little startled when a great horned owl came flying in through the window.


  <All clear?> Cassie asked anxiously.


  "Yeah. But hurry up and morph out. Room service is coming."


  Morphing is never pretty to watch. In fact, it can be the most horrible thing in the world. If you weren't expecting it, and just saw it happening for the first time, I promise you'd run screaming like a lunatic.


  Especially some morphs. Trust me, you don't ever want to see a person become a fly or a spider. You think you've seen scary stuff on TV or in horror movies? Hah. Watch your friend turn into a bug. That will fill your dreams for a few weeks.


  But if anyone can make morphing not totally vile and horrifying, it's Cassie. Cassie has a natural talent for it. A natural ability.


  So she looked almost normal as the feathers sank into her skin and disappeared. It didn't even seem too bizarre when her own legs grew huge and tall from the owl's short, deadly talons.


  It was her head that changed last. Cassie has the ability to do that: sort of control the order things morph. I can't even come close. Even Ax can't do it.


  Finally, the big owl eyes became Cassie's own deep, dark eyes.


  There came a knock at the door. I held up a hand to calm Cassie. "It's just room service. You like pie, right?"


  The waiter wheeled a small table into the room. It was loaded with my burger and Cassie's salad and two pieces of pie and my milk shake.


  I signed the check and added a tip. See, I'd visited my dad in hotels before. I knew the routine pretty well.


  Cassie laughed when the waiter had gone. "You're going to have to be rich when you grow up, Rachel. I mean, this is all so natural for you. You fit right in."


  I grinned. "I have a natural talent for spending money. What can I say? It's my burden to bear."


  Cassie got serious. "Okay. Talk to me. What happened?"


  "What? You mean you don't believe that the floor of my bedroom just happened to fall in?"


  She shook her head. "No."


  I took a big bite of the burger, chewed, and swallowed. "I think I must have fallen asleep. I was clicking around some Web sites . . . Suddenly, I was morphing into that big crocodile from today." I shrugged and took another bite.


  "You just started morphing?"


  "Yeah. I don't know . . . I mean, I thought I was awake. But I must have been dreaming."


  "Uh-uh. I dream all the time," Cassie said. "I've never morphed in my sleep."


  I didn't want to dismiss the possibility it was a dream that caused me to morph. The alternative - that I was just out of control - was worse. "Are you going to eat that salad? It cost like ten dollars."


  "We all have nightmares and stuff. None of us has ever just started morphing." Cassie dug into her salad. But she was watching me all the time.


  I concentrated on my burger. "What can I say? That must be what happened. I must have had a nightmare."


  "And you morphed the croc and it made the floor fall in?"


  I shifted nervously. "Okay, look, actually, it was my elephant morph. See, I think what happened is that maybe I just dreamed the part about morphing the crocodile. Because then I went straight into another morph, and then . . . when I woke up . . . I was an elephant."


  Cassie looked down at her plate like she was embarrassed. "Rachel. It's me, okay? Me. Cassie. Your best friend. I know when you're not telling the complete truth."


  That killed off what was left of my appetite. I put the burger down. "Okay, look. I don't know what happened, all right? I was on-line, I was getting kind of logy the way I do when I'm staring at a computer screen. Then all of a sudden I'm going crocodile."


  "We have to talk to Ax about this. He's an Andalite. Maybe it's some normal thing that happens sometimes."


  "It better not be something that just happens," I said. "I could have killed Jordan and Sara. It was just dumb luck that they were in the living room, not the kitchen."


  Cassie nodded. "Yeah. Well, we need to talk to Ax."


  I reached across the table and took her hand. "But not Jake, okay? He'll just get all responsible. He won't let me do anything. He'll tell me to stay home."


  "That's what you should do."


  "No." I shook my head violently. "What I need is to stay focused. The more focused I am, the less likely that will ever happen again. I'm not going to let it happen." I really hoped that was true.


  I picked up my burger. Cassie stared at me for a while, then she started picking at her salad again.


  "Okay," she said after a while. "But we talk to Ax."


  "Deal," I said.


  "By the way. It turns out Jeremy Jason McCole is already in town."


  "What?"


  She nodded. Then she smiled. "It was on Entertainment Tonight. He's staying on this big yacht owned by some movie producer. He's out on the bay right now."


  "We still need to figure out if he's already a Controller or not," I said. "I asked Jordan what she'd do if she thought there was some way she could get close to Jeremy Jason McCole. She basically said she'd walk barefoot over broken glass."


  "I'm not surprised," Cassie said. "A year ago I'd probably have been right behind her." She grinned crookedly. "Love is a powerful force."


  I attacked my burger again. "So? We go see Jeremy Jason on this yacht? The movie producer guy could be a Controller."


  "That's what Jake and Marco and Tobias and Ax and I already talked about. We thought tomorrow after school we'd maybe go out there and take a look."


  "Jake, Marco . . . all of them? They're coming, too?"


  "Somehow they don't seem to exactly trust you and me alone with Jeremy Jason."


  "On a yacht, huh?" Rachel mused. "He'll probably be lying out in a bathing suit."


  "Mmmm."


  "Mmm-hmm."


  Chapter 11


  



  I woke up approximately fifty times during the night. I kept having to check to make sure I was human. And I had some seriously odd dreams. In one, I morphed into Jeremy Jason and then got fly eyes.


  Not a good night's sleep. My dad came in from the next room at about four in the morning to tell me I woke him up talking in my sleep.


  "You were yelling, 'Crocodile not alligator!'" he said.


  Fortunately, he just figured it was stress from the insane day I'd had. He was right. But he didn't know half of it.


  I took a taxi from the hotel to school. It beat taking the bus, that's for sure. Maybe Cassie was right. Maybe I'll have to be rich when I grow up.


  For the first couple of periods I had to put up with kids saying brilliant things like, "Hey! It's Crocodile Dundee!" And, "Stay away from me. You'll make the school fall down."


  And then there were the people who actually seemed jealous. "I guess you think you're cool just because you nearly got killed twice in one day," one girl said.


  "Yeah, that's right," I said. "Later, just to prove how cool I am, I'm going to jump off a cliff."


  By the time lunch was over, most people had gotten the message that I didn't really want to talk about it.


  Then I was called to the assistant principal's office.


  Chapman's office.


  I guess I should explain. Chapman is one of them. He's a high-ranking Controller. He's one of the leaders of The Sharing.


  He once came very close to having me killed. Not that he knew it was me, really. But still, I kind of resented it.


  I walked the empty hallway, clutching my hall pass and wondering how I was going to escape if Chapman was waiting for me with a bunch of Hork-Bajir warriors.


  "Rachel, come on in, come on in. Have a seat."


  Chapman looks perfectly normal. He's a little bald, but normal-looking. That's the problem with Controllers: They don't look any different.


  "Um, what's this about, Mr. Chapman?" I asked nervously. I was playing the role of any normal kid who gets called to the assistant principal's office. It was easy to act nervous.


  He waved his hand dismissively. "I just wanted to talk to the big celebrity."


  I sat down, but I stayed tense and ready to spring into action. Did Chapman suspect? Had he figured out that I hadn't just fallen into the crocodile pit? Had he figured out that I was the crocodile who had carried the little boy to safety?


  I was dead meat if he had. The Yeerks believe we are a group of Andalite bandits. See, they know they're getting attacked by a group of people who can morph. It just never occurs to them that humans could morph.


  If they knew the truth . . . well, there's a good reason we keep the truth a secret.


  "So."


  "So," I agreed.


  "Yesterday was quite a day for you," Chapman said.


  "Yes, sir."


  "You were very lucky. Twice."


  "Yes. I guess so. But I guess the way I look at it, I was unlucky twice."


  He nodded like I'd said something deep. "No injuries?"


  I shook my head. "No."


  "Amazing," he said. Then he narrowed his eyes and stared hard at me. "Rachel. Your grades have dropped this last semester. Not a lot. But your teachers think you aren't applying yourself the way you used to."


  "I still have an A average," I pointed out.


  "Barely."


  I squirmed in my seat. This was insane. I wasn't sure if I was being interrogated by a dangerous Controller who suspected my true identity. Or if I was just being lectured about my grades by an assistant principal.


  "Has anything changed in your life lately?"


  I almost swallowed my tongue. Had anything changed? Like, for example, being given the power to morph by a dying alien and ending up fighting an invasion of Earth by parasite slugs from outer space?


  "Um . . . nope," I said. "No big changes."


  He smiled an understanding smile. "Your parents got divorced, didn't they? And didn't your father move away?"


  I tried not to look too relieved. But I definitely sighed. "Oh, yeah. Oh, that. Um, yes. Maybe that's why my grades are down a little. That must be it. You know, the trauma and all."


  I felt my feet itching. It was a strange thing to notice right then, with Chapman staring at me like I was some mystery he was trying to understand. But they were definitely itching. And I was feeling flushed . . . warm all over.


  "Well, as you may or may not know, Rachel, I am the local head of a wonderful group called The Sharing."


  And that's when my heart stopped beating.


  Chapter 12


  



  My heart missed about four beats before it started up again, going a hundred miles an hour. "Uh-huh," I said, trying not to let the adrenaline rush overwhelm me.


  Get ready, I told myself. Get ready.


  "We like to think we offer some help to kids who may be going through a bad time," Chapman said. "We have an awful lot of fun. Camp-outs. Bonfire barbecues on the beach. Just a month or so back we had a big waterskiing trip up to a mountain lake."


  I could have said, "Yes, I know. We were there, too, but not exactly in human shapes."


  Instead I said, "That sounds like fun."


  "It is fun," Chapman said with total sincerity.


  "And a lot of our members are kids who come from troubled homes. Kids with problems. But they're also kids who want to make life better. They're hopeful, optimistic kids. When I saw you handling yourself so well on the news last night I thought, you know, I should offer Rachel this opportunity. She's just the kind of person who could really benefit from The Sharing."


  "How did I look on TV?" I asked.


  "Very self-possessed. Very attractive and very mature."


  "Cool."


  "But . . ." He sighed. "I have to wonder at the same time if maybe you don't have some problems in your life. I mean, the stories all say you fell into the crocodile pit . . ."


  I held my breath. Here it comes! He suspects!


  " . . . but I don't believe in accidents. I have to wonder if maybe you have some problems that made you, shall we say, careless."


  I barked out a laugh. Then I stopped myself. He thought I was suicidal! Did he think I'd sawed through the floor of my house, too? Good grief. That's why he was trying to recruit me for The Sharing. He thought I was depressed or whatever. A perfect recruit for his little Controller organization.


  Yeah, right. Where do I sign up, Mr. Chapman? Could there be a special discount on dues for Animorphs?


  I shook my head. "No. Actually, I'm very happy."


  Once again, a feeling like pins and needles of warmth swarming over me. I shifted my feet. The feeling was familiar . . .


  Oh, no!


  Oh, no! My feet!


  I looked down and it took every single ounce of my self-control to keep the look of horror from my face.


  My feet were swelling. They were growing thick, shaggy brown fur. They were swelling and straining my shoes. The laces were strained tight.


  "I know you say everything is fine, Rachel, but -"


  SNAP!


  He frowned. "What was that?"


  SNAP!


  "Nothing," I said in a squeaky voice.


  "I heard something pop."


  My laces had snapped from the pressure. I shook my head. "No."


  "Anyway, what I was saying, was . . . Rachel? Are you listening?"


  No, I wasn't listening. I was busy trying to see if any other parts of me were turning into grizzly bear. Because, see, that's what it was. I'd seen those feet before. They were bear feet.


  "Um, yes! Yes. I am listening very closely!"


  Oh, please! No way! I can't morph here! Not right in Chapman's office. I focused. I concentrated. Demorph!


  Chapman just kept droning on. On and on about The Sharing. And all the while, my shoes were torn to ribbons. And my legs, from the knees down, grew shaggy with long, rough brown fur. And hard nails grew where my toes had been.


  "Anyway," Chapman said, suddenly glancing at his watch. "I'm going on and on. And you need to get back to class."


  "What?" I asked frantically.


  "Just think about it, Rachel," Chapman said. "Now, go straight back to class. No dawdling."


  I gulped. What could I do?


  I bent over and quickly stuffed the torn remnants of my shoes into my backpack.


  My feet were like huge, fur boots.


  In fact . . .


  I stood up and headed for the door. I paused with my hand on the knob. I turned back and saw Chapman staring hard at my feet.


  "Oh, you like my new boots?" I asked.


  Chapman smiled. "The things you kids will wear."


  "Heh-heh. Yeah, I guess I'm just a fashion victim."


  I got out of there fast. By the time I made it to the girls' room my feet had returned to normal. I walked barefoot to the gym and got my gym shoes.


  I was shaking more than I had from falling into the crocodiles the day before.


  After all, a crocodile can only kill you. Chapman is a Yeerk. And they can do things that make plain old death seem easy.


  Chapter 13


  



  I meant to ask Ax about my little problem. I had promised Cassie I would. But right after school we had the mission. And if I'd brought it up then, everyone would have made me stay home.


  Maybe that would have been the smart thing to do.


  But it seemed to me that the sudden, surprise morphing had occurred just twice. The first time it had been a total catastrophe. But the second time only my feet had morphed.


  Obviously, whatever was the matter with me, I was getting better. Probably it would never even happen again.


  Probably.


  I called my dad on his cell phone when I got out of school. "Daddy? Are you in a meeting or anything?"


  "No, honey, I'm outside the courthouse waiting for this man I'm supposed to be interviewing. What's up? Are you okay?"


  "Yeah, I haven't fallen into anything or had any buildings collapse on me. So far. I just wanted to let you know I'll be hanging with Cassie. We'll probably go to the mall or the library or something."


  "Okay. Well, be sure to be back at the hotel by six, okay? I want to have dinner with you. Take a cab. Do you have enough money?"


  "Yes. I'll see you for dinner."


  Then I called my mom at work, got her voice mail, and left the same basic message.


  It was sad how easy lying had become for me. I guess a lot of kids lie occasionally to their parents. But I have to do it way too much. Someday I'll be able to tell everyone the whole truth. That will be a relief.


  Anyway, we were all supposed to meet up in the air above the beach. That was the plan. All of us except Ax and Tobias had the perfect morphs for the occasion. But it was one I hadn't used in a long time.


  The tricky part was finding a safe place to morph. I headed for the stand of trees beyond the athletic field. Unfortunately, kids went there sometimes, and I couldn't risk being seen.


  Fortunately, Tobias arrived to help.


  <Hey, Rachel. If you can hear me, scratch your head.>


  I scratched my head and casually looked up to the sky. I spotted the red-tailed hawk outlined against a fluffy white cloud.


  <There are three people in the stand of woods, but they're walking away. They'll be gone by the time you get there.>


  I couldn't answer because you can only make thought-speak when you're in a morph. But I trusted Tobias totally. Hawk eyes are about ten times better than human eyes. Tobias could have told me how many mice and rats and skunks and toads and squirrels were in that stand of woods. Let alone how many big, noisy, clunky humans were there.


  I walked quickly into the trees. There was a ton of trash: soda cans and chip wrappers and McDonald's bags. I laughed, because for the morph I was going into, this was like the perfect world.


  <You're still clear,> Tobias called down. <Four guys heading toward you from the school, but you'll be out of there before they arrive.>


  I nodded. Then I focused on the morph. And I tried not to focus on the fact that morphing had gotten very weird since the day before. Like it was normal the rest of the time.


  I began to shrink very quickly. Pine needles and dead leaves and beer cans and assorted trash all came rushing up.


  Shrinking is weird because it's so much like falling. You don't think, Oh, I'm getting small. You think, Oh, I'm falling!


  You fall and fall and fall, but somehow you never actually land. It's just that a can that started off seeming to be as big as your foot becomes as big as half your body. And a McDonald's bag that you could have stepped on is now so large you could crawl inside it. Leaves smaller than your hand are now as big as those little bathroom rugs.


  As I shrank, I could see my flesh turning white. White as snow. White as paper. And then, when I was a creepy, shrinking ghost, the feather patterns begin to appear. They were tiny, close, delicate feathers. Much smaller than the owl or eagle morphs I used.


  My teeth melded together and began to force themselves outward, forming a single hornlike protrusion. It pushed out and split open horizontally, creating a hooked beak.


  I spread my arms wide and saw that they were already wings. Not the broad, powerful wings of an eagle. Shorter, sharper, narrower, more acrobatic wings.


  I had become the bird that is never endangered. The bird that lives on all seven of the seven continents. The bird that seems to thrive in every environment.


  I was the mighty seagull.


  Eater of fish, french fries, melted candy, eggs, Burger King Whoppers, popcorn, beef jerky, pickle slices, maraschino cherries, cheese puffs, burritos, and basically any other food that has ever been invented.


  King of scavengers! Lord of the trash!


  I flapped my wings and took to the sky. I flapped hard and rose to treetop level. And below me, the beauty of the world was revealed to my alert, seagull vision.


  Food was everywhere! Everywhere humans threw garbage was a restaurant to me. The Dumpster behind the school! The parking lot of the convenience store! I saw it all. I spotted every blowing candy wrapper. I noted every single bit of road kill.


  Other birds had to kill to eat. Other birds had narrow, cramped environmental niches with just one or two kinds of acceptable food. Not me. I could live on junk food and garbage.


  And that's why the skies were filled with my brothers and sisters. I saw them everywhere, always near the ground, always on the lookout for the next bread crumb.


  Above me I spotted a dangerous form . . . the dark silhouette of a bird of prey. But I wasn't too worried. He was high up, and I was fast and very agile.


  I flapped hard and flew fast, zooming like a wobbly, erratic rocket above the treetops, over the roofs, flitting through telephone wires, skimming easily over lawns and yards and gardens.


  <Enjoying yourself, Rachel?>


  What the . . . ?


  <Hello. Hello in there, Rachel. You're not falling into the morph, are you?>


  It took a few seconds for me to track. The voice in my head was Tobias. Tobias was a human. So was I.


  Oh. Hello. Wake up, Rachel.


  <Sorry, Tobias. I was getting kind of caught up in the seagull's head there for a minute. I wasn't prepared. I've done the morph before, so I wasn't on guard.>


  It was embarrassing, actually. When you first do a morph it's very hard to control the mind of the animal. I mean, when I'd morphed the crocodile, even though I was totally prepared, I'd been ready to chomp that kid.


  But I'd done the seagull before. I shouldn't have had any difficulty with it.


  <You okay, Rachel?> Tobias asked.


  <Yeah. Yeah. I'm fine, all right? I just wish everyone would stop asking me how I am. I'm fine.>


  This wasn't related to the problem with uncontrolled morphing. This was just a minor thing. A minor loss of concentration.


  Nothing to worry about. That's what I told myself.


  <You know your way to the beach from here?>


  <Of course I know the way to the beach,> I said, still mad for no good reason.


  <Ooookay. See you there.>


  Tobias peeled off and I flew on. One thing the seagull knew was how to find the beach.


  But I was not a happy little seagull.


  Something was wrong with me, and it wasn't going away.


  Chapter 14


  



  We met high above the beach. Four seagulls, looking totally normal among the hundreds of other seagulls. And higher up, floating on the thermals, a red-tailed hawk and a harrier.


  The harrier was Ax. He'd never acquired a seagull. The harrier morph was a type of hawk, about the same size as Tobias.


  <Okay, is everyone up for this?> Jake asked.


  He was one of the wheeling, screaming seagulls around me, but I couldn't be sure which one.


  <Let's do it!> I said. That's what I almost always say at the start of a mission. Everyone expected me to say it.


  The truth was, I felt nervous and worried and totally unsure of myself. But people expected me to be all gung ho. If I hadn't been, they'd have known something was very wrong with me.


  <What a shock,> Marco said sarcastically. <Mighty Xena is ready to go. Someone alert the media! It's a major story!>


  <Oh, shut up, Marco,> I said.


  <Okay, we fly out, find this yacht, then figure out how to proceed from there,> Jake said. <Right?>


  <If we can find the yacht at all,> Marco said.


  <Not a problem. It's out there, maybe three miles, heading southeast. There are three people on deck. I can't see their faces.> Tobias laughed. <Hawk vision, boys and girls. You seagulls stick to Dumpster-diving. I'll take care of long-range spying.>


  <You sure it's the right boat?> Jake asked.


  <The Daybreeze, right?>


  <There is no way you can read the name on a boat that's three miles out,> Marco said. <I've been an osprey, remember? Your eyes are good, but you're not Superman.>


  <Busted,> Tobias said. <Okay, I can't read the whole name on the boat. But I can see the D. And I took a good guess. I'm betting that's our wussy-boy actor.>


  <Good enough,> I said. <Let's take a closer look.> It was all the usual banter before we go on a mission. It felt good to be doing something. Action was better than sitting around waiting to see if I was going to morph out of control.


  And I was still looking forward to actually seeing Jeremy Jason McCole. There was still the possibility we could rescue him or something.


  Tobias said, <I better bail out on you guys. I'm not good over water. No thermals. Ax's harrier will be weak, too, but he can always morph to something else and swim back. I can't.>


  We said good-bye to Tobias. I know he hates not being able to go with us on every mission. He feels like he's not doing enough, I guess. Which is stupid because really, no one does more for the cause than Tobias.


  And none of us has paid a higher price in this war with the Yeerks than Tobias has.


  We flapped away, slowly emerging from the dogfight of seagulls in the sky. We crossed the line from sand to surf. And then we kept going, out over green water and on to the deeper blue.


  There was a breeze blowing against us and it was a struggle to make headway. But this was what seagulls were built to do. The seagull brain knew how to exploit every lull in the breeze. And the body was almost tireless.


  Ax's harrier, on the other hand, was having a harder time. Hawks are made for soaring, or swooping down on their prey. They are great at riding the thermals, the big, billowy updrafts of warm air. But they aren't distance flyers. They can't just flap their wings endlessly.


  But he still had better long-range vision than we did.


  <I see the boat clearly now,> Ax announced. He didn't complain, but he sounded tired. <I can read the name Daybreeze very clearly. There are now four humans on the deck. Two older males. One female of medium age. One juvenile male.>


  <Is it Jeremy Jason?> Cassie asked excitedly.


  <Has to be,> I said.


  <Does he have brownish-blond hair and really big blue eyes?>


  <And full lips?> I added. <Like Brad Pitt.>


  <Gag! Barf!> Marco, of course.


  <The hair and eyes are correct,> Ax said. <I can't evaluate the lips, though. How large would lips have to be in order to be Brad Pitt lips?>


  <In that Montana movie Brad Pitt's lips filled the entire screen,> Marco said. <In fact, I heard some people were crushed to death by Brad Pitt's lips.>


  <Bet they're fake,> Jake muttered. <You know how they inject, like, butt fat into lips to make them all puffy?>


  <It's so sad to hear so much jealousy, don't you agree, Cassie?>


  <It is sad, Rachel. Terribly sad.>


  <This is the worst mission we've ever been on,> Marco said. <I mean, I've been scared before. Hey, I've been horrified, screaming, wanting-to-wet-myself terrified before. I'm used to that. But this is the first time I've wanted to just throw up. Rachel, I didn't think you were even capable of normal human affection, let alone pathetic hero worship.>


  <Say it, brother!> Jake agreed. I think he was kidding. But I couldn't be sure.


  <And Cassie!> Marco went on. <I thought you only cared about animals. Animals like skunks and snakes . . . and Jake. Hee-hee!>


  <Okay, let's get back to business now,> Jake said quickly.


  Jake gets embarrassed any time anyone mentions his feelings for Cassie. And we were practically caught up to the yacht.


  <Ax, buddy, I think you need to peel off. Change morphs and stay close by in the water.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  <Don't call me prince.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  <Marco and I will go in close, land on the boat like any ordinary seagulls, see what we overhear,> Jake went on. <Rachel and Cassie, you can be backup. Stay ->


  <Yeah, right,> I jeered. <You and Marco go. Me and Cassie stay away. Yeah, that's really going to happen. Come on, Cassie, we're going in.>


  I flapped hard to pull away from Jake and Marco. Ax gratefully peeled off, soaring back and away on the breeze.


  The yacht was very large. I don't know how big, but it was big enough that the four people lounging on the aft deck could have played a game of volleyball if they'd wanted to. I mean, this was not some little motorboat.


  Cassie and I moved behind the boat. Below us, propellers were churning the sea turquoise and white. Just ahead, we could clearly see the four people.


  One was the movie producer wearing shorts and an open shirt. I'd seen him on CNN.


  One was a man who stood with his back to us.


  The third person was a woman in a bikini. She was young and pretty.


  And the fourth person . . . yes! There was no mistaking that hair. That face. Those lips.


  <It's him!> Cassie said.


  <Oh, yes,> I agreed.


  Jeremy Jason McCole. Star of Power House. At least he was the star if you forgot about that comedian guy who played his father.


  Jeremy Jason McCole, who had appeared in basically every fanzine published in the last five years. Most of which either Cassie or I had read.


  <His favorite color is crimson,> Cassie said. <It's so cool. He didn't just say "red." He said "crimson.">


  <He was born in Altoona, Pennsylvania.>


  <He has two sisters. Their names are Jessica and Madison.>


  <Nice chest.>


  <Nice legs.>


  <Let's get closer,> I said.


  We flapped a little and found ourselves in a sweet pocket of air. The boat created its own breeze, which sort of carried us along. We barely had to flap our wings. We could just hang in the air over the back end of the boat. We hung there, enjoying the view from ten feet above Jeremy Jason McCole. We listened to the conversation between the actor, the producer, and the two other people.


  And it was then that I fell out of love with the extremely cute Jeremy Jason McCole.


  Chapter 15


  



  The wind carried some of what they said away. The noise of the churning water and the big engines wiped some of it out. But we heard enough, Cassie and I. Too much.


  " . . . don't want to be on the losing side of this, Jeremy," the producer was saying. "Face it, your TV career is over."


  "It's not over as long as . . . million teenage . . . in love with me," Jeremy said.


  "All I'm saying is, big changes are coming. Big changes like . . . has ever seen before, okay? Now, my company is part of the new order. You do business . . . parts in movies. Serious parts. Let you move beyond teenage roles."


  Jeremy Jason laughed. "That'd be nice. I'm about sick to death of dopey . . . sending me love letters and mobbing me for autographs. See, that's part of the problem I have with your offer. You'll have me still. . . . I'm sick of . . . be Mr. Goody Good all the time."


  Then the other man, the one who had been standing with his back to us, stepped forward. He barely flicked a finger and the producer backed away. The woman in the bikini narrowed her eyes and seemed to shrink down in her chair.


  "Let's stop wasting time," the man said. "We've been talking . . . yesterday . . . better things to do. I can give you . . .thing you want. Everything. Money . . . power. But first, you have to agree to my . . . They are . . . simple. You become one of us. And then, you take on this . . . representing The Sharing. In exchange . . . anything and everything your heart desires."


  Jeremy Jason sat silently while the man spoke. The man scared him. That was obvious. When Jeremy Jason did speak, it was in a low, strained voice. "And if I say no?"


  "You won't say no," the man said. He turned then, and I saw his face. I saw an icy smile, and cold, dead eyes.


  I had seen him before, just briefly. But once was enough.


  <Visser Three!> Cassie hissed.


  The Visser was in his human morph. But it was him. And having recognized him, it was as if the sun was gone from the sky. I felt darkness reaching out from him. Darkness that clutched at my heart.


  Visser Three, leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth. The only Yeerk ever to take control of an Andalite body. The only Yeerk to possess the Andalite morphing power.


  Visser Three, the evil creature who had murdered Ax's brother Elfangor while we sat terrified, helpless.


  He smiled his icy, fake-human smile for Jeremy Jason. "You're an ambitious . . . You want . . . So much more than you will ever get without my help."


  Suddenly Jeremy Jason laughed. "I guess you see through me." He stood up to face the frightening man. "I let you perform this procedure . . . make me a major movie star. Deal?"


  The cold smile reappeared. "Deal."


  <He can't possibly know what this means!> Cassie cried. <They've tricked him.>


  <Yeah. They have. But you know what? He wouldn't be falling for it unless he was a creep.>


  <I don't care,> Cassie said. <We can't let them make Jeremy Jason a Controller.>


  <No, we'll have to try and save him,> I agreed. <But now I wonder if he's worth it.> I felt sick inside. I know it's dumb to have a crush on some actor you only know from TV. But it's a nice, normal kind of dumb. And I didn't have much normal anything in my life.


  <Let's get back with Jake and Marco,> I said. <Man. They are so going to rag on us over this. Jeremy Jason ready to become a voluntary Controller. It's disgusting.>


  I banked sharply away, caught the headwind again, and realized that I was getting lower. Lower very quickly. I flapped harder.


  <Rachel! What are you doing?> Cassie yelled.


  <I don't know! I can't seem to fly!>


  <Oh, no! You're morphing, Rachel! Stop!>


  My wings were beating the air, but I just kept falling. And then I saw the reason. It was right in front of my face.


  Literally!


  Where my small, hooked seagull beak should have been, something long and gray was growing.


  <I'm growing a trunk!> I cried.


  From their positions a hundred yards behind the boat, Marco and Jake spotted the disaster-in-the-making.


  <Rachel! What are you doing?> Jake yelled.


  <I can't stop! I can't stop! I'm morphing!>


  The trunk was now half-a-foot long and my wings were not even close to powerful enough. I fell. I hit the water with a splash.


  But not before I caught a glimpse of Visser Three. He was standing at the back rail of the boat. He was staring right at me with dead, evil eyes.


  I hit the water and kept going. The elephant morph seemed to be speeding up. I was morphing at a speed unlike anything I'd ever done before.


  Down I sank. Down and down as bubbles spiraled up away from me. My huge leathery ears were growing from my head. I felt my bones grinding as they swiftly became massive and thick and long.


  I tried to tread water, but I had legs like tree trunks!


  The sparkling surface of the water above me already looked as far away as the surface of the moon. I was drowning.


  <Rachel! Morph out!> Cassie screamed.


  <Ax!> Jake yelled. <If you can hear me, find Rachel. Stay with her!>


  But I knew the others couldn't reach me in time. I was falling and falling, down and down through the water. My trunk could not reach air, although I stretched it high over my head.


  I was drowning in an elephant's body. And all I could do was wonder why.


  Chapter 16


  



  I fell down through the water, down toward the invisible ocean floor a mile below me.


  I tried to focus. To find a way to demorph. But I couldn't. My mind was slipping away.


  I was about fifty feet under when it occurred to me to see whether the elephant could swim. I mean, it seemed stupid. Of course elephants can't swim. But what did I have to lose?


  I started running in water with my big telephone pole legs and to my utter amazement it turned out the elephant could swim. But too late to do me much good. I was too far down. I'd never reach air in time.


  I saw a flash of gray, a deadly shape in the water beside me. I heard, like it was from far off, a thought-speak voice saying, <I see her, Prince Jake!>


  Somehow it almost made me laugh. It was a talking shark. Why was a shark talking?


  Then . . . panic!


  I began thrashing wildly. I churned the water, motoring my big legs, futilely trying to rise faster. I flung my trunk this way and that. But panic was no better than peaceful surrender. I was rising, but it was too little, too late.


  And yet . . .


  <She's demorphing!> the talking shark said. <No . . . wait. Prince Jake, she is not demorphing. I mean, not back to human. She is going straight to some other morph!>


  <That's impossible!>


  <I know. But that's what is happening!>


  <I'm going after her,> Cassie yelled. <I'll dive underwater, out of sight. I'll morph to human, then try to morph to dolphin before I run out of air. Maybe I can help her.>


  <Do it,> Jake snapped. <Marco, stay up top. I'm going down with Cassie.>


  <She is getting smaller at an impressive speed,> Ax, the talking shark, said.


  The talking shark was right. I was shrinking. Shrinking at a shocking speed. Shrinking so fast I created a little whirlpool where my massive elephant bulk was disappearing.


  <Jake! Look!> Marco yelled. <That man on the boat! He's morphing. I swear, he's turning into an Andalite! Oh, man. Him!>


  <Yes, it's Visser Three,> Cassie said. <Forget him. We have to save Rachel!>


  Morphing, morphing, morphing. Everyone is morphing, I thought in my giddy, nearly unconscious mind.


  I decided it would make a good song. <Oh what fun it is to morph, to morph and morph today. Hey!>


  <Is she singing "Jingle Bells"?> Marco demanded.


  <Ax, I'm in dolphin morph now, but I can't see Rachel. Where are you two?> Cassie cried. <I should be able to see an elephant and a shark!>


  <Rachel is no longer an elephant. In fact, I can't see her at all. She's too small.>


  <What?> Jake asked.


  <We're almost there! Ax, you have to find her!>


  I rose slowly from the brink of unconsciousness. Slowly, the gears in my brain started to grind forward. I was underwater. I was sure of that. But I was no longer the elephant.


  I could breathe! And I was no longer sinking.


  At least, it didn't feel like I was. But I couldn't see to be sure. I was blind.


  Don't panic, Rachel, I ordered myself. But that was easier said than done. I was blind!


  <I can't find her,> Ax yelled in frustration. <These shark eyes are too weak. She was too small. I think she was morphing an insect.>


  Insect?


  Slowly, reluctantly, I took stock. I had legs. I could move them, feel them. Four legs. No, six! Yes, I had become an insect. I had feelers. I waved them around and tasted the air. Nothing. Just my own smell.


  And what brain was in with my own? None. No awareness. No thought. It was the body of a mindless machine. There were two possibilities: termite . . . or ant!


  <Ax? Cassie? I think . . . I think I went into ant morph!> I cried. <Nobody swallow anything. It could be me.>


  <Are you okay?> Cassie asked.


  <You mean aside from the fact that I'm in ant morph, trapped inside an air bubble in the middle of the ocean?> I said, more sarcastically than I should have. <Yeah, aside from all that, I'm great.>


  <Uh-oh,> Marco said.


  <Uh-oh what?> Jake snapped.


  <Uh-oh, Visser Three is going from Andalite form to something else.>


  <What is it? What's he morphing?>


  <I don't know what it is. But it's big and it looks like it could swim.>


  <Oh, man! Can anything else go wrong?!> Jake yelled in frustration. <Rachel, can you demorph? Can you get human? Or dolphin? Or something useful?>


  <I don't know.> I tried to calm my panicky, jumbled mind. I tried to focus on morphing. On getting human again.


  Come on, Rachel, you can do this, I told myself. But I had the feeling I was lying.


  And yet I could feel myself growing once more. I felt myself press against the rubbery walls of the air bubble.


  <I think I see her!> Cassie said. <No, wait. Just seaweed. No, wait again. I do see her. She's green, maybe half an inch long but growing fast.>


  <Rachel, what are you morphing?> Jake asked.


  <Why don't you tell me? Because, guess what? I DON'T KNOW!>


  <Stay cool, Rachel,> Jake advised.


  <Cool? Cool? Hey, sorry if I sound tense, but I keep turning into things I don't want to turn into.>


  <It's the crocodile!> Cassie said. <Jake, over here. This way.>


  Suddenly, I could see again. Eyes appeared just in time for me to see sticklike ant legs morphing into stubby, green-scaled crocodile legs.


  I was growing at incredible speed. I could feel the water sliding over and around me as I occupied more and more space. But at least I could see again. And I wasn't drowning. The crocodile has the ability to hold its breath for a very long time.


  Above me I could see the bright sheet that was the divider between water and air. And in the water around me hovered two big, gray bottlenose dolphins, both grinning their eternal dolphin grins. Cassie and Jake.


  Moving swiftly past, just a hundred feet off, was a menacing-looking tiger shark. Ax. I hoped.


  I looked at Jake. Or maybe it was Cassie. <I guess maybe I should have mentioned I was having this little problem with morphing, huh?>


  <No, it's much better to find out this way, Rachel. You know - when you could get us all killed,> Jake said.


  It's not like Jake to be sarcastic.


  <Oh, man,> Marco said. He was still in seagull morph. <I don't know what Visser Three is now, but he's getting ready to dive in the water. And you don't want to be there when he does.>


  <Let's get out of here while we can,> Jake said. <Rachel, if you feel any more morphing happening, tell us, all right? If you don't mind.>


  <Yell at me later, okay? Let's get some distance.>


  I turned my long body easily and began swimming, using my big crocodile tail.


  Cassie and Jake and Ax all turned on the speed and in ten seconds they were far out ahead of me. I saw Jake stop and look back.


  <Alligators aren't exactly fast swimmers, are they?>


  <Crocodiles,> I corrected him. <And no. I guess not.>


  Then we heard . . .


  PUH-WHUMPF!


  It was a sound like a depth charge. Like something very large had just cannonballed into the water.


  <Here he comes,> Marco announced grimly. <Look out for those spears. They look nasty.>


  <The what?> I asked. <The spears? What spears?>


  <The thing Visser Three morphed into. I can't be sure, but I think maybe it shoots spears out of its mouth.>


  <Ah!> Ax said, speaking up. <I bet it's a Lebtin javelin fish! I've always wanted to see one of those. I mean . . . you know . . . in a zoo or something.>


  <Well, we can't outrun it with Rachel in alligator morph,> Jake said.


  <Crocodile,> Cassie said. <Not alligator.>


  <You guys get out of here. I'll take care of Visser Three,> I said, sounding much braver than I felt. <It's my fault we're in this mess.>


  <Yeah, right, Rachel,> Jake said.


  Then he began rapid-fire orders. <Spread out. Thirty feet apart. Keep moving so he doesn't get an easy target. Marco? We could use your help down here. And for future reference, I don't give a rat's butt if it's a crocodile or an alligator, so long as it can fight.>


  Chapter 17


  



  I drifted up to the surface, showing just my nostrils and my eyes above water. I breathed out and refilled my lungs with fresh air.


  The dolphins did the same, blowing out through the holes in the backs of their heads and sucking in fresh air.


  In the few seconds before I dived again, I saw Jeremy Jason standing on the back of the boat. He had a huge, fierce grin on his face. He was pointing and laughing like a fan at a boxing match.


  Something he yelled drifted to me on the breeze.


  "Is he awesome, or what?!"


  He was referring to Visser Three. He had just watched the Visser shed his human form, meld into his stolen Andalite body, then morph into a fearsome beast from some far-distant planet. And his reaction to it all was admiration.


  I felt cold fury. What kind of a human being would sell out his own species?


  Enjoy the show while you can, I sneered silently. It may not end the way you expect.


  I sank back beneath the choppy waves, down and down. And then I saw it. Him. Visser Three.


  It was a bizarre morph. Like nothing on Earth, that's for sure. It looked like a vast, bright yellow stingray. Like a living pancake, flat and oblong. It sort of flew through the water by slowly flapping its sides. There were two stalk-mounted eyes on top, and two long, trailing antennae below.


  All along its back it had spears. They were lined up flat. You know how a fighter jet has missiles tucked up under the wings? That's how it held the spears, only they were on top. But all neatly in a row, facing forward.


  The spears - there must have been twenty of them - were each as long as a broom handle and just about as thick. They had irregular striping, yellow and green and bits of blue. It was probably camouflage back on the home planet of the Lebtin javelin fish. But here, in Earth's oceans, it seemed gaudy and too bright.


  It flew through the water. Faster than my crocodile could ever have moved. But faster, too, than the dolphins or the shark.


  <Fast,> Jake said.


  <Yep,> I agreed.


  <Probably not all that agile, though,> he suggested.


  <No. It will be slow in a turn.>


  <I've changed my mind,> Ax said. <I do not think I want to see a Lebtin javelin fish.>


  I glanced left. Ax was holding position there. Beyond him was Jake. Cassie was on my right. The javelin fish was now just a hundred feet away. I could only pray I wouldn't suddenly start morphing again.


  Then . . .


  The javelin fish - Visser Three - began to swell up. It seemed to inflate like a balloon. It slowed . . . slowed . . .


  SHOOOOOOP!


  A spear fired from the javelin fish's mouth! Like a rocket, it lanced through the water. I didn't have time to even think about dodging it.


  <AHHHHHHH!>


  The spear went through my tail, near the base. Pain shot up my spine. Blood billowed into the water around me. My blood!


  I looked down. The spear was still there, piercing my scales. All I could do was stare at it.


  It seemed ridiculous. It was just stuck right through me!


  <Rachel!>


  <Hah-HAH!> Visser Three exulted. <It works! I just acquired this morph, and look how well it performs!>


  I looked at Visser Three. One of the spears stored on his back rolled neatly into a flap. Then he began to swell again, ready to fire another spear.


  <Look out! Move! Move!> Jake howled in our heads.


  But I couldn't move. My tail was paralyzed. I wanted to charge the alien creature, but I could barely move at all.


  SHOOOOOOP!


  The second spear flew straight for Cassie. But her dolphin was too fast. She kicked hard and the spear missed by millimeters.


  No, she had been hit! I could see the cut across her back where the spear had opened the flesh.


  <I'm okay, I'm okay!> she cried.


  She'd been lucky. A split-second slower and she would have been impaled.


  The javelin fish was still rushing at us. I rolled onto my back, pale belly up. <Jake! Back off. Get out of here. It's too fast! You have to split up and hope you lose him!>


  <I'm not leaving you!>


  <You have to. I'll play dead. And if he comes close enough . . .>


  He hesitated, but only for a second longer. <Split up! Run for it!>


  <I'm not leaving Rachel!> Cassie cried.


  <Cassie, you have to,> I said. <Now! Get out of here or we'll all be dead!>


  Visser Three flew toward us, gliding swiftly through the water. I saw a new spear roll into the flap. He began to swell, sucking in the water he used to propel the spear.


  <He's getting ready again. You guys, GET OUT OF HERE!>


  Cassie and Jake and Ax all wheeled sharply away, each heading off in a different direction.


  SHOOOOOOP!


  The spear raced after Ax! He was a hundred feet away and moving at full shark speed. But the spear gained swiftly.


  <Now, Ax! Now!> I yelled.


  He swerved right, and the spear blew past.


  <Thank you, Rachel,> Ax said.


  The Visser hesitated. <Ah, splitting up, eh? Well, that will only affect the order in which I kill each of you. What have I heard the human children say? Ah yes, eeny, meeny, miney, moo.>


  I almost said, "It's moe, you jerk. Moe, not moo."


  But I had slightly more sense than that. I just lay there, hanging in the water, belly-up, looking dead and trying not to feel the pain from the spear in my tail.


  Go after Cassie, I begged silently. Go for Cassie, you disgusting creature.


  If the Visser went after Ax, he would pass too far from me to reach. The same if he chased Jake. Only Cassie would bring him near me.


  Visser Three flapped his water wings.


  I grinned a crocodile grin.


  He came closer, closer, then he slowed and began to swell. Larger and larger he grew, like an overfilled balloon. And closer and closer he came.


  Ten feet . . . five . . . two . . . twelve inches . . .


  Close enough.


  I jerked every muscle in my powerful crocodile body. My head thrust forward. My jaws opened wide.


  And I bit down.


  I definitely bit down.


  Did you know a crocodile has the most powerful jaws in the animal kingdom? Did you know they can practically crush rocks with their jaws?


  I clamped that long, toothy crocodile jaw down on the left wing of the Visser's javelin fish. And then . . .


  POOOOMPFF!


  SPWOOOOSH!


  It was like biting into a water balloon. The inflated javelin fish exploded. All the water it had sucked in to fire its next spear went blasting out through the hole I made.


  And that Lebtin javelin fish learned a whole new way to fly. It squirted wildly through the water, blasted up through the surface, arced through the air like a sick dolphin, and landed far away with a loud, satisfying splash.


  And the whole time, we heard Visser Three's thought-speak voice crying, <Ahhhhhhhhhhh!>


  I relaxed a little then, although relaxing just made me notice the pain in my tail. A dolphin came nosing up to me.


  <Hey, it's me, Marco. I'm here to save the day!>


  I actually laughed. <Just in time, Marco. Just in time.>


  Chapter 18


  



  <Allergy,> Ax said. <You acquired some animal you're allergic to. It happens sometimes.>


  "This out-of-control morphing is an allergy? I have an allergy? To what?"


  "What was the last animal you acquired?" Cassie asked. Then she answered her own question. "The crocodile. You must be allergic to crocodiles."


  We were in the safety of the woods out beyond Cassie's farm. It was a little area we went to fairly often for privacy. Ax needed to morph back to his own body. And Tobias . . . well, Tobias needed to hunt dinner before it got dark.


  As we all talked, Tobias waited in an overhead branch. We were on the edge of a small, grassy meadow. A meadow full of mice.


  Tobias kept his laser vision focused on the tall grass of the meadow. The others were all glaring at me. Except Cassie, of course, who was just shaking her head. She felt she'd made a mistake letting me keep my secret.


  "You're saying because I acquired that crocodile I lost control of my morphing powers?"


  <Not all control. Just some. It's . . . it's like when you humans suddenly make violent exhalations through your nostrils and shout, "Achoo!">


  "Sneezing. You're saying I've been sneezing."


  <Hah!> Tobias said. He opened his wings and swooped out across the grass, just a few feet above the ground. He flared suddenly, raked his talons forward, and for a few seconds disappeared from sight.


  "And another mouse bites the dust," Marco commented.


  <Yes, Rachel,> Ax said. <You've been having an allergic reaction to the crocodile DNA.>


  "So what do I do? Is there some medicine I can take or something?"


  <No medicine. At least none that humans could create. But there is a process. Something that happens naturally in these cases. At least it happens to Andalites. It's called hereth illint.>


  "That sounds poetic," Cassie said.


  <A literal translation would be something like "burping DNA.">


  "Now that's poetry," Marco said, laughing.


  <Since we have no mouths we don't have phrases like "spitting out" or "vomiting up." Hereth is what we say instead.>


  Even Jake smiled. "How does Rachel do it? This process?" he asked Ax.


  <The offending DNA will eventually be expelled from your system. You can't control when it happens. You just have to be careful, especially since this crocodile is a dangerous creature.>


  "Sounds easy enough," I said. "I'm always careful."


  <It isn't easy. See, you basically have to morph the animal while you retain your own body. You have to create a whole, living animal out of the excess matter floating in Zero-space.>


  I looked at Ax. "Excuse me?"


  <Until the hereth illint begins, you can control some of the symptoms by remaining very calm and unemotional. The out-of-control morphing in the water happened when you were upset or emotional.>


  I shrugged. "I was mad because that jerk Jeremy Jason McTraitor was betraying his fans. Not to mention his entire species, yeah."


  <And you said a similar thing happened when you were in Chapman's office, where you were afraid.>


  I nodded. "Uh-huh. I mean, not like afraid afraid. Just sort of nervous afraid."


  <And the first time? When you morphed inside your house? What emotion were you feeling then?>


  "Nothing." I kept my face blank.


  "What were you doing when it started?" Jake asked me.


  "I don't remember," I lied.


  Cassie cocked an eyebrow at me. "Rachel, you were pulling up pictures of Jeremy Jason off the Internet."


  "So?" I demanded. "That's not something emotional!"


  "It was l-o-o-o-v-e," Marco crowed, drawing the word out. "The deadly, dangerous emotion of puppy love. Rachel was overcome by attraction! By desire! By intense, uncontrollable Tiger Beat passion! And it -"


  He was interrupted by the fact that I tried to grab him and choke him. But he dodged behind Ax.


  "It turned her into a wild animal!" Marco yapped on. "Several wild animals, actually. She became the alligator of l-o-o-o-v-e!"


  "It's crocodile," Jake said, smirking in a most un-Jakelike way.


  And then, suddenly, I realized a feather pattern began to appear on my skin. Bald eagle feathers. I groaned.


  <You see?> Ax said, noticing the beginning of the morph. <Passions and emotions set off the allergic reaction. You must try to eliminate the emotions.>


  "How about if I just eliminate Marco?" I growled.


  "It's so perfect," Marco said. "Mighty Xena has a weakness: human emotion. She's a victim of l-o-o-o-v-e."


  Jake grabbed Marco's arm and squeezed tight. "Marco, if you make her mad, she'll morph. And if she starts morphing, she might end up in full grizzly bear. Do you really want Rachel mad at you and in grizzly bear morph?"


  Marco hesitated. He glanced at me. He bit his lip. "I get your point, Jake. I think I'll just go watch Tobias eat his mouse."


  I was halfway feathered by the time I was able to reverse the morph. It took that long to calm down.


  "Ax, tell Rachel whatever you can about this hereth thing. Get her prepared. And Rachel, until you are better, keep a very low profile. As in don't go to school. And forget about this TV show you were going to do with Jeremy Jason. Visser Three knows we're on to Jeremy Jason. The Visser will make him a Controller immediately. Actor boy has seen too much. They're probably infesting him right now."


  "But we still have to stop him! We can't have him speaking for The Sharing. We could grab him, keep him locked up somewhere for three days till the Yeerk in his head dies."


  "I know we have to stop him, and we will. We'll just have to figure out some other way to get at him."


  "He's probably going to start endorsing The Sharing on the Barry and Cindy Sue Show. Then he'll leave town," I argued. "It's our last chance. They'll be on guard now. They'll be watching for us. We'll never get near that stupid yacht again. That show may be our last shot at him!"


  Jake nodded. "Could be. Could be we can't pull this off. Could be we'll have to forget about it." The good-humored smile evaporated. He gave me a cold look. "Maybe you should have thought about all that, Rachel. You're the one who blew the mission today. You're the one who let Visser Three know we were on to Jeremy Jason. Next time maybe you'll let the rest of us know when you're not in shape to handle a mission."


  I would have argued . . . if I could have. But everything he was saying was true.


  I glanced at Cassie. She was looking down at the ground, embarrassed. Ax made a point of aiming all four of his eyes away, like he was watching something fascinating far off in the distance.


  I couldn't see Tobias. He was still out in the tall grass. But he must have overheard because he whispered to me, <Hey, don't worry about it, Rachel. It's okay.>


  "No. It's not," I whispered.


  Chapter 19


  



  Okay, yes, I had screwed up. But I was determined to fix the problem.


  So I basically lied.


  The next day I told Jake and Cassie that it had happened. The hereth illint. I told them it had happened in great detail. I went on and on about how weird it was. I was very convincing. And they fell for it.


  Of course, if I'd tried to fool Ax it wouldn't have worked. Because see, I didn't really know what was going to happen during this DNA burping. None of us had really understood Ax when he'd explained it. Once he starts in about Zero-space, we all just kind of glaze over.


  But if I had tried to trick Ax, he would have asked the one question neither Jake nor Cassie thought to ask: What did you do with the extra crocodile?


  Anyway, when I saw Jake the next day in school and told him it was all over, he believed me. Even Cassie believed me because I told her in a hurried whisper as we changed classes. I think if I'd had to look her right in the face, she would have known I was lying.


  I had no choice. I had to make it to the Barry and Cindy Sue Show. One way or another, whatever it took, we had to stop Jeremy Jason from endorsing The Sharing on that show.


  See, I knew I was okay. Because all I had to do was to control my emotions. Just stay unemotional, and I wouldn't go into uncontrolled morphs. And I'm good at handling emotion.


  Except anger, maybe. I have a small problem with anger.


  But who was going to make me mad on a stupid TV show? It would be fine. Fine.


  Uh-huh.


  After school I took a taxi again to my dad's hotel. I had the taxi pass by my house. Work crews were already there, ripping out the shattered remains of our kitchen and my bedroom. They had one of those super-sized Dumpsters out front, full of plasterboard and two-by-fours.


  "Did you hear what happened to that place?" the taxi driver asked me. "House just fell apart. I tell you, the way they build things nowadays."


  To my surprise my dad was actually at the hotel, waiting for me.


  "About time!" he said, a little frantically as soon as I walked in the room. "The show goes live at five o'clock! It's almost three! Where have you been?"


  "School."


  "Oh. Yeah. School. Come on, come on. Fortunately, we can walk to the studio and avoid traffic. It's just down the street. Five minutes."


  Choosing an outfit took very little time: I only had about three things salvaged from the wreck of my bedroom. I quickly called Cassie to tell her to hurry, too. She was supposed to meet me at the studio.


  She wasn't home, which probably meant she was already waiting for me. That was the plan. Cassie would be with me. The others would try to get into the studio in innocent-looking morphs. But we knew the Yeerks would be watching the place. They'd probably have some of their people in the audience. And for all any of us knew, Barry or Cindy Sue themselves might be Controllers.


  "Are you nervous?" my dad asked as we hustled rapidly down the street.


  "Not really," I said.


  "Nationwide, live TV broadcast? Millions of people watching? Coast-to-coast? And you're not nervous?"


  "Now I am," I muttered. I suppressed the nervousness. I couldn't afford to feel anything. I just had to get through this without feeling any extreme emotion. I could do that.


  We blew past the receptionist at the studio, my dad in the lead, looking like Mr. Big Time, and me double-stepping to keep up. Cassie was waiting in the lobby and got swept up with us.


  "How you doing?" she asked me.


  I shrugged. "Great."


  "Really?"


  "Yep."


  "Nervous?"


  "No."


  "Excited?"


  "No."


  "Scared."


  "Definitely not."


  She leaned close and whispered. "Do we have a plan? I mean, what exactly are we doing about Jeremy Jason?"


  I shrugged. "We're stopping him."


  "How?"


  I grinned. "We're improvising."


  "Uh-oh."


  Suddenly, a llama came tearing past. Its dainty hooves skittered crazily on the waxed linoleum. It turned a corner and was gone.


  "What the . . ." my dad said.


  "Cool," Cassie said. Her eyes lit up the way they do when she sees any animal. "It's a llama. They're really neat animals, you know. They-"


  Suddenly two people dressed in khaki raced up and shoved past us. They turned the corner after the llama and were gone.


  The three of us just stood there staring at each other. Then a third person, a woman with a clipboard, ran up breathlessly. "Did you see a llama?"


  I pointed. "That way."


  "Hey, what's the deal?" my dad asked.


  The woman shook her head like the world was coming to an end. "Bart Jacobs's on the show with his animals. The llama made a run for it. Smart animal."


  "Bart Jacobs?" The name sounded familiar. "Isn't he that guy who takes animals on the talk shows?"


  Cassie made a disapproving look. "That's him, all right. I hate seeing wild animals dragged into studios and treated like -"


  "Well. If there are no more wild animals," my dad interrupted, "we have to keep moving." He started off again and we fell into step behind him. He swept us in his wake toward the makeup room. The door was open. A woman with weird hair and black lipstick looked at my dad and gave a little leer. Then she looked at me and Cassie, like she was trying to figure out what to do with our faces.


  "She's the one," my father said, pointing at me. "Rachel, meet Tai. Tai, my daughter Rachel. She's on the show."


  "The skin is beautiful," Tai said. "But I think we want more body in the hair." She grabbed a handful of my hair and sort of threw it disdainfully. "What do you use on your hair?"


  I told her the brand. She sneered. My dad took off to schmooze with some people he knew. And Tai shoved me into a barbershop-style chair, whipped a sheet over me, and began doing things with brushes.


  I hate being shoved around like that.


  It really kind of made me mad.


  "This hair! This hair!" Tai complained. Then she yanked. Way too hard.


  I hate being yanked.


  Suddenly, Tai backed away. "What is happening to your hair? It's . . . it's turning gray!"


  I looked past her to the mirror. I saw two things. I saw Cassie's horrified expression. And I saw my hair turning gray. Gray and shaggy.


  Like a wolf.


  It was happening! I'd gotten mad at Tai and I was morphing. Into a wolf! I shot a desperate glance at Cassie. Cassie acted instantly. "Look!" she cried. "Out in the hallway! It's . . . um . . . it's Kevin Costner! And Tom Cruise, too!"


  Tai screamed, "Where? Where?" dropped her brush and ran for the door.


  I focused. Calm . . . calm . . . no emotion . . .


  But Cassie wasn't helping. At all. "You lied! To me! Again! You didn't do that hereth illint thing at all! You're still allergic!"


  "I'm trying to be calm, Cassie," I warned. "I'm trying to demorph."


  "You can't do this stupid show while you're still this way!"


  "I'm doing the show. It's the only way! I'm not letting this creep . . . now look! You're just making me upset!"


  The gray fur was beginning to grow on the back of my arms and hands. I shut my eyes. No anger. No anger. No anger.


  "I didn't see Kevin Costner out there," Tai said suspiciously when she returned.


  "I was sure that was him," Cassie said. "Sorry."


  "Now what was going on with your hair?" Tai asked, staring baffled at my now-normal head.


  "Um . . . not enough conditioning?" I suggested.


  And that's when I suffered my second emotional jolt. Because that's when the cutest boy on the planet walked into the makeup room.


  "Jeremy Jason," I heard Cassie whisper in awestruck tones.


  No emotion . . . no emotion . . . , I told myself.


  But you have no idea just how massively cute he was up close like that. And then he smiled at Cassie, and gave her a little half-hug. Like he'd probably done with a million fans before.


  I saw Cassie's knees buckle. She actually wobbled.


  "Hi, I'm Jeremy Jason McCole," he said to me. "Are you on the show, too?"


  "Yes," I said, trying to sound like a robot. "Yes, I am on the show, too."


  I didn't get up from the makeup chair. And I didn't shake his hand. Because I have to tell you the truth: Even knowing what he was now, even knowing what kind of person he was, even knowing that inside his head there lived an evil gray Yeerk slug, if he'd hugged me like he had Cassie, I would have morphed.


  I would have morphed big time.


  Chapter 20


  



  "Hey," Jeremy Jason said, giving me his famous squinty, skeptical look. "Don't I know you from somewhere?"


  I shook my head. "No. Definitely not."


  "Yeah, yeah. You're the girl who fell into the crocodile pit after that kid. You're on the show today, huh?"


  "That's not all she did," Cassie rushed to say. "She also had her house fall in on her."


  I sent Cassie a "What are you doing?" look. Like having a house fall on me would make Jeremy Jason think better of me? Like that would impress him?


  Cassie made a helpless, confused, giddy look and shrugged. She kept staring at Jeremy Jason with this slightly weird grin. Of course, to be honest, I probably had the identical slightly weird grin.


  Jeremy Jason flashed his smile. Then he said, "Look, Disaster Girl, or whatever you are, how about if you and your friend stumble on out of here? I need to get made up. And I don't need an audience."


  That took care of the weird grins. Tai looked fiercely at me and jerked her head toward the door.


  Outside in the hallway we found the llama. It was standing there, minding its own business.


  "'Disaster Girl'?" I repeated. "Excuse me?"


  "'Stumble on out of here'?" Cassie said.


  We both looked at the llama.


  "If you're waiting to get made up, you can forget it," I told the llama. "You're not a big enough star."


  <Maybe not, but I will be someday,> the llama said.


  "Yahah!" Cassie and I yelped. You'd think we, of all people, would be prepared for strange things like talking llamas. But it caught us totally by surprise.


  "Marco?" I hissed.


  <Who else would be this cute? Check out this fur. Check out this little llama smile on my little llama face.>


  "What are you doing?"


  <Jake's somewhere around here in cockroach morph. Ax is here in fly morph. I came that way, too. But then I saw this llama wandering around loose. So I thought, hey, why be a bug?>


  "Where's the real llama?" Cassie whispered.


  <Don't worry. I put him in an empty dressing room. By the way, I saw the schedule. Bart Jacobs and various animals of his, including yours truly, go on first, then the Wussy Wonder, and finally you, Rachel.>


  Cassie cocked an eyebrow at me. I deliberately didn't look at her. I knew what she wanted me to do.


  "Fine, I'll tell him," Cassie said. "Marco, Rachel may have slightly exaggerated when she said she was okay. You'd better warn Jake."


  <She didn't burp the croc?>


  "Nope."


  "I'm fine as long as I don't get excited," I said defensively.


  <You know, Rachel, I'm supposed to be the irresponsible one,> Marco said.


  Cassie was biting her lip thoughtfully. "It's too late for Rachel just to cancel. But we need a backup, just in case. No matter what happens, we can't have people seeing Rachel morph."


  <What can you do? If she morphs suddenly ->


  "Well," Cassie interrupted, "the important thing is that there always be a Rachel. See? I can't believe what I'm even thinking, and it totally gives me the willies, but Rachel? I think we need a copy of you."


  <Morph Rachel?> Marco trilled. <I'll do it! I'll do it!>


  "When pigs fly," I said.


  Marco shot a llama look to his left. <Uh-oh. Looks like I'm busted.>


  The two khaki-clad trainers appeared at the end of the hallway. They crept up slowly. Marco waited patiently till they caught him, slipped a rope around his neck, and led him away.


  <See you guys later,> Marco called back. <Break a leg. Not literally. That's just what we show biz people say to mean "good luck." I'm going to be on tee-vee-ee. I'm going to be on tee-vee-ee.>


  Cassie laid her hand on my arm.


  "What are you doing?" I asked.


  "Don't worry, I'll never use your morph for anything bad," Cassie said solemnly. And then I started getting dreamy and drifty as she acquired my DNA.


  "Don't do it unless you have to," I said. "It gives me the willies. I mean, jeez." I shuddered. And then, I felt my face beginning to bulge out.


  "Rachel!"


  "I'm cool. I'm cool," I said. I took a deep breath and let go of the grossed-out feeling I'd had about being morphed. The allergic morph stopped and my face returned to normal.


  "Hey! You! The Falling Girl! Come on!"


  The clipboard woman came rushing past and grabbed my arm, pulling me down the hall.


  "Okay, listen up because we're desperately late. You go on in the last segment. I'll tell you when to go. You walk across the stage to Barry. He'll shake your hand. Then Cindy Sue will shake your hand, unless she's in a snit. Then you sit. Don't worry about which camera to look at, just look at Barry and Cindy Sue. Barry and Cindy Sue will ask you about all this alligator stuff -"


  "Crocodile," I corrected.


  "You tell them your little story. If Barry does this with his hand, that means speed up. If he does this with his hand, it means wrap it up because we're done. Got it? Good. Nothing to worry about."


  She stopped suddenly and stared at Cassie. "Who are you?"


  "I'm Falling Girl's partner, Dropping Chick," Cassie said.


  Clipboard woman stared at her.


  "She's my friend," I said. "You know, for moral support."


  "Yeah, whatever. Come on. Our greenroom can't be used. We had some band on the show last week and they trashed the place." She was still yanking me along by my arm, which would have made me mad. Except that I couldn't get mad. Or sad. Or anything, without setting off an allergic reaction.


  Clipboard woman planted Cassie and me on two tall stools. We were in a dark corner, up against a cinder block wall covered in wires and cables and switches.


  Bart Jacobs, the animal guy, was sitting on an identical stool. He was smoking a cigarette and talking to one of his animal handlers.


  Lined up against the cinder block wall were half a dozen cages filled with Bart Jacobs's animals. A lion cub. A baby elephant. A python. A golden eagle.


  From our gloomy corner we could see out onto the familiar Barry and Cindy Sue set. It was made up to look like a living room, with comfy-looking chairs clustered in the center. Facing the chairs were the cameras - one on each side and one right in the middle.


  Beyond the brilliant light of the set was a studio audience. Not that I could see them. They were in darkness, and the lights on the set blinded me for anything else.


  Then, in a rush, Barry himself came blowing past. "Hello, everyone, we're looking for a great show today. Hope you're all really up. Up! Up! Energy! Keep that energy high! See you out there!"


  Ten seconds later, Cindy Sue swept by in a wave of perfume, followed by a man who was trying to comb Cindy Sue's hair as she walked.


  She flashed a fake smile at me and a disdainful look at Bart Jacobs.


  The animal guy leaned close to me, took his cigarette out of his mouth and said, "She's never forgiven me for one of my little beasties wetting on her dress."


  From out beyond the lights I heard the welcoming roar of the audience. I saw my dad standing on the far side of the set, talking to clipboard woman. He saw me and flashed a smile and a wink.


  I was not nervous. I was not scared. No emotion. No emotion. It was the only way. I could do it. I could.


  Barry and Cindy Sue were chatting out on stage. Then Jeremy Jason came blowing past like a small thunderstorm. He looked mad. I heard him mutter to a frightened-looking man, "What do you mean the greenroom is closed? You can't keep me standing around! I'm Jeremy Jason McCole!"


  Of course, he was probably not really Jeremy Jason McCole anymore. He was probably a Controller, I reminded myself. Right now, the real Jeremy Jason was caged in a corner of his own mind. He was watching helplessly as the Yeerk controlled his every movement, his every action, his every word.


  Was it beginning to occur to the vain, ambitious jerk that he had been tricked? Had he realized yet that there is no such thing as partnership with a Yeerk?


  The Yeerk is master. The human host is a slave. Period. And when the infestation is voluntary, the human slave is even weaker. Even less able to resist.


  It made me sick to think of it. Jeremy Jason had asked for it. He'd let himself be tricked. Still, it made me sick . . .


  Wait a minute. I did feel sick.


  Oh, no, I pleaded silently. Not now.


  I looked at Cassie. "Cassie? I don't think I'm going to make it."


  "What do you mean? Look, if you're scared or whatever, you just have to control the emotion."


  I shook my head. "It's not that. I feel . . . weird. I feel distorted. I feel like something is happening inside me."


  "The allergic morphing?"


  "I don't think so. I have that under control for now. I think maybe I'm having that thing."


  "What thing?"


  "You know."


  "The hereth illint? Now? Here? Now?"


  I nodded. "Yeah. Here. Now."


  Chapter 21


  



  "Oh, no," Cassie wailed.


  But she wailed quietly, because Bart Jacobs was still sitting next to us. He was talking to his assistants and getting ready to go out on stage.


  Barry had finally finished telling a funny story. The audience roared with laughter. Cindy Sue was starting to introduce the animal guy. He stood up and straightened his clothes. An assistant came rushing up with a leash for Bart to take. On the end of it was the llama.


  <Hi again,> Marco said. <Hey. We're in show biz! I always knew I'd make it. Maybe I didn't exactly expect to make it as a llama . . .>


  " . . . here he is, Bart Jacobs!"


  Applause. Bart moved out, dragging Marco along behind him. His assistants were already lining up the other animals. Jeremy Jason was in a dark corner having an angry conversation with someone.


  Meanwhile, I was falling apart.


  Ax hadn't mentioned that hereth illint is extremely unpleasant. It started with a wave of such intense nausea I almost launched my lunch right then and there. But behind the sick stomach came something much worse. Total disorientation. My body was rejecting the crocodile DNA. But the croc inside me didn't go peacefully. Before it could leave, it surfaced inside me. I could feel the cold, calculating crocodile mind bubbling up within my own.


  I was losing control of my own body!


  At exactly the same time, in the same body, two completely separate brains were looking out at the world through my eyes. The croc was nervous. He wasn't used to this. He didn't know where he was.


  But crocodiles aren't just brainless, ruthless killing machines. They are smart, ruthless killing machines. And the crocodile got right past the fact that it was in a place no crocodile should ever be. It got right to the important stuff. It focused on what it needed to do.


  And what it needed to do was eat.


  The crocodile tried to swish its tail. But it didn't have a tail. So it shook my - our - no, my butt.


  "Rachel! What are you doing?"


  "I - I'm not ..," I managed to say. Then the crocodile decided he was tired of trying to swim. He was just going to run after his prey. And he did have legs.


  Before I could even resist, I was racing across the floor, waving my arms like an idiot and shuffling like a demented lunatic. I raced right at Jeremy Jason McCole.


  Right at him, with my massive crocodile jaws open for the quick kill!


  Except that I didn't have crocodile jaws.


  "Ahhhh!" Jeremy Jason yelled as I bit down on his shoulder.


  Cassie grabbed me and yanked me off him.


  "She's a big fan, Jeremy Jason! She loves you!"


  "Get this crazy girl away from me!" Jeremy Jason cried.


  I tried to bite Cassie.


  Bart Jacobs's assistant led Marco offstage and another shoved a giant tortoise out into the lights.


  <I killed out there,> Marco said. <They love me - hey! Hey!>


  I bit Marco on the neck. Fortunately, human teeth aren't very deadly.


  Cassie dragged me off and now, a little too late, I was beginning to be Rachel again. But that wasn't the end of my problems. Because even as my human mind rose to the surface again, I felt my weight increase. I felt unbelievably heavy. And I felt the back of my outfit stretch and strain. It tugged at my neck and sleeves.


  Suddenly, I was the Hunchback of Notre Dame. Something very large was growing on my back. And I had a really bad feeling I knew what it was.


  Now I understood what Ax had been talking about. See, I knew the crocodile DNA was going to be expelled from my system. I just didn't realize it would become a full-grown, twenty-foot-long killing machine in the process.


  But what's sad is that even this wasn't the worst of it. See, the whole thing was making me very upset. I was mad. I was scared. I was mad at how scared I was. I was a whole basket of extreme emotion.


  And I wasn't rid of my allergy just yet.
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  "Rachel!" Cassie gasped.


  "I know!" I said.


  "We have to get out of here!"


  "I know!"


  Cassie grabbed me and quick-stepped me off the stage. We brushed rudely past Jeremy Jason, who recoiled in horror from the looney girl who'd bitten him.


  We brushed past the clipboard woman who yelled, "Hey, stop! You can't leave!"


  "She has to blow chunks!" Cassie said. "I think it's stage fright."


  "Down the hall. On the left!"


  By the time we reached the ladies' room, I was beyond hunchback. I looked like a buffalo.


  "What are we going to do?" Cassie asked.


  "Like I know?" I shrilled. "I have a crocodile coming out of my back! And . . . and I think I'm . . . grrr . . . rroowwwr!" I looked in horror at my hands. Yes, thick brown fur was growing. Fur I knew well.


  Grizzly bear fur.


  "Ax said you have to focus! Control the process! Or something like that."


  I glared furiously at Cassie. I could no longer speak. I was making a warp speed change to grizzly bear. And not just the feet this time. My blunt muzzle was protruding. My fingers were growing short while my fingernails were becoming the black, hooked claws that could disembowel an elk.


  And at the same time, the crocodile was emerging from my back. It was literally crawling and squirming out of me.


  It didn't hurt. But oh, man, was it creepy. Creepy beyond any creepiness. And I'm a girl who's seen some creepy things.


  "Oh, no!" Cassie whispered in utter horror, staring at whatever was happening on my back.


  Someone tried to open the bathroom door.


  "Go away! Occupied!"


  "I have to go," a woman's voice whined.


  "Trust me," Cassie grated. "Go somewhere else."


  <Cassie!> I cried as soon as I got thought-speak. <This crocodile. He's not me. Do you understand? He's a real, out-of-control crocodile!>


  Cassie shot a desperate glance around the bathroom. It was way too small to hold a twenty-foot crocodile as well as a grizzly bear.


  <Cassie. The croc will kill you.>


  Now the crocodile was so heavy it was weighing me down. And in the bathroom mirror I saw the horrendous image of a crocodile snout growing and emerging in the area just behind my own neck. I would have been knocked to the ground by the sheer weight of the reptile, but as he was growing, I was becoming the grizzly bear. And grizzly bears are extremely strong.


  "I don't have a morph that can beat a crocodile!" Cassie said. "Nothing can fight a crocodile!"


  <Then get out!>


  "I can't! You're blocking the door with your crocodile tail!"


  <Get in the stall! Quick! The head is almost formed!>


  I saw myself reflected in the mirror. It was an image from the nightmares of a madwoman. It was insane! Two heads seemed to be growing from the same body: grizzly bear and crocodile. The croc snapped its toothy jaws, trying them out.


  <Rachel, what if the crocodile attacks the bear?>


  I was surprised to hear Cassie using thought-speak. <Cassie, are you morphing in there?>


  <Yes!>


  <To what?>


  <Um . . . um . . . a squirrel!>


  <A squirrel? A squirrel?!>


  <It was all I could think of!>


  I felt a slurping, sliding sensation. It was like my guts were being ripped out through my back, only it wasn't really painful. More like extremely nauseating.


  Then I felt the weight drop off me. I heard a loud series of thuds.


  The hereth illint was complete. I had "burped" the crocodile.


  It lay splayed across the tile floor, its big tail wrapped uncomfortably in the corner, blocking the door.


  As for me, I was fully grizzly bear now. I stood erect, with my big shaggy head brushing the acoustical tile ceiling. I felt the amazing power in my massive shoulders. I felt the invincibility of the grizzly bear.


  Nothing that lived could take down a grizzly bear. Except . . . except for perhaps the huge reptile at my feet.


  Over the top of the stall door I saw a squirrel, hunkering down on the toilet seat, shaking and quaking in squirrel style.


  <The crocodile is eyeing me,> I said. I felt terrible dread. You don't really know how deadly an animal is till you've been that animal.


  I'd been the crocodile.


  Grizzly bears are unbelievably powerful. They can swing their big paws and knock a horse to the ground. But the grizzly had no weapons to use on the crocodile. Not even the grizzly's ripping claws would tear a hole in the croc's scaly armor.


  And once that crocodile latched its jaws onto any part of the bear, the bear . . . me . . . would be ripped apart, piece by piece.


  The crocodile eyed me coldly. It smiled its toothy crocodile smile. And then it lunged.
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  I saw a flash of teeth.


  And then I saw a flash of gray.


  A bushy tail and tiny hands and big brown eyes went rocketing past.


  <Cassie!>


  The gray squirrel leapt over the toilet stall door, flew through the air, landed on the crocodile's ancient dinosaur head and started scrabbling at its big slitted eyes.


  The croc went nuts. It forgot about me, and began thrashing insanely in an attempt to throw off the squirrel.


  And someone chose that very moment to try to get into the bathroom.


  "I can't find another bathroom! I have to get in!" a woman said.


  The crocodile thrashed its tail.


  I lunged down at the crocodile, swiping with a paw the size of a canned ham.


  And we all hit the bathroom door.


  WHAM-BOOOM!


  The door exploded from its hinges! Out rushed a crocodile with a squirrel on its head, and a grizzly bear.


  "AHHHHHHH!" the woman screamed. I think she found another bathroom after that.


  I tripped over the crocodile. I hit the floor. The croc was on me in a flash.


  I tried to get up on all fours, but man, that crocodile was fast! With no time to get up, I could only power my way down the hall by clawing. I sunk six-inch claws into the walls and propelled myself, scooting along on my back, like some weird out-of-control grizzly skateboarder.


  I scooted in terror, ripping the walls apart as I went. The croc scooted after me, snapping at the air just millimeters from my hind legs.


  Cassie had almost been thrown. She was holding on to the croc's neck with all her strength, but she couldn't reach his eyes anymore.


  And then, still scooting, I ran out of the hallway. With one last push I scooted on my back out into the backstage area, trailing a huge crocodile and a chittering, manic squirrel.


  People standing around off the set began to notice us.


  "Ahhhhhh!"


  "Help! Help!"


  "Run! Run! Ruuuuun!"


  Suddenly, crocodile jaws caught my leg.


  HhhhhoooRRRAAWWRRR! I bellowed in pain.


  A llama broke free of a trainer's hand and rushed with insane courage at the crocodile. There was absolutely nothing Marco could do, but he tried anyway. And it didn't take a lot of time before he was thrown clear. But he scrambled right up, and came back for more.


  "Get those animals out of here!" the clipboard woman screamed.


  "They're not my animals! They're not my animals!" Bart Jacobs yammered as he ran to hide. "I don't know where they came from!"


  The croc started thrashing, grinding the bones in my leg. It was literally trying to tear my leg off!


  And it hurt.


  It hurt a lot.


  ROOOWWWWR!


  "Oh, no! The show will be ruined!"


  "Should we go to commercial?"


  "Who cares? Run! Ahhhhh!"
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  Maybe it was the sight of the brave-but-insane charge of the llama. Or maybe it was the fact that Cassie was once more scrabbling at the crocodile's eyes. But he opened his jaws just an inch.


  Just enough.


  I yanked my crushed leg out of the croc's mouth and tried to get far enough away that I could turn and fight head-on. Like that would work.


  Unfortunately, this move ended up dragging the entire battle - grizzly bear, squirrel, llama, and crocodile - out onto the set.


  Out to where Barry and Cindy Sue were gamely trying to interview Jeremy Jason McCole.


  Out to where Jeremy Jason McCole was just starting to say, "Barry and Cindy Sue, I'm involved with this group that I think is really a wonderful organization. I think-"


  Out to where brilliant lights illuminated our snarling, snapping, slashing, chittering, roaring ball of fur, claws, tails, scales, and teeth.


  Barry leapt out of his chair and backed away at amazing speed.


  Cindy Sue was cool. She just kept saying, "Can we get Bart Jacobs to come out here and remove his animals?"


  Of course Bart knew better than to get involved in a fight between a crocodile and a bear. "They aren't my animals, you silly twit!" he yelled at Cindy Sue.


  It was Jeremy Jason who was most surprising. He didn't run away. He didn't scream. He froze. He froze as stiff as a statue. The only thing that moved was his eyes. They kept growing larger.


  That's when I noticed an Andalite had emerged, though he kept himself beyond the range of the cameras. And he carefully stayed there. It was Ax!


  <What does it take to stop this thing?> Cassie asked me desperately, as she tried to rake over the croc's eyes.


  <More than any of us has,> I said grimly.


  Suddenly, the crocodile jerked its entire body with incredible violence. I was in grizzly bear morph, and I never would have believed anything was that much stronger than a grizzly. But when the crocodile thrashed, we all knew it.


  Cassie had been thrown. Much farther than Marco. I lost sight of her as she was flying through the air, squirrel tail flapping like the tail on a kite.


  And now there was nothing between me and the crocodile.


  This was an animal that fed by dragging full-grown wildebeests and impalas into the river. I was bigger than its normal meals. But this crocodile had a grudge against me. It had started to chow down and I'd gotten away. And it didn't like that.


  It came for me. And let me tell you something: You do not ever, ever, ever want a crocodile looking at you for dinner.


  Was I scared? Oh, yes. If I stood and fought, I'd lose. Period.


  <Okay, that does it,> Jake said. <We are out of here!>


  Jake. He'd caught up to us. And he didn't sound happy.


  Then in my head I heard Cassie's thought-speak voice. <I'm at the light switches! I think I can turn off the lights! Get ready to run!>


  <What?>


  <When the lights go down, everyone bail!> Cassie cried.


  <I'm ready,> Marco said.


  And that's when fate intervened. Marco was climbing to his llama feet. His hooves splayed suddenly on the waxed floor and he plowed into the back of Jeremy Jason's seat.


  The actor - or the Yeerk in his head - was still frozen in horror. And he stayed frozen as he fell from the chair and landed directly in front of the crocodile.


  Chapter 25


  



  The audience screamed in renewed horror.


  Cindy Sue finally broke and ran.


  Barry was yelling ridiculous directions in total panic. "Get a stapler! Get a stapler!"


  I think that's what he was saying, anyway. I was a little distracted.


  Jeremy Jason was no longer frozen. "Ahhhhh! Ahhhhh! Save me! Save me! Get it off me!"


  And with my dim bear vision, I could have sworn I saw something slimy and gray come crawling out of Jeremy Jason's ear.


  And that's when the lights went out.


  <Okay, run for it!> Cassie cried.


  Sudden darkness! Not pitch-black, but too dark for cameras or the audience to see.


  Total pandemonium in the audience. It's one thing to see wild animals up on a set. It's a whole different feeling, sitting in the dark and not knowing whether those wild animals are going to come rampaging into the audience.


  The entire studio was nothing but screams. Screams and animal roars. And above it all, the shrill, horrified scream of Jeremy Jason.


  "Save me! Save me!"


  I saw a rush of movement from offstage.


  Suddenly an Andalite was leaping through the air. It landed directly on the crocodile's back. The Andalite tail flashed.


  Flashed!


  Flashed!


  Flashed!


  And suddenly the crocodile let go of Jeremy Jason.


  <Ax?> I asked.


  <Yes,> he said, sounding grim.


  I knew Andalites are tougher than they look. I'd fought alongside Ax before. But nothing ever impressed me as much as that. That crocodile was a tank. It was unstoppable!


  And now it was stopped.


  <Where's the Yeerk?> I asked Ax.


  <I saw the Yeerk leave this human a few seconds ago.>


  So I had seen a slug crawling out of Jeremy Jason! The Yeerk had panicked. It didn't want to be swallowed up along with its host body.


  It was crawling around on the dark stage like a snail without its shell.


  <Everyone okay?> Jake asked.


  <Yeah,> I answered.


  <Alive,> Marco said. <Not happy, but alive.>


  <Then let's get out of here!> Jake yelled.


  <Definitely,> I agreed fervently. I looked down at the stilled crocodile head. You know, even dead, it just scared the pee out of me.


  Possibly because it was still very close to a yelling, screaming, cursing, hysterical Jeremy Jason McCole.


  I bailed. I ran for the far side of the stage. But as I ran, I felt one of my massive bear paws step on something.


  Something warm and squishy.


  Something that felt like a slug.


  <I don't think the Yeerk made it too far,> I said.


  Chapter 26


  



  We demorphed in the ladies' room. Ax did the opposite, morphing into his human form.


  But we had lost Cassie.


  "I'll find her," I said. "You guys get out of here. I'm supposed to be here. But we can't explain why you're here."


  I headed back toward the set area. It was still dark. Whatever Cassie had done to the lights, it was taking a while to fix them.


  There was an awful lot of shouting going on. A lot of unpleasant language was being used.


  I turned a corner and practically plowed into the back of a man who was standing there. He didn't even turn around. He was staring intently at a person standing just in front of him.


  I heard a voice say, "Yeah, can you believe my luck?"


  The voice seemed strange and familiar at the same time. Like I had heard it before, but not quite this way.


  Then I realized.


  "I mean, I fall in a crocodile pit, my house falls down on me, and now this."


  I raised up on tiptoes and looked over the man's shoulder. What I saw was me. Me.


  Actually Cassie, morphed into me.


  The man she was talking to was one of the show's producers.


  "You're a very unlucky girl," the man said.


  "That's what I keep telling people," Cassie said. "They keep saying how lucky I am to survive. I keep saying, like, not!"


  He nodded. "You know, for a moment there I wondered about you . . . ," he said, letting the sentence trail off. Then he shrugged. "But the crocodile has been destroyed. And yet here you are."


  I flattened myself back against the wall. If he turned and saw me he'd definitely flip. And what if he was a Controller? I couldn't take that chance.


  "Yeah, I'm glad it didn't get me," Cassie said. "I'm getting out of here. I have to find my dad. He's here somewhere. It would help if someone would like, you know, get things organized."


  Cassie pushed past the man. I turned my face away, not wanting to surprise her.


  "Andalite!" the man snapped.


  My heart stopped. He was testing Cassie. Waiting to see if she would react. If she would recognize the word. If Cassie hesitated or stopped he would know.


  He would know.


  I shouldn't even have worried.


  When he rapped out the word "Andalite!" she kept walking and without hesitation said, "Yeah, a light would be helpful, too."


  The man made a snorting, dismissive sound and turned away.


  I fell into step behind Cassie. "Nice job, sister," I said.


  "Oh, good, you're back," she said. "It's a good thing. I'm having the worst time trying to control this morph!"


  "You're having trouble being me? What could be hard about that?"


  She raised an eyebrow in a way that looked as much like Cassie as it did like me. "This brain of yours. It keeps trying to get me to do really dumb things."


  Paramedics came rushing past us, shoving us apart. When we were alone again I said, "Hey, I said we were going to improvise, right? And look how well it all turned out. We're all alive. Jeremy Jason probably won't be endorsing anything for a while, let alone The Sharing. Plus, I stepped on the Yeerk."


  "Jake will still kill you."


  I laughed. "Cassie, if I were Jake, I'd kill me, too. Say . . . I don't suppose you'd want to stay in my body a while longer . . ."


  "Nope."


  "Coward."


  "Yep."


  Chapter 27


  



  Two days later, we sat around watching TV up in my hotel room. It would be another week at least till my house was rebuilt.


  In the meantime, there was room service. And cable TV.


  We lounged around, eating pie. The Animorphs. Cassie, the ecology nut, animal girl; Marco, who thought everything was a joke; and our fearless yet modest leader, Jake.


  There was also a disturbingly pretty boy named Ax - a boy who was actually an Andalite when he wasn't in human morph. Ax's entire face was covered with pie. Ax doesn't have a mouth in his normal body, and the sense of taste totally overwhelms him when he morphs human. The boy is dangerous around food.


  And standing on the windowsill there was a fierce red-tailed hawk.


  Tobias didn't want pie.


  We watched TV and picked at remnants of pie crust as familiar theme music started to play.


  Marco invented his own lyrics and sang along. "Entertainment Tonight, we're so glib and so light. Entertainment Tonight, we got stars all right! We'll entertain you and drain you of all your thoughts tonight, yeah, yeah, yeah yeah!"


  Jake threw a pillow and hit Marco in the back of his head.


  "Shh," Cassie said. "Here it comes."


  The male announcer said, "You'll all remember the story we reported yesterday of the incredible melee during the broadcasting of the Barry and Cindy Sue Show. Wild animals brought to the show by Bart Jacobs broke loose and created a terrible scene, during which Jeremy Jason McCole, the young star of the hit television series Power House, was nearly eaten by a crocodile.


  "Well, today we have an update. Jeremy Jason McCole is out of the hospital. Doctors say he'll be fine. But in an amazing development, his agent says Jeremy Jason is quitting Power House and leaving the country. McCole's agent refuses to divulge the young actor's whereabouts, but sources say he has been spotted in Uzbekistan, a small central Asian nation."


  <Uzbekistan?> Tobias repeated.


  "I guess that was as far as he could get from the Yeerks and the media," I suggested.


  "I wonder if they have crocodiles in Uzbekistan?" Marco wondered.


  "I'm guessing no," I said. "I don't think Jeremy Jason McCole will ever get within a thousand miles of a crocodile again."


  "Or a Yeerk. At least if he can help it," Jake said.


  Cassie sighed loudly.


  "What is it, Cassie?" Jake asked.


  She sighed again. "It's just a pity. He really was cute."


  "Mmmm," I agreed. "Those dimples."


  "That hair."


  "Those eyes."


  "Those lips."


  "Ax," Marco said. "You should have let the crocodile eat him."


  I ignored Marco, as I usually do. "He was, without a doubt, the cutest guy ever."


  "That does it," Jake said. "Marco? Change the channel. Put on Baywatch."


  I reached over and tried to snatch the remote away from Marco, but he was too quick. He flipped through the channels and then said, "Ah, there we go."


  I looked up, expecting to see red bathing suits. Instead, I saw swords and leather boots.


  Xena: Warrior Princess. My kind of girl.


  Marco winked at me.


  "Well, okay," I said. "This we can watch."
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  Part 1



  



  Elfangor's Journey


  Prologue


  



  My name is Elfangor.


  I am an Andalite prince. And I am about to die.


  My fighter is damaged. I have crash-landed on the surface of the planet called Earth. I believe that my great Dome ship has been destroyed. I fear that my little brother Aximili is already dead.


  We did not expect the Yeerks to be here in such force. We made a mistake. We underestimated the Yeerks. Not for the first time. We would have defeated their Pool ship and its fighters. But there was a Blade ship in orbit as well.


  The Blade ship of Visser Three.


  Two Yeerk Bug fighters are landing on either side of me now. The abomination Visser Three is here as well. I can feel him. I can sense his evil.


  I cannot defeat the visser in one-on-one combat. I am weak from my injuries. Too weak to morph. Too weak to fight.


  This is my hirac delest - my final statement. I have formed the mental link to the thought-speak transponder in my fighter's computer. I will record my memories before the Yeerks annihilate all trace of me . . .


  If this message someday reaches the Andalite world, I want the truth to be known. I am called a great warrior. A hero. But there is a great deal that no Andalite knows about me. I have not lied, but I have kept the truth a secret.


  This is not my first visit to Earth. I spent many years on Earth . . . and yet, no time at all.


  I landed here now in this construction site because I was looking for a great weapon: the Time Matrix. The existence of this weapon is also a secret.


  So many secrets in my life . . . mistakes. Things I should have done. All the strands of my strange life seem to be coming together. It all seems inevitable now. Of course my death would come on Earth. Of course the child would be here. Of course it would be Visser Three who would take my life.


  I am too weak to locate the Time ship now. I will die here. But I have left a legacy. Visser Three thinks he has won our long, private war. But I've left a little surprise behind.


  I have given the morphing power to five human youths.


  I know that in doing this I have broken Andalite law. I know that this action will be condemned by all my people. But the Yeerks are here on Earth. Visser Three is here. The humans must be given a chance to resist. The human race cannot fall to the Yeerks the way the Hork-Bajir race did.


  I have given the morphing power to five young humans. Children, really. But sometimes children can accomplish amazing things.


  I have no choice but to hope. Because it was I who created Visser Three. I who caused the abomination. I cannot go peacefully to my death, knowing that I created the creature who will enslave the human race.


  I came to this place, this empty construction site, looking for the weapon I know is hidden here. But there is no time now. No time . . .


  The visser is here. He is laughing at my weakness. He is savoring his victory over me.


  This is the hirac delest of Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul, Andalite prince. I open my mind in the ritual of death. I open my mind and let all my memories - all my secrets - go to be recorded by the computer. This is not just a message to my own people. I hope that someday humans will read it as well. Because humans are also my people. Loren . . . and the boy I have just met, but not for the first time . . .


  Chapter 1


  



  Twenty-one years before . . .


  



  The Yeerks were loose. Like some terrifying disease, they spread their evil from planet to planet. They took species after species. They crushed all resistance.


  Their spiderlike Pool ships roamed throughout the galaxy. Their armies of Taxxons and Hork-Bajir, all under the control of Yeerk slugs, rampaged - killing, butchering, enslaving.


  They were annihilating entire planets.


  Only we Andalites stood against them. But we had been caught off-guard. Our mighty Dome ships, each more than a match for anything the Yeerks had, were spread too thin. Our spies, even though they used top-secret Andalite morphing technology, were unable to penetrate Yeerk secrets. For five years our princes had fought the vissers of the Yeerk Empire. They said the war could go on for another fifty years . . . another hundred years.


  We were outnumbered. We had fought many battles and lost too many of them. But arrogant as I was, I was confident that if only I could get into the fight, I could make a difference.


  I, Elfangor, was going to become a great warrior, a prince, a hero.


  I was posted as an aristh, a cadet, to the Dome ship StarSword. But so far, after six months in space looking for an elusive Yeerk task force, I had not exactly proven myself to be a great hero.


  In fact, I had proven myself to be a clumsy, slow-witted, and quite possibly hopeless fool. At least, according to my instructors.


  <Aristh Elfangor! How many times do I have to tell you: The killing blow should be as graceful as it is fast!> Sofor yelled his thought-speak loudly enough that half the ship probably heard him.


  I stood facing him, trying to stand light and easy on my four hooves, just like I was supposed to. At the same time I had to think about where my weight was centered, and whether the tilt of my upper body signaled when I was going to strike, and whether the grass floor under my hooves was uneven, and whether my hands were out of the way, and about a million other things a warrior should know for tail-fighting.


  Sofor was bigger than me. He was a full warrior, while I was just a lowly aristh - a warrior-cadet. If this had been an actual battle, Sofor would have sliced me up twenty different ways in less than a second.


  Maybe. Sometimes I thought I'd be faster and better if it was a real battle, not just a lesson. I was sure if my life depended on it, I could win.


  In any case, Sofor was not my enemy. He was my teacher.


  <Watch my eyes, not my tail,> Sofor said. <My main eyes, you nitwit, not my stalk eyes! Keep your main eyes on mine, your stalk eyes on my tail.>


  I watched his main eyes, but it wasn't easy. His left eye had a huge scar running right beneath it. I tried to focus all my thoughts down to nothingness, just like Sofor had taught me.


  <Your mind will never know when it is time to strike. Only your instinct can guide you,> he reminded me.


  Suddenly . . . FWAPPP!


  I fired the muscles in my tail! The bladed tip cracked the air, it moved so fast. I could barely see my own tail as it struck.


  The blade arched over my head toward Sofor's face, and I thought, Hey, maybe old Sofar will end up with a new scar. If I landed a blow on Sofor, I'd be a hero with every poor aristh who had ever suffered under him.


  Then . . . SWOOP! FWAPP! FWAPP! FWAPP!


  Sofor blocked my tail blade with his tail, turned it aside, and in about a tenth of a second delivered three lightning blows. One to each side of my head, and a third that left his razor-sharp tail blade pressed right up against my throat. The blows stopped just a hair from cutting my skin.


  If Sofor so much as twitched, he could remove my head from my shoulders.


  <Not bad, Aristh Elfangor,> Sofor said with a laugh. <Not bad at all. That strike of yours could almost have hit me . . . if I were asleep!>


  He laughed again and pulled his tail away. <Remember, don't think about it, do it. You're too intellectual. You think too much. You should be a scientist, not a warrior. There's no time for thought in a fight. There is only time for your training to join with your instinct.>


  <I guess even you must have forgotten that once,> I muttered.


  I regretted the words the instant they were out of my head.


  Sofor turned his stalk eyes toward me. He had a dangerous expression. <What did you say, Aristh?>


  <Nothing . . . just . . . um, nothing,> I stammered. But I was staring at the scar below his eye the whole time.


  <Ah, I see. You've noticed my little scar. Yes, quite a nasty cut. Know how I got it?>


  I shook my head. What was I doing, getting smart with Sofor? What was the matter with me? Was I insane?


  <I got this scar from my own teacher. He wasn't as sweet and understanding as I am. He didn't like uppity arisths.>


  The old warrior laughed at his own wit, turned away, and went galloping off across the grass, holding his tail as high as an Andalite half his age would.


  I breathed a huge sigh of relief. I looked around the dome to see whether anyone else was watching me be humiliated. The dome of a Dome ship is a circular area about a third of a mile across. It is filled with grass, trees, ground rushes, and flowers. There is a lake in the middle and a stream that runs around the circumference.


  It's as much like home as it can be. You'd almost think you were running across any well-kept area on the home world. But when you look up, you see that you are in space, protected only by a clear plastic bubble, a dome.


  I saw other warriors off running across the grass, feeding and playing and practicing their skills. But none seemed to be watching me.


  I replayed the fight with Sofor. How had he known the exact second when I would strike? What had given me away?


  What was the matter with me? Was I actually mad because Sofor was faster than me? Of course he was a better fighter than me. He'd been in more battles than I could imagine.


  But it still made me angry. I didn't like people laughing at me. And I didn't like losing.


  Through my stalk eyes I saw someone coming up behind me. He'd been hidden by a stand of trees. I recognized him immediately, of course: Arbron. We were the only two arisths.


  Great. More bad news. I didn't really like Arbron much. He was very competitive with me. And still he never seemed to take anything seriously.


  <Well, hello, Elfangor,> he said. <Having fun with the old Yeerk-killer?>


  <Hello, Aristh Arbron,> I said, so stiffly I sounded like my own father. <I don't think it's very respectful to refer to Sofor as the old Yeerk-killer. He is a full warrior, after all, and our personal combat instructor.>


  Now Arbron laughed at me. <Yeah, right, Elfangor. Like you're so respectful. Teach me to be as respectful as you, pleeeease.>


  He laughed again, and I was starting to get even angrier. It was bad enough having Sofor laugh at me. At least he outranked me. But Arbron was just a lowly aristh like me. Lowlier, because I had four days seniority over him.


  <This is a Dome ship, not a play field,> I said.


  Arbron kicked lightly at the grass with one hoof in a gesture of contempt. Then he said the insult that went with the gesture. <Elfangor, when are you going to get your hooves back on the grass and out of the air?>


  <Some of us actually care about being better fighters. The people need us. These are evil times.>


  Arbron laughed. <You don't fool me. You're not some mighty prince or hero. You're just another scared, confused aristh on his first big deep-space mission. And by the way, you shift weight to your left hind leg when you get ready to strike. That's how old Sofor knew.>


  I was getting ready to say something really crushing to Arbron, but just then there came an announcement. It was a direct-beamed thought-speak summons.


  <Arisths Elfangor and Arbron to the battle bridge.>


  I stared at Arbron. He stared at me. We were both frozen in place. Our argument was totally forgotten because we were both busy being shocked and horrified.


  See, it was impossible. Neither of us had ever been to the battle bridge. The battle bridge was where the captain was. And the captain of a Dome ship is like one of the ancient gods. I mean, captains don't even look at arisths.


  <What did we do?> Arbron asked anxiously.


  <I don't know,> I moaned, <but it must have been really out of line.>


  <We're in trouble. We are in definite trouble,> Arbron said.


  Chapter 2


  



  A Dome ship is built with the dome at one end and then, far away, far back, there are the three huge engines. Zero-space engines, and you probably know how powerful those are. Connecting the dome to the engines is a long, long shaft. Inside this shaft is the place where everyone has their quarters - their private areas.


  For arisths, the quarters are tiny. I mean, extremely tiny. If you want to turn around you have to back out into the hallway. In my quarters I have holograms of my father and mother, of course. Plus a wish-flower representing the little brother I'll be getting in a few years. The Electorate has voted to allow more children to be born since we're in a war now. They say if the war goes on for long and there are lots of battle deaths, some families may even have three and four children.


  Personally, I don't think it will come to that. And even having one sibling is bad enough. Now, in addition to the morning ritual and the evening ritual, I have to do the wish-flower ritual. And you have to do the wish-flower ritual at the wish-flower, of course, which is in my tiny quarters. And you can imagine how impossible that is!


  My entire back half sticks out into the hallway and people are jostling past while I'm chanting, <We welcome our hopes embodied, we welcome a new branch of the tree, we welcome . . .> So on and so on.


  It's not easy being an aristh. Naturally, warriors and princes get bigger quarters. And of course the captain has quarters so big he can practically play driftball in there.


  But the captain isn't usually in his quarters. He's usually on the battle bridge. That's where Arbron and I were heading, as fast as our hooves could carry us down the long central shaft.


  <We're dead,> I said. <There's no way the captain calls us to the bridge unless we are in huge trouble.>


  <Maybe it's something good,> Arbron suggested. <Maybe he wants to tell us we're doing well in our studies.>


  <Yeah. Right. Or maybe he wants our advice,> I suggested sarcastically. <Captain Feyorn, the hero of like a thousand space battles, probably wants the advice of a pair of arisths.>


  All the while we were running. Running past the closed doors of various private quarters and storerooms and plasma conduits. Our hooves clicked on the hard, rough-textured floor. A prince stepped out of his quarters and I practically ran him down.


  <Sorry!> I yelled. <We've been called to the battle bridge!>


  The prince rolled his eyes and shook his head. But he knew: When the captain calls, you don't waste time.


  As we neared the battle bridge we saw more and more people in the hall. We weren't the only ones heading there. And then I started to notice some fighter pilots moving off toward the fighter bays.


  You can always tell a fighter pilot. There's a swagger they have. It's almost like there's a special light that seems to shine on them.


  When I'm a full warrior I'm going to be a fighter pilot.


  <There's going to be a battle!> Arbron said.


  <Yeerks!> I said. <We're going to burn some Yeerks!> I hoped I sounded tough and fierce.


  We barreled into the battle bridge just as the tactical officer; Prince Nescord, bellowed, <Where in a dark sun are those two arisths?>


  <Right here, sir!> I said.


  <Here, sir!> Arbron echoed.


  The tactical officer - the T.O. - looked at us like we might be a couple of pieces of dung stuck to his hoof. Then he turned to the captain. <Captain, the two arisths are here.>


  Of course the captain already knew we were there. They say Captain Feyorn can practically see through walls. He knows everything that goes on aboard his ship.


  He stood in the center of the room, with the T.O. on his right and Prince Breeyar, commander of all fighter squadrons, on his left.


  The room was circular, with bright monitors glowing and computer screens reeling off data. Holographic monitors created images in midair, and there were sound-speech info-tags and thought-speech computer warnings.


  Warriors working on the battle bridge often used hand signals between themselves so that the thought-speak noise wouldn't become a jumble.


  At the front of the battle bridge was a large, holographic image showing the space around us. We were in normal space, not Zero-space, so the background was black, filled with bright stars.


  <Magnify,> the T.O. said.


  The hologram of space grew more detailed. Suddenly it was as if actual stars, each as big as my fist, were hovering inside the battle bridge.


  <Isolate the target and magnify,> the tactical officer said.


  Now the hologram showed just a slice of a single star. It was an average yellow star. I glanced up at the readout above the hologram. It showed that the star had nine planets, gas giants on the outer edge, smaller planets in tighter orbit. The sixth planet was front and center in the display. It had a rather beautiful set of rings.


  <There he is,> Prince Breeyar said. He was very calm, but you could tell he was a predator looking at prey.


  I searched the hologram of space for a clue. Then I saw it: a tiny, bright point that was moving against the background of the ringed planet.


  Was it a Yeerk ship?


  <I think we have a Skrit Na raider,> the captain said.


  <Yes, Captain,> the T.O. agreed. <He's accelerating. He'll be able to go to Zero-space in twenty minutes. Sensors show he came from the third planet in this system.>


  <On-screen,> Captain Feyorn said.


  Suddenly the hologram shifted and we were looking at a small planet with a single large moon. The planet was blue with swirls of white, and land masses that were brown and green.


  <What do we have on this planet?>


  <There is a sentient species there. They have achieved orbital space flight and have landed on their moon. Sensors show presence of nuclear weapons. And we're picking up transmissions in various parts of the electromagnetic spectrum. All in all, probably a Level Six civilization. I would recommend ->


  The captain cut him off by raising one finger on one hand. Then the captain turned his head and his main eyes toward Arbron and me.


  He looked right at me. Right at me. I felt my blood turn to sludge and my brain grind to a halt.


  <Tell me, Aristh, the situation: We have a Skrit Na raider leaving a Level Six civilization. Twenty minutes till he's safe in Zero-space. What do you recommend?>


  No, this wasn't happening. The captain really was asking my advice. Clearly I was dreaming.


  <What do I recommend?> I asked, feeling the knife-edge of panic. <Um . . . um, dispatch fighters on an intercept course?>


  <Is that a question or a statement?> the captain asked.


  I sucked in air and tried not to faint. <Dispatch fighters for an intercept. Send two on an intercept course, and bring two up behind on a chase vector.>


  <And you,> the captain said, turning his awful gaze on Arbron. <What do we do when we intercept? And why?>


  <The Skrit Na are smugglers and renegades. And they sometimes serve the Yeerks. So we board the Skrit Na ship and check for any violations.> He said it perfectly. Like he had rehearsed.


  Then he blew it. <And if they put up a fight, we put some tail into them!>


  The captain, the prince, the T.O., every warrior on the bridge, and I all stared at Arbron like he was insane. Which he obviously was. You don't say <put some tail into them> to the captain! That's something you say in a schoolyard fight.


  The captain looked at Prince Breeyar and the tactical officer. He shrugged. <I guess we'd better do what the two arisths say, eh? The big one looks like he's ready to faint. And the other one thinks he's you, Breeyar.>


  That got a laugh from everyone on the bridge. <Launch fighters,> the captain said. <Oh, and those Skrit Na ships are so cramped inside we'd better send along a couple of our people who can move around in there. Now. Who do we have that's small enough to fit inside a Skrit Na freighter?>


  Suddenly, I realized that everyone on the battle bridge was looking at me and Arbron. And then I realized we were both younger and smaller than anyone else.


  And that's when I almost did faint.


  The captain was going to send us into battle.


  Chapter 3


  



  <Okay, who takes the helm, and who takes weapons?> Arbron asked.


  <I have four days of seniority over you,> I said coolly. <I take the helm.>


  I could see that he wanted to argue. He wanted to fly the fighter, of course. But there was no chance I was going to miss out on flying my first combat mission. No chance. And I did have seniority.


  <Okay,> Arbron said coldly. <You fly it. I'll shoot. Not that we'll be doing any shooting.>


  The inside of a fighter is not exactly roomy. This was an older model, built for two, but it was still not exactly big.


  <Figures they'd give us an old piece of junk Model Fourteen to fly,> I said, staring at the controls as if I'd never seen them before.


  <What did you expect them to give us? A brand-new Model Twenty-two?>


  For a second I forgot that this was my first official combat command. I shot a glance at Arbron, and the two of us almost burst out laughing.


  <This is great,> I said.


  <I just wish it was Yeerks, not some old Skrit Na,> Arbron said.


  I closed my main eyes, leaving only my stalk eyes open. I wanted to focus. I had been trained on fighters, of course. I was pretty good as a pilot. But still, I was going to be flying alongside Prince Breeyar in his personal squadron. Everyone in the squadron was a great fighter pilot. And Breeyar could just about fly a fighter through a black hole and back out again.


  I deeply did not want anything to go wrong. The thought of how humiliated I'd be if I missed a turn or something was too awful to think about.


  <Power up,> I told the ship's systems. <Prepare for launch.>


  You could feel the old fighter come alive. The monitors glowed. The floor hummed and vibrated up through my legs. I touched a screen with my fingers and the viewport became transparent. We could see directly out now, through an actual window, not just a screen. Of course we were still in the fighter bay inside the Dome ship, so there wasn't anything to see.


  <Automatic launch sequence begins in ten seconds,> the prince called. <Simultaneous drop. Go to burn on my mark. Acceleration standard.>


  <Weapons powered,> Arbron told me.


  <Five seconds to launch,> the computer said.


  <Please don't let me screw this up,> I prayed. I thought I'd said it silently till I noticed Arbron nodding in agreement.


  <Two seconds,> the computer prompted.


  <Hold on,> I said.


  FWOOOOOSH!


  We were blown out the hatch, out into black space. Ahead of us, four other fighters, all Model 22s, dropped from the bottom of the Dome ship's fighter bay.


  <Intercept team, go to burn,> the prince said with total calm.


  Two of the fighters lit up their engines. With a brilliant blue glow, the two fighters flashed out of sight into the black of space.


  I waited with my fingers just millimeters above the engine control pad. I was not going to miss my cue.


  <Chase team, go to burn,> the prince said.


  I punched the control pad and it was like we'd been kicked in the back.


  SHWWWOOOOOOOOOOOOF!


  We were out of there! Out! Of! There!


  Unfortunately, we had taken off so fast we'd shot right past the prince's own fighter.


  <Ahhhh! Oh, no! No!> I ordered the computer to match velocity with the other fighters. Something I should have done to start with.


  <Hello, Elfangor! Hello-o. You forgot: These old Model Fourteens accelerate faster from a cold start,> Arbron pointed out.


  The next thing I heard in my mind was the prince. <You may want to ease back just a little, Aristh Elfangor,> he said.


  I was relieved he didn't reprimand me. But I was burning with embarrassment. There it was: my big chance to look like a veteran. And I'd looked like an amateur.


  I maneuvered my fighter back into formation behind the other two chase fighters.


  Arbron brought the Skrit Na raider up on the holographic imager. It was very different than any Andalite ship. Our fighters were elongated ovals with two long, cylindrical engines attached by stubby "wings" on either side. Our main weapon, or shredder, arced overhead much like an Andalite tail.


  The Skrit Na ship was round, with tapered sides. It looked like a fat disc. You could hardly even see where the engines were, and the Skrit Na had blinking colored lights all around it. I guess they find that attractive or something.


  <Intercept in place,> came the report from the two intercept ships. They had gone into a dangerous Maximum Burn to get well out in front of the Skrit Na and cut off escape. Now we just had to sneak up calmly behind them.


  Then . . .


  <What the. . . . Sir, there is a second Skrit Na ship out here! It was hidden from sensors by the rings of this planet. Repeat, there is a second Skrit Na raider.>


  Prince Breeyar rapped his orders. <Okay, you two on intercept go after the new target. Everyone else, with me.>


  I looked at Arbron. We both nodded. It was getting more complicated now. We could actually have a fight!


  Suddenly a bright blue engine flame shot from the bottom of the nearer Skrit Na.


  <He's running,> the prince said. He sounded calm, but you could still tell he was excited. There isn't a fighter pilot alive who doesn't enjoy a good chase.


  The Skrit Na ship hauled. And we hauled after him.


  Then, to my total shock, the Skrit Na fired his weapons!


  <Hey, look out!> Arbron yelled.


  A thin beam of greenish light lanced toward the prince's fighter. It missed!


  <Whoa,> the prince laughed. <That woke me up. Return fire, but only if you can hit the engine pod underneath. Repeat, aim only for the engines. There may be innocent creatures on that ship.>


  A split second later, the prince fired and missed. His wingman fired and also missed.


  It hadn't even occurred to me that Arbron would actually want to take the risk of shooting. But then he said, <So, Elfangor, how about if we just see how fast this old tub will accelerate?>


  I didn't need to be asked twice. I punched up Maximum Burn, and we went to one-tenth light speed in about three seconds!


  <Yaaaahhh!> WHAM!


  <Yaaaahhh!> WHAM!


  The acceleration was outrageous! The compensators were slow and we were thrown back against the bulkhead.


  I fought to get back on my feet and to the controls. I renewed my thought-speak link to the computer. <Boost the compensators!>


  The computer adjusted and we climbed painfully to our feet. Arbron reached his weapons station and took aim. I heard the hum of the shredder powering up, followed quickly by the sound of firing.


  Hmmmm. TSEEEEWWW!


  <Yes! Yes! Yes!> Arbron yelled.


  The shredder beam sliced through space and burned away a section of the Skrit Na's engines. The blue engine flame died instantly.


  It was the most beautiful thing I'd seen up to that point in my life. But at the same time I felt a wave of jealousy that Arbron had taken the shot and not me.


  <Good job,> Prince Breeyar said. <Nice flying, nice shooting.>


  Of course he only complimented us because we were arisths. I mean, for the regular pilots it would have been no big deal. But who cared? Prince Breeyar had said we did a good job.


  <He said "good job,"> Arbron said to me. <He did actually say it, right? I wasn't imagining things?>


  <The prince said "good job,"> I confirmed, relishing the words.


  At that moment I just loved being alive. I even loved Arbron, as annoying as he was sometimes. This was why I'd joined the military. This was why I'd become an aristh. This was what it was all about.


  <All right, my little arisths,> the prince said affectionately. <Now that you've given us all a lesson in good shooting, show us how you board an enemy ship. Don't forget to download their onboard computer. Is either one of you qualified for exo-datology?>


  <Aristh Arbron is a very qualified exo-datologist,> I said truthfuly.


  Arbron gave me a dirty look. <Well, you are, Arbron,> I said defensively.


  See, it's kind of a slight insult to say an aristh is good with computers. That's like a technician thing, not a warrior thing. Even though warriors are supposed to be good at all kinds of science and art as well as fighting.


  <Good,> the prince said. <And, hey, don't bang your stalks on the low ceilings over there.>


  <Yes, sir,> I replied. <No problem.>


  I was on top of the universe. I was a hero-in-waiting. Practically a prince already. The war with the Yeerks would be over just as soon as I could get in the game.


  I was a fool.


  Chapter 4


  



  I guess most people know about the Skrit Na.


  But in case you don't, I'll tell you what I know.


  The Skrit Na don't care what anyone else in the galaxy thinks about them. They don't belong to the Yeerk Empire. They aren't one of our allies. They don't care about laws or customs or anything.


  All the Skrit Na care about is collecting things and owning things.


  The Skrit Na are unusual in another way: They are actually like two different races. The Skrit look like huge insects, almost as large as an Andalite. They have fourteen legs and six sets of antennae, and aren't really very intelligent. But the Skrit each eventually weave a cocoon and a year later, out of the dead Skrit there pops a Na.


  The Na are a whole different story. The Na have four very slender legs. Sometimes they rear up and walk on just two legs, using the other legs as hands. They have large heads shaped like Andalite heads, only they have just two huge eyes.


  Skrit Na are constantly going to peaceful planets and kidnapping the local species. Sometimes they perform medical experiments on them. Sometimes they just fly around with them and then let them go. But often they carry local creatures away to add them to zoos on the Skrit Na home world.


  Like I said: a weird species. No one understands the Skrit Na. Personally, I don't think they understand themselves.


  I pulled our fighter up alongside the damaged Skrit Na ship and turned on the tractor beam to hold the two ships tightly together.


  The Skrit Na decided to make it easy. I guess they figured they'd made us mad enough. Skrit Na are no match for Andalite power.


  I married my hatch to the Skrit Na hatch and popped it open. I equalized gravities and marched as boldly as I could into the captured ship, with Arbron just behind me.


  There was smoke in the other ship. And there seemed to be storage boxes strewn here and there. Two clumsy Skrit lumbered past, kicking through the debris. The ceiling pressed low, and I had to duck my head or risk bruising my stalk eyes. A pair of cocooned Skrit were more or less glued to a corner of the ceiling. One looked about ready to hatch a Na.


  There were three Na that I could see. The Na captain was pressed back against his command console. He looked scared. But not of me. He was glaring angrily at a bizarre creature that had a Skrit Na hand weapon, a modified Yeerk Dracon beam, pointed at the Na captain.


  The bizarre creature stood just a bit shorter than me. And what was incredible was that it stood on just two legs.


  Just two. It had arms, but you could see that it didn't use them to walk. They wouldn't have been long enough.


  The creature's face was the same size as mine, but rounder. There were two small bluish eyes on the front of its face. And the lower third of the face was split open horizontally.


  Many species have such openings. They're called mouths.


  Its body had no fur, but did have brightly colored skin that seemed to hang loosely in some areas. Its upper body was covered in loose, almost billowy, white skin with tiny pastel patterns. Its two legs were covered in a rough-textured blue skin that stopped suddenly at its hooves. The hooves were white and adorned with what looked like thick threads or cables laced together.


  But what caught my eye was the hair that sprouted from its head. It was long and wavy and as gold as a yellow sun.


  "Freeze, horse-boy," this bizarre creature said, making the sounds with its mouth. It turned the Dracon beam on me. "One move and I pull the trigger. I don't know what this gun will do, but I'm willing to bet you won't like it."


  Of course, at that point all I heard was gibberish sounds. The translator chip, which all members of the Andalite military have implanted in their heads, requires a few minutes to begin to understand new languages. Some languages it never does get right. Fortunately, almost all species can understand our thought-speak since it works at a level beyond mere words.


  "Be careful, Andalite friend," the Na captain said. "They are savage, violent beings. Crazy! Wild! Oh, yes! This female is a vicious beast! Better to kill her! Or even better, let us cage her again. Yes, yes, that would be best. As soon as you mistakenly fired on us, she sprang up and grabbed my weapon. Wild and dangerous, oh, yes!"


  The translator chip handled the Na language easily. I didn't bother to answer the Na. Everyone knows Skrit Na will lie to anyone about anything.


  The Na captain winked one of his big eyes at me. As if he and I were on the same side. His fellow Na officers all looked scared. The Skrit went on with their simple duties like nothing was happening.


  To be honest with you, I didn't know what to do. I was as confused as the Skrit Na.


  The only one who seemed to have a clue was the bizarre two-legged creature herself.


  <Talk to her,> Arbron suggested. <Use your charm, Elfangor.>


  <Um . . . whoever you are . . . whatever you are, don't fire that weapon. Put it down.>


  "Yeah, right. Hey. Hey, wait a minute! I can hear you in my head, but you're not really talking."


  Suddenly the translator chip had heard enough. It began providing instantaneous translation. I could understand her.


  <I am in charge here,> I said firmly. <Drop the weapon!>


  "Uh-uh. Nope. I don't think so, horse-boy. I'm tired of being kidnapped and dragged off by giant cockroaches and little green men from Mars."


  <Excuse me, but we are here to rescue you,> Arbron said.


  <Exactly. What these Skrit Na have done to you is wrong. That's why we captured this ship.>


  I spoke like I would to a child. Obviously, this species was primitive. They didn't even have tails.


  <What little green men?> Arbron asked. <They aren't green. The Na are gray.>


  The female narrowed her already narrow eyes. The Dracon beam in her hand wavered. "I'd already captured this ship before you two came along. Me and the other guy. And we're both just kids, which shows you that these Martian jerks aren't all that tough. He's in the back, knocked out. The other guy, I mean. But I grabbed this gun away from Twinkie there." She jerked her head in the direction of the Na captain.


  The translator chip had no translation for the word "twinkie." Evidently "twinkie" was some kind of word for "alien."


  <Well, we don't mean you any harm,> I said as calmly as I could. <How about this idea? You can keep the Dracon beam, just don't point it at anyone.>


  The female looked at the weapon. "It's called a Dracon beam, huh? What's it do?"


  Arbron answered before I could suggest he shut up. <It fires an energy beam which causes an exceedingly painful death. Which is why we'd really prefer it if you didn't fire it.>


  "Oh. A phaser. Like on that old Star Trek show. I can't believe they took that off the air. Now it's just on reruns."


  I had nothing to say to that because I had no idea what she was talking about. I looked to Arbron. He shook his head. No, he didn't understand, either. Translator chips have limits.


  <If you come with us, we'll treat you well. And we will return you to your home planet.>


  "Earth?"


  <Is that the name of the third planet in this system?>


  "Yeah."


  <And are you an Earther?>


  "Human. That's what we are: humans. Me and the other guy."


  <And we are Andalites. My name is Elfangor. This is Arbron.>


  Arbron had gone over to the nearest Skrit Na control panel. He was downloading a copy of all their computer files as Prince Breeyar had ordered. It's standard procedure whenever you board an alien craft.


  "You look like centaurs, only with scorpion tails. And the extra eyeballs up on top of your heads . . ." She seemed to hesitate. Suddenly she turned the Dracon beam around and handed it to me, handle first.


  <Thank you,> I said. I reached to take the Dracon beam from her and my fingers brushed hers. For some reason I looked at her long golden hair.


  "My name is Loren," she said. "This is all kind of amazing. Most humans don't even believe in aliens. But, well, here you are. Real and all. Unless I'm dreaming."


  <Do humans dream?> I asked her, surprised.


  "I do. Every night."


  <So do I. But I guess we have very different dreams.>


  Then Loren smiled. It's a thing humans do by turning the corners of their mouths upward. "Maybe," she said. "Maybe not."


  Chapter 5


  



  We led Loren over to our fighter, and then we carried the second human across. He was unconscious. Bright red blood ran from a cut above his left eye.


  <Red blood?> Arbron said. <Red? Yuck.>


  I was trying to act more mature than Arbron, but to tell you the truth, blood that color creeped me out, too. Still, I didn't think humans looked ugly or anything. Not like the Skrit or Taxxons, which are seriously ugly species. Nor did they look dangerous, like the Hork-Bajir.


  Mostly they looked funny. I'd never seen a species that walked on just two legs without even a tail to help with balance. Arbron said what I was thinking. <All it would take is one little push and they'd fall right over. Earth must be hysterical! Humans falling forward and back, falling all over the place. No wonder they are so primitive. They probably spend all their time just trying to stand up.>


  We were almost back to the Dome ship when the second human woke up. We'd left the Skrit Na to try to figure out how to fix their ship. That was their problem.


  Hey, no one told them to shoot at us. Right?


  "Unh," the human moaned.


  He was larger than Loren. Maybe two or three inches larger. His hair was brown, not golden, and it was cut short. His eyes were also brown, not blue like Loren's.


  Loren went to him and bent her legs in such a way that she could kneel down beside him. Arbron and I exchanged a look of amazement. It had to be hard to kneel like that and not fall.


  "Hey, kid, you okay?" Loren asked.


  The wounded human opened his eyes and blinked. He stared hard at me. "What happened?"


  Loren shrugged. "Now we have a different bunch of aliens. Who'da guessed there were so many people zipping around outer space? Are you okay? That big cockroach popped you pretty good back there."


  <You have nothing to fear,> I said gently. <You are safe now.>


  The human felt his wound and looked at the red blood. He seemed almost as grossed out as I was. But he climbed to his feet. Which involved using his hands, I noticed. Humans seem to have stronger hands than we have.


  <I am Elfangor. This is Arbron. We are Andalites. We will return you to your home planet.>


  The human nodded slowly. "Telepathy. You use telepathy to talk." His gaze traveled to my stalk eyes, back to my face, then to my tail. "That tail is a weapon, isn't it? Is it poisonous or does it just cut?"


  I decided right then that I didn't like this human as much as Loren. I didn't like him much at all. <I politely told you my name, human,> I said coldly. <Now, I require your name.>


  The human gave me a look that seemed insolent. Although who can really tell what an alien facial expression means?


  "My name is Hedrick, actually. But I prefer my last name. Most people call me by my last name: Chapman."


  "I think these Andalites are okay," Loren said to Chapman. "At least they're better-looking than the last bunch. And they've promised to -"


  "Shut up," Chapman snapped. "I'm not interested in the opinion of a kid."


  "Kid? Hey, you big jerk, who was it that got the weapon after the ship stopped moving? Me. And who was it that was cringing in the back, begging for mercy? You. And anyway, I'd be surprised if you're even a year older than me."


  Chapman's face grew pink. A fascinating thing to watch. He clenched his jaw tightly. "And now it seems your heroics were pointless. We're prisoners again. And I have a feeling we won't be grabbing guns away from these Andalites."


  Suddenly, he lunged forward toward the Dracon beam in my hand! Without even thinking, I whipped my tail forward and pressed the blade against Chapman's throat.


  Chapman laughed. "See that? See how fast he was? Couldn't even see that tail move." Again he gave me an insolent look. "What did you say your species is called? Andalites? Well, I have a feeling you guys are a little more dangerous than you pretend to be, despite all your polite talk and promises."


  I felt like a fool. Not for the first time that day. The human Chapman had been testing me.


  <We need to prepare to dock with the Dome ship,> Arbron reminded me.


  I went through the docking procedure, moving the fighter back inside the fighter bay. I concentrated on my work, but I was upset. I didn't like the human named Chapman. I didn't like his suspicion toward me. After all, we had rescued him from a future as a zoo animal on the Skrit Na home world. He should be grateful.


  But maybe that's the way humans are. I've heard there are species that can't handle anyone helping them. They'd rather die than ever be in debt to someone.


  But judging by Loren, not all humans were that way.


  Not your problem, Elfangor, I told myself. Just turn the humans over to the captain. Not your problem at all.


  But I was wrong. The humans were my problem.


  In fact, I was about to have lots of problems.


  Chapter 6


  



  <Okay, this part is a little tricky,> I told Loren and Chapman. We were moving from the central shaft out onto the dome floor. There's a ninety-degree gravity change at that point. I mean,"down" in the main shaft is a different direction from "down" on the dome floor. It's confusing at first.


  We were safely aboard the StarSword and Arbron and I were giving the humans a brief tour. The debriefing officers were too busy to see us yet, I guess, and we couldn't figure out what else to do with the humans.


  <You just walk naturally along the curving floor,> I explained. <I know it looks like you're walking off the edge of a cliff, but the artificial gravity will move with you.>


  Arbron and I held our breath, watching the ungainly two-legged creatures trying to stay upright. Amazingly, they did it.


  <They have very excellent balance,> Arbron whispered.


  <They'd have to.>


  We emerged from the shaft out onto the grass of the dome and Loren cried out.


  "It's huge! It's like a whole park in here! Trees. Grass. Flowers. Wow."


  <You have these kinds of things on your planet?> I asked her.


  "Well, similar. Our trees are almost always green. And the grass is all green, too. More green than this, I mean, not so much blue. And no red."


  <If you are hungry, please feel free to eat as much as you like,> I suggested.


  "Eat what?" Chapman asked.


  I waved my arm widely to indicate the entire dome. <We have seventeen species of grass in thirty different flavors.>


  "Grass? You eat grass?" Loren asked.


  Chapman nodded thoughtfully. "That's why you have the dome, isn't it? You graze. Like horses or cows. Only you don't have mouths. So how do you eat?"


  <Wait a minute, you eat with your mouths?> Arbron asked.


  "How else are you going to eat?" Chapman said.


  <With your hooves, like any sensible creature,> Arbron said. Then he laughed. <Do you mean that on Earth humans walk around pressing their mouths to the ground to eat?> He looked at me. <Okay, even you have to admit that would be funny to see.>


  Chapman started to explain how humans ate but it was hard to picture, really. It involved spearing chunks of hot, dead animals and stuffing them in the mouth. But I refused to believe that was really how they ate. I assumed Chapman was making things up. Later I found out the truth.


  In any case, I was relieved when Loren interrupted Chapman's gruesome story to ask,"Do you mind if I take my shoes off? We've been cooped up in that Skritchy Nose flying saucer. It'd be nice to walk on the grass."


  Of course, I had no objection because I had no idea what a "shoe" was. And I could certainly identify with the idea of running on the grass. I was hungry, too.


  But then Loren sat down on the grass and began ripping her hooves off! Ripping the very hooves from her legs!


  <What are you doing!> I cried. <Stop that! Stop! Why are you hurting yourself?>


  "What? What are you yelling about?"


  <You're going to hurt yourself, and I don't think our doctors know how to help humans,> I said.


  Loren stared at me. She was still holding her leg awkwardly in her two hands. Then she laughed out loud.


  It was an alarming, yet strangely pleasing, sound.


  "These aren't hooves, Elfangor," she said. "They're shoes. See?" She untied the tiny ropes and before I could stop her, she ripped the white hoof clear off!


  <Noooo!> I moaned.


  <Ahhhh!> Arbron yelled.


  But Loren was not in pain. And there was no blood. Then she removed a layer of white skin from the exposed leg end. Suddenly, I was staring at five tiny pink fingers. They were growing from her leg.


  "See? This is my foot. We don't have hooves. And we wear shoes over our feet. See? They keep the rocks or whatever from hurting our feet."


  I felt a wave of intense pity. What had gone wrong in the evolution of this species? The entire species had to cover its "feet" to keep from being injured? An entire race crippled?


  Suddenly the funny mental image of a planet of humans falling over all the time was replaced by the sad picture of a species of cripples, hobbling along on their weak, injured "feet" and covering them with artificial hooves.


  Loren stood up on her delicate pink feet with their ridiculous, short pink fingers and started to run across the grass. She wasn't very fast, but she obviously wasn't crippled.


  And then she did something amazing. She turned her head around. She turned the entire thing so it was pointing backward. "Come on!"


  But I couldn't move. I noticed Arbron was as amazed as I was.


  <What the . . . what's she doing?> he asked. Then it dawned on him. <It's because they only have two eyes! They turn their heads around to see behind them!>


  I stifled an urge to laugh. I broke into a gentle trot and quickly caught up to Loren.


  "Feels . . . good . . . to stretch . . . my muscles," she said, speaking in a halting way as she ran.


  She stopped running and twirled around. Twirled right around, and her golden hair flew out behind her. That was something to see. A two-legged creature can twirl better than a normal person.


  "I was sure I was going to die on that flying saucer," she said. "But here I am! Amazing."


  <I guess this all seems very strange.>


  "Oh, yeah. Strange isn't half of it. This is a beautiful tree. Pink leaves. Incredible."


  <It's called a therant tree. It's in its creast phase. Do you see the way the grasses become more gelasic and less escalic as they grow near? That is because ->


  I stopped talking then, because Loren casually reached up and touched a low branch. There was nothing wrong with that, of course. But then she wrapped both her hands around the branch and lifted herself clear up off the ground!


  That alone was a miracle. But as she stretched, I saw the white, pastel-marked skin of her upper body come loose! It lifted away and revealed a layer of pinkish, tan underneath that matched her face and arm skin.


  Arbron came running, with Chapman struggling to catch up.


  Loren held herself suspended and laughed at us. I guess we'd been staring.


  <Very strong arms!> Arbron remarked. <Can you imagine lifting your whole body up with your arms?>


  <That skin is very strange,> I said. <It's almost as if it's not attached.>


  Loren let herself drop back to the grass. And she didn't even fall over.


  "It's not skin," Chapman said. "It's called clothing. Like the artificial hooves? This is artificial skin. It keeps us warm."


  <You're cold?>


  "No. But that's why we have clothing. To keep us warm in cold places."


  <Why would you be in cold places?> I asked, curiosity overcoming my dislike for the human.


  He shrugged his powerful human shoulders. Shoulders capable of lifting his entire body. "Parts of Earth are very cold. Parts of it are so cold you'd die without many layers of clothing."


  <But why do you live in those places?> I asked.


  Chapman smiled. It was interesting, because already I was getting the feeling that not all human smiles were pleasant. "We're not going to be kept out of a place just because the weather's bad. We adapt. We grab whatever's available and make the best of it. At least that's my motto: Grab what you can."


  I would have asked him more, but just then the call came for Arbron to go to debriefing. And I was ordered to take the humans to a holding room.


  Chapter 7


  



  <What? WHAT? Leave the ship?!> I screeched. <What do you mean, leave the ship?!>


  Arbron did not look any happier than I was. <They just told me, okay? They didn't ask my opinion. The captain called me from debriefing, had me run to the bridge, said,"You and Aristh Elfangor be at Docking Bay Seven in ten minutes," and I said,"Yes, sir.">


  I had taken the humans to a holding room. And then, while waiting for my own debriefing I'd gone back to the dome to eat. I was very hungry. I was on my way to check back on Loren when Arbron intercepted me.


  <This can't be right,> I moaned. <The StarSword is my home. We're going to find that Yeerk task force and destroy them.>


  <Yeah, yeah, I know. And you'll be a big hero and they'll make you a prince without even slowing down to make you a warrior.>


  <That's not what I was thinking,> I lied.


  <Well, forget it. Come on. We move out immediately. We're supposed to meet up with our commander for this mission.>


  Something about the tone of Arbron's thought-speak made me wary. <Our commander? Who's our commander?>


  <None other than War-prince Alloran-Semitur-Corrass,> Arbron said.


  Both my hearts sank into my hooves. Alloran. Alloran, the disgraced. So this mission was definitely not a reward from the captain. Alloran had once been a great warrior and prince. But he had been disgraced. I didn't know why. No one talked about it. Everyone just knew that Alloran had broken some law or custom.


  Being sent off on some stupid side mission with a disgraced war-prince was not a good thing.


  I couldn't believe it. This ship was my home. I didn't want to leave her, not even for a while. It could take a long time before we could rejoin the StarSword, and by then, who knew? Maybe by some miracle the entire war would be over.


  Which would be good, I supposed. <What's in Docking Bay Seven, anyway?> I grumbled as we reached the right door.


  Arbron swung his stalks back and forth in a "who knows?" gesture.


  We opened the door to Docking Bay Seven. And there, standing awkwardly on their two legs, were Loren and Chapman. Behind them stood Alloran.


  I had seen War-prince Alloran around the Dome ship at times. He'd always seemed to be deep in thought. Like he was off somewhere in his imagination or memory. He was not especially large. But he seemed to be carved from solid steel. Even his fur was a metallic blue. And the bare flesh of his upper body showed faint traces of burn scars.


  Beyond Alloran was a ship I had never seen before. It hovered just inches above the polished floor. It was three times the size of any fighter I'd ever encountered. The main section was a fantastically elongated oval that stretched way out in front of three oversized, swept-back engines. Three engines, not the usual two! And coming up overhead was the long, gracefully arced spike of the main shredder.


  Oh, she was a thing of beauty. I had never fallen in love with a machine before, but, oh, that ship was sweet.


  <I see you like my little toy, aristh,> Alloran said.


  <It's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen,> I said. <Like . . . like a work of art.>


  <I designed her myself. I call her the Jahar. It's my wife's name.>


  <Prince Alloran, what is our mission?> Arbron asked.


  The prince sighed a little, but when he spoke he was firm and correct. <We are to take these two aliens back to their planet, erase their recent memories, and rejoin the StarSword whenever we can.>


  <Transport work,> I said. I didn't exactly sneer, but I felt like sneering. We were just running a silly errand.


  "Excuse me? Erase my memory?" Loren said. "No one is erasing my memory."


  <It's necessary,> I said as kindly as I could. <Your civilization is not ready for what you've encountered. If you go back to your Earth, you'll have to have all memory of this erased.>


  The two humans looked at each other. The one called Chapman made a snorting sound from his nose. Loren made a facial expression that looked troubled. At least that's how it looked to me.


  <Let's move, arisths,> Alloran ordered. <Load the aliens. The captain wants to go to Z-space five minutes from now, and by then we have to be well clear of the Dome ship. Your personal belongings have already been brought from your quarters.>


  No one was in a good mood as we walked up the ramp into the Jahar. The humans were stone-faced, angry, perhaps afraid. Arbron and I were both grim, feeling we'd been shoved off on some stupid side trip. And Alloran could not have been exactly thrilled, either. He was a great war-prince. And here he was running errands with only a pair of arisths under his command.


  The one good thing was the Jahar. It was as beautiful inside as out. There were small but luxurious quarters. And there was good green and blue grass under our feet, not hard steel. By some trick of gravity manipulation Alloran had even created a small waterfall in one corner that went down, splashed into a pool, then fell back upward to fall all over again.


  Alloran took the helm, which left Arbron and me with nothing to do. He executed a smooth launch out of the docking bay, and then, suddenly, we were out in black space, looking up through the real windows at the Dome ship.


  The StarSword was silhouetted against the bright rings of the sixth planet.


  "Oh, my God," Loren gasped. "That's Saturn!"


  As I watched, the StarSword's engines glowed brilliant blue and the Dome ship picked up speed. Faster and faster, till suddenly, with a flash, she translated into Zero-space and disappeared.


  "Faster-than-light travel?" Chapman marveled. "It's physically impossible!"


  <True. But Z-space travel doesn't involve going fast. It involves tunneling through anti-space, what we call Zero-space, and then back into the normal universe at another point,> Arbron said.


  "But I suppose you Andalites keep the secret to yourselves, eh?" Chapman said.


  <Not always,> Alloran said darkly. <Once we shared it. The result was the Yeerk Empire that threatens all decent species. Be glad you are safe on your simple planet, alien. The galaxy is not a happy place to be anymore.>


  Alloran entered the destination into the computer. We would make one brief Zero-space jump to approach Earth. But Z-drive travel is not very precise. Even if we were lucky, we'd probably emerge a million miles from Earth itself. It would be a trip of many days to get there.


  <Make the aliens comfortable, arisths,> Alloran ordered.


  <Prince, afterward may I use your ship's computers?> Arbron asked. <I have a copy of the Skrit Na download and I thought I spotted something strange.>


  <An exo-datologist, eh?> Alloran said with a slight sneer. <The new ideal: warrior, scientist, artist. It's not enough to be a fighter anymore, eh? They want a gentler, more balanced, more intellectual sort of warrior nowadays.>


  Arbron looked helplessly at me. <I guess so, War-prince Alloran. I mean, that's what they teach us, anyway.>


  For a while Alloran said nothing. He just stared blankly, not at anyone. Or at least not at anyone in that room. <The Electorate wants war without slaughter. They want a clean, neat, honorable war. Fools.>


  I was shocked. You didn't call the Electorate fools. You just didn't.


  <Sir...> Arbron asked timidly. <The computer . . . ?>


  <What? Oh, yes. The computer. Why not? Use it all you like,> the prince said. <We're in for a long, boring ride.>


  Chapter 8


  



  It was a long, boring trip. We came out of Zero-space halfway between the orbits of Earth and a planet Loren called Mars.


  We had to travel through conventional space. And we had to keep our speed down so as not to distort time too much. If we'd gone to Maximum Burn all the way to Earth, we'd have gotten there in a few hours. But on the planet, years would have passed. That's relativity for you.


  I had little to do. Alloran brooded alone at the helm, or else went to his quarters. And Arbron seemed to have found some project to keep him busy. He spent his time at the computer, muttering.


  It was a side of Arbron I'd never really seen. Mostly he never seemed to take anything very seriously. At least he never took me seriously. But now he was spending days at the console.


  Whenever I asked him what he was doing, he'd just say, <Unraveling a mystery.>


  So I spent most of my time with the two humans. Or at least with Loren. Chapman was as brooding as Alloran. I stood beside Loren at the window, and looked out at the blue and white planet.


  Loren did a thing she called "sitting." It's funny to see at first. But of course very practical for a two-legged creature.


  "The brown-and-green parts are land," Loren was explaining. "The blue is ocean. Water. See the bright white at the bottom? That's ice. It's called Antarctica. It's very cold."


  <What sort of ice? Frozen carbon dioxide? Methane?>


  "Water. Just frozen water."


  <Ah. Of course. That would make sense. And where do you live?>


  "Well, see that continent there? The one on the upper left part of the planet? See where the line between night and day is? Almost right on that line." She bit her lip. A lip is a mouth part. "My mom must be dying from worry. I've been gone for four days already."


  Dying? Humans could die of emotion? <Yes, but soon you will be home. Then she won't worry anymore. Maybe she won't have to die.>


  Loren smiled. "That's just an expression."


  Then I noticed that there were glistening drops in her eyes.


  "Do you have a mother at home? Does she worry about you?"


  I felt a little uncomfortable talking about my parents. An aristh in deep space can't start getting all homesick. Especially since Prince Alloran was nearby, able to overhear everything.


  <I guess she does. My father doesn't, though. He was in the military, too, when he was young. Of course, we had peace then. I guess maybe they do worry I'll get hurt or whatever.>


  "We just had a war," Loren said. "That's . . . that's what happened to my dad He was in it. He didn't get killed or anything. But he kind of . . . I don't know. After he came back I guess he couldn't cope with reality. So he left."


  I saw Alloran's stalk eyes swivel to look at Loren. It was practically the first time he'd even noticed her.


  <You have wars?> I asked. <But you don't have space travel. Who do you fight?>


  Chapman arrived then, having arisen from a nap in his quarters. "We fight each other," he said. He winked one eye. "So, Loren, Daddy went nutso, huh? Another whacked-out 'Nam vet? I guess some guys can't take it."


  Loren's eyes went wide, and then she turned on Chapman.


  But it was Alloran who spoke. <Have you been in a war, human?> he asked Chapman.


  "Me? No. Of course not. That war's over."


  <Then be quiet, fool. Those who have been to war understand. Those who have not have no opinion worth hearing.> He looked directly at Loren. <Even those who return from war may never really come home.>


  Alloran turned his stalk eyes back to the helm, and said nothing more. Chapman shrugged, but I could see he was intrigued by Alloran.


  So was I, to be honest. What was he talking about? I'd never heard of an Andalite warrior coming back from the war unable to cope, as Loren had put it. Or "whacked-out," as Chapman had said. Why would Alloran feel such sympathy?


  "Anyway . . . ," Loren began, "tell me this. When you erase my memory, I won't remember any of this? Not even you?"


  I didn't answer. What could I say?


  "It's okay, I'm not mad at you," Loren said. "You're taking us home. And you saved us from those Skritchy Noses."


  <Skrit Na,> I corrected.


  "I know. It was a joke. Maybe not a very funny joke, I guess."


  <Ah. Humor. Yes, Arbron does that sometimes.>


  "But not you?"


  <I guess I'm not very funny.>


  Loren tossed her head in such a way that her long golden hair shimmered very nicely. "That's okay. I like serious guys. I guess if my memory is going to be erased, it won't hurt if I ask questions. So. How come you don't have mouths?" she asked.


  Chapman seemed to snap out of a reverie. He'd been looking at Alloran. Now he joined the conversation. "Loren, how can he answer that question? He doesn't have a mouth. We do. Why do we have mouths? Stupid question. I have a better question." He looked closely at me, focusing first on my stalk eyes, and then back down on my main eyes. Like he couldn't make up his mind where to look.


  "Look, Elfangor, maybe we got off to a bad start, you and me. I wasn't in a great mood, you know? But hey, you guys are really missing out on something here. Do you have any idea how much money we could get for this technology on Earth? I mean, you could ask for anything!"


  It was my turn to laugh. <What would we do with Earth money?>


  He shrugged. "Okay, forget money. How about power? We could snap our fingers and have all the presidents and prime ministers on Earth waiting on us. We could rule."


  <We're Andalites,> I said, <not Yeerks. We aren't interested in ruling other species.>


  "Ah. Well, that's good, I guess. Yeah, that's a good thing. But we could bring peace to Earth. No more wars."


  <Okay. That's it. That's it. Elfangor!> It was Arbron. He'd been totally absorbed in staring at the computer display. He'd barely spoken for the last two days.


  I went to him. I was glad to be away from Chapman. He bothered me. He was completely different than the human Loren.


  <What is it?> I asked Arbron as I came to stand beside him. I looked past him to the computer display. It showed a power field, lines of intensity in three dimensions. But it also showed lines extending strongly into Zero-space.


  It was impossible. A simulation of some sort. A fake.


  Arbron turned only his stalk eyes toward me. <This is from the Skrit Na ship. From the computer download. It was encrypted, but I broke the code. I've been going through the ship's log. A bunch of stupid stuff, mostly. Junk. But yesterday I found this. I've been trying to figure it out, because, see, there's no way these sensor readings can be right. But now I think I've got it. I know what it is.> He turned all the way to face me. <Elfangor, I think this is real.>


  For several seconds we both just stared at each other. <This can't be,> I said. <Any first-year student could tell you this is impossible. Unless . . .> I felt a chill run up my spine. <Alloran! Prince Alloran! Sir, you should see this.>


  The prince turned away from the helm and trotted back to us. <What is it, arisths?> he said wearily. But then his stalk eyes focused on the screen. A second later he was staring with full intensity at the image there. <Computer. Cross-check for any visual files!> To Arbron and me he said, <They would have made more recordings!>


  And then it appeared. It simply appeared on the computer screen.


  It was perfectly spherical. A simple white sphere.


  It looked harmless, even dull. And yet it was the most dangerous, deadly weapon any race had ever created.


  Because of what it was, it could not be physically destroyed. But it had been hidden. As we watched, dumbfounded and afraid, the computer replayed the Skrit Na computer log.


  It had been hidden on the planet called Earth. It had been buried deep in the ground in a desolate-looking area of blowing sand. And a huge stone pyramid had been raised over it.


  Hidden for fifty thousand years.


  Hidden on an insignificant planet at the far end of the galaxy. And now it had reappeared.


  "Hey, what's the matter with you guys?" Loren asked. "You all look like you've seen a ghost."


  <The Time Matrix!> Arbron said. <I thought it was just a myth.>


  <The second Skrit Na ship!> I yelled, suddenly realizing the truth. <The Skrit Na dug it up. They have it aboard the second ship, the one that escaped into Zero-space!>


  I looked to Alloran. To my surprise, his eyes were alight with fierce pleasure. <The Time Matrix! Hidden for fifty thousand years, and now dug up by the Skrit Na. The deadliest weapon in all of galactic history . . . and no one but us to go and get it back.>


  It was as if Alloran were suddenly ten years younger. <Elfangor! Arbron! Get back on that Skrit Na computer log, both of you. We need to know where that second ship ran to! Now!>


  He turned to Loren and Chapman. <I apologize, aliens, but we cannot take you straight back to your planet. There is no time to waste. The existence of the entire galaxy is at stake!>


  Arbron looked at me and sent me a private thought-speak message. <I guess we may still get a chance at being heroes.>


  Chapter 9


  



  Arbron and I tore that Skrit Na computer download apart. And before we translated into Zero-space we had a destination in mind. One of the last places in the universe that any sensible Andalite would ever want to go.


  The Taxxon home world.


  As we spent timeless time traveling through the blank white nondistance of Zero-space, Alloran called a council. It was just for the three of us, but the Jahar was too small for us to keep the two humans out. They squatted on the floor near our hooves.


  We excluded them from our thought-speak at first, keeping our conversation private.


  <Taxxon home world is our destination,> Alloran said. <But the Skrit Na would not be taking the Time Matrix there. So I believe the Skrit Na don't know what they have. They saw strange power patterns and decided, with the usual Skrit Na simplemindedness, to steal first and figure it out later.>


  <I agree, sir,> Arbron said. <If they knew they had the Time Matrix they'd do one of two things. Head straight for the Yeerk home world to sell it to the Yeerks. Or else head home to use it for their own people. But the Taxxon home world is ->


  "Hey. Hey!" Chapman interrupted. "You're doing your little telepathy thing and keeping us out. I'm not an idiot."


  <This does not involve either of you,> I said curtly.


  Chapman stood up and grabbed me roughly by the shoulder. I twitched my tail out of reflex. No Andalite would ever grab another Andalite.


  Chapman laughed rudely. "You don't scare me. I know you can kill us both. But that's not your style, is it? Dragging us off across the galaxy is your style."


  <We have an emergency,> I said. <We regret that we cannot take you straight back to your planet. However ->


  "However nothing," Chapman said. "This little trip involves danger, doesn't it? You boys are in deep. Like I said, I'm not an idiot. I can see you three are tense. I can see you're worried. Wherever it is we're going, you're scared. Which means me and the girl here should be afraid, too, right?"


  Loren stood up and looked right at me. "Is that true, Elfangor? Are you taking us into danger?"


  I turned one eye toward Alloran. He nodded slightly, giving me permission.


  <Yes, Loren,> I said. <We are going into terrible danger. If we are taken, the two of you will be killed or enslaved.>


  Chapman's eyes blazed. "You're dragging us into a battle and we can't even know what's going on? Is that Andalite fairness?"


  I started to tell the annoying creature to be silent, but Alloran spoke.


  <You two aliens have a right to know what you are being "dragged into," as you put it. We are going to a planet of creatures who are allies of the Yeerks. The Yeerks are parasites who seize control of the bodies and minds of other creatures. The Taxxons have been enslaved this way. By their own choice.>


  I said, <The Skrit Na have apparently discovered the long-lost Time Matrix. This is a device that allows people to move forward or backward in time. It is the most dangerous weapon imaginable.>


  "Why would a time machine be a weapon?" Loren asked.


  But Chapman had already figured it out. "Duh. I go back in time and change history to wipe you out in the present. I could kill your parents before they had you, and you'd never exist." He grinned. "Better yet, I could go all the way back in time, back to prehistoric days and find the earliest ancestors of humans and kill them. The entire human race would cease to exist." Chapman laughed. "I see why you guys are worried. If these Yeerks of yours get this thing, it's bye-bye Andalites."


  That did it. I didn't like this creature. I didn't care if he was just a primitive alien, I didn't like him. I pushed my face close to his. I brought my tail up into a threat position. <You'd better understand something, human. If it's "bye-bye" Andalites, it'll be "bye-bye" humans, sooner or later. Who do you think keeps the Yeerks from conquering every sentient race in the galaxy? We do.>


  "Maybe I'm with the wrong aliens," Chapman sneered. "Maybe it's too bad I wasn't grabbed by the Yeerks. They sound like the winners."


  To my surprise, Prince Alloran actually laughed. <You may be right, human. But you'd better hope you're not. I've seen what the Yeerks do to captive planets. I was there when the Yeerks took the Hork-Bajir world. Pray to whatever primitive gods you have, human, that the Yeerks don't ever take your world.>


  I shot a glance at Arbron. He was as surprised as I was. Alloran had been there at the loss of the Hork-Bajir world?


  The loss of the Hork-Bajir was the single biggest disaster in our war with the Yeerks. The Hork-Bajir were the slave warriors of the Yeerk Empire now because we'd failed to save them.


  <Translation to normal space in one minute,> the computer announced without emotion.


  <Okay,> Alloran said, breaking the spell he had cast over us all. <We'll be coming out of Z-space fairly close to the Taxxon world. The area will be thick with Yeerk ships. The Jahar has excellent stealth shielding, but we may still be detected. From now on, we are on battle alert.>


  <What's the plan?> Arbron asked nervously. <What do we do?>


  Alloran laughed. <What's the plan? We locate the Skrit Na ship. And if it has landed, we go down after it and take back the Time Matrix. Of course, we'd be a little obvious walking around as Andalites. So . . .>


  <Down to the surface of the Taxxon world?> I asked in horror. <You mean . . . sir, are you planning for us to morph Taxxons?>


  Alloran looked very seriously at Arbron and me. <You two arisths are going to have to grow up very fast now. I need warriors at my side. Are you ready to be warriors?>


  In my daydreams as a young aristh I had imagined a moment like this. I had imagined a time coming when I would be called upon to be brave and to save my people. And in my imagination I had always faced this kind of moment with pride and without fear.


  And now, suddenly, my daydream was reality. And all I felt was sick dread.


  The Taxxon world! It was a place from a nightmare.


  <We're ready, Prince Alloran,> I said, as boldly as I could. <We are ready to be your warriors. We're not afraid.>


  I saw Arbron's face. He was as sick with fear as I was. But still he managed to smirk. He knew me too well.


  He knew I was lying.


  Chapter 10


  



  Down to the Taxxon world!


  The Jahar was cloaked, hidden from sight and from most sensors. But a close sensor sweep by a Yeerk ship would reveal us. And we would never be able to land on the planet in the Jahar.


  We needed a victim.


  We found it, out beyond the Taxxon world's third moon. It was a slow-moving transport ship. It was just arriving in the system, which meant they would be expecting it down on the surface. Perfect for our needs.


  The trick was to disable the ship to make it stop, but not destroy it.


  <This will take precise aim,> Alloran said. <Which of you two is a better shot?>


  I wanted to say that I was. But I knew Arbron was better. And we could not afford to fail. <Arbron is the one who hit the Skrit Na ship.>


  Alloran nodded. <Let's see what you can do, Aristh Arbron. We need to hit one engine, but leave the other functioning. And we don't want any unfortunate explosions.>


  Arbron took the shredder controls in his hands. The Yeerk transport ship was two thousand miles away. The target engine was about forty feet long.


  Arbron keyed into the computer targeting system and made careful adjustments while all of us - Alloran, the two humans, and I - watched.


  There was a hum as the shredder fired. We saw the pale green beam lance forward into darkness. And on the screen, with magnification at factor five hundred, we saw the near-side engine pod of the Yeerk ship glow red and green.


  <Good shooting!> Alloran said. <They'll waste half an hour trying to figure out what happened and reconfiguring to fly with just one engine. Aristh Elfangor, take us in fast!>


  I punched up a burn and we rocketed forward, descending on the crippled transport. We were alongside the transport before they knew we were there.


  <Jam their communications,> Alloran ordered, and I feverishly punched the flat surface of the tactical board with my fingers.


  It was my second boarding of an alien vessel. I guess I should have felt like I was an old hand. But this wasn't some lame bunch of Skrit Na. This was a Yeerk ship. We had no way of knowing what we would encounter. Would it be Hork-Bajir-Controllers? Taxxon-Controllers? Or some other fierce, unknown species the Yeerks controlled?


  <A word of advice,> Alloran said. <Taxxons may be repulsive, but never forget that down in their brains they have a Yeerk. You're dealing with a Yeerk, not just a Taxxon.>


  Alloran, Arbron, and I pressed close to the hatch, waiting for it to blow open. We carried handheld shredders on setting three. There are six power levels on a shredder. Level one delivers a mild charge that will stun a small creature for a moment or two. Level six will blast a hole through ten feet of solid alloy. Level three wouldn't kill most creatures, but it would certainly knock them down so hard they wouldn't get up for hours.


  At that moment, waiting to rush a deadly enemy, I struggled to recall everything old Sofor had ever tried to teach me about combat. But I swear I couldn't remember a word. Maybe Prince Alloran was calm, but I sure wasn't.


  <Remember, don't kill them all,> Alloran said. <We may need to acquire them.>


  "Good luck," Loren said.


  And then the hatch blew.


  BOOM!


  In a rush of wind from the explosion, we launched ourselves into the Yeerk transport. Taxxons!


  If you've never faced a Taxxon, let me tell you: They are shocking things to see up close. They are tubular, like a monstrously thick, ten-foot-long hose. They have rows of needle-sharp, cone-shaped legs. The upper third of their body is held upright, and there the rows of legs become smaller and form tiny two-and three-fingered hands.


  There is a row of dark red eyes, each like congealed liquid. At the very top is the mouth, a round, red-rimmed hole circled with vicious rows of teeth.


  There were half a dozen of these creatures practically encircling us. For a frozen moment no one moved. I don't think the Yeerks could quite believe that they were being boarded by Andalites, right there in orbit around the Taxxon home world.


  Then everyone unfroze at once!


  On my left, one Taxxon raised a Dracon beam and aimed it at me.


  <Ahhh!> I yelled and pulled the trigger of my shredder.


  TTTTSSSAAAPPP!


  The Taxxon crumpled.


  TTTTSSSSAAAAPPP! TTTTSSSSAAAPPPP!


  Shredders fired.


  TSEEEEWWW! TSEEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW! Dracon beams fired!


  The air was instantly as hot as an oven. Shock waves from all the weapons rocked the enclosed area. Screens blew out. Sheet-plastic panels crumpled. Sparks exploded in brilliant waterfalls from popped conduits overhead.


  <Stop firing!> Alloran ordered. <We'll destroy the ship!>


  Behind me, a Taxxon! Dracon beam coming up!


  I didn't pause to think. I just jerked my tail. My tail blade sliced through the air and separated the Taxxon's arm from his body. The arm fell to the deck, still weakly clutching the Dracon beam.


  "SSSRRREEEE-WWWAAARR!" the Taxxon screamed.


  Now there were only two Taxxons still standing, and they knew they were beaten. They backed away as fast as they could motor their cone legs. But even then, and even with the Yeerks in their heads, the Taxxons' evil instincts would not be denied. As they backed away they bent low to tear chunks of flesh from their dead companions.


  The Taxxons are cannibalistic. Not a nice species. And according to everything we knew about them, not even the Yeerks inside them could control that foul hunger of theirs.


  <All right!> Arbron cried. <We got 'em!>


  <Shut up, you young fool,> Alloran snapped.


  Alloran had already guessed why the Taxxon-Controllers were pulling back. They didn't want to be in the way when serious trouble showed up.


  And that serious trouble was just becoming visible through the haze of smoke from burning, sparking panels.


  Seven feet tall. Razor-sharp blades at the wrists. Razor-sharp blades at their elbows. And knees. And tails. And two or three huge, forward-swept horn-blades on the tops of their snakelike heads.


  Hork-Bajir!


  <Well, well,> Alloran said, <it's been a while since I fought a Hork-Bajir. I'll take the two big ones in the middle.>


  That left a Hork-Bajir warrior each for me and Arbron.


  Two full-grown, adult Hork-Bajir, each with a wily Yeerk in its head.


  <I'm thinking maybe we should both have paid more attention to old Sofor,> Arbron said, making a grim joke.


  I saw the Hork-Bajir advance on me. I heard Sofor's voice in my head. Don't think, Elfangor. It's all instinct and training now.


  I let go of my conscious mind. I simply let it slip away. And in its place, a tingling energy seemed to fill me up. It was as if I were charged with electricity. As if sparks might fly from my hooves and tail.


  The Hork-Bajir came on toward me. And I struck.


  I struck!


  And when Alloran was outflanked by one of his opponents, I struck again.


  And when Arbron was knocked down by his Hork-Bajir opponent, I struck again.


  I struck and struck and struck till Hork-Bajir blood ran on the decks.


  And when my own conscious mind returned, it seemed as if hours had gone by. Arbron was staring at me like he'd seen a ghost. Alloran was nodding grimly, as if he recognized something about me.


  Wounded Hork-Bajir, and worse than wounded, were lying in Taxxon gore on the deck.


  <No,> I whispered.


  I turned and ran back through the hatch to the Jahar.


  I ran and slipped and fell to my knees, with nowhere else to run.


  It was the human, Loren, who ran to me and put her strange human arms around my chest and with one hand pressed my face into her long golden hair.


  Chapter 11


  



  I shook myself free of Loren, appalled and ashamed by my behavior. What was the matter with me? I was behaving like a child, not an aristh.


  Then I saw Arbron.


  He had been cut. He was bleeding from a deep gash in his left arm. His main eyes were wide with what might almost have been panic.


  Alloran was busy tying up the injured Hork-Bajir. The injured Taxxons were shoved into a small storeroom. Alloran sealed them in by welding the door with his shredder.


  "Are you okay?" Loren asked me.


  <Yes. Of course. I'm fine,> I said harshly. But my insides were churning. Some awful feeling was eating into my thoughts. I felt stunned. I felt like I wasn't even me. It was like I was some totally different person, standing off to one side, just watching myself.


  Loren left me alone and went to Arbron. She tore the sleeve off her shirt and wrapped it around Arbron's bleeding arm.


  Alloran came over and glanced at Arbron's arm. <You'll be okay, aristh,> he said. <Go back to the weapons station. We've just started here. We have to fly this Yeerk crate down to the planet. Aristh Elfangor, you take the helm. The controls are more primitive than our own ships, but ->


  Neither Arbron nor I had moved. Alloran glared at me, furious that I was ignoring his order. But then I saw his expression soften.


  <It's your first time. You fought well. Both of you. It's always hard the first time. And it never gets easy. But I need you both. Now.>


  I nodded. <Yes, Prince Alloran. I'll take the helm.>


  <You. Alien,> he said to Loren. <Get back into the Jahar. We'll be away for a while. Don't touch anything.>


  Loren turned her head to look back over her shoulder. Humans have to do that in order to see behind them. She was obviously hesitating. She bit her lower lip with her short white teeth.


  <What is it?> I asked.


  Still she hesitated. Then, "Look, tell me the truth. Swear by whatever it is that is really important to you. Swear that you're going to take Chapman and me back to Earth."


  <Of course we are. As soon as we can,> I said.


  She sighed, a sound that involved blowing air out of her mouth. "Look, it's Chapman. I'm sure he's a nice guy and all, really . . ."


  <You don't trust him.>


  "If you leave the two of us here on the Jahar, he'll try something. I know he will. And I know you think we're too primitive to be able to fly your ship or whatever, but don't count on it. Chapman doesn't like you."


  <Yes. I got that impression,> I said. <But we can tell the ship's computer not to allow him to do anything. He won't be able to fly the ship or use communications. It will be all right.> With my stalk eyes I saw that Prince Alloran was busy with Arbron. <Here. Take this. Hide it under your clothing. Use it if Chapman makes trouble for you. It is set to level two. Just point it and squeeze the trigger.>


  Loren took the shredder from me and slipped it under her shirt. "Listen . . . good luck down on the planet. Whatever you're doing down there."


  Then she put her face close to mine and pressed her lips against the side of my face. It was a very odd thing to do. Not something any Andalite would ever do. And yet I did not mind it.


  <Aristh Elfangor? Whenever you have the time to join us . . . ,> Alloran said acidly.


  <Ready, sir! Preparing to sever the connection with the Jahar.>


  The hatch closed, shutting Loren the human off from sight.


  She would be all right, I told myself. The Jahar was well-shielded. With the engines off it would be almost impossible for the Yeerks to detect. And she had the shredder in case the other human tried to start trouble.


  I focused on understanding the ship's controls. They were designed for Taxxon hands. But the basics were still the basics. I calculated a simple approach to the Taxxon world's main spaceport. I fired the engines and then, as we moved away, gathering speed, I looked back and saw the Jahar.


  <These humans are a pain in the hindquarters,> Arbron said. <As if we don't have enough trouble? We have to watch over a pair of primitive aliens?>


  <She's a million light-years from her home, Arbron. Confronting species she never knew existed. Suddenly thrust into the middle of an intergalactic war. I think she is very brave.>


  Arbron busied himself with learning the computer station of the strange ship. But then, in a carefully offhand way, he said, <By the way, thanks. You saved my life back there. I guess you absorbed more from old Sofor than you thought, huh?>


  <I guess so,> I said.


  <You were something, Elfangor. You scared me. Hey, I think you even scared Alloran. You really ->


  <Okay, shut up, all right?>


  <I was just saying you were great back there. Faster-than-light tail action. When you cut that one big Hork-Bajir's head? That was amazing.>


  I wanted Arbron to shut up. I didn't want to think about what had happened. I didn't want to remember it.


  And yet this other part of me was hanging on every word. This other part of me was replaying the fight in my head, seeing myself as Elfangor, the great hero.


  <Course laid in?> Alloran asked me.


  <Yes, Prince. We should be arriving in thirty minutes.>


  <Good. Then it's time. We need to acquire the Taxxons.>


  To acquire is to absorb the DNA of a species. It is the first step in morphing that creature.


  We were going to become Taxxons.


  Chapter 12


  



  We had shoved the Taxxons and the badly wounded Hork-Bajir into the cargo hold of the ship. We had not even looked into the hold to see what else might be in there.


  Now we looked.


  We opened the door and Alloran and Arbron stood with their shredders ready in case the surviving Taxxons tried to attack us. But the two Taxxons had other things on their minds.


  They were attempting to kill and eat each other. They had already finished off the wounded Hork-Bajir.


  <Stop it or I'll kill you both!> Alloran yelled.


  But the Taxxons were out of control, caught up in their own evil bloodlust. It was a vile thing to watch. Taxxons don't have powerful tails like us, or blades like the Hork-Bajir. They can only rear up and slam their upper bodies against each other while trying to gouge with their round mouths.


  <Their Yeerks have left them,> Alloran said. <This is how Taxxons behave when they are not Controllers. Their Yeerk parasites have left them to destroy each other.>


  <Where did the Yeerks go?> I asked.


  Alloran calmly leveled his shredder at the Taxxons and fired. It was a low-level blast, just enough to knock the Taxxons unconscious.


  We stepped past their sagging bodies, careful to keep our hooves out of the gore. Behind them, the hold of the ship was filled with transparent circular tanks. It was too dark to see what was in the tanks.


  <Computer. Lights,> Alloran said.


  Lights came on, and I instantly wished they hadn't.


  The hold of the ship stretched for perhaps a hundred feet straight back, with a width of a third that. Filling most of that space, glowing a sludgy green, were dozens of tanks.


  And in each tank, swimming through the viscous liquid, were gray slugs.


  <Yeerks!> I said.


  <There must be thousands! Tens of thousands!> Arbron said.


  <I suspected this might be the case,> Alloran said. <These are Yeerks being transported to the Taxxon world. They're here to get bodies. Hosts. Each of these will be given a Taxxon.>


  <What do we do with them?> I asked.


  <We seal the bridge then open the outer hatch,> Alloran said calmly.


  It took me a few seconds to realize what he was saying. If we opened the outer hatch while we were still in space, the vacuum would suck everything in the hold out. Out into the airless cold. The Yeerks would die almost instantly.


  <Prince Alloran, we can't just kill them all,> I said. I looked closely at him to see if maybe he had been joking.


  His eyes were cold. <Aristh Elfangor, I give the orders. You obey the orders.>


  <But they're helpless,> I protested.


  <They are Yeerks. And this is war. Would you rather wait till they have Taxxon bodies?>


  I didn't know what to say. I looked at Arbron. He kept his face carefully expressionless.


  <We . . . we can't do this,> I said. <It's wrong. They are our prisoners. We can't! It would be murder!>


  <Be careful what you accuse me of, Aristh Elfangor,> Alloran said harshly. <You're a child, so I forgive your impertinence. This time. But you are here to learn, not to question orders. And one of the things you'll learn, my idealistic aristh, is that war is not about striking brave poses and playing the hero. War is about killing.>


  <Andalites do not kill prisoners,> I said.


  Alloran laughed. <Is that what they taught you in school?> He laughed again. <Well, child, I learned my lessons in the battle for the Hork-Bajir world, not in a classroom. And let me tell you: The only thing that matters is staying alive. Besides, little aristh Elfangor, it's a bit late for you to get delicate. Not now, with the blood of your enemies staining your tail.>


  This wasn't happening. It couldn't be. Alloran was a war-prince. I couldn't disobey a war-prince. But this was monstrous.


  <I won't kill prisoners,> I said. <Not even Yeerks.>


  <I could execute you right now for disobeying me,> Alloran said.


  For a moment that seemed to stretch on and on, we stood there, face-to-face. I could barely breathe. I was risking my life, and probably destroying my future in the military, just to save my enemies. It was insane!


  But I could not imagine myself sending the Yeerks flying off into the vacuum of space. I couldn't do it.


  <Sir,> Arbron said tentatively. <We are so close to the planet surface that Yeerk sensors might pick up the heat signature of thousands of Yeerks being . . . flushed . . . into space. And they would investigate.>


  It was true. Maybe. But was it enough to get the prince to back off?


  <Well, we wouldn't want that,> Alloran said sarcastically. <We'll wait till we've completed our mission on the surface. Then, as we leave the system, we'll clean out this filth.>


  I breathed again. But I wasn't fooling myself. I had made an enemy of Prince Alloran. And I wasn't sure I could count on Arbron, either.


  <Time to acquire the Taxxons, if that meets with Aristh Elfangor's high moral code,> Alloran said.


  I turned away and walked back to the two stunned Taxxons. Without hesitating, I placed my hand on one of the Taxxons' slimy flesh.


  Morphing technology allows a person to absorb the DNA of any creature he touches. It takes concentration and focus, because the biotechnology of morphing is triggered by thought commands.


  Focus, I told myself. Put everything else out of your mind, and let the Taxxon become a part of you.


  And as I stood there, the Taxxon's DNA migrated into me.


  My life, which had gone rapidly downhill at a shocking speed, was about to get much worse.


  And then, with the skeptical eyes of Prince Alloran and the frightened stare of Arbron upon me, I began to morph.


  Chapter 13


  



  As an Andalite aristh, I'd been trained in morphing. Back at basic training they first transformed us with the morphing technology. And they gave us a djabala to acquire and morph.


  A djabala is a small, six-legged animal, maybe a third the size of a young Andalite. It has a mouth and a tail and no natural weapons. It lives by climbing trees and eating the highest leaves.


  You have to morph the djabala in order to pass the morphing proficiency test. So I did. But then, like a lot of arisths, I morphed a kafit bird. I have heard that some planets have many types of bird. But since we only have three, and since the kafit is the best species of the three, it's popular with young cadets looking for fun.


  It was a wonderful experience. I always loved the idea of flying. But of course, morphing for pleasure is discouraged. So I only did it one time.


  That was all the morphing I had done. A djabala and a kafit bird. I had never even dreamed of morphing a Taxxon.


  Taxxons are a nauseating species. Even if you've seen holograms of them. But trust me, till you've been up close to a Taxxon, you just don't know how awful they are. The smell alone is enough to make you sick.


  But now I had no choice. I had to show Alloran that I was still a good soldier. I had to prove that I was brave, no matter what he thought of me. I couldn't show any hesitation.


  So I focused my mind on becoming the Taxxon. And the changes began immediately.


  I felt my upper torso begin to melt down into my lower body. As I watched, my blue-and-tan fur ceased being individual hairs and melted into a plasticlike covering. The bare flesh on my upper body did the same thing, turning hard and shiny.


  I felt myself falling as my legs shrank. They seemed to be sucked up into my body. Way too fast!


  My stomach hit the deck so hard it knocked the air out of me.


  Then, almost as quickly, I was lifted back up off the deck. Dozens of sharp cones were sprouting from my belly. I was growing Taxxon legs.


  I looked backward through my stalk eyes and saw that my body was stretching out behind me. I was rapidly becoming a fat worm. Ten feet of rippling, slimy segments rolled backward, engulfing my tail. The process made a sound like wet cloth being dragged over gravel.


  I could hear my own internal organs dissolving. Squishing, slippery sounds. I could hear other organs, organs I didn't even have a name for, take their place.


  Then . . . I was blind!


  My eyes had all been blinded at once. I couldn't see anything. I felt fear grow within me. Fear that threatened to become panic. I was blind!


  Muddy at first, then sharper, my sight slowly returned. But it didn't exactly make me feel better. It was an eerie, distorted, broken world I saw.


  Taxxons have compound eyes. Each red globule eye is really a thousand smaller eyeballs, each one taking its own tiny picture of the world. Everything I saw around me was shattered into a million small frames. It was overwhelming.


  And then I felt something new. A new sense . . .


  I moved unfamiliar muscles and realized that they operated my mouth. My round, red mouth. And through that mouth came a deluge of sensory input. It was like smell. And like something I'd never really experienced before. It's called the sense of taste, I think.


  And what I tasted . . . what I smelled . . . all that my senses cared about was the bright smell of blood.


  I never even felt the Taxxon's instincts well up beneath my own troubled and battered Andalite mind. I had no warning. All at once, the Taxxon was in my head.


  How can I even convey the horror?


  Have you ever felt in yourself some awful, evil urge? Some fugitive thought that you quickly snuffed out? Well, as I became fully Taxxon, I felt such a feeling. And it was not some faint wisp of thought, but a raging, screaming hunger.


  A hunger for anything living.


  A hunger for anything with a beating heart.


  My shattered Taxxon eyes saw two Andalites.


  My own people! I wanted to devour my own people.


  But Taxxons are not fools. My Taxxon brain saw and understood the Andalite tails. It knew they were weapons. It knew it could not fight them. And that weakness gave rise to a rage that was like a nuclear fire in me.


  I was hungry! Hunger like no hunger any other creature can ever know.


  As I struggled to reassert my own identity, I understood why the Taxxons had made their alliance with the Yeerks.


  The Yeerks had weapons. Weapons to use to feed fresh, warm flesh to the raging Taxxon hunger.


  The Taxxons had given up their freedom. But freedom is nothing to a Taxxon, compared with that hunger.


  <How are you doing, Elfangor?> Arbron asked me.


  <Fine,> I lied. <Only . . .>


  <What?>


  <When you morph, be very careful. Be strong. You'll have to fight the hunger.>


  Arbron laughed. <What, are you afraid I'm gonna morph and try to eat you?>


  <Yes, Arbron. I am afraid.>


  Chapter 14


  



  The hunger never went away. Even as we spiraled down toward the Taxxon home world, I felt it. I was thankful Loren was safe back in the Jahar. I don't know if I could have resisted the Taxxon's appetite.


  I really don't know.


  As we came in for a landing, ground control appeared on our screens and demanded our clearance. Our ship's computer responded automatically.


  Ground control told us they were backed up on off-loading cargo. It would be half a day before they could unload the Yeerks in our hold.


  I didn't know how to feel about that. I didn't want thousands of Yeerks to make it safely to their destination. But I didn't want to slaughter them, either. And I had no doubt: If we got away again in the Yeerk ship, Alloran meant to kill the Yeerks in the hold.


  The spaceport was a large facility, obviously still under construction. As we came in low for a landing, descending through orange-and-green acid clouds, we could see dozens of other ships resting in their cradles on the ground. Hundreds of Taxxons and Gedds and even Hork-Bajir were busy building, adding new capacity.


  But even amidst all the activity, we could spot the Skrit Na raider ship. That was our target. If we were right, the Time Matrix was aboard that ship.


  A landing beam guided us to a cradle on the far edge of the facility. We were more than a mile away from the Skrit Na ship. A mile isn't much in space. But on the ground, on an enemy planet, in a body that makes you want to scream, it's a very, very long distance.


  <Whatever you do, remember what you are,> Alloran instructed. <You're Taxxons, on a Taxxon planet. Act like it.>


  The three of us, in Taxxon morph, exited out the hatch and into the air of the Taxxon home world.


  The first thing I noticed was that the sky was a pale gray-brown. The color of dust. The bright clouds were too high up even to be seen. The second thing I noticed was the smell. Everywhere, warm, living hearts were beating. Hork-Bajir hearts. Gedd hearts. Taxxon hearts. Blood rushed through veins . . . .


  The spaceport was a vast array of ship-cradles in a dozen different sizes and shapes. Some were taller than ten tall trees. Some lay almost flat, rising just a few feet from the dirt. Some were empty, but most held ships.


  There were slow transports unloading cargo, fighters in for repairs, even a gigantic Yeerk Pool ship. I could see the three spider legs of the Pool ship towering over the cradle. There were shredder burns and one of the "legs" was shattered. The ship had been in a battle.


  Below the maze of cradles was bare, orange-red dirt. Not a blade of grass, just dirt. There were primitive magnetic levitation rails running through the massive forest of cradles. Train cars, some open, some enclosed bubbles, raced back and forth along the tracks.


  Cargo was being loaded onto the train cars by Gedds. The Gedds were the Yeerks' first victims. The first race they enslaved. Gedds almost seem to walk on two legs, like humans, but they are actually always hunched over so that they can keep one hand on the ground for balance.


  We took an open elevator from the cradle down to the ground. As we descended, I counted two ships landing and one taking off. The mag-lev trains zipped back and forth on the dizzying array of tracks. On the ground, big tracked vehicles moved heavier loads.


  Everywhere were Taxxons, swaggering Hork-Bajir, and busy, clumsy Gedds. Each was a Controller. A slave to the Yeerk in its head.


  It was a huge, raucous, noisy place, full of steel and dust and the smells of solvents and Taxxon filth.


  <Busy,> Alloran muttered. <Awfully busy.>


  I knew what he meant. Back home, they'd told us the Yeerks were being stopped by our forces. The average Andalite civilian thought we were beating the Yeerks. But this spaceport was evidence to the contrary. The spaceport, just one of several on this one planet, was alive with hurried activity.


  Suddenly . . .


  "Sssnnnrreewaaaaaa!"


  I looked up just in time to see a Taxxon slip from the mag-lev train track overhead. He hit the ground like a bag of goo. His needle legs crumpled and his worm body split open.


  It was pandemonium! Taxxons came rushing from all sides.


  WHUMPF! A big Taxxon slammed into me, practically knocking me over. More of them, all rushing, came toward their fallen friend.


  But they were not rushing to help. They were rushing to eat the still-living Taxxon. Then I felt the hunger. It swept me up. I couldn't resist. I was moving forward, jostling to get at the screaming worm myself! Rushing, pushing, shoving, desperate to reach him and . . . and . . .


  NO!


  I felt my own mind snap back to the surface. It had been overwhelmed by the Taxxon's own instincts. But even now, even with all my willpower, I couldn't resist!


  It was as if I were being drawn by a magnet. As if I were being sucked into a black hole. The smell of the wounded Taxxon, the fevered beating of its heart, the . . .


  NO!


  I was there. There, looking down at the injured Taxxon through my shattering compound eyes. I plunged my upper body downward, mouth open, teeth gnashing, ready to . . .


  NO! NO! I pulled back. But the power of that hunger would not release me.


  I motored my dozens of cone legs, pulling back, and the other, eager Taxxons pushed me aside, heedless.


  Where were Arbron and Alloran?


  I'd lost them in my mad rush to feed.


  I pulled back and back farther, each step like moving a million pounds. And yet I did move away. The feeding frenzy became ever more nightmarish. Taxxons crawled over each other to get at the fresh meat.


  I managed to turn my huge, long worm body around and ran from it. I ran as fast as the Taxxon limbs would carry me.


  I found a shaded spot under one of the towering ship-cradles and I cowered there, using all my strength to resist. Finally, after a while, the frenzy passed. Not because I had grown strong. But simply because I could now smell that there was no more meat left.


  The Taxxon horde broke up and slithered off in various directions, back to their work. Where was Arbron? Where was Prince Alloran?


  I was lost and alone on the Taxxon world.


  All I could think of doing was heading toward the Skrit Na ship. Hopefully, my two fellow Andalites would be there.


  I had to remind myself that we had a mission: the Time Matrix. If the Yeerks realized what was in that Skrit Na ship, there would be no hope at all.


  Then, although the image was fractured, I saw Hork-Bajir coming toward me. Six or seven of them, moving in swiftly. Surrounding me!


  There was nothing I could do. I couldn't run. A ten-foot-long worm does not outrun a Hork-Bajir.


  One Hork-Bajir-Controller swaggered up before me. At a signal from him, the others all leveled Dracon beams straight at me. Not that they needed Dracon beams. A Hork-Bajir can slice a Taxxon to ribbons in seconds.


  And I had seen what happened to any Taxxon careless enough to be injured.


  "Welcome to the Taxxon home world," the Hork-Bajir said. "I am Sub-Visser Seven. You interest me. Yes, indeed. I am very interested in any Taxxon who will not eat fresh meat."


  Chapter 15


  



  Morphing power is a wonderful tool. It allows Andalites to pass among many different species. It makes us the greatest spies in the galaxy.


  But it has an awful drawback. You see, if you stay more than two hours in morph, you stay there forever. You become a nothlit. An Andalite living out his life in a different body.


  That was my greatest fear as the Hork-Bajir-Controllers led me to a mag-lev train car. The sub-visser commandeered the train car. He ordered everyone else off. I stood there, helpless, surrounded, as the mag-lev car shot away from the platform.


  It wound its way through the maze of ship-cradles, through the construction workers who were busy building up the might of the Yeerk Empire.


  The Yeerk sub-visser said nothing. He seemed almost bored. He slouched his Hork-Bajir body and watched the passing sights gloomily.


  I watched him as well as I could with my Taxxon eyes. A sub-visser is a high rank. I remembered that from the basic training classes where they taught us about the Yeerk foe. At the top of the Yeerk Empire is the Council of Thirteen. One of those thirteen is emperor, but no one knows which one. It's a closely guarded secret. The Yeerks fear assassination.


  Just below the Council of Thirteen are the vissers. They are the generals of the Yeerk military. They are numbered according to their power and importance. Visser One would be the most powerful, on down through Visser Forty or so.


  A sub-visser is like a colonel. Very powerful, especially if he has a low number like seven. But not a visser yet.


  The sub-visser spoke. "So, Andalite, how long have you been in this morph?"


  I had to stop myself from crying aloud. He knew! He knew I was an Andalite.


  No . . . wait. Maybe he didn't know. Maybe he was trying to trick me.


  "Ssssewwaari ssstwweeeshh," I said. I didn't know what it meant. The Taxxon body had Taxxon instincts, but not a Taxxon's life learning. So I couldn't speak the Taxxon language. But maybe the sub-visser couldn't, either. He'd been speaking Galard so far - the language of interstellar trade and commerce. It was the language many races had learned, back when the galaxy was at peace. It was used to communicate between different species.


  The sub-visser looked at me with his slitted Hork-Bajir eyes. "Don't waste that snake-speak on me. If you're one of us, you'll be able to speak Galard."


  Was this another trap? Could Taxxon-Controllers speak Galard? Was it even possible for them, with their strange mouths? I didn't know. I had no experience speaking with sounds. And even though I still had the translator chip in my head, it could not interface with my Taxxon brain. What could I do?


  The sub-visser laughed. "So. You want to resist me? Good. I need the entertainment. It's rather dull, being in charge of security for this sector. I suppose you're one of the rebels. One of those mountain Taxxons who refuse to join the Empire. Well, we'll get to the truth quickly enough."


  Mountain Taxxons? Rebels? I was so surprised I temporarily forgot to be terrified. There were still Taxxons resisting the Yeerks? This would be huge news to my people. We'd assumed all the Taxxons had accepted Yeerk rule in exchange for promises of fresh, unusual meats.


  The train car was riding a hundred feet off the dismal plain now, just getting beyond the outskirts of the spaceport. Through the window I could actually see the cradled Skrit Na ship as we zipped past.


  I hoped Alloran and Arbron had made it there. I hoped they would complete the mission. Because it didn't look as if I would be there to help them.


  Then, suddenly, the train car veered sharply left and I saw a mound, almost a small mountain. It was maybe two or three hundred feet high. Nothing but a slag-heap of dirt excavated from the construction of ship-cradles, really.


  But it seethed.


  There were holes everywhere, holes the size of a Taxxon. Taxxons were crawling in and out of the holes. Their pulsating worm bodies would slither and wallow into the mound. Others would emerge, seeming to almost blink with their foul red mouths.


  "Rebels are just fresh meat," Sub-Visser Seven said calmly. "But being a Taxxon, you understand. Any rebels we catch go to feed loyal Taxxons. It's sad, really. But I have no choice. It's one of the idiotic regulations I have to deal with. It's all part of our deal with the Taxxons: Any suspect Taxxon is turned over to loyal Taxxons for interrogation. Of course, Taxxons don't really interrogate. They don't have the patience for it. They ask one or two questions, then . . . well, then it's dinnertime."


  I must have quivered in terror. The sub-visser grinned a Hork-Bajir grin. "Of course, you could tell me why you're here, and what your mission really is . . . Andalite. You'll still be executed, of course. But I can make it painless. Much better than being eaten alive."


  He did know what I was! He'd been toying with me. He knew I was an Andalite. But I sensed he was telling the truth: I could either confess and demorph, or die the death the Taxxon-Controllers would inflict.


  This is what it had come to. All my hopes of being a great hero. It all ended here, just this quickly.


  I felt sick down to my bones. How had everything gone so horribly wrong?


  But I couldn't tell the Yeerks anything. The Jahar was still up in orbit. If I confessed, the two humans would be taken by the Yeerks. Alloran and Arbron, who were probably still free, might be caught, too.


  And there was the Time Matrix. The Time Matrix sat unnoticed in a Skrit Na ship, just a mile from where we stood. And that could mean the end of all Andalites.


  I couldn't talk. I couldn't.


  The sub-visser leaned close to me. He actually whispered. "There is one other possibility. This Hork-Bajir body I use is fine, but there are millions of Hork-Bajir-Controllers now. And what are my other choices? To go back to being a Gedd? Or to take a Taxxon body? No thanks. I won't live with that Taxxon hunger."


  The train plunged into the Taxxon hive. Darkness descended. In the darkness, my Taxxon eyes actually worked better.


  The sub-visser's Hork-Bajir face was a shattered sparkling of tiny images to my Taxxon eyes. I could hear his heart beating faster.


  "There is one other possibility, Andalite. There has never been an Andalite-Controller. None of us has ever succeeded in capturing an Andalite alive. Your warriors use that nasty Andalite tail blade on themselves rather than be taken alive." He grinned. "Such a waste. Really. See, I want to be the first to have an Andalite body. With that body, with the Andalite morphing power, I wouldn't remain a sub-visser for long. I could be a full visser."


  An Andalite-Controller? This Yeerk scum wanted to take over an Andalite body?


  I felt a wave of revulsion. A wave of revulsion that seemed to grow out of some deep insight, as if I had caught a glimpse of the future. I wasn't a mystic. I was in the military. But still, I felt a weird, unsettling sensation.


  I looked at the sub-visser. I looked into his greedy, murderous eyes. And it was as if I could see him clearly. As if the veil of time was lifted.


  And I knew then I would not die. Not yet, at least. I knew it deep in my heart. Because I knew that in looking at this creature, this Yeerk, I was looking at my true, personal enemy.


  "Let me take that Andalite body," he said. "You'll live. It's the only way you'll live."


  <My name is Elfangor, Yeerk,> I said. <Remember the name. You'll be hearing it again. But you will never take me alive.>


  "A pity," the Yeerk sneered. "Stop the car!" he yelled to his Hork-Bajir. "Open the door."


  The mag-lev train stopped smoothly. The door opened.


  We were on a track deep inside the Taxxon hive. There was a large, open cavern around us, as if the hive was hollow at its core. And down below, perhaps twenty feet down, there was a seething mass of Taxxons.


  "See them?" the sub-visser asked. "Taxxons. Not Yeerks. No, those are Taxxons in their natural state. Unimproved, you might say. As savage and bloodthirsty as any creature in the galaxy."


  The Taxxons below spotted us above them. They raised their eternally hungry red mouths up to gape at us. They knew what was going to happen next.


  The Hork-Bajir surrounded me. I wanted to fight, but I had no weapons. There was nothing I could do.


  "Throw him out," the sub-visser said.


  The Hork-Bajir rushed at me. They pushed my sagging, flaccid flesh. I scrabbled desperately with my rows of cone legs, but it was useless. They rolled and shoved and slid me, helpless, to the door.


  And then I was falling . . .


  Chapter 16


  



  Falling . . .


  <Demorph!> I screamed at myself.


  Even as I was falling, I was demorphing. If I was going to die, I'd die an Andalite, not some disgusting, cannibalistic worm.


  WHUUUMMMPPPFFF!


  I hit the ground. I hit it hard. The sides of my Taxxon body burst open from the impact. And in a flash, the other Taxxons were on me.


  <Demorph!>


  But I couldn't possibly morph quickly enough. Red Taxxon mouths drew back and rose up high, plunging straight down into my shattered flesh.


  The pain of the fall had been dulled by sheer shock. But this pain . . . this pain I felt. I have never known anything so terrible. In my darkest nightmare I've never even imagined . . .


  <Ahhhhhhhhhh!> I screamed. But just as loudly, I screamed, <Demorph!>


  It was a race. A race to see whether I would die before I could demorph. Again and again they ripped at me. But now my Taxxon flesh was shrinking away from them. It was changing. Becoming some strange, new meat.


  It would all depend on how the morph happened. If my head emerged too soon, the Taxxons would simply rip it off. I didn't need my head. I didn't even need my legs.


  I needed my tail.


  If any Andalite in all of history needed his tail, I needed mine. Right NOW!


  <Ahhhhhhhhhh!> The pain was unbearable. I was delirious, unable even to think, to focus, to keep track of what was happening to me.


  It wasn't going to work! I had been wrong to hope. Wrong to imagine I could survive.


  But then . . . I felt some distant part of me move. And I sensed a shudder pass through the ravenous Taxxons.


  With what was left of my Taxxon eyes, I saw it appear . . . all the way back at the end of my Taxxon body.


  A bright blade! My tail!


  I slashed! Missed!


  But it made the Taxxons back away. And while they were reconsidering, my legs grew long and strong. The last of my bleeding worm body shrank and hardened. I heard bones growing inside me.


  And then I could see. I could see again!


  The Taxxons came at me again, rushing at me, bold with hunger. But now the situation had changed.


  Oh, yes, the situation had definitely changed.


  I aimed, I slashed! I aimed, I slashed! I aimed, I slashed!


  <Come on, you filthy worms! Come on! Come ON!>


  And suddenly, even the Taxxons had decided they didn't want to eat me. Instead, the Taxxons I had cut were set upon by the rest.


  Through my stalk eyes I saw the sub-visser and his Hork-Bajir soldiers looking down and laughing.


  The cold voice of the sub-visser said, "Kill him. Shoot the Andalite scum."


  The Hork-Bajir soldiers raised their weapons and sighted on me.


  TSEEWWW! TSEEWW!


  Dracon beams singed the air above me and melted the dirt at my feet. I couldn't outrun them. I had to hide! But hide where?


  Oh.


  I dove back into the Taxxon feeding frenzy. Their sluggish, sloppy bodies pressed in all around me. It was sickening, but it gave me cover.


  "Go in after him," the sub-visser ordered. "Cut him to pieces!"


  Six huge Hork-Bajir leaped down from the train track. There was no way I could defeat six Hork-Bajir warriors. I was exhausted, on the edge of collapse.


  But there was one last desperate hope. The kafit bird.


  Once you do a morph, the DNA stays with you. Once you've morphed a creature, you can morph it again. And I needed wings as much as I'd needed my tail.


  I squirmed between the huge worms, keeping away from their mouths. Not that they wanted to fight an Andalite right then.


  And as I felt the Taxxon flesh pressing in around me - smothering me, but at the same time hiding me from the Hork-Bajir - I morphed again. I shrank. I grew smaller and smaller.


  "Back, you Taxxon hogren kalach!" the Hork-Bajir yelled in a mix of Galard and the Hork-Bajir language.


  The Taxxons began to pull away, driven back by slashing Hork-Bajir wrists and elbows. I was in the open. A Hork-Bajir was standing over me. He was looking right down at me.


  Had I finished morphing?


  No time to worry. I would either fly . . . or die.


  I opened what I hoped were my six pairs of kafit wings. I spread them wide. I flapped hard.


  And I flew.


  Up off the ground. Up from the dirt. I flew!


  I flew inches above the Hork-Bajir. I flew over the sub-visser, who was now screaming in rage at his soldiers. "Shoot it! Shoot it!"


  "But the Taxxons may be hit!" one of the Hork-Bajir protested.


  "I really don't care, shoot! Shoot! Kill it! SHOOOOOT!"


  But it was too late. I was in the air. I raced as fast as my wings would take me, back down the stinking tunnel toward daylight. I saw the brown-gray light ahead, and I flew toward it as if my life depended on it.


  I exploded from the tunnel into the open with the outraged cries of the sub-visser ringing in my ears.


  <I made it!> I cried to no one but myself. <I made it! I'm alive!>


  I flew at the kafit bird's top speed back toward the spaceport. Somewhere back there were Alloran and Arbron. Somewhere back there the Time Matrix still waited to be discovered. There was still a mission and the hope of returning safe and alive to the Jahar.


  And . . . there was life. Life! Life never feels so sweet as when you've come right up against death.


  Then I saw it.


  It was descending the last few feet into a large ship-cradle. It was unlike any other craft at the spaceport. Unlike anything any Yeerk had ever designed or built.


  The Jahar!


  The Jahar was landing.


  It was impossible! There was no one aboard the Jahar but the two humans. How could it be landing? Why was it landing?


  I soared as high as I could and saw that Yeerks in all shapes and sizes were rushing to meet the amazing ship.


  They clustered around, many with weapons drawn. Looking back, I saw a mag-lev train come tearing at top speed from the Taxxon mound. I knew in my heart that Sub-Visser Seven was on that train.


  It took several minutes for the docking clamps to be fitted to the alien craft. And more minutes while the Yeerks trained every weapon they had on the one small ship.


  The mag-lev train arrived, slamming carelessly into two slow-moving Gedds. Out stepped Sub-Visser Seven. He had only four of his original six Hork-Bajir with him. I guess the other two had paid the ultimate price for failing their commander.


  The hatch of the Jahar appeared. It opened, and out stepped a creature no Yeerk had ever seen before.


  It walked on only two legs. It held up its hands, and said, "Hey, hey. Relax. You can put down the weapons. I'm not here to fight. I'm here to trade."


  Chapman!


  He realized that the Yeerks did not understand him. So with his hands he pretended to be handing them something, and then receiving something from them.


  Sub-Visser Seven strutted to meet the alien. He laughed cynically. "It wants to trade," he said. "This strange creature wants to trade. So. What do you have to trade, alien?"


  Neither Sub-Visser Seven nor Chapman had understood a word the other had said. And yet, they understood each other perfectly.


  Chapman kept his hands raised and made a human smile. Then, very slowly, he stepped back into the shadowed interior of the ship. And when he reappeared, he was shoving someone before him.


  It was Loren. She was bound with wire. Chapman pushed her viciously. She fell to the ground before Sub-Visser Seven.


  "That's what I have to trade," Chapman said. "A whole planet full of . . . that."


  Part 2



  



  Alloran's Choice
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  It was an impossible situation.


  I was alone. Alone on an alien planet. Scared, sick at hearts, and overwhelmed.


  I flew high above the scene, floating on my six pairs of wings. I was in morph. A four-legged, two-armed Andalite transformed into a twelve-winged kafit bird.


  Below me was the horizon-to-horizon expanse of the spaceport on the Taxxon home world. Huge, weirdly shaped metal cradles nestled a stunning array of spacecraft. Craft from every corner of the ever-expanding Yeerk Empire: transports and fighters and even a vast Yeerk Pool ship, sitting like a bloated, three-legged spider.


  Half a mile to my left was the Skrit Na transport we had chased to the Taxxon world. Inside that ship, unknown to the Yeerks, was the Time Matrix.


  Half a mile to my right was the Yeerk transport ship we had seized in orbit. It was loaded to the brim with Yeerks in their natural sluglike bodies. Big, round tubs of Yeerk slugs. Yeerks I had saved when Alloran ordered them destroyed. And right below me was the Jahar. She was like a work of art stuck in a junk pile. She glowed, beautiful amidst the clumsy Yeerk vessels.


  And there, stepping from the Jahar, were the two odd creatures called humans.


  The one called Chapman shoved a helpless, bound Loren. She fell before the feet of Sub-Visser Seven, the Yeerk in charge of security. The sub-visser was a Hork-Bajir-Controller.


  "That's what I have to trade," Chapman said. "A whole planet full of . . . that."


  A hundred Yeerks in different forms - huge, glistening, wormlike Taxxon-Controllers, dangerous, bladed Hork-Bajir-Controllers, clumsy Gedd-Controllers - all stood watching with bated breath.


  Where was Arbron, my fellow aristh? Where was War-prince Alloran? The last I'd seen of them they were in Taxxon morph. But the two-hour time limit for staying in one morph had passed. I could only hope they had demorphed at some point.


  <Alloran should be dealing with all this,> I complained bitterly to no one. Alloran was the war-prince. He'd been in wars before. He had fought in the Hork-Bajir war. I didn't know anything! I was a nobody!


  Okay, Elfangor, calm down and think.


  But how could I be calm? The Yeerks were seizing Loren and roughly hustling her away. Chapman was trying to communicate with Sub-Visser Seven.


  Then it hit me: Chapman knew! He knew about the Time Matrix! If he found a way to tell the Yeerks, we were all done for.


  Okay, okay, so I had to do something. Something. Something. But what? What should I do? This was madness! The entire fate of my people rested on me? On me?


  Priorities. Okay, okay, what was most important?


  Rescuing Loren.


  No. No, that was absurd. The Time Matrix. Everything came down to the Time Matrix.


  Was Chapman going to tell the sub-visser about it? No. It was Chapman's biggest bargaining chip. This human was like a Skrit Na - self-serving, greedy, and very, very strange. The Skrit Na are made up of two races. The Skrit look like huge insects and are somewhat less than intelligent. But the Skrit each eventually weave a cocoon and a year later, out pops a Na. The Na stand on four slender legs, have heads shaped like Andalites, but only possess two eyes. All the Skrit Na care about is owning and possessing things. And it seemed the human Chapman was the very same way. So I truly believed he would not give up the Time Matrix just yet.


  I had time, but not much. The sub-visser would be kept busy with Chapman attempting to talk about Earth. Like any Yeerk, Sub-Visser Seven would be fascinated by the possibility of an entire planet of sentient creatures for the Yeerk Empire to enslave.


  Think, Elfangor. Think!


  I couldn't count on finding Alloran and Arbron. But if they were still alive and free, they would reach the same conclusion I had: Go for the Skrit Na ship and its cargo, the Time Matrix.


  I turned in the air and flapped my many wings hard as I headed toward the Skrit Na ship.


  Below I saw Hork-Bajir grab Loren and pull her to her feet. They yanked her up by her golden hair and a human cry of pain floated up to me.


  Priorities, Elfangor.


  <Loren. It's me, Elfangor!> I called down, focusing my thought-speak on her alone.


  I saw her jerk and turn her head around the way humans do to see behind them.


  <Stop. Don't move! Don't make them mad. Don't worry, I'm using private thought-speak. No one else can hear.>


  She stopped twisting around and kept marching forward between her Hork-Bajir captors.


  <Tell the Yeerks whatever they want to know. Don't resist. Just one thing: Don't mention the Time Matrix. If they get that, it's all over. You have to trust me. I will save you.>


  Of course, the human Loren couldn't answer. Humans don't have thought-speak. Like most species, they make sounds to communicate. I could only hope she would trust me.


  Right. She should trust me. Would I trust some alien who'd landed me in this mess?


  I could only hope. She had to keep quiet about the Time Matrix. I knew Chapman would.


  I flew hard for the Skrit Na ship. At least I had a goal now. That helped. A little. And I just wouldn't think about the insanity of it all. I would just put all that out of my head.


  The Skrit Na ship was being fussed over by Gedd-Controllers. Gedds are clumsy, loping creatures. They were the first species the Yeerks infested. Only low-ranking Yeerks were still stuck in Gedd bodies. These Gedd-Controllers seemed to be busy checking the Skrit Na ship for hull damage.


  I had to get aboard that ship. And I had to fly it off the planet.


  No problem, Elfangor. Just steal the ship from the middle of a Yeerk spaceport and fly it away without getting zapped. No big deal.


  I landed in the dirt beneath the ship's cradle. It was dark and filthy down there. Endless debris and trash had been shoved in over the years. They had apparently even emptied ships's sewage reprocessing plants there. The smell was overwhelming.


  I demorphed amid the fossilized remains of sewage from a dozen species. Not pleasant. But it was a good feeling to get my Andalite body back.


  I cowered behind the massive support pillars as I watched my four legs grow from four of the kafit's wings. Two other wings became my hands. My sleek bird head grew large and sprouted my twin stalk eyes, while the bird's own two eyes became my main eyes.


  The remaining wings shriveled and disappeared as my long, wispy bird tail became my swift, powerful Andalite tail.


  I was so pleased to get my tail back. A bird's body can be pretty helpless. But unfortunately, I couldn't stay in Andalite form. An Andalite walking around on the Taxxon world, surrounded by nothing but various types of Yeerks, would be just slightly obvious. Slightly obvious, as in I'd have been dead ten seconds after I walked out of the shadows.


  I had only one way to go. I would have to resume the Taxxon morph I had acquired. The Taxxon DNA was still a part of me. It always would be.


  I swallowed my fear and loathing and began the morph.


  And as I felt the huge worm body grow, and felt the screaming, desperate Taxxon hunger rise within me, I tried to form a plan. A plan to save my world, my friends, and Loren all at once.


  I was halfway into Taxxon shape when I heard the shuffling, slithering sound of a Taxxon. My stalk eyes had already morphed away. But I still had my main eyes. I turned to look.


  It was just a dozen feet away. It must have been lurking in the darkness. It had only to scream for help and I'd be Taxxon lunch.


  Then, to my surprise, the Taxxon spoke in Andalite thought-speak.


  <Elfangor! Is that you?>


  <Arbron?> I cried. I was flooded with relief. I wouldn't be alone! I had Arbron with me. We'd never exactly been close friends, but at least he was one of my own.


  <Yes, it's me,> he said.


  <What happened to you?> I asked. <I lost you and Alloran in that terrible feeding frenzy.>


  For a few moments Arbron said nothing. His silence drew a chill up my half-morphed body.


  <I guess we got separated,> Arbron said flatly. <So. We gonna rescue this Time Matrix thing or what? Hero time, huh?>


  <Yeah. Hero time,> I agreed. But there was something wrong. Something very wrong. I could feel it.


  <Where is Alloran?> I asked.


  <I don't know. I lost him in the crowd. Just you and me, I guess. Come on. Let's do it. Let's save the world, hah-hah! Just what you planned, eh, Elfangor? Elfangor the hero?>


  He seemed to alternate between being flat and emotionless and sudden bursts of manic energy. Maybe it was the strain. The fear. And the vile creepiness of inhabiting a Taxxon form.


  That had to be it. Nothing to worry about. Just stress.


  <If I end up being a hero, you'll be one, too,> I said. <Besides, let's just see if we survive first.>


  <Yeah. Survive,> he said, flat and emotionless again. <Come on, Elfangor. Finish morphing.>


  Chapter 18


  



  <You have a plan?>


  <Sure,> I said. <We bluff. We tell those Gedd-Controllers up there that we've come to fix the computers. Then we fly that sorry Skrit Na ship away.>


  I wanted to sound casual. Nonchalant. The way the fighter pilots always sound when they are describing some terrifying battle. Like it was all no big deal.


  Arbron stared at me through red jelly Taxxon eyes. <Okay. Lead the way,> he said.


  Arbron and I slithered out from beneath the ship's cradle and motored our rows of Taxxon needle legs up the ramp to the ship itself. Just a pair of bored Taxxon technicians going to work. Totally calm.


  Or as calm as any Taxxon, even a Taxxon-Controller, can ever be. There is simply no way to explain the awful hunger of the Taxxon. It is beyond any hunger you've ever imagined. It is constant. Like a screaming voice in your head. Screaming so loud you can't think. Every living thing you see or smell is just meat to you. You hear beating hearts and smell rushing blood and the hunger almost takes over your body.


  And when someone is injured . . . when there is blood spilled . . . well then, as I knew personally, the hunger is all but impossible to resist.


  I had come within a haunch hair of eating an injured Taxxon myself. Not something I wanted to remember. But not something I'd ever forget.


  <Don't hesitate,> I advised Arbron as several Gedds turned to blink curiously at us. <Look like you're on your way to work.>


  <Shut up, Elfangor,> Arbron said harshly.


  Again I felt the chill of fear. Something was horribly wrong. But there was no stopping now. I pushed rudely past a Gedd who was in my way.


  The Gedd-Controllers looked resentful. But they had no reason to suspect us. We were Taxxons. They had to assume we were Taxxon-Controllers. We looked like we were there to work. No reason for them to be at all suspicious.


  Except that one of them was.


  One of the Gedd-Controllers stood right in front of us, seemingly unimpressed. He spoke in Galard, the language of interstellar trade. It sounded hard on his Gedd tongue, but I could understand him.


  "Rrr-what arrrre you doing herrrrrre?"


  If it was hard for the Gedd to make Galard sounds, it was almost impossible for me, with a Taxxon's mouth and tongue. But I couldn't use thought-speak. I might as well announce that I was Andalite. I had to try to speak Galard with a three-foot-long Taxxon tongue.


  So I tried. "Sreeeee snwwweeeyiiir sreeeyah!"


  Which was not even close to being the sounds I'd wanted to make. What I had meant to say was "computer repair." But the Taxxon's tongue is so long, that it would be hard even if I was used to using a mouth to make sounds.


  The Gedd stared at me with its tiny yellow eyes. "Rrr-use rrr pad!" He pointed furiously down at a small computer pad attached to his wrist.


  <It's some kind of translator,> Arbron said. <Some primitive version of our own translator chips. Let me do it.>


  He reached with one of his weak, two-fingered Taxxon hands and pressed several buttons. From the pad came a disembodied voice, speaking Galard.


  "Computer repair."


  The Gedd snorted angrily. "Rrryou Taxxon wearrrers think you rrrown the planet! Arrrogant as Horrrk-Bajir!"


  Arbron and I shoved past him into the Skrit Na ship. Unfortunately, it was so cramped and low that we could barely drag our massive bodies inside.


  The bridge of the Skrit Na ship was identical to the Skrit Na ship we'd boarded to rescue the two humans. There were two cocooned Skrit glued into a corner. They wouldn't cause any trouble. They didn't look ready to hatch into Na just yet. And there was an active Skrit, what Loren had described as a giant cockroach, scurrying around almost brain-lessly, polishing and cleaning.


  There were no Na that I could see. Aside from the Skrit, the bridge of the ship was empty.


  <So far, so good,> I muttered. <I'm going to close the hatch. We'll demorph, power up, and be off-planet before they know what's hit them.>


  <Yeah. Okay,> Arbron said. <Ready?>


  <Yep.> I focused on my breathing, trying to fight the raging Taxxon hunger and my own fear. <Okay, do it!>


  Arbron punched the pad to close the hatch door. It slid shut and made a snug vacuum seal SHWOOMP!


  I focused all my thoughts on demorphing. I wanted out of that Taxxon body. The two of us could barely move in the cramped bridge, let alone fly the ship. The idiot Skrit kept banging against me, unable to find a way to go around.


  I demorphed. I shed that vile Taxxon body as fast as I could. I felt the awful hunger weaken and my own Andalite mind rise above, freed of the Taxxon's instincts.


  THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!


  The Gedds were pounding on the hull. "Rrrrwhat arrrre you doing? Open rrrup!"


  I ignored the noise and punched the engine power. The main engines began to whine as they powered up.


  And then I realized it. Arbron was not demorphing.


  <Arbron, what are you waiting for? Demorph!>


  Arbron didn't say anything.


  THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!


  "Rrrr-open up! Powerrr down rrryou fool!"


  <Arbron! What are you up to? Demorph!> I yelled. I guess I hoped that yelling would make it happen. But I already knew. He stared at me through those shimmering red jelly eyes, and I knew. More quietly, almost begging, I said, <Come on, Arbron. Demorph.>


  <I really wish I could, Elfangor,> he said. <I really wish I could.>
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  There was no time to talk about it. We had to get the Skrit Na ship up and out of that cradle before it occurred to the Yeerks that we were stealing it.


  No time to talk about it. But time to feel something of the terror Arbron felt.


  I had been in Taxxon morph. I had felt the hunger. I'd rather be dead than be trapped in that body forever.


  Arbron's weak Taxxon "arms" pushed all the right buttons, and I felt the soft vibration of the engines reaching full power.


  The Gedd-Controllers outside must have felt it, too. Suddenly they stopped pounding on the ship. They were probably running for dear life. The radiation blast of the engines would be captured and contained within the cradle. But if you were still hanging around on that cradle when the engines came on, you wouldn't last long.


  <Ready?> I asked Arbron.


  <Ready.>


  <Then hang on, because I don't know how much of a kick these Skrit Na ships have.> I punched up a burn and we rose from the pad.


  Unfortunately, we didn't rise very quickly.


  <What is the matter with this thing?> I yelled. I looked at the air speed indicator. We were doing a bare thousand miles per hour. And the acceleration rate was way too slow.


  <It'll take us ten minutes just to get escape velocity!> Arbron cried.


  <Yeerk ships will be all over us before we can even think about going to Zero-space,> I said.


  <The Time Matrix!> Arbron said. <We can use it! We can escape through time!>


  <No! We don't know how fast it works. If we try to activate the Time Matrix, the power signature will light up every Yeerk sensor within a million miles! What if it takes ten minutes for it to work? Besides . . . we don't know who else might get mad if you use that thing.>


  <What? You're worried about what some prince will say if we survive?>


  <No. I'm not worried about our superiors. Or at least, I figure my career in the military is already destroyed.>


  <Then what are you . . .> Arbron fell silent. Then he laughed. <Are you kidding me? You're worried about some mythical Ellimists?>


  <Mythical? That's what some people used to say about the Time Matrix itself. Someone built that machine. Who else, if not the Ellimists? And do we want to take the chance of making them angry?>


  I felt a little foolish. My parents had told me Ellimist stories when I was a child. Stories of the all-powerful, inexplicable creatures who sometimes interfered in the affairs of simpler species. I halfway expected a snide remark from Arbron.


  But Arbron didn't answer. He was staring at his display board. At least, I guess he was staring. Taxxon eyes don't exactly focus normally. <Yeerk patrol ship coming up on an intercept vector! It's a Bug fighter!>


  <Can we take on a Bug fighter?>


  <Are you kidding? All the Skrit Na ever have are secondhand, low-power Dracon beams the Yeerks sell off for scrap. That Bug fighter has twin Penetrator-Class Dracon beams. We can't trade shots with them!>


  He was right. And I should have remembered that. But I was shaken. Confused. My brain was spinning at a million revolutions per second and going nowhere.


  I had to think. Focus.


  The air speed gauge now showed two thousand twenty miles per hour. The hull was blistering hot from the air resistance. <Wait a minute! Bug fighters are slow in atmosphere, right? They can't handle the heat. We can! So far, at least. We're doing better than two thousand miles per hour. We're faster than they are in atmosphere!>


  <You're going to try and outrun them in the atmosphere?>


  <You have a better option?>


  <We have a second Bug fighter on us!> Arbron answered. <Two more launching!>


  <We're going to the grass,> I said, hoping I sounded more confident than I felt. <I'll need direct vision. Real time, real aspect. Open a window.>


  Arbron played his console, and suddenly the panel in front of me became a window. I could see the superheated air, blazing around the ship.


  I nosed the stubby, round ship down. As we dropped we picked up speed. <Passing three thousand miles per hour!>


  Down, down, down at over three thousand mph! The brown dust of the Taxxon world leaped up at us.


  Spacecraft are designed for the almost total vacuum of space. Usually they are barely functional in atmosphere. But the Skrit Na were scavengers who went from planet to planet, kidnapping and stealing and performing their inexplicable medical experiments. So they needed ships that could handle atmosphere.


  But nothing is really designed to do three thousand miles an hour in atmosphere. Let alone fifty feet off the ground.


  We had been seven miles up, right at the outer edge of the Taxxon atmosphere. We dropped back down to ground level in five point eight seconds.


  <Yaaaaahhhhhh!>


  <Yaaaaahhhhhh!>


  We both screamed in a mix of utter terror and shocking excitement. Let me tell you something: Millions of miles an hour in empty space is nothing compared to three thousand miles an hour going straight for the ground.


  <Pull up! Pull up! Pull up!>


  I pulled up, as the collision warnings screamed in the Skrit Na language.


  We blew across the Taxxon desert, trailing sonic booms that must have sounded like nuclear explosions going off in our wake.


  <Can you get the Bug fighters on visual?> I asked.


  <On screen!>


  I saw two Bug fighters racing after us, one behind the other. Their hulls glowed bright with friction heat. But they weren't backing off.


  <Fine,> I muttered. <Let's see who's faster.> I raised the burn and felt a slight lurch as the engines pushed harder still.


  <Three thousand two hundred miles per hour,> Arbron reported. <Three point three K. Three point four K. Hull temperature is . . . you don't even want to know. Three point five K.>


  Three thousand five hundred miles an hour. The ground was a blur. We were a blazing meteorite. We were an arrow of flame as we shot across the Taxxon world at impossible speeds. The scruffy bushes and stunted trees of the Taxxon world burst into flame as we passed over. We were drawing a line of fire around the planet!


  <Pull up!> Arbron yelled.


  Mountains rose up like a wall. <Where did they come from?!> I cried as I pulled up, straining every atom in the Skrit Na ship.


  The ship bucked like a dying beast in its final agony. But we climbed. Up . . . up . . .


  <Are we going to clear?>


  Before I could answer, we shot over the mountain wall. I swear I heard the bottom scrape as we cleared the height.


  Unfortunately, the Yeerks knew the local topography. They'd been ready for them. They had adjusted easily and had gained on us.


  TSSSSEEEEWWWW!


  A red Dracon beam lanced past us, missing by inches. They were close enough now to shoot.


  We were approaching the dividing line between night and day. I could see it rushing toward me.


  Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the lead Bug fighter simply explode! The air friction had finally worn down its compensators and the craft had burned to a cinder in a split second.


  <Yah-hah! One Yeerk fried!> I exulted.


  <Elfangor, we're next if we don't slow down,> Arbron warned.


  <There are still three Bug fighters on our tail,> I said.


  <We are about five minutes away from burning up,> Arbron said. <Can you guarantee those Bug fighters will cinder before we do?>


  <What do you have in mind?>


  <We take a shot. One, two, three. They won't be ready. They won't expect it.>


  I turned my stalk eyes to stare at Arbron. <No one can make that shot.>


  <I can,> he said.


  <With Taxxon eyes?> I didn't want to throw that in his face, but I had to be realistic. <With Taxxon reaction times? With Skrit Na targeting computers?>


  <I can make the shot, Elfangor,> he said calmly.


  <Look, Arbron, I want to come out of this alive.>


  <And you think I don't care if I live or die, right?> he said bitterly. <Maybe you're right. This hunger . . . Elfangor, you've felt it. You know. But I can still make this shot.>


  <You always laugh at me wanting to be a hero,> I said. <Now who's playing hero?>


  He didn't answer.


  I looked at the hull temperature readout. He was right. We would cinder in a few minutes.


  You know what's funny? I wanted to ask the captain what to do. It seemed ridiculous that I should make a life and death decision like this. Princes made those kinds of decisions. Captains made those decisions.


  Only I was the captain. And if I was wrong, we would dig a hole in the Taxxon dirt at three thousand miles an hour.


  <Okay, Arbron,> I said. <In ten seconds. Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .>


  Chapter 20


  



  <Three . . . two . . .>


  I killed thrust and punched the air brakes.


  SHHHHHRRRRREEEEEEEKKKK!


  The Skrit Na ship shook; it bucked; it rattled; it vibrated; it bounced wildly just fifty feet off the grass.


  I was thrown off-balance. I sprawled across the deck. But Arbron's rows of Taxxon legs absorbed the punishment. He never wavered. He kept his Taxxon claws on the targeting controls.


  Our speed dropped from nearly three and a half thousand miles per hour down to half that. In mere seconds! Too fast for the Bug fighters to react.


  What happened next would make Arbron a hero.


  Our speed dropped off; the Bug fighters rocketed forward and blew past, doing fifteen hundred mph faster than us.


  Arbron fired! TSSSEEEEEWWW!


  Fired! TSSSEEEEEWWW


  Fired! TSSSEEEEEWWW


  Three shots at three targets doing a relative speed of fifteen hundred mph. Three shots in atmosphere! Three shots from a vibrating, bucking wreck of a Skrit Na ship.


  I dragged myself up and stared in disbelief out of the forward window.


  Three spinning meteorites, three balls of flame, slammed into the ground. They dug craters in the Taxxon dirt and extinguished themselves.


  <Nice shooting!> I said. <Seriously nice shooting!>


  <Thanks. It turns out Taxxon senses and reflexes are good at this kind of thing. Guess that's why the Yeerks use Taxxon-Controllers to fly their Bug fighters. It's nice to know there's something useful about this disgusting body.>


  <We're going to find a way to get you out of that Taxxon morph,> I said. I tried to sound like I meant it. What else could I say?


  Till that moment I'd been too busy trying to stay alive to really think about what had happened to Arbron. Maybe we'd never exactly been best friends, but it was still horrible to look at his foul Taxxon body and think that this was how he would remain. To look into those emotionless red jelly eyes and realize that he was in there, looking back at me.


  And I knew what he was feeling, now that the battle was done. The terror. The despair. The awful Taxxon hunger.


  I turned the Skrit Na ship around and headed back toward the rushing line of daylight.


  <What are you doing?> Arbron demanded.


  <I need a place to land and conceal this ship,> I said. <I need daylight. And I need to be closer to the spaceport. We can't just leave the others behind.>


  <Others? You mean Alloran?>


  <And the humans,> I said. <They are our responsibility.>


  <We are not going back to the spaceport,> Arbron said. <The Yeerks are back there. And Taxxons. They'll catch us. Do you know what they'll do if they catch me? They'll eat me alive, Elfangor.>


  <Arbron, you have to hold on. You have to try and hold on.> We were racing back across the dark mountains. Back toward the retreating line of daylight.


  <Hold on? Hold on? Are you insane? If we go back there, they'll eat me! Turn this ship back. I'm going to use the Time Matrix! I'm going back in time. I'm going back to my life!>


  <You can't light up that Time Matrix. The power signature will be visible to every ship in orbit, every satellite, every ->


  <I don't care! I don't care if I die, just let this hunger stop. Stop it. Stop it. Stop it! You fool, don't you know I could eat you right now?>


  I turned my main eyes toward Arbron. I knew that inside there was a scared Andalite aristh. But what I actually saw was the nightmare worm. What I saw was the sloppy red eyes, the round, gasping, eternally hungry mouth.


  For a moment that seemed to stretch and stretch, we stared at each other. I don't know what was going through Arbron's mind right then. I don't know what conclusions he'd reached. I only know what he did.


  "Sssrrrreeeeyyyyyaaahhh!" he screamed in his slithering, high-pitched Taxxon voice. He reared back, practically laying the upper third of his body horizontal. And then he slammed down on me.


  Slammed his upper body down, red mouth open wide.


  I could have killed him. He knew that, of course. He knew that no Taxxon could hope to outfight an Andalite. But I could not kill him. Not even if that's what he wanted.


  I dodged to my right.


  He slammed hard into the instrument panel. Sparks erupted!


  He swept his upper body toward me, hoping to slam me against the bulkhead and stun me.


  I leaped inside his reach and struck!


  SLASH! Two of his needle legs went rolling across the floor.


  SLASH! And two more legs were gone.


  Arbron sagged. The front part of his body could no longer be held up. He lay, fully prone, a huge, helpless worm.


  <Just kill me!> he screamed.


  But I was busy. The control panel had been half-wrecked. The ship was bucking and yawing. It was unstable. I reduced power. We had shot across the line into twilight. But I couldn't see into the deep shadows between the mountain peaks.


  <You can't leave me like this!> Arbron cried.


  <I'm going to get you help,> I yelled. <But I have to land this ship!>


  <Elfangor! You know what happens to wounded Taxxons! You know!>


  <I'll protect you,> I cried desperately as the ship bucked and shook harder and harder. The two cocooned Skrit seemed about to break loose from their moorings. The active Skrit had gone to the cargo hold. Maybe, even as unintelligent as the Skrit are, he knew better than to be anywhere near a hungry Taxxon.


  <You can't protect me. Fool! Nothing can stop them! Nothing can stop the hunger. I couldn't stop it. Alloran couldn't stop it. Don't you understand? I ate, Elfangor. I ate that wounded Taxxon. I couldn't help myself!>


  <Shut up!> I screamed. <Shut up!>


  I didn't want to hear anymore. I couldn't. I had to focus. I had to land the ship or we'd both die. I had to shut Arbron up.


  I swept my stalk eyes around the bridge. Where would the Skrit Na keep weapons? There. A green panel marked with Skrit Na script.


  I stretched my left arm to reach the panel. Popped it open. Yes. A handheld Dracon beam. Old and dusty and probably badly maintained, like most Skrit Na things.


  I found the power setting. I set it at the lowest intensity.


  <What are you doing?> Arbron yelled.


  <I have to land this ship, Arbron. Keep quiet or I'll stun you.>


  <If you fire that thing, you'll kill me,> Arbron said. <You have the settings backward. That's originally a Yeerk weapon. Setting one is the highest setting, not the lowest.>


  Suddenly, I knew what Arbron would do. He couldn't rise up, but he could still scuttle forward. He came straight for me, rushing and slithering, as if he were aiming his round red mouth at me.


  He was trying to force me to shoot him. To shoot him with the Dracon beam set on maximum! But I was too fast for him. I twisted the dial to ten. I fired.


  And just as my finger was tightening on the trigger . . . I realized Arbron had outsmarted me. He'd lied, and I'd fallen for it. Arbron had always been a better student than me. He was a qualified exo-datologist. He knew alien systems far better than me.


  I tried to stop. But my finger squeezed. The Dracon beam fired. On maximum power.


  But by chance, or maybe by some desperate, too-late twitch of my finger, the beam missed Arbron by a millimeter.


  Instead, it blew a two-foot hole through the hull of the ship.


  After that, everything was noise and spinning and pain and confusion.


  Chapter 21


  



  I woke up.


  I was on my side, lying in the dirt.


  I looked up at a night sky. Stars, galaxies, three tiny moons.


  Where was I?


  I stood up. Every muscle in my body ached. Muscles I didn't even know I had ached. My hooves tasted nothing but bare dirt. My stalk eyes swiveled quickly to look around, but I realized one eye was blinded.


  Then I saw the ship, the Skrit Na transport. It was still more or less in one piece. I must have been able to land it. Somehow. I couldn't remember much of those last few minutes. It was all chaos in my brain.


  I forced myself to go over the facts. I was on the Taxxon home world. I was approximately four hundred miles from the spaceport. Loren and Chapman were in the hands of the Yeerks. Alloran . . . no one knew.


  Arbron had tried to trick me into killing him. That's what I remembered best.


  <Arbron!> I called. <Arbron!>


  No answer. I trudged wearily over to the Skrit Na ship. I saw the two-foot hole made by the Dracon beam. And then I saw the way the engines had been ripped half off. The ship would never fly again.


  I climbed into the wreckage. My second stalk eye was starting to clear a little. I felt it and realized it had just been covered with mud.


  Inside the ship I called again. <Arbron!> I looked around. Nothing was working except a tiny glimmer of emergency lighting. For some reason the Skrit Na liked their emergency lighting to be green. Who knows why?


  Something was missing.


  Of course! The two Skrit cocoons. They must have been knocked loose.


  The door to the freight hold was blown open. I went in. The same green emergency lighting illuminated a bizarre scene. In the hold were boxes and crates piled in wild disarray. Many had broken open on impact. They spilled an amazing mass of alien-looking objects. Frozen, preserved animals; bundles of the artificial skin that Loren and Chapman wore; glass objects that seemed to contain liquids; odd, antiquated electronic equipment; small objects that looked like hundreds of rectangular sheets of paper glued together on one side; and a long crate of what I could almost swear were primitive weapons.


  All things that the Skrit Na had looted from Earth. Loren would know what they were, no doubt.


  But in addition to all the small objects, there were two much larger things. One was a shiny yellow-painted creation with four black wheels.


  The other object was the most powerful thing in the history of the galaxy.


  It looked like nothing more than a smooth, off-white sphere. It was perhaps ten feet in diameter. Perfectly smooth. Unmarked. You would never know what it was if you hadn't seen the power readings. Invisible to the eye, it spread its grid down through the very fabric of time-space.


  The Time Matrix.


  I found I had stopped breathing. I could barely imagine the power I was staring at. To move a ship into Zero-space took more power than a medium-sized star. To move anything through time took ten times that power. The power of ten suns. All somehow contained in that off-white sphere.


  <Arbron!> I yelled.


  But I knew he wasn't there. He must have been thrown clear of the ship, just as I had been. Only I hadn't seen him outside. And now it occurred to me that something else was missing, too. The active Skrit.


  Both Skrit cocoons and the active Skrit were gone. Along with Arbron.


  I turned slowly away from the Time Matrix. It had a hold over me. It drew my stalk eyes back to it, even as I walked away.


  I went back outside. <Arbron!>


  The light of the moons and stars was too dim to see clearly. But I had the impression I was in a narrow valley between tall, almost clifflike mountains. Where could Arbron have gotten to? Had he fallen from the doomed Skrit Na ship earlier? He could have ended up slamming into one of the mountainsides.


  I hated to even imagine that.


  I went back inside the cargo hold and picked up a handful of paper sheaves. Some were larger and had pictures. By the dim green light I instantly recognized that the pictures were of humans.


  I flipped through pictures of humans doing things I could not understand. But then there was one picture I understood immediately. It showed a marvelously tall waterfall. The waterfall crashed into a pool surrounded by trees, all of them green. Overhead was a blue sky.


  Two humans were smiling and sticking tiny white cylinders into their mouths.


  There was human writing beneath the picture. I don't read human very well. But I was sure it was a poem to the beauty revealed in the picture.


  The grass there looked sweet.


  It would be a fine thing to run there. To run with Loren and forget everything that had happened. Forget that I was alone on a planet of evil, my only companion probably dead, my prince lost.


  I turned to other pictures. I saw small, strange pictures of humans doing nothing but smiling. And there were pictures of human technology. A flying machine of some sort. Humans holding long rods that spit fire. What seemed to be hideous cities. And then, to my delight, a picture of an actual human spacecraft.


  It took me a few seconds to understand what it was. It seemed to be a chemical rocket. An actual chemical rocket!


  But the pictures that drew my gaze were the ones of beautiful beaches beside blue seas. And mountains topped with white. And rushing white-water streams surrounded by tall green trees.


  The trees were all very similar. Not as beautiful as the trees I knew. Still, the pictures spoke of a lovely world, filled with delicious green grass and cool water.


  That alien landscape of Earth took me away from the drab horror of the Taxxon world. I wondered if Chapman might be from the jagged human cities. Was that why he was so much harsher than Loren? Was Loren from the beautiful green country where smiling humans stuck white cylinders in their mouths?


  I guess I fell asleep looking at that picture. I awoke with lingering traces of awful dreams chasing through my brain.


  There was light . . . natural light from the Taxxon sun.


  I ran outside. As I had guessed, I was in an incredibly steep valley. And now I could see tracks in the orange dirt. The marks of dozens of needle-sharp legs. Taxxon tracks!


  The tracks came right up to the ship. Had they come while I was asleep? No. I could see my own tracks from the night before. My tracks were over the Taxxon tracks.


  Arbron! They were his tracks. Had to be. And yet . . . No, there had been more than one Taxxon. Three . . . four others. Five sets altogether.


  And then I saw two additional signs. A set of wandering, insectlike tracks, and the evidence of something large being dragged away.


  <The Skrit,> I said. <Okay. So Taxxons came. They took Arbron away. And the Skrit. And maybe the two cocooned Skrit.>


  I glanced at the spot where I'd been lying unconscious. They had to have seen me, smelled me. And yet I was still alive.


  <They have Arbron,> I realized.


  I reeled back and fell down. The Taxxons had taken Arbron. I knew what Taxxons did with prisoners.


  <No!> What had I done? I'd let them take Arbron alive!


  And yet why hadn't they taken me? And the Time Matrix? Surely Taxxon-Controllers would not have done that.


  I recalled Sub-Visser Seven's reference to Mountain Taxxons - Taxxons who refused to submit to Yeerk control. And I felt just the faintest glimmer of hope. If these had been Yeerk-controlled Taxxons, they'd have taken the Time Matrix. And me.


  <What am I supposed to do now?> I asked the empty, dusty sky.


  Should I try to follow the tracks to Arbron? No. I had to be logical. Whatever type of Taxxon he'd fallen in with, their hunger would almost certainly seal his doom. And the doom of the poor Skrit Na, too.


  Alloran might still be alive. He was my prince. My duty was to get back to him. Tell him about the Time Matrix and Arbron. Somehow. But the Taxxon spaceport was hundreds of miles away, across burning sands.


  Then . . . one of the human pictures I'd seen came back to me. It had shown two smiling humans sitting in something very much like the bright yellow machine in the cargo hold.


  I went back to the ship. Yes, this bright yellow machine had four wheels. And you could easily see how humans might sit in it. It had a name in chrome letters: "Mustang." Naturally, I had no idea what that meant.


  I set to work enlarging the hole in the side of the cargo hold. Then I removed the chairs in the machine. I discovered that I could fit inside the machine if I removed the flimsy cloth top. I stared long and hard at the control panel. The computer was tiny and had knobs you could twist. But at first all it did was make static noises.


  Then I discovered an actual tape drive! Astoundingly primitive. I pushed the buttons on the small keypad and twisted the knobs again, and to my utter amazement, the computer began to play music.


  "I can't get no . . . satisfaction!" it screamed.


  I quickly turned it down. What kind of race would use a computer to play screaming sounds?


  It took twenty minutes more for me to realize that a notched brass insert could be twisted. And when I twisted it . . .


  RRRR RRRRR RRRRRRRR PUH PUH PUH VROOOOM!


  The noise was amazing!


  It was an actual chemical engine! Something from a thousand years ago! Ridiculously primitive, and yet I found when I pressed my forehoof on a pedal in the floor, the engine roared.


  VVVRRRRROOOOM! VVVRROOOOOM! VVVROOOOOOM!


  It was primitive, all right. But it vibrated in a most satisfying way. And I liked it.


  Chapter 22


  



  I have run mag-hover trucks.


  I have flown Bug fighters.


  I have flown Skrit Na raiders at three thousand miles per hour in atmosphere.


  But I had never experienced anything more exhilarating than racing down the valley and out across the open Taxxon desert in my Mustang. It only went a hundred miles per hour, but with the wind in your face, whipping your fur, bending your stalk eyes back, it was certainly a wild ride.


  But everything was going wrong.


  I was racing across the Taxxon desert in a human vehicle toward probable doom. But with the wind in my face, and the music in my ears mingling with the loud roar of the engine, I didn't feel so badly.


  I had gathered up some of the other human objects the Skrit Na had taken. The writing sheets with pictures. Some of the machines that looked like weapons. And some of the glass bottles containing liquid.


  I broke several of the bottles before I figured out how to open them. After that, I quickly determined, that they contained water-based liquids. I poured, the liquids into a shallow pan, and was able to stick in one hoof to drink as I drove.


  DR. PEPPER, the bottles had said. I figured that was human writing for "bubbling brown water."


  For a while I just put Arbron out of my mind. I put Alloran out of my mind. And I pictured myself with Loren, driving in my Mustang across the green grass of Earth. Wind in my face. Bubbling brown water running up my hoof.


  As I drove, I tried to come up with a plan. One thing was for sure: An Andalite in a Mustang was going to be just slightly obvious. I would need stealth. But I would not morph to Taxxon again.


  Not ever.


  That's when the ground beneath my wheels simply opened up.


  FFFFWWWUUUMMPPP!


  <Aaaaahhhh!>


  BOOM! BOOM! RUMBLERUMBLERUMBLE!


  The Mustang tumbled and rattled down a steep, rough slope. A dirt ramp that led straight down into darkness.


  <Aaaaahhhh!>


  I took my hoof off the accelerator pedal. I tried to reach the key to turn off the engine. But the vibration was too severe.


  I slid and rattled and rolled in my human machine, down, down, down into the ground. Down and down. And then I slid to a halt.


  SCRRUUMMPPFFF!


  The only sound was the noise of the engine and the weird human moaning that passed for music.


  ". . . gimme, gimme, gimme the honky-tonk blues!"


  I turned off the music.


  I was in darkness, but not the absolute darkness I expected. This darkness still afforded sight. There was light enough for my main eyes to see, after they'd had a few seconds to adjust.


  I was in a vast underground cavern. Dominating the center of the cavern was a sort of hill or small mountain. It was this mountain that glowed. It glowed a dim but unmistakable red.


  From this irregular glowing hill came tendrils, each perhaps three or four feet in diameter. As my eyes adjusted I could see that there were a dozen or more of these tendrils, and that each one extended to the edge of the cavern and then kept going into the rock itself.


  The tendrils, too, glowed a dim red. I realized that I could see things moving inside the tendrils. The tendrils were hollow! They were tubes, each about as big around as . . .


  As a Taxxon!


  I saw them then. My eyes finally pierced the darkness and saw the Taxxons! Dozens . . . no, hundreds! They swarmed around and over the glowing red mountain.


  As I watched, I saw holes open in the sides of the tunnel-tendrils. Out crawled more Taxxons.


  They had to see me. They couldn't help but see me. And yet none moved to attack me.


  Instead, they busied themselves pushing dirt and rock back into place to fill the space my Mustang had created.


  <IS THIS THE CREATURE?>


  <Aaaarrrrggghh!> I screamed.


  The voice in my head was huge! Massive! I grabbed my head with my hands. It was like hearing a planet speak! It was only then, as I staggered under the psychic blow, that I realized it: The red mountain was alive!


  I heard a different thought-speak voice. <Yes. That's him,> Arbron said. <He is called Elfangor.>


  One Taxxon came slithering toward me out of the mass of bodies around the base of the red mountain. It moved clumsily. Two rows of legs were shorter than the others.


  <Arbron?>


  <Yes, Elfangor. It's me.>


  <I was afraid you were dead,> I said.


  <I wanted to be. But I am still alive. Alive to serve the Living Hive.>


  <The what?>


  He waved one Taxxon claw back toward the massive, glowing mountain. <The Living Hive. Light of the Taxxons. Mother and Father of the Taxxons. The Hive has lost many of its children to the Yeerks. Many of its servants have betrayed the Hive and made an alliance with the Yeerks. But the Living Hive is still the Mother and Father of the species.>


  <Arbron, what are you talking about? Have they done something to you?>


  Then he laughed - the old Arbron again, for just a moment. <Have they done something to me? Well, they didn't eat me, if that's what you mean. The Taxxons who found us after we crashed wanted to eat us both. But I gave them the Skrit instead. I had no choice! And then the Living Hive learned what I was. It drew me here.>


  <We're hundreds of miles from where we landed. How did you get here? You couldn't possibly have walked.>


  <The Living Hive's tunnels extend across thousands of miles, Elfangor. There is suction in the tunnels. A Taxxon has only to fold back its legs, and the pressure draws it swiftly down the tunnel, as the Hive commands.>


  <The legs I . . . the legs you were missing. They're growing back.>


  <Yes. Taxxons can regenerate legs.>


  <Arbron . . . what's going on? It wasn't an accident that the ground opened up beneath me. Did the . . . the Living Hive want me here for some reason?>


  <Yes, Elfangor. The Hive is angry.>


  <At me?> I asked, feeling my guts turn over several times. If this glowing red mountain was mad at me, all it had to do was yell in its monstrous psychic voice and I'd be shattered.


  <The Living Hive is tired of losing its children to the Yeerks. The Living Hive has long sought a way to destroy the Yeerk invaders and remove them from this planet. But the Hive could not understand the Yeerks and their machines. Now . . . now, the Hive has an adviser. Someone who understands machines, spaceships, Dracon beams. Someone who will help the Hive destroy the Yeerks and their traitor Taxxons.>


  I stared at Arbron. <You?>


  He laughed. But this time there was no mirth. <What better future could I have, Elfangor? I am Taxxon now. And now I am preparing for a surprise attack on the spaceport. The Hive will send a thousand of her children with me. I will lead a Taxxon rebellion.>


  I didn't say anything. What was there to say? My hearts were breaking.


  Arbron slithered closer, shuffling on his needlelike legs. He looked at me through red jelly eyes. And even now, I knew he seethed with raging Taxxon hunger.


  <Don't pity me, Elfangor. I am glad I didn't die. Any life is better than none. And no matter how awful things seem, there is always meaning and purpose to be found.>


  <And you've found your purpose?>


  <We attack tonight. The Living Hive is pushing her tunnels closer to the spaceport. A thousand Taxxons will pour from the ground, surprising the Yeerks and all their creatures.>


  I imagined that moment. A thousand huge, hungry worms, erupting amid the technological cathedrals of the ship's cradles. Erupting amidst Taxxon-Controllers and Hork-Bajir-Controllers.


  <You'll lose,> I said.


  <We know,> Arbron said. <But even a Taxxon has the right to control its own planet. Even a Taxxon has the right to resist an invader.>


  <But you can't win,> I said flatly.


  <Aren't lost causes sometimes the best causes, Elfangor?>


  How could he imagine that anything to do with Taxxons could ever be a good cause? These Taxxon were no less cannibalistic. No less murderous. And yet, if they opposed the Yeerks, could I refuse to offer that help?


  <Tell me what I can do to help, Arbron.>


  <That's more like it, Elfangor. We'll put some tail blades into these Yeerks, right? Right? We'll be heroes, after all.>


  Chapter 23


  



  All that afternoon I stayed in the horrible, reeking, stifling darkness of that underground cavern. Arbron was there some of the time. But not often. Mostly he was communing with the Living Hive. Making plans.


  Arbron had become a general. He was just what the Living Hive needed. He could explain what the Taxxons would find when they erupted into the spaceport. He could explain how to hurt the Yeerks.


  I don't know if he told the Hive how hopeless the task was. I only know that he seemed very alive. Almost on fire.


  At last, he came to me. <Elfangor. There is a delicate problem we have to discuss. Alloran and the humans. You know what this will be like. Taxxon against Taxxon-Controller. Taxxon against Hork-Bajir. No one will be safe. From either side.>


  <What do you want me to do?>


  <If you can, find Alloran and the humans. I know that's what you'd want to do, anyway. But most importantly, get the Time Matrix safely away. The Living Hive is no more safe from the Time Matrix than any other living thing.>


  <I'll take care of the Time Matrix,> I said.


  <You'll need to take the Jahar. I'll help get you to it.>


  <And then you can leave with me,> I said.


  <No, Elfangor. I'm staying here. We'll lose this battle. But there may be other chances to hurt the Yeerks.>


  I didn't know what to say. I guess I felt like only Arbron could decide for Arbron now. <I'll . . . I'll tell your parents what ->


  <No!> he said sharply. <No, Elfangor. Tell them I died in battle. Let them remember me the way I used to be, okay? I don't want them to remember me like this. I don't want them picturing me this way.>


  <Arbron . . .> I said, my mind swimming in emotion.


  <I have some last-minute planning. We've put that yellow machine of yours in one of the tubes. You'll go last, after all our people have been sent. Drive straight down the tunnel. The tunnel is part of the Hive. It will make sure you get to the right place. And one last thing . . .>


  <Yes?>


  <The spaceport will be hell,> he said flatly. <You won't be able to tell the difference between my Taxxons and Taxxon-Controllers. So don't hesitate. Do what you have to.>


  And then he left. The legs I had cut off were half grown back. But I could still recognize him, moving amongst the other Taxxons.


  The launch of the attack was eerie to watch. Taxxons lined up alongside the tunnels. The Living Hive glowed a brighter red, and swiftly, smoothly, the Taxxons shoved through the slits in the tunnels and were blown down the tubes.


  They were launched at a rate of one every eight seconds or so, down five separate tubes. It took almost half an hour for all the Taxxons to enter the tubes. And then it was my turn.


  I nosed the yellow Mustang into the living, pulsating gap in the tube. To my amazement, the tube stretched for me and the machine. It flattened down and widened out, leaving just inches of clearance.


  I felt the WHOOOOOSH! of air pressure. It blew me down the tube. I gunned the engine and went from zero to two hundred miles per hour in seconds!


  There was nothing exhilarating about this. I was blasting down a living tunnel, enclosed on all sides, ducking my head to avoid having my stalk eyes scraped off. The only light came from the machine's own lights - white, looking ahead, red, looking back.


  For long minutes I raced along beneath the surface of the Taxxon world. On my way to a massacre.


  And then . . .


  FWOOOOOSH!


  I shot into the air.


  RrrrrrEEEEEEEEEEEE! The engine screamed as the wheels spun madly in midair.


  I burst from the ground, flew through the air, and saw, in flashes of explosion and Dracon-beam blast, a scene no madman could have dreamed.


  The machine arced toward the ground.


  WHHUUUUMPPPFF!


  The front wheels hit, the engine roared, I was banged so badly that my elbow and left foreleg were scraped bloody, and the Mustang dug in and hauled away in an explosion of kicked-up dirt.


  Suddenly, a Taxxon right in front of me!


  SPLOOOMMMP!


  The machine slammed into the Taxxon and burst it open like a bag of garbage!


  <Aaaahhhh!> I screamed in sheer horror.


  But it was only one small piece of horror in a scene that will be burned on my brain forever.


  Taxxon cries!


  Hork-Bajir roars!


  The TSEEEWW TSEEEWW! of Dracon beams! Scenes of nauseating violence were everywhere! The battle had already raged for half an hour. Half an hour of unarmed Taxxons against bladed Hork-Bajir.


  It was a slaughterhouse.


  How was I supposed to find the humans amidst that awful battle? How was I even supposed to think?


  A huge Hork-Bajir spotted me and began to run for the Mustang. Only when he got close did he cry "Andalite!" in surprise and greedy delight.


  He leaped at the moving machine. I spun the steering wheel. The Mustang turned sharply. I gunned the engine! WHUUMPF! I hit the Hork-Bajir in the legs. He cartwheeled over my head and landed in the dirt behind me.


  Taxxons! Hork-Bajir! Gedds! All around me! I used the Mustang like a battering ram, mowing down anyone in my way.


  The Jahar. All I could do was head for the Jahar!


  The lovely ship stood proud above the slaughter. And there, atop the ship's cradle, clearly silhouetted by the lights, were two strange, alien shapes. Two aliens that walked on two legs alone, without tail.


  The humans!


  Seething around the base of the ship's cradle were a hundred Taxxons. All pushing and shoving to squeeze up the narrow ramp that led to the ship itself.


  Standing alone on the ramp was a single Taxxon. A single Taxxon with four legs shorter than the rest.


  <Arbron!> I screamed, as I slammed the Mustang into the mass of ravening Taxxons.


  <Elfangor! I can't hold them any longer!>


  <Are these Taxxon-Controllers? Or are they your soldiers?>


  <There's no difference anymore, Elfangor! Don't you see? Blood has been spilled. The hunger . . . the hunger! Stop me, Elfangor! Stop me!>


  And with that, Arbron, aristh of the Dome ship StarSword, lost his last shred of control. He turned from facing down the Taxxon mob. He turned and ran for the humans, mouth gaping open.
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  <NOOOOOO!> I screamed. I leapt from the machine and plowed into the mass of Taxxon bodies.


  My tail whipped the air!


  Strike! And push through.


  Strike! And push through.


  Strike! Strike! Strikestrikestrike!


  I reached the ramp and leaped clear over the last Taxxon in my way. <Loren! Run! Arbron! NOOOOOO!>


  I raced up the ramp. Arbron was closing in on the humans.


  The human Chapman was free. And it was toward him that Arbron ran. The human Chapman screamed.


  Arbron reared back, ready to slam his upper body down on the frail human.


  <Aristh Arbron!> I cried. <Aristh Arbron, you will stop! You will do your duty!>


  I don't know what made me say that. I don't know. I only know that Arbron hesitated. As Chapman cowered, helpless, Arbron remained poised.


  Behind me, I saw the Taxxons falling back. And over them climbed and leaped a handful of Hork-Bajir warriors.


  Seven feet tall. Blades on their wrists and elbows and knees. Blade horns raked forward from their sleek snake heads. Short, spiked tails twitching. Ripping bird feet clawing at Taxxon flesh to advance.


  I realized I knew one of the Hork-Bajir. It was Sub-Visser Seven.


  "Ah, so we meet again, Andalite!" he said, sounding delighted. "Elfangor, right? That was the name you yelled so defiantly at me as you escaped. I was so afraid the Taxxons might have gotten to you by now. And I so wanted you all for myself!"


  For a moment no one moved. The injured Taxxons withdrew down the ramp to make way for the Hork-Bajir.


  I was alone against half a dozen Hork-Bajir. Behind me, Arbron, who still eyed Loren hungrily. And with them, Chapman. Whose side was Chapman on now? And whose side was Arbron on?


  "Surrender, Elfangor," Sub-Visser Seven practically purred. "I won't kill you. I'll just . . . use you. I'll leave this crude body and live inside your head. I'll wrap myself around your smug, arrogant Andalite brain and make you my slave. And with your Andalite morphing power, run the galaxy before I'm done! It's either that or death, Andalite. There's no third choice."


  I saw Arbron turn away from Loren. He came to stand beside me, a massive, ten-foot-long worm. <Guess we're a long way from the good old StarSword, eh, Elfangor?> he said, with a touch of his old humor. <We are one lost, lonely pair of arisths. Tell the Yeerk scum to dream on, Elfangor. Tell him we are Andalites. We don't surrender.>


  <You heard my friend, Sub-Visser Seven,> I said. <You want me? Come get me.>


  In the great stories and legends, that kind of speech always scares the bad guys. In real life it doesn't work that way.


  "Okay," Sub-Visser Seven said. "I will come get you. Cut him down! Cut him down!" he screamed in sudden rage.


  His Hork-Bajir leaped for me. But the ramp was narrow. There was only room for two Hork-Bajir at a time. Any trained Andalite can handle a Hork-Bajir one-on-one. They're fast. We're faster.


  SWOOOOOOSH! The first Hork-Bajir swung his wrist blade.


  FWAAAPPPP! I struck with my tail, and he no longer had a wrist blade. Or a wrist.


  But the second Hork-Bajir shoved past him and got to my left. One of his comrades swung over the railing and leaped onto the platform to our right. And the wounded Hork-Bajir was still dangerous.


  The odds were getting worse very quickly. More Hork-Bajir were cramming onto the ramp, anxious to serve their sub-visser.


  Battle exploded suddenly in rapid thrusts and slashes. Hork-Bajir blades made the air sing as they whipped their powerful arms and legs at me. Arbron did what he could, but a Taxxon is helpless in a blade fight. The Hork-Bajir just climbed over him to reach me.


  "Elfangor! Look out!" Loren screamed.


  "Get him! What are you waiting for?" Sub-Visser Seven roared. "He's just one Andalite!"


  I fell back under the pressure. I had no time to think. None. Only time to react. Only time to block deadly blows. I had been cut badly already, and it was only a matter of time.


  And then a new Hork-Bajir stepped forward. <So, how are you enjoying the war, Aristh Elfangor?> he asked in Andalite thought-speak.


  I was so stunned I almost missed the next blow. War-prince Alloran! In Hork-Bajir morph!


  Alloran spun. Before the sub-visser could so much as twitch, Alloran had pressed his wrist blade against the Yeerk's throat.


  <Don't move, Yeerk. Don't even breathe,> Alloran said. <Call off your men. Do it, or I'll laugh when your head goes rolling across the ground.>


  "Hold!" the sub-visser cried. "Back away!"


  The Hork-Bajir obeyed. They backed away. I panted and gasped for air. I was exhausted. I was bleeding. Loren ran over and pressed her hands against a deep gash in my chest. The pressure slowed the loss of blood.


  "You're still alive!" she said. "I was so worried."


  <Now here's what we're going to do,> Alloran said. <The two humans and my two friends and I are going aboard the Jahar. And you, Sub-Visser, are coming with us. Once we're off the cradle, we'll toss you back out. How does that plan sound to you, Yeerk?> he demanded, tightening his hold on the sub-visser.


  "Do I have a choice?"


  <There's always a choice, Yeerk. I can cut you right out of that Hork-Bajir and feed your impotent slug body to my friend the Taxxon here. That's one choice. Or you can order your men back down the ramp. All the way down.>


  "Whatever became of the Andalite reputation for kindness and gentleness?" the Yeerk mocked.


  <What happened? We left that image in the ashes of the Hork-Bajir home world.>


  "You were there?"


  <I was there. My name is Alloran-Semitur-Corrass. War-prince Alloran.>


  For the first time, the sub-visser seemed afraid. His mocking, arrogant attitude seemed to evaporate. He quickly ordered his Hork-Bajir down the ramp.


  Together we backed carefully toward the Jahar. Alloran, with the Yeerk sub-visser in his steel grip; Loren, still tending my wound; and Chapman, the treacherous human who had led us all to this terrible mess.


  Only Arbron turned away from the open hatch of the Jahar.


  <Come with us, Arbron,> I said. <Look around. The free Taxxons have lost. The Living Hive will be destroyed. There's no future for you here.>


  <Elfangor, there's no future for me anywhere.>


  <But you can't,> I said. <Who's going to remind me not to be so stiff? Who's going to laugh at me when I start talking about being a great prince?>


  <You go, Elfangor,> Arbron said gently. <Go save the galaxy.>


  <Leave him,> Alloran said. <Aristh, I mean, Warrior Arbron is a casualty of war.>
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  We launched the Jahar. There was no one to stop us. The battle still raged, and none of the Yeerks had the presence of mind to come after us.


  Or so I thought.


  Alloran demorphed from his Hork-Bajir body. I was relieved. I guess he saw my expression.


  <Did you think I had ended up like Arbron back there? Trapped? A nothlit? No, Aristh Elfangor. I am still myself.>


  <I'm glad, sir,> I said.


  Sub-Visser Seven stood in a corner, eyeing Alloran as he demorphed and resumed his usual Andalite body. Loren seemed dazed. Even Chapman seemed unusually quiet. No doubt he was afraid of what we would do to him.


  He deserved whatever we did to him.


  <Your orders, sir?> I asked the prince.


  Alloran sneered. <Ah. Now you want orders. When I ordered you to flush those pools full of Yeerks out into space you disobeyed me. But now you want orders. Now you want to be told what to do.>


  I was too tired to be angry. I was even too tired to consider how my earlier refusal to follow orders would probably destroy my career. What was I going to do? Explain to some military tribunal that I, the insignificant aristh, had thought Alloran's order immoral?


  <Sir, the Time Matrix is ->


  <Silence, you young fool!> Alloran snapped angrily. He glared at me, enraged. <We don't have time for that yet. No, first we have to take care of the business you kept me from taking care of. That Taxxon ship full of Yeerks is still in its cradle. Still filled with Yeerk slugs. What do you think I've been doing the last day and a half? I've been hiding in shadows, morphing and demorphing, watching that ship.>


  <Prince Alloran, is that really the most important thing to do?>


  For the first time since he had demorphed, he turned to face me. He glared at me with his main eyes. And that's when I saw the look. That's when I saw the rage. The mad rage.


  <The most important thing in war is to destroy your enemies, Aristh Elfangor. Nothing is more important than destroying your enemies. Do you understand?>


  He turned his stalk eyes toward the sub-visser. <You understand, don't you? You Yeerks understand.>


  "You said you would let me go!" the sub-visser cried.


  <And so I will,> Alloran said. <Open the hatch, Aristh Elfangor. The sub-visser is going to see if that Hork-Bajir body of his can fly!>


  The sub-visser tensed up. He was not going to get pushed out of a spaceship without a fight. His Hork-Bajir muscles bunched and rippled.


  He seemed to glance at Chapman. And I swear . . . but, no, I had to be imagining things. It's just that Chapman seemed to shake his head, almost invisibly.


  The sub-visser's face glazed over. His eyes went dead. He relaxed his muscles.


  <Slow to dead stop,> Alloran ordered. <Altitude?>


  <Fifteen thousand feet,> I said dully. <We are still within the atmosphere. Air speed is now at dead stop.>


  <Dead stop,> Alloran said. <Appropriate. Now open the hatch.>


  What could I do? I was just an aristh. I had already defied Alloran once. If I defied him again . . . He was mad. Insane.


  What could I do?


  I opened the hatch. Warm Taxxon air blew in, strange in the enclosed environment. It ruffled Loren's golden hair.


  <Get out, Yeerk,> Alloran said to Sub-Visser Seven.


  I closed my main eyes. I kept my stalk eyes focused on my instruments. I could not look.


  <Close the hatch,> Alloran said a few seconds later.


  I dared to look. The sub-visser was gone. I looked down at the exterior display screens. A tiny figure fell through the clouds. I looked away.


  <Now we go back and fry that transport ship,> Alloran said briskly. <Good to see you've grown up a little, Aristh Elfangor. Take us back over the southeastern corner of the spaceport. Maintain present altitude. Then we'll go pick up our missing Time Matrix, eh?>


  He seemed cheerful. As if, for a moment at least, the madness were past. But I knew it wasn't over. We didn't need to destroy the Yeerks in those transport pools. We needed to secure the Time Matrix.


  But I had given up arguing. I was tired. I was scared. I was sick from thinking of Arbron. I wanted to sleep and sleep and sleep, and not wake up till I was home on my own grass, under my own trees.


  I saw Loren watching me. She seemed worried. Concerned. Who wouldn't be? And yet . . .


  Chapman was watching, too. He seemed tense. Understandable. And yet . . .


  <What made you decide to come with us?> I asked Chapman. <Do you expect mercy from us? You betrayed us. You betrayed your fellow human. You've told the Yeerks about Earth. You may have betrayed your entire species.>


  He shrugged. "Not my fault, though, is it? I was on Earth, minding my own business. I didn't ask to be kidnapped by the Skrit Na. I didn't ask to be dragged halfway across the galaxy by you Andalites. I was just trying to protect myself."


  <By making deals with the Yeerks?> Alloran laughed. <The Yeerks don't make deals. They enslave.>


  "Yeah, I guess that's what I realized. After a while," Chapman said. "Look, I'm sorry, okay? I'm just a dumb human kid, okay? Give me a break."


  <We are coming back over the spaceport,> I announced. <There is a lot of smoke. But you should still be able to get a good targeting lock with the shredder.>


  Alloran didn't answer. He just stared at the display screen. At full magnification we could see the wormlike Taxxons below. We could easily see the ships, some burning from the battle, some tilted wildly over.


  The Living Hive had done damage to the Yeerks. But we could also see platoons of Hork-Bajir rounding up Taxxons. And other Taxxons were busily feeding . . .


  Somewhere down there was Arbron.


  Alloran aimed the shredder. He aimed it carefully, taking his time. He focused it on the transport ship that contained thousands of helpless Yeerk slugs.


  <Fire, Aristh Elfangor,> he said.


  <What?>


  <I said fire. Fry those Yeerks. You let them live, now you finish them. Undo your mistake, and no one will ever have to know about your earlier cowardice.>


  My finger reached for the firing pad.


  <Do it, Elfangor,> Alloran hissed.


  Chapter 26


  



  My finger hovered above the pad. It was war. In war, you destroyed your enemies. Alloran was my prince. You obeyed your prince.


  But ten thousand defenseless Yeerks? With one movement of my finger?


  No.


  I pulled my hand away, and in a blur of motion I felt Alloran's tail blade press against my throat. <You think you can fight a clean war, Elfangor? Is that what you think? Or are you one of those who are happy enough when someone like me does the dirty work for you?>


  <They are defenseless,> I said as calmly as I could.


  <They are the enemy. Hypocrites! You're all hypocrites! We lost the Hork-Bajir war because of weak, moralizing fools like you! Because of fools like you, I am disgraced and shunned and sent off on trivial errands with nothing but arisths under my command.>


  <War-prince Alloran, I honor you, but ->


  <What is the difference how you destroy the enemy?> Alloran demanded.


  I had no idea what he was talking about anymore. He was off somewhere in his own head. Lost in his own memories.


  <What does it matter if you kill them with a tail blade or a shredder or a quantum virus?>


  Quantum virus? No. No. Even after all the horror I had seen, I was shocked.


  <You . . . you used a quantum virus? You used a quantum virus on the Hork-Bajir world?>


  A quantum virus is a sort of disease of space-time. You see, it slowly breaks down the force that holds subatomic particles together. It slowly disintegrates whatever it affects. Living creatures affected with a quantum virus find their very molecules breaking down. It can take days, weeks of agony.


  That was Alloran's secret. That was his disgrace. The Yeerks had accused us of using a quantum virus against them. We had denied it. Every Andalite believed it was just another filthy Yeerk lie.


  Alloran stared at me. <I cannot have a weak, cowardly fool like you messing up ->


  I saw it out of the corner of my stalk eyes. A sudden movement. Not fast, but unexpected.


  Chapman!


  He leaped at Alloran and swung one of his strong human hands. With tightly clenched fingers he hit Alloran on the side of his head. Alloran's head snapped back. More in surprise than pain. But it was enough. I swung my tail hard and fast. I turned the blade away and slammed Alloran's head with every ounce of power I had.


  He dropped like a stone. He collapsed to the deck in a heap. And I saw triumph on Chapman's face. Triumph.


  I should have known then. I should have realized.


  Instead, I went to the medical kit and with shaking hands pulled out a tranquilizer hypo. I emptied it into my mad prince. It would keep him down for hours.


  "Now what?" Chapman demanded.


  <Now what?!> I shrieked. <Now what? I just knocked out my own prince!> I was sick. Sick down to my bones. But there was no one else to turn to. No one else to make decisions. As stupid as I had been, it was still up to me.


  <We have something to pick up,> I said, forcing calm into my thought-speak voice. <Then we are getting as far from this evil place as this ship will go!>


  Chapman nodded, as if satisfied.


  Loren came over. She put her soft human hand on my chest wound. It had begun to scab over but the exertion of knocking Alloran out had opened the wound again. She tore a strip of fabric from the bottom of one of her artificial skins. She tied it around my chest to protect the wound.


  <Thank you,> I said.


  "Is life always this insane for you space cadets?"


  <Oh, yes,> I said bitterly. <Infiltrate the Taxxon home world, help inspire a Taxxon civil war, mutiny against my prince, and locate the Time Matrix, all in the company of a pair of strange, two-legged aliens . . . . Business as usual.>


  I was busy watching the ground below, looking for the place where I had crashed the Skrit Na ship. But I saw Loren's smile.


  "Hey. You made a joke. I didn't think you did humor, Elfangor."


  <When the world goes mad, what else can you do?> I thought of Arbron. Still making little jokes, even when his life was a wreck. <I wonder if Arbron knew the world was mad?>


  Loren just looked sad. But then she forced a smile again. "Speaking of crazy . . . did I see you driving up in a bright yellow Mustang back there?"


  <It was a wonderful machine. Primitive, but strangely enjoyable.>


  I cut thrust and peered closely into the screen. <There it is. We're going down. I need to clear away the wreckage so the tractor beam can grab the Time Matrix.>


  I landed the Jahar in the narrow valley, a few feet away from the wreckage of the Skrit Na ship. I grabbed a handheld shredder, opened the hatch, and hurried outside.


  It took several minutes to burn away the wreckage of the Skrit Na ship and reveal the Time Matrix.


  It was for this that so much horror had occurred.


  For this most powerful of all weapons.


  It sat there amidst the wreckage, so harmless-looking. If the Yeerks had known this was here, they would have stopped at nothing to get it.


  It was lucky Loren never told them while they held her captive. Lucky that Chapman never told them.


  Lucky.


  And lucky that I had been able to hold off the Hork-Bajir. And lucky that we had been able to get away from the spaceport without being pursued.


  More luck.


  Too much luck.


  I really was a fool. I felt a cold shiver crawl up my spine.


  I was behind the Time Matrix, hidden from the Jahar. And suddenly, I knew what was happening back inside the Jahar while I worked to free the Time Matrix. And I knew what I would see when I walked back around that off-white globe.


  Trembling with despair and exhaustion, I set the shredder for its next to lowest setting. I would have to duplicate Arbron's feat: three quick shots. Yes. Three.


  I sucked in deep breaths, and then I bolted at top speed.


  I leaped from behind the Time Matrix. Loren, raising a Dracon beam in her hand!


  I fired!


  She dropped, twitching wildly from the energy pulse.


  TSSSEEEWWWW!


  Chapman fired! But he was weak and shaky from what he had just endured.


  I fired! The human dropped to the dirt.


  But there was one more left. I knew it. I knew, and I knew that I had very little time.


  Sudden movement! I spun and fired! Missed! No, not a complete miss. I had stunned his right arm. The hand holding the Dracon beam dropped, useless.


  He stood there, rage on his face. Alloran. War-prince Alloran-Semitur-Corrass. But not really Alloran anymore. For the rest of my life I would remember that moment. The moment when I looked for the first time, upon the abomination.


  You see, Alloran was no longer Alloran.


  <Very good, Aristh Elfangor. It took you a while, but you figured it out in the end.>


  <Sub-Visser Seven,> I said.


  <Yes, but not for long. The Yeerk who made the first Andalite-Controller? The Yeerk who captured the fabled Time Matrix? I'd say I can count on a major promotion. Wouldn't you?>
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  I raised my shredder and pointed it at Alloran . . . no, at Sub-Visser Seven.


  <You made Chapman a Controller. You were in his head. That Hork-Bajir I thought was you . . . just a trick.>


  <Of course. And another of my people made Loren one of us,> he sneered. <And while you so considerately worked to clear away the Time Matrix, I revived Alloran and transferred myself into him. The first and only Andalite-Controller! It was so kind of you to knock the old warrior out for me. I didn't know how I was ever going to take him. He was a wily creature. A bit mad, of course, but he knew war. You saw how ruthless he was in tossing out the poor Hork-Bajir who played the role of me. Yes, Alloran was a warrior.>


  The truth hit me like a brick wall. It was true! I had made it possible for the sub-visser to take control of Alloran!


  I had created the abomination!


  <Chapman told us about the Time Matrix, of course. But we needed you to show us where it was. The attack by the Mountain Taxxons could have disrupted everything, but you know, in the end it was convenient. It kept you from growing suspicious. You were too busy worrying about your fellow aristh. You didn't even have time to wonder how the two humans just happened to be waiting for you. You didn't wonder why my troops let you escape.>


  I had done this! I had created this abomination! I had delivered the Time Matrix into the hands of this vile creature!


  <But you know the best part?> The sub-visser laughed. <I really couldn't have let you burn that transport ship full of my people. Chapman didn't know about the Yeerks in that transport, so neither did I. And if you'd gone along with Alloran I'd have had to try to stop you. So would my brother Yeerk in the human girl. It was one thing to sacrifice the poor fool who played the role of me. But ten thousand Yeerks? No, I'd have had to act, and then you and Alloran together would have most likely made short work of me.>


  I couldn't breathe. I had failed. Failed so enormously that the entire Andalite species was at risk!


  <But no, Elfangor is one of those good Andalites,> Sub-Visser Seven sneered. <You don't go in for slaughtering the helpless, do you? Hah-hah! Wonderful! Your qualms delivered Alloran to me. Alloran and the Time Matrix. Mine!>


  <Really?> I said faintly. <I seem to be the one holding the shredder.>


  <There are a dozen Bug fighters closing in right now. You've lost, little one.>


  <You'll be a cinder by the time they get here,> I threatened.


  <No, you won't kill a helpless foe,> he sneered. <I have no weapon! I am your prisoner! Hah-hah! I surrender to you, Elfangor. I surrender!>


  He spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness as he laughed at me. Laughed.


  <You're right, Sub-Visser. I won't kill you.> I squeezed the trigger. The stun-setting knocked the foul Andalite-Controller to the ground.


  I ran to Loren. I dragged her unconscious body up the ramp into the Jahar. Then, after a second's hesitation, I dragged Chapman aboard, too.


  I was just beginning to try dragging the sub-visser to the ship when the first wave of Bug fighters blew by overhead. They shot past, then began to inscribe tight circles, coming back toward us.


  Two more Bug fighters. Then two more. The sky was filling with Bug fighters. I would never get the Jahar off the planet.


  Unless . . .


  Had Sub-Visser Seven informed his people that he might be in an Andalite body? Surely. Surely he would have. He would have had to, just to avoid being accidentally shot by his own people.


  But could the Yeerks tell one Andalite from another?


  I raced to the ship, tore open the medical kit and yanked out a stimulant hypo. I ran back to the unconscious sub-visser and I emptied the stimulant into his bloodstream. It would revive him in less than a minute.


  Bug fighters were hovering overhead now, some preparing to land. I ran back to the Jahar, closed the hatch, and punched up the ship-to-ship communication.


  The face of a Hork-Bajir-Controller appeared on my communications screen. It stared at me with the fury and distaste Yeerks always show for Andalites.


  I stared straight back. And in loud, arrogant, harsh thought-speak I said, <What? You don't recognize your sub-visser? Hah-hah! I have done it, you fool! As I said I would. I have acquired an Andalite body!>


  The Hork-Bajir eyes wavered, uncertain.


  If I showed any hesitation, I was lost. If I was to pass as a Yeerk sub-visser, I could not show any doubt. <You see the Andalite down on the ground?>


  "Yes . . . Sub-Visser Seven."


  <Good, you're not blind as well as stupid. I want to see him run. Do you understand me! As soon as I have lifted off, make him run! And then, when he is good and tired, when his knees buckle with exhaustion, make him dead. Dead! And if you fail me, I will feed you to the Taxxons. Sub-Visser Seven, out.>


  I switched off the screen without waiting for an answer. Maybe it would work. Maybe not.


  I keyed the controls, lifting the Jahar gently from the ground. I switched on an exterior view and panned the viewfinder till I framed the sub-visser. He was just climbing to his feet.


  I'll give the sub-visser credit for one thing: He was not an idiot. He knew instantly what was happening. He broke into a run, just as a hovering Bug fighter fired a Dracon beam near him.


  I let the Jahar drift casually over the Skrit Na wreck. Focusing all my attention, I powered the Jahar's tractor beam and latched it onto the white sphere of the Time Matrix.


  Sub-Visser Seven was running at full Andalite speed across the sand, pursued by teasing, taunting Bug fighters that seemed to enjoy shooting within inches of him.


  The Jahar rose, with the Time Matrix in tow. I pulled the machine closer and closer, snugged it up into the Jahar's belly, and lashed it in place with energy ropes. We rose up through the atmosphere of the Taxxon world. Up through the weird, bright clouds.


  Only then did it begin to dawn on the Yeerks.


  The ship-to-ship snapped on. An ugly, suspicious Hork-Bajir face glared at me. "Sub-Visser Seven, planet control respectfully directs you to land."


  I tried bluffing some more. But when I refused to immediately turn back and land, they knew.


  Tactical showed a swarm of Bug fighters rising up from the surface of the planet. But it was too late.


  I punched up a hard burn and prepared to lose myself in Zero-space.
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  "So, this is Zero-space," Loren said, looking out through the viewport. "We've been in it for a full day and I still don't understand what it is."


  I directed my stalk eyes to the viewport. I saw blank white. Empty, whiteness. <Zero-space isn't anything, really,> I said quietly. <It's antispace. You know, like antimatter and antigravity? Well, Zero-space is antispace.>


  I had explained this at least twice during the last day. But I guess she was trying to make conversation.


  She'd been through one of the worst experiences any creature can endure: She had been made a Controller. I couldn't believe she was even managing to talk without weeping.


  Fortunately, the Yeerk in Loren's head had been at the end of its feeding cycle. Yeerks feed on Kandrona rays. Every three days they must drain out of their host and return to the Yeerk pool to absorb Kandrona rays.


  So I made a deal with the hungry Yeerk. I could keep Loren tied up and wait for the Yeerk to starve to death. Or the Yeerk could come out willingly. I agreed to put it in deep hibernation. To freeze it. The Yeerk decided hibernation was better than death by Kandrona ray starvation.


  I kept my word to the Yeerk. After it crawled out of Loren's ear, I froze it. And then I ejected it from the ship into the vacuum of real space. Someday it might be found and revived. More likely it would sink into the gravity well of a star and be incinerated.


  Especially since I made sure to eject it close to a sun.


  Maybe that wasn't living up to the spirit of my deal with the Yeerk. But somehow, I just didn't care. My notions of proper behavior had brought disaster.


  I was a fool. A silly child living out storybook notions of decency and fairness.


  There was no decency in war. Alloran had tried to teach me that. I'd learned it too late.


  "Have you decided where we're going, Elfangor?" Loren asked gently.


  "He doesn't know," Chapman said. He spent his time now sitting in a corner, glaring darkly at the two of us. Sub-Visser Seven had been inside Chapman's head. If that had taught the foolish human a lesson, it sure didn't show. "Elfangor is confused. Isn't that right? He screwed up bad . . . Arbron trapped in one of those centipede bodies, Alloran made into the first-ever Andalite-Controller. Almost lost the Time Matrix. Gonna be tough explaining all this to the folks back home, eh?"


  I ignored him. Back home. What was home anymore? Was I supposed to return home? Home to my parents? Run free on my old, familiar grass? Spend my days with my old childhood friends?


  I wasn't a child anymore. My home was still there, but I would never belong there again.


  Loren came over to me. "Elfangor. Snap out of it. We're going in circles in Zero-space."


  <Yes. I know.>


  "You did the best you could. You're just a kid, like me."


  <I am an aristh in the Andalite military. I disobeyed my prince and caused him to be enslaved by the Yeerks. The Yeerks will now learn everything Alloran knows about our defenses. Everything he knows about the capabilities of our weapons. Everything he knows about the locations of our ships. At least he wasn't a scientist, so he can't give them morphing technology or computer software. But he will still be the greatest intelligence victory in Yeerk history.>


  Chapman shook his head. "Guess I was right to throw in with the Yeerks, eh? You Andalites are going down. Unless . . ."


  Loren glared at him. "Why don't you shut up?"


  Chapman just grinned. "Unless you Andalites use the Time Matrix thing. Go back in time, find that first little tribe of Yeerk slugs. Kill 'em and the entire Yeerk species is gone. Gone and never even existed. What do they call that? Oh yeah, genocide. You up for a little genocide, Elfangor?"


  I just shook my head wearily. <Don't waste your time taunting me, Chapman. It won't work.>


  Loren looked puzzled. "What do you mean?"


  <He's trying to goad me into using the Time Matrix. Remember, he's been a Controller, however briefly. Sub-Visser Seven left him instructions, just in case something went wrong. Chapman knows that to use the Time Matrix I'd have to return to real space. My guess is that the Yeerks placed a homing beacon on the Jahar. If we return to normal space, we'll light up every Yeerk sensor within a million light years.>


  I could see from the dark rage on Chapman's face that I had guessed correctly.


  At least I'd gotten one thing right. I wasn't fool enough to fall for -


  Suddenly, it was as if a light had gone on in my head. Wherever the Jahar emerged into real space, the Yeerks would go tearing after it.


  No matter where.


  A trap! I could spring a trap!


  But where? Where should I draw the Yeerk fleet?


  To the StarSword! My old ship. She was off pursuing a Yeerk task force near the Graysha Nebula. She'd been hoping to meet a second Dome ship there.


  Two Dome ships. Plus the Jahar. Enough firepower to handle just about anything the Yeerks could muster.


  I went to the control panel and entered the coordinates.


  "You have a plan?" Loren asked.


  <More or less,> I muttered. I was already having doubts. <There's a place called the Graysha Nebula. We don't know much about it. But there are rumors of a sentient species living in that area. And there are rumors that the Yeerks are exploring the nebula. My old ship, the StarSword, went there to see if it could locate a Yeerk task force we were pursuing.>


  "So we're going there to meet up with your old ship. Is . . . is this nebula place closer to Earth?"


  <No.>


  "Elfangor . . . am I ever going to get back home?"


  <Loren, I will do my best.>


  Chapman snorted. "And you've seen how good Elfangor's best is. You might as well kiss Earth goodbye. "
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  <We will emerge into real space,> I explained. <If we're lucky, we won't be far from the StarSword. If we're even luckier, there will be additional Andalite ships close by. From that point it will only take the Yeerks an hour or so to start showing up.>


  "And then?" Loren asked.


  <Space battle, I suppose. Andalite fighters and Yeerk Bug fighters going at it. Us, too, of course.>


  "Is there anything I can do to help?"


  <Yes. Show me the best way to tie up a human,> I said, looking at Chapman. <I don't want any distractions.>


  We tied the human around his feet and hands using spare conduit hose. Then we tied the hands to the feet behind his back.


  "One last thing," Loren said. She took a short length of the hose and wrapped it around Chapman's face, covering his mouth. "Now we won't have to listen to him."


  It took me a few seconds to understand. Many species communicate by making sounds with their mouths. But it had never occurred to me you could silence someone with a piece of hose.


  <To silence an Andalite you'd have to knock him out,> I said. <This won't hurt him?>


  "No. Unfortunately." She smiled to show she had been joking.


  After all she had been through, from being kidnapped by Skrit Na to being made a Controller, she could still laugh. I wondered if I'd been wrong to think humor was a weakness. I wondered if Arbron could still laugh.


  "Elfangor . . . aren't you tempted by what Chapman said? I mean, if it were me, I might want to use that Time machine thing to change things. You know?"


  <Like maybe go back in time and avoid getting kidnapped by the Skrit Na to begin with?>


  She laughed. "No. Not that. Look, my life was pretty dull before all this. I know when you take me back to Earth you'll have to erase all my memories of this. But still, even though it was horrible sometimes, I don't think I'd want to never have met you. If it wasn't for my mom worrying and all . . ."


  I was surprised. And pleased, too. <In the Skrit Na ship, where I found the Mustang, I also found pictures of Earth. It looked very beautiful. Wonderful, delicious-looking grass and tall trees and streams of water that bubbled across stones. Is your home like that?>


  "We do have places like that," Loren said, smiling sadly. "There's a place we went once, back when I was little and my dad was still with us. Before he went to the war. It's a place called Yosemite. We camped out in a tent. Yosemite is like that."


  <And did you stick small white cylinders in your mouth and smile at the beauty of it all?>


  "Small white cylinders?" Loren looked puzzled. Then she laughed her strange but delightful human laugh. "You were looking at cigarette ads! Those white cylinders are called cigarettes. They're bad for you, actually. Very bad for you. They make you sick."


  <So . . . so humans go to beautiful places and use sickening cylinders? Why?>


  But Loren was laughing too hard to answer. And pretty soon, even though I had no idea what was so funny, I was laughing, too. Although my laugh could only be heard by Loren inside her own head.


  "So," she said after a while. "Why don't you want to use this Time Matrix thing?"


  I waved my stalks forward and back in a gesture of uncertainty. <You can't just go messing around with time. They say it's insanely complicated. Sure, maybe I could go back, like Chapman said, and stomp out the first Yeerks who evolved. But who knows how many other things that might affect? Besides, to be honest, I guess I'm scared of the Ellimists.>


  "The what?"


  <Supposedly they're the race that built the Time Matrix. Thousands and thousands of years ago. They built it, and then, suddenly, as far as anyone can tell, they vanished. The entire species of Ellimists just vanished.>


  "You think it was because they used the Time Matrix?"


  <No one knows. Some people say the Ellimists still exist, but they've moved beyond the normal space-time dimensions we know. There are some who say the Ellimists are almost all-powerful.> I shrugged. <Of course, there are others who say they're gone forever. Or even that they never did exist. Now Andalite parents tell their children stories about the Ellimists.>


  "Fairy tales."


  <Are fairies magical beings in human mythology?>


  "Not just fairies. We have elves and leprechauns and Santa Claus and hobbits and werewolves and vampires . . . . We even have aliens from outer space."


  Despite myself, I laughed. <Yes, those outer space aliens are quite troublesome.>


  "Doesn't the Time Matrix prove that these Ellimists are real?"


  <Well . . . I don't know. But if Ellimists are real, if they really do live in dimensions beyond our own, then they have powers we could not imagine. Pretend . . . never mind.>


  "No, tell me," Loren urged. "Unless you have something else to do."


  <Okay, well, you know that space-time has ten dimensions. There are the normal dimensions of up/down, left/right, and forward/back. Then there is the fourth dimension, which is time. Then, there are six other dimensions, but they are curled up into themselves, so we don't see or feel them. All we feel are three space dimensions, plus time.>


  Loren nodded her head. I wondered what this meant. But she didn't ask me to stop, so I went on.


  <Imagine if, instead of three normal space dimensions, we only had two. Imagine we were flat, and we couldn't go up or down, just in the other two directions. Call us the Flatties. See?>


  "Like if we lived on a piece of paper," Loren said.


  <Exactly. It would be like we were drawings on a piece of paper. And if someone came along and drew a box around us, we could never get out. Because the lines of the box would be walls. But what if a three-dimensional person came along? A three-dimensional person could lift that Flattie right up out of that box. The Flattie wouldn't even know what was happening, because he's never gone up or down before. He doesn't even know up and down exist.>


  "You're saying we're like the Flatties. Except we're in three dimensions, not just two. So we're like Cubies or something."


  <Yes. So if some creature came along who existed in more dimensions than us, he'd be able to do things that would be impossible for us.>


  "Ellimists. That's what they are?"


  <Maybe. Like I say, no one knows. But someone built the Time Matrix. Someone real. Someone who isn't around anymore.>


  "Whew."


  <So maybe we could use the Time Matrix and pop in and out of time. Or maybe we'd disappear, like the Ellimists may have.>


  "Or maybe we'd just make these Ellimists mad," Loren said.


  <Exactly.>


  "But if you give the Time Matrix to your people, won't they use it, anyway? Even with all the risks?"


  <A week ago I'd have said absolutely not. I'd have said we Andalites don't do things like that. Not even in war.>


  "But now . . . whatever Alloran did on that Hork-Bajir planet, it was wrong, wasn't it?"


  I stared at her with my main eyes. <Loren, I don't know what's right or wrong anymore. I just don't.>


  The computer signaled that we were nearing the translation point.


  <We're going back to normal space,> I said. <And by the way . . . if we do survive all this, and get you back to Earth, could you show me this place with the grass and trees and tall waterfalls?>


  "It's a date," Loren said.


  <Could we have a Mustang there, too?>


  She put her arm around my waist and looked deep into my eyes with her two tiny blue human eyes. "Anything you want, Elfangor. Just no white cylinders."
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  <Coming out of Zero-space . . . now!>


  Zero-space is dead white. Normal space is usually deep black, dotted with stars that burn in bright white and pale red and cold blue.


  But this space was not like that.


  "Jeez! Amazing!"


  <You've never been close to a nebula,> I observed. But the truth was, even I was awed.


  The nebula was a dust cloud so large that a dozen solar systems the size of Earth's could have been lost in it with room to spare. It was like a weird, twisted cloud. A cloud of purple and orange that seemed to envelop brilliant stars.


  "It's so beautiful!"


  <Yes. And if the StarSword is out there somewhere, it'll really be beautiful.>


  I glanced over at Chapman. He lay trussed up and gagged. He glared back at me.


  <Right now Yeerk ships are hearing the transponder they attached to us. They'll be on us in a very short time. I'm conducting a sensor sweep, looking for any Andalite vessels. But it's hard with the nebula around us. The dust confuses the sensors.>


  "Are we a long way from Earth?"


  <Yes. Even by the standards of space. We are hundreds of light-years away.>


  Loren stared out at the nebula. She bit her lip a little with her teeth and took her arm away from my waist.


  Humans like to use touch. It seems odd at first. But I had gotten used to it.


  <I'm going to try calling the StarSword,> I said.


  I made the thought-speak link with the communications system. <Any Andalite ship this sector, any Andalite ship this sector. This is Jahar.>


  I expected to have to wait. I was shocked when I heard the voice of Captain Feyorn. <Jahar! Jahar! Alloran, is that you? We are under attack. Say again, under attack. Can you ->


  <StarSword, I lost you! StarSword!> I checked the display. Yes, we had a location fix! I punched in the new heading.


  <Loren, get down on the ground. Back against the bulkhead. I'm going to Maximum Burn!>


  She ran and threw herself down on the ground, just as I punched in the burn. But the acceleration was barely noticeable. The Jahar had amazingly good compensators. But even though there was no feeling of acceleration, the ship blew through space.


  "Elfangor, what's going on?"


  <I don't know. But I'm powering up all weapons.>


  At Maximum Burn it took less than ten minutes for us to be able to spot the great Dome ship. She came up on my view screen at high magnification. She looked like a glowing steel stick with a bright half-ball on one end. Her engines were off. In the space around her were a dozen or more of our fighters.


  But what caught my attention were the asteroids - rough, dark tumbling rocks. The StarSword seemed to be in the middle of an asteroid field. Only that was unlikely. Asteroids orbited stars. There was no star close enough to hold an asteroid field in its gravity.


  "Hey! It moved!" Loren said.


  <What are you talking about?> I demanded. I sounded rude because I was busy trying to figure out what was going on. And I didn't think a human was going to be very helpful, really.


  "Those rocks. Those asteroids. Look! Look at them!"


  I turned one stalk eye to watch the asteroids. Then, in a flash, I focused all four eyes.


  <They're moving! They are under power!>


  As we stared, transfixed, one of the asteroids seemed to sprout a tail. It was a plume of hot plasma! The asteroid turned! It changed course, and shot toward one of the StarSword's fighters.


  The fighter fired a full-power shredder blast at the asteroid. The green beam zapped through the vacuum. The asteroid glowed where the shredder blast hit, and then it increased speed.


  The fighter turned to run. But to my amazement, the asteroid accelerated. It stayed on the fighter's tail, twisting, turning, accelerating and then . . .


  "Oh! Elfangor, look!"


  <No! It's impossible!>


  A pillar of living rock extended from the asteroid like some primitive arm. It struck the fighter. I saw a tiny puff as the air was squeezed from the ship.


  And then the rock simply grew over the doomed ship. It grew swift, unstoppable, until, within seconds, the entire fighter was covered by living rock.


  The asteroid had eaten a fighter.
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  "What are those things?" Loren asked in horror.


  <I don't know. I've never seen or heard of anything like them. I mean, they are impossible!>


  "They're like living asteroids or something."


  <I think that's exactly what they are. But that's impossible.>


  As I watched in horror, a second fighter was caught and swallowed up by a living rock.


  <The StarSword will start shooting now,> I said confidently. <A Dome ship's shredders can blow chunks off a planet. They'll wipe these things out!>


  TSEEEEWWWWW! TSEEEEWWWWW!


  I had never seen the StarSword's main shredders fire before. It was awesome. The beams of green light looked as thick as tree trunks as they blasted through space and hit one of the asteroids with enough power to punch a hole through a moon.


  The asteroid glowed brightly. But it did not explode. It did not disintegrate. It did not melt.


  It turned!


  <It's going after the StarSword!>


  Dozens of the asteroids seemed to be swarming the space around the StarSword. Close by, not three hundred miles away, I saw another fighter, twisting and turning, trying to lose one of the rocks.


  <Go to Zero-space!> I yelled. <Whatever these things are, they can't have Zero-space flight!>


  I guess the fighter pilot thought the same thing. I saw his engines glow bright as he powered up for a Zero-space jump. Suddenly, three more asteroids closed in on the fighter. They blocked its path. A massive arm of rock shot out and punched right into the fighter.


  The pilot was blown clear. Out into empty space. He kicked his hooves for a few seconds. Then he stopped moving.


  "Oh, God!"


  <No! No! Noooo!>


  The StarSword fired all shredders, lighting up black space with brilliant beams of light. But it didn't work. In fact, it seemed to draw more asteroids.


  "Hey! That's just attracting them," Loren cried. "The engines and the weapons - they attract them!"


  <You're right!> I don't know which shocked me more. That these asteroids were drawn to energy discharges. Or that it was the human girl who had figured it out.


  I punched up communications. <StarSword, StarSword, this is Jahar. The asteroids are attracted by energy discharge! You're drawing them to you!>


  I don't know if my message got through or not. But just then, I realized we had a whole new set of problems. Behind us, two Yeerk ships materialized, entering real space! They were no more than five thousand miles away.


  A Pool ship, like a fat, awkward, three-legged spider. As soon as it appeared in real space, it began launching Bug fighters.


  And beside the Pool ship, something I had never seen before. It was jet black so that it was barely visible. It was smaller than the Pool ship, but bigger than a Bug fighter. What seemed to be the bridge was a hard-edged diamond attached by a long triangular shaft to twin engines. The engines were a strange shape, like the blades of a two-headed ax.


  The entire thing looked like some ancient weapon - a battle ax. It was like some flying Hork-Bajir. A Blade ship.


  Don't ask me how I knew. I don't believe in psychic things, although some Andalites do. But still, I knew who was in that Blade ship.


  I felt cold hatred. Hatred of that black ship. Hatred of the abomination I had helped to create.


  <So. He's still alive,> I whispered. <This time, no mercy.>


  Space was filling up quickly. Yeerk ships, Andalite ships, and the deadly, impossible asteroids. But the Yeerks were thousands of miles behind me, and I was thousands of miles from the Andalite fleet. If I was lucky, the Yeerks would not be able to see the Dome ship on their sensors yet.


  And they would not even be looking for murderous asteroids.


  The computer blinked to show an incoming communication. It was visual as well as thought-speak. The image that appeared on the screen was Andalite.


  The familiar face of Alloran-Semitur-Corrass. But from that familiar face shone an evil that I cannot describe.


  <Ah, Elfangor, I believe,> Sub-Visser Seven said. <Still have the Time Matrix, I hope? I'm here to take it from you.>


  I had not yet switched on my own image for him to see. I had to think fast. I grabbed a handheld shredder and carefully set it for lowest power.


  <Loren? Listen! The sub-visser doesn't know you aren't still a Controller. Take this. Stand behind me, where he can see you when I switch on my screen. Give me a few seconds to talk, then fire this. But miss me, okay?>


  "Got it," she said.


  I switched on my screen. <So, Sub-Visser Seven. You survived. Too bad.>


  <I did survive. But you almost got me there, you really did. And by the way, it's no longer Sub-Visser Seven. I'm the first Yeerk to capture an Andalite body. I have already delivered more intelligence on Andalite fleet deployments than a century of spying could have yielded. So it's not Sub-Visser anything anymore. You are addressing Visser Thirty-Two.>


  <You're still just a slug as far as I'm concerned. You want the Time Matrix?> I asked. <Come and take it from me. I promise you ->


  TSSSSEEEEWWWW!


  Loren fired the shredder on low power. I jerked suddenly, and slumped forward, turning off the screen as I fell.


  I jumped back up.


  "You want this back?" Loren asked, holding the shredder toward me.


  <No. Keep it. You did well. Perfect timing. The visser will think you're still a Controller. He'll think you stunned me. I'm killing all power. We'll just wait for the sub-visser to come to us.>


  "Is this going to work?" Loren asked anxiously.


  <If it doesn't, neither of us is going to the Yosemite,> I said.


  "You picked a great time to learn how to joke, Elfangor."


  We didn't have to wait long. The Blade ship fired up its engines and leaped forward. It ate up the few thousand miles in seconds.


  <Come to me, Visser whatever-your-number-is-now. Come to me,> I muttered to myself.


  I targeted the shredders on the belly of the Blade ship. I was perfectly calm. Despite the battle I knew was raging around the StarSword. Despite the approach of the visser's ship. One shot was all I needed. I would wait till he was practically on me. And then -


  WHAPPP!


  "Ahhhh!"


  Chapman! He had freed his legs and kicked Loren's feet. She went down hard. The shredder skittered across the floor.


  The human was slower than me. But he was closer. His bound hands closed around the shredder seconds before I reached him.


  TSSEEEEEWW!


  He fired!


  I dodged.


  The Blade ship closed in.


  TSSEEEEWWW!


  <Arrrrggghhh!> A glancing hit. The beam struck my left arm and left foreleg. Pain shot through me like shards of glass. My left arm was as numb as stone. My left front leg was useless. I could stand, but I could barely move.


  "How do you like it, Andalite?" Chapman crowed as he rose to a standing position. He leveled the shredder at me.


  "Oh, I have so had it with you!" Loren yelled. Still lying on the deck, she drew her legs up and kicked upward. Both her artificial hooves hit Chapman right where his legs joined his body.


  "Ooooofff" Chapman gasped. He grabbed himself with both hands, still clutching the shredder.


  I believe the kick was painful to him.


  "Oof this!" Loren said. She jumped up off the deck and delivered an impossibly high kick that caught Chapman under the chin. His head snapped back. Loren snatched the shredder from him.


  "You know, Chapman, you are really making the human race look bad," she said. "You are seriously embarrassing me."


  "Who's side are you on?" Chapman grated.


  "Not yours," Loren said. She fired the shredder and Chapman jerked and went limp.


  BUMP! BUMP!


  The Jahar shook from a slow impact. The Blade ship had latched on! They were boarding us!


  As I watched, half-paralyzed, the hatch began to open.
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  The hatch opened. <Loren! The shredder . . . . Shoot!>


  The hatch door flew open with a boom. Loren fired!


  TSSSEEEEWWW!


  A Hork-Bajir warrior fell back. An arm appeared, reaching past the collapsed Controller and aiming a Dracon beam.


  An Andalite arm!


  TSSSSEEEEWWWW!


  The Dracon beam fired. The shot missed me but hit Loren and knocked her, already unconscious, into me. With only three good legs, I fell hard to the deck on my numb arm. Loren landed on top of me.


  The evil Yeerk creature who had stolen Alloran's body pushed past the Hork-Bajir as I struggled desperately to get out from under Loren.


  The visser was in! He was aboard the Jahar!


  I had one chance. One. And then let the Yeerk kill me! I swung my tail, aiming blind. The visser jerked back reflexively. But I wasn't aiming for him.


  The tip of my blade hit the console. And to my great pleasure I heard -


  TSSSSWWWWEEEWW!


  The Jahar fired her shredders. Point-blank range. Point-blank range into the belly of the Blade ship.


  <Noooooo!> the visser screamed.


  Kuh-BOOOOOOOM! The Blade ship tore loose of the Jahar.


  FWWOOOOOSSSH! The hatch was open to space. Air blew from the ship, sending it into a spin. Everything that wasn't bolted down flew toward the open hatch.


  The unconscious Hork-Bajir was thrown into space. Chapman's unconscious body slid toward the opening. The visser was knocked down.


  But even as he lay there, the Yeerk visser aimed his Dracon beam at me. <You're a real source of agitation, Elfangor. Now, die!>


  In despair I whipped my tail.


  WHUMPF! Something hit us hard, just as the Yeerk squeezed the trigger.


  TSSEEEEWWW! The Dracon blast missed me!


  I was gasping for air. The oxygen was gone. The Jahar was spinning out of control through space.


  The visser slammed against the walls as we spun wildly. Loren's body rolled away toward the hatch, but now the automatic safety devices of the ship were slowly closing the door.


  We spun, and through the window I saw flashes of Andalite fighters half-covered with living rock. And Yeerk Bug fighters now suffering the same fate.


  I saw, in a wild, spinning flash, the Blade ship, one blade shot away.


  And then . . . coming at us . . . rushing toward us . . . an asteroid!


  FFWWWUUUMMMPPP!


  The asteroid latched onto the poor, dying Jahar. And in wild, crazily pitching flashes as I was tossed helplessly, I saw the window going dark. Half-covered now. Half-covered by living rock!


  The asteroid had us!


  I was slammed violently by acceleration as the asteroid moved away from the battlefield, holding the Jahar in its death grip.


  The Jahar's compensators were off now. The ship was dead. Half-swooning from lack of air, I staggered up, fighting the insane force of acceleration.


  Air! We needed air!


  The emergency environmental power unit should have come on. But the ship's power was dead, drained away by the energy-eating asteroid.


  Air!


  My lungs screamed. My hearts hammered madly, circulating useless blood. The manual emergency tanks, I had to . . . to . . .


  But maybe it didn't matter . . . . Maybe it was pointless to fight. Arbron . . . gone. Alloran . . . worse than gone. Terrible things . . . terrible sights . . .


  Let it all end. It was fine without air. Fine to suck with your lungs and feel nothing. I was sinking, down, down, down.


  No need to worry. Nothing to be afraid of.


  Let it end, Elfangor.


  Just let it end . . . .
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  Air!


  My lungs burned. My hearts pounded desperately. My mind was shutting down from lack of oxygen. As I faded out, a deadly weariness took the place of terror.


  The ship's artificial gravity was gone. I floated, weightless, as the floor and walls and ceiling all spun wildly around me.


  Why should I care? Why should I resist? Why not just let it all end, here, now, as the Jahar fell into the monstrous black hole?


  My life was a disaster. I had failed in so many ways . . . . Failed to save Arbron from being trapped forever in Taxxon morph. Failed to stop the Yeerk called Visser Thirty-two from stealing the body of my prince, Alloran-Semitur-Corrass. Failed to defeat the surprise attack of the living asteroids. Failed even to protect the two humans I was supposed to take care of.


  And worst of all, I had failed to deliver the Time Matrix to my people. The Time Matrix: power beyond imagination.


  Airless! My head swam with disconnected thoughts and images. Airless! In a ship that spun powerless, dead, through space.


  Through the still-clear window I saw the huge swirl of dust and debris that marked the approaches to the black hole. But at the center of that swirl, nothing the eye could see. It was a collapsed star so dense that its gravity trapped light itself.


  Yes, Elfangor, my dying mind said, let it end.


  I saw the abomination, Visser Thirty-two, the only Andalite-Controller in the galaxy. The only Yeerk ever to gain control of an Andalite body. He was swooning from the lack of oxygen. He was slammed by the spinning floor and knocked, weightless, into the ceiling, four legs flailing, arms and tail all tangled around.


  I held on to a protrusion in the control panel. But as the ship twirled, with all gravity gone, I felt something large and soft bump into me.


  It was Loren. The female human. Unconscious. Never to be conscious again, if I didn't reach the emergency air supply and use the manual release.


  And then it came to me, in a moment of clarity: I had no choice. When Arbron had been in utter despair and had wanted to die, I stopped him. Because without life there is no despair, but without life there can also never be hope.


  I had no right to erase Loren's hope, no matter how bad I felt.


  I searched my crazy, swirling, nightmare world with all my eyes and found the panel I was searching for. I focused on it with my stalk eyes, striving blearily to keep them focused.


  But it was so hard. So hard to know up from down, left from right, with all the world spinning, and my own poor oxygen-deprived brain all but extinguished.


  Had to reach that panel.


  I would have one chance. One only. Too far gone to try a second time.


  I aimed and kicked and flew weightless across the cabin. Missed! I grabbed. Missed! I floated helplessly away.


  Suddenly, a hand reached up and shoved me back toward the panel. A human hand! Impossible! Loren had regained consciousness. In a near vacuum. Without air. With temperatures already dropping toward absolute zero!


  She had regained consciousness. And seen what I was trying to do. She had propelled me back toward the panel. This time I reached and grabbed. I ripped the panel open, and turned the stiff mechanical release knob.


  You cannot see air, of course. You don't really feel it on your skin, most of the time. But when it is gone, you notice it.


  My lungs sucked and drew nothing in. Nothing!


  My lungs gasped again, and this time, I sensed just the faintest wisp of something.


  I sucked again and <aaaahhh!> A sharp pain as my collapsed lungs filled with air.


  Air! I drew deep breath after deep breath, each breath hurting, but hurting less than the one before. It was not a pain I minded.


  I clung to the panel with my left hand, my hooves floating free, my tail drifting behind me. And for a while I just breathed, and thanked the entire universe for letting me feel air in my lungs again.


  <Are you all right?> I asked Loren.


  She smiled a human smile, the characteristic upturning of the corners of her mouth. It was a weak, shaky smile. But I was glad to see it.


  "I thought we were done for," she said.


  <Done for? Oh. Dead. Yes, we almost were. But you humans don't give up easily, do you?>


  "Neither do you Andalites," she said. "Now what?"


  I surveyed the situation. The visser appeared to be just regaining consciousness. The other human, Chapman, was still unconscious, drifting lazily against the far wall like a rag doll.


  <Well, we have air, but no power. The living asteroids drained the ship of power. We are falling toward a black hole.>


  "Oh. That's not good," she said.


  <If we fall into the black hole it will crush us down to the size of a carbon atom. The ship, all of us, crushed to the size of a single atom.>


  "Yeah, we learned about black holes in school."


  I was surprised that humans knew about such things.


  <There is only one way out, Andalite.>


  Visser Thirty-two. The very sound of his thought-speak voice in my head filled me with rage. He sounded exactly like Alloran. But I knew that Alloran's mind was a prisoner in his own head now. He could watch, listen, feel, but not control. The Yeerk in his brain controlled him now. The Yeerk moved his arms and legs and tail. The Yeerk decided when each breath would be drawn. The Yeerk aimed his eyes and formed his thought-speech.


  I turned myself to face him. I had no idea which of us would win a tail fight. He had Alloran's experience. But I had seen that I was faster than Alloran.


  <Don't be a fool, Elfangor,> the visser sneered. <What will be gained by you and me slashing each other up with these excellent Andalite tails?>


  <You have a better idea?> I asked. <Because I can think of a lot of good reasons to go tail-to-tail with you.>


  The visser laughed. <You blame me for all your own failings? I'm not the one who left his friend back on the Taxxon world, trapped in that vile worm's body. I'm not the one who disobeyed his prince's orders and let ten thousand Yeerks escape. A bit of disobedience that helped cause poor old Alloran's downfall.>


  I wanted to shrug off his words. But there was truth in them. And it is hard to ignore the truth. And pointless, as well.


  <You have something to say, Yeerk?>


  <Yes. We are falling toward a black hole in a dead ship. But we have a way out. The Time Matrix.>


  I stared at him with my main eyes. But my stalk eyes saw Loren look at me with fresh hope.


  <In case you haven't noticed, Visser, the Time Matrix is strapped to the outside of the ship. The outside. In fact, it's probably drifting free. It was held in place with energy ropes. Those are gone.>


  <Gravity,> the Yeerk said. <There should be just enough attraction between the ship and the Time Matrix to keep it close.>


  I did the familiar calculations in my head. He was right. The Time Matrix was probably still just outside the ship.


  <How do you propose getting to it?> I asked.


  <We would have to work together, Andalite. And quickly.>
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  <Work together?>


  <One of us will have to be reeled outside. On a rope or cable. Someone will have to hold that rope. And someone else will have to be on the end of that rope.>


  <And do what? Pull the Time Matrix in through the hatch? That will mean losing all our air again. We don't have force fields anymore.>


  <Yes. It will be do-or-die,> the visser said. <We can use the air hoods for an emergency five minutes.>


  I stared blankly at him. <What air hoods?>


  <You forget I control Alloran. And this was his ship. I know all the ship's secrets. There is a small supply of emergency hoods. Alloran kept them for just such an occasion.>


  I thought about that for a few seconds. It made me sick to cooperate with the Yeerk. But what other choice did I have? <Here are my terms: I will go outside. You hold the rope.>


  The Yeerk laughed. <And when you reach the Time Matrix you'll activate it and disappear, leaving me behind.>


  <No. I would not leave Loren . . . I mean, the humans. Search Alloran's mind. He knows. You'll see it's true.>


  Visser Thirty-two considered for a moment. <Yes, it seems you are correct. Alloran decided you had formed some pathetic feelings for this human female. But just in case you decide to betray me anyway, I remind you that I still have my tail. I can finish your human friend slowly as we sink toward that black hole.>


  It took a few minutes to tear enough cable loose from the controls to form a long lifeline. Even though I wouldn't weigh anything, I would still have mass enough to break a too-weak line.


  True to his claim, Visser Thirty-two found four air hoods. They had been stashed in each of the individual quarters. They were simple but effective models. Basically, they were just clear plastic bags that slipped over your head and tied at the neck. There was a small oxygen bottle. Very small. The hoods were rated for five minutes. The mix of oxygen and other gases, as well as subtler ingredients, would keep my body from depressurizing in the vacuum of space.


  But after five minutes my air would run out. The oxygen inside my body would expand, bursting every blood vessel, rupturing my eyes. A painful death.


  I had not explained these details to Loren.


  I tied the hood in place and helped Loren put hers on. We tied one on the still-unconscious Chapman. Then I carefully tied the cable around my tail.


  <Ready?> the visser asked me.


  <I'm ready,> I said. <You just worry about yourself, Yeerk.>


  The visser laughed. <Alloran is so right about you. You're a moralizing, arrogant, weak-willed little fool.>


  <Loren?> I said. <We're going to open the hatch. Air will rush out but we'll do it more slowly than before. Still, keep an eye on your fellow human. We don't want him sucked out into space.>


  "We don't?" Loren asked.


  I looked at her, puzzled.


  "Sarcasm," she explained. "A type of humor."


  I would have laughed, but I was just too scared. I lifted the hood and filled my lungs with cabin air. Then I replaced the hood, turned on the oxygen, and nodded to Visser Thirty-two.


  The hatch began to open. Everything that could have been sucked out into space already had been, so nothing much happened. There was a sort of breeze, then nothing, as the hatch finished opening. But the cold was like a fist. Cold like nothing any planet dweller could imagine.


  I stood in the doorway and stared out at space. Below me, huge beyond imagining, was the swirl of dust, feeding the black hole. At the far edge of the swirl was a star. The star was being drained by the black hole. A huge, long, arced plume of hot gas was being drawn from the star into the black hole.


  I hoped there had not been planets around that star. I hoped no sentient species had met its fate this way, torn apart by the space-warping might of the black hole.


  I had a vision of myself, falling away free. Falling and falling into the black monster. I shook my head to clear the image.


  <Focus, Elfangor,> I muttered to myself. <Worry about the black hole if you fail. Not till then.>


  I looked back along the axis of the Jahar. Her elongated oval and three rakish engines and wonderfully long shredder spike still looked so potent.


  The ship spun in space. Around and around in a wobbly loop. It's disorienting, even if you've been through all the training for things like that. The swirl of dust and hot gases would be overhead one second, beneath me the next. Stars sped by overhead.


  I searched back along the ship for the Time Matrix. But it wasn't there. Had it drifted entirely away? Had the living asteroids taken it?


  Steadying myself as well as I could, I pushed off into space. I aimed to counter the spin of the ship. The result was that the ship now spun slowly beneath me. And there, rising from the far side of the ship, like a moon coming up over a planet, was the Time Matrix.


  <I see it!> I reported. <It's wedged in place by the engine pylons. Going after it.>


  If you have never tried to move in zero gravity, you have no idea how utterly impossible it can be. You're floating weightless, with no up or down. Nothing to push off against. If the cable were to break I could float forever, just a few feet away from the ship, and yet never be able to move back across that tiny distance.


  But I had been well-trained in zero-gravity movement. I yanked lightly on the cable with my tail, drawing myself back toward the ship. I timed the impact carefully and tapped two hooves on the hull. Just enough to change my direction.


  I floated back toward the engines. Back toward the Time Matrix. It lay there like the egg of some unimaginably huge bird. Ten feet across, it fit neatly into the cradle formed by the engine pylon.


  I drifted toward it, stretching out hands stiff and numb with cold. I touched it! Touched it and stopped my momentum carefully so that I wouldn't bounce off it.


  My bare, frozen hands touched the hard, smooth surface. And somehow, the Time Matrix seemed to warm me. I felt heat glow up through my stiff fingers and up my awkward arms.


  Now how do I move you back to the hatch? I wondered.


  It was far too big to get my arms around. I would have to use the cable to fashion a sling. And I had exactly three minutes before the hood ran empty and all of us - the visser, Loren, Chapman, and I - were done for.


  I worked quickly, untying the cable from my tail, forming it into two big loops with a cross-brace. It wasn't much. It wasn't secure. But it was all I could do.


  <Okay,> I said. <Pull!>


  The visser pulled, and slowly the Time Matrix, with me holding onto one of the cable ends, began to move toward the hatch.


  It's going to work, I told myself. It's going to work. We are going to use the Time Matrix.


  The first living creatures to have used the dread machine for thousands and thousands of years.


  Chapter 35


  



  We snugged the Time Matrix up against the hatch, with air and time running out.


  Once more inside the Jahar, I could see the suffering that Loren had endured. The blend of gases from the hoods was adjusted for Andalite bodies, not humans. She was in pain from gradual decompression. She could barely stand.


  The visser, though, still stood. Or at least floated.


  <Well done, Andalite,> he said. <Thirty seconds left to activate this thing.>


  <Go ahead, Yeerk,> I sneered. <Make your move.>


  I saw the coldness in his eyes. Colder even than the freezing cold of space. I knew I had guessed right. He had intended to eliminate me. One slash of his Andalite tail to finish me off.


  But I was prepared and he knew it. Which of us would win a tail fight in zero gravity? He didn't know, and neither did I. And there was no time left for mistakes.


  How does one turn this thing on? I wondered, looking at the white globe half crammed into the hatchway. No visible instruments or control panels. Has to be direct mind-link using a physical interface. Loren moved her lips as though speaking. But in the vacuum no sound could be heard. I saw through the plastic hood that her lips had turned blue. Her eyes were fluttering.


  <Touch,> I said. <The Matrix responds to touch. I think if we touch and form a mental link, we can ->


  The visser moved. Not to attack, but to press his hand against the Time Matrix. He was trying to gain control over it before I could!


  I pressed my hand against the Matrix and searched desperately in my mind for a link.


  What happened next is almost impossible to describe. And surely impossible for anyone to understand who has not experienced it himself.


  As I touched the Time Matrix, and searched for it with my mind, the entire universe simply opened up. Opened up like a piece of fruit that has been exploded into its segments. But that's not telling a millionth of it.


  Everything changed. Everything! The ship around me, the familiar Jahar, was suddenly not a vessel anymore, but an amazing array of fragments, each twisted inside out and outside in. Each piece was connected to every other piece in insane ways that no rational mind could make sense of.


  And from each piece of the ship there stretched lines that curled and twirled through space, connecting back to the Taxxon world and back to the StarSword and back to a thousand other places, all somehow visible to me. I could see every place the ship had been. It was as if each of those places were right here and a billion miles away at once!


  But all the lines of the ship were dim and dull compared to the spectacle of the living bodies around me. I saw the Andalite body of Alloran opened up and split apart, transparent, twisted so that every part could be seen from every angle at once. I saw the living, beating hearts! I saw the muscles of the tail. I saw the ways the eyes were attached to the brain, and not just from outside, but from inside.


  And to my horror, I saw the Yeerk slug. It was wrapped around Alloran's brain, sinking into every wrinkle and crevice, sinking deep between the four segments. I could literally see the flow of thoughts and emotions. I saw inside the slug that was Visser Thirty-two. I saw the way the Yeerk mind drew memories from Alloran and sent back orders. I saw and felt the impotent rage of Alloran as he lay helpless in the Yeerk's grasp.


  I know how impossible it is to really grasp this. But I saw in and through and around everything at once. I saw time lines stretching back from the Yeerk and back from Alloran. I saw their pasts. And I saw the horrible moment when those time lines became entwined, becoming one.


  I could see Alloran's past in flashes of wild action and wild emotion. I saw the terrible moment when Alloran stood amidst battlefield slaughter on the Hork-Bajir home world. I saw the ground piled high with Hork-Bajir and Andalite dead.


  And I saw the actual decision deep in Alloran's despairing brain, the decision to release the forbidden Quantum virus.


  I felt his bitterness when even that evil measure failed, and the Hork-Bajir were lost to the Yeerks. I saw the retreat of the shattered, beaten Andalite force.


  I was almost drowning from this assault of data. It was as if I had been plugged directly into every computer ever built and all of them were dumping information into my brain.


  I even saw the time line of the black hole itself. I saw it form from the explosive moment of the universe's birth, and watched it condense and burn, bright as a huge star. I saw it die and collapse, digging a hole in space itself.


  But then, amidst all the swarm of information, among all the insides and outsides, all the pasts and all the connections, I felt the will of Visser Thirty-two.


  I felt him take hold of the Time Matrix. And I felt the Matrix respond, felt it turn to him. In the visser's Yeerk brain I saw the image of the Yeerk home world. He was forming it, clear and detailed.


  I saw the awful pools where the Yeerks were born. I felt the Kandrona rays that beat down from the Yeerks' own strange sun.


  He was directing the Time Matrix! Aiming it! Telling it to take him there, to the Yeerk home world!


  NO!


  I focused my will, and in the weird universe I inhabited, I saw my own living brain as it focused, concentrated, bringing more and more mental power to bear.


  It was insane! I could watch my own brain work. Watch my own brain watching my own brain watching my own brain.


  I had to take control of the Time Matrix. I had to fight, to resist the visser. I summoned up an image in my head. But it was a confused picture. I saw the part of the Andalite world where I had grown up. The trees, the grass, the sky . . . . But mixed in with that image were others. I saw them float up out of my own brain. I saw them skim by, three-dimensional pictures looking so flat and strange in this multidimensional universe.


  I saw my own Andalite world, but mixed in with it were images of Earth - the pictures I had seen.


  Somewhere far off, I realized I could see my own body beginning to freeze. Systems were shutting down. I could see inside fingers that were frozen stiff. I could see a tail that hung limp, all tension gone. My hearts were beating sluggishly.


  I was watching my own body die. I was weakening. The visser, too, was hurt by the cold, but the Yeerk himself, down inside Alloran's head, was still alert and strong.


  Slowly the balance shifted to him. The images were more and more of the Yeerk home world. His images were coming in over mine, like a tide. I was losing. I was failing as the cold shut down my body and reached tendrils into my mind.


  And then . . . a new mind. Alien, but familiar in a way. I saw the Yeerk jerk in alarm and surprise. This new force, this new mind was strong. Stronger than he could have expected.


  Loren!


  I saw inside her and through her. I saw her thoughts. And I saw her push back the visser's own images. Not defeating him, but keeping him at bay.


  I realized something else had changed. The black hole was further away now. The Jahar could still be seen, but it, too, was further away.


  We were moving! The Time Matrix had been programmed, and we were moving through time.


  The last memory I had, as the cold collapsed my consciousness, was of someone vast and incredible. A being like nothing I could have imagined. It saw me. It saw us all.


  And it laughed.
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  I woke up with that laughter still ringing in my head.


  I opened my main eyes and found to my surprise that I was standing. I opened my stalk eyes and looked around in all directions.


  Trees. Grass. A stream running close by. A gentle breeze.


  <Home? Am I home?>


  I stared at a therant tree. The trunk. The branches. The vines. Impossible! It was Hala Fala! The oldest of the therant trees in the woods near my home. My father had shown me this tree when I was just a very small child. It was my Garibah. My Guide Tree.


  I ground my hooves into the grass, taking a sample taste. Yes! It was the grass I had grown up on. The grass of home.


  <How did I get here?> I wondered aloud. I reached out with both hands and placed them on the smooth bark of Hala Fala. And I heard the "voice" of the tree, deep and simple and powerful.


  It did not speak in words, of course. Only a handful of trees have ever used words, and even then, it could take them hours to say a single word. But Hala Fala spoke to me, as it usually did, letting me know that it felt my presence. Letting me feel its own strange, slow mind.


  <I'm home,> I whispered to Hala Fala.


  And then, after all that had happened, I broke down. I sobbed. I cried. I told my guide tree everything in a rush of disjointed emotion. Of course, not even a Garibah can understand stories of space travel, of aliens, of wars and terrible decisions.


  But it could hear my shame. It could hear despair for poor, doomed Arbron. It could hear my cries of pain for all I had seen. It heard my fear.


  The Garibah could not change what had happened. And it could not tell me that I was forgiven, or that all would be well now. I knew the ritual of forgiveness. <I have made right everything that can be made right, I have learned everything that can be learned, I have sworn not to repeat my error, and now I claim forgiveness.>


  But I had not yet made right everything that could be made right. I had not yet learned to understand my own mistakes. I was not ready to swear I would not repeat those mistakes. Forgiveness for all my terrible failings was still a long way off.


  But the Garibah, the tree named Hala Fala, heard me, heard my shame and rage. And being heard helped.


  My sobbing quieted. I took my hands away from the tree's smooth bark.


  I walked slowly away, crunching up the sweet grass of home and trying, with my exhausted mind, to make sense of what had happened.


  Clearly I had used the Time Matrix to carry me through time and space. Without experiencing any passage of time, I was home. But home when? Was this a hundred years ago? A thousand? The Garibah had been alive for seven thousand years. It could be anywhere in that time span.


  I remembered trying to turn the Time Matrix to my own visions. And I guess I had succeeded. All these trees, all this lush grass, the kafit bird that fluttered by overhead, the little hoobers that jumped on springy tendrils and stared at me from their comical bulging eyes, all this was home. My home.


  And across that stream, and over that next rise, I would see my family home. Just ahead! I broke into a run. I leaped the stream, like I always did, and suddenly I had to be home. I didn't care what anyone said. I didn't care. I wanted my mother and father. I wanted to lie down in the deep grass of the scoop and find my old toys and be a child again.


  I ran, flat-out, and yes, the slopes were so familiar! And yes, every tree was where it should be. I ran to the top of the rise, ready to look down into our neat, oval-shaped family scoop, and -


  I stopped.


  There it was: the scoop. The bowl dug out of the ground by my great-great-grandparents and planted with every delicious variety of grass and flowers. And there was the lodge, the blue-plex awning that covered the south quarter of the scoop and kept our things out of the rain.


  But just behind the scoop, in a place it could not possibly be, was a waterfall.


  It was an incredible waterfall. It fell hundreds of feet from the edge of a cliff. A cliff that simply stood there. No mountains on either side. Just a cliff that rose sharply up from the grass.


  I felt a sick queasiness in my stomach.


  I was seeing something I had seen before. It was the picture from what Loren had called a cigarette ad. But it was in a place it should not be. In a place it could not be. It was violating the very laws of physics.


  This was not home.


  I tore my gaze away from the impossible waterfall, and looked around. From the top of the rise I could see fairly far.


  What I saw was impossibility piled on impossibility.


  But what I focused on first was the sky.


  It was a deep red and gold, like the red and gold of my own world. It was also light blue, with fluffy white clouds. And it was green.


  Stretching over my head was a sky broken into jigsaw-puzzle fragments. Here a patch of Andalite sky. There a lighter blue. And over there, a shocking green torn by ragged bolts of electricity. Clouds drifted through the paler blue segments and then disappeared when they reached a different segment. Lightning in the green sky disappeared when it reached one of the other patches.


  I had never known what the sky of Earth looked like, but now I could guess. It was pale blue, with fluffy white clouds.


  And I had never known the sky of the Yeerk world, but now I could guess that, too. It was green and torn by bolts of electricity.


  What have we done? I wondered.


  And I remembered the laughter of that vast and strange being I had glimpsed.
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  I wandered, amazed and appalled, through a world that made no sense. The parts that were familiar just made other parts seem stranger.


  My scoop was there, right where it should be. But no one was around. Not a single other Andalite. Not my father or my mother.


  Why? Where was I? If this wasn't home, where was it?


  I wandered through woods and across open fields that were familiar. But then, across a field I'd known all my life, I found a sharp line drawn. The grasses of home stopped abruptly. And on the other side everything turned brown and muddy gray and a red so dark it was almost black.


  On one side of the line, my own world. On the other side of the line, wild, tall, spiky grass and trees that rose only a foot tall before spreading out horizontally for thirty or forty feet. If you could even call something like that a tree.


  I was startled by something that reached up out of the ground with a soft SHLOOP! It was like a Taxxon tongue, almost. Ten feet long and dark red, it shot up from a hole in the ground. It seemed to lick the air in a slow, circular pattern, as if it was searching blindly for something. Then, after a few seconds, it SHLOOPED! back into the ground.


  Ten feet away, another such tongue. This time it reached for a beast that walked past, hunched over. The beast had four thick legs toward the back and two turned-in legs forward, with no discernable head.


  This lumbering creature wandered straight toward the flickering tongue and suddenly, fast as a tail, the tongue reached out and wrapped around the beast's hind legs. The beast let out a groan, although where that sound came from, since it seemed not to have a head, was a mystery to me.


  The tongue drew the beast toward its hole. But it could not suck the animal down, so it simply held it prisoner as the beast groaned.


  The sky directly over that dark, unnerving landscape was dirty green and veined with silent lightning. It looked altogether like one of the fantasy-monster lands in fables that Andalite parents tell their little children about.


  I felt sick twisting inside me. I had never been to the Yeerk world, of course. But already I was beginning to guess what had happened. And I was sure that this blasted, vile, and empty landscape was the Yeerk home world.


  Or at least the Yeerk home world as Visser Thirty-two saw it.


  <The Time Matrix! Where is the Time Matrix?> I asked myself. It was the key. The Matrix had caused all this. The Matrix had created this awful place without logic or reason. And only through the Matrix could I escape.


  <Loren. Where is she?>


  I looked up at the sky and saw the patches of lighter, paler blue. The blue of Earth's sky. She would be beneath one of those patches of Earth blue. I was confident of that.


  But which patch?


  The waterfall. That was the place to start. It was the tallest thing around.


  I turned my back on that depressing Yeerk vision and ran back toward the empty mockery of my home scoop. It was hard to look at that familiar area and accept the fact that it wasn't really my home.


  Visser Thirty-two! It hit me like a shock from one of those Yeerk lightning bolts. If I was here, and perhaps even Loren was here, then so was he. Somewhere. Maybe within the confines of his Yeerk world, but maybe not!


  If I could go looking for Loren, so could he. And if he found her first . . .


  I saw the towering cliff from which the waterfall dropped and raced toward it, desperate now to find Loren. I ran flat-out. As I ran, I ate. It felt so good. Whatever else might be strange and unreal, the grass was good and familiar. And as it traveled up my legs from my hooves, I felt my strength growing.


  I reached the pool where the water crashed in a huge white explosion. As I drew closer, I saw that the woods surrounding that pool were split into three different sections. The familiar Andalite trees filled a third or so. And different, but still lovely trees and green grass, covered another third. Around still another third was more of the dark Yeerk landscape.


  It was all utterly impossible, of course. But still, standing beneath that massive waterfall, feeling the cold spray on my face, it was beautiful, too.


  "Elfangor!"


  I turned my stalk eyes and saw her. Relief flooded through me. <Loren! You're here!>


  "Yeah. I'm here, all right. But where is here?"


  <Wait. I'll come to you.>


  I went toward her, threading my way around bushes and trees. And she came running toward me. She threw her strong human arms around my shoulders. And even though touching is more of a human thing than an Andalite thing, it wasn't so bad.


  "Man, I thought I was all alone here," Loren said.


  <No. I am here.>


  "I would swear this was Earth, only look at the sky. It's all in patches. And some of those patches are very weird."


  She released her hold on me, and after a second or two, I realized I should do the same.


  <Have you looked around at all?>


  She shook her head. It's something humans do to answer no. "I woke up over there, a few hundred feet back in the woods. Elfangor, it's exactly like this area of the park back home. There's a park where I play softball."


  <Yes. It would be familiar to you. And there will probably be other familiar parts. Places you know. Maybe we could go and look around, now that we are together.>


  She cocked her head sideways and looked at me. "You're still worried, aren't you?"


  <There were three of us who made contact with the Time Matrix. You, me, and Visser Thirty-two.>


  She twisted her human lips into a grimace. Then she looked skyward. "Those patches of green sky with the lightning. That's because of him, isn't it? Somehow, we made this place. The three of us. We created this place."


  I stared at her in astonishment. There was no way she could begin to know about the physics of the Time Matrix. And yet she had reached the same conclusion as I had.


  I laughed. Maybe Loren didn't understand the physics of the Time Matrix. But then again, neither did I. Neither did any Andalite, as far as I knew. Compared to the creatures who had created the Time Matrix, humans and Andalites were equally primitive.


  <What do you think happened?> I asked Loren.


  She smiled. "You're asking me?" She shrugged. "Well, that time machine - the Time Matrix, or whatever you call it - is not just like some car you drive through time. I think to steer it you have to imagine the place and time where you want to go. I think with three of us each having different ideas of where we wanted to go, well, this is the result: part me, part you, part . . . part him."


  I saw that her eyes were staring past me. I adjusted my stalk eyes to follow the direction of her gaze.


  There, standing on the far side of the pool, was Visser Thirty-two. The abomination.


  But Visser Thirty-two was not standing alone.
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  Visser Thirty-two stood on the bank of the pool in the Yeerk zone, under his own green sky.


  And on either side of him stood a creature like nothing I had ever seen or imagined. They were each about three feet tall and four and a half feet long. They were mostly a dark, dirty yellow with irregular black spots. But the head and shoulders were the deep red of the Yeerk plants.


  The heads were tiny for the bodies, elongated, almost needle-sharp. The mouths were long and narrow. Hundreds of tiny, bright red teeth stuck out, jagged and wildly different in length and shape.


  But what struck me as strangest was that the creatures did not have legs in the usual sense. They had wheels.


  Yes, wheels. Four of them, to be exact.


  The wheels were located where legs should be. Each was sloppy and irregular in shape, not perfectly round. But it was easy to see that the wheels were for real. There was mud and dirt all around them, and when I strained my stalk eyes I could even see where the creatures had left tracks in the dirt. Wheel tracks.


  "Elfangor, what are those things?"


  <I have no idea. I can't imagine what evolutionary path would conceivably have created a creature with wheels.>


  Visser Thirty-two actually gave a jaunty wave of his hand. <So, young Elfangor, we meet again. As you see, I brought my pets: Jarex and Larex. And you brought your pet, too. Your pet human.>


  Loren looked at me. In a voice Visser Thirty-two was sure to hear, she muttered,"You know, Elfangor, I'm beginning to see why you Andalites really dislike Yeerks. Whatever body they may be in, they still have the manners of slugs."


  <Brave little human girl,> the Yeerk visser mocked. <Do you understand that even now my people are on their way to evaluate your primitive world? Do you understand that within a few years your people, you humans, will be slaves of the Yeerk Empire?>


  "Blah, blah, blah," Loren said.


  I had no idea what that meant. Neither did the visser.


  "You do a lot of talking for a slug," Loren clarified. "You think I'm scared of you?"


  <Yes. I know you're scared of me.>


  For a moment Loren said nothing, but her lower lip was trembling slightly. Then, she knelt quickly, plunged her hand into the water, and withdrew it. She was holding a rock. She drew her arm back, swept her arm in a big loop, and released the rock with precise timing. The rock flew through the air at an impressive speed.


  And the aim wasn't bad, either.


  BONK!


  <Ahhh!> the visser cried. The rock had struck him right in the face, just below his left main eye.


  I don't know who was more amazed, me or the visser.


  <What . . . what do you call that?> I asked her.


  "That? We call that softball. I pitch for Frank's Pro Shop Twins back home. All-city two years in a row."


  <What is softball?>


  "It's a game we play."


  <And you hit people in the face with rocks?>


  "Not usually."


  I was impressed by the human ability to throw things with such force. I was sure that Andalite scientists would enjoy studying humans someday. They appeared more frail and ridiculous than they were.


  The visser was not impressed. He was just angry.


  <So. You propel rocks at me! You'll be very sorry you ever propelled a rock at me, human. Jarex! Larex! Attack!>


  The situation stopped being amusing very quickly. The twin beasts turned their wheels, sluggishly at first. But then picked up speed.


  I almost didn't move, I was so fascinated seeing the biological wheels turn. It was truly incredible.


  <You admire my pets, Andalite? They are a species called Mortrons. As a young lieutenant I went on a survey party to a world that was later destroyed when its sun went nova. We thought we might be able to make Controllers of these Mortrons, but that didn't work out. Their brains are simply too tiny to accommodate us. Instead, I brought two of them home as pets.>


  All the while the visser talked - or "blah, blah, blahed," as Loren had said - the Mortrons gathered speed and raced around the circumference of the pool.


  They made a strange sound. A HUF-HUF-HUF-HUF. Faster and faster.


  <They have amazing capacities, my young friend Elfangor. As you will soon see.>


  <What's the matter, Yeerk? Afraid to fight me tail-to-tail?> I taunted. I hoped the answer was yes, because I was not at all sure which of us would win a tail fight. While I was totally confident I could deal with these Mortrons.


  HUF-HUF-HUF-HUF-HUF!


  The wheels spun faster, and the ungainly yellow and black monstrosities were nearly to the edge of the Yeerk portion of the pool. I watched carefully to see whether they could move from the Yeerk area into the human area.


  Unfortunately, the answer was yes.


  <Don't worry,> I told Loren. <I can handle these two creatures.>


  HUF-HUF-HUF-HUF-SCRINK-SHWOOOP!


  Suddenly the creatures each split into two parts! The bottom portion, the yellow part with the wheels, swerved away. The dark red upper portion simply rose from the body, unfolded leathery wings I'd never even suspected, and flew straight at me!


  "Elfangor!" Loren cried.


  <Hah-hah! Kill, Jarex! Kill, Larex! Kill the Andalite!> Visser Thirty-two cackled gleefully.


  The first Mortron - I don't know if it was Jarex or Larex - opened its mouth and showed its rows of uneven but brutally unpleasant teeth. It powered through the air like a rocket.


  I dodged left and struck with my tail blade!


  FWAPP!


  SPLEET! FLUMP. FLUMP.


  My tail blade sliced the Mortron into two chunks. The two separate pieces fell to the ground with a wet splat.


  "Elfangor, the other one!"


  The second Mortron used the distraction provided by his brother to swoop wide, then arch in behind me. A tactic that would have worked on most opponents. But not on an Andalite who can see in all directions at once.


  His toothy mouth was inches from my neck when I struck.


  FWAPP!


  SPLEET! FLUMP. FLUMP.


  And the second Mortron bird-portion fell in pieces to the ground.


  I was feeling pretty good, until I looked at the visser and saw the amusement in his eyes.


  "Elfangor, look. Look!" Loren cried.


  I turned my stalk eyes toward the ground. With amazing speed, the two bloody halves of each Mortron were growing. One piece of each was growing to become a complete bird-portion again. And the other piece was going even further - growing into a complete, two-piece, yellow and black, four-wheeled Mortron.


  I had sliced both Mortrons in half. And now they were becoming four Mortrons.


  <Are you doing the math in your head, Elfangor?> the visser jeered. <They regenerate! Cut an attacking Mortron in pieces and each piece grows again to become a complete Mortron. It's the killing frenzy. It gives them an enzyme boost that makes them regenerate! Try to kill these four and you'll have eight. Kill those eight and you'll have sixteen! Thirty-two! Sixty-four!>


  I stared in horror as the Mortron pieces grew and grew. In seconds they would be ready to attack again. And anything I did to destroy them would merely make more of them!


  <Loren, I don't know what to do. If only I had a shredder!>


  "Can you outrun them?"


  <Yes, I can. But you can't! They are faster than you are. And I won't leave you.>


  "You won't have to. Maybe. How strong is your back? Never mind, it must be strong enough. Elfangor, don't be offended, okay?"


  <Offended by what?>


  "Hold still. I'm gonna try something."


  She came to me and placed one hand on the back of my neck. She placed another hand on my rump, right at the base of my tail. And suddenly, she leaned her weight on me, swung one leg up and over, and came to rest straddling my back. She sat there with one human leg hanging off either side of my back and held her hands clasped around my neck.


  I turned my stalk eyes around and found myself staring directly into her small blue human eyes.


  "Now let's run," she said.


  <With you on my back?>


  But even while I was standing there in blank astonishment, I saw a fully formed Mortron rise from the dirt. It was just a few feet away and it launched its bird-part. Leather wings propelled jagged razor-sharp teeth straight for my throat.


  "Elfangor, this is not the time to think," Loren yelled. "Run! Ruuuuun!"


  So I did. With the human girl actually on my back, I ran.
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  We ran. Or I ran, and Loren rode lightly on my back. And we quickly outran the visser's beasts. Those biological wheels were swift, but not as swift as an Andalite's hooves.


  As for the visser, he chose not to give chase. At least not just then. But I knew I had not seen the end of him.


  We left the "Andalite" portion of this new universe and ran through an increasingly strange environment.


  The sky overhead was blue, but darkening just a bit.


  The woods gave way to a cluttered landscape filled up with manufactured things. The grass under my hooves became a hard, gray-black substance. White stripes lined the middle.


  <What is this thing we are on?> I asked.


  "It's a street," Loren said.


  <What does it do?>


  "Well, remember that Mustang you were driving around on the Taxxon world? Streets are what Mustangs travel on."


  As soon as she said it I could see how sensible it was. Of course. This way the human "cars" - which is how, Loran informed me, humans commonly refer to these machines - would not damage tasty grass.


  On both sides of the street there were cars sitting. Beyond the cars, further back from the street were rectangular boxy structures. They were quite large and decorated with small squares and rectangles of transparent material. The tops were angled and covered in reddish-orange or dark gray scales.


  <Are these human creations?>


  "Yep. These are houses. That's what we live in."


  <You live in them? How?>


  "Um, well . . . I mean, you go in through the front door. See? The tall rectangles on the front of each house? You go in through those."


  <Inside.>


  "Yes, inside."


  <Ah! Wait! You mean these structures are hollow!>


  "Of course they're hollow. Pretty soon we'll be to my house. Then I'll show you. You'll meet my mom. You can see my room."


  I didn't know what to say to that. My own home scoop had been empty. My mother and father had not been there. I doubted that Loren's mother would be in her house. But I wasn't sure.


  <Don't expect too much,> I warned.


  "She'll be there," Loren said forcefully. "Next house. The one with the bushes out front."


  I had very little experience understanding the expression of human voices, but I sensed fear in Loren's voice. Uncertainty.


  I stopped before her house. There was a very attractive patch of grass in the front. Obviously, humans grow their own food in neatly cultivated squares in front of each house.


  <You must have very hardy grasses to be able to feed whole families and still look so perfect and so green.>


  "What?" Loren asked.


  She frowned and I let the matter drop. I was sure now that she was worried. She slid from my back.


  <I'll wait while you go inside your hollow house,> I said.


  "No. Come with me, Elfangor. Hold my hand."


  I held her hand and she walked up a series of four steps. I wondered about the steps. Were they a way to slow down any approaching enemy, so that no one could charge directly inside the hollow house?


  With her free hand Loren twisted a metallic ball. The door opened a little and Loren pushed it open all the way.


  She was correct. The house was hollow inside. In fact, now I could see that the outer walls were no more than a few inches thick. But inside the hollowness were other walls, with other doors. It was like a maze!


  Lights glowed from the flat covering above us. Other lights were hung on the walls. The floor was covered with a sort of very short, pale tan grass. I tried to taste some of it, but my hooves could not eat it.


  "Mom?" Loren said in a loud, quavering voice.


  "I'm in here, honey."


  I felt Loren's hand jerk in surprise. Then she let go of my hand and ran along the strange inedible tan grass and turned out of sight through a rectangular opening.


  I followed slowly, unsure of myself. I did not know any human rituals. I knew what I would have said when first meeting an Andalite friend's parents, but I'd never met a human's parents.


  I heard Loren sob. "Mommy!"


  I turned the corner and looked into another of the mazelike rooms. This room had metallic devices against one wall, all rectangular and white. Humans are very partial to rectangles. The floor was smooth here, and slippery for my hooves.


  Loren was wrapped in the arms of another human. This new human was also female, as far as I could tell. She had hair the same color as Loren's, but dark brown eyes. Perhaps that was a sign of age. Perhaps humans have blue eyes till a certain age. Or until they reproduce and have children.


  I wanted to ask Loren if my guess was correct, but Loren's mother was looking at me with her brown eyes.


  "Loren, honey, shouldn't you introduce your friend?"


  Loren frowned. She looked at me, then back at her mother. "Mom, this is Elfangor. Don't be afraid, okay? He's my friend."


  The human woman smiled. "Now, why would I be afraid? I like meeting your friends. You know that."


  "But . . . Mom . . . Elfangor's not exactly one of my school friends."


  "I like meeting your friends."


  Loren's face was growing pale. She darted worried eyes at me and back to her mother. "Mom, can't you tell that Elfangor is not a normal friend from school? Can't you tell that he's different?"


  "Oh, honey." The woman laughed. "He's just an Andalite like any other."


  Loren jumped back like she'd been slapped. I swept the room with my stalk eyes, ready for trouble. I cocked my tail and waited, tense and confined in the narrow room with the slippery floor.


  "What do you mean, he's an Andalite? You don't know about Andalites! You can't know about Andalites."


  Loren's mother made a face. "You know, just because I'm your mother doesn't mean I'm an antique! I do keep up with things, Miss Modern. Your generation thinks it invented everything. You think you kids invented Andalites? We had Andalites when I was your age, too."


  "How do you know about Andalites?!" Loren yelled. There was water leaking from her eyes. "Oh, God, you're not real! You're not real!"


  "Now, Loren, if you are going to treat me disrespectfully, I am going to send you to your room."


  "You're not my mother! You're not real!"


  I placed a hand on Loren's shoulder. By now I had learned that humans like to be touched when they are upset. <Loren, you're right. She is not your mother. She's something you made out of your own thoughts and memories of your mother. She knows about Andalites because you knew about Andalites when you imagined her.>


  But Loren did not want to be comforted. She threw off my hand. She turned to me with her face red, and water flowing from her blue eyes. And she screamed. "Get away from me! Get away from me! This is all your fault! Just leave me alone!"


  She pushed past me and ran from the hollow house, sobbing loudly.


  I was alone with the artificial mockery of a human woman. <I am sorry.>


  "Would you like some pop and cookies?" the human woman asked.


  <No, thank you,> I said. I wondered what I should do. I didn't know how to comfort a human girl who is trapped inside a nightmare. <Loren's mother, can you show me where Loren's room is?>


  "Up the stairs, on the right. But leave the door open a crack. That's the rule in our house when Loren has Andalites over to play."
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  I felt that Loren needed a little time alone. It was dangerous letting her walk around by herself. But I couldn't force her to talk to me when she was angry and afraid.


  I had to climb many stairs to reach Loren's room. I still didn't understand the point of stairs. I guess humans just love anything with straight edges and a rectangular shape. The stairs were definitely rectangular. And they allowed the humans to place a second level in their houses. This made the house a larger rectangle. And I suppose this is important in some way.


  Inside Loren's room was a long rectangle covered with artificial skin. I suspect she used it for sleeping. I had seen that when she slept, she lay flat and stretched out straight. There were two other flat rectangles, one mostly covered with bound papers. The bound papers were called books or magazines. Loren had explained them to me. A sort of extremely primitive computer file.


  I opened one of them. There were words printed on the pages but the words stopped abruptly in the middle of the book. Of course. Loren had not finished the book. So she could not recreate it out of her memory.


  There was a small picture of Loren with two other people. All were making human smiles. One was her mother. The other I believed was male. Perhaps her father.


  I took this picture and held it in my hand. I looked around the room, trying to understand this alien girl. But alien things are hard to make sense of.


  By the time I got out of the hollow house and back to the street, Loren was gone from sight. I worried about finding her. But after wandering the alien landscape for a while, I heard a far-off sound. A THWACK!


  I ran at top speed to the sound and found Loren in a field of short grass and dirt. She stood with her back to a high wire cage. In her right hand she held a sort of long, shaped stick, wider at the far end. With her left she tossed a round white sphere up in the air. And then, quickly clasping the stick with both hands, she swung the stick till it struck the falling white sphere.


  The result was fascinating. The sphere went flying through the air.


  Loren watched the sphere until it fell to the grass, perhaps a hundred feet away. Then she reached down into a bucket by her feet, lifted out a second, identical sphere, and repeated the entire process.


  <Loren!>


  She ignored my approach.


  Toss . . . swing . . . THWACK!


  The sphere flew over the grass and landed at the edge of a narrow band of trees.


  Toss . . . swing . . . THWACK!


  <Loren?>


  "See, this is softball," she said, without looking at me. "See that high spot there? That's the pitcher's mound. The pitcher throws the ball across this plate. The batter swings and tries to knock the stitches off her."


  <Off the pitcher?>


  Toss . . . swing . . . THWACK!


  "That was my last ball. I'd better go retrieve them. Our coach goes ape if we lose equipment."


  She started off across the field, still carrying her shaped stick.


  <You are upset,> I said.


  "What was your first clue?"


  <This all seems very bizarre to you. Me as well.>


  "Bizarre? My neighborhood with no people in it? My mom sounding like a dimwit robot but knowing things she can't possibly know? The sky in patches?"


  <Is that humor?>


  "It's sarcasm," she said. We reached one of the white balls. She picked it up and used the stick to knock it back toward the tall wire cage.


  I held the small picture out for her to see. <I got this from your room. I thought you might like something personal. I don't know if we will be able to go back to your house.>


  "That is not my house," she said. But she took the picture and stared at it. Her face seemed to grow softer. Her mouth corners became more nearly level. Her forehead skin grew less wrinkled. "Elfangor, what is happening here?"


  <What you said earlier, more or less. I think that in order to direct the Time Matrix you need to form a mental image of where and when you want to go. We couldn't do that because all three of us were fighting for control. We each - you, me, Visser Thirty-two had ideas of where to go. You wanted your home. I wanted mine. I guess he wanted his. Nobody's vision was complete. We were all freezing and suffocating for lack of air. The Time Matrix did the best it could.>


  "I thought it was supposed to be a time machine."


  I sighed. <Some people believe that there is not just one universe, but many. Maybe, somehow, instead of traveling through the time and space of our own universe, we forced the Time Matrix to create a whole new universe. When the three of us wrestled for control, the Time Matrix could not make sense of what we were asking it to do. So it created this place.>


  Loren resumed walking toward the far edge of the field. She stooped to pick up another ball and knocked it back in the direction we'd come from. "So my mom. My mother . . . she's just made up out of my memories."


  <And even then, not all your memories. She is not complete. She is bits and pieces of your memories of her. I think the more complicated things, like sentient creatures, are probably the most likely to be incomplete.>


  Loren made a snorting sound. "Great universe, isn't it?"


  <That was sarcasm, too?>


  "Yeah. That was sarcasm, too." We had reached the trees. Loren plunged in. "Look how complete all the trees are. Why are the grass and the trees and the air all like they should be?"


  <Because a person . . . whether it's an Andalite or a human, is a thousand times more complicated than a tree.>


  I noticed that Loren was not looking at me. Instead she was staring alertly into the woods.


  <Do you see something?>


  "No. I . . . I have a feeling, is all. I have to go look."


  I followed her through the woods. We traveled no more than fifty feet when we reached what Loren had sensed.


  The trees stopped abruptly. The sky above us stopped, too. The ground and the grass all stopped. Just stopped. And beyond it was blank whiteness.


  The pure, blank, white of Zero-space. Nothingness.


  I felt awed and frightened all at once. We were standing at the edge of our tiny universe. Loren reached toward the whiteness, stretching her hand out beyond the edge of soil and vegetation, air and sky.


  Her arm reached that edge and curved back on itself. It simply bent in a perfect arc, so that her hand was reaching back toward her own face.


  "Noooooooo!" she screamed. "No! No! No!"


  <Loren, it's only . . .> Only what? What could I say to comfort her when I felt my own mind spinning out of control?


  She turned to me, eyes wide and reddish now. "I want to go home, Elfangor. I want to go home! This place is wrong. It's wrong!"


  <I know. I feel it, too.>


  "We have to get out of here. This place can't exist. Feel it. It's wrong!"


  <We have to find the Time Matrix,> I said. <It's the only way. But we don't know where it is. And Visser Thirty-two will try to stop us.>


  She was still holding the shaped stick. The softball stick. She looked at me with cold fury in her blue human eyes. And I saw something there that almost scared me.


  She clutched the stick tightly. "Let him try and stop us. Let him try."
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  We wandered around the edge of our new universe, keeping the blank whiteness on our right as we went.


  We traveled along the outer rim of the Earth portion of the universe. But even there at the outer rim, this new universe was not consistent. As we walked we came across small areas, sometimes no more than twenty feet across, where we'd suddenly find Andalite life-forms or Yeerk life-forms. The Andalite patches were harder to notice since they were not so different from the Earthlike areas. But the patches of Yeerk environment were like open sores.


  We skirted around the Yeerk patches. Most of the Earth environment was made up of woods and grass fields. But here and there were human buildings as well. We saw the street where Loren lived. And we saw her school - a squat, ugly box made of thousands of small reddish-brown rectangles called bricks.


  "I can't believe I brought the school building into this universe, but I forgot to bring a grocery store."


  <What is a grocery store?>


  "A place to buy food."


  <Ah,> I had seen Loren eat aboard the Jahar, of course. She and the other human had eaten emergency rations of liquefied grass. The rations we give Andalites who are too sick or injured to stand up and eat normally.


  We walked along a street that appeared in the middle of a field. The street merely began, ran for a few hundred feet, and ended. It made Loren anxious, I could tell. She explained that the street didn't belong there.


  But then we saw a building decorated with two yellow arcs.


  "Can't be!" Loren gasped. "No way! It's Mickey D's! I brought a McDonald's here!"


  She broke into a run and I followed her. We entered the hollow building. Inside there was a single human. But he was not like any human I had ever seen.


  "Oh, God, what did I do?" Loren cried. She placed her hand over her mouth.


  I had never seen this human gesture, but I knew she was horrified. You see, the human looked like any normal human. Except that his face was covered with red splotches and pustules. And he had no eyes. No eyes at all.


  But he could speak.


  "Welcome to McDonald's. May I take your order?"


  "Oh, no. No," Loren wailed.


  "Would you like fries with that? Or a hot apple pie?"


  <Is this a human you know?> I asked.


  "No. I mean, yes. He's this guy who works at McDonald's and he always waits on us when we go for burgers after a game. My friend Jennifer says he likes me. But all I ever notice is how bad his acne is. The poor guy. The poor guy."


  <The food he has may still be real,> I suggested. <It would help you to eat some human food.>


  She seemed ready to run from the place. But in the end, hunger won out over horror. Loren steeled herself and walked back to the eyeless human.


  "Welcome to McDonald's. May I take your order?"


  "Yes. I mean . . . yes. I'd like a Big Mac, fries, and a Coke."


  "That'll be four dollars and nineteen cents." Loren hesitated.


  But then she reached into a flap of her artificial skin and pulled out some crumpled pieces of paper and some round metallic objects. She handed all this to the eyeless human.


  Somehow the human managed to take the paper and metal. Although how he did it without eyes was a mystery. This universe we had created had strange rules.


  The eyeless human placed several objects into a bag. They smelled strange and foul to me. But Loren looked in the bag and smiled.


  "Well, I did one thing right when I created this universe. I put extra pickles on the Big Macs. Come on. Let's go back outside. I don't want to eat with . . . with him."


  "Enjoy your meal, and come again!" the sad monstrosity said.


  We went back outside and Loren found a place to sit on the grass and began to devour her food. Watching creatures with mouths eat can be disturbing. Especially when you discover some of the things they eat. Between huge gulping, slobbering bites with her flashing white teeth and grinding jaws, Loren told me what a "Big Mac" was. I'd rather not have known.


  But the human food revived Loren. She had her old energy back. And even her sense of humor.


  "At least I didn't try and recreate the cheerleading squad in this universe," she said. "They rejected me, and I'd hate to think what kind of mess I'd have made of some of them."


  I didn't understand what she was talking about, but I understood that she was feeling better. I gazed up at the weird, patchy sky, and around at the disjointed landscape. Then, suddenly, it hit me.


  <It's a multidimensional pattern!> I said.


  "Huh?" Loren asked, attempting to form words, even though her mouth was filled with two-inch-long, pale yellow sticks called "french fries."


  <The sky, the way little bits of Andalite and Yeerk environments are mixed in with Earth environments. And probably the other way around, too. I didn't see it at first, but there is a pattern. It just seems strange because it makes sense in higher dimensions, but not in three dimensions. But I am sure now. It's a hyper spiral.>


  Loren swallowed. "A what?"


  <A spiral. But in extra dimensions. And if I'm right . . . yes! The Time Matrix will be at the center of the spiral!>


  "Which is where?" Now Loren was sucking liquid into her mouth through a tube that inserted into a cylinder filled with brown water.


  <I'm not sure. But I think I can find it. And if I can find it, so can that Yeerk!>


  Loren jumped up. "That's why he hasn't tried to track us down. He's after the Time Matrix! Let's go. Let's go!"


  <You seem to have recovered.>


  Loren pointed at the cylinder of liquid. "Sugar rush, Elfangor. Let's go before it wears off."
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  I led the way toward what I hoped was the center of this universe. The patches of sky grew more varied over our heads. And the patches of different environments grew more numerous. Soon we were walking through a place that was only half Earth, with the rest divided between gentle Andalite countryside and harsh Yeerk lands.


  "I like your planet, from what I've seen of it," Loren said. "It's like Earth, only without the houses and buildings. But you must have cities and all somewhere. I mean, you build spaceships. You have incredible technology."


  <Long ago we had cities,> I explained. <But we were free-roaming herd animals to begin with. I mean, that's how we evolved. Millions of years ago Andalites moved in vast herds, which would split off into smaller herds at different times of the year. Then, gradually, we got used to forming smaller herds. Families, really. Each family made its scoop, and we each held our own grazing lands. All this Andalite environment you see is part of my family's grazing land.>


  We came to a patch of Yeerkish territory and skirted around the blackened vegetation and sluggish pools. On the other side was a wide band of Andalite land which we walked through.


  <Once we evolved to form families, we began to study science and nature. And again, over millions of years, we learned to build things. You know - weapons and vehicles that let us fly over the land. And communicators for extending the reach of thought-speak. Scoops became larger. Families joined with other families. Building grew. Soon we had thousands of Andalites all crammed together without enough grazing space. But we were learning space travel at the same time. Still, we weren't happy. We knew something was wrong. We broke down our cities, divided the land, and went back to life in simple family scoops. We kept building spaceships, but we did it in little bits and pieces, here and there, spread out through the tens of thousands of scoops. My own family does some of that. We design heat transfer components for fighters. Another family builds the pieces from our designs. Another family transports the pieces to the spaceport. I guess the three spaceports are about as close as we come to what you would call a city now.>


  "We're very different, aren't we?" Loren said. She sounded sad.


  <Yes. In some ways. But not so very different in others.>


  "When all this is done, you'll go back to your planet. I'll go back to mine. And you'll erase all my memories of this."


  I was startled by the idea. <Loren, we no longer have the Jahar. Or any ship. I can't erase your memories without that technology.>


  "But if you could, you would?"


  I hadn't thought about it. But suddenly I realized the truth. It shocked me. <No. I wouldn't.>


  "Why not?"


  <Because . . . because I don't think after all that's happened I could stand to be the only person alive who knew the truth. And I don't think I could stand having you forget me, Loren.>


  Loren nodded. She smiled. "I care about you, too, Elfangor. I care a lot."


  I was puzzled. Had I said I cared about her? No. Not in those words. And yet I did. I did care about this alien who no longer seemed so alien.


  <We would be able to move faster if you climbed on my back as you did before,> I suggested.


  "I guess we would."


  She climbed on my back and I set off at a run. I was confident now that I knew the pattern of this universe. And I was fairly sure that we would find the Time Matrix at the very center of the swirl. But would we find that Visser Thirty-two had solved the puzzle before us?


  The different environments were broken into smaller and smaller patches, and now there was a roughly equal amount of each of the three planets. It became more and more difficult to go around the Yeerk areas.


  We came to one Yeerk area that stretched directly across our path. <I think we should go through it,> I said.


  I stepped gingerly into the Yeerk area. Instantly the air was warmer, almost stifling. Humidity shot up so that my fur clung to me.


  I closed my hooves to the sparse Yeerk vegetation. I didn't trust those dark red plants. A bright tongue shot up from the ground, as I had seen happen before. It licked the air, searching for us, but these creatures or plants - or whatever they were - were used to slower prey. I easily stepped out of its range.


  A pall settled over us as we crossed a landcape that seemed designed to be depressing. And then, at last, we reached good Andalite grass again. Grass and trees and the scoop of a friend I had known all my life.


  "Is that your home?"


  <No. It's the scoop of a friend's family.>


  "Maybe your friend is around."


  <That's what scares me. Your mother . . . that McDonald person . . . I don't want to see my friend that way.>


  Suddenly I stumbled. My right forehoof had caught on a rock.


  "Elfangor! Elfangor! Something is happening!" Loren cried. "My fingernails! They're growing!"


  She held up her hands so that my back-turned stalk eyes could see them. The hard portion at the end of her human fingers had grown half an inch.


  <Your hair is growing, too,> I said.


  She felt it. "My God, it's grown an inch. It's like it would grow in a few weeks!"


  <My hooves are growing, too. That's why I tripped. It's something I was afraid of. As we get closer to the center of this swirl universe, time is accelerating. We are going to age faster than normal.>


  "Then we'd better hurry!"


  I redoubled my speed, careful to lift my scruffy hooves well clear on each step.


  The entire false universe was coming together now. There were no longer clearly different patches of Andalite, human, or Yeerk terrain. Trees and grass, scoop and house, and sludgy natural Yeerk pools all seemed to meld together.


  It was like walking through a surreal nightmare. The sky itself seemed to swoop down, to gather and swirl in patterns of dark blue, light blue, and lightning-wracked green.


  "Okay, now this is weird," Loren said. But her voice, too, seemed to swirl into patterns that made it sound musical and strange.


  I tripped and fell forward, throwing Loren free. My hooves had become totally unmanageable. I whipped my tail blade forward and quickly trimmed my hooves. It was a rough job, and as soon as I had cut away the excess, they began growing out again.


  I looked at Loren and had to stop myself from crying out. Her fingernails were two inches long! Her toenails were sticking through the fabric of her artificial hooves! And her golden hair was so long it reached to the ground.


  She stumbled forward, pointing. "Look! Look!"


  I had already seen what she was just noticing: the swirling tornado that was the very center of our universe. It was a vortex, a tornado made up of the very substance of our three worlds. Sky and soil and living things all swirled insanely around us.


  "Look out!" Loren ducked her head as something that looked like a human house, twisted and stretched, whipped by us.


  <The Time Matrix! It should be in there!> I cried.


  "In there? How can we go in there? It's impossible!"


  <It's the only way. The Time Matrix is either in there or . . . or there's nothing beyond that swirl but emptiness and we'll be trapped inside that vortex forever.>


  "Nice choice," Loren said. "And by the way, that was sarcasm, too."


  <Yes, I'm beginning to recognize it,> I said. <We have to close our eyes. Block out everything you see, or think you see, and dive in.>


  "Take my hand, Elfangor."


  I did. And together we pushed forward into a vortex made up of the very substance of time and space. A swirl of raw space-time.
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  Into the vortex.


  I had no idea what I would find inside that awesome swirl. But then, I had long ago given up thinking I knew what would happen next. Everything had been a surprise since that day, not at all long ago, when Arbron and I were called to see the captain on the bridge of the StarSword.


  Loren and I pushed forward. There was a feeling of resistance, as if a strong wind was holding us back. But at the same time, I felt that this resistance could be overcome.


  The wind stopped and instead we were drawn forward. Drawn deep into the vortex. Everything swirled and swam around me. Vision was wild and distorted and filled with insane colors and bits and pieces of floating, oddly shaped matter.


  Trees and buildings and creatures that seemed solid simply blew through us as if they were ghosts. Or as if we were ghosts.


  And then we were through. In an instant, the swirling stopped. We were standing on a flat, featureless area no more than a hundred feet across. There was no vegetation. There was no detail. The sky was blanked out by the swirl that raged above and around us.


  "The eye of the hurricane," Loren whispered.


  I didn't understand what she said, but I understood what we both felt. We had penetrated a storm that twisted time and space.


  And there, standing alone and pristine, was the Time Matrix. A simple, off-white sphere that had the power to create this eerie universe from our own imperfect thoughts.


  <We did it,> I marveled. <The Time Matrix! It is here!>


  "Yeah. Now what do we do about it? Look at my hair. Look at my fingernails. The distortion is really strong here, close like this."


  <Yes. But we'll be fine once we contact the Matrix and get out of here.>


  From the swirl wall I saw a head emerge, pressing forward into the empty field.


  An Andalite head.


  "It's him!"


  The visser jerked in shock and amazement at seeing the two of us there. <What? The Andalite child and his pet? Still alive?>


  <Yes, still alive,> I said.


  The four Mortrons wheeled their way into the vortex and came panting beside the visser. The Yeerk looked around, as if searching for a weapon. He stared at the Time Matrix while keeping his stalk eyes on me.


  "Elfangor," I heard Loren moan.


  I swept one stalk eye toward her and almost cried out. Her hair was now so long that it piled on the ground. And her toenails extended nearly a foot through the fabric of her artificial hooves. Her hands were like hideous claws.


  <Stand perfectly still,> I said. <Hold out your hands and don't move them.>


  FWAPP! FWAPP! FWAPP! FWAPP!


  With four quick tail swipes I cut most of the finger and toenail away. At the same time I kept my main eyes on the visser. He was watching me closely. Sizing me up.


  <I suppose we'll have to agree to work together again,> he said.


  <The same thing would happen,> I said. <Another compromised universe. No better than this one. Only this time we'd all be more careful to bring allies and weapons from our memory.>


  The Yeerk visser shrugged. <At least then we'd have a fair fight.>


  "He doesn't want to fight you one-on-one," Loren said.


  <No, he'd rather have a host of allies and weapons,> I agreed.


  But Loren shook her head, which caused a ripple through the massive pile of her golden hair. "No, it's more than that. He's afraid to fight you one-on-one. I saw it in his face."


  The idea seemed ludicrous. Loren liked me and assumed I was the better fighter. But that was no way to judge. Visser Thirty-two had the body and mind of Alloran. All of Alloran's speed and experience.


  "He is afraid, Elfangor," Loren insisted.


  <Afraid of what?> the visser laughed. <Of this Andalite child? My Mortrons and I will annihilate him!>


  "Really? So why not do it? Why talk about working together?" Loren turned to me. "Alloran has seen you tail fight, Elfangor. That knowledge is the visser's now, right? That's why he's scared."


  The Yeerk stared hatred at Loren. <I'll be sure to kill you slowly, human.> He shot a glance at the four Mortrons. <Kill!> he yelled suddenly.


  The Mortrons powered their wheels and came for us. The visser was right behind them.


  It had come down to this. To a tail fight to the death between me and Visser Thirty-two. I tried to recall everything Old Sofor, my fighting trainer, had taught me. But I couldn't remember a thing.


  The Mortrons launched their bird portions. Leather wings spread wide and vicious mouths wider still. I had to take them out of the fight without cutting them. If I cut them in pieces they would simply regenerate.


  SWOOP!


  FWAPP! I struck! But at the last second I turned my blade aside and hit the Mortron with the flat side of the blade.


  THWACK! The bird portion went flying. It fell to the ground and didn't move. I had knocked it out.


  Two bird portions went for Loren, jagged teeth glistening from their long mouths. She swung her softball bat but missed. The bat fell from her hands as a Mortron bird portion slapped her head with its wings.


  One of the Mortrons was still after me, and as he swooped the visser attacked.


  Mortron and Andalite tail struck at me.


  <Aaarrrgghh!> The Mortron ripped a gash in the side of my head, barely missing my stalk eyes! My own blood spurted, and then the visser's tail was . . .


  Blocked! FWAPP! I knocked his blow aside.


  FWAPP! He struck again!


  I dodged beneath the blow and fired my own tail, but my aim was thrown off by the Mortron, who twisted back and came at me again.


  "No! No! No, you don't!" I heard Loren cry.


  She was under attack from the other two Mortrons! I saw bright red human blood. But if I tried to help her, the visser would kill me before I could so much as twitch.


  It was impossible!


  FWAPP! The visser struck, and this time the blow hit home. I saw a line drawn through the skin of my chest. The line opened to become a gash.


  FWAPP! He struck! I parried the blow, but barely. <Ah, not so fast after all, are you, Andalite?> the visser crowed.


  In seconds the fight would be over. I knew it. I had lost. Loren was probably already done for.


  But then, through one twisted stalk eye, I saw Loren. To my astonishment she had her two strong human hands wrapped around the neck of one of the Mortron bird portions.


  She was choking it! And the other Mortron was tangled in the wild mess of her hair.


  <This fight isn't over yet, Visser!> I said, and I struck!


  FWAPP!


  He blocked my blow. I struck again!


  FWAPP! A hit!


  <Aaaahhhh!> the visser moaned in pain.


  But my own Mortron hit me without warning. A painful slice of my right rear haunch.


  Then I saw a frightening thing. Loren's strong human hands were choking the life from the Mortron bird portion. And her fingernails, growing so fast that I could actually see them grow, were growing into the Mortron.


  FWAPP! The visser struck.


  I parried and turned my parry into a thrust!


  <Yes!> I exulted as my tail blade plunged deep into the visser's left arm.


  But the remaining Mortron was coming back around, aiming straight for my face this time. With a sneer, the visser struck.


  Mortron teeth and the Yeerk's stolen Andalite tail blade flew at me.


  I could stop only one.


  But whichever strike got through, bird or blade, would finish me.
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  The Mortron flew at me!


  The visser's blade split the air, aiming at my head!


  Something moving! To my left, not fast by Andalite standards, but fast enough.


  Loren spun the dead Mortron in her hand around and threw it with all her might. The Mortron slipped off the end of Loren's claw fingernails. It flew through the air and hit the other Mortron head on.


  "Softball!" Loren yelled.


  The Mortron that had been attacking me was knocked down. I swept my tail blade right to left and knocked the visser's blade away. It came within a hair of my face.


  Loren calmly picked up her softball bat from the spot where it had fallen. And she annihilated the last Mortron, the one that had been tangled in her hair. I think it was that very moment when I decided I could definitely get to like humans. At first they seemed almost ridiculously weak, tottering around on their two legs, having to make sounds to communicate, lacking anything in the way of tail or other defenses.


  But humans had some definite possibilities.


  <Nice throw,> I said.


  "It's called a pitch," Loren said. She smiled. "Thanks."


  <Your Mortrons are done for, Visser,> I said to him. <It's just you and me now. Tail-to-tail.>


  The Yeerk slug called Visser Thirty-two glared hatred at me through his stolen Andalite eyes. <You think you've won, Andalite? You think you can kill me now? Guess again. You haven't thought it through. But then again, I have the advantage of adding Alloran's Andalite knowledge to my own. What do you think will happen to whoever is left behind in this universe once it is broken apart?>


  I had to struggle to think. An artificial universe . . . composed of the thoughts and memories of three different individuals . . .


  <What? Over your head, is it? A collapsed time line returns us each to our own proper space-time location.>


  <So you go back to the Jahar. Back to being sucked into a black hole. I can live with that, Yeerk. I don't care how you die. Here, from my tail. Or there, drawn helplessly into a black hole. So long as you die. You are an abomination. The first Andalite-Controller. I just want you to be the last.>


  "I told you he was scared to fight you," Loren said.


  <I guess you were right.>


  The visser hesitated. But I knew he would walk away. I could feel his resolve failing. But his malice, his evil remained as strong as ever.


  <The day will come, Elfangor, when I will destroy you. I will make it personal. I will make it very personal.>


  Then he turned and plunged back into the vortex wall.


  "That's the end of him."


  <No. I don't think so,> I said. I won't say I had a vision. I don't believe much in supernatural things. But I felt deep down that the visser and I would find our time lines entwined again someday.


  "So now what? We have to get out of here fast. My hair is still growing. My nails are out of control. I feel like I'm getting older. My . . . well, I'm getting older, I'll leave it at that. But I swear I'm suddenly eighteen!"


  <Yes. Your face is changing. And I, too, feel myself changing. We must leave. But this time there can only be one person directing the Time Matrix. We have to go somewhere real. Somewhere that is a part of the true universe.>


  "The Andalite world?"


  <No,> I said heavily. <What would I do if I went back to my own people? I mutinied against Alloran, my prince. I left Arbron behind to live as a Taxxon. And I know too many secrets. I know that my own people did use a Quantum virus in the Hork-Bajir war. What might they do if they suddenly had the Time Matrix?>


  "I guess sometimes even good people do bad things. I mean, that's what war is all about, isn't it?"


  <If we use the Time Matrix to win this war we will no longer be Andalites. Not what I think of as Andalites, anyway. We have to win this war by being ourselves. By living up to our own standards, not by becoming as brutal and ruthless as the Yeerks are.>


  "You mean what's the point of winning, if by winning you lose what you were fighting for."


  <Yes. That's exactly what I mean. I can't give my people the Time Matrix. And I can't let the Yeerks have it, either. And it cannot be destroyed, only hidden.>


  Loren looked strangely at me. "You're going to hide it on Earth?"


  <Earth. Yes. And this time no nosy, greedy Skrit Na will stumble across it.>


  "What do you want me to do?"


  <Imagine your Earth, your home, just as it is today. Picture every last detail. Your mother. Your friends. Your hollow human house. Picture the time just after the Skrit Na took you. An hour afterward.>


  "That was like, what, a week ago? Did all this happen in just a week?"


  <Yes. Just a week. And we need to go back in time. Back before your mother would have noticed you missing. But not before the Skrit Na took you or we would undo this entire time line.>


  "Maybe we should erase this time line. Save Arbron. Save Alloran."


  <And the two of us never meet?>


  "I wouldn't want that."


  <Me neither. But more importantly, we wouldn't know the exact effects of rewriting all that history. It may mean the Skrit Na escaped clean with the Time Matrix and delivered it to the Yeerks. No. We have to keep our time line intact. And as long as the you you've been this last week doesn't encounter some second you, we'll be fine.>


  "There's one more problem. This me has aged. I'm older. I must be almost eighteen now, judging from the way I've grown. People would notice."


  <Yes. But imagine that they don't. Imagine that you are eighteen and that everyone who has ever known you expects you to be eighteen.>


  "Is this really going to work?"


  <I don't know, Loren. Nothing else I've tried has worked so far.>


  She smiled with her human mouth. "Then I'll take care of driving the Time Matrix. Let's go."


  She placed her hands against the Time Matrix and closed her eyes.


  The swirl tightened around us, and I saw images flash by. Images of a planet I had never visited, but already knew and cared for.


  And then we were a million light-years, and one week, away.
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  Three Years Later . . .


  



  I ran away from the great war of Yeerk against Andalite.


  I ran away and hid on the planet called Earth. I buried the Time Matrix in a patch of woods. I performed a Frolis Maneuver: the mixing of different DNA to form a single morph. I found ways to come in contact with humans and absorb bits of several DNA patterns. And when I had enough, I morphed a human for the first time.


  And for the last time. You see, I was done with the fight. I had done all I could, and I had made a mess of things. My people would be better off without me. And there was no way to hide over the long term. I had to become a human. And stay a human.


  I attended a human college. I majored in physics. It was hard. Hard to pretend not to know all the answers instantly. I had to pretend to struggle with equations I had known perfectly since childhood.


  And it was hard being a human. I missed my stalk eyes. I missed my tail terribly. But I didn't want to fight anymore. I was done with the war. Sick to death of it.


  Besides, there were good things about being a human. The human sense of taste is wonderful. Almost overpowering.


  And then there was Loren. She had recreated her own life to deal with the fact that she had aged several years. She went back to a mother who never knew she had been gone. Back to friends and family who all expected her to be the age she now was.


  The power of the Time Matrix is awesome. I had seen what it could do, and I was more convinced than ever that it could not be given to either side in a terrible, bloody war. Desperate people do desperate, evil things.


  I finished college at an accelerated rate. Not surprising, since I was a century or two ahead of all the professors. I began graduate school. But I was bored there, too.


  I had a job writing software for primitive human computers. It was the 1980s on Earth and humans were just beginning to understand computers.


  I met a lot of humans who were working in the computer field. My human friend Bill used to come over to my room and we would exchange ideas. It was hard for me to simplify my knowledge enough for him to follow. Everything had to be explained in simple human terms, using words like "window" to explain a childishly simple concept.


  And my human friend Steve thought it was a huge breakthrough to use symbolic icons and a simple pointer rather than a lot of complex language.


  One day I got a terrible shock. I saw Chapman at the college. I was with Loren at the time. Chapman did not recognize her. He did not know her at all.


  It made no sense. We had left Chapman back on the Jahar, tumbling toward a black hole. He should have been swallowed by the black hole, crushed and annihilated.


  Loren tested him. She went up to him and said," Hello, Chapman. Heard from your old friend Visser Thirty-two lately?"


  He'd stared at her like she was confused. This Chapman recalled nothing. His memory had been erased.


  I tried to put it out of my mind. I told myself Chapman had a twin, or that it was some unknown physics of black holes. But it nagged at me. From then on I felt a sense of being watched. And I wondered if, or when, the power that had rewritten Chapman's memory would make itself known.


  But the most important thing I did as a human was to marry Loren.


  We had come to care about each other on our adventure. And when she was ready by human standards, I married her.


  And I really thought that I had left everything behind me. I thought that I was a human now. That Earth would be my home. That I would remain far, far away from the terrible space battles that raged across the galaxy, around stars so distant I could not even find them in Earth's night sky.


  I left my own people. My own species. And I was human . . . except in the dreams where I would run across the open grass and speak to the trees and whip my tail around for the simple joy of it.


  We got a house. What I used to call a hollow house. Now I understood human things.


  I drove a car. A yellow Mustang like the one I'd driven on the Taxxon world. And I only thought of my own people, and my own family, and my own world some of the time. Not every minute.


  Not every minute.


  I even took a human name. Alan Fangor. It was Loren's idea. See, humans shorten their names, just as Andalites do. So most people called me Al Fangor.


  One day I drove my car home from my job and parked it in the driveway. I could see that Loren was not home. Her own car was not in the driveway. She had gone to see a doctor. Although human doctors were practically barbarians who could not even eliminate a simple tumor without cutting holes in a person!


  I stepped out of the car on my two human legs. It turned out, much to my surprise, that I seldom fell over, even with just two legs.


  I walked up the driveway to the door and opened it, as I had done a thousand times before. Only this time someone was standing in my living room.


  He was a man. A human. Or so I thought.


  "What are you doing in here?" I demanded in angry mouth sounds. The man looked at me with amusement. I was good at reading human expressions now. "What am I doing here? What are you doing here?"


  "I live here. This is my home." I was a little fearful. Human arms are strong and can be used for fighting. But whenever I sensed danger, I missed my tail. And I felt vulnerable, being unable to see behind me.


  The man shook his head sadly. "Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul, this is not your home."


  My knees weakened and I almost collapsed. I made it to the couch and sat down heavily. "What are you?" I asked.


  He laughed. "You don't ask who I am. You ask what. You are still wise enough to know I am not human."


  "Just tell me what you want," I snapped.


  "I don't want anything. We don't want anything. We do not interfere in the problems of other species."


  "We? Who is we?"


  "The 'we' whose machine you have used to alter the direction of time and space."


  "Ellimist?" I whispered fearfully.


  "Yes. I am one of those creatures you call Ellimists."
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  I couldn't believe it. I had never been sure I believed in Ellimists. I still wondered if it was some kind of trick. He looked fully human. But of course, for a true Ellimist, such things are easy.


  "Am I really an Ellimist?" the man asked, mocking. "Let's see. I know that Arbron still lives in the tunnels of the Living Hive. I know that you made a universe once, you and the human and the Yeerk called Visser Three."


  I jerked in surprise. "Visser Three?"


  "Yes, he's advanced quite far in the Yeerk hierarchy."


  "He should be dead!"


  "Should be dead? Do you really think you can play games with time itself? Do you think you can change things around to suit you and not make a mess of it? Are you so naive, Andalite, that you can't understand that time is a trillion, trillion, trillion strands, all woven and interwoven? That if you twist and break one strand it may have unforeseen effects in a thousand other places and times?"


  "He's alive. The visser."


  "Yes. He is alive. He still inhabits Alloran's body." The Ellimist focused gray human-seeming eyes on me. "He is a terrible enemy of your people."


  I shook my head. "Humans are my people now."


  "Like the human named Chapman? Is he one of your people?


  "You. It was you. You brought him back here and erased his memory."


  "I undid an error in the time-space continuum. Chapman plays a part in what is still to come."


  "I don't care," I said harshly. "I don't care about wars in far-off space."


  "Far off? Do you really think you are safe here, Elfangor? Do you assume the Yeerks will never come?"


  I felt my throat clutching up. It happens to humans when they are upset or afraid. "Will they come here?"


  "Elfangor, the first Yeerk advance scouts are in orbit above Earth right now."


  I said nothing for a long time. I looked out of the window, expecting to see Loren's car pull up at any moment. But then I realized what a fool I was being. If the Ellimist didn't want us to be interrupted, we wouldn't be.


  "There's nothing I can do," I said at last. "I tried my hand at being a hero. I failed."


  "Failed? You kept the Time Matrix from falling into the hands of either side, Yeerk or Andalite. You saved the galaxy."


  "I couldn't save Arbron. I helped destroy Alloran and deliver him to the Yeerks to create the abomination he became. I wasn't able to destroy that abomination. I was weak. I was foolish."


  "You refused to slaughter defenseless prisoners. You refused to destroy yourself in order to win a battle. You are wise, for a primitive creature. But you also altered the course of time by using the Time Matrix. And that has created awful problems. For your people. For both your peoples. Your peoples need you."


  I laughed. "No one needs me."


  "You are not where and when you should be, Elfangor."


  "The galaxy will get along without me."


  The Ellimist leaned forward and put his face close to mine. "No. It won't."


  "What do you want from me?!" I yelled, suddenly enraged.


  "We want nothing."


  "Liar! Why are you here if you don't want anything?"


  "We do not interfere in the affairs of other species."


  "Then go away! Get out! Leave me alone!"


  "We do not interfere. But sometimes we repair what has been shattered."


  I froze. What stupid game was he playing? He wouldn't interfere, but he would? Which was it? What did he want?


  "What do I want? Nothing. But I can tell you that you have twisted and distorted time. Things are not as they should be. Battles are lost that should have been won. What should be safe is now endangered."


  "I can't go back," I pleaded. "I'm not an Andalite anymore. I'm human! I have a wife. I have a place here."


  "All a product of your meddling," the Ellimist said. "The human girl Loren was meant to marry a human. You were meant to be a warrior. A great hero to your people. A mentor and guide to your brother."


  "I have a brother? He was born? I knew my family was preparing -"


  "In this broken time line, no. But you should. He has a job to do. And so does another person who you do not even know exists. Elfangor, without you, your people, both your peoples, will be slaves of the Yeerks."


  I jumped back to my feet. "You're lying. Manipulating me. Using me."


  "We don't use anyone. We don't interfere. But if you ask me to fix the mess you have made . . . to repair the time line so that you return to your destiny . . . that, and that alone, I can do."


  I wanted to hit him. I wanted to throw up. I hated the galaxy and everything in it.


  "There is a battle, Elfangor. A turning point. Visser Three is there. You are supposed to be there. Right now."


  "I can't leave Loren."


  "Listen to me, Elfangor. Visser Three will come to Earth one day. He remembers her. He remembers that she mocked him. Do you know what he will do to her? And will you be able to stop him, when he is surrounded by a thousand of his own troops?"


  I felt warm liquid run down my cheeks. Tears. A human thing.


  "And if I go back . . . if I ask you to repair the time line . . . will it save Earth? Will it save the Andalites? And my Loren?"


  "No. Not by itself. But what is impossible now will become possible again."


  I looked at the creature who posed as a human. The creature who had the power to make entire solar systems disappear. "What game are you playing, Ellimist?"


  "Will you cross-examine me, Andalite? Or will you ask me to undo the mess you have made?"


  "Loren . . . ?"


  "Will never know you existed. But you will know. You will still have your memories."


  I tried to smile, but it twisted cruelly on my lips. "You said something about a battle, Ellimist . . ."


  "Come. I will carry you there. I will undo what was done, and repair the fabric of your fate, Elfangor."
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  Once, a long time before, I had explained to Loren what it must be like to see the universe as the Ellimists saw it. And now, as the Ellimist lifted me up out of the everyday world of three dimensions of space and one of time, I saw what he saw.


  When I had used the Time Matrix I glimpsed the lines of time interwoven. But now I saw a thousand times more. It was beyond sight. Beyond sound. It was some new sense, some new awareness.


  I could feel the lines of time flowing through me. I could see and taste and hear and touch and smell a billion possibilities, all flowing through me.


  I saw the Ellimist himself, as he really was. An indescribable being of light and time and space. Huge, but without a place. Alone, but not the only one of his kind. I saw and understood the vast power that trailed the lines of time through his grasp. And yet, against the enormity of all that had ever been and all that would ever be, I saw his limits, too.


  The Ellimist was mighty. But not all-powerful.


  I saw a young Andalite who looked like I had once: so serious, so determined to prove himself. I heard his name in my mind: Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.


  Hello, little brother, I said silently.


  I saw Arbron, still alive on the Taxxon world. I felt his Taxxon hunger. But I also felt his Andalite pride.


  Hello, Arbron. You have become the hero I always wanted to be.


  I saw Loren, and wrapped around her time line now was another human who would be her mate. I had been written out of her memory. It tore at my heart to realize that I was now a stranger to her.


  And yet, I saw that some part of my own time line still intersected her own. I still touched her future in some way. My line and hers converged, and then from those two lines came a new line, just emerging, just beginning to grow.


  <What does it mean?> I asked the Ellimist.


  YOU HAVE A SON, ELFANGOR.


  In a flash I saw the truth. That's why Loren had gone to see her doctor. She would have come home and told me. We had a child!


  <No! You can't take me away! I have a son!> I cried. <That changes everything! Don't take me away!>


  YOU ARE AWAY, ELFANGOR-SIRINIAL-SHAMTUL. WHAT WAS BROKEN HAS BEEN REPAIRED. YOU ARE WHERE YOU MUST BE. THE CHILD WILL BE RAISED AS THE SON OF ANOTHER.


  <But my son! What will happen to him? Will he still . . . exist?>


  I saw the tiny line that was my son flow off through time. I saw pain and hardship and loneliness for him.


  But then, like a distant nova, I saw a flash of light, far at the edge of a still-uncertain future. Across the galaxy my brother's line reached to join with my son's. And four other bright, shining time lines formed together with those two.


  I knew I was watching something incredible and important. And I knew this union of six time lines, one Andalite and five human, was the entire point of the Ellimist's "noninterference."


  <So, you don't interfere with the affairs of other species?> I asked him.


  WAS THAT SARCASM, ELFANGOR? the Ellimist asked. And then he laughed a huge laugh that reverberated through all the tendrils of space and time.


  <Is it all just a game for you?>


  YES, the Ellimist said, all laughter silent now. BUT WE ARE NOT THE ONLY GREAT POWERS OF THE GALAXY. THERE IS ANOTHER. OLDER EVEN THAN WE. AND HE PLAYS A DARK GAME, ANDALITE. IT IS WITH HIM THAT WE PLAY. SO HOPE THAT WE WIN, ELFANGOR-SIRINIAL-SHAMTUL. HOPE THAT WE WIN.


  I saw a battle ahead.


  I saw my own body twisting and changing shape.


  I opened my stalk eyes. Tested my Andalite tail.


  And all at once, I was on the bridge of an Andalite fighter.


  Chapter 48


  



  I heard the chaotic thought-speak voices of crying, dying Andalites in my head.


  <Main engines down, we have lost maneuvering power!>


  <We're at dead stop!>


  <Break off! Break off! He's on me!>


  I looked down at my display. The StarSword lay helpless, unable to move. Yeerk Bug fighters swarmed around her, firing Dracon beams at maximum power.


  The defenses were failing. As I watched, one of the Dome ship's engines was blown completely away from the ship. An explosion without sound in the vacuum of space.


  The Yeerk pool ship sat like a fat spider gloating over its kill. The StarSword was finished. The Yeerks could finish her off at leisure.


  But still the warriors aboard the Dome ship fought on. I heard their thought-speak cries to the few remaining Andalite fighters.


  <Seerian, watch out! Bug fighter on your tail!>


  <Separate the Dome! Give them two targets to deal with!>


  And then, <To all fighters. This is the captain. We are beginning self-destruct sequence. Clear the area. If anyone is still alive out there, get clear of the StarSword. We will implode the engines and blow a hole in space. Maybe we can take some of those Bug fighters down with us. Self-destruct in three minutes,> he said heavily, and then added, <We have done our duty.>


  Now there was a new ship on my viewscreen. All black. Shaped like some ancient battle-ax.


  The Blade ship of a visser.


  It swooped in close to the doomed, powerless StarSword. And with its Dracon beams it began to slice away the remaining two engines. The StarSword would not be allowed to self-destruct.


  <Fighters! Any fighters, try to draw that Blade ship off!>


  The captain's call went unanswered. There were no fighters left.


  So this was the battle the Ellimist wanted me to join. This was where I was supposed to be. I called up ship-to-ship communications. <Hang on, StarSword. I'll take care of that Blade ship.>


  <Who the . . . who is that?>


  <Elfangor. I mean, Aristh Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul.>


  <What by all the bloody tails of Crangar are you doing here?>


  <It's a long story, Captain. I hope I'll have the chance to tell it to you.> I switched channels to broadcast in the open. On a frequency the Yeerks would monitor.


  I aimed the fighter straight at the Blade ship. I punched up a nice, medium burn. And then I called up the Blade ship. <Andalite fighter calling the Yeerk visser.>


  A Hork-Bajir face appeared on the monitor. "Who are you to call upon the visser? If you are pleading for mercy, I can laugh at you as well as he!"


  <Pleading for mercy? Not likely. Tell the visser that an old friend is here to see him. Tell him that Elfangor has come to finish what we began in a vortex, a long time ago.>


  In a flash the screen image changed. And there was the Andalite face that had once belonged to War-prince Alloran.


  <You!> he cried.


  <I have to congratulate you on escaping from that black hole. And I hear you've been promoted, Yeerk. Visser Three. Very impressive. But I have to tell you, Yeerk, I am aimed straight for your ship. And in exactly ten seconds I will punch up Maximum Burn. At this distance it will take me less than two seconds to impact your ship.>


  <You're bluffing!>


  <Ten . . . Nine . . .>


  <You'd be killed as well as me.>


  <Yes. I would. Seven . . . Six . . .>


  <All Dracon beams on that fighter!> Visser Three shouted to his crew.


  The Blade ship turned to bring its Dracon beams forward where they could be aimed at me.


  <You don't have enough time, Visser,> I said. <And once I punch a Maximum Burn it'll be too late. Four . . . Three . . .>


  His main eyes blazed hatred at me.


  <Two . . . One . . .>


  <Get us out of here, top speed!> Visser Three screamed at his helmsman.


  The Blade ship's engines glowed bright and the ship broke away from the StarSword.


  <You think you've won, Andalite?> Visser Three sneered. <You're still just one fighter. And your Dome ship is crippled. I'll swing around, move off, and finish you in my own good time.>


  <I wouldn't swing around just yet, Visser. See, you've cost me too much. And I am going to put an end to you right now. Computer? Maximum Burn!>


  FWOOOOOSH!


  My engines lit up and I was blown back across the fighter's cramped bridge.


  BOOOOOOM!


  My fighter hit the neck of the Blade ship, slicing the diamond-shaped bridge away from the rest of the ship.


  But I didn't see that. The impact knocked me out and tore both the fighters' engines and its shredder completely off.


  I should have died.


  But I didn't.


  Minutes after I crippled the Blade ship, the Andalite Dome ship TailStrike came out of Zero-space less than a light year away. The Yeerks decided it was time to leave. Their Pool ship put a containment field around the parts of the broken Blade ship and made for Zero-space.


  When I woke up, back aboard the StarSword, I was already a hero. The lost aristh who had returned mysteriously, years after disappearing, and had flown his fighter in a bold suicide mission.


  I had saved the StarSword. I was made a full warrior. The captain himself told me that I would be a prince within a couple of years.


  I had plenty of time, while recovering from my injuries, to figure out what to tell the captain. I considered all sorts of lies. But in the end, I told him everything. I wanted someone to know, now that Loren no longer did.


  I told the captain everything . . . except for the location of the Time Matrix.


  When I was done he looked at me for a long time in silence. At last he said, <You realize, Elfangor, that this story will never become public. You are a great hero, and our people need heroes. The details of your story would just confuse the issue.>


  <But, Captain, I committed mutiny against War-prince Alloran. I failed to save Arbron. And . . . and in the end, I ran away.>


  He looked at me very seriously. <Young warrior, do you think I don't know what happened to Alloran? Do you think I don't know about the Quantum virus he unleashed in the battle for the Hork-Bajir world? Alloran was my friend. When we were young arisths together he was a gentle, decent youngster. And funny! He loved to joke and play tricks.>


  <Alloran?> I blurted without thinking.


  <Yes. Alloran. But war does terrible things to people. Some it raises to greatness. Others it destroys. You did not mutiny against Alloran. You defended the beliefs he used to hold dear. You stood up for the people.>


  It was strange. I felt like crying. But I no longer had human eyes. So I cried the way an Andalite does. Inside. In my hearts.


  <As for running away to this Earth place . . . no one can be brave every minute of every day. No one can be brave all the time. And now you have a second chance. We need warriors like you, Elfangor. Warriors who will not forget why they are fighting. Will you stand by the people in this awful time? Will you fight? Will you be their hero?>


  I guess his words should have made me feel good. I had wanted once to be a hero. But now I saw what it meant. I could imagine the price I would have to pay. The things I might have to do. I could feel the weight of it settling down on me like a thousand pound stone.


  <Yes, Captain,> I said. <I will fight.>


  Chapter 49


  



  It was many years before I saw Earth again. I had fought more battles than I could count. I had won, and I had lost.


  The war with the Yeerks dragged on and on. Neither side seemed able to destroy the other. I wondered sometimes if that was just the way it had to be, or if the Ellimists and their unnamed opponents were interfering to keep the war going forever.


  Who knows?


  A Zero-space rift had opened up between planet Earth and the busy centers of the galaxy. That happens sometimes. It meant that Earth, rather than being days away, was now months and months away.


  Maybe it was coincidence. Or maybe it was those great powers of the galaxy, playing their games with the threads of space and time.


  But finally we did return. We went to Earth because we got evidence of what I already knew: The Yeerks had targeted Earth.


  We went in the brilliant, brand-new Dome ship GalaxyTree. We came out of Zero-space and found ourselves outnumbered. We fought, but this time there was no last-minute rescue.


  The Dome was separated from the ship and plunged into Earth's sea. My brother, Aximili, a young aristh as I had been, was aboard.


  And I, desperate enough to break my own vow, took my damaged fighter down to the planet, looking for the place where I had long ago hidden the Time Matrix.


  By the time I landed I was too weak from my injuries to even think about finding the Time Matrix. It was buried beneath the concrete foundation of a half-finished building. What had once been peaceful forest was now a construction site.


  I lay there dying, knowing that Visser Three would pursue me. Knowing that this time, at long last, he would win over me.


  And that's when five human children, no older than Loren had been when I first met her, came by. Three boys and two girls. Scared at the sight of me. But not so scared that they ran away.


  One of them seemed especially drawn to me. And when I saw his face, I knew why.


  He could only be Loren's son. My son.


  "Hello," the one called Tobias said to me.


  I broke our Andalite law and gave these children the power to morph. See, I knew what human children can do.


  The Yeerks came and I told the human children to hide. But Tobias stayed behind with me for just a few moments. Alone.


  <Your mother . . . tell me about your mother, Tobias. Your family.>


  He was surprised. Troubled. "She . . . disappeared. When I was just little. I don't know what happened. I guess she died. People say she just left because she was messed up. They said she never got over my father. I don't know. But I know she has to be dead because she'd never have just left me. No matter what. But maybe that's just what I told myself. I don't exactly have a family."


  It was a fresh stab of pain in my hearts. And yet, I knew now that all was not lost.


  <Go to your friends, Tobias. They are your family now.>


  That's when I knew there was still hope for my adopted people, the humans of Earth. My son had survived. He was strong in ways even he did not suspect. He would change the course of history.


  And oh, as I lie here now, seconds from death, clutched in the power of Visser Three's monstrous morph, I can see clearly what I only guessed at before.


  I remember seeing the time line that curled away from Loren and me. And I remember the burst of light as it was joined with four other human lines, and the line of my own little brother.


  Tobias was that line. And joined with these others, he held powers that would make Visser Three tremble.


  I, Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul, having transmitted all my last thoughts and memories to be sent through space to my people, now end my life.


  My hirac delest is done. I go in peace to my death. And I leave as my last legacy a single word for all the free peoples of the galaxy.


  <Hope . . .>
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Tobias.


  The other Animorphs can't tell you very much about themselves, but I can. See, I don't have an address. I can't be found. I live in an area of forest by a meadow. That's my territory.


  My territory includes the meadow, which is maybe a hundred yards across in one direction, and half that in the other direction. My territory also includes the trees around the meadow, and the woods heading north for about another hundred yards.


  Of course, my territory is also the territory of other animals. Owls, jays, foxes, raccoons, on down to ants and spiders. But no red-tailed hawks.


  Except me.


  My name is Tobias, and I am human. Partly. Most of my mind is human. At least I think it is. I mean, I remember human things. I can read and use language. Most of my close friends are human. And I was born a human, in a human body with arms and legs and hair and a mouth.


  Now, though, I have wings and talons and feathers. And instead of a mouth I have a hooked beak.


  I can make sounds with my beak. But nothing that sounds human. To speak with regular humans I use thought-speak.


  But there were no people nearby right then in the early morning, as I waited patiently in the branch of a dying elm tree.


  I kept my eyes focused sharply on the meadow. I knew the pathways and homes of the mice and rats and rabbits who lived there. And I knew what it meant when the tall, dry grass twitched just the smallest bit.


  With my hawk's eyes I could see what no human could hope to see. I could see the individual stalks of grass barely tremble as a mouse brushed between them.


  And with my hawk's ears I heard the faint sound of mouse teeth, chewing on a seed.


  The mouse was seventy or eighty feet away. An easy target.


  I opened my wings slowly, not wanting to make a sound. I released the grip of my talons on the branch and fell forward. My wings caught the cushion of air and I swooped, almost silent, toward my prey.


  The grass twitched.


  Through the grass I saw a flash of brown. The mouse was running.


  Too slowly.


  I raked my talons forward. I swept my wings forward to cancel my speed, dropped one wing to turn, and fell the last foot like a rock.


  It was all over very quickly.


  But this time as I dragged the mouse away to a safer spot, I stumbled on a faded magazine someone had thrown away. The wind whipped the pages by, one at a time. Advertisements. Graphs. Pictures of the president with some foreign leader.


  And then one page stayed open. A photograph of a classroom. Kids my age. Some of the kids were goofing off in the back of the class. Some looked bored. Most looked more or less interested, and three were practically leaping from their seats, waving their hands for the teacher. All that, frozen in a photograph.


  A classroom like any classroom. Like the classrooms I used to attend. I would have been one of the kids paying attention, but too shy to volunteer. I was never very bold or aggressive. I was a bully-magnet, to tell you the truth. The kid most likely to get pounded. The kid from the home so screwed up that I ended up being shuttled back and forth between aunts and uncles who didn't even remember my name half the time.


  But that wasn't me anymore.


  Chapter 2


  



  This is my life now. I accept it. And there are some very nice things about being a bird.


  Some very nice things.


  Well-fed and full of energy, I flapped across the meadow, gaining altitude the hard way - with sheer muscle power.


  I swept above the trees and fought my way higher still. Out beyond my own territory. Higher and higher. And then I felt the air billowing up beneath me.


  A beautiful thermal. A pillar of warm air that rose up from the ground as it was heated by the sun. I swept into that warm air and it lifted me up like an elevator.


  I turned and turned within that warm current, twisting higher and higher, till I was nothing but a speck to the tiny humans on the ground. Up and up, till the only sound was the wind ruffling across my feathers.


  I caught a glimpse back down behind me. A glimpse of a strange creature that looked like a blue deer at first. Until you saw the head with its extra stalk eyes mounted on top. And the slashing, scorpion tail.


  Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. The only Andalite alive on Earth. My friend. Or as much of a friend as you can be, when one of you is a Bird-boy and the other is an alien.


  <Ax-man!> I called down. He kept running. That's how he eats. He runs across grass and leaves, and the crushed vegetation is absorbed up through his hooves.


  <Tobias! Out hunting?>


  <Nope. I had breakfast. See you later.>


  I flapped and glided and soared till I was over houses. They were just little squares of gray and orange and brown roofs. Tiny swimming pools glittered an unnatural blue. I saw trimmed green lawns and parked rectangles of cars and roads with dotted white lines down the middle.


  I flew on, across the homes, across the roads, to the school. Maybe it was because of the picture in the magazine. Maybe that's why I wanted to go there.


  It was late morning now. The light was sharp and clean. I could see through the windows of the classrooms.


  There was Jake, unofficial leader of the Animorphs, looking like any normal guy. He was lounging at his desk, feet stuck out in front. He was sleepy and trying to keep his eyes open.


  More than any other person alive, Jake held the future of the human race in his hands. Strange to think, huh? That some big, sleepy kid in sneakers and a jacket was the leader of the only resistance to the Yeerk invasion of Earth?


  As I watched, he nodded twice and slumped. The girl sitting behind him leaned forward and gave him a gentle poke in the shoulder.


  That was Cassie. Another member of our little group. Cassie has never met an animal she didn't like. And she's never met a fashion she cared about. She's small, compact but strong-looking. Not like she's muscular. More like she's part of something bigger than herself. Like she's some living extension of the earth.


  Anyway, that's how I see her. Like some gentle soldier in the service of nature itself. Corny, isn't it? Sorry, but I have a lot of time to think. And I guess that makes me get too serious sometimes.


  I swept by, high above, and turned the corner. In another classroom I spotted Marco. He was talking. This was not a surprise. The class began to laugh. The teacher laughed, too, then looked exasperated, like she didn't want to laugh. This was also not a surprise. That's Marco. The boy loves to be the center of attention.


  It took a while before I spotted the last human member of the Animorphs. She wasn't in her usual classroom. In fact, I spotted her first in just a brief glimpse, walking down the hall.


  Then she stepped outside. Out into the empty quad that separated the main building from the gym and the temporary buildings.


  She stepped out into the sunlight, and her blond hair became a flame of pure gold.


  Rachel.


  Have you ever known a person who seems to walk through life with her own private spotlight shining on her? That's Rachel.


  <Hi,> I said in thought-speak. <What are you doing? Skipping school?>


  She couldn't answer. See, you can only do thought-speak when you're in a morph (or if you happen to be an Andalite). Although you can hear it just fine.


  Rachel stopped walking and shielded her eyes with her hand, scanning the sky for me. Then she gave just the smallest wave, just a twinkling of two fingers.


  She jerked her head toward the gym. That's where she was going. She opened her binder and revealed a piece of yellow notepaper clipped inside. Ah, so she was delivering a note for some teacher.


  But Rachel must have forgotten that I can see things no human could ever see. Beneath the note was a fancy-looking sheet of stationery. It was a letter, addressed to Rachel. It read: "Congratulations! You have been named a Packard Foundation Outstanding Student."


  I was about to add my own congratulations, when I noticed the date. There was to be an awards ceremony Monday. This was Friday. It was the kind of thing Rachel would have invited everyone to.


  Everyone but me. I can't exactly go to things like awards ceremonies. Rachel hadn't even told me about it. And I knew why.


  <Hey, I have something to show you after school,> I said, trying to sound perky. <My Yeerk pool mapping project is paying off. Want to go for a fly after last period?>


  I saw her smile. She nodded her head again, just a slight movement no one else would notice.


  <Cool,> I said.


  I soared away and she walked on to the gym.


  There are definitely some nice things about being a hawk. And flying with Rachel is probably the nicest. But it would have been nice to see her get the Packard award, too.


  Sometimes I asked myself if I had it to do all over again . . . If I could never become Tobias the hawk, and only be Tobias the boy, would I actually do it?


  I didn't think about that often, though. Maybe I didn't want to find out the answer.


  Chapter 3


  



  I spent the day drifting around on the breeze and checking everything I had learned in the last couple of weeks.


  See, we knew the Yeerk pool was a gigantic underground complex beneath the school. We knew it extended at least as far as the mall. But we had never figured out where all the entrances and exits were.


  That's what I'd been doing with my days - following people we knew were Controllers, watching them come and go. From them I learned the extent of the Yeerk pool.


  Maybe I should back up and explain. I know you're probably someone living a nice, normal life. You go to school, hang out with your friends, have dinner with your family, watch a little TV. Normal.


  And if I told you that maybe your teachers aren't really your teachers anymore; and maybe your friends aren't your friends at all; and maybe even your parents have become something totally different, well, you might think I was nuts.


  I understand. You wouldn't believe how often I have these dreams that maybe none of it's real. That there is no Yeerk invasion. That Yeerk slugs are not inside the heads of so many people. That maybe I have my own hands and toes . . . .


  It all started when Jake, Cassie, Marco, Rachel, and I took a different way home from the mall. In a dark, eerie, abandoned construction site we saw the spaceship land. And we met the strange part-deer, part-scorpion, part-humanoid creature called an Andalite.


  His name was Elfangor. Much later we found out he was Ax's big brother.


  He told us about the Yeerks, the race of parasitic slugs. The Yeerks, who, like some awful galactic disease, are spreading secretly from planet to planet.


  They steal bodies. They make other creatures into Controllers - absolute slaves. The entire Hork-Bajir race has been enslaved. As well as the incredibly gross Taxxons, although they went along voluntarily. They've gotten the Gedds and other races, too.


  And now, it's our turn.


  They are here. The Yeerks are among us. Inside the people you least suspect. Cops. Teachers. Friends. Parents. Reporters. Pastors and priests. Your own brothers and sisters.


  The Andalite Prince Elfangor warned us. And he gave us the weapon - the power to morph. To become any animal we could touch and acquire.


  There was just one big drawback, see. You can't stay in a morph for more than two hours. After that you stay in morph forever. That's what happened to me.


  The Yeerks also have a weakness. Every three days they have to return to the Yeerk pool. They drain out of the heads of their host bodies and swim in the sludgy liquid of the pool. There they soak up the Kandrona rays that they must have for nutrition.


  We've been to the Yeerk pool. It's not a place you want to see. Trust me. The screams that we'd heard in that place will be with me forever.


  The Yeerk pool was where I lost my humanity. Where I passed the fateful two-hour time limit. Someday, somehow, we will destroy that place. But first, we have to understand it better.


  That's what I was doing. That's why I spent my days trying to discover every possible way in and out of it.


  I was in the air over the mall at just about two-thirty in the afternoon when I spotted the big bald eagle floating, serene and powerful, on the thermals. The brown body stood out against the clouds, while the white head seemed almost invisible.


  It was an odd place for a baldie. They usually like the shore.


  I flapped hard to change direction and gain speed toward the eagle. I knew this eagle.


  <Is that you, Rachel?> I asked.


  <Sure. Who else would it be? Is this great flying weather, or what?>


  <It's perfect. You up for a little cruise?>


  <Of course. What's up?>


  <Well, while you and the others have been off saving the world, I've been busy, too.>


  I shot by, just beneath Rachel's big eagle wings, and swung out past her, then turned and moved in front of her. I was showing off. I'm more agile in the air than a bald eagle is. Although a baldie is quite a bit bigger than me. Kind of like comparing a turkey to a chicken. Rachel made a sighing sound in my head. <Tobias, just because you can't come along on every single mission doesn't mean you need to do extra work.>


  <Yeah, well, whatever,> I said. <The point is I've been watching known Controllers from the air. I started with Chapman and his wife and the reporter and the policewoman we know about. And Tom, of course.>


  Chapman is our assistant principal. He's a very big deal Controller. Tom is Jake's brother. He's a Controller, too.


  <I followed them and watched them and now I've found four separate ways into the Yeerk pool. Besides the one we know that goes through the mall.>


  <Cool. When we know the Yeerk pool entrances, we can start figuring out who more Controllers are.> Rachel sounded impressed. Even though all I'd done was fly around and keep my eyes open.


  <I have a lot of free time,> I said. I knew I shouldn't say what I was about to say next. But it was out before I could stop myself. <So. Congratulations, I guess, huh? Packard Foundation Outstanding Student.>


  Rachel was silent for a few seconds. <Did someone tell you? Oh, no, of course not. You saw the letter in my notebooks>


  <Just call me old hawkeye,> I said lightly.


  <Tobias . . . you know how much I wish you could come. I mean, Cassie will be there, and she's great. But you know Marco will just be making snide remarks, and Jake will be trying not to laugh.>


  <No big deal,> I said. <The only thing is, don't hide stuff from me because you think it will hurt my feelings, okay? I can't handle you feeling sorry for me.>


  <I don't feel sorry for you,> Rachel lied.


  <Good. Because, you know, how you think about me is sort of important.>


  I winced. I'd sounded way too sincere.


  I mean, what was I thinking? Rachel's a human. A real human. I'm a hawk. You think Romeo and Juliet were doomed, just from being from families that didn't like each other? Well, you can't get any more doomed than caring for someone who isn't even the same species.


  <Anyway, congratulations,> I said as breezily as I could. <Now follow me, and I'll give you a little tour of the Yeerk pool entrances.>


  <On a day like this, I'd follow you anywhere,> Rachel said.


  Chapter 4


  



  <We're not going far. Just to the car wash.>


  <They're using the car wash? No way.> Rachel laughed. <You have to admit, they are ingenious.>


  We flew. Not side by side, because that would have looked suspicious. Hawks and eagles don't exactly fly in formation like geese. We kept a hundred yards apart. But with our incredible vision and thought-speak, we might as well have been next to each other.


  We rose higher and higher on the thermals, then thermal-hopped. That's where you rise to the top of one pillar of warm air and glide to the next. Then you rise again and drift to the next. It's an easy, lazy kind of flying. You don't get where you're going very fast, but you don't get tired out, either.


  It was awfully nice, flying just under the bellies of the clouds with Rachel. I may have lost my human body. But I've gained wings. And flying is . . . well, I'm sure you've daydreamed about it. I know I used to. I'd sit in class, gazing out at the sky, or lie back in the grass, looking up, and wonder what it would be like to have wings. To be able to fly up and up and away from all the stupid little problems of life.


  Flying is as wonderful as you'd think. It has problems, too, like anything else. But oh man, on a warm day with the mountains of fluffy white clouds showing the way to the thermal updrafts, it's just wonderful.


  <So where are we going? We're not heading toward the car wash,> Rachel pointed out.


  I snapped alert. I looked down at the ground, spotting the familiar road grids and buildings I knew so well from this angle. We were in an area bordering the forest. Not far from Cassie's farm. <What am I doing here?> I asked. <I must have spaced. Sorry. This way.>


  I cranked a hard left turn and beat my wings to gain some speed. Rachel has to deal with the two-hour limit. We'd wasted a lot of that time. I couldn't believe I'd spaced out so badly.


  We flapped hard for a while.


  <Um . . . Tobias? Am I crazy, or are we right back where we were?>


  I looked down at the ground. She was right. We were right back in the same area by the edge of the forest.


  I felt a cold chill. <No way,> I whispered.


  <Are you lost?>


  <Lost? Of course not,> I said. <I don't get lost. We're heading just south of east. I know exactly where we are. But this isn't where I was heading.>


  <Is there something going on here?> Rachel asked.


  <This makes no sense,> I said. <I was heading for ->


  And that's when I saw it happen.


  We were gliding over the edge of the forest. Farmland on one side, all green and perfectly squared. Then a band of scruffy brush and fallen-down wire fence. Then the trees - elms, oaks, various pines.


  The trees extended in a long sweep right, from the farmland up into the far-distant mountains. With my hawk's vision I could even see snow on those far-off peaks.


  But that's not what I was noticing right then. What I was noticing right then was that a single huge oak tree was sliding to one side.


  Just sliding. Like it had no roots. Like it was on a skateboard or something. A huge oak tree just slid over.


  And beneath the oak there appeared a hole in the ground.


  <What is that?> Rachel demanded.


  <You got me,> I said.


  <That whole tree is just . . . moving.>


  <And the hole under it isn't natural,> I pointed out. <It's too round. It's man-made.>


  <Or else not man-made,> Rachel said darkly.


  <Something's down there! I saw something moving. It's coming up! Coming up out of the ground!>


  <I see it,> Rachel said. <What is it? Can you see?>


  I had a better angle than Rachel. And I could see what was coming up from underground.


  I saw a snakelike head with huge forward-swept horns.


  I saw powerful shoulders and arms that were armed with blades at the elbows and wrists.


  I saw the big Tyrannosaurus feet and the short, spiked tail and the blades at the knees.


  I saw seven feet of razor-bladed death.


  <Hork-Bajir,> I said.


  Chapter 5


  



  <Hork-Bajir!> Rachel snarled.


  A year ago that name would have meant nothing to me. It would have just been some nonsense word.


  But now I knew the Hork-Bajir. The Andalite who gave us our powers had told us that the Hork-Bajir were once a decent, peaceful species. But they had been enslaved by the Yeerks. All of them were Controllers now. The entire species carried the Yeerk slugs in their heads.


  And with the Yeerks controlling their every action, the Hork-Bajir were walking killing machines.


  Amazingly fast. Incredibly strong. Armored, bladed, almost fearless. They were the shock troops of the Yeerk empire.


  Hork-Bajir had come close to killing Rachel several times. And all of us had felt the Hork-Bajir blades at least once.


  <What is a Hork-Bajir doing, coming out in broad daylight?> Rachel asked.


  I looked closely. The Hork-Bajir was climbing some kind of ladder. When it reached the surface, it blinked its reptile-like eyes at the light. It climbed out and stood like some vision of a demon. Then I noticed that there was a second Hork-Bajir coming up behind it.


  <There are two of them!> Rachel said.


  <Yeah. And you know what? I think they look scared.>


  Just then . . .


  SKREEEET! SKREEEET! SKREEEET!


  The alarm was deafening to my hawk hearing. The sound screamed up from the hole in the ground. The two Hork-Bajir jerked in surprise and fear. One of them grabbed the other and held it close for a split second. In an instant, they were off and running through the forest.


  Running as if their lives depended on it.


  And let me tell you something - Hork-Bajir can move out when they want. Those big, long legs take big, long steps. They plowed into the brush, slashing wildly with their bladed arms, slicing through bushes and thorns and small trees like a harvester going through a wheat field.


  <How are you doing on morph time?> I asked Rachel.


  <I still have an hour at least,> she said.


  <So we follow these guys?>


  <Oh, yeah.>


  We flapped to gain some of the altitude we'd lost and prepared to follow the Hork-Bajir. Not much of a challenge, really. They were chopping a path straight through the woods that a blind man could follow.


  <They're not exactly into the stealth thing, are they?> Rachel commented.


  And that's when things really broke loose. Up from the hole in the ground humans poured. Armed humans. Men and women, dressed in an array of normal-looking human clothing.


  Controllers, of course. Not that you could tell by looking. But I knew now that hole led down to the Yeerk pool. And there was no doubt in my mind - these humans were human-Controllers. Slaves to the Yeerks in their heads.


  They carried human weapons - automatic rifles, handguns, shotguns.


  The Yeerks were going after the two Hork-Bajir. But they were being careful. They were sending only human-Controllers. They weren't going to risk any more Hork-Bajir being seen by normal people.


  Twenty . . . thirty human-Controllers climbed up out of the hole.


  <They'll never catch them,> Rachel said.


  <I know. What is going on here? Are those Hork-Bajir trying to escape somehow?>


  Up from the hole, machines began to appear. They seemed to levitate. I almost laughed when I saw them.


  <Dirt bikes? The Yeerks have motorcycles?> It seemed bizarre, even funny. The Yeerks have faster-than-light spacecrafts. Now they were using dirt bikes?


  <Uh-oh,> Rachel said. <The Hork-Bajir are fast, but they aren't that fast.>


  VrrrrRRRROOOM! VrrrrRRRROOOM! Vrrrr-RRRROOOOM!


  Human-Controllers were firing up the motorcycles. I could hear the sputtering roar of the engines. In all, fifteen Yamahas and Kawasakis came up through that hole.


  VrrrrRRRROOOM! Vrrrrraaaa-vrrrraaa-vraaaa!


  The motorcycles took off. Some had just one rider. Others had two - one to steer and one to shoot.


  The Hork-Bajir had a lead of a few hundred yards, but they'd never outrun this small army. As I watched from the safety of the air above, the motorcycles roared off through the woods in pursuit. They churned up dirt and leaves and shattered the quiet.


  And they gained quickly on the two fleeing Hork-Bajir.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  Rifles barked. Motorcycles roared! The Hork-Bajir ran, but the bikes leaped and twisted and snaked toward them.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  BAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAM!


  Rifles, automatic weapons, and shotguns all ripped apart the tree trunks. The human-Controllers were firing wildly. Firing at anything that moved. From the ground they couldn't see the Hork-Bajir yet. But they could see flashes of them, and they kept on shooting.


  <This is going to be all over in about ten seconds,> Rachel said grimly. <What are we going to do?>


  <You want to help Hork-Bajir?> I asked incredulously.


  <Have you ever heard the saying, "The enemy of my enemy is my friend"? The Yeerks want these two Hork-Bajir dead. That's good enough for me.>


  <Me, too,> I said. <We'll have to use thought-speak. Talk directly to them.>


  <Let's do it,> Rachel said.


  I would have smiled if I'd had a mouth. Rachel is so brave she is just short of being reckless.


  I like that about her.


  <Hey. Hork-Bajir down there.>


  I saw them stagger, as though they were shocked and amazed to be hearing thought-speak. Like that was their major problem.


  <You're about ten seconds away from being dead,> I said. <Listen to me and you just might get out of this alive.>


  Chapter 6


  



  <First of all, stop tearing up the foliage, geniuses. They're following the trail you make. And second of all . . . jump left! Now! Jump!>


  The two Hork-Bajir leaped to their left, just as a pair of motorcycles roared past, missing them by a few feet.


  BOOM! BOOM!


  One of the Controllers cut loose with both barrels of a shotgun. I could see the pellets tear a tree trunk to wet sawdust.


  <Okay, keep going that direction,> I told the Hork-Bajir.


  Thought-speak is kind of like E-mail. You can address it to everyone, or you can address it to a certain person. It sounds complicated, but you get used to it.


  <Do you have a plan?> Rachel asked me so that the Hork-Bajir couldn't overhear.


  <I hadn't really thought that far ahead,> I admitted.


  <Do you know a safe place for them to hide?>


  I searched my memory. I had to think like a human, not a bird. The Hork-Bajir couldn't exactly hide in trees.


  <Yeah. There's a cave I know about. If we can keep them alive till then.>


  The Hork-Bajir were running flat out. But now I saw a pair of big four-by-four pickup trucks coming from the other direction. The trucks raced along a dirt road, coming up to cut off the two fugitive Hork-Bajir. The Yeerks were pulling out all the stops.


  <Man, this is like a really bad chess game where the other player has all the pieces,> I muttered.


  <You know these woods, Tobias,> Rachel said. <That's our edge.>


  <Yeah. We hope.> I turned my head left and right. Yes. I did know these woods. I knew where we were. I knew every tree and every ravine and every tiny stream.


  <Okay, you guys, cut to your right now. There's a ditch. But there are a couple of Controllers in your way. So you need to pass the big rock pile there, keeping it on your left.>


  The Hork-Bajir hesitated, missed a couple of steps, and looked around in confusion.


  <Did you guys hear me?>


  <They heard you,> Rachel said tersely. <I think the instructions were too complicated.>


  <Oh. Great. Oooookay. In that case, let's play follow the leader.> I took a deep breath and glanced around to make sure I knew exactly where I was. Then I spilled a little air from my wings, tried to keep all the speed I could, and dropped down into the trees. <Okay. Time to play "follow the big birdie"!>


  I zoomed just over their heads.


  <Yeah, me. The big brown bird with the pretty red tail. Follow me and stay close!>


  <Tobias!> Rachel yelled. <One of the trucks is moving in ahead of you!>


  I zoomed left and the twin monsters came racing right after me.


  Have you ever flown at full speed right through a densely packed forest? Probably not. So let me tell you - it's exciting. Exciting like a video game set to the highest speed, where one wrong move means you're a bundle of crushed bird bones and feathers.


  <Stay with me, boys, we're gonna be hauling butt,> I said. I shot between two trees that were so close together I felt my wingtips brush rough bark. I cranked a right so sudden and sharp I almost splattered against an oak. And then I flapped hard to gain speed before the two not-very-bright Hork-Bajir ran over me.


  High overhead, Rachel called down with updates.


  <Tobias! Three dirt bikes on your left, converging!>


  <Tobias, that truck is coming up behind you. They've spotted the Hork-Bajir!>


  <Tobias! Look out! Guy with a gun!>


  BOOM! BOOM!


  Shotgun pellets ripped the air around me and stripped the leaves from a branch.


  My flying muscles were aching, but I was too high on sheer adrenaline to care. It was insane! I was rocketing through the woods, barely missing tree trunks, just skimming above the saplings, blowing through territories belonging to other birds who'd have killed me themselves if I'd slowed down.


  I was the rabbit and the two deadly Hork-Bajir were the dogs chasing me through the woods. And I'll say this for the Hork-Bajir - they may not be great at following instructions, but they knew how to stay on a target.


  ZOOM! Through the trees!


  ZOOM! Barely rising fast enough to clear a rocky outcropping!


  ZOOM! Left!


  ZOOM! Right!


  ZOOM! Straight up with every single muscle screaming.


  "Tseeeeeer!" I screamed in a combination of fear and total powered-up, red-tailed excitement.


  Man, I was doing some serious flying. But I was not getting close to my goal. And I was not losing the pursuing dirt bikes and four-by-fours.


  <Tobias! Oh, man! There's a helicopter coming up from the south. Maybe two minutes away!>


  <We're dead meat if that chopper gets here before we lose these Controllers on the ground. There's a stream. Think these monsters swim?>


  <They don't look like they do,> Rachel said.


  <Hork-Bajir. Can you swim? If you can, signal me by quickly slicing down the next sapling you come to.>


  Slash! A sapling was suddenly shorter.


  <All right then, stay with me!>


  Chapter 7


  



  I hung a brutally hard right and scraped my belly across a branch doing it. I fought my way through the grasping twigs and leaves and motored on.


  <Thank goodness I ate a good breakfast,> I muttered.


  <Tobias! You can't go that way. The trucks will cut you off! They have guys in the back of each one with shotguns.>


  <No choice,> I said. <In about two minutes I'm going to collapse. And right about then that helicopter will get here!>


  <Okay. Then we need to get rid of the guys with the guns,> Rachel said calmly. Like flying against a guy with a shotgun was no big deal.


  <Rachel, have I ever mentioned that you are extremely cool?> I said. Then, to the Hork-Bajir: <Just keep running this same direction. Don't stop.>


  I peeled away, and fought my way up and up and up, above the treetops. There was Rachel, gliding majestically on her huge eagle's wings. I needed altitude so I could turn it into speed.


  Ahead, through the gaps in the tree cover, I could see the two pickup trucks. They were still bouncing along, kicking up dust as they hurried to cut off the Hork-Bajir.


  In the back of each truck there was a man with a shotgun. These guys were holding on for dear life, so at least we had a chance of not getting killed.


  <You take the one on the left. Ready?> I asked Rachel.


  <Let's do it,> she said.


  We aimed to intercept the trucks. Like a pair of cruise missiles, we targeted the spot where the trucks would be in five seconds. Four seconds. Three seconds.


  I could see my guy clearly. Middle-aged human. He looked like a guy you'd see working in a hardware store or something. But he wasn't really human. The Yeerk in his head was aiming the gun.


  Two seconds!


  The Controller saw me. He frowned. Then he realized . . .


  One second!


  The shotgun came up. The twin barrels looked huge.


  I raked my talons forward.


  BOOM!


  The shot passed millimeters over my head. I actually felt the wind!


  "Tseeeeeer!"


  I struck! The Controller fell off the back of the truck, clutching his face and howling.


  A split second later, Rachel hit her target.


  At that same instant the two Hork-Bajir came barreling out of the woods, right into the racing trucks. One jumped. He sailed over the truck and landed hard on the far side.


  The second Hork-Bajir was too slow.


  WHAM!


  The truck slammed the Hork-Bajir. The Hork-Bajir went flying and sprawled in a brush-covered ditch.


  BOOM! BOOM! Rachel's guy was firing blindly.


  The first Hork-Bajir was up, but not running. I was close enough to hear him bellow in a voice full of despair.


  "Kalashi! Kalashi!"


  <Move, you idiot!> I screamed at the Hork-Bajir.


  The two trucks had braked in a cloud of dust and dirt, fishtailing wildly on the narrow dirt road. Guys were piling out of the cabs, armed to the teeth.


  From the edge of the woods, just down the road, three dirt bikes roared into sight.


  BOOM! BOOM!


  BLAMBLAMBLAM!


  The Hork-Bajir froze. He looked up at me as I shot past him. And he said, "No! My kalashi! My wife!"


  <Wife?> I said.


  <Wife?> Rachel echoed. That may have been the last word I'd ever expected to hear a Hork-Bajir say.


  <You'll be dead in two seconds,> I snapped at the Hork-Bajir after I'd recovered from the shock. <Run. Run, or you're no good to anyone!>


  He ran.


  I guided him to the stream that lay half-concealed behind a stand of trees. He hit the water with surprisingly little splash and disappeared beneath the surface.


  <He said wife, right?> I asked Rachel.


  <Wife,> she agreed.


  Chapter 8


  



  "Wife? Excuse me, you said wife?" Marco asked incredulously. "You mean there's such a thing as a female Hork-Bajir?!"


  <I guess so,> I said. <We didn't really have time to ask.>


  It was late afternoon. We were all in Cassie's barn. Actually, I was in the rafters of Cassie's barn, looking down at the rest of the group - Jake, Cassie, Marco, Ax, and Rachel, back in human form again.


  Ax was in his own, natural Andalite body. It's a danger to have him there because we can never allow anyone to see the Ax-man. I mean, one look at Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, at the two movable stalk eyes on top of his head and the deadly scorpion tail and the centaur body, and you know he's not exactly a local boy.


  But it was worth the risk, since he knew more about Hork-Bajir than any of us did. Besides, I was providing security. From my place up in the rafters, I could see out through the hayloft to Cassie's house. And since I have excellent hearing as well as sight, I'd know if anyone approached the barn.


  Cassie's barn is actually the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. It is full of every kind of local wild animal. The wire cages are piled high all around the barn.


  Both Cassie's parents are veterinarians. Her mom works at The Gardens, which is this big amusement park and zoo complex.


  Her father runs the clinic with a lot of help from Cassie. They take in injured or sick wild animals. And right now, beneath me in the cages, there was a sampling of all the animals that lived in the area - opossums, voles, rabbits, skunks, foxes, raccoons, squirrels, and so on. Many of them would have made a nice snack for me, but Cassie and I have an agreement about that - I don't eat her patients.


  In addition to the land animals, there were bats and birds. Cassie actually rescues pigeons and crows and even jays. I have nothing against pigeons, but I don't like crows and ravens and jays. They're like the gangsters of the bird world. Plus, they're smart. They can work together to mob peaceful raptors like me. Sometimes a bunch of them will actually try to steal a kill from me.


  And believe me, you get six or eight big, fat jays or crows attacking you all at once, and it can be very annoying. But that's another story.


  "How exactly do you tell a man Hork-Bajir from a woman Hork-Bajir?" Marco asked. "Do the women put makeup on their wrist blades? Do they use nail polish on those big nasty toes of theirs?"


  Rachel rolled her eyes. "We didn't have a chance to go into it, all right? We barely got the one Hork-Bajir to the cave."


  "I mean, do female Hork-Bajir cry at 'chick' movies?" Marco went on, talking mostly to himself. "Do they get all goo-goo when they see a baby?"


  "What about the female?" Jake asked Rachel and me.


  Rachel shrugged and looked away.


  <We don't know,> I said. <We saw her get knocked into the ditch. That was it.>


  "Man, this whole thing stinks. It's a trap. It's a setup," Marco said. "But I think the real question is, do female Hork-Bajir get all weird around bugs and snakes?"


  <I don't think so. About the trap, I mean.>


  "Weird around bugs and snakes?" Cassie asked with a raised eyebrow. "Is that how girls are, Marco?" With that, she reached into a low drawer beneath the bottom row of cages. A second later, a snake was lightly tossed through the air in Marco's direction.


  "Ahhh! Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Get it off me!"


  Cassie retrieved the harmless garden snake and put it back in its drawer while everyone laughed. Except Ax, who doesn't always get human humor.


  Even Marco had to laugh. "Oh, that was so not fair. Funny, yes. Fair, no. Can we please act more mature here?"


  "Sure, Marco," Rachel said. "Why don't you leave and we'll automatically be a more mature group?"


  "Could we stick to business?" Jake asked. But he was still smiling from the snake thing, so no one took him too seriously.


  "Why would a Yeerk . . . even a Yeerk inside a Hork-Bajir, want to run away?" Marco asked. "Sooner or later he has to get back to the Yeerk pool. It doesn't make any sense."


  Rachel sighed. "Marco, how dumb are you? Don't you get it? These aren't Controllers. There is no Yeerk. Somehow these two Hork-Bajir are free."


  Cassie looked thoughtful. "Isn't it kind of a coincidence that you just happened to be in the area where the Hork-Bajir were escaping?"


  <Yes,> I said. <Definitely. Especially since I wasn't even heading there. I was actually trying to go somewhere else.>


  I saw the two stalk eyes on Ax's head swing up to focus on me with new interest. His main eyes stayed on Jake.


  Cassie gave me a tilted-head puzzled look. "You mean -"


  But Rachel interrupted. "Look, we need to decide what to do about this. We've got this Hork-Bajir male in a cave. But the Yeerks will keep looking for him. And I have to tell you, this Hork-Bajir is not exactly Stephen Hawking."


  "Who?" Cassie asked.


  <He is a human physicist,> Ax responded. <I've read some of his writings. He is very brilliant, but also very wrong about several things. For example, when he refers to the structure of atoms in ->


  Jake threw up his hands in exasperation. "Is there any chance we could stick to business?"


  "I remember when Jake used to be fun," Marco said in a loud whisper. "Now he's such a grown-up."


  "I was never fun," Jake said with a tolerant smile.


  "No, you were never smart, but you were always fun," Marco teased.


  "The question is, what do we do about this Hork-Bajir?" Rachel asked. "He's sitting out there in a cave in the woods moaning about his kalashi. What do we do with him?"


  We all looked at Ax like he'd have the answer.


  <I have never known of a free Hork-Bajir,> Ax said. <They've been slaves of the Yeerks for a long time. But it is possible. Maybe somehow, while this Hork-Bajir's Yeerk was in the Yeerk pool, the Hork-Bajir managed to escape. It is possible. His wife as well. In which case these may be the only free Hork-Bajir in the entire galaxy. The only two free members of their species.>


  "Imagine . . ." Cassie whispered. "Imagine being the only two free humans in all the world . . ."


  Somehow no one felt like messing around anymore. Even Marco looked thoughtful. If the Yeerks won, humans would be no different than the Hork-Bajir - absolute slaves of the Yeerk empire.


  "So what do we do with the only free Hork-Bajir in the galaxy?" Marco asked.


  <What does the Hork-Bajir want to do?> Ax asked me and Rachel.


  Rachel and I stared blankly at each other. <You know,> I admitted, <we never asked.>


  "Then I guess that's step one," Jake said. "Let's find out what the Hork-Bajir wants."


  Everyone agreed. But I saw that Cassie was still troubled. Under her breath she muttered, "And then let's find out why Tobias was somewhere he didn't mean to be."


  I don't think anyone else heard her. But I did.


  Why had I been there?


  Chapter 9


  



  It took a while to figure out how we were going to deal with the Hork-Bajir. In the end, we decided I'd go ahead with Ax. The others would morph and stay close enough to hear what was happening.


  The problem was, we were afraid to be honest with the Hork-Bajir. It could all still be some kind of a trap. We couldn't let anyone know who we really were. Or what we really were.


  See, the Yeerks know that there is someone out here messing with them. They know they're being attacked by someone using animal morphs. Since only the Andalites have the power to morph, the Yeerks assume we must all be Andalites. They figure we must be a group of Andalite guerillas.


  We want them to think that. We sure don't want them realizing that the Animorphs are mostly a bunch of human kids. If they ever found out where Jake and Cassie and Rachel and Marco live . . . well, that would be the end of us.


  The cave where Rachel and I left the Hork-Bajir was small for a creature of his size. It was hidden by brush and fallen branches. It went in about twenty feet, but was only about five feet tall.


  I landed on a fallen branch outside the cave entrance. I waited till everyone was in position. Then I said, <Hey, in there. Hork-Bajir. It's me, the talking bird. I'm coming in. With a friend.>


  It's hard for a bird to push through bushes and thorns, so Ax stepped forward, almost dainty on his four hooves. He pushed the tangle aside with his weak arms. He stuck his head inside the dark cave.


  The reaction was immediate.


  "Hruthin! Andalite!"


  A bladed arm slashed, missing Ax's head by inches. Ax jerked back and cocked his tail to strike.


  <NO!> I yelled. <Listen in there, you weed-whacker-looking jerk, calm down! And Ax-man, take it easy!>


  The bladed arm withdrew slowly, and Ax relaxed his tail.


  I took a few seconds to slow my heart down. When a bird is startled it wants to fly. Natural instinct. I had to fight to control it and stay put.


  <What's going on?> Cassie asked.


  I looked up at the sky. Rachel and Cassie were up there in bird morph, Rachel as her bald-eagle self and Cassie as an owl. The sun was just setting. And when darkness fell an owl would be a lot more useful than an eagle. The two of them were flying cover. Making sure we weren't disturbed.


  <Oh, nothing much,> I said. <We're all just saying hello. By the way, is everything clear up there, Cassie? Rachel?>


  <Yep. Everything is clear,> Rachel called down.


  I took a couple of deep breaths and tried to steady my nerves. Neither Ax nor I wanted to go into that cave anymore. You just can't be careless when you're dealing with Hork-Bajir. One fast move and they can leave you wondering why your head is rolling across the grass.


  <Hork-Bajir, come on out,> I said firmly.


  Slowly the big creature crawled out. He stood erect, blinking in the dim evening light.


  "Not Hork-Bajir," he said. "Jara Hamee. My name. Jara Hamee."


  <He's kidding, right?> Jake said in my head. <His name is Jeremy?>


  I glanced up to see a big, round, white-and-orange face. A face with deep, intelligent eyes and yellowish teeth about four inches long. It was Jake, in his tiger morph. He was above the cave opening on an outcropping of rock, if the Hork-Bajir had made a wrong move, Jake would have been all over him.


  <You better talk to our boy Jara Hamee here,> I said to Ax. I figured Ax would know more about talking to other aliens than me.


  Ax held his hands open in a gesture of peace. He lowered his tail still further. I could see he really didn't want to do that. The air between the Andalite and the Hork-Bajir seemed to crackle with tension.


  <My name is Aximili,> Ax said.


  "You are Hruthin. Andalite."


  <Yes.>


  "You kill me?"


  <No. I won't kill you,> Ax said.


  "Hruthin kill Hork-Bajir," the Hork-Bajir named Jara Hamee said. "Hork-Bajir kill Hruthin."


  <This is going really well,> Marco said dryly. Then he sang new words for that Barney song. <I kill you, you kill me, we're an alien family . . .>


  I saw Marco settling in behind a stand of trees off to the left. He looked like a very large, very hairy man. A gorilla, actually. We had decided to have plenty of muscle ready, just in case the Hork-Bajir turned out to be trouble.


  <Andalites tried to save the Hork-Bajir from the Yeerks,> Ax said, sounding a little defensive.


  The Hork-Bajir stared at Ax's face. "You darkap. You fail."


  <Yes. We failed. But I'm here now. And I don't kill Hork-Bajir . . . unless they are tools of the Yeerks.>


  The Hork-Bajir made a sort of forward jerk with its head and a raspy little sound in its throat. It sounded like a derisive laugh. But who knows? I had no idea what a Hork-Bajir laugh should sound like. Or even if they laughed at all.


  WHAP!


  The Hork-Bajir slapped his chest with his left hand. It startled me enough that I was halfway airborne before I got a grip.


  The Hork-Bajir threw out his arm and said, "Jara Hamee escaped the Yeerks. Jara Hamee free! Jara Hamee has his own head." He pressed both hands gently against his snakelike head.


  <How do we know you are free? How do we know you "have your own head"?> Ax asked him coldly.


  The Hork-Bajir looked puzzled. Then, to my complete and total shock, he made a quick movement of his arm.


  It was faster than a human eye could have seen.


  But I saw it.


  I saw the wrist blade slice right into his own head. He sliced right into his own head!


  <No!> I yelled in horror.


  <Yah!> Jake yelped.


  There was a gash six inches deep in the Hork-Bajir's head. He reached up with his clawed hands and pulled the gash open. He pulled his own head open! And it's not like it didn't hurt him. I could see the pain on his face.


  Blood - or something - oozed in shades of deep red and deeper blue-green. He held the gash open and we stared, Ax and me, right into the Hork-Bajir's brain. I guess Jake and Marco could see it pretty clearly, too.


  <Oh, man,> Marco moaned. <Can I just say "yuck"?>


  Jara Hamee pressed the two sides of the gash together. He held the cut for a few seconds, and with amazing speed, the bleeding coagulated.


  A long scab began to form over the gash.


  That's when I started breathing again. I had stopped. Then I started my heart up. I swear it had stopped, too.


  <Did you see a Yeerk in there in his head?> I asked Ax shakily.


  <No,> Ax said, just as shaken as I was. <No Yeerk.>


  <Did that scare the pee out of you, Ax-man, or doesn't that kind of thing bother you Andalites?>


  <I am as peeless as you, Tobias, my friend.>


  <That wasn't necessary,> I told Jara Hamee. His face - insofar as he had a face - was still scrunched up in pain. He was breathing hard and sweating the same blue-green fluid I'd seen inside his head.


  "Necessary," he grunted through his pain. "Jara Hamee is strong. But Jara Hamee needs help."


  <Help to do what?> Ax asked him gently.


  The Hork-Bajir stared at Ax, then shifted his gaze to me. "Flying animal saw my kalashi. Jara Hamee must find her. Jara Hamee . . ." He struggled to come up with a word. Then he made a gesture with his hands, as if someone were tearing something out of him. As if someone were removing his heart.


  There was no question what it meant. Even across the huge divide between our species, I could recognize that emotion.


  <You love her,> I said.


  "Jara Hamee loves," the Hork-Bajir said. "Kalashi, Jara Hamee free. Want free."


  Ax swiveled his stalk eyes back toward me. <I think I believe him.>


  <Yeah. Me, too, Ax.>


  <Hey. You guys down there?> Cassie called down from above. <We have company coming.>


  Chapter 10


  



  <What kind of company, Cassie?> I heard Jake snap.



  <Fifteen, maybe twenty people. They're strung out in a line. Coming this way.>


  <And I have an equal number coming from the southeast,> Rachel said. <And . . . oh, man. They have Hork-Bajir with them! It's not even dark and they're bringing Hork-Bajir out! In the open!>


  <They want our boy here real badly,> I said. <It's a big risk running aliens through the woods when it's still light enough to see.>


  <They're converging on you,> Cassie reported. <I have a small troop of Hork-Bajir coming up, too. Oh, man. This isn't good. You guys are practically surrounded. You have maybe five minutes till they're all over you.>


  <Talk about bad timing. It's getting late,> Marco pointed out. <It's almost dinnertime. My dad will give me much grief if I don't get home in time for dinner.>


  Jake laughed. So did I. It was just so ridiculous having to worry about being grounded when we were halfway surrounded by Yeerks.


  <We could easily escape,> Ax said. <We can all morph some small animal or bird and not be seen.>


  <That wouldn't help old Jara Hamee here,> Marco said.


  <Distraction,> Jake said. <We need to draw the bad guys away.>


  <But the Yeerks are looking for a Hork-Bajir,> Ax pointed out. <Will they be foolish enough to follow any of us?>


  <We can only hope they will,> Jake said tersely. <We can get away, but I don't think we can leave Jara Hamee behind.>


  But I had a different idea. Unfortunately, it was a dangerous idea. A very dangerous idea. And the danger would all be on someone else. Not me.


  I hesitated. It makes me sick when other people take risks that I can't take. <Look, uh . . . there might be a way . . .> I said at last.


  <What?> Jake asked.


  <They want a Hork-Bajir to chase, right? Well, we could give them one.>


  <Morph a Hork-Bajir?> Marco asked. <Ewwww.>


  <Jara Hamee isn't just any animal,> Cassie objected. <He's sentient. He's self-aware.>


  <Ax morphed me once,> Jake pointed out. <And Cassie, you morphed Rachel.>


  <I'm just saying we have to get Jara Hamee's permission, at least,> Cassie said. <But whatever you decide, do it quick!>


  <I'll do it. I'll morph the Hork-Bajir,> Rachel said. Suddenly I saw her glide down through the trees on her huge eagle wings. <I need to change morphs, anyway. It's getting too dark for eagle eyes.>


  <No. I should do it,> Ax said quickly.


  <No way,> Rachel said. She was already starting to demorph. <I have dibs.>


  <Dibs?>


  <I spoke first,> Rachel explained.


  Ax let it go and focused his main eyes back on the Hork-Bajir. <Yeerks are coming. One of my friends wishes to morph you. To trick the Yeerks. Do you agree?>


  "Jara Hamee hates Yeerks," the big Hork-Bajir said. Like that was all the answer he needed to give.


  <Okay then, turn around, Jara Hamee,> I ordered the Hork-Bajir. <Close your eyes and don't look till I tell you. If you open your eyes this Hruthin here . . . this Andalite . . . will slice and dice you. You got it? Eyes closed.>


  The Hork-Bajir turned around obediently. I would have laughed if I wasn't feeling half-sick with worry for Rachel. I mean, this seven-foot-tall monster was taking orders from a twenty-inch-long bird.


  But my sense of humor was slightly damaged right then. Rachel was going to morph a Hork-Bajir. And then she was going to draw off the Yeerks. She was going to make them chase her.


  It made me sick to think about it. It had been my idea. My brilliant idea. And she would take the risk.


  Rachel began to emerge from her eagle body. She rose up swiftly from the pine needle and rotting leaf floor of the forest. Up and up, a weird, misshapen, nightmare creature made of fair human flesh and dark brown feathers, bright yellow beak, and lengthening legs.


  I would have given anything to be able to go in her place. But I can't morph. I would be safe in the sky or in the trees while she was trying to outrun the enemy.


  It was the story of my life lately. My friends went into danger, and I stayed safe. All because I couldn't morph.


  In a minute Rachel was no longer a bird, but a human girl. A human girl who even now, even with all of us scared, managed to look like some smiling magazine cover girl.


  <You don't have to do this, Rachel,> I said.


  <It's Rachel's greatest thrill,> Marco said. <Morph a Hork-Bajir? Hey, she'll finally get to become on the outside what she's always been inside.>


  <Shut up, Marco,> I snapped.


  Rachel gave me a look that said, "Don't worry, Tobias." But she said nothing because she was now fully human. We still didn't want the Hork-Bajir to know we were human. We didn't want him to hear a human voice.


  The Hork-Bajir stood peacefully as Rachel reached out her slender fingers to touch the creature's back. The Hork-Bajir went slightly limp as she began to "acquire" him. To absorb his DNA and make it part of her.


  <Guys?> Cassie called down from the sky. <I'm serious now. The bad guys are definitely getting close. I can see them.>


  With my hawk's hearing, I heard the sounds of heavy creatures stomping and crashing clumsily through the woods. I heard the metallic clank of weapons against belts and the muttered commands between human-Controllers and Hork-Bajir.


  <Cassie's right,> I said. <We're down to two minutes maximum.>


  Rachel gave a nod. She sent me a cocky wink. She closed her eyes and focused on the new morph.


  And then . . . Rachel began to change. I wanted to turn away, but somehow I felt like I owed it to her to watch. It was because of me this was happening to her.


  I can't tell you how utterly bizarre that scene was. The woods were growing dark. Shadows were deep all around, and even with my hawk's eyes I couldn't see through the shadows. Overhead the sky was dark blue streaked with red and orange, not yet black. True night was still an hour away. But under the shade of the trees it was night already.


  We stood there, an insane nightmare of creatures - the Hork-Bajir, eyes closed tight; the Andalite, deadly tail twitching nervously at the prospect of battle; the orange-and-black-striped tiger climbing down from the rocks, moving like liquid power; a gorilla walking erect, using its massive fists as extra feet; and me . . . the Bird-boy.


  And in the middle of our group was Rachel. She was growing taller now. She was already tall for a girl, but now she was quickly heading toward Shaq-size.


  Her skin was changing. It turned dark, almost green-black. Her feet mutated swiftly from dainty human to the three-toed, one-spur feet of the Hork-Bajir. Feet that looked like my own talons except much, much larger.


  Her face grew elongated. The jaw bulged outward and became smooth as a bullet. Her eyes were narrow, red-tinged slits. And then the blades began to appear.


  SHWOOP! Horn-blades exploded from her forehead!


  SHWOOP! Blades appeared at the wrists and elbows!


  SHWOOP! Blades grew at her knees!


  Rachel had become a walking razor. Seven feet of muscled deadly speed.


  <So,> Rachel said. <So this is a Hork-Bajir.>
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  <You can open your eyes now,> I told Jara Hamee.


  He did. And he turned to face . . . himself. Rachel was an identical copy of the Hork-Bajir, grown from his own DNA. I don't know what I expected. But it sure wasn't what happened next.


  "HeeeeRRRROOOOOWW!" Rachel bellowed in a voice that made the leaves quake.


  "HeeeeRRRROOOOWWW-Unh!" Jara Hamee responded.


  <Shut up, you idiots!> Marco cried frantically. <We're halfway surrounded by Yeerks!>


  SSSSEEEWW! Rachel slashed viciously at the air! She missed Jara Hamee by an inch! Half an inch!


  Jara Hamee responded instantly with a forward stab of one of his big feet. If it had connected, it would have ripped Rachel's stomach open. But the blow missed by a hair.


  Rachel slashed and Jara Hamee slashed, but all the blows missed. Not by much, but they did miss.


  <Back off!> Jake yelled. <Stop it!> I could see he was getting ready to jump in between them. That was all we needed - a three-way fight between two Hork-Bajir and a tiger.


  <Jake, wait! I think . . . I think it's just a ritual,> I said. <You see this kind of thing all the time in nature. It's a dominance ritual.>


  The two Hork-Bajir had stopped slashing. Now they preened, circling around each other, stretching up on tiptoes to see who was taller.


  <Hey, we so totally do not have time for games,> Marco said.


  He was right. I saw flashlights through the trees.


  Jara Hamee and Rachel bent their heads forward and touched their scythelike horns together with surprising gentleness.


  <Rachel, are you okay in there?> I asked her.


  <What? Um . . . what?> she asked. She was confused. Morphing a new creature is confusing. Sometimes the experience can be overwhelming. The instincts of the creature surface and can even take over control for a while.


  Or that's what everyone tells me, anyway. It's been a while since I morphed.


  <Rachel? We are out of time,> Jake said gently. <Are you up for this?>


  <Um . . . yeah. Uh . . . okay. Sure. Sorry. I got kind of caught up there for a minute. I'm not getting Jara Hamee's thoughts or memories, but I definitely got a big bundle of Hork-Bajir instincts.>


  <Jara Hamee? Back in the cave,> Jake said. <Do not come out. Everyone get ready. We just want to lead the Yeerks away. We are not looking for a fight. Rachel? You hear that about not looking for a fight?>


  <Mmm-hmm. Sure,> Rachel said, even as she slashed at the air, trying out the Hork-Bajir blades. <Whatever.>


  <Rachel, you can still back out of this,> I suggested.


  <I'll bet you ten bucks she says, "Let's do it,"> Marco said quickly.


  Rachel turned her snakelike head toward Marco and grinned what I think was a Hork-Bajir grin. <Let's . . . go for it.>


  <Oh, man!> Marco complained. <She cheated.>


  And then the enemy arrived. Suddenly four human-Controllers armed with guns crashed clumsily into view. And with them, two Hork-Bajir.


  They saw Jake and Rachel and me.


  They did not see Marco. He lumbered up behind one of the Hork-Bajir, tapped him on the shoulder, and the instant the Hork-Bajir turned, Marco landed a punch that would have split a telephone pole.


  Ka-BOOM!


  The Hork-Bajir went down hard.


  "Whoa!" one of the humans cried.


  And suddenly the Controllers weren't chasing us. We were chasing them.


  I flapped hard and landed on Rachel's forward-swept horn blade. I gripped the bone blade with my talons.


  <What are you doing?> Rachel asked.


  <Just hitching a ride,> I said. <I'm not going to be left out. Not this time.>


  <Cool. Let's go.>


  <Yee-hah!> I yelled with totally, totally fake enthusiasm.


  We took off through the woods. Rachel's Hork-Bajir body had an easy, loping run that was faster than it seemed at first.


  I sat there holding on tight. I was tense and scared and ready for trouble. But at least I was in for the fight, you know? At least I wasn't off somewhere safe while the others ran all the risks.


  <You guys!> Cassie called down from above. <Stop chasing those Controllers! They're setting up a trap. They're leading you right between two bunches of bad guys!>


  <Oops. Time to turn around,> I told Rachel.


  <Yep.>


  She turned and started running in a new direction. She was like some big tank, and I was the hood ornament.


  Then . . .


  <Yaaahhh!> Rachel cried. She pitched forward. I pitched forward. We hit the ground hard, and rolled through a juniper bush.


  <Sorry. I tripped. You okay, Tobias?>


  <Yeah. I think so.>


  I was caught in the branches of the bush. I couldn't fight too hard to get out or I'd damage my feathers.


  Slice!


  Slice!


  Suddenly the juniper branches were gone.


  <All right! I like these blades,> Rachel said. <Excellent!>


  I fluttered my wings and hopped up to get back on Rachel's horns. But I must have overshot my goal because suddenly I was flying through the air.


  No, wait! Hold on! I was up above the trees! Impossible! How did I get here? I hadn't even flown. I'd barely hopped and now I was up in the sky? What the . . .?


  I did a quick turnaround, trying to figure out where I was. The sun was setting fast and there wasn't enough light for me to use my full powers of sight. But I wasn't blind, either. I saw a horned owl floating just at treetop level. Cassie. But she was so far away. Maybe a quarter mile!


  <No way,> I said in total confusion.


  Then I heard gunfire. Quite close. In fact, just beneath me.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  A human voice yelled, "Freeze! Freeze or I put the next shot in your second heart."


  There was a small clearing below me. I knew the meadow. It was the territory of a Swainson's hawk. Not as nice as my own meadow, but a nice territory, anyway.


  But I wasn't looking for mice in this clearing. I saw three humans, each well-armed, surrounding a single Hork-Bajir.


  Rachel?


  No. Couldn't be. She was back . . . back where I should be. Was it Jara Hamee himself? What was going on?


  I noticed that one of the human-Controllers seemed to be sick. He was doubling over, like he was having a spasm. No, wait! He was morphing!


  It took a few seconds for me to be sure. But when I saw the extra stalk eyes appear and the sharp-tipped tail, I knew. It was an Andalite.


  There are only two Andalites on planet Earth. One is Ax. The other is not a true Andalite at all. It's a Yeerk who uses an Andalite body.


  The only Andalite-Controller in all the galaxy.


  The only Yeerk to have the power to morph.


  Our greatest enemy, leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth, murderer of Ax's brother, Elfangor.


  Visser Three.
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  Andalites always look like they're right on the borderline between cute and dangerous. But with Visser Three, that line doesn't even exist.


  It's not that he looks any different outside. I mean, he looks like an older Andalite is all. But there is some dark, evil glow that shines from within him. And when you meet him you have no doubt . . . no doubt at all that he is dangerous.


  Deadly dangerous.


  <Guys?> I called in thought-speak. <Um, Jake? Rachel?>


  No answer. I was too far away from them.


  The Andalite body emerged fully from the human form it had morphed.


  <Well, well, Ket Halpak,> Visser Three said. <That is your name, isn't it? Your original Hork-Bajir name? You've run us a nice chase, but it's time to come home now.>


  Visser Three seldom bothered to whisper his thought-speak. I guess when you're that powerful it never occurs to you to worry that someone might overhear.


  Ket Halpak, he had called the Hork-Bajir. So it was not Jara Hamee. This was his kalashi. His wife.


  They had her surrounded. Two humans carrying shotguns and Visser Three, armed with all the lightning speed of an Andalite. Not to mention morphs from all the dark corners of the galaxy.


  There was no way to save the Hork-Bajir female. I'd have to take Visser Three out, and that wasn't going to happen. See, Andalites - even false Andalites - are impossible to sneak up on.


  Those extra stalk eyes, turning this way and that, always looking in every direction, made it impossible.


  Unless . . .


  Unless there was a distraction. I knew the Swainson's hawk tended to roost in one particular elm tree. The light was too dim to see him. He might not even be there. But if he was . . .


  I flapped hard to gain altitude. Not too much, there wasn't time. Just enough. Forty feet. Fifty feet. Sixty feet. Then . . . I folded my wings and plummeted toward the ground.


  "Tseeeeeeeeer!" I screamed in the voice of a red-tail.


  "Tseeeeeeeeer!" I called again, making sure the Swainson's hawk would hear me.


  And down I came, wings back and tail narrowed for maximum speed. I aimed straight for Visser Three.


  If the Swainson's hawk wasn't home, I was toast.


  Then, a rustling sound from the elm! From the corner of my eye I saw wings flapping. The Swainson's was coming out to defend his territory against the pushy red-tail.


  I've never been so relieved to see a fellow hawk.


  <That bird! It's probably one of them!> Visser Three shouted, pointing at the Swainson's.


  The two human-Controllers spun and raised their shotguns to their shoulders. And Visser Three, bless his evil heart, turned his stalk eyes toward what he thought was a threat.


  <I'm a friend of Jara Hamee,> I said to the Hork-Bajir. <Get ready!>


  Talons forward! Beak thrust out! A sudden flaring of wings to adjust the angle and . . .


  Strike!


  My talons raked Visser Three's exposed stalk eyes from behind.


  <ARRRRRHHHH!> Visser Three bellowed in pain.


  <Now, RUN!> I told the Hork-Bajir.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! The shotguns fired.


  And we were out of there! Out! Of! There!


  The Hork-Bajir bolted. I flapped like my life depended on it. It did.


  The Swainson's hawk turned so hard, so fast, I thought he'd been hit. But then he was hauling his tail feathers outta there, too.


  <Andalite filth!> I heard Visser Three scream in my head.


  But by then I was out over the trees and the Hork-Bajir was running flat-out below me, and I was just screaming like an idiot from the sheer insane rush of it all.


  <Yesss! Yesss! Bird-boy shoots, he scores! Yah-HAH!>
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  Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak were reunited in the shelter of the cave.


  We were all exhausted and scared and confused. But we also had that slightly lunatic rush that comes from cheating death.


  Marco and Cassie were both fretting about being late getting home. And everyone was getting close to the two-hour morphing limit. But despite all that, it was kind of sweet seeing the two Hork-Bajir together.


  They didn't exactly hug. I guess hugging doesn't work all that well when you have blades all over. Ket Halpak did touch the healing wound Jara Hamee had made in his own head.


  <Look, we have to get out of here,> Rachel said. She was still in her Hork-Bajir form. <I'll be grounded for the weekend if I don't get home. And I have the feeling we're going to be busy this weekend, so I can't get grounded.>


  <Your mom wouldn't ground a Packard Foundation Outstanding Student, would she?> I asked.


  There was a kind of embarrassed silence. I wasn't supposed to know about Rachel's award.


  <It's not that big a deal,> Rachel said. She looked down at the ground.


  <What do we do about these guys?> Jake asked. He was still in tiger morph. There were scratches and cuts on his sinuous orange-and-black fur. While I was off rescuing Ket Halpak, there had been a skirmish between the rest of my friends and some Controllers.


  No one had been hurt. But once again, I wasn't there when the real fighting started.


  <You guys go on home,> I told the others. <I'll keep watch over our Hork-Bajir friends here.>


  <You can't keep watch all night,> Rachel protested.


  <Hey, I have nothing else to do. I'll take a perch in the tree by the cave entrance. Not a problem.>


  <I will help keep watch, too,> Ax chimed in.


  <Let's, um, go outside and talk about this,> Jake said. To the Hork-Bajir he said, <Jara and Ket? You have to stay in this cave till we come and get you. Tomorrow some time.>


  "What will you do with Ket Halpak and Jara Hamee?" Jara asked.


  <We really don't know yet,> Jake answered honestly.


  "We will wait. Here."


  "We fellana . . . we thank you," Ket said.


  Outside it had definitely turned dark now. No stars in the sky yet, but it was just a matter of minutes. Everyone demorphed while Ax and I kept a nervous watch.


  "Okay, so what do we do about this?" Jake asked, once everyone but me was normal again.


  I kept pace with the others by flitting from branch to branch. I'd let them walk a little way ahead, then fly a few yards ahead of them and wait till they caught up.


  "We have two real live aliens," Rachel said. "We could take them to the media. How can you deny there is a Yeerk conspiracy when you see those two?"


  <There is already a real, live alien among you,> Ax pointed out. <Me. But I have learned about human society. Humans invent all sorts of things that are not true. I have seen photographs of aliens in human newspapers. Do most people believe them?>


  "Those aren't real newspapers," Marco said. "No one with half a brain believes those supermarket tabloids."


  "And how do we know which newspapers and which TV networks are already infiltrated by the Yeerks?" Cassie said. "We could end up handing the Hork-Bajir right back to the Yeerks."


  "Well, what exactly are we supposed to do with Romeo and Juliet back there?" Marco asked sarcastically. "Rent them an apartment? Buy them a house? Get them jobs? I mean, they are just slightly obvious. You know? People are probably going to notice them if they start shopping at the mall."


  We all laughed. But it was a brief laugh. The truth is, we didn't know what to do.


  <Those two may be the only free Hork-Bajir in all the galaxy,> Ax said. <The only two free Hork-Bajir in existence.>


  "Like members of an endangered species," Cassie said thoughtfully. "The last two free Hork-Bajir. Maybe the last hope of their kind."


  "Oh, man," Marco groaned. "Cassie, don't start in with the ecology stuff, okay? Those are not a pair of spotted owls or humpback whales back there."


  <I must stop here,> Ax said. <We are close to the edge of the forest.>


  Everyone stopped. Even though they all were real anxious to get home to be yelled at by their various parents, no one left.


  "What Cassie said may be true," Jake pointed out. "These two are an endangered species. What do you do with an endangered species?"


  Cassie shrugged. "You find them a safe, protected environment. And then you hope they have lots of little Hork-Bajir, and somehow the species survives."


  "Um, hello. This is Earth," Marco said. "There is no safe place for an alien that looks like a mix of gargoyle and a lawn mower."


  <Yes, there is,> I said.


  Four human heads and one Andalite set of eyes all turned to stare up at me.


  "Where?" Rachel asked.


  <I know a place. Way up in the mountains. A valley. There are caves and fresh water streams. It's hidden.>


  The picture of the place was clear in my mind. I could see it perfectly. I saw a beautiful waterfall. I saw tall trees that practically blotted out the sky in some areas. And a wide meadow filled with wildflowers. In my mind I could even imagine the place being home to Hork-Bajir.


  <Maybe we could take them there,> I suggested.


  Jake shrugged. "We don't have any better plan. Right?"


  "Right now I need to think about what story I'm going to tell my dad when I get home," Marco said. "Tomorrow we can worry about taking Adam and Eve Hork-Bajir off to Tobias's Garden of Eden."


  Not a bad description, I thought. That was a little what the valley was like. I could see the place as clearly in my mind as any place I had ever been.


  There was just one little problem. I'd never been there. I'd never actually seen it.


  And I had no idea where the lovely pictures in my mind had come from.
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  I usually spent the night in my favorite nighttime perch. It's a high branch, up in the very middle of an incredibly old oak. I like the rough oak bark because it's easy to hold onto. I can sink my talons deep and drift off to my dreams.


  My regular perch is deep within the tree because it keeps me out of sight of the night predators. The raccoons and foxes and wolves all work at night. They don't worry me too much. Wolves and foxes don't climb trees very well.


  I do keep an eye out for raccoons because they can climb when they want to. And they are nasty, dangerous enemies. But it's a rare raccoon that can climb my tree without my hearing him.


  I worry more about owls. Not that they usually prey on something as large and tough as a red-tailed hawk. Mostly they eat mice, same as I do. But they still scare me because they have powers I don't have.


  I'm used to having this edge over all the other creatures. In the daylight I hear better than most animals, and I see better than any of them. My vision is many times better than human vision. If I were at home plate and you were holding a book open way out in right field, I'd be able to read it. If you were walking by on the other side of the street, I'd be able to see a flea crawling around in your hair. But that's all in daylight. At night I see a little better than a human . . . I mean, better than a normal human. But not much better.


  That's why the owls scare me. They see through darkness like I see through daylight. To an owl I'm as visible as if I were outlined in bright red flashing neon. And an owl doesn't make any noise as it flies in for the kill. No noise. None.


  It makes me nervous. But what can you do? I guess everyone has problems, right?


  But at night as I listen for the sounds of raccoons scrabbling and open my eyes to watch the ghostly owls do their killing work, I wish I had a house.


  If you asked me what I think of being a red-tailed hawk, I'd give you two different answers, depending on the time of day. When the sun is up, and the thermals are piling up the tall clouds, and I'm riding the high breezes a million miles above the humans who crawl along below me . . . well, then I'd say it's great.


  But at night, when I cower on my branch and peer half-blind through the leaves at a cold moon and can only listen to the sounds of the night predators doing their work, well, that's different.


  This particular night was different for a couple of reasons. I was not on my regular perch. I was in a scruffy pine tree that was located near the cave. I was standing guard over the Hork-Bajir, listening for any threats to them. I was out of my normal territory, in an unfamiliar tree. And I was jumpy.


  As I sat there with my talons dug into bark, I heard the high-pitched squeal of a mouse.


  I drifted back toward sleep. I tried to remember what it had been like to sleep in a bed at night. But I couldn't really remember. I could only imagine what it was like for the others.


  Cassie, Jake, Marco, Rachel, all asleep in their beds. All with covers pulled up and pillows fluffed. Alarm clocks glowing on their night-stands.


  I heard a sound. My eyes opened. I peered down through the branches and saw a shape like a deformed deer, ghostly pale in the filtered moonlight.


  <Hi, Ax-man,> I said.


  <Hello, Tobias. You heard me? I was trying to be silent.>


  <You're very quiet. For a big old four-legged, two-handed, four-eyed, scorpion-tailed alien.>


  Ax laughed. <One of these nights I may show you.>


  <Hah. Right. And eagles may fly out of my butt.>


  <Is that possible?> Ax asked, sounding alarmed.


  <No. See, that's why it's funny.>


  <I understand,> Ax said, clearly not understanding at all.


  Nights in the forest have gotten a bit better since Ax joined our little group. Having him around is not exactly like being in a nice, snug bed. But it's good to have someone to talk to. The other forest animals don't have much to say.


  <Our two Hork-Bajir are pretty quiet in there,> I told Ax. <They were talking earlier. Mostly in their own language. But even then they used some English words. Why is that?>


  <The Hork-Bajir were never a very intellectual species,> Ax said, with a hint of snobbery. <Their own language was primitive. It only had about five hundred words. That's what we learned in school, anyway. I suppose it's true. I guess for duty here on Earth, the Yeerks thought they should be able to speak a few words of a human language.>


  <I didn't mean to eavesdrop on them,> I said. <But it was easy for me to hear. They kept using some Hork-Bajir word. It sounded like kawatnoj. Something like that, anyway.>


  <I don't know the word,> Ax admitted. <I don't speak Hork-Bajir. I'll ask them tomorrow what it means.>


  <Maybe you shouldn't. They don't seem to like you Andalites.>


  <We tried to save them from the Yeerks,> Ax said with sudden anger. <We failed, yes. But we did try. Why should they hate us?>


  <I don't know, Ax-man. Maybe they've had Yeerks in their heads for so long they've just absorbed the Yeerk hatred of Andalites.>


  <Well. The Yeerks should hate us. We Andalites will defeat them in the end! And of course, you humans will help, too.>


  I laughed silently. I like Ax, but he is a bit arrogant about his own species.


  <I guess I'll go patrol around again,> Ax said. <I haven't seen or heard anything unusual, though. Do you really think we can lead these Hork-Bajir safely to this mountain valley you mentioned earlier?>


  I didn't answer. Mentioning the valley just reminded me. <Ax? Have you ever just had information pop into your head and not know where it came from?>


  <No. I don't think so. Maybe something I forgot and then remembered later.>


  <No, this is like stuff I couldn't possibly know. It's like . . .> I froze.


  Taxxons!


  They were crawling through the woods. I could see them in my mind - huge centipedes, each as big around as a redwood tree. They moved on dozens of rows of needle-sharp legs. They held the upper third of their bodies erect, keeping their fragile rows of upper legs clear of the ground.


  I could see them in my mind! I could see the gasping round mouths ringed with teeth. I could see the jelly-glob eyes.


  <Tobias?> Ax asked, sounding concerned.


  <Taxxons,> I said. <There are definitely Taxxons coming!>


  <Where?> Ax asked in alarm. His tail cocked back, ready for a fight.


  <I . . . they're coming. I . . .> I looked around me at the dark woods. No sign of anything strange. Let alone Taxxons. But I was dead sure they were coming, just the same.


  <Ax? You know how I was just talking about knowing things I couldn't possibly know? It just happened again. Just now. There are like a dozen Taxxons coming this way. Somehow they can smell the Hork-Bajir. Like bloodhounds.>


  All four of Ax's eyes looked up at me. He looked grim. <Taxxon trackers can sense warm flesh from miles away, as long as they have a sample. They're a special breed of Taxxon. How did you know that? How did you know Taxxon trackers hunt by smell?>


  <I don't know, Ax. But I am sure going to find out,> I said angrily. <Someone or something is using me, and I don't like it very much.>


  Ax ignored my outburst. <If the Yeerks have sent Taxxons, they'll back them up with Hork-Bajir or humans. No amount of Taxxons could ever destroy a pair of Hork-Bajir. Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak could slice up Taxxons all day.>


  <Can we throw the Taxxons off the scent?> I asked.


  <No. If they have smelled these Hork-Bajir, nothing will throw them off.>


  <Then we have to move the Hork-Bajir. Now. Taxxons can't be all that fast. But we need to move out. Ax? I can get the Hork-Bajir started. You have to get to Jake quickly. Tell him what's happening.>


  <Yes, Tobias. I'll do that. But how will we find you if you're busy hiding from the Yeerks?>


  <Take to the air. You all have bird of raptor morphs - eagles, ospreys, falcons. Use them. There's nothing raptor eyes can't find. I'll be heading toward the mountains.>


  Heading toward the mountains with a pair of Hork-Bajir, while someone or something used me like a sock puppet.


  Well, that was going to change. I was the predator. I was the hunter. No one was going to use me.


  Chapter 15


  



  <Jara Hamee, we have to go. Right now,> I told the Hork-Bajir as Ax ran off into the night.


  Jara stuck his bladed snakelike head out through the bushes. "What has happened?"


  <Taxxons are tracking you.>


  I swear he went pale. His narrow eyes widened in fear. "Taxxon," he said, as if the very word made him want to spit.


  But he reacted very quickly after that. He went back into the cave and came back out with Ket. I still couldn't really tell one of them from the other. At least not in the dark.


  "Dark," Ket said, looking around.


  <Yeah, I know. But I guess that won't stop the Taxxons. So let's get going.>


  But how exactly we were supposed to move through the pitch-black forest, I had no idea. I couldn't see. And to my disappointment, the Hork-Bajir were not all that good at seeing in the dark, either.


  It was tough going. I couldn't exactly drag my feathers through thorn bushes. The Hork-Bajir couldn't fly. And it was totally dark. The kind of dark you only get when you are a long way from the lights of homes and cars and streetlamps. It was so dark you couldn't see a tree till you ran into it. It was like being blind.


  I rode on Jara Hamee's horns, just like I had with Rachel. Only we were moving more slowly and trying not to leave tracks.


  "Where?" Jara Hamee asked. "Go where?"


  <I don't really know,> I grumbled. <I guess the little voice in my head will tell me.>


  The Hork-Bajir grunted, like that made perfect sense to him. "My head voice told me to run."


  <When? What voice?>


  I couldn't see his face, so I couldn't see his expression. Not that I would have known what a Hork-Bajir expression meant, anyway. "Ket Halpak and Jara Hamee at Yeerk pool. Yeerk drained out. Yeerk in pool. Head voice say, 'Run. Go that way!'"


  I sighed and narrowly avoided getting slapped in the face by a branch. Talking to Hork-Bajir is frustrating.


  <You're saying the idea just popped into your head to run away from the Yeerk pool?> I asked.


  "Head say, 'Run, Jara Hamee. Take Ket Hal-pak. Run and be free. Run from Yeerks.' I ask how? How will Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak be free? Head say, 'I will send a guide.'"


  <What?>


  "Head say, 'Run, Jara Hamee -'"


  <No, that last part. About a guide.>


  "Head voice say, 'I will send a guide.'"


  <Who? Me?>


  The Hork-Bajir didn't answer. I was quickly coming to realize that Hork-Bajir don't really get a lot of things. Speech seems unnatural to them. And it's true, they are not the geniuses of the universe. Which was fine.


  But I was getting more and more annoyed by the whole thing. I had been moved around, put in one place or another. Things I couldn't possibly know had popped into my head. I was being used. And I really didn't like the idea of that.


  I deeply didn't like the idea of that.


  <Okay, that does it. Stop,> I told the two Hork-Bajir.


  They stopped. The two big monsters just stood there in the dark between trees and waited.


  "We go now?"


  <No.>


  "Taxxons coming."


  <Yep,> I said. <I know.>


  "We go now?"


  <Nope. Not until I get some answers,> I said defiantly. <This little parade stops right here until I get some ->


  By the time I'd said <answers> I was not in the forest anymore. I was not anywhere. Not anywhere I could understand, at least.


  I felt myself floating. Hanging in the air, only there wasn't any air. I wasn't flying, just floating.


  There was light, a beautiful blue-green sort of light. It didn't come from any one place, though. It just seemed to be coming from everywhere at once.


  One thing was for sure - I was not in the forest anymore.


  HELLO, TOBIAS. WE MEET AGAIN.


  The voice was huge, but not harsh. It filled my brain and seemed to resonate throughout my body. My feathers quivered. My fingers tingled.


  Fingers?


  And only then did I begin to realize that I was changed.


  I looked down at my body. And somehow, in a way I can't explain, I seemed to be seeing through my body, too. It was as if I could see everything, from every angle at once. Like I was seeing myself through a million different eyes.


  I was no longer a red-tailed hawk. But I was not human, either. At least not the way I had once been human.


  I had arms that were wings. I had legs that ended in talons. I had a beak, but it was a mouth, too.


  I know this all sounds crazy. I know it's impossible to really imagine it very well. But somehow I was both a human and a bird and some third thing that was in between the two.


  We had seen many incredible things since we'd first found a dying Andalite prince in an abandoned construction site. I've seen Yeerks and all their tools - the Taxxons, the Gedds, the Hork-Bajir. I've seen Andalites and met the Chee, the androids in human form. I've traveled through time and to the Yeerk pool and into orbit in spaceships.


  But there was only one species that could do this. Only one species that could own that huge head-filling voice.


  "The Ellimist," I said in an actual voice that came from my own mouth.


  Then, from the vague turquoise fog around me, I saw it flying toward me. It was a bird of prey. A raptor. Some undefinable shape, part falcon, part eagle, part hawk. It had a snow-white belly and reddish-brown back and a tail that spread to show a dusky rainbow of colors.


  The bird flew to me, then stopped and floated in midair.


  YES, TOBIAS. ELLIMIST. OR AT LEAST AN ELLIMIST.


  It laughed and the whole turquoise universe laughed along.


  "So you're the puppet master," I said. "I should have known. But this isn't how you looked last time we saw you."


  The bird shape smiled. Don't ask me how it smiled with a beak. It just did. I CHOSE A SHAPE YOU WOULD IDENTIFY WITH.


  "Baloney. You know better than that. You know I'm human."


  ARE YOU? YOU DON'T LOOK LIKE A HUMAN TO ME.


  I felt a queasiness in my stomach. I looked at the body I had. A body that was equal parts boy and bird. "What do you want from me? Why are you making me do things I don't want to do?"


  WHAT HAVE I MADE YOU DO, TOBIAS?


  "You put me in places I don't want to be. You've dragged me into this stupid mess with these two Hork-Bajir."


  The Ellimist dissolved from bird to human. But not entirely human. He was a human with wings. He looked like I did at that moment. And when he spoke again, it was with a simple, human voice.


  "Once I put you and your friends in a position to give your own former species a chance. I looked deep into the future, and found a way to help you - without using my power directly. And now, you are in a position to help the Hork-Bajir. Do they not deserve the same chance as humans?"


  "You're trying to save the Hork-Bajir race from the Yeerks?"


  The Ellimist smiled again and shook his head. "We do not interfere. We do not use our power for one species against another."


  "Bull," I said.


  The Ellimist let that go with just a faint smile. "I will not force you, Tobias. And I will not guarantee you will even succeed. There is every chance you will die and the two Hork-Bajir will die, and all will have been a waste."


  "Thanks. That really cheers me up," I said. "Why me? Why stick me with this job? What am I, some kind of hero?"


  The Ellimist didn't laugh. "Tobias, you are a beginning. You are a point on which an entire time line may turn."


  I guess that should have made me feel important. But it didn't. I wasn't interested in being flattered.


  "You want my help?" I asked the Ellimist. "Fine. Then I want yours. You're just about all-powerful, according to Ax. You can make entire galaxies disappear if you want. I don't know why you don't just make things happen the way you want them to. But, hey, whatever." I looked him right in the eyes. Right into eyes that were a disturbing mirror image of my own.


  "You want me to lead these Hork-Bajir to this place you've put in my head? Fine. But I want to get paid for my services."


  "And what do you want, Tobias?"


  "You know what I want," I said, almost choking on the words. "You know."


  "Yes. But do you know what you want, Tobias?" the Ellimist asked. "And if you get it, will you still know?"


  And suddenly, without any sensation of movement, I was back in the dark of the forest.


  Chapter 16


  



  It was a long night. I can tell you that for sure. A very long night. Even the Hork-Bajir were worn out by the time the first faint gray of predawn started to appear.


  The whole time I was waiting to see a bunch of Taxxons suddenly show up, followed by heavily armed Hork-Bajir. Or else Visser Three in one of his awful morphs. Every shadow looked like it could be an enemy.


  And I had other enemies in the forest to worry about. I was extremely aware of the fact that any number of other birds and various hungry mammals were noticing me and thinking maybe I'd make a nice snack.


  But I was riding atop a Hork-Bajir. And none of the forest predators could quite figure out how to deal with that. At one point a pair of wolves, probably scouting for their pack, stood a few dozen yards away and watched us pass.


  Wolves are very smart animals. They didn't know what the Hork-Bajir were. But they knew for sure they didn't want to mess with them. Deer scampered away from us. Owls dismissed us. We were obviously not mice, and that's all the owls cared about. Foxes slunk away. Raccoons froze. Only the forest's most fearless creature ignored us and went on about its business.


  In fact, I had to stop Ket Halpak from stepping on one.


  <Stop! Stop! Nobody move!> I yelled, having seen the warning stripes of this most fearsome animal.


  "Yeerks?" Jara Hamee responded.


  "Taxxons?" Ket Halpak asked fearfully.


  <No. Worse. A skunk. Just let it go on its way. Nobody move a muscle till it's gone.>


  "Hah! Small animal! Not kill Jara Hamee!"


  <No, it won't kill you. It'll just make you wish you were dead.>


  I didn't know how much ground we had covered by the time we finally took a rest. I can't judge distances on the ground very well anymore. All I knew was that the sky was a shade lighter than absolute black. And the Hork-Bajir had started to stumble a lot. They were beat. And I was starving.


  <Do you need something to eat?> I asked the two Hork-Bajir.


  "We eat," Jara Hamee agreed. Without any delay, he walked over to a tree. A pine of some sort. He drew back and slashed at the tree trunk with his elbow blade.


  SCCCRRAAACK!


  He sliced it straight up, opening about a three-foot gash in the bark. With his wrist blade, he began to slice the bark away in chunks ranging from a few inches long to almost a foot square. He tossed slabs of the stripped bark to his mate and took some for himself.


  <That's what you eat?>


  "Yes."


  <Is that how you eat back on your own world?>


  He chewed the bark and seemed to be looking far off. "When Jara Hamee small, Jara Hamee eat from the Kanver. Eat from the Lewhak. Eat from the tall Fit Fit."


  <Are those all trees? I mean, are they like these trees?>


  "Better," Ket Halpak said.


  "Better," Jara Hamee agreed.


  I got the feeling Jara thought he might have insulted me by dissing Earth trees. "Earth tree good," he added.


  "Earth tree good," Ket Halpak agreed.


  It made me smile inside. There were times when my life was just so utterly insane I could only laugh. A pair of goblins from some far-distant planet were worried they'd hurt my feelings because they didn't like pine bark.


  Then, like a light going off in my head, I realized something. <Jara, Ket? Is that why Hork-Bajir have blades? To strip the bark from trees?>


  Ket Halpak stood up. I was sitting on a rotting log, so she towered above me like a skyscraper. She pointed to her elbow blade. "For straight cut." Indicating her wrist blade, she said, "For taking off."


  Sticking out her knee, she explained, "For down by ground."


  <For the bottom of trees,> I said. <Each of the blades has a special use. Each one is for harvesting tree bark.>


  "Yes."


  She sat back down and took another chunk of bark.


  <They aren't weapons? You don't use them to defend yourselves from enemies? To kill prey?>


  Jara Hamee looked right at me. "Hork-Bajir have no enemy. No prey. Hork-Bajir not kill. Yeerk kill. Yeerk kill Andalite. Andalite kill Yeerk. Hork-Bajir die."


  <You're caught in the middle. But that's why the Yeerks took over your race - the blades. They made you deadly, once the Yeerk evil was in your head. You're the ultimate soldiers. All because you're adapted to eating tree bark.>


  The Hork-Bajir had nothing else to say. They went back to eating.


  <Look, I have to go for a while. I . . . um, I have to go get food, too.>


  Ket Halpak held out a chunk of bark. "Our food yours."


  <Thanks. But I need a different food.>


  I didn't tell them what I ate or how I got it.


  You know, it's strange. I never feel guilty about being a predator when I'm with humans. After all, good old Homo sapiens is the king of all predators.


  But these deadly looking Hork-Bajir were not predators at all. Despite their looks, they were no more dangerous than a deer with a large rack of antlers.


  They were just victims. Just a species that had the bad luck to look fearsome. And now they were caught up in a war between Yeerks and the rest of the free species of the galaxy.


  I thought of all the battles we'd had with Hork-Bajir. They had come close to killing me more than once. I had hated and feared them. Now I just felt sorry for them.


  And I felt sorrier still, because I knew that my friends and I would fight against Hork-Bajir again in the future.


  <I'll be back in half an hour or so,> I said as I took wing. <Don't worry. I won't leave you.>


  Chapter 17


  



  As I flew up through the trees, I saw the sun just peeking up over the rim of the earth in the east. It instantly lit the treetops with gold. It was a beautiful sight. Golden leaves and dark shadows beneath, and clouds all red on one side and still night-gray on the other.


  It felt good to be up off the ground. It felt good to have air beneath my wings and a cold clean breeze in my face. I'd spent the night clinging to a Hork-Bajir's horns and slogging through the brush. That was no place for a bird. Or even for a human in bird shape.


  The air was still flat, no thermals, no up-drafts, so I had to work hard. But it felt good, flapping my wings and stretching my cramped muscles.


  I would miss this when I became human again. Would the Ellimist give me back my human body and let me keep the morphing power? I hoped so. I'd hate to think I would never fly again.


  Below me I spotted an opening. Not even a meadow, really, just a small clearing with tall grass and fallen logs and the telltale burrow openings of rats and voles and other tasty morsels.


  But I had to be careful. This clearing probably belonged to someone. Another hawk, possibly. Not to mention other species.


  I had to get in and out fast. Get in, make my kill, and bail.


  I swept the ground with my laser-sharp eyes, looking for the tiny movements that would betray a mouse or a rat. Sometimes, when the light is just right and the hunger is sharp, it's almost like I can see right through the ground. Like I can see the mice in their warm burrows.


  Maybe that's why I didn't see the danger. Maybe it was because I was totally focused on eating.


  I did spot a rat, though. A nice, plump thing, waddling along toward his own breakfast. I dived from up high.


  Then I hit a sudden air pocket! It threw me off-balance and I nearly splattered myself into the dirt. I yanked back just in time and lost my rat.


  <Oh, man!> I complained. <Whatever happened to the good old days, when breakfast was a nice easy bowl of Wheaties?>


  Well, it would be that way again soon. As soon as the Ellimist kept his promise to me. A warm bed at night and a nice, easy breakfast in the morning.


  Not that that's how it had been when I was human. I hadn't exactly been in a nice, normal family. See, both my folks left a long time ago. After that I just got passed around from one aunt or uncle to another.


  When I was stuck in morph and disappeared from the human world, I don't even know if any of them looked for me.


  I shoved those thoughts aside. I flapped my wings, ready for takeoff. But I just cleared the tops of the tall grasses when -


  WHAM!


  I was hit! It was like someone had thrown a brick at me. I was down, fluttering in the grass, beating my wings in terror.


  What hit me? What the . . . what the heck was happening?


  And only then did I see it poking through the grass - an intelligent, curious face, tawny fur, four big paws, and a body that might have been three feet long from its nose to the end of the weirdly curved, short tail that gave the beast its name.


  Bobcat!


  The wind had been knocked out of me, and I practically fell apart when I saw the big cat.


  It circled around me, watching me curiously. Wondering if I would fight back. Calm brown and gold eyes surveyed me as I would survey a wounded rat.


  The hawk in me wanted to flap its wings and try to scare the cat away. But the human in me knew I'd have only one chance. I was fast, but the bobcat was like lightning. And it was powerful. It had hit me with one big paw and knocked me silly. A blow that was so graceful it had almost seemed to be slow motion. And yet it was so fast I hadn't had a chance to even think about dodging.


  How had I been so careless? How could I have missed a bobcat in the bushes? Now I was going to die because of my carelessness.


  I stood on my talons, awkward and helpless on the ground. But as I stood my ground, I closed one talon around a stick. It was a bare twig really, no more than two feet long.


  I stared hard at the bobcat. It could already taste hawk meat. If I moved, it would lunge. If I didn't move, it would still lunge.


  One chance . . . one small, desperate chance. I had to hit its eyes before it could sink its teeth into me.


  The hawk in my head screamed Fly! Fly! Fly!


  But the human in me said no. The hawk couldn't win this fight. Only the human could. I clutched the stick tightly.


  Lunge! The bobcat flew at me.


  I jerked back, bringing the stick up off the ground.


  "Yowwwrrr!" the bobcat howled as the sharp stick poked his left eye.


  <Okay, now we can fly!> I flapped and I motored my little taloned feet along the ground and I hauled like I've never hauled before.


  But the cat was after me. One step. Two steps, and it had caught up with me! Then it stopped. It turned. I saw it stare. I saw its back fur rise in alarm.


  Over the bobcat loomed a shape as big around as a redwood tree. Three rows of tiny, weak claws snapped and clawed at the air. The gigantic centipede head drew back, and I could see two of the red-jelly eye clusters.


  Taxxon!


  Down came the round red mouth!


  Down on the bobcat! And the Taxxon swallowed the cat in a single bite before the shocked animal could figure out what to do.


  I was already flapping my way clear of the ground. Thorns and twigs and raspy grass ripped at me, pulling out feathers, but I didn't care about a few feathers right then.


  I found a breeze and I thanked Mother Nature for giving me wings. I shot up and up and up till I was at treetop level. Only then did I even look back.


  They were crawling across the clearing and through the trees. A dozen of them. Taxxons! Out in daylight. Out where some unlucky hiker could see them.


  It was insane! Totally insane!


  Behind the Taxxon trackers marched a virtual army of Hork-Bajir warriors. And with the Hork-Bajir were dozens of human-Controllers, all armed to the teeth.


  It hit me then with full force. The Yeerks didn't care about being careful. The Yeerks were going to capture the two fugitive Hork-Bajir. No matter the cost. No matter who died.


  It was pure Yeerk ruthlessness unleashed.


  This was an army. An entire army against me and two decent, simple, and not-very-bright Hork-Bajir.


  And I still hadn't had breakfast.


  Chapter 18


  



  I was shaking pretty badly by the time I got back up into the blue. And then the first thing I saw was a peregrine falcon riding high.


  Peregrines won't usually mess with hawks, but I wasn't exactly feeling cocky right at that moment. I didn't need any more trouble. I just wanted to get back to my two Hork-Bajir and get us all out of there.


  <Tobias? Is that you down there, by any chance?>


  I breathed a huge sigh of relief. It was Jake.


  <Oh, man, am I glad to hear your voice, Jake,> I said. <The woods are full of Taxxons and Hork-Bajir and human-Controllers and anything else the Yeerks can throw at us.>


  Not to mention hungry bobcats, I added silently.


  <Yeah, we noticed,> Jake said. <They almost marched right into a couple of guys out fishing in one of the streams. We managed to scare the fishermen off, or they'd be Taxxon meat now.>


  <We? The others are with you?> I searched the sky. Yes. A bald eagle. An osprey. <I see Rachel and either Cassie or Marco,> I said.


  <Ax is on the ground. Marco is around somewhere. Oh, there! Above you!>


  I looked up just in time to see an osprey come ripping down through a wisp of low clouds in a stoop.


  <Yee-hah! Tobias!> Marco yelled giddily. <Gotcha!>


  <This is so not the time to be messing with me!> I yelled. <I was about one feather away from being kitty food. And I'm hungry and I'm tired and I'm mad.>


  <Chill, Tobias,> Jake said kindly. <You can relax. We're all here to help you now.>


  I heard Cassie's thought-speak voice coming from fairly far away. <Tobias, we've been thinking. You know how you seem to keep ending up in just the right place at just the right time?>


  <Or just the wrong place, depending on how you look at it,> I muttered.


  <We're thinking maybe there is some other . . . power. Some force. Some person interfering with you. Kind of manipulating you.>


  If it had been anyone but Cassie, I would have probably said something sarcastic. Like <No, duh.> But it's impossible to be sarcastic to Cassie. <Yeah, it definitely is someone messing with me,> I said. <An old friend of ours.>


  <Who?>


  <It seems the Ellimist is trying to save the Hork-Bajir. Not that he'll admit that.>


  <Hmm. Ax was right,> Cassie said. <He guessed it was the Ellimist.>


  Rachel was close enough now to communicate. <Yeah, and you know how Ax feels about that guy. Or creature. Or whatever the Ellimist is. Ax says to watch your butt. The Ellimist plays games with people.>


  I thought of the Ellimist's promise to me. To give me what I most wanted. But when I recalled the conversation, I couldn't exactly remember an actual promise.


  I felt a chill in my bones. Had the Ellimist really promised to make me human again?


  <Are you okay, Tobias?> Rachel asked. I could tell from her tone that it was a private message. Only I could hear it.


  <Yeah. I guess so,> I said. <The Ellimist says he'll . . . he'll . . . you know. Make me human again.>


  Somehow putting it in actual words didn't sound right. And yet that was what I wanted. To be human again. To live like the others. To eat cold cereal and fried eggs for breakfast instead of hunting and killing. To walk. To spend my nights inside, in a bed. To sit down and watch TV. Or just to sit at all.


  <Tobias, that would be so great!> Rachel said.


  <Yeah. But like Ax said, the Ellimist plays games. And we still have to save the Hork-Bajir without getting wiped out ourselves.>


  In a thought-speak voice Jake and Cassie and Marco could hear, too, I said, <Follow me, guys. I'll take you to our two alien friends.>


  I turned at an angle to the breeze. It was coming up just behind my right wing. It can be hard flying that way if the wind is too strong. You have to keep correcting your direction because the wind will kind of sneak up and push you off-course.


  We flew hard and soon left the Yeerk army behind. I spotted the two Hork-Bajir through the trees. They looked like they were talking. Looking closer, I realized they were holding hands.


  I felt embarrassed, just dropping out of the sky on them. <Hey, you two,> I said. <I'm coming in. Some friends are with me.>


  We landed in the trees. And now we were facing a serious decision. A life- and-death decision. The others were all close to the two-hour time limit. They needed to demorph.


  But so far we had not revealed our true species to the Hork-Bajir. If they were ever recaptured by the Yeerks, the Yeerks would have access to everything in their heads. Every memory.


  <Jake?> I asked. <What are you guys going to do?>


  <It's a big gamble, letting these two know what we are,> he answered.


  <I don't mean to get all CIA about this,> Marco said. <But if they know we're human, they can't ever be captured by the Yeerks. I mean ->


  <I know what you mean,> I interrupted.


  <Probably better to be dead than a Controller, anyway,> Marco said.


  <Easy for you to say,> Rachel said.


  <Let me talk to them. Jara and Ket are my friends,> I said.


  <Hork-Bajir?> Marco crowed. <These two walking Cuisinarts, these two seven-foot-tall lawn mowers, these living razor blades are your friends?>


  I ignored Marco. I looked at Jara Hamee. <Jara Hamee. I need to know something. If the Yeerks capture you ->


  He didn't even let me finish. He flung out a bladed arm, slashing the air. Then, more carefully, he pointed at his own head. Right at the scar from the cut he'd made. "No more Yeerk here. Free! Or no Jara Hamee. No Ket Halpak. Only free!"


  "Free or dead," Ket Halpak said harshly.


  <I see why you like them, Tobias,> Rachel said. She fluttered down from the tree. She began to demorph. I heard Jake sigh. <Well, I guess we take a chance.>


  Within a few minutes everyone was human again. Except me, of course.


  I guess we surprised the Hork-Bajir. I don't know what they expected us to be, but it wasn't human. The two big aliens just stood and stared. And then, when they realized what Jake and Rachel and Cassie and Marco actually were, they laughed.


  "KeeeRAW! KeeeRAW!"


  At least, I think it was laughter. Who knows how a Hork-Bajir laughs?


  "Human folk!" Ket Halpak said, sounding amazed and possibly gleeful.


  Jara Hamee looked at me. "You human folk?"


  <I used to be,> I said. <I, um, well . . . well, I'm not exactly the same as I used to be. I've changed.>


  "Jara Hamee change, too. Not free. Now free."


  That's when Ax came barreling through the woods and leaped right into the middle of our little group. He was carrying a bag. In the bag were shoes for the others. See, when you morph you can morph tight clothing, but shoes just can't be done.


  Ax set the bag down and stared in the way that only an Andalite can stare - in all directions at once.


  <This is very dangerous, letting them see what you are,> Ax said heatedly. <These Hork-Bajir can never be recaptured. They can never be taken alive now!>


  <They won't be,> I said. <They're going to be free.>


  "Free or dead!" Jara Hamee yelled.


  "Okay, I definitely like these guys," Rachel said. She kind of cocked her head and looked up at Jara Hamee. "Free or dead!" she yelled, just as loudly as the Hork-Bajir had.


  Cassie and Jake and I yelled it, too. With slightly less enthusiasm. In my case, I'd been too close to being dead just a few minutes earlier.


  "I'll give you two-to-one odds on 'dead,'" Marco said grimly. "And if we all keep yelling with a bunch of Taxxons half a mile away, I'll make it ten-to-one."


  Rachel ran over, grabbed Marco by the shoulders and gave him a good hard shake. "Come on, you big baby, say it - free or dead!"


  "Yeah, yeah, free or dead," Marco said. Then he laughed. "Rachel, you do know you're insane, right?"


  "Yes, but she's a Packard Foundation Outstanding Student who's insane," Cassie chimed in.


  "I'm sure the Yeerks will be impressed," Marco said.


  Jake smiled a curious smile at me. "Well? Let's get going."


  Chapter 19


  



  "So where exactly are we going?" Marco asked.


  <We're going to wherever this valley is. The valley the Ellimist showed me,> I said.


  "Should we be singing that valderee, valdera, valderee, valdera-hah-hah-hah-hah-hah song?" Marco asked. "I mean, we are 'a-wandering.'"


  "Marco, you should never be singing anything," Rachel said. "I've heard you sing."


  We were a strange little parade. After an hour we had reached the lower foothills of the mountains. And for the last two hours we'd been climbing up those hills. Up and up.


  Jake, Rachel, Cassie, and Marco were all in their own human bodies. They were walking single file with the two Hork-Bajir behind.


  Ax was way out in front, scouting ahead. He was far faster than any of the humans, and faster even than the Hork-Bajir. And Ax would be able to handle it if he happened to bump into some enemy Hork-Bajir.


  I flew cover. I did a slow circle that carried me all the way out to where Ax was, then all around the area. That part was hard because there was a steady headwind rolling down from the mountains. On the back side of the circle I would drift around till I could see the first edge of the pursuing Taxxons.


  Between Ax and me, we figured we wouldn't be surprised by anything leaping out at us.


  But the more we climbed, the higher up the foothill paths we went, the more worried I became. What was the point of leading Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak to some secluded valley if we brought a whole Yeerk army with us?


  Did the Ellimist have some clever plan? Probably not. The Ellimist seemed to think he had to do the absolute minimum. He didn't mind sticking his little finger into the time stream, but he didn't exactly jump in all the way. I had the feeling we were on our own.


  I drifted above my friends in time to hear Marco complain.


  "I'm just saying, hey, is there some reason the Ellimist can't just transport us wherever we're going? This hill-climbing is killing my legs. Up and up and up."


  "Are you going to whine the whole way?" Rachel asked.


  "Yes," Marco confirmed. "That's the plan. Whine the whole way."


  "I think it's nice," Cassie said. "I mean, we're out in nature. Breathing fresh air. No noise or distractions. No TV or stereo blaring. No cars. Just nature. Trees and animals."


  "Yeah, I guess you're right, Cassie," Marco said. "What could be more relaxing than going on a hike with a couple of fugitive space goblins while being hunted by giant worms and probably Visser Three himself? And all the time knowing we're following the plan of an all-powerful galactic pain-in-the-butt who gets us to do all his dirty work?"


  Cassie grinned. "Yeah, but while we're running from giant worms we're breathing nice, fresh mountain air. Come on, Marco, you could use the exercise." She got behind Marco and started to push him up the hill. "Just keep telling yourself - we're having fun with nature, we're having fun with nature."


  "How about this - I'm hungry," Marco said just as I glided out of hearing range.


  He was hungry, I was hungry. Everyone was hungry, even the Hork-Bajir, because we couldn't let them strip bark. That would have made it even easier for the Yeerks to follow us.


  Then I saw breakfast. Even though it was more like lunchtime. A mouse, sitting right out in the open. It was digging seeds out of a fallen pinecone.


  I hesitated only for a moment. Then down I went.


  It was a perfect strike.


  I felt great. The hawk part of my mind has a pretty simple outlook on life - when it eats, it's happy. And there is a very satisfying sensation that comes from doing a job well. Even when the job is hunting mice.


  I was just back above the trees when I saw the disaster looming. And heard that characteristic sound.


  FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP- FWOMP -


  <Helicopters!> I yelled. But the others were all too far away to hear me. I cursed myself. Idiot! Idiot! While you were hunting, the Yeerks brought in helicopters!


  There were three of them, spread out over a mile or so. And they were coming up fast.


  I flew. But the wind coming down off the mountains was against me, and I could barely make progress. If those choppers flew over my friends, they'd spot them in an instant. They'd see four humans, two big Hork-Bajir and an Andalite. And then everything would be over.


  FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP -


  The helicopters were getting near.


  I used every flying trick I knew to get speed. I raced forward every time the breeze slackened. I dropped down below the trees to avoid the stronger gusts. And slowly I advanced.


  <Jake! Rachel! If you can hear me, get off the trail and morph!>


  They couldn't answer, of course, because they weren't in morph. I had no way of knowing if they'd heard me.


  <Jake! Rachel! Cassie! Marco! Helicopters coming!>


  And just then, the first helicopter swept over me, roaring and ripping up the air. It was like being caught in a tornado. The rotor wash grabbed me and threw me sideways through the air.


  FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP -


  I hit a branch.


  SNAP!


  I felt a jolt of pain. I flapped my wings, but only my right wing worked.


  Then it hit me. The snap I'd heard had been my own bone.


  I fell through the branches. WHAP! WHAP! WHAP!


  I hit the ground and lay there, fluttering weakly, helpless. Helpless, as only a flightless bird can be helpless.


  Panic caught me up and carried me along. No! No! My friends needed me. No! I couldn't just lie there on the leaves. No!


  And then I saw the end coming for me. Not a bobcat. Not a Taxxon or a Hork-Bajir or a Yeerk of any kind.


  Just a humble, ordinary, everyday raccoon.


  Chapter 20


  



  The raccoon watched me from masked black eyes. I flared my one good wing and snapped with my beak. But the raccoon was too smart and too experienced to fall for my tricks.


  It knew I was helpless.


  FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP -


  A second helicopter passed overhead, indifferent to the plight of a crippled hawk.


  The raccoon grabbed me by my broken wing and began to drag me. I was on my back, being dragged by an animal not much bigger than a large tabby cat. I snapped again and again, but I couldn't reach the raccoon with my beak. I couldn't turn well enough to bring my talons to bear. And the raccoon knew it.


  I heard the gurgling sound of water rushing over stones. Horror filled me. The fear was so terrible I almost fainted. You see, I knew what was coming next.


  People say raccoons wash their food. Actually, that's not true. Raccoons do sometimes run water over their food, but it is not about cleanliness.


  Raccoons are careful eaters. With their sensitive paws they dig through the meat, feeling for anything they don't want. The water rushing over their paws helps them feel.


  The raccoon was going to eat me. And it didn't really care if I was still alive.


  <No! No! No!> I screamed to a deaf forest.


  I felt ice-cold water flow through my feathers. And I felt the busy fingers of the raccoon.


  <No! NOOOOO!>


  YOU ASKED ME FOR PAYMENT IN EXCHANGE FOR USING YOU. WOULD YOU LIKE YOUR REWARD NOW?


  The Ellimist!


  <Now! Now! Yes, now would be a really good time!> I screamed.


  IT IS DONE.


  <What's done? Nothing is done, you lunatic! I'm still a bird!>


  OF COURSE.


  <Help me!>


  The raccoon was literally looking down at me like you might look at a steak. He was deciding where to bite first.


  THE ANDALITE GAVE YOU POWER. USE IT.


  I was too insane with terror to figure out what he was saying at first. Then it dawned on me. <What? What? That's my reward? That's all? You're giving me back my morphing power?>


  IT'S WHAT YOU WANTED.


  <I wanted to be human again!> I screamed. <You liar! You cheat! I want to be human!>


  But the Ellimist said nothing more. And my problem right then was the raccoon. His tiny, razor-sharp teeth were descending toward me. So with my last ounce of self-control, ignoring the searing pain in my wing, I turned just enough to grab one of his hind legs in my weakened talon.


  Focus, Tobias, I told myself. Focus or get eaten.


  I focused. I concentrated with all my will. And to my utter amazement, I saw the raccoon's eyes cloud over. I felt his grip weaken.


  And like a miracle, I felt myself begin to "acquire" the raccoon. I felt it become a part of me.


  I had morphed only two animals. A cat. And a red-tailed hawk. I had never escaped the red-tailed morph. I didn't have much experience morphing. Not like the others.


  And as I concentrated on the raccoon DNA inside me, I felt my beak begin to soften . . . my talons begin to fatten . . . and my wings . . . my glorious wings began to shrink.


  The raccoon - I mean the real raccoon - recoiled in surprise. He stepped back and stared as I morphed into him.


  It wasn't much of a change of size. Raccoons aren't much larger than hawks. But everything else was different. My eyes were growing dim. And suddenly I could smell as well as I could hear.


  Feathers were melting into gray and black fur. I was morphing.


  I was morphing!


  The real raccoon had had enough. He was a smart, wily old scrapper, and he knew better than to hang around in a place where birds turn into raccoons. He waddled away.


  I was safe. For now. Safe and becoming something I had never been before. The sharp edge of terror started to recede and I could almost enjoy what was happening.


  I was morphing! I had the power again. I wouldn't have to sit on the bench when the others went into danger.


  I was back!


  But not human.


  It's what you wanted. That's what the Ellimist said. But he was a liar. He was a cheat. He had tricked me. I wanted to be human. I wanted to be human again, with my own hands and feet and eyes and mouth.


  No time for that now, I told myself. Get to the others. Hurry!


  I took off at a run. Amazing! It was amazing to be running. To be down at ground level with things rushing past.


  The ground was so close below me. It was scary, in a way. I kept thinking, pull up, pull up! In my guts I felt this need for altitude. It's dangerous, flying too close to the ground.


  And no matter how I tried to hurry, the raccoon body was not built for speed. It lumbered along. It seemed to need to stop constantly to sniff at this or that.


  It wasn't that I couldn't control the body. I could. That part had been fairly easy. I mean, the instincts of the raccoon, the urgent need for food, the fear of predators, all that was normal to me.


  I just couldn't get the stubby legs to move fast enough. My friends were half a mile away! I'd never reach them in time to help. I stopped. I was panting heavily. The raccoon heart was racing. What could I do? What could I do? I'd ended up in a useless morph!


  I craned my raccoon head upward. I couldn't see very well, but I knew the sky was up there. I could see a faded sort of blue through the trees.


  Wait . . . was it possible? Could I remorph back into my own body? My red-tailed body? DNA isn't affected by injuries. If I morphed back to red-tail, I wouldn't have the broken wing.


  Would I?


  The others had done it. They had morphed out of injured bodies. Then when they re-morphed, the bodies were whole again.


  I had to try. It was so stupid! I'd been left out of so many missions because I couldn't morph. Now I could morph and I was totally useless.


  I focused. I closed my weak raccoon eyes and focused on a different body. A body with feathers and wings. And slowly I became myself again.


  Chapter 21


  



  I flew.


  I'd only been without my wings for a few minutes, but still I felt weirded out. I mean, I know the others are used to being in different bodies. But I'm not.


  I peered ahead with my hawk sight. I saw no helicopters. I did see a few shaking treetops. Large beasts were moving beneath those trees. Taxxons and Hork-Bajir.


  I flew on and soon saw the tail end of the Yeerk search army. Human-Controllers, their human bodies wearing out, staggered up the hill.


  Ahead of them, Hork-Bajir warriors. They were stronger and faster than the humans. Their sergeants had to keep holding them back so they wouldn't leave the human-Controllers behind. And out in front of them all, the Taxxon trackers continued their search.


  I flew hard and fast. And then, at last, I saw the helicopters. They were low to the ground. They were spread out in a line abreast. And unless I was totally mistaken, they were past where my friends would be.


  I felt a chill of fear. I knew what they were going to do. This time it wasn't the Ellimist telling me what would happen. It was my own predator's instincts. I knew my friends were being hunted. And I knew how the Yeerks would do it.


  The helicopters were a mile away, maybe a little more. So I heard nothing of them. But as I watched, I saw the sudden red spear that shot down to the ground.


  Again and again and again the helicopters fired their blazing Dracon beams down at dry trees and even dryer underbrush.


  They were starting a forest fire!


  Within minutes, a wall of smoke was advancing through the trees. The wall of smoke had to be a mile long, end to end. It would block Jake and Rachel and the others. It would stop them and turn them back. Back toward the waiting Taxxons and Hork-Bajir warriors.


  As I watched, a flutter of pale brown. Some bird escaping the flames.


  A stab of red! The bird flamed and burned in midair!


  Had it been one of my friends in morph?


  <What am I supposed to do?!> I yelled at the Ellimist. <This is impossible! I can't stop those helicopters. Are you just going to stand by now and do nothing?>


  There was no answer. I was not surprised. As Ax had said, the Ellimist was playing his own games. He didn't care if I thought it was fair.


  I dropped down, down below treetop level to avoid getting Draconed myself. The wind wasn't as strong down in the trees, but I had the worse problem of having to dodge branches.


  And then, just a glimpse below me! A pale blue deer with a scorpion's tail.


  <Ax! Ax, it's me, Tobias!>


  <Hello, Tobias,> Ax said as calmly as if nothing were happening.


  <Where is everyone?>


  <They are nearby. We seem to be in a trap.>


  <No kidding,> I said. Then, aiming my thought-speak at all my friends, I said, <Everyone keep your heads down. Don't try and fly or anything. The Yeerks are shooting anything that rises above the trees.>


  I came to rest on a rotting log. I was so exhausted I almost missed my landing and crashed.


  A huge brown bear about the size of a mini-van came lumbering up.


  <Rachel, I really hope that's you, because I've had all the close calls I can stand for one day.>


  <It's me, Tobias. Chill. Take a rest. We figure we have maybe five minutes before this whole thing closes on us.>


  The two Hork-Bajir appeared, accompanied by Jake in his tiger morph. Cassie and Marco came running from the direction of the helicopters. Cassie's thick gray fur was singed. I could smell the reek of burned hair.


  <More helicopters coming up to join those three!> Marco reported. <Oh, hi, Tobias. There you are. I figured you'd flown off to somewhere safe.>


  I decided not to take offense. I was just too tired to care what Marco said.


  <Jake, there's no way around that wall of fire,> Cassie said breathlessly.


  "No Yeerks!" Jara Hamee said fearfully. "Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak free!"


  <We'll have to fight!> Rachel said. <We go straight at those Taxxons, blow past them, catch the Hork-Bajir by surprise, no problem. We can . . .>


  She stopped. Even she didn't believe what she was saying.


  <They won't stop till Jara and Ket are dead,> Jake said flatly. <The Yeerks are not going to give up. They are flat-out never going to allow two Hork-Bajir to escape.>


  <I guess it would set a bad example,> Marco said. But he wasn't making a joke. <If two get away, who knows? Maybe others will try. The Yeerks can't allow that. They need the Hork-Bajir to be without hope. They need them to be convinced there's no way out.>


  <Marco is right,> Cassie said. <Look at the risks the Yeerks are taking! I mean, geez, they've started a forest fire. They have Taxxons and Hork-Bajir all over this forest. They've gone nuts.>


  "Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak free!" Jara Hamee said again. It was as if he was trying to convince himself.


  <Wait a minute,> I said. <Wait a minute. What you said, Jake! What you said - they won't give up till Jara and Ket are dead.>


  <Yeah? So?> Jake asked. Then I guess he realized what I was thinking. <Hey! Rachel has already morphed Jara. Hey, are you thinking what I'm thinking?>


  <Yeah,> I said. <At least I think I am. When I was flying I saw a deep ravine. We should still be able to reach it! It should be perfect. But we'll need Marco in gorilla morph.>


  <We will? You lost me there, dude,> Jake said. <But, okay. If you say so, Tobias. Marco in gorilla morph. What else?>


  <And we need someone to acquire and morph Ket,> I said.


  <I'll do it,> Jake said without hesitation.


  <No, Jake. Not this time,> I said. <I'll do it.>


  No one said anything for a good thirty seconds. They just stared. They stared with wolf eyes and bear eyes and tiger eyes and all four Andalite eyes. They were trying to decide if I was crazy.


  <You will?> Rachel asked. <You will?>


  <Yeah. I will. I'll morph Ket. I'll morph a Hork-Bajir.>


  Then Rachel clicked. <The Ellimist? That's what he did for you? I thought he was going to make you human again.> There was an edge of anger in her tone. Of outrage.


  <Ellimists,> Ax practically spit the word. <Never trust them.>


  <Oh, no,> Cassie whispered. <That's it? He gave you back the power to morph? But not . . .>


  <No,> I said as evenly as I could. <Looks like I'm a full member of the team again. I can morph. But I guess . . . I mean, it looks like I'll still be a hawk. I'll be keeping my wings.>


  Chapter 22


  



  I quickly told them the details of my plan. I had to stick to business. There was no time for feeling sorry for myself. And I sure didn't want them feeling sorry for me.


  No time for pity. No time for anger, either. There was nothing I could do to the Ellimist. Nothing I could do.


  <Okay, Cassie? We need you to stay in wolf morph. Ax, watch Cassie's back and try to stay out of view. Marco? You know your part, right?>


  "Yeah, I got it," he said nervously. He was temporarily human. In between morphs.


  Marco's part of the plan was one of the most difficult. And if he failed, Rachel and I were dead. <No problem, right?> I said to Marco.


  "Yeah. No problem. Just make sure one of you is a few seconds behind the other. I'll need some time."


  <I know my role,> Jake said. He was just coming out of his tiger morph. <Up in the air.>


  <My old job,> I said.


  "Yeah. Let's hope I do it as well as you always did," Jake said. "Cassie, Ax. Let's move it. Marco, quit worrying. It's just like catching a pass with your eyes closed. No big deal for Mighty Marco."


  Marco laughed. "That's it, flatter me. Now I know we're dead. But don't worry, I'll be there."


  I fluttered over to stand on Ket Halpak's shoulder. (It isn't easy to find a place to sit on a Hork-Bajir.) I dug my talons in just a bit to the dark, leathery skin. And I began to acquire the Hork-Bajir's DNA.


  All around I could hear the sounds of enemies closing in. I heard the FWOMP-FWOMP-FWOMP of the helicopters. And now that they were getting closer, my hawk hearing could even detect the faint TSEEEW! TSEEEW! of the Dracon beams.


  Sometimes there would come a loud crack, almost like sudden thunder. It was the sound of a tree exploding as the Dracon beam turned the tree sap to steam in a split second.


  And there was the roar of the fire itself.


  But I shut all of that out of my mind. All I had to focus on was acquiring the Hork-Bajir. Ket Halpak went slightly limp. I could feel the muscles relaxing.


  At last, I flew away to a bare spot on the forest floor. The others were all watching me, even while they did their own morphs. I think they halfway suspected I was nuts. They halfway wondered if I'd just made it up about being able to morph. I closed my eyes and held the image of the Hork-Bajir in my mind. And then, very quickly, I began to feel the changes.


  I sprouted up from the pine needles and dead leaves. I rocketed up and up so fast I couldn't help but yell.


  <Yah! Whoa! Whoa!>


  <Hey! He is morphing,> Marco said.


  <I guess that's something, at least,> Rachel said bitterly.


  I ignored her angry tone. I couldn't listen to her anger because it would just make me mad, too. A predator is never angry, just hungry. Anger only gets in the way.


  Up and up I grew. And as I grew, my wings grew with me. It's funny the way morphing works. It's never totally logical. It's never exactly the same twice, either.


  And it is always, always gross. Even as I was morphing, I was watching the others undergo changes. It was a scene out of some lunatic's darkest nightmare. Bodies melted. Weird appendages grew suddenly, here and there. Teeth appeared before there was a mouth to hold them. Fur grew like one of those time-lapse videos of mold, just shooting out of the skin. Big humans tottered unsteadily on tiny doglike legs.


  If you just happened to wander in and saw the spectacle of four kids and a bird all melting and mutating and squirming as two giant aliens watched, you'd definitely think you were insane. You'd want to see a psychiatrist. After you stopped screaming.


  I could feel the changes happening in my own body. Not that they were painful. They weren't. But I could still feel things going on. And I could hear them.


  My insides were reorganizing totally. Hork-Bajir have at least two hearts, maybe more. So entire new hearts were forming inside of me. And from the hearts, new arteries and veins had to sprout and spread throughout my body.


  I had to go from having a digestive system designed to handle big chunks of raw mouse to a digestive system built for tree bark.


  I could hear a gurgling sound as internal organs shifted and stretched and were pushed aside to make room for totally new organs. I could hear a stretching, grinding sound as big, thick, solid bones replaced my hollow bird bones.


  And on the outside I saw my wings grow till they were huge. Then, with amazing speed, the feathers melted into hard, leathery skin. There was a snap as the joints in my wings changed direction to bend the way a Hork-Bajir arm bends.


  Then out came the blades.


  SHWOOP! Blades at my wrists.


  SHWOOP! Blades at my elbows.


  SHWOOP! The forward-swept horn blades on my snake head.


  <Hey, Tobias,> Marco said. <You kept the same feet.>


  It was a joke. But it was true, too. There wasn't much difference between my hawk talons and the feet of the Hork-Bajir. Except that they were maybe a hundred times bigger.


  Somehow that made me feel good. I liked the look of those big, ripping talons. I liked thinking about what they would do to a Taxxon.


  Cassie and Ax took off at a run. They had a lot of distance to cover very fast. Fortunately, a wolf can run almost flat-out all day long. And there's no doubt about how fast an Andalite can move. No doubt. Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak left with them.


  Marco was in his huge, powerful gorilla morph and getting ready to leave, too. <See you guys later. I hope,> he said.


  <Be there!> Rachel growled. She pointed a dangerous Hork-Bajir hand at him.


  <Okay, I'll be there. But don't be too long or I may decide to take a nap,> Marco joked as he lumbered off through the trees.


  Jake was perched on a branch just over my head. A peregrine falcon, the fastest thing in the air. He spread his wings and took off, leaving me and Rachel alone.


  Rachel had morphed into a mirror image of me. We were a fine pair of Hork-Bajir.


  <Ready?> I asked her.


  She peered at me from behind alien eyes. <You okay, Tobias?>


  <Sure. Why wouldn't I be?>


  <Well, you haven't exactly had a great day,> she said.


  I laughed grimly. <I'm a freak of nature, Rachel. Any day I stay alive is a good day for me.>


  Chapter 23


  



  High above the treetops Jake flew in his swift peregrine falcon morph, calling down directions to Rachel and me.


  It was weird. It almost felt like Jake had taken over my role or something. Like he was pretending to be me. Normally, I'd be the one up there riding the wind.


  <Okay, not far now,> Jake said. <You're almost there. You guys know which direction to go after the Yeerks catch your trail, right?>


  <Yeah, we know, we know, Mother,> Rachel said. <What are we? Idiots?> Then to me she said, <We do know, right?>


  <I'm pretty sure. I mean, it's harder to keep track of where things are when you're down on the ground. Just trees and bushes everywhere. You can't see the horizon, you can't see the sun.>


  The forest was impossible for a Hork-Bajir trying to be quiet. I mean, we could have slashed our way through the brambles and thorn thickets, but that would have attracted too much attention too soon.


  So we tried to hurry, but without making too much noise. And let me tell you - Hork-Bajir bodies are not built for quiet.


  <That's why you have me up here,> Jake said cheerfully. <To guide you. Don't sweat it. I can see the ravine. I can see that Cassie and Ax and the two Hork-Bajir are getting into position. And I see Marco. Heck, with these falcon eyes I can practically see Marco's fleas.>


  <Easy for you to be cocky,> I muttered. <You're up there safe.>


  <Do you see the line of fire?> Rachel asked Jake. <Because I sure do smell it.>


  <Yeah,> Jake admitted. <In fact, the fire forms a semicircle around you. The Taxxons and friends are the other half of the circle. The only way open is the ravine. So we're just going to get one chance.>


  <Wonderful,> I said.


  <Okay, you guys. A big, fat pair of Taxxons are just on the other side of that pile of rocks.>


  <What pile of rocks?> Rachel asked.


  <Oh . . . well, I can see that it's a pile of rocks from up here. From where you are it probably just looks like a thick tangle of weeds and thorns.>


  <Cool,> Rachel said calmly. <I guess it's time.>


  <Yep. Ladies first.>


  <No, no. After you. I insist.>


  We pushed our way through the bushes and climbed to the top of what did turn out to be a pile of rock boulders. At the top we stopped and stared.


  Just twenty feet away were two Taxxons. Two vile, disgusting Taxxons. Allies, not just slaves, of the Yeerks. A species that ate its own when given half a chance.


  I don't know if it was the hawk in me that was angered by the sight of the two humongous worms marching through a decent forest, or the human side of me that just didn't like gigantic worms, period, or some deep instinct of the Hork-Bajir mind. But I was suddenly filled with hatred and rage.


  The anger hit me like a baseball bat alongside the head. It was sudden and ferocious. The plan was to run from the Taxxons. But all of a sudden, I didn't want to run.


  I wanted to see what my Hork-Bajir blades would do. I wanted to hurt the Taxxons.


  <Let's take 'em,> I said.


  Rachel turned her snake head toward me. <What? That's not the plan, Tobias!>


  <They shouldn't be here. Look at them! Look at them, slithering through the forest like they own it! They shouldn't be here. This isn't their place, it's ours. It's mine!>


  <Tobias, calm down. It makes me mad, too. But we have to stick with the plan.>


  <No. We don't,> I said. <I'm tired of plans.>


  Rachel grabbed my shoulder. I almost spun around and slashed at her. That's how mad I was. My arm actually came up as if I were going to strike.


  But Rachel didn't back away. <Look, Tobias. You're mad. But it's not the time or place. The person you're mad at is beyond your reach. You can't get back at the Ellimist for betraying you.>


  Somehow her words penetrated the black rage that had swallowed me up. No, I couldn't get back at the Ellimist. And it was him I was furious with. Wasn't it? Rachel was right. She had to be right.


  It was the Ellimist's fault.


  <Stick to the plan, Tobias. Don't get us all killed because you're mad at the Ellimist.>


  <Yeah. You're right. The plan.>


  Rachel released my shoulder. I stared down at the Taxxons. They had frozen on seeing us. They knew they were no match for a couple of desperate Hork-Bajir.


  But then, through the woods, shadowy figures appeared. Hork-Bajir warriors. Hork-Bajir-Controllers.


  "Ssssrrrreyyyaa ssseewwwitt!" the Taxxons shrilled in their own hissing language.


  From the trees a dozen Hork-Bajir suddenly broke at full run.


  <Outta here!> Rachel yelled.


  <Right behind you!>


  We bolted. And we no longer had to worry about being too obvious. The Hork-Bajir were after us, and we had to use maximum speed to escape.


  <The plan seems to be working so far,> Jake called down.


  <Yeah. They're on us,> Rachel said. We ran through the bushes like only Hork-Bajir can run. Our arms slashed the air, again and again, quick as striking snakes. We destroyed bushes and saplings like a pair of out-of-control, nuclear-powered lawn mowers.


  SLASH! SLASH! SLASH! SLASH!


  But there was one big problem with doing what we were doing. See, we were slowed down a little by having to cut our way through. And the Hork-Bajir behind us could just follow our trail.


  <They're gaining on you!> Jake said.


  <Yeah, we noticed. How far to the ravine?>


  <Too far! You won't make it this way.>


  <Well, find a way!> I yelled. I could see the pursuing Hork-Bajir. Their horn blades were bobbing above the undergrowth. They were not far behind us. Not far, as in pretty soon I'd be smelling their bad breath.


  <I . . . I can't tell what anything is from up here,> Jake cried. <It's like reading a map or something. What should I be looking for?>


  <We need to go at an angle,> I said. <Look for a gully or ditch that runs across our path. The deeper the better.>


  <Oh. Nothing! Wait. Maybe that's a gully. There's a little stream running down it.>


  <Just tell us left or right!> I yelled.


  <Okay. Left! No! No! I was thinking my left. Go right! Okay, ten more steps . . .>


  The Hork-Bajir were on us. In seconds they'd have us in clear view.


  <There!> Jake yelled.


  <Yeah!> I said. We hit a tiny, shallow stream. It was almost hidden by overhanging vines and drooping branches. <This way, Rachel.>


  I crouched as low as my massive, stiff Hork-Bajir body could go, and I ran bent over along the stream. Rachel was inches behind me.


  <Ow!> she yelped.


  <What?>


  <Your tail caught me in the neck. Never mind! Run! Run!>


  Behind us I could hear the noise of the pursuing Hork-Bajir grow louder, then slowly more distant.


  <All right!> Jake said. <You lost them. Now you have to cut left to get back toward the ravine.>


  Up and out of the gully we leaped. Back on dry ground we found some nice, open country beneath very tall trees.


  <Oh, man, this isn't good,> Jake said.


  <What? Tell me.>


  <The fire is sweeping right down the lip of the ravine from the north! And the Yeerks are closing the gap from the south!>


  <What do we do?> I asked.


  <Look, there's no way around this, Tobias. There's a line of Hork-Bajir now between you two and the ravine. You have to go through them.>


  <Hope you haven't lost all that anger,> Rachel said to me. <Looks like we fight, after all.>


  Chapter 24


  



  On our left, fire!


  On our right, the front ranks of Taxxons!


  Straight ahead, a ravine a hundred feet deep. It was like it had been cut with a knife. Like someone had slashed the earth and made a cut so deep you could throw a skyscraper down it.


  The ravine was narrow, no more than forty feet across. At the bottom, I knew, was a rushing stream. In spring it would swell with the melting ice from the mountains.


  But now the stream was narrow, leaving wide sandy banks on either side.


  <You're only about fifteen, twenty seconds away from the ravine!> Jake called down. <But there are more bad guys getting in the way. I'm pretty sure I count six. Two Taxxons and four Hork-Bajir warriors.>


  <Oh, man,> I muttered.


  Fifteen seconds, Jake had said. I counted in my head as I ran. One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .


  "HeeeRRRROWWRRR!"


  A Hork-Bajir warrior leaped at me, a blur of dark green-black leather skin and flashing blades. Then more of them. They were everywhere!


  <Rachel! Behind you!>


  SLASH! A wrist blade drew a line of blood across my chest.


  SLASH! I fought back, hacking at my attacker with all my speed and strength.


  <AHHHH!> The pain came out of nowhere! A Hork-Bajir had jumped up from the deep grass and hit me from behind. I could feel my entire left side starting to go numb.


  SLASH!


  SLASH!


  SLASH! My wrist blades and elbow blades ripped into Hork-Bajir flesh. I went a little crazy, I think, because I didn't even know what I was doing anymore. I was on automatic. I was a slashing, ripping, tearing machine.


  But I was getting hurt at the same time. I was outnumbered. There were three Hork-Bajir on me. Two on Rachel. There had been three on her, too, but she'd taken one of them out of the fight.


  SLASH! SLASH! SLASH! My entire world was nothing but blow and counterblow. A wrist blade cut toward my head, and I blocked it. I swiped upward with my knee, and then jerked my talons back to catch the thigh of the Hork-Bajir behind me.


  Every move happened in a split second. In the time it would take a human to blink his eyes once, I would block two thrusts and throw three of my own.


  Then . . . WHAM! I was on my back in the dirt. My left leg had stopped working! Two Hork-Bajir now stood over me. One raised his ripping talon, ready to bring it down on my chest!


  I lay back helpless, staring up at the blue sky.


  Suddenly, a flash of pale gray, coming down like a rock! Like an arrow fired from a cloud it came, wings tucked back, dropping at more than a hundred miles an hour.


  A peregrine falcon. The fastest thing in the air.


  Jake!


  At the last second, his wings opened, he took the shock of the air and he swept his talons forward, all in one fluid movement.


  Even in pain, lying there a second away from death, I thought I had never seen anything so perfect in my life. In a split second Jake was gone, and the larger Hork-Bajir was screaming and holding his eyes.


  I was ready. I swept my leg left to right and knocked the Hork-Bajir off his feet. I was up and hobbling on my one good leg before he hit the ground.


  I ran to Rachel and helped knock her last Hork-Bajir foe to the ground.


  <Ready to go?>


  <Been ready,> Rachel said.


  Although my one leg was almost useless, I could still use my tail for balance and hobble at a pretty good speed. Rachel soon pulled out ahead of me. But that was okay. That was the plan.


  <Jake?> I said. <That was one sweet save back there. Would it be wrong for me to say I love you, man?>


  <Hah-HAH! That was fun! Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah, that was a rush!> Jake exulted.


  Rachel and I ran toward the lip of the ravine. And now I could actually feel the heat of the fire approaching. The wind shifted and I gagged on thick black smoke. I lost sight of Rachel.


  When the smoke cleared, I was face-to-face with a Taxxon. <You're lucky I'm in a hurry, or you'd be worm hash,> I said, and brushed past the huge centipede.


  <Rachel! Ten feet to your left,> Jake instructed. <Yeah! Yeah! Right there between the two saplings!>


  I looked forward just in time to see Rachel leap out into the air. Out into the emptiness she went . . . and then disappeared. She fell from sight.


  My hearts stopped beating. Both of them. I felt my throat clutch tight.


  It was a hundred feet to the bottom of that ravine. Not even a Hork-Bajir could survive that kind of fall.


  Now it was my turn. I ran for the ravine lip.


  <Oh, man!> Jake cried. <On your left! In front of you! I didn't see them all in the smoke! Tobias, it's him!>


  A thick wall of smoke swirled around me, then blew away. It was like some horrible magic trick. One minute, there was the ravine. The next second, there stood three Hork-Bajir. And one Andalite.


  One Andalite who was no Andalite at all.


  Visser Three stood on the very lip of the ravine. Right in my path.


  Hork-Bajir are fast. But the tail of an Andalite is faster. I couldn't win a fight against Visser Three and three Hork-Bajir. No way.


  But then it suddenly occurred to me . . .


  I grinned. At least as much as a Hork-Bajir can grin. I looked Visser Three right in his main eyes.


  "Ket Halpak free!" I yelled, using my Hork-Bajir voice.


  And I charged straight at him, running flat-out, ignoring the searing pain from my injured leg.


  Visser Three watched me calmly for a couple of seconds. Then it occurred to him, too. Just like it had to me. See, he might get me with his tail, and even kill me before I could get to the ravine, but my momentum would certainly carry me forward.


  And I would knock Visser Three off the edge, too.


  At the last second, Visser Three dodged nimbly out of my way.


  "Ket Halpak and Jara Hamee freeeeeeee!" I shouted defiantly as I jumped off the edge of the ravine.


  I fell.


  The floor of the ravine was a long, long, long way down.


  I saw a brutish, massive arm shoot out. A fist the size of a Virginia baked ham grabbed my leg,


  I stopped falling. I slammed into the ravine wall. And the massive arm yanked me back upward. Right up into the shallow cave in the ravine wall.


  No Earth animal could possibly have caught a falling, seven-foot-tall Hork-Bajir in midair. No animal except a gorilla.


  <Nice catch,> I said to Marco.


  He hauled me up into the cave and bodily shoved me back to where Rachel was waiting quietly.


  We huddled there. Waiting. Silent. We were just a few feet down below the lip of the ravine.


  Because of the overhang, I could look down and see the floor of the ravine. Down there, on the sand, lay the crumpled forms of two very dead-looking Hork-Bajir. A pair of hungry wolves were already tearing at their "dead" flesh.


  Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak lay still as Cassie and Jake, who had to fly down to the ravine and morph from falcon to human to wolf, pretended to begin devouring them. Fortunately, Hork-Bajir can stand a lot of pain. And they heal quickly. Because I'll tell you what - if I didn't know the truth, even I would have thought that two dead Hork-Bajir were about to become wolf chow.


  I held my breath. Would the Yeerks be fooled? Would Visser Three believe that Rachel and I had fallen to our deaths?


  I heard cruel laughter in my head. <Fools,> Visser Three sneered. <No one escapes the Yeerk empire. Certainly not a pair of idiot Hork-Bajir. Look at them down there, all of you! That's what awaits anyone who tries to escape the Yeerks!> He laughed a terrible laugh. <The wolves will give them both the burial they deserve.>


  Chapter 25


  



  We waited till Visser Three and the rest of the Yeerks - human, Hork-Bajir, and Taxxons - left.



  Then we crawled back up onto the lip of the ravine. We morphed back, and once we were all together again, we headed off across the land the Yeerks had burned. We knew we had to be quick. The Forest Service firefighters would be showing up soon. Even though the fire had mostly just burned itself out.


  We found the valley. The lovely little valley the Ellimist had shown me. I knew what to look for. Otherwise I'd never have noticed it.


  I was a good puppet for the Ellimist. I had done my job well. Not that I regretted that part of it. I could never be sorry for helping anyone escape Yeerk slavery.


  But I was once more a red-tailed hawk. And so I would remain.


  The entrance to the valley was so narrow the Hork-Bajir could barely fit between the rock walls. It was like some amazing bandit hideout from an old Western movie.


  Jake said, "You know, I wonder if this valley even existed before."


  <You think maybe the Ellimist created it?> I asked.


  Jake shrugged. "Could be. It's awfully convenient."


  I let it drop. I didn't really want to discuss the Ellimist. He'd lied to me. He hadn't given me back my humanity. This was a good moment for the Hork-Bajir. I wasn't going to spoil it by being selfish.


  While the others squeezed through the narrow gap in the rocks, I caught a beautiful warm up-draft and went up and over. Even from the air you might not notice the valley unless you were really looking for it. From high up it just looks like a particularly dense ribbon of trees. Not until I dropped down through the branches did I see the shallow lake surrounded by sandy shores. Trees of every type and description were there. Berry bushes ringed a small, sunny meadow. The meadow I'd seen in my mind.


  To tell you the truth, that little meadow would have been heaven for a red-tailed hawk. A sweet territory for a bird of prey.


  I flew back to meet the others as they came into the valley. They were all standing around gaping.


  "It's beautiful," Cassie breathed.


  "Are we there?" Jara Hamee asked me.


  <Yes. This is the place.>


  "Good place," Ket Halpak said. "Good place for kawatnoj."


  "What?" Jake asked, puzzled.


  <I heard them use that word before. Jara Hamee, what does kawatnoj mean?>


  Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak laughed their strange Hork-Bajir laugh.


  "Kawatnoj small Hork-Bajir. Small Jara Hamee, small Ket Halpak."


  "Children," Rachel translated. "They're going to have little baby Hork-Bajir."


  <They will be the first Hork-Bajir born into freedom in a very long time,> Ax said. <The Ellimist did not lie. The valley exists.>


  <No. He didn't lie,> I said. <Not about this, anyway.>


  "Well. Let's just take our clothes off," Marco said briskly. "You know the rules - in the Garden of Eden you don't wear clothes. Rachel, you can start."


  "Garden of Eden?" Jara Hamee echoed. "That is this place?"


  "Not unless you want to change your name to Adam," Marco said. "I was just joking, big guy. But look, I have to know. How do you tell a male Hork-Bajir from a female?"


  Jara Hamee looked puzzled. "Male? Female? What meaning?"


  "Go ahead, Marco, explain," Cassie teased.


  But Ket Halpak understood. "Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak different. Jara Hamee have three here." She pointed at her horn blades. "Ket have two."


  "That's the only difference?" Marco asked.


  "Other difference, too," Ket Halpak said primly. "But only for Hork-Bajir to know."


  That got a laugh, even from Ax, which just puzzled the Hork-Bajir even more.


  Everyone stayed for a little while, then they all left. All but the two Hork-Bajir and me. I stayed to help the Hork-Bajir survey their new home. I found caves where they could spend cold nights, and explained to them that they could never leave the valley. Not until Earth was rid of the Yeerks.


  Then I flew home. Home to my own meadow. My own territory.


  The Hork-Bajir had their Eden. The others all had their homes. I had my meadow.


  Chapter 26


  



  The next day was Sunday. Not that it mattered to me.


  Rachel came to my meadow to see me. But I avoided her. I flew away and left her yelling, "Tobias! Tobias, where are you?" into the woods.


  I'm sorry, but I knew why she was there. She'd come to tell me it would all be okay. She'd come to make sure I didn't feel too bad. And knowing Rachel, she'd help me curse and blame the Ellimist.


  But I didn't want pity. Not even Rachel's pity. I was dealing with things. But I was barely dealing. And I felt like if someone was nice to me I'd totally fall apart.


  I'm a predator. A raptor. A hawk. I didn't want anyone feeling sorry for me.


  Throughout the day I went about my routine. I went back to mapping out the entrances to the Yeerk pool. I watched the known Controllers come and go.


  And I was fine. Until the sun set and night fell. I went to my favorite perch in the old oak tree. And I watched the foxes and raccoons and owls and other night creatures do their work.


  Ax came by looking for me. I didn't want to talk to him, either, but he knew I was there.


  <Hey, Ax-man,> I said.


  <Hello, Tobias. How are you?>


  <Same as ever. And I really don't want to talk about it,> I said bluntly. I guess Ax took the hint. He stayed for just a few more seconds, then made an excuse to take off.


  I knew I was just feeling sorry for myself. But too bad. I had reason to feel sorry for myself.


  So this is gonna be it, I told myself bitterly. This is your life. No home. No bed. No school. Nothing human.


  I formed a picture in my mind of human life. I saw warm golden light and a TV and couches and beds and tables. Food that came in boxes and cans. Books and magazines. Games. Stuff.


  And I saw my parents. At least, the way I remembered my parents - from photographs. I'd been too young when they'd left to really be able to remember them. But I used to have pictures of them.


  That was the life I would never have again. Human life.


  But you know, even as I was wallowing in self-pity, I knew I was being dishonest. Maybe that warm, fuzzy, golden life was how some people lived. But it wasn't how I had lived. Not really.


  Okay, I thought. Okay, so maybe my life as a human sucked, too. That doesn't mean I want to spend the rest of my life as a bird.


  And yet I had another memory, more recent. I saw myself the way I had appeared when the Ellimist had taken me into the turquoise mist. I saw myself half-bird, half-human.


  No! I said to myself. I shook off the image. Just an Ellimist trick.


  I tried to stop thinking. I needed sleep. That's all. I just needed a good night's sleep. I'd be fine in the morning.


  I closed my eyes and tried to turn off the busy human mind that lived alongside the hawk's simpler intelligence.


  I closed my eyes . . . and when I opened them again, I was not in my tree.


  I was in a room. In a house.


  It was night, but I could see blue numbers glowing from an alarm clock. And I could see someone lying in a narrow, disheveled bed. There was a sleeping, tousled dirty-blond head lying on the pillow.


  A cold chill swept through me. I knew this room. This bed. I knew the person lying there, tossing and turning with sad dreams.


  I fluttered to the nightstand. The noise of my wings woke the sleeper.


  He blinked the sleep from his eyes and stared at me. "A bird?" he said.


  <It's just a dream,> I told him. My heart was beating so fast I thought it would explode. But at the same time I felt a weird calm. Like I knew what was going to happen. Like it had all happened already.


  Then I saw the calendar. It was a Star Trek calendar. I guess that's funny. The date was the day before I had walked through the construction site with Jake and Marco and Cassie and Rachel.


  "A dream?" The sleeper sat up in his bed. He peered at me and I saw a troubled expression in his eyes. "I know you, don't I?"


  <Kind of,> I said. <And I know you . . . Tobias.>


  "How do you know my name?"


  <I can't tell you that. But listen, Tobias, I . . .> What could I say? What could I possibly say to my old self? I couldn't tell him everything would be all right. I didn't know that. I couldn't tell him what was about to happen to him. No sane person would believe it.


  Besides, I had forgotten this dream. Hadn't I?


  <Tobias,> I said. <Walk home with Jake. Walk through the construction site.>


  "What?"


  I just laughed a little sadly. Why had I told him to do that? Why had I sent him to the construction site? It was there that everything had begun. It was there that I had started down the path that led to my being trapped as a hawk.


  I knew the truth now. I could see it clearly. I was looking at myself. Back when I was human. And looking at myself, I couldn't escape the truth - that wasn't me anymore.


  I wasn't Tobias the human. I had become something else. Something new. What had the Ellimist said? " . . . you are a beginning. You are a point on which an entire time line may turn."


  <Tobias?> I said to the human. <You should go back to sleep.>


  "I am asleep, aren't I? This has to be a dream. And if it isn't a dream, I'll never get back to sleep!"


  <I can help you sleep,> I said. <Hold out your arm. Don't be afraid.>


  The human Tobias held out his arm. I flapped my wings and landed on him. I was as gentle as I could be with my talons. I didn't need to dig them in. Simple contact was enough.


  Tobias's eyes began to flutter. He became dazed and passive. The way all animals do when they are acquired.


  I closed my eyes and focused on him. On the human DNA that was being absorbed into my hawk's body.


  When I opened my eyes again, I was back in my tree.


  Had it been real? Or was it all just some silly dream?


  DON'T FORGET, a huge voice said. TWO HOURS, TOBIAS.


  I didn't ask what the Ellimist meant. I knew. I had acquired my own human DNA. But it was just a morph. If I stayed in my old human body I would be trapped there forever. Never again to morph. Never again to be a hawk. Never again to fly.


  HAVE I KEPT MY PROMISE?


  <Yes,> I said.


  AND ARE YOU HAPPY, TOBIAS?


  Chapter 27


  



  The next day was Monday. The day when Rachel was to receive the Packard Foundation Outstanding Student award.


  There were four other kids being honored, too. They held the presentation in the school gym. Parents were there, all proud of their sons and daughters. Kids were there, having a good time, basically because the assembly got them out of last period.


  I missed the early part of the ceremony. I had to be careful, you see. I had to time everything just right. There is a two-hour limit, as I know better than anyone. In that time I had to walk from the edge of the woods to the school and leave plenty of time to get back.


  I was scared and nervous, sneaking into the back of the auditorium. A teacher frowned at me, like she knew me from somewhere but couldn't quite recall where.


  I hung back in the shadows. The ceiling bothered me. I don't like being where I can't see the sky. But I stood there as patiently as I could, watching the ceremony through dim human eyes, and listening to the blah, blah, blah through weak human ears.


  And only at the end, as the recipients filed out, did I step from the shadows.


  Rachel was last in line. She was beautiful, as always. And she had the usual Rachel swagger.


  I saw Cassie give her a wink as she walked by. Rachel rolled her eyes, self-mocking, and Cassie laughed.


  When she passed by where Marco was sitting, Marco made a phony bow. You know, like he was bowing before some idol. Rachel laughed and shook her head.


  And then she was right there in front of me. I saw her eyes sweep over me, indifferent, and then look past me toward the door.


  She stopped walking.


  She turned to me. Her eyes were wide.


  "Hi, Rachel," I said with a human voice.
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  Chapter 27


  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Cassie.


  I can't tell you my last name. The Yeerk danger is too great. There are days when it feels like a noose slowly tightening around my neck. There are days when I don't feel like I can trust anyone. But as long as they don't know for sure who I am, maybe my friends and I can stay alive. Maybe.


  Kind of dramatic-sounding, right? I sound like maybe I'm paranoid or nuts, don't I? Well, trust me, I'm not being overdramatic. I'm probably the least dramatic person you'll ever meet. And I'm not one of those crazy conspiracy people or anything. Really.


  I'm just an average girl. I'm not some supermodel or rock star or whatever. I'm short. Okay-looking, but definitely not beautiful. I'm more stocky and solid than tall and willowy. If you want tall and willowy, you'll have to meet my best friend, Rachel.


  But that's not me. I'm a short girl with short black hair and no makeup and a wardrobe that runs the gamut from jeans all the way to overalls. I own two pairs of boots. Both are currently covered with mud and various kinds of animal poop. I also have a couple of nice pairs of rubber gloves. You don't even want to know what's all over them.


  See, I work with animals a lot. I help my dad, who's a veterinarian. He runs the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic, which is actually just our barn. He takes in all kinds of injured wildlife and sets their broken legs, and heals their mange, and soothes their burns, and disinfects their bites.


  I help him out after school and on weekends. Mostly I do things like give the animals their "meds" - that's medications. I wash the animals and their cages, and feed them, and change dressings, and help my dad out in surgery. He's teaching me how to suture. You know - how to make stitches after you perform surgery.


  Cool, huh? At least, to me it is. But in any case, now you know why I own poopy boots and gross gloves and several pairs of torn, stained jeans.


  What can I say? I will not be appearing on the cover of Seventeen.


  On the other hand, Rachel is my best friend, and Rachel is without a doubt the coolest person I will ever know. And Jake likes me - as in likes - and he's the smartest, strongest, most balanced person I've ever met. Except maybe for my parents, who are cool but in a parental way.


  So anyway, I guess the lack of a decent wardrobe hasn't set me back too much. One way you can judge a person is by looking at their friends . . . and their enemies. I have wonderful friends.


  And terrible enemies.


  I have the kind of enemies that no normal, short, fashion-impaired animal nut should have.


  Earth is being invaded. It is being invaded by a species of intelligent parasites called Yeerks. In their normal state they're just these grayish slugs. Like big fat snails without their shells. But the Yeerks have the ability to enter the brain of another animal, wrap themselves around the brain, sink into all the little cracks and crevices, and utterly take over.


  The Yeerks have already enslaved the entire Hork-Bajir race. They've made allies of the vile Taxxons. And now they are after us.


  They're here. They're all around you. You just don't know it. They can be anyone. You think you know your friends? Your teachers? Even your parents? Maybe you do. But maybe you don't. Because any of them might have a Yeerk living inside their head. Any one of them might be a Controller.


  That's what we call a person who is enslaved by a Yeerk. A Controller. A human-Controller, which is a human who is completely enslaved by the Yeerk in his or her head.


  I mentioned Jake earlier. His brother, Tom, is one of them. At school, our assistant principal, Chapman, is one of them.


  And who is fighting to stop this invisible, secret Yeerk invasion? Just a bunch of kids. Jake, Rachel, Marco, Tobias, an alien kid named Ax, and yours truly.


  Now you're worried. You're thinking, Earth is being invaded by evil slugs from outer space and all we have on our side is a bunch of kids?


  Well, we're not exactly just a bunch of kids. We have certain abilities. See, we learned about the Yeerks from the dying Andalite prince, Elfangor. He gave us the Andalite morphing technology. It allows us to become any animal we can touch.


  I've been a wolf and an osprey and a fly. I've been more than a dozen animals. I've been through terrible dangers, and awful, violent battles. But I'm still alive. Still just Cassie.


  And I still don't care about clothes. Which just drives Rachel nuts, even after all these years.


  Rachel was standing there in the barn, just staring at me.


  "Cassie, I'm just saying, look, wear jeans if you want. Wear overalls. Wear crusty rubber boots. I can accept all that. But you could at least buy jeans that fit."


  "These fit fine," I protested.


  "Cassie, you know I love you. You know you're my best friend in the whole world. But those jeans are so short you could wade across the Mississippi and not get them wet. When did you buy them? When you were four?"


  I looked down at my jeans. They did happen to end about an inch above the tops of my boots. I grinned at Rachel. She gets so distressed about things like that. There was a look of actual pain on her face. Like the mere existence of jeans this short was agonizing. "You're saying these are too short?"


  "Not if there's a flood coming," Rachel said. "If you're expecting a flood, those would be the exact jeans to wear. Just come with me. I'm going to . . . the place. They're having lots of sales. I want you to come with me."


  I narrowed my eyes. I knew what "the place" was. "I'm not going to the mall with you," I said.


  "Who's going to the mall?" a voice asked.


  It was my dad. He'd just opened the side door of the barn.


  "Rachel is going to the mall," I told him.


  "Please make her go with me," Rachel begged my father.


  He laughed. "Nope. Sorry, Rachel. I need Cassie. Crazy Helen called and we have a sick horse way out on the edge of the Dry Lands."


  Rachel looked down at my father's own jeans. They ended about six inches above his shoes, revealing socks that didn't exactly match.


  "Gee, I wonder where Cassie gets it from?" Rachel said dryly.


  I made a helpless shrug for Rachel. "Darn. Now I can't drag behind you for three hours while you power-shop and guys drool all over you. Oh, what a pity. Oh, life is so cruel."


  Rachel made a face at me, then laughed. "Hey, a sick horse is far more important than buying jeans that go all the way down."


  "Come with us," I said to Rachel. I like my dad and all, I really do, but a two-hour drive with just him and his old Stevie Wonder CD's was not going to be fun.


  "Yeah, right," Rachel said.


  I said, "Come with us, and tomorrow I'll let you pick out a new pair of jeans for me."


  "Real jeans? Not some pair of blue cardboard-looking bargain jeans?" Rachel bit her lip, and got a misty look in her eyes. "Of course, you'll need a nice top to go with them . . . ."


  And that's how we ended up discovering the evil horses that threatened all of humanity.


  But I'd better not get ahead of myself. First we had to drive to the Dry Lands.


  Chapter 2


  



  It was dark by the time we got away from the city, away from the far edge of forest and out into the area we usually called the Dry Lands.


  The Dry Lands aren't exactly desert. I mean, we're not talking cactuses and so on. But the area is a kind of wasteland of scruffy grass and lots of emptiness that seems to stretch on and on forever. Here and there you'll see a tree, or maybe a few trees, but mostly it's all just grass and wildflowers and scrub and piles of boulders that jut up out of the ground like they were piled there by some ancient giant.


  Not that we saw much of the Dry Lands that night. It was highway all the way there. An hour of highway, with all three of us crammed in the front seat of the pickup. My dad won't let us ride in the back. It's not safe.


  But of course Rachel and I couldn't really talk much, with my dad right there. It's not just that he's a parent. It's also that he doesn't know anything about our lives as Animorphs.


  "So, who's Crazy Helen?" Rachel asked, desperate for anything to talk about.


  "Probably shouldn't call her that," my dad said. "Even though that's what she calls herself. She's an old woman, maybe eighty years old. She has a trailer behind a souvenir shop she owns. I met her years back when there was trouble with the Dry Lands horse herds."


  "There was a problem with intestinal parasites," I explained. "Worms."


  "For who? The horses or Crazy Helen?" Rachel asked.


  "There it is," my dad said, interrupting my search for a really funny comeback to Rachel.


  He pulled the truck up to a souvenir stand topped by a gigantic billboard that read LAST CHANCE SOUVENIRS. The billboard was bigger than the actual store. The store was closed and looked like it had been for years.


  Behind the store was a trailer. It was an Airstream. You know, one of those silver, bullet-shaped trailers? There was an awning out front trimmed in bright Christmas lights. Even though it was nowhere near Christmas.


  Crazy Helen came out when she saw us pull up. She had stringy gray hair and was wearing a faded flowery blouse over patched jeans and cowboy boots.


  "Hey," Rachel said. "It's you, Cassie. In sixty or seventy years."


  I "accidentally" dug my elbow into Rachel's side, and we both laughed.


  "Actually, Cassie, you'll end up running some big volunteer organization that saves unhappy chickens and whales or whatever," Rachel said, softening her sarcasm.


  I kind of liked that picture of my future. Although I wasn't sure how I was going to work with chickens and whales at the same time.


  "She's over there. Over there," Crazy Helen yelled as soon as we piled out of the truck. "It's a big roan mare. She's acting all funny. Like maybe she's been eating the loco weed."


  "Loco weed?" Rachel asked me.


  I shrugged.


  "Hi, Helen," my dad said calmly. "We'll go take a look, see what we have. How have you been?"


  "Those darn aliens still won't let me sleep," she said.


  I saw Rachel stiffen. I gave her a wink. In a low whisper I said, "Different aliens."


  "They keep sending me the messages through my teeth," Helen said. "They keep on telling me they're gonna land, right out here. But I haven't seen a Martian land in forty years. Very untrustworthy. Very, very sneaky, untrustworthy folks."


  "Who?" my father asked.


  "The Martians, that's who." Crazy Helen laughed. It wasn't an insane laugh. More of a gentle, knowing sound. I wondered sometimes if Crazy Helen was really crazy, or just playing a game.


  "Well, we'll go look at this horse," my dad said.


  Rachel and I shone flashlights into the dark. The moon was up, but it was just a sliver and didn't cast much light. And soon we were beyond the pool of light from the trailer and the billboard. Out in the absolute blackness you get when you're far from the city.


  The flashlight picked out stumpy trees and bushes and rocks. The only sound was the rustling of the tall grass as we walked.


  My father and I peered deep into the gloom, looking for a horse. Rachel, on the other hand, turned to look back toward the highway.


  "Hey. Is that the horse you're looking for?" Rachel asked.


  "Where?"


  "There. Back by the road. Back by that pay phone."


  My dad and I turned back to look. A scruffy roan horse was swaying from side to side as it walked. Swaying like a drunk.


  As we watched, the horse seemed to be attracted to the telephone. It picked up the receiver with its mouth and let it hang off the hook.


  And that's when things got strange. The horse lowered its head to the ground, picked up a twig in its lips, and seemed to be poking the telephone keyboard.


  "Am I crazy, or is that horse trying to make a phone call?" Rachel said.


  My dad shrugged. "Must be disoriented. Doesn't know what it's doing. Come on, let's get over there."


  I dropped behind a few steps to fall in with Rachel.


  "That horse is dialing the phone," Rachel said in a whisper.


  "Sure looks like it," I agreed.


  "Ordering a pizza?" Rachel suggested.


  "Hay, alfalfa, and extra cheese?"


  My dad was getting close to the horse. The horse spotted him, and hesitated. Like it wanted to complete its phone call. But also wanted to run away. It decided to run. Only it wasn't really up for running. The best it could do was wobble off into the darkness, practically falling over as it went.


  "Whoa, girl, whoa," my dad said in his calming-the-animals voice. "Whoa. I'm just trying to help you."


  But the horse wasn't interested. It swayed and wobbled and drifted away as fast as it could. I lost it in the darkness, but then we heard a WHUMPF sound.


  I broke into a run and soon caught up to my father. He was kneeling over the fallen horse. The horse was still trying to stand up, but it was out of it.


  "What do you think it is?" I asked my dad anxiously. The horse was sweating profusely. It glared at us with huge brown eyes.


  "Well, it could be a lot of things," he answered. "But I'd put my money on snake bite. Try and keep her calm. I have to get some things from the truck. I'll be right back."


  "Snakes?" Rachel said.


  "Sure. There are lots of snakes out here," I said. I patted the horse's flank and made soothing noises.


  "Not at night, though, right? I mean, snakes are probably a daytime thing . . . right?"


  "Not always."


  "Great. This is much better than the mall. Poison snakes and phone-calling horses."


  Suddenly I noticed something happening to the horse's head. "Look!" I cried.


  There, crawling its way out of the horse's left ear, was a slug. A large gray slug.


  "Is that what I think it is?" Rachel whispered.


  "Yeah. I think so."


  The gray slug wormed its way out of the horse's head. It plopped heavily on the gravel and grass beneath it. And then it started to writhe away.


  I'd seen those slugs before. We both had.


  "Yeerk," I whispered. "There was a Yeerk in this horse."


  The Yeerk crawled into the darkness. I glanced back and saw my dad still digging through his medical supplies at the truck. And that's when the pale stallion appeared.


  He was not a terribly large horse. But you knew right away, from the first glance, that this was a powerful animal. He stepped calmly toward us, head held high. He looked down at the snake-bit horse. And then he looked at the crawling Yeerk.


  It was hard to see clearly in the dark, but I think the Yeerk tried to raise itself up to the horse. Like it was trying to reach it. Then the stallion turned and began to run away.


  "Rachel?"


  "Yeah."


  "We have to get out of here."


  "What do you mean? Why?"


  I didn't know why. It was a feeling. An instinct. But it was really strong. "Just do it. Run! RUN!"


  I grabbed Rachel's arm and yanked her along with me. We took about eight steps, then . . .


  TSSEEEEEWWW! TSSEEEEEWWW!


  A blinding light! Brilliant and intense as a flashbulb-in-your-face light! The light was coming from above. From the sky.


  The very rocks split open. The ground itself seeming to explode!


  My face hit the dirt before I even knew I was falling.


  Chapter 3


  



  I was on my back. I was indoors. I opened my eyes. Staring down at me was an alien. A pale, ghostly oval face with two enormous eyes. It looked like a little kid, with weak arms and legs.


  It looked like one of the aliens from that old movie, Close Encounters of the Third Kind. In fact, it looked exactly like one of them.


  I blinked and looked again. It was a life-size cardboard cutout. Standing just behind the alien was Data from Star Trek: The Next Generation.


  I sat up. All around me were shelves piled with Star Wars masks - Wookiees and Darth Vader and Imperial stormtroopers, along with Star Trek handheld phasers and Spock ears. There were posters everywhere - Mulder and Scully from X-Files, Mike, Crow, Servo, and Gypsy from Mystery Science Theater 3000, Jane Fonda as Barbarella, and movie posters from Plan 9 From Outer Space, The Day the Earth Stood Still, Invasion of the Body Snatchers and, of course, 2001: A Space Odyssey.


  But mostly there were posters, mugs, ashtrays, pencils, and T-shirts, all emblazoned with a red-and-white logo dominated by the stencil letters spelling "Zone: 91."


  "She's awake," Rachel said. She sauntered over, carrying a short stick in one hand.


  "What's going on?" I asked her.


  "You were knocked out. You know, when that totally unexplainable explosion happened." She arched one brow and gave me a meaningful look.


  I understood. Rachel was reminding me that we had not seen what we had seen - there had been no Yeerk crawling from a horse's ear. There had been no Dracon beam.


  My father came rushing over, followed by Crazy Helen. He knelt and began feeling my head.


  "Ow!"


  "Looks okay," he muttered. "Superficial cut. Serious bruise, but I doubt there's a concussion. Still, I'll take you by the hospital emergency room on the way home. Have the doctors there check you out."


  Rachel winked. "Doctor Carter may be there. Noah Wyle. Oh, yeah."


  "What happened?" I asked my dad.


  "Well, honey-"


  "It was the aliens," Crazy Helen interrupted. "They have these exploding rocks they spread around out there. BOOM!"


  My father rolled his eyes. "We're on the edge of an Air Force facility. They have a base way back in the Dry Lands. You see the jets flying over all the time. I suspect they may have lost a bomb or a missile or something. That snake-bit horse must have set it off. The blast caught you."


  "That sounds logical," I said.


  "It was the aliens!" Crazy Helen screamed. "They keep the aliens out at Zone Ninety-one! That's why it's all so secret out there. That's why the Air Force won't talk about it. Zone Ninety-one is the secret base where the government keeps the aliens it has captured. They have 'em out there in cages. They get secrets of technology from them. You think computers just happened? All that stuff was from aliens. Here, have a souvenir mug. Normally ten-ninety-nine. But you can have it because you got hurt."


  Helen grabbed a mug from the shelf, wiped it off on her sleeve, and handed it to me.


  Rachel held up her stick. "I got a pecan log," she said.


  "You want a mug?" Helen asked her.


  "No, the pecan log is great. But I don't really believe in aliens." Rachel said this with a perfectly straight face.


  Helen just smiled. "Lots of people do, young lady. Very smart people, too. Out at Zone Ninety-one they know. Oh, they know! The government doesn't want us telling. They watch me. They listen in through the microchip they implanted in my head. They're listening right now! One of those black helicopters of theirs is listening in and transmitting everything we say to the New World Order headquarters in the Azores, which is where Atlantis is, you know."


  This tirade left us all temporarily without anything much to say. We just kind of stared.


  "Well, we may as well get out of Helen's hair," my father said, breaking the spell. "Cassie, honey, do you feel okay? Can you focus your eyes?"


  "Um, yes," I said. "But how about that horse?"


  My father shook his head, mystified. "Strangest thing. There isn't a trace left of her. Not a trace."


  "Hah. It's the Martians," Crazy Helen said. "It's all the fault of those darned aliens."


  Rachel and I exchanged a look. We were both having the same thought: It's a very strange world where a person called Crazy Helen is at least partly right.


  Chapter 4


  



  "You've never heard of Zone Ninety-one before? It's the Holy Grail of conspiracy nuts," Marco said in between slurps of a Mountain Dew. "Man, don't you ever go on the Internet? The Internet is full of people who think there are aliens at Zone Ninety-one. It's called the Most Secret Place On Earth."


  "I go on the Internet," Rachel said. "I just don't hang out in chat rooms, call myself 'Studboy,' and try to convince people I'm an incredibly handsome thirty-year-old millionaire."


  "Excuse me," Marco said, "but I do not use 'Studboy' as my screen name. Give me some credit. I use BaldwinBoyFive. You know, the missing fifth Baldwin brother. The really cool-looking one."


  We were all at the mall food court, the day after the incident in the Dry Lands. I was clutching a shopping bag. Inside were several smaller bags from The Gap and J. Crew.


  It was all Rachel's doing. Despite everything, she had actually remembered my stupid promise. Now I owned outfits. Not just clothing, mind you. Outfits.


  "Even I've heard of Zone Ninety-one," Jake said. "And unlike Marco, I'm a fairly normal human being."


  Marco threw a french fry at Jake. Jake ducked. And with a quick movement, Ax snagged the french fry out of midair, popped it in his mouth and said, "Mmmm. Grease. Greassss and salt!"


  Just then a boy walked up to the table. He seemed nervous, edgy. Like he was a little scared by the experience of being in the mall. He looked over his shoulders a lot. And when he looked right at you he squinted, as if he was nearsighted.


  "Hey, Tobias," Marco said. "We were thinking about ordering some pizza. You want mouse meat on yours?"


  Maybe I should back up a little and explain who all these people are. Because otherwise you'd never guess that this bunch was the Animorphs.


  First, there's Jake. Jake is pretty much the leader. Not that anyone really treats him that way. And not that he'd want anyone to treat him that way. See, that's part of the reason Jake is our leader - because he's the kind of guy who doesn't need anyone sucking up to him.


  Then there's Marco. What can I say about Marco? Not as much as he would say about himself, that's for sure.


  Marco is our sense of humor in the group. But he is not the class clown. There's a seriousness to him, way down beneath all the glib jokes and teasing. Marco sees things other people sometimes miss. He is very smart and very wide awake, if you know what I mean.


  Marco is Jake's best friend. They've been best friends forever. No one even remembers when it started. But ever since their friendship began, they've been arguing with each other about the most completely idiotic things in the universe: whether you should use more pedal or higher gears to win this dumb driving video game they love; whether Spiderman could beat Batman; whether basketball takes more teamwork than football; whether cheese tastes yellow.


  I'm not kidding. They once spent an entire Saturday arguing whether something could taste like a color. I seem to remember that Marco thought cheese actually tasted green.


  Despite this, Jake and Marco, along with Rachel and me, are the most normal members of the Animorphs. The other two are definitely weirder.


  Take Tobias. Tobias is a kid trapped in the body of a red-tailed hawk. That happens if you stay more than two hours in a morph. You stay in that morph permanently. Tobias lives in the forest near a meadow. He still lives by hunting mice and rabbits.


  But a vastly powerful creature called an Ellimist just recently gave Tobias back his power to morph. So now Tobias can morph like any of us. Except that just as we each have to return to our human form before two hours, Tobias has to return to his hawk form.


  So the human body Tobias was in at the mall was actually a morph of his old human body. That's why he seemed nearsighted: He was used to his laser-sharp hawk eyes.


  He could stay forever in that human body, but then he'd be trapped as a human, unable to morph.


  Confusing? It gets worse.


  The last member of our group is not a human at all. His full name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. We call him Ax.


  Ax is an Andalite. But he also has a human morph he created out of bits of DNA from Jake, Marco, me, and Rachel.


  Ax in his human morph is shockingly pretty for a boy. And extremely weird. See, Andalites have no mouths. No sense of taste. So when Ax is in human morph and has a mouth, he has no resistance whatsoever to flavors.


  Ax is dangerous around cinnamon buns. And chocolate. And popcorn. And the paper boxes the popcorn comes in.


  Basically, Ax in human morph should not go anywhere near anything that can be eaten. We've had to stop him from eating the butts out of ashtrays. Don't get me wrong. Ax is brilliant and decent and honorable and brave - when he's in his own body.


  "So. What's up?" Tobias asked.


  Six sets of eyes casually scanned the area around us. The mall was not busy, and it was too early for a big dinner crowd at the food court. But we had to be sure that no one was even slightly within range to overhear.


  Our enemies could be anyone. Anywhere.


  "Rachel and Cassie went out to Zone Ninety-one and found horses making phone calls," Marco said.


  Tobias's eyes darted to me, then to Rachel. He looked very serious. He had mostly forgotten how to make human expressions with his face. But he was still Tobias. "Can someone interpret from Marco-babble to normal language?"


  "I think I like you better as a chicken, Tobias," Marco said.


  "Red-tailed hawk," Tobias said tolerantly.


  Marco shrugged. "Chicken, pigeon, hawk, whatever."


  "Um, how about if we get down to business before someone interrupts us?" Jake suggested.


  "Okay, Dad," Marco said. Then, becoming instantly serious, he quickly and efficiently summarized for Tobias what we knew.


  "Yeerks in horses," Rachel said. "It makes zero sense. Why would Yeerks want to make Controllers out of horses?"


  "Do horses have some special powers? Pow-werz-zuh?" Ax asked. In addition to enjoying taste, he finds speaking words out loud to be strange.


  I shrugged. "They're herd animals. Not very smart. In fact, pretty dumb, really. They can run fast, but there are lots of faster animals. They're strong, but there are lots of other animals that are stronger." I shrugged again. "I can't see why the Yeerks would be wanting to infest horses."


  "Maybe they think they can win the Kentucky Derby," Rachel joked.


  "Maybe it's some kind of strange Yeerk entertainment," Jake offered. "Maybe it's fun for them."


  "I don't believe Yeerks do anything for fun, Prince Jake," Ax said. "They would have some reason."


  "Ax, please don't call me 'Prince Jake.' Especially not in public."


  "Yes, Prince Jake. Jay-kuh."


  "Are you two sure about this?" Jake asked Rachel and me. "It was a Yeerk you saw? Not a snake or a snail or something?"


  "And what if your dad is right, and it was an exploding artillery shell, not a Dracon flash?" Tobias suggested.


  "We're not doubting you," Jake added quickly. "It's just that there's no good reason for Yeerks to infest horses."


  I looked at Rachel. I was sure of what we'd seen. Mostly. "Well . . . I guess I could be wrong. But I'm pretty sure."


  "Yeah. Pretty sure," Rachel echoed.


  "So? What do we do?" Jake asked. "Take a look around out in the Dry Lands? See if we can get some more proof?"


  "Very good flying out there," Tobias said. "Lots of sweet thermals."


  "And plenty of delicious snakes and toads?" Marco asked with mock innocence.


  "I can't go tomorrow," Jake said. "It's my dad's birthday. We're all going out for dinner."


  "Even Tom?" Rachel asked.


  "Tom says he'll be there," Jake said darkly. "But who knows? He spends a lot of time at meetings of The Sharing lately. All the more reason why I have to be there. My dad is not going to celebrate his birthday without at least one of his sons there."


  "What did you get your dad?" I asked, trying to lighten the mood.


  Jake grinned. "Haven't done it yet, but I think I'm going to clean the roof gutters for him."


  Marco shuddered. "Actual physical labor? Couldn't you just get him a nice Hallmark card?"


  "I am kind of curious about this thing with the horses," I said. "But we could put it off till the weekend."


  "It could be worth checking out," Jake said. "But we don't need everyone to go along. Who wants to go flying with Cassie tomorrow after school?"


  In the end Tobias, Rachel, Marco, and I decided to go. Jake was busy, and I don't think Ax saw any point in it. We broke up and went our separate ways. We try not to spend much time together in public. We don't want any inquisitive Controllers to start thinking of us as a "group." So Rachel and I left together.


  "No one is taking this seriously, are they?" I asked her. "I get the impression Ax thinks we're nuts."


  "Yeerks in horses? Horse-Controllers? It is kind of hard to see where that's some big threat."


  "Yeah. I guess that's true."


  "But hey, any excuse to go flying, right?"


  Chapter 5


  



  The next day I wore my new outfit to school. I hooked up with Rachel before first period and we walked to class together. Down the main hall. Me and Rachel, the Goddess of Clothing and Good Grooming.


  "You look great!" Rachel said.


  "Hi, Rachel," a boy named Charles said, smiling awkwardly. "Oh, and hi, um . . . Carla."


  "See? Charles smiled at you."


  "He called me Carla."


  "Has he ever even spoken to you before?" Rachel asked.


  "I guess not."


  "See? Progress."


  Marco likes to tease Rachel, calling her Xena: Warrior Princess. And when I'm with her I guess I'm Gabrielle. The sidekick. Guys see Rachel first, second, and third. They see me fourth.


  Personally, I don't care. Looks and clothing don't matter even slightly to me. And the people who matter are the ones who see past all that.


  "Hey, Rachel. How's it going?" a boy named Jawan asked, smiling shyly.


  "Fine," Rachel said coolly. "Cassie, you've met Jawan, haven't you?"


  I shrugged. "Hi, Jawan."


  "Hey, Kendra," he said. "See you later in English, Rachel."


  "Kendra?" I asked Rachel.


  "He gave you a definite look," Rachel said. "So what if he isn't good at remembering names?"


  "He remembers your name pretty well," I pointed out. Then I spotted a guy named Joe. Joe was a friend of mine from when we both took riding lessons together. He would remember my name.


  "Hey, Cassie. Whoa! Whoa! Something different about you." He stepped back and stared at me.


  "New outfit?" Rachel suggested.


  Joe shook his head. "No, that's not it. Oh, I know what it is!" He snapped his fingers. "You look like you've gained weight! Have you been trying to bulk up?"


  Rachel reached with one elegant hand and pushed Joe disdainfully out of her way.


  "That proves nothing," Rachel said.


  "Uh-huh. I look fatter."


  "Guys are idiots sometimes."


  "Not Jake," I said.


  Rachel rolled her eyes. "Jake is the exception that proves the rule," she said. "And there he is now."


  Jake was cruising down the hall, joking and talking with some non-Animorph friends. Part of what we have to do is maintain normal lives as much as possible.


  "Hi, Cassie," Jake said, peeling off from his buds. "Hey, Rachel."


  Rachel stood back, and held her hands out toward me like a fashion designer showing off her latest supermodel. "So?"


  "So what?" Jake asked blankly.


  "So the outfit! The outfit!" Rachel exploded in frustration. "Doesn't Cassie look great in these new clothes? These clothes that actually fit, and have no raccoon poop stains? Doesn't she look fabulous?"


  Jake smiled his slow smile. "Of course she looks great. She always does. You guys have fun in the Dry Lands this afternoon. And try to be careful."


  He walked off down the hall leaving me with a nice, warm glow.


  Rachel stared at me. "Okay, he's an idiot, too."


  "No, you were right the first time," I said smugly. "He's the exception."


  We reached first period class. I sighed deeply, my usual reaction to first period. The classroom was stuffy and airless. The windows just looked out at the blank brick wall of the gym.


  I went to my seat and tried to remind myself of what we were supposed to have studied the night before. Did I do my homework? Oh, yeah. I had. It was in my -


  "No! No! It can't be!"


  Marco's voice. He sits two rows over. But now he leaped clear over one row of seats and slithered into an empty desk next to mine. He stared at me, wide-eyed with wonder. Way too much wonder.


  "Who is this vision of loveliness? Who is this fantasy come true? Excuse me, but are you Tyra Banks? No, no, you can't be any mortal girl. So much perfection could never be achieved by a mere human. You're an angel descended from heaven! I mean, they say clothes make the man, but these clothes make you an angel."


  I took out my homework and placed it on my desk. "Are you done?" I asked Marco.


  He thought for a moment, then nodded. "Yeah. That should be about enough."


  "What did Rachel pay you?"


  He grinned. "Two bucks. Girls are such idiots sometimes. I'd have done it for a dollar."


  Chapter 6


  



  We met up at the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic.


  I quickly doled out the meds to the caged patients. It was a slow week. Half the cages were empty, which is totally unusual.


  "You ready?" Rachel asked.


  "Just have to check this opossum's bandage. Good. The stitches are holding. Good boy," I said to the opossum with the mangled paw. "Okay. Now I'm ready."


  "Why do they have that extra o in opossum?" Marco wondered. "What's the point of it if it's silent?"


  Tobias was up in the rafters. He was in his hawk body once more. A red-tailed hawk with a brown back and tan front and reddish-brown tail. His eyes were gold and inhumanly intense.


  Since he was in morph, he communicated in thought-speak. <Everything's clear,> he said to me. <Your mom just went inside the house carrying groceries. Your dad's truck is just coming through the intersection by the Exxon station. It'll take him five minutes to get here.>


  I didn't doubt Tobias. Hawks have amazing vision. From his position in the rafters of the barn, Tobias could see out through the open loft door. If he said my dad was five minutes away, my dad was five minutes away.


  "Let's morph," Rachel said.


  She removed her outer clothing and folded it neatly into her backpack. Beneath she wore her morphing suit. See, we haven't figured out how to morph bulky clothing. We can only morph something fairly skintight. Like Rachel's black leotard. Or my somewhat more colorful aerobics outfit. Or Marco's bike shorts.


  I focused my mind on the morph I wanted to do. It was an osprey, a type of hawk that usually eats fish and lives by water. It would be good for distance flying.


  Rachel was morphing her own big bird of prey, a bald eagle. Marco has an osprey morph, just like mine. In fact, identical to mine, since we acquired the same bird's DNA.


  I began to focus on the osprey, and as I did, I felt the changes begin.


  Morphing is still exciting to me. I've done it dozens and dozens of times, but each time I realize how lucky I am to have the power. I will never get tired of it. I'll never get bored with it. It is an experience of total, complete, utterly amazing change.


  Each morph happens differently. Things happen in unpredictable ways. It isn't always smooth and gradual. Often it's unbelievably illogical, and you never know quite what will happen first.


  This time the first change I noticed was my legs. Without getting smaller, they began to morph into bird legs. My five small toes melted together. And from those melted toes grew long talons. Three long talons forward, one turned back.


  Looking down, I could see why people say birds descended from dinosaurs. A hawk talon looks exactly like the foot of a Tyrannosaurus or some other big predator dinosaur.


  A hawk talon is one of those things where you can just look at it and know it's a weapon. They're fleshless and without feathers, so that the blood of prey animals doesn't stick and turn nasty; they're quick and powerful at gripping, but weak and reluctant to let go; and the claw at the end is designed not just to hold a branch, or to walk on, but to be squeezed directly into the flesh of the prey.


  Nature, as I learned from my parents, isn't always warm and cuddly.


  "She's got le-egs, she knows how to use them." Marco sang the line of an old song. Then he laughed, but the laugh was cut short when his mouth erupted into an osprey's beak.


  The next change was my skin. It lightened toward medium gray. And all across the skin of my arms I saw patterns being drawn. Feather patterns, like tiny trees pressed flat. Networks of tiny veins that overlapped like shingles on a roof.


  Then, rippling across my body, the patterns became three-dimensional. The patterns seemed to swell up and become full-fledged feathers.


  It itched. But it did not hurt. I resisted the urge to scratch. Because already my fingers were not exactly fingers anymore. The finger bones had begun to elongate. At the same time my arm bones contorted and shrank, becoming lighter, air-filled, hollow.


  Bones make a sort of grinding sound when they morph. It's disturbing the first few times you do it. To put it mildly.


  Finally, I began shrinking. The ground began to rush up toward me. Even though I've done this many times, I still can't quite shake the feeling that I'm falling and falling and falling without ever quite hitting bottom.


  I had left my boots standing right near me. They're rubber boots that come up to about midcalf. But now, as I shrank, the boots grew. From midcalf height to waist height in less than a minute.


  And I was still shrinking.


  At the same time my internal organs began to shift and rearrange. My long, twisted human intestines became the much shorter digestive tract of a bird. My slow, plodding human heart became the rapid-fire heart of an osprey. Kidneys, lungs, liver . . . nothing stayed the same.


  Then . . . SPRROOOT! My lips bulged out and out and very suddenly became harder than fingernails. I had a curved, ripping hawk's beak.


  I felt my teeth sort of shrivel away. I felt my forehead recede and my chest narrow. All the fat on my body disappeared, leaving me little more than skin and muscle and hollow bones wrapped in feathers.


  I noticed several of the animals in the cages watching us with great intensity. None more intense than an injured fox who seemed mesmerized by the way we had gone from being huge, threatening humans to small, tasty birds. He watched me with hungry, glittering eyes.


  <Better get a move on,> Tobias said. <We should be well clear before Cassie's dad gets here.>


  <Yeah,> Marco said. <We look like we're here to break into the cages and bust the other birds outta here.>


  I spread my arms. But instead of arms I had wings. <I'm ready. Rachel?>


  I looked at Rachel. Her human eyes were just changing color. She stared back at me with an eagle's intense gaze. <Ready.>


  <Let's fly,> I said. I opened my wings and beat them downward, hard. And again. And again. I drew my talons up and beat several times more.


  I rose from the floor of the barn. It was a struggle. We were inside, in a cramped area with no headwind.


  I beat my wings and rose to the loft to perch beside Tobias. Rachel came to rest just across from us. She was nearly twice our size, with wings that stretched six feet from tip to tip and a blazingly white head and tail.


  I looked out through the open hayloft. I looked with osprey eyes. It's as if humans are blind. I saw my dad's truck coming down the dirt road to our farm. I saw through the windshield. I saw his face. I saw the individual hairs on his head. If a fly had landed on his nose right then, I'd have been able to see its antennae twitch.


  My dad was still two hundred yards away.


  Then I lifted my gaze toward the rectangle of blue and white sky.


  I opened my wings, launched myself forward, swooped out through the window, caught just enough of a breeze, and soared toward the clouds.


  There are times when being an Animorph is pretty bad. But definitely not when you're flying.


  Chapter 7


  



  There is a lot to know about flying. Fortunately, the osprey's brain took care of most of that. It trimmed my tail. It adjusted the angle of my wings. But my brain was there, too. And I flew.


  We flapped hard to get some altitude and rise above the barn and my house. In a few seconds we were high enough for me to spot the orange Frisbee I'd accidentally thrown onto the roof of my house. We circled, fighting gravity, and I could see my dad pulling his truck up to the mailbox to check for letters.


  Higher still, and I could see through my own living room window and see my mom tilting her head back, eyes closed, relaxing after a day at work.


  <This way,> Tobias called to us, and Rachel and I followed. The sky is home to Tobias. He knows his way around. Rachel and I are just visitors to the clouds.


  <See over there? Off to the east?> Tobias asked. <See the way the clouds are piled up? The slight rippling in the air?>


  I looked with my incredible osprey vision. And I did see the air ripple from heat. The same way you sometimes see heat waves rising from the pavement on a hot day. But these heat waves were half a mile away.


  <Yes,> I replied. <I see them. Is it a thermal?>


  <A serious thermal. We'll ride that a mile straight up!>


  After all this time, Tobias is still excited by flying. I guess I would be, too. It is the coolest thing in the world.


  We flew hard, separated by a few hundred yards so we wouldn't look like we were together. See, red-tails, bald eagles, and ospreys don't exactly fly in formation together.


  I felt my wing muscles grow tired. Flapping is hard work. But when we reached the thermal it would be easier. A thermal is a pillar of rising warm air. You spread your wings in a thermal, and you can soar with very little energy.


  Then, wonderfully, we were in it. I felt warm air billow up beneath my outstretched wings. And up I soared. Up and up and up!


  <Hah-hah! Oh, man I love this!> Rachel yelled. <I love this, I love this, I love this! Yeeeee-haaah!>


  <So, you're saying you love this?> Marco asked her.


  Up we went, circling over and under and around each other. We were doing an airborne ballet of incredible gracefulness.


  The ground fell away beneath us. Now even our excellent predators' hearing picked up no sound from the cars and houses and stores below us.


  Up we went, till the tallest trees looked like tiny bushes. Till lawns became postage stamps. Till roads became shimmering streams of hot concrete.


  And yet, even though everything below us became small, I could still see in startling detail. Especially anything that moved like prey: cats, dogs, mice, other birds.


  <Look,> Tobias said. <A flight of geese!>


  I saw them up above us. They were going the same direction as us, but moving in a tight V-formation.


  <Let's go catch them!> I cried.


  Tobias laughed. <Yeah, right. See the way they fly? They never stop flapping. They're like machines. They can fly hundreds of miles. You ever watch a dog try to catch a passing car? That's what it would be like, us trying to catch those geese.>


  He was right. The geese just kept power-flying. Soon they were way past us.


  <How long till we get to the Dry Lands?> Rachel asked.


  <Long time,> Tobias said. <But we're getting some great altitude. That will help.>


  <This will be so cool,> Marco said. <Zone Ninety-one! We will penetrate the very heart of the government conspiracy to cover up alien visitors!>


  <Marco, just how dumb are you?> Rachel asked. <We know about the real aliens. We know they don't look like E.T. or the guys you always see on alien books. And we know the real aliens, the Yeerks, don't go around kidnapping backwoods goobers and doing medical experiments on them.>


  <Maybe there are two different bunches of aliens,> Marco said. <Maybe there are these aliens who crash-landed back in the fifties. Plus the Yeerks more recently.>


  <Yeah, right, Agent Mulder,> Rachel grumbled. <Earth is the crossroads of every passing alien. We're the McDonald's next to the highway of the galaxy.>


  They argued on for a while, and, not for the first time, I realized my life had gotten weird. I was flying a mile up, listening to a thought-speak debate between a bald eagle and an osprey over the existence of aliens.


  Good grief.


  After a while I tuned them out. It is very quiet in the high air. No noise from the ground. None. Sometimes you hear the engines of a jet flying by, five miles farther up. But mostly all you hear is the soft rushing of wind over feathers. And the sound of your own wings beating.


  We used the altitude of the first thermal to jump from thermal to thermal. We would fly out of one gentle vortex of warm air, descend to the next, and let it raise us up again.


  And after a while, I saw the roads becoming fewer and smaller. The houses thinned out. The gas stations were miles apart. I saw cows and sheep standing around in random patterns far below.


  And then even the cows and sheep were left behind as were the last homes and businesses. Below us the ground was dry, covered with yellowed grass, and marked out by barbed-wire fences.


  Tobias said, <Hey. Check out that sign down there. The one by the dirt road.>


  I aimed my osprey vision and read:


  



  STOP!


  GOVERNMENT PROPERTY. RESTRICTED AREA.


  AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY BEYOND THIS POINT.


  ALL OTHERS ARE SUBJECT TO ARREST AND


  PROSECUTION. THIS MEANS YOU.


  



  <I'm guessing this is the beginning of the famous Zone Ninety-one,> I said.


  <Friendly, aren't they?> Rachel said.


  <If you were trying to conceal a vast government conspiracy to hide an alien spacecraft, you'd be paranoid, too,> Marco said.


  I wasn't sure whether he was joking or not. Sometimes it's hard to tell with Marco.


  I could see the base called Zone 91. It was a cluster of squat, unattractive buildings that all looked as if they'd been built forty years ago. There were three very large buildings that looked like aircraft hangars. And there was an airstrip. But I could also see lots of vehicles: trucks, Humvees, even some tanks.


  And there were horses, just scattering, sauntering through the base like it wasn't there.


  <Marco, I know a lady you'd love,> Rachel muttered. <Her name is Crazy Helen. Crazy, because she sounds like you.>


  <Let's look for those horses,> I suggested. <I think that's the place to start.>


  <The phone-using horses,> Tobias said. <Horse-Controllers.>


  Something about the way he said it made it sound like he doubted the whole thing.


  <We did see a Yeerk crawl out of that horse's ear,> Rachel said defensively.


  <And we did almost get fried by a Bug fighter's Dracon beam,> I pointed out.


  <You didn't actually see a Bug fighter, though. And with pathetic human eyes, who can tell if it's a Yeerk slug or just a plain old snake? Now that I can become human again, I can really remember how blind humans are.>


  <I cannot believe you don't believe us, Tobias,> Rachel complained.


  <I didn't say I don't believe you. It's just that it doesn't make any sense. I mean, why would Yeerks want to infest some skanky wild horses?>


  <I don't know,> I admitted. <But I know what I saw.>


  <There!> Rachel said. <A bunch of horses. Over by the water hole. Maybe that's them.>


  We banked sharply left and headed toward them. There were half a dozen mares, two gangly colts, and one big stallion who stood off by himself on a slight rise. The stallion sniffed the breeze, head high.


  <That's not them,> I said.


  <How do you know?>


  <Because they're acting exactly like horses, that's why. They have colts. And the stallion is behaving like a stallion. The horses we want won't act that way.>


  <Okay. Well, you guys need to demorph,> Tobias said. <You're nearly at the two-hour limit. There are some rocks over there. You'll have shade and privacy.>


  So we headed for the rocks and landed. They were just a pile of rocks like any other jumble of boulders.


  Except that we'd overlooked one vital fact: They were on the far side of the sign. The sign that said THIS MEANS YOU.


  Chapter 8


  



  We flew down into the rocks and demorphed.


  It was a nice little enclosure, with tall, rounded boulders all around us and clean, dry sand under our feet. We were completely hidden from anyone coming in any direction.


  Tobias came to rest beside us as Marco, Rachel, and I returned to our human forms. Of course, as always when we came out of a morph, we were in our morphing suits, and barefoot.


  The sun beat down, but we were mostly in shade. A warm breeze blew and whistled between the rocks: WHEEE-HEEEEEE-WHEEE-EEEEE-WHEEE


  "All we need now is a picnic lunch," Marco said. "Tobias! Go rustle us up some juicy rats and toads."


  <No need,> Tobias said coolly. <Just eat that snake you're sitting on.>


  "Yaaahhh!" Marco screamed as he leaped to his feet and began slapping his behind frantically.


  A small black snake slithered away from the pocket of warm sand where Marco had been sitting.


  "I'm bit! I'm gonna die! A rattler bit my butt!"


  <It's not a rattler, and he didn't bite you,> Tobias said. <He's just a harmless bull snake.>


  "No snake is harmless," Marco muttered. "But keep your hawk eyes open in case a rattler does come for me."


  <I will protect your butt from snake bite, Marco,> Tobias said solemnly.


  "Let's just morph back," Rachel suggested. "We don't need to rest. I feel fine."


  "There's no rush, is there?" I asked.


  Morphing is tiring. It wears you out. Sometimes we've had to morph very quickly with no rest between shape changes. But that's not the best way to do it. You feel much more energized if you wait a little while.


  Rachel shrugged. "No. No rush." She stretched up on her toes and looked around at the boulders. The WHEE-EEING wind caught her hair and blew it in her face. "It looks like some scene from an old Western. The good guys are up here in the rocks hiding from the bad guys. All we need is six-guns and rifles."


  CHICK-CLICK!


  <What the -> Tobias cried.


  CHICK-CLICK! CHICK-CLICK!


  I froze at the sound. I'd heard it before in real life. And I'd heard it on TV a thousand times. It was unmistakable. It was the sound of weapons being cocked.


  I looked upward and there above us, pointed straight at our heads, were the black muzzles of automatic rifles.


  I was so busy staring at the guns, it took a few seconds before I even noticed there were people holding the weapons. They wore helmets covered in camouflage fabric. Desert-style camouflage in shades of tan and beige. Their uniforms were desert camouflage, too.


  Their faces were not friendly.


  One of the soldiers stood up and put his hands on his hips. "Okay now, here's what we're going to do. The three of you are gonna lie down, facedown in the sand, and place your hands behind your heads, fingers laced together."


  I thought, The three of us? Of course! They thought Tobias was a hawk.


  "But we're not doing anything," Rachel protested, sounding pretty much like I remember her sounding years ago when her mom would catch us rifling through her closet looking for clothes to try on.


  "You have illegally entered a restricted government facility," the man said. "And you are in a world of hurt. Sergeant! Search them for weapons or contraband. And someone chase away that big old hawk there. He's staring at me."


  "Yes, sir, Lieutenant."


  <You guys, just go along with them,> Tobias said as he opened his wings and began to fly off. <I'll keep an eye out for you. Just play dumb.>


  "You heard him, Marco," Rachel whispered with an exaggerated wink. "Be yourself."


  Naturally, Rachel was completely unafraid. But then, Rachel is never afraid. I was afraid. But that's because I'm sane, unlike Rachel.


  The soldiers leaped down from the rocks and quickly searched us as we lay facedown in the sand. It was a quick search: We were wearing our morphing outfits.


  "All right, get up. Put on your shoes," the lieutenant said.


  I winced. Shoes! Oh, man, we'd never be able to explain this.


  "No shoes, sir!" the sergeant said.


  I saw the frown form on the lieutenant's face. "Hey. Wait a minute. It's a couple of miles back to the road. How'd you get here without shoes? For that matter, there hasn't been a car down that road all day. How did you get here at all?"


  I looked at Rachel. Rachel looked at Marco. Marco put on a big grin and said, "It was the Martians, Lieutenant. We were dropped here by aliens."


  Chapter 9


  



  "My name is Captain Torrelli. I am in charge of security for this facility."


  We were in a very small, very airless, very brightly lit room. There were no windows. And whenever the door opened you saw a guy in an Air Force uniform.


  A tough-looking guy in an Air Force uniform.


  A tough-looking guy in an Air Force uniform, cradling a small machine gun.


  There was also a bulletin board. On it were small posters reminding everyone that "Security is our business." And exhorting everyone to tolerate "Zero Defects."


  But there was also something more familiar that caught my eye. One of the little flyers was for The Gardens. The Gardens is the big combination amusement park and zoo where my mom is one of the vets. Below the flyer was a sign-up sheet, bearing a lot of names.


  "Hi, Captain," Marco said. "How's it going?"


  The captain glanced over at the lieutenant who had picked us up. The lieutenant just shrugged.


  "Now look, kids, maybe you don't realize it, but you're in trouble," the captain said.


  "Yes, sir, we realize we made a big mistake," I said. "It was totally an accident. We didn't even know there was anything back here in the Dry Lands. And boy, we'd never, ever come back again if you let us go, that's for sure."


  I smiled innocently. I nudged Rachel and she smiled innocently as well. I prayed that Marco would get a clue and smile innocently so we could just -


  "So. Where do you keep the alien?" Marco asked.


  So much for Marco getting a clue.


  The captain pressed his lips tightly together until they turned pale. Then he said, "Look, kid, this is an Air Force installation. We don't discuss what we do here, but I am authorized to tell you one thing: There are no aliens here!"


  "Yeah, right. Sir," Marco snorted.


  "What's your name, son?"


  "Um . . . Mulder. Fox Mulder."


  "Well, you are in a world of hurt, Fox Mulder. You have violated federal law. You could be thrown in prison!"


  "Sir?" I interrupted. "Please just ignore Mar-I mean, Fox."


  "Yeah. He's an idiot," Rachel added.


  "He just likes to annoy people. We're just kids, you know. We didn't mean any harm. Couldn't you just give us a warning?"


  "A very stern warning, even," Rachel agreed.


  "Normally that's just what we'd do," the captain said. "We do get our share of Looney Tunes and crackpots out here." He looked directly at Marco as he said "crackpots." "However, we have ourselves a little mystery here. See, none of you is wearing shoes. The lieutenant's men searched the area - no shoes. And it is physically impossible to have walked across all that undergrowth and through those rocks without shoes."


  "So we're busted for not having shoes?" Rachel asked.


  "Look, what's the big deal, sir?" Marco asked. "If you have an alien here, why not just tell everyone?"


  The captain gave Marco a long, hard stare. "I want the three of you to write down your names and your parents' phone numbers on this piece of paper." He shoved a clipboard at Marco. "We're gonna call your folks. Maybe they'll appreciate your sense of humor."


  I watched over Marco's shoulder as he wrote down "Fox Mulder." Then he followed it by a phone number.


  Rachel identified herself as Dana Scully.


  Then it was my turn. And I drew a total blank. See, I don't really watch X-Files. The captain stared at me as I held the pen poised over the paper and sweated.


  What name? What name?


  "Don't you know your own name?"


  "Um . . . sure. It's . . . Cindy! That's it, Cindy. Cindy . . . Crawford."


  Marco stared at me. Rachel stared at me. I wrote down the name with a trembling hand and then wrote in some random numbers.


  The two officers left. There was a loud click from the lock closing.


  "Cindy Crawford?" Marco demanded. "What are you, nuts?"


  "Me? Me? How about you?"


  "Every guy in the country knows who Cindy Crawford is!"


  "We have to get out of here. Fast!" Rachel said. "I gave him the phone number for Pizza Hut delivery."


  "I gave him the number for the Sports Scoreboard recording," Marco said.


  "I just gave him one-two-three-four-five-six-seven-eight!" I said.


  "Eight? You gave him eight numbers?" Marco laughed. "Remind me not to ever be a spy with you. Now how do we get outta here?"


  "I can morph to grizzly and-" Rachel started to say.


  "No!" I cried. "These are good guys and, as far as we know, they're not Yeerks! We can't hurt anyone! We need something small enough to get out beneath the door. I say housefly."


  "I hate doing flies," Rachel shuddered.


  "Ant?"


  "No way."


  "Cockroach?"


  Rachel nodded. "Okay. I'll do cockroach."


  Marco looked at her, mystified. "Flies gross you out but roaches don't?"


  But Rachel and I were already busy morphing and Marco had to hurry to keep up.


  This time the floor didn't rise toward us. It leaped! And the changes didn't involve the gentle, rather lovely transformation of skin into feathers.


  This time the transformation started for Marco with antennae. Two huge, long, spiky antennae shot straight out of his forehead.


  SPLEEET!


  For Rachel the change began with the legs. The middle pair of legs. The ones that grew right out of her chest.


  "Yah!" I yelled, even though I knew what to expect more or less. Still, seeing antennae come popping out of a friend's head and hairy, articulated legs from your best friend's chest . . . well, it is gross.


  But I wasn't able to really focus too much on them. Because I was becoming distracted by the fact that one-foot squares of linoleum now looked as big as a front lawn. And by the fact that I could hear the sound of every bone in my body dissolving into mush. And by the fact that my skin was turning hard and smooth.


  SPLOOOT! Legs popped out of my chest.


  SPROUT! Antennae zoomed out of my head.


  My own legs shriveled. I fell forward! I stuck out my hands to catch myself, but I no longer had hands.


  "I've changed my mind," Rachel started to say jokingly. But whatever she had wanted to say next was lost because her pretty, human face turned hard and bronze, and her mouth split into the clicking mouthparts of a roach.


  <What I was going to say was, "I've changed my mind, roaches are grosser than flies,"> Rachel said.


  And that's when we felt vibrations through our antennae. The heavy vibrations of footsteps. Angry footsteps.


  It took some practice to use roach senses well enough to understand speech. But we'd had practice. So we were able to hear the captain saying, "Pizza Hut, eh? I'll show the little monsters some Pizza Hut!"


  <Move it, boys and girls!> Rachel cried with the giddy enthusiasm she always has when facing certain death.


  <RAAAAID!> Marco yelled.


  <Really funny, Marco. Really funny,> I muttered. <Can we just get the heck out of here?>


  Air movement! Vibration! Wind! The scent of humans!


  The door had been opened. It swept over our heads. We each motored our three pairs of legs. We were out of there!


  Chapter 10


  



  ZOOOOOOOOM!


  We blew across highly polished linoleum squares.


  My six legs motored insanely, my antennae waved wildly, my every cockroach instinct screamed, Run! Run! Ruuuuun!


  So we ran.


  Not that we exactly had any idea where to run.


  <Where are we going?> Marco yelled.


  <How would I know?> Rachel cried.


  <Head for daylight!> I screamed.


  <How do we tell daylight from plain old lights?>


  <I don't know. Um . . . um . . .> I tried to think of how a roach would know the difference between daylight and plain old interior lights. Of course! Roaches are startled and scared by lights. The brighter the light, the scarier it would be.


  <Run toward whatever scares your roach brain worst!> I yelled.


  <Oh, swell. This stupid bug brain is already scared to death.>


  Vibrations! Lots of them. Big, heavy, earth-shaking. We're talking VIBRATIONS!


  Through the muddy, fractured, nearsighted roach senses I saw, or at least felt, massive things falling from the sky. It was like someone was dropping trucks all around me!


  Footsteps! Shoes the same size as double-wide trailers!


  WHOOOMPF! WHOOOMPF! WHOOOMPF!


  <Look out! There's people walking on us!> Marco yelled.


  WHOOOMPF! A monster killer shoe came down from the sky and slammed into the floor just an inch ahead of me. But the roach brain had reacted just in time. The roach brain knew how not to get stepped on.


  <Let the roaches handle this!> I said. <The roach brains are good at this.>


  WHOOMPF! My roach body scurried out of the way, barely avoiding the side of a heel that would have squashed me flat and dead in a split second.


  <Daylight! I think I see daylight!> Rachel cried.


  <Lead on!> I dimly perceived Rachel's roach morph ahead of me. And Marco was just beside me. All together, three scared-as-heck roaches blew toward a bright light.


  Suddenly there was a ridge. Pretty high to me, even though it was probably not even an inch high. It was the transom of a doorway, I realized, and I knew one thing: I really wanted out of that building.


  <Tobias!> I called out. <Can you hear me? Are you up there?>


  <Yeah. Where are you?> he asked. <And what are you?>


  <We are three lost little cockroaches in a big hurry!> Marco said.


  <Got you!> Tobias said.


  <Thank goodness for those hawk eyes,> Rachel said. <Now get us outta here!>


  <Keep moving and try to bunch up together. And by the way, there's a column coming your way. A column of . . . vehicles.>


  Something about the way he said "vehicles" should have alerted me. But all I could think about was getting close to Marco and Rachel so Tobias could pick us up.


  We were on concrete now, and moving slower. When you're bug size, concrete doesn't look smooth. It looks like you're running across an endless field of small boulders. Concrete kind of glitters. At least that's how it looked to my cockroach senses.


  And another thing about concrete, at least concrete with the sun beating down on it: It's hot!


  <I'm gonna fry!> Marco wailed.


  <Oh, man, it's hot! I didn't think bugs could feel temperature this much,> I said.


  <Tobias! Hurry up, man, we're seriously getting barbecued!>


  Suddenly a shadow swooped down. I had to fight the urge to panic and run in a completely different direction.


  Huge, rough-textured talons came hurtling down at amazing speed. The nails scraped along the concrete. One talon hooked beneath me and lifted me up, up, up.


  <Yeeee-hah!> Marco yelled. <Red-tailed airlines.>


  No more heat. No more concrete. I was up in the air, wind whipping . . .


  <Ahhhhhhhhhh!> I was falling! Tobias had lost his grip on me and I was falling, falling, spiraling, tumbling through the air.


  How far I fell, I can't say. My cockroach morph can't see farther than a few inches. But it seemed as if I was falling a long time.


  Falling . . .


  <Cassie!> Tobias yelled.


  Falling . . .


  <Cassie!> Rachel echoed.


  <What about Cassie?> Marco asked.


  <I dropped her!>


  POOMPH!


  I hit the ground. Dirt! It billowed up around me as I slammed into it.


  But I was not hurt.


  I was on my back. My legs pawed madly at the air. <How do you turn one of these things over?> I asked. I felt ominous thunder rumbling up through the ground.


  <Cassie! I see you!> Tobias yelled. <I'm coming for you, but Cassie, you have to move! I can't make it in time! You have to move now!>


  His tone was not exactly reassuring. <What's happening?>


  <It's that column, Cassie. It's coming right at you!>


  <Column? Of what, troops? Soldiers?>


  <No. Tanks.>


  And then I realized that wasn't thunder I was hearing and feeling.


  Chapter 11


  



  <Cassie! Move!> Tobias cried as he plummeted toward me in a full-speed stoop.


  <I am moving!> I motored my roach legs like a roach caught in a sink. But I was pawing the air. And the thunder was more than thunder now. It was like a continuous, nonstop explosion.


  BBBBRRRRRBBBRRRRRRMMMM! BBBBRRRRRBBBBBMMMMMM!


  Wings! Wait! Roaches have wings. All I had to do was -


  Too late!


  <Cassie!>


  Something blotted out the sun. I felt my little roach body pressed into the dirt. It seemed to last forever. The pressure was unbelievable! And yet . . .


  Suddenly I was up off the ground. But not free. I was stuck. Stuck to the tread of a tank, and going slowly around as the tread came around toward the front of the tank again.


  I scampered my legs again, but now two of them were not moving. I was stuck faceup on a dirty treadmill. I would not survive another crushing by the tank tread.


  I tried my left wing. No good. It was squashed.


  I tried my right wing. Yes!


  I flipped over, landed on my four good feet, turned a sharp left and ran like a lunatic for the edge of the tread. ZOOOOM! I fell! I hit the dirt and I ran. I ran and ran and ran without even thinking about stopping.


  Tobias lifted me up from the ground, and I was still running with my four good roach legs.


  Marco seemed to think the entire thing was hysterically funny, of course. He laughed for the next ten straight minutes as Tobias flew us away from Zone 91. And while Marco laughed, Tobias apologized for dropping me.


  Tobias set us down outside the boundaries of the secret base.


  We demorphed in a gully formed by a small stream.


  "Are you okay?" Rachel asked me, once she and Marco and I were all human again.


  "Considering I was run over by a tank, yes, I'm okay."


  Marco grinned. "I wish I could see the look on Captain Torrelli's face when he realizes we've all three disappeared."


  Rachel punched Marco in the arm. "You moron! Why did you keep provoking him with all that alien talk? He would have let us go."


  "Actually," Marco said, with no trace of his usual attitude, "he would not have let us go till he contacted our parents. And we couldn't have that, could we? So I deliberately provoked him because now he'll just write us off as another bunch of deluded wackos. If we'd seemed perfectly sensible he'd really wonder what we were doing there with no shoes."


  Rachel glared at him suspiciously. But I knew Marco was right. Like I said, Marco's a clown sometimes, but he's not dumb.


  "So now what?" Rachel asked. "It's getting late. We need to get home."


  <You guys should morph as soon as you're ready. It'll be cooling down soon. Fewer thermals equals harder flying.>


  I was starting to feel like an idiot. I was the one who seemed most concerned about the idea of Yeerks in horses. But we'd learned absolutely nothing. All we'd managed to do was get ourselves detained by the military police and almost squashed by a tank.


  Rachel obviously was prepared to shrug off the horse-Controller idea. I think she halfway doubted we really did see that Yeerk crawl out of that horse.


  The others were even more skeptical. And I could see their point: Our real problem was about Yeerks taking over humans. If they wanted to experiment with controlling horses, well, that was a pretty low priority.


  <I hear something,> Tobias said. He was perched on a twisted, gnarled piece of dried up wood. <Everyone down. Hide till I see what it is!>


  He flapped his wings and took off as Marco, Rachel, and I crawled down under a bush. Unfortunately, it was a thorny bush.


  "Oh, this is fun," Marco muttered softly.


  <It's just some horses. It's okay,> Tobias called down from the sky above.


  Marco started to crawl out from hiding. I grabbed his arm. "No. Wait," I hissed.


  A half dozen horses climbed stiffly down the side of the gully heading for the water. They were led by a gray stallion.


  "See? Horses. Now can I get this thorn out of my butt?"


  I shook my head and put my finger to my lips. I watched the horses climb down. I looked closely for anything that looked strange or unusual. But they sure looked like any old horses.


  Four of the horses lowered their big heads and began to drink. A fifth horse stood guard.


  The sixth horse was a very nice-looking roan that almost looked as if she'd come from thoroughbred stock. This mare paused beside the horse, standing guard and almost seemed to be whispering in his ear.


  Then, suddenly . . .


  PLOP! PLOPPLOPPLOP! PLOP!


  The horse began to do what horses do. If you know what I mean.


  "That horse is taking a dump," Marco whispered.


  "Thanks for pointing that out, Beavis," Rachel said. "We wouldn't have noticed without you."


  "Horse patties," Marco said. "Prairie pies. Heh-heh-heh-heh."


  "That does it. I'm not sharing a bush with -" Rachel began to say.


  "Shh! Look! Look!"


  To my amazement, the horse who had been pooping stopped. The other horses looked over at her and neighed. I swear they were laughing.


  And then the horse in question walked away, moved behind a tree out of sight of the other horses, and finished her business.


  "A modest horse?" I asked smugly.


  Rachel nodded. "Yeah. It does seem just a little weird."


  We waited till the horses had finished drinking and moved on. Tobias flew down and landed beside us. I crawled out through the brambles and brushed myself off.


  "I've never seen a horse hide behind a tree to do her business." I looked at Marco and Tobias. "Are you guys satisfied? These are not normal horses."


  Chapter 12


  



  The next day was Saturday. We met at my barn.


  How do you spy on horse-Controllers? How do you observe the actions of a group of horses with Yeerks in their heads? That was the question.


  "We morph horses, of course," I said as I pried open the jaw of the fox who'd been eying me hungrily when I was an osprey the day before. I popped a pill in his mouth, held it shut, and blew on his nose to make him swallow.


  "Horses? Didn't you morph a horse once?" Jake asked me.


  "Yes. I morphed one of our horses. It was amazing. But we have one problem: We only have the one horse here right now. She's got distinctive markings. And we can't exactly go walking around the Dry Lands looking identical."


  "Identical horses," Marco mused. "Sweet Valley Horses. Hmmm. That could be a TV show."


  We were all there together. All six of us, including Ax. Ax was in his human morph. Once again I was struck by just how weirdly handsome he was. It was strange how you could see little hints of Rachel, Marco, Jake, and me in him. There were some expressions, sometimes when he smiled, for instance, when it was like looking in a mirror and seeing a male me. It was a little creepy.


  "Horses. Hore-hore-hore-sezuh," Ax said.


  Marco spread his hands wide, palm up. "Is that it, Ax? Or was there more to your comments?"


  "Horses are quadrupeds," Ax said. "Much more sensible than walking around perched on two rickety legs like humans do. Rickety. Rick-kuh-tee. Is that a funny word?"


  "Yeah, 'rickety' is hysterical," Rachel said. "So, where do we find six different horses for us to morph?"


  <The Gardens?> Tobias suggested.


  I closed the fox's cage and wiped my hands on my jeans. "All they have at The Gardens are exotic horse breeds. We want horses who look like horses."


  Mentioning The Gardens reminded me of the sign-up sheet at the base. Should I mention it? No, it probably wasn't important.


  "How about one of the farms around here?" Jake suggested.


  I shook my head. "Everyone around here knows me. If they walked in on us . . ."


  "The racetrack," Rachel said. "They have tons of horses out there. Usually a couple of dozen, at least. I've gone there with my dad. Last weekend, in fact. That's his idea of a cool place to take his daughters on visitation day."


  "Did he let you bet?" Marco wondered.


  "My dad placed it for me. Two dollars on Chase Me Charley to show. He came in second. I won three dollars."


  I stared at my friend. You think you know everything about a person, then, suddenly, you find out something new.


  "Humans bet? On horses? To see which is faster?" Ax asked. "What do you bet?"


  "Money. What else?" Marco asked.


  "Money. Ah, yes. Mon-nee. I always forget about humans and their money."


  Jake looked at his watch. He was getting that slightly exasperated look he gets sometimes when no one is sticking to business. "Okay, look, we go to the track. No one bets. We acquire some horse DNA, then we fly out to the Dry Lands and spy on the modest horses."


  "Again?" Marco moaned. "That's what we do every Saturday. When are we going to get to do something original?"


  <Can I ask one question?> Tobias asked. <Why would the Yeerks be taking over the bodies of horses?>


  "Good question," Jake said.


  "It has to be about Zone Ninety-one," Marco said. "I mean, what is it, coincidence?"


  "It may be about Zone Ninety-one, but not the way you think, Marco," I suggested. "Who knows what the Air Force is really doing out there? Maybe they're testing some new super-weapon the Yeerks are afraid of."


  Ax laughed. "A human weapon that would frighten the Yeerks? That isn't possible. Sible. Pah-si-bull."


  I felt a little insulted on behalf of the human race. But Ax was probably right. "Look, I just don't see where the Yeerks would care about some kind of alien ship that may be hidden out there. It's nuts. Unless . . . unless maybe they don't know if the stupid conspiracy theory is true or not."


  "I have to confess I don't really understand what you are all talking about," Ax said. "However, the Yeerks would know if there was something nonhuman anywhere on this planet's surface. Their sensors could do an analysis of the alloys. After all, the Yeerks are not exactly on the level of Andalites, but they aren't totally primitive. They would be able to detect the presence of alloys, plastic composites, or live metals - the sorts of things spaceships are built from."


  I know Ax doesn't mean to sound condescending. But sometimes he ends up sounding that way just the same. Of course then he'll kind of spoil the whole Mr. Spock/Commander Data thing by saying something like:


  "Is wood tasty? Is it good to eat?"


  "Yeah, but you want to use plenty of salt," Marco replied.


  Jake looked troubled. "You know, it would be really bizarre if the whole conspiracy thing turned out to be true. I mean, what if the government really has been hiding some alien spacecraft out at Zone Ninety-one?"


  "What is a Zone Ninety-one?" Ax asked.


  "For one thing, I'd have to apologize to Marco," Rachel said. "But for another thing, maybe whatever it is they have hidden out there at Zone Ninety-one really could be used to penetrate the secrets of Yeerk technology."


  "Well, guess we better find out," Jake said. "First stop: the racetrack."


  "And what exactly is a racetrack?" Ax asked. "Zactly?"


  Chapter 13


  



  It wasn't far to the racetrack. We decided to fly. We all had seagull morphs except Ax and Tobias. We figured seagulls wouldn't be too obvious flying around the racetrack barns and paddocks. Whereas an entire sky full of birds of prey might be. So we all morphed seagulls, Ax did his harrier, and Tobias stayed Tobias.


  Flying as a seagull is the same as flying as an osprey in most ways. But in some ways it can be very different: You have to flap a lot more; you fly closer to the ground; and seagull brains have a different way of looking at the world than bird-of-prey brains. Seagulls are scavengers.


  We flapped up and away from the barn, working our sharp-edged, swept-back white-and-gray wings. Ax and Tobias soared far overhead, watching the sky for other predators.


  But for the four of us seagulls, the trip was all one long garbage dump.


  <Look! A Butterfinger wrapper! I think there's some left!>


  <Look at that Burger King Dumpster! Oh, man, it's loaded with french fries and leftover burger!>


  <Oh! Oh! Oh! Cheese puffs!>


  <No way! Someone threw out a half-eaten chicken leg! Extra crispy!>


  <Wouldn't that almost be cannibalism?>


  <Didn't we have this discussion before?>


  <Hey, it's extra crispy. I love extra crispy!>


  Now, yes, we could have struggled harder to control the seagull's mental obsession for anything even approaching food. But it would have been hard. And to tell the truth, it was kind of fun. Seagulls can spot food you wouldn't even think of. You'd be amazed the stuff people just throw away.


  <Look! Out behind that Pappa John's. Pepperoni!>


  Anyway, we eventually made it to the racetrack. Without actually pausing to scarf any garbage.


  From the air the track was a big, long, dirt oval outlined with a white rail fence. There was a high, covered grandstand on one side, and various long, narrow horse barns stretching out behind the stands.


  The parking lot was about half full with cars and trucks pulling horse trailers. There was a good crowd of people, up in the seats and milling around beside the track itself.


  Out in the middle of the oval track was a big electronic tote board. It was already posting the odds for the first race.


  <Anyone see a good place to demorph?> Rachel asked.


  <There must be some empty stalls in those barns,> Tobias suggested. <Just fly in and land.>


  <Or we could go check out the trash behind the clubhouse,> Marco suggested.


  <Seagulls,> Tobias sneered. <You might as well be pigeons.>


  I guess to a hawk, calling someone a pigeon is a pretty bad insult.


  We swooped low and fast along the back wall of a barn. The stalls were in two long rows, opening out to the outside on one side, and into a long connecting hallway on the other side. Sure enough, about half the stalls were empty.


  I turned a sharp left. Seagulls can turn amazingly fast. And shot . . . ZOOOOM! . . . straight in through an open stall door.


  I landed on the dirty hay. <Looks okay in here,> I called to the others.


  ZOOOM! ZOOOM! ZOOOM! ZOOOM! ZOOOM!


  The others flew in and landed near me. Then we began to demorph. It was easy. No problem.


  Just one slight difficulty we'd overlooked: When you demorph you have to return to your normal body. For Rachel and Jake and Marco and me that meant human.


  But for Ax that meant Andalite.


  Chapter 14


  



  <Okay, everyone, demorph,> Jake said. <Tobias? You want to go human or stay as you are?>


  <I have to stay in hawk shape if I'm going to acquire a horse. In fact, while you guys demorph, I'll go ahead and try and find a horse I like.>


  See, you have to be in your original form if you're going to acquire a new morph. And, sad as it may be, red-tailed hawk is now Tobias's true body. Tobias flew off, keeping his wings tight in the narrowness of the barn.


  I began to demorph. My swept-back white wings grew fingers. My tiny legs sprouted up and up and up. My yellowish beak spread and softened to become lips.


  And one thing was becoming clear: Four kids and an Andalite are kind of crowded in a single stall.


  Everyone was about ninety percent human, and Ax was about ninety percent Andalite, when suddenly, without warning, I found myself staring at two old, old men. One was chewing the end of a slobbery cigar. They were looking over the stall door.


  "What the . . . what are you kids doing in that stall? And what in the name of all that's holy is that?"


  What they were seeing was four kids who seemed to be wearing leotards decorated with feathers. And one really, really unusual creature like nothing either had ever seen before.


  "Ax! Keep your head down!" I hissed. I leaped to get between the two old men and Ax's tail.


  In case you've never seen an Andalite in person before, and obviously, you haven't, let me explain. Andalites look like a weird cross between a deer, a horse, a scorpion, and a human. They have the bodies of slender horses or large deer, except that their fur is blue and tan.


  Their upper bodies seem almost human, until you get to the head, which is so totally not human you'd never mistake it. Like I said earlier, Andalites have no mouths. They eat by absorbing grass up through their hooves as they run. And they communicate telepathically with thought-speak. Plus, there's the whole eye thing.


  Andalites have four eyes. Two are right where you'd expect them to be. The other two are at the end of flexible stalks atop their heads. You know the little hornlike things giraffes have? Picture those, only flexible. And with an eyeball at the end.


  And finally, there's the tail. It's long and it ends in a scythe-shaped blade that could topple a tree faster-than-you-can-see.


  The tail is what I was trying to hide from the old men. I could only hope that Ax would have the sense to keep his upper body lowered.


  "I asked you kids what you're doing in that stall," the cigar man said, more sharply this time.


  "Um . . . grooming our horse?" I offered.


  Rachel's eyebrows shot up. "Our horse? Oh, yeah, that's exactly what we're doing. Grooming our horse." She reached over and stroked Ax's back.


  "Small for a horse," the second man said skeptically. "What are you feeding that poor swaybacked nag?"


  "Horse food," Marco said.


  "Horse food?"


  "Yeah. um . . . you know, horse food. Boy, you should see how many cans this guy can eat. Man, all day long I'm opening cans of horse food and filling his dish."


  The two men stared. The cigar man moved his cigar to the other side of his mouth.


  "Hah-hah-hah!" I practically screamed. "He's such a kidder! Of course we're not feeding our horse food from cans. We're feeding him alfalfa and hay. Like you'd feed any horse. My friend is such a joker! Total joke machine!"


  "Plus he's a moron," Rachel added.


  "Your horse is blue," the second man observed. "Never seen a blue horse."


  "Never seen kids wearing feathers on their faces, either," cigar said. "And I've seen a lot of things in my time."


  Jake was looking at me, waiting for me to come up with an answer. So was Rachel. So was Marco. Our "horse" was blue. There was no denying that. And yes, we had white-and-gray feathers sticking out of the sleeves and collars of our morphing suits.


  "We like blue horses," I said lamely.


  "Some day, all horses will be blue," Jake agreed.


  "You kids step out of there. This ain't right. Not any part of this. Step out of there and let me see what -"


  I felt, rather than saw, the twitch that ran through Ax's body.


  "Ax, NO!" I yelled.


  FWAPP! FWAPP!


  He struck with his deadly tail! But not at the men. In less than a half-second he had sliced the overhead railing that framed the stall. He'd sliced right through it in two places. The railing, a chunk of eight-by-eight lumber, fell directly on the men's heads.


  "Ahhh!"


  "Owww!"


  "Run!" Jake cried.


  We stumbled and piled over the two groaning men. Four kids and a very strange blue "horse." Out of the corner of my eye I saw a flash of brown-and-russet feathers.


  <I leave you guys alone for two minutes!> Tobias said. <And what have you done?>


  "Get them! Stop those kids!"


  We were off and running between the stalls! Ax was morphing to human as he ran. I was finishing my demorph, losing the last of the feathers. Outside the barn, crowds of people were milling around, waiting for the first race.


  "Get out of here. Out into the grandstand!" Jake yelled. "We can lose ourselves in the crowd."


  Then, WHAM! A stall door flew open, right in front of me. It cut me off from the others. I dodged around it, but too slowly. Someone grabbed my ankle. I sprawled, facedown on the concrete.


  "Cassie!" Jake yelled. He started back for me, but now there were people pouring into the barn. Stable hands, jockeys, horse trainers, and owners, all worried about what we might have done to their horses.


  I looked down. It was some teenager who had my ankle.


  "I got one of them!" he yelled.


  I didn't want to kick him. I didn't want to hurt him. He was just a guy, probably not a Controller.


  "I got this one! I got this guy!"


  Guy? Excuse me? Guy? I wasn't even wearing overalls or anything. Okay, maybe the workout suit I was wearing for morphing was less than stylish, but hey, guy?


  Now I wanted to kick him.


  WHAPP! I kicked his hand loose.


  "Sorry," I said and scrambled to my feet. I looked around frantically. No Jake. No Rachel. No Ax or Marco or Tobias. All I saw was the back end of what looked like a small mob, chasing someone down at the far end of the barn.


  I dodged behind the fallen teenager and threw myself into stall.


  "Take it easy, boy," I whispered to the big golden stallion in the stall. "Take it easy. E-e-e-a-a-s-y."


  Normally animals love me. This one didn't.


  "HhhhREEE-hee-heee-heee!"


  I had two choices. Get out of that stall and be captured. Or stay in the stall and be trampled. So I chose option number three.


  See, when you acquire an animal's DNA, it seems to put them in a kind of trance. They remain very calm. Which is how it's possible to acquire a grizzly bear.


  So I pressed both my hands against the heaving flank of the big horse and I focused my mind. He grew calm and quiet. His DNA flowed into me. It became a part of me.


  "One of 'em is still in this barn somewhere," I heard a voice say.


  Well. If you want to be inconspicuous in a horse barn, what are you going to do?


  Exactly. I started to morph the horse.


  Chapter 15


  



  TA TA TA TA TATA TA TATA TA TA TA TAAAAH!


  I heard the trumpet announcing the start of a race. And I heard the crowd outside in the grandstand murmuring in anticipation. But I had other things on my mind.


  I had morphed a horse before. So I thought I knew exactly what to expect. But this was not just any horse. This was a racehorse. High-strung, aggressive, and just a little mean.


  "Search every stall!" a voice cried. "Who knows what those kids have been doing to the horses! They turned one horse blue!"


  "Well, make it fast. The first race has already started."


  I heard stall doors opening and closing. They were at the far end of the barn. I had two minutes. Maybe.


  I started the morph.


  The first thing that happened was the ears. My human ears sort of crawled up the side of my head to the top. Then they sprouted. No big deal. I mean, no big deal once you're used to that kind of thing. If you weren't expecting it and your ears suddenly started crawling up the side of your head while getting long and pointy and covered with golden fur, you'd probably think it was a pretty big thing.


  My body began to change very quickly. My butt grew huge! I had megabutt! My knees suddenly reversed direction with a loud, sickening grinding noise. My calves were stretching out, longer and longer. They were practically without meat. Just long bones covered with golden fur.


  The fur rippled up across my body. Up my legs. Down my arms. Across my back and chest. I wish I'd had time to enjoy that part because it was cool. The horse had a soft, smooth, beautiful golden coat.


  Then my arms started growing. The upper arms bulged with massive, bunched muscles. All the muscle was at the top. The bottom was practically just a stick.


  As I watched, my fingers melted together.


  They looked exactly as if they'd been made of wax and put in a hot oven. They just melted.


  "Ahh!" I yelped. For a brief moment I'd seen the fleshless bones of my own fingers. Not something you want to see. Trust me. They were bright white. I could see my fleshless knuckles.


  "I heard something! Down there!"


  "Just keep searching. No one is getting out of this barn."


  I fell forward, no longer able to stand on my legs. I fell forward just as the bare bones of my fingers melted together and hardened into hooves.


  CLUMP!


  My front hooves hit the ground. And now the horse - the real horse - was starting to get extremely worried. He had come out of his "acquiring" funk. And now he was beginning to realize something very, very, very wrong was happening right there in his own stall.


  "HreeEEE-heee-heee-he!"


  "It's okay, boy," I started to whisper. But just as I started the word "okay," my entire face exploded outward.


  My own nose just got up and left. It moved away. Far away. It sprouted into a muzzle a foot long. More than a foot long!


  My nose grew so monstrously huge that it forced my eyes apart. It was incredible! My eyes, which had been just an inch apart, like any normal person's eyes, were spreading further and further. And as they separated, I found my field of vision growing wider and wider.


  But then it was too wide! My eyes were staring out of the sides of my head. My eyes were where my temples should have been. And in between those eyes was a nose the size of Rhode Island. My nose had stretched out so far it had dragged my mouth along for the trip.


  I heard an awful growling, grinding sound coming from inside my own head. My teeth itched as they were replaced by the thick, flat teeth of a horse.


  I was now almost a complete horse. Then, somewhere way, way back, I felt a tail sprout like some hyperactive weed. Okay, now I was done.


  The real horse stared at me from one big watery eye. It sniffed me. What it smelled . . . was nothing. At least to a horse brain. Horses and other animals that rely on smell are not equipped for the idea that they could smell another horse and have it smell exactly like them.


  It would be like a human suddenly finding herself face-to-face with a person who was identical. Only horses aren't exactly the geniuses of the animal kingdom. They can't make any sense of it.


  So, weirdly enough, the real horse's reaction was to grow calmer. It was more or less as if I weren't there. And the stranger thing was that as I felt the horse brain in me awaken and bubble up beneath my own human consciousness, I felt the same way about the other horse.


  It was like: What other horse?


  I tested the horse's senses. Excellent hearing. Good sense of smell. But eyesight was a mess. I was nearsighted, but far worse than that was the way I was staring in opposite directions at the same time. My eyes looked left and right. I had no depth perception in those directions. I couldn't really tell very well if something on my left was two feet away or five feet. If you had put two sticks in the ground, I probably could not have told you which was closer.


  But directly ahead of me, there was a zone where my horse eyes overlapped. Only there did I have binocular vision like humans and hawks have. I could see depth but only in the area right in front of me.


  It was strange. But what was disturbing was the level of energy the big horse had. It was like every single muscle in my body was being given an electric jolt. I was an entire power plant of pure energy!


  But there was nothing uncontrollable about the horse brain. I felt hunger, but not the raving, lunatic hunger of some species. I felt an edgy concern, but nothing like the insane, mind-eating fear of a small mouse or squirrel.


  I can handle this, I told myself. Just one thing left to do. I have to get out of the stall and out of the barn. And morph back and find the others. Okay, three things to do.


  There was just no way to be subtle about it. I stuck my big golden head out over the stall door and did what no horse has ever been smart enough to do: I slid the little lock to one side and pushed the stall door open.


  Just act normal, I told myself. Yeah. A normal girl who's turned into a racehorse.


  I stepped out. I could see in both directions simultaneously, so I saw the two groups of stable workers at opposite ends of the barn.


  Ooookay. Just walk on down.


  One of the men froze. He stared. And then he came rushing over. "Hey! It's Minneapolis Max! He's out of his stall. How the . . . someone is going to catch some grief behind this! Joe! Grab his bridle, for crying out loud! Quick, before Max here starts raising Cain!"


  From the other side of my head I spotted the teenager I'd kicked earlier. He raced to the stall I'd just left. "Hey, Mr. Hinckley! There's another horse in here that looks exactly like -"


  "Just shut up and bring me his gear! Now! NOW!"


  "Yes, sir."


  The man called Hinckley approached me slowly, carefully. With good reason. The horse in me was skittish. He was a combination of scared and mad. Mad at the man, sure. But much madder at the smell of the other stallions in other stalls. One in particular. His scent stuck in my nostrils and really, really annoyed me.


  I didn't know what that other stallion thought he was doing on my turf, but I was ready to go hoof-to-hoof with him and show him who was boss!


  "HrrrEEEE-hee-hee-heeHRRRR-EEEEE-heee-heee-he!" I whinnied at ear-splitting volume, screaming my challenge to combat.


  "Hey, boy. You know you're in the next race so you decided to come on out? Save that energy, big guy. That's my champion! That's my Minneapolis Max."


  That's when it hit me. I'm no racing fan. But the name penetrated my slightly deranged consciousness. I recognized that name.


  I had just morphed the horse who was expected to go on to win the Kentucky Derby.


  "Come on, boy, we have a race to run."


  That was fine with me. I wanted to run.


  Chapter 16


  



  <Cassie. It's me, Tobias. I don't know if you can hear me, but you're the only one I haven't found. If you can, give me some kind of sign, anything. Where are you?>


  <I'm down on the track,> I said.


  <Hey! You must be in morph if you're thought-speaking!>


  <Yes, I am definitely in morph.>


  <Well, where are you? What are you?>


  <I'm in horse morph, Tobias.>


  <Cool. So where are you?>


  I sighed. <Look at the track. See the horses being led into the starting gates? See the horse whose jockey is wearing red-and-green silks? Number twenty-four?>


  <You're kidding.>


  <No, Tobias. I am not kidding.>


  <How did this happen?>


  <It's a long story. And I don't have time to tell it. I have a race to run.>


  My jockey was barely a feather on my back. That didn't bother me. But I really did not like the bit in my mouth. It was infuriating! Almost as infuriating as the dark brown stallion one stall over.


  I snorted defiantly at the brown stallion.


  "Easy. Easy," the jockey said.


  Out of my right eye I spotted Marco pushing his way through the crowd. He waved frantically.


  <I see you, Marco. It's okay, don't worry.>


  Obviously, Tobias had told the others of my predicament.


  "Who's worried?" Marco yelled. "I just want to know if you're going to win. I have five bucks I could bet on you!"


  <Very funny. Oh, very, very funny.>


  My jockey yanked my bridle and dug his toe into my side. And the dumb thing was, I didn't really know what he wanted me to do. See, I had the instincts of the horse I had morphed. But I did not have the lifetime training of the professional racehorse named Minneapolis Max.


  So I had to actually think about it. With my human brain. I was pretty sure he wanted me to move toward the starting gates. So I did.


  A trainer was standing by the gate. Cigar-man. The cigar was even more disintegrated by slobber now.


  "He's always balky at the gate," Cigar-man said to the jockey.


  Oh, really? Well, I would show them. I tossed my head proudly and I walked calmly into the narrow gate.


  But once inside, I realized why Minneapolis Max was balky. There was zero room. The wooden slat walls pressed in on me from both sides. It was a trap! A trap!


  Run!


  I reared up, flailing my front legs wildly. I kicked the gate with my forehooves and yelled at the top of my horse lungs.


  WHAM!


  "HreEEE-heee-he!"


  "Take it easy, Max, easy," the jockey said.


  I was scared. Or at least my horse brain was scared. And I still had the obnoxious scent of that other big stallion in my nose. So I was mad, too.


  That's my excuse. I just wasn't thinking. Because when the jockey once again told me to take it easy, I did something I shouldn't have done. Something I wouldn't have done if I hadn't been distracted.


  <You take it easy. I'm crammed into a little box here!> I said in thought-speak.


  Thought-speak is like E-mail: It only goes to the person you address it to. So he did hear me. I know for a fact he did because he said, "Huh? Wah? What the?"


  BRRRRIIINNNNNG!


  WHAP!


  A massively loud bell rang, the gate slammed open, and I started running.


  I kicked out with the big, bunched muscles of my back legs. I threw my front legs out to catch myself with each stride. I exploded from the gate. Exploded!


  I felt the adrenaline flood my system. To my left, horses! To my right, horses! We were running all out. Running like mad, hooves flashing, muscles firing and releasing, manes streaming, tails bobbing, our nostrils flared wide to suck in gasping breaths.


  I ran. I ran, and the other horses faded from my thoughts. I ran, and it was like I was the only horse on Earth. I saw the track ahead of me, and that's all I cared about. I just wanted to run and run for as long as there was open ground ahead of me.


  I was doing what I had been designed to do. I was fulfilling millions of years of horse evolution. I was running. And running was what I did. Running was what I was.


  The jockey tried to rein me in. He was conserving my strength and stamina for the end of the race.


  <Forget winning,> I told him. <The point is not to win. The point is just to run.>


  To his credit, he didn't fall off in shock. And also to his credit, he gave me control, and I did what horses do: I hauled hoof.


  Around the turn, digging my hooves in to keep from slipping. I moved in toward the whitewashed rail, cutting straight across the path of another horse. But I didn't care. Hah! I was running! Everyone else could just get out of the way!


  Down the backstretch. No sound but my own gasping breath and the pounding, pounding, pounding of dozens of hooves on dirt.


  The far turn! I was tiring now. My lungs ached. My muscles burned. I felt each new impact of my hooves on the dirt. It was time to slow down. Rest a little.


  But then I saw him. The dark brown stallion. I saw him sneak up, getting between me and the rail. And I saw him pull ahead of me.


  "Don't fade on me now, talking horse!" the jockey said.


  I saw the wild, triumphant look in the stallion's eye. It made my blood boil.


  <Hang on, Mr. Jockey. We're gonna win this race!>


  Easier said than done. The other horse was fast. Very fast. But I had something he didn't have: a human brain. See, I knew the finish line was not far off. I knew that I could pour every last ounce of energy into running. I could override my horse instincts that told me to slow down.


  I stretched out my stride and powered down the track.


  I was ahead!


  He was ahead!


  I was ahead!


  He was ahead!


  The crowd was screaming deliriously. I saw thousands of faces flash by, all with their mouths wide open. The roar just gave me more energy still.


  The finish line!


  FLASH! FLASH! The cameras went off.


  ZOOM! I blew across the line. Exactly two feet ahead of the other stallion.


  I had won!


  I think it was the first time in my entire life I'd ever won any kind of athletic contest. Sure, I was a horse, but hey, a victory is a victory.


  Chapter 17


  



  Fortunately, in between running from stable hands and trying to find me, everyone in the group had managed to acquire a horse morph.


  We flew out to the Dry Lands. It was a long trip, made even longer by the fact that the entire time we had the same conversation, over and over.


  <AII I'm saying is think of how cool it would be,> Marco pleaded. <We morph racehorses->


  <I don't think so, Marco,> Jake said.


  <- then, using our human abilities we figure out if we think we can win, and the others put money down.>


  <Not happening, Marco,> Rachel said.


  <We start out betting whatever we have saved. Like I have about twenty dollars. But if we bet that at say, three-to-one odds, before you know it ->


  <Marco, forget it, okay?> I said. <It wouldn't be right.>


  <- we'd have sixty dollars. Bet that at three-to-one odds you have a hundred and eighty. Then bet that and you have five forty! Then sixteen hundred twenty! Then four thousand eight hundred and sixty!>


  <How is it you can multiply in your head like that?> Rachel asked. <You barely scrape by in your math classes.>


  <It's a whole different thing when you're multiplying money,> Marco said. <A whole different thing.>


  We repeated this conversation with small variations all the way to the Dry Lands.


  <Hey,> Tobias said. <I think we're in luck. Isn't that the same bunch of horses we saw before?>


  <The modest horses?> Jake asked.


  <Yep. That is them,> Tobias confirmed. <I remember the markings. Look at the way they move.>


  Down below, my osprey eyes spied the horses. They were walking almost in a line. Like soldiers. Not like wild horses. But alongside the disciplined group were other horses. These other horses were moving normally.


  <I think our main group of horse-Controllers has picked up a few tagalongs. It would make sense. The real horses don't know these are Yeerk-infested horses. So they hook up, figuring to be part of the same herd.>


  <And look where they're heading,> Marco said. <Right toward the base. Right into Zone Ninety-one.>


  <I understand what a racetrack is now: a place where horses chase each other in circles as humans scream. But what exactly is this Zone Ninety-one?> Ax asked. <You were all talking about it before, but I am still confused.>


  <You probably already know what's going on at Zone Ninety-one,> Marco said darkly.


  Jake sighed. <It's a secret base. They say it's a place where the government is hiding an alien spacecraft that supposedly crashed here about fifty years ago.>


  <Who is they?> Ax asked.


  <Marco is they,> Rachel said. <Nuts. Wackos. Conspiracy freaks. People who go on the Internet and call themselves DarkTruth or whatever.>


  <Ah,> Ax said, like he understood.


  Marco was right about one thing, however: The horses were heading directly into the base. Of course, so were other horses. Horses not connected to the band of horse-Controllers.


  <If you want to infiltrate a heavily guarded base, what better way?> I admitted. <I saw horses wandering through the base when we were there.>


  <True,> Jake said. <And if you want to watch a group of horse-Controllers, what better way than to join the herd, just like those others did? Let's fly up ahead. Morph to horse. And join up with this bunch. See where they go. What they do.>


  <Power those wings,> Tobias said cheerfully. <We still have some flying to do.>


  <AII I'm saying is, think of how cool it would be,> Marco began again.


  It took ten minutes to get far enough ahead of the horse-Controller herd with its stray tagalongs. We hid behind some rocks and morphed into our horse bodies. This time we did it quickly. Before base security could begin to think someone was in the rocks.


  Once we were morphed I realized we had a problem. <We look way too good to be scruffy old wild horses,> I said. <We need to roll in the dirt a little. Run through some brambles. Look like we've been living out in the wild, not in pampered barns.>


  By the time the horse-Controllers passed by, we were six dirty, dusty, scruffy-looking beasts. But we were also the coolest-looking wild horses anyone would ever see. After all, one of us could be going on to win the Kentucky Derby.


  <Here they come,> Jake said. <Just try to act natural.>


  The horse herd came ambling by. A couple of the "real" horses raised their heads to give us a suspicious look and a sniff. But the horse-Controllers totally ignored us.


  I resisted my idiot horse urge to challenge the other stallions to mortal combat. We fell into step, not close, but not too far from the others.


  And we walked, with the slow CLOP-CLOP-CLOP of horses, right into the heart of the fabled Zone 91.


  Chapter 18


  



  The whole herd of us wandered onto the base. We wandered past even more intense warning signs. The last one actually said YOU MAY BE SHOT. We wandered right past men and women armed with submachine guns.


  No one suspected horses.


  Of course, if anyone had heard what we heard next, they would definitely have been suspicious.


  "Hullak fimul fallanta gehel. Call is feellos."


  <Who said that?> I asked.


  <Um . . . that horse said it,> Rachel said.


  "Yall hellem. Fimul chall killim fullat!"


  <And that was another horse. We're trapped in a Mister Ed rerun,> Marco said. <We are in the Nick at Night zone.>


  <That's Galard!> Ax said. <They're speaking Galard!>


  <Two questions,> Jake said tersely. <What's Galard, and can they hear us thought-speak? And answer the second question first.>


  <No. They can't hear us. Galard is a sort of universal language spoken by different races throughout the galaxy. It's what people speak when they come from different species and don't share the same language. These horses must have been fitted with speech synthesizers.>


  <Why wouldn't Yeerks be speaking Yeerk or whatever?> I asked.


  <I don't know,> Ax admitted. <But the standard speech synthesizers use Galard. Maybe they acquired less sophisticated speech synthesizers. Sometimes it's easier to get older, less cutting-edge technology.>


  <You mean they bought speech synthesizers on sale?> Rachel asked.


  <At the Pluto Wal-Mart,> Marco said.


  <Ax, can you understand what they said?> Jake asked.


  <Yes, of course. They said to follow the plan. "If we do this right we'll be off this idiotic assignment, out of these idiotic stupid bodies, and back onboard ship where we belong." That's what the leader said.>


  <Uh-oh,> Tobias said darkly. <They're splitting up.>


  <We'll have to split up, too. Follow each group,> Jake advised. <Me, Cassie, and Tobias go with one group, Ax, Rachel, and Marco go with the other. Ax? Listen to them if they talk anymore. And let us know by thought-speak.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  <Have I mentioned don't call me prince?>


  <Yes, Prince Jake, you have.>


  I fell in step alongside Jake, trying to look like any old horse walking along, minding her own business.


  <This is weird,> I said. <These horses are definitely on a mission. I'm almost surprised no one has ever noticed how bizarre their behavior is.>


  <What sane person would ever even think that a horse would be a security risk?> Tobias said.


  <How do you like horse morph, Tobias?> I asked, making conversation to ease my nervousness.


  <Compared to flying? It's dull. Compared to the old days when I wouldn't have been able to morph with you guys at all? It's great!>


  We were at the side of a road. This part of the base was densely built up with low, whitewashed clapboard buildings, each bearing stenciled numbers. Not far away was a large building with a half-filled parking lot. I couldn't see well enough with my dim horse eyes to read the sign above its door, but people were coming out, pushing loaded grocery carts.


  <Base Exchange,> Jake explained. <Kind of a shopping center for the people stationed here.>


  <Must be boring out here,> Rachel said. <Not much to do but keep secrets.>


  A pair of Humvees loaded with uniformed troops came racing down the road. We stepped back out of the way. Totally unhorselike behavior. No one noticed. The guys in the Humvee never even glanced our way. They'd seen wild horses hundreds of times.


  The afternoon sun was intense. It was really hot. The horse part of me wanted to go find a nice shady patch and rest. I saw some trees and picnic tables off to one side of the Base Exchange. People were carrying slices of pizza and baskets of fried chicken and potatoes out to the tables.


  It was so weird. I was a human in a horse morph. I was walking along with Yeerks inside horse bodies. And we were, all of us, trying to figure out what, if anything, was being kept secret on this base.


  Was it true? Had a spaceship crashed here back in the fifties? Had the government hidden it all these years? Were the Yeerks determined to get it away from the humans in order to keep us from understanding its technology?


  What could be hidden on this base? A Yeerk Bug fighter? An Andalite fighter? Some ship belonging to some other race?


  <Hey, Jake? Tobias? Do you smell anything weird?> I asked.


  <I smell those french fries over at the Base Exchange.> Jake said.


  <No, not that. Smell the horse-Controllers.>


  <Do I have to? Hey . . . wait . . . you mean that smell.>


  <Fear,> Tobias said. <Nervousness. Great. If they're scared, we should be scared.>


  <I have that covered,> I said dryly.


  I looked around, trying to make sense of the emotions I was literally smelling. I saw the second group of horse-Controllers. I saw Rachel, and Marco, and Ax along with a couple of tagalong horses. They were converging with us. Converging on the same building.


  It was one of the hangars. A very large hangar, maybe fifteen stories high, with doors you could walk a dinosaur through. And it was a very secure hangar. There were guards at the main doors. Guards at every corner of the building. Looking up, I thought I saw the outline of a man with a rifle up on top of the structure.


  There was a sign on the side of the building. I squinted but could not read it with my dim horse eyes.


  <I miss my real eyes,> Tobias grumbled.


  BRRRRRIINNNNGGGG! BRRRRRRIIIINNNNNGGGG!


  An insanely loud bell went off. I reared up before I could control the reaction. But the horse-Controllers showed no response at all. No response except to grow very still and very focused. They were expecting the bell.


  The bell was a safety alarm. It was heralding the opening of the main doors of the hangar. I saw the guards move their automatic weapons down off their shoulders and into easy firing position.


  KRRR-Chunk! Rrrrreeeeeeeeee!


  The doors began to open, motors whining loudly in my horse ears.


  And that's when the second group of horses started to run. Three horse-Controllers, followed, after a moment's hesitation, by Marco, Ax, and Rachel, suddenly broke into full-out gallop straight for the hangar door.


  <Oh, man,> Tobias groaned. <Why do I get the feeling there's going to be shooting soon?>


  <Why are they doing that?> I asked. <It makes no sense. Why hide in horse bodies so you can come and go without anyone noticing, and then suddenly do this?>


  <Because the subtle approach isn't working,> Jake said grimly. <Remember what they said earlier: Do this and they're out of here. It's a final desperation move.>


  <So what do we do?>


  <We play follow-the-leader,> Jake said grimly. <And we hope these Yeerks have a good plan.>


  Suddenly, our group of horse-Controllers surged forward. I was startled, but I quickly ran after them, followed by Jake and Tobias.


  The first group was racing full tilt toward the hangar. They were almost there. The armed guards were watching them in bemusement. But you could see the bemusement turning to puzzlement. And finally . . . too late . . . fear.


  WHAM!


  The lead horse slammed bodily into one guard, knocking him into a second guard. Hooves flashed as the horse ran over the guard. I could see it, even with my weak horse eyes, because we were close now. Running straight for the door of the hangar.


  We were there!


  A madhouse! Guards mingling with seemingly insane horses. Guards being knocked to the ground.


  "Get these horses outta here!" someone bawled.


  "Neigh-heh-heh-heh!" the horses screamed.


  "Sarge, what do we do?"


  "Ahhhh!"


  "HrrrEEEE-heee-he-he!"


  "Shoot 'em!"


  "Negative, soldier, do not fire! We could hit what's inside!"


  Our group jumped into the melee of frantic soldiers and madly dancing, rearing, screaming horses. But our group stayed close together and plowed straight through.


  Straight through and into the Most Secret Place On Earth.


  Chapter 19


  



  Into the hangar we thundered!


  My hooves scrabbled on smooth, painted concrete. Through the eyes on the side of my head, I saw flashes of heavy equipment, banks of computer consoles, and flashing numerical readouts.


  There were men and women in white lab coats running as if we were a pack of wolves or something. There were uniformed airmen running after us, waving their guns in the air. There were stuffy old officers with medals on their chests, standing with hands on hips and outraged expressions on their faces.


  And everyone was yelling.


  "What the blazing Hades is going on here?"


  "Stop those horses!"


  "Shoot!"


  "Don't shoot!"


  "Help! I'm allergic to horses!"


  It was nuts. But the truth is, in a weird way, it was fun, too. Minneapolis Max was running. And when he was running, he felt fine.


  Every nerve in my big horse body was tingling. I was incredibly alive with fear and excitement and the lust for competition. I wasn't some plow horse! I was a running fool. I was a born and bred champion! A big, tough, dominant stallion!


  Yee hah!


  "HREEE-HEEE-He-he!" I screamed for no reason, scaring a woman in a lab coat into dropping her open yogurt on the floor.


  We thundered by, our weird herd of real horses, Yeerk-infested horses, and Animorphs in horse morphs.


  And then we came to the room. You could tell it was the center, the nexus, the reason for all the security.


  <It's gonna work,> Marco exulted. <We're in! We're in!>


  It was glass on all sides. Glass that looked like it could be a foot thick. Through that glass we saw a pedestal of shining steel. And all around that pedestal were cameras, sensors, wires, lights, glowing screens, and rows of massive computers.


  Bathed in the light, high on the pedestal, was something not from this planet.


  It was about eight feet across. The shape was like a cube with the corners rounded off. The entire surface was covered with tubing and painted symbols.


  At one end was an opening, large enough for a person to walk inside. I could just barely get a glimpse of the inside. It was smooth, a lovely green in color, with soft lighting. There was some sort of instrumentation on one wall.


  <That's it! That's it! The most closely guarded secret in all of history!>


  I've never heard Marco sound happier.


  Jake and Ax and Marco and I, along with three or four horse-Controllers, all stared transfixed at what Marco had called "the most closely guarded secret in all of history."


  "Cullem fallat?" one of the horse-Controllers asked.


  <He wants to know what it is,> Ax translated.


  "Jahalan fornella," another horse-Controller said.


  I didn't even need Ax's translation to understand: The Yeerks had no idea what it was.


  They had succeeded. They had busted in. They had laid eyes on the big secret. But they had no clue as to what it was.


  "SERGEANT! GET those HORSES out of my facility! NOW!" a colonel bellowed.


  "Yes, sir!" the sergeant yelled. "Horses! About face!"


  It must have surprised the poor sergeant when, amazingly, we all complied. Animorphs and Yeerks, we turned and walked away.


  Chapter 20


  



  It was getting dark by the time we walked away, none the wiser, from the Most Secret Place On Earth.


  The horse-Controllers walked glumly away into the Dry Lands. We shadowed them, keeping just a little distance. We'd been in morph for more than an hour. But Jake decided we should stay a while longer.


  <I don't get this,> Marco complained. <I don't get this at all. It was a success! The Yeerks did it. They broke into the hangar. They saw . . . we all saw what was in there. So why are they depressed?>


  <Ax says they don't know what it is they saw,> Jake pointed out.


  <It didn't look like a spaceship,> Rachel said. <But it was definitely something alien.>


  <Yeah, but what?> I said. <If the Yeerks don't know, and we don't know, and probably the scientists back at the base don't know, then what's the point?>


  <"It is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing." Shakespeare,> Tobias said. <Every conspiracy nut in the world is obsessed by what's back there in that hangar. We saw it, and we don't even know what it is.>


  <Actually . . .> Ax began. Then he stopped.


  <Actually, what?> Rachel pressed.


  <Oh, well . . . I sort of know what it is. It's kind of->


  <Look!> I yelled. Something was swooping in fast across the darkening desert. It flew along the ground, just inches above the scattered scruffy trees. It churned up the dust as it came. It was smallish, no bigger than a large human fighter plane. But it was shaped like a streamlined, headless beetle. There were long, serrated points aimed straight forward on either side.


  <Bug fighter!>


  I had to resist the urge to run. That was only natural. But what was strange was that once more I smelled fear from the horse-Controllers. They were scared of that Bug fighter. More scared than they'd been in rushing the hangar.


  Or, more likely, scared of who was in that Bug fighter.


  The Bug fighter swooped overhead, circled, and came to land in a pile of rocks.


  <I can't believe the radar back at the base doesn't pick that up,> Tobias said.


  <Radar. Is that the human tool that bounces radio beams off objects? I don't mean to offend, but any Andalite child could build a radar-cloak from the pieces of his toys.>


  <Somehow you are grinding my nerves, Ax,> Rachel said grumpily. <And that's supposed to be Marco's job.>


  We followed the horse-Controllers around the back of the rocks. The Bug fighter was waiting there, already on the ground. But the door didn't open until the horse-Controllers were assembled before it. Fear was radiating from them.


  So much fear. It gave me a pretty good idea who was in that Bug fighter.


  The door of the Bug fighter opened.


  Out stepped a Hork-Bajir warrior. Seven feet of razor-bladed death. The Hork-Bajir swung his horned snakehead left and right, all the while holding a portable Dracon beam weapon.


  Then, when it looked safe, the other occupant of the Bug fighter stepped out into the rapidly cooling air.


  He was an Andalite. At least, he had an Andalite body. But of course he was no true Andalite.


  <Visser Three,> I said. It was not a surprise.


  <Yeah,> Jake said grimly. <Suddenly all this just got more serious.>


  Visser Three: leader of the Yeerk forces on Earth. Leader of the invasion. The only Yeerk in all of history to successfully seize control of an Andalite body. The only Yeerk in all history to gain the Andalite morphing power and Andalite thought-speak abilities.


  Our greatest enemy. The human race's greatest enemy.


  <Report,> he said in a tone of complete casualness.


  The lead horse-Controller began to reply in Galard. "Visser, gahallum fillak-"


  <Don't waste my time. Did you succeed? Or did you fail?>


  "Visser, kir fillan -"


  FWAPPPP!


  The visser's Andalite tail moved so swiftly it cracked the air. The deadly blade stopped a millimeter from the horse-Controller's throat. A twitch would send his head rolling.


  <Did you penetrate the facility, yes or no?>


  According to Ax, the horse-Controller answered yes.


  <Did you see the object the humans are hiding in there? The object we know is constructed of nonhuman alloys?>


  Again, he answered yes.


  <And can you now tell me what it is?>


  The horse-Controller hesitated. And that's when the visser twitched his Andalite tail.


  <Fools! Idiots! Incompetents!> the visser screamed in enraged thought-speak. <Weeks have been wasted setting up this effort. First we lose that clumsy fool, Korin Five-Four-Seven, when he was bitten by a snake. And now we've lost poor Jillay Nine-Two-Six!>


  The visser indicated the no longer in one piece horse-Controller, like it had been someone else's fault he'd been lost.


  <And now you don't even know what you saw?>


  He was enraged. And Visser Three mad is beyond dangerous. His horse-Controllers backed away as far as they dared.


  <I will have the secret!> the visser said in a suddenly low, sinister, thought-speak voice. <I will have it!>


  For a while no one moved or spoke or even breathed. No one, me included, wanted to take any chance of attracting the furious visser's attention.


  Then, <All right, I've punished the one responsible. Transport will come for the rest of you. We still have the backup plan. It was always the better plan. We'll simply take control of a few of the humans working at this base. Have you idiots at least identified the right targets to infest?>


  "Jihal, Visser!" one of the horse-Controllers said.


  <Good. Then you can live. We'll target the right humans, and seize them tomorrow at . . .> Suddenly he stopped. <Those horses. What are they doing with you? They are not our people.>


  In Galard, the horse-Controller explained that it was normal for horses to herd together. It was good for real horses to be there. It provided camouflage of sorts.


  This was not the answer the visser wanted to hear. He aimed his Andalite stalk eyes directly at me. <Fool, do you not realize that the Andalite bandits who plague us can morph any animal they like, including horses? I will have to kill these creatures, just to be sure.>


  <No one move. No one act like they heard anything,> I hissed to the others. I lowered my big golden head and crunched up a mouthful of grass. And then I did what horses do. And I wasn't modest about it.


  The visser laughed derisively. <I suppose they are real horses, after all.>


  I took a relieved breath.


  <Still, better kill them.>


  <Uh-oh,> I said.


  The Hork-Bajir warrior leveled his Dracon beam at us. A second Hork-Bajir came running from inside the Bug fighter.


  I felt a thrill of terror. I ordered myself to run away. But I wasn't the only creature in my head right then. Minneapolis Max was in there, too. And he didn't feel like running away.


  My hindquarters bunched up and fired every muscle fiber at once. And, before I knew what was happening, I was running. But not running away. I ran straight for the first Hork-Bajir.


  "HrrrEEEEE-HEEE-he-he!" I whinnied. I reared up, all the way back till I was standing on my hind legs, and I flailed madly with my forehooves.


  I couldn't exactly aim my hooves, mind you. Horses aren't predators. But I flailed away and just as the Hork-Bajir was pressing the trigger . . .


  BONK!


  "Raaahhhh!" the Hork-Bajir bellowed. He dropped the Dracon beam from his hands. It clattered on the ground, and down I came. I landed directly with both hooves on the weapon.


  CRUNCH!


  I'd like to say it was deliberate. But the truth is that with my side-vision horse eyes I could barely even see my hooves, let alone aim them. But sometimes luck is as good as skill.


  <Haul butt!> Jake yelled.


  Now Minneapolis Max was ready to run away. So I ran. We all ran.


  The two Hork-Bajir took off in pursuit.


  <If they catch us, we're dog food,> Rachel said. <Two Hork-Bajir versus six horses? Not a prayer.>


  She was right. And to be honest, if it had been a hundred horses versus two Hork-Bajir, the horses would have lost. <How fast are Hork-Bajir?> I asked Rachel. She had morphed a Hork-Bajir once.


  <Fast,> she said grimly.


  We bolted. We hauled. But the two bounding Hork-Bajir were hot on our trail.


  Then we saw spotlights bouncing wildly toward us. Humvees! The security troops from the base were coming out to investigate.


  We ran and the Hork-Bajir hesitated. When I looked back next, they were gone.


  <Well, that was stupid from start to finish,> Rachel said as we got far from Zone 91. <We could have gotten killed. And for what? Over something even the Yeerks don't recognize.>


  <Whatever that thing is, it sure doesn't look like a spaceship,> Marco admitted.


  <Or a secret weapon,> Jake said. <And it doesn't look human, but who knows?>


  <It is not a spaceship,> Ax said. <Or a weapon. But it is also not human.>


  <Well, I guess we'll probably never find out what it is,> I said with a sigh.


  <Why won't you find out?> Ax asked.


  <Because it's not worth risking our lives again,> I said. <If the Yeerks don't even know what it is ->


  <Of course the Yeerks don't know what it is,> Ax said calmly. <They have never been aboard an Andalite Dome ship.>


  One by one, we each stopped walking. One by one we turned to face Ax.


  <Ax, are you telling us you do know what that thing is?> Tobias asked.


  <Of course. I started to tell you, but we were interrupted.>


  <So? So what is it?> Marco demanded.


  <It's a disposable module of a type used in the old days on the first generation of Andalite Dome ships. When the modules were used up, they were jettisoned into space. They were supposed to be aimed toward a star, so they'd be burned up without a trace. This one must have drifted through space, eventually being caught by Earth's gravity.>


  <So it's a space engine?>


  <It's a weapon?>


  <No, of course not. It's . . . well, this is a bit embarrassing. It's an Andalite Dome ship's modular waste disposal system.>


  For about a full minute, no one said anything. Then Marco spoke. <You're telling me the Most Secret Place On Earth, the fabled Zone Ninety-one, the Holy Grail of conspiracy nuts, is hiding the secret of an Andalite toilet?>


  <Only a very primitive model,> Ax said condescendingly. <Since those days there have been huge technological improvements.>
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  We got out of horse morph and into bird morph and flew home.


  We alone now knew the secret of Zone 91. An entire base built to analyze what they thought was an alien spaceship but was, in reality, a high-tech Andalite Porta-John.


  There was, according to Ax, absolutely zero chance that the Andalite toilet would give humans the ability to fly through space.


  We had done some very important things as Animorphs. We had fought some terrible and vital battles.


  This wasn't one of them.


  I got home just in time to walk into my living room and realize both my parents were waiting for me.


  They had their angry-parent faces on.


  "Where have you been?" my mother demanded.


  Mom always takes the lead in discipline. She knows my dad will give in too easily. She thinks she's tougher. She thinks that because it happens to be true.


  "I was out with Rachel," I said, more or less truthfully.


  "Out with Rachel doing what?" my mom hissed. "You missed dinner. It's dark out. You didn't tell us where you were going."


  My mom isn't a real big person. Until she's mad. Then she somehow gets larger. She seems to rise up and tower over me. It's weird. I mean, normally she's maybe two inches taller than me, but right then she was at least eight feet tall.


  "We were very worried," my father said in a soft, quiet voice.


  I sighed. I could feel the guilt welling up inside me. I hate it when they say they've been worried. See, I understand about worry now. I feel worry all the time for Rachel and Jake and the others. Sometimes I lie in bed at night and worry for the whole human race.


  "I'm really sorry," I said.


  "Where. Were. You. Young. Lady?" my mom asked, doing her one-word-at-a-time voice.


  "I was just with Rachel," I said. "And Jake."


  My parents exchanged a look. My dad put his hand over his mouth. He was hiding a smile. At the same time, he was trying to look extra stern.


  My mom leaned back and put her hands on her hips. "You know we have discussed your dating," she said, "and I thought we decided you were still too young."


  "Dating?" I said weakly.


  My mom sighed. Then she shook her head. "Maybe it's time for us to have another talk about the birds and the bees."


  I swear the blood drained out of my whole head. Then it came rushing back into just my cheeks and neck so that they burned. "Um . . . I'm not dating."


  "It's nothing to be ashamed of," my dad said gruffly. "You're a normal young girl, you have certain . . . interests, certain . . . fascinations, a natural . . . curiosity."


  At this point I wanted to dig a hole right in the living room floor, crawl in, and pull the rug over me.


  "All we're saying is be honest with us," my mom said, all stern again. "Do not make us worry about you."


  "Absolutely! I swear! I will never make you worry again! Can I go now?"


  I raced from the living room into the kitchen. I wanted to make myself a sandwich, carry it up to my room, and try to do at least some of my homework.


  And I really did not want to be subjected to a big talk abut boys. Good grief!


  I was just getting the turkey from the refrigerator when a thought occurred to me. I tiptoed back to the kitchen door and pressed my ear against it.


  "See?" I heard my mother say smugly.


  "You were right, as usual," my dad said.


  "It's the only way. Let's face it, Cassie works so hard already, what can you do? You can't give her punishment work or make her stay in her room."


  "We have a very cool kid."


  That kind of gave me a warm feeling. Your parents have to love you. But I felt as if my parents liked me, too. As a person.


  "Yes, we do have a cool kid," my mom agreed. "But on those rare occasions when she screws up the only way to really discipline her is to embarrass her."


  They both laughed. Hah-hah-hah.


  "Next time we can tell her we're going to have Jake and his parents over to discuss rules for their relationship," my mom said.


  More laughter. Hee-hee-hee.


  "Or as a backup plan, we could threaten to take her in to Father Banion for a family discussion about intimacy." That was my dad's suggestion.


  So much for my warm inner glow. So my parents knew I liked Jake. And they knew that any discussion of that fact would embarrass me to death.


  Parents. You can never completely trust them.


  I finished making my sandwich and went upstairs. My room was a disaster area. I am not a neat person. I went to my desk, moved some of my junk aside to clear a work space and opened my binder to find my -


  Backup plan?


  That's the phrase my dad had used. And Visser Three had said it, too.


  Backup plan? Why would the Yeerks want a backup plan? After all, they'd penetrated the big secret of Zone 91 and it was a toilet. True, they had not understood what they'd seen, but they obviously knew whatever it was wasn't a Yeerk ship or a weapon.


  So why would they still be interested?


  I shook it off. Who cared now? We'd wasted enough time at Zone 91. I had better things to worry about. Like homework. And the discovery that my parents knew more about me than I wanted them to.


  I did some homework and I went to bed. At four o'clock in the morning, I woke up. I sat bolt upright and stared into the darkness.


  "So it's a toilet," I cried. "That's not important. It's an alien toilet! An alien toilet! That's the point!"


  Of course! Even if it was just a toilet, it meant the government had proof of life on other planets. Proof that the Yeerks did not want them to have.


  The Yeerks were invading Earth. One of the reasons they were getting away with it was that no sensible person would ever believe it. Even if I went on national TV and announced that aliens were invading, who'd ever believe me? Even if I morphed right in front of people, they'd figure it was just some other kind of weirdness.


  But if the government came out and said, "Look, we have proof that aliens exist," then people would start listening. People might even be prepared to believe that the Yeerks were among us.


  That's why the Yeerks couldn't just forget about Zone 91. They couldn't allow the government to have any kind of proof of alien life.


  There was a backup plan. That's what the visser had said.


  And I suddenly had a pretty good suspicion what it was. Tomorrow evening at nineteen hundred hours, The Gardens would be full of people who worked at Zone 91. Just like the sign-up sheet at the base had said.


  I was willing to bet the Yeerks would strike then. What better place to grab some key people from Zone 91 and fill their heads with Yeerk slugs?


  Well, there were probably plenty of better places, actually. But Visser Three was not known for being patient. And the trip to The Gardens would be his soonest opportunity to strike.
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  The Gardens is a combination zoo and amusement park. The two sections are separate, of course. Roller coasters and bumper cars on one side of an artificial lagoon, and animal habitats on the other.


  I've spent lots of time at the zoo part of The Gardens. I've spent very little time on the rides. I don't like roller coasters.


  From the air it all looks smaller than it does from the ground. Down on the ground, walking along the pink-and-green concrete walkways, it seems endless. But from the air in owl morph, you can see how the pathways curve inside each other like a circular maze. You can see the edges of the park and the world beyond The Gardens.


  You can see the endless neon golden arches and Best Western hotels and water slides and putt-putt golf courses.


  Of course, in owl morph you can even see the mice cowering down inside the dark bushes. In owl morph there isn't much you can't see.


  The Gardens at night is two very different halves. Down below us, the tigers were prowling the limits of their wooded, moat-ringed habitat. And the camels were dozing. And the sea lions were huddled together on their blue-painted concrete island. And the monkeys were sleeping and fussing and occasionally picking bugs out of their ears and eating them.


  Over in the amusement park, however, it was a flashing neon extravaganza. The Tilt-a-Whirl was a blaze of blue; the merry-go-round was red and yellow; the roller coasters were wild dragons of racing sequential lights.


  I saw a flash! It was the log ride. They shoot photographs of the people in the logs as they fall down the final drop. I heard screams of giddy excitement and fake fear.


  In addition to having wonderful eyes, owls can hear a mosquito's wings beating from ten feet away. Tobias was not so lucky. He didn't have an owl morph, so he was his usual red-tailed self. Red-tails don't see or fly well at night.


  Wait a minute! Flashbulbs at the log ride?


  <Hey! There are people down there! There aren't supposed to be people. The people aren't supposed to be here till eight o'clock!>


  <If they're here, then the Yeerks are here, too,> Rachel said grimly. <What are they doing here? I thought you said the sign-up sheet at the base said eight o'clock!>


  <Actually, it said nineteen hundred hours. But that's eight. Right?>


  <Uh, no,> Marco said. <Oh, man, these guys have been here for an hour already! The Yeerks may have already infested their targets!>


  <Are those the right guys down there? Are they Zone Ninety-one guys?> I wondered aloud.


  Jake kept his tone carefully neutral, not wanting to make me feel bad. <There are a lot of sort of twenty-and thirty-year-old guys down there with short hair. Definitely a military-looking crowd.>


  I had put it all together very early that morning. The Gardens occasionally leases out the entire amusement park to private groups. Especially on slow nights like Sundays.


  Zone 91 had leased the park for its soldiers and their families. Of course, on the reservation they were not listed as "Zone 91." They were listed as "Gondor Industries."


  I'd spent the day researching on the Internet, just to be totally sure. There was no Gondor Industries. It was a fake corporation. I was totally prepared and proud of myself for being so smart.


  Unfortunately, the hour we should have had to prepare was already gone. All because I could not read military time.


  <So who's back at Zone Ninety-one guarding the Toilet From Outer Space, I wonder?> Marco asked.


  <I'm sure there are still plenty of guys back there,> Jake said, <and in any case, that's not our problem. Our problem is we have zero time to figure out the rest of the Yeerk plan. All we know is that they may be attempting to use this night to infest several members of the Zone Ninety-one force. But where? Where in all this big amusement park would they do it?>


  No time! And it was my screwup. My screwup. Oh, man, I had totally messed up. Now innocent men and women might be turned into Controllers because of my stupidity!


  Think! Where? Where would the Yeerks try it?


  <Two possible places,> I said. <They need someplace where they can grab people without being seen, right? The log ride is dark inside. Or the House of Horrors Ride. Those are the only two places.>


  <Okay. We split up,> Jake said tersely.


  <Cassie, you and Marco come with me for the log ride. Rachel, Tobias, and Ax check out the House of Horrors.>


  We split into two separate groups. Jake, Marco, and I flew swiftly toward the log ride, me cursing myself the whole time. <How could I have been so dumb?>


  <You weren't dumb,> Jake said. <We wouldn't even have known about this if you hadn't figured it out.>


  <For future reference, all you have to do is subtract twelve,> Marco said.


  <Huh?>


  <To translate military time. Just subtract twelve.> Then, as an afterthought he added, <Duh.>


  The log ride was made to look like a mountain. Of course it was really just cement and fake bushes, but it was kind of convincing. We landed on top of it.


  <Now what?> Marco asked. <We need to get inside. Can we fly in?>


  <Yes, but if we're in owl morph we won't be able to do anything much except flap our wings,> Jake pointed out. <We need to get human again.>


  We demorphed as fast as we could and a few minutes later we were climbing down the side of the fake cement mountain, wearing our morphing outfits. And no shoes. Fortunately, at The Gardens people dress even more strangely than that. Some people turned to stare, but not for very long.


  The lines were short since the only people in the park were a thousand or so people from Zone 91. Some had brought their kids, so we fit in okay, even though most of the people in line were older guys with short hair and neatly trimmed mustaches.


  Into the log ride we went. We took a log, me and Jake in the front, Marco behind us, and a man and woman behind him in the last seat.


  The log slipped along the water channel toward the chain lift.


  "This would be fun if it wasn't a matter of life and death," Marco said. "I love the log ride. Not as good as the coaster, of course. But the big splash at the end is cool."


  "That voice!" someone said. "I know that voice!"


  I turned around and looked to see who was talking. To my complete horror, I found myself making eye contact with none other than Captain Torrelli, our interrogator from Zone 91. And at just that moment, the log hit the chain lift and engaged with a loud CHUNK!


  "You!" the captain said.


  Marco turned around. "Uh-oh."


  "What?" Jake asked.


  CLANKCLANKCLANKCLANKCLANKCLANK! Up the slope we went, pressed back into our damp seats.


  "You are under arrest!" Captain Torreli said.


  "Honey, what is going on?" his date asked.


  "Yeah, what is going on?" Jake asked me.


  "It's the guy from Zone Ninety-one," I whispered in Jake's ear. "He's recognized me and Marco."


  "Uh-oh."


  "None of you better move!" the captain said.


  And at that point we reached the top of the lift. For a second we were poised there. Then the log tipped forward and gravity took over.


  "Ahhhhhh!" the captain's date yelled.


  "Ahhhhhh!" I yelled because I hate thrill rides.


  "You two are mine!" the captain yelled.


  And down we went.


  WHOOOOOOOSH!


  Then . . . spuh-LOOOOOSH!


  Water everywhere! The log careened along the narrow channel past big fake models of a logging camp dominated by some great big plaster Paul Bunyan thing.


  "If the Yeerks are going to strike, they'll do it in the tunnel up ahead," Jake whispered. "It's like a tunnel of love thing. Real dark."


  I wanted to ask how he knew about a tunnel of love. But I stuck to business. "Either way, we need to bail out there. Otherwise we'll never lose the captain."


  Marco turned back in his seat, draping his arm over the partition between him and the captain. "You know, I don't think you can really arrest us. I mean, you're military police, right? And this is not a military base."


  The captain glowered. He whipped a cell phone from his jacket pocket and punched in a number. "Hello? Gardens security? This is Captain Torrelli, security code number eight-seven-two-niner-niner. I need -"


  "Good work, Marco," Jake said, rolling his eyes.


  "This really complicates things," I whispered.


  "Here comes the tunnel," Jake said. "Get ready."


  The log boat banged through a doorway into total, absolute darkness.


  "Now!" Jake hissed.


  I stood up. I turned left. Nothing but darkness. I turned right. Just as dark. Not dark like in-your-room dark when you sleep at night. This was dark like you might as well be blind.


  I stepped off the boat, trusting everything to luck.
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  Never trust anything to luck.


  My foot didn't touch anything. I tried to pull back, but it was too late. I pitched forward.


  "Aaaahhh!"


  SPLASH! Water up to my waist! BANG! The side of the channel. "Owww! My head!" I slipped and fell face-first in the water. I felt the current carry me away.


  Then Marco's voice: "Ooof! Owww!"


  "You kids aren't going to get away that easy!"


  PUH-LOOOSH! "Aaarg!"


  "Owww!"


  "Hey! Watch where you're driving that boat!"


  BONK!


  A hand grabbed me! I swung a clenched fist.


  "Oww! I need that shoulder!" Jake yelled.


  "Sorry!"


  "You kids stop where you are!"


  Suddenly, there were lights! Lights everywhere! I had been swept along in the current back out of the tunnel. I was back in the night air again, gazing up at neon and incandescence.


  I stood up. But the current was too strong. It swept my feet out from under me. I fell and floated.


  Behind me, another log boat filled with crew-cut guys. Between me and that boat, three heads bobbed in the water: Jake, Marco, and a really angry Captain Torrelli.


  "Cassie! Climb out!"


  "Oh, no, this is insane!" Marco moaned.


  "You kids are gonna do time for this, I swear it!" Captain Torrelli yelled.


  BUMPBUMPBUMP. SQUUUEEEEEEGEEE!


  I was scraped along a sharp turn. I tried to grab the lip of the boat channel and pull myself out, but I was too weak and the force of the water was too strong.


  What to do? I couldn't morph. There were witnesses. I'd just have to float along until . . .


  Until the big huge drop!


  "Ahhhhh!" I cried.


  "I think Cassie just figured out where we're headed," Marco said.


  "Ahhhhh!" I confirmed.


  Another sharp turn. BUMPBUMPBUMP! SQUUUUEEEEGEEE!


  And then, just a few dozen feet ahead, just ahead of the log boat we had been in, I saw another boat suddenly disappear. And I heard screams. Happy screams. Totally different from my scream.


  "Aaaaaahhhhhh!"


  I was racing toward a waterfall. And there was nothing I could do to stop it!


  "No! No! Noooooo!"


  "Oh, man! No! No! Noooooo!"


  "This is insaaaaane! Nooooo!"


  "I'll get you kids for this! Nooooooo!"


  And over the edge we went. I skidded on my butt down a fifty-foot water slide. Which was bad enough. But just a few feet behind me were two guys and an angry man.


  And just a few feet farther back was another log boat. A log boat that would squash us all like bugs if it hit us.


  Down I fell, screaming the entire way!


  BAH-LOOOOSH!


  I hit the lagoon and rolled to my left as fast as I could move my waterlogged body. Something hit me, but it wasn't a boat.


  "Hah! Cindy Crawford! You think I don't remember your name? You are under arrest!" Captain Torrelli cried exultantly.


  But then he slipped and his head went under the water and I was out of there.


  We joined up just outside the exit from the log ride. Three extremely wet, barefoot kids in bike shorts and aerobics suits.


  "You know, basically that was fun," Marco said. "If you set aside the whole could-have-been-crushed-by-a-log-boat thing."


  Jake squeegeed the water out of his hair. "Okay, so it's not the log ride. No Yeerks there."


  "House of Horrors," I agreed. "Definitely the House of Horrors."


  We ran for the House of Horrors. But as we ran there came the sound of a not-too-distant voice crying, "Police! Security! Police!"


  So we ran faster.
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  We ran for the House of Horrors, bare wet feet SLAP-SLAP-SLAPPING all the way. It was halfway across the amusement park. I was panting and sweating and holding my sides from the pain by the time we got there.


  "Now what?" Marco asked.


  "Now we find the others," Jake said.


  "But they could be in morph. We don't even know what we're looking for," I pointed out.


  "Exactly. And then we have to figure out if the Yeerks are using the House of Horrors to kidnap and infest guys from Zone Ninety-one."


  "Even though we don't know if the Yeerks will be plain old human-Controllers or Hork-Bajir or whatever," I said.


  "Exactly."


  "And in the meantime," I concluded, "we have to avoid getting arrested by an Air Force captain who is frantically trying to protect the Most Secret Place On Earth, where they are hiding an old Andalite toilet."


  Marco laughed sardonically. "Does anyone else ever think maybe we've all just lost our minds? You know, like maybe none of this is real and we're escaped lunatics from the local hospital for the hopelessly wacko?"


  "Hey, we're saving the world here, Marco," I said.


  "That's what all lunatics say."


  "Come along, my wacko friends." Jake led the way toward the House of Horrors entrance.


  This ride involved cars on tracks as opposed to log boats in water. I was relieved that at least there wasn't any water.


  The three of us piled into one of the cars. A fourth person was seated with us. He was a man, maybe thirty years old. He smiled at me.


  "Sure this isn't too scary for you kids?"


  "No, sir. We're pretty good at handling scary stuff," I said.


  "I don't see the others," Jake muttered under his breath as the car lurched away down the track.


  "Boo-ah-ah-hah-HAH!" a mechanical skeleton shrieked.


  "Beware! Beware all ye who enter here!" a loud, booming recorded voice cried. "Beware the horrors that lie within!"


  Then, "Aaaaaarrrggghh!" A mechanical pirate holding his own severed head jerkily waved a sword at us.


  A huge snake turned and aimed its cobralike head at us, staring with glittering green eyes.


  "Yeah, yeah, big deal," Marco said. "Could this get any faker?"


  "Why are you kids so cynical?" the crew-cut man asked.


  "We watch too much TV," Marco answered.


  The car spun and banged backward through a doorway into the next room of the House of Horrors. In a flash of lightning I saw the car behind us. In it were also four people. Captain Torrelli and three uniformed Gardens security guys.


  "What is with that guy?" I asked.


  "Hey, Captain, havin' fun?" crew cut yelled back to Torrelli.


  "Airman Jones!" Torrelli yelled. "Don't let those kids get away!"


  "These kids?" Airman Jones asked, pointing at us.


  "Yeah. Those kids! At least that girl and the boy with the smirk!"


  Our car jerked violently back around and we were being shrieked at by a flight of ghosts passing overhead.


  "That Captain Torrelli. What a joker that guy is," I said weakly to Airman Jones.


  "Captain Torrelli has never joked in his life," Jones growled. "You kids are gonna have to stay with me till the captain can talk to you."


  We passed beneath the flying ghosts. And that's when the ride got weird. Really weird.


  See, somehow, whoever had built the ride seemed to have created perfect, life-size replicas of six Hork-Bajir warriors. And standing behind them, also frozen in place, was a creature with the body of a deer, the tail of a scorpion, and a mouthless face. They were all very lifelike. Probably because they were alive.


  Visser Three was in the House of Horrors.


  "Okay, now I'm scared," Marco said.


  "Where are Rachel and Tobias and Ax?" Jake asked in a low voice.


  "There," I said. I pointed to a frozen, life-size replica of one of the scariest things on Earth: an eight-hundred-pound grizzly bear. The grizzly was on its hind legs, reared up. It was standing perfectly still. Except for the fact that you could see it breathing.


  Sitting atop the grizzly bear was a bird. It was too dark to make out the tail feathers, but I could guess what color they were.


  And completing this odd tableau, a rattlesnake was coiled around the grizzly bear's up-stretched paw.


  Rachel and the others must have seen the Yeerks moving into place. They'd gotten there first and were now waiting for the Yeerks to make their move.


  The loudspeaker blared. "Nyah-hah-hah-hah! Beware the graveyard ghouls!"


  In between the Hork-Bajir, the visser, and my friends the bear, the hawk, and the snake, were really fake-looking tombstones topped with greenish skulls.


  "This is the best part of the ride," Jones said. "Those big blade monsters there are really cool!"


  I rolled my eyes. My stomach rolled all on its on.


  "This is so totally going to turn ugly," Marco said.
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  Have you ever known something was going to happen right before it did happen? It almost seems like you're psychic. But usually it's just that your brain has put things together and figured something out.


  Well, in the split second before everything cut loose, I realized something: Out in the Dry Lands, the visser had talked about having a list of the humans who would be useful. And who would be more useful to the Yeerks than the head of security for Zone 91?


  No time to be subtle. "They'll go for Torrelli!" I yelled.


  Our car was turned forward and we were past the tableau of Hork-Bajir and Animorphs. But I heard a loud scream and I knew it wasn't one of those giddy, happy, fun-house screams.


  Jake leaped from the car. I leaped after him and collided with Marco. The three of us barely missed being cut in two as the car we'd been in slammed through a narrow door.


  I fell to my knees. We were on the tableau! We were suddenly a part of the House of Horrors Ride. And that ride had gone totally gruesome.


  Six big Hork-Bajir bounded toward Captain Torrelli's car. It had been his scream we'd heard.


  One of the uniformed guards raised his gun. Too slow! A hundred times too slow to beat a Hork-Bajir!


  SLASH!


  The Hork-Bajir swept its wrist blade.


  "Aaaaahhhhh! Aaaahhhh! Aaaaahhhh!" the man bellowed in pain.


  The Hork-Bajir yanked the guards up out of their seats and literally threw them back into the scenery. Captain Torrelli was alone in the car. But then two Hork-Bajir grabbed him, careful not to injure him, and lifted him up like he was a doll.


  And all the while, the stupid loudspeaker was yammering, "Nyah-hah-hah-hah! Beware the graveyard ghouls!"


  But Captain Torrelli was not alone.


  "RRRRRAAAWWWRRR!" Rachel roared in her big grizzly bear voice. She flung the rattlesnake straight at the nearest Hork-Bajir.


  The snake - Ax in morph - wrapped itself tightly around the alien's neck and sank poisonous fangs deep.


  "Tseeeeeer!" Tobias launched himself, talons outstretched, and ripped at the vulnerable eyes of a second Hork-Bajir.


  But that still left four of the big, bladed monsters, not to mention the visser himself. And not even Rachel could handle them all. Although she tried. I swear she grinned a bear grin as she swung one frying-pan-sized paw into the head of a Hork-Bajir.


  FWUMP! The Hork-Bajir rocked back and fell unconscious.


  SHLUMP! He hit the floor.


  <The Andalite bandits!> Visser Three cried in thought-speak.


  That's what the Yeerks think we are: Andalites. They know whoever we are, we can morph. And they know only Andalites have morphing technology.


  <We can't stay and fight,> the visser pouted. <Much as I would enjoy destroying these vermin! We have priorities. Bring the human!>


  "We have to morph!" Jake hissed to me and Marco. "Into the shadows! Before the visser gets away!"


  I had already started. This was a fight. I needed something powerful. Something extremely dangerous.


  "They're taking the captain!" Marco yelled.


  "We can't stop them! We need more firepower," Jake yelled. "Morph!"


  My morph was already under way. Thick gray fur was sprouting from every inch of my body. My mouth was becoming a muzzle. A muzzle filled with long, sharp teeth.


  <I could use some help here!> Rachel called as she knocked another Hork-Bajir into a wall.


  The Hork-Bajir Ax had filled with rattlesnake venom was staggering.


  But Visser Three and two of the Hork-Bajir had disappeared from view with Captain Torrelli.


  "Cool!" a voice squealed. "Now, this part of the ride is excellent!"


  To my amazement, people were still passing by on the ride! Every few seconds another carload rattled past, filled with people who must have thought they were watching the most realistic House of Horrors Ride in all history.


  "Look! It's a werewolf!" someone said. He pointed. Right at me. Fortunately, we were all three in deep shadows. No one would ever be able to recognize us.


  I was just finishing my morph. I had gone, as quickly as I possibly could, from human to wolf.


  Rachel was roaring and bellowing. Tobias was shrieking and flapping his wings. Ax was looking for another victim. But the fact was, Visser Three had Captain Torrelli. And the visser was gone.


  I looked at Jake. He was just completing his tiger morph. I looked at Marco. He was almost all the way into his gorilla morph. I felt my wolf senses turn on. It was a powerful moment. There is nothing on Earth like a wolf's sense of smell. And nothing much like a wolf's sense of hearing.


  I could tell exactly, precisely where Captain Torrelli had gone. I could smell every dragging footstep he had taken.


  Then, suddenly, the remaining Hork-Bajir warriors bolted. They raced after Visser Three and Captain Torrelli.


  <After them!> Jake yelled.


  FWAPP! FWAPP! FWAPP! CA-RUNNCH!


  Bright lights! Blazing neon! It took a few seconds for me to figure out what had happened. Then I saw: Visser Three had used his Andalite tail to slice through the back wall of the House of Horrors. His Hork-Bajir had knocked the wall down.


  Visser Three, his Hork-Bajir, and poor Captain Torrelli were loose on the grounds of The Gardens.


  Chapter 26


  



  One evil Andalite-Controller and six Hork-Bajir - several of which were staggering from the wounds Rachel, Tobias, and Ax had inflicted - barreled into the neon night, dragging a helpless Captain Torrelli.


  They were pursued by a red-tailed hawk, a tiger, a wolf, a grizzly bear, and a gorilla with a rattlesnake around his neck.


  "Help! Help!" Captain Torrelli cried.


  <Back to the ship!> Visser Three yelled.


  <After them!> Jake yelled.


  <This is insane!> Marco cried. <Insane!>


  And the band played "Seventy-six Trombones" with lots of loud tuba and louder pounding bass drums.


  Yes, I said the band. Because, you see, the nightly Gardens Parade of Characters was swinging up the main street. There was a brass band. In fact there were three. There were dance teams. There were clowns. There were floats. And best of all, there were cartoon characters.


  Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, Tweety Bird, Sylvester, the Tasmanian Devil, and Pepe Le Pew. They were all there in bigger-than-life costumes, dancing amidst a blaze of colored lights that blotted out the stars.


  I ran full-out. I was faster than Rachel. I had more endurance than Jake. The Yeerks were moving swiftly, straight toward the parade.


  Suddenly, out jumped a Daffy Duck! Right in Visser Three's path. The Yeerk visser snapped his deadly tail. It flew through the air and Daffy's head went rolling across the ground.


  <Noooo!> I cried.


  The girl wearing the costume stuck her head up and said, "Hey! What's the matter with you?"


  <Aaaahhhh!> the visser moaned. <What kind of creature is that?>


  He slowed a bit. Just for a few seconds, as he contemplated the weirdness of a creature with a smaller head inside a larger head. And during that hesitation, we caught up.


  Jake let loose a roar that seemed to knock the cotton candy right out of children's hands.


  "RRRROOOOAAAARRRRR!"


  We all charged. I leaped for the throat of the nearest Hork-Bajir with my yellowed teeth bared in a snarl. The Hork-Bajir swung an elbow blade at me but I twisted with unnatural speed. The blade only sliced fur.


  The Hork-Bajir couldn't use its blades. I was in too close. All it could do was claw at me, and that wasn't enough.


  A vicious battle raged. Rachel and two Hork-Bajir. Jake, sinking his tiger fangs into another Hork-Bajir. Marco, using Ax's snake morph like a bullwhip, snapping him in to bite, yanking him back out.


  And Tobias was using all his speed and agility to tear at the visser's vulnerable Andalite stalk eyes.


  "Yay!" a voice yelled.


  "Cool!" another voice cried.


  And then people started applauding wildly. Without even noticing, we had been swept up into the parade. We had become part of the show.


  And the people loved it!


  I dropped away from my Hork-Bajir. He was out of the fight. I ran for the Hork-Bajir who was still yanking Captain Torrelli along. He was way out in front, weaving through the parade. Weaving past Bugs Bunny and Yosemite Sam. Barreling rudely through the brass band, which was now playing "You're a Grand Old Flag!"


  "Here boy! Here boy!" some kid yelled as I shot past. Like I was a dog.


  The crowd grew thick just ahead of me. Too thick for me to see Captain Torrelli. But I could still smell him. I could smell the minuscule traces of scent left by his shoes. I could smell about ten thousand things right then, everything from candy apples to the grease on the bearings of the Ferris wheel to the gel on a punk guy's hair. It was almost too much.


  But I focused hard on just one smell: a few floating molecules that said "Torrelli" to my wolf nose. I put my nose down and shouldered through the crowd. People petted me. People bumped into me. I didn't care. My wolf nose was working, and there was no way I was going to lose the captain.


  The crowd thinned out. I looked left, right. I saw nothing. But the scent trail led left and my wolf ears picked out one voice among all the thousands of voices, one sound among all the sounds of The Gardens.


  "You're connected with those darned kids, aren't you?" Captain Torrelli demanded angrily of the Hork-Bajir.


  I went after him at a full run. There! A Hork-Bajir dragging the captain. The alien brushed aside a child who had rushed over with his mom to have her take his picture with "the monster."


  I timed my approach and I fired my wolf haunches. I flew through the air, aiming right for the back of the Hork-Bajir's neck.


  "Rrrumpf!"


  "Aaaarrrrggghhh!" the alien cried.


  Captain Torrelli broke free and ran like his life depended on it. Which it pretty much did.


  I relaxed my jaws and dropped to the ground. The Hork-Bajir and I stared balefully at each other for a few seconds. We sized each other up like a couple of boxers in the ring. But then we both saw and heard the visser go rushing past in a clatter of Andalite hooves.


  The Hork-Bajir ran to join his commander and suddenly, the Yeerk invasion of The Gardens was over.


  A few moments later, the others caught up to me. We watched a pair of Bug fighters rise from the amusement park and streak into the sky.


  They had hidden the Bug fighters in plain sight. They'd been parked atop the Alien Adventure Ride.


  As the Bug fighters powered away into the night, I noticed a kid shaking his head disgustedly. "Those aren't what alien spaceships look like," he said.


  "That's for sure," his grandfather agreed. "I was taken aboard a spaceship once. The aliens performed medical experiments on me. And their ship was nothing like that."


  Chapter 27


  



  The official story in the newspaper and on the local TV news was that a group of pranksters had dressed up as monsters and vandalized the House of Horrors.


  They had also carried out a mock abduction of an Air Force captain named Torrelli. The captain was only slightly injured.


  Captain Torrelli was quoted in the newspaper as saying, "It was those kids! I am looking for three kids named Fox Mulder, Dana Scully, and Cindy Crawford."


  The reporter wondered if perhaps Captain Torrelli had been drinking. And when Captain Torrelli was asked what an Air Force officer was doing at a company outing for Gondor Industries, he said, "No comment. Forget I said anything at all. I was obviously mistaken. Nothing happened."


  We met up at the barn the next day. Jake, Rachel, Tobias, Ax, Marco, and me. The Animorphs. The six kids who are trying to save the world.


  "Just one question," Rachel asked. "Don't you think, in all fairness, in all decency, in all kindness, we should tell Captain Torrelli he's guarding an alien toilet?"


  I shook my head. "No, Rachel. That wouldn't be kind at all. He and the others have a meaning to their lives now. Why should we destroy all that and make them feel trivial and foolish?"


  "Ooooh, wisdom," Marco mocked gently. "Deep."


  "So the Most Secret Place On Earth remains secret," Jake said thoughtfully. "Maybe that is wise."


  <The Yeerks will continue to try and penetrate the secret of Zone Ninety-one,> Tobias pointed out.


  "Yeah, but the captain will really be on guard now," Jake said.


  "Besides, maybe it's all for the good. It will keep them busy, keep the Yeerks from doing anything more dangerous," Rachel said with a laugh. "Everyone needs a project, right? Everyone needs some hopeless cause to pursue. A quest. A mission."


  As she said that last part, she was eying the hem of my jeans. Then she started shaking her head. "When did you buy those, Cassie, when you were four?" she asked.


  "These jeans are fine."


  "Yeah, if you're expecting a flood."


  "Wait a minute!" I held up my hand. "Isn't this how this whole thing started?"


  "Leave Cassie alone," Jake said, laughing. "We're not going to start this all over. No way."


  "Except maybe for the horse-racing thing," Marco said. "See, all I'm saying is, we morph racehorses, right? And then we bet -"


  And that's when I dumped a bucket of water on Marco's head and we all went home.
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  Chapter 27


  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Marco.


  I've always kind of liked my name. Marco. It brings Marco Polo to mind. Not that my last name is Polo. Or maybe it is. I'm not going to tell you.


  None of us will tell you our last names. None of us Animorphs. Or where we live. Or anything else that would help the Yeerks find us.


  Yeerks? What are Yeerks? you wonder.


  I'll tell you. They are a species of parasites. Like tapeworms, only worse. See, Yeerks don't just crawl up inside your stomach or intestines. They crawl inside your brain. They sink their malleable bodies into the nooks and crannies of your brain. They tie straight into your brain's neurons. They control your brain. They control you more completely than it is possible for you to imagine.


  You think, Oh, well, I would still be able to keep control over myself. But you'd be wrong. See, if you had a Yeerk in your head right now, it would be the Yeerk that would be moving your hands and fingers; the Yeerk who'd be focusing your eyes; the Yeerk who'd be deciding if you were hungry.


  The Yeerks enter your brain and make you a slave. They open your memories and read them like a book. You can still think, sure. You can still feel. You can be afraid or angry or humiliated. But you can do nothing on your own. It is a slavery more total than any ever experienced on Earth. But then, the Yeerks aren't from Earth.


  People with Yeerks in their heads are called Controllers. Human-Controllers, if the Yeerk has taken over a human. Hork-Bajir-Controllers, when the victim is a Hork-Bajir. Although pretty much all Hork-Bajir are Controllers, so we don't really bother to say "Hork-Bajir-Controllers."


  We fight the Yeerk invasion led by the evil creature, Visser Three. Five human kids and an Andalite kid. We're the only people who know what's happening. Just us. And the Yeerks, of course.


  And how do we fight? With the morphing power given to us by a dying Andalite prince. The power to become any animal we can touch.


  The power to morph.


  How do you know who is a Controller and who isn't? That's the problem. You don't. You can look deep into the eyes of the person you trust most and never, ever guess that behind those eyes is an alien parasite.


  Now you know why I won't tell you my last name. Or where I live. Not even what state. See, I want to live. I want to live to fight.


  And one day, I want to live to rescue the one person who matters most to me. The person whose eyes I looked into for years without knowing she was no longer my mother.


  But being an Animorph is not always danger and battle. There are other times when the powers we possess can be useful. Even fun.


  And on a nice Wednesday afternoon after school, I was at the mall with the others, doing just that: having fun. And we weren't at the usual, everyday mall. This was the new, massive Mega Mall they'd built across town.


  It was Cassie's idea, oddly enough. Normally she'd be the last person to ever cook up a harebrained scheme. But this involved mistreating animals. And you don't want to mess with animals when Cassie is around.


  "Squuuaaaakk! The food is good! The food is good! Squuuaaakkk!"


  It was me, Jake, Cassie, Tobias, Rachel, and Ax. Ax was in human morph, of course. So was Tobias. Tobias has regained his ability to morph now, but he's still a red-tailed hawk. He can morph into his old human shape, but if he stays in that shape more than two hours, he'll be trapped in it and never be able to morph again. He made the choice to live as a hawk and keep his morphing power.


  I don't know if I'd have been tough enough to make that choice.


  As for Ax, well, he's an Andalite. He has a human morph he uses sometimes. He was using it now, fortunately, or otherwise there would have been a lot of screaming and panicking and general weirding-out. An Andalite walking around the mall is something you notice.


  "Squuuaaaakkkk! Try the Rain Forest burger. It's squuuaaaakkk good!"


  In this mall was a restaurant called the Amazon Cafe. It was a cool restaurant because it was like going on some ride at Disney World. The tables were totally surrounded by plants and stuff arranged to look like a jungle. There were lots of fake birds and fake alligators and fake snakes in fake trees.


  Unfortunately, there were also some real birds. Parrots, to be exact. These parrots were out where people wait in line to get a table. They were on perches, surrounded by people. Old people, young people, cool people, annoying people. People who would try to scare the birds or feed them garbage or poke them with cigarette butts.


  Which annoyed Cassie. It annoyed her so badly she had come to me and asked, "Marco, what can I do to save those poor birds? They aren't allowed any dignity!"


  And I had said, "Hmmm. Parrots, right? They talk, right?"


  "Yeah. Why? Do you have an idea?"


  "Oh, yes. I have a definite idea."


  And now, a couple days after that conversation, we were at the mall. And we were right in the forefront of people annoying the parrots.


  "Say 'Howard Stern rules!'" a kid urged a bright green parrot.


  "Squuuaaaakkk! Amazon Cafe! It's an adventure!"


  "No, idiot bird dude, Howard Stern rules, man! Say 'Howard Stern rules!'"


  "Moron," Rachel sneered.


  The kid turned to her. "Yeah, this bird is a total moron."


  "I wasn't talking about the bird, you -"


  Jake put his hand on Rachel's shoulder, quieting her down. Rachel has an occasional problem with anger. And she has no tolerance for jerks.


  Rachel is tall and blond and beautiful and totally without fear. Now, sure, way down inside she's also insecure, scared by her own inability to fit in, and way too pressured to live up to her own high standards. But all that stuff is way down inside. Way down so far that if you ever tried to reach it, she'd have sliced and diced you before you even got close.


  "Okay, let's do this," Jake said. "It's almost time for them to clean the parrot perches, if Cassie's timing is right."


  "Every day at this time," Cassie assured us. "In fact, here comes the woman who does it."


  I saw a twenty-something woman in a waitress uniform coming toward us. She was carrying a large wire cage.


  "Squuuuaaaakkk! Pot stickers! Pot stickers! Squuuaaaakkkk!"


  "Okay, we're straight on this? Rachel, Marco, Cassie, and me, follow her to the back. Tobias and Ax, you stay here as backup."


  "Backup," Ax agreed. "Ba-kup. Bakkup. Look! Is that the place where cinnamon buns are created? Oh, cinnamon buns. Bunzuh."


  Jake sighed. "Maybe after we're done we could go to Cinnabon," he said in his talking-to-lunatics voice.


  See, in his own body, Ax has no mouth. Andalites talk by thought-speech and eat through their hooves. So when he's human, the Ax-man can get a little weird about spoken sounds. And a lot weird about flavor. And utterly insane when exposed to cinnamon buns, which, as far as Ax is concerned, are the finest things the human race has ever created. Forget music and art. Ax would trade the Mona Lisa for a Cinnabon, straight across.


  "Okay, she's going!" Cassie warned.


  The woman had stuffed the four parrots into the cage and was heading back into the restaurant. We followed her.


  "Duh duh, duh duh, duh duh, duh duh, duh duh," I sang, doing the theme from Mission: Impossible. "Your mission, should you decide to accept it: Give the parrots back their dignity and strike a blow for Mommy Earth!"


  Cassie rolled her eyes at me. Jake hid a smile.


  "I can't believe you're going along with this, Jake. Responsible Jake giving his okay to a totally personal use of our powers. Never thought I'd see the day," I teased him. "It's 'cause he really likes Cassie," I added to Rachel in a stage whisper.


  "It's because I know that if I didn't say yes, Cassie would do it anyway, and she'd get Rachel to go along, and possibly you, and the three of you need someone . . . someone sensible along."


  "Yes, Dad," I mocked.


  Jake made this deep-in-the-throat grinding noise he makes sometimes. But I just laughed. Jake's been my best friend forever. He may be leader of the Animorphs, but that doesn't mean I have to take him too seriously.


  We followed the woman and the parrots up to the point when she walked through a doorway into a storage room. We waited till she came back out and headed up to clean the parrot perch. Then into the storage room we went.


  "Dee dee dee, dee dee dee, dee dee dee, da dum!" I hummed.


  "Have I mentioned shut up, Marco?" Rachel asked me in a conversational tone.


  "Okay, come on, you guys," Cassie urged.


  We went to the parrot cage. Cassie removed the birds one by one, placing them into our hands. The birds remained very quiet as we acquired them.


  That's what we call it when we absorb the DNA of an animal: acquiring. It always puts the animal in a kind of trance. The parrots were no different.


  We hid the parrots in a well-ventilated cupboard. Cassie assured us it was safe. And now all that was left to do was to become the parrots. To morph the parrots.


  So that's what we did.


  Chapter 2


  



  Most people would think morphing into an animal is fun. And I guess it is. But what it is, more than fun, is terrifying. And bizarre. And extreme.


  Until you've done it, it's impossible to really understand how extreme it is.


  The body you've had since you were born, the body with two arms and two legs and a head with your own personal face stuck on the front, changes. It changes completely. Until nothing is left of you but your mind. You don't have your fingers to wiggle, or your legs to stand on, or your mouth to talk with. You look at the world through another animal's eyes.


  As I focused my mind on the parrot, I felt the changes begin. The first thing that happened was that my skin turned green.


  Not that tinge of green you might get when you're sick or something. I'm talking GREEN. Brilliant, glowing, lustrous green. The green of the parrot's feathers.


  "Whoa! Cool!" I said.


  And it was cool, because at that same moment, the others were changing colors, too. Jake was turning as white as snow. Dead white. Rachel was a fascinating mix of yellow and orange. And Cassie . . . well, Cassie has a sort of unconscious talent for morphing. On her, deep crimson, red the color of blood, spread down from her shoulders, down and down her arms, down to her fingertips. Then the color rose up her neck, to change her face like it was a glass pitcher being slowly filled with cherry Kool-Aid. The very last things to change were the whites of her eyes. For a brief second they shone white, then, like all the rest of her, they turned red.


  Once my entire body was brilliant green, I began to shrink. The dirty floor of the storeroom rose up to meet me. It was like I was falling. Like I'd passed out and was dropping facefirst toward the floor.


  And as I shrank, my feet became bird feet. My thick, solid human bones became hollow bird bones. My internal organs, my lungs and stomach and liver, all twisted around in ways that should have made me scream in agony - except for the fact that morphing technology deadens pain.


  My green skin became even brighter as I became smaller. Feather patterns drew themselves across my skin. My fingers sprouted outward and thinned to become feathers.


  And then my face simply exploded outward. My entire face. Just, SPROOT! My teeth, my lips, my nose, my chin, all bulged out like they were made of Silly Putty and someone was sticking their fist through from behind.


  My skin - the skin that had been my cheeks and lips - turned hard. Hard as old fingernails. My huge, ridiculously large parrot beak was forming. It was the color of old-man fingernails.


  I looked out at my friends through sharply focused eyes. Not quite hawk eyes, but better than human vision.


  <Well, aren't we colorful?> I said in thought-speak. Thought-speak is the telepathy we have when we're in morph.


  <Better get into the cage quick, before that woman comes back,> Cassie urged.


  And right about then, I felt the parrot brain bubble up within my own human mind. It was weird. I've dealt with animal brains that were nothing but fear, like a mouse brain, and animal brains that were all about killing, like a wolf spider's brain. I've even had to deal with the machinelike, soulless brain of the ant. But it is rare to actually feel something like intelligence in that animal brain.


  I've been a gorilla and a dolphin, and both of those are very smart animals. The parrot wasn't that smart, but there was definite thinking power in that brain. The parrot could think. It could reason. And, I realized, it could feel. It could feel emotions beyond simple instinct.


  The parrot brain didn't overwhelm my human consciousness. It was just there. And as I began to realize how complex that brain was, I began to understand why Cassie was so mad.


  <Hey. These birds are smart,> I said.


  <Very smart,> Cassie agreed. <Too smart to be stuck out there on a crappy perch and be pestered all day. These birds should be flying free in the rain forest, not stuck in a mall.>


  <Not that we can really run around freeing every parrot in the country,> Jake said pointedly. <We're clear on that, right?>


  <Yeah, but we can make the Amazon Cafe wish it never heard of parrots,> I said.


  A few minutes later, the woman came to carry us back out to the clean perches. I looked around at the crowd gathered there.


  <Ah, so many people, so little time to insult them all,> I said. Then I tried something I have never tried with any morph. I tried to make the parrot speak.


  Here's a clue: It's not easy talking when you have no lips. All the sounds have to kind of be made in the throat. Like a ventriloquist. But I figured it out, We all did. And then there was nothing left for us to do but talk to all the people standing in line.


  And talk is what we did.


  "Squuuuaaaakkk! Amazon burgers are made with cat meat! Squuuaaaakkk!"


  "Squuuaaaakkk! Try our spaghetti with hair!"


  "Squuuaaaakkk! Amazon Cafe nachos and toe jam!"


  Tobias was in the crowd smirking as he watched the people turn slightly green. Ax was with him, scarfing a slice of pizza he'd gotten somewhere. I could only hope it wasn't from the trash.


  "Squuuaaakkk! Botulism! Food poisoning!"


  "Squuuaaakkk! Enjoy the fried booger strips!"


  Oddly enough, many people standing in line decided to go and find another restaurant. The restaurant manager took about five minutes to decide that real live parrots were maybe not a good idea. But we decided we'd make dead sure he got the message.


  "Squuaaaakkk! By the way, is that your nose or are you eating a banana?"


  "Squuaaakkk! What's that on your head, a wombat?"


  "Squuaaakkkk! It's a toupee! It's a toupee! Squuaaakkk!"


  "Squuaaakkk! We should be flying free in our native habitat!"


  That last one was Cassie, of course. It was a little talky for a parrot, if you asked me.


  After that we were outta there. I spotted Tobias applauding softly and laughing. I was feeling pretty good, pretty cocky. Until I saw another face behind Tobias, way back in the crowd.


  I knew the face. Erek.


  Erek, the Chee.


  Chapter 3


  



  Erek the Chee used to be Erek this guy I knew from school. But Erek is a lot more than just some guy.


  The Chee are a race of androids. They pass as humans by projecting a sort of holographic energy field around themselves that looks human. Erek may look like a kid. But he is older than human history.


  The Chee came to Earth hundreds of thousands of years ago. They were companions to the Pemalites, whose home planet had been devastated by a violent invasion. The Pemalites had fled, but too late. By the time they reached Earth, the Pemalites were finished.


  Their deathless androids did all they could. They gave the essence of the Pemalites a new life. They melded them with wolves. And from this union dogs were born.


  If you know how basically sweet and faithful and loving dogs are, you know what the Pemalites were like. And you also know a little of what the Chee are like.


  The Chee are peaceful, but not out of weakness. Erek, all by himself, could have taken on every person in the mall that day, beaten them all, and ripped the mall down around our ears. Literally.


  But the Chee are pacifists. It's the way they are. They are also enemies of the Yeerks. They watch the Yeerks and learn about them, and, in their nonviolent way, do all they can to delay the Yeerks.


  Erek waited till we were done with our little prank. He waited till I was walking away through the mall with Jake. We had split from the others so as not to look like a "group."


  "Hi, Marco," Erek said. "Hello, Jake."


  We didn't exactly rush over to throw our arms around him. We'd seen what happened the one time Erek did go postal. It was hard to forget. Hard to treat someone that powerful like just another kid.


  "Hi, Erek, how's it going?" Jake asked guardedly.


  "Fine. And we know, through our sources, that you have been doing good work against . . . against our mutual acquaintances." He lowered his voice. "I think we'd better have some privacy."


  Suddenly, the air around us shimmered. All the noises of the mall were blanked out. And Erek was no longer human. He was a chrome-and-ivory robot, shaped a little like a lean dog, walking erect.


  "What did you do?" I asked.


  "I extended my hologram out around us all. People walking by are seeing a group of security guards talking. No one will bother or overhear us."


  It was a cool trick. But it made my stomach do a little flip. Erek wasn't going to all this trouble just to talk about sports or whatever.


  "Rescuing the two free Hork-Bajir was a good thing. They may prove to be the seeds of something very powerful and good. You may have begun the salvation of an entire race."


  I shrugged. "We like to keep busy. It's either rescue entire races or play Nintendo."


  Erek laughed with his chrome dog's muzzle. Then he was instantly serious again. "I need to talk to you privately, Marco."


  "Well, I don't have any secrets from Jake," I said. "I think that's the basis of a good marriage: openness, honesty."


  "It's about someone who was once very close to you, Marco."


  My heart stopped beating. I knew instantly who he meant. I started to say something, but my first words died on my tongue. I tried again. "My mom?"


  Erek glanced at Jake.


  "It's okay," Jake said. "I know. I'm the only one who does."


  Erek nodded. "Marco, your mother has returned to Earth. She is overseeing some very secret new project. It's being run from Royan Island. Or, to be precise, it's being run from the waters around Royan Island."


  I wasn't really hearing what Erek was saying. I was still back on the part about my mom returning to Earth. Jake understood. He took over dealing with Erek.


  "What are they doing out there in the ocean?"


  "We don't know," Erek said. "But whatever it is, it would have to be huge for Visser One to be overseeing it."


  "Visser Three must be a little ticked about that."


  Erek nodded. "Visser Three is not one of Visser One's favorite Yeerks. And vice versa."


  "Yeah," Jake agreed.


  "Look, I . . . we weren't sure whether to tell you about this. But we've learned all we can. And I felt Marco had a right to know she was back on Earth. But you guys have to be clear about something. Visser One didn't get to the top of the Yeerk hierarchy by being nice. She is brilliant and dangerous."


  Jake looked at me to see how I was reacting.


  "You guys think I don't know what Visser One is Iike?!" I said hotly.


  "I know you do," Erek said. "But humans are easily tricked by outer appearances. You judge people by their faces and eyes. The face of Visser One is the face of someone you trust, Marco. But if you Animorphs decide to investigate this thing on Royan Island, you may come up against Visser One directly."


  I could see where he was going. And it made me mad. I don't even know why. "Look, Erek, I'm not an idiot, okay?"


  He shook his robot head. "I know you aren't. But you love your mother. You want to save her. So you may make mistakes."


  I swear I would have swung at Erek. But he would have let me hit him. And I would have just hurt my hand.


  "There's one other clue," Erek said. "We have reason to believe that some new species of Controller is at Royan Island. We believe they are called Leerans."


  "Thanks, Erek," Jake said.


  "Will he be all right?" Erek asked Jake.


  I didn't wait to hear Jake's answer. I turned and stepped out of the hologram. I saw a woman's eyes widen in shock. What she had seen was a kid stepping directly out of a casually chatting security guard.


  Jake caught up with me a few seconds later.


  "Erek didn't mean anything bad. You know that," Jake said. "He just meant -"


  "I know what he meant," I snapped. "He meant if it came to crunch time, would I destroy my own mother to protect the mission? That's what he meant."


  Jake grabbed my shoulder and turned me around. "And?"


  I was still mad. But I knew why I was mad. It wasn't that Erek had insulted me somehow. It was that Erek was right.


  "I don't know, Jake," I said. "I don't know."


  Chapter 4


  



  <Yes, I know what a Leeran is. I have heard of that species,> Ax said. <But where did you hear that word?>


  It was the next day after school, out in the woods where Ax and Tobias lived. Tobias was off hunting. I wanted to talk to Ax alone. He was in his own body, of course, watching me with his main eyes while his stalk eyes cautiously scanned the trees in every direction.


  I had asked Jake not to say anything to the others about Erek. The others didn't know that Visser One was my mother. They all thought what I had thought for the past two years. That my mom had drowned. That her body had never been found.


  I hadn't wanted the others to know the truth. That my mother had been made into a Controller. That the Yeerk inside her head was the original commander of the Earth invasion.


  I didn't want their pity. I still don't. I'm a joker. I'm a comedian. That's how I deal with life. See, I've always believed that to some extent you get to decide for yourself what your life will be like. You can either look at the world and say, "Oh, isn't it all so tragic, so grim, so awful." Or you can look at the world and decide that it's mostly funny.


  If you step back far enough from the details, everything gets funny. You say war is tragic. I say, isn't it crazy the way people will fight over nothing? People fight wars to control crappy little patches of empty desert, for crying out loud. It's like fighting over an empty soda can. It's not so much tragic as it is ridiculous. Asinine! Stupid!


  You say, isn't it terrible about global warming? And I say, no, it's funny. We're going to bring on global warming because we ran too many leaky air conditioners? We used too much spray deodorant, so now we'll be doomed to sweat forever? That's not sad. That's irony.


  Note to Alanis: That is ironic.


  But humor kind of breaks down when the tragedy gets up close and personal.


  See, I saw what my mom's "death" did to my dad. And you know what? There wasn't anything funny about it. And I know that for a year I cried myself to sleep most nights, looking at her picture. I still feel like someone blew a hole in me. A hole that will never heal. A hole I don't want to heal, because I don't want to stop hurting for my mom, I don't want to get over it.


  Jake knew my mom. So when we all came face-to-face with Visser One, he knew who she was. But not Rachel or Cassie or Tobias or Ax. And since we'd been in animal morph at the time, the human-Controller known as Visser One did not recognize "her" son.


  <Where did you hear about Leerans?> Ax asked me again.


  "Look, can you just tell me what you know about them?"


  Ax hesitated. He is still a little uncomfortable being open and honest with humans. The Andalites are not used to trusting other species.


  <They are an aquatic race. Their planet is mostly water, like Earth. Only their land masses don't have much life. The most advanced life-forms are in the oceans. The Leerans are a sentient race of amphibians.> He shrugged. <At least, that's what I learned in school. I've never met a Leeran, of course. They aren't allowed on our world.>


  "Not allowed? Why not? Are they dangerous?"


  Ax laughed. He gets this kind of superior, know-it-all attitude sometimes. <Of course not dangerous, More like embarrassing.>


  "Why? Do they fart in public or something?"


  <Leerans are supposed to be psychic. They can read minds. At least they can do it if they're within close range. We have technological and military secrets we don't want the Leerans to know. Plus, you know, thoughts you might not want strangers listening in on. Now, where did you hear about Leerans?>


  "Erek. The Chee. He says there's some kind of secret underwater thing going on with the Yeerks. He says some Leerans are involved."


  Ax looked puzzled. <Yeerks and Leerans? It doesn't make sense. The Yeerks could never invade the Leeran world like they're doing with Earth. The Leerans are psychic. They would instantly know if one of their people were a Controller.>


  "Yeah. You're right. On the other hand . . . if you could make Controllers out of these Leerans. Psychic Controllers?"


  Ax swiveled his stalk eyes toward me. <They would be able to root out spies. Like the Chee. They would be able to sense traitors.>


  "And they would be able to find five human kids and one Andalite," I said. "They would see right through an animal morph. They would mean the end of us."


  I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Through a gap in the trees I spotted a hawk soaring just over the treetops. Maybe Tobias, maybe not. In addition to fantastic sight, hawks have excellent hearing. I wondered, if it was Tobias, if he'd overheard my conversation with Ax.


  "I guess it doesn't matter," I muttered.


  <What doesn't matter?>


  "Anything," I said with a laugh. "It doesn't matter, does it?" I guess I always knew my secret would come out sooner or later. Funny-boy Marco is destined to look pathetic. My friends will look at me and think, Poor, poor Marco. I shook my head. "Never fails, you know. The Irony Gods. They wait for the chance to twist your life around. Mr. Cool-and-Detached ends up being the object of pity. Great. Perfect."


  <These Irony Gods are a human religion?> Naturally Ax was totally mystified by my babbling.


  "No. They're just a Marco religion," I said. "The Irony Gods wait to find out whatever it is you don't want. And that's what they do to you."


  <And this is funny?> Ax asked. He's a little unsure of human humor.


  "Absolutely," I said. "If it was happening to someone else, it would be hysterical."


  Chapter 5


  



  In the end I told Jake we had to do it. We had to find out what the Yeerks were doing on Royan Island.


  But I told him not to tell the others the rest of it. About my mom. I still hoped somehow we'd be able to avoid my dark secret. And avoid pity.


  "Royan Island is a small, private island about twenty miles off the coast," I told the others when we were assembled in Cassie's barn. The barn is also the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. The place where Cassie and her dad take in injured or sick wild animals.


  It was Saturday morning. We were planning to take a first, casual look at Royan Island.


  "It's about four miles long and three miles wide and shaped like a crescent moon," I continued.


  "Very poetic," Rachel said. "Crescent moon."


  "Hey, it's a quote from the guidebook, all right?!" I said. I winced. I shouldn't have snapped like that. I should have had a comeback ready. I looked tense, snapping at Rachel.


  I took a deep breath. "Anyway, Ax says these Leerans are psychic. So we have to be very careful. We can't get near one of them."


  "How near is near?" Jake asked Ax.


  <I don't know,> Ax admitted. <I think a few feet. But I don't know.>


  "How do we get to the island?" Cassie wondered. "By air or by sea?"


  <Twenty miles is a long way to try and swim,> Tobias pointed out. He was up in the rafters, as usual. Keeping an eye out through the open loft and listening with his hawk hearing.


  "So we do a combination," Jake said. "Fly out there. Rest. Morph to dolphin."


  <Not everyone has a dolphin morph,> Tobias pointed out. <I can fly cover.>


  I saw Cassie cock an eyebrow at Tobias. I think we were having the same thought. It was a little like Tobias didn't want to morph, now that he had his morphing power back.


  "Ax has a shark morph from when we first rescued him," I said. "That will do as well as dolphin. And if Tobias doesn't want to morph -"


  <I didn't say that,> Tobias said quickly.


  Jake looked at his watch. "Tobias, you could still fly out to The Gardens and acquire a dolphin morph. The Gardens are on the way, more or less."


  <I have to remain in my own body to acquire a morph,> Tobias pointed out. <Kind of obvious, a red-tailed hawk suddenly landing on a dolphin.>


  "Yeah. Well. Never mind, then," Jake said. "Come as you are." He smiled. "You've always been our secret weapon just the way you are."


  Tobias hesitated. <No, you're right. I should do the dolphin thing. Twenty miles over water . . . those aren't really my best flying conditions. You tend not to get thermals over water. I'll do it. I'll acquire a dolphin morph. Okay. I'll definitely do it. And then, hey, no problem. Right? I mean, a dolphin in water, that's like a bird in the air, right?>


  We were all staring at him. Tobias isn't usually a babbler. But he was babbling. It was Cassie who figured it out first.


  "Tobias? Are you afraid of water?"


  <Water? Afraid? Me?>


  "I'd say that's a yes." I laughed. "You're not afraid to be a mile up in the air, but you're afraid of water?"


  <Not water,> he said hotly. <It's just that, you know, there's no air in the water. You can't breathe. It presses in all around you.>


  "Hey, how about if we stop busting on Tobias, okay?" Rachel growled. "If he doesn't like water, he doesn't have to like water."


  <No, it's okay,> Tobias said shakily. <I'm cool. I mean, I'll be a dolphin, right? They live in the water.>


  I nodded. "Yep. We've established that dolphins live in water."


  "Okay, then," Jake said. "Tobias needs to go to The Gardens to play with the dolphins. And we need to make this fast. So let's fly, and let's hope we get lucky."


  <They hold their breath underwater, right?> Tobias asked. <I mean, I guess that's obvious. But if they ever forgot . . .>


  "It'll be okay," Cassie reassured him. "You'll see. Once you've been a dolphin, you'll never fear the ocean again."


  <The ocean. Oh, man. The entire ocean.>


  I don't know why, but Tobias being scared made me feel better. I guess it's true that misery loves company.


  "Let's morph," Jake said.


  And a few minutes later, I had curved, swept-back wings, brilliant white feathers, and a serious passion for garbage.


  Chapter 6


  



  If you want to fly high and far, take on a bird-of-prey morph. But if you want to be able to go anywhere, without anyone really noticing, be a seagull.


  Seagulls and pigeons can appear anywhere and do anything without anyone getting upset. But if you show up as a bald eagle, people are going to notice.


  We'd all done seagull morphs before, except for Tobias and Ax. We figured Tobias had enough to deal with having to acquire a dolphin, so no one suggested he do a gull, too. But Ax is a different story. Cassie had an injured seagull in her barn. So Ax had quickly acquired it.


  We flew to The Gardens swift and low, the way seagulls do. And we noticed every last piece of edible garbage on the way. Every stray french fry, bread crust, burger fragment, candy wrapper, cheese puff, and melted jujube. Seagulls are as good at spotting edible garbage as hawks are at spotting mice.


  <I cannot believe I'm flying with seagulls,> Tobias sneered. <I could get kicked out of the hawk fraternity for hanging out with lowlifes.>


  Actually, Tobias wasn't exactly hanging out with us. He was flying higher, about two hundred feet above us. But Tobias has been a hawk so long he relates almost as much to other birds as he does to humans. He respects and fears golden eagles and falcons, both of which will occasionally attack a hawk. But he actively dislikes pigeons, seagulls, and above all, crows. I think it's something to do with the groupy nature of those birds. Tobias is a loner.


  I spotted The Gardens up ahead. It was easy, since the roller coaster is about ten stories high. And I saw lots of other gulls circling in the sky over the amusement park and zoo.


  <Ah, our brothers and sisters await,> I said.


  <They probably already got all the good food,> Rachel grumbled.


  She was joking. I hoped.


  We swept on a following breeze above the parking lots and above the fences and right over the gate where we would have had to pay if we'd been human.


  <Let's go this way!> I yelled, suddenly excited. I've always loved amusement parks. I live for coasters. Or at least I did before I became an Animorph and discovered bigger thrills.


  <Which way?> Jake asked.


  <This way!> I banked my wings and suddenly shot left. Straight for the wooden roller coaster. A car was clank-clank-clanking its way up the first main hill. I flapped my wings and swooped right for it.


  The first car had two guys in it. Not much different than Jake and me, I guess. They were holding their arms up in the air, getting that anticipation rush.


  I flew straight for them and landed on the front railing of the car at the moment it reached the top of the hill.


  "Whoa. Birds!"


  <Marco, what are you doing?> Jake asked. <We're not here to play around.>


  But he landed right beside me. Jake has gotten awfully responsible lately. But he's still my old bud.


  "Get away, birds!" one of the kids said.


  We ignored him, and just then, the coaster dipped over the top of the hill. Down we went. Down and down, faster and faster. I clutched the railing with all the strength in my seagull feet.


  <Yaaaahh!> I yelled.


  "Whoa-oh-oh!" the kids shouted.


  The bottom of the hill rushed up at us. Down we shot. Then the bottom and up, up, up at a hundred miles an hour, and right then, at maximum speed, I opened my wings. The car dropped out from under me and I was airborne again.


  <Yee-HAH!> I yelled.


  <You're nuts!> Jake cried, but he followed my lead. The two of us blasted off like we'd been shot out of a cannon.


  <Look out!> Whitewashed wooden beams were dead ahead, the supports for the coaster. I trimmed my wings, turned on my side, and blew through a gap in the timbers with no more than two inches of clearance all around.


  <Come on. Now that was cool, admit it!> I told Jake.


  <Yeah. That was cool.>


  <We're still our old selves, aren't we? I mean, we haven't changed. Not really. No matter what, right?>


  <Sure, Marco.>


  <No, I mean it.> I realized I had grown very serious. I don't know why, but I wanted Jake to agree with me. It was important to me. <We're still just us. Nothing that happens can really change what you are. Right?>


  We flapped side-by-side back to the others.


  <Look, Marco,> Jake said wearily. <I'm not exactly a philosopher, okay?>


  <Yeah. Well, I'm me, no matter what,> I said defiantly. <No matter how many morphs, no matter how many battles. No matter what. I'll still be me. Everyone better accept that.>


  Jake laughed a little. <Marco, if it makes you feel any better, you'll always just be a punk to me.>


  I had to laugh, too. <Thanks,> I said.


  We flew over to the dolphin tank. Smooth gray torpedoes were swimming patterns against a blue background.


  <This ought to be interesting,> I said. <A hawk making physical contact with a dolphin?>


  I didn't know just how right I was.


  Chapter 7


  



  I guess we hadn't really thought it through too well. See, as humans all we had to do to "acquire" a dolphin was to pet it as it came up to the side of the dolphin tank.


  But Tobias in his normal hawk body does not have hands. He has talons. And if you've ever looked at hawk talons, you know they are weapons as much as they are feet. Hawks hunt with their talons, not their beaks.


  Jake and I saw Tobias circling high overhead. He was hesitating.


  <Might as well get it over with,> I called up cheerfully. I was still kind of powered up from the stunt on the roller coaster.


  <Fine,> Tobias said grimly.


  He wheeled, spilled the air from his wings, and down he came. Down like a bullet.


  Now, I should mention that this was a Saturday. It was early still, so the place wasn't full, but there were plenty of people around. The dolphin pool was ringed with people in the bleachers and pressed up close to the pool.


  But no one was watching the sky. Except for one little kid. One little kid, who pointed upward and in a clear voice that somehow penetrated above all the background noise said, "Mommy! That bird is going to hurt the dolphins!"


  "Tseeeeeer!" Tobias screamed in his best red-tailed way.


  <Um . . . is this stupid?> Cassie asked, way too late.


  One of the dolphins shot up out of the water, clear up and out. And Tobias went for him.


  "Ooooh!" the crowd gasped.


  And Tobias struck. Like he was going after a mouse. Only this was a really big mouse.


  Talons raked forward, wings flared to act as air brakes, Tobias struck. And then, he stuck.


  Talons sank into smooth, rubbery dolphin flesh while the dolphin was still arcing through the air. It was a weird aerial ballet: the huge dolphin and the tiny hawk, colliding ten feet above the water. It would have been beautiful if it hadn't been insane.


  "Aaaahhhh!" the crowd murmured.


  Down went the dolphin.


  <Oh, man, I'm stuck!> Tobias cried. <My left talon is ->


  And then he stopped thought-speaking because the dolphin had fallen back into the water. And Tobias had gone with him.


  Pah-LOOOSH!


  A huge splash. And now the crowd was on its feet.


  "Whoa!"


  "Is that part of the show?" someone said.


  "No way. Look at the dolphin trainers. They're going nuts!"


  This was true. The trainers were going ape. They were racing around the pool trying to get the dolphin's attention, hoping to get it to pull over and let them grab the lunatic bird.


  But dolphins like to play. And this was a whole new cool game. I guess Tobias wasn't hurting the dolphin, because the dolphin just grinned his perpetual grin and went tearing through the water.


  Up. Down. Up. Down. Flying high, crashing deep. And all the while Tobias kept yelling.


  <Aaaahhhh! He's gonna drown me!>


  We all yelled helpful advice.


  <Hold your breath!>


  <Gee, really?! Do you think?! Hold my breath?!> Tobias managed to respond.


  <He must be okay,> I said. <He's still capable of being sarcastic.>


  <Let go!> Ax advised.


  <Why didn't I think of that?> Tobias answered. <Ahhhh!>


  <Start acquiring him!> Rachel said. <It will put him in a trance.>


  <I am acquiring him,> Tobias said. <Guess what? He's not in a trance. Ahhhhh!>


  <I'm going to help,> I said.


  <How?> Jake asked.


  <Kamikaze!>


  I aimed for where I thought Tobias would surface next. I spilled air from my wings, trimmed my tail, and dived.


  Suddenly, the dolphin leaped clear of the water. He leaped, in fact, straight toward a hoop that was suspended over the water. It was easy to see that the dolphin would glide effortlessly through the circle. And it was just as easy to see that the hawk on his back would not fit.


  <Oh. No,> Tobias said matter-of-factly.


  I rocketed down, a white blur. Tobias was a target, swooping through the air on the back of the dolphin. I made a last-second adjustment with my tail and . . .


  BONK! I hit Tobias hard, knocking him clear of the dolphin. The dolphin shot through the hoop.


  <Ow!> Tobias yelled.


  <Ow, yourself, I just saved your life,> I said.


  Tobias flapped his sodden wings and labored for altitude. <Thanks. Next time find a way to save me that doesn't involve breaking any bones.>


  Chapter 8


  



  We flew from The Gardens out toward the ocean. Everyone was in a pretty good mood, with the possible exception of Tobias.


  <The dolphin looked okay,> Cassie said. <Very superficial cuts. The vets will put some salve on him and give him a preventive antibiotic, I suppose, just to be careful.>


  <Well, as long as the dolphin is okay,> Tobias said. <Because I really, really hope the dolphin is okay.>


  <Are you going to be sarcastic the rest of the day?> I asked him.


  <Yes. I am going to be sarcastic the rest of the day. I nearly drowned. Now I'm going to go become the thing that nearly drowned me. I will be sarcastic until further notice.>


  I guess it's dumb, but, once again, I was kind of glad Tobias was in a bad mood. It distracted me from my own thoughts. If I could keep busy teasing Tobias, I didn't have to think about the fact that I was flying closer to where my mother was.


  <You know,> I said thoughtfully, <that could be a regular act at The Gardens. Hawk and dolphin. Kind of a dolphin rodeo, if you really think about it.>


  <Hey, Marco? You need to remember that you're just a lowly seagull right now, which is practically a pigeon, and I'm a hawk,> Tobias said. <You want to keep grinding my nerves, I'll be glad to show you the difference when it comes to aerial combat.>


  <Dolphin rodeo. I'm just saying it has possibilities.>


  We flew across the beach and the surfline and out over sparkling blue water. It was a warm day and the water was calm. We weren't getting the kind of big, plump thermals Tobias liked for flying, but we weren't dealing with totally dead air, either.


  Almost immediately, we spotted Royan Island. It was a dark, lumpy silhouette on the horizon. It took another thirty minutes of hard flying to reach the island.


  There wasn't much of a beach there, which I guess is why the island had never become a tourist destination. It was pine trees gnarled by exposure to ocean winds, and tall grass with sprinkles of wildflowers. At one end of the island was a mansion surrounded by smaller buildings. A dock extended out into a small, protected inlet. There was a bloated motor yacht moored there. Behind it was a sleek, fast cigarette boat.


  <So that's Mr. Royan's house, I guess?> Rachel asked.


  <No. The original Royan was a bootlegger back in the twenties. According to the guidebook, the house is owned by the Marquez family now. Whoever they are.>


  <Let's land as far from the house as we can get,> Jake said.


  We landed in a stand of trees that lined a driftwood-strewn beach. I saw a couple of old beer cans and soda cans covered by grass. It didn't look like anyone had been there recently.


  We all came out of morph. All except Tobias, who stayed up to fly cover.


  <There are people in the house,> he reported. <A guard posted on the roof. Another guard down at the dock. Both are carrying concealed weapons.>


  He flew back to rejoin us. He landed on a rotting driftwood log and began preening his feathers.


  "Very useful, having your hawk's eyes," I said.


  <Don't try to make up,> he said, but not angrily. <Dolphin rodeo, huh?>


  "Guards don't mean anything," Rachel said. "Whoever owns that house is mega-rich. They can afford to be careful."


  "According to Erek, what we're looking for is underwater," Jake said. "May as well get going. See what is down there. If anything."


  "Okay. Let's morph. Everyone to dolphin. Except Ax, of course, who will be doing his shark morph." Jake looked at Ax. Then at Ax's hooves. "We need to get rid of those hoof marks in the sand. A Yeerk might possibly recognize them as Andalite."


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  "Just Jake," Jake said tolerantly.


  We waded out into the water till we were up to our waists. It was cold. I felt sand rush between my toes, pulled by the current. Tobias came down and landed on Rachel's shoulder.


  "Let's do it," Rachel said impatiently.


  "Let's get fishical, fishical," I sang.


  Rachel groaned. "Olivia Newton-John? Have you been listening to dinosaur-rock radio again?"


  "How about you? You actually know who sang that song."


  "My mom controls the radio in the car," Rachel said with a shudder. "And she wonders why I don't go places with her."


  "Is there any chance we could just do what we came here to do?" Jake asked impatiently.


  "Anyway, dolphins aren't fish," Cassie said. "Mammals."


  <Oh, everyone shut up and let's get this over with!> Tobias yelled.


  I winked at Cassie. "Tense. Very tense. Too many high-caffeine mice."


  I had morphed dolphin before, so I knew what to expect. But even knowing what to expect doesn't keep morphing from being extremely weird.


  I focused my mind on the dolphin. And almost immediately I lost my legs. They seemed to be stuck together. As if someone had Krazy-Glued my thighs and calves. I waved my arms wildly, trying to keep my balance. But then my feet began to wither up and it was all over.


  SPLASH! I went down, facefirst, into the water. I opened my eyes underwater and looked back at my body. Like I said, every morph is different. And for some reason, this time I was morphing from my feet upward. The lower half of my body was already almost pure dolphin.


  "Good grief, I'm a mermaid!" I said. Although since I was trying to talk underwater, all anyone else heard was "Bloop bleep bloym bl blomblay!"


  What had been my feet had become a furled scroll of gray rubber. As I watched, the scroll unfurled to become a tail. Gray rubber moved up my body like a tide. But it was happening too slowly to keep me from needing air.


  With awkward human arms, I windmilled my arms to bring my head above water. As I did, I noticed the bizarre sight of a red-tailed hawk with its feathers melting into gray skin. As Tobias's beak suddenly expanded outward into a dolphin snout, I slipped back under the water.


  My arms were shriveling. My fingers stuck together, then grew a sheath of the same gray rubber flesh to form a flipper.


  I felt a little tingle at the back of my neck and realized that as I lay facedown in the sea, I could breathe through my newly formed blowhole.


  Suddenly, my eyes changed and the silty, stinging saltwater became clearer, almost like swimming pool water. I could see the others. They were almost totally dolphin. Only here and there were a few lingering bits of humanness. Jake's flippers still had pink fingers sticking out of them. Cassie still had a human mouth. As I watched, it bulged out and split into the usual toothy dolphin grin. Of course, Tobias didn't show lingering humanity. His last fading traces were pure red-tail: He had reddish feathers sticking out of his dolphin tail.


  But within seconds those final traces were gone and we were a normal pod of dolphins. All except Ax, that is.


  We had rescued Ax from the submerged Dome of the wrecked Dome ship. He'd been down there for a while, so he'd acquired a morph that seemed useful to him. The morph of a shark.


  I felt the dolphin consciousness bubbling up within my own. Dolphins are just about the coolest animal minds I've ever experienced. They may be the original party animals. Life is one big game to them. They like to eat fish, and they like to play.


  But man, they do not like sharks.


  And neither did I. See, the first time I went into dolphin morph, a shark cut me almost in two. And that kind of thing will stick with you, you know?


  It's Ax, I told myself. Not a tiger shark, just Ax.


  But he looked at me with those dead, blank shark's eyes, and I couldn't help but feel a chill, despite my dolphin playfulness.


  Chapter 9


  



  <Let's just swim a circle around this island and see what we see,> Jake suggested.


  <I'm guessing what we'll see is fish,> I said. <The more I think about this, the more I wonder if maybe Erek was wrong. This island looks awfully peaceful.>


  <I don't think the Chee make many mistakes,> Cassie said. <But look, why waste time worrying about it? Let's swim!>


  Cassie took off at high speed through the water, and I couldn't help but give chase. Soon the five of us were tearing around at maximum dolphin warp, leaping out of the waves, diving to the bottom only to go ripping back for the surface, and just generally behaving like happy five-year-olds.


  It was a party in the water. The water felt warm now. Warm and slick as it rushed across my smooth skin. I dove deep, holding my breath for long minutes. I skimmed just inches above the sandy bottom, then rolled over and looked up at the sun, a distant, wobbling yellow ball that jumped this way and that through the water distortion.


  I fired a burst of echolocation clicks from my head and got back an amazing "picture" made up of bouncing echoes. My clicks bounced off fish, and off the shoreline, and off the rocks that jutted up from the bottom. The clicks also bounced off Ax, and the picture of his shark body disturbed the perfect happiness of my dolphin mind.


  Get over it, I told myself. He's Ax, not a real shark. Forget sharks. Put sharks out of your mind.


  <Okay, let's focus a little here,> Jake said, trying to impose some order on our idiot play. <Keep the shore to your left and let's take a quick run around the island.>


  <You mean like a race?> Tobias asked. <Because that would be cool!>


  In my head, I heard Cassie laugh. <So, Tobias. I guess you're past your fear of the water?>


  <It's kind of hard to be afraid of anything right now,> he said. <This was worth it. This is so cool. It's like flying, but with a really thick wind. Come on! Race you!>


  He took off and the rest of us followed. Ax came up behind us, but he was slower. Maybe his shark brain automatically disliked dolphins as much as dolphins dislike sharks. I don't know. I didn't care. I was in a race!


  Down and swim and swim, then up, break the surface to blow out old air and suck in new, then back down to swim and swim, and kick my powerful tail for every iota of speed I could get!


  We were zooming madly through the water, each trying to be the fastest around the island.


  I hadn't been echolocating for a while but then, as we turned a corner, I fired off a burst. The picture that came back made me stop dead in the water.


  <What is that?>


  <What?> Jake asked.


  <Shoot some clicks,> I said.


  I heard everyone blasting away, machine-gun bursts of clicks.


  <Whoa!>


  <What is it?> Ax asked. <Are you sensing something?>


  <What is that?> Cassie asked.


  <I don't know, but it isn't natural, that's for sure,> Tobias said.


  <Let's go see,> I suggested. <There are limits to this echolocation thing.>


  We turned away from the island and headed farther out to sea. The thing we had sensed was composed of hard surfaces and sharp edges. And it was huge.


  Now our human minds were in charge again. At least mine was. Because I guess I knew this was what Erek had told us about. And if that part of his story was correct, then maybe the rest was, too. Maybe my mother was down there in that place of hard surfaces and sharp edges.


  We were in deep water, maybe two hundred feet, when we reached the spot we were looking for. But there was nothing there. Nothing but waving seaweed and jutting rocks and schools of silvery fish.


  I fired another echolocating burst. According to my echolocation, there was a massive underwater structure of some sort directly in front of me.


  <Erek's trick,> I said. <They're using the same trick the Chee use. It's a hologram. A hologram of a normal seabed. That way divers who may come around won't see it. And it won't be visible to planes flying over on sunny days.>


  <Yeah, but is it just a hologram, or a force field like Erek has?> Jake wondered.


  <It would take a great deal of energy to sustain a hologram that large,> Ax pointed out. <To maintain a force field in water would take the energy level of a Dome ship.>


  <Only one way to find out,> Rachel said. <Let's go.>


  We headed straight for the place our eyes told us was just seabed. We swam for maybe fifty feet and then everything changed. It was like sticking your head through a movie screen and suddenly seeing the stage behind it.


  There, less than a quarter mile from the mansion on Royan Island and two hundred feet underwater, was a pink-shaded structure built into the side of an underwater slope.


  There were three vast openings, each big enough to drive a dump truck through. Two were closed by steel doors. The third was open, revealing a dark tunnel.


  Between these large openings were two circular portholes covered by convex glass or plastic. I could see clearly through one of these transparent blisters. Inside there were humans working at computer workstations. It looked weirdly normal. Like any office full of engineers or whatever. A Dilbert-looking place.


  Except for the fact that it was in an underwater building.


  And of course there was the fact that in Dilbert's world there aren't Hork-Bajir standing guard.


  I could see two of the big aliens. Seven feet tall. Blades growing out of their wrists and elbows and knees. Feet like tyrannosaurs. Snake-like heads topped by two or three forward-raked horns. Spike-tipped tails.


  Each had a Yeerk in its head. I'd met some free Hork-Bajir. They were kind of sweet, despite their deadly looks. But these were Hork-Bajir-Controllers, of course. And the humans were human-Controllers.


  In the second blister window I saw nothing but a single room. In it were a desk and a couple of chairs. And nothing else.


  <Okay, so this is the place,> Rachel said. <Now all we have to do is figure out what they're doing here.>


  <I need air.> I shot to the surface to blow out and refill my lungs. The others followed. All except Ax, whose gills let him breathe underwater.


  We hung around on the surface for a few moments. I wanted to look around and see the normal world, I guess. Feel the air.


  <Definitely a Yeerk facility,> Jake said. <I saw Hork-Bajir.>


  <I wish I had my own eyes,> Tobias said. <I'd be able to see what's on those computer monitors inside there.>


  <Well, maybe we can just swim around the place a few times,> Cassie suggested. <See if they do anything. I mean, those three big openings are there for some reason. Something is going in and out of that place.>


  <Excuse me.>


  It was Ax. He was still down under.


  <Yeah, Ax, what's up?> Jake asked.


  <There are some fish that seem to be heading toward you.>


  <Okay. I'm sure it's nothing to worry about.>


  But something told me to ask for more details. <Large fish, Ax-man?>


  <Yes. As large as my current morph. And they are strange in shape.>


  <Strange how?>


  <Their heads. They have heads that are flat in the front but extend out on each side. They have eyes at the end of each side extension. Also, they have fins like mine.>


  It took a few seconds for me to process that word picture. A large fish with a dorsal fin and a head that . . . My dolphin heart stopped beating.


  <Hammerheads!> I yelled. <Hammerheads!>


  Chapter 10


  



  We drove down beneath the surface, and there they were: hammerhead sharks.


  <There must be ten of them!> Tobias said.


  <Ten of them against five dolphins and a tiger shark,> Rachel said. <We can handle it.>


  There are times when I really admire Rachel's reckless courage. But there are other times when I just want to slap her. We had fought sharks before. We had won, but it had been a close call. Very, very close. And there were more sharks this time.


  <Easy, everyone. We don't know they're going to attack us,> Jake said, as calmly as he could with ten sharks heading straight for us.


  <Sharks don't usually attack dolphins,> Cassie said. <Not unless they're really hungry and outnumber the dolphins.>


  <Well, I count ten of them and five of us,> I said. <Would that qualify as "outnumbered"?>


  <Let's hope they aren't hungry,> Tobias said grimly. <I haven't done this before like you guys. Any tips for fighting sharks?>


  <Yeah. Don't let them bite you.>


  The sharks came on, straight for us. They came on like well-trained troops. I had a sudden, vivid flash of the searing pain when they'd bitten me once before. They had bitten my dolphin body almost in half. The lower third of me had been left hanging by a few shreds of flesh and some guts.


  I have been afraid many times since becoming an Animorph. But this was bad. There are few things as horrifying as watching a shark come at you. Knowing he intends to eat you.


  <Okay, look, we don't need this fight,> Jake said. <Let's get out of here.>


  <Just run away?!> Rachel asked in outrage.


  <You're welcomed to stay behind, Rachel,> I said.


  <Hey, we fight Yeerks, not sharks,> Cassie pointed out.


  <Exactamundo and I am out of here,> I said.


  I kicked my tail and spun around. And that's when I nearly passed out. Nearly died without a single bite being inflicted.


  <Oh, my God,> Cassie said. <There are more behind us!>


  Four more hammerheads were rushing toward us from behind. Fourteen sharks in all. More than two to one against us.


  Jake had already given the order to retreat. But that's not why I did what I did next. What I did next came out of sheer terror.


  I ran away.


  I powered my tail and took off at right angles to the two groups of sharks.


  <Move! Move! Move!> Jake yelled.


  But I was already moving. And I didn't even care. I was scared. I could feel those shark's teeth ripping my flesh in my memory. I could feel it like it was happening right now.


  I powered away. The others were close behind me, but I was definitely leading the way.


  <Head for shore. They may not follow into shallow water,> Cassie said.


  The two groups of sharks saw us trying to escape and changed course to cut us off. They were fast. Not as fast as us, maybe, but fast.


  The shark groups converged. They were hammer and anvil and we were in between. We raced. They raced. Too late! Two of the big hammerheads cut me off.


  I turned on a dime. All around us! We were surrounded. Fourteen sets of jaws. Hundreds and hundreds of triangular teeth, each as sharp as a knife.


  <Focus on one,> Jake said. <Try to draw blood. The rest will attack whoever is injured.>


  It was a good tactic. But I had a feeling about these sharks. Something was very wrong about them.


  Jake launched himself at the closest of the monsters. The rest of us followed. Five dolphins and one tiger shark, all churning the saltwater, heading for one unlucky shark.


  It happened too fast for the others to react. And I guess the shark we were targeting had gotten cocky. He was too slow to run. Jake slammed the shark with his snout. I was next, ramming the shark with every ounce of momentum I could muster.


  WHUMPF!


  The impact stunned me, disoriented me. For a few seconds I couldn't see straight. I was aware of the others all hitting the shark in rapid succession. Blood began to billow from the hammerhead's gills. It darkened the water.


  <Now's our chance! While they're in a feeding frenzy,> Jake yelled.


  But something was wrong. The other sharks didn't attack the wounded one. Blood like a waving silk scarf floated in the water and the sharks ignored it.


  Instead, they came after us. It was like they'd had a signal between them. They deliberately moved all at once. They planned.


  I knew I was going to die. And worst of all, I knew exactly how it would feel.


  Chapter 11


  



  The injured shark continued spewing blood into the water. The other sharks continued to ignore him.


  And the attack was underway!


  <We have to break through and run,> Jake said. <Bunch up. Bunch up in a wedge and we'll power our way through.>


  We did as he said. We sidled in close together, and on Jake's signal we shot straight ahead. We were one big dolphin fist.


  <Don't stop for anything!> Rachel yelled.


  But the sharks were already reacting. They had figured out our plan. They were rushing to cut us off. I glanced back and saw that they had left a rear guard just in case we turned around.


  Impossible. The sharks were acting together. Like a pack of wolves. And they were plenty smart about it.


  <Keep going!> Jake said.


  More and more of the sharks had managed to get themselves in front of us. We were closing in on them, and they were closing in on us. I could see individual teeth as they opened their mouths in greedy anticipation of dolphin flesh.


  Then I had a flash. A flash of inspiration born out of pure terror.


  <Surface!> I yelled.


  <What?>


  <Sharks don't jump!> I said. <Sharks do not jump.>


  Inches from the rows of ripping teeth, we turned and headed up. I rocketed for the surface.


  FWOOOSH! Out of the water we came.


  PLOOOSH! Down we came. But we came down on the other side of the row of sharks. They turned to chase us, but we had gained several feet on them.


  We hauled. The sharks came after us. And unfortunately, we were aimed away from shore out into deep and deeper water.


  <Can we outrun them?> Tobias wondered.


  <We're about to find out,> I said.


  Then . . .


  Scree-EEEE-eeee-EEEE-eeee-EEEE-eeee!


  It was a siren, just loud enough to be heard with acute dolphin hearing. If I'd been human I doubt I'd have heard it at all. But instantly, without hesitation, the sharks turned around and swam away.


  <What was that all about?> Rachel asked.


  <Why did they retreat?> Ax wondered, after catching up to the rest of us.


  Cassie expressed my own personal feeling at that moment. <Who cares why? Let's just get out of here before they change their minds again.>


  <Amen,> Tobias said.


  But like an idiot I said, <We should go below. See what called them off.> I guess I was starting to realize how it must have looked when I bolted before the others.


  <I agree with Marco,> Rachel said.


  Naturally, Rachel agreeing with me convinced me I was obviously wrong. But it was too late. We all sucked in a deep lungful of air and went down.


  <Yahh! Look out!>


  Not twenty feet below us was a submarine. But not a submarine any human ever built. It wasn't all that big, I guess, although it seemed like it when it was right below us. It was shaped like a stingray. It had downcurved water wings on either side. And at the back was a cluster of what looked like three engines, each a twenty-foot-long fattened cylinder, like a comical cigar.


  But what was insane about the sub was that about three-quarters of it was perfectly clear. Except for the engines, and occasional tools, implements, and furniture inside, it was a glass submarine.


  We could see directly into the sub. I saw three decks, all transparent. It looked like the crew, a mix of human, Hork-Bajir, Taxxon, and Gedd, were all just calmly walking and sitting and standing in the water itself. Plus moving by at a good twenty miles an hour.


  At the front of the sub was what had to be the command bridge. There were Hork-Bajir and Taxxons working at red-and-yellow computer terminals. And in the center of the room was a chair. It reminded me of Captain Kirk's chair on the original Star Trek.


  Standing beside the chair was a bizarre creature. It had pebbly yellowish skin that seemed slimy, like it was coated with Vaseline. It sat like a frog on big hind legs with webbed feet. But instead of a frog's tiny front legs, this creature had four tentacles spaced evenly around its body.


  It had a big head that just sat on its shoulders with no neck. The face was curved outward, with a hugely wide mouth that seemed frozen in a sort of idiot grin. There were two eyes, both brilliant green and large.


  As the sub passed beneath us, this creature seemed to shake, like he was having just a slight tremor. I saw him turn around to face us as we receded behind the sub. He gazed at us with his blazing green eyes.


  The person sitting in the captain's chair must have said something. Because the frog thing sort of looked troubled, then shrugged in a very humanlike gesture.


  The person in the chair stood up. She stretched. She turned around and looked up. Right at us. Right at me.


  And I swear I had to stop myself from saying, <Hi, Mom.>


  <Visser One!> Rachel said harshly. <So the main creep is here on Earth.>


  The sub blew past without making a sound. The sharks fell in behind it. And the sub, its occupants, and the sharks all disappeared into the hologram of a nice, normal seabed.


  Chapter 12


  



  I had homework to do when I got home. Tons of it. I was supposed to do a book report, among other things, and I had to have it in by Monday. Five pages. And my English teacher doesn't respond well to five pages of babble and baloney.


  I said hi to my dad. He asked what I wanted to eat for dinner. I said, "Anything but fish."


  "Pizza?"


  "No anchovies. That's all I'm saying."


  I went upstairs and found the book I was supposed to read. It was under a dirty sweatshirt I'd thrown on my desk. I looked at the cover. Lord of the Rings. It was three books long and each of the three books was as long as three books. I only had to report on the first book, but even that was impossible.


  "What was I thinking, choosing a book this long?" I moaned.


  Of course, I knew the answer. I was supposed to have started reading it like a month ago. I flopped down on my bed and placed my headphones over my ears. Then I pulled a pillow over my head. I fumbled blindly for my remote control and hit PLAY.


  Reggae. Some good old classic reggae. Bob Marley. I'd bought the CD at a point when I was considering growing dreadlocks. Never mind why. Okay, it had to do with this girl at school.


  "Bob Marley, mon," I said. "Help me out, mon."


  Bob didn't help. Bob was singing "No Woman, No Cry." And that translated way too easily in my head into "No Mother, No Cry."


  "Great," I muttered. "Let's just wallow in self-pity."


  I was not feeling good. No one had called me a coward. Maybe no one had even noticed the way I'd bolted. But I had.


  I could come up with great excuses for being so scared. I was the only one who'd ever been chewed almost in half by a shark. And that was a pretty good reason to feel afraid.


  But nothing changed the fact that I had run away.


  And that feeling was crowded in my head with a whole ton of emotions about seeing my mother.


  It was a terrible thing when my mom died. Or at least seemed to die. But as awful as death is, at least there's an end involved. You know what has happened. It makes sense. An awful kind of sense, but sense.


  You meet other people who have lost mothers or fathers. You turn on TV and see stories about people who have lost parents or brothers or sisters. You read it in books. In newspapers. The counselors at school have a category for you, and they tell you things that are supposed to help.


  You hate it, but you belong to a group of people like yourself.


  But what group is there for people whose mother isn't dead but is a slave to an alien presence in her head? What group do I belong to when I realize that what looks like my mother is actually someone who would kill me without hesitation?


  I guess it's what Jake feels every time he sits down to dinner with Tom. I guess he feels the same way I do. Only Jake and I don't talk about that kind of stuff. Jake's my best friend. But he's my best friend because I'm me, you know? Because I'm funny and smart and I'd back him up anytime, any place.


  I mean, what am I supposed to do? I'm me, Marco, not some touchy-feely, share-your-feelings-with-the-group kind of person. I don't share feelings, I make people laugh.


  I have a picture of my mom next to my bed. I look at it every night before I go to bed. I can never decide what I want to see when I look at it. I don't know if I see the mother I lost, or the mother I want to rescue somehow. I don't know anymore.


  I construct little fantasies in my head. Of how I'll get her away from the Yeerks. And I'll keep her locked up for three days until the Yeerk in her head dies from lack of Kandrona rays. And she'll be my mom again.


  "And then what, Marco?" I ask myself. The Yeerks won't take it lying down. You can't just starve Visser One to death and take her host body and live happily ever after. We'd be hunted. We'd be hunted for as long as there was a Yeerk left alive on planet Earth.


  And if the Yeerks ever did catch up with my mom and dad and me, they'd know I was an Animorph. And then they'd figure it all out and the others would be done for. Jake, Rachel, Cassie, Tobias, Ax . . .


  "I am way too young to have to deal with this kind of stuff," I yelled into my pillow. And then I pulled the pillow away from my face.


  My dad was standing there, framed in the doorway of my room. He mouthed the words "I knocked." And he did a little pantomime of having knocked.


  I yanked the headphones off. "Oh, hi. Um, hi."


  "Sorry. I just came to see if you wanted to watch the game with me."


  "Oh, yeah. The game," I said. "Um, I guess not. I have homework and stuff."


  "Oh. Okay." He started to leave. Then he turned back and said, "You know, Marco, you can always talk to me."


  "Oh. Sure, Dad."


  "I mean, if there's anything going on that's bothering you."


  It was a nice offer. My dad's a nice man. I'd like to grow up to be as good a man as my father. But you know what? Right then, dark suspicion was seeping into my mind. Why was he interested? What did he suspect? Was my father one of them, too?


  "Nothing's bothering me, Dad. I was just . . . um, you know, singing along with the music. It was a song lyric."


  "Ah. Okay. Well, I'll call up to you when the pizza gets here."


  He left, shutting the door behind him.


  "Nice world you live in, Marco," I said softly. I could trust my father and maybe end up dead. I could try to help my mother and maybe end up dead. And as a bonus I could get all my friends killed and doom the entire human race.


  I looked at the book I was supposed to read. "That ain't happening. Not tonight."


  And I thought about my father, sitting down in the living room and turning on the game. Who knew if he was my father any more than my mother was really my mother?


  I couldn't really trust him. I couldn't go downstairs and spill all my problems out for him.


  But you know what? I could sure go sit with the man and watch the game. I could do that.


  Chapter 13


  



  "Those were not normal sharks," Cassie pointed out. "Somehow they were being directed. Controlled. They worked like a pack. Sharks don't cooperate."


  We had met up in the woods beyond Cassie's farm.


  "Are they Controllers? I mean, we discovered horses being made into Controllers," Rachel pointed out.


  <No,> Ax said. <Cassie has shown me pictures of the internal structure of a shark. There is no room in that brain for a Yeerk. The structures would never support a Yeerk.>


  "Could be implants," I suggested. "You know, electrodes or something."


  Everyone just kind of shrugged at that. Who knew? All we knew was that we'd almost been slaughtered by a bunch of very unusual sharks.


  <They were guarding that facility, that's clear,> Tobias said.


  "All the more reason for us to go in," I said.


  Jake kind of raised his eyebrow at me. Rachel nodded agreement. I knew what Jake was thinking. He was thinking I had my own reasons. Reasons only he and I knew about.


  I shook my head slightly, telling him no. No, I was not going to tell the others. Not yet. Maybe not ever.


  He shrugged and let it go. But I could see he wasn't happy about it.


  "I agree we have to go back there," Jake said. "These Leerans Erek talked about. We cannot have some psychic Controllers running around."


  "You think that frog-looking thing on the sub was a Leeran?" Cassie asked Ax.


  <Yes. Probably.> He sounded uncomfortable. <I haven't exactly memorized the Encyclopedia of Galactic Life-forms.>


  "Where do you get that encyclopedia?" I asked. "Do they have it at the local library?"


  <The question is, what do we do to get a look inside that complex?> Tobias asked.


  "You aren't going to like the answer," I muttered.


  That got a laugh from everyone.


  "We have to think about going hammerhead," Cassie said. "Those guard sharks went after dolphins and Ax's tiger shark. My guess is they go after anything that isn't a hammerhead. And we don't have any hammerheads at The Gardens. However, they do have them at Ocean World. They have a big shark tank. I called over there and found out they do have a big hammerhead. Fourteen feet long."


  "Um, excuse me," I said, "but has anyone considered the fact that we all have to be in our own bodies when we acquire one of these sharks?"


  I regretted saying it the minute it came out of my mouth. It was like one minute I was all gung ho, and the next minute I was the one weaseling. And after my performance the day before I couldn't afford to be sounding like a weasel.


  So I said, "But hey, who's worked up by some little old sharks?"


  "You are," Rachel said bluntly.


  I felt like she'd kicked me. I mean, maybe she didn't even mean anything by it. But I found myself totally unable to think of a comeback. My cheeks burned. I turned away and pretended to care deeply about some bugs crawling up the trunk of a tree.


  "We'd have to go at night," Cassie said.


  "Tonight, I guess. And, of course, we have school tomorrow."


  "Forget school," I said gruffly. "There's an assembly last period, anyway. We can bail out early and no one will care. Plenty of time to fly out to the island."


  Jake nodded. "Okay. Ocean World tonight. The island tomorrow after school. We'll need some good excuses ready for parents in case we run late. I can't get grounded again."


  And that was it. Until after sundown that night. I'd told my dad I was going to Jake's house to do homework. I said I might be home a little late. My dad had said to call him if I needed a ride.


  We flew to Ocean World and landed in the dark, abandoned park. We demorphed, all of us back to human except Tobias and Ax.


  It's funny, because I felt fine being in the dark, abandoned park in my seagull morph. But as a human I felt totally out of place. I felt like I'd get in trouble.


  Ocean World is a very new facility. Basically, it's several big fish tanks. Big, as in apartment building size. There is a Plexiglas tunnel you walk through on a slow conveyor belt. The tunnel literally goes through the water. The fish are all around you and even above you.


  But we weren't there to be tourists. We couldn't just look at the hammerheads. We had to touch them.


  "I wish I knew how we were going to do this," Cassie whispered as she led the way to the shark tank. "Sharks are not dolphins. I mean, these sharks are all well-fed, but they aren't exactly pets."


  "Shark-petting. Add that to dolphin rodeo and we have a whole new ESPN show," I said. No one laughed. Jake smirked. But it wasn't a happy kind of smirk.


  Personally, I felt like my insides were morphing all on their own. Like my stomach was morphing to some burning liquid.


  "I have an idea," Rachel said. "The shark doesn't have to be conscious for us to acquire it, right? So we morph to dolphin. We go into the tank. Six of us against one hammerhead." She shrugged, like we could figure out the rest.


  Cassie was shocked. "Just go beat some poor shark half to death? When it's not attacking us?"


  Rachel held out her hands, being reasonable. "It's a shark, Cassie. A shark. People eat sharks."


  "And vice versa," I added.


  "Beats just jumping in the pool with it," Jake said. "I mean, in human form how would we even catch a shark?" He looked at Ax. "Or in Andalite form."


  Cassie started to say something. But instead she just clenched her jaw tightly, the way she does when she disapproves of something.


  "Sharks can all die as far as I'm concerned," I said. I laughed like I'd made a joke. But it wasn't a joke.


  <They are just predators being predators,> Tobias said. <They aren't evil. Just hungry.>


  "So you're on Cassie's side?" I asked him.


  <No. Kill or be killed. Eat or be eaten. That's the predator's law. I know. I am a predator. I say we do what we have to do.>


  Tobias has toughened up a bit since being trapped in hawk morph.


  "Fine," Cassie said tersely. "Let's just get it over with."


  We walked toward the fish tanks. They were three wide ovals. Like swimming pools almost. They were built up to make room for the Plexiglas passageways beneath.


  There was no sound but our footsteps on concrete. And the sound of Ax's hooves. Nothing to see but deep shadows, made all the darker by the occasional pools of dim light. Nothing to feel but fear.


  We were on the pathway to the tanks. Carefully tended bushes lined the walkway. Tobias fluttered along, then dove suddenly.


  <Someone's coming!> he said.


  We leaped over the bushes. I landed hard on my elbows and rolled under the camouflage of tiny leaves and stiff branches.


  Ax leaped, too. But the bushes were only about two feet high. And Ax cannot roll.


  A flashlight beam!


  "Freeze! Don't move! What the . . ."


  I heard the sound of a gun being cocked.


  I peered through the bushes and saw a white circle of flashlight beam land squarely on Ax's upper body.


  "What on Earth are you? Hey! Hey, Captain! Hey, over here!"


  <Prince Jake, what should I do?> Ax asked.


  More footsteps. Coming quickly.


  "Captain! Look at this! Jeez, will you look at this?"


  The first guard kept his beam on Ax. But the beam was shaking, wavering. Not surprising. Ax is not what you'd expect to find on a dark night at a tourist destination aquarium.


  The captain aimed a second beam. And I heard a second gun being drawn and cocked.


  "What's that?" the captain asked calmly. "Why, that's an Andalite, son. That is certainly an Andalite."


  Chapter 14


  



  "A what?"


  "One move, Andalite, and I shoot you. These human weapons may be primitive, but you'd be surprised how effective a lead slug can be."


  "Captain, you gotta tell me what's going on here," the first guard said plaintively.


  Suddenly . . . WHAP! The captain swung his gun and hit the guard in the side of the head. The guard fell unconscious.


  "A tiresome little man," the captain said. "But we'll have one of our people in his brain before he wakes up. Not that it will matter to me. I am off this tiresome detail! For capturing one of the Andalite bandits, I'll be Visser Three's new aide."


  <Be careful what you wish for, Yeerk,> Ax sneered. <I've seen the fools who work closely with Visser Three. I've seen their heads go rolling across the ground when the Visser gets mad.>


  "What do we do?" I asked Jake in a voiceless whisper. His face was just two inches from mine.


  "Ax needs a distraction."


  It wasn't an order. Or even a suggestion for me to do something. But figured I was better at talking than any of the others. So I stood up on rattling knees.


  "Hi. Is this the way to the souvenir stand?" I said cheerfully.


  And at the same moment, something fell fast from the sky.


  "Tseeeeer!" Tobias screamed. He raked the captain's face with his talons.


  "Aarrgghhh!" the guard yelled as he clutched his torn face.


  I leaped forward and grabbed the gun. Or tried to.


  BOOOM!


  The gun erupted. It seemed to explode in my hand. My hand went numb. I lost my grip.


  BOOOM!


  He picked it up and fired blindly into the dark. Inches from hitting me.


  You know how guns sound on TV? Kind of like TEWW! TEWW!? Well, in real life, guns don't make cute little popping sounds. They sound like bombs going off.


  Ax was still too far off to use his tail. And the Controller was in a panic now. He was firing wildly.


  BOOOM! BOOOM! BOOOM!


  "Run!" Jake yelled.


  So we ran. But the gunfire had attracted other guards. Controllers or just normal human guards, it almost didn't matter. They all had guns.


  We hauled, racing through the darkness, feeling betrayed by the noise our own feet made on the concrete walkways.


  "This way!" Cassie whispered.


  She led us to a door. She yanked on it but it was locked. And we were trapped. There was no turning back.


  "Ax," Jake said.


  <Yes, Prince Jake.> Ax whipped his tail, faster than the human eye could see.


  CHWANG! A neat slice appeared in the steel door, right at the lock mechanism. Cassie tried it again. It opened, and we piled inside. Into a Plexiglas tunnel surrounded by water.


  "I always wanted to come see this place," I said. "And look - no crowds."


  It was eerie and dark. But not totally dark. There were red EXIT lights glowing. And moonlight came filtering down through the water in the tanks.


  In some ways, that made it a hundred times worse. Without any light, we'd just have been in a dark hallway. But with the light, we could see exactly where we were.


  We were in a plastic tunnel beneath millions of gallons of water. Literally, there had to be millions of gallons. Fifty or a hundred swimming pools' worth of water.


  And as we trotted down the tunnel, I could see ghostly pale gray shapes gliding by us on both sides and over our heads. Staring fish eyes appeared out of the gloom. Fish mouths gaped silently at us. And long, sleek, cutting shapes seemed to shadow our movements.


  <Now, this is an interesting human concept,> Ax said approvingly. <This hologram makes it almost appear that we are under the water.>


  "Ax? It's not a hologram," Rachel said.


  <Then . . . we are underwater? Protected only by badly made human plastic?>


  "Yeah."


  <Why do you humans do things like this?>


  "Freeze, Andalite!"


  It was a new guard. A Controller, too, obviously. He was standing twenty yards up the tunnel. He was in a firing stance, gun leveled at us.


  We turned to run back the way we'd come. But the captain came panting around the corner in hot pursuit.


  "Trapped!" Cassie said.


  "You got 'im, Captain?" the guard called out nervously.


  "Yeah!"


  "There are some kids with him!"


  "Forget the kids. We get kids breaking in here all the time. They're irrelevant. It's the Andalite we want."


  <If I go with them peacefully, they may let you all go,> Ax said.


  "Forget it," Rachel snapped. "We'll get out of this."


  Brave words. But the guards had us trapped. And two very large guns were aimed straight at Ax.


  "Jake," I whispered. "This is bad. We need something drastic."


  "I'm open to suggestions," he muttered.


  "Okay. I suggest you take a deep breath."


  "Oh, no. Oh, man."


  "Yeah," I agreed. "Everyone take a deep breath. Ax-man? Just how badly made is human plastic?"


  It took Ax just a second to figure out what I was talking about.


  In a flash, he swung his tail. He swung it in a big arc. The blade sank into the Plexiglas. And it kept on cutting. It cut a three-foot gash in the plastic, and that was all it took. The water pressure did the rest.


  Crrrr-ACCCKK!


  FWOOOOOOSSHH!


  The water poured in like Niagara Falls.


  Chapter 15


  



  FWOOOOOSH!


  A wave hit me and knocked my legs out from under me. The water picked me up and rocketed me down that Plexiglas tunnel. I went one way, everyone else was blown the other direction.


  I saw the captain just ahead of me. I hit him with my feet, doing about fifty miles an hour. He went down and the water rushed over him.


  "Jake! Rachel!" I yelled. But no one answered.


  Then I couldn't yell anything anymore. The water swept over me, filling the tunnel completely. I fought my way to the top of the tunnel and tried to suck up a big, squirmy, silver air bubble I saw. I got a mouthful of saltwater instead.


  Morph, you idiot! I told myself. I needed to go dolphin. No! Not dolphin. Dolphin needed to be able to reach the surface to breathe. I needed a fish. Long ago we had morphed trout. Could I still retrieve that morph?


  All this time I was still shooting along, carried by the rushing water. And then I realized I wasn't alone. There were fish with me. Big fish, little fish. All swimming around me.


  Air! I needed air!


  Bump! Something hit me. It brushed by me, spinning me around in the water. A body? One of the others? I spun around in the water. And, seeing me move, the shark came back toward me.


  I yelped in fear and gave up bubbles of precious air from my lungs. I shot my arms out and kicked my legs hard and backpedaled through the water.


  Morph a fish? The shark could eat either one of us!


  I began swimming. I had to get back to the break in the tunnel. The hole Ax had made. If I could get through that, I could reach the surface.


  Air! Air! My lungs were on fire! I could feel my throat spazzing as my lungs fought to fill themselves.


  I swam down that tunnel with the shark following lazily behind.


  Is it possible to sweat underwater? I felt like it was. My guts were jelly. My limbs were weak with fear, cramping up from lack of oxygen.


  No time to morph. Only time to flee.


  There! Was that the hole? Yes! It was a hole. A hole in the tunnel. No, wait. This hole was too round. Too perfectly round.


  No time to worry. I kicked hard and started up through the vertical hole. Suddenly my head broke the surface. Air! I sucked it down and spewed it out and sucked it down again, making gasping, sobbing sounds.


  Where was I? I was in a sort of vertical tunnel. It was no more than three feet wide. It extended above me for another five or six feet. And at the top there was a metal grill.


  "The air-conditioning," I gasped. My voice rang flat and hollow. I was in an air-conditioning vent. This was how they ventilated the tunnel. But I couldn't reach the grill overhead. And I was still treading water.


  The shark! I stuck my face back in the water and opened my eyes to look.


  I swear I nearly levitated. The shark was rising toward me like some kind of submarine-launched missile. I didn't think, I just reacted. I slammed my feet against one side of the shaft, my hands against the other, and I pressure-walked my way up and out of the water.


  My butt was still in the water when I saw that hideous face poke up to take a look at me. That hideous, hammerhead face, with its dead eyes at the end of each side.


  That got me up another foot. But the plastic was slippery. And I was too weak to keep it up for long.


  "Go kill something else, you monster!" I yelled at the shark.


  The head disappeared beneath the water. But I knew in my heart it was still there. Still waiting.


  "Ahhh! Ahhh!" My left hand slipped and almost lost it. There was no way this could last. I'd fall. Sooner, not later.


  Only one thing to do. I had to acquire that shark.


  Animals go limp when you acquire them, I told myself. Except when they don't. Like Tobias's dolphin.


  This was insane! I couldn't hold on. And if I dropped, my only hope was in actually grabbing hold of a hammerhead shark.


  The shark poked his snout above the water again. It was now or never.


  "If it turns out you eat me," I told the shark, "make it quick."


  I released my pressure. And I dropped. Directly onto the shark.


  It turns out, as tough as sharks are, they still aren't used to having screaming, flailing, panic-stricken human beings dropped on them from the sky.


  Pah-LOOOSH!


  I hit the shark and knocked him downward through the water. The two of us sank together, back into the main tunnel.


  Before the shark could recover its wits, I shot out my hand and I grabbed him by the dorsal fin, and I thought, Please, please, I'm begging you, be like a normal animal and go limp!


  I focused my mind. And to my infinite, profound, world-embracing relief, the hammerhead became peaceful and sluggish.


  I wrapped my arms around the big monster, happy I'd worn long sleeves, and we floated up through the gash Ax had made. Up toward air and the stars and freedom.


  He was still in an acquisition trance by the time my head broke the surface. We were in one of the tanks. The walls around were higher than they should have been, since the water had drained out to flood the tunnels. But up around the lip of the tank I saw anxious faces staring down.


  "Hey. What are you guys up to?" I asked.


  "Marco! You're alive!" Cassie said.


  "Yeah. And I brought someone for each of you to meet. Dive on in. It's hammerhead time."


  Chapter 16


  



  The next day there was a huge headline in the newspaper. A terrible accident at the Ocean World Aquarium. Two guards were missing. Also several fish.


  The one guard who did remain told a bizarre tale of a half-deer, half-human creature. The aquarium spokesman sort of implied that the guards must have gotten drunk and shot up the place, causing the tunnel to shatter.


  It was on the TV news and everything. CNN even sent a camera crew.


  On Monday I handed in five pages of pure, total babble as a book report. I wrote it on the bus. On Thursday I got it back. D-minus. The teacher wrote, "Nice try, Marco. Do it over, and this time try reading the book."


  What can I say? Some teachers buy it. Some don't.


  We had decided we couldn't go back to the Royal Island facility until the weekend. Sneaking out at night was risky. If one of us got caught and grounded, we'd be out of business for a while.


  I had stopped worrying what the others thought about my running from the sharks. I felt like my actions at the aquarium balanced that out. And I kind of felt like I'd gotten past my fear of sharks. More or less. I mean it's never a good idea to get casual about sharks.


  Instead of obsessing over being scared of sharks, I found I was obsessing about the shark DNA inside me. I wanted to morph that shark. I wanted to be it. I wanted to know what it felt like to be so relentless, so unafraid. So totally without emotion.


  Twice I dreamed about it. Both times in the dream I was a shark, only I still had my own face. And both times someone was doing something terrible. I can't remember what, I just remember thinking, Oh, man, that's awful. But in my dream I was a shark, and so whatever the terrible thing was, I was safe.


  I wish I could remember what the terrible thing was. I think maybe it was someone being killed. A woman's voice kept saying, "Help me, help me." I remember that much. But it was confusing because sometimes the voice would start yelling, "Help him, help him."


  After school Thursday, I hung around for a while. I went to the gym. I went to the pool. To my surprise, it was empty. The swim team was somewhere else, I guess. Maybe off shaving their legs and heads. I don't know.


  The pool is indoors. It smells of chlorine and mildew. It's one of those places that makes you think about athlete's foot, you know? It's white tile around the sides and dark blue on the bottom. There's a high board and a springboard. There are windows high up on one wall of the room, but mostly the light is fluorescent. There are lights like car high beams in the water itself. But still, it all manages to be gloomy, no matter how many lights are on.


  I knew what I was going to do. And I knew it was stupid. But I knew if I didn't do it here, I'd do it in some even stupider place. Like my bathtub at home.


  I went to my gym locker and changed into my gym shorts. Then I went back and checked the pool once more. No one. No one in the bleachers. No one in the water. Not a ripple.


  I jumped in, feet first, around the eight-foot marker. I bobbed back up to the surface and said, "This is insane, Marco."


  To which I answered, "So I'll be careful."


  To which I countered, "You're talking to yourself, do you know that?"


  "Oh, shut up," I said.


  I began to do what I had been wanting to do since Sunday. I began to focus my mind on the shark. I saw it in my memory. Saw it chasing me down that plastic tunnel.


  I pictured the moment when I touched the shark's sandpaper skin and brought it under the acquiring spell. And then, slowly, I felt the changes begin.


  It started with the squishy sound of my own bones dissolving. See, sharks don't have bones. Just cartilage.


  I could hear my bones. The bones in my arms. The bones in my legs. My hip bones, and even my spine, were all starting to dissolve.


  I could see down through the water, down to my feet. They shimmered against the deep blue background. They began to elongate. The toes stretched out and out, till each toe was a foot long. My calves followed them, stretching like Gumby. It was a total shock when I realized I was touching the bottom of the pool.


  Something was happening to my back. I felt something growing there, getting larger. It was building itself out of my melting bones.


  I reached behind me with my still-human fingers and touched something triangular. I was growing a dorsal fin!


  I felt the inside of my mouth itching. Itching amazingly, almost like teething pain.


  Shark's teeth were filling my mouth.


  Then . . .


  "Hey, wuss, get outta the pool!"


  There was a loud splash, then another. I spun around. Two heads coming toward me. Two sets of powerful arms churning the water.


  Drake and Woo. Two total jerks. Two abject, total bullies. They were also great divers for the school team. At least Drake was. Woo was a complete burnout. He had the I.Q. of cheese.


  "Get out of the pool, punk!" Woo said.


  "Don't make us kick your butt, Marco-roni," Drake added.


  I should have been afraid of them. But I was only afraid they might dive beneath the surface. If they went down there they'd see that I wasn't exactly normal. But from the surface they'd probably just think my ultra-long legs and toes were a distortion.


  I started to reverse the morph. I'd been an idiot! I'd left myself open for something like this. Jake would kill me. If he found out. I demorphed as fast as I could. I felt my toes lose contact with the pool bottom.


  Then Woo layed back in the water, raised one leg, and kicked me square in the chest with his foot.


  I didn't see it coming. Couldn't dodge the blow.


  "Ooomph!" The air burst from my lungs. I clutched at my chest.


  "Told you to step off," Drake said. "Now we're going to have to stomp you for not having any respect. Unless you want to get your skinny hinder out of the pool."


  Drake was giving me a chance to get away. All I had to do was turn around and leave. That was it.


  "Yeah, run home to your mommy, Marco-roni," Woo said.


  "He can't," Drake said, with a touch of normal humanity in his voice. "His mom's dead."


  "Oh, boo hoo," Woo sneered. "Oh, boo hoo, boo hoo." He made a little gesture like he was wiping tears out of his eyes. "His mother probably just ran off with some dude."


  All I had to do was walk away. And all I did was to stare at Woo's throat.


  I could see the arteries there. The ones that were pulsating on either side of Woo's Adam's apple.


  "What are you looking at?" Woo demanded. "You're dead, man, eyeballing me like that."


  But I noticed that Woo didn't move toward me. I wanted him to move toward me. I wanted him to.


  "What's the matter with his eyes?" Drake asked. "Look at his eyes, man."


  "Marco?" It was Jake's voice.


  I saw the expression on Woo's face change. He was looking past me now. I heard footsteps on the tile.


  "What's up, Marco?" Jake asked, trying to sound casual.


  "Ah, isn't that sweet?" Drake said. "Big Jake is here to rescue little Marco-roni."


  I swung my heard fiercely toward Jake. I grimaced, baring my teeth. "I thon't neeth you help."


  The shark's teeth that filled my mouth distorted my speech. I saw Jake's eyes flare in surprise. Then wary concern.


  "Let it go, Marco," Jake said.


  I turned back toward Woo. I could still see the pulsing blood just below the skin of Woo's neck. It would be so easy . . .


  "He dithed my mom," I said.


  "He's not the one responsible for your mother," Jake said. "Don't punish him for the sins of someone else."


  I don't know what the two bullies thought of this exchange. I just know they stayed silent. Woo's eyes kept darting from me to Jake. He was confused and worried. Bullies aren't used to hearing their victims talking and acting like they have all the power. Or maybe he didn't like the way I was still staring at his neck.


  "Save it for the real bad guys, Marco," Jake said.


  I let the rest of my shark morph go. I felt the itching in my mouth as my normal teeth replaced the killing shark teeth.


  I climbed out of the pool.


  "What's the matter with you?" Jake demanded once we were out of there.


  I shrugged and forced a smile. "Not a thing, Jake. I guess Woo just looked a little like a fish to me. He look like a fish to you? He does to me."


  Not even slightly funny. But it was the best I could do. Jake gave me a long look.


  "Maybe you'd better sit out this next mission, Marco."


  I laughed. "Jake, you'd have to kill me to keep me away from that island."


  Chapter 17


  



  Saturday morning, we flew out to the same narrow beach on Royan Island. Now that we knew for sure that the Yeerks were there, just under the water, we were very careful.


  But Jake still had time to pull me aside over by a scraggly, twisted tree and ask me if I was all right.


  "Sure. Why wouldn't I be all right?"


  "Because if you were all right, you'd be busy telling everyone how insane this is and how we're all gonna die. You're weirding everyone out, being so tense."


  I just stared at him. "You're telling me it's more relaxing for everyone if I act like we're all going to die?"


  "It's what they expect from you," Jake said.


  "Well, I'll try harder to be entertaining," I said sarcastically.


  Jake rolled his eyes. Then he took a quick, cautious glance around. The others were all down on the sand, trying not to notice that Jake and I were having some big heart-to-heart.


  Great. Rachel probably thought I was scared and Jake had to give me a pep talk. I still stung from that crack of hers about my being scared of sharks.


  "Look, Marco, we're going into a possible battle down there," Jake said, jerking his head toward the water. "Maybe it's time you told the others what's going on with you."


  "Nothing is going on with me."


  "Marco, your mother is down there."


  I flinched. I had been trying really hard not to think about that fact. "How is it going to help the others if I tell them maybe I have my own problems going on here?"


  Jake looked surprised. "Marco, I wasn't thinking about it helping the others. I thought it might help you."


  I shook my head violently. "No. It doesn't help me to have people pitying me. You know? I went through like a year of pity after my mom died. After she supposedly died. I don't like pity. Pity makes you feel small and weak. I'd rather have someone hate me than pity me."


  Jake sighed. "No one hates you."


  "But they would pity me."


  Jake didn't have an answer to that.


  "Hey, are we doing this?" Rachel called over to us. "Or are you two going to stand there all day yapping?"


  "We are doing this," I said forcefully. "But I'll tell you right now, this whole thing is insane. Insane! Morphing sharks to infiltrate some underwater Yeerk complex? What has happened to our lives?"


  As Jake and I walked back to the others I muttered, "Happy now?"


  "Okay," Jake said to everyone. "Ready?"


  "I've been ready," Rachel grumbled.


  "Everyone remember, this is a new morph," Cassie pointed out. "New instincts to deal with. Be prepared."


  See, when you first morph an animal, that animal consciousness can run right over your human mind. It can seize control. And you can't always tell which morphs will be bad. Probably the worst ever were ants.


  We waded into the water. All except Tobias, who once again rode on Rachel's shoulder. Four humans, a bird, and an Andalite.


  "We're a scruffy, weird-looking bunch, aren't we?" I said.


  "And short," Rachel said with a sweetly poisoned smile. "Or at least some of us are."


  "We'll all have the same-sized dorsal fin in a few minutes, Mighty Xena," I said to her.


  Rachel laughed. She pretends to hate it when I call her Xena: Warrior Princess. But I know she's flattered by it.


  "Hey, Tobias," I said. "You realize there are no mice underwater, right?"


  See, I was doing my job. Playing my part within the group. Teasing. Joking. Exaggerating. That was my role. Like Jake had pointed out: A Marco not making jokes just worries people.


  I waded into the surf. It was rougher than it had been the week before. Two and three foot waves were crashing and boiling around me. The sky was darker, grayer.


  I tried to put all my problems out of my mind. I tried to wash away the image of my mother. I remembered her two different ways. As the mom I'd always known. And now, as Visser One, the Controller who had arranged to let us escape from captivity in the Yeerk Pool ship, just to embarrass her nemesis, Visser Three.


  I tried to shove both images aside. But as I felt the morph begin, I thought, I'm coming to save you, Mom. And I also thought, I'm coming to destroy you, Visser One.


  The morph began differently than it had during my partial morph in the pool. This time it was my skin that changed first.


  Dolphins have skin like gray rubber or latex. Sharks have skin like fine-grained sandpaper. Shark skin can leave human skin bloody just by rubbing against it. It's actually made up of millions of denticles. Those are tiny, mutated teeth. Sharks are coated with tiny teeth.


  As I watched, my tanned arms turned gray. My legs turned gray. My chest and shoulders, all gray.


  My feet were twisting together weirdly, as if they were a pair of straws I was braiding. When a wave rolled into me, I lost balance and went backward into the water.


  My hand scraped along the bottom. When I looked at it, I realized I'd cut myself on a shell. A few drops of my own blood dribbled into the saltwater.


  But I had other things to worry about. Besides, when I demorphed, the cut would be gone.


  When I tried to stand back up, I realized my legs were gone. I had a tail now, made of gracefully swooping triangles.


  Everything on a shark is triangles. Two elongated, joined triangles make the tail. Triangles form the dorsal fins. And hard white serrated triangles fill the mouth with the weapons of destruction.


  I used my arms to windmill the water and keep my head up. In flashes between waves I saw the others. A hideous Rachel, with a shark mouth and blond hair; an awesome Ax, with Andalite stalk eyes rising from the bulging hammer's head; Tobias, with feathers melting into gray sandpaper. Not even Cassie could make this morph pretty.


  I felt the teeth growing, replacing my own pathetic human teeth. And at the same time, my eyes were moving. They were rotating out to the sides of my head. I lost the ability to focus and kept trying to aim my eyes, to see in three dimensions like I can normally. But my eyes were moving too fast, too far. All I could see was a blur of water and eerie faces.


  The hammerhead didn't grow out of the side of my head. It grew out of the front. Like pillars of flesh were growing beneath my eyeballs, then taking those eyes out to the side.


  My arms shriveled and became sharp fins. I was entirely underwater now. Just in time, my lungs collapsed into nothing and slits like open wounds formed where my neck had been.


  I had gills. And shark's teeth. And I had shark's eyes.


  But I still had not felt the shark's mind. Not until I was completely in the water and began to move. Only then did I feel the shark's mind, its instincts, come bubbling up through my own human awareness.


  It was the movement that set it off. See, sharks cannot be still. If a shark stops moving, he dies. A shark is movement. Restless, relentless, eternal movement.


  I felt my fear leave me.


  I felt my anger leave as well.


  My every emotion and feeling simply lifted away. And I was glad. Because now I was clear. Now I saw the world with perfect simplicity. Perfect understanding.


  The world, you see, is nothing but prey. And I was nothing but hunger. There was nothing else. No mother or father, no fear or joy, no worry.


  Hunger. Prey. Hunger. Prey.


  I turned away from the shore and swam out to sea. And then, I stopped. The last vestiges of my human mind were swept aside.


  The shark sensed blood.


  Chapter 18


  



  Sharks had been swimming Earth's oceans for hundreds of millions of years already when the ancestors of Homo sapiens were still trying to figure out how to peel a banana.


  People will tell you, "Oh, you don't need to be afraid of sharks. They have more reason to fear humans than humans have to fear sharks."


  True. Humans kill far more sharks than sharks kill humans. Will that fact make you feel any better if a shark chomps you in two at the waist? Probably not.


  Sharks are killing machines. Mostly they kill fish. In some parts of the world they kill seals. They kill dolphins. They kill whales, when they can manage it. And they kill humans. At least some species do: the great white, the tiger shark . . . and the hammerhead.


  This was the killing machine I had become. Utterly without fear. Utterly without emotion. A mind with no room for anything else but killing. There was nothing playful, like you'd find with a lion. Nothing in the shark that cared about family or children. No sense of belonging. Just a solitary creature of sharp, cutting triangles. A restless, ever-moving thing, ever questing after blood.


  A mind as cold, as sharp, as deadly as a polished-steel knife blade. That was the mind that gathered my confused human consciousness up and swept it along in the endless search for something to kill and eat.


  The shark turned toward the scent of blood. My long tail pushed lazily at the water. My hammerhead worked like a diving plane to let me turn this way and that. My vision was surprisingly good. Almost as good as human vision.


  I could hear. And I could feel other senses that were unlike anything human. When fish passed close by, I felt a tingling from their electrical current. And at some deep, hard-to-grasp level, I realized I could sense the very magnetic field of planet Earth. I knew north and south without knowing the words.


  But mostly, I could smell. I could smell the water as I sucked it in, relentlessly sampling. And right now, I could smell blood.


  I was aware of the others nearby. I knew they were sharks like me. But I didn't care. I was on the trail of blood.


  I followed the scent of the blood. No more than a few drops of blood, a thin, wispy trail diluted in billions of gallons of surging seawater, but I smelled it.


  I followed the scent through the water. If the scent was stronger in my left nostril, I veered left. If it was stronger on my right, I veered right. It would lead me to prey. It would lead me to food. The blood trail had come from very close by! I could sense it, and a cold excitement seized me.


  Blood! A wounded animal! Prey!


  But as I turned and turned again, circling back toward more shallow water, I became frustrated. Where was it? Where was the bleeding creature? Where was my prey?


  The others circled nearby. One of them brushed against me, sandpaper on sandpaper. They were seeking it, too. The bleeding prey whose scent filled our heads.


  Where was it?


  The shark brain was confused, uncertain. And in that moment of confusion and uncertainty, the steel mind of the shark left a slight crack. Enough of a crack. Enough for my human brain to call up the picture of a human hand, bleeding from a small cut.


  My hand! My hand. The human named Marco.


  <Oh, my God!> I yelled in thought-speak. <It was me! It's my blood! That's my own blood!>


  The others didn't care. They continued to turn in ever tighter circles, looking, searching, marauding for the source of the blood.


  <Jake! Jake! Shake it off, man. The shark has you. Jake, come on, man. Get on top of it. Cassie! Rachel. Ax. Tobias. All of you. It's the shark instincts. Fight them. That was my blood.>


  It took a few minutes before we were all back to being ourselves. Tobias dealt with it easiest. I guess that's not a surprise. He's a predator normally. Maybe the shark mind and the hawk mind aren't so different.


  Ax handled it well, too. Not that Andalites are sharklike. It was mostly that he'd morphed a shark already.


  <Yikes,> Cassie said, laughing nervously. <Kind of single-minded, aren't they?>


  <No one else bleed,> Rachel said. <I'll be hungry for hours.>


  We were a little shaken up. We'd gotten cocky about being able to control animal morphs. But the shark was different. I think at some level, at the most basic survival level, that primitive shark brain was actually superior to our own human brain.


  It knew what it wanted. And there is a terrible strength in knowing what you want and having no doubts.


  We swam around the island, back toward the holographically concealed underwater facility. This time we expected to be able to pass right by the supersharks who had almost taken us out when we'd been in dolphin morph.


  We swam right through what looked exactly like seabed, right up to the facility. With dead shark eyes I stared through the portholes. The one that opened onto a busy cubicle area. And the other one. The one that looked into a more private room.


  The guard sharks swam right past and around us, never paying the slightest attention.


  <That was easy,> Rachel said. <Let's go ahead and do this.>


  <Don't forget: The Leerans are psychic at close range,> Ax warned. <Whatever we do, we have to stay clear of them.>


  This was the point where I'd normally make a joke. But just then I saw a woman entering the private office. She was distorted by the convex glass, by the water, and by my own water-oriented shark's eyes.


  But I knew her.


  And I forgot to find something funny to say.


  Chapter 19


  



  <Now what?> Tobias wondered. <We got past the guard sharks.>


  <Now I guess we go take a look inside,> Jake said. He didn't sound too enthusiastic about the idea.


  <Two of the three big hatches are open,> Rachel observed. <Eenie, meenie, minie, moe?>


  <Heads or tails?> I suggested.


  <One potato, two potato?> Cassie said.


  <What do these things mean?> Ax asked.


  <These are highly advanced human methods for making choices,> I said. <How about the middle door?>


  <Middle door,> Jake agreed.


  We swam toward the middle door. From a distance it was big. Up close it was even bigger. It was obviously big enough for the submarine to enter through.


  From the outside the tunnel inside looked dark, but once away from the filtered green sunlight from above, we could see that there were lights on inside the tunnel.


  We swam around, taking our time and trying to look casual. The open door and short tunnel led to a rectangular pool. A boat dock, obviously. Probably used by the submarine. There were other hammerheads there, too. But still they ignored us.


  I rose to the surface, letting my dorsal fin slice its way into the air. I rolled to one side, and raised my left eye above the water. Shark eyes are not made for seeing through atmosphere, but I could still see well enough. I saw a wall of corrugated steel that formed the rectangular boat dock we were in. But other than that I could only look straight up at the rafters overhead.


  <We're not going to see much more staying in shark morph,> Rachel said. <We need to get out and look around.>


  <As what?> Jake asked. <We'd need something that fit in here. Something these Controllers wouldn't notice. But something with decent senses.>


  <Flies,> Cassie suggested. <Everyone except Tobias has a fly morph.>


  <Oh, great. I get left out again,> Tobias complained.


  <I think the bad guys might notice a red-tailed hawk flying around in their underwater facility,> I said. <Although there are probably rats infesting this place, too, so the Controllers may appreciate your being here to eat their pests.>


  <We'd have to morph back to human underwater,> Jake pointed out. <Then morph to fly. All without drowning.>


  Scr-EET! Scr-EET! Scr-EET!


  <What's that?>


  <An alarm! Oh, man. They know we're here!>


  Suddenly a rush of hammerheads was coming straight for us. I saw them first as dark shadows in the water. They loomed larger and larger. We turned to face them. But it was impossible. There had to be fifty of them!


  On they came, whipping the water with their long tails.


  Then . . . they swam past. They kept swimming for the far end of the dock. And now we could distinctly hear the sound of a mechanized door opening.


  WHRRREEEEEEE!


  <Those are definitely not normal sharks,> Cassie said.


  <Let's follow them,> Rachel said. <They may lead us where we need to go.>


  <Yeah, or they might lead us right into where they make the new Oscar Mayer Shark-meat Lunchables,> I said. <Hammerhead slices, American cheese, crackers, and a cookie.>


  We went after the sharks. We followed them to the far end of the dock. A new door had opened. There was actually a line of sharks waiting to get in. The pathway narrowed till soon we were single file.


  <I'm starting to think Marco was right,> Tobias said. <This sure feels like some kind of shark slaughterhouse.>


  <I don't think so,> Cassie said. <I'll bet this is something more medical. Besides, we'd smell blood if the other sharks were getting hurt.>


  <Unless they're getting boiled alive,> I said. <Boiled and canned, and in one process. Then it's Chicken of the Sea shark meat.>


  Suddenly I heard Cassie yell, <Ahhh!>


  She was right in front of me. And before I could react, I knew why she had yelled. Steel claws reached out from each side and grabbed me just behind my hammer head. The claws held me tightly, but not painfully. I was drawn upward till I was vertical. I was out of the water. My gills gasped in the air. My body writhed in panic.


  I saw a line of us. A conveyor belt of hammerhead sharks, all hanging vertically. There were human-Controllers and Hork-Bajir manning equipment boards and looking totally uninterested.


  We turned a corner into a second room and up rose a robot arm festooned with tools whose purpose I couldn't even guess. The robot arm arced toward the shark two spaces ahead of Cassie. From out of nowhere a long, thick needle appeared. It plunged into the back of the shark's head.


  <What the . . . We have to get outta here!> I cried.


  But there was no time. The conveyor belt kept moving. Too fast!


  The robot arm moved with machine precision. It plunged the needle into the back of Cassie's head.


  <It's okay,> Cassie managed to gasp. <I think it was just an immunization. Maybe.>


  But what came next was not okay. The robot arm hesitated. It popped out a sort of metal detector or something and moved it over Cassie's shark head. Then it extruded a drill.


  Not like a dental drill. Like a drill you'd use to make holes in wood.


  The drill bit spun and it plunged.


  <What was that?!> Cassie cried in alarm.


  The drill bit withdrew. But a bright steel probe lanced into the hole. In it poked, then withdrew. A wisp of smoke curled away from the hole as it was cauterized by a green laser beam.


  <Cassie! Are you okay?> Jake yelled.


  <Uh . . . yeah. I guess so.>


  And then it was my turn. There was a sharp prick of pain, but sharks don't care about pain.


  The drill withdrew. And seconds later, I was dropped into saltwater. In fact, I quickly realized, I was back in the same boat dock I'd been in before. There were other hammerheads all around me. My friends were being dropped practically on top of me.


  <What was that about?> Tobias asked.


  <They injected us all with something,> Cassie said. <Right into our brains. But . . . oh. Oh! Aaaarrggghhh!>


  It hit me a few seconds later. How can I describe the pain? You know how I said sharks don't care about pain? Well, this wasn't any pain that any shark had endured. I felt my brain exploding. Like some mad animal was trapped inside my head and trying to claw its way out.


  I screamed. <Aaaahhhhh! Oh, oh, oh! Stop it!>


  And then, through the water, a sound reverberated. Like a WHOOO-WHOOO-WHOOO.


  The pain stopped. In its place came a wave of pleasure. It was like the taste of prey in my shark mouth: the ultimate shark pleasure.


  <What is happening?> Ax demanded.


  <I don't know, but it's kind of nice.>


  Then, the weirdest thing . . . I felt the shark mind, that simple killing-machine mind, seem to open up. The shark mind looked out through its eyes, and for the first time ever, noticed things that had nothing to do with finding prey.


  The shark eyes noticed the pattern of the corrugated steel that formed the dock. The shark sense of smell took note of scents like oil and rust and seaweed that had nothing to do with killing and eating.


  <This sounds insane,> I said, <but I think this shark is getting srnarter.>


  <Like the sharks that attacked us,> Rachel agreed.


  <My shark brain just wondered,> Cassie said, sounding amazed. <It wondered whether there would be prey later.>


  <That sounds sharklike,> Jake said.


  <No!> Cassie yelled excitedly. <Sharks don't "wonder." Sharks can't even form the concept of a future, let alone wonder about it. It's completely impossible!>


  <So what does it mean?> Tobias asked.


  Cassie answered. <It's the Yeerks. They've altered these brains. That's why the sharks were able to work together the other time. The Yeerks are mutating these shark brains. We just got the first treatment.>


  <Why?> Rachel wondered.


  Ax said, <There's only one reason to alter the physiology of these brains. To make it possible for the Yeerks to enter them. The natural shark brain is too small, too simplistic for the Yeerks to control. They are mutating the sharks to make them capable of being made into Controllers. They will need to add ear canals as well. So that the Yeerks can enter and leave the brain.>


  <A new version of Hork-Bajir,> I said. <That's it! The Yeerks want water-going Hork-Bajir. They need dangerous, tough, deadly shock-troops that can go where Hork-Bajir can't: in the water. What better soldier than a shark-Controller, if you need troops in an underwater environment?>


  <Yes,> Tobias agreed grimly. <And what worse nightmare for any peaceful species to face?>
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  <We have to find out more,> Jake said. <It's time to get out of the water and go look around in this place.>


  It was going to be hard and dangerous. We had to return to human form. Then morph again. All in the water. Without being seen, or drowning.


  I was relieved to be getting out of the shark morph. I hated sharks, I'd decided. I didn't want to be one anymore. Let alone a sort of super, self-aware, thinking shark.


  I was happy when my legs reappeared. When my fins became hands, when my teeth ground and itched away and became the tiny, blunt, pitifully weak human teeth.


  But I knew I'd never hold my breath clear into a new morph. I poked my head above the surface and looked around with human eyes for the first time. The others popped up nearby. Tobias looked like a drowned rat. He stood on Rachel's head.


  There was a dark ceiling high overhead. And I could hear machinery. But I saw no humans or Hork-Bajir or Taxxons standing around the dock. Maybe they were all busy back in that office room we'd seen through the portholes.


  "Looks kind of empty," I whispered to Jake.


  "Yeah. We'd better be careful, though. Morph here in the water. It won't be any problem for the fly, I don't think."


  He was right. The water didn't bother the fly morph. Something else did.


  I focused on the fly DNA within me, and I began to shrink. I had done the fly morph several times before, so I was prepared for the way the spiky legs grew out of my chest. The way all my internal organs melted away, replaced by simpler insect organs. The way my mouth and nose sprouted out to become a horrible, long proboscis.


  I was in the water, breathing air from a bubble, when it began. I realized my head was exploding. And that was not just an expression.


  <Aaaahhh! Aaaahhh!> I screamed. My head was still maybe two inches wide, almost entirely fly, with only a few shreds of human left. But I stopped the morph instantly.


  I stared around me with eyes more fly than human. The watery world was a shattered mirror of images. The fly's compound eyes saw with a thousand tiny, irregular, bewildering TV sets, each tuned to a slightly different channel. And because we were underwater, I saw even less than usual.


  But then, by luck, Rachel drifted near. Just within range.


  Seeing a morph is always horrifying. I mean, we get used to it, but it never stops being creepy beyond belief. And nothing is creepier than watching a human being turn into a fly. Trust me, that is enough fuel to keep you in nightmares the rest of your life.


  But what I had just seen, floating past me in the water, was worse.


  <Everyone, stop morphing! Stop now!> I yelled, just as the others all started groaning in agony.


  <What is it?> Ax asked. <I am experiencing a terrible pain.>


  <I'm not surprised. Demorph! They put something in us.>


  <What are you talking about?> Rachel asked.


  <I mean when the Yeerks drilled into us, they left something inside! When we shrank to fly size, this thing, this whatever it is, was too big! Our fly bodies were smaller than the thing inside us. We'd have killed ourselves.>


  <What did it look like?> Tobias asked.


  I surfaced again, human once more. "I couldn't tell. I just saw Rachel's head being all twisted and bulging from trying to shrink with this thing inside it!"


  "Some kind of control device," Jake said. "I should have realized! That's why we got drilled when the other sharks didn't. We didn't have the control device in our heads. The Yeerks are using it to control the sharks until all the treatments are done."


  <That's what caused that surge of pleasure,> Tobias said. <The Yeerks use that feeling to keep the sharks happy. To summon them and control them. Make them forget the pain of the brain mutation. It's tied to the underwater sounds they broadcast.>


  "So what do we do?" I asked.


  "We get these things out of our heads!" Rachel yelled. "If we have to stomp every Yeerk in this facility!"


  "Oh, good, the subtle approach," I sneered.


  "Rachel may be right," Jake said. "We can't have this. Period. We cannot have Yeerk control devices in our heads. We're underwater, with implants in our brains, and psychic Leeran aliens running around. This is seriously not cool."


  "There may be hundreds of Controllers here," I pointed out. "We can't just get crazy and get away with it."


  "No," Jake agreed. "But we need a distraction. Two teams: one to get to the controls of this place. The other to, as Marco said, get crazy and keep the Yeerks busy. Ax, Marco, and Tobias in the first group. Rachel, Cassie, and me to cause a distraction."


  "Finally. We get to do something."


  That was Rachel, of course.
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  Me, Ax, and Tobias. We couldn't morph anything small with the Yeerk control devices still implanted in our heads. Not bugs, anyway. So how we were supposed to go wandering around the underwater facility without being noticed?


  "I think someone might notice a pair of wolves running around," I said. "We need to go airborne. The bird heads are obviously big enough to allow for the control chips. After all, Tobias returned to his normal hawk body okay. Besides, people have a tendency not to look up."


  A few minutes later, I was in osprey morph. Ax was a northern harrier. Tobias was Tobias. And we were all wet.


  A wet bird is not a happy bird, I can tell you that.


  We flapped, unseen, up to the roof of the facility. It was made with open steel beams. You know: like the inside of a Toys "R" Us store. There was a slight curvature to the roof, probably to help carry the load of water pressure.


  From up near the ceiling we could perch and look down at the entire facility. There were three identical dock slips like the one we'd been in. One housed the transparent sub. There was no one aboard but a couple of Taxxons doing maintenance work.


  We saw two buildings separated from each other by the center dock. The buildings were identical, windowless rectangles painted white. Like warehouses. There were other smaller buildings around as well. The kinds of buildings they use as "temporary" classrooms.


  <Big mistake,> Tobias pointed out. <No windows. I guess it never occurred to them they might want to be able to see around inside this place. The only windows look out into the water.>


  <They aren't expecting enemies in here. No one is supposed to make it past the sharks,> Ax said.


  <Whatever is happening is happening inside those buildings,> Tobias said. <So which one do we go for? Left or right?>


  <The one on the right,> I said instantly.


  <Why?>


  I couldn't tell him that was the building that connected to the big porthole with the grand but empty office behind it. The office I was sure was my mother's. <Because Jake will attack the other one,> I said, <and we can't be wherever he and the others are causing trouble.>


  <Fine. Next question: How do we get inside?>


  <With incredible timing, that's how,> I said. As we watched, a Taxxon came writhing and shimmying out through the one door. Its sides scraped as it pushed through.


  <Next Taxxon to come out, we go in,> I said.


  <What if another Taxxon doesn't come out?> Ax wondered.


  <Don't you Andalites believe in luck?>


  <No.>


  <Me neither. How about hope?>


  <We believe in hope.>


  <Good. Now me, I believe in Jake. See him over behind the left building? The tiger? I think he's just about ready to ->


  "Grrrrooooaaaaarrrrr!"


  <- do that.>


  The roar was the roar of a tiger. A noise that could make adults want to crawl in bed with their teddy bears and pull the blankets over their heads.


  The effect on the Taxxon in the doorway was instantaneous. He decided to back up.


  <Oh, man! Okay, we go now!> I said. I released my talon grip on the steel cross-beam, swept my wings back to gain speed, aimed for that doorway, opened my wings, adjusted my tail, and blew just over the Taxxon's heaving, squirming back at about fifty miles an hour.


  <Yah-HAH! Oh, man, that's still fun!>


  A harrier and a red-tailed hawk were milliseconds behind me.


  Past the distracted Taxxon without being seen! Through the doorway, way too fast! A long hallway. The end of the long hallway, coming up way, way, WAY too fast!


  <Look out!>


  <Turn!> Tobias yelled.


  <Where?>


  <Doorway! Now!> Tobias practically screamed.


  I banked my wings and shot through an open side door, scraping my back and my right wing on the doorjamb.


  A room. A desk. A chair. Walls! Walls! Walls!


  I flared to kill my speed, but not enough.


  <Left!> Tobias yelled.


  I banked an amazingly sharp left and flew through a second doorway into an almost totally dark room. I was no longer going fifty miles an hour. I was probably only doing about fifteen. But let me tell you: Flying at fifteen miles an hour in a dark room where you can't see the walls is slightly too exciting.


  <Tight circle!> Tobias said. <Tighter, spiral down, get ready to land!>


  WHUMPF!


  WHUMPF!


  CRASH! Rattle . . . rattle . . .


  Ax had hit the desk. Tobias had hit the floor. I had hit a metal trash can and gone rolling inside it.


  <Everyone okay?> I asked.


  <I have damaged my bird body,> Ax said calmly, <but I am alive.>


  <Me, too,> I said, testing a painful tail. <I think I broke my tail.>


  <Good grief. This is the last time I ever fly through a building with you two amateurs,> Tobias said.


  <Okay, let's demorph,> I said. <There's no one around, and Ax and I aren't going to be flying till we remorph.>


  With my excellent osprey hearing, I could make out sounds of damage and destruction coming from somewhere outside.


  <What do you think Rachel morphed?> Tobias asked. <Elephant or bear?>


  <She'd do them both at the same time if she could figure out how,> I muttered.


  I demorphed as quickly as I could. We'd done a lot of morphing in a very short period of time. I was getting tired. But still, within a few minutes, it was me as human, Tobias morphed into his human shape, and Ax as his own Andalite self.


  "You know, sometimes there's just a very fine line between us and the Three Stooges," I said.


  <What are stooges?> Ax asked.


  "A stooge is a guy stupid enough to run around inside a Yeerk stronghold wearing a pair of bike shorts and accompanied by a Deer-man from outer space and a mouse-eating Bird-boy. That's a stooge."


  I led the way from the darkened room. Ax came behind, tail at the ready. Tobias walked awkwardly at the rear. He's still getting used to being able to be human again.


  "I can't believe I lived most of my life with these lame human eyes," he grumbled. "You people are blind."


  "Shhh."


  I crept out into a brightly lit hallway. I took a second to try and figure out which direction to go. At the end of the hallway was a door, different from the others. On it was a gold symbol of some kind. Like the presidential seal.


  "That way. Ax? If anyone pops out of any of these doors . . ." I let it hang. Ax knew what to do. He twirled the bladed end of his tail, limbering it up, I guess.


  We scurried down the hallway. I reached for the door handle. I opened it.


  "Come in," a voice said.


  I froze there. My head poking through the open door. My friends were hidden behind me.


  "I said come in," a sinister voice said. "Never make me give an order twice. You won't live to hear me give it a third time."


  So I stepped through the doorway, closing it quickly behind me, blocking Ax and Tobias from view.


  And I walked on wooden, rickety legs to the big desk in the center of the room. I walked over and stood there. Facing her. Facing my mother.
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  She looked the same.


  But she also looked different.


  Same dark eyes, same mouth, same movie-star hair. But there was a different soul looking out through those eyes. They were hard eyes. Mean eyes. Ruthless, pitiless eyes.


  Like the eyes of a shark. No more gentle or sweet than the cold, eerie eyes of a hammerhead shark.


  I was glad. You see, I had wondered whether she had been a Controller for long before she faked her own death. I had wondered whether it was a Yeerk kissing me good night, and teasing me about my vanity, and laughing at my dumb jokes.


  But now I felt like I knew. It couldn't have been, see, because she did look different. I could see the evil inside her. I would have seen it back then. Right?


  Part of my brain said, Don't be a fool, Marco. She's among her fellow Yeerks now. Of course she's no longer putting on an act. She doesn't have to hide what she is anymore.


  My mother looked at me with the eyes of a Yeerk Visser. "I was expecting four new technicians. Where are the other three?"


  I just stared.


  "Where are the other three who were supposed to come with you from the Pool ship?"


  I jerked my head to break the spell. "The other three? The other three technicians? Oh. Um . . . they, uh, they had a problem. I think Visser Three killed them for doing something wrong."


  It was possibly the stupidest lie I have ever told. And yet it worked.


  My mother raised one eyebrow contemptuously. "If that clown Visser Three thinks he can damage me in the eyes of the Council of Thirteen by sabotaging this project, he's a bigger fool than I thought."


  I gulped. From outside there came a huge roar and a beastly bellow. Jake and Rachel and Cassie. Still creating a distraction. I could only imagine how desperate their situation was.


  "We're having a bit of a problem with the Andalite bandits Visser Three has still failed to exterminate," Visser One said calmly.


  All I could do was nod.


  "I see," she said. "Obviously your host mind is giving you some trouble. I'm sure you are aware that your host body is the biological son of my own host body."


  Not a shred of emotion. Not a shred of guilt. It was sitting there, using my mother's body, knowing . . . knowing, like no one else could possibly know, the agony my mother must be feeling at seeing me.


  I nodded. "Yes, Visser."


  "You must learn to control your host more completely. My own host is in here creating an awful racket," she said, tapping her head. "But I do not let her weeping and wailing disturb me."


  "No, Visser," I said in a whisper. "I will try harder to control my host."


  I wanted to destroy that Yeerk. I wanted to reach inside that familiar head and rip that filthy Yeerk out of there and stomp it into the floor.


  I was surprised Visser One couldn't see my hate. I felt it vibrating the very air around me.


  But I couldn't do anything. All I could do was stand there. Stand there with my arms at my sides and listen to the foul Yeerk Visser, highest of all the Vissers, sneer at the fact that my mother's mind and heart were crying from seeing her son made a slave of the Yeerks.


  WHAM!


  It was the sound of something large being slammed against the outside wall of the building. I pictured a Hork-Bajir thrown by a rampaging elephant.


  Visser One barely blinked. "Well. I guess I'd better see to this little problem outside," she said wearily. "I have to wrap up this shark project and have a thousand shark-Controllers ready for use on Leera within two months. I don't need to be pestered by Visser Three's leftover Andalite problems. That incompetent fool will be arriving soon. I only wish these tiresome Andalite bandits would remove that particular annoyance from my life."


  She stood up. She straightened her hair exactly the way my mom always did. I looked into her eyes, wishing I could see some sign there of my mother. Wishing I could tell her, "Don't worry, Mom, I'm not a Controller. I'm fighting, Mom. I'm fighting them and some day I'll save you."


  But that would have been fatal. And I'm not someone who does emotional, stupid things. Sometimes I wish I were.


  "Get to the lab," Visser One said. "Go to work."


  She walked past me, like she'd already forgotten I existed. I held my breath as she stepped out into the hallway. But Ax and Tobias were gone.


  I breathed a sigh of relief. Why? Maybe because Ax would have hurt her. I don't know.


  Then, through the massive round porthole, I saw something large and sinuous. Like a snake. But a snake that was fifty feet long and thicker than a Taxxon.


  It was the yellow of poison. With a mouth that looked able to swallow a small boat.


  It was coming straight for the facility. And on either side of it, like an honor guard, were a dozen Hork-Bajir in bizarre red diving suits, propelled by small water jets attached to each ankle.


  I had a feeling I knew this particular snake's name.
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  I followed her out in the hall, but she walked away. Swaggering. Like the Yeerk Visser she was.


  I watched her for longer than I should have. Then I ducked into a side door. The room was dark. I expected to find Ax and Tobias there. I did. I found Ax very suddenly, in fact.


  THWAPP!


  A tail blade was pressed against my throat.


  "Hey, it's me. Please don't remove my head. I use it sometimes."


  <Marco!>


  "We were just trying to figure out whether we should try and rescue you or go join the fight outside," Tobias said in his now-unfamiliar human voice.


  <We accessed the central computer for this facility. But before we could discover anything, you came in.>


  Ax led me over to a glowing, three-dimensional computer display. It was weird, the way most of the place was like any standard, boring human office. Like an insurance agent's or a school secretary's office. But I guess the Yeerks didn't want to be stuck messing with human-level computers.


  "Roooaaaarrrr!"


  Jake's tiger roar sounded a little frazzled.


  "We need to get out there and help them," Tobias said.


  "No," I snapped. "They can't be helped by us rushing out there. Visser Three is coming with more Hork-Bajir. He's morphed this giant snake from planet Whatever."


  They stared at me like I must be hallucinating or something.


  "Look, it's him, okay? I saw it through the porthole. A huge yellow sea snake with Hork-Bajir alongside. Who do you figure that would be?"


  <He cannot have had time to hear about a battle down here,> Ax pointed out. <It's too quick to be a rescue mission.>


  "I don't think it is a rescue mission. I think it's a coincidence. I think he happened to be on his way here."


  "Just our bad luck," Tobias said.


  "Maybe not," I pointed out. "Visser One and Three are rivals. Visser One let us escape to mess with Visser Three. This may work for us. But first things first. Ax? Start questioning that computer."


  I couldn't believe I was standing there so calmly while Jake, Rachel, and Cassie were probably fighting for their lives. But I guess I'd had a good look at the ruthlessness of the Yeerks. I'd seen it in Visser One's cold eyes. I'd heard it in the pitiless voice that didn't care one tiny bit that I was the son of the body it now controlled.


  I guess there are times when the only way to survive is to be as ruthless as the enemy. To destroy before you can be destroyed.


  <As we guessed,> Ax said, staring with his main eyes at the computer readout. <The Yeerks are invading Leera. It isn't going well for them. Most of the Leerans are resisting. Since the Leerans are psychic, it's impossible for the Yeerks to deceive them. So the Yeerks have decided to forget about stealth and go to a straight invasion by force.>


  "But it's a watery world, so they can't rely on Hork-Bajir," I said. "It's true. The hammerheads are being reengineered to allow for Yeerks to make them Controllers. The shark-Controllers will be the troops in the war for Leera."


  "Great. Now can we get out there and help Rachel and the others?" Tobias demanded.


  He hadn't waited for an answer. He was already demorphing. Red-tailed feathers were sprouting from his hands.


  "Ax, can you find a way to remove these things in our heads?" I asked.


  Ax communicated mentally with the computer. <There is a liquidation program but it's heavily encrypted. The only other way the implants can be liquidated is in the event this facility is completely destroyed.>


  "What?" Tobias said. "You can't eliminate these things without blowing up the whole place?"


  <Yes. It's so there would be no evidence left behind if something goes wrong. But in any case, we don't have a way to annihilate this facility.>


  "Ax. How do they keep the water out of this place? How do they keep it from flooding? If it were just air pressure our ears would be seriously imploding."


  <Force fields, I assume. Modulated to hold the water back while allowing animal life-forms to enter and leave.>


  "Can you reach the controls?"


  <Done.>


  "Can you turn off the force fields? Without letting the Yeerks know?"


  Ax laughed derisively. <I'm an Andalite. No simple, derivative, unimaginative Yeerk computer presents any difficulties to me, you know, unless it's specially shielded.>


  <What are you doing?> Tobias demanded, once more back in hawk morph. <You let the water in and we'll all be killed.>


  "Destroy the facility and it may trigger the liquidation of these head implants," I said. "Ax, can you build in a five-minute delay?"


  <Five minutes?> He communicated with the computer by thought-speak. <Done. In five minutes, millions of your gallons of water will come rushing into this place.>


  <We'd better all have gills before then,> Tobias said.


  "Yeah. And those who can't grow gills . . . I guess they'll wish they could."
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  We ran from the room. I morphed as I ran. I morphed into a gorilla. We were going into a fight. And although the gorilla isn't a mean or aggressive animal, it is amazingly powerful.


  By the time we reached the door to the outside, I was done. Tobias was already flying, and Ax was Ax.


  I threw open the door to the outside. Actually, I forgot I was in gorilla morph and opened the door so hard it ripped clear off its hinges.


  What I saw was a scene of destruction. There were injured Hork-Bajir lying crumpled around the facility. There was a reeking, squashed Taxxon being munched on ravenously by a fellow Taxxon. Rachel in grizzly morph, Jake in tiger morph, and Cassie as a wolf had done some serious damage. But now they were cornered, almost surrounded by wary but determined Hork-Bajir.


  Visser One, my mother, was striding toward them, seemingly unconcerned. As she went, she was kicking the wounded Hork-Bajir, demanding they get up and fight. Half a dozen had already rallied to her.


  <Five minutes,> I said tersely. <Less. Then, we have to be in the water.>


  <With gills,> Tobias reminded me.


  <Okay, let's go save Jake,> I said. <That guy. He's always needing me to come along and rescue his butt.>


  I broke into a loping run. Tobias flapped away. And Ax ran, tail at the ready.


  <At least I can introduce Visser One to my tail!> Ax said gleefully.


  <No!> I yelled. <I mean, you guys go help the others. I'll clean up Visser One and her group.>


  Ax and Tobias went ahead. I hit the group of Hork-Bajir that was following my mother. They didn't see me coming.


  WHAM! I slammed a Hork-Bajir down to the concrete and he stayed down.


  SWISH! A Hork-Bajir spun around and swung his arm, wrist blade turning toward me. But he'd already been wounded. He was slow. I was slow, too. But I didn't miss. I drove my canned-ham sized gorilla fist, with more power than ten Evander Holyfields, into the Hork-Bajir's chest. The other Hork-Bajir stayed back.


  My mother turned around. "Kill it, you cowards! Kill it!"


  One of the Hork-Bajir leaped at me, arms and legs all flashing with deadly blades. I tried to dodge, but gorillas are not exactly fast.


  <Aaaahhhh!> I was cut! My left arm was slashed deeply. Blood was flowing out onto my dark, coarse fur.


  "That's it! Kill it!" Visser One crowed gleefully.


  The Hork-Bajir cut me again, less deeply but more painfully, with a blow that sliced through my rubbery gorilla muzzle. His buddies decided it was safe to come after me now, too.


  They were wrong. I was a gorilla. People might look at a gorilla and think, Well, it's only twice as heavy as a big man, and not even as tall. So how strong could it be?


  How strong? You could hit a gorilla in the head with a sledgehammer and he'd just grab it and make you eat it. Arnold Schwarzenegger using his entire body could not have bent back my wrist if I didn't want him to. In the wild, gorillas are gentle, sweet animals. But I wasn't just a gorilla. I was Marco with the power of a gorilla. And the Marco part of me was not feeling gentle or sweet.


  I grabbed the big Hork-Bajir by his snake neck. Grabbed him with one hand and closed my fingers tight. He slashed at me wildly. He cut my arm again and again. But I held on. And with my other arm I grabbed another Hork-Bajir by the wrist. Then I simply introduced them to each other. The hard way.


  They decided that was enough. They left. And Visser One stood alone.


  Just me and Visser One. Just me and my mother.


  "So, Andalite," she said calmly. "I see you are enjoying the use of all these wonderful Earth morphs. But you must know you cannot escape from this place. However, if you surrender peacefully, I can let you live."


  I didn't say anything. I couldn't. The Yeerks think we're all Andalites. That's what we want them to go on thinking. We've always worried that if we started talking to them we might let something slip that would tell them we're human.


  If they ever find out what we really are, we're done for.


  But there was a second reason I couldn't talk to Visser One. See, I knew if I started talking to my mom, I would never be able to stop myself. I'd spill it all out. I'd tell her everything because it's been so long since I've been able to talk to her. I've thought about it many times. Many, many times. All the things I'd like to tell her. About my life. My friends. What I did in school. How I made some teacher laugh.


  Visser One's so-familiar eyes flickered. "If you kill me, you'll die as well, Andalite."


  And then I heard a rasping, rumbling, almost belching voice. It said, "Ha tu ma el ga su fa to il'." An alien voice speaking an alien language. But I understood it. I felt it in my mind. It was like thought-speak, only this was deeper, more profound. This voice seemed to use my own words in my own brain.


  What it said was, Don't be fooled. Visser One, this is no Andalite.


  I spun around. And there, standing just behind me, was a Leeran-Controller, its tentacles waving. I could squash the big amphibian without breaking a sweat. But I just froze. I froze and looked back at my mother.


  It is not Andalite, the Leeran said again. It is a human.


  Visser One's face remained impassive. "No, you idiot," she sneered. "It's a gorilla. They are related to humans, but not human. This is an Andalite in morph."


  I beg your pardon for disagreeing. Visser. But -


  Two things happened then, within seconds of each other.


  I broke out of my trance, whipped around and punched the Leeran right in his froggy mouth.


  And from the nearby dock a huge yellow serpent reared up suddenly.


  "Visser Three, I assume," my mother said contemptuously.


  <Well, I see you've made a mess of things, Visser One. Our old friends the Andalite bandits seem to be annihilating most of your troops.>


  "I'd have more troops, but for your interference!" Visser One raged. "And if you weren't incompetent and a traitor to the empire you'd have cleaned these vermin up before now!"


  The massive snake head grinned an evil grin as it towered above us. <No doubt the Council of Thirteen will certainly enjoy hearing your excuses for failure.>


  "What the Council will hear is how you've allowed a handful of morphing Andalites to go unpunished!"


  <You'll lose Leera for us yet, you half-human fool!>


  "Like you've already lost Earth, despite the fact I handed it over to you in perfect shape?"


  It was bizarre. You have to understand that there was a huge, roaring battle going on between my friends and the Hork-Bajir. And I was standing there, having just punched out a Leeran. But all the two Vissers seemed to care about was trashing each other.


  Politics. I guess it's the same everywhere.


  And then a third thing happened. A massively loud alarm that went off. An automated voice bellowed from speakers up in the rafters.


  "Brr-REEET! Brr-REEET! Warning. Warning. Containment seals will shut down in three minutes. Extreme hazard. Countdown beginning. Countdown will be in intervals of ten seconds. Thank you and have a nice day!"


  I don't know which stunned me more. The fact that there was an announcement heralding the fact that a billion gallons of water were going to come rushing in. Or the fact that the computerized voice had wished us a nice day.


  I wanted to laugh. Or at least say something.


  But I just ran.


  Chapter 25


  



  "Containment failure in two minutes and fifty seconds. Have a nice day!"


  <Hah hah hah hah,> Visser Three laughed. <Water rushing in, and you're stuck in that weak human body, Visser One. Is that my promotion I see coming?>


  Visser One was red with rage. But she turned and ran toward the office building.


  <Yes, you'd better hurry and turn off your computer!> Visser Three crowed. <If you are able! These Andalites are devils with computers, you know. Hah hah hah!>


  "Containment failure in two minutes and forty seconds. Have a nice day!"


  I was off and running. A bloodied Jake saw me coming. Rachel was just tossing a crumpled Hork-Bajir aside.


  <Nice of you to drop by, Marco,> she said. <Did you at least get rid of Visser One for us?>


  <No,> I said curtly.


  <You okay?> Jake asked me privately.


  <No. I'm not. But what we have to focus on is getting out of here.>


  Just then, down from the sky, something huge plummeted toward us. Something huge and poison yellow, aiming right for Ax.


  <Ax, look out!>


  Visser Three's massive jaws opened wide, ready to snap the Andalite up. But Ax dodged nimbly aside.


  <I am not human, Marco. It's not so easy to sneak up on me,> Ax said calmly.


  "Containment failure in two minutes and ten seconds. Have a nice day."


  Visser Three reared back up and aimed once more for Ax. This time the massive head came down faster. Ax jumped left and tried to whip his tail at the creature's head. But he tripped. One hoof caught on a piece of debris. He lurched. He stumbled.


  <Got you!> Visser Three cried in glee.


  The jaws closed around Ax!


  But then, with Ax literally in his mouth, Visser Three stopped suddenly.


  He stopped because a very large, very angry grizzly had just grabbed his midsection.


  <Let him go,> Rachel growled. <Let him go or I'll rip you in two.>


  I was shocked that she was speaking to Visser Three. But I guess she had no choice.


  The Visser kept his jaws still. He could have chomped Ax in half. But he didn't.


  <It's a standoff, Andalite,> Visser Three said. <You have me, and I have your fellow terrorist here. But the water will be pouring in soon, and you'll drown in that body.>


  <Let him go!> Rachel said and tightened her grip till her claws drew yellow-and-green ooze from the punctures in the snake body.


  <I guess we have a negotiation here,> the Visser said.


  I stepped in close, took careful aim at the snake head, drew back my arm, powered the massive bunched muscles in my neck and shoulders, put four hundred pounds of weight into it and punched the Visser in the nose.


  <Negotiate this,> I said, as my fist met the squishy-soft snake snout. The Visser's snake eyes flew open. His jaw flew open. He sort of hovered for a few seconds. Then his head hit the ground.


  He slithered, mostly unconscious, back into the water. A trail of green ooze marked where he'd been.


  Ax himself was covered with the same disgusting green slime.


  <Thank you,> he said, calmly.


  "Containment failure in one minute and forty seconds. Have a nice day,"


  <We have to get out of here!> I yelled.


  Tobias flapped up off the head of a screaming Hork-Bajir. <Time to bail, boys and girls!>


  "Containment failure suspended at one minute and forty seconds. Have a nice day."


  <What?>


  <It's Visser One!> Cassie said, loping over to us, a wolf who'd been through a bad half hour. She was cut in more places than I could count.


  <You should have finished her off when you had the chance, Marco!> Rachel raged. <Now I'll take care of it.>


  She lowered her humongous, furry bulk to the ground and went barreling away on all fours back toward the building. Ax ran with her, his deadly tail held high.


  <Marco, you know what they're going to do,> Jake said urgently.


  I nodded my thick gorilla head. <Yeah, Jake. I know.>


  <It's your call,> Jake said neutrally.


  <Yeah.>


  I just stood there, frozen, as Rachel and Ax reached the door of the building.


  <Jake. You and Cassie and Tobias morph, okay? I have to go and . . . I don't know.>


  <Go,> Jake said. <We'll have gills within a minute. Marco?>


  <Yeah?>


  <Do what's right. Forget about what anybody thinks. Do what's right.>


  That's my friend Jake. That's his answer to anything, I guess: Do what's right. And somehow, he always seems to know just what that is. Or at least he thinks he does. Jake's a natural hero. Heroes always know what's right.


  Me? I'm a comedian. All I know is what's funny. And what isn't.


  Chapter 26


  



  I found them in her office. That's where she had gone to override the computer. She stood, defiant behind her desk, with a handheld Dracon beam.


  TSEEEWWW!


  She fired! The blazing hot beam of light burned a neat semicircle out of Rachel's right shoulder.


  "Rrrroooowwwwrrrr!" she bellowed in pain.


  Visser One turned the Dracon beam on Ax.


  FWAPPP!


  Ax's tail blade was too fast for me to see. But I saw the gash on Visser One's human arm. And I saw the Dracon beam drop.


  Rachel was on her in a flash. Grizzlies can be very fast when they need to be, or when they are mad. And Rachel was mad.


  Her sheer momentum knocked Visser One sprawling across the room. And when she tried to stand up, Rachel was over her.


  It was no contest. Bear against human. Morphed bear against human-Controller. It was hopeless. Visser One might as well have been a rag doll. With one sweeping blow of her daggered paw, Rachel could knock Visser One's head from her shoulders.


  <NO!> I yelled.


  Rachel swiveled her head and stared at me with nearsighted bear eyes. <Shut up, Marco!>


  <I said no! Don't do it!>


  <She's a Yeerk Visser,> Ax pointed out calmly.


  <No,> I said again. <She's my mother.>


  It seemed like a very long time during which no one moved. Visser One, my mother, had heard nothing, of course. I'd thought-spoken only to Rachel and Ax.


  <Your mother's dead,> Rachel said.


  <No. I thought she was. This is her. Or was her. And maybe will be again someday if . . . if she lives.>


  Rachel hesitated. Then, almost angrily, but really with very little force for a bear, she tossed my mother's body aside.


  <Thanks,> I said.


  But Ax was not so easily convinced. <Marco, she remains a danger to us.>


  <Maybe not,> I said. <Look.> I pointed to the big round window that looked out onto the sea. There, just beyond the glass bubble, was a monstrous yellow serpent. Visser Three.


  <He saw us spare her life,> I said. <How do you think Visser Three would interpret that?>


  <He'll think she's a traitor,> Ax said instantly. <It's what he wants to believe. And when he sees that we've let her live, it will be all the evidence he needs.>


  <I'm sorry, Marco,> Rachel said. The violent frenzy of battle was drained from her now. <I didn't know.>


  <Shut up, Xena,> I said harshly.


  <Hey, I'm trying to be nice.>


  <I know. So shut up.>


  Ax had gone back to the computer. <She's locked me out. It could take me ten minutes to bypass.>


  The movement was just a blur out of the corner of my eye. I had no time to yell. I just saw Visser One - my mother - grab the Dracon beam she had dropped. She rolled with it, brought it up, and aimed it squarely at Rachel.


  Too far away to grab her!


  Instinct took over. Not gorilla instinct, but human instinct. The lightning-quick, intelligent, and ruthless decision-making that had allowed Homo sapiens to rule over all the other animals.


  I snatched up a chair. It was heavy. Steel and leather.


  And I flung it with all the power in my gorilla arms. I meant to throw it at my mother. I missed. Or maybe I meant to miss. Maybe I'll never know for sure.


  But the chair flew fast and hard.


  It hit the bubble window.


  CRUNCH!


  The glass wasn't shattered, only cracked. But the pressure of the water beyond was too great. It began to seep and then to spray through.


  My mother flinched.


  TSEEEEWWW! The Dracon beam missed.


  Rachel reacted swiftly, slapping Visser One with the back of her paw. A nasty blow, but not a fatal one.


  <That window is going to break!> Ax yelled.


  <We have to get out of here!> Rachel yelled. <Now, now, now!>


  <I have to save her!> I cried.


  <Run, you idiot, or no one will be saved!> Rachel cried.


  CRRR-UMPH! The window exploded inward!


  FWOOOOOOSH!


  It was like standing with your face two inches from a fire hose. The power of the water was insane! It was like getting hit by a log.


  I was instantly knocked off my feet, swirling and swirling in the insane, foaming avalanche of water.


  The room was a tornado. Water whipped everything around in a spiral. And then something long and brilliant yellow came shooting into the room.


  Visser Three! The sudden suction had overwhelmed him and drawn him in, like lint being sucked by a vacuum cleaner.


  The office door popped out like a cork. Rachel, Ax, me, and Visser Three's huge sea serpent morph went flying down the hall. It was like we'd been shot out of a cannon.


  Down the hallway as the walls collapsed outward.


  FWOOOSH!


  Out through the annihilated wall of the building. The water spread out a little then and I could see where I was. I looked for her and saw her floating facedown a hundred yards away.


  I tried to swim to her. But the current was too powerful.


  <Morph!> Rachel yelled.


  But I had already begun. I was halfway to human again. I saw Rachel, mostly still a bear, go spinning by.


  I caught a glimpse of something with pebbly green-and-yellow skin moving easily through the raging tidal wave. Its tentacles seemed perfectly designed for resisting the current.


  The Leeran!


  He was heading for my mother.


  To save her? To destroy her? To capture her so that Visser Three could enjoy watching her suffer?


  I don't know. Because I was swept into the dock and sank down into the deep water.


  I gasped desperately for air, my human lungs on fire!


  And I searched for the shark inside me.


  Chapter 27


  



  The sharks were waiting for us. The super-hammerheads. They were there, circling the facility. I don't know how, but somehow they'd been put on alert. Or maybe the destruction of the facility just had them agitated.


  <Here they come!> Cassie warned.


  If you have ever wondered what fear looks like, I can draw you a picture: It's a dozen hammerhead sharks looking at you and grinning their evil, down turned hammerhead grins.


  On they came. And I didn't care. I didn't care. I wanted battle. I wanted pain. And I wanted to inflict pain. I wasn't the calm, emotionless shark. I was a boy who'd watched his mother die. Again.


  I didn't wait for the sharks to reach me. I kicked my elegant hammerhead tail and I went for the nearest, biggest shark I could see.


  We closed, like two colliding cars. Face-to-face. Hammer-to-hammer.


  I twisted my hammer head and planed sideways, then twisted instantly back. My foe had tried to react. But he was only a smart shark, while I was a human. I knew how he would react, and I was ready.


  Too late, he saw my mouth open. Too late, he saw the rows of serrated triangles. I bit. I closed my jaws down with enough power to sever a leg.


  I ripped a chunk out of that shark and yelled, <Yes! Yes! Come and get some more!>


  <Marco! Stop it!> Jake shouted.


  I twisted till I was upside down, kicked, turned my head, and grabbed the tail of my opponent. I sawed my teeth and removed the upper lobe of the shark's tail.


  <Marco! I said stop it!>


  Suddenly a shark body slammed into me. It knocked me sideways. My opponent swam away, definitely not interested in fighting anymore.


  I turned toward this new shark.


  <It's me, Marco,> Jake said. <It's me. They're leaving. They've broken off. They've lost the signal from the facility and they are escaping.>


  I just stared at him. At the shark he was.


  <It's over, Marco. Let's get out of here.>


  The blood lust faded. I looked around and saw the last of the engineered sharks heading away.


  Huge bubbles were erupting from the underwater facility. Explosions rocked the sea, like echoing hammer blows through the water. The hologram that disguised the facility shimmered and disappeared as we swam away from the absolute horror.


  We saw Visser Three, a distant yellow ribbon, snaking away.


  I felt a tingling, watery feeling in my head. The control chip was being liquidated. Ax had said it would happen when the facility's computer decided the end had come.


  The Yeerks are good at destroying evidence. The chips in all the sharks were liquidating. No fisherman would ever catch a shark with alien technology in its head.


  <They're done for,> Cassie said.


  <Hopefully, at least Visser One didn't escape,> Tobias said. <I'd like to think she is down there, trying to figure out how to hold her breath right about now.>


  It was just the kind of thing I would have said.


  Jake and Ax were silent. I knew Jake would tell Cassie now. If he didn't, Rachel would. They would all know. Jake and Rachel and Ax already knew.


  They knew that my heart was ripping apart. They knew that I was crying. Or crying as well as any shark could.


  I had lost my mother once. Now I'd lost her again. Unless . . .


  I pictured the Leeran swimming toward her. Had she made it? No. It wasn't possible.


  We swam away. We swam toward shore, where we would be human once again and go back to our lives. Back to home and homework. Back to saying good night to a picture of my mother.


  But nothing would ever be the same now. How could it be? They would all know.


  I felt the energy drain out of me. I was exhausted. Exhausted and defeated. I waited for someone to say something nice. Something sweet and comforting. Something that they would never have said to the old Marco.


  <Hey. I just heard something,> Rachel said. <Mechanical. Like . . . hey! It's the same sound the sub made. That transparent sub. I heard its engines.>


  <I don't hear anything,> Tobias argued.


  <It's coming from over in this direction,> Rachel said. <Over closer to me.>


  I didn't hear anything, either. Maybe Rachel was just making it up. Maybe she was trying to give me some tiny hope to cling to. It didn't sound like something Rachel would do. But there are hidden depths to Rachel. There are times she'll surprise you.


  <Thanks, Xena,> I said.


  You know, if she'd said, <You're welcome,> I'd have known it was a lie. That she hadn't heard a sub. That she was just trying to be nice.


  <Thanks for what? For hearing that sub? For paying more attention than you, Marco?> Rachel sneered in her usual Rachel sneer. <You know, possibly the reason I notice more than you do, Marco, is that I don't use half my brain making dumb jokes and the other half of my brain laughing at them.>


  It was a pretty good shot. It made me laugh a little. I don't mind when the jokes are at my own expense. As long as they're funny.


  Was it true? Had my mother made it to the sub and escaped? I don't know, and I guess I wasn't totally sure what I wanted the truth to be.


  If she was gone . . . really, really gone, then I could be a normal person again. I could be sad and then put it behind me. I could be free.


  If she was still alive, still trapped, then I was still trapped, too. I still had to try and save her. I would still be a prisoner of hope.


  <I'll ask you this just once more, and then never again, because I know how you are about people feeling sorry for you,> Jake said privately so no one else could hear. <Are you okay, Marco?>


  Like I always say, you have to decide whether you think life is tragedy or comedy. I long ago decided to look for the joke in life.


  And now I had to decide whether, in my own mind, she was dead or still alive. Suddenly I had this flash. This picture in my head. Me and her. Me and my mom. My real mom, free, no longer a Controller. It would be far in the future. Years from now, maybe. Me and her and my dad would sit down together and talk about how it had been. About all the stuff that had happened. All the secrets and despair. All the fear. All the anger and hopelessness. We'd remember it all.


  And then, slowly but surely, we'd talk less about how horrible it had all been. We'd start talking about the strange stuff. The weird stuff. The stuff that we could laugh at, now that it was all over.


  See, it was my mom who taught me that the world was funny.


  And if she was alive, we'd maybe still get that day in the future to sit down and laugh together.


  <I'm fine, Jake,> I said. <And I'll be better. When she's free again.>
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  Chapter 1


  



  I typed "Bball24."


  Then I typed in my code word, which is a series of letters and numbers.


  I moved the mouse and placed the arrow on "Sign On." I clicked the mouse. And I waited while the modem dialed.


  My name is Jake.


  Just Jake. I can't tell you my last name.


  My name online is Bball24. At least, that's close to being my real online name. I have to be careful, even about that. See, nothing is safe from the Yeerks. I could give you my actual screen name and they could find me.


  That would be the end of Jake and Bball24. All my friends. And, just maybe, the entire human race.


  You want to know what my screen name means? Well, I used to be really into basketball. I tried out for our team but didn't make the cut. But my best game ever I scored twenty-four points. So that's what Bball24 is about: basketball, twenty-four points.


  Kind of dumb now, I guess. Basketball isn't all that important to me anymore. And not just because I didn't make the team. It's just that I'm playing a much more intense game now.


  I'm an Animorph. It's a made-up word. You won't find it in any dictionary. My best friend Marco came up with it. It's short for "Animal Morpher."


  It's what we are, thanks to an alien who died trying to save the people of Earth. He gave us the power to morph. To become any animal whose DNA we could absorb through touch. We use this power to fight the Yeerk invasion of Earth.


  That's another word you won't find in the dictionary: Yeerk. But the word has a terribly real meaning. The Yeerks are a species of parasitic slug. Yeerks live in the brains of other species. They live inside Taxxons, inside Hork-Bajir, inside Gedds, and I guess inside a few Leerans. And, unfortunately for all the free races of the universe, they live inside the brain of one Andalite.


  They live in the brains of humans, too. Human-Controllers. That's a human who isn't exactly human anymore. A human-Controller is a slave to the Yeerk in its head.


  How many humans have the Yeerks infested? We don't know. Too many. My brother Tom is one of them. Marco's mother is one. Our assistant principal at school is one. We've seen human-Controller cops, human-Controller teachers, and even a TV star who wanted to become a human-Controller - weird as that may seem.


  They are everywhere. They can be anyone.


  And that's why we fight. That's why we undergo the nightmarish transformations into animal form again and again. Because our only weapons are the animals we become.


  I connected at 38,400 bps. I wish I had a faster modem, but at least this one is better than my old 14,400.


  Some offers popped up on the screen. Would I like to apply for a Web Access America Visa card? No. Would I like to buy a new antivirus program? No.


  "You've got mail," the computer said with a sort of mechanical excitement. Like it cared that I had E-mail.


  I clicked on the mail icon. Three E-mails. One was a chain letter. I dumped it. One was from some guy who must have thought I cared about politics. It was some stupid conspiracy theory. I dumped it, too.


  The third was from "Cassie98." I opened it and read it.


  "Jake, oooh baby, you are the man for me. I love your big manly shoulders. I love your piercing brown eyes. (They are brown, right?) But most of all, I love the macho, manly way you boss us all around, snapping out orders left and right. I think of you as the new Clint Eastwood. I must have you all to myself. Signed, Cassie. XXX."


  I sighed. Marco, of course. Cassie seldom goes online, and never sends E-mail, and would certainly never send me such a stupid E-mail. Kind of a shame, actually. But this was definitely the work of Marco, using one of his many fake screen names.


  I clicked on the "Create Mail" command. I thought for a moment, then typed.


  "Cassie, you know I like you, too. But I have vowed not to get involved with any girl until my best friend, Marco, gets at least one girl to like him. And since we know that's never going to happen, I guess we'll never get together. Signed, Jake."


  I sent the E-mail, feeling pretty pleased with myself. Marco would get a laugh out of it. Marco always looks for the humor in any situation and he doesn't mind if the joke is on him. As long as it's funny.


  I was going to sign off because, as usual, I couldn't really think of much to do online. But then I had this weird urge. I don't know why. I clicked on the Internet icon and brought up the Web browser.


  In the search space I typed the word "Yeerk."


  I clicked on "Search Now."


  It took a few seconds to get the answer back. I expected to get nothing. There was no reason for there to be a Web site using the keyword "Yeerk." Like I said, it's not a word in any dictionary.


  But then, to my utter amazement, up popped the list of hits.


  There was exactly one.


  I clicked on the blue hypertext link.


  And suddenly I realized we Animorphs were not as alone as we'd thought.


  Chapter 2


  



  "There's a Yeerk home page?" Marco asked incredulously. "What do they have there? JPEGs of Yeerk slugs? Links to other alien invaders' Web sites? Ads for Yahoo's alien parasites selection?"


  I'd gotten everyone together. Not in any of our usual places, like Cassie's barn or the edge of the woods. I needed access to a computer. And Marco's was better than mine, so we all went over to his house.


  Marco's dad works with computers, so Marco has all the latest, coolest stuff. At least by human standards. Ax was with us, in his disturbingly attractive human morph. Ax's real name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. He's an Andalite, which means that his own body is a mix of deer, human, and scorpion, with blue fur and a pair of extra eyes mounted on stalks.


  "Why is it working so slowly? Lee. Slooooow-lee?" Ax asked.


  I forgot to mention that in his own body Ax has no mouth. When he's in a human morph with a human mouth he finds it very entertaining to play with sounds. The rest of us find it very annoying, but hey, we each have our faults.


  "Look, Space-boy, this is the fastest modem around, okay?" Marco said defensively. "Fifty-six thousand bits per second."


  "Fifty-six thousand? Not millions, at least? Mill-yuns. Millie-yuns." He laughed. "I like that word. It makes nice sounds in my human mouth."


  Rachel rolled her eyes. "Yeah. It's a swell sound. Sometimes I just lie in bed for six or seven hours doing nothing but saying 'million.'"


  Ax was totally unfazed. "That is a sarcasm sound, right?"


  "Sarcasm. Asm. Casm. Yeah, that was sarcasm, Ax," Rachel said. But she laughed in a nonsarcastic way and shook her head, causing her volumes of blond hair to shake silkily.


  Rachel is my cousin, so I don't think of her as beautiful; but every other person does. She's not just beautiful; she's one of those people who always seems to have a special spotlight on them wherever they go.


  But Rachel isn't about looks. I know this sounds corny, like something from a sword-and-sorcery game, but Rachel is a warrior. I don't know what she'd have become in her life if this war with the Yeerks hadn't happened. But once it did happen, it was like Rachel had found her place in the universe, you know? Like it was all some inevitable part of her destiny.


  Personally, I don't feel that way. I'd be happy to go back to being a normal guy. But I don't know about Rachel. There's something fierce inside her.


  "So, let's see this famous Web page," Tobias said. "I have to get home. There's some guy trying to move in on my meadow. I have to be there to keep up my claim."


  "Another red-tail?" Cassie asked him.


  Tobias jerked his head toward her. It was a very birdlike movement. "Yes. And he's tough."


  The Tobias I was looking at was the same Tobias I'd first met with his head in a toilet and two bullies holding him upside down. But that was an illusion. Tobias had broken rule number one of morphing: Never stay more than two hours in a morph or you stay permanently.


  Tobias is now a red-tailed hawk. He lives as a hawk, hunts as a hawk, and eats as a hawk. But he was able to recover his power to morph. He is still a hawk. But he can morph into his old human body for two hours at a time.


  If he stays longer, he's back to being human. But he'd lose his morphing powers forever. And he wants to stay in the fight.


  Tobias has been changed more than any of us by all this. Not just physically. He's lost more. Given up more.


  "Okay, here it is," I said as the Web page filled the monitor screen.


  Cassie leaned over me to see better. She pressed her hand on my shoulder to support herself.


  "This page is devoted to letting the world know about the Yeerk threat! This is not a joke. This is not the usual Internet nonsense. This is serious. This is deadly serious."


  I looked over my shoulder at Cassie. "See? Yeerks. A Web page about Yeerks. Do you believe this?"


  She shook her head. "No. It's bizarre."


  The page had four icons. "Facts about Yeerks," "Suspected Human-Yeerks," "Types of Yeerks," and "Chat About Yeerks."


  "Have you already checked all these out?" Tobias asked.


  Before I could answer, Marco grabbed my shoulder. "You disabled your cookies, right?"


  "His cookies?" Cassie asked. "Disabled cookies? Excuse me?"


  Marco rolled his eyes. "You really need to think about joining up with this century, Cassie. A cookie is a Web browser tag that can give a Web site some information about you. Not you, you. But your screen name."


  "I disabled it," I said, with a wink for Cassie.


  "Disabled cookies," she said with a derisive snort. "Computer nerds have this ridiculous need to make up stupid terms for everything. All they want to do is make normal people feel . . ."


  She went on about it for a while. Cassie believes in real things like people and animals. She's not exactly a big fan of technology.


  "So. What did you look at, Jake?" Marco asked me, giving Cassie a disdainful, pitying look, which she ignored.


  "Well, I looked at Types of Yeerks.' There's a drawing of something that looks kind of like a Hork-Bajir. But there are two other drawings that don't look like anything we've seen."


  I clicked to that page. Up came the drawing of the Hork-Bajir.


  "Not bad," Rachel said.


  "Obviously, whoever drew that had a pretty good idea what a Hork-Bajir looked like," Marco said.


  The other drawings appeared jerkily on the screen. One looked like a standard, Close Encounters of the Third Kind type of alien. The other two looked like a Cardassian from Deep Space Nine and a Narn from Babylon Five.


  "Someone's been watching too much TV," Marco said with a derisive laugh. "Ax, have you ever seen any real aliens that look like those?"


  "Like that one, yes." He pointed at the fetal-looking Close Encounters alien. "It is similar to the mature phase of a species called Skrit Na. The Skrit, the immature phase, is like a giant cockroach. This could be a Na. Only Na usually walk on all fours like sensible creatures. Rea-tures. Cuh-reee-chers. My brother, Elfangor, once had some big adventure involving Skrit Na. But he never told me much about it. The other species are all unknown to me."


  "So. What does this tell us?" I asked.


  "The accurate Hork-Bajir picture could be a coincidence," Marco said, "or maybe it's a mix of real information and bogus information. Or maybe someone out there knows more about Yeerks and the various species they've conquered than Ax knows."


  Cassie nodded her agreement. "A mix of truth and lies, or else a coincidence."


  "A 'mix of truth and lies' is like the definition of the Internet," Rachel said. "Equal parts reality and delusion."


  "It's the same thing in the 'Facts about Yeerks' and the section about human-Controllers. Not that they use the term 'Controllers,'" I said. "Some of it may be true. But most of it is bull. I mean, it's like supposedly every politician in the country is a Controller. If that were true, the Yeerks would have already won."


  I clicked on the list anyway and the others all crowded in close to look over my shoulder.


  "The President," Cassie read. "Yeah, right. And the Vice President. Speaker of the House. Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. Good grief."


  "Hey, wait," Marco said. "John Tesh is listed. That I can believe. Snoop Dogg? I don't think so. The Spice Girls? They suck, but I don't know if they're Controllers."


  "This is ridiculous," Rachel said. "This is a waste of time. Some typical Internet wacko picked the word 'Yeerk' out of thin air and decided to make a Web page. It doesn't mean anything."


  "That was my reaction, too," I said. "Then I saw this name." I used the mouse to point.


  "Chapman!" Rachel said. "Huh."


  Chapman is our assistant principal. He's also a high-ranking Yeerk and a major supervisor of The Sharing. The Sharing is a front organization. They pretend to be a sort of coed Boy Scouts or whatever, but they are a Yeerk organization.


  Which made me wonder. "So if whoever put this page together really knows anything about Yeerks, why isn't there anything about The Sharing?"


  Cassie nodded. "Good question. Maybe they don't know about The Sharing."


  "Or maybe this whole thing is nothing but a Yeerk trap," Tobias said.


  "Exactly," Rachel agreed. "Then they wouldn't want anyone knowing what The Sharing really is, would they?"


  "So why mention Chapman?"


  "It's a pretty common name," Marco pointed out. "Could be random. Could be coincidence."


  I pushed back from the computer and looked at my friends. "If this thing is real, then maybe we have allies out there who could help us."


  "But if it's just a Yeerk trap then we could be the mice, and this stupid Web page could be the cheese," Rachel said.


  We all just kind of looked at each other for a while, shrugging.


  Then Cassie said, "What about the chat room?"


  "There's supposedly a scheduled chat starting right about now," I said. "But I wasn't sure if it was safe for one of us to go there. A chat room goes beyond just disabling cookies. How secure are screen names?"


  Marco grinned. "A lot more secure after I get done. See, I have the access codes for the system at my dad's work. So I can hack in through -"


  "Excuse me, Prince Jake," Ax interrupted, "but if you would like I can encode Marco's software in a way that will make it impossible for anyone to trace you. Why is it called software?"


  I glanced at Marco. He's proud of his skills. But the truth is, Ax is about three centuries ahead of us in computers.


  Marco threw up his hands. "Fine. Go for it."


  "There is only so much I can do with this very primitive system," Ax said. "Two-dimensional screen, an actual keyboard instead of a decent psychic link, rigid codes . . . I'm not an archaeologist. I don't know much about ancient types of computers."


  Just the same, he sat down and in three minutes had typed in a code that made Marco's system hack-proof.


  "Okay. So. Do we chat about Yeerks?" Cassie asked.


  "Yep. We chat about Yeerks."


  Chapter 3


  



  If you've never seen a computer chat room before, it's kind of confusing. It's like a conversation between people who aren't really listening to each other.


  Plus everyone can only type about ten words at a time, so it gets pretty confusing. But you get used to making sense of it after a while.


  The six of us watched, fascinated, as the conversation went scrolling down the screen. A conversation about things we thought only we knew about.


  



  YeerKiller9: there's no way!


  GoVikes: You have to chop them up to be sure they're really


  Chazz: Why don't we get serious here? The Yeerks are


  GoVikes: dead.


  YeerKiller9: Listen to me, I was infested by a Yeerk. It


  Chazz: Only getting stronger. And instead of using this Chat to plan


  YrkH8er: Kill all Yeerks!


  Gump8293: I think my dad is one. What can I do?


  Chazz: some action, we end up doing nothing.


  YeerKiller9: was only by a miracle that I escaped.


  Gump8293: I mean it's weird because my dad actually seems in some ways. But


  GoVikes: Yeerks are like worms. If you just cut them in


  CKDsweet: can anyone help me? There's this organization called


  GoVikes: half they just grow again.


  Gump8293: he is too nice. He's got all these new friends suddenly and


  YrkH8er: Kill all Yeerks!


  CKDsweet: the sharing, and I think they are all Yeerks


  



  I looked at Marco. He nodded.


  "The Sharing," he muttered. "Interesting. See if anyone stomps on that."


  Sure enough, someone did. The supposedly enthusiastic Yeerk hater.


  



  YrkH8er: The sharing is okay. I checked them out.


  Chazz: Wrong. The sharing is a Yeerk front organization.


  YrkH8er: No way. They're like Boy Scouts.


  



  "Whoa," Rachel said.


  "This Chazz guy seems fairly serious," Tobias offered.


  "YrkH8er may be a Controller himself," I said.


  "Or he may just be mistaken," Cassie pointed out.


  



  Gump8293: he's with them all the time. The other day I


  Carlito: I've discovered that Yeerks need to go someplace secret and


  Gump8293: heard my dad and these new friends whispering about


  Carlito: feed or replenish. Every three days. I think they


  Gump8293: someone called "Visher" or "Vister" or something.


  Carlito: get out of their host body to do this


  MegMom: Gump, I think it's "Visser." I think a Visser is like a


  GoVikes: they're like snails, only without a shell.


  MegMom: general or something. I think Visser is a rank.


  GoVikes: Rank. LOL. Totally rank.


  



  "GoVikes is just your standard chat room moron," Marco said. "But Chazz and Meg and Carlito seem like they may know something."


  "Gump is sad," Cassie said. "Worried about his dad."


  "Yeah, well, it's a sad world all around," Marco said harshly.


  I had known for a while that Marco's mother is a Controller. In fact, she's Visser One, a very high-ranking member of the Yeerk hierarchy. But the others had only learned recently. And Marco is allergic to pity so he has to act extra tough.


  



  Gump8293: Isn't there any way for me to get my dad to stop being


  YrkH8er: Kill all Yeerks!


  Gump8293: a Yeerk?


  YrkH8er: Talk to your dad. Tell him what you think.


  Chazz: NO Gump. Say NOTHING to your father. If you say anything you'll be next.


  MegMom: Gump, listen to Chazz. He's right. You can't do


  Fitey777: Hi everyone.


  MegMom: anything to save your father. All you can do is get hurt.


  Fitey777: I have a name to add to the list of known Yeerks.


  Gump8293: I have to DO something.


  Fitey777: Charles J. Sofor. He's the deputy police chief in


  YrkH8er: Kill all Yeerks!


  Chazz: Hello Fitey.


  MegMom: Good, Fitey's here.


  Fitey777: the capital. I am close to getting the location


  GoVikes: chop him up in little pieces.


  Fitey777: of a Yeerk feeding area.


  



  "So, what do we think?" I asked the group.


  Rachel sighed. "Who can tell? Maybe some of these guys are for real. But maybe it's all a Yeerk scam to lure people in."


  "Like Gump," Cassie said. "They may be trying to get his name and address so they can warn his father, the Controller."


  "I suspect a Yeerk scam," Tobias said.


  "I'd go that way, too," Rachel said.


  Cassie shook her head. "I'm not so sure. There's something real and genuine about some of these people. Not all. YrkH8er is probably a Controller. But Gump is real. I'd bet on it."


  I learned to trust Cassie's instincts about people long ago. "I get the same feeling," I said. "Ax?"


  "Who can tell? This primitive means of communication makes it impossible to judge. Now that humans have the telephone, why do they still use this primitive system?"


  "Actually, the phone was invented first," I said. "This is more modern."


  Ax laughed. "Humans. You invent the book first, then the computer. Puter. Telephone before computer. Very backward."


  "Marco? What do you think?"


  Marco tilted his head back and forth in a "who knows?" gesture. "If I had to guess, I'd say a little of both. Maybe this Web page was created by Yeerks to help them locate any humans who know about them. But at the same time, maybe it got a little out of their control. I mean, maybe Chazz, Carlito, Fitey, and Meg are all for real."


  I nodded. "We need to try and find out who these people are. Ax? Can you hack in and penetrate the protected screen name files?"


  I stood up and Ax sat stiffly in the chair. He placed his unfamiliar human fingers on the keys. "What is 'Caps Lock'?"


  "Forget 'Caps Lock.'"


  "Yes, Prince Jake."


  I sighed. "I'm not a prince," I said for probably the millionth time.


  Ax entered the computer's software and began to write furiously. But after a few minutes he was obviously frustrated.


  "What?" Marco mocked. "A superior Andalite can't hack into the Web Access America computer?"


  "Can you?" Ax asked him.


  "No."


  "Ah." He went back to typing furiously. Then he pushed the keyboard away, almost angrily. "The most basic systems are not usable."


  "In other words, you can't do it?" I said.


  "No. This machine and the central computer are both too primitive. I tried to reconfigure the software, but it is not enough." He brightened. "However, I fixed it so Marco will now be able to win any online computer game he plays."


  "I already win every game," Marco lied.


  "Your win and lose ratio is stored in the computer, Marco," Ax pointed out. "You do not win every game. You win forty-two percent of the time. Ratio. Horatio. Ray. Shee. Oh."


  "It would be nice to know if these guys are for real," Cassie said. "We may have allies out there. And there may be people like Gump who we could help."


  I held out my hands. "So? How do we get the real names behind the screen names?"


  "If we busted into WAA's main office . . ." Marco began.


  "Invade Web Access America?" Rachel said, grinning.


  "Yeah," Marco said. "Invade Web Access America. Bust into their main computers. Get the screen names. And while we're at it, turn off that stupid program that keeps offering you a Web Access America Visa card."


  Chapter 4


  



  The Animorphs are like the world's greatest burglars. I mean, we don't steal stuff, of course. But when you can become any kind of animal, it's usually fairly easy to get into places.


  Just one problem. Web Access America was not in our town. The headquarters of Web Access America was a couple of hundred miles away. Too far for us to get to. Even if we morphed into birds, we couldn't cover that much distance in the two-hour morph time. And if we stopped and demorphed and remorphed, we'd still never make it there and back in a day.


  So we needed some other means of transportation. And that's why we were at the airport in the terminal that Saturday morning, watching through the floor-to-ceiling windows as flights took off.


  "It's a one-hour-and-thirty-minute flight," Marco said. "Plenty of time."


  "Right."


  "All we have to do is morph, fly aboard the plane, try not to get swatted, and demorph when we get there," he said. "We can take United or Northwest."


  It was just me and Marco at the window. The others were spread around the terminal. We try not to congregate together. We don't want to look like a group. Yeerk eyes are everywhere. They think we're a bunch of Andalites, not humans, but we have to be careful all the time.


  "United or Northwest?" Marco asked.


  I shrugged. "Flip a coin. Who cares? The problem I have is with the idea of being a fly on a plane. Lots of people looking to swat. And if anything goes wrong, how do we demorph on a plane?"


  "You want to cancel out?"


  I thought about it for a minute. Out on the runway, a 747 was rumbling down the tarmac, picking up speed for a takeoff. "Nah. I guess it'll be okay. It's a risk, but it's worth it."


  Marco smiled. An actual, nonmocking smile, which is rare for him. "I remember back when you didn't want to have to make all the big decisions."


  "I still don't want to make them," I said. "But someone has to, right?"


  "Yep." He nodded.


  "I just want to get back to a life someday where I don't have to make decisions that might get people killed."


  "Do you?" Now Marco's smile was definitely of the mocking variety. "You really think someday we can all go back to being regular kids? You think after being the leader of the Animorphs you can go back to being Joe Average Student?"


  "Yes, I do." I said it forcefully. I meant it.


  "Uh-huh," Marco said dryly. "Come on, let's round up the others." He squinted to see the board announcing flight departures. "Let's catch the United flight. It leaves soonest. We have fifteen minutes. Gate nineteen."


  "Is there a movie on the flight?" I asked, trying to catch Marco's casual tone.


  "On a one-hour-and-thirty-minute flight? More like an in-flight cartoon."


  We found the others, drifting from Cassie and Rachel to Tobias and Ax. We explained the plan. It was Tobias who asked the question I had overlooked.


  "How are we going to find gate nineteen when we're in fly morph? How good are fly eyes?"


  Tobias had never morphed a fly before. He'd just acquired the DNA earlier that morning.


  "Pretty bad, actually," I admitted. "Compound eyes."


  "The sense of smell is good, though," Marco said. "I mean, flies can sense poop or garbage from a long way off."


  I looked at Marco. He looked at me.


  "Oh, puh-leeze," Marco said. "Where would we find it? And what would we do with it? Hand it to the flight attendant at the gate? Tell him, 'Hang onto this for us. We'll be right back as flies'?"


  A plane was disgorging passengers from a nearby gate. The people all looked tired and annoyed. Some smiled for the relatives and friends who were picking them up. But I guess it must have been a long flight, because some of the people had pressure marks on the sides of their faces. You know, like they'd been sleeping with their heads leaned against the windows of the plane.


  Then there was the mother and father with their baby. The baby was squalling and squirming in its mother's arms.


  They stopped just a few feet away.


  "He needs to be changed," the mother said.


  "Whose turn is it?" the father asked.


  The mother handed the baby to him and he groaned. "Please let it just be number one."


  "I don't think so," the mother said. "I think you're getting a full load."


  I turned to Marco, Tobias, and Ax. "Okay, we need a volunteer for a very hazardous and disgusting mission. Someone has to get that diaper."


  It turned out the volunteer was me. Ax couldn't even understand the basic concept. Which left three of us. We did rock, paper, scissors. Whoever didn't match the others was the volunteer.


  Tobias and Marco took paper. I did rock.


  I swear somehow or other they cheated.


  Two minutes later I had an absolutely vile Huggies wrapped in a couple of paper towels.


  "I don't suppose you want this," I said, offering it to Marco.


  "What is it?" Ax wondered.


  "A diaper," I said. "Baby poop."


  "Diaper gravy," Marco said. "We're going to use the diaper gravy to guide our flight as flies."


  "I don't understand."


  I sighed. "This would be one of those things I really don't want to explain, Ax," I said. I carried the diaper toward gate nineteen. I stuffed it into a large, standing ashtray and returned to the others. "That should do it. Let's get back with Cassie and Rachel."


  "See, now this is why we aren't Batman or Spiderman," Marco complained. "Spiderman never has to follow the trail of baby poop."


  "Who is this spider man?" Ax asked.


  Chapter 5


  



  We went to a men's room to morph. Cassie and Rachel went to a ladies' room. I guess there are times when we Animorphs just can't work as a team.


  "We could all fit together in the handicapped stall," Marco suggested.


  "You're not supposed to do that," I said. "Let's just each get our own stall."


  But that was easier said than done. There were a lot of flights coming and going. The men's room was busy. The best we could do was get two stalls.


  "Oh, this doesn't look too weird," Tobias muttered as he and I entered a stall together.


  "Wait a few seconds. Things will be quite a bit weirder," I told him.


  We closed and latched the door. We stripped off our outer clothing and shoes and stuffed it all into a backpack we'd brought along. We set the bag behind the toilet. You can't morph street clothes or shoes, just something form-fitting. Like the bike shorts and T-shirt I was wearing. If we were lucky we'd get our clothes back later at the lost and found. If not . . . well, we lose a lot of clothing.


  "Fly morph, huh?" Tobias whispered.


  "Yep."


  "Is it as gross as I think it will be?"


  "No. It's much, much grosser."


  Tobias made a face. Then he started morphing. But not into a fly. See, when you morph you can only do it from your natural shape. Strange as it may seem, Tobias's natural shape is now that of a red-tailed hawk.


  So as I waited nervously, Tobias grew feathers and wings and talons and a beak. And in the next stall Ax grew a scorpion tail, two stalk eyes, and four hooved legs.


  "Ready?" I whispered to Marco.


  "Yeah. Let's do it. It's crowded in here."


  I looked at Tobias. Funny how even I was used to the idea that the real Tobias was the Tobias with the fierce gold-and-brown eyes and the beak designed to tear apart flesh.


  "Ready?"


  <Yeah. I'm as ready as I'll ever be.>


  "You might like it," I said. "You should see how well flies fly."


  <I fly better than anything else with wings already,> he said. <Okay. Let's get this over with.>


  I closed my eyes and began to focus on the fly morph. The truth is, it made me feel better to have Tobias nervous. It distracted me from the fact that morphing a fly made me sick.


  There may be something more disgusting than a fly, but I sure haven't become it yet.


  The first change was that I began to shrink.


  The steel walls of the bathroom stall seemed to rise up and up and up. They grew to be the size of skyscrapers. Graffiti that had been in inch-high letters was now big enough to fill a billboard.


  When I looked down I got a real scare. It looked exactly as if I were falling into the toilet bowl. That toilet bowl got bigger and bigger and seemed to be sprouting up from the floor like it was a big mouth trying to swallow me whole.


  I saw the toilet paper dispenser go zipping by. One minute it was below waist level, the next minute it took off, straight up. It was an odd thing to see.


  The linoleum squares grew vast. The scraps of tissue on the floor became bedsheets. A piece of chewed gum became a big, pink boulder.


  But shrinking was the easy part. The other changes were infinitely worse. For one thing, there's the fact that your nose and mouth sort of melt together and grow into this insanely long, hairy, sticky, spit-dribbling thing the books call "mouth parts."


  <AAAAAHHHH! Jeez!> Tobias yelled in thought-speak.


  His own beak had just sprouted into the long, spring-loaded, utterly nasty-looking mouth parts. It was not a pretty thing to watch.


  Sprooot! Two big legs sort of burst out of my chest. You know how in the movie Alien the alien baby exploded out of that guy's chest? It was a little like that. Only instead of some fake-looking puppet, these were two long, black, jointed legs, each bristling with daggerlike hairs.


  Morphing is never totally logical. It isn't a smooth transition. It's not like each part of you gets gradually more flylike. Things happen suddenly, and in unexpected sequences. I was still about a foot tall when the legs pushed out through my ribs. I still had human eyes and a mostly human body. Aside from the monstrous mouth parts.


  "Hey, anyone in there?"


  I heard the voice. And I heard the way the door of the stall rattled. But I couldn't answer. I didn't have a mouth.


  <Someone's trying to get in!> Tobias said.


  <I know!>


  <What do we do?>


  <Keep morphing. It's too late to back out now.>


  "Hey, is anyone in there? I gotta go bad."


  My hands had become the appendages of a fly. There were two hooked, talonlike claws and small, hairy pads that oozed a kind of glue. I could hear my internal organs going soft and squishy as entire things like a liver and spleen and kidneys were re-formed to make the infinitely more primitive guts of a fly.


  My bones were weakening so that my still-mostly-human legs were getting wobbly, turning to overcooked spaghetti.


  At this point I was about the size of a small dog. I had fly legs but no wings. I had human eyes and massive fly mouth parts. Tobias was a similar mess. And that's when the guy who had to go bad reached over the stall door and undid the lock.


  The door opened. There wasn't anything I could do.


  "Oh. Ohhh. OOHHH! Oh, No! NOOOO! NOOOOOO! AAAAAHHHH!"


  The man stood there and stared.


  I waved one dagger-haired, clawed leg at him.


  "AAAAHHHHH! Help! Help! Help!"


  The door slammed shut again.


  <Quick! We better be flies before he brings help!>


  "Help me! Police! Someone!"


  I continued shrinking, and now I noticed my gossamer fly wings coming in, attached to big springlike muscles in my back.


  "There are monsters in the toilets!"


  <What's going on over there?> Marco demanded from the next stall over.


  <We're busted,> I said. <Make it quick.>


  My human eyes dimmed, then went dark. Seconds passed in total blindness as my compound fly eyes grew. Then, all at once, I saw a world of shattered images, like a thousand tiny television sets all tuned to a slightly different picture.


  <By the way, Tobias, watch out for the fly instincts,> I warned.


  In my weird field of vision I saw something black and blurry go zipping by. Another fly. Tobias?


  <Tobias, is that you flying?>


  Rumble, rumble, rumble, rumble, RUMBLE, RUMBLE.


  Thunderous pounding vibrations distracted me. Many heavy feet were running toward me.


  WHAM! The door of the stall opened. I felt the wind whoosh past overhead. It excited the hairs on my back. My antennae quivered madly.


  Danger!


  I pushed off with my six legs, turned on my fly wings, and blasted up off the dirty linoleum.


  <We're airborne over here,> Marco reported.


  "They were here, I'm telling you. Monsters! Like . . . like weird, mutated things!"


  "Sir, just how many drinks did you have on your flight?"


  <Tobias,> I called. <Are you okay? Tobias!>


  There was no answer.


  I zoomed crazily around, zipping past the Statue-of-Liberty-sized humans. My senses were picking up about a hundred interesting smells: rot, sweat, filth, garbage. All of which were fascinating to my fly brain.


  But I still did not see Tobias.


  Chapter 6


  



  <Tobias! Where are you? The fly brain has you. Fight it!>


  <Yo, Tobias,> Marco said. <Come on, get a grip. We don't have a lot of time.>


  <Tobias! It's me, Aximili. Reassert your individual consciousness.>


  <Say what?> Marco laughed. <Reassert his what?>


  Then there came a shaky, uncertain thought-speak voice. <Uh, hello? It's me. I mean, it's me, Tobias.>


  I was inscribing crazed fly circles around the bathroom. I did a quick somersault and landed upside down on the ceiling. My claws gripped tiny irregularities in the paint. And the sticky pads on my feet did the rest.


  <Tobias? Where are you? Are you okay?>


  <I guess I kind of lost it there for a minute.>


  <Well, that happens sometimes with a new morph. You know, until you get used to the animal's instincts.>


  <Yeah,> Marco said. <But then you can "reassert your individual consciousness.">


  <Tobias, where are you?>


  <Well . . . it's smooth. Um, it was different when I first landed here. It was smooth and white. Wet, though. There's dampness on the surface. And I think there's a big lake or something below me.>


  <Are you right side up or what?>


  <I'm sideways. I'm sideways on a smooth, damp surface I think was white. And there's a big lake below me.>


  We all considered that description for a moment.


  <Oh, man!> Marco yelled. <Tobias, you're in a toilet!>


  <Tobias, get out of there before someone flushes,> I said, stifling the urge to laugh.


  <I'm . . . remember how I said it was different when I first landed here? It was light. Now it's dark.>


  We all considered this new information for a moment.


  <Uh, guh-ROSS!> Marco said, half-laughing, half-scared.


  <Tobias, I think the reason it got dark is that someone sat down.>


  <Wait. You're saying I'm in a toilet bowl. And someone sat down. But then . . . oh, man.>


  <Caution: falling objects,> Marco said.


  <What does all this mean?> Ax wondered.


  <Tobias, I think for the sake of safety, and also for the sake of avoiding something way too gross to even think about, you need to get out of there.>


  <How? How? The exit is blocked, to say the least!>


  <Try the space between the toilet seat and the porcelain.>


  <Oh.>


  <Look for the light. There will be some light shining through,> I said.


  <Go into the light,> Marco said.


  <Get out of there!>


  <The space! I found the space!>


  <I am completely confused,> Ax confessed.


  <Okay, I'm out,> Tobias said. <This so totally sucks. I'm starting to wish the Ellimist had never given me back my morphing powers.>


  <It's the glamorous life of a superhero,> Marco said.


  <Speaking of glamour, we need to find the gate and get on that plane,> I reminded everyone. <Rachel and Cassie are probably already there.>


  <I can find the door from the air currents,> Tobias said.


  <Yeah. Fly against the influx of air. That should get us out into the terminal. Then all we have to do is pick up the scent of that diaper and follow it to the gate.>


  <Hey, Tobias can lead the way,> Marco said brightly. <He sort of has experience at that kind of thing.>


  <Oh, shut up,> Tobias grumbled.


  <Will you explain what has been going on?> Ax asked.


  <When you get older maybe,> Marco said.
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  I wasn't lying when I'd told Tobias that flying as a fly is cool. I mean, in some ways it's bad because you can't see very well, so you don't get to look around while you're flying.


  But nothing flies like a fly. Compared to a fly, any bird is a big, lumbering, clumsy whale. Flies can fly straight up. Straight down. They can turn in less than the blink of an eye. And I'm talking a full, one-hundred-eighty-degree turn in midair, no problem. They can fly on their sides and upside down. They can do loops and figure eights. They can fly figure eights inside a small juice glass.


  And unlike birds, flies can land on anything. Anything. Horizontal, vertical, rough, smooth, wet, dry, still or moving, living or not.


  They are very amazing insects. Very gross, very amazing insects.


  <Okay, this is cool,> Tobias said. <Once you get past the fact that your own body makes you want to throw up.>


  <Marco feels that way in his human body,> Rachel said gleefully.


  We had located Cassie and Rachel in the air near the dirty diaper.


  <Oooh. Don't hurt me with the chakram of your wit, Xena,> Marco said.


  <Huh?>


  <Chakram,> Marco said, like any idiot should know the word. <It's the metal Frisbee thing Xena throws. What, are you people cultural morons?>


  Marco loves to tease Rachel by calling her Xena: Warrior Princess. Which isn't a bad comparison, aside from the fact that Rachel doesn't wear a leather skirt.


  Marco and Rachel have a strange sort of relationship. I haven't figured out whether they pretend they can't stand each other but secretly like and admire each other, or if they really just can't stand each other. I'm not good at understanding subtle human behavior. I kind of rely on Cassie for that.


  <So what now?> Tobias asked.


  <Now we get on the plane,> I said. <But look. Everyone be very careful. Use those fly instincts: Something moves toward you, get out of the way.>


  <I can more or less see the gate,> Cassie said. <No, wait, I think it may be the window. That's the problem: The gate doesn't have enough contrast between light and dark for us to see it clearly.>


  <Get close to a person. Stay with that person till you're in the walkway. We can figure it out from there.>


  I saw a human head below me. Zoomed down toward it. No! I pulled back. The guy was bald. He'd probably have felt me land. There! A woman with big hair. Excellent. I landed on hairs like starched anchor cables. I could feel the breeze blowing past as we moved slowly forward.


  The quality of the light changed and the sounds I heard seemed to echo. We were in the access tunnel. Then, a voice saying, "Hello, welcome aboard!"


  I was aboard the jet. <Everyone here?> I asked. They were. I breathed a sigh of relief. Actually, that's just an expression. I had no lungs.


  I landed on the overhead. It was perforated plastic. Lots of holes in what looked like a circular pattern. I straddled one of the holes and looked down at the people getting into their seats.


  <Ax, keep track of the time, okay?>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  <You know I don't want you to call me Prince Jake. I am not a prince.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake, I know.>


  <Good, as long as we're clear on that.>


  We waited. And we waited. And Ax counted off the minutes. Andalites have a natural ability to keep track of time. It had been fifteen minutes since we'd morphed in the men's room.


  Finally, I felt the deep, disturbing vibrations from the engines go higher and higher. I realized I was resting on the cover for a speaker when the flight attendant announced everyone should put on seat belts. The sound nearly blew me off my perch.


  I zipped around aimlessly for a minute before coming to rest on the latch of an overhead luggage rack.


  <How's everyone doing?> I asked.


  <Twenty minutes have elapsed,> Ax said.


  <And how long is this flight, Marco?>


  <An hour and thirty minutes. That leaves us fifteen minutes to get off the plane at the other end and demorph.>


  <That's a bit tight,> Rachel observed.


  <Yeah.>


  There wasn't a lot to do as the plane rumbled down the runway and rose into the air. The flight was basically boring. Until they served the meal.


  Oh, man, you have no idea how much my fly body wanted to go down and land on that Salisbury steak and splash around in the gravy.


  But that would have been suicidal.


  <You know, airline food tastes much better this way,> Marco said.


  <WHAT?>


  <Relax, it's a meal some guy already ate. I'm in the leftovers.>


  <WHAT?>


  "Excuse me, miss, but there seem to be a lot of flies on this plane."


  I heard the voice and it was like the announcement that calls you to the principal's office. It scared me.


  <Did everyone hear that?>


  <Hear what?> Tobias asked. <Everyone's talking. The whole plane is ->


  <Someone just complained about the flies. About us.>


  "I'll see what I can do, sir," a second voice answered.


  <They're going to see what they can do!>


  "I'd appreciate that. See, I am on the board of directors of this airline, and I just saw a fly land in my Salisbury steak."


  <Marco!>


  "Yes, sir! I'll take care of it!"


  <Ax! How much time till we land?>


  <Ten Minutes.>


  <Okay. Everyone toward the back of the plane! Get out of first class!>


  We took off, six suddenly active flies. We zoomed toward the back. We zoomed crazily along the ceiling. We zoomed through the curtain that separates first class from the normal people. I figured we were safe. Then . . .


  Disturbance!


  I felt the air roil as a huge object came flying toward me.


  I stopped, turned, and shot away to my right just as five fingers the size of redwoods swept past, raising a tornado in their wake.


  I landed on the overhead and tried to calm my nerves.


  <Man, that was close,> I muttered. <Everyone still okay? How much time do we have, Ax?>


  I never heard his answer. I felt a hand coming toward me again. I sprang off the ceiling, buzzed my wings, dodged . . . and was hit by the second hand. The one that had been waiting for me.


  <Aaaahhhh!> The hand caught me! I was pressed back against a wall of flesh. It was like being swept along by a broom. I buzzed my wings, but then I realized one wing was damaged. I couldn't get away.


  I saw the wall coming toward me. It was a thousand tiny images of doom in my compound eyes. And there was nothing I could do. It was one of those nightmares where you see something terrible about to happen, but you can't move or even cry out.


  WHAAAM!


  It hit. I felt the massive hand press violently down on me.


  I had been swatted.
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  I was in the crack of the hand's lifeline. And because of that tiny indentation, I had not died.


  But I was shattered.


  My left wing was gone, ripped away. My right wing barely moved. I was blind in my right eye.


  Four of my legs were broken. But by far the worst was that my body, my green-black body, had burst open.


  But there was no pain. No pain. Just terror.


  <Aaaahhh! Aaaahhh! Aaaahhh!>


  <Jake! What happened?> Cassie cried.


  <Jake, what's the matter?>


  <I . . . I got hit.>


  <Are you okay?> Tobias asked.


  <No. I'm busted up pretty bad. I can't fly. I can't move. I'm like, stuck. Stuck to the ceiling.>


  <Oh, my God,> Cassie gasped.


  <He'll be okay if he demorphs,> Marco said.


  <How is he going to demorph?> Tobias demanded. <He's squished on the ceiling. He demorphs, it'll be right in front of a whole planeload of people.>


  "The captain has turned on the seat belt sign. We are beginning our descent."


  <Guys . . . I feel like maybe I'm getting weak,> I said. <Woozy. My guts are all over the place. I think I may be dying.>


  <Demorph!> Cassie yelled.


  <He can't!> Marco said. <He'll be seen. There are probably Controllers on this plane!>


  <I don't care. It's Jake. I'm not going to let him die!>


  My mind started wandering at that point. Like I couldn't quite focus. I heard them arguing in my head. Voices . . . voices . . .


  <Jake! Are you still with us?> someone demanded. I think maybe it was Tobias.


  <Yeah. Uh-huh.>


  <He is dying,> Cassie snapped. <Wait! I have an idea.>


  Good old Cassie, I thought. Good old Cassie. She was so pretty. She didn't think she was, but she was. Yeah. I remember back when I first met her . . . And Rachel was there. School? No, it was . . . it was . . .


  Suddenly, monsters all around me. I saw them loom over me, hover in the air, then land. They had huge, bulging eyes that kind of sparkled from all the tiny facets. They had hideous faces with these long, vile tubes coming out, like tongues that could suck. Their wings were gossamer.


  They grabbed me with their clawed feet.


  <Oh, poor Jake,> a voice cried desperately.


  <Do we . . . do we scoop up the guts or what?>


  <Just hurry!>


  <Jake! Hang in there, man. Hang in there, man. Don't go away on us.>


  <Jake, hold on. Hold on, we'll save you.>


  And then a horrible jolt.


  <Ahhh! Oh, man. The leg I was holding just came off!>


  <I can't hold on! Too much turbulence from everyone's wings beating at once!>


  <Don't you let him go! Don't let him go!>


  I floated through the air. I was kind of serene now. Kind of peaceful. Although when I realized half my body was gone, I felt concern. But it was a faraway concern. Like I was worried about something I was watching on TV. Not something that was happening to me.


  <Okay, okay. It's the bathroom. Jake! Demorph!>


  <Come on, Jake, back to human now.>


  What were they all yelling about? Yelling and yelling and bugging me.


  <Jake, this is Cassie. Listen to me. You have to demorph. You have to do it now.>


  Cassie. Oh, yeah. Her. I liked her.


  <Jake, do it! Do it now! Right now! Become human.>


  Human?


  Sure. Why not?


  <There he goes!>


  I began to change. And as I began to change, I became stronger. I felt life flow back into me. A human being began to form, dictated by the patterns of my DNA. Submicroscopic codes, making a human being the way words made a book.


  The world swirled around me. Hazy images became clearer. I was in a tiny room. A very tiny room. An airplane bathroom.


  I caught my reflection in the mirror as a shattered fly face melted and surged and warped to become a human face.


  <Are you okay?> Rachel asked anxiously.


  I worked my jaw. "Yeah," I said. "I guess so."


  There were flies in the bathroom with me. And you know what's weird? My first impulse was to swat them.
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  Fortunately, no one seemed to notice that I hadn't been on the plane before I emerged from the bathroom. We were landing, so I guess the flight attendants were distracted.


  Probably they noticed that I had no shoes and was dressed in a very odd fashion choice of bike pants and T-shirt. But, like I said, it was the end of the flight. They probably just wanted to land and go home.


  We made it off the plane with about five minutes to spare. One shaken-up boy and five very impatient flies.


  They morphed in the bathrooms. I sat on a black plastic chair and held my head in my hands and tried to stop my fingers from shaking.


  After a while I noticed Cassie sitting down in the chair beside me. She didn't say anything. She just put her arm around me and hugged me as well as she could while sitting.


  I closed my eyes and let her hug me. And after a while I felt my hands shake a little less. My insides were still queasy, like I might need to throw up. But I stopped shaking.


  "That was bad," Cassie said.


  "Oh, yeah. That was bad. But I'm okay. No big deal."


  Cassie nodded and let me go. "Yeah, right. Jake, it's okay to be scared."


  "No, no, I'm fine," I said. I stood up, but my knees almost gave way. I reached back for the armrest of the chair. And then I pushed myself up more slowly.


  Rachel had gone to the Western Union office. We needed clothing and it turns out you can send money by wire and pick it up by supplying a code word. Rachel went to pick up the money and get us something approaching shoes at an airport shop. Now you know where our allowances go.


  The others were just coming out of the men's room. It had taken them longer, since Tobias and Ax both had an extra morph to do to get human.


  "You okay, man?" Marco asked me.


  I put on a sheepish grin. "Better than I was," I said. "I like having my guts inside me, as opposed to having them smeared all over."


  "Yeah, guts should not see daylight," Tobias agreed.


  "Okay, that was exciting, but now we're here," I pointed out briskly. "We have a job to do. Let's get on with it. Marco? What's the plan?"


  "We catch a bus from here to downtown. That's where the WAA Building is. We bust in, enter the computers, get the information we want, get back here, and catch a plane home."


  "That's supposed to be the safe, easy part, taking the plane," Rachel said. "Let's hope the WAA offices aren't as dangerous as the stupid plane."


  "Hey, we'll take a different airline home," Marco said. "We'll get one that likes and appreciates flies."


  I tried to laugh, but I don't know if it sounded right. I hadn't thought yet about getting home.


  I was sure of one thing, though. I didn't want to go as a fly.


  We took the bus downtown. We got out, asked directions from a nun who, oddly enough, knew which was the Web Access America office. It was a few blocks away.


  We stopped on the way at a Taco Bell. It was cheap enough for us to afford. And it kind of lightened my mood a little when Ax went nuts and started sucking up packets of hot sauce.


  The manager kicked us out.


  "You kids stay out of here. Buy your crazy friend a bottle of Tabasco if he needs it!"


  "What is Tabasco? Tuh-bah-sco. Sco. Is it tasty and full of flavor?" Ax wondered as he headed on down the sidewalk, carrying our bags of tacos and burritos.


  "Yeah, you'd probably like it," Rachel said.


  The WAA Building was one of those medium-sized buildings, maybe twenty floors high and not all that modern. We loitered around outside, trying to figure out what to do next. And that's when a bus pulled up and a bunch of old people started climbing out.


  Someone came out of the WAA Building with a big smile and shook the hand of the bus group's leader.


  "You folks are right on time. If you're ready, we can begin the tour immediately."


  We all looked at each other. "They have tours?" Tobias said.


  "Guess so. I guess we might as well tag along."


  We fell into step at the back of the group. None of the old people seemed to mind. Basically, I think kids are kind of invisible to old people unless they are their grandkids, or they're being rude.


  We were polite and quiet, and no one said a thing.


  "As you may already know, Web Access America is the largest online service in America, with over nine million subscribers," the guide said.


  "Well, this was easy," Marco whispered to me.


  "We're not anywhere yet," I pointed out.


  "Now we'll start by showing you our 'command center.' This is where we monitor the ebb and flow of traffic across our entire system."


  Marco grinned. "Like taking candy from a baby."


  We traveled up elevators, and down a hallway decorated with portraits of guys who I guess were the owners of WAA. I only recognized one. The guide stopped by the oversized oil painting in the gold frame.


  "And this is our founder, Joe Bob Fenestre. Later we'll show a short, entertaining film about the fascinating life of Mr. Fenestre."


  Marco raised his hands and made a bowing motion, like he was saying prayers to Joe Bob Fenestre. Rachel yanked his shirt.


  "Hey, the idea is not to attract attention, genius."


  "I'm sorry," Marco said. He pretended to wipe away a tear. "This is Joe Bob Fenestre. I love Joe Bob. I admire Joe Bob. I want to be Joe Bob."


  "I didn't know you were all that interested in computers," Cassie said. "I mean, I knew you liked playing around with them, but-"


  Marco waved a hand dismissively. "It's not about computers. Who cares about computers?"


  "Well, isn't that the big thing with Mr. Fenestre?"


  Marco shook his head, like Cassie had said something insane, and walked away.


  Cassie looked at me.


  "Joe Bob Fenestre is the second wealthiest man in the world, Cassie," I said. "I think that's what Marco cares about more than computers. Hey, Marco?"


  "What?"


  "How much is Fenestre worth?"


  "Mr. Fenestre is worth twenty-four point nine billion dollars. That's billion. What a 'b.' As in billion."


  "Is that a lot of dollars?" Ax asked.


  "You could buy all the Tabasco sauce in the world with it, Ax. All the Tabasco in the entire world, and have enough left over to buy your own small country."


  We turned a corner, and there, through the glass, we saw the command center. It looked like ground control at NASA. Row after row of men and women sitting at computer consoles.


  We dropped back from the tour group so we could talk privately.


  "Okay, there it is," I said. "Now how do we get in?"
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  "How do we get in?" Rachel asked. "It's daytime. There are people around. This isn't how we usually do things. It's usually night."


  I glanced around. The tour group was moving off. Pretty soon someone would notice us hanging around. People were coming and going from the command center down below. But it was awfully hard to imagine what kind of animal morph we could use to sneak in there and work a computer keyboard without being noticed.


  I was puzzled. And no one else seemed to have any brilliant suggestions, either. I looked at Marco. He shrugged. I looked at Rachel.


  Rachel said, "We could create a distraction. Set the place on fire, then when everyone runs . . ."


  "Rachel, these are nice, normal, innocent people, not Controllers, as far as we know," I pointed out. "We can't go around terrifying and endangering normal people."


  She nodded like she understood. I'm pretty sure she actually did.


  Then it popped into my head. "That's the morph: nice, normal people."


  "What?"


  "We acquire DNA from some of the people who work here. We morph them and walk right in." As soon as the words were out of my mouth I thought, Wow, there's something not really right about this.


  Cassie looked pained. "Wow, there's something not really right about that."


  "I think it's brilliant," Marco said. "Possibly immoral, but brilliant."


  "Humans are the animals that are native to this particular environment," Ax pointed out.


  "We like to think of ourselves as more than animals," Rachel pointed out.


  "Why?"


  She shrugged. "I don't know. We just do. Or at least as the best animals around."


  "The best?" Ax echoed. "How do you define best?"


  "We alone of all the animals have the ability to create TV shows," Marco said. "Why are we yapping about this? What's the big deal? Ax's human morph is made up of bits of DNA from all of us. What's the difference?"


  "We consented," Cassie said. "We gave permission."


  "Who cares, as long as it works?" Rachel said.


  "How are we different from Yeerks, then?" This came from a surprise source: Marco. Was he arguing both sides, or had he changed his mind?


  "We aren't taking over their minds," Rachel said. "We'd simply be using their DNA. No different from any other animal."


  Everyone looked at me. Like I was supposed to quickly decide a big moral issue in a hallway in two minutes. What was I supposed to do? We were in a war. What was the big deal about doing something that made us uncomfortable?


  I shook my head. "The whole reason we're fighting is to keep people free," I said. "If we start violating that and using people's DNA without permission, we may not be as bad as the Yeerks. But we're heading down that same path. We have to find another way."


  Cassie looked at me like she was proud of me, which just made me want to blush.


  "So how do we do what we came here to do, oh fearless leader?" Rachel asked.


  "We go with a distraction. But we don't start a fire or endanger anyone. We just give them something to look at that is so fascinating and weird and impossible to ignore that they won't be watching what happens behind them. Ax and Marco are the computer brains. They go in. Ax as human, and Marco as himself."


  "So Marco won't be human?" Rachel asked quickly, then laughed at her own joke.


  "That was a good one," Marco complimented her. "Fast, too."


  "Thank you."


  I took a deep breath. "Ax and Marco go inside. The rest of us put on a show that no one will be able to ignore, then we haul butt out of here."
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  We ducked into a small janitor's closet to prepare. Ax and Marco quickly headed down the stairs and around to the entrance to the command center.


  <Everyone ready?> I asked.


  <Yes. But I just want to say this is totally undignified,> Rachel complained.


  <Do you have your mop?>


  <Yes, I have my mop,> she sneered.


  <Cassie? You ready?>


  <Yes. But we can't lose these shoes. We don't have any more money.>


  We had tied the laces of our shoes together, and now we looped them over our necks. All but Tobias, of course. I would grab his later.


  <Everyone ready?> I asked. They were. <Okay, let's go!>


  <Just one slight problem, Jake,> Rachel pointed out. <Who's going to open the door of this closet?>


  We had morphed. Rachel was now a monstrously huge grizzly bear standing up on her hind legs. She was between seven and eight feet tall, with claws like the teeth of an iron rake and shaggy, rough, brown fur.


  I had gone into my tiger morph. We'd deliberately chosen big, frightening animals no one was likely to try and mess with. We wanted people to watch us, but not try and grab us.


  Tobias had become himself once more. A red-tailed hawk.


  And Cassie had become the most frightening animal of us all: a skunk.


  But none of us had hands that could open the closet door.


  <Rachel? Why don't you just open it?>


  <Cool.> She drew back her upper body, swayed back on her feet, and then thrust forward, slamming one side-of-beef-sized shoulder into the door.


  CRRRUNCH-SLAM!


  <There. Now it's open.>


  We trotted calmly out into the hall and crossed to the glass observation window that looked down on the command center. We looked down at the WAA employees at their computer consoles.


  <No one's watching us,> Tobias complained. He was sitting on Rachel's head. <They haven't noticed us.>


  <I can take care of that,> I said.


  A tiger's roar can be heard for miles. Literally. Up close and personal, it is a sound you never want to hear unless there are some big, thick steel bars separating you from the tiger.


  It is loud. And it's loud in a way that punches every button in a human being's instincts. I've seen that roar make brave men fall down. It turns their knees to Jell-O.


  I sucked in a deep breath, and I cut loose.


  RRRROOOOOAAAAARRRR!


  <Now they've noticed us,> Tobias said.


  Fifty or sixty sets of eyes had swiveled at once to stare up at us. And what they saw kept them watching. Rachel, huge, terrifying, powerful Rachel, was calmly mopping the floor, swinging the mop back and forth like a professional.


  I was helping. I had the mop bucket in my teeth.


  Tobias fluttered around us in a circle, shrieking madly.


  TSEEEER! TSEEEER! TSEEEER!


  Absolutely no one noticed when Marco and Ax entered the back of the command center and calmly sat down at a computer console. No need even for a code word to get access. The machine had been left on by the person who'd been operating it. That person was staring up at us, eyes wide, mouth even wider.


  With my acute tiger's hearing I could hear through the glass.


  "Is that a bear?"


  "Yeah."


  "Is it mopping the floor?"


  "Uh-huh."


  "Have we gone nuts?"


  "I'm not nuts. It's the bear who's nuts. That's carpeted up there."


  "Why does it have sneakers around its neck?"


  A few people screamed. A few ran. Most just stared as we cavorted around, having a fine time.


  <Marco winked,> Tobias reported. <They must be doing okay.>


  <Two more minutes, then we get out of here before someone down there thinks to call in security,> I said.


  <Too late,> Cassie reported. <Here they come! Two guys with handguns.>


  <Oh, man. Okay. We'll try and scare them off first.>


  Two men in gray uniforms came racing around the corner into view. They had guns drawn. They didn't even notice Cassie, they just stared in horror and confusion at the lunatic scene of a hawk, a bear, and a tiger, all seemingly involved in mopping a carpeted floor.


  I set the bucket down.


  RRRRROOOOOAAAAARRRR!


  One of the men dropped his gun, turned around, and ran. "Ya-ah-ah-ah!"


  The other one was shaking, but he held on.


  "Y-y-you animals g-get out of here. You're not a-a-a-authorized to be here!"


  <You have to admire the guy,> Rachel said. <He must know that little popgun wouldn't stop either of us for a minute.>


  <Yeah, well, it would stop me,> Tobias said darkly. <I'm just a birdie.>


  "D-d-don't make me shoot!"


  <Okay, Cassie,> I said. <I hate to do it, but take him out before he decides to shoot.>


  Cassie turned her back to the guard. She raised her black-and-white tail. She turned her cute little face to look back over her shoulder. Then she dropped the tip of her tail.


  If you ever see a skunk go through that sequence, leave. Leave, go far away, don't look back. The guard didn't know that.


  <Fire,> I told Cassie.


  She fired.


  The guard, who had stood up to a grizzly bear and a tiger, either of which could have turned him into raw hamburger, had had enough. No one, but no one, can be brave when he's been hosed by a skunk.


  "Aaaaarrrggghhh!" He dropped the gun and ran.


  <Okay, now let's bail!> I said.


  <That was kind of fun,> Rachel said.


  We ran, dragging our cheap tennis shoes along. We spotted an elevator. Tobias flew over and punched the button with his beak. People looked out of doorways at us. We roared and they went back inside.


  The elevator door slid open. There was an executive and a bike messenger on it. They decided to get off when we crowded into the elevator.


  Rachel jabbed a claw at the button for the lobby. And by the time we got there, the only people on the elevator were four kids wearing tight clothes and cheap shoes.


  Heavily armed city cops dressed in SWAT team black were marching into the lobby carrying automatic weapons. Marco and Ax were already standing in a corner, acting like fascinated observers.


  "Did you kids see a bear?" one cop asked.


  "Yeah, right." Rachel laughed. "A bear."


  We hooked up with Marco and Ax and went outside. I breathed a sigh of relief. "How'd it go?"


  "We had no difficulties, Prince Jake," Ax said.


  "Yeah, no problem," Marco said. But he looked concerned. Maybe a little sick.


  "So, what's the matter?"


  He shrugged. "No biggie. Once we got into the system it was a breeze. We had plenty of time. So I figured why not check out one or two extra screen names."


  "Not exactly the reason we were there," Tobias said.


  "This girl whose screen name is PrtyGirl802. She like sends me these very flirty kind of E-mails and IM messages. You know. Like she likes me and all."


  "So you found out who she is?" Cassie asked. "That's not very nice."


  "Yeah, no kidding it wasn't nice. I found out my online girlfriend PrtyGirl802 is actually a seventy-three-year-old retired postal worker."
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  We had to memorize the list of names we'd gotten. There was no way to carry them. For the most part the names meant nothing to us. They were just names. And I'll only use the first names.


  Except for the one name that really stuck out.


  Joe Bob Fenestre. "Fitey777" was, in reality, the billionaire owner of Web Access America.


  "No way," Marco said. "That guy hangs out in chat rooms? If I were him, I'd spend my day rolling around in big stacks of hundred-dollar bills, paying Michael Jordan to come over and teach me how to improve my three-point shot -"


  "You have no three-point shot, Marco," I pointed out.


  "- and having the female cast members of Baywatch apply suntan oil to my muscular body."


  "So you'd have bought some muscles, too, huh?" Rachel said. "Didn't know you could do that."


  "When you count your money in billions you can buy anything," Marco said. "Including happiness. Assuming that your idea of happiness involves a private jet, supermodels, and your own Papa John's pizza restaurant down in the basement."


  "Be sure and leave your brain to science when you die, Marco," Rachel said. "After all, they're the ones with the microscopes it'd take to find it."


  I laughed. Marco cocked an eyebrow at me, like I'd betrayed him.


  I shrugged. "Sorry, but that round goes to Rachel."


  We had taken the bus back to the airport. We were feeling pleased that we'd accomplished our mission. But I was worried about getting home. I did not want to go back aboard that plane in fly morph. But I didn't know how else to do it.


  I was scared. Just that simple: I was scared.


  But I was also scared of letting the others know I was scared. Weird, huh? Scared and scared of people thinking you're scared?


  I was trembling by the time we got inside the airport. I don't know if anyone noticed. I couldn't see myself trembling, I could only feel it. It was like when you have a fever and you get chills that make your stomach muscles shake violently and make you want to curl up in a ball and pile covers five feet high all over your body.


  The others kept chattering away. And I kept adding a word here or a smile there. You know, so no one would think anything was wrong. But I was sweating. I used my sleeve to wipe my forehead and the sleeve came away as wet as if I'd dipped it into a sink.


  "You know, maybe we should try some other morph on the way home," Cassie said nonchalantly.


  Ah. So at least one person had noticed. Cassie. She was trying to give me a way out. Without embarrassing me.


  "Why?" Ax asked.


  "I don't know," Cassie said, with just a hint of tension in the way she kept her mouth tight. "It might be fun to do it a different way."


  "We already went over it before," Rachel said reasonably. "We decided fly morph would work best, right? I mean, just because Jake had some trouble doesn't mean the idea is bad."


  Deadlock. Cassie couldn't say anything more without it being obvious that she was trying to protect me. And I couldn't have that.


  "Fly morph is fine," I said as coolly as I could. "Still the best way to do this."


  I think Cassie was a little disgusted with me. "Hey, Jake," she said, fake-bright, "come buy me a pretzel. I'm hungry. You guys go on ahead."


  Cassie grabbed my arm and hauled me aside. The others went on.


  "That was subtle," I said. "I don't have any more money."


  Cassie looked at me and shook her head. "What is the matter with you? You don't have to do this. You don't have to prove how tough you are."


  "It's not a problem, Cassie. Thanks, but let it go, okay?"


  "Jake, you may have the others fooled, but not me. You're scared. And you have good reason to be scared. So what's the big deal?"


  I tried to walk away. But that felt wrong. I turned back to face her. "The big deal is I'm supposedly the leader of this little army."


  "So? So you're not supposed to be human?"


  "That's absolutely right. I'm not supposed to be human."


  She laughed uncertainly, like she wasn't sure if I was joking or not. "No one expects you to be Superman, Jake. You think the others won't respect you if you admit you're terrified of something?"


  "It's not about respect. It's not even about being scared. It's about letting fear tell you what to do."


  "If it's unreasonable fear you have to get past it," Cassie said. "But there's a reason for this fear. You were nearly killed."


  I shook my head. "No. You're usually right, Cassie, but this time you're wrong. See, if I give in to fear, then that gives everyone permission to give in to fear. And we all have good reasons to be afraid. Pretty soon we'd be totally paralyzed. We wouldn't be able to do anything because one of us might have some good reason to be scared."


  "We don't morph ants anymore because they scared all of us, but mostly Marco," Cassie pointed out. "We don't ever talk about morphing termites because of my problems with them. What's the difference?"


  "The difference is you all decided I was the leader," I said. "That's the difference. A leader may be just as weak or scared or doubtful as anyone else. But he isn't allowed to show it. People say they want leaders to be just like them, but I don't think so. People want leaders to act the way people wish they could act themselves. Marco and Rachel and Tobias and Ax don't want me to give them permission to be scared. They want me to help them to be brave."


  Cassie looked at me a long time and I looked away, feeling uncomfortable.


  "We didn't do you any favor when we made you leader, did we?" Cassie asked.


  I forced a grim smile. "There's something else a leader doesn't do," I said. "Complain about being a leader."


  "We did pick the right person, though," she said.


  Once again I started to walk away, but Cassie grabbed my arm. "Look, maybe you're right. But I'll bet even great generals and presidents or whatever have friends they can be honest with. People who would never lose faith in them, no matter what."


  I had the strangest desire to burst out crying right then. I also had a desire to hug Cassie really hard. I didn't do either.


  "Come on," I said. "The others are waiting."


  Chapter 13


  



  We made it back home okay. No one swatted me and I felt better for getting past the fear. At least that's what I told myself. You never really get past the fear. Fear eats a little hole in you, like rust in the fender of a car. You fill the hole up with putty and sand it smooth and paint it over so no one else can see it. But it's never really as good as new.


  I was exhausted by the time I made it home. My brother was in the kitchen, talking on the phone while he smeared peanut butter on a graham cracker. When he heard me come in he changed his tone of voice.


  In the old days I would have assumed he'd been talking to a girl. Now I assumed he'd been talking to some other Controller.


  I unloaded a bunch of food from the refrigerator: leftover barbecued chicken and mashed potatoes. I plopped it all on a plate and stuck it in the microwave.


  "I gotta go," Tom said into the phone. He hung up.


  "What's up?" I asked him.


  "Nada," he said, and left the room.


  I took my food up to my room. I started to boot up my computer, but hesitated. Instead I sat down and munched indifferently while staring at the blank screen.


  So. What did it mean that Joe Bob Fenestre was the so-called "Fitey777"? Judging by the chat we'd eavesdropped on, Fitey777 was a legitimate Yeerk-fighter. Not like the YrkH8er person who'd been an obvious Controller.


  But it wasn't that simple. Joe Bob Fenestre had access to all WAA information. So he knew who all the other people in that chat room really were. He even knew who had established the Web page.


  Fenestre had access to all kinds of information. He owned the biggest online service in the country. So maybe that's how he'd discovered the existence of the Yeerk invasion.


  Or maybe the point was that the Yeerks had seen how important Fenestre was and had made him a Controller. It would make sense.


  Which left us no wiser than we had been going in. Was Fenestre a true enemy of the Yeerks? Or was he a Controller using the Web site as a lure to trap true enemies of the Yeerks?


  We had to know. I should head over to Marco's house and get him to pull up any articles he could find on Joe Bob Fenestre's house. He didn't live too far away. He flew his own private jet to his WAA offices every day.


  I was really tired. I felt like I could have slept for a week. But weekends were our good time. School days were tougher. And tomorrow, Sunday, was the end of the weekend.


  I went downstairs. My parents had both just come in. They were carrying department store handle bags. They'd been shopping.


  "Hey, Jake," my dad said.


  "Honey, there are some more bags in the car," my mom said.


  I brought in the bags.


  "I'm taking off," I said.


  My mom gave me a look. "Weren't you out all day?"


  I shrugged. "I guess so."


  "Would it kill you to have dinner with your family?"


  "Is it dinner time?"


  "It will be as soon as I make that salmon I picked up yesterday," she said. "You loved it last time I made it. I mostly got it for you."


  Guilt. Great. I smiled. "Well, you didn't tell me that's what you were making. Marco can wait. I'm there."


  We try not to use the phone very much. Phone lines are too easy to tap. Plus I never know if Tom might be listening in. So I couldn't call Marco or Rachel. I'd have to do the research myself. If we were going to bust into Joe Bob Fenestre's massive home, we'd need some idea what we were dealing with.


  I started on some homework while my mom cooked. Then my dad yelled up the stairs to say that Showtime was doing a rebroadcast of this fight that had been on pay-per-view. So I took my homework downstairs and worked on it with one eye on the TV.


  Then we had dinner. The four of us. Like the old days.


  My dad got off into some long, involved, really boring story about his work. And my mom asked me and Tom about school. Then my dad realized he'd forgotten some part of his boring story, so he had to tell that part over again. And my mom said she hoped we liked the clothes she'd bought at the mall. And of course Tom and I joked about how she'd probably shopped at Formerly Cool Fashions "R" Us. It was an old joke we always used whenever my mom bought us clothing.


  It was so normal. Tom and me. Our parents. My mom and dad squeezing each other's hands like they were on their first date.


  I sat there afterward, stuffed with fish and rice and snap peas, and still stuffing my face with something called tiramisu, which is an Italian dessert soaked in some kind of liqueur.


  I wanted to believe it was all real. Because, you know, that was the whole point of fighting. The whole point of taking risks and fighting the Yeerks was to protect boring, average, no-big-deal times like this.


  I flashed back on being smeared across the ceiling of the plane. And I flashed on the time we'd almost been able to save Tom, down in the hell of the Yeerk pool. It made me mad. Mostly what people want is to be left alone. They just want to sit down and have a nice dinner and tell boring stories and tell jokes they've told a dozen times before.


  But I guess there is always someone out there who thinks life, just plain old boring, sweet, everyday life, isn't enough. And that's when the killing starts. In this war it was the Yeerks. But there had been an awful lot of wars when it was just human against human.


  What is the matter with people that they don't know all that really counts is that people who love each other be able to be together, live in peace, learn, work, tell boring stories and dumb jokes? What do they think they're going to get that is better than that?


  "You're awfully quiet, Jake," my mother said. "Thinking deep thoughts?"


  I smiled. "I was thinking this was cool. We should all have dinner together more often." I looked at Tom. "It was nice. I hope nothing ever happens to us. I hope we'll always be together."


  The Yeerk inside Tom's head searched Tom's memory. The Yeerk opened his memory and read it like a book. He played the strings of Tom's brain like a violinist squeezing perfect notes out of a violin.


  The Yeerk found the answer that Tom would have made. It aimed Tom's eyes and made Tom's face smile sardonically. It opened Tom's mouth and made Tom say the words Tom would have said, if he'd been able.


  "Hey, Mom, no more tiramisu for Jake. The liqueur is making him mushy."


  I laughed the way I should. And I thought to myself, The day will come, Yeerk, when I will tear you out of his head and destroy you for what you've done to my family.


  Chapter 14


  



  While I spent the evening with my family, Marco had been busy. He'd used the hack-proof program Ax had written for him to go back to the chat room. He told us about it when we trudged out to the woods at the edge of Cassie's farm. Tobias and Ax could both be themselves out there.


  "Most of the same people were there," Marco explained. "There were some new names, but GoVikes, YrkH8er, Chazz, CKDsweet, YeerKiller, Carlito, MegMom, and Gump8293 were all there. The Gump kid was still talking about his dad. I get the feeling maybe he's getting ready to confront his father."


  "We can't let that happen," Cassie said.


  "Gump is a nine-year-old kid," I reminded everyone. "He lives close enough. Meg, Chazz, and CKDsweet are all from out of town. Some of them way out of town. That leaves us with GoVikes-"


  "-an idiot," Rachel pointed out.


  "-YrkH8er, Gump, Chazz and, of course, Fitey777," I finished.


  <YrkH8er is a Controller, right?> Tobias asked. <I mean, that's what he acts like. Like a Controller trying to pass himself off as an enemy of Yeerks.>


  Tobias was in a branch maybe ten feet over our heads. His talons sank deep into loose bark.


  Cassie tilted her head back and forth like she wasn't too sure. "YrkH8er is someone named Edward Cheltingham. What was he? Thirty years old? But you know what? I looked in the phone book this morning and there was no Edward Cheltingham. Only two 'Cheltinghams' listed and they were both female."


  "So? He has an unlisted phone number," Rachel said.


  "Maybe so. Or maybe Edward Cheltingham is as phony a name as YrkH8er," Cassie said. "Isn't it possible to get a fake ID and a credit card in some name and then open a WAA account?"


  Obviously, that had not occurred to anyone except Cassie.


  "Oh," Rachel said. "Great. A new level of difficulty. So this guy could be anyone."


  "We have an address for him," Cassie said. "We could check it out." She looked at me. "We also have an address for Gump."


  "Gump isn't the point," Marco said. "Fenestre is the person at the middle of all this. He's the main man. Figure out what's happening with him, and you figure it all out."


  "Maybe," Cassie conceded. "But he can wait. Gump may be in trouble right now."


  "Look, Cassie," Marco said, "it's Sunday. If we go after Fenestre, it's probably going to take some time. Which means a weekend, which means today. We can check out Gump any day after school. Monday. Tuesday."


  "Unless Monday is too late. Unless later today that scared little kid talks to his dad and his dad is a Controller, and that's it for Gump. Gump does a disappearing act. Or else ends up as the new home for some low-level Yeerk."


  The two of them looked to me. I was supposed to decide which was our top priority. Rescue a nine-year-old, or maybe bust open the whole thing with a raid on Fenestre's mansion.


  I looked down at the ground. "Marco, did you happen to do any research on Fenestre's house?"


  "No. I thought you were doing it."


  "I got kind of tied up. Big family thing."


  "It's supposed to have massive security," Marco said. "Lots of computer stuff. But it shouldn't be any problem for us. I mean, security is designed to keep out humans, right? Not animals."


  I nodded. I hoped he was right. I felt a twinge of worry, but Marco was right: Fenestre was at the center. "Cassie, first thing after school tomorrow, we'll check out Gump."


  She nodded. But she looked bitter. "I hope that's soon enough."


  "Yep. Me, too. Okay." I rubbed my hands together, shot Rachel a cocky wink, and put on my best "game face." "Let's do it, then. Let's go see how the super rich live."


  I sensed I was making a mistake. But I didn't know what it was. And a leader has to lead, not sit around consulting his horoscope or taking his own pulse.


  So I made the decision.


  Chapter 15


  



  You think you've seen big houses? You haven't seen anything till you've seen the home of Joe Bob Fenestre, WAA founder and megabillionaire.


  From the air it looked like a junior college or something. Like a shopping center. There were a dozen separate buildings. Two guest houses, each twice the size of my home. A pool house with changing rooms and a bar that extended to the edge of the pool, which was itself in the shape of the WAA logo. A boathouse down on the riverfront with a sleek cigarette boat docked alongside. A stable big enough to house a dozen horses. What looked like an observatory. A greenhouse bursting with bright green lettuce and herbs and entire orange trees. A garage, easily big enough to store thirty or forty cars. A security building with armed guards next to a quarter-mile-long driveway. And finally, on a hill surrounded by a lawn you could have held the Superbowl on, was the house itself.


  <This guy knows how to live,> Marco said with satisfaction. <Someday that'll be me.>


  <Who'll be you? The guy mowing the lawn down there?> Rachel said.


  <What do you think he's got in that garage?> Tobias wondered. <Ferraris? Porsches? Jaguars? Vipers?>


  <Not minivans and Volvo station wagons,> Marco said. <That's for sure. Maybe a few Rolls-Royces.>


  We were floating about a quarter mile above the Fenestre compound. Tobias was Tobias. Ax was in his northern harrier morph, Rachel was a bald eagle, Cassie and Marco were both ospreys. And I was in one of my favorite morphs: peregrine falcon. One of the fastest things alive. And with eyes that could see a flea on a dog from a hundred feet away.


  I'd had a slightly bad feeling going into this mission. But I was feeling pretty good now. I usually feel pretty good when I'm flying.


  When you are floating on a pillar of warm, up-welling air with your wings spread wide and no sound but the breeze in your feathers, you pretty much have to feel good. It is as free a feeling as you could ever imagine.


  But at the same time I was noticing details with my laser-focus falcon's eyes: three separate fences. One around the perimeter of the entire compound, woods, gardens, pool, tennis courts, and all. Then a second fence about twenty yards inside the first fence. And finally, a third fence just around the house and its lawn.


  <This guy is a little paranoid, isn't he?> Rachel said. <You guys see the little observation posts on the corners of the house? There are guys in there. Guys with guns.>


  <And don't forget the Rottweilers,> Cassie pointed out. <Two teams of two dogs each patrolling between the outer fence and the second fence. Each team with an armed man.>


  <Colonel Hogan would never get out of this place,> I said. I was pleased when Marco and Tobias laughed. <I guess now we know who watches Hogan's Heroes reruns on Nick.>


  Cassie, with her osprey eyes that were designed to spot fish down below the water, said, <There's some sort of underwater fence, too. I can't see it all, but there's a definite line beneath the water.>


  <Is this human in great danger?> Ax wondered.


  <Nah, that's just the way rich people are,> Marco said.


  <Okay, so how do we get into this place?> I asked. <Anyone have any brilliant ideas?>


  <Fly right in through an open window,> Tobias suggested. <There's one on the back side of the house.>


  <Then what?> Cassie asked. <We need to be able to move around inside the house. Find Mr. Fenestre's office maybe. And be able to overhear what's going on.>


  <We could do flies again,> Marco suggested.


  <We could do ants, too,> Cassie said, taking an uncharacteristic shot at Marco, who had sworn never to morph an ant again.


  It was time for me to decide. <Okay, first of all, we go in like Tobias said. Only Tobias stays outside and uses his eyes and ears to report what he sees through the windows. Inside half of us morph to fly, the others to cockroach. We spread out and keep in touch by thought-speak. Anyone finds Fenestre, he calls the others. Okay?>


  <Let's do it!> Rachel said as she spilled air from her wings and plummeted toward the open window.


  Down she went, huge wings swept back, talons up, her blazing white eagle's head up to keep her eyes focused on the window.


  Cassie was about twenty feet behind her, then me, then Marco and Ax. Tobias caught an updraft and soared higher, up to a level where he could see everything happening on the estate.


  Down Rachel went. Down I went, fast as a bullet.


  Rachel flared at the last minute to kill some of her speed, brought her talons forward, and sailed through the open -


  TSAPPPPP!


  <Break off! Cassie, break off!>


  Cassie was already reacting. She opened her wings, yanked a hard right, and skimmed within inches of the rough stucco wall of the mansion.


  <Rachel!> I yelled. <Rachel!>


  She had gone through the window. She was inside. But she wasn't answering. And with my falcon's eyes I could just make out a dim shape lying sprawled on the floor of the room inside.


  Rachel was unconscious.


  At least, I hoped she was only unconscious.


  Chapter 16


  



  Rachel! Trapped!


  <Sheer off! Everyone back! Get altitude!>


  BRRRRRRINNNNNNNGGGG!


  ScreeeeEEEE! ScreeeeEEEE! ScreeeeEEEE!


  Alarms were ringing. A siren shrieked. I heard men's voices shouting.


  I saw Cassie shoot high up, passing the top of the wall to keep her momentum. But Marco and Ax were struggling with dead air. So was I. I flapped hard, but the air down that close to the ground was still and cool. I flapped harder and rose, but slowly. Too slowly.


  "Shoot them!"


  "What, the birds?"


  "Yes! The birds! Those are the orders!"


  <Prince Jake!> Ax cried out, <I have been hit!>


  I saw the northern harrier stagger in the air and start to fall. Could I reach him before he hit the ground?


  <Hold on, Ax-man, I'm coming,> Tobias said. He was the only one of us with any altitude. Down he came in a mad, suicidal stoop, plunging toward the ground.


  Ax had been thirty feet in the air when he started falling. Tobias was fifty feet up. It was impossible!


  But down Tobias went, like a reddish bullet. He caught up with Ax when Ax's fluttering body was three feet from hitting the ground.


  <This is gonna hurt!> Tobias yelled. He sank his talons into Ax's shoulder and chest, opened his wings, and swept down along the falling slope of the lawn, never more than an inch from disaster.


  Cassie was rushing to help. She grabbed one of Ax's wings and she and Tobias managed to drag and haul the injured Andalite over the inner fence and the second fence. But they dropped him in the dog run.


  A team of Rottweilers came tearing for him.


  The dogs were racing, salivating, their big jowls shaking. Their trainer followed more slowly, unlimbering a submachine gun.


  <Cassie! Tobias! Now or never!> I yelled as I went into a shallow dive. Too shallow, too slow. The dogs were sure to see me coming. But I aimed right for them. Right for the eyes of the nearest animal. I swept my talons forward.


  The dog caught sight of me out of the corner of his eye. He turned! I struck!


  Snap! A massive, crushing jaw closed over my left wing tip. But the teeth found nothing but feathers. I hit the grass, rolling. The dog came after me. In three bounds he'd have me. I was helpless.


  Then something rocketed down, just behind me: a second osprey! Marco!


  Marco raked the dog from behind, tearing a red line up the back of the dog's neck.


  ROOWWWRR!


  The dog spun, Marco flapped away, and I worked like a madman to get off the ground.


  But the second dog had kept his focus on Tobias, Cassie, and Ax. Tobias and Cassie were flapping madly, dragging Ax's tattered bird body along the grass. They would almost get off the ground, then slip back. The dog was on them.


  <Leave him!> I yelled.


  <No way!> Tobias cried.


  <Do it! Do it or you're all dead!>


  Tobias and Cassie released Ax's body. They fluttered away and the dog ran straight to the injured Ax and snatched him up in his jaws.


  "Keep! Keep, Achilles!" the dog handler yelled.


  With my keen vision I saw the dog freeze his jaw. He held Ax but did not bite down.


  <What do we do?> Cassie cried.


  <Get out of here! Move! Move!> I yelled.


  I caught a slight breeze and soared up and away. Armed men and more dogs encircled Ax.


  Through the supposedly open window of the house, I saw other men running to surround Rachel.


  Two of us captured. And I was to blame.


  Chapter 17


  



  We joined up, those of us who were left, on the roof of a Wendy's a quarter mile away. We hid there behind rooftop air conditioners and exhaust fans, amid the smell of grease and the rippling heat.


  <How long have we been in morph?> I asked.


  <I don't know,> Marco yelled. <How am I supposed to know?>


  <We could have gotten Ax out of there!> Tobias accused.


  <They have Rachel and Ax,> Cassie said frantically. <We have to get them back!>


  It was panic. No one thinking clearly.


  I tried to focus. But the air conditioners were roaring. The stink of frying burgers and onions and ketchup was overpowering.


  <I think . . . I think we've been in morph about thirty minutes,> I said. <We have an hour and a half.>


  <To do what?> Tobias demanded. <That place is a fortress! Fences, dogs, and some kind of force field in the windows.>


  <Controllers,> Marco said. <Fenestre is a Controller. It was a trap. Has to be. Who else would shoot at birds?>


  <Rachel and Ax will have to demorph in less than an hour and a half or be trapped,> Cassie said. <An hour and a half. That's how long we have. If they demorph surrounded by Controllers . . . I mean, they'll know Rachel is human, which means they'll figure out that we're all human. All except Ax.>


  <I know,> I said. Actually, it was worse than that. See, Rachel knew she couldn't demorph where she could be seen by Controllers. If I knew Rachel, she'd rather be trapped forever in her eagle's body than let the truth out. She knew that if the Yeerks ever learned we were humans, not some bunch of renegade Andalites, our days were numbered. In low numbers.


  <Being trapped in eagle form may not be the worst thing facing Rachel,> Tobias said.


  <Oh, yeah, you'd think that!> Marco sneered with savage sarcasm. <Maybe Rachel doesn't want to spend the rest of her life eating mice and living in trees like you, Tobias.>


  <That's not what I meant,> Tobias snapped back. <I meant she may not be alive. Or the body she's trapped in may be injured beyond saving.>


  <Ax was alive, I'm sure of that,> Cassie said, a bit calmer than the other two.


  <Didn't any of this show up when you researched this lunatic's mansion?> Marco demanded of me.


  I didn't answer. I had to think. Time was running out. Tobias and Marco were at each other's throats. Cassie was starting to moan about how they'd find her parents, sooner or later. How once they had Rachel it was only a matter of time.


  I had to make a plan. But who was I to be making plans? I'd led everyone into a disaster. Rachel . . . Ax . . . all of us, maybe.


  <I don't know what to do.> It came out as a sob. I hadn't planned it. Hadn't meant to say it.


  <What?> Tobias said.


  <Ticktock, ticktock,> Marco said angrily. <We need a plan. Time is running out!>


  <I don't have a plan, all right?!> I yelled.


  <Don't give me that,> Marco shouted in my head. <You got us into this, now get us out!>


  <Leave him alone,> Cassie said, coming to my defense.


  But Marco's words had been spears aimed right at my heart. And Cassie defending me just made things worse.


  My mind was split in two. Part of it was racing like an Indy car whose engine is ready to explode. Another part of it was swimming through molasses, stuck on the awful fact that Marco was right. I had failed my friends.


  <We . . . we could use cockroach morphs,> Cassie said. <Crawl into the mansion and ->


  <No time,> Marco said. <We'd have to morph way outside the outer fence, then get all the way up the hill, hundreds of yards. Besides, they're Controllers in there. They'll be ready for us now.>


  <No,> I said suddenly.


  <No, what?> Tobias said.


  <They aren't Controllers,> I said, suddenly absolutely sure. <Any time we've ever gone after the Yeerks they may have used a lot of human-Controllers. But backing them up were always Hork-Bajir. No Hork-Bajir. And everyone used guns. Plain old, everyday guns. And dogs. The Yeerks wouldn't use dogs.>


  <What kind of a human being would tell his guards to shoot birds?> Marco demanded.


  <I don't know. But these are humans. Just humans. But Rachel and Ax may not know that. We have to get them out of there. And we don't have time to be subtle.>


  <They still have guns,> Cassie pointed out. <They may not have Dracon beams or squadrons of Hork-Bajir, but they still have guns and fences and dogs and probably some big, thick doors.>


  <Yeah, they do,> I agreed. <And we don't have any morphs between us that are fast enough, and tough enough to bust into that place without getting shot up. But I have an idea. How far are we from The Gardens?>


  Chapter 18


  



  I flew as fast as my falcon body could carry me, which was pretty fast. But the wind was against me. I tried to tell myself it would all work out because on the way back the wind would be with me. But who can tell with the wind?


  I left Marco and Cassie behind to keep an eye on things. I gave them instructions to do nothing. I didn't want us to get back and find they were captured, too.


  But who was I to be giving anyone orders? I'd led my friends into a trap. A trap I might have expected if I'd taken the time to do some research. But no, I'd spent the night wasting time with my family.


  Cassie had been right all along. We should have tried to save Gump. That would have been the easy thing to do. Instead I had to try and play the big general and decide to go after Fenestre, even without any preparation.


  Tobias flew with me to The Gardens. I wanted to be alone, really, but Tobias is a hundred times more experienced than any of us in the air. He knew the winds and clouds and thermals. He could help me fly faster.


  We'd had less than an hour and a half. By the time we were flying above the animal habitats of The Gardens, we would have less than an hour. Half an hour to get back. That left half an hour to do what I had come to do, and to rescue Rachel and Ax back at the mansion.


  There was no time to waste.


  <Are you going to tell me what we're here for?> Tobias grumbled.


  <Right down there,> I said.


  Below us was an outdoor habitat of mixed grasses, a muddy wallow, and a water hole. Four shapes were visible in the habitat. Four large shapes that looked like fugitives from the age of dinosaurs.


  <Rhinos?> Tobias asked incredulously.


  <Yeah. I need a morph that can go straight through those fences, through the doors, and take a couple of bullets if need be. You have a better idea?>


  <Nope. Not me. But how are you going to get close enough to acquire one of those things?>


  <Two of the rhinos are off at the far end of the habitat. The crowds may not able to see them all that well.>


  <You're just going to go right in?>


  <There's no time for anything else.>


  <Oh, man. Look, at least let me provide a distraction>


  I hesitated. Tobias was waiting for me to say yes or no. What if I was wrong? Again? Still, I could use a distraction. <Yeah, okay. But don't get hurt. You hear? Do not get hurt.>


  Tobias peeled off and I floated down, down, like going down a spiral staircase. I aimed right for the broad back of the biggest rhinoceros. I flared my wings, reached out with my talons, and landed as gently as I could.


  The big beast barely twitched.


  I stood there, balanced on his back, my talons holding lightly to the thick old gray leather. So far, so good. But you can't acquire new DNA when you're in a morph. I had to be human to do it. And that was going to be tricky.


  I looked off toward the high railing where people were watching the rhinos meander. With my falcon vision, they seemed shockingly close. I could see the color of their eyes. I could see a loose button on one guy's shirt. Of course, they only had human eyes. They couldn't see nearly as well as I could.


  It doesn't matter, I told myself grimly. No time to worry. Do it.


  I began to demorph. On the rhino's back. My falcon feathers began to melt and run together, confusing their neat geometric patterns. My talons grew less sharp, thicker, clumsier, with extra toes beginning to grow. I heard a deep, internal grinding sound as my human bones began to stretch out of the hollow bird bones.


  I was already twice as heavy on the rhinoceros's back. Would he throw me off and trample me? No time to worry. Would the people notice what was happening? No time to worry. I had to trust Tobias.


  And that's when I saw him swoop down from the sky and snatch a cotton candy from a little girl's hand as easily as he snatched mice from the grass.


  Swooop! And off he went with the bright pink fluff ball. The girl yelled, the people around all gaped and laughed and pointed. Tobias began to put on an aerial display worthy of the Blue Angels at an air show.


  No one was watching me as my lumpy human shape emerged from the sleek falcon's body. But I was still on the back of the rhino. On the back of a two-thousand-pound behemoth with a three-foot-long horn.


  The rhino moved! But he was just ambling over to greener grass.


  I continued to demorph. Then, all of a sudden, the rhino noticed.


  "Ffmraha!" he snorted. He broke into a trot. I had no hands yet. No talons anymore, either. I rolled off and lay face down in the dust.


  Come on, Jake, morph!


  The rhinoceros towered above me. It was like lying down on the ground beside a truck. He blinked one eye at me. And then he lowered his massive horn.


  Sniff. Sniff.


  That face, that horn, hovered inches from me, as the rhinoceros sniffed me and I prayed he wouldn't impale me. He was growing more agitated. He was upset by what he was watching. No surprise. It would have upset me, too, watching a boy squirm and mutate his way out of a bird.


  And then I had a hand. I stuck it out, half-blind, and touched the horn. I wrapped my still-emerging fingers halfway round it, and I focused with all my mind.


  When you acquire animals, they go into a sort of trance. Except sometimes they don't. And if this was one of those times, the rhino would trample me and use me for target practice with his horn.


  I focused on the beast. I focused and felt him become a part of me.


  Chapter 19


  



  We raced back from The Gardens. I was exhausted. Tobias was exhausted. We had no choice. Time was running out.


  The wind had shifted. It wasn't in our faces, but it was strong from the south and we were flying west. We kept having to fight our way back on course.


  Marco and Cassie were waiting in the trees across the road from Fenestre's front gate. Their time in morph was short, too. As short as Rachel's and Ax's time.


  <Marco! Cassie!> I yelled down. <Anything happen?>


  <Yeah, the clock kept ticking,> Marco said.


  <We noticed one thing,> Cassie said. <Thank goodness for these eyes. We saw you were right not to try and sneak inside in some kind of insect morph. There's a band of poison around each door. And some kind of bug zapper in the windows. That must be what shocked Rachel. I think Mr. Fenestre has some psychological problems.>


  <He can afford them,> Marco said. <Now what are we doing to get Rachel and Ax out of there?>


  <I'm going to knock down the fences, kick in the door, and stomp anything or anyone that gets in my way,> I said.


  <Cool.> Marco laughed with a touch of his now-strained humor. <Rachel would approve. But how?>


  I landed on the ground at the base of the tree. <You guys get ready. I'm hoping Mr. Fenestre built that place with high ceilings and wide hallways>


  I demorphed as quickly as I could. I stayed in human form for only a few seconds, then focused my thoughts on the rhinoceros.


  It is unbelievably tiring to morph rapidly like that. You feel like your body is running on one half-dead double-A battery. But I could be tired later, not now.


  The first change was my skin. It went from delicate human of the pink variety, to something like inch-thick leather that's been out in the sun for ten years. It thickened and rippled all over. I was still human, but gray and massive. It was like wearing living armor.


  My legs thickened and shortened. My fingers withered away. Only the fingernails remained and they became hard and big as irons. I fell forward onto all fours, a growing mass of gray, like molten steel bubbling and reforming.


  I felt my ears crawl up the side of my head. They elongated, then curled to form open tubes.


  And then, last of all, my face. My entire face simply began to stretch. Out and out and out. The bones of my face and skull grew, multiplied, thickened. It was as if some busy crew of engineers were rebuilding my face, always saying, "We need more here, more support there, more armor, more strength."


  My head was gigantic!


  <What the . . . what are you morphing?!> Marco asked.


  And then, growing from the far end of my monstrously big head, the horns began to emerge.


  A smaller one toward the back that grew, then stopped. And the larger horn. The one that grew and grew and grew. My eyesight was dim and badly focused, but I could see the horn sprout. Up and up it went. Thicker, larger, longer.


  <Oh,> Marco said. <That's what you're morphing.>


  <How much time?> I asked.


  <Maybe ten minutes,> Tobias said.


  I felt the rhino's mind emerge beneath my own human consciousness. It was not what I'd expected. This mind was not violent. In fact, the dominant instinct seemed to be simple hunger. The rhino wanted to graze.


  But beneath that placid herbivore consciousness there was something else. Not aggression, but defensiveness. Not fear, but concern. The rhino had to be careful, lest it was challenged by another rhinoceros.


  The incredibly dim and almost useless eyes searched for a shape vaguely like its own. The ears twisted and turned, aiming at each new sound, looking for the sounds of another rhino. The excellent nose sniffed the air.


  No challengers. No enemies. Just some birds. The rhino was calm.


  I would have to supply the aggression. Which was fine, because I had plenty. I had to save Rachel and Ax. And I had to do it right now.


  <Okay, you guys stay with me, but stay back. Wait till I've cleared away defenses before you advance. Now, let's see what this horn can do.>


  Chapter 20


  



  My new body moved surprisingly well. I felt almost like I was tiptoeing. But I was a tiptoeing giant.


  I trotted out from beneath the cover of the trees. I knew the gate of Fenestre's compound was right across the street. But I could not see the gate. I couldn't see anything beyond maybe thirty yards, and then, only if it moved. In order to see, I had to look first with one eye, then the other, because the two eyes were too far apart, with too much massive jaw and snout and horn separating them. It was like having your eyes in different rooms.


  <You guys will have to aim me,> I said.


  <A little left,> Marco said. <That's it. Now, forward!>


  I trotted. I broke into a run. I felt hard pavement beneath my surprisingly sensitive feet.


  <Gate!> Marco yelled.


  I lowered my horn. I increased my speed. The gate was metal bars. I saw them clearly about two seconds before I hit them.


  More than two thousand pounds of rhino hit tempered steel.


  WHAM!


  I felt the impact in my massive, bony face and back into my shoulders. It was like getting hit in the face with a sledgehammer! But it was like getting hit and not caring. I felt the impact. But my rhinoceros body was used to impact. It was built for impact.


  <What happened to the gate?> I asked, too blind to be sure.


  <What gate?> Marco said. <Okay, now straight on, veering slightly right, big guy!>


  I trotted on my four Greek column legs. I felt the twisted remains of the gate as I ran across them.


  ScrrrEEEET! ScrrrEEEET!


  <Man, does this guy have a lot of different alarms, or what?> Tobias said.


  <Okay, fence number two,> Marco announced.


  I kept running. This time it was just chain link. I felt something sort of tug at my horn.


  <Where's the fence?> I asked.


  <You just went through it,> Cassie said.


  <All right. This may work,> Marco said.


  "Rowrrrowrrrowrr!" I heard the dogs very clearly. Smelled them even more clearly.


  <Doggies!> Tobias warned.


  I caught a vague glimpse of two dark shapes hurtling through the air toward me. I think maybe they tried to bite me. I'm not sure. I did feel a sort of scraping sensation on one side.


  "Yow! Yow! Yow! Yowyowyowyow!"


  <What happened to the dogs?> I asked.


  <Doggies go bye-bye,> Marco said with a laugh. <The doggies are hauling doggie butt.>


  <I think I like this morph,> I said. <What's next?>


  <Final fence, then the door.>


  <Look out! Guards! The guys with the shotguns.>


  "Holy crap!" I heard someone yell. "What is that?"


  "Shoot it!"


  I spotted them moving. It was like watching a very old, very fuzzy black-and-white movie on a bad TV. They were shadows, ghosts moving swiftly against a blurry background. Just enough for me to see.


  I turned toward them, all rhino instinct now. They were possible danger. They were challenging me. That was a mistake.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  Rhinos get shot at all the time. Unfortunately, there are people stupid enough to think rhino horn is a medicine, and people creepy enough to slaughter endangered rhinos to get it.


  But they don't go hunting rhinoceros with shotguns. You want to shoot a rhino, you need a high-power, high-caliber rifle. Not a shotgun that fires a bunch of small pellets.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  I felt something sting my face and shoulders. It made me mad. I charged. Not a trot, an out-and-out run, with head down and horn out.


  "Run!"


  They ran. I ran after them. It took about three seconds for me to catch the first one. I plowed right into him, felt the contact with his soft, mushy body, tossed my head, and . . .


  . . . Let's just say that particular man won't be sitting down for a long, long time.


  I had lost the other guard. But that was okay. They weren't my goal.


  <Get me to the door!> I yelled to the others.


  <Left . . . okay, now right . . . okay now . . . jeez, what are you, blind? Left, right, okay, CHARGE!>


  I charged.


  WHAMMMM!


  I felt like I'd hit a truck. I backed up and slammed forward again.


  WHAMMMM! Crunch.


  <Man, that was a tough door!> I said.


  <Um, Jake? You missed the door. That was the wall. You okay?> Cassie asked.


  <I'm fine. One more push and we'll be in.> I reared back and slammed forward. I felt scraping along my back. Then I was in much cooler air.


  <We're inside, aren't we?> I asked.


  <Yes,> Tobias answered, sounding tense. <And we are out of time.>


  Chapter 21


  



  I'm sure it was a beautiful house. But I didn't really see it. All I saw with my dim rhino-vision were walls and doorways. But at least we'd been right to guess that there were wide hallways. Wide enough for me to barrel down like a . . . well, like a rhinoceros.


  And the ceilings were high enough that Tobias, Cassie, and Marco could fly down them, searching madly from room to room. Searching with vision greater than human vision and hearing that could pick up the sound of a gopher belching from a distance the length of a football field.


  They used me to open doors.


  <Jake, open this door,> Marco would say. I'd turn where he showed me, shove my massive bony face forward, and the door would explode in splinters.


  Crrrr-UNCH-Bang!


  <We are trashing this man's home,> Cassie said. <I sure hope he is a Controller after all this.>


  <He can afford to have his doors fixed,> Marco said.


  <That's not the point,> Cassie said. Then, <Jake, open this door, please.>


  Crrrr-UNCH-bang!


  <Nothing,> Tobias complained. <Nothing, nothing, nothing! Nothing in any of these rooms, and there may be a hundred rooms in this place.>


  <Tobias is right. We are out of time,> Cassie said.


  <This isn't the way to do it,> I said. <We can't just search room-to-room. It could take hours. We need to figure this out. How do we find Ax and Rachel? Where would they be?>


  <In the last place we look,> Marco grumbled. <Or at least . . . wait a minute! Wherever they are, they'll be guarded.>


  <Yes!> I said. <Of course. We just rampage till we see something well guarded.>


  <I'll head upstairs,> Tobias said.


  He zoomed away and up a large staircase. I lumbered along into a vast open living room area. I stomped on through. I tried not to crush too much furniture, but I was big and half-blind, so I kept hearing the crunch of wood and the shatter of glass and pottery in my wake.


  <Up here!> Tobias yelled.


  Then, not as loud as before, but still loud enough . . . BLAM! BLAM!


  <Tobias!>


  <I'm okay! But I found an area with two big guys with big guns. It's upstairs.>


  I tried to turn around and head back to the stairs, but then Marco yelled.


  <Uh-oh! Guys coming up behind us. Man, how many gunmen does this lunatic hire? Jake, we have to go through these guys to get back to the stairs!>


  <I got guys on my tail!> Tobias yelled down from upstairs.


  I spun around and wiped out a couch in the process. <This way?!>


  <No, a little left!>


  I turned and annihilated a coffee table. Then I charged. I couldn't tell the difference between the men and various pole lamps and bookcases, except when they moved. The blur drew my eye, and I smelled humans.


  I lowered my head and charged.


  Shotgun pellets stung but didn't penetrate beneath my outer skin.


  POP! POP! POP! POP!


  I was hit. I staggered. I felt the bullet from the handgun tear into my right shoulder. A second slug lodged in the bone of my face.


  I hit the guy with the gun. I was mad. I lowered my horn and I tossed my head back. He went flying back over my shoulder.


  "Ya-ah-AHHHHHH!"


  The other man jumped aside. I think he was fumbling to reload his shotgun. I sideswiped him and knocked him into the wall. Then I was out of the room, back into the hallway, tearing along back to the staircase.


  I was bleeding. And I was weakening on my right side. My right front leg was moving slower. The bullet in my face must have ricocheted off. I felt pain there, but not the heaviness I felt in my shoulder.


  I came to the stairs and tried to charge straight up. But rhinos were never meant for climbing stairs. My legs wouldn't lift high enough. My weight and momentum were too much. The wooden stairs splintered.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  <Tobias! What's going on up there?>


  <I'm leading these guys around in circles and they're blowing the crap out the wall and ceiling trying to shoot me.>


  <I can't make the stairs. We need more fire-power. Marco, Cassie, morph! Tobias, keep it up. Keep leading 'em on.>


  A bird trapped in a house, being chased by two guys with shotguns. Had I just sentenced Tobias to death?


  I started to demorph as fast as I could. But while my thought-speak was still functioning, something occurred to me. <Rachel! Ax! Can you guys hear me? Rachel! Ax!>


  <. . . unh . . . what?>


  <Who is that?>


  <. . . unh . . . it is me, Aximili,> Ax said.


  He sounded dazed. I wasn't surprised. <Ax! Demorph! Time's up!>


  <But there are humans here watching me, Prince Jake.>


  Another decision. <Just do it, Ax, we're coming for you! Do you -> My thought-speak went dead as I became more human than rhinoceros.


  <Yes, Prince Ja -> Ax fell silent.


  I was shrinking. My armored flesh became tender human skin. My face was flat and delicate. But my legs could handle stairs. I still heard the sounds of gunfire from upstairs. And the sad thing was, I was glad. As long as they were still shooting, it meant Tobias wasn't dead yet.


  Marco and Cassie were just becoming human again. They were three-foot-tall lumps of feathers and shrinking beaks and emerging skin.


  One wrong move and Tobias was gone. Ax might be demorphing in front of people who might be Controllers. Rachel . . . no one knew whether Rachel was even conscious and capable of demorphing. Or alive at all. And now the three of us were utterly vulnerable, weak, pathetic.


  I just kept thinking: This wasn't even supposed to be a very dangerous mission. And now, we were as close to being wiped out as we'd ever been.


  "Cshom on!" I said, slurring my words with a mouth that was not yet human. "No chime kleft!"


  I started up the stairs, staggering on my shifting, changing legs. The joints weren't right. The toes weren't toes, and my ankles seemed to have no flexibility. But time was up. I dragged myself up those stairs, hoping desperately that I had not killed us all.


  Chapter 22


  



  I was human by the time I had reached the top of the stairs. But human isn't a great morph when you're thinking about going against guys with guns.


  As I ran I saw, to my horror, something emerge from the flesh of my shoulder. About as big as a fingertip, smashed, the color of mud. It was the bullet that had lodged in my shoulder. By good luck it had ended up outside my body as it morphed into a smaller form.


  The bullet dropped to the carpet.


  A hawk zipped by overhead, scraping the walls with its wings. A loose feather drifted down.


  <What are you guys doing, looking like that?> Tobias demanded.


  "Are they still after you?"


  <Yeah, but I lost them temporarily. The room they were guarding is down the hall, then through this big, massive bedroom. You'll see a doorway. Last time I went past, there were still a couple of guys guarding it.>


  "What do we do?" Marco asked.


  I swear, I almost punched him. If one more person asked me what to do . . .


  "Morph again. Combat mode. Tobias? Try and reach Rachel and Ax with thought-speak. If you get Rachel, tell her to demorph right now, no arguing. If you get Ax, tell him to -"


  <I hear my guys coming,> Tobias interrupted. <Into that side room! It's unlocked. I'll lead them away!>


  Marco, Cassie, and I all dodged into the side room. I heard the sound of heavy, weary feet tramping by.


  "Where is that lousy bird?"


  "What I can't figure is why we're chasing it and blowing holes in the walls and ceiling."


  "'Cause we want to keep our jobs, that's why," the first man muttered.


  By the time they were gone, I was in tiger morph. The rhino was great for busting things down. But I wanted eyes and ears and reflexes to go along with my power. And nothing I'd ever morphed could do as much damage as the tiger.


  Cassie had morphed a wolf, Marco a gorilla. In a fight they were our standard morphs.


  <Rachel!> I yelled, as soon as my thought-speak was back. <Rachel! If you can hear me, demorph! Demorph now!> To Marco and Cassie I said, <Come on! Let's do this!>


  Marco opened the door with his almost-human fingers and we ran. Down the hall, through a bedroom that I swear, without exaggeration, was as big as a basketball court, and up to the doorway, where two very scared-looking guys stood cradling weapons.


  One carried a shotgun. The other a small submachine gun. They were thirty feet away. For a frozen moment, no one moved.


  I could cover thirty feet in two seconds.


  In those same two seconds, the guy with the machine gun could fire ten rounds. He could easily kill me. If he failed, the force of my leap, my desperate need to defend myself, would ensure that he died.


  It was time to gamble. <Look, you two men . . .>


  They stared at me like they were going nuts. They could guess that it was me they were hearing in their heads. But they had never even imagined talking to a tiger before.


  Then again, they'd never expected to be face-to-face with a small, angry zoo, either.


  <Yes, it's me, the tiger. Don't worry about how or why. Here's all you need to know: I don't want to hurt you. But I have to go past you. You may shoot me, but you won't kill me fast enough to keep me from taking you down. See this paw?>


  I lifted one paw. My tiger paws are about as big around as a frying pan. I extended the cruel, yellowed claws.


  <With this paw, I can literally knock your heads from your shoulders and send them rolling like bowling balls. Now, I don't know what you're getting paid for this job ->


  "Not enough," said the man with the machine gun. "I can't believe I'm talking to animals. But that tiger makes sense."


  "We're not getting paid nearly enough," his partner agreed. "We put down our weapons and walk away. Agreed, Mr. Tiger?"


  <Agreed. Cassie? Keep an eye on them.>


  Cassie trained her acute wolf senses on the men. If they had even thought about trying anything tricky, she'd have known it before they did.


  <Marco? Now it's your turn to open a door. Open that door.>


  Marco raised his huge gorilla arms back over his head, preparing to swing them down with shattering force.


  <Marco? Try the knob first.>


  <Oh.>


  He opened the door. And I leaped through.


  Chapter 23


  



  I bounded into the room. It was dark, but my tiger's eyes could see through the gloom as easily as if it had been lit with stadium lights.


  There seemed to be a sky overhead. Green, mostly, with vivid flashes of lightning. Scruffy plants grew from what seemed to be soil beneath my feet. And in the center of the room, perhaps fifteen feet across, was a shallow pond of liquid the color and consistency of molten lead.


  There were two cages beside the pool. Ax was in one. He was halfway between his northern harrier morph and his own Andalite body. He was frozen stiff. Unmoving. Not even breathing, like some nightmare statue composed of gray feathers and a scorpion tail and talons and a mouth-less face.


  In the other cage was Rachel. Still a bald eagle.


  My tiger eyes were very good. My tiger ears were good, too. I heard no heartbeat from her. I saw no slight movement of her chest rising and falling with breathing.


  I felt my heart stop beating for several long seconds. Dead. Both dead. I'd been too late.


  There was a man there, too. I recognized the face. Joe Bob Fenestre, the second richest man on earth. Head of Web Access America.


  I recognized what he had in his hand, too: a Yeerk Dracon beam. He was not pointing it at me. He was pointing it at Ax.


  Wrong again, Jake. This man was a Controller. Had to be.


  Marco and Cassie came in behind me. After a few moments Tobias joined us. But Fenestre just kept staring at me.


  At last he spoke. "So. Not Yeerks, after all. I'm to be destroyed by Andalites. Well, I suppose there is some honor in that, at least."


  <Let my friends go,> I said harshly.


  He shrugged, "You can take them. I don't care. Killing Andalites is not my life anymore."


  <Yeah? My friends look dead,> I said.


  He frowned. "Nonsense. Don't you recognize bio-stasis when you see it? They are simply frozen in time. I thought you Andalites were supposed to be so advanced when it comes to technology."


  My heart quickened. Bio-stasis? What was that?


  <Get them out of there,> I said.


  "Or what?" he mocked. "You'll kill me? You'll kill me anyway."


  I was panting. My mind was racing madly. What game was this man playing? How could I win? <Why would I kill you?>


  "I'm a Yeerk," he said. "A Controller. Although my host and I are on very good terms. I made him rich. I wrote his famous Web browser. We've been partners all these years."


  <Yeerks don't have partners,> I said.


  He laughed. "No," he drawled, "we don't." He looked at me with a sharp, shrewd look. "Who sent you after me? Have you made some kind of deal with my brother?"


  <Your brother?>


  "You are obviously Andalites," he said patiently. "No one else has your amazing morphing technology. But I have to ask myself, why would Andalites go to so much trouble to kill me? Me, of all Yeerks?"


  I was totally confused. I hesitated.


  <This is weird,> Marco said, sending me a private thought-speak message.


  <This guy is cornered,> Cassie said. <He thinks he's toast. You can see it in his eyes. We need to find out more.>


  I paced a little. Tigers get restless just standing. Should I take a chance? Should I tell him at least some of the truth?


  <We traced you here from the Web page. The one about Yeerks.>


  He nodded. "Yes, but why come after . . . ?" His face lit up. "Of course! You were looking for allies! You weren't sure, were you? You thought perhaps it was all real, that humans were forming a resistance to the Yeerk invasion of their planet! You came here to see if I was for you, or against you!"


  Then he began to laugh. He laughed in that sick way people do when they're laughing but nothing is funny.


  "Shall I tell you who and what I am, Andalite? Shall I?"


  I didn't answer. I waited.


  "My Yeerk designation is Esplin-Nine-Four-Double-Six. Note the 'double six.' Do you know what it means?"


  <No.>


  "A 'double' designation means that I am a twin. That two Yeerks grew from the same grub. When there are twins, one is considered the prime, and one the lesser. I am the lesser. My brother, my twin, is the prime. To him go the best assignments, the best hosts, the rank, the power, the glory. And to me, only what I can take."


  He made a fist on the word "take."


  "In some cases, brothers can share. In some cases, twins can even become allies. But not with my brother. My brother is power mad. Or maybe just mad now. He left me nothing. He assigned me to a poor, unimportant human host. This Joe Bob Fenestre, a lowly programmer working in the bowels of a telephone company.


  "Well, that wasn't good enough. I wanted more. And if I couldn't have it as a Yeerk, I'd have it as a human. I ended up making an alliance with my host. We were two of a kind. Two losers in the shadow of our betters. I used Yeerk technical knowledge to make Fenestre rich. And in the process, I created Web Access America, which made me the greatest source of information on humans there was. I knew secrets my brother could only guess at."


  <You sift E-mail. You spy on chat rooms.>


  "You know human computer terminology," he said.


  I swallowed hard. I'd been careless. I had sounded "human." Bluff it out. <We Andalites are a small, hunted band on this planet. Knowledge is survival>


  He seemed satisfied with that.


  "I became an invaluable asset to the invasion. All by myself I had become a powerful human with vast information. But of course, my brother couldn't tolerate that. He had me declared a traitor. He cut me off from the Kandrona. He would have killed me. For the crime of being as great as he, he'd have murdered me."


  Joe Bob Fenestre's eyes bored into me. And I felt a chill of premonition. See, right then I knew who this twin brother was. Who he had to be.


  <Oh, my God,> Cassie whispered. She'd guessed, too.


  "Yes, only one twin can be great," Fenestre said bitterly. "Only one of us could be the mighty Visser Three."


  Chapter 24


  



  We first encountered Visser Three within minutes of finding the Andalite prince, Elfangor.


  Visser Three showed up and murdered the helpless Elfangor. Since that time we have fought him many times. He is the only Yeerk in all the universe ever to have successfully taken over an Andalite body, long ago in another war on another planet. When he took the Andalite body as a host, he acquired the Andalite's ability to morph. He is the only morph-capable Yeerk.


  And now I understood why his brother, this Yeerk living in the head of Joe Bob Fenestre, would instruct his men to shoot at birds and any other animal they saw. Any one of them might be Visser Three in morph.


  "I gather, from your silence, that you know my brother," Fenestre said.


  <We have fought him,> I said simply.


  "And yet, you're still alive. Not many can say that. My compliments."


  <How do you survive without having access to the Yeerk pool? I see you have created a replica here in this room, but surely you haven't managed to create your own Kandrona to supply the vital Kandrona rays.>


  Fenestre nodded. "Well, well. So you know a Yeerk pool when you see one. And you know about the Kandrona." He shrugged. "I have found a way to stay alive without a Kandrona. That's not important. What's important is . . . what now?"


  <He's lying,> Cassie whispered instantly. <Or at least he's not telling the whole truth. The Kandrona. He doesn't want to talk about that.>


  I nodded my tiger head. It probably looked funny, such a human gesture coming from the huge cat. <Your brother must know where you are. He could kill you anytime he wants. He could hit you from orbit and leave this place a big, smoky ruin.>


  "No, no, that would be too noisy. Some idiot human with a camcorder could manage to record it."


  <He could send in Hork-Bajir. They'd cut through your guards just like we did. Or he could come himself. If he wanted to kill you, he would. He could. He hasn't. So why not?>


  Fenestre smiled a wintry smile. "Clever, clever Andalites. So good with your computers and your magnificent Dome ships. You still think you're the lords of the galaxy, don't you? We spread from planet to planet and you keep falling back. And yet your arrogance is so unbelievable you never pause to consider that maybe you're not so clever, after all."


  <Cassie's right,> Marco chimed in. <He's weaseling. He's trying to distract you.>


  <Yeah, you're both right,> I said. Then to Fenestre I said, <If you want to live, answer my questions. Answer me, and you'll live. Lie . . .> I let the threat hang in the air.


  Fenestre looked at me long and hard. "I suppose I'll have to rely on Andalite honor," he said in a mocking tone. "All right. My brother has not killed me because I have information he wants and needs. He doesn't want me dead, he wants me in his torture chamber aboard his Blade ship. You see, I have found a way to survive without the Kandrona. And Visser Three would give anything to know how."


  Fenestre lowered the Dracon beam he'd been pointing at Ax. "There's a way to process and refine Kandrona rays from another source. It can be made into an edible product. A food, so to speak, that I can consume with my human mouth and digest."


  I felt a cold chill. If that was true, there would be no stopping the Yeerks. Their reliance on Yeerk pools and Kandrona rays was one of their greatest weaknesses.


  <You're lying,> I said. <If there was a way to keep Yeerks alive without Kandrona rays and Yeerk pools, that information would make you invulnerable, even to your brother>


  This time the wintry smile was even colder. If that's possible. "Oh, maybe not. For one thing, there is a long, involved process. But that's not the problem. The problem is the raw material. The raw material is my brother Yeerks. I must destroy and process and consume a Yeerk every three days to survive. I have become a cannibal."


  <Whoa,> Marco said.


  "My brother would use this process for himself. But, as you can imagine, it would never become popular around the Yeerk Empire."


  <You really are Visser Three's twin,> I said. I felt sick. Then I felt sicker. <How do you get the Yeerks?>


  He shrugged. "What do you think that silly Yeerk forum is about, that silly mix of fact and fiction? I control Web Access America. I know the identity of all the screen names. The chat room is full of different types: people who are actually Controllers, trying to throw suspicious humans offtrack; humans who have discovered our little invasion and are trying to rally opposition to us; and then, there's me. I spot the Controllers. I spot the humans who think they have found family members who are Yeerks. I monitor the real gung ho Yeerk-fighters who identify potential Controllers. I track down the screen names. I find the Yeerks. One every three days. Ten a month."


  <Cool by me,> Marco whispered. <Give the man a pat on the back, and let's get Ax and Rachel outta here.>


  I had the same feeling. Fenestre was a sickening creature, but as vile as he might be, he was wiping out a hundred or more Yeerks per year. So much the better.


  But then Cassie exploded. <How are you getting the Yeerks from the human hosts?!>


  Fenestre cocked an eyebrow at her. He seemed surprised. I saw a shadow of suspicion in his eyes. Cassie's question had not been whispered. It had been shouted angrily.


  Why, he was asking himself, would an Andalite care?


  "How am I getting the Yeerks from their human hosts?" His face was dark. His eyes empty. "How do you think I get them?"


  Chapter 25


  



  Cassie let loose a growl and was racing toward Fenestre before I could say a word. He raised his Dracon beam. I leaped through the air.


  I landed, paws outstretched but claws retracted, on Cassie. I knocked her wolf body sprawling across the floor.


  <What are you doing?!> she yelled.


  <We aren't here to annihilate this guy,> I said. <I told him we wouldn't.>


  <Do you know what he's doing? Do you understand?> Cassie cried.


  <I know. I know. I KNOW!> I screamed in frustration. <But I told him he was safe. I promised. Besides . . .>


  <No! Don't say it, Jake. If you say that I won't be able to deal with you anymore. So don't say it.>


  I felt like she'd punched me. In my own, real face. What had I been about to say? Was I really going to say it was okay for this creature to go on doing what he did, as long as he got the Yeerks?


  Was I going to say that? Me?


  <I wasn't going to say what you think,> I said lamely.


  Cassie didn't answer. She's good at spotting lies. Too good.


  <I . . . I don't think . . .> I stammered.


  <That kid, Gump. That kid who was worried about his dad,> Cassie said. <That lonely little kid. That's who this monster goes after, Jake. Not some abstract person with no face and no name. He'll wait until Gump does something stupid. Till he confesses his fears to his Controller father, and his father makes him a Controller, too. Then Fenestre will go after them.>


  <What do you expect me to do?> I asked her. <You want to get rid of this man because he's evil? Do you want to do it yourself, Cassie?>


  <You . . . your morph would do it better,> she said.


  <You want me to get rid of him for you?> I asked. <That's what you want?>


  Fenestre just stood there, waiting, as a wolf and a tiger bristled, face-to-face. He was trying to figure something out. But I could see from his eyes that the truth had not come to him, yet.


  I backed away from Cassie. I turned back to Fenestre. <My friend has lost friends in battle against your people. She is emotional.>


  He nodded, unimpressed. "We've all lost friends in this unpleasantness."


  <Release my two friends,> I said. <We'll let you live. We'll walk away. As long as you are in this house, we won't harm you. But I'll tell you so you'll know: If we ever catch up with you in the outside world, that protection will not exist.>


  It was a stupid little threat. I said it to make myself feel better.


  Ax and Rachel were released. The instant Fenestre turned off the bio-stasis fields, Ax continued to morph back into his normal Andalite shape.


  I stared hard at Rachel. Was she breathing? Yes!


  Was there still time to get her back into her own body?


  <Rachel! Can you hear me?>


  <Huh? What? Oh, man! What am I doing here?>


  <Rachel, listen to me. Start demorphing. Right now.>


  <There's some guy! Who's that guy?> she asked, glaring at Fenestre with eagle's eyes.


  <Rachel, for once, don't argue. Forget the guy, we're getting out of here. Demorph! Do it! Marco. Get Rachel. Carry her out of here.>


  <I'm not letting him carry me!>


  But she was too weak to do much, so Marco went over and lifted her gently in his massive gorilla hands.


  "Perhaps we'll meet again," Fenestre said cockily as we backed away.


  I said nothing. What was there to say? I was letting a monster live. I was letting a killer go free.


  By the time we hit the stairs Rachel was demorphing. Ax was almost fully Andalite. He still had two bird-shot pellets in his body, but they weren't enough to harm him.


  Tobias flew, as well as he could, overhead. We stumbled and trotted down the stairs, through the wreckage of the house and outside into the fenced, defended yard.


  By the time we reached the trees, Rachel was Rachel again. We all demorphed, and soon we were five tired, wary kids and one Andalite hidden in the deep shadows of the trees.


  We could still see the house. Fenestre's billionaire mansion.


  "What happened in there?" Rachel demanded. "Someone ripped that place. Was there some big fight and I missed it? Oh, man! I can't believe I missed a big fight. So what happened?"


  "Someone will tell you later," I said shortly.


  "Was the guy a Controller or not?" Rachel demanded. "Was he a good guy or a bad guy?"


  I laughed a little. My eyes locked with Cassie's and then we both looked away, unwilling to make contact. "Rachel, I don't even know which I am anymore."


  Chapter 26


  



  I guess someone eventually told Rachel and Ax what had happened. It wasn't me.


  I got home and went up to my room and just stared at nothing for a long time. My mom called me to dinner and I mumbled my way through.


  And then I went out in the backyard and sat on my rusted-out old swing set from when I was four and I stared at the sky as it turned dark. The stars came out and man, I hated them. They weren't beautiful, they were deadly. It was from the stars that all my problems had come.


  My mom came out after a while. She pretended like she was checking to see if the grass needed watering. But of course she was checking on me.


  "Whatcha doing out here? Thinking great thoughts?"


  "Nah. Just hanging."


  She locked her arms over her chest and looked up at the sky like I was doing. "It's a beautiful night. Look at the stars."


  "Yeah."


  "Is anything bothering you, Jake?"


  "Nope."


  "Well, if anything was bothering you, you could probably tell me without my embarrassing you too much."


  "I know, Mom. It's nothing."


  She sighed. "Well, I guess it had to happen sooner or later. You've turned into a real teenager. Mom's too out of it to talk to."


  She didn't say it in a mean way. More like a joke.


  I made a smile for her. "That must be it," I said. "It must be that whole teenage thing."


  She shrugged. "You know, when I was your age and feeling upset, my mother, your gram, would always just say, 'You don't know what unhappy is, you're just a kid.' Like anything a kid would feel would be less difficult or painful than what an adult would feel."


  "That's probably true," I said, not really listening.


  "No, it isn't," my mother said firmly. "In a lot of ways being a kid is worse than being an adult. You have the same things to deal with: friends, temptations, love and hate, and all that. Only you don't have the two great weapons that adults have to help them."


  I cocked an eye at her. "What two great weapons?"


  "Well, the first is experience. Experience maybe doesn't make you smarter, but it means you can think, 'Hey, I had something like this happen once before, and I survived.'"


  "Okay, I'll ask: What's the second great weapon?"


  She looked right at me. "You are, Jake. Because as your mom, I can look at you and think, 'Oh, man, as bad as I feel right now, as bad as things may be, at least it isn't as bad as being a teenager.'"


  I laughed. It was a tired, weak laugh, but it was something.


  "You know, X-Files is on. You used to love that show."


  



  The next day at school I was still feeling bad. It's nice that my mom and dad care about me. It's nice that they sympathize. But they don't understand, and they can't understand because for them everything is about my age.


  How can they help me make life-and-death decisions? How can they help me keep making those decisions when I've made mistakes?


  How can they help me make decisions no human being can ever make correctly - like deciding what to do with Fenestre?


  I looked around for Cassie. We'd left it on pretty bad terms. But after a while I realized she wasn't there. Wasn't in school.


  I suddenly knew where she was.


  I made my way to the roof of the school building, cursing under my breath because I knew I was going to get busted for skipping second period. Then I morphed to my falcon and flew away.


  I wasted some time going to Gump's house, which was stupid. Cassie would have waited till he was away from the house. So I searched around for the nearest elementary school and headed there.


  The kids were at recess. One little boy was way off by himself at the far end of the playfield. There was a dog with him. At least, the average person walking by would think it was a dog. I knew it was a wolf.


  As I watched, the little boy patted the wolf and then walked back to his classmates.


  The wolf watched him go, then jumped the fence and faded toward some nearby trees.


  <Cassie,> I said.


  She looked up, surprised. I landed on the ground and began to demorph. She resumed her human shape, too.


  "That was Gump, I guess."


  "Yeah."


  "What did you tell him?"


  "I told him I was a magic, talking wolf. He didn't exactly buy that. I guess by his age they're pretty much past the point where they believe in magic."


  "Yeah, I guess so."


  "I told him not to go to that chat room again. I told him . . ." Her lip quivered suddenly. "I told him not to talk to his father about Yeerks. Told him not to . . ." Her voice was strangled. She gritted her teeth and squeezed out the last few words. "I told that little boy not to trust his father."


  There were tears running down her face. I guess they were running down my face, too. One of the things Cassie and I share is that we trust our parents, unlike some people, I guess.


  "What a terrible thing for me to do," Cassie said. "What a filthy, disgusting thing for me to do."


  "It was the best you could do," I said. "It was all you could do. I guess it's hard to fight evil without doing some along the way." Maybe there was a little "I told you so" in my voice.


  Cassie just walked away. I let her go. Not everything can be settled. Not everything can be smoothed over.


  A few days later they showed a fire on the TV news. It was a very big story because it was this huge mansion.


  The mansion belonged to billionaire Joe Bob Fenestre. Fenestre was safe. No one was hurt.


  I remembered warning him that he was safe only as long as he stayed in that house. Now it was no longer possible for him to stay in the house.


  Did the mansion burn down on its own? Or did someone start the fire that deprived that evil creature of sanctuary?


  If someone set the fire, there was a long list of suspects. Visser Three. Cassie. One of the others.


  Me.


  I guess you'll never know.


  I make mistakes. I fail sometimes. Sometimes I'm just plain stupid. Sometimes there is no right answer to the problems we face, but what can you do but keep trying to figure the answer out, anyway? What else can you do?


  About a week went by after the fire before I went to Cassie's house. She was in the barn, taking care of the sick animals.


  I didn't ask her any questions, and she didn't ask me. I helped her put a splint on a deer with a broken leg. It was nice because, you know, it was just a good thing to do, no second-guessing, no doubts.


  And after a while Cassie and I started talking and even laughing. The others came over and we talked about flying. But instead of flying, we stayed there and shoveled the manure out of the barn.


  The six of us shoveled dirty hay, and Marco made dumb jokes, and Ax tried to eat a cow pie, and Rachel moaned about Cassie's pathetic taste in clothing, and we were us again.


  For now.
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Rachel.


  You want to know my last name? Too bad. I don't give out my last name. No offense. I'm not trying to be difficult or "too cool." I'm just being careful.


  Here's the situation. Earth, our little blue and green planet, the one with the fluffy white clouds and all, is under attack.


  It's not under attack like in some World War II documentary or something. Or like in Star Wars. It's more subtle than that. Not a lot of explosions and ray guns or whatever. In most wars, I guess what people are after is control of land or territory. Or at least they want to ram some idea down some other person's throat.


  In this war, our enemies don't care about land. They don't care about ideology. They don't want to take over our capital city and raise some flag or whatever. They want us. They want our physical bodies.


  They are called Yeerks. They are a race of parasitic slugs. Like tapeworms or something. They need to live in the bodies of other creatures. Otherwise they're just these gray slugs who slosh around helplessly in a Yeerk pool.


  But unlike a tapeworm or something, Yeerks don't live in your intestines. They don't infest your stomach. It's your brain they infest.


  They enter through your ear. They can squeeze and flatten themselves out to fit into very small spaces. They enter your ear and then your brain. They squeeze and ooze down into all the little gullies and ridges and folds of your brain. And then they interface with your brain. They control you. Totally, absolutely.


  They can open your memories anytime they want. You have no privacy. None. No secrets. None. No escape. None. They are inside your dreams and thoughts and whims and wishes and desires.


  Your brain becomes theirs. They own it. They lift your arms and bend your waist. They aim your eyes and focus on what they want to see. They eat for you. They go to the bathroom for you.


  And because they have total access to your every single thought, they can pass for you. Flawlessly. They can be you, while always remaining themselves. Your friends will never know. Your mother and father will never know. You will be alone, trapped, helpless, paralyzed in your own body. Unable to make the simplest decision for yourself. Unable to stop yourself when you betray the ones you love. Unable to warn those whom the Yeerks target next.


  A Controller. That's what we call a person who has been taken over by a Yeerk. A human-Controller. Although other species around the galaxy have already fallen to the Yeerks.


  The Hork-Bajir are enslaved. The Gedds. The Taxxons, although those vile, evil worms did it voluntarily. And we've learned the Yeerks are moving against a race called the Leerans.


  And they are moving against Earth, where people live their normal lives never knowing. I guess it's like having cancer or something. You never know the tumor is growing inside you till it's too late.


  So now you know why I'm cautious. Why we hide our true identities.


  And who are we? We are Animorphs. Five kids given the power to morph into any animal we can touch. Five kids who just had the bad luck to be there when the Andalite prince Elfangor landed his damaged ship. Five of us and Elfangor's little brother, the Andalite Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.


  We call him Ax.


  <Who is this Schwarzenegger?> Ax demanded. <I have heard Marco use his name before.>


  "Ah-nuld?" Marco demanded. "Who iss Ah-nuld? Ah-nuld iss der man, zat's who Ah-nuld iss."


  <What man?>


  "The man," Marco explained, explaining nothing.


  We were walking through the woods. It was a nice afternoon and school was out for the day. We'd had a half day due to some teacher conference. I don't know what the teachers were conferring about, but it was fine by me. The sun was out. The clouds were fluffy and light, with big sweeps of blue in between. The breeze was warm but not hot. Sitting in school on a day like that would have been a crime.


  And since we didn't have anything important to deal with, we were conspiring together to do the thing we were never supposed to do: use our powers for personal, selfish reasons.


  But it was tricky, see, because we knew Jake, my cousin and our sort-of leader, might get all tense and righteous on us. Not that he's that way at all. He isn't. But he's very responsible. Someone has to be, and it sure isn't me.


  Still, if he decided to go along with this basically silly idea, we'd do it. If he decided to be against it, we might not do it. Or else Marco and I would do it and not tell Jake.


  The trick was to present it the right way.


  "See, Jake?" Marco said. "You see how totally, pathetically ignorant Ax is when it comes to really important human cultural stuff? Good grief! It makes you want to cry! He knows nothing. Nothing! He's been on Earth for months and yet, has he experienced any really important human culture? No. And it's a travesty. A crime. A pity. A shame. It's a -"


  "Oh, shu-u-ut up already," Jake interrupted in exasperation. "Let me get this straight. There's a new Planet Hollywood opening in town. And you and Rachel have decided you want to go, but you can't get tickets. So you want to fly there in morph. You want to use our powers for a totally selfish purpose. Is that it, basically?"


  I shook my head. "No. Absolutely not. We want to do this for Ax. He needs to be exposed to culture. Me, I don't care." I grinned, unable to lie all that well.


  "It's an entertainment event!" Marco cried. "A major, major event. Stars! Famous people! Millionaires! Babes! A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the Ax-man to see Bruce and Demi."


  Cassie giggled out loud, then tried to look serious. Tobias, the remaining member of our group, was about a hundred feet above us, floating on a nice warm current of air. He was watching out for any intruders who might get close enough to notice that we were walking around with an Andalite.


  In case you've never seen an Andalite, and of course you haven't, they look like a strong blue deer with a mouthless face, with two extra eyes mounted on stalks, weak, human-looking arms, and a vicious scorpionlike tail.


  So you can see why we'd want Tobias aloft to keep an eye open. A hawk's eye, no less, which meant no one was going to be sneaking up on us.


  Jake nodded at Marco, totally unimpressed. He cocked a skeptical eyebrow at me. "And you figure the human culture Ax needs to be exposed to is Bruce Willis playing a harmonica? Come on, spill it. Why are you into this, Rachel?"


  "The whole cultural thing . . . Okay, look, as part of the deal they're having a fashion show. Ralph Lauren. You know how I feel about Ralph Lauren."


  "Oh, man."


  "Plus . . ." Marco said, letting the word hang in the air. "Plus what?" Jake demanded.


  I sighed. "Okay, Lucy Lawless is going to be there, too. But that's not why I want to go."


  Jake looked puzzled.


  "Lucy Lawless," Marco said. "She's the actress who plays Xena: Warrior Princess. Rachel's role model."


  Okay, Xena is not my role model. That's just some stupid thing Marco made up. He calls me "Xena" to grind my nerves. Marco is good at grinding people's nerves. It's his specialty. If you could get paid for being annoying, Marco would be a millionaire.


  But this wasn't the time to slam Marco.


  Jake kind of made a face.


  "And oh, by the way," Marco said with silky significance, "not that you care, Jake, but a Mr. O'Neal is going to be there. A Mr. Shaquille O'Neal."


  "Shaq?"


  "Shaq."


  "Well, then we're there," Jake said.


  Chapter 2


  



  We had what should have been the worst tickets at the whole event. We were at least a thousand feet from the main stage. A thousand feet, the length of three football fields plus a little more.


  But we could see everything.


  I could see flecks of spit when Bruce Willis played his harmonica. I could see Arnold's nose hair. I could see Shaq's shoelaces. I could see the individual buttons on the Ralph Lauren outfits. I could see Naomi Campbell's pores.


  And yet she still looked great.


  I had the eyes of a bald eagle. And to a bald eagle, a thousand feet is nothing.


  I spread my wings six feet wide, stretched out my wing tips like feathered fingers, and felt the updraft of warm air lift me up and up.


  In the air around me, at different altitudes, at various distances, there were a pair of ospreys, a peregrine falcon, a northern harrier, and a red-tailed hawk.


  <We look like a raptor convention,> Tobias muttered. <I mean, why not throw in a golden eagle and a few kestrels? If there are any birdwatchers down there, they must be freaking.>


  <No one is watching us,> I said. <They're watching Shaq jam with Bruce Willis and John Goodman.>


  Tobias is trapped in red-tailed morph. He lives as a red-tail, hunting and killing like a hawk. He has regained his power to morph, even his power to morph into his old human body. But his human body is like any other morph: If he stays in it more than two hours, he'll be trapped in it forever. He'd no longer be able to morph.


  The show below us was on a huge outdoor stage. A massive crowd pressed up against the stage, surging and seething and sweating. And not looking all that great, either. I mean, from the air, mostly what you see of humans is their heads. You see little ovals of hair. And let me tell you something: There are a lot of bad haircuts out there.


  Planet Hollywood was on the waterfront where the river cuts through downtown. Tall buildings loomed over it. Skyscrapers fifty and sixty stories tall. I could look right in the windows and see that an awful lot of people had stayed late after work and were gazing down at the stage through binoculars and telescopes.


  <There she is!> I yelled in sudden surprise. <I mean . . . oh, that's her. Lucy what's-her-name.>


  <Xena! It's Xena!> Marco cried, delighted. <Okay, Rachel, the time has come. Fly down there, morph back to human, and you and Xena have it out. See who can kick whose butt.>


  <Marco, Marco, Marco,> I sighed. <You do like to cling to your pathetic little dreams, don't you?>


  <Yes. I absolutely do. And Rachel? Don't forget the leather outfit.>


  For a moment I considered teaching Marco a lesson. He was in osprey morph. Ospreys are big birds. But they might as well be chickens alongside a bald eagle. It would be so easy to go into a stoop, shoot past him, flare up beneath him, and make him tumble.


  Nah. It wouldn't be right.


  I wheeled around in a huge circle that carried me close to the Kenny Building. The Kenny Building is one of those glass towers, all smooth and imposing. It sits almost alongside the river, separated from the water by a four-lane road and a strip of grass. The glass is slightly mirrored so normal eyes can't see inside all that well. But bald-eagle eyes are adapted for hunting fish. They see through water very well, and glass is a lot like water.


  I saw a man in an otherwise empty office on the next to highest floor. Sixty floors up. I don't know why he caught my eye, but he did. I banked to go back toward him.


  And that's when he picked up the metal-framed chair and threw it into the window.


  Crash! Glass exploded outward and fell spinning and sparkling to the ground. Big shards sliced through the tops of parked cars.


  <What the . . .> I said. <Hey! Guys! Back here! Back here! To the Kenny Building, fast!>


  <Is it Arnold?> Marco asked, like that was the only possible reason I could demand his attention.


  But Cassie had spotted the crash of the window, too. <Oh, man! That guy is going to jump!>


  <I believe he would be injured if he jumped,> Ax observed. <So I doubt he would - Ahh!>


  The man had backed up and was running straight for the shattered window.


  <There's six of us,> I yelled. <Come on!>


  <Not enough,> Tobias said. <But maybe we could make the river.>


  I raced for the window. The others came flapping up from below, or plunging from above, or wheeling around from the same altitude.


  The man ran. He stuck his hands out to push away the last shards of glass. Then he launched himself, feet first, into space.


  Chapter 3


  



  The wind ripped across my face. I used every last ounce of the eagle's flying instincts to gain speed. Was it enough?


  I was practically face-to-face with the man as he cleared the building. There was a frozen sort of Road Runner-Wile E. Coyote moment when he seemed to hang suspended in air. Then, he plummeted.


  I opened my talons, stretched them forward, and caught a shred of collar as he dropped. Instantly his speed dragged me down and I sank a second talon in. Right around his collarbone. I think I managed to nick him pretty good, but that was the least of this guy's problems.


  I opened my wings, but I might as well have been opening an umbrella. Maybe I shaved one mile an hour off his speed. Not much.


  Then Tobias swept in like a guided missile. He grabbed the man's left arm. Jake was next, in his insanely fast peregrine falcon morph. He snagged the back of the man's collar.


  He was slowing. But not nearly enough.


  <Glide toward the water!> Tobias yelled. <No, don't flap, you idiots, glide!>


  I forgave Tobias for calling us idiots. When it comes to flying, he is the expert. And it was a slightly tense situation.


  "Aaaaahhhhhhh!" the man screamed so suddenly I nearly lost my grip. He was staring right at me, his left eye maybe an inch from my right eye. He seemed like a normal-looking, middle-aged guy. Aside from the fact that he was screaming in terror.


  Cassie and Ax arrived. Both grabbed talon-holds. Marco was last and he went for all that was left, grabbing the back of the man's suit jacket.


  <Line up your wings on my angle,> Tobias yelled. <Like you're aiming for a level glide, but stay focused on the river!>


  Six birds of prey clutched that man. He screamed. But he was falling slower. He was definitely falling slower. Still too fast to survive a concrete landing. But slower.


  And he was moving forward. Foot by foot, he was moving toward the water's edge.


  Down we dropped.


  Forward we edged.


  I wanted to giggle. It was like some bizarre geometry problem. The sum of the squares of the angles . . . would we make it?


  The ground rushed up at us. Cars zipped by at sixty miles an hour below. Then a strip of grass. Way too close! We were no more than fifty feet up.


  Water's edge!


  <Release!> Tobias cried. <Release, but watch out for the snapback!> We released. The man dropped. Freed of the weight, I went tumbling, wildly out of control, through the air. I flapped, I spun, I flapped some more, and by a miracle, I righted myself.


  Oh. That's what Tobias had meant by "snap-back."


  ZOOOOOM! I blew across the surface of the water, so low my breastbone surfed the tops of the swells.


  Wings full again, I caught enough headwind to soar up. <Ah-HAH! Yow! Oh, that was SO cool!> I exulted. Then I felt guilty. <Everyone okay?>


  I wheeled around and looked for the man. He was not on the surface of the water. I peered down through the murky, salty river water.


  The man was ten feet down, waving his arms madly, thrashing and blowing bubbles and looking terrified.


  <You have GOT to be kidding,> I moaned. <He's stuck in the mud on the river bottom! Cassie and Marco! Come on, we're supposed to be waterbirds, right?>


  I dove straight down into the water.


  What a cool feeling. One minute warm air, the next second, cold water. Then not so cool. The water didn't soak into my feathers, but it did make it impossible to flap my wings. I guess I'd assumed I would sort of fly underwater. Wrong. Eagles may dive and snag fish swimming near the surface, but that does not make them ducks.


  <Cassie! Marco! Don't do it!> I yelled in thought-speak.


  <No duh,> Marco said. <Just because you're a lunatic, doesn't mean we are.>


  <Rachel! You have to morph!> Cassie said. <He's struggling!>


  I was already changing. Any time you morph, you have to pass through your true body on the way to another form. So there I was, a very wet bird, already feeling my lungs burn, underwater and being swept away by the current.


  I morphed as fast as I could. Being terrified always helps.


  As soon as I felt my human arms and legs beginning to appear, I fought my way toward the surface. I saw that shimmering, silvery barrier between air and water above me and I used my mutating limbs - feathery, half-bird, half-human stumps - to swim up and up toward air.


  I stuck my face up out of the water.


  "Aaarrrgghhh!!" someone screamed.


  "Oh, my lord, what is it?"


  Some people in a little motorboat. I guess they'd been listening to the music from the Planet Hollywood.


  I sucked air and went down again.


  "I think it was a dead body!"


  Thanks, I thought. I hope that's not a prophecy.


  I focused on morphing a dolphin. I had the DNA inside me, and I'd morphed dolphin before.


  Now I was an eerie mix of human and dolphin. Gray rubber skin and legs melted together to make a tail and hands that were turning into flippers.


  I powered back toward the poor suicide guy. Although by now I wasn't feeling sorry for him, so much as really annoyed. I mean, what is it with people killing themselves? How big a moron do you have to be not to figure out that at least if you stay alive you have some hope, as opposed to being dead and having zero?


  Besides, I was missing the fashion show.


  He was a weird apparition as he loomed up in front of my dolphin snout. He had sunk up to his thighs in the mud. He'd fought his way partly out, but was still in the goo up to his knees.


  And now he was limp, motionless. But I knew he sure wasn't going to die if I could help it, the stupid, inconsiderate jerk.


  I buried my snout in the small of his back, bent him backward till he was practically lying on me, and kicked like mad with my dolphin tail.


  He came up with a shloooomp sound and a cloud of disturbed mud. I pushed him up to the surface and nosed him to the riverbank.


  Strong human arms reached for him and yanked him up onto dry land.


  Very strong human arms.


  Chapter 4


  



  "Well, that's just classic," I complained the next day as we all hooked up at the mall food court after school. I had USA Today. I had our local newspaper and a bunch of others. Every one of them showed the same picture. And they all had basically the same headline:


  



  Schwarzenegger Real-Life Hero:


  Gives Mouth-to-Mouth to Drowning Man


  



  One paper said:


  



  Terminator Becomes Resuscitator


  



  "This society is way too celebrity-obsessed," I said. "It is so superficial."


  "Yeah, I hate that," Cassie said. She gave me a mocking look. Cassie thinks I'm too concerned with looks and clothes. Cassie is my best friend and I would give my life for her, but you should see what she wears. For Cassie, dressing up is putting on clean jeans and socks that actually match.


  "We were lucky," Jake said. "No one happened to snap any pictures of a pack of raptors carrying the guy to the water. And no one happened to wonder why a dolphin would be so far upstream from the ocean."


  "The man was lucky, too," Cassie said.


  Marco shook his head. "No way. Lucky would have been getting mouth-to-mouth from Naomi Campbell."


  "Where are the cinnamon buns?" Ax asked. "Tobias said he would get some. Cinnamon buns. Bun-zuh."


  Ax was there in his human morph, of course, since the sight of an Andalite hanging around the food court would have attracted just a little attention. But the real Ax did not have a mouth. Did not have the ability to make spoken sounds. And worst of all, did not have a sense of taste.


  So when he morphed to human, he tended to become fixated on taste and sounds. Especially taste. And especially, for some strange reason, on cinnamon buns.


  "I wonder what happens to George Edelman now?" Cassie asked.


  "Who?"


  She rolled her eyes at me. "The guy. The man. The man whose life you saved, Rachel."


  "Oh. Is that his name?"


  "Yes, it was in all the newspaper articles," she said, exasperated with me.


  I shrugged. "Okay, okay. So his name is George Edelman. Big deal."


  Cassie leaned across the table. "Rachel, you saved this man's life. Without you the rest of us wouldn't have seen him in time. Without you he'd have been a splat on the concrete. You are a hero. A human life was saved. He may go on to cure cancer or something. And you don't remember his name?"


  Now that she mentioned it, I did feel like maybe I should know the man's name. On the other hand . . . "Hey, wait a minute. This guy isn't anything to me," I said. "It's not like I'm responsible for him."


  Marco made a back and forth gesture with his hand. "I don't know. Isn't it the Chinese who say if you save a man he becomes your responsibility? Or maybe it's the Japanese. The Greeks? Someone. I saw it in a movie."


  I shrugged again. Now I was feeling defensive. "It was mostly just a goof, you know? I just wanted to see if we could do it. It was . . ." I searched my mind for the right word. "It was a challenge. That's it, a challenge."


  Tobias arrived, carrying a Cinnabon cinnamon bun. One of the large ones. Dripping with icing and smelling of cinnamon. Lots of cinnamon.


  Ax's human eyes went wide. His mouth hung open slightly. It was weird, because Ax's human morph is made up of DNA from Cassie, Jake, Marco, and me. So you're always seeing something familiar in him, you know? Like maybe it's your own mouth hanging open, or Marco's eyes.


  Tobias set the paper plate down on the table. "I figured we could all have a bite and then leave the rest for -" He stopped and stared at Ax with an expression of amusement mixed with awe.


  Ax had snagged the bun. He'd snagged the plate and the plastic fork, too. He was busy shoving them into his mouth. Bun and plate and fork. Great big huge bun and little paper plate.


  I reached over and grabbed the end of the plastic fork. Half of it was already in Ax's mouth. I yanked it out. It was too late to save the plate.


  The five of us just sat there for a few minutes and watched as Ax chewed and slobbered and gulped and shoved with his fingertips. It was a little like watching a python try to swallow a small pig.


  "George Edelman, huh?" I said, breaking the spell.


  "Yeah," Jake said. "But everyone keep an eye on TV and newspapers for a while, okay? If someone noticed our . . . activities . . . we want to know about it. Mostly, we have to hope George Edelman keeps his mouth shut."


  "People will figure he's nuts," Marco pointed out. "No one is gonna listen to a guy who tried to kill himself."


  Chapter 5


  



  Three days later. My house. My still-not-completely-fixed house.


  "Jordan! JORDAN!"


  That would be me, yelling. I was in the kitchen. I had opened the refrigerator and discovered that my white paper container of leftover Chinese food was gone.


  "Jor-DAN! You little thief."


  "What?"


  I turned away from the refrigerator and slammed straight into the kitchen island. We didn't used to have a kitchen island. But our kitchen had been annihilated when my bedroom had collapsed down into it.


  The construction had been pretty shoddy, I guess. And it hadn't helped at all that I had morphed into an African elephant in my bedroom. Fortunately, no one in my family knew that but me.


  Anyway, we were in the process of getting a much cooler kitchen now. My mom's a lawyer and she got the insurance company to pay up right away. Plus the builder of the house was so scared that something else would happen, he was doing all the labor free.


  I felt bad about the builder getting blamed. But what was I supposed to say? "Mom, it was me. See, I was allergic to this crocodile morph, and it made me morph out of control so that I . . ." You get the idea. Wasn't going to happen.


  Anyway, I slammed into the new kitchen island and fought down the urge to say something I shouldn't repeat. But I was mad, and now I was mad with a bruise on my hip, so I stuck my finger in my little sister's face and said, "You! You ate my Szechuan shrimp! I was saving it. I want it. I want it right now."


  A couple years ago that would have scared Jordan. But she's getting older now, and more independent. Plus more of a smart-mouth.


  "Rachel, I took your stupid shrimp yesterday. And I threw it out."


  "What! You threw out my Szechuan shrimp? You are always doing something with my leftovers."


  She shook her head slowly, pityingly. "It was already a week old, duh. It was too old, duh. It would have made you barf up your kidneys, duh. Shrimp doesn't exactly stay good forever, duh. And oh, by the way, did I mention, duh?"


  "You should have asked me!" I cried, in no mood to be reasonable.


  "Okay, Rachel," Jordan said placidly. "Should I have thrown out your rancid, bacteria-crawling, moldy leftovers like Mom asked me to, or should I have left them for you to eat so you'd end up having to get your stomach pumped?"


  Well. When she put it that way. Boy, I hate when someone gets the better of me. But I could not think of a single really crushing comeback. So I said, "I'll let it go this time."


  Jordan rolled her eyes. "Thank you, thank you, Queen Rachel. I'm so glad you'll let me live."


  My mom walked in, carrying two leather briefcases. One was normal size. The other was one of those big, kind of square ones. She hefted them both up onto the counter.


  She looked tired, like she usually does when she gets home from work. She's not all that high up in the firm, so she works constantly. But she grinned. "Hey! Congratulate me. I'm a celebrity. Did you girls eat? How was school? Where's Sarah? And don't tell me she's at Tisha's house again. Every time she comes home from there I end up buying her another Barbie."


  "School was fine," I said. "We haven't had dinner. You want me to make something?"


  "Or we could order out," Jordan said smugly. "Rachel would like some pus-oozing, rotten shrimp."


  "Mom! Mom!" Sarah yelled, tearing in through the door from the backyard. "Tisha says they have a lawyer Barbie! A lawyer Barbie. Just like you!"


  "So what's this about being a celebrity?" I asked.


  "Oh, well, I was mostly kidding. You know that guy in the papers a few days ago? The one who was rescued by Arnold Schwarzman? He was on TV and CNN."


  "Schwarzenegger?"


  "No, the man he rescued. Anyway, guess what? I'm his lawyer. His family says he's incompetent. They want to -"


  "Incompetent? Is that where you have to wear those adult diapers?" Jordan asked.


  "No, honey, not incontinent. They are alleging he's incompetent. Not able to look after his own affairs. That's what they allege."


  "Nuts," I translated. "Wacko. Allegedly wacko."


  "Don't say wacko," my mother said, looking pained. "Mentally unbalanced will do fine. His family want to have him institutionalized permanently."


  "So what are you supposed to do?" I asked. "Prove he's not wacko? I mean, he is, right? He jumped off a building."


  "Lawyer Barbie could save him," Sarah said.


  "Actually, it's a little worse than that," my mom said, gathering Sarah up into her arms. "Apparently this poor man claims he has an alien living in his head."


  My heart beat three times real fast. Then stopped.


  "He calls them Yerks or Yorks or something."


  Chapter 6


  



  "So that's the nuthouse," Marco said with satisfaction as we all gazed up the hill at the pleasant-looking but weirdly quiet two-story structure. "I always suspected I'd end up here."


  He gave me a wink. I had to laugh. See, I was about to make that same joke about him. He beat me to it.


  Cassie sighed. "I don't think the patients probably like to be called nuts," she said.


  "Of course not," I agreed. "They'd have to be nuts to want to be called nuts."


  Marco gave me a discreet low five behind my back.


  <Cassie's right. It's not politically correct to call nuts nuts,> Tobias said.


  Cassie looked at me. "You know, I could swear I heard that bird talking. I must be nuts."


  We all laughed. Even Jake, who was trying, with the usual total lack of success, to get us all to behave seriously.


  We were gathered near the Rupert J. Kirk State Mental Health Facility. It was two floors of red brick. There was a little fountain just outside the front door, and lots of shade trees and lawn chairs sitting out on the grass. It could have been an old folks' home, or a slightly aged apartment building. Except for the fact that it was encircled by a high chain-link fence. And there were three strands of barbed wire atop that fence. And there was heavy wire mesh on the windows. But aside from all that, it looked perfectly nice.


  "Who else has the willies?" Cassie wondered.


  I held up my hand.


  "What are willies?" Ax asked. He was in human morph.


  <A vague, creepy feeling,> Tobias explained. <The subtle, unsettling sense that something you can't quite see is desperately wrong.>


  "The feeling I get when I reach the school door every day," Jake muttered.


  "School, nuthouse, what's the difference when you get right down to it?"Marco asked philosophically. "Dumb rules and bad food in both places."


  Jake jerked his head to indicate we should move along. We were on the sidewalk across the street, lurking along a row of parked cars. And what's weird is, I swear the sun went behind a cloud the moment we reached the facility.


  We walked along, with Tobias flitting from tree to tree overhead.


  "Easy enough to bust in," Jake observed. "A fence, a door, big deal. Not like the Fenestre mansion or the Yeerk pool. Easy."


  "Yeah," I agreed. "So we get in, we find this George Edelman and try to figure out if he knows something about the Yeerks. Then we leave Marco behind and get out."


  Jake raised an eyebrow. "Okay, I think we may have to put a limit on the number of nut jokes. This is serious."


  Marco made a deprecating noise. "Nah. This isn't serious."


  "Every time we start to take something for granted we end up getting hammered," Jake warned. He grinned in anticipation. "We'd have to be nuts to get careless."


  No one laughed.


  "I say, we'd have to be nuts . . . oh, fine. Don't laugh. I don't care."


  "We need an open window or something," I said. I looked over the building. No open windows that I could see. It was thick glass and heavy wire mesh all the way.


  "We can't hurt anyone," Jake pointed out. "No fighting. Those are innocent people in there. We can't take the risk of hurting anyone. It's too far to travel in fly or cockroach morph. Hmmm. Maybe not that easy, after all."


  Just then, like an answer to our prayers, a truck drove up the driveway and around to the far side of the facility.


  "Was that a food truck?" Jake asked. "Tobias? Can you go take a look?"


  Tobias flapped away and came back in less than a minute. <It's a food delivery. The truck looks pretty big, and it's dark in the back.>


  Jake nodded. "Okay, I don't think more than three of us should go. We morph to bird, fly into the truck, morph to human, then to cockroach. We hide in some of the food and they carry us right in. Rachel, this is your guy. I mean, you saved him. So you're in. I'll go. Tobias doesn't have a useful morph, and Ax is too obvious when he passes through his Andalite phase. So it's Marco or Cassie."


  We flipped a coin. Marco won. Then we explained to Ax what it meant to flip a coin.


  It took twenty minutes for us to find a place to morph into seagulls. Seagulls were less noticeable than birds of prey. Unfortunately, the place we found was a Dumpster. It was an empty Dumpster, but still . . .


  As soon as I had my snowy white wings, I was up and out of there. We zoomed around, gaining altitude, and watched as Ax and Cassie retrieved our shoes and outer clothes. We still can't morph regular clothing, just whatever is almost skintight. In my case a leotard.


  Tobias stayed up at a higher altitude, looking for trouble of any kind.


  The three of us waited and watched the back of the grocery truck. There were two guys unloading it. One looked like the driver. The other was wearing a white apron. Probably a cook or something from the facility itself.


  <We need to time this right,> Jake said. <I don't want to be a seagull trapped inside a truck.>


  <One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand . . .> Marco counted off the seconds between trips by the truck driver or white apron guy.


  <How about right now?> I said. I spilled air from my wings and dove toward the back of the truck just as the driver went into the building, pushing a dolly loaded with tomato crates.


  Jake and Marco fell in beside me and we swooped, swift and neat, into the dark of the truck. I opened my wings and tilted my tail down to kill my speed. Then I took a quick glance around and used my remaining momentum to zip over the top of a wall of cardboard boxes and land in a cramped area behind.


  I felt pretty pleased with myself. Marco and Jake landed beside me. Marco landed a little clumsily and sort of rolled and fluttered into the wall of the truck.


  <That was dumb, Rachel,> Jake said. <You should have waited.>


  <I knew it would work,> I said. I seethed a little at Jake calling me dumb. He wasn't always so careful. Of course, he is our unofficial leader, so I guess he feels responsible. Although as far as I'm concerned, I'm responsible for me.


  <Okay, let's demorph,> Jake said. <But this space looks pretty tight back here. So everyone watch your elbows.>


  "I'm telling you, I saw some birds fly in here," an irate voice said. "You see birds? I don't see any birds. Let's get this unloaded. I'm on overtime here, and my company don't pay overtime."


  I heard some grunting and the sound of more boxes being lifted. I began to demorph as fast as I could.


  Chapter 7


  



  Jake was right. It was crowded. We went from being three birds, each smaller than a chicken, to being three kids. We were jammed together, and it wasn't pretty. Marco's hand and fingers were just emerging from his feathers when his arm bones sprouted and forced the fingers into my eyes.


  I twisted my head aside as well as I could. But my head was the size of a grapefruit, with my eyes still stuck on the sides and a beak jammed tight into the space between two boxes, so it was hard to move.


  There was a pain in my back and I had this jolt of fear. Was I feeling the morphing itself? The Andalite morphing technology keeps that from happening, but was it failing somehow? The pain was pretty severe, like the pressure of a . . . well, of a knee being driven into my back.


  <Jake, do you have your knee in -> But just then, thought-speak stopped working as we crossed the line from mostly seagull to mostly human.


  In another few seconds we were packed together like sardines in a can. I literally could not move. We were one big mess of knees and elbows and twisted heads.


  "This is ridiculous," I muttered.


  "Morph to cockroach," Jake managed to whisper.


  I've never been crazy about morphing bugs. But this was one case where I was relieved. For once I wanted to get small.


  I focused my thoughts on the cockroach. And somehow - I have no idea how - that triggered the cockroach DNA in my system to begin reformulating all the cells in my body.


  Of course, a cockroach is minuscule compared to a human being. So I was about to become half as big as my own thumb. According to Ax, all the excess mass gets pushed into Zero-space, where it sort of hangs like a big wad of guts and hair and stuff.


  As I morphed the cockroach, as I became smaller and smaller and smaller, more and more of me was being deposited in some blank, white nonspace.


  It's not something I like to think about.


  In any case, the morphing itself was so disgusting, it distracted me from any such worries.


  See, although we were shrinking, we were all still pretty large when the cockroach features began to appear. The extra legs, for example.


  Two extra legs sprouted from my chest. They just poked out, like they belonged there. They came out looking like sticks a few inches long. But they just grew and grew and became hairy and articulated. It happened to all of us at almost the same instant.


  SPLOOOT!


  SPLOOOT!


  SPLOOOT!


  Unfortunately, we hadn't shrunk to roach size yet. Morphing is never totally logical. Things happen in weird, unpredictable ways. The three of us were each about the size of cocker spaniels when the legs appeared. Followed by insanely long antennae that shot from our foreheads and waved around madly like sensitive bullwhips.


  My regular legs were changing. My arms were changing. My face was changing, and that's never good. But it's even worse when you're watching this mirror image of yourself. Marco's smirky face was just six inches from mine when big bug eyes popped out and his lower face split into the creepy, grasping mouthparts of a cockroach.


  I've morphed a bunch of times. It is still a freak show nightmare.


  The box was getting big beneath me. Now there was so much room I could no longer see Jake at all. Marco was a vague, low-slung shape off across a smooth, light brown cardboard plain.


  I tried out my thought-speak. <You guys still there?>


  <Yeah,> Jake replied. <Let's take cover inside this box.>


  I hadn't really looked at the box to notice what was inside. But I could see an open seam that looked as if it was six feet wide. In reality it was probably an inch. But an inch to a roach is way more space than necessary. A roach can squeeze through a space no wider than the thickness of a nickel.


  The final changes were taking place. The hard, fingernail material that made up my outer body replaced the last vestiges of human flesh. The tiny remaining shreds of my liver and heart and lungs all disappeared to be replaced by the utterly primitive organs of the cockroach.


  My dim, blurry, distorted roach vision wasn't great, but I was used to it and could more or less make sense out of things as long as they were close. And in addition, I had my antennae. They were tingling with information that seemed like some weird mix of touch and smell. I felt the air currents around me. I felt the vibrations as the cook lifted a heavy load and trudged away. I sensed Marco and Jake, two fellow roaches, although their presence didn't matter much to the roach brain.


  But mostly, I smelled food.


  Lots and lots of food. Very close by. Sweet. An overpowering smell-touch. Right beneath me.


  I powered my six legs and went jerking forward.


  ZOOM!


  It's gross being a roach, but being a running roach is amazing. Your face is about a millimeter from the ground. And you feel like you're going two hundred miles an hour. It's as if someone strapped rockets on your back and shot you off across the ground, with your nose practically skinning on the dirt.


  I zoomed over to the big seam in the box. Now I could see Marco and Jake fairly clearly. We were all standing next to the edge. We couldn't see down inside and it looked like a big, rectangular well or something.


  <What do you think is down there?> Marco wondered.


  <I don't know,> I said. <But it's some kind of food, and it smells sweet.>


  Suddenly, vibrations. The men were coming back, and I felt a massive, jarring thud as they stuck the edge of the dolly beneath our stack of boxes.


  <Let's do it!> I yelled. I powered straight out into the darkness and fell through the perfumed air.


  <I hate when she says that,> Marco groaned. <Anytime Rachel says "let's do it" in that insane, suicidal, rock-and-roll way of hers, disaster can't be far away.>


  Chapter 8


  



  I fell!


  Down and down and down. Probably at least three inches.


  I hit bottom, only bottom wasn't flat. It was curved and pitched. I grabbed with the tiny claws at the ends of my legs, but I slipped farther before I could latch on.


  Jake and Marco dropped not far away.


  I looked around as well as I could in the gloom. I was standing on something almost cylindrical, except that it was also curved. And pressed in right beside this curved cylinder was another, each maybe ten times my own body length. And wait! Others, all around. In addition to being cylindrical and curved, now I could see that they tapered down to a blunt tip.


  Some of these curved things were gathered together at one end, like a bunch of . . .


  <Bananas,> Marco said. <We're in a crate of bananas.>


  <Oh. That must be what we were smelling. The sweet smell,> Jake said. <Good. This should be easy. They're moving us now. In a few seconds we'll be inside.>


  <Gross. Roaches on bananas,> I said, making conversation while we waited. <Maybe that's why Cassie always washes her bananas before she peels them.>


  <No,> Jake said. <It's because of pesticides. You know, poisons.>


  <Poison?> Marco said nervously. <I don't feel sick. At least, I don't think I feel sick.>


  <It would just be trace amounts,> Jake said. <But I suppose they spray poison on the bananas down in wherever. Ecuador or wherever.>


  <Ecuador? That just popped into your head? Ecuador?> Marco demanded. <Besides, Cassie's probably wrong. What's going to eat through banana skin? This skin is like foot-thick leather.>


  <I think it's for the spiders,> I said. <Haven't you ever heard how sometimes there are tarantulas crawling around bananas? Happens all the time. They come up in the holds of ships and ->


  <Excuse me? Tarantulas?> Marco squeaked.


  <Oh, come on. What are the odds that there's a tarantula in this particular crate of bananas?>


  Unfortunately, right at that moment I got the answer. The crate was out of the truck and a bright beam of sunlight shone down through the opening in the box. A brilliant shaft illuminated the bananas. It was a bizarre landscape. Curves everywhere. Like someone with a protractor had drawn an endless jumble of arcs.


  It was about eight inches away. Sitting comfortably atop a bunch of bananas. It was, no exaggeration, as big as an elephant to me.


  <Um, guys? Don't anyone make any sudden movements, okay?>


  <Oh, puh-leeze,> Marco said. <How lame do you think we are, Rachel? Now you're going to pretend there's a tarantula in here? So I'm supposed to go screaming around like a nitwit while you laugh yourself sick?>


  <Marco. Jake. Just look behind you.>


  I guess they looked.


  <Aaaaahhhh!>


  <Aaaaahhhh!>


  They ran. The spider moved.


  Roaches are fast. Tarantulas are faster.


  I would have never believed something that big could move that fast. But I guess it had been a long, hungry boat ride up from Ecuador for the tarantula.


  <Rachel! Where are you?> Jake yelled.


  Eight hairy legs were a blur. All I could focus on was a huge, ripping beak like a hawk's, and eight eerie eyes all in a cluster in that huge hairy face.


  It was after me!


  I motored. I leaped as well as my roach legs could leap. In some tiny corner of my tiny roach brain I heard the cockroach instincts screaming, Fly! Fly!


  I fluttered open the hard shell that covered my gossamer roach wings and I flew. I flew nowhere! Maybe two inches! Roaches can't fly worth a -


  It was on me! Looming over me! The sunlight streamed down and then a shadow. Not the shadow of the spider, something bigger, farther away.


  I was looking up at nostril! A pair of huge, hairy, human nostrils. And beyond them, weirdly bright human eyes.


  I tried to run, but the spider reared up, flailing its front legs like a frightened horse. It jammed one of those legs down so fast I didn't see it move. A claw grabbed my left middle leg. I fought and twisted, but there was no escape.


  Huge fangs were descending on me.


  Then, "Oh! Oh! Aaaarrrggghh! A spider!"


  Everything went nuts. The bananas went flying. We were falling, me and the tarantula, which still refused to let me go. Monstrous bananas, each as big as a piece of concrete sewer pipe, fell toward us. But the spider and I were falling, too.


  WHAM!


  Bananas all over me. Brilliant sunlight everywhere!


  In panic, the cook had knocked the pile of boxes off his dolly. The banana crate had smashed down onto the floor just inside the loading dock.


  "What are you doing with my bananas?" the truck driver yelled. Then, "Oh, jeez! Kill it!"


  I'd been battered and beaten by falling bananas, but that spider still had me. And now, in addition to the sheer, screaming panic I felt, the roach brain was adding the terror of sudden, bright light.


  Run! the roach brain yammered.


  Run! my brain agreed.


  "Stomp it!" someone yelled in a voice that vibrated down through my body.


  A huge, slow-moving shadow came down and down and down.


  SQUISH! A banana exploded under the impact of the giant shoe. It gushed banana goo, sweet and sticky, all over us.


  And still that tarantula held me. Eight huge, expressionless black eyes glared down. The gnashing, hungry beak strained for the chance to rip me open.


  <Is that one of you?> Tobias cried from far away.


  Thanks be to a million years of evolution that has given the hawk its magnificent eyes. Oh, yes, oh, yes, love those eyes.


  <It's me!> I yelled.


  I didn't see Tobias come falling from the sky. All I saw was a blur of big, craggy talons snatch the spider up, up and away.


  I kept my grip on a banana. My leg was ripped away by the spider, which flatly refused to let go. It hurt in a sort of vague, distant kind of way. But roaches are pretty tough.


  <Let's move!> Jake said. <Head toward the shade. That should be the inside of the building.>


  We moved out. I moved a little more slowly, and with a tendency to drift toward the side with the missing leg.


  And from high above I heard Tobias say, <Hmmm. Not bad. Not bad at all.>


  Chapter 9


  



  <See, this is what happens whenever Rachel starts in with her "let's do it" attitude,> Marco complained as we scurried across a filthy floor. <We end up being eaten by spiders or something.>


  <Hey, I don't see where you suffered, Marco,> I said. <I'm the one who can only count to five on her legs.>


  <Stick close to the base of the wall,> Jake said. <I don't want to get stomped. I got swatted in fly morph, and that's enough for me. I am not getting stomped on, too.>


  We were a little shaky, obviously.


  <You think Tobias actually ate that spider?> Marco asked.


  <With banana relish,> I said.


  We laughed a nervous kind of laugh and continued zooming along the rubber baseboard in the facility's kitchen. Then, an opening in the wall and we were in. I was grateful to be out of the harsh light. And away from so many shoes.


  <I've spotted the guy.> It was Cassie's thought-speak voice. I was puzzled. <What are you doing?>


  <Ax and I morphed to harrier and osprey. We've been looking in the windows, trying to spot Mr. Edelman. I have him. Second floor. Above the kitchen, then maybe twenty feet along the building. He's in a room with three other patients. They're wearing hospital gowns and slippers. They're watching TV.>


  <It's the show called Gilligan's Island,> Ax added helpfully.


  <Now, how does Ax know about Gilligan's Island?> Marco wondered. No one answered him.


  <Okay, straight up,> Jake said.


  The inside of the wall was a natural home to cockroaches. In fact, I noted several scattered areas of roach poop.


  It's the kind of thing a roach brain notices.


  The inside of the wall was otherwise a pretty clean place. I was standing on a wide expanse of wood. The grain was like ripples under my roach feet. A nail head protruded in front of me and looked about as tall as a tall woman. To my left and right were the backsides of sheetrock - featureless, blank, gray.


  We tried our feet out on the Sheetrock. They tended to slip. So we scuttled down to an upright beam and climbed the wood instead.


  Eight feet straight up, and it was weirdly like flying. I felt the "ground" recede way, way below me. Dozens of times my own height. I knew I wouldn't be hurt if I fell. But still, hanging sideways, crawling straight up against gravity, seemed dangerous.


  We reached the top of the beam and I was grateful to haul myself up and over into a space between the upright and a cross beam. We were just beneath the floor. But now things were complicated. The space between the second floor and the ceiling beneath it was mostly blocked by a wall of wood. But eventually we found a way in, walking sideways and scraping between rough-sawed wood-ends.


  My antennae waved wildly, trying to comprehend the long, square tunnel before me. It was almost pitch-dark. Only a tiny hint of light filtered down from the floor above. And after the run-in with the spider, I was very jumpy. Who knew what might be in that vast, dark space?


  <That light must be from some kind of crack,> Jake said. <I guess we go toward that. Unless anyone else has any ideas?>


  <I have an idea,> Marco said. <We get out of here, go back to the mall, and see how many Cinnabons Ax can eat before he explodes.>


  <Oh, come on, you babies,> I said, trying to sound braver than I felt. <Let's go.> I scuttled forward. I was walking on Sheetrock that formed the ceiling below. The wooden walls on either side of me were insanely tall - ten, twenty times my height.


  But we soon reached the light. I felt better. My roach brain felt worse. Across our path lay a huge tube. It seemed to be metal and looked as big as a felled redwood. From the large tube, two smaller tubes went straight up toward a brighter light.


  <Plumbing,> Jake remarked.


  Sudden movement in the darkness!


  <Aaahhh!> I yelled, but even as I was yelling, I realized what it was.


  <A brother roach,> Marco said. <Or sister.>


  <Come on, let's get this over with,> I said. I scampered straight up the nearest vertical pipe. And within seconds I was poking my bullwhip antennae out into the light beneath a sink.


  <It's a bathroom,> I reported. <Come on.>


  We piled out through the hole, and down onto cold, white ceramic tile.


  <Are we in the right place?> Marco wondered.


  <I don't know. I forgot to bring my map of the inside of the walls of the nuthouse,> I said. <We need to have Cassie or one of the guys confirm where we are. There's a window up there.>


  I took off, scurrying across the tile, up the wall and onto the wire mesh of the window. I could see light, of course, but could not see through the glass.


  <Hey, Cassie, Ax, Tobias. Do you see a roach sitting on a window?>


  Ax answered. <Yes. I see you. You are in a small room just alongside the room where the human named Edelman is.>


  <Thanks.> I rejoined the others. <So. Now what?>


  <Now we talk to Mr. Edelman,> Jake said. <We need to get him to come in here. We'll have some privacy in here.>


  <And then what, he talks to a cockroach?>


  <No. One of us needs to demorph and talk to him,> Jake said.


  <Wait a minute,> Marco objected. <Isn't he going to think it's a little weird, some kid appearing magically in his bathroom?>


  <It's a facility for people with mental illnesses, Marco,> Jake pointed out. <Who's going to believe him?>


  <I'll do the talking,> I said. <Mr. Edelman is my responsibility. I rescued him. And I'm starting to think I'm sorry I did. You guys stay out of the way. I'd hate to accidentally step on you.>


  I began to demorph.


  The squares of ceramic tile grew rapidly smaller. I shot up and up, like Jack's magic bean sprout or something.


  I was about two feet tall, with skin like burnt sugar, monstrously long antennae sprouting from my forehead, human eyes, semihuman legs that bristled with dagger-sharp hairs, blond hair, and a wide, throbbing yellowish-brown abdomen, when the bathroom door opened.


  A man shuffled in, wearing slippers. He headed for the toilet. He hesitated. Slowly, very slowly, he turned.


  My human mouth was just appearing. My lips grew from melted roach mouthparts.


  "Hi. Could you get George Edelman for me?"


  The man nodded. "Sure." He started to go. Then he turned back. "Are you real?"


  "Nah. Just a figment of your imagination."


  "Ah. I'll get George."


  Chapter 10


  



  I was human by the time Mr. Edelman poked his head cautiously into the room.


  "Hi," I said cheerfully. I stuck out my hand. "I'm . . . I'm helping your lawyer with your court case."


  He was startled. Who wouldn't be? He swept his eyes around the room as though maybe, just maybe, there was something weird about meeting me in a bathroom. He didn't notice the two cockroaches huddled together under the sink.


  "Who are you? What are you doing here?" Then he looked down. "You're not wearing shoes."


  "Yes, I apologize for my slightly . . ." I was looking for a sophisticated word like "unconventional," but I couldn't think of it. " . . . my slightly weird appearance here."


  "Yes. Weird." He glared at me for a while, uncertain what to make of my utterly bizarre appearance in his bathroom. Then he shook my outstretched hand. "I guess I'm not one to be talking about 'weird.'"


  "Would you like to have a seat?" I said, indicating the toilet.


  "No. Thanks." Again the look that said, "Wait a minute, I may be nuts, but there's something strange about this." Then he said, "You're awfully young."


  "Thank you," I said. "Actually I'm twenty-five, but I work out, I eat the right foods, and I always wear sunscreen. Mr. Edelman," I said bluntly, before he could ask me any more questions, "why did you try to kill yourself?"


  He sat down on the edge of the tub. I leaned against the sink and tried to look like a very youthful twenty-five-year-old with no shoes. Mr. Edelman looked at me with confused, but kind, gray eyes. He made an effort to smooth his rumpled hair.


  And he said, "I had no choice. It's this thing in my head."


  I nodded. "Okay. Yes. What thing in your head?"


  "The Yeerk." He made a weak smile, like he was expecting me to laugh and denounce him as a lunatic.


  My heart beat faster and I missed a breath. I sucked in a lungful and kept my expression fixed.


  "What exactly is a Yeerk, sir?"


  He hesitated again. He was tired of telling stories no one believed. Maybe he was on prescription drugs. They do that in psychiatric hospitals. He was probably loaded up on tranquilizers or something. All of a sudden, I felt sorry for him.


  "Mr. Edelman, I promise you I won't laugh. And I won't make you take any pills. And I won't say you're crazy. Can you tell me what you mean when you say 'Yeerk'?"


  He nodded. "Yes. Yeerks are parasitic aliens. They enter the brain through the ear canal. They take over every function of your conscious mind. They . . ." Suddenly he went into a spasm. It wracked his body. He jerked wildly, wrapped his arms tight together, and tried to control it. His mouth snapped open and shut like some mad ventriloquist's dummy.


  I grabbed him by the shoulders, trying to do something to help. But then he started raving. He was speaking in a strange, manic voice.


  "I l l what? Farum yeft kalash sip! Sip! Sip! The pool! Gahala sulp AAAAHHH! Help! Coranch! Coranch!"


  Suddenly, he fell silent and almost collapsed. I propped him back up.


  "Are you okay?"


  "No," he whispered. "It happens sometimes. It's the Yeerk. You see, he's mad. Insane. He's in my head and he won't get out. But he is insane! Insane!"


  "Okay, okay, try and chill, okay, Mr. Edelman?"


  "Yes. Yes."


  "Look, I can't stay much longer. But you have to tell me: How is the Yeerk staying alive without Kandrona rays? You've been in here for more than three days."


  I cannot possibly describe the way he looked at me then. Hope. Dread. Amazement. All three.


  I grabbed him again by the shoulders. "I know it's weird, but you have to trust me. How does it happen? Why is the Yeerk insane? How does it survive without the Kandrona?"


  "Andalite?" Mr. Edelman whispered wonderingly.


  "Yes," I lied. "Andalite."


  "It's the food," he said, gushing the information. "The food! During the famine after . . . after you Andalites destroyed the one Kandrona, we found out, they found out that a certain food could help them get by. For a while. But there were problems with it - AAHHH! Yeft, hiyiyarg felorka! Ghafrash fit Visser!"


  Mr. Edelman jerked and slavered and yelled for a few minutes and I waited and worried that someone might come. Some attendant or doctor or something. But no one did.


  I wished I could help the man. I had spent enough time close to Controllers of various types - human, Hork-Bajir, and Taxxon - to guess that some of what he was saying was in the basic Yeerk language. And other words were Hork-Bajir. Yeerks seem to adopt some of the language of their hosts. The Yeerk who was in Edelman's head must have been a Hork-Bajir-Controller at one point.


  Mr. Edelman calmed down and got control of himself again. "Sorry. The Yeerk breaks through sometimes. What you hear is the raving of a crazy Yeerk."


  "It's okay," I said. "What's this food? The food that allows Yeerks to survive without the Kandrona?"


  "They discovered it quite by accident. No one guessed what it could do. No one realized it would prove addictive. But it did. Terribly addictive. And over time, the continued ingestion of it began to eliminate the Yeerks' need for Kandrona rays. At the same time, it drove them crazy. You see, it seems to literally replace some of a Yeerk's brain stem."


  I nodded. I could barely contain my excitement.


  A food that could destroy Yeerks! "What is the food, Mr. Edelman?"


  "Oatmeal," he said. "But only the instant kind. And then, only the maple and ginger flavor." He shook his head. "Yeerks cannot resist the addiction, once exposed. And they slowly, but surely, drive themselves mad. There are dozens of men and women like me. In places like this. On the streets. Or worse."


  "Thanks for telling me," I said. "Um . . . Listen, is there anything I can do for you?"


  He shook his head a little sadly. "The Yeerks will leave me alone. After all, who is going to believe a madman? I . . . I am sorry I tried to destroy myself. It all just got to be too much. This . . . this alien lunatic in my head. My family wanting to keep me locked up in here."


  "Isn't there some way to get the Yeerk out of your head?"


  "No. No. He will live as long as I do."


  I've never seen sadder eyes. I hope I never see eyes that sad again. I looked away.


  "I just wish . . . the times when I am myself, when I am in control, I wish I didn't have to spend them in here."


  He looked out through the dirty bathroom window with its heavy wire mesh.


  Chapter 11


  



  "We have our ultimate weapon," Marco reported to the others when we were all safely assembled back in Cassie's barn. "Maple and ginger oatmeal."


  "Instant maple and ginger oatmeal," I corrected.


  "Instant," Marco agreed.


  Cassie, Ax, and Tobias all just stared. Tobias was his hawk self, and he can really stare. Ax was in his own Andalite body, and he could stare with four eyes at once.


  "Oatmeal," Cassie said.


  "Oatmeal," Jake confirmed. "But only the instant maple and ginger. I guess they don't know why."


  <Maybe it's the maple,> Tobias suggested.


  "Maybe it's the ginger. Or maybe it's the 'instant.' Whatever that is," I said. "Who cares? Suddenly we have a weapon to use on human-Controllers. A human-Controller who eats this stuff gets hooked and the Yeerk in his head goes nuts. What we have to do is find some way to get a lot of this stuff into a lot of Controllers."


  I took a sidelong glance at Cassie. Something told me she was not going to approve of this. But Cassie was bending over a cage, poking her fingers through the wire to check a bandage on an injured badger.


  To my surprise, it was Tobias who said, <You know, something about this doesn't feel totally okay. You know?>


  Marco, who had been lounging on a bale of hay, jumped up. "What? What? We have green kryptonite here! We have something that can make Yeerks go nuts. Why is that not a good thing?"


  <It sounds to me like they get addicted to it. Like a drug,> Tobias said. I winced.


  "It's oatmeal, okay? Not anything illegal."


  <A drug is in the eye of the beholder,> Tobias argued. <If you get addicted to the illegal stuff and it messes you up, that's a drug to you. If you get addicted to oatmeal and it messes you up ->


  "It's still just oatmeal," I said. "Oatmeal is oatmeal. Jeez! I can't believe we're having this conversation."


  "Look," Marco said, "the bigger question here is WHO CARES?! They're Yeerks. They're the enemy. They attacked us, not the other way around."


  <What about the hosts? The humans?> Ax asked. <The Yeerks are made invulnerable to their normal hunger for Kandrona rays. They can live inside their human hosts forever, even if the oatmeal is later taken away. These hosts would lose all hope.>


  "If we lose this war we're all going to be without hope," I said. "Ax, I can't believe you, of all people, would even hesitate."


  Ax swiveled his stalk eyes toward me. <We Andalites have been at war longer than you. We understand the temptation to sink to the level of your enemy.>


  "Sink to the level of -" I started to yell.


  Ax cut me off. <We also know that you can't win if you are not prepared to be a little ruthless. It's a question of balance. How far into savagery do you go to defeat the savage?>


  I looked around the barn. Marco and I had drawn closer, almost unconsciously. Tobias was up in the rafters, using his hawk senses to listen and look for anyone approaching the barn. Ax was shifting on his four legs and stretching his scorpionlike tail.


  Jake and Cassie were the only ones not to say much. Jake looked troubled. He was staring, but not at anything real. I could guess his thoughts. His brother, Tom, is a Controller.


  But it was Cassie who surprised me. Usually she's the one getting all moral.


  "Cassie?" I asked. "What do you think?"


  She hesitated. Like she just wanted to keep tending to the badger. She sighed and stood up. When she turned around, I was shocked. She had a stricken look.


  "I . . . I don't know anymore, okay?" she said.


  I was confused for a moment. Then it hit me. We'd had a bad run-in with a human-Controller whose Yeerk was Visser Three's twin brother. This Yeerk had found another way around the Kandrona. He cannibalized fellow Yeerks. Sometimes human hosts got in the way.


  In the heat of the moment, hearing that evil creature speak, Cassie had demanded his destruction. She'd asked Jake to do it. Jake had refused.


  I don't know why, but it frightened me to think of Cassie not knowing what was right and wrong. Or at least thinking she didn't know. Cassie was my best friend. I counted on her to balance me. She was supposed to be sensible when I was reckless. She was supposed to be moral when I was ruthless.


  But things had gotten more and more confused for all of us, I guess.


  "Look," I said, "okay, maybe this oatmeal is a drug to the Yeerks. But you know what? This is a war. Sooner or later, if we are successful, if the Andalites send help, if the human race rises up, we're going to try and destroy every Yeerk on planet Earth. Right? That's our goal. This isn't like some normal war where you hope you can make peace and compromise. We can't compromise. The Yeerks are parasites. How do we compromise? Let them have a few million humans as hosts?"


  <They will never compromise, anyway,> Ax said. <They must be forced back to their own home world.>


  <So we try and feed them addictive drugs,> Tobias said with obvious distaste.


  "It's OAT-freaking-MEAL!" Marco exploded.


  Cassie suddenly laughed. It was a cynical laugh. I didn't know she was capable of a cynical laugh. "And all the rights and wrongs, and all the lines between good and evil, just go wafting and waving and swirling around, don't they?"


  Jake shook off his funk and stepped to the center of our little group.


  "I have to ask myself: If it were Tom, and it may be Tom in the end, would I do this to him? On the one hand, life as a slave of a Yeerk. No free will at all. On the other hand, as we saw with Mr. Edelman, some free will, some ability to communicate, but with this insane Yeerk in your brain."


  <So?> Tobias asked him. <What's your answer?>


  Jake shrugged. "In the Civil War, they were ending slavery. Most of the Southern soldiers who were killed weren't slave owners. They were just guys trying to be brave. Maybe they could have worked out a compromise. Maybe they could have ended the war earlier if the North had agreed to leave some people as slaves. But would that have been right? No. So the war had to go on till everyone was free."


  <Or dead,> Tobias added grimly. <But okay, that's a pretty good example. You're right. I hate it, but you're right. We have to win.>


  I laughed without any humor at all. I'm pretty gung ho. Unlike Cassie, unlike Tobias perhaps, I'm ruthless at times. But even I have enough sense to know the words "we have to win" are the first four steps on the road to hell.


  And I noticed that Jake never answered himself about his brother. Would Tom be getting the magic oatmeal slipped into his breakfast?


  Not a chance. Jake still hoped to rescue Tom someday. And from what Edelman had said, there was no rescue from an oatmeal-altered Yeerk.


  "Where do we find a bunch of human-Controllers sitting down to eat?" Marco wondered.


  I sighed. "The Yeerk pool, Marco. The Yeerk pool."


  Chapter 12


  



  The Yeerk pool. I dreamed about it that night.


  I didn't used to dream much. Or at least, I seldom recalled my dreams. I dream a lot now. Terrible dreams where I'm trapped in some hideous shape, half-human, half-insect. I dream about that awful battle in the ant tunnels. I dream about the screaming, slashing massacre when we took the Kandrona at the top of the EGS Tower.


  But I dream most about the Yeerk pool. I hear the screams and curses of human hosts held in cages while their Yeerks swim in the leaden water of the pool. I hate that sound. I hate the sound of despair. It makes me mad. In my dream I'm mad at those poor people and I want to yell, "Why don't you fight? Why don't you fight?"


  But then it's me. It's me being led out onto that steel pier by a pair of Hork-Bajir warriors. It's me kicking and screaming and begging, "Please, please, someone help me!" Knowing there is no help.


  Knowing I am doomed, and feeling the despair, and hating that feeling inside of me.


  I feel the Hork-Bajir kick my legs from under me. And I'm facedown on the steel pier. And they shove me forward till my face is just an inch above the gray sludge of the Yeerk pool.


  It seethes and boils with the swift movements of the Yeerk slugs.


  And then my head goes down. Down into the liquid. And the Yeerk that will own me is there. I see him, a gray slug, a vague, indistinct shape in the liquid.


  I struggle, but what can I do against two Hork-Bajir? I struggle, but my head is held there as I scream bubbles.


  The Yeerk touches my ear. Like a large snail. That's how it feels. Then the pain . . . it forces its way into my ear! It's inside my ear! The pain is incredible, but so much worse is simply knowing it has me.


  It surges into my brain.


  And I am yanked, gasping, up from the pool.


  I try to grab my ear. But my arm no longer works. I try to yell. But my mouth is not mine anymore.


  So I scream, in some dark, lonely corner of my own brain, I scream.


  And the Yeerk chuckles as it opens my memories and reads my life. And I give way to the despair.


  When I woke up I had soaked the pillow with my sweat. I stared at the clock. Three-twenty-seven. A.M.


  The Yeerk pool. We were going back to the Yeerk pool. And I, Rachel, mighty Xena, fearless, pulled the covers up over my head and shook.


  At dawn I got up and put on a robe. It was cloudy out, so the dawn was just gray. But I went to my window and opened it, just as I do every morning.


  Tobias arrived, almost silent. He swept inside and landed easily on my dresser.


  <How you doing?> he asked.


  "Fine," I whispered. "How about you?"


  I have to whisper when Tobias comes over. My sisters are right in the next room. I keep my door locked.


  <I had a nice breakfast,> Tobias said. <A lucky hunt.>


  I went to my desk and opened my book. It was my homework. "Can you stand math?"


  <I've gotten so I kind of like math,> Tobias said. <It's something that's the same for all humans or whatever.>


  I opened my book.


  I guess it was a weird scene. Me, with this big red-tailed hawk perched on the edge of my desk. Sitting there in the glow of a single lamp, while the rest of my family still slept. But we did it lots of mornings. Whenever Tobias managed to find an early breakfast and it wasn't raining.


  <You worried about going back to the Yeerk pool?>


  I laughed nonchalantly. "If I'm ever not worried about going to the Yeerk pool, you can lock me up with Mr. Edelman."


  <Yeah. Look, I'm going with you guys this time. What morph do you think we'll use?>


  I sighed. "You don't have to do this, you know."


  <Yes I do. What morph?>


  "I don't know. Probably fly or cockroach. Do you have an entrance for us?"


  Part of what Tobias did with his long days, while the rest of us were in school, was monitor the movements of known Controllers. He kept track of the ever-shifting entrances to the Yeerk pool. It was fairly easy for him.


  <Yeah, I have an entrance,> he said. If he'd had a mouth, he would have grinned. <You guys are going to love this one.>


  I gave him a sidelong look. "If it leads to the Yeerk pool, I don't think I'll ever love it."


  Chapter 13


  



  <This was not easy to figure out,> Tobias said proudly. <Hours and hours of following known Controllers. Then I had to keep stealing peeks in through the windows. I even morphed to human to check out the inside. That's how I found out about the Happy Meal.>


  We were flies. The six of us. We were inside a McDonald's, zipping madly around. It was crazy. The scent of food was everywhere. Pickles. Meat. Ketchup. Grease. Special sauce.


  My fly body thought it had died and gone to heaven. Outside of a good trash dump, there's no place a fly likes more than a fast-food restaurant.


  <What about the Happy Meal?> Cassie asked.


  <Why is the meal happy?> Ax asked.


  Tobias decided to answer Cassie's question. <That's how you signal. That's the code. You go up to the counter and say "I'd like a Happy Meal. With extra happy." That's the signal.>


  I flew upside down along the ceiling, looking for a place to land and rest. I buzzed to a nice greasy patch near the deep fryer, turned a back flip, and set down. My mouth - actually, it was more like some insanely long straw that could curl up - extended down and began spitting digestive juices onto the grease, then sucking up the resulting goo.


  Hey, I know it's gross. But it was either that or keep resisting the fly's desperate cries for food! food! food!


  <After you place the Happy Meal order, you go around like you're going to the bathroom. But instead, you take the other door. The one that goes to the kitchen. You go in - and here's the cool part - you go into the walk-in refrigerator.>


  <Then what?> Jake asked.


  <Then I don't know. I could never see all the way inside.>


  <Okay. So here's the plan,> Jake said. <We watch till someone orders the Happy Meal with . . . what was it?>


  <Extra happy,> Tobias said.


  <Is it just my imagination, or did the Yeerks develop a sense of humor?> Marco asked.


  <Once we have our Controller, we follow him in. No problem,> Jake said. Then he added grimly, <Oh yeah, no problem. A little picnic in the Yeerk pool. I'm sure they'll all buy that.>


  <Um, Jake?> Marco said. <You said that last part out loud. We heard it.>


  <Oh. Sorry.>


  <Mr. Inspiration,> I said with a laugh. <Come on. Let's ->


  <Uh-uh-uh! Don't say "let's do it," Rachel,> Marco yelled.


  We took turns hanging out above the counter. But we didn't have too long a wait till a woman came in and ordered a Happy Meal with "extra happy."


  We buzzed easily along behind her as she went through the door and into the kitchen. Then into the walk-in refrigerator.


  <Gotta get out of here, man,> I said. <This cold is slowing me down.>


  <Yes, this body has no ability to regulate body temperature,> Ax observed. <What a strange idea. You humans do many unusual things.>


  <Ax, I don't think we're exactly responsible for ->


  <Yes, I know. I was attempting to make a joke. A human-style joke.>


  <Great,> Marco muttered. <Funny Yeerks and now a wannabe-funny Andalite.>


  The Controller woman waited patiently and after a few seconds, the back of the walk-in refrigerator split and opened wide.


  She stepped and we flew through the opening. It really was going to be easy this time.


  BrrrrEEEEET! BrrrrEEEEET! "Unauthorized life-form detected." BrrrrEEEEET BrrrrEEEEET! "Unauthorized life-form detected."


  The Controller woman looked around. I saw her blue eyes, each the size of a swimming pool, turn and look. Through the shattered, splintered fly vision, I could see her focus.


  Then she muttered under her breath, "Security fanatics. It's just a couple of lousy flies."


  But the mechanical voice was giving instructions now.


  "Shut your eyes tightly to protect against retinal damage from the Gleet BioFilter."


  <The what?> I asked.


  <Get out of here!> Ax yelled.


  <What?>


  <Out! Out! Out!> he yelled.


  Ax never yells. So if he does yell, you have to figure it's a good idea to pay attention.


  I spun around in midair the way only a fly can do, and I hauled wing for the still-open crack that led to the refrigerator.


  Suddenly, the whole world blew up in a dazzling explosion of light. I felt my compound eyes melt. I flew on, blinded, blew through the rapidly narrowing crack and hit the cold air.


  <I'm blind!> I cried.


  <I think we all are,> Ax said calmly. <We're lucky to be just blinded. A Gleet BioFilter destroys all life-forms whose DNA is not entered into the computer controls. Andalite technology, of course. The Yeerks must have stolen the specifications.>


  <Ax, are you telling me that filter thing will wipe out any life-form except the one they program it for?> Jake asked.


  <Yes, Prince Jake. I'm sorry to say, yes. Everything but the particular human-Controller.>


  <Then we're shut off from the Yeerk pool,> Tobias said. <They must have this same technology at all the entrances now.>


  It was hard to get too upset by the idea of being locked out of the Yeerk pool. But it was frustrating. And it kind of made me mad. I didn't like the idea of being outsmarted by the Yeerks.


  <There must be some other way in,> I said.


  <I'd like to know what it would be,> Marco said.


  For a moment no one said anything. Then Cassie said, <Well . . . there is one way.>


  <I take it back!> Marco said. <I take it back! I can tell by your tone, Cassie, I really don't want to know.>


  Chapter 14


  



  Back at Cassie's barn we gathered around and stared at a small cage.


  "What is that, a rat?" Marco asked.


  <It's a mole,> Tobias said.


  "Count on Tobias to know his rodents," Marco said. He looked up at the rafters where Tobias was preening - cleaning his feathers with his beak. "How do they taste?"


  <I've never caught one. They don't come up to the surface very often.>


  "That is one ugly creature," I said. "And it looks way too much like a shrew." I had morphed a shrew once. It wasn't a good time. The shrew was way too hyped. Way too excitable. And way, way too hungry.


  "It's a lot calmer than a shrew," Cassie said. "And like Tobias said, moles spend almost all their time underground. They dig tunnels. See how big the front feet are? They're well-adapted for digging tunnels."


  Marco sighed. "Moleman. You can't even picture a superhero named Moleman. What would the superpowers be? Digging?"


  <Many of your Earth animals are similar to this in shape,> Ax observed.


  "Yeah," Cassie agreed. "It's a very successful shape: rats, mice, voles, shrews, even squirrels and raccoons to a certain extent. Your basic low-slung, four-legged rodent shape."


  I sighed. "So let me get this straight. You're suggesting we morph this mole and dig our way down to the Yeerk pool?"


  Cassie shrugged. Then she winked at me. "Just trying to be helpful."


  "It's probably, what, fifty feet down through the dirt to the top of the Yeerk pool?"


  <At least,> Tobias said.


  "That's a lot of dirt," Jake said. "But I don't know of another way. If we're going to do this, we need to get back to the Yeerk pool."


  "Has anyone figured out how we're supposed to get a whole lot of oatmeal down there after we dig these mole tunnels?" I asked.


  Jake nodded like he was going to say "sure."


  Instead he said, "Nope. But we need to start stocking up. Everyone start bugging your parents to buy instant maple-and-ginger flavor oatmeal. Lots of it. We'll start with that. Then we'll spend our allowances for more."


  Marco shook his head. "No need. I do the food shopping at my house. My dad drops me off, hits Target for all that kind of stuff, then picks me up. I can supply the oatmeal."


  "Okay, then," Jake said. "Nothing left to do but acquire this mole here."


  I made a face. I was nearest the cage. "Does it bite?"


  "I wouldn't think so," Cassie said. "It usually just eats . . . I mean, I don't think it'll bite you."


  I turned on her. "What does it usually eat, Cassie?"


  "Well, it eats what you'd expect an underground animal to eat. It eats worms. Mostly worms."


  "Oh, great," I moaned.


  I stretched out my hand and Cassie opened the cage. I touched the mole and kept my hand there while I felt the mole DNA become a part of me. I suppose the mole became quiet and still, the way most animals do when you acquire them, but who could tell? It was already pretty quiet.


  When it came to Tobias's turn, the mole got a bit more excited. You have to be in your own body when you acquire new DNA. And now the hawk body was Tobias's own true body. So to acquire the mole, he had to flap down to the cage and grab the poor creature with his talons.


  Just as Cassie's father arrived, we left the barn and went toward the school.


  The Yeerk pool is a vast, underground complex. It's like one of those covered football stadiums or whatever. In the center is the pool itself, but there is an open area all around the pool, so all together it's probably a thousand or fifteen hundred feet across. I'm guessing. We never exactly measured it.


  It's big, for being a hole in the ground. It stretches beneath the school and clear over to the mall. At least the entrances do. The entrances are concealed stairways that come in from angles all around the pool. We've found entrances in the janitor's closet at school (the Yeerks eliminated that one later) and in the dressing rooms at The Gap in the mall.


  <Based on the entrances we've found over time, I think the center of the Yeerk pool is right at this intersection,> Tobias said.


  We were all at the intersection between the school and the mall. "Well, we can't dig here," I said.


  "We wouldn't want to," Marco pointed out. "We don't want to be right over the pool when we dig through." He made a falling motion with his hands then said, "Splash!"


  "Good point," I agreed. The idea of falling into the Yeerk pool itself was nauseating.


  Jake said, "However, we want to be close to the pool itself so we can tell exactly where it is when we dig through. That way we can dig a horizontal side tunnel out over the pool and use it to drop the oatmeal."


  Marco nodded. "I have the strange feeling this will involve some kind of geometry I should have paid attention to in class."


  "You are asking for a lot of precision, Prince Jake," Ax said. "We have no instruments. Stru-ments. Not even primitive human instruments. Struuu-ments. Mints? In-stru-mints?"


  "We have to make an educated guess, Ax. And don't call me 'prince.'"


  "Yes, Prince Jake."


  Tobias had come to rest on a high lamppost. Hawks have amazingly good hearing, so he could still hear us talking.


  I looked up at him. "Tobias? You're the one who keeps track of entrances and stuff. What's your best estimate?"


  "And don't forget, we could use some privacy for morphing," Jake said.


  Tobias opened his wings and flew up and up. He inscribed a swift, irregular circle in the sky, then came back to roost. <I think I have a place.>


  Chapter 15


  



  It turned out to be a toolshed. It was in the backyard of a house that was empty and had a decrepit "For Sale" sign in the weeds of the overgrown front yard.


  The house was on the main road, sandwiched between a convenience store and a place that sold hot tubs. There was a lot of noisy traffic going by all the time. Some distance behind the house there was a forlorn little park. Just a few trees, some picnic tables, and a lumpy sort of hill with rocks jutting out of the soil. It didn't look like anyone had lived in the house in a long time.


  The toolshed was rusted tin with a dirt floor. It was empty, except for some bags of potting soil and a rake.


  "Perfect," Jake declared. "A little cramped, but perfect. But once we're all in mole morph, it'll be roomy enough."


  Cassie cleared her throat. "Um . . . maybe I should have mentioned this earlier. But it's not about all of us being moles at once. Not at first, anyway. I mean, only one mole can dig at a time."


  We all stared at her as we let that bit of information sink in. Somehow I'd had images of us all down underground digging away together. Now I was getting a very different picture.


  "We're gonna be down there alone?" Marco yelped. "Underground? Dirt pressing in all around us? No air?"


  Cassie shrugged. "Well, you'll be a mole."


  "Well, then it's all right," Marco said with shrill sarcasm. "We'll be moles, so it's okay to be under twenty feet of dirt with no air."


  "Oh, you big baby," I said. "No problem."


  I say these things. I don't know why. They just pop out of my stupid mouth.


  "Ladies and gentlemen," Marco said, placing his hand on my shoulder, "we have a volunteer."


  What could I say? I had to tough it through. "Okay. Fine, Weenie-boy. I'll go first."


  It was hot in the little shed with all of us crammed in there. Hot and airless. And already I was feeling a little claustrophobic. You know, the fear of tight spaces.


  I focused my mind on the image of the mole. And by whatever weird means the morphing technology works, I began to change.


  The first thing I noticed was that there was more room in the shed. The bodies that had been pressed close were getting farther away. I was shrinking.


  But I wasn't shrinking at the same rate all over. My legs and arms were shrinking much, much faster.


  FLUMP!


  My butt hit the floor!


  "Whoa!" Jake yelled. "Catch her!"


  Jake and Cassie grabbed me. Just in time to keep me from falling over. Too late to save my dignity.


  Marco started giggling. "Heh heh, ha ha ha ha!"


  Cassie was snorting desperately, trying not to laugh.


  My legs had shriveled away, leaving nothing but feet. My arms were nothing but hands. I was still a human being, but with feet alone where my legs should have been.


  Jake and Cassie held my shoulders and balanced me upright. I was like one of those blow-up clowns you punch and it rolls back. I was sitting down, waving my toes and fingers and wishing I could strangle Marco.


  "Wait till it's your tuuuuurn, nyarco!" I yelled. But my face chose that moment to start pushing out and out and out.


  They laid me down on my face finally, since I was now about two feet long. Thick black-brown fur began to sweep across me, transforming me from mostly human to mostly mole in appearance.


  My face just kept bulging outward, forming a fantastically long, ratlike snout.


  But while most of me seemed to be shrinking, my hands seemed to be growing. Relative to the rest of me, anyway. I was growing hands like claw-tipped shovels. Big, flat, hairless, hard, with stubby claws on the ends of each "finger." My hands twisted as I watched, turning outward.


  My eyes went dark. I thought I was totally blind. Then I realized, no, I could still see. But all I could see were vague lines between dark and light. I was practically blind, but not completely.


  Almost blind. With hearing that was dim and distant, like listening through a door. Even scent was nothing special.


  However, a new sense reared up to fill my brain. Touch! My nose was insanely alive and so sensitive to touch I could feel the air currents around me.


  Deprived of vision and much of my hearing, I felt panic. I was supposed to go digging down in the ground like this? Blind? Half-deaf?


  And yet . . . I felt the earth beneath my shovel hands and my ratlike back legs, and scraping under my belly. My nose poked at the dirt and felt its texture, moistness, hardness.


  It was certainly better underground. Safer. Oh yes, far safer underground.


  Besides, I was hungry.


  I began to dig.


  From far away I heard a voice say, "Well, she's getting right down to business, huh?"


  "It still looks like a rat to me."


  I dug my claws into the dirt and shoved it back with my "hands." Then again. More. And now the desire to dig was very much stronger. I had to dig! I was surrounded by big, lumbering shapes of gray on gray. When they moved I could see the shifts in the light pattern.


  Dig! I could feel the warmth of the earth calling to me. In some dim part of my mind I could almost form a picture of a cozy little hole, deep down, filled with comfortable grasses and twigs and scraps of garbage.


  I could curl up there when I wasn't waddling through my tunnels. The tunnels where beetles might dig through and lay their eggs for me to eat. Where, in the absolute darkness, my sensitive nose would encounter the squirming squishiness of a plump, juicy earthworm.


  Oh, yes, dig!


  "You know, it occurs to me, maybe she's not in total control of this morph."


  "Nah. Come on. You think a mole has strong enough instincts to take over Rachel's brain?"


  "Look at the way she's digging."


  "Hmm. Rachel? Hey, Rachel? How you doing down there?"


  Dig and dig and dig. Now my upper body was down in the warm darkness of earth. Dig harder! Get all the way under. Darkness was safety. The safety of warm, moist earth pressing in all around.


  "She's not answering. She's totally gone mole on us. I wouldn't have thought moles had that powerful a set of instincts. Okay, better grab her before she gets all the way under."


  Suddenly, I felt something grab me! It grabbed my tail. It was pulling me backward. I dug furiously with my shovel hands. I scrabbled at the dirt, but it was too powerful.


  Up, up, up through the air! Exposed! Nothing around me but air, air, air! Emptiness!


  "Hey, Rachel. It's me, Jake. Snap out of it. The mole brain has you."


  I snapped out of it. It was a sensation like . . . well, like emerging from a tunnel into daylight. I was back! I was me. Me, staring through those utterly useless mole eyes.


  <Did not!> I said.


  "Yeah, right," I heard Marco say.


  <I was just trying to get on with it. Hey, I'm here to dig, right? So I was digging, jerk.>


  Jake put me back down by the shallow hole I'd made.


  "Ooookay, Rachel. You were not having trouble. Everything was fine."


  I went back to work. But now the earth didn't seem so inviting or warm.


  Chapter 16


  



  Down and down I dug.


  Till my entire body was in the dirt. And now I was no longer hiding beneath the mole's mind. I was a human being, digging blindly into the dirt.


  Why should it have been terrifying? Why?


  Was it the way the dirt pressed in all around me? The fact that I could not possibly turn around? I couldn't breathe! Only I could breathe. Yes, I was breathing. But that panic, that terror of suffocating in a dark place, kept rearing up. I could push it down, I could reason with myself, but that fear of suffocation was too strong.


  I was buried alive.


  Correction: I was burying myself alive.


  Down I went, down and down. I knew I should be digging a vertical hole, but it was impossible. The mole couldn't dig that way. The best it could do was slope downward.


  I dug. How long, I don't know. It seemed like a very long time.


  And then, quite suddenly, I couldn't stand it anymore. I needed air! I tried to back up, but no! I couldn't move that way.


  <Come on, Rachel. Get a grip, kid. Get a grip!> I said to myself. <Just dig a turnaround. That's it. A little more off the sides. Yeah. Hang in there.>


  No air! Oh, lord, I'm buried alive!


  <No! No! Hold on. Keep digging out a turnaround.>


  I scraped madly with my "hands," shoving the dirt back beneath my body to be shoved back by my hind legs.


  And slowly a chamber began to appear. A hole a few inches wide on either side of me. I tried turning. Not yet. Dig some more. Dig in blind darkness.


  Finally . . . yes! I could turn around. My sensitive nose felt the empty, open tunnel ahead of me. It was crumbly and far from perfect, but it was a tunnel.


  I raced down it, squeezing through the tight spaces, desperate, desperate for air!


  My nose emerged into light. It seemed blinding now.


  "She's back," Cassie said. "Rachel, are you okay?"


  <Yeah. Yeah. Fine,> I lied.


  "How far did you get? You were down there for twenty minutes."


  Twenty minutes? No. It had been an hour at least.


  <I . . . um, I don't know.> I tried to visualize the tunnel I'd never actually seen but only felt. How long was it? <I guess it was, I don't know, probably only three feet.>


  "Three feet straight down?" Jake said with a whistle. "That's pretty good. The top of the Yeerk pool dome is probably what, fifty feet down maybe?"


  <Not straight down,> I said. <The mole can't dig straight down. It's just barely downhill. Maybe a foot deep.>


  <Oh, man,> Tobias groaned. <This is going to take us forever.>


  We took one-hour shifts. Between shifts those of us who weren't digging or standing guard walked down to the Mickey D's and bought fries and Cokes.


  Six hours of digging till we had each done our shift. The day was over. We couldn't stay any longer. We had to head home.


  "Someone should carry a string down in to see how far we got," Marco suggested.


  No one volunteered. No one even moved. We were a haggard, unhappy-looking bunch of kids. Sweating and pale from the stress of fear and the constant morphing.


  "I'll do it," I said. "It's my turn."


  I morphed and Cassie tied the end of a string around my tail.


  Down into the tunnels again. We'd each gone as far as we could, then dug a turnaround. Six turnarounds. I counted them as I passed each one by.


  I would have been sweating if I were human. It was hot and close. Very close. Like being in a coffin. That image kept coming up. Like being in a coffin. Like being buried alive. Like you wanted to kick and scream to get out, only no one would hear you because you were underground. Buried alive.


  Then my nose touched a wall. The end. I had reached the end of the tunnel. You'd think I'd have been relieved. But now the pressure to get out out OUT drove me to the edge of panic.


  I could barely control myself. Barely keep from screaming.


  I raced back along that tunnel as if something were chasing me. Was that light up ahead? No, I'd only passed three turnarounds. Or was it four?


  Finally, I poked my snout up out of the ground, crawled free of the hole, and began to demorph instantly.


  Ax was in his own body, having been in human morph too long. He measured out the string I'd carried down the hole. <Would you like the measurement in feet or in meters?>


  I was human enough to be able to see Marco roll his eyes. "Whatever."


  <The total length of the tunnel is approximately forty-one feet long. I believe the slope ratio is about six to one. One foot down for every six feet of tunnel. That would mean we tunneled down approximately six point eight feet.>


  I was emerging into my human body now and still trying to shake off the unholy willies. "Six lousy feet!"


  <Closer to seven lousy feet,> Ax corrected.


  <Oh, man,> Tobias moaned. <If we're right and we have to dig down fifty feet, that would take us a week. You've got to be kidding! I'm a bird. I have no business being in a tunnel.>


  I almost agreed. In fact, I almost said, "Forget it! I'm outta here."


  But I didn't. In fact, I was the strongest voice for going forward. See, I wasn't going to let the claustrophobia scare me. I wasn't going to let fear dictate what I did.


  Or maybe I was just a fool.


  Chapter 17


  



  We got better at digging as we became more experienced. But then we found ourselves running into rocky levels no mole was designed to dig through. We had to figure out ways around the rocks. Long, time-consuming ways around boulders.


  And we could only dig after school. We'd bring our homework and sit in that stifling shed and quiz each other on history or science. Ax would stand there, listening gravely to the history, and laughing at the primitive nature of our science.


  One by one we'd go down that hole. We timed it out so the next person was always in morph and ready to go. Four more days we dug. Till Cassie came back up and said, <I think we're blocked. It's solid rock.>


  "We are not blocked," I said. "We have not been doing all this just to end up blocked. There has to be a way."


  So down I went. Like an idiot. Like I was all excited about digging the stupid tunnel.


  Ax had calculated we were twenty-five feet down. Down through loose topsoil and clay and gravel. Down and down I scurried, pushing ahead with my little back feet, always clearing the tunnel of fallen dirt with my spade feet.


  I reached the end. The darkness was so absolute that no eye could see. Let alone a mole's eye.


  My nose touched the end of the tunnel. I began to dig. Rock. I moved left. Rock. I started thinking, hoping almost, that Cassie had been right. No more digging. No more tunnel. No more being buried alive.


  But then I found it. The seam between rocks. My nose felt it. I dug away some dirt and the seam grew. Yes, there was an opening.


  I hesitated. Did I really have to tell the others? They would take my word for it if I said Cassie was right. No one else was going to come down here to check. No one liked this any more than I did.


  I dug some more. And then . . .


  <What?>


  Air! A breeze.


  <No way.>


  But it was a breeze. Faint, and smelling heavy and damp and nasty. But a definite breeze. Air was flowing up between the rocks.


  <Hey, guys?> I called up in thought-speak. But they were out of range. No answer came.


  I dug away more dirt and now the breeze was stronger still. There was enough space for me to push my body through. But I sensed emptiness beyond.


  I turned around and raced back to the surface.


  <I think I hit a cave or something,> I said. <Cassie was right, it's rocky. But there's a breeze coming up between the rocks.>


  Jake checked his watch. "Too late for today. We'll hit it tomorrow. It's Saturday. We'll have more time."


  So on Saturday we were back. Rested and refreshed. Or as rested and refreshed as you can be after a night of nightmares where you're trapped in a coffin screaming, "Let me out, I'm not dead!"


  This time we all went down together. We dug out a larger area around the fissure in the rock. We made it large enough for all of us to fit. And somehow, as creepy as it still was, it was more or less comforting to know that everyone was down there with me.


  Until it occurred to me that now there was no one on the surface to rescue us. The tunnel could collapse, we could be trapped . . . what could I do, morph to human? Under twenty-five feet of dirt?


  Everyone took turns digging away the last of the dirt. Our noses told us we were standing around a crack that went down and down into the rock.


  <This just gets to be more and more fun, doesn't it?> Marco said sarcastically. <Now it's solid rock.>


  <Better than digging through dirt,> I said.


  <Oh, yeah? Guess again. We're moles. If a dirt tunnel collapses on us we can dig our way out. What do we do if rocks collapse in on us?>


  He was right. I had to force myself to stay very still and not start running. If I started running, I'd never stop.


  <If you're scared, I'll go in,> I said.


  <I'm scared,> Marco confirmed. <Help yourself.>


  There must be something kind of liberating, just being able to say "I'm scared" like it's no big deal. I can't do that. I don't know why. I just can't.


  I pushed my sleek mole body down into the rock. It was rough, unworn rock. Rock that had been split open by pressure. I shoved forward. The path twisted and turned, but not too much.


  If I demorphed in here, my human body would be a hundred times too big. What would happen? Would I become a part of the rock? Would I be able to scream and scream with no one hearing me, no one able to help?


  <Get a grip!> I ordered myself. <Stop torturing yourself. It's going to be okay.>


  Suddenly . . .


  <Aaaahhhh!>


  I was falling! Falling blind.


  Chapter 18


  



  Falling!


  <Aaaahhhh!>


  <Rachel!>


  WHUMPF!


  <Rachel! What's the matter?> Cassie's thought-speak voice.


  I landed on my back. I landed on something almost soft. Something that reeked in my mole nose.


  I was still in total, absolute darkness. I couldn't see anything. But I knew I was in a vast, open space. The Yeerk pool? No, of course not. There would be light there.


  But definitely an open space. Large. Quite large.


  And then I realized I was not alone.


  I didn't know what they were, but I felt their presence above me. Many, many of them.


  <Rachel!> It was Jake now. <Answer if you can.>


  <I'm okay,> I said. <I . . . I guess I fell into some kind of a cave.>


  <Do you see a guy in a cape and a really cool car?> Marco asked.


  <What?> I was too preoccupied to care about his dumb jokes.


  <The Batcave,> he said. <I'm thinking you fell into the Batcave.>


  It wasn't until that moment that I realized whose presence I felt above me.


  <Actually, Marco, I think maybe it is a bat cave. Come on down. You can jump. It's a nice, soft landing on a bat-poop mattress.>


  One by one they came, dropping down beside me. And soon we were six blind moles wallowing in mostly dried bat guano.


  Now that I was out of the tunnel, out of the confined space, I wanted to laugh. <Well, this is pretty glorious, huh? We have tunneled our way into a major bat-poop deposit. A whole week, and we have reached a bat cave. You know what I think? I think this whole thing has been cursed. And I think it's all my fault. I should have let that Edelman guy just splat on the concrete.>


  <We can't back out now,> Marco said. <I have thirty-six boxes of maple-and-ginger instant oatmeal at home. In easy-open single serving pouches.>


  <We should demorph,> Cassie said.


  <Why?> Tobias asked. <So we can really enjoy the lovely ambience?>


  <I was thinking since we're in a bat cave, maybe we should go into our own bat morphs,> Cassie said.


  <Oh. I don't have a bat morph,> Tobias said.


  <Easily fixed in here,> Cassie said with a laugh. <I'll bet there are a few hundred thousand bats hanging from the roof of this cave. Just hanging around and waiting for someone to come along and acquire their DNA.>


  <You're awfully cheerful,> Jake grumbled. <We're in a cave way underground with no way out except a mole tunnel we can't reach anymore>


  <No, no, no,> Cassie said. <Wrong. Don't you realize? The bats fly out of here at dusk. Out. As in out? As in exit!>


  <Hey! She's right!> I yelled. <We won't be buried alive in here. Not that I was worried or anything.>


  <No, we'll just be buried in bat poop,> Marco muttered. <Let's morph to bat like Cassie said.>


  Yes, bat was a good idea. If you're going to be in a bat cave, best to be a bat. But first we had to pass through our own natural bodies.


  And oh, was that not fun.


  You think it's grim being a mole in a bat cave? Try being a human. For one thing, the cave was less high than we'd thought. For another thing, we all passed through the same helpless stage where we had big, swollen human bodies with tiny little feet and arms.


  "Ah, MAN!" Marco moaned. "Buried in bat -"


  "Guano," Cassie said, supplying the word.


  "Yeah, guano. That's what I was gonna say. Guano."


  "Thisissoguh-ROSS!" I yelled.


  My arms and legs reappeared and I had to stick my palms down in the stuff to raise up. The only good thing was that the awfulness of the grossness completely distracted me from the claustrophobia.


  <What are you whining about, Rachel?> Tobias snapped grumpily. <Try having feathers in this stuff.>


  I raised myself up. I stood up. I raised my head. And that's when I made the discovery about the cave not being as high as we'd thought.


  You see, my head was entirely surrounded by soft, warm, fuzzy bats. There was really only one thing to do.


  "Marco," I said. "Be sure and stretch out. Up on your tiptoes now."


  "Aaaahhhh!" he yelped. "Oh, really funny, Rachel. That was so mature!"


  "What, I should suffer and you shouldn't, just because you're short?"


  And then, weird as it seems, we all burst out giggling. Thirty feet underground in a bat cave so dark you might as well be blind, lost, scared, and smeared with bat guano, we got the giggles.
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  "Here. Have a bat," I said. I held one for Tobias. I wasn't afraid of bats. I'd been one.


  <Thanks.>


  "Watch out, he'll eat it," Marco said.


  "You know," Jake said in a conversational tone as we waited for Tobias to acquire the bat, "from the point where Edelman said 'maple and ginger oatmeal,' I should have known this was going to end stupidly."


  "Instant maple and ginger oatmeal," Cassie said.


  "Battles that involve oatmeal are just never going to end up being historic, you know?" Jake went on. "Gettysburg? No major oatmeal involvement. The Battle of Midway? Neither side used oatmeal. Desert Storm? No oatmeal."


  <Excuse me, but what is oatmeal?> Ax asked.


  "It's a kind of food," Cassie explained.


  <Is it tasty?>


  "You can think about food here? Here?" Marco said. "In bat-poop land?"


  "Battle of Bunker Hill? No oatmeal used by the British, no oatmeal used by the Americans," Jake went on. "D-Day? No mention of oatmeal."


  <Okay, I'm ready,> Tobias said.


  "Let's do it, and then let's get out of this place," I said.


  I focused my mind on the bat. The bat DNA had come from a common brown bat. Not a very big animal. More like a mouse with wings.


  It was a strange sensation. I was shrinking. Probably. But I couldn't see anything. So I couldn't see myself getting smaller. Couldn't see any of the changes.


  In the absolute darkness I was left with just my sense of hearing. I heard things I seldom noticed. I heard my thick, human bones grinding and suddenly squishing as they went liquid. I heard a sound like my stomach rumbling from hunger. Only it was the sound of my stomach and all my internal organs shifting and moving. Some organs shrank. Some basically disappeared. All of it was happening inside me at a point when I didn't even know if I was five feet tall or five inches.


  I reached with my hands to touch my face and "see" how much I'd morphed. But my hands were restricted. They were weirdly jointed. And when I moved them I heard a faint sound like leather being folded.


  I flapped my arms. Yes, I had wings. The paper-thin leather of bat wings.


  And then, I felt that most vital of bat powers: I felt the echolocation. I fired an ultrasonic blast. Sound waves pitched higher than any human ear would ever hear. But I heard them. They came bouncing back to me and I heard every distorted, twisted, shattered echo.


  <Oh!> I said in amazement. I'd been a bat only once before, and only for a short time. I'd forgotten the stunning array of information that comes from echolocating.


  It was as if I'd been blind and allowed to see.


  Not "see" the way humans see. But to see shapes, edges, openness, and narrowness. I fired another burst and I "saw" the edges of a thousand bats clustered above us. I saw their tiny, doglike faces and their big feathery ears as they hung down with wings folded demurely.


  It was as if all the world were drawn with pen and ink. Edges and outlines, no hint of color. And each picture was only a flash, only there as long as the echoes lasted. Now the others all began echolocating, and I redoubled my own efforts.


  Yes! I could see the cave. A comic book drawing of a cave, thin lines and thick ones.


  I flapped my wings and lifted off heavily, rising from the floor of the cave. I took a quick turn around, absolutely confident of where I was flying.


  <It's not quite like seeing, but it beats being blind,> Cassie said, sighing with relief.


  I realized the others had been as stressed as I was by the utter darkness.


  <To the Batmobile, Robin,> Marco said.


  <How about if we just get out of this place?> Tobias suggested.


  <I'm with that,> Jake said.


  We flew. Through the cave, which wound and twisted, always beneath hanging bat stalactites, and above a carpet of bat-guano stalagmites.


  I could feel the way out. I could feel the slight changes of air pressure, the changes of temperature that showed the way out. But then . . .


  <You guys feel that?> I asked.


  <It's coming from our left,> Ax said. <My echolocation is showing an opening. But not an opening to the outside.>


  <Oh, man,> I moaned. I could feel the nearness of the cave opening. But I could also feel this other exit. I had a pretty good sense of where that second exit might lead.


  <We could just go home,> Jake said. He was offering us all a way out. Go home, forget about it for now. He didn't want to "order" us to go on if we weren't up for it.


  Everyone in a group has a role to play. At least that's how it always works out. My role was to say, "Let's do it. Let's go. That's what we came here for."


  But I was tired. And I'd had a really, really bad few days digging down to this stupid cave.


  So I said, <Let's do it. That's what we came here for.>


  Sometimes it's hard to get out of a role once you've started playing the part.
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  It was a vertical crack in solid rock. In places it was no more than eight inches wide. At its best it was a foot wide.


  With wing tips scraping the rock wall, we flew. Through a world seen only in echolocating sketches, we flew.


  <Cool! This is so Star Wars!> I said, genuinely enjoying it. <Remember when they're attacking the Death Star and ->


  Suddenly, the crack plunged downward. Down ten feet and then -


  <Whoa ho!>


  We blew out into a world of light! I could see again. People think bats are blind, but they're not. I could see a vast, open area lit with stadium lights down below us.


  We fluttered in a circle at the top of a dome. The crack we'd entered through was high up, almost at the very peak of the dome. And down below us was the Yeerk pool.


  <Well,> Jake said, <we found our way into the Yeerk pool.>


  <Yeah. Great,> Cassie said darkly. <Now what?>


  <Now we figure out how to get that oatmeal in here and feed it to a bunch of human-Controllers,> Tobias said.


  <You know . . . maybe we don't have to give it to human-Controllers,> Cassie said. <I don't know why it didn't occur to me before. But it's the Yeerk that can't resist the stuff, right? So why don't we dump it right in the Yeerk pool itself?>


  <Would it work?> Tobias wondered. <I thought all Yeerks ate was Kandrona rays. Do they even have mouths?>


  <Yes,> Ax said. <Yeerks have mouths. Or what humans would think of as mouths. Actually, if I remember my exobiology classes, and sadly, I sometimes ->


  <Fell asleep,> I said. <Yeah, we know. You didn't like exobiology class.>


  <I didn't fall asleep,> Ax said, sounding injured. <I merely let my mind wander, and became very calm and restful and not completely alert.>


  <Did you snore when you got all calm and restful and not completely alert?>


  <The point is, on occasion I would pay some attention in class. And I believe that Yeerks have something called osmosis nodes. It's what they use to absorb Kandrona rays, but they absorb other nutrients as well. They absorb from the liquid of the Yeerk pool.>


  <So if we dump enough instant maple and ginger oatmeal in this Yeerk pool, they should absorb it, right?> Jake asked.


  <Yes, Prince Jake. At least, I think so. Maybe.>


  <Oh, good, I just love risking my life for a "maybe,"> Marco said.


  <Hey,> Tobias said. <I think we have company. Over there.>


  I looked around. I saw two shiny steel balls. Each was about the size of a beach ball. My echolocation confirmed their size. And they were moving toward us through the air.


  <Hunter robots!> Ax yelled. <We should leave!>


  <Why?> I asked.


  But at that very moment, I had my answer.


  TSEEEEEWWW! TSEEEEEWWW! TSEEEEEWWW!


  Three narrow Dracon beams fired from the balls. I felt a sharp pain in my right wing. I smelled something burning. And when I looked, I saw a neat, round hole the size of a quarter burned through the leather of my wing.


  <Okay, let's leave,> I said. I turned and headed for the crack, with all the others alongside me.


  TSEEEEEWWW! TSEEEEEWWW! TSEEEEEWWW!


  <Aaarrgghh!>


  Tobias! He was hit. He was falling, tumbling downward, down to the Yeerk pool below us. I had a weird flash of poor Mr. Edelman falling, and then down I went after Tobias.


  Bats aren't all that fast in flight. Fortunately, Tobias had a lot of experience flying. He managed to use his one good wing to slow his fall. I caught him and grabbed with my tiny but strong little bat feet. Ax and Jake were there in a flash and we flapped madly, hauling him upward.


  But the hunter robots were closing in on us.


  TSEEEEEWWW! TSEEEEEWWW! TSEEEEEWWW!


  <Aaahhh! I've been hit!> Ax yelled. His flying weakened. It was no longer even possible to get Tobias back up to the crack.


  <We're bats,> Tobias gasped. <I can hang.>


  I realized what he was telling me. If we could get him to the rocks, any rocks, he could latch on and hang. Not exactly a solution, but the only thing we could do.


  Down swooped Jake, just in time. He slammed into us deliberately, pushing us toward the sloping rock ceiling. Tobias scrabbled madly and managed to grab some rock with his feet.


  The hunter robots came on, almost leisurely. Maybe they had enough intelligence to realize that they had us cold.


  <Ax! Do those things have any weak points?> Marco yelled.


  Cassie and Marco had flown off through all this. I couldn't blame them. But I had wondered . . .


  <Visual aiming system,> Ax groaned. <A lens. Like a human camera lens.>


  <I see it,> Cassie yelled.


  BONK!


  BONK!


  My echolocation "saw" the tiny rocks go flying. They were like bombs dropped from dive-bombers. Cassie and Marco had each grabbed small rocks, dived toward the robots, and released them.


  One must have hit. One of the robots began to veer away like it was lost. But the other was just twenty feet away when it fired. I swept my good wing over Tobias, trying to shield him.


  TSEEEEEWWW! TSEEEEEWWW!


  The Dracon beam burned the wing off. Clear off. I had a stump of a bat arm. And I fell like a stone.


  Down, down, down through the damp air.


  Down to the Yeerk pool.
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  I fell.


  I saw Jake and Cassie come for me. But I knew. I knew they couldn't make it.


  <Back off, you idiots!> I screamed. And then I hit.


  SPUH-LOOSH!


  I landed on my back. It knocked the wind out of me. I gasped for air. But I was under the surface.


  I was in liquid the color of lead. But living, seething water. The Yeerks were everywhere! All around me.


  I bobbed to the surface. I tried to fire my echolocation, but the liquid kept rolling over me in sluggish little swells.


  I was in the Yeerk pool!


  That awful fact was like an explosion in my brain. They were everywhere! All around me! They would get me now. I couldn't escape. I flapped my single sodden wing, but all I managed to do was churn the water a little.


  I started to call out to my friends. But no. No. They would kill themselves trying to rescue me. No.


  Only . . . what if the Yeerks made me a Controller? I would betray all my friends. I wouldn't be able not to.


  They can only make you a Controller if you demorph, I told myself. They can't do anything to a bat. Too small a brain for a Yeerk slug. Stay in morph.


  But then I began to notice something. The Yeerks didn't seem to be paying any attention to me. It was like they didn't even notice the presence of a floundering bat.


  Maybe they didn't.


  Those hunter robots weren't there specifically to kill us. They must have been programmed to attack any animal. The Yeerks were being careful. They knew we'd infiltrated the Yeerk pool before. So they had brought the Bio-scans to the entrances. And they had activated the hunter robots. But a lot of innocent animals must have been fried over time. Other bats had probably wandered in.


  So I was probably not the first animal to end up in the Yeerk pool with a Dracon beam wound.


  THUD.


  A Yeerk bumped into me. I froze. Nothing.


  SLOOOP.


  A Yeerk brushed against me. Nothing.


  It hit me then. <Oh, man. They're blind. They can't see when they're in the pool. They can't see without using some host's eyes.>


  So how did they find their way back to their host when it was time? Smell? Sound? Some other sense?


  I looked up and saw the domed rock roof so high up above. I looked for my friends, but I couldn't see them. Maybe they were safe. Maybe not.


  If they had been taken prisoner I had to save them. But I couldn't thought-speak. They'd probably assume I'd been badly injured. Or worse. If I called them, they might be destroyed trying to save me.


  What should I do?


  If the Yeerks couldn't see a bat, could they see a human? I could morph to shark and go rampaging through the pool, eating the vile slugs till one of the Controllers on shore saw my dorsal fin and burned me.


  There was a vaguely circular current in the pool.


  I was drifting around in a lazy semicircle. Coming closer and closer to that evil steel pier where they dragged the hosts and thrust their heads under the water to allow the Yeerks to re-enter.


  Under the pier! If I was going to demorph, that was the place. Closer, closer I drifted. Closer, and I could hear the shouts. The cries. The screams. The utter despair.


  "No! No! Let me go, you have no right! Let me go, I have children who -"


  The voice was cut off. The woman's head had been shoved brutally down under the surface. And seconds later, she stood up, perfectly calm. A Controller once more.


  I could see the pier clearly, although from a very low angle. Bored Hork-Bajir-Controllers dragged unwilling humans and unwilling Hork-Bajir to the end of the pier, kicked their legs out from under them, and thrust their heads into the pool.


  It was just a day's work for the Hork-Bajir. The threats and pleading meant nothing. They'd heard it all before. Hundreds of times. Thousands and thousands of times.


  The idea of morphing to a shark and laying waste through the Yeerk pool was starting to seem better and better. How I hated the foul slugs that surged and frolicked around me.


  But that would be a suicide mission. Maybe there was still some way to stay alive.


  The pier was coming closer. It was very low, just inches above the water surface.


  What should I do?


  Well, Rachel, I thought, you sure don't want to end your life as a one-winged bat.


  I began to demorph.


  There, floating amidst the enemy, I began to emerge back into human form.


  I was under the pier!


  I reached, hoping I had something like a hand. Rough, stubby fingers scraped along the steel underside of the pier.


  I thrust a face that was half-human and half-bat up into the three inches of air space.


  I could see up through the gaps in the steel planks. I saw Hork-Bajir feet and the short Hork-Bajir tail go by overhead.


  I saw human feet being dragged.


  "Please, no. Please, no. Please, no," the man whimpered.


  I was larger now, a lot larger, so more and more Yeerk slugs were banging into me or brushing past me.


  Oh, for my hammerhead shark's razor teeth.


  But that wasn't the way to survive.
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  Fully human, I began to morph again.


  I needed to be right at the end of the pier for it to work. I was going to get very, very small. The distances had to be small, too.


  I was going to do the one morph I'd sworn never to do again.


  I shrank. As I shrank I pulled myself closer to the end of the pier. When my arms became useless, I paddled.


  I shrank and shrank till the low roof of the pier over my head seemed miles away.


  An extra set of legs extruded from my midriff. Antennae shot from my forehead.


  My body was severely squeezed into three segments. I was an hourglass with a head.


  My skin grew hard as fingernails. Just like a cockroach's exoskeleton. But I was not morphing a roach. I was going much, much smaller. A cockroach would be visible. A cockroach would be an elephant compared to the animal I was becoming.


  I was less than an inch long and still shrinking. Becoming the most terrifying animal I had ever become.


  I was becoming an ant.


  I fought my way continually to the surface. I couldn't afford to be trapped under the water. And soon, my natural buoyancy and small size kept me riding easily atop the swells.


  I took a last look around with my fading eyes. I knew what was coming. I knew I'd be almost blind. I needed to pick a direction and know where I was.


  A huge pillar, fifty times as big as a redwood, loomed up in front of me. Right in front of me.


  My eyes went off like someone had thrown a switch. I was nearly blind. More blind than a mole. All I could see were vague, distorted lines between dark and light. Shadows. But I knew where I was.


  My six ant legs splayed out. They pressed down on a rubbery surface - the water. It was like trying to walk on a trampoline. And my legs kept poking through the surface.


  But mostly I could do it. I could walk on the water. Or at least stand. Forward movement was very difficult.


  Fortunately, the water did that for me. A swell came along. I felt it well up beneath me, a vast, powerful wave that set me rocketing up and up on its crest.


  I was surfing the Yeerk pool.


  SPLUSH!


  The wave crashed against the pylon. A steel wall loomed up before me, nothing but darkness to my ant eyes. I grabbed. I set my tiny claws grabbing wildly, grabbing at anything solid.


  And then the water fell away beneath me. I had grabbed the steel pylon! Tiny surface irregularities, the very grain of the metal itself, were all I needed.


  Up I raced. Up to escape the next swell.


  It splashed. I felt the vibrations as the water hit the pylon. Felt the air move as it was displaced by the tiny, but huge-to-me, upward surge.


  The top of the water swept my back feet, but I had four more legs firmly attached, and I powered them with all my human will.


  I felt the ant's mindless, machine instincts. They wouldn't be any trouble. I had morphed the ant before. I was prepared. Besides, the ant was far from anything familiar. Far from the world of smell it inhabited.


  Up I went, climbing and climbing. Always upward.


  Ahead of me I sensed warmth. Body warmth and the smells of a living thing. Some poor creature, human or Hork-Bajir, or some foul, vile Taxxon, was being reinfested.


  I raced forward, hanging upside down as I ran. Grabbing the encrustations and irregularities of the underside of the pier.


  Upside down, inches from the water, I ran and ran and didn't even slow down when I found myself no longer on steel but on fabric.


  Then, up and up! I felt myself flying upward at an insane speed. But still I clung to the ropes that were threads in a cotton shirt.


  The host had been reinfested. I was on a Controller. I was on his shirt, scuttling for cover beneath a damp collar.


  <Hah! Let's see the hunter robots find me here,> I said triumphantly.
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  I was alive. I had escaped from the Yeerk pool itself!


  But I couldn't be elated. I didn't know what had happened to my friends. For all I knew, they had not made it.


  I was riding safe and secure, clutching to twisted cotton threads the size of bridge cables.


  <Cheap shirt,> I muttered to no one. I could feel the roughness of the fabric.


  Eventually, I was going to have to jump. Hopefully, the person I was on would go into one of the buildings. Hopefully, he was not going to head straight back out of the Yeerk pool to the outside world.


  I didn't want to leave the place. Not yet. I had to find out what had happened to the others.


  I felt a breeze blowing across me. I felt the fabric ripple. We were walking. How fast, how far? No way to know.


  Had the quality of the light changed? Impossible to say. I had to take a shot in the dark. Had to guess.


  I raced out from under the collar and headed uphill. I climbed up onto what I assumed was a shoulder.


  Could I do this? Could ants jump? Only one way to find out. I ran out to the end of the shoulder. I carefully released the grip of each of my six legs. One by one. Then I crouched and pushed off.


  I guess the movement of the person who'd been carrying me was enough to make it work. I didn't so much jump as I rolled off the edge.


  I fell! Forever. I swear it took me ten seconds to hit the ground, and in that time I tumbled, totally out of control, mostly blind. I had no way of knowing when I would hit. And even though I knew an animal as small as an ant wouldn't be hurt by the fall, it was frightening.


  POOMPF!


  I hit. I rolled onto my legs. Where was I? I felt around with my antennae. A smooth surface.


  Okay. Fine. I was on a floor. Where I could easily be stepped on.


  Great. Now to find someplace dark where I could demorph without being seen.


  I raced across the floor, totally unaware of where I might be. Then, darkness. But what did it mean? Was it a different room? Or had I just crawled under a cupboard or something?


  I ran on for a while, making sure that the space I was in was large enough. Then I began to demorph.


  It's a long, long way up from the ground going from ant to human. But my eyes didn't return till I was halfway demorphed. I looked around. Dark, but not the dark of the cave. There was dim, gray light here. It outlined sharp edges and right angles.


  A storeroom. There were boxes piled all around me. They seemed to be made of blue plastic. I leaned against one as I finished returning to my own body.


  Human again! I looked around. My eyes had had plenty of time to adjust to the gloom. There was writing on some of the boxes. But not any alphabet I'd ever seen.


  There was a square pad outlined in red, just an inch on each side.


  "Well, why not?" I muttered. I pressed the pad. Instantly the top of the box came loose with a sound like a vacuum seal breaking. It sounded like when someone opens a can of coffee.


  I looked inside. Then I smiled. I reached in and lifted out a hand-size Dracon beam.


  "Cool."


  The grip was weird. Designed for Hork-Bajir hands. But that was okay. Right by my thumb there was a slide. It went up and down. "Power settings," I decided. I had to use my middle finger to reach the trigger.


  Sudden light!


  A door opened. A Hork-Bajir warrior was framed there. He blinked once in the darkness.


  I raised my hand and squeezed the trigger.


  TSEEEWWW!


  The Hork-Bajir dropped like a sack of dirty laundry.


  I stepped over to him. He was still breathing. I was breathing, too, in ragged gasps.


  "So, that was the low-power setting," I said.


  Then, "What's keeping you?"


  A human voice! Female. I ducked back into the darkness.


  She stopped when she saw the Hork-Bajir stretched out on the floor. She was just about to yell when . . .


  TSEEEWWWW!


  Down she went, sprawling right across the Hork-Bajir. She groaned once, then passed out.


  I looked at the Dracon beam in my hand. "Cool. Phasers on stun, Captain."


  I took the woman's shoes. As always, you can't morph shoes or bulky clothing. I took her blazer, too. It wasn't a bad blazer. I checked the label. "DKNY. Excellent. A little big for me, but okay."


  I pulled my hair back into a ponytail. The blazer was large, the shoes were half a size too small, and the glasses I took from her face made the world seem a little distorted around the edges. But all in all, it wasn't a bad look. And I wanted to look good for my first trip around the Yeerk pool as a human.


  I stepped out of the storeroom into the office outside. No one there. A second office outside that one. A man sat there. He was wearing a cotton shirt with a collar. He'd been my ride. Before he could turn around, I fired.


  TSEEEEWWWW!


  He crumpled in his chair and looked like he was asleep. Which, of course, he was.


  I slid the Dracon beam into the pocket of the blazer. And then I stepped out into the world of the Yeerk pool.
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  I was slightly tense.


  I was walking around the Yeerk pool complex, wearing someone else's coat and shoes and glasses. I was carrying a Dracon beam. The smart thing to do would be to head for the nearest exit.


  But I had to see if the others were okay. Which meant searching the entire complex.


  The Yeerk pool itself is a sort of pond. But all around it is a base, with warehouses, armories, administration buildings, a motor pool, and a cafeteria for each of the major species of Controllers.


  It was always being enlarged. Around the edges were human construction equipment: Caterpillar earthmovers and backhoes and dump trucks.


  But the evil heart of the complex was the Yeerk pool itself, and the cages where hosts - human and Hork-Bajir - were kept. Some of them shouted threats and obscenities. Others just sat wearily on the ground. They were the creatures whose Yeerks were in the pool at the moment.


  There was a nicer area, almost like a beach club, where "voluntary" hosts hung out. Some humans. A lot of Taxxons. Both areas were larger and busier than when I'd last been there. There had to be fifty or even a hundred hosts in those cages.


  Wait a minute, I thought. There are a lot more than a hundred Yeerks in the pool.


  Of course. Obviously, a lot of them were Yeerks awaiting fresh hosts.


  I considered. What would happen if I aimed the Dracon beam right at the pool and fired at maximum power?


  You'd never get the others back, that's what would happen.


  A pair of Hork-Bajir marched by me. I stiffened, but they had no interest in me. I was just another human-Controller as far as they were concerned.


  Then another pair of Hork-Bajir came by at a run. I followed them with my eyes. There were other Hork-Bajir, all rushing toward the edge of the Yeerk pool nearest the steel pier where they unloaded the Yeerks.


  I drifted after them. I had to look cool, calm. No matter what. I couldn't look out of place.


  But what I saw, there in the center of a circle of Hork-Bajir, made me want to cry out.


  Ax!


  He was demorphed. Fully Andalite. And there were no less than thirty Hork-Bajir warriors around him, all with Dracon beams leveled.


  An Andalite can almost always beat one Hork-Bajir. Usually two. But not thirty. Ax was trapped.


  He seemed calm. Or maybe just resigned.


  I looked around for the others. I didn't see them. I reminded myself they could be in any number of bodies. Probably they were okay. Probably.


  I hoped he would notice me. It might encourage him. But Ax was facing a sea of angry, triumphant faces. He had a lot to look at.


  Two big Hork-Bajir stepped forward and very carefully slapped a metallic rope around his legs and arms. Then, even more carefully, they slid a sort of sheath over Ax's deadly tail blade.


  Once Ax was helpless, they shoved him rudely onto his side and dragged him off through the dirt.


  "An Andalite! Here!" someone said.


  I glanced toward the voice. A distinguished-looking older woman. "Yeah," I said. "I wonder if he was alone."


  She snorted. "Andalite scum. Always skulking about, passing as some sort of animal or bug with their morphing technology. They caught two others. Or at least they think they did. A pair of bats." She grinned. "They could just be bats, I suppose. But we'll find out soon. The Visser is coming." She laughed an evil, somewhat frightened laugh. "He'll find them out."


  I tried to mimic her laugh. "Oh yes, the Visser will take care of the Andalite scum."


  "I wish I could stay and watch," she said. "But I have to get back. My host is a judge and there's an important case I must prepare for."


  She walked away. I made a mental note of her face and occupation. I also made a note of the fact that she was lying. She didn't want to be anywhere near Visser Three. Which just proved she was smart. The Visser had a temper. And when the Visser got mad, heads always rolled. Literally.


  So. Two bats and Ax. That left two of us not accounted for. Where would they be keeping the bats?


  Duh, Rachel. The same place they were dragging Ax.


  I began to follow the drag marks. They led toward a low windowless building. There was a sign above the door. It was in lettering I didn't recognize. But there was a feeling about the place. A bad feeling.


  Should I rush in and try to save Ax and the other two? No, there was no rush yet. Nothing would happen till Visser Three arrived.


  <Okay. How about Rachel? Rachel? Are you listening?>


  It was Marco! I glanced around. But of course I couldn't see anything. Marco could be in any kind of morph.


  <Rachel, it's me, Marco. If you can hear me, Jake, Tobias, and Ax have all been taken. I'm trying to contact you and Cassie. Are you there? Can you answer?>


  I could have cried from frustration. In my own human body, I couldn't use thought-speak. It was a relief to know Marco was still free.


  <No? Well, I hope you're okay. I'll try again later.>


  I had reached the door of the sinister building. Now what?


  Suddenly, a commotion. A small knot of humans and one Hork-Bajir were coming toward me. Or at least toward the door.


  "I don't know how it got there!" a human voice wailed. "I'm telling you it's a mistake!" She was young. No more than eighteen. She was scared but helpless in the grip of the Hork-Bajir.


  An older, male human-Controller shook his head. "You can tell it to the Visser. He'll be here soon."


  "No!" the young woman gasped. "It's a huge mistake!"


  "It's a mistake, all right," the man said. He reached into the backpack the girl was carrying. He lifted out a small Rubbermaid container. He shoved it in the girl's face. "What do you call this?"


  "It's . . . it's just cereal. It's something the humans call raisin bran. Human bodies need fiber in order to function properly, so -"


  The man cut her off. He opened the Rubbermaid and sniffed it. He held it out for her to see. "No raisins. Don't lecture me about humans. I've been in this host body for two years. And I know the smell of maple and ginger. Fool. You're as stupid as the humans with their drugs. Never thought I'd see self-respecting Yeerks lower themselves to behaving like humans." He jerked his head. "Take her away."


  The Hork-Bajir dragged the girl into the building. The older man handed the Rubbermaid to another human-Controller. "Too many of our people going host-happy. These human hosts can be insidious. Check this in with the contraband locker."


  "They're running out of room over there. They've taken in over two hundred human pounds of this stuff."


  Two hundred pounds?


  "Well, hello opportunity," I whispered.
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  They kept the oatmeal in more of a shack than a building. It was like one of those tin sheds that people put in their backyards to store rakes and hoses and the lawn mower.


  However, it was guarded by four very alert, very serious-looking Hork-Bajir.


  The shed was perhaps fifty feet from the edge of the Yeerk pool itself, and just behind the "human" cafeteria.


  I took a deep breath. Okay. Marco was free, but I didn't know where. Jake, Tobias, and Ax were all prisoners, probably back in the security building. Cassie was somewhere, and I had no idea where or if she was okay. I had to stifle an urge to cry at the thought of Cassie hurt.


  Okay, now stick to business, I told myself sharply. You're the only one who can save them.


  In addition to everything else, I knew Visser Three was on his way, Jake and Tobias were running short of morphing time, and there were two hundred pounds of maple and ginger oatmeal sitting in a shed within fifty feet of the pool.


  There had to be some way to make all this work. I just had to step back and see the big picture. Somehow. But the truth is, I'm not good at that kind of thing. Jake sees "big pictures." So does Cassie, in a different way. Me, I see what's right in front of me. I'm good at taking action.


  Okay. First of all, whatever you're going to do, do it before Visser Three gets here.


  First priority was rescuing my friends. I just needed time to -


  ScrrrEEEET! ScrrrEEEET! ScrrrEEEET!


  An alarm! Flashing lights! Hork-Bajir running. Running toward the store room where I'd Draconed those people.


  Oh.


  Okay, that was stupid. I should have realized they'd be found. Now the Yeerks would know they hadn't gotten all of us.


  <One more time. It's me, Marco. Calling Rachel. Come on, Rachel. You're starting to worry us all now. Where are you?>


  THUMP! BUMP! People rushing all around me. Hurrying. A huge Taxxon slithered past, needle-legs flashing, its big red, round mouth gasping at the air.


  What had Marco said? You're starting to worry us all now? Us all? Did that mean he'd contacted all the others?


  Someone grabbed me. "What's the matter with you? Get to your action station! There are more Andalite scum among us!"


  The man released me and ran about three feet. Then he stopped. I could practically see the wheels turning in his head. He turned back to me, his face alive with suspicion.


  I stepped right up to him so no one would see the flash. I lifted the Dracon beam and squeezed the trigger.


  TSEEEWWW!


  "Ahhh!" The Dracon blast was too close. Some of the energy bounced back off the man and stunned me. It was like grabbing a bare electrical wire and jabbing it in my stomach. I clutched my stomach and backed away.


  Heads turned. Eyes narrowed.


  "He's one of them!" I yelled, pointing at the prostrate man. "He tried to shoot me with this!" I held up the Dracon beam as evidence.


  A crowd rushed forward, Hork-Bajir among them. They encircled the man as I backed away and tried to become invisible.


  ScrrrEEEET! ScrrrEEEET! ScrrrEEEET!


  <Oh, Ra-chel,> Marco sang in my head. <Where are you?>


  "Where's the girl who was just here?" I heard a voice yell from the midst of the crowd.


  I turned and walked away. Walk, don't run, I told myself.


  "Well, find her!"


  "Rachel!" a voice hissed.


  I swear I almost wet myself. I reached for the Dracon beam.


  "It's just me."


  Cassie! She was suddenly right there in front of me.


  "Oh, man, am I glad to see you! How did you get here?"


  "How did you get here?"


  "Never mind," I said. "I'm in trouble."


  "I am so not surprised," she said.


  "Come on, we have to get away from here." We walked away and I filled her in on what I knew. Which wasn't much.


  "So, what do we do?" she asked.


  "I was hoping you'd have some ideas."


  "Well, we'd better get Jake, Tobias, and Ax first."


  "Yeah, but how? They're surrounded by Hork-Bajir on a high state of alert. Visser Three's on his way."


  I saw her glance at the Yeerk pool. "They're almost helpless in their natural state, aren't they?"


  Suddenly a loudspeaker crackled to life. A blastingly loud message in some language neither of us spoke. And then, to my amazement, the top of the dome began to open up. It was just a circle, and from the filtered quality of the light that came down I could tell it was the bottom of a tunnel. It must have cut straight through some portion of the bat cave.


  Floating down on jets of brilliant blue gasses came a Bug fighter.


  "Three guesses who that is," Cassie muttered.
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  The Bug fighter bearing Visser Three floated down to a gentle landing not a hundred feet away.


  I caught a glimpse of him as he stepped out. He looked like an older Ax. But even though Visser Three had infested an Andalite body, there was no mistaking him for a real Andalite. Not once you knew him. There was a darkness you couldn't see, but could definitely feel. A darkness spreading outward from him that caused people to lower their voices, speak in whispers, and try to shrink inside their own skin.


  "Some butt is going to get kicked," I predicted.


  The Visser's thought-speak roar filled every brain in the Yeerk pool. <Seal every exit! No one move! Not a single twitch, do you hear me? I have secure troops coming down. Until they check you, no one moves. If any of you see any movement, destroy! Destroy it! Do you understand me? I will not tolerate failure!>


  Two more Bug fighters were descending now. Visser Three was being careful. He knew we could be anyone. He knew we could even theoretically be in Hork-Bajir morph or Taxxon morph. He'd brought fresh Hork-Bajir down from his Blade ship to begin checking us, one by one.


  "We're toast," Cassie said, barely moving her lips.


  We were alongside the building used to feed human-Controllers. We were partly blocked from view, and almost everyone in the place was staring straight ahead at Visser Three.


  Still, there were two human-Controllers and a Taxxon behind us, where they would see us if we moved.


  "Into the cafeteria here," I whispered. "Combat mode. Get ready."


  "Get ready for . . . where did you get that?"


  Cassie had seen my Dracon beam as I drew it. I spun to face the Taxxon. "He moved! It's an ANDALITE!" I screamed.


  I squeezed the trigger.


  TSEEEWWW! Down went the Taxxon like a sack of pudding.


  TSEEEWWW! Down went the first human-Controller!


  TSEEEWWW! Down went the second.


  We were clear. For about three seconds. I ducked into the cafeteria and was already starting to morph. The building was empty. Everyone was outside, gaping in fear at their leader.


  <Who's firing over there?> the Visser bellowed. <I said, freeze!>


  Cassie and I banged through folding chairs and slammed around tables loaded with interrupted meals.


  "Back there!" I yelled, pointing to a door. I yanked it open. A food pantry.


  And there, sitting calmly atop a crate of canned minestrone and enjoying a banana, sat a gorilla.


  "Marco?"


  <No, some other gorilla,> he said. <I've been trying to contact you two for ->


  "Some other time!" I yelled. "Hold this! I'm morphing!" I tossed him the Dracon beam.


  <Cool!>


  "Visser Three is here. Jake, Tobias, and Ax are surrounded by Hork-Bajir, and there are two hundred pounds of oatmeal in a shed!"


  The gorilla blinked. <You have some brilliant yet probably suicidal idea, Xena?>


  "No."


  <What are you morphing?>


  "Grizzly bear. It's butt-kicking time!"


  "No, wait!" Cassie said. "The stupid oatmeal! That's the key. If that was in the pool, they'd all go nuts. At least it would be a huge distraction."


  "We have to get out the front door of this place, around the building, back to the shed where they store it. A long way."


  Marco nodded, like a wise gorilla. <Doesn't that mean it's right back here?> He pointed through the wall.


  I smiled. "Come to think of it, it would be a lot shorter trip if we went through the wall."


  "Through the wall. Then through the two Hork-Bajir guarding the oatmeal. Then what?" Cassie asked.


  "Then . . ." I began. I sighed. "I don't know."


  <Good plan,> Marco said.


  "Let's-" I began.


  Marco held up one massive, leathery paw. <No, no. My turn,> he said. <All right, let's do it!>


  Chapter 27


  



  I began to morph the grizzly bear. But then I stopped. We needed raw power. Truck-style power.


  "You guys may get a little cramped," I warned. "I'm gonna get big."


  I began to morph the elephant.


  It's funny with morphing. It's like choosing your weapons in an old-time duel. In the old days two guys would insult each other, then they would arrange through their friends to "settle" the matter. The person who was challenged would get his choice of weapons. They'd go off early one morning, very civilized, with all the proper ceremony, and sword fight or shoot each other.


  Pretty much like some people do today, only nowadays the duelists always seem to slaughter some innocent bystanders.


  But that's a little of what it's like. I was going into battle. Which weapon should I use? I liked the bear because it was so utterly powerful and destructive. But in this case, the elephant morph was the proper weapon. And just like with one of those old-time, early-morning duels, I had plenty of time to think about being scared.


  I began to change. I began to get large. My legs thickened to become telephone poles. My arms thickened even more and the weight of them made me fall forward.


  My fingers and toes disappeared, leaving behind only thick, bony nails. I realized I could see something flapping around my head. Flapping like someone shaking a sheet out of the dryer. It was my ears, growing thin and huge.


  My face bulged outward. It was as if someone were blowing my head up like a balloon. My eyes moved apart, spreading farther and farther, blurring my vision. My nose melted with my upper lip and began to grow like some nightmare Pinocchio. It grew till it wasn't a nose anymore, but a rope, a cable, a massive octopus tentacle so strong I could rip trees out of the ground.


  I was monstrous, towering huge above Marco, and Cassie in her wolf morph. My back pressed against the roof. My sides shoved crates and boxes aside.


  <Marco, look out!> I yelled and Marco dropped the Dracon beam trying to get out of the way. Because at that moment, my teeth ground and cracked and suddenly sprouted. Out, out, out from my mouth they grew, forming two long, curved tusks.


  If Marco had stayed where he was, he'd have been impaled.


  <Marco, get the Dracon beam. You dropped it. Your fingers are the only ones that can work it.>


  <Dropped it where? Under you? Great.> He crawled awkwardly beneath my bulging gray stomach and emerged with the Dracon beam in his fist.


  <Okay,> I said. <Right for the oatmeal shed, no stopping. Ready?>


  <Ready,> Cassie said.


  <You know, Jake was right. You just never hear about oatmeal being involved in any of the great battles of history,> Marco observed.


  <Yeah, whatever,> I said tersely. <Come on.>


  I didn't have to do much to go through the back wall of the pantry we were in. I just leaned forward and pushed my head against the wall. My head alone weighed more than half a ton. It was a serious battering ram.


  Crrrrr-UNCH! Crunch! Scree-UNCH!


  Down came the wall. Down came half the roof on my back. Out we barreled, an elephant, a wolf, and a lumbering gorilla.


  The shed was thirty feet away. No more. Not even two body lengths for me. One, two, three steps and I was there!


  The two Hork-Bajir yelled and almost ran, but then held their ground. I had to admire that. Go to the zoo some time. Take a good, long look at an African elephant, and imagine that thing charging for you. See how long you'd want to stand there.


  SLASH!


  A lightning-quick swipe with an arm blade, and I had a bright red line in my trunk. It was just a shallow cut, but it hurt.


  "HhhhrrroooooREEEE-Unh!" I screamed.


  I kept my speed, and plowed straight into the Hork-Bajir. Ten thousand pounds of fast-moving elephant.


  The brave Hork-Bajir-Controller was out of the fight.


  No time to stop. I saw Marco and Cassie take down the other Hork-Bajir.


  <Two more Hork-Bajir coming!> Cassie yelled.


  I backed up a few feet and slammed forward. I hit the shed with my head.


  WHAM!


  The four walls of the shed literally blew outward.


  Like someone had set off a bomb inside it. The walls burst outward from the impact. The roof fell and then slid aside.


  A blue barrel, like a beer keg, rolled away. A piece of debris stopped it. There were five other barrels, all standing there in a group.


  <The oatmeal!> I said.


  <The instant maple and ginger oatmeal!> Marco corrected gleefully.


  <Get them!> a huge, thought-speak voice roared. The voice of Visser Three. I turned my head to look. An entire army of Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, and human-Controllers was rushing for us. There was no way out. No way at all.


  And there, in the midst of the onrushing army, was Visser Three.


  I wrapped my trunk around one of the barrels of confiscated oatmeal. I lifted it up like a feather. I saw the closest Hork-Bajir hesitate.


  I threw the barrel in a high arc. It landed with a big, soggy splash, right in the middle of the Yeerk pool.


  <It's not sinking!> Cassie cried.


  <Marco. Point the Dracon beam at the barrel. Now.>


  The big gorilla raised his mighty arm and aimed the Dracon beam at the barrel.


  <Your move, Visser,> I said.
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  <Stop!> that awful voice roared.


  And every living thing stopped. They barely breathed. Hork-Bajir stood poised as if they'd been frozen. When the Visser said "stop," you stopped. Period.


  He came forward, pushing human and Hork-Bajir and Taxxon aside. He came forward till nothing separated him from us except a shield of three straining, awkwardly frozen Hork-Bajir and a twitching Taxxon.


  His Andalite stalk eyes swept from side to side, sizing up the situation. His main eyes looked right at me.


  <There's nothing in that barrel but garbage.>


  <Then you won't mind if my friend fires and blows it up.>


  It was always deadly dangerous talking to Visser Three. In addition to an Andalite's body, he had an Andalite mind under his evil control. He might figure out that I was not an Andalite in morph, but a human.


  He laughed. Not a nice laugh. <There are perhaps a thousand Yeerks in that pool. The . . . the product in that barrel might affect half of them before we could get it cleared up. Five hundred Yeerks.>


  He paused to consider. <And against that, I suppose you want your fellow terrorists released and a chance to escape.>


  <Exactly,> I said.


  Marco still held the Dracon beam aimed at the wallowing barrel.


  <Then I'd better give you my answer,> Visser Three said with silky menace. Before he could say it, I knew. I'd seen it in his eyes. In his body language.


  He was writing off five hundred of his own people. Condemning them to madness. He didn't care. It would be a setback, but that was all. Beyond that, he didn't care.


  Visser Three cared for nothing.


  Oh, wait. Visser Three did care about one thing.


  No time to think. No time to plan. I surged forward suddenly, just as Visser Three was saying, <Destroy them ->


  I surged my five tons forward, trunk outstretched.


  Visser Three leaped back. Right into a Taxxon who was following orders by freezing.


  I plowed through the Hork-Bajir and reached for the Visser. My trunk went around his upper body.


  FWAPP! His Andalite tail slashed! Miss!


  I squeezed my trunk, flexed the muscles in my neck and shoulders, and up went the Visser. I yanked him up off the ground.


  FWAPP! He slashed again, and this time I bellowed in pain. The blade had hit the side of my face. It nearly cut right through one eye. The agony was unbearable.


  But I couldn't hesitate.


  I lifted the Visser high in the air. I heaved him, just as he slashed again.


  Through the air he flew.


  PAH-LOOOSH!


  Visser Three hit the Yeerk pool.


  I was reeling in pain. Pain like nothing I'd ever imagined.


  <Oh, no, Rachel!> Cassie cried.


  I ignored her. No time for pain. No time. I had to play this out. Fortunately, I know just a little about Andalite physiology. See, they eat and drink through their hooves. Right now the Visser was absorbing the water of the Yeerk pool.


  I glared with my one remaining eye at the Visser, floundering in the pool.


  <Now do you care if we blow up that barrel?> I asked him. <Now do you care?>
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  It turned out yes, yes, he cared. Visser Three would sacrifice hundreds of his fellow Yeerks to the oatmeal madness. After all, it was war, and sacrifices had to be made sometimes.


  But those sacrifices obviously did not include him.


  I kicked the rest of the barrels into the pool, just so Marco couldn't possibly miss. Then Cassie went off to free the others. The Hork-Bajir, the Taxxons, and the human-Controllers were still busy being very, very still. If any of them had shown initiative, they could have probably taken us out. They might well have been able to get Marco before he could hit one of the barrels.


  But you know what? Terrified underlings never show initiative. The Yeerks there may have hated us. But they were terrified of Visser Three.


  We freed Jake, Tobias, and Ax. Then we headed, very carefully, for one of the exits. We climbed the stairs backward, with Marco pointing the Dracon beam the whole way up.


  Only because of Tobias did we see what happened next. Hidden behind my massive, pain-wracked bulk, he demorphed. Halfway up that interminable stairway, he resumed hawk shape. And it was his hawk vision that saw.


  <He's morphing! The Visser. He's halfway morphed!>


  <He's getting out of his Andalite shape, taking on some form that won't absorb the water,> Jake said. <Then the stupid oatmeal won't bother him. He'll come for us!>


  <How far along is he?> Ax demanded.


  <Can't tell,> Tobias cried. <He's going under! He's submerging!>


  I glanced up the stairs. A long way still to go. And I was weak from my injuries. Yet I couldn't demorph and reveal that my true shape was human. Plenty of time for Visser Three to come popping up out of the water in one of his vile, alien morphs and come for us.


  We were weak and exposed on the stairs. I was practically out of the fight. Jake was still a bat. No way to win if he managed to come after us.


  <Marco has to shoot,> I said. I looked at Cassie and Tobias to see if either of them would object.


  <He's not leaving us any choice,> Tobias said grimly. He hopped over to sit on Marco's shoulder. <You're aiming high,> he said. <A hair lower. Lower . . . fire!>


  TSEEEWWW!


  Far down below us, one of the floating barrels went, POOMPF!


  A gray substance like confetti exploded out and settled in the water.


  <That should keep them busy,> Tobias said. <Let's bail!>


  It was pandemonium down in the Yeerk pool. Hork-Bajir and humans and Taxxons all rushing around, trying to haul their Visser out of the water. Trying to scoop up the madness-inducing oatmeal before it could dissolve completely.


  Then I fell over. I didn't waver or stagger. I just fell over. Five tons of sagging elephant flesh splayed out across a dozen stone steps.


  <Demorph!> Jake yelled at once.


  Cassie rushed over, helpless to do much with her wolf paws. <It's the loss of blood! She's passing out. Rachel, you have to demorph.>


  <He's up!> Tobias yelled. <He's out of the water. Oh, man! What the . . . Ax, what is that thing?>


  <I don't know,> Ax admitted. <It's no creature I've ever seen before. But it looks extremely dangerous.>


  I was demorphing as fast as I could. <You guys get going! I'll catch up!>


  <Yeah, right, Rachel,> Cassie said.


  <It's like some kind of pterodactyl almost,> Jake said. <Like one of those flying dinosaurs. Only it's covered in quills all over its back.>


  Jake was demorphing. I was demorphing. Too slowly.


  <All we have is a monkey and a wolf!> I yelled. <You guys run! You can pick up Jake and run!>


  <A monkey?> Marco said archly. <You know, I almost could run off and leave you.>


  <You have more than a gorilla and a wolf,> Ax said calmly. <You have an Andalite.>


  I was shrinking all the while. And as I became less elephant and more human, the pain began to diminish. I could feel strength returning. But I was still so tired. Could I morph again?


  <I have to report there are Hork-Bajir coming down the stairs toward us,> Ax said. He was the only one of us who'd been looking in that direction. It helped to have four eyes.


  "Great," Jake snapped, human again. "We're trapped. And here he comes!"


  I turned my now-human head toward the sound of vast, leathery wings. I saw something that might have been a winged porcupine, only the quills were each five feet long. Its head was elongated forward and back. The beak itself was another five feet.


  It flew slowly, with great effort, but it was coming closer. My heart sank. Had he seen us in our human bodies?


  I turned my head to look back up the stairs. The Hork-Bajir were a hundred feet away, pounding down on us. We were trapped. No time to morph, even. Trapped!


  The stairway entered solid rock and earth just ten feet upward. The Visser's monster wouldn't be able to fly in there. But if we ascended that far, we'd run right into the Hork-Bajir.


  I looked to Cassie, my best friend. I guess I wanted to say something meaningful.


  And that's when it hit me. "Give me the Dracon beam!"


  "It's not gonna stop that . . . that thing. It's armored all over. Nothing will stop that thing."


  I didn't have time to argue. I snatched the Dracon beam from Marco. I turned and plowed up the stairs, right for the Hork-Bajir.


  "Follow me!"


  "But-"


  "Just come on!"


  Up we ran. The distance between us and the Hork-Bajir closed at a startling rate. The monster was coming on fast.


  "Everyone down! Cover your heads! Mole!" I screamed. "MOLE!" And I raised the Dracon beam straight up. Aimed it at point-blank range right up at the hanging rock and dirt roof.


  I thumbed the power switch and squeezed the trigger. And the entire world fell down on me.
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  I wasn't crushed by a rock. I was glad for that. I was smashed and banged up pretty good. And oh, was I scared.


  Buried alive!


  It had actually happened. I'd even made it happen. Buried alive under rock and dirt and struggling Hork-Bajir.


  But what can you do when you're buried alive? You can either sit there screaming in blind, idiot panic. Or you can dig your way out. At least, if you're a mole you can.


  I was worried about Cassie and Marco. They'd both still been in morph, so they had an extra phase to pass through before they could become moles again.


  But wolves and gorillas aren't easy to kill. We all morphed and dug our lonely tunnels upward.


  It took a long time. I had to stop and hollow out enough space to demorph to human so I didn't end up trapped in mole morph. Talk about wanting to scream.


  But on the second round I emerged into the bat cave.


  It took another hour for all of us to get there. We'd meet up in the absolute darkness, one by one, then in a small, edgy, worried group.


  Tobias was the last to arrive.


  "You scared us to death! Where have you been?" I yelled at him.


  <I was worried about you, too, Rachel,> he said, with a smile in his silent voice.


  Finally we morphed into our bat shapes. Exhausted beyond all belief. I could have just lain down there in the eternal darkness and slept for a week.


  And then, just as we were echolocating around, looking for the exit, the strangest thing happened. The entire cave came alive.


  In a slow-motion rush all the bats began to drop their grip on the rock roof. They dropped, opened their wings, fired their echolocation sounds, and took off.


  <Must be sundown,> Cassie said.


  <Yeah, but sundown of which day?> I muttered.


  We exploded from the cave. Maybe a hundred thousand bats. Maybe a million. Who can count that many bats?


  We headed for home, too exhausted even to make dumb jokes or laugh or be happy we had survived.


  But as tired as I was, there was one thing I wanted to do.


  Maybe I have a soft spot for lunatics. After all, if I ever told anyone what my life was like, I'd be in a rubber room so fast I'd get whiplash.


  When I was done, I flew home and demorphed in my room. I went downstairs as calmly as if I'd never left.


  "Where EXACTLY have you been all day, young lady?" my mother demanded.


  But just then the phone rang. My mom took the call. She listened and kept saying, "What?" She said "what?" about nine times, each time louder than the time before.


  Then she sat down and stared at Sarah and Jordan and me. "What is it?" I asked.


  "It's my client. Poor Mr. Edelman." She shook her head like she was trying to clear something away. "He escaped from the institution."


  "The nuthouse?" Jordan asked.


  "He's gone. Ran away. But what's bizarre is how it happened. They're claiming a grizzly bear calmly walked in, knocked the doors down, and told the man . . . in some kind of psychic way . . . I mean, you have to envision a talking grizzly bear . . . a psychic talking bear . . . told the man . . ." She checked the notes she'd written down. "Told him to leave, get out, but not to do anything dumb like trying to hurt himself because . . . the bear . . . had had a really lousy day and didn't want to have to save him again."


  Jordan and Sarah stared at my mother like she was crazy.


  "Hey, I'm not the one who claims to have seen all this," my mother said defensively.


  I shrugged. "Bunch of nuts," I said dismissively. "I mean, come on. A grizzly bear. Right."


  It wasn't much. I couldn't really help Mr. Edelman. No one could. But some of the time his own, human mind was in charge. And during those times, in between the mad ravings of the Yeerk, I wanted him to be free.


  The doorbell rang.


  "It's MAR-co," Jordan sang. She thinks he's cute.


  "Tell him to go away," I yelled back. "I'm tired."


  Jordan reappeared a few moments later. She was carrying a huge stack of small boxes. "Your friend MAR-co says his dad is making him get rid of all this stuff."


  She dumped the boxes of maple and ginger oatmeal all over the kitchen table.


  That was the end of the first and only great battle ever to involve oatmeal. And, by the way, if you ever see some poor, mad, deranged gentleman wandering the streets and raving away about things that live in his head . . . well, if you can handle it, give the man your spare change.
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  My name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.


  I don't know if my fellow Andalites will ever recognize that name. I guess some of the story I'm about to tell will appear in the scientific journals. I mean, the accident that occurred to me has certainly rewritten the science of Zero-space mass extrusion during morphing.


  But I doubt that my real name will be used. I doubt that the whole truth will be told. And I guess that's a good thing. You see, there are traitors among us. Yes, traitors among our fellow Andalites. Andalites working for the Yeerks.


  I am the only living Andalite witness to the Ascalin incident. Only I - and my human friends, Prince Jake, Cassie, Tobias, Rachel, and Marco - know what truly happened aboard that ship on war-torn planet Leera. And even though I know what happened, I will never know why it happened.


  I know it seems impossible even to conceive of Andalites as traitors. I know the very idea makes any decent Andalite sick inside. But I am telling the truth. The Ascalin incident happened. We were betrayed by one of our own.


  My name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, brother of Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul. And I swear by his memory that everything I say here is true.


  I am the only Andalite presently located on planet Earth. Don't bother looking Earth up on any of the databases. You won't find much information. The truth is, we lost a Dome ship in orbit above this planet. The Yeerks destroyed it. We lost my brother, Prince Elfangor, in that battle, too. But before he died, Elfangor broke our law and gave the secret Andalite morphing power to five human youths.


  The Yeerks are after this planet now. They are invading Earth in their usual style. The Yeerk parasite slugs have an easy time entering human heads, wrapping themselves around human brains. Enslaving humans as they did the Hork-Bajir and the Gedds. As they hope someday to do to us.


  I live among these humans now. With the group of young humans who were given the morphing power by Elfangor. They call themselves Animorphs. They resist the Yeerk invasion of Earth. All alone, as far as we know.


  I live with humans. I respect them. But my hearts are still Andalite. No matter what anyone ever says about me and about what happened on Leera, I am true to my own people.


  And yet there are times when I wonder: Who are my own people? My race, my species? My family? My friends? My allies?


  My human friends insist on reducing my name to "Ax." You see, humans communicate by making mouth-sounds. (most Andalites understand the concept of a "mouth," I believe.) And although my full name is easily pronounced in Andalite thought-speak, it is somewhat long and complex for primitive human mouth-sounds.


  I am alone on this planet. The only one of my species. The only Andalite among all the humans. So I have used the morphing technology to create a human morph. And sometimes, for two hours at a time, I become human and pass among humans as one of them.


  I am very good at passing for human, if I say so myself. I have learned the customs and habits perfectly so that I seem entirely normal.


  That's how I am able to pass even in the most human of places. For example, the mall. Which is a place full of shops, most of which sell artificial skin and artificial hooves. Technically known as "clothing" and "shoes."


  The mall also houses the most wonderful eating places. You see, in addition to making sounds with their mouths, humans use them to eat. They place foods into the mouth opening and grind the foods with teeth while adding saliva. This involves a sense called "taste."


  Taste is very, very powerful.


  Oh, yes.


  I was wearing artificial skin and artificial hooves like a human. I approached the counter of my very favorite eating place.


  "Hello," I said, making mouth-sounds with my human mouth. "I will work for money. Muh-nee. Mnee."


  I should explain: Money is a sort of abstract human concept. You give amounts of money to various people in society and they in turn give you useful items.


  "Do you want to order something?" the human said to me.


  "I require money so that I may exchange it for the delicious cinnamon buns," I explained.


  The human blinked his eyes. "So . . . you do want to order, or you don't?"


  Obviously this was a less-intelligent human. "I wish to perform labor, lay-ber, lay-burrr, and to have you give me money. Then I wish to use that money to acquire delicious cinnamon buns. Bun-zuh."


  "I'll get the manager."


  "Bun-zuh," I said. I find the z sound especially enjoyable. It tickles the mouthparts. Many sounds are amusing.


  The manager came and I explained my request to her.


  "Well, I can't give you a job," she said. "I think you're under age. But I guess if you're hungry I could have you clear some of those tables and give you some food."


  This was acceptable to me.


  "Poor kid," she said to the other human as I turned away. "A little off in the head, maybe. But a good-looking boy."


  I soon discovered what she meant by clearing tables. In this part of the mall there are many tables, surrounded by eating places. The tables were littered with delicious things!


  On the first table I found thin, crisp, salty-greasy triangles covered with a bright yellow secretion. I ate them and they were very good.


  On the next table were liquids. I drank them. One was hot, one was cold. Along with the liquids was a square of crumpled paper. Smeared inside the paper was a reddish, semiliquid product. I licked it. It was fine, but not wonderful.


  Then at last, I saw what I wanted. Two large, steaming hot, glistening cinnamon buns. Two humans were sitting very near the cinnamon buns.


  They were going to eat my buns!


  I raced over as quickly as my wobbly human legs could go. "I am clearing these tables!" I cried.


  The humans looked at me. "We haven't even eaten yet."


  "Good," I said, relieved. I grabbed the two cinnamon buns and carried them away.


  "Hey! Hey, stop!"


  I began to shove the first bun into my mouth. Oh, the joy! Oh, how can I even explain to an Andalite who has never possessed the sense of taste? The sensation! It was a pleasure beyond any pleasure imaginable. The warmth, the dripping, sweet goo of the cinnamon bun!


  "What are you doing?" the manager cried as she came running over.


  "I amm glearing khe khables," I said. It is very difficult to speak while eating. Just one of the many design flaws in humans.


  "I am terribly sorry," the manager said to the humans who were trying to take my cinnamon buns. "I'll get you two fresh buns. And you," she said, pointing one of her powerful-yet-stubby human fingers at me, "come with me."


  She pulled me away, causing me to drop a small portion of the bun from my mouth. She took me into the eating place and made me sit on a chair. This involves bending the two legs and resting the weight of the body on a raised platform by pressing the fatty pads at the top of the legs against the platform. It's hard to visualize unless you've seen it.


  "Okay, now look, son, if you're that desperate for food, there's a tray of buns here that are just a bit stale. You can help yourself. You poor kid."


  She indicated a square array of cinnamon buns. Perhaps a dozen in all!


  "For me?" I asked in a voice choked with emotion.


  "Sure, son. Go ahead and have one."


  Let me make one final point here: human mouth-sound language is very fuzzy at times. "Have one," she'd said.


  One mouthful? One bun?


  One tray?


  It was certainly not my fault if there was any confusion.


  Chapter 2


  



  "So there I am," Marco said. "Cruising through the food court, minding my own business, thinking, Hey, why not snag a taco? when I notice the paramedics and this crowd all gathered around the Cinnabon."


  Marco is one of my human friends. He is shorter than some humans of his age. He has dark hair and dark eyes and likes to make jokes. Jokes are humor. Humor is more common among humans than among Andalites.


  I think they have to resort to humor. It helps them deal with the embarrassment of being so wobbly on their two ridiculous legs.


  "And I swear, it was like this sudden, psychic feeling. I knew, I mean, I knew somehow the Ax-man was involved. So I go over and ask someone in the crowd what's happening. And she says - "


  "She?" Rachel interrupted. "Let me guess. Some good-looking girl who normally would never even talk to you? But you figured since there's a medical emergency that would be a good time to hit on her?"


  "Exactly," Marco said.


  Rachel is a female. She has gold hair and blue eyes. She is tall for her age.


  "Anyway, she tells me, 'Some kid went crazy and ate an entire pan of cinnamon buns.' Now, who, I ask you all, who do we know who would eat an entire pan of cinnamon buns?"


  Marco, Rachel, and the others - Prince Jake, Cassie, and Tobias - all looked at me and stretched their mouths horizontally to make grins. All except Tobias, who is a nothlit: a person trapped in morph. He is a hawk and has no lips.


  I felt I had to say something. <I was not aware of the precise specifications for human stomachs,> I explained. <It seems there is some sort of limit on the quantity that may be consumed. Passing that limit caused an unpleasant sensation in the stomach area. It also caused me to become dizzy.>


  "The sugar rush of all time," Cassie said.


  Cassie is no taller than Marco. She has dark hair and eyes. Cassie is very interested in animals. By "animals," humans mean all animals aside from themselves.


  I was out of my human morph and back in my own body. We were in the forest that begins at the edge of Cassie's farm. This is where I live. Tobias and me both. He eats mice, mostly in the morning. I leave the forest at night and go running across the fields, absorbing grass through my hooves, the way any sensible creature should.


  We were waiting there in the woods for the arrival of a strange ally: Erek, the Chee.


  The Chee are a race of androids. They were created by a now-dead race called Pemalites. The Chee and the last remaining Pemalites came to Earth thousands of years ago. They were escaping the devastation of their home world. The Pemalites did not survive. Their principled, non-violent, but shockingly powerful androids did.


  Prince Jake looked at his watch. Humans are always lost in time. They are constantly certain that "it" is later or earlier than they thought. I have never known a human to say, "Oh, look, it's exactly what time I thought it was."


  Prince Jake said, "I was about to mention that Erek was late, but I guess it's still earlier than I thought it was."


  You see what I mean.


  <He's coming now,> Tobias said. <He can move very quietly when he wants to. But I can see him from up here.>


  Hawks have excellent hearing and really extraordinary powers of sight. But still, they can only look in one direction at a time, just like humans.


  Erek approached - exactly on time, of course. He appears to be a normal human boy. But of course that is merely a very advanced holographic illusion. Beneath the hologram is an android of gray and white metals, somewhat resembling an Earth dog walking on two legs.


  The Chee are incapable of violence. A prohibition against violence is written into their programming. Yet with our help, Erek was once able to disable that programming. He saved our lives in a terrible battle. But he chose then to surrender the power to do violence.


  However, even though they cannot do battle, the Chee have managed to infiltrate the Yeerk organization on Earth. And from time to time Erek brings us useful information.


  "Hi everyone," Erek said.


  "Hey, Erek," Marco said. "What's up?"


  Erek shrugged, exactly like any other young human of his apparent age. "Not much. Just something strange. Something that doesn't make sense. At least not as far as we can see."


  Prince Jake nodded. He looked up at Tobias. "Are we clear?"


  Tobias dropped from the branch he was on, flapped his wings, and soared above the treetops out of sight.


  "Sorry," Prince Jake said to Erek. "I want to be sure we're safe."


  Erek made an amused grin. "Do you think I came alone? Three of my people are spread out around us, keeping watch. Tobias will never spot them, not even with his eyes."


  "Oh? Want to put some money on that?" Prince Jake asked.


  Tobias flew back and landed on the same branch. He began to calmly preen his feathers. <All clear.>


  "You didn't see anything at all?" Prince Jake asked, sounding disappointed.


  <Well, I saw two Chee projecting tree holograms, and another one trying to pass himself off as a rock, but nothing to worry about.>


  The humans and Erek all laughed.


  <I know these woods,> Tobias said smugly. <You think you can just park some big old holographic willow tree where it doesn't belong and I won't notice? Puh-leeze.>


  Erek did a sort of bow toward Tobias. "Remind me never to underestimate you, brother hawk." Then, suddenly serious, he told us what he'd come to say.


  "The second-ranking guy in the Secret Service, a man named Hewlett Aldershot the Third, is in a hospital in a coma. He was hit by a car while walking across the street. We don't know why he's here in this area. But we do know this: No one even knows he's in the hospital."


  "His family doesn't know?" Cassie said.


  "No. No one. Not his family, not his boss, Jane Carnegie. No one. The hospital is heavily infiltrated by Yeerks. Half the staff are human-Controllers. His name isn't even in the hospital computers. And, oh, by the way, the car that hit him? A minivan belonging to none other than our friend Chapman."


  Prince Jake nodded. He is the leader of the Animorphs. I consider him to be my prince. As an aristh, I require someone to be my prince.


  "Well, well," Prince Jake said. "I guess we'd better check it out."


  Chapter 3


  



  <I have a question,> Marco said. <If you already have a Hewlett Aldershot and a Hewlett Aldershot, Jr., what kind of parent is going to go and inflict that name on a third kid? He must have gotten beat up after school every single day of his life.>


  It was the next day. Marco, Rachel, and I were on the ledge of a third-story window. We were in seagull morph. According to my human friends, seagulls are like pigeons. They can go anywhere without looking suspicious.


  I am sure they are right. Although I have no idea what a pigeon is. Nor can I imagine what a "suspicious" bird might be.


  <I'm just saying for all we know, Chapman just ran this guy down because he couldn't stand that name.>


  Rachel sighed. <Why does Jake make me go on missions with you, Marco?>


  <What, I shouldn't talk? I shouldn't make conversation? We've been hanging around on this stupid ledge for an hour and a half. Me, you, and Ax.>


  <Just an hour and a half?> Rachel said. <Funny, it seems so much longer. The time when you're talking just drags on and on and on, Marco. On and on and on and ->


  <Very funny.>


  <Actually, it has only been one of your hours and eighteen minutes,> I said helpfully.


  <One of our hours,> Marco said. <You know, they really are your hours now, too. This is Earth. You're stuck here. Go ahead and set your watch to local time.>


  Marco was bored. We all were. But Marco gets snappish when he's bored.


  We were on the sill outside the private hospital room of Hewlett Aldershot the Third. This was our second shift on the windowsill. We'd done a shift earlier in the morning, waiting for close to the two-hour limit. Then Prince Jake and Cassie had taken a turn, then it was back to us.


  <This is so totally not what I want to be doing on a beautiful Saturday with major sales on at Express and Old Navy,> Rachel complained. <It's my turn to go fly around. Be right back.>


  She flapped away, leaving me and Marco. We fluttered our wings a little and jerked our heads and marched back and forth on the stone sill. We were trying to act like seagulls. That's why Rachel had to fly off. It was the right thing for a seagull to do.


  <Is there something unusual about the name Hewlett Alder - look!> I said, interrupting myself. <A new human is entering the room. And I believe he is familiar.>


  <Rachel!> Marco yelled in thought-speak. <Go find Jake and Cassie and Tobias. We have company!>


  <Who?>


  <Visser Three in his human morph,> I said. <The Abomination!>


  Seagulls have eyes on the sides of their heads. So I turned one eye to stare in through the window. Yes, it was him. Visser Three, leader of the invasion of Earth.


  Visser Three is, of course, the only Yeerk ever to successfully seize and infest an Andalite body. When he took that body, he also got the Andalite morphing power that went with it. So only Visser Three, among all the Yeerks in the universe, has the power to morph.


  I felt the slow rage I always feel on seeing the foul creature, my brother's murderer. Once I came close to avenging my brother. Once I almost destroyed Visser Three. But in the end, I failed, and he still lives.


  The next time there will be no mistakes.


  <Whoa. Visser Three, and in human morph,> Marco said nervously. <Definitely something major going on.>


  Two human doctors came into the room. They spoke to the Visser. They spoke respectfully. Fearfully. Shaking. I could not hear them through the glass, but clearly they knew who and what Visser Three was.


  Visser Three began to demorph. To return to Andalite form. From the human head, the twin stalk eyes appeared. From the human chest, the front two legs began to grow. From the base of the human spine, the long, swift, dangerous Andalite tail began to extend.


  To my left, a swift flash of brown and tan with a hint of red. Tobias, swooping past. I kept my other eye focused through the glass.


  The blue and tan fur rippled across the formerly human skin. Visser Three was on four legs now, tail cocked and ready.


  <He is very sure he's safe in this place,> I said. <Otherwise he would never demorph like this.>


  <The doctors aren't too happy, though,> Marco observed.


  The doctors were shaking. Obviously, something was wrong. Then in a flash, Visser Three pressed his tail blade against one doctor's throat.


  One twitch would send the doctor's head rolling across the floor.


  Now that he was back in his Andalite body, we could hear Visser Three's unguarded thought-speak. <I gave orders that this human be cured!> he raged. <There is no point placing one of our people in his head if he's unable to move.>


  The doctor said something. Something very respectful, very careful.


  <I don't care about his brain stem, I want him repaired! Do you have any idea how useful this human would be to us? He is the number two man in the organization that guards their president. He would have access to half the secrets on this planet. That's why I arranged for him to be injured and brought here.>


  Prince Jake and Cassie flew by, both in seagull morph.


  <What's up?> Prince Jake asked.


  <Visser Three, Prince Jake.>


  <Don't call me "prince." Yeah, I hear his thought-speak. I meant, what do you see?>


  <The Visser is busy terrorizing a pair of human-Controller doctors,> I said.


  Just then, Visser Three withdrew his tail blade. The doctor collapsed and fell to his knees on the floor. His fellow doctor looked at him with pity, but made no move to help him.


  <You leave me with no choice: If I can't use this creature as a host, I'll have to acquire him and morph him. I can't spend all my time in his form. I can't live his life. But using him, I can get close to his superior. I can use this morph to seize her instead!>


  The doctor who was still standing spoke. He smiled. He looked encouraging and enthusiastic. The Visser flicked his tail, hit the doctor with the flat of the blade, and knocked him across the room.


  <Don't tell me "It's all worked out for the best,"> Visser Three sneered. <I still want this human repaired. That's the only reason I let you live. Three days from now this human will be well, or the two of you will be very, very . . . very . . . sick.>


  Then one stalk eye turned to stare directly at me. The second stalk eye followed. And I began to have a very bad feeling.


  Chapter 4


  



  Visser Three moved away, out of sight.


  <Was he eyeballing us?> Marco asked. Then he answered his own question. <He was eyeballing us.>


  <Prince Jake,> I said in thought-speak only my friends could hear. <What should we do?>


  <What's happened?> Prince Jake asked.


  <He eyeballed us, that's what happened,> Marco said.


  <The Visser has moved out of our sight,> I said.


  <Okay. Look, he may suspect you're not real seagulls,> Prince Jake said. <So don't behave suspiciously, or like you notice him. One of you fly off. The other one wait a few seconds, then fly off. Like normal ->


  CRASH!


  The glass window exploded outward as something came blasting out through it. Marco was knocked from the sill and went tumbling, out of control, toward the ground.


  I was too shocked to react at first.


  Then I saw what had come bursting through the window. A kafit bird! A six-winged kafit bird!


  It had to be Visser Three in morph. But how?


  <Impossible!> I cried in total shock. The kafit bird only lives in one place in the universe: the Andalite home world.


  The kafit shook off the glass shards and banked sharply back toward me. Its razor-sharp, killing beak was aimed at me like a missile.


  I dropped from the sill, wings folded. The deadly beak missed me by a feather! I opened my wings, caught air, and flapped hard.


  The kafit was on me! The six wings gave it terrific speed.


  <Ax, what is that thing?> Cassie cried.


  I didn't have time to answer. My human friends didn't understand. The kafit lives by spearing tree-living creatures. It is fast, accurate, and deadly to small creatures.


  And at the moment, I was a small creature.


  <Everyone on that bird!> Prince Jake roared. <He can't take us all. Tobias! Where are you?>


  <Too far away,> Tobias said grimly.


  I turned my head to look for the kafit. Stupid! My head acted like a rudder and made me turn. Right into the path of the kafit!


  I flapped wildly, crazily. Too slow! The kafit's beak sliced through the underside of my wing.


  <Aaaahhh!> I yelled.


  I turned and flew in abject panic. I flapped my wings and skimmed twenty feet above the ground. I knew the kafit was faster. Was it more agile, too?


  But part of my mind just kept asking, <How, how, how?>


  How had Visser Three acquired the DNA of a kafit bird? Had the Abomination actually set foot on Andalite grass?


  I was flying over a major street now. What the humans call fast-food restaurants were below me. The Visser was inches behind me. He'd have me in three . . . two . . . I flared, killed my speed, twisted my tail and head to shoot me sideways, and the kafit bird blew past.


  He was faster. I could out-turn him, but only when I had the benefit of surprise. How many more times could I trick him that way?


  <A nice maneuver, Andalite,> the Visser said, his thought-speak suddenly in my head. <Why not try it again?>


  I was almost angry enough to answer. But of course Visser Three could not be sure I was an Andalite in morph. He was guessing. If I remained silent he might decide I was just an innocent seagull who happened to be on the sill.


  I saw Prince Jake and the others racing to catch up.


  <Prince Jake! Do not help me. If you help me he'll know for sure that we are not just birds.>


  <Stop being a hero,> Prince Jake said. <Tobias!>


  <I'm doing the best I can. I got dead air here!> Tobias yelled.


  I caught a flash of the big red-tailed hawk laboring to get altitude for a killing dive. But he was no more than ten feet above me and too far off to the side to help.


  I was on my own.


  Fine. So much the better, I said to myself, trying to sound braver than I felt. I flapped madly toward a large golden sign in the shape of two conjoined arches. <Let's see just how fast the kafit bird can turn.>


  I aimed straight for the hole in one arch, shot through it, and instantly turned. Visser Three rocketed past, outside the arch, and turned to come back toward me. But now I reversed and went back through the second arch. The kafit was after me, but now his greater speed was useless. And his broad wingspan made it tough to fit through the arches.


  Visser Three circled at blazing speed, but I threaded my way again and again through the arches.


  <Good job, Ax-man!> Tobias cried. <Hang in there. I have him in my sights!>


  Humans were gathering beneath us, gaping up at the bizarre spectacle.


  "Hey, that bird has too many wings!" one yelled.


  "Must be a mutant bird. Go seagull, go!"


  Whap! My wing tip caught the edge of an arch. I stuttered through the air. I missed my turn.


  <Aaaaahhhh!>


  The razor-sharp beak cut an inch from my wing tip! I fell. I hit the black roof of the fast-food restaurant. I staggered and hopped into a narrow space between two large, loud cooling units.


  I saw the Visser swoop by low overhead and I knew that he had landed on the roof, too.


  I began to demorph as fast as I could. The roof was surrounded by a raised wall. The humans on the ground could not see us. And once I was Andalite again, the bird would pose no more threat.


  From my talons, hooves began to grow. My tail feathers melted together and formed the beginnings of my tail blade. But as I grew, the space became tight. I was wedged in between the cooling units, with fans blasting me with greasy smells.


  I forced my way out, half Andalite, half bird, staggering on misshapen legs. Out into the open center of the roof. And there I saw him. Like me, he was demorphing. Like me, he was part bird, part Andalite.


  But this was no true Andalite.


  <Give yourself up, Andalite,> the Visser sneered. <And I may even let you live.>


  <Let's see how good you are tail to tail,> I said, once more trying to sound far more confident than I was.


  His tail emerged. My tail emerged.


  And we stood, seemingly two Andalites, preparing for a battle to the death.


  I looked into the eyes of the Abomination. And there I saw evil.


  And then I saw something that made my hearts leap. Because I also saw fear.


  Chapter 5


  



  It had been a very long time since any Andalites fought tail to tail, except as part of military training or as a sport.


  And this was no sport.


  There, amid the blowing fans and the smell of grease and fried meat, Visser Three and I stood face-to-face.


  Two seagulls fluttered down to land. Then two more. My stalk eye noted the predator's outline of a hawk on the wing overhead.


  <Let's demorph,> Rachel said, directing her thought-speak to include me. I hoped she'd remember not to let Visser Three hear it. Humans sometimes forget that thought-speak can be targeted to everyone or just a list of people.


  <We can't demorph,> Prince Jake said to me. <We'd have to pass through our human forms first. We can't demorph unless we are absolutely sure Visser Three is not going to walk away from this.>


  <If we demorph, he won't walk away,> Rachel said grimly.


  I kept my eyes trained on the Visser. My tail was on a hair trigger. The slightest movement and I would strike.


  I said, <Prince Jake, we can't take the chance. If he ever learns you are humans, your lives will be worthless. I can avenge Elfangor alone.>


  <This isn't the place,> Cassie said reasonably. <People down below saw a six-winged bird come up here. Someone is probably on their way.>


  I barely heard her. The Visser was edging sideways, looking for an opening. I arched my tail blade high, ready to block his attack.


  <Ax, can you back off without getting hurt?> Prince Jake asked. <Cassie's right. We don't want this fight here.>


  Part of me wanted to say, yes, yes, we can let the Visser escape. He was bigger than I. His tail would have a half-foot advantage in reach. He was taller, which made it easier for him to strike my eyes, my head.


  But another part of me had seen that look of fear in the Visser's eyes. He'd realized he was in a trap. He'd realized he was facing a battle to the death where the odds were not all that favorable to him.


  I wanted to see more of that fear from him. I wanted to see the terror as I pressed my tail blade against his throat and said, <This is for my brother.>


  Sudden movement!


  I struck! My tail blade missed its target, but slashed the Abomination across his shoulder.


  In the confusion, I didn't understand at first. Everything happened at once: his sudden movement, my strike, and then, the graceful flight as his leap took him over the wall.


  He fell from sight. I ran to the edge and craned to look over.


  A human girl below was crying, "I swear I saw a blue horse jump off the roof!"


  "You're crazy. Where'd it land, then?" her friend said.


  I could see where he'd landed. In a large square trash bin.


  "In that Dumpster," the first girl said.


  I glared down at the Visser. His left rear leg was broken from the fall. He was morphing to human as fast as he could. He looked up at me with eyes blazing hatred.


  I wanted to say something. I wanted to shout some threat. Make some dire promise. But all I did was stare eye to eye with Visser Three.


  And then, as his human mouth appeared, he sneered.


  <Come on, Ax,> Prince Jake said. <We're done here.>


  Chapter 6


  



  That night I ran across the far pastures of Cassie's ranch and tried to figure out my emotions.


  It was a wet night. Rain was falling, although not hard by Earth standards. The grass was wet and moist. I could feel my hooves picking up the worms that come out of the ground when it's wet. There would be extra protein in my diet, which was the last thing I needed. Too much protein keeps me awake.


  The clouds overhead hid the moon and the stars. This made me sad. I like to find the home star at night. It has become a sort of unofficial ritual. Something I do for myself. To remind myself that there is a place for me in the galaxy. I may not be there, but the place does exist.


  Or am I just fooling myself? Yes, I have a home planet. And a home on that planet. And a people like me. But will I ever fit in there again? Have I changed too much, been with humans too long?


  I saw the lights of Cassie's home. Once I had morphed into Prince Jake and gone there for dinner with Cassie's parents. I have Prince Jake's DNA from the time when he became infested by a Yeerk.


  It's a treasured memory. Dinner with Cassie, I mean, not morphing Prince Jake. Sometimes when I'm alone in the woods and thinking about home, I find myself thinking about that evening instead.


  I ran faster now, no longer concerned with eating, but just wanting to feel the impact of raindrops on my face and my chest. If I could run fast enough, all the drops would hit my face and chest and none would fall down on my back.


  I saw a wooden rail fence. Almost too high to jump. But I ran straight at it, kicked, tucked my front legs, and sailed over.


  There was a "thump!" as one hoof nicked the top rail.


  I landed easily and realized I was panting. I slowed down and trotted back toward the woods.


  I could have beaten him, I told myself. I could have forced the fight. I could have struck again before he had a chance to get away.


  Another part of my mind answered, No, you would have lost. He's taller, bigger. He's more experienced. The Andalite body Visser Three controls used to belong to a great warrior. Visser Three has all of that warrior's skill and experience.


  You went tail to tail with Visser Three and let him get away.


  I went tail to tail with Visser Three and at least I didn't run away.


  You wanted to. You were frightened.


  I'd be a fool not to be frightened. But I didn't run. He did.


  I realized I'd come to rest, standing beneath a particularly tall pine tree just back from the edge of a meadow. Tobias's meadow.


  <What's up, Ax-man?> he called down from the darkness above.


  <Are you awake?>


  <Yeah. I have this slight tendency to wake up when big, blue, scorpion-tailed alien centaurs go crashing around in the woods like a herd of ruptured elephants.>


  Tobias is sometimes harsh when awakened. It is a human characteristic that he has not lost.


  <I apologize for waking you. How do elephants come to be ruptured?>


  Tobias sighed. He floated down to a lower branch, then sailed over to a fallen log. <You're stewing, aren't you?>


  <What?>


  <Stewing. Going over things again and again in your head. Around and around in circles, asking yourself the same questions again and again, then starting it all over again.>


  <How did you know?>


  <Look, Ax, the first time I saw Visser Three . . . and you know when that was . . . I cried, I was so scared.>


  <He was an alien. He was unfamiliar to you.>


  <Elfangor was an alien. He was unfamiliar. He didn't scare me. Visser Three did. Not because of what he looked like, but because I could feel something coming from him. Like a dark cloud. Like a smell, almost. This feeling, I don't know any other word for it. Like I was looking at something that needed to be destroyed. He was evil. I felt it. And I had this horrible understanding, this knowledge, that one way or the other, that evil was going to touch me and change me. So I just cried.>


  <I have met Visser Three before,> I said stonily. <I should not have been afraid.>


  <What could you have done?>


  <I could have forced the fight.>


  <What if you'd lost?>


  <What if I'd won? It would have been a terrible blow against the Yeerks. I would have avenged Elfangor. I would have done a great service for my people.>


  <Look, Ax, you went up against him. He backed down. Not you.>


  <He was surrounded and outnumbered. He thought each of you was another Andalite warrior ready to demorph and attack. He retreated with honor.>


  <Honor,> Tobias said derisively. <He's a cold-blooded killer. He's an invader in someone else's land. He's just another gangster. Murderers don't have honor.>


  <I should let you go back to sleep.>


  <Ooookay. You want to drop it, it's dropped.> He looked around, blinking, almost as blind as a human in the darkness. <Hard to sleep when it's raining, anyway.>


  <Tobias. The bird that Visser Three morphed? It was an Andalite bird. It's called a kafit bird. From my home planet.>


  <You're thinking, what? That Visser Three must have been on the Andalite home world in order to acquire it?>


  <Yes. I am worried that the Abomination has set foot on the Andalite home world.>


  I felt Tobias grow tense. Now he was beginning to understand. But he said, <Sometimes people must take animals off the home world, right? I mean, just the way you can find an African lion in a zoo in America, Europe, wherever. Right? So, okay, someone totally innocent takes one of these birds off your planet. They get hijacked or whatever. And it ends up in Visser Three's hands.>


  I wanted to believe it was possible. So I said, <Yes, that could be it.>


  But I didn't believe it. I believed that Visser Three had either been to my world. Or that some ally of his had been there.


  Either way it meant only one thing. The Yeerks had begun to reach into the one safe place in the galaxy: my home.
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  We met at the barn where Cassie and her father care for sick or injured nonhuman animals. It is called the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. It is a large, dark building made of wood. Within it are numerous cages made of steel wire. And within the cages are the sick animals.


  Tobias was high in the rafters. From up there he can see out through a sort of window and can warn us if anyone is approaching.


  Everyone else was on the ground level. Cassie was working, pushing piles of dirty hay with a very large, three-pronged fork. Prince Jake would occasionally lift something out of her way.


  Marco and Rachel were just chilling.


  That's what humans call it. I believe it refers to the fact that when humans sit very still and do nothing, their body temperature drops. Thus, "chilling."


  Someday, when I am old, too old to be a warrior, I will write a book about humans and their strange habits and speech and technology. For example, did you know that humans invented books before computers? Because of this they believe computers to be superior, despite the very obvious fact that it takes one of their computers as much as thirty seconds to "load" a page, while a book page can be accessed with zero effective delay.


  One would almost dismiss humans as a quaint, unimportant, backward race. Except for two things. First, these are, after all, the creatures who have raised the art of taste to incredible levels. Humans may be technologically primitive, but they have created buttered popcorn, the Snickers bar, chili, and cigarette butts. (Although humans themselves become very upset by the idea of eating cigarette butts.)


  And let us not forget: Humans, for all their faults, have created the cinnamon bun. Some day, after the war, there will be pilgrimages of Andalites streaming to Earth to morph into humans for a day and do nothing but eat cinnamon buns.


  Get the extra frosting. It's worth it.


  "Ax, are you paying attention?" Marco asked.


  I snapped out of my daydream. <Yes, of course.>


  "Because, see, I've said the same thing to you twice now, and you just keep staring off into space like you're a million miles away."


  <Please tell me a third time and I will pay attention.>


  "I said, by Visser Three morphing an Andalite bird, maybe he was sending a message. I mean, he still thinks we're all Andalites. He was pretty sure he was chasing an Andalite in morph, right? So he chooses to morph an Andalite bird? That's not a coincidence. That's a message."


  And that's the second reason not to dismiss humans as unimportant. They are unbelievably quick to adapt. Just a few months ago, Marco didn't believe there was life on other planets. Now he's accepted that fact, absorbed an entirely new world view, found himself in the middle of a war using morphing technology he doesn't understand, and even managed to have insights that I miss.


  <Yes,> I said slowly. <Yes. But why? What message?>


  Marco shrugged his shoulders. "He's rattling your cage. It's like, "Hey, pal, while you're stuck here on Earth I've been in and out of your house, hanging out with your buddies, and eating your mom's cookies.""


  <My mother does not make cookies,> I pointed out. <The sense of taste is unknown among ->


  "The Visser's yanking your chain," Rachel said.


  "Messing with your mind," Cassie agreed.


  <Jerking you around,> Tobias said.


  "Trying to baffle you with . . . oh, never mind," Prince Jake said. "The point is, you have two questions: How did Visser Three acquire this bird? And why did he morph it to attack you?"


  "That's not the real question, though," Cassie said. "The real question is what are we going to do about this Hewlett Aldershot the Third?"


  Marco stuck up his hand. "Get him to change his name?"


  "You know, it's a pretty good plan Visser Three has," Prince Jake pointed out. "He acquires our man Hewlett Aldershot the Third, then he walks into work at the Secret Service offices, punches up anything he wants on the computer, sits in on secret conferences, and ends up knowing everything the Secret Service knows."


  <What does the Secret Service know?> I asked.


  "A lot," Marco said.


  <Ah.>


  "It's not just what he can find out, it's who he can talk to and get access to," Rachel said. "He can find out if any information about Yeerk activities ever gets to - "


  "Whoa!" Marco shot straight up on his two wobbly legs. I can never get past thinking humans will topple over when they do that.


  "What whoa?" Prince Jake asked mildly.


  "Whoa, as in whoa, Rachel is right. H.A. Third can talk to anyone, right? He can talk to his boss, right? So, if he was to walk in and say, 'Boss, guess what? Parasite slugs from outer space are invading Earth!' Well, okay, they'd throw him in the nuthouse. But if he was to walk in and say, 'Parasite slugs from outer space are invading Earth, and guess what, I can turn into a rhinoceros,' and then he actually did turn into a rhinoceros . . . well. Suddenly, boom! The secret is out. The Yeerks are screwed."


  "Unless his boss is a Controller," Rachel said.


  "If she were a Controller, why would Visser Three be bothering with H.A. Third?" Cassie pointed out. But then she turned to Marco. "What exactly are you thinking? Are you talking about morphing Mr. Aldershot?"


  "Duh. Yeah."


  "We don't do that," Cassie said. "I thought we decided we don't do that. We don't morph humans."


  <I morphed Prince Jake,> I said. I was excited by Marco's idea. But there are times when my human friends are reluctant to do whatever it takes to hurt the Yeerks. Sometimes so am I.


  <And Cassie morphed Rachel that time,> Tobias said.


  "First of all, Ax, you're not a human, so maybe it's okay if you morph Jake. Besides, Jake would have given his permission if he hadn't been infested with a Yeerk. And Rachel did give me her permission," Cassie said.


  "Excuse me," Marco said with an edge of sarcasm in his voice. "Our man H.A. Third can't give permission. He's a vegetable. He's a carrot. He's a cabbage. He's a tomato."


  "I thought tomatoes were fruit," Rachel interrupted, trying to provoke Marco.


  "It's called a 'persistent vegetative state,' thanks so much for your sensitivity, Marco," Cassie said. "But we don't know if Mr. Aldershot is that bad off. He could just be in a coma. We don't have the right to go stealing his DNA."


  "The man is a brussel sprout," Marco said.


  "We'd never get in there, anyway," Prince Jake said. "Visser Three knows we know. We have to be in human form to 'acquire' Aldershot's DNA. You think we could do that with Visser Three on guard? Not likely."


  Everyone looked downcast. Prince Jake was correct.


  But then Cassie said, "Oh, man."


  "What?" Marco demanded.


  Cassie sighed. "I'm totally against this. But . . ."


  "But? But? But what?"


  Cassie turned to me. "Ax, is it possible to acquire DNA from blood alone?"


  <Yes. It should be.>


  "Blood?" Rachel made a face. "We're gonna get this guy's blood? Not me, my friend. Hepatitis, HIV, uh-uh."


  <Diseases cannot be transmitted during acquiring,> I said quickly. <The acquiring process absorbs only DNA, and that DNA is isolated, encapsulated within your own bloodstream in a super-low temperature - and thus very stable - naltron molecule sphere. You see ->


  "I think my brain just fell asleep," Marco interrupted. "So, okay, the blood is safe for us. So, Cassie, how do we get it?"


  Cassie explained.


  All the other humans, even Tobias, said "gross." They said "gross" very loudly and repeatedly.


  I've learned something from my time with humans. When they say something is gross, they are almost always right.
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  "So how do I acquire it without it acquiring me at the same time?" Prince Jake asked nervously.


  "Don't be a big baby," Marco said. "Like you've never been bitten by a mosquito?"


  "Never in cold blood," Prince Jake said.


  It was several days later. My human friends attend school five days in a row, then do not attend for two days. They don't know why. But they try and arrange for missions to take place on non-school days.


  We were in the barn, surrounding a transparent glass box. In the box were a number of small, fragile-looking flying insects.


  "You need to catch one in your hand. Don't squeeze too hard or you'll kill it," Cassie said. "Like this." She stuck her hand in the box. After two unsuccessful attempts, she enclosed a mosquito in her hand.


  She withdrew her hand, covered the box again, and began to focus on the mosquito. After a moment she opened her eyes. "Okay, who's next?"


  "Just hand me your mosquito," Marco said. "It probably already bit you, so maybe it's not hungry anymore."


  "We can't all morph the same mosquito," Cassie said. "Only females suck blood. Males are useless."


  "Amen," Rachel said, then laughed.


  "So what's that mosquito in your hand?" Marco demanded.


  "Like I know?" Cassie said. "I don't have a magnifying glass that good. And even if I did, how exactly do you tell a male from a female?"


  "That's easy," Marco said. "The males think loud belching is funny and the females don't."


  "Is there any chance we could just get on with this?" Prince Jake asked.


  <Yes,> I said. <I do not fear the bite of these tiny insects.> I put my hand inside the glass cage. I had some difficulty grabbing one of the creatures, though. Human hands are stronger and faster than Andalite hands. In the end, Cassie grabbed a mosquito and handed it to me.


  <Thank you,> I said, and began to acquire the necessary DNA.


  When we had all finished Prince Jake said, "Okay. Let's go."


  We morphed to birds of prey to fly quickly to the hospital. With harrier eyes I saw that the human Hewlett Aldershot the Third was still in his hospital bed. But there was a major difference. There were now four large humans seated around him. In the room next door to the left, we saw four more. And in the room next door to the right, another four.


  Human-Controllers, no doubt. And no doubt heavily armed. Twelve armed humans to protect Hewlett Aldershot the Third from us.


  <Kind of flattering, actually,> Rachel said. <Twelve guys? And maybe more we don't see.>


  <The Yeerks must have some high-ranking people in this hospital,> Cassie observed. <To get two private rooms just for guards like that?>


  <So how do we get in?> Marco wondered.


  <How about a diversion?> Rachel suggested. <I go into elephant morph, Jake does his rhinoceros, and we rip that place apart!>


  I said, <As I understand, we each hope to bite the human, so that we can be reasonably sure of extracting sufficient blood. But Rachel, before you can go from elephant to mosquito you must pass through human. I, on the other hand, have no need of an intermediate stage. And nothing would draw the attention of a bunch of Controllers better than an Andalite.>


  It made perfect sense. Prince Jake agreed that it made sense. So while the others went up to the roof and morphed back to human in preparation for becoming mosquitoes, I landed in a dark, open window at the far end of the hospital.


  I fluttered inside, waited, listening. I heard human breathing. My harrier eyes adjusted to the darkness and I could make out a young human female, looking very frail in her bed.


  I demorphed as quickly as I could, shedding feathers and growing fur.


  Suddenly the girl's eyes opened.


  "Who are you?" she demanded. "Are you a fairy?"


  <No. I am an Andalite.> It was all I could think of to say. Besides, I felt reluctant to lie to a sick child.


  "What's your name?"


  <My name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.>


  "That's a funny name," she said. Then she closed her eyes and began to sleep once more.


  I took a deep breath. I moved to the door as silently as I could. I opened it and stuck one stalk eye out into the hall. Two humans in white were at the far end of the hall.


  I took another deep breath. Well, I thought, I am supposed to create a diversion.


  I opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. The two humans did not see me till I had nearly reached them. Then their mouths opened very wide. And their faces began to change color: one turned white, the other red.


  I don't know why.


  "Holy . . ."


  "What the . . ."


  Obviously they were not Controllers or they would have been yelling "Andalite!" rather than "Holy" and "What the." These were innocent humans.


  <Hello,> I said. <Please, do not be alarmed.>


  "It's . . . it's some weird, mutated deer!"


  "It's some kind of trick. It's gotta be a trick. All right, Terry, you can come out now. Hah-hah, big laugh."


  I passed them by and kept walking toward the heavily guarded room of Hewlett Aldershot the Third.


  A human went past pushing a cart loaded with food on trays. He never looked up. He just kept looking down as he went. Then I guess he noticed my hooves.


  "Aaaahhhh!" he cried, and shoved the cart so hard it turned over.


  Clang-clash-Wham!


  Thus began the diversion. Suddenly doors opened. Heads stuck out and looked and screamed. People came running down the hall. Most turned around when they saw me and ran the other way.


  "Oh, no! Did you see it? Did you see it?"


  "It's a monster!"


  "I knew they were doing genetic experiments down in the labs! It's some kind of freak!"


  It would almost have been insulting, if I were sensitive.


  But then the door to the right of Aldershot's room opened. Out stepped a human. He gaped at me for a second, then yelled, "Andalite!"


  He gaped one second too long. He yanked out a gun. I snapped my tail forward and he quickly dropped the gun.


  "Andalite!" he screamed again, but with extra hatred this time.


  Now the guards came boiling out of all three rooms. They jammed into the hallway, too many to move freely. Human guns were being drawn. And I saw a couple of handheld Yeerk Dracon beam weapons, too.


  In a split second they would all start shooting. The lead slugs from the human weapons would be most dangerous. Not just to me, but because they would rip through the walls and might hit innocent people.


  "Shoot! Shoot him, you fools, or Visser Three will have us for lunch!" one of the humans roared.


  FWAPP!


  I whipped my tail, left to right, a millimeter from slicing open the front row. They backed up, stumbling back into their fellows.


  FWAPP!


  I whipped again, but now they were ready to start fighting. And I was seriously outnumbered and worried about innocent humans being hurt.


  Obviously, I had not planned the diversion very well.


  And that's when it occurred to me. The one way to keep from getting shot.


  <I surrender!> I cried. <I want to defect.>
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  "What?"


  <I wish to defect. I am interested in joining the Yeerks. I would like to become a Controller. Do you have any information on membership? Is there a fee?>


  A dozen weapons were leveled at me. From behind me, at that end of the hall I heard other human voices.


  "What is going on around this place?"


  "Is that a horse?"


  "Look at the eyes on its head!"


  "Where's security?"


  The leader of the Controllers made a snap decision. He hustled me out of the hallway and into the room where Hewlett Aldershot the Third was sleeping his comatose sleep.


  The room was small. Too small for all the guards. There were only five of them now. Much better odds.


  "You want to join us?" one of the Controllers asked dubiously.


  <Actually, no,> I said regretfully.


  FWAPP!


  I struck and the nearest guard leaped back, plowing into his men. I had about half a second before they'd recover and shoot.


  FWAPP! CRASH!


  I shattered the window with my tail blade.


  <Here's a trick I learned from Visser Three!> I yelled. I ran three steps, ducked my upper body, flattened my stalk eyes, tucked my legs, and flew through the shattered window.


  Down I fell!


  <Yaaahhhh!>


  Too far, way too far, but better than getting shot.


  <The window's open, Prince Jake!> I cried. <And the Controllers are ->


  WHAM!


  CRUNCH!


  < - distracted.>


  I landed in a bush that cushioned some of my fall but also tripped me. I rolled and tried to scramble up, but then realized, as ridiculous as it seemed, that I was trapped inside the prickly, clawing branches of the bush.


  Blam! Blam! BlamBlamBlam!


  The guards were firing from the window. Bullets tore the branches and slammed into the damp soil all around me.


  Human weapons operate on a principle of exploding gases that drive a solid metal pellet along a tube. The tube acts to spin the bullet, thus improving accuracy. It's no Yeerk Dracon beam, or Andalite Shredder, but it does a very good job of blowing large, messy holes in you.


  I needed to get small. Small enough to get away!


  I began to morph the mosquito.


  <We're in!> I heard Prince Jake say. <Ax, are you okay? We think we hear gunshots, but our hearing in these morphs is fuzzy.>


  <You are correct: You are hearing gunfire,> I said tersely.


  <Are you okay?> Tobias asked.


  <Not really. But I hope to be soon.> If I live that long, I added silently.


  I was shrinking rapidly, and now there were sirens wailing at a distance, coming closer.


  "Police!" I heard a human voice cry from above. "We can't get arrested."


  "If we let the Andalite escape we'll get worse than arrested! Keep shooting!"


  "I can't see what I'm shooting at. The bushes. And it's all in shadow."


  I was shrinking faster. Leaves that had seemed quite small now were as big as my face. Branches that were twisted and tiny were growing larger, larger. They no longer trapped me. I could have walked out of the bush, except for the fact that my legs were dwindling even faster than the rest of me.


  Someday Andalite scientists will find a way to make the morphing technology totally predictable and logical. But for now it is often erratic, weird, and totally illogical. Especially when morphing bizarre Earth animals.


  My hind legs had finished shrinking when they were still as big as an Earth cat's legs. Then they began to reverse and grow again. My hind legs thinned, becoming mere sticks, but their length became ridiculous. Longer than the rest of me all together!


  My front legs became somewhat shorter stick legs and a third pair grew from my arms.


  I was no longer on all fours. I was on all sixes. I was standing on insect legs, yet most of my body was still Andalite. A very small Andalite, but far too large to move around on insect legs.


  My stalk eyes crawled forward across my head, down to a point just above my main eyes. They began to extrude. They grew like some horrible fast-sprouting tree. A long, bare stick that then sprouted new branches: short, stunted, twisted branches. Bulging round pods popped from my head at the base of these hairy sticks - these antennae - and began to move them around.


  My main eyes were still functioning, but from the antennae I received a whole onslaught of new sensory input. Temperature! Wind direction! Sound waves from the rustling leaves, from the muddy, far-off voices, and sharp, disturbing sounds from the explosions of gunpowder and the impact thud of massive bullets all around me.


  I was no longer worried much about the bullets. I was too small to hit except by the most amazingly unlucky shot. I was less than an inch long and getting smaller.


  The dirt looked like a field strewn with boulders. The trunks of the bushes sprouting up from the ground were thicker and taller than any tree on Earth or my planet.


  My nostril slits closed and began to twist and push outward. Two stubby, hairy palps appeared, and these immediately began feeding an entirely new set of data to my brain.


  Smell! But not smell as an Andalite or human knows it. This was specific, targeted, directed smell. It wasn't smell that waits passively for whatever comes along. The palps were searching the molecules of the breeze, sampling, looking . . .


  Hungry.


  Gossamer wings rose from the melting flesh on my back. My body pinched into three distinct segments: a tiny head, a muscular thorax, and a swollen, vast abdomen. Overlapping armored plates clanked down the bottom of my abdomen.


  And yet, through all this, a tiny, shrunken version of my Andalite main eyes continued to function.


  I wish they hadn't. I wish I'd never had to see what happened next.


  From my chin, from the place where a human would have had a mouth, it grew. A spear! A needle! Impossibly long. On the end were tiny, serrated teeth, almost like the teeth of a saw.


  Inside the spear it was hollow. It was a straw. A tube for sucking blood.


  A retractable sheath grew along with the spear. A sheath that would help keep the needle sharp.


  Blood.


  That was my goal. That was my hunger.


  Blood!


  I fired my gossamer wings and rose, unsteady and wild, upward, upward, to where my palps had located the scent they sought: the sweet scent of exhaled animal breath. The guidepost that pointed the way to food.
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  That's when my eyes stopped working. I was blind for a few seconds as the morph completed. I shrank some more, and suddenly from my forehead popped two bulging compound eyes.


  Through them I saw a vision of reality shattered into thousands of tiny pictures. Thousands of tiny pictures, each different from the next, each a fragment of distorted light and eerie colors and nightmarish swirls of energy.


  I never lost control of the morph. I mean, I never forgot who I was, or what I was, as sometimes happens in a morph you're doing for the first time.


  So it wasn't that I lost my mind. It was simply that the hunger of the mosquito was so great, so powerful, so totally clear and forceful, that I felt myself going along with it. Accepting it.


  I was flying, and knowing who I was, and yet as the mosquito's instincts cried, "Blood! Blood!" I answered, "Yes! Yes!"


  Mosquitoes do not fly with the speed and acrobatic genius of a fly. Or with the precision and power of a bird. They fly wildly, blown by chance breezes. The legs dangle long and drag at the air. The wings are underpowered. But the mosquito gets where it's going.


  It seems a harmless insect when you see it. But I have done some research. Mosquitoes transmit bacteria, viruses, and parasites. They carry the diseases encephalitis, yellow fever, and malaria.


  Malaria alone kills two million humans each year. Mosquitoes are the greatest mass murderers on planet Earth.


  <Ax! Ax! Talk to me,> Prince Jake called, and I realized suddenly that he'd been yelling for some time.


  <I am fine,> I said. <I have morphed to mosquito.>


  <Good,> he said. <Look, I know what you're feeling right now. Don't fight it. The hunger stops once you bite.>


  <Follow the smell,> Cassie said. <That's carbon dioxide your palps are smelling. It comes off animals, including humans. Go for it.>


  I rose, hungry, to the open window. But there I was confused. There were many warm, carbon dioxide-emitting creatures.


  The one I was looking for was lying down. Lying still. I focused on the mosquito senses. I struggled to put together the sound waves from my antennae, the smell of carbon dioxide from my palps, and the shattered, lurid view through my compound eyes.


  Huge, huge, vast beyond imagining, stretched my target. Hundreds of times my length, millions of times my weight, Hewlett Aldershot the Third lay prone, oozing attractive aromas.


  I fluttered on gossamer wings and landed. I was on a rough, uneven surface. There were bumps and ridges of warm, pink flesh. Here and there, like lone trees scattered on a dry plain, hairs rose like curved spears from the flesh.


  The flesh was alive. It moved slightly, causing me to rise and fall. The human was breathing. But more fascinating than the slow rise and fall of breath, was the Thump! Thump! Thump! of a drumbeat beneath my feet.


  A pulse. The beating pulse of blood rushing through arteries and veins.


  And then . . .


  POP!
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  There was a distinct popping sound and suddenly, instantly, I was no longer a mosquito tapping into a human's vein.


  I was in space. White, empty Zero-space!


  <Whaa . . . ? What? Z-space?> I cried. Maybe not the most brilliant comment. But I was confused.


  I kicked my legs instinctively. My Andalite legs. I was back in my own body. But there was nothing to kick against.


  I felt no sensation of movement, no air was rushing over me. Already the lack of oxygen was beginning to cloud my brain. My eyes were going blind. My limbs were numb.


  Zero-space! It was impossible. And yet here I was.


  I looked around frantically. I turned my stalk eyes in every direction. I saw my own body, inside and out. An n-dimensional jigsaw puzzle, twisted so that I could see inside my own body.


  And there, to one side of me, were four human bodies spread out in the same way-weird cross sections. I saw Prince Jake's face, but also his beating heart and the muscle tissues of his legs and the inside of his brain. The same with the others.


  They were all writhing in agony.


  And there was one bird, very still.


  <Prince Jake! Tobias!> I cried. But of course they couldn't answer. There was no air to carry their mouth-sounds. There was nothing, not even the few stray atoms and molecules that float free in regular space. There were no stars or planets. Nothing exists in Zero-space.


  I happened to catch sight of a silvery, graceful creation, perhaps half a mile away. A ship! As with the bodies, I saw the inside and outside of the ship all in one picture. I could see distorted individuals inside, going about their duties.


  But even mind-numb and gaping at a confused nightmare vision, I knew what sort of creatures they were.


  Andalites. It was an Andalite ship!


  Its Zero-space engines burned brightly, but it was not moving away.


  It hit me in a flash. I knew what had happened. As any Andalite knows, when you morph something much smaller than your own body, the excess mass is extruded into Zero-space. It hangs there, a wad of randomly arranged matter.


  Or at least that was the theory. There was nothing random here. Because we were outside of normal three-dimensional space, I could see the insides of everything and everyone. But the bodies were still definitely human and Andalite bodies. They were not just random globs.


  Once, some time ago, I explained to my human friends about excess mass being pushed into Zero-space. They asked whether some ship traveling through Zero-space might not hit these matter bubbles.


  I'd laughed. After all, the odds were . . .


  Well, obviously it now seemed the odds were pretty good. The Andalite ship had come too close and had pulled us into its magnetic field. It was now dragging us in its wake as it blasted through Z-space.


  <Aboard the Andalite ship!> I cried with all the power I could still muster. <Andalite ship! Andalite ship! We're trapped in your wake and dying. Help! Andalite ship, help!>


  The energy it took to cry out sapped my remaining strength. There was no air. I could literally see my own lungs collapsing inside me. I could see my hearts frantically beating, trying to keep me alive.


  But now the hearts were slowing . . . slowing.


  <Andalite ship! Help! Help!> I cried. <Help . . .>


  I can't describe the pain of seeing my own fellow Andalites so close. The first Andalites I'd seen in so, so long.


  But of course they couldn't see me. Inside the ship they preserved normal three-dimensional space. The Andalites in the ship saw only bulkheads and decks about them.


  And then I literally saw, as though I were standing outside myself, the last beats of my heart. I saw the blood flow in my brain slow and stop.


  I knew I was going to die. I was going to die within sight of my own people.


  Die . . .


  My consciousness went dark.


  And then suddenly, I wasn't dead. I wasn't spread out in multiple dimensions. I was in one piece, alive, and lying on my side on a shaped table that adjusted gently to hold my tail and legs comfortably.


  <What?> I said, for no particular reason.


  <I don't think what is the question,> an Andalite voice said. <I think why and how and especially who are the questions.>


  I turned my stalk eyes and there, standing beside me, were three Andalite warriors.
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  <I am Aristh Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill,> I said.


  <Prince Elfangor's little brother?> one of the Andalites blurted.


  <Yes. I am Elfangor's brother.> I sighed a little at that. I know it's ridiculous, but as much as I loved and admired Elfangor, it did get annoying always being called "Elfangor's little brother."


  They were three Andalite warriors. You could tell they were warriors by the way they carried themselves. By the way they managed to look totally straight and stiff, and yet had just a little bit of a casual slouch in their hind legs.


  That, plus the fact that each had a military-issue Shredder weapon and extra power cells slung on a bandolier.


  <I am Samilin-Corrath-Gahar, captain of this ship,> the oldest of them said. <My tactical officer Hareli-Frodlin-Sirinial, and our ship's physician, Doctor Coaldwin-Ashul-Tahaylik. Now what in yaolin are you doing drifting around in Zero-space with five aliens?>


  <Did you save them? Are they safe? The aliens, I mean?>


  Doctor Coaldwin answered. <Yes, they are quite well. But what unusual physiology! Four of them are clearly bipedal but lack any sort of tail. They walk on two legs and manage to do so without having a tail for balance. Quite fascinating. The remaining alien is evidently designed for flight and ->


  <Yes, thank you, Doctor,> Captain Samilin interrupted. <The question for the aristh is what was he doing in Zero-space in the company of these . . . these fascinating aliens.>


  I climbed to my feet. I felt shaky, but I couldn't just lie there. <Captain, I was in morph. In a very small morph. Then I heard a popping sound and suddenly I was in Z-space.>


  <What? You are the extruded mass from a low-mass morph? It's impossible!> the doctor cried, his eyes bright with excitement. <I mean, it's not impossible, perhaps, but it's never happened. This will annihilate every existing theory of morph mass displacement. This will be a scientific breakthrough of ->


  <Yes, no doubt,> the captain interrupted again, sounding more testy. <But as fascinating as it is scientifically, I have a bigger question. We know how you came to be floating in Zero-space, Aristh Aximili, but how did these aliens arrive here, since only Andalites possess the morphing power?>


  It was a direct question from a superior officer. A very superior officer. A ship's captain is lord and master of his ship. An aristh is basically something a ship's captain might scrape off his hoof.


  Even though the captain's tone was very accusatory, I had this sudden urge to start laughing. It was sheer relief. First, because my friends were well. But also because I was back among Andalites.


  They looked like me. They spoke like me. They moved like me. I wanted to laugh and to be sad.


  <Answer the captain's question!> the tactical officer roared, speaking up for the first time. As the number two officer, tactical officers are the ship disciplinarians.


  <Sorry, sir,> I said. <It's just that I haven't seen a fellow Andalite in a very long time. And I thought I might never . . . that I might be stuck on Earth for the rest of my life.>


  The T.O.'s fierce expression softened. But not much.


  The captain nodded and said, <Just give me your report, Aristh.> But he said it nicely.


  <Yes, Captain. I have been marooned on Earth for approximately point seven standard Andalite years. I believe I am the only survivor following a battle between the Dome ship where I served and a Yeerk Pool ship. The Pool ship was assisted by a concealed Blade ship belonging to Visser Three.>


  The T.O. made a sneering, disgusted sound.


  <The Dome was separated prior to battle and . . . I was in the dome. It wasn't by choice. I was ordered to the dome.> I felt foolish defending my actions. But I didn't want it to look like I was some kind of coward. <Anyway, the dome fell from orbit and crashed in one of Earth's oceans. I was down there underwater for several Earth weeks, until the humans came to rescue me.>


  <The same humans who are now in sick bay?> the doctor asked.


  <Yes.>


  <They used some human diving craft?> the T.O. asked.


  <No. They morphed into aquatic animals and rescued me.>


  The captain showed no expression except a wary tightening around his main eyes. <They morphed. And where exactly did they acquire the ability to morph?>


  This was going to be hard. Some time ago I had managed to make contact with the Andalite command. They had basically told me to take the blame for giving humans morphing ability. They didn't want to blacken Elfangor's reputation as a hero. Giving away morphing technology is a major crime.


  What should I say? Should I lie to the captain? It seemed impossible. But I had orders from much higher sources.


  <I did, sir. I gave them morphing capability.>


  The captain just looked at me. <I see. You are not a good liar, Aristh Aximili.>


  My hearts skipped a few beats. <Sir?>


  The T.O. sighed. <You young fool, if you gave the morphing power to the humans, how did they manage to already be in morph the first time you saw them? Obviously, they were already capable of morphing by the time they discovered you.>


  What could I say? I hadn't exactly had time to prepare a good story. I was supposed to be a mosquito a few billion miles away. Now I looked like a liar and an idiot.


  I said nothing, just tried to stand at attention.


  <Doctor, thank you,> the captain said, dismissing the doctor. <Perhaps you'd like to go check on your "humans." And see if you can't analyze this Zero-space problem young Aximili has discovered.>


  The doctor left. The captain leaned close. <Aristh Aximili, I'd like to know why you're lying to me.>


  <I would never lie unless . . .>


  <Unless what, you insignificant aristh!> the T.O. cried. <You are addressing a ship's captain!>


  I nodded. <Yes. I know.>


  The T.O. started to yell again, but the captain cut him short with a raised hand.


  <Aristh, have you at any time made contact with the home world during your time on Earth?>


  <Yes, Captain,> I said, practically collapsing with relief. Captain Samilin got it. He understood.


  <And were you given orders at that time?>


  <Yes, Captain.>


  He looked as if he might ask more, but he didn't. He looked at me for a long time. Then in a much gentler voice he said, <What happened to Elfangor?>


  <He was killed. By Visser Three. On the planet surface.>


  The captain nodded. The T.O. looked shocked.


  <Prince Elfangor did this?> the T.O. asked in an awed voice. <Prince Elfangor broke the law of Seerow's Kindness?>


  <That speculation will never leave this room,> the captain said harshly. <It was Aristh Aximili who foolishly gave the morphing power to the humans. But between us, I'll say this. I served under Prince Elfangor. I was his T.O. at one time. And anytime Elfangor did something, it was for a good reason.> He looked right at me and said, <Elfangor was my friend as well as my prince. I'll believe he broke the rules. I'll never believe he did wrong.>


  Chapter 13


  



  "Hey, I have a question," Marco said, raising his hand and waving it around in the air with a sense of urgency.


  <What question?> I asked him.


  "Where, where, where . . . WHERE ARE WE?"


  <We are in the sick bay of the Andalite assault ship Ascalin.> I tried not to sound too happy about that fact. I knew my human friends would be devastated at learning they were marooned far from Earth.


  "Ascalin? Isn't Ascalin that new salad green?" Rachel wondered.


  <We have just come out of Zero-space and are now moving at top space-normal speed toward planet Leera.>


  "Leera? Where the psychic frogs are from?" Cassie said. "The creatures who the Yeerks were going to use those mutated sharks on?"


  <Yes.> As we already knew, the Yeerks were having difficulties invading Leera in their usual style. The Leerans' psychic abilities make them able to detect the presence of a Yeerk in another Leeran's head. The Yeerks were going to alter hammerhead sharks to make them suitable for Yeerk infestation, and then use those shark-Controllers as shock troops in the oceans of Leera.


  "But we busted up that plan back on Earth," Marco said impatiently. "I was there, remember? I know this part. What I meant was, how did we end up here? One minute I'm a mosquito, then bim, bam, boom I'm my cute, lovable self again, only I'm looking up at some Andalite who's asking whether I ever had a tail! I almost peed myself. I thought he was Visser Three!"


  <It seems our extruded mass was swept up in the wake of a passing ship. Everyone is very surprised and excited. We have made a scientific breakthrough.>


  "Oh, good, I feel better already," Rachel said, using a tone humans call "sarcasm."


  "So how do we get back?" Prince Jake asked.


  <No one knows. The doctor and the other scientists on board are working on the theory. There may be a snapback effect. But they don't know. And we are about to land on Leera. This is an assault ship, which means it carries a large number of surface attack craft. It is no longer a secret Yeerk invasion of Leera. It has become a major, open battle. They have four Pool ships in orbit and two Blade ships. Hundreds of Bug fighters. We have less than a third of their forces.>


  "So let me get this straight," Rachel said. "Suddenly we're a bazillion miles from home and we're about to get dragged into a serious shooting war where the good guys are outnumbered three to one?"


  <Yes,> I said.


  "Cool," Rachel said. "What can we do to help?"


  "Oh, even for you, Rachel, that is just sick," Marco said.


  <You can do nothing,> I said. <I told you the kafit bird morph that Visser Three used is from my home planet. That means our side may be infiltrated by Yeerks or their allies. We can't trust your secret to anyone. If you do get back to Earth somehow, you won't survive if the Yeerks find out who you are.>


  Cassie tilted her head and looked at me with a sad sort of smile. "If you get back to Earth? Meaning you won't be going back with us?"


  I wished I hadn't used those words. My head was too full of problems and complications and every kind of emotion. I didn't really want to think about being separated from my human friends.


  Rachel looked disgruntled. "I have news for you, Ax. If there's some Yeerk butt-kicking being done today, I'm in on it."


  <We have to follow the captain's orders,> I said.


  "Says who?" Marco asked.


  I was beginning to feel still more troubling emotions. Something bordering on panic now. And, strangely enough, guilt. <I am just a lowly aristh. Like a human cadet. I have to follow orders.> I looked pleadingly at Prince Jake. <You have to understand. You are no longer my prince, now that I am back among my own people.>


  They all looked at me. It wasn't a nice look.


  Prince Jake tried not to seem bothered. But although I am no expert on human facial expressions, I believe my statement did cause him concern.


  <Maybe you need to think about who your people are now,> Tobias said in a private whisper that no one else heard.


  <I'm not you, Tobias. I'm not a nothlit. I'm not one species trapped in the body of another.>


  <No. But I don't think you're just a lowly aristh anymore, either. And whether you like it or not, you're one of us.>


  I didn't answer him. He was wrong. Instead I said, as gently as I could, <The captain has ordered that until the situation is stable, you must all remain here. In this room. Please do not attempt to move about the ship.>


  Chapter 14


  



  The Ascalin raced, engines wide-open, toward planet Leera. I watched from the bridge. For some reason the captain had called me there and seemed to want to keep me close by.


  Maybe he was worried about me being too close to the humans. I don't know. I just know that an aristh doesn't usually stay on the bridge.


  It was small, as battle bridges go. None of the wide-open spaces of a Dome ship bridge. There was good, hardy grass underfoot, though. And the latest in sensors and computers ringed the circular space, watched by half a dozen intensely focused warriors.


  It was an honor to be there. It was exciting. So why did I keep picturing my human friends sitting in the little room off the sick bay?


  A tall, holographic display shimmered in the middle of the room. It showed the planet and the ships in nearby space. Yeerk ships in red, our ships in blue. There was a lot more red than blue.


  By focusing my mind, I could see one of the new thought-speak displays. It transmits data directly to your brain. Very "cutting edge," as Marco would say.


  I decided that I had no reason to feel guilty. I had been united with the humans when we were on Earth. That made sense. But now I was back among my own people. My true place was here.


  On the thought-speak display I called up a detailed map of the situation on the ground.


  Planet Leera was ninety-two percent covered by water. Eight percent land in a few scattered islands and one continent. The land battle would take place on the continent. Neither we nor the Yeerks had much capability underwater where the Leerans built their cities.


  I could see several Leeran cities, usually built within forty or fifty miles of the continent or one of the islands.


  Whoever - Yeerk or Andalite - ended up controlling the continent would effectively control the planet.


  <What do you think of the tactical situation, Aristh Aximili?> the T.O. asked me.


  It startled me. He sounded almost friendly. <I'm not an expert on ->


  <I did not suppose you were,> he snapped. <I asked for an evaluation.>


  <Yes, sir. The Yeerks are strong in orbit above the planet. I would say the odds favor them. But they don't want the battle to take place up here. Even if they beat us, they might be too badly damaged to be able to invade and hold the continent below from Leeran counterattack.>


  <I see. If they fear the Leerans on the surface, why take the risk of engaging us and the Leerans together on the surface?>


  I was out of things to say. Of course, the T.O. was right! I must sound like an idiot.


  The T.O. turned one stalk eye to look at me. <Because, Aristh Aximili, the Yeerks understand that different species do not fight well together. We have one way of doing things. The Leerans a very different way. The Yeerks are united under one command; we and the Leerans are not.>


  I noticed the captain looking thoughtfully at me and at his T.O. He seemed displeased.


  <There's a lesson there, Aristh,> the T.O. said. <We Andalites are strongest when we fight alone.>


  <Yes, sir.> I knew what he meant. He was talking about the humans. And I really should just keep quiet. <And yet, with all due respect, it was my human friends and I who destroyed the Yeerks' attempt to create a species of ocean-going shock troops for use here on Leera. If the Yeerks had succeeded in that plan, the situation here today would be impossible.>


  The T.O. looked angry. I didn't regret having spoken up, but I was waiting for him to -


  <Dracon flashes!> a warrior at a sensor station called out. <We have Dracon flashes at the north end of the continent. Now Shredder flashes. The battle has begun.>


  An instant later, a holographic Andalite head appeared in midair before us.


  <Force Commander Prince Galuit-Enilon-Esgarrouth,> the T.O. said. <Attention!>


  No one stood at attention except me. They all had things to do. You don't actually stand at attention if you're doing something.


  In a calm thought-speak voice the holographic head said, <The action has begun on the continent. There are heavy Yeerk forces. Carry out plan seven four. To our Leeran allies: May your great god Cha-Ma-Mib smile on you this day. And to all Andalite warriors: The People expect that every warrior shall do his duty.>


  The Ascalin decelerated, slowing as it dropped into the thick, humid atmosphere of Leera.


  <Sir, what is my battle station?> I asked the T.O.


  He laughed the grim laugh of a warrior going into battle. <For the bold aristh who made all this possible? You'd better stick with me.>


  He and the captain exchanged a glance and a laugh. I didn't know whether to be embarrassed or proud. Mostly, I was just scared.


  The continent loomed larger and larger. Most of it was lush and green, primarily jungle. Green like Earth's forests and jungles, but with wide swaths of some brilliant yellow vegetation, too.


  The northern end of the continent was less fertile, more barren, probably colder. It was in one valley there that the battle was underway.


  <Visual,> the captain ordered. <Magnification optimum.>


  The hologram that had showed space now switched to a startlingly real picture of the valley. I could see Yeerk forces, mostly Hork-Bajir with a reserve of Taxxons and a scattering of Gedds, dug in on high ground around the west rim of the valley. They had erected massive force fields covering their back, thus forcing our forces and the Leerans to come at them head-on.


  Our ground skimmers were racing across rock and through scattered trees, firing and being fired upon. A force of Leerans was on foot, scrabbling over the rocks almost unprotected to assault the Yeerks.


  <You see why the Yeerks chose to fight here?> Captain Samilin said. <As the T.O. was saying, different species under different commands cannot function well together. You see? We waste our forces protecting the Leerans from being mowed down. And as a result, we are weak.>


  <The Ascalin will turn that around,> the T.O. said confidently.


  <Landing approach,> a warrior called out. Then . . . <Captain! Malfunction in the ground-approach guidance system!>


  The captain looked perfectly calm. The T.O. swung his face toward the warrior who'd spoken.


  <What?!> he roared.


  <Sir, the controls are frozen. I've been locked out. Attempting to override. Override failing!>


  The T.O. leaped to the console. His fingers flew across the fields and resonators. I saw his concentration as he made the mind-link with the system.


  Then, with absolute horror on his face, he turned to the captain. <Captain! We are on approach to land behind Yeerk lines. We won't have a prayer!>


  The captain walked calmly over to his T.O. And then . . .


  FWAPP!


  The captain whipped his tail blade like lightning. The blade hit the T.O. at the base of his tail.


  T.O. Hareli's tail fell to the deck and twitched. Every warrior on the bridge froze, staring at the impossible sight.


  The captain drew his Shredder and fired.


  TSEEEWW! TSEEEWW!


  Warriors fell to the deck, stunned unconscious. The air crackled with heat. Static electricity sizzled and danced in blue flame across bodies and equipment alike.


  Only the bleeding, horrified T.O. was left conscious. A deliberate insult: He was no longer dangerous.


  <Ah, my good aristh,> the captain said, holding the Shredder on me and taking the T.O.'s Shredder. <I don't want to take the chance of injuring you. Visser Four would be very upset if I injured the creatures who have been causing Visser Three such trouble on Earth. Vissers Three and Four are such close friends. Just remain calm. It will all be over in a moment. And you will all be . . . guests . . . of the Yeerk Empire.>


  Chapter 15


  



  I stood there like my hooves had been nailed to the deck. It wasn't possible! An Andalite ship's captain a traitor?


  Or was he a Controller?


  No one moved. The computer guided the Ascalin down, down to sweep slowly forward, just a few hundred feet above the rocky ground. In seconds we'd be down.


  T.O. Harelin was bleeding profusely from his severed tail. But I knew he would rather die than live without a tail.


  The humans! It hit me like a Dracon beam blast. My human friends were back in the sick bay. The captain knew their secret. In a matter of seconds, so would the entire Yeerk Empire. The news would flash to Visser Three. There would be no going home for them. Ever.


  And Earth, like Leera, would fall to the Yeerks.


  <Prince Jake! Tobias! Cassie! Marco! Rachel!> I cried in private thought-speak. <If one of you can hear me, you must escape! The captain is ->


  <The captain is a dirtbag,> Marco's thought-speak voice said, startlingly clear and close.


  <What? Where are you?>


  <Oh, gee, Ax, we decided not to just sit in our room with our hands folded like good little girls and boys,> Rachel said. <Sorry.>


  <Ax, we are on the bridge,> Prince Jake said. <We saw what happened. Or saw as well as we can in these morphs.>


  <Prince Jake, it is absolutely vital that Captain Samilin be stopped!>


  <We can't take him out,> Cassie said. <We would demorph too slowly. But I happen to be on the captain, and I can definitely distract him.>


  The Ascalin was settling toward the ground. Through the front viewport I saw row after row of Hork-Bajir, all with weapons drawn, totally surrounding the landing area.


  <Do it, Cassie,> I said grimly. <Distract him and I will do the rest. We have just seconds!>


  I stared, riveted, as a flea too small to be seen became a flea too large to be ignored. It grew on the captain's back, larger, larger, with twisting, morphing features.


  <What is -> the captain yelled in surprise.


  FWAPP!


  I struck! My tail blade whipped forward, aimed for Samilin's neck.


  He jerked back, dodged. My blade hit his upper right front leg a glancing blow. All around the room flies and cockroaches no one had noticed began to grow as my human friends demorphed.


  But now the captain swept his Shredder toward me and I struck again.


  FWAPP!


  The weapon flew from his hand and skittered across the deck.


  It was the captain and I, tail to tail. We faced each other, each quivering with energy and focus, each waiting for the opening that would allow us to swing the killing tail slash.


  I flashed on the scene with Visser Three. This was the second time I had gone tail to tail with an enemy. This time my foe would not escape.


  TSEEEWWW!


  T.O. Harelin! He had snatched up the fallen Shredder and fired. The captain sizzled, looked horrified, then disappeared.


  <Computer!> the T.O. yelled. <Emergency override, switch controls to manual!>


  WHAM!


  Too late! The Ascalin hit the ground hard. I was thrown off my hooves. My human friends, all back in their own bodies now, went rolling and tumbling. Only the T.O. managed to stay on his feet.


  <Computer, emergency liftoff!>


  <Unable to comply,> the disembodied voice said. <There is severe main engine damage.>


  I saw Harelin rock back on his hooves at this news. <Humans, remorph! The only way out of here is to be invisible. Aristh, you, too.>


  <I'm not running away!>


  <Yes, you are, Aristh Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. You and the humans will escape and get word of this evil to the commander. That is an order.>


  <But ->


  <Do you know how to take an order?> he roared.


  <Yes, sir.>


  <Morph something small. I'll blow you out the emergency hatch. Get as far from the Ascalin as you can. You won't have much time. Do you hear me?>


  I knew then what he was going to do. I knew he had no choice. He could not allow himself to be taken by the Yeerks. He could not allow any of the Andalites on board to be taken alive. And there was simply no way to escape this trap.


  <Prince Jake, we all have to morph small. Um . . . um . . . flies! Morph to flies, and fly up to the ceiling of the bridge. There's an escape hatch.>


  I noticed Rachel looking at me with total disdain. Then she looked to Prince Jake. "What do we do?"


  "What he said," Prince Jake said. "Do it."


  I focused my own mind on the fly morph. I expected T.O. Harelin's face to reveal surprise or horror as I began to undergo the changes. After all, flies are pretty horrific even by Earth standards.


  But the T.O. wasn't interested. He was staggering now from the loss of blood. And he was making an announcement that would be transmitted throughout the ship.


  <To all warriors and crew of the Ascalin. This is the tactical officer. The captain is dead. We are surrounded. No chance of escape. Nothing to do now but inflict the maximum damage on the Yeerks. In three minutes I will begin firing all ship's weapons. The Shredder flashback will cause the ship to explode.>


  He let this sink in for a moment.


  <Perform the ritual of death, my friends. Thank you for your service to this ship. You die in the service of the People, defending freedom.>


  I was shrinking rapidly. The deck was rushing up toward me. Insect legs and insect antennae sprouted from me. But I was Andalite, at one with every Andalite on the ship.


  From all over the ship, a hundred thought-speak voices spoke the words of the ritual. I couldn't help but join them.


  <I am the servant of the People,> I said. I should have bowed my head, but I no longer had a head that could bow. <I am the servant of my prince.> All over the ship I knew my fellow Andalites were raising their stalk eyes upward.


  <I am the servant of honor,> I said, and heard the echo of all those strong voices. <My life is not my own, when the People have need of it. My life is given for the People, for my prince, and for my honor.>


  I fired the fly's legs, started the wings beating, and flew up toward the escape hatch. I have never felt worse than I did at that moment. So many would die. And I would live.


  <Aristh?> the T.O. said weakly.


  <Yes?>


  <Maybe I was wrong. Maybe different races can be stronger together. Go with your humans and prove me wrong.>


  The escape hatch blew open before I could answer. A powerful rush of escaping air launched me out into the Leeran dusk.


  <Jake . . . Prince Jake,> I said. <We must get as far away as we can.>


  We flew, rolling and tumbling through the air, riding the strong breeze wherever it took us. When the Ascalin blew itself up, we were safe from the blast. And safe, too, from the thought-speak cries of a hundred dying heroes.


  Chapter 16


  



  <Okay. Now what?> Rachel said.


  I didn't have an answer. I couldn't think. I just kept turning it over and over in my mind: An Andalite ship's captain had turned traitor. It was impossible. Because the more I thought about it, the more I realized he could not have been a Controller.


  The Ascalin had been in space for weeks. In order for a Yeerk parasite to have lived in Captain Samilin's brain, it would have to have had Kandrona rays. There was no way for even the captain to conceal a portable Kandrona aboard the ship.


  <I said . . . now what?> Rachel repeated.


  <I don't know,> I said.


  <Well, if you don't, who does?> she demanded. <What are we going to do? Fly around looking for the nearest Dumpster so we can see if there's a tasty pile of rotting fruit? Come on, we need a plan.>


  <I . . . I . . . I don't know what to do.>


  <We need to find a way home,> Marco said. <Obviously, thanks to Captain Benedict Arnold back there, this whole war is going bad on us. I didn't think the almighty Andalites did things like that. I thought it was just us poor, dumb, primitive humans who'd sell out to the bad guys.>


  <How about everyone getting off Ax's back?> Tobias said.


  <Yeah, poor Ax,> Rachel sneered. <He throws us over in a flash for his big deal captain who, oops, turns out to be a traitor.>


  <Rachel, I don't think that's really fair,> Cassie argued.


  <Fair? Fair?!> Marco yelled. <If it wasn't for us totally ignoring Ax and his precious captain, Ax would be dead back there along with ->


  <I wish I were!> I cried. <I wish I were back there with them. I wish I had died with them.>


  I had not intended to say that. And I did not mean it. Not really. I wanted to live. I felt terrible about it, but I wanted to live.


  <Okay, everyone shut up,> Prince Jake said at last. <That was rough, what happened back there. A lot of good guys just died. Everyone is hyped up. So let's just chill.>


  He waited a few moments before going on. <Here's what we do. We keep flying till we're near the two-hour limit. We won't get far in these bodies, even with this breeze, but we want as much distance as we can get.>


  We flew in silence, seeing the strange planet through the distorted compound eyes of flies, hearing almost nothing, smelling things we could not identify. We were alone in silence with our thoughts. And after a while I almost wished the yelling and accusations would start again.


  It's a terrible thing, living when so many others have died. It's terrible because no matter what you do, a single thought keeps popping up in your head: I'm glad it wasn't me.


  I was glad it wasn't me.


  We landed amid a tumble of rocks that would hide us from view. We demorphed. From what I could recall of the display on board the Ascalin, we were in a no-person's land between the Yeerk and Andalite forces. The battle could sweep over us at any moment.


  "Okay, I'm calm now," Rachel said as soon as she had emerged from the fly morph. "So now that I'm calm, same question: Now what?"


  "What do you think about having Tobias take a look around?" Prince Jake asked me.


  <I don't know,> I said.


  Prince Jake looked at me with a narrowing of the eyes and pressing together of the lips. The expression is "annoyance," I believe.


  "Tobias? Go up and take a quick look," Prince Jake said. Tobias flapped up from the ground. Prince Jake looked at me. "Now, listen up, Ax. I know you're feeling bad. For lots of reasons, probably. But you feeling bad doesn't let you off the hook."


  <What hook?>


  "Look, we got Andalites shooting at Yeerks. We have no humans in this fight except for us. Maybe you're not the big expert, but you know more than we know. So snap out of it."


  Tobias circled overhead and came quickly back down to land somewhat painfully on a point of rock. <We have about a thousand heavily armed Hork-Bajir on one side, coming toward us fast. They're backed up by these kind of big, flat, oval ships flying maybe a quarter mile up and firing Dracon beams. Taxxons coming behind them. And over there, we have about two dozen Andalite ships, also low down, and maybe a hundred tough-looking Andalites on the ground. I may be wrong, but I don't think the good guys are gonna win this round.>


  <We should try and reach the Andalite forces,> I said.


  "Why, so some other Andalite traitor can rat us out?" Rachel said harshly.


  My tail blade was at her throat before I knew it.


  She stared at me with cool, blue human eyes. "What's the matter, Ax? Does the truth hurt? You blew us off so you could suck up to Captain Creep back there. If we go and find more Andalites, what happens? You tell us to go sit in a corner and be nice while you start yes, sir-ing and no, sir-ing the next Andalite you see?"


  I pulled my tail blade back, horrified that I'd gotten so emotional. I felt the anger drain away. Rachel was right.


  <I made a mistake trusting Captain Samilin. I made a mistake dismissing all of you. You have . . . you have kept me alive and befriended me for a long time. All I can say is that none of you knows what it's like to be completely cut off from your own people.>


  <One of us does,> Tobias said quietly.


  <All I can do is say I'm sorry. And I will consider Jake my prince until he says otherwise.> I turned to face Prince Jake, focusing all my eyes on him. <You are my prince until you, and only you, say otherwise.>


  For once he did not say, "Don't call me prince."


  Instead he said, "Fine. Now what I want to know is this: Is there anyone on the Andalite side we can be totally sure of?"


  It was a hurtful question. I felt the last of my pride melting away. <The commander. If he were a Yeerk spy, this entire battle would already be lost.>


  "It looks pretty lost to me," Marco said bluntly.


  <Force Commander Prince Galuit-Enilon-Esgarrouth lost his entire family to a Yeerk raid on an Andalite outpost. His entire family: wife and three children. They died rather than be captured. Their bodies were fed to the Taxxons. We can trust Prince Galuit.> I sighed. <And we probably should trust . . . no one else.>


  Chapter 17


  



  It sounded simple: Reach the Andalite forces. But it is a very dangerous thing, advancing toward a lot of angry, very dangerous, very heavily armed, very nervous warriors.


  <The automated defensive grid will fire at anything in the air that comes too close,> I warned. <Anything. If it is more than a few feet above the ground the sensors will pick it up, target it, and fire.>


  "This ground is too rough to walk over," Cassie said thoughtfully. "And it's getting dark. We could try smaller birds. The seagull morphs again. No, wait! Bats! Not as fast, but very agile. And with echolocation we can fly close to the ground even in the dark."


  "To the bat morph, Robin!" Marco said, with cheerfulness that seemed totally out of place.


  "We morph, then we fly, hugging the ground the whole way," Jake said. "Once behind Andalite lines we try and figure out a way to reach this Prince Galuit." He looked at me. "And whatever happens, we stay out of this battle till we reach Galuit. Understood?"


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  Prince Jake looked at me with an unsmiling mouth. Then he said, "Don't call me prince," and formed a small smile with his mouth parts.


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> I said.


  I had been in bat morph before, and after doing mosquito and fly morphs it seems almost normal. It has fur, for one thing. And I find fur very comforting, even when it is dark brown and very different from my own blue.


  But bats are almost cripples on the ground. Bat legs are stunted and clumsy, and their front legs - or arms, whatever - are encumbered by leathery wings. Being unable to run is disturbing for any Andalite.


  I focused on the bat, this strange creature from a strange planet so far away. I shrank, down and down as if I were falling. As if I might fall into one of the thousands of bubbles in the volcanic rock beneath me.


  My front legs withered and left me almost facedown on the rock. My tail blade crinkled, like a burning leaf. The crinkling, withering worked its way up my tail.


  I couldn't help but picture the tactical officer in those horrible moments after the captain had struck and cut away his tail. I hadn't liked T.O. Harelin. He seemed to me like too many older officers: full of prejudices and arrogance. But he had been a true Andalite. He had died a hero.


  Now my hind legs began to shrink, staying perfectly symmetrical till they were quite small. Then, at the last moment, tiny claws replaced the hooves.


  My arms moved back, rotating a few degrees around my body. My fingers elongated relative to the rest of the arm, which was shrinking. Skin began to grow in loose, gray-then-black folds. It hung down from my arms as if I were wearing very loose human clothing.


  Clothing is pliable fabric designed to cover the human body. Sometimes as protection against the cold. But mostly, as I understand it, because humans believe much of their body to be unacceptable. They are right, of course, but they cover all the wrong parts: There is nothing uglier than a human nose.


  The loose-hanging skin tightened and became wings. My ears grew larger. And of course, like almost all Earth creatures, I acquired a mouth.


  I could see quite well. Not as well as a bird of prey, but almost as well as a human. But sight is not the special power of bats. The special power bats have is the ability to fire a series of ultrasonic sounds that bounce off solid objects and send back a sonic picture to the bats.


  The Leeran sun was dropping fast. The bat eyes were already straining to see. But I had a perfectly clear picture of the rocks around me.


  <Okay, let's go find this Andalite honcho,> Marco said.


  I flapped my wings and flew. Once more in the company of my human friends.


  I felt strangely at home. As though, despite Prince Jake's anger and Marco's sneering and Rachel's outright suspicion, I belonged with them.


  For some reason at that moment, even with the images of death aboard the Ascalin fresh in my mind, I saw myself far away, in a very different body, eating delicious cinnamon buns with a mouth.


  I wanted to be back there. I wanted to be back on Earth.


  Captain Samilin had sold out to the Yeerks. Was I selling out to the humans?
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  I flapped my leathery wings and fired my echolocation bursts and flew just inches above the rocks. The bat's echolocation sense created a sort of picture, like a sketchy line drawing, with edges all sharp and clear and surfaces just sort of scribbled in.


  I dived between rocks, and rose just millimeters before hitting obstructions. I turned left, right, left in sudden, acrobatic jerks.


  <This is insane!> Marco yelled.


  Insane can mean several things when used by Marco. It can mean "stupid" or it can mean "fun." I think in this case it meant fun. Because as insane as it was, it was exhilarating.


  <Yee-hah!> Rachel yelled, then laughed her feral, dangerous laugh.


  Soon it was a sort of precarious game: How close could I fly to the jagged rock edges without ripping a wing or crushing my fragile bat bones in an impact?


  And it took my mind off darker, muddier thoughts.


  Then the exquisitely sensitive bat ears, the ears that could hear the echoes of hypersonic echolocation heard something new. A hum. A vast, pulsating hum that grew and grew as we flew on.


  <Prince Jake, I believe we are hearing the Andalite sensors,> I said.


  <Oh, that's what that is?> Cassie remarked. <Almost like music.>


  We flew on, low, occasionally scraping on jutting rocks. Then -


  <Whoa! Pull up! Pull up!> Cassie cried. She was in the lead.


  I shot upward.


  TSEEEWWWW!


  The blast of the Dracon beams and Shredders was deafening. The flashes were blinding to the bat's eyes. Hork-Bajir, twenty at least, were piling up against a group of three Andalites and two Leerans. The fighting was intense. It would be over in a few minutes.


  It would be a slaughter. But Prince Jake had ordered us to stay out of it. And I would not abandon him and my human friends again.


  And yet, a phalanx of Taxxons was moving in to finish off the wounded Andalites who had already fallen.


  To my surprise, it was Cassie who said, <Jake, we should do something.>


  <Didn't I say we had to stay out of the battles?> Prince Jake demanded.


  <Yeah, that's what you said,> Tobias answered. <So what are we really going to do?>


  Prince Jake hesitated. Then he said, <Okay, let's rescue them. Land, demorph, remorph, fast, fast, fast!>


  But before we could land, the entire rock bowl where the Andalites and Leerans stood exploded.


  Ka-BOOOM!


  The shock wave sent me spinning through the air. I landed on my back, half-unconscious, deafened, blood in my eyes. And overhead the Yeerk ground attack fighter swept by to the hoarse cheering of the Hork-Bajir.


  A huge, clawed foot landed inches from me. Hork-Bajir ran over me, stampeding in a forward rush, ignoring the tiny, winged creature that was me. They fired their Dracon beams steadily, yelling with triumph in their voices.


  I heard no answering Andalite Shredders. The Yeerk forces were advancing. The Andalite line was broken.


  <Prince Jake!> I called. <Tobias!>


  <Get in the air!> Prince Jake yelled back to all of us. <Everyone who can fly, up! Get up!>


  Could I fly? Yes! I rose from the ground just as the first wave of Taxxons came rushing forward.


  Taxxons are huge, long worms. Like Earth centipedes, only much larger. Taxxons live in a state of eternal hunger. Desperate hunger. They will eat anything - dead or alive. Even their own fallen or injured brothers.


  I fluttered past an open, questing Taxxon mouth. I saw a fellow bat, flying just a few feet above me. I saw it very clearly. And then, in an instant, it was gone. Simply gone.


  <Where's Tobias?> Rachel cried.


  <Tobias!> I cried. <He . . . he disappeared!>


  <What do you mean, he disappeared?> Prince Jake demanded.


  <I saw him. I was watching him. And he just disappeared.>


  Now, twenty feet up, I could see more of the battlefield. The line of Hork-Bajir was already far ahead of us. Taxxons writhed across the dark landscape below.


  If there were Andalites anywhere nearby, they had been destroyed. In my mind I pictured the tactical display aboard the Ascalin. I could see where we were and where the forces had been arrayed.


  <We've lost,> I whispered, not sure if anyone even heard me. <We've lost.>


  As if to confirm my grim realization, I saw the engine flares of a dozen or more distant Andalite ships rising from the surface of planet Leera. Rising, and running for their lives.
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  We stood, in our own bodies, amid the filthy, reeking waste the Taxxons had left behind. We hadn't found Tobias.


  Rachel was alternately crying and raging. Marco was sitting, silent. Cassie kept holding on to Prince Jake. And Prince Jake kept pulling away to pace, to mutter to himself, to wonder half-aloud what he should have done. What he could have done.


  I stood off by myself. I couldn't help feeling that I was to blame. I was humiliated. I felt sick. I had turned away from my friends and trusted my own people instead. One of my own people had betrayed us. And the rest of my people . . . well, they had probably fought well and bravely. But they had lost.


  Just like the Hork-Bajir war. We had lost again, and condemned another race to slavery under the Yeerks.


  And what a race! The Leerans were amphibians. They could travel in water or on land, although they built their cities underwater. But the terrifying thing was that the Leerans possessed limited but very real psychic powers.


  Leeran-Controllers would be able to see past morphs and into the mind inside. It would be impossible to fool them for long. And if Leeran-Controllers were ever brought to Earth, their powers would soon reveal the truth of the Animorphs.


  Not that the Animorphs would ever likely be able to return to Earth.


  It was Cassie who shook me out of my dark thoughts. In a whisper she said, "Ax. I don't think Jake wants to have to ask you again, but what do you think we should do?"


  <I don't know. We've lost. We're on a strange planet that will soon be under Yeerk domination. We've failed the Leerans, as we failed the Hork-Bajir. As we are failing the humans.>


  Past Cassie's head I saw distant red flares from Yeerk ships dropping from orbit to land more and more troops on the continent. Soon the continent would be an impregnable garrison of Yeerk forces.


  "Tell me more about the Leerans," Cassie said.


  I shrugged. <I don't really know any more than you know. They are amphibians. They live primarily in the oceans. Originally I suppose they came on land to lay their eggs. Now I suppose their technology allows them to do all that in their underwater cities.>


  "So why do they even care about what happens on the land?"


  <They wouldn't care. Except that the Yeerks can use the continent as a base for attacks against the underwater cities. Other than that, I don't suppose the Leerans would even . . . care . . . what . . .> I stopped breathing. Yes! Of course! Of course that would be Galuit's plan.


  "What? What is it?" Cassie demanded sharply.


  <Prince Jake!> I cried.


  "Yeah?"


  <We must reach the ocean. If I am right, some Andalites will be in the Leeran cities. In any case, we must get to the sea as quickly as possible!>


  "Why?"


  I hesitated. <Prince Jake . . . Jake . . . you must trust me. We cannot stay on land. We have to reach the water.>


  Prince Jake looked at me for a long time. "Okay," he said at last. "I trust you."


  <One more thing,> I said. <If at any time it seems the Yeerks may catch us, if it seems they might take me alive, you must not let them. You must destroy me yourself rather than let them take me. Promise me.>


  "What? Why?"


  <Because I think I know what is going to happen. And if I am right, this defeat will become the greatest victory in Andalite history. And that information cannot fall into the hands of the Yeerks. No matter the price. No matter what.>
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  The continent was small by continent standards, but it still took the rest of the night to reach the shore. We morphed birds and flew. We stopped when we were near the two-hour limit and rested. And all the while I wondered if there was enough time left.


  We flew above scenes of recent carnage. Burned-out ground skimmers, crumpled Andalite fighters and Yeerk Bug fighters.


  As the sun rose on Leera, I looked down and saw a still-smoldering Andalite ground attack ship crumpled into a Yeerk ship. They had hit so hard that you couldn't tell where one left off and the other began.


  And then, finally, there was the sea. It stretched forever, brilliant blue, far more vivid and bright than the oceans of Earth, which are usually gray.


  I tried to look around and spot some landmark. Some outline of coastline that would seem familiar from my faint memory of the holographic maps. But it was just endless miles of muddy shallows, overgrown with rushes and reeds and strange yellow trees that swirled horizontally.


  <Big ocean,> Rachel said. <How do we ->


  <How do we what?> Prince Jake asked.


  It took several seconds for us to notice, to realize.


  Rachel was gone!


  <Rachel!> Cassie cried. <Rachel!>


  We searched the sky. Nothing. Not even our powerful raptor eyes could see anything. No clue. No sign. Nothing.


  <What's happening?> Marco demanded, angry because he was afraid. <She was just here! She was talking!>


  <Ax, what is this?> Prince Jake asked. <First Tobias, now Rachel!>


  <I don't know. I don't know.>


  <Maybe someone on the ground shot her,> Cassie moaned. <Oh, God, Rachel! Rachel!>


  <There was no Dracon flash,> I said. <Nothing. One second she was there. The next second she was gone.>


  <Maybe it was someone or something on the ground,> Prince Jake said. <We have to get out of here. Into the water!>


  We dove from the sky. I knew no one had fired at us, but I dove as fast as the humans. Whatever was making my friends disappear, it scared me. Whatever it was, I didn't want to be in its sights.


  Down we dove, wings back.


  Splash!


  I went under, plowing into the warm water. I instantly began to demorph. I bobbed to the surface, already more Andalite than harrier. The water saturated my feathers, but the feathers were disappearing. I sucked air in through a nasty hole that was part beak and part Andalite nose.


  I dove under again, and finished demorphing. I surfaced and found Prince Jake, Cassie, and Marco all treading water, finishing their own demorphing.


  "Dolphin morph!" Prince Jake said. "Ax, you'll have to morph your tiger shark."


  "Wait, no!" Cassie said. "We don't know what's in this ocean, but the Yeerks thought hammerhead sharks would be the baddest things around, right? That's why they wanted to create shark-Controllers to fight in this ocean. We should all go shark."


  "Yeah. Good point," Jake agreed. "Okay, then. Let's go shark. And everyone watch everyone else. We've had two people disappear. We're not going to have a third!"


  Shark, I thought, and began to perform the morph.


  I should explain the Earth creatures called sharks. They are fish. They breathe by extracting oxygen from the water itself, using thin membranes called gills.


  But there are many fish in Earth's oceans. Only a few are called sharks. Some sharks are pleasant, peaceful eaters of plankton. Others are small and prey only on smaller fish.


  But there are some sharks that humans call "man-eaters." These sharks are swimming killing machines. If it is possible to imagine a Yeerk having its own natural body, a body perfectly adapted for the Yeerk's ruthlessness and destructiveness, the shark would be that body.


  It has massively powerful jaws lined with razor-sharp teeth. It has skin that is literally covered in millions of very tiny teeth. Skin that can rip human flesh. And it has an array of senses each attuned to one thing: finding prey. Finding and killing.


  Excellent eyesight. Excellent sense of smell that can detect a handful of blood molecules diluted in a billion gallons of salt water. An electrical field sensor that feels the energy of other living creatures.


  If some scientist had sat down to design the ultimate seagoing predator, the ultimate seagoing biological weapon, and had come up with the hammerhead shark, he'd be very proud of his work.


  I felt myself morphing the shark. Felt the scythelike dorsal fins grow from my spine. Felt my tail blade split to become the swept-back, skin-slicing tail. Felt my stalk eyes move out to the sides to become the ugly hammer's head. Felt the new senses come alive in my brain. Felt the teeth - the rows of serrated, triangular, flesh-ripping, bone-crunching teeth.


  And I felt the shark's cold, clear, brutally focused mind join my own.


  I kicked my tail and moved through the water. Jake, Cassie, and Marco swam beside me. I suppose, like me, they felt powerful at that moment. And would have felt more powerful still, except for one terrible reality: There should have been six of us.


  And now only four sharks swam out into the Leeran ocean.
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  <I wish Rachel and Tobias were seeing this,> Cassie said. Her thought-speak voice was a mix of wonder and bitterness. <This is nothing like Earth's oceans.>


  It was true. The continent might have been a dull, uninteresting place, but the ocean was amazing. Earth's seas contain many fascinating and wonderful creatures, but most of what you see as you swim there is murky water and a sandy bottom.


  In this ocean the water was as clear as air. Clearer, in fact, than Leeran air, which is so heavy with humidity it sometimes seems like you're breathing clouds.


  The water was perfectly, utterly clear. We were swimming in water that was forty feet deep, and we could see every detail on the ocean floor.


  And what detail! Huge, billowing creatures like white and yellow sails, triangular with biological propellers at each corner. Brilliant, electric-blue worms or snakes, each seventy feet long, swimming in wild schools. A bizarre creature that rose and fell through the water by blowing air into a bladder so thin it was almost transparent. A wonderful sort of fish in the shape of a screw that rotated its way through the water.


  And these creatures weren't scattered here and there, but everywhere. The Leeran ocean was a madhouse of life-forms.


  Spread around across the ocean were bubbling chimneys of rock and soil, encrusted with squirming, writhing creatures, small and less small. My shark senses could feel the electrical discharge from these chimneys, and the intense warmth.


  As I watched, a massive school of the brilliant blue worms came swirling around one of the chimneys. It swirled and my shark senses could feel the energy flow from the chimney into the worms.


  <Look at that!> Cassie cried, excitement overcoming her sadness. <A thousand marine biologists could stay happy for a hundred years just studying this one small area. The animals. The plants. The . . . the whatevers! I wish I knew more. I know this friend of my mom's who studies the ecology of coral reefs. She would cut off her arm to spend an hour here!>


  <The creatures are feeding off the geothermal energy and electrical charge from these chimneys,> I said. <This may be an environment without predators.>


  <It has predators,> Marco said darkly. <The Yeerks are here. And we're here. For now. Until suddenly we go "poof!" like Rachel and Tobias.>


  That brought us all back to reality. Still, even afraid, even sad, even desperate, we could not ignore the wild, incredible scene all around us.


  We glided, dark and deadly, through a peaceful sea. The Yeerks had been clever to consider using sharks to control this ocean. Wherever I looked I saw no razor teeth, no crushing jaws. Marco was right: There were predators here. But they were us.


  And then . . .


  <Hey, aren't those Leerans?> Prince Jake said. <Down and to the left.>


  I looked. Yes, they looked like the one Leeran we had seen on Earth in the company of Visser One.


  They were mostly yellow. They had skin that was slimy, as if covered with ooze, yet rough in texture, like gravel. They had large, webbed back legs. For arms they had four tentacles arrayed around their plump, barrel-shaped bodies.


  The head was quite large, with a bulge at the back. It sat right on the shoulders. There was no neck. The face bulged outward and seemed to have just two features. A huge, wide, almost ridiculous mouth. And big, bulging eyes of a green that seemed almost to be lit from inside.


  There were four Leerans. They were riding on water jets. The water jets were long, narrow tubes, flared in front to make a sort of wing, flared again in back to give extra maneuverability. Arrayed along the back wing were clusters of very narrow tubes pointed forward.


  They had obviously spotted us and were coming toward us.


  <Probably wondering what we are,> Cassie said cautiously. <They've never seen sharks.>


  <These are the good guys, right?> Marco said. <I mean, these are the guys everyone's trying to save from the Yeerks.>


  <Yes. Maybe we should contact them. They could lead us to the nearest Leeran city.>


  <Do it,> Prince Jake said.


  <Leerans!> I yelled. <Leerans! I am an Andalite in morph.>


  Chuh-wooomp!


  The spear flew through the water only slightly slower than a human bullet. I jerked left. Too late! The spear pierced my tail and kept on flying.


  <Hey!> Marco yelled.


  <I'm an Andalite! Andalite!> I cried. <Your friend! Your ally!>


  <Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill and three humans from planet Earth. Not our allies,> a cold, thought-speak voice said. He laughed. <You have no secrets from these psychic Leeran minds.>


  And suddenly the water boiled with the firing of a dozen spears.


  Chuh-woomp! Chuh-wooomp!


  This time we were more prepared. Still, we were not fast enough. A spear hit me in the side and stuck. Prince Jake avoided being hit, but Cassie was speared through and through. Marco was hit twice. Shark blood billowed.


  The Leeran-Controllers laughed. <Die, Andalite! Die, humans! We'll carry your bodies to Visser Four!>


  <Hey, great war! You can't tell who's on what side,> Marco yelled. <What is this, Vietnam?>


  Three of us had been hit. But none of us was dead. The spears were fast, but very thin. No doubt they were deadly to Leerans or to other creatures of this gentle ocean.


  But we were only hurt. Not crippled.


  <We don't seem to be dead, just yet,> I said to the Leeran-Controllers.


  The Leeran-Controllers gaped with their big green eyes.


  <But . . . but the haru-chin spears are deadly!> one of the Leerans said. He sounded like he was pouting.


  <Nah. Maybe around here they're deadly,> Prince Jake said. <But we're from a much tougher neighborhood.>


  <Think it's true what they say about frogs?> Marco asked. <Think it's true that they taste like chicken?>
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  We launched toward the Leeran-Controllers. Sharks are very fast in short bursts. Too fast for the shocked Yeerks inside the Leerans to react.


  They tried to turn their water jets around. They were still trying when they were hit by four frustrated, scared, angry people in shark morph.


  Andalites understand about tail fighting. But there is something very intimate and intimately violent about attacking with a mouth. You have to get very close. You smell and feel and touch your enemy.


  We hit, mouths open. We hit, and in a flash the four Leeran-Controllers were off their water jets and trying to swim away.


  They kicked their big hind legs, but they were too slow. Using their psychic powers, they could feel our anger. It must have been terrible for them. It must have been terrifying.


  I didn't care.


  But then . . . I was rocked by a powerful psychic vision. A vision that cried out in despair and agony and desperate hope.


  One of the Leerans had managed to squeeze out this plea for help. The Yeerk in his head was busy trying to stay alive, and the real Leeran had seized the moment to send this vision.


  The picture that appeared in my head was grizzly and awful. But I knew it was real.


  <Prince Jake! Bite their heads! Bite off the large lobe at the back!>


  <What?> Cassie cried. <They're beaten already. I'm not going to kill them.>


  I lunged for the nearest Leeran-Controller. The Yeerk in his head knew what I was doing, but when he tried to jerk aside I slapped him with my tail, stunning him.


  I opened my mouth, then bit down hard on the lobe at the back of his head.


  But what was most shocking to see was the Yeerk itself. It was ripped from the Leeran's head. The Yeerk writhed, helpless in the seawater.


  <The Yeerks are positioned in their rear brain lobes,> I said. <Bite them off!>


  <It will kill the Leerans!> Cassie said.


  No, a strange voice said. It will free us!


  It was four of us against the three remaining Leerans. It was short but brutal work. Four doomed Yeerks writhed, fatally out of place in the Leeran water.


  Thank you! the Leerans said. It wasn't normal thought-speak. It was deeper than that. Images, ideas that appeared in our minds that we then translated into words.


  <You need medical help,> Cassie said. <Maybe I could demorph and ->


  No, we will be fine. We can regenerate most body parts. It will take some time and we will be weak, but there are caves nearby where we can rest and be safe. Thank you! Thank you!


  I've experienced some strange events. But four bright yellow Leerans with half their heads removed actually thanking us was definitely one of the strangest.


  <We need to reach the nearest Leeran city,> Prince Jake said. <Which way is it?>


  It will be very difficult. In the last months the Yeerks have captured many of us and forced us to be Controllers. There are many like us between here and the City of Worms. You are powerful, but if even one Leeran-Controller encounters you and then escapes, your secret will be discovered.


  <So how do we get there?> Prince Jake wondered aloud.


  <Morph the Leerans,> I said.


  Yes! the Leerans cried. Yes, morph us. Take our water jets. As long as you stay away from other Leerans, you will be safe from psychic probing.


  Cassie said, <We don't like to ->


  Yes, a Leeran responded, reading her thoughts. You do not like to morph sentient creatures. You respect our freedom. But we offer you this freely. We have read what is in the mind of Aximili the Andalite. We know what he suspects, and we know that even among the Andalites there are traitors. So, friends, carry our DNA and help to free our people from the Yeerks.


  We rose to the surface. I demorphed. The humans demorphed. We lay there treading water, rising and falling on the gentle Leeran swells. The Leeran sun was still low on the horizon, coming up on another day. It turned the water golden around us.


  I reached and pressed my hand against a Leeran's slimy yellow flesh.


  Where sky meets sea, Andalite, human, and Leeran are joined as allies, my Leeran said. Each with our weaknesses. Each with our strengths.


  It moved me somehow, as ludicrous as it might have looked to an outsider. Humans and an Andalite wallowing clumsily beside big, yellow "psychic frogs," as Marco called them. Three species on a world conquered by the Yeerks. We probably would have seemed pathetic to any Yeerk who happened to see us.


  <A fellow Andalite told me we were weak because we are not united. We do not speak with one voice,> I said. <But this union does not feel weak.>


  <Free people who get together to defend freedom are never weak.>


  It was Marco who said that. Maybe you can see why, despite all their strangeness, I like humans. And I was starting to like Leerans.


  We let the Leerans go their own way to their underwater caves to recover from their injuries.


  And we began what might be the most bizarre morph any of us has ever done. The physical part was strange, but no more disturbing than any number of Earth creatures I've morphed. The powerful webbed feet in back, the four sinuous tentacles, the neckless head were almost ordinary compared to the body of a fly or a cockroach.


  It was the new sense that was stunning: the psychic sense. It wasn't that I could read every thought in the heads of Prince Jake and Cassie and Marco. But I could feel enough of their secrets to be embarrassed for them. And, of course, for myself. Because my own secrets, my vain little ideas, my pretensions were all open to them as well.


  I could see so clearly that Marco was hoping for some news of his mother, Visser One. He wondered if she was here on Leera, if she had survived our last encounter.


  I could see and feel Prince Jake's crushing weight of responsibility. The way he kept running things through in his mind, over and over again. Trying to figure out what had happened to Tobias and Rachel. Desperate to find a way to protect the rest of us.


  And I could feel Cassie's mind as she cried for Rachel and Tobias. As she wondered whether we were doing the right thing. As she dealt with the aftereffects of the violence we'd just endured.


  <Well,> Marco said, obviously uncomfortable. <I would just like you all to know that whatever thoughts of mine you're reading are totally made up. They aren't real.>


  <Same here,> Prince Jake said quickly. <Absolutely.>


  <Hey,> Cassie said, <they are just morphs to us, right? Lots of times we have trouble controlling the brain of the morph. But we usually handle it. So maybe ->


  <Maybe since these are just morphs to us, maybe we can turn off the psychic thing!> Marco said, clutching at the idea.


  Then, one by one, I felt their minds close to me. And I closed my own.


  It seemed suddenly very lonely as we grabbed the water jets and rode away through the brilliantly alive sea. Suddenly very lonely.


  But I guess each species feels most comfortable when they are just themselves. And for humans and Andalites, secrets and lies and the loneliness of privacy are natural.
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  We passed through a loose ring of Leeran-Controllers set up around the far edges of the City of Worms. None challenged us. We were riding Yeerk-issued water jets, and we stayed far enough off that no one could read our thoughts.


  The Leeran city rose from the seabed like a wondrous tower, perhaps half a thousand feet wide at its base, dwindling to a few dozen feet at the very top. The top pressed right against the sparkling water ceiling, up to the border between sea and sky. At the very top, huge fans sucked in air and blew out exhaust from the entire city.


  The city itself violated every logical law, at least as far as Andalites or humans were concerned. Andalites and humans are accustomed to moving in two dimensions, left and right, forward and back. But in the water, up and down were just as likely as left or right.


  <It looks like a gigantic Dairy Queen cone, poked full of a million holes,> Cassie said. <Look! Doors everywhere. Windows and doors all the same.>


  The predominant color was pink. But there was blue and green and purple as well, in vast swatches of seemingly random color. Openings were everywhere. Leerans drifted in and out and around and through, a hundred feet up, twenty feet below us, everywhere.


  And like some slow-motion tornado, the long, electric-blue worms swam around and around the City of Worms. They formed an eerie halo.


  Even as strangers, we could tell the city was tense. There were weapons poking from many of the windows. And nestled up against the base of the city, floating free, were two craft I'd seen only in pictures: Andalite submarines.


  <Are those good guys or bad guys?> Prince Jake asked, gazing at the submarines.


  <Or a little of each?> Marco asked dryly.


  <They are Andalite vessels,> I said.


  <Let's go say hello,> Prince Jake said.


  We swam toward the submarines. As we got nearer we could see that a transparent tunnel had been set up between the subs and the city. Andalite warriors were rushing through the tunnel on urgent errands, their tails cocked and ready.


  Down we went, sifting air from the water with our Leeran skin. Down we went, expecting at any moment to be challenged, even shot. But we passed through dozens of Leerans who made no move to stop us.


  <It's the psychic thing,> Cassie said. <They know who we are and why we're here.>


  <Then I guess they know who we're looking for,> Prince Jake said.


  And to my amazement, an answer came. It was a vision that filled my head: a sort of arrow showing a doorway we should enter.


  <Ooookay,> Marco said. <I guess we follow the yellow brick road.>


  We entered the city through one of the thousands of windows. I don't know what I expected inside, but it wasn't what I found. The tower was merely a shell. Inside were seven or eight, maybe more, huge, floating, transparent bubbles. In each bubble there were levels, a dozen or more floors. There were open holes in the bottoms of the bubbles. Some seemed to be filled with water. Others were filled with air. All contained Leerans doing work, sleeping, living. And one, mostly air, contained perhaps two dozen Andalites on one floor.


  We entered the bubble from the bottom and stepped out at last onto dry ground. Two Andalite warriors were waiting.


  <Demorph,> one said curtly. <The Leerans have told us who you are. Commander Galuit is waiting.>


  <So humility is just not something you Andalites do, is it?> Marco asked.


  We demorphed. It felt good to be Andalite again. But I was worried. I was nervous. I had given my word to Prince Jake that he, and only he, would decide whose orders I should obey. It had seemed easy to make that promise before. But now we were going to see Galuit! The idea of saying no to him . . . it made me gasp.


  We rushed and stumbled to the room where Galuit waited. Only he wasn't waiting. He was rushing forward to meet us. He was flanked by three tough-looking Andalite security guards, and accompanied by his aide, an Andalite who had lost one stalk eye and half his face from a war injury.


  <Aristh Aximili,> Galuit said without bothering to introduce himself.


  <Yes, sir, I ->


  <No time,> he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. <I'm a member of the highest circles, so I know all about your escapades on Earth. Yours and Elfangor's. Very disappointed in Elfangor. Although, by the galaxy, your brother could fight! I don't know how you came to be here with these humans of yours, but it is a stroke of luck! We need you.>


  I was almost completely bowled over. First of all, Galuit even knowing my name was incredible. It would be as if a human child were sitting at home by the telephone and suddenly got a call from the head general of the army.


  Second, Galuit needed me? Needed? Me?


  <Sir, may I introduce this human named Jake?>


  <I said I need you. Now stand to attention and listen to my ->


  <Sir, this is Jake. My prince.>


  That stopped Galuit in mid-yell. The guards all stared incredulously at Prince Jake. Then at me. Then at Marco and Cassie, as if they might be able to explain.


  <Every warrior must have a prince to follow, and the princes must obey the People,> I said.


  Galuit looked like he was seriously considering using his old tail on me. But then he nodded stiffly. <Just so, Aristh. No one is a law unto themselves. We each must serve.>


  Galuit turned to speak to Prince Jake. <I have need of you to save this planet from the Yeerks. Will you ->


  "Yes," Prince Jake said.


  <You say yes without knowing what I'm asking.>


  "Will it save the Leerans? Will it keep them free? And most of all, will it hurt the Yeerks?"


  <Yes to all three. Especially the last. If we save Leera it may turn the tide of the war against the Yeerks.>


  "Then we'll do it."


  Galuit seemed surprised. Maybe even impressed. In private thought-speak he said to me, <I have known worse princes than this one.>
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  Galuit explained what he needed and why.


  It was exactly what I had suspected. The reason we had to flee the land and take to the sea. The reason I could not risk being taken by the Yeerks: It had all been a trap.


  A trap for the Yeerks.


  <We knew the Yeerks would take the battle to the continent,> Galuit said. <And we thought it very likely they would defeat us there. So we had a backup plan. We have planted a series of quantum bombs around the continent. Our plan was to wait until the Yeerks had moved all their troops down to the continent, then explode the bombs.>


  I nodded. <Yes, I suspected this.>


  Prince Jake looked at me out of the corner of his eyes, then raised one eyebrow. It wasn't an angry look, as I interpret human expressions. It was a little reproachful, though.


  We had transferred to one of the submarines and were already racing at maximum speed, south to a point on the continent.


  <The Leerans don't need the continent. They are quite happy in their underwater cities,> Galuit said. <But there's been some kind of problem with setting off the bombs. Our forces were overrun much too quickly. With the Ascalin's forces we should have held out longer. The main switch was never armed. We've been beaming the destruct signal for hours. Nothing. And the Yeerks will soon discover our trap. It's now or never.>


  I hesitated. Should I tell Galuit why our forces were so easily overrun? I took a deep breath. <Sir, the Ascalin was never in the fight.>


  Galuit swiveled both stalk eyes toward me. <What?>


  <Captain Samilin was . . . a traitor,> I said. <He set the ship toward a landing behind Yeerk lines. He was killed. Once it was clear the Ascalin could not escape, Tactical Officer Harelin made the decision to fire all weapons while on the ground. No one survived. Except for us and two of our friends who have disappeared.>


  I could see Galuit slump. He seemed suddenly older. More frail.


  "Why us?" Marco asked. "Why do you need us to go in and arm this switch?"


  <We have few Andalites here on the planet now. And none who possess the wide array of morphs you have,> Galuit explained. <All Andalite warriors are morph-capable. But few acquire morphs or use them. That is mostly done by our people in intelligence. Spies. But you four may be able to penetrate the Yeerk forces.>


  Suddenly he looked confused. His eyes went left, then right. <I was sure it was four. Where is the other human?>


  A cold lance of fear struck my hearts. Prince Jake was still there. Cassie, too. But Marco . . .


  "Marco!" Prince Jake cried.


  "Marco! Marco!"


  <We are disappearing one by one!> I said.


  Galuit yelled a thought-speak summons that was heard clear through the submarine. <Science officer, report to me, right now!>


  "This is insane!" Cassie said, her eyes blazing. "What is happening? One by one we're disappearing."


  Cold fear wormed through my insides. I felt sorry for Marco and the others. Very sorry. But now I was more afraid than anything. It didn't take too much imagination to figure out that the rest of us would be disappearing eventually.


  It's one thing to face an enemy. It's very different to wait, powerless, for some unseen force to simply . . . delete you.


  The sub raced on through the bright Leeran sea. But there was no time to enjoy the view. Prince Jake, Cassie, and I were surrounded by Andalites. We were cross-examined by the sub's science officer. In between questions from him we were bombarded by questions from Galuit and a counterintelligence officer.


  It was nerve-racking. But at least it kept my mind off the awful suspense of waiting . . . waiting . . . waiting for another one of us to disappear.


  <How long were you in Zero-space?>


  <Are you sure Captain Samilin knew the ship was heading for Yeerk lines?>


  <What was the mass of the creature you morphed on Earth before being dragged into Zero-space?>


  <Did Captain Samilin seem embittered, stressed?>


  At last, after an hour, Galuit put an end to it. <Enough! Samilin was a traitor. We have to accept that.> He turned to the science officer. <And you've asked the same questions fifty times. Give me a hypothesis.>


  <Sir, I don't have enough -> the science officer started to say.


  <Just give me your best guess!> Galuit demanded.


  <I . . . I think these humans and this aristh are still caught in a residual flux field. It is pulling them back toward Zero-space. It may even be snapping them all the way back to Earth. But my best guess is that what's happening is a sort of elastic effect. They were stretched through Zero-space and back into normal space, but a small amount of their mass is still back on Earth. It may be acting like an anchor.>


  "We're on some big Zero-space rubber band?" Prince Jake asked. "It's been stretching all this time, and now it's starting to snap back?"


  <Yes,> the science officer said, after I explained what a rubber band was.


  "Maybe all the way back to Earth, in which case Rachel and Tobias and Marco are alive," Cassie said. "Or maybe just into Zero-space. In which case . . ."


  <From the data you've given me, the effect appears to be accelerating,> the science officer said. <You will go, one by one, faster and faster now. Like your friends, you will each disappear.>


  Galuit said, <Under these circumstances, I cannot ask you to carry out this mission.>


  Prince Jake shrugged. "Under these circumstances, it doesn't look like we have anything to lose."
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  We were briefed by one of Galuit's officers.


  <The central arming unit is well hidden. It is in what the Leerans call a "bright hole." Here on Leera the volcanic past created a number of large, underground bubbles in the rock. Because the rock contains a great many phosphorescent minerals and bio-organisms, there is light in these holes, and thus, life.>


  "What kind of life?" Cassie asked. Even now, she was interested in living things.


  <Plant only, aside from insects and microscopic animals. This particular "bright hole" can only be reached two ways: Either someone on the surface must tunnel down through several feet of rock. Or one must travel underwater, up a river, enter an underwater cave, pass through an absolutely lightless tunnel, and emerge at last in the "bright hole.">


  Prince Jake took a deep breath. Cassie took a deep breath. I took a deep breath. We each looked at each other.


  Galuit said, <That's not all. The river itself may be guarded by Leeran-Controllers. The lightless cave is inhabited by a species of snake that uses echolocation to strike at anything passing by. These snakes hang from the ceilings and walls. But once within the "bright hole" you are safe. Unless, of course, the Yeerks have already found it.>


  "Is it too late for us to change our minds?" Prince Jake said.


  Galuit looked alarmed.


  <It is humor,> I said quickly. <Human humor often consists of pretending to wish something one does not really wish.>


  "What makes you so sure I don't mean it?" Prince Jake muttered.


  <More humor,> I explained to Galuit.


  The submarine took us to the mouth of the river. It was as close as it could take us without becoming far too visible for safety.


  "I know the oceans are saltwater here, just like on Earth," Cassie said. "But how about the rivers?"


  <The rivers are lower saline,> the briefing officer said.


  Cassie shook her head. "Hammerheads are saltwater fish. I don't know how they'd deal with freshwater. I just don't know. But they're still probably the best morph for moving fast and winning fights."


  <Good luck,> Galuit said. <The freedom of this planet rests on your tails. Or . . . or whatever humans have that would be the equivalent of tails.>


  "Shoulders," Cassie said.


  "As long as there's no pressure," Prince Jake said.


  <That would be human humor?> Galuit asked.


  "Plus a little human fear," Prince Jake said. But then he laughed.


  Five minutes later, we were in the river, swimming against the current, our dorsal fins slicing upward into the air.


  <This should be interesting,> Prince Jake said darkly.


  <I smell Leerans,> I said. <Up ahead. I recognize the smell from before.>


  <Yep,> Cassie agreed. <Good Leerans or bad? That's the question.>


  We powered ahead. Through the slightly murky river water we saw them: two pebbly, yellow, tentacled amphibians.


  Psychic amphibians.


  As soon as we were within range of them, the Leerans knew what we were. They turned and swam away as if their lives depended on it.


  <After them!> Prince Jake cried.


  They were heading for the banks of the river. Trying to get up, out of the water, beyond our reach. They didn't have water jets, just their natural Leeran bodies.


  We were faster, but the bank was close, closer! The water grew shallow. No more than seven feet. Five feet! The Leerans were kicking up mud, but my shark senses could feel the electrical field of the Leerans now.


  Blind, scraping my belly in mud, I lunged.


  My teeth bit down. I clamped and held on and struggled to pull the creature back out into the water.


  But then, up through the ripply surface I saw a huge, looming Hork-Bajir. Two, no, four of them! They came stomping out into the water. I pulled back. I tried to turn as the Leeran kept fighting me.


  Then I heard the Leeran's psychic cry to the Hork-Bajir. Explosives! The whole continent is rigged to explode. There's a central switch. Bright hole! It's in a -


  I bit down harder. The pain stopped the Leeran from saying more. A Hork-Bajir blade slashed down into the water. It sliced me, but not deep.


  I let go of the Leeran, jerked my head right, bit down with all my might on the nearest Hork-Bajir's leg. I heard a howl of pain come burbling down through the water.


  The Leeran was scrambling away. Still half-blind, I lunged.


  The Hork-Bajir had backed off. And now I dragged the Leeran-Controller back out into deeper water.


  <No!> the Yeerk in his head cried.


  <Oh, yes,> I said. I swept behind him and bit off the lobe at the back of his head. Out came the Yeerk.


  <Are you okay, brother Leeran?> I asked.


  I am now. Thank you, my Andalite friend! Hurry. Hurry! The Yeerks know your mission now! Hurry!


  I turned back upstream. Cassie and Jake fell in beside me. They had each had their own battles in the murky, shallow water.


  <How long will it take the Yeerks to find this "bright hole"?> Prince Jake asked.


  <Using the sensors aboard their orbiting ships, they will have a map of every subsurface cavern on the continent within five minutes. How long to find the right "bright hole"? I don't know. We must hurry. The fate of this planet depends on us.>
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  <There! Is that the underwater cave entrance?> Cassie cried.


  <I think so. It's in the right area. But there could be dozens of caves.>


  <No time to worry about it,> Prince Jake said.


  We plunged into the mouth of the cave. The floor rose steadily and we swam on grimly, blind, scared, and in a desperate hurry.


  Suddenly I felt my snout break the surface. Air!


  <I think we're there,> Prince Jake said. <Demorph! Cassie, what do you think? Bat morphs?>


  There was no answer.


  <Cassie! Cassie!> Prince Jake cried.


  <The rubber band effect. She's gone. Back to Earth. Or . . .>


  <It's happening faster,> Prince Jake said. <Less time between people disappearing. Just two of us now. We could both be snapped back before we reach this switch.>


  He sounded like I felt. Like he couldn't breathe. Like he couldn't stop his heart from pounding. It was too much!


  <Demorph. Nothing to do now but hurry and try to get this job done!> Prince Jake said.


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> I said.


  <You know, Ax, there's just the two of us now. We could probably drop the whole "prince" thing.> He paused, then added, <You could just call me "The Jake formerly known as Prince.">


  <Is that a bit of humor?>


  <Yeah. A joke. Not much of one, but Marco isn't here, so I figure . . .>


  At that point he made the transition to mostly human and lost his thought-speak ability. I emerged as Andalite, standing in a cold, absolutely black cave, with water still sloshing over my hooves.


  "Bat," Prince Jake said. His mouth-sounds echoed slightly.


  I focused on the bat. I felt myself shrinking, although there was nothing to see for comparison. But I could almost feel an upward breeze as I dropped from my own height down to the stumpy, few inches of the bat.


  <Just you and me now, Ax.>


  <Yes.>


  <If one of us is stopped, for any reason, the other one has to keep going. Clear?>


  We fired echolocation bursts and saw the sketchy portrait of a cave that stretched on and on, far past our faintest ultrasonic echoes.


  We took to wing. We flapped up on leather wings and raced at full, tearing speed.


  <We have to remember the snakes,> I said.


  <Ugh. Ughughugh,> Prince Jake said with a sort of shudder.


  <Yes,> I agreed.


  We flapped as if our lives depended on it. Through jutting rocks and stalactites, around sudden turns, up sudden chimneys, and down sudden wells. All of it reduced to colorless lines in our mind's eye. A sketch drawn with blasts of sound.


  Around one hairpin turn and suddenly . . .


  A blast of sounds! A cacophony of echolocating squeaks and trills.


  <The snakes!> I cried.


  Our own echolocation showed them as writhing lines that hung from the low ceiling and reached out from the walls. There were thousands! Millions! All firing their own echolocations, yammering and confusing the echoes of our own blasts.


  Suddenly, in all the ultrasonic noise, the pictures in my head became distorted. Wild, swerving, swooping lines. Writhing borders of objects that no longer seemed solid.


  <What do we do?> Prince Jake asked.


  <As Rachel would say if she were here: We go for it!>


  It was a nightmare! Deadly snakes filled the air. Lost, confused, we powered on, flapping wings that became more and more shredded as more and more snakes found their target.


  I was losing maneuverability. Losing speed. I had lost sight of Prince Jake altogether. I could no longer tell up from down. I was spinning, flapping madly, afraid and confused. Lost! Lost in a squirming madhouse of darkness.


  And then, swoosh! I blew free of the snakes. The cave walls backed off. The ceiling was gone. And light! Blessed light was glowing all around me.


  I was in the "bright hole."


  I soared upward on tattered, shredded wings. Up into the stale air. Everywhere flowers and plants in absurd colors exploded from the walls of the hole.


  <Prince Jake! Jake!> I called.


  But there was no answer.


  Quite suddenly, I was all alone.
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  I landed on a clump of screamingly orange mold or lichens or . . . something. And began to demorph.


  Within minutes I was standing alone, an Andalite in a bizarre underworld universe cut off from the world outside.


  The "bright hole" was perhaps five hundred feet at its longest, half that wide. The roof was no more than a hundred feet over my head. It was very large for a hole in the ground. But it felt very small.


  No rain had ever fallen here. No sun had ever shone here. The only light was from the greenish glow of the walls. A light that never grew brighter, never grew dim.


  It was alive, but dead-feeling. A wonder of nature, but a creeping, spirit-crushing place.


  In the center of the place was the only artificial object: a vertical cylinder, five feet tall, a foot in diameter. On the side was a control pad, showing glowing blue numbers. Right where Galuit had said it would be. Just as Andalite intelligence agents had placed it.


  I looked cautiously around. But I saw no Hork-Bajir, no Taxxons, no Gedds. Just unnatural plants in an unnatural place.


  I exhaled, trying to shed my tension. <Whoever decided to hide this thing here sure picked a good hiding place,> I said.


  I began to trot toward the cylinder. But the ground was rough, rising, falling, overrun with mosses and molds and clumps of hideous flowers. There were no paths.


  I ended up having to step carefully, only able to hurry when I was sure of a place to leap.


  Ba-WHOOOOM!


  An explosion rocked the room. The concussion, trapped in that hole, knocked me off my feet and left me temporarily deaf.


  Brilliant light!


  Falling rock and debris.


  A hole had been blown into the top of the "bright hole." Leeran sunlight streamed down in a blinding shaft.


  And down, down through the shaft of light, the Hork-Bajir dropped.


  Their fall was slowed by small rockets on their feet and tails. The rockets burned red. Two, four, a dozen Hork-Bajir warriors falling in slow motion, unlimbering their Dracon beams. I could see them peering about as they fell, searching for the cylinder. And for me.


  I ran. I didn't care if I broke a leg. I ran, I leaped, I fell and lurched back up.


  It was a race between falling Hork-Bajir and me.


  Tseeewww!


  ZzzzaaaaPPPP!


  The Dracon beam stabbed at me, missed, and boiled a bright blue cabbage into steam.


  Just a few more feet!


  Suddenly, my hands were pressed on the cold metal. The code! What was the code?


  My fingers flew.


  Tssseeewww! Tseeewww!


  "Het gafrash nur!" a Hork-Bajir screamed.


  Tsseeewww!


  <Aaaahhh!> I felt a burn across my back, a glancing blow from a Dracon beam.


  The code! The code! I entered it. Was I right? Had I remembered?


  Then . . .


  <System armed.> The cool, thought-speak voice of the computer. <Warning. This system is armed.>


  I collapsed, leaning back against the cylinder. Galuit had said once they got confirmation that we had armed the system, they'd wait half an hour to give us time to escape.


  Half an hour would be too long. The Yeerks would be able to disarm it by then.


  A huge Hork-Bajir hit the ground right in front of me.


  I punched the built-in communicator on the cylinder. <This is Aristh Aximili,> I said. <Do it now. Do it now! Blow the Yeerks off this planet!>


  "Filshig Andalite!" the Yeerk inside the Hork-Bajir screamed.


  I was calm. Shockingly calm.


  <Detonation in ten seconds,> the computer warned.


  "Disarm that weapon!" the Hork-Bajir commander yelled, switching to Galard, the interstellar language.


  <Seven . . .>


  <I don't think so, Yeerk. This time you lose. This time, you die.>


  <Five . . .>


  The Hork-Bajir raised his Dracon beam in rage. "You'll die first, Andalite scum!"


  <Three . . .>


  He squeezed the trigger.


  The Dracon beam fired. Point-blank range. Five feet from my face.


  <One . . .>


  I literally saw the Dracon beam stop. The beam stopped in midair as time froze. I heard a "pop!"


  And suddenly, I was no longer there.
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  I felt the warm, human skin beneath my six legs.


  <What?> I yelped.


  <What the . . . ?> Rachel yelled.


  <Whoa! Whoa, I am serious: Whoa!> Marco cried. <This is way too strange.>


  I was back. On Earth. In mosquito morph.


  We were all back. All back! And all at the same exact moment.


  We were in the hospital room, surrounded by human-Controllers who were busy firing human guns out the window at the bushes below. Still trying to kill the Andalite.


  Me.


  But that was not the biggest problem I had. Because right then, as I sat on vibrating human flesh, surrounded by giant hairs, a huge, sky-filling object came hurtling down toward me.


  <No way!> Rachel yelled. <Ax, move out!>


  I fired my wings.


  The object, five fingers each as big around as a large tree, came slapping down at me.


  "Ow!" said Hewlett Aldershot the Third, as he slapped the spot where I'd been busily biting him.


  "Ow!" he said again.


  "The human! He's awake!" one of the human-Controllers said.


  "He's not supposed to wake up yet!" another moaned. "He's in a coma!"


  "What do we do?"


  "The Visser will kill us!"


  "The police are coming. We can't be taken!"


  "Run! Run!"


  "What do we do with this Aldershot human?"


  "We have no orders."


  "Run!" someone yelled again. And this time, the rest agreed.


  There came a loud vibrating thunder as the human-Controllers all raced from the room in a panic.


  Moments later, a frightened nurse came in.


  "Mr. Aldershot! You're . . . you're conscious."


  "Of course I'm conscious," he said. "Nurse, are you aware that this room is full of mosquitoes?"
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  "So wait a minute here," Rachel said. "We get zapped back here through Zero-space, one by one, at different times. But when we get back here, we all arrive at the same moment? And no time has passed?"


  I nodded my human head. We were at the mall. At the place where the excellent food places are. I was in human morph. Behaving perfectly like a human. "Exactly, Rachel. Eggs-ACT-lee. Zactly. We arrived back at the precise moment when we were snatched away. We were all yanked away at the same moment, so naturally we all arrived back at the same moment. Yanked. Yanked is a strange word. Yank. Yank-kut."


  "Yeah," Marco said. "That's what's strange: the word "yanked." Us turning into mosquitoes to suck some guy's blood so we could morph into him and instead ending up in the middle of some war to control psychic yellow frogs, and oh, by the way, blowing up a small continent full of Yeerks, saving an entire species, then getting back here to find out Coma-man woke up from a mosquito bite delivered by a morphed alien-slash-deer-slash-scorpion-slash-four-eyed centaur, that's all totally normal. That's just an average day. Dear Diary: another boring average day, till someone said 'yanked.'"


  I recognized his tone. Sarcasm. It is a form of humor. So I laughed using mouth-sounds.


  "Hah. Hah-hah. Hah. Hah." I considered, then added, "Hah."


  Prince Jake, Cassie, Marco, Rachel, and Tobias, in his own human morph, all stared at me.


  "What was that?" Rachel demanded.


  "I laughed."


  "Don't . . . don't do that, Ax," Prince Jake said. "It's disturbing somehow."


  "Yes, Prince Jake."


  "Don't call me prince."


  "I will call you "The Jake formerly known as Prince.""


  Marco made a horrified face. "Oh, no. Now he's making jokes. Bad, bad jokes."


  "Actually, that was my joke," Prince Jake said stiffly. "Oh, fine. I get it. You can't laugh at my jokes. Okay. Great. I don't even care."


  I was an Andalite, all alone, far, far from home. Far from my own people. Except that sometimes your own people are not just the ones who look like you. Sometimes the people who are your own can be very different from you.


  "Can we eat cinnamon buns now?" I asked hopefully. "Bun-zuh?"
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  My name is Marco. And I'm the idiot who happened to be watching the news on TV, and happened to see the story about the nuclear submarine that went down.


  Do you ever wish you could just learn to keep your mouth shut? I do. At least in this case I did. Because if I'd just kept my mouth shut, I wouldn't have ended up trying to suck air through my blowhole in the middle of a raging storm that kept dropping thirty-foot waves on my head.


  But maybe I should back up. Maybe I should explain why I had a blowhole in the first place.


  I'll make this quick: Things are happening here on good old planet Earth. Things most people would never dream of. Things that if you told people they'd say, "Yeah, right. Want to try on this straitjacket?"


  We are being invaded. Not by spaceships from outer space firing ray guns. I mean, yes, from spaceships, but mostly the Yeerks don't use a lot of ray guns.


  The Yeerks are a parasitic species. Like tapeworms or lice or certain gym coaches who think you can't play basketball just because you are somewhat not tall.


  But Yeerks don't crawl on top of your head like lice. They crawl inside your head. A slug like a big snail slithers into your ear, oozes into your brain, flattens itself out, sinks into all the cracks in your brain, and from that point on, controls you. It can even force you to listen to Kenny G.


  Actually, it's not funny. I tend to make jokes, especially about things that bother me. And the Yeerks bother me. One of those people who has been enslaved by the Yeerks is my mother. We thought she was dead. She's not. At least I think she's not. When I last saw her she was still alive. Trying to destroy me and my friends, as a matter of fact.


  Which is a lot worse than just being grounded.


  Anyway, there are the Yeerks, this parasitic species that rampages throughout the galaxy looking for new host bodies. They control the Gedds, a species from their home planet. They control the Hork-Bajir and the Taxxons. And their target now is Earth and humans.


  What does this have to do with me having a blowhole? Well, there's another species in on this with us. The Andalites. The Andalites are stretched thin trying to resist the Yeerks. An Andalite task force got hammered in orbit above Earth. One of them, Prince Elfangor, made it to Earth and happened to crash near my friends and me. He gave us the Andalite morphing power. The ability to absorb DNA from any animal, and then actually, literally become that animal.


  We use that power to resist the Yeerks. "We" being Jake, who is our prematurely middle-aged, fearless more-or-less leader; Cassie, our animal expert and tree-hugging environmental wacko; Rachel, Jake's fabulously beautiful but totally insane cousin; Tobias, who's a mouse-eating bird; the Cinnabon-chomping Andalite scorpion-boy we call Ax; and me, Marco, the sensitive, sensible, smart, and good-looking one.


  Also modest. And honest.


  And did I mention cute?


  Anyway, I was hanging out with my dad around noon on a rainy Saturday, slumped down in the easy chair, staring at the TV, wondering if I had the energy to go into the kitchen to get more Doritos, when the news flash came on.


  A nuclear sub was reported to have developed reactor problems. It was feared sunk. Rescue ships and divers were on the scene, but the storm was making it hard for them. They couldn't find the sub, which could be dousing everyone on board with radiation.


  "Oh, man," I groaned.


  "Yeah," my dad agreed. He was slumped on the couch wondering if he had the energy to go to the kitchen and get his Cheez Puffs.


  "Um . . ." I said.


  "Are you going to the kitchen?" he asked hopefully.


  I sighed. "Actually, I just remembered I'm supposed to help Jake with some work over at his house."


  "Oh. You'll miss the game," he said. "So before you go, could you grab me the bag of Cheez Puffs? And a soda? And a pillow? And give me the remote control."


  I carried about twenty-four items to my dad, then took off out into the rain to walk to Jake's house. I had to tell him about the sub. I don't know why, I just had to. I guess I thought we could possibly help.


  Thirty minutes later, the six of us were assembled on a wet beach. There was absolutely no one in sight. No lifeguards. No little old ladies collecting shells. I mean, it was really raining. We were all soaked through and had wet sand caking our shoes. All except Rachel, who I swear has some magic ability to repel dirt, mud, and rainwater.


  "Well, we have privacy, that's for sure," Jake said, looking around.


  "What are we going to do with our outer clothing and shoes?" Cassie wondered.


  See, we can't morph clothing and shoes. Just things that are skintight. I was wearing bike shorts and a way-too-small, totally uncool T-shirt under my clothes. Those I could morph.


  "I've said it before, I'll say it again," I said. "We have got to do something about these funky morphing outfits. We are a disgrace to super-heroes. Can you imagine us ever being in a comic book alongside Spider-Man? We'd look like the Clampetts."


  "The what?" Cassie asked.


  "You know, the Beverly Hillbillies."


  "Marco, you do realize that Spider-Man isn't real, right?" Rachel asked. "And even if he was, I don't know what fabric that outfit of his is made from. Never bags at the knees or elbows. I mean, come on."


  "We'd better get going before someone shows up," Jake said glumly. Jake hates dark, overcast days. It makes him grumpy.


  We stripped off our outer clothes and shoes and stuffed them into a backpack. We stuck the backpack in one of the blue trash barrels they had along the beach.


  "Maybe we'll get lucky this time and they won't pick up the trash today," Cassie said.


  "Yeah, it'd be a shame to lose those jeans of yours," Rachel said. "If your legs shrink five inches those jeans would almost fit."


  Rachel and Cassie are best friends. But they don't agree on the importance of clothes.


  <Come on,> Tobias called down from above. <There are guys out there who might be dying. Let's just get it over with already!>


  Floating over our heads was Tobias, a red-tailed hawk. A wet red-tailed hawk. We heard his thought-speak in our heads. We also knew why he was anxious. Tobias does not like the water. But he was trying to act all macho about it.


  We waded into the water. Jake, Cassie, Rachel, and me. And Ax. Ax was in his disturbingly attractive human morph. As opposed to his disturbingly, disturbing true Andalite body. He had to return to his own form before he could go into another morph. He'd picked up his newest morph at The Gardens - with Cassie's help, of course. Tobias had to morph straight from his hawk shape. Which, as you can guess, is not all that fun, since a hawk in the surf is pretty helpless.


  I swam out a ways with the others. Tobias looked around once more with his hawk eyes and pronounced the beach definitely empty. Then he sighed heavily and plunged into the water.


  I focused my mind on the DNA inside me. I formed the picture of the dolphin in my head.


  And I began to change.


  Now you know how I got a blowhole.


  Chapter 2 - Cassie


  



  I love being a dolphin. How can you not love it?


  I'm not crazy about morphing insects. Especially the mindless little automatons like termites and ants. But I'm convinced that dolphins have souls. Or maybe it's just some arrangement of DNA-based characteristics that make them seem that way to humans. But whatever it is, whether it's something mystical or something real, I like it.


  We were in the surf, breasting the waves and staggering against the flow. When the cold water was up to my chest I pushed off and swam. It wasn't easy fighting the waves. Humans are not very strong in the water.


  As I dog-paddled, I began to morph. My fingers stretched out longer and longer. A webbing grew between them, like a duck's feet. My arm bones shrank and drew this webbed hand toward my body till it was clearly a fin and not a hand any longer.


  My legs softened. Like overcooked spaghetti, they twined together and melted into the long tail of the dolphin. At the same time my feet twisted outward and thinned to become the tail flukes.


  Then, as I gasped and spit out mouthfuls of salt water, my flat human mouth and face began to bulge outward. It was like something out of a cartoon. As if I were made of Silly Putty and someone was stretching my face outward.


  My eyes moved to the side and now my vision was largely filled with my own grinning dolphin snout.


  More dolphin than human now, I sucked in a last lungful of air through my mouth. When I exhaled, it went out through the blowhole that had appeared where the back of my neck had been.


  I dove below the churning surface. I was still in shallow water so I could see the sand and gravel and shells being tugged to and fro by the water.


  Humans may prefer shallow water, but it makes dolphins uneasy. So I kicked my powerful tail and headed away from shore.


  Think about the happiest day you've ever had in your life. Think of how you feel on a sunny day, with no school and no chores, your allowance fresh in your pocket and some really fun thing awaiting you. That's exactly what it feels like to be a dolphin.


  Then, to all that good feeling, add this sensation of power, ease, of being the perfectly adapted creature in the perfect place.


  <Come on, guys!> I yelled, giddy and goofy on the sheer joy of being a dolphin in the sea.


  And they came. All of them felt the same way. We were on a serious mission. But that didn't mean we couldn't have fun.


  We raced out to sea, surfacing to deliberately plow into the rising walls of waves. We hurried, but we played the whole way.


  And then we began to see the helicopters chattering overhead and the Navy ships patrolling back and forth across the sea. The waves were high, the winds, too. When we surfaced it was in the valleys between waves. We'd blow out our stale breath and suck in fresh air, letting the gray waves lift us up so we could see.


  <We must be near where they think it is,> Jake said.


  <Is anyone else sucking salt water every time they try to breathe?> Marco asked. <Is that good for you?>


  <We are in the ocean, Marco,> Rachel pointed out. <There's bound to be water in the ocean.>


  <Fine, but do we have to be out here in the middle of a storm?>


  <Come on,> Jake said. <Let's go below.>


  I nosed downward and kicked. It was much calmer and quieter below the surface. We were in maybe two hundred feet of water. It's hard to tell, but it looked that deep, anyway. I was swimming about fifty feet down and could just barely see the ghostly glimmer of sand far below me. Mostly what I saw was murky blue. Not even many fish.


  I fired an echolocation blast from my head. The sound waves spread out, then bounced back. My dolphin brain drew a mental picture of a seabed scarred by a series of deep fissures. I also "saw" divers in the water, and sensors being towed on long cables from the ships above us.


  <Even with our echolocation we need to spread out,> Tobias said. <Those fissures are as big as small valleys. The sub could be in one of them.>


  <Okay,> Jake agreed. <But everyone stay within thought-speak range of the person on your left and right.>


  Easier said than done. You ever try and swim while keeping in line with dolphins on your left and right? Plus we had to surface to breathe, and each time we did the waves would push us forward or back.


  Rachel was on my right. Ax on my left. We advanced across the ocean floor, blasting the water with our ultrasonic sound waves.


  It had taken forty-five minutes of hard swimming to reach the site. We couldn't go beyond two hours in morph. Not unless we wanted to spend the rest of our lives as dolphins.


  Forty-five minutes to get there. Forty-five to get back to shore. That only left thirty minutes to search. Not enough.


  But twenty minutes later I saw, or felt, a strange picture in my head. <Hey! Ax, Rachel. I think I got something.>


  I fired a new echolocation blast and "listened" carefully. Yes, something weird. Something definitely weird. Something too "hard."


  <Yeah. I have something,> I said. <Rachel, aim a little to your left. Ax, just a hair to your right.>


  In a few seconds, Rachel said, <Nothing. I'm not getting anything.>


  <I am,> Ax said. <A hard, angular object that appears to be jutting up from the seabed. No, from one of the fissures.>


  <I'll take a look,> I said. <It could be just some piece of junk or garbage.>


  I shot to the surface, filled my lungs, and went down. Down and down, till even my dolphin body began to feel the water pressure.


  I kept firing echolocating bursts. And then I was certain. It rose just a few feet from the fissure. But if I recalled my submarine war movies, it was a periscope. The sub's commander must have extended it in the desperate hope that someone would see it.


  Someone had. Although not exactly the someone he'd expected.


  Chapter 3 - Jake


  



  We'd found the sub. Now the question was: How could we get the Navy divers to find it?


  <Kidnap one of them,> Rachel suggested.


  Rachel almost always likes the direct approach. And in this case, she was right. We needed to get this done with fast. We needed to wrap this up and bail.


  <Okay,> I said, <we kidnap a diver.>


  <What?> Marco said. <You're listening to Rachel?>


  <She happens to be right,> I said. <Let's go. But don't hurt the person, okay?>


  It was easy to find a diver. Their wet-suited bodies and stream of bubbles showed up nice and clear on echolocation.


  The diver ignored us as we drew near. We were just a pod of dolphins swimming by. We weren't what she was interested in.


  I swam around behind her. The others followed.


  <Okay, now, we can't help but scare the poor woman, but be as gentle as you can be,> I said. <Grab a leg or an arm. Rachel, help me push.>


  One thing you can say about dolphins: There is nothing they can't do in the water. The six of us moved like a well-drilled acrobatic team or something. Hand, leg, hand, leg, we had the diver before she knew what was happening. The others lightly gripped the wetsuit with their dolphin teeth.


  "Mblo bio blm blmo!" she yelled. At least that's what it sounded like.


  Rachel dug her nose in the small of the woman's back. I nosed her neck, and together the six of us propelled her through the water, almost standing upright, at a speed that must have seemed pretty amazing to her.


  She struggled, of course. I think for a moment she thought we were sharks. I could see wide, scared eyes through her face mask when she turned to look back.


  But maybe she'd heard stories about dolphins helping drowning people. Or maybe she just liked dolphins. Maybe it was just so obvious we were on a mission. After a few seconds, she relaxed.


  We let her go and I swam up and offered a dorsal fin. She took it. Cassie came up on her other side. And now she cooperated with us, holding on to our dorsal fins as we raced more easily ahead.


  We stopped directly over the sub. The diver couldn't see it since it was way below us. But we made a nice show of racing down, then back up, so she'd know what we were doing.


  Unfortunately, all this took time. Too much time. We had no choice but to demorph in the open sea.


  We swam half a mile away from the search area and demorphed. Bad for most of us. Worse for Tobias, wallowing with waterlogged feathers in salt water. Ax, in his own body, could swim quite well.


  We remorphed as soon as we could. And now, with plenty of time, we went back to the site. We had to make sure the divers were there.


  <Hey, these guys work fast,> Tobias said when we got back to the site.


  A small submersible was already pulling away from the submarine. I guess it was some kind of rescue vehicle for taking people off sunken submarines.


  We hovered above the sunken sub. It was wedged deep in the fissure. It was hard to see how they'd ever get it out.


  <May I ask a question?> Ax said. <What is the purpose of these submarines? This is a very large craft for simply looking at the seabed?>


  A second small submersible was on its way down. It was zipping along. And the divers were all heading for the surface.


  I winced. The purpose of this kind of submarine was a little embarrassing to explain to an alien. <Actually, Ax, it's a military submarine. See the rows of hatches along the back? It's a nuclear missile sub. There's a missile under each of those hatches. Armed with a nuclear warhead.>


  <Ah. I see.>


  <It's deterrence. You know, in case the enemy uses nukes on us, we have these safe on our subs,> Marco explained.


  <What enemy?>


  <Well . . . okay, we don't exactly have one right now,> I said, feeling fairly idiotic. <But we used to. And we may get one again.>


  <We're shopping all the sales,> Marco said brightly. <Enemies "R" Us, EnemyMart, J.C. Enemy. Don't worry, we'll find one.>


  <Are those guys all in a hurry or what?> Rachel asked.


  <I was noticing the same thing,> Cassie said.


  <And look, up above. The ships are all leaving the area. Going in all directions.>


  I looked down. The rescue vehicle was already pulling away from the sub. But instead of heading up to the surface, it was simply racing away. Like it was desperate to put some distance between it and the sub.


  <I suddenly have a very bad feeling about this,> Tobias said.


  <Outta here!> I yelled.


  We turned and took off. We powered our tails and tore through the water like torpedoes.


  The rescue vehicle was a quarter mile ahead of us. I lost sight of it when we shot to the surface to breathe.


  Up, suck in air, down and swim, and up, suck in air, down and swim. It was slower going on the surface, but we needed to breathe because we were straining every muscle in our bodies.


  <This is probably stupid,> Rachel said. <I mean, what do we think is going to ->


  Flash! A light so bright it seemed to burn right through me.


  WHAAAAAAM! The shock wave hit us.


  I tumbled through a world that was being torn apart at the seams. And then that world went black.


  Chapter 4 - Rachel


  



  I don't know how long I was unconscious. But when I came to I was on the surface of the water. I was lolling there like some kind of dead fish.


  First thought: Where are the others?


  Second thought: How long have I been in morph?


  <Cassie! Tobias! Jake!> I yelled in thought-speak.


  No answer. I moved my tail and flippers. Okay, at least I wasn't injured. I dove below the surface and looked around. The water was clearer than it had been. Strange, given the fact that a nuclear warhead had just exploded.


  <Marco! Ax!>


  <I was wondering when you'd get around to calling me,> Marco answered.


  He glided up beside me.


  <Have you seen any of the others?>


  <No. But I was knocked out.>


  I fired an echolocation burst. Fish. A pair of distant whales. No dolphins. Although if they were floating on the surface they might not show up.


  <I have an idea,> Marco said. <We dive down, then look up. They should be silhouetted against the sun.>


  <Good idea. Only it's raining. There's no . . .> I'd been about to say there was no sun. But the golden rays were piercing the water around me. <Must have cleared up. Man, we may have been out a long time.>


  We dove down deep. We looked up. And there, outlined against the sun, were four tapered shapes.


  <Come on,> I said and shot toward them. I bonked one of them with my nose.


  <Hey! What? What?> Tobias yelped. <Jeez! You scared me to death. Good grief, I thought you were one of those lousy wildcats.>


  <Tobias, only you would wake up suddenly and worry about wildcats,> Marco said.


  <Try sleeping in a tree in the woods,> he grumbled. <You'll worry about them, too.>


  We nudged each of the others. Ax and Jake revived. Cassie revived, too. But she woke up screaming in pain.


  <Ahhh! Ahhh!>


  That's when we noticed the blood leaking from her eyes and blowhole.


  <Oh, oh, it hurts!>


  <Demorph!> Jake yelled.


  <Trying . . . trying . . . oh, oh!>


  Gradually the gray rubbery flesh melted away and a human girl emerged. As she demorphed, the dolphin's pain was left behind. I nuzzled in close, giving her a dorsal fin to hang onto.


  "Wow, that really hurt," she said calmly, once her human mouth was back in place. She looked around. "Why is the water so calm? Why is it sunny?" She lifted herself up a foot out of the water, using Jake and me as support.


  Then she settled back. "Um . . . am I awake?"


  <Of course.>


  "And this isn't a dream?"


  <Can't be a dream,> Marco said. <There's not a single Baywatch girl around. Carmen is always there when I dream.>


  "You're sure this is reality?" Cassie asked before I could make a crushing remark to Marco about the total impossibility of Carmen Electra ever even looking at him.


  <Cassie, it's not a dream,> Jake said.


  "Okay. Then why is there a volcano over there?"


  No one said anything for a few seconds. Then all at once we dove down under, leaving Cassie floundering and yelling, "Hey!"


  I dove down twenty feet, turned and powered my way straight up. I exploded from the water, smooth and sleek as a missile. I shot up into the air, up where I could see beyond the tops of the short, choppy waves.


  I took a look. Then, too stunned to line up for a dive, I belly flopped. The first dolphin in history to belly flop. <There's a volcano over there! There's an actual volcano! We don't have a volcano. I would have noticed that.>


  <That was a definite volcano,> Tobias agreed.


  <Is it some weird effect from the explosion?> Jake asked. <Like maybe setting off that bomb in the fissure caused some kind of sudden eruption?>


  "We have to get back! People could be hurt!"


  <Something is way wrong here,> I said. <Volcanoes don't just suddenly erupt. Besides, look how high that thing was. That takes hundreds of years of lava and ash building up.>


  <How do you know anything about volcanoes?> Jake demanded. <Did we do volcanoes in school?>


  <No it was . . . some other place,> I mumbled. But they all just waited. Waited to hear how I knew about volcanoes. <Oh, all right. It was the Magic School Bus, okay? They went into a volcano.>


  <Excuse me,> Ax said politely. <But something very large is coming toward us. A pair of creatures of some sort. I just echolocated them.>


  <A pair of whales,> I said, dismissing it. <I saw them earlier. I think we need to haul back to land and see what ->


  <Not whales,> Ax said.


  <Who cares? Maybe you missed it, Ax, but we have a volcano - a volcano! - right about where all our houses should be! Let's get going. Cassie, you need to ->


  "Uh . . . what is that?" Cassie asked. She was staring hard, but she started to morph back into dolphin.


  <What?>


  "That!"


  I turned to follow the direction of her stare. We all turned.


  It rose ten feet from the water. A very long neck. Like a gray-green giraffe. On the end of that neck was a sculpted, streamlined head about two feet long. And coming up, right behind it, was another tall neck and head.


  <No way,> Tobias whispered.


  <What is that, the Loch Ness monster?!> Marco cried.


  <It's Visser Three in morph!> I said. <No, wait, can't be. There are two of them.>


  <No way!> Tobias said again.


  <They're coming after us!> Cassie said.


  <As I said,> Ax said smugly, <not whales.>


  Chapter 5 - Tobias


  



  I knew what it was. Or at least I knew what it looked like. But I wasn't about to say anything. If I was wrong, Marco would tease me about it till the day I died. Besides, it was impossible. Totally impossible.


  So I didn't say anything.


  But oh, man, I hauled my dolphin tail out of there.


  <They're too fast,> Jake said. <Man, they're fast!>


  We were plowing up the now-placid water. We were going flat out. But the creatures were gaining on us. And the whole time in my head I was going, No way, no way.


  And yet with each glance at those long necks, with each flash of those snake heads, I became more convinced.


  The creatures were no more than a hundred feet back.


  <We can't outrun them,> Jake said grimly. <We either have to split up or fight.>


  <Fight!> Rachel said. <They're just some kind of big squid or something probably. Let's get them!>


  I liked Rachel even before I became a hawk. But now I really like her. She could be a bird of prey. She'd be a natural.


  But she was wrong this time.


  <Split up,> I said. <I don't think we can beat them.>


  <We haven't tried yet,> she said.


  <You don't understand. Look, I know this will sound crazy, but ->


  SHWOOOOSH!


  Coming up from below. Like some weird, massively oversized dolphin. Forty . . . fifty feet long! An impossibly huge jaw open wide.


  We'd been watching the creatures chasing us. All I had time to see of this new threat was the flash of teeth.


  <Aaaahhhh!> It had me. No time to move. Up, up, up I went! High into the air, trapped in those massive jaws as it broke the surface.


  It tossed me up. Just like I'd seen seabirds do with a fish. Tossed me up, opened its massive jaws, and swallowed me whole.


  I was being swallowed!


  I was unconscious, then conscious again, then unconscious.


  I hit water. No, not water! Too warm. Hot. Burning! My skin was burning!


  I was blind. Deaf, except for the sound of churning. And the steady bass drum of a heart beating.


  Then, something else beside me. My dolphin sense knew. It was another dolphin. <Who is that?>


  <It's me!> an enraged voice cried.


  <Rachel!>


  <Who did you expect? Jonah? We have to get out of this thing. Ahhhh! My skin is itching and burning.>


  <Stomach acid,> I said. <It's digesting us.>


  <It's not digesting me!> Rachel said. <I'm gonna morph! I'm tearing a hole out of here.>


  <You have to pass through human to morph,> I said. <The stomach acid!>


  <No choice!>


  I could already feel her changing. I felt human fingers pressed against me in the gnashing, enclosed space. She was right. No other choice. And I wasn't going to let her do it alone.


  I had very few morphs available to me. And only one that would help here. But first I had to revert to bird form.


  Something like a rock was in the stomach. It was grinding against me with the movements of the stomach wall. And as I lost the tough hide of a dolphin and regained the fragile hollow bones of my own hawk body, the beating became deadly.


  Even Rachel's body was crushing me, as her elbows and fists and knees were shoved against me, time and again.


  But all that was nothing compared to one simple fact: I couldn't breathe.


  Suffocating!


  <Air!> I moaned.


  Rachel couldn't answer. She was human again. But I knew she must be suffocating, too.


  My left wing was broken. My tail was a mess. I was wracked with pain. But none of that mattered because I was going down now. Sinking and swirling down a long, black well.


  Too late to morph again. I knew it. I was done.


  And my last conscious thought was a flash of myself, years earlier, back when I was still completely human. I saw myself playing with the little plastic figurine - a plastic toy model of the animal whose belly I was in. A booklet had come with the figurine. I'd memorized all the facts in that booklet.


  <They were wrong,> I thought as my mind shut down. <It's bigger than they said.>


  Chapter 6 - Jake


  



  <It has Rachel and Tobias!> Cassie screamed.


  I knew. I'd been on the surface when the monster had snatched them up and tossed them down its throat. But I couldn't think about that. I still had three people with me. I had to save them.


  The long-necked creatures were behind us, the larger one in front. Which would eat us?


  <Everyone dive!> I said.


  <What about - ?> Marco began.


  <Do it!> I roared.


  Down we went. Down fifty, sixty, seventy feet. The monsters were like ships overhead. The two long-necked ones started to dive after us. Then they hesitated. The larger creature, the one that had gotten Rachel and Tobias, was closing in.


  <Now! While they're arguing over who gets to eat us,> I said. <Let's get out of here!>


  <We can't leave Rachel and Tobias,> Cassie said.


  <Can you beat that thing, Cassie?> I demanded. <You want to stay here and try? Sooner or later those creatures will decide who we belong to. We have to run while they're fighting over us.>


  <Rachel!> Cassie cried in thought-speak. <Rachel! Can you hear me? Rachel!>


  <Now, Cassie! Marco, Ax, get her!>


  Marco and Ax each bit down on a flipper and dragged Cassie away.


  <Let me go! Rachel! Rachel! RACHEL!>


  I felt sick inside. Mad at Cassie, scared, beaten, and for some reason even mad at Rachel and Tobias. But mostly I felt sick. What was happening?


  We swam away as fast as we could move. I heard a screeching roar of rage reverberating through the water. The monsters were fighting.


  We swam toward shore. And after a while Cassie swam on her own.


  The sea floor beneath us sloped up and up, rising to meet us. When we were in no more than five feet of water, we began to demorph. I hoped we could do it. I didn't know how long we'd been in morph.


  I gratefully resumed my own body. I lifted myself sluggishly out of the water and staggered up the beach. I flopped facedown, then rolled over.


  Cassie and Marco came seconds later. Ax took a few extra minutes and appeared in human morph.


  "Something is very wrong, Prince Jake," he said.


  I didn't answer. Of course something was wrong. Rachel and Tobias were probably dead. So something would always be wrong now. Forever.


  "Jake, Ax is right," Marco said. "Get up. Look at this!"


  I stood up. Marco, Ax, and Cassie were all staring, openmouthed, across the beach toward the boardwalk.


  There was no boardwalk.


  No hot dog stands, no Ferris wheel, no video arcades. No buildings at all. No people. Nothing but a line of trees pressing right up against the sand. And off above the trees, the cone of the volcano with a tall plume of smoke.


  "This isn't home," Marco said.


  "What is going on here?" I wondered. I slogged up the beach toward the trees. I expected to see something behind the trees. But behind the front row of trees were just more trees. Far off, through gaps in the tree trunks, I caught glimpses of an open space. But I was seeing grass and flowers there, not a city.


  Marco and Cassie came up behind me.


  "Listen," Marco said.


  "Listen to what?"


  "The quiet. Just the breeze in the trees."


  Cassie said, "No seagulls. There are always gulls."


  I had noticed something else. "There's no trash. No old soda cans. No candy wrappers. Nothing. I mean, nothing."


  "So, what happened?" Marco asked. "That explosion blew us halfway around the planet to some desert island somewhere in the middle of nowhere?"


  I shrugged. Most of my brain was still focused on Rachel and Tobias. I wasn't tracking. And yet I felt a nagging sense of urgency. A little voice telling me to get it together. A little warning voice telling me we were not safe.


  I turned around. "Ax! What are you doing?"


  He was about a hundred yards down the beach. "I'm trying to understand something, Prince Jake."


  I headed toward him. The sand was darker and rougher than I remembered. But then, who knew where we were? The tracks I saw in the sand seemed to have been made by large birds. I got this sudden, illogical rush, thinking maybe they'd been left by Tobias. They looked like they'd been made by talons.


  But of course that was impossible. I had gotten Tobias and Rachel killed. If only I'd been watching ahead instead of looking behind, I could have seen the threat coming. I should have had everyone morph to shark. Then we could have fought.


  Should have, should have.


  "No footprints," Cassie said. "No human footprints, anyway."


  We reached Ax. He was staring toward the trees. I followed the direction of his look. There was a sort of alleyway through the trees. Some were bent aside. Some had the branches on one side broken, hanging limp with dying leaves. Other trees were simply snapped. Broken.


  And all along this "alleyway" the top third of the trees seemed to have been stripped of leaves.


  Marco stared, too. He bumped into me and shoved me into a hole in the sand. I was going to shove him back, but this was no time to be playing around.


  "I am still unfamiliar with some Earth creatures," Ax said. "Cuh-ree-chers. Tell me, what sort of creature can do that?"


  "Probably a tornado or something," I said vaguely. "I've seen things like that on TV when there's been a tornado."


  "Ah," Ax said. "Does a tornado have feet?"


  I almost smiled. "No. A tornado is a wind storm."


  "I see. Then this was not caused by a tornado. Whatever did this has feet."


  "How do you know?" Cassie asked.


  "Because Prince Jake is standing in one of the footprints."


  I looked down. It could have been the footprint of an elephant. Except that the toes were more like claws.


  Plus, the print sank at least six inches into the sand.


  And oh, yes: It was about four feet across.


  Chapter 7 - Cassie


  



  Jake jumped up out of that footprint like it was filled with rattlesnakes.


  We stared at the footprint.


  Then we looked up and stared at the alleyway that something had made through the trees.


  Then we stared at the way the leaves had been stripped from a lot of the highest branches of the trees.


  "Jake, something ate those leaves," I pointed out.


  "Those trees are like thirty feet tall," Jake said.


  "There are a cluster of these same footprints over there." Ax pointed about ten feet away. "And all across there it's as if the sand has been swept. Swe-put. Swep-tuh."


  Jake looked at me. "Cassie, do you know anything that could possibly have this footprint?"


  Jake thinks I'm some kind of animal expert. I shook my head. "What it looks like is some very, very large animal came through those woods. It was munching the top leaves of the trees. Like a giraffe would do. Then it hit the water here. It turned around. That's the cluster of prints there. And it has an insanely long tail. That's the swept area. Once it was turned around, it went back the way it came."


  "A giraffe?" Jake asked.


  "Not a giraffe," I said.


  Jake looked a little confused. We all were, but he's the one who gets stuck making the decisions. I felt sorry for him. He'd been right to drag me away from those sea monsters. I should have told him that.


  But poor Rachel. Poor Tobias. What was I ever going to do without Rachel? Rachel had been my best friend forever. I couldn't imagine not seeing her every day.


  I realized I was crying. I guess I had been, off and on, since we'd dragged up out of the sea.


  I felt Jake's arm go around my shoulders. "Don't cry, Cassie. Don't give up on Rachel and Tobias. You know Rachel. If there's a way to survive, she'll find it."


  I wiped my tears. "Yeah. You're right. And we have to focus here." He took his arm away and suddenly seemed awkward. I think he expected Marco to make some smirky remark. But Marco has a good heart. He knows when to let things go. Besides, I knew Marco was almost as sad as I was.


  "What should we do, Prince Jake?" Ax wondered.


  "Have I mentioned don't call me prince?" Jake said automatically.


  "Yes, Prince Jake, you have."


  Jake looked around. "I guess we go that way," he said, pointing to the forest. "But not along that path. Whatever crushed those trees and made these tracks, we don't want to run into it. But obviously, wherever we are - some island somewhere, Africa, South America - wherever we are, there have to be people, right? Just not here on the beach. So let's go find them."


  I found myself looking back at the sea, at the surf that lapped almost peacefully on the coarse dark sand. Was she still alive somehow? Jake was right: If anyone could get swallowed by a whale - or whatever that thing had been - and survive, it was Rachel.


  "I caught a glimpse of a clearing way back in the trees," I said. "Could be a village there."


  Jake led the way into the trees. The sun was shut out by the tall, spreading branches. There were vines hanging down and crawling up the trunks of trees. And huge ferns so big you could hide in them.


  We struck a stream, maybe fifteen feet across. Both banks of the river were lined by magnolias, dogwoods, and massive fig trees.


  "This is not anywhere near being home," I said. "This is more like tropical vegetation."


  "It's humid enough, that's for sure," Marco complained.


  "I wonder if the water's okay to drink?" Jake asked. Then, with a shrug, he dropped to his knees and dipped his hand in. He brought the water to his mouth and sipped.


  "I guess we can always get a bunch of shots for whatever disease is in the water," I said. I dropped beside him and tasted the water. The humidity hadn't seemed so bad down by the ocean. But now it was dehydrating me. I was massively thirsty.


  "It's probably okay," I said. "Usually running water -"


  FWOOOSH!


  A huge head exploded from the water.


  SNAP!


  A jaw six feet long slammed shut with a sound like steel on steel. The jaw snapped shut so close to my face that it grazed my nose.


  I leaped back. Fell on my butt. Spun, jumped up, and bolted.


  "That was one big honkin' crocodile!" Marco yelled as he ran beside me. We stopped beneath a huge tree. Four of us, all panting.


  "That wasn't right," I gasped.


  "Yeah, no kidding," Marco said.


  "No, I mean it was too big. The jaw was too long and thin."


  "I am really not liking this," Jake muttered. "What were those things in the ocean? What made that footprint? Where on Earth are we that has crocodiles that size? I mean, we've seen crocodiles. That was one way, way big croc."


  "Prince Jake, I am going to demorph," Ax said.


  "Have you been in morph too long?" Jake asked with a frown.


  "No. But I am frightened," Ax replied. "I don't want to have to fight in this weak human body."


  "Yeah, go ahead," Jake said. "Cassie, I don't mean to hit you with this, but you know more about animals than any of us. Where the - where on Earth are we?"


  "I don't know," I admitted. "Giant crocodiles, huge, aggressive whales or whatever, like nothing I've ever even heard of, and something big enough to leave a footprint you could turn into a wading pool. I just don't know."


  "Okay, fine," he said, obviously frustrated. "Let's try it another way. Ax, you know more about physics and so on than any of us -"


  "More than any human," Ax said. He was demorphing but was still mostly human.


  "Whatever. Just tell me how an explosion could have blown us all the way to, I don't know, Madagascar or wherever, without killing us."


  "Madagascar?" Marco asked.


  "It couldn't," Ax said simply.


  "Great. Great. That clears everything up just fine. This is nuts." He sighed. He looked at me and shrugged.


  "I don't know," I said. "Maybe when we find some people they can tell us where we are."


  We walked on, heading toward the clearing. The forest had become a frightening place to us. Everything was wrong. Out of place somehow, in some way I couldn't quite explain. How had the storm and rain suddenly become humid sunlight? How had we gone into the water off a beach fronted by a boardwalk and come out at a beach fronted by forest?


  "Maybe it's all a dream," Marco said, as if he'd been reading my thoughts. "In which case, I'd like to dream about a nice, ice-cold Coke." He held out his hand, curved around an imaginary bottle. "Hmm. So much for the dream theory."


  We were almost to the clearing now. I could see bright, buttery sunlight through the trees. But massive ferns blocked my view of the clearing itself.


  "Let's get out from under these trees," I said. "We'll think better in the open. And maybe there will be some people."


  "Too bad they'll speak Madagascarese," Marco said.


  "Shhh!" I froze.


  "What?"


  "Shhhh! Listen!" A grunting, snuffling sound to our left. Then the sound of greenery being rustled. Then more snuffling. The sound of. . . eating? "Something munching leaves," I said.


  "There's been way too much munching already," Marco muttered.


  "No, it's okay," I said. "If it eats plants, it won't eat us. Could be a cow. If it's a cow, maybe it belongs to someone."


  "And if it doesn't belong to anyone, maybe we can eat it. I'm starving."


  We threaded our way cautiously toward the sound. The closer we got, the more confident I was. Yes, something was grazing. But did cows eat leaves? No. Deer, maybe?


  I pushed aside a fern frond. And there it was.


  It was perhaps twenty feet long from head to tail. It stood on four elephantlike legs. It had a long neck that made up a third of its length and was balanced by the long tail of equal length. Along its back were bumpy, bony things, like armor plating that only covered that one area.


  For about two minutes I don't think one of us drew a breath. We just stared.


  "I think it's a baby," I said.


  "A baby?" Marco said. "Cassie, it's a dinosaur."


  Suddenly.


  Crash! Crash! CRASH! CRASH!


  From behind us!


  "HuuuuRROOOOAAARR!"


  The ground shook from the impact of its huge, taloned feet. The blast of its roar shivered the leaves and buckled my knees.


  I spun around just in time to see it leap.


  It jumped over us like we weren't even there. Jumped over us with its awful, hawklike talons. It landed with one huge foot on the ground and one holding the side of the "little" dinosaur.


  Down came the head. That huge square, familiar head.


  The Tyrannosaurus opened its massive jaws and closed them at the base of the baby dinosaur's neck.


  I didn't know what was happening. My mind was gone. Gone in out-of-control terror.


  We ran.


  Chapter 8 - Rachel


  



  I was human! A human gasping for air inside the belly of the creature.


  My lungs were screaming and heaving. I was blind. My skin was burning. I was being pummeled, crushed, smashed, beaten.


  I was getting mad.


  I knew Tobias was there, too, but I had no idea where. He wasn't thought-speaking.


  Morph! I told myself. But already I was weakening. The human body can't last long without air.


  I tried to focus. But my head was swirling. I wanted to just give up. Why fight it? I was done for.


  Not yet, you're not done for, Rachel, I told myself. Not yet. I might not survive, but by God, I was going to deal with this creature before I went down.


  From far off I could sense the changes occurring. I knew I was growing. But too weak . . . too weak . . . no time . . . no time. And once I dug out I'd find water. Not air.


  Air. I needed air. Some nagging part of my brain kept saying, "Lungs!"


  I felt like saying, "Yes, I know. I'm suffocating. I know all about my lungs. They hurt. They're heaving, gasping, crying for air."


  And I swear, as I swirled down into the darkness, there came a voice, clear as a bell in my head. My own voice, but from outside of my own head.


  "No, you idiot," it said. "Not your lungs. Duh."


  It was the weirdest thing. But suddenly I could see myself clearly. I even knew that I was halfway morphed. I had blond hair on my head and coarse brown fur on my face. I was crushed inside the gizzard of the beast. A tiny, crumpled bundle of feathers was pressed against me.


  I could see it all. But better than that, I could see what the voice meant. I was enclosed in a cage made up of massive ribs. But right there, just a foot away, was air.


  I drew back my massive paw. The paw of a grizzly bear. A paw that could destroy a man with a single, backhanded swipe. I drew that paw back and I extended my wicked, hooked claws, and I thrust that paw straight out. I twisted and pushed. The twist ripped and the power of the thrust dug my paw deep into the creature's in-sides.


  "HREEEEE-UH!"


  I heard its scream. It reverberated through the flesh that pressed all around me.


  I thrust and twisted.


  "HREEEEE-UH!"


  Another scream. A spasm that wracked the body so powerfully it almost knocked me out.


  But I was not so easily crushed now. I was no longer human. I had finished morphing the grizzly bear. And not even this sea monster could digest a grizzly bear.


  With my last ounce of strength, I thrust and twisted.


  SHWOOOOOSH!


  Air!


  Air poured in. I gasped at it. Air!


  I had done it. I had ripped a hole out of the gizzard and penetrated the creature's lungs.


  <Tobias! Breathe! There's air!>


  I went back to work, ripping now with both huge paws. Digging downward to avoid the ribs.


  Suddenly water gushed in. Salt water. Cold and wonderful. I kicked and clawed the opening till it was bigger. Then I tumbled out. I hit bottom. I looked up, dazed and disoriented.


  The creature had beached itself. I was in no more than five or six feet of water. I stood up, my huge bear head broke the surface, and I reared up on my hind legs.


  Tobias was fluttering weakly in the water. I grabbed him up as gently as I could with bear paws. I lumbered toward shore and set him down on dry land.


  <Tobias, are you okay?>


  <Do I look okay?> he asked.


  <Well . . .>


  <Busted wing. Feathers a mess. Half my tail feathers ripped out or eaten away by stomach acid. I'm a definite mess. On the other hand, I'm alive.>


  <Yeah,> I said. I reared up to my full height and took a look around. I could tell that we had run up into the mouth of a river.


  The riverbanks were steep on our side of the river. My pathetically dim bear vision could barely make out some vague shapes moving on the far bank. I sniffed the air. The grizzly sense of smell is excellent. What I smelled was puzzling. <I'm smelling . . . I don't know what. It's like something is missing. Like the air has been scrubbed clean. I smell various trees and plants, but. . .> I shook my huge head. <I don't know. Something I should be smelling, only I'm not.>


  Tobias stood up shakily on his talons. <Car exhaust? The smell of fossil fuels burning? The faint smells of backyard pools and grease-belching fast-food restaurants? The smell of human sweat, perfume, garbage? In other words, all the smells of civilization?>


  <Yeah. Exactly. You're right.> I glared at him. <Too right. How did you know? What's going on, Tobias?>


  <Well, my wings and tail are a mess, but my eyes are still working. I can see what you can't.>


  <You can't see smells.>


  <No. But I can see that small herd over across the river. That small herd of hadrosaurs over there.>


  <What is a hadrosaur?> I demanded. I was getting annoyed at the way Tobias sounded. Like he was about to say something important, only he couldn't quite spit it out.


  <Hadrosaurs were a group of duck-billed dinosaurs.>


  <Tobias, would you mind making just a little bit of sense? Dinosaurs?>


  <Yeah. And let's see, if I remember my old dinosaur books, those long-necked things in the water were Elasmosauruses and the thing that you just chewed a hole through was probably a Kronosaurus.>


  <Yeah. Right.> I waited for him to laugh at his own joke. Only he didn't laugh. <Dinosaurs?>


  <Yeah. Dinosaurs.>


  <Oh, man. Tobias, we are gonna need some better morphs.>


  Chapter 9 - Tobias


  



  I was in pain. I didn't want to mention it, though. What was the point?


  I had very few morphs, unlike the others. We were on land now. A dolphin morph wasn't any use. The only useful morph I had was my human one.


  But somehow a human body seemed pathetically weak in a world of dinosaurs. At least in my own hawk body I could fly away from danger.


  Unfortunately, my hawk body was a mess.


  <Now what do we do?> Rachel wondered. <What about the others? Do you think they made it?>


  <I don't know.> I tried to extend my broken wing. <Ahh!>


  <Does it hurt?>


  <Not really,> I lied.


  High above me the huge bear head looked down at me. <Why don't you morph to human, then morph back to your bird body? The new hawk body will be constructed from the DNA and should be fine. Just like what happens when we injure a morphed body.>


  <Okay.>


  It felt weird going human. I'd only done it a few times since the Ellimist had given me back my morphing power.


  Now I felt my feathers itching as they melted into flesh. My sight grew dim, my hearing became muddy. I rose up, tall, large, clunky, awkward . . . human. "At least the pain is gone now," I said. "Now to get feathery again." A few minutes later, I was my normal - okay, my abnormal - self. Unfortunately . . .


  <Aaaaahh! Oww! It just hurts worse!>


  <This makes no sense!> Rachel said, sounding outraged.


  I laughed grimly. <Rachel, in case you haven't noticed, our lives stopped making sense that day we walked through the construction site and had a spaceship land in front of us. Maybe it's some effect from the time travel - if that's what's happened to us. I'll be sure and ask Ax, if we ever see him again. Or maybe the Ellimist messed me up when he gave me back my powers. It'd be a relief to think that guy is capable of screwing up.>


  <Then morph to human. We have to get going. Don't ask me where.>


  <No. I need to heal. That will take time. I have to stay in my own body for it to heal. But first I need you to set my broken wing.>


  <What? I'm not Cassie!>


  <You've seen her do it. So have I.>


  <Oh, man,> Rachel moaned. <What am I going to use for bandages?>


  <Part of your morphing outfit. That and some twigs.>


  <Oh, man,> Rachel said again. <I wish Cassie were here.>


  She began to demorph. The massive shoulders and head, the lumbering haunches, the shaggy fur, the huge, powerful paws, all shrank and melted. Gradually a very beautiful human girl emerged.


  Rachel looked down at her morphing outfit. It was a black, one-piece leotard. "Okay, so I go to the bare midriff look," she said.


  She tried to tear a hole in the fabric. "My fingernails are too short."


  <Here. Bend down.> She bent close and I used my beak to make a tear in the fabric.


  From that first tear Rachel quickly ripped off three strips of black nylon. "I just have one thing to say, Tobias. Don't break another wing. I mean, this doesn't look bad - it could actually be kind of a fashion statement - but any more and we'd be getting embarrassing."


  <Hey, I'm a hawk, remember? I would never even look.>


  "Yeah, right." She gathered up some twigs that had been deposited along the river's edge. "What do you think? These okay?"


  <Should be. Now, look, all you have to do is straighten out my wing. Make sure the bone is lined up straight. Otherwise it'll heal crooked and I'll spend the rest of my life flying around in circles.>


  Rachel looked alarmed.


  <Just a joke, Rachel,> I said. But silently I added, I hope.


  She took my broken wing very gently. "I can tell where it's broken. I'll straighten it, then put a stick on each side and tie it up, right?"


  <Yep. Nothing to it.>


  Rachel took a deep breath. "On the count of three. One . . . two . . ."


  <Aaaahhh!> I yelled, as sharp pain shot up my wing.


  "Sorry! Sorry!" she cried.


  <Just get it over with!> I yelled.


  She held the bone in place with one hand. It hadn't broken into separate pieces, it had just snapped. But it was agonizing. No matter how she tried, she couldn't keep from bending the bone slightly.


  She grabbed the two sticks with her left hand and managed to line them up against the bone. She transferred the pressure to her left hand and there came a new wave of pain, so severe it made me sick inside.


  She quickly wound one strip around my wing.


  <Tighter,> I said.


  "It'll hurt you."


  <It'll hurt worse if my wing doesn't heal.>


  She tightened and I tried not to scream.


  The other two strips went on easier. She checked the knots, then sat back and wiped her face with the back of her hand. She was sweating and pale.


  "I don't know how Cassie does things like that," she said.


  <You did great. No training, no experience. Come on, you did great.>


  She stood up, and for the first time with decent eyes, looked across the river at the small hadrosaur herd. "Oh, my God. What is this, Jurassic Park?"


  <Probably more like Cretaceous Park. I think hadrosaurs were more common in the Cretaceous Period.>


  Rachel glared at me. "I've known you a long time, Tobias. I don't remember you ever talking about dinosaurs."


  <I was so into dinosaurs when I was little,> I said. <I was staying with my uncle at that point. He liked to drink. He'd sit in his La-Z-Boy and start yelling at the TV and cursing, and then yelling at me if I made any noise. I used to go into my room and sit there, playing dinosaur.>


  We started to climb up the bank of the river. Or to be more accurate, Rachel started to climb, and I perched like so much dead, useless weight on her shoulder.


  It was a struggle to hold on without digging my talons into her skin. I'm sure I hurt her. But Rachel, being Rachel, said nothing.


  We reached the top of the bank. We were in a sea of grass that extended alongside the river-bank. Beyond the grass was a line of dark, forbidding trees. Here and there I saw flashes of color: flowers. And then there was the volcano.


  <Flowers,> I said. <Cretaceous Period.>


  "So what's the difference between Jurassic and Cretaceous?"


  <Well, a lot of things. Cretaceous was the last age of dinosaurs. They died out very suddenly at the end of the age, about sixty-five million years ago. I mean, well . . . sixty-five million years before our own time.>


  "So in the Cretaceous Age there's probably just the leftover dinosaurs. Not like the ones in Jurassic Park."


  <Not exactly,> I said. <See, Jurassic Park was slightly inaccurate. I mean, some of the dinosaurs they showed were actually from this time, from the Cretaceous.>


  She looked hard at me. "You're not going to tell me what I hope you're not going to tell me, are you?"


  <Afraid so. If I'm right and we are in the Cretaceous Period, well then, this is the age of the most relentless, powerful, dangerous, ruthless predator in all of history. This is the age of Tyrannosaurus rex.>


  Chapter 10 - Marco


  



  CRASH! CRASH! CRASH!


  The ground shook!


  "HrrrrRRROOOOAAAARRR-unh!"


  It was so loud it had to be right behind me! I was screaming. I was crying as I ran. It was panic. Pure panic. Leaves slapped my face. Twigs whipped my bare arms.


  I glanced back. Through my blurring tears I saw it bounding, leaping, running after us.


  Forty feet long, from head to tail. Twelve thousand pounds. Seven-inch, serrated-edged teeth.


  But it was the eyes that were the worst. They were intelligent, eager eyes. Hungry eyes. Eyes that seemed almost to laugh at me, helpless creature that I was.


  Could I morph? Morph what? Morph what? There was nothing that could stand against a Tyrannosaurus rex. Nothing! My gorilla morph? The Tyrannosaurus would eat it in two bites.


  I saw flashes of the others, all in flat-out panic run. It would have us all. None of us could fight it. Not even Ax, who was pulling ahead of the stumbling humans.


  No! Wait! There was a way!


  "Get small!" I screamed. "Morph small!" The words tore my throat as I yelled.


  Wham!


  The root seemed to reach up out of the ground to grab my foot. I hit hard. I sucked air but nothing came. My lungs were emptied. Heart pounding. The others kept running. Didn't realize I'd fallen. Roll!


  I rolled over just as the impossibly big talon came raking down.


  WHAMMM! The tyrannosaur's foot hit like a dropped safe. I bounced from the impact.


  Down came the head, teeth flashing, eyes greedy for my flesh.


  I sucked in a breath. Rolled, scrambled, tripped, kicked forward and landed in a fern at the base of a tree. The tree trunk was no more than a foot in diameter.


  I pulled myself behind it. No way to hide.


  The dinosaur kicked at me with one foot. I dodged.


  "Morph, you idiot!" someone yelled at me. I recognized my own voice, but I couldn't imagine speaking the words.


  What? What could I morph? What was small enough?


  SCRRRRRAACK! WHAAAMMM! A talon came down and scraped the bark off the tree before it hit. I yanked my leg out a split second before it would have been crushed.


  Talon? Yes, huge bird feet. Bird, that was the trick. See if the big, evil creep could fly!


  I focused some part of my mind on the image of an osprey. Small, too small for the T-rex to care about. And it could fly.


  I felt the changes begin, but the Tyrannosaurus hadn't gotten to be the biggest flesh-eater in history by being stupid. It came around the tree for me. And now my body was growing clumsy as my hands shrank and my legs thinned.


  You have no concept of how powerful that Tyrannosaurus was. You cannot possibly even begin to understand till you've cowered beneath it, peeing in your pants, and wanting to dig a hole in the dirt.


  I scrambled around the tree. Jaws opened four feet wide and snapped shut an inch from my head.


  "Aaaahhhh!" I screamed in sheer terror.


  The big lizard dodged the other way and it roared in frustration. He was so close I felt the sound waves. I saw his pebbly-skinned throat vibrate. And worse, I saw into his mouth. A mouth glittering with teeth like butchers' knives and stained with the blood of his last kill.


  I scrambled away again, stiff, barely able to move.


  CRUNCH!


  The Tyrannosaurus chomped its jaws shut on the tree itself. He began to twist and rip the tree, like a dog with a bone. Rending, tearing, bark flying, white wood pulp chewed to chips.


  In a few seconds the tree would no longer be between us. And already I was too far morphed to run to another tree.


  "Grrr-UNCH! Grrr-UNCH! Scree-EEEE-EEEE-crrUNCH! RrrrOOOAAAARRR!"


  The Tyrannosaurus had gone mad with frustration. It was screaming in rage, ripping, grinding, throwing its huge weight back and forth. Shaking the ground. Bruising the air with its insane roar. Just a few seconds more and . . .


  Crrr-SNAP!


  The tree fell slowly away, crashing down through layers of vines and ferns. The Tyrannosaurus lunged, mouth open, red tongue lolling, teeth wet with drool.


  I tried to leap back. I fell. Rolled. Thrashed, out of control.


  Wings! I had wings!


  Too late!


  The mouth came down over me like some kind of earthmover, like a diesel shovel. A prison of teeth all round me. The jaw bit into the dirt itself. A root! Teeth snagged by a root. I flapped, ran, beat, rolled, scrambled.


  Out between the jaws!


  Running on osprey talons, running, wings open, flapping.


  SNAP! Jaws an inch behind my tail.


  Fly, fly, fly you idiot!


  Bonk.


  I never saw the tree trunk. I hit it head-on. I was stunned, senseless, helpless.


  The Tyrannosaurus roared in triumph.


  It towered above me, huge, irresistible. Pure destruction. Why had it chased me? I wondered. Why? I was too small, wasn't I?


  But of course. I'd been in predator morph before. I knew why. Because killing was what it did. Killing was what it was. It had gone beyond food or hunger now. It simply wanted to do what it did best.


  I flapped weakly, too dazed to move.


  Down came the head. Down from so far above. Down it came.


  A swift movement to my right. What was it?


  Fwapp! Fwapp! Fwapp!


  An Andalite tail, too fast to be seen, struck three times.


  The dinosaur swung its head hard. Ax went flying and rolled twice as he hit the ground.


  The T-rex sagged. Tried to roar. And fell.


  Human hands snatched me up as six tons of malevolence fell to the ground.


  Chapter 11 - Ax


  



  I wiped my tail blade on some large leaves. Unfortunately, more than my tail was stained.


  My human friends were all looking at the big creature. Marco was becoming human again. I was busy trembling.


  "Nice work, Ax," Prince Jake said. He slapped his hand on my shoulder. It is a thing humans do to indicate friendship or congratulations. Sometimes they do it to kill small insects called mosquitoes.


  <I was toast,> Marco said, still more osprey than human. <You saved my life, man.>


  <I was fortunate,> I said.


  "I can't believe you took that monster down," Prince Jake said.


  <Prince Jake, please don't think I can fight and defeat these creatures. This animal was busy chasing Marco. It was distracted. It is not accustomed to being attacked.>


  "You're just being modest," Cassie said.


  <No!> I said, more sharply than I'd intended. <Listen to me: I know my capabilities. In face-to-face, one-on-one combat, that creature would have destroyed me. One-against-one I will lose ninety percent of the time.>


  "Oh," Prince Jake said.


  "Yeah, well, you came through big time on this go-round," Marco said. He held his hands out straight. They were trembling. "I can't stop shaking."


  "This is insane," Cassie said. She looked around carefully. Peering cautiously, looking, no doubt, for others of the big creatures.


  "What is going on? Why are there dinosaurs here? Where is here?"


  <Is there not some place on your planet where this creature lives?>


  She shook her head violently. "No. Not in millions of years, anyway. Tens of millions, probably. No, there is no place on Earth where tyrannosaurs just run around in the woods."


  "Yeah, I think we'd have heard about it in school," Marco said. I believe his tone of voice indicated something the humans call "dry humor." I have not heard any wet humor, so it is difficult for me to tell the difference.


  My immediate terror was fading. A deeper pessimism was setting in. It was easy to see that humans - or Andalites - deprived of the power of civilization were pathetically weak in this environment.


  "Some kind of real-life Jurassic Park." Prince Jake speculated. "Maybe someone actually did it. You know, cloned DNA from old dinosaur bones."


  <That is scientifically possible,> I said. <But I have been feeling a strange distortion in my time-keeping sense. This planet is no longer rotating at the same speed as before. I think the likely explanation is that we have traveled a very, very long way in time.>


  Prince Jake raised one eyebrow and looked at me. "Millions of years?"


  <Once a Sario Rip - a time-rift - is created, there is no difference between a year and a million years. The energy required is the same. I think I remember the equations . . . in an equation where t is time, z is Zero-space, w inversely cubed represents the nexus of ->


  "Uh-uh," Marco said, raising his hand. "You saved my life. Don't undo it by killing me with algebra."


  <I'm not an expert, of course. We studied the Sario effect in school. But I may not have been paying very close attention. Who knew I'd ever need to understand time-rifts?>


  "How do we get back?" Cassie asked.


  <I don't know. There is no way of duplicating the event that created the Sario Rip. That explosion in the submarine.>


  "What? You can't just whip up a fusion bomb?" Marco said.


  <Fusion bomb?> I asked. Then I laughed. I knew I shouldn't, but you have to admit, it was funny. <A fusion explosive? That's what it was? I assumed it was a small proton-shift weapon, at least. Fusion is only used in children's toys. You know, to make the little dolls speak and so on.>


  My human friends stared at me. "So the Andalite Toys 'R' Us must be a wild place, huh?" Marco said.


  "Let's focus here," Prince Jake said impatiently. "Rachel and Tobias may have been killed. In any case, there's nothing we can do about it. We are millions of years in our own past, and there's nothing we can do about that. We're in the age of dinosaurs, and none of our morphs can even begin to fight things like . . ." He jerked his thumb at the massive corpse. ". . . like that. So the question is: What do we do?"


  Prince Jake had summed up the situation very well. We were trapped in an exceedingly dangerous world where we could do almost nothing to defend ourselves.


  I turned my stalk eyes toward the Tyrannosaurus's head. The mouth was partly open. The sight of those teeth made my insides watery all over again. I could see the serration on the back side of the teeth. Like shark teeth, only much, much bigger.


  I had a clear mental picture of what would have happened if the creature had turned a little faster to confront me. The jaws closing over the upper half of my body . . . a violent shake of the head to rip me into easy-to-swallow pieces . . .


  "We adapt," Cassie said grimly. "That's what animals have to do in order to survive. Our environment is massively different. No civilization to rely on, surrounded by brutal predators. So we adapt. Or we get eaten."


  "Great. Robinson Crusoe meets Jurassic Park. Look at us. We have nothing," Marco said. "No homes. No food. No tools. No weapons. We don't even have shoes!"


  "Well, we're going to have to make all those things," Prince Jake said. "And we do have one big weapon: We can still morph. Maybe we can't fight a T-rex, but we can fly, and we can escape."


  "We have food and shoes right here," Cassie said. She was looking at the dead Tyrannosaurus. "Ax has his tail. We can use the hide to make sandals. Skin from the lower leg there looks pretty tough and thick. We cut out some skin, remove the meat and eat it. Then we use ligaments and tendons to lace up the sandals."


  I believe Prince Jake and Marco were shocked. Humans are strangely squeamish at times. I can never predict when.


  "Wow," Marco said. "Wow. You're kind of getting into this, aren't you, Cassie?"


  Cassie walked up to the dinosaur and placed one hand on its leg. She tested the skin with her fingertips. "Look, Marco, my best friend is gone. Tobias is gone. I don't want any more names added to that list. We need food. There's no Burger King anywhere nearby, okay? We're not big or mean enough to be predators in this environment. We've moved way down on the food chain. The best we can be is scavengers. Here's thousands of pounds of protein. We eat some now, and we smoke some for jerky so we can eat later."


  If anything, Prince Jake and Marco appeared even more shocked. And I felt the same. This was an aspect of Cassie I'd never seen. But then, Cassie is more involved than the others in the facts of environment. She had sized up the situation and realized that in this new world she and her fellow humans were no longer masters.


  I began to feel a little better about our chances. Humans may be technologically primitive, not to mention physically weak, what with tottering around on two spindly legs. But if you're in a situation that requires instant adaptability to change, you should always have a couple of humans along with you.


  Cassie looked at me, making eye contact with my main eyes. "Ax, are you okay doing this? Your tail is all we have."


  <Yes. I will do all I can.>


  "Okay, then. Jake, maybe you and Marco could gather up any dry sticks and dry grass you can find nearby. We have to work fast. We aren't the only animals who'll be after this much meat. Ax? I need you to slice this area of leg into squares, each about one foot square."


  I glanced at Prince Jake.


  Prince Jake smiled and shrugged. "Cassie's the boss on this," he said. "She has a clue. I don't. And we all know Marco doesn't."


  "You got that right," Marco agreed.


  I turned all my eyes on the haunch of the dead creature. I took careful aim and began the work.


  Chapter 12 - Rachel


  



  My feet were torn bloody. I was leaving traces of red on the razor-edged saw grass. The legs of my leotard were torn and tattered. It was not a good look. The bare midriff thing, maybe. The fringe look? No.


  I was carrying Tobias in my arms. He couldn't fly. He was too slow at walking. And if I carried him perched on my shoulder, no matter how careful he was, the jerking and wobbling would force him to dig his talons into my skin.


  Not fun. Especially not fun because the whole time I was expecting some murderous dinosaur to come ripping out of the woods to our left.


  <You doing okay?> Tobias asked.


  "Sure. No problem," I said, trying to sound cheerful. "I could stand a little less humidity, maybe."


  <Yes, it is . . . unh . . . damp.>


  His groan of pain made me feel guilty for thinking about my own problems. "Tobias, maybe you should morph to human for a while."


  <I'm sorry. You must be getting tired of carrying me.>


  "No, no, it's not that. It's just that your wing is hurting you. If you were in human morph, there wouldn't be any pain."


  <I can only stay in morph for two hours, Rachel. Then I have to demorph and I'm right back where I started. Plus I won't continue healing during that time. Not to mention the fact you'd have to redo my splint. And that wasn't fun for either of us,>


  "You could just stay human. Permanently. There are worse things."


  He didn't say anything for a while. When he did speak, it wasn't about morphing. <Can you lift me up for a minute? I think I see something.>


  I raised him up high above my head. "What is it?"


  <Smoke! I see a column of smoke.>


  "Like a forest fire? Or is it that volcano?"


  <No, like a campfire!>


  I lowered him back down. "Maybe it's the others. Maybe they made it to shore and started a fire. I mean, there are no humans here, right?"


  <Not for another sixty or eighty million years,> Tobias said. <Not even monkeys. Not even our most distant relatives. The only mammals around are early versions of rats and shrews.>


  I smiled. "If Marco were here he'd make some snide remark about you having plenty to eat, at least."


  Tobias laughed. <Yeah. And speaking of which . . .>


  "At least we have water as long as we stay by the river. On the other hand, what if that smoke is from Cassie and Jake? We have to go find out. Besides, the sun's going down. We could use a fire."


  <You go,> Tobias said. <It looks like it's about two or three miles away. You could morph to your bald eagle body, fly over, take a look, and come right back for me.>


  "Yeah, right. Like I'm going to leave you here in the middle of nowhere, helpless."


  He argued with me a little. Said he'd be okay and so on. But there was no way. We decided to drink our fill from the river. Then we turned away from it toward the smoke. Already it was harder to see in the fading sunlight.


  The saw grass gradually gave way to shorter grasses. And the forest that had been on our left the whole time receded. We were walking now across a plain that looked like something you'd expect to see lions roaming. But we were tens of millions of years away from lions.


  "Lions I could handle," I muttered.


  <What?>


  "Nothing. Just thinking out loud. Oh, man!"


  <What?>


  "I have to set you down for a second," I said. I laid him back on the golden, foot-high grass. I began to pick the insects off my feet. Several different species of bugs had been attracted to the cuts on my feet.


  <Rachel, why didn't you tell me your feet looked like that?> Tobias cried.


  I shrugged. "Looks worse than it is. Besides, this grass we're in now isn't bad."


  <You have to take it easy for a while, Rachel. You're going to end up as -> He fell silent. He cocked his hawk's head left, then right.


  "What is it?"


  <I hear something. Something large.>


  In addition to their amazing sense of sight, birds of prey also hear very, very well. I jumped up, grabbed him, and held him high over my head to give him the best possible view. But the truth is, I could see what there was to see well enough. I almost dropped him. Four. . . no five creatures that looked a little like rhinoceroses. Only instead of one horn, they had two hugely long horns protruding from a thick, scalloped shell around their heads.


  "Even I know that dinosaur," I said. "Those are Triceratops. But they're just plant-eaters, right? Not dangerous?"


  <No, they aren't dangerous,> Tobias agreed. <But what you can't see is the pack of Deinonychus moving in to attack them. They're dangerous. But I don't think there are enough of them to go after a Triceratops. The Tri's can make a run for the river, get their backs to it, and the Deinonychus would be out of luck.>


  I didn't ask how Tobias could size up the situation so well. Probably because he is a predator. Actually, two kinds of predator: hawk and human. The combination of hawk instincts and human intelligence gives him a lot of insight into the battle for survival.


  <Strange. Deinonychus was supposed to have been a smart pack-hunter. But these guys have blown it. Unless . . .>


  He turned his head to look behind us and let out a thought-speak moan.


  <Score one for Deinonychus. We've screwed up,> he said. <They're behind us. Coming slowly this way in a pincer action to trap the Triceratops.>


  "How big do you think they are?"


  <Not big. Maybe five feet tall, ten feet long from nose to tail.>


  "Big deal. That's only about the size of a big kid or a small man."


  <Wrong comparison. That's about the size of a wolf. We're talking very fast, very smart wolves.>


  They were close enough now that I could see them, even with my sun-strained human eyes. Man-sized lizards bounding along on powerful legs. Their pebbly skin was the color of asparagus soup and coffee ice cream, swirled together. Not that I was getting really hungry or anything.


  A gust of wind ruffled my hair. The wind blew our scent toward the Deinonychus. I saw one of them stop, raise his head, and turn it toward us.


  I felt the eyes searching for me. And I swear I felt the moment when those cold, yellow eyes locked onto me.


  "Hroooo! Hroooo!" the dinosaur cried. They broke into a run.


  "Uh-oh." I grabbed Tobias and started to run, the pain in my bloody feet forgotten. Stupid. I might as well have been trying to outrun a wolf.


  <The other pack is coming after us, too!> Tobias yelled.


  Suddenly it wasn't the big Triceratops caught in the Deinonychus's trap. It was a much, much easier prey.


  Chapter 13 - Cassie


  



  "Faster . . . okay, more grass . . . okay, hoooof, hoooof!"


  I blew lightly on the dry grass. Jake moved the tendon bow back and forth as fast as he could. Marco held the top of the stick.


  It had taken a while for us to piece together old bits of forgotten Boy Scout lore and scenes we'd seen on TV or in movies or read about in books.


  But eventually we'd figured it out, starting with a flat piece of wood as a base. Ax cut a small notch in it. We then took a straight stick about a foot long. That we held upright, using pieces of bark to protect the holder's hands from the friction.


  We fashioned a bow by stringing a length of Tyrannosaurus tendon cut from the animal's foot. We put a half loop of the bowstring around the upright stick. Then all we had to do was move the bow quickly back and forth. The vertical stick spun in the groove of the flat base piece. And slowly but surely, the heat of friction began to glow.


  I grabbed a tiny handful of dry grass. I bent over, my face just inches away from the base. I added a bit more grass and blew again, gently, gently.


  A piece of grass crisped and twisted. More air. I blew harder. More browning, twisting grass. I began to despair.


  "Flame!" Marco cried.


  It was true. A tiny flame. Very tiny. I fed more grass into it. More grass. Now the tiniest twigs. The twig caught fire!


  I looked up at Jake and Marco. Their faces were shining.


  "Wow," I whispered. "This is the first deliberately made fire. Ever. We just invented fire."


  Ax leaned down low to help pile larger sticks on the flame. It was mesmerizing. The flame grew and grew. It ate up the grass and moved up to the sticks.


  I just sat there, feeling weird and significant and yet silly. It was like a holy religious ritual. Man creating fire.


  Or in this case, woman, I thought with a grin. Rachel will appreciate. . . But no, Rachel wasn't around anymore.


  Marco stepped away and came back with a long stick. He'd impaled a half dozen shreds of Tyrannosaurus meat on the stick. He held them over the fire.


  They crackled and sizzled and smelled wonderful.


  I folded my legs and my awkward Tyrannosaurus sandals under me. It was starting to get dark under the trees. But we had fire. We alone, on all of planet Earth, had fire.


  We had moved away from the dead dinosaur just as a bunch of very tiny, swift, two-legged dinosaurs showed up looking for a late lunch. We were now camped at the edge of the plain, with the woods fifty yards away at our backs. We'd chosen the spot because there was a stream running by. And because we just didn't know which was safer: open country or woods.


  "Okay, who's going to be first?" Marco asked, holding out a strip of hot meat. "We have medium rare and well-done."


  Jake reached for the slice. He took a cautious bite.


  "Just don't say it tastes like chicken," Marco said.


  Jake considered. "It tastes like fish, actually. Like a mild fish. Maybe like swordfish. It could use some salt."


  Marco cocked an eyebrow at me. "Now he's a food expert?"


  I laughed softly. I took a piece. It was delicious. But then again, I was starving.


  "The first cooked food in all of history," Marco observed. "Plus the first complaint about food in all of history. Ax-man, you want to grind a hoof into a piece of this? Or maybe you could morph to human and eat it?" Andalites eat by absorbing grass through their hooves as they run or walk.


  <No, thanks. I've grazed very well.>


  Ax was watching the grassy plain. He was using his stalk eyes to swivel carefully in all directions.


  The sky was shading from blue to brilliant red and orange, with sunset coming on quickly. A massive, distorted-looking red sun slipped below a layer of high clouds and dropped behind the volcano.


  "Beautiful," I said, mostly to myself.


  "The first person in history to appreciate a sunset," Marco said.


  "How much longer do you figure you'll be doing that, Marco?" Jake asked tolerantly.


  Marco grinned. His face was red from the glow of sunset. "The first person to ever complain about someone talking too much."


  "What are we going to do about it getting dark?" I asked.


  Jake looked surprised. "I don't know. You've been so cool about all this back-to-nature stuff, I guess I was waiting for you to tell us."


  Was he resentful that I had been taking a more active role? No. Surely not. "I don't have any brilliant ideas."


  "Doesn't fire keep animals away?" Marco asked.


  "Not always," I said. "Not predators. In Africa, man-eating lions and leopards go right to villages, into huts and drag people away. In grasslands like this, you get lightning fires all the time. Some of the predators may have learned to let the fire drive smaller prey toward them."


  "The first really, really depressing example of way too much information in all of history," Marco said.


  "We have our weapons," I said.


  Jake said, "Yeah. Three sharp sticks. Plus Ax's tail. Throw in some burning torches and we can probably handle some of the smaller predators." I felt a chill and scooted closer to the fire, which now blazed up fairly well. The image of a huge T-rex looming up suddenly, gold and red from the firelight, its vast mouth open, eyes greedy . . . I took a couple of deep breaths.


  I'm not Rachel. I can't just turn off the fear. If Rachel were here, she'd say something cocky about kicking Tyrannosaurus butt. We'd all know it was just bold talk, but we'd feel better, anyway.


  "Okay," Jake said. "We sleep in shifts. Ax's time-tracking sense is messed up, but he can approximate two hours and wake us up. Two of us awake at all times. The people who are awake will sit facing out, away from the fire. That way their eyes will be adjusted to seeing in the dark."


  "Good plan," Marco said. "That way there'll be two of us to scream, 'Oh no, we're toast!' when the next Big Rex shows up."


  "If a predator shows up, what do we do?" I asked.


  Jake considered for a moment. "I think the most dangerous morph any of us has is my tiger morph. If we're attacked, I'll morph. Ax will use his tail. Cassie and Marco, you grab your weapons. The three of you try and hold off the . . . the whatever shows up . . . till I've morphed. An Andalite and a tiger together should be enough. Then Marco and Cassie, you two will morph. But morph something to escape, not fight."


  "Cassie and I, we wave sharp sticks at a Big Rex?" Marco asked skeptically. "Meanwhile, you're helpless in mid-morph."


  "You have a better plan?" Jake asked testily.


  "Sure. If Big Mister T shows up, we scream and cry and blubber like babies till he eats us."


  Jake grinned. Then he laughed. So did I. It wasn't even slightly funny, of course, but sometimes fear and exhaustion can combine to make you giddy.


  "Okay, Cassie and Ax take the first watch. Marco, you and I have to try and sleep."


  "At least I won't have any bad dreams," Marco said. "I'm already in one."


  Jake and Marco fell silent. I don't know if they slept at all. I turned away from the fire and looked out into darkness that was deepening with shocking speed. Already the night was rushing toward us out of the east, pushing away the last tendrils of red sunlight.


  Then I saw it. Like someone had painted a brush stroke of fairy dust across the sky.


  "Ax," I whispered. "Is that a comet?"


  <Yes. It is very beautiful.>


  "Even to you? You must have seen comets up in space."


  <They are most beautiful when they are closest to a star. The star, the sun, is what causes the tail to extend.>


  "Oh. Looks close."


  <It may be,> Ax said. <It is either very close or very large. My people -a long time ago, of course - used to believe that comets were omens of bad things that would happen.>


  I was surprised. "Really? Humans thought the same thing." Darkness fell. There was no moon in the sky. The starlight never touched the grass sea around us. The firelight was puny.


  "Are you scared, Ax?"


  <Yes.>


  "Me, too."


  I felt the stick in my hand. I felt the fire at my back. Little, weak, defenseless Homo sapiens; I faced a night full of terrors.


  Chapter 14 - Tobias


  



  Deinonychus. That's what they were, I was pretty sure. At least, I thought so. I couldn't remember. But learning about dinosaurs in books isn't like seeing them face-to-face.


  They were hunting us. Like a wolf pack. They were taking their time because we were unfamiliar prey. A strange creature that ran on two legs while carrying a big bird.


  Yes, we were something new. New meat.


  Rachel ran toward the spot where the camp-fire had been before the failing light had rendered the smoke invisible. It had seemed to be coming from the edge of the plain that opened before us. As she ran, I watched the Deinonychus pack. I watched them as a professional predator myself.


  Was there communication between them? It sure seemed like the two bands of Deinonychus were moving in concert.


  It was a triangle, basically. One group behind and to the west. The second group level with us but to the east. We were running north. If we veered slightly left, we'd hit the edge of the forest. Was that the right move?


  <Rachel, head for the woods.>


  "Why?" she managed to gasp. Rachel's in shape, but running barefoot while carrying a hawk is not easy.


  <They're pack-hunters. I think the two groups can see each other and adjust to each other. Even in this light. In the trees they'll lose their line of sight.>


  Rachel didn't say anything. But she did veer left a little. Toward the trees.


  I focused my hawk eyes on the westerly group. They were speeding up!


  A quick glance to the east. They were speeding up, too, but only after the first group did.


  <I thought so,> I said. <The leader of the pack is with that western bunch. I think I know which one it is. He's got about a foot of his tail missing.>


  The Deinonychus were running now. They were quite fast. And so close I could see details of the leader: the pebbly lizard skin, the way the tail stuck out stiff as a board for balance, the placid expression on that intelligent face.


  His weapons were formidable. He stood no taller than a short man or a tall boy. But his jaw could close over a human head. His hands were relatively larger and stronger than a Tyrannosaurus's, with wicked, down-curved claws. But it was the feet that were the main weapon. They were talons, not so very different from my own. But on each foot there was an upraised claw, seven, eight inches long. It reminded me of Ax's tail blade. That claw, kicked by that coiled steel leg, would slice through a car door.


  <We'll reach the woods before them,> I said. <But then we have to act quickly. We have to separate.>


  "No way!"


  She assumed I was being self-sacrificing. <Rachel, look. They're after you, not me. I have a plan.>


  She said nothing. Just gasped and panted. I could hear her heart pounding madly.


  Trees! We hit the tree line and suddenly it occurred to me just how late in the day it was. The sun was setting in a blaze of glory out on the plain, but under the trees it was already night.


  <Stop right here.>


  Rachel stopped. She dropped me in the dead leaves. She bent over double, hands on her knees, throwing up from exhaustion. The predator in me was glad. Perfect. The powerful, unfamiliar scent would draw the Deinonychus right to this point.


  <Okay, I can't fly, but I can grip. I want you to throw me. Straight up. Up into this tree. Up to that branch.>


  "Wha . . . wha . . ."


  <Rachel, don't argue. Throw me. Then run and do your bear morph. It may buy you time.>


  Besides, I added silently, you don't want to die as helpless prey. As a human, you'll simply be ripped apart. You'll be eaten alive. As a bear, they'll at least have to fight you first.


  Rachel stood up. Then she bent over, cramped in her right side. She winced in pain. I could see her feet were torn. She was exhausted. But not beaten yet. When she met my gaze, I still saw fierce Rachel in her blue eyes.


  <We have to do this now,> I said. <They'll be here in less than a minute.>


  "Okay." She reached down and lifted me up. Like someone heaving a basketball from her chest, she threw me upward. Too low! I missed the branch. I flapped my wings, an instinct. A painful, searingly painful, instinct. I hit the ground.


  "I can't do it."


  <Do it!>


  She grabbed me again. This time she put her whole body into it. Up! The branch. I flapped my good wing, spun in the air, grabbed. Yes! I grabbed with my second talon and held firm.


  <Now, run! Run!>


  She ran. At least, she hobbled and staggered away through the trees. And I waited. I waited and tried not to think of what would happen to Rachel if I messed up.


  My branch was just six feet above the ground. I felt totally helpless. I was a bird who could not fly. And there is nothing weaker than a bird who can't fly.


  I gripped my branch. Noises. Many clawed feet running. A Deinonychus appeared. Its tail was minus about a foot of length. The leader of the pack.


  "Heeeeessss!"


  He froze. He looked at the mess Rachel had left. But he did not walk under my branch. Then another Deinonychus. This one ran right over and sniffed curiously. He had a jagged scar two feet long down his back. I could see it clearly.


  Short-tail turned away. Scar walked beneath me. His head was just a foot below me.


  Now!


  I dropped. I opened my talons. I sank them into reptilian skin, right along the old scar.


  "Hrroooohhh!"


  The Deinonychus turned his head to glare at me with one eye. He opened a mouth lined with ridiculously large teeth.


  I almost lost it. I had to fight the urge to flap away, broken wing and all.


  Focus, Tobias, I told myself. I locked the fear out of my mind. I held tight with my talons. And I focused on the dinosaur.


  It may have been sixty-five or seventy or eighty million years B.C., but DNA was still DNA.


  Chapter 15 - Tobias


  



  I acquired the Deinonychus. I absorbed his DNA into me. And he grew passive and calm, like most animals do when being acquired.


  When I was done he wandered away, as if he'd forgotten what he'd been doing. I stood there, utterly vulnerable on the forest floor. And then I heard a roar. Not a saurian roar, but the full-throated roar of a very large mammal.


  Rachel!


  I focused my mind again. I pictured the Deinonychus in my mind. And slowly at first, then faster, the changes began.


  All right, Tobias, keep your mind strong! I warned myself. It was a new morph. I'd have to deal with the Deinonychus's instincts.


  My feathers began to stiffen and harden. It was as if someone were coating them with rubber cement or something. The feather pattern remained at first, but they were glued down. And then they began to melt together.


  My beak began to extend, out and out, and at the same time the edges became serrated, almost like a saw. And each saw tooth grew and extended, longer and longer, to begin to form the teeth of the Deinonychus.


  All the while I grew. Up and up. From standing a foot tall to five times that height.


  My tail feathers twined and twisted together and then my tail hardened and grew. Out and out, impossibly long!


  Everywhere I could feel the muscles bulging and growing. Layers of muscle over thickening bones. I rose high on legs like steel springs. My talons became less graceful and more deadly. I found I could raise the huge, killing claw. Yes, that's how I would run, with that claw raised so that nothing would dull its razor-sharpness.


  I loved that claw. I pictured it ripping open . . . no! Already the dinosaur's instincts were struggling to rise up in my own mind.


  But that wasn't going to happen. It couldn't happen. Rachel needed me. But the power! The vivid, electric energy in every cell of my body!


  My eyesight grew dim. But not much worse than human eyes, and better in that they could see fairly well in the dark. My hearing diminished, but again, not by much. And to compensate for those losses, the sense of smell flooded my consciousness.


  What?


  What smell was that?


  I stood up and sniffed the wind.


  "Roooooaaarrrr!" a deep, hoarse voice bellowed.


  "Heeeesss! Heeeesss!" A more familiar cry. The hunt was on! The pack had cornered its prey. I had to hurry. Hurry, or all the best meat would be taken. I'd have nothing but cold carrion.


  With my mouth watering, I bounded away, tearing through the underbrush to join the pack.


  Chapter 16 - Jake


  



  I woke up. It was dark. I was all hot on the side near the fire and cold on the other side. I heard the gurgling of the stream. I'd been dreaming of home. In my dream I was eating dinosaur-shaped cereal at the breakfast table with my parents.


  I didn't want to think about my parents. What they would be going through worrying about me just made me sick to my stomach.


  "Have you seen anything?"


  "Yaaahhh!" Cassie yelped. Then, "Good grief, you scared me." Marco moaned in his sleep. I rubbed my eyes. I could not believe I had actually fallen asleep. But obviously I had. "Ax, how are you doing?"


  <I am well. My time-sense has returned fully. It takes a while to calibrate for the rotation of a planet. This planet rotates differently than it does in our own time.>


  "How long was I asleep?"


  <Approximately one of the current hours and fifty-two minutes.> He came close and tossed another piece of wood on the fire.


  I stretched out my foot and poked Marco. He moaned again. Then he sat up. "Oh. So it wasn't a dream. Too bad."


  "Cassie, you and Ax can -" I stopped. I had looked up at the sky. "What is that?"


  "It's a comet," Cassie said. "Isn't it absolutely beautiful?"


  "Yeah. Looks awfully close." I gazed up at the sweep of bright dust trailing from the brilliant head.


  <It is. In the last three hours it has grown noticeably larger.>


  I glanced over at Ax. He was outlined against the stars, a dark shadow with stalk eyes turning restlessly. "It's not going to hit us or anything, is it?" I laughed when I said it.


  <I don't think so. First of all, the odds against any particular comet hitting a particular planet are very large. Millions to one at the very least. Especially since Earth is not large enough to exert much of a gravitational pull. Besides, the comet is now so close and moving so quickly, I have been able to keep track of a rough trajectory. It will be very close. No more than one or two diameters of Earth, perhaps. But I believe it will miss.>


  "Well, that's a relief," Marco said. "I wouldn't want to get killed by a comet and cheat the dinosaurs out of eating me."


  "You two get some sleep," I said to Ax and Cassie. "Marco and I will take over. But actually, first I have to . . . um . . . I have to take a little walk."


  I left the cozy glow of the fire and headed into darkness. Twenty feet, and the fire already seemed like part of some different world. It was so dark. I looked back and it was as if the fire and the comet were both floating in the same empty space.


  I did what I had to do, then I saw it. A flash! A sudden flash of light. Low on the horizon to the north. Was it a meteorite? A falling star?


  No. There it was again. Faint. A tiny stab of red light. Again. Again.


  I hurried back to the others. "Look to the north. Do you guys -"


  A flash like the sun exploding! High overhead.


  The flash lit up the entire landscape for just an instant. But in that instant I saw them: a herd of vast creatures. They stood on four tree-trunk legs. They had tremendously long necks and tails that were just as long. It was impossible to know their actual size, but they had to stand at least four or five times my own height. And from head to tail they had to be forty feet.


  I'd seen at least ten of them moving toward us along the line of the stream.


  And in that same flash of light, the huge dinosaurs had seen something, too. Coming up behind them, on their trail, like a monster in the night, a Tyrannosaurus.


  Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!


  The big dinosaurs bolted, breaking into a panicked run. Straight for our camp!


  "What was that flash?" Cassie cried as I ran for the fire.


  "Everybody run!" I yelled. "It's a stampede."


  "Stampede? What is this, a cowboy movie?!" Marco demanded incredulously.


  "MOVE!"


  Boom! Boom! Boom! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!


  It was like the worst thunderstorm in history. Creatures five times the size of elephants were stampeding. Every step of those big feet was like a pile driver.


  "Get across the stream!" I yelled.


  "Where is it?"


  "What stream?"


  "Just follow me."


  I ran, making sure Cassie and Marco were keeping up. Ax, I didn't have to worry about. He was far faster than any of us.


  The thunder grew louder. All around us. I saw a vast bulk beside me, blocking out the stars. The panicked herd was all around us.


  "HRRRROOOOOAAAARRRR!"


  My knees turned to jelly. I tripped. I hit hard. The wind was knocked out of me.


  A massive, taloned foot landed inches from my head. I rolled. I slammed into a tree trunk. No, the leg of the long-necked dinosaur.


  "ScreeeEEEEE!" the terrified animal cried as the Tyrannosaurus bent low. I saw teeth glittering in moonlight. I saw a glowing yellow eye. I heard the chomp of the Tyrannosaurus's jaws as they clamped down.


  I was beneath the long-necked dinosaur as it fought. If I'd stood up and stretched, I would have just reached its belly. Tree-trunk legs pounded around me in a frenzy. And all the while the two animals roared and screamed and bellowed in terror and rage.


  I covered my ears and screamed. A battle of giants right above me. I couldn't see anything but darkness blotting out stars and the faintest outline of a creature the size of a whale.


  I was a cockroach being hunted with sledgehammers. The ground jumped and slammed into me with each impact. I couldn't even see the legs scuffling and pounding. At any second one would crush me. I curled up in a ball and tucked my head down and shook.


  What morph did I have to fight these titans? Nothing. This wasn't my world. I was nothing in this world. All my powerful morphs were nothing in this world.


  "ScreeeEEEEEE-uh. ScreeeEEEEE-uh!"


  "Huh-huh-RoooAAAARRRR!"


  A final cry of the big dinosaur ended in a gasp and a collapsing rattle.


  The Tyrannosaurus had won. The long-necked dinosaur was done for. Nothing left but for him to fall. Nothing left but for him to drop down onto me.


  Chapter 17 - Rachel


  



  They were around me. All around me. Maybe ten of them. Deinonychus, Tobias had called them. Like wolves. They circled me like wolves.


  They were not big, certainly smaller than my grizzly bear morph. Maybe ten feet from half-grinning mouth to rigid tail. But they were dangerous. Even with my dim grizzly bear eyesight, I could see their bristling weapons. The scythe-clawed hands; the huge ripping talon; the razor-sharp teeth.


  I had weapons of my own. I had strength enough in my arms and shoulders to push over a Toyota. I had my own evil, ripping claws. I had teeth. But I was not fooled. I knew my only hope was that the Deinonychus would be discouraged by the fact that I was unknown prey.


  Maybe the pack could be scared off. Maybe they wouldn't like the smell of bear. I wondered if Tobias was safe up in his tree. I hoped so.


  The leader, the Deinonychus with the shortened tail, stepped to the front.


  "HhhooorrRAAWWWRR!" I roared, and rose up erect to my impressive seven-plus feet. In my own time, there was no land predator as large or with as much raw power as a grizzly. But this was a whole different time. And a way, way different standard of large.


  I knew these Deinonychus shared an environment with Tyrannosaurus and probably a dozen other very big, very dangerous lizards. And they thrived in that environment. How was I ever going to scare them?


  The leader cocked his head and listened to me roar. He looked directly at me, considering, wondering.


  Then two of them leaped!


  "RROOAAARRR!" I bellowed. I swung my meat-hook claw with all my might. It was a lucky blow. I caught the closest Deinonychus across the neck. He collapsed.


  With no signal that I could see, they all backed away. The leader sniffed at me. He sniffed at his comrade, who was no longer moving. Intelligent eyes considered.


  This time I heard a signal. It was almost the cheeping of a songbird. "Neep!"


  The Deinonychus pack circled around. It was so precise. So planned, almost rehearsed. They were not running away. They were not giving up. Instead they were preparing a more concerted attack.


  They were prepared to take losses. That meant they would press the attack this time. Press the attack till I was down. Till I was food.


  But something wasn't right. I could see it in the leader's eyes. He was glaring hard at a Deinonychus that had just arrived.


  This new dinosaur stepped forward. He sniffed at me from a safe distance. And then, without warning, he leaped!


  A slash with his left foot claw ripped a two-foot-long slice in my chest. It hadn't cut deep into vital organs but it hurt.


  "HhhhRROOOAAARRR!" I bellowed.


  But there was an even louder roar. The leader of the pack screamed at the impertinent new dinosaur. The new Deinonychus jumped back, away from me, and spun around to face the enraged pack leader.


  The two Deinonychus stood bristling, face-to-face. A challenge! That was it. The new Deinonychus had ignored the leader. He'd attacked on his own. And that was an attack on the leader's dominance.


  The leader hissed. It was a low, sinister sound. He stuck his tail straight back. The challenger raised his clawed hands, ready for battle.


  And it was only then that I spotted the twisted pieces of fabric around the challenger's arm. Fabric torn from my own leotard and wrapped around Tobias's splint.


  <Tobias!> I cried. It was Tobias. It had to be. But he had ripped a hole in me . . .


  I realized what had happened. Tobias had somehow acquired this Deinonychus's DNA and morphed him. But in doing so he'd lost control. The Deinonychus's instincts had pushed Tobias's mind aside and taken control.


  And now Tobias was in a showdown with the pack leader. A showdown to determine who would be boss. And who would be in charge of destroying me.


  Tobias and the leader circled each other slowly, warily.


  <Tobias! Listen to me. You've morphed a dinosaur. You've lost control. It happens sometimes. You need to ->


  The pack leader leaped! He landed, deadly feet out, mouth snapping, right where Tobias had been a split second before. But Tobias had dodged left, then crouched low to get in under the leader's guard.


  Chomp! "ScrrEEEEE!" The leader jumped back, shocked. A piece of his left flank was missing. Tobias circled again, tail stiff as a pole behind him. Now the leader was more cautious. He waited for Tobias to make the first move. It wasn't a long wait. Tobias charged. With split-second timing, the other dinosaur jumped up in the air. He met Tobias's face with his own wicked talons.


  Slash!


  "ScrrrEEEE-uh!" Tobias fell back. Blood gushed from a wound in his face. The pack leader pressed the attack. Tobias stumbled back in seeming panic.


  "Hrrooo-HAH!" A cry of triumph came from the pack leader. He leaped. Too soon! Tobias was under him, ripping upward with his forepaws. He jammed his claws into the other Deinonychus's chest.


  The pack leader screamed and flailed. But he could not tear Tobias's teeth away from him. It was over.


  Tobias stood up. And he screeched a loud cry of challenge. "Hreee-YAH! Hreee-hrEEEE-YAH!"


  He looked at the rest of the pack. They looked at their fallen leader. Then they looked at Tobias. And one by one, like vanquished knights offering their swords to the victor, they each lowered their noses to the ground in submission.


  Tobias turned. Turned to look at me.


  <Tobias, it's me, Rachel. Listen to me, it's Rachel.>


  I was using one paw to hold my own wound closed. The pain was intense. But the fear was greater. I saw the look in Tobias's eyes.


  <Tobias, you are human. You are human. Get control of the morph!>


  He advanced toward me. He was hungry. The others advanced just a step behind him.


  <Tobias! Listen to me. You are a human being! It's me, Rachel. Your friend. You are human, you . . .>


  No, I realized. No, that was wrong, wasn't it?


  <Tobias. You are a hawk. You are a red-tailed hawk. Remember your wings? Remember flying? Flying high on the thermals?>


  His deadly jaw was inches away. He stopped. He tilted his head. And suddenly, his entire body seemed to shudder.


  <Rachel?> he said.


  Chapter 18 - Jake


  



  Down it came. Like having the Goodyear blimp dropped on top of you. Only much, much heavier.


  I couldn't see a thing, only feel the air rush aside as the beast fell. I rolled.


  WHUUUUUMP!


  "Aaaahhh!" I cried. I was pinned. My legs were caught beneath the long-necked dinosaur's belly. Just my lower legs, and nothing had been broken, but when I tried to move I realized I was trapped.


  "Jake!" Cassie cried. "Where are you?"


  I wanted to tell her to shut up and save herself. Another part of me wanted to beg her to help me.


  I was shaking. Literally shaking. Like I had fever chills and I just couldn't stop them.


  CHOMP!


  The huge head came down and ripped violently into the long-necked dinosaur.


  CHOMP!


  The Tyrannosaurus was eating ravenously. Just a couple of feet above my head. Then I guess it chomped into something tough, because it yanked. And that yanking lifted the big dinosaur's weight off me for a second.


  I was out!


  I rolled. I jumped to my feet.


  "Ooof!" I went down. My legs had gone numb from being pinned. I could move them, but -


  Down it came! Flashing teeth all around me. No way out. I curled into a ball.


  "Oh, God!" I cried.


  The Tyrannosaurus's jaw closed around me. I clenched my arms and legs tight together. Still those teeth cut grooves in my left shoulder. No room! The mouth was too narrow. I pushed my numb legs out before me, down the Tyrannosaurus's throat.


  I was in the Tyrannosaurus's mouth. No room to move. Stinking foul air. Sticky saliva all over me. A big tongue that tried to push the rest of me down the waiting, greedy throat. He closed his mouth and crushed the air out of my lungs.


  I grabbed that tongue. I locked my fingers on the rough, wet thing and focused with all that was left of my terrified, jibbering brain.


  I wasn't even sure I'd acquired the DNA when I started trying to morph. I was doing it all at once. I was acquiring and morphing and screaming in terror.


  But I began to grow. I couldn't be near those teeth when I grew. They would lacerate me. I wormed down the roaring Tyrannosaurus's throat. Down away from the teeth. Its powerful throat muscles were pummeling my legs now, but I was morphing.


  The Tyrannosaurus realized something was wrong. It had swallowed the wrong thing. It coughed and gacked. Then, a massive surge of muscle spasm, and I was falling.


  Flump!


  I hit the soft side of the fallen long-necked dinosaur. I tried to grab on, but failed. My hands weren't my hands anymore.


  I rolled onto the ground at the Tyrannosaurus's feet. I was at his mercy. Utterly.


  But the big monster was not able to attack. Something had happened to its insides. I don't know if I ruptured something, or what. But the tyrant lizard stomped three, four, five steps away and collapsed. It sat down on its tail, then fell over onto its side, moaning.


  I lay there gasping, not knowing what body I had, not caring. I was alive. I tried my mouth. No, I couldn't talk. I demorphed. Then tried again.


  "Cassie! Marco! Ax!"


  "Jake?" Cassie's voice cried in the darkness.


  It took a few seconds for us to find each other back at the glowing embers of the campfire. Cassie put her arms around me, slime and all, and hugged me. I was too shaky to return the hug, but it felt good.


  "Is it dead?" Marco asked.


  "No," I said. "But I think I hurt it. It's on its side over there, I think."


  "You know what we should do," Marco said grimly. "We should all acquire that Tyrannosaurus. We need one alive to acquire. It's alive. Until we acquire a Big Rex we're just going to get chased around till sooner or later we get eaten."


  "I already did it," I said. "But you're right."


  None of them were anxious to walk over and start touching that creature. Even moaning on its side, it was terrifying.


  We came up slowly, carefully, tentatively beneath the tail. We carried small torches to light our way.


  Marco was the first. He pressed his hand against the crocodilelike flesh.


  And then Ax.


  And lastly Cassie.


  It was strange. Like some kind of ritual. Three humans and an alien, all carrying torches that might as well have been cinders in the endless darkness. We cowered before the groaning, wheezing monster and touched it.


  "It's so strange," Cassie said. "We're humans in a time millions of years before the first humans. In our time, Homo sapiens run the planet. In this time it's the Tyrannosaurus. You always wonder who would have won, if humans and dinosaurs had lived at the same time. Who would have survived?"


  "They would have hunted us like cats hunt mice," Marco said. "Primitive humans with sharp sticks and maybe a couple of torches? No contest."


  <Yes, but you are not just primitive humans,> Ax said. <You are primitive humans with Andalite morphing technology.>


  Not for the first time, I wondered if Ax had developed a sense of humor.


  And then the adrenaline and lack of sleep and the physical beating all came together. My eyes closed all on their own. My legs buckled. I fell, and arms reached out to take me.


  Chapter 19 - Marco


  



  After we let Jake sort of doze for a while, we decided that maybe sleeping between a dead long-necked dinosaur the size of Nebraska and a moaning, sick Tyrannosaurus was not a great idea.


  So despite the fact that it was so dark we couldn't see our own feet, we trudged on. At least it wasn't raining. After that big huge flash, I'd assumed rain was coming. But maybe that's not the way it worked in this millennium.


  "So basically everything is fine," I said, shifting my pathetically dim torch to my other hand. "We're tens of millions of years in the past. We have no food except charred scraps of dinosaur-on-a-stick. There's a river over there, but if we do go and get a drink, some monster crocodile will jump out and chomp us. We're lost, which is fine because let's face it, we're not exactly looking for the nearest Taco Bell, so who cares where we are? Plus, just to make things perfect, we're wearing Tyrannosaurus skin sandals, which is going to really, really endear us to the next Big Rex we see."


  "I wish Rachel were here," Cassie said.


  "Yeah," I said, suddenly sad. "She'd say something like, 'I can stand the dinosaurs, Marco, I just can't stand listening to you whine.'"


  Jake laughed softly. "You do a pretty good Rachel impression."


  I heard Cassie sniffle. "You know what occurs to me," I said. "We survived, right? I mean, twice we've been jumped by tyrannosaurs or tyrannosauri, whichever. I'm still here and I'm not Captain Heroic. And Jake is still here, despite the fact he's a big, galumphing, clumsy oaf, and not even all that bright."


  "Thanks," Jake said.


  "My point is, if we could survive, are you going to tell me Rachel and Tobias - Xena, Warrior Princess, and a Bird-boy who has to hunt his breakfast every morning - didn't make it? Come on, anything that wants to kill Rachel would have to be meaner than Rachel. And you know that's not even possible."


  Cassie chuckled. She sniffled, too. The truth was I was talking total bull, but who knew? Maybe somehow Rachel and Tobias really did make it. It was easier to believe they did.


  I've always said you make a choice in this world. You can see the world as being tragic, or you can see it as being funny. Some things just flat-out aren't funny, of course. But with very few exceptions, you can usually find the humor in life and in people. I guess if you want to see the world as being sad, terrible, unfair, boo-hoo boo-hoo, that's fine. But man, what kind of life is that?


  We trudged. We stopped and dozed. We got up and trudged some more. And gradually that humongous comet in the sky grew faint as the sky began to light up with the rising sun.


  Then with shocking suddenness, pop! The sun just seemed to jump up off the horizon. I tossed away my charred stump of a torch, closed my eyes, and spread my arms wide to welcome good old Mommy Sun.


  It illuminated a scene out of some museum diorama. The plain stretched out before us, punctuated now with clumps of trees and sudden jutting rocks. The stream still wandered beside us. The woods were off to one side. The volcano was still smoking away, looking intimidating as it towered up above the plain.


  And scattered about on that African-looking savanna, where you might expect to see gazelles or wildebeest or lions, there was a small herd of Triceratops. They moved along calmly, maybe a hundred of them. Like an old-west buffalo herd, I guess. Only Buffalo Bill would have hung up his hat rather than go after these bad boys.


  <Does the rising sun make humans feel more optimistic?> Ax asked.


  "Yeah. Unless it's a school day," I said.


  <We are the same. It doesn't make complete sense, but it does make me feel better. I can see. Seeing is useful.>


  "Plus it blanks out that comet, and that thing was starting to bug me. On the other hand, I'm looking at a bunch of dinosaurs the size of cement trucks, so -"


  <The comet bothered you? But not the flash of light?>


  "Lightning. So what?"


  <No, no. Not lightning. I assumed you knew. It was artificial in origin, not natural.>


  It took me about five more steps before I said, "What?" I stopped. Jake stopped. Cassie stopped.


  "Artificial?" Jake asked. "What do you mean, artificial? Doesn't that mean man-made? Or at least, made?"


  <Yes, of course. The flash was not a naturally occurring phenomenon. It was all wrong for lightning. My stalk eyes are capable of seeing a little further into the ultraviolet and infrared spectra of light and ->


  "Just tell us what it was!" Cassie yelled impatiently. That shocked us all. Cassie never yells. But then again, maybe she's just not a morning person.


  <I believe it was an explosion. I would have thought it was a Dracon beam striking a target, only it was too blue.>


  Jake took a deep breath. "Ax? Do me a favor. Don't assume we know these things, okay?"


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> he said.


  Jake looked at me. "You think Yeerks got transported back to this time with us somehow?"


  <Prince Jake, I don't ->


  "Don't call me prince," Jake said automatically.


  "There weren't any Yeerks anywhere near that submarine when it blew up," I said. "Especially not any Yeerk spacecraft. I mean, come on, I think we'd have noticed."


  <It isn't the Yeerks,> Ax said. <I assumed there must be some sort of highly advanced species of these dinosaurs. But it isn't the Yeerks.>


  "Highly advanced dinosaurs?" I said. "Professor T-rex? I don't think so."


  "Last night I saw some weird flashes far off," Jake said.


  "Me, too," Cassie said. "I assumed they were lightning or something." We resumed walking.


  "Ax-man, I think maybe you're just nuts."


  <Me? Wrong? It is possible,> Ax said dubiously. <But the nature of the light certainly seemed to . . .>


  He droned on for a while about the wavelengths and the retinal impact patterns and distance-sense and a lot of other Andalite stuff that humans would probably learn about someday.


  I tuned it out. I was watching the Triceratops herd, which was off to our side now. I mean, come on, every little kid has a toy plastic Triceratops at some time. And here they were. Real. Actual dinosaurs moving along, munching the grass, occasionally using their huge long horns to dig up a tasty herb. It was cool. Set aside the fact that we had taken a big elevator ride about ten floors down on the food chain. It was still cool.


  "Oh, man, look. I think we're coming up on some kind of big gorge or whatever," Jake said.


  The prairie before us did seem to stop suddenly. The grass wasn't waving beyond a certain point.


  "We'll have to go around," Cassie said.


  "Why?" I wondered. "Where exactly is it we think we're going?"


  "What do you want us to do?" Jake asked peevishly. "Sit down right here and start building a new civilization?"


  "I'm just saying it's not like we have an appointment to be somewhere." We marched on, unable to see the extent of the rift till we got close. And then suddenly we could see. It was incredible. Like walking up on the Grand Canyon the first time. We were at the edge of a valley hundreds of feet deep and miles across. It gave me vertigo just standing there, like I might fall in.


  And it would be a very long fall, with plenty of time to scream on the way down.


  But that wasn't what really knocked the wind out of us. Because see, the valley wasn't empty. Down there, spread across a mile of valley floor, were glittering, shining buildings.


  Buildings.


  And hovering protectively above those buildings was something that looked an awful lot like a flying saucer.


  Chapter 20 - Tobias


  



  "How's the wing?" Rachel asked.


  <It itches. How are your feet?>


  "They hurt all over again."


  <Am I hurting your shoulder?>


  "Nope. Not like you hurt my stomach when you opened me up like you were gutting a fish."


  <I said I'm sorry. I've said it over and over.>


  "I know. I'm cranky. I didn't exactly have a good night's sleep. I seem to remember having to morph the grizzly bear, only to have you come along and slice me up like I was a pepperoni pizza. Slice me up like I was a hunk of cheese."


  I sighed. I tried to balance on Rachel's shoulder without digging my talons in. We'd ripped a patch of the dead Deinonychus's skin to cover her shoulder, but it wasn't staying on.


  "Sliced me up like I was a ham," Rachel muttered. "Like I was bacon. And eggs. And some hash browns. Denny's. I'd give up shopping for a Denny's Grand Slam breakfast right now. The one with the pancakes. Get the hash browns as a side order. Two sausage links, two slices of bacon, two eggs over medium, you know? Not too soft and runny. I don't like them soft and runny. Maple syrup on the pancakes. Has to be maple. What kind of person puts boysenberry syrup on pancakes?"


  <So I'm guessing you're hungry?>


  She turned her icy blue eyes toward me. "Like a loaf of bread. That's how you sliced me up. Like a loaf of bread you get fresh from the bakery, all crusty and crispy and golden on the outside and soft and white and still-warm inside. And raspberry preserves. Has to be raspberry. I like Smuckers. A big jar of raspberry preserves with the seeds. I mean, what kind of baby has to have seedless preserves?"


  I looked at her with my hawk's eyes. I was inches away. It was like looking at her through a microscope, practically. She hadn't slept, hadn't brushed her hair, and she was in a bad mood. But she looked great.


  I looked away. What was the point? Jeez, my own tiredness and hunger must be affecting me. I was starving. I could see little shrewlike mammals flitting between tree roots and cowering beneath ferns, but with a busted wing there was nothing I could do.


  All I could do was watch the trees as we walked. We had left the Deinonychus pack behind in the night. As leader of the pack, I'd snarled at them till they backed away. I left them looking lost and stupid. But pretty soon they'd get around to choosing a new leader.


  Rachel had acquired one of them. It hadn't been easy, but I'd been able to control the murderous creature long enough for her to touch him.


  Now we were wandering along in the forest. Looking for food. Looking for Jake and the others. Looking for a clue of what to do.


  We were entering an area with more vegetation now. There were clusters of palm trees here and there. Clumps of five or ten trees with some bushes around the base. It made me nervous. They blocked my view.


  On the other hand . . . <Hey, don't dates grow on trees?>


  "Not according to my mom. She's thinking about dating again. You know, it's been awhile since the divorce and . . . oh. You mean like dates you eat? I guess they grow on trees."


  <On date palms, right?>


  "Like I know? Like I go food shopping out in the wild? Picking dates off trees and tomatoes off vines and corn out of, I don't know, corn trees?"


  <Corn trees? Corn trees?>


  "Oh, fine. I'm starving and you're picking on me because I'm not a farm girl like Cassie."


  <We could go look at those palm trees. Maybe they have dates or coconuts in them. Something for you to eat, anyway.>


  "I could use a rest. And some shade."


  We headed toward the second nearest clump of trees. Two monstrously big Triceratops were over in the shade of the nearest trees. Supposedly they were peaceful plant-eaters. But they were big as elephants, with three-foot-long horns. So no matter how peaceful they were, I didn't want to share the shade with them.


  <There's definitely something up in those trees,> I said. I could see pods of some sort clustered under the fanlike fronds.


  We reached the shade of the tree. Rachel set me down on the ground and threw rocks till she knocked a pod down. It was brown, about the size of a coconut. She used another rock to bash it open. Inside was a whitish pulp.


  "Well? What do you think?"


  <I don't know. Most likely it won't kill you.>


  Rachel made a face. She held a piece of the pulp up to her nose. "Smells okay." Then she shrugged, popped some in her mouth and swallowed. "Hmm. Not bad."


  <What's it taste like?> I asked. I gazed up jealously at the fruit. I was low down on the ground, not able to see much but the towering trees. But something caught my eye. Through the smooth trunks and riotous bushes, I saw something curved. It looked ridiculously like a handheld fan. Only much bigger. There were spines or spokes with brightly-patterned green and red fabric between them.


  No, not fabric. Skin. But it had to be from something dead. It wasn't moving. Totally still.


  <Rachel. I think there's something just on the other side of this clump of trees. See that - yaahhh!>


  The fan had moved.


  Rachel froze. "Please don't tell me it's another of your dinosaurs."


  <When did they start being my dinosaurs? Let's just back away slowly.>


  Rachel reached down to lift me up. "What is it?"


  <I can't see enough of it to tell.>


  We backed away, keeping our eyes firmly fixed on the spotted fan or sail. But as we backed away I realized Rachel's shoulder was getting tougher to hold on to.


  <What are you doing?>


  "I'm morphing," she said. "I'm hungry, you're hungry. Maybe we can take this guy down and have a nice big dinosaur breakfast."


  <What? What?>


  "I'm morphing that dannynockorus."


  <Deinonychus?>


  She couldn't answer. Her tongue was no longer human. Her skin was pebbly and rough. Her shoulder sloped downward and I jumped off to land in the grass.


  I wasn't exactly happy with Rachel at that point. But at the same time, I wondered if maybe she was right. We had the Deinonychus morph. Why not use it?


  I began to morph myself. Great, it would mean resetting my splint yet again. This was no way to heal. Then again, starving wasn't all that good for your health, either.


  The breeze shifted. The skin and bone sail moved. It moved to catch the breeze. Why? I should know. There was some fact hiding just in the back of my head. What was I forgetting?


  I pictured my toy dinosaurs. Tyrannosaurus rex, Brachiosaurus, Stegosaurus, Allosaurus, Spinosaurus.


  Spinosaurus?


  Big sail on its back. What about it? What was it like? What did it do? Was it an herbivore?


  Moving!


  CRASH! CRASH! Crrrrr-UNCH!


  Up rose the sail as the Spinosaurus stood up. Crash went the bushes as it swiveled to look at us. Crunch went a tree trunk as it thrust its head through the trees to get a closer look at us. The head was bigger than Rachel.


  She was just completing her Deinonychus morph. Would she be able to control the dinosaur's active instincts? She was more experienced at morphing than I was.


  The Spinosaurus glared at us. Or at Rachel, at least.


  <He's scared of us,> she said. <He's big, but he's probably just some great big prehistoric cow, right?>


  <Rachel. Look at the teeth. Do those look like herbivore teeth?>


  <Oh.>


  The Spinosaurus rose up to its full standing height, looming up huge behind the trees. The curved sail on its back was more than five feet high. Tail to nose it was fifty feet long. It stood on two legs - smaller and weaker legs than a Tyrannosaurus, but plenty to move with.


  The Spinosaurus was silent. It just stared as two Deinonychus emerged from a girl and a bird.


  <We can still take him.>


  That would be Rachel, of course. I'd never say anything so stupid. <What are you, crazy? He weighs tons. We weigh pounds.>


  <There's two of us. One of him.>


  <One is plenty!>


  <Okay. Then let's run away.>


  <Now you're talking.>


  We turned. We ran.


  We ran right into the Spinosaurus's mate.


  Chapter 21 - Rachel


  



  What could I do? I had to attack. The Deinonychus body was surging with power and deadly energy.


  Then again, the Spinosaurus was way, way too big. To give you some idea, if we'd both been dogs, the Spinosaurus would be a German shepherd and I'd be a Chihuahua.


  No choice. No way around the second Spinosaurus.


  <Attack!> I yelled.


  I leaped. The steel spring legs lifted me off the ground and I flew through the air, deadly raking claws outward. I was aiming for the Spinosaurus's exposed belly.


  SLASH! With my oversized talons. Two bright red lines in the Spinosaurus's belly!


  Two little lines that looked like something the Spinosaurus might put a Band-Aid on. The Spinosaurus looked puzzled. And then it looked annoyed. It ruffled its weird sail back and opened its jaws and looked at me like I had "Oscar Mayer" printed on my back.


  <Okay, forget attack. We go back to plan "B." Run!>


  And that's when I noticed the other creature step smoothly out from the bushes.


  It walked on two legs. It was rough-textured, like it had really chapped skin. It was reddish in color. It had two big eyes and a small mouth, all of the same reddish-rust hue. It stood about eight feet tall. It was carrying a weapon.


  It was not a dinosaur.


  The creature raised the weapon and pointed it at the wounded and angry Spinosaurus. I saw no flash. Heard no explosion. But the Spinosaurus fell over. Like a redwood falling in the forest, it fell over.


  WHAMMM!


  The second Spinosaurus processed this and decided to go back to sleep. Tobias and I stared at the rough-textured creature with the gun. <What the . . . what is that?>


  <I don't know,> Tobias said. <But I can guarantee none of my toy dinosaurs ever carried guns.>


  The creature gazed curiously at us with what seemed to be eyes, although they were mere indentations in its face. From its head a pair of antennae, flexible as whips, grew and began waving toward us.


  Satisfied after a few seconds of this, the antennae were retracted.


  "You may not kill those creatures. There are very few left. They are ours. All creatures are ours. All things are ours. What are you?" it asked in a rough, raspy, buzzing voice.


  It was speaking English. Now, on Star Trek you see aliens speak English all the time. Like that would be normal. But in real life when you encounter an alien speaking English, it's just weird. You figure at the very least they should be speaking Russian or Japanese or something.


  "Answer."


  <We're . . . dinosaurs,> I said, feeling fairly idiotic.


  "You speak now without making sound. Explain."


  <Why don't you explain?> I said. <Who are you? What are you doing here? And how do you speak our language?>


  "We hear while you are talking. Listening long time. Since night."


  <How did this guy manage to follow us and listen in?> I asked Tobias.


  <I don't know. I would have seen him.>


  "Change to your other form."


  <He's seen us morph.>


  <What are you?> Tobias demanded.


  "We are the Nesk. This is our planet. Change to your other form."


  <Pushy, isn't he?> I said.


  <He's got the gun.>


  <I don't like him. He smells, for one thing. And the smell . . . something familiar about it. Something wrong. I can't quite remember. Can't quite place it. But something's wrong.>


  "This weapon can cause creatures to become unconscious. This happened to the great beast you were attacking. But it can also cause death. Change into your other forms. Or I will cause your death."


  The Nesk raised the weapon and pointed it at us.


  Now, maybe I have to back down before a fifty-foot-long Spinosaurus. But I've faced plenty of pushy aliens with ray guns.


  I knew this Nesk character with the ego problem would expect me to charge him, like a dinosaur. But I'm a human. Better yet, I'm a gymnast. So, just like on the balance beam, I spun on one leg and whipped my rigid tail into the Nesk.


  <Take that!>


  My tail hit hard. It slammed into the Nesk at his chest level. My tail broke him in two. The top half simply fell off. Like I'd chopped through a tree.


  <Oh, my God!> I cried, horrified. I'd only intended to knock him down.


  But then my horror changed tone. The severed lower body seemed to be dissolving. Breaking into thousands and tens of thousands of tiny squirming pieces!


  And the fallen upper body was still holding the weapon. Raising it toward me again! No time for pity. I lunged, mouth wide-open. I bit down on that raised hand. It dissolved. Crumbled. I felt a squirming in my mouth. Then stinging, burning. I spit out the gun. It hit the dirt. And a wave made up of the Nesk's body parts raced to reach it.


  My mouth was still alive with stinging and burning. The tiny reddish body parts began to crawl out of my jaw, up onto my muzzle. Up where my eyes could see them clearly.


  Then I remembered that smell. The acrid smell of a tunnel, the stink of deadly automatons racing to tear me apart.


  Ants!


  The Nesk was made up of millions and millions of ants.


  Chapter 22 - Cassie


  



  "Okay, those buildings were not built by dinosaurs," Marco said.


  Jake looked at Ax. "Ax? Do you have any idea what is going on here?"


  Ax looked as puzzled as he was capable of looking. <You are sure this is not some unknown chapter of human history?>


  "Ax, at this point humans aren't even a gleam in some tiny mammal's eye. We're a long, long way from seeing the first primate. Let alone an actual human. Could they be Andalites?"


  <They are not Andalites,> Ax said. <We, too, have not yet evolved by this point. In fact, I believe our planet is still wandering between two different stars, one of which will later go nova, but in such a way that the shock wave will ->


  "A simple 'no' would do," Marco interrupted.


  <They are certainly not Taxxons, Hork-Bajir, or even Yeerks. None of those species exists yet.>


  "The Pemalites?" I suggested. We knew of the Pemalites from Erek. Erek looked and acted like a normal kid, but he was actually an android- a Chee - built by the extinct race called Pemalites.


  Marco shook his head. "Erek told us when they arrived on Earth, the last Pemalites were dying. The Chee joined their essence or whatever with wolves. There aren't any wolves. We're probably tens of millions of years away from wolves, too."


  "So who is hanging around on Earth in this era who can build cities and flying saucers?" Jake asked impatiently.


  "Why don't I go ask them?" I said, pointing to the small city in the valley. "Or at least go check them out. My osprey morph would be perfect. There are birds in this era, so I shouldn't be too obvious."


  Jake nodded. "Okay. That's what we'll do. We'll all go. But this just gets weirder and weirder."


  "You know, only one of us has to go," I suggested. "Why don't I do it? You guys can all stay here for now."


  Jake cocked an eyebrow. "What are you talking about?"


  "Well, shouldn't we take the absolute minimum risk?"


  Jake shook his head and kept looking at me like he couldn't figure me out.


  "Look, we've already lost Rachel and Tobias," I blurted. "I lost my best friend. I don't want to lose . . . you know. Anyone else."


  Marco looked like he was right on the verge of making a wisecrack. But he stopped. Still, I guess he just couldn't totally restrain himself, so he said, "Why don't I go with Cassie? Somehow I don't think it's me she's worried about losing." He gave Jake a sidelong smirk.


  Jake rolled his eyes. "We are not going to lose anyone, okay? It's probably safer for us all to be in the air together. Here on the ground we have Big Rex to worry about."


  It made sense. But it didn't make me feel any better. It had been just twenty-four hours since I'd last seen Rachel. I hadn't had all that much time to think about her. I'd been busy staying alive. And I guess the truth is, I almost didn't want to think about her really being gone.


  But last night, in that terrible black chaos, blind, unable to tell where Jake's terrified cries were coming from, I just kept thinking, No, it can't happen again. I can't lose Jake, too.


  Now here we were, staring down at what might be our only salvation in this dangerous world. But I was more worried than before. Maybe I trust animals more than civilization.


  "Okay," I said. "But I get a bad feeling about this. See, this can't be right. There can't be a city down there. It doesn't make sense. There are no cities in the age of dinosaurs. And no flying saucers, either. I know we have to check it out, but we need to be careful."


  I began to focus on my osprey morph. An osprey is a type of hawk that normally lives by water and eats fish.


  Gray feather patterns began to appear on my skin. I saw my bare feet become talons, my arms twist into wing shapes. It was a morph I had done many times before. But it was a morph from a different world. This was a world where true birds seemed to be small in number.


  There was a nice breeze blowing. And I could guess that there would be excellent thermals - warm updrafts - welling up from the steep valley walls.


  <Everyone ready?> Jake asked.


  <Look!> Marco yelled.


  Half a dozen small dinosaurs, each standing on two legs and no more than three feet high, goggled at us with huge yellow eyes.


  <Let's fly,> Jake said.


  The dinosaurs attacked at a run. A very fast run.


  <I am getting so sick of this place,> Marco said as we flapped into the breeze and raced along on our talons.


  I reached the edge of the cliff. I opened my wings and sprang out into the void. The tiny dinosaurs stopped at the edge and watched us go.


  <This does seem to be a dangerous time in Earth's history,> Ax said. <It's a wonder humans ever evolved in such a dangerous world.>


  <The dinosaurs were all gone before humans evolved,> I pointed out.


  <All?> Ax asked, puzzled.


  <Yeah. There were no dinosaurs by the time humans began to appear. They were all wiped out much earlier.>


  <Unless you count the Flintstones,> Marco said. <"Flintstones, meet the Flintstones, they're the modern stone age family.">


  I'd been right about the thermals. It felt good to be floating on a warm breeze. I know this seems crazy, but I somehow felt more at home in the osprey morph than my own human body. Humans just seemed so totally out of place in this era.


  We flew toward the shining city in the valley. With osprey eyes I could see much more clearly. I saw buildings that rose in steep, smooth sweeps, like they'd grown from the bedrock. Windows were stuck in odd locations, some aiming out, others more like skylights. And there were fields planted with green and arranged in neat circles instead of rows.


  <"From the town of Bedrock, they're a page right out of histo-ree,"> Marco sang.


  As we got closer, I could see creatures of some sort. They looked a little like large - very large - crabs. Only with shells in a wild array of colors, deep blue, spring green, orange. And while on one side there was something very much like a large pincer, on the other side there was a pair of hands.


  <Those are definitely not any species I know of,> Ax volunteered.


  <They don't look friendly,> Marco said.


  <Marco, how can you possibly ->


  WHAM! Something hit me! I was tumbling through the air. I fell ten feet, opened my wings again and veered into a breeze. I caught air. Nothing broken. <Jake!> I cried.


  <Look out, it's coming around again!> Jake yelled.


  I turned my head just in time to see it fill my entire field of vision. Like some monstrous bat. Green-and-yellow leather wings twenty feet across. An impossibly long, bony head.


  <I can't believe something that big could sneak up on me,> I said.


  <There are more,> Ax said tersely.


  They were dropping from caves in the valley wall. Three, four, six of them. They opened their wide leather wings and swooped toward us.


  Chapter 23 - Tobias


  



  They swarmed toward Rachel. Millions of ants. And a group of them was already reforming around the weapon, forming a sort of hand to raise it high and aim it.


  I had a very low-tech idea of how to deal with that. I leaped. I landed with both feet on the ants around the weapon. And I began to stomp.


  I stomped like mad with my Deinonychus feet. They weren't great feet for stomping because they were basically built like bird feet. But they were fast. I was stomping at a rate of several stomps per second. And whatever kind of super-alien ants these might be, they couldn't stand some man-sized dinosaur stomping on them.


  The Nesk broke and ran. I roared in triumph and turned to Rachel. She was avidly licking the ants off her with her long tongue.


  <What on or off the Earth was that?> I said.


  <I don't even want to know,> Rachel said. <I'll tell you something about your Cretaceous Park here, though. I don't like it. It's grinding my last nerve. Not bad enough we have murderous dinosaurs everywhere. Noooo, we have to have ant-creatures from planet Zeptron!>


  <Zeptron?>


  <It's the first word that came to mind, all right? You want to grind my nerves, too?>


  <Nope. Definitely not. But maybe we should ->


  Ch-ch-ch-CHEEEEEW! Ch-ch-ch-CHEEEEEW! Ch-ch-ch-CHEEEEEW!


  The ground beside me exploded, like it had been ripped by an invisible plow. I jumped. Another plow mark just behind me! I saw movement. And there, racing toward us across the plain, was a gleaming, silver craft. Maybe twice the size of a Bug fighter, but shaped like an elongated pyramid, long end forward.


  Ch-ch-ch-CHEEEEEW! Ch-ch-ch-CHEEEEEW! Ch-ch-ch-CHEEEEEW!


  The ship fired again and blew two more five-foot-long furrows in the ground.


  <Run!> Rachel said.


  <Run!> I agreed.


  We ran. Deinonychus can run when it wants to. Very fast. Maybe twenty miles an hour. Too bad the silver pyramid was about a thousand times faster.


  But it hesitated. I glanced back and saw it pause over the spot where we'd been. A sort of tube with a scoop on the end lowered to the ground. And I swear it vacuumed up the ants we'd scattered.


  It came after us again. We dodged and the craft fired, ripping tear after tear in the ground around us.


  <They're playing with us!> I yelled.


  <I don't like the game,> Rachel said.


  <No, I mean, like cat and mouse. They can hit us any time. They're missing on purpose. They're enjoying this.>


  <Or else they're herding us,> Rachel said grimly. <They want us to keep going this way.>


  Directly ahead of us was a small herd of Triceratops. Of course, small only referred to the number of animals in the herd. Each one was the size of an elephant.


  <I have to be able to see what's up ahead, up past that herd,> I said. <I'm gonna leapfrog!>


  <What?>


  I didn't have time to explain. We reached the Triceratops. One huge bull swung his three-foot-long horns toward us in challenge. I sidestepped him and leaped onto the back of an equally big but less alert female.


  I leaped! Soared through the air, coiled my legs, timed it just right to slam my legs down on the Triceratops's back, bounced off her, and hurtled another ten feet in the air.


  From up there I could see the trap. Then I was falling. WHUMPF! I hit, rolled, jumped up and yelled, <You were right, it's a trap! There's a whole wall of them. A whole wall of ants! Billions! The only way out is left, but there's a sheer drop there. Can't tell how deep.>


  <Great! A sheer drop or a wall of space ants! Nice choice.>


  <On the count of three, we dodge left and keep going no matter what. One . . . two . . .>


  <Three!> Rachel yelled. We hauled left.


  Ch-ch-ch-CHEEWWW!


  Explosions of earth and rock cut across our path but I didn't care. I'd seen what was up ahead. This was better.


  We raced, panting and gasping, toward what looked to us like the end of the world. A sudden gap. An emptiness.


  <What is it the sky divers always say before they jump?> I asked.


  <Geronimo!> Rachel yelled.


  <Yeah, that's it,> I said and leaped into emptiness. Rachel was three seconds behind me.


  It might have been a five foot drop. It might have been ten feet. Unfortunately, it was about five hundred feet.


  <Aaaaaaaahhhhhhh!> I cried.


  <Aaaaaaaahhhhhhh!> Rachel agreed.


  Falling, falling, spinning out of control, no time to morph. I was going to die. I would be slammed against the ground far below and die.


  But even as I spun crying through the air, I swear I saw bright buildings. And then, much closer, a bird. A very familiar bird. Back in my own world I have to watch out for peregrine falcons. See, every now and then one of them will actually take a shot at a hawk.


  It was like some insane joke. Like fate was trying to get a good laugh at me. Dinosaurs, aliens, and now my old nemesis, a peregrine falcon.


  Then I saw the other set of wings.


  The twenty-five-foot-wide wings and bony chisel-head of a creature no human had ever seen before.


  Pteranodon! I thought. I used to play with you.


  Chapter 24 - Jake


  



  The flying dinosaurs were above us. That was the problem. We were more maneuverable, but they had the altitude. And slowly but surely, by circling above us, they were forcing us down and down. Down toward the glimmering city below us.


  I looked in every direction. How to get away? How to get out from under this trap?


  The silver flying saucer was now only twenty feet below us, the highest spires of the alien city just another thirty feet lower than that.


  We were trapped. If we went up, the flying dinosaurs. If we went down, the city full of bright, bizarre, two-handed crabs.


  <Back to the cliff wall,> I said. <The thermals will be strongest there. Maybe we can get enough lift to outrun them straight up!>


  We curved back toward the cliff wall. Four of us. Cassie and Marco in osprey morph, Ax as a northern harrier, and me, a peregrine falcon.


  We flapped at full speed for the cliffs. I could see colonies of the flying dinosaurs nesting there on crags in shallow caves. More were taking wing.


  Stupid! I was leading everyone right back toward more of the creatures. And yet it might just work.


  <Get ready everyone! Hug that cliff wall!>


  I was ten seconds from slamming right into the cliff. Five. Three!


  Something falling toward me! Quick turn left. Two dinosaurs, looking like miniature tyrannosaurs, were falling, kicking and scrabbling. They'd leaped off the cliff! A shower of falling rock was dislodged behind them.


  They fell. The leather-winged flying dinosaurs closed in on us. In a flash of swift movement, one of the falling dinosaurs reached out with its little forepaw and snagged one of the leather wings! To my utter amazement, I saw him reach with his free claw to grab the other wing tip.


  The dinosaur spread the wings as far as it could. Twenty feet of leathery wing. Like a hang glider. Just enough to glide with.


  The second dinosaur caught a leg on a jutting rock. It slowed the fall, but only for a second, then it tumbled away. But now there was enough time. The dinosaur with the living hang glider swept toward it.


  <Rachel, get ready to grab something!> the first dinosaur yelled. It was as if someone had stuck a thousand volt wire in my ear.


  <Tobias?>


  <Jake?>


  WHAM! Tobias aimed for Rachel and slammed into her. Rachel was knocked into the cliff wall. Tobias was able to catch a ledge. Rachel scrabbled frantically, but kept missing her hold. She tumbled into a nest of the flying dinosaurs.


  There was a furious falling, rattling, screaming, dirt-flying tussle that rolled down the cliff, but when the dust cleared, there was Rachel . . . or at least a dinosaur. . . holding tight to the legs of one big leather wing and the neck of another.


  She dragged them down the side of that cliff, both of them flapping madly. I dove after her, calling to the others. Down, down, down. Then WHAM!


  She landed. But not on the valley floor. She landed in midair. She was crumpled on what looked like midair. And the two tattered, leather wings were beside her. Also in midair.


  <Force field!> Ax yelled.


  I pulled up, just as my breastbone scraped along what seemed like a pure, clear glass roof.


  The others swooped down and landed on the force field.


  <Rachel?> Cassie cried. <Is that you?!>


  <Of course, it's me,> Rachel said, sounding as if the idea of her being some little dinosaur who'd just jumped off a cliff, grabbed a pair of giant leather-wing dinosaurs and landed on an alien force field was totally normal. <Who else would it be?>


  We were all treated to the utterly bizarre sight of an osprey attempting to hug a dinosaur.


  <I know this is kind of obvious,> Marco began, <but you're both alive!>


  <Of course,> Tobias said. <You think getting eaten by a Kronosaurus was going to kill us? Nah. Or being chased by a pack of Deinonychus?>


  <What are you, Dinosaur-boy?> Marco asked.


  <Now you know what I've been putting up with since yesterday,> Rachel said. <This-a-saurus and that-a-saurus. Tobias rattles them off like they were, I don't know, like any normal person would rattle off the names of major clothing designers.>


  <What do you call the morphs you're in?> I asked.


  <Deinonychus. And those flying reptiles there are Pteranodons,> Tobias said. <Am I the only person who ever played with dinosaurs when I was little?>


  <Hey. There are buildings down there,> Rachel said. <What's going on? We were being chased by these aliens who are ants but who can join together to form bodies and carry guns. He . . . or they . . . said they were the Nesk.>


  Every eye turned to Ax. He sounded a little exasperated. <I don't know. Never heard of them. We are millions of years in the past, you know. I cannot be expected to know every species in the history of the galaxy.>


  <At least sixty-five million years in the past,> Tobias said. <Cretaceous Age. The last age of dinosaurs.>


  Marco moaned. <Oh, man. Sixty-five million years! I thought it was just maybe six or seven million years. I was holding out hope that we'd find some primitive people. You know, like in that old movie Quest for Fire? Only the babe tribe, not the hairy tribe. There would be this primitive tribe and because of my superior knowledge I would become their ruler.>


  <Your superior knowledge of what, Marco? Your superior knowledge of Spider-Man's super powers?> Rachel asked scornfully. <You run into a tribe of Neanderthals, you'd end up being their pet monkey.>


  Everyone laughed. Even Marco. It was good having the group together again. But I had to get us moving.


  <Excuse me, but we seem to be standing on a force field a hundred feet or so above a valley filled with aliens. Maybe we should leave. Unfortunately, there are still a bunch of mad Pteranodons above us.>


  <And maybe a small ship full of those Nesk whatevers,> Tobias pointed out. <Are they the same aliens who are down in this valley?>


  <No,> a voice said. <The Nesk and the Mercora are not the same.>


  I looked at Ax. He looked at me. Everyone looked at everyone else. None of us had spoken. None of us even knew the word "mercora."


  Out across the force field, they appeared very gradually. At first there was just a ripple in the air, then a sort of bad TV picture full of static. Then the picture was clear and real and three-dimensional.


  <A localized, force-field-derived sensor shield!> Ax said enthusiastically. <Excellent!>


  We were face-to-face with the aliens. Not that we could be sure where the face was, exactly.


  Chapter 25 - Ax


  



  We Andalites know more about alien races than anyone in the galaxy. We have been in space longer and traveled farther. Plus, we are scientists as well as warriors, so when we find a new race we study it. As opposed to wiping it out or enslaving it, as the Yeerks do.


  We know of the Gedds and Hork-Bajir and Taxxons, the Korla, the Skrit Na, the humans, and many, many others.


  But this race, these Mercora, were just strange. For one thing, they were not at all symmetrical.


  There were three of the creatures. They moved upon seven legs. Four on one side, three on the other. To make matters worse, the four legs were larger than the three. So they scuttled sideways in the direction of the small legs.


  They stood about half the height of a tall human, and seven or eight feet wide.


  On the side with the four big legs, there was a sort of three-way pincer claw. It looked very powerful. It looked like the sort of thing I would not want to have to fight against.


  On the other side, the weak side, there were two arms similar to my own, but even stronger than human arms. The arms ended in long, tapered, delicate fingers.


  There were a lot of eyes. They kept opening and shutting, one or two or three at a time. They were each hidden beneath tiny trap doors in the Mercora's exoskeleton or shell. Eyes were forever appearing and disappearing. It was very, very distracting.


  <Finally,> Marco muttered. <Someone who can win a staring contest with Ax.>


  <We are the Mercora,> one of them said in thought-speak. <We are immigrants to this planet. We thought we had encountered most of the many species on this planet. But we have never encountered an intelligent species here before.>


  <They think we're intelligent,> Rachel whispered. <So, Marco, keep quiet. We don't want them to learn the truth.>


  It is strange the way humans will resort to what they call humor when they are frightened. Once again it struck me as strange that they had risen to dominate the very dangerous and hostile environment of Earth. I wondered how well they would have fared if they had coexisted with the dinosaurs.


  <May I ask what you call yourselves?> the Mercora spokesman said.


  <Is it safe to tell them the truth?> Cassie asked us all privately.


  <We're sixty-five million years before the first Yeerk will show up on Earth,> Prince Jake said. <And maybe these Mercora can help us get back home.>


  Prince Jake stepped forward. As well as a falcon walking on a force field could step. <We are called humans. Except for this one . . .> He tilted his head toward me. <He is an Andalite.>


  The Mercora looked confused. Maybe. It was hard to tell. I can barely interpret human facial expressions. But in any case it opened and closed groups of eyes in rapid succession.


  <Do you inhabit this continent?>


  <Well . . .> Prince Jake said. <That's kind of a long story. Um, Ax? You probably can explain better than I can.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake. We are from the future,> I said.


  <Hey, that's a much better explanation than Jake could have come up with,> Marco said. <"We are from the future." Thank goodness we have a brilliant alien Space-boy here who can explain things.>


  <The future?> the Mercora said. <How far in the future?>


  <A . . . a long, long way,> I responded.


  <Not to get all technical or anything,> Marco said dryly. <Look, sir, ma'am, whatever you are, Mr. or Ms. Mercora, we aren't what we seem. If you promise not to tell some people who won't even exist for another sixty-five million years, we'll show you, okay?>


  <Yeah, let's do it,> Prince Jake said. <What do we have to lose?>


  <Aside from our lives,> Rachel added dryly.


  <My decision,> Prince Jake said heavily. <I think we should demorph.>


  I began to do so. It must have been a bizarre sight for the Mercora. They each opened a startling number of eyes. Tobias went from dinosaur to hawk. Rachel from dinosaur to human. Cassie, Marco, and Prince Jake from bird to human. And I morphed from bird to Andalite.


  <As you see,> I explained, <we are two different species. They are human. I am Andalite.>


  <And what is he?> the Mercora asked, pointing both hands at Tobias.


  <He is a human, but he suffered an accident and was trapped in his morph.>


  <You are a strange species,> the Mercora said. <But you are welcome as long as you come in peace and do not serve the Nesk.>


  "It was the Nesk that chased us here," Rachel said.


  <Now it speaks with sound!> the Mercora commented.


  "Yes, it does that when it's not in morph," Rachel said. "I get the idea you and the Nesk don't get along."


  <They are attempting to destroy us. They want this planet for themselves. We do not wish to leave. This is our world now. Our original planet was destroyed when our sun was drawn toward a black hole. We are all that is left of the Mercora. And we cannot leave this planet. Not that we would ever wish to. It is wonderful. Wonderful. And it will be our home forever.>


  A second Mercora spoke up. <What planet in the future are you from, you humans and Andalites?>


  Cassie started to answer. "Actually, we're from Earth. Which is our name for -"


  Suddenly she fell silent and looked shocked. Tobias was staring intensely at her. And then he spoke to me in the personal, private thought- speak whisper he'd used to silence Cassie. A whisper the Mercora could not hear.


  <No one tell them we're from this planet,> Tobias said. <Hear me? No one tells them this is our planet.>


  For a moment I was surprised. Slowly, understanding dawned on me. The Mercora were wrong: They were not going to be a part of Earth's future. They were destined either to leave . . . or to be destroyed.


  Chapter 26 - Marco


  



  "You know, for being big, lopsided crabs with way too many eyeballs, these guys are really all right," I said, as I reclined against a force field shaped into an easy chair and tinted an attractive blue.


  A day had gone by. The Mercora had speed-healed Tobias's busted wing, fed us, custom-designed a place for us to stay, and even attempted to make clothing for us. I was feeling pretty relaxed, gazing out of a window down at the Mercora who were busily working in the fields tending their broccoli.


  Yes, broccoli. Turns out broccoli isn't even from Earth originally. The Mercora imported it from their home planet. Which explains a lot, I think.


  "We have a nice apartment. We have food. Sadly, it's all vegetables, but hey, later we can introduce the concept of the McRex: two all-Tyrannosaurus patties, special sauce, lettuce, cheese, pickles, onions on a sesame seed bun. The McRex, the Quarter Tonner with cheese. And not to be impolite about our new pals here, but I'll bet these Mercora would be pretty tasty served with some melted butter."


  "What are we doing here?" Rachel demanded. "What are we going to do, just sit around on these La-Z-Boy force fields, eat broccoli, and listen to Marco babble like an idiot?"


  That's when Ax came back in the room. He'd been talking to the Mercora. They found it easier communicating with him because he uses thought-speak like they do.


  <I have questioned the Mercora,> Ax announced. <In order to repair the Sario Rip and snap us back to our own time, they say - and I agree - that we would need an explosion of great power. At least as great as the power of that fusion weapon aboard the submarine. The Mercora point out that such an explosion would annihilate this entire settlement.>


  "So? We do the explosion out in the countryside," Rachel said.


  "And wipe out a few hundred thousand dinosaurs?" Cassie said.


  "Besides," Jake pointed out, "the Mercora have already told us they don't control the countryside. Out there, beyond the force field, the Nesk are more powerful."


  I reached down and snagged a carrot stick from a little ice bowl. At least carrots were from Earth. I munched it, thought about making a Bugs Bunny joke, decided the joke I had in mind wasn't all that funny, then said, "Look, we all want to get back, right? Our families. My dad. But either we can or we can't. If we can't, absolutely can't, then maybe we should just try and make the best of this."


  Ax came over to stand by the window. He looked out with his main eyes. One stalk eye was pointed at me. The other was pointed toward the rest of the group. <The Mercora don't use explosive weapons, anyway. They would not have anything powerful enough. However. . .>


  I saw Rachel's head snap around. "However what?"


  <However, they say the Nesk do have large explosive weapons. They say the Nesk have a base twenty miles away. It is very well defended. No Mercora ship could hope to get close. They have a standoff. The Nesk cannot penetrate this valley through the force field. The Mercora cannot eliminate the Nesk base.>


  "Are you making a suggestion?" Jake asked Ax.


  <No. Just reporting what I have learned from talking with the Mercora.> I sat up. I looked Ax in the eye - the eye pointed toward me, that is.


  "Okay, what are you not mentioning?"


  Ax turned back to the group, but kept that one eyeball on me. <The Nesk are scavengers. The ships they fly, the weapons they use, are all modeled on the tools of races the Nesk have defeated. The Nesk have learned to mimic the bodies and shapes of these other races in order to fire the weapons and fly the ships. The Nesk believe the dinosaurs belong to them. As their property. They believe this planet belongs to them. But they cannot tolerate the existence of other sentient, intelligent species. They are determined to wipe out the Mercora.>


  "You know, it doesn't matter if they're space ants or plain old Earth ants, ants are just not nice people," I said, and munched a second carrot.


  Rachel rolled her eyes. "Ants are not nice people? There's a brilliant comment."


  "Okay," Jake said. "So we have two alien races fighting to control Earth. The Mercora seem basically harmless. They just want to plant broccoli -"


  "That's not harmless," I muttered.


  "- and live here in their valley. The Nesk, on the other hand, are aggressive and murderous. The Mercora can't help us. The Nesk maybe could help us, but won't because, after all, we're an intelligent species, too, and they don't like competition."


  "Send Marco to talk to the Nesk," Rachel suggested brightly. "They won't mind him."


  "Ha. Haha and also ha," I said. "Look, to get serious here, the Nesk didn't smoke that Spinosaurus that was gonna eat Rachel and Tobias, right?"


  Tobias stopped preening his feathers. He was perched on the force-field table, having enjoyed a tasty prehistoric rat brought for him by the thoughtful Mercora.


  <They knocked it out. It was alive, though.>


  "Exactly. So I guess the Nesk don't mind dinosaurs. I mean, okay, if a Mercora flying saucer shows up at the Nesk home base, they blast it. But what if a whole different kind of army shows up there?"


  Rachel suddenly grabbed my shoulder so enthusiastically it hurt. "It's a miracle! Marco actually came up with a good idea. We can morph dinosaurs and stomp on in there, set off some big honkin' explosion and maybe undo this Sario Rip of Ax's!"


  <It is not my Sario-> Ax began.


  "Wait a minute, why are we attacking the Nesk?" Cassie demanded. "Just because we don't like them doesn't mean we take up sides in the Mercora-Nesk war."


  "Look," I said, prying Rachel's gymnast-strong fingers off my collarbone. "We need a big explosion to hopefully close the Sario Rip. The Nesk have things that go 'boom.' And they aren't expecting a bunch of dinosaurs to show up asking to borrow a cup of plutonium, right? Now, that's not too complicated."


  <Plutonium?> Ax snorted like I'd made a joke. <Oh, you're serious. But maybe the Nesk have slightly more advanced explosives.>


  "What are you talking about?" Cassie cried. "We can't just go around picking fights like this. We all want to get back home. But we're sixty-five million years in the past. And we are not supposed to be here. Anything we do could end up changing the course of history in some terrible way."


  "Ah," Jake said, nodding.


  "We could do something that ends up totally altering the future without even knowing it," Cassie said. "We could . . . I don't know, we could do something. Something wrong."


  "We could change the future so that Hanson would never have existed," I said. "I say we try!"


  "You going to try and wipe out every guy who's cuter than you, Marco?" Rachel asked. "That's half the human race."


  "Look, we can't go messing with the future," Cassie said. "It's too complicated. Too many consequences."


  <Too late,> Tobias said, speaking up for the first time. <We have Homo sapiens alive here in this timeline. Not to mention me. Whatever I am. See this rat I just ate? That could have been the rat that will pass on the genetic material that someday grows a smarter rat. And fifty million years from now, maybe that's the DNA, the stuff that's needed to push the earliest primate over the top. I may have wiped out the human race.> He looked down at the fur and bones. <And it wasn't even a very good rat. Too thin and stringy.>


  One by one, we all looked at Jake.


  "Oh, puh-leeze! I'm supposed to decide things that may wipe out the human race?"


  "You're Batman," I said. "I'm just Robin. The boy wonder," I added with a leer at Rachel.


  Jake shrugged. "What are we supposed to do? Sit here and grow old, eating broccoli with the crab people? Never even try to go home?"


  <There is one other consideration,> Ax said. <We are here. Which means we were here, sixty-five million years in Earth's past. In other words, maybe our presence here is vital to the future. Maybe we did something that caused the future to happen the way it happened.>


  "Is anyone else's head exploding from all this?" I asked.


  "Great," Jake said, stomping a few steps in frustration, then turning around again. "So if I suggest we attack the Nesk, maybe that wipes out the future. And if I suggest not to attack the Nesk, that could also wipe out the future. Excellent. Perfect. As long as it's all nice and clear."


  <This decision may not be clear,> Tobias said quietly. <But another decision may be so obvious we can't ignore it.>


  No one asked what he meant because at that point some Mercora showed up with more food. But I filed away his words. I filed them away in my head and I had the definite feeling I'd be double-clicking on that file again.


  Chapter 27 - Ax


  



  I am often amazed at Prince Jake's ability to make decisions. I call him my prince because any Andalite warrior needs a prince to serve. But I know that he is just a human youth, as I am an Andalite youth.


  And yet he is very impressive for a human youth. He understands instinctively that making no decision is also a decision. So he accepts the responsibility.


  If he were an Andalite I have no doubt he would become a true prince. Still, he does very well for a human.


  In the end, we decided to "go for it." That is a human expression. As I understand it, the expression means that without having any clear idea of why we should do something, we would do it anyway.


  We would attack at dawn. I asked why dawn.


  "Tradition," Marco said. "You do shoot-outs at high noon, you stretch in the seventh inning, you attack at dawn."


  Like much of human thinking, this is a mystery to me.


  "You also get executed at dawn," Cassie said.


  "Thank you, Cassie, for that bit of optimism."


  We had explained our plan to the Mercora. They approved. We would attack the Nesk home base and seize an explosive weapon. A bomb. A "nuke," as my human friends said. Then we would return to the ocean and attempt to explode this "nuke" in such a way that it would close the Sario Rip and return us to our own time.


  I hoped the Mercora would have some idea how to do this. I certainly didn't. We learned about Sario Rips in school. But I wasn't really paying attention that day, and I can't be expected to remember all the things I learned in school. Can I?


  I was sure my human friends understood this. But to be absolutely sure, I mentioned it as we sped through the night toward the Nesk base aboard a ground-hugging Mercora transport.


  <Prince Jake, you do understand that I have no idea precisely how or where or when to set off an explosion that will seal the Sario Rip?>


  "What? What?!"


  I was mistaken. It was clear from the expression he made with his human mouth, and the way his voice became loud and rose at the end toward a sort of shriek, and also by the way his eyes alternately narrowed and expanded, that Prince Jake had not been entirely clear on this point.


  <I know that we should probably create an explosion. I don't know exactly when or where. Although it should be near the point where we first emerged into this world. I am sure of that. Mostly.>


  "Don't you think you might have mentioned this earlier?" Marco said. "Like before we signed on for this suicide mission?"


  "Look, we need the nuke, right?" Rachel said. "One way or the other, we need the nuke. So let's do it."


  "Oh, I hate when she says 'let's do it,'" Marco moaned. "I've changed my mind now. I can learn to like broccoli."


  One of the three Mercora with us scuttled around to face us. It opened a half dozen eyes in a rapid flutter. <We are close to the place we will leave you. It is on the edge of the Nesk defensive grid. As close as we can go. Approximately point zero zero zero zero two six eight light seconds from the base.>


  "Which would be . . . ?" Prince Jake asked me.


  <Approximately five of your miles,> I translated.


  "Five miles? In the dark? Here in Cretaceous Park?" Marco said. "That's kind of a hike, isn't it?"


  But the Mercora were firm. Any closer and the transport would be spotted and fired on. Success depended on surprise. We were to appear to be any bunch of wandering dinosaurs. Harmless to the Nesk.


  The transport came to rest amid jumbled rocks. The Mercora were very advanced when it came to force fields. But their ships were clunky and slow, compared to Andalite technology. Or what would be Andalite technology in sixty-five million years.


  It was very dark outside. The Mercora kept their exterior ship's lights low. And as I trotted down the ramp, the brightest thing around was the comet. It was shockingly close now. The tail would certainly brush the planet as it passed.


  Dawn was still two hours away. We were to travel the five miles to the Nesk base in that time and be ready to move in as soon as the sun rose on the horizon.


  <Take this, Andalite,> the Mercora copilot said. With one of his hands he gave me a small communicator.


  <A thought-speak communicator?>


  <Yes. The humans could not use it, but you will be able to.>


  <What is its purpose?>


  <You can inform us how the mission goes,> the Mercora said.


  <Are you offering to help?>


  <No. We cannot risk our limited ships and equipment.>


  I nodded as if I understood. But I was puzzled. The Mercora scuttled back aboard their ship. It lifted silently off the ground with an intriguing violet glow, then sped away into the darkness.


  I don't know about the humans, but I felt extremely lonely. I am always alone, being the only Andalite on planet Earth. But now I was more alone than that. My own people would not exist for tens of millions of years.


  We were in the dark, a very deep darkness, beneath the glowing comet, in a past that was not my own, in a past filled with destructive monsters.


  From far off I heard, "Hunh-huhnroooaaarrr." Then Prince Jake said, "Okay, let's morph."


  Chapter 28 - Cassie


  



  I didn't want to be here. I didn't want to be doing this. We didn't really have a plan. We didn't truly know what we were doing. But I couldn't sit it out. No way. Not when my friends were facing danger.


  I looked up. The comet was shockingly big in the sky. The tail spread a quarter of the distance from horizon to horizon. It was beautiful. But it frightened me. Ahead, in the direction of the Nesk base, there was a slight, reddish glow that seemed to hover in the air. I realized it was the summit of the volcano.


  "Okay, let's morph," Jake said.


  There was no doubt which morph he meant.


  This was not a place for my osprey or my dolphin, my skunk or even my wolf. This was dinosaur country. I had only one morph that was useful in this situation.


  Tyrannosaurus rex. The tyrant lizard king.


  In all of Earth's history, all the millions of years and all the billions of animals that have come and gone, this one single creature was the most powerful predator.


  "I can't believe I'm stuck in a lousy little Deinonychus morph," Rachel complained. "You guys all get to do Big Daddy, and Tobias and I have to be Babysaurus."


  "I wish I wasn't doing it," I said.


  "Yeah, right," Rachel snorted.


  There are some things about Rachel I still don't understand. And things about me that must mystify her, I guess. Rachel loves the big predator morphs. I don't. I never want to hurt anyone or anything. Not even when I have to. Not even when there's no choice.


  "Tell you one thing," Marco said. "If you're gonna walk around in the dark here in Cretaceous world, you want to be carrying the big guns. And Big Rex is the biggest."


  "I guess I'd rather have the Mercora's force fields," I said. "I like the way they do things: They protect themselves without having to be so violent."


  <They don't seem to object to our being violent for them,> Tobias said.


  I looked to see him in the dark. He was already morphing. A man-sized dinosaur was growing from a bird.


  "Let's just do this, all right?" Marco said impatiently. "I've been on the wrong end of a fight with a Tyrannosaurus, okay? I don't want to be standing around here debating in the dark when another one shows up looking for an early breakfast."


  Jake said, "Rachel, Tobias, you guys keep an eye on us. These are new morphs for the four of us. We may have some trouble adjusting."


  I took a deep breath. I guess I'd been hoping somehow we'd change our minds. But the time had come.


  I focused my mind on the Tyrannosaurus whose DNA was within me. And I let the changes begin.


  I expected to sprout right up. But the first changes were more subtle. My skin became rough and slightly loose. Like it didn't quite fit. Lizard skin. Crocodile skin.


  My hands split in two. My thumb and next two fingers melted together. My two smaller fingers did the same. And then the bones grew out through the lizard flesh. The finger bones grew and came to a point, two small but wicked claws.


  I felt my bones grow thick and massive. My pelvis bone swelled out against my flesh. I thought it would break through. But then I realized the growing had started. I was rising up, up from the ground.


  My legs were thickening, growing. Muscle layered over muscle. Muscles much bigger than my own human body. Bone and muscle, bone and muscle.


  My spine began to stretch, with a squeaking sound that radiated through my head. The base of my spine stretched out and out, longer and longer, five feet, six, eight, ten feet! And longer still.


  My feet grew, spreading wide into three massive toes, each ending in a ripping, rending claw. I felt my weight settle on those feet, felt my claws sink into the moist soil as I grew by tons with each passing moment. But for all that, it was the Tyrannosaurus's head that shocked me the most. My jaw went from being measured in inches to being measured in feet. The bones grew dense and heavy. The muscles rippled beneath the gravel skin. My face bulged out and out and out. My eyes spread apart, blurring everything until they had reached their proper location, facing forward.


  My head expanded, grew in every direction. Bigger, always bigger! I was towering above the ground now. Huge! I balanced on my powerful legs, tail out behind me, body forward, poised.


  And then, at last, came my teeth. I felt the itching in my mouth as my pathetically tiny, my ridiculous human, teeth grew. From a quarter inch to an inch, to three inches, to six, seven!


  New teeth appeared. Twice my normal number. They sprouted from the bones of my massive jaws.


  And I was complete. More than forty feet from head to tail: the length of a bus. Eighteen feet tall: the height of a two-story house. Seven tons of bone and muscle: the weight of five cars.


  Power and speed and destruction made flesh. Power the world had never seen before and would never see again.


  I had become Tyrannosaurus rex.


  King of the dinosaurs.


  Chapter 29 - Marco


  



  Surrounded! I was surrounded by enemies! I could see them looming up around me. They would fight me for food. They would steal prey. They had entered my territory!


  "RRRRROOOAAARRR!" I bellowed in rage.


  "HeeeRRRROOOOAAAARRR!" they answered, one by one.


  Four of us together in one place. Impossible! My territory. Mine!


  "HeeeRRRROOOOAAAARRR!" I raged.


  But the others did not run away. They roared back at me. Four huge voices cried, "Outrage!" We bellowed and roared our threats, but no one ran away.


  I stamped my feet, one after the other. I swung my tail back and forth.


  The others did the same. They stamped their feet at me. At each other. Tails were swishing madly, ripping bushes and small trees out of the ground. The threat display was clear. Someone should back down. The only alternative was to do battle.


  "HeeeRRRROOOOAAAARRR!" we each cried, swaying as we stomped, swishing our tails, tossing our heads, opening our mouths wide to display our deadly teeth.


  Then . . . a scent.


  We each caught it at the same time. The bellowing stopped. I turned my head toward the smell. Darkness. But the scent was there: living flesh. Prey.


  <You guys, you're losing it! Jake, Cassie, Marco, you guys are losing it!>


  There was prey just a few feet away. Two smaller creatures. Only two of them, and four of us. Not enough prey. The others would try to take them.


  I leaped!


  The little dinosaurs turned and ran. I was after them!


  <Jake! Ax! Marco, you idiot! You guys are caught up in the morph! That's us you're chasing.>


  Noises in my head. Meaningless. Running now, the chase was on! But the others like me were still there. Running, too. Trying to steal my prey!


  <You guys are grinding my nerves! You're hunting us.>


  <Rachel, we can't outrun them! But we can out-turn them, I bet.>


  <Oh, this is so not fun! I'm gonna end up being breakfast for Marco. Talk about humiliation. When I say "now!" we double back on them!>


  <Yeah.>


  More sounds in my head. Strange. Disturbing.


  <Now!>


  The two swift, small creatures suddenly stopped and ran straight for me. In a flash, they were past. I stopped. I blinked. I was confused.


  But then I smelled new prey. More this time! Close by. The wind was in my face. I knew this was a good thing. When the wind was in my face, the prey did not flee as quickly.


  I quickly forgot the two small creatures and advanced toward the herd I smelled up ahead in the darkness.


  <I have never seen a morph take over this totally.>


  <I know. I'm starting to worry.>


  <Jake! It's me, Rachel. Snap out of it. Cassie, buddy. It's me, Rachel. You're being controlled by the morph.>


  The prey was close now. Yes, I could smell them. I glanced at the others like myself. Marching beside me through the darkness. Many prey this time. Enough for all.


  Closer. . . closer. . .


  Attack!


  I bounded forward at full speed. Attack! Tail out behind me, head held forward, I raced toward the helpless prey!


  In the darkness I saw a shape. Prey! I saw the bulk, the curved back. I saw the horns. Two very long and a shorter one.


  The horns disturbed me. But too late to do anything but attack! Nothing could stop me. Nothing could escape.


  The horns turned toward me.


  Hummm.


  I dodged left. The horns turned.


  Hummm.


  I slowed down. I stopped.


  "Shnorf! Shnorf!" the horned creature said.


  I saw the others like myself. All were staring at the horned creatures. All had stopped their attack.


  <Maybe now they're calmer,> the voice in my head said. <Um, you guys? Those are Triceratops.>


  Huh?


  <Jake, Ax, Cassie, Marco, get a grip. You are in morph.>


  In morph? Me? Marco?


  Yaaahhh! My brain snapped back suddenly. Instantly I was me again. Okay, me again in a body that was fourteen thousand pounds' worth of trouble.


  But at that exact moment, one of us attacked.


  "ROOOOAAAARRR!" A Tyrannosaurus leaped suddenly to the right, jerked its head left, and chomped its humongous jaws down on the arched spine of a Triceratops.


  "Rrr-EEEEE, Rrr-EEEEE!" the Triceratops screamed. And then everything went completely insane. The Triceratops staring up at me lunged. Deadly three-foot-long horns were aimed at my belly, propelled by six tons of weight.


  I jumped back, inches from being gored.


  Another Big Rex - I don't know if it was Jake or Cassie or Ax - went roaring into battle. The massive jaw tried to clamp on one horn and hold it.


  The battle was on. Tyrannosaurus versus Triceratops. The battle every kid with toy dinosaurs imagines. It was sheer, screaming madness.


  <You idiots!> Rachel roared. <Back away! Back away!>


  But then she and Tobias joined the fray, trying to help. They were tiny, but they could attack the lumbering elephant-sized Triceratops with more agility than we could.


  My own opponent shnorf-shnorfed a couple of times, then came after me again. I backed away. I didn't need this fight.


  <Aaaahhh!> I tripped, staggered back on one knee, and began to fall over. I reached to use my hands, but they were useless. I hit the dirt on my side.


  The Triceratops was on me!


  <Aaarrrgghhh!> Three feet of horn rammed into me. It caught between two ribs. The pain was shocking and immediate.


  But now the Triceratops was vulnerable. Its dangerous horns were stuck, and its front leg was in reach. I opened my jaw, jerked my huge head forward, and clamped down with all my might.


  The Triceratops backed away. I released his leg and snapped at his side and missed. He lunged again. I was still down, still on my side, bleeding. I swung my legs forward and shoved my taloned feet in his face. I caught the closest horn between my toes and shoved back with all my might.


  I went scooting backward under the impact of the Triceratops's charge, but those horns didn't get me. Not this time.


  I rolled into something that splintered and crashed. A tree! I had just knocked over a tree! I scrambled up, not an easy thing to do when you're a Tyrannosaurus. I got to my feet just as the Triceratops charged again. I backed away, but now there were trees all around me, hemming me in like a cage.


  Then, in the darkness, the shocking sight of another Big Rex. It leaped on my Triceratops! It opened its mouth wide, and then sank three dozen or more seven-inch-long teeth into the Triceratops's neck.


  "HoooRRROOOOAAARRR!"


  "Rrrr-EEEEEEE! Rrrr-EEEEEEE!"


  In fury and rage, the big predator yanked the front of the Triceratops up off the ground. An animal the size of an elephant, simply yanked up off the ground.


  The Tyrannosaurus shook its head, shaking the screaming Triceratops like a dog worrying a bone.


  And then, the Triceratops stopped making sounds. It hung limp. The Tyrannosaurus dropped it and stood over the fallen creature.


  "Huh-huh-huh-RRRRRROOOOOAAAARRR!" it bellowed in triumph. The sound shook the leaves in the trees. It rattled through my wounded belly.


  "Huh-huh-huh-RRRRRROOOOOAAAARRR!" it screamed again.


  It was all the violence of nature, all the ruthlessness of the survival of the fittest, all the power of muscle and bone and claw and tooth, all the ageless, never-ending lust for conquest wrapped into one awesome roar.


  I braced myself, afraid it might attack me next.


  <Jake? Is that you?> I asked.


  <No,> a thought-speak voice replied.


  Chapter 30 - Jake


  



  Cassie stood roaring over the fallen Triceratops. She was the only one still caught up in the Tyrannosaurus's mind. It scared me. It scared me for her. She hadn't wanted to do this morph. And now it had seized control of her. Gentle Cassie was trapped in the mind of a killer.


  She swung her head around and glared at me, eyes mad with rage.


  <What do we do?> Rachel demanded.


  She was scared, too. It scared me all over again, knowing that Rachel was scared. Rachel doesn't scare easily.


  <Cassie!> Marco yelled. <Snap out of it!>


  Cassie hunched over the Triceratops and began chowing down. It was an unbelievably gross scene. The sun was just coming up, and there in the pink glow, a creature as tall as a tree was devouring a creature the size of an elephant.


  I took a step forward on my massive clawed feet.


  Cassie spun her head around and bellowed a threat: <Stay away. It's mine!>


  <Jake, you have to stay back,> Tobias said. <You are invading her territory. That's her prey. She'll have no choice but to defend it. She'll annihilate you.>


  <No. She might annihilate this Tyrannosaurus morph,> I said. <But she would never hurt me.>


  I knew what I had to do. I began to demorph.


  <Prince Jake! That is foolish! You will look like another prey animal to her!>


  <No. She won't hurt me. She'll recognize me.> I was shrinking already.


  <Jake, look,> Marco said, <you may be exaggerating your charm, you know? And if she goes for you, that means we have to try and stop her.>


  I hesitated. Marco was right. What if Cassie attacked? But I continued demorphing, shrinking, growing smaller and weaker all the time. The three tyrannosaurs loomed larger and larger above me. They looked to me like Tobias must look to a mouse. Even the Triceratops seemed as vast as a beached whale.


  Cassie watched me, curious. Her forward-looking yellow eyes glanced at me, then at her kill, then belligerently at the other dinosaurs.


  And then, slowly, slowly, as my own flesh emerged, as my hands grew human fingers, as my face flattened and hair grew and toes replaced claws, she blinked.


  <Oh, my God. What have I done?> she asked. She backed away from the Triceratops.


  "It's okay, Cassie," I said. "It was just a dinosaur." It was all I could think of to say. I knew it wouldn't help. You can't say "just" an animal to Cassie.


  <You got caught up in the morph,> Rachel said. <It happens. All four of you did it.>


  <Oh my God!> Cassie cried in horror.


  <Cassie, look, it's not your fault,> Rachel said. <It was the Tyrannosaurus. It was just being itself, you know?>


  <I told you guys I didn't want to do this morph!> Cassie yelled. She began demorphing. But at the same time, I was returning to the Tyrannosaurus morph.


  "Cassie, you have to stay in morph," I said. "We have a mission."


  <No! I don't have to be this . . . this . . . killer!>


  <Yes, you do, because we need to go kick some butt on these space ants, all right?> Marco said.


  <Cassie, come on,> Rachel said. <We need you.>


  <I destroyed a living creature. A fantastic living creature,> Cassie mourned.


  <Cassie, get over it. This is the late Cretaceous, according to Bird-boy here,> Marco said coldly. <There are no humans. No human civilization. No human morality or religion or philosophy. This is hardcore nature. We're down to survival, here. Survival. That's all that counts.>


  <Surviving and getting home,> Rachel amended.


  <There are humans here,> Cassie said. <Us. We are human civilization. We have all that stuff inside us. It doesn't matter what year it is.>


  <Okay, you're right,> Marco snapped. <It doesn't matter. If this were 1998 or 2000 or 2121, it would still come down to surviving. And when it's down to kill or be killed, all that morality and guilt and all is crap.>


  Cassie stopped morphing. For a while no one said anything. Then, at last, Cassie said, <You know something, Marco? You're my friend. I'd do almost anything for you. But you're wrong. Yeah, we're just animals ourselves. But we're the animals who can think. We're the animals who can imagine something better than kill or be killed. I don't think predators are immoral. I'm not an idiot, whatever you may think. But I'm a human, okay? And I have to think and care, and I have to feel things. Otherwise I might as well be some gang banger, or a Nazi or, or ->


  <A Yeerk,> Ax supplied.


  I had finished morphing back to Tyrannosaurus. I waited for Marco to toss out some clever comeback. It never came. Instead, as we once again headed for the Nesk camp, I heard him whisper so that no one but me could hear:


  <You know, Jake? I see why you like that girl.>


  Chapter 31 - Ax


  



  The sun had fully risen by the time we arrived at the Nesk base. It was near the lowest slopes of the volcano at a place where a rushing stream came down through the pockmarked gray rocks and gave rise to sparse vegetation.


  It was very obviously a military base, not like the peaceful agricultural town the Mercora had built. There were perimeter defenses in the form of robot towers thirty feet tall. The towers bristled with several different types of energy weapons. I could see that widely differing technologies were in use. Obviously the Mercora were correct: The Nesk were scavengers. They had stolen these weapons from a variety of races.


  The same was true of the spacecraft parked within the camp. There were two of the small pyramidal ships Rachel and Tobias had described. But there was also a ship in the more classic airfoil design, as well as very odd oval-shaped craft.


  There was little obvious activity within the camp. But then, the Nesk are a strange race. Essentially social insects with the ability to unite and cooperate to a stunning degree. The "bodies" they formed were only assembled in order to operate the weapons and ships they had stolen. The rest of the time, I assumed, they remained as insects.


  <Okay, everybody keep moving forward. Casual. Like we're all out for a nice morning walk. Ax, what do you make of it?> Prince Jake asked.


  <I think the Mercora were correct and the Nesk have no interest in dinosaurs,> I said. <Those two creatures over there may have walked right through the base, judging by their present locations.>


  <Iguanodons,> Tobias said.


  <Do you see the mound?> Cassie asked. <Looks like a dirt pile, except it's so tall and narrow? That may be their mound. Like a termite mound. That's where their queen will be.>


  I had seen the mound. But I hadn't paid it any attention. Now I looked closer. <The mound is defended. Motion detectors tied to what are probably stun weapons. Dinosaurs may travel freely through the base, but the Nesk protect their mound.>


  <So where do we find these alleged nukes?> Rachel asked impatiently.


  <Warehouses or storage rooms over there,> Marco said. <Three of them in a row. If it were me, I'd put my most valuable stuff in the middle one. It's more protected. On the other hand, I don't see any guards.>


  <I agree,> I said. <But there are probably thousands of guards. Remember, the Nesk will only assemble into a larger creature if they have to hold weapons. But the individual insects are everywhere throughout the camp.>


  <Okay,> Prince Jake said. <Here's what we do. Ax and Rachel, head straight for the center warehouse. Ax to point out a nuke, Rachel to grab it, because those Deinonychus hands work better than the Big Rex's. Marco and Tobias flank to the left. Me and Cassie to the right. We rip open that storeroom, get what we came for, and head for the trees over there.>


  I felt nervous. Not about possible battle. Well, yes, about that, too. But mostly, I felt nervous about identifying the "nuke." Explosive weapons come in thousands of different shapes and sizes. Some are as big as human automobiles, most are much smaller. Andalite explosive weapons are usually no bigger than a human baseball.


  <Ready?> Prince Jake asked.


  <Been ready,> Rachel grumbled.


  <Okay, everyone just keep moving like we're dinosaurs.>


  <Which, thanks to the fact that our lives are totally, completely INSANE, we actually are,> Marco said. <I mean, does anyone else think it's just plain weird that we're dinosaurs, getting ready to steal a nuclear weapon from a bunch of antlike aliens, sixty-five million years before the first human being ever said, "Hey, I know what, let's try cooking the meat this time?" Does anyone else find this slightly nuts?>


  <Nope,> Rachel said.


  We advanced on the base, not exactly stealthily. There was a definite impact sound each time my Tyrannosaurus foot hit the ground.


  I focused on the center storeroom. I glanced over to the trees. The Nesk ships would have a hard time following us through the trees. But getting to them would be difficult. Especially if it took me a while to find what we were after.


  The base seemed empty, deserted. But when I focused my Tyrannosaurus eyes, I could see narrow columns of the antlike creatures spreading out like a web across the entire area. When I lowered my foot near one of the columns, it simply swerved aside.


  We passed closer to the small, oval ship. It was perhaps twice the size of an Andalite fighter, but it was made up of three interlocking oval tubes. I wished I had time to study it.


  The storeroom, just ahead. It had appeared to be built of crude metal. But when I got closer, I could see that it was actually dirt. It had been built in just the same way as the mound, by the labor of millions of the tiny creatures. Then, it had been covered in some sort of residue and polished till it was bright.


  <A bizarre race, these Nesk,> I said. <They have stolen and made use of amazingly sophisticated technology. Yet at the same time ->


  Scrr-EEEEEE-eeeee-EEEEEE-eeee-eeee. Scrr-EEEEE-eeeee-EEEEE-eeee-eeee!


  A screaming siren! Flashing lights! The robot defense towers blazed with green and blue light. The spacecraft began to power up.


  The entire base was suddenly very alive. Very, dangerously, alive!


  <A thought-speak detector!> I cried. <They know the Mercora use thought-speak and they have a thought-speak detector!>


  <What, are you kidding?> Marco demanded. <How is that possible?>


  <Actually, our own Andalite scientists have been trying for years to develop such a system. It would work on the principle of ->


  Scrr-EEEEEE-eeeee-EEEEEE-eeee-eeee. Scrr-EEEEE-eeeee-EEEEE-eeee-eeee!


  <Here they come!> Cassie yelled. <From the mound! Here they come!>


  A red-black river of Nesk poured from the mound. More belched up from the ground beneath us. The soil was alive with them! Millions, millions of them.


  <Let's do this!> Rachel cried.


  I leaped toward the warehouse. I kicked with my powerful Tyrannosaurus leg and knocked a small hole in the walls. I kicked again. The hole grew only slightly.


  <Marco! Go help Ax!> Prince Jake said.


  Soon there were two tyrannosaurs attacking the mud wall.


  <This is so Godzilla!> Marco said with a giddy laugh. <After this, we head for Tokyo!>


  Suddenly, the wall collapsed. I was inside. But I was too tall! My head emerged above the roof of the building. I would have to crumble the roof, too. And each chunk of roof that fell hid more of the things inside the storeroom.


  Rachel vaulted past me and began to dig through boxes and crates, the stolen remnants of a dozen alien civilizations. She used her claws to rip them open, scattering their contents, even as chunks of the roof fell on her.


  <The ships are starting to get off the ground!> Tobias yelled.


  <Prince Jake,> I said urgently. <You can attack the ships more easily before they get in the air!>


  <Yeah, I thought of that,> he said grimly. <Ax, you and Rachel stay on it, man. Everyone else, let's see just how much damage these dinos can do.>


  Chapter 32 - Tobias


  



  One minute we were standing in a ghost town. The next minute it was like being trapped in the middle of an out-of-control video arcade. Lights! Sirens! Spaceships powering up. The robot security towers shining broad-spectrum floodlights everywhere.


  And worst of all, millions of Nesk everywhere! But they hadn't attacked us.


  <They haven't figured out it's us,> I said. <They don't know where the thought-speak is coming from. They haven't figured out it's coming from us.>


  <They will, soon enough,> Rachel said. <Ax and I are ripping their building apart. They'll figure it out.>


  <That weird oval-looking ship is powering up fastest,> Jake said. <Let's get it.>


  Three huge tyrannosaurs began stomping toward the ship. I ran ahead of them, faster and more agile in my Deinonychus morph. There wasn't much I could do to damage the ship. Except. . .


  I leaped, landed on the outer oval, just as the ship began to rise from the ground.


  Crunch!


  My weight tipped the ship sideways, slamming the outer ring down into the dirt. And then . ..


  WHAMMM!


  It was like having someone drop a house on the other end of your seesaw.


  I flew through the air, cartwheeled, landed on my dinosaur butt and rolled to my feet.


  Cassie had mimicked me. Only when she leaped, she leaped in a much, much larger way. Her massive tonnage ripped open the steel hull, crumpled it like aluminum foil, and flattened a segment of it in the dirt.


  <Cool,> she said. <See? I don't mind stomping machines. Are you okay, Tobias?>


  <Well, my dignity is hurt,> I said. <That pyramid-looking ship over there!> We turned and raced toward the second ship.


  <Found one!> Ax yelled suddenly. <I don't know the yield, but it's definitely an explosive device!>


  <Then haul butt!> Jake cried. <Rachel, can you carry it?>


  <Already have it!>


  <Do we take out the pyramid ship or run?> Cassie asked.


  <Ax and Rachel, get that nuke outta here, the rest of us will stay and do some more damage. Maybe make it harder for them to come after us.>


  I ran for the pyramid-shaped fighter. But the Nesk had figured out what was happening. They'd made the mental breakthrough: It was the dinosaurs who'd become their enemy.


  Once they figured that out, the Nesk got nasty.


  TSAAAAPPPPPPPP!


  A bolt of energy from the nearest robot tower blew a hole in the ground, right where I'd been standing a split second earlier. I felt a jolt of pain. The back half of my left foot was burned off!


  I staggered on, but now the pyramid fighter was turning toward us, bringing its weapons to bear.


  I ran full at it, but the wound slowed me down. Jake passed me and bounded through the air, tons of muscle and bone becoming one big projectile. He hit the pyramid fighter just as the fighter fired.


  CH-CH-CH - !


  WHUMPF!


  The fighter went rocketing sideways, out of control. And at that moment a second robot tower fired.


  TSAAAPPPPPP!


  KUH-BLOOOOOOOM!


  The energy weapon hit the fighter. It exploded, becoming a small sun of brilliant orange and yellow light.


  The impact hit me in the side. I was in the dirt before I knew what had happened. Up I jumped, but my leg was weak as the first injury drained its strength away.


  Stinging! The Nesk were all over me, biting, stinging, attacking in the most primitive way.


  It was really bizarre. The Nesk were frying everything in sight with highly advanced energy weapons, and at the same time, biting.


  <Okay, that's it! Head for the trees!> Jake yelled.


  He didn't have to tell me twice. I saw the tree line, illuminated by early dawn light and the brilliant explosions, and I moved out. Pain or no pain, I was running for cover.


  But then, my injured leg just stopped working. I was down! Two gigantic tyrannosaurs lumbered by overhead. I should cry out, tell them. But if I did, they'd die trying to save me.


  Like some foul-breathed savior, there came a massive, square head. Down it came, jaws open. The jaws closed gently around me. Seven-inch teeth cut into my skin, but did not penetrate muscle.


  The Tyrannosaurus lifted me up and up and up. It jolted away. Each step shot pain through my body. But at least I was up off the ground, away from the Nesk.


  <Let me know if I bite too hard,> Cassie said.


  CH-CH-CH-CHEEEEW!


  The ground beside me erupted. Cassie was carrying me so that I was looking back. I saw the second pyramid fighter rise up and open fire. Behind it came the other undamaged fighter.


  I twisted my head forward. A long, long way to the trees. And between us and the trees, one of the deadly robot towers.


  Cassie ran.


  The fighters came after us. No way. No way to make it.


  <I'm going to contact the Mercora,> Ax said.


  I barely had time to think what? when the tower opened fire. The others were all past the tower. But Cassie and I were trapped between the deadly fire from the tower and the advancing fighters.


  <This doesn't look good,> I said.


  <No. It doesn't.>


  Suddenly, Jake and Marco turned back. They came running at the tower from behind. The tower was thirty or forty feet tall. The two tyrannosaurs slammed into a corner of its support beams.


  CRRR-UNCH!


  The tower did not fall. But it did shake. And it sagged to one side. Just enough that their next shot went wild.


  Jake and Marco slammed it again, and now Cassie and I were caught up with them. Cassie gave the supports a devastating kick.


  Slowly, slowly, then faster and faster, the robot tower began to fall.


  It fell like a redwood, straight down toward the Nesk mound.


  It helped, but not enough. We'd been too slow. As we raced for the woods, the fighters closed in. There was no way to outrun them. No way to outmaneuver them. They had us cold.


  We were all going to die, sixty-five million years before any of us would be born.


  Chapter 33 - Rachel


  



  We hit the tree line, me and Ax. In my front claws I held a small, oblong white tube. According to Ax, a nuclear explosive.


  Let me just say this. Carrying around a nuclear weapon? That'll make you nervous.


  I looked back. And I saw what was about to happen.


  Three very big Rexes - Jake, Marco, and Cassie - were running. Head forward, tail back, running like roadrunners. A Deinonychus was in the mouth of one Tyrannosaurus. And two spacecraft were practically above them.


  It would be point-blank slaughter now.


  <The situation is hopeless,> Ax said.


  <What do you mean, hopeless?> I demanded.


  <I am speaking with the Mercora,> he explained.


  I remembered him saying something earlier about that. But it was irrelevant to me.


  <I'm going back for them,> I said.


  <Don't be foolish, Rachel. All you would do is give the Nesk another target.>


  <Exactly,> I agreed grimly. <Maybe if they're shooting at me, one of the others will get away.>


  I started back out into the open. I heard Ax come lumbering behind me.


  CH-CH-CH-CHEEEEW! The pyramid ship fired.


  <Aaaaahhhhhh!> Jake cried.


  He fell forward, half a dinosaur.


  <DEMORPH!> I screamed.


  The pyramid ship turned at a leisurely pace, hovering directly above the writhing, thrashing, helpless monster who was Jake.


  CH-CH-CH-CHEEEW!


  At point-blank range, the Nesk pyramid ship fired.


  <Nooooo!> Cassie screamed.


  The blast was blinding. But when the flash cleared, Jake was still there! An electric glow illuminated a sort of invisible shell around him.


  <Force field!> Ax said. <The Mercora!>


  Then we saw the two Mercora ships. Exactly like flying saucers. One was just above the pyramid ship. It had projected the force field to protect Jake.


  The Nesk pyramid fighter saw it now, too. It fired. At the same instant, the Mercora fired.


  BOO-BOOOOM!


  The twin explosions were almost simultaneous. The pyramid ship and the Mercora saucer both blew apart. I thought I saw a big Mercora claw go spinning away into the darkness.


  The remaining Mercora saucer hovered above Jake and the others. The remaining Nesk ship seemed to hesitate. And while it did, Jake and the others began to demorph.


  <They're going to try and take us all aboard,> Ax said. <We should demorph. They don't have room for these bodies.>


  I began to demorph, but it was an agonizing wait while the Nesk considered whether to attack or retreat.


  The saucer hovered. The Nesk hovered. Standoff.


  Jake, Cassie, Marco, and Tobias all demorphed. Ax and I stepped out from the trees, out in plain view. The Nesk were looking at humans for only the second time, and they were seeing an Andalite for the first time ever.


  "What do you think they're going to make of you?" I asked Ax.


  <Perhaps they will think that the Mercora have acquired powerful new allies,> Ax said.


  As if the Nesk had heard him, their ship suddenly veered off and retreated to the wreckage of the base.


  I laughed. "Guess you're right, Ax. Looks like the Nesk have had enough. Modern age or Cretaceous, no one can beat the team of human and Andalite."


  The Mercora saucer picked us up, us and our little nuke. But they were a grim, depressed bunch of aliens. It was hard to tell at first. But then I noticed that each of them was minus one of their smaller legs. There were just oozing stumps.


  "What happened to your legs?" I asked. But even as the words were out of my mouth, I saw the limbs in the corner. They were laid out on a brightly colored cloth which was draped over a shelf. There was something ceremonial about it. Almost religious.


  <Can you explain the meaning of this?> Ax asked politely.


  <We must make the sacrifice of pain. The legs will regenerate, but those we honor will not,> the Mercora pilot said. <This is a symbol. It speaks to our spirit's pain, by echoing it in physical pain.>


  "They did this for the Mercora who were in the other ship?" Jake asked.


  <For those who were in both ships,> the pilot said. <To be killed is a sadness. To kill is a sin.>


  "You'd fit right in with these guys, Cassie," Marco said.


  Cassie ignored him. "Our legs and arms do not regenerate," she said to the Mercora.


  The pilot responded, <Then you must bear the pain inside.>


  "Yes," Cassie said. "I will."


  "Thanks for saving us. We're sorry about the Mercora on that other ship," Jake said. "We owe you. We owe you big. I don't know if that concept means anything to you, but we owe you."


  "That goes for all of us," I added. "Anything we can ever do for you . . . I mean, until we get back to our own time. Anything."


  <Don't make promises you can't keep, Rachel,> Tobias said in a thought-speak whisper only I could hear. <It will only make it worse later.>


  I looked at him for an explanation. But the eyes of a hawk give nothing away.


  Chapter 34 - Tobias


  



  Flying beneath the force field was a strange experience. Plenty of heat radiated up from the Mercora town and the fields around it, so there were stunning thermals. But the force field created a sort of glass ceiling above me that I could not hit without risking another busted wing.


  A weird experience. But it was good to be flying again. And I felt like I had a sort of mission. I felt someone should see this Mercora settlement. Someone should see all that would be lost, and remember.


  It was amazing, really. The universe had so many secrets. Who would have guessed that so long before the humans and the Andalites and Yeerks would even appear on the screen to play out their own life-and-death struggle, there had been an earlier war for Earth?


  Through the slight distortion of the force field I could see the Pteranodons in their cliff-side nests. I wondered how they hunted and what they caught in this strange situation. But who could tell? Like all living things, they were doing their best to adapt. They were looking to eat without being eaten. Same as my life as a hawk. The same old cycle: Life trying to stay alive by any means it could find. Life trying to survive the enemies of disease, hunger, fire, flood, and all the animals who were bigger and badder.


  I felt the warm wind fill my wings. I turned and circled upward till I could see the entire valley and feel the force field just inches above me. Somehow the Mercora had figured out how to let the rising air pass through the field. They were a smart, advanced, and decent race. I hoped somewhere out in the galaxy there were other Mercora colonies.


  Down below, down on what could almost be a street, I saw my friends talking to some excited Mercora. I spilled air and began to dive. Sometimes there's nothing more relaxing than a hurtling dive through the air.


  I perched on a land vehicle that was parked near the others.


  <What's up?> I asked.


  "The Nesk are leaving!" Cassie cried happily. "The Mercora say the Nesk have left Earth! Their orbital ships came down and removed everything from the base."


  "Looks like the good guys won," Rachel said. "I think the Nesk saw that the Mercora had some new friends, some serious, butt-kicking new friends." She laughed, mocking her own bravado.


  <Yeah. Guess so, huh?> I said.


  The Mercora celebrated their victory that afternoon and into the evening. They celebrated by plowing up another hundred acres at the edge of the colony and planting seeds.


  The others and I went to the rooms they'd set aside for us. We ate the food they'd provided, and rested on the shaped force fields that passed for furniture.


  Night fell, and through the window the comet seemed to fill the sky. I perched where I could watch it.


  "So okay, now we have to figure out where and when to use this nuke," Jake said.


  <The Mercora have agreed to let us use their computers,> Ax said. <With their help, I can probably recreate the theory behind Sario Rips, and then come up with an accurate plan.>


  Jake nodded. "Good. Great. Take your time, Ax. Do it right."


  "Yeah, why rush? We have all the broccoli we could possibly need," Marco said, making a face of utter disgust.


  I watched the night deepen. I watched the head of the comet. And then, I saw it: a stab of flame that shot from the side of the bright white comet head. Blue flame, at a right angle to the trajectory of the comet.


  I felt my heart skip a beat.


  The Mercora noticed it, too. From the streets outside there came a wailing siren.


  "What's that?" Marco asked. "Sounds like the cops."


  Jake shrugged. "Who knows with the Mercora? They're some strange aliens. Maybe it's Mercora music."


  Several minutes later, two Mercora came bursting into the room. Their eyes were fluttering open and shut at an alarming rate. Their two weak-looking hands were waving wildly.


  <The Nesk! They cannot accept their defeat. They have decided if they cannot have this planet, then neither can we.>


  "What do you mean?" Cassie asked.


  <They have diverted the comet. The comet is now on a trajectory for impact on this planet. Here, on this very settlement. In little more than a day, the comet will strike.>


  "We can't let that happen!" Cassie said. "You can't just give up. Isn't there some way you can . . . I don't know, push it the other way?"


  The Mercora responded, <Even our most powerful force field could not move the comet. There is only one chance. The explosive device you took from the Nesk . . . We could use our last ship, carry it to the comet and explode the device. It might fragment the comet's head. However . . .>


  "They don't want to ask us for the nuke," Jake said.


  "That's carrying politeness a long way," Marco said. "If it was me, I'd be like, 'Hand that over, pal.'"


  "If we give up the nuke, we have no way home," Rachel pointed out.


  "We have no choice!" Cassie said. "Are the six of us more important than this entire settlement? Are we supposed to condemn them to death just because we want to get home again?"


  "Wait a minute, are you serious?" Marco demanded. "We're gonna give up our only ticket out of here? I don't think so."


  "Ax, if that comet hits, how much damage will it do?" Jake asked.


  But Ax couldn't answer. He was distracted by what I was telling him in private thought-speak. Distracted by what I was asking him to do.


  To the Mercora I said, <Please give us a couple of minutes to consider. Come back then.>


  They left. I met Ax's gaze. He was looking at me with his two main eyes. His stalk eyes were staring down at the small but devastating weapon he now held in his hands.


  Chapter 35 - Cassie


  



  The Mercora went away. And when they came back, we gave them the nuke. I was surprised by the final vote. It was four to two, with Rachel and Marco against. I guess Jake felt he owed his life to the Mercora. Same as I felt. But I was surprised by the quiet way that Tobias and Ax went along. Neither of them said anything. Just voted with Jake and me.


  The Mercora took the weapon and raced to their remaining saucer. I watched from the window as it began to power up.


  <We need to get out of here,> Tobias said, speaking at last.


  "Why?"


  <We have to be far, far from here when that comet hits.>


  "What do you mean, when it hits?" I demanded. "The Mercora think this will work. They think they can break it up into small chunks that will burn up entering the atmosphere."


  Tobias stared at me with his cold hawk eyes. <The nuke won't explode. Ax fixed it so it'll be a dud. And he fixed it so the Mercora won't know till it's too late.>


  I just stared. We all did.


  "Wait a minute," Marco said. "If we're not using it, we better hope the Mercora can! Hey, genius, we're down here, too! That comet hits and we get pounded five miles down through solid rock. That's gonna hurt."


  <No time to explain now,> Tobias said. <Everyone morph to birds. We need to haul out of here in a couple minutes.>


  "Tobias, what have you done?" I demanded.


  <I did what had to be done, all right?!> Tobias yelled in a blaze of sudden anger. <I did what had to be done. I made the call, so that none of you would have to feel bad about it.>


  "You need to explain this right now," Jake said in the low, silky voice he uses when he's really mad.


  <Start morphing or I'll explain nothing,> Tobias said. <Just do it!>


  Rachel started morphing to her eagle morph. Jake hesitated, but there was a force to Tobias I'd never heard before. Jake began to morph. Then Marco. Ax. What could I do? I had to go along. I had to morph.


  <It's the Cretaceous Age,> Tobias explained. <Late Cretaceous, the last age of dinosaurs.>


  "So?" I demanded while I still had a human mouth.


  <So what do you think happened to them all, Cassie? Dinosaurs ruled the earth for a hundred and forty million years. You've all seen how weak and helpless we are in this age. You've seen how the only mammals are tiny rats, small enough to avoid attracting the attention of the big dinosaurs. So how do you think the dinosaurs fell and the mammals rose?>


  <They . . . they evolved,> I said.


  <Yeah, they evolved. But evolution got a great big helping hand. See, about sixty-five million years ago . . . around now . . . something - they don't know if it was an asteroid or a comet, but something - hit Earth. Very hard. Hard enough to fill the atmosphere with dust, block the sun, and bring on a colder climate. And that's how the dinosaurs died.>


  <You don't know it's this comet!> I cried. <You don't know!>


  <Yes, I do,> he said. <No one in our time ever found a Mercora fossil. Which means they never prospered, never populated the planet, never grew beyond this one handful, this one settlement. This is the comet. This is the time. Today is the end of the Mercora. And today . . . today is the end of the dinosaurs.>


  I wanted to tell him he was wrong. But I knew he wasn't. I wanted to cry. But I had become an osprey. Birds don't cry. It was monstrous, horrible.


  Inevitable.


  <We're going to let these people, these Mercora, we're going to let them die?> I asked.


  <I'm surprised you, of all people, don't understand, Cassie,> Tobias said. <It's about more than these Mercora. The entire planet will be changed today. A million species will begin to die. A few weeks or months or maybe years from now, the last Tyrannosaurus is going to die. And because of that, other creatures will begin to evolve. Including . . .>


  <Us,> I said. <Homo sapiens. Homo sapiens, who could never have evolved unless the dinosaurs had died out.>


  <So that comet has to hit,> Rachel said.


  <Yes. That comet has to hit,> I said. I hated saying it. I hated thinking that the brave little settlement of Mercora was going to be destroyed. But this was destined to be a day of annihilation, and I'd known from the start we couldn't change history. All of this had already happened. Sixty-five million years before I was born.


  Ax said, <They will have to drop the force field when their ship takes off. We will need to be in the air, ready to slip out.>


  He was right. Tobias was right. I knew it. But it made me sick inside. And I wasn't the only one.


  <You know, these guys saved us. Saved me,> Jake said. <I don't like this, running off like this. Maybe we could warn them. Maybe they could get away, get off the planet.>


  <They lack the ships,> Ax said. <Their struggle with the Nesk has left them with only that one ship. Besides, what if they found a way to survive? We would have altered history in a very large way.>


  <This stinks,> Jake said bitterly. <I don't run out on people who've saved my life.>


  <You have no choice, Jake,> Tobias said.


  <The ship is almost ready to launch,> Ax said. He'd been keeping watch with his stalk eyes.


  <Now or never,> Tobias said.


  <Now,> Marco said.


  <Yes,> Ax agreed.


  <No choice,> Rachel said, sounding more conflicted than I would have expected.


  <Yeah,> Jake said. <It's really not up to us to rewrite history.>


  I wanted to laugh. We acted like we were making a decision. But Tobias had already made the hard decision. The comet would not be stopped. The only question now was would we run away and try to live? We knew the answer to that.


  <Thanks, Tobias,> I said.


  I don't know if he thought I was being sincere or sarcastic. I wasn't sure myself.


  I opened my wings and flew.


  Chapter 36 - Jake


  



  We flew. Up through the force field just as the doomed saucer lifted off.


  The Mercora were all out to watch the ship take off. The ship that carried all their hopes with it. They didn't see us in the darkness.


  I was mad at Tobias. I was mad at Ax for helping him. But I knew they'd done the right thing. My being angry was the proof of that. See, even though I knew Tobias was right, I could get mad at him. I could try and blame him for the tragedy that was about to occur.


  Which meant I didn't have to blame myself.


  We flew, up and up. It was dark and we swept past so quickly that the Pteranodons didn't even notice us. They were day hunters. Actually, so were we, in our bird-of-prey morphs. Our eyesight was not much better than human in the darkness.


  We flew up and out of that valley where the funny crab creatures grew their broccoli. Up into sky untouched by any artificial light, and toward the ocean.


  The comet was amazing, and I guess it would have been beautiful. If we hadn't known what it was. If we hadn't known what it meant.


  We flew for close to our two-hour time limit. We demorphed, then remorphed as quickly as we could. This time Cassie and Rachel used their owl morphs, so they could guide us all in the darkness.


  <How big a boom will this thing make when it hits?> Rachel asked.


  <That depends on the speed of the comet and its size,> Ax said. <The Mercora have observed the comet. They say it is approximately five of your miles across. It is approaching at a speed of fifteen miles per second.>


  <Per second?> Marco asked.


  <Yes. When it hits it will release as much energy as, say, a million of the nuclear weapons on that submarine.>


  <Excuse me? A million nukes?>


  <Well, assuming the "nukes" are reasonably well-made examples of primitive nuclear technology. I am being very approximate,> Ax said. <There will be shock waves. One shock wave will go forward into and through the earth. It will compress the rock beneath it, which will release all the carbon dioxide trapped there. There will be a huge fireball from the exploding gases and from the vaporized comet itself. Everything within a hundred miles or so, every animal, every plant, everything, will be incinerated. There will be a huge crater, maybe ten, twenty miles deep.


  <The second shock wave will bounce back from the impact. It will blow massive quantities of burning rock all the way out into space. These burning rocks will fall across a wide area. As they reenter the atmosphere they will probably cause a massive heat wave, so hot that trees and grass will catch fire and burn. Any living thing out in the open will be cooked alive as ->


  <Enough!> Cassie cried.


  <Yeah. That's probably enough information,> I agreed. <The question is, how do we live through this?>


  <And are we sure we want to,> Tobias said darkly. <The next few years on planet Earth will not be fun. First fire, then darkness. Darkness and cold and death everywhere.>


  <Look, I'm interested in surviving,> Rachel said. <Period.>


  <The shock wave is the first threat, then the intense heat,> Ax said. <When the comet strikes, perhaps we should be in the water.>


  <We're better off flying till the last minute,> I said. <We'll make more distance. We follow the coast north, then, at the last minute, we head out to sea.>


  We flew. All through that night, only stopping to demorph every two hours. The sun rose over a scene of breathtaking beauty. We were over a river delta. A hundred glistening streams all heading for the ocean. And in that lushness, the dinosaurs. Slow Triceratops, and herds of huge Saltasaurus, the long-necked, long-tailed dinosaurs we'd encountered before. There were hadrosaurs and gigantic crocodiles and Pteranodons diving for fish.


  Great, lumbering giants. It was a world where elephants would have seemed only average in size. Hundreds of species of dinosaurs, each a miracle of nature.


  And yes, here and there as we flew we saw the tyrannosaurs and the other great predators. For some reason, although Tyrannosaurus had repeatedly tried to kill us, it was the Big Rex I pitied most.


  They were so sure of their power. So confident. This was their planet and they were the kings. I wondered if they ever looked up and noticed that something was different in the sky. I wondered if they, too, saw the comet and felt a quiver of fear.


  The comet was visible even in the brilliant daylight now. And it was beneath that comet, and above the teeming life of the Cretaceous, that we flew.


  We rested at last in the high branches of a tree. All except Ax, who stayed below. Tobias was right at home there in the trees. And we humans could hang on and feel somewhat safe.


  Cassie laughed a sad sort of laugh. "Well, here we are, just a few tens of millions of years early. Primates will evolve, and they'll learn to live in the trees, running from the saber-toothed cats and other predators. And here we are now, just a little early."


  "By now they know," Rachel said, looking back in the direction we'd come from.


  "Who?" Marco asked her.


  "The Mercorans. They know the nuke didn't go off. They know it's all over for them."


  Marco nodded. "Yeah. I wonder if they know why? I mean, that we did it. I wonder if they've figured out that we didn't come from some far-off place, but from some far-off time on this planet. I wonder if they'll figure out why we . . . you know, why."


  A Saltasaurus came by and stuck his snake head up into the tree, indifferent to us, and munched some leaves.


  Night came again, and now we flew on urgently, desperate for every last mile. And finally, Ax said it was time.


  We veered out to sea. We landed in the water, hoping that we could avoid being eaten in the few minutes that remained. We morphed to dolphin, and waited for the world to end.


  Chapter 37 - Cassie


  



  I stayed on the surface to watch the end.


  The comet was a blazing torch as big as a mountain. It hit, and the entire planet shuddered from the impact. You could almost imagine Mother Earth crying out in pain. But you know, Earth is just a big ball of dirt and water and air and life, spinning through space. It's only important because it's ours. The universe didn't care that the orbit of Earth and the trajectory of a comet would intersect at this time and this place.


  And yet in my mind, in my heart, I cried out for Earth.


  The explosive power of a million nuclear weapons went off all at once. It was as if a giant had swung a hammer the size of the moon into our planet. I felt the impact in my insides.


  The explosion seemed to rip the universe apart.


  But I never felt the concussion. Because suddenly, I was no longer in the ocean watching the doom of the dinosaurs.


  I was floating above it all. Floating in air, but not really. In space, only I could breathe.


  <The Sario Rip!> I heard Ax cry. <The impact of the comet is collapsing it!> But this time the travel through time was different. We weren't suddenly back where we started. We were hurtling through a void, hurtling past a videotape set on fast forward.


  I saw the crater. It was a hole big enough to lose a dozen cities in. Flaming hot debris exploded outward. A red-hot fireball rolled across the landscape, burning everything, a blowtorch on dry grass.


  Trees exploded into flame. Dinosaurs crinkled and blackened and fell dead where they stood, no time even to cry out. The burning wind expanded outward. The sky itself seemed to burn! But then the fireball weakened and from the wreckage rose smoke and dust. Earth was hidden by a blanket of smoke and dust. The sun was blotted out.


  Earth began to freeze, and still more creatures died.


  It was all passing before my eyes now, faster and faster. The sky cleared as acid rain fell, disintegrating many plants and starving the remaining dinosaurs. The plant-eaters were too few now. The herds were gone. Only a few pitiful remnants were left, then even they were gone.


  I saw, in a flash, the last Tyrannosaurus, wandering hungry, thin, weakened and alone, across a blasted landscape. It was looking for the prey that was no longer there. And then it fell.


  Time sped up, and the continents floated across the surface of the world. I watched Antarctica slide to the bottom of the planet and grow icy. I watched the Atlantic Ocean appear where only an inland sea had been. India broke away and then slammed violently into the bottom of Asia, rippling up the Himalaya Mountains.


  Ice sheets advanced and retreated. Forests spread and withdrew and spread again. Mountains rose up sharp and craggy, then crumbled slowly to softer, smoother shapes.


  And everywhere, the small, brown, fur-covered creatures increased in number. They filled the land the way the dinosaurs had. They migrated into the seas. They became plant-eaters and meat-eaters. Big and small, cute and deadly, slow and fast. And suddenly, there they were in the trees, swinging from branch to branch. And an instant later, some were banging rocks together and forming tools of bone and wood.


  They walked erect, on two legs. They built huts and villages and cities. But all of this passed in a flash. Because in the long, long history of Earth, the entire history of Homo sapiens is not even the blink of an eye.


  The dinosaurs ruled for a hundred and forty million years. Humans have existed for less than one million years.


  I was in water again.


  My friends were there, too.


  I fired my dolphin echolocation clicks and "saw" ships in the water. And I felt the last, dying echoes of the underwater nuclear explosion that had first opened the Sario Rip.


  <We're right back when we began,> Ax said.


  We demorphed near the beach and when we climbed out, there was the boardwalk. It was still raining. There was no volcano. No giant footprints in the sand.


  We went to our homes, dazed, awed, and watched the news reports of the terrible disaster at sea. A disaster that, fortunately, had not resulted in any deaths.


  The Navy diver who was the hero of the rescue swore she'd been led to the submarine by dolphins. Some people suggested maybe she was suffering from hallucinations brought on by the depth and by breathing the wrong mix in her scuba tanks.


  I returned to my life, feeling strange and out of place. That night Jake came over. We went outside.


  "I tried morphing the Tyrannosaurus," he said. "Nothing. Didn't work."


  "You could ask Ax. He may know why."


  Jake laughed. "Yeah, but even if he explains it, I still won't understand it."


  "Maybe it was all just a dream," I said.


  "No. Not a dream," Jake said. "But it all happened a long time ago."


  "Were we always there? I mean, were we meant to be there? To do what we did? Was everything supposed to happen a different way? Should this planet be ruled by the Mercora today? Or the Nesk? Should there still be dinosaurs stomping around? Did we make it all right or mess it all up?"


  Jake didn't have an answer, so I slipped my arm through his. We looked up at the sky for a while. "No comet," Jake said.


  "Not today, anyway," I said.


  Afterword


  



  A note:


  <Hi, it's me, Tobias. After we got back from our adventure in the late Cretaceous, I looked up some of the dinosaurs we encountered: Tyrannosaurus, Deinonychus, Saltasaurus, Spinosaurus, Elasmosaurus, Kronosaurus, and Triceratops. All of them were around during the Cretaceous Age. But paleontologists seem to think some of them, like Spinosaurus, were extinct by the middle Cretaceous, whereas we were in the late Cretaceous. All I can say is that I was almost eaten by a supposedly extinct Spinosaurus. So who are you going to believe? Me, or a bunch of scientists with some old fossils?>
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Cassie.


  I am an Animorph. That's the name we made up for ourselves. Or actually, it's the name Marco made up for us. I'm not that clever with words.


  I wish I was more clever with words. I really do. Because the story I have to tell is too strange, and in some ways too beautiful, for me to tell very well.


  But I'll do the best I can. And later, when I can no longer tell the story, Jake will take over.


  Here's what you need to know to begin with: We are not alone in the universe, we creatures of Earth. We humans are just one of maybe thousands of thinking, reasoning species. There are seven or eight that I know of for sure, ones that I have personally seen: Humans, Andalites, Yeerks, Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, Leerans, Gedds, Chee. And the Ellimists, if you can call them a species.


  Among these species, the Yeerks move like a virus. They are parasites. Like intelligent tapeworms. They enter a body, wrap themselves around the brain and take over complete control.


  Complete control. The poor creature who has been infested loses all power over his own actions. He loses all privacy. His memories are like a bunch of videotapes that the Yeerk can play whenever he wants.


  We call a human who has been taken over that way a Controller. The Hork-Bajir have all been made into Controllers. Well, almost all. The Taxxons, too. The Gedds.


  And now the Yeerks are after the human race. They have invaded the body of the human race like a virus. Like a cancer. Unseen, unsuspected, growing, spreading, enslaving. . . .


  I guess you'd call them evil. I always did. An evil race. An evil species.


  And I guess you'd say the Andalites are the opposite. The Andalites fight the Yeerks. It was a brave Andalite prince who broke his own laws to give us the power to morph. It's the only power we have to fight the Yeerks.


  This is what I believed: that the Yeerks are evil. That the morphing power is all we have.


  So I should have been glad to be able to fight the Yeerks. I should have been glad to have the morphing power.


  I should have been glad. . . .


  <Cassie! Behind you!>


  It was night. I was the wolf. I spun with far-more-than-human speed. I saw the Hork-Bajir's clawed, bladed foot slash toward me.


  I jerked aside.


  The foot landed in the dirt beside me, missing me by a hair. One inch to the left and it would have opened me up like a sardine can.


  The Hork-Bajir was off-balance now. All his weight was on that foot. I could see the muscles rippling. I could see the tendons straining.


  I lunged. I opened my jaw wide. I closed my teeth on those muscles, on those tendons, and I clamped with all the shocking power the wolf possessed.


  I twisted my head savagely, ripping, tearing, trying to do damage.


  "Rrrraaawwwr, raaawwrrr, rrrr!" I vocalized as I bit down. I repositioned, bit down again, and twisted and twisted, shaking my shoulders to help rip and tear.


  The Hork-Bajir screamed in pain.


  He tried to slash at me, but now he was off-balance in the other direction. He was falling back, thrown off by his own wild flailing.


  He fell. The sound of his fall was sharp and clear and full of details to my incredible wolf hearing. My wolf sense of smell recorded the panic hormones, the Hork-Bajir equivalent of adrenaline that flooded his system.


  My wolf ears could even hear the machine-gun pounding of his hearts. And the pulsing throb of the big arteries in his neck.


  All around me, the battle raged. Jake, our unofficial leader, in tiger morph. Rachel as a huge, rampaging elephant. Marco, like me, a wolf. Tobias in his own hawk body, soaring and diving, attacking eyes and faces. And Ax, the Andalite, his sharp tail flailing like a bullwhip. A razor-tipped bullwhip.


  We had been on a simple reconnaissance mission. It was a meeting of The Sharing, the front organization for Controllers. They were having a party for "new members." New members who thought they were joining something like the Boy or Girl Scouts, but would soon be dragged, willing or not, to be infested by Yeerks and be made slaves.


  It was a cookout in the park. A bonfire blazed. People ate hot dogs and coleslaw and slices of pie. The adults drank beer. The kids drank Cokes. The night sky was full of stars.


  We had sneaked up close to the meeting in various morphs. We had identified a dozen people we did not know were Controllers. Including a radio deejay who did one of those "wacky" morning shows, a state highway patrolman, a TV news reporter, and a substitute teacher who I had for homeroom for two months while my regular homeroom teacher was having a baby.


  A simple mission. Nothing too dangerous. Except that it had all gone wrong.


  Far from the main meeting, off to one side, out of sight of the innocent, naive people who wanted to join "for the fun," the "executive meeting" had gone suddenly weird. One of the human-Controllers had made a mistake of some sort. A serious mistake. And suddenly, she was being hauled off toward a waiting Bug fighter by Hork-Bajir warriors.


  They wanted to take her to Visser Three, the leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth.


  She knew what that meant. If she was lucky, her death would be quick. She started to yell.


  "But I didn't do it! I didn't do it! You have to tell the Visser I'm innocent!"


  That's when we changed our plans. That's when we decided to get involved. See, we figured if we saved the woman, the Yeerk in her head might cooperate with us. Might reveal secrets to us.


  And we only saw two Hork-Bajir and a gaggle of human-Controllers, none of whom had a weapon.


  So we'd morphed into battle morphs. And that's when the other five Hork-Bajir had shown up.


  We fought. Not exactly for the first time. And we were winning.


  "Aaarrrggghhh!" the Hork-Bajir cried in panic and pain.


  The Hork-Bajir's leg was in bad shape. I let go of it. I leaped up the length of his body. He slashed at me, but weakly. His night-sight was not as good as mine. He didn't see me as clearly as I saw him.


  I saw his throat, unprotected.


  <Okay, they've had it, back away! Back away!> Jake yelled.


  But it was too late for the Hork-Bajir. Too late to keep the wolf that was me from doing what its instincts taught it to do.


  Too late.


  We backed off. We stood for a moment, glowering at the battlefield. I could clearly hear the main group of The Sharing laughing and singing and having fun, off beyond this dark, bloody field. They were oblivious. They'd seen nothing.


  But just beyond the battlefield stood a handful of human-Controllers. They stared at us with hatred.


  We stared back at them.


  And then we turned and melted away into the night.


  <Okay, everyone, let's get outta here,> Jake said wearily. He's always depressed after a battle.


  <Seven of them, six of us, and we ruled!> Rachel said. She's usually up, almost giddy, after a battle.


  Tobias was silent, as he usually is after a battle.


  Marco looked for a joke. <You know, I was gnawing this Hork-Bajir's arm and I just kept thinking mustard. It would go so much better with mustard.>


  Marco jokes after a battle. And before. But the jokes afterward are always kind of strained.


  Ax calmly wiped his tail blade off on the grass as we walked.


  And I said, <I'm never doing that again.>


  <Yeah, it was not a smart fight. But hey, we won,> Rachel said.


  <No. I mean I am never doing that again,> I said. <Never. I quit. I quit this stupid war. I quit the Animorphs.>


  I turned and walked away from the others.


  I felt their eyes following me.


  Maybe if I hadn't felt so hollow, so weak, so sickened inside, maybe I would have felt the extra set of eyes on me.


  But I wasn't paying attention. I was done being afraid. I was done hurting other creatures.


  I was done, done, done being an Animorph.


  Chapter 2


  



  I demorphed as I headed toward home. It started to rain a little, just a drizzle. Just enough to turn the leaves wet, to make the grass squishy as I walked across the field.


  The lights were bright at my house. Through the family room window I could see my mom sitting at her desk going over paperwork.


  I couldn't see my dad. But I knew where he was: in his big easy chair watching TV, the remote practically glued to his hand.


  Our big barn was dark. Just a tiny, bright white light to mark the door so we could find it if one of the animals needed care in the night.


  The barn is also the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. Both my parents are vets. My mother works with the exotic animals at The Gardens, which is a zoo-slash-amusement park. My dad runs the clinic, where he takes in injured wild animals: squirrels, geese, voles, foxes, deer, rabbits, bats, raccoons, hawks. You name it.


  I help my dad in the barn. I give meds - medicines - to the animals. I clean them up and change bandages and feed them.


  I headed for the barn to get the change of clothing I keep hidden there. See, when we morph, we can only morph the tight shirts and leotards we call our morphing outfits. I couldn't exactly show up back home wearing just that.


  I didn't turn on the lights in the barn. I knew my way around. And I could see a red "Exit" light and light from the computer we used to keep track of the animals' progress.


  I passed by the cages. Most of the animals were quiet. But not all were asleep. The nocturnal animals were pacing to and from - those that could pace.


  I walked by a fox. Its tail had been hacked off. Probably by some troubled kids. It paced and stared out of the cage and paced some more.


  It looked at me. It had very intelligent eyes. It looked right at me.


  "It's okay," I said to the fox.


  I found my clothes in the tack room, changed, and walked to the house.


  "Cassie! There you are." It was my dad. He was kicked back in his easy chair, just like I knew he would be. "You didn't walk home, did you? It's raining."


  "No, Rachel's mom gave me a ride."


  "I didn't hear a car pull up."


  I forced a laugh. "You were probably watching TV."


  Lies came so easily. I had become an expert at lying since becoming an Animorph. But now there would be no need for lies.


  "Yeah. This news story. A leopard's escaped from some fool who keeps exotic animals. They think it may have made it back up into the mountains. Clawed a man pretty badly. It'll be a tough job recapturing a leopard. Honey?" he yelled in a louder voice directed toward the kitchen. "Cassie's home."


  My dad seemed way too perky. Way too cheerful. It was an act.


  I went into bright light and gleaming linoleum. "Hi, Mom."


  "Hi, sweetheart," my mom said.


  Now my radar really tingled. My mother isn't one of those "honey-sweetheart" kind of people. Something was wrong. I felt my dad coming into the kitchen behind me.


  "What's the matter?" I asked.


  My parents sat down at the round table. I sat down, too. I was expecting a lecture about staying out too much. I was ready to promise not to do it again. I was ready to mean it, this time.


  "There's no easy way to do this," my mom said. "Cassie, we've lost funding for the clinic. We just got word this evening."


  I shot a look to my dad. He looked away and down and up at me, then away again.


  "What do you mean?" I asked stupidly.


  My dad muttered, "The, uh . . . the pet food company that's been paying to support the clinic is pulling out. I am trying to get a new company to help us out, but it doesn't look good. It looks like we're going to have to shut down the clinic."


  I should have had something to say. They were both looking at me like I'd have something to say. But I just didn't.


  "We know this will upset you," my mom said.


  And I just stared blankly.


  "We'll keep trying," my dad said. "In fact, I'm leaving town tomorrow to talk to a vice president at this new company."


  I tried to find some words. But nothing. It was like every part of my life that mattered was being taken away in a single night. No more Animorphs. And I knew what that meant: Rachel would pretend to still be my friend, but she'd never really forgive me. Jake would still like me, but his life was about being leader of the Animorphs.


  And now this. I was even losing my animals.


  My mother was peering closely at me, looking bothered. "Um . . . honey, you have something in your teeth. Right there." She pointed to her own teeth.


  I felt with my finger. I pulled out a small shred of something green and gray.


  Somehow, while morphing from wolf back to human, it had become lodged between my shrinking teeth.


  A small sliver of Hork-Bajir flesh.


  Chapter 3


  



  It took a long time for me to get to sleep.


  I just kept thinking: It's all gone. Everything that was big and important in my life. All of it gone. My best friend. The guy I . . . that I liked. The animals I loved.


  What was I going to do now? What was I going to be? I was just another short, slightly chubby girl now.


  I had to tell Jake it was all a joke! I couldn't quit. Was I crazy? I couldn't quit!


  But then, in the darkness, I saw that Hork-Bajir. I felt my powerful jaws grinding . . .


  I've met a couple of free Hork-Bajir. The Hork-Bajir are a ferocious-looking race. Seven feet tall, with razor-sharp blades at their wrists, elbows, even on their legs and tail. But sometimes looks are deceiving. The Hork-Bajir use the blades to peel bark from trees back on their home planet. It's what they eat. They are peaceful herbivores.


  It wasn't the fault of the Hork-Bajir. He never did anything to me. It wasn't him trying to cut me up with his blades. It was the Yeerk in his head. That poor Hork-Bajir had no control of anything.


  But he felt the pain. He suffered. He suffered because of what I did to him. And now, whatever hopes he might have had of someday being free, well, those hopes were gone.


  Because of me.


  "It was battle," I whispered into the sheets drawn up under my chin. "It's a war."


  I hadn't heard Jake call us off. I hadn't heard in time. If I had, the Hork-Bajir might still have his dreams of freedom. And yet . . . when had Jake called us off? Before I lunged or after? It was all confused in my mind.


  Confused . . .


  I guess I drifted off to sleep, because I started to dream.


  I was huge. Huge! More than forty feet long from my tail to my blunt, roaring head. Eighteen feet tall. With teeth that were seven inches long.


  I was the most dangerous predator the world has ever known.


  I was Tyrannosaurus.


  In the dark I saw the Triceratops slam its huge horns into another Tyrannosaurus. It was Marco, in morph just like me. He was on his side, his belly exposed to the horns.


  I flexed the huge muscles in my tree trunk legs. I dug my massive bird-talons into the dirt. And I leaped!


  Tons of muscle and bone soared through the air. I landed beside the Triceratops. I lowered my head, and opened my mouth and bit down into the exposed spine of the Triceratops. I sank my teeth into it and jerked back with all my might.


  I felt the big dinosaur come up off the ground. Marco was safe. I knew that. But I was caught up now in the rage of battle.


  I roared.


  "HoooRRROOOOAAARRR!"


  And the Triceratops screamed. "Rrrr-EEEE-EEEEEE! Rrrr-EEEEEEEEEE!"


  I shook my Tyrannosaurus head, worrying the screaming Triceratops like a dog worrying a bone.


  And then the Triceratops stopped making sounds. It hung limp. I dropped it and stood over the fallen creature. And I bellowed.


  "Huh-huh-huh-RRRRRROOOOOAAAARRR!" I roared in triumph. The sound shook the leaves in the trees. It seemed to shake the distant stars.


  "Huh-huh-huh-RRRRRROOOOOAAAARRR!" I screamed again.


  I felt within me all the violence of nature, all the ruthlessness of the survival of the fittest, all the power of muscle and bone and claw and tooth, all the ageless, never-ending lust for conquest wrapped into one awesome roar.


  I woke up.


  I jumped out of bed and ran to the bathroom in the hall. I closed the door and turned on the light. I sat there on the closed toilet for a while, shaking and holding my face with my hands.


  I brushed my teeth.


  I kept brushing my teeth till my gums were bleeding. With pink-stained toothpaste foaming around my mouth, I looked at myself in the mirror.


  Was this what it was like to go nuts?


  I opened the window. Cool night air flowed in. The rain had stopped. From here I could see the barn, quite close by. Soon it would be empty. No more animals.


  I saw a flash of movement. Just a patch of darkness that shifted out of sight behind the barn. Probably an animal drawn to the smell and sounds of prey in the barn.


  Only the eyes, the faint glimmer of eyes, did not come from low to the ground. It came from higher up. Like human eyes.


  I stared for a while, and had the feeling that someone was staring back.


  Then I closed the window and went back to bed.


  Chapter 4


  



  "You weren't in school today," Jake said.


  They had me surrounded. At least that's how it felt. We often met at the barn. It was one of our regular places. But it felt so different this time.


  They were all there, all but Ax.


  Jake stood, arms crossed over his chest. He was trying to look calm and relaxed. He wasn't succeeding.Something has happened to Jake during the months we've been Animorphs. He used to be just a normal kid. Good-looking, but not the kind girls got all giggly over. He had always looked solid and reliable and decent. The kind of guy to whom you wouldn't even suggest doing something wrong.


  But even though there had always been something "adult" about Jake, there was always still the kid underneath. That had changed. He had faced too many dangers. Worse, he had made too many life-and-death decisions.


  That shows up in your face after a while. In your eyes. It showed up in the way Jake stood taller than before, and yet somehow a little worn-out. There was a ragged look to him.


  "Yeah, I wasn't feeling well this morning," I said. "So I stayed home."


  "Maybe it was something you ate," Marco suggested with a smirk, laughing at his own wit.


  Rachel snatched a towel off one of the cages and threw it at him. "That's not exactly helpful, Marco." She turned to me. "Look, everyone gets down about all this, okay? So take a couple of days to get your brain straightened out, take it easy, watch some tube, eat some cookies, and then you can come back."


  Rachel had not been changed. Not that you could see. Rachel is one of these people who can walk through a hurricane, followed by a mud slide, followed by a flood, and come out clean, dry and with every hair in place.


  She is still the tall, blond, perfectly-accessorized girl she's always been. But inside, she, too, is changed. She'd always been bold. Now she was reckless. She'd always been aggressive. Now there were times when she scared me.


  This war against the Yeerks had been a gift to Rachel. She'd found her true place in the universe. The world would probably never have allowed pretty Rachel to become the warrior she was meant to be. But being an Animorph, she'd become all that.


  "Look," I said, "I know what you all think. You think I'm just upset because of one battle last night. But that's not it."


  I opened a cage containing a goose whose wing had been mauled by a wildcat. I began to cut away the old bandage.


  <So if it wasn't the battle last night, what was it?> Tobias asked.


  Of us all, Tobias has suffered the most. He is a red-tailed hawk. At first he was trapped in that form, unable to escape, unable to morph at all. But then the Ellimist gave him back his power to morph. Even to morph into his old human body.


  There was just one catch. If Tobias stays in morph again - any morph, even his own human body - he will be trapped again. And this time the Ellimist will not save him.


  Tobias could become human again. But if he did, he would lose the ability to morph. He would be out of the fight against the Yeerks.


  I don't know why Tobias has chosen to remain a hawk. I guess he wants to stay in the war. Or maybe the truth is, he's happier as a hawk than he was as a human.


  I looked at him, sitting with his talons gripping a wooden cross beam high up toward the slanted roof of the barn. "I guess I'm not you, Tobias. I guess I'm not willing to make the sacrifices you've made."


  "What sacrifices?" Rachel demanded, getting angry now. "We have the chance to save the planet! How can you talk about sacrifices? There are thousands, maybe millions, of people still enslaved by the Yeerks. Who's going to save them if not us?"


  "I don't know," I said. I finished removing the goose's bandage and began cleaning the wounds.


  "This is bogus," Marco said bitterly. "You know, back when we started all this, it was me who didn't want to get involved. And you all acted like I was a big coward, or else selfish."


  I shrugged. "So I'm a coward. I'm selfish."


  Marco practically leaped at me. His eyes were blazing. "What's the deal with you, Cassie? Half the time you're giving us all crap over being too ruthless or whatever. It's always, 'Oh, is this right?" and 'Oh, should we do this?' I mean, you're Miss Morality, and then when you have a bad night you just bail on us?"


  "That's not what it's about," I said. I could feel something like pressure on my heart. Like something was pushing to get out of me. Something explosive.


  "Oh? So what then? You just want to spend more time playing with your animals?"


  "The Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic is going to be shut down," I said. "No money."


  I guess that just puzzled Marco. He fell silent.


  "So no, I guess I won't be spending my time playing with the animals," I said sarcastically.


  "Cassie, we need to understand this," Jake said wearily. "We need to understand you."


  "She's scared," Marco sneered.


  "Marco, shut up," Rachel snapped. "She's not scared."


  "Yes, I am," I said.


  "You are not," Rachel said, waving her hand like I was some annoying fly. "You're as brave as any of us. Just because you have all these moral qualms and feel bad over stuff, that doesn't make you a coward."


  "I destroyed that Hork-Bajir," I said.


  Rachel's blue eyes went cold and seemed to look past me. "It's a war. They started it. Of course you feel bad over -"


  "No," I said. "I didn't feel bad. I heard Jake say to back off. And after he said that, after he said that, I did it."


  I wasn't sure that was true. But I needed to say it. To make them understand.


  No one had anything to say for a while. I started putting the new bandage on the goose.


  "So you feel bad about it," Rachel said with a shrug.


  "No. I feel bad because I felt nothing. I felt . . . nothing, Rachel. At that moment I felt like I was just doing my job, you know? And now they're shutting down the clinic, and my dad tells me and I feel . . . nothing. It's been going on for a long time. Each day, each battle, each mission, I just feel less and less."


  I looked at Rachel. She looked away. I turned to Jake. He made the ghost of a smile and nodded his head. He understood. He knew. It was happening to him, too. But then he looked away as well.


  I spread my hands, open, helpless. "I can't not feel anything when there's violence. I can't not care about living things. I can't be like that."


  Marco laughed a short, brutal laugh. "Fine. You have your morals and your fine feelings and all that. We'll go off and risk our lives to save the world. You just sit here and feel righteous."


  He left. I heard the flutter of wings and realized Tobias was gone, too.


  Rachel had an expression I've almost never seen on her face: She was hurt.


  "Rachel, we can still be-"


  "No, we can't," she said, cutting me off. "See, you've just said the whole world can drop dead, so long as you, Cassie, don't have to end up turning into me." She stormed from the barn.


  I should have said something. But it was true. It was true I didn't want to turn into Rachel.


  Jake and I were alone. He looked down at the ground. "Don't morph," he said. "If you're not an Animorph, don't use the power."


  "I won't."


  "You'll want to," he said. "But if you do, you run the risk of getting caught. Those risks are acceptable if you're going to help us. But if you're not in the fight anymore, you can't use the weapon."


  "I said I wouldn't morph anymore, Jake. I'm not a liar."


  He left. I stood there, all alone with the animals. The goose was still half-bandaged. Animals needed their meds. Some needed feeding.


  And I didn't care.


  Chapter 5


  



  I had fallen behind on a lot of my chores. One was the water trough made of an old claw-foot bathtub that we kept in a far corner of the pasture for the horses. It had gotten overgrown with algae and was crusted with windswept leaves.


  I rode one of the horses out there. Riding a horse has always made me feel better, and besides, I'd gotten slack about exercising the horses. I took my favorite mare.


  It was a cool, gusty afternoon with clouds rolling in again, threatening an early sunset. I rode at a trot most of the way, feeling chilly air on my face and trying to think of nothing.


  But when I got to the old tub, I found it perfectly clean. No leaves, no algae. It had even been propped up to sit more level on the ground.


  I swung down out of the saddle and looked around for an explanation. I found it in the mud: a narrow hoofprint, not much different from a deer's. You'd think it was a deer print if you didn't know to look very carefully.


  It was an Andalite hoofprint. Obviously Ax had seen that the trough needed work and had taken care of it.


  This part of the pasture was right up against the forest. The grass stopped just a few feet past the fence, and there the line of trees began. I looped the mare's reins over the fence and looked around.


  Grassland sweeping back toward my house, which was invisible from this angle. And trees which I knew swept all the way back to the distant mountains.


  I hadn't thought about not morphing anymore. I hadn't realized I'd be giving that up. The ability to become a bird and fly. The ability to become all the animals I had loved for so long. To see the world through their eyes and hear with their ears.


  I sighed. Jake was right, of course. I couldn't run the risk. Not now. Not if I wasn't going to contribute.


  "Who cares?" I asked the breeze.


  But as much as I didn't want to care, I did. About this one thing, I cared. Life just seemed so cramped and small without being able to morph ever again.


  Then I saw it. Just a movement behind the front row of trees. I didn't see what had moved, just that there was a movement.


  Was it Ax?


  "Nee-EEEE-he-he-he!" The horse whinnied. She tossed her head.


  My mind flashed to the escaped leopard. Could he have made it this far? No. Not likely.


  Besides, what I'd seen moving in the trees wasn't a leopard. You didn't see leopards unless they wanted to be seen. And whatever I'd seen, or almost seen, had not moved with the liquid grace of a leopard.


  "Ax!" I yelled.


  No answer.


  I mounted the mare again and tried to ease her into a trot. But she reared up and neighed loudly.


  Something was bothering her. But what? And where was it? I licked my finger and held it up to feel the breeze. It was blowing from the direction of the trees.


  "Easy, now. Easy," I said.


  The wind shifted direction. The mare calmed. This just worried me more. It confirmed that she had smelled something in the woods. Now that the wind was coming from a different direction, she no longer smelled what had been bothering her.


  Then -


  CRASH! CRASH! CRASH!


  "Aaaaahhhhh!"


  A flash of red hair, running.


  And behind it, a much bigger creature, running like a bowling ball, almost seeming to roll.


  A bear!


  A black bear was chasing a girl with red hair.


  The girl ran, but the bear was far too fast. The girl leaped toward a low branch, snagged it and scrambled wildly up into the tree.


  But it wouldn't help. If the bear wanted her, it would climb right up the tree after her!


  Before I knew what I was doing, I tightened my grip on the reins and urged the mare forward.


  "Giddap! Hah! Hah!"


  We ran along the fence, hooves pounding. I could see the girl dangling, barely holding on. And then I saw what I had feared: Behind the black bear was a cub. Bears are seldom aggressive toward humans. Unless the human makes the big mistake of somehow getting too close to a cub.


  The black bear was ripping at the slender tree. The girl screamed in terror.


  I yanked the mare away from the fence, backed off a hundred feet, then said, "Hee-yah!" and dug my heels in, urging her to run toward the fence.


  We galloped, tearing up clods of damp dirt and grass behind us. I tucked down, held on tight and hoped the mare knew how to jump, because I sure didn't.


  Up! Up! We sailed high -


  WHAP!


  Her back hooves caught the top rail and then landed hard but safe. "Come on, girl!" I yelled, and we raced toward the tree.


  The horse was terrified, eyes wide, mouth foaming. But she was in a panic run now, and horses never have been the geniuses of the animal world. So she ran straight for the bear.


  The girl was hanging from a branch by her fingertips.


  "Hang on, I'll get you!" I screamed.


  Thirty feet more . . . twenty feet . . . ten feet . . .


  The girl screamed.


  She dropped.


  The bear roared.


  I grabbed at the air. One hand found the front of a Levi's jacket. I held on, yanked her toward me, and sped on.


  Twigs whipped my face. One foot was out of its stirrup and I was gasping for breath.


  I scrabbled desperately, trying to find the stirrup without being able to look down. The girl was strangling me, holding on for dear life. I dropped the reins. The mare was in a blind panic.


  And with good reason. Because the bear wasn't done with us.


  The bear was chasing us.


  In open country we'd outrun the bear easily. But in the brush, the bear was keeping up.


  Then, quite suddenly, the bear gave up the chase and calmly walked back to her cub. The mare, however, was not ready to stop running. And I could not reach the reins. All I could do was hold on. Hold on to a handful of mane and the girl's jacket.


  Suddenly -


  No more trees ahead of us. The river! White water, swollen by the recent rains, bounding and crashing over rocks.


  The mare was pelting toward it. I tried once more to reach the reins. I slipped. I grabbed a handful of mane and yanked myself back up.


  And in a split second I saw the low branch.


  WHAM!


  I felt myself flying, flying, flying . . .


  But by the time I hit the water, I wasn't feeling anything at all.


  Chapter 6


  



  "Aaaahhhh!"


  I woke up screaming.


  I was in a boiling, mad, lunatic current. Water rushed around me, over me. Water filled the air. It twisted me over and over like a corkscrew.


  I flailed my arms, but they barely moved. I couldn't feel my hands or fingers. My legs felt dead. I was freezing. Freezing to death.


  THUMP!


  I hit a rock and barely felt the impact on my side.


  Then . . . falling, falling! I saw trees that seemed to fly up and away from me. I saw a glimpse of explosive white water beneath me. I was falling, the water vertical around me.


  PAH-LOOSH!


  I was all the way underwater, and being pounded viciously by the waterfall. It sounded like some monstrous engine, throbbing, beating, hammering at me.


  FWOOSH! FWOOSH! FWOOSH! FWOOSH! FWOOSH!


  I tried to swim, but my arms were made of jelly. My fingers were stiff as sticks. Morph! I told myself. But I couldn't concentrate. Couldn't hold the thought in my brain.


  Suddenly, I shot clear of the beating waterfall, but I was still underwater. Far underwater. Too far.


  I tried to hold my breath, but I was becoming more and more confused. What . . . where . . . which way should I . . . arms . . .


  I sucked air into my burning lungs.


  Only it wasn't air.


  I gagged and writhed, helpless. Suffocating! My head bumped on something. A rock? The surface! I could see it. Now it was just inches over my head.


  Just inches of water separated me from the air.


  But it was too late. I closed my eyes. My muscles relaxed. I went to sleep.


  I didn't feel the arms that hauled me up out of the water. I didn't feel the mouth that breathed air into me.


  "Hah! Wah?" I woke up! Then instantly felt my insides heave.


  "Buh-buh-leaaahhh!"


  I threw up. I was on my back in the dirt. I vomited all over myself.


  I rolled my head to one side and sucked in air, coughed, breathed, coughed some more. I hacked away for several minutes, gasping for a good clean breath with lungs still wet from the river.


  A sharp pain in my side. A splitting headache. Pins and needles in my frozen hands and feet so intense it made me want to scream.


  But I was alive!


  Only then did I notice the girl. She was squatting just a couple of feet away. Her red hair was wet and bedraggled, plastered against her forehead and hanging in long, soggy curls.


  She had brilliant green eyes that seemed unnaturally large. She was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a jean jacket. She was shivering.


  "You saved my life, didn't you?" I said to her in a hoarse, raspy voice.


  "You saved mine," she said. "That bear could have killed me. So now we're even. I don't owe you anything and you don't owe me."


  It was a strange thing to say. Too mature . . . I don't know, too old to be coming from someone so young.


  I sat up, fighting the urge to cry from the pins and needles feeling. "My name is Cassie."


  "I'm Karen."


  "Where are we?"


  She shook her head. "I don't know. We were in the river for a long time. I was knocked out, too. But I came to sooner than you. And I was able to grab onto a floating log for part of the time."


  I looked around. The trees were very tall, mostly pines. I saw no obvious trails. No trash or other signs of humans. We were deep in the forest.


  I tried to form a mental picture of the course of the river. I knew it came down from the mountains, fed by melting snow and rain. It swept very near our farm, then doubled back, heading toward the mountains until the slope changed again and turned it at last toward the sea.


  But that didn't tell me where we were. We could be a mile from civilization, or we could be ten miles. But more troubling was that I didn't know what direction to go. If we went the right way, we might hit a road pretty soon. If we went the wrong way . . . well, the forest was very large. You could be lost in the forest for a long, long time.


  "Did you ever read Hatchet by Gary Paulsen?" I asked Karen.


  "No."


  "I did. I wish I'd paid more attention. I'm not exactly an expert on wilderness survival tactics. Besides, we don't seem to have a hatchet. Guess we'll just have to take our best guess and walk out of here."


  Karen looked solemnly at me. "My ankle is hurt. I can't walk."


  I took a deep breath. I was mostly revived now. I could feel my hands and feet again. And my brain was starting to work a little better, too.


  "Karen, what were you doing there in the woods to begin with?"


  She didn't answer. She just looked at me.


  I felt a new kind of chill. "The other night, someone was behind the barn, looking up at my window. That was you, wasn't it?"


  She said nothing.


  I felt an awful dread begin to well up inside me. I felt like I couldn't breathe.


  "Why were you following me? Why were you spying on me?" I demanded, trying not to panic, but already feeling the terror growing inside me, churning my stomach, squeezing my heart.


  Karen sighed. Then she cocked her head and looked at me quizzically. Like I was some interesting specimen of insect and she was an entomologist.


  "You interest me," she said.


  "There's nothing interesting about me. Really."


  "Sure there is. See, if I'm right about you, then you can fly away from this place anytime you want. If I'm right about you, you can also . . . let's just say, make a few changes . . . and kill me."


  I forced an awful fake laugh. "What on earth are you talking about?"


  "Oh, nothing on Earth," Karen said. "At least that's what everyone believes. Humans can't morph. Only Andalites can morph. Only an Andalite could become a wolf and rip the throat from my brother's host body and leave him dying."


  Chapter 7


  



  I guess Marco would have been cooler, more glib. Maybe Rachel would have just attacked. I don't know. But I'm not Marco or Rachel.


  I stared, breathing stopped.


  "I have no idea what you're talking about," I said.


  Karen smiled a small, triumphant smile. "I followed you after that battle. You separated from the others and went your own way to that farm. I saw you loping along as a wolf one minute, then I lost sight for a few minutes. But when I caught up again, there was no wolf. Just you. Seemingly a human girl."


  "What do you think I am? A werewolf or something?" I asked, trying out my desperate, fakey laugh again.


  "I don't know what you are," Karen said. "Not for sure. That's why I followed you. See, everyone knows there's a band of Andalite warriors here on Earth. It makes sense that they would try to pass as humans. But everyone also knows no Andalite can stay in a morph more than two hours. And I've seen you in this human morph for more than two hours at a time."


  I shrugged and put on a baffled expression. "Okay, whatever. Maybe the cold water messed up your brain a little or something. Maybe we should just focus on getting you some help."


  "I know you're not an Andalite who's been trapped in a morph because you morphed that wolf the other night. So that leaves two possibilities. Either you are an Andalite who has somehow figured out how to defy the two-hour limit. Or . . ."


  "Or what?" I couldn't help asking.


  "Or what some of us have suspected for some time is true: There are humans who can morph."


  I shrugged. "Are you like one of those X-Files people?" I asked.


  Karen smiled. "If you're an Andalite, you'll just demorph and kill me. This little human body would be defenseless against your tail."


  "Now I have a tail?"


  "If you're a human who can morph, then you'll morph something nasty and kill me that way."


  "So, wait a minute. Let me get all this straight. In this little fairy tale of yours, I'm capable of destroying you either way, right?"


  She cocked her head in a very human gesture. "You'll think you can," she said. "And whatever you do, I'll have proof."


  I stood up. I'm not exactly tall enough to tower over anyone or look very threatening. But still, Karen should have looked just a little bit nervous. Instead she looked smug. Cocky. Like she was just waiting to see what I'd do.


  I stuck out my hand. "Come on, crazy girl," I said, "let's get started. It may be a long walk back."


  There was a flicker of doubt in those cool, green eyes. She ignored my hand and tried to stand. Halfway up, her left leg buckled and she fell back heavily.


  "My ankle is badly injured," she said. "I'm afraid I can't walk."


  I looked down at her and ran through my options.


  In this forest there were bears and wolves. The bears wouldn't attack her as long as she stayed out of their way. But the wolves might, if they were hungry enough. The woods around us looked empty, silent. But I have been a wolf. I know the awesome power of their senses. I was willing to bet that at least one wolf pack already knew we were there. They'd heard us, they'd smelled us.


  If they were hungry enough, they'd come by to check out the unfamiliar smell. If they came and saw a helpless kid, unable to walk, defenseless . . . well, wolves aren't man-eaters by nature, but they are programmed to take down the weak and sick.


  And if the wolves didn't get her, there was the cold night and the hunger. If I walked away now, the human-Controller named Karen could very possibly not survive the night. Killed by nature's hand.


  One thing was certain. If Karen made it back to her fellow Controllers, knowing what she knew, none of my friends were safe. She knew I was an Animorph. Or had been one. It would be easy for her to find out who my friends were. To take them, one by one, and make them submit to infestation. Make them into Controllers.


  All it would take was one: me, Jake, Rachel, Marco. It didn't matter. If the Yeerks controlled one of us, all our secrets would be theirs.


  They would learn of the hidden colony of free Hork-Bajir up in the mountains. They would learn about the Chee - the peace-loving androids who sometimes helped us with information.


  If Karen came out of this alive, Jake, Rachel, Marco, Tobias, and Ax would all be caught and made into human-Controllers or be killed. The Chee would be annihilated. The Hork-Bajir would be recaptured.


  All hope for human freedom might die. Unless . . . unless Karen was destroyed right here, right now.


  I turned away and walked to a dried-out, fallen tree. I grabbed a long, forked branch. I levered my weight against it and worked it till it splintered and cracked.


  It was a strong, stout branch. Three feet long, thick, with a fork at one end. I gripped it tightly and carried it back to Karen. One swift, sure blow to the head. That's all it would take. I could knock her out and leave her tied up with her own shoelaces and let nature do the rest.


  I saw the apprehension in her eyes.


  "Here," I said. "This will make a good crutch. Wait here while I find some smaller sticks to make a splint."


  Chapter 8


  



  We were not in a good position. Night was falling. We were somewhere in a forest. We had no tools and no matches. Everything around us was damp, maybe too damp to burn. And what I could see of the sky, looking up through the trees, was filled with dark clouds scudding on a stiff breeze.


  "This will hurt," I said. I had found some sticks the right length. I had removed my belt. Fortunately, I never listen to Rachel on matters of fashion, so I had a good, strong, practical leather belt.


  "Your pants will fall down," Karen said, sounding like a kid again.


  "Yeah, right. I seem to have gained a little weight since I bought these pants. They're plenty tight. Or maybe they shrank. That could be it." I placed the sticks carefully around her lower leg and down over her ankle bone. Then I wrapped the belt loosely. "Okay, I'm not going to tighten it a lot, because your ankle is going to swell up. But I have to tighten it some. I want to keep your ankle immobilized. On the count of five, okay? When I get to five, I'll yank it. One . . ."


  I yanked the belt.


  "Aaahhh! Hey! What happened to five?"


  "You would have tensed up on five," I said. "This way I caught you while you were relaxed."


  "A trick."


  "For your own good."


  Karen snorted. "Now I know you're an Andalite. Typical Andalite arrogance. The only race in the entire galaxy that makes war 'to help people.'"


  I stood up again and stuck out my hand. This time, Karen took it. "Come on," I said. "We have to get moving."


  I helped her to her feet. She winced in pain as she placed weight on the bad ankle. I leaned over awkwardly to grab the crutch. "Here. Try this."


  She stuck it under one arm. "Which side? The side with the bad ankle, or the other side?"


  "I don't know," I admitted. "I don't work with humans much."


  "Ah? Ready to stop pretending and admit what you are, Andalite?"


  I laughed. A real laugh this time. "I work with animals. I know how to set a broken leg on a deer or a raccoon or a wolf. I've never done a human before."


  Karen peered skeptically. "Ah, yes. The barn full of animals. Of course. What a perfect cover for an Andalite. All those animals right there so you can acquire their DNA for morphing."


  "Whatever you say, kid," I muttered. "Let's try moving."


  "Where are we going? Which way is civilization?"


  "I don't have a clue. But it doesn't matter. We're not trying for a way out, not tonight, anyway. We need shelter."


  "What? If you're going to try to kill me, go ahead and do it. No need to drag me off to some secluded spot."


  "Karen, what could possibly be more secluded than this?" I waved my arm around at the tall trees.


  "Okay, if you don't have the stomach for killing me, let's walk out of here. My leg is fine." She took a couple of wincing steps.


  "Look, I'm sorry you think I'm some space alien. I'm sorry you think I want to kill you. But the truth is, if we try and walk out of here tonight, we could end up dead. It's going to rain. Maybe even storm. You ever been in a forest in the middle of a storm? The ground will be mud. Lightning hitting the trees. Flash floods in the gullies. Cold. No way to build a fire. You wouldn't like it."


  Suddenly Karen erupted in a rage. "Why do you keep up this stupid game? I know what you are capable of! I know what you did. You could morph to that wolf and easily kill me and then run out of these woods. Why are you playing this game?!"


  I waited till she was done yelling. Then I said, "I see higher ground over that way. Maybe low hills. I can't tell, peering through these trees. Maybe we'll find a cave over there. At least we'll be away from this river. It could rise during the night, with rain and all."


  But Karen wasn't listening anymore. She was staring up at a tree.


  "What is that?" she asked in a worried voice.


  I followed the direction of her gaze. There, lodged in a crook of an elm tree branch, was a crumpled, ripped body. The sweet face with the big eyes was lolled to the side.


  "It's a young deer," I said.


  "What's it doing up there?"


  "The animal that killed it put it there for safekeeping."


  "What kind of animal does that? A wolf? A bear?"


  I shook my head. "No. But a leopard does."


  Chapter 9


  



  I read a book by this hunter once. He had hunted lions. He'd hunted tigers. He'd hunted bears. But he said of all the dangerous animals a man could hunt, nothing was as dangerous as a leopard.


  They were smart, adaptable, cunning, and ruthless. They were the ultimate hunters.


  Human hunters, professional, experienced hunters armed with high-powered rifles and telescopic sights, had waited in trees for hours for a leopard to return to the place where it had stashed a kill. They had waited with eyes wide-open, nerves tingling, guns at the ready . . . and had suddenly felt the faint tingling warning that they were being watched. And they had turned to find the leopard sitting right behind them in the tree. The last thing they ever saw.


  "A leopard? Are you kidding? This isn't Africa."


  "One escaped from a sort of private zoo," I said.


  "From a private zoo? So it's probably tame, right?"


  "It put a man in the hospital," I said.


  All the while I swept my eyes back and forth through the trees. It could be watching us. It could be watching us right now. It could have our scent in its nostrils.


  I took a deep breath. Then another. I saw nothing. Which proved nothing. I wouldn't see the leopard unless it wanted to be seen.


  "Maybe we better build a fire," Karen said. "Wild animals are scared of fire."


  "Yeah. Let's get to some shelter, then build a fire," I agreed. There was no need to tell Karen that she was wrong: Fire doesn't frighten most predators. Certainly not leopards. In African villages, leopards come right into the village, right into the huts, right past the fires, and drag dogs and pigs . . . and children . . . away.


  "Let's get moving," I said tersely.


  I started walking, slowly, waiting to see how well Karen could keep up. She couldn't. Not very well. She took a dozen steps and caught her crutch on a root and fell down. I helped her up. On the second try she went farther before becoming entangled in a bush.


  All the while the shadows deepened around us. Already we could see no more than a hundred feet through the trees. We had to move faster. I put my arm around Karen's shoulders.


  "Keep your filthy hands off me, Andalite!" she spat.


  I didn't remove my arm. "You know, I don't know who these Andalites of yours are, Karen, but you sure seem to have a grudge against them."


  She laughed. "We don't exactly get along with Andalites."


  "Who is 'we'?" I asked, to make it seem like I didn't already know.


  We started walking again. Karen was beginning to get the hang of the crutch. I kept looking up at the trees. Leopards often kill by dropping from a tree onto an unwary prey.


  "Who is 'we'?" Karen echoed. "We are the Yeerks. The Yeerk Empire."


  "I see. So you Yeerks and these Andalites don't like each other." The ground sloped upward. It was a gentle enough slope, unless you were trying to walk with a bad ankle and a tree branch for a crutch.


  "The Andalites are the busybodies of the galaxy," Karen said. "Always sticking their noses in other people's business. We have a right to expand. We have a right to advance. But you Andalites don't see it that way, do you? No, the whole galaxy has to belong to the mighty Andalites."


  She was trying to provoke me. She was trying to get me to make some answer that would give away the fact that I was not a normal human girl.


  "So if I'm an Andalite, and these Andalites are such rotten people, why am I helping you?" I asked.


  Karen considered for a while. "I don't know," she admitted.


  "Well, maybe you're just totally wrong about me, have you considered that? Maybe I'm not a werewolf or an Andalite or anything but a normal girl."


  She said nothing to that. We walked on through darkening gloom. I began to pick up small twigs and sticks that looked fairly dry.


  We reached the base of a sort of low ridge that cut straight across our path. It was no more than fifty feet high for the most part. We turned right to follow along the ridge because going left was rougher terrain.


  Vast rocks jutted up out of the earth. Fallen leaves covered the slope. Scraggly trees clung to the slope and larger trees lined the ridge itself.


  Then, all at once, it was raining. The rainfall clattered noisily down through the leaves of the trees. Within minutes I was as wet as I'd been when I came from the river.


  "In there." I pointed.


  "I don't see anything."


  "Behind those bushes, that shadow. That may be a cave."


  It would mean forcing my way through a thicket of brambles. Karen wouldn't even be able to attempt it until I'd made a path. And the cave might not even be there.


  Or worse. There might be a cave that was already taken by a bear or even a mother wolf, raising a family.


  "Use your tail," Karen said. "You'll cut right through."


  I sighed noisily. "How about if I just push my way through? I'll need your crutch to knock some of the bushes down. Why don't you sit on that rock?"


  Karen sat on the rock. I took the crutch and began beating away at the bushes. I deliberately made as much noise as possible. If something was living in the cave, I wanted it to be warned. You don't want to surprise bears. You just don't.


  As I got closer, it became clear that there really was a cave. I looked around in the dirt to see if I could spot any tracks. But with the rain, who could tell?


  I glanced back. I could barely see Karen. She certainly could not see me. The smart thing to do was to morph now. Maybe the wolf again. The wolf's nose would instantly know whether there was anything in the cave.


  I crouched low. I focused my mind on the wolf DNA that was a part of me. And, with a Controller no more than twenty feet away, I began to morph.


  Chapter 10


  



  I felt my legs dwindle in size, but not weaken. I felt my chest and shoulders swell and become large. My face began to bulge outward.


  If you're not an Animorph, don't use the power.


  I heard Jake's voice in my head. It startled me, it was so clear in my memory.


  I won't. That's what I'd said.


  You'll want to. But if you do, you run the risk of getting caught. Those risks are acceptable if you're going to help us. But if you're not in the fight anymore, you can't use the weapon.


  I said I wouldn't morph anymore, Jake. I'm not a liar.


  I stopped morphing. I was still half-human. But I was also half-wolf. And already my hearing was more acute than any human hearing.


  I heard the sound of the bushes being parted. I heard the sound of a dragged foot and a slight gasp of pain.


  Karen! She was trying to spy on me.


  I demorphed as quickly as I could. At the same time, I pushed ahead, shoving my way through the bushes with the crutch. No choice now. I couldn't morph. I'd promised Jake I wouldn't. Besides, I'd almost gotten caught.


  I found a roughly triangular gap in some tumbled stones. Definitely a cave. Once more I searched the ground. No tracks. I tried to see if any fur had been caught by the brambles, but now the rain was pouring in a torrent.


  I crept close to the cave opening. And I sniffed the air. The human sense of smell is pathetic compared to that of a dog or a wolf. Still, maybe I would be able to tell if something was living in the cave.


  Closer . . . closer, I crept . . .


  "Aaahhhh!"


  I jumped back. I fell. Had I screamed? No, I was confused. It was Karen's voice.


  "Ahh! Ahhh! Help me!"


  A trick!


  Maybe. Maybe not. I plowed back through the brush. I emerged, panting, scratched and muddy, in time to see the leopard leap from the tall rock down toward the helpless girl.


  TSEEEWWW!


  A Dracon beam sliced upward at the leopard.


  "Rrrraaww-rrrr!" the leopard screamed. But the Dracon beam had only grazed the big cat's shoulder. It hit the ground, rolled easily to its feet, and turned to attack again.


  Karen tried to steady the Dracon beam for a shot. But her bad ankle twisted and collapsed. She fell face-forward. The Dracon beam clattered over some rocks and landed in the mud.


  It landed within inches of the leopard.


  Everything was frozen. Karen, aghast that she'd dropped her weapon. Terrified.


  The leopard, unsure, watching, waiting, trying to assess.


  And me. Did I have time to morph? Would it just set the leopard off? Would it make him want to attack?


  "Karen," I said in a low voice. "Crawl toward me."


  "That thing . . . that thing will . . ."


  "Karen, listen to me. Crawl toward me."


  She was trembling. Barely able to pick her face up out of the mud. She kept her eyes glued to the leopard. Her green eyes seemed huge, shining out of the mud that covered her face.


  The leopard watched her with the intensity of a predator. Then it looked at me. It was unsure. Worried. It was seeing things it had never seen before.


  You could almost watch the cunning mind working behind those cold, yellow eyes: The smaller prey had used a weapon. But that weapon was gone now. Still, the hunter had to be cautious when the hunted could sting.


  And then, the leopard thought, there was this curious, second creature. The one whose scent was changing.


  <Karen,> I said. <Keep crawling this way. Don't rush. Don't stop, but don't jerk or rush in any way.>


  I don't know if Karen even noticed that she was no longer hearing my voice. She kept her gaze riveted on the leopard.


  "Ooof!" Her arm slipped and she rolled over in the mud.


  The leopard saw her bare white throat and made its decision.


  He leaped!


  I leaped! I landed first. I bristled, snarled, and raised the thick gray fur around my neck.


  The leopard saw my teeth and forgot about Karen's throat.


  No, no, the leopard thought, I don't need a fight with another predator. There will be plenty of time to kill the little, helpless one later.


  The leopard turned, and with infinite contempt, walked away into the darkness.


  And Karen picked her face up out of the mud and looked at me.


  "So," she said shakily. "I guess you are a werewolf, after all."


  Chapter 11


  



  The cave was unoccupied. I found that out very quickly, using the wolf's senses.


  It took much longer to build a fire. I'd done it once before. Built a fire without matches, that is. It was in the Cretaceous Period, during a very bizarre episode in our lives as Animorphs.


  It had been hard to do then. It was harder to do now. The wood was wet and the grass I used for kindling was damp as well, although it dried out faster than the wood did.


  We had to keep the fire near the entrance of the cave, since it was very smoky at first. But eventually we got it going.


  We sat there, cross-legged, on hard stone and cold sand. We huddled as close to the fire as we could get. I had gone out, in wolf morph, and dragged as much wood as I could back to the cave. I hoped it would be enough to last the night. And fortunately, I had retrieved my clothes after the morphing.


  Night had fallen. The orange glow of the fire lit the low roof of the cave. But it didn't reach out into the dark woods beyond.


  "My parents will be totally frantic," I said.


  "Mine, too," Karen said.


  "I didn't know Yeerks had parents."


  Karen poked the fire with a stick, pushing an unburned bit of wood into the glowing center. "I see you've given up pretending. That's good. It gets boring after a while when someone sticks to an obvious lie. And yes, we have parents, although it's very different than it is with you humans."


  It was the first time she'd called me a human instead of an Andalite. I guess I looked surprised.


  "Yes, I know you're human. We don't know how to duplicate Andalite morphing technology, but we do understand parts of it. We know about the two-hour limit. And we know that you can't morph straight from one morph to another. You have to pass through your own, natural body first. You're human, all right. I guess you wouldn't want to tell me how you managed to acquire Andalite morphing technology?"


  I looked at her curious face. Her very human face. Her little girl face. I knew what lived inside her head. I knew she would deliver me up to Visser Three the first chance she got.


  If Marco or Rachel had been there beside me, I know what they'd have said: She can't be allowed to survive unless we can find a way to hold her for three days. That is when the Yeerk in her head would need to return to the Yeerk pool for nourishment. Tobias and Ax would have agreed. Jake, too, although it would have bothered him terribly.


  They would all have been right.


  "You're thinking about destroying me," Karen said.


  I hesitated a moment. Then I said, "Yes."


  She swallowed. "You thought about it before. Back at the river."


  I nodded. "But you seemed pretty confident then. You were trying to goad me. I should have known you had a Dracon beam weapon. You wanted me to morph and try to kill you. In mid-morph you'd have stunned me."


  Karen nodded. "That was the plan."


  "So why didn't you use the Dracon beam on the bear that was chasing you?"


  She laughed, a little embarrassed. "Pure panic, I'm afraid. That big bear came after me and I just forgot I had the weapon. Besides, you saw what a great shot I was with the leopard." She held up her hands. "I have little girl hands and little girl muscles. That Dracon beam is designed to be wielded by a Hork-Bajir. I could barely reach the trigger."


  "And now you have no weapons at all," I said.


  "No."


  "I could morph the wolf and make short work out of you."


  "But you won't."


  "Why won't I?" I asked.


  She shook her head slowly. "I don't know why."


  "Me neither," I said.


  For a while neither of us spoke. "There's plenty to drink," Karen said, nodding toward the rain that sheeted down across the cave entrance. "But we're going to get hungry."


  "I could catch us a rabbit or something," I said. "But it would mean leaving you here alone."


  "The leopard."


  I nodded. "It won't attack a wolf directly. But it sees you as a small, helpless, wounded creature. Perfect prey."


  "Yes, I suppose it does," she said bitterly. "I didn't want this body! I wanted a human body, but not a weak, innocent little child. This is what they assigned me."


  I noted the word "innocent." What a strange word for a Yeerk to use.


  "That's how it works? They tell you what body to infest?"


  She nodded. "Yeah. It's my third host. I started out with a Gedd host, like most of us coming up through the ranks. I was a Hork-Bajir for a while - boring duty, mostly, interspersed with terrifying battles. Then I was assigned to Earth and a human host. Now it's your turn."


  "My turn for what?"


  Karen gestured toward the fire and around the cave. "We're stuck here. No food. Nothing to do but talk. I tell you my life story, you tell me yours."


  "You could just be lying, making things up."


  "So could you. You humans are not always honest."


  I nodded. "That's true, I guess."


  "So tell me. How do you come to have Andalite morphing technology?"


  I shrugged. "It was given to me by a great Andalite warrior named Elfangor."


  Karen's face grew dark at the mention of that name. "Elfangor," she spat.


  "You've heard of him?"


  Karen nodded. "Part of the time I was a Hork-Bajir I was in Visser Three's personal guard. The Visser was obsessed with Elfangor. Something personal between the two of them. I don't know what. But he hated Elfangor."


  "I was there when Visser Three murdered him."


  "Murder? No, it wasn't murder. We're at war with the Andalites. There's no murder in war."


  "It was murder," I said. "Cold-blooded murder of a helpless person."


  Karen leaned forward, her face glowing from the fire. "And that Hork-Bajir whose throat you removed. Was he helpless, too?"


  I jumped up. "Don't you compare what your people do with what we do. You can't compare the attacker and the victim. You people started this war. And it's you invading my planet, not the other way around."


  Karen jumped up, wincing at the pain in her ankle. "We have a right to live!"


  "This isn't about you living!" I yelled. "It's about you enslaving other people."


  "It's what we are," she yelled back. "We're parasites, you humans are predators. How many pigs and cows and chickens and sheep do you kill each year to survive? You think being a predator is morally superior to being a parasite? At least the host bodies we take remain alive. We don't kill them, cut them into pieces, and grill them over a charcoal fire in our backyards."


  "We're not pigs," I said.


  "Oh yes, you are," she said, her face distorted and twisted with contempt. "That's all you are to us. Oink, oink."


  Chapter 12


  



  We took turns staying awake and watching the cave entrance. It was very weird, really. We were deadly enemies to each other. If Karen - or at least the Yeerk in her head - got the chance, she would run to Visser Three and give me up.


  The Visser would have me taken. He'd take me to the Yeerk pool that extended far beneath the school and the mall. Hork-Bajir would drag me out on the long steel pier. They would force my head under the lead-colored sludge.


  I would kick and scream, but it wouldn't matter. My head would go below the surface. And one of the Yeerk slugs that swam there would rush to my ear. It would flatten itself and squeeze itself in through my ear canal.


  The pain would be awful. But the pain would be nothing compared to the horror.


  The Yeerk would slither and squirm around my brain. It would flatten itself over the high parts and sink down into the cracks and crevices.


  And then it would open my mind like a book. It would see every memory. It would know every secret. It would know that I wet my bed once when I was six and that I was so embarrassed I threw the sheet away in the garbage. It would know that I checked the closet every night just in case someone was hiding there. It would know that I once cheated on a math quiz and felt so bad I deliberately failed the next quiz to make up. It would know that I cared for Jake.


  The Yeerk would open my eyes and turn them left and right. It would decide what to focus on.


  It would move my arms and my hands. It would decide what to pick up or put down.


  It would decide when I ate, when I slept, when I took a shower or washed my hair. It would dress me. It would talk to my mom and kiss my dad good night.


  And all the while, I would be able to see, to hear, to know exactly what was going on. As the Yeerk inside my brain betrayed my friends, I would know. When Rachel and Marco and Tobias and Ax and Jake were hunted down, one by one, and killed or enslaved, I would be standing there, giving advice to the Yeerks. I would be helping to destroy my friends.


  And I would be helpless.


  That's what Karen had planned for me. A living death. It's what the Yeerks had planned for the entire world. They would enslave all who were useful, and annihilate everything and everyone else.


  I poked the fire with a stick. Karen stirred in her sleep.


  It would be so easy . . . I had the power. I had the power to destroy her before she destroyed me.


  I should do it.


  But I knew I wouldn't. Not now. Not tonight. Not in cold blood. Life was sacred. Even the life of an enemy.


  But how about the lives of my friends? Weren't their lives even more sacred?


  Karen woke up. She yawned and looked around with that stupid-just-woke-up expression. "Is it time for me to take over?"


  "I guess so," I said. "We're low on wood, so don't build the fire too high. If you see anything, yell."


  I rolled onto my side facing away from her. I was sure I'd never sleep. But I did.


  I slept and I dreamed.


  ScreeEEEET! ScreeEEEEET! ScreeEEEET!


  Twenty human-Controllers stood waiting, armed with rifles and shotguns and automatic weapons.


  Behind them stood two dozen Hork-Bajir warriors.


  We were trapped. We'd sneaked into the building to retrieve the Pemalite crystal. The crystal would free the Chee from their programming. The programming that forbade them ever to harm a living creature.


  With the crystal, we could turn the powerful Chee into allies against the Yeerks.


  Erek the Chee stood just outside the building. I could see him through the plate glass. If we could find a way to give him the crystal, maybe he could help.


  And then in my dream, just as it had happened in reality, everything exploded into violence. Hork-Bajir leaped, slashing. And we fought.


  We fought and fought. And we lost ground, and lost ground, and lost . . .


  Until, far off, I seemed to hear shattering glass. And suddenly, there was Erek. The hologram that disguised him as a normal human kid was gone, too.


  He was his own true self: an android of metallic gray and pearl white.


  What happened next I have tried to forget. I had seen battles. This was no battle. This was slaughter.


  I woke up, crying, with an echo of Erek's bitter sobs in my head.


  "You were yelling in your sleep," Karen said.


  "Was I?"


  She laughed. "You were yelling, 'No! No!' That kind of thing. Bad dream, I guess?"


  "Bad memory," I said.


  "Sounded like a battle," she said. "From some of what you were saying. But hey, here you are alive, right? So you must have won."


  "Winning doesn't make it less terrible."


  She snorted derisively, like I'd made a joke. "Of course it does. Don't pretend with me. I know humans. I know that you love conquest as much as any Yeerk."


  "Not all of us."


  "Oh, I see. So you have morals. You feel bad when you destroy an enemy." She said it with heavy sarcasm.


  "Yes, I feel bad. Most humans do. Anyway, I do."


  "Lies," she said, yawning. "More human lies."


  "Karen?"


  "What?"


  "If that's all true, why have I let you live?"


  She looked at me, and I saw her green eyes flicker for just a moment as doubt entered her thoughts.


  She closed her eyes and did not answer.


  Chapter 13


  



  It rained all through the night till four or five A.M. But when we stepped outside into the morning, the sun was coming up in a brilliant, clear blue sky.


  Water still dripped down from leaves and pine needles. The ground was still soft and mushy. The rocks glistened and sparkled.


  Karen pushed past me. She limped over to the spot where she'd dropped the Dracon beam. She began scrabbling around in the bushes on her hands and knees.


  "You took it! You came out here while I was asleep and took it!"


  I shook my head. "It was raining hard all night. We're on a slope. Maybe it was carried off down the hill. Or maybe the leopard took it."


  I meant that last part as a joke. But Karen's head jerked around toward me, her expression intense and fearful. "You think this is funny?"


  I shrugged. "You weren't going to use it on me, anyway," I said. "You don't need to."


  "That's not the problem," she said. "We are issued weapons. We aren't supposed to lose them. The punishment for losing them is . . . is very painful. I shouldn't have been carrying it - I'm on an unauthorized mission. That will double my punishment."


  She looked very old, staring down hopelessly at the spot where the Dracon beam had fallen. It was easy to see that runoff from the rainstorm had rushed down across that area. The ground was smooth and cut with gullies.


  "Probably down in the river by now," I said. With her ankle, now swollen to three times its normal size, there was no way Karen could climb down there.


  Karen looked lost and confused. "I can't go back without it," she said. "It will mean facing Sub-Visser Nineteen."


  "Your boss?"


  "Yes. My commander. I don't suppose you'd help me look for it?"


  I shook my head. "No. Not a chance."


  Karen laughed bitterly. "Well, they'll go easy on me when I bring you in."


  "Maybe they'll give me to you," I said. "Make me your host body."


  "No thanks, I don't want any more young female human hosts. Too weak. Too emotional. Their heads too filled up with . . ." She broke off.


  I waited for her to say more. But she didn't. She just set her crutch and started walking with a determined, if painful step.


  I fell in behind her.


  Too emotional? Their heads too filled up with . . . With what?


  Was it possible the Yeerk inside Karen's head was bothered by Karen's thoughts? By her emotions?


  I felt a tingling sensation up and down the back of my neck. Was there another way to deal with Karen? Was it possible that the Yeerk felt some doubts about what it was doing? Was it even possible, or was I just grasping at straws?


  Could a Yeerk be turned around? Could a Yeerk be made to see that what it was doing was wrong?


  I took a deep breath and began to follow the hobbling Controller. How? How to reach the Yeerk inside her?


  "So," I said. "Looks like we have a long walk ahead of us. All day, if we're going in the right direction. Maybe more than one day, if we're going the wrong way."


  "I'm starving," she muttered.


  "How do you feel about mushrooms?"


  "What?"


  "Mushrooms. See? Over there, by that fallen log. You have to be careful, of course, because a lot of mushrooms are poisonous. But I did a paper for Life Sciences class last year. All about wild mushrooms. Those are edible."


  "I'm not eating raw mushrooms. They're gross." She had fallen back into her character as a little girl. It was so strange. She was both a little girl and a full-grown Yeerk.


  "Well, I'm going to get some. You may change your mind."


  I tromped over and began very carefully choosing from among the mushrooms that had sprouted up during the rain. I squatted comfortably. "So, Karen, or whatever your Yeerk name is, tell me about your life. I know you don't like your commander. That's about it?"


  "What's your game, human?" she sneered. "You save, me, you guide me, now you feed me? What are you trying to prove?"


  I lifted a pair of mushrooms each the size of my fist and stuffed them in my pockets. "It bothers you, doesn't it?"


  "What bothers me?"


  "It bothers you when your victims don't hate you."


  She let out a harsh, barking laugh. She started to say something. Then she started to say something else. She ended up saying nothing.


  I stood up and handed her a mushroom. "Here. You can eat it now or you can wait. We may find some nice green onions or even some edible flowers to go with it. Practically a salad."


  "You think you understand me? You don't. Nothing bothers me," Karen said harshly.


  "It doesn't bother you that you've enslaved a child?"


  "Slavery is a human concept."


  "Okay. Then forget that. How about this: Does it bother you when you hear Karen - the real Karen - crying inside your mind? Does it bother you when you're with her mother and Karen wants so badly to talk to her mom, just to tell her she loves her? Just to say, 'I love you, Mom,' and she can't even say that? Does it bother you then?"


  Karen jerked like I'd slapped her. "You don't know what you're talking about!" she cried.


  "Oh, don't I?" I said. "Let me ask Karen. Let me talk to Karen and ask her."


  "This human host has no secrets from me," she said. "I know what she thinks."


  "And feels," I added.


  "And feels!" she said defiantly. "She hates me, okay? Does that make you feel superior? She hates me. She wants me dead. She sits there in the back of my mind and imagines me being tortured, dying a slow, screaming death! That's what she feels. Hate! Hate! Hate!"


  The trees seemed to reverberate with the sound of her screaming voice. The birds fell silent.


  I shook my head. "Let me speak to her. Let's ask her if she hates you."


  "Shut up."


  I smiled. "It works both ways, doesn't it? You can feel her emotions, but she can feel yours, as well. Is that it? She knows what's going on inside your mind. So what is it she really feels toward you? It's not hate."


  "Shut up," Karen muttered again. She began to walk again, wincing with each step.


  "It's pity, isn't it? She feels sorry for you."


  Karen walked a few more steps. Over her shoulder and in a voice as cold as ice she said, "Let's see how much pity you feel after I've turned you over to Visser Three, Cassie. Let's see how well you control the hate when you are nothing but a helpless puppet."


  Chapter 14


  



  We didn't move very fast with Karen's bad ankle. It gave me a chance to look around.


  "Look! Deer!" I said. I crouched down and Karen sank onto a log, grateful to take a rest.


  "It's a mother and fawn," I said. "Look how alert she is. She smells us."


  "Bambi," Karen muttered under her breath.


  "Yeah," I said. "I loved that movie."


  "This human . . . this host body of mine, it . . . she loved it, too. It was her favorite videotape when she was younger. You humans make everything sentimental. It's an animal. So what?"


  I shrugged. "To tell you the truth, I've been feeling that way myself lately."


  I stood up and the two deer scampered away, showing us their tails.


  "I thought you cared about animals."


  "I did. I mean, I do. It's just lately . . . I don't know. Things have been confusing for me lately. Normal stuff like school or my family or even the animals I take care of, it's all started to seem boring or something."


  Karen nodded. "Of course."


  "What do you mean, 'Of course'?"


  "I mean, look at what you do, who you are, what you experience. You fight. You kill. You have power and you use it. Of course that's more interesting than your old, normal life."


  I shook my head and munched some of the mushroom I'd picked. "That's not it. I mean . . . I don't know what it is."


  Karen laughed. "You were just an average, everyday kid, weren't you? Before you got the morphing power."


  "Pretty much," I said.


  "Now when you're morphing, or when you're in battle, you feel so alive! So vividly alive! Normal life seems boring now."


  "Is that what being in a fight is like to you?" I asked. "Not to me. I hate it. I've just gotten all confused. How can I go around doing the things I do and still believe that life is sacred? That every life is sacred? Sometimes I'm a predator. Sometimes I'm prey. I don't know . . . it's confusing."


  For a while, Karen said nothing. Then, like it wasn't important, she said, "We have people like you, too."


  "People like me?"


  "Sure. Yeerks who oppose the wars, who feel it's wrong to take unwilling hosts."


  I was so stunned I stopped walking. "What? There are Yeerks who are against all this?"


  "Don't act so surprised. We aren't all the same." Her face took on a bitter, resentful expression. "See? You believe the Andalite propaganda about us. According to the Andalites, we're nothing but evil slugs. We don't deserve to be free, flying around the galaxy. We're just parasites."


  "It was the Andalites who helped you achieve space flight," I said. "Seerow was his name, wasn't it? The Andalite who helped your people?"


  Now it was Karen's turn to look surprised. "You know a lot." Her eyes narrowed. "You're not all humans, are you? There must be some Andalites with you."


  "Without the Andalites, you'd still be trapped on your home world, isn't that true?"


  "Yes. Without Seerow, we would be. He was the one good Andalite."


  I smiled. "So there's at least one good Andalite."


  "And many good Yeerks," she said.


  "Maybe so."


  Once again, neither of us said anything for a while as we walked on slowly. We emerged from the shade of the trees into a small meadow.


  It was breathtaking. The rain had raised an explosion of flowers, all lifting their petals toward the sun. Golden and white and blue, all still glistening with morning dew.


  "Do you know what life is like for us?" Karen asked. "In the Yeerk pool, I mean?"


  "No."


  "We are born with a hundred or more sisters and brothers. We don't hatch from eggs. And we aren't born the way mammals are born, either. Three Yeerks join together. They literally join together, with three bodies becoming one. Then that one body begins to fragment. It breaks up into smaller pieces, grubs they're called. Bit by bit the body disintegrates, and each grub that falls away becomes another Yeerk. Sometimes there are twins, two Yeerks from one grub. The parent-Yeerks die, of course."


  She looked at me to see my reaction. "You aren't horrified? You aren't shocked?"


  Actually, I was. "I've studied a lot of different animals, so I guess I'm kind of hard to shock."


  Karen looked back at the meadow, "In our natural state, we have an excellent sense of smell. We have a good sense of touch. We can hear. We can communicate, using a language of ultrasonic squeaks. But we cannot see. We are blind, until we enter a host. Over the millennia we have moved up the evolutionary chain to more and more advanced hosts. Eventually, the Gedds became our basic host bodies.


  "They are clumsy, slow creatures. But they have eyes. Oh, you can't imagine! You can't imagine the first time you enter a Gedd brain and seize control and suddenly, you are seeing! Seeing! Colors! Shapes! It's a miracle. To be blind and then to see!"


  Suddenly she stooped down and snatched up a caterpillar from a leaf. "Do you see this? This is what I am, without a host body. Helpless! Weak! Blind!" She spun and pointed at the meadow. "Do you see those flowers? Do you see the sunlight? Do you see the birds flying? You hate me for wanting that? You hate me because I won't spend my life blind? You hate me because I won't spend my life swimming endlessly in a sea of sludge, while humans like you live in a world of indescribable beauty?"


  She put the caterpillar down gently on its leaf.


  "Most of you humans don't even know what you have. You have the most beautiful planet in the galaxy. No other place is so alive. In no other place are there so many trees, so many flowers, so many amazing creatures. You live in a palace. You live in paradise, and you hate me for wanting to live there, too."


  "I don't hate you."


  She ignored me. She was talking for herself now. "What choice do we have? Back to the Yeerk pools? Back to our home planet, with Andalite Dome ships in orbit above us, waiting for one of us to try and rise from the sludge, then blow us apart? Leave the universe to the almighty Andalites and the species they happen to like?"


  Karen gave me a bleak, hard look. "There are those of us who wish it could be another way. That there was some middle choice between being slugs beneath the Andalite hooves, and being . . . and being . . ."


  "Slave masters?" I suggested.


  I expected her to yell at me. Instead she put her face close to mine. Her voice was low. Her green eyes so enormous I almost felt I could see through them to the Yeerk inside. "What would you do, Cassie? What would you do, if you were one of us? Would you live your life as a blind, helpless slug?"


  I didn't have an answer. Instead I looked away.


  A chance look.


  Tan and black! Moving fast!


  "Aaaahhh!" I screamed.


  The leopard took two liquid, silent steps and with the third step, opened its killing jaws, aiming for Karen's throat.


  Chapter 15


  



  The leopard flew.


  Karen never even had time to react. Neither did I.


  But someone did.


  It happened almost too fast to see. A blur of gray hurtled down from the sky. It hit the blur of tan and black.


  A flash of talons, bright red blood welling around the leopard's eyes.


  "Rrrooowwwrr!" the leopard snarled.


  But it hit Karen, just the same. Down she went. I lunged toward the leopard.


  Wham! It hit me with the back of one paw, as cool and calm as Jackie Chan. It was like being slammed by a hammer. I went down hard.


  "Aaaahhhh! Help!" Karen screamed.


  The osprey fluttered up a few feet, then came down again in a second attack. It raked the leopard's face, but this time the leopard struck back.


  With a crumpling sound, the osprey was knocked down. It lay jerking and heaving in the dirt.


  I had already started morphing, but it was too late. The leopard opened its jaws. Karen, on her back and screaming, kicked wildly at its face.


  The leopard chomped her leg. Its jaws closed right over the splint of sticks. Karen screamed, in pain this time.


  The leopard looked around, coolly surveying the situation. It could smell the dangerous wolf smell already coming from me. It decided maybe this was not the place to eat its prey.


  The leopard began to drag Karen away. It still held her ankle and dragged her along backward across the dirt and leaves and pine needles.


  "Help me! Help me, Cassie! I'll let you go, I swear! Help me!"


  I staggered after her on bandy, half-wolf legs, lumbering clumsily and slowly, half-human, half-wolf.


  "Help me! Help me! Aarrggghh!"


  I looked at Marco. Because, of course, he was the osprey. He was fluttering weakly and starting to stand up. He was also starting to demorph. He'd be okay. But Karen would not be okay. As soon as the leopard felt safe it would apply the killing bite: to the throat, to the back of the neck, or even to the head itself.


  I was mostly wolf now. But would the leopard back down? The last time, I'd scared it away before it got to Karen. Now it would be defending its "kill."


  And I had a bad feeling about fighting a leopard one-on-one.


  I bound forward, letting out a threatening growl.


  The leopard turned, keeping Karen's leg twisted in its mouth. It stared at me with curious yellow eyes.


  We were each about a hundred and fifty pounds. We each had powerful jaws. Each of us was fast. I had an armor of thick fur around my neck to ward off bites. But the leopard's teeth were much longer than mine. And it had four deadly paws, each armed with hooked, ripping, razor-sharp claws.


  I felt a terrible sinking sensation. One-on-one, in a fight to the death, I would lose.


  We stood staring at each other, just a dozen feet apart.


  Karen lay on her side, shaking in terror, her face contorted by pain.


  "Help me," she moaned pitifully. "Don't let him eat me."


  I was shocked. I knew right then: The person begging for help was the real Karen. Not the Yeerk in her head.


  At least if I charged, the leopard would have to let her go to fight me.


  I advanced a few steps. The leopard opened his mouth and spit out Karen's leg. It bared its teeth, drawing its lips back in a hideous snarl.


  It screamed a threat: "Hhhheeerrrooowwwrr!"


  It wasn't going to just walk away this time. It had tasted the blood of its prey. It wasn't going to walk away without a fight.


  Karen began to crawl slowly away, sobbing.


  The leopard watched me. With senses so alert they made the air tingle with electricity, it watched me, waiting, ready.


  <Marco, if you can hear me, I am gonna need help,> I said.


  I charged.


  It was like running into a tornado. I thought the wolf was fast. It wasn't. I'd been slashed in half a dozen places while I was till snapping at the air with my jaws.


  Slash!


  Slash!


  Slash!


  I backed away, bleeding, shocked. The leopard's speed was at a whole different level. And now the leopard knew. It knew it could beat me.


  "Hhhheeerrrooowwwrr!" the leopard snarled, with a note of triumph in its voice. Snarling, it bared its four-inch teeth.


  It was simple. I could turn and run, and the leopard would let me go. Or I could stay and fight.


  I've fought before. I've fought Hork-Bajir. But I've never been more afraid of any creature. The leopard wasn't just quick. It was quick, with perfect accuracy and terrifying grace. It was fast while looking almost lazy. It was like a supernatural thing. Like it existed outside of my whole notion of time.


  I was a big, clunky thing made out of sticks and nails. The leopard was made of mercury. It was liquid metal.


  Was I insane? Was I going to die to save a Yeerk who would destroy me herself? It made no sense. It was absurd. No one but a fool would even think of it.


  No, not to save the Yeerk, a voice in my head said. To save Karen, a scared little girl.


  Don't be an idiot! There was no Karen, not anymore. Karen was just a puppet of the Yeerk.


  You don't risk your life to save your enemies. You protect your friends and destroy your enemies. That was life. That was reality. Basic survival of the fittest: Protect yourself first, protect your own family and tribe second. Protect your enemies never.


  Walk away, Cassie, I told myself. The leopard will be quick about it. One bite and it will be all over for Karen and the Yeerk in her head. One bite and the threat will be gone. One bite and the secret of the Animorphs will be safe.


  Die for your enemy?


  No, walk away.


  I stood there, poised, frozen, unable to decide.


  And then I saw the leopard's malevolent gaze waver. It focused up and behind me.


  I sniffed the air and knew what had happened.


  <Run away, little kitty,> Marco said. <You may be able to take on a wolf, and you may be able to take on a gorilla, but you can't take on both of us.>


  The light in the leopard's eyes went dull. The calculation had changed: The odds were too great now.


  It turned and walked slowly away. It had backed down twice now. And I had the feeling the leopard didn't like losing.


  It stopped near a tall fir tree and looked back over its shoulder. It stared at me with its yellow eyes. Of course it couldn't talk, but I knew what it was saying: Next time the little one is mine.


  Chapter 16


  



  <How's that for a last minute rescue?> Marco crowed. <I am the cavalry. I am nine-one-one. Now all we have to do is figure out how to explain to that little girl that a gorilla and a wolf are working together.>


  The "little girl" was clutching her ankle and writhing in pain. I began to demorph.


  <Hey! Hey! What are you doing, Cassie? You can't demorph in front of that girl!>


  <I have to. She needs help.>


  <So run off into the bushes, out of sight. Then come back. She's just a kid. You can come up with some story to explain it. She was probably too scared from the leopard to even track on what you and I were doing.>


  I continued demorphing. <Marco, she already knows.>


  <What do you mean, she already knows?> Marco said, all humor and joking gone from his voice.


  I made the transition to mostly human. "I mean, she knows."


  <Oh, great, Cassie!> he sighed. <Okay, well, she's just a kid. Who's gonna believe her if she starts ranting and raving about some girl who turned into a wolf?>


  I knelt in front of Karen and began unwrapping the splint I'd made around her ankle.


  "Listen to me," I said in a low whisper I hoped only Karen would hear. "Don't tell him what you are. Not if you want to live."


  But Marco is not a fool. He could see that I was whispering. And Karen was in such pain I wasn't sure she even understood.


  <I have an idea,> Marco said. <How about telling me what's going on? You disappear, your parents are both losing their minds from worry. We all go looking for you, and now, here you are, whispering to this girl.>


  I was human again, so I couldn't answer him in thought-speak. It gave me a little time to think about what I should tell him.


  <Ah. Okay. Tell you what. I'll go "bye-bye" for a couple seconds and come back as my own cute, lovable self.>


  Marco lumbered away, a massive, powerful gorilla with shoulders that looked like they'd been built by Mack trucks.


  "He'll be back in a few seconds," I hissed to Karen as I tore strips of cloth from my morphing outfit to clean her wound. "If he finds out what you are, he might . . . he might not see things the way I do."


  Karen grimaced in pain, but the Yeerk in her head was still alert and sharp. "A monkey morph? How's he going to hurt me with that?"


  "You idiot," I snapped, "that gorilla morph could rip a tree out of the ground and play baseball with you as the ball."


  "Sorry," she muttered. "The only things I know about Earth creatures are what the host brain knows. She thinks he looks like Curious George."


  "He's curious, all right. And smart. And he doesn't like Yeerks. And in that morph he could stuff you into the nearest gopher hole, so listen to me!"


  "Why are you protecting me from him? You weren't so sure about saving me from the leopard, were you?"


  I didn't answer. Instead I focused on cleaning the wound. It wasn't easy, and it was almost useless. The bite marks didn't go deep because the wood splint had stopped them. But they were sure to become infected eventually. And there could be crushed blood vessels below the surface that I couldn't even see.


  "How does it look?" she asked.


  "I don't know. It might become infected. It could even lead to gangrene."


  "What's gangrene?"


  "Putrefied flesh," I said harshly. "It could mean the foot will have to be amputated if it goes on too long. Maybe more of the leg."


  To my surprise, Karen laughed. "That would be just perfect. I'd not only be stuck in a little girl host body, I'd be stuck in a crippled little girl."


  "She's already crippled," I said. "What do you think you've done to her? She's already lost both her legs, and her arms and eyes and voice as well."


  She looked up at me with her startling green eyes. "You hate me so much? Why don't you just finish me off?"


  "Because I can't destroy you without destroying the girl," I said.


  She shook her head. "No. No, that's not all there is to it." Suddenly she burst out laughing. "Ah, hah, hah, hah! Amazing! I just figured it out! You're trying to turn me. You're trying to get me to turn against my own side."


  "I'm trying to save you," I whispered.


  Karen snorted. "You want to make peace, don't you? You want to find a way to stop us without having to get your hands dirty. You want to defeat us . . . without having to kill us. It's almost sweet. It is sweet. Sweet and naive and foolish and utterly, utterly futile."


  <I agree.>


  I turned and saw Marco. Only he was in his osprey morph again, sitting twenty feet above us in a tree.


  Ospreys, like all birds of prey, have amazing eyesight. But what many people don't know is that they also have very excellent hearing.


  <I absolutely agree,> Marco said, his thought-speak voice vibrating with suppressed rage. <There's no peace with parasites. You don't turn them around. You bury them.>


  Chapter 17


  



  "There! There you have it!" Karen cried, pointing triumphantly at Marco. "Kill! Kill, he cries. Kill the parasite! Kill the Yeerk. Now where is your human morality? Now tell me again, Cassie, how you humans and your Andalite friends are better than we are!"


  <We don't crawl into people's brains and make them slaves,> Marco said. He flapped down from the tree to the ground and began to demorph.


  "Of course not. You're predators. So you think being a predator is fine. Well, we think being parasites is fine," Karen said, smirking. "Your morality is real simple. Anything humans do is okay, anything Yeerks do is wrong."


  Marco was mostly human now. Human enough to speak and to jab his finger angrily at Karen. "Hey, Slug-girl, we didn't start this fight, you did. We didn't go to the Yeerk planet and start killing Yeerks. You started this war."


  "Who started the war between humans and cows? Or humans and pigs? Or humans and chickens?" Karen demanded, laughing derisively. "Cows weren't eating humans, were they?"


  "Hey, we're not cows," Marco snapped. "You can't compare what you do to humans with what we do to cows."


  "Sure I can. You're our meat!" Karen said.


  It was a harsh, spitting, evil statement. It seemed even more so coming from a little girl's mouth.


  She and Marco stood face-to-face, glaring. I felt as if I couldn't breathe. Like I couldn't make my mind work.


  "Cassie, we have no choice," Marco said. "She knows too much. We can't let her walk out of these woods alive."


  "She's not just a Yeerk," I begged. "She's also a little girl."


  "The little girl is gone," Marco said. "She's not in charge anymore. That Yeerk piece of crap is."


  "That's a funny thing for you to say, Marco. You, of all people," I said.


  I was talking, talking like I knew what I was saying. But inside me was a storm. I felt like I was going to explode. I didn't know what to do!


  His eyes flickered. "What are you talking about?"


  "You know what I'm talking about, Marco. There's someone you know . . . someone close to you who is just like Karen."


  Marco's mother is a Controller. Everyone, even Marco's dad, thinks she's dead. But we know that she is controlled by the Yeerk, Visser One.


  "And she's not the only one. You and I have a close friend, Marco, whose brother is one of them."


  Tom, Jake's brother, is also a Controller.


  "So what are you telling me? We can't fight the Yeerks because they hide behind humans? What do we do, just give up? Look, Cassie, you're so worried about this Controller here, why don't you worry about all of us - you know who I mean. You think she and her fellow Yeerks will hesitate to destroy us?"


  I felt the edge of panic rise a little higher. He was right. It was either Karen or the Animorphs. One or the other. Both could not survive. I couldn't go on pretending. I couldn't find an answer.


  "I don't know," I muttered desperately. "I don't know."


  Marco rolled his eyes. His opinion of me was obvious. It was okay: I agreed with him. I was a muddled, confused, foolish girl. I was sacrificing my friends . . . for what? I was selling out the entire human race . . . for what?


  So I wouldn't have to see one lost little girl destroyed? So I wouldn't have to know that a Yeerk - yes, a Yeerk, with her own life and feelings and thoughts - was going to perish?


  "I'll make it simple for you, Yeerk," Marco said. "You're going to die, that much we know. Now, you can leave that little girl and at least not take anyone else down with you, or . . . well, nothing personal, but you're not leaving this forest alive."


  "No," Karen said simply. "You want to kill me? You have the power. But I'm not making it easy for you."


  "Okay," Marco said. He said it casually, like it was all no big deal to him. I knew better. I knew he was feeling the awful violence-sickness inside of him. But I also knew he would do it.


  The three of us seemed frozen in time, no one ready to make the first move. The three of us just stood and stared and waited . . . no! Not the three of us.


  "Wait!" I cried. "There's another person here who should have a chance to speak."


  Marco raised an eyebrow.


  I looked at Karen. "I want to hear from the real Karen. The human little girl."


  Karen laughed. "Don't be an idiot. You should know I can sound exactly like Karen if I want to. You'd never know for sure."


  "I would if you weren't in her," I said. I began to morph, as fast as I could, back into the wolf.


  "Yeah, that's what I'll do," the Controller jeered. "I'll just leave my host body and lie on the ground so your murderous predator friend here can -"


  "Cassie, what are you doing?" Marco demanded. He'd noticed that I was morphing.


  <I'm giving this Controller a place to go, so we can hear from Karen.>


  With my half-hands, half-paws, I grabbed Karen's head and pulled it to me. I pressed her ear against mine.


  "Nooooo!" Marco screamed.


  But there was nothing he could do to stop me. I was a wolf. He was a human. Already I could feel the tingling touch in my ear.


  "What are you doing?!" Marco yelled. "Are you insane? What are you doing?"


  I didn't have an answer. I didn't know the answer. I was beyond logic and reason now. I just didn't want to have to hurt anyone or anything.


  That was all: I just didn't want to hurt . . .


  Marco began to morph back to osprey. He'd understood instantly what I hadn't even thought about: The Yeerk that was entering my brain would be able to use my morphing power. If he stayed in human form, the Yeerk, using my morphing power, might attack him.


  "I'm going to get the others," Marco said, seething with fury. "You're a fool, Cassie. Now it's not the little girl who may have to die. It's you."


  Chapter 18


  



  I felt the start of an awful pain in my ear. But the Yeerk secreted a chemical that made my ear go numb. And then I felt it pushing its way through my ear canal the way you still kind of feel the dentist's drill even after the Novocain shot.


  I felt the first touch of the Yeerk on my mind. There was no pain now. There was just a feeling of . . . I don't know how to describe it. A feeling that I was being paralyzed, a little at a time.


  It touched my brain, and all at once I realized I could no longer move my right leg.


  It reached further, and my hands were no longer mine.


  It reached further, and the hunger I'd felt was now someone else's hunger.


  It reached further and further, sliding into the crevices. Slithering between the cauliflower contours of the gelatinous gray mass that was my brain.


  I looked at Karen. The simple, human Karen. She was crying.


  "I want to go home," she sobbed.


  And then my eyes moved and looked away. They focused on Marco as he flapped his gray and white wings and rose from the ground.


  I hadn't moved my eyes.


  It was all over so quickly. So quickly I lost all control of my own body.


  And then the Yeerk opened my memory. It was easy as any person reading a book. I felt my secrets, all my little shames and embarrassments, lying open for the Yeerk to inspect, to laugh at.


  But at the same time, parts of her mind seemed to soak into my consciousness. I could see her. Not as well as she could see me, because I could not control which of her memories I looked at. But just the same, the Yeerk's mind seemed to blur into mine.


  I was there, in the Yeerk pool, blind, swimming. I had a name and a designation: I was Aftran-Nine-Four-Two of the Hett Simplat pool.


  I was there, in Aftran's memories, opening Gedd eyes for the first time and seeing color! Oh, the shock! Oh, the glory of it! Even secondhand, even from so long ago, the beauty of color seen for the first time was overwhelming.


  I was there when the Yeerk first felt its Hork-Bajir host. Felt the grace and power that the Gedd would never have.


  I was there when the new Hork-Bajir-Controller was in its first blade fight. The fear it had felt!


  And after the battle, after the next battle, and the next, and the next, some other memory grew and grew. A memory of sadness. A memory of regret.


  Aftran was saddened by the battles.


  Then the human host. Karen.


  Aftran had volunteered for the duty. She had wanted out of the Hork-Bajir body. She wanted out of the war. What could be a safer, more peaceful host than a little, human girl?


  The assignment was to watch her father. He was the billionaire owner of UniBank. Being close to him gave Aftran access to all sorts of information and vast amounts of useful cash. The Yeerks wanted to make the father a Controller, but hadn't been able to yet. So Karen had been taken, and made into a Controller to watch the true target: her father.


  Aftran had taken on the job to avoid having to kill. But her pool-brother, Estril, had stayed on as a Hork-Bajir. Estril had been acting as backup security to a meeting of The Sharing. A nothing job. No problem. Stay aboard a shielded ship, just in case . . .


  The "just in case" had been the battle. And I saw, with Aftran's memory, the image of a wolf, teeth bared in a vicious snarl . . .


  Me.


  And now Aftran opened that very memory. I could feel her absorbing my crystal clear images: The moment when I lunged for the Hork-Bajir's throat and heard Jake yell, <Okay, they've had it, back away! Back away!>


  <His name was Estril-Seven-Three-One, of the Hett Simplat pool,> Aftran said to me.


  <Yes,> I said. And as the guilt welled up inside me, I could tell that Aftran was watching the emotion, solemnly curious.


  Now the Yeerk opened the secret I had guarded for months. She yelped in surprise. <Just five human children and an Andalite aristh?!> She laughed. <The entire Yeerk invasion force is in an uproar because of five human children and an Andalite cadet?>


  One by one she looked inside the memories I had formed since becoming an Animorph.


  She saw the construction site where Elfangor's fighter had crash-landed.


  She saw the moment when I learned that Tobias was trapped forever in hawk morph.


  She saw the first time I ever morphed a dolphin, the amazing, giddy joy of it, and I swear she laughed inside my head, enjoying the memory, too.


  She saw that Jake's brother Tom was a Controller, that the leader of the Animorphs lived under the same roof with a Yeerk.


  She saw that Marco's mother was Visser One and the fact that it was Visser One who had freed us from Visser Three's clutches for her own evil reasons.


  <Politics and power,> Aftran sneered. <The Vissers spend more time attacking each other than they spend attacking our enemies. All they care about is their own power.>


  She saw the hidden, underground park where the Chee care for the stray dogs that remind them of their long-dead masters.


  She saw, as I had seen, through the eyes of the wolf, the dolphin, the skunk, the horse, the osprey, even the Tyrannosaurus. She experienced the distorted, eerie universe of the fly, the cockroach, the flea, the ant.


  And she dwelled at length on the termite. As she opened that memory, it was like being back there again, deep in the tiny tunnels within rotted wood. A lightless, sightless, scent-defined world of mindless automatons.


  She saw me destroy the termite queen.


  <You felt guilty for killing an insect?> she marveled.


  She discovered, through me, the secret of Zone 91 and laughed and laughed at that. <An Andalite portable toilet! Hah-hah-hah! Visser Three is obsessed with discovering the secret of Zone Ninety-one.>


  And she came, at last, back again to the last few days. Back to now. Back to where she could watch herself through my eyes. To feel my own complicated mix of emotions.


  Then there was silence, and no more memories opened. Not for a long time. And Aftran's mind went away, closed off by itself.


  I tried moving my eyes, but they were still beyond my control. I wanted to scream. It was like being paralyzed. I was completely powerless. Completely.


  I sat there, waiting. Unable to move, unable even to control my own memory. All that was left to me were my own emotions.


  And those . . . I couldn't make sense of those. All I knew for sure was that I had betrayed everyone I cared about. Jake. Rachel. Tobias. Ax. Marco.


  And then, I felt Aftran opening a specific memory. I felt her causing me to focus and concentrate.


  As she herself aimed my eyes, I saw the gray, feather patterns begin to appear on my skin, like drawings that slowly came to life.


  The Yeerk spread my wings. And she flew.


  Chapter 19


  



  Up we flew, up from the pine-needle-covered floor of the forest. Up, up through the treetops. Up into brilliant sunlight.


  The osprey's eyes scanned the horizon, from the distant mountains, to the sea, now less than a mile away, down to the farms and roads and gas stations and Dairy Queens no more than three miles distant.


  It would be child's play for the Yeerk to fly to the nearest gas station, demorph, and call his superiors. Then it would all be over.


  Jake would be seized, probably by Tom himself. Rachel would be taken on her way to the mall. Marco, Ax, Tobias, one by one. They would each be dragged, unwilling, crying, screaming, begging, or perhaps with whatever dignity they could hold on to. Down, down into the Yeerk pool.


  And there, stunned unconscious to keep them from morphing, they would have their heads shoved down into the sludge of the Yeerk pool.


  And at that moment, their freedom would die. And perhaps the last, best hope of humanity would die as well.


  My fault.


  All my fault.


  I was a fool. I was a coward. I'd been unwilling to do the hard, brutal, necessary thing. Instead I'd followed . . . what? A wish? An instinct? A pathetic hope?


  <To be like this,> the Yeerk said dreamily in my head. <Oh, to be like this. To fly. All alone, up here in the sky! To have these eyes. I can see everything! Everything down to the tiniest blade of grass.>


  I waited for Aftran to head toward civilization. But she didn't. She circled. Unsure. I could hear and feel her doubts.


  But then, down below, threading their way through the trees, a dozen men in state police uniforms. They were moving along the river. Glancing left, the osprey's eyes saw Karen, still sitting hunched on a rock.


  Several thousand yards of dense forest separated the men from the girl.


  <A rescue party,> I thought. <Of course. I'm missing. Karen is missing. There will be a massive search under way.>


  <Yes, there probably is,> Aftran agreed. <But those aren't normal rescuers. They are Controllers. I know some of them. They aren't looking for you, they're looking for me. They will expect me to be in Karen. If they find her, they'll know I've made you my host. They'll ask why.>


  Was Aftran anxious? Afraid? Why?


  She moved the osprey's head and swept the horizon anxiously. And that's when I saw the birds. They were far off, even for osprey vision, but one, the largest, was definitely a bald eagle. And the other birds flying with it were not eagles.


  I could guess what the other birds were: a peregrine falcon, a northern harrier, another osprey, and, of course, a red-tailed hawk.


  I tried to shut the knowledge off from Aftran, but she knew as soon as I knew.


  <So. Your friends are coming. To rescue you? Or to kill you?>


  <To kill you,> I told the Yeerk. <They'll hold me until you starve from lack of Kandrona rays.>


  I could tell Aftran was shocked. <You know about Kandrona rays! Of course, I see it now. I haven't had time to open all your memories.>


  <Your people will find Karen,> I said. <When they find she's no longer a Controller, they'll kill her, won't they? They can't allow her to go around telling what she knows. They'll kill that little girl.>


  <And your friends will kill me!> Aftran said. <Do you know what it's like to die of Kandrona starvation? Do you know what kind of agony it causes?>


  <Then let's put an end to the killing!> I cried. <Your side, my side. The Animorphs will be here soon. They've seen me. There will be a battle. Some of those Controllers down there on the ground will die! Some of my friends may die! Karen may die! You may die! For what? For what?>


  She laughed bitterly. <You think we can make peace between human and Yeerk and Andalite? Don't be stupid.>


  <No, I don't think we can make peace between all humans and all Yeerks and all Andalites. But you and I can have peace. One Yeerk, one human.>


  Aftran said nothing. But I could hear echoes of her thought. Back to the Yeerk pool. To hide among the other Yeerks. To try and disappear in the mass of slugs. To leave her host and never return.


  Never to see again. Never to see blue, green, red. Never again to see the sun. Any sun.


  Why? So some little human girl with green eyes could be free?


  <Do you know what you're asking me to do?> Aftran demanded.


  <Yes,> I said.


  <And if you were me?>


  I hesitated. <I can't answer that. I'm not you.>


  But Aftran opened my brain again, flipping through pages of memory, listening to my instincts, absorbing my beliefs.


  <You believe you would sacrifice anything to save Karen,> Aftran said. <That's what you believe. You believe if you were me, you would make the sacrifices.>


  <But I'm not you,> I said again.


  <Maybe you are,> she said coldly. <More than you think.>


  Aftran turned in the warm, morning air and began flapping back toward Karen.


  And that's when an echo of Aftran's thoughts bubbled up inside my own consciousness, and I felt the heart-freezing dread.
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  We flew first over the heads of the Controllers. The human-Controllers disguised as state police.


  <On the ground, there. Yaheen-Seven-Four-Seven, this is Aftran-Nine-Four-Two of the Hett Simplat pool. I know you don't see me. But listen to my warning: A group of five birds of prey is coming this way. They are the Andalite bandits in morph!>


  I saw the human-Controllers looking around, puzzled at the sudden thought-speak, but also looking worried. They began to unlimber their guns.


  <So much for peace,> I said bitterly. But then, I realized: She had said "Andalite bandits." Aftran had lied to her fellow Yeerks.


  We landed beside Karen. She had managed to hobble and crawl into the meadow. She didn't realize it, but it had taken her a little farther from the searching Controllers.


  It could take them hours to find her now. And possibly my own friends would be delayed, too, as the human-Controllers tried to attack them.


  More battle. More violence. Pointless.


  <Not pointless,> Aftran said, reading my thoughts as if they were her own.


  The osprey came to rest within a few feet of Karen. Karen had stopped crying. Now she gazed in wonder and confusion, as I . . . as Aftran . . . as we began to demorph.


  The feathers melted away and flesh reappeared. My eyes grew dim and human again. My hearing was clouded. My wings became arms and my talons grew to become legs.


  Karen's face took on a look of defeat. She realized now who I was. And what was inside my head.


  Karen tried to turn away, tried to run. But her ankle failed her instantly and down she went in the grass. Her hand clutched at a bundle of yellow wildflowers.


  <Don't do this, Aftran,> I cried. <Stay in me, let her go!>


  But as I watched, helpless inside my own body, I saw my own hands reach out and take Karen roughly.


  She cried and beat at me with small fists, but my hands blocked her blows. My hands grabbed her head and held her ear against my own.


  I wanted to cry, but I didn't control my own tears. I wanted to comfort, but my voice was not mine.


  I pressed Karen against me and held her tight, and the Yeerk named Aftran extended a slithering extrusion from my ear into Karen's.


  It took a few minutes. Slowly, gradually, bit by bit, I felt myself regain control.


  I could turn my eyes. I could move my legs. But Aftran retained control of my hands till she was almost entirely across, back inside Karen's head.


  My hands! I controlled them. I pushed away, shoving Karen from me.


  I saw the last of the Yeerk. The last of the slithering, gray slug shloop into Karen's head.


  I sat down, suddenly too exhausted and dispirited to run or morph or even think. I just wanted to cry. I guess maybe I did. I don't know.


  Karen's voice said, "Your friends or mine will find us soon, but not very soon, I think."


  "What does it matter?" I asked.


  "It matters that they not find us for two hours."


  "What are you planning on doing?" I asked. I looked up and realized that Karen's green eyes were filled with tears. Karen's tears. But they only flowed because Aftran, the Yeerk, was crying.


  "You tell me what you think I should do," Karen said harshly, despite the tears. "Andalites, humans, there's no difference: You're both smug, moralizing, superior races. You both live in beautiful worlds. You have hands and eyes and the freedom to move about wherever you like. And you hate us for wanting all those same things."


  "We can't help what we are, any more than you can. We're born with eyes and hands and legs. You're born as . . . as what you are."


  "Slugs!" Karen cried. "That's what you call us, isn't it? Slugs! Like some wet, slimy thing crawling across the sidewalk after it rains. Something you step on and say 'Eewww, gross!'"


  "You're a Yeerk. I can't change that. You can't change it, either. All you can do is make other creatures into slaves so you can be more free. How can you justify making Karen a slave so you can be free? It's wrong. I don't care if you're human or Andalite or Yeerk, it's wrong."


  Karen looked at me and nodded. "Yes. I know." She shrugged her shoulders and looked down at the ground. She bent down and raised a leaf so I could see it. Hanging from the bottom of the leaf was a caterpillar. It was maybe an inch and a half long. It hung from the bottom of the leaf and was busy writhing out of its old skin. The old skin was gathered around the caterpillar like a sock that has fallen down your leg.


  "This is what I am," Karen said. "A slug. A worm. What this little creature experiences is what I would experience if I didn't have a host body."


  "I . . . I'm sorry," I said. It was all I could think of to say.


  "You ask me to become this worm again. You ask a lot of me, Cassie the Animorph. You say we can make peace between us, just you and me and Karen. You say we can make a start. And then you ask me to give up everything, while you go on about your life, living amidst splendor and magnificence."


  All I could do was to shake my head. I didn't even know what it meant. Was I denying what she said? No. It was the truth.


  "So I ask you, Cassie," Karen said in a silky voice. "What will you give up, if I give up everything?"


  "I . . . what can I . . ."


  Karen carefully, gently placed the half-cocooned caterpillar in my hand. "Let its DNA flow into you, Cassie."


  "No," I whispered.


  "You ask me to pay a terrible price to make Karen free again. Will you pay the same price? Will you become this little creature? Will you stay in that morph for two hours while I stand guard?"


  "But . . . I would be trapped permanently!" I cried.


  "Yes. Just as I will be trapped permanently."


  I couldn't breathe. My heart kept pounding really fast, then seemed to stop. I couldn't even see anything - just Karen's face and the caterpillar.


  "It's a lot easier to tell someone else what they must do than to do it yourself, eh, Cassie?" Karen mocked.


  "It's a trick," I whispered. "You'd trap me, then you'd just laugh and take off."


  Karen shook her head. "You know better than that. You have morphing power. As a host body, you would be incredibly valuable. Visser Three is the only morph-capable Yeerk. Your body, along with the bodies of your friends? Unbelievably valuable. I would be the Yeerk who captured the Animorphs. They'd make me a sub-visser at the very least. I'd have it all: a great assignment, my choice of host bodies. Do you think I would deliberately trap a morph-capable body as a bug if I weren't sincere? I'm giving up everything! Will you give up nothing?"


  I looked down at the caterpillar, squirming in my trembling hand.


  I raised my eyes and looked around at the world. The trees. The grass. The sky. The flowers.


  I had cared about nature all my life. And still I had not understood how magnificent it was until that moment.


  To lose my parents. My friends. The entire world.


  To save my parents. My friends. Maybe even the entire world.


  I closed my eyes and began to focus. And the DNA of the caterpillar entered my blood.


  Chapter 21


  



  The caterpillar grew still. It stopped writhing. Most animals become calm and quiet while being acquired.


  "Now do it," Karen said.


  I wanted to argue. I wanted to say, "Forget it!" I could morph to the wolf instead and kill her. It would save my friends. It would save me.


  But it wouldn't free the little girl named Karen from the Yeerk in her head. And it would just be more of the same: violence and brute force and another innocent victim.


  I looked around me at all I was losing. And I focused my mind as I had done a hundred times before.


  Slowly, the changes began. I am a fast morpher normally. Even Ax says so. But I was not hurrying now. I wanted to hold onto every last second of my life as a human.


  But still the changes came.


  My legs began to shrink. I was falling, falling toward the ground. Karen's face, which had been lower than mine, became level with mine, then higher than mine.


  The ground rushed up toward me, pine needles thickening to become twigs, blades of grass looking like saplings. Karen's swollen, splinted ankle looked as thick as a redwood tree.


  As my legs shrank, so did my arms. I stared down at them as they withered, twisting and curling like a paper that's been thrown on the edge of a fire. The fingers curled and disappeared.


  My body was thickening, elongating. The trunk of my body was now huge compared to my arms and legs. And my head was getting smaller as well. My field of vision was distorted by the fact that my eyes were moving closer together.


  Suddenly, all along my back, tiny sharp daggers sprouted - the spines of the caterpillar.


  And all along my front, sets of minuscule legs began to emerge. It was beyond creepy. I looked like a Taxxon! Three pairs of little, sharp legs grew out of my chest. Four more sets of somewhat different-looking legs grew from my stomach. My own two legs melted together, and quite suddenly I was in the body of a worm.


  I wanted to cry. Morphing is always terrifying. Morphing a new creature is the most terrifying thing. But morphing a hideous bug and knowing that you will spend the rest of your life in that body!


  I felt a cinching, like someone was tightening series of belts all up and down my body. I looked down and saw the puffy yellow and green flesh become a dozen segments. It was like those little snap-together plastic blocks babies play with.


  I fell forward, helpless. It seemed like a long fall, but I was now no more than six inches long and still shrinking.


  I saw pine needles as big as telephone poles rush up at me. I saw a beetle walking by, looking as large as a dog. I saw a flash of color - flowers all around, the sky, and Karen's green eyes. And then I saw nothing more.


  I landed with a soft poof!


  My rows of legs absorbed the slight shock, I could still sense vibration. I could feel my mouthparts moving. I knew that the caterpillar's extremely simple, basic mind was rising up within my own. It was urgent. In a hurry. Hunger? No, something else. Something it had to do.


  I could fight the caterpillar mind. I could resist. But what would be the point?


  Demorph! Demorph! I cried. Don't do it! I begged myself.


  But now it was already too late. If I de-morphed, Karen would know our deal was off. And I would be totally vulnerable as I slowly returned to human form.


  I cried out silently, pleading, begging, screaming.


  But there was no answer.


  I was alone. I was more alone than any human being has ever been.


  I abandoned myself to the caterpillar, and it began to climb the stalk of a flower it could not see.


  Chapter 22 - Jake


  



  My name is Jake.


  I was in my peregrine falcon morph searching for Cassie when Marco came rushing up, flapping at full speed.


  <I found her,> he said. But his thought-speak voice was grim.


  <What's happened?> I demanded.


  <The short version? She's a Controller now. And if we don't haul butt we're dog food.>


  I absorbed the sudden shock. No time for feeling scared for Cassie. I had to act. But we would need everyone together, and that would take time. We were spread out over twenty miles of forest.


  Cassie's parents had started worrying when she didn't come back from supposedly fixing the water trough. Her mom had started calling all her friends, starting with Rachel. Her dad had gone out to where the trough was and found Cassie's favorite mare wandering around outside the fence, scratched up, wet, with its saddle over on one side.


  Her dad knows wild animals. He found the bear tracks. He followed the horse and bear tracks until it got too dark to see.


  They called the cops and the park service. A search was organized. But it's almost impossible for people to find a single person in a hundred square miles of forest.


  Rachel called me. I called the others. Marco said something he didn't really mean about Cassie not being an Animorph anymore, so she wasn't our problem. Rachel knocked him on his butt.


  Marco is my best friend, but there are times I admire Rachel's directness.


  We spent the night in owl morphs, floating silently above the forest. Owls see blackest night like noon with a cloudless sky. But all we were seeing were the many little forest animals, and, occasionally, the search parties and their flashlights.


  It was Marco who figured out that we were making a mistake. Looking with eyes wasn't the only way. He morphed to wolf and used his incredible sense of smell to follow the scent of the mare to the edge of the river. We found a torn strip of fabric hanging from a bramble bush.


  Cassie had gone into the river.


  Then we overheard some of the searchers talking. It wasn't just Cassie who was missing now. There was a little girl named Karen.


  When the sun came up we switched to bird-of-prey morphs. And we focused on following the course of the river. To tell you the truth, we were mostly looking for a body lying in the water. I mean, of course we still hoped she was alive. But we knew Cassie had all the powers of morphing available. Surely, if she were alive and okay, she would morph and fly home.


  We spread out, far and wide, looking for any clue. And I guess Marco had finally found it.


  Now, with all of us gathered together, Marco told everything he knew. He told how Cassie had revealed herself to the Controller, Karen. He told how she had saved Karen from the leopard with Marco's unwitting help. And he told how Cassie had allowed herself to be made into a Controller in a desperate ploy to save the human girl, Karen.


  <She's an idiot!> Marco concluded savagely. <Right now that Yeerk in her head knows everything. Everything!>


  <Why would Cassie do this?> Ax wondered. <It is obvious that this Controller must be eliminated.>


  <Cassie must have had a reason,> Rachel said.


  <Of course she had a reason,> I said.


  <Yeah? What?> Marco demanded. <What reason could she have for giving us all up to the Yeerks?>


  <You really don't know, Marco?> I asked him. <You really don't know why someone would not want to kill? Or even stand by and let someone else kill?>


  <She has no choice!> Marco said.


  <There's always a choice,> Tobias said. <I can't get mad at someone not wanting to take a life. I can't get mad at someone for thinking life is sacred. I just can't.>


  It surprised me, him coming to Cassie's defense. Tobias lives as a pure predator. For him, killing is something he has to do for breakfast.


  <This is a war,> Rachel said coldly. <We're fighting for our lives. We have a right to do whatever it takes to win.>


  <Maybe we'll lose, maybe we'll win,> I said. <But if we win and someday it's all over, you'd better hope there are still plenty of Cassies in the world. You'd better hope that not everyone has decided it's okay to do whatever it takes to win.>


  Everyone fell silent for a while, and we just flew hard. It was strange, the silence. I'm supposed to be the leader, although every day that goes by I wish a little more that I wasn't. But one thing a leader does is try to understand his people. I understood them.


  I understood Ax's near-silence. This was a matter between humans. Not his business.


  I understood Rachel's anger. She felt like she was being accused of being immoral, compared with Cassie.


  I understood Tobias, after thinking about it for a minute. Tobias is a human being living inside a hawk. Holding onto human ideas and human virtues is important to him. He values pity and kindness, because he lives in a world where there is no pity.


  I understood Marco. Marco is one of those people who jumps right to the conclusion, without a lot of wondering and guessing. You could say he's smart. Or efficient. Or I guess you could say he's ruthless. He's not mean or cruel. He just gets from point A to point Z faster than most people.


  <So what are we going to do when we get there?> Rachel asked after a while.


  <I don't know,> I admitted. <Let's see if we find her first.>


  <I just found her,> Rachel said. <There's an osprey just breaking out of the trees. It's her.>


  <I see it,> Tobias said.


  We all saw it. And we knew that the osprey saw us.


  Chapter 23 - Jake


  



  We flew toward the osprey, but it soon went below the trees and out of sight. It was quite a distance away, and we'd been in morph for a long time.


  <We need to land and demorph,> I said.


  <We can't! She'll get away!> Marco said.


  <Ax? How's our time?>


  <We must demorph, Prince Jake. Unless we wish to become trapped in these morphs.>


  Down we went, spiraling down through warm updrafts, to land on the shady forest floor. We quickly demorphed, all but Tobias, of course. He stayed aloft, keeping an eye out.


  Then, after a few minutes' rest, we morphed again and took to the air once more. Now we had a solid two hours.


  But we had also given Cassie, or the Yeerk inside her, plenty of time to hide or escape.


  We flew toward where we'd last seen her. Through the trees, we began to catch glimpses of a search force up ahead.


  <Those are state police uniforms,> Tobias observed.


  <We have to find Cassie and that girl Karen before they do,> I said. But I wasn't thinking anything more about it than that. We flew above the dozen or so cops.


  Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam!


  <What the . . .>


  BamBamBamBamBamBamBamBamBam!


  <They're shooting at us!>


  Pistols, rifles, and even automatic weapons were firing up at us.


  Flit! Flit! Flit!


  The bullets whizzed past me, one so close the wind from it ruffled my feathers.


  <They're Controllers!> Rachel yelled. <She warned them!>


  <Just keep flying!> I said. <We'll be past them in a few ->


  <Aaahhh!>


  I looked left and saw Rachel fall from the sky. With peregrine eyes I could see the blood coming from her tail. She'd been hit! Hit too badly to keep flying. She'd have to demorph and remorph.


  But the woods below were full of Controllers.


  <Fine,> Marco said. <They want a fight, we'll give them a fight.>


  <No,> I said. <It's what they want. Or at least it's what that Yeerk wants. Tobias! Keep flying, find Cassie! Everyone else, with me!>


  Rachel dropped down toward the treetops. I could hear the human-Controllers yelling in savage glee.


  I dropped like a rock. Nothing on Earth is faster in a dive than a peregrine falcon. I aimed straight for Rachel.


  The air blew past me like I was in a hurricane. Faster, faster, the ground rushing up to hit me! Rachel was five feet from hitting the ground.


  And just below her, a human-Controller waited, grinning, holding an automatic rifle.


  Full speed! I raked my talons forward.


  Shwooooooop!


  I hit Rachel hard. It could almost have killed her, except that I absorbed some of the shock into my legs. I grabbed and opened my wings, hoping to save some momentum.


  "Hey!" the Controller yelped, sounding very human.


  Now, let me put this in perspective. Rachel was in bald eagle morph. I was in falcon morph. They are both birds of prey. But they're similar, like a cocker spaniel is similar to a Great Dane.


  The eagle was huge. The big white head alone would have been too much for me to carry. The odds of me flying away holding her were zero. All I could do was hope to get her a few feet away from the Controller.


  But even that wasn't happening. I took the limp weight of the eagle on my talons, spread my wings, flapped like mad, and fell like a rock.


  "Tseeeeeeeeeer!"


  From the sky there fell a gray and white missile. Ax flared his harrier wings, swooped neatly, and sank both talons into Rachel's bloody tail.


  We were still falling, but now at least we were gliding away from the nearest Controller.


  He stomped toward us. We hustled and dragged Rachel's unconscious body over sticks and rocks and through bushes. But the human-Controller was plenty fast enough to keep up.


  <We have to fight!> I said. <Demorph, Ax!>


  Ax released his grip on Rachel, fluttered a distance away behind some trees, and began to demorph.


  The human-Controller saw me helpless with Rachel. "Hah-hah-hah! I have you now! Hah-hah-hah!"


  What are you, the Joker? I thought.


  Suddenly, something blew past, leaving trails of blood on the man's face.


  "Aaarrgghh!" he cried and clutched at his eyes.


  Marco sailed past. <They're coming!> he yelled. <It's fight or flee time.>


  I looked to see Ax halfway into Andalite morph. Marco and I were still one-hundred-percent bird. Rachel was out cold. Marco and I would have to pass through human morph before we could get into anything dangerous.


  <Ax! Finish demorphing, grab Rachel, and run!> I said. <Marco, you and I are outta here!>


  I could hear voices, even over the yelling and cursing of the injured Controller. Footsteps and large bodies shoving through bushes.


  <Ax?> I said.


  <I can carry her,> he answered.


  Still not totally Andalite, Ax ran over, scooped up Rachel in his weak Andalite arms, and turned tail to run like a deer.


  I flapped my wings, praying for a breeze, and skimmed across the ground. Marco was right behind me.


  Four men appeared! We were flying straight at them.


  They raised their guns, we flapped like lunatics and skimmed inches above their heads.


  Blam! Blam! Blam! They began blazing away.


  Flit! Flit! Flit! The bullets blew past us. But then we found that breeze, filled our sail-like wings, and rose up, up, up above the trees and out of sight.


  Chapter 24 - Jake


  



  We met up a few minutes later, out of the paths of the human-Controllers. Ax easily outran the humans, even carrying the big eagle. It only became difficult when Rachel suddenly woke up.


  <What are you doing? Put me down! I'm going back and find the guy who shot me and ->


  <Rachel! Glad you're awake. Now, shut up and demorph!> I said.


  I was frantic. The battle had cost us time. Too much time. And now Rachel demorphing and re-morphing would cost us more time. <Marco, go after Tobias. See if you can help. Keep track of the Yeerk - whatever body it's in.>


  <You have some kind of instructions for me, oh, fearless leader?>


  <Yeah. I do. The Yeerk does not make contact with anyone. I don't care if it's in Cassie or that girl Karen. Neither of them gets away. No matter what.>


  Marco hesitated for a moment. <You mean . . . ?>


  <I mean, one way or the other, neither Cassie nor that girl gets away.>


  Marco muttered a curse. <How did it come to this?> he wondered. But he flew away at top speed.


  I felt sick inside. It was right that I make the decision. And it was probably the right decision to make. But oh, man, I felt like I'd swallowed broken glass.


  <Hurry up!> I yelled at Rachel. I wanted someone to be mad at and she was the first person I saw.


  Rachel quickly demorphed back to human. Because the eagle morph is merely DNA, when she remorphed it, the bullet wound was gone.


  Ax decided to stay on the ground and I agreed. We were close enough that he could run. And we might need his blade. Rachel and I took off again.


  I instantly spotted Tobias circling over a small meadow just a few thousand feet away. We sped toward him. Marco was not in sight.


  <Tobias! What's happening?> Rachel demanded.


  <You really don't want to know,> Tobias said harshly.


  We caught up to him and looked down at the scene below. There, a little girl, Karen, squatted in the grass, looking intently at a leaf.


  I focused my falcon eyes and saw tears running down the little girl's face. Then, I saw what she was looking at. It was a caterpillar. It hung, squirming, from the bottom of the leaf.


  I don't know how I knew. But somehow I did.


  I landed a few feet away. Rachel landed beside me. Karen looked at us without surprise.


  "It's too late," she said simply.


  <What's too late?> Rachel demanded.


  "She did it," Karen said. "She gave her life. I watched her for almost two hours. I kept expecting her to change her mind. But she did it. She gave her life for this little human girl. And because she thought she could make peace with one enemy at least."


  Rachel and I stared in horror at the caterpillar. It was hanging straight down. It was shedding its outer skin, pushing the skin up its body. And even now it was carefully, cautiously, stepping out of its old skin.


  "Right at the end, right before the two hours were up, I told her to stop. I told her she'd proven herself to me. I begged her to stop, to demorph." Karen raised her green eyes to me. "But I'd forgotten. I don't think the caterpillar could hear. At least not speech. She didn't know that I had seen enough. And now . . ."


  <Cassie!> I screamed. <Cassie! Demorph! Demorph!>


  "Too late," Karen said again, and slowly rose to her feet.


  <Cassie!> Rachel cried. <Oh, God, no! Cassie!>


  There was the sound of hooves and Ax arrived at a run. Karen looked at him and sneered. "Ah, of course, the Andalite aristh."


  <What have you done, Yeerk?> Ax demanded. His tail twitched. <I'll destroy you for this!>


  <NO!> Rachel yelled in a blinding rage. <NO! This Yeerk is mine!>


  She began to demorph at top speed, flesh and face emerging from feathers and beak.


  "You fools! Don't you see?" Karen cried. "She gave her life to make some small fragment of peace! We have a deal! Cassie and I made a deal!"


  She looked from one of us to the other. I guess she found no pity or understanding in our weird, demorphing faces.


  Karen turned and ran. She ran as fast as little girl legs could move on a swollen, bruised, and bloody ankle.


  <Shall I get her?> Ax asked calmly.


  "No," Rachel said. She was human for the moment. "Let her run. Let her feel what it's like to be helpless. I'll deal with her soon enough."


  And with that, Rachel began to morph from human into the African elephant whose DNA was a part of her.


  Karen staggered and ran and fell. She reached the edge of the meadow and crawled into the trees.


  And that's when we saw the flash of black and tan. It fell, silent, from a tree branch.


  It dropped straight down on Karen.


  It opened its mighty jaws, bared its railroad spike teeth, and prepared to sink those fangs into her unprotected neck.


  "Aaaaahhhhh!" Karen screamed.


  I froze. I was in mid-demorph. Rachel was in mid-morph. Maybe Ax could save the girl from the leopard, but he wouldn't move unless I gave the order.


  And I just froze. Did I think Good, let the leopard do our dirty work for us? Maybe. I don't know if I thought anything very clearly.


  "Oh! Oh! Oh!" Karen wailed as the leopard crouched over her, aiming for the perfect bite.


  And then . . .


  A hand! A huge, black, hairy hand came out from behind the tree.


  Fingers the size of bratwursts closed on the scruff of the leopard's neck. Huge arms flexed, massive shoulders lifted, and the leopard was suddenly hanging in midair.


  <I don't think so, kitty,> Marco said.


  He spun halfway around and flung the leopard about twenty feet.


  Chapter 25 - Jake


  



  We made a strange little group, there at the edge of the meadow. An Andalite. An elephant. A gorilla. A hawk. And me. I was human again.


  In the middle of the circle we formed was Karen. Or Aftran, depending on how you wanted to look at it.


  "What are you going to do with me, Jake?" she asked.


  It shocked me, hearing my own name come from her. I mean, it shouldn't have surprised me, because I knew she'd been inside Cassie's head. But it made it all so terribly clear: Nothing had changed. Our lives were still in this Controller's hands.


  "I don't know what to do with you," I admitted.


  <Sure you do,> Rachel said coldly. <Marco just saved her for me. Isn't that right, Marco?>


  But Marco didn't answer. Instead he began to demorph back to human, shrinking within the gorilla.


  Rachel moved her Miata-sized head and looked at Ax. <You're with me, aren't you?>


  "Of course he is," Karen snapped. "Humans may be capable of wanting peace, but not the almighty Andalites. Go ahead, Andalite. You have that tail of yours. Go ahead, use it."


  Ax looked at Rachel with his stalk eyes. He kept his main eyes on Karen. And he said, <I will do as Prince Jake says.>


  I saw the shock in Karen's eyes as she looked back at me to learn her fate.


  "You said you had a deal with Cassie. Tell me about it."


  "If she would suffer the same fate that awaits me - a life without sight, without pleasure, without freedom - then I would do what she asked me to do," Karen said simply.


  "And what did Cassie ask you to do?"


  "To make what small peace I could," Karen said. "To let this host body go free. And never to take another human host."


  "You'll do this?" I asked.


  Karen nodded. "Yes."


  <Yeah, that's real likely,> Rachel said derisively.


  I took a deep breath. "Why will you do it? Why?"


  Karen smiled a small smile. "We are not all like Visser Three," she said. "Some of us are just little Yeerks, unimportant nobodies who are caught in this war. Some of us also want peace. Some of us want to find a better way. But how can we give up everything and leave the universe to . . ." She jerked her head toward Ax. "To them? They'll never feel anything but hatred and contempt for us. Cassie . . . Cassie did not hate."


  <Jake, stop listening to her! She wants to destroy us. She'll say anything she has to!> Rachel cried. <She'll tell any lie she has to! You can't let her walk away. She can't be trusted.>


  <Cassie trusted her,> Tobias said quietly.


  <This is insane! Ridiculous!> Rachel yelled.


  She was right. What Cassie had done was insane. But it wasn't wrong. And I just kept thinking, as idealistic and naive and even dumb as Cassie's actions might have seemed, did I want to undo them all now? Did I want to destroy the meaning of her sacrifice?


  Cassie had given her life, making an absurd, hopeful bet on peace. If I gave one order . . . her bet would be wasted. If I gave the other order, we might all die.


  "I guess sometimes you have to choose between smart, sane, ruthlessness, and totally stupid, insane hope," I said, not even realizing I was speaking out loud. "You can't just pick one and stick with it, either. Each time it comes up, you have to try and make your best decision. Most of the time, I guess I have to go with being smart and sane. But I don't want to live in a world where people don't try the stupid, crazy, hopeful thing sometimes."


  I looked at Rachel, towering above us all. "Rachel, I'm not going to give any orders. Each of us has to decide for ourselves right now."


  I looked at Karen again and then turned away. I walked back to the caterpillar. I plucked up the stalk of the plant, and carried it carefully away into the forest.


  Tobias joined me a few minutes later. And then Ax. And Marco.


  Rachel didn't come, not at first.


  But after a while there she was, human again.


  We looked at her, wondering.


  "Cassie was my best friend," she said, gritting her teeth to control the tears. "I'm not going to be the one to call her a fool."


  Rachel reached out her hands to take the stiffening, drying chrysalis.


  "I'll carry her," she said. "I'll keep her safe."


  Chapter 26 - Cassie


  



  For a long time, I was gone.


  Unconscious.


  Unaware.


  A worm in hibernation. The limited caterpillar mind not even functioning at its very limited level.


  It was like I was dead, only there were still these faint, far-off dreams. Wisps of dreams, really. Nothing to hold on to.


  Faint images of people and places. My parents, most of all. Not that I knew what those vague faces meant.


  I was changing, but I didn't know that I was changing. I didn't even know that I existed.


  I was inside a hardened shell. Hanging from the bottom of a leaf. I was becoming one of the miracles of nature. I was living through nature's own morphing.


  Slowly, so slowly, I became aware. I stirred and shifted and my own movement woke me up.


  My dried, stiff sack of skin began to crack open like an egg. It split, and I felt a new, strange sensation. The first new thing I had felt for a long time.


  Air!


  Now things seemed to be happening very quickly. I was pushing, squirming, trying to get out. Impatient.


  I pushed and suddenly . . .


  I could see!


  In an explosion of awareness, I knew who I was. I was Cassie! And I could see again!


  Colors! Like some lunatic artist run nuts, spraying everything in brilliant, iridescent, glowing, insane colors!


  Compound eyes, I told myself. Then I laughed, because I still knew the term. I was back. I was me again.


  But not the human me.


  Compound eyes. And now, antennae that unfolded from the stickiness of the chrysalis and smelled all the delicious smells of the world.


  I pushed further, harder. And little by little, I emerged from the chrysalis.


  Then, at last, I unfolded my wings. They were limp and damp at first, but I held them out to dry and harden.


  They were made up of millions of tiny scales, almost like the skin of a reptile. But these scales glittered with color.


  It was funny, I suppose, because I was seeing color the way a butterfly does, which is very different from human sight. To my fractured, compound eyes, I seemed to be a dazzling ultraviolet and red. But human eyes would see me quite differently.


  Where my mouth should have been, there was a long, coiled proboscis. My life's work would be to flit from one beautiful, glowing flower to the next. To uncoil my proboscis and drink nectar from the heart of the flower. And, as if by accident, carry grains of pollen to the next flower.


  I had been a caterpillar. Now I was a butterfly. I had eyes. I had wings. I would not live out my life as a slug.


  Had I cheated Aftran the Yeerk? Had Karen known about caterpillars and butterflies? Maybe not. In which case Aftran would not have known, either.


  I could almost have been happy. But now, awake again, alert, aware, all my human memories came rushing back.


  How long had I been this way? What awful agony would my parents have endured? And my friends, did they even know?


  I tested my wings. Sunlight had dried them.


  I was what I was. A butterfly. I would live a short life in a world of flowers.


  I wanted to cry, but my butterfly instincts told me I had work to do. Flowers, loaded with pollen, waited for me to help them live.


  Chapter 27 - Jake


  



  I was sitting in science class, listening to some hopelessly complicated lecture about fungus when I saw the familiar flash of brown and tan shoot past the window.


  <Jake! Jake! She's coming out!> Tobias said.


  "I thought it was supposed to take at least ten days!" I said. The teacher stared at me. So did most of the class, those that were awake.


  "Sorry," I said. "I . . . um . . . I'm not feeling too well. Permission to go to the nurse?"


  "Wait till the end of class."


  "But I have to hurl!" I cried, and ran for the door. No one argues when you say you have to hurl. They just get out of your way.


  Seconds later, Rachel got sick, too. She also had to hurl. Then Marco left the classroom he was in. Marco, being Marco, told his teacher he had to rush out to put on one of those Nicoderm patches. "I'm trying to break the smoking habit!" he yelled. "Don't stop me!"


  Twenty minutes later, we were all assembled around the little flower garden behind Cassie's house. That's where we'd moved the chrysalis. It had been hanging from its transplanted plant, amid the flowers, with Tobias staying nearby, day and night, to protect it from predators.


  Cassie's parents didn't know, of course. Three days had gone by. They were still hopeful that she'd be found. I didn't know what to tell them. Or when. Or whether I should just let them go on hoping.


  We gathered around the chrysalis, which was split wide open. The butterfly emerged, little by little. Then, at last, it spread its beautiful wings.


  "It was supposed to take a couple of weeks," I said.


  <Cassie always was the fastest morpher,> Tobias pointed out.


  Rachel was crying, which is a disturbing sight because Rachel doesn't cry. I guess I was, too.


  "She's a butterfly," Rachel said. "She made it. At least now she'll . . ."


  She broke down. It was nice that Cassie was a butterfly instead of a caterpillar. But it wasn't anything to celebrate. Not to us. Not to her parents.


  Ax arrived in human morph, trotting a little erratically on his two legs. He bent over and looked closely at the butterfly, just testing its wings. "What is that?"


  "It's Cassie," I said. "Emerging from the chrysalis."


  Ax looked puzzled. "But this is not at all the body she had."


  "No, that's what happens," Marco explained. "The caterpillar becomes the butterfly."


  Suddenly, the butterfly simply took off. It fluttered away, off across the flowers, like it was shopping for just the right one.


  "Naturally-occurring morphing?" Ax asked quizzically. "You didn't tell me."


  "I guess it is natural morphing," I said. "And I guess it's better to live your life as a butterfly than as a caterpillar."


  "Would Cassie prefer being this creature to being human again?" Ax asked. "Creee-cher. Cuh-ree-ture."


  Rachel sighed. "No, Ax, of course not. We're just saying that this is better than her only other choice. Better to be a butterfly than a caterpillar."


  "Ah. I see," Ax said. "But maybe she would like to demorph now."


  "I'm sure she would," Marco said grimly.


  "Then she should," Ax said.


  Slowly, one by one, we all turned our eyes to stare at him. Rachel did a little more. She jumped up, grabbed him by the collar and said, "Are you jerking my chain, or do you have something to say?"


  Ax seemed a little surprised, to put it mildly. But he said, "Oh, I see. You didn't realize. Zuh. Re-uh-liiii-zuh. A very complicated word, 'realize.' And the 'z' sound makes my human mouth-parts tickle."


  "Ax! Are you saying Cassie can morph?!" I demanded.


  "I believe so," he said. "This naturally-occurring morph should reset the morphing clock. She has two hours to demorph."


  "GET! THAT! BUTTERFLY!" I yelled.


  Chapter 28 - Cassie


  



  I had to lie to my parents. I stuck to the truth as much as I could. I mean, I told them about falling in the river. I just left out Karen. And I told them I'd survived for three days eating mushrooms.


  I was on the news. And in the newspaper. The headline was "Girl Survives Ordeal Eating Mushrooms."


  I thought that was kind of funny. Like the ordeal was mushrooms.


  I was interviewed a lot. And I was hugged a lot. For a couple of days my parents wouldn't let go of me. Which was fine with me.


  But finally, at last, my life started to get back to normal. Normal, except for the fact that each day I woke up wondering: Would this be the day the Yeerks would take me? Would this be the day my friends and I would be made into Controllers?


  But days went by and there were no sudden attacks. At school, Chapman, the assistant principal and a major Controller, ignored me like he always did. Jake's brother, Tom, just made some crack about me and mushrooms, but that was it.


  No attack.


  And then, my dad came home, snapping his fingers and giggling. He lifted me up and twirled me around into a really bad dance. Probably the Frug or the Twist or whatever.


  "We're saved!" he said.


  "Ooookay," I said.


  "No, we got funding! We got funding! The Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic is open for business again, and back better than ever."


  "No way!" I screamed.


  "Yeah. It was weird. Suddenly this guy from UniBank calls up and says his daughter had heard about the clinic. He says she's been bugging him to contribute enough money to keep us open. The man actually said, 'So, tell me what you need so my little girl will be happy.' So I did. And he's sending the check over."


  He laughed. "A good week, huh?" Then he hugged me like he'd been doing every eight minutes since I'd come back. "Wonder who that little girl is? We owe her big."


  I knew the little girl's name, of course. Karen. Karen, who had been made into a Controller to keep tabs on her father, the president of UniBank.


  But I, too, wondered who she was. All I knew for sure was that she had not given us up to her fellow Yeerks.


  Another week went by before I was sure. I was in the mall - with Rachel, of course. Since being a butterfly, I'd become more interested in colors. Rachel decided this meant I should have all new clothes. So she was dragging me from store to store, attempting to get me to understand the concept of accessorizing.


  And that's when I saw her, standing off by herself, just a little distance from the woman who must have been her mother.


  I went over to her, leaving Rachel in the midst of some sweaters.


  "Hi, Karen," I said.


  "Hi, Cassie," she said.


  "How are you?"


  She looked at me with those familiar green eyes and said, "I'm free, Cassie. She kept her promise. I'm free."


  I couldn't say anything. Words wouldn't come out. I just knelt down and gave the little girl a hug.


  One small victory. One girl free. One connection made with one of our enemies.


  A very small peace.


  "She would be glad you escaped," Karen said. "She tried to stop you at the very end."


  I nodded, wordless still.


  Her mother came and got her then. Karen disappeared, a little girl carrying a huge secret, her mind filled with things no little kid should know.


  Kind of like me, I realized. Kind of like all the Animorphs.


  Was I still an Animorph?


  Yes.


  It meant I would have to fight sometimes. But being an Animorph might also let me find other small victories for peace. Amid all the conflict and fear and rage, I could still look for the enemy who might become a friend.


  It wasn't a perfect answer, but it was the best I could do.


  "So?" Rachel demanded, holding up two sweaters. "Which one do you like? The green or the red?"


  I thought of Aftran, the enemy. I thought of her swimming blind in the Yeerk pool, with only her memories of a brighter world. She'd told me that humans live in paradise. She'd turned her back on paradise to make a small peace.


  "Both, Rachel. And I like the blue. And the yellow. And that gross color there. And the stripes. We live in paradise, Rachel, and we don't even know it. And we don't know when it might end. We'd have to be fools not to enjoy it while we can. So, whip out your credit card, girl, we're adding some color!"
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Marco.


  Her name is T'Shondra.


  Isn't that a beautiful name? A beautiful name for a beautiful girl. Which is what I told her as I sidled up casually to her locker.


  "T'Shondra," I said.


  "Marco," she said.


  "A beautiful name for a beautiful girl," I said.


  "What is? Marco?"


  "No, T'Shondra."


  "What?"


  "T'Shondra. I was just saying I thought it would be a beautiful name for a beautiful girl."


  "Oh, really!" she said, giving me serious fish-eye. "It would be, huh? For a beautiful girl. But not for me, huh? Is that what you're saying? You just came all the way over here, acting all cool, to tell me I should give my name to some beautiful girl because I'm too much of a pig to have the name?"


  At this point I could have explained. But I had this bad feeling that the moment was past. You know? Like nothing I could possibly say was going to make this work.


  "How about if we just say this conversation never happened?" I suggested. "How about if I just turn and walk away?"


  "That would be a good idea."


  Now, where was I? Oh yeah, my name is Marco. And I can't tell you my last name or where I live. Why not? Because I'm hoping to live long enough to figure out females, that's why. I mean, is it just me, or are they way too sensitive?


  The other day I'm talking to this girl named Danielle. And she happens to work out a lot, so she is very strong. But in a good way. In a good way, I emphasize. So I say to her, "Whoa, Danielle, you're looking way buff. Look at those shoulders of yours. You could practically be a boy."


  What does she do? Does she say, "Thanks, Marco, for paying me a compliment"? No. She calls over this guy she likes, this guy named Justin Mullins, and says, "Marco just said I look like a boy!"


  Well. The end result was me running down the hall yelling, "I meant it in a nice way! Stop chasing me. It was a compliment!"


  But that's beside the point. I've been chased by worse than Justin Mullins. I've been chased by Hork-Bajir warriors. I've been chased by Taxxons. I've been chased by Visser Three himself.


  Here's the thing you need to understand: Life isn't what you think it is. There are things going on that you don't understand.


  Earth is being invaded. By some not-nice creatures called Yeerks. They are a parasitic species, like tapeworms. Only they get into your head, not your stomach.


  They control you. Utterly. Totally. You're the Muppet and they're the hand. We call people like that Controllers. That's what you are when you're nothing but a human puppet under the control of the Yeerk in your head.


  They are everywhere. They can be anyone. You'll never know for sure. Your dad, your mom, your brothers and sisters, the guy who comes to the house and fixes the furnace, the smarmy anchorman on the news, the politician, the teacher, the cute little kid . . . There is no way to know. No way to be sure who is, and who is not.


  And who is resisting this alien invasion? Who is protecting Earth from this slow-motion, secret conquest by brain-controlling parasites?


  Well, prepare to be depressed. Because the only ones fighting the Yeerks are me, four of my friends, and a half-horse, half-scorpion, half-humanoid Andalite we call Ax.


  Yes, I know that's too many halves.


  The point is, it's me and a handful of my friends trying to save humanity.


  Now you're worried, right?


  Fortunately, we do have certain powers. We have the ability to become any animal whose DNA we can acquire.


  Seriously.


  It wasn't something we were born with. We're not freaks. We're not some circus act. We're not the X-Men. Our morphing powers come from Andalite technology. Long story made short: A doomed Andalite prince named Elfangor used a small, blue box to transform us in such a way that we can absorb DNA through touch, and then, just by focusing our thoughts, become that animal.


  Obviously, this is technology that is just slightly ahead of human technology. The Andalites are very, very advanced. I hear they even have a Web browser that actually works. Not to mention that whole faster-than-light space-travel thing.


  The sad thing is, the thing even I can't joke about, is what happened right after Elfangor gave us this power. That's when Visser Three, the leader of the Yeerk forces on Earth, arrived with Hork-Bajir and human-Controllers and murdered Elfangor.


  Visser Three morphed . . . Yes, that's right, he has the morphing power, too. There are millions of Hork-Bajir that have been made into Controllers. And millions of Taxxons. And at least thousands of humans.


  But there is only one Andalite-Controller. Just one Yeerk who has an Andalite host body. Just one who has the Andalite morphing power.


  Visser Three.


  It was Visser Three who morphed into some hideous beast whose DNA he'd acquired on some far-distant world. And, literally, ate Elfangor.


  Then they annihilated all traces of Elfangor's ship. All traces.


  Or so I'd thought.


  I was walking away from T'Shondra, shaking my head and muttering to myself about females, when I saw it.


  I didn't even see the kid holding it at first. I just saw the box.


  The blue box.


  The morphing cube.


  Chapter 2


  



  "Yo!" I said to the boy with the blue box.


  I don't know why I said "Yo!" I am not a "Yo!" kind of person. It was all I could think to say. I was too busy having a heart attack to think of anything else.


  See, that blue box was supposed to have been destroyed.


  That blue box represented more power than half the weapons in the world combined. That little blue box could give anyone morphing power.


  The Yeerks would do anything to get it. And when I say "anything" I mean some things you don't even want to think about.


  So I said "Yo!"


  And the kid stopped walking. He looked at me like maybe he should know me but couldn't quite remember me.


  He was a little taller than me. Most people are. He had blond hair and brown eyes and a look on his face like maybe he had an attitude.


  "What?" he asked me.


  "Um . . . I don't know you, do I?" I said.


  "I'm new," he said.


  "Ah," I remarked. Normally words come easily to me. But I was in brain-lock. I kept scanning around the crowded hallway, looking for Jake. Or Cassie. Someone with some sense. Not Rachel. Rachel's idea of dealing with this kid would probably involve dragging him into the nearest closet, morphing into her grizzly bear morph, and getting that blue box the quick and direct way.


  But I didn't see Jake. Or Cassie. Or even Rachel.


  "So. My name is Marco."


  "I'm David."


  "David! Okay. Good name."


  David gave me a look like maybe I was an idiot. And to be honest with you, I wasn't doing much to change his opinion.


  "Later," he said and started to walk away.


  "Hey, David!" I yelled after him. "What's that blue thing?"


  He turned back toward me. "I don't know. I found it. It was in that construction site over across from the mall. In a hole in a wall. Inside the cement block. Like it had been put in there or something."


  "Yeah?"


  "Yeah. It's weird. I mean, it feels like it must be something, you know? Like it's not just a plain old box. It has some writing on it. Like it might be foreign, or something."


  BRRRRRIIIIINNNNNGGGGGG!


  The gentle sound of the bell made me leap approximately a foot in the air.


  "Hey! Can I have it? I mean, it looks cool and all. I could pay you . . . " I began turning my pockets out. Lint balls . . . a very old peppermint Life Saver . . .


  "I could pay you a dollar and thirty-two cents," I offered lamely, holding out the bill, the coins, and the Life Saver.


  "Marco, huh?" the kid said.


  "Yeah. I'm Marco. Nice to meet you."


  "Even nicer to say good-bye," he said.


  He walked away. And then, too late, I spotted Jake. I went right up to him, grabbed him by the jacket, and yanked him into the boys' bathroom.


  "Some kid has the blue box!" I hissed.


  "What blue box?" he demanded, shoving me back.


  "The blue box." I crouched to look under the stall doors and make sure we were alone. "Elfangor's blue box."


  Jake's face went pale. "Oh -"


  BRRRRRIIIIINNNNNGGGGGG!


  Chapter 3


  



  We were in the barn. Cassie's barn. Also known as the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. Cassie's parents are both veterinarians. And she's very into animals, too.


  In fact, while the rest of us were busy panicking, she was calmly shoving pills down the throat of an enormous swan.


  "How did that blue box manage to survive?" Rachel demanded. "The Yeerks Draconed Elfangor's fighter till it was dust. We were there. We watched it happen."


  We all turned to look at Ax. Sometimes Ax doesn't attend meetings. But we needed him here for this one. He was in his own, fabulously strange Andalite body: blue and tan fur, weak arms, too many fingers, four hooves, nasty bull-whip tail, no mouth, and two extra eyeballs mounted on stalks that look this way and that.


  Ax is our expert on all alien weirdness. What with being a weird alien himself.


  "What do you think happened, Ax?" Jake asked him.


  <I do not know,> Ax said, using Andalite thought-speak.


  "What do you mean, you don't know?" Rachel said. "Is there something special about those blue boxes, like they can't be destroyed by Dracon beams?"


  <No. It could be destroyed by a Dracon beam. All I can suggest is that maybe it was a simple incident of random chance.>


  "Is that Andalite-ese for a freak accident?" I asked.


  <Yes. The Dracon beam striking my brother's fighter would have created explosive pressures. Perhaps this pressure simply hurled the Escafil Device away at high speed.>


  <The what?> Tobias asked.


  Tobias was in his usual place: up in the rafters where he can see out through the hayloft. Tobias is one of us, but not exactly one of us. He's what the Andalites call a nothlit. That's a person who's been trapped in a morph because they stayed in it for more than two hours.


  Long story.


  Anyway, Tobias is a red-tailed hawk. And during these little get-togethers he uses his laser-focus hawk eyes and excellent hawk hearing to make sure no one sneaks up on us without our knowing it.


  <It is called an Escafil Device. Actually, it has a number of names. Escafil was the inventor of morphing technology. You know, the science behind it is quite incredible. The device causes a cascading cellular regeneration tied to a Z-space ->


  "We so do not care!" I said. "It can cascade all over its Z-space for all I care. The point is, this thing, this box, this device, this morphing cube, currently belongs to some kid named David who thinks I'm an idiot!"


  Rachel nodded thoughtfully. "Well, if he thinks Marco's an idiot he can't be all bad." She batted her eyelashes at me to show she was kidding.


  I love it when she does that.


  "We need to get this box," I said.


  "Yep," Jake agreed. "We do."


  "Before he figures out what it is," Cassie said, speaking up for the first time. "And more important, before the Yeerks discover he has it."


  I took a good, long look at Cassie. See, there was this little episode with Cassie. She quit the Animorphs because I guess she had problems with some of the stuff we have to do.


  She came back, of course. But since then I'd felt a little shaky around her. Cassie has way too many morals and ethics. She's always wondering whether something is right or wrong. Me, I just wonder "will it work? or not."


  I was thinking of something snide to say to Cassie, but I decided to keep my mouth shut. Cassie has saved my life more than once. You cut a person a lot of slack when they've saved your life.


  "Okay, so we need information," Jake said. "We need to know where this kid lives, most of all. Then we go in and get the blue box."


  <And we have to be careful not to let the kid even suspect what's going on,> Tobias said.


  "And obviously we have to be careful not to hurt David," Jake said. "He's an innocent bystander."


  "No problem-o," Rachel said. "He's not a Hork-Bajir, he's not a Taxxon, and he's not Visser Three. Us versus some kid from school? Puh-leeze. It's a walk in the park."


  Normally, I have a superstition about ever saying something is going to be easy. But this time, even I didn't worry.


  Now I have a new superstition: Anytime I'm not worried, I worry.


  Chapter 4


  



  We waited in the outdoor seating area of a Burger King down the street. Just four of us. Ax would have been slightly obvious, and there was no way to trust him in human morph anywhere near grease and salt. Tobias was off scouting out David's house.


  It was night, but there was plenty of light: cars driving by, a weird glow from the used car lot across the street, and the big Burger King sign itself.


  It was chilly, so we were dressed warmly. Kind of a problem, since, if we were going to morph, we'd lose our clothes. So we'd worked out a plan. Two of us would stay behind, one boy, one girl. We'd shed the outer clothes in the rest rooms, then the two who were staying back would hold onto them.


  It is so annoying not being able to morph outer clothing.


  "Short french fry stays here," I said. I broke two french fries in half.


  I put one short fry and one long in my fist. "All right, Jake. Grab a fry."


  He pulled out a short one.


  "Looks like I'm going and you are pulling bathroom duty," I said cheerfully.


  Cassie and Rachel drew, too. Rachel won. Or lost, depending on your point of view.


  "You and me, Xena," I said.


  Rachel arched one eyebrow at me. "You know, if I'm Xena, what's that make you?"


  "Hercules, obviously."


  "I was thinking more Joxer. Isn't that the annoying weenie who hangs around Xena?"


  "Okay, that does it." I stuck my elbow up on the table, arm upright in the arm-wrestling position. "Let's go. Come on, let's settle this once and for all."


  Jake yawned. "Shouldn't we have a pair of live scorpions to make it interesting?"


  Rachel grinned and stuck her arm up alongside mine. Our hands clasped. I pushed. She pushed. And then . . .


  "Ow!" A sudden, sharp pain in my knee.


  An instant later my hand slammed down on the table.


  "You kicked me! She kicked me under the table! Jake, your cousin kicked me!"


  Rachel laughed. "Who cares how you win as long as you win?"


  Cassie rolled her eyes. "You don't really believe that, Rachel. No, wait a minute, you probably do."


  "Good grief, the two of you off alone on this mission?" Jake muttered. "Instead of Dumb and Dumber it's Crazy and Crazier."


  Rachel and I looked at each other and both burst out laughing.


  "Crazy and Crazier" Rachel repeated, deliberately laughing crazily.


  "Yeah, but which of us is which?"


  I looked up and saw a kid walking toward us. He was carrying a burger bag.


  I got serious in a hurry. "Erek," I said to Jake.


  Erek King is this kid who used to go to our school. At least, that's what he looks like, acts like, and sounds like. But every part of Erek you see is a holographic projection. The real Erek is inside the hologram. The real Erek is an android.


  Erek is one of the Chee, a very, very old race of androids created by the long-dead Pemalites. The Chee are unable to commit any violent act, despite being frighteningly powerful. But they hate the Yeerks and love humans. Or, actually, they love dogs, and they love humans because we love dogs, too.


  Another long story.


  Bottom line is that the Chee are allies of ours who are amazingly good at infiltrating the Yeerks.


  "Hey, Erek," Jake said calmly. Rachel nodded. Cassie smiled.


  "Hi, guys, what's up?" Erek said, sounding exactly like any normal kid, rather than a robot so old he helped build the pyramids.


  "Not much," I said, cutting off Cassie before she could explain what we were up to. We trust the Chee, but there's no point giving out any more information than is necessary.


  I'm suspicious by nature.


  "What's up with you, Erek?" Jake asked.


  Erek took out a Whopper and unwrapped it. He took a big bite and chewed it. I knew that in reality the food would simply be incinerated inside Erek's android body.


  "No cheese?" I asked him.


  He shook his head and grinned. "I try and keep my fat intake down."


  "Yeah. Right. You want to live to the ripe old age of, what, a billion years?"


  Erek laughed again. Then he put down the burger. "Something big is happening. No one knows about this yet. It's not going to be announced publicly till it's all over. For security reasons."


  "What's happening?" Rachel asked eagerly, leaning forward.


  "Oh, nothing much," the android said coyly. "Just a summit meeting right here in town. The presidents or prime ministers of Britain, France, Russia, Japan, Germany, and the United States are all coming here to figure out what to do about all the problems in the Middle East."


  "Uh-huh," Rachel said, unimpressed. "So?"


  "It's the ultimate target," Cassie said. "The leaders of six powerful nations? All in one place at one time? Right here, where the Yeerk invasion is strongest?"


  Jake leaned closer to Erek. "You have any reason to believe the Yeerks are thinking about going after all these guys?"


  Erek nodded. "The planning is under way. The presidents and prime ministers start arriving day after tomorrow. They'll be staying at the big Marriott resort down the coast."


  "This could be an opportunity," Cassie said thoughtfully. "If we could reach these leaders somehow, show them, prove to them what's happening . . . I mean, the Yeerks could be totally exposed."


  "And on the flip side, if the Yeerks make Controllers of these guys, that's the ball game, we're done," I pointed out.


  "One big problem," Erek said.


  "Just one?" I said.


  "Okay, lots of big problems, and one huge problem," Erek said, not smiling his holographic smile. "One of the leaders is already a Controller. Make the wrong move, approach the wrong leader, and . . . "


  He let it hang.


  "You don't know which leader is the Controller?" Jake asked.


  Erek shook his head. "If we did, it'd just be a big problem, not a huge one."
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  Erek left and the four of us just sat there staring at each other. None of us wanted to think about a world where the presidents of the United States and most of the other major powers were slaves of the Yeerks.


  We'd have to try and stop them.


  "Okay, one thing at a time," Jake said. "We deal with this blue box situation first."


  Suddenly, I felt something pass by overhead. Tobias swooped over and landed on the "R" in Burger King.


  <No problem,> he reported. <Kid's window is wide open. I can see the blue box sitting on his desk. In and out. I'd have just done it myself, but you said to report back.>


  Jake nodded like he was nodding to me. Thought-speak only works when you're in morph. Tobias could do it. We couldn't.


  Tobias cocked his head and stared harder. <Okay, who died? You all look like you just got news that school vacation's been canceled. Never mind, tell me later.>


  In a conversational tone of voice Jake said, "Okay, well, let's get this over with. Rachel and Marco? Let's go."


  We went inside, looking like any normal group of kids. Me and Jake went to the men's room. It was a small, single-stall room. There was no one else in there. We locked the door.


  I shucked off my sweatshirt. "Don't lose that shirt," I said. "It was signed by Steve Young."


  "Marco, it was signed like two years ago and you've washed it at least once since then. The name is totally invisible now."


  "I didn't say it was still signed, did I? I said it was signed. It has sentimental value."


  Jake looked around at the gloomy surroundings. "Just part of the glamour of life as a superhero."


  "Yeah, what happened to those big, walk-in phone booths the old Superman always changed in?"


  "You know, I still just can't get used to the new Superman," Jake said.


  I began to focus on the morph. This was an airmail job. Bird-time. In through the window, snatch up the box, and zoom right back out.


  No problem-o, as Rachel had said. Nothing to worry about, especially when compared to what Erek had just told us.


  I was very familiar with the morph, an osprey. Ospreys are a kind of hawk. Normally they live near water and eat fish. Very rarely do they hang out in men's bathrooms at Burger King.


  I focused my mind and began to shrink. The urinal was suddenly eye level and Jake was looking even larger than usual.


  Bomp! Bomp! Bomp! At the door.


  "There's someone in here!" Jake yelled.


  I continued morphing. My skin turned gray. Gray like a dirty chalkboard. Like I'd been dead for a couple of weeks. It's very disturbing to look down and see your skin turn gray, let me tell you.


  But not as disturbing as when the feather patterns appear like line drawings and then sort of flake up, going 3D.


  My fingers stretched out, elongating compared to the rest of my hands and arms. As they elongated, though, they slipped right out of the skin so that they became dry, white, bird-bone.


  "Eeeewww!" Jake said, laughing in disgust. "That's something new!"


  "Oh, man, I don't need to ever see that again!" I said.


  Morphing is very unpredictable. It's not just this sort of gradual thing. It goes through phases. Sudden, bizarre, totally gross-looking stages.


  The bare bones thing was something new. And deeply, deeply not pretty.


  Bomp! Bomp! Bomp! Bomp! Bomp!


  "Is someone in there?" a voice demanded.


  "Yeah, someone is in here!" Jake yelled. "Jeez!"


  "Come outta there, right now!"


  "What?" Jake demanded.


  "Whackl?" I demanded, having just that moment had my lips turn into hard beak.


  "Are you kids in there doing drugs?" the voice demanded.


  "No!" Jake looked down at me, exasperated. "Hurry up."


  "GET OUT HERE, NOW!"


  A new voice. A very authoritative voice. I heard the sound of a key turning in the lock.


  "Stop morphing!" Jake hissed. "Stand up straight and keep quiet!"


  I stood there, about ninety percent osprey. I was maybe two feet tall, standing on my talons.


  Jake swept the sweatshirt over me. He pulled the hood over my head and yanked the string.


  The door opened. Two people stood there, glaring at us. A teenager in a Burger King uniform. And a manager.


  "I'm just trying to let my little brother go to the bathroom," Jake said, patting me on the shoulder.


  The kid and the man both looked down at me. I was standing inside a sweatshirt that was so huge it lay in folds around my feet. Which was a good thing, since my feet were talons. The arms hung limp.


  "Your little brother?" the manager asked. "Why's his sweatshirt so big?"


  "Hey, that sweatshirt was signed by Steve Young!" Jake said. Like that was an explanation.


  "Something's wrong with his face!" the kid said.


  Jake put his arm around me protectively. "Don't listen to them, Tommy," he said, with a sob in his voice. "Your face is just fine! It's just fine, I tell you! The doctors say someday you may be normal again."


  "Hey, I didn't mean anything by . . . " the kid said.


  "What is it?" the manager asked in a concerned tone. "I mean, his disease."


  Jake went blank. "Um . . . "


  <Beakanoma,> I whispered to Jake in thought-speak.


  "Beakanoma," Jake said.


  <A growth in the shape of a beak,> I explained.


  "It's a, uh, a growth in the shape of a beak," Jake said.


  <It's especially tragic and all because it only afflicts really smart, really cute people,> I said.


  "Oh, shut up," Jake muttered under his breath.


  Jake hustled me away. As fast as I could walk on talons while wearing a massive sweatshirt.
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  David lived in a basic kind of home: two stories, a lawn, a backyard with a barbecue and a rusty swing set. Also a pool.


  I was instantly jealous. I don't have a pool.


  He had one of the upstairs bedrooms.


  Tobias, Rachel, and I zoomed past the house at an altitude of fifty feet or so. I could see why Tobias doesn't like to fly at night. In the darkness hawk eyes aren't much better than human eyes. And after the sun goes down you start losing the thermals, the warm updrafts that make flying easier.


  So it was hard flapping to cover the few blocks from Burger King to David's house. And talk about confusing. You ever tried to tell one house from the next at night? From fifty feet in the air? Not easy. But the pool was lit, and in fact, David was in the water, swimming back and forth.


  His room was brightly lit, which helped us see, and I easily spotted the blue cube on his desk.


  <Okay, I'm going in!> Rachel said.


  <Uh-uh, I don't think so,> Tobias said. <You're too big in that bulky eagle morph. You can't fly through that window. Me and Marco had better go.>


  <Oh, man!> Rachel complained. But even she could see Tobias was right.


  <Give us a warning if David gets out of the pool,> Tobias said. Then he spilled air from his wings and stabilized on a glide path, straight for the bright rectangle of the window.


  But I managed to get out ahead of him. <Hah!> I said.


  <Marco! Careful if you're going first. You'll need to flare as soon as you pass the windowsill. I mean instantly, or you'll smack the far wall.>


  <Hey, I'm not as experienced as you are, Tobias, but I'm not a complete idiot.>


  <No, you're an incomplete idiot!> Rachel called down helpfully.


  I zoomed, down, down through the night, aimed straight for that window. It was cool. Like what it must be like to land a jet on an aircraft carrier at night. Just a little, glowing target in the darkness.


  <Make sure you stay clear of that stick,> Tobias said. He was just six feet behind me.


  <What stick?> I asked, and then the window was suddenly right in front of me! It was a trick of the light! It had seemed farther away.


  I tried to slow down, ready to flare once I was in. And then I saw the stick. The stick that was propping the window open.


  Thwack! My left wing hit the stick.


  <Wha!> I yelled.


  BLAM! The window fell shut with a horrendous slam.


  Bonk! Tobias hit the closed window.


  BONK! I hit the wall, too distracted to flare.


  I hit, I fell, I landed behind a dresser. I was wedged in a space of about three inches, unable to move. All I could do was slowly slither down to the carpet.


  <Tobias!> Rachel cried.


  <I'm okay,> Tobias said. <Professor Plum did it in the conservatory with the candlestick!>


  Tobias was alive. But he must have hit fairly hard. He seemed to be reliving a game of Clue.


  I wasn't exactly in great shape myself. I scooted sideways, inch by inch.


  "Mrrrrrr-ooowwwrr!"


  Uh-oh.


  I scooted faster. Faster, desperate to get out from behind the dresser.


  I felt something batting at my exposed talons. I knew what it was.


  One wing free! Then my body. And then . . .


  "Hhhhsssssssss!" the kitty said.


  The very big kitty. The big, gray tabby, with its mouth drawn back from needle teeth.


  <Good kitty,> I said. <Gooood kitty.>


  The kitty didn't like big birds in its bedroom. And it really didn't like big talking birds in its bedroom.


  "MmmmrrrrOOOOWWWWWRRR!" Kitty said, explaining its feelings to me.


  <Miss Scarlet? Was it Miss Scarlet with the plum in the professor?> Tobias wondered.


  <Marco! Get out of there!> Rachel yelled. <I saw a cat.>


  <Yeah. I kind of noticed him,> I said.


  We've all seen house cats. I've seen lots of house cats. But they look radically different when you're a bird. Even a big, tough, predatory bird.


  Slash!


  The cat swiped at my wing, claws extended.


  <Okay, Mr. Kitty, you want to do this? You want to throw down? Fine. I'll kick your butt!>


  Mr. Kitty was not impressed. Mr. Kitty jumped. He went from being two feet away to being zero feet away in just about a billionth of a second.


  <Aaaaahhhh!> I yelled.


  "MrrrOOOOWWW-hsssssss!" the cat said.


  Suddenly it was a wild tangle of claws and talons and beaks and teeth and I swear we must have looked like one of those cartoons where Bugs Bunny and Yosemite Sam are fighting and all you see is swirling dust and cartoon stars.


  We fell apart, glaring and panting at each other. I had gotten in a few good hits. But Mr. Kitty was fast. And Mr. Kitty had clawed my belly down to the skin, bitten me in the neck, wing, other wing, and left leg. All in approximately six seconds.


  I wasn't up for a second round. I did not want my obituary to say "died from injuries sustained while battling a fat house cat." That would be embarrassing.


  I could demorph. Or I could escape.


  Out through the shut window? No.


  Through the closed door? No.


  Which left demorphing.


  Except that right then Rachel decided to rescue me.


  CRASH!


  The window exploded! In blew a rock, followed by a massive bald eagle, wings folded.


  She flared. Her wings practically stretched from wall to wall. She landed on the bed.


  "Rooowwwrr!" Mr. Kitty said in a very surprised voice.


  <Come on, let's bail!> Rachel yelled.


  And that's when the door slammed open. In came David. The cat screeched and leaped onto the curtains beside the window.


  <Out the door!> Rachel said.


  <I'm with you!> I said. <We have to grab that cube!>


  <I'll distract David. You grab it!> Rachel said. She began flapping her wings madly and lashing all around with her talons.


  "Whoa!" David yelled.


  Rachel began tearing up the pillows. Feathers fluttered around the room. The cat was climbing toward the ceiling. I hopped and flapped over to the desk. The cube! There it was!


  David lurched to the desk, like he was going to attack me. But instead he yanked open a drawer and whipped out . . .


  <A gun! A gun? This kid has a gun?!> I yelped.


  From far off I heard, <Actually, Miss Scarlet, I think you should have used the wrench.>
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  <Gun? What gun?> Rachel yelled.


  Pop! Pop! Pop!


  Something stung my bare belly. <He's got a BBgun!>


  <He could put someone's eye out with that!> Rachel cried in outrage.


  <Yeah, mine!> I said. I closed one talon over the cube. It was too big! I used both talons. I could hold the cube, but I could barely stand. I flapped like a madman and managed to fall off the desk, still holding the cube.


  Pop! Pop!


  <Okay, now he's ticked me off!> Rachel said.


  <Don't hurt him!> I said. <He's just an innocent bystander.>


  <Innocent, my ->


  Pop! Pop! Pop!


  I flapped hard and scooted along the carpet toward the door. Rachel did a little better, but once in the hallway her wings hit the walls with each stroke.


  "Oh no, you don't!" David yelled. "Give me back that blue box!"


  Off we went: two dragging, scuffling, staggering, BB-stung birds, one hauling a blue box. Followed by an outraged boy yelling and firing a very lifelike gun.


  Down the hall!


  <Ow!>


  <Look out!>


  "Give me back my box!"


  Pop! Pop! Pop!


  Down the stairs!


  <Ow!>


  <Hey, watch it!>


  "Give me back my box!"


  Pop! Pop! Pop!


  Through the empty family room where the TV was on, showing Buffy the Vampire Slayer.


  <Whoa, I forgot to set the VCR!> I said. <We're missing Buffy.>


  Pop! Pop! Pop!


  <Owww! Oh man, I am so going to find a way to hurt this kid tomorrow at school,> Rachel threatened. <I'm going for the sliding glass door. Distract him while I get it open.>


  <Distract him? By doing what? You figure I should do my Lord of the Dance impersonation?>


  Rachel grabbed the sliding glass door handle with her beak and yanked. David ran straight for me. Straight for the box.


  I could either jump up and rake his eyeballs, or give up the box. But David was not a Controller. He was not an enemy. And even I don't think you can just go around tearing into innocent bystanders.


  I jumped back from the box. The door slid open. And Rachel and I flapped across the back lawn, over the pool, above the fence, and out of there.


  "Yeah! And don't come back, either!" David yelled as he fired off a final BB.


  <I am so not looking forward to explaining this to Jake,> Rachel said.


  <We got our butts kicked by a kid with a BB gun. That's just pathetic.> A hawk rose up to join us.


  <Tobias?>


  <Yeah. Man, that was a bad bump I took. I was having this weird dream. I was trapped in the conservatory with Professor Plum. So, how'd everything go?>
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  It was not our finest hour. We backed off, regrouped, and decided to try again the next evening after David had calmed down. We still had to get that blue box back before dealing with the much bigger problem of how to save the leaders of the free world.


  Plus, I was supposed to be doing a makeup science paper to replace the paper I'd forgotten to do last week.


  The next day was another school day. You know the routine: get up way too early, shower, dress, stand around waiting for the bus with the usual collection of dorks, try to cram for the first-period test while the bouncing bus bruises your butt bones.


  Then it's that first sight of the school building, followed, in my case at least, by a sinking sensation. Then you spot some cute girl who hasn't called you "Beavis" yet and you start thinking, Okay, I guess I can stand another day.


  Homeroom. Class. Class. Lunch.


  The long wait in line as the aroma of something dead wafts toward you. Brussels sprouts? Eggplant? No, it's cauliflower.


  "You said your name is Marco, right?"


  I swiveled around but continued to push my plastic tray along the line. It was David. I jerked like a guilty perpetrator being questioned by Lieutenant Sipowicz.


  "Yeah. Marco," I said. "David, right?"


  He nodded. Then he looked at the food steaming and reeking. "The food was better at my last school."


  "That would pretty much have to be true. It couldn't be any worse. Not unless your last school was a prison."


  He didn't laugh. He just looked at me kind of intensely. "I don't have any friends here yet. Something really weird happened to me yesterday. Very weird. Want to hang?"


  "Sure. So, what -"


  "Cauliflower or green bean casserole?" the lunch lady asked me. "Come on, little Marco, let's keep it moving."


  "The casserole definitely," I said. "It sounds so French and all." I turned to David and said, "You know the English word for casserole? Slop."


  Again, no laugh.


  We got our food and threaded our way through the boisterous zoo that was the lunchroom. There were a couple of empty tables at the far side of the room. I sat down. David sat across from me.


  I had to act cool, not too interested in his story. It was easy because I basically knew all about it.


  "Remember that blue box I showed you yesterday?"


  I pretended to think. "Yeah. Now I do, yeah."


  He leaned forward. "Last night someone tried to steal it. And you'll never guess how they did it. Trained birds."


  "Say what?"


  "Two birds flew in my bedroom window and tried to get away with the box. Fortunately my cat, Megadeth, went after one."


  "You named your cat Megadeth?"


  "I just wish my snake had been out of his box. He's had his venom taken out, but I bet it would have scared those birds."


  "Snake?"


  "Yeah, he's really cool. He's a cobra. You're not even supposed to be able to own them, but my dad got it for me. He goes overseas a lot. He's a spy. But don't tell anyone."


  This was getting to be a lot to absorb. A cat named Megadeth, a cobra, and a father who was possibly a spy?


  "Ooookay," I said.


  "Look, I know it sounds weird and all, but those birds were not ordinary birds. One of them opened a sliding glass door. It was an eagle, I think."


  "Why would anyone want to steal that blue box?"


  He shook his head. "I don't know. But it must be valuable, right? Or else why would someone go to all the trouble of using trained birds?"


  I nodded. "Makes sense." Yeah, right. Makes perfect sense: burglar birds. There are times when I realize my real life has gotten so insane that I can't even be sure what is truly insane.


  "Anyway, I bet it's worth a lot of money, so I'm going to try and sell it."


  That sent a nice chill up my spine. "Sell it?"


  "Yeah. I posted a 'for sale' notice on a couple Web pages last night after all this went down. I described it. And I described those symbols, the ones that look like foreign writing? This morning before school I checked, and there was already an answer. Some guy says he wants to see it. He says he'll pay good money. Says he'll go anywhere, anytime."


  That did more than give me a chill. That stopped my breathing for about ten seconds.


  "You did what?"


  "I'm thinking I should have some backup, you know? Someone to cover me, in case anything goes down. You're the only guy I know here."


  "You didn't give this guy your address, did you?"


  David smirked. "I'm not a moron. The guy could just rip me off while I'm stuck here at school." He shook his head and gave me a sly leer. "I set it up on a timer so the E-mail with my address won't go out till right before I get home."


  "It's on automatic?" I said.


  He nodded. "I send the E-mail, the guy comes over, and I give you ten percent for helping me out."


  "Good plan," I said as calmly as I could. But inside I was having a very different thought that went something like, You IDIOT FREAK! Do you know WHO is going to show up looking for that box?


  Of course I didn't say that.


  I spotted Jake heading over in my direction. I gave him a small shake of my head, and he turned away.


  David rattled on, telling the story of the bird invasion. Then moving on to plans for spending the money he was going to make. But I wasn't listening.


  In a couple hours the E-mail was going to be sent. And very, very soon after that, David was going to get a visitor he didn't want to meet.


  I sat there, looking at David and thinking, How in the world am I going to save your life?
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  I told Jake later during class. He jerked upright, said a word you really shouldn't say in class, and was sent to discuss the matter with the principal.


  I spent part of the afternoon finding an opportunity to tell Rachel and Cassie. I had to wait till they were together. Cassie has a calming influence on Rachel.


  One thing was clear: We didn't want that E-mail going out. Which meant I was going to be missing the last two periods. Jake made the final decision between fifth and sixth period, by my locker.


  "Do it," he said. "Bail. And get to that kid's computer. Kill that E-mail."


  "He may have security on it, a password," I pointed out. "Maybe I'll swing by and try to get Ax to come along."


  Jake nodded. "You're not going to have much time. Better haul. You can use my notes from class later."


  "Thanks," I said. "But I think I'll use Cassie's notes. Yours will be all covered with doodles and pictures of jets and tanks."


  I know how to get up to the roof of the school, and fortunately, no one was up there. I shoved my outer clothing into my backpack. I'd have to get it later. In five minutes I was in the air.


  I knew I was on a desperate, life-and-death mission. But that couldn't totally erase the absolute joy I felt on pushing off from the school roof and feeling the air beneath my wings.


  I mean, I'm sorry, but haven't you ever sat in school, wishing you could zoom off into the wild blue? It was just so cool. As long as I didn't consider the possibility that the school might call my dad.


  That took away a little of the pleasure.


  Plus, the possibility that before this day was over I'd be fighting Visser Three.


  And yet it was a mostly sunny day, with some huge cumulus clouds piled miles high in the sky. And the warm air radiating up off the ground lifted me effortlessly higher and higher. Higher and higher, till the houses looked like shoe boxes and cars looked like Matchbox toys.


  I turned toward the distant line of forest. It wouldn't be easy finding Ax. He kept out of sight during the day. We were worried some deer hunter would spot him and try to shoot. Or worse, that some Controller might spot him and know what he was.


  Now I began to realize that the breeze was blowing against me. Which meant slow going. But Tobias had taught us that sometimes altitude makes up for ground speed. See, if you get high enough, you can use gravity to let you swoop long distances, even against the wind. It's like climbing to the top of a really tall slide. Even if the wind is against you, you can slide to the bottom.


  I rode a thermal up and up, as high as I've ever flown. I don't know how far. But far enough that I spotted a small private plane at my same altitude.


  I took aim on the forest and went into a long, gentle glide that eventually brought me to my target.


  Ax hangs out in about ten square miles of forest. You have any idea how much forest that is? A lot. That's a lot of trees. My osprey eyes saw everything, down to the beetles and worms down on the dead leaves.


  But even I couldn't see Ax. Not for a long time. Too long.


  Now I was nervous. Now I was definitely nervous. I'd been in morph for over an hour, and even when I found Ax I'd have to fly all the way back to -


  A flash of movement below!


  A deer. No! Not a deer. Not unless deer were turning blue.


  I spilled air and headed down.


  <Ax! Ax! Is that you? It's me, Marco.>


  He stopped running. I was close enough now to see one stalk eye swivel up toward the sky and focus on me.


  <Shouldn't you be in school?> he asked.


  <What are you, the truant officer? I need your help. Do you think you could get past whatever security someone might have on a PC?>


  Ax laughed. Then he stopped. <Oh, you are serious. I assumed you were making a joke. I am making an effort to recognize human humor and respond appropriately.>


  <Uh-huh.> I landed pretty well on a fallen log, digging my talons into rotting wood and exciting a bunch of termites. <So, can you do it?>


  <Of course I can do it,> Ax said. <A human computer? I know you don't mean to insult me, but really, even asking the question is an insult to any Andalite.>


  I sighed. <Whatever. You need to morph. We need to haul butt.>


  <What is the problem?> Ax asked. But he wasn't wasting time. He was already melting, shifting, morphing.


  <It's the blue box. If I'm right, in about an hour Visser Three is going to get an E-mail offering him a chance to buy it.>
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  Ticktock. Ticktock. Time was running out fast.


  The wind was with us on our trip back to David's house. Just one problem: Have you ever tried to find one house in the middle of a whole subdivision of almost identical houses? From the air? When the only other time you've seen the place was at night?


  <Are you lost?> Ax asked me.


  <No, we are lost,> I said. <Look for a pool. It was sort of kidney-shaped.>


  <A pool? A Yeerk pool?>


  <No, just a human pool.>


  <I've never heard of such a thing. Are they necessary for reproduction?>


  <No. But they help you get friends during the summer.>


  I spotted a blue, kidney-shaped pool and veered toward it. It looked right. Surely it was the right place.


  Only just across the street was an identical house with an identical pool. I could have cried from sheer frustration. Then, from up above us, came a thought-speak voice. <Ax? And who, Marco? Cassie?>


  <Tobias!> I yelled. <What are you doing up there? And how did you know it was us?>


  <What I'm doing is riding this excellent thermal. And any idiot would know there's something weird about a northern harrier and an osprey zipping around peeking in people's windows. Good grief. Have you ever heard the word "subtle"?>


  <Make fun of me later,> I snapped. <We need to find David's house. Like now!>


  <A block to the west,> Tobias said. <Hang tight, I'll show you.>


  Down he fell, like a missile coming down on its target. Ax and I flapped to intercept him.


  <What's the deal?> Tobias asked.


  <He's offering the box for sale over the Internet. He already has one interested party. There's a timed E-mail we have to stop. But I'm worried he'll have it protected by a password. That's why I brought Ax.>


  <Ah. Um . . . if there's a password, why not just turn off the computer?>


  I almost splatted into the rooftop from sheer "duh."


  <Oh. I guess we could do that,> I said, feeling like possibly the biggest idiot in the world. Of course, duh: Turn off the computer. Or at least yank out the phone cord.


  I hate feeling like an idiot.


  <It would still be best if we made it look like the E-mail went out. Then if David doesn't get an answer he'll figure, you know, no one was interested.>


  <How do we get inside the house?> Tobias asked. <All the windows are closed. I'm not splatting into any more windows.>


  We were circling above the house, three birds of prey, probably looking like vultures or something. Tobias was right. The windows were all closed. There was plywood in the window Rachel had busted the day before.


  I was feeling a little more relaxed now. We had a little more than an hour before the E-mail would go out. Plenty of time.


  <Okay, here's what we do. Ax and I will morph to cockroach and crawl in under the back door. Tobias, you stay and make sure nothing eats us.>


  Ax and I landed in the backyard. There was a nice, high fence, which was good. And we'd looked in every window and were sure no one was home.


  I demorphed by the rusty swing set. In a few minutes Ax and I were ourselves. We walked over to the back door. I knelt down to take a look at the crack beneath the door. There was plenty of room for a cockroach.


  "Okay, let's get this over with," I said. I rested my hand on the doorknob, preparing to enter cockroach morph. But then I felt the doorknob slip.


  "Hey, these people left the door unlocked," I said. "Come on."


  <Nooooo!> Tobias yelled, just as I pushed the door open.


  "What's the matter?" I said. "It's open, so -"


  WwwwAAAAHHHHH! WwwwAAAAHHHHH!


  <Burglar alarm, that's what's the matter!> Tobias yelled.


  <What is that unpleasantly loud sound?> Ax wondered.


  "Oh, man!" I yelled. "Come on! Let's go! Tobias, let us know if you see cops showing up!"


  I rushed inside, with Ax trotting along behind me.


  Through the kitchen, with Ax's hooves skittering wildly on the linoleum.


  WwwwAAAAHHHHH! WwwwAAAAHHHHH!


  Through the carpeted family room.


  Crash! Ax's tail had caught a lamp. A ceramic lamp. Which was now pieces of ceramic lamp.


  WwwwAAAAHHHHH! WwwwAAAAHHHHH!


  Up the stairs.


  Crash! Crash! Crash! Three little, framed pictures mounted on the stairway walls were swept clean by Ax's tail.


  WwwwAAAAHHHHH! WwwwAAAAHHHHH!


  "This is working out great!" I yelled in frustration.


  <Marco! Ax! Someone's pulling up!>


  Into David's room. The computer monitor showed a cool screen saver. I bumped the mouse. Off went the screen saver. I double-clicked on the AOL icon.


  Deedly-deedly-deeedly! The phone rang and I jumped about two feet straight up.


  WwwwAAAAHHHHH! WwwwAAAAHHHHH!


  Deedly-deed -


  Someone had answered the phone! I shot a look at Ax. It wasn't him.


  WwwwAAAAHHHHH! Wwww -


  Someone had turned off the alarm!


  And from downstairs I heard a strong, male voice say, "Yes, I'm home now and the alarm was going off. (Pause.) I'm sure I can handle it. (Pause.) No, I'm a law enforcement officer. No need to send one of your guards out here. I'll check it out."


  Click.


  David's father, obviously. Home from work. Home from work as a "law enforcement officer." Home from work with his gun.


  I glanced at the screen. The AOL software was loading up. Slowly.


  No time to wait. We had to hide. We had to hide me, plus a big, blue scorpion-looking, deer-boy from outer space. And we had to hide us from a guy who knew how to search.


  Great.


  "Ax! Into the closet and morph something small!" I hissed.


  He leaped. I leaped, too, straight underneath the desk. I was going to yank the phone wire out, just to be safe.


  But David's desk was one of those desks that has a back piece. I couldn't get to the wires.


  "Okay, if anyone is up here, might as well come on out so there are no accidents," David's father said. "I don't want to have to shoot anyone."


  I couldn't reach the phone cord. "Rrrrgghh!" I said in total frustration.


  I jumped up, glanced at the screen, dropped to my knees, and rolled under the bed.


  From beneath the bed I saw shoes stepping slowly through David's door.


  I held my breath.


  And that's when I realized two really terrible things.


  One: In my quick glance at David's monitor, I had noticed something odd. The clock in the lower, right-hand corner was wrong. It was off by an hour.


  David's E-mail was going out not in an hour and three minutes, but in three minutes.


  Two: David's pet cobra slept under the bed.


  Chapter 11


  



  It slithered up, over the lip of a cardboard box. And let me tell you something: Time really is relative, because I aged about five years in five seconds.


  It formed itself into a coil. And then, quite suddenly, up it went! Head flared wide, tongue flickering, it raised up and . . .


  Bonk!


  The cobra hit its head on the bottom of the mattress.


  This seemed to leave it feeling puzzled, because it sort of hung there, half up, half down, staring at me like it was all my fault.


  I remembered David saying it had been de-poisoned. Or whatever they call it. But how can you trust a kid who'd own a snake?


  The snake stared at me with glittering, evil eyes.


  The shoes came closer.


  What was I supposed to do? I could morph to something small. Like a bug. Like a roach or an ant or a flea. But there was a slight problem with that: I was being eyeballed by a cobra not two feet away! Who knew what snakes might eat?


  Then it hit me. The obvious, if slightly insane solution. I reached my hand for the snake.


  Fwapp!


  The snake struck! Fangs in my hand, right in the fleshy part between the thumb and forefinger.


  "Urgh!" I groaned.


  "All right, come out from under there!" David's father said.


  I grabbed for the snake and held him tight this time. He began to thrash, slither, wriggle, and just generally be annoying.


  "On the count of three, and bring your hands out first!"


  Thump!


  A muffled noise. I saw the black shoes swivel to face the closet. It was Ax, providing a distraction. Good old Ax!


  I held onto that stupid snake and I focused. When animals are acquired, which is when we absorb their DNA, they become calm, relaxed, peaceful. Most of the time, anyway.


  But not the snake. No, as I absorbed the DNA and as David's father went to the closet, that lunatic snake kept thrashing like an idiot. The closet door opened.


  "All right, step out here and . . . jeez Louise!"


  I heard the sound of a gun being holstered. And then the big black shoes started doing a dance. A little dance called "stomp the bug!"


  <Marco! I am in spider morph and this human is attempting to crush me with his artificial hooves!>


  I couldn't answer, of course, since I wasn't in morph. All I could do was try to distract David's dad for Ax, like he'd done for me.


  So I yanked the cobra back and flung him, across the floor. He went flopping and hissing out into plain view. At which point David's father said, "Ah, Spawn! Get the spider, Spawn!"


  Things were going from bad to worse. The cobra locked its nasty gaze right on poor Ax, who I could now see zipping around insanely between the man's big, black "artificial hooves."


  Ax was going to get stomped or eaten, one or the other or possibly both. Nothing to do now but crawl out from under the bed and . . .


  Dingdong!


  "Get that spider, Spawn! That's the door. Probably rent-a-cops from the security company, the useless . . . I told 'em not to bother." He muttered his way out of the room.


  I squirmed quickly out from beneath the bed, stood up, narrowly missed stomping Ax myself, and pushed Spawn the snake out of the way.


  I swept Ax up in my hand and leaped back to the computer.


  And there, on the screen, the fateful words: Your mail has been sent.


  I took a deep breath. I had a morphed Andalite in my hand. A deadly E-mail was on its way. David's policeman father could decide to come back up and resume his search. And I had a painful snake bite on my hand.


  At least there was no poison. Or I'd probably be dead by now.


  Unless it was one of those slow-acting poisons.


  From downstairs I heard, "Hey, look, I told your office I didn't need them to send you. Waste of your time. Probably just a false alarm. I have it under control."


  I guess he hadn't seen all the stuff Ax had accidentally broken. The sound of the door shutting.


  Now what? I wondered.


  The E-mail had gone out. David's dad was going to start searching again. And I didn't really want to leave the house. Trouble could start at any minute.


  Spawn, the snake, had slithered away into the closet. No time for Ax to demorph and then re-morph. There was maybe just enough time for one morph.


  Just time for one morph that could stay right here in the room and not be noticed. Or eaten.


  "Ax! I'm gonna morph! I'm putting you down."


  I tossed Ax onto the floor. I wasn't too worried about dropping him. He was in wolf spider morph and I'd done that morph before. They're tough little creatures.


  I focused my mind and began to morph.


  I began to morph the cobra.


  Chapter 12


  



  Here's a news flash about snakes: They don't have arms or legs.


  I began the morph and the first thing I noticed was that my arms and legs were withering. Not just shrinking. Withering. Like if you took a strip of paper and put it at the edge of a fire in the fireplace. And it doesn't quite burn, it just sort of . . . withers.


  That was happening to my arms. It was bizarre. It was the kind of thing that would make any sane human being scream like a ninny. I mean, come on! You're looking at your arms and they have skin and muscles and hair, fingers on the end, fingernails, and all of that seems to crumple and weaken and shorten and shrivel.


  But as bad as that is, your legs are worse. You need them for standing.


  As soon as I realized what was happening I dropped to my knees. As quietly as I could, but I'm sure I still made some sound. Great! Now David's dad would definitely be coming back. I rolled onto my side and back under the bed.


  I twisted my head and realized that I was twisting it too well. My neck had grown. I could look straight down without crimping my neck.


  What I saw was my morphing suit and my skin both begin to be covered by a pattern. Like tiny, tiny diamonds drawn in my flesh. The scales of the snake. They were yellow and a sort of dirty brown.


  My arms were little twigs poking out from the trunk of my body. My legs were thinning and stretching, all muscle gone, my feet gone.


  I heard the eerie sound of my own bones turning watery and disappearing. I literally felt the sagging of my internal organs as they sort of lay there, unsupported by the usual bone and muscle.


  I could hear a faint "scrrrrrnnnnnchhhh" as my spine extended out, forcing its way down one of my withered legs. And then, all at once, the other leg whipped around like a fast-action ivy or something. It whipped around the leg with my spine in it and melted together to form a tail.


  Now, here's the gross part. Morphing, like I said before, is never logical. Things don't happen smoothly. Sometimes it's like they happen as weirdly as possible. Like the Andalite scientists who invented morphing had a twisted sense of humor or something.


  Because even as the scales spread across my almost totally tubular body, and my legs became a tail, and my arms . . . well, they were gone now . . . but even while all this was happening, my head was untouched.


  I know I still had my normal, human head. Normal size . . . with a snake where the rest of my body should be.


  Yeah, get a good, clear mental picture of that. Think about it being you. And then think about just how much you'd want to scream right about then.


  I was a worm with a head.


  I've had two legs. I've had four legs. I've had six and eight legs. I've never had zero legs. Zero legs, zero arms.


  Fortunately, my lungs were tiny snake lungs and couldn't have forced a sigh up through my human mouth, let alone a scream.


  I am so going to have nightmares about this, I thought.


  Then, at last, my head began to change. It was a relief. I mean, either be human or be a snake. Don't be a little of both.


  You feel weird stuff during morphing. Never any pain, which is good, because seriously, you don't want to think about how much it would hurt to have half your internal organs disappear and have your spine shoving into new places where it doesn't belong.


  But you sometimes feel things like they're far off. The way you feel things in a dream. Like they're happening to someone else, but they're still happening, right?


  I could feel my windpipe, the part that goes to your mouth, push up, up through the roof of my mouth. Then I could feel it join with my nose. I have no idea why. All I know is, I couldn't breathe through my mouth anymore.


  My head was shrinking very fast now. The scales covered my neck, spreading up my cheeks like really bad acne, then across my forehead and over my scalp, replacing my hair.


  My mouth was getting bigger, relative to my head. A normal human mouth is maybe, what, five percent the size of the whole head? Well, now my mouth was about a third of my head.


  I felt my teeth suddenly turn mushy. They became puffy flesh, like rotten gums.


  And then I heard the sound of something growing inside my mouth. I felt it, too.


  Fangs!


  They grew and curled back up against the roof of my mouth. Of course, Spawn had had his poison sacs removed. So . . .


  Then it occurred to me: This morph was created from DNA. Surgery wouldn't affect that. The fact that Spawn had no poison did not mean I didn't.


  I had fangs. Hollow needle teeth. And above those fangs, up in my mouth, poison filled the sacs.


  Between those fangs my forked tongue whipped . . . out, tweedle-tweedle-tweedle as it wiggled. In. Out and tweedle, tweedle, tweedle. In.


  It was like smell. Only not. I was tasting the air. But tasting it with more refinement than the world's greatest food lover. I was tasting individual molecules.


  My sight was excellent. It was even in color, which was a relief. Different colors than normal, but color.


  In addition, I felt a new sense, a new awareness added to the others. It took a while to figure out. But then I realized: I could sense heat. Not like the difference between a hot stove and a block of ice. This was infinitely more refined. I could sense the difference in heat between the side of a carpet strand that was toward the faint sunlight, and the side that was in shadow.


  The only real problem was hearing. Snakes don't have external ears, you know. Mostly I was hearing through vibrations in the floor that seemed to travel up my body.


  But then, I'm used to that. It's pretty much the same as when you're in cockroach morph.


  Mostly, though, I was a creature of sight, with that questing, tasting tongue to back me up and an eerily precise ability to sense minuscule differences in temperature.


  And that's when the snake's own mind appeared within my consciousness.


  Cold.


  That's how it felt. Like a ghost was standing beside me. Like someone had opened a door in my brain and a rush of Arctic air had blown in.


  The snake heard the sound of footsteps approaching, climbing the stairs. It was wary. Not afraid, just . . . ready. Like Clint Eastwood walking into a saloon. Not afraid . . . just making sure his gun hand was free.


  Tongue out, tweedle, tweedle, tweedle. Tongue in.


  Wary and hungry.


  I sensed heat. Not much, since what I was sensing was cold-blooded. But enough. The wide-set eyes spotted jerky movement, eight legs motoring.


  <The human is coming again,> Ax said.


  The cold, calculating, emotionless machine that was my brain noticed the odd sound in my head and dismissed it. Irrelevant. What mattered was hunger and movement and warmth.


  Tongue out, tweedle, tweedle, tweedle. Hmmm. The musk of a bug. The scent of a spider. Movement, warmth, and taste.


  Movement and warmth and taste meant food. Food was the answer to hunger.


  <Marco, what do you think we should do?> Ax asked.


  I didn't answer. Instead, I reared up, cocked my head back, stretched the thin bones that spread my cobra cowl, and with speed as great as an Andalite's tail, I fired my head forward, mouth open.


  I ate Ax.


  I ate him in one quick swallow.
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  I felt him squirming inside my mouth. I felt the eight hairy legs kicking.


  <Did you ingest me?!> Ax demanded, sounding outraged.


  <Um . . . yes.>


  <Have you lost control of your morph?>


  <Well . . .> Okay, maybe I had. For just a minute. Now I was back in charge, though.


  It was slightly embarrassing. As a rule, you shouldn't eat your friends. Then something terrible occurred to me.


  <Did I bite you? How do you feel?>


  <Urgghh . . . groggy . . .>


  <Morph out!> It didn't matter anymore if David's father saw Ax. Ax would be dead in seconds if he didn't demorph. I spit the spider out, which was not an easy thing to do. My snake tongue didn't work like a normal tongue. It came flitting out of its own little slot, tasting the air every second or so. It was great for picking up the scent of possible prey. It was useless for pushing half-dead spiders out of your mouth.


  Fortunately, Ax was already demorphing. He was growing bigger and bigger in my snake mouth and pushing his own way out.


  And that's when David's father reappeared. "What the . . . Oh, oh, oh! What is that thing?"


  No choice. I had to contact the man. I had to use thought-speak. Of course, there was no law saying I had to tell the truth. And it's a fact that you can't tell where thought-speak is coming from.


  <Greetings, Earthling! Klaatu barada nikto! I come in peace!>


  "Yaa-ah-ahh!" David's father said and backed up a couple of steps.


  I saw him draw his weapon from a shoulder holster and point it at Ax. I couldn't blame him. Ax was about the size of a Beanie Baby, with eight hairy legs, blue and tan fur, a wormy sort of scorpion tail, and two very tiny arms.


  <Do not fire your Earth weapon!> I yelled. <We come in peace!>


  "'We'? A second ago it was 'I.' How many of you are there?"


  Great. Count on a "law enforcement officer" to notice that. I recalled David saying his dad was a spy. What was he, FBI? CIA? Or a member of the shadowy secret force that's always giving Mulder and Scully so much trouble?


  <Um, well, Earthling,> I said, <there's just one of me. But I suffer from a sort of space mental illness. Split personality. Hey, it's a long, long trip from planet Xenon Five, I had to have someone to talk to!>


  Ax had grown to the size of a teddy bear. A really ugly teddy bear. "Whatever you're doing, stop it!" the man cried. "Stop growing!"


  <Hey! What the heck are you two doing in there?> It was Tobias's voice from outside.


  <I'm a snake, I bit Ax, he's demorphing so he won't die of the poison, the stupid E-mail got sent, and this guy is gonna shoot us!> I said.<Any other questions?>


  "Stop growing, or I'll shoot!" the man said.


  Click!


  He pulled back the hammer on the gun.


  "I said freeze."


  <You got new problems,> Tobias announced. <David's walking up.>


  <Earthling!> I yelled. <Your son ditched school early!>


  Don't ask me why I said that. I guess I had some instinct that maybe all parents are alike and even when faced with a weird, morphing alien, they'll focus on their kids first.


  The FBI slash CIA slash Secret Whatever Agency agent's eyes flickered. "He what?"


  <He ditched last period.>


  Now, let me step back and paint this picture for you: It's me, the snake, thought-speaking to a very suspicious guy, pretending to be speaking from a now cocker-spaniel-sized half-spider, half-Andalite, while getting information from a Bird-boy, announcing that some kid had ditched school early.


  Question: Is my life insane?


  Answer: Oh, yeah. Definitely.


  "I came home from work early," David's father said. "Hah! Got him! I'll ground him for a month!"


  The sound vibrations of a door opening downstairs.


  Ax was now more Andalite than spider. And he was morphing his way clear of the poison.


  "I told you to stop that," David's father said, snapping back to the fact that maybe, just maybe, having an alien in his house was slightly more important than catching his son skipping a class.


  <Marco, hang in there,> Tobias reported from outside. <I see an eagle, an osprey, and a falcon heading this way. Should be here in about ten minutes.>


  <That's great, as long as this guy doesn't decide to pull the trigger! 'Cause I'm guessing the bullet will take less than ten minutes to travel.>


  David suddenly appeared in the doorway. He stopped dead and stared at Ax.


  "Whoa!"


  "He says he's some kind of alien," his father said tersely.


  "Whoa-oah-oah!"


  "By the way, you're grounded."


  "An alien, no way!"


  I'm sorry, I couldn't help myself. In thought-speak I said, <Yes, way!>


  It would have all been stupidly funny. I mean, it was bizarre, that's for sure. But the humor vanished in the next instant.


  Because that's when Tobias said, <A limo, two Jeeps, and a moving van, coming fast, all together! Coming this way!>


  And I said to David and his father, in as calm a voice as I could manage, <Listen to me. All hell is about to break loose. The two of you need to hide.>


  "Hide? Why do we have to hide?" David said defiantly.


  <Because the alternative is to be dead.>
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  Dingdong!


  The doorbell rang.


  David's father kept the gun on Ax, who was now definitely an Andalite.


  <You don't want to answer that doorbell,> I said.


  Unfortunately, the real Spawn, the original cobra, chose that moment to slither out of the closet.


  Slowly, David's father turned his gaze down to me. Then back to Ax, then to me again.


  <Yes, it's me, the snake talking. Look, don't do anything stupid.> He jerked the gun toward me.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  I felt an impact. Not pain, just an impact. I jerked my snake head and saw a hole the size of a quarter in my body, just six inches up from the far end. I was seeing carpet through my snake body.


  Now David's father was taking more careful aim.


  Fwapp! Ax swung his tail like a bullwhip! The gun went flying. So did a finger.


  "Hey!" David cried.


  "Ahhh!" his father yelled.


  CRRRRUNCH!


  Downstairs, the door exploded in splinters.


  David's father clutched his injured hand.


  <TOBIAS!> I yelled in thought-speak. <We're gonna need reinforcements!>


  There was a severe, house-shaking pounding as many large feet ran up the stairs.


  Two Hork-Bajir warriors leaped into the room, saw Ax, and cringed back.


  And then, between them, stepped another Andalite. Older than Ax. And in some way you couldn't quite put your finger on, very, very different from Ax.


  <Visser Three!> Ax sneered in hatred.


  <We heard shots. We thought maybe we could help,> the Visser said mockingly.


  "Get out of here!" David yelled.


  <Get out of here?> Visser Three said. <Why, I'm disappointed. I just got your primitive E-mail and I rushed right over.>


  "Y-y-you want to b-b-buy the blue box?"


  <Oh, yes, definitely,> Visser Three said. <I do, I do. And I'm willing to pay anything. Let's see, what could I offer you for the box? I know!> He whipped his tail and pressed the blade against the throat of David's father. <I'll pay you with your father's life.>


  <You aren't getting the box,> Ax said calmly, stepping forward to tail-range with the Visser.


  <Then this human will be separated from his head. I understand that's usually fatal in humans.>


  For a long moment, no one moved. Not Visser Three. Not Ax. Not David or his father. Not the two Hork-Bajir.


  No one moved. Except me.


  I was new in the morph. I hadn't really tried it out yet. And I had no idea how you're supposed to move if you don't have legs. But the snake's own brain knew.


  I slithered. Long muscles in my body contracted, shortening one side of my body, forming a half-loop. Then, I uncoiled the half-loop to push my head forward.


  I was silent. I was swift. But I was not invisible. And I was losing blood from the bullet hole in my tail.


  <What is this? Another Andalite in morph?> Visser Three wondered, cocking a stalk eye down at me.


  Sudden movement!


  David's father jerked his head back, away from the Visser's tail blade. David ran straight at the Visser, yelling, "Let him go!"


  Ax whipped his tail forward. Fwapp! But his attack was slowed by having to be careful of David.


  Fwapp! The Visser blocked Ax's blow!


  The two Hork-Bajir stopped looking like statues and leaped forward, blades flashing.


  Two Hork-Bajir and Visser Three versus Ax and a snake. It was impossible! Doubly impossible with David and his father running around getting in the way.


  Fwapp!


  Fwapp!


  Tail blades sliced the air.


  Shwoop! Shwoop! Hork-Bajir wrist and arm blades slashed.


  Ax was quickly driven back, desperate, against the far wall. It was a slashing, tail-whipping madness that ripped posters from the walls and lacerated curtains and sent all the little toys and gewgaws on David's desk flying.


  I slithered after him, coiling, stretching, coiling, sliding across the floor in pursuit of hooves and the big Hork-Bajir, Tyrannosaurus feet.


  Target! A Hork-Bajir ankle!


  I reared up, I sighted, I fired!


  Fast as an Andalite tail, I launched my diamond head forward through the air, mouth open, fangs down.


  Thmph!


  Yes! I hit flesh! I sank my needle fangs in, all the way. I felt the venom pumping, pumping, pumping chemical death into the Hork-Bajir's leg.


  "Rrrraahhhh!" the Hork-Bajir yelled in pain. He kicked, and I was like the end of a whip! He kicked madly, trying to dislodge me, but I was stuck to him by my fangs.


  Back and forth! Whipped forward, whipped back. My head was almost still, glued to the vile Hork-Bajir leg, but the rest of my long body flailed away through the air.


  Flail forward! <Aaaahhhh!>


  Flail back! <Aaaahhhh!>


  And then the Hork-Bajir began to slow down.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  David's father had found his gun. He was in the corner, still cradling his bloody gun hand and firing with the other hand.


  I saw three circles appear in my Hork-Bajir's chest and down he went.


  I disengaged my teeth.


  More Hork-Bajir rushing into the cramped room. I remembered Tobias saying a moving van was coming. That would hold a lot of Hork-Bajir.


  One big Hork-Bajir stepped on me, not even noticing I was there. A big mistake on his part. I jerked my head forward, quicker than the blink of an eye. This time I bit and released quickly.


  Ax was down!


  I saw him topple over and I saw Visser Three and two Hork-Bajir close in on him.


  And that's when things got really ugly.


  "Hhhhrrroooarrrhh!" There was a throaty, hoarse-sounding roar and through the door stepped something even more awesome, more terrifying than a Hork-Bajir warrior. Through the door, bowing her massive head and crunching her huge bulk, came Rachel.


  If you were to come across a grizzly bear in the wild, out among the trees, it would look huge. But here, confined inside a bedroom, it was beyond huge. The bear was reared up on its hind legs and its cute little ears were scraping the ceiling. I mean, it scared me, and I knew it was just Rachel in a morph.


  You want to know what it's like being a human up against a grizzly bear? Well, you know that "da,da,da,da" commercial for Volkswagen? Anyway, take that Volkswagen and run it head-to-head into an eighteen-wheeler going ninety miles an hour. That's human versus grizzly.


  You just have no concept, no concept at all, how powerful a grizzly bear is till you're up close and personal with it.


  Hork-Bajir are nasty, tough opponents. But even they did a quick double take when Rachel stepped into the room. And behind her, sliding past her with unnatural grace, like molten steel, came a tiger.


  The fight had been rowdy. Now it was going nuclear.


  David was going to have a real problem cleaning up his room.
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  David's room started out with the usual four walls.


  Within seconds, it had only two.


  It was an explosion of wild, insane violence.


  A bunch of Hork-Bajir, a grizzly, two humans, a tiger, a real Andalite, an Andalite-Controller, and me, Snake-boy.


  SLASH!


  ROAR!


  <Andalite scum!> Visser Three cried, enraged.


  The bed ripped apart. Foam rubber protruded from the gash.


  SLASH!


  FWAPP!


  <This time you won't escape, Visser,> Ax said bravely.


  Rachel swung one ham-sized paw, hit a Hork-Bajir warrior, and knocked him through the wall. Not into the wall. Through the wall.


  <About time you guys showed up!> I said. <We were getting our butts kicked.>


  <Is there some reason why you're a snake?> Jake asked.


  <Long story,> I said.


  Crash! Someone or something went out the window.


  I slithered forward, under the feet of the Hork-Bajir. I was looking for Andalite hooves. I was looking for Visser Three. I was going to drain my venom sacs into him.


  But down there on the ground, looking up at all these monstrously tall creatures screaming and roaring and slashing and stomping, it wasn't easy.


  Suddenly, Jake cut loose. Rachel's grizzly might be scarier to see, but Jake's tiger was amazing to hear.


  RRRRROOOOOOOOOWWWWWRRRR!


  I mean, the floor jumped from the sound waves. The windows rattled. You could feel the air vibrating.


  Then, hooves! Delicate, Andalite hooves. But whose? Ax? Or Visser Three?


  As I stared through snake's eyes, I saw the hoof changing. Melting.


  And now growing.


  It was Visser Three morphing!


  I reared back. I flexed the bones that flared my hood. And I -


  A hand reached down and grabbed me behind the neck. It was David. "Look out, Spawn!" he cried.


  <You idiot, put me down!> I roared in thought-speak.


  David jumped back, startled, and dropped me. I spun, looking to take my shot. But then -


  WHUMPF!


  A big Hork-Bajir foot came down on me.


  It didn't kill me, but it sure slowed me down. I lay there stunned, gazing up at Visser Three as he morphed.


  Visser Three has morphs acquired from dozens of planets and moons spread all across the galaxy. We'd seen some of them. I had never seen this one.


  It was as purple as Barney the Dinosaur. But it was not cute. And it didn't look to me like an animal that would sing "I love you, you love me." This purple monster did not have a happy family.


  It rose from the body of Visser Three, hunched over beneath the ceiling. It had massive shoulders. Massive enough to make Rachel's grizzly shoulders look puny. It stood on two widely separated feet, each with four thick toes as big around as my thighs.


  Its face . . . if you could call it a face . . . was in the center of its upper body, so it couldn't turn and look behind itself, only straight forward. Two big eyes blinked from where a guy's chest would be. Weird? Oh, yeah. Definitely weird.


  As I watched in horror, the mouth grew, splitting open, a red-rimmed gash across the creature's belly. Serrated teeth and a tongue that lolled out almost like my own snake tongue.


  And all of that was bad. But it wasn't as bad as what came next. Because from the shoulders grew four arms, two on each side. The arms started off smooth and muscular at the shoulder. But they became increasingly wrinkly as they went down toward the place where the hands should be.


  And instead of hands there were bony, deep, deep red points. They looked like, like, I don't know, like really sharp traffic cones. You know those things they put up on the highway to divert traffic? That's what they looked like: sharp cones on the end of the four arms.


  The two sides had separated a little: Rachel, Jake, and Ax on one side, bloody, sweaty, gasping, hurt, and mad. And the Hork-Bajir and Visser Three on the other side of the room. Between the two sides were the utterly destroyed remnants of David's bed.


  Two of the walls were essentially gone. One wall now opened into a bathroom. David and his father were in there. David's father had his gun, but he was looking wildly from one of us to the other, probably wondering where to shoot. Who were the good guys?


  The other battered wall opened onto the master bedroom. Twisted, shattered two-by-fours stuck out here and there. Slabs of Sheetrock were all askew.


  I wondered where Tobias and Cassie were. But then I realized I could hear a whole other battle taking place downstairs. They were covering our rear.


  Visser Three had completed his morph.


  <It's called a Dule Fansa,> he said. <A rather fanciful name, don't you think? Would you like to see what it can do?>


  He aimed one traffic cone hand at Ax. FwooooooOOOMPH!


  It shot out like a rocket. The wrinkled skin at the bottom of the arm extended, stretched, zoomed right out! The cone shot toward Ax. Ax dodged but caught a glancing blow that knocked him to his knees. The cone shot right on past Ax, into the one remaining wall, and punched a two-foot hole through it.


  In the blink of an eye, the cone hand retracted and wrinkled up, ready to fire again.


  <Now, let's make this simple,> Visser Three said confidently. <I want the blue box. I will have the blue box. Or all of you will die.>


  Chapter 16


  



  Fact One: There was no way we could let Visser Three have that box.


  Fact Two: I didn't even know where the box was.


  Fact Three: There were now six Hork-Bajir crammed into the room and the adjoining master bedroom. Plus Visser Three in his powerful morph. More Hork-Bajir downstairs were keeping Cassie and Tobias from helping us.


  So Fact Four was: We were not going to win this fight.


  <We need to bail,> I said to Jake and Rachel.


  <We can't. If we leave, the Yeerks can tear this place apart and find the box,> Jake pointed out.


  <Where is the stupid box?> Rachel wondered.


  I should point out that thought-speak is a little like E-mail. It's only heard by the people you want it to be heard by. Unless you're speaking "in the open," in which case it's like any normal voice and can be heard by anyone within range.


  The three of us were talking only to each other. But when the Visser spoke it was for all to hear.


  <I'm not a patient Yeerk,> Visser Three said. <I'll have the blue box. And I'll destroy you all. But if I get the blue box now, I may decide to destroy you some other time.>


  <Only David knows where the box is,> I pointed out.


  <Okay,> Jake said. <Ask him.>


  <David,> I said, directing my thought-speak to him. <David, listen to me.>


  I saw his frightened eyes darting, looking for the source of the voice. He was in the bathtub. Not a bad place to be, considering the other choices.


  <David, listen to me. I'm on your side. We have to rescue that box. So we have to know where it is.>


  Visser Three glared at Ax with his chest-mounted eyes. <Brave Andalites,> he mocked. <You'll let me kill these humans rather than give up the box?>


  "No!" David shouted suddenly. "I have the stupid box. Just let us go. I have the stupid box right here in my backpack, if you want it so bad."


  He started to unsling his backpack. And about ten other things happened at once. The Hork-Bajir leaped for him.


  His father fired. BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! CLICK . . .


  Ax whipped his tail toward the Visser's morph.


  Rachel muscled forward, trying to grab David or his backpack or both.


  The Visser took Ax's tail blade on one pile-driver arm. "Aarrraaawwwggghh!" the Visser screamed as Ax's blade sliced neatly through one arm.


  Jake coiled his powerful legs and leaped straight at the Visser, ignoring the Hork-Bajir.


  I struck the closest Hork-Bajir leg I could find and emptied my poison sacs into him.


  <Rachel! Get that kid outta here!> Jake yelled.


  Rachel bellowed, lowered her head, landed on all fours and ran straight at David. Like a train. Like a Mack truck she ran. Straight at him.


  Hork-Bajir slashed at her. I shot a glance and saw what she was doing. There was a small bathroom window. She was going to try to shove him through it. Not exactly fun for David, getting rammed through glass and dropped from the second story, but David's alternatives weren't too good.


  Rachel ran.


  David cowered.


  And the Visser fired two massive pile-driver cone hands straight for David.


  WHUM-WHUMPH! WHAM! CRUNCH!


  The cone hands missed and blew a hole in the outer wall of David's bathroom. In a flash he was swept up by a mountain of bear, shoved through the shattered plaster and glass, and propelled out into the late afternoon air.


  I knew Visser Three could not afford to go racing around a subdivision in his alien morph, followed by a dozen Hork-Bajir warriors. But I also knew he was going to take it out on someone. And the someones were me, Ax, and Jake.


  WHAM! The pile-driver fist fired at Jake. I felt the breeze from it as it shot past my face. It hit Jake in the flank. He went down hard.


  WHAM! The left side fired at Ax. Ax dodged, but just barely. He staggered aside and almost fell through the hole. He was off-balance, teetering. He couldn't hold on, so he turned it into a jump. By the time he hit the ground outside, he was already morphing out of his Andalite body.


  <Jake, run!> I yelled.


  He ran. But his back legs were dragging.


  The Hork-Bajir encircled him, slashing, hacking, attacking. And I was helpless!


  Then, swift, silent, unexpected, a flash of gray and white burst into the room. A wolf, running low to the ground, teeth bared. Cassie!


  She leaped straight onto the back of the closest Hork-Bajir and locked her jaws on the back of his neck.


  Jake staggered the last few feet to the hole in the wall and half-jumped, half-fell through it, to land hard and painfully on the grass below.


  Cassie unclamped her jaws and used the back of the Hork-Bajir to simply spring over him, sail through the wall, and drop gracefully to the ground below.


  Everyone was out. Everyone but me and David's father. Two Hork-Bajir had him by the arms. He was yelling. He was crying his son's name, over and over.


  "David! David! David!"


  I was still there. Visser Three's awful gaze focused on me.


  I slithered under the bed, fast as I could. I raised up into strike position, hooked myself over one of the bed slats, and held on, wishing I were a python.


  Powerful hands threw the bed back.


  <Hah-hah! We'll have one Andalite to play with, at least!> Visser Three gloated.


  But what they saw on the floor was not me. It was Spawn.


  The Hork-Bajir threw a towel over Spawn and gathered him up. They stomped away, down the stairs, carrying what they thought was an Andalite in morph.


  I didn't want to think what they'd do to the poor snake. Maybe just hold him, waiting for him to demorph.


  But maybe when they realized that wasn't happening, they'd do other things. Visser Three is an evil, vengeful creature.


  As for David's father . . . he'd seen too much. There was only one fate for him: Within hours he'd have a Yeerk slug inside his brain.


  His life as a free human being was over.


  Visser Three stayed behind for a moment, after his Hork-Bajir and their prisoners were gone. Did he sense something wrong? Did he sense that I was still there? I was in plain sight, curled tightly around the upturned bed slat.


  I froze. I was so still I could have been dead.


  Visser Three demorphed. Back to his stolen Andalite body. He took one last look around the room.


  I wished he'd come closer. Maybe my poison sacs were full again. Maybe I had enough to destroy him.


  But he didn't come within range. He morphed into his human form and walked calmly from the room.


  Chapter 17


  



  Police rushed to the scene. We heard their sirens as we were escaping and demorphing. But by the time they got there, my friends were gone. So were the Yeerks.


  David's house was practically a hollowed-out shell.


  I demorphed to human, then to osprey, and I flew away just as the police came rushing inside.


  I spotted my friends down below. They had all demorphed, except for Ax, of course, who had morphed his human form.


  They were manhandling David along between them. He was unconscious. I didn't know if the fall had knocked him out or what.


  I swooped down and landed in a Dumpster in an alleyway. I demorphed there, away from prying eyes, and climbed out. The others were just reaching the alley.


  "Hey," I said, catching their attention. Jake hustled the still-groggy-but-reviving David into the alley.


  Rachel and I helped place David gently against the greasy brick wall.


  "They took his dad," I said.


  <They took his mom, too,> Tobias said, swooping down silently to land on the lip of the Dumpster. <I stayed over the house till everyone was clear. David's mom pulled up just as the Yeerks were pulling out. A Hork-Bajir snatched her up.>


  "She'll be a Controller next time anyone sees her," Rachel said. She looked down at David. "Poor kid."


  "He has no one to go home to," Cassie said. "Visser Three knows his name, his face, his address. By now he knows what classes he's in at school and where he hangs out. He's marked. If we let him go they'll take him, too. They'll make him a Controller."


  I nodded. Then I reached into his backpack and fumbled around till I felt the smooth, hard edges. I withdrew my hand, holding the blue box.


  "He hasn't seen any of us," I said. "He can't give us up to the Yeerks. They'll take him, make him a Controller, and he still won't be able to give us up."


  <What do you want to do, Marco?> Tobias asked. <Just write this kid off?>


  "You have another idea?" I said.


  "Harsh," Rachel commented. But I could see she agreed with me.


  "There is perhaps one other alternative," Ax said. He was in his weirdly handsome/pretty human morph. He'd created the morph by taking DNA from Jake, Rachel, Cassie, and me. To this day it's weird, looking at him and seeing elements of myself joined with elements of Rachel, Cassie, or Jake.


  "What alternative?" Jake asked Ax.


  "We have the box," Ax said. "Box. Box-uh. We could use it. The box-uh."


  We all stared at him.


  "Create a new Animorph?" I asked skeptically.


  "Create a new Animorph!" Cassie said enthusiastically.


  Jake was nodding. Rachel was thinking about it, looking from Cassie to Jake back to David, zoned out on the ground.


  "I don't like it," Rachel said.


  "The question is, do we have any alternative?" Jake argued. "I mean, look, the kid is gonna wake up. I can't keep him knocked out. So it's down to this: We either make him one of us, or we leave him, right here, right now. In this alleyway. With parents who will be Controllers soon. With Visser Three knowing his name and looking for the blue box."


  "It's harsh," I said, "but I don't see this guy fitting in with us. We don't know him."


  <We didn't all know each other back when Elfangor used the box on us,> Tobias pointed out.


  "We didn't know you, Tobias," Rachel said. "But Cassie and I were already best friends. Cassie and Jake were, um . . . friends. Jake was my cousin. Marco was his best friend. There were connections. Aside from you. And Ax. With this David guy, no connections."


  It's weird, somehow, the way Rachel and I often end up on the same side. She likes Tobias more than me, and Cassie a lot more than me, but it's often the two of us together on big issues.


  "Big risk," Jake said thoughtfully. "If he works out, we're stronger. If he doesn't . . . "


  "Look, we have the box, right?" Cassie said. "The point is, maybe David here is just the first of many. I mean, we can use the box to create more and more Animorphs. Dozens. Hundreds. The more of us there are, the more we can hurt the Yeerks."


  That was a pretty good point. I hadn't thought of that. But she was right. It wasn't just about this one kid. It was about a long-term strategy.


  Rachel looked at me. "If you're in a war, you want more troops rather than less, right? Makes sense. Besides, we could be a little less cautious that way. With just us six we have to be careful."


  I could feel a rush of excitement at the idea. I mean, Rachel was right, too. We had to be so careful now. We couldn't afford to take some risks. With more Animorphs, we could try to let the whole world know what was happening. We could infiltrate the Letterman show and morph onstage and make people realize what we were saying was true. Or go to the President and show him our powers and then he'd have to listen to us.


  We could actually win the war, instead of just maintaining.


  And yet . . .


  I spread my hands, pleading. "He names his cat Megadeth. He has a cobra named Spawn. What kind of a kid is that?"


  Cassie shrugged. "A kid with bad taste in music and good taste in comic books?"


  <I don't see we have a choice,> Tobias said. <But it's Jake's call.>


  "Yes, Prince Jake should decide," Ax agreed.


  "This is a big step," Jake said, shaking his head firmly. "If Erek is right, and he usually is, we are coming up against the toughest mission ever. The most important mission ever. I'm not going to make this decision on my own. Not this time. We do this by vote. Simple question: Do we make David one of us, yes or no?"


  <Yes,> Tobias said. <Can't just leave him to Visser Three.>


  "I vote yes," Cassie said. "We have to make a leap of faith here and hope it will work out."


  I snorted. I can't help it. It's my automatic reaction any time people start talking about "leaps of faith." Cassie smiled tolerantly at me.


  "I should not vote," Ax said. "I follow Prince Jake. Jay-kuh."


  Jake shook his head. "Nope. You are a part of the group, Ax. In battle, maybe there isn't time to vote on everything, but this is a democracy."


  "Then I vote no," Ax said.


  My eyebrows shot up. There were six of us altogether. This vote could still go my way.


  <Just out of curiosity, why, Ax-man?> Tobias asked.


  "We are not an army. We are a guerrilla group," he said. "Guerrilla, gorilla? The differences between the two words are very subtle. You humans should not make your words so . . . But my point is, going from six members to seven will not make us much stronger, and it carries risk. Risssss-kuh."


  "If we're talking about having hundreds, maybe thousands of Animorphs eventually, don't we have to start somewhere?" Cassie asked.


  "Yes," Ax agreed. "But we should start with someone we understand. Not a stranger. We have this mission before us, to save the human leaders of your various countries. A seventh person might help us. But it might also make our team indecisive, uncertain."


  Jake looked at me.


  "I'm with Ax," I said. "Something about this guy doesn't feel right to me."


  "Two in favor, two against," Jake summarized. "Rachel?"


  Rachel would vote against. Then, even if Jake was for it, we'd have a tie. Jake would never go ahead if we had a tie vote. I was starting to feel relieved and guilty all at once. I didn't enjoy thinking about David's fate.


  "Let's do it," Rachel said.


  "What?" I yelped.


  "You heard me," Rachel said. "Ax makes a good point. One extra member just adds risk. But Cassie's right, too. We have to start somewhere, now that we have the box. What are we going to do, run an ad in the newspaper? 'Help wanted: danger, nightmares, big-time creepiness, no pay? Have you ever wanted to turn into a bug and fight brain-stealing aliens? Well, call '1-800-ANIMORPH.'"


  Cassie laughed. "The sad thing is, Rachel, you would actually respond to an ad like that."


  Rachel laughed. "Exactly. So you see the kind of people we'd get."


  It was up to Jake now.


  David moaned and moved his head. His eyes fluttered open.


  "Who are you?" he asked, blinking up at Jake, then looking around at the rest of us.


  Jake sighed. "We're the people who are going to totally change your world, David."


  Chapter 18


  



  "They are called Yeerks," Jake said.


  We were back in Cassie's barn, among the caged, wounded animals. Amidst the smells of hay, medicine, and animal poop. David was sitting on a bale of hay, rubbing his jaw. We were standing around him.


  "They are a parasitic race from another planet. They are not much more than gray slugs, really. But they enter your brain and reduce you to slavery. Those big, seven-foot-tall creatures that were in your house? Those are Hork-Bajir. They have Yeerks in their brains. An entire species already enslaved by the Yeerks."


  "And now they're after the human race," Cassie said. "There are thousands of humans who've been made into Controllers. That's what you call a creature who's controlled by a Yeerk."


  "My brother is one," Jake said.


  "And by now, David, so are your mother and your father," I said.


  Cassie shot me an angry, disapproving look. Jake obviously agreed with her. I shrugged. "He needs to know what's happening," I said. "He needs to know this isn't just some game."


  "What about my mom and dad?" David asked me directly.


  I sighed. "Look, it's all about that blue box you found. The Yeerks want it. The guy who turned into the big purple pile driver? That's Visser Three. He's the leader of the Yeerks here on Earth. He's running the invasion, okay? As you may have noticed, he wants the box. And he allowed your father, and your mom, too, I guess, to see the truth. To see him. And that's a no-no. The Yeerks don't want people knowing what's happening, not yet. So he's going to keep your mom and dad quiet. Plus, he's going to find out what they know about the box."


  David shook his head, not understanding. "Are you saying he'll torture them or something?"


  "Man," I muttered. Explaining everything was going to be hard. I walked over and stood right in front of David. "Listen to me. By now your parents have been taken to a secret, underground facility called a Yeerk pool. It's not a nice place. Picture a sludgy cesspool of a pond the color of molten lead. There are two steel piers leading out over the pond. Hork-Bajir warriors will drag your parents out to the end of one of those piers. They will -"


  "Marco!" Cassie said angrily.


  "They will drag them out to the end of that pier and they will kick their legs out from under them and force their heads down into the sludge. And while they are kicking and screaming and calling for help, a Yeerk slug will swim over and it will squeeze into one ear. And it will flatten itself out and squeeze and burrow and dig its way into their skulls, where it will spread around and into their brains. And the Hork-Bajir will yank them up out of the sludge, and they will start to feel that they cannot control their own arms or legs. Cannot open their own mouths or move their own eyes. The Yeerk will open their memories like a person opening a book. They will be slaves. The most total slaves in all of history because even their own minds won't be theirs anymore. Are you getting the picture?"


  Throughout all this, David had just stared at me. But slowly, without me noticing at first, tears had begun to well up in his eyes, and now I jerked myself away. I was panting. Feeling like . . .


  I could see it all happening in my imagination. As I'd been talking, it wasn't David's mother I was seeing, it was my own.


  Silence in the barn. Even the animals seemed quiet.


  "My mom is one," I said flatly. "She's a Controller."


  "There's a lot to tell you, David," Jake said quietly. "But Marco's right. You need to know this isn't a game. This is life and death. This is the future of the whole human race. It's too late to help your parents. And as of now, you have no home and you can't go back to school. You do, they'll find you. And it'll be you taking that long walk down the steel pier."


  I saw the expression in David's eyes darken further still. It's not every day someone tells you your life is over.


  "This is stupid," David said. "I mean . . . it's not right. Can't be. This is all some kind of trick."


  "You saw what went down at your house," Rachel said.


  "That could have been guys dressed up in costumes," David argued.


  "You saw Visser Three morph," Cassie pointed out.


  "What's a Kisser Three?"


  "Visser Three. With a 'v,"' Jake said. "The one who looked like a deer with a scorpion tail. You saw him morph into that purple pile-driver monster."


  David looked sullen. "It's all a trick."


  I shot a look at Rachel. She looked like she was already regretting her vote.


  "Ax," Jake said. "Demorph."


  Ax nodded his human head. "I would be glad to. It is very disturbing being without my tail. Diss-ter-BING."


  "David, watch Ax. Watch him closely."


  David stared as Ax began to change. Hooves began to grow on his feet. His arms became thinner and weaker. Extra fingers emerged on his hands. His lips were sealed together, and then faded to the color of the surrounding skin, and finally disappeared altogether. His front legs began to emerge, growing straight out of his chest.


  "Aaaahhh! Aaaahhh!" David cried. He jumped back, stumbled, and started to run.


  Rachel grabbed him. "It's okay, you'll get used to it," she said. She turned him around and pushed him back toward the hay bale he'd been sitting on.


  There was a slight slurping sound as Ax's tail began to appear. Ax fell forward on all fours. The stalks grew from the top of his head and then - pop! pop! - eyes appeared on the ends of the stalks.


  "See?" Jake said. "No trick. This is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. We call him 'Ax' for short. He's an Andalite. The Andalites are the good guys of the galaxy."


  "Mostly, anyway," I muttered.


  "Visser Three, who you saw in your room, has an Andalite body. But he's a Yeerk underneath it all. He has just stolen and enslaved an Andalite."


  David was shaking. I don't know how much he was absorbing. I felt like laughing. I mean, it was insane, of course. This poor kid is minding his own business one minute, and suddenly he's in the middle of . . .


  But come to think of it, that's just what had happened to all of us, back one night when we walked through an empty construction site.


  Back then I hadn't even wanted anything to do with being an Animorph. Jake hadn't wanted to be a leader. Cassie had just wanted to hug trees and take care of her animals. Tobias was a lost, messed-up kid looking for someone to care about him. A human kid.


  Rachel . . . well, I personally think Rachel was glad to see her life go this way. Rachel always was a warrior hiding inside a fashion queen.


  How would David deal with it all? Would he resist, like I had? Would he embrace it like Rachel?


  "There is one nice thing about all this," Cassie said. "There is a compensation for all the danger and all the fear."


  David looked at her, uncomprehending.


  "You know the wild animals who were fighting the Yeerks today? You know the birds who tried to steal the blue box before that?" I said. "Us. That was us. See, Visser Three and Ax aren't the only ones who can morph. So can we. And now that we have this," I lifted up the blue box, "so can you."


  "Any animal you can touch, you can become," Cassie said. "A dolphin, a skunk, a wolf."


  "An elephant or a grizzly bear," Rachel said.


  "A gorilla. A shark," I said.


  "A tiger, a fly, a cockroach," Jake said. "Any animal. Any size. But only for two hours at a time. You can never stay in morph for more than two hours."


  "Why?" David wondered.


  "Meet the final member of the Animorphs," I said. "David, my man, meet Tobias."


  Chapter 19


  



  David spent the night at my house. I told my dad it was a sleepover. I gave him my bed and I used my sleeping bag and an air mattress. An air mattress that had lost all its air by two A.M.


  Which was a good thing, because I woke up when David was sneaking from the room. I found him starting to make a phone call from the hall phone.


  I put my finger down on the buttons before he could dial. "Ever heard of Caller ID?" I whispered.


  "I'm calling my mom and dad," he said fiercely.


  I nodded. "Okay. But not from here."


  We got dressed and crept past my dad's room and down the stairs. It was chilly outside and damp.


  "Come on," I said.


  "Where are we going?"


  "You want to call home, fine. We'll call. But from a pay phone. And then we'll see what happens."


  I led him down the street, hoping no cop would pass by and notice us. I wasn't used to roaming the streets late at night. At least not as a human. Normally, I'd be in morph.


  I took him down the dark, quiet subdivision streets, out through the gate, and along the boulevard to the 7-Eleven. There was a phone on the street side of the 7-Eleven parking lot.


  "Okay, now listen up," I said to David. "We do this my way. You can call. Tell your parents you're all right. Don't tell them who you're with. Don't tell them where you are. Got it?"


  He nodded. But I don't think he intended to listen to me. That was okay, because I wasn't going to leave him alone. My finger would be half an inch from the little lever, ready to kill the phone call if I even thought he was about to say anything wrong.


  David pumped in a quarter and started to dial. I grabbed his arm. "Before you do that, let me tell you exactly what's going to happen. Your mom and dad will sound totally normal. They'll tell you to come home. If you refuse, they'll ask where you are. Ask them what happened today at the house. Just that."


  David finished dialing.


  "Hello? Dad? It's me. It's me."


  I waited while he listened.


  "No, I'm not okay, I'm scared."


  Listening again.


  I silently mouthed the words "ask him."


  "Dad, what happened? I mean, those were aliens and all."


  David listened. His eyes turned to me. I could see the dull fear.


  "It was all a trick?" he echoed back. "It was guys from your work playing a trick?"


  I rolled my eyes. I'd expected some lame lie, but that was really lame.


  "Dad, I saw that one alien turn into something else. That was real."


  Pause.


  "I'm okay, I'm-"


  Click! I stopped the call.


  David turned on me, furious. He looked eerie in the neon and fluorescent glow from the 7-Eleven.


  "What are you doing?" he demanded.


  I grabbed his sleeve. "Come on. That's time enough."


  He shook me off. "Step off, Marco, you don't tell me what to do."


  "Listen, you idiot, in about two minutes a couple carloads of Yeerks are going to come screaming up looking for you. They'll trace the call."


  "My dad wouldn't do that."


  "No? Come with me. We can watch. We can see what happens."


  He came with me across the boulevard. There's a row of older buildings over there. The kind with deep, dark doorways. We slunk back into the shadows.


  I was wrong. It didn't take two minutes.


  Two Jeeps, windows darkened, came roaring down the street a minute and a half later. The long, sinister limousine was not far behind.


  Human-Controllers leaped from the Jeeps. No Hork-Bajir this time. Not out in the open.


  "See?"


  "That doesn't prove anything," David hissed.


  But then another car came squealing up. David's father and mother jumped out. They joined the others.


  His father began passing out photographs.


  "Your picture," I said.


  "They're guys from my dad's work," David said. "Other spies, like him."


  "What exactly does your dad do for a living?"


  "He works for the National Security Agency. So, see, he would be able to trace the call, and he'd have his work buds with him. He's just looking for me, that's all."


  His father and two of the other men dodged traffic and ran across the boulevard. Others spread out into the store and around the back, looking here and there.


  His father and the two men came down the sidewalk straight for us. We could hear their footsteps. We could hear his father's voice.


  "If we don't find that kid, Visser Three will make us wish we were dead," David's father said.


  I looked at David. I saw him sag. I was afraid he'd collapse.


  "He's coming this way," David said, his voice cracking. "He'll see us."


  <No, he won't,> I said in thought-speak.


  I guess David didn't notice that he hadn't really heard my voice. His father and the other two came closer.


  And then . . .


  PAH-LUMP, PAH-LUMP, PAH-LUMP, PAH-LUMP.


  There came the sound of something running. Something large.


  I stuck my head out of the shadows to watch. David did the same. The three Controllers heard the heavy galloping sound and turned.


  There, running down the sidewalk, came a rhinoceros.


  David's father and one of the men were bright enough to get out of the way. The third man was not.


  WHUMPF!


  Rhino horn hit human flesh and human flesh didn't do so well. The Controller flew up, over, cartwheeled once, and landed hard on the pavement.


  <That would be Jake,> I said calmly. <He and the others have been taking turns watching my house in case there was any trouble. They followed us.>


  David's father turned, drew his gun, and aimed for Jake's retreating butt. Not that a little pistol was going to do serious damage to a rhino butt, still . . .


  I stepped out, wrapped one massive gorilla hand around the back of David's father's neck, and tossed him lightly against the wall. David's father hit, bounced, and fell to the sidewalk with a sigh.


  The other Controller took a long, gaping look at me. At my tree-trunk arms and bulldozer gorilla head and shoulders.


  "It's a trap!" he yelled and scurried back across the boulevard.


  <Seen enough?> I asked David.
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  We moved David from my house to Jake's house. We didn't have any idea what to do with him long-term. He couldn't go home. He couldn't go anywhere. He was a hunted person. And we could not allow him to be caught. Not with what he knew.


  The day after he witnessed his father as a Controller, we assembled in the woods. Cassie's dad was working in the barn. Even though it was still chilly out and the sky was filled with clouds, we were tramping along, clutching our sweatshirts and jackets closed with one hand.


  With the other hand we were carrying a large, divided wire cage. We'd passed poles through, front to back, one on each side. Cassie, Jake, Rachel, and I each had a pole-end. David walked alongside, a little off by himself. Tobias and Ax were in the woods.


  In the cages were two big birds of prey: a merlin and a golden eagle. The merlin was about a quarter of the size of the eagle. The eagle was one big bird. And heavy. My carrying arm was straining.


  Both birds had been patients of Cassie and her dad. Both were going to be released.


  Tobias came swooping down, seemingly out of the clouds. He landed with easy precision on a small log.


  <What are you doing with that?> he demanded, glaring at the eagle.


  "Relax, relax, Tobias," Cassie said, setting down the cage.


  <You're not releasing him near my territory,> he said flatly.


  "Tobias, this bird has only been at the center for a couple of days. He has a well-established territory well back in the mountains. You know golden eagles don't like roosting in trees if they can find a nice cliff. So he won't be hanging around. But we can't get him any closer to his territory, really, because the road back up there washed out."


  Tobias stared fiercely at her. But then, Tobias always looks fierce. That hawk face never looks exactly happy or relaxed.


  He switched his gaze to David, then to Jake. It was a clear, unspoken question.


  "David's here to acquire his first morph. The merlin."


  "Which one's the merlin?" David asked.


  "The smaller bird," Cassie said. "They're very fast, very agile," she added helpfully.


  "Faster than the big one?" David asked.


  <You don't want to be a golden eagle,> Tobias said. <They're jerks. They go after other birds. Not to mention anything from a rabbit to a small deer. And I'm not kidding about the deer. I saw a golden eagle take down a young doe. Sank those talons right into the back of her head, boom, she went down like she'd been shot.>


  "I want to do the eagle," David said.


  A moment's hesitation. "Any special reason?" Jake asked.


  "Yeah. You tell me I have no home. No family. Now I'm supposed to be in the middle of some war with aliens. If I'm in a war, I want to kick butt."


  Jake nodded. "It isn't always about sheer power. That golden eagle is as big as a bald eagle, and we have problems sometimes with Rachel being a bald eagle because of the size."


  "That bird has a seven-foot wingspan," Cassie pointed out.


  David nodded and looked down at the leaves and grass underfoot. "Did Jake here tell you all what animals to morph? Or did you pick them yourselves?"


  "I'm not telling you what animal to morph," Jake said calmly. But it was that calm voice Jake uses when he's actually starting to get mad.


  "Okay, then I'll morph the eagle," David insisted.


  "Here's an idea," I said. "How about not being such a jerk? We saved you from the Yeerks. We've been doing this for a while, all right? We know what we're talking about. And Jake is the leader of this little group, so how about if you show some respect?"


  "Who are you, my father?" David sneered. "You don't tell me what to do. No one tells me what to do. As for saving me, hah! That's a joke. You wanted the blue box, and now you have it, and you know what I have? Nothing. That's what I have, nothing. So thanks."


  I don't know what I'd expected from David. I couldn't be a hypocrite. I wasn't thrilled about being an Animorph at first, either. I didn't care about saving the world then. I just cared about my dad not getting hurt anymore. And I guess I didn't really accept it all till I discovered my mother was a Controller. That's when I knew we had to fight.


  "Look, kid -" Rachel began.


  But Jake gave a little shake of his head and Rachel stopped talking and just fumed.


  "You guys all think you're so tough and so cool," David said. "All these battles you've been in and all. But now, here I am, the new guy - as usual for me - and you don't like me."


  "No one doesn't like you," Cassie said.


  David turned his head to stare right at me. "He doesn't. I'm not an idiot, you know. I can tell what people think about me. My family moves every couple of years whenever my dad gets transferred. I'm always the new kid in school. So I've gotten good at telling what people think of me. And now, here I am in this different school. And I'm the new kid." He shrugged. "So, look, maybe you like me, maybe you don't like me. I don't care. I'm here. If you use the blue box on me I'm one of you. But I'm not going to get pushed around. And I'm not going to be all, 'Oh, thank you, wise and wonderful Animorphs, for letting me join.' If I'm in, I'm in all the way. If not . . . I guess I'll walk away and try to figure out what to do. On my own."


  The funny thing was, I kind of liked David's little speech. I like people who push back when they get pushed. I liked the speech. I liked the attitude. I still didn't like David.


  But Rachel laughed out loud. "Oh, he'll fit in fine."


  Jake looked at Tobias. "Where's Ax?"


  <Can't you hear him? You people are so deaf. He's galloping, should appear right about . . . there.>


  Ax sprang lightly into view. <I am sorry to be late,> he said. <I had to go out of my way to avoid some human campers. Are we going ahead with the Escafil Device?>


  Jake hesitated, just a split second before saying, "Yes."


  Rachel had been carrying the blue box in a waist pouch. She unzipped the pouch, popped out the box, and tossed it to Ax. Ax missed the catch. Andalite hands are weak and slow. But before the box could hit the ground, Ax whipped his tail forward, turned the blade flat, and caught the box. He raised the box to his hands.


  <Press your hand on the square nearest to you,> Ax said.


  "Wait! Shouldn't there be some kind of ceremony or something?" Cassie said.


  "Like what?" I asked. "You want us all to join hands and sing The Star-Spangled Banner'?"


  "No, I don't know all the words," Cassie said.


  With a sly grin she added, "We could sing 'MMM-Bop.'"


  We all laughed. Even David.


  Ax held out the cube in one hand. David stepped forward, still obviously a little intimidated by Ax. He pressed his hand down on the cube.


  "It tingles," David said.


  Suddenly I was back in that dark construction site. Back with Jake and Rachel and Cassie, with a human Tobias and a dying Elfangor.


  I barely recognized the person I'd been back then. I had changed. Everything had changed that night.


  Now David, another kid not very different from any of us, had been dragged into this nightmare reality of great power and greater fear.


  Maybe I didn't like him. But I felt sorry for him.


  I stepped up to him and stuck out my hand. He took it. "Welcome to the Animorphs, new boy."


  We each shook his hand. And then Cassie cracked open the cage of the golden eagle.


  "You just put your hand in very slowly," she instructed.


  David's shaking hand moved toward the bird.


  "Now press your palm against the bird's shoulder."


  He did. The eagle gave him a dirty look, but then ignored him.


  "Focus your mind. See the eagle in your imagination. Think about him, what he is, what he represents."


  David's eyes fluttered shut.


  "Now take your hand away," Cassie said softly. "You now have the golden eagle inside you. His DNA is in your blood. You can become him."


  David grinned. "When do I do it?"


  "Soon," Jake said. "We also have to get you a morph with some teeth. Cassie? Take David to the zoo. With your access he should be able to get in and out without being spotted, but the rest of us will fly cover. Let him have whatever morph he wants. But also get him a bug or two in case he has to get small. We want to be ready," he said, switching back to David. "We have a little . . . situation. A mission."


  "Nothing to worry about, though," I said. "Just the usual: Save the world from the alien invaders. You'll get used to it."
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  There were two big tests ahead for David. One was his first morphing. The other was his first battle.


  We'd all gotten used to morphing. Almost. But the first time was a serious eye-opener. You think you've experienced weird? You haven't experienced anything until you watch your own body turn into something extremely different.


  It would have been nice to have some time to prepare David. But there was no time. Erek had told us the world leaders would be showing up in four days. Time was up. They were coming. And we had to figure out which one was a Controller, protect the others, and if at all possible, find a way to warn them all of the Yeerk conspiracy.


  "I have the brochure," Rachel announced as we met once again at Cassie's barn. "I downloaded it off the Internet."


  She held out some color printer pages showing the Marriott resort. There were photographs of rooms. Pictures of giddy, happy people in bathing suits, a shot of a big buffet table maybe fifty feet long and loaded with food, and a map of the resort. The map showed a big, main hotel building that was twenty stories high. And down, closer to the beach, a jumble of smaller "cottages." Ten cottages in all.


  "They'll be in the cottages," I said. "The leaders, I mean. They'll dump all their people in the main hotel building."


  "Sounds right," Jake agreed.


  "They'll have security so tight no one will be able to burp without nine guys in sunglasses running over with their Uzis cocked and ready." I counted off on my fingers. "French security, German security, Japanese security -"


  "Ninjas?" David asked.


  "Yeah, Jackie Chan himself," I said, rolling my eyes.


  "He's Chinese, not Japanese," David said, rolling his eyes back at me.


  "British security," I said, adding quickly, "and no one say, 'Bond, James Bond,' please. Russian security and American secret service, FBI, and local cops."


  Jake sighed and shook his head.


  "Now just to make things really fun," I continued, "there are the Yeerks. How many of the hotel's maids and waiters and pool boys are Controllers? Don't know. How many of the Russian, German, British, French, Japanese, and U.S. security guys are also Controllers? Don't know. All we know is that one of these presidents or prime ministers is a Controller."


  "At least one," Cassie said. "Sorry to interrupt, but it's kind of important. Erek said one of them was a Controller. He didn't say for sure that the other five were not."


  We all just gaped at Cassie. It hadn't occurred to me. It should have, but it didn't.


  "Can I say something?" David asked.


  "Sure," Rachel said darkly. "As long as it isn't more bad news."


  "It kind of is. My dad is part of the National Security Agency. What they do is electronic surveillance. You know, like bugging phones and watching people from satellites in orbit? Well, it just seems to me the Yeerks can do all those things plus a lot more. So probably the entire Marriott resort is being watched by the Yeerks."


  "I'm pretty sure I said, 'No more bad news,'" Rachel grumbled. "Oh, man."


  Nothing scares me more than Rachel being discouraged. By the time she starts worrying, any sane, sensible human being is ready to run screaming from the room.


  "We have no choice," Jake said. "Do we?"


  <If the Yeerks get to the President and these other guys, we might as well give up,> Tobias said. <Six powerful world leaders, all Controllers? I mean, those six people are just slightly more powerful than the seven of us.>


  "All that security," Jake said. "That's a lot of ways to get shot."


  "Yeah," Rachel agreed. "So, let's do it."


  "You ready?" Jake asked David.


  David nodded.


  "Okay," Jake said. "This should be a nice, safe, easy trip down the coast. We're just spying the situation out. You'll need the eagle morph, but not the other morph you acquired at the zoo."


  "Still, the morphing will be very creepy," Cassie warned. "So be prepared. What you do is just concentrate. Focus on the eagle."


  I could see David's brow creasing with the effort of concentration.


  "It's going to be weird," Rachel warned.


  David's skin was already changing colors. It was turning a sort of medium brown. His eyes widened as he looked down at his hands.


  "It won't hurt," I reassured him.


  Lines began to appear on the brown flesh. Lines that outlined feathers. And at the same time David began to shrink.


  "What's happening?!" he cried.


  "You're getting smaller," Cassie said gently. "It's part of the process. Now the lines on your skin will deepen and go three-dimensional. You may feel itching."


  "Ahhh!" he yelped as the outlines of feathers became actual feathers.


  "Just hope he doesn't do that finger bone thing I did the other day," I muttered to Jake. "That'd rock his world."


  Maybe I should have kept my mouth shut. Because at that exact moment, both of David's arms went shooting out, lengthening suddenly. The bones of his arm and fingers shot out, bare and white and thin as uncooked spaghetti.


  "Aaaaahhh! Aaaaahhh!" David screamed.


  "Eeeewww!" Rachel commented helpfully. "Now that's gross."


  "Ride through it," Cassie said. "Just stay with it. Look! See? The flesh and feathers are covering the bones now."


  Sure enough, the bones were only visible for a few seconds. But David was rattled.


  "Don't sweat it," I said. "Wait till you morph a fly. You want to see disgusting? That's disgusting. This is nothing." I waved my hand dismissively.


  "I don't want to -" David started to say, but then his mouth bulged out. The lips stretched, formed into a pink, fleshy beak-shape, then hardened like setting cement.


  David was small now. Smaller than me. Half my size. But with enormously long, brown wings. His clothing was hanging loosely, wrinkled up around his feet. Probably a good thing. If he'd looked at his feet right then, it wouldn't have made him feel exactly better.


  Then it occurred to me. "Umm, guys? David here doesn't know how to morph clothing yet. He doesn't have a morphing suit."


  "Rachel and I will look away till he figures it out," Cassie said.


  "We can get him something nice," Rachel said, considering. I knew in her mind she was running through the stock of every store in the mall.


  David was almost all eagle now.


  "Okay, now you can't talk anymore," Cassie explained to him. "But you can thought-speak. Just think of who you want to talk to, whether it's me, or Marco, or all of us at once. Form the words in your mind, and we'll hear them."


  <Can you hear this?>


  "Yes." Cassie nodded. "See? It's easy. But now comes the really tricky part, because the eagle's brain, its basic instincts will kick in and -"


  The eagle head, faintly gold in the dull gray light snapped left. The eyes focused sharply on Tobias.


  The golden eagle was flapping wildly, aiming sharp talons and ripping beak toward Tobias before anyone could move.
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  David was quick. But Cassie was quick and prepared. She stepped in, expertly grabbed the flailing eagle, and held him down.


  <See! See what I mean?> Tobias demanded as he retreated back up into the rafters of the barn. <Golden eagles. They're all psycho. Them and crows. And jays. And a few other birds I could mention. I mean, there are plenty of mice and rabbits to go around, no one needs to be attacking fellow birds.>


  "David, David!" Cassie said. "Think, now. Focus. Your name is David. You're human. Get a grip."


  The eagle flapped its wings and struggled, but even a very large bird can't fly with a girl practically riding its back. And it was still entangled in David's own clothing. Slowly David calmed down.


  <That was weird,> he said at last. <It was like I was myself, only suddenly there was someone else in my head, too.>


  <You will become accustomed to it,> Ax said. <When I morph a human I often experience the human mind and human instincts. The need for food, for example.>


  "Yeah, don't get between Ax and a cinnamon bun," I said.


  "You want to try to fly?" Jake asked David.


  <Fly?>


  "Duh. What do you think those wings are for?" I said.


  <How do I do it?>


  "Well, first, wait for us all to morph. Then trust the eagle. He knows how to fly," Cassie said.


  In a few minutes we were ready to take off. We left David's clothes behind in the barn.


  It was strange and kind of emotional, watching someone morph for the first time. I don't know how to explain it. It was like, I don't know, like when someone becomes a citizen. You know, when they swear someone in, and one minute he's Chinese or African or Dutch or Mexican or whatever, and the next minute, once he's "solemnly sworn" or whatever, he's an American. As much an American as any other American.


  I've always been kind of affected by watching that happen. I mean, my own mother was born in another country.


  Anyway, that's how I felt now, watching David test out his wings. He was the new Animorph. It was official. He was one of us.


  And we knew nothing about him, except that he had a snake named Spawn and a cat named Megadeth.


  He flew. It wasn't a great day for flying, but we had no choice. We had to scope out the Marriott resort before all the big heavies arrived. As we flew I tried to put myself in the head of whoever was planning security for the summit. There would be roadblocks on all the roads that approached the place. There'd be snipers on the roof. Quick-response teams with heavy weapons nearby. Guys with shoulder-launched antiaircraft missiles. Stingers, I think they're called.


  Amazing what you can learn by watching movies of Tom Clancy books. They'd have boats patrolling the shoreline. Probably very fast speedboats backed up by Coast Guard cutters.


  They'd probably -


  <This is so excellent!> David yelled for about the tenth time, interrupting my thoughts once again. <I can see everything! I can see little crabs all the way down there on the beach! I mean, whoa!>


  They'd probably have sealed up every manhole cover. They might have installed automatic locks on a lot of the doors, and of -


  <Look! Look! Look at this!> David yelled as he caught a warm updraft, spread his wings, and went shooting straight up.


  <Yeah, yeah, it's cool,> I said. <But I'm trying to think here.>


  David ignored me and shot past me, huge, twice my size, like a Boeing 747 jumbo jet alongside my 727. A rare glint of sun poking through the clouds flashed the muted gold of his head and neck feathers.


  <Yah-haaaah!> David yelled in sheer glee.


  Okay, he was being annoying. But I couldn't really get mad. Flying is the coolest thing in the world. It just is. Having your own wings and being able to roam across the sky is amazing.


  But I was supposed to be thinking. We had to know what to look for when we reached the resort. Had to figure out how we could move within the compound, how we were going to reach the various world leaders and spy on them. And protect them.


  There were other birds in the sky, of course. And we were flying fairly far apart so, as Tobias put it, <We didn't look like some kind of birdwatcher's fantasy.>


  We were spread across a mile or so of sky, sometimes closer together, sometimes farther apart, depending on the breezes and the little pockets of dead air that'd drop you twenty feet. There were geese flying fast above us, a neat V in the sky. And there were crows, gulls, and the occasional innocent hawk, all floating around below us, looking for food or just hanging out.


  I didn't think anything of them, although the other birds sure noticed us. They knew the bird-of-prey silhouette. They knew they didn't want to be too close.


  <Yeeee-haaaaahh!> David yelled. <I'm doing it!>


  It took me a few seconds to notice that his tone sounded different. More excited. More keyed up. By the time I looked, it was too late.


  David was tearing down, down, down like a falling rocket. Swooping, straight toward a careless crow.


  I watched, helpless. I was an osprey. There was no way I could catch him. Golden eagles are blazingly fast. Only Jake in his peregrine falcon morph might have intercepted the eagle, but he was too far away.


  With my laser-focus osprey eyes I saw the big eagle talons rake forward.


  There was no sound as David struck the crow. They were too far below me for sound. Just one minute the crow was flying along, and the next second it was tumbling.


  David caught the breeze again, leveled off, and swooped back upward. The lifeless crow twirled down through the air, an unbalanced, black pinwheel.


  <What are you doing?!> Jake roared.


  <Um . . . um . . . I guess this eagle's brain kind of took over for a minute,> David said. <I can't believe I just did that! That poor bird! I just lost control.>


  It was possible. It was hard, sometimes, to control the animal you'd morphed. So it was possible that's what had happened. The others certainly bought it. Cassie comforted him.


  But I have an instinct for lies. Maybe it's because I can lie pretty well when I need to.


  I know a lie when I hear one. David had killed that crow. Deliberately. In cold blood. For absolutely no reason.


  <Hey, look!> Tobias said. <There's a helicopter coming up behind us. Marine Corps helicopter. It's . . . whoa! That must be Marine One!>


  <Marine what?> Rachel asked.


  <You know, Air Force One, the President's jet? Marine One is the President's helicopter,> Tobias explained.


  <The stuff you know, Tobias,> Rachel marveled.


  I focused my osprey eyes on the helicopter. No time to worry about David. The helicopter was coming from the direction of the airport, straight toward the compound. A second, identical helicopter was a mile back from the first. A decoy. Unless the first chopper was the decoy.


  Then I noticed something else. A blurring in the air above and behind the helicopter. Like the air itself was swirling a little. Almost like heat waves coming up off hot asphalt.


  Tobias had noticed it, too. <Oh, man! We've seen that before!>


  <What's the matter?> David demanded.


  <Yeerk stealth technology,> Ax said calmly. <Human eyes would never notice. Human radar won't spot it. But these eyes are very good. And Yeerk technology is, well, it's not exactly Andalite technology.>


  <So what is it?> David cried.


  <Yeerk spacecraft. Shielded,> I said. <One coming right up behind the President's helicopter. They aren't going to wait for the conference. The Yeerks are going after him right now!>
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  <Move! Move! Move!> Jake yelled.


  We hauled. We flapped our wings like insane ducks, racing to reach the helicopter before the Yeerks did. It was off to our side. Going the same direction as us, but still distant.


  At the speed the helicopters were moving, they'd probably have reached the Marriott resort in twenty minutes. It was an hour away for us.


  I could see from the dimensions of the shimmering effect that this was no little Bug fighter moving in. This was far bigger. And there was only one Yeerk ship likely to be big enough.


  The Blade ship. Visser Three's personal death-dealing machine.


  The shimmering air moved closer, up behind and above the helicopter. We got closer, but we were spread out, ragged. Rachel behind with Tobias, Jake and David up front, me, Cassie, and Ax more or less in the middle.


  A long, narrow rectangle began to appear. It appeared in the sky as if it were just floating there. A very narrow, very long rectangle that slowly opened wider.


  <The Blade ship is opening its belly hatch,> Ax said. So. He, too, had decided this must be the Blade ship.


  The hatch widened, opened, revealing the inside of the Blade ship. It was utterly bizarre. The stealth shield didn't work over the hatch itself. I could see inside. I could see a sort of inverted cradle, ready to receive the helicopter. I could see foul Taxxon heads rising from behind consoles and control panels. And I could see Hork-Bajir warriors, wearing the red uniforms they wore aboard the Blade ship.


  But none of this could be seen by the helicopter. The hatch was in a blind spot above and behind. And the chase helicopter wouldn't see it, either. The angle was all wrong.


  I raced. The hatch opened. I was wearing out, beating my wings against the breeze. But I was getting closer.


  Suddenly, the helicopter's rotors slowed. The engine roar died out.


  <They have it!> Ax yelled. <Force field is on. It killed the engines. They will probably have stunned the humans on board.>


  The helicopter was almost directly above us now. From below, it looked sort of like a dark green boat as seen from underwater. There were two pylons sticking out on either side for the landing wheels.


  <Aim for those pylons!> Jake said.


  Jake and David soared, up and up. The rest of us went after them.


  <The other chopper's going to see that this one has disappeared,> Tobias pointed out. <Even humans aren't that blind!>


  But at that moment, as if in response to Tobias's warning, something new appeared. It looked as if it were a halo of light glowing all around the helicopter. But then it separated slowly, becoming distinct.


  A second helicopter! It looked as if the real helicopter had shed an outer skin.


  <A hologram,> Ax said grimly.


  The true helicopter's rotors had come to a stop. The hatch was fully open. Up it rose. Up inside the Blade ship. And the hologram of the helicopter took its place, flying along, looking exactly like the real thing.


  Jake and David soared. Jake flipped in midair, extended his talons, and caught an edge of one of the pylons. David grabbed a strut and held on.


  The hatch began to close!


  <No way!> I said. I flapped till I thought my lungs would burst. Hatch closing . . . me racing . . . hatch closing . . .


  I saw Cassie zip through, followed by Ax.


  No time left! The hatch was closing too quickly. The opening was two feet wide . . . eighteen inches . . . a foot . . . six inches . . .


  Zoom!


  I blew through, scraping my belly and my back. A split second later, I'd have splatted. But I was in! I killed speed, twisted hard, swooped under the belly of the helicopter, and landed on the now-closed deck.


  <Yes!>


  I'd made it! I'd made it aboard the Blade ship of Visser Three.


  Oh, goody.


  What, was I insane?
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  I was beneath the helicopter. So were Jake, Ax, Cassie, and David. Rachel and Tobias were stuck outside.


  Poor Rachel and Tobias.


  The helicopter sat low to the ground, and since it rested in a sort of shallow depression in the deck, we were almost entirely hidden from sight.


  I looked at Jake.


  <Demorph,> he said tersely. <This is going to get nasty. Be ready for a fight.>


  We demorphed. Within minutes we were four very scared kids and one shaky Andalite lying beneath the President's helicopter. I looked at David to see how he was maintaining. He looked like he was getting ready to visit a dentist who didn't believe in Novocain. He was ready to wet himself.


  Good, I thought. Only an idiot wouldn't be scared.


  Looking past him and the others, I could see Hork-Bajir feet rushing around the helicopter. They carried an unconscious man from the helicopter. I saw dark gray suit pants, and black shoes. I saw the sole of one shoe. There was a slash across one heel. Like he'd stepped on something sharp.


  The President? If so, we had less than zero time.


  "Ax," Jake whispered. "We need a distraction."


  Jake obviously thought the same. We needed time to morph.


  I think if I were Ax, I might have felt just slightly resentful right then. It was like, "Ax-man, go get yourself killed so we can take our time morphing."


  But Ax is a soldier down deep inside. Smug and superior sometimes, loopy and silly other times, Ax is still an Andalite aristh, a warrior-in-training. And he's Elfangor's brother, which tells you a lot.


  <Yes, Prince Jake, I think that would be a good idea.>


  Unfortunately, it wasn't such a good idea. There was no room. Ax was squeezed in beneath the helicopter's bottom. And it was suddenly obvious that none of us could go to our combat morphs in such a small space.


  This was not going to come down to a quick battle. We were already too late to save the man in the slashed shoe.


  "David," I whispered. His face was just inches from me now as he squirmed to get out of Ax's way. "Did Cassie set you up with a bug morph?"


  He looked confused. "She made me touch . . . I mean, acquire . . . a cockroach. Is that what you mean?"


  "Jake!" I said. "He has a cockroach morph. What do you think?"


  Jake nodded. He wasn't happy, obviously. But it was the only way. We'd have to morph something small enough to get out from under the helicopter. Then worry about breaking up whatever was going on.


  "Okay, dude," I said to David. "We're morphing roaches. Just focus down hard, shut your eyes, and don't think about it."


  So far, nothing was going well. For one thing, we didn't have Rachel or Tobias with us. For another thing, we were trapped beneath a helicopter. And for a final thing, whoever the guy with the slashed shoe was, we were going to be too late to help him.


  Unless they moved awfully slowly, the Yeerks would have plenty of time to infest him.


  I assumed the slash-shoe man was the President of the United States. And man, you just don't want to think about your president being a slave of alien invaders.


  If that happened, the only possible thing we could do would be to kidnap the man and keep him locked up for three days till the Yeerk in his head died from lack of Kandrona rays.


  Kidnap the President. Off an alien spaceship. And keep him hidden for three days. No problem. It's not like anyone would be looking for him. Only the ENTIRE WORLD.


  Take it easy,Marco, I told myself. One step at a time.


  I focused on the cockroach whose DNA was inside me. And I began to change.


  I watched David. He was watching me, eyes showing white all around as he stared.


  "Close your eyes," I said.


  He did. But a second later they were open again. He was morphing, but slowly. He was shrinking quickly enough and was already no more than two and a half feet long. And the hard brown wings were forming on his back. But the really hideous stuff hadn't started yet.


  I felt my own body shrink and saw the floor expand out in every direction at once. I saw my skin grow hard and yellow-brown, like old-man fingernails. I glanced again at David. So far, so good. He was still shrinking. The roach body was taking shape. The neck was already pinched down, the wings were distinct, his arms had begun to segment, his legs likewise. He was halfway to roach.


  But his face was still mostly human. Distorted, twisted, contorting as it was reconfigured to be a roach face, but his eyes were still staring.


  He'll be okay, I told myself, as long as he gets past the extra legs.


  And just then, the extra legs appeared. First on me.


  Sploot! Sploot!


  They came shooting out of what had been my sides. Two big, long, hairy cockroach legs. And I guess my face probably turned roachy at that point, too, because when I next saw David it was through compound eyes.


  So I saw hundreds of tiny, distorted images of him opening his mouth to scream.


  And when I heard the weird, railing, moaning, horrible sound, it vibrated down my antennae.
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  He opened his mostly human mouth to scream. It wasn't much of a scream because his lungs were almost gone. But it was enough.


  A loud Hork-Bajir voice yelled, "Hitnef shellah. Shellah! No sound!"


  Everything got very quiet. And then it was easy to hear when David screamed a second time.


  "Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahhh!"


  <Shut up, you moron!> I yelled.


  <David, calm down, it's okay,> Cassie said, being somewhat more gentle than me.


  "Haff Visser!" the Hork-Bajir voice said.


  I didn't need a Hork-Bajir-to-English dictionary to figure that out. It meant "Get the Visser."


  <We need to get outta here!> Jake said. <David. DAVID! Listen to me. Get a grip. Do it now. You can be hysterical some other time.>


  That seemed to penetrate David's consciousness. He stopped screaming. But he began demorphing. He was getting more human.


  <David,> Cassie said. <Listen to me. You are going to die if you don't get a grip. Finish morphing the cockroach. It's the only way.>


  <No way!>


  <Do it, David,> she said. <I know it's creepy, but it's better than being dead. Besides, we've all done it. Marco has done it. He's not screaming like a baby, is he? Aren't you as tough as Marco?>


  I'd never seen this exact side of Cassie. She's always good at understanding people. It hadn't occurred to me she'd be good at manipulating people if she had to.


  <You know what Marco did the first time he morphed a roach?> Cassie continued. <Just what you're doing. He freaked. But he maintained. It's okay that you freaked. But you have to maintain now.>


  I watched, and slowly, slowly David melted toward full cockroach.


  Of course, now he'd really hate me. Cassie had used the tension between me and David to manipulate him. It was the right thing to do. Necessary, if we were going to live. But it was ruthless in a way, too.


  Not that I had time to worry about that.


  Because now the helicopter was coming up off the floor. The Yeerks were using a magnetic field to lift it and see what was underneath.


  <If he can do it, I can do it,> David said at last.


  I should have kept my mouth shut. But I guess I wouldn't be me if I always did the sensible thing. So I said, <When you've kicked half the Yeerk butt I've kicked, then you can talk, New-boy.>


  See? Stupid. Now I'd just confirmed that David would hate me.


  <Motor on outta here!> Jake yelled as the "sky" above us grew lighter. It was the helicopter rising, rising slowly up.


  We hauled like only a cockroach can haul: six legs scampering madly, like Wile E. Coyote loading up to chase Roadrunner.


  Zoom! Off across the steel deck.


  Zoom! Over a seam in the floor that was maybe an eighth of an inch but seemed like a wide ditch.


  Zoom! My little compound eyes millimeters above the ground, my antennae waving, streaming out behind me.


  Zoom! We were Vipers on the interstate! We were Porsches on the autobahn! We were like those crazy rocket cars out on the salt flats. We were moving at full, screaming, cockroach speed.


  Which, unfortunately, is about walking speed for an average adult human.


  <Step on them!> Visser Three cried triumphantly. <Crush them!>


  But we had one other skill, in addition to looking disgusting: We were agile little bugs. Ever try and step on a roach going full out? Ever try and step on a roach armed with full human intelligence?


  It isn't easy.


  WHOOOOOOOSH! Down came something so big it blocked out the sky.


  I stalled the legs on my left, motored the legs on my right, and did a Bat-turn that would have left the Batmobile skidding.


  BOOOOOMMMMM! A Hork-Bajir clawed foot the size of Arkansas landed behind me. Hah! Too slow.


  Too slow by about three millimeters. Next one might get me.


  Then . . .


  <Opening up ahead here!> Jake yelled.


  Opening to where? I didn't care. I saw a dark, horizontal band stretching forever to my left and almost forever to my right. It was just a seam between one level of steel and another, but it was taller than a quarter was thick, and that's all I needed.


  WHOOOOOSH!


  BOOOOOMMM!


  <Ahhh!> Suddenly I was running on five legs. One had been yanked out by the roots as the Hork-Bajir toe landed on it. The roach didn't care. It creeped me out, but the roach was indifferent.


  We were in a two-dimensional universe. Below us, steel. Above us, pressing down on our backs, steel. We could go forward/back, and left/right. That was it. We were an Etch-A-Sketch drawing.


  <Light ahead,> Ax reported.


  We went for the light. But overhead was a pounding thunderstorm like nothing you've ever imagined. Dozens of humongous Hork-Bajir running above us, their massive impacts translating down through the steel. We might as well have been running around inside a drum.


  BOOOM!BOOOM!BOOOM!BOOOM!


  <See, isn't this fun, David?> I said, trying out a little humor. <Ah, yes, life as an Animorph. It's not a job. It's an adventure!>


  All the while, the dim light ahead grew brighter. And suddenly, the pounding footsteps above us died off. We had passed beneath some kind of wall. Bulkhead, I guess it's called on a ship. Anyway, the thunder was behind us, the light ahead of us, and I was starting to experience a tiny ray of hope amidst the gibbering terror.


  Say one thing for roaches: They don't wear out.


  HSSSSSSSSSS.


  <What's that sound?> David asked.


  My whole body could feel that the hissing was behind us. And my antennae were already getting a sick, quivering feeling that they smelled something unpleasant.


  I stopped. Spun toward my two-legged side and looked back. Through compound eyes I basically saw nothing. Nothing but a narrowness, a horizontal narrowness. And yet . . . something was coming nearer. I could feel it.


  Something that smelled.


  Something that . . .


  <RAID!> I screamed. <They're gassing us!>
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  <The light!> Ax yelled. <Go to the light!>


  <If that gas reaches us we'll not only go to the light, we'll be saying "hello" to all our dead relatives and explaining our impure thoughts to Saint Peter!> I cried.


  <What?> Ax asked, puzzled.


  <Just RUUUUUN!>


  The gas. The light. The gas. The light.


  A pole, heading upward into the light.


  Zoooom! A roach shot up the pole.


  Zoooom! Zoooom! Zooom!


  And then me. The little roach brain, which wasn't bright enough to add two plus two, was a world-class expert at running away. I jumped, went vertical, hit that pole, and up I went. Zoooom!


  The gas wave rolled by beneath me. I hauled straight up. Out into the light.


  <Yeeeee-haaahhh!> I screamed in total, idiot glee at having survived. <Rachel is going to be so mad she missed this.>


  We were in a very bright room. Steel floor all around, but just one distant pair of Hork-Bajir legs. And then, over my head I saw it: the Leaning Tower of Wing Tip. A gigantic shoe, cocked at an angle, totally still. It seemed so tall it was like it disappeared into the clouds. It may well have been a size thirteen.


  More important, my weird-colored, fragmented, crazy, fun-house eyeballs managed to notice that the heel had a gouge in it.


  <Slash-shoe man!> I said.


  <Who?> Cassie asked.


  <The President of the United States!> I said. <I've always wanted to meet him. But somehow I wasn't imagining this particular scene. I thought we'd shake hands. And I figured I'd have hands.>


  The sound of approaching steps. Strange steps.


  <Something with four legs,> Ax said ominously.


  That meant only one person.


  <Hide!> Jake said.


  <Where?> I wondered.


  <Up his leg!> Cassie cried.


  We climbed the leg of the President. Up over the polished shoe. Up across the sock. Up to the leg hair. And we cowered there beneath gray wool amidst a sparse forest of leg hairs.


  Clip-clop. Clip-clop.


  Hooves walked into the room.


  Visser Three.


  <We're out of time,> the Visser muttered to the Hork-Bajir guard.


  <Insects were discovered beneath the helicopter. The Andalite bandits in morph? Or just insects? Either way, no time left. I'll acquire him now.>


  <Acquire?> I echoed in my mind. <Huh?>


  Then it occurred to me. Slash-shoe wasn't going to be infested. Visser Three was acquiring his DNA. He wanted to be able to morph the President!


  Of course! How could I have been so stupid? Like Visser Three would ever let another Yeerk take control of the most powerful human on Earth?


  He was going to acquire him. Then he could become the President whenever he wanted.


  Suddenly, we were moving. The Hork-Bajir was dragging Slash-shoe along the deck.


  <Now what?> David asked.


  <Good question,> Cassie muttered.


  Slash-shoe wasn't being dragged far.


  <They're putting him back on the helicopter,> Ax said. <I believe they intend to return the helicopter to its original flight plan, replacing the hologram. They'll reverse the stun effect and all the humans on board will wake up, remembering nothing. It will be as if nothing happened.>


  <I agree,> Jake said.


  <Do we stay with the hairy leg here, or do we bail and maybe do some damage here on the Blade ship?> I asked.


  <Bail,> Jake said. <We can't just demorph in the President's helicopter. The President won't be alone. And even if he's straight, others may not be. There could be a shoot-out.>


  <So?> David said boldly. <I thought we were supposed to kick butt?>


  <Not on our own President, duh,> I said.


  We bailed. Down the hairy leg. Across the sock. Down the back of the shoe to drop onto the steel deck.


  <Back where we started from,> Cassie remarked. <Under the helicopter.> It took about three seconds for us all to form a mental picture of what that meant. We were standing on the hatch. The hatch that would be opened to release the helicopter.


  <Uh-oh,> I said, and then, the hatch began to move beneath us. Directly beneath us. A bright line of daylight appeared in the floor not an inch away.


  I turned to run.


  The line widened.


  And that's when I realized that not even a roach can outrun the wind.


  The wind reached in, plucked me up, swept me into the escaping air, and sucked me down through the widening crack in the floor.


  <Nooooo!> I yelled.


  I saw two roaches fly past, like jets in the powerful wind.


  I grabbed at the deck with my two front legs and held on. For about one millionth of a second.


  And then I was falling.


  Falling, twirling, twisting, down, down, down toward the ground below.


  



  To be continued . . .
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  My name is Jake.


  And I was one sorry cockroach.


  <Aaaaaahhhhh!> I yelled as I twirled and fell and spun downward toward the ground far below.


  Not that I could see the ground. Cockroach eyes are strictly for close-up work. And they're not even good at that.


  So I couldn't see the ground thousands of feet below. Nor could I see Marco, Cassie, Ax, and David, also cockroaches and also falling through the air.


  I could hear them, though.


  <Aaaaaahhhhh!> Marco yelled.


  <Aaaaaahhhhh!> Cassie agreed.


  Only Ax was silent. He's an Andalite. They don't scream quite as much as humans. It's not that they're braver, it's more that they're a telepathic species. So I guess they just didn't evolve to do a lot of screaming.


  <We're gonna dieeee!> David yelled in thought-speak panic.


  <I do not believe the impact will kill us,> Ax said. <I don't believe our mass is sufficient to cause death when we impact.>


  <He's right!> Cassie cried. <You can't kill a cockroach by dropping it. Not even from this high.>


  <Unless that's water below us,> Marco said. <In which case we could hit the water and get chomped by some big hungry fish.>


  <Should we demorph?> Ax wondered.


  <No time,> I said. <We'd get bigger, more mass, and then when we hit we'd ->


  I stopped falling. In an instant something hit me. But it hit me going sideways. A gigantic talon closed around me.


  <That is you guys, right?> Rachel's thought-speak voice asked calmly. <I mean I figure, cockroaches falling through the air, gotta be you guys.>


  <Yeah, you seldom see cockroaches at a thousand feet up,> Tobias agreed. Rachel and Tobias had not been aboard the spacecraft. The spacecraft that had kidnapped the president's helicopter. The one we'd fallen out of. In cockroach morph.


  Maybe I should back up and explain.


  It all began when we discovered that the blue box - the morphing cube - had been found by a kid named David.


  Well, no, actually it all began much earlier. Months ago, when Marco, Cassie, Rachel, Tobias, and I happened to be walking home from the mall by way of an abandoned construction site.


  Which is where we saw the damaged spacecraft landing. And where we met Elfangor, an Andalite prince. Elfangor was dying. His enemies, the Yeerks, were hot on his trail. He was out of time.


  So he did something Andalites don't usually do: He trusted some non-Andalites. Namely, the five of us. He told us that Earth was being invaded by a race of parasites called Yeerks.


  The Yeerks are slugs, really. Not very impressive-looking or scary. But they have the ability to enter a brain - almost any brain - and take control of it. Absolute, complete, total control.


  They've done this to the entire race of Gedds from their own home world. They've done it to the Hork-Bajir. They've done it to the Taxxons.


  They are trying to do it to Homo sapiens. Humans. You and me. All of us.


  Already, Elfangor said, there were thousands, maybe tens of thousands of human-Controllers. That is to say, humans who had a Yeerk in their heads controlling their words and actions. The invasion was under way. The Andalite forces had been beaten in orbit around Earth. It might be a very long time before any more Andalite forces could come. Too long.


  Basically, if someone was going to stop the Yeerks, it would have to be humans. Us. Five normal kids. Five average, everyday, mall-crawling, behind on their homework, not sure about their haircuts, awkward around members of the opposite sex, sometimes smart, sometimes dumb kids.


  On the Yeerks' side they had faster-than-light spacecraft, thousands of impossible-to-detect human-Controllers, Dracon beam weapons, and seven-foot-tall, bladed Hork-Bajir warriors. On our side we had . . . we had nothing.


  Except.


  Except that Elfangor gave us something: the power to morph. The power to become any animal we could touch. He transformed us with the blue box. And since that awful night when Prince Elfangor died at the hands of the Yeerk leader, Visser Three, we have used those powers to fight them.


  Sometimes we even win.


  We found Elfangor's younger brother, Aximili. (We call him "Ax.") That made six of us. And that was it. Five kids and one Andalite against the might of the Yeerk Empire.


  Just us six. Until . . .


  Until David found the blue box. We assumed it had been destroyed. It hadn't.


  Now, we had it hidden. But too late to stop the trouble that followed.


  David found the box and bad things started happening. Bottom line: Both his parents were taken by the Yeerks. They were infested with Yeerks. They are both Controllers now.


  What could we do? We had to use the blue box to make David one of us. The sixth Animorph.


  But the timing could not have been worse. We were just starting on what would be our most vital mission.


  The leaders of the United States, Japan, Russia, Germany, England, and France were meeting in secret to try and work out the problems in the Middle East.


  We learned that one of those leaders was in fact a Controller. And we knew that all the rest were targeted by the Yeerks.


  The Yeerks were going to try to use the conference to infest the leaders of the entire free world. If we let that happen, that was the ball game. Earth was done for. We had to try and stop it.


  On our way to scope out the Marriott resort where the meeting was supposed to happen, we saw a stealth-shielded Yeerk spacecraft kidnap the President's helicopter. Or maybe it wasn't the actual President's helicopter. It might have been a decoy.


  Confused yet? Not as confused as we were.


  The Yeerks stunned everyone on the chopper and then used holographic projections to make it look like the helicopter was still flying along. They dragged someone from the helicopter. Someone with a gash in the bottom of his shoe.


  Look, we were cockroaches at the time. The shoe was all we could see. We assumed the Yeerks would infest this guy. The president, or whoever it was.


  But no. Visser Three merely acquired his DNA so he could morph him.


  See, Visser Three is the only Yeerk in all the galaxy to have managed to take control of an Andalite body. He's the only Yeerk who can morph.


  Now he could morph Mr. Slashed Shoe. Whoever he was. Sigh.


  Do you see why my grade point average has dropped? I have to deal with this kind of stuff. It's enough to make your head explode.


  But at least we didn't splat or end up as fish food. Tobias and Rachel snagged us out of thin air and carried us to safety. Now all we had to do was deal with our possibly strange new Animorph, David, while finding a way to save the leaders of the free world. And not get killed.


  <Something's bothering me,> Marco said as Tobias and Rachel set us safely down in a secluded area between sand dunes.


  <What's bothering you?> I said.


  <Well, I'm in a cockroach body, just fell out of the bottom of a spaceship belonging to brain-stealing alien slugs while trying to save the president of the United States, was rescued by a girl who's temporarily a bald eagle and a guy who's permanently a red-tailed hawk . . . and yet, it all seems normal somehow. Like, okay, that's just to be expected. It's finally happened, hasn't it?>


  <What's finally happened?> I asked.


  <I've gone insane,> Marco said. <Deedly deeedty deedly looopy! Nutso. Insane in the membrane.>


  <Yeah, well, keep it together,> I said, trying to sound like the leader I supposedly am. <The entire human race depends on us winning this battle.>


  <Poor human race,> Marco said.


  It was a joke. Just not a very funny one.
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  We demorphed in the dunes. Five of us had no problems. One of us had a serious problem.


  "Rachel, Cassie. Look the other way," I said.


  David was the new Animorph. He had not yet learned how to morph clothing. Actually, none of us could morph it very well. We could only morph skintight clothing that ended up being a kind of mishmash of bike shorts, leotards, and T-shirts.


  Basically, in our morphing outfits we looked pathetic. But not as pathetic as poor David.


  <I'll take care of it,> Tobias said. He flapped away, catching the salt-heavy breeze off the water and soaring up and out of sight beyond the dunes.


  Tobias was still a hawk. Tobias may always be a hawk. He spent more than two hours in the morph and was trapped in it. Now he has regained his morphing powers. But he cannot return to being permanently human without losing his ability to morph.


  <I do not understand humans and their strange beliefs when it comes to clothing,> Ax said. He was in his own Andalite form. His four hooves sank deep in the sand. Tobias would let us know if anyone was coming close enough to see Ax.


  <You wear artificial skin and artificial hooves. When it is cold that makes sense. But when it is warm it seems strange. And you get so concerned when some article of clothing is missing or worn in the wrong way.>


  "You mean like that time you wore socks on your hands?" Marco asked him.


  "Or the time you wore underwear on the outside of your pants?" Rachel added, still discreetly turned away.


  "You know, maybe this is funny to you guys," David said. "But it's not all that funny to me. What if someone came along?"


  I laughed. "Well, David, if they did, I think they'd probably notice the four-eyed, scorpion-tailed, blue, half-deer-looking alien before they worried about you."


  Just then Tobias swept in on the breeze, turned, dropped toward us, and let loose of a pair of swim trunks. Orange. And a T-shirt bearing a Grateful Dead logo. Both had price tags still attached.


  David snagged them before they hit the ground.


  <Remind me we have to return those to the Kahuna Beach Shop,> Tobias said.


  "You stole them?" Cassie asked.


  <No, I borrowed them. Besides, I'm a bird. Birds are not capable of stealing. What are they going to do, arrest me?>


  "We'll find a way to get the money to the store," I said. "We don't want to even start down that path. In an emergency like this, maybe we can grab something. But we have to make it right later. That's the rule."


  David dressed quickly and Cassie and Rachel were allowed to turn around. "About time," Rachel muttered. "I've been staring at a dead sand crab."


  "You know, it would be amazing," David said.


  "What would be?" I asked.


  He shrugged. "Us, with our powers? We could take anything we wanted. We could like morph into cheetahs or whatever, run into some jewelry store, grab the diamonds, and get away at sixty miles an hour. What could anyone do? We'd be outta there. Plus, we'd morph back to humans."


  "Let's do that," Marco said dryly. "Right after we figure out how to keep the Yeerks from turning the most powerful leaders in the world into alien-infested zombies. As soon as we're done with that, we start ripping off jewelry stores."


  "Hey, I was just kidding," David said. "I guess I forgot you're the only one allowed to make jokes, Marco."


  I glanced at Marco. Was he mad at the shot? Yes, a little. I looked at David. He had been kidding, right?


  Later I'd have to talk to Cassie about it. Cassie was a lot better at knowing what people were thinking and feeling than I was. She'd know. Hopefully.


  In the meantime, I had to remember to treat David like any other member of the group. It wasn't so bad that David and Marco didn't totally get along. There were times when we all got on one another's nerves. It was natural.


  "Okay, time to get serious here," I said. "They caught us by surprise. Maybe they know that was us scurrying around up there, maybe they don't. But one way or the other, we have to get inside that resort and get busy."


  "We have to get past the greatest security in the world just to get into that place," Rachel said. "We have to go by air. But we can't use bird-of-prey morphs. That'd be slightly noticeable."


  "No problem," Cassie said. "It's the beach. There's one kind of bird no one can keep off the beach. Seagulls."


  "Yeah, well, I don't have a seagull morph," David pointed out. "But I'll bet I could morph back into golden eagle morph and bring one down."


  I winced a little at his eagerness. The basic idea was sound. Only there was no need to have David morph again. "Tobias?" I yelled up to him. He was riding the breeze, almost stationary above us. He spilled air and dropped down closer. "Sorry to keep sending you out for things, but can you get a seagull?"


  "Alive?" Cassie added.


  <Can I grab a gull? Puh-leeze. Can Michael Jordan hit a three-pointer? They're just rats with wings.>


  "Tobias is like really into the whole bird thing, isn't he?" David commented.


  "Tobias just has some fairly definite opinions about birds," I said. "He respects most eagles, owls, and other hawks. Looks down on gulls and pigeons. And he absolutely hates jays, crows, and golden eagles."


  David laughed. "He's like a racist or something, only with birds instead of people."


  "All those birds are different species," Cassie pointed out. "Humans are all one species. Not really a very good comparison."


  David shrugged, and looked a little sullen. "Whatever."


  I started to say something, then stopped myself. I was feeling edgy and strange. We were about to try to violate a resort with security that would make Fort Knox look like a Wal-Mart during a clearance sale. We were up against security from France, Britain, Japan, Germany, Russia, and the United States. Plus, we were competing against the Yeerks, who had already infiltrated the place to some extent.


  And I was going in with no plan, no clue, and a new guy I wasn't totally used to yet. How would this guy do in a battle? How would he do when it got really rough? He'd done okay when we were roaches being chased around. He hadn't panicked. But things could get worse. They could get way worse.


  I noticed Cassie looking at me, reading the worry on my face. I looked up at the sky like I was searching for Tobias. When I lowered my face again I had on my "fearless leader" expression. No point in making everyone else nervous, too.


  Tobias actually did appear just then, carrying a squirming, kicking, flapping, very, very annoyed seagull in his talons.


  <That was actually fun,> Tobias said with a laugh. <Snatched him out of midair while he was diving on some guy's sandwich. And, as much as I so did not want to, I acquired the gull. David's not the only one without a gull morph.>


  Cassie took the poor gull from Tobias and comforted it. Cassie handles lots of animals. She brought it to David.


  "I'm starting to get this down," David said, pressing one hand against the gull's wing. "Just focus and his DNA is mine."


  "Yeah," I agreed. "Easy after a while. So let's do it. We morph to gulls, we skim on down the beach, and land in the resort. See what we see."


  "One big point," Cassie said. "Act like gulls, okay? The humans won't be looking for trouble from seagulls. But the Yeerks will."
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  <"Off we go, into the wild blue yonder, flying high into the sun!"> Marco sang.


  <Marco, why are you singing?> Rachel asked.


  <It's some old movie on the Movie Channel about Air Force pilots. That was their song. "Off we go, into the wild blue yonder, flying high into the sun.">


  <Marco? Why are you still singing when clearly I want you to shut up?>


  <"Off we go, into the . . ." Hey! Whoa! Pizza Hut! The guy down there on the blue beach towel. He's got an entire large pizza!>


  <Is he going to eat all that himself?> David asked eagerly. <No way one guy eats a large pizza.>


  Many morphs have powerful instincts you have to learn to deal with. Like the soulless, automaton obedience of ants or the raging, insane hunger of a shrew. You deal with it. In the case of seagull morphs, the instincts were not exactly dangerous to us, but they were very hard to shake off.


  Basically, seagulls are scavengers. Which means they have an amazing talent for spotting anything that looks even slightly like available food. We were above the sand, skimming and dodging out along the surf line like typical gulls. Ahead of us, up the beach, was the line of trees and the tan stucco wall that marked the edge of the resort.


  We were not the only gulls around. Not by a long shot. In fact, about seventeen gulls had also spotted the pizza. They were wheeling and hovering and going "Squeeet! Squeeet! Squeeet!" and "Aw! Aw! Aw!"


  The guy with the pizza was looking nervous.


  <Keep flying,> I said, although I, too, had to fight the weird desire to dive on some pepperoni. I mean, seriously, a large pan pizza for one guy? No reason why he couldn't toss a couple slices off to one side so we . . .


  But pizza was not the point.


  <Fries!> Rachel cried.


  <Okay, now look,> I said, <we are about to try and ->


  <Oh! Oh! Fried chicken!> Marco said. <Hey, Tobias. If a seagull eats chicken, is that like cannibalism or something?>


  <That depends. Extra crispy or regular?>


  At last we were nearing the stucco wall. Seagull eyes aren't as penetrating as bird-of-prey eyes, but they are still very good. I spotted a dark-suited man standing in the shadow of the row of tall trees. He wore dark sunglasses. He was talking into a handheld radio. He was staring in our direction, gazing out over the beach with a very serious amount of concentration.


  <Gee, could that guy look any more like Secret Service?> Rachel said with a laugh. <And there's another one just ten feet away, along the wall.>


  <Of course they're Secret Service,> David said. <But so are some of the people lying out here on the beach. With something like this, probably half the people on the beach are security.>


  <And of course you're the big expert because your dad is a spy,> Marco said with a definite sneer.


  <He's with the National Security Agency, that's right,> David said.


  <Yeah? Well now he's with the Yeerk Security Agency,> Marco muttered.


  <Shut up, Marco!> I snapped. <That was over the line.>


  Marco pouted for a moment or two as we oh-so-casually closed the distance between us and the wall. <You're right. I was out of line. Sorry.>


  David didn't say anything. I couldn't blame him. Usually Marco knows how far to take things. Maybe I was wrong to think Marco's attitude toward David was totally normal. Maybe we had a problem there.


  We didn't fly over the wall all together in some kind of formation. We did it one at a time, crossing in various locations. The security guys seemed indifferent. No big surprise. There were gulls all over the place. In fact, looking around, it was impossible to know which of the white birds was one of us and which was just a plain old seagull.


  <This is easy,> David said. <What's the big deal?>


  <As long as we just want to fly around, no big deal,> I agreed. <But we need to get inside some of these buildings. Maybe all these buildings.>


  <The question is, where do we begin? And how?> Ax said.


  The resort had a dozen or more buildings. The main building was a large, multistory, modern hotel shaped like an "L." There was a lower, two-story portion stuck off to one side. Probably a ballroom or whatever.


  Nestled in the crook of the "L" shape was a pool with a bar and a changing area. And down by the water were cabins, like individual homes separated from the others by hedges and trees.


  The grounds were lush with trimmed grass and precise shrubbery and trees. A nine-hole golf course began at the back side of the main hotel. From the air we could easily see the two presidential helicopters resting on a grass landing area. Uniformed Marine guards stood at attention by the doors of the helicopters.


  <Okay, there is definitely some security on this place,> Marco said. <Guys on the roof, guys in the bushes, guys sitting in cars, guys out on the golf course pretending to play golf. It looks like Men in Black 2 around here. These guys all have the same suit.>


  Then I spotted something that raised my spirits a little. <Look! Canine teams!>


  Below me a German shepherd walked with yet another "Man in Black." The dog was sniffing in bushes. Either looking for a place to pee or searching for bombs.


  <Maybe we could morph German shepherds and get in as part of the canine team,> I said, realizing as I said it that it probably wouldn't work.


  A truck was delivering food to the loading dock at the back of the hotel. No less than four guys in dark suits were checking the crates as they came off the truck.


  The Men in Black had earpieces, like people being interviewed on TV. And they seemed to talk to their wrists a lot. There were microphones barely visible just up in their sleeves.


  <Here's an idea. Let's give up,> Marco said. <This would be totally depressing even if we didn't have to worry about some of these guys being Controllers.>


  I was starting to agree. <Every square inch of this entire place is being watched,> I said. <We can't morph or demorph anywhere around it. We need to get inside to learn what we want to learn, but that would mean going insect basically. And the problem with any insect morph is that we'd have to morph the bug way outside the compound, which leaves us traveling a long, long way as spiders or cockroaches or flies. None of which can see well enough to travel those distances without getting lost.>


  <Or eaten,> Rachel added darkly.


  <You guys could morph fleas and get onto someone who we knew was going inside the compound,> Tobias suggested.


  <But fleas are useless for seeing, and they aren't much good at hearing,> Cassie said. <We'd get in, but once inside we'd get nothing. And how would we ever get back out again?>


  <Are we beat?> Marco asked, incredulous.


  I sighed. <Maybe. Only we can't be. No matter what the risk, we have to get inside and - AAAAHHHH!>


  The pain came out of nowhere. Suddenly, for no reason, I'd felt a wave of agony that seemed to sizzle and fry every cell in my body.


  <Jake, what's happening?> Cassie cried.


  <AAAAAHHHH!> Ax screamed.


  <What's going on?> David asked nervously.


  The pain was gone, but my brain was still burning from the memory. I looked down, around, everywhere. What? What had caused . . . ?


  There below me and ahead, not fifty feet away, stood a security man, like all the others. He had a bald patch on his head, something you notice when you're a bird. He wore dark glasses, like all the others.


  But unlike all the others, he was watching the birds.


  Chapter 4


  



  <AAAAHHHHH!> It was Tobias's turn.


  I stared at the bald man. I saw where he was looking. He was looking at a gull that had suddenly jerked in mid-flight.


  Tobias?


  <It's that guy!> I said, suddenly certain. <That bald guy! He's doing it!>


  I watched the bald man casually shift his gaze to another seagull. This seagull, too, spasmed in midair. It recovered and began to haul wing out of there.


  Not one of us. A regular gull.


  <Ax! What is that guy doing? I don't see any weapon.>


  Ax sounded as shaken as I was. <He may . . . he may be using a very low-power Dracon beam. Possibly hidden on his body, with the sunglasses used as emitters.>


  <Are you telling me he can shoot whatever he's looking at?> I said.


  <Yes. It will cause intense pain. As you may have noticed.>


  That was as close as Ax ever got to making a joke. And having been on the receiving end of the bald guy's "look," I really didn't find it all that humorous.


  <So he's a Controller chasing away the birds,> Tobias said. <He doesn't kill us because that would be too obvious - dead birds dropping everywhere.>


  <Chasing away possible Andalites in morph,> Marco agreed.


  The Yeerks still think we're a small band of Andalites. They have no clue we're humans with Andalite morphing powers.


  <Oh, man!> Cassie moaned. <He's looking at - AAAAAHHHH!>


  <Cassie!>


  <Oh. Oh, that hurt. Oh man, I'm not kidding here. That was like a full-body dental visit without Novocain.>


  <Cassie. Bail. Fly away. That's what a gull would do. But not everyone at once!> I added quickly. <We can't move like we know what's happening.>


  <We have to stay here and let that guy zap us?> David demanded. <We should either run or go kick his butt for him!>


  I had felt the pain. I knew how awful it was. But I couldn't let everyone turn tail and run. Not all at once. We had to be normal gulls. Still, I knew how the others felt. I felt it, too, floating helpless and exposed in midair, waiting for the bald man to hit me again.


  <He's looking at me!> David yelled. <What am I supposed to do?>


  <Nothing,> I grated. <Take it. Then you can get out of here.>


  <AAAAAHHHHH!>


  I felt like the creep of the universe making David take the hit. But we couldn't give ourselves away. That would confirm to the Yeerks that we were attempting to enter the facility.


  I saw David spasm. I knew the pain he had just endured. The part of my brain that wasn't busy feeling guilty wondered how he'd react.


  <Okay, that was a major ouchie!> David said. <Now can I get out of here?>


  <Yeah, fly,> I said. <And by the way, David? Good job.>


  <Thanks,> he said, sounding sincere. Then in a sarcastic tone he added, <Thanks a lot.>


  I watched him fly away. Ax and Tobias and Rachel had all managed to casually, naturally circle away out of the bald man's line of sight. But I was still there.


  The bald man looked at me.


  I would have gritted my teeth if I'd had teeth. The pain hit me as bad as the first time, and I cried out just the same.


  Then I flew away, following the others and feeling that maybe the free world really was doomed this time around. Because as far as I could see, we were beat before we even got started.
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  We left. We went home. At least, Marco, Rachel, Cassie, and I went home. Ax's home is a few billion miles away. Tobias's home is his favorite tree overlooking the meadow that is his territory.


  As for David, he didn't have a home. No home, no family. None that he could contact, anyway. He couldn't even be seen in his own body. The Yeerks knew him and they were looking for him.


  So he went home with Cassie, back to the barn that is the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. She had made a place for him in the hayloft.


  Obviously, that wasn't going to last. Another problem for me to try to figure out. Along with saving the leaders of the free world. David would just have to tough it out.


  How quickly would the Yeerks move? The President was already at the resort. The other world leaders were arriving over the next few hours. Would the Yeerks wait till they were all assembled? Or would they try to pick them off one by one?


  I felt this huge hurry poking at me. Every minute lost was a possible disaster. But our first attempt had been a total loss. And we weren't ready for another run.


  I got home to find my parents both sitting in the living room, kind of staring into space. My first thought was, Uh-oh, I did something wrong.


  But as soon as they saw me they both got up and hugged me. So right away I knew this was something truly bad.


  "Thank goodness you're home," my mother said.


  "We were worried," my dad said.


  "Why? I was just out with Marco."


  "Something has happened," my dad said solemnly. "Maybe you should sit down."


  "Is it Tom?" I demanded.


  "Is what Tom?" Tom asked. He came in right behind me, giving me the creepy feeling that he'd been following me.


  "Tom, you need to hear this, too," my mother said. "Both of you sit down."


  "Who died?" Tom said, joking. Or to be more accurate, the Yeerk in his head made the dumb joke because it was just the kind of dumb joke Tom would make.


  My mom and dad gave Tom this hollow-eyed look.


  My mother said, "It's your cousin, Saddler. He was riding his bike and was hit by a car. He's alive, but the injuries are very severe. He's in intensive care."


  I'm ashamed to admit that my first reaction was not "poor Saddler." Instead, I wondered what impact this would have on my plans. Partly that's because Saddler was not a cousin I was close to. He's two years older, and to be honest, kind of a jerk. When we were little and our parents made us play together, he was the kind of kid who'd break something and then blame me.


  It was pretty awful to think he was so badly hurt. But at the same time, I was trying to figure out how this affected me. Saddler and his family lived in a small town about a hundred miles away.


  "Your mom and I are going to drive down right away to help Ellen and George with the other kids. They think they'll probably move Saddler to Children's Hospital here in town in a day or two, if. . . I mean . . ."


  My mom cut in. "This means you two will be on your own today and tomorrow."


  Tom and I exchanged a look. Both of us were calculating what this meant. We each had a hidden agenda. Tom didn't know mine. If Tom ever found out what I did when I wasn't at home or at school, that would be the end of my freedom. Probably the end of my life.


  "Then, after Saddler is moved here, his parents and the kids will probably stay with us for at least a few days."


  That pretty well froze the blood in my veins. Saddler has three siblings: Justin, Brooke, and Forrest. Forrest is two years old and is, basically, the devil. I'm exaggerating, but only slightly.


  "Why can't they stay with Rachel's family?" Tom asked. "They're cousins, too."


  "Well, since Rachel's mom and dad got divorced, Ellen and George haven't felt like they were all that close to Rachel's mom."


  "Lucky Rachel," Tom muttered.


  This all left me feeling even more disturbed than before. I felt guilty for not feeling sorry for Saddler right away. I felt guilty for caring that his family would be staying with us. I even felt guilty for thinking it was a relief that my mom and dad would be gone for the next day or so.


  All that, piled on top of the fact that I felt guilty because while I was sitting around feeling guilty the leaders of the free world were possibly being infested with Yeerks.


  I felt like my head was going to burst. I felt like I needed to sleep for about fourteen hours.


  But I wasn't going to sleep. Not that night. Or the next. In fact, it was going to be a long time before I slept again.
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  My parents drove off, but I didn't exactly declare a national holiday and throw a party. No time.


  Instead I spent the evening doing the research I should have done earlier. I sat at my computer, plugged in to the Web, and read everything I could find about the conference, the leaders who would be there, the Marriott resort itself, the security services of each nation, everything.


  Then I saw it: an article about the new prime minister of France. The one whose wife always, always, always traveled with her two Chihuahuas. Now, that could be useful.


  "Ah-hah!"


  "Ah-hah, what?"


  I spun in my chair. It was Tom, sticking his head into my room. On my computer monitor was the article about the French chief.


  Don't act guilty! I silently ordered myself. But I clicked the window closed anyway.


  "Are you gonna tie up that line all night?" Tom demanded. "Someone might want to make a phone call. It's ten o'clock, anyway. Your bed-tiiiiime," he said, drawing out the last word.


  "Shut up," I said. "Just because Mom and Dad aren't here, that doesn't make you -"


  "Oh, yes it does. I am the All-Powerful Tom," he said.


  Once again, I had this weird urge to say, "You know what, Tom? I know all about you. I know what you are. So how about if we just cut to the chase?"


  What I really said was, "I'm done, anyway." I moved the mouse to "Sign off" and clicked once.


  "Don't forget to brush your teeth," Tom said mockingly.


  He closed the door. Had he seen what was on my screen? Probably not. Even if he had, so what? So I was interested in the French government.


  Yeah. That made sense. What with my lifelong interest in European heads of state.


  I sighed. Then . . .


  Deedly-deeedly-deedly.


  The phone rang. I hesitated. It was late for anyone to call. Probably Mom or Dad checking in.


  I picked it up.


  "Did you get that?" Tom yelled from down the hall.


  "Yeah!" I yelled back. Then, in a normal voice, "Hello?"


  "Hi, Jake, it's Cassie."


  I felt a little tingle on the back of my neck. Cassie sounded cheerful. But that was because we never trusted the phones to be safe.


  "Hi, Cassie, what's up?"


  "Hey, you know what? I heard Letterman got canceled. Is that true? No more Dave?"


  Now it was more than a tingle. Of course Letterman wasn't canceled. Cassie had just been looking for a way to say "Dave." As in David.


  David was missing.


  "Did you check TV Guide?"


  "No. I looked everywhere else, though. Everywhere."


  "Well, don't worry about it. He'll be there at the usual place, the usual time."


  We hung up. We both knew. David was missing and I was on my way, as soon as I could get away safely. I'd be "at the usual place."


  Twenty minutes later Tom came to check on me. I was in my bed. Asleep. Or at least I looked asleep. I lay there in the dark, listening. Then I heard the faint sound of the front door opening and closing.


  Tom was leaving. Yeerk business, no doubt.


  "Yeerks make lousy baby-sitters," I muttered under my breath.


  I morphed to brown bat and flew out of my open window. Bats aren't the fastest flyers in the world, but it was a moonless night, and I didn't want to risk running into power lines or anything that would be invisible.


  I found Cassie and Rachel at the barn. It was a bit creepy at night. The lights were kept very low. Just enough to make out the rows of wire cages and to see vague shapes pacing or standing or snoring within.


  Cassie looked worried. Rachel, as always, looked great. I demorphed and stood there, barefoot and shivering in bike shorts and T-shirt.


  "Hey, Rachel. You must have morphed to get here so fast," I said. "So how come you have regular clothes on?"


  Cassie rolled her eyes. "Didn't you know? Rachel keeps a couple of outfits here at the barn."


  "Is it a crime to want to look good?" Rachel asked self-mockingly.


  "Good grief," I said. "So what's the deal?"


  "The deal is, David went to sleep up in the loft around nine. Early. Said he was tired. I checked on him. At ten I remembered that I forgot to give that deer with the bullet wound her meds, so I came back out. No David."
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  "Did you try and reach Marco?"


  Cassie nodded. "He can't come. His dad's out on a date, and when he comes back he's sure to check on Marco."


  "I guess the question is: How did David leave here? On foot or on the wing?"


  "The other question is why?" Rachel pointed out. "And where did he go? And while we're at it, doesn't he realize he's destroying my sleep with this stupid game?"


  "Okay, look, you two have your owl morphs. One of you go and look for Ax and Tobias. They can help. I'll go to wolf morph, see if he left a scent trail. No, wait. What if someone sees me? Better do Homer."


  Homer is my dog.


  "I'll go for Tobias," Rachel said. "And Ax."


  I was already morphing. Already feeling the long, shaggy fur sprouting from my hands and arms and chest.


  "Urn, Jake? You can't morph to dog in here. You know how dogs get around animals," Cassie warned.


  "Oh. Yeah." I smiled with what was left of my human mouth. I had morphed Homer several times before. And it wasn't that his dog instincts were so overpowering or anything. It's just that he had a secret weapon for undermining my self-control: He was happy. As in HAPPY! And a dog surrounded by scared rodents and skunks and raccoons was just about as HAPPY as a living creature could be.


  It's hard to resist happiness. It tends to kind of carry you away.


  I opened the big, creaking barn door and went back outside. Hobbled, because my legs were bending and shrinking and my feet were already more like paws. Cassie followed.


  Still no moon out. Clouds obscured the stars. It was as black as night gets. The only light came from the faint, distant porch lights from the nearest subdivision. And a light someone had left on in Cassie's house.


  I finished morphing Homer. I felt my face bulge out and out. I felt the teeth multiply and grow in my mouth. I felt my ears crawling up the side of my head.


  My legs bent and shrank till I fell forward onto pads that had replaced my palms. My tail wagged. And I felt that amazing rush of giddy, idiot, dog happiness.


  What had I been so worried about? It was nighttime, I was free, I could clearly hear some small animal scurrying over behind the bushes, I wasn't especially hungry. Life was great!


  I looked expectantly at Cassie. Did she want to play? I crouched low in front, making the signal of an invitation to dog play.


  Fortunately, Cassie had enough sense to decline.


  "No, thank you," she said. "I don't think we're here to play."


  We weren't?


  Oh, right. We weren't.


  But, hey! What was that smell? Was that . . . yes! It was dog poop! Not my poop. But definitely dog poop!


  Where? I sniffed. Okay, over there. I trotted toward the source of the smell. Hmmm. Not fresh. This was old dog poop. At least a couple of days old.


  That didn't mean it was totally useless. But fresh dog poop was really far more interesting. Stale dog poop was only slightly more interesting than cat poop. And let's face it: No one cares about cat poop.


  "I think we kind of have to focus, Jake," Cassie said as firmly as she could.


  <What? Oh, yeah. I was just . . . you know, investigating.>


  "Uh-huh."


  "We need your nose, but not for that."


  <Yeah, okay. Back to business.> I focused on the job at hand. Or I tried, at least. I mean, I sounded serious for Cassie's sake, but come on, what was there to be all grim about?


  Life was a party!


  "By the way, I meant to tell you I have an idea for how we can break into the resort. It's a morph that -"


  <Wait a minute. Is this idea going to make me feel better or just creep me out?> I interrupted.


  Cassie laughed. "Maybe we should talk about it later. Here." She handed me a T-shirt. "It's the shirt David wore yesterday."


  I sniffed it once. No more was needed. Because I knew right away that David had in fact walked away from the barn. His trail might as well have been marked with orange traffic cones.


  This wasn't as fun as chasing a stick. But it was some kind of game, at least. And I liked Cassie.


  If only she had a stick.
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  I followed David's scent as Cassie floated in absolute silence overhead. Her owl's wings made no sound. Not even to my ears.


  <He stopped here,> I said. We were a thousand yards from the barn in the middle of a field. <He morphed. I'm getting a new scent.>


  I sniffed carefully at the ground, going around in a circle. <The idiot!> I yelled, suddenly too angry to be dog HAPPY. <He went into that lion morph you hooked him up with.>


  <Maybe he just wanted to try it out,> Cassie said. <We all used to do things like that.>


  <Yeah,> I agreed. <But a lion? This close to people's homes?>


  <I seem to remember you morphing to tiger and running around on people's roofs, Jake.>


  <Oh. Yeah.>


  I followed the lion scent. We headed across the fields of Cassie's farm and plunged into woods. Cassie kept pace effortlessly. And after a while a second silent owl and a much noisier hawk caught up to us.


  <I couldn't find Ax,> Rachel said. <But Tobias is here.>


  <Yeah, lucky me,> Tobias grumbled.


  We emerged again from the woods, and now we were close to a major road. On the far side it was a built-up strip: Taco Bell, Mickey D's, a tire place, a couple of gas stations, and a Holiday Inn.


  I sniffed the ground again. <He demorphed here.> I trotted forward closer to the road, closer to the cars blazing past at sixty miles an hour. <Here he morphed again. The golden eagle.>


  I took a deep breath. I had a bad feeling about this. I began to demorph. I wanted to be able to look around as a human to see what David had seen.


  Human once more, and not at all HAPPY, I looked up and down the street. "So. Maybe he just came to snag some food. Maybe he was hungry."


  <I left him some chips up in the loft,> Cassie said.


  "Maybe he had a craving for a Big Mac. Cassie, did he say anything to you tonight?"


  <He was complaining about missing his old room. His pet snake. His stuff. TV.>


  I nodded. "Yep. TV." I pointed at the Holiday Inn. "Cassie, Tobias, Rachel? Go take a look. I'll be right there."


  Ten minutes later, I was in the carpeted hall of the Holiday Inn. I knocked at the door number "2135" I could hear the television inside. Then the TV went silent.


  "David, it's me, Jake. I know you're in there."


  The door opened. David was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt. It was stuff I'd loaned him. Obviously, he'd taught himself to morph clothing like the rest of us.


  I didn't wait to be invited. I stepped inside. The TV was still on, but muted.


  "What, exactly, are you doing here?" I demanded, not very calmly.


  David shrugged. "Hanging out. Watching some tube. Sleeping in a normal bed. What's that, a crime?"


  "Yeah, it is a crime," I said. "You didn't pay for this room."


  "It was empty. So what?"


  I pointed at the broken window we'd spotted from outside. "You broke a window to get in."


  David smirked. "Hey, a bird broke a window, okay? A bird used a rock to dive-bomb the glass. Is that a crime? I don't think so. Officer, arrest that eagle? That's not happening."


  "You're not talking to someone who doesn't know what's what, okay? The eagle morph is just a body and basic instincts. The mind is yours. Eagles don't bust into Holiday Inns. That was you."


  David flopped back onto the bed and picked up the remote control. He started flipping channels, ignoring me.


  "Listen, David, we don't break laws. Not unless absolutely necessary. We don't hurt innocent people. We have to control how we behave. We're not a bunch of criminals. Like on the beach when we needed clothing? I already mailed the money to the shop. Are you going to do that here?"


  David stopped channel surfing. "How's it end for me, Jake?" he asked. "I have no home, all right? My family wants to turn me over to the Yeerks. What am I supposed to do? Keep living in that barn? It's easy for you, Jake. You have a family. You have a home. You all have homes. You all sleep in beds at night and watch TV and eat at a table."


  "Not all of us," I said. "Not Tobias. Not Ax."


  "Ax isn't even human. Neither is Tobias. I am. I'm human, like you and Marco and Cassie and Rachel, and all of you have homes. All of you can walk around the mall without having every Controller around come down on you."


  "It's a bad situation," I said. "It stinks."


  "Yeah. And what are you going to do about it, Jake?"


  "I . . . look, we can only handle so many things at once, okay? Right now the leaders of the most powerful nations on Earth are being targeted by the Yeerks. I feel the clock ticking. I know your life sucks, okay? But I can't figure that out right now. Later. After this mission is over."


  David gave me a look that was pure cynicism. "Yeah. Right. Well, how about this, Jake? I'll handle my life. You be the big boss of the Animorphs, and I'll take care of me."


  An answer to David's challenge had formed in my mind. The words were right there. But they were harsh. And if I spoke them, I'd cross a line with David. A line I might not be able to uncross.


  "It's like school and home, okay?" David continued. "It's like being an Animorph is school, and you're the teacher or the principal or whatever. But then, after I go home, you don't tell me what to do anymore."


  I shook my head. "No, that's not what it's like, David. I don't want to come down on you, but the way it is is like this: You want to go around using your powers in selfish ways, then we can't have you around. You're just a danger to us. And you're against what we stand for."


  His eyes widened. He rolled off the bed and stood up. "Are you threatening me?"


  "No. Just telling you the way it is. We're the only family you have now, David. The only people you can trust. The only people who can help you. We're all you have. Deal with it."


  He shot me a sullen, resentful look. I couldn't blame him. I sounded like someone's father saying, "As long as you live in my house, you'll follow my rules." I sounded like I was threatening him.


  I was.


  "Let's go," I said.


  We went.
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  Cassie had said she had an idea for getting past the security at the resort. She'd also admitted it would creep me out.


  And, as always, she was honest.


  It was the next day. We actually had to skip school. Marco, Rachel, Cassie, and me. It was something we'd never done all together before. It was risky. We couldn't have people noticing the fact that we were out of school together.


  But the situation was desperate.


  We were not in the barn. Cassie's father would be working there during the day. We were in the woods near Tobias's meadow.


  "See, the problem is, anything bigger than a bug is going to be noticed by the Controllers who are in the security teams," Cassie explained. "But all the insect morphs we have are wrong for this job. Too much distance to cover for a cockroach. Same thing with a fly or an ant. Too much distance with senses that are not much good at dealing with faraway objects."


  "Uh-huh," Marco said, nodding grimly. "And so what have you come up with, I hesitate to ask?"


  She removed a glass jar from her backpack and held it out for us to see. Inside it was a large, brilliant green insect with two sets of wings.


  "What is that, a dragonfly?" David asked.


  "Yeah. Dragonfly," Cassie confirmed. "Look closely and you'll notice the eyes. They are huge, relative to the size of the body. They completely cover the dragonfly's head."


  "No way," David said.


  Cassie ignored him. "The housefly morphs we have feed on garbage, carrion, so on. So their sense of sight doesn't have to be great. But dragonflies eat other flying insects. They snag mosquitoes right out of the air. And since we know they don't have echolocation like bats have, they must be using the sense of sight to hunt."


  "Wait a minute," David said. "When we became cockroaches we almost got stomped!"


  "Seven dragonflies all flying in there together?" Marco said skeptically. "What happens if the Controllers realize there's this sudden plague of dragonflies?"


  Cassie winced. "Well, I thought of that. So, see, only one person would morph the dragonfly. That person would get inside, find a place for the rest of us to demorph, and then morph something else to go spying around."


  <I'm not understanding this,> Ax said. <How will the rest of us get inside with this single dragonfly?>


  "Well . . ." Cassie said. "That's the part that is either beautiful or gross, depending on your point of view."


  "Oh, I so don't want to hear this," Marco moaned.


  "See, the dragonfly is so big, and such a powerful flyer, he can carry passengers."


  We all considered that for a moment. All of us staring at Cassie.


  <What kind of passengers, Cassie?> Tobias asked.


  "Well . . . I think you could get six fleas lined up on -"


  "Okay, okay, that's not happening," David said.


  "One of us morphs a dragonfly, the rest of us morph fleas and climb on board like we're flying Delta?" Rachel demanded. "How would we even hold on? It'll be like being on a jet. On the outside of a jet!"


  Cassie grinned. "Oh, the holding on part is easy. Fleas are excellent grippers. Besides, for extra safety, you just have to bite the dragonfly and not let go."


  Once again we all stared at Cassie.


  "You're a very disturbing person sometimes, Cassie," Marco said.


  Rachel sighed. "Who's the lucky dragonfly who gets to have six fleas attached to him or her?"


  "We can draw straws," I said.


  "Wait a minute, we're doing this?" David cried. "Are you nuts?"


  Marco pointed at David and said, "For once, I'm with him."


  I bent over and plucked a handful of pine needles from the ground. I counted seven and broke one short. "Short needle morphs the dragonfly."


  Chapter 10


  



  I drew the short straw. So I was the one to stick my fingers into the jar and touch the dragonfly.


  He seemed to be built of three elements: helicopter wings, gigantic eyes, and a ridiculously long blue-green tail. Actually the abdomen, but it looked like a stiff tail.


  Cassie had also brought a flea for those who'd never morphed a flea. The plan was for me to morph the dragonfly, the others except for Tobias to morph the flea, and then Tobias would fly us all close to the resort and release us.


  Easier said than done.


  "This can't even be possible," David said. "I mean, a flea? Look how big we are! The flea is like . . . like a grain of sand."


  <It is possible,> Ax said. <The extra mass is extruded into Zero-space. Our own minds and brains are pushed into Zero-space and maintain contact with the morph by means of a ->


  "What is he talking about?" David asked.


  Rachel shrugged. "We don't have any idea. But he's right: It works. So just relax with it."


  "I'm going to become a flea and I should just relax. A flea!"


  He looked from one of us to the next, I guess waiting to see if it was all some big joke.


  "I'm ready," I said. I took a deep breath and began the morph.


  Every morph is different. And no morph ever makes logical sense. It's not like everything changes at once. It's not like if you're morphing a tiny insect you're going to start off with tiny insect legs. That would be gross enough. The reality is so much grosser.


  See, in reality you might morph an ant and suddenly have these gigantic ant legs that then begin to shrink. Or you might be morphing an elephant and start off with this three-inch-long trunk.


  So not only is morphing weird and illogical. It can be weird in different ways for different people. And it can be weirder one time than the next.


  I have morphed many, many times. If I morph another ten thousand times, I will still never, never get used to it.


  I focused on the dragonfly with a fair amount of fear. I closed my eyes and began to change. Then, quite suddenly, my eyes were open again.


  Only I hadn't opened them. I just didn't happen to have eyelids anymore. And my eyes . . .


  "Oh. Oh, no," Cassie said in disgust. "Oh. Oh, guh."


  "Man, I didn't need to see that," Rachel agreed.


  "Okay, now that is gross," Marco said. "That is seriously gross."


  The first things that had morphed were my eyes. I was standing there, big as my normal self, normal everywhere. Except for the fact that my entire head - everything but my mouth - was covered with two monstrous, bulging, iridescent insect eyeballs.


  "Aaaahhh!" I commented calmly.


  "That does it, I'm outta here!" David yelped. But he didn't move.


  The world I saw was a blaze of eerie colors. Normal colors seemed to bleed with strange purples and intense reds. I couldn't see objects at all clearly, no forms, no edges.


  "I can't see except a blur!" I yelled.


  "You still have a human brain," Cassie said. "You need the dragonfly's visual cortex to interpret the dragonfly's eyes."


  I could sense that I was shrinking, but for some time I couldn't see anything but the hallucination of colors, swirling around me.


  I guess the dragonfly's "visual cortex" (whatever that was) grew in then, because suddenly what I was seeing made sense. At least as much sense as "bug vision" ever makes.


  Lots of insects have compound eyes, which means that instead of forming one big, neat picture the way human eyes do, they break the world up into thousands of separate images. It's like looking at a wall of a thousand TV sets, each one tuned to a very slightly different angle. It's a mosaic. You can see it as one big picture, but it takes work to "humanize" the image.


  But this wasn't just bug vision. This was Super Bug Vision. This was Mega Bug Vision. It wasn't like facing a wall of TV sets, it was like being inside a dome with tiny TV sets in front, to the sides, above, behind . . . And I didn't have to turn to see in all those directions.


  I could see them all simultaneously.


  Up, down, left, right, forward, back, all at once.


  So I had a really good view as my legs grew sharp spikes. And I could see quite clearly as the extra set of legs erupted from my chest like hyperactive worms crawling out of an apple.


  And I didn't miss any part of the show as my shoulders turned green and bulked up like I was wearing football pads. And I definitely saw the way my butt - yes, sorry, my butt - suddenly began to grow. And grow. And grow. Out and out and out.


  I saw backward over my green shoulders as two sets of wings, each translucent and veined like a leaf, grew straight out to each side.


  I was shrinking all this time, but I noticed something interesting. When you shrink to housefly, pretty soon you can't make out anything further than a few feet away. But with dragonfly eyes I could still see Cassie quite clearly, towering above me like the World Trade Center. From down on the ground I could see her face! Of course it was mostly purple, and her eyes seemed to glow in an almost radioactive way, but it was still Cassie.


  I felt myself stop shrinking. I looked around. Something I could do without looking around at all, if you understand what I'm saying. I seemed to have completed the morph.


  I waited patiently for the dragonfly's instincts to kick in. Waited . . . noticed a tiny beetle crawling beneath me. Waited . . . saw the way the fallen leaves looked like starched blankets piled up. . . . Waited . . .


  Movement in the air above me!


  MOSQUITO!


  I don't even remember leaving the ground. It happened too quickly for me to notice. One second my dragonfly vision had spotted something buzzing and fluttering across my millions of tiny TV sets, and the next split second I was in the air.


  I was two inches long, going from zero to thirty-five miles an hour in the blink of an eye.


  The mosquito never saw me coming. He was helpless. He was a Piper Cub and I was an F-16. He had no moves. He had no speed. He lumbered around in a kind of wandering, meandering nonpattern, and I came in on him like a hungry shark on a kid in an inner tube.


  I opened my powerful jaws and hit him going full speed. My bony head smacked the mosquito's body.


  My jaws closed on a crumple of legs. The mosquito struggled briefly, legs kicking, wings still trying to fly.


  It had all happened in a flash. Less than five seconds passed from liftoff to swallowing half the mosquito.


  That's how long it took me to regain control. At which point I realized that there were parts of a mosquito sticking out of my mouth.


  And unfortunately, I had a really, really good view of the parts.


  Chapter 11


  



  <Aaaaaahhhhh! Would you slow down?> Marco yelled.


  <I'm not going that fast. Besides, how can you tell how fast I'm going? You're a flea. You can't see squat,> I pointed out.


  <I can feel the wind off your wings! It's like a hurricane. If we fall off we'll have to demorph right in the middle of the beach.>


  I was still in dragonfly morph. The view back along my body showed my long, blue-green abdomen. And crouching on my abdomen, sitting like creepy passengers in disorderly rows, were five fleas.


  <Hey, I want to get there, all right?> I said. <You think I like having five fleas with their bloodsucking mouthparts stuck into me?>


  <You're complaining?> Marco shrilled. <We're the ones sitting here while you go zipping around playing Top Gun.>


  <Aww, shut up, Marco,> Rachel said good-naturedly. <It's kind of fun. The wind whistling through the chinks in my body armor, rustling the spikes on my legs . . .>


  <You people are all crazy,> David said.


  <At one level, it's kind of fascinating, you know?> Cassie said. <I mean, did anyone ever read the Miss Spider books? Miss Spider's Tea Party, Miss Spider's New Car? This could be Miss Spider Goes Flying.>


  <You people are all crazy,> David repeated.


  <Dragonfly Airlines,> Rachel said with a laugh.


  <We cannot go any slower,> Ax pointed out. <It took a long time for all of us to get aboard this insect. Added to the time it took for Tobias to fly us here, we have no more than twenty minutes left in morph.>


  He was right. It had sounded easy, getting five fleas onto a dragonfly. It had ended up being a Three Stooges movie. Fleas don't jump all that accurately. It had taken an hour of fleas catapulting like lunatic trapeze artists through the air to get all five of them aboard.


  <How are we doing, Tobias?>


  Tobias was a few hundred feet overhead, doing everything in his power to look like a hawk minding his own business. Unfortunately, red-tails don't hang out by the water, usually. I needed Tobias to guide us into the resort compound. The dragonfly eyes were very good for a bug, but still not good enough to see the thousand yards that separated us from the Marriott's outer wall. Whereas Tobias could easily keep track of a two-inch-long dragonfly.


  <You're wandering a little to your left,> Tobias said. <Straighten up. Yeah. That's good. You're on target and closing in fast.>


  <It's like watching tapes from Desert Storm,> Rachel said. <You know, like Tobias is the jet pilot, and we're the "smart" weapon going for the target.>


  <You put your wars on television for people to watch?> Ax asked. He sounded shocked. <Humans!>


  <Wall coming up,> Tobias reported.


  <I see the trees,> I said.


  <I don't see a thing,> Marco said. <But I'm bloated on dragonfly juice.>


  The trees loomed up, more red than green in my dragonfly world. Huge branches reached out for me. I zipped on through.


  <Okay, I'm going higher,> Tobias said. <I want to get out of range of that bald guy with the killer eyes.>


  I saw the main hotel building ahead of me. It was suddenly psychedelic red and orange, but it was definitely the building we were aiming for.


  Just one problem.


  <Tobias. Can you see any open windows?>


  <That's what I've been looking for and no, I can't.>


  <We can drop down and go in through the front door,> Rachel suggested.


  <The lobby will be full of people,> I said. <We're small, but we're not invisible.>


  <I have a crazy idea,> Tobias said. <The bellmen and all? They have these kind of tall hats as part of their uniforms. And they keep tipping their hats to the guests before they pick up their bags.>


  <That's very polite of them. Who cares?> Marco asked.


  <Well, they raise their hats off their heads . . .>


  <Don't even!> Marco protested.


  <You want us to zip in under some guy's hat?> David asked. <It would take split-second timing. And then he'd have to not notice this two-inch-long bug on his head.>


  <Dragonflies can hover,> Cassie pointed out.


  <Let's do it!> Rachel said.


  <What is a hat?> Ax asked.


  I didn't have any better idea. Neither did anyone else. Believe me, I was very open to hearing another suggestion.


  <Okay, let's give this a try,> I said.


  I swooped down at top dragonfly speed toward the main door of the hotel. Limousines were stacked up waiting. Security guys were everywhere. Uniformed Marriott employees were trying to squeeze through the security guys to do their jobs.


  <Again, I have to ask: What is a hat?>


  <A hat is something people wear on their heads,> Rachel explained to Ax. <A type of clothing.>


  <Ah, yes, clothing,> Ax said disapprovingly. <Head clothing. Of course. Is there any part of a human that cannot be clothed?>


  <Yeah, the face, which is too bad when you consider Marco's face,> Rachel said.


  <Hey, you know I'm the cutest flea you've ever seen,> Marco replied. <No one has prettier bloodsucking mouthparts than me.>


  I ignored all this and focused on the crowd of people ahead and below me. It was easy enough to make out the scurrying bellmen. And their hats were easy enough to spot. The trick was finding a bellman who was just about to . . .


  <Whoa!> Cassie cried.


  I had just kicked it into overdrive. I saw the hat. I saw the hand reaching up for the hat. Back of the hat coming up . . . higher . . . higher . . . an opening!


  Zoooooom!


  Under the brim! Sudden shadow. My eyes couldn't adjust. I couldn't see -


  Bumpf!


  I ran into a curved wall of felt. It was the inside of the hat. I fought to keep my altitude. If I landed on the guy's head, he would definitely notice.


  And then the lights went out. The brim was back down. I hovered, wings buzzing like mad.


  The rear wall of felt raced at me. He was moving. I held onto my hover, trying to stay in the exact same place without moving. Which, by the way, is almost impossible when all you can see is a very dim, blank circle of felt all around you.


  <I'm fighting this overpowering urge to jump,> Cassie said. <The flea is smelling the guy's head!>


  <Me, too, but we have to maintain,> Rachel said. <No jumping, no biting!>


  The trip from the front door up to the guest room only took five minutes. But people who say time is relative are right. That five minutes lasted for hours.


  Chapter 12


  



  I hovered and I hovered and I hovered some more.


  The bellman and the guest were talking.


  "So, you work for CBS News, huh?"


  "Yep."


  "You know Cokie Roberts?"


  "She's at ABC."


  "Oh, yeah. So, do you know her?"


  "Nope. But I know Dan Rather."


  "Uh-huh. That Cokie, though, she's hot. I mean, for a news person and all? She's hot."


  And at long last, I saw what I was waiting for. A crescent of light! The bellman was tipping his hat again!


  I blew out of there at top speed. Out beneath the brim! I headed for altitude.


  "Hey, something just flew out of your hat!"


  "Whatever you say, sir. You know who else is hot? Bobbie Battista. You know her?"


  "She's CNN."


  I shot toward the ceiling, cranked a hard right and went skimming at rocket speed. The textured white plane of the ceiling just an inch above me. I spotted curtains and did a neat loop down behind them. I grabbed some curtain rod and hung on, waiting for my stomach to catch up.


  <We're in,> I announced.


  <Now what do we do, Prince Jake?> Ax asked.


  <Wish I knew. We need to get a look around this hotel.>


  <Our time is running out,> Ax reminded me.


  <We can't demorph with this guy in the room,> Cassie said.


  <We have to find an empty room fast,> I said. <I think I know the way.>


  I zoomed off, skimming just below the ceiling. My goal was a rectangular grate at the top of a wall. The air-conditioning vent. Was there room enough for me to squeeze through?


  I aimed for the vertical opening, turned sideways, folded my wings back and shot through.


  <Yee-hah!>


  <What yee-hah? What are you yee-hahing about?> Marco asked.


  <We're in the air-conditioning vent,> I explained.


  <It is chilly,> Cassie remarked.


  <We must demorph very soon,> Ax pressed.


  I zoomed down an endless square tunnel. There was plenty of light from the various room vents. I zipped along, pausing only to glance into each room we passed. They were all occupied. A lot seemed to be reporters just unpacking. In one I saw what looked like Japanese security guys setting up equipment of some kind. But nowhere we could demorph. It was getting desperate. As Ax kept reminding me.


  <Prince Jake, there are only five of your minutes left.>


  Then . . .


  <What the . . . ?> I stopped flying. I was looking out through the vent at a huge ballroom. But it wasn't the ballroom itself that made me stare.


  <What is it?> David demanded. <Can we demorph?>


  <No. We definitely cannot demorph here,> I said, staring at the incredible scene through my compound eyes. <We have to get out of here.>


  I took off again, searching, searching, room after room.


  <I am not getting trapped in flea morph,> Rachel said.


  <We have three minutes,> Ax said as calmly as anyone could possibly say those words.


  We reached an intersection of ducts. Straight? Left? Right? The vent to the right looked darker. Dark was good. Dark should mean rooms that were still closed up. I turned right.


  Instantly I felt something wrong, something off. There was too much dust. Too little air circulation. Too -


  <Aaahhh!> Something grabbed me. I was yanked out of midair!


  I flapped madly, but I felt myself being wrapped up in tiny, sticky ropes. I could jerk this way and that, but I could not escape. My wings were pinned down. My legs . . .


  <What's happening?!> Rachel yelled.


  Okay, get a grip, Jake, I ordered myself. I stopped struggling. And that's when I saw.


  Radiating out from me in all directions were glistening ropes. The ropes were sticky. Thin but strong. And they formed a pattern. A definite pattern.


  <It's a spiderweb,> I said. <We're caught in a web.>


  And then, with my all-directional dragonfly eyes, I saw the black, menacing shape hanging in the air above me. Eight legs. Eight cold, evil eyes.


  The deadly jaws worked, open, closed, open, closed.


  I was trapped in the spiderweb. And the spider was home.


  Chapter 13


  



  Trapped by a spider!


  We were in the most secure building in the world. We were surrounded by the security forces of five nations, plus the Yeerks, and I'd been caught by a spider!


  The spider advanced, cautious but not slow. It picked its way carefully across the strands of web. I could clearly see its bulging eyes: a pair much bigger, then two pairs of smaller eyes below. And I could see the cruel mouthparts, specifically designed for tearing apart insect flesh.


  <Two minutes, Prince Jake!> Ax said.


  <I'm demorphing!> David cried.


  <No!> I roared. <You'll be crushed inside this duct.> I couldn't break loose of the web. At least not without some extra weight.


  I began to demorph, maximum speed. I was a two-inch-long insect. A few moments later, I was a four-inch-long insect with some very weird features. The web sagged. I hit the metal floor of the duct.


  <What are you doing?> Rachel yelled.


  <Aaaahhhh!> Cassie cried suddenly.


  <Cassie's hurt!> David yelled.


  The spider kept advancing. I kept growing. I was five inches long.


  Already my dragonfly features were being altered as human DNA began to reassert itself.


  My backward vision showed the fleas, separated by more distance now, as the flesh beneath them swelled. But one flea was no longer well.


  One flea was oozing blood. Blood was squishing out through the armored plates.


  My blood! My morphing body must have created a semihuman artery! The sudden surge of blood pressure had burst Cassie's insides.


  My mind was screaming. Cassie was hurt! The spider still coming on! My own body this weird mess.


  But I was free of the web! I buzzed my wings. Nothing! I was too large. I had to remorph, get back down to dragonfly size.


  Shrinking . . . too slow! And now the spider was bold again, advancing at an eight-legged trot. Its mouthparts were gnashing frantically.


  I was morphing as fast as I could. Mostly dragonfly again, and free of the web. But Cassie had fallen off!


  <One minute, Prince Jake,> Ax said, with a definite tone of desperation in his thought-speak voice.


  <No! I'm not getting trapped like this!> David screamed. <No! NO! NOOO!>


  He began to demorph. I buzzed my wings, lifted off, and spun quickly around in midair. I saw Cassie lying helpless on the floor. I swooped down, snatched her up in my jaws, and hauled like I have never hauled before. Back the way we'd come.


  But now David was growing, weighing me down!


  Too little time!


  I saw the grate. I saw the vertical slats. I folded my wings, shot through, and screamed, <DEMORPH! Now! Now! Now!>


  Five fleas catapulted off my back and spun through the air, growing larger even as they fell.


  <Cassie! Demorph!>


  I released her. I watched her tumble away, out of sight as she fell and fell the millions of miles to the floor of the banquet room.


  I was shedding the morph by the time I lit on a narrow, curved tabletop.


  <I can't get out of morph!> Marco yelled.


  My heart stopped beating. <No, no, no! Marco, keep trying! Keep trying!>


  I was emerging myself, growing on the table-top. Wings disappearing, abdomen shrinking, legs thickening.


  My own eyes were emerging, and through them I could see someone morphing not a foot away on the table. But it was like no morph I've ever seen. The person wasn't changing, but simply growing.


  Growing as a flea. A one-foot-long flea. Larger. Two feet long!


  Let me tell you something: There's a reason that insects gross people out. Someday go find a blowup photograph of a flea. And imagine it becoming human-sized.


  It stood on six bristling legs. The body was the color of rust. It was narrow, as if it had been run over by a train. It was built of interlocking plates of armor. Its head was a hideous helmet, with a ring of spikes raked back all around the top and sides. At the bottom of the helmet were more spikes, like some horrible parody of a mustache. Two stubby antennae protruded. Saber-toothed tiger "teeth" stuck straight down.


  It had two black, button eyes. Dead, soulless eyes. It was now a flea as large as a dog.


  <Marco?!> I cried.


  <Oh, please, help me! Help me!>


  Chapter 14


  



  I could not stand to look at the thing.


  <Marco?> I cried again. <MARCO!>


  Marco trapped in some hideous, oversized flea body? And Cassie . . . what had happened to Cassie?


  Suddenly, over the edge of the table, she appeared. She was fully demorphed. Her own self, even though I was still only halfway through the process.


  She looked right at Marco. She placed her hands on his sides, ignoring the sting of his bristles as they poked into her skin.


  The flea . . . Marco . . . tried to jump. But the legs that could fire a flea through the air were too weak to move the huge thing he had become.


  "Come on, Marco," Cassie said calmly. "Clear your mind of all the fear. You can do this. You will morph. Focus on the picture of yourself. Form the picture in your mind. Let go of the fear and focus on the picture of your own body."


  We were all demorphing. Rachel's head rose up above the table edge, then David, Ax. One by one they assumed their own forms. One by one they registered horror on their faces.


  We all stared. Stared at the monstrous flea. And at Cassie.


  And then, slowly, slowly, the armor plate began to soften into flesh. Slowly the mouthparts retreated. The spiked helmet melted into hair.


  Slowly, slowly, Marco emerged.


  At last he was sitting, his own self again, on the edge of the table. He looked at Cassie with his own, human eyes, and he did something I didn't think Marco was capable of. He put his arms around Cassie's shoulders and cried.


  "Thank you," he whispered. "Thank you, Cassie. You saved my life." The rest of us were left staring at Cassie with expressions you could only describe as awe.


  Rachel moved close to me and whispered in my ear. "Well, that sent a few chills up my spine."


  I nodded. "Oh, yeah."


  "That was like some kind of miracle," David said.


  Marco slid off the table and wiped away his tears with the heel of his hand. Ax sent me one of those hard-to-define Andalite smiles, something they do with their eyes alone. <I do not believe in miracles. I always said Cassie had a talent for morphing. And yet . . . this is something I have not seen before.>


  "Okay," Marco said, snapping us all out of our trance. "Anyone bothered to notice where we are?"


  I shook myself back to reality. "Yeah. I noticed before when we flew past earlier. That's why I didn't come here. Until we had no other choice. Ax! Stay alert, keep your tail ready. Rachel? We may need some firepower."


  "What the - what is all this stuff?" David wondered, looking around the room. "And look at this room! It's like, huge!"


  <This, unless I am mistaken,> Ax said calmly, <is a small-scale, portable Yeerk pool.>


  We were standing in one corner of the ballroom. It was three times the size of our school cafeteria. There were rows of long tables, covered in white tablecloths. Overhead were massive crystal chandeliers. A red carpet with a floral pattern was all around us. All around, except in a circle where we were standing. At each corner of the room stood a massive, ornamental marble pillar, maybe ten feet in diameter.


  And yet here, in one corner of the room, was a stainless steel tub about half as big as a backyard hot tub. Right where a pillar should have been.


  "No way!" Rachel said, even as she began to morph into a grizzly bear. "Someone would have noticed, duh. There are security guys everywhere."


  At that point her mouth became a muzzle.


  "Rachel's right, there's no way to hide all this here," I agreed. "Unless . . ."


  Ax nodded. <Yes, Prince Jake. I believe we are standing inside a hologram.>


  Chapter 15


  



  "Inside a hologram?" David echoed.


  "See the pillars in each corner? There should be a pillar here, right where we're standing. There isn't. Instead there's this mini Yeerk pool. And . . . and that thing."


  I pointed at a device that looked like a large, blunt-nosed Dracon beam. It was mounted on the small table where Marco and I had demorphed.


  <Interesting,> Ax commented. <It's a holographic emitter. But it's only a relay. Not the basic emitter. Not what is causing this hologram we're in.>


  I looked around, trying to make sense of it. We were apparently standing inside a massive marble pillar roughly ten feet in diameter. Behind us there was a raised platform. Not quite a stage, just a platform, with the very familiar podium the President uses. You know - the one with the big, blue presidential seal on the front.


  I glanced at Rachel. She was getting very large. Too large for the confined space. "Rachel? Sorry, I changed my mind. Demorph."


  <Are you sure? There could still be a fight,> she said, sounding almost hopeful.


  I looked up at the ceiling. Between the hanging chandeliers were stained-glass skylights. I could see daylight. I looked back up at the air-conditioning vent we'd come through. The pillar hugged the wall to within three feet on that side, and the air-conditioning duct actually bulged out so that the vent itself was just inches from the "column." The hologram must have been weaker up there, where it was less vital.


  "What happens if someone happens to lean on this column or pillar or whatever it is?" David wondered. "They'd have to be using a force field, too, not just a hologram."


  Ax nodded in agreement. <Yes. Here is what I believe is happening. The Yeerks precisely targeted a Dracon beam from a cloaked ship overhead. They burned down through the roof and through the column, precisely wiping it out. Then they aimed a holographic emitter of enormous power down through the hole to replace the pillar they had vaporized. A hologram strengthened by a force field. The force field directs its force outward, of course. We can step out of this hologram at any time. But we would not be able to step back in.>


  "So why doesn't the roof fall down?" Marco wondered.


  "Maybe the pillars are just for decoration," David suggested. "They probably don't really support the roof. They're just here to look cool."


  "So what's the point?" I mused aloud. "The force field is in place. How do the Controllers get in here?"


  Ax pointed at a sort of arch made of nothing but thick wire. It formed an invisible door, if you can envision that. <My guess is that this arch blocks the force field. There must be some kind of control device in here. They would simply blank the force field whenever they needed to enter the column.>


  Ax shuffled with difficulty through the press of bodies over to a small computer console on the Yeerk pool. He stared at it for a few moments, then pressed a button. Nothing changed.


  I stepped out, right through what would have looked like solid marble from the outside. Then I turned and pressed my hand against blank, cold marble. I worked my way sideways to find the arch. Suddenly my hand disappeared into solid marble.


  "It's open," I said. I stepped back through to be sure. "Very weird. The force field may be off, but the hologram is still totally real. You'd swear you're walking through solid marble."


  I stepped outside once more. Once again the mini Yeerk pool and all my friends disappeared behind me. I was standing beside a massive, pink marble column.


  No one entering the room would suspect for a minute that there was anything different about this column.


  "I'm telling you how I want it!" a voice said.


  I dove. No questions asked. I dove beneath the nearest table and rolled out of sight. A white tablecloth hung all around me.


  I saw three pairs of legs approaching. Two male, one female. I cursed myself bitterly for getting careless. Of course people would be coming and going in the ballroom.


  It was weird. I felt alone and cut off. Yet I knew that most of my friends were standing just a few feet away. Inside what appeared to be a marble column.


  "I want the main table further back, closer to the podium," one of the men was saying.


  "But how do POTUS and the other HOS's get from the table to the podium?" the woman asked.


  I had heard the term "POTUS." It stood for President Of The United States. But what was a HOS? Head of State?


  "The President and the other heads of state will rise from their seats and travel down along the table, past the photogs, and around the back of the pillar. Then up onto the podium."


  "Tony, that doesn't make sense," the other man said.


  Suddenly three chairs were yanked out all around me! Legs were coming at me! Two bare, female legs and four covered in gray, pinstriped suit pants.


  The three of them were sitting down.


  "Urgh!" I emitted a muffled sound as someone's shoe poked my side.


  "Don't tell me what makes sense. I've spent weeks working this all out," the man named Tony said.


  "If so, then why did you tell us something totally different this morning?" the woman asked.


  "You must have misunderstood what I said this morning," Tony said coolly.


  "I don't see how."


  "Look, Sheila, let me make this simple for you: I am the White House Chief of Protocol. This is my show. Who sits where is my business. Your business is to make it happen."


  Suddenly, I had a feeling I knew something about Tony the others didn't. I squirmed carefully around, avoiding the various poking feet. I needed to see the bottom of Tony's shoe.


  "Tony, you don't have to get -" the other man started to say.


  "Look, just do it," Tony said.


  "Well, okay, but there will be no time to change your mind again before the banquet," Sheila said, sounding huffy. "You know the Secret Service detail insists on knowing all the specifics well in advance."


  "I won't change my mind. POTUS and the others will approach the stage from behind that column. That's final."


  They stood up. And at just that moment I saw what I'd known I would: a slash on the bottom of Tony's shoe.


  I almost laughed. I waited till the coast was clear and crawled back to the column.


  Inside, Ax said, <Prince Jake, I believe we may have a way out of here. The hologram and the force field seem to be weaker higher up the column.>


  "That would make sense," I said. "They need it reinforced down low in the strong light, down where people might touch it. That's how I was able to see through the illusion when I passed by in dragonfly morph."


  <Yes. I think we could escape by going straight up. Straight through the roof.>


  I looked up, out at the sky overhead, and saw a circle of blue that looked awfully inviting.


  "Fine. Let's get out of here," I said.


  But Ax hesitated. He turned his stalk eyes meaningfully toward the stainless steel tub. <The Yeerks are probably already in place. Do we . . . do we leave them?>


  I knew what he was suggesting. It would be easy to finish them off right there and then. But if we did, the Yeerks might simply be able to replace them. And they'd be warned that we knew their plan.


  Besides, there was something wrong about killing defenseless slugs. I was pretty sure of that.


  I shook my head. "Let's fly."


  Some decisions are smart. Some are dumb. Some manage to be a little of both. This was one of those.


  Chapter 16


  



  <Tobias! Are you able to hear us?> Ax called in thought-speak.


  No answer. I wasn't surprised. Tobias was probably too far off to "hear." We were all going back to seagull morph. But if we flew straight up we would probably emerge from the middle of the roof. It would look as if we'd simply popped up out of the roof. The roof that was being watched by a dozen security guys - and probably the bald man.


  We needed a distraction.


  "The fire alarm," David said. "I did it once at my old school to get out of taking a test."


  He pointed at the small red lever on a nearby wall.


  "Okay," I said. "Good idea."


  "I'll do it," David volunteered.


  "Everyone start to morph to seagull. David? You have to throw it and come running straight back."


  "No duh."


  "Okay. Ready? Go!"


  We morphed. David ran. He reached the switch, yanked it down.


  BRRRRRRRIIIIIIINNNNNNGGGG!


  David came racing back.


  Wham! His foot caught on a chair leg and he sprawled, hitting the ground. A split second later, the door of the ballroom burst open. Four armed men came running in, guns drawn.


  In a flash I realized my mistake. Yes, the fire alarm would distract the regular guards. But the Controllers would hear the alarm, too, and come rushing straight here - straight to their concealed Yeerk pool.


  David rolled under a table, out of sight.


  Instant decision time. "Everyone finish morphing and get out of here! Now! I'll get David."


  "But -" Rachel said.


  "Not now, Rachel," I said through gritted teeth. "Close the archway behind me. David and I will find another way out." I dropped to my knees and crawled out of the pillar. I was out of sight of the advancing Controllers as I made my way under the table. But peering down the long line of chair legs, I saw David.


  Only David wasn't David anymore.


  Cassie had helped him to acquire a combat morph. He'd chosen a male lion. As I watched, I saw the bushy mane sprout from around his neck.


  I mouthed the word "no" silently. We needed to escape, not fight. But David just grinned. He was still grinning as three-inch-long yellow canine teeth grew from his suddenly puffy upper lip.


  "Bar the door!" one of the Controllers ordered. "Push a couple of tables up against it. I'll use the secure link to contact our people. We can't have any of the other security forces barging in here."


  I saw feet moving. I heard a table being shoved across the carpet to block the main door.


  "Okay, if we have Andalite penetration, they could be anything. Even flies. It's probably just a false alarm. Nothing to do with us. We'll know as soon as we check the pool. If it was Andalites. . . . Well, our friends in the pool will not be alive."


  I breathed a small sigh of relief. We'd left the Yeerks in the pool alone. If I could keep David from doing anything crazy, we'd get out of this okay. The Controllers just had to check the concealed Yeerk pool and see that their brothers were alive.


  I began to crawl, with infinite caution, toward David. He was maybe thirty feet away, his face concealed by the gloom and the chair legs, and by the fact that his face was changing rapidly.


  I kept shaking my head "no." I kept silently mouthing the word "no." I was trying to will him to understand me. But he kept morphing. A long, bushy-tipped tail now extended out from beneath the table.


  Legs walked past, almost stepping on the tail. "Turn off the hologram," the first voice ordered.


  I looked back over my shoulder. The marble pillar was there. Then it was gone. Replaced by the stainless steel tank, the narrow table, and the strange-looking "emitter."


  Two sets of legs went to the Yeerk pool. I heard a hinge being moved. "They're okay!" a new voice yelled.


  "Okay," the leader said, sighing in relief. "No way we have Andalite penetration then. They'd never leave our people alive. Clear the doors. I'll notify the others. Hologram on."


  The pillar reappeared.


  David was now a full-grown lion. He was twitching his tail. But it had twitched back out of sight.


  I was no more than ten feet away from him. All he had to do was stay still. All he had to do. . .


  Legs passed by. David turned his massive head. I saw his hindquarters bunch up, ready for the attack.


  I crawled forward as fast as I could, and, in the split second before he would have leaped, I grabbed his mane with my right hand.


  Now, let me pause to explain that just because I turn into animals all the time doesn't mean I've lost any respect for them. You see all these lions on TV, in movies, in commercials or whatever, and they're often tame and kind of sweet. Or you see them lying around with their paws in the air, sleeping in the shade on the savanna.


  But you need to realize something. The reason lions have lots of time to sleep is that they are very, very effective killers. They don't need to expend a lot of energy, because as long as there is prey, they'll eat just fine.


  I grabbed the lion's mane. About a millisecond later it occurred to me that this was David's first time in lion morph. And he might not have control of it.


  Which meant I might not have an arm for much longer. "David," I hissed in a voiceless whisper. "Don't. Do. Anything."


  He stared at me with golden-brown eyes. And slowly, deliberately, he drew back his muzzle to reveal his teeth.


  "Okay, let's go," the lead Controller said. "Nothing here."


  The doors opened. I saw feet walking away.


  I was still holding a handful of mane. My face was inches away from David's mouth. And my mind went immediately to the fact that one of the ways a lion kills is by simply crushing the skull of its prey.


  Crushing the skull with its jaws till it pops open like a dropped cantaloupe.


  <Had you worried, huh?> David said.


  "No. I knew you were cool."


  <Just being prepared. You know, in case there was any trouble. I was surprised you didn't go into your tiger morph.>


  "Yeah. Well, I didn't see the need."


  <Hey. You ever wonder who'd win in a fight between a lion and a tiger?>


  That took me by surprise. I hesitated.


  <Lion. That's what I think. But it would probably never happen,> David said with a laugh. <It's just interesting to think about. I better demorph.>


  Once he was human again, I said, "I think the best way out of here now is the same way we came in." I crawled out from under the table and stood up. "Just one difference. We don't have time to waste having you leaping around in flea morph trying to land on me."


  "So what are we going to do?"


  "David, I don't want you to take this the wrong way, but bite me."


  "What?"


  "Bite me on the back. We'll morph together. Hopefully when your flea mouthparts replace your human teeth, you'll remain latched on."


  "Yeah, and hopefully I don't do like Marco and end up a two-foot-tall flea before I shrink," he said. "That might hurt you just a bit."


  The idea worked. And we zoomed madly through the air-conditioning vents till we happened to spot sunlight. There was an outside vent, after all. It had just been well-camouflaged by stonework.


  We zipped outside and Tobias snagged us out of midair. We flew home with me mulling the strangeness of David's question.


  Who would win a fight between a lion and a tiger? And why did I suddenly care about the answer?


  Chapter 17


  



  We now knew the Yeerks' plan. They would wait for the big banquet. The heads of state would walk up to the platform, one by one, to give speeches. One by one they would pass behind the holographic pillar.


  There, out of sight of the audience, they would be hauled inside the pillar. They would be grabbed and held, their heads forced into the pool. A Yeerk slug would enter through their ears. Minutes later, they would be Controllers.


  Meanwhile, the holographic emitter we'd seen would project an image of the head of state continuing his walk up to the podium. He would seem to reappear on the far side of the pillar, walk up, and calmly deliver his speech.


  By the time the speech was over, the real head of state would be ready to emerge. The switch would then be done in reverse.


  "Tony, the White House protocol guy, is the man with the slash on his shoe," I told the others as we gathered in the barn. "That was the whole purpose behind grabbing the helicopter. It wasn't the President they were after right then."


  "They want a grand slam," David said. "They want all these guys at once. So they snagged the second helicopter, the one that always accompanies Marine One to throw off possible terrorists."


  "Exactly," I agreed. "They needed the chief of protocol, the guy who would decide how the banquet was laid out. So Visser Three acquired him. Replaced him."


  "What about the real guy? The actual chief of protocol?" Cassie asked.


  "Probably still alive," Marco offered. "Visser Three has him drugged, takes his clothes and shoes, goes out and does his stuff. Then later the real Tony wakes up and doesn't realize anything has even happened."


  <Why not just make Tony a Controller?> Tobias asked.


  "I don't know," I admitted.


  But Ax spoke up. <The buildings where these heads of state work and live are carefully guarded? And all of the employees carefully watched?>


  "You know it."


  <Then there may be a simple reason: Kandrona rays. If the President and the others are made into Controllers, they won't be able to get away from the President's security people long enough to secretly visit a Yeerk pool every three days for their needed Kandrona rays. So we have to assume the plan will be for the President to have a Yeerk pool and Kandrona placed within the White House itself.>


  Rachel made a rude, dismissive noise. "How would they keep something like that secret?"


  David supplied the answer. "Only the President could order something like that done in the White House. And even then, only if most or all of his Secret Service guys and a lot of his staff were Controllers, too."


  "The big goal is to get the President and the others," Marco agreed. "They need to get the President under control and he'll then make it possible for them to install a Kandrona in the White House itself. They need a Kandrona right there. They can't have well-known White House personnel secretly running around to Yeerk pools. So they didn't make this Tony guy a Controller because if the whole scheme fails, he'll be stuck in Washington without access to a Kandrona."


  Cassie shook her head. "Very clever, boys, but as usual you've overlooked a much simpler explanation."


  "What simple explanation?" I asked.


  "Ego," Cassie said. "You have to look at who we're talking about here. It's Visser Three. It's his biggest scheme ever! If it works, the battle for Earth is won. He'll be the big hero of the whole Yeerk Empire. And if it fails, he'll look like a fool. So what's he going to do? Stay aboard the Blade ship and watch? Uh-uh. Not Visser Three. He wants to be there. He wants to be able to say, 'Look, I did it all. Me, me, me!'"


  I nodded. As usual, Cassie had seen what I had missed.


  Cassie grinned. "Typical males," she said airily, self-mocking. "All you think about is plot. You always forget it's about personality. It's about character. Visser Three has to be there, see. He's an egomaniac."


  Marco, David, Ax, Tobias, and I all looked at one another, feeling a little disgruntled.


  "I still like our explanation," David said, speaking for all of us.


  "Well, I assume this banquet is tonight," I said, looking at my watch. "And if I'm right, we have very few hours to figure out how to bust up this plan."


  "I need to spend some time at home," Rachel said. "You probably do, too, Jake."


  "Actually, I'm pretty free for now," I said. "You heard about Saddler, right?"


  She hadn't. So I told her about our injured cousin. About my parents going to help out. And about the fact that Saddler was not necessarily going to survive.


  Everyone made the right noises of sympathy. So did David. But while his mouth was making the right words, I saw something disturbing in his eyes. Something I couldn't quite put my finger on.


  I glanced at him and he looked at me with a face that seemed to be shining with restrained excitement. Like someone who had just figured out how to win the lottery.


  And I heard an echo of Cassie's words in my mind: "It's always about character."


  Chapter 18


  



  I didn't know David. I realized that now. I hadn't really had time to get to know him. It had been one crisis piled on top of the next since we'd first learned about David finding the blue box.


  I knew each of the others. Name any situation. I could tell you exactly how Cassie or Marco or Rachel or Tobias or even Ax would react. But David remained unknown. Unpredictable.


  He'd been brave, mostly. He'd done what he had to do, mostly. But there had been things . . . the way he'd been in eagle morph and attacked some passing bird for no reason. The way he'd gotten weird in the lion morph. And the thing with breaking into the hotel room.


  All totally understandable. Nothing really awful. Not given how his entire life had been ripped apart.


  He seemed to get along with Cassie and Rachel and Tobias okay. He mostly ignored Ax, like he was afraid of him. Which was easy to understand. Andalites take some getting used to.


  He and Marco obviously did not get along. But that was easy to understand, too. Marco is my best friend in the world. But, like Ax, he can take some getting used to.


  We made our plans for the banquet that night. And after we were done, with the sun just going down, I gave Cassie a private "follow me" look. We went outside, leaving the others in the barn.


  I led her a little distance away, beyond the range of Tobias's sharp hawk hearing.


  "You want to ask me about David," Cassie said.


  I think my jaw dropped open. "Okay, how did you know?"


  "You've been watching him all afternoon like you're trying to figure him out."


  I nodded. "Okay. So what do you think? About him?"


  Cassie shrugged and looked back toward the barn. "I don't know. I can't seem to figure him out. He's lost his family, his life, his home. He doesn't seem upset enough for that, you know? I mean, sometimes he acts upset, but. . . I don't know."


  "Well, that's helpful," I said, making a deprecating face. "You're supposed to be the insightful one. I'm just a moron when it comes to figuring people out."


  Cassie laughed. Then she put her arm through mine. "Take one worry at a time, fearless leader. We have the mission tonight. We have to save the world. Let's do that, then figure out the new kid."


  "What do you think of the plan?"


  Cassie rolled her eyes. "Ax says it can be done and Marco says it's insane. I agree with both of them."


  The plan was pretty simple and straightforward. But it was ambitious, too. See, we didn't just want to save the heads of state. We wanted to force them to confront the truth: that there were aliens among us and that we were under attack.


  If we could do that, the world really would be saved.


  Ax had explained the way the hologram of the pillar and its force field were created.


  A ship, probably Visser Three's Blade ship, was parked maybe ten thousand feet above the hotel. It was cloaked so it would be invisible to radar and eyesight. It had to hold its station perfectly, never wobbling. It beamed the holographic picture and the force field down through the roof of the banquet hall.


  It took enormous, unimaginable amounts of energy.


  <Especially with inferior Yeerk technology,> Ax had said snidely. <Andalite technology would do it better, of course.>


  "But Erek and the other Chee use holograms constantly," Marco pointed out. "Their visible bodies are holograms."


  <Yes. Obviously in that one area, the technology the Chee possess is somewhat superior even to Andalite technology.>


  "Way superior," Marco had said, deliberately busting Ax and grinning the whole time. "Way, way superior. I mean, just so I have this straight, you're saying the Chee technology would be to Andalite technology like human technology is to . . . oh, say, chimpanzees?"


  That brought a laugh from everyone. All except David. David's gaze was somewhere else. He was looking at us, but from far off. Like we were each animals at the zoo. Like he was sizing us up.


  Ax got the best of Marco in the end. <Actually, the gap would have to be even wider, since there really isn't all that much of a difference between human technology and chimpanzee technology.>


  "Oooooh, score one for the Ax-man," Rachel said.


  The basic plan was simple enough. According to Ax, the beams from the Blade ship were focused to be strongest at ground level. The higher you got, the easier it would be to penetrate the beam and get inside the hologram.


  From that point on, you could drop straight down to the hidden Yeerk pool.


  Just a few major problems. We would have to instantly take out any Controllers who were stationed within the hologram column. And if any of us stepped outside the hologram, there would be security guys on us before we could blink.


  Then we'd have to be ready to snatch the various world leaders as they were pushed toward us and convince them to play along. Despite the fact that most of them didn't speak English.


  And oh, by the way, Erek had warned us that one of the men, one of those world leaders, was already a Controller. At least one of them.


  It would be a very strange game.
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  <Have I mentioned that this is insane?> Marco said.


  <Yeah, I think you may have,> I said.


  <Have I mentioned that of all the insane things we've ever done, this is so insane that it makes all previous insanity seem sane?>


  <I don't think you've mentioned that more than, oh, nine billion times,> I said.


  <Well, as long as we're clear on the fact that this is INSANE. In. Sane.>


  <Marco, shut up or I'll squeeze harder,> Rachel said.


  Here was the situation. We were all in birds-of-prey morphs. We were flying high. Too high for birds of prey at night with no thermals to lift us up. We were working at it, I can tell you that. We were flapping like idiots, fighting for every foot of altitude.


  And to make things worse, we were carrying things. I was carrying a teardrop-shaped lead weight. It wasn't all that big, maybe four ounces, but try carrying even four ounces when you're a peregrine falcon. Falcons aren't all that big.


  Tobias, Cassie, David, and Ax were all carrying similar weights: plumb bobs, fishing weights, and even an awl. We'd found them with some old tools and fishing tackle in Cassie's barn.


  Rachel was carrying Marco.


  And Marco was a snake.


  In fact, he was the cobra David used to own. David's snake had been made safe by the removal of its poison sacs. But since Marco morphed from the DNA, the surgery was irrelevant.


  Marco was a fully functional cobra, with venom that could knock a horse down in seconds and kill it in minutes.


  Rachel, as the largest of us with her bald eagle morph, drew the task of carrying Marco.


  We were high above the beach, following the surf line so we wouldn't get lost. There was no moon. Even if there had been, we'd have never seen it because clouds - big, black, rain-soggy clouds - covered the sky.


  It felt like those clouds were right on top of us. Actually, they were. As I flew, I'd pass through wisps of their lower edges.


  The surf below was bright enough, though. It was a wavy, silvery line, advancing, retreating, but always pointing the way for us. Just in case we had trouble with the darkness, Cassie had gone into a great horned owl morph. Our birds-of-prey eyes were not nearly as good at night as they were in the day. But Cassie could see the individual sand crabs scuttling around hundreds of feet below us.


  Ahead and far below, the lights of the Marriott resort were blazingly bright. It was lit up like a Monday Night Football game.


  We passed silently over the line of trees that marked the edge of the compound.


  <Oh, wow!> Cassie said suddenly. <It's him! Cool!>


  <It's who?> I demanded in alarm.


  <The President! He's walking from that cottage over to another cottage. Can't you see him? He's wearing shorts.>


  <Hey, let's go see if we can get an autograph,> David suggested, and then broke up laughing at his own joke.


  <Ax-man?> Tobias asked. <Are we high enough up to be able to penetrate this force field?>


  <I believe so,> Ax said. <Probably. Most likely.>


  <Well, that's reassuring.> Marco, of course.


  <I will go first,> Ax said. <If I appear to run into an invisible wall and am knocked unconscious and fall toward the ground, you'll know the force field is still too strong at this height.>


  Was that Andalite humor? I could never be sure.


  Ax pushed a little extra power into his harrier wings and pulled ahead. We watched him fly over the banquet hall, directly over the place where we knew the hologram/force field entered the roof.


  He seemed lost for a moment, going this way and that, then . . .


  <I am inside!> he said. <Hah! We're only two hundred feet up! An Andalite force field would be ten times this strong at this distance from the focus point.>


  He flew in a very tight circle, staying within the beam. We flew to catch up with him. There was an itchy, creepy-crawly sensation as I flew through the perimeter. Like ants covering my feathers. But then I was in. And now, looking down, I could see straight through the perfect circular hole in the roof. It was light down there. Light enough for me to see the heads of three Controllers.


  <Three of 'em,> Rachel said. <No problem-o.>


  We could see the tiny, stainless steel Yeerk pool. And we could see the human-Controllers lurking beside it.


  Three heads.


  Three targets.


  <Ready?> I asked.


  <Let's do it!> Rachel yelled.


  <I am ready, Prince Jake.>


  <Definitely not,> Marco said glumly.


  <Okay, I go first, then David, since we're the fastest in a dive. Then Tobias, Cassie, Ax, and Rachel with Marco, you come last. On the count of three. One . . . two . . .>


  I spilled air from my wings, flicked my tail, and headed straight down. I flapped to build up speed and I rocketed down that tube.


  The fastest thing in the air is a peregrine falcon in a dive. I broke a hundred miles per hour within seconds and kept building speed. Faster and faster, as my laser-intensity falcon eyes watched the head below me grow larger and larger.


  I gripped the lead weight in my talons.


  I was a dive-bomber. And I was doing well over a hundred miles per hour when I released my bomb.


  Now you know why we were carrying the weights.
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  Down, down, down like a diving fighter plane!


  I released the weight, flared my wings just a hair, slowed, and swept aside as David's own bomb dropped past me. My lead weight dropped. David's dropped. Then, more slowly, three more weights.


  Thunk!


  Thunk!


  The first two Controllers went down like someone had . . . well, like someone had dropped a very fast-moving lead weight on their heads.


  I mean, they just dropped. The third guy was gaping at them when a near miss hit his shoulder. He jerked aside, avoiding the next bomb.


  But the final bomb caught him square on his head, and he fell over the other two Controllers.


  We all inscribed tight circles inside the beam as Rachel went blazing past, trailing Marco from her talons.


  She flared and killed her speed at the last minute, then dropped expertly down through the hole.


  We followed. One of the Controllers was moving, trying to roll over. Rachel released Marco. He dropped directly onto the moving Controller and sank his fangs into the man's leg. He delivered a very small dose of toxin. Enough, we hoped, to keep the guy down but leave him breathing. One by one, we landed.


  It was bizarre beyond belief. We were invisible to everyone else in the banquet hall, but they were not invisible to us.


  The place was jammed. Hundreds of people, men in tuxedos, women in gowns. They were sitting at the long tables, and milling around and talking, and leaning over to whisper to one another, and nibbling appetizers and sipping white wine.


  And these weren't just people. These were people of the seriously important, powerful variety.


  The main table extended straight out from us. The man closest to us could have reached out and touched us. Only if he had, he'd have felt what he thought was a cool, marble column.


  I noticed that one of the lead weights had bounced out of the hologram. It lay at some woman's feet. Fortunately, no one had seen it come flying out of a seemingly solid pillar.


  We were all demorphing rapidly, but I think we were all busy being a little awestruck, too. Three places down along the table was the premier of Russia. Down from him? The French prime minister.


  I had to resist a powerful temptation to just step out of the pillar and say, "Hey, look at my man Ax, here! Get a clue! Aliens are real and we're being invaded!"


  I had to resist because there were an extreme number of guys in dark suits with sinister bulges under their jackets and very, very serious expressions.


  If I stepped out of the pillar with Ax, there would be about five hundred bullets from five different nations in our bodies before we could say, "Hello."


  The subject of this whole summit meeting was the Middle East. I guess people get jumpy when that's the topic under discussion. And the guys in the dark suits and shoulder holsters were probably jumpy to start with.


  We demorphed and stood there, crammed together around the stainless steel Yeerk pool. Ax had to keep his tail held close to keep it from showing. I didn't even want to think about what would happen if that tail blade suddenly appeared from the middle of a marble pillar.


  "Now what?" Rachel mouthed silently.


  "We wait," I said just as quietly. Although as noisy as the room was, we probably could have yelled and not been heard.


  We waited as the President sat down and was greeted with applause. We waited as they served soup. And then we waited as they served a salad. And waited some more as they started serving fish.


  Something tingled the back of my neck. Something wrong. Something . . . I nudged Cassie. "Didn't you say you saw the President outside?" She nodded and gave me a quizzical look.


  "You said he was wearing shorts. Now he's in a tuxedo."


  She looked confused. "I must have been mistaken," she whispered. "Must have been some guy who looked like the President."


  One of the Controllers we'd knocked out started to stir, so Marco morphed back to cobra and gave him a mild dose in the leg.


  Then came dessert. And the sad thing was, I was starving. I mean, I could have reached out and grabbed a dessert off the table, that's how close I was. It was weird. Like being the invisible man.


  But at last came the speeches.


  "Get ready," I said quietly, rousing the others, some of whom were half asleep from boredom. "Let's get these guys' suits and ties. Um . . . not you, Rachel. Or Cassie. I kind of think this is a job for the boys only."


  It took about five minutes, but soon we had three suits of clothing and three unconscious guys in boxers and undershirts.


  Ax, David, and I each acquired one of the unconscious Controllers.


  I know what you're thinking. We have a rule against morphing other humans. But to my mind, these weren't really other humans. The bodies may have been. But their minds were pure Yeerk.


  Besides, there was no other way. Even Cassie had agreed for this one time. If we didn't pull this off, the leaders of the free world would be made into slaves of the Yeerks. That couldn't happen.


  Ax began to morph a guy in his late twenties. David and I began to morph into what could almost have been some version of ourselves twenty years from now. Rachel and Cassie turned discreetly away.


  It was an easy morph. But to tell you the truth, it was weird, anyway. There was something just wrong about using someone else's DNA like that. Something . . . creepy. At some level, we were doing something very close to what the Yeerks were doing: We were taking control of a human being.


  Not their minds, of course. Because morphing just gives you the body and the instincts, not the memory, the thoughts, the soul of an individual. Basically, we were cloning these three unconscious men. Making exact duplicates of their physical selves.


  For me, the actual morph was a big nothing. I looked different, but I didn't feel any different. Just taller, heavier, and like I needed a shave.


  I quickly donned the man's suit and slipped the still-knotted tie over my head. As soon as Ax had human arms we slipped his Controller's suit and shirt on him. We'd all seen Ax try to put on "artificial skin," as he called it. We didn't have time to wait around for him to figure out the difference between arm holes and leg holes.


  Then we tried to put on the tie. Just one problem: Cassie had picked up the tie he'd dropped and nervously unknotted it.


  None of us guys had a clue how to retie it.


  For about ten seconds, Marco and David and Tobias and I just stared at one another and at the tie and back at one another.


  Then Rachel whispered, "Oh, good grief, you guys are pathetic. None of you has ever tied a tie?" She snatched the tie out of my hands, whipped it around Ax's neck, tied it neatly, cinched it up, rebuttoned his shirt using the buttonholes we'd managed to miss, buttoned the top button of his jacket, straightened his lapels, and pushed his hair into place. All in less time than we'd wasted staring blankly at one another.


  She grabbed one of Ax's shoulders and spun him around to face the "doorway" in the force field.


  The Yeerks' plan was simple. Wait until one of the presidents or prime ministers disappeared behind the marble column. Then, when the hologram was opened for just a split second, the two Controllers waiting there would shove their victim inside.


  The hologram emitter would project an image of that same leader walking to the stage and giving his prepared speech.


  When the speech was over, the man would appear to walk back behind the pillar. At which point the real leader, now a Controller, would step out, and boldly sit down with his wife and aides.


  Our plan was equally simple. We'd wait till the Controllers outside shoved the President or prime minister our way. Then we'd grab him and let the emitter show the guy heading up onto the stage. Meanwhile, we'd explain to the man what was happening. We'd show him the Yeerks. We'd have Ax demorph to demonstrate that he was, in fact, an alien.


  Then we'd let the guy go and repeat the process with each new leader. Insane, yes. But it was all we could think of. And it could have worked.


  Could have. If. . . if I'd stopped to think about just how well a great horned owl can see at night. And just how recognizable the President is. And just how long it takes to put on a tuxedo.
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  Someone was up on the podium doing an introduction. You know: "Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you a great man, a man of the people, but also a man of history . . ."


  Two burly-looking guys in dark suits edged up behind the pillar, on either side of the "door."


  The room burst into applause, and one man stood up and headed down the table toward us - toward what he saw as a marble pillar.


  "Which one is he?" David whispered.


  "The French prime minister," I said. "I think."


  The French prime minister walked toward us around the back of the pillar, and . . . walked straight on by, up to the podium.


  We looked at one another in confusion.


  "He must be the one who is already a Controller," David said.


  I nodded. But I wasn't too sure. Something was bothering me. Hovering just out of reach in my brain. I'd had that feeling before. That terrible feeling that I'd missed something.


  Unfortunately, like most premonitions, it was useless. Because usually that kind of premonition turned out to be wrong.


  Still, I tried to focus, tried to figure out what was nagging at me.


  The French prime minister spoke for about ten minutes, then went to sit down. Another introduction followed. And then the Russian premier headed toward the podium.


  We tensed up again. He came closer, closer. . .


  This time it had to happen. Erek the Chee had always had excellent sources of information. And Erek had said only one head of state was definitely a Controller.


  The Russian premier walked past. And on up to the platform. He began talking, pausing every few seconds for the translator to translate his speech into English.


  That's when I knew.


  "Oh, man," I whispered. "It's a trap."


  For a moment, I couldn't do anything. I couldn't think. I couldn't even breathe. I just stood there, reeling.


  Then, I realized I knew one thing, at least. "Battle morphs! Now!" I hissed.


  No one asked why. No one hesitated.


  I demorphed to my own body. Without waiting, I began to grow orange-and-black-striped fur. But before I morphed completely, I grabbed Ax's now-Andalite arm.


  "A hologram inside a hologram. Is it possible?"


  His eyes went wide in shock, then in anger. He didn't have to answer.


  I was halfway to tiger when the Russian premier started laughing. He was standing at the podium just laughing, although he still seemed to be delivering his speech. He was looking out at the audience, speaking Russian. But now, from within the Russian premier, came the sound of laughter.


  <Has the truth dawned on you yet?> a familiar thought-speak voice asked.


  <Do you realize what has happened? Come, come, surely you must know it now. Surely such brilliant fighters as yourselves must have figured it out.>


  From the very middle of the Russian premier, a hooved leg emerged. Then a pair of stalk eyes, an arm.


  Visser Three stepped out of the Russian. Out of the hologram of the Russian.


  The Russian kept talking. The audience kept nodding appreciatively and interrupting with applause. But none of it was real.


  We were inside a hologram of a marble pillar. But the hologram of the marble pillar was inside a hologram showing a room full of people.


  A hologram showing a president who in reality was outside. Wearing shorts, just as Cassie had seen him.


  <Turn off the outer hologram,> Visser Three said.


  Instantly the entire room full of people disappeared. All the heads of state. All the guests. All the food. All the sounds of laughter and applause and conversation.


  It all disappeared. Instead, we saw the banquet room itself. Empty, except for the rows of tables and chairs.


  That, plus a solid wall of Hork-Bajir warriors completely encircling us, each with a Dracon beam leveled directly at us. Or at least at the marble pillar they could see.


  <Now,> Visser Three said with exquisite enjoyment, <now, you may turn off the inner hologram.>


  We knew that the marble pillar had disappeared. We were now exposed to the army of Hork-Bajir. And not three feet away from Visser Three himself.


  We stood there, a strange collection of animals: a tiger, a lion, a bear, a hawk, a wolf, a snake, and an Andalite. We were a formidable force. But we were nothing compared to the small army that surrounded us.


  If one of us had so much as twitched, thirty or forty Dracon beams would have fired instantaneously. And a split second later we'd have been nothing but atoms.


  <By the way,> Visser Three gloated. <The real banquet is tomorrow night.>


  Chapter 22


  



  Trapped!


  We had a simple choice: Surrender or die.


  Only in reality, it was worse than that. Even if we surrendered, there was no guarantee we'd live. And at the very least we'd be made into Controllers.


  <Let's get them!> Rachel said. <What do we have to lose? At least we can take a few of them down with us!>


  <No, we can't,> Marco said flatly. <We'll never even lay a paw on any of them. We won't get two feet before they fry us.>


  <Are we going to die?> David wailed.


  Cassie nuzzled against him, comforting him - as much as a wolf could comfort a lion.


  <Demorph,> Visser Three ordered. <Don't worry, I have no desire to kill you. After all, six Andalite host bodies? It would be a great accomplishment for me. All of my most trusted lieutenants could have morphing power. That, plus making hosts of the most powerful leaders of this planet? I'll be Visser One before the week is out! Hah-hah! I'll be sitting on the Council of Thirteen within a year!>


  I swear the evil creep practically danced with glee. The urge to at least take a leap at him and maybe, just maybe, get my claws on him was so powerful I almost couldn't think straight.


  But at the same time, something was bothering me about what he'd said. About several things he'd said. Starting with the fact that he'd said there were six of us. He couldn't have overlooked a lion, a bear, a tiger, or a wolf. Certainly he didn't overlook Ax.


  I tried to glance sideways and see the others. I could make out Tobias, sitting right out in the open where Visser Three had to see him. Which left . . .


  Marco!


  You might just overlook a snake. Especially if that snake was behind the stainless steel pool.


  <Marco! Can the Visser see you?>


  <Probably not, but about nine thousand Hork-Bajir can!>


  <Marco . . . are they looking at you? I mean, are any of them looking at you?>


  <Actually, no.>


  I felt like my brain was working in slow motion. Visser Three didn't see Marco. His Hork-Bajir didn't seem to be looking at Marco. And Visser Three was still planning to go after the heads of state. All of which meant. . . what?


  <I'm growing impatient,> Visser Three said. <Demorph. Do it now. If you refuse, I'll kill you one by one till you decide to comply.>


  He raised a Dracon beam weapon and pointed it. The tip of it traveled from one of us to the other. Tobias . . . Rachel . . . Me . . .


  <Who dies first?>


  <Wait!> David cried. <Don't shoot me! I'll demorph. I don't care about these - AAAHHHH!>


  Cassie clamped her jaws around David's right hind leg. Sweet, gentle Cassie.


  HHRRRROOOOOWWWWWWRRRR


  David roared in rage and pain. A roar that made my skin vibrate and made Visser Three jump.


  Instinctively David jerked around, reaching for Cassie's head with his own fangs. But Cassie was too clever for that. David spun around, trailing Cassie like an extra tail, but he could not reach her.


  <Stop it! Stop it or I'll shoot now!> Visser Three yelled.


  <David!> I yelled. <Get a grip! Stop it!>


  The Hork-Bajir just kept watching, Dracon beams raised as the weird fight of lion and wolf continued.


  And that's when it began to click. Even as I was yelling at David, the last puzzle piece fell into place. <How the heck did he get all those Hork-Bajir in this place?> I demanded suddenly. <We could barely get a dragonfly in here!>


  If I was right . . . was I right? Or was I just desperate?


  <Rachel! Explain to David that he needs to knock it off!> I snapped.


  Rachel was on all fours. She half rose up to a sort of bear crouch. She reached out with her left paw and swung hard. She connected with David's snarling, snapping jaw. David staggered. Cassie released David and jumped back.


  <Hah! Andalites fighting among themselves,> Visser Three crowed. <But as entertaining as it is, I order you to stop!>


  <She bit me!> David yelled, outraged.


  <I'm going to kill you first,> Visser Three said to David.


  <No! I'll demorph! See? I'm doing it!>


  <Shut up, you pathetic, gutless weasel,> Rachel screamed. <You won't have to wait for Visser Three to kill you!>


  <They're threatening me!> David cried, running toward Visser Three.


  And then I knew for sure. Visser Three turned his Dracon beam on David. He hesitated. But more important, none of the Hork-Bajir even flinched.


  <I'm on your side!> David yelled.


  <Bad choice, David,> I said coldly. <Ax?>


  <Yes, my prince.>


  <A hologram inside a hologram. That's what we had, right?>


  <Yes. The hologram of the marble pillar was inside the hologram of the banquet.>


  <Any reason - any technical reason, I mean - why it couldn't be a hologram, inside a hologram, inside a third hologram?>


  <A third hologram?> Rachel said.


  <Yeah. A hologram of a whole army of Hork-Bajir,> I said. <A projection. A fake. I don't think they're really there. I think Visser Three is here, and maybe he's got a couple of human-Controllers with him. But that army of Hork-Bajir around us? I don't think this is a live show. I think we're watching videotapes.


  <You sure?> Cassie asked.


  <Marco? You're out of Visser Three's sight. Start moving toward the Hork-Bajir.>


  <Attack them? All on my own? Jake, buddy, you better be right.>


  <Yeah. I'd better be.>
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  <I'm slithering,> Marco said.


  I waited. If I was wrong, Marco would die first. But if I was wrong, we'd all be pretty close behind him. All except David, maybe.


  David was standing beside Visser Three. He was demorphing. But he was demorphing slowly. It would be impossible to tell that he was human. So far. In a few seconds . . .


  No! David was remorphing! He was getting more lionlike again.


  <Um, Jake?> Marco said. <I just bit a Hork-Bajir on the leg. He tasted like air. I went right through him. Hologram, but no force field.>


  <It is a hologram!> I yelled triumphantly.


  <There are no Hork-Bajir! Just us and the Visser.>


  <Well, well, well,> Rachel said. <I think I'd better just . . .>


  <No,> I said. <I'm faster than you are. I'll get him!>


  <But I'm closest,> David said suddenly.


  David was standing just two feet from Visser Three.


  <You want to kill someone, you filthy abomination, destroy me first!> Ax yelled suddenly.


  A distraction! Good old Ax.


  Visser Three swung his Dracon beam toward Ax, and David struck!


  A powerful swipe of his massive forepaw, and suddenly Visser Three's legs buckled. He toppled forward. He landed hard on his face and chest, but he kept his grip on his weapon.


  David was on him in a flash.


  The "Hork-Bajir" just kept watching. But through the hologram, out of the projected Hork-Bajir, half a dozen human-Controllers leaped, guns drawn.


  David lunged at the Visser's throat.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  I saw one bullet come out the far side of David's shoulder, leaving a red hole the size of a quarter. A pinprick to a lion.


  But David pulled back. And Visser Three was already morphing.


  <Don't use the human guns, you idiots!> Visser Three yelled. <You want everyone in this complex to hear? Draw your Dracon beams!>


  My turn to get into the fight. I leaped for the nearest human-Controller. I hit him as he was fumbling inside his jacket. I knocked him back into and through the holographic wall of still-impassive Hork-Bajir.


  Suddenly we were outside the illusion. We were in the empty banquet room. I rolled off the human-Controller, got just enough distance, and nailed him across the face with my paw.


  He went down and stayed down. It wouldn't kill him. But getting hit by a tiger, even with claws retracted, was roughly like getting popped in the jaw by a cement block.


  The remaining guards were struggling to draw Dracon beams. David was all over Visser Three, but Visser Three was getting more powerful by the second. I don't know what hideous alien beast he was morphing, but it was dark and large and had more arms than it should.


  I leaped at the next Controller I saw, but Rachel loomed up behind him and tapped him lightly on the head. A light tap from a grizzly was more than enough. The man dropped like a sack of potatoes.


  But two more Controllers now had Dracon beams drawn and aimed.


  Cassie leaped!


  Tseeeww!


  A Dracon beam fired. Cassie howled and fell short of her target. A burn striped her side, as if someone had placed a red-hot pipe against her. I could smell burned fur. The Controller who'd shot her ran up and pointed his Dracon beam directly at her head.


  <NO!> I yelled.


  Visser Three had managed to push David away, but large and terrifying as the Visser had become, he suddenly discovered he had an Andalite tail blade pressed against his throat.


  <Tell him not to fire!> Ax said. <If he pulls the trigger on that Dracon beam, I remove your head.>


  Everything froze. No one moved. The only sound was panting.


  <A standoff?!> Visser Three practically screamed. <I won't accept that! I have you! I have you at last. You won't escape me!>


  Ax pressed his tail blade against the dark, pockmarked lizard skin of the morphed Visser's throat till black blood began to seep out.


  Still, the Visser wasn't ready to give in. He'd gone to a lot of trouble to catch us. He'd taken a big risk. And you don't get to be a Visser of the Yeerk Empire without being determined.


  <Which of you is the human?> he asked, his thought-speak voice suddenly silky and insinuating.


  Ax was the one to answer. <Humans?> He forced a laugh. <You are losing your sense of reason, Visser. Humans do not morph.>


  <I know you found the blue box,> Visser Three said coolly. <I know a human boy named David found it. And I know you Andalite bandits have gotten to him. You either killed him or made him one of you. And killing him in cold blood wouldn't have suited the hypocritical Andalite sense of morality.>


  He was demorphing, returning to his own stolen Andalite body. His stalk eyes were reemerging now, and he turned them to look from one of us to the other.


  <One of you is the human child named David. It's to you that I'm speaking, David. David? Your parents are with me. They miss you. They would like to see you again.>


  <David, don't say a -> I started to say. But too late.


  <You took my parents!> David said. <You turned them into . . . into Yeerks!>


  <Yes. But we would not do that to you, David. I give you my word. You would be allowed to live free with your parents.>


  <Liar,> Ax sneered. <The word of Visser Three.>


  <What other choice do you have?> Visser Three continued, ignoring Ax. <We know what you look like. You'll never be able to go out in the world again, David. Never go to one of your human entertainments. Never ->


  <Silence!> Ax said.


  <Are you afraid for the young human to hear the truth? You see, David? They can't allow you to learn the truth. The Andalites are a race of liars!>


  One of the Controllers touched the earpiece in his ear. "Visser! Humans coming!"


  <So, what will it be, David?> the Visser asked. <Come with us now. We'll take you to your parents.>


  <Don't waste your time, Visser,> Ax said.


  "Visser! Humans coming, fast! U.S. Secret Service. We're monitoring their communications. They are searching for the location of all the noises. They'll reach us in minutes!"


  Visser Three hesitated still. I could see the frustration on his face. His main eyes were burning with rage.


  <Come over to us, David. Go to your old home. We'll watch for you there. Come over to us! We'll make you powerful! Safe!>


  Visser Three began to morph again, this time emerging as Tony, the protocol chief. One of the Controllers was already opening a briefcase with one of Tony's suits inside.


  <Turn the inner hologram back on,> Ax directed. <Just wait till we are all inside it.>


  We drew apart, two armies observing a truce. The Yeerks backed toward the door as Visser Three continued to morph to human.


  We edged within the area that would be concealed by the hologram of the pillar.


  Ten minutes later, we were away from the resort. Shaken. Filled with doubts. No closer to our goal of protecting the leaders of the free world.


  But alive.
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  We flew home through darkness. I knew the moods of my friends. I knew who would explode and when. I contacted them, one by one, in private thought-speak.


  <Don't say a word, Marco,> I warned.


  <About what? About the fact that David was ready to ->


  <I don't have time to argue, Marco, just don't!>


  I never do that. I never hand out orders. I mean, I am supposed to be the leader, but I don't give orders. I just don't feel like I have the right. But this time I had no choice. One wrong word, and we could be in bigger trouble than we were already in.


  <You guys know I was just faking the big Yeerk out, right?> David said.


  <Yeah, right,> Rachel began.


  <Rachel. Shut up!> I snapped so only she could hear me.


  <I was!> David yelled. <I was never going to surrender! And you had no right calling me a coward, Rachel! Maybe you're a coward!>


  <Rachel! Not. One. WORD,> I said. <You hear me? Not one word.> Then, one by one, I contacted Tobias, Ax, and Cassie. The message was the same: No one disses David. We all accept his story. We all play along like we believe it.


  <I mean, look,> David was saying, <I'm the one who took him down, right? I mean, I got the creep. Even though Cassie had been chewing on my leg. Which was totally unnecessary.>


  <You did great, David,> I said.


  <Yeah. I think you almost finished the guy off,> Marco enthused.


  <I was impressed,> Rachel said. Then added privately to me, <The gutless, treacherous little worm. He blows with the wind. He turned on Visser Three when he saw we might win.>


  David seemed to relax as we flew. Then he went beyond relaxing. He started bragging.


  <Like I was ever scared of that guy? No way. Him and me, we had a score to settle. And I would have taken him down, only the way it played out I couldn't. You know, because they got Cassie and all.>


  <Yeah, thanks for holding back, David,> Cassie said. <I guess you saved my life.>


  <No problem,> David said.


  It went that way all the trip back to the barn. David boasting, us reassuring. And the truth was, I couldn't be totally sure he wasn't telling the whole truth.


  My instincts told me he was lying. That he'd gone over to the Visser, and only turned on him when, as Rachel had said, he saw how the wind was blowing.


  But I couldn't be sure. All I knew for sure was one thing: We couldn't act like we were suspicious of David. If he was lying, we'd just end up warning him. If he was telling the truth, we'd destroy any possibility of trust between us.


  So we had to shut up and play along. For now.


  It was late when we got back to the barn. Rachel had to rush home to avoid getting grounded for all of eternity. Cassie had to invent some story about having come across an injured raccoon who got away. Her parents would accept that. Marco was basically toast, unless he'd gotten lucky and his dad had gone out on a date. (Turned out he had not. Marco was going to be applying fertilizer to the lawn and losing TV for a week.)


  Ax and Tobias had no problems. Neither did I. I knew Tom was probably still out. And with my parents out of town, I wasn't in danger of getting grounded.


  I thought-spoke privately with Tobias and Ax. Then I flew home and demorphed. I rumpled my bed and stuck a couple of pillows under the covers to make it look like I was sleeping. I wolfed down some food, carefully leaving dirty dishes around for when Tom came home. He'd see the dishes and figure I'd raided the refrigerator before going to bed. I even left the TV on, something I do by accident sometimes.


  Then I morphed again, and flew back to the barn to wait.


  I resumed human form, crouching and shivering in the bed of Cassie's dad's pickup truck.


  I didn't see Ax or Tobias, but I knew they were there in the night, somewhere.


  Midnight. Nothing.


  One o'clock. Nothing.


  Maybe I was wrong. I hoped I was wrong. If I wasn't wrong, I didn't know what to do.


  I'll tell you something, though. You don't want to try and be hopeful at one in the morning. It's nothing but depressing at that hour. Cassie's house was dark. Everyone was asleep.


  Two o'clock.


  It began to rain lightly. Only there's no such thing as "light" rain where you're hunched down on a bag of peat moss in the back of a pickup, wearing bike shorts and a T-shirt.


  I crawled stiffly out of the bed of the truck and climbed into the cab of the truck. Unbelievable! The keys were in the ignition.


  I turned them to the "on" position and switched on the radio very low. That at least was an improvement.


  Two-thirty.


  I was wrong about David. If he stayed in the barn, I was wrong. And he was staying in the barn.


  I kept playing the scene over and over in my mind. The moment when he said <Wait! Don't shoot me! I'll demorph. I don't care about these -> And then the fight between him and Cassie.


  Was David telling the truth? Was it all just a clever plan to get close to Visser Three? Had Cassie just gotten in the way?


  <They're threatening me!> That's what he'd yelled as he ran to the Visser's side. All part of a plan?


  I was fighting sleep and losing. My head kept falling forward, then suddenly snapping back as I jerked to consciousness. My eyes were bleary from peering at the barn.


  And, in fact, I missed it when it happened.


  But Ax didn't.


  <This is Aximili,> he said, in as loud a thought-speak as he could manage. <We have an eagle leaving the barn.>


  Tobias's thought-speak came from somewhat closer. <I see him. Jake? I hope you hear me. Because we have a traitor.>
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  Tobias came swooping down to land beside me on the back of the truck. "Follow him," I said tersely. "But don't let him see you. Ax and I will follow."


  Tobias spread his wings and took off. But as he left he said, <This won't be easy, Jake. In the dark, his eyes are as good as mine. We'll both be moving pretty slow.>


  "Do your best," I said. I had already begun to morph to peregrine falcon. David had a head start on Tobias. An even bigger head start on me and Ax. Ax was morphing to bird, too. None of us was a great night flyer, but golden eagles are fast. Faster than red-tails.


  I hooked up with Ax in the air over Cassie's barn. The thought entered my mind that I should get Cassie, regardless of the risk of her parents realizing she was gone. But there was no time. And surely the three of us could handle David.


  Ax and I flew hard. We kept calling to Tobias, but he was not within range. I couldn't see him. Or David.


  Was he heading toward his old house? Was he going to sell out to the Yeerks? Could he be that dumb?


  Once again I was faced with the fact that I didn't really know David. He was still an unknown quantity. What was he doing?


  I had no one to follow. No way to know if Tobias was keeping up with David.


  <Ax? We're going to head toward David's old house,> I said.


  <Yes. That seems sensible,> Ax agreed. <When . . .>


  Ax seemed about to say more.


  <What is it?>


  <If David is joining forces with the Yeerks, what shall we do with him?>


  <I don't know,> I said.


  We flew hard, flapping all the way. We flew above the darkened homes, above the empty streets, above the abandoned businesses.


  Every few minutes I would call out to Tobias. But he didn't answer. And slowly, another possibility began to occur to me: That it wasn't just a case of Tobias being out of range.


  Maybe Tobias couldn't answer.


  <Ax? Keep an eye out for Tobias.>


  <I am. I do not see him in the sky anywhere.>


  <Not in the sky,> I said. <Keep an eye out for him on the ground.>


  <You think David may have attacked Tobias?>


  <Ax, I do not know what to think. I just keep hoping this is all some big misunderstanding. How do we fight against a traitor? An Animorph?>


  <We are close to David's house,> Ax pointed out.


  <Visser Three said they'd be watching for him there. Which means they'll be watching for us, too.> I looked down at the house. It still showed signs of the epic battle that had taken place there. The window of David's old room was a gaping hole - shattered glass, splintered wood, siding peeled off and hanging down.


  A truck was parked across the street. A brown UPS truck. I'd never seen a UPS truck parked on the street before.


  <I wonder how many Hork-Bajir they have crammed in there?> I said.


  <I do not see David. Or Tobias.>


  <Me neither. But David could be in the house. I'll have to go in and see.>


  <Prince Jake, this is a trap.>


  <Yeah. I know. The Yeerks are on the lookout for David. But if he's here, do they know he's here yet? Maybe they missed him arriving. Maybe he's inside and hasn't been spotted yet. Or maybe he's undecided. Maybe he just needs to think about all this.>


  <That is a highly unacceptable number of maybes.>


  <Yep. Sure is. Ax? I need you at your most dangerous. And that's as an Andalite. Land in that backyard two houses down. Demorph. And be ready to jump some fences.>


  <I should stay with you!>


  <No. I'm going in alone. If David can still be reached, that's the only way.>


  I'd like to pretend that I was some fearless hero right then. But that wouldn't be real. Maybe there are guys who don't feel afraid when they're facing death. But I think those guys are called lunatics, not heroes.


  I was scared. I knew what was in the UPS van. I didn't know what was in that abandoned, scarred house.


  What I did know was that I had no time to morph into something else. Or to come up with clever plans. All I could do was fly in and hope.
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  I swooped down toward that window. Or the hole that had once been a window.


  Down through the cold, lifeless night air.


  It was a strange scene inside. The battle we'd fought there had destroyed the walls, annihilated furniture, left the place looking like a house that's being demolished.


  But someone had dragged the bed back into place. It faced a television set. The set was on, but the picture was dim and snowy.


  A golden eagle stood on the upright bedpost, watching the TV screen. And that's when I saw the other bird. A crumpled mass of feathers lay atop a wadded-up sheet. Blood had seeped into the material.


  <Tobias!> I cried. There was no answer.


  The golden eagle turned its head to look at me. <He was following me,> David said. <Trying to stop me.>


  A voice in my head was saying no. Over and over again till it was one long siren wail. No, no, no!


  <Tobias!> I yelled again. No answer.


  I didn't know what to do. The eagle - David - was three times my size. I was alone. I strained my hearing, listening for breathing sounds from Tobias.


  <David, you can't do this,> I said as calmly as I could.


  <Do what, Jake? Turn myself over to the Yeerks? Of course not. You really think I'm dumb enough to try that? That's not what this is about.>


  <Then what are you doing?!> I roared, suddenly not so calm. <What are you doing, hurting Tobias?>


  <Hurting him? Oh, he's dead, in case you were wondering,> David said. <Definitely dead.>


  My mind kind of went numb as he spoke those words. I strained to hear breathing sounds from the clump of mangled feathers. But there were no sounds.


  I felt very weak. Helpless. How could this be? How could I have let it happen?


  <Why are you doing this?> I pleaded.


  <What choice do I have? The Yeerks know me. My parents would turn me in. And you . . . you and the others? Hey, you made it clear the other night when I checked into the Holiday Inn, right? What was it you said? Something like: "If you go around using your powers however you want, we can't have you around. You're a danger to us.">


  I recognized the words.


  <You think I don't know you were threatening me, Jake?> David said. <I'm not spending the rest of my life taking orders from you. You and Marco and Rachel and Cassie? You're like this clique or something. Like, do what we say, or you can't be one of the popular kids. My family used to move around a lot. I was always the new kid in school. I got used to being pushed around by the so-called popular kids. That's all this is. This is like you and Marco and Rachel are the cool kids, and I'm just the new kid, right? So you get to push me around? Rachel gets to call me a coward? Because I want to stay alive? I don't think so.>


  <You murdered Tobias because you think this is some stupid school thing?!> I yelled.


  <Murder? I don't think so, Jake,> he said with a laugh. <He's a bird. You may kill a bird, but it isn't murder. I'd never do that. I wouldn't hurt a human. But hey, an animal? That's a different story.>


  He stared hard at me with the laser-focus glare of the golden eagle. And what could I do? He was as fast as me. Bigger than me. If he had outfought Tobias, with all his experience, he would outfight me.


  <What choice do I have, Jake?> David asked, almost sadly. <No family. No home. Can't even step out in public as a human. Yeerks after me. The rest of my life I live in Cassie's barn? Do what I'm told? Let Marco hammer me? Let Rachel look down her pretty nose at me? And in the meantime risk getting trapped as a flea or something? Or killed? Maybe you want to be the big hero, Jake, but not me. I have this power now. I'm going to use it.>


  <The Yeerks will never stop looking for you,> I said.


  <They'll never find me. See, all I have to do is acquire some other human morph, right? I can be human for two hours at a time. I even have a person in mind. And using my powers, I can take anything I want. Anything. I can be a millionaire if I want.>


  <If the Yeerks don't get you, we will,> I said.


  <Yeah, I know,> David acknowledged. <But already there used to be six of you and now there are just five. Pretty soon, Jake, it'll be four.>


  That's when the eagle spread his wings, flapped hard, and shot toward me.


  Chapter 27


  



  The golden eagle was huge! The wings seemed to fill the room. The talons, raked forward and opened wide, would rip me open in a flash.


  I dropped backward, flat onto my back on the floor. Something no falcon would ever do. Something David's eagle instincts would never expect.


  The eagle flew over me. I scuttled under the bed, my talons scrabbling wildly on the exposed wood flooring. Again, something no falcon would do.


  <How long do you think you can hide under there?> David mocked. But I could hear frustration in his voice. He stuck his big eagle's head down and peered, almost comically, beneath the bed. He could come in after me, but he'd be crammed in tighter than I was. He'd be unable to move.


  He flapped over to the window opening. And when I peered after him, I saw his talons growing. He was demorphing.


  A mistake. David might have all my morphing power, but he didn't have my experience. He would be helpless while he was in midmorph. I could escape.


  Only I didn't want to escape. Not with Tobias lying dead on the bed above me.


  I'd gone into lots of battles against Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, Visser Three himself. I'd always gone in hoping to win. But I'd never gone in consciously hoping to kill.


  This was different. I didn't want to escape. I wanted to destroy David. I wanted revenge.


  Human feet began to emerge from the talons. I timed it carefully, then I scrabbled back out from beneath the far side of the bed and flapped my wings.


  David stood there, maybe three feet tall, still covered in feathers. His face was an eagle's face. But there were human fingers beginning to emerge from the wing tips.


  He reached over and clumsily grasped a jagged piece of wood about as long as a baseball bat.


  <Come on, little birdie,> he said. <Try for the window, go ahead.>


  I flapped hard, making a lot of noise with my wings. But I didn't fly. I skimmed across the floor on my talons, using my wings to get up speed.


  David saw what I was doing and tried to bend over to slam the stick down. Just one problem: He was still more bird than human. And birds don't have a waist.


  WHAP! The stick missed me, and I was under his guard. Under his guard and now flying straight up, up at his face.


  He staggered back. He batted at his face with his half-formed hands. ButI was too close and he was too clumsy.


  I raked his face with both talons.


  "Aaaaahhhhh!" he cried with a mouth more human than bird. I dug one talon into his emerging nose and -


  THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP.


  Footsteps racing.


  WHAM! The broken door blew back on its hinges. Hork-Bajir poured into the room.


  David was still blinded by my feathers and the blood in his face. I immediately let him go, dropped straight down, and turned for the window. I blew through it with Hork-Bajir claws tearing at my tail feathers.


  David leaped! Out the window. I was airborne, but his falling body slammed me out of the air. We went down together. Hard. The swimming pool was behind us.


  David was on his back, but already remorphing.


  Hork-Bajir leaped fearlessly out into the dark yard. They were a species raised in the trees. A ten-foot drop meant nothing to them.


  FWUMP!


  FWUMP!


  FWUMP!


  Three big Hork-Bajir landed on the grass. Their T-rex feet dug deep into the sod. Their blades flashed dully in the dim light. I lay stunned, my feathers muddy and stiff. David was morphing as fast as he could. His human features were already almost gone.


  But neither of us was going to get airborne fast enough to clear the fence and get away. I'd need a running start to get that high that fast, and with the pool behind me I was trapped. The Hork-Bajir ran straight for us.


  It would be over in a few seconds. I tensed up, waiting for the blade slash that would cut me in two.


  But then, something flew overhead! Over the fence. Over the pool! No, it didn't fly, it soared!


  Ax cleared the fence and the pool and dropped almost daintily down between me and the advancing Hork-Bajir.


  <I thought you might wish some assistance, Prince Jake,> Ax said calmly.


  "Andalite!" the biggest Hork-Bajir spat.


  <Yes, Andalite,> Ax said with all the natural arrogance of his people. <What a pity for you, Yeerk.>


  Now, one Andalite is not a match for three Hork-Bajir. But the Yeerks have a very healthy respect for Andalite tails. So the Hork-Bajir hesitated.


  They didn't hesitate for long, but it was long enough. Ax reached down, scooped me up in his many-fingered hands, and leaped backward over the pool.


  <Whoa! I didn't know you could do that!> I said.


  <I didn't, either,> Ax said.


  Hork-Bajir raced around the pool, coming for us. Now that they were past their first hesitancy, they were fixated on the one Andalite they could see and be sure of.


  They abandoned David.


  Ax turned around and leaped the fence, facing forward. The Hork-Bajir didn't bother to leap. They came barreling straight through, wiping out the fence in an explosion of splinters and a barrage of noise.


  Lights snapped on in neighboring houses.


  But too late for the Hork-Bajir. Too late for them to see that the neighbor on this side also had a pool.


  Ax skipped clear of this swimming pool. The Hork-Bajir plowed in.


  PAH-LOOOSH!


  The three seven-foot creatures weren't going to drown. The pool was only six feet deep. But they weren't going to catch us, either.


  Overhead I saw the eagle fly.


  <I have to go after him!> I said.


  <Wait till I can morph and come with you!> Ax said.


  <No. We can't lose him!> I said. <Don't follow me. Get help. Get Rachel, she lives close. She can use her owl morph to find us. Maybe.>


  <Good hunting, Prince Jake.>


  Normally I would have said "Don't call me prince." It's a running joke between me and Ax. But this wasn't a night for jokes.


  <Ax? I think Tobias is dead,> I said. <I think David killed him.>


  <That would be a most terrible thing,> Ax said.


  <Yeah. Get Rachel. If David's killed Tobias, we may have to do a terrible thing, too. Get Rachel.>


  I took to the air and raced after the golden eagle.


  Chapter 28


  



  He saw me. He knew he was stronger than me in the air, but still he flew on.


  On through the night, as fast as we both could fly. We passed over the school. We passed over the construction site where the others and I had first encountered Elfangor and become what we were today.


  I thought he was flying back toward Cassie's barn. But he kept going, apparently without any specific idea of where to go.


  <You've been a long time in that morph, Jake,> he called to me. <Better demorph.>


  <Not as long as you've been in your morph, David.>


  <I guess you're right. I was looking for the right place to do this. But I guess I'll have to take whatever comes up,> he said.


  I didn't know what he meant. But then I saw him gliding downward. Down toward the empty mall below us.


  He disappeared behind a stack of air-conditioning equipment on the vast mall roof.


  I looked back, trying to see if Ax had decided to follow me. But no, he'd have done what I asked. He'd have gone to get Rachel.


  Nothing. The sky was empty.


  I glided down toward the mall roof, avoiding the area where I'd seen David land.


  I came to rest on the gravelly roof, exhausted from the endless flapping. I looked carefully, fearfully into the darkness. I strained my hearing. But no one was near.


  I watched to see if David would fly away again. But in my heart I knew he would not. David had picked this place. David wasn't going to run.


  I demorphed and soon stood there, feeling out of place, conspicuous. And yet I was invisible to anyone on the ground. A raised edge went all around the mall roof. Behind me and to the right were the walls that rose up to the third floors of the big department stores. I was two floors up above the main mall itself.


  I began to morph again.


  "All right, David," I said to the darkness. "You want this fight? You can have this fight."


  The orange-and-black fur swept across my body. The long tail extended out behind me.


  I fell forward onto footpads the size of frying pans. I tested my claws, extending them slowly from their sheaths.


  I felt the tiger's instincts welling up beneath my own. I had done this morph many times. I had long since learned to control the tiger's bloodthirsty instincts.


  But I didn't want to control them. Not this time. Not with Tobias lying dead.


  I sniffed the breeze and smelled him. I listened and heard the stealthy pad of feet on the gravel and tar paper.


  I looked, with eyes that were indifferent to darkness.


  He was fifty feet away. His mane ruffled in the breeze. His tail swooshed restlessly back and forth.


  <You never answered me, Jake,> he said. <Lion versus tiger. Who do you think will win?>


  <Let's find out,> I said.


  Instantly he was a tan blur, racing straight at me, low to the ground.


  So fast! Faster than a human could react. So fast that human prey would not have had time to scream.


  But I wasn't human.


  Like a runaway train he came at me, yellow fangs bared. I sat back on my haunches, gathering power into my legs and lowering my own sleek head.


  We hit! His jaws raked past my ear. I twisted and sank my teeth into his . . .


  Into his mane! My teeth closed on nothing but hair!


  <Aaaarrrggghhh!> I cried. I felt as if someone had shoved red-hot spikes into my shoulder.


  His teeth sank deep into muscle and sinew. I twisted, but that only made the pain worse.


  I rolled onto my back. My belly was exposed!


  He released my shoulder and darted in for the kill, hoping to disembowel me. But I was ready. I curled my back legs up and slashed!


  His head snapped back. Blood flew from his muzzle.


  Like lightning, I was up on my feet. Fast as only a cat is fast. With liquid speed and vicious grace.


  I was up! But the lion, too, is cat.


  The paw hit the side of my head so hard my eyes exploded in fireworks. I jumped away and barely avoided those deadly yellow fangs.


  Suddenly we were both circling, circling, head-to-head, tails twitching, waiting for the other to make a careless move.


  He was as fast as I was. I was bigger and heavier, but not by enough to matter much. And he had that mane that kept my teeth from the one target they wanted most: the arteries that pumped blood through his neck.


  I stared into his eyes. He stared into mine. We were electric! Tingling, bristling, buzzing with power and speed and energy.


  He leaped!


  We hit, shoulder-to-shoulder, and rolled across the roof.


  I was on my feet in a flash. But suddenly I realized I wasn't on gravel. My feet were slipping. My claws had nothing to grip.


  I was standing on glass. The skylight!


  Below me I saw the dim night-lights of the mall. I caught a strange, unreal glimpse of the Waldenbooks and the Baby Gap beside it.


  It was a twenty-foot drop to the upper mall concourse.


  David leaped. I couldn't grip well enough to move. So I stood, defenseless, as the tan blur came at me like a truck.


  He hit! His mouth was aimed at my throat. I jerked aside, he slammed into me, and there was a huge, world-filling shattering of glass.


  Down we fell!


  Down we fell, slashing and biting and trying to kill, even as the floor rushed up to slam us.


  And then, in midair, twisting to get my feet beneath me, I felt the teeth.


  I felt them sink into my neck.


  I felt the blood gushing.


  The tiger's blood.


  My blood.


  Falling . . .


  Falling . . . and already the darkness . . . the darkness . . .
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Rachel.


  And I was deep in this strange dream that seemed to involve me trying on dresses at my favorite department store. Only the salesladies kept bringing me things that were way, way too small.


  So I said, "Hey, can't you tell these aren't my size?" And the saleslady said, "Well, we don't have anything in your size."


  "What?" I demanded. "You don't have anything in size three hundred and twelve?"


  Wait a minute, I thought. I don't wear size three hundred and twelve. But at that moment I caught sight of myself in the mirror. And I was in my elephant morph.


  I was still growing. Bigger and bigger, till my massive bulk was pressing people against the walls and floors and ceiling.


  I looked down, and there, beneath one massive fold of elephant belly, was a small figure in an orange hooded sweatshirt.


  "Oh, my God! She killed Kenny!" someone cried.


  "Aaaahhhh!" I screamed.


  "Try Juniors on the second floor," the saleslady suggested. "Only please don't use the elevator."


  And then she leaped at me and started digging her fingernails into me. They were really sharp. So I got mad and I shoved her. Only when I shoved her, she suddenly wasn't a saleslady at all.


  She was a bird.


  "Aaahhh!" I yelled, sitting straight up.


  There, in the darkness of my room, the large gray bird fluttered back and knocked into my desk.


  "Tobias?" I whispered. Only it wasn't a red-tailed hawk. It was like a hawk, but gray and white.


  <No, it's Aximili. You must come now. Tobias is . . . missing. And Prince Jake is in danger.>


  I threw back the covers and my bare feet hit the floor. "What?"


  <It's David. He is a traitor.>


  I was fully awake. Wide-awake and already mad. I grabbed some throw pillows and shoved them under the blankets. Hopefully they would look like me asleep if my mom came in to check on me.


  I glanced at the clock. Late. Very late. So late it was early.


  I quickly ran through a list of possible morphs. I had to be able to fly. And it was night. I focused my mind on the image of a great horned owl.


  I began to change, even as I hammered Ax with questions.


  "What happened?"


  <Jake, Tobias, and I watched and waited outside Cassie's barn. As you know, Jake suspected David might have decided to turn against us.>


  "That weasel! That slimy nyeeerrrrrff."


  My tongue had shrunk rapidly in the middle of telling Ax what I thought about David. Probably for the best. Ax would have asked me to define the word I was about to use, and that wouldn't have been a good idea.


  I was shrinking all this time, of course. And the brown feathers were appearing on my skin. First as outlines, then as weirdly realistic tattoos, then, quite suddenly, as actual three-dimensional feathers.


  <David left the barn in his golden eagle morph. Tobias followed him. We followed soon after, but we could not find either Tobias or David,> Ax explained. <We went to David's home . . . his former home, I should say. We found David there and Jake spoke with him. I do not know what was said. But the Yeerks were watching the house, and a handful of Hork-Bajir attacked.>


  <Attacked who?> I demanded sharply. <Jake or David or both?>


  <I cannot be sure. But David escaped and Prince Jake followed. He asked me to find you. He said we would need reinforcements.>


  <Well, he's got the reinforcements,> I said. <Let's go!>


  I fluttered my wings and hopped up to the windowsill. I looked out at a night that was as bright to me as high noon.


  I had become a great horned owl. With eyes that looked through darkness and ears that could hear a mouse squeak at fifty feet.


  <What about Tobias?> I asked Ax. I certainly hadn't missed Ax's hesitation when he mentioned Tobias.


  <I don't know for certain,> he said. <But I fear the worst. David's morph is stronger in the air than Tobias's. And Prince Jake . . . he believes Tobias is dead.>


  I felt my insides turn cold. For a few seconds that seemed to stretch into hours, I couldn't move. Couldn't think. I just sat there with my deadly talons squeezing into the soft wood of my windowsill.


  Tobias? Dead?


  If David had hurt Tobias, I would . . .


  But what was the point in making threats? I didn't need to make threats. I knew what I would do. So did Jake. That's why he'd sent Ax for me.


  Chapter 2


  



  I had eyes that saw every blade of grass beneath me. Eyes that noted every small, scurrying rodent hiding in darkness. But I was blind.


  All I could see was Tobias. Tobias dead? Not possible!


  And David. I could see him, too. Smirking, pouting, easily offended David. David, who half the time seemed to be as reckless as . . . well, me. But other times had been cowardly and quickly panicked.


  David, the new Animorph. The one we ourselves had created after David had stumbled across the blue box.


  We'd had no other choice. Visser Three had learned that David had the blue box, the Andalite morphing cube. David's parents had been taken, forced to accept the Yeerk slugs in their brains, and made into Controllers.


  David's house had been half-destroyed in the battle that resulted. He was known to the Yeerks. His face was burned into the memory of every human-Controller on planet Earth. They would all be looking for him. All searching for the boy who had the morphing cube.


  So we'd made David one of us. Using the blue box, we'd made him an Animorph. Capable of absorbing DNA from any animal he can touch and becoming that animal for a period of two hours at a time.


  He was supposed to be one of us. And he was, for a while. He was with us on one of our most difficult missions: to rescue the leaders of the free world from the Yeerks.


  Sounds impressive, doesn't it? It would have been very impressive, if we'd succeeded. But we had failed.


  The leaders of the United States, France, Russia, Great Britain, and Japan were meeting at a secluded beach resort to work out a Middle East solution. It had been the ultimate target for the Yeerks. A chance to make hosts - Controllers - of the five most powerful men on the planet. Or four, at least. One of them - we didn't know which one - was already a Controller.


  We had tried to stop them. But we'd gotten ambitious. And Visser Three, leader of the Yeerk forces on Earth, had laid a trap for us.


  We'd escaped the trap, but not before David had fearfully agreed to go over to the Yeerk side. Later he'd pretended it was all a ruse. That he was loyal.


  Now we knew better.


  I flew over dark houses, and over dark parking lots, and over blazing, brilliant, twenty-four-hour stores and gas stations. Ax led us back to the place where he'd last seen Jake and David.


  We followed the direction he'd seen them traveling.


  Could we find them? And if we did, what would we find?


  Suddenly, on the road below us, flashing lights moved swiftly past. A police car. Siren off since it was night, but moving fast. It was moving in the same direction we were.


  I looked directly ahead. The mall. It was dark. The parking lot was faintly lit by street lamps at regular intervals. That's where the cop car was heading.


  <That way,> I said to Ax.


  <Do you see something?>


  <No. Just a guess. But that police car is heading there. This is not a bad neighborhood. A speeding police car could mean we've found Jake and David.>


  The patrol car was faster than we were. By the time we arrived at the mall, the officers were driving from entrance to entrance, shining their spotlight and looking for a forced entry.


  A silent alarm must have gone off inside the mall. In the distance I could see a second police car racing toward us.


  I soared above the acres-large roof of the mall, silent as only an owl can be. I intended to follow the police around the building, but then I saw the skylight. It was a series of glass pyramids built down the middle of the mall to let sunlight into the main section.


  One triangle of glass was shattered.


  <There!> I yelled to Ax.


  We wheeled sharply toward the broken glass. I passed above it and looked down. I could see glittering shards of glass on the landing below. It was hard to tell how bright it was inside the mall, since owl eyes make everything look bright. But it seemed to me that at least a few lights were on.


  The question was: What was waiting for me down there? David was an Animorph. That meant he was a dangerous enemy. He had a lion morph, I knew that for sure. And a golden eagle morph.


  Could I take a golden eagle? No. Not as an owl.


  Could I take a lion? No.


  And he might be lying in wait. Lying in wait with superhuman hearing and superhuman sight. Not to mention far more than human power.


  Well, no matter how good his hearing, he wouldn't hear me. An owl's feathers are specially evolved to make no sound at all as the wind whips across their edges.


  <Ax? Are you ready to go in? We'll need to move fast and spread out immediately, just in case he's waiting for us.>


  <I am ready,> Ax said calmly.


  I spilled air from my wings, changed the angle of attack, and rocketed down toward the jagged hole in the skylight.


  Down through the glass! I cleared the reaching, tearing shards; flared my wings; and turned my downward momentum into horizontal speed.


  I blew past the marquee for the Old Navy store, barely beneath the ceiling. At first I saw nothing. Nothing but Ax dropping down into view and pulling an identical maneuver going the other way.


  But then I saw the broken railing. It was made of thick, tubular steel above thinner, square steel uprights.


  All of this bent outward. As if an elephant had run into it. I turned back and swept my gaze up and down the familiar main mall. He was lying in a pool of blood. A tiger. Sprawled like he was asleep, but with a shallow pool of black blood extending around his neck and head.


  <Jake!> I cried and dropped down toward him.


  <Rachel!> Ax yelled. <No! It could be a trap!>


  I spread my wings wide and flapped back up, recovering my altitude. Ax was right. David could be waiting for us to rush to Jake's side. And there could be no possible doubt that it was Jake. Seven-foot-long tigers don't cruise the mall.


  <I hear breathing!> Ax said.


  I hadn't bothered to listen. I'd assumed Jake was dead. But now I focused all my senses. Yes! There were sounds of breathing. But weak . . . reedy . . . with the sound of blood bubbling with each breath.


  <He's unconscious,> I said. <Otherwise he'd demorph. I don't see David. But he could be anywhere. Anything.>


  I saw a flash of light, far off down the main walkway. Police lights passing one of the entrances. It would take them a while to get inside. In the meantime they'd surround the mall and watch all the exits.


  It would be easy enough for us to get away undetected. But that wasn't what I wanted. What I wanted was David.


  Chapter 3


  



  <Ax. Demorph.> I felt weird telling Ax what to do. But Jake was down. Not that that meant I was the leader. But I figured someone had to be. We needed to work together.


  I felt a slight quiver of doubt. Would Ax do what I asked?


  But I could already see the changes in him. He would be fully Andalite soon.


  <As soon as you're demorphed, go to the head of those stairs over there. You'll be able to see Jake and cover me.>


  It was a large, square opening between floors. An escalator on one end. Stairs at the other end. Railing all around. You know how it is. Basic mall architecture.


  I waited impatiently for Ax to demorph. We would need firepower. And very few things were more dangerous than an Andalite.


  Ax trotted to the head of the stairs. I began to demorph. I would then morph again and go down the escalator that came from the other direction. I would go down that escalator as a grizzly bear. I didn't think even a lion could do much to hurt me in that morph. And we'd have Jake covered from both sides.


  I gradually took on my normal, human shape again. It was so bizarre, standing there in the mall. I was barefoot. Wearing just my morphing outfit, a leotard. I knew exactly where I was, exactly what stores were around me. After all, I spent a good part of my life in that mall.


  But this wasn't the mall as I knew it. This was a place of dim lights and deep shadows. Of threat. Of danger.


  A sound!


  I looked at Ax. We both strained, listening. A ringing sound. Coming from . . . coming from a jewelry store about ten storefronts away.


  Staring hard, I could see the broken glass on the floor. Someone had knocked out the window to the jewelry store.


  David! Of course. He was probably stuffing a sack full of diamonds right now.


  "Go!" I hissed to Ax. "I'll be right there!"


  I finished demorphing and actually noticed, despite myself, that Foot Locker was having a big sale. I began to morph again and -


  I never heard him. There was no roar. No warning.


  I just caught a glimpse of tan reflected in the glass of the Foot Locker store. A low, tan rocket, skimming along the floor.


  I spun!


  Lion!


  He leaped!


  I grabbed the bent, twisted railing with one hand and threw myself over the side.


  "Aaahhh!" I cried in pain as my wrist and fingers absorbed the weight of my body. I dangled, helpless, swinging above Jake and the floor below. Then I got my other hand to a vertical railing and grabbed on.


  But what could I do now?


  David shot past and skidded to a stop. It was almost comical. Almost.


  If I pulled myself back up, I'd be helpless. If I dropped, I'd break an ankle or leg and be completely helpless.


  There were two narrow crossbeams spanning the open space. Banners hung from the crossbeams. I don't know what the banners were about. A sale, maybe, or some special event.


  The closest crossbeam was three feet to my left. It was maybe three inches wide. An inch narrower than the balance beam.


  I'm an amateur gymnast. But I'd neglected practice for some time. And I'd never tried to swing and then drop onto a three-inch beam fifteen feet or so above a hard, granite floor.


  David recovered and came racing back. Ax was still not in sight.


  I began to swing wildly, heart pounding the breath out of my lungs.


  David came sauntering back, big lion paws silent on the floor, tail swishing, massive, maned head lolling back and forth like some kind of lion version of a way-too-cool dude.


  <Alarm clock,> David said. <That's what the Andalite is chasing. I set it.>


  I kept swinging. My legs were inscribing a wider arc. I glared at David through the bars.


  <All I have to do is bite your fingers, Rachel. Aren't you going to beg for mercy?> David mocked. <Nah, of course not. You're brave Rachel.>


  He opened his mouth, turned his head sideways to bite into my fingers, and . . .


  I released!


  I fell, looked down, saw the crossbeam too far away. One foot hit the beam! I bent my knee and absorbed the impact. I swung my arms over my head, throwing my weight, changing my center of gravity.


  For a hideously long moment I teetered back and forth. My other foot jerked and stabbed at the air. Then I felt the crossbeam. I had both feet down!


  I breathed for the first time in ages.


  David reached a claw through the bars and raked at me. I felt the breeze from his claws.


  I stood, motionless, poised, and barely in control.


  David glared at me with furious, yellow eyes.


  <That's okay,> he said. <I'm not a murderer, you know. I wouldn't kill a human. Now, a bird . . . a tiger . . . sure.>


  I stared back at the lion. The traitor. And I said, "Find a place to hide. Because I'll make you a promise: I will kill you, David."


  He turned and walked away, laughing as he retreated.


  "I'll kill you!" I screamed. "I'll kill you! I'll kill you!"


  Chapter 4


  



  Ax came running back, just as I was climbing back onto firm ground. I was shaking.


  <I heard you shouting,> he said.


  "David was here," I said. "He tricked us. We have to get down to Jake and -"


  I heard the sound of many voices. The police had gained entry.


  I cursed angrily under my breath. "We'll have to hold them off!" I said.


  <No,> Ax said. <Jake is unconscious. We cannot move him; he is far too large. Your police will call for medical help.>


  I took a deep breath. He was right. "They'll call Cassie's mom. She's the closest exotic animal veterinarian. But what if there are Controllers among these cops? We need to stay with him."


  <Agreed. And we must hope he revives within the next hour and a half,> Ax added. <Otherwise he will be trapped in morph.>


  Flashlights were playing across the floor down the hall. The police turned away from us, heading toward the JC Penney and temporarily out of sight.


  "We have to move fast. They'll be back."


  We raced down the stationary escalator and rushed to Jake's side. Up close I could see one of the torn veins in his neck, still pumping slowly, still bleeding. But he was alive, at least. Alive. Unlike Tobias.


  <What morph?>


  "Flea would be best, but they're almost blind and almost deaf. I want to know what's going on. Morph to fly."


  We were halfway into fly morph when new cops arrived and began to walk carefully, cautiously, down the main concourse toward us. They played their flashlights around, looking for. . . looking for they didn't know what.


  They were about to get a surprise, that much was for sure.


  I morphed as quickly as I could, shrinking rapidly. Jake's already huge orange-and-black bulk seemed to balloon upward, rising above me like a sloped, furry wall.


  I felt the gossamer wings extrude from my shoulder blades. I felt the extra legs suddenly sprout from my chest. I felt the painless but still awful melting of my face, the way my nose and mouth ran together, then squirted outward to form the vile, sucking mouthparts of a fly.


  But none of these things meant anything to me. Tobias was dead. Jake might still die. And I was going to have to go after David. I was going to have to hunt him down.


  I was going to hunt him down and destroy him.


  No, not destroy. That was a weasel word. It was vague, meaningless. I was going to kill him.


  I felt sick inside. It might have been the morphing that was annihilating my internal organs and replacing them with the primitive organs of a housefly.


  Or it might have been the feeling that comes from rage and hate.


  <Ax? Tell me something. When Jake sent you to get help, why did you come for me and not Marco or Cassie?>


  <Prince Jake was specific. Get Rachel.>


  <Did he say why?>


  Ax hesitated a moment. Then he said, <Jake told me Tobias was probably dead. I said this was a terrible thing. And Prince Jake said, "Yes. If David's killed Tobias, we may have to do a terrible thing, too. Get Rachel.">


  I don't know how that made me feel. I'm not a person who obsesses over her feelings. You know what I mean? Some people can't stop "looking inward" constantly, and that's not me.


  But it definitely made me feel strange. Jake had called for me specifically. Because he wanted someone who would do precisely what I was planning to do.


  Like I say, I'm not big on feelings, but something about that felt wrong.


  And yet, as I completed the morph to fly, I knew Jake had picked the right person. See, I cared for Tobias. I don't think I even knew how much I cared till right then.


  But if David had killed him, I would have revenge. I would make Tobias's murderer pay.


  Chapter 5


  



  I was bathed in light.


  A loud, booming, vibrating human voice said, "What the . . . that's a tiger! Frank! That's a tiger! In the mall."


  "That sure as shooting is a tiger."


  "What do we do with it?"


  "Call it in to the sergeant. It's hurt. Need to call someone . . . and I'll be racked if I know who. Just keep your weapon on it. It could still be dangerous."


  <Ax! Into Jake's ear,> I said.


  We hit the start button for our crazy fly wings and lifted off. It took a few seconds, using the fly's mondo bizarro shattered TV set eyes, to find Jake's ear. But then we spotted a vast, triangular cave.


  It was a cave full of long hairs. A cave full of resonating sounds from outside and from the body of the tiger.


  <Ax, how long has Jake been in morph?>


  <I can only approximate. I believe it has been about thirty-two minutes.>


  <About thirty-two minutes? That's your idea of "approximate"?>


  <I am assuming he flew straight to this mall from the spot where I left him, and morphed as soon as he reached this place,> Ax said. <It may be as much as thirty-five minutes.>


  <Should be time enough for Cassie's mom to get here,> I said.


  But Cassie's mom was not the next person to arrive. The paramedics arrived faster. And to my amazement, they went right to work on Jake - once they were sure the tiger was unconscious.


  They put pressure on the terrible wound in Jake's neck and slowed the bleeding. But there wasn't much else they could do.


  Half an hour later, Cassie's mother arrived. So did Cassie's father. And Cassie herself. Maybe she'd guessed that news of a wounded tiger in the mall meant Jake.


  <Cassie! It's me, Rachel,> I called in one-to-one thought-speak. Of course Cassie couldn't answer. But she could hear.


  "Set up for an IV. He's lost a lot of blood," Cassie's mother said in a clipped, professional tone I'd never heard before.


  <Cassie, this tiger is Jake. He's been in morph for a little over an hour. You need to get him conscious. It was David. David attacked him. And . . . Tobias. Tobias is . . .> I couldn't say it. I couldn't. <Just, look, get Jake conscious, no matter what. I have Ax with me. We need to go look for David. He may go after Marco next.>


  "Wait a minute, I know this tiger," Cassie's mother said. "He's one of ours. He's from The Gardens. No one alerted me there'd been an escape! Okay, now squeeze the bag a couple of times to get the blood flow started. I'm going to close that wound right here and now. He won't make it otherwise."


  <Cassie, if you hear me, just say "okay.">


  "Okay," Cassie said. "Good luck."


  "Good luck?" Cassie's father echoed. "We don't need luck, we have your mom."


  <Ax, you ready?>


  He said he was, and we flew. No one, with the possible exception of Cassie, noticed two flies emerge from the tiger's ear.


  As we flew off, I had to fight the fly's urgent desire to land in the puddle of blood and take a taste.


  We rose in our crazy, loopy fly way, and as I skimmed above the heads of the paramedics, vets, and cops, I heard one of the paramedics say, "We figure he fell through that skylight up there. The glass must have cut him."


  "That must be it," Cassie's mother agreed. "Only, you know, if I didn't know better, I'd swear this wound was made by another big cat."


  "Will he live?" Cassie asked.


  I didn't hear the answer. I wasn't sure I wanted to hear the answer.


  I set course for the broken skylight. There were cops on the roof of the mall but we found a place to land, out of sight behind a house-sized air-conditioning unit.


  We demorphed quickly. I could hear two police officers talking in a low whisper just on the other side of the A.C. unit.


  "A tiger, here? With no one knowing it's escaped? It must be one of the Andalite bandits in a morph."


  We knew the police force had been partly infiltrated by the Yeerks. Still, it was a shock hearing them talk about Andalites.


  "You may be right, but there's nothing we can do about it. None of the other cops here are our people."


  "Visser Three won't take that attitude," the first cop said, shivering despite the fact that it was not cold. "He'll think we should have found a way to kill it."


  "Then maybe Visser Three doesn't need to hear about this."


  "Yeah. No need to bother him with every minor thing that goes on. Yeah. We keep our mouths shut."


  Ax and I continued morphing again. He to his harrier morph, me to the great horned owl again.


  We flew away into the night in a straight line for Marco's house. Marco would be asleep, unsuspecting. He was safe behind locked doors and strong walls.


  Only walls and doors meant very little to an Animorph.


  I began to realize just how hard this was going to be. Visser Three had been trying to wipe us out for a long time. He had thousands of human-Controllers, Taxxons, Hork-Bajir, spacecraft, and all of his own bizarre, deadly morphs.


  We had just the six of us. Only . . . it was just five now. And maybe four.


  Just us, against a person who could become any animal he could touch. A person who could be any living, breathing thing. A flea in your hair, a cat in a tree, a bat in the night, and, when you were unprepared, when you were vulnerable, a lion or tiger or bear.


  I was starting to realize why Visser Three hated us so much.


  Chapter 6


  



  The sun was just thinking about coming up as we approached Marco's house. It was already bright as day to me, of course. But I could tell the difference just the same. The black sky was becoming gray in the east.


  I felt like I was boiling inside. Like pressure just kept building up in me. Like I was going to explode.


  Too much swirling through my brain. Tobias, dead. Maybe Jake as well. David, a traitor with all the powers of an Animorph.


  And at the same time, we had the biggest mission of our lives. The heads of state were still meeting. Controllers, including Visser Three himself, were still conspiring to enslave the most powerful of all humans.


  It was too much. Way too much. I couldn't think about all that.


  One thing at a time, Rachel, I silently told myself. Priorities: David was number one. Everything else was number two.


  David had to be stopped. Before he could stop us.


  But still, somewhere in the back of my mind, it bothered me that Jake had sent Ax to get me. Me, specifically. Once he knew that extreme measures might be taken, he said, "Get Rachel."


  What did that mean? Was that how Jake thought of me? As some crazed, violent nut who would do anything?


  No, of course not. He just knew I was good in a fight. That's all. It didn't mean anything.


  Besides, wasn't it true? another part of my mind argued. Wasn't it true? Wasn't I just the person to call if you needed to kill an Animorph?


  Marco's house. Marco's window. Open.


  Open? Did Marco leave his window open? Yes, if he'd already flown out of it. Maybe that was it. Maybe Marco wasn't home, had already left. Maybe he'd sensed we needed him.


  But as I wheeled to traverse the back of the house, bringing myself closer to the window, I saw Marco inside, in bed.


  <This smells bad,> I said to Ax.


  <You have a strong sense of smell in that morph?>


  <I meant it, you know, figuratively. Visser Three laid one trap for us. David laid another. I'm done walking into traps.>


  < Agreed.>


  <Marco!> I called in thought-speak. <Marco! Wake up! Wake up, now!>


  I wanted to see him wake up and look around. I wanted to make sure he was alone in the room. He was asleep facedown. He rolled halfway over and gave the blankets a kick.


  <Wake up!> I yelled.


  Suddenly he sat up and looked around. He scratched his face. Then he looked around again.


  <Marco, it's me, Rachel. I'm outside. Are you alone in your room?> He didn't smile or leer. He just nodded. Yes, he was alone.


  <Okay, let's go,> I said.


  Ax was ahead of me. He swooped down toward the window. Marco stood watching, smiling almost. His hands were behind his back.


  Swoooosh! Ax swooped through the window and -


  Marco pulled his hands out from behind his back. The Louisville Slugger swung in a short, sharp arc.


  WHAM!


  The bat hit Ax square in the face. I saw a piece of shattered beak go flying, twirling away like shrapnel from an explosion.


  Ax fell to the grass outside. Marco laughed quietly. I saw his sides shake.


  But of course, it was not Marco at all.


  David. David had morphed Marco.


  Ax lay on the grass, unmoving. Marco/David held up one finger. Then another. Then another. One, two, three.


  He was counting how many of us he'd killed. One, two, three: Tobias, Jake, Ax.


  But. . . it should have been four! What about Marco?


  Of course! Marco was still alive because Marco had been human. David had said it himself: He would never take a human life. He would only kill animals. A hawk, a tiger, a harrier. Not a human.


  As I watched, I saw Marco/David begin to blur. The nose and eyes became subtly different. Now he was just David. But he was still morphing when he stepped back out of sight.


  I had to think. David was wiping us out, one by one. What was his next move? What was his next morph? Jake would know. Jake was the leader, not me.


  I had to get to Ax. No! That's what David wanted.


  No, I had to get to Marco. The real Marco, who was probably unconscious inside the house.


  No, wait, that wasn't right, either.


  And then the golden eagle came flapping out of the window. Another of David's morphs.


  It was one-on-one. Him and me. Golden eagle against owl. He was faster. Stronger. But it was still mostly dark and the air was cool, with none of the warm lift it would have later in the day after the sun came up and baked the ground.


  He was faster and stronger, but the night belonged to me.


  I turned and raced away. He followed. Ax lay still on the damp grass. But he was breathing. And to my infinite relief, he was no longer entirely a harrier.


  <Follow me, David,> I said. <We'll see who wins this aerial dogfight.>


  <Brave words,> he sneered. <But you're mine. Just like that Bird-boy of yours was mine.>


  And that's when the pressure inside me evaporated. I was cold again. Cold as a frozen lake. I knew what to do. And I wanted to do it.


  I shouldn't resent Jake for thinking of me, I realized. It's what made him a good leader: He knew us all. He knew me.


  <For you, Tobias,> I whispered. And I led David toward his doom.


  Chapter 7


  



  I flew at top speed. But David was faster. His huge wings plowed through the air.


  But see, I had an eagle morph, too. I know what eagles can do and what they cannot do. I know it like no human being can possibly know it.


  I knew exactly how quickly David could turn, how well he could accelerate or slow down. I knew so precisely what David could see that I might as well have been looking through his eyes.


  I wanted him to see me. But he couldn't reach me, not yet. Not until the time and place I had chosen.


  Silently I swooped low across rooftops, swerved around trees, swooshed down the shadowed setbacks between homes. I skimmed fences and dropped behind them, out of sight, to suddenly change direction and gain a few feet of breathing room. I shot through gaps in the trees, gaps too narrow for David's vast wings.


  But always he kept up. He never gained too much, and I never allowed him to lose me.


  <You're very good, Rachel,> he said. <You know, I wish I didn't have to do this.>


  <Yeah, but you just can't help yourself,> I sneered.


  <You all left me no choice! You forced me. What was I supposed to do? Let Jake order me around, let him get me killed? Spend the rest of my life hiding?>


  <What do you want, pity?>


  <I lost my family. Everything! Thanks to all of you.>


  <What are you, nuts? We're not your problem. Or at least we weren't until you turned against us.>


  I was nearing the most dangerous part of the chase. As long as there were trees and buildings, I could take advantage of my smaller size and superior night vision. But now we were emerging over an open field, leaving the houses behind us.


  Just a hundred yards or so to go.


  David poured on the speed. Those huge wings propelled him after me.


  I dodged. But he anticipated my move. He cut the angle and came within two feet of me!


  But I could see my target in the night. I could see the high power lines.


  Could David see them?


  Up, up I went, my wings screaming from the effort.


  But now David was all over me. Within five feet of the wires, I felt those wings shadow me.


  <Aaaahhh!> Sharp pain, as steel-strong talons sank into the muscles of my back.


  <Noooooo!> I screamed in frustration. I stopped moving forward. My wings beat uselessly. I wasn't going to reach the wires. I wasn't going to watch David fry on ten thousand volts.


  Talons squeezed harder. . . harder. . . I lost control of the muscles in the back half of my body. One of the talons was sinking through my flesh, trying to reach my heart.


  David began to use his wicked, curved beak on me, tearing at the back of my head.


  I was losing. The realization terrified me. Not because it meant I would die. But because it meant David would win.


  Tobias . . . Jake . . .


  David was going to win. My mind began shutting down. I should demorph, I told myself. But no, I was too high up. And it was so hard to concentrate. So hard to focus.


  David was actually carrying me higher, lifting me up. That way, if I did demorph, I'd fall to my death.


  <Sorry, Rachel,> David said. <But after all, birds die all the time, don't they?>


  And that's when it happened.


  I saw it drop from out of nowhere. Out of the sky. Out of the clouds it dropped.


  Wings back, talons raked forward.


  It hit David in the back of his head! Eagle feathers flew. David screamed in pain.


  And Tobias - yes, Tobias - said in private thought-speak, <Rachel, David is really getting to be a pain in the butt.>


  David released me. My wings flapped again. I was hurt, but David couldn't know how badly. And he didn't want to fight two at once. He turned and flew away.


  <Tobias?> I cried. <But you're supposed to be dead.>


  <I am? Who, me?>


  Chapter 8


  



  Tobias was alive.


  It turned out that David had killed a red-tailed hawk. And Jake had seen that dead hawk. Only it was a different red-tail.


  Tobias had simply lost David early in the evening and had been searching for him ever since.


  Jake survived. Cassie found a way to jab a big syringe of adrenaline into him. Enough to wake him up just as her mom was scrubbing up for surgery back at The Gardens.


  He demorphed to human and calmly walked out of the zoo. He had to wait two hours for a city bus, but fortunately, Cassie found him a pair of shoes to wear.


  Cassie's mother was seriously freaked. Not only had a near-dead tiger simply disappeared. He seemed to have reappeared back in his environment. And there were no signs of any injuries.


  Cassie explained that she did a lot of shrugging and kept saying, "I can't believe it, either, Mom. I was only out of the room for a second."


  Of course, that tiger was the one whose DNA Jake had originally acquired. Same tiger, but not the same tiger.


  Ax was fine. He'd only been stunned. He demorphed, terrified some person driving by, remorphed, and came looking for me.


  As for Marco . . . well, Marco awakened to find David standing over him with the baseball bat. He'd been tied up and locked in his closet.


  It took him the rest of the night to get loose. It had been a bizarre night. But the most bizarre thing was that when it was all over, we had to go to school.


  That's right, school. On zero hours of sleep.


  I was so tired my skin was vibrating. I couldn't believe I hadn't been busted by my mom. I got home that morning just about three seconds before my alarm clock went off. And five minutes later she was banging on my door, telling me to get up and help her get my youngest sister, Sarah, ready for school.


  The first few periods I just sat and stared at the blackboard like someone in a coma. By lunchtime I was reviving a little, but it was mostly hunger keeping me awake.


  I sat with Cassie. She'd probably gotten three, maybe four hours of sleep. And I hated her for it. Jake grabbed his tray and sat down with us. Normally, we don't all eat together because we don't want people thinking of us as a clique of some kind. That would be bad for security.


  But this time we just didn't care. We were a very tired little group of superheroes. I mean, if Visser Three could have seen us right then, he'd have stopped worrying. We didn't look like we could kick butt on a four-year-old, let alone on the entire Yeerk Empire.


  "Hi," Jake said and slumped into his seat.


  "Uh," I grunted.


  "How are you doing, Jake?" Cassie asked.


  "Uh," he said encouragingly.


  "Well, this is going to be a perky little group," Cassie said, laughing. "Obviously, we need a Starbucks here in the cafeteria. You two could use some coffee."


  "Stop. Talking," I said. I snarled a little. I would have snarled more, but I was too tired.


  Of course, Cassie wasn't in the least bit intimidated. "You're so grumpy when you lose a little sleep."


  We saw Marco heading toward us. He had no tray. But he was smiling. Well, sure, why not? He'd slept half the night and spent the rest of the night in a nice dark closet.


  "Hi, guys, how's it going?" Marco said. He swung his leg over the back of the chair and sat down. Tired as I was, that set alarm bells ringing in my head. Marco doesn't swing his leg over chairs. And Marco doesn't act that perky, even when he's had a full night of sleep.


  I guess Jake had the same reaction. I glanced at him, and all of a sudden his eyes weren't glazed and unfocused anymore.


  "David, I presume," Jake said harshly.


  Marco smiled. And then I saw Marco - another Marco, just starting through the food line.


  Cassie was bewildered. She looked from Jake to me. I nodded my head significantly toward the real Marco.


  "I'll stop him," Cassie said, jumping up from her seat.


  The last thing anyone wanted was two Marcos at one table. There was a joke in there somewhere, but I was too busy to think about it.


  "What do you want?" Jake demanded.


  David/Marco smirked. "What? No small talk? No chitchat?"


  I couldn't morph, not there in front of a whole cafeteria full of yelling, laughing, talking kids. But I could reach for my fork. And I could wonder what the tines would do if they were driven hard enough into - I held on to the fork.


  "I asked what you want," Jake said calmly.


  "I want the blue box. I found it. It's mine. I want it."


  Jake actually smiled. "Now, what do you think the odds are of me agreeing to that?"


  Marco/David flushed angrily. "You have no choice, big man. You can't fight me. I have the same powers you have. And I'm smarter than you are, so I'll win."


  "There are six . . . I mean, five. . . of us," Jake said.


  I shot Jake a look. He ignored me. I got the message: No need to tell David that Tobias had survived. The less he knew, the better.


  "I want the box," David said stubbornly.


  "What for?" I said. "So you can give it as a birthday present to Visser Three?"


  Cassie came back and sat down next to David. She managed to move her chair closer to his without being obvious about it. It was deliberate, of course. She wanted him to have to deal with her as a human being, not as an enemy.


  David blinked. He leaned away from Cassie. Cassie just gave him her big "understanding" look.


  "David, I know you've been through a lot," Cassie said in a very quiet voice. David had to lean closer to hear. "I know your life has gone terribly wrong. I know you're lonely. I know you're afraid. And I know that deep down inside you feel very sorry for what happened last night. But you must know that you cannot bargain with Visser Three. He won't give you what you want."


  David shot her a sharp, surprised look. So did I.


  "What bargain?" I asked.


  Cassie took a forkful of her food and chewed it carefully. "Shall I tell them, David, or would you like to?" Getting no answer from him, she sighed and said, "David wants the box so he can ransom his parents. Isn't that right, David? You want Visser Three to release your parents so you can have a home again."


  For a brief moment there was something vulnerable on the face David had copied from Marco. But then his eyes hardened.


  "That's okay, I don't need the box. I have something else Visser Three wants. See, I know that the Animorphs aren't Andalite bandits. I know their names. Their addresses. I give him you," he said, looking at Jake. "And you," he added, looking at me. "And then, you know what? He can do to you like he did to my parents. And he can get his blue box from you."


  David pushed his chair back noisily. He stood up and walked away.


  Chapter 9


  



  David walked away. The real Marco headed toward us, looking about like I felt.


  I got up.


  "Rachel, what are you doing?" Cassie asked. She put out a hand to grab my arm.


  But Jake said, "Let her go."


  I followed David's back as he wove through the kids just coming in. In the empty hallway outside, David began to change subtly. He was demorphing. By the time he reached the door to the quad, he was himself again. He must have been close to the two-hour limit to risk it.


  I caught up with him as he started to trot across the grass. I grabbed his shoulder and spun him around. I was keyed up, throbbing with barely contained rage.


  "You looking for a fight right here?" he asked.


  "Why not?" I snapped. He laughed, a little uncertainly. "You would never morph here in the open."


  "I don't need a morph to handle you."


  "You know, maybe you forget this sometimes, but you are a girl, Rachel."


  "And you're a worm," I shot back. "Want to see who wins that fight?"


  "Pretty upset over that Bird-boy, aren't you? What, did you like him or something?" He grinned. "That's it, isn't it? Aww, how sweet. Too bad. But you know, birds have a short life span."


  "So do worms."


  "What are you doing? Trying to scare me?"


  "Nah. I wouldn't want to scare you. I just want to tell you something. You rat us out to Visser Three, we'll know. We have sources inside the Yeerk organization."


  He made a snorting noise. "Yeah, right."


  "How do you think we knew the Yeerks were moving against the President and the others? How do you think we learned that one of those heads of state was a Controller?"


  David looked a little less cocky. I could see the wheels turning in his head as he realized I was telling the truth. We hadn't told David about Erek and the other Chee.


  "So see, you sell us out to Visser Three, we will know," I said.


  He shrugged. "Big deal. Nothing you can do about it."


  "Yeah, you're probably right," I said. "Even if we were warned, we wouldn't last long." I leaned close, close enough to whisper in his ear. "But some of us would last a while, you little creep. Long enough to make sure that your parents . . . well, use your imagination."


  He stepped back, drew back his fist, and swung on me. I dodged the blow. I grabbed his head with one arm and jammed the fork against his ear.


  I fought a nauseating urge to twist the fork, to make him scream in pain.


  "You want a war between you and us, that's one thing. We'll play that out," I said. "But you try and sell us out to Visser Three, and your little family will never get put back together again. Never!"


  This time I was the one to turn and walk away.


  I was shaking.


  The muscles in my neck were twitching. Suddenly I had a raging headache. My ears were ringing.


  I was exhausted, yes. But it was more than that. I was high on adrenaline. High on the rush of power and violence.


  What had I just done? In all the time we'd been fighting the Yeerks, I'd never made a threat like that. What was the matter with me?


  I felt . . . not exactly ashamed. But I knew I never wanted to talk to Cassie about what I'd just told David. Or Tobias. Or even Marco.


  And as for Jake, I found myself filled with a terrifying surge of pure, utter hatred for him. I couldn't begin to explain it. But I swear at that moment I hated Jake far more than I did David.


  I should have gone back to the cafeteria. I should have told them all what had happened. But Jake already knew, didn't he? Jake, the smart, determined leader, already knew all about me.


  And I couldn't face him. I couldn't face what he knew about me.


  Chapter 10


  



  Jake's parents came back that evening. They'd been out of town helping with a cousin of Jake's and mine. The cousin's name was Saddler. He was an obnoxious kid, but he'd been badly hurt in an accident. Now he was being moved to the children's hospital near us.


  His relatives were staying with Jake and his family. But we were expected to help out, too, even though my mom hasn't really gotten along with Saddler's family since my parents' divorce.


  I was informed of all this when I got home from school. I said "fine" and staggered up to my bed, hit the pillow facedown, and didn't move.


  But as tired as I was, sleep wouldn't come. It was a helpless feeling. Being so exhausted and so unable to sleep.


  My brain kept buzzing away, like I'd consumed six pots of coffee or something.


  I kept wondering: Had I always been like this? Back before the Animorphs, back before that encounter with a dying alien who changed our lives, who had I been?


  I tried to remember, but it wasn't like I was thinking about myself. It was like I was remembering some girl I used to know. Like she was an acquaintance I'd forgotten about until someone reminded me. It was like, "Oh, yeah, Rachel. I remember her."


  I'd been very into gymnastics, I knew that. Shopping. I guess I'd never exactly been a happy-go-lucky party girl. But I tried to imagine myself back then, and tried to imagine grinding the tines of a fork into someone's ear while I threatened his family.


  I almost laughed. It was crazy. I mean, I'm not someone raised in an abusive family or anything. Yeah, my folks got divorced, but probably a third of the kids in school have divorced parents, and another third wish their parents would divorce.


  I'd never had to wonder if my parents loved me. I knew they did. They told me. And they showed me.


  I wasn't on drugs or anything. But somehow, someway, I had gone from being this occasionally sharp-tongued girl, to being . . . well, as Marco would say, Xena: Warrior Princess.


  What made me feel stupid was that I hadn't realized I was changing. But everyone else obviously did. Jake did. When he knew it was coming down to kill-or-be-killed with David, he'd sent Ax to get me. Not Marco. Not Cassie. "Get Rachel."


  And in the cafeteria he had let me go, knowing what I would do. Afterward, I'd seen Cassie in sixth period. She didn't ask me what had happened. She didn't ask me what I'd said to David. She'd known.


  I could have said, "Look at all the battles I've been through." It would have been a good excuse. Except that Cassie'd gone through the same battles. And Marco. And Tobias.


  Would Tobias have done what I did? That was the killer question, see. Because Tobias lived life as a predator now. He'd have every excuse in the world. But I wondered if even he would have gone as far as I'd gone.


  And, I wondered something else. What if David ignored my threat? Would I . . . could I . . .


  "Rachel! Phone! What are you, deaf?"


  I jerked upright. It was dark outside my window. "What?" I asked for no particular reason.


  Jordan, my younger sister, stuck her head into the room. "It's Jake. He's on the phone."


  I sat up. My head was buzzing. I rolled over and grabbed the phone. "Yeah?" I said, pushing my hair more or less into place.


  "It's time," Jake said. "That little extra-credit project we've been working on. It's time for us to give it another shot."


  "Oh. Yeah. I'll be right over. Soon as I, you know."


  Man, I was stupid from lack of sleep. We still had a mission. We'd failed yesterday evening and had almost been trapped by Visser Three.


  Yesterday? Had it really only been yesterday? It seemed impossible, with all that had gone on.


  I splashed cold water on my face and ran a comb through my hair. Then I went downstairs to face my mom and try to think up a good excuse why I had to go over to Cassie's house.


  "Rachel!" my mother said as she spotted me coming down the stairs. "Good. I need you to watch Sarah. I'm going over to the hospital to be with Saddler's mom and dad."


  I was about halfway ready to say, "Fine. That sure beats trying yet again to bust into some heavily guarded compound and getting our brains beat in."


  But that wouldn't do. "You want me to babysit for Sarah and Jordan?"


  "No one baby-sits me!" Jordan said hotly.


  "Oh, yeah?" I mocked. "You are either the baby-sitter or the baby-sittee. And you are a baby-sittee."


  "Mom! No way! I can take care of Sarah!" Jordan protested.


  "Come on, little babies," I added for good measure.


  Well, you can guess where it went from there. Ten minutes later I was out the door. And ten minutes after that I was demorphing inside Cassie's barn.


  Everyone else was already there. Ax, Tobias, Jake, Cassie, and Marco. At least, I assumed it was Marco and not David in morph.


  "Marco," I said, once I had demorphed. "You know you're a toad?"


  "Kiss me and I'll become a prince," he said without hesitation. "I'll be The Prince Formerly Known As Toad. You know you want me. You can't help it. After all, you're a female and I'm . . . well, I'm me."


  "Yeah, that's the real Marco," I said dryly.


  Cassie laughed. "Believe me, we all did the same kind of thing. I asked him to tell me what it was like when we morphed trout. Just to test his memory."


  "And I answered that it wasn't bad except that the cracker-crumb coating chafed a little and I was allergic to tartar sauce. Now can you all stop playing that game? I'm afraid I'll miss a punch line and Rachel will morph to grizzly and eat me before I have a chance to say anything."


  "Okay, down to business," Jake said. He sent Ax a significant look and jerked his head toward me.


  <Prince Jake would like me to tell you that we are operating under the assumption that David may be here in the barn,> Ax said in private thought-speak. <He is concerned that David may be here in insect morph, listening to our plans. So our plans will be different than we are discussing here.>


  I gave a very slight nod. Of course. I'd forgotten. David was one of us, at least in terms of his powers. But Jake hadn't forgotten.


  Jake outlined a plan that was basically the same as our previous attempt to infiltrate the banquet at the resort. There were differences, just so it would sound convincing. And we all raised various objections, just to sound even more convincing.


  But it wasn't till we were morphed and flying away that Jake told me what he really had in mind.


  <Oh, Rachel's gonna love this,> Marco said with a laugh.


  He was right. The plan was outrageous, insane, out of control, and violent.


  And heaven help me, I liked it.


  Chapter 11


  



  It was a Marriott resort by the ocean. It had been taken over for a summit meeting by the President of the United States, the prime minister of Great Britain, the premier of France, the president of Russia, and the prime minister of Japan.


  Was there security? Oh, yeah. There was security. There were more guys in dark suits and sunglasses with microphones in their ears than had ever come together in one place before. It was like an international Secret Service convention.


  That was bad enough. But what was worse was the fact that some of those security guys were Controllers. Some of the U.S. Secret Service, for sure. Probably some of the French, British, Russian, and Japanese, too.


  And we knew Visser Three was there, doing everything within his twisted, evil imagination to make Controllers of all these powerful men.


  We also knew that at least one of the heads of state - we didn't know which one - was already a Controller.


  So basically, this was a tough target. Even for us. There were just way too many guys looking to shoot anything suspicious.


  It was also a mission we had to do. Period. Had to. If the Yeerks made Controllers of these guys, that was it. Game over.


  We had tried a subtle approach. We'd walked into a trap.


  Now Jake was ready for the less-than-subtle approach. This would be like when you're in a chess game and you know you're going to lose so you grab the board and throw it across the room.


  That was the plan.


  First stop, The Gardens. I was all set on morphs. But Tobias, Cassie, Ax, and Marco needed something new for their night's work.


  We needed morphs that could make a big mess. And morphs that could take getting shot by handguns. We all needed what Jake and I already had.


  Once that was done we flew straight out to sea as seagulls. It was a tough flight. The wind was getting stronger by the minute, racing in across impressive waves. And then the lightning started.


  <Yaahh!> Marco yelled as the first jagged bolt lit up the clouds and the waves.


  It was one bolt, a long pause, then another. Another pause, and suddenly it was as if a light show had begun. Bolts of lightning that looked as thick as trees pushed their jerking way across the sky. Huge bolts struck the waves again and again all around us, even though we were only a few hundred yards from shore.


  And the thunder! Imagine the loudest thunder you've ever heard, then multiply it by five. It was like my head was stuck inside a steel drum and someone was hitting it with sledge hammers.


  Lightning, thunder, and then the rain began to pour.


  <That's nice,> Marco said. <That's just perfect.>


  <Jake, we're not going to make any more distance against this wind,> Tobias said. <Especially not with wet feathers.>


  <Yeah, you're right,> Jake agreed. <We'll swim the rest of the way along the coast.>


  <No problem. All we have to do is land in the water,> I said.


  <Seagulls land in water all the time,> Cassie pointed out. <Although maybe not in the middle of a hurricane . . .>


  No doubt she was right. But seagull or not, let me tell you, it was a fairly terrifying experience.


  Here's the thing. You're a small, white bird. Smaller than an average chicken. The ocean is black as coal, aside from the pale phosphoresence as some of the waves crest. You basically can't see the waves at all because the clouds are totally covering the moon and the stars. But every few seconds the entire seascape is lit up by lightning. Sometimes it's a dim sort of light cast by some far-off bolt whose thunder takes ten seconds to reach you. Other times the lightning is closer, and then the waves are turned into brilliant silver slopes and black, triangular shadows, just long enough to let you realize how tall the waves are.


  I floated down, following Jake, for once not rushing out ahead. I have a lot of respect for the ocean.


  I almost had to fight to go lower, the wind was so strong. Thirty feet up . . . twenty feet . . .


  Lightning!


  Suddenly the water was no longer twenty feet below me. It was rushing straight up at me. It was like being in a plane and flying over a mountain, only suddenly the mountain swells up like a zit about to pop and up it comes while all you can do is wait for it.


  PLOOSH!


  Water foamed over me. But I bobbed easily to the surface, like a cork. I almost laughed. It was easy! I was too buoyant to sink. As I tucked my wings back, it felt just like bodysurfing.


  We landed yards apart, of course. There was no way to be more precise. I caught lightning glimpses of the others, tiny white birds riding big black waves.


  <Everyone down okay?> Jake called out.


  One by one, we answered.


  <Okay, now the tough part.>


  He didn't have to explain. We all knew. We were going to morph to dolphin. Once we were dolphin, everything would be fine. Dolphins own the ocean.


  But to get to dolphin, we'd have to become human again. And maybe a seagull or a dolphin belonged out in these two-story waves, but no human being did.


  Chapter 12


  



  <This is going to be rough,> Jake said. <Everyone be very careful.>


  <Jake, why don't we do this one at a time?> Cassie suggested. <I'll go first. Then I can help the others.>


  <Okay,> Jake said. <Cassie morphs first. She's fastest.>


  It made sense. Cassie was the best at morphing. Jake was using her for her special talent. Like he used Marco for his suspicious mind. Like he used Ax for his knowledge of all things alien. Like he used Tobias for his raptor eyes and ears.


  Like he used me. For what? For my recklessness? For something dark that lived inside me?


  Cassie's thought-speak voice fell silent as she began to morph. I saw her only once in a one-second burst of electric light. She was a twisting, misshapen mess of waterlogged feathers and skin with an eerie, Halloween face.


  I heard her yelp in surprise and when next the lightning flashed, all I could see was a human hand raised above the water.


  <Cassie!> I cried. <Cassie!>


  No answer! She was drowning. Stupid to let her go first. She was a great morpher, but I was a better swimmer. I began to demorph as fast as I could.


  <Jake, she's drowning!> I yelled.


  <Don't do anything stupid, Rachel. She'll pull it out.>


  I thought bull, but I kept quiet and continued growing, heavier and heavier, less and less buoyant. Soon I was a fifty-pound mass with a handful of feathers. I began to sink. I sucked at the air and filled my lungs, just as a wave crashed down and buried me.


  I expected to bob right back up. But the wave had driven me down. And I had no hands to swim with! My feet were huge bird claws, only now beginning to web up.


  Panic!


  No, no! I ordered myself, enraged by my momentary terror. Keep morphing! It's the only way.


  But my lungs were burning already. I'd gone from tiny seagull lungs to human lungs and there wasn't an ounce of air in my body.


  I craned my head back to look up. But was it up? I couldn't be sure. It was dark all around me. Dark, as if I'd fallen into a vat of ink. Where was up?


  I was swimming now, kicking with human feet and snatching at the water with human hands. But I couldn't feel gravity. I couldn't tell if I was rising or simply plowing myself further and further down.


  And then something bumped against me. I couldn't see it, but I could feel rubbery skin.


  <Relax, Rachel,> Cassie said. <You're going the wrong way.>


  She pushed her dolphin nose under me and propelled me up and up - had I sunk that far? – till my face exploded upward, passing from black water into falling rain.


  I swallowed air, swallowed water, slipped back under when a wave took me, then was lifted once more into the air.


  I realized I was straddling the dolphin's back. I sagged forward and hugged Cassie's back. "Thanks," I managed to gasp.


  <Take a minute. When you're ready I'll keep you above water till you're dolphin enough.>


  Ten minutes later we all had morphed to dolphin. Cassie supported me, then she and I supported Jake. The rest morphed quickly after that. Tobias went last. He had to pass through red-tailed phase, so we all worked to keep him above water.


  <Great weather for this,> Marco grumbled. <What is this, a hurricane? It's not bad enough being a half-bird, half-human trying to swim. We gotta do it in the middle of a typhoon?>


  <Water,> Tobias said darkly. <See, this is what happens. Water is always trouble. Up in the sky you can at least see what's going on.>


  <And yet all the worry I felt seems to have evaporated,> Ax said. <I feel . . . quite relaxed. Happy, even.>


  <Dolphin brain,> Marco said.


  It was true, of course. It's very hard to stay upset when you're in dolphin morph. A dolphin in the ocean is like a kid in a candy store. Like Cassie at a nature preserve. Or like me at a department store sale.


  <Well, we're all alive, so let's get going. We're already probably late,> Jake said.


  <Approximately ten minutes behind the schedule we discussed,> Ax said.


  <Let's motor,> I said.


  We took off, a happy, contented pod of dolphins, slipping in and out of the water. We plowed through the almost vertical walls of advancing waves, suddenly going airborne out the back sides.


  Storm? What storm? Waves? Waves were fun! Darkness? Who cared? We could echolocate. Wind? It was cool. It could make you soar further when you jumped. Thunder? Just a noise.


  As for lightning . . . well, if you swim underwater and you roll onto your side so you can point one eye straight up, the lightning becomes this huge flashbulb. The entire surface of the water flashes brilliant silver, but it's a twisted, mottled silver, like a platter someone has battered with a hammer.


  One eye up to the lightning, one eye down into darkness. It didn't bother the dolphin brain. The dolphin brain didn't really have the emotion of fear. Maybe other creatures knew fear, but the dolphin brain was not programmed for it.


  Unless, of course, I suddenly saw a black-and-white pinto pony pattern. That would mean a killer whale. And then the dolphin instinct for survival would kick in.


  But towering waves? Lightning? Howling wind? Black water? They meant nothing to me.


  We ran along the coast till a leap in the air revealed the far-too-familiar lights of the Marriott resort. And now my human mind came back full force, with all its own fears and rages.


  See, we weren't done morphing in the water. And this time it would be in the surf.


  Chapter 13


  



  We echolocated a submarine about a mile offshore. Dangerously close, I thought. And of course we were very aware of a number of fast Coast Guard patrol boats cruising up and down through the surging sea.


  They played searchlights over the water. But naturally, it was child's play for a dolphin to avoid them.


  They disappeared at last behind a small, rugged island about a mile offshore. It was nothing but a jumble of rocks, really. Plus a couple of scruffy trees. I popped up out of the water to get a better look. I didn't know why, then, but something about that desolate place made me edgy. Or at least as edgy as you can get while you're a dolphin.


  We swam toward shore, the six of us abreast. I could echolocate the rising slope of the seabed. It was only a few feet deep and even the dolphin brain was nervous as we felt the waves crashing down and almost slamming us into sand and gravel and broken shells.


  <Are we close enough?> Marco wondered.


  <We need to get as close as we can,> Cassie said. <A little more.>


  Soon my gray rubber belly was scraping the sand and my tail was almost useless.


  <Okay, now,> Cassie said. <Our morphs should be able to power up out of this depth.>


  I began to demorph. I wasn't looking forward to it. This was practically Hawaii-sized surf. The waves gained power as they came rushing up the sloping seabed. All that water just kept piling higher and higher till it was a rushing, teetering, two-story wall of water.


  I tried to time it, but there was no way. A wave caught me mid-morph and slammed me facedown into the sand. Worst of all, we could not allow ourselves to be washed up onto the beach. The beach was crawling with security patrols. Guys in night-vision goggles who saw everything as though it were illuminated by a green sun.


  We could not be seen till we were ready. For that reason the surf was perfect. For every other reason, it was definitely not.


  I made it to human morph and was nailed by a wave of exhaustion almost as devastating as the real waves. Morphing wears you out. Morphing repeatedly on no sleep is beyond exhausting.


  I swear I could have just lain down in the water and fallen asleep. But then I was propelled almost headfirst into the wet seabed.


  I fought my way back up and grimly set about morphing yet again.


  Now things began to change for the better. I was morphing an African elephant. Tons of African elephant. As I passed my first ton, I found the surf didn't bother me quite as much.


  I backed further out to sea to conceal my growing bulk and keep the very recognizable elephant head silhouette from being seen onshore.


  I looked left from one eye and right from the other. I saw the rest of my friends growing vast and bulky in the surf.


  Jake was in his rhinoceros morph. Marco had chosen to acquire that same animal. Cassie, Tobias, Ax, and I were a matched set of elephants.


  The elephant and rhino morphs had several things in common. They were faster than they looked. It took more than a handgun to knock them down. And people who saw them coming had a tendency to want to run away.


  We were, I don't know, maybe fifteen tons of bone and horn and tusk and muscle.


  <Ready?> Jake asked.


  <Ready,> Marco answered.


  <This animal's nose moves quite delicately,> Ax said.


  I could see fairly well with the elephant's eyes, unlike Jake and Marco, who were half-blind. I could see the softly lit bungalows just off the beach. I could see the taller, brightly lit hotel building beyond.


  Our goal was the bungalows. They housed the world leaders. Our plan was painfully simple. If we couldn't stop the Yeerks by subtle means, we'd just tear the place apart. Then, most likely, the big banquet where Visser Three hoped to strike would be canceled.


  Like I said, not a brilliant plan. But you know what? As tired, mad, scared, annoyed, worried, and filled with self-doubt as I was at that moment, the sweet simplicity of it all seemed like pure genius to me.


  <Hey, Marco, who's that comic book character who's always yelling, "It's butt-kicking time"?> I asked.


  <That's the Thing. And what he says is, "It's clobberin' time.">


  <Yeah? Well, whatever. Let's go do some serious stomping!>


  Chapter 14


  



  You almost had to feel sorry for the Secret Service and all the other security guys on the beach, huddling in the rain beneath their ponchos while they gazed through night-vision goggles. One minute it's nothing but waves and lightning. The next minute it looks like a small pod of whales has decided to get up out of the ocean and go hang out on the beach.


  I mean, their training must have prepared them for almost anything. But not, definitely not for the possibility that two rhinos and four African elephants would come trumpeting and snorting out of a one-hundred-year-storm surf.


  "Hhhrrrreeeyyaaahhhh!" I announced myself.


  I heard a human voice say, "What the -?"


  I broke into a charging run. I had to deal with a little bit of a slope, but I had plenty of power and legs the size of tree trunks.


  I raised my trunk high and bellowed again.


  "Hhhrrrreeee-uh!"


  I was running full tilt. So were the others. Suddenly, the lightning flashed and I could see half a dozen utterly baffled men and women in drenched rain slickers, staring at us with six identical open mouths.


  Only one reacted like he had a clue. He drew his gun and started firing. Right at me.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  You'd think a trained marksman could hit an elephant. But I guess it isn't all that easy in a pitch-black night with rain in your face.


  Chances were the guy who was firing at me was a Controller. A normal human's first thought would not be to shoot an elephant on the beach.


  I went at the man, full speed.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  The muzzle flash was like tiny echoes of the lightning. This time I felt a bullet hit me in the shoulder. It didn't hurt, exactly. I was just sort of aware of it.


  He didn't get a chance to fire again. I lowered my head, bringing my hugely long tusks into line with the gunman, and he turned and ran.


  <Remember, we have to assume these are all innocent humans,> Jake said.


  His thought-speak voice came to me just as I was considering whether I should run the guy through with my tusks or trample him. Of course, Jake was right. These were innocent bystanders. Mostly.


  We were here to wreak havoc and scare the heck out of everyone, but not to hurt anyone on purpose.


  Now other guards had decided they'd better shoot at us, too. All down the beach came the sound of gunfire, along with shouts and cries that were instantly snatched away by the howling wind.


  <Everyone ready?> Jake called. <Charge!>


  Marco laughed. <Charge? I bet he's always wanted to say that.>


  We charged. Like some mondo freak-o version of Gettysburg, we raced up the beach toward the two closest bungalows.


  Fifty yards!


  Twenty yards!


  I was eating up the beach, my big round feet plowing deep with each step.


  A line of bushes. I barely registered thorny scrapes on my gray leather hide.


  I was huge! I was a tank! I was running at full speed, my sail-like ears flapping in the wind, my powerful trunk trumpeting madly, my tusks thrusting, searching for something to impale.


  I was pure power, pure momentum, pure out-of-control animal energy.


  I tore through a decorative trellis and stomped it to toothpicks. Then, a wall! I ran, slewed my head to the side, and slammed that wall with my right shoulder.


  WHUMPF!


  Crunch!


  I backed up a step and swung my weight forward again.


  WHUMPF!


  Crrrrrunch!


  <One more time!> I cried, laughing idiotically in my head. I backed up and this time there was no "whumpf!" just a tearing, breaking, twisting sound. All of a sudden, bright light shone out on me from the big hole I'd made in the wall.


  Then I saw Marco in his new rhinoceros morph plow into and through the door. "Into and through" being all one motion.


  The security guys were getting serious. Elephants and rhinos running around - well, that was almost funny. Elephants and rhinos beating in doors and knocking down walls - that was a whole different matter.


  I shoved at the hole I'd made and found myself blinking in the bright light. Blinking and staring at Marco, and at the man sitting in an easy chair wearing a tuxedo shirt, a tie, black socks, and glossy black shoes. His tux coat and pants were draped over a chair. He had a somewhat familiar face. The leader of a great power.


  He was sitting in his Jockey shorts and calmly pouring a glass from a bottle of clear liquor. Then he glared belligerently at me and Marco.


  Now, I'm not going to say who this man was, or what nation he headed, but he was drunk. Drunk, but no coward. He just sat there in his underwear, glaring at us, defying us.


  <What do we do?> Marco asked me.


  <I guess we go tear up someone else's bungalow,> I suggested. Suddenly about twelve security guys came bursting into the room, guns drawn. And not just handguns, either. These guys had automatic weapons on us.


  But the man in the chair said something loud and curt in a foreign language. No one fired. The man in the chair made a sort of "after you" sweep with one hand, indicating that maybe Marco and I should leave.


  So we did. We went out through another wall and dragged half the roof down with us, but we left.


  Behind us I heard a loud roar of delighted laughter. Like we'd really made the old guy's day.


  I guess if you think about it, hanging out with a bunch of politicians talking about peace must be kind of dull. After a couple days of that, maybe you kind of welcome massive, enraged animals barging through your living room.


  Chapter 15


  



  We headed back out into the rain, which was now coming down so hard we might as well have been back in the ocean.


  It was chaos!


  Spotlights were shining down from the top of the hotel, sweeping madly here and there. There was the pop!pop!pop! of gunfire. There were men in dark suits racing back and forth, guns drawn. There were guys in tuxedos and women in formal gowns running and tripping and yelling. I heard helicopters chopping the air overhead.


  And through it all galumphed elephants and rhinoceroses, banging into anything we could bang into.


  The thunder was rattling windows. The rain was turning everything to mud. And every few seconds, the lightning would flash and I'd see the entire madhouse scene frozen by the strobe light.


  It would have been funny. If people weren't shooting at us.


  I targeted the next undamaged bungalow and called to Marco. <Hey! Knock that door down. I'll come right after you.>


  <What door? I can't see that far.>


  <Veer left,> I instructed. <Okay, go go go! Left!>


  WHAM!


  <That was no door!>


  <I told you left,> I said. <Never mind, I'll finish it.>


  I slammed the hole in the wall that Marco had started. This time it went down easier. Two hits and the wall collapsed inward.


  BLAM!BLAM!BLAM!BLAM!


  Four bullets hit me in the head. I felt them as hammer blows.


  I backed away from a phalanx of disciplined, determined-looking men. There were three of them. Behind them, looking mystified, was the most powerful man on Earth.


  I swear I had to fight down this ridiculous urge to say, "It's an honor to meet you, sir!"


  But blood was flowing down my face and I was feeling dizzy. The bullets had done some damage.


  I backed up, dragging bits of plaster and pieces of splintered wood with me. I backed up into a soldier sliding down a rope that seemed to drop out of the sky. I could hear the helicopter directly overhead. More ropes coiled down and more black-uniformed men slid down.


  These guys were armed to the teeth. It was time to leave.


  <Jake!> I yelled into the darkness. <Jake! The reinforcements are coming in!>


  <Time to bail!> Jake yelled to everyone. <Everyone back to the beach!>


  Brahahahahahahahahat!


  Automatic weapons were firing. I felt my left rear leg catch fire. At least that's what it felt like.


  I staggered back and the injured leg almost collapsed. I was hit, and badly.


  <Come on, Marco, let's get out of here!>


  <But I didn't even get to see the President,> he complained.


  <Marco, this really isn't the time.>


  We turned and crashed back through the trellises and shrubbery and out onto the windswept, soggy beach.


  A human staggered in front of me. He was mud-smeared and ankle-deep in wet sand. And he was furious. Tony, the White House protocol chief. Except that we knew Tony had been acquired by Visser Three as a morph.


  And judging by the screamingly enraged look on "Tony's" face, this was Visser Three.


  For a frozen instant, we locked eyes. He knew what I was. I knew what he was.


  <I guess we can assume the banquet has been canceled, Visser,> I said. <Now, let's see how fast you can run!>


  I went for him, but I stumbled. I was in worse shape than I'd realized. He scampered back, realizing I couldn't catch him. He bounced up and down with rage, shouting, "I won't kill you when I catch you, Andalite! I will make you beg for death!"


  No time to sit and exchange pleasant conversation. Besides, we weren't even supposed to talk to Yeerks. We didn't want them realizing we weren't Andalites.


  Down the sand I saw the others, some staggering, some seemingly unhurt. I left Visser Three ranting and raving and took off on three good legs. We ran for the water's edge, bullets whizzing after us, and plowed into the surf.


  I began demorphing instantly, even as I continued to motor out against the waves. Demorphing would save my life. The bullets should drop harmlessly away, but even if they didn't, all the damage they'd done would be repaired.


  I was giddy. I was going to survive! I was laughing, laughing at the sheer, insane rush of it all. No weariness now, just mad, frantic glee at having escaped alive.


  <How will they ever, ever explain that?> Tobias wondered.


  <I don't know,> I said, <but that's one summit meeting no one will forget.>


  Chapter 16


  



  I was demorphing to human as fast as I could. As dangerous as it was, the weather probably saved us at this point. The Coast Guard boat had come in closer, but there was no way it could get right in to shore, not with those waves.


  I demorphed to human and could feel the injuries fading away, the bullet lead dropping harmlessly to the bottom of the sea.


  Once again, I was half-drowned by the time I'd made it safely back to dolphin morph. But I almost didn't care. The after-action depression was starting to set in. The special brand of weariness that comes when all the adrenaline has begun to wear off.


  The dolphin mind rescued me. It was as irresistibly happy as always. The DNA of its instincts was reconstituted, fresh with the morphing.


  I kicked my gray tail and felt my rubber skin slide easily, confidently through the water. I dove beneath the huffing, chugging Coast Guard cutter and headed out to sea.


  And that's when it happened. I fired an echolocation burst, a series of fast, ultrahigh frequency sound waves. The sound waves traveled through the water and bounced back from anything they hit. It was like sonar. Underwater radar.


  Then I saw in my mind the outline, the shape. The shape that was imprinted in the deepest DNA archives of the dolphin brain.


  It was long. Maybe twenty feet. It was vast, perhaps ten thousand pounds. From its back a long, almost straight dorsal fin rose. The echolocation did not show color. But I knew that when it got closer I would see a black-and-white pattern.


  <Killer whale!> I yelled.


  It was coming toward us. Its speed was incredible! Something that big shouldn't be able to move so fast.


  It was coming for us, and we were helpless. It was faster, more powerful, far, far more deadly. We were more agile, but I knew one thing for sure: It was killer whales who ate dolphins, not the other way around.


  <I have it on echolocation,> Cassie agreed tensely.


  <What is this creature?> Ax asked.


  <It's actually a species of dolphin,> Cassie said. <A close relative of this species we've morphed.>


  <Yeah, close relative,> I muttered. <Like Chihuahuas and Dobermans are close relatives.>


  <There's just one,> Cassie said. <Strange.>


  <Why? What's strange?> Tobias asked.


  <Just that orcas usually hunt as a pack,> Cassie said.


  <Yeah, well this one is hunting us all by himself,> Tobias said. <Big as he is, he won't need any help!>


  <What do we do?> Marco asked.


  <He's just a killer whale,> Jake said. <We have human intelligence as well. We can't outfight or outrun him. We'll have to outthink him.>


  <Head for the Coast Guard boat!> Tobias suggested. <We'll get beneath it and stay with it. The sound of the screws will keep him away.>


  <Good idea,> Jake said. We turned sharply and raced for the boat. It wasn't going to be easy. We needed to get beneath a boat that wasn't all that big while it was rising and falling on the waves. Besides, we were air breathers. We had to surface to get air, and couldn't hide there forever.


  But it seemed to make sense. And would probably have worked. Except for one terrible fact.


  <Ha-ha-ha, you think the propeller sounds will scare me off?> the killer whale said. <Nice try.>


  Chapter 17


  



  Six thought-speak voices said the identical word at the same time.


  <David!>


  <Yes, David,> he said with grim satisfaction. <Five little dolphins and one big orca. Let's see how that works out.>


  <He still thinks Tobias is dead,> I said in private thought-speak. <He hasn't counted us. Tobias, stay behind us and ->


  Ax interrupted. <David doesn't know which of us is Tobias. He's expecting five of us. We are six. The sixth person, the one who conceals his presence, could be any of us.>


  <What are you suggesting?> Jake asked him.


  <I am wondering, Prince Jake, whether one of us has a morph that could defeat David.>


  <I do,> Cassie said.


  <Okay, then, Ax is right. Cassie, hang back. Get out of range. Good idea, Ax. But don't call me "prince.">


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  <Okay, we need to keep David busy,> Jake said.


  <Let's do it!> I yelled. I didn't care if David was ten times my size. I hated the creep. But the more sensible parts of my brain could not imagine how I was going to fight him and last more than a few seconds. Not as a dolphin, at least. Even a shark would be helpless. The orca was just too big.


  <Hey, I'm Free Willy,> David said with a laugh. <Free Willy's hungry.>


  <Why don't you tell that joke to Visser Three?> I sneered. <Maybe he'll arrange for you to die laughing.>


  <Ah, Rachel. That is you, right? Psycho Rachel?>


  <I'm the psycho? That's good, coming from a certified nutcase like you, David.>


  <I'm nuts? Hey, I'm not the one threatening to kill anyone's parents, you crazy witch.>


  There it was. Blurted out for all the others to hear. <I didn't threaten your parents,> I lied.


  <Yeah, you did,> he said, and even I could hear the ring of truth. <Did you know that, big Jake? Did you know that, Cassie, with all your moralizing? Did you know Rachel threatened to kill my parents? How about you, Andalite? Of course we know smart-mouth Marco would approve.>


  No one said a thing. No one came to my defense.


  I felt hollow all of a sudden. Like I could feel their silence as a big hole in my insides. Who were they to be judging me? Which of them hadn't done things they were ashamed of?


  Was I ashamed? Was that what I was saying?


  No time for all that now. David had kicked his tail into overdrive and he was coming at us like a train.


  <Okay, here's the plan: Whoever he chases, the others come in and nail him. Aim for his eyes. They might be vulnerable,> Jake instructed.


  I was still waiting for him to say something. Like maybe "It's okay, Rachel, no big deal." But nothing. Nothing! I wanted to scream at him: "Why did you let me go after David if you didn't think I was going to threaten him? You hypocrite!"


  But there wasn't time for that. Because now I could see the black-and-white pattern racing at me out of the gloom. He was lit up by a flash of lightning. He looked like some weird cross between a cow and a bus.


  But this creature had a very large mouth and a lot of teeth. And he was very, very fast. He was aiming straight for Ax.


  <I'm right here, David,> I said, and gave a kick with my tail. He veered, changing course, and hurtled toward me.


  I kicked hard and rocketed straight at him, like I was aiming for his nose.


  Closer. . . Closer. . . CloserCloserCloser!


  I turned my flippers and went straight up. UpUpUp, skimming past David's blunt snout!


  WHOOOSH! Out of the water, into rain and lightning. High as I could fly. I hung in midair, looked down as gravity grabbed me again, and right below me I saw the killer whale's open mouth.


  Falling! Falling toward that open mouth!


  <Nooooo!>


  But David was slipping back, too. He hadn't had time to get himself ready. He was slipping back beneath the water, and I was falling toward him . . .


  SPLASH! I hit water, not teeth, and I kicked madly to get speed. Where was David? I couldn't see him!


  Echolocate, Rachel. Come on, concentrate!


  I fired a burst. The echo was instantaneous. He was behind me. I jerked left and the big black-and-white snout went barreling past.


  From nowhere another dolphin appeared. It rammed David's right eye with its beak, then slid down beneath the great monster.


  <Ahhh!> David cried. But he kept his focus on me. I couldn't believe how quickly he turned. How quickly he built up speed to come back after me.


  This was impossible! I was playing tag and I was it.


  I rolled over, belly up, reversed course and slid beneath him, crossing sideways, literally rubbing belly to belly. Then I came up his right side, halfway down his body, back behind the tall, graceful dorsal fin.


  Now I was out of his sight. As long as I stayed right there with him, move for move, he wouldn't see me, let alone reach me.


  But David wasn't content to play tag with me. He targeted the next dolphin he saw and I couldn't match his speed.


  As his tail blew past, I clamped my jaw down on it.


  Big mistake.


  He whipped me up and down, up and down as he kicked. Teeth ripped out of my jaw. Dazed, I had to let go. Then he turned and came for me again. I tried to swim, but the whiplash motion had disoriented me.


  All I saw was a huge, gaping jaw coming right for me. And I knew I could not escape.


  The orca filled my entire range of vision. So big! So impossibly fast.


  And then . . .


  Well, then I saw what orcas must want to be when they grow up.


  Not the twenty feet of the killer whale, more like forty or fifty feet. Not the four or five tons of the killer whale, more like fifty or sixty tons.


  Almost extinct, almost wiped out at one point. But there were still humpback whales in the sea. And one of them was Cassie.


  <Hi, David, it's me, Moby Cassie,> Cassie said. <Why don't you leave my friend Rachel alone?>


  If David had known much about whales, he'd have known that the humpback was almost powerless against him. It had no teeth. Just baleen.


  But I guess there's something about seeing a creature the size of a house coming after you that makes you want to leave the area.


  David left. But not before calling back to me, <Later, Rachel. There'll be another time.>


  Chapter 18


  



  I flat-out was not going to school the next day. I just didn't care. I went home and fell into my bed with my clothes on and was out cold.


  Way too early in the morning I heard voices downstairs. Somber, muted voices. No laughter. I didn't care. I went back to sleep.


  Then Jordan came up and kicked my bed till I rolled over, face plastered with hair, eyes glued shut. "It'd better be good or you are going to wish you'd never been born!" I said.


  "It's Saddler," Jordan said.


  It took me several seconds to make sense of that. "Huh?"


  "He's not doing very well, I guess. They think he's going to die."


  Saddler. My cousin. Jake's cousin. Right. Yeah, now I remembered. He'd been hurt. He'd been moved to the children's hospital near us.


  "Oh. That's too bad," I managed to mumble.


  "That's all you can say? 'That's too bad'?" Obviously I wasn't going back to sleep. I sat up. I tried to wake my brain up enough to think of the right things to say, but my head might as well have been stuffed with cotton balls.


  "He's probably going to die," Jordan said again.


  I began to realize what Jordan wanted. She felt bad. She felt scared. She wanted me to reassure her.


  I made a "come here" motion with my hand and fought down a yawn. "Sit here," I said, patting the sheet beside me. "Look, it's a bad thing. It's about as bad a thing as there is. I mean, he's just a kid. His parents are going to be so messed up after this. I know how you feel."


  "It's just so bogus," Jordan said. "I mean, he was just riding his bike and then, like, all of a sudden his whole life is maybe over."


  I nodded. "Yeah. Life isn't fair."


  Jordan rolled her eyes at me. She knows a dumb cliche when she hears one.


  "Sorry," I said. "Look, bad stuff happens. Doesn't mean it's going to happen to you. Doesn't mean it's going to happen to me or Sarah or Mom or Dad."


  "Yeah, but that's what's so weird and all. I mean, I feel like scum because I felt kind of glad it wasn't me. You know? It was like 'Whew! Close one!' But that's not right. I should just be sad. And I am. Only it's not just sadness. It's also, like, 'Glad it wasn't me!' And then I was all, like, 'I would never ride my bike like that.' You know, the guy who ran into him is saying Saddler just shot out into the street without looking. So I'm thinking Saddler got run over because he was stupid and careless. But that's not right, either."


  "It's not right, but I think it's probably normal," I said. "I mean, you don't want to think it could happen to you. So you have to come up with excuses. Ways it could never happen to you. You end up blaming the person who got hurt. Because then you don't have to think about what if it was you it happened to. You even start getting mad at the person it happened to. Like 'How dare he drag me down into all this pit of darkness? How dare he get hurt and make me feel bad?'"


  Jordan nodded. "That's just so wrong, though."


  I shrugged. "Yeah, probably. But it's also how people are. You don't want to go around thinking, 'It could be me next. It could be my sister or mother or father.' You're going to do anything you can not to feel that way. You have to put up a wall between you and the fear. You have to cut yourself off from it, tell yourself you're safe. Bad stuff only happens to people who are careless or stupid or evil."


  Jordan seemed to feel better. She even smiled. "Mom says we can stay home from school today. You know, in case . . ."


  I made a face. "Talk about a bad reason to skip school."


  "Yeah. Well, maybe he'll be okay."


  "Yeah. It's like on ER. The doctors are always worrying, but then the patient survives."


  "And if they're a cute girl they get to date Noah Wylie," Jordan said, laughing.


  "Exactly. So don't write old Saddler off yet, okay?"


  She left and I staggered, still half-blind from the sleep gunk in my eyes, to the bathroom. I splashed my face with cold water.


  <Ooooh, I never realized you were so wise and all.>


  I jumped straight up. I spun around. Search . . . search . . . search . . . nothing! Nothing in the shower. Nothing on the floor. Nothing on the ceiling.


  I stood there, very, very awake. "What do you want, David?"


  <I just wanted to hear your deep wisdom, Rachel,> he said. <What's the matter? Does it make you nervous having me around?>


  I kept searching the room. Inside the medicine cabinet. Nothing! Then, slowly, with a creeping, crawling sensation of disgust, I realized. He could be anywhere. He could be . . . on me.


  "Should I go get some flea powder?" I asked the empty bathroom. I tried to sound tough and indifferent. Like I wasn't scared.


  <You have to put up a wall between you and the fear, Rachel,> he mocked. <You have to cut yourself off from it, tell yourself you're safe, Rachel. You have to tell yourself that bad stuff only happens to people who are careless or stupid or evil, Rachel.>


  "What do you think you're accomplishing, David?" I asked.


  <I'm sending you a message, Rachel,> he said with silky intensity. <See, I know where you live, Rachel. That's my message. You want to threaten me? I know where you live.>


  I had to fight down the panic that was competing with rage in my head. I couldn't let him know he'd gotten to me. "My family isn't part of this."


  <So you say.>


  "Your parents are Controllers now. That makes them different."


  <Are you a hundred percent sure that your mother and your sisters aren't Controllers?>


  I swallowed hard. I had to remain calm. That was the point. I had to remain calm. If I blew up he'd know he had power over me. "You would go after little girls, you gutless piece of crap. You said you wouldn't hurt humans who weren't in morph. I always knew that was bull. A coward like you has no honor."


  It was a pathetic, obvious ploy. Would he fall for it? It depended. How did David see himself?


  <You want rules, Rachel? I'll give you rules: Give me the blue box and I'm gone. I'll go to some other city. I'll take what I need. I have the power! But I want that box!>


  "What for, you idiot? You want to make more Animorphs? Why? So they can do to you what you're trying to do to us?"


  I guess that made him think. I thought it might.


  <Stay away from my family, Rachel. I'll stay away from yours. Just you and me. That's the deal. You and me.>


  "I'll take that challenge," I said.


  <Cool. Now, hey, go ahead and enjoy your shower.>


  He was silent after that. He said nothing more. Maybe he was really gone.


  But for the first time, I decided to skip my shower.


  Chapter 19


  



  I didn't feel even slightly safe till two hours had passed. That's how long David could stay in morph. After that, if he'd been a flea or a cockroach or whatever, he'd be stuck.


  Two hours later to the minute, I arrived at Jake's house. There were extra cars in the driveway. I guess Saddler's family had come over.


  Jake answered the door. I saw half a dozen people beyond him in the family room. They all looked like they were getting ready to go.


  "Hi, Rachel," Jake said. "Did you come over to-"


  I grabbed him by his shirt and yanked him outside onto the porch. I've never done anything like that to Jake. I shocked myself. I know I shocked him.


  "David was in my house!" I hissed in his ear. "He was in my bathroom."


  Jake looked puzzled. Then his eyes widened. "In morph?"


  "Of course in morph. You think he'd come over and ask my mommy if I could come out to play?!" I was yelling.


  "Calm down, Rachel, the whole family is here. We're all about to head to the hospital to see Saddler. Tom is here," he added with a significant look. Tom is a Controller.


  I lowered my voice to an intense whisper. "He was in morph. He may have been a flea. He may have been on me. On me!"


  Jake nodded warily. "Yeah. I guess we have to expect that kind of thing."


  "He's made me his number-one target," I snapped. "Did you expect that?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "I mean it's personal between me and him. And I think you know why it's personal."


  Jake shook his head. "Look, we all stand together, Rachel. You know that."


  "Do I? Nice job of standing up for me before, Jake."


  "When?"


  "You know when," I said. "When David told everyone what had gone down between me and him and all I hear is the big, empty silence from Cassie and Tobias and all."


  "It was a combat situation, Rachel. What did you expect me to do? Stop and explain to everyone that David was lying?"


  I glared at Jake and just then his dad came out on the porch. "We need to get going, Jake. Hi, Rachel. Why don't you come with us?"


  I don't know why, but I said, "Okay, yes."


  Jake's dad closed the door again.


  "You think David was lying?" I asked him.


  Jake looked away. "It doesn't matter what I think, Rachel."


  I laughed. "You know something, Jake, you are becoming a real leader. You even have the whole hypocrisy thing down." I started to walk away. "Tell your dad I changed my mind."


  "Rachel." Jake trotted over to catch up to me. "What's bothering you?"


  "What's bothering me? Aside from the fact I've never been so tired in my life? Aside from the fact that David is out to get me? What's bothering me?"


  "Yeah. Aside from those things. I mean, I know you, Rachel -"


  "Yeah, you sure do," I snapped.


  "Look, I don't have time for twenty questions."


  "When you were going after David and you sent Ax for help, why did you tell him to get me and not Cassie or Marco?"


  Jake looked surprised. He shrugged. "I don't know. I guess I thought you were closest."


  "Wrong. Try again."


  Jake flushed angrily. But then I saw the beginning of a rueful smile. "I thought David had killed Tobias. I thought he might kill me. I wanted . . . firepower."


  "I see. You wanted me for my morphs." It was a good answer. It could have almost been true. "Okay. So we come down to the second question: What did you think I would say to David yesterday? In the cafeteria. Why did you let me go after him?"


  Jake's rueful smile became sadder. For a long time he didn't speak. "I guess -"


  "Jake! Come on. Rachel, if you're coming, let's go!" Jake's mom yelled.


  At the same time the garage door opened and the family's new minivan came backing out. I piled in with Jake and there was nothing more said.


  Maybe it was true about the morphs. Maybe I had jumped to a conclusion. After all, it was true I had the grizzly bear morph and the elephant morph. Both of which were as strong or stronger than David's lion. And it was true that neither Marco nor Cassie had anything to match the lion's raw power.


  Maybe that was all there was to it. Maybe my cousin didn't see me as some crazed Femme Nikita killer.


  But I'd have to wait and hear his answer to my second question.


  Jake had said, "It was a combat situation, Rachel. What did you expect me to do? Stop and explain to everyone that David was lying?"


  But I knew one thing for sure: Jake was lying. He knew what David had accused me of was true.


  Not for the first time, I looked at Jake and wondered what he had become. He was sitting there, looking like any other kid stuck in any other boring minivan. If you saw him walk down the street you might think, Oh, there's a nice-looking guy. But you wouldn't see half of what there was to Jake.


  But then, I guess that's true of everyone. You can never be sure whether the pretty blond lugging a pair of bulging Express bags through the mall is just another sweet, ditzy, harmless mall rat.


  Or me.


  Chapter 20


  



  You think hospitals are depressing? Try a children's hospital. You go to a regular hospital and see sick people and you think, Oh, that's something that happens to old people. You know, like lung cancer or Alzheimer's or whatever.


  But in a kids' hospital you see way too many people who look like they could be sitting next to you on the school bus. It makes you nervous.


  Saddler was in PICU. Pediatrics Intensive Care Unit. It was like the hospital room from hell.


  Four beds in each room, if you can call it a bed when there are these monitors poised over your head showing your heartbeat and brain waves and a bunch of other stuff in wavy, ghostly green lines.


  Three of the beds were full. Saddler was in the one farthest from the door. I took one look at him and thought, Okay, I believe in mercy killing. No one should have to be so . . . helpless.


  But I guess that was dumb, because later I heard from one of the doctors that more than ninety-five percent of even the most messed-up kids who go into the PICU come out alive.


  No one was being that optimistic about Saddler, though. He was going to be one of the five percent. At least that had been the last thing we heard from the doctors.


  Now . . . well, let me just say that different people react in different ways to "miracles." We almost couldn't get to Saddler's bed for all the doctors and nurses crowding around. Some looked like they'd just had Leonardo DiCaprio tell them they were pretty. They looked transfigured. Others looked mad. Some looked scared.


  Saddler's mother rushed to the head doctor. "Doctor Kaehler? What's happening? What's happening to my baby?"


  Doctor Kaehler was one of the mad ones. "What's happening? Good question. Very good question. I have to tell you that we had a crisis here about an hour ago. Your son's heart stopped. We were rushing him to surgery, but in all honesty he was not going to make it."


  "But -" she began.


  The doctor ignored her. "I would have bet my entire career that Saddler would be gone within the hour. Then, as they were taking him up to the O.R., something happened with the elevator. It jammed or. . . or something. The nurse and doctor with him seem to have been knocked out. When they came to, the elevator was working again. They rushed your son to surgery where he . . . where he . . . opened his eyes!"


  "What?"


  "He opened his eyes. And he said, 'Hi.'"


  Saddler's mother lost it. She shoved wildly through the gaggle of nurses and doctors. And there she stopped, staring in disbelief at her son.


  Saddler was sitting up in his bed. He looked as healthy as if he'd just stepped in from playing soccer.


  "How?" Saddler's father asked.


  The doctor just shook his head. "You tell me. There is apparently nothing wrong with your son. And I mean nothing. No broken bones - all healed. No internal injuries. No bruises, for crying out loud!"


  He was mad. I could understand that. He was a scientist, basically. Scientists like to understand things.


  "It's a miracle!" Jake's mom whispered.


  "I don't even believe in miracles," Jake's dad said, "but this is a miracle. I mean, I saw him yesterday and he looked like raw hamburger."


  Saddler's parents were all over their son. Hugging, kissing, jabbering on and on. It was a cool scene. Even I was feeling overwhelmed. Then I caught sight of Jake.


  He was the only wallflower at the big party of celebration. He turned away, rage barely concealed on his face.


  "What?" I whispered to him. "What's the matter?"


  He said one word. And I knew what I'd been too blind to see. This was no miracle.


  Jake said, "David."


  Chapter 21


  



  Jake and I stepped back from the crowd. No one noticed. No one cared. They had a miracle to witness.


  "You think David morphed Saddler?" I asked Jake.


  "I know he did. Days back, I mentioned Saddler to all of you. I saw his eyes kind of light up. I didn't think much of it at the time. Besides, we were kind of busy."


  I nodded. "He needed a life. David's family are Controllers and he needed a place to go, to sleep, to eat. But it's just a morph. If he stays in it more than two hours at a time he's stuck, and he'll lose his morphing power permanently."


  "All he has to do is go the bathroom, demorph, remorph, and he's good for another two hours. And take a look at his parents. You think they're going to notice, or care, if Saddler is suddenly very different than he has been?"


  He was right. Saddler's parents thought they were losing a son. Now he was back. Alive.


  A miracle.


  So maybe his memory was a little impaired. Maybe he didn't remember his friends or his favorite food. He'd be different, but that was to be expected, with what he'd gone through. And anyway, Saddler always had been a jerk. David should be able to play the role.


  What could his family even possibly suspect him of? Being a morph? Obviously not. Then something awful occurred to me.


  "Saddler. . . where's Saddler? The real one?"


  Jake looked grim. "I guess we'll have to ask David, won't we?"


  I looked at Saddler. There was a momentary gap in the gaggle around him. He saw us. We saw him. His look was pure triumph.


  Then the wall of people closed around him again. I was not even slightly surprised when, an hour later, Saddler said he had to go to the bathroom. By himself. He was fine, perfectly fine. Everyone should stop worrying.


  He passed deliberately by Jake and me.


  "Cousin Jake! Cousin Rachel! I'm glad you're here. Really, really glad."


  For a brief moment, no one else was within hearing. "You won't get away with this," I said.


  "I won't? I already have. And what are you two going to do? The real Saddler was toast. Now those nice people have their son back. So what are you going to do about it?" He started to walk away, then turned back, as if he had some funny secret to impart. "I'll take the blue box, cousins. Bring it to me. You have twenty-four hours. Starting now."


  He laughed, loudly enough for all to hear. So they all laughed, too, giddy from the fact that unbearable tragedy had missed them.


  Jake and I plastered smiles on our faces. But we both felt sick inside.


  David had beaten us.


  Jake and I left. We went out into the mostly empty hallway.


  "Okay, we have to plan right now," Jake said.


  "Plan what?"


  "We are never going to know whether we're being watched by David or listened to by David from now on," Jake said. "Right now we know where he is. Right now we're safe."


  "So what are you going to do? Give him the blue box?"


  Jake's eyes flashed. "Never!"


  I smiled, despite myself. "Okay. So?"


  "So. . . I don't know. Do you have any ideas?"


  I stopped smiling. "What do you mean?"


  "I mean, what do you think we should do about him? About David."


  A nurse came by and flashed an automatic smile. When she was gone I said, "Look, Jake, I don't know what you're getting at. And you know what? I don't think I like what you're thinking about me."


  "What? What's that about?"


  "You never answered me before, Jake. I want to know. When David left the cafeteria and I started after him, and Cassie said no and you said to let me go, what exactly did you think I would do or say to David?"


  Jake nodded. "Oh. That's what this is about."


  "Yeah, 'Oh, that's what this is about.' What did you expect me to do to David? Did you think I was going to kill him? Did you? Is that why you let me go after him? Is that why you sent Ax for me? Because you think I'm some kind of violent nut you can call in whenever you need some dirty work done?"


  "Look, Rachel, every one of us has his strengths and his weaknesses."


  "And my strength is being some kind of crazy killer?" I practically shrieked.


  "I didn't say that."


  "You didn't not say it!"


  "Okay, fine, Rachel. You want to do this, fine. I think you're the bravest member of the group. I think in a bad fight I'd rather have you with me than anyone else. But yeah, Rachel, I think there's something pretty dark down inside you. I think you're the only one of us who would be disappointed if all this ended tomorrow. Cassie hates all this, Marco has personal reasons for being in this war, Ax just wants to go home and fight Yeerks with his own people, Tobias . . . who knows what Tobias wants anymore? But you, Rachel, you love it. It's what makes you so brave. It's what makes you so dangerous to the Yeerks."


  I let his words blow past me. I heard them, I'd feel them later, but I didn't want to feel them right then.


  "You did think I'd go kill David the other day. My God."


  "No. I thought you'd scare him. I thought you'd say the things it took to scare him. I thought you'd say whatever you had to. And I thought that of any of us, David would be most likely to fear you."


  An attendant pushed a wheeled bed slowly past. I tried to look at myself the way Jake saw me. Was it true? Did I love this war?


  "I worry about you, Rachel. More than any of the others except Tobias. I feel like this war is to you like booze is to an alcoholic. Like I don't know what will happen to you if it all ends someday. What are you going to do? Go back to being the world's greatest shopper? Go back to gymnastics and getting good grades?"


  I laughed harshly. "You worry about me? What do you think you're going to do? Jake, you're a leader now. You make life-and-death decisions. All the time. You've learned to do that. And," I added bitterly, "you've learned to use people. You use them for their strengths and their weaknesses. Worry about me? Like when all this is over you'll go back to being a mediocre basketball player and a decent student? You're not even in high school yet and you're the most wanted person in the Yeerk Empire. Visser Three would trade his Blade ship for your head on a stick."


  We both fell silent for a while. From inside there came the drifting sound of laughter. David was back from the bathroom. Demorphed, re-morphed, and good for another two hours. He could keep that up for weeks, maybe years. At night he could demorph and sleep. In the dark he'd look enough like Saddler. At school he could demorph and remorph between periods, in the stalls of the boys' bathroom. No need to worry about clothing. He'd fit Saddler's.


  The creep. The evil little creep.


  My own emotions brought me back to the moment.


  "I'm not going to lose it, Jake," I said, staring down at the polished linoleum. "Maybe you're right. Maybe I do kind of get off on it all. But I still know where the line is. And I won't cross it. I am not some kind of nut. I know what I'm doing."


  Jake nodded. "I know you do. But everyone draws their own line. Cassie's is in one place. Marco's is somewhere else. Yours is in another. Mine . . ." He made a failed attempt at a smile. "For example, see, I used to think my line was drawn at using my friend, my cousin, to do my dirty work. Guess that turned out not to be true. Sorry, Rachel."


  I have no idea why I did what happened next. Because I'm really not that kind of person. But I hugged Jake. And he hugged me back.


  And then he whispered in my ear, "Okay, now let's figure out how we take this creep down."


  "You know it, cousin," I said.
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  "Jake and I went over every possibility," I said. "Nothing. Nothing at all. He has us cold."


  I looked around at the others. It was a grim-looking little group there in the barn.


  "What do you mean, he has us?" Marco said loudly. "That little creep has us beat? No way. We've been kicking Visser Three's butt all this time and we lose to that jerk? I don't think so."


  "Look, I don't like it, either. But it's reality, okay?"


  Jake held up one finger. "Fact number one: David has the same powers we have. Which means he's as hard to destroy as we are. And the Yeerks have tried very hard to destroy us. How are we going to succeed when the Yeerks have failed with all their forces and technology?"


  Marco raised his eyebrows in grudging acceptance.


  <Yes, that makes some sense,> Ax agreed.


  Of course, Tobias had nothing to say because Tobias wasn't there. Tobias was away.


  Jake continued. "Fact number two: David can sell us out to Visser Three. I don't think he wants to do that because David's not a complete idiot and he knows that any contact he has with Visser Three is likely to be very dangerous for him."


  "I'm not so sure he's not an idiot," Marco said darkly. "I would just like to point out that I never liked that guy. I said from the start that any kid who kept a pet cobra was trouble."


  "Goodie for you, Marco," I said.


  "Fact three: David has now acquired a morph of Rachel's and my cousin Saddler. What am I going to do? Make my uncle and aunt lose their son again? Better to leave David with them. And best of all, they live out of town, so David would be out of our faces."


  "I have a problem with that," Cassie said. "I have a problem with the idea that these people lose their son and get this completely different person instead. That seems sick to me. It seems wrong."


  "It is wrong," I agreed. "But what's the alternative?"


  Cassie shook her head slowly. "There's no good choice here. But you know what? As sad and awful as it is that your cousin died, that's natural and normal and part of life. Having some ghoulish fake version of Saddler still around makes me kind of sick to my stomach."


  "Fact number four: We give David the blue box and he has what he cares about. I don't know what he intends to do with it. Maybe he'll create his own little group of Animorphs." Jake made a face like "could be."


  "Yeah, right," Marco sneered. "Here's fact five: David killed Tobias. And we're going to reward him?"


  I exploded. "Hey! You think we like this? You think I, personally, like this? I hate that creepazoid. I would destroy him . . . if I could. But facts are facts, unless you're completely crazy."


  Marco sneered. "I never thought I'd see the day. Fearless Rachel, mighty Xena: Warrior Princess, humiliated by some kid. You're done for, Rachel. No one will ever be impressed by you again. You're a joke."


  I leaped at him and grabbed him by the throat. "Don't push me, Marco," I hissed.


  He just laughed. "You know, I'm glad about this, at least," Marco said. "At least David shattered the myth of mighty Rachel. It's a good thing you did survive, because now you have to live with the fact that you got beaten by David. I guess maybe you're not Xena, after all. But David may just be Hercules."


  I shoved Marco back and turned away from his mocking laughter.


  "Okay, then," Jake said. "Here's what I propose to do. I'm going to tell David where he can find the box. One of us will go with him. He'll probably want that, anyway, so he can be sure it's not a trap. He'll probably ask for Cassie. She had the least trouble with him. Speaking of which, Cassie, you're the only one who knows where the blue box is hidden."


  "Not to be egotistical or anything, but where I hid it, no one would ever find it. For one thing, I had Ax disassemble it."


  "Say what?" Marco asked. "It breaks down?"


  <Of course,> Ax said a little snippily. <It has component parts. Cassie asked me to reduce it to smaller components so that she could hide each piece separately.>


  "And so that I could carry the parts in morph," Cassie said. "Rachel and I -"


  "Wait a minute, Rachel knows where it's hidden, too?" Jake asked, frowning.


  Cassie looked embarrassed. "I kind of was scared to hide it where I hid it and not have someone with me. I mean, we had to do rat morphs to get there. And it took several trips because I could only carry small components one at a time."


  Jake laughed. "I should have known if I told you to hide something really well, it'd be hidden where no one would ever find it."


  "Oh, it's hidden, all right, piece by piece," I affirmed.


  Jake sighed. "Okay, then. I'll see David-slash-Saddler this evening. I'll bring him a rat to acquire."


  "That won't be much of a stretch for David," Marco said sardonically. "He's already at least half rat."


  "You're going to bring him a rat at the hospital?" Cassie asked.


  "No, he and his family are at my house," Jake said. "Nothing's wrong with him, so the hospital let him go. He's actually staying in my room. His so-called parents have the guest room, and I'm on the couch."


  "What, you didn't want to share a room with David?" Marco said.


  "I don't want to share a planet with him," Jake said. "Although I'll tell you all one thing. I wish it had worked out with David. Whatever else you can say about him, he's smart, brave, and ingenious."


  We all nodded in solemn agreement.


  Yes, yes, he was smart. But was he smart enough? That we would find out.
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  We left the job of contacting David up to Jake.


  My job, along with Cassie, Ax, Marco, and Tobias, was to prepare. Preparation involved a lot of work. Hard, physical work.


  "You're sure David was in the barn?" I asked Tobias for about the tenth time.


  <I can't swear he was in the barn,> Tobias said. <All I can swear is that a golden eagle left Jake's house. It flew here. It landed behind that old toolshed of Cassie's. David emerged from the golden eagle. Then he morphed to rattlesnake and was last seen sidewinding toward the barn.>


  "Rattlesnake," Marco said. "Interesting choice."


  "Good choice," Cassie said. "They fit in. They don't look out of place in this environment. They are poisonous, have very good senses, move faster than a lot of snakes. If, say, some red-tailed hawk decided to try and eat him, he could use his fangs."


  Tobias laughed. <He's not worried about red-tails. I'm dead, remember? When he was in eagle morph, he saw me. He just assumed I was an innocent hawk flying around.>


  We went back to work. Tobias flew cover, staying up high enough to spot anyone who might be approaching. But we had chosen a pretty deserted area to make our preparations. There wasn't much chance of anyone surprising us.


  And we knew David wasn't around. Jake had called me to confirm that he was impersonating Saddler and being fawned over and pampered at Jake's house.


  Already, it seemed, David was adapting nicely to the role. His "family" would be taking him home.


  "At least the weather is better," Marco said. "I'd hate to be dealing with rain right now."


  "Yeah, it's a beautiful day," I agreed.


  <Why do humans consider some days to be better than others?> Ax wondered. <And what, exactly defines a "beautiful" day?>


  "Sunshine, no clouds or at least not too many clouds," I offered. "Warm but not hot. Low humidity, because humidity does bad things to hair."


  <But rain is necessary, is it not? So why do you consider it to be less than beautiful?>


  We were chatting away like that as we worked. Chatting almost compulsively. No one wanted time to think. No one wanted to have time to reflect on what we were doing and what it would mean.


  But of course the reality of it all crept into our conversation here and there, in bits and pieces.


  Cassie said, "I feel so sorry for Saddler's parents."


  "Yeah," I agreed. "I don't know how they are going to -"


  "Also," Marco interrupted pointedly, "sunny days are better because on sunny days girls wear shorts and, like, little short dresses or whatever. What do they call them? Those dresses that have, like, straps on top and are usually yellow or whatever?"


  "Sundresses?" I suggested.


  "See? There you go: sundresses. As in sun. You don't hear about raindresses. You have raincoats. No one ever says, 'Whoa, you look excellent in that raincoat.'"


  <These are types of artificial skin, I assume,> Ax said.


  Even Ax was trying to keep the pointless blather going. Even he didn't want to think too much about what was happening. What would happen.


  Tobias swooped low. <I think it's time I went and checked with Jake,> he said. <Ax-man? You need to get human if I'm not here to watch over you guys.>


  <Yes, I will do that.>


  Ax began to morph, changing from blue Andalite to olive-skinned human. Early on, Ax had acquired DNA from Jake, Cassie, Marco, and me in a process that allowed him to meld the DNA strands into one. The morph he was now adopting was a strange, and strangely beautiful, human male. I could look at him and literally see parts of myself in his face. Parts of the other fully human Animorphs, too.


  One big advantage: With Ax in human morph, we wouldn't have to worry about obsessing over dark possibilities. Ax in human morph kept you busy.


  See, Andalites don't have mouths. They don't make words and they don't have a sense of taste. Those two things have a tendency to overtake Ax's usual reserve and intelligence.


  "These are good hands for working," Ax said. "Wurrr King. I am wurrr king. With hands-zuh. They are strong. Strong hands-zuh."


  Marco sighed. "Here we go again-uh with the Ax-man doing his Rain Man impersonation."


  I laughed. "Just be glad there's no chocolate around."


  "Or nachos," Cassie added.


  "Or cinnamon buns," Marco said.


  Ax's handsome human head snapped around. "Cinnamon buns-zuh?"


  "No, no, Ax. I'm pretty sure there aren't any cinnamon buns-zuh . . . I mean cinnamon buns . . . around here."


  At last it was time to add the final piece to our creation. Ax and Marco screwed it into place. Marco tested the moveable part.


  "That should work," he said, looking up at me.


  "It better work," I said. "Because as awful as this is, the only alternative is worse. It has to work. It has to work or we . . . all of us," I added with emphasis, "we will have to become killers."
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  David had chosen the ground for our meeting. A public place. Somewhere none of us could morph. It was inside a crowded Taco Bell.


  Outside, night was falling. The neon signs were on. Most drivers had their lights on. The weather had turned bad again. Nothing like the storm the other night, but dark clouds that brought the night earlier than normal.


  Inside it was all blazing lights and plastic seats and kids scarfing soft tacos.


  The terms were that each of us had to be visible. But even now we weren't going to appear to be some kind of clique or whatever. Marco was with Cassie. Ax, in human morph, was with me. Jake loitered around the counter, looking like he couldn't quite decide what to order.


  The bright, public nature of the place was supposed to reassure us, too, I guess. We were supposed to be relaxed, not thinking it could be a trap.


  But I'll tell you something. If Visser Three thought for certain that he could catch the "Andalite Bandits," as he thought of us, he wouldn't let the public get in his way. He wouldn't need to send in the Hork-Bajir. He could machine-gun the place using human-Controllers.


  That would have made the news, but no one would have thought it was all that strange. I guess that says something about the condition of the human race, with or without aliens.


  I sat there, watching Ax eat. I had started out hungry. But watching Ax tear through tacos, burritos, nachos, refried beans, packets of hot sauce and the bag they all came in . . . well, that kind of took care of my appetite.


  "Spicy, right? This flavor. . . ver ver. . . this flavor is called 'spicy'?"


  "Yeah. Spicy. Hot, too."


  "Yes, it is hot."


  "No, I mean the flavor is hot. So is the temperature . . . skip it."


  "Skip?"


  "Forget it. Let it go. Drop it."


  No sooner were those last words out of my mouth than I regretted them. Ax promptly dropped the container of refried beans he'd been holding. It landed wrong side down on the table.


  I didn't even have the energy to roll my eyes. I just went back to staring at the doors, slowly shifting my gaze from one to the next.


  Then there he was. Saddler. David. He swaggered in like he owned the world and everything in it. I so wanted to wipe that smirk off his face. But that wasn't in the script. My role was to seem chastised, beaten down. Defeated and humiliated. That's what we figured he'd want. That's what would make him happy.


  David smirked at Jake. Then he brushed past him and came over to sit down across from me. "You can leave," he told Ax. "This is a humans-only section."


  Ax turned his head awkwardly to look at Jake. Jake nodded. Ax got up and left. Jake took his place, sliding in next to David.


  "So," David said, "we meet again, Rachel."


  "Excuse me. I'm not involved in this," I said. I started to get up to leave.


  David reached across and grabbed my arm. "What's the matter, Rachel? You don't like me?"


  "Rachel's not involved, David. It's Cassie who hid the box. She'll show you where it is."


  "I don't think so," David said. "I think Rachel is the guide I want."


  "She doesn't know the way."


  David laughed. He laughed exactly like Saddler. "That's a lie. Rachel knows."


  "No, I don't," I said weakly.


  "Don't be an idiot, Rachel!" Jake fumed. "David knows. He must have been in the barn." Jake looked like he was suddenly furious at the beans Ax had left behind. He swiped at them with his hand. A couple of globules of the brown goo landed on my arm.


  Jake did not apologize. He just glared at me balefully.


  David leaned forward, suddenly all business. "Okay, here's the deal. Rachel takes me to the box. And all of you will follow, staying back at least a thousand feet."


  "You want us to follow you?" Jake asked incredulously.


  "Of course. How else will I know where you are?" Jake made a show of looking confused.


  "Rachel will lead me to the blue box. You will each be there, right where I can see you, out of morph. Then Rachel and I go in, get the box, and we all say a tearful farewell. You go on fighting Yeerks, I go get rich."


  Jake nodded.


  But I said, "I can't go in there with him. I don't trust him! He could -"


  "Rachel," Jake said, dripping disgust, "you know, I always thought there was a coward hiding deep down inside all that tough talk of yours. Just do it. You want to remain an Animorph? You'll follow orders."


  I nodded, meek and afraid.


  David searched my face through Saddler's eyes. Was he suspicious? Had I overplayed my part?


  Then he reached across and smeared the re-fried beans down the sleeve of my shirt. And laughed.


  So I did something I don't do much. I started to cry.
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  David and I flew. He was in golden eagle morph, and I was in seagull morph. He kept me out in front. He followed close behind. If he had decided to attack me, I would have been helpless. I was like some little Cessna flying with a 747 behind me.


  I led the way to the construction site. The construction site where everything had begun so long ago. Where Elfangor had given us our powers.


  It was also the place where David had found the blue box.


  <Aaah, yes,> he said. <Of course. The last place I would have looked for it. You put it back where it started out.>


  I said nothing. I just flew. Jake, Cassie, Ax, and Marco followed at a distance.


  I led the way down to one of the several unfinished buildings. It was just four cinder-block walls with a few doorless doorways. I think it was originally going to be a convenience store before the whole thing got canceled. Or maybe a fast-food place. Who knows? It didn't matter.


  We landed in the center of the open, desolate enclosure. There were beer bottles and Coke cans strewn around. There was construction debris, weathered from long exposure to the elements.


  <Stay in morph,> David ordered.


  I did what he told me. I saw him begin to change, watching the brown feathers melt into pink flesh and the fabric of his morphing outfit.


  I saw the moment when David's smirk emerged from the long, hooked beak. Glancing up, I saw the others circling overhead, doing as they'd been told. The darkness was spreading. My friends were fuzzy gray shadows against the darker clouds.


  "Now, Rachel, now you can demorph. But as soon as you do, I want you to go into the rat morph we'll both be using."


  I didn't bother answering. I just did what I was told. As I changed, David said, "You know, Rachel, it's a shame it worked out this way. I mean, if you weren't such a harsh person I would have invited you to quit this little gang and hook up with me. Jake doesn't even know how to use his powers. I mean, come on, who cares if the Yeerks are around? With Animorph powers we can have anything we want."


  I began to change into the rat. It was a morph I'd done once before with Cassie. It was not something I wanted to do again. But David had to believe I had morphed it to help Cassie hide the pieces of the blue box.


  I began to shrink. The fast, ever falling, falling, falling shrink you do when you're getting very small.


  White fur rippled across my body. Down my arms, up my neck, down my back, itching against my outer clothing.


  The concrete floor was rushing up at me. All the barely visible cracks and crevices in the concrete now looked like ditches and dried creek beds. The empty beer bottles loomed as big as buses.


  My own legs were shrinking, becoming stubby, squat, shuffling things. My arms did the same. I could no longer stand. I fell forward.


  I shriveled and shrank and became hideous as David seemed to grow ever more huge. He was a monster a million miles tall!


  My face bulged out impossibly far, narrowing down to a sniffing pink nose. My ears crawled up the side of my head. And from the base of my spine I felt the distant, numbed sensation of the long, hairless, ugly tail sprouting.


  David began to morph, but I could not make it out for a while. Not till I saw the diamond-patterned scales ripple and replace his skin. Then his arms and legs began to dwindle away to smoke, and I knew for sure.


  He was morphing the rattlesnake.


  He was smaller and smaller, but as he morphed, he slithered his coils around me. Brown and tan and black coils looped around me, a fence twice, three times my height.


  Sliding over the coils, the head appeared. A forked tongue as long as I was whipped out, tasted the air, and shot back in.


  <One wrong move, Rachel,> David said. <Just one wrong move . . .> Then in "loud" thought-speak, he told the others to come down.


  Down they came, spiraling through the last gasp of sunlight to land atop the walls that surrounded us. A falcon, a harrier, two ospreys. All deadly enemies of a rat.


  <Now, all four of you demorph. One wrong move and I bite this rat here.>


  He opened his fleshy jaws, revealed the hollow, poison-delivering teeth, and moved to within an inch of me.


  I knew the rat was fast. But not faster than a striking rattler.


  I was completely and entirely in his power. And I was afraid.


  I was afraid. But the rat, surrounded by birds of prey and with its ancestral enemy the snake just a breath away, was in a state of shrieking terror.
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  <Now, all of you demorph. As soon as you've demorphed, remorph,> David instructed.


  <What morph?> Jake demanded.


  <Cockroach.>


  <That's not part of the plan!> Jake yelled.


  <Too bad. You think I'm some kind of an idiot? You think I'm going to go into rat morph and have the four of you waiting around to squash me like a bug? Not a chance.>


  <That's it, deal's done,> Jake said.


  <Oh, yeah? Then you're going to lose another cousin, Jake,> David said. <You are all going to morph to cockroach. Period. And if there's no deal, I bite Rachel right here and now.>


  I knew logically that Jake would go along. I knew that as a human. But the rat brain inside my own mind only sensed greater peril. Suddenly, the rat's body froze. Froze stiff with terror. I could not move a muscle. All I could do was quiver.


  <I want your word,> Jake said weakly.


  <You have my word, Jake,> David said generously.


  It took ten minutes for the others to demorph and remorph. Soon four cockroaches scurried just beyond the snake's coils.


  Then David demorphed.


  I knew what was coming next. We all knew what was coming next. Still, it wasn't easy to act the part we had to act.


  <So far, so good,> Jake whispered to me.


  <Yeah. Let's just hope he doesn't go nuts on us,> I said.


  <Cassie thinks he'll play it out the way we think he will,> Jake said.


  I would have smiled if I'd had lips. Jake has a lot of respect for Cassie's ability to "read" people. So do I. Although, I reminded myself, Cassie had not seen how evil David could be.


  <In any case, we do have a backup plan if he starts stomping us all,> I said.


  <Not a great backup plan,> Marco said morbidly. <More like a really pathetic backup plan.>


  David loomed larger and larger as he sprouted back into his human form. I saw him reach down and scoop up what could have been a beer bottle. He rummaged and found a cap.


  <Here we go,> I told Jake and the others.


  <What's he got?>


  <Like we planned: a bottle.>


  <Beer or soft drink?> Cassie wondered.


  <Looks like Pepsi.>


  <I guess that's good,> Marco said.


  <Do cockroaches have a sense of taste?> Ax wondered.


  David reached down and scooped up one of the four cockroaches. He put the mouth of the bottle beneath it and dropped it into the bottle.


  <Hey! Hey, what's happening?> Marco yelled.


  David laughed. "I'm putting you somewhere safe."


  <What are you doing?!> Jake yelled.


  "Don't worry, I'll keep my word," David said. "I'm not going to hurt any of you. I just want to make sure you don't hurt me. Now stand still and we can get this over with."


  One by one, David scooped up my friends and dropped them into the Pepsi bottle. Then he screwed the bottle top back in place.


  "Now, Rachel, we go get the blue box," David said. "Now that there's no chance of your friends interfering."


  I saw four brown cockroaches trapped within the bottle. There was no way they could demorph. If one of them tried he would begin by crushing the others and would then be smothered within the bottle, ending up as nothing but a blob of unformed flesh.


  David lifted the bottle up to eye level and laughed. "I've done what Visser Three and all his Yeerk Empire couldn't do! I have the Animorphs! Trapped! Hah-hah-hah!"


  <You don't have the blue box yet,> I reminded him.


  "But I will, Rachel. I will if you expect to see any of these friends of yours alive again. Yeah, I will have the blue box."


  Cassie started screaming. <We'll be trapped as cockroaches! We'll be trapped forever!>


  David sat the bottle down.


  "Two hours, Rachel. Two hours till they are trapped forever as roaches. Let's go get that blue box."
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  In the concrete floor of the never-to-be-finished building was a drain. The drain cover was off. Scurrying on rat feet, I led David to it.


  It was about six inches in diameter. To a rat it was plenty big.


  <Down there?> David asked nervously.


  <Down there,> I said.


  <You go first,> he said.


  I nosed over the edge and blinked blindly at the darkness. I took a deep breath. At least it was better than the time I'd had to morph a mole and dig through the dirt. Not much better, though.


  I dove over the side and into the pipe. I landed hard after a six-inch drop onto damp, rotting leaves and filth. I was expecting it. I had tested the route with Cassie earlier.


  I quickly scurried a few inches down a horizontal pipe. David made a satisfying splat as he hit face first.


  <Aaahh!>


  <Watch out for that first step,> I said.


  <I can't see anything!>


  <Well, that would be because we're in a pipe underground,> I said.


  <Don't make me mad, Rachel,> David said ominously.


  <First piece is down this pipe,> I said. I scurried off, utterly blind, with David bringing up the rear.


  <This better not be a trap,> David said. <You mess with me, I'll make sure you never get out of here. And your friends will spend the rest of their lives afraid of bug spray.>


  <So what are you going to do with the blue box?> I asked.


  <What do you care?>


  <Just curious,> I said meekly.


  <I'll need some people to help me. Like a gang.>


  <Aren't you afraid that once you give someone morphing power they'll turn out to be a . . . to do what you did to us?>


  David laughed. <You don't think I already thought of that? You guys made a big mistake: You got me. See, I was smarter than any of you. That's why you lost. I'll be more careful. I'll only choose the kind of guys who are too dumb to do anything except obey me.>


  I rolled my little rat eyes. This guy's ego just kept growing.


  <Here's the first piece,> I said.


  <Where?>


  <Squeeze up here and you can feel it.>


  <How do we get out of here with the piece?>


  <Back up. There's a side pipe we can use as a turnaround.>


  <Okay. You drag the piece.>


  I grabbed the piece with my sharp little teeth and scooted backward, running occasionally into David's nose. Served him right.


  We found the side pipe and awkwardly turned around.


  <Where's the next piece?>


  <Right down that side pipe. But we have to drag this one out first,> I said.


  <Why? Why not get all the pieces and then push them all back to the exit pipe?>


  <I . . . I guess we never thought of that,> I said.


  <Of course not,> he said condescendingly. <But it's kind of obvious, don't you think?>


  <Yeah. I guess it is.>


  I headed down the second pipe. Now my heart was really pounding. So hard I thought David might hear it and begin to suspect.


  But no, I had carefully fed his bloated ego, and I had played the role of the beaten-down, humiliated girl. His guard was down. He'd killed Tobias. He had my friends trapped. What was there to be afraid of?


  <Everything ready?> I called in private thought-speak.


  <Everything is ready,> Cassie answered in a tortured voice. <May I be forgiven for what I am about to do.>
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  Down the pipe. Through muck and standing water and filth. Past bugs of several types.


  Down the black, claustrophobic tunnel. With David literally stepping on my tail.


  I was close. Very close.


  Fresh air! No! No! David would sense it, he'd realize . . . distraction! I had to distract him.


  The pipe suddenly opened into what felt to us like a cavern. It was perhaps a foot square, steel all around, but the smell of fresh air was unmistakable to my sensitive rat's nose.


  To my utter horror, I heard the sound of a distant jet flying overhead. There was no way we should have been able to hear that jet.


  <What's that?> David demanded. <That sound, what is that sound?>


  <Water in the pipes?> I suggested nonchalantly.


  David pushed into the chamber beside me. All I had to do was back out, get back down that pipe before he did. But if I lunged he would know instantly.


  <Smells different in here,> he said.


  <Yeah, it does,> I agreed.


  Neither of us could see the other. But I could almost hear the wheels turning in his head.


  A sudden sound of movement!


  He knew! He was going for the exit.


  I jumped to block his path. Damp fur against damp fur, we collided. In a flash he was on me, teeth and paws tearing at my face.


  <You think you can trick me?!> he shrieked.


  We fell back, face-to-face, both bleeding. The pipe was on my right, on David's left. We were equally close to it. Equally far away. Both utterly blind.


  <Be ready,> I told Jake grimly. <Be very, very ready. We have problems.>


  David rushed at me, but this time I slid beneath his gnawing mouth, then jerked upward, throwing him off-balance.


  I leaped for the exit.


  Stopped!


  He had my tail in his jaw. He was pulling me back. I couldn't reach him, and if I tried we'd go around in a circle like a dog chasing its tail. He'd be able to get back out of the pipe, maybe escape altogether in the sewer network.


  <Have a good grip back there, Davey boy?> I said.


  <You won't get away!>


  <Yeah?> I twisted back, just as David hoped I would. Only I didn't attack him. Instead, ignoring the hideous pain, I chewed through my own tail.


  <Aaaahhhh!> I cried in agony as the last shred of skin parted.


  <Nooooo!> David screamed as he fell back, holding nothing but a few inches of tail.


  I darted for the exit, and before I was halfway into it yelled, <NOW! NOW! NOW!>


  The steel gate slammed down. It would have snagged my tail, if I'd still had one.


  David slammed against the barrier. It was a dull thump.-


  <No! NOOOOO!>


  Suddenly, there was light everywhere. A flashlight shone right on my face. I blinked like a miner coming up after a day digging coal.


  <Hey, you want to point that somewhere else?> I grumped.


  In the light of two wavering flashlights, everything could be seen. The way the ground above the pipe had been dug up, baring the pipe. The way the pipe had been cut. And the steel box that had been affixed to the pipe end.


  Not to mention the sliding door that turned the box into a cage. A trap.


  The top of the box hinged up. But there was a strong wire grid to keep David inside.


  There he was, a rat. He blinked up at the faces around him: Jake, Cassie, Marco, Ax. And my face as I quickly demorphed.


  <No way! How did you get out of that bottle?> he demanded.


  That's when Tobias swooped down from the dark sky and landed atop the cage.


  <But. . . but you're . . .>


  <Dead?> Tobias supplied. <No. You killed some poor red-tail who was minding his own business. I broke the Pepsi bottle. The bottle we deliberately left where you could be inspired to use it.>


  "See, David," Marco said, "we knew you were in the barn, listening to our every word. How did we know? Tobias. So we played out that whole pathetic scene for you about how disgraced Rachel was. We knew you'd get so much sick pleasure out of forcing her to obey you."


  "That piece of the blue box we retrieved? A Lego," I said.


  <All of your actions, even your emotions, were anticipated,> Ax said. <We anticipated how you would respond. So we were able to manipulate you.>


  <Okay, okay,> David said with a laugh. <Okay, so you guys won. That's cool. I can accept that. Fine, I'll go my own way now.>


  No one said anything.


  <Look, I'm serious, all right? Jake, you're the man, okay?>


  I looked at Jake. He looked like he hated being alive. I turned my gaze to Marco. He was carefully staring into empty space.


  Cassie was crying.


  David hadn't asked who the mastermind of the plan was. Who it was who had so accurately appraised his emotions, his need to build his ego, the fact that he would choose me to be his "companion." Cassie, of course. Cassie had worked it out, step by step, after Jake and I failed to come up with anything.


  For Cassie, it was an improvement over the alternatives. See, no one was going to have to die.


  But David's life would end, just the same. And so would "Saddler's." Eventually, they would find the real Saddler's body, and then they would know, that at least for them, there was no such thing as a miracle.


  <No,> David whispered as the truth began to dawn on him. <No, no. No.>


  None of us had a watch, of course, since we'd morphed. But Ax was very accurate about keeping track of time.


  Jake looked at Ax. Ax showed no visible emotion. But I knew Ax well enough to know that he was not exactly enjoying any part of this.


  <He has been in morph for thirteen minutes,> Ax reported.


  <No, no, no. You guys aren't going to do this!> David cried.


  "You tried to kill us," Jake said. "You threatened to turn us over to Visser Three. Not to mention what you've done to Saddler's family."


  <You can't judge me!> David cried. <You're not God!>


  "David, we have fought the Yeerks for a long time now. It seems like forever," Jake said wearily. "We are not going to let you beat us. We are going to save the human race if we can. There are larger issues . . . more important . . ."


  Jake looked at Cassie helplessly. He shrugged and made a face like he couldn't stand hearing himself talk.


  "We're doing to you what you were trying to do to us," I said. "Law of the jungle: eat or be eaten."


  I looked at the others. "No need for all of us to hang around here. It looks too obvious. It's bad security. I can handle this."


  <I will stay, to keep track of the time,> Ax said.


  I nodded.


  "You don't have to do this, Rachel," Jake said. "Everyone is in on this. We all made this choice."


  "Yeah, but it won't bother me. It will bother you guys."


  Of course Jake didn't believe me. Neither did Cassie or Tobias. Maybe Marco did. I don't know.


  No one made a move to leave.


  "Look, get out of here!" I roared. "Get out of here! You're just drawing attention. What if someone comes by? Get out of here!"


  Jake nodded. "Yeah," was all he said.


  Jake's a good leader. He knows when to use us. He knows when to protect us. He knew he had to protect as many of his people as he could from what was going to happen.


  He took Cassie's arm and called to Tobias and Marco.


  <You can't do this,> David moaned. <You can't do this!>


  <It is now fifteen minutes,> Ax said.


  I closed my eyes and wished I could cover my ears to keep out the sounds. But it was thought-speak I was hearing. And you can't block that out.


  Chapter 29


  



  It took two hours for David to become a nothlit. A person trapped in morph.


  Two hours. But that two hours of horror will last forever in my mind. If I live a hundred years, I will still hear his cries, his threats, his pleading, each night before sleep takes me. And beyond sleep, in my dreams.


  Once we were sure he was trapped, Ax and I morphed. I morphed into bald eagle, Ax into harrier. We took turns carrying the helpless rat out across the beach, across the breaking surf, out to the tiny, desolate rock a mile or more from shore.


  There were other rats there. Guess there had to be a food supply. But the rocks and the waves kept humans away from the place.


  We left him there. And we flew away.


  <Rachel?> Ax said.


  <Yeah?>


  <I think . . . I think I will never want to speak of this again.>


  I didn't answer. I was still listening to the thought-speak cries that followed us for so long. That long, wailing, <Nooooo!>


  At last, the cries were left behind us.


  We flew over the Marriott resort where the summit meeting had taken place. It still looked pretty bad. There were repair crews everywhere. No sign of the world leaders.


  Maybe they'd decided to take the meeting somewhere else. I can't even imagine what they made of the whole thing. Hard to explain being attacked by elephants and rhinoceroses here in . . . well, never mind where "here" is.


  Something kind of snapped in me after that. I didn't suddenly become all soft and mushy or anything. I didn't turn into a wimp. But somehow the joy I'd gotten from combat, the thrill I'd gotten from battle against impossible odds . . . well, I guess maybe I just grew up a little.


  We never heard from David again. Not directly, at least. But months later I heard some kid at school talking about the rock.


  It was haunted, he said. He and his family had passed close by on a boat. He swears he'd heard a faint, ragged voice crying, "No! No!"
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  Prologue


  



  My name is Tobias.


  I was restless. Don't ask me why, I just was. So I flew.


  There were no Animorph missions planned. The others didn't need me right then. So even though the sun was going down, I flew.


  I flew toward the mountains. Toward the secret, hidden valley the Ellimist had showed me.


  Even now I had trouble finding it. Even though I knew exactly where it was. Even though, as a red-tailed hawk, I had vision far better than any human.


  The Ellimist had concealed the valley from human eyes. How? Who knows? The Ellimist could hide all of planet Earth if he wanted to.


  But knowing where the valley was, I could find it with some effort. I found the narrow gap between two ridges. I was not fooled by the way my eyes kept sliding away from the gap, as if some negative magnetism was at work.


  I flew as the sun dropped and the air cooled and the lift beneath my broad wings failed. I had to flap harder to stay aloft. Stupid, really. Now I'd have to spend the night here in the valley.


  Then, below me, I saw a sight that made me glad to be there. A strange creature like nothing Earth has ever given birth to. It was four feet tall. There were razor-sharp blades at its ankles, knees, wrists, and elbows. There were two long, forward-raked horns coming from its head. It had a tail that ended in Stegosaurus spikes.


  A young Hork-Bajir.


  A young, free Hork-Bajir.


  It was swinging, leaping through the trees like a monkey or a squirrel. Running through the tree branches, but happy-running, not scared-running.


  I'd played a small part in the Ellimist's plan to create a free colony of Hork-Bajir. Not that the Ellimist interferes in the lives of other species.


  So he claims.


  Right.


  In any case, the other Animorphs and I had played a role in helping two escaping Hork-Bajir find their way here. Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak. Like all Hork-Bajir, they had been infested by Yeerks. They'd been slaves of the Yeerks.


  Somehow they had escaped. Don't ask me how. Ask the guy who doesn't interfere in the lives of other species.


  They'd had a baby. That was him . . . or her . . . cavorting beneath me. I still was not very good at telling the difference.


  Hork-Bajir don't live as long as humans. So they grow up faster, too.


  I increased my speed and outraced the Hork-Bajir child. I found the nest of caves, six or eight, all close together, where we'd figured the Hork-Bajir would live.


  But to my surprise I could now see that the caves were unused. The adults were in the trees. But not just Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak. There were a dozen or more Hork-Bajir there now. All free. Many starting to raise families.


  I realized then that I had not accidentally headed toward the hidden Hork-Bajir valley. It had been deliberate, even if it was subconscious. I'd been feeling kind of down. But now, seeing this fragile community of free Hork-Bajir . . . well, how can you see freedom replace slavery and not feel good?


  These Hork-Bajir had been the unwilling shock troops of the Yeerk Empire. Now they were raising families, carefully stripping the bark from the trees, building a fire near the cave entrances.


  I swooped down, down through the branches of a huge elm tree. Jara Hamee was in the high branches.


  <Hi, Jara,> I said.


  He waved. He smiled. Or what passes for a Hork-Bajir smile. Actually, it's an expression that would make you want to run, screaming "Mommy! Mommy!" if you didn't know what it was.


  The workday was about done for the Hork-Bajir. They invited me to the fireside as the night rolled over the valley and the stars appeared.


  Like any wild bird, I'm a bit leery of fire. But I found a comfortable perch on a fallen log. Near enough to enjoy the light. Far enough not to feel too much heat.


  I was welcomed like more than a friend. The Hork-Bajir think I liberated them.


  Hork-Bajir are simple creatures. Not exactly the geniuses of the galaxy, I suppose. Talking to Jara Hamee can be like talking to a four-year-old. But they are decent, sweet creatures. Almost timid, despite their nightmarish appearance.


  "Eat bark? Good bark," Jara Hamee said, offering me a slab.


  <No, thank you,> I said. <I don't want to keep you all awake if you're ready to sleep.>


  "Sleep?" Ket Halpak said. "No sleep. Tell story."


  Now, I hated to even think what a Hork-Bajir story might be like. Let's face it, sweet or not, Hork-Bajir are not big talkers.


  <What stories do you tell?> I asked, cringing a little at the possibilities. I felt like I was asking Great-grandma to tell me about her youth, you know? Like the result wasn't exactly going to be Party of Five.


  "Story of Father Deep. Story of Mother Sky," Ket Halpak suggested.


  "Story of Jubba-Jubba," another Hork-Bajir said.


  But Jara Hamee looked shrewdly at me. Well, once again, what passed for shrewd.


  "Story of Yeerks and Andalites," he said. "Story of war."


  That perked up my interest.


  The others all nodded.


  "My father-father was a seer," Jara Hamee said. "Different. Not like other Hork-Bajir. Not like Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak. Like . . . like Tobias. Seeing far. Knowing much. Father-father learn story of Andalite. Learn story of Yeerk. Give story to Jara Hamee father. Jara Hamee father give story to Jara Hamee."


  <I'd like to hear the story of the Hork-Bajir war with the Yeerks,> I said.


  I don't know what I expected. I guess I figured Jara would say something like, "Yeerks come. Bad. Fighting. Yeerks win. We lose."


  But that wasn't it at all. Jara Hamee closed his eyes and began rocking back and forth. A weird gargoyle, bright orange and deep shadow in the firelight.


  He rocked for several minutes, while everyone waited patiently.


  And then he started to tell his tale. It was in the rough, stilted, limited speech of the Hork-Bajir. A mix of English and Hork-Bajir and languages I could only guess at. It was hard to follow at first. But I swear after a few minutes the words grabbed hold of my brain somehow. I could not only hear the guttural words, I could hear the original words as spoken by Jara Hamee's father-father. And the others who played a part in the story.


  An Andalite female named Aldrea.


  A Yeerk named Esplin.


  The Hork-Bajir seer, Dak Hamee.


  Maybe it was the firelight, or the way Jara rocked back and forth as if he were in a trance. But I soon forgot where I was. I was far away.


  Far, far away.


  I settled onto my branch, fluffed my feathers against the cold, and listened.


  Chapter 1 - Aldrea


  



  Andalite date: year 8561.2


  Yeerk date: Generation 685, mid-cycle


  Hork-Bajir date: early-warm


  Earth date: 1966


  



  My name is Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan. I am an Andalite. A female.


  That was all there was to say about me back then. But later I became much more. My name became a cruel joke among my people. And later still, a curse.


  But when this story began, I was just a young female. Just Aldrea. Not yet the Aldrea.


  I understood very little back then, listening with my mind to the thought-speak shouts and curses around me. I only knew that something terrible had happened.


  I knew that the young, powerfully built Andalite warrior who had burst in upon the prince was angry. More than angry. Furious.


  His name was Alloran-Semitur-Corrass. He would play a role in my life and the life of the galaxy. But back then, all I knew was that he was enraged.


  <Yes, it's confirmed. Yes, Prince Seerow, it has happened. As I warned you it would.>


  The Andalite warrior was pacing back and forth, whipping his tail impatiently. He was angry. He was bitter.


  <But it can't be,> the other Andalite said softly. <They promised me. They gave me their word. They . . .>


  <I have visual logs,> Alloran snapped. He opened his hand and revealed a small cylinder. A holographic recorder. He gave the instruction. <Play.>


  Before our eyes a three-dimensional picture appeared. It was dark. The focus was imperfect. But we could see Gedds loping in their awkward way. The Gedds carried weapons. Knives. Clubs. Primitive weapons. But one of the Gedds carried something more dangerous: an Andalite shredder.


  In the distance, beyond the Gedds, were four Andalite warriors. They were joking, relaxing a bit, killing time. Soldiers doing dull, uninteresting duty and making the best of it.


  One Andalite spotted the advancing Gedds.


  <Hold fast,> he called.


  The Gedds kept moving. The Gedd with the shredder held it concealed behind his back.


  <Hold fast, Yeerks. You are not allowed closer to the ships.>


  I peered into the flickering hologram. Yes, I could see a parked Andalite fighter. The other ships and warriors were not visible.


  <I said, hold fast!> the Andalite warrior said.


  <Orders are to avoid incidents,> another Andalite said. <Don't you know these parasites are our brothers?> This was said with a sneer.


  The Gedds moved closer.


  <Orders or not, these filthy slugs are not touching my ship.>


  And then, as if in slow motion, I saw the Gedd pull the shredder from behind his back.


  TSEEEEW!


  TSEEEEW!


  Even in hologram, the light was blinding. Two Andalite warriors were incinerated.


  The two remaining warriors drew their weapons and arched their tails, but it was too late. A wave of Gedds descended on them, weapons raised.


  The hologram flickered off.


  Prince Seerow slumped, his upper body leaning forward, his four legs appearing weak, as he absorbed the awful truth.


  Prince Seerow, whose name was to become a curse word and a joke.


  He was my father.


  <They gave you their word?!> Alloran practically shrieked. <Their word? They're parasites. The Yeerks steal the bodies of other species. What did you expect of them?>


  <They have no history of harming intelligent life-forms. The Gedds are barely conscious in their natural state,> Prince Seerow argued. <It's not as if they were stealing the bodies of truly sentient creatures. They and the Gedds are symbiotic. They have ->


  Alloran stepped closer to my father. <Listen to me, my prince.> The word "prince" was said with a sneer. <Approximately four hundred Gedds attacked our ground base last night. They overwhelmed the two dozen Andalite warriors on duty there. The two dozen Andalite warriors who had been specifically ordered not to fire on Gedds.>


  <They were never a threat before,> Prince Seerow said. <The Yeerks, even the ones in Gedd hosts, are harmless. I didn't want our warriors to accidentally ->


  <These four hundred harmless Gedds - these Yeerks, I should say, because they were all certainly Yeerk-controlled - butchered my warriors,> Alloran said.


  My father turned away. He directed his main eyes and his stalk eyes away, unwilling to look Alloran in the face.


  <Butchered, Prince Seerow,> Alloran said. <Shall I show you the holos of the aftermath? These were the gentlest pictures. I have others. Would you like to see what they did to the bodies of my warriors?>


  Now it was something other than anger in Alloran's tone. I could feel the pain in his hearts. And the guilt. The guilt of having survived, while his friends died.


  I don't know how I understood him so well. I was very, very young. So young that neither of the adults paid any attention to my eavesdropping. I was very young then, but I had an active imagination. Maybe that was how I could so clearly imagine the awful scene of Alloran stepping over the bodies . . . .


  I shuddered. It must have been terrible. And I shuddered for another reason, too: I knew, young though I was, that my father would be blamed.


  <These four hundred Gedds overwhelmed my warriors,> Alloran said, building back to anger again. <And then they seized the four attack fighters and two transports that were on the ground at the time.>


  <Couldn't they be intercepted in orbit?> my father asked.


  <No. You see, there was no warning. My warriors were dead before they could call for help or give warning.>


  <Still, four fighters and a pair of slow transports . . . our forces should have no trouble catching them.>


  <Catch them? They've escaped into Zero-space,> Alloran said. <Four hundred Yeerk-infested Gedds with shredder-armed fighters.>


  Two young warriors came rushing in. We were inside one of the shelters we were forced to use on this planet. There were large windows, certainly, but still, it was an enclosed space, and like any Andalite I found it disturbing.


  One of the young warriors had a terrible slash scar down one flank. It had been treated, but you could see the wound was still fresh.


  <Prince Seerow,> the wounded warrior said. <Remote orbital sensors show that the two transport ships did not immediately jump to Zero-space. They landed on the far side of the planet.>


  Alloran practically leaped at the young warrior. <Are they still on the ground?>


  <No sir. Sensors show they stayed on the ground for only an hour. Then they returned to orbit and jumped to Z-space.>


  <Prince Seerow,> the other young warrior said, <they landed beside major Yeerk pools. They apparently loaded a large number of Yeerks before escaping.>


  <A large number? Estimates?> my father demanded bleakly.


  <The computer estimate is that with advance planning and careful coordination, they may have embarked as many as a quarter million Yeerks.>


  <A quarter million?> My father gasped. <But . . . but the Yeerk leaders . . . They have been my friends. They cannot know about this! The Council of Thirteen must not have known. This is some rebellion, some group of malcontents.>


  <Fool,> Alloran said.


  My father's head jerked as if Alloran had tail-whipped him. It was impossible! A lowly warrior calling a prince "fool"!


  <You fool,> Alloran said again. <You coddled them. You trained them. You showed them the universe. You showed them all the things they could not have, living here on this planet of theirs. You even built them portable Kandronas and thus freed them.>


  <The Yeerks are intelligent, sentient creatures. They have a right to join other sentient races. They have a right ->


  <A quarter million highly intelligent, ruthless, and determined parasites have just been loosed upon the galaxy,> Alloran said flatly. <They have six Andalite ships. How long before they learn to build their own ships? How long before they become a plague? How long till they find some race more useful than the Gedds, some race they can infest and transform into shock troops? There are thousands of inhabited planets in just this arm of the galaxy.>


  Alloran turned all four of his eyes on my father. <Prince Seerow, you are relieved of duty.>


  <You can't relieve me!> my father cried.


  <When a commander has become incapacitated due to injury or mental defect, his subordinates may relieve him,> Alloran quoted from the regulations.


  <What mental defect?> my father demanded.


  <Stupidity,> Alloran said harshly. <The stupidity of kindness. Charity to potential enemies. You're a fool, Seerow. A soft, sentimental, well-meaning fool. And now my men are dead and the Yeerks are loose in the galaxy. How many will die before we can bring this contagion under control? How many will die for Seerow's kindness?>


  Seerow's Kindness.


  Even then, all those years ago, I knew. My father's epitaph had just been written.


  I could not watch anymore. I ran outside, unnoticed by the adults. I ran outside into the Yeerk twilight. The wild green and yellow-streaked sky was turning dark.


  The harsh air rasped in my throat. Soon the nightly rain, the acid rain, would fall and I would have to retreat back into the shelter.


  We would be leaving this planet soon. I knew that. I could see the remaining warriors setting up a defense perimeter around our small compound.


  The Andalite-Yeerk Peace and Cooperation Center. That's what it was called. And now it was beginning to bristle with shredder cannon.


  I turned my stalk eyes toward the Yeerk pool. The Yeerks called it Sulp Niar. It looked like molten lead.


  I had come to the Yeerk planet with my mother and father. It was all part of showing the Yeerks that we were sincere in our desire for peace and friendship.


  But I had never liked this planet. I had never liked the Yeerks. And now they had destroyed my father's dreams.


  Seerow's Kindness.


  My father's love of peace had released the evil of war on an unprepared galaxy.


  Chapter 2 - Aldrea


  



  Andalite date: year 8563.5


  Yeerk date: Generation 686, early-cycle


  Hork-Bajir date: late-cool


  Earth date: 1968


  



  I am the daughter of Prince Seerow. My friends tease me sometimes. They call me "Seerow's Unkindness."


  You see, I'm not like most females. I'm not content to stay within the sciences and the arts, the traditional female occupations. I don't want to be a Zero-space theorist or a grass-scape designer or a cloud artist.


  I want to be a warrior. I want to fight the Yeerks.


  I know what everyone says: Females are not born to be warriors. We have smaller tail blades. More like scalpels than like the great, curved scythes our brothers have.


  But tail fighting isn't everything. Not in modern war, which is fought with shredders and ionic-dispersion explosives launched from our most advanced ships. The war against the Yeerks won't be about tail fighting.


  Besides, with the very recent invention of morphing technology, we can fight using any number of physical bodies. And, many studies have shown that females are actually superior when it comes to morphing.


  No one listens. Not my own mother. Not even my father.


  Of course, my father doesn't listen to much of anything anymore. He does whatever small, out-of-the-way, humiliating job he's given. He does what he's told.


  Which was why we were just coming into orbit above an irrelevant planet no one cared about. It was an exile, sort of. My father was being sent where he could do no harm.


  <Transparent,> I told the computer. The outer bulkhead in my cabin turned from blank gray to clear. Outside I could see black space blazing with stars. But filling half my view was the planet itself. Our new home.


  For the most part it looked more like some dead moon than a living planet. Much of the surface was dark gray, sterile rock. I knew from our briefing that there was only a very thin atmosphere. It was cold. Bitterly cold. With air so thin that an Andalite could expect to suffocate and die within thirty minutes.


  But around the equator of the planet was a strange sight: huge, deep rifts, interwoven, interconnected. It looked as if someone had stepped on the planet, squashing it like a ripe ooka melon so that the sides had burst open.


  In fact, that's exactly what had happened. Millions of years earlier, a massive asteroid had hit the planet's northern pole. The impact had shattered the crust, especially around the equator. It had opened massive valleys that cut deep, deep into the planet's surface.


  Valleys with steep, rugged walls. The valleys were as much as fifty miles deep and held onto a rich nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere. The walls of the valleys were green. The floors of the valleys were a poisonous, eerie blue. Our sensors did not penetrate that blue mist.


  As we slid across the night-day line into darkness, I could see that the blue glowed.


  I stared down at the planet for a long time. Till finally someone sent my brother to get me. The door of my cabin trilled.


  <Yes, come in,> I said. And to the computer, I added, <Opaque.> The wall turned flat gray again.


  My brother stuck his upper body in. <What are you doing? Let's go! Didn't you hear the announcement? The surface ship is waiting. Let's move it, let's move it!>


  <I'm coming, Barafin, I'm coming,> I said heavily.


  <Did you look at the planet?> Barafin asked. <Weird-looking, isn't it?>


  <It's an unusual place,> I agreed. <But I guess it will be okay. Mother and Father will take care of us. It won't be so bad.>


  <All my friends are like two hundred light-years away,> Barafin said. <We'll be the only Andalites on the planet.>


  <We'll be okay,> I said.


  <Yeah, I guess if this planet were dangerous they wouldn't have sent Father.>


  I should have told him to stop talking that way. But I didn't. He was right. Barafin barely speaks to my father. Barafin has taken a lot of teasing from the other kids at school. So have I. But I think it hurts Barafin more.


  I said good-bye to the little cabin that had been my home for two months of travel from the Andalite home world to this nowhere planet. I had already packed up my few personal belongings. My holo of our scoop back on the home world, the Pakka doll my mother had given me when I was a child, the wish-flower I'd kept from when we were hoping to have Barafin.


  A sullen pilot flew us down to the surface. We descended through the thin upper atmosphere, skimmed across the gray barrens, and then dropped down inside one of the massive impact valleys.


  The view through the windows of the shuttle was amazing. One second we might as well have been skimming the surface of a very large asteroid. The next second we were surrounded by trees.


  The size of the valley defied description. There was nothing even close on the home world or on the Yeerk world. The vegetation was sparse and scruffy toward the top of the valley, up where the air was thinnest. As we descended, mile after mile downward, the trees grew taller, the plants more lush. Pressing against the window to see straight downward, I saw that the lushness gave way to lurid, wild-colored plants nearer the poisonous blue bottom of the valley.


  Down there, things grew fuzzy and indistinct as the atmosphere thickened to the point of becoming opaque.


  We headed for a landing in a clearing in the trees. We were perhaps thirty miles below the lip of the valley. And another fifteen or twenty miles above the simmering, steaming blue.


  I kept thinking we were almost down. But then I realized my whole perspective was distorted. The trees, which I'd expected to be normal-sized trees, were huge. The smallest must have been two hundred feet tall. The largest were ten times that high. Two thousand feet tall! With trunks a hundred feet in diameter.


  The valley walls were mostly very steep. Often the rising ground was no more than a few dozen yards away from the midpoint of one of the magnificent trees. Branches extended from the trunk over to the edge of the sloped ground. But in the other directions, out over the valley, the branches extended for insane distances.


  <Serious trees,> Barafin commented.


  <The largest trees ever discovered on any planet,> our mother said, her eyes bright. She's a biologist. For her this was great - A mostly unexplored planet full of unclassified plants and animals. I know she felt sorry for my father, but at the same time, this was like paradise to her.


  We landed in the small clearing. No more than a thousand yards of grass, some of it almost level.


  Four crew members began unloading our supplies and equipment. And I stepped out for the first time on the planet that was merely called Sector 5, RG-21578-4.


  RG meant red giant. That was the type of sun at the center of this system. The dash-four meant this was the fourth planet from that sun.


  <I thought there was a sentient species on this planet,> I said as we stepped gingerly out onto untasted grass. <I didn't see any sign of them as we were coming down.>


  <They aren't a city-building or road-building species,> my father said, trying to sound upbeat. <They are quite primitive, according to the data from the robot probes. Their appearance can be very fearsome, but they are harmless, gentle herbivores. Not especially bright, I'm afraid,> he added. <No culture to speak of. No written language. No music, as far as we know. They don't build much, if anything. And they are technologically the equivalent of a primordial civilization.>


  <So why are we here?> Barafin grumbled, rolling his stalk eyes upward to encompass the monstrous size of the closest tree.


  <We are here to make contact with the population and make sure that the Yeerks are not moving against these people,> my father said.


  Barafin laughed. <Why would the Yeerks be interested in this place?>


  One of the crew members was standing nearby. <They wouldn't be,> he said. <No one's interested in this place.> He shot an openly insolent look at my father.


  He might as well have added, <That's why Prince Seerow has been assigned here: because it's a meaningless planet where the fool will do no harm.>


  My father ignored him. But I could see that the unspoken insult had reached him. His nostrils flared. His main eyes widened. For a moment I thought he might put the jerk in his place. But then, as I'd seen so often before, my father sagged, turned away, and accepted the humiliation.


  <At least the grass tastes okay,> Barafin said, digging his hoof into the blue-green grass.


  I looked around at the planet of trees. How those huge trees weighed me down. I felt the radical slope of the ground beneath my hooves. It made one feel as if one might fall over and never be able to stop rolling and rolling and rolling.


  I thought it was an awful place, despite its oversized beauty. <What should we call this place?> I asked. <We can't keep calling it Sector Five, RG-Two-One-Five-Seven-Eight-Four.>


  <We follow the usual practice of naming a planet after its sentient species,> my mother said.


  <I've forgotten. What are these more-or-less sentient creatures?>


  <They are called Hork-Bajir,> my father said. <This is the home world of the Hork-Bajir. Soon we will get a chance to meet one.>


  I saw something moving, coming around the base of the closest tree.


  <Very soon, I think.>


  Chapter 3 - Dak Hamee


  



  My name is Dak Hamee.


  I am Hork-Bajir. But I am different. Not like others. I have known this since I was too small to strip any but the most tender bark.


  My mother said to me, "Dak Hamee, you are strange."


  She took me to see the elders in the Tribe Tree. They looked at me. They spoke to me.


  "He is strange," Elder Mab Kahet said.


  "Yes, he is strange," Elder Ponto Fallah said.


  "He is a 'seer,'" Mab Kahet said. He was not happy. He was not sad. He was . . . disturbed.


  "What is a 'seer'?" my mother asked.


  The Old One, Tila Fashat, opened her toothless mouth and said, "A seer is one who is born to show a new way. Many, many seasons pass, then our father, the Deep, and our mother, the Sky, say, 'Send a seer to the people. The people have need.' And so one is born who is different."


  "My son is different," my mother said heavily.


  "Yes," the Old One said. "He is different."


  I am Dak Hamee. I am different. I am the seer. I am to show my people a new way.


  But I did not know the new way. The Old One said I would know when the Deep and the Sky told me. They would tell me what to do.


  Until then, I had to wait. Sometimes I thought about things that no Hork-Bajir thinks about: What is really within the Deep? How high is the Sky?


  Sometimes I would take a small piece of burned wood from the fire. I used it to make markings on the smooth wood where the bark had been stripped. I made markings that look like rocks. Or trees. Or like the Jubba-Jubba monster that lives in the Deep. Once I made markings that looked like my friend, Jagil Hullan.


  "This is you, Jagil," I said.


  "That is not me," Jagil said.


  "Yes. See that the wrist blades are shaped like your wrist blades. See that the tail is like your tail. See that the horns are short, like your horns."


  "That is not me," Jagil said. "I am me. I am here. I am not there. I am not a scraping by a burned stick."


  I tried to explain. But Jagil did not understand.


  Maybe he was right. Maybe I was only being different again.


  One day I was harvesting in the high branches of an old Siff tree. I stripped the bark with my leg blades, and held a branch with my hands. I looked up at Mother Sky. I wondered again how high she was.


  But then, there was something different in the Sky. It was not the sun. It was not a moon. It was smaller. It was shiny. It was shaped like an egg, but with branches.


  It was coming down from the Sky.


  I knew that this was Mother Sky speaking to me. I knew that this different thing was sent to me. It was different. I am different.


  I climbed down the tree to the ground. I walked toward the place I saw the Sky-thing going.


  It was on the ground. And there were creatures.


  Not any of the monsters of the Deep. Not any of the lizards or snakes of the Outside. They had four legs. One, two, three, four. They had a tail, but it was high, not dragging the ground. They had two arms. They had no blades, except one small blade on each of their tails. Their horns were very small. And they moved. And there were eyes on the ends of their horns.


  They were not horns. Horns do not have eyes.


  They had no mouths. They looked at me with four eyes.


  I walked closer to see them. They did not move. They only watched.


  "I am Dak Hamee," I said.


  They did not speak. They only stared.


  "I am Dak Hamee," I said again.


  <I am Prince Seerow.>


  The voice was in my head! It made no sound. But I heard it! It was strange. The words were not words of the Hork-Bajir. But I understood them.


  "I am Dak Hamee," I said again.


  <It's a juvenile,> one of the creatures said. <Probably about equivalent in age to Aldrea or Barafin. Aldrea? Barafin? Maybe you should speak with him.>


  <Not me!> a new voice said. <He's covered in blades!>


  But one of the creatures stepped toward me. <My name is Aldrea,> she said. <We are Andalites. We would like to be your friends.>


  Suddenly, I knew that my waiting was over. This was the new thing I had been created for. This was what I had to understand, so that I could show my people the way.


  This was why Father Deep and Mother Sky had made me a seer.


  Chapter 4 - Dak Hamee


  



  I did not stay with the four-legged strangers. I ran away. I went back to my mother. She took me to the elders.


  The Old One said, "This is why Dak Hamee was born. This is why Father Deep and Mother Sky have sent us a seer. Dak Hamee must watch and speak. Then he must show us the way."


  So I went back to the strangers.


  There were only four now. The egg-shaped flying thing was gone. They had dug into the valley wall. It was not deep, but they had covered the scooped area with a cloth that hung in the air.


  When the rain fell or Mother Sky made lightning, they stayed in this place. Other times they stood or ran on the grass. They had other things. Things without names that glowed like Father Deep. And things that made sounds in my head. And things that did nothing at all.


  I went to them with Jagil. Jagil was afraid.


  "We should not go there," he said.


  "We should," I said. "I must watch and listen."


  "We can climb a tree and watch."


  "No. These creatures do not climb. They walk on the ground. So we must walk on the ground, too."


  Jagil was afraid. But Jagil came with me. We went into the clearing. The strangers looked at us.


  <Hello,> one said, making the sound that was only in my head.


  "I am Dak Hamee," I said.


  "l am Jagil Hullan."


  <Not enough for the universal translators,> one of the strangers said. <We need more words before it can begin to translate.>


  One of the strangers, the smaller one with the smaller tail blade, pointed at herself. <I am Aldrea. I am an Andalite. I spoke to you before. Do you remember?>


  <Tell you one thing,> the other smaller stranger said. <You don't want to have to fight these Hork-Bajir. Those blades look very serious.>


  <They're peaceful, nonviolent.>


  I didn't know what to say. It was confusing. "Welcome, Aldrea," I said. "Welcome, Andalite."


  <Not exactly chatty, are they?>


  The one called Aldrea came forward. With her hand she pointed at the closest tree. <Tree,> she said.


  I understood her. Her words were in my head. But the words themselves were strange. I did not know these words. Still I understood their meaning.


  "Tree. Stoola tree," I said, in my own words. The stranger called Aldrea nodded. She wanted to know more about the tree.


  I knew about this tree. "The bark below the lowest branch is too old. Hard to eat. The bark above the lowest branch but before the mislit is good. But harvesting it is bad. This bark helps the Stoola tree to grow new Stoola trees. Only the bark above the mislit may be taken. This is the Truth given to us by the Old One."


  <Got it,> one of the others said, <translation is effective at sixty-four percent. Coming online now.>


  <We can understand you now,> Aldrea said.


  "I understand you."


  <Yes, that's because thought-speak works with universal symbols as well as with specific words,> an older stranger said.


  I looked at her. I was confused.


  <My love, I think perhaps this is a case where we should allow the young ones to communicate. Aldrea seems better able to communicate with young Dak Hamee than you or I are. This young Hork-Bajir is not an official. I think this is an informal contact.>


  <Be careful, Aldrea. You, too, Barafin. Don't lose sight of the scoop.>


  Aldrea came and stood closer. Barafin did, too. Jagil was nervous. He wanted to run away. But if I did not run, Jagil would not run.


  "Where is your Tribe Tree?" I asked Aldrea.


  <Not here,> she said. <On another planet.>


  I nodded. "Yes. Not here. What is another planet?"


  <Do you see the stars at night?> she asked me.


  "When Mother Sky is dark, she shows us her flowers."


  <Well, each of those flowers is a star. Like your own sun. Only very far away.>


  Jagil said, "No."


  But I said, "Sun is sun. Mother Sky's flowers are flowers."


  <They may look like bright flowers. But they are suns. Hundreds of suns. Thousands. Mil . . . I mean that there are more stars than there are trees. They look small because they are far away.>


  I heard these words. And these words made me think very hard. But then . . .


  "Yes," I said suddenly, amazed. "Yes! Things that are far away look small. This is true."


  "Far is far," Jagil said, looking alarmed.


  <These stars are very, very far away,> Aldrea said. <And around some of these stars are planets. Like this place. Other places with very different trees. And different creatures.>


  I felt . . . I did not have words for how I felt. Things that are far away seem small. Even when they are large. This idea was like an exploding seed pod in my head.


  Things that are far away seem small. If Mother Sky's flowers are very far away, they might be very large. They might be . . . suns!


  My legs became weak. I rested back on my tail. I could not speak.


  "Are you sick?" Jagil asked me.


  <We come from one of those stars,> Aldrea said.


  "How . . . how can you come from so far?"


  <We flew,> she said.


  Mother Sky's flowers were suns. And these strangers had come from one of those suns. The things I thought were true were no longer true.


  I felt . . . I felt that I wanted to know more. This feeling was not new. But now I felt that this delicate stranger could help me. I could know so many things! So many things!


  On that day, the old Dak Hamee died. On that day I truly became Dak Hamee, the seer.


  Chapter 5 - Esplin 9466


  



  My name is Esplin 9466.


  I come from no regular Yeerk pool. I was born from the decaying bodies of my tripartite parents, along with several hundred brothers and sisters, aboard ship. And one twin, naturally, as you know from the double-number designation.


  I have never lived on the home world. I was born in a sterile, titanium-alloy tank, beneath the warmth of a portable Kandrona.


  It was all I knew.


  Older Yeerks spoke of the pools of home. Of their smells and temperatures; of their size and spaciousness; of their traditions that stretched back for hundreds of generations.


  My pool was simple and crude. It had been constructed using the host bodies of Gedds. Gedds are imperfect hosts. Even so, I wished we had more of them.


  But there were no host bodies available, not on this spacecraft. So we lived in our pool. As simple Yeerks must. And I would have lived happily enough.


  But then came the day when it was my turn to take "training."


  There were a certain number of Gedds, often old or crippled in some way, that we used as training hosts. We were given fifteen minutes to enter the host body, take it, and then release the host body and leave.


  Fifteen minutes. It was all the time allowed with so many untrained Yeerks and so few available hosts.


  We lined up in the pool six at a time. I was fourth in line. I waited impatiently, afraid. I admit it: afraid. You hear stories about what it's like. About the hallucinatory sensory input. About the strange sensation of having another mind under your control. About the extension of your own body through unfamiliar limbs.


  But you don't know till you do it.


  When it was my turn, the Gedd's head was thrust beneath the surface of the pool. My sonar found the head quite easily, of course. And I'd been taught how to pinpoint the opening into the head by extending two palps.


  It was quite a small entryway. I had to squeeze myself down and work my way slowly inside the ear canal. From there on, it was all by feel. My sonar didn't work, of course. And the smells encountered were unfamiliar, useless.


  But then, after what seemed far too long a time, my palps encountered a surface alive with electricity!


  The brain. I could feel the activity, the snapping neurons, the arcs of microvoltage between synapses. I had to flatten myself all the way. My palps sought for trenches, gaps, openings around the brain. And I found them. I pushed my body down inside each wrinkle of the brain. Just as I'd been taught to do.


  And slowly at first, then faster and faster, I began to make contact! I felt the neurons connecting to me!


  Only someone who has done it can understand. It was . . . it was beyond description. Suddenly, I was not just myself, I was something much larger. Where my body ended, a second body began, so that very soon I forgot my own body entirely.


  I had arms many times longer than myself. They ended in three-fingered hands that could actually move objects. Lift them, turn them over, set them down in different ways. I had legs that lifted my new body up high. I could move through the air!


  Oh! How can I explain it? The power! The joy! The feeling that I had suddenly grown huge, vast, powerful.


  No one had told me it would be so wonderful.


  And then I felt inside the brain, a place I had not been. A place untouched by my control.


  I opened that part of the brain. And in doing so, I opened the Gedd's eyes.


  For a long, frozen moment of disbelief, I did not know what was happening. I didn't understand what my brain was receiving.


  How could I? How could any Yeerk who has not had a host?


  Sight!


  Objects - not felt, not smelled, not reflected on sonar - but seen. It was like a sonar image, but oh, so much more. So much! The data assaulted my brain. I reeled, overwhelmed, unable to understand or accept.


  I looked through the Gedd's eyes. I used the Gedd's own brain to filter and interpret the eerie, insane input. And then, slowly, I understood.


  I was looking at other Gedds.


  I was looking around at the inside of the spacecraft.


  I was looking down at my own pool.


  So small, it was. So dark. So . . . insignificant.


  I saw movement within the pool and caught a flash of something gray and wet.


  I had never before seen one of my own people. I felt like some super-being. Like I was no longer a Yeerk at all. I could see! And in a flash I knew that this one sense was more powerful than every other sense combined. Sight plus powerful limbs! It was inconceivable.


  And then my time was up.


  I had to leave the Gedd host and return to the pool.


  Afterward I communicated with my friends and siblings. Many of them found the whole experience terrifying. Sickening. Awful.


  Not me. From that moment on, I swore that I would do whatever it took, pay any price, to have eyes again.


  There were more than a quarter million of us on the two transport ships. A quarter million of us and so few hosts. Only the most fit, the most useful, would be given hosts. I would be the most fit. I would be the most useful.


  The ship we were in was one we had taken from the Andalites some years earlier. We were using it to travel the galaxy in search of suitable hosts.


  Most Yeerks were not interested in the ship. Not even interested in the link we'd managed to create that allowed us to access the Andalite ship's central computer. A computer is a machine made of manipulated matter that stores information, like a flawless memory.


  Those who cared about the computer were the scientists and technicians. They learned all they could about Andalite science.


  I would never be a scientist. I knew I didn't have that kind of mind. But perhaps there was something else I could learn from the Andalite computer. Something that would make me fit for a host.


  I searched the data banks hungrily. And one day I realized I'd found my true calling.


  I came across an old Andalite saying in the computer files. <Know your friends well. Know your enemies better.>


  The Andalites were our enemies now.


  Yes. Know your enemy.


  That was my calling. That was the way to gaining my own host. I would learn all the computer held about the magnificent, powerful creatures called Andalites.


  Someday we would face the Andalites in battle. Then I would be needed.


  Chapter 6 - Aldrea


  



  <How are you getting along with your young friend?> my father asked as we galloped across the grass together, side by side.


  <Dak? Oh, fine,> I said.


  <I notice that you are not making regular data entries. You did for the first three months. Then you stopped.>


  I shrugged. <I . . . fell out of the habit, Father.>


  <Well, I understand that Dak is almost a friend to you, Aldrea, but we have a mission here. We are supposed to be learning about the Hork-Bajir.>


  Actually, Father, I thought privately, we are supposed to be watching out for any possible Yeerk interest in this planet. I didn't say that, of course. My father chose to pretend this was some kind of scientific mission. Even now he didn't want to accept the fact that the Yeerks were marauding around the galaxy.


  He still preferred to think it was just the Yeerks who had stolen the ships who were guilty. He clung to the belief that the main population of Yeerks were in favor of peace with Andalites.


  We would get transmissions from the home world. News that the Yeerks had attacked a moon colonized by Skrit Na and taken additional ships and weapons.


  News that the Yeerks had attacked and seized a Hawjabran colony ship. They had attempted to infest the Hawjabrans, but had failed because Hawjabran brains are not centralized, but spread in small nodes throughout their bodies. They had left the Hawjabrans to die. Their ship's life support had been knocked out in the attack. An Andalite courier had come across the ship, drifting, with eight thousand Hawjabrans frozen in the vacuum of space.


  News that a group of Ongachic minstrels had been taken and successfully infested. Fortunately for the Ongachic race, they'd long ago abandoned their planet. They are entirely a nomadic, space-faring race now. The Yeerks would have to hunt down literally millions of Ongachic ships spread in every direction through the galaxy. The Ongachic race would survive.


  But, my father kept insisting, the Yeerks on their home world have been peaceful, these years since the attack that destroyed his honor.


  I didn't point out that the Yeerks on the homeworld had no choice - An Andalite fleet was parked in orbit above them, ready to shred anything that tried to come or go in the system.


  <I am learning about the Hork-Bajir,> I said. <But I feel like a spy or something, transcribing it all into the computers.>


  My father turned his nearest stalk eye toward me and made a small smile. <I'm proud that you wish to keep Dak Hamee's trust,> he said. <But after all, he is Hork-Bajir, not Andalite. I don't think they would even understand the concept of trust, or of "spying," as you call it.>


  <Dak understands more than you might think,> I said. More every day, I added silently.


  We turned and headed back toward the scoop. It was uphill heading back. I ran slowly enough for my father to keep up.


  <The Hork-Bajir I've encountered barely function at the level of a small child,> my father said sadly. <The Yeerks were so fascinating. Highly intelligent, yet so limited physically. It's as if the Hork-Bajir are the exact opposite: physically impressive. Mentally . . . well, simple.>


  <I think Dak Hamee is different,> I said. <He can read now, and write. And he can do basic math. He's up to calculus. I think he may be capable of n-dimensional geometry.>


  My father frowned. <Your mother has studied the intellectual capacity of Hork-Bajir. I assure you, they are not capable of reading. Not more than recognizing one or two words. And certainly no math beyond what they need to keep track of family members.>


  I sighed. I'd been through this before. My parents both assumed I was just exaggerating. Barafin believed me, but he didn't care. Barafin was becoming depressed by the Hork-Bajir planet. There were no other Andalites to recreate with. And of course, Andalites cannot climb trees.


  Barafin spent his days near the scoop, playing combat games with the computer.


  My father wasn't much better. He'd given up trying to communicate with the Hork-Bajir. They simply had nothing to say that interested him.


  My mother was happier, of course. She would go off and study the different trees and the various other animal species.


  With my father withdrawn, my mother busy, my brother depressed and indifferent, I was left to myself. So I spent time with Dak. And we explored the valley together.


  I had learned to walk on a slant, coping with the slope of the valley. But Dak, like all Hork-Bajir, spent most of his time in the trees. Hork-Bajir are able to run out on branches and leap through the air to the next tree. It's as fast as running along the ground, and easier, when the ground is always at a slant.


  One day we were going along this way, me on the ground, my muscles aching from coping with the slope, and Dak leaping easily through the trees, when I saw it.


  <Dak! What is that animal?>


  "The small, feathered one? It's called a chadoo."


  It was no more than two feet long and covered in deep blue feathers. It had four short legs and two elongated arms ending in claws. It moved by racing along branches and then leaping through the air, much as Dak did. But the chadoo had skin flaps that caught the air like an airfoil, so that it could glide.


  "Would you like me to bring it to you, Aldrea?"


  I hesitated. What I was thinking of doing was wrong. My parents would be furious if they found out.


  If they found out.


  <Yes, can you catch it?>


  "Of course," Dak said with a laugh. He used his wrist blade to make a horizontal slash in the tree bark. A pale, green-yellow liquid oozed from the gash. He collected some of this on his claw-tip, and held it out to the chadoo.


  The little blue creature came running. Dak gathered it up carefully and dropped the twenty feet to the ground.


  "Here it is," he said, holding it out toward me.


  <Dak, do you understand the idea of a "secret"?>


  "I have learned very much from you, Aldrea. But I have not learned this."


  <A secret is something you know that you never tell anyone else. So that if I tell you something, only you and I will ever know it.>


  He looked troubled. "What is the purpose?"


  I sighed. Dak had come an amazing way in a very short time. His ability to speak was incredibly improved, for example. And he now fully understood the concept of planets, stars, and galaxies. But he was still Hork-Bajir. And I was still Andalite.


  <Trust me,> I said. <And never tell anyone what you are about to see.>


  I placed my hand on the chadoo. And I began to acquire the animal's DNA.


  Chapter 7 - Aldrea


  



  <I am going to change now,> I said. <It may seem frightening. But it isn't magic. It is a new technology we have developed.>


  "Technology. Science. Spacecraft and computers," Dak said.


  <Yes, like all those things. But different, too. My parents don't even know I have this technology. They don't know that I've used the Escafil Device.>


  "This is a secret," Dak said.


  <Yes. Dak . . . I am going to become a chadoo.>


  He had no answer to that. I wasn't surprised. The morphing technology is so new that there are even Andalites who doubt its safety or usefulness. Fortunately, I had a friend back on the home world whose mother was one of the designers of the Escafil Device. She had shown it to me. I'd used it.


  <Just don't be afraid. Trust me.>


  I began to morph the chadoo. It was only the second time I'd morphed. So as much as I was telling Dak not to be afraid, I was telling myself, too.


  I began to shrink. My legs grew shorter, more stunted. My belly sagged toward the ground. My tail seemed to simply wither, as if it were very old and dead and drying up at hyperspeed.


  Dak jumped back, eyes wide.


  <Don't be afraid,> I told us both. <It won't take long.>


  My stalk eyes darkened and disappeared. An opening formed like a cut or sore in the front of my face. Tiny, red teeth sprouted.


  My fur grew shaggier, longer. Hundreds of individual hairs twined together to form feathers.


  I was on the ground now. My legs were stumps. My arms had grown stronger and longer, relative to the rest of my body. Skin flaps extended down my sides, stretched between back leg and foreleg.


  I was no longer Andalite. I was a chadoo.


  I looked out through chadoo eyes. Just two, and only able to see in one direction. It made me feel blind. But they were good eyes, despite there being only two. They saw brilliant color and even more brilliant lines and shapes.


  They were eyes adapted for spotting handholds while gliding through the air.


  I found the mouth the strangest thing. It felt so wrong, having this gaping hole in the front of my face. It's silly, but I felt like it was a wound.


  The chadoo's brain and instincts were gentle enough. This was not an environment with predators. The chadoo was almost tame.


  <It's still me, Dak,> I said.


  "You have become a chadoo," he said.


  <Yes, but my mind is still the same. I'm still Aldrea. And in a little while, I will change back. But first, I want to know what it's like in your world, up in the trees.>


  I had seen some of the valley from the ever-slanted ground. But now I saw the true Hork-Bajir world.


  I raced for the trunk of the nearest tree. My four stubby legs each ended in a sharp little claw, and these claws propelled me up the trunk at a shocking speed. Small as I was, and as large as the tree was, the rough bark looked more like a desert plain from the Untouched Wilds on my own world.


  I was moving vertically, straight up. I saw an endless expanse ahead of me. To my left and right I saw what might have been the curvature of a small moon or asteroid. The vertical surface curved away, out of sight.


  Far ahead of me - upward, that is - I saw what seemed like an entire new tree. It was a branch perpendicular to me. Massive. Huge. Surging up out of the gently curved bark plain.


  Dak Hamee kept pace, just behind me. When I paused to look back I became aware of how high up I was. How I was hanging from a vertical surface. If I had let go, I'd have fallen straight down onto Dak.


  I paused at the base of the branch. Perspective was bizarre. Up was forward. Down was back. Left and right were emptiness.


  "You are really Aldrea?"


  <Yes, Dak.>


  "Then, come. I will show you my world."


  We raced up the tree with Dak in the lead. A hundred feet, two hundred feet, three hundred feet. The valley wall was a hundred feet away now, but always still there.


  Higher and higher we went, and yet there remained this bizarre fact that the ground was not so much below us as it was beside us. In the other direction, however, away from the valley wall, there were only trees.


  "Follow me!" Dak cried. He swung easily from the trunk onto a massive branch that grew toward the valley center.


  My little chadoo legs scrabbled to keep up. I raced along the branch. Now I was far, far above the ground, because while it sloped up behind us, it sloped down before us. With each few dozen steps along the branch, I was another ten feet above the ground.


  I was beginning to get a glimpse past the trees out into clear air. But we had only begun our wild climb.


  We reached the end of the branch. It was so narrow now that I had to hold on by wrapping my stubby legs around and beneath the branch.


  "See that treetop?" Dak asked, pointing. "We go that way."


  <How?>


  "You are a chadoo, yes? The chadoo knows."


  And with that, Dak squatted low, coiling his powerful leg muscles, and leaped into space. He bounced the branch. Down ten feet, up ten, down twenty feet, up twenty, down thirty and up . . . at the top of the arc, he leaped!


  He soared and fell, and with a wild grab of his right claw, snagged the top of the next tree.


  One claw-hand wrapped around the crown of the tree, and he swung around it, not once, but twice, three times, four times! The crown bent way over from his weight, but it did not break.


  It was the most thrilling thing I'd seen before or since. The wild glee of the young Hork-Bajir, swinging madly, five hundred feet above the sloping ground. Swinging and laughing, and then, my hearts - I mean my heart, because the chadoo only has one - stopped.


  Dak released and fell from sight!


  I raced to the end of the branch, trusting the chadoo to know what to do. It did. I ran, simply ran, no jumping, no leaping, straight off the end of the branch. Ran straight into the air.


  My four feet pushed out, stretching the skin flaps. I felt the wind beneath me, felt it ruffle up into my feathers, felt it fill the skin flaps.


  I had lift! I was not merely falling. I could turn my blunt head and change direction. I could raise or lower a leg and change direction even more quickly. I glided along a curved path toward the treetop that still quivered from snapping back.


  My thin, strong arms reached and grabbed the tree crown. I swung once around, and down below me, on yet another tree branch, I saw Dak. He was looking up and grinning - a thing Hork-Bajir do with their mouths.


  I released and glided down to him.


  From then on it was a game. Dak led the way and I followed. A wild, insane romp, leaping across the void, snatching branches from midair, scampering, leaping again.


  But always Dak led the way. Tree to tree, along a path he knew as well as I know my own meadow back on the home world.


  The trees were changing. The bark became thicker, the treetops higher and higher. At last we reached a tree that made every other tree look like a bush.


  From the base of its downhill side to the crown, it was two thousand, one hundred and nineteen feet high. My mother measured it for me days later. I didn't tell her why.


  It was almost half a mile tall.


  "That is the Tribe Tree," Dak said. "The tree of my people. That is where the elders meet."


  I peered at the tree and could see, here and there, platforms, hundreds, thousands of feet up. There were Hork-Bajir there, milling around. The more I looked, the more platforms I saw and the more elaborate they were. Up and up, far over our heads, the platforms twined around the Tribe Tree.


  There were hundreds of Hork-Bajir in the tree. Not stripping the bark, but stacking bark carried in by a steady stream of Hork-Bajir.


  "Come," Dak said. We raced and leaped and soon I was clinging to the bark of the Tribe Tree itself. Clinging and climbing. Up and up.


  <Remember, don't tell your fellow Hork-Bajir who and what I am,> I said.


  "They would not understand if I told them," Dak said simply.


  We climbed forever. We climbed till I could not imagine that there was still more tree above us. We passed platforms where Hork-Bajir ground up bark. Where they cut bark into strips. Where they bundled bark with string-vines.


  And there were other platforms where Hork-Bajir simply sat and seemed to be telling stories. Almost like classrooms, I realized.


  Slowly we emerged from the surrounding trees. We climbed till I could see clearly out over the void, across to the far side of the valley. We climbed till I could glimpse the lip of the valley behind us.


  Down below, what seemed a million miles below, I saw the toxic blue at the very bottom of the valley. What the Hork-Bajir call "Father Deep."


  There was a narrow platform built at the very top of the Tribe Tree. I went up onto it.


  <I've been in morph for a long time,> I said. <I have to change back for a while.>


  I began to demorph. And a few minutes later, I stood on my own four hooves where no Andalite could ever possibly belong.


  With my own proper Andalite eyes I could see in every direction at once. I saw the sheer valley wall behind, the endless trees spreading left and right, the far side of the valley, many miles away. The sky, not as red and gold as it should have been, spread above us, dwarfing the valley. And down below, so far down that I felt nauseated by the drop, I saw a slice of the terrifying "Deep."


  I don't know why, but the Deep drew my gaze, even more than the stunning, magnificent vista all around me.


  I looked down at the Deep. I looked away and then back down. Near the edge, the trees disappeared, replaced by eerily colored plants in twisted shapes.


  <Dak. What is in the Deep?>


  He looked at me as if I'd been reading his mind. "I don't know," he admitted. "I only know what my people say."


  <What do your people say is in the Deep?>


  "Terror," he said simply. "They say that terror is in the Deep."


  Chapter 8 - Esplin 9466


  



  It didn't take long for me to become the reigning expert on Andalites. No one else cared. But I was fascinated.


  I had "seen" only for a few moments through the Gedd's eyes. But I could try to imagine the life of a four-eyed Andalite. I had to stretch my imagination to picture what it was like to run. To live most of your life directly under the sun and the stars, with only a transparent atmosphere to protect you.


  How can a Yeerk, used to the warm intimacy of the Yeerk pool, truly understand what it is like to have four legs, to run, to see, to feel, to manipulate objects at will with delicate, precise hands? To have a deadly tail?


  It's not possible. Not really. But I came closer to understanding than anyone else in the pool. I inserted my palps into the computer interface and I read with virtual eyes. And I used that computer simulation of sight to watch, again and again, every stored visual image, still or moving.


  Slowly, slowly, I began to understand my enemy. To understand their impressive strengths. But also to see their weaknesses.


  The Andalites might have been the dominant species in this arm of the galaxy. But they were not invincible.


  Months went by, and slowly the memory of those few amazing moments in the Gedd faded. Others were called to assume hosts. I was not.


  But then it happened. Palp to palp, the message came to me. Esplin 9466 to the infestation pier! There was a new species to try. After failures with the Hawjabrans and only the few Ongachics, our wandering assemblage of spacecraft had found a new planet. With new creatures.


  Three had been seized from the surface and brought aboard. One was for me.


  I was not briefed. I was not given any explanation. I was simply to swim to the infestation pier and wait.


  I waited, desperate to control my own excitement. A host! Any host, so long as it had eyes!


  Suddenly, I felt the splash as the head was thrust beneath the surface. My senses felt for and found the ear opening. I rushed, afraid that I might fail somehow, afraid this chance would be taken from me.


  Instantly I knew this creature was very different from a Gedd. Entry was much easier. The ear canal was large and unobstructed. I released my toxins to numb and dilate the ear, but I wondered if it was even necessary.


  I slithered and squeezed till my palps touched the brain. Ah! Very different from the Gedd brain. The brain was divided into lobes, two fairly smooth, one deeply wrinkled. I sank myself into the wrinkles, into the cracks between the lobes. And then I tied in to the brain.


  It was not the shock of that first infestation, but it was a revelation!


  Hearing was excellent. The sense of smell was almost as good as my own. I opened the eyes.


  Ahhh! I cried silently. I had thought the Gedd's vision was all that vision could be. But this creature's eyes were wonderful. The colors so vivid. The lines so clear. I could see depth with amazing precision.


  I looked around at the room. Once again, I saw the limited, narrow Yeerk pool that was my whole universe. But my eyes were drawn not to the ship around me, but to my new, personal ship: this body.


  One thing was instantly apparent: This was no Gedd. This was no Hawjabran or Ongachic. This body reminded me of the Andalite bodies. It would be fast. It would be powerful. It would be . . .


  Dangerous.


  I opened the creature's memory, looking for its own pictures of its life. I wanted to know what it could do.


  I felt a resistance. A mind within the brain. Stronger than the tired, beaten Gedd. This creature was attempting to fight me!


  There was only one possible response.


  Total and complete control.


  Get out! Get out! the creature screamed in silence.


  <Scream all you like,> I sneered. <You belong to me now.>


  The creature's mind began to race, searching for some way to stop me. But, of course, there was none. It threatened. It cried. It begged. I felt its desperation, its panic, its fear. And I laughed at the feeble attempt to throw me off.


  <Threaten me?> I said, mind to mind. <What will you do? Your body is mine now! Your eyes are mine! Your limbs are mine!>


  I was giddy. I was in a state of ecstasy! I could crush this mind with ease. It was sad, almost, how easily I defeated the creature. It was feeble compared to me. It had no power to throw me off. No power to retain control.


  I opened the creature's memory and looked. At first the images were wild, insane, inexplicable. But then the context became clearer. I used more of the memories to get a better understanding.


  I saw the world of the creature through its own eyes. I saw its fellows. Its friends. I saw its life . . .


  Stripping bark for food. Leaping through the tall trees. Sitting at night and telling stories handed down from generation to generation.


  "Well, Esplin-Nine-Four-Double-Six, rrrr-what do you-rrr think?"


  It took a moment for me to make sense of the sounds. I listened to see if I could find the source of the sound. And then, it occurred to me: I could use the sense of sight. I could use sight and sound together to pinpoint the source of the sound.


  I looked. I moved my eyes and looked again.


  Two Gedds stood nearby. I knew that one was Janath 429, a very old Yeerk, and very wise. The other was Akdor 1154. It was Akdor who had led the uprising against the Andalites.


  It was Akdor who had first understood the concept of using a host body to act as a predator. It was Akdor who had personally killed four of the Andalite scum.


  Akdor moved his Gedd mouthparts and spoke.


  "I rrr-asked rrr-what you think. You study-rrr the rrr-Andalites. Can this body be rrrrr-used to fight the Andalites?"


  It was Galard, the new language we had learned from the Ongachic hosts. It is the common intergalactic language. The Yeerk language was impossible to speak with Gedd mouths. Even Galard came out distorted.


  I lowered my eyes and looked down at the body I now owned. I saw blades in several locations. Blades that were used for stripping the edible bark from trees.


  It was all so new. So new to all of us. We didn't know anything about the galaxy then.


  But I tried to imagine. I saw an Andalite. I pictured this new creature. I placed them together in my imagination. It was hard. Hard to imagine with sight.


  "Yes," I said in a harsh, guttural voice. "These creatures will be our weapons."


  Akdor and Janath stared at me.


  "Then rrrr-we will take this-rrrr species," Akdor announced. "We will make them ourrrrrs. This rrr-planet is wherrrre we make ourrr stand! On this planet rrr-we will build the foundations of a true Yeerrrrk empirrrre!"


  I was there. Do you understand what this moment was, what it meant? I was there when Akdor announced the birth of the Yeerk Empire.


  "So, what arrre these crrrreatures called?" Janath asked me.


  I was surprised. Neither Akdor nor Janath knew the name of the species whose doom they had pronounced.


  I searched my new memory, ignoring the pitiful, wailing cries that came from the shadow of the creature himself.


  "They call themselves Hork-Bajir, Akdor. Hork-Bajir."


  Chapter 9 - Dak Hamee


  



  <What is that sound?> Aldrea asked. <I have heard it before. Always at this time of night.>


  "It is the Speaking Trees," I said.


  It was seven weeks since Aldrea had become a chadoo for the first time. Since then she had done it again, more than once. But this night she was Andalite.


  I liked it best when she was Andalite. I could not care about a chadoo. I did care about Aldrea, the Andalite. She had taught me. She had shown me an entire universe unknown to my people.


  I was still greedy for knowledge, but Aldrea had begun to say that I knew all she knew. Was this true? It didn't matter. I needed Aldrea the way the leaves need Mother Sky. There was no one else for me to talk to.


  In many ways, I was no longer Hork-Bajir. But when we were together and I looked at her delicate shape, I knew that I was not Andalite, either.


  <Your trees have the gift of communication, like Andalite trees?> she asked.


  "No," I said, smiling. Aldrea had said that Andalite trees could speak in a way. Guide trees: Garibahs. But I was not sure I believed it. Our trees did not speak. "We call it the language of the trees, but it is only what we Hork-Bajir use as our primitive communicators. At night the great sound speaks from across the valley. It is how we speak with our brothers and sisters of the other two tribes in the valley. The sound is made by stretched vines. The vine is soaked in rain. Then it is stretched tight, vertically, between high branches and low branches.


  "Three of these vines are strung this way, all in one chosen tree. The tree must be a very old Nawin tree, for Nawin trees become hollow with age. One vine must be ten times the height of a Hork-Bajir. The second must be seven heights. The smallest five heights.


  "Two Hork-Bajir climb out on branches and hold a long, straight sapling. This sapling is drawn across the vine, creating a deep sound."


  <Resonance,> Aldrea said. <It's almost a type of music.>


  "Yes. Sad music tonight," I said. "It is the southern tribe. They tell us that three of their people have been taken to Father Deep."


  I listened some more to the low, long, sad notes that vibrated around the valley, echoing from the walls.


  "They say that Father Deep has created new monsters. They are . . . small. That's strange. The monsters of the Deep are always larger than us. Yet these were small. Two legs . . . long arms . . . yellow eyes."


  Suddenly I felt Aldrea's hand grab my arm above the wrist blade. It was not the first time she had touched me. Usually, I enjoyed the fact that she would grab me for balance, or playfully slap me in pretended upset, or take my hand as we watched the sun turn red. But this was different.


  <Can you ask them a question?> Aldrea said. Her thought-speak voice was intense.


  "Yes. But as you can see, this system is primitive. Not like an Andalite would make."


  <Dak, your people have their own strengths,> Aldrea said. <Ask them about these "monsters". Ask them . . . ask them whether these monsters moved in a clumsy, unbalanced way when they walked.>


  I hesitated for a moment. My people had accepted that I was a seer. But I was still young. It was not for me to ask those of the Speaking Tree to transmit messages.


  But Aldrea seemed determined. Upset. Or as upset as an Andalite ever becomes. They are not an emotional people.


  So I turned and cried into the darkness, shouting toward the Speaking Tree. And a moment later, the much louder, closer sound of our own Speaking Tree rang out, a deep, mournful sound that echoed down the valley.


  "What is it that you fear, Aldrea?" I asked her.


  <I'm not sure,> she said.


  "You do not know if your fear is realized, Aldrea," I pointed out. "But you know what your fear is."


  Aldrea laughed. <You keep surprising me, Dak. Every day you're sharper, smarter. You learn so quickly! Your use of language, your perception . . . It's incredible. You could enroll in any Andalite academy tomorrow and ->


  "Thank you," I interrupted her. "I have learned from you. I have even learned to recognize when someone is trying to avoid answering a question."


  Aldrea formed the strange Andalite smile with her eyes. <I deserved that. Since you ask, I will tell you. What I'm afraid of is ->


  But just then the answer was coming from the southern tribe.


  "They say these monsters walked in a strange way. As if their legs were different sizes," I translated.


  The smile disappeared from Aldrea's eyes. <They are,> she said. <Their legs are different lengths. We never could figure out why they evolved that way.>


  "Who are they?"


  <They're called Gedds,> Aldrea said.


  "Are they from another planet, like Andalites?"


  <Yes. But the Gedds aren't the problem. The problem is what those Gedds represent.> She turned all her eyes on me. <Dak, you are the seer. You were born, you say, because your people would need you.>


  "Yes, I was born a seer because you Andalites were coming. We had need of one who could learn from you."


  <I thought it was that, too,> Aldrea said softly. <But we were both wrong. You were not born because of the coming of Andalites. You were born because the Yeerks are here.>


  Chapter 10 - Aldrea


  



  "What are Yeerks?" Dak Hamee asked me.


  I sighed. <They are another species. Different from you or me, from Hork-Bajir or Andalite. Hork-Bajir and Andalites both walk freely in the world. We eat bark or grass. The Yeerks are different.>


  "Are they predators? You taught me about predators."


  Once again, I was shocked. In the course of a few months Dak Hamee had gone from speaking a sort of childish pidgin to speaking as well as I. His grasp of concepts was sure and swift. The gap between him and the other Hork-Bajir was vast and growing every day. The gap between him and any Andalite . . . well, there no longer was an intellectual gap.


  <They are not predators, at least not in the usual way. They are parasites. You see, they . . .>


  "What? They what?" Dak pressed.


  But my brain had just stopped working. Frozen.


  And then, quite suddenly, it began to race in sheer panic.


  <Oh, no. NO! They're in orbit!> I cried.


  "The Yeerks?"


  <They're in orbit! This is the time of night when my father beams his report back to the home world. If they're in orbit they might intercept the message!>


  I was already running. Flat-out, tail tucked down, laboring, gasping as my muscles screamed from the pain of fighting the ever-present slope.


  Dak loped along as fast as he could, but on the ground I was faster than him. I left him behind. With my stalk eye turned back I saw him leap into the trees. He would move better up there, in his natural element.


  But Dak was no longer my concern. I had to stop my father from broadcasting! I had to stop that transmission.


  I was two miles from the scoop. Two miles of the weird running required on this planet: serpentine, up a few yards, down a few yards, advancing always, but adding twice the distance. It was simply impossible to run any other way. Uphill, downhill, running around the massive trees.


  I was extremely upset by the time I came in sight of the lights of the scoop. Upset because I knew in my hearts it was too late. My father has always been very precise. Very punctual. And my internal clock told me that the message had gone out fifteen minutes ago.


  Still I ran. I could make out the lights of the scoop. I could see shadows and silhouettes as my father or mother or brother moved in front of the lights. I could imagine every detail. My mother working at her computer, entering a precise DNA analysis of some strange, new flower she'd found. My brother playing a holo game, lancing imaginary enemy ships. My father . . . my father standing quietly on his own, thinking, remembering, imagining. Dreaming his hopeful dreams.


  That is the picture I want to hold onto, forever.


  Not what happened next.


  Chapter 11 - Esplin 9466


  



  I had enjoyed two days in my new Hork-Bajir body. It was still a wonder to me. A miracle.


  The only unpleasant part was the constant, nagging cries from the Hork-Bajir mind. It wasn't that he refused to accept the new reality. He was simply too stupid to know what was happening. Too stupid to understand.


  I walked throughout the ship now. It was built for Andalites, of course, so most of the floor had once been growing, green, red, and blue grass. The ceilings had been wonderful holographic images of an Andalite sky.


  Andalites hate confinement. I knew that about them. I knew that they were building a new generation of spacecraft that would be called "Dome ships." These Dome ships would actually have huge, artificial parks. Grass and trees and open sky.


  But the grass on this transport had long since died. We had no use for grass. And we have no fear of confinement.


  Here and there were yellowed patches that had managed somehow to struggle on, but for the most part the underlying steel mesh was visible.


  Visible! The very idea was new to me. That there were things one could see, and other things one could not see.


  The Andalite ship was built for transport. But there was a transparent portion of the hull I could look through with my eyes and see the other ships in our little armada.


  Nearby, close enough to see, were a pair of Andalite fighters. We had four altogether. Plus the two transports. We had also seized a small Ongachic craft and three Skrit Na ships. The Skrit Na ships were slow but well-armed. The Ongachic ship was faster but carried no weapons.


  Down below, filling half my field of vision, was the Hork-Bajir planet. It was the first planet I had ever seen. It was infinitely different from feeling, smelling, listening to descriptions. To see it, hanging there in space . . . it was overwhelming. So huge! So strange.


  "Esplin," a voice said. I turned to see another Hork-Bajir host body.


  It was Carger 7901. I had known Carger for a long time. But I had never liked him. There had always been something too crude, too violent about him. Too ambitious. And now Carger was one of my few fellow Hork-Bajir-Controllers.


  There was talk of creating new ranks. Everyone said that if we were going to become a conquering army, we would need a hierarchy. The ancient Council of Thirteen would remain all-important. But beneath that would come something called "vissers" and "sub-vissers."


  Carger had already begun to refer to himself as a sub-visser. No one had contradicted him.


  "Esplin. Come with me."


  "Why?"


  "Don't ask questions," Carger said. "Just come."


  I followed him. He led me toward the docking area just behind the bridge.


  There we met up with two Gedd-Controllers I didn't know. And Akdor was there as well.


  "Rrr-we have just rrrrreceived an interrrcept coming from the surrrrface below," he said tersely. "An rrr-Andalite broadcast."


  I felt the surge of hormones within the Hork-Bajir body. The surge that came with fear or the anticipation of action.


  "Therrrre is an rrr-Andalite outpost on the planet. Rrr-the brrrroadcast was not encoded. We believe there arrrre just fourrrr Andalites. They must be rrr-killed. Immediately, before they can discoverrrr ourrrr presence here."


  Carger smiled with his Hork-Bajir mouth. "I will be honored to command the attack."


  "No doubt you rrr-would," Akdor said tersely. "But you are only going so that rrr-we can put those Hork-Bajirrrr bodies to use. We will attack from the rrr-Andalite fighter crrrraft. But if all four of the Andalites are not killed, you two will go after the sur-vivorrrrs."


  I'll admit I felt a qualm at that. Unlike the others, I knew about Andalites. I knew how advanced their technology was, and how dangerous. I also knew that even without any other weapons, with tails alone, they were dangerous.


  But I would have died rather than admit those doubts. This was the path to power. To be there, in the first combat use of Hork-Bajir hosts, would be an important thing.


  And if Carger could call himself a sub-visser, why shouldn't I be one as well?


  Two of the Andalite fighters were brought in to dock with the transport. Carger and I went aboard one.


  It was a short ride down to the planet surface.


  Half an orbit, then down through the thin atmosphere. The two fighters stayed close together in formation. I had taught our pilots that concept. I had learned it from studying the Andalites. Spacecraft in formation are harder to attack.


  Not that we expected to be attacked. There were four Andalites on the planet surface. But no ship.


  Down we went, skimming across the surface of the planet. And then, down, down into one of the huge valleys.


  It was dark on this side of the planet. Night. Eyes do not function well at night. But it didn't matter. We knew where the Andalites were.


  We came in just inches above the treetops.


  "Pilot," I said. "My studies of Andalite methods reveal that this ship possesses a visual augmentation device."


  The pilot - a Gedd-Controller, of course - snorted like I was a fool. "We know ourrrr ship," he said. He flipped on the viewscreen. And there on the screen, I could see the Andalite dwelling. A "scoop," they call it.


  I saw that one Andalite was working at a computer interface. A smaller, younger one seemed to be cavorting, playing some game. I saw a large, probably male Andalite standing at the edge of the scoop, looking out into the darkness.


  "Looking the wrong way," Carger laughed. "Look up, Andalite. Look up and see your death!"


  The Gedds joined in the laughter. Laughter: the ability to express joy with mouth sounds. So much that was new!


  But I did not laugh. "I see three Andalites, not four," I said.


  "The fourth is probably inside the scoop," Carger said.


  "No. Andalites never take shelter unless they must. In the depth of a cold night, or to avoid harsh weather, or to fend off an attack. Or when they must serve aboard spacecraft. Andalites are creatures of the open spaces. They hate being confined in any way. They become nervous and afraid if they don't have large areas in which to run."


  Carger sneered. "You are quite the Andalite-lover, Esplin."


  I felt a prickling of the skin on the back of my neck. It is a Hork-Bajir fear reaction. Fear of Carger.


  "I will kill more Andalites if I know their habits," I said gruffly.


  The two fighters were now no more than three hundred feet above the scoop, engines on very low to avoid being heard or seen. Another tactic I had discovered from my study of the enemy.


  "Shredderrrr powered. Tarrrget rrr-acquired," the Gedd pilot said.


  "There are only three Andalites in view," I said. "Wait till the fourth one joins them."


  "Wait? Fool. Shoot!" Carger demanded.


  "No! The remaining Andalite will see the -"


  "I said shoot!" Carger roared. "That is a direct order from your sub-visser! Shoot! Kill them now!"


  Chapter 12 - Aldrea


  



  There was no warning. No warning, except for the awful feeling in my stomach, the churning, awful feeling of dread.


  TSEEEWWWW!


  TSEEEWWWW!


  The shredder beams fired from the sky. Not too far up. They had come low, snuck closer, and hovered, lights off, hidden by trees and darkness.


  TSEEEWWWW!


  TSEEEWWWW!


  The scoop exploded. The air pockets in the construction material superheated in a microsecond and exploded. The moisture in the ground, in the grass and soil turned to steam in half the blink of an eye and exploded. Everything that could burn, burned.


  And everything can burn in the heat of a shredder at full power. Everything.


  <NOOOOOOO!> I screamed.


  I felt the blast of heat on my face. I felt the concussions roll across me like waves.


  <NOOOOOO!>


  TSEEEWWWW!


  TSEEEWWWW!


  The scoop was all flames and explosion. I didn't see my family burn. I didn't see them, but I knew it was happening.


  A hundred feet away, less, they were already dead. Dead with the first shredder blast.


  <AAHHH! AAHHH! AAHHH! AAHHH!>


  I couldn't stop screaming.


  The two stolen Andalite fighters fired. Again and again. Fired till what had been our scoop was nothing but fused glass. Molten slag.


  <AAHHH! AAHHH! AAHHH!>


  Someone grabbed me. I whipped my tail without thinking, enraged, terrified.


  Dak Hamee took the blow on his left arm. My tail blade sliced through half his wrist blade. A small blade piece fell to the ground.


  The shredder fire stopped. What had been our scoop, what had been my family, glowed red in the night. It would be days before the heat dissipated.


  "You must get away!" Dak said fiercely.


  <They're dead,> I moaned. <No, no, no, no.>


  "You must get away!" he said again.


  <They're all dead!>


  "The ones who did this may come to check, to be sure of what they have done," Dak said. "They must not find you."


  <What does it matter? Oh, my mother. My father. Barafin! Barafin!>


  Dak grabbed me and turned me away from the awful scene. He took my head gently in his two claw hands and made me face him. But as a Hork-Bajir, he didn't understand: My stalk eyes could all too easily stay riveted on the glowing red wound that had been my life.


  "As you said, Aldrea, this is why I was born a seer. To save my people from these Yeerks who have done this evil thing. But I cannot do it alone. You must help me."


  <Help?> I sobbed. <Help what?>


  "Help me to understand . . . to understand this evil," Dak said. "Will you help me understand this evil?"


  I was sick. So sick with fear and hatred I wanted to die just to make the sickness stop.


  But Dak had shown me a way to live. A reason to endure the violence eating away at my insides.


  <No, I won't help you to understand,> I said. <But I will help you kill Yeerks. That, I will do. I will help you kill them. And kill them. And kill them! And kill them all!>


  I screamed in powerless rage at the sky where I knew the Yeerks were hiding.


  <Kill them all!> I cried. <Kill them all!>


  Chapter 13 - Dak Hamee


  



  I was still shaking. My face still burned from the awful heat. My mind was reeling, swirling, crazed by what I had seen.


  All I knew of Andalites and the galaxy beyond my planet was what Aldrea had told me. She had not told me of such things. She had not told me of weapons. Of wars. Of Yeerks.


  I knew none of these things.


  I knew that there were monsters who lived in Father Deep and sometimes rose up to take unwary Hork-Bajir who had gone too far down the valley walls.


  But those were monsters. They did not use spacecraft. They did not strike, invisibly, from the sky.


  I knew this, though: When monsters attack, a Hork-Bajir must run away. If one monster attacks and fails to drag you away, another monster may be drawn by the noise and attack as well. These Yeerks might be like that. They might still attack again.


  Aldrea was not listening to me. I took her arm with my hand and pulled her away. I made her follow me into the shadows, away from the horrible glow.


  I had to tell the elders of this. Nothing like this had ever happened. They had to know. They would have to decide . . .


  No, I realized. I would have to decide. They would look at me and say, "Dak Hamee, you are the different one. You are the seer. Tell us the way."


  I stopped running. Aldrea stopped, too.


  "I must decide," I said. I felt as though a Tribe Tree had fallen on me. I thought I had learned so much. I thought I was wise. But I knew nothing!


  "I'm not ready," I said to Aldrea. "I don't know what to do!"


  Before she could answer, I saw two Hork-Bajir coming toward us, running. They must have seen the lights from the sky.


  "Do not fear, brothers," I said to them.


  "Oh, we're not afraid," one said to me. His tone was strange. Different.


  He walked straight toward me. As he drew close, I realized I did not know him. Was he from one of the other tribes in the valley?


  Ssslash!


  He struck me with his wrist blade! I was cut in my chest. I could see the blood. I could see that the skin was separated, as though a large mouth had been cut into my chest.


  It caused pain.


  "Why did you -"


  Ssslash! Ssslash!


  He struck at me, using his feet and elbow blades!


  I was cut again. I was bleeding. The left side of my face was deeply gashed. It had all happened in the blink of an eye.


  "Forget him, get the Andalite!" the other Hork-Bajir yelled.


  The second Hork-Bajir leaped at Aldrea. He was slicing the air with his blades, whirling and slicing, as if doing a sky-dance.


  <Dak! Fight back. These aren't real Hork-Bajir!> Aldrea said.


  "What?"


  <Fight them!> Aldrea yelled, and she swung her tail, whipping it forward so fast that the air cracked. The small blade on the end of her tail struck directly into the chest of the second Hork-Bajir.


  He leaped back, hissing furiously.


  All I could do was stare. I was bleeding. I was cut in many places. I felt pain. But more, I felt confused. How was it possible for a Hork-Bajir to cut me with his blades? It was not an accident, like sometimes happens when we are harvesting bark.


  We were not harvesting bark. This Hork-Bajir had cut me. Deliberately! Why?


  "Ignore the stupid one, help me get the Andalite! She cut me!"


  Now both Hork-Bajir turned to Aldrea. They moved closer, slashing madly at air, drawing closer all the time. They circled, forcing her back against a tree trunk.


  If they kept slashing and moving toward her in that way, she would be cut. She would be cut so badly that she might die. I had seen Hork-Bajir who had been accidentally cut. Once an old, weak Hork-Bajir died from the cut.


  Aldrea's tail quivered, poised.


  A sudden leap! Both Hork-Bajir jumped at Aldrea, blades flashing. Aldrea's tail whipped again and again.


  She tripped! One of her legs buckled and she sagged to one side.


  "Die, Andalite filth!" one of the Hork-Bajir screamed.


  His blades flashed.


  I looked at my own wrist blades.


  Aldrea screamed in rage and terror.


  I held out my arms and saw the blades there. It was as if I were seeing myself for the first time.


  Something happened then. It was as if I had been given the power to look right into the heart of Father Deep. I could feel a terrible knowledge, a terrible understanding. I could feel . . . power.


  <Dak! Help me!>


  I jumped on the back of the closest Hork-Bajir. I swung my arm as hard and as fast as I could. My wrist blade sliced into his back. It sliced through the muscle. It sliced through his spine.


  Every muscle in his body went limp instantly. He fell back, unable to move his legs.


  I leaped at the other Hork-Bajir, but he was backing away, turning, running.


  "Carger, you coward!" the crippled Hork-Bajir cried.


  I stared at my wrist blade. It dripped with blood.


  <Gedds!> Aldrea yelled.


  I followed the direction of her main eyes. Two loping, strange, small monsters were approaching. They held small machines in their hands.


  <We have to run!> Aldrea said.


  "Run?" I was still staring stupidly at my own blades.


  The Hork-Bajir at my feet groaned. His arms moved weakly. His legs moved not at all.


  Aldrea bent her upper body to bring her face very close to the wounded Hork-Bajir. <Whatever your name is, Yeerk, go tell your masters: First your treason destroyed my father, and then you murdered him and my entire family. But you will not have this planet. We are the Andalites, you parasite worm. And we'll see you all dead. You and your entire filthy race. Tell your masters that.>


  The two creatures Aldrea called Gedds were rushing forward now, raising the small machines in their hands.


  <The daughter of Seerow will show you the other side of the Andalite character,> Aldrea said to the crippled Hork-Bajir.


  Then Aldrea and I ran.


  Chapter 14 - Aldrea


  



  My family was dead. I was the only Andalite within many millions of miles. I had no way of communicating with my people. The Yeerks had come to the Hork-Bajir world, and only Dak and I knew.


  I'd known that the Hork-Bajir were peaceable. I'd had no idea before this that they simply did not understand the very concept of fighting.


  They were among the fiercest-looking, most physically awesome, sentient species in the galaxy. They were walking weapons. Deadly from head to foot. But they didn't know it. They didn't know what it meant.


  They were perfect targets for the Yeerks.


  We ran, easily losing the Gedds. We kept moving, always downhill, not knowing if we ran from real pursuers or merely from phantoms. I tried to figure out what to do. But my mind would not let go of the picture of shredders reducing all I cared about to fused, glowing slag.


  "Tell me about these Yeerks," Dak asked me, panting.


  That much I could do. <They are a parasitic species. They are able to live on their own in something called a Yeerk pool. But they prefer life inside the body and brain of other species.>


  "How is this possible?"


  <The Yeerks are as they have evolved. They are parasites by nature. Evolution has equipped them to do this. On their own world they infest a species called Gedds. You saw some Gedds back there. My father was the first Andalite to make real contact with them.>


  Dak looked surprised. "You have lived among these Yeerks?"


  <Yes. We . . . my father and mother were sent to study them. And to learn if we could make allies of them. Or to learn if we had any reason to fear them.>


  Dak nodded. "This is what your parents did here, too. Am I correct? They were sent to study us."


  <Yes. But there was a difference. We knew the Yeerks to be highly -> I stopped myself.


  Dak waited for a moment. Then he finished my sentence for me. "You knew the Yeerks to be highly intelligent. Unlike Hork-Bajir. You were interested in them for their intelligence. And you feared them for the same reason."


  <Yes, Dak. It was their intelligence that interested us.>


  "It is why your father and mother had no real interest in us. We are a stupid species."


  He sounded bitter. Not at me. Not at Andalites. But at his own people. Like he was ashamed of them.


  <Intelligence isn't everything,> I said. <My father is . . . was . . . brilliant. But the Yeerks tricked my father. He taught them about the world beyond their planet. He taught them about written language, about the very concept of manipulating matter, toolmaking, sight, art, everything. He trusted them. He thought they were grateful. He thought they would be content.>


  "Your father made a mistake," Dak said. "The Yeerks were content. But by showing them all they did not have, they began to want more. They wanted to be like you. Like Andalites."


  I turned my stalk eyes to stare at Dak as he trotted beside me. How did he cut so quickly to the heart of the problem? How could he guess how the Yeerks felt?


  Of course. Because he felt the same way. He, too, was jealous of what we Andalites had. Jealous of our power, our knowledge, our intelligence.


  <The Yeerks slaughtered most of the Andalites with my father,> I said. <They stole Andalite ships. They escaped into space. Since then they have been looking for suitable host bodies.>


  "And now they have found them," Dak Hamee said darkly.


  <Yes.>


  "My people will be unable to stop them."


  <Maybe not,> I said eagerly. <You Hork-Bajir could be very dangerous, very powerful fighters, at least in close combat. One-on-one you could even challenge an Andalite warrior.>


  Dak laughed. "My people do not understand 'parasites.' They will never understand that these creatures will steal their bodies. They will listen to what we tell them, then they will go on with stripping bark and playing and caring for their children."


  <Maybe not. You are the seer. You were born to teach your people a new thing. Maybe you were born to teach your people to fight. Maybe your purpose is to teach Hork-Bajir to kill Yeerks.>


  "I hoped I had been chosen to show my people all the things your father tried to show the Yeerks. I wanted to teach them music. Writing. Art. I wanted to teach them to keep track of time, the passing of years. To make tools, to build. But your father gave those things to the Yeerks, and now we see the results. Maybe I was a fool to think that knowledge would make my people happy."


  <There will be time to think about all that after we find a way to annihilate the Yeerks,> I said. <We can save your people, if they will learn to fight! They don't have to be destroyed.>


  "Yes, they do," he said quietly. "Either they will learn to fight and hurt and kill, or they will learn to be slaves. Both will destroy them. Killers or slaves. They will be one or the other. Killers or slaves."


  I stopped and grabbed Dak Hamee's arm. I deliberately moved my fingers down to the blade at his elbow. It was almost as hard as an Andalite male's tail blade. And just as sharp.


  <If the choice is between being a killer and being a slave, be a killer. You did it back there. It isn't so hard to learn.>


  "And that's what you want for me? To be a killer?"


  <If necessary, yes!>


  Dak slowly removed my hand from his blade. He was careful not to cut me.


  I met his gaze. Hork-Bajir are not good at concealing their feelings. They've never tried to learn the art of lying. So I could see what was in Dak's mind and heart.


  "There is much I still have to learn about Andalites," he said.


  I looked away. It is hard seeing disappointment in the eyes of someone you care for. And yet, his contempt for me changed nothing. He had no choice. His people had no choice. Would I help make them a race of killers in order to stop the Yeerks? Yes. A thousand times over, Yes.


  The creatures who had murdered my family would pay. No matter what.


  TSEEEWWW!


  The tree trunk just inches to my left exploded! Splinters struck me, cut me. The concussion and light stunned me.


  But it was a handheld shredder, not one of the high-powered weapons from the fighters. I caught a glimpse of Gedds loping toward us, closing in from two sides.


  Somehow they had tracked us. And more had been brought down from the orbiting ships.


  They were above us uphill. The only way to run was downhill.


  <They've found us!> I cried. <Run!>


  We ran. We were faster than the Gedds, but I knew they would call in the fighters. And we could not outrun the fighters.


  TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW!


  "We must go to Father Deep," Dak said.


  <Can we survive down there?>


  "Can we survive here?"


  We raced down the valley, down and down toward the glowing, blue mist the Hork-Bajir called Father Deep.


  Chapter 15 - Aldrea


  



  Down, down, always downhill. My leg muscles screamed in pain. I wanted to stop and morph into the chadoo. But there was no time. The Gedds were coming. And I could hear them talking on their communicators, trying to bring the fighters in for the kill.


  We were being saved by the topography of the planet. The Yeerk fighter pilots seemed confused. They didn't know whether they should position themselves above us or straight out from us. It was a problem an Andalite would have easily solved. But the Yeerks were still new to the entire world of sight. The trees, the sharp slope baffled them.


  But not for long.


  TSEEEEWWWW!


  A two-foot-wide hole burned straight through the trunk of a tree just ahead of us. The hole smoked but the tree trunk did not explode.


  TSEEEWWWW!


  A shredder beam ripped a trench in the ground beside us.


  Still we ran. A nightmare of terror. Pain in every cell of my body. Wounds oozing blood. Muscles desperate for rest.


  Down and down and down. And now through the trees I could catch glimpses of the glowing blue. Already the air was thicker.


  How many miles had we run? I was running at full speed, heedless of obstacle. Panic speed. Terror speed.


  Ahead of us, a knot of five or six scared Hork-Bajir. They huddled together, watching the sky, watching the shredder fire, grotesque faces made even more grotesque by fear.


  "It's Dak Hamee!" one cried. "Dak Hamee! Seer! What is happening?"


  "Run! Run away!" Dak cried.


  TSEEEWWWW!


  Shredders reduced two of the Hork-Bajir to vapor. A third was hit by the edge of the beam. He lived long enough to see that his legs, his body below the waist, was gone.


  "Run away! Tell everyone to hide!" Dak screamed. "I have to help them, show them!" he said to me.


  <It's us the Yeerks want,> I said. <If we stay with these people they'll be in greater danger.>


  Even as I said the words I knew I had lied. It wasn't us the Yeerks were chasing. It was me. All Hork-Bajir were the same to the Yeerks. It was the Andalite they wanted to kill.


  But Dak accepted my warning. He followed me down the hill, leaving behind the terrified Hork-Bajir.


  No time for guilt. I had to survive! Only I could reach my people and bring them to annihilate the Yeerks. Only I could ensure vengeance. What were a few scared Hork-Bajir compared to the need to kill the Yeerks?


  The air was thicker still. It was like breathing cold steam. But the extra oxygen renewed my strength.


  Suddenly, there it was below us. The trees were gone. The ground was open. Swirling, blue mist glowed dangerously.


  But right then my choice was not between a long and happy life on the one hand and death on the other.


  My choice was to live for a few minutes more or die right then. I chose to take the few minutes.


  I plunged into Father Deep.


  Chapter 16 - Dak Hamee


  



  We have many tales, we Hork-Bajir, of Father Deep. Father Deep and Mother Sky gave birth to us, their children. Mother Sky gives us air and light. Father Deep gives us soil and water. Both are necessary for the trees that sustain us.


  But Father Deep is also the place from which monsters come.


  No Hork-Bajir has ever entered Father Deep and lived to tell of it.


  Now we were entering the Deep. We had passed the zone of bright bushes and distorted flowers at the edge of the Deep. No trees grew here. But things still lived, even now, with the blue mist all around us, concealing us from our pursuers.


  <This atmosphere appears to be breathable,> Aldrea said. <I don't know the precise ratio of gases, of course, but I am able to breathe. And you, Dak?>


  "Yes. I can breathe." My voice sounded flat. It seemed to die in the air. As though the sounds could not possibly get from my mouth to Aldrea's ears.


  I was frightened. I knew we would die. But I also knew that it was better to die here in Father Deep than to be killed by the Yeerks.


  Father Deep was ours. Of our world. Of the Hork-Bajir. I would die like a Hork-Bajir.


  The world around us became a deeper blue. Light seemed to come from below us, glowing all around us. It was a blue fog. Thicker and thicker, till I could barely see Aldrea though she was only a few heights away.


  I waited for the monsters to leap out and seize me. My skin tingled, awaiting the deadly touch. But nothing came.


  <The temperature is rising as we descend,> Aldrea said.


  I realized I was walking on lush, thick grass. As we descended ever farther, the fog seemed to be thickening. Aldrea was no more than a blue shadow within blue mist.


  I'd heard nothing of our pursuers. Not a sound since we'd entered the Deep. Had they been frightened off?


  Beside me, a shape emerging. A monster?


  "Aldrea?" I said, my voice quavering.


  Closer, closer . . . a Gedd!


  TSEEEEWWW!


  A flash of light. Not the beam I'd seen before, but something like a ball of lightning.


  "Rrrr-aaarrrgghh!" the Gedd screamed.


  A touch on my arm.


  I leaped and spun around.


  <It's me,> Aldrea said.


  "Rrr-aaarrr arrrgghh!" the Gedd cried.


  <This atmosphere is too dense for a shredder,> Aldrea said. <It's a weapon designed for a vacuum, or at least for a decently clear atmosphere. He got flashback. Shredder energy absorbed by the atmosphere and reflected.>


  The Gedd continued screaming, but his voice was deadened by the mist as we went down, ever down, into the Deep.


  Suddenly, I felt a tear in the mist, a breath of wind. For just a moment I could clearly see a pair of Gedds standing ahead of us! Their shredders were aimed. And now, looming up beside them, I saw the Hork-Bajir who had attacked us before. The one who had run away.


  "Don't fire those shredders, you fools," the Hork-Bajir ordered. "Can't you hear Arklan screaming?"


  <Two Gedds and you, Hork-Bajir-Controller, against the two of us?> Aldrea laughed. <Without your shredders, you don't have the guts.>


  The Hork-Bajir nodded. "The shredders will be safe enough up close." To the Gedds he said, "Wait till we are within five feet, then fire!"


  The three of them ran straight at us. Aldrea dodged left. I dodged right.


  WHUMPF!


  I slammed into something that cried out, "Rrrrrrr!"


  A Gedd! I was on the ground. The Gedd was beside me. Then, in a flash, the creature Aldrea had called a Hork-Bajir-Controller was standing over me. He drew his own shredder and pressed the end of it against my head.


  I could see the mad glee in his eyes. I could see his finger tightening on the trigger.


  And then . . .


  The Hork-Bajir was yanked straight up off the ground. Up into the air, as if he'd been launched by a bent branch. He flew up, then stopped.


  I saw the two massive, three-fingered hands of the Jubba-Jubba close around the Hork-Bajir's chest. I heard a cry. A roar. And the Hork-Bajir's body fell to the ground on top of me.


  A body with no head.


  "Aaaahhhh!" I cried in terror.


  The Gedd beside me rolled to his feet and began to run. A three-fingered hand reached down out of the mist and snatched the Gedd up.


  No part of the Gedd fell back to the ground. No part of his body, at least. The shredder clattered a few feet from me.


  In panic I got up on my hands and knees and crawled to the weapon. I grabbed it in my hands. My clumsy fingers fumbled with the unfamiliar device. My too-large fingers found the trigger. I aimed it upward.


  The three-fingered hand came down, down, down toward me.


  I aimed the shredder.


  FWAPP!


  It was too fast to see! The mist swirled, revealing where the lightning movement had come from.


  FWAPP! FWAPP!


  Aldrea's tail flashed again and again, and there came a roaring howl like nothing I had ever heard or imagined. A huge, three-fingered hand fell to the ground.


  Fell and lay there. Dead. Severed from the monster.


  The monster screamed in rage.


  <Get up! We must run!> Aldrea cried.


  I got up. I moved. I dropped the shredder, not wanting to hold it any more.


  The Jubba-Jubba monster did not follow. For the first time in history, a monster of Father Deep had been defeated.


  Chapter 17 - Aldrea


  



  Dak looked at me like I was some sort of mythological deity. I had injured the monster. I guess no one had even done that before.


  But it had been a close thing. I hated to admit it, but a big, male Andalite warrior could have done it with a single tail strike. It took me three.


  And yet I had done it.


  I felt satisfaction, no more. My war was not against these monsters, as Dak called them. My war was with the Yeerks.


  "We should get away before more monsters come," Dak said.


  <No. By now the entire area back up there above the mist will be crawling with Yeerks. They can't afford to let me live. They can't let either of us live,> I added hastily. <They'll bring down all the Gedds they have, and all the Hork-Bajir, too, if they have more of them.>


  "Then we must stay within the Deep," Dak said grimly. "We must stay here in the realm of monsters, while my people are taken by these Yeerks."


  <Maybe your people will fight.>


  "No. They will be taken. They will be made into slaves of the Yeerks. They will not fight. I might have saved them. Instead I followed you, Aldrea."


  I didn't know if he was angry at me, or angry at himself. Both, I guessed. Would he leave me? No. He cared for me. We had more in common than he could ever have with any Hork-Bajir. It was too late for Dak: He knew that the stars were not flowers.


  And having learned so much, he still needed to learn more. He was hungry for it, for ideas, for knowledge, for skills. And only I could feed that hunger.


  No, he would stand by me, I was sure of that. He would hate himself for making that choice. But that didn't matter, not now. All that mattered now was destroying the Yeerks.


  <Dak, eventually, we must find a way to contact my people,> I said. <We may have to steal a Yeerk ship. We may have to fly, Dak. We may have to go up into space.>


  It was what Dak wanted most, I knew. To experience space. To fly up to the stars. It was a promise he could never refuse. A bribe.


  Dak stopped walking. I stopped and turned back to face him. <What's the matter?>


  "You did not have to say that, Aldrea. You do not have to hold out a ripe Nawin cone to make me stay with you. All this time together, Aldrea, and yet you don't know that I would sacrifice anything for you?"


  I could only stare. Stare and burn with humiliation. He had seen right through me. I felt small and shabby. I should have said I was sorry. But that, too, would have been a lie.


  You see, at that moment, nothing mattered to me. Nothing but erasing the pain of watching my family burn. What Dak thought of me, even what I thought of myself: None of that really mattered.


  Dak would stay with me. And I would find a way to pay the Yeerks back.


  <Dak, do you have any idea what is farther down in the Deep?>


  "No, Aldrea. Already we have gone farther than any Hork-Bajir ever."


  <Let's go farther still,> I said. There was no other option.


  We walked more slowly now, always downhill. It was a nervous walk. The mist was all around us. We had seen one of the monsters already, and I now knew they were not mere myth.


  But I was pretty sure we had lost any Yeerk pursuit. At least for the moment.


  And yet, although we Andalites are not superstitious, we do have our own ancient myths of dark, deep places within the ground. Places of fear and loathing. And those myths were surfacing in my mind now.


  "The mist grows thinner," Dak said.


  He was right. I could see him more clearly. And now I was beginning to be able to see down the slope a short distance. Nothing but scruffy, blazingly red and green and blue bushes. No monsters. Not that I could see, anyway.


  Down and down we went. Hour after hour. Down, ever down, through a weird twilight. Without being attacked. Without seeing any more monsters. Had our small victory scared them off?


  I swiveled my stalk eyes constantly. And then I happened to look up. The sky was brilliant blue.


  <It's some kind of vapor barrier,> I said. <Somehow the atmosphere down here in the Deep interacts with the atmosphere in the valley above us and forms a layer of vapor. The blue color must be a by-product of the interaction.>


  I tried to run through my basic chemistry and get some idea what we were breathing. I came up with some possibilities. None of them exactly comforting. Still, the air, while horribly humid and thick, was breathable.


  "Down here one cannot even see the valley above," Dak said. "A creature living here would think the blue mist was the sky."


  He was right. Only the source of light was below us, not truly above. I knew that beyond the blue barrier it was night. And yet the blue glowed, reflecting light.


  As we went ever downward, the light brightened. It was still a sickly, unnatural light. More radioactive than radiating, if you know what I mean. But at least we could see.


  And what we saw was that the landscape around us was home to a bizarre array of the brightly colored bushes and a few stunted, twisted trees that Dak refused to acknowledge were trees at all. Here and there, absurdly fast streams cut through the sparse, tired grass and into the bare rock underfoot. You could hear the water racing, having gathered momentum all the way down from the valley above. Some streams were quite large, eight or ten or fifteen feet across.


  We began to realize that the ground was leveling off just a little. It was almost as flat as the meadow where we'd built our scoop. Flat, by Hork-Bajir standards.


  But the land seemed to stop or fall away, less than a quarter mile ahead.


  We advanced cautiously, slowly. And then, quite suddenly, we could see the end of the land. It simply stopped.


  "What can this be?" Dak asked.


  <I don't know,> I admitted. <It's your planet.>


  "Not this part of it."


  Step by step, closer, closer. Till we stood on the very edge of the cliff. I arched my upper body forward. I could not imagine how Dak could deal with the height, standing on only two legs with nothing but a tail to help support him.


  I looked down, fearful.


  Then I looked down again in utter astonishment.


  It was a chasm. Sheer cliffs on both sides. Sheer as walls. I could see across the chasm to the far side far better than I could see straight down.


  The walls of the chasm were covered in an amazing, intricate filigree: windows, doors, walkways, arches, open spaces cut back into the cliff. All connected vertically by stone stairways.


  Thousands of feet below, below all this incredible construction, maybe tens of thousands of feet, was the valley floor. It was not as bright as a sun. But it was bright enough to cast shadows upward from every stair and arch and windowsill.


  It glowed red and yellow and seemed to seethe with slow, sluggish movement.


  We were looking at the molten heart of the planet.


  Chapter 18 - Esplin 9466


  



  In an instant I had learned one of the terrible drawbacks of having a host body. A host body can be hurt. And the pain cannot be filtered out. The very capability that gives us control ties us into the pain.


  The Hork-Bajir had slashed me with his blade. He had aimed the blow well. The spine of my host body was cut in two. All of the body below my chest ceased to exist.


  I lay helpless. No one came. For a very long time I lay there, staring up at the night sky through the ominous Hork-Bajir trees.


  I saw spacecraft landing. I heard the grunts of Gedds, rushing around in futile pursuit of the Andalite.


  Only hours later did anyone come looking for me.


  They dragged me aboard the nearest fighter and ferried me back up to the transport ship. I drained back into the Yeerk pool. I was blind again.


  Blind, and being interrogated mercilessly.


  <Where did the Andalite girl go?>


  <I don't know.>


  <How many Hork-Bajir were with her?>


  <Only one.>


  <What happened to Carger?>


  <He ran away. Beyond that, I don't know.>


  Over and over again. And the more I was questioned, the more I learned. A total of seven of our people had passed through the blue vapor barrier. One had survived to tell wild tales of huge, shambling monsters appearing out of the mist.


  Eventually it was decided that the Andalite girl must have died, too. If these monsters had killed our people, surely they had killed the Andalite as well.


  Only I disagreed. <Just because some Gedds were killed, just because Carger was killed, that does not mean the Andalite died.>


  <Do you mean to imply that an Andalite girl is stronger, braver, more resourceful than our own warriors?>


  <Yes,> I said. <Yes. The Andalites did not become the dominant species in this part of the galaxy by being weak or stupid or cowardly.>


  But no one listened. And I was left to wander, blind, around the home that had once been my entire universe and was now a filthy trap.


  At last, days later, when enough Hork-Bajir had been taken, I was given a new host body. A new Hork-Bajir.


  "We have sent strong, armed parties into the blue mist," Akdor told me. He now had a Hork-Bajir host body, too. "The monsters are real. They have killed more of us. We found the bodies of the others. We searched for the body of the Andalite, but did not find it."


  I listened, trying not to gloat too openly.


  "It seems you were right, Esplin-Nine-Four-Double-Six. Now you will go back to the surface. You will find this Andalite. You will destroy her."


  "Yes, Akdor. I will. And if I do, what will be my reward?"


  "You will be made a sub-visser. How many troops will you need?"


  "None, Akdor. I will go as a spy, not a conqueror. I will pass as a Hork-Bajir. I will find the Andalite. And I will kill her."


  But of course, I was lying. You see, I had already realized one very important thing: From now on, the host body one had would be an indication of power. Already there were lines of distinction between Yeerks who had Gedd hosts and Yeerks who were given the new, powerful Hork-Bajir bodies.


  These Hork-Bajir would be our shock troops.


  But there was still one host better than Hork-Bajir: Andalite.


  Yes, the Yeerk who could take an Andalite host would be more than a mere sub-visser. The Yeerk who could take and hold an Andalite host would be a visser, at the very least. And someday, who knows? A seat on the Council of Thirteen?


  "I will take care of this matter, Akdor," I said. "I will deal with the Andalite."


  Chapter 19 - Aldrea


  



  Father Deep. That's what the Hork-Bajir called it. They thought it was the land of monsters, below the mist. But the zone of monsters was fairly narrow.


  I now had some understanding of the layout. The upper valley, above the blue mist barrier, was Hork-Bajir land. A land of steep inclines and gigantic trees.


  Beneath the mist was a somewhat more level belt that encircled the valley. In this zone of dense fog and eerie plants, the monsters lived.


  Now we were in the third zone: no longer a steep valley, but sheer cliffs. Cliffs that were covered by a complex of walkways, stairways, arches, carved-out plazas, homes, businesses . . . They had every imaginable feature of a moderately advanced civilization but one: They were empty. No one seemed to be living here.


  <I would cut off my tail for a portable sensor,> I said.


  "What is a portable sensor?"


  <It's a device you can carry that performs a number of functions. It would tell us how old this place is. I don't know if all this was created last week, last millennium, or at the dawn of history.>


  We were descending the cliff face by an endlessly long stairway. Every few dozen feet, the stairway would broaden out into a landing. A walkway would cross the landing. Along the walkways we could see doorways.


  I was primed. Ready. Expecting attack at any moment. But the silence seemed to speak of emptiness. Emptiness everywhere in the valley around and below us.


  Not that I wanted to think about what was below us. If I strayed off the steps, I'd fall. I'd fall for a very long time, down, down till I hit the exposed core of the planet.


  Of course, long before I hit actual bottom I'd be incinerated. But that wasn't a very comforting thought.


  We reached yet another landing and we both froze. This walkway was different. It was broader by far, chiseled deeper into the cliff. And a hundred feet down the walkway we could see some sort of vast opening.


  <Shall we investigate it?>


  "Why not?"


  So we headed down along the walkway. And there, on our right, we came upon the opening. An opening so vast it could have been a hangar for a fleet of ships.


  We stepped into the opening. It was nice to move away from the cliff face and that precipitous drop. But the size of this space was intimidating. I felt I should bow my head. You could play three separate games of driftball at once in that space. The sound of my hooves echoed off stone walls I could not even see in the gloom.


  <What do you suppose this place is?> I asked.


  Dak just shook his head. He was looking up in wonder, searching for the roof we knew was above us but couldn't see in the deep shadows.


  <It's an open place, at least,> I said. <We could stay the night here. We need rest. And I don't think the Yeerks will come after us anymore tonight. Even if they did, how would they find us in this absurd maze of walkways and openings?>


  "It would be good to rest," Dak said. "We cannot stay in any of the smaller dwellings we saw. Too small. Too confining."


  I certainly agreed with that. No one wanted walls around them and roofs above them if they could avoid it. On board a spacecraft it was inevitable, but this space was so large it might almost have been an open field.


  "No trees," Dak said. "And the flat, horizontal angle of the floor is disturbing to me."


  <But, on the positive side, no Yeerks.>


  "Yes. We can sleep here."


  <I will take the first watch,> I said.


  Dak slept as Hork-Bajir do: He relaxed his legs and slumped down into a sort of sitting position, with legs splayed out in front and thick tail providing a third support. His head fell forward, chin to chest.


  He was asleep instantly, as far as I could tell. I was jealous. Sleep isn't always that easy for me. For most Andalites. We are a watchful species. My mother explained it to me once when I found myself unable to sleep for several days.


  <We no longer have predators to attack us,> she'd said, <but evolution does not just throw away adaptations that were necessary once. The animals we evolved from were prey for millions of years. They lived in vast herds, always watched by hungry predators. This was before we developed our tail blades and we had no protection but speed. We still feel the need to watch for predators. It may be a million years before we lose that instinct.>


  My mother was good at explaining things like that. It's what she did. She was a scientist. Like I was supposed to be.


  But now she was dead. In part because we Andalites had begun to forget that instinct for caution. We had forgotten that even though the predators on our own world had died out, there were still predators loose in the galaxy.


  Or at least parasites.


  I stood there in the gloom, in the faint reflected glow from the valley floor, and I remembered the searing light of the shredders as they ripped my family apart, atom by atom by atom.


  I had to find a way to contact the fleet or the home world. Nothing would save this planet now but the appearance of a full-fledged Andalite war fleet.


  That meant Z-space communication. A radio signal would take decades to reach anyone. I needed advanced Zero-space transponders.


  And the only ones on this planet were aboard the ships the Yeerks controlled.


  No need for concern, Aldrea, I said to myself. Just walk up to the nearest Yeerk landing area, tell them you want to borrow the fighter, initiate contact with the home world, and suggest they rush directly to our assistance. Nothing whatever to worry about.


  I looked at Dak, asleep, his forehead horns raked forward, arms bent to keep the blades outward. He would be hard to attack while sleeping, I thought. From behind, the tail spikes. From the sides, the arm blades. From the front, the horns.


  He'd said he would do anything for me. He'd said it in a way that . . . no, that was ridiculous. We were different species. Totally, completely different.


  And yet I enjoyed spending time with him. I enjoyed talking with him. I missed him when we were separated.


  Perfect, Aldrea, I laughed to myself. He's covered with blades; he'll soon be seven feet tall; he eats with his mouth; and he swings through the trees.


  I was just lonely, that was it. There were no Andalite males around, and I was at the appropriate age for an interest in males. If there had been an interesting Andalite around, I'd have cared nothing about Dak.


  There are no Andalite males, I reminded myself, and even if there were, you have no choice but to care about Dak. At the very best, the fleet would take two months to arrive. And this strange, bladed creature is your only friend.


  Two months. If I could reach my people. If.


  And if I could not reach my people, could Dak reach his? Could the simple, placid Hork-Bajir be made to rise up and save themselves?


  Was Dak Hamee the seer ready to become Dak Hamee the general?


  Chapter 20 - Dak Hamee


  



  In the middle of the night I woke. I told Aldrea to sleep. And I waited.


  I did more thinking that night than I had ever done in my life. I had seen amazing things. I had seen terrible things. And now I understood that I had to do more than just follow Aldrea.


  I did not believe Aldrea was bad, not in the way the Yeerks were bad. But Aldrea had lied to me. Aldrea was an Andalite first, my friend second. And she was hungry for revenge against the Yeerks.


  It was up to me to figure out what to do to save my people. But I had no ideas. No Hork-Bajir had ever faced this problem before. I was helpless.


  I stood, thinking, for hours. Then, slowly, the diffuse light from below was replaced by a brighter, cleaner light from above.


  It took me a while before I realized that somehow, the light really was from above, even though I knew there were thousands of feet of rock above me.


  I craned my neck back and looked up.


  "Aldrea! Wake up!"


  Aldrea's eyes snapped open. All four of them. The stalk eyes slowly turned to look upward.


  There, in the center of the vast, domed roof, was a hole. The hole was the bottom of a shaft. The shaft was as big as the trunk of the Tribe Tree.


  Without speaking, we moved beneath the shaft and looked straight up. Up into clear, open sky, thousands of feet above us. So far away that the circle of sky looked smaller than Aldrea's eye.


  But the shaft itself was filled with light. It glittered. It seemed almost to be alive, as though the walls of the shaft were moving and each movement sparkled.


  <Like diamonds,> Aldrea said.


  Light glowed from the shaft, and slowly the walls of the vast cavern became visible. I had expected smooth, gray or tan rock. But this was not mere rock. The walls of the cavern were covered entirely in swatches and patterns of strange colors. Blues, greens, oranges. Not smooth at all, but quilted.


  Peering closer, I could see that all the patches of color were of a similar shape: short wings . . . arms . . . feet . . . heads!


  <They're alive!> Aldrea cried.


  The walls of the cavern were covered in living creatures of every imaginable shade.


  Then, in a moment I shall remember for all of my life, the creatures woke up. At the same instant, ten thousand eyes opened. Each glittered like a star. Ten thousand glittering eyes stared down at us from left and right and above.


  Down they came, slowing their fall with their short wings. Each of them was no more than half my height, but there were so many!


  They fell and fell and fell, landing noiselessly. They stood on four legs. They had two elongated arms. They had faces dominated by the glittering eyes and small, red mouths.


  "They're chadoos!" I blurted. "Like large chadoos. But so colorful!"


  <Not chadoos, just distant relatives, I think,> Aldrea said.


  The creatures began to walk past us, ignoring us as if we weren't there. They were heading calmly out of the cavern, turning left or right along the walkway outside.


  But half a dozen of the creatures headed straight for us. One in brilliant purple spoke.


  "What are you doing here?" he asked.


  "He speaks my language," I said to Aldrea.


  "How I communicate is irrelevant," he or she said. "You heard me. You understand. Therefore, answer my question."


  "We are . . . I mean, I am from above."


  "Yes, yes, I'm not an idiot. You are a Hork-Bajir. What are you doing here, Hork-Bajir? There are no trees here. There is no bark for you to eat."


  I shrugged. I looked at Aldrea, waiting for her to jump in. But she seemed as taken aback as I was. "They were chasing us. We came here to escape."


  "Who was chasing you?"


  <Yeerks,> Aldrea said.


  "What are you?" the creature asked Aldrea.


  <I am Andalite.>


  "This is not your place, Andalite. It is not your place, Hork-Bajir. Leave."


  The creature turned and began to walk away.


  "No," I said.


  The creature stopped.


  "No?"


  "No," I said firmly. "You will explain who you are. What this place is."


  "We are the Arn," the creature said. "I am named Quatzhinnikon."


  <Do you realize that the Hork-Bajir don't even know you exist?> Aldrea demanded.


  "Of course they don't. We don't want them to know. That's why we created the various species of creatures who live in the zone of separation. We wanted to keep the Hork-Bajir on their side of the zone. Now I must go. I have work to do."


  He started once again to leave. I grabbed him. I wasn't rough, but I was firm.


  "Ahh! Ahhh!" Quatzhinnikon cried. A dozen Arn turned to stare. They were horrified, afraid.


  "Answer our questions," I said.


  "Are you threatening me?" Quatzhinnikon whimpered.


  I started to say "No, of course not." But Aldrea answered for me.


  <Yes, we're threatening you, and you appear to be appropriately frightened. So answer our questions and spare us the arrogance.>


  Quatzhinnikon gave her a poisonous look with his glittering, diamond eyes. "You are not part of the balance. You will upset everything. I will not help you."


  In a flash, Aldrea's tail was at the small creature's throat. <We're in a hurry. We don't have time to be diplomatic. So let me make this simple for you - Answer us, or I will twitch my tail and your head will go rolling across this floor. Do you understand?>


  I can't say I was completely shocked. I'd begun to get a fuller picture of Andalites in general and Aldrea in particular. But Quatzhinnikon was definitely shocked.


  "Everything will fail now," he moaned. "The careful balance we've built!"


  But he told us what we wanted to know. He answered our questions.


  When he was done, I wished he hadn't.


  Chapter 21 - Aldrea


  



  We went to a different place, along a walkway, down more stairs. Just another Arn hole in the wall, at first. But then Quatzhinnikon touched a blue pad set into one wall.


  The wall opened.


  Behind the wall was a long, long room, dug deep into the bedrock. The room was filled with row after row of long cylinders. The cylinders were covered in dust. It had been a very long time since anyone had been there.


  Quatzhinnikon walked past the cylinders, row after row of them. At the far end of the room I saw what could only be a large computer console.


  <Well, well,> I said. <Not simple cave dwellers after all, are you?>


  Quatzhinnikon went to the console and stepped confidently up to a bank of strange controls. He pressed several buttons. And on the wall behind him, a huge viewscreen appeared.


  It showed a lush, green and blue planet in orbit around a red giant star.


  "Twelve thousand years ago," Quatzhinnikon said.


  The screen showed something new twirling through space. An asteroid. It was impossible to judge the relative size, but it was big.


  "An asteroid in unstable orbit," Quatzhinnikon explained. "Each year, another near miss. We knew it would hit us. We tried to build spacecraft to escape. But we failed to manage anything more than local spaceflight. We were interested in biology, not physics. We made it as far as the uninhabitable second moon. No farther. So all we could do was wait. And recalculate the orbit and wait some more. And then . . ."


  On the screen we saw the asteroid suddenly plow straight into the planet. The impact was shocking. The entire planet shuddered. Pieces of it went flying off into space. A vast cloud of dust and smoke enveloped the planet, slowly settling over the course of years.


  When the dust and smoke cleared, the planet was very much changed. Huge cracks had formed from the impact of the asteroid. Huge cracks that formed a belt of valleys around the planet.


  "Much of the atmosphere was gone," Quatzhinnikon explained. "A few thousand of us had waited on the moon, frozen in stasis. We awoke to find that." He pointed at the planet.


  "We returned to our home world to find everyone dead. Our entire species. The air was unbreathable, except in the valleys. But even there, the balance was precarious. A hair too much carbon dioxide, a shade too little nitrogen, and even the impact valleys would die.


  "So we went to work to understand this new environment. We needed a mechanism for controlling the atmosphere."


  <The trees,> I said. I knew then where this was going. I turned one stalk eye to look at Dak. He had not figured it out yet. Should I silence the Arn? Should I stop him before he revealed the truth to Dak?


  "Yes, of course. The trees," Quatzhinnikon agreed. "Different species, each subtly different in its use of carbon dioxide and its production of oxygen. The perfect balance, the perfect mix, that's what we needed. But they would require constant care. And we were not willing to become a race of tree-herders."


  Quatzhinnikon seemed to hesitate. As if he had read the doubts in my own mind. Should Dak know the truth?


  <So you created a race of tree-herders,> I said. <Right here, in this room.>


  "Yes. In this room we used all our genetic skill to design and build a species that would be perfectly adapted to caring for the trees, preserving them. We made them bark-eaters. We gave them bodies perfectly adapted to the task."


  Dak's eyes widened. He looked at me, disbelief on his face. I nodded slightly.


  <Yes, Dak,> I said. <This is your creator.>


  Dak looked at the Arn in shock. But he did not fall to his knees or tremble in awe. He was surprised, not impressed.


  <Why the monsters?> I asked.


  "To keep the Hork-Bajir separate from us," Quatzhinnikon said. "You see, intelligence was not necessary for tree-herders. The Hork-Bajir, as we called them, were intellectually inferior. We felt it was best if they lived in ignorance of us. So for twelve thousand years they have lived beyond the blue mist, kept away by the genetically engineered horrors they call monsters."


  I swear I was ready to show the self-satisfied creature my tail blade. <You arrogant, contemptible -> I began.


  To my surprise, Dak cut me off with a raised hand. "You created the Hork-Bajir?"


  "Yes," Quatzhinnikon said. "Or at least my people did."


  "Then you need us," Dak said flatly.


  Quatzhinnikon looked warily at the towering Hork-Bajir. "Yes. I suppose that's true."


  "The Hork-Bajir will be destroyed. Enslaved and taken from this planet," Dak said. "You will lose your tree-herders. The Yeerks are already destroying us."


  Quatzhinnikon shrugged. "What can we do? We have no weapons."


  "The monsters," Dak said. "You control them, don't you? How else would you be able to keep them within the narrow band that separates your people from mine?"


  Now it was my turn to be surprised. That had not occurred to me. But Dak was right! The Arn had control of the so-called monsters.


  Quatzhinnikon gave Dak a hard look. "Of course. You're one of the smart ones, aren't you? A seer. We never could entirely eradicate that one bundle of genes. We did our best, but still, from time to time, one of you will arise."


  "Yes, I am a seer," Dak said calmly.


  "You're a freak, is what you are," Quatzhinnikon said. "A dangerously unstable element. It was our one great failure: One in ten thousand Hork-Bajir is born with intelligence that rivals that of the Arn."


  "How do you control the monsters?" Dak asked.


  "You'll ruin everything!"


  "I will save my people," Dak said. "In saving them, I may save yours as well. The Yeerks will not be frightened off by the blue mist and children's stories of Father Deep. They will come for you next. Help us now and you may live."


  Later I complimented Dak. <You have learned to go right to the point. You've learned to always keep your own goals in mind and not be distracted.>


  "Yes," he said. "I am beginning to learn ruthlessness. I have had a very good example to follow."


  I knew what he meant. But I wasn't going to acknowledge it. What could I do? Laugh and say, <Yes, we Andalites certainly are good teachers when it comes to ruthless self-interest.> It might have been true, but it would have been stupid to admit it.


  He'd caught me off guard. I didn't know what to say. <Y-y-yes, the, um, the Yeerks are good examples of ruthlessness, aren't they?> I stammered.


  Dak smiled.


  Chapter 22 - Esplin 9466


  



  Fitting in with the Hork-Bajir had been pitifully easy. The host body I'd taken was named Fet Mashar. His friends had seen him taken into a fighter. They had seen him being dragged away by Gedds.


  And yet when I reappeared among them very few questions were asked. I simply said, "I am back." And the Hork-Bajir would say, "Yes, you are back."


  I began to realize that we Yeerks would have a very great advantage as we went conquering through the galaxy. We might come across races that were smarter, more powerful, more dangerous than the Hork-Bajir. In those cases, we could infiltrate slowly. Take one host at a time, build slowly, never letting our victims know what was happening until it was too late.


  But those tactics were hardly necessary here. We were able to simply set up a ground base and do business in the open. We were capturing and infesting a hundred Hork-Bajir a day. That number would rise every day as we acquired more and more Hork-Bajir hosts to do the hard work.


  In fact, even my efforts to infiltrate the Hork-Bajir were unnecessary. The first Hork-Bajir I asked gave me the name of Dak Hamee as the Hork-Bajir who'd been in touch with the Andalites.


  Dak Hamee and a friend of his named Jagil. We looked for Jagil to infest him, but he couldn't be found. Nevertheless, we were soon quite sure of the name Dak Hamee.


  Dak Hamee was not my main concern, though. It was the Andalite I wanted. And I learned her name, too.


  Aldrea. She was, as she had said, the daughter of Prince Seerow.


  The irony was too perfect. The fool Seerow, who had blathered on about peace and brotherhood while Akdor and the others had prepared to attack, had a daughter. Obviously, the daughter was less a fool than her father had been.


  But had she somehow survived the trip into the mist? No one had seen her these last two days. There would be an armed expedition into the mist once we were strong enough. For now there was the simple work of rounding up Hork-Bajir from all over the valley and bringing them to our hastily dug Yeerk pool.


  This new Yeerk pool had not been easy to create. The ground was at such a slant we'd have had to dig out thousands of tons of dirt. So a better way was found. We used a shredder to cut down a big, hollow tree the Hork-Bajir used to communicate. The tree fell sideways, landing level.


  It rolled to a stop, held back by the other trees. After that it was a simple matter to burn away the outer covering on the top, creating a very long, narrow Yeerk pool.


  It was, actually, an impressive sight. The tree was over a thousand feet long to begin with. We burned away most of that, but it still left us with a two-hundred-foot-long log. Lying on its side, the trunk towered overhead, more than sixty feet. We built stairs going up one side and down the other, with narrow platforms around the open pool.


  We did all that. But we did not mount shredder cannon on this log. Nor did we keep a secure perimeter. Why bother? The Hork-Bajir were completely harmless.


  I was not in command of the Yeerk pool. I was not responsible for what came next. Although, to be honest, I wouldn't have thought to do anything different. Still, I wasn't blamed. The Yeerk who was blamed was later executed. He was slowly starved of Kandrona rays. Very slowly. It took him weeks to die.


  However, I was there that terrible evening. I was there, laughing and joking with other excited new Hork-Bajir-Controllers. We all loved these host bodies. We were all sure these hosts would make us the match of Andalites in personal combat.


  With these bodies we could build the things we could never have built with clumsy Gedd hosts. We would build our own weapons. Our own ships! Vast, powerful ships that would make the galaxy tremble.


  All the races of the galaxy would be our hosts. Our slaves. And when we were strong enough, we would go after the arrogant overlords, the meddling fools whose fleet kept our home world imprisoned. In our lifetimes we would attack, defeat, and enslave the Andalites.


  It all seemed so easy then. Ten minutes later, we knew better.


  I was standing by the edge of the pool, joking with my twin. Yes, of course, I am a twin. But I am the primary. He is the secondary.


  We were talking about tactics for fighting with Hork-Bajir blades when we heard the cries.


  I peered into the darkness beneath the towering trees.


  "Aaarrrgghh! Aaahhh! Help! Help!"


  The cries of several voices. All terrified. All panicked. Followed by the sizzling noise of shredder fire. And beneath all that, a low rumbling roar.


  I saw Hork-Bajir and Gedds running our way. Stumbling as they ran. I loosened my shredder in its holster.


  And then they appeared. You can have no possible idea how horrifying that sight was.


  A line of creatures advanced. But creatures like nothing I had ever imagined. Huge, freakish, foul creatures with twisted bodies and massive hands and bristling horns.


  But as frightening as this weird army was, what frightened me more, what made it all seem terribly dangerous, was a small, bluish-purple figure standing at the head of this mob.


  A single Andalite girl. Beside her stood a lumbering Hork-Bajir I assumed must be Dak Hamee.


  It was Aldrea. The daughter of Seerow.


  She seemed beautiful to me. Is that strange? I suppose it is. But there is a compelling beauty in the sight of someone seemingly so small and yet so dangerous.


  And even I, her enemy, could not help being impressed by the sweet irony of it all. Seerow, who had freed us without knowing his peril, was now replaced by Aldrea, who would send us back to the Yeerk pools. Or to death.


  Yes, there was something beautiful in that small, delicate, dangerous creature.


  Someday, I would tell her how I'd felt at this awful moment. Someday, I would live inside her head and I would tell her that I had admired her on this day.


  Someday, when she was my host.


  Chapter 23 - Aldrea


  



  It took us a day to learn the mind-control techniques the Arn used to control their monsters. Mind-amplifier implants were placed just under the skin of our scalps. We trained at broadcasting simple commands and simple images to the genetic freaks the Arn had created.


  It took another two days to assemble the creatures from all around the valley. In the end, we had more than a hundred.


  They were a circus of twisted DNA. The Arn had not missed a trick.


  The Jubba-Jubba, like the three-fingered monstrosity that had attacked us.


  The Galilash, fourteen feet tall, with green-and-red reptilian flesh and razored tentacles.


  The Gorks, only three feet tall but twenty feet across, shuffling, twelve-legged horrors with snapping, extending mouths on all sides.


  There was a monster called a Lerdethak, a bizarre tangle of living vines surrounding a ravening mouth.


  And then there were things the Hork-Bajir had never seen long enough to name. Things with mouths that could chew down a tree, things with needle-sharp quills ten feet long, things that squirted acid.


  It was a sad, sick collection. In a better world, a world of peace and justice, someone would have punished the Arn for what they had done. Twisting life to make monsters is an evil thing to do.


  But their evil served our purpose.


  We had an army.


  We advanced up the slope, up out of the mist. A hundred nightmares behind Dak and me. Silent and relentless, we advanced.


  <I hope I get the opportunity to see the expression on the faces of the Yeerks who see us first,> I said. <I want to see what they think of this!>


  "They will be afraid," Dak said. "So will my people."


  <You have to try and get your people to come along with us. To fight beside us.>


  "How do I do this?"


  <Show them. Show them what to do and they will do it.>


  We had miles to climb before we'd reach the Yeerk camp. Hork-Bajir hid in the trees above us, cowering, staring, whimpering as the army of terror marched beneath them.


  <Call up to them, Dak,> I said. <You are their seer. This is your moment!>


  He gave me a look I'd seen more and more often from him. A look of sullen anger, resentment.


  That was to be expected. I understood. He resisted turning to violence. That just meant he was a decent creature. But he would come to see the necessity of fighting. He would see I was correct. When the Yeerks were destroyed and his people were free once more, he would see.


  <Call up to them. Tell them not to be afraid,> I said again.


  Dak raised his face up to the trees. "Do not fear! I am Dak Hamee. I am the seer, sent to teach and to lead. Do not be afraid! These monsters will not harm you. We go to destroy the invaders! We go to kill the Yeerks!"


  Still the Hork-Bajir clung to the bark and the branches.


  "Follow us," Dak cried. "Stay in the trees, but follow us! Watch us and learn!"


  <Watch your seer!> I yelled in bold thought-speak. <Watch him and do as he does. He is the seer! The seer has been sent to lead you. Watch him and do as he does. Watch Dak Hamee, and do as he does! Do as he does! Do as he does!>


  "You've come to understand we Hork-Bajir very well in so short a time," Dak said coldly. "A simple, repeated message for a simple people."


  <They need to understand,> I said. <We are getting close.>


  I could feel the Yeerk camp ahead of us. I could smell the stale stink of the Yeerk pool.


  <When the battle begins I will race for the closest parked spacecraft,> I explained. <The most important thing is that we get a message out to the Andalite fleet. Everything rests on that. It will be up to you to carry on the battle, once it has started. You must not weaken. Attack, attack, attack. Don't give the Yeerks a chance to regroup. Don't forget: The Hork-Bajir in that camp are not Hork-Bajir. They are Yeerks.>


  Dak nodded his horned head. "Have you fought in many battles, Aldrea?"


  I was surprised by the question. <No. Of course not. But I have studied ->


  "Have you ever killed a fellow Andalite?"


  <No! Why would you ->


  "You ask me to kill my own people today and to lead my people in killing their brothers," Dak said. "You say they are not Hork-Bajir, but Yeerks. But when the dead have given up their souls to Mother Sky, there will be Hork-Bajir bodies lying dead."


  <Dak, we've been over this and over this!> I exploded. <It's too late to be worrying about all that. This is a war! If you want your people to survive, you will ->


  "Be quiet, Aldrea," Dak said.


  He didn't shout. He said it calmly, in a low voice.


  "These are my people who will die today. Be quiet, Andalite. Be quiet."


  Chapter 24 - Dak Hamee


  



  We marched up the valley. We marched beneath the trees. In the branches overhead, more and more Hork-Bajir were following us. Hundreds now. All watching, waiting.


  They were chanting as they swung from branch to branch. They were chanting "Do as he does. Do as he does."


  Aldrea had done her job well. She had created a simple instruction for my fellow Hork-Bajir. She was very clever. The Andalites are a very clever species. Like the Yeerks. Like the Arn.


  We had been created by one brilliant species, invaded and enslaved by another. And now a third was using us.


  But as I marched I saw no way out. That was what made me feel as sick as someone who has eaten yellow bark. There was no other way for us. We had become tools to be used by smarter, more powerful species.


  "Do as he does, do as he does."


  Suddenly, they were right there in front of us. They had cut down the Speaking Tree. It lay across our path uphill, held in place by a pair of Stoola trees.


  Hork-Bajir armed with shredders stood atop the felled Nawin tree and gaped down at us. Other Hork-Bajir fled before us, rushing back to their brothers. A few fired shredders at us. One monster lost an arm. It meant nothing.


  We stopped just a few dozen yards from the felled tree. We could see the enemy clearly. They could see us.


  There were only twenty or thirty Hork-Bajir-Controllers that I could see. But Aldrea had warned that more would arrive quickly. And, I knew, the Yeerk pool they'd built in the bowels of the felled tree would hold hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Yeerks in their natural state.


  Beyond the tree, to the left, was a spacecraft. Aldrea said it had been an Andalite spacecraft. That was her goal.


  She remained silent beside me, but I could feel her agitation, her eagerness.


  "Are you ready, Aldrea?" I asked.


  <Yes.>


  I focused my mind as the Arn had taught us to do. I sent the simple instruction to the hulking army of monsters behind us. Their brains, simpler than even the simplest Hork-Bajir, understood the one-word order: Kill.


  "Kill," I said, looking at Aldrea.


  She did not look back at me. Instead she focused all her eyes forward. <For my mother. For my brother. For my father, Prince Seerow. KILL!>


  We surged forward, a mass of demons. We surged up the hill. Great, powerful monsters, careless of gravity, bounded and slithered and shuffled and leaped at the Yeerks.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  Shredders fired.


  RrrrAAAWWWRRRRR! A monster screamed as it burst into flame.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  I felt shredder blasts hit the ground beside me. But now I was running - terrified, but running forward.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  "Aaahhhh!" I cried as a near miss burned a semicircle in my shoulder.


  <Attack!> Aldrea screamed.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW! TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  Shredder fire everywhere. A Jubba-Jubba exploded! A Lerdethak twisted, burning, writhing. But the monsters were under our control. They were incapable of running away.


  Only a dozen yards to the felled tree.


  Nine yards.


  Five!


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  Aldrea raced straight for the felled Nawin tree. The monsters were all around us. I felt I must be losing my mind.


  "Aarrrrrggghhh!" A vast, yellow beast looked down to see a hole through its own stomach. A hole that smoked and sizzled.


  We had reached the tree! It was a curved wall above us.


  Up the stairs I ran, now screaming. Screaming in some mix of terror and hatred.


  A Jubba-Jubba simply climbed up the side of the tree, passing me and leaping on the stunned defenders. The Jubba-Jubba grabbed the nearest Hork-Bajir-Controller, opened his vast mouth, and swallowed him from head to waist.


  More monsters clambered up. Hork-Bajir-Controllers broke and ran. But others were rushing up from behind, trying to hold the line.


  I was atop the Nawin tree. I could see the way the Yeerks had cut into it, opening it up to create a pool. It was not water - not water as I knew it, anyway. It was as dark as dirt, heavy, slow. And within it I saw flashes of slugs rippling here and there.


  Yeerks. As Aldrea had told me. Those were Yeerks.


  I stood atop the tree and looked around me. Aldrea racing for the parked fighter. Monsters killing and being killed. Hork-Bajir-Controllers firing shredders in panic as they were torn apart. Screaming, roaring, crying, shouting!


  And up in the trees, hundreds of my fellow Hork-Bajir, all watching. Not understanding, but watching to see what I would do.


  "Do as he does," they murmured still.


  "Die!"


  A shout from behind me. I spun. A Hork-Bajir-Controller, rushing at me, blades flashing.


  I ducked beneath the swinging arc of his wrist blade.


  I rose up, pushed his head back, and kicked into his stomach with my foot. The claws opened him up. He fell from the tree, rolled down the side, and landed at the feet of a Galilash. The Galilash . . .


  It doesn't matter what the Galilash did.


  What matters is that my people, the people I was to lead as seer, had seen what I did.


  "Do as he does!" they cried.


  They began to drop from the trees. And then the final horror began.


  Chapter 25 - Aldrea


  



  The battle raged!


  I raced along the front of the log Yeerk pool. Between raging monsters and shouting, shredder-firing Hork-Bajir-Controllers.


  I had never experienced anything like it before. It was not what I had expected. The shouts and cries. The moans of pain. Brilliant explosions going off everywhere. The smell of charred flesh.


  I ran in panic, only barely remembering my goal. I reached the end of the log and turned right, racing uphill again toward the fighter that was parked there.


  No guards! The Yeerks who should have been protecting the fighter had rushed to join the battle. A fatal mistake!


  I ran for the fighter. The Yeerks had even left the hatch open. It was incredible. So easy!


  I plowed inside, skidding to a halt. The noise of battle seemed farther off now. Like it was happening somewhere else entirely. I heard less shredder fire.


  Focus, Aldrea, I told myself. I was trembling. I stood before the communications panel. The Yeerks had altered some of the controls, but it was still basically a familiar Andalite panel.


  <Computer, activate communications array,> I ordered. <Outgoing message. First address: Andalite home world. Priority one, two-way communication demanded. Second address: Andalite space fleet. Priority one, two-way communication demanded.>


  <Ready,> the computer said.


  <Open channels,> I said.


  <Channels open. Begin message.>


  I faced the panel. I tried to compose my expression. I knew I must look pretty wild. More to the point, I looked young. And female. The Andalite military was almost entirely male.


  <This is Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan. I am communicating from the Hork-Bajir home world. I ->


  Out of the corner of one stalk eye I saw the threatening shape loom up behind me. I spun and whipped my tail around. But the Hork-Bajir-Controller was quick. He blocked my tail blade.


  He delivered a backhanded blow that connected solidly with my face. My legs buckled. I fell to my knees.


  "I don't think I can allow you to call for help, Aldrea, daughter of Seerow."


  My head was spinning. But even as I slumped over onto the deck, I thought, Why isn't he using his blades on me? He could easily destroy me.


  The Hork-Bajir-Controller pressed one of his claw feet down on my upper body, pinning me down, helpless, unable to reach him with my tail.


  "Computer. Terminate communication."


  <Communication terminated.>


  The Hork-Bajir-Controller looked down at me. "You've caused a lot of trouble, Andalite. Your friends are busily butchering my people out there."


  <Go ahead. You want to kill me. Go ahead!> I cried with a lot more courage than I really felt. I was sick with fear. And just plain sick from the spinning in my head.


  "Kill you? No, no, no. Not me," he said. "I don't want to kill you. I want to make you my host. I will be the first Andalite-Controller ever. I will have complete access to your every secret, to all the scientific and technical knowledge you possess. See, I've studied you Andalites. I admire you."


  He didn't want to kill me? Then there might be time. Just maybe enough time. I had to stall him. Distract -


  WHUMPF! The kick came without warning.


  <Argghhh!> I groaned. I nearly passed out.


  "Terribly sorry, but I need you to stay put. I'm going to power up this fighter and use its shredders to cut down your little army of DNA mistakes."


  The kick had knocked the wind out of me. I think I actually did pass out, but only briefly. I couldn't move, but I could still think. And what I thought of was a single, simple picture.


  The picture of a Jubba-Jubba monster.


  The Yeerk was busy powering up the shredders. And then busy using the fighter's maneuvering thrusters to turn it toward the battle, bringing the shredders to bear.


  One blast from the powerful shredders at this point-blank range would end the battle. He was actually laughing to himself as he brought the weapons around.


  Then he noticed.


  "Aaahhh!" He jumped back, eyes wide in disbelief.


  I was halfway morphed. Halfway morphed into a Jubba-Jubba monster.


  <I don't guess you Yeerks know about this bit of new technology yet,> I said.


  "What are you doing?"


  I reached for him and closed my huge, three-fingered hand around his neck.


  <What am I doing? Destroying you, Yeerk. This is for my brother. For my mother. And for my father.> I tightened my grip. The power in my hand was incredible! I could easily have ripped him apart. I felt the dull monster mind, barely more than a flicker of simplest intelligence, not even sentient. I felt its blunt violence. Its powerful DNA-encoded urge to destroy.


  But I had practiced the morph. I knew how to dominate the monster's instincts. I knew how to keep my own Andalite mind in complete control. And that proved to be a mistake.


  The monster would have snuffed out the life of the Yeerk without a second thought. But I was an Andalite. We are not beasts. The Hork-Bajir-Controller's tongue lolled out. He flailed helplessly. His eyes rolled up into his head. He stopped thrashing.


  I released my pressure. And I still felt the life in his neck.


  I carried him to the hatch and threw him outside. I closed the hatch and secured it. And then I demorphed.


  <Computer, resume previous communication.>


  <Begin message.>


  <This is Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan. I am communicating from the Hork-Bajir world. Designation Sector Five, RG-Two-One-Five-Seven-Eight-Four. Prince Seerow, his wife, and son have been killed. I am his daughter.>


  A face had appeared on the screen before me. A young warrior, oozing arrogance.


  <The announcement of Prince Seerow's death is hardly a priority-one message,> he sneered. <Priority one is reserved for messages of the utmost ->


  I was not feeling patient. I'd been punched, kicked, and stomped. <Then maybe this will be important enough for you: The Yeerks are here. Here in force, in orbit, and on the ground.>


  The young warrior nearly fell over. <What?>


  <I said the Yeerks are here.>


  Chapter 26 - Dak Hamee


  



  The monsters were cut down, one by one, falling over each other, piles of twisted, hideous flesh.


  But the Hork-Bajir dropped from the trees and did as I had shown them: They attacked the Hork-Bajir-Controllers. The first battle in all the history of our people. The first time any Hork-Bajir had killed another.


  I saw the parked fighter begin to turn. Then it stopped.


  I saw a fighter come swooping down from the sky. It hovered above the trees, but did not open fire. The reason was simple: It did not know whom to shoot. Or how. Both sides were intermingled in terrifying hand-to-hand combat.


  Then the parked fighter began to turn again. The swooping shredder mounts came to bear on us. I waited, wondering who was holding the trigger of those powerful weapons.


  Then, a faint thought-speak voice, weak from being so far away. <Dak! Get off the log! Get all your people off the log!>


  "Everyone down! Follow me!" I yelled. I leaped to the ground and dozens of my people followed. We ran a short distance down the hill. The Yeerks atop the log cheered. They thought we were retreating.


  The fighter fired.


  TSEEEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  The shredder beams sliced into and through the Nawin tree. The beams hit the liquid of the Yeerk pool inside. A huge explosion of steam followed.


  "Aaaaarrrrrggggghhhhh!" Hork-Bajir-Controllers screamed. They fell. Some ran away. Others struggled to get to their feet but were jumped by four, five, six of my fellow Hork-Bajir.


  Suddenly, the log broke in two. It broke open, gushing the contents of the Yeerk pool out onto the ground. The heavy gray water rolled down toward us like the runoff from a rainstorm.


  It washed over my feet. Over my toes. But it left behind a pile of slithering, squirming slugs. The Yeerks of the pool were now helpless upon the ground.


  I did not give the order. My friend Jagil did. Gentle, fearful Jagil. He had learned a great deal in twenty minutes of combat.


  "Kill them!" he cried. "Kill them! Do as Dak Hamee has done. Kill them!"


  The remaining Controllers ran. Ran for their lives. Ran screaming through the trees. I don't know how many survived. Maybe none.


  And my people set about stomping and cutting up the Yeerks who lay on the ground. It was like some nightmare dance.


  Now, at last, the hovering fighter had found a target. It fired at the parked fighter. The blast annihilated the parked ship's shredders. The hatch opened and Aldrea came running out just as the hovering ship fired again and blew the grounded ship apart.


  More fighters were coming down. They were landing and disgorging fresh Hork-Bajir Controllers and Gedd-Controllers.


  Aldrea came running, breathless. <Time to get out of here!> she cried. <We've accomplished what we wanted.>


  I watched her as she realized what was happening to the Yeerk slugs. What my people were doing to them. Her face changed color. Her breathing stopped. She would not look at me.


  "Yes, quite an accomplishment," I said.


  <We have to get out of here,> she said in a flat tone.


  "To the trees!" I roared to my people. "To the trees!"


  They pulled back reluctantly from the slaughter. But they obeyed.


  Obeyed. Me. Hork-Bajir who had never known the word "obedience" now obeyed me. Because I was the seer? Because I was wiser than they? No. Because I had destroyed their past and now they had no choice but to follow me into a future they could not imagine.


  The monsters in our valley were destroyed that day. Only a very few survived. But that was all right, because we didn't need monsters anymore. We had become them.


  Chapter 27 - Aldrea


  



  Seven months passed, and the fleet did not come. Not the two months I had expected.


  Perhaps Zero-space had shifted, leaving the Hork-Bajir home world farther away than it had been. That happens frequently. Or maybe the princes simply didn't believe me. Or maybe, maybe, maybe. I went through every "maybe" I could think of. And still the fleet did not come.


  Seven months passed, during which Dak Hamee and I learned the techniques of guerrilla warfare: 1) Strike with the element of surprise at the enemy's weak point. 2) Withdraw before the counterattack can begin. 3) Use the population for support, regardless of reprisals.


  We trained a hard core of Hork-Bajir. We called it the Hork-Bajir army. We captured Yeerk shredders. We attacked Yeerk ground bases. We hid in the trees or among the resentful, fearful Arn. We were brave and resourceful. But we were losing.


  The Yeerks moved into other valleys. We spread the resistance, but we were never fast enough. The Yeerks were spreading through the Hork-Bajir like a virus. They had thousands, tens of thousands of Hork-Bajir hosts.


  And we began to notice other things. The shredders we captured were being altered. The Yeerks called this new weapon a "Dracon beam." It did not kill as cleanly as a shredder. It caused more pain.


  And even more ominous, huge excavations were occurring. The Yeerks were mining. Iron, uranium, nickel, bauxite. Diamonds and rubies. They were building stronger bases. And from the far side of the planet, we heard stories of vast constructions.


  I had very little doubt what the Yeerks were building, and eventually we had proof: They were building more spacecraft. Craft that would be manned by Hork-Bajir-Controllers and armed with the new Dracon beam weapon.


  The Yeerks had learned very fast. They had Andalite, Skrit Na, Ongachic, and Hawjabran technology to dissect. And now they were no longer held back by a lack of hosts.


  It was a dark day. Mother Sky was weeping, sending down tears to soothe Father Deep's anger. It was raining.


  Our little army came back from a harassing attack. We retreated to the dwellings of the Arn, carrying a badly wounded warrior.


  Quatzhinnikon greeted us in the vast cavern where we had first met him. It was still daylight and his people were awake and about.


  "Why have you come back here again?"


  <We have a wounded warrior here,> I said. The Arn had lost none of their skill in biology. We'd suffered very few wounds they couldn't treat successfully.


  "I have told you. You are not welcome here. You will bring your war to us."


  "It will come anyway, Quatzhinnikon," Dak said. "The Yeerks are more powerful every day. How long do you think it will be until they tire of enslaving Hork-Bajir and begin making hosts of the Arn?"


  The small, purple creature smiled smugly. "A very long time now, seer of the Hork-Bajir. We have been busy. We have not rested." He turned a cold, dismissive look on me. "And we have not put our faith in your never-appearing Andalite fleet, either. We no longer fear the Yeerks."


  My first thought was that the Arn had invented some powerful weapon. But no, the Arn were not builders of weapons. They were creators of life, however twisted.


  <Explain. But first, tend to this injured Hork-Bajir.>


  "We have altered our own DNA," Quatzhinnikon said complacently. "We have altered our own physiology. We have weakened a blood vessel in our own brains to the point where any increase in cranial pressure will cause the vessel to rupture. Should a Yeerk attempt to enter any Arn brain, the vessel will rupture and the Arn will die. A dead host is of no use to the Yeerks. Therefore they will leave us in peace. All Arn in all the valleys of this world will be altered this way within days."


  For a moment, I stared. Then I laughed. <Fool. Do you think the Yeerks will let you live here on a world they intend to possess?>


  Quatzhinnikon shrugged. "They will have no use for us."


  "Exactly," Dak said. "And what they do not need, they destroy."


  Quatzhinnikon's complacent face twitched. "Leave this place. You will find no help here."


  "I will kill him," Jagil said, glaring at Quatzhinnikon.


  "No," Dak said. "The Yeerks will kill him."


  "I will kill Yeerks," Jagil said. "I am a great Yeerk-killer!"


  "Yes, you are, my friend," Dak said sadly.


  "He is a great Yeerk-killer!" Delf Hajool echoed staunchly.


  Dak smiled at Delf Hajool, who stood beside Jagil. Delf and Jagil had become a couple. The Hork-Bajir pair off earlier in life than we Andalites.


  It was almost too painful to think of the future Jagil and Delf faced.


  I looked at Dak and felt a wave of self-pity. No future for Jagil and Delf. No future for Dak and me. In some ways we had become even closer, fighting side by side. But the easy fun, the trust, of our earlier times was gone. I often recalled the time when I had morphed a chadoo and climbed to the top of the Tribe Tree. I held on to that memory.


  We climbed wearily back up out of the Arn wall-city. We rested in the zone once inhabited by monsters and now empty. The wounded Hork-Bajir died. That night we found a tree away from any Yeerk concentrations. We dug a hole at the roots and buried him, in the Hork-Bajir tradition.


  I looked around at our small army: forty-two Hork-Bajir and me. Thirty-one of us armed with older-model shredders or newer Dracon beams. None of us without scars.


  We were winning small battles. We were losing the war. Soon there would not be enough of us left to carry on.


  The rain had stopped and the night sky had cleared by the time we emerged from the Arn wall-city.


  "Mother Sky's flowers are strange tonight," a Hork-Bajir named Had Kalpak said.


  I followed the direction of his gaze, turning one stalk eye skyward. Then, in a flash, all my eyes were lifted up.


  Mother Sky's flowers were strange, all right. Up against the black of space I saw the swift moving lights. And then, the bright beams of light and the tiny, silent, far-off explosion.


  <Space battle!> I cried. <There's a space battle going on in orbit!>


  Dak grabbed me, almost too roughly. "The Andalites?"


  I laughed. I laughed and laughed and danced around. <Well, it sure isn't the Skrit Na up there frying Yeerks!> I cried. <They've come! They've come! Everything is going to be all right. The fleet is here!>


  Chapter 28 - Dak Hamee


  



  Andalite fighters landed in the clearing where Aldrea's family had lived. They were battle scarred. But when the hatches opened, the Andalites who stepped out seemed confident.


  <You must be Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan,> one of them said. <Come with me. I'm Sofor. I'll take you to the prince.>


  <I'm glad to see you,> Aldrea said. <This is Dak Hamee, the seer of the Hork-Bajir people.>


  <Scary-looking brute,> Sofor said, looking me up and down. <Let's go, youngster. The prince is not known for his patience, and we had a hot welcome to this hellhole.>


  "Fortunately, we are patient," I said, stepping forward. "We've waited seven months for you to get here."


  <It speaks,> the Andalite warrior said. <Mouth-sounds, of course.> He turned to Aldrea again. <Say good-bye to your pet, young one, I have my orders.>


  <Dak is coming with me,> Aldrea said.


  "No," I interrupted. "I am not going with you. These are my people. This is my planet. And for seven months, it has been a Hork-Bajir war. You," I said, pointing at the arrogant Andalite, "you will tell your prince that we welcome him. We will be glad to meet him . . . when he comes here."


  I turned and walked away. I didn't know if Aldrea would follow me. But after a few seconds I heard her hooves on the grass beside me.


  <Was that wise, Dak? They've come to help.>


  "No. They've come to kill Yeerks. Not to help."


  <It's the same thing!>


  I stopped walking. "Listen to me, Aldrea. We are going to end up being pawns in this war between Yeerks and Andalites."


  <That's not going to happen. My people aren't like that,> she said.


  "We'll see," I said.


  Two hours later, a runner came swinging through the trees to tell me that a larger Andalite ship was landing in the clearing.


  <Happy now?> Aldrea asked me.


  I smiled. "It's a start."


  We returned to the clearing. We were taken aboard a rather beautiful Andalite warship unlike the others I'd seen. A name was on the hull in flowing Andalite script. It read Jahar.


  On board a large, powerful Andalite stood waiting. He glared at us with a look that could have been a shredder beam.


  <Alloran!> Aldrea gasped.


  <What do you mean by summoning me down here? When I give an order I expect it to be obeyed!> he roared. <And it's War-Prince Alloran to you, female child!>


  <My name is Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan. Daughter of Prince Seerow. This is Dak Hamee, seer of the Hork-Bajir people.>


  <I know who you are,> Alloran said. <And I regret your family's death. You are no doubt to be commended for having hidden out for seven months. We will reward whoever took care of you. Was it you, Hork-Bajir? Anything you want. You have our official thanks for hiding this female.> To Sofor and his other officers he added, <Get us out of here. Standard orbit. Sensor sweep as soon as we clear the atmosphere. There may still be one or two Yeerk ships left flying.>


  Aldrea turned a stalk eye toward me. I met her gaze and smiled.


  She had once promised to take me flying. Of course, it was a promise she'd intended as a bribe. And yet here it was, coming true at last.


  But I had no time to enjoy the moment. That made me sad. There'd been little enough to enjoy over these last seven months. Now, however, I had more important matters to deal with. I had to remain totally unimpressed. I had to be the seer of my people.


  "War-Prince Alloran," I said, in a friendly but not deferential tone. "You have a lot to learn. If you'd like, we can give you a briefing on the situation here."


  <A briefing? Ahh-hah-hah-hah! You'll tell me!>


  He and the other Andalites all laughed. I had to struggle to control my temper. Lately, I'd been having more and more trouble with anger.


  "There are seventeen Yeerk ground bases spread through fourteen valleys," I said. "There are three known mining camps where the Yeerks are busy extracting iron, bauxite, nickel, tin, copper, and uranium, as well as various gemstones I'm told are useful for focusing shredders. The largest construction area is two valleys west of here. It is well-camouflaged, having been dug back into the slope of the valley. We suspect that they have built fourteen fighter craft, based on a new design but similar in capabilities to your own Andalite fighters. These fighters are armed with two Dracon beam weapons, a blending of Andalite shredder technology with some Ongachic particle-wave technology."


  War-Prince Alloran stared. All the Andalites stared.


  "Shall I continue?"


  Alloran nodded his head slowly.


  "The Yeerks are also constructing a new type of ship, quite large, very heavily armed. It seems almost to have been inspired by Hork-Bajir physiology. We . . . Aldrea and I . . . have taken to calling it a Blade ship."


  <You've actually seen all this?> Sofor demanded.


  <Yes,> Aldrea answered.


  <How?>


  "We have attacked several of these bases," I said. "Others we have infiltrated."


  <Attacked Yeerk bases? What, the two of you?> Alloran said.


  <No, War-Prince Alloran,> Aldrea said proudly. <We attacked with the Hork-Bajir army. That's what we've been doing for the last seven months. Not hiding out.>


  "It has been a small army," I said. "We have had a total of eight hundred and twelve Hork-Bajir with us, at one time or another."


  <And now?>


  "Forty-two are with us now in this valley. Perhaps two hundred more are scattered in small groups in the other valleys. We have lost . . . many. Very many. I doubt we would have survived another month."


  <You've taken seventy-percent casualties?> one of the other Andalites asked, awestruck.


  "Yes." I closed my eyes. Had it been that many? Yes. Seven out of ten of the Hork-Bajir who'd rallied to me had died.


  I gazed through a transparent panel and saw my own planet for the first time. Was that my own valley? Or had we passed over some other valley already? Did it matter? Weren't all Hork-Bajir one people?


  <But now you're here,> Aldrea said enthusiastically. <Now we'll wipe the Yeerks off this planet!>


  Alloran sighed. <We would, if we were still facing the handful of ships the Yeerks had before. But if what you tell us is true . . . How many Hork-Bajir have been made into Yeerk hosts?>


  <We don't know. We estimate they have perhaps forty thousand. Forty thousand Hork-Bajir hosts, maybe twelve of their new Bug fighters up and flying . . . that's what we call them. And the Blade ship, which we think is just coming online. Plus the Andalite and Skrit Na ships they already had.>


  There was a long silence. A very long silence.


  <But . . . but you'll destroy them,> Aldrea said hopefully.


  <We have eight fighters, two transports, one re-supply ship, one repair ship. A total of less than a thousand warriors. We destroyed two Yeerk fighters on our way in.>


  <But that's not enough!> Aldrea cried.


  <Days after we heard your message from here we received intelligence reports that the Yeerk fleet was in Sector Two. The main fleet is there. We assumed that since . . . that because you . . .> He didn't finish.


  <I'm just a female. And the daughter of Prince Seerow. So you assumed I was a fool,> Aldrea said flatly.


  <It will take a year for the main fleet to get here, unless Z-space reconfigures,> one of the officers said.


  <This is going to be a tough little war,> Alloran said grimly. <A very tough little war.>


  <And it's starting right now!> Sofor cried. <We have multiple contacts, closing fast!>


  Chapter 29 - Esplin 9466


  



  "We have multiple contacts, Sub-Visser Twelve."


  I heard the title and swelled with pleasure. I had been newly promoted. Up from Sub-Visser Seventeen, my first command rank. It was a jump of five places! Sub-Vissers Sixteen and Fourteen had been promoted. Sub-Visser Thirteen had been killed in battle against Hork-Bajir rebels. Sub-Visser Fifteen was being executed for incompetence and cowardice.


  "Relay the sensor data to the Blade ship, Alahar-Seven-Eight-Six-Five," I ordered. It was just the two of us aboard the tiny Bug fighter. But I was in command. I was the twelfth highest ranking sub-visser. Beyond that there were nine vissers. But every day there were promotions. Every day new sub-vissers and vissers were added. We were growing! These were amazing, heady days.


  The only problems had come from the self-styled Hork-Bajir army led by that vile Andalite girl and Dak Hamee.


  I had underestimated them both. Especially Dak Hamee. We took more and more Hork-Bajir who had been close to him, and when we opened their memories we learned about the Hork-Bajir "seer."


  He had turned his people from peaceful, stupid herbivores into fearless and dangerous guerrilla fighters. I had not been able to catch the Andalite or the seer. I had not kept my promise to Akdor. But that no longer mattered. The great Akdor had been killed by a Hork-Bajir firing one of our own Dracon beams.


  And then, our second very unpleasant surprise. A small fleet of Andalite ships had popped out of Zero-space, shockingly close to the Hork-Bajir world.


  They had annihilated two of our ships in orbit. That's what had happened to Sub-Visser Fifteen. He'd been in charge of orbital defense. Sub-Visser Fifteen would die for his incompetence after a few more days of suffering.


  Slowly we'd come to realize that this was not the full Andalite fleet. This was a task force. Just fighters and transports. Faster than our ships, but not as heavily armed. And we had ground bases.


  "The Blade ship says they see the Andalites. Visser Four's orders are for all fighters to attack!"


  "Of course those are his orders," I grumbled. "Let the Andalites chew up the fighters and then he can come in with his Blade ship, finish the battle, and claim all the glory." There was nothing I could do about it.


  "Andalites," Alahar muttered unhappily. "Is it true that they control their ships with their thoughts?"


  I sighed. "The Andalites are very advanced, very powerful, very determined. But they are not unbeatable. Prepare to go to full space normal speed. On my signal . . . NOW!"


  We lit up our engines and hurtled along the arc of our orbit. Andalite ships ahead. My brother Yeerks all around us. The two fleets closed with shocking swiftness.


  I took the weapons station. I fit my Hork-Bajir hands around the stick. "Be ready. The Andalites will close to within five thousand meters. Then they will break formation and attempt to dive beneath us so they can shoot upward into our bellies."


  The Andalites came straight for us. Fifty thousand meters . . . forty thousand . . . thirty thousand . . . twenty thousand . . .


  Some of the other Bug fighters were already firing, the fools. But at this range the Andalite defensive shields were too strong. The Andalite ships flared, shrugging off the energy.


  Ten thousand meters . . . five thousand . . .


  SHWWWOOOOOM!


  The formation broke, just as I'd known it would. We were ready. I hit the altitude controls, dropped our nose, and fired!


  TSEEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  Twin beams of brilliant red light lanced toward the Andalite ship.


  BOOOOM!


  A hit! The Andalite fighter exploded into sizzling debris. I caught a split-second glance of an Andalite body hurtling by.


  "Yes! Now do you see? They are not unbeatable!" All the hours of studying the enemy was paying off.


  "Two of our Bug fighters destroyed," Alahar reported.


  That cooled my excitement somewhat. Two-to-one in favor of the Andalites. But the one kill had been mine! "Bring the ship around, but take us out of this orbit. Take us down a few miles. Let's see if we can draw the Andalites within range of our ground bases."


  "We have an Andalite fighter on our tail!"


  Down we went, down and down, till I could look down into one valley and see the trees. The Andalite stayed with us.


  "Evasive maneuvers!" I said.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  The shredders missed us by inches. We jigged left. We jigged right. But the Andalite pilot would not let go.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  "Ahhh! Ahhh! We've been hit! We've been hit!"


  "Give me a damage report, you coward!"


  "Um . . . um . . . left Dracon beam is out. Right side is still working."


  "Take us down . . . down to treetop level and head north along the valley."


  We dropped into the valley. Trees flashed by on both sides. The blue mist below swirled in our wake.


  The Andalite was on us . . . on us . . . setting up a shot . . .


  A single, massively powerful Dracon beam lanced from the ground and hit the pursuing Andalite. In the viewscreen I saw the right side of his ship explode. The Andalite pilot was still alive, still fighting to get some control when his wrecked fighter hit a thousand-foot-tall tree.


  "Take us back up!" I ordered.


  Needless to say, Alahar was no longer so frightened or reluctant. We zoomed recklessly through the trees and back up toward space.


  "I'm not showing any Andalite ships now," Alahar said.


  "They've run!"


  "Yes," he agreed. "I'm showing four disabled or destroyed Andalite ships. Seven of ours. Still almost two-to-one for them."


  I nodded. "So it is. But unless they bring reinforcements very quickly, it will be enough."


  Chapter 30 - Dak Hamee


  



  We were not saved by the Andalites. Instead the war simply intensified. The Andalite main fleet was on its way. But it would not arrive for a year.


  From time to time new Andalite forces would show up. They were individual ships that had been on patrol and heard the call for help. A fighter here, a transport there, a few dozen more Andalite warriors to throw into the battles.


  The Yeerks were forced out of my own valley. But they were strengthening everywhere else. The Andalite ships took to hiding in Zero-space, popping out of normal space until they were needed. They no longer had the power to remain in orbit and survive.


  On the ground, Alloran led a valiant effort. But it was merely a holding action.


  There were victories. But at the end of each passing week, there were fewer Andalites and more of my people enslaved.


  After six months, the two thousand Andalite warriors had been reduced to four hundred. My forty-two Hork-Bajir warriors were now just twelve.


  We estimated that there were now a hundred thousand Hork-Bajir-Controllers.


  We hid among the Arn, for the most part. The Arn didn't like it, but they were helpless. Of course, the secret of the Arn was now well-known to the Yeerks. As Quatzhinnikon had predicted, the Yeerks discovered they could not successfully infest the Arn.


  So the Yeerks used the Arn in other valleys as slave labor to mine their raw materials and to build Yeerk ships. When an Arn was injured or worn out, the Yeerks used them for target practice.


  But the Arn in my valley were untouched. The Yeerks had made two attempts to invade the Deep of my valley. We had slaughtered them.


  The Yeerks knew where we hid. And we knew that sooner or later they would come for us.


  I stood on a balcony outside the Arn dwelling I now used as my home. I looked up, but I could not see Mother Sky. All I could see was the blue mist barrier, glowing like no sky could.


  I looked down and saw the seething, molten core of my planet, hundreds of miles down. The far wall of the valley was only a thousand feet away at this point, and I could see Arn busily going about their daily routines. Here and there an Andalite would trot by, simply hopping over the Arn in its way.


  There was one place where there always seemed to be two or three Andalites. At first glance they were just a couple of warriors talking, relaxing. But they, or others, had been in that same place for days.


  <What are you thinking?> Aldrea asked me.


  "What are those Andalites guarding?" I asked.


  She came and stood beside me. She pressed her small, weak hand against my arm, as she often did. <What makes you think they're guarding anything?>


  "Every hour of every day for the last two weeks there are at least two Andalites over there in that same location," I said.


  <They don't look like they're guarding anything.>


  "And yet they are there. Every day. Every night. Do you know what it means, Aldrea?"


  <No. I don't.>


  "I'm going for a walk."


  <I'll come with you.>


  I went back inside, then down a set of steps to the walkway level. Along the walkway, waiting patiently for the slow-moving Arn. I came to a bridge. The bridges were narrow, infrequent, usually crowded, and fairly terrifying to Andalites, who were not at all used to heights.


  They were never more than three feet wide. Even a Hork-Bajir raised in the trees found them intimidating.


  Aldrea kept pace with me, steadfastly looking straight ahead and never down. We reached the far side and turned left to get back to the place the Andalites were guarding.


  "Hello, friends," I said to the two overly casual warriors there. "We would like to go in there."


  <Why would you want to go in there?> one of them asked. <Nothing in there for a Hork-Bajir to strain his brain over.>


  The warrior looked past me, saw Aldrea, and nodded respectfully.


  <Why are you guarding this place?> Aldrea asked.


  The two warriors grew less casual. Their tails rose a few inches. Their hands drifted down toward their holstered shredders.


  <Guarding? Who's guarding?>


  "Will you allow us to enter?" I asked.


  <Listen to me, genius, this isn't a place for you. Why don't you go find some tree branches to chew on?>


  Genius. It was one of several sneering terms the Andalite warriors had for Hork-Bajir. I ignored it.


  <Listen, you -> Aldrea began to yell.


  I cut her off. "Simple question, friends. Will you allow us to enter? It only requires a yes or no answer. Yes or no?"


  <Move along,> the warrior said coldly.


  I turned and walked away. Aldrea came up beside me.


  <I guess you have to expect that. The rudeness, I mean. These warriors are under constant pressure, constant danger, far from home. They aren't always going to be very sensitive.>


  "Their insults mean nothing," I lied. "The fact that they are hiding something means something."


  <Let's ask Alloran.>


  "No. He gave the orders to guard that place. I guess we'll have to forget about it."


  Aldrea jumped ahead and blocked me. <Don't lie to me, Dak. You're going to try and find out what's in there. You just don't trust me to help you.>


  I was determined to remain calm. But I wasn't able. Instead I shouted. "We have fought side by side with your people and you Andalites still treat us like inferiors! Like errand-runners or servants or like idiot clowns to amuse you!"


  <They didn't know who you are,> Aldrea said. <They figured you were just some regular Hork-Bajir.>


  "Ah, yes. They assumed I was just one of the stupid Hork-Bajir. The simpleminded Hork-Bajir. The expendable, irrelevant, foolish Hork-Bajir."


  <That's not what I meant.>


  "Of course it's what you meant," I said bitterly. "You Andalites have more respect for the vicious Yeerks or the cowardly Arn than you have for the Hork-Bajir who fight and die at your sides. All that matters to your people is intelligence. Well, I've learned enough about Yeerk and Andalite and Arn intelligence to make me sick."


  All this while, Arn were walking around us and even through my legs, ignoring us.


  <You're upset. I understand that.>


  I laughed. "You almighty Andalites. There is no limit to your arrogance, is there? Well, let me tell you something: We may be simple people. But we don't use biology to invent monsters. And we don't enslave other species. And we don't unleash a plague of parasites on the galaxy, endangering every other free species, and then go swaggering around like the lords of the universe. No, we're too simple for all that. We're too stupid to lie and manipulate. We're too stupid to be ruthless. We're too stupid to know how to build powerful weapons designed to annihilate our enemies. Until you came, Andalite, we were too stupid to know how to kill."


  <That's quite a speech,> Aldrea said softly. <You've been wanting to say all that for a long time, haven't you?>


  The anger had burned itself out. I felt hollow. Not better, not relieved. Just empty and tired. "We were peaceful people, tending our trees, ignorant of our creators. Unaware of everyone else in the galaxy. Now look at us. Now look what has become of us. The despised children of the Arn. Slaves of the Yeerks. Tools of the Andalites."


  Aldrea stood close to me and pressed her upper body against my chest. I put my arm carefully around her shoulders. We stood there on the walkway for a long time, blind to all who passed.


  <I will help you find out what they are hiding,> Aldrea said. <Tonight, when the Arn are asleep.>


  "You can't go against your own people," I said.


  She looked at me then, with all her eyes. <Dak, I hope it never comes to a choice between my people and . . . and you. But if it does, I'll stand with you.>


  I smiled. I appreciated what she'd said. But I didn't believe it.


  Chapter 31 - Aldrea


  



  I went to see Alloran without telling Dak. I asked him what was in the guarded room. He told me very coldly to mind my own business. Alloran had always been arrogant. Now, after months of hopeless battle, he was brutal, distant, and above all, exhausted.


  I pleaded with him. I even took his hand in mine.


  The morphing technology was still so new that most people didn't know how it worked. It never occurred to Alloran, as he felt the strange calm and lethargy steal over him, that I was acquiring his DNA.


  I rejoined Dak in the quarters we remnants of the Hork-Bajir army had taken. <I'm ready,> I said.


  "You went to see Alloran," Dak said.


  I was surprised. I saw Delf Hajool, Jagil's partner, looking ashamed. Jagil himself refused to look at me.


  <Dak, you don't have to use Jagil and Delf to spy on me. I went to Alloran for a reason. I acquired him.>


  That surprised him. I got some small pleasure out of his expression.


  "The morphing technology? But he must know what you did. His warriors must have seen."


  I went over to Delf and took her claw hand in mine. <It was just like this, Dak. Alloran felt a momentary peace and calm. As Delf is now feeling. No one watching would even know.> I released Delf's hand.


  Dak nodded. He even smiled. "Good plan."


  <We do want to get in without anyone getting hurt,> I said.


  It was so easy morphing Alloran that I barely knew it was happening. There was no mental change. I still had the same Andalite instincts. But now, as I walked ahead of Dak, I felt the increased physical power of being in a male form. When I turned my stalk eyes back, I saw the heavy tail blade of a male. I also felt the slight male clumsiness, the lack of subtle balance that a female Andalite possesses.


  I marched steadily, unswerving, unhesitating, toward the guarded door. The guards saw me coming, straightened their pose, and stopped talking.


  <Report,> I said. I halfway expected the guards to burst out laughing at me. I may have looked and sounded like Alloran, but I didn't feel like him.


  <Nothing new since . . . well, since this Hork-Bajir here, or one who looks just like him, came by with Seerow's daughter today.>


  <Different Hork-Bajir,> I said. <But then, they do all look alike. Open up.>


  <Yes, War-Prince Alloran. But the Hork-Bajir?>


  I turned my stalk eyes on him. <Are you questioning me?>


  <No! No, War-Prince Alloran. Not at all.>


  The door opened. The guards stepped aside. <Stay out here. Watch for the girl. She may come back.>


  We went inside. It was a medium-sized room. I saw no Andalites, no Arn. The room was filled with equipment, machinery, much of it glowing and flashing. It was an eerie scene.


  "What is all this?" Dak asked.


  <I have no idea,> I admitted. <Some of this is Andalite, but I believe most of it is Arn.> I went over to something I recognized - An Andalite computer panel.


  <Computer on,> I said.


  <Identify user,> the computer's thought-speak voice requested.


  I took a deep breath to drive away the fluttering in my stomach. <Alloran-Semitur-Corrass,> I said.


  <Thought-speak identification confirmed. Ready,> the computer said.


  <We will be in very serious trouble if we get caught,> I said.


  Dak smiled. "Aldrea, we've been in trouble since we first met."


  <Computer, identify the purpose of this facility.>


  Fortunately, computers don't understand the concept of a suspicious question. The computer answered.


  <This facility uses Arn biotechnology matched with Andalite computer technology to formulate and produce biological specimens.>


  I frowned. <What biological specimens?>


  <Onkalillium . . .>


  <That's an organic medicine,> I told Dak.


  <And Virus Q-One-Eighteen.>


  My hearts skipped a beat. Why would anyone be creating a virus?


  <Explain the exact purpose of Virus Q-One-Eighteen.>


  <Virus Q-One-Eighteen is a Quantum virus. It is designed to attack a specific type of living creature at the subatomic level, bypassing all possible countermeasures. It is designed to cause death within minutes.>


  <No,> I whispered.


  "Ask it what 'specific type of living creature'?" Dak demanded.


  For a moment, I just couldn't do it. I just couldn't, because the computer would answer. The computer would tell the truth, and I couldn't hear the truth.


  "Ask it!" Dak snapped.


  <Computer, what species is Virus Q-One-Eighteen designed to attack?>


  <Hork-Bajir.>


  Chapter 32 - Dak Hamee


  



  We stood there, the two of us, motionless. I don't know what Aldrea felt. I know what I felt.


  I was angry, filled with rage at the Andalites for having done this evil thing.


  But beneath the rage was such sadness. Such awful sadness. All for nothing. All the fighting, the killing. For what? The Andalites had seen the truth: We had lost. The Hork-Bajir people would be slaves of the Yeerks.


  This virus was an admission of failure. The Andalites couldn't save the Hork-Bajir. So rather than let them fall into Yeerk hands, they would annihilate them.


  <I didn't know,> Aldrea said. <I didn't know. This is wrong. This is wrong. They can't do this.>


  "It makes perfect sense," I said. "To the brilliant, ruthless mind of an Andalite, it makes perfect sense. They would rather destroy us than have us become tools of the Yeerks."


  <No!> Aldrea cried with more force than I'd ever heard from her. <No! That is not how we are. Alloran has lost his mind. The Electorate will never support this. Never!>


  "Maybe not," I said. "But the Andalite Electorate is not here. Alloran is."


  <We are not going to let this happen,> Aldrea said. <We are Andalites. We do not destroy sentient species.>


  "What can we do?" I shrugged helplessly at the rows of flashing and glowing machines all around me.


  <Computer!> Aldrea snapped. <Can you place all the Q-One-Eighteen produced so far in one container small enough to carry safely?>


  <Yes.>


  <Then do it!>


  "What are you going to do, Aldrea?"


  <I'm going to destroy the virus and destroy this laboratory.>


  "You'd be going against your own people!"


  She began to change, to morph out of Alloran's form back into her own. She then looked at me through her own eyes again and spoke with her own silent voice. <No. My people do not wipe out entire populations. My people came to protect the Hork-Bajir, not to destroy them. I don't know what Alloran has become, but he is not one of my people.>


  "Alloran and his warriors will try and stop us."


  <Yes. I know.>


  I smiled, despite everything. Alloran had failed us. My people were doomed now, either way. But in the end, Aldrea was my true friend. She had lied to me, used me from time to time, and yet now, here, in this black moment, she was my true friend.


  "I didn't believe you," I admitted. "When you said if you were forced to choose, you'd choose me."


  <Of course you didn't believe it,> Aldrea said. <I was lying. Once again. But this isn't a choice at all. This can't be allowed to happen.>


  "You and I alone, going against the Yeerks and the Andalites," I said.


  Aldrea nodded. <I guess that is true.>


  "Then from now on, no more lies. No more manipulation. No more Andalite subtlety."


  Aldrea nodded. <Let's just hope that "from now on" lasts longer than the next few minutes.>


  She pointed at a shining, steel cylinder that had risen dramatically from a console. <That must be the virus. Would you mind carrying it? Your arms are stronger than mine.>


  I lifted the deadly cylinder. Aldrea drew her shredder.


  <Be ready to run,> she said, and raised the shredder.


  I'd seen many brave deeds since the war had begun. But none braver than that. The Andalite girl turning against her own people to save mine.


  I cared very much for her then. I probably had before that, but that was when I finally realized it. With all her lies, all her inbred Andalite arrogance, all her manipulations, I loved her.


  <Let's blow this place up.>


  She began firing, and I didn't have time to think, only act.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  Consoles exploded. Machinery melted. The room was instantly as hot as sun on the highest branches.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  Buh-BOOOM!


  The guards came rushing in.


  WHUMPF! I hit one on the side of his head using the canister. He went down, unconscious.


  Aldrea calmly shifted the shredder, dialed down the power, and shot the other guard with a low-power blast that left him stunned and stupid on the floor.


  <That should be sufficient damage,> Aldrea said. <Let's get out of here!>


  We ran outside, with me dragging the two Andalites out of harm's way. The room kept exploding in showers of sparks and sudden arcs of megavoltage.


  I cradled the container and Aldrea led the way. Down the walkway we raced. The city was empty and as dark as it ever got with the low glow from the core. All the Arn were asleep.


  But then the front wall of the laboratory exploded. The sound echoed all around the valley. No one was asleep after that.


  <Out onto the bridge!> Aldrea cried. <We'll throw the canister into the Deep. It should burn up safely that way.>


  We turned to head out onto the bridge. But the Andalites had reacted quickly to the sound of the explosion. Andalite warriors were pouring from their quarters.


  I saw Alloran appear on the far side of the valley. He was unmistakable, even from a thousand feet away. And even from that distance he realized what was happening.


  <Stop them!> he cried in a thought-speak roar.


  Andalites rushed onto the bridge from the far side. Andalites were coming up behind us on the walkway.


  Trapped!


  And then . . .


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  Down the length of the valley, three Bug fighters swooped, firing their Dracon beams. The sonic boom of their passing shook the stone beneath my feet.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  Dracon beams ripped open the stone walls like an arm blade going through rain-soaked Stoola bark.


  Andalite defenses, shredder cannon mounted above walkways, fired back. The valley erupted in blistering light and explosions. Everywhere shredders and Dracon beams fired. Everywhere the stones cracked and shattered and exploded into pebbles.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  Three more Bug fighters were coming in, fast as the first flight, firing just as madly. Groggy Arn were dying by the hundreds. Furious Andalites were being hit by flying rock and by direct Dracon beam fire.


  Kah-BOOOOOM! Shredder cannon hit a Bug fighter! It blew open on one side, careened wildly, then slammed into a wall.


  "Yaahhhh!" I cheered. Madness! I was cheering the Andalites who would destroy us.


  We began to run out onto the bridge. We still had to destroy the canister. But a Dracon beam slashed across my path, stopping me in my tracks. I was half-blinded by the flash.


  We had been temporarily forgotten by the Andalites who rushed to their weapons. Forgotten by all but one Andalite.


  When I could see again, Alloran was halfway across the bridge, coming toward us, oblivious to the danger.


  He was a brave Andalite, racing across that narrow span miles above the red-hot core of the planet, with Yeerk Bug fighters zooming literally feet above his head. He was brave, yes. That I had to acknowledge. But I would see him dead before I would let him use his virus against my people.


  <It's over, Alloran,> Aldrea cried. <You are not going to destroy the Hork-Bajir!>


  <I'm trying to save this planet, you fool!> Alloran said.


  <Will you save it by destroying it?>


  <Give me that canister,> Alloran warned.


  He was almost across. Other Andalites were responding again to his orders by blocking us from behind. We could no longer hope to get far enough out on the bridge to drop the canister into the Deep.


  We were trapped, and now, down the length of the valley, came a ship whose very appearance struck fear in me. Andalite shredder cannon fired, but the Blade ship's shields turned the attacks into harmless light shows.


  On it came, much slower than the Bug fighters, huge and invulnerable. Its very slowness was insolent, a slap in the face of the Andalites who could not harm it.


  The Blade ship fired.


  TSEEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  The bridge exploded before me, opening up a gap a hundred feet across. Alloran on one side. Me and Aldrea on the other.


  <Kill them!> Alloran ordered his warriors. <Kill that Hork-Bajir, and kill that treasonous spawn of Seerow's, too!>


  The Blade ship approached, firing and flying low.


  The Andalite warriors leveled their shredders at Aldrea and me. They looked confused, doubtful. Would they obey their battle-maddened prince?


  Aldrea turned her face to me. She took my free hand in hers. <We tried,> she said simply.


  But I was not ready to die. Not just yet. The Blade ship came on, flying low. I tightened my grip on Aldrea's hand. "Jump!"


  <What?>


  "Trust me. Jump!"


  Chapter 33 - Aldrea


  



  We jumped into shadow.


  We fell.


  THUMP! Bump!


  <Owww!>


  We landed on the Blade ship as it passed beneath the shattered bridge. I tried to stand. But my right front leg was broken. The pain waited a few moments before hitting with such severity that I almost fainted.


  Dak was lying beside me, unconscious on the black metal-composite skin of the ship.


  The Blade ship rose up from the valley, up past the wall cities of the Arn, all crumbled and in flames now. Up we rose through the blue mist.


  <Dak! Dak! Wake up! This thing is going to accelerate in a few seconds!>


  He opened his eyes. "Are we above the Deep? Can I throw this canister?"


  <I can't be sure,> I said. <You may end up dropping it into the trees!>


  He jumped to his feet. We were above the mist, over the sloping valley floor. The crowns of trees were marching past on our right and our left. The ship would accelerate any moment, going from this crawling pace to many times the speed of sound to gain altitude before a second pass down the valley.


  "One more jump," Dak said. He ran over, staggering on the moving, uneven surface of the ship. He handed me the canister. "Hold this tight!" Then he scooped me up, lifting me beneath my belly.


  Dak jumped, slinging my weight along with him. He reached out a hand in the darkness and grabbed the crown of a tree. We swung, swung, swung, with the treetop bending way over, tossing us around like a spring.


  "Can you morph the chadoo?" Dak asked, grunting from the effort of holding me.


  <Yes. But what about the canister? I'll drop it. The chadoo's arms aren't strong enough. Wait. I have a different idea.>


  I began to morph. I began to morph the one creature that could swing in the trees and still hold the deadly canister safely.


  "What are you doing?" Dak cried as my body changed in his arms.


  <Morphing. Just hold on, it will only take a few minutes.>


  I felt my tail shorten and thicken. It lost its suppleness and strength and became a sort of dead third leg.


  I felt my front legs wither and shrink away, as my hind legs strengthened and grew large, clawed feet. I felt incredible new strength in my arms. They thickened, piling muscle on muscle.


  My stalk eyes went dark and then hardened to form the big, forward-raked horns.


  And then, on my arms, on my legs, the blades began to emerge.


  "You're morphing a Hork-Bajir!"


  "Yes," I said, using the Hork-Bajir mouth. "I acquired Delf."


  I clutched the canister tightly. I reached for the treetop and gripped it with my Hork-Bajir claw.


  "We're in this together, Dak. If the Quantum virus is released, now I will die, too."


  "I don't want that!"


  "I do, Dak. I'll live or die with you."


  Then Dak pressed his forehead horns to mine, and I felt the tingle of a sensation I had not guessed Hork-Bajir could feel. It was a Hork-Bajir kiss, I suppose. What we Andalites do when we stroke another's face with our palms.


  We hung there from the crown of a thousand-foot-tall tree and for a moment, at least, forgot about the battle raging, and the war lost, and the canister that contained so much destruction.


  At last, we swung down the tree, down to the ground.


  And there, surrounding us on all sides, stood a small army of Hork-Bajir. All were armed with Dracon beam weapons. All those weapons were pointed at us.


  One Hork-Bajir stepped forward.


  "Dak Hamee, Hork-Bajir seer, and no less than Aldrea, the daughter of Seerow," he said. "I do love this new Andalite morphing technology. It was fascinating to watch. It will be even more fascinating to use, once I have made you my host."


  Chapter 34 - Esplin 9466


  



  Did I gloat a little? Oh, yes. Oh, yes indeed.


  "Allow me to introduce myself," I said. "My name is Esplin-Nine-Four-Double-Six. My rank is Sub-Visser Twelve, although with this triumph I think my rank is very, very likely to be elevated. Ah, yes, this will be a great success."


  "Enjoy it while you can, Yeerk. You won't live long enough to see another promotion."


  I smiled down at the transformed Andalite girl. "We met before, of course. That was the first time I saw your morphing ability at work. This time I was able to watch from one of the many sensors we've strung through the trees. Very impressive. It will make owning an Andalite host all that more desirable. Take them!"


  My warriors leaped forward and grabbed the two rebels. We shackled their hands behind them and dragged them to my fighter parked a few hundred yards away.


  "Careful with them," I scolded one of my warriors after he kicked Dak Hamee. "Those are our bodies. We don't want them damaged."


  I glanced over at the canister they carried. It was sealed. It looked dangerous. I considered opening it to look inside. But some sense of caution warned me to leave it alone. I handed it to one of my warriors to carry.


  The fighter was too small to fit all my guards, so I kept two. They stood with Dracon beams leveled at the captives as we took off. I was going to rendezvous with the Blade ship after having shot up the Andalite's refuge.


  But the Blade ship was not back in orbit yet. They were having too much fun frying the Andalites in the Deep, I suppose.


  So we waited. No matter how much glory anyone else had from the battle with the Andalites, I had fulfilled my promise to capture or kill the Andalite girl and the Hork-Bajir leader.


  Best of all, I had the first and only captive Andalite.


  "Why not morph back to your own form?" I said to her. "There is no point in trying to deceive me."


  "I know what you want," Aldrea said. "I'm not going to give it to you."


  "You can't possibly stay in that form forever," I said.


  "Yes, I can," Aldrea said. "In fact, in an hour and a half, I'll have no choice. I'll be Hork-Bajir permanently."


  There was no doubting the truth of what she said. She said it too triumphantly for it to be a lie.


  "There's a time limit?" I demanded.


  "Yes," she said with a sneer. "There is."


  "What is in the canister?" I asked.


  "Open it and see," Dak Hamee said.


  "Oh, aren't we just the defiant young heroes?" I mocked them. "Very brave."


  I walked over to Dak Hamee. I smiled at Aldrea. And I kicked Dak as hard as I could. Then I kicked him again. He groaned and fell over, facedown on the deck.


  "Demorph, Andalite," I said.


  "NO!" the fool Hork-Bajir yelled. "Don't let him-"


  I kicked him again.


  "Demorph, Andalite. I don't want to bruise my foot hurting your friend. Just demorph. It doesn't matter. You will both become host bodies, like it or not. So why endure the pain?"


  Then it occurred to me. The realization blossomed in my head like the loveliest flower. Of course! Of course!


  "Grab her. Hold her down!" I cried, ecstatic at the idea in my head. "I don't need her to demorph. I can infest her now and then force her to demorph! Hah-hah-hah!"


  My warriors rushed forward. They grabbed her head. They twisted her ear around.


  "NO!"


  Dak Hamee bellowed and struggled, but the shackles held him tight.


  I began to release my hold on the Hork-Bajir brain of my host body. I slithered out, pressing myself down to move quickly out of the Hork-Bajir ear. For a horrible long moment I was blind, connected to neither host.


  But then I sensed the new Hork-Bajir ear, the one that was only a morph of the Andalite inside. I squeezed through. I reached desperately with my palps, reaching for contact.


  I was still hanging half out of the Andalite's ear when I touched her brain and felt her mind. It was a shock. There it was, a Hork-Bajir brain physically, but within it was not the idiot Hork-Bajir mind, but the lightning-fast Andalite intelligence.


  I saw inside the mind, the memories of Aldrea, the Andalite. I saw it all in a flash! All that she had been, all that she had done to thwart us. I saw the secret of the canister.


  But most of all, I saw her running, tail high, four eyes open, seeing in all directions at once. Running free across the grass of the Andalite home.


  <Hello, Andalite!> I cried, sensing that she was aware of me in her mind. <You are mine! My host! My slave!>


  I could not wait to get completely wrapped around her brain. I had to see inside her memories, all of them. And I opened my own mind and memories, too, letting her see all that I was, all that I had been. I wanted her to fear me, to understand how hopeless her life was now.


  <Yes, look into my mind, Andalite. Do you see who I am? Do you see that I am your master? Do you realize now how we will crush you, crush you all?>


  I touched the area that controlled sight. I opened one Hork-Bajir eye. I saw Dak Hamee, shouting, struggling. I saw my two guards watching, fascinated. In a moment I would demorph and make the first ever Andalite-Controller! Then they would gape! Then the entire Yeerk race would . . .


  A movement! Another Hork-Bajir. But who . . . my own host body!


  Time seemed to stand frozen, as I realized the depths of my mistake. My former host body was no longer under control.


  Noooooooo! I cried silently. Noooooooo!


  My host body, free now, drew back one arm and brought it down on the neck of one of my guards. My warrior dropped like a stone. The other warrior spun around, but too slow, too clumsy. My former host dispatched him, too.


  And then, as I struggled helplessly to finish taking control of the Andalite and get safely inside her head, I felt a hand close around my lower body.


  I was being pulled out! Noooo! Noooo!


  My palps lost contact with the eyes. My palps lost contact with the Andalite mind.


  I was blind again! Helpless. I felt an impact as I hit the deck.


  I knew my life would end.


  And yet in my powerless rage, there was a part of me that still could think of nothing but that sweet memory. Of the overwhelming beauty of an Andalite running free.


  Chapter 35 - Dak Hamee


  



  The Yeerk slug lay helpless on the deck. Two Hork-Bajir-Controllers lay there, too.


  "Who are you?" I asked the Hork-Bajir who had been Esplin's host.


  "I am Gah Fillat," he said. "You are Dak Hamee. You are different."


  I smiled. "Not so different. Can you help me remove these shackles?"


  Gah looked concerned. He looked confused. He was, after all, one of my people. He had never known the word "shackle." He'd had no reason to know it.


  "I can do it," Aldrea said. She crawled to one of the unconscious Hork-Bajir-Controllers. She pulled his Dracon beam from his hand and used it to burn away the shackles.


  "Are you all right?" I asked her.


  She nodded. "I am now."


  But there was something wrong with her. I could tell. Something had changed. She noticed me staring.


  "The Yeerk. Esplin-Nine-Four-Double-Six. I saw inside his memories," she said. "I guess . . . I guess nothing is ever as simple as it seems."


  I looked down at the squirming, writhing slug. So harmless now. So helpless.


  I hated him. Hated him and all his race for what they had done to my people. But I did not want to kill him. I was just tired. Too tired to draw breath.


  "What shall we do?" Aldrea asked me.


  "With him?" I nodded at the Yeerk. "I don't know."


  "Not just with him," Aldrea said. "With everything. With us. We could use this Bug fighter. We could fly far away. Find some uninhabited planet. Leave this place forever."


  "Is that what you want to do?" I asked her.


  "I am Hork-Bajir now. We could be . . . we could be us."


  I reached for her and took her hand. "Maybe there -"


  BOOOOM!


  The ship was spinning out of control. There were flames. I was thrown against the deck, the ceiling, the walls. Everything spun madly.


  Through the window I caught glimpses of a ship firing at us again. Not a Yeerk ship. An Andalite fighter.


  It had spotted us. We were a Bug fighter. It was attacking. And it had already crippled the fighter. The air was almost gone. My lungs were sucking on nothing.


  Aldrea fought her way to the controls. Gasping, crying, she struggled with the Yeerk control panel, slammed by the flying bodies of the unconscious Hork-Bajir-Controllers. She was having trouble using thick Hork-Bajir fingers instead of her own Andalite hands.


  Down we went. The spinning slowed, but down we went.


  "We're going to crash!" Aldrea screamed.


  WHAM! BUMP!


  The side of the ship tore off. I saw flashes of trees! We hit again and again.


  Then, suddenly, we stopped moving.


  I raised my head, then lost consciousness.


  When I woke again, I saw Aldrea bleeding.


  Again, I lost consciousness.


  It was daylight when I next opened my eyes. I looked up into Aldrea's face. Only it was Delf's face, of course.


  "You are Hork-Bajir now," I said stupidly, my mind groggy and confused.


  "Forever," she said. "The time limit has passed. I am Hork-Bajir."


  My head began to clear. Memories returned. "The others?"


  "The two Hork-Bajir-Controllers are gone," she said. "Our friend Gah Fillat is hunting for bark."


  "And the Yeerk? Esplin-Nine-Four-Double-Six?"


  She shrugged. "I looked. I didn't find him. There's a stream just over there. Maybe . . ."


  I stood up. My head felt like it had been pummeled by a Jubba-Jubba. But I was alive. And Aldrea was alive. And . . .


  "The canister!" I cried.


  Aldrea's eyes opened wide. "I forgot about it!"


  We both ran to the wreckage of the Bug fighter. It was strewn across several hundred feet. Sheet composite and even an entire engine hung in the branches above us.


  We searched for half an hour. Then a voice called out, "Dak Hamee, I am here!"


  It was Gah. He was in the tree above us, in the high branches. He was swinging down to meet us. He was carrying the canister. He had retrieved it from the branches above. He had known that it was important. He was bringing it to us.


  "No," Aldrea whispered. "No, no, no!"


  The canister top was open.


  "Run, Dak! We have to run! The wind is blowing it from us, but we have to run!"


  "Gah!" I cried. "Gah Fillat!" But what could I say to him? There was nothing I could do. As I watched in horror, his face twisted, his eyes bulged.


  We ran.


  We ran and ran.


  We ran down the valley, down toward our temporary home among the Arn. We had nowhere else to go.


  We ran through the blue mist, down to the edge of the cliff. Smoke billowed up from the wall-city. I heard distant cries. The voices of the Arn.


  And as we stood there, we saw an Andalite fighter rise up through the smoke. Behind it, a transport. Another fighter. The second transport. All that was left of the Andalite task force.


  We stood there watching as they rose, up and up, gaining speed. They disappeared into the blue mist. Watching the last of our pathetic hopes evaporate.


  We stood there on the edge of that cliff, knowing the Quantum virus was spreading on the wind, and knowing that the Andalites were leaving forever.


  The end had come. The war was lost.


  "It's over," Aldrea said. "The Andalites are gone. The Hork-Bajir are doomed."


  But even now, I was not ready to surrender. Yes, the Andalites were gone. But surely there was still some hope. Surely there had to be some hope for my people.


  "There are valleys the virus will not reach for a time," I said. "Some will survive. Surely some will survive. And . . . and there are still the trees."


  "And us," Aldrea said. "For now, for a while, we will have us."


  We stood there for a long time. The passing of the Andalite ships had left swirls in the blue mist. But then the swirls were gone. All that remained were the pillars of smoke and the faint cries of those who had created my people.


  And in orbit, and in all the valleys, and in the very heads of my people, there were the Yeerks.


  I was Dak Hamee. Hork-Bajir seer. But I could not see the future. I could not see the hope I knew must still be there.


  But I could see Aldrea. Different now, a Hork-Bajir. And yet still Aldrea. I could see her. And that would be enough.


  Epilogue


  



  Jara Hamee's voice fell silent.


  I ruffled my wings to shake the morning dew from them. The fire was gone, not even embers now. The Hork-Bajir had all gone to sleep long ago.


  All but Jara Hamee. They'd all heard the story before.


  <That's an amazing story,> I said to Jara Hamee. <Not exactly a happy one, though.>


  "Yes. Good story. Sad story," Jara said. "Jara Hamee tell. Father tell Jara Hamee. Father-father tell father. I tell daughter."


  He looked fondly at the young Hork-Bajir who had curled up beside her mother in the night.


  <Your daughter? I still can't always tell male Hork-Bajir from female Hork-Bajir,> I admitted. <But what's the end of the story? You didn't tell me the end.>


  "Story have no end," Jara said, laughing like I was a great fool. "Stories go on."


  <I guess you're right. Besides, I guess I don't want to know the next part of that story. It was pretty sad. Too easy to see my own people going the way of the Hork-Bajir. Still, I wish I knew what became of Dak and Aldrea. And even Esplin-Nine-Four-Double-Six.>


  "Jara know that. Dak Hamee and Aldrea daughter of Seerow live. Have child. Then die."


  <The child was your father?>


  "Yes." Once again, Jara looked at me like I was dense. "Dak and Aldrea have son. Son called Seerow. In honor of Seerow. Not Hork-Bajir name."


  <No, I kind of figured that out.>


  "Son Seerow have son. That son, Jara Hamee!"


  <Well. There you go, then. And Esplin-Nine-Four-Double-Six?>


  Jara looked slyly at me. "Tobias knows Esplin-Nine-Four-Double-Six."


  Yes. Of course, I did. The Yeerk who was obsessed by Andalites. The Yeerk who had managed to survive despite everything.


  <Visser Three?>


  "Visser Three."


  I sighed. I had come to the Hork-Bajir looking to feel better. Now I was more depressed than before. And I was sleepy. And hungry.


  It wasn't a good story for a person already wondering what the point of his life was. The Yeerks had won. Evil had triumphed. The Hork-Bajir, all except this small band, were enslaved.


  The Hork-Bajir began waking up, stirring, opening their eyes. They were probably stiff from lying in these unaccustomed positions on the ground. After all, they were used to life in the trees.


  Ket Halpak woke up and smiled at me. Her daughter did not smile, just looked at me curiously.


  <Thanks for telling me the story, Jara,> I said. <I guess . . . I guess we can hope that someday there will be another great Hork-Bajir seer like Dak Hamee. Maybe he'll be luckier, huh?>


  "Yes," Jara Hamee said.


  "Yes," Ket Halpak agreed.


  I opened my wings, ready to catch the breeze.


  "Tobias," Jara said. "This daughter named Toby. Name for Tobias."


  <Wow. That's an honor, Jara and Ket.> I was really touched. It was a typically sweet Hork-Bajir thing to do. <But it's kind of a strange name for a Hork-Bajir, isn't it?>


  "Yes," Ket agreed. "Strange name."


  "Good name," Jara said. "Toby is different."


  "Yes," Ket agreed, "Toby is different."


  I smiled to myself and caught the breeze beneath my wings. But then, just as I lifted off, I felt the strangest tingling sensation. I veered back and floated above the Hork-Bajir.


  <When you say Toby is different . . .> Jara and Ket didn't answer. Instead, the Hork-Bajir girl herself looked up at me and smiled a very serious smile. "Yes, Tobias, friend of the Hork-Bajir. Yes, I am different."


  The wind picked me up then, and I soared up and away. But with my hawk's eyes I watched them for a long time. And at some point, I started feeling really good. I felt happy because Jara Hamee was right. Stories have no end. And my namesake, Toby Hamee, the descendant of a brave Andalite girl and a Hork-Bajir seer, was going to write the next chapter.
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Tobias.


  That's my name. But names don't really tell you much, do they? I've known two Rachels. One was this whiny, obnoxious person. The other Rachel - the one I know now - is the bravest person I've ever known.


  But you'd think that my telling you my name is Tobias would at least tell you that I'm human, wouldn't you? You'd assume I have arms and legs and a face and a mouth. But names don't even tell you that.


  I am not human.


  I was human once. I was born a human. There are human characteristics within me. And I can become a human for two hours at a time. But I am not human.


  I am a red-tailed hawk. A very common species of hawk, nothing exotic. Red-tails tend to live in woods near an open field or meadow. We hunt best that way: by sitting on a tree branch, gazing out across the field, spotting prey, then swooping in quickly for the kill.


  That's what I do. I live in the trees near a very nice meadow. Unfortunately, the hunting has been bad lately. Partly that's just the way it goes. There are good times and bad times in the predator business.


  But more, it's competition. Another red-tail has been moving in on my territory. He's been eating my mice. Between him and the minor drought we've been having, food's getting a little scarce.


  Stupid, huh? Stupid that I'd worry about something like that. I mean, I have powers far greater than that other red-tail. I can morph to human. I can morph to any animal. I could morph to some member of the feline family or some kind of snake and take out the red-tail.


  Only I don't.


  I could confront the other hawk. Red-tail to red-tail. We could fight it out.


  Only I don't.


  I don't do anything. Pretty soon he'll make a move on me, push me aside. Maybe then I'll have to figure out what to do. But right now, I don't do anything. I just go hungry.


  I could go to the others for help. To Rachel and the other Animorphs, my friends. But how weak is that? How can I go begging for help to deal with a situation I should be able to handle myself?


  I sat on my branch, in my tree, and watched the dry grass. I watched as only a hawk can watch. With telescope eyes and a mind that never grows tired of looking for the clues to a kill.


  I waited and watched and listened. A twitch of a grass stalk. A slight puff of rising dust. The faint sounds of tiny feet scrabbling in the dirt.


  And from time to time I looked across the meadow at him. At the other hawk. He was a hundred yards away. The length of a football field. But I could see him clearly. It was like looking in a far-distant mirror. The angry, yellow-brown eyes. The wickedly curved beak. The sharp talons dug into the bark of a branch.


  He looked at me. Our eyes met. He was pure hawk. I was . . . I was that unique, misfit creature called Tobias.


  <No,> I said to him, though of course he understood nothing. <No, I won't use my morphing powers against you. It will be me and you. Hawk against hawk.>


  He returned his gaze to the field. So did I. I had long since marked the burrow of a rabbit and its family. Three baby rabbits had survived. I was human enough to know that people - humans- would be disgusted by the sight of my killing and eating a baby rabbit. They would rather I at least go after the adult female.


  But they'd be wrong. Life in the meadow isn't a Disney movie. If I killed the mother, the babies would all die. If I killed only the baby, the mother would survive to breed again.


  Breed more babies for me to take. To rip apart. To eat.


  There was another consideration: Rabbits are tougher than mice. They can aim those powerful hind legs and deliver a blow that will knock you silly.


  This is my life. A meadow running short of prey. A competitor who would like to push me out altogether. And a family of rabbits who had to die so that I could live.


  See what I mean about names not telling you very much? In the old days, back when I was truly human, "Tobias" was a word that meant wimp. That's what I was. I guess I was a nice person, back then. I guess teachers liked me and girls felt sorry for me. But the bullies were drawn to me like a mosquito to a sweaty neck.


  That all changed in the most unexpected way you can possibly imagine. It changed on the night Jake, Rachel, Marco, Cassie, and I went walking through the abandoned construction site.


  That's where we saw the damaged spacecraft land. That's where we met the doomed Andalite prince. Elfangor.


  It was Elfangor who told us that our lives as we'd known them were going to end. Had already ended. He told us about the secret Yeerk invasion of Earth. An intimate invasion by the parasite slugs who enter your brain and enslave you.


  And it was Elfangor who gave us powers no one but an Andalite had ever had before. It was Elfangor who transformed us with Andalite morphing technology.


  We gained the ability to touch an animal, absorb its DNA, and then to become that animal.


  Yes, to become.


  I morphed a hawk. I overstayed the two-hour time limit. I was trapped. Trapped in the body of a red-tailed hawk.


  Trapped in a world where another bird can be a dangerous enemy. Trapped in a world where I must kill to eat. And not like humans do, where they hire someone else to draw the blood and shatter the bone and then get the food in sanitized plastic packages at the supermarket.


  I must kill my own food. I must swoop down and drive the sharp talons into the brain, into the neck. I must feel the heart stop beating. After . . . after I have already begun to feed.


  That's what the name Tobias means. For this Tobias. For this one, strange, unique creature.


  Movement!


  Just a slight twitch of a single grass stalk. I looked at my opponent. He had not seen it.


  This kill was mine.


  I opened my wings, caught the breeze, and swooped down low across the reaching wildflowers and waving yellow grass.


  Swooooosh!


  I saw the flash of brown. I saw the small rabbit. I was intensely focused. I was electrified.


  It happened in seconds.


  I spilled air, changed the angle of attack, flipped my tail to aim, and dropped, talons wide open, onto the baby rabbit.


  It didn't see me!


  Its mother did, but she was three feet away. Too far!


  In seconds my talons would close . . .


  <Aaaahhhh!>


  Suddenly, I was scared, helpless, frozen with terror! Above me the wings blotted out the sun. Huge, monstrous talons came down, like they were reaching down from the sky itself.


  I screamed in terror. I plowed into the ground, beak first. I was a hawk again. But I had hit the dirt, missing my prey.


  I flapped madly, panicked. I tried to catch air, then . . .


  FWAPP!


  Two big rabbit legs kicked and hit me across the side of my head, snapping my head back so fast I almost blacked out.


  There was dust in my eyes. I blinked, frantic, terrified. I saw the baby rabbit hopping away. I saw the mother rabbit keeping station between it and me. The mother gaped at me with one perfectly round eye. Her mouth worked, her ears twitched.


  She did not see the second shadow. The one that came up from behind her, dropped, opened its talons, and flew away, dragging her baby to its death.


  Chapter 2


  



  I was still hungry. And now I was shaken up, too. This was not the first time I'd had a similar experience. It had started in the last couple of weeks. Weird flashes like waking dreams. I would be closing in on my prey and then, in that ultimate moment, I would feel my mind transferred into that prey.


  At least that's how it felt. I know it sounds crazy. But then, if you're me, how can you even talk about crazy and sane?


  Sometimes I wonder if the truth is that I'm some lunatic. I wonder if in reality I'm a hopeless, raving madman locked in an asylum, merely imagining that I am a hawk.


  Maybe I'm wearing a straitjacket. Maybe I'm in a padded room in a row of other padded rooms full of nuts who think they're Napoleon or George Washington or a red-tailed hawk.


  How would I know? Does a madman know he's mad? Does he realize that the delusion isn't real?


  I left the rabbit to the other hawk. But that indelible memory of being the prey instead of the predator hung over me, shadowed my mind. Even with the bright early-morning sun baking up thermals off the roads and parking lots, I felt like I was flying in shadow.


  But there was a stronger need than the need for sanity. I was hungry. Hungry in that desperate, all-consuming way a predator has. It's a mean hunger. A dangerous hunger.


  It was early still. The housing development below me was quiet. Parents were getting into their cars and driving off to work. Kids were waiting for buses. Some were talking or playing around. Most were standing glumly, wiping the sleep out of their eyes.


  I floated above it all, ignored by the humans below me. And then I saw it.


  It was fresh, I could see that right away. A raccoon, its back quarter smashed flat by a tire.


  Roadkill. Carrion.


  But it was fresh. It hadn't been dead more than an hour. The flesh would still be warm, especially on this warm day. But the maggots would not have started growing. Not yet.


  I circled above it.


  If only it had still been breathing. Stupid, isn't it? Drawing a line between prey that's alive, that you have to kill, and somehow pretending that's okay, that's right. And on the other hand, acting like something already dead is off-limits.


  The truth is, I'd seen hawks eat roadkill. Older, weaker hawks. Unlucky hawks. It happens.


  It just hadn't happened to me.


  I circled lower. So fresh. I was so hungry. Such a stupid, meaningless distinction. My hunger argued with me. My hunger was convincing.


  I dropped down, as suddenly as if I were going in for the kill. Maybe I wanted to pretend that's what I was doing.


  I dropped down and landed on cracked blacktop. I looked around for cars. The street was empty.


  Quickly, furtively, I ripped my beak into the raccoon's belly. And I began to feed.


  Yes, it was still warm. I gobbled. I ripped and swallowed. Ripped and swallowed.


  "Tobias?"


  I snapped my head around, but I had already recognized the voice.


  Rachel? No! Oh, God, no! No.


  She just stood there, schoolbooks under her arm. Rachel would be beautiful in the middle of mud slides and hailstorms. On a sweet, sunny day, she made my heart ache.


  She looked at me. Embarrassed for me. Wanting to say something that would make it all right. Not knowing what to say. Hurting for me. Feeling my humiliation.


  What could I do?


  I flapped my wings, skimmed across the pavement, and finally soared into the air.


  She might believe I was some other hawk. She might. Or at least she would pretend to.


  A piece of raccoon liver was in my mouth. I swallowed it.


  Chapter 3


  



  I saw Rachel again two days later. I'd checked in with Jake to see if anything was going on. There were no missions - we'd worked plenty lately, dealing with the horrifying matter of David, the first new Animorph.


  David had ended up like me, as what the Andalites call a nothlit. A person trapped in morph. But David had been trapped in the body of a rat. No flying for him. He was a prey animal.


  And unlike me, David had not, and would never, regain his morphing power.


  Jake said that although there was no mission, Rachel wanted to see me. He said it was important. I said, <Okay.>


  I flew to Rachel's house that night, after the lights in her sisters' and mother's bedrooms were turned off. She had left the window open, as she often did. Sometimes I'd come by and do her homework for her. I don't know why. Some weird desire to stay in touch with my old life, I guess.


  I flew silently, with the ease of long practice, through her open window and landed on her desk.


  She was sitting in the dark with one of those little book lights on so she could read. She put down her book.


  "Hi, Tobias," she whispered.


  <Hi, Rachel. Listen, about the other day ->


  "Something has happened," she interrupted.


  <What?>


  "Someone has come around asking about you."


  My heart missed about a dozen beats. When it started again I had to gasp in air. <What do you mean, someone is asking about me?>


  Rachel rolled off her bed. She was wearing a long sports jersey of some kind. It's what she wore to bed, I guess. I didn't recognize the team colors or the number. I was never very interested in sports, and now that whole thing means nothing at all to me.


  She flicked on the dim lamp beside her bed and came over to me. "Some lawyer. He says he was your father's lawyer. And he's also representing some woman. She says her name is Aria. She says she's your cousin."


  <Aria? Isn't that a song they sing in an opera?>


  Rachel shrugged with that impatient, "What are you, an idiot? Pay attention!" way she has. "Who cares what her name means?"


  <My cousin? Who does she say she's related to? I mean, who is her mother or father?>


  "I didn't exactly cross-examine her," Rachel said snappishly.


  I laughed. Don't ask me why, but Rachel being cranky always makes me laugh.


  "This comes secondhand," Rachel clarified. "From Chapman."


  That killed any amusement I was feeling. Chapman is the vice principal at my school. Or what used to be my school. He's also a high-ranking Controller. A human infested and utterly enslaved by the Yeerk in his head.


  <Chapman?> I asked sharply. <How did he figure it out? Did he ask you specifically?>


  She shook her head, a movement that caused her long, blond hair to shiver across her shoulders. "No. He was asking his daughter Melissa if she knew anything about Tobias. I just happened to be there."


  <I don't trust it.>


  "No one trusts anything about this," Rachel said. "Marco is in full-blown psycho paranoia mode. But for what it's worth, it sounded real to me. I mean, maybe Chapman knows more than he's letting his daughter know, but I didn't get the feeling he was interested in me."


  <This still reeks. Marco's right to be paranoid. This smells bad.>


  Rachel laughed. "Definitely. Chapman was all like, 'Tobias hasn't been in school in months. I contacted his last address and his guardian says he thought he was with some other aunt.'"


  <Yeah, well, that's my family, all right,> I said, trying to sound lighthearted. Both of my parents are probably dead. I used to be sort of passed back and forth between an uncle and an aunt. One was a drunk and the other just couldn't be bothered.


  No one wanted me. I don't say that to get pity; it's just reality. I couldn't blame them, I guess. I mean, they didn't ask to have a kid all of a sudden. And when I disappeared I don't guess either of them spent much time looking for me.


  "Look, I know where this lawyer is staying," Rachel said. "Jake says we are all available to help check this out."


  <Has to be a trap,> I said. <My father's lawyer? Doesn't make any sense. When my mom disappeared and my dad died there wasn't any will or anything.>


  "I don't know what to tell you," Rachel said.


  <My father's lawyer. And some woman named Aria who is supposedly my cousin. It's a trap. Someone has figured out who I am.>


  Rachel nodded, but not like she completely agreed. "Maybe. Probably. But I guess this woman has been in Africa all this time. She just got back and found out that no one knew where you were. I guess she contacted this lawyer of your dad's. She told him and Chapman she wanted to take you in."


  <Take me in?>


  "Give you a home, Tobias. A home."


  Chapter 4


  



  The lawyer's name was DeGroot. His office didn't look like much. It was in one of those strip malls with a convenience store at one end and a State Farm Insurance office on the other end.


  It didn't look like a place to lay a trap. But that's the thing about traps: If they looked like traps, they wouldn't be very effective.


  And the place did have one big problem for us: There was nowhere to hide any big morphs. Nowhere to conceal Jake's tiger or Rachel's grizzly bear.


  Behind the building was a fenced-in dumpster. Between the dumpster and the back wall of the building was a narrow space. Dark enough, private enough for me to morph.


  But I hesitated, floating above the building on the wonderful updrafts created by sun and concrete. I could see in the front window of the lawyer's office. I saw a secretary sitting at a desk. I saw some old magazines on tables in the waiting room. I couldn't see DeGroot.


  Didn't matter. Seeing a man's face doesn't tell you much. Not when the most important thing about him is the slug hiding, wrapped around his brain.


  I looked around. I saw some of the others. Jake and Cassie were sitting on the outside benches of a Taco Bell across the street. Jake was eating nachos, looking past Cassie at me. He knew I could see him. I did a little roll, you know, rocking side to side to say "hi." He raised a nacho to me, like he was making a toast.


  I saw Marco coming out of the convenience store with a drink I could have taken a bath in. He acted like he'd just noticed Ax - in human morph, of course - and ambled over to say hello.


  I could not see Rachel. But I knew she was in the laundromat next door to the lawyer's office. She was my first backup. If I yelled for help she'd head into the Laundromat's bathroom, morph to grizzly bear, and come straight through the wall to save me.


  I pitied any poor soul who happened to be using the bathroom if Rachel needed it.


  Everyone in place. Everything was ready.


  Still I hesitated. Not because the situation worried me. Not because I was afraid. It's very comforting, knowing you have an on-call grizzly bear.


  Mostly I was just nervous. What was I going to discover? What was I going to learn? What temptations would I have to face?


  Strange word, temptations. Strange concept. But that's what worried me most. Temptation.


  Okay, Tobias, I told myself, everyone can see you're dawdling. Get it over with.


  I swooped low over the roof of the strip mall and dropped swiftly down into the space behind the Dumpster. A lovely place: beer cans, weathered Dorito bags, candy wrappers, cigarette butts.


  I landed on damp dirt and scraggly grass. And I began to morph.


  It's funny, you know, because when Jake or one of the others becomes human, that's demorphing. But for me, the human is just another animal shape I can take on. Human DNA flows in my veins. My own human DNA, thanks to some neat work by the vastly powerful creature called the Ellimist.


  On one of our first missions, I was trapped in the hawk body I now thought of as my own. Some months later the Ellimist used me to help some free Hork-Bajir escape. The Ellimist paid me for my services. But as usual with that unfathomable creature, there was a complication.


  I had asked him to give me what I wanted most. I had assumed he'd make me human again. Instead, he left me a hawk but gave me back my morphing powers. And by twisting time itself, he brought me face-to-face with my old self and let me acquire my "own" DNA.


  I could be my old human self. I could be that human boy for two hours and keep my morphing powers. Or I could remain more than two hours, be my old self forever, and forever lose my morphing ability.


  Ax's people, the Andalites, know a little about the race or the individual called "Ellimist." No one knows for sure whether there's just one, or many, or whether it matters.


  Anyway, the Andalites tell fairy stories of the Ellimists. They see them as tricksters. Unreliable. Creatures who use their power in unpredictable ways.


  Well, the Ellimist had tricked me. He left me hanging, stuck between two impossible choices: become human and stop being an Animorph. Or live the life I live now.


  All this flashed through my thoughts as I began to focus on the change I wanted to make. I felt the resentment I'd often felt for the Ellimist. But more, I felt my own indecision.


  Slowly at first, because my mind was confused, then faster as I focused, my body began to change.


  I grew taller. My sharp talons dulled, became pink and chubby toes. My leathery legs sprouted out of their feather sheath and thickened. I heard the bones stretching, becoming more solid.


  I felt, as though it were happening far off, my internal organs shift and change. It was a squirmy, almost nauseating feeling. Which wasn't bad, considering the bizarre transformation that was going on in my insides.


  My wing bones thickened and became heavy. Fingers began to emerge from the feathers, and at the same time, all over my body the feathers curled and twisted and disappeared. In their place was pink skin and the minimal clothing I'd managed to incorporate in my morph.


  My beak became soft, gradually melting into lips. Teeth appeared in my mouth with a grinding, disturbing sound that resonated in my expanding skull.


  My hearing grew confused. My eyesight dimmed. It was as if anything more than a couple of dozen feet away grew irrelevant. My eyes would not naturally focus on faraway things, preferring to see up close.


  I felt exposed without my feathers. I felt deaf and blind. It was as if someone had gotten hold of the "brightness" and the "contrast" knobs on an old TV and turned them both down by half, then lowered the volume to a whisper.


  Human senses work okay for what humans do. But compared to a hawk, a human is deaf, blind, and helpless.


  Worst of all was the leaden pull of gravity. Not that a hawk ignores gravity. It's just not so . . . final when you have wings. I felt like someone had remade me in iron and the earth was one big magnet.


  We'd left a paper bag with more appropriate clothing behind the Dumpster. I put it on as quickly as I could with unfamiliar fingers. Still, even clumsy fingers are a marvel. If there's one big physical advantage a human has over a hawk, it's the hand.


  Yes, human brains are the best around. But the brain would be nothing without that hand.


  I checked my clothing. I looked down at my shoes. I ran my tongue around inside my mouth, feeling the barbaric sensation of big, bony teeth.


  "Hello," I said, trying out my voice. "Hi. Hi. My name is Tobias."


  Chapter 5


  



  "Hello. My name is Tobias. I . . ."


  I hesitated. The secretary was looking at me skeptically. Like maybe I'd come in looking to borrow a quarter for the video game at the convenience store.


  "My name is Tobias." I told her my last name. Weird. I could barely remember it. It felt like I was using an alias. "I think Mr. DeGroot wanted to talk to me."


  She was puzzled. I looked at her nameplate. Ingrid.


  "It's pronounced DeGroot. It rhymes with boat."


  "Oh."


  "Let me just check with Mr. DeGroot." She picked up her phone and punched a tine. "Mr. DeGroot, there's a young boy named Tobias out here. He says - Oh. All right."


  She hung up the phone.


  "I guess he does want to see you," she admitted. "Right through that door."


  I checked the door. Fine. The lawyer's office was still sharing a wall with the laundromat. If I started yelling it would take Rachel about three minutes to morph and come through that wall.


  Three minutes is a very long time when you can't even fly.


  I used the doorknob. Yes, human hands were very cool. As a bird I'd have been totally defeated by the doorknob.


  DeGroot was younger than I'd expected. More in his twenties or thirties than really old. He was wearing a white shirt and red suspenders. His jacket was thrown casually over a chair.


  He jumped up and smiled.


  "So, you are Tobias."


  "Yes. I'm Tobias."


  He looked me up and down. I did the same to him.


  "I've been hoping I could locate you, Tobias. Have a seat, please. Would you like some water? A soda? Coffee? No, I guess you don't drink coffee at your age. A soda? We have Coke, Diet Coke. And we might have some Dr. Brown's cream soda. I'd have to have Ingrid check."


  If he was getting ready to pull a gun and shoot me, or expecting to have Visser Three come storming in the door, he hid it very well.


  I relaxed a little. But I was baffled. Water? Coffee? Soda? What was the right answer?


  "Um . . . um . . ."


  Good grief. You'd think it was Final Jeopardy and the category was Obscure Modern Poets. I was so out of practice being human.


  "I'd like a Coke!" I practically yelled.


  DeGroot pressed his intercom. "Ingrid, our young friend would like -"


  "- a Coke. Yes, I heard him. All the way out here."


  The lawyer and I stared at each other till the Coke came. I gripped the can self-consciously and pressed it to my beak. Lips.


  It had been a long time since I'd tasted sugar. I almost burst out laughing. It was like being Ax in human morph. The taste of sugar was overwhelming! And the coldness. I hadn't felt cold in my mouth in a very long time.


  "Tobias, where have you been staying? Your legal guardians both seemed to think the other one had you."


  Not a question I wanted to answer. "I take care of myself."


  DeGroot smiled. "No doubt. But you are underage. You can't 'take care of yourself.' Not legally."


  "You can't lock me up," I said. Literally true. One thing about being an Animorph: No home, no building, no school, no jail or prison could hold me.


  The lawyer looked pained. "That's not what I am talking about."


  "Okay. What are you talking about?"


  That seemed to set him back a little. It was weird. I had a toughness I'd never had when I was human. As a human I'd been a bully-magnet.


  "Here's the thing. I represent your father's estate."


  "My father is dead."


  "Tobias . . ." He leaned across his desk. "Your father, that father, the man who died? That may not have been your real father."


  "What?"


  "I have a document . . . it's a strange situation. Very strange. Look, Tobias, I'm going to level with you. My father used to run this office. He's dead, too. He left this document along with the rest of his clients' papers. But on this he wrote me specific instructions. Very specific. On the date of your next birthday your father's last statement was to be read to you, if at all humanly possible."


  I didn't know what to say. If this was a trap, it was a weird one.


  "Are you okay? You don't seem surprised."


  No, I didn't, I realized with a start. I had forgotten to make facial expressions. It was something I didn't do as a hawk.


  "I am surprised," I said. I twisted my face into what I hoped was an expression of surprise. But it occurred to me that I was facing a new problem: He'd said he'd read the document on my next birthday.


  When was my birthday? I couldn't exactly ask him.


  "Now there's this new complication. A woman named Aria, who says she is your cousin. Your great-aunt's daughter. Apparently she's only just learned of your situation. She's a very acclaimed nature photographer and she's been on a long-term assignment in Africa. She wants to meet you."


  "Why?"


  "You're family. She wants to help you."


  "Oh."


  "She'd like to meet you tomorrow. At the hotel where she's staying. If that's okay. It's the Hyatt downtown. Do you know where that is?"


  I could have said, yes, I am familiar with their roof. A peregrine falcon has a nest there in a niche in the radio tower. And the thermals are great, sweeping up the south face of the building, warm air radiating up from the street below and gaining strength from the sunlight reflected off all those windows.


  What I did say was, "Yeah, I know where it is."


  "She's very concerned for you."


  "Uh-huh."


  "Do you need money? A place to spend the night?"


  "No, I'm fine."


  He shrugged doubtfully. "You look healthy enough. Well dressed."


  I almost laughed. Rachel had picked out my wardrobe. I looked like a poster boy for Tommy Hilfiger.


  "I get by okay. Um . . . so when did you say you're going to read this document?"


  "On your birthday."


  "Ah. Okay. Bye."


  Chapter 6


  



  My birthday. When was my birthday? This month?


  What month were we in?


  I left the office and walked to the convenience store. Ax and Marco studiously avoided noticing me. Ax's human morph face was smeared with something I could only hope was chocolate.


  I didn't even look at them. No nod, no wink, nothing. If we were being followed the slightest thing would give us away.


  The signal for "danger" was me going to the donut display and looking inside. The signal for "okay" was me picking up a Mounds bar and putting it back down.


  I toyed with the Mounds bar. The guy at the counter said, "You gonna buy that?"


  Ax and Marco left. I went to the newspaper rack. I checked the date. The month. Yes, that was my birth month. Today was the twenty-second.


  My birthday was . . . the twenty-fifth! Yes. That was it. Probably.


  I waited till Marco and Ax were clear then I went outside. I blinked at the sun and almost flapped my wings.


  My father! My father was not my father? There was some "real" father somewhere? Also dead or gone? That was a lot of coincidence. And some long-lost cousin showing up within days of when this "father's" will was supposed to be read to me?


  Way too much coincidence.


  I started walking. I was heading to the nearby park to demorph at a spot we'd chosen in advance.


  Halfway there, I heard Jake's thought-speak voice in my head. <I think you're being followed. A big guy in a suit.>


  I didn't wonder too much where Jake was. In the sky somewhere. Up flying free.


  We had planned for this. I glanced across the street and saw a Speedy Muffler King and an Applebee's. I headed for the Applebee's.


  Across traffic. Trotting, like I'd suddenly realized I was hungry.


  <Yep. He's following you,> Jake reported.


  In the front door of Applebee's. Fast, fast toward the men's room before my tail could catch sight of me again.


  Then a quick cut left, past the bathroom, into the kitchen.


  Waiters and waitresses were running around, pushing, laughing, yelling. The cooks were banging pots. I pushed past the dishwasher, looking for the back door.


  "Hey, if you're looking for the bathroom . . ." someone called out as I blew past.


  Out the back door. I broke into a run. There was a residential street of small homes behind the restaurant. Down a connecting alley, I cut right again, heading once more for the park.


  I wasn't too worried. Someone might think he could follow me without being noticed. But I had eyes in the sky watching over me.


  <You lost him,> Jake reported.


  I trotted on toward the park. They had a covered but open kind of rest room thing. You know, with a roof, only the walls didn't go all the way up?


  I found an empty stall and waited.


  <Tobias, you're clear,> Cassie said.


  I demorphed. Back to hawk. I flew up and out of the stall, up away from humans and back into the blue sky.


  Only then did it hit me full force: Someone wanted me. Family. Wanted to take care of me.


  Unless, of course, what they really wanted was to learn my secrets.


  And then kill me.


  Chapter 7


  



  I should have met with the others. That was the plan. But once I was back in the sky, I just didn't want to.


  I didn't want to have to sit down and explain it all to them. I guess, too, I didn't want to have to deal with Cassie's hopefulness and Rachel's concern and Marco's abrasive skepticism.


  I didn't want it all analyzed and picked apart. I knew the routine. Cassie would make me go over everything, word by word, gesture by gesture, expression by expression. Cassie has an amazing talent for understanding other people and their motives. She would want to understand all she could about DeGroot.


  Marco would be different. He would barely listen before he started zeroing in on all the problems and inconsistencies.


  Rachel would pace restlessly, angrily, looking for some way to make me safe. Looking for some action to take. Jake would wait and listen calmly, and judge.


  I didn't want my friends thinking for me. I didn't want them to decide what I felt. I wanted to do it alone.


  This was mine. My problem. My hope. My choice.


  I flew. Flew and flew, circling higher and higher on lush thermals that felt as if they could lift me effortlessly beyond the clouds.


  Below and behind, I saw a falcon I knew as Jake. And a harrier I knew as Cassie. They saw me. Jake, at least, could easily have caught up with me. But they let me go. I guess they knew I needed to think.


  I circled up till I could feel the ceiling of a flat-bottomed cumulus cloud right above me. Then I translated my altitude into distance and headed for the woods. Headed for a very specific place in the woods, far back, far from any trail.


  I had been to this place twice before. Once when the Ellimist showed us all the way. Once when I went there only to hear an amazing story. But even now, even knowing precisely where it was, even with all my hawk vision focused, all my innate direction-finding ability carefully attuned, I had a hard time finding it.


  Call it a spell. That's what the Ellimist had done: He had cast a fairy-tale spell over this place, making it almost impossible for any mere mortal to find it. The eyes slid away. The feathers did not feel a breeze that blew from it. The ears heard no sound that came from it.


  It was the valley of the Hork-Bajir. The free Hork-Bajir.


  Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak had been the couple who'd escaped their Yeerk slave masters. How much the Ellimist had intervened . . . well, he would say he never intervenes in the affairs of other species. But Jara and Ket had evaded their Yeerks and avoided recapture with help from us. And they had come to this concealed valley.


  Since then, others had come. Some were escapees. Others had been born into freedom.


  That's where I flew. To the valley of the Hork-Bajir.


  The last time I'd come, they'd been surprised. This time was different. This time, as I flew through the narrow opening of the valley, I saw two dozen Hork-Bajir standing, looking up at the sky, waiting.


  When they saw me they began to point and wave. I thought I recognized Jara and Ket. Standing at their center was the young Hork-Bajir girl named Toby. Named after me. She was Jara and Ket's child. And she was what the Hork-Bajir call a "seer."


  The Hork-Bajir are not the geniuses of the galaxy. They may look like death and destruction on two legs, but the blades that adorn their seven-foot-tall bodies are designed for stripping edible bark from trees.


  That is not what their slave master Yeerks use them for. The Hork-Bajir have been made into the shock troops of the Yeerk Empire.


  In any case, whether fearsome or sweet, the Hork-Bajir are not an intellectual species. Except for the very rare genetic anomalies they call "seers."


  Looking down at the gaggle of waiting Hork-Bajir, I easily spotted Toby. I'd have spotted her even without knowing her. The rest of the group had the dopey, dim expressions of Teletubbies. Toby had the kind of eyes that looked through you and made you feel like you needed to pull a robe on over your brain.


  "Tobias!" Jara Hamee yelled happily. "Friend Tobias! Friend."


  <Hi, Jara. Hi, Ket. Hello, Toby.>


  "Toby say you come," Ket said, nodding with great satisfaction. "Toby say, Tobias will come."'


  "Yes," Jara agreed. "Toby say, 'Friend Tobias will come.'"


  "You are here," Ket said.


  Like I said, the Hork-Bajir are long on decent and kind and sweet and generous, and a bit short on witty, clever, and brilliant. If Marco spent a day with the Hork-Bajir, he'd lose his mind and run screaming away looking for someone, anyone, who'd get a joke.


  I landed on a nice, level branch just a foot above their weird, forward-raked head blades. <Why did you expect me?>


  "We need you, Tobias," Toby said.


  I sighed inwardly. I didn't want to be needed. I wanted some peace and quiet and a chance to think.


  But that feeling evaporated the instant Toby explained.


  "One of the children, a male named Bek, is missing. He has left the valley. We fear that he may be taken by humans or by human-Controllers. That he may be harmed. Killed. Or worse, made into a Controller."


  Chapter 8


  



  Once before when I was feeling low, I went to the Hork-Bajir valley. They'd made me feel better. After all, the Hork-Bajir think I'm their liberator. They think I'm George Washington or whatever. It's hard not to feel good under those circumstances.


  But obviously, this visit was going to be different.


  <You searched the entire valley?> I demanded.


  "Yes. Search," Jara said. "Look and look and look."


  "Cry, 'Bek, Bek!'" another Hork-Bajir added helpfully.


  "Bek, Bek!" Ket confirmed.


  "Bek is not in the valley," Toby said. "I . . . we found tracks leading out of the valley. The right size for a Hork-Bajir of his age."


  I said several words I can't repeat. Jara Hamee asked what they meant. <Never mind,> I said. I couldn't believe this. A Hork-Bajir child missing! Wandering the woods alone. Or worse: not alone.


  <How long has he been gone?>


  "Since this time yesterday," the young seer said.


  <Oh, man. I have to get back to the others. We'll start a search. But I don't think our chances are very good.> Suddenly a thought occurred to me. <Do you think Bek could lead people back here? Would he be able to find his way back? The Ellimist has laid some kind of weird spell on this place.>


  Toby looked wary. "No, Bek would not know the way back. But we are able to find our way back."


  That made me stare. <What do you mean? You leave the valley?>


  "Yes, Tobias. How else can we free our brothers and sisters?" She waved an encompassing arm around the group. "How else have these Hork-Bajir come to freedom?"


  <I . . . I guess I just assumed the Ellimist made it happen.>


  Toby grinned the frightening Hork-Bajir grin. "We make it happen. We go at night and raid places where we know Hork-Bajir are."


  <The Yeerk pool?> I asked incredulously.


  Toby looked down. "Tobias, we owe you a great deal."


  "Freedom," Ket Halpak said solemnly. "Hork-Bajir free. Tobias make free."


  <But?> I said a little sarcastically.


  "But . . . but the place where we liberate Hork-Bajir is a secret Yeerk facility that is being built. Not in your city. In the human town beyond the far end of this valley. Tobias . . . it is very important for us to continue freeing our brothers and sisters. We are few. We must become many. To fight the Yeerks. Also . . ." She let it hang there.


  <Un. Be. Lievable,> I said. <You "seers" really are a different breed, aren't you?> I said harshly. <You're looking for the day when the Yeerks leave, aren't you? You need enough numbers so that humans don't just slap you all in a zoo.>


  Toby looked proud. "The Hork-Bajir trusted Andalites to save us from the Yeerks. The Andalites failed. The Andalites took care of their own. We must do the same. We are grateful to the humans called Animorphs. But do you say we should trust all humans?"


  Well, she had me there. It was way too easy to see a day when the Yeerks were defeated and these Hork-Bajir were left behind on Earth. What would happen to them? Humans didn't exactly have an unblemished record of tolerance for different races. After all, before this valley had belonged to the Hork-Bajir, it had probably been inhabited by Native Americans.


  <You're worried that if I know about this secret Yeerk construction project my friends and I will attack it?>


  "Yes."


  <Do you think Bek may have gone there?>


  "We don't know. He may have followed the scent trails left by our raiders." She sounded doubtful. "It is possible. But he did not leave from that end of the valley."


  <Ah. Swell. Perfect. You know, I came up here looking for a break from life.>


  The seer smiled. "If you promise not to destroy the place, I will show you how to find it."


  I sighed. <I have to talk to Jake and the others. Jake's going to want to go after this facility.>


  Toby started to say something, but I interrupted her. <You have my word we won't do anything unless you approve. I'll deal with Jake. In the meantime, we'll start searching elsewhere. But be ready in case I come back. Because if I come back, it will mean I need you.>


  It was Jara who stepped forward then. Toby may have been the brains, but Jara and Ket were the heart of this tiny community. Jara put his big, dangerous claw out, palm up, and I hopped into it. He lifted me up to his goblin face and said, "Tobias ask the Hork-Bajir. Hork-Bajir give. Always. Forever. Anything. Even life. Jara Hamee never forget."


  Toby nodded her agreement.


  Well, what are you going to do? People like that you pretty much have to try and save.


  Chapter 9


  



  Morning. The meadow.


  My meadow.


  I saw the other hawk. He was flying, inscribing low circles over the meadow. His eyes were aimed downward, looking for breakfast. But he saw me.


  I knew he saw me, because if our roles were reversed, I would see him.


  He was wondering why . . . no, that was wrong. He wasn't wondering. He was a true red-tailed hawk. Hawks don't wonder. The question "why" is owned entirely by humans. At least, on Earth it is. Only Homo sapiens asks why. Buteo jamaicensis - red-tailed hawks - don't ask at all.


  He saw me. He knew I was a threat. He watched. He waited. He expected my attack. When my attack came, he would fight. If my attack did not come, he would come after me. It would be a "show" fight. Bluff and threaten and see who ran first. But it could also end up being a very real fight.


  I saw him drop down swiftly on some target. A few seconds later he flapped his way back up into view. His talons were empty. He'd missed.


  Not enough prey in the meadow. Not enough for both of us. One of us had to go. Or both of us would starve.


  I sat on my perch and saw the twitch of grass that told me a rabbit was coming out of its hole. We all have to eat. Rabbits, too.


  My opponent was too far away and at the wrong angle to see what I saw. I opened my wings and swooped out of the shadows.


  This time I would take one of the rabbits. This time my talons would close on squirming, living flesh.


  This time the rabbit would die so that I could live.


  I saw them! Yes! The mother and one of the babies. Just my size, the perfect prey. Slow moving, unaware, unlike the wily mother.


  I was approaching them on a perfect glide path. I was in the mother rabbit's blind spot. I opened my talons wide and moved them forward. I trimmed my wings and tail just so. Just perfectly to intercept the little rabbit on its next heedless hop.


  Now! Now! Now! Drop and strike!


  <Aaaahhhh!>


  The vision seized my mind again. I was the rabbit, not the hawk!


  I saw the talons! Too late! I tried to hop away but the panic froze me in place. I shook with terror. I could see death coming from the sky, but I could not move.


  <Noooooo!> I screamed and broke off. <Noooooo!>


  I flapped up and away, and the awful vision faded. The baby rabbit hopped to his mother's side.


  <What is happening to me?!> I yelled to an empty sky. <What is happening to me?>


  Chapter 10


  



  "Just tell me this," Marco raged. "When do we get a vacation? I mean, Ben-Hur rowing that Roman galley while the guy whipped him and the other guy banged on that big drum got more downtime than we do."


  We were in Cassie's barn. It was the next day, after the others got back from school. I was in the rafters, in my usual place. From there I could look out through the hayloft to see Cassie's house and the driveway. And I could listen to sounds coming from outside. I could know whether anyone was sneaking up on us.


  "Our lives have become Nintendo games," Marco went on, enjoying the sound of his own outrage. "We're always walking down some dark hallway with our blasters drawn and there's an endless array of enemy guys. We blow 'em up, but they keep coming. When do we get to hit the pause button? When do we get to switch over to a nice, peaceful Riven? When do we get to turn off the power and put down the joystick and just veg out with some HBO? When do -"


  "When do we get to shut you up?" Rachel interrupted. "When do we get to switch you off? I mean, good grief, Marco, you act like you have something better to do. Before we became Animorphs your entire day consisted of figuring out which girl to annoy next."


  Marco grinned. "And now I always know which girl to annoy next." He put his arm around Rachel and laid his head on her shoulder.


  She laughed and shoved him away.


  It was just a dumb little routine, but I felt a flash of jealousy. There are little intimacies that most humans can have that I can't. I can't shake hands or hug or lay my head on anyone's shoulder.


  And, as I'd expected, Cassie had questioned me closely, listening intently to everything I related about my meeting with DeGroot. Marco came up with about eight different ways it could all be a scam.


  But then I'd told them all this new piece of information: A Hork-Bajir kid was on the loose. That's when Marco had started ranting and raving.


  "Okay," Jake said, "we have a lot happening at once. And we can't blow off any of it. We need to find out if DeGroot is for real or a Controller. We need to find out the same about this possible cousin Aria. And we need to try and find this little, lost Hork-Bajir. Twenty-four hours plus last night, plus this morning while we were in school. Coming up on forty-eight hours he's been missing."


  "I hate to think of what could be happening to him," Cassie said.


  Jake nodded. But Marco said, "No, wait. You should try and think of what's happening to him. What are the possibilities?"


  <I assume that any human would recognize this Hork-Bajir child as an alien,> Ax wondered.


  "No. Not necessarily," Cassie said.


  "Most people don't believe you aliens exist," Rachel said.


  Ax nodded, a gesture he'd picked up from humans. <Then what might a human think this creature is?>


  "Deformed," Cassie speculated. "Affected by birth defects. Or seriously sick."


  <The average, fairly decent human would think of taking it to a hospital,> I said.


  "Or calling an ambulance," Cassie added


  <The average not-so-decent human might decide to shoot it,> I said. <Or stick it in a cage and charge people to look at the freak.>


  Jake nodded agreement. "Yeah. Okay. Marco? Get on the Internet and look for any news reports or whatever. Ax? You help him. Cassie and I will go back to the valley entrance, morph wolves, and see if we can pick up Bek's scent. Rachel, you're with Tobias. Figure out if DeGroot and this Aria woman are Controllers. Follow them. Watch them. How long do we have till your birthday, Tobias?"


  <Um . . . three days?> I asked.


  "Today's the twenty-third. When's your birthday?"


  <The twenty-fifth. I think. Twenty-sixth?>


  Marco laughed, then I guess he realized I wasn't kidding.


  <I don't . . . I don't exactly remember. Not for sure. But I think it's in three days.> I forced a laugh. <Just don't ask me how old I am in bird years.>


  Chapter 11


  



  I felt uncomfortable being paired with Rachel. She'd seen me eating roadkill. She hadn't mentioned it, and I didn't think she would. Rachel's blunt, but sensitive enough, too.


  Still, uncomfortable or not, I wasn't going to start arguing with Jake. I have my problems in life. He has his. I'm not going to complicate his situation.


  Besides, what could I say? I'd rather work with Cassie because she doesn't know I eat road-kill?


  Rachel went into her bald eagle morph. I've seen her do it many times before, of course, but for some reason this time it fascinated me. Is that the right word? No, it mesmerized me.


  Rachel is a beautiful girl. She's beautiful in that way you know will last her whole life. She'll be a beautiful woman. But beauty alone isn't that big a thing. What makes Rachel "Rachel" is what's inside.


  And watching her morph to eagle was like seeing her soul emerge through her flesh.


  Feather patterns appeared across her skin. The golden hair gave way to the characteristic white feathers of the baldie's crown. Her arm bones narrowed and hollowed and grew feathers to become wings.


  Her face, never exactly soft or inviting, became forbidding and intense. Her blue eyes turned golden brown and glared with the fierce glare of a raptor. Her lips became the eagle's huge beak.


  She grew smaller. But she was becoming one of the largest birds in existence.


  Was she more beautiful to me because she was a bird now? No, of course not. For one thing, eagles and hawks don't mate. For another, her eagle morph is male.


  But sometimes it seemed to me that this body suited her better than her own. Her own body misled people with superficial resemblances to the glossy images of magazine models. This body was Rachel: fast, strong, smart, intense, and dangerous.


  <Ready?> she asked.


  <Ready,> I said.


  She spread her wings. So much broader than my own. I am proud of being a red-tailed hawk, but there is no avoiding the fact that the human eye is drawn to a bald eagle. People can see me and think, What is that, a big brown crow? But when you see a baldie floating on the air, with its six-foot wingspread and yellow beak and unmistakable white head, you know you're looking at something special.


  I read once that Benjamin Franklin wanted the wild turkey to be the official symbol of the United States. But come on. He must never have seen a bald eagle.


  We caught a late afternoon thermal and rode it high into the air. Rachel had her wings, but I had my experience, so I kept pace with her easily enough. Not to brag, but when you can add human intelligence onto bird instinct, you get so you can outfly just about anything in the air. Instinct only takes you so far.


  <I didn't mention it to Jake, but I've already spent the morning observing DeGroot,> I said.


  <Why him? Why not this Aria person?> Rachel asked.


  <I know him. He was easy to observe. Plus . . .>


  <Plus what?>


  I'd been about to say that the very idea of Aria made me nervous. Unsettled. <Nothing. Let's go see if we can find her. I know what hotel she's in. I know the room. I morphed to human and called the hotel.>


  <How did you get a quarter for the phone?>


  <With these eyes? Coins shine in the sunlight. You fly around outside coin-op laundromats or the drive-through lane at a McDonald's, you'll find a dropped quarter sooner or later.>


  Rachel laughed like that was the funniest thing in the world. <You are the world champion of coping with weird situations,> she said.


  <Yeah, well, not always. Sometimes I just wimp out.>


  <What do you mean?>


  <Let's crank it to the west a little more, catch this trailing breeze, and take a load off our wings,> I said.


  <Ah. Something you don't want to talk about. That's cool.>


  We turned west and felt the propulsion of the wind coming around behind us. Flying is a lot like sailing. You can fly against the wind, but it'll wear you down fast. You can sort of tack, flying against the wind by turning at angles to it. But when the wind is cooperating and going your way, hey, you ride it and be thankful.


  <It's no big thing,> I said with a dismissive laugh. <A little bird-on-bird problem.>


  <So give me the four-one-one, already,> she grumped. <We have ten, twenty minutes of flying and I forgot to bring a book to read.>


  <It's nothing. It's this hawk that's trying to move in on my meadow.>


  I felt like an idiot the minute the words were out of my head. This was like the "old" Tobias style: treating people to displays of stupidity and weakness. No wonder I'd gotten beat up so often when I was human. It was like I was begging people to sneer at me.


  <Brilliant, Tobias,> I muttered to myself. <Rachel, of all people is really going to appreciate some pathetic story of how you can't stand up to a bird.>


  <What, is he bigger than you?>


  Why didn't I just keep my mouth shut? <Forget it. I just haven't decided the right time to kick his butt.>


  Yeah, right. That was believable.


  <There's the hotel. We need the twenty-third floor,> I said. <Room twenty-three-oh-six. It's supposed to be facing the city view.>


  Chapter 12


  



  My heart was beating even faster than usual. I might be about to see a cousin who wanted to take me in. Or I might be sniffing around the edges of a clever trap.


  I counted up the floors to twenty-three. We swept around the building to the city side. It is especially thrilling flying around tall buildings. Something about being outside a skyscraper really reminds the human part of you how high up you are. You can imagine humans suddenly outside and picture their helpless terror as they fall, and . . . well, like I said, it reminds you.


  <With the sun at this angle I'm having a hard time seeing inside the windows,> I complained.


  <Really? Not me,> Rachel said.


  <Bald eagles hunt fish,> I pointed out. <Your eyes are evolved to see down through water, even if there are reflections on the water. I eat mice and rabbits.>


  <Rabbits?>


  <You take what you can get. And don't start in with Thumper from Bambi, or Peter Rabbit, or the Easter Bunny. Rabbits are prey, just like mice.>


  <I was just gonna say they sounded tastier than mice. I mean, people eat rabbits. Or at least they used to. In the old cowboy movies didn't they shoot rabbits and cook 'em up with a mess o' beans?>


  <Absolutely. Exactly. Nothing wrong with eating a rabbit.>


  <Unless he's named "Bugs." Hey, I see a woman in that room. Um . . . third window from the end.>


  <I can't see clearly.>


  <Probably a good thing. She's changing.>


  <Ah. You mean she's changing clothes, right? Not morphing.>


  <She's morphing from a pair of sweatpants and T-shirt into a dress. The dress is, oh, about three, four years out of date.>


  <So maybe she really was in Africa. If that's even her.>


  <Or maybe she doesn't keep up with fashion. I see a lot of camera equipment. That'd fit with the whole nature photographer thing.>


  <The glare is shifting. Is it safe for me to look?>


  <Are you always this nice about being a Peeping Tom?>


  <I am never a Peeping Tom,> I said sharply. Then I softened my tone. <I cannot use my superpowers for evil.>


  Rachel laughed. <Okay to look now.>


  I banked into a turn, flapped to keep my altitude, then glided as slowly as I could, forty feet out from the window.


  She was maybe twenty-five or thirty. She had dark hair, pulled back into a ponytail. Not tall, not short. Thin. She seemed very tan.


  <Does she look like anyone in your family?> Rachel asked.


  <No. I mean, I don't know. According to DeGroot I have some father I didn't even know about. So who knows if she looks like family?>


  <How do we find out?>


  I didn't answer. The truth is, I hadn't really heard Rachel. I was off in my own mind, watching the strange woman who said she wanted to take care of me.


  Why? Why would someone want to take care of me? She didn't know me. So why? Because of some vague family loyalty thing? Maybe. I guess some families are like that. You know, they feel connected to anyone who shares a biological connection to them. But my family wasn't that way. Not the ones I'd met, anyway.


  My mother disappeared and my father died when I was little. I barely remembered either of them. I had pictures, of course. Back when I was human. But now when I tried to remember them I couldn't tell whether the memories were real or just something I'd made up.


  Sometimes I wondered if it was all an illusion. That I'd never had a mother and father. That I'd never really been human.


  I was a freak of nature. No, that wasn't right, either. Nature at its most perverse could not create me. I was a freak of technology. Of alien technology.


  I was a bird with the mind of a human boy. Or I was a boy with the body of a bird. Either way, that woman I saw through the glass, the woman now channel-surfing with her remote control and stopping at CNN, that woman did not know me.


  Not the old me or the real me.


  Surprise, Cousin Aria, your adopted son is a red-tailed hawk.


  <I say, ahem, how do we find out?> Rachel asked.


  <What? Oh. I guess we follow her. Watch her. Observe. If she's a Controller she'll need to go to the Yeerk pool within the next three days.>


  <We can't watch her continuously.> Rachel said.


  <Maybe not,> I admitted. <But maybe we can find out enough. Look! She's getting a phone call.>


  <She looks puzzled. Now she's . . . excited. There she goes!>


  Aria . . . if this was Aria . . . hefted a camera bag onto her shoulder. She paused in front of a full-length mirror, adjusting her hair and checking her clothes carefully.


  <Don't worry about your hair,> Rachel sniped, <do something about that dress.>


  I laughed. But at the same time something bothered me about what I'd just seen. Something . . .


  But then the woman was out the door of her room and out of sight.


  <We should swing around to the front door. Watch her come out,> Rachel said.


  <Yeah. Let's just hope she doesn't drive or catch a cab.>


  <Why?>


  <Ever tried flying fast enough to keep up with a car?>


  Chapter 13


  



  <Oh, man! She's going for a cab!> I yelled as the hotel doorman waved for a taxi.


  <Traffic's pretty bad. Maybe we can stay with her,> Rachel said.


  <Not by staying in the air, we can't,> I said grimly.


  <You have a plan?>


  <Rachel, I have a plan even you will think is insane,> I said. <See that cop car? Going the same general direction as the cab? See the lights on top?>


  Rachel laughed. <Okay, that actually is insane. Let's do it!>


  We dove, hurtling down out of the sky. What I had in mind wasn't exactly subtle. It was dangerous and would make heads turn as we raced through the city streets.


  But it could possibly work.


  The red lights atop the police car were mounted on a raised bar. There was a light at either end, and a couple of feet of open bar between.


  The cab headed east down a major boulevard. So did the police car. They were only doing twenty miles an hour in the traffic, but hawks and eagles can't just fly long distances in a straight line. We need to turn, to ride the thermals upward. Even at twenty miles an hour the cab could lose us.


  Down we swooped, turning height into speed.


  Down, down, me slightly in front.


  <Rachel, line up behind me, but watch the turbulence from my wings!>


  She lined up behind me and we swept down from twenty-something floors up to just above street level, executing a smooth glide path that an airline pilot would have been proud of.


  <Keep up your speed!>


  <We're going faster than them, we'll overshoot,> Rachel cried.


  <Are you telling me how to fly?>


  <No, sir!> Rachel yelled in that giddy way she gets whenever she's an inch away from utter disaster. <Hah HAH!>


  The cop car moved horizontally. We came down at an angle. The two lines would meet . . . now!


  <Flare!> I swept my wings forward, killed just a hint of my airspeed, opened my talons, spread them wide, and . . . yes! Snagged the crossbar and held on.


  Rachel grabbed with one talon but missed with the other. She folded her wings and the wind current slammed her back.


  <Keep your profile!> I cried. <Open your wings. Surf, don't ride.>


  Somehow she made sense of my gibbering. She lunged with her other talon and caught the bar. She muscled her body forward into a flying profile. She spread her massive wings.


  And off we went. A red-tailed hawk and a bald eagle riding the roof of a cop car, wings open, beaks forward, talons straining to take the pressure.


  <Now this doesn't look too strange!> Rachel laughed, still high from the rush of danger.


  Drivers behind and beside us stared, mouths open. Some to the point where they barely avoided crashing into one another. But the police beneath us remained oblivious.


  <Someone is going to yell to the cops that we're up here,> I worried.


  <Nah,> Rachel reassured me. <No one goes out of their way to attract a cop's attention while they're driving. We'll be saved by people's guilty consciences.>


  One very odd-looking police car continued down the boulevard, shadowing the cab from a distance of three or four car lengths. We rode for two miles that way, till we'd reached the edge of the city, out where the buildings grew smaller, older, and shabbier. We were passing the airport. A big jet roared by overhead.


  And then . . .


  <Ahhhh!>


  Red lights swirled all around us. The car surged forward. Wind resistance doubled and I could barely hold on. Then came the siren.


  Think police sirens are loud? Try having better-than-human hearing and being eight inches from the siren itself. Then add in four jet engines from a slow-moving jumbo jet.


  <Aaaaahhhh! They got a call!>


  The cop car took off. In a second we'd pass the cab. No! A sudden turn, and the cab and police car were separating at a rapid clip. Too fast for us to keep our wings open. We were moving at fifty, maybe sixty miles an hour. We closed our wings and hunkered down as close to the bar as we could crouch. I tucked my head low and kept my tail feathers tightly closed.


  Now we were just alongside the airport. Another jet, a smaller one this time, was readying for takeoff. But before it gathered speed, something much smaller rose from the tarmac.


  A helicopter.


  The helicopter lifted off and headed at right angles to us. It was going the same direction as the cab.


  <I have another really bad idea,> I said.


  <No.>


  <I'm doing it!> I yelled.


  <How do I do it?> Rachel screamed.


  <Time it! Release. Just a little tail for lift, barely open your wings, use your head to turn!>


  <When?>


  <NOW!>


  I released my grip. I opened my tail feathers and cocked them ever so slightly upward. So little wing that my wings might as well have been tail fins of a rocket.


  And a good thing, too, because I was a rocket.


  I blew through the air like a feather missile, catching just enough lift, turning with only a slight movement of my head . . .


  I shot up beneath the helicopter, swerved to match its direction, rolled over on my back, opened my talons, and . . .


  <Ooowwww!> I took the jolt as my talons closed around the strut of the landing skid.


  Rachel was just behind me. She turned and opened her talons, but she hadn't prepared for the severe downdraft of wind from the helicopter's rotors.


  A miss!


  Rachel's talons missed their mark, and she wasn't going to get another shot.


  <I'll see you later!> I yelled to her.


  <Not much later,> she laughed. <Take a look. The cab pulled in down there.>


  I had pulled off a completely impossible move. For absolutely no reason.


  <It was still way cool,> Rachel said. But she laughed some more as I released my hard-won grip on the helicopter and floated in embarrassment toward the dirt field where the cab was now disgorging Aria.


  Chapter 14


  



  It took a moment for me to realize what I was looking at. It was a shabby-looking building from the air. But the truth is, most buildings look pretty bad from the air. You just see roofs and air conditioners.


  The building itself was one story, but with a false facade that would have made it look much bigger to a person approaching from ground level. It was fronted by a dirt parking lot with a few cars. In the back was a dirty green lagoon - shallow water bordered by a rickety-looking wooden railing.


  There were two alligators sunning themselves on the mud banks of this tiny lagoon.


  The lot to the left of the building was a liquor store. To the right of the main building, seemingly attached to it, was a miniature golf course. The theme was apparently "pirates." A plaster pirate ship served as a centerpiece.


  <It's one of those crappy roadside zoo things,> Rachel reported, having swept low enough to see the garish signs clearly. <It's called "Frank's Safari Land and Putt-Putt Golf.">


  <Catchy name,> I said.


  <It's just a good thing Cassie isn't here. She hates these places. I mean, she hates these places. She'd have us go in there and free all the animals.>


  <Maybe that's why Aria is here,> I suggested. <She's a nature photographer, after all. She must hate places like this, too.>


  <Maybe,> Rachel said skeptically.


  I banked a turn and went low to check out a sort of marquee that advertised to passing cars. It was one of those signs where they use big plastic letters.


  The sign said ALL NEW! DEADLY MIDGET FREAK! THE LIVING RAZOR!


  <Oh, man. We have trouble,> I said.


  <Will it involve trying to snag onto a helicopter in midair?> Rachel asked with a laugh. <And by the way, it may have been unnecessary, but it was SO cool!>


  <"The Living Razor,"> I said, quoting the sign. <"Deadly Midget Freak.">


  <What's a living razor?> Rachel wondered.


  <Don't know for sure, but I have a bad feeling about this. I think we need to get inside that building.>


  <Well, we could demorph to human and walk right in. If we had money for a ticket.>


  Demorph to human? Not me. I had to morph to human. I let it go.


  <It's two bucks each,> I said.


  <I have got to learn how to morph a credit card.>


  <We could always sneak in as cockroaches,> I said. <I doubt a couple of roaches would even be noticed in that place. Let alone a couple of houseflies.>


  <Oh man, I hate doing insects. You know ->


  <Uh-oh. I feel a Rachel idea coming on.>


  <Oh please, after your idea of riding a cop car then rocketing off to grab a helicopter? You're going to diss my idea?>


  <Ooookay. Fair enough.>


  <I was just noticing there's only one old man watching the front door. And I have to tell you, I don't think all his hair is exactly real.>


  <What?>


  <Head for the Putt-Putt pirate ship. We can demorph in there. I'll be right along.>


  With that, Rachel swooped down from the sky on a glide path toward the old man, who was sitting on a stool just outside the door to Frank's Safari Land.


  Talons open, she raked the man's head.


  "Hey!" he yelled. "That's my hair!"


  The big bald eagle flew slow and low, carrying what looked like a dead muskrat, but was in fact the man's toupee. The man took off after her. I headed for the big plaster pirate ship. A few moments later Rachel joined me, laughing as she demorphed.


  <Okay, what did you do with the poor man's toupee?>


  <Well, let's just say one of those alligators has a whole new look.>


  We demorphed inside the dusty, cobwebbed interior of the fake ship and had to squeeze out through a tiny access door. No one stopped us. No one noticed then, or when we walked brazenly through the front door of Frank's Safari Land.


  Chapter 15


  



  Inside it was about what I'd expected. A very sad place. Miserable, unhappy animals in cages a tenth the size they should have been. Dim lighting that was swallowed up by the black-draped walls.


  A mangy fox paced restlessly. A pair of lynx slept, crammed into a cage that would have been small for a house cat. There was an aged barn owl, an adolescent deer, a pair of sheep. There was a Shetland pony in a circular pen, saddle on its back, saddle sores plainly visible. A sign said PONY RIDES $2.50.


  A small female black bear was in a cage so low she could not rear up to her full height.


  Rachel leaned close to whisper in my ear. "I was going to say we shouldn't tell Cassie about this place, but you know what? Let's do tell her. She'll get Jake to go along with stomping this horrible place out of existence. What is the matter with people? I mean, I'm not exactly Ms. Tree-hugging-don't-eat-meat-let-animals-vote, but come on, this sucks. They want to treat a bear like that, I'll come back here and introduce these dirtbags to a real bear. See if 'Frank' can stick my grizzly in a little cage. I'll cage him!"


  I smiled with my human lips. The thing is, I knew Rachel wasn't exaggerating. If Jake didn't stop her, the "Frank" of Frank's Safari was going to be getting a visit from a big, shaggy, very annoyed, seven-foot-tall grizzly bear.


  Then we went around a dark corner into a small side room. There stood Aria and a man. I backed away quickly. But not so quickly that I failed to see the occupant of that small room.


  There, in a raised cage with two spotlights intersecting on him, was a young Hork-Bajir.


  He was only three feet tall, practically a newborn by Hork-Bajir standards. His blades were very sharp, like human baby teeth are, but small and not as rigid or dangerous as an adult's blades.


  His tail was stubby, barely formed. The forehead blades were just bumps.


  His clawed hands were wrapped around the bars of his cage. He was gazing with pathetic hope at Aria.


  "Whoa," Rachel whispered.


  "Yeah."


  We glided back out of sight, not that either Aria or the man with her had noticed us.


  "Look, lady, I'm not trying to bust your chops here. But if you want to take pictures, that's extra."


  "But, Mr. Hallowell -"


  "Call me Frank."


  "Okay, Frank. I'm a professional nature photographer. I would be happy to give you some copies of the pictures in payment."


  The man sneered. "I need a picture of the freak, I'll take a Polaroid. Uh-uh. This little monster is going to make me some cash. I've already contacted a newspaper. They're sending a guy out. He decides this is a good freak, he'll pay thousands."


  Aria hesitated. "And he would . . . disseminate . . . these photographs widely? Publish them?"


  The man looked at her like she was weird. "Now, what else would he do with them?"


  Aria nodded slowly. "Yes. Of course." She looked again at the young Hork-Bajir and repeated thoughtfully, "Yes, of course."


  "So let me just ask you, lady, since you're a big nature photographer and all: What is that thing?"


  "You don't know?"


  Frank shook his head. "This guy comes driving up with this thing lashed in the back of his pickup truck. Says he saw it out wandering around the side of the highway. Asked me what I'd pay for it. I gave him fifty bucks."


  "You made a good deal," Aria said. "I'm sure he's worth more than that."


  "So what is it, that's what I'd like to know."


  Aria shrugged. "I don't know. I've never seen anything like it. But you know, you shouldn't call it a 'freak.'"


  "Not politically correct, huh?" Frank said knowingly.


  "It's not that," Aria said. "It's just that it's like nothing I've ever seen. No animal I know." She smiled. "You could present it as an alien and no one would be able to dispute you."


  "Alien, huh?" Frank nodded. "Hey, that's not a bad idea. Lot of crazy people out there believe in all that UFO, space alien crap."


  "Yes. And while you're changing things, maybe you could show a little humanity to these animals. They need bigger cages, more light, more fresh air. At the very least."


  "I'll think on that," Frank said with an expression that said he'd do no such thing.


  Aria turned and walked away, brushing past Rachel and me. I turned my head away so she wouldn't be able to recognize me later.


  We followed Aria at a safe distance, trying to look like we were scoping the caged animals. Aria stepped out into the bright sun and looked around expectantly.


  Seconds later, a black limousine came tearing into the dirt parking lot, raising a cloud of dust.


  The limo pulled to a stop and the driver jumped out to open the door for her.


  I stared with my weak human eyes as she stepped in and sat down. For a moment the door remained open and I could see her as clearly as human eyes would allow.


  She was looking in our direction, but could not see us. She was in sunlight and we were in dark shadow.


  Aria gazed thoughtfully up at the Frank's Safari sign. There was a flicker of a smile, but no more.


  "Who are you?" I whispered.


  The driver shut the door and she was gone.


  Chapter 16


  



  There wasn't a lot of debate back at the barn that evening about what to do with the baby Hork-Bajir.


  "We go in and get him," Jake said.


  "It could be a trap," Marco pointed out. "This Aria person could still be a Controller. This could all be a setup."


  I wanted to ask why a Controller would care about the conditions of the animals in that hideous zoo. But I didn't. I guess I've gotten so I say less and less. Sometimes all the communicating that people do just seems irrelevant. Action is what counts.


  Jake nodded. "We have to act on the assumption that this is a trap. We'll divide our forces. Group A goes in, Group B hangs back."


  Marco smirked to Rachel. "He's just so Patton."


  Jake grinned and aimed a punch at Marco's shoulder.


  Then followed one of the more bizarre parts of Animorph life: Jake, Rachel, Cassie, and Marco all sat down in the hay of the barn, whipped open their backpacks, and pulled out books and notebooks.


  Homework. I guess when you're fully human and a kid, there's just no escaping homework.


  Ax looked over Cassie's shoulder at her science textbook. <But that's not true,> he kept muttering. <That's not at all how gravity works.>


  I sat comfortably in the rafters and eavesdropped on Jake's homework. I still enjoy reading when I get a chance. Sometimes I'll go to the park or the beach, places where people read out in the open. I'll find a nice updraft or steady breeze, float fifty or sixty feet up, and read over someone's shoulder. I've read a lot of John Grisham and Stephen King and Nora Roberts. Not whole books, unfortunately, but pages and occasionally whole chapters.


  Now I sat reading over Jake's shoulder. And when that grew dull, I fluttered over to spy on Rachel's book.


  Then, at last, it was time to go.


  <If you would really like to understand the laws of motion as they apply at the quantum level, and how they relate to both gravity and what we Andalites call the seventh force, then ->


  Cassie laughed and put a hand on Ax's arm. "Ax, it must be hard not having anyone around to discuss things on your level."


  He looked disconcerted. <I . . . no, it's not that,> he said lamely.


  "Okay, everyone cool with their parents?" Jake asked.


  "Yes, all the right lies have been told," Cassie said, shaking her head regretfully. "Everyone is over at someone else's house. As usual."


  "Well, this won't take long," Rachel said.


  The others morphed to various bird morphs and we flew to Frank's Safari Land. The sign had been changed. It now cried out that Frank's had the first ever actual space alien. It was working. The lot was filled with a dozen cars.


  I was in Group A, along with Rachel. We were the two who were familiar with the place. Also with us was Jake. Cassie, Ax, and Marco were backup, ready to come in if things went wrong.


  We landed and demorphed just outside the alligator lagoon. It was dark, but not pitch-black. A hint of dying sun still glowed in the west. The moon wasn't out, but the sky was full of stars.


  The others demorphed. I waited. I was going to a morph I'd only used once: Hork-Bajir.


  Normally I would never use the Hork-Bajir morph. Hork-Bajir are sentient creatures. We have a rule about morphing humans or other free, sentient species. We're not the Yeerks, after all. We don't just go around taking and using the DNA of free people.


  But this was a unique case. We needed Bek, the Hork-Bajir child, to come with us willingly. And I knew that Ket Halpak - whose DNA was the basis for my morph - would not object at all.


  "Okay," Jake whispered. "One more time. I go in human and turn off the main power switch so we have darkness. Rachel morphs and as soon as the power goes out, she goes in and removes the back wall. Tobias? You stay here in the dark till Rachel says go. Then you run in, snatch the kid, and run back out. Cassie will be ready to take him after that. We get him a quarter-mile down the back road to the cornfield. All clear?"


  Rachel winked at me. "You know, Marco's right. He's gotten so Patton."


  "Oh, shut up," Jake said good-naturedly. Jake remained human and began to walk carefully around the outer fence of the alligator lagoon.


  "Hey, did Jake say knock down one wall? Or did he say knock down some walls?" Rachel asked, dripping with fake innocence.


  <You know perfectly well he just wants you to get us into that place. He did not say you should knock the whole place down just because Frank is a creep and he mistreats animals,> I said sternly. <On the other hand, it is dark. You might get confused . . .>


  Rachel laughed her slightly insane, ready-for-a-fight laugh. "Yeah. I might."


  She began to morph an elephant. Now, earlier when I said it was kind of cool watching Rachel go to eagle? It's not the same, watching her turn into an elephant. There is nothing even slightly attractive about it.


  For one thing, there is the way she grows. In sudden lumps of flesh that pop out of her thighs, her stomach, even her head. It is disturbing to see a lump of gray flesh the size of a refrigerator bulge out of the side of someone's head.


  She lumped and bumped and glooped her way from being a normal-sized girl to being a shapeless behemoth. Her legs became pillars. So did her arms. Her elephant feet sank into the damp soil.


  She was grinning at me when her white teeth seemed to flow together and then sprout out and out like a spear coming at me. They curved up to a point: a pair of tusks.


  Her nose began to hang down like it was running, then like it was melting, then it began to thicken and darken and grow. Of course, by then the beach-blanket-sized ears were already formed.


  The last part of Rachel to disappear entirely was her hair. For several seconds she looked exactly like an elephant wearing a blond wig.


  All this time, I had started morphing as well.


  It's strange morphing anything. I mean, no matter what you become it is a nightmare. Just imagine watching your own flesh squirm and melt and wither, shrink or swell. Imagine hearing your own internal organs go watery and squish away. Imagine having body parts you've never had before, and a brain that knows how to use them.


  Morphing is always a freak show. But there is a special quality to morphing a nonterrestrial animal. According to Ax, DNA is a very common thing in the galaxy. That same double helix of atoms forms the blueprint for all of life on Earth and almost all life-forms elsewhere.


  But beyond that, there aren't a lot of similarities between alien bodies and say, humans. Real life turns out not to be like Star Trek. Aliens are not just humans wearing funny ears, nose putty, and costumes.


  There is nothing remotely human about a Hork-Bajir. What's weird is there are slight similarities between hawks and Hork-Bajir.


  The taloned feet are very much alike. The almost beaklike mouth is similar. And . . . well, that's about it for similarity.


  Hork-Bajir are huge. Seven feet tall. Where my bones are hollow and light, theirs are thick and dense as steel. Where my insides are built for digesting raw meat, a fairly simple job, theirs are infinitely more complex to allow them to digest tree bark.


  And while I have some natural weapons - beak and talons - the Hork-Bajir are a natural weapon. The claws that allow them to climb the skyscraper-sized trees of their home world, the wrist and elbow and forehead blades that allow them to scrape the bark from those trees, can all be used as weapons.


  But the Hork-Bajir had never used them as weapons until the Yeerks and the Andalites brought their war to the Hork-Bajir world.


  I grew and grew. Grew till I could almost look Rachel straight in the eye.


  My talons became Tyrannosaurus feet. My mouth grew teeth, sharp ones for cutting bark and serrated molars for grinding it up.


  My wings lost their feathers and extended out and out. Hands grew where my "finger" bones had been. Muscle covered my entire body. And from that muscle the bony projections of blades grew.


  <Well, we're a nice-looking couple,> Rachel said. <Let's go to the dance.>


  I heard a noise. Car engines racing, brakes screeching. Then car doors slamming. Several. Many. I shot a look toward the parking lot, but it was mostly blocked from view.


  And at that moment the lights of Frank's Safari Land went out.


  <Show time,> Rachel said and laughed her wild laugh.
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  Out went the lights and I quickly discovered that Hork-Bajir don't have much in the way of night vision. Neither do elephants. But elephants don't care all that much, since they can pretty well stomp anything that gets in their way.


  HhhrrrEEEEE-uh! Rachel trumpeted and took off around the perimeter of the alligator lagoon, heading for Frank's Safari Land.


  I was amazed how fast she was. I could barely keep up.


  I heard annoyed yelling coming from the building.


  "Hey, turn on the lights!"


  "I want my money back!"


  We rushed at the closest wall. Rachel came to a stop and carefully pressed the flat front of her wrecking-ball head against it. She leaned her weight forward and we both heard a creaking sound.


  <Heh-heh-heh,> she cackled. <Just wood. Doesn't this little piggy know he should build his house out of brick? Come out, come out, little piggy! Or I'll huff, and I'll puff, and I'll crush this dump like a matchbox!>


  She reared back and slammed her weight forward.


  WHAM! CRRRRREEEK!


  <That should have gotten people to step back,> she said. <Now we go in.>


  She backed up three elephant steps and lunged forward, hurtling her dump truck weight against the flimsy wooden wall.


  WHAM! Crrrr-ACK! Crunch!


  WHOOOMPF! The wall fell in.


  Now people were really yelling. "Hey, I'm getting outta here!"


  Rachel happily stomped in across the shattered timbers and splintered plywood, trumpeting like mad, swinging her big trunk back and forth and generally making the kind of destructive mess she loved to make.


  <Everybody out!> she ordered in wide-band thought-speak. <Rabid elephant! Psycho elephant on the loose! It's Dumbo-zilla!>


  In the general panic, no one would recall that they didn't really "hear" anyone shout that warning.


  I followed gingerly in Rachel's wake. She was busily tossing her trunk up and down, making the low ceiling jump with each impact.


  I squeezed past her and searched for the little lost Hork-Bajir. I found him in his cage.


  But I was not alone.


  On the other side of the cage stood three men. Two carried standard handguns. The third carried a weapon I'd seen far too often before: a Yeerk Dracon beam.


  The three human-Controllers gaped at me. Not the way actual humans would react to suddenly encountering a Hork-Bajir. But the way people already familiar with Hork-Bajir would react to seeing one where he wasn't expected.


  <Uh, Rachel?> I said.


  <What? Sorry, I'm all turned around and can't help stomping this place to pieces.>


  <Save that for Jake,> I said. <We have company!>


  "Who are you?" one of the men demanded. "Visser Three didn't tell us that . . . wait! It's one of the renegade Hork-Bajir! One of the escaped hosts!"


  Bek looked at me pleadingly. The Controllers leveled their weapons at me. And one of them began yelling into a watch that must have also been a communicator.


  This was going to get ugly fast. They were here to grab the baby Hork-Bajir. So were we. One big difference: They might not care if Bek lived or died.
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  "So, a renegade Hork-Bajir," one of the Controllers said. "Let's grab them both! Visser Three will be very pleased." He raised his Dracon beam and leveled it at me. "You can make it easy or hard, Hork-Bajir."


  Bek was between them and me. If I attacked . . .


  Fortunately, I was not alone.


  I never even saw the wolf till it was on the Controller. Its big jaws clamped down tight over his gun hand.


  "Aaaahhhh!" he screamed.


  <Cassie? Good timing!>


  <Yeah, it's me, but don't just stand there. There are more coming! Lots more!>


  I didn't hesitate a second longer. I leaped over Bek's cage and landed, T-rex feet first, on one of the men. Hork-Bajir may not be geniuses for the most part, but they are quick.


  My victim went down, yelling and scrambling to get away.


  BLAM! The gunshot was so close the sound hurt worse than the bullet. The bullet knocked a neat, round hole in my left elbow blade.


  I slashed instinctively. The gun dropped to the floor. And the Controller would now have a hard time counting past eight on his fingers.


  We had a momentary advantage, Cassie and I. I fumbled with clumsy Hork-Bajir fingers at the lock on Bek's cage. Then something black, shaggy, and massive pushed by me.


  <Here. Let Gorilla-boy do that for you,> Marco said. <See, it requires delicacy, patience, a subtle touch.>


  He grabbed the front of the cage, twining his sausage fingers through the bars and . . .


  RRRIIPP!


  He tore the cage open like a bag of chips.


  <Come with me, Bek,> I said to the terrified Hork-Bajir baby.


  "Ket Halpak?"


  <Um . . . yes. Come.>


  He took my hand, and that's when everything broke loose.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  TSEEWW! TSEEWW!


  The blinding light of muzzle flashes and even more blinding Dracon beams. Explosions that rocked the room.


  Suddenly, an elephant.


  Suddenly faces, angry, frightened faces visible in the flash of gunfire.


  I felt as if someone had punched me in the stomach. For a moment I was confused. Had Bek hit me? No. A bullet! I could see the hole. I could see the blood.


  Hrrreee-YAH! Rachel trumpeted.


  And now there were more creatures. The lynx, loose from its cage. A tiger, roaring, rushing, slashing.


  A gorilla, swinging fists the size of canned hams.


  An Andalite, his tail flying like a bullwhip, slashing with terrible accuracy.


  The attack was reckless, desperate, heedless. Bullets flying! Dracon beams burning holes in cages and walls. Flames rising around me. Smoke.


  I clutched Bek's hand and staggered back, looking for an escape route. But it was pretty dark aside from the angry weapons' flashes. The ceiling was sloping down in places where it had almost fallen. Walls were twisted. Cages were strewn here and there. Animals screamed. Human voices shouted.


  The pain hit suddenly. Late, but not forgotten. I doubled over, but kept my grip on Bek's hand. He was yanking, tugging, pulling in panic.


  Now the battle was becoming more organized. The Controllers had the front half of the building, and more were around the back, splashing hurriedly through the alligator lagoon to cut us off.


  Rachel was demorphing. Her elephant bulk was doing more harm than good. As she shrank toward human she ducked out of sight and faded into the dark.


  The Controllers - there must have been a dozen by now - had learned a little humility. They were cowering behind cover, shooting wildly around corners, waiting, no doubt, for our retreat to be cut off.


  <Tobias! Get that kid out of here!> Jake yelled.


  <You need me,> I gasped.


  <Get. Him. Out!>


  I grabbed Bek more tightly and began to back toward the crushed wall we'd come through. The pain in my stomach felt like someone had shoved a red-hot sword into me.


  I felt a cool breeze on my back. I turned, ready to plunge through the opening into the night beyond. But the way was not clear.


  An Andalite stood there.


  He was older than Ax, larger, battle-scarred. He exuded a darkness that was blacker than the night. A darkness that came from the twisted, evil slug that lived inside that captive Andalite brain.


  Visser Three!


  He whipped his Andalite tail forward, and I stepped back. But even as I registered the Andalite body that had once belonged to a powerful Andalite war-prince, I began to see the changes.


  He was morphing. Visser Three, the only Andalite-Controller. The only Yeerk with the power to morph.


  Visser Three, who had traveled the galaxy acquiring morphs of the most deadly creatures of the known universe.


  <Ah, a renegade Hork-Bajir,> he said, sounding delighted. <The little runaway and the renegade. Ket Halpak, if I am not mistaken. Well, my Hork-Bajir friend, I'll soon have you back at the Yeerk pool. You'll soon belong to us again.>
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  <Poor, stupid Hork-Bajir,> Visser Three said, dripping fake pity. <You can't even appreciate the magnificence of this morph. It's called a Kaftid.>


  The Visser's Andalite head narrowed and stretched forward till it looked like the head of a seahorse. You know, with that rigid, tubular mouth? His neck elongated. Two leathery wings that could not possibly have allowed him to fly grew just behind the head.


  His four-legged body mutated, growing a fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth leg! The tail disappeared altogether, and where there had been blue fur highlighted with tan, there was now a green, slimy, froglike skin.


  I yanked Bek close, fought a wave of pain, and tried to dodge around the monster that Visser Three was becoming. But Bek was in full panic. He was yelping and crying and trying to get back to what probably seemed like the safety of the building.


  I tried to lift him up but I was unfamiliar with my Hork-Bajir body, and worried about cutting the young Hork-Bajir with my blades. At last I managed to get an arm around Bek's middle and ran around the Visser's right side.


  Too late!


  SsssPASSSS!


  A liquid the color of antifreeze squirted from the monster's pouting mouth. It missed me by millimeters and hit a fallen two-by-four.


  Hsssssss!


  Acid! In seconds the wood was smoking and disintegrating from the corrosion of the greenish-yellow acid.


  <Hah-hah-hah!> Visser Three exulted. <Are you ready to surrender, Hork-Bajir? You're not a fighter! Your people were meant to be our slaves!>


  Surrender. What an excellent idea. With Bek in my arms, I couldn't risk a direct attack on this hideous, acid-spitting alien freak.


  "I surrender!" I cried.


  <Down on your face, then,> he snapped. <I have Andalite bandits to deal with. Down on your face in the mud, slave. And keep hold of that little one, too.>


  "Yes. Down on face," I said, trying my best to sound like a Hork-Bajir. I knelt and started to stretch out. And that's when Visser Three got overanxious. He started to rush past me, desperate to reach the others.


  He stepped a little too near. And suddenly, instead of eight legs, he had five. One fast, powerful swipe of my arm. Blade! Blade! Blade! I was like that new three-blade razor.


  <Arrggghhh!> he bellowed in pain and rage. He began to topple over, unable to support himself with his one left leg. But even as he fell, he twisted his head and took aim. Point-blank range.


  Point-blank at Bek.


  Jerking every muscle in my body, I rolled over Bek, putting my back between him and the Visser's acid spray.


  Pain! Unimaginable pain! I was burning alive! I was on fire!


  I couldn't think, couldn't control myself, not even for a moment.


  I got to my feet, staggered, screaming in agony, to the lagoon, and plunged into the water.


  Water. Blessed, muddy water diluted the acid before it could eat right through my spine.


  Relief!


  But even as I shuddered at the lessening of the pain, I realized that I had let Bek go. I rose up from the lagoon, dripping mud, and looked frantically toward shore.


  No Visser Three. No Kaftid.


  And no Bek.


  <Nooooo!> I cried in anguish.


  From the wreckage of Frank's Safari Land came a burly, deceptively roly-poly animal. It ran to the water's edge and stopped. It reared up to its full height, as tall as a Hork-Bajir.


  The grizzly bear blinked nearsightedly. <Tobias?>


  <I lost Bek!>


  <Get out of that water or you'll lose your butt!> Rachel yelled. <You've got gators coming after you!>


  <I lost Bek!> I cried.


  <Forget him,> she said harshly. <The Yeerks are bailing. So are we. There's cops and fire engines and paramedics coming. We're out of here!>
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  I had lost the young Hork-Bajir. The Yeerks had him. I had lost him.


  Maybe they'd get him to reveal the way to the secret Hork-Bajir valley. Maybe.


  Maybe they'd make him a Controller. All because of me. Because I'd let pain distract me. Because I wasn't focused.


  That had been the human in me. The human in me had given too much weight to pain. A hawk knew better. A hawk didn't care about pain.


  I was in my meadow. The sun was just coming up, rising to hide behind the gray blanket drawn across the sky during the night.


  I was ravenous.


  And why? Why had I not eaten? The human in me. How else to explain the strange confusion I felt, the horrific visions of myself as my own prey?


  Human.


  I could become human again. Right now I could do it. Right now I could tick off the two hours and never, never have to kill to eat. Well . . . at least not have to do my own killing.


  A quick morph, two hours, and I'd be back. Back where I'd started. Human. Tobias the boy.


  Ever since the Ellimist had given me back my power to morph and allowed me to reacquire my own original DNA, the question had hung in the air. Rachel wondered, I know. Once she'd suggested it to me: Why not just become fully human again?


  I hadn't given her an answer.


  I saw the other hawk float suddenly into my field of vision. He was getting bolder. More aggressive. How long till he attacked and I withdrew? If I'd been a true hawk, the battle would long since have been drawn. Even an old, sick hawk would have put up a better fight than I had so far.


  He was floating above the rabbit hole. My rabbit hole. He was pure hawk. The real thing. Not some freak with a talon in one world and a foot in the other.


  <Hey there,> I thought-spoke. <Yeah, you. Hawk. Why don't you go pick on someone else's territory?>


  No answer. Of course not. Words meant nothing to him. They weren't even background noise. They might as well have been silence.


  <Those are my rabbits, you jerk. Get out of here. I know I don't eat them, but they're still mine. I know I'm unable to hunt and kill like a hawk should, but do you have to rub my nose in it? My beak?>


  The hunger came up in a wave.


  What a sickening life. What a disgusting creature I was. To live my life as a hawk, I had to fight another hawk. A bird fight. And over what? A rabbit? A few mice? I was going to fight that bird for the right to kill and eat rodents?


  Before, I'd had no choice. Now I did. I was choosing to live as a hawk. Choosing to build a life around a scruffy meadow and the pitiful rodents in it.


  Maybe I was crazy.


  Before, I'd been able to tell myself I had nowhere else to go. No one to take me in. No parents. No family. Now there was this Aria person. She was actually going out of her way to find me, to care for me.


  Maybe.


  <Tobias?>


  I jerked, startled. I recognized Ax's thought-speak voice and calmed down. He comes around sometimes. We are the weird couple of the galaxy: the alien and the Bird-boy.


  <Hey, Ax-man, what's up?>


  <Up is the opposite of down. Although, of course, those terms are meaningless outside the context of a distinct, localized gravity field.>


  <Ooookay.>


  <Was that funny? I was attempting a joke.>


  <Ah. Well . . . I'm probably not the guy to ask,> I said evasively.


  I looked down from my perch on the eerie-looking creature who was my friend. When you look at an Andalite, there's just no avoiding the obvious: They aren't from around here. He was looking up at me with one stalk eye. The other was roaming left and right, while his main eyes gazed out across the meadow.


  <Have you eaten?> he asked. I could lie.


  <No.>


  <There is insufficient prey?>


  <Yeah. And one too many predators.>


  <Yes, I saw the other member of your species.>


  <I have no species,> I said. <I'm a one-of-a-kind freak.>


  Ax didn't have an answer for that, I don't think Andalites approve of self-pity or other pointless emotions like that.


  I sighed. <Sorry. I'm hungry and in a bad mood.>


  <Hunger is distracting,> Ax allowed. <Since the others are in their human school today, I thought perhaps we could investigate this Aria woman some more.>


  <We should be finding that little Hork-Bajir I lost,> I said bitterly. <Not checking out my relatives.>


  <You found the Hork-Bajir the first time by following the Aria woman.>


  Was he implying something? No. It was just coincidence, wasn't it? Aria was a nature photographer. She'd heard about this strange animal and had gone to see it. She couldn't be a Controller. Why would a Controller complain about the treatment of animals at Frank's Safari Land?


  <Okay, Ax-man. It'll give us something to do, anyway.>


  I took a last look at my opponent. <Go ahead,> I said to him. <Go ahead, take the stupid meadow.>
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  We took turns, Ax and I. He used the roofs of the skyscrapers to demorph and remorph. Out of sight of curious eyes.


  All that day a red-tailed hawk and a northern harrier flew around the Hyatt Regency Hotel. When Aria went to lunch down the street, we followed. When she visited an exhibit of black-and-white photographs, I morphed to human and stayed with her.


  We followed her. Hour after hour. Waiting, watching for some contact with a known Controller. Looking for any attempt to visit the Yeerk pool hidden beneath a large part of our town.


  A Yeerk must return to the Yeerk pool every three days. We couldn't watch her for three days, but we could watch her for a lot of that time.


  She didn't.


  Instead, after eight hours of watching, we had seen her eat, seen her read the newspaper, seen her walk in the park, seen her return to the hotel several times and go back out again.


  No one had approached her.


  We'd learned nothing. Nothing at all, except that she seemed to enjoy her hotel room. She'd go out for a while, but return every couple of hours. She'd leave the curtains open. We could watch her, except for when she stepped into the bathroom and closed the door.


  <What is beyond that door?> Ax asked.


  <Toilet,> I said. <You know. Peeing and so on.>


  <Ah. Are there no . . . no toilet facilities except in the hotel?> Ax wondered.


  <Sure there are. But, you know, I think women are more iffy about using public rest rooms than guys are.>


  <Why?>


  <Well, I don't know. It's probably the whole sitting down versus standing up thing.>


  Ax had no idea what I was talking about. But I guess he figured he'd let it go. Besides, having made her pit stop, Aria was on the move again.


  We caught up with her outside. She was walking quickly along the sidewalk. It was maybe three in the afternoon now. Time for us to be getting back to hook up with Jake and the others.


  And that's when it happened. A little girl broke away from her mother, turned around, and went running back into the street. A city bus was barreling straight toward her.


  <Look out!> I yelled out of sheer instinct.


  There was a scream from the mother. But she was too far away.


  I saw Aria's head snap around. She saw the accident about to happen. She dropped her camera and made a tackle-the-runner-on-the-two-yard-line lunge.


  She hit the girl in the back, knocked her forward, and rolled with the little girl onto the narrow concrete median strip.


  The mother came running. The little girl bellowed, but seemed okay. Aria got up and brushed herself off.


  <She just saved that little girl's life,> I said.


  <Yes. And she could easily have been killed.>


  <Oh, my God,> I said slowly, amazed. <She really is human. No Controller would ever have done that!>


  <No,> Ax agreed. <That makes it very clear that Aria is not acting as a Controller would. Very clear.>


  Something in Ax's choice of words bothered me, but I forgot about it in the rush of emotions that followed.


  I'd been assuming this was all a trap. I'd assumed Aria was a Controller.


  But she wasn't. She was what she said she was. A human woman looking for her long-lost cousin Tobias.


  My last excuse for remaining a hawk, for refusing to become human again, was lost. Now I could have a home. Now I could have a family.


  True. All of it true. I could have a home. Like a human being. A home!


  I would not kill my breakfast. I would not eat roadkill. I would sleep in a bed. And Rachel would look at me without having to hide the pity in her eyes.
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  I flew to Rachel's room that night. I couldn't sleep. And I was literally starving. But the last thing I could think about was hunting.


  She'd gone to sleep early but had left the window open. I fluttered in and landed on her desk. When I realized she was asleep, I started to leave.


  "No, wait. Don't go," she said, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and sitting up. She did not turn on a light. I was relieved somehow.


  "You missed the meeting," Rachel said.


  <Yeah. Sorry. What did you guys decide to do about Bek?>


  Rachel tousled her hair. "Jake came up with the idea that the Yeerks would probably try to use him to trap the other free Hork-Bajir."


  <Yeah?>


  "This facility the Hork-Bajir wouldn't tell you about? The one where they've been raiding to free other Hork-Bajir? Jake figures they'll take Bek there. As bait."


  <Or at least that's what Jake wants to believe,> I said resentfully. <Jara and Ket and Toby trusted me with that information. Maybe Jake's just looking for an excuse to squeeze the Hork-Bajir to reveal this place to us.>


  Rachel looked at me like she was going to argue. Then she kind of laughed. "Maybe. Jake has gotten more subtle. It doesn't matter. We don't have another lead. Either Bek is at this site or he's down in the Yeerk pool or he's dead. In any case, we're going in tomorrow in broad daylight. School's out for a teacher conference."


  I cringed. <I told Jara and Ket and Toby I'd get that little Hork-Bajir back.>


  "We almost did. It's not your fault the Yeerks got him."


  I let that go. It was my fault, but there was no point in the two of us going "yes it was, no it wasn't" all night.


  <Ax and I followed that Aria woman,> I said.


  "Yeah. Ax mentioned that."


  <I - I think she may be for real. Not that it matters, really. I mean, you know . . .>


  Rachel climbed out of bed and came over to sit at the desk close to me. "Of course it matters, Tobias. She's family. And she wants to take care of you."


  I forced a laugh. <Yeah, that'll work out real well. "Hi, Cousin Aria. It's me, Tobias. No, over here: the bird. Yes, your cousin is a red-tailed hawk. Surprise!">


  "You don't have to be."


  I pretended not to know what she was talking about. <What?>


  "Tobias, you have the power to become human again. Fully human."


  <Uh-huh.>


  "You can go to this woman as a human. You can be Tobias again. You can have a family. Someone around to take care of you."


  <I don't need anyone to take care of me.> I bristled.


  Rachel jumped up suddenly. "Tobias, don't play dumb! You know what I mean. You think I don't know that you're going hungry? I can look at you and see it. Something is wrong lately. I mean, I saw you - never mind."


  My heart was in my throat. <What?!> I almost screamed. <You saw me what? Eat that . . . that roadkill? How is that any different than what you do? Or any human? You go to the supermarket and buy beef or pork or chicken that's been dead for weeks!>


  "I don't care that you ate roadkill. Stop being an idiot! I care about you. And when I see you doing that, I know things are going wrong for you. But you're off in your own little hawk world and no one is allowed to help you. You'd rather starve than ask for help. You can't ever admit that your life may suck because then you'll feel weak."


  <I'm a hawk,> I snapped. <A bird of prey. When we're weak, we die. That's the law for us. I'm not a human being. Not anymore. No one helps a hawk. A hawk lives by his eyes and wings and talons.>


  "You're a hawk?" Rachel sneered. "You talk, Tobias. You read. You have emotions. Those are human things, not hawk things."


  <I know! I know! Don't you think I know? That's why I'm going hungry. Because I'm not hawk enough. That's why I let Bek get away, because I was human enough to care more about my pain and fear than I cared about doing what I had to do.>


  "That's just stupid," Rachel said angrily. "It doesn't even make sense. You know what? You have to make a choice, Tobias. You can be a hawk. But you will never, ever, not in a million years, be a pure, true hawk. If you want to stay a hawk you'll be like you are now: confused, conflicted, torn up inside, never knowing what you really are. Or . . . or you can be human again. All human. You can live with the Aria woman and eat at the table and sleep in a bed."


  <And never fly,> I said. <Never fly again. Never see with hawk's eyes. Never morph again. I know you guys would all be nice to me, but I'd lose all of you. I'd lose being an Animorph.>


  "You wouldn't lose me," Rachel said.


  For a long while neither of us spoke. Then Rachel, in a whisper, said, "What am I supposed to do, Tobias? I'm a girl. You're a bird. This is way past Romeo and Juliet, Montagues and Capulets. This isn't Kate Winslet and Leo DiCaprio coming from different social groups or whatever. It's not like you're black and I'm white like Cassie and Jake. No one but a moron cares about that. We are . . . we can't hold hands, Tobias. We can't dance. We can't go to a movie together."


  <I . . . God, Rachel, don't you think I know all that? Don't you think I want to have all that? But I can't keep changing. I can't keep becoming something different.>


  "One more change, Tobias. Back to human. You'd be free of this stupid war and free of all the danger of living as a hawk. I wouldn't have to worry about you anymore."


  I couldn't take anymore. I just couldn't. It was too much. I felt like I'd explode if I didn't get away from her. I couldn't be that near to her . . . couldn't.


  I turned and prepared to fly.


  "Tobias. It's tomorrow, by the way. Your birthday. I had Marco hack into the school records. It's tomorrow you have to see the lawyer and Aria. Whatever happens there - whatever you decide - come see me afterward, okay? Maybe we can have a cake with a candle."


  I spread my wings and flew away.


  Chapter 23


  



  I didn't sleep a lot that night. Talking to Rachel had not exactly made me feel peaceful.


  In the morning, in a couple of hours, we would all go to the Hork-Bajir. I would ask them where the secret Yeerk facility was. We would tell them that's where the Yeerks had Bek. Maybe that would even be the truth.


  There would be a battle. Maybe we'd survive and maybe not.


  And then I would have a different battle to fight. One with myself.


  Human or hawk? What was I?


  I sat in my tree and clutched my perch and stared out across the meadow. The hunger was terrible now. Terrible enough to leave me weak. If I didn't eat I would not have the strength to fly to the Hork-Bajir. I would not make it to the battle.


  Was that so important? Hadn't I done enough? Hadn't I paid a high enough price?


  I could morph to human. Stay human. Eat as a human. No fighting over territory, no fighting Yeerks.


  And I would still have Rachel.


  Such a simple decision. So easy. Any fool knew the answer. Be human! Be human!


  I spotted the slight movement of grass in the dim predawn light. The rabbit coming out to feed. So cautious now. She'd lost one baby.


  Then I saw the other hawk. He was waiting, he was watching me. And I knew right then today was the day. He could see my weakness. He knew he could take me.


  I began to shake. To tremble. Some combination of hunger and fear and emotions too numerous to list.


  I saw the rabbits clearly. They were mine for the taking. But I knew the terrible vision that awaited me. I knew that as I descended on my prey I would become that prey.


  It was the human in me. I had to fight it! If I wanted to be a hawk, I had to destroy the part of me that felt, the part of me that cried for the creatures I killed. No predator could feel for his prey. I could not allow myself to feel the terror I inflicted, feel the pain I caused.


  <That does it,> I told the other hawk. <This is stupid. I'm not fighting you! I'm not going to kill those helpless creatures. I'm done with this. I'm a human being!>


  I fluttered to the ground. And I began to morph.


  Morph to human!


  No. Not yet, I told myself. The others are counting on me still. The Hork-Bajir are counting on me. Later. After the battle. Then I can morph to human and go to Aria.


  I flapped my wings and rose into the air. I needed food and I had seen a cat killed by a passing car. Just this one last time. Then I would put it all behind me.


  One last time, picking the dead animal flesh from the pavement. One last humiliation, one last battle, and I would be done forever.


  It was my birthday, after all. A good day to be reborn.


  I found the cat. I ate as much of it as I could hold.


  Chapter 24


  



  We, the Animorphs, stood before the free Hork-Bajir. I rested on a low branch and did the talking. I told them about our failed rescue attempt. I explained our guess that Bek was at whatever facility the Hork-Bajir had been raiding.


  "A trap," Toby said.


  <Yes.>


  "And you want to step into that trap, anyway?"


  <We have no choice. We will free Bek. We only need you to tell us the exact location of this facility.>


  Toby considered this for a moment. Even now it was weird talking to a Hork-Bajir who could think and speak on my level. And maybe a little over my level at times.


  "We will go with you," Toby said.


  "No, no," Jake said. "We work alone. Besides, we're just going to grab one little Hork-Bajir. We don't need a whole army."


  Toby said, "This is a trap. But it is a trap because the Yeerks expect us to come after Bek. We must do the unexpected. We must surprise them even as we step into their trap."


  I looked at Jake. Jake raised an eyebrow at me in surprise.


  <I told you: Toby ain't your average Hork-Bajir,> I said to Jake in private thought-speak.


  "The Yeerks expect a rescue mission. Or at worst, a raid like the ones we have carried out: stealthy, in and out, quickly disappearing into the forest," Toby explained.


  "What do you want instead?" Jake asked her.


  Toby got a hard look in her eyes. "Attack! Destroy the entire facility. Even if it means destroying other Hork-Bajir. Even if it means losing Bek."


  Even I was shocked. <That's awfully harsh, Toby.>


  She smiled grimly. "The Yeerks must not be allowed to think that they can use hostages against us."


  "Aren't you kind of missing the point?" Cassie said quietly. "I thought the point was to save Bek."


  "No," Toby said. "The point is to defeat the Yeerks. We must be strong. Once we free a Hork-Bajir, he must never be taken again."


  "Do you think the Yeerks will respect you? They won't. They'll come after you harder," Cassie pointed out.


  Toby nodded. "That is true. But the Hork-Bajir will respect themselves. A fool is strong so that others will see. A wise person is strong for himself. The Hork-Bajir will be strong for the Hork-Bajir. That way, when the Yeerks are all gone, we will still be strong."


  "Fair enough," Jake said.


  Marco stepped forward and jerked his thumb at Rachel. "Toby, meet Rachel. You two can visit the psychiatrist together."


  "She's right," Rachel said. "Someone pushes you, you push back. Doesn't matter who it is. You have to make the other guy pay a price."


  Cassie rolled her eyes. "That's like a perfect rationalization for gang warfare."


  "World War Two," Rachel shot back. "The Nazis push, you push back. If you don't, they kill you anyway."


  "Northern Ireland? The Middle East?" Cassie said.


  Marco said, "They shend one of yoursh to the hoshpital, you shend one of theirsh to the morgue. That's the Chicago way."


  Cassie and Rachel both just stared at him.


  "Sean Connery in The Untouchables," he said, disbelieving. "C'mon, don't you people have cable?"


  "Ah, Sean Connery. I thought you were doing Urkel," Cassie teased.


  "Marco is Urkel," Rachel said.


  It took Toby just minutes to assemble the Hork-Bajir. Ten of them ended up coming with us. More would have come but we insisted some be left behind. Just in case.


  Ten Hork-Bajir and the six of us. Not exactly an army. But not exactly a group to laugh at, either.


  If I went through with my decision to become human, it would be my last battle.


  We traveled along the valley to its farthest end. It was a good walk. The valley was big enough to house a lot more Hork-Bajir. The Ellimist had been looking ahead when he'd chosen it.


  "I fight you," a Hork-Bajir I didn't know said to me as I fluttered along, keeping pace with the group.


  <What?>


  "In Yeerk pool. Before. I fight you." He grinned and pointed to a nasty scar across his left eye. Then he pantomimed a bird coming down and raking his face with its talons. "Fal Tagut say 'Aaaahhhh!'"


  <I did that? I'm . . . sorry.>


  "No sorry! Fal Tagut not free." He tapped his head with one long claw. "Fal Tagut have Yeerk. Now free. Good! Hork-Bajir and humans friends. Toby say."


  It was a long speech for a Hork-Bajir. Fal Tagut seemed worn out by it.


  I wondered about the image of Hork-Bajir and humans living side by side if the Yeerks were defeated. Humans didn't have a great record of getting along with people different from themselves. Humans killed one another over skin color or eye shape or because they prayed differently to the same god. Hard to imagine humans welcoming seven-foot-tall goblins into the local Boy Scout troop when they couldn't even manage to tolerate some gay kid.


  Get pushed, push back. Toby had already seen it. She knew that the Hork-Bajir would need to be strong to defend themselves against humans once the Yeerks were defeated.


  Get pushed, push back. The only way.


  No, not the only way. There was another way. Don't push to begin with. It's the aggressors who start the cycle. It's the guy who wakes up in the morning and decides he can't get through the day without finding someone to attack, to insult, to hurt.


  But where does that leave you? Letting jerks dictate your reactions? Always sinking to the level of whatever creep comes along?


  My mind went to that other hawk. The one who wanted my territory. There it was: Push and push back. But it wasn't a good comparison, was it? That hawk wasn't human. All he had was instinct. Couldn't blame him for doing what was natural.


  So maybe humans were no better. Maybe you couldn't blame a human animal for just being an animal. Except that my hawk opponent had no choice, no free will. He'd never heard "Blessed are the peacemakers," or "I have a dream," or "All men are created equal."


  It suddenly occurred to me, right then, for the first time, that what I thought was so unique about me - that I was half instinctive predator, and half human being - wasn't so unique after all.


  Every human - Jake. Rachel. Marco. Cassie, all humans - kind of lives on that edge between savage and saint. And the thing is that sometimes when you get pushed you do have to push back. And other times, you have to turn the other cheek.


  I saw the scar on Fal Tagut's face. I'd put it there. I'd been trying to kill him at the time because he'd been trying to kill me. Now we were on the same side.


  I guess the trick is to figure out when to do which thing. When to fight, when to let up. A balancing act. And even if I went back to being fully human in body and mind, that balancing act wouldn't go away.


  Maybe realizing that should have made me feel bad. But it didn't. Just made me feel human.


  Chapter 25


  



  <It is a ground-based weapons platform,> Ax said. He was struggling to keep the slow-burn anger out of his voice. <You can see the Dracon beam already in place. They only need to position the targeting sensors to have it operational.>


  We were at the edge of a perfectly round bowl blasted or cut into the earth. We were in dense forest. And anyone approaching from air or land would have still seen dense forest. Hologram projectors maintained perfect illusion. Until you got close enough.


  Hikers or campers who got close enough would most likely never return. They'd be dispatched by the patrols of human-Controllers and Hork-Bajir.


  A patrol had intercepted us. Now they wished they hadn't. The human-Controllers were trussed up tightly and hanging from a very high branch of a very tall tree. The Hork-Bajir may not be rocket scientists, but they are very good with vines, roots, and trees in general. Those Controllers weren't going anywhere for a while.


  The Hork-Bajir-Controllers, four of them, had been knocked unconscious, their faces shoved into dug-out holes in the dirt. Apparently, this kept Hork-Bajir unconscious longer. These four would be coming with us. Unwillingly at first. But in three days or less, when the Yeerks in their heads died for lack of Kandrona rays, there'd be four more free Hork-Bajir.


  We had slipped through the hologram and could now peer down cautiously from the lip of the vast hole the Yeerks had made. In the center was a single structure. It looked like some power station or something. Blank steel and bits of this and that jutting out at odd angles. Atop this structure was something that looked like a miniature Washington Monument mounted on a swivel base.


  <Is that the Dracon beam? I've never seen one that large,> I said. Ax swiveled his stalk eyes toward me. <The size is embarrassing, really. If the Yeerks were any good at engineering they could have an equally powerful weapon a third of that size.>


  <Is it powerful?>


  <It could vaporize entire mountains on your moon,> he said flatly. <Or destroy an Andalite ship in orbit.>


  "Can it be pointed down? At the ground?" Jake asked him.


  Ax peered closely at the weapon. Then he smiled that strange Andalite smile they do without a mouth. <Yes.>


  "How do we get down there?" Rachel wondered.


  "Fly? They'd see us and shoot us out of the air," Cassie said.


  <What would they do if they captured a bunch of free Hork-Bajir?> I wondered.


  Toby looked at me and nodded. "They would cage us and hold us till we could be made into Controllers again. Until they could transport us to the Yeerk pool."


  "They know we were at Frank's Safari Land the other night," Marco pointed out. "So they know we have some contact with the free Hork-Bajir. And if they brought Bek here it means they're expecting a rescue attempt."


  "Well, Visser Three knows we're connected to the free Hork-Bajir. But does whoever is running this project know it?" Cassie speculated. "Maybe. Maybe not."


  Jake asked Toby, "When you've raided this place in the past, how many of your people have come on each mission?"


  "Usually three or four. We did not want to risk everyone."


  Jake smiled. "Then we send in three or four Hork-Bajir. It'll look exactly like previous raids. Only these four Hork-Bajir will have hitchhikers on board. They put up a fight, then let themselves be taken. Only then do we demorph and strike."


  Marco groaned. "We're not talking fleas again, are we? I hate morphing fleas."


  He had good reason. Marco had come very close to being trapped in flea morph. Being trapped as a hawk is one thing. But a flea? I'd rather die.


  "Pick a bug, any bug," Rachel said with a laugh. "Flea, fly, mosquito. A bug's a bug."


  "Yeah, right," Marco muttered. "I'm an ant and I get chomped in half, I'm a flea and I almost get stuck in morph. I don't have a good record with bugs."


  "I got slapped as a fly," Jake offered, like that was helpful.


  In the end, after some debate, four Hork-Bajir headed stealthily down toward the secret Yeerk facility. On board them was a collection of insects. A flea, a mosquito, two cockroaches, one housefly, and a wolf spider. Marco was the spider.


  I went ahead and did the flea morph. They're gross, mostly blind, bloodsucking, brainless little things, but have you ever tried to kill one? You could swat it all day and it would just laugh.


  Unfortunately, I couldn't see anything from my vantage point at the base of Jara Hamee's front horn. I mean nothing. But I could listen to a running, thought-speak description courtesy of Marco. He, after all, had eight eyes.


  <Okay, we're sneaking.>


  A few minutes later: <I think we see Bek. He's in a cage, right out in the open. But no one's guarding him.>


  Then, <Man, the Yeerks have no respect for the Hork-Bajir. I mean, a two-year-old would look at this and think "trap!" Come on, put some effort into it. Post some expendable guards. Something.>


  I felt a sudden, violent jerk that translated itself up through Jara Hamee's body. <Let me guess. We're caught.>


  <Yep. We are caught,> Marco said, sounding satisfied.


  Chapter 26


  



  <Okay, here's the deal, as well as I can tell with a mix of simple and compound eyes,> Marco reported. <We're in a cage. Big, thick bars. But a very conventional lock. A human lock. Bek's here, hugging Jara Hamee.>


  <How strong are the bars?> Cassie wondered.


  <How strong would you make the bars if you wanted to lock up Hork-Bajir?> Marco asked.


  <Ah. Strong, then.>


  <We need to unlock the lock,> Marco said.


  <Do you think?> Rachel mocked. <With your intellect, maybe you could be our "seer.">


  <Hah. Hah. And also, hah,> Marco said.


  <We need the Hork-Bajir to hide whoever demorphs,> Jake said.


  <That'd be me,> I said. <I'm smallest. Easiest to hide.>


  No one argued. It was obviously true. I fired my springy flea legs and hurtled, somersaulting into the air. I fell for what felt like a very, very longtime. Then I hit.


  Pht!


  I had probably just fallen a thousand times my own height. The equivalent of a human being leaping off a building five times the height of the World Trade Center. And when I hit it was like, "Okay, what's next?"


  I began to demorph. Very slowly. I grew to about an inch across, then stopped. <Jara Hamee? Do you see me?>


  "Jara sees bug."


  <That's me.>


  "Tobias? Tobias is bug?"


  I found myself wishing we had let Toby come along. Although she was too valuable to risk.


  <Yes. I am the bug. Jara? You have to get the other Hork-Bajir to hide me. Form a circle around me.>


  "Jara do."


  I demorphed some more. Till I was a six-inch monster with pinfeathers growing out of rust-red flea armor. Not a pretty sight. Trust me. You don't want to see what a cross between a hawk beak and a skin-piercing, bloodsucking flea mouthpart looks like.


  But I had eyes now. Dim, weak ones, but eyes. I looked around and sighed.


  <No, Jara. You want to turn outward. This way it's kind of obvious you're shielding something.>


  The Hork-Bajir turned outward and I finished demorphing. I was easily hidden by the forest of tree-trunk legs and tails all around me. All I had to do now was open the lock. Without benefit of fingers.


  There were guards now. Now that the trap had been sprung. Six big Hork-Bajir armed to the teeth stood outside and around the cage.


  But the entire prison was in the shadow of a sharp escarpment leading up to the weapon. It was maybe fifty feet high, almost vertical. A mound in the center of the scooped-out bowl.


  I could see occasional glimpses of Hork-Bajir and Taxxon workers at the top of the slope, but they'd have had to look almost straight down to see us.


  A road had been cut into the escarpment, wide enough to accommodate human trucks. We had to go up that road to reach the weapon.


  I hawk-walked out the back of the cage. We hawks aren't fast on our talons, but we do know how to walk. I walked right through the gap between the bars.


  A Hork-Bajir-Controller looked down at me, puzzled, but then looked away. I looked at him, equally puzzled. Just how was I supposed to get a key from this guy? Walk up and ask him?


  Actually . . .


  I hawk-walked around behind a toolshed. It's always weird when you find the Yeerks using normal, human stuff. This looked like one of the backyard toolsheds you buy at Sears.


  I walked behind the toolshed and I began to morph. The one morph that would seem perfectly at home here.


  I morphed Ket Halpak.


  I swaggered confidently out from behind the toolshed and walked over to the Hork-Bajir who looked like he was in charge.


  "They want to see you," I said.


  "Who?"


  I jerked my head over my shoulder toward the main building.


  "They." It's one of the things you can count on in this world: There's always a they.


  The Hork-Bajir scowled. The Yeerk in his head was half annoyed, half afraid. "The Visser isn't here yet, is he?"


  I turned my head and looked away. Like I wasn't allowed to say more. Now the guy was ten percent annoyed and ninety percent scared,


  I held out my claw. "Give me the key."


  And it was just that simple. He handed me the key. I walked over and unlocked the cage.


  "What are you doing?" one of the other Hork-Bajir-Controllers demanded.


  I turned on him and swung my left fist up in a vicious uppercut. It connected with his jaw. He went down.


  The remaining four guards hesitated for a split second. Just long enough for Jara Hamee and the others to come tearing out of the cage. I caught sight of something growing fast on the dirt floor of the cage. It was still about halfway mosquito, but there was no mistaking the tail growing out of that bug.


  There was a minute of sharp, brutal combat. Five free Hork-Bajir (including myself) against the four guards. Then Ax joined the fight and it all ended quickly.


  We shoved and dragged the guards into the cage and locked them up.


  Everyone morphed to battle morph. Me, I demorphed. We would need an eye in the sky. I caught a little breeze and floated up, just a dozen feet off the ground. I looked at our little force. Four free Hork-Bajir, a tiger, a wolf, a gorilla, an Andalite, and a very large elephant.


  A strange little platoon of warriors.


  <The beautiful thing is, they can yell all they want. The Yeerks will just think they're our Hork-Bajir,> Cassie said of the guards in the cage.


  <Okay,> Jake said. <So far, so good. But we have a job to do.>


  <Ooh, he's getting all John Wayne,> Marco said with a laugh.


  Jake ignored the remark. <We have to take that weapon and blow it up. Quiet and fast. We want to be in there before anyone has a chance to react.>


  There was a moment of expectant silence.


  Then Marco said, <Rachel! What's keeping you>?>


  <Oh, I forgot,> she said. And then, in true Rachel style, she yelled, <Let's do it!>


  <Thank you,> Marco said. <We can't run off on another idiot suicide mission without the blessings of the always insane Xena, Warrior Princess.>


  We formed up and then, on a signal from Jake, they tore out of there, out of concealment, out into the open, racing like mad to reach the weapons platform before something could go wrong.


  But I was in the air, and I had my own hawk's eyes. So I could see that already something had gone wrong.


  Chapter 27


  



  Up the steep road my friends and allies ran. They were directly behind a big dump truck. Mostly invisible to the unsuspecting Yeerks above them.


  But they were not invisible. Not to the helicopter that came fwap-fwap-fwapping its way over the trees and into the concealed facility.


  It came around and swept low. It was a small helicopter. With one of those bubble canopies just large enough to hold a pilot and one passenger.


  One human passenger. Nothing else would have fit.


  The Hork-Bajir guard had acted as if Visser Three was expected. This had to be him arriving now.


  The sun was on the canopy, blinding, hiding the persons inside. An eagle or an osprey might have been able to see better. They're adapted for looking through sunlight on water. But all I could see was the vague outline of a human form. A finger pointing at my friends. And a flash of a pony-tail.


  Aria!


  The helicopter roared past, oblivious to me, spinning me roughly in its rotor wash. It disappeared around the far side of the mound.


  How could I have been so stupid?


  How could I have ever been stupid enough to hope? How could I have failed to know? Had I been blinded by some pathetic desire for normalcy?


  It was all an act! Aria, saving the little girl's life, just an act! A show put on for the benefit of any Animorph who might be watching.


  I raged at myself. Raged and berated myself, piling anger on top of anger.


  Anger was good. Anger was safe. Anger was so much better than the other emotions that threatened to surface and overwhelm me.


  <Fool, Tobias! Fool!> I cried. <Every two hours she went back to the bathroom at the hotel. Fool! How could you, of all people, have missed it? How could you, of all people, Tobias, not know what that meant?>


  Two hours! Two hours in morph!


  A morph! Aria was a morph!


  I felt sick. I could barely flap my wings. I couldn't think. I couldn't see. Everything was just spinning around me.


  I hadn't realized till that moment how much this hope had meant to me. A home. A family.


  <Not for you, Tobias, you idiot! You fool! I hate you! I hate you! I want you to die!>


  I couldn't fly. I landed hard and lay there in the dirt. I just kept saying it, over and over in my head. <I hate you, Tobias. I hate you. I want you to die.>


  In my life as a human, in my life as a bird, I have never been lower than that. I knew my friends were fighting. I knew they needed me. But I couldn't . . .


  . . . couldn't.


  After a while, a clawed hand snatched me roughly from the ground and I realized I was moving very fast.


  "Come with me, Tobias. The weapon is about to explode."


  It was Toby. In some distant corner of my mind I wondered how, why she had come. Later I would learn that the battle had gone badly for my friends. It was Toby who'd come to the rescue with the other Hork-Bajir.


  She had seen me fall. She saved me. And when we were safe again, she handed me to Rachel.


  How did Toby know to give me to Rachel? I don't know. All I know is I was carried, bundled up in Rachel's arms, till we made it back.


  They took me to the barn. Cassie looked me over, lifting wings and spreading feathers. Looking for an injury.


  "Tobias, where were you hit?" she asked me, puzzled.


  I felt like I had to pull the words out of a deep well, like they each weighed a thousand pounds. <I wasn't,> I said.


  "Then what's the matter?" Jake asked.


  <It's Aria,> I said.


  "Your cousin? The woman who wants to take you in?" Jake said.


  <She's a morph,> I said without any emotion at all. <It's all a trap. She's Visser Three.> Then I laughed. <The "woman" who was going to be my family? She's Visser Three! Hah, hah, hah! Now, that's funny. That is really, really funny.>


  Chapter 28


  



  I didn't have much time to sit and feel sorry for myself. That would have to come later. I had an appointment.


  It was my birthday. I was supposed to hear the last statement left to me by my father. Or my real father, whatever that meant.


  All a sham, of course. But I had to go through with it. It was a trap, but the only way out of the trap was to step right in.


  Aria was Visser Three. She/he had been looking for me. Which meant she/he suspected me. If I didn't show up, the Yeerks would assume I had figured out the trap. They'd assume I was an Animorph.


  Why did they suspect me in the first place? Who knew? But it was an easy leap from deciding I, a human boy, was one of the so-called Andalite bandits to guessing that the others were human, too. To guessing that they were kids I had known.


  From then on, it would be a deadly chess game with only one possible end.


  They would get Jake. He had been my friend.


  Jake would be made into a Controller. Even if he died resisting them, they'd move from him to Marco, his best friend, and Rachel, his cousin. From Rachel to Cassie. Game over.


  I had to find a way to walk into that lawyer's office and let Visser Three spring his trap. And not get caught.


  And worst of all, I had to do it alone. He would have his forces clustered all around DeGroot's office. One glimpse of a strange animal and it would be all over. Visser Three would know.


  In fact, my friends would have to be somewhere else. While I went in to face DeGroot and the foul fake of Aria, they would go back and launch an attack on the Yeerks, attempting to clean up the weapons site we'd hit earlier.


  I morphed to human a long way from the office, just to eliminate any chance of being seen. I walked eight blocks to the lawyer's office. Walked. I hadn't walked that far in a very long time.


  It's a lame way to travel. When you fly, you're living in three dimensions. When you crawl the earth like a human, there are just two. It was slow as well. And there were traffic lights and other people and cars and . . . flying was so much better.


  So be happy, I told myself bitterly. It's a good thing you aren't going to be human again. You can still fly.


  No family, but I could fly.


  I was shaking and scared by the time I reached the office. It wasn't so much for me. I guess at some level I didn't care all that much if I lived or died right then. I just worried about blowing it somehow. For the others. For my friends.


  I guess it's true what they always say about combat soldiers. They may start out fighting for their country, but they end up fighting for the guy next to them in the foxhole.


  I didn't so much care about the fate of the human race at that moment. I wasn't human. I was a hawk. But I cared about Jake, and Cassie, and Marco, and Ax-man, and Rachel. Always Rachel.


  The receptionist was gone when I walked, trembling, through the door. I stood there, unsure of what to do. Then the two of them came from the inner office.


  Aria smiled a big smile. "You must be Tobias," she said.


  I remembered seeing her for the first time. Watching her through her window at the hotel, me flying hundreds of feet in the air. Then it struck me. The thing that had bothered me then: Supposedly, she'd been in the African bush for years or whatever. But when she'd left her room, she'd paused to check her hair.


  Perfectly appropriate for a normal woman. Just a bit wrong for a woman who spent her days hiding in blinds and racing around in open-topped Land Rovers.


  I nodded. "Yeah. I'm Tobias."


  My role was tough street kid. It was easy for me to pull off, given that I usually forgot to make facial expressions and had a tendency to stare.


  She came and put her arms around me. She hugged me close. The morph that called herself Aria.


  Visser Three.


  I stiffened and tried to pull away.


  "It's okay," she said with perfect sincerity. "Tobias, we're family. I want to take care of you."


  DeGroot came over and shook my hand. He said, "Come on in, young man."


  If you weren't looking for it, you'd never notice it: the way DeGroot stayed back from Aria. Like she was someone he didn't want to get too close to. Like she was someone he didn't want to touch.


  Someone he feared.


  So, I thought, DeGroot is in on this. He's a Controller. He knows who Aria is.


  We all took seats in the office. DeGroot, looking to Aria for cues. Aria, playing the role of concerned, decent woman. Me, being the tough street kid.


  One wrong move. One slight wrong move, and Yeerks would pile in on me from directions I hadn't even thought of yet.


  "We are here today to carry out the reading of an important document left for Tobias by his father. By . . . by a man different than the man you believed to be your father."


  I shrugged. "Whatever."


  Aria leaned toward me. "Aren't you interested in finding out who your real father is?"


  I laughed. "Did he leave me any money?"


  DeGroot's eyebrows shot up. "No."


  I rolled my eyes. "Figures."


  DeGroot tapped the pages to straighten them. "Then we'll just go straight to reading the document. If that's -"


  Some little bit of Visser Three showed through then. "Read it," she/he snapped. Then, forcing a smile, said, "I'm anxious to hear what this is all about."


  So the lawyer began to read.


  I had forgotten how to use facial expressions. I was used to being a hawk and not a human.


  It saved my life.


  Chapter 29


  



  "Dear Tobias," the lawyer read.


  He hesitated, pulled a pair of glasses from his desk, and put them on. Then started again.


  "Dear Tobias. I am your father. You never knew me. And I never knew you. I do not know what your life has been over these many years. I hope that your mother found someone else to love. I know that all memory of me has been erased from her mind. All evidence of my time on Earth has been erased."


  I could feel Aria staring at me. I could feel her predatory alertness. She was watching my eyes. I did not look at her. She was watching for the twitch that did not come, for the grimace, for the worry, for some emotion that would give me away.


  I gave her/him nothing.


  "I am being given this opportunity to communicate with you by the very creature who has erased my life on Earth. He has called me back to my duty, and I cannot fail.


  "This will all seem very strange to you, my unknown, unseen, unmet son. But I am not one of your people. I have taken on the form of a human, but I am not human."


  My lungs wanted to stop breathing. My heart wanted to stop beating. I felt like suddenly everyone, everything was very close in, like Aria/Visser Three was breathing on my cheek, and the lawyer was leaning clear over his desk to whisper his words right in my ear.


  Not human!


  A reaction! I needed a reaction!


  I rolled my eyes and said, "Oh, man," in as sarcastic a tone as I could manage.


  The lawyer glanced at Visser Three, then went on.


  "I was in a terrible war. I did terrible things. I had to, I suppose. But I grew tired of war, so I ran away. I went and hid among the people of Earth. Among humans. While on Earth, and living as a human, I took the name Alan Fangor."


  The lawyer was quoting from memory now, no longer reading. His eyes were narrowed to slits as he watched me.


  "I took the name Alan Fangor. But my true name is Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul."


  Time stopped.


  I felt like I'd grabbed hold of a million-volt power line. Every cell in my body was tingling.


  Elfangor! My father!


  I could not let a flicker of recognition appear. Not a movement. Not a widening of the eyes. Nothing! Nothing!


  The lawyer had stopped. Visser Three glared at me with a woman's eyes.


  I shrugged. "Is that it?"


  I saw Aria's eyes dim. She/he was disappointed. The tension, the electricity, seemed to slowly seep out of the airless cube of an office.


  "There's more," the lawyer said, drawing a delayed breath. "But my true name is Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul," he repeated, like he couldn't quite believe that name didn't make me jump up and run around the room. "And though you will never know me and we will never meet, I wanted to make sure that you knew my disappearance from your life was not by my choice. I wanted nothing more than to live out my life, loving your mother and loving you as well."


  But we did meet, Elfangor, I thought. We met as you lay dying. Did you know? Did you guess . . . Father? Did you sense, at that last, terrible moment when I had to leave you to the murderer who now sits beside me, that I was your son?


  Tears! NO! NO! One tear and I would die.


  DeGroot looked annoyed now. Let down. He mumbled through the last paragraph of the letter like he had somewhere else to be.


  "But I was part of something larger than myself. I had my duty. There was a great evil I had to fight. There were lives I had to try and save. Including yours and your mother's. I am from a race called Andalites. Duty is very important to us. As it is to many, many humans. I cannot say that I love you, my son, because I do not know you. But know that I wanted to love you. Know that, at least.


  "It's signed Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul, Prince."


  I barked out a harsh laugh. "Well, that figures, doesn't it?"


  "What figures?" the creature calling itself Aria asked.


  "My so-called 'real father' shows up and he's some lunatic. Some idiot. Perfect. So: No money, right?"


  "No money," DeGroot confirmed. I stood up. Aria did, too.


  "You really want to take me in, or were you just hoping I was going to inherit something?" I demanded.


  "I do want to take you in," she said, smiling falsely. "But it may have to wait just a little while. You see, I was suddenly called back to Africa to do some reshooting of . . . of some lions."


  I laughed derisively, still the tough street kid. "Great. I have a nut for a father and a fake for a cousin."


  I turned my back on them and walked away.


  "Tobias," Aria said.


  I turned back to face her. "What?"


  "I . . . I knew your father. We were, shall we say, on the opposite sides of certain issues. But he was no fool." Suddenly Aria/Visser Three smiled. It was a faraway smile, like she/he was remembering something from long ago. "Prince Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul was no fool. And the galaxy will not soon see his like again."


  I threw up my hands. "Good grief, you're as crazy as he was."


  I walked out and closed the door behind me. I heard DeGroot say, "Shouldn't we take him? Just to be safe? Make him one of us?"


  Aria snorted derisively. "He's street trash. A waste of a Yeerk. Elfangor would be ashamed. His son should be a warrior. A worthy adversary, not some young fool. A pity, really."


  I'd been in morph for a long time. I left the office and made it to a safe place without being followed or watched. I demorphed. I didn't think about the fact that I'd decided to remain as a human. I demorphed to hawk before I could be trapped.


  But then I morphed again. Back to human. See, I wanted to cry. I wanted to cry a lot, for a long time. And hawks don't cry.


  Chapter 30


  



  I could see it all, now. DeGroot said he had inherited the letter when his father died and he took over the law practice. The younger DeGroot was a Controller. He must have almost had a heart attack when he went through his father's old files and the name Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul jumped up at him.


  There was not a Yeerk alive who didn't know that name.


  Visser Three had wondered what happened to the son of his archenemy. Did Elfangor's son know the truth? Was Elfangor's son somehow connected with the "Andalite bandits" who caused the Visser such pain?


  Investigation had revealed that I had disappeared from school and from the custody of my indifferent relatives. That must have really piqued Visser Three's interest.


  So he devised a trap. Invent a cousin. Offer me what I obviously did not have: a home. Lower my defenses. Then read me the letter.


  But then came the complication: Visser Three had a crisis to deal with. The young Hork-Bajir named Bek. He would need two traps: one for me, one for the free Hork-Bajir.


  Just in case I was connected with the "Andalite bandits," he would play the role to the hilt: In that first visit to check out Bek, he pretended to a humanity he did not have. Later he arranged to make it seem he'd saved some girl's life. What better proof that he was truly a human?


  It would have worked. Except for the fact that Visser Three was called suddenly to the facility where they had just "captured" a group of free Hork-Bajir.


  He'd been passing as Aria at the time. He needed to get to the weapons facility quickly. A helicopter would do the trick, but he would need to travel in human morph.


  I saw him. And that was all that saved my life. And doomed his plan.


  I flew back to my meadow, my mind and heart more full than I would have thought possible.


  Elfangor. My father.


  I had no doubt about who had erased Elfangor's life on Earth. Who had allowed him to leave me that one, short letter.


  Only the Ellimist could have done it.


  I landed back on my favorite branch in my favorite tree. He had left me. My mother never remembered him. He had never existed for her, so she did not feel the pain of it. And I would not have known, but for the letter.


  And now, I guess I could be angry at him. But that wasn't how I felt. Elfangor had run away from his duty when he came to Earth. He'd had no choice but to return to that duty. No choice at all, if he was to play the part he had to play, and be the great prince he was.


  I'd lost a father. Because of that fact, Elfangor had been where he had to be, when he had to be there, to change the lives of five ordinary kids forever. And maybe . . . maybe . . . save the human race.


  I wondered why the Ellimist had allowed my father to leave that letter. But I didn't wonder for long. The answer was too simple.


  See, I had a duty, too. And who is there to remind you that what you want for yourself is less important than doing what is necessary and right?


  <Message received, Father. Message received.>


  Chapter 31


  



  I swept down across the grass, silent, my wings carefully aligned. I raked my talons forward, flared my tail, swung my wings forward, and dropped with perfect precision.


  My talons sank into the back of the rabbit's neck.


  And then again, as before, I was not the hawk, but the rabbit. I was not the remorseless killer, I was the victim. Not predator, but prey.


  In this vision I felt the pain of my talons in my own neck. I felt the terror of the death from the sky.


  But I held on. I had to accept what this vision was telling me. What some corner of my own mind had wanted me to understand.


  The rabbit became calm and quiet as I absorbed its DNA. I acquired the rabbit, made it part of me.


  Then I tightened my grip till the rabbit stopped squirming. Till its heart stopped beating.


  I am, after all, the predator hawk. I kill to eat.


  But I am also the human being. And I can never take a life, not even for my own survival, without feeling.


  I had heard my father's message come down through the years. Now I heard the message my own mind was telling me: You are both, Tobias. Hawk and human. You always will be. You will always kill to eat. And you will always regret.


  It's a rotten situation, I guess. But my duty is to be what I am. A hawk. A boy. Instinct. And emotion. I'll have to go on walking that tightrope.


  I ate the mother rabbit. All I could hold.


  Then I morphed into the mother rabbit. And I shepherded the babies safely back to their den, as over our heads the other hawk flew, looking down at us for a chance to hunt and eat as I had done.


  Life would have been a lot easier for me if I could have been a simple, ruthless animal. If all my decisions were straightforward. If everything made sense.


  But that's not the way it is for human beings.


  I looked up at the other hawk through terrified rabbit eyes. I had become prey, this time for real. This is what it felt like. This is what my prey saw when they felt my shadow blot out the sun. It was good that I knew.


  <Sorry, my brother hawk,> I said to the shadow of death above me. <There's nothing left for you in this meadow. These little ones are under my protection now.>


  I killed to eat. But I didn't need to eat these little ones. These I would save. These little ones I could pity. That was the human thing to do.


  That night I went to Rachel's room. She was asleep. She was ticked off when I woke her up. But she rolled out of bed and put on a robe and told me she'd never get any sleep with some idiot bird coming in and out at all hours.


  Then she showed me the cake. She lit a candle and I blew it out by flapping my wing. Neither of us sang "Happy Birthday." But she said it.


  "Happy birthday, Tobias."
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  Chapter 1


  



  Go forth, mighty warriors! Go forth into space! All the galaxy shall tremble before the Helmacrons. All will obey us. All will be our slaves. For only we are truly worthy to be Lords of the Universe.


  - Posthumous Exhortation of the Emperor. From the log of the Helmacron ship, Galaxy Blaster


  



  My name is Cassie.


  There are a lot of things about me that I can't tell you. My last name, for example. Or my address.


  I live in a paranoid world. I wish I didn't, but I do. And I have no choice but to conceal, to lie, to mislead. Even while I am desperately trying to tell the truth.


  You must know the truth. You must accept what is happening to Earth, to humanity. Because only by knowing can you fight the terrible evil that is upon us.


  I am referring, of course, to the Yeerks.


  Not to the Helmacrons.


  The Yeerks are a parasitic species from a far-distant planet. They originate in an aquatic environment. A Yeerk pool. At some point in their evolution they moved out of the safety and sensory deprivation of the pool and evolved an ability to enter the brains of a species called Gedds.


  For a long time, millennia, maybe, they were content to go that far. They did not know about space travel or technology at all. Like humans, they did not know of the existence of other species in the galaxy.


  At least, that's what our Andalite friend, Ax, tells us. I'm sure it would be fascinating to study the evolution of the Yeerk species. Kind of like it must be fascinating to study cholera or typhoid.


  Study with care. Because as far as humans are concerned, the Yeerks are disease. They are spreading throughout our population.


  They enter through the ear canal. They have the ability to thin out their bodies, displace the portions of the inner ear that are in the way, and drill into the skull. There they flatten their bodies out, sinking into the crevices on the surface of a human brain.


  They tie into the brain. Like you or me accessing a computer with a keyboard. They can see all of your memories. They know all of your thoughts. All.


  And they can control you utterly and completely. They move your hands. They move your feet. They aim your eyes and tilt your head and make that familiar smile everyone knows is yours alone.


  We call them Controllers. The slaves of the Yeerks. The Hork-Bajir people were the Yeerks' first great alien conquest. Then they infiltrated the Taxxons. They have had skirmishes with a dozen other species. But now they are after their greatest prize: Homo sapiens.


  Humans. Humans, with fingers more delicate and capable than any Taxxon or Hork-Bajir or Gedd. Humans, who could be fed almost anything, unlike the bark-eating Hork-Bajir or the eternally ravenous, cannibalistic Taxxons. Humans, who exist in numbers far greater than all those species combined.


  We are the perfect host bodies. Not as dangerous as a Hork-Bajir can be, but infinitely more adaptable.


  Billions of unaware, skeptical human beings. We look, to the Yeerks, like Aztec gold looked to Cortés. We could be the solution to all their problems. We could give them the sheer numbers to explode from Earth and ravage every other species in existence.


  Fighting against this invasion are the Andalites. Outnumbered, outgunned, unprepared. Like firemen trying to put out a firestorm that leaps from building to building, the Andalites try to outsmart and outfight the Yeerks.


  Sometimes they win. Other times . . .


  The Andalites came to Earth to crush the Yeerk invasion. Instead they were destroyed. Ax, our friend Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, made it to Earth and survived to join us.


  His brother, Prince Elfangor, also made it to Earth. Knowing he was about to die, he gave us the ultimate prize of Andalite technology: the power to morph. The ability to touch any living animal, absorb its DNA, and then to literally become that animal.


  And who is "us"? Me. My best friend, Rachel. Jake, our very cute and very fearless leader. Marco, Jake's best friend. Ax the Andalite. And Tobias.


  Tobias is living the downside of morphing. See, there's a two-hour limit. If you stay in morph longer than that, you stay permanently.


  Now you know. Now you see what we Animorphs are up against.


  And now you see why we really didn't need a second alien invasion of Earth.


  I mean, isn't one enough?


  Chapter 2


  



  O Great Emperor, the Most Wise, the Most Farseeing, we have at last found a planet ripe for conquest! It is a very large planet, filled with very large species. But the larger they are, the lower they will be brought, as they cringe and tremble before our unstoppable might!


  - From the log of the Helmacron ship, Galaxy Blaster


  



  "Cassie, what are you doing?"


  I stood up, feeling the ache in my back. I was in the bed of my dad's pickup truck. I had just lifted a somewhat rusty bicycle up there to join the rest of the stuff we were giving away. I wiped the sweat from my forehead and looked down at Rachel.


  As always, she looked like she'd just stepped off a page of Mademoiselle magazine. Rachel is the only person alive who could be run over by a bus, buried in a mud slide, and thrown two miles by a tornado, and somehow emerge from it with perfect clothes, perfect hair, and perfect makeup.


  Sometimes I swear it's something supernatural.


  Whereas I had spent the morning mucking out the stables, giving a suppository to a very annoyed Canada goose, and then collected giveaway stuff for a run to Goodwill. And I looked . . . well, I looked like I'd been run over by a bus, buried in a mud slide, and thrown by a tornado.


  "I'm working," I said grumpily. "Maybe you should try it sometime."


  Rachel wasn't at all offended. "I just have two words for you, Cassie: Ralph. Lauren. It's one thing to wallow in dirt, but do you have to do it while wearing boys' jeans from Wal-Mart? That's why we have Ralph Lauren. For the outdoorsy types."


  I slid down to the ground. Then I grabbed a dirt clod near my feet. "Come here. I just want to see if it's even possible for dirt to cling to you."


  "Do not throw that dirt clod at me."


  "It's an experiment. I have to know whether you're really human! You're like the Undead. Only you're the Un-dirty!"


  I did a gentle, underhand lob of the dirt clod. Rachel calmly snatched it out of the air and let it drop.


  "Okay, show me your hand," I demanded. "That was wet dirt. It should have stuck to your palm."


  Rachel laughed and refused to show me her hand. "So here we are. It's a beautiful Saturday morning. We have no mission, at least as far as I've heard. You going to work the rest of the day? Or are you going to come with me to the mall, buy a new bathing suit, and then come with me to the beach? I need to refresh my tan."


  "My tan is already pretty fresh," I said. "And I do not want to spend the day baking in the sun while you look at guys. I have stuff to do."


  Rachel crinkled her face. "Hey. What's that?"


  "What's what?" I followed the direction of her stare. She was looking at an old, hand-operated water pump. It wasn't something we used. It was more of an antique that my mom liked the look of.


  Attached to it was a small, silvery object. "It's a toy," I said. "A toy spaceship. Star Wars or Star Trek or Star Something, I guess." I pried the little thing off the pump. "Huh. Must be magnetized."


  "You look worried."


  I shrugged. "Coincidence." I looked around to make sure no one was listening. "The pump is where I hid the blue box. You just unscrew the mechanism from the base plate, and it's in there."


  "That's where you hid the blue box?"


  "You have a better place?"


  The blue box has some official Andalite name. Several, actually. It's the device they use to transfer the morphing power to an individual. A kid named David found it not so long ago. We'd used it to make him an Animorph, but David hadn't handled the power well.


  David was a rat. Literally. He would live a rat, die a rat.


  It wasn't something I liked thinking about. In any case, once we'd gotten the box back, I'd been the one chosen to hide it.


  And now a toy spaceship was attached to it. I lifted up the silver toy and examined it. It was about three or four inches long. It was shaped like a baton, with three clusters of three long tubes at the far end and a fierce, alien death's-head bridge at the front.


  I grinned at Rachel. "Romulan?"


  "Marco would know. Or Jake. I guarantee you, either of them would be able to take one look at this toy and give you a ten-minute explanation on what show it's from and what stories it was in."


  "I'll throw it in with the other Goodwill stuff," I said. I did. Then I looked up at the sky. Bright sun peeking through fluffy clouds. "Okay, I'm not a beach person, but this day is too good to waste. I'll go with you. I'll just go find a pair of my mom's Bermuda shorts to wear. The big, striped ones."


  The look on Rachel's face was perfect: horror struggling with disbelief.


  "Kidding," I said. "Just kidding. I'll go get my suit. You are so easy, sometimes."


  Chapter 3


  



  Most Powerful Emperor, Lord of the Galaxy, disaster has struck your bold minions! Our engines have malfunctioned. We searched the planet for a power source we could tap. But now, even as we replenished our strength from a strange source of transforming power, one of the alien monsters of this planet has attacked! We have sustained damage, but we are undaunted! Perhaps the weak and unworthy captain of the Planet Crusher will assist us so that we may achieve everlasting glory!


  - From the log of the Helmacron ship, Galaxy Blaster


  



  We spent a couple of hours at the beach. I have never been so bored in my life. I'm sorry, but I basically hate the beach. Still, Rachel enjoyed it, and she is my best friend.


  We wore our suits home and it wasn't till I was walking up the driveway that I realized Jake was waiting.


  Jake is the leader of the Animorphs. Mostly because he's the only one with enough sense of responsibility to take on the job.


  And to be honest, I kind of like Jake. As in like. He's Rachel's cousin, and the two of them are very similar in the way both are brave and bold and decisive. But Rachel has an edge of recklessness that Jake doesn't. And Jake is almost as oblivious as I am to clothes and makeup and all that.


  Jake saw us coming and looked like he wanted to hide. It suddenly occurred to me that he'd never seen me in a bathing suit. Now I wanted to hide.


  "Hi!" he said, giving a little wave and keeping his eyes rock-steady on my face.


  "Oh, man, this has got to be trouble," Rachel said, loudly enough for Jake to hear. "Okay, Jake, whose butt do we have to go and kick?"


  Normally he would have smiled. But he just swallowed, darted a look at the rest of me, blushed, and once again, grimly focused on my face.


  "He thinks I look dumpy," I muttered to Rachel under my breath.


  "Cassie, you are so hopeless. What you know about guys could fit on the head of a pin. Good grief. That is not a 'she looks dumpy' look. That's a 'whoa, she looks hot, but I better not show any reaction or she'll get offended' look."


  We came up to where Jake was standing. "I, uh, I brought some stuff over for you to take to Goodwill. Remember, you said I should. So I did. Some stuff and all. I gave it to your dad, and he took it. He just left."


  I had to admit, this was more stammery than Jake usually got. Rachel had drifted around behind him so she could roll her eyes and do a mean parody of him looking embarrassed.


  I was fighting the urge to laugh when I spotted something that made me freeze.


  There was another toy spaceship attached to the water pump.


  I leaped toward it. "Jake, did you get this off the truck?" I asked.


  "What? No. What is that?"


  I looked hard, blinked, and looked again. The toy spacecraft was back. Only it wasn't the same. This one was shorter, broader, with two big "engines" at the back instead of the clusters of smaller ones. And the death's-head bridge was different, too. Still a death's-head, but different.


  "It's not the same," I said to Rachel. "It's similar, but it's not the same."


  Rachel stopped rolling her eyes. Jake looked at each of us, puzzled.


  And then, to our utter amazement, the little "toy" ship separated from the water pump, turned to a level position, and flew swiftly away, missing Rachel's head by inches.


  "What was that?" Jake demanded.


  Rachel shrugged. "We thought Romulan," she said.


  "Jake, you know what's hidden in that water pump?"


  "Of course I do." He shook his head slowly. Then he snapped into his "leader" mode. "Okay, the weekend just got canceled. Cassie, you and Rachel morph right now, get to the woods, and bring back Tobias and Ax. I'll find Marco. Back here in half an hour. Go."


  Chapter 4


  



  We assembled. Jake, Rachel, Marco, Ax in his own, natural Andalite body (which is a cross between a blue deer, a centaur, and a scorpion), and Tobias who, though he regained his morphing power, is a red-tailed hawk.


  We assembled and tried to figure out what, if anything, we should do about a flying toy spaceship.


  But, really, there were only two possible things to do. One was to talk to Ax.


  "Ax, is there any way the Yeerks would use some kind of tiny, miniaturized . . . um . . . flying thing to locate the blue box?" Jake asked.


  <A flying thing, Prince Jake? What is a flying thing?>


  "That would be a thing that flies," Marco added helpfully.


  "Like a . . . like a toy spaceship," Jake said, ignoring Marco.


  <Why would they use a toy spaceship?> Ax wondered. <They have real spacecraft.> Ax kept his main eyes attentively focused on Jake, while his stalk eyes looked at Marco and me.


  Jake shrugged and looked at me. I shrugged back.


  Which brought us to the one other thing we could think of doing: going to Goodwill and finding the "toy" my dad had delivered earlier.


  We morphed to seagulls and flew there. All except Tobias, who has his own wings.


  We demorphed and Rachel, Jake, and I went in. We glanced quickly around the shelves and realized the toy we were looking for was not there.


  I went to the clerk, a college-age guy.


  "Hi. My dad dropped off some toys about a couple hours ago, along with a bunch of other stuff. And, well, it turns out we gave you some stuff we shouldn't have."


  "Yeah. His toy spaceship," Rachel said, pointing at Jake.


  "That's right. My toy spaceship."


  "If it just came in it would still be in the back. They would have sorted it and probably stuck it with other toys."


  "Okay. Can we go look for it?" I asked, smiling my most winning smile.


  "What kind of spaceship was it?" the clerk asked.


  "Toy," Jake answered.


  The clerk rolled his eyes. "I mean, what kind? Romulan? Federation? Klingon? Dominion? Ferengi? Or maybe it was from the Babylon 5 universe: Minbari? Shadows? Or was it from Star Wars? Was it a TIE fighter?"


  Rachel and I both looked at Jake. "Romulan," he said.


  The clerk jerked his thumb over his shoulder. "Back there. But don't try and grab anything that isn't yours. You better come out of there with a Romulan ship."


  "Of all the clerks in all the Goodwills in the world, we have to get a science fiction fan," Jake muttered.


  We went through swinging doors into a loading dock area. There was furniture piled here and there. Boxes of electronic stuff. Old TVs. A lot of old clothes and a jumbled pile of toys. Dolls, action figures, games, Legos, a tricycle. It was like all the toys of the last decade were having a convention on the cold concrete floor.


  "Okay, do you see it?" Jake asked me.


  I stepped gingerly around the scattered toys, picking my way over hairless Barbies and headless X-Men. Then I spotted a tangle of three toys.


  "There it is!"


  "Next to the Klingon battle cruiser and the G.I. Joe Attack Module?"


  I rolled my eyes. "You're such a boy. Sometimes I almost forget you're . . . you know. I mean, it's sweet."


  "Awwww." That would be Rachel, of course.


  Jake sighed and went to pick up the toy spaceship. He turned it over, wrinkling his brow in puzzlement.


  Then, through the open loading bay . . .


  A swift, silvery machine, no more than five or six inches long, swooped into the room.


  "Whoa," Jake said. "Toys have gotten so cool. I never had a toy spaceship that could -"


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  "Ahhh! Owww!"


  "What?" I cried, jumping to Jake's side.


  He was cradling his right arm. I looked at it and saw two tiny holes burned through the sleeve of his morphing outfit.


  "That little toy spaceship just shot me!"


  Chapter 5


  



  Most Omnipotent Leader! We have located the fools of the Galaxy Blaster. They have allowed themselves to be taken by the large aliens of this planet. But your loyal ship, Planet Crusher, will destroy all who stand in our way and will save that other unworthy ship so that they might, perhaps by mere accident, serve your great will!


  - From the log of the Helmacron ship, Planet Crusher


  



  The small silver ship blew past us and I saw the engine nacelles glow an electric blue. It soared up toward the warehouse style roof then turned back toward us.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  I felt two pinpricks on my left cheek. "Oww! That hurts!"


  "Let's back off!" Jake said.


  "Back off?" Rachel yelled. "Back off from a toy? I don't think so." She snatched up a wooden baseball bat from the pile of toys and rested it expertly on her shoulder. "Come on, you little punk!"


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  "Ahhh! My hair! They shot my hair."


  We all looked down in horror. There, on the concrete, lay the evidence: half a dozen long, blond hairs. The ends were still smoking.


  "Okay, that's it, they're dead," Rachel said and swung the bat.


  The tiny spacecraft ducked as the bat blew past, inches above it.


  "I hate to say it," Jake said, unable to stifle a grin. "But since Marco isn't here to say it. . . steeeeee-RIKE one!"


  "Oh, that's very amusing, Jake," Rachel snapped. "I'll laugh right after I knock these little creeps into the bleachers!"


  The ship turned once more and came at us from the side.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  This time we all ducked. Rachel swung the bat blindly over her head, but missed.


  "Like I said, how about if we back off?" Jake suggested.


  We duckwalked back from the toy pile and the little ship landed beside the other little silver ship.


  I stood up cautiously to be able to see. A bright red beam, thin as a hair, connected the two little craft.


  Jake and Rachel stood up, too.


  "Well, this isn't too weird," Rachel said.


  "Look, the other ship is lifting off now," Jake said. "They must have given them a jump start. Just don't hit them with the bat, Rachel. Maybe they'll leave on their own."


  But that was not to be. The two ships rose from the floor and hovered there around eye-level, pointing straight at us.


  "Okay, have the bat ready," Jake said. "They shoot, you swing." Then, to our surprise, we heard a thought-speak voice in our heads.


  <Aliens! Give us the power source! Give it to us and we will let you live as our slaves. We will not crush and annihilate you as we will crush and annihilate all the people of this planet!>


  "Power source?" Jake echoed.


  "The blue box," I said, understanding it all suddenly. "That's why they were on the water pump. They think the blue box is a power source."


  "Maybe it is, for them," Rachel said. "Not exactly polite, are they?"


  We heard a second, blustering thought-speak voice. <No, we shall not let all three of you live! Only the one who brings us the power source. All others must feel the wrath of brave Helmacron warriors, the true and natural rulers of the galaxy!>


  Rachel cocked an eyebrow at Jake. "Now can I hit 'em?"


  I stepped forward, hoping to make peace. I held up my hands to show they were empty. I smiled. I said, "Hi, welcome to Earth. Look, some of what you're saying sounds almost threatening. And I'm sure you don't mean it that way. But -"


  <Do you insult the flower of Helmacron space forces? You may insult the crew of the Planet Crusher, but he who insults the Galaxy Blaster will be smashed into little bits, and those bits ground into dust, and that dust will be blown away by the wind!>


  "Ooookay. Let's try again."


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  The little beams burned neat pinholes through my morphing outfit.


  Then, without another word, the two tiny spaceships turned and shot out through the open door.


  For about ten seconds the three of us just stared at one another. There are a lot of words for what we were feeling: Disbelief. Incredulity. Amazement.


  And resentment.


  Rachel said it first. "Oh, come on. Like we don't have enough problem aliens?"


  Then it clicked. "The box! They're going back after the blue box!"


  Chapter 6


  



  "Tobias! Follow them," Jake said as we leaped from the loading dock platform onto the ground outside. "We'll be along as soon as we can."


  It was time for speed. We needed to get back to the farm before the Helmacrons could manage to get hold of the blue box. We found one of the Goodwill trucks open and empty. We climbed in the back and pulled the door down to within a foot of being closed. Enough room for us to get back out when we were done morphing.


  I focused on the osprey whose DNA is a part of me. I began to feel the familiar, creepy morphing sensation of pain-at-a-distance. Morphing does shocking things to your body: dissolves organs and twists bones and causes body parts to grow where no body part had been. It should be the most hideously painful experience any human has ever endured. But the morphing technology masks that pain. Like Novocain masks the pain of having your teeth drilled.


  But just like when you go to the dentist, you sort of know the pain is there. I mean, you realize pain is being created, it's just not reaching your brain.


  Very weird. Even in a morph you've done before, as I've done the osprey morph.


  Far, far away there was the awful pain of skin blistering and forming feather patterns that grew and grew, thousands of quills erupting from my flesh. My back, my chest, my arms and legs, my face - all sprouted feathers as fast as one of those stop-action films of plants growing.


  My lips grew hard as fingernails, then pouted outward to form the sharp, hooked beak. My fingers stretched and my arms shrank, and with a snap! here and a snap! there my human arm and shoulder bones became the wing and shoulder bones of a bird.


  I was shrinking all the while, of course, as the dark truck grew vast around me. Two of my toes melted into the others and then turned crusty and hard. My heel bone suddenly popped through the flesh to make the rear talon.


  And yet throughout all this, throughout watching my friends undergo very similar changes, we kept up a normal flow of conversation.


  It's amazing what you can get used to, I guess.


  <Wait a minute,> Marco was saying. <You're telling me those are actual spaceships? Three inches long?>


  <Maybe four,> I said. <I didn't have a ruler.>


  <Ax, what do you know about a race called the Helmacrons?> Jake asked.


  <Nothing. I have heard of no such race.>


  <How can aliens be that small?> Marco demanded. <It makes no sense. They'd have to have faster-than-light travel. In a three-inch-long toy spaceship?>


  <They seem to disagree,> I said. <I guess they don't mind being small. They certainly seem to have a high opinion of themselves.>


  <How do you mean?> Ax asked.


  <Well, they say they're going to make us all their slaves,> I said. <You know, conquer the world.>


  <Kind of ambitious for a bunch of sub-midgets,> Marco said.


  <We do not know how large these Helmacrons are,> Ax cautioned. <They may well be any size. Perhaps these spacecraft are simply robots. Miniaturized, robotic scout vessels. The Helmacrons themselves may not be inside the ships. They may be elsewhere.>


  <Let's quit guessing and go find out,> Rachel said impatiently. She had morphed to a huge bald eagle. She walked on her talons over to the partially open door of the truck. She ducked down, spread her wings to lower her profile, and slipped out through the gap.


  I followed her, hopped down onto the bumper of the truck, and from there flapped my wings and tried to get off the ground. But it was dead air there behind the Goodwill building, so I ended up scooting along the ground for a few feet before I could get enough lift to fly.


  I flapped hard to get the first few dozen feet of altitude. But once above the roofline I found a gentle wisp of breeze, turned into it, and caught some easier altitude.


  The five of us flapped and circled and flapped some more till we were at a safe height, above the power lines and roofs and gas station signs.


  We set off toward my farm, hoping that was the right way to go. I searched the sky ahead of me for a glimpse of Tobias. Ospreys, like all birds of prey, have incredible eyes.


  But it was Rachel who spotted him, a tiny dot already halfway to the farm.


  <There he is,> Rachel said. <Too far for thought-speak.>


  <Let's just try and catch him,> Jake said. <Forget about staying together, everyone go for it.>


  <We're too obvious bunched up like this anyway,> Marco agreed. <We look like an Audubon Society bird-recognition poster.>


  To my surprise, we began to narrow the distance between us and Tobias. Which shouldn't really have been possible, since we weren't any faster - aside from Jake, in his peregrine falcon morph.


  <He's stopped moving forward,> Jake reported. <He's . . . Oh, man! He's in a dogfight with one of those ships!>


  Ax said what I'd only begun to think. <A Dracon beam too narrow to do more than sting a human being might have a very different effect on a creature as small as Tobias.>


  Suddenly, the Helmacrons weren't all that funny.


  Chapter 7


  



  With osprey eyes I could see the weird aerial battle long before we reached it. Tobias was twisting and turning, flaring, diving, catching up-drafts, and just generally putting on a display of flying skills.


  But the two Helmacron ships were matching him almost move for move.


  <Snoopy and the Red Baron,> Marco said.


  It did look like some bizarre parody of a World War I fighter-pilot movie. Only instead of machine guns, the Helmacrons were firing their tiny Dracon beams. I could see singed and burned feathers. But Rachel noticed what I had missed.


  <They're aiming for his eyes! They're trying to blind him!>


  Jake was the first to join the battle. Rachel was seconds behind him. The rest of us caught up half a minute later.


  Rachel went straight for the first ship. She hit it, talons out, raked it, spun it through the air, and peeled off to come back around.


  Jake tried the same trick on the second ship but it dodged and he missed. Fortunately, it dodged right toward me. And I was mad now. They'd been trying to blind Tobias.


  The little spaceship came straight for me, firing its little beams. I spilled air clumsily but managed to drop a couple of feet, whipped my wings open, caught a decent breeze, and shot up from beneath the ship.


  I couldn't get my talons up so I just slammed into it beak-first.


  That was not a good idea. The impact stunned me and made my vision swim.


  I didn't think I wanted to try that again. But fortunately, the Helmacrons broke off and hauled butt toward my farm, just a quarter of a mile away.


  We were fast birds, but the Helmacron ships were a lot faster. Now that they'd decided to avoid more bird fighting, they reached the water pump before we could really even line up to chase them.


  <We have to stop them!> Rachel yelled.


  But it was wings versus engines, and wings aren't going to win that kind of a race.


  <Tobias, are you okay?> I asked him as we flew.


  <Yeah, just a few holes here and there. They almost got my right eye but they missed. You guys got there just in time.>


  Ax was in northern harrier morph not far away. <The question is: Why did they attack Tobias?>


  <He was following them,> Jake suggested.


  <They should have thought he was just a bird,> Ax pointed out. <Surely they can tell the difference between humans and other Earth species.>


  <Are you suggesting they somehow knew what Tobias really is?> I asked.


  <I do not know,> Ax said guardedly. <I am just expressing concern.>


  Maybe so. But now I had concern, too. Why had the Helmacrons tried to shoot a bird?


  No time for that now. We had to get to the blue box. But with my enhanced vision, I could already see that we were too late. The two little ships were hovering beside the pump. I could just make out the tiny little energy beams. Beams that were cutting - slowly - through the steel pump.


  I was wearing myself out, flapping as hard as I could. But the Helmacrons just kept slicing through the metal toward the prize.


  We were all about two hundred feet away when the pump simply fell over onto the ground. And sitting there out in the open, revealed for all to see, was the blue box.


  We closed the distance, Jake in the lead, Rachel right behind him, the rest of us bunched up. From the two Helmacron ships came a pale, greenish beam different from the weapons. It came from the bottom of each ship as they hovered directly above the box.


  The blue box moved.


  <Tractor beams!> Ax yelled. <They are attempting to take the box!> The ships rose slowly, and the box rose slowly with them. They turned, and the box turned, too.


  And then Jake struck.


  And then Rachel.


  One ship broke off. The tractor beam failed. The box fell to the ground.


  The earlier dogfight had just been a warm-up. Now things were getting serious.


  Chapter 8


  



  <Rachel, look out! He's on your tail!>


  <I got him!>


  <Cassie, turn left, left, left!>


  I banked hard and twin Dracon beams missed me by millimeters.


  It was sheer madness. The two silvery toy spaceships, twisting and turning and firing wildly in a melee with six birds of prey.


  And all of it taking place within about a twenty-by-twenty-by-twenty-foot space in my yard. It's a good thing my parents were out.


  <Cassie! Above you!> Tobias yelled.


  I turned sharply, flapped, and found the ship coming down almost in front of me. I raked my talons forward, but I didn't have the speed. And worse yet, I was getting tired.


  Birds of prey aren't geese. They aren't made for long flights without some relaxing soaring and gliding. And they certainly aren't made for playing air tag for twenty minutes.


  We were all wearing out. It is unbelievably exhausting keeping your wings going constantly, let alone when you're in a turn ninety percent of the time.


  But the Helmacrons were not tiring. And while their little beams couldn't kill us, our talons and beaks couldn't kill them, either. We could knock them around, but we couldn't penetrate their outer skin.


  Rachel was the first to land. She practically fell in the dirt. She had the largest morph, the one least able to endure the turning and switchbacks.


  <Can't . . .> she gasped. <Can't go on . . .>


  <Aaaahhh!> Ax yelled. A Helmacron shot had hit its mark. I saw a tiny, smoking hole in his right eye. He landed, too. Demorphing would fix the wound, but I knew it must be very painful.


  One of the Helmacron ships broke off the battle and went back to the blue box. But that couldn't happen.


  I landed and began to demorph as fast as I could. There are times when human is the best of all. I sprouted up from the ground and tried to catch the Helmacron with fingers only partly emerged from my wings and feet that were basically just size-six talons.


  The pale green beam locked onto the blue box. The ship lifted off again, carrying the box despite the fact that the box was bigger than the ship itself.


  The ship was heading toward the open barn door. Deliberately? No, that would be stupid. The Helmacrons simply didn't know they were heading into what would be a trap.


  I was more and more human and now I could walk fairly well. I chased the retreating blue box.


  Into the barn. Sunlight shone through dozens of small knotholes or gaps in the boards. But it was still dim and gloomy inside. The rows of smaller cages were stacked to my right. The larger cages were on my left in a single row. A rough half-wall kept the larger predators separate. Beyond them, isolated at the far end of the barn, were the horse stalls.


  The horses were all out in the field. But in the barn we had half a dozen bats, two rabbits, two raccoons, a vole, a gopher, two deer, a badger, a goose, two mourning doves, a fox, three mallard ducks, a merlin, a robin, and a bluejay.


  Not to mention the various rats and mice who lived there.


  The Helmacron ship had come to a stop, hovering in midair. It sat atop the blue box like a hen trying to hatch an egg.


  "Give up the box," I said to the Helmacron ship. "If you don't, I'll have to hurt you."


  <Surrender or be annihilated!> the Helmacrons replied.


  "I don't think so. In fact, I really don't think you folks are going to have much luck conquering Earth."


  <We will crush you! All humans will serve us!>


  "Excuse me, I don't mean to be insensitive or. . ." I searched for the right word. "I don't want to be size-ist, but has it occurred to you that we're kind of big for you to conquer? I mean, your whole ship is smaller than my foot. And your weapons don't really hurt us."


  I guess this was news to the Helmacrons, because they fell silent. I thought, Good, maybe I got through to them.


  FLASH!


  I blinked and held up my hand, too late to block the flashbulb brilliance. It had been a green light of shocking intensity. I wasn't hurt, but I was definitely seeing spots.


  And then I noticed something very odd.


  The cages were growing larger. The animals in them were growing larger. The Helmacron ship and the blue box were growing larger.


  "Oh, no," I said, more amazed than frightened. "I'm shrinking."


  Chapter 9


  



  I was getting small. I was getting small very fast.


  I've shrunk before, when I've morphed various insects, for example. But this was new. I was shrinking as a human.


  The only good thing was that at least my morphing suit was shrinking, too. Bad to be shrinking. Worse to be shrinking right out of your clothes.


  "Hey!" I yelled. "What did you do to me?"


  <Hah! You glory in your swollen, bloated bulk, human! You dare to defy us! We shall see how bold you are when you are the same size as we. Now you will taste bitter defeat! Now you will feel the sting of eternal humiliation!>


  "I don't glory in my . . . Hey, who are you calling bloated? Wait a minute! Stop this!"


  I was still shrinking. I'd started at four foot something. Now I was less than a foot tall. And I was still shrinking. I glanced over and saw a raccoon. He was bigger than I was. Not to mention a million times more hostile.


  <Cassie!>


  I spun around and spotted Tobias, swooping in like a 747 coming in for a landing.


  "Tobias! Look out! They have a shrinking ray!"


  <A what?>


  FLASH!


  "Never mind. You'll find out soon enough."


  <Hah HAH! You all think to resist the might of the Helmacrons because you are large and because you glow with the transformational power! But we, too, know how to use the transformational power! Shrink! Shrink! And become our abject and pitiable slaves!>


  <Hey,> Tobias said, sounding puzzled. <I'm shrinking. And you've already shrunk!>


  "Tobias! You have to warn the others not to come in here! Somehow they're using the power of the blue box to do this."


  <I can't leave you. You're less than six inches tall!>


  "Warn the others!" I cried.


  Tobias turned, but he was shrinking fast. He was already down to about hummingbird size. Suddenly the door was much further away for him.


  <Well, this is unfortunate,> he said.


  A huge, galumphing form appeared in the doorway: Marco.


  "Get back!" I screamed.


  But of course what he heard was, "Get back!"


  FLASH!


  "Hey!" Marco yelled. "No flash photography."


  <Marco! Quick, before you shrink. Warn the others to stay out!>


  "Say what? Before I what?"


  But he turned and yelled over his shoulder. "Jake! Ax! Rachel! Stay out of here!"


  I could see him peering down at me. His face was about the size of the Goodyear blimp - if it was about to land on top of you.


  "Oh, this isn't good," he said.


  I was shrinking still further. I was already as small as a cockroach. The roof of the barn already looked like it was the sky. A dim overhead light might as well have been the moon.


  Marco was standing on sequoia legs, with feet the size of twin Titanics.


  "What's happening in there?" Jake yelled.


  "Well," Marco said calmly. "The Helmacrons have the blue box and they seem to be using it in a kind of bizarre way."


  "I'm coming in," Jake said decisively.


  "No!" Marco yelled in a voice that already sounded like someone breathing helium. "No, Jake and Ax, do not come in!" Then, as an afterthought, he said, "Rachel, you could come in."


  <Marco!> Tobias chided.


  "Hey, the Wicked Witch gets to be full size and I'm down here singing, 'We represent the Lollipop Guild?' I don't think so."


  <Rachel, Jake, everyone stay out!> Tobias cried in thought-speak that we all heard clearly.


  "Okay, everyone just stay put," Jake ordered. "Look, the other Helmacron ship took off. Rachel hit it with a brick."


  I would have laughed. Only I was now shrinking down to the point where scattered bits of hay on the ground were looking like huge, felled trees. Grains of dirt were the size of soccer balls.


  "I think I'm done shrinking!" I said. Not that anyone heard me. Something flew into view. Something that seemed weirdly large. Tobias. He was roughly the size of a very small fly. But he was about as big as me.


  <I think I've stopped shrinking,> he said.


  "Me, too."


  <But we're the same size. I should be smaller than you. I started out much smaller than you.>


  "I guess that's not how it works," I said. "I think the idea here is to shrink us all to the same size as the Helmacrons themselves."


  Marco, now no more than three inches tall himself, came walking over. He was huge to us. But his face was getting closer all the time.


  "Oh, man, you guys are small," he said. "Honey, I shrunk the Animorphs!"


  "Rachel! Get a brick!" Jake said in a huge voice that reverberated around us.


  Chapter 10


  



  "I am loaded up and ready," Rachel said grimly.


  "Give them a warning shot," he said. "Careful not to hit Cassie or the others."


  Rachel must have thrown the brick, because there came a humongous earthquake.


  WHAMBBBB!


  It only lasted a second, but it knocked me on my butt. Fortunately, that involved a fall of only a few millimeters.


  "Helmacrons, listen to me!" Jake said. "That was a warning shot. The next one lands right on top of you. Leave the blue box. Restore our people to normal size and we'll let you leave peacefully!"


  <Never! Your brick weapon does not frighten us!>


  "Yeah? Well, it banged up your other ship pretty well," Rachel said.


  <Helmacrons, listen to me.> I recognized Ax's thought-speak voice. Which meant he was probably in his normal body.


  Great. All I needed was for my parents to come home, find Jake and Rachel and a big blue scorpion-tailed four-eyed Deer-boy in a standoff with a toy-sized spaceship, and me the size of a gnat.


  <Helmacrons,> Ax said patiently, <if you are capable of spaceflight you must also understand the fundamental laws of motion. Her weapon has a mass as great as the mass of your ship. It will be thrown at a velocity that will ->


  <Do not lecture us on physics, you inferior human!>


  <I am not an inferior human, I am an Andalite.>


  "Hey!" Rachel said.


  <Sorry,> Ax said. <I didn't mean to say that humans are inferior.>


  <We will crush you, Andalite! All Andalites will grovel before us.>


  <Not if my friend Rachel hits you with the dense oblong cube she is holding.>


  "It's a brick, Ax. It's called a brick. We build houses out of them."


  <Perhaps you should not mention that fact,> Ax said in an aside. <The Helmacrons are already contemptuous of humans.>


  "Okay, I've had enough of this battle of the alien egos here. I'm counting to three. Then I'm throwing this brick. You little insects either fix my friends . . . and Marco, too . . . or you get bricked."


  <Do you dare to threaten us?!>


  "One . . ."


  <Grovel before the might of the Helmacrons!>


  "Two . . ."


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  "Aaahhh!" Rachel cried.


  "The other ship! It's back!" Jake yelled. "Look out!"


  I could see it all happening, far, far overhead. A gigantic Rachel, holding a brick the size of a high school. The second Helmacron ship, which no longer looked nearly as tiny, came zipping in and shot Rachel in the shoulder.


  She let the brick fly. But it wasn't an aimed shot. It was reflex.


  The brick arced through the air, and began to drop. Straight toward us.


  "Run!" Marco yelled. He was now as small as Tobias and me.


  We ran. Tobias flew.


  "Noooo!" Jake screamed and launched himself through the air, hands outstretched to catch the falling brick.


  But then . . . FWAPPPP!


  Ax's tail blade snapped like a bullwhip, there was a shower of sparks that might as well have been the Fourth of July to us on the ground, and suddenly there were two smaller bricks tumbling apart.


  I shot a look upward at the two tumbling half-bricks. "Freeze!" I yelled.


  WHAAAM!


  WHAAAM!


  They dropped on either side of us, once again knocking me off my feet.


  Then a much heavier impact.


  WHA-BOOOOM!


  Jake hit the ground, fortunately missing us as well.


  His face lay sideways. It was about as high as a thirty-story building. His eyes were like brown-and-white swimming pools, huge globes that looked as if they might pop and drain down like runny Jell-O.


  His mouth was a valley. His nostrils were caves. When he breathed out it nearly knocked Tobias out of the air. And when he sucked in a pained inhalation it was like being near a vacuum cleaner.


  I stared up, transfixed by this face I had always found attractive. And I found myself staring at a zit bigger than I was.


  Fortunately, Tobias was paying attention to more important things. <Jake! Above you!>


  Jake rolled over, a moving mountain, just as the two Helmacron ships, holding the blue box with twin tractor beams, attempted to fly over him.


  He rolled onto his back and shot an arm about a thousand feet into the air. Fingers the size of Taxxons closed around the blue box and yanked it down.


  The two Helmacron ships jerked, shuddered, but flew on.


  We had the box back!


  Unfortunately, Marco, Tobias, and I were still small enough to set up housekeeping inside a thimble.


  Chapter 11


  



  O Great One, Most Magnificent of all Leaders, we have met the Vast Enemy in battle and have triumphed! Using the power source we discovered, we have shrunk three of the aliens to our size. And we would have captured the power source as well, but for the cowardice of the Galaxy Blaster. Filled with the courage you give us, we shall recapture the power source and use it to drive our enemies before us, wailing and crying!


  - From the log of the Helmacron ship, Planet Crusher


  



  "Cassie? Tobias? Marco?"


  Rachel's huge voice boomed. I looked up at her, so tall she could have been the Sears Tower. I wasn't sure exactly how big I was, but I had the feeling I was not large at all. For one thing, dirt wasn't dirt anymore. It was rocks.


  I heard Tobias answer in thought-speak. <Rachel! Watch where you step. We're down here!>


  "Down where?"


  <On the ground.>


  "I don't see anything."


  <We're kind of small,> Tobias said.


  "Kind of small?" Marco shrilled. "A termite could kick our butts."


  <Very small,> Tobias amended.


  "Are all three of you together?" Jake bellowed.


  <Yeah. We're all together. What are we going to do?>


  "I don't know," Jake admitted. "Ax?"


  <I believe, Prince Jake, that the Helmacrons have a means of diverting the energy of the blue box and using it in a very different way than was intended.>


  "Gee, do you think?" Marco mocked. Of course, none of them heard it because it came out, "Gee, do you think?" And even that's an exaggeration. To really convey how little sound we could make, we'd need microscopic print.


  <Perhaps they should attempt to morph,> Ax suggested. <It may be that their morphs would be normal size.>


  "Good idea," I said. "Tell them, Tobias."


  <Cassie says "good idea." She's going to try it.>


  I considered for a moment which morph to attempt. Something that could fly. Sitting in the dirt was not a good feeling.


  "I'll go back to my osprey morph," I said. I focused my mind and began to feel the changes. The feathers . . . the talons . . . the shrinking.


  The shrinking?


  I was getting smaller. Grains of dirt weren't rocks anymore, they were mobile homes!


  I reversed morph instantly. "Not a good idea," I told Tobias shakily.


  <Yeah, I noticed. Um . . . Jake?>


  "Houston, we have a problem," Marco intoned.


  <Jake? Cassie just tried to morph to osprey but she shrank. She was on her way to being a really, really small bird. It's weird, because I'm not small. I mean, I am, but I'm the same size as Cassie and Marco. But when she tried to morph she shrank.>


  <That is logical. Unfortunate, but logical,> Ax said.


  "Now he's Mr. Spock," Marco said.


  <The Helmacrons would have set certain size parameters, no doubt. That is to say, they picked a size and then shrank all three of them to that size. That is now the baseline. Any morphing will be relative to that baseline.>


  I thought about that for a moment, then said, "Tobias, is he saying that if we did something like morph a flea, we'd end up being microscopic?"


  <Ax-man, what happens if one of us morphs a flea or something?>


  <You would diminish in size. If we assume that a flea is no more than a sixteenth of an inch long normally, it would be one nine hundred and sixtieth of the height of a five-foot human. Thus, if we assume that you are currently, let us say, a quarter of an inch tall, it follows that your flea morph would be one quarter inch divided by nine hundred and sixty. Thus, your flea morph would be point-zero-zero-zero-two-six-zero-four of an inch.>


  "If he says 'thus' again, I'm gonna bite him on the hoof," Marco said.


  <Ax? I don't think we're a quarter inch. I think we're smaller than that.>


  <Ah. Then you should make appropriate adjustments to the equation. For example, if you are a sixteenth of an inch - and that would be my best estimate - that translates as point-zero-six-two-five inches, divided by nine hundred and sixty, which would make your flea morph point-zero-zero-zero-zero-six-five-one inches.>


  "How big is point-zero-zero-zero-zero-six?" I asked Marco.


  "Bigger than a virus, smaller than a period," he muttered.


  <No way,> Tobias said.


  Then Ax said, <I would not advise morphing to flea. You would be operating at a microbial level.>


  <Okay, so we don't become fleas. I didn't want to morph a flea anyway. That's not the problem. What are we supposed to do?>


  "First thing is to get you guys somewhere safe," Jake said. "Then -"


  "Ah! Ax, morph to human!" I heard Rachel yell. "Cassie's dad is coming!"


  Chapter 12


  



  "Run! It's my dad!" I yelled, and started running, stumbling across the endless plain of rocks and boulders.


  "Hey! Why are you running? It's not like he'll notice us."


  "Who's gonna stop him from stepping on us?"


  "Aaaahhh! Run!"


  We ran. Or at least Marco and I did. Tobias flew. And there came all around us a huge, stomping sound.


  WHUMPF! WHUMPF! WHUMPF! My father's footsteps.


  "Jake?" my father said. "Rachel? What are you two doing here? Is Cassie around?"


  "Um . . . no," Jake said. "At least. . . no."


  "We came here looking for her," Rachel said. "She's not here."


  "Were you supposed to meet her?"


  "Hello!" a new voice said quite suddenly. Ax! He must have managed to morph to human. I cringed. Ax as an Andalite was brilliant. But Andalites have no mouths. No ability to make spoken speech and no ability to taste. So Ax as a human - with a mouth - could be slightly odd.


  "Hello," my dad said guardedly. "Do I know you?"


  "I do not know whether you know me," Ax said. "Only you would be able to answer that question."


  Then he added, "Chun. Quess-chun."


  "I . . . I don't think I do know you," my father said slowly. "Why were you hiding behind that cage?"


  "I did not wish you to see me," Ax said. "But now you may see me."


  There was a long pause. "Ooookay," my father said at last.


  "I am a friend of Cassie's," Ax offered.


  "From school?"


  "From school? Skuh-ool? Sss-cooool. Yes. From school. School-luh."


  Meanwhile, I was running and stumbling and banging my knees on particles of dirt. Marco was right beside me and Tobias was flying along above us.


  We were running flat-out. We were probably going like two feet an hour. Then . . .


  WHUMPF!


  "Ahhh!" Jake yelled. "Um, look out where you're going!"


  "Why?" my father asked.


  "Because I . . . because I . . ."


  "He thought he saw a nail," Rachel said. "I thought I saw a nail, too. Ax, didn't you see a nail?"


  "What is a nail? Nay-yul? Is it similar to mail?"


  "Is he all right?" my father asked.


  "Who, Ax? Sure, he's fine," Jake said. "He's just from a different country."


  I groaned. "Oh, no, now my dad'll ask -"


  "Oh, very interesting. Ax? What country are you from?"


  "I am from the Republic of Ivory Coast."


  "Oh, man," I moaned. "Why did I ever give him that World Almanac?"


  "You know, if you don't mind my saying so, you don't look like you'd be from the Ivory Coast," my father said. He was getting that edge he gets in his voice when someone is slowly but surely beginning to grind his last nerve.


  "How about Equatorial Guinea? The Republic of Kyrgyzstan? Canada?"


  "Tell you what," my father said, "let's just go with Canada."


  "I am from Canada. I am Canadese."


  "Well, I think old Ax is handling that pretty well," Marco said brightly. "You'd never guess he was an alien. An idiot, maybe. Alien, no."


  "How about if you kids just go on home? I'll tell Cassie you came by."


  "Leave?" Jake asked, sounding panicked.


  "Yes, leave," my father said in his deep, this-is-your-father-talking-and-I've-taken-all-I'm-gonna-take voice.


  They didn't argue. What could they say? We heard their stomping feet as they walked off.


  Then, much closer, my father's humongous feet, roughly ten football fields long, WHAM-ing around. Just ahead was a gigantic horizontal tube. The bottom bar of a cage. We ran beneath its shelter and cowered there, gasping for breath after our three-inch run.


  "That is one strange kid," I heard my father mutter. "Need to talk to Cassie about that one."


  Then he must have scuffed his shoe. I saw the vast, rounded front of his boot, a fifteen-story-tall hump of leather, come winging toward us.


  It hit the dirt. And kicked up a small amount of dust. A few tablespoons of dirt, no more.


  Just enough to bury us alive!


  Chapter 13


  



  I was buried in rock!


  I gasped, desperate for air. But then I realized I was having no trouble breathing. The space between grains of dirt was plenty large enough for me to get air.


  But how was I going to dig my way out? Some of the rocks pinning me down felt as large as I was. I say "felt" because I couldn't see anything.


  I pushed against one large rock that was pressed right into my stomach. I didn't expect it to move, but it did.


  I wormed my legs up so I could get my feet positioned against the rock. Then I pushed with all my might.


  The rock moved. In fact, it didn't just move, I felt it pushing other rocks aside. Now there was a little, open space. I could even see a minuscule triangle of light.


  I pushed against other rocks and gradually the opening widened. Suddenly, a face filled the opening.


  "Oh, there you are," Marco said.


  He began to dig me out. I stuck my head up out of the dirt. And, like they were nothing, I saw him lifting grains of dirt that should have weighed more than he did.


  I clambered out and bent down to lift one of the rocks myself. To my shock, I could do it.


  "This is amazing," I said, holding a boulder the size of a beach ball over my head.


  "I know," Marco agreed with a laugh. "It's because we're small. You know, like how ants can lift things bigger than they are? Or how fleas can jump a hundred times their own height? I guess we have that same thing going on."


  Tobias swooped down from high in the air - probably three or four inches. <I have it, too. I can fly higher, relatively, than before. And I bet I could almost carry one of you.>


  "This doesn't make sense, does it?" I asked.


  Marco shrugged. "I don't know. Later we can ask Ax."


  <Actually, it does make sense because the bigger you get, your muscles and stuff have to increase geometrically. It's like birds. Little birds can beat their wings a hundred times a minute. A bigger bird can't.>


  "That's speed, not strength," I pointed out. "But maybe it's true, anyway. I mean, look how tiny gymnasts have to be. Rachel's always saying she can't do as well on uneven bars because she's so tall."


  "That has to do with rotation, doesn't it? Is that the same as strength? And excuse me, but why are we sitting around having a science class when we're the size of dust?" Marco asked.


  "What should we do?" I asked him.


  We were sitting in what was probably a quarter-inch depression, like a shallow bowl. We couldn't see much but dirt boulders and the big cage bar above us.


  "Well . . . I don't know. All I know is: We're small. We are very, very small." He brightened. "But we're strong. We could play catch with some dirt boulders."


  <We should probably stay put till Jake can come back to get us.>


  "I'm worried my folks will wonder where I am," I said.


  "Jake will take care of that. Somehow. And we haven't exactly been gone long."


  I sighed. I looked at Marco and sighed some more. It was weird. He looked like regular, old Marco. Regular, old Marco, lounging around on boulders with a monstrous, sky-blocking, horizontal steel bar over his head.


  WHUMPF! WHUMPF! WHUMPF!


  My father was walking by. He seemed to be heading out of the barn. "I'm hungry," Marco said.


  <Me, too. And what's my prey now? What's small enough for me to eat? A flu germ?>


  And that's when they appeared over the edge of the shallow depression. A dozen of them.


  Their heads were all we saw at first. They were perfectly flat on top, quite wide. From that flat top their faces came down in a sort of squashed inverted pyramid to a hooked, barbed chin. Eyes sat atop the flat heads like big green marbles that looked like they could roll off at any moment. Their mouthparts looked insectlike, with gnashing sideways teeth.


  As they climbed all the way into view I could see that they were dressed in silvery, one-piece suits, covering bodies that were almost human, if you overlooked the extra set of legs. The suits had turquoise collars.


  "Well, you could eat them," Marco suggested to Tobias.


  <We are the Mighty Helmacrons of the Planet Crusher, the deadliest ship in the glorious Helmacron fleet!> one of the group announced. <Surrender to us now and live as our degraded beasts of burden. Or resist us and be utterly annihilated!>


  They were about the same size we were. Maybe a sixteenth of an inch. And my first inclination was to burst out laughing. These characters actually thought they were going to conquer the world.


  But then they raised their handheld ray guns at us. And I realized something. Their Dracon beams, or whatever they were, hadn't hurt me much when I was the size of Mount Everest, but now I was a bug.


  The Helmacrons began to advance on us.


  "Fight or run away?" Marco muttered.


  He was looking at me. I turned to Tobias. Tobias looked at Marco.


  "Boy, you miss Jake when he's not around to make the life-and-death decisions," Marco said ruefully.


  Fortunately, we were spared a decision. Because now a new group of Helmacrons, this time with magenta uniform collars, came racing up from behind us.


  <These are the rightful prisoners of the Galaxy Blaster. Stand back, you cowards, and let true Helmacron heroes gather up their just booty!>


  "We're just booty?" Marco said with a nervous giggle.


  The standoff was complete. Two groups of Helmacrons, each with weapons pointed at us, but glaring at each other with their green marble eyes.


  Then the cavalry arrived.


  Chapter 14


  



  They were gigantic. They were brown Godzillas. They were . . . cockroaches.


  Their antennae were hundred-foot-long bull-whips. Their legs were jointed telephone poles. They were vast, overpowering, terrifying machines made of five-inch-thick armor.


  They towered over us, two humongous, clanking cockroaches. I mean, you think you know how gross cockroaches are. But you know nothing till you've seen a cockroach literally the size of a Wal-Mart. Next time you go to a Wal-Mart or K Mart or Target or a big grocery store, stand out in front and look at it and think "cockroach."


  They were very, very big.


  And they didn't smell very good, either.


  <Hi, it's us,> Jake said.


  <You just scared the pee out of us!> Tobias answered. <Can you see us down here?>


  <No, our eyes aren't very good, as you know. But Ax can see you. He led us to you.>


  <Ax?> Tobias asked.


  "Ax?" Marco and I said, looking at each other. Then slowly, very slowly, we turned.


  Ax.


  A wolf spider.


  "AAAAHHHH!"


  "AAAAHHHH!"


  It didn't matter that we knew it was Ax. My brain wasn't working. My legs turned to jelly. I sat down very hard, very fast.


  You cannot begin to conceive of how terrifying that sight was.


  Twice as tall as the roaches. With eight legs, each the size of the Saint Louis arch. Gnashing, wickedly sharp mouthparts that looked like the gates of hell. A swollen, stinking, bloated, hairy body.


  But none of that was what made Marco and Tobias and me shake with uncontrollable fear.


  It was the eyes.


  Eight of them. Some were glittering, multifaceted compound eyes. Others were blank, dead, black simple eyes. The smallest ones looked bigger than we were.


  And that face, that evil, staring face . . .


  I could feel that image being laser-printed directly onto my brain. I would never forget it. If I lived a hundred years, I would be seeing that face.


  <Hello,> Ax said. <Did I make an error when I said I was Canadese?>


  "Ax, I hope you have control over that morph," I said.


  I tried to look away and figure out how the Helmacrons were reacting, but there was just no looking away from those eight big eyeballs.


  However, the Helmacrons were reacting.


  <Do you think to terrify us with your pitiful morphs? We are Helmacron warriors!>


  They were yelling this as they hustled away at top speed.


  <Ax, make sure they keep running,> Jake said calmly.


  Ax turned, a movement that made me yelp in fear. But at least those eyes were aimed somewhere else.


  "Yuh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uk," Marco shuddered. "Man, I did not need to see that. That's worth about thirty nights of waking up screaming in a cold sweat."


  Ax took off after the Helmacrons, jerky but swift, and as evil-looking a creation as I ever hope to see.


  His lower half was obscured by the lumpy dirt around us when . . .


  TSEEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  <Aaaahhhhh!> Ax cried.


  I forgot my fear and ran up the slope to see over the lip of the depression. There, hovering just a quarter inch above the dirt, was one of the Helmacron ships.


  Ax twisted in apparent agony, his mile-high legs flailing madly in pure reflex. He turned toward us and then I saw the smoking, sizzling, burned-meat-smelling eye that had been incinerated by the Helmacron ship.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  They fired again, point-blank range, and all four of the legs on the left side of Ax's spider body were cut in two. He fell from the sky like some slow-motion asteroid. The severed legs toppled slowly over, like impossibly tall trees.


  <Demorph!> Jake shouted. <Ax! Demorph!>


  We had made a deadly mistake. It was all a question of size. The Helmacrons were laughable when we were big. But down here, at this scale, they were as dangerous as Yeerks.
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  "Neep! Neep! Neep!"


  A triumphant cry went up from the Helmacrons. A spoken cry, as opposed to their usual thought-speak.


  POOMPF!


  Ax hit the ground,


  <Ax, demorph!> Jake yelled.


  <I may crush Cassie, Marco, and Tobias as I do, Prince Jake,> Ax said. He sounded pretty calm, under the circumstances. As he well knew, if you die in morph, you die, period.


  <Cassie, Marco, over here!> Jake yelled. <We'll carry you out of AAAAAHHHH!>


  The second Helmacron ship had fired from behind. Jake's cockroach antennae were severed.


  It was like someone cutting a power line. The falling antennae whipped around like cables.


  Tobias was in the air. He might survive Ax's demorphing, but there was no way Marco and I would. And if Ax didn't demorph, the next blast from the Helmacrons might finish him.


  "Marco! We have to surrender!" I yelled, grabbing his arm.


  "What?"


  "We can escape later. Ax has to demorph! Jake and Rachel, too. The Helmacrons will stop firing long enough to take us."


  He looked furious. But he knew I was right. He shook off my arm and began waving at the closest Helmacrons.


  "Mighty Helmacrons, make us your slaves! We fear your might!"


  They hesitated, probably sensing a trap. But they could see that Ax was helpless. That Jake was injured.


  Four of the little monsters came racing out to grab us. Up close, they gave an even more bizarre impression of being half-human, half-insect. We knew that in reality they were minuscule, but to us they seemed big enough. They kept their weapons leveled at us as they quick-marched us toward their ship.


  The ship settled down all the way to the ground. It was very big at this scale. It may have seemed like a toy to us before, but now it was immense, bigger than a Yeerk Pool ship. There would be room for hundreds, if not thousands, of Helmacrons on board.


  <Up, up, up!> one of the Helmacrons shouted, shoving me up the ramp that had lowered from the ship.


  I ran as well as I could with Helmacrons shoving me, yanking me, pushing me.


  The ramp began to move while we were still on it. I looked around and realized that Marco and I were rising up into a vast, open hangar area. To the left and right, what looked like smaller fighter ships were hanging from racks. Perhaps a dozen of them on each side.


  <Ah-hah! You see our might and tremble!>


  "I see your might. Where's your tremble?" Marco said. The Helmacrons stared with their wobbly, marble eyes.


  "Oh, no. We're prisoners of creatures with no sense of humor," Marco said.


  <You are slaves now, aboard the glorious Helmacron ship Planet Crusher. We will take you to our captain. You will crawl!>


  Two of the creepy little aliens shoved me down onto my knees. It didn't hurt at all, even though I felt like it should. But then, I was about the size of a large flea. I didn't exactly fall very far.


  And it was weirdly easy to crawl. It was what I was starting to think of as the "insect effect." When you're tiny, it's easier to be strong. I was able to scoot along on my knees quite easily.


  It was a good thing, because we crawled a long way. The ship felt like it was a mile long. Down brightly lit corridors and up ramps and across narrow bridges that spanned huge mechanical facilities of some sort, we crawled.


  It was a noisy ship. Clanging and pounding and groaning. It was intensely bright as well. Far brighter than any human would find comfortable.


  Finally, we seemed to have arrived. We entered a room with a dome ceiling and shallow bowl floor. In the center of the room stood a single Helmacron. Beams of light illuminated him like a movie star on Oscar night. He looked like any of the Helmacrons, except for the fact that he was wearing a flowing, gold cape.


  And there was one other difference.


  "He's dead," I said.


  "He's about as dead as you can be," Marco agreed.


  The Helmacron captain did not move. Did not breathe. His eyes did not look at us. He was covered with what looked a lot like bread mold and cobwebs.


  What was worse, it was fairly obvious how he'd died. His arms and four legs were shackled, bolted to the deck. Three long, steel swords were sticking through his body. It all looked very ceremonial.


  And it looked . . .


  "Insane," Marco muttered. "These guys are nuts."
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  O Greatest of the Great, Most Magnificent of the Magnificent, we have taken two of the strange, transforming aliens prisoner! They tremble before us! They abase themselves! They quiver in cowardly terror! And it should be noted that the Galaxy Blaster was of no help whatsoever.


  - From the log of the Helmacron ship, Planet Crusher


  



  <Grovel before the captain!>


  Marco looked at me. "How do you grovel? I've never groveled before."


  I shrugged.


  <Grovel!>


  "We don't know how," I told the closest Helmacron. "I mean, you know, different folks, different customs. Maybe you could show us."


  They looked at one another. Then the one I'd spoken to said, <You may grovel in the style of your own people. Grovel as you normally grovel.>


  I saw the sly gleam in Marco's eye. "You heard the man, Cassie. Let's grovel."


  He scooted his legs forward, lay on his back, stuck his hands behind his head, and relaxed like he was at the beach soaking up sun.


  "I grovel before the mighty Helmacron captain, most mighty of the mighty, undisputed champion of the world in the dust-weight category! We grovel like the pitiful losers we are! We grovel like a guy who hasn't got a date the day before the prom and the only girl around is the head cheerleader, that's how much we grovel. Cassie, you could join in any time, you know."


  "We grovel . . . um, like grovelers."


  Marco turned his head to shoot me a disdainful look. "Oh, good groveling. Put some feeling into it."


  "I grovel like, uh . . . like a person who is really, really groveling," I said lamely.


  Meanwhile, Marco was, of course, getting into it. After all, he had an audience.


  "O mighty Helmacron dead guy, we grovel like a video game addict trapped in an arcade without a quarter, that's how much we grovel. You would not believe the depths of our grovelry! We grovel like a guy with a large order of fries and the only saltshaker is at the table of the school bully. We grovel -"


  <Enough! Now you will tell us the location of the power source.>


  "The blue box?" I inquired.


  <Yes, the blue box of transforming power!>


  "I don't know where it is. One of my friends must have taken it and hidden it."


  <Friends?>


  "Yes, the others like us. The others we were with."


  <Turn on the external viewer!>


  Suddenly, the entire dome ceiling lit up with a three-dimensional view of the inside of the barn. I saw Jake, Rachel, and Ax. All alive, all back in their own forms. They were glaring angrily at the ship we were in.


  The viewscreen zoomed in to magnify a very tiny Tobias, sitting perched on Rachel's shoulder.


  <Which one of them knows the location of the blue box?>


  I was incredibly relieved that they were all apparently okay. I hoped Tobias was okay, too. Although he was obviously still small-size. There was no way we were going to put one of them on the spot.


  <Which one!> the Helmacron screamed. <The one with four eyes? The one with wings? The one with hideous blue eyes? Or the larger one?>


  "None of them," Marco said. "The other one. The one who's not here."


  I nodded solemnly. "Yes, the other one."


  We had no idea what we were talking about, of course. But then the Helmacrons actually sort of supplied the answer.


  <Do not attempt to deceive us! Our sensors reveal those who radiate with the transforming energy. We will find anyone who bears that energy signature!>


  Marco and I stole a glance at each other.


  "Transforming energy . . . you mean, you can tell who has the morphing power?" Marco asked.


  <We are the Helmacrons, lords of the galaxy! Our science and technology are vastly superior. We can easily penetrate your simple disguises and see the transforming power at work.>


  "They can tell people who are able to morph," I said to Marco. I had to resist the urge to giggle. But for once, Marco had not yet figured out what I had just figured out.


  "O mighty masters," I said, "we were fools to imagine we could deceive you. There is only one other like us on this planet. Only one other who possesses the transforming power! It is he who has the blue box of transforming power. It is he whom you must find. It is he whom you must defeat!"


  <We will crush him beneath us like the lowliest of creatures! He will grovel before us for an eternity of days!>


  Marco still looked puzzled.


  "There's no point trying to hide him from the Helmacrons, Marco," I said. "There is only one other morph-capable creature on Earth. And the Helmacrons are just going to have to destroy him."


  Suddenly, the light went on in Marco's head. "Visser Three?"


  I nodded, feeling very pleased with myself. "Visser Three."
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  "We're going to lead them to Visser Three?" Marco asked me in a voiceless whisper.


  "You have a better idea?"


  "No." He shook his head admiringly. "It's just so . . . sneaky. I didn't know you had it in you."


  Visser Three, leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth, is the only Andalite-Controller in the galaxy. The only Yeerk ever to acquire the morphing power.


  "Just one problem: Where do we find Visser Three?"


  Marco considered. "Chances are he's on board his Blade ship. Or on the Pool ship. Or down in the Yeerk pool. Or -"


  "Do you think these guys could find the Blade ship?"


  Marco shrugged. "Bigger question: What do these little guys do when they find Visser Three? Sting him with their tiny little Dracon beams?"


  <You will lead us to this person who has the transforming power!> one of the Helmacrons yelled.


  "He's on a spacecraft. In orbit," I said.


  <Lies! Are we fools, or are we the very epitome of Helmacron courage and wisdom?> the Helmacron demanded. <We know that your pitiful species is not capable of real space-flight!>


  "True," Marco said smoothly. "The person you're looking for isn't a human. See, you guys aren't the only aliens trying to conquer Earth. There are these guys called Yeerks."


  This news caused a total sensation. There had been a half dozen Helmacrons in the room around their dead captain. Now many more came rushing in, all jabbering wildly in thought-speak. Some were hauling what seemed to be computer consoles of some sort. Others dragged in oversized weapons.


  There was a lot of yelling, but one thought-speak word I heard again and again was <Yeerk.>


  "They know the Yeerks," I said.


  "Oh, yeah. They know them, all right."


  The yelling and gabbling and wild gesticulating went on at a furious pace for quite a while. Suddenly, without warning, there were steel blades flashing! Where the blades had come from, I couldn't say.


  It was a sudden, violent onslaught. But not against us. There were four or five Helmacrons surrounded by all the others.


  <Die, fools!> the mob cried. The swords flashed and the little gaggle of Helmacrons disappeared from our view, hidden by the wall of screaming, enraged Helmacrons.


  Calm descended as suddenly as the violence had been. Through gaps in the crowd I could see Helmacrons lying dead, pierced by swords.


  It was a shocking thing to experience. But the Helmacrons didn't seem very upset.


  "Maybe we'd better get out of here," Marco muttered. "These guys really are insane."


  "I don't think they mean to hurt us. Not yet."


  One of the Helmacrons turned to face us. <Where is this Yeerk with the power source? Tell us, lowly one, or be crushed beneath our feet!>


  "The Yeerks have a Pool ship and a Blade ship in orbit," Marco said. "The Blade ship is the place to start. But it's shielded, you know. Invisible to radar and sensors and all."


  <Fool! We are the Helmacrons! Primitive Yeerk technology means nothing to us!>


  "Of course," I said soothingly. "But you know what? Now that you know the Yeerks are here, you probably want to focus on them, not on us. So you could just let us go."


  <We will drive the Yeerk usurpers before us! We will grind their flesh! They will wail in terror! The humans are ours to enslave! We are the mighty Helmacrons! Rulers of the galaxy!>


  "Fine by us," Marco said.


  The Helmacron shouted a command in shockingly loud thought-speak. <Male! Male, here!>


  A hatch in the floor opened. And up through the floor poked a trembling head. It was like the other Helmacrons, but smaller. The flat head had a forward slant. The mouthparts were less horrifying. Still insect-looking, but smaller, gentler. The entire bearing of this creature was humbler.


  <Male, take these aliens. Instruct them in the ways of obedience!>


  The Helmacron shoved us toward the hatch.


  "Male?" Marco wondered. "Did he. . . I mean, was that . . . is this . . ."


  "I think so," I said. "The loud, hyper ones are females. This one is a male."


  "Oh, man. Now I'm really scared. It's an entire species of Rachels."


  Chapter 18


  



  <I am your teacher in the ways of submission.>


  We had been taken to a small room. Well, of course, everything was small - the room was probably about the size of an aspirin. But I mean it seemed small to us.


  There were no chairs or other furniture. I guess the Helmacrons didn't mind standing. And neither did we, actually. I still felt weirdly strong because of my size.


  "What's your name?" I asked the male Helmacron.


  <Name?>


  "Never mind."


  Marco said, "How about if we call you 'wuss'? Listen up, Wuss -"


  "That's not very nice, Marco," interrupted.


  "He doesn't have a name, and let's face it: He's a wuss. So, Wuss, tell me: What's the deal with the captain? He's dead."


  <She. Yes, of course she is dead.>


  "And why do you want your captain to be dead?"


  <How else can you be sure she will not make a mistake?>


  That seemed to stymie Marco. But the patient male who even I was now thinking of as "Wuss" went on to explain.


  <Those who make errors must be eliminated. It is inevitable that a captain, who would make many decisions if she were alive, would therefore also make many errors. What is the point of a captain who must be killed for error? In this way we have a captain who may be respected and revered by all.>


  Marco looked at me helplessly. "What's sad is that it makes a certain bizarre kind of sense." He turned back to Wuss. "How about your other leaders? All dead?"


  <Yes, a Helmacron female may not ascend to a position of importance in our society unless it is certain that she will not cause problems. She must be a symbol that all can admire.>


  "Kind of like our society," I muttered.


  "Well, Wuss, aren't you supposed to tell us how to behave?"


  <Yes. You must obey all females. You must wash your food before eating it. As males, you must be quiet and calm at all times.>


  "I'm not male," I said. "I'm female."


  <No, you are a slave. Thus you are male and must do whatever a female tells you to do.>


  "Kind of like our society," Marco said, mimicking me.


  "Is that it? That's all the rules?"


  <Yes. If you fail to obey the rules, you may be killed. In fact, you may even be made captain! You will stay in this room until summoned,> Wuss said calmly. <I will leave you now.>


  A door opened, the Helmacron male left, and the door closed behind him.


  Marco and I looked at each other. "These people are nuts, and this is a nuthouse, and we need to bail. I don't want to be captain."


  "No. No promotions, please. But we need to think. These guys are going after Visser Three, which means they'll leave Jake and Rachel and Ax and Tobias alone. All that's good. On the other hand, it seemed to me like they need the blue box to create their shrinking ray. So maybe they need it to unshrink us," I reasoned.


  "If they can unshrink us. Maybe it's a one way thing. Did you ever think of that?"


  "I don't want to think of that," I said. "I have a family I have to get back to. A life."


  Marco nodded, obviously deep in thought. "If we were small like this permanently, we could grow old, have kids, and populate the world with a new race of tiny people."


  "Marco, would you mind helping? Think of what we should do."


  "Okay." He squared his shoulders. "Okay." He blew out a loud sigh. "What should we do? I don't know. Here's one thing I know: These guys are nuts. They hacked those guys down. They put dead guys in charge. They are nuts, pure and simple, Looney Tunes, whack jobs, freakazoids. They could go off on us for no reason at all. So priority number one is to not help them get Visser Three. Priority number one is let's get outta here."


  "I have to agree. First chance we get. But right now we're probably in space on our way to find the Blade ship, so there isn't exactly anywhere to go."


  The door opened quite suddenly. It was a swaggering female. <Come with me, insignificant aliens! Obey me!>


  "Yes, ma'am!" Marco said.


  We were led back to what had to be the ship's actual bridge. There was no captain, dead or alive. The Helmacrons seemed to do their jobs without being told. Although obviously there were occasional disagreements, as we had seen.


  <Screen on!> our Helmacron guide snapped.


  A video display showed a flat two-dimensional image of Visser Three's Blade ship.


  "Wow," Marco said, genuinely impressed. "You guys are fast. I mean, you ladies. You found the Blade ship!"


  <We are the Helmacrons! Yeerk pretenders and usurpers will beg for their lives as we march over their groveling, prostrate forms!>


  I formed a mental image of a Yeerk I'd seen in its natural form. And then of an army of tiny little Helmacrons marching over it. It would look roughly like ants on a dog doo-doo. I barely stifled a giggle.


  <We have found the weak and pathetic Blade ship! But a smaller Yeerk craft has detached and is heading toward the planet surface. Our sensors show a person aboard that smaller vessel, a person who carries the distinctive sensor signature of the transforming energy!>


  "Visser Three," I said. "He's heading down to the planet. Probably heading down to take the blue box. I mean the power source."


  The Helmacron ship was obviously in hot pursuit. We could see a Bug fighter dropping down through blue atmosphere. Our own familiar coastline was recognizable below us.


  The sun was going down. The line of darkness was marching across the earth, getting nearer to my own home.


  It suddenly hit me just how far away I was from the life I knew. Not just in miles, but in feet and inches, too. My parents were gigantic, skyscraper-tall behemoths. Marco and I, and maybe Tobias, were alone in the universe.


  <Tell us of the place the Yeerk Bug fighter is landing!>


  I peered at the screen. "Can you make it bigger? I mean, you know, magnify it?"


  The screen jerked as the picture refocused closer in.


  "Hey, look!" I said. "Very interesting."


  I could see a stretch of the boulevard that ran by our school. It was one of those commercial strips with tons of fast-food restaurants and muffler shops and banks and Blockbusters.


  An empty, abandoned restaurant - I think it used to be a Denny's or something - stood by itself, surrounded by a weed-grown parking lot.


  The Bug ship, invisible to humans thanks to its shielding, was settling down toward the empty restaurant.


  As we watched, the roof of the restaurant split and opened, drawing back like a pair of sliding doors.


  The Bug fighter containing Visser Three slowly, carefully, landed in the interior of the building. The roof closed behind it. And at that moment a long, black limousine came tearing into the parking lot.


  "Very clever," Marco said admiringly.


  "It's an empty building," I told the Helmacron. "The Visser will morph to human form and leave in that black vehicle."


  <Then we will crush him there! We will annihilate him! We will humble his pride till he weeps and begs for an honorable death.>


  "Uh-huh," Marco said dryly. "We've tried that before."


  Chapter 19


  



  O Great One, Most Bold of Leaders, we grovel before you, though we are light-years away. It is our sad duty to report that the treacherous jackanapes of the Galaxy Blaster have run away! They have seized two alien prisoners that were rightly ours and run away! Leaving us, your loyal warriors, to battle the large aliens as we search for the blue box of transforming energy.


  - From the log of the Helmacron ship, Planet Crusher


  



  "It's like Lethal Weapon 5," Marco said. "This is cool! This is the ultimate weird chase scene."


  Visser Three had morphed to human and entered the limousine. We'd seen him do this before. I guess he liked limos because behind the blacked-out glass he could morph or demorph without being seen.


  And there might be other, crueler things he did in there. Visser Three was not exactly kind to his underlings.


  The limo glided down the boulevard. Night was coming, and already the neon lights were lit. Reflections of golden arches and big yellow mufflers slid over the oily black curves of the limo. The word Mobil slithered like a blue-and-red snake.


  An ambulance went wailing past. Minivans full of parents and kids kept pace with the long black car carrying the most dangerous creature on Earth. Or any other planet.


  We saw all this clearly because the screens were on all around the bridge. And we were flying right along, just slightly behind and beside the limo. We were maybe four feet from the back right-side window.


  Suddenly, the Galaxy Blaster took a hard jerk left and fired.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  What looked to us like huge, thick beams of light lanced toward the window. But of course the window was a smooth, black cliff to us. The Helmacron viewscreens didn't magnify - they shrank. They diminished. So as the beams traveled, they seemed to shrink to bright, insignificant hairs.


  <Ahhh! Die, Yeerk! Feel our might!> The Helmacrons yelled like fans at a football game whose team had just scored a home run. Or whatever it is they do in football.


  <Again! Again! Punish the arrogant Yeerk usurper!>


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  Once more there was giddy cheering and excitement. And then the window of the limo began to lower.


  A puzzled, human face looked out at us.


  Visser Three! We knew his human morph. It was Visser Three, unable, even in human guise, to conceal the dark evil within.


  But right now he didn't look frightening so much as puzzled. I saw his huge human mouth form the word "What?" And then slowly the expression turned to amazement.


  "Helmacrons?" the mouth said silently.


  <What words is the creature speaking?> the nearest Helmacron demanded of us.


  "He said 'Helmacrons?'"


  <Ahhhh! Yah-haaaah!> the Helmacrons crowed in thought-speak. And from their nasty little insect mouths came "Neep! Neep! Neep!"


  <Now feel your terror grow, Yeerk!>


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  The Galaxy Blaster fired, point-blank, at a face that could have been King Kong looking in the window of a skyscraper.


  Visser Three's human hand slapped his face and came away with two little spots of blood. He stared at the blood for a few seconds, and then his eyes, seething with rage, glared at us.


  <See the helpless, quivering terror in him!>


  "You see any helpless quivering there?" I whispered to Marco.


  "No. That is one p.o.'ed Yeerk."


  And that's when the chase scene turned deadly.


  The limo took a sudden swerve. The wall of steel and glass and the huge malevolent face all came flying toward us, irresistible as a tidal wave.


  The Galaxy Blaster reversed and pulled away, but it was a close call.


  I saw the bizarre sight of a human the size of the Matterhorn rising from the roof of the limo.


  "Sunroof!" Marco said. "It's a human-Controller coming up out of the sunroof."


  In the Controller's hand, a gun. And I hate to keep obsessing over size, but the gun he leveled at us was not like a cannon. A cannon would have been a BB gun compared to this thing.


  You have to understand, we were a sixteenth of an inch tall. The bullet that would have come flying from that gun was probably ten or twelve times longer than we were tall. I'm a little over four feet, so the equivalent would be a bullet like forty or fifty feet long.


  A forty-foot-long bullet.


  BOOOOM!


  Flames exploded from the gun barrel. Flames like a volcanic eruption. And that bullet the size of a Greyhound bus came flying straight for the Galaxy Blaster.


  Chapter 20


  



  The Galaxy Blaster jerked with lightning speed. The biggest bullet in the universe blew past, leaving a brief tornado in its wake.


  <He dares to attack us! Unprovoked attack! The foul beast will curse the day he was born!>


  Marco looked at me. He was shaking. So was I.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  BOOOOM! BOOOOM!


  The limo swerved madly. The little ship swerved even more madly.


  We lofted up over the top of the limo. The human-Controller was directly beneath us, raising his gun.


  TSEEEW!


  We fired and the man slapped his head in annoyance.


  BOOOM!


  Another sperm-whale-sized bullet went rocketing past.


  Of course, throughout all this, the Helmacrons kept up their lunatic cheering and yah-hooing and neep-neeping. The extravagant threats and insults flowed constantly.


  And then things got bad. The ship went over to the far side of the limo.


  "No, you idiots! Oncoming traffic!" Marco screamed.


  Through the screens I saw the horrifying sight of a car coming right for us. It was a sport utility kind of thing. Each of the bright, polished bars of the grill could have been an Empire State Building.


  "Pull up!" I screamed.


  <Up! Up! Up!> some of the Helmacrons shouted.


  <Down! Down! Down!> others shouted.


  The Galaxy Blaster shot downward. But the four-wheeler was coming at us at an incredible closing speed. A bumper the length of a coastline filled the screen.


  And then, by a millimeter, we slipped beneath it. Wheels flashed by. Wind whipped at us. We blew out beneath the back bumper.


  Another car was right ahead of us. But the Helmacrons had decided the disagreement over "up" and "down" required some more correction of error. The long swords flashed.


  I shrank back against the curved bulkhead and hauled a horrified, fascinated Marco with me.


  "We have to get out of here," I said. "Now."


  "I'm with you. But how?"


  "We have to morph."


  "Morph? These guys see right through morphs. We morph wolves or whatever, they'll just shoot us!"


  "It's all about size," I said grimly. "We can't get big enough to fight them. But we can get small."


  "No, no, no, no," he said, shaking his head.


  "No other way."


  "We don't even know what'll happen!"


  "We have to find out."


  He shuddered. "What, flea?"


  I shook my head. "Flea is too out of control. Besides, their senses are weak. I think fly. Very, very tiny flies."


  He nodded reluctantly, clearly afraid. It's not like I could blame him. We'd morphed flies before. But we were going to be going to a dimension neither of us could even imagine.


  Our baseline size was a sixteenth of an inch. If we morphed flies, we'd be smaller in proportion. And that was very small.


  I focused my thoughts, even as another idiotic cheer broke out from the Helmacrons.


  I looked at Marco. He was shrinking. So was I.


  I saw the spiky hairs shoot from his back. I saw a middle set of legs sprout from his chest with a wet sound. His mouth twisted and began to push out. Out and out, into the long, sucking, sponging mouthparts of a fly.


  I was still looking at him when the bulging, glittering, multifaceted fly eyes popped out of his face.


  Just then, the nearest Helmacrons noticed what was happening.


  <You will cry for all eternity for this!> they yelled.


  They closed in around us. But now the Helmacrons were big, clumsy, slow-moving behemoths. They reached for us and missed.


  And still we shrank.


  Chapter 21


  



  We shrank down toward the seemingly smooth deck. But just as the dirt had become rocks and boulders the first time we shrank, the smooth metal floor was now becoming a rugged plain of weird shapes, upjutting points, and cauliflower extrusions.


  I was seeing it all through fly eyes. A hundred TV sets, each seeing the same scene from slightly different angles.


  The colors were weird. They always are when you're in fly morph. But now I was seeing things not even flies see.


  A huge Helmacron hand came reaching down from heaven to grab me. But as it neared I shrank faster and faster. And by the time it came its closest, I wasn't looking at flesh anymore.


  I was seeing individual cells.


  <Aaaahhhh!> I yelled in shock.


  <Oh, man!> Marco yelled. <Biology class!>


  The wall of cells seemed to be moving in slow motion. Slower and slower. As we got smaller, we got faster. Faster and stronger, relatively speaking. Just as we had when we'd become humans a sixteenth of an inch tall.


  The Helmacron hand moved through molasses. The cells of the finger were like irregular bricks in a wall. But these bricks were bigger than we were. A lot bigger.


  Some were clearer, more translucent than others in the bizarre light. Some I could see right into. They were like clear plastic trash bags stuffed with faintly pink Jell-O. Suspended in the Jell-O like so much fruit cocktail were all the cell structures: a big nucleus, only slightly darker than the protoplasm, mitochondria, vacuoles . . .


  <So, that's what a ribosome looks like,> Marco said. <They aren't all different colors, like in the textbooks.>


  <Who knows what color anything is with these eyes and in this light?> Slowly the wall of cells receded, leaving us as the smallest flies anyone had ever imagined. We were flies smaller than a skin cell.


  <Well, they can't catch us,> Marco said. <But now what are we supposed to do?>


  <Get away?> I said doubtfully.


  <If we fly for a few weeks we can probably make it two or three feet,> Marco said grimly.


  He was right. Maybe. <On the other hand, this ship can smash into a brick wall and it probably won't hurt us.>


  <We still have a two-hour limit on this morph. And there's no way we're staying in this morph!>


  <Hey! We hitch a ride!> I suggested. <Grab that Helmacron finger.>


  We fired our wings and took off. I don't know how far away the finger was in actual distance, but it seemed near enough to us. We flew at shocking speed and caught the wall of cells. My fly feet grabbed on easily enough, and then slowly the cell wall continued to rise away from the floor.


  But now, with the cell membrane directly beneath my feet, I noticed something very unsettling.


  <It's . . . like vibrating,> I said. <The ground. I mean, the cell wall. It's . . . vibrating.>


  <Yeah. And I don't even want to tell you why.>


  <Tell me.>


  <I think those are individual molecules we're seeing. I mean, not actually seeing, but the way it looks like on a TV screen up real close? All the tiny, shifting, vibrating dots? I think those are molecules.>


  I felt sick inside. Fascinated, amazed, but sick. <We're small.>


  <Oh, yeah. We are seriously small.>


  <And that's not the only problem we have. The cell we're standing on is about to divide.> Looking down through the buzzing surface of the cell, I could see the nucleus beginning, oh so slowly, to pinch in two.


  <Look! The sky!>


  From above us a new wall of cells was approaching very slowly. It was coming down toward us at an angle. But a line of darkness was moving across the landscape.


  <I think we may be upside down now,> I said, trying to make some logical sense of the direction of the light. <I think . . . I think that surface above us is actually below us.>


  <Let's get off this finger.>


  <Why?>


  <Because human or Helmacron, you just never know where a person's gonna stick their finger next,> he said.


  I took about three seconds to think about that. I shuddered. <Thanks for that image, Marco. Let's try for that surface up there. Or down there.>


  I fired my fly wings, and even this tiny, the fly could live up to its name. It flew. And it flew like a rocket. A fly is always acrobatic. But now it seemed amazingly fast as well.


  Maybe it was all an illusion. Who knows? Nothing made sense at this scale. But I felt like someone had tied rockets onto our hairy thoraxes and lit them up.


  We blew through the air, heading up, down, sideways, whatever direction it was.


  We flipped in midair and landed on the new surface. It was much like the finger. But we could hope it was safer in the long run.


  As the finger slowly pulled away, we looked around our new location. It seemed to be an endless, flat plain. But towering impossibly high above us was a globe the size of a green moon. We could only guess at its extent because it stretched away in all directions. All we could tell was that the wild, rough surface, made up of extravagantly colored cells, was spherical.


  <Eyeball,> Marco said. <I think we're on some Helmacron's head. And that's an eyeball.>


  We were gazing up at this sight when the eye blazed a brilliant red. I could see the individual eye facets close in rapid response.


  But it was more than light.


  A wave of heat propelled on a hurricane came rolling across the Great Plains of the Helmacron's head.


  And across the flat head of the Helmacron came something no human eye would ever see. At least not in all its horrifying detail.


  I think we both knew right away what it was. But your mind doesn't want to believe what it's seeing.


  The flash had been the light of a Dracon beam. Light is light, of course, and is equally fast whatever size you are.


  But as the wave of energy spreads through the body hit by a Dracon beam, the physiological reaction of cells blowing apart happens more slowly.


  Ax explained to us once that this was a unique Yeerk technology. The Andalite shredder whose technology the Yeerks used in developing the Dracon beam kills instantly, painlessly.


  The Dracon beam is specifically modified to destroy more slowly. The Yeerks want their enemies to feel the agony of cells exploding.


  And now, standing there on cells whose molecules vibrated beneath our fly feet, we saw the line of destruction advance. Cells erupted, exploding like mini-geysers, swelling with steam, blowing nuclei and mitochondria and flaming cytoplasm like shrapnel.


  <MOVE!> Marco bellowed, breaking me out of my horrified trance.


  I fired the fly's wings and rose off the skin just as the line of explosion rolled beneath us.


  Chapter 22


  



  Tornado winds, so hot they singed our wings, caught us and threw us through the air. We slammed into each other and instinctively grabbed hold, fly feet clutching fly hairs.


  We were thrown like meteors, rolling and tumbling out of control through the air.


  Everywhere there was fire. Everywhere there was deep, pounding bass drum noise. We were in a whirlwind that moved with weird slowness and impossible-to-resist force.


  We must have been knocked unconscious. Because it felt like much later when I next heard Marco's thought-speak voice.


  <Dracon beam!> Marco said. <The Yeerks must have hit the ship.>


  <We were in the middle of a busy highway,> I said, still clutching tight to a fly and thinking its foul body was all the salvation in the world.


  <I think the wind is dying down. Heat is lower,> Marco observed.


  Still we held tight, till slowly, slowly, the wind did die down, the blast furnace heat lessened. The mad chaos subsided.


  We separated at last and flew side by side through the air. Were we still in the ship? Was there a ship? There was no way to tell. Nothing was close enough to see.


  We could be anywhere. We could be an inch above the ground or a hundred miles up. We could be within six inches of a person or the last creatures left alive in the universe.


  <We have to demorph,> I said.


  <We could be anywhere,> Marco said. <We could be in the middle of that highway with a truck bearing down on us.>


  I tried to look around, using my fly eyes. But fly eyes aren't great at distances. Flies have no need to see far. I tried out the sense of smell, but it was like it had been turned off. The scent molecules I would normally have "tasted" were probably too large, relatively speaking, for me to make sense of.


  <If we demorph slowly we'll settle toward the ground as we gain weight,> I said.


  <Unless the truck hits us.>


  <I'll go first,> I said.


  <Don't go all heroic on me,> Marco said with a laugh. <If we're gonna get hit, we'll get hit together.>


  I focused my thoughts, fighting down the fear. And fighting down, too, the urgent desire to get as large as I could as fast as I could.


  I felt the changes begin and I backed off. I was larger, three or four times what I had been. And now I could better feel the direction of gravity. But even with my wings held immobile, refusing to answer the instinct to fly, I floated through the air.


  I demorphed a bit more. I was now dozens of times larger than I had been to begin with, but not all the way back up to the sixteenth of an inch size.


  I was definitely dropping now. I could feel the direction of gravity. I knew up from down. I fell, but slowly. The air still buoyed me up, as well as the most wonderful thermal.


  Now, however, my human eyes began to replace the compound eyes of the fly. I saw Marco, like me, a hideous mix of fly and human, half-falling, half-drifting, on the breeze.


  Then, far beneath us, I saw the ground. Or at least what might be the ground.


  I felt like a parachutist in free fall, spinning and falling, spinning and falling toward the ground. Only instead of a square patchwork pattern of cornfields and roads, I saw what looked like a nest of gigantic snakes reaching up out of the distance.


  <Oh, that looks good,> Marco muttered.


  But now the breeze was blowing us across the huge snakes toward an area that was more open. It was like an endless pink plain, curved away toward the horizons.


  I let myself demorph some more. What other choice was there? I fell faster, but still slowly. I could see the snakes were a bit smaller, though still monstrous. And rather than being snakes, they looked like unbelievably long palm trees.


  They were planted in the ground a few miles down. They had rough, slender, waving, bent trunks. And at the top they split in two or three and became rougher.


  <Oh, my God, they're hairs,> I said. <We're landing on someone's head.>


  <Or armpit,> Marco said.


  We came down at the edge of what seemed like a forest on one side and an endless plain on the other.


  We fell down through a widely spaced thicket of the rough-textured hairs, down, down toward the scalp below.


  It became darker down in the hair forest. And we were not alone.


  There were no bright eyes blinking at us from the dark, like in some cartoon jungle. No, the creatures we passed had no eyes. They clung to the scalp at the base of the giant hairs and almost seemed to be waiting for us as we fell.


  Eight-legged, clumsy, clanking, awful beasts. They were there by the hundreds. Everywhere around the base of the hairs. In the normal world they were too small to be seen. But to us they were as big as dogs.


  <Mites,> I said, fighting an urge to throw up. <Everyone has them.>


  <Let's get big, right now!>


  We demorphed the rest of the way, rocketing back to our sixteenth of an inch height. Just as we landed between a pair of mites.


  We were now far bigger than the mites. They were like rats to us. And they were not aware of us, interested in us, or able to respond to us.


  Still, those hideous mechanical things scared me down deep inside. Fully human once more, we ran at full speed toward the line of hair and scalp.


  <Thank goodness they haven't totally cured baldness yet,> Marco said as we rushed, panting, out onto open, pink scalp.


  We could see again. Like humans. And we could hear.


  What we heard did not make us feel any better.


  <A Helmacron ship,> Visser Three said. <It's almost . . . cute . . . what's left of it. Hah hah HAH!>


  Then a human voice vibrated up through the scalp, resonating beneath us like the biggest sound in the world.


  "Congratulations on your defeat of them, Visser!"


  <Pah! Defeating Helmacrons is no great honor, Chapman.>


  I looked at Marco. He looked at me. "Chapman?" we both said at the same moment.


  We were on Chapman's head. Chapman, our vice principal. Chapman, the head of The Sharing.


  Partly bald Chapman.


  <Oh, there you are!> a thought-speak voice said.


  I jumped about three feet. Or maybe a thirty-second of an inch. My heart was in my throat before I registered the familiarity of that "voice."


  <I've been looking all over for you guys,> Tobias said calmly as he swooped down from the sky an inch above us.
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  "Tobias! What are you doing here?" I yelled in sheer joy at seeing him. I also yelled because although hawk hearing is better than human hearing, we were still very small.


  <You're standing on Chapman's head and you want to know what I'm doing here?> He laughed. <You had us worried.>


  "How did you find us?"


  <The other Helmacron ship. The Planet Crusher. Rachel managed to smash it with a tire iron. Knocked it down. Jake grabbed it and clamped it into that vise in Cassie's barn.>


  He landed beside us, sinking his talons into scalp.


  "The one my dad uses to hold wood he's working with?" I asked. My father has a small tool bench in the back of the barn. He uses it to repair cages and fix the barn itself. There's a large vise mounted on the tool bench.


  <Yeah, he got 'em in the vise and kept squeezing till they agreed to help us.>


  "You didn't trust them, I hope," Marco said.


  <We're not idiots. They gave us hostages. Their captain and a bunch of other high-ranking->


  "NOOOO!" I yelled.


  "You are idiots!" Marco cried. "All Helmacron leaders are dead! They don't trust anyone living, so all their leaders have to be dead!"


  <Say what?>


  "Just go with it," I said. "Are Jake, Rachel, and Ax here, too?"


  "And where is here, by the way?" Marco asked.


  <Yeah, they're all here, but in morph. It's a meeting of The Sharing. Visser Three is here at the secret part of the meeting. You know, where only the leading Controllers attend. He's playing show-and-tell with the Galaxy Blaster. He smoked it with a Dracon beam, I guess. He's holding it up and babbling about the Helmacrons. Chapman is applauding.>


  Now that I thought about it, I could feel a sort of concussion that translated up through Chapman's head. It might be clapping.


  And if I looked hard toward the horizon, I could see the tops of other heads. Kind of like a chain of mountains in the distance.


  There was a continuous rumble of noise. Speaking voices and occasional applause.


  Suddenly, I had a terrible premonition. "Where's the blue box?" I demanded.


  <Well . . . Ax has it. We're in that old meeting hall The Sharing uses sometimes,> Tobias said. <Ax is outside in human morph. He's waiting till we rescue you guys. Then we're going back to the Helmacrons to get them to unshrink you.>


  "Why would you bring the blue box here?!" Marco raged.


  <The Helmacrons want it bad. We couldn't be sure we could hide it well enough from their sensors. So we had to bring it with us. We can't lose it. After all, the Helmacrons need it to unshrink you guys, which they've promised to do, and ->


  "Oh. NO!" I said. "The Helmacrons tracked the Galaxy Blaster and told you where it would be. Then you guys came here with the blue box? Don't you see? The Helmacrons are going to try and take the blue box! They figure we'll be too busy fighting Yeerks to stop them!"


  <But they're back at the barn . . . and . . . oh, man! Ax! We have to get to Ax! He's in human morph with human eyes! He doesn't even realize he has to look behind him!>


  Tobias flapped his wings and caught air. He began to fly away, leaving us stranded on the vast, mostly empty plain of Chapman's head. But Tobias didn't get far.


  <Now we shall destroy all who oppose us!> the familiar, blustering Helmacron voice shouted. <All will cringe and cry and wail and rue the day they first drew breath!>


  It flew in low, skimming just a few inches over Chapman's head, I looked up and saw it zip past. It was the Planet Crusher.


  And it was carrying the blue box.


  <Now shall we avenge our bold and brave comrades of the Galaxy Blaster who died like great heroes!>


  I looked at Marco. "Brave and bold? They despised the Galaxy Blaster and vice versa."


  Marco roiled his eyes. "The Galaxy Blaster has been destroyed. Now they're cool. I'm telling you these guys are nuts."


  The Planet Crusher, straining to carry the blue box, stopped and hovered just a few inches over Chapman's head. Chapman's head began to turn, following the ship.


  The scalp dome tilted down. Down till we could see over the edge of our little world. And there stood a vast, dim, but unmistakable figure.


  Visser Three.


  Looking unhappy, as well he should. Because the Planet Crusher was aiming right at him.


  They fired! The green flash beam bathed the Visser in its light, and as we watched, he began to get smaller.
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  O Most Magnificent and Omnipotent One! We have taken the blue box of transforming power! Though the blessed and glorious heroes of the Galaxy Blaster are gone from us, we of the Planet Crusher shall avenge them!


  - From the log of the Helmacron ship, Planet Crusher


  



  Visser Three literally began to shrink from sight.


  Chapman immediately made a mad grab for the little ship, but it skipped away easily from his groping fingers.


  There was a lot of loud yelling, but no one stopped the little ship from firing again. Again and again.


  <Jake! Rachel! Ax!> Tobias yelled in thought-speak. <We have problems here! Like right now!>


  But I guess they already knew about it. It was hard for me to make sense of what I saw, since I was watching the movement of shapes so vast they might as well have been planets.


  But I did make out a humongous wall of gray and pale feathers go flying past, shockingly close to Chapman's face. It was a peregrine falcon that could have swallowed a blue whale, from my perspective. Talons so big it would take me five minutes to walk from end to end of them came flashing out, reaching for the Helmacron ship.


  It wasn't about saving Visser Three, of course. It was about the blue box. That box could not fall into Yeerk hands. Indeed, as he shrank, becoming an ever smaller and smaller Andalite-Controller, Visser Three cried out in anguished thought-speak.


  <The blue box! The morphing cube! Get it! Get it you fools! Nothing else matters, get that box!>


  Total pandemonium followed as huge, shadowy creatures rushed to and fro around our perch on Chapman's head. There was Jake in his falcon morph, dodging and swerving at incredible speed (although it seemed pretty poky to us), trying to snatch the box from the Helmacrons.


  There was Ax, back in his own proper, monstrously large Andalite body, his stalk eyes looking like big, green swimming pools.


  And Rachel, so big it looked like her shaggy bear head must be scraping the stars out of the sky.


  Human-Controllers ran here and there. I even thought I saw a flash of Hork-Bajir horn rushing past.


  It was like this awesome dance of giants. A titan hoedown. And everyone was yelling.


  <Rachel! Grab it!> Jake yelled.


  "Get the box! Get the box!" various panicked Controllers yammered.


  <Get the box or I'll make every one of you suffer!> Visser Three yelled in enraged, impotent thought-speak.


  And of course, the Helmacrons would not shut up. <Scurry in heedless terror, pathetic weaklings! It will not save you from our righteous wrath!>


  Everywhere hands and talons and claws were grabbing at the ship. But nothing seemed to connect. Even slowed by carrying the weight of the blue box, the Helmacrons were faster than the blundering mob of Controllers and morphed Animorphs.


  <Struggle in vain, pitiful, inferior creatures! All will serve to burnish the everlasting glory of the Helmacron Empire and its mighty warriors!>


  Jake, Rachel, Ax, and Tobias were thought-speaking so that only we and they could hear. What they had to say wasn't encouraging.


  <Rachel! Look out behind you!>


  <I got him! No, I don't!>


  <Prince Jake, it is coming your way!>


  <Aaaahhhh! No! No! No! They got me. I'm shrinking! The treacherous little ->


  "We have to help," I told Marco, grabbing his shoulder.


  "Help? What are we gonna do? We couldn't beat a mad mitochondrion!"


  <Oh, man! I'm getting small!> Rachel cried. <I am so going to kick Helmacron butt!> Then, a few seconds later, <Okay, now this is way small.>


  "They're going to get all of us!" I cried. I have seldom felt so desperate and helpless. What could we do? What could a pair of ant-sized humans do?


  Then I had a brilliant idea. Or at least an idea.


  "Marco, I have to morph! I have to be able to thought-speak. And you and I have to get even smaller!"


  I focused as well as I could and began to morph to skunk. It was plenty small without being subcellular like a fly. As soon as I was able, I cried out frantically to Tobias.


  <Tobias! You have to come and get me and Marco!>


  <Why not? I can't do anything else,> he cried in utter frustration. <The Helmacrons are busy trying to shrink everyone they see. And the Controllers are all chasing them around, trying to grab the blue box. They're ignoring me! I'm not a threat! But you guys are too big for me to carry.>


  <Not anymore.> I was shrinking rapidly, shriveling from a sixteenth of an inch to something far smaller. But at least I couldn't see the buzzing of individual molecules at this size.


  That was way too creepy.


  Marco followed my example, morphing rapidly to mole. Tobias came swooping down to us, himself a sixteenth of an inch long, but now quite large compared to us. He took us up, one in each big talon, and flew away.


  <So do we have a plan?> he asked.


  <Yeah. It's all about size, and we keep forgetting that,> I said. <We were shrunk to Helmacron size. A sixteenth of an inch or so. And when we morph something smaller, we shrink from that base height, right?>


  <Either that or I've been having a really bad dream,> Marco said.


  <Okay then. How about if we morph something bigger? Shouldn't we get relatively larger?>


  <Hey, yeah!> Tobias said. Then, <So what?>


  <So you said the Helmacrons are ignoring you, since you've already shrunk,> I said.


  <Yeah. Again, so what?>


  <So . . . do you think you can land on the Helmacron ship?>
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  We clung to Tobias's legs, crawling up into his lower feathers so he'd have the use of his talons.


  And then we flew.


  It was still a melee. Human-Controllers were chasing the Helmacron ship, trying to grab the blue box. The Helmacrons responded by firing their ray and shrinking anyone who came too close.


  But they didn't fire at Tobias. He was no threat. Or so they believed.


  <I think I can get them!> Tobias yelled as the ship came swerving toward us. It shot beneath us, then paused to aim and fire.


  In that few seconds of hesitation, Tobias went into a stoop, folding his wings back and dropping like a stone. Or at least like a large grain of sand.


  He landed on the top of the seemingly huge Helmacron ship. The surface was encrusted with tubes, equipment, sensor arrays, and various other details, so his talons found a hold.


  Then the ship was off again, zipping wildly through a forest of reaching hands.


  <See the pitiful efforts of the Yeerk usurpers! They imagine that they will be masters of the galaxy. Hah! It is we, the Helmacrons, who must rule all!>


  And frankly, they were pretty pitiful efforts. No one was going to shoot as long as the Helmacrons had the blue box. Everyone was focused on it and it alone.


  <Okay, now what?> Tobias asked me.


  <Now we morph. You morph to human. Your human morph should be in proportion to your natural hawk size. You should be at least a quarter inch tall! That's a lot of extra weight for this ship to carry on top of carrying the blue box.>


  <It may slow 'em down,> Marco said. <But will it stop them? And even if it does, the Yeerks will be able to grab the blue box.>


  <I don't think it will stop them,> I admitted. <But my morph will. Let's see how well they fly with a humpback whale sitting on top of them!>


  <Um, Cassie?> Marco said. <How is a three-or four-inch whale going to hold onto a ship?>


  <I'll wedge myself between the engine nacelles. The bigger I get, the tighter I'll be wedged.>


  <Let's give it a try,> Tobias said. And he began to morph to human. Morphing is always frightening and disturbing and nightmarishly weird.


  But this was a new experience. I was on someone morphing. I sat there, clinging with my little skunk paws to Tobias's feathers as they began to melt away.


  I slipped and landed on his middle talon as it swelled and grew and became smooth in texture. I was right there, inches away, when the toes began to grow. It was like being in the middle of an earthquake. The "ground" rumbled and shook.


  Tobias rose, taller and taller, but as he grew he bent low, clinging with still-forming hands to the ship beneath us.


  Marco and I began to demorph as well. We would have been a very odd-looking mess if anyone had bothered to look. A nearly invisible hawk, morphing into a boy smaller than a toy soldier, while from his legs there grew two much smaller humans.


  The Helmacron ship was still dodging and weaving madly, but we were able to hold on. Our small mass meant that our muscles were more than strong enough.


  Tobias, with the two of us on his back, went crawling hand over hand toward the engine pods. Meanwhile, of course, the Helmacrons kept up their inevitable bombast.


  <We will achieve the greatest victory since the dawn of time as the Yeerk usurpers, humans, and Andalites all come to grovel before us! Yeerk and human and Andalite will compete to see which can abase himself further!>


  We reached the engine nacelles. They were warm to the touch but not painfully hot. Tobias helped us down off his back. Marco and I just looked up at him and shook our heads.


  "Well, this is definitely it," Marco said. "We have at last achieved Maximum Weirdness. We're the size of pimples, looking up at a bird-turned-boy who looks huge because he's maybe a quarter of an inch tall, as we fly around on the back of a toy-sized spaceship, which we hope to crash by having Cassie turn into a whale the size of a baby mouse, so we can defeat a race of lunatics with brains the size of bacteria. That does it, the votes are in, the Oscar for Absolute Insanity goes to us. Everyone go home. We rule the lunatic world."


  Tobias helped to hold me in place. His arm was huge and comforting to me. I don't know, maybe it was the size of a piece of spaghetti. Probably not that big. Marco was right: We were taking up permanent residence in bizarro world.


  "Okay," I said to Tobias. "Just hang on till I'm wedged in."


  I began to morph. I began to grow. The biggest morph any of us had ever done: the humpback whale.


  A real humpback is maybe fifty feet long. Maybe twelve times as long as I am tall, give or take. My baseline now was roughly a sixteenth of an inch. Twelve times a sixteenth of an inch is less than an inch.


  But you have to realize that the ratio was for mass, too. In other words, saying "inch-long whale" doesn't really get across the reality. Because in the real world, a humpback might weigh sixty tons.


  So as I grew, the Helmacron ship began to feel a weight on its back. A very large weight . . . for them.


  I grew and grew and grew, feeling massive, despite the fact that I was no bigger than a goldfish. It hurt a little, being wedged in between the engine nacelles, but at least I wasn't going to fall.


  And then, to our utter shock, a hatch opened in the top of the ship. A pair of Helmacron eyes popped up. Then another.


  They climbed out and onto the exterior of the ship with us.


  <Stop what you are doing and accept your fate as our everlasting slaves!>


  <No,> I said. <I'm going to keep morphing and keep getting bigger 'till I drag this ship down.>


  <We are the Helmacrons! We are the rulers of the galaxy! All who oppose us will be utterly annihilated!>


  "Oh, shut up," Marco said.


  The two Helmacrons gaped at him.


  "Just shut up. I mean, shut. . . up. Shut up! You aren't the masters of anything! You're lice, for crying out loud. You're fleas. You couldn't go mano a mano with a maggot and hope to win. And that's sad, because a maggot has no manos."


  Tobias grabbed the two Helmacrons and held them up in the air. Their little legs kicked wildly.


  <Bow before us and beg for your lives, abject, insignificant specimens of an inferior species!> the Helmacrons yelped.


  "Cassie, morph some more," Marco said.


  I resumed morphing and grew still larger. The Helmacron ship wasn't dodging and weaving as well as it had been. It was slowing. It was sagging to the rear.


  And it must have been losing altitude as well, because the reaching, grasping hands were all around us.


  Huge fingers like the columns of Greek temples stabbed the air. Nightmare faces the size of Great Lakes were all around us.


  The green ray continued to fire, but now the hands and faces were closing in and the little ship was slowing.


  "Give it up, you idiots!" Marco raged at the Helmacrons. "Give it up and Cassie will demorph. Surrender so you can get away!"


  <We are the Helmacrons! We will never surrender! All will exist only to serve us! All will be our ->


  And that's when the really, really, really large hand slammed into the side of the ship.
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  WHAMMMMM!


  CRRRRRRRUNCH!


  Gigantic fingers rose above the edge of the ship. Slowly, slowly, they closed around it.


  I could see the swirls of fingerprint. Could see the huge, creek-wide creases and folds in the hand. The ship should have been able to get away, but it was too overburdened. The Helmacrons would not release the blue box, and they would not surrender to us.


  My plan was looking like a really bad idea. "Demorph!" Tobias yelled.


  "He's right, demorph!" Marco agreed. "Better the Helmacrons than the Yeerks!"


  I started to demorph, shrinking as fast as I could.


  Too late!


  A thumb the size of Manhattan rose from the far side of the little ship. We were caught!


  "I have it!" a monstrous voice bellowed, very close by.


  And then, from above and behind the thumb, something that looked exactly like a crescent moon - and was just about that big - came swooping in.


  Even to us it seemed to be moving fast. It sliced down and down and down!


  FWAPPPP!


  Ax's tail blade hit the thumb.


  The thumb suddenly disappeared. I heard a world-shattering bellow.


  The ship tumbled, out of control, around and around. Tobias let go of the Helmacrons and grabbed the first thing he found to grab. Marco was still so small that he held on with ease, and I was still wedged in place.


  A different hand, with more numerous and more slender fingers, reached up and snagged us out of the air.


  <I have them, Prince Jake!> Ax cried.


  <Then let's haul!> Jake yelled.


  <Jake! Where are you?> I yelled in thought-speak, glad to hear his "voice" again.


  <I'm about halfway up Ax's leg. I don't know which leg.>


  <You're safe!>


  <Not hardly. Rachel and I are not alone. Visser Three and about twenty Controllers are coming up the leg after us. We've got a very small tiger and a very small grizzly bear here against Visser Three, who has morphed into some kind of bizarre monster!>


  <Ax!> I said. <You have to put us on your leg so we can help Jake and Rachel!>


  <I do not know which leg they are on,> Ax said tersely.


  He was in a full, all-out run now, clutching the Helmacron ship and the blue box in his two weak Andalite hands. One of his fingers was pressing down on me, so I began to demorph to release the pressure.


  Tobias crawled back and grabbed me as I shrank far enough to unwedge myself. He pulled me up to sit on his knee like a toddler. Marco was on his other knee. Tobias was leaning back against one of Ax's fingers.


  I saw the tops of a row of pinball eyes go marching past, just beyond the finger.


  "The Helmacrons!" I hissed, now human again. "They're bailing!"


  Tobias twisted his head and caught sight of them, too. He crouched down and motioned Marco to be quiet. Dozens, maybe hundreds, of Helmacrons were abandoning ship, just over in the next space between Andalite fingers.


  Tobias was the most visible of us, so he began to demorph back to hawk, making himself much smaller and less obvious to any inquisitive Helmacron.


  Marco shook his head and in a voiceless whisper said, "Okay, I admit it. I was wrong. We had not achieved Maximum Weirdness. Now we are at Maximum Weirdness."


  <I am outrunning my pursuers,> Ax said, <but I am entering areas where I may be seen. I should morph to human. But if I do, the Controllers chasing me may catch up. Also, they would learn that I have a human morph!>


  <They know you have a human morph,> Rachel said. <Or at least they could assume it.>


  <Rachel's right,> Jake said from his distant location on one of Ax's legs. <You have no choice, Ax. Morph to human.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  I was waiting for Jake to tell Ax not to call him "prince." But the next thing I heard from Jake was very different.


  <Rachel!> Jake yelled. <It's the Visser! That tentacle! Look out!>


  And then Ax began to morph.


  <Where should I go?> Ax asked, sounding as frustrated as I felt. <Tobias! Cassie! Marco! Where should I run when I have formed my human legs?>


  I tried to stay calm, but now the shouting between Jake and Rachel told of a fierce, deadly battle taking place amid blue Andalite fur.


  Where? Where could we go? What could we do? How could we defeat an enemy small enough to be an ant colony? What weapon could we . . .


  And then, with utter simplicity and complete perfection, the answer came to me.


  "Tobias," I said. "Tell Ax not to morph to human. We need to fly."


  <Fly where?>


  "To the zoo. We have to go to The Gardens!"


  <But why?>


  "To reload," I said grimly. "To reload."
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  O Most High and Tremendous! A calamity has befallen us! Our own ship has now been captured! But we fear nothing! We are the boldest of the bold, the bravest of the brave! Nothing will stop us as we take control of this vast expanse of huge blue fur, and from that base, launch again our plan to conquer the universe!


  - From the log of the Helmacron ship, Planet Crusher


  



  I had a plan. A pretty good plan. Just one little problem: We had to stay alive to reach The Gardens.


  And that was getting harder real fast.


  Ax was morphing from Andalite to northern harrier. That way he could fly and carry the Helmacron ship and the blue box in his talons. And all of us were on him. Marco, Tobias, and I on his fingers. A bunch of Helmacrons on his wrist. Jake and Rachel on one of his legs, running and fighting Visser Three in morph and a bunch of very tiny human-Controllers.


  Just one thing. When Ax morphed, not all his body parts stayed in the same locations. Each morph is different. I don't know why - they just are. And now, as Ax's body began to melt and shrink and run together, unfortunate things were happening.


  The hand we were on was ceasing to exist.


  It was like we were standing on molasses. The skin beneath us and around us melted slowly together. It ran beneath our feet, a slow-moving sludgy river. The gigantic finger to our left and the equally gigantic finger to our right were running together. The molasses skin filled the gap between, raising us higher relative to the fingers. But lower, too, because the whole time Ax was shrinking.


  Suddenly we seemed to be moving on a swift conveyer belt that went off the edge of the world. It was like we were on a conveyer belt that became an escalator that then got steeper and steeper!


  "Look out!" Marco cried.


  <Morph to birds!> Tobias shouted as he flapped his wings and went airborne.


  I was slipping, sliding on my belly, grabbing frantically at slick, moving, flowing skin. Beneath me a fall of miles!


  Then . . . a handhold!


  My fingers grabbed. Bare millimeters to grasp, but the ledge I held to was growing deeper. My wildly swinging feet found another crack. I clung to a shifting, melting, slithering cliff side!


  The angle got worse still. I was upside down! And yet with my insignificant mass, I found I could hold on to the widening cracks.


  Marco was dangling not far away, also digging frantic hands and blind feet into cracks in the cliff.


  We would have fallen. But for the fact that gigantic feather patterns were appearing across the melting skin. The patterns traveled over the skin like the cracks on a thawing frozen lake. The patterns had just a bit of depth. Just enough for a sixteenth-of-an-inch-tall creature to grip.


  Then, between Marco and me, an explosion! The "ground" erupted as the shallow feather pattern suddenly became fully three-dimensional.


  SPRRROOOOOOT!


  A feather sprouted between us, sweeping us up into its heights. Gray and white vanes grew out of the central shaft, thickening and stiffening till they felt like large bamboo sticks.


  The feather lay back then, closely packed with feathers above and below and all around us.


  At this point we were almost horizontal again. It was a gentle slope down the feather shaft to the "ground." I felt a slow, steady, up-and-down motion, though that changed the slope from down to up and back again.


  "We're on a wing," Marco said.


  Tobias came swooping in and landed hard. <You're on a wing feather,> he said, gasping and panting. <I can't fly. Too much turbulence! And we have trouble!>


  "Trouble?" Marco said, mocking. "Trouble? What makes you say we have trouble? Everything seems fine to me. Perfectly fine. I have never been better."


  Tobias didn't laugh. <Somehow we all ended up on the same wing. One of Ax's legs must have melded with his hand to make this wing. Jake and Rachel are just half an inch away. The Yeerks are coming on fast, and the Helmacrons are forming into what looks like an army about a quarter of an inch over that way.>


  "See? I told you everything was fine."


  "Marco, we have to morph. We can't let the Yeerks see us as humans," I said.


  Moments later, a gorilla and a wolf resided in the weird forest of feathers. We trotted down the feather to the "ground," the dimpled bird flesh beneath us. And just in time.


  A tiger and a grizzly bear came racing toward us, staggering through the slanted quills. Since Jake and Rachel had been shrunk while in morph, they, too, were a sixteenth of an inch tall.


  Jake's tiger face was bloody. He was panting, but not beaten yet.


  <Good to see you guys,> he said.


  <Where are the Yeerks?> Tobias asked.


  <Oh, they'll be here pretty quick. The Visser is in some weird morph. Lots of bladed tentacles. Like a Hork-Bajir on steroids. Plus there's a bunch of very scared human-Controllers.>


  <I'm tired of running,> Rachel said. <Let's just do this right here.>


  Jake and Rachel joined us, shoulder to shoulder. A huge, lumbering bear, a lithe tiger, a powerful gorilla, and me, a wolf with senses that could smell and hear and almost taste the approaching Yeerks.


  I was so focused on the Yeerks, I almost didn't hear the other sound. But then the Visser's monstrous morph came rushing from the feather forest. It was like a blood-orange Medusa's head, each hair snake carrying a scythe. Crowding in behind him were a bunch of very nervous-looking human-Controllers, including Chapman.


  Visser Three came to a stop. We stood facing him.


  I saw none of the Visser's usual cool arrogance. <Strange place to meet for our final battle, Andalites,> he said. <But battle we must.>


  That was pretty calm for him. I think maybe the fact that he was the size of a dandruff flake depressed him.


  We faced off, Yeerk versus human, although the Yeerks still believed us to be Andalites.


  And then, from the feathers to our right, there appeared dozens of four-legged, flat-headed, BB-eyed creatures.


  <Hah! All our pitiful foes gathered together! All the better to quake in terror before Helmacron might! Surrender and live out your pitiful lives as our slaves, or fight us and die as weaklings!>


  For a long, frozen moment, no one moved.


  Twisting his tentacles aside to reveal a hideous face, the Visser looked at us. <I don't know about you, Andalites,> he said, <but these creatures are really, really, really annoying me.>


  Now, I know it's not possible for a tiger to grin, but I swear Jake did.


  And for the first and probably last time in history, humans and Yeerks turned as one to face a common enemy.


  Unfortunately, or fortunately, the truce didn't last long. Because just then Ax announced, <We are over The Gardens.>


  I gave him quick thought-speak directions and yelled to the others. <We have to get off this bird!>


  <What?> Jake demanded.


  <We have to jump,> I said. <We have to jump off Ax.>


  <Excuse me?> Rachel said. <We're like a billion miles up!>


  <Just trust me,> I said. <Go to the end of a feather and get ready to jump!>
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  I ran. They followed. We left the Yeerks to face the Helmacrons, who, naturally, were yammering happily about us. <Fleeing like quivering cowards before the very flower of Helmacron might!>


  <I don't like running away,> Rachel growled. But she followed me as we hauled along a slanted feather shaft.


  It was a long run, but suddenly we could feel a powerful wind blowing over us. Wind like a hurricane.


  <Ax! Are we there?> I cried.


  <One moment . . . Prepare yourselves . . .>


  <Jake, Rachel, everyone,> I said, <when Ax says jump, leap off the edge of the feather. We're too small to get hurt falling. Besides, we'll have a soft landing. As soon as he ->


  Suddenly, the Visser's monstrous morph was rushing toward us. <I changed my mind,> he said. <I think I'd rather kill you!>


  <NOW!> Ax yelled.


  We jumped. Each to the limits of his abilities. My wolf body jumped pretty well. And then I was falling. Falling forever, with a grizzly bear not so far above me.


  Beyond the bear and the tiger, I saw a shocking sight. The Visser had followed us! His octopuslike morph was falling, legs flailing. And behind him, like so many suicidal jumpers, came a dozen or more human-Controllers.


  Far above, at the limits of my vision, I saw a lemming rush of Helmacrons. But because Ax was moving slightly, we were all spread out across the sky. Us, then the Yeerks, then the Helmacrons.


  We fell and fell and . . .


  POOMP!


  . . . landed.


  We landed in rough fur. I tumbled between a pair of hairs and fell some more. In my wolf morph I couldn't grab hold with anything but my powerful teeth. So that's just what I did. I clamped my teeth around a stiff, springy hair.


  Once I saw that Rachel, Jake, and Marco were all safe on the skin floor beneath us, I let go and dropped.


  I landed on all fours. And instantly I began to demorph.


  <You going to tell us what this is all about?> Jake demanded, none too gently.


  <I'm not totally sure,> I admitted. <But something occurred to me: When the Helmacrons shrank us, they also shrank all the DNA inside us. All the morphs were reduced to that same scale, right?>


  <So?> Marco asked.


  <Well, it occurred to me that new DNA, newly acquired DNA, might not be shrunk.>


  Jake was already halfway to human. <Hey! You're saying that -> His thought-speak ceased as he made the transition out of morph.


  I was almost fully human, standing crouched beneath a huge hair. "Yes," I said. "At least, I hope. We should be able to acquire this animal we're on and morph it. Full size!"


  I dropped to my knees and pressed my hands against the flesh. But before I could focus, something hideous bounded wildly into the middle of our group.


  "Aaaahhhh!" I screamed and leaped back.


  Everyone fell back, shocked and horrified before the armored, inhuman creature.


  The flea . . . because that's what it was, a flea . . . didn't look at us with its tiny black ballbearing eyes. Its eyes didn't exactly focus. And we'd have been of no interest, anyway.


  But even knowing that, the sight of a flea the size of a human was terrifying. They are vile-looking little monsters. I know. I've been one.


  The flea seemed to consider whether it should do something. Decided not to. And fired its spring-loaded legs.


  It blew up and out of sight with a speed that was almost comical.


  "Let's get big before we run into any more of them," Rachel said. "I don't like this forest. Lions and tigers and fleas. Oh my."


  I dropped to my knees again and focused on the animal beneath us. The others did the same.


  "Hey, what are we acquiring?" Jake asked.


  "The one animal in the world that is specially designed to see, attack, and destroy creatures like the Helmacrons," I said grimly.


  "And that animal is . . ."


  "Anteater," I said.


  Chapter 29


  



  "Let's give it a try," Jake said. "Let's get big!"


  I have morphed many times and many animals. But I don't ever remember such a satisfying feeling. I wanted to be big again. I wanted to get back to a world where fleas and mites were . . . well, fleas and mites.


  I was growing swiftly, my human features already melted and distorted, as the Visser burst into view through the fur.


  He gaped up at us as we grew.


  <Of course!> he said.


  But I couldn't worry about him right then because I was growing at a shocking, wonderful rate. Up, up through the fur! Up till my head was clear of the anteater's back. Up and up till Tobias flying past seemed small.


  Up and up till a much larger Ax in harrier morph seemed no bigger than a 747.


  Up till I could see the others, all rising from the fur like hot air balloons ascending from a jungle.


  The anteater gave a sudden shake, having felt us, and we tumbled to the ground. But it was wonderful. When we hit the dirt it was just dirt.


  We were getting big again!


  As you'd expect, the anteater I was becoming had good eyes, at least for small details. I could see Ax resting. I could see Tobias on his shoulder. And I could see the Helmacron ship with the blue box still attached, lying in the dirt with Ax's harrier talon wrapped protectively around it.


  An anteater is a funny-looking animal. From the end of its bushy, feather-duster tail to the tip of its absurdly long, pointed head, it was maybe four or four and a half feet long. It stood as tall as a grown man's knees. Not a huge animal. But wonderfully big to all of us.


  I looked out through keen, anteater eyes and saw a field of vision half-filled by the furred tube that was its mouth. It seemed to stretch out forever.


  But even though the giant anteater is comical, it is not helpless. I was resting most of my weight on my hind legs. I balanced on my front knuckles, the better to keep my wickedly curved scythe claws safe and sharp.


  I felt the anteater instincts bubbling up beneath my own human consciousness. I braced myself for some extreme fight-or-flight reaction. But the anteater was a calm, lethargic sort of creature. Later I found out they have one of the lowest body temperatures of any land mammal. They're known to sleep as much as fifteen hours a day.


  But this was not a stupid animal. I had excellent hearing and an excellent sense of smell.


  And I could quite clearly see the rushing groups of Helmacrons and human-Controllers on the ground.


  I was in such control of my more obvious instincts that I didn't really even think about what happened next.


  Flit!


  My tongue shot out an amazing two feet! It slapped a gaggle of Helmacrons, bathed them in sticky spit, snagged them with the tiny barbs of the anteater tongue, and snapped them back into my mouth before I knew what I'd done.


  <Go, Cassie!> Marco said.


  I felt something in my mouth, something kind of like teeth, only not, begin to chew . . .


  <No!> I yelled, freezing my jaw muscles.


  Then, to my utter astonishment, I heard from deep inside my own mouth, <Surrender now and we may spare you the eternal torment you have earned!>


  I shot my tongue back out, and with a great effort of will, kept it there, sticking out, lying flat on the dirt. Stuck to my tongue were a couple of dozen Helmacrons.


  <You know, I really don't want to have to kill you,> I said.


  <Surrender and grovel before us!>


  I heard another thought-speak voice. Lower and more sinister. <Sentimental Andalite fool,> Visser Three said. He had copied our trick. He had also morphed the anteater. <You can't kill a Helmacron. They're a fungible species. Kill one and its mind, if you can call it a mind, is absorbed into another. They never die. Even when they're dead, they're not dead. But when it comes to Andalites . . .>


  Flit!


  His tongue shot out and snagged not an ant, but a very small bird that had been flying by.


  <Aaahhhh!> Tobias cried.


  <Tobias!> Rachel screamed.


  The Visser stopped his tongue, holding a stuck and helpless Tobias a millimeter from disappearing into his tubular jaw.


  <Now we shall talk,> Visser Three sneered.


  Like lightning, Ax leaped. Like lightning, his tail blade came down and stopped, quivering, pressed against the Visser's anteater throat.


  <Now we shall talk,> Ax said.


  Chapter 30


  



  We worked out a deal.


  Rachel and Jake lapped up the Helmacrons and held them hostage. It was a relief to know that Helmacrons were basically unkillable. Well, mostly a relief. In any case, they were stuck.


  Marco and I demorphed back to our tiny human selves. We did it out of sight of Visser Three, of course. And then we boarded the Helmacron ship. We found some of the pathetically easy-to-intimidate males and had them help us work the Helmacron shrinking ray.


  We unshrank Visser Three and Tobias while Ax stood guarding the Visser, the Helmacron ship, and the blue box, tail blade twitching.


  We unshrank the human-Controllers and gave the Yeerks safe passage to leave. They weren't about to argue. After all, we were in control of the shrinking ray.


  Visser Three decided maybe the conquest of Earth would work better if he was bigger than a semicolon.


  When the Yeerks were gone, Rachel and Jake scraped the Helmacrons off their tongues and demorphed to human. We unshrank them.


  Finally, we set the thing on automatic and Marco and I ran outside to stand in the beam.


  But not before we had a good, long talk with some of the Helmacron males.


  "You guys need a males' liberation movement," Marco told them. "Why should you put up with being treated like second-class Helmacrons?"


  And many of the males agreed. <We could crush the females beneath our feet! Long would they wail and bemoan their fate as we assumed our places as the rightful rulers of all Helmacrons! We would then proceed with our just and righteous plans to conquer all the galaxy! Then all would grovel before us and . . .>


  Well, you know the rest.


  "About time to head on home, huh?" Jake asked me.


  I nodded. "Yeah. As it is, I'm probably grounded."


  "Oh. I hope not. I was, uh . . . I don't know, I was thinking maybe of heading down to the beach tomorrow. You know, if the weather's nice."


  Rachel batted her eyes at me and gave me an "I told you so" look. Then, just to be obnoxious, she said, "Oh, I don't know, Jake, I don't think Cassie really likes the beach all that -"


  "I love the beach," I said, shooting her a death look. "And if I don't get grounded, I'd love to go with you, Jake."


  Jake blushed, waiting for Marco to give him grief. But Marco just shook his head in a parody of sadness. "Fine, Cassie. Run back to Jake now that you're all big again. I guess that's the end of our plan to populate the world with a new race of tiny people."


  The Helmacron ship powered up and rose toward the night sky. And receding in the distance, we heard the thought-speak voices.


  <All females will now grovel before our tremendous power! You will worship us as your true masters! It is the male Helmacron who shall make all tremble!>


  <Never will females be anything but absolute rulers over all males! We shall dominate the entire universe, but we'll start with you!>


  We headed home, leaving the Helmacrons, female and male, to work things out sensibly among themselves. Knowing, with absolute certainty, that there was no chance they would.
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Marco.


  I doubt we've ever met, but I'll bet you know somebody like me. Every class has a Marco. You know, the one who's the smartest, wittiest, most charming, coolest, and the best-looking.


  That's me.


  I can't tell you my last name. I can't tell you where I live, either, or anything specific about me that might help certain people find me.


  Believe me, I wish I could. Anonymity has its downside. Last week, for example, I wanted to run through the halls of my school screaming my name so everyone could hear. I wanted to hop on a cafeteria table and dance on somebody's Tater Tots until a hall monitor came to drag me away. I wanted to call an assembly so everyone could congratulate me.


  I'd gotten a date.


  And not just any date. A date with the most beautiful girl in our whole school. If not the whole world.


  Marian.


  Not only is Marian gorgeous, with long, black hair, deep, dark eyes, and dimples that make me want to cry every time she smiles. She's also nearly as smart, charming, and charismatic as I am.


  You can see we're a perfect couple. The only flaw I can find in her is that she doesn't seem to think my jokes are very funny.


  That, and her taste in music.


  You want to know the coolest thing of all about this date? Marian asked me out. I didn't have to do a thing. We were just leaving our music appreciation class together when Marian said to me:


  "Wow, Marco, you really seem to know a lot about classical music. And may I say, you are an unusually handsome, manly man. I want you, I want you now."


  Okay, that maybe a slight exaggeration. But she definitely said the part about me knowing a lot about music.


  "Either that, or I can scam teachers like no one else around," I said.


  Actually, I know next to nothing about classical music. But my dad's got a huge collection of classical CD's. Sometimes he'll hog the TV, watching documentaries about Mozart and Beethoven and other wild-eyed guys.


  "Well, I have tickets to Symphony Hall this Sunday afternoon," Marian said. "They're playing Beethoven's Third. It's my absolute favorite symphony. Do you want to come?"


  "Well, I'm more of a fan of his thirty-third," I said, hoping I wouldn't pass out at her feet. Marian had just asked me out on a date!


  Marian gave me a quizzical look. "His thirty-third? I don't get it. Were you making a joke?"


  "Of course! It's a joke, hah HAH!" I said, sounding only slightly hysterical. "I love Beethoven's Third. It's just so . . ." I wasn't sure what to say. I'd never heard the thing before in my life. Marian looked at me eagerly, waiting for me to finish my sentence.


  "It's just so . . ."


  "Beautiful?" Marian suggested.


  "Yes!" I replied. "That's a perfect word for it. Although I was leaning toward exquisite. Maybe even rapturous."


  "Oh, yes!" Marian cried. "It's all those things! So will you come?"


  "Sure," I squeaked.


  "Wonderful." Marian opened one of her notebooks and scribbled in it. She tore the sheet off and handed it to me. "Here's my number. Call me and we'll make plans."


  "Okay," I said, casually stuffing the sheet of paper into my pocket. I was going to have it framed as soon as I got home, but Marian didn't have to know that.


  "This is going to be so much fun." Marian sighed. She smiled and her dimples made my heart skip a half-dozen beats. Then she reached out with her beautiful hand and touched me on my arm. My whole body tingled.


  Either I had a major crush, or the cafeteria had served tainted meat again.


  "Talk to you," she said, walking away.


  "Uh-huh," I grunted.


  Now this sounds pretty cool, huh? I mean, what more could a guy want than to be asked out on a date by the most beautiful girl in his school, right? For any normal kid, living a normal life, this would be, like, the high point of his entire existence.


  Unfortunately, I'm not a normal kid. And I definitely do not lead a normal life.


  Sure, parts of it are normal. I go to school. Do homework when I feel like it. Eat dinner with my dad. Watch TV. Play video games with my best buddy, Jake, and kick his sorry butt.


  But there's another part of my life that's anything but normal. In fact, it's so bizarre, so insane, so absolutely out there that I wouldn't believe it myself if I weren't living it.


  You see, I'm sort of a superhero. No, not Batman, although that's a good guess, with that whole very cool, handsome billionaire Bruce Wayne thing. Not Spider-Man, either. But I do fly, stick to walls, and toss bad guys around like they're plastic action figures.


  Superheroes use their special powers to save the world. And that's what my five friends and I are doing.


  Saving the world. Not from clowns like Lex Luthor or the Joker. I wish our archenemies were as tame as a bunch of comic book supervillains.


  Instead, Rachel, Cassie, Tobias the Bird-boy, the Andalite Ax, my best friend Jake, and I are battling an entire race of aliens who are trying to conquer Earth.


  The Yeerks.


  For your sake, I hope you've never heard of them. Because almost the only people who do know about them are the ones who've become their slaves.


  The Yeerk invasion is a secret. But it's happening.


  Believe me, it's happening.


  The Yeerks are slimy gray slugs that slip into your ear and wind themselves in and around every crevice of your brain. Once they've done this, they own you. Control you. They've enslaved you.


  You become something we call a Controller. Someone with no free will. You can't scream for help, because the Yeerk controls what words come out of your mouth. You can't run, because the Yeerk controls how far and how fast your feet move. And you can't resist when the Yeerk in your head starts to recruit your family and friends into enslavement. Because you're a slave yourself.


  Pretty scary, huh? But maybe the scariest thing of all about this alien invasion is that you can't tell Controllers from normal people. They look normal. Talk normal. Act normal.


  For all you know, your parents may be Controllers. Maybe even your cute, loveable grandmother has designs on subduing the planet.


  So fighting this war - and it is a war - tends to make a guy kind of paranoid. You can't trust anybody.


  That's why I didn't tell you my name. And that's why, ever since we took a shortcut through an abandoned construction site one night, life, which I always want to find funny, has been mostly grim.


  It was in that construction site that we met the dying Andalite prince, Elfangor. It was there that he told us about the Yeerks. It was there that he gave us the nightmarish power to become any animal whose DNA we could acquire. Our one pitiful weapon.


  Ever since then, I have not been able to look at another human being without suspicion. No one. Not even Marian.


  And that's why, after experiencing those first few moments of joy after Marian asked me out, the suspicion began to seep into my brain. The gnawing little worm of doubt. What if she was one of them? What if sweet, perfect Marian, with those gorgeous dimples, was a Controller?


  Sure, I might not mind being Marian's slave, but being a Yeerk's slave is a different story.


  One date, I told myself. Then, before we decide to go steady, I can check her out.


  Chapter 2


  



  "So then what happened?" Cassie asked me in study hall the day after what had come to be called The Big Date.


  Study hall was being held in the school gym this week. They'd closed our usual classroom. Something about asbestos and lawsuits.


  So instead of studying silently for an hour, a bunch of kids were playing basketball and volleyball while the rest of us, me and Cassie included, sat on the bleachers and talked. It was a big improvement.


  "Well, after I failed in a bold attempt to escape during intermission, we went back in and the orchestra started to play. Again. And they played. And played. And I considered yelling 'Fire!' just to get outta the place. And when I woke up everybody was gone, including Marian."


  Cassie laughed her gentle laugh. "Oh, well," she said, flipping idly through a veterinary medicine magazine she'd pulled out of a folder. "It sounds like it was for the best."


  "What do you mean, it was for the best?" I cried. "It was a total disaster."


  "Yes. But it doesn't sound like Marian's your type."


  "But she's the most beautiful girl in the whole school," I replied. "How could she not be my type?" I gave Cassie the fish eye. "Wait a minute. Did you guys watch her?"


  "We are your friends, Marco," she said apologetically. "We had no choice."


  "You guys kept her under surveillance for the last three days?"


  "Well, it was mostly Tobias and Ax, since they don't have school. Anyway, she's not one of them. She never went near a . . ." She lowered her voice to a whisper. ". . . Yeerk pool entrance."


  I wasn't sure how to react to that. Yeerks have to return to the hidden Yeerk pool every three days. Marian was okay. Now the question was: Was this good news or bad news? I'd blown my big chance. Was it better or worse that she was a normal girl?


  Something else bothered me. Jake had asked Cassie to tell me this. Obviously. It was a good choice. Typical Jake. He knew that Rachel would just ridicule me. He knew that if he talked to me himself it would seem like he was meddling. But Cassie had the gentle touch. The diplomatic skill to let me know, without making me mad, that they had watched my temporary girlfriend behind my back.


  Cassie was watching me, waiting for my reaction. And I was just loading up to deliver something scathing-yet-not-overly-cruel when a shadow fell over us. I looked up.


  "Hey, Marco. Hey, Cassie. What's up?"


  It was a kid my age. He was a little bit taller than I am - which, I'll admit, is how it is with most people. His warm, confident smile made you want to like him immediately.


  But I knew better. See, this particular likeable-looking kid wasn't a kid, and his smile wasn't a smile. Erek didn't attend our school. Erek didn't attend the human race.


  The kid standing in front of us wasn't entirely real. What Cassie and I and everyone else were looking at was a holographic projection. Underneath the projection was an android. An android that had been walking the earth for hundreds of thousands of years.


  Erek and his other android friends are called Chee. They were the companions of an ancient race called the Pemalites. The Pemalites may have been the most advanced species ever to exist in the history of the universe. So advanced they forgot all about primitive stuff like wars and worry and sadness.


  Unfortunately, the rest of the universe wasn't so elevated. An evil race called Howlers attacked the Pemalites and destroyed their home world. Some survivors fled to Earth, but before they escaped, their alien attackers infected them with a disease that eventually killed them all.


  The Chee, being androids, weren't affected by the disease. To honor the spirits of their former companions and creators, they infused the essence of the Pemalites into the bodies of wolves.


  Now you know why your dog is always in such a good mood.


  And since the Pemalites created the Chee in their own image, the Chee are pretty friendly themselves. In fact, they're pacifists, sworn - and programmed - never to harm another soul.


  Still, they hate the Yeerks and help us out whenever they can.


  "Uh-oh," I said, still feeling a bit cranky over the possibility that Tobias had been watching Marian through her bedroom window.


  And I hadn't.


  "'Uh-oh'? Nice welcome," Erek said, sitting down between us. "Would you mind if we talk in private?"


  "I repeat: uh-oh."


  The air around us began to glow. The sounds of the gym - kids talking, the bouncing of the basketball, the squeak of sneakers on the court - disappeared. We could see everything happening in the gym, but it was as if we were looking out from inside a Saran Wrap bubble.


  "I have extended my holographic projection to include the three of us," Erek explained. The Erek we were looking at now was a steel-and-ivory android that looked an awful lot like a dog, maybe a greyhound, standing on his hind legs. "Everyone else in the gym sees and hears the three of us talking about last night's game."


  "Well, if that's all you want to talk about, why all the secrecy?" I said brightly.


  Erek smiled grimly. Not brightly. I felt the sense of another "uh-oh" growing inside me.


  "What is it, Erek?" Cassie said.


  "Our sources tell us the Yeerks have been trying to develop a way to broadcast Kandrona rays using human satellite technology," Erek told us. "They seem to have found some place on this planet isolated enough to allow them to erect a satellite station without interference. If they're successful, they could turn every backyard swimming pool in the world into a Yeerk pool."


  I felt sick to my stomach. "That is definitely not good."


  Kandrona rays are what the Yeerks consume. Their food. They absorb it when they're in the Yeerk pool. It's their Achilles heel. They need the rays to survive.


  Every three days when Yeerks go down to the Yeerk pool, they slide out of their host's brain and take a Kandrona bath. Meanwhile, most of the hosts, the ones who don't want to be slaves, scream and cry and struggle and beg to be set free.


  I've been to the Yeerk pool. It's a bad place.


  We've imagined destroying the Yeerk pool. It would be a huge blow to the Yeerks. And we would if we could, but the place is about the size of a football stadium, with better defenses than the White House, the Pentagon, and Fort Knox put together. We just don't have the firepower.


  "You know, Erek," I said, "nothing personal, but sometimes I'm not so sure I like you. You're nothing but trouble."


  Erek grinned his steel-and-ivory dog grin. "Sure you're not just cranky over blowing The Big Date?"


  I shot Cassie an outraged look.


  She winced. "Okay, so the Chee helped us out. It's not easy to watch someone for three days."


  "Swell. Is there anyone, anywhere who doesn't know that I crashed and burned on The Big Date?"


  "She wasn't your type, anyway," Erek said. "She had taste in music."


  "Oh, so you're a big Beethoven fan?"


  Erek nodded his android head. "I was the maestro's valet for quite a few years. He was an awful person, but he made music my masters would have wept to hear."


  Chapter 3


  



  We met after school in Cassie's barn - aka the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic - to discuss the situation. Cassie's parents are veterinarians. While her dad runs the clinic, her mom runs the vet staff at The Gardens, an amusement park and zoo. Cassie helps out at the clinic, giving suppositories to cranky skunks and stuff. And let's face it: A wildlife clinic definitely comes in handy when we need to acquire a new morph.


  The get-together was like opening night of the local freak show. Four kids who regularly become fur balls. Erek, the ancient Android. Tobias, the red-tailed hawk, keeping a lookout from the rafters. Ax, the Andalite, in his human morph.


  Ax's human morph is a combination of DNA from me, Jake, Rachel, and Cassie. Together we make one disturbingly beautiful person.


  Ax is the only Andalite on Earth. In fact, he's Prince Elfangor's younger brother. Ax was in his human morph because, well, let me put it this way: Cassie's mom and dad are about the coolest parents you'll ever find, but if they were to walk in and find their daughter shooting the breeze with a blue-furred, half-humanoid, half-deerlike creature with a mean scorpion tail, no mouth and four eyes, including a pair that sat on swiveling stalks atop its head . . . they would definitely freak.


  "Do you know any more details?" Rachel asked Erek.


  Rachel is your basic psycho-babe. And I mean that in a nice way. She's a tall, willowy, supermodelesque blond. You might think she was a mall-rat airhead - until you called her an airhead. Then, after she removed your left kidney, you'd realize your mistake.


  Rachel's a great person to have on your side in a fight. The only problem I have with her is that she's always looking for a fight.


  "Details? I'm afraid not," Erek replied. "We've infiltrated much of the Yeerk force, but we don't have access to everything."


  "Nothing at all about the location of the facility?" Jake asked.


  "No. Just that Visser Three will be visiting it very soon. We do know this: We've discovered the location of the Visser's new feeding pasture. It's close enough for you to fly there in bird morph. A Bug fighter is going to pick him up there tomorrow afternoon to go off and inspect this site."


  Jake got his "Jake look." The sort of weary, worried expression he gets when he's faced with some decision that may result in all of us ending up dead.


  Jake, who is Rachel's cousin, is our sort-of leader. Not because he asked to be. It's probably because he'd never ask to be. You know - he's one of those tiresomely dutiful, levelheaded guys. If you met Jake, you'd understand why we turn to him. Call it charisma. Something about Jake commands respect.


  Not from me, of course. He's been my best friend forever. I was with him when he was nine and ate an entire pie on a bet and ended up blowing blueberries for an hour.


  Jake looked around at all of us. Not exactly asking for a vote, but obviously wanting to hear from us.


  <So, no problem, right?> Tobias said. <We fly out to Visser Three's feeding place and when the Bug fighter arrives, we hitch a ride.>


  "That appears to be our only option. Op. Shun. Shunn," Ax confirmed. Andalites don't have mouths. They communicate in thought-speak. So whenever Ax does his human morph, he's fascinated by the sounds he makes.


  By the way, he's the only one who's fascinated.


  I held up my hand like I wanted to ask a question in class. "I'm not allowed to hitchhike. Especially not with evil alien parasites. My dad is very definite about that."


  Jake managed a brief laugh. Rachel gave me her "what are you, a moron?" look.


  "It doesn't sound like my idea of a good time, either," Cassie said. "But if it's true the Yeerks are building a system that will turn any body of water into a Yeerk pool, we have to do everything we can to stop them."


  I groaned. I can usually count on Cassie to be rational.


  "Okay," I said. "I'll be there, but I promise to complain the entire time."


  "Do we need to take a formal vote?" Jake asked.


  "No way am I going to miss out on this," Rachel said.


  Big surprise there.


  "No, no, no votes," I said. "Jake decides. Then if it goes bad we can all blame him."


  <I'm there,> Tobias said. <But aren't we overlooking a key detail?>


  "What's that?" said Jake.


  <I mean, it's not a problem for me. But you guys can't just disappear for a few days. This place could be in, I don't know, Nepal for all we know.>


  "Nepal?" I echoed.


  "That is a bit of a problem," Jake said.


  "Perhaps I can provide a solution," Erek replied.


  I held up my hand again. "Is it okay if I say 'uh-oh' again?"


  Chapter 4


  



  <Man, I just know I'm going to come back to a closet full of soggy comics,> I said. <I can tell by the look in Erek's eyes he's a bathtub reader.>


  Erek's solution had been to have himself and three of his Chee friends program their holograms to look like each of us. Little did my dad know that he'd be sharing his cornflakes with an android who'd been on Earth since before the first flake was created.


  It was the next morning and we were all in our various bird-of-prey morphs - Tobias as red-tailed hawk, Jake in his peregrine falcon morph, Rachel in bald eagle morph, Cassie and me in our osprey morphs, and Ax in his northern harrier morph - flying toward certain doom.


  Again.


  We were on our way to Visser Three's newest secret feeding pasture. Erek had given us directions and wished us luck. "Good luck taking on the most dangerous creature in the galaxy. I gotta go oil my elbow joints. Let me know if you survive, we'll get together, do lunch. Ciao."


  Okay, maybe that's not exactly what he said. But it's okay to resent a person who's going to be safe while you're going to be screaming and running for your life. Don't you think?


  I've mentioned that I complain occasionally. Or constantly. Sorry, but any smart person knows there's plenty to complain about in life. And there are definitely a lot of things to complain about when it comes to being an Animorph.


  However, flying is not one of them.


  I mean, talk about fun! Talk about freedom! It's everything you've imagined and more.


  We were following a highway out of town toward the forest that surrounded some nearby mountains. It was an absolutely perfect day for flying - sunny, warm, and so clear you could see for miles. The surface of the highway absorbed the sun's warmth, creating some really nice thermals, which are pockets of rising warm air.


  We were spread pretty far apart. In the animal kingdom, birds of prey just don't hang together. Each of us took turns flying over the highway, catching a thermal and letting it lift us in the air like an invisible elevator. Then we'd coast for a while, slowly drifting downward in the direction we wanted to go. We hardly had to flap our wings at all.


  <Hey, guys, I think I found it,> Tobias called out. <See that clearing in the middle of those trees?>


  I scanned my super osprey eyes ahead, toward the line of trees half a mile off the road. Sure enough, just beyond was a big meadow, maybe about two blocks wide. And galloping around in that meadow was a blue-furred, four-eyed, scorpion-tailed Andalite. He looked like he could have been Ax's father.


  He wasn't. He was the leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth. The only Yeerk ever to have gotten control of an Andalite body - and of the Andalite morphing technology. The only Yeerk who can morph.


  Visser Three.


  Remember I told you about Ax's brother, Elfangor? The Andalite who gave us our powers? Well, the Visser didn't just murder him.


  He ate him.


  Visser Three morphed into some bizarre, giant alien and chomped him down like a piece of sushi. I saw it happen. We all did.


  Now you know why I have an incredible urge to pee on myself whenever we come near this guy.


  The Visser wasn't alone in his meadow. Despite his fearsome power, the Visser is never without a few bodyguards. We counted half a dozen human-Controllers disguised as state cops. And in the tree line lurked a pair of Hork-Bajir, the bladed shock troops of the Yeerk Empire.


  <Okay,> Jake said. <Each of us is going to land in those trees, one at a time at least a thousand feet apart, in at least five-minute intervals. Rachel, you go first, then Cassie. Each of you keep an eye on those who land after you, so you can find them as easily as possible once you remorph. Tobias, you're last. Stay up top and keep a lookout until we've all landed.>


  <Let's do it,> said Rachel.


  I sighed. <The three words I hate most.>


  Chapter 5


  



  I spilled the air from my wings and slipped through the trees. I landed silently on the ground, my laser-focus eyes locked on Visser Three all the way. If he showed any signs of noticing any one of us landing, we were going to take off without a second thought. That was the plan.


  The Visser trotted through the grass, feeding through his hooves like any ordinary Andalite would do. The Hork-Bajir and human-Controllers looked outward, like Secret Service agents around the President.


  I watched him closely to see if he noticed as we came in for our staggered landings. Nothing unusual. No sign his guards had seen us.


  I flitted through the tree branches. Stopping, flying, stopping again. Till I was just a hundred feet or so from the Visser. Then I dropped to the ground, found cover behind a huge elm tree, and began to demorph.


  Even though I've done it dozens of times now, morphing never fails to freak me out. I mean, talk about unnatural. It doesn't hurt, but it's still just creepy.


  An itchiness washed over me as my feathers turned soft and ran together, transforming themselves back into skin. My wings, now pale flesh like a plucked chicken's, began to shrink and disappear into my shoulder blades. I could feel the bones in my legs creaking as they stretched out to their normal length and grew heavy.


  SPLOOT! Suddenly, fingers. I could feel them twitching, but they were attached to my shoulders! Ugh. My arms sprouted out of my torso like plants growing out of the ground in time-lapse photography, pushing the fingers and hands out before them, reaching their usual length in a few seconds.


  I was fully human now, dressed in ugly black cycling pants and a tight, white T-shirt. We've never figured out how to morph clothes, other than skintight stuff. Forget shoes. It's probably not even possible. Andalites invented morphing technology. And since they don't wear clothes, morphing "artificial skin," as Ax says, isn't an issue for them.


  I crouched there in the dirt for a few minutes, catching my breath before morphing again. This morph was nowhere near as fun as an osprey. In fact, it was downright gross.


  I concentrated. I envisioned myself as a fly.


  SCHLOOP! My arms and legs shriveled back into my body with a sound like the one you make when you suck a spaghetti noodle into your mouth. Good thing I was crouching when I'd started or I'd have crashed to the ground.


  Very annoying. No legs or arms. Unfortunately, every morph is different every time. You never know exactly how things will happen.


  Then I began to shrink. The trees around me became taller and taller as I became tinier and tinier. The leaves on the ground next to me looked as big as parking lots. I was fly-size now, but my body was still more human than insect.


  I was not an attractive creature right then. Marian would not have asked me out.


  My limbless torso began to divide itself into three parts. Six tiny, hairy legs shot out of my sides. An itchy spot on my back suddenly sprouted tiny gossamer wings.


  All that remained of the morph was the part I dreaded most. Suddenly my two eyes began to pop. The two eyes became four. Then sixteen. Then two hundred fifty-six. And so on. I saw the world through thousands of tiny, fuzzy TV screens, facing in all directions. Compound eyes.


  A long tube sprouted out of my face, a proboscis that flies use to cover their garbage with saliva before they chow down.


  If I morph to fly a million more times, I will never get over the sheer grossness of it.


  We wasted about half an hour hooking up together. Six flies with senses designed to find dog poop. Not easy, but we eventually assembled into a sort of hideous squadron.


  We took off. A nervous, disgruntled, testy little squadron of flies on a mission to intercept the cruelest creature on Earth.


  Just another fun day of being an Animorph.


  Chapter 6


  



  <How long until the Visser's dust-off flight arrives?> Jake asked Ax.


  <Five of your minutes,> Ax said. One of the many nice things about having Ax around is that he has a sort of built-in clock that allows him to keep track of the time.


  On the other hand . . . <Ax, I really think you can just deal with the fact that they aren't our minutes. They are everyone's minutes.>


  Ax ignored me.


  <Let's get this over with,> Rachel replied.


  <Okay,> Jake said. <Remember, if anything goes wrong, don't look back. Get out of there as fast as you can. Ax? What's the best way to sneak up on an Andalite?>


  <From beneath.>


  <Okay, you heard him,> Jake said. <We buzz the grass, try to intersect him, come up beneath him, grab some Andalite stomach fur. Any questions?>


  <Nah, why would there be questions?> I said. <I mean, it's all so simple and easy and normal. What could possibly go wrong?>


  <Was that an example of human sarcasm?> Ax asked.


  <Ax, it's sarcasm for anyone, not just for humans.>


  <Let's get this over with,> Tobias grumbled. <Lousy fly eyes. I hate this.>


  We kept low, down where a fly likes to fly. Down low where it can smell the rotting food and the animal feces and other wonderful, tasty things.


  We skimmed the wild grass tops. It was like flying at treetop level except that these trees were impossibly tall, willowy stalks that bent with every chance breeze.


  We buzzed our crazy fly wings and bobbled and weaved and wallowed toward a vague blob of blue fur and bad attitude. Visser Three was still running, but slowing down. He was moving at an angle from us. We'd intersect in a few minutes. Less, if he . . .


  Turned!


  <Yah! There he is!> Cassie yelped. <Quick, or we lose him!>


  I cut a wild turn. A pair of flies zipped in front of me. Impossible to tell who. The chase was on!


  Galumph, galumph, galumph. The Visser trotted, pursued by six panicked flies.


  <Stay low!> Jake reminded us. <Go for the belly!>


  A wall of blue fur galloped right across my line of flight. I saw two flies zip down and under the heaving curve and disappear from my limited sight. Then two more flies from out of nowhere.


  My turn.


  I shot through the air. Visser Three loomed straight ahead but I couldn't see clearly enough to tell whether his stalk eyes were looking in my direction. I focused on his stomach and made a beeline for it.


  Six inches away! I did the fly somersault, a midair Shannon Miller kind of thing that brought my legs up and wings down, vectoring in like a wobbly rocket.


  Two inches to touchdown! NO! He cut a sharp right and veered away.


  I shot toward him again, but now he bolted to the left. <What's with him, is he drunk?> I demanded in outrage.


  <Aren't you on board, Marco? Everyone else is here,> Jake said.


  <No, we're playing catch. Ahh!>


  He'd stopped suddenly. A hand the size of Colorado reached around, trying to grab me! I slammed into reverse, spun in midair, and zipped away. Only then did I realize the true target of Visser Three's hand.


  He was scratching his butt.


  <Marco?> A thought-spoken whisper. Jake. <Are you here?>


  Suddenly, it got very dark.


  A big black shadow, blocking out the sun. Something straight out of a science fiction movie.


  A Bug fighter. They're called that for a reason. They look like a big, black cockroach. A roach the size of a school bus, with two long pincerlike things sticking straight out, like antennae with heavy starch.


  The Bug fighter slowly lowered until it touched the ground. I froze. Visser Three froze. A doorway - or at least a rectangle of relative darkness - appeared in its side.


  The big blue blob in front of me trotted inside.


  I followed him.


  Inside it was dark. A few lines of light along what was probably the ceiling and floor. An occasional box of light, probably display monitors. The air pressure around me suddenly changed as the entrance closed. I maintained and kept my eyes on the Visser.


  <Marco? Are you here?> Jake asked again.


  <Attempting rendezvous now, Houston. Ten seconds to contact.>


  Visser Three came to a halt. I dove for his underbelly. Just as I felt his fur under my feelers, my brain exploded with the sound of very loud thought-speak.


  <Is the Blade ship ready?> Visser Three never whispers.


  Something answered. A Taxxon? They're smarter than Hork-Bajir. Weirder, too. They eat their own.


  But I couldn't see anything but giant blue stalks of fur. On the floor of this jungle was warm, pinkish-khaki skin. I didn't want to touch that skin. I grabbed a few blue stalks and clung.


  <Ax, what was that Taxxon saying?> Jake asked.


  <I believe he was stating estimated departure and arrival times.>


  <And?> Jake asked.


  <And I am afraid we have a problem, Prince Jake,> Ax said.


  My fly stomach bounced. Then it bounced again. I clung tighter to the Visser's fur. We were taking off and I was fighting the fly's panic reaction: Things vibrating means MOVE!


  <What's the problem, Ax?> Jake asked.


  <I am afraid our journey is going to be a long one.>


  <How long?> I asked.


  <Approximately three and a half of your Earth hours.>


  <Uh-oh,> I heard Cassie reply.


  <Oh, man!> Tobias said.


  <You're kidding me,> Rachel said.


  The reason we weren't happy to hear this news, of course, is that it meant we were going to have to demorph at some point in flight. Somewhere aboard a ship occupied by Taxxons and Hork-Bajir and Visser Three.


  Chapter 7


  



  <Three and a half of our hours! Where are we going, the moon?> Tobias asked.


  <Don't you start with the our-hour-your-hour thing, Tobias,> I warned.


  <No,> Ax replied. <Going to the moon would take less than three and a half of your hours. Our journey will take longer because we will be flying through the planet's atmosphere.>


  <Any idea of our destination?> Jake asked.


  <The navigator did not say. I will, however, do my best to gauge our direction as we go along.>


  <Ax, you'd have made a great Cub Scout.>


  <A what?>


  <What are we going to do?> Cassie asked.


  Good question. We were trapped on a Bug fighter with our worst enemy. And now we had the choice of revealing our presence - suicidal - or spending the rest of our lives as garbage-eating insects.


  BOOOOM!


  <What was that?!> Rachel cried. <Man, this fly does not want to sit still.>


  <I think we are docking with the Blade ship,> Ax replied.


  If a Bug fighter is like a bus, a Blade ship is like a jumbo jet. It's shaped like a battle-ax from the Middle Ages. And it's Visser Three's personal ship.


  <This might actually be a good thing,> Jake said. <At least the Blade ship is big enough so we might find someplace to hide and demorph. No way we could demorph on the Bug fighter without being seen.>


  <Have I mentioned that I hate this morph?> Tobias added. <I mean, I'm finding myself very attracted to the Visser's sweat. How sick is that?>


  <Yeah,> Cassie agreed. <He stinks. But to my fly brain, he actually smells kind of good.>


  <He certainly does not stink,> Ax said defensively. <This is an Andalite body, and Andalites have never been known to stink.>


  Suddenly the air pressure changed, ever so slightly. Just enough to make me lose control. I started to fly, then canceled that order and ended up zooming back hard into the Visser's belly.


  <Oops,> I said.


  <Oops what?> Jake said tensely.


  <Oops, he may have felt that.> I glued my wings down and managed to calm the jumpy fly brain just as six gigantic blue columns crashed down around me, digging across the skin and through the fur like massive plows.


  <Oh, man, I'm being scratched!> I cried.


  <Cursed parasites!> Visser Three shouted.


  <Hey, he's one to talk,> Rachel said.


  <Heads up, everybody,> Jake said. <Be ready to jump at any second!>


  The first scratch missed me. As I tried to avoid the Visser's searching fingers, I jumped from palm-tree-sized hair to palm-tree-sized hair with blazing speed, like Tarzan after a gallon of Mountain Dew.


  <Marco, stay still!> Jake shouted.


  <That's easy for you to say!> I shouted back.


  Suddenly the fingers stopped raking and formed a cage around me. Trapped!


  <I'm about to get pinched!>


  <Marco!> Cassie cried.


  I felt a slight breeze wash over me. The kind of minuscule air movement only a fly notices. Then I felt a new vibration. Dozens of tiny impacts: the needle-sharp legs of a Taxxon.


  <He's welcoming the Visser back aboard the Blade ship,> Ax translated. <Or he may be telling him his brother is a meteor fragment. I understand Galard, but this morph's hearing is very uncertain.>


  The Visser took his hand from his belly. The telephone pole fingers withdrew.


  <Are all the Venber on board?> Visser Three growled.


  <Venber?> Ax asked excitedly. <He did say Venber, did he not?>


  <I don't know,> Jake replied. <Is that important?>


  <Hey, Ax. You're not holding out on us, are you?>


  <I must have misunderstood,> Ax said, not exactly answering my question.


  <Excellent,> the Visser replied. <With twice as many Venber, our project will be completed in half the time.>


  <Well, at least he knows his math,> Tobias said wryly.


  And that was it for the better part of an hour. They say combat is ninety-nine percent waiting around and one percent sheer terror. They're right. We hung out upside down, clinging to Visser Three's stomach hair, and tried not to let ourselves be overcome by the unholy, screaming willies.


  I mean, it's one thing being a fly when you're busy. But just hanging out, you start to notice the spit dribbling off the end of your proboscis. And that's not good.


  <So,> I said, <did anyone bring a deck of cards? Anyone seen a good movie lately? Anyone have any juicy confessions they'd like to make?>


  We were in what must have been the Visser's private quarters. A spare room with no furniture except for a computer console. After all, he was in an Andalite body, and Andalites don't sit.


  There were various things hanging from the walls, like art. Some were large and elaborate, made of steel or something like steel. Some had electrical probes. Some had teeth or spikes or saws. We had an idea they might be instruments of torture collected from around the galaxy.


  We had that idea because I recognized one of the artworks: It's called an "iron maiden." Not the dinosaur rock band, the Middle-Ages cage with the spikes inside.


  It was a little depressing to realize that some Earth museum had unwillingly made a contribution on behalf of Homo Sapiens.


  And it was even more depressing realizing that we were going up against a guy who thought you should hang an iron maiden on the wall instead of a Baywatch poster.


  Chapter 8


  



  We'd cleverly come up with two plans. Plan A involved Visser Three leaving the room voluntarily while the rest of us stayed behind and did a quick demorph followed by a remorph. But as time passed and the Visser made no move to leave, it looked more and more like we were going to have to implement the much riskier Plan B.


  Fine by me. I was ready to do something or go insane. Inactivity makes for way too much time to think about things like death and destruction and pain and violence. Inactivity makes for fear.


  Another good defense against fear is humor. From my point of view, if you're not laughing, you're crying. Humor as coping mechanism.


  Besides, I sort of consider it my job to keep us loose in these situations. Entertain the troops.


  <Say, Rachel, I got a joke for you,> I said.


  <No you don't,> she said.


  I ignored the warning. <Two blonds are standing across the river from one another . . .>


  <Hey,> Tobias interrupted. <Remember, I'm a blond, too. It may be dirty-blond, but it's still blond.>


  <Yeah, for a couple of hours a week,> I said. <Anyway, the one blond calls out to the other blond, "How do I get to the other side?">


  <That is very funny, Marco,> Ax said brightly.


  <I haven't told the punch line yet, Ax,> I replied. <And the blond across the river calls back to her, "You ARE on the other side!">


  <That does it,> Rachel said. <Time for Plan B.>


  <I've heard that one before,> Tobias said, unimpressed.


  <I am afraid I do not understand,> Ax replied.


  <Tobias, where exactly did you hear that joke before?> I demanded. <A sparrow, an owl, and you, hanging out and swapping stories?>


  <Ax, do you have any idea where we are?> Jake asked.


  <I believe we are heading north.>


  <Still north?> Jake replied. <How much longer until we have to demorph?>


  <About twenty minutes,> Ax replied. <of your minutes,> he added, with what I swear was deliberate provocation.


  <Good. Plan B. Let's do something, anything.> Rachel. Of course.


  <Yeah. Guess we should,> Jake said without much enthusiasm. <Ax, are you ready?>


  <I believe so, Prince Jake.>


  <Break a leg, Ax-man,> I said.


  <Whose leg?>


  <It's just a . . . never mind.>


  Everything was quiet for a few seconds. Then our brains were bombarded with the sound of very loud thought-speak.


  <Guard! Come in here immediately!> Ax bellowed. A pretty decent imitation of Visser Three.


  I sensed a breeze filled with the scent of a Hork-Bajir warrior.


  Visser Three's sudden, startled movement felt like a massive earthquake. I clung tightly to my chosen hairs.


  <What are you doing, fool?!> Visser Three shouted at the Hork-Bajir. <What is the meaning of this interruption?!>


  The Hork-Bajir muttered.


  <Get out!> the Visser raged. <Get out or I'll feed you to the Taxxons!>


  The guard left.


  <Again, Ax,> Jake said.


  Ax bellowed.


  Another breeze. I smelled a different Hork-Bajir. I could feel Visser Three quaking with rage.


  <What?!> he screamed. It was like being in a front row seat at a Beastie Boys concert. Right by the big speakers. I thought my head was going to explode.


  A sudden muscle spasm. I knew right then that the Visser had snapped his deadly tail. Seconds later . . .


  WHUMPF!


  Something big hit the floor. I didn't want to think about what it was. Who it was.


  <Once more ought to do it, Ax,> Jake said. I could sense his hesitation.


  I almost felt sorry for the Hork-Bajir. They're just helpless slaves of the Yeerks. Whatever they do is at the command of the evil Yeerks in their brains. In fact, before the Yeerks conquered them, the Hork-Bajir were a peaceful race. They're just big, dumb, bark-eating lizards. And kind of sweet, really.


  Innocent victims in a war that didn't seem to have any other kind.


  Ax shouted a third time and I whiffed two Hork-Bajir entering. I guess they thought two at once would help.


  It didn't.


  The Visser lunged, out of control with rage. Toward the two Hork-Bajir, toward the door. Out!


  <Everybody off!> Jake yelled. <Stay low!>


  I let go and shot through the air. I watched as the huge blue blob disappeared through the doorway. The door shut behind him.


  <Demorph and remorph as fast as you can!> Jake instructed.


  I landed on the floor and immediately began to demorph.


  Morphing's never logical. It never happens the same way twice.


  This time, the first thing that changed were my eyes. Thousands of them went POP. Just like that, I had my human eyes again.


  This was not necessarily a good thing, since it gave me the chance to watch everybody - including myself - demorph. And it gave me a real good view of the poor Hork-Bajir on the floor. At least he was in one piece. He might still live. Hork-Bajir are a sturdy bunch. Yeah, he might live.


  If the Taxxons didn't find him first.


  Chapter 9


  



  Rachel's change was especially weird. At first, she just grew. Before my eyes she went from being a little speck to a five-foot-tall, thousand-eyeballed insect, with blond hair sprouting from the back of her head.


  Cassie has a talent for morphing. She does it better than any of us, even Ax. In a few seconds, she looked totally normal - except for the two gossamer wings attached to her back. She looked like an angel or a fairy godmother.


  I looked at my hands. They were hairy claws, gigantic versions of a fly's leg. I watched as the thick hairs disappeared, replaced by my own body hair. The ends of the claws cracked open like eggshells. My fingers slowly slithered out, like five baby snakes emerging from their shells.


  "Everybody take about two deep breaths and remorph," Jake whispered when we all were completely demorphed. Four humans, one red-tailed hawk, and one young Andalite.


  Easier said than done. Morphing is like running a two-hundred-yard dash at top speed. You're not ready to collapse afterward, but you're not ready to do it again right away, either.


  I took a few deep breaths and concentrated on becoming a fly. I imagined those thousand eyes and those hairy legs. That disgusting proboscis.


  Jake was already changing, getting smaller and smaller. Rachel's arms began to shrink and grow black hairs. Cassie's wings were sprouting. Tobias's intense hawk eyes began to double, triple, quadruple, while his hooked beak grew outward, transforming itself into a tube.


  Ax and I seemed to be behind everybody else. Then we heard a faint hissing. We exchanged worried glances before turning our eyes toward the door.


  The door slid open.


  The unconscious Hork-Bajir's luck had just run out.


  Taxxon! A tree-trunk-thick centipede with needle legs and weak claws and a red-rimmed mouth and raspberry Jell-O eyes.


  It saw me, only half-morphed. It was puzzled.


  Then it saw Ax. An Andalite. No longer puzzled. Terrified! The Taxxon hasn't been born who can confront an Andalite.


  <Ax!> Jake shouted. <Pretend you're Visser Three!>


  <What is the meaning of this interruption?!> Ax shouted.


  The Taxxon didn't reply. He wasn't fooled. He was motoring back out the door. And that couldn't happen.


  Just then my human eyes became compound fly eyes. I didn't see Ax's tail snap through the air like a bullwhip.


  I heard fwapp!


  A soft impact sound followed, like someone had dropped oatmeal on the floor.


  An extremely foul smell filled the room. I knew that smell.


  <I think we are in trouble, Prince Jake,> Ax said.


  <Is it dead?> Jake replied.


  <In a manner of speaking,> Ax continued. <One half of it is consuming the other half.>


  Taxxons are the universe's most dedicated cannibals. They don't just eat other Taxxons. They even eat themselves, given the chance. Hunger defines their world. In death, the Taxxon was acting out of some awful instinct.


  <Ax,> Jake said, in his very calm, no-one-freak-yet voice. <Finish morphing to fly and let's get out of here. Everybody stick close together. Hug the ceilings. Follow me. C'mon!>


  We shot out of the room into a long hallway. The walls and ceiling of the corridor were black. The floor seemed to be an illuminated path. Four thin tubes of solid light hung where the ceiling met the wall.


  <Ax, what are these lights along the ceiling?> Jake asked.


  <Each color designates the path to a certain portion of the ship. For example, on Andalite ships, following a green line will take you to the control room. A red line will take you to the engine room.>


  <Do you think these light lines function in the same way?> I asked.


  <It is likely. Everything the Yeerks have they stole from us. However, my fly vision cannot distinguish the colors of these various lines of light.>


  <What would be the quietest part of the ship, Ax?> Cassie asked.


  <Storage bays. They are most likely aft.>


  <Can you tell which direction the ship is flying right now?> Jake asked.


  <The ship is still heading north, Prince Jake.>


  <So we want to go south. Let's do that.>


  <Uh, a little warning before we make any turns, please?> I said. <In this light I can barely see a thing.>


  <Ditto,> Tobias added.


  <If we can't see each other,> Rachel said, <it's unlikely Visser Three and his walking wood-chippers are going to see us. I think.>


  <Think again,> Cassie said. <Look who's coming.>


  A familiar blue blob. A now-familiar aroma.


  <Stick to the ceiling,> Jake said.


  Visser Three trotted right past us.


  Right past us and into his room.


  Then his voice was exploding in our heads like a nuclear bomb.


  <Guards!> A moment's hesitation as he put it all together. Then, <The Andalite bandits! They are on board!>


  The hallway was suddenly filled with the smell of Hork-Bajir.


  <Ax, what light path do we follow?> Jake asked.


  <I cannot be certain which leads to where. The Yeerk color sense may ->


  <JUST PICK ONE!> Jake roared.


  <Follow me,> Ax said meekly.


  Jake almost never yells. When he does, you have to know it's time to do what he says.


  There were four lines of lights, and all of them looked the same hazy gray-green to me. To all of us. But Ax picked one.


  <Get the Andalites!> the Visser screamed in an absolute frenzy of rage and excitement. <Here! On my own Blade ship! Ah-hah! I will slowly kill the fool who fails me! Do you hear me? Get them! Get them! GET THEM!>


  We blew out of there as fast as our little fairy wings would take us. We chased that ribbon of light, hoping it wasn't leading us into an even uglier death trap.


  Chapter 10


  



  Ax found the storage bays and led us there like he'd been born and raised on that Blade ship.


  <They know about insect morphs,> Cassie said. <We're vulnerable. They could flood the ship with insecticides.>


  <I'm not dying as a fly,> Rachel said. <They want me, I'm taking some of them down with me.>


  She was already demorphing. And as far as I could see, she was right: Forget dying as a bug. If the Yeerks were going to catch us, it wasn't going to be with a can of Raid.


  We were about as trapped as we could get. Visser Three knew we were on his ship. It was only a matter of time. And as far as this battle was concerned, the Yeerks owned time.


  In our normal bodies again we could see how scared we were. I could see the way Jake was gritting his teeth, Rachel's mean grin, Cassie's worry, tinged with sadness. It would almost have been better to remain in morph. In morph you could hear the fear, but you didn't have to look it in the eyes.


  I was watching Rachel, trying to decide for the millionth time whether she was brave or just insane, when I happened to focus past her.


  Rising up behind her was a pillar of glass. A cylinder ten feet, twelve feet tall, and half as broad. Inside the cylinder was a vague shape, blood-red and midnight-blue slashes highlighting a glistening silver body.


  Yes, body. Because despite the frosted glass and the mist that filled the cylinder, that ten-foot-tall tube contained something biological. There was a row of the cylinders spaced across the cargo bay. Maybe ten in all.


  "They look like creatures of some kind," Cassie said.


  I could feel the cold emanating from the cylinders. I reached out to touch one, but my fingertips went numb before they'd gotten within an inch of the surface.


  "Okay, this is a totally unnecessary new weirdness," I said.


  <They look almost like . . .> Ax began.


  "Like what?" I demanded.


  <I was going to say they look like the Venber Visser Three mentioned,> Ax said. <But they cannot be . . .>


  "What's a Venber?" Rachel asked.


  <An alien race from a frozen moon several dozen light-years from here,> Ax explained. <We learned about them in school. They were among the earliest evidence we obtained of life beyond our own planet. But the Venber have been extinct for thousands of years.>


  "Yeah, well, speaking of extinct," I said, "we'd better get morphed or we're gonna end up the same way."


  Cassie was trying to peer through the mist, struggling to get a closer look at the big, silver creatures. "What would Visser Three want with some extinct aliens? What do you know about these guys, Ax?"


  <They never got beyond primitive tool use, though they may have had the intelligence to evolve further. Had they survived. They lived in very cold conditions - two hundred of your degrees below zero.>


  "Now they're our degrees, too?" I muttered. "Hey, here's something to think about: The bad guys could be here any minute. Any one of our minutes. Do we want to spend the last few minutes of our lives talking about extinct alien Popsicles?"


  I must have sounded a bit hysterical. Jake actually smiled. "Marco's right. Get ready."


  Suddenly Ax looked alert, like he was listening to far-off music. <We are descending. Possibly preparing for a landing.>


  "Fine, whatever, let's morph," Jake said.


  Descending? I wondered. Preparing to land? Why would Visser Three let the ship land? If he landed, we could conceivably escape.


  A mistake?


  I shook off the worry. I had enough worries already.


  Minutes later, we were as ready as we were going to get. Jake was in tiger morph; Rachel was a grizzly bear; Cassie was a wolf; and Tobias and Ax were their own handsome selves. Me, I went gorilla.


  Together we were a tough, deadly fighting team. And then . . .


  Shwooof! To our left a door opened.


  Shwooof! To our right a door opened.


  Shwooof! The door opened right ahead of us.


  Each door was big enough to frame a dozen Hork-Bajir. Peering over their shoulders were more HorkBajir.


  And right then I realized why Visser Three had let the ship land: He'd located us. He knew he had us. And we were definitely dead.
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  I stopped breathing. Hork-Bajir were everywhere. Everywhere!


  This wouldn't be a fight. This would be a slaughter.


  Then, at the center door, he appeared.


  <Well, well, well. Here aboard my own ship. How nice of you to come around to see me. Can I offer you anything? Something to drink? To eat? Or maybe just a quick death?>


  The Visser laughed. He had reason to laugh. Three doors open and filled with Dracon-armed Hork-Bajir.


  <Give the word, Jake,> Rachel whispered. <Give the word and I swear I can at least get him.>


  Three doors? Wasn't there a fourth door? And why wasn't it open?


  <Ax!> I said urgently. <I don't want to turn around and look, but is there a fourth door?>


  Ax swiveled one stalk eye. <Yes! It must lead to the exterior of the ship. But there is a control pad protecting the emergency manual release. It is undoubtedly coded. It would take me hours to find the security code.>


  Of course. And Visser Three knew that. But maybe this wasn't a case for subtlety. I flexed my canned ham fist. <Jake! There's another door behind us. A keypad. Maybe I can break it open.>


  <And get fried before you twitch,> Jake pointed out.


  <No. The Yeerks will not fire weapons in here. Not with those canisters,> Ax said. <They are obviously valuable specimens.>


  Jake reached a very fast decision. <Rachel. Next word Visser Three says, you slam the nearest canister. Marco? The keypad. Ax, back up Marco. Tobias, Cassie, and me, straight at Visser Three, a feint.>


  I was getting ready to make a lame pun about "feint" and "faint" when the Visser spoke.


  <Surrender now and ->


  Before he could get to his fourth word, Rachel struck! A mountain of grizzly slammed hard into the nearest cylinder.


  WHAM!


  Nothing!


  Too late, I'd already spun around and bounded toward the keypad.


  <KILL THEM!> Visser Three screamed.


  "Tseeeeer!" Tobias screamed.


  "Hraawwwrrr!" Rachel bellowed. She slammed all her weight this time, all her strength.


  Crack!


  A single crack, a small, pathetic crack, appeared in the cylinder wall. The mist began to seep out.


  Jake, Cassie, and Tobias attacked. No other option now.


  I saw a flash of orange and black leaping straight at Visser Three. No less than half a dozen Hork-Bajir enveloped him, blades flashing.


  I saw the keypad. I drew back my pile-driver arm and slammed it with all my might. It crumpled like a tin can.


  <Rip away the metal!> Ax yelled, even as he used his reversed stalk eyes to aim a sonic-boom tail snap at a rushing Hork-Bajir.


  Rachel withdrew, backed up a dozen feet, and ran all out, full speed, on all fours at the cylinder. A small army of Hork-Bajir leaped after her.


  Just then, I saw Cassie flying through the air. Not a leap. She'd been thrown, bloodied and broken.


  Tobias was in the air, harassing Visser Three, aiming for his vulnerable stalk eyes.


  WHAM!


  Rachel hit the cylinder. A flailing mob of Hork-Bajir literally covered her.


  And then the cylinder shattered.


  CRASH! It fell in pieces.


  Whoosh! The mist inside billowed out. Hork-Bajir screamed and tried to back away. But too late! The clouds of mist caught them, freezing any body part it touched.


  Not freezing, as in it made them cold. Freezing, as in solid. Like stone gargoyles. I saw one puzzled Hork-Bajir gape in horror as his left leg simply broke off and lay on the deck like a piece of a statue.


  The mist hit Rachel, too. But she had a thick coat of fur. The fur froze and shattered off like thousands of brittle needles.


  I ripped away the loose metal of the keypad.


  <Squeeze that handle!> Ax ordered.


  I squeezed.


  Too late, Visser Three saw his mistake.


  <Bridge!> he roared. <Bridge, get us up! Get us up!>


  The outer hull door began to slide. It opened onto empty whiteness.


  <Jake! Cassie! Everyone! Door open! Bail!> I yelled.


  The freezing mist was swirling around the floor now, forcing the Visser to back up. But that didn't mean he wouldn't send his troops into it.


  <After them! After them!>


  Hork-Bajir plowed through the mist and found themselves on frozen feet. Feet with toes that broke off, with ankles that snapped.


  Jake coiled his tiger muscles and took the mist at a leap. Tobias was first out the door. Cassie lay unconscious in a heap, with mist advancing on her.


  Without hesitation, Rachel walked into the mist and lifted Cassie's wolf body with her teeth. The grizzly's left foot stayed where it had frozen. Rachel staggered to the door on a stump.


  One by one, we tumbled out of the door and into emptiness.


  Chapter 12


  



  We landed about twenty feet below in a pile of fur, claws, wings, and hooves. I hit hard, facedown. I was under hundreds of pounds of morphed humans and one alien.


  There was a huge whoosh. The Blade ship, following Visser Three's orders and going for altitude. Bad timing. I could practically hear him screaming, <No, no! Down! Down!>


  I scratched at the ground and tried to pull myself out of the squirming pile. But the ground was slippery.


  Ice. I could feel the black, leathery skin on my chest burning against it.


  Just a few inches from my face, I could see Jake's claws scraping at the ice.


  I tried to push away, to get out from under the grizzly bear lying over me. But not even my strength could move Rachel till she rolled away. I tried to stand up.


  I felt my skin tearing as I pulled away from the ice.


  <Ow ow ow ow!> I screamed.


  But then I saw Rachel's foot. Or at least the stump where the foot had been. She was demorphing as fast as she could. Grizzlies can take a lot of pain. But nothing likes losing an entire foot.


  Cassie was reviving, turning her wolf snout back and forth like a person having a bad dream. Then, <Yah! Oh! Oh, man! Wh-where are we?>


  <Someplace cold,> I said. <Really cold. You better demorph and remorph, fast!> I could see the Blade ship. It had shot into the air, up through the clouds, and was still hauling away. But it would be back.


  <Marco's right,> Jake said. <Jeez! Is it cold enough?>


  My arms were already starting to lose their mobility. It was intensely, horribly cold. The still-warm blood on my chest gave off a steamy mist in the frosty air.


  I was a jungle creature. Big and furry, but not really adapted for anything less than hot and sticky. And we were a long way from hot and sticky.


  Cassie was human again, standing barefoot on ice. "Th-th-think I'll re-m-m-morph," she chattered. Rachel wasn't far behind her.


  "What is this, Alaska?" she demanded, steam escaping from between her lips. As out of place as we all were, no one looked more out of place than Rachel in human form.


  <Could be Alaska,> Tobias said. <About a mile that way I see some kind of base or even a town. Lots of gray, corrugated metal buildings. One bigger than the rest. Big doors like those on plane hangars. There's like this giant bowl attached to the roof. And that's the hawk report, boys and girls. I am morphing before I end up in the frozen foods section next to the frozen chicken.>


  <That settles it,> I said. <It ain't Hawaii.>


  I couldn't see the base in any detail. Just a vague outline in the distance. But to my right was an endless body of half-frozen water, a jigsaw puzzle in ice. On our left, a hundred yards from the shore, was a huge outcropping of craggy rocks, the foot of an enormous mountain range that swept up and away into the distance. No trees, no grass. Just a ridge of black rock and white snow.


  <Not the Caribbean, either,> I said, trying to ignore the fact that my big gorilla feet were freezing in place.


  <Oh!> Cassie cried. <I've never felt cold like this! I'm a wolf and I'm cold!>


  <Tobias!> Rachel shouted. He had suddenly collapsed. He lay on the ice, flapping his wings lamely.


  <I can't fly . . . can't morph . . . losing . . .>


  Rachel scooped him up and tucked him into her chest with hands half-human and half-bear. She morphed, growing huge around him, all the while keeping him pressed to her fur.


  I slapped my big hands against my arms and rubbed, trying to work feeling back into my fingers. I looked up and saw the Blade ship, an ominous black shape against the clouds.


  <He is not coming back this way,> Ax said. <He will be heading for his base.>


  You'd think that would make us feel better. But no one thought for a minute that he was just going to let us go.


  No, he just figured there was no hurry. Unlike us, he knew where we were. And he knew we weren't going to get far.


  Chapter 13


  



  <We need to get moving,> Jake said. His tiger morph was doing fairly well, I guess. Or else he was just refusing to complain. Which was fine. I'd complain for both of us.


  <Ax?> Cassie asked. <How are you holding up?>"


  <I am holding nothing up,> he said. <But I am slowly freezing to death. I doubt I can maintain brain function for more than a few more minutes.>


  <Ax, you really need to tell us these things,> Jake said. <Hang in for a few minutes. We need to move out. We need distance.>


  I took off as fast as I could, which was pretty slow, considering I could no longer feel my feet. Every gust of wind felt like a punch in the face. Tears streamed down my cheeks and froze before they reached my chin. The blood on my chest became a coating of pinkish ice.


  We didn't get far.


  Ax stumbled. <Prince Jake! I am not sure I can continue.>


  <Okay, look, um . . . okay, Ax! Tobias!> Jake commanded. <Neither of you has a good cold-weather morph. Morph to fleas and hide in Rachel's fur!>


  <Come on guys,> Rachel shouted. <I've got you!>


  Rachel stood over Ax while he began to morph. Tobias, still in her arm, began to shrink. Then Rachel scooped Ax's still-morphing form and held him to her chest as well.


  <Okay, now we move. We need distance, we need cover. Before the Yeerks can come out after us. Let's go!> Jake said.


  We took off again, a staggering, miserable little gang of biological misfits. A tiger, a bear, a wolf, and a gorilla.


  I started giggling. Gorilla! Here in the snow. Funny.


  Just tired. That was the thing. Tired.


  I looked back up again for the Blade ship. Nothing in the sky. But the cloud above was kind of pretty. Looked like a horse. No, a unicorn. Yeah. Pretty.


  We ran and kept running. Along the frozen shoreline. Beneath the shadow of the gloomy rocks.


  Every step was torture. My feet were numb, but the pain still burned in my legs. I ran on all my fours, gorilla-style, and my knuckles were soon raw and bloody.


  The wind came in sudden gusts, lashing my face, cutting straight through my fur. I hated the wind. It made me tired. Couldn't see right.


  Just follow the orange kitty, I told myself. Follow the big orange-and-black kitty.


  Take a thousand ice cubes, fill a bathtub with them, and crawl in. You might get a fraction of an idea what I was feeling.


  Now imagine the prick of a very sharp pin. Imagine a solid sheet of pins slapped against your face. Again and again. That was the wind.


  We ran on bloody frozen feet and now I saw rocks looming higher and higher beside me. Hide. Hide in the rocks. Yeah, that way the . . . the guys . . . the ones who were chasing us, wouldn't be . . .


  I realized I was confused. The thoughts jumbling together in my head weren't making sense. Were they?


  <Okay, in here!> Jake said. <We can take a break.>


  In where? Rocks all around us. Tall piles. Like . . . like rocks. Yeah.


  <I cannot believe how cold it is,> Cassie panted, her breath turning to plumes of steam.


  <I can barely feel my paws,> Rachel complained.


  <What?> I said. <I need to sleep now.>


  I looked down stupidly at my bare feet. Swollen. Huge. Nearly double their usual size.


  I closed my eyes. Tired. Cold.


  <Okay, everybody,> Jake said. <We have to figure out what to do. Rachel, I know you're cold, but can you stand it?>


  <For a while,> Rachel said. <Not for long. Aren't grizzlies usually hibernating in a cave somewhere in the winter?>


  <Cassie? How about you?>


  <Well, wolves are cold-weather animals, but I can't stand weather this cold. At least not for long.>


  Not for long.


  Voices. Faraway voices.


  I dropped to the ground. And then I noticed I was on the ground. I had a sudden urge to stay there. Sitting on the frozen ground.


  <Marco!> Jake yelled. <What are you doing?>


  Everything was turning kind of gray.


  <Marco, you have to keep moving,> Rachel shouted.


  <What's happening?> Tobias asked from somewhere on Rachel's body.


  <He's going into shock,> Cassie said, strangely calm.


  <Marco!> Rachel yelled. She grabbed me with her big bear paws and shook me. <You've got to stand up!>


  <Stop,> I mumbled. Angry. She's always angry.


  <Marco, morph out!> Jake yelled at me. <Morph out!>


  <Yeah.> I tried to nod.


  Rachel shook me harder. <Come on, Marco! Don't lose it!>


  But I wasn't listening. I didn't care. I was floating through space.


  No, not floating. Flying. Just like an osprey. Through empty space.


  Wait! A light up ahead. Calling to me. Drawing me to it. Very bright. Like . . . like the lights around the bathroom mirror.


  I tried to flap my wings, but I didn't have any. I didn't need them. Not anymore.


  Chapter 14


  



  <Marco!>


  <I'm coming,> I whispered.


  Almost there. Then everything would be perfect.


  <Marco!>


  <Okay, okay . . . ooooo-kay.>


  WHAM!


  Something bashed me in the face. Blinding pain. I felt some teeth drop onto my tongue.


  <Marco! Wake up!>


  I opened my eyes. Jake, Cassie, and Rachel were standing over me. Rachel had blood on her big hairy paw. My blood. From my flat gorilla nose. Now somewhat flatter. Her paw was raised, ready to smack me again.


  <Hey, hey, hey!> I yelled, gently touching my crushed face with a frozen hand. <What is your problem?>


  <I'm trying to save your life, you idiot,> Rachel said. <Don't know why, but I am.>


  <Well, try a kinder, gentler method next time,> I whined, spitting out something that felt an awful lot like bloody teeth.


  <We were losing you. You have to demorph, Marco,> Jake said. <Then remorph as a wolf. It's the best morph we've got for this climate. Rachel, you too, if you think it's best. I'll take Ax and Tobias while you go first.>


  <They can stay on me,> she said.


  <Um, Rachel?> Jake said. <You have to pass through human on the way to wolf.>


  <Like we'd see anything?> Tobias said with a laugh. <We're fleas!>


  I began to demorph. Slowly at first. Everything very slow. Brain not thinking too good.


  I began to change, shrinking back to my normal size. My frozen, swollen fingers thinned. My black fur sucked itself back into my body, leaving me even more vulnerable to the cold.


  A few seconds later I was back in my human form, with nothing on but a pair of black cycling pants and a white T-shirt. Not a good body for the weather. I morphed swiftly to wolf.


  Relief!


  Not total relief. The wind still sliced through me with its cold steel edge. But I had fur that was at least designed for fairly cold weather. And feet that were evolved for something other than padding around on heat-rotted vegetation.


  Cassie demorphed and remorphed as a wolf. Rachel was right with her. Jake morphed as well. I know he'd suffered in his tiger morph. But Jake, being Jake, wouldn't complain till everyone else was safe.


  <I think this is the best morph we have,> Cassie said thoughtfully. <Unless we get to open water. Then my whale morph would be good. I don't know about dolphin or shark. I think they're both more warm water. Still, these wolf bodies are not equipped for the Arctic or Antarctic or wherever we are. We might be able to survive for a few hours at a time, long enough to remorph and regenerate, but we're still vulnerable. Too vulnerable to be fighting.>


  <Point taken,> Jake said. <We stay out of fights, if we can.>


  I stuck my head out of the alcove to see what was going on back down the slope. With this slight elevation I could see the base clearly, if not in detail.


  But it wasn't the far-off base that got my attention. There was very little alive anywhere near us, and thus almost nothing to smell. So when the new scent drifted our way, all our wolf heads perked up.


  You probably know how well a dog can smell and hear. Well, a wolf is to a dog what a Ferrari is to a Hyundai.


  Smell! Sound! Sight! All locked on like some computerized targeting system.


  <What the heck are those things?> I cried.


  There were two of them. About eight feet tall. Humanoid. Torso, head, and limbs in the usual places. Only their heads were shaped kind of like a hammerhead shark's, oblong with big, dark globs on each side that must have been eyes. Each creature had two thick upper arms growing out of broad shoulders. The upper arms split at the elbows to make two forearms.


  Big, burly, nasty-looking beasts. Silver, with flashes of blood-red and midnight-blue along their flanks, along their shoulders, and converging in their faces.


  I'd seen that color scheme before.


  They were sliding toward us on long, ski-like feet. They used two of their forearms, one right and one left, to propel themselves forward.


  And they glistened in the light like diamonds or crystals.


  With their third and fourth forearms, each carried a chunky black tube of some kind.


  <Ax, we've got aliens coming,> Jake said. <I think they're the ones we saw in those cylinders.>


  Jake described them.


  <I do not believe it,> Ax cried. <A perfect description of a Venber.>


  <Venber? What happened to them being extinct?> I cried.


  <Reports of their extinction may have been exaggerated.>


  <Ax, are you developing a sense of humor? If so, stop it, okay?>


  <Well, whatever they are, they're coming this way in a hurry,> Rachel said. <And judging by those big guns in their hands, I don't think they're welcoming us to the neighborhoods.>


  <Yeah,> Jake said. <Let's get out of here.>


  The Venber kept coming, making strange, crunching noises. Regular, repeated sounds that seemed to ricochet off the rocks behind us in a weird, distorted echo.


  Crinch! Crinch!


  Sproing! Sproing!


  They seemed to know exactly where they were going. Or at least they knew exactly where we had gone.


  <They're echolocating,> Cassie said. <Pinging us with those sounds.>


  <Into the rocks,> Jake said. <They can't echolocate in there, can they?>


  <They should not be able to now,> Ax pointed out. <We are already in the shadow of the rocks. This must be a very sophisticated sense to pick us out of the clutter. Very impressive.>


  <Swell, you can ask one out on a date, Ax, you like them so much. Do you have anything useful to tell us?>


  <Yes. They would have difficulty dealing with temperatures above freezing. Liquid water, for example.>


  <Well, then we have nothing to worry about. We offer them a vacation in Florida and we're home free!>


  <Marco, why didn't I just let you freeze?> Rachel wondered.


  The Venber were about fifty yards away from us when they stopped. Then they raised those big tubes and pointed them our way.


  They didn't look like cameras.


  <I'm thinking we should duck,> I said.


  Chapter 15


  



  We crouched low, skulking wolves.


  TSEEEEEEW! The horizon filled with a blinding green light.


  About four tons of rock upslope from us became four tons of gravel.


  Ka-BOOOOM!


  It was gravel rain! Rock hail.


  I've been shot at by Dracon beams before. They're plenty scary. These things were about ten stages past scary.


  <Holy!> Jake yelled. <What are those things?>


  <Dracon assault cannons,> Ax replied. <They are used for attacking hardened ground facilities from orbit.>


  <I am so out of here!> I cried.


  <Forget the rocks, hug the shoreline,> Jake said. <They want a chase, we'll give them a chase.>


  We took off along the dead rock and slush shoreline.


  The Venber followed. Sliding along on their ski feet, pushing themselves forward with those massive forearms, they followed. Every few minutes one of them would stop and take a shot with its assault cannon, blasting the already lifeless scenery.


  <Spread out,> Jake said. <One well-aimed shot could kill us all.>


  We ran and ran down that shoreline. One good thing about being a wolf is the ability to run for hours without having to stop. A wolf can run all day and all night.


  The Venber kept after us. They were bigger, they were stronger. We were faster. And they couldn't match our endurance.


  But unlike the six of us, the two alien ice monsters didn't have to demorph every two hours.


  <This makes no sense,> Ax said as we ran. <The Yeerks could not possibly infest the Venber. The Yeerks would freeze. They must be controlled by some other means. Unless, of course, the Yeerks managed to find a method of keeping themselves from freezing inside the Venber's body.>


  <Whatever,> Rachel said. <Point is, we're out front. I don't even see them anymore. Maybe they've given up.>


  I turned to look over my shaggy gray shoulder. I couldn't see the Venber. Couldn't smell them, either, despite the wind blowing from behind us.


  <No way they gave up,> Tobias said. <We have to keep moving.>


  <So says the flea all nice and warm in his honey's back fur,> I muttered.


  <What did you say?> Rachel demanded. I guess she was shocked that I'd dare to make any remark suggesting she and Tobias were more than just friends and Animorphs. Like that was some big secret.


  We slowed our pace a little. My footpads were numb and swollen. Frostbite. Again. I couldn't feel the tips of my ears.


  <We need to find somewhere to demorph and remorph,> Jake said. <What's our time?>


  <We have twenty of your minutes left,> Ax replied.


  I swear he emphasized "your" minutes. We trotted back over to the rocks that continued to follow the shoreline all the way to eternity.


  We ran on till we found a deep, steep-walled alcove. It was still cold as the dark side of the moon. But at least the wind was left behind to howl and moan impotently.


  We huddled around Cassie, trying to keep her warm as she demorphed first. Then we took turns demorphing and remorphing, huddling together like a litter of newborn puppies.


  Weird. A bunch of wolves pressing flank to flank. It was a strange and kind of wonderful experience. It brought back memories I didn't know I had. From when I was very little. Sitting on the couch with my mom, snuggled up against her, watching TV and sucking my thumb.


  Corny. Probably the cold was getting to me. Or maybe it's just that in the cold, in an environment that is ready to kill you without thought or mercy, simple animal warmth, body and body, breath and breath, seems to touch something deep inside you. Millions of years of Homo Sapiens, huddled together, body and body against the killing wind.


  Until at last humans learned to make fire. Of course, that involved matches. Or at least stick.


  <So now what?> Rachel asked when we'd all remorphed. Ax and Tobias had remorphed as fleas and were hiding in Jake's fur. I guess my undiplomatic remark about Tobias and Rachel had made them self-conscious.


  <We have to keep moving,> Jake said. <I'm sure the Venber are still tracking us. But we also have to find somewhere to hide for the night. No way we'll survive this cold without shelter.>


  <Maybe we can find a cave,> Cassie said. <Or a snowdrift and dig a hole in it for a lair.>


  <Or a McDonald's,> I suggested. <I thought they were everywhere.>


  <What we really need to do is find some cold-weather animals to morph,> Rachel added.


  <I'll second that motion,> Tobias said.


  When we were semi-thawed, our frostbite all replaced with healthy flesh in the new morphing, we moved on. It was getting dark. According to Ax it was only two o'clock - you know, in our hours. But the sun was already disappearing. That could only mean it was going to get colder.


  Chapter 16


  



  We trotted along the shoreline in the fading light. Sometimes we ran. Every once in a while I'd look back in the direction of the Yeerk station. I couldn't see anything. But now and then I caught a smell that I was pretty sure I recognized.


  Venber. Still hunting us.


  The ice along the shore was more solid here. It extended in a lumpy sheet from about a quarter-mile to several miles from the shore. Beyond that, the water was thick with chunks of white.


  Ax had said that water might be dangerous to the Venber, so we considered going right out onto the ice and closer to its outer edge. But if we stayed out in the open, the Venber might be better able to track us with their echolocation.


  And out on the ice there was no shelter at all from the terrible wind. We decided to stay closer to the slope of the ridge beside us. There, too, we'd be able to find cover in the rocks if it came down to combat.


  The sun started to disappear on the horizon, giving the ice an orange glow. As the sun dropped, the wind shifted direction.


  A sudden scent! Like a flashing neon sign to my wolf nostrils. Everyone caught the scent at the same time. We all stopped.


  I sniffed again, concentrating, letting the wolf mind that existed beside my own provide a rough translation: a scent similar to Rachel's grizzly bear morph, but not quite the same.


  I turned my ears toward the wind, toward the scent. Yes, just barely, I heard something. A steady, easy, confident gait. Ice and snow crunched by enormous weight. Four feet.


  <Let me guess,> I said. <The Abominable Snowman.>


  <Abominable something,> Rachel agreed. <Might be our dinner. Even a wolf needs to eat.>


  We quickened our pace and began to turn in a wide arc toward the unseen creature. Cassie spotted him first as he emerged from the shadow of an ice heave.


  <Over there,> she said.


  My wolf's eyes locked onto a spot of black.


  His nose.


  Then two black dots above it.


  His eyes.


  The nose and eyes moved. And in the near darkness, the rest of him began to take shape. A humongous mass of off-white fur.


  <Polar bear!> Cassie said delightedly. <I guess that means we're Arctic and not Antarctica.>


  <I did tell you our direction was north,> Ax sniffed from down deep in Jake's fur.


  It was weird. This creature you only saw on TV or at the zoo: a polar bear. Sitting on the ice, scratching himself.


  We stood there and stared at him. He stopped scratching and seemed to be staring back. He sniffed at the air, and then lifted his big bear butt and started lumbering toward us on four thick legs.


  <I'm thinking that this guy is not going to be our dinner,> Rachel said.


  <Two-to-one odds we end up being his,> I agreed. <Let's run away. Fast.>


  <Uh-huh,> Jake said, starting into a trot.


  <What is this polar bear?> Ax asked from Flea World.


  <Polar bear,> Cassie said. <The largest land predator in the world.>


  <What do you mean largest predator?> Rachel protested, as if Cassie had just insulted her. <I thought grizzly bears were the largest!>


  <Grizzlies aren't true predators. Let's face it: You'll eat berries, given a chance,> Cassie answered. <Anyway, polar bears can actually be heavier, if they've really packed on the blubber. Although grizzlies are normally built thicker.>


  <Just how much public television do you watch, Cassie?> I asked. <No, I really don't want to know.>


  <I could take him,> Rachel muttered. But she didn't sound too sure.


  <Predators?> Jake said. <I thought bears just ate fish and berries.>


  <Not polar bears,> Cassie replied, breaking into a full run now. <But this might actually be good news for us. Where there are predators, there are prey.>


  The bear kept after us, lumbering along the ice in a casual way.


  <What do polar bears eat?> Jake asked.


  <Dumb kids playing hero,> I muttered.


  <Seals, usually,> Cassie said. <Other things, too. But mostly seals.>


  <I haven't seen any seals,> I said. We were running at full speed now. I looked back and saw the bear had slowed down. Apparently, we were not his main concern.


  <Of course you don't see any,> Rachel said. <They're hiding from the polar bear!>


  <Now that we're on this topic,> Jake said, <what exactly are we supposed to eat?>


  <We could try fishing,> I suggested.


  <I could use my grizzly morph,> Rachel said. <Grizzlies fish, right?>


  <I doubt that'll work,> Cassie said. <Grizzly bears fish in streams. I don't think fish come anywhere near the surface in this part of the world.>


  <Great,> I said, <so I guess we just go ahead and starve. Why not? Everything else is going so well.>


  Things were looking pretty hopeless: polar bear to the right of us, Venber behind us, and cold all around. And now it was almost completely dark. The temperature was beginning to drop from shockingly cold to hideously cold. And the wind was howling off the water.


  <We'd better find somewhere to hide for the night,> Jake said.


  <I'm just glad the Chee are covering for us back home,> Cassie said.


  Usually Cassie knows the right thing to say. Not this time. The last thing I wanted to think about right then was my home, my warm home with my warm bed and my warm TV.


  I've been hurled sixty million years into the past, and been trapped on alien planets, but I'd never felt so far from home.


  Chapter 17


  



  We dug a lair in a snowdrift on top of some rocks looking out over the ice. And by "lair" I mean a big hole. A big, wet snow hole.


  <I get the bedroom with the separate bath,> I said. No one laughed.


  For what felt like the tenth time that day, we demorphed, one by one. We shivered in our human bodies for just long enough to turn blue (all except Ax, who was already blue), then remorphed.


  The temperature continued to fall. We heard the ice cracking and groaning like a never-ending thunderstorm echoing through the darkness. It was an amazing sound.


  You know how they say all the continents used to be one big continent, and that over millions of years they broke up and drifted apart? That's what it sounded like. The continents leaving each other behind.


  We spent the night huddled together in our makeshift cave, trying to keep each other from freezing to death. Each of us took turns standing guard, which basically consisted of sticking a nose out in the frozen air every couple of minutes to catch wind of anyone or anything dangerous.


  Once in a while, I caught a vague, alien scent.


  The Venber were still tracking us. But as long as we were hidden underground, their echolocation would fail to find us.


  <Say, Ax,> I said some time in the middle of the night. <You sleeping?>


  <No, Marco,> he replied from somewhere on my chest. He and Tobias had moved after Jake began complaining of some suspicious itchiness.


  <What's the deal with these Venber?> I asked.


  <Every Andalite knows the story of the Venber,> Ax began. <In fact, the story of the Venber has much to do with the modern Andalite policies and methods of interstellar interactions.>


  <Tell us the story, Ax,> Jake said. <Obviously, none of us can sleep. And we have to demorph soon, anyway. So what do you know about the Venber?>


  <Just what everyone knows,> he said. <I mean, what any Andalite knows. They were a primitive species with a highly unusual physiology. Unique, actually. They do not seem to have required radiant energy of any kind. Obviously they are not carbon-based.>


  <Obviously,> I mocked.


  <They were discovered back toward the dawn of Andalite space travel. Not by us, by some other race. The Five.>


  <The five what?> Cassie asked.


  <No one knows. They just called themselves The Five. No doubt it meant something to them.>


  <Maybe they lived between The Four and The Six,> I suggested.


  <Anyway, The Five discovered the Venber and began to trap and export them.>


  <Say what?>


  <They basically harvested the Venber. It seems that a Venber melts, burns, in any case becomes liquid at temperatures above freezing. And the resulting liquid has many uses. Particularly in the creation of superconductors for the primitive computers of that era.>


  <But. . . But these are sentient creatures, aren't they?> Cassie asked.


  <Yes,> Ax said simply. <They were. The Five extinguished them. They annihilated a sentient species to speed their computers. The Venber disappeared.>


  <That's sickening,> Cassie said. <That's just evil.>


  <Yes,> Ax agreed. <But if it is any comfort, The Five are no longer in existence, either. Soon after we encountered them for the first time they. . . well, no one knows for certain what happened to The Five. But Andalites in that era are not the Andalites of today.>


  There was a long silence after that. You couldn't say there was a chill in the air since it was already freezing. But our already low spirits had been plowed under.


  <Good bedtime story, Ax,> I joked. <If you ever have kids, they're going to need night-lights. Just one big question: If the Venber are extinct, why are they trying to kill us?>


  <I can only speculate. I suspect that because of temperatures on Venbea, the Yeerks were able to retrieve some intact genetic material from Venber corpses.>


  <So they regrew them?>


  <Probably they coupled the Venber DNA with some other species. These would be a hybrid: part Venber, part something else.>


  <What else?> Cassie asked.


  Ax hesitated. <You would want to use a species with the most complex DNA structure available. It would make it easier to attach new DNA.>


  <And what creature would that be?> Tobias asked.


  <Of the species available to the Yeerks?> Ax said. <Humans. Those Venber may be a hybrid of Venber. . . and humans.>


  After that we fell silent and stayed that way.


  We curled up against one another, four wolves and a pair of fleas, deep in a hole in the snow, lost in a frozen wilderness, thinking of faraway tragedies on dark, frozen moons.


  I'd have traded my left lung for a fire.
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  Throughout the long, long night we demorphed and remorphed one at a time, time and again. We were so much more than exhausted.


  Ax and Tobias started freaking out after a while. It was amazing they lasted as long as they did in flea morph. They demorphed and stayed for a while in their own forms, huddling between the four of us, regaining a sense of the reality they'd lost as nearly blind, bloodsucking fleas.


  It was not a good night. It did not pass easily. I was cold, scared, hungry, cold, hungry, and also cold. We were without a plan. Without a clue. As lost as it was possible to be. And more tired than I would have thought possible.


  Morphing was probably the only reason we survived that night. After about an hour, the cold became so severe we thought we were going to die. The morphing process would bring us back to full health so we could start freezing to death all over again.


  Many hours and many morphs later, the sun began to creep through the hole of our lair.


  I am not known as a morning person, but I was the first to crawl out and take a look. The temperature had risen. It was probably a balmy thirty below.


  I sniffed the air and caught the scent of the Venber. <Those guys just do not give up!> I complained.


  I smelled something else, too. Very close. Out on the ice a half mile away.


  The polar bear. It took me a while to find him. I couldn't see his black nose or eyes. When I finally did spot him, I realized why his eyes and nose weren't visible.


  <Hey, guys, check this out,> I said. Jake, Rachel, and Cassie crawled out of the hole and stood beside me at the lookout post. Jake was carrying Ax and Tobias again. They'd promised not to bite.


  <I smell polar bear,> Cassie said. <But I can't see him.>


  <Try a little to your right,> I said. Like this helped. The horizon was nothing but a vast sheet of white paper, with a dark edge where the water began.


  <Oh, I see him,> Rachel said. <What's he doing?>


  Our pal had his entire head stuck in the ice, ostrich-style. He was a giant set of four pillarlike legs with no head.


  <He must be seal hunting,> Cassie said.


  We sat and watched him. The predator part of my brain was riveted.


  We hadn't eaten anything for almost twenty-four hours. The extreme cold was sapping our energy badly. If we didn't get something to eat soon, we'd die. And the nearest Taco Bell was probably a thousand miles away.


  The polar bear pulled his head out of the water, shook it, and lumbered further out on the ice. Finally, when he was about twenty yards from the water's edge, he dropped onto his stomach and slithered along a few feet at a time.


  The polar bear stopped. He'd found something.


  Suddenly he raised one of his giant paws and slammed it through the ice. I heard a desperate squealing and saw a pair of gray shapes scurry out of the hole his paw had made. The shapes scurried off and jumped back into the water a few yards away. The bear kept his paw in the hole, reaching around for the seal he'd trapped.


  Then he stuck his head through the hole. He stood up on his powerful legs. He raised his head. The seal was in his jaws. But the seal was too fat to fit through the hole.


  He pulled it out anyway. The process made for instant, shredded seal.


  <Oh my god!> Cassie cried.


  <Geez,> Rachel said.


  <I could have lived without seeing that,> I muttered.


  <What happened?> Tobias asked. <What did he do?>


  We watched him eat. He sat upright on his fat white hinder, holding the big seal in both paws. He bit off huge chunks and gulped them down. Once he put down the seal carcass, scooped some snow off the ice, and used it to wash the blood off his face and paws.


  It was disgusting. Even worse than some of the stuff you see in the school cafeteria. But I watched it greedily. I hoped he would leave us at least enough for a small meal.


  <I think we have a situation here,> Jake said quietly. Calmly. His wolf tongue licked his wolf lips.


  <Yeah,> Rachel said warily. <We have to eat, don't we?>


  <We haven't eaten anything for at least a day,> I added.


  I looked over at Cassie. She had to be freaked by what none of us had the nerve to suggest we were suggesting. I mean, I was freaked by what we were not suggesting. But unlike Cassie, I wasn't willing to let my moral sense live while the rest of me died of starvation.


  <Cassie?> Rachel said.


  <What?> she replied, a hint of anger in her voice.


  <What should we do?>


  <Why are you asking me?>


  I said, <We're not equipped to hunt in this environment, in these morphs. We're freezing. If we don't eat soon we'll be too weak to plan our next move, let alone finish what we came here to do. Destroy that satellite station.>


  I know this sounds weird, but I'd kind of forgotten that we had a goal. All I'd been thinking about was staying warm and fed. And alive.


  <But you're waiting for me to give my approval? Is that it?> she said.


  <Look,> I began again. If I had to be the jerk in this situation, that was fine. I was used to it. I was usually the first one to state the obvious, no matter how ugly it was. Just call me Mr. Ruthless. <In case you haven't noticed, there doesn't seem to be a Mickey D's around here.>


  <I noticed that,> Cassie said, a little annoyed. <It's obvious what we have to do. And not just to the bear's leftovers, but to any live seal we can find. What I don't understand is why you're asking me for permission. Do you guys think I'd put an animal's life over yours? Or mine, come to think of it?>


  <I don't know, I -> I started to say.


  <You don't know? When did you start thinking I was some kind of fanatic? We're freezing, we're starving, and I'm going to go all tree-hugging, never-eat-anything-with-a-face on you?>


  <Well, I can never tell what you'll think,> I whined, taken aback and feeling like I'd insulted Cassie.


  <Here's a clue. Don't kill a sentient creature except in absolute self-defense, try not to wipe out endangered species, and if you're going to raise animals for food, treat them as well as you possibly can. But when you're a wolf, a starving wolf wandering around the frozen Arctic, and you see a meal, eat it.>


  Cassie is obviously not a morning person, either. This was grumpier than I'd ever seen her. Probably, despite her tough talk, she was not looking forward to eating cute seals for breakfast.


  Come to think of it, I wasn't, either.


  The two seals who'd escaped the bear were visible some distance off. We looked at them with the intensity of hungry wolves.


  <Nature isn't pretty,> Tobias said, reassuring us. <It isn't supposed to be.>


  <Yeah, survival of the fittest . . .> Rachel muttered.


  <A good philosophy,> Ax said mordantly, <unless it turns out that the Venber are fitter than we are.>


  Chapter 19


  



  The bear eventually dropped the seal carcass, stood up on all fours, and lumbered away. When he was out of sight we walked to the bloodstained spot. Four wolves and two fleas.


  The body was about four feet long. The bear had left us plenty. In fact, it looked like he'd just ripped off the skin and chowed on the seal's blubber, leaving most of the meat for us. It was still steaming.


  We stood there over it, looking briefly at each other and then back to the body. None of us wanted to take that first bite.


  <Ax? Tobias? What about you guys?> Jake asked. They were both stuck on my skin somewhere.


  <Actually,> Ax replied sheepishly, <I am not hungry.>


  <Uh, me neither,> Tobias mumbled.


  <What?> said Rachel. <How can't you be hungry?> Then: <Oh.>


  <I apologize, Marco,> Ax said. <The flea's instinct was quite strong.>


  <It's okay,> Cassie said. <It's no worse than what we're about to do.>


  <Oh, yeah?> I said. <You can have them next, Cassie. You guys could've at least asked.>


  <Let's just do this,> Jake said abruptly.


  He stuck his snout into the carcass and tore off a stringy piece of the seal's flesh. We joined in after that, digging our sharp wolves' teeth into the already half-frozen body, tearing off chunks and gulping them.


  <Say, Ax,> I said when I'd finished gorging. <Any idea where we are?>


  <Far north,> he said.


  <Northern Canada, Alaska, Greenland,> Rachel offered. <Iceland?>


  <It may not be the Iceland, but it's an ice land,> Tobias said. <Past that, who cares?>


  <We've got company,> Jake interrupted.


  A couple of Arctic foxes were sitting on the ice a hundred yards away. They were about two feet long, with thick coats of long white fur.


  <They'll just have to wait until we're done,> Rachel said greedily.


  <Life's going pretty well, huh?> I said. <We're down to chewing seal bones. Not that I'm complaining. Any food is better than no food.>


  <It could use salt,> Cassie said.


  Coming from her, it was so unexpected we all burst out laughing.


  <Salt? It could use a charcoal grill, some barbecue sauce and fries on the side,> Jake said. <And coffee. Hot coffee. I don't even drink coffee and I want some.>


  Cassie stuck her nose in a drift and used the snow to wash the blood off her mouth. Then she rubbed her paws in the snow to wash them off, too.


  <Now what?> Cassie asked.


  <Yeah. Now what, Dad?> I asked Jake.


  He sighed. <So far we're just getting chased. You don't win by running away. But first things first. We need to acquire some cold-weather morphs. We're barely surviving right now. We need the power to go on offense.>


  <What do you think the odds are that our pal the polar bear will let us acquire him?> I asked.


  Then my sensitive nose picked up the scent of seals, very close. Live seals. I spotted the two little gray balls floating in the water. They were the baby seals who'd escaped from the polar bear. Looking right at us with those big black eyes.


  They had faces like puppy dogs. Little heads with big eyes and whiskers. No ears. I usually like to reserve the word cute for myself exclusively, but there was really no other way to describe them.


  <They're looking for their mother,> Cassie said.


  Their mother? Their mother was . . .


  An unexpected wave of emotion swept over me. Dumb, I know, but for two years I thought my mom was dead. Not the same, though. Was it?


  Watching those little seals floating in the water, waiting for the mother who would never return, brought all the sadness back in a rush.


  I moved between them and the horrible carcass on the ice. It wasn't our doing, killing their mother. But we'd profited from it.


  <Our cold-weather morphs,> Rachel said. <Right there.>
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  Jake came up with the plan. Cassie and I volunteered.


  The job wasn't that hard, actually. While still on the ice, Cassie and I demorphed and remorphed into dolphins. We had to move fast. Dolphins are relatively warm-water animals, with no fur or blubber to help them deal with that kind of killing cold.


  Then Jake and Rachel pushed us into the freezing water. I felt like one of those clowns you see on the news occasionally. You know - the ones who like to go swimming in the freezing winter ocean. In nothing but swimming trunks. The minute I hit the water I could feel my whole dolphin body, usually so full of energy and playfulness, go stiff and numb.


  The seal pups barely even tried to escape. In any case, it was a vain try. Seals are amazingly agile, but we had the speed and the size and the intensity.


  They dodged and weaved once or twice, but they were no match for us. I tried not to think about what that meant for their future. If they were no match for a couple of chilly dolphins, they'd be no match for the first killer whale or polar bear to come along.


  Cassie and I grabbed one in a perfectly executed, acrobatic maneuver. We came up swiftly behind him and each grabbed a flipper.


  The pup struggled, but this was a case of Great Dane versus Chihuahua. He did, however, manage to scratch me on the nose a few times with his tiny teeth. It drew blood. It hurt, and it felt good. I felt like I deserved it.


  After we'd gotten a good grip on him with our mouths, being careful not to hurt him, we pulled him back to the others. They'd started to demorph when they saw us coming back.


  We nosed the little seal up onto the ice. Up at the feet of a strange little collection of unlikely creatures: two humans dressed for an August day, a red-tailed hawk shifting from talon to frozen talon on the ice, and Ax.


  Jake and Rachel grabbed the pup and held him between them. First one, then the other, acquired the pup's DNA. They held him still as Ax pressed his many-fingered hand into the wet fur. Tobias fluttered up and landed on Rachel's shoulder. A painful thing for Rachel, though by then she was too cold to feel the bite of the talons.


  The seal pup looked up, mystified but amused at the winged creature who gingerly touched him with his talon.


  Cassie and I propelled ourselves up out of the water and demorphed on the ice. Not a pleasant experience. My skin froze to the ice halfway between dolphin and human. I ended up leaving an inch of Marco behind.


  "Have I mentioned that it's cold?" I shivered, human once more. I touched the seal. Wet and firm and soft. Like touching a furry water balloon.


  "Sorry," I said, for no good reason.


  "Nothing we can do," Cassie said. She set the pup back down on the ice. He scooted to the water's edge and slid in, rejoining his - or her - brother or sister.


  "They might m-m-make it," Rachel chattered.


  But Cassie shook her head. For some reason she smiled sadly at Tobias. "No, they won't make it. But they'll feed some orca or polar bear, and you can't go all mushy over these guys without realizing that orca babies and polar bear babies have an equal right to live."


  <Still, if we could . . .> Tobias said.


  They were remembering the skunk litter we'd once saved. Tobias had eaten one of the skunk kits. Then he'd helped Cassie keep the rest alive.


  "Nature, huh?" Rachel said.


  <Yeah. Nature,> he replied. <Guess we better morph.>


  "Or we could just stand here and freeze solid while discussing survival of the fittest," I said. I was hopping from bare foot to bare foot, trying not to let either freeze to the ice.


  Rachel gave me one of her patented, insolent smiles. "You in a hurry, Marco? Has it oc-c-c-curred to you yet that if those little guys are some killer whale's meat, we w-w-will be, too?"


  That had not occurred to me. Now it was occurring to me in vivid color with sound effects. "That's a happy thought, Rachel."


  "Always here for you, Marco," she said. But already Rachel was changing.


  I focused my cold-addled brain on the new image of the seal. And then, slowly at first, I began to morph.


  My arms began to shrink. Smaller, smaller. Weird doll-sized replicas of arms that shrank till they were no more than three inches long.


  My fingers shrunk, too, but from the tips grew long, ice-gripping claws. The fingers melted together, then instantly separated again, drawing a thin web of flesh between.


  My legs were almost disappearing. I knew I was going to fall, but it still surprised me when I suddenly just plopped over, face first, onto ice. My feet shrank and narrowed and transformed themselves into the seal's flippers.


  All the while my torso was growing smaller and yet chubbier. Blubber bubbled up beneath my skin. It was a little like that movie with Eddie Murphy, The Nutty Professor. Like that, only on a smaller scale.


  I heard squishy sounds as my internal organs twisted around to fit my new body. My bones cracked and groaned, reshaping themselves to form my new skeleton. I was now an over-inflated football with flippers.


  On my still-human face I grew long whiskers. My ears shriveled up and into my skull, leaving just a pair of holes! My head was no bigger than a baseball, while my nose stretched itself out until it was shaped like a puppy's.


  I looked out at the frozen world through large, dark eyes and discovered that they saw about as well as my human ones.


  Finally, short, thick fur sprouted all over my body, rippling across my chest and down my back like I was a Chia pet.


  And then . . . and then . . .


  Oh! The joy! The blessing! The fabulous, incredible, sensuous sensation! The most wonderful thing I have ever felt from the day of my birth to that very moment.


  Warmth!


  I was warm! Warm! If the heavens had opened and a giant hand had come down out of the clouds, giving me a billion dollars, my pick from the entire cast of Baywatch - past and present, and allowing me to grow two feet taller while magically acquiring all of Michael Jordan's skill with a basketball, I could not have been happier.


  I! Was! WARM!


  Cold? What cold? There was no cold.


  I was on the beach at Malibu, sipping lemonade and talking trash with Tom Cruise.


  I felt other things, of course. The seal's instincts were all there: an urge to run, an urge to chase fish, yadda yadda, but come on, I was warm!


  My whiskers were amazingly sensitive. They felt even the slightest change in wind, the slightest movement from anyone else in our group. And part of me was still sniffing for my mother, but I, Marco, was the one in control. And I, Marco, was warm.


  Did I mention I was warm? And happy? For about three seconds.


  <The Venber!> Tobias yelled, blowing my happy mood away.


  <Where?> Jake snapped.


  TSEEEEEEEEW!


  A huge bolt of blistering light hit the ice not a foot away. If it had hit rock, we'd have been blown apart in the shrapnel explosion. But it hit a patch of perfectly smooth ice.


  SHWAAANGGG!


  Ricochet! The Dracon cannon blast hit at a low angle, hit reflective ice, bounced, and blew a hole in the side of the ridge behind us.


  It was a one-in-a-million shot. We decided not to try for two.


  <Run! Dive! NOW!> Jake yelled.


  Run. Yeah, right, no problem. I spun my ball-shaped body. We were only a few feet from the water, but it seemed like a mile with these weird little legs. No, not legs. Feet. Feet with no legs. Not a good land-going combination. I shuffled my fat belly right and left, right and left, and inched toward the water.


  It probably looked funny. It didn't feel funny.


  TSEEEEEEW!


  Ka-BOOOM!


  A miss, but not by much. Water and oil rose in a column behind us, Old Faithful at sub-zero temperatures.


  <They must have just seen us morph!> Cassie said.


  <Maybe they just really hate seals,> I said. But even in my panic I realized the importance of what Cassie had said. If the Venber knew we were human, we couldn't allow them to reach the Yeerks again.


  I shuffled my fat belly over the ice, picked up momentum, saw the water's edge, kicked frantically and . . .


  The next cannon blast blew the spot where we'd been into ice cubes.


  But by then, I was in the water.
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  Awkward as our seal bodies were on land, they were perfect for the water. We couldn't swim as fast as dolphins, and our tail flippers weren't as efficient as a dolphin's tail, but we cruised, using our front flippers as rudders.


  <We should be safe under the surface,> Jake said. <There's no way they can follow us, right, Ax?>


  <I believe not, Prince Jake,> Ax replied.


  I noticed one of the others doing it first. Making little clicking noises. Echolocation. Like dolphins. Like bats. Like Venber.


  I shot off a few clicks of my own. What bounced back was an amazing picture of my surroundings: every fish, every plant, several other seals close by, every chunk of ice floating on the surface.


  We swam for maybe half an hour. Back toward the Yeerk base. Back toward our mission, long-forgotten in the rush to stay alive.


  It was also, we hoped, a good tactic. We would be doubling back on the Venber. With any luck at all, they'd search the ice for us till they became extinct. Again.


  <Did they see us? I mean, as humans?> I asked.


  <Why else would they take a shot at a bunch of seals?> Tobias wondered.


  <Great. Now we have a whole new problem,> Rachel said. <We can't let them reach the Yeerk base.>


  <Go kick their butts, Rachel. Let me know when you're done.>


  <There is a way to ensure that these Venber do not connect with the Yeerks,> Ax pointed out. <Destroy the Yeerk base.>


  <Yeah, 'cause that'll be so easy,> I said.


  <Wipe out the base, we eliminate the problem,> Jake reasoned. <Kill two birds with one stone, as they say. Sorry, Tobias,> he added as an afterthought.


  We stopped twice to surface and catch a breath. Seals can only hold their breath for about ten or fifteen minutes. We spy-hopped up through holes in the ice, but the frozen monsters were nowhere to be seen. Neither were any bears.


  For the first time since we'd landed in this godforsaken place, I felt almost comfortable. I should have known the feeling wouldn't last.


  <Here they come!> Cassie yelled.


  For a split second I didn't know what "they" were, but then I felt a vibration in my whiskers and knew the threat came from the water.


  That meant one thing.


  Orca! Killer whales!


  <MOVE! MOVE! MOVE!> Jake screamed.


  We moved. But then, down through the murk of water, I saw them. Twin submarines in white and black.


  Willy-free and looking for a seal meal.


  <Oh, man,> Tobias groaned. <They're on us!>


  <These are very large creatures,> Ax said with more than a little panic in his voice.


  <Yeah, they are,> Rachel replied. <And I think they've got big appetites, too.>


  I pumped my rear flippers as fast as I could. Above us, sheet ice. A hole! We needed a hole!


  There! Light!


  I shot toward the hole. I saw the others converging with me.


  One, two, threefourfivesix, we blew through the hole, into the air and landed on ice.


  Mad scrambling to get away from the hole, crazed, clumsy scrabbling. But then I looked down. Down through the ice I saw a black-and-white smile.


  I could see the orca. Which meant . . .


  <Cut left!> I yelled.


  Crrrrrack! Pah-LOOOSH! The huge, blunt snout exploded through the ice like a scene out of Hunt for Red October.


  Right beside me! The ice rose up, a brand new mountain. I slid down the steepening slope and motored my pathetic claws.


  Crrrrrack!


  The second killer whale erupted, not ten feet in front of us. They were working together. Trapping us.


  <I am so totally sick of this mission!> I shouted.


  <Morph!> Cassie yelled. <They hunt seals, not humans.>


  Great advice. But try demorphing when the Navy from Hell is popping up all around you, grinning big toothy grins and eyeballing you like you're a cheeseburger.


  I scrambled and slid and began to emerge into my human shape.


  The orca behind me dropped down into the water, then shot - if you can picture a black-and-white sausage the size of a stretch limo shooting - straight up.


  Over my head and dropping toward me!


  Any normal seal would have kept going in a straight line, and any normal seal would have been lunch. But I had a human brain. I dug one claw into the ice and spun to my right.


  A huge load of sleek blubber landed with a crash inches behind me. Mouth open, the orca was ready to snap me up.


  Only I wasn't there anymore. And by the time Willy spotted me again, I had very cold arms and very cold legs and was hobbling away like some hideous freak of nature.


  Willy thought that over. He decided he didn't want to be eating anything that looked quite like me.


  The two seal-killers slid back down through the ice and went off about their murderous day while I stood there, demorphing and shaking and shivering and chattering out words I can't repeat here.


  I saw the others, spread out over a hundred yards or so, all in their normal bodies, all looking about like I felt.


  "Is this just the absolute armpit of the universe?" I demanded.


  "Ask him," Rachel said.


  Only then did I notice that everyone was not staring at me. But past me.


  I turned. And I said, "Hi. Um . . . no offense about the armpit thing and all."


  "None taken," he said.
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  I guess I expected him to run. But he didn't. He just stared at me, then at the others, then back at me.


  He was sitting in a beat-up little fishing boat with a small outboard motor. It suddenly occurred to me that he'd probably scared the killer whales off with his engine.


  I kept looking at him. He kept looking at me. I didn't know what to do. Or what to say.


  So I waved and said, "Hi. How's it going?"


  He didn't say anything for a minute. Just stared. Finally he said, "You some kind of spirit or something?"


  I put my frozen hand on my frozen chest. "A spirit? What makes you say that?" I made a lame attempt at laughter.


  He grabbed his oar and paddled closer.


  He had a large, round face, with slightly slanted black eyes and skin like well-worn boot leather. Inuit, I guessed, what with this being the frozen north. In any case, I was pretty sure he wasn't French.


  He was wearing a weird combination of clothes. Pants made of fur, mittens made of some other kind of fur, and a shabby, big, blue parka that could have come from Eddie Bauer's.


  "You look cold," he said when his boat had touched the edge of the ice. "I didn't think animal spirits got cold. You want a blanket?" He held up a huge piece of fur, dark gray and silver with light gray rings. The same kind of fur I'd been in just two minutes ago. I took it and wrapped it around myself and under my feet while he drove a spike into the ice's edge, anchoring his boat.


  "How about your friends?" he asked. "They animal spirits, too?"


  "I guess so."


  He eyed me with more curiosity than fear. More interest than skepticism. He wasn't much older than I was. It seemed weird that a kid so young would be out all by himself in the middle of nowhere.


  Of course, I wasn't one to be calling anyone else weird.


  "My grandfather used to talk about animal spirits all the time. I just thought he was crazy." He spun his finger around his ear in that universal gesture of insanity. "But I always told him, 'Yeah, that's right, Grandpa.' "


  "Uh-huh," I said, covering my ears from the freezing wind. "I mean, you never can tell, can you?"


  He stared some more. "Tell your friends I have more pelts."


  "He has pelts!" I yelled a little too loudly. "How about if you guys all come on over and have some nice, warm pelts?"


  Not that I was worried. Not that I needed company.


  The others came closer.


  The guy began handing up sealskins out of his boat. They were piled high. But a number of them looked as if they'd been burned. Scorch marks parted the fur.


  "Are you an eagle?" he asked Tobias, peering curiously at him.


  <A hawk, actually. A red-tail. We're a very common species.>


  "Not around here. The birds around here don't talk." Then he focused intensely on Ax. "What are you?"


  I could almost hear everyone sigh in relief. If this guy was a Controller, he would (a) know an Andalite when he saw one and (b) stay far, far away.


  <I'm an Andalite.>


  "You a common species, too?"


  A joke! I decided to like the guy. Besides, anyone who could be this laid-back about running into our little freak show had to be all right.


  "That's a lot of sealskins," Cassie said, huddling within one herself.


  "Yeah. A lot. Not so good, though. All those burned ones, barely worth hauling to the trading post. And anyway, they'll come off my quota. Bad."


  "How did they get burned?" Cassie asked, already knowing the answer as well as I did.


  "Those crazy Star Trek men. Shooting seals with phasers and all. Like those people are using them for target practice or something. They show no respect. Makes me mad."


  "Star Trek guys?" I said.


  "Yeah," he replied. Then, "Oh, I guess you animal spirits don't watch TV, huh? You need to get a satellite dish, Spirit-boy."


  "The name's Marco. That's Jake, Rachel, Cassie, Tobias . . . he's the one with the wings and Ax. Ax isn't from around here."


  "Hi. I'm Derek."


  "Derek?" I don't know what I expected to hear, but it wasn't Derek.


  "Are you all alone out here?" Cassie asked.


  "Yeah."


  <How far away is your home?> Tobias asked.


  "Oh, a ways." He cocked his head toward the west. The kid was talking to a bird. But he didn't even flinch. "Coupla days."


  "A couple of days?" Jake said.


  "Sure. I go on hunts every year," he said. "Since I was a kid."


  "And you hunt seals?" Cassie asked, her voice level.


  "Yeah." Derek cocked his head. "You don't like hunting?"


  "Well . . . not like the crazy Star Trek guys."


  "Hunting for sport. Like it's a game. Yeah, we get guys come up here for that. Up from New York and Detroit. Shoot bears and caribou from helicopters. No respect for nothing, those guys. Those guys at the station, though, they're the worst. They're just crazy for killing." He cocked his head. "That must make you animal spirits mad."


  "We . . . we never exactly said we were spirits," Jake said.


  "No? So what are you, then?" he asked. "Aliens?"


  "He's an alien," I said, pointing at Ax. "The rest of us are just idiots."


  The guy smiled. His expression hardened. He didn't like not getting answers. "You have something to do with that station they're building? With those big ice creatures? With the spaceships?"


  I shot a look at Jake. He shrugged.


  "Yeah, we have something to do with them," I said.


  "Yeah?" he answered. "Well, I don't like them. What are they doing up there, anyway? They aren't any of those ecology people come up here sometimes. They aren't hunters, either. They're making a mess in the water. Scaring away everything with their noise and their weird guns. Who are they? Who are you?"


  "I guess you could say they're the bad guys," Jake said. "And we're the good guys. We came here to destroy that station."


  "Sounds good to me," Derek replied. Like it was no big deal. Like we'd just suggested a visit to the local 7-Eleven. "I hope you do. I worry Nanook's gonna stick his big nose around there and end up getting it shot off or something."


  "Nanook?" Jake said. "Who's Nanook?"


  "Nanook's my friend. You don't know Nanook?"


  "Uh, should we?" I said.


  "You must've seen him," he continued. "He's been around here the last few days. I've been following him. I like to watch him work. He's a very great hunter."


  "Maybe we have seen him," Jake said, puzzled. "What does he look like?"


  "Well, he's pretty big, with white fur," he began.


  "Oh, him!" Great. The Inuit comic. "Yeah, we've seen him."


  "You've been hunting him?" Rachel said. "With that?" She pointed at the rifle in the bottom of his boat. And his short spear. "You're gonna need more firepower."


  "Not hunting him. Tracking him. Nanook's my buddy. Known him since I was a kid."


  "Well, here's a really insane question," I said brightly. "Do you think we could pet him?"
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  We didn't have to go far to find Derek's friend Nanook.


  We morphed back to seals, followed Derek's boat, and found the polar bear sprawled on the ice on his back, lounging in the sun. Like he was at the beach. Frankly, it annoyed me. How could any creature enjoy this place?


  We crawled up onto the ice a few hundred yards away from the bear and demorphed to human.


  "I wish I could do that," Derek said, watching with interest as human faces appeared on seal bodies.


  We'd been careful to stay downwind of the bear. We'd been chased enough.


  The plan was simple. The kind of plan we come up with when we just can't think of anything smart or subtle.


  "So you're gonna just go grab old Nanook?" Derek asked skeptically.


  "Yeah. Why? Something strange about that? Something totally, absolutely INSANE about that?" I asked.


  <That is sarcasm,> Ax helpfully explained to the Inuit.


  "Yeah," Derek said. "I thought maybe it was."


  I looked at Rachel. She and I had the fun part of this plan.


  She grinned her Xena grin. "Okay, Marco, yes, even I think this is insane."


  She was already morphing. Growing huge-shouldered, with rail-spike claws and shaggy brown fur. I was morphing, too. Back to gorilla. The only other morph we had that could help with this particular plan.


  Together our little gaggle advanced on the polar bear. A grizzly, a gorilla, a bird, an alien, and two humans wrapped in seal pelts.


  Derek stayed behind. He didn't offer any explanation. None needed: He was sane. When you're the only sane one at the lunatic picnic, you don't have to explain.


  The polar bear abruptly rolled over. "He's noticed you," Derek called out from his safe distance.


  Jake, Cassie, Ax, and Tobias all hung back. Rachel and I kept going forward.


  <This whole thing would be killer on Pay-Per-View,> I said. <Extreme Fighting: two bears and King Kong.>


  <I go straight at him. You grab him from behind.>


  <Yep.>


  <Ready?>


  <Nope.>


  <GO!> Rachel yelled, and we were off at a slipping, sliding, panicked, pants-wetting-if-I'd-had-pants run.


  Bear-to-bear! The polar bear didn't even flinch. Rachel dropped to all fours and slammed into the other bear's shoulder. Brown on white.


  Whumpf!


  "Hrrroooowwwwr!"


  "Hrrroooowwwwr!"


  Raking claws! Snapping jaws. The two bears were up on their hind legs now, swinging away like a pair of super heavyweights.


  Rachel was not winning. She wasn't losing, but she was also not winning.


  She shoved. The polar bear shoved back. Rachel landed on her back.


  It was a shocking sight. I hadn't thought there was anything strong enough to knock a grizzly down. I saw a spray of blood across the polar bear's white chest. Rachel's blood.


  I was in a loping run, trying to get around behind the big white monster, but the two bears were up again, on all fours, circling, circling, lunging!


  WHAM!


  <I could use some help here!> Rachel yelled.


  The polar bear was a hair taller, maybe heavier, too. On the other hand, he was just a bear. While Rachel was human. Well, at least her brain was human.


  The polar bear rose to its full height, ready to come crashing down on Rachel. That's when Rachel rolled into it. Not a bear move.


  The polar bear went down, tripping over Rachel to slam jaw-first into the ice.


  <Hah!> Rachel yelled. <Now I don't want your help, Marco. I'm taking this guy down myself.>


  I considered it for a split second. But I was pretty sure Jake would not approve. I leaped forward and grabbed the polar bear's right arm.


  He shoved himself off Rachel and swung his arm to throw me off. He didn't throw me off. But he did fling me into a nearly flawless double axel.


  I kept my grip, but let me tell you something: Polar bears are strong. Gorillas are so strong they can rip saplings out of the ground. And this guy was stronger.


  I held his one arm and Rachel slammed directly into his belly, headfirst.


  The polar bear went "wooof!" and froze for just a second while he sucked wind. The second was enough. I grabbed his other arm - well, leg actually - and pinned him in a sort of full nelson.


  Rachel wrapped her own big paws around him and together we wrestled Hulk Frozen to the ice.


  Tobias swooped down out of the sky, complaining about there being no lift at all in this cold air. Like that was the major drama.


  He sank talons into Derek's friend Nanook and began to acquire him, while Rachel and I lay panting and counting our wounds. The bear went into the acquiring trance and a few minutes later we all had his DNA floating around inside us.


  We let the bear go and ran like ninnies back to the water's edge.


  "That was cool," Derek said. "This will make a great story for me to tell. No one will believe it, but it will be a great story."


  Nanook the polar bear went lumbering off. No doubt to tell some stories of his own. I could hear it now: "No, seriously! A gorilla. I'm minding my own business, and suddenly there's this gorilla . . ."
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  We left Derek. He said there was a storm on the way. So we said good-bye and let him go to tell whatever stories he wanted to tell. If he told a Controller he'd seen humans morphing, it would be trouble. But it occurred to us that an Inuit village in the middle of absolute nowhere was probably not high on the Yeerks' list of places to take over.


  We had morphed the polar bear, giving Derek one last bizarre performance. Star Trek? Hah! He wouldn't be seeing this kind of thing on his satellite dish any time soon.


  Now we were feeling pretty good. Better than we had since arriving here in Popsicle World.


  We had the morph for this place. Like being a tiger in the jungle or a crocodile in a swamp, we owned this place now.


  Owned it!


  I've been a gorilla. I've been a rhinoceros. I've felt power before. But this was new.


  I stood nearly ten feet tall, reared up. I weighed maybe fifteen hundred pounds. And if those numbers don't mean anything to you, think about it this way. I was three feet taller than Shaquille O'Neal. I weighed five times as much as him.


  I could have dribbled Shaq the length of the court and stuffed him. I was mighty. I was seriously mighty.


  My front paws were a foot wide. Each had five webbed toes with long, black claws. My powerful front legs could have flipped over a pickup truck.


  And the cold?


  What cold? If the thick layer of blubber underneath my skin wasn't enough, my body had made other adaptations for warmth.


  My fur looked white, but it wasn't. It was transparent. Transparent and hollow. Every bristle was like a little greenhouse, turning sunlight into warmth, which was absorbed by my black skin.


  I could see just as well as I did as a human, maybe a little better. Far better than poor Rachel in her grizzly morph. My hearing was only average, but my sense of smell was awesome. I could smell seals all over the place.


  Not much else to smell, when you think about it.


  The bear mind that lay just beneath my human consciousness was no bubbling stew of emotions, no panic, no fanatic hunger. Nanook was calm. Completely without fear. What was there to fear?


  He could go for weeks without eating. Hunting was more about play than survival. He actually spent more time lounging around than he did looking for food.


  We sauntered back toward the Yeerk base with the cockiness of Clint Eastwood going into the town saloon.


  It was a long walk, punctuated by refreshing plunges into the icy water. We ended up having to demorph, of course, and that was no fun at all. But then it was back to being Lords of the Ice.


  <Guess Derek was right about the storm,> Tobias said.


  The wind was pretty bad by the time we came in sight of the Yeerk base. No new snow was falling, but the drifts were being whipped up and thrown around. Visibility was dropping fast.


  <It may be helpful to us,> Ax suggested.


  Jake was surveying the half mile of scenery ahead between us and the base. <I'm thinking we approach from the water. Last direction they'd expect an attack to come from.>


  The base came to within a hundred yards or so of the water at one point. It was a collection of corrugated steel buildings, an unattractive bunch of structures placed seemingly at random. There were vehicles - Sno-Cats and big trucks and motorized cranes. Nothing alien to the casual observer. Unless you happened to notice the big silver Venber, bending steel with their bare hands as they built the main satellite dish.


  <What do we do about them?> Cassie wondered.


  <Try and stay out of their way,> Tobias suggested.


  <How about afterward?>


  <Take them home and make them pets?> I suggested.


  <They are a unique species,> Ax said. <They may not be pure Venber, but I would dislike being the latest to exploit and destroy them.>


  I said, <You know, fearless leader, it occurs to me we're big tough bears and all, but just exactly how are we supposed to destroy that base? Maybe we better focus on that first.>
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  Night was falling. Gloom spread slowly over the lake, turning the ice a ghostly blue. At the base, the lights came on. The Venber didn't need them, but the human-Controllers in their Michelin Man parkas did.


  We came with the night. Moving as silently as we could, single file so that at a casual glance a person might only see one bear.


  We had a plan. The four fateful words that usually end up meaning a lot of yelling, screaming, mayhem, and madness.


  One thing we knew. Or hoped we knew: Visser Three was not at the base. Not even the big hangar building could have contained his Blade ship. That was some relief. Unfortunately, the Venber were there. They worked on, oblivious to changing light. Heedless of the plummeting temperature.


  They knew we were out there on the ice. Knew at least that a bear was out there. We kept our line straight. Would their echolocation show more than one shape? Would they have the wit to sound an alarm?


  There was no way to know, as we crunched across the ice, staring at one another's big bear butts. Jake in the lead. Tobias behind him. Then me, Cassie, Ax, and Rachel.


  Closer and closer, in slow motion. No running. No sudden charge. Just that slow, steady, lumbering walk.


  We were totally exposed. No cover. Nothing at all between us and a well-aimed Dracon blast. The Venber we saw weren't armed. They were wielding tools, carrying, shaping, twisting. But the Dracon cannon couldn't be too far off.


  It was like one of those Civil War battles. Walk, walk, walk, standing upright, no dodging and weaving, just walking steadily toward death. Nothing you could do about the bullet that blows a hole in your heart. Nothing.


  Closer and closer. We could hear their heavy footsteps. We could smell their strange, chemical smell. I could see the effortless power as they worked.


  One of them swung his big hammerhead around and seemed to look right at us. But that was it. Just a look.


  And now we were practically among them. Venber to the left. Venber to the right. I had stopped breathing. Our little single-file subterfuge was all over. They could see plainly that we were six great big bears.


  No reaction. Work continued. We kept walking while my brain screamed the word "ambush!" over and over.


  Suddenly a door opened. A rectangle of light. Loud human laughter. A man or woman - who could tell? - in a huge parka stepped out onto the ice. And froze.


  She stared at us. We kept moving. No one here but us bears, ma'am. Nothing to worry about. Just a little bear parade.


  "ALARM!" she screamed. Definitely a she. "ALARM! ALARM!"


  <The hangar!> Jake ordered. <Go for the hangar!>


  We broke into a run. And we could move out when we needed to.


  Past the Venber!


  The big hangar door was shut and locked, but we barreled toward it, heedless of the searchlights that snapped on everywhere. Heedless of the human-Controllers pouring from the buildings.


  "Andalites in morph!" someone yelled. He sounded in control. Not panicked. He sounded like a guy with a big stick to swing. "Program the Venber! Target: any quadruped. Override all security protocols. The Andalites must not escape."


  Program the Venber?


  <That explains much,> Ax said.


  It explained diddly to me, but maybe I was just too busy thinking about what a creature who could twist rebar like it was spaghetti could do to me.


  <Keep moving! Side door! Side door to the left!> Jake commanded.


  To my left, a slight figure. Another woman? A kid? Stepped out, carrying what I would have sworn was a TV remote control. She was calmly punching keys on the thing.


  <Here they come!> Rachel yelled from the back of our disordered line.


  We knew who "they" were.


  The Venber dropped their tools, dropped their sheet metal and rebar, and broke into a loping, swoosh, swoosh, swoosh, cross-country run. Five of them! No! Two more ahead, closing in, trying to cut us off.


  <Don't fight them, keep moving!>


  But two lines were converging: two Venber, six bears, with the hangar side door being the point of intersection.


  WHUMPF!


  The first Venber hit Jake headlong. Jake missed the door and slammed hard against the side of the hangar. He left a big dent in the corrugated metal.


  Tobias, right behind him, lunged for the Venber, roaring.


  The Venber swung one of his beefy twin arms and knocked Tobias sprawling. He might as well have been a teddy bear.


  A second Venber was closing on me. If I fought, I'd lose. Keep running! STOP! I dug in my claws. A shower of ice crystals and the Venber blew past me, too clumsy to turn in time.


  The monster crashed headlong into the side of the hangar. Now we didn't need a door. There was a nice, big, Bugs-Bunny-runs-through-the-door kind of hole. You could almost make out the Venber's silhouette in the steel.


  Cassie plowed into me, knocking me forward. We both picked ourselves up and hauled.


  The first Venber was after Jake, swinging arms that would shatter Jake's bones if they connected.


  <Don't worry about me! GO!> Jake said, seeing us hesitate.


  We went. Tobias was already picking himself up to give Jake a hand, so we went. Through the hole. Into . . . warmth!


  Bright lights! A huge space. Two parked Bug fighters!


  And there, on the floor between us and the nearest Bug fighter, a Venber.


  Or what was left of him.
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  Silent, ghastly, he writhed. The lower half of his body was already a spreading pool of viscous liquid. A powerful smell hit us. Like chlorine or something.


  The top half of the Venber kept reaching for us. Trying to obey its programming. It was nothing but a biological computer. A hideous creation of the Yeerks. Even in its own death throes it could do nothing but obey its programming.


  We splashed through the Venber's liquid body. There was no other way. I felt a chemical tingle on my paws. I tracked it onto the floor beyond.


  <Jake!> I yelled. <Get them into the hangar!>


  Human-controllers now, rushing around from behind the Bug fighter. Dracon beams in their hands, but they were too slow.


  "Hhhhhrrroooohhhwwwr!"


  Rachel and Ax roared and plowed into them. The human-Controllers went down like bowling pins.


  Jake and Tobias came up behind, still running, bloodied, their white fur ripped away in chunks. Two big Venber were after them.


  The two Venber hit the warm air. They kept charging, even as their ski feet turned to glue.


  Another, right behind them. Charging, deadly one second, then pitiful the next.


  I froze there, staring. Watching the mindless suicide. They came at us, leaping through the gap, slowing, stumbling, falling, melting.


  Ax was aboard the nearest Bug fighter. I snapped out of my horrified trance and realized they all were. All but Cassie and I.


  We waited till all eight of the Venber at the base had destroyed themselves. I don't know why. With all the danger, all the terror, someone still needed to be a witness. Someone needed to be able to tell the world someday about this Yeerk atrocity.


  <Marco! Cassie! What are you doing? Come on!> Rachel yelled.


  We turned away, with Venber remains staining our footsteps, and crammed aboard the Bug fighter. The others were already demorphing. Otherwise there'd be no way to fit this much bear into a ship designed for a Hork-Bajir, a Taxxon, and maybe one or two passengers.


  Ax was emerging from the bear, blue fur replacing white, his stalk eyes rising from the bear's quizzical brow. His paws were slimming down into Andalite fingers as he engaged the ship's controls.


  <We are powered up, Prince Jake,> Ax said calmly. <Who will take weapons?>


  <I will,> I said.


  The Bug fighter rose gently from the hangar floor. Through the transparent forward panels we could see human-Controllers splashing through the almost entirely liquefied Venber. One Venber head and arm were still . . . and then that was gone, too.


  I was more human than bear. I'd been aboard a Bug fighter before, and I more or less knew the weapons station. Not much to it, really. Easier than a Nintendo joystick.


  "The other Bug fighter," Jake said, sounding very calm.


  Ax turned our ship till our two Dracon spikes were aimed point-blank at the other ship.


  <Low power, please,> Ax suggested.


  I fired. Even at low power the concussion from the disintegrating Bug fighter knocked us back against one of the corrugated steel walls.


  We swiveled and blew the wall into atoms. Ax kicked the ship into gear and we were out in the night, circling above the base.


  "The dish,"Jake said.


  I fired.


  TSEEEEEEW!


  The dish blew into atoms.


  "That building over there."


  TSEEEEEEW! Building gone.


  We systematically destroyed the base, building by building, vehicle by vehicle. Each time, we allowed time for the human-Controllers to run like scared sheep. It was the base we wanted, not them.


  Finally, Jake said, "The hangar."


  I aimed and fired. The last remains of the Venber became smoke and steam and loose atoms.


  "Rest in peace," someone said. It turned out to be Rachel.


  We hauled up and out and south as fast as the little ship would move. But we didn't get far.


  <Sensor probe!> Ax yelled. His hands flew over the console. <We're being probed by . . .> He waited while the ship's computer came up with the answer.


  <The Blade ship, Prince Jake. It is on an intercept course.>


  "Can we outrun it? Lose it?"


  <No. However, we can travel some distance before it catches us.>


  We raced south. The Blade ship came on like a cheetah after a pig. We had a big head start, but the cheetah was going to be enjoying bacon, and nothing was going to change that.


  Three minutes before the Blade ship would have intercepted us, we blew the Bug fighter to smithereens. It was a huge fireball in someone's night sky. No doubt a lot of people saw it and wondered.


  They did not see the six birds of prey that floated down to Earth.
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  It took two more days for us to get home. We hid out on trains and trucks. We flew. We enjoyed the warmth.


  Once, as we floated high on a wonderful warm thermal, we talked about the Venber. There were still two who might be alive, wandering the frozen Arctic. They might even know that the creatures they'd chased were human. A loose end. But the Venber wouldn't be heading south to civilization any time soon.


  <Next time you hear a story about an Abominable Snowman, maybe there'll be some truth to it,> Tobias pointed out.


  Don't know why we cared. The Venber had tried to kill us. Only they hadn't tried to do anything. They were helpless tools of the Yeerks. Victims of a long-ago tragedy brought back to life, only to write a new chapter of cruelty.


  We made it home and relieved the Chee who'd taken our places. I don't know if they were glad to be done playing their parts or not. Who can tell what an android thinks?


  I put the whole thing behind me. You have to do that. You can't be in a war and think about all the stuff that happens. You can't keep all the fear and all the pain right there in the front part of your brain, you know? You go nuts like that.


  But some things are hard to get past. Sometimes it's the little things.


  "Marco? Are you still alive?" my dad yelled up the stairs.


  "Yeah, Dad," I answered.


  "You've been in there for an hour! Are you ever coming out?"


  "Well, sure, eventually," I said.


  "Could you at least turn on the fan? The whole house is turning into a sauna."


  "Sorry," I said. "I forgot."


  That was a lie. I hadn't forgotten. I wanted the whole house to feel like a sauna. And I was considering staying in the shower forever.


  Heat. Man, heat is a very, very nice thing. For humans, anyway.


  "Marco!" My dad, yelling again, this time from somewhere closer by.


  "What?" I yelled back through the steam.


  "Your room is a total pigsty!"


  When I'd gotten home, I'd been horrified to see someone had cleaned my room. I mean, cleaned it. There was not a chip bag to be found! So much for Erek playing the role of me. Hah!


  "I suppose I shouldn't have expected this sudden neat stage to last," my dad muttered outside the bathroom door.


  "Yeah, well," I said, reluctantly turning off the faucet.


  "I appreciate what you did to the basement and garage, though. I've never seen them look so good."


  "Oh, sure," I replied. "Say, did Marian happen to call in the last couple of days?"


  "In the last couple of days?" Dad repeated. "No. I would have told you if she had."


  "Oh," I said. "Oh, well."


  "Hey, you want to go out and catch something to eat?"


  I stuck my wet head out of the door. "Like what?"


  "I was thinking ice cream."


  "Ice cream."


  "Yeah. Ice cream."


  "Excuse me." I closed the door, stepped back in the shower, and turned on the water. Hot. Very, very hot.
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  Prologue


  



  The dream came again. As real as it always was.


  The Yeerk was in my head once more. He was starved of Kandrona rays, weakening, failing. I was watching him die.


  The Yeerk cried in pain again and again. And the memory visions came floating up as clear as if they had all just happened.


  They were visions of the Yeerk's life. And the lingering memories he had stolen from his hosts. One of those hosts had been my own brother, Tom.


  I felt each of those minds in my own as the Yeerk gave up his life. I was the caretaker of those memories of despair.


  At the end, the Yeerk was no longer in pain. He was beyond pain.


  I opened my eyes and looked at Cassie. It happened so naturally. I opened my eyes by my own will for the first time since I'd been infested.


  And then, for the first time in more than an hour, the Yeerk spoke. <So. You win . . . human.>


  The Yeerk shuddered. I could feel it as a physical spasm. My vision changed. And I felt something impossible to describe. I felt as if I were seeing through things. Into things. Like I could see the front and back and top and bottom and inside of everything all at once.


  It was as if I had slipped out of the normal world. Out of the real universe. I was in a different reality. I was peeking through a tear in a movie screen. On the surface, the three-dimensional movie - my world - played. Beyond it . . . something my mind could not comprehend.


  In my dream, my dream of memory, I felt the terror grow. I knew what was coming next. I writhed in my sleep, twisting my sheets around me. Wake up! Wake up!


  But I could not wake up. I never could, not till the dream was complete.


  And so I saw it again.


  A creature. Or a machine. Some combination of both. It had no arms. It sat still, as if it were bolted down, on a throne that was miles high. It could not move, and yet the power that flowed from it was like a hurricane of energy.


  Its head was a single eye. The eye turned slowly . . . left . . . right . . .


  I trembled. I prayed it would not look my way.


  And then it saw me.


  The eye, the bloodred eye, looked straight at me.


  Through me.


  It saw me.


  It SAW me!


  No! NO! I cried in silent terror. I tried to look away, but my eyelids were transparent, my head would not twist far enough to avoid its gaze.


  It spoke the single word it spoke only in my dreams.


  And now, at last, I could awaken, shaking in a sweat-soaked bed.


  Why? Why would this dream not go away? I'd had other nightmares, other awful memories of fear and violence that needed to be exorcized in my dreams.


  But they had each faded. While this dream came again and again.


  I got up and staggered into the bathroom. I snapped on the glaring fluorescent light. Then I stepped to the sink and looked at my face, my head.


  Yes, the Yeerk had died there, in that head, my head. It had been right then as the Yeerk disengaged and began to crawl out of me, right then as death closed its jaws around the Yeerk, that the eye had found me.


  It had seen me.


  And I had seen it. Then, and again in my nightmares. Again and again. And each time it spoke that single, voiceless word.


  "Soon."
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  My name is Jake.


  Who am I? Sometimes I wonder.


  I'm a kid, a middle-school kid, a kid with classes to attend and homework to do and friends to hang with and parents. I am just an average kid, at least on the surface. Normal. Boring, even.


  I'm not especially good at school. I do okay. I'm no great athlete. I'm not some kind of genius. Just a kid. If you saw me at the mall you wouldn't think there was anything remarkable about me.


  But there is.


  Swimming around in my blood is the DNA of dozens of animals. Birds, insects, mammals. The DNA floats there, encapsulated, waiting for my own mind to call it up.


  And when I do - when I ask the DNA to go to work - it does, in the most amazing and impossible way. It transforms me. It changes me into the animal. Into the bird or insect.


  I shrink or grow. I lose or gain strength. My limbs, my organs, my face, my eyes, all change. I become that creature.


  My own mind continues to function. I am still me, but the animal mind is in there with me, too. And it functions, too.


  So, anyway, about now you're thinking, Oh, he's psychotic. He's delusional. He should be in a rubber room with an IV dripping tranquilizers.


  I'm not crazy. It's real. It happens. Not just to me, but to my friends: Marco, my main man; Rachel, my cousin, the war goddess; Cassie, the girl I care about more than I do myself; Tobias, the friend I couldn't save from his own bizarre fate; and Ax, an Andalite, an alien.


  It's the Andalites who invented the morphing technology. Only they have it. Only they can take an otherwise normal creature and give him the power to become any creature.


  Yeah, now I'm talking about aliens. Crazy and crazier, right?


  But that part's true, too. Earth is being invaded. Not openly, not with Dracon beams blazing and quantum explosives going off. That would be counterproductive. That's how humans might do it: fast and hard and obvious.


  But the Yeerks aren't like us. They don't want our land or our resources. They don't want our pitiful, backward technology.


  They want us. Us. Or at least our bodies.


  They want our legs and hands. They want our ears and mouths. They want our eyes.


  In their natural state, Yeerks are slugs who live in a liquid pool and absorb Kandrona rays for food. But evolution played an interesting trick with the Yeerks. Slowly, over the course of millennia, they grew to be a parasite species.


  They found the Gedds, another species on the Yeerk home world. And over time they learned to penetrate into the very brain of the Gedds.


  Gross? Weird? There's a species of wasp that lays its eggs in the living body of a caterpillar. When the wasps are born, they feed on the caterpillar. They eat the living caterpillar alive from the inside.


  That's on good old Earth. So what's weird?


  Anyway, the Yeerks expanded. From Gedds to Hork-Bajir to Taxxons to . . . us.


  Now they are here. And now they are taking over human hosts, entering their brains, controlling them, rendering them utterly helpless.


  I know. I was a Controller. I'd still be a Controller, except that my friends saved me and starved the Yeerk to death.


  Not the first Yeerk death on my hands. Not the last.


  We fight this war almost alone, me and my friends. We've learned of a race of androids called the Chee who help us from time to time. We've learned that not all Yeerks agree with the policy of expansion throughout the universe. And we know that off in space, outnumbered, outgunned, are the Andalites, fighting to push back the Yeerk tide.


  But most days and nights, we are alone. Even with other people all around us, we are alone.


  Assembly. Not a pep rally, not a drug lecture, not a ceremony honoring anyone. This was different, and actually, fairly cool.


  The Lion King, the stage show, was in town. Some of the performers were there on the stage of our little auditorium to give a minishow.


  A lot of kids had groaned when it was announced. You know: It was a lot of "be quiet, sit still" time. Not to mention the fact that it seemed a little "young" for us.


  Me, I like quiet and still. Didn't used to. But now I guess any time I get to sit quietly, no running, no morphing, no terror, no screams, no horrible decisions and horrible aftermath . . . I can handle sitting still and listening to music and watching big giraffes gallop around onstage.


  I was about fifteen rows back. Marco was in the row ahead of me to the left. I could see the side of his head, and he knew it, so he was amusing himself by twitching ears in time to the music.


  I didn't want to smile, but it was just so idiotic it was funny. Marco, naturally, was hoping I'd snort or giggle so he could turn around and shush me, full of righteous indignation.


  Cassie and Rachel were four rows behind me and to the right. I was pretty sure Cassie was asleep. Cassie lives an amazing life: school, the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic where she works helping injured animals, and of course, being one of us, which is a full-time job.


  Rachel had a kind of dreamy look on her face. You'd have thought she was enjoying the show. Only I noticed the guy sitting next to her was trying to hold her hand. And that dreamy look was Rachel wondering which of the guy's fingers she should break.


  I looked back at the show. It was a pretty good show. I heard a stifled yelp of pain coming from four rows back and to the right.


  That familiar "Circle of Life" song started up and Disney animals were cavorting and singing and the music was swelling and Marco's ears were going nuts and a wounded male voice was saying, "Jeez, you almost broke my finger!" and then it all stopped.


  All of it.


  Every sound. Silence.


  The music. Silence.


  The actors in their incredible costumes. Frozen.


  The auditorium full of kids. Dead still.


  The only things moving were Marco's ears.


  The only sound was Rachel saying, "Almost? Reach back over here again and I'll -"


  Frozen. Still. Motionless. Everything and everyone.


  Except the four of us.


  Chapter 2


  



  Slowly, cautiously, I stood up.


  I looked at Rachel. "Wake Cassie up," I whispered.


  Rachel stood up and shoved Cassie's shoulder.


  "I'm awake, I'm awake," Cassie said, eyes snapping open. She yawned, then stopped in mid-yawn and forgot to close her mouth.


  "Well, this is unusual," Marco said. "Did someone hit the 'pause' button?"


  I was looking at the eerie spectacle of the stage players, frozen, some in mid-leap, just hanging in the air, when a blur of feathers simply appeared.


  The red-tailed hawk flared its wings, yelled <Aaah!>, banked hard right, saw me, saw all of us, and landed at the edge of the stage.


  <Is he here yet?> Tobias demanded, wrapping talons around the lip of the stage.


  I shook my head, confused. Who? Was who here yet?


  One of the "animals" onstage moved. Only it was not a Disney animal. It had the body of a blue deer, the upper torso of a boy, a mouthless face topped by two extra eyes on moveable stalks, and a tail that could snap and leave you counting in base five.


  Ax froze. Then he darted forward, moving away from the fake animals. Stalk eyes swiveling, tail arched, ready to strike.


  "It's okay, Ax," I said. "I think."


  <The Ellimist,> Tobias said.


  Marco nodded. "I don't know anyone else who can just stop time whenever he wants. Unless it's that new math teacher."


  "So where is he?" Rachel demanded.


  "Wherever he wants to be," Marco muttered darkly.


  We had encountered the creature - or creatures, who could tell? - called "the Ellimist" several times. He (she, it, they) was to humans and Andalites and Yeerks what humans were to ants.


  I felt like an ant right about then. Small and powerless, with a couple hundred kids frozen around me. It was like they'd been videotape one minute, a still photograph the next. It felt wrong to look at them. Like I was some kind of peeping Tom.


  I met Cassie's gaze. Her dark eyes were cautious, but not scared. The Ellimist had never hurt us. He'd helped us, always while pretending to do nothing. Or at least by living within his own incomprehensible set of rules.


  One of the kids stood up. I jumped about two feet in the air.


  It was this girl named Beth. No one else moved. Just Beth. She smiled at me, at us, and I knew right away.


  "Yes, it is I," Beth said.


  "The Ellimist?" Cassie asked.


  Beth nodded.


  "Where's the big voice and the quick-change bodies and all?" Rachel demanded.


  "I have chosen this form for a reason," the Ellimist said in the girl's voice. "I come today on a humble mission. I wanted a humble form. One that would not evoke feelings of dread or awe or reverence from you."


  He spread Beth's hands wide, palms up. He moved away, and I saw that the real Beth was still frozen in her seat. The Ellimist had not taken her body, just her image.


  After all, he wasn't a Yeerk.


  The Ellimist calmly walked through several rows of chairs and the bodies in them. Simply passed through them like they were air. He stood in the space between the front row and the stage. Down by Tobias. Ax came up behind him, moving with the unnatural, liquid grace Andalites have when they are preparing to fight.


  Andalites don't like the Ellimist. He's a figure from the scary stories they tell around campfires - or wherever.


  I gave Ax a little look, just a "take it easy" look. He relaxed about three hairs.


  "Okay, so you're just a regular girl," Rachel said sarcastically. "No big show, aside from the fact that you froze time and all."


  "This is as humble as I know how to be," the Ellimist said. "I come to-" he hesitated, "I come to tell you a story, and to see how you will choose to react."


  "Oh, good, a story," Marco said. "Is it a musical, too? Will there be any hakuna matata involved?"


  You have to understand: It's not that we weren't scared. We were scared. But we'd been scared by people who wanted to kill us. This was just "creeped out" scared. We ate "creeped out" for breakfast now.


  Beth's face smiled. She had braces.


  "I will tell you a story. You will tell me the ending."


  Chapter 3


  



  The Ellimist looked down at the girl's hands. "Once we had hands. Not much different from these." He smiled. "But that was a long time ago. Almost a billion of your years.


  "We evolved as all living things do, some faster, some slower. We were among the first sentient species, but we evolved slowly. Still, given enough time, even slow change can become profound. Back when all Earth could boast were a few simple single-celled animals, we were beginning to watch the night sky and understand the movements of our own planet. We learned and we grew powerful. By the time worms first crawled in the mud of Earth, we were traveling in faster-than-light ships. And when the first dinosaurs walked we . . . we had become much as I am today."


  "You'd become a girl with braces?" Marco said.


  The Ellimist looked surprised. He showed the braces in a grin.


  "The Andalites could do with some of the human sense of humor," the Ellimist said.


  Ax scuffed a front hoof against the stage floor, a gesture of annoyance.


  "And if the Yeerks had any sense of humor at all they wouldn't be the scourge they are," the Ellimist added.


  Marco looked more abashed than proud. The smart remark had just popped out of him. I don't think he'd consciously planned to poke fun at a being who could not only annihilate Marco, but all memory of him, his family, and his ancestors, going back through a thousand generations.


  The Ellimist continued. "We watched the rise of other species throughout the galaxy. Helped at times, when we could. We wanted companions. We wanted to learn. We imagined a galaxy filled with millions of sentient species, each with its own science and art, its own beauty.


  "But it wasn't to be that simple. Approximately a hundred million Earth years ago, we became aware of a new force in the galaxy. Not a species, an individual. He was a fugitive from another galaxy, chased out of that galaxy by a power even greater than he. Greater than me."


  "I thought you were all-powerful," Rachel said.


  The Ellimist smiled. "No. I seem so only from your limited perspective."


  I looked around the room. Time was stopped. Leaping dancers hung in midair. The dust particles in the air were standing still. A kid named Joey had been sneaking a Ho-Ho. Someone must have made him laugh because his mouth was open, smiling, and a piece of Ho-Ho was dangling off his lower lip. Dangling and never falling.


  Powerful enough, I thought. I don't want to meet the guy who can kick the Ellimist's butt.


  "This new force, this individual, began to make his presence known in our galaxy. And he had different ideas from ours. He sees a universe of conflict, pain, and terror. He craves fear. Not his own, of course, but the fear of others. He is a strange perfectionist, in a way."


  The Ellimist had grown thoughtful. Perplexed, almost. Hard to picture when you were looking at Beth's bangs and the zit on her chin, but I knew who he was and what he was, and I guess I've had to get past judging anyone by looks. In a world where anyone could be a Controller, you begin to realize just how irrelevant looks are.


  "He wants a galaxy cleansed of creation. His goal, I soon realized, is to destroy life. His method is to use one species against another, strong destroying weak, and then strong in turn being destroyed by the stronger still. He believes that there should be only one species. A single sentient race, which would be subjugated by him."


  "What is this guy, a Nazi?" Cassie said.


  Beth's curls shook as the Ellimist nodded. "In the moral sense, yes. But he has different visions of what constitutes total power. He wants to be able to control the strands of space-time itself. Not merely to see them and understand them, but to hold them in his fist and dictate the very laws of physics and nature, to recreate the galaxy in his own image, and someday to spread his power throughout all galaxies and destroy the one power greater than himself."


  "Great," Marco said grimly. "Can we go back to The Lion King now?"


  "He is called Crayak," the Ellimist said. And then he looked right at me, and I knew before he spoke the words. "You have seen him. And he has seen you."


  The eye. The armless half-creature, half-machine.


  One by one my friends looked at me, challenging, questioning, neutral, skeptical, compassionate.


  "When the Yeerk died in your brain, you peered across the line between life and death; you broke the dimensional hold that blinds humans to things beyond themselves," the Ellimist said. "And in that moment, Crayak saw you. He saw that I had made myself known to you. That I had touched you. And he knew that you must, therefore, play some part in my plans."


  Crayak. The nightmare presence had a name. Crayak. The bloodred eye that watched me in my dreams.


  "Soon," it had said. "Soon."


  I felt a chill crawl through my body. Fear. The Ellimist said Crayak enjoyed fear. Did he feel mine now?


  "A hundred million years ago, we fought, Crayak and I," the Ellimist said.


  And suddenly the auditorium was gone. We stood in black, empty space, and the Ellimist was no longer a little girl but a brilliant light.


  Chapter 4


  



  Stars, stars everywhere! Bright white points that burned with a steady light, and closer, so much closer, huge, sky-filling cauldrons of blazing hot gases.


  His voice was in our heads now, reverberating through our bodies, huge and sad.


  <I wanted to stop him, to stop his destruction. He wanted to eliminate me.>


  As I stood on nothing, floating on nothing, stars began to dim and die. It was like watching a charcoal fire go from blaze to hot coals to crumbling, gray dust.


  <The result was something neither of us could tolerate. The battle we fought destroyed a tenth of the galaxy, millions of suns, millions of planets, a dozen sentient races.>


  Before our eyes - or was it straight through our brains? - ran images, flashes of creatures in amazing shapes, in sizes and colors that made me want to laugh in sheer wonder. I saw monstrous mammals and tiny insects, species that lived in the sea and others that floated on air.


  And one by one, they went as dark as their suns.


  <A dozen sentient species, and more who would have achieved sentience, all destroyed, destroyed for nothing! But Crayak was damaged as well. The fabric of space-time, the software, as you humans would say, the software that runs the galaxy was damaged, twisted by the sudden explosion of our power.>


  Once again I floated in that eerie n-dimensional space, the space beyond space where inside and outside were meaningless terms, where I saw the back as easily as the front, the heart of things as easily as the surface, the core of planets as easily as the crust.


  I saw what seemed like threads, threads that could curl back inside themselves, disappear and reappear, twist and ravel and braid in insane complication.


  <All Crayak's knowledge of space-time was now shattered. The few threads he had gathered to him were yanked from his grasp. Millions of years of effort wasted. We fell back, back from our test of wills, our war.>


  I was in normal space again. With guts and cores and threads all back where they should be, twisted up and hidden beneath the surface of things.


  <We knew then, Crayak and I, that we could never make war again. Not open war, at least. The conflict would have to be carried on by different means. No longer a savage battle. Now it must be a chess game. There would be rules. Limits.>


  Floating across our field of vision, like distorted TV pictures, were flickering images of our own interactions with the Ellimist. The times he had played a role, though never a controlling one. When he had shown us that we could escape Earth and live on a sort of game preserve for endangered humans. And when he had used Tobias to help some Hork-Bajir escape to found a free colony.


  And when he had twisted time to return Elfangor from his happy life, hiding as a human, to a world of struggle, pain, and ultimately death as an Andalite warrior.


  Elfangor, who was Tobias's true father, and the one who had given us our powers.


  Each time, we saw the Ellimist limiting his involvement, refusing to do a billionth of what he could do.


  <Earth is part of our game, Crayak's and mine. He would have the Yeerks absorb humans and later be absorbed by some still more vicious species. But Earth is not the reason I have come to you now.>


  The show was over. We were back in the auditorium, not that we'd ever really left, I suppose. And the Ellimist was a girl with braces again.


  "For millions of years we have played our game," the Ellimist said. "And we have lived within the rules, more or less. But now war threatens again. There is an impasse. A species I will not let Crayak take. A species he will not let me save. This species occupies a unique location in space-time. It is a turning point, and if Crayak can annihilate them, his power will grow, his goal become much closer, his forces become more deadly than ever."


  "Including the Yeerks?" I asked.


  "Yes, including the Yeerks, who will benefit from changes I cannot explain to humans - or even to mighty Andalites," he added with a gentle, steel smile for Ax.


  <So what happens? Irresistible force and immovable object?> Tobias asked. <Who gives? You or him?>


  The Ellimist said, "I will finish the story. And you will decide."


  "Us?" Cassie blurted.


  "Crayak and I have reached an agreement on a way to decide the issue. To decide the fate of the Iskoort race. If Crayak wins, they will be attacked, subjugated, and annihilated by another species."


  <What species?> Ax asked.


  "The Howlers," the Ellimist said. "You have heard of them before."


  I nodded slowly. Yeah, we'd heard of the Howlers.


  "Crayak and I have agreed to decide the issue by a contest of champions. His against mine. He has named the Howlers themselves, a group of seven. I am to pit my seven champions against his."


  "What is this, a football game?" Cassie demanded.


  "No, that would be eleven guys on the field, not seven," Marco said.


  "Seven Howlers against my seven," the Ellimist said. "The winners - the survivors - will determine the outcome."


  "And this has what to do with us?" Rachel asked belligerently.


  "Oh, come on, Rachel," Marco said. "One . . ." he pointed at me. "Two . . ." he pointed at Rachel. "Three, four, five, six," he pointed at Ax, Cassie, Tobias, and himself.


  "That's six," Cassie said. "He needs seven. We're just six. That's not what he means. Is it?"


  The Ellimist said nothing.


  Cassie said a word I've never heard her use before. Then, "You want us, us to be your champions? To save these Iskrats?"


  "Iskoort," the Ellimist corrected gently.


  "I'm either honored or ticked off, I don't know which," Marco said hotly. Then, "Oh, wait, I do know which, and it's not 'honored.'"


  "This must be your choice," the Ellimist said. "Yours alone."


  He disappeared. Ax disappeared. Tobias disappeared. The four of us who remained were all back in our seats.


  And time started up again, with dancers landing after the longest leaps of their careers.


  Chapter 5


  



  We sat through the rest of The Lion King. Seemed kind of dull after the special effects show the Ellimist had put on for us.


  As soon as it was over, we were out the door. There was supposed to be a final partial period, but half the school was blowing that off, so we did, too.


  We met at Cassie's barn, also known as the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. It was a slow week at the clinic, I guess. Many cages were empty, which is rare. It made the place seem kind of forlorn.


  Tobias was there waiting for us. So was Ax, in his weirdly attractive human morph. He demorphed back to his own self. It didn't take any time at all for the conversation to start.


  "This is nuts!" Marco said as soon as Tobias assured us that no one was lurking within earshot. "The most powerful creature in the galaxy, a guy who could make Earth disappear by just thinking about it, needs us to fight his battles for him?"


  "Like we don't have enough to deal with?" Rachel agreed.


  <The only possible reason for doing this is if it helps us in some way,> Ax said. <Enlightened self-interest.>


  <I think we have that,> Tobias said. <The Ellimist has helped us before.>


  Rachel shot him a dark, angry look. "He's tricked us before, too. Told us one thing and done another. We know nothing about him. We don't know if the Ellimist is one guy, or more than one. Half the time he says 'we,' then he says 'I.' So why is he the Ellimist? He jerks us around whenever it suits him, and he tells us squat."


  I knew what she was talking about. Tobias had thought the Ellimist would return him to normal. Instead he merely gave Tobias back his morphing powers.


  But that had not been a lie or a trick. Not really. He'd promised to give Tobias what he wanted. He had. It was Rachel who couldn't accept that Tobias had chosen, and still chose, to remain a hawk.


  "Why does 'Howlers' sound so familiar?" Cassie wondered. "I know I've heard it before."


  "It was the Howlers who destroyed the Pemalites, creators of the Chee," I said. "That's who we'd be going up against. Seven of them against seven of us."


  "Seven? I count six," Marco pointed out.


  "I think I know who our seventh would be," I said.


  Marco rolled his eyes. "Erek?"


  "Payback," I explained. "Who else would care as much about hurting the Howlers?"


  Marco barked out a laugh. "He can't fight! He's an android programmed never to hurt anyone. He'd be dead weight. And why are we talking about this like it's time to choose up teams?"


  <We hurt this Crayak, we hurt the Yeerks,> Tobias said. <The Ellimist loses, we lose.>


  "Wait a minute, Tobias," Rachel said. "You know I don't run from a fight -"


  "To a fight, maybe," Marco interjected.


  "- but are we supposed to believe we're the Ellimist's only choice here? There's no one else in the entire galaxy who can go pound on these Howlers? Why us?"


  <Yes,> Ax agreed. <Why us? Why not seven battle-trained Andalite warriors?>


  This, of course, turned Marco around. "Excuse me? Like Andalites are badder than we are? What are we, wimps? Me in gorilla morph, you as you, let's go. We'll see who kicks whose butt."


  "Yeah, that would be the sensible thing to do. You two fight," Cassie said dryly.


  "Okay then," Marco said with a leer, "forget me and Ax. You and Rachel, both wearing bikinis."


  Rachel calmly stuck out her arm and grabbed a handful of Marco's hair. "What was that you said? I must not have heard correctly."


  "I refuse to answer on the grounds that you may tend to snatch me bald."


  Rachel let him go.


  <I'm starting to see Rachel's point,> Tobias said. <Why would the Ellimist ask for help from this clown college?>


  "Could we win?" Cassie asked.


  That stopped everyone.


  She stepped into the center of the group. "Could we win? Could we save an entire sentient species? And maybe help ourselves, too? Maybe weaken the Yeerks in some way only the Ellimist understands? Seems to me that's the question. I mean, you know, I'm not Rachel. I hate fighting. But the Ellimist put an entire race on the scale. An entire race. Maybe millions, maybe billions. And we're even asking ourselves if we should? How do you not at least try?"


  "Iskoort?" Marco jeered. "Now it's our job to save Iskoort? What the . . . what is an Iskoort?" He looked at Ax, hands apart, questioning.


  Ax shook his head. It's a habit he's picked up from us. Of course, he does it while holding his stalk eyes still, so it's a bit different.


  <I have never heard of the Iskoort.>


  Normally, on big issues like this I don't push my opinions out there. I'm supposedly the leader, but to me there are times when the best thing a leader can do is let others work things out for themselves. But I had to say something.


  "I think . . . I think there may be something else going on here, with the Ellimist choosing us."


  Everyone stared at me. Marco narrowed his eyes. "The Ellimist said something about you seeing this Crayak."


  "I saw him. When the Yeerk died in my head, I saw him. And he saw me. And since then . . . since then I've had dreams."


  Dead silence.


  I wished I'd kept my mouth shut. "Look, I . . . you know, dreams are weird. Like who knows if they're ever real? But these feel real. And in the dreams I see him. Crayak." I shook my head. "I know this sounds crazy."


  "Uh, Jake?" Marco said. "We've been over the line into crazy since Elfangor said, 'Hey, kids, wanna turn into animals?'"


  I smiled. That was not exactly what Elfangor had said. "I just feel like these dreams aren't totally just dreams. I see him. And he sees me. And he says the same thing each time."


  "What?" Cassie put a soft hand on my arm. "What does he say?"


  "'Soon.' He just says 'soon.'"


  Chapter 6


  



  "Ooookay," Marco said. "I felt that chill go up my spine."


  "So what does all this tell us?" Rachel demanded. "This Crayak already doesn't like us, so we go and fight his handpicked team? Maybe win? Then he loves us? I don't think so."


  <Side bets,> Tobias said.


  I nodded. No one else got it.


  <The Ellimist and Crayak have their main event: Do the Iskoort live or die? But maybe there's some action on the side. Us. Maybe that's why he chose us. Maybe there's another level.>


  "What other level?" Rachel demanded, frustrated.


  <I don't know,> Tobias admitted. <But here's the thing: It's down to Crayak versus Ellimist. Crayak already has it in for Jake, at the very least. Not to mention he backs the Yeerks. Not to mention we know the Howlers are just as bad. The Ellimist wouldn't pick us if he didn't think we had a chance.>


  Cassie was nodding. She was for it. That made two.


  I looked to Ax. He made the strange, mouthless Andalite smile. <If we can hurt the Yeerks . . .>


  That made three. I looked at Rachel.


  "Oh, come on, you have to ask? No Crayak space monster is gonna beat up on my cousin," she said, flashing her Cover Girl smile.


  Down to Marco. He looked doubtful. I've learned to trust Marco's doubts.


  "What is it?" I asked him.


  "First of all, I'm in," Marco said. "But I just want to point out one thing: The Ellimist didn't force us, he asked us. Our choice. And maybe he's right that we can do this. But part of the reason we're saying yes is that this Crayak thing has been taking pokes at Jake. And Crayak plays the same long, patient games the Ellimist does."


  "So what are you saying?" Cassie asked.


  "I'm saying maybe Crayak wants us there. Maybe he wants us to say yes. And you know what? That's not because he thinks we'll win."


  "Let's vote," Rachel said. "Go."


  "Go," Cassie agreed.


  It was six out of six for going.


  "Unanimous," Marco said.


  I shook my head. "No. We're going to be seven. It's not unanimous till Erek votes."


  "Go," a new voice said.


  He appeared, standing in the middle of us. A normal-looking boy. Or that's what you'd think. The "boy" was a holographic projection. Inside the illusion was an android. An android who'd helped build the pyramids, who had taken on a hundred different human forms, letting each one seem to age, letting each one seem to die, then reappearing as some new holographic projection.


  "You know what this is all about?" I asked Erek. Somewhere in the back of my mind I realized I had gotten used to the weirdness of people simply appearing out of nowhere. When the Ellimist was involved, things like that were normal.


  "I know what it's about," Erek said with a nod.


  His face was rigid, lips pressed tight together. It was impossible - I knew it was impossible - but still, I felt suppressed rage coming from the android. Barely contained violence.


  "The Ellimist has brought me up to date," Erek confirmed. "If you'll have me, I'll go. I want to go. I . . . I have to go."


  "You can't fight," Rachel said bluntly. "No offense, but I'd rather go get Jara Hamee or one of the other free Hork-Bajir. Or like Ax said, an Andalite warrior. We need firepower."


  "Yes, but that won't be enough." Erek shook his head. "You won't defeat the Howlers in one-on-one combat. They are too deadly. You'll need more than your morphs. You'll have to outthink them. And I know them. I know the Howlers."


  The argument hit home with Rachel. "Fair enough."


  HAVE YOU CHOSEN? a huge voice asked.


  I sighed. "Yeah, but can you give us a few days to -"


  <Strangers! Strangers! Sell me your memories, strangers! Sell them to me, I beg of you.>


  I was staring into a face not even a mother could love.


  "Howler?" I asked shakily.


  NO, ISKOORT, the Ellimist said. YOUR FAMILIES WILL NOT KNOW YOU HAVE GONE. BUT IF YOU DIE . . .


  He let that hang. He didn't have to explain further.


  "When does this fight start?" I cried, recoiling from the Iskoort face thrusting toward me.


  IT HAS BEGUN.


  Chapter 7


  



  "Who invented this place, Dr. Seuss?" Marco demanded.


  We were miles in the air. Miles from the ground, which we could see just over the edge of the platform. The platform with no railing, no warning. The platform that just stopped suddenly.


  Below us was a twisting, leaning, propped-up-on-gigantic-support-beams structure of other platforms. Floors, I guess, all stuck here and there, sticking far out and not so far.


  Above us was more of the same, till you'd swear the monstrous construction would reach the moon, assuming the Iskoort had a moon.


  All of this was built of brilliantly colored blocks or bricks or segments.


  Imagine that someone starts with all the Legos in the world. Add in all the Duplos and cheap bargain Duplos and let some humongous kid assemble them all into a tower a hundred miles tall.


  Assume that no sensible adult ever becomes involved, except to come along occasionally and wedge in what looks like crutches the size of skyscrapers.


  The floors could have been five feet apart, five hundred feet apart, or five miles apart. It was like no one figured it out till they built it.


  I jumped back from the edge, feeling my stomach lurch and my heart stop. I had to push the Iskoort away to get safe, but I wasn't worried about politeness. I was trying not to take a fall that would last a couple of hours.


  "Back up!" I yelled.


  But now a whole gaggle of Iskoort were rushing us, honking with the diaphragm in their bellies and yammering in thought-speak, pushing us, shoving us by sheer mad exuberance toward the edge.


  "Rachel!" Cassie cried.


  I spun left just in time to see Rachel wind-milling, her heels back over the edge of the platform.


  "No!" I yelled as she lost the fight and toppled backward.


  I caught a blur of movement. When the blur stopped it was Erek, his hand holding Rachel by the arm as if she weighed no more than a candy bar.


  Erek pulled her back up onto the platform.


  "Did I mention I've always wanted you along on this mission, Erek?" Rachel said shakily. "Get back, you stupid jerks!"


  This was directed at the press of a dozen Iskoort, all yammering incessantly.


  <I will buy your memories!>


  <Come visit my execution parlor!>


  <Give me your clothing and I will give you credit!>


  <Here! Eat this larva! Let it gestate and we'll split the proceeds between your heirs!>


  <You stink horribly! I will cleanse you!>


  And to Ax: <Become my partner and we will sell your fur as a gachak poison!>


  "What is this, Planet of the Salesmen?" Marco demanded. "Back off! All of you, back off!"


  "Man, I thought there were a lot of salespeople at Nordstrom's, but this is nuts. I'll take care of this. I know how to get rid of pushy salespeople." Rachel stepped out front, hands on her hips. "We're just here to use the bathroom. Can you tell me where the ladies' room is?"


  The Iskoort stared, goggle-eyed. Several of them wandered away. The others continued staring at us, waiting to see if we'd loosen up and do some business.


  I looked at Cassie and we both sighed at the same time.


  "Now what?" she wondered. "What do we do? Stand around till someone tries to kill us?"


  I looked around, trying to get a grip on this bizarre place. There was no making sense of the structure itself. Our floor was a roomy one. At least a hundred feet separated our floor from the floor above. Back from the edge the small buildings began. They looked like clusters of igloos: blue and gold and white and green and red. Some were jumbled into piles several layers tall. Others were freestanding.


  The Iskoort themselves came and went, in and out of the colored igloos, up and down the twisted, arched stairways connecting floors. They all looked busy. All in a hurry.


  They were not the most frightening-looking race we'd ever encountered, but they were definitely not even slightly human.


  They had heads like vultures, thrust forward on long necks. The necks protruded from shoulders that were a sort of oval platform, flat across. From the shoulders dropped two arms, one on each side, each arm jointed three times, ending in a hand made up of one very long, tentacle-like finger, and two smaller, hooked, sharp-clawed fingers.


  They walked in a way that made it seem they were crawling on their knees. Backward. Not that they went backward. They went forward. They had two thick legs, maybe two and a half feet long. Then came what looked like knees, followed by calves that extended forward, lying flat against the ground. Those ended in feet, each with a single long prehensile toe and two smaller claws jutting from the sides of thick pads.


  Their midsection was bare of clothing and looked weirdly like an accordion - an accordion made of veined, pink flesh. It moved, wheezing out a sort of running commentary on their thought-speak.


  It was the sound of a whine. A grating, annoying whine that rose or fell, depending, evidently, on how excited or mad or agitated they were.


  "The Nanny," Cassie observed.


  "The what?"


  "That sound. It sounds like Fran Drescher, the woman who plays the lead in The Nanny. No offense to her."


  <I don't think Fran's probably around here to overhear you being rude,> Tobias pointed out.


  Iskoort faces were, like I said, not attractive. They were roughly triangular with the point toward the top, which left no room for a pair of eyes to fit. So their eyes, pink as a rabbit's, were stuck on short stalks. They had mouths, but didn't use them to communicate. They pretty much stayed shut, opening only every few minutes to suck in air and reveal a fat, blue tongue and tiny, blue-tinged teeth.


  Rachel said, "You know how you meet some people and right away, before they even say anything, before you have any idea what they're like, you don't like them? I mean, on sight you can't stand them? And it's not that they're ugly or anything, it's just something about them that sets you off?"


  "No," Cassie said. "At least, I didn't know. Now I do."


  A new assault team of Iskoort was quick-crawling toward us, heads thrust forward, eyes goggling.


  <Forgive us, strangers!> the leader of this crowd said. <We did not expect off-worlders today. Welcome to the City of Beauty! Do you require a guide? Do you wish to sell your memories, or perhaps any unnecessary body parts?>


  His diaphragm whined as he thought-spoke, a low, grating sound that rose and fell like a bagpipe blown by a man with too little wind.


  I sighed. I was on the verge of suggesting that Rachel morph to grizzly bear and get rid of them, but Cassie said, "You know, if they're serious about a guide . . ."


  "Yeah, you're right," I said, but I wasn't enthusiastic. "Um, well, we could use a guide. You know, to show us around. Show us where to stay."


  <And what will you pay?> the Iskoort demanded, to the sound of eager whining.


  "Well . . . we don't exactly have any money," I said.


  <I will give you an excellent guide. My own grub! In exchange for her hair.>


  He pointed one of his wormy tentacle fingers at Rachel. Or, more precisely, at her hair.


  Chapter 8


  



  The negotiation was not pretty.


  The Iskoort wanted to shave Rachel's head. She explained very calmly that she would remove his head and use it for a soccer ball before that ever happened.


  In the end, Rachel lost six inches of blond hair. What was left came to just below her ears.


  "You know, it looks good," Cassie said.


  "This from the girl who buys all her clothes from L.L. Bean," Rachel grumbled.


  But the truth was, it did look good. Possibly because Erek did the cutting. "I used to cut Catherine the Great's hair," he explained, sounding apologetic, like it was embarrassing to admit that he'd been alive since Moses was wandering around in the desert.


  In exchange, we got Guide. That was his name: Guide. His full name was Guide, Grub of Skin-seller, brother of Memory Wholesaler.


  He was a young Iskoort. Which did not make him any less annoying. The first thing he did was try to improve the deal by getting Ax to let him have the last foot and a half of his tail.


  Ax said no.


  Marco said, "You know what? You jerk us around, Guide, and Ax will give you the last foot and a half of his tail."


  Guide understood the threat. He became easier to deal with after that. He only asked for memories, clothing, hair, and various body parts every hour or so, rather than constantly.


  "One question, right up front: Have you seen any other off-world strangers?" I asked him.


  <Off-worlders? Of course! The City of Beauty is temporary home to many, many off-worlders.>


  "Probably drawn here by the charm of the residents," Cassie said dryly.


  It made me smile. I thought Cassie could like anyone. Evidently, even she had limits.


  <We're looking for members of a species called Howlers,> Tobias said.


  Guide's chest whined in a lower key. His mouth gaped open. <This species is not known to me.>


  I nodded and looked down at the bright red floor under my feet. "Don't lie to us, Guide. Have you ever met an Andalite before?"


  Guide shot a nervous glance at Ax. <No.>


  "Well, Andalites have the power to mind-meld with people. They can look right inside their thoughts and know if they're lying, and if you are lying, they make your head explode."


  No one cracked a smile. Although Marco had to struggle.


  <Now Ax is a Vulcan?> Tobias asked me in private thought-speak.


  Guide's whine rose and fell. It probably meant something, but I didn't know what. Then, <Howlers? Did you say Howlers? There may be one or two Howlers around.>


  "Try seven," I said. "Where are they? And do you know why they're here?"


  <They come to trade, like all who visit our world. They trade memories for boda salts. Howler memories are very valuable.>


  "What's this memory stuff?" Cassie asked. "You guys keep talking about buying memories. What's that all about?"


  Guide looked surprised. I think. <You have never seen a memory show? Then that must be our first stop! It is the greatest of entertainment!>


  "Obviously, you don't get the Super Bowl here," Marco said.


  "We always suspected the Howlers might have collective memory," Erek said. He surprised me. He'd been so quiet I'd practically forgotten he was with us. "The Howlers may pass memory along, generation to generation."


  <Yes, yes,> Guide agreed. <This is why they command such a price. Their memories are long and very clear.>


  I was feeling frustrated. We weren't getting anywhere. We'd just dropped in on this planet and so far we knew nothing. The Howlers could be watching us, ready to attack at any moment.


  "Guide, have you seen these Howler memories?" Cassie asked him.


  He laughed. <No. Not me. I am a Trader, a probationary member of the Guild of Traders. I am not interested in violence and killing and slaughter. No, it is the members of the Criminal Guild and the Warmaker Guild who buy Howler memories.>


  I was getting that nervous, jumpy feeling I get when I feel like I'm being delayed from doing something vital. I felt we were wasting our time talking to the Iskoort.


  "We aren't here to write a paper on the Iskoort," I said, more rudely than I'd intended. "We're here to take down the seven Howlers so we can go home."


  Cassie looked a little hurt. But in a very calm voice she said, "It just seemed to me that if we have to have a battle, we'd be better off if we knew where we were and what was going on."


  She was right, of course. But the edginess I felt wouldn't let me admit it. "We need a place. A base of operations. We can't just stand out here in the open."


  <Then come, follow me!> Guide said. <I know the right place.>


  He started off, moving in his weird backward crawling way, whining from his chest the whole way. We went down a set of steps, something the Iskoort did literally backward, but with surprising agility and speed.


  We came out on a new level, mostly dark blue, and utterly different from the previous level. Here we saw none of the igloos, only a vast field of small cylinders, maybe two feet tall.


  <Energy storage,> Guide explained, and led us down another stairway, this one much longer. We stuck rigidly to the center of the stairs - from the top it was perhaps a half-mile drop to the mustard-colored floor below. Only Tobias was comfortable, flying around and beneath the stairway.


  I suppose Erek felt safe enough, too. It was hard to imagine the android ever missing a step. This level, this mustard-yellow level, was teeming with Iskoort, moving slowly along narrow avenues between open-front buildings.


  It was easy to recognize what this level was.


  "It's the mall," Rachel said. "A bazaar."


  <Yes, this is the level seventy-eight marketplace,> Guide confirmed. <We must move quickly here.>


  "What? No shopping?" Rachel, of course.


  We reached the floor and were instantly surrounded by jabbering, poking, pushing, whining Iskoort, all desperate to buy whatever we had and sell us whatever we didn't.


  "I see what you mean by moving quickly, Guide," I said.


  <What? No, no, not for these honest Traders. But this market is a favorite gathering place for members of the Warmaker Guild.>


  I had about three seconds to think what? before something slammed me violently to the floor.


  Chapter 9


  



  I was down, flat on my back, a weight on my chest. A bony head, stubby horns protruding from the top, was just above mine.


  "Howlers!" I yelled.


  I twisted and tried to roll away. But the bony-headed creature wouldn't let me go. He slammed his head down at me. I jerked my head to the side, hard. The blunt horns struck the floor.


  I did something I haven't had to do much, despite being in more battles than I can remember: I drew back my fist and punched.


  I caught the Howler in his gaping mouth. He jerked back. I drew my legs up, thighs against my chest, and I kicked.


  Thump!


  I caught the Howler flat in his chest diaphragm. He fell back, flailing but unbalanced. I was up in a flash.


  My friends were all under attack. No one had had time to morph. Tobias was ripping at the short stalk eyes of a Howler. I saw Ax snap his tail and remove an arm that had been around Cassie's throat.


  Rachel kicked another in a place that humans don't like to have kicked. One of the Howlers was flailing away at Erek, head-butting him and having no effect as Erek stood there calmly.


  Rachel was halfway into her grizzly bear morph and already growling with a voice that was still mostly her own.


  Something was not right. Not right at all. We weren't even morphed and we were beating these guys. And Erek was way too calm. Then it occurred to me. I had kicked my guy in his diaphragm. His whining, Iskoort diaphragm.


  "Erek! Are these Howlers?"


  "No. Of course not," he said calmly.


  Our assailants backed up. There were five of them. One looked bleakly at the stub of his arm. The others gaped at us and whined through their chests.


  They were Iskoort. Not like Guide, at least not exactly. The bodies were mostly the same, but the heads and hands were different. Their heads were wider at the top, with the two little nubs of horn. Their hands were less delicate, the claws larger than the tentacle. Their legs were flexed, not as flat, allowing them to move faster, in leaps, not crawls.


  <These are Iskoort of the Warmaker Guild,> Guide said, like he was introducing a bunch of guys from a different school. <This is why we must hurry. They don't like off-worlders.>


  <They're going to like us a lot less if they try that again!> Rachel said.


  "Let's get out of here," I said. "Rachel? Stay in morph. Ax, you stay ready, too. That should be enough to handle these guys."


  We were attacked twice more by two different gangs of Warmaker Iskoort before we could reach the next stairway. They were easy enough to deal with, but I still managed to get bruised up. And by the time we were safely out of the marketplace, Rachel said what we were all starting to feel.


  "Just tell me this: Why, exactly, does the Ellimist want to save these guys? I'm starting to think maybe Crayak is on the right track."


  We headed down the stairway, finally starting to laugh at the bizarre experience with the War-maker Iskoort. Feeling relaxed and a little cocky after so easily beating the local tough guys.


  The stairway we were on was wider, though still without rails, but we were getting used to that. It was wider to make room for two-way traffic, and several Iskoort, many like Guide, but others subtly different, passed us by.


  The next level was maybe two hundred feet down. Guide was out front. I was laughing at some joke Marco made.


  "Howler!" Erek yelled.


  "Yeah, right," Marco said. But he looked. And I looked.


  "Erek," I said as calmly as I could, "are you joking?"


  His projected face was white. I wondered how much of projecting an emotion was automatic with him after so long as a human.


  "I am not joking, Jake," he said. "That is a Howler."


  Chapter 10


  



  The Howler was moving up the stairway. We were moving down. We froze. The Howler kept coming.


  He was not huge. Smaller than a Hork-Bajir. As big as a large man. He walked on two bowed legs with a swinging, almost comic gait. He had two arms, longer than his legs. The hands were almost human, five fingers and an opposable thumb. But from the wrists projected a sort of second hand, a claw that could be lowered to cover the back of the hand, or kept up out of the way. This claw had four hooked, steel-tipped claws.


  It looked like there was a bearing halfway up his body, as if the top half of the torso was on a living lazy Susan, allowing the body to turn all the way around and keep the fighting claws in the game.


  The head was ugly, a slag heap of melted-looking, black pebbled skin. The entire creature looked like he had been formed out of still-cooling lava. Beneath the black, in the cracks and creases of his flesh, were lines of bright red.


  Within this face were eyes of a startlingly beautiful blue. Robin's egg blue, they call it. The entire eye was blue, with the cat's iris a paler shade.


  The Howler seemed indifferent to us. Didn't care. Wasn't concerned.


  He wore a series of loose belts around his torso, and each of these featured a different weapon. Or at least they looked like weapons. Something similar to a Dracon beam, what might almost have been an automatic pistol, knives, small metallic boomerangs, a gun that seemed loaded with darts.


  He was a walking arsenal.


  I looked back at Erek, above me on the stairs. His face was flickering. In and out. Not with emotion. With simple loss of control. The android under the hologram kept peeking out.


  The Howler's empty blue eyes locked on Erek.


  "Erek, get a grip," I said with forced calm.


  He shook himself and the hologram stabilized, but the Howler kept watching him.


  "Six against one, Jake," Rachel said. "We won't get better odds."


  I felt my stomach clench. Sheer drop on both sides. Unknown terrain below. Not the place for a fight. But Rachel was right: It was the time.


  "Morph," I said quietly. "Ax? You take the lead. Tobias? Get some altitude. Guide? Back off, this isn't your fight. Erek? Stay out of the way."


  That sounded harsher than I'd intended. But my heart was hammering and I was feeling the fear-sweat down my back. It had happened too soon. We weren't ready. We were tired from the run-ins with the Warmaker Iskoort.


  But mostly, mostly I was seeing pictures in my head. The eye. Crayak. The image from my dream. I could almost hear him laughing. Just a figment of my imagination, but it felt real enough.


  Six against one. It wasn't going to get any better.


  I began to morph, to call on the tiger DNA that swam through my blood. The tiger would be bigger than the Howler. The six of us together in morph can take on anything, I told myself. We can take on anything.


  The Howler's blue eyes narrowed as we shifted positions. He knew a fight when he saw one coming. But he was fascinated by the morphing. Fascinated and almost jealous, if it's possible to read an expression on a face made of tar with eyes as empty as sky.


  I felt the morph working on my body. The orange fur grew from my hands and arms. I had no time to get out of my clothes. They'd be torn apart by the morphing. Fur spread across my body. My fingers swelled, dark leather on the palms, orange and white on the back. Claws that could leave slash marks in a car door grew to replace my useless human fingernails.


  I heard the organs inside me shifting, squishing, relocating, configuring themselves for the tiger body.


  A long tail sprouted from the base of my spine and immediately began to snap back and forth, twitching in agitation and anticipation.


  I fell forward onto all fours. This made my head several steps lower than my hindquarters. Teeth filled my mouth, too big, so big they grew out like a saber-toothed cat's teeth.


  Then my mouth caught up and my face grew sensitive whiskers. My eyes, made for seeing through darkness like it was day. My nose, sensitive to every smell of animal life. My ears, pricked forward, quivering at attention.


  The Howler looked a little less intimidating now. The tiger was not worried. The tiger knew it was the fastest, deadliest creature in the jungle. The tiger did not fear the strange-smelling creature.


  Ax was just in front of me, tail bowed and ready, three eyes forward, the remaining stalk eye watching the rest of us. Rachel had morphed to grizzly bear. She stood up, a massive pillar of rough brown fur with power to uproot small trees. Marco had morphed to gorilla. He swung his pile driver arms back and forth almost casually, like he was waiting on the street corner for the bus to come. Cassie had morphed to wolf. The thick armor of fur on the back of her neck stood on end, and she'd drawn back her muzzle, revealing wet, glistening teeth.


  We were more than a ton of muscle and claw and tooth, all directed by human intelligence that could draw on animal instinct.


  Facing us, a single, man-sized alien.


  I realized Erek was talking. That he had been for several seconds and I'd been too distracted to hear him.


  " . . . will paralyze you and numb your senses. If he gets close he'll use the needle teeth retracted into his upper and lower jaw. He's not as fast as -"


  <Erek. What did you say about paralyzing?> I interrupted.


  "It's the reason they're called Howlers, Jake. The voice. Be ready to -"


  The Howler's hand moved. Reaching for the beam weapon!


  Chapter 11


  



  "Hhhhhrrroooowwwwrrrr!" I roared, a sound that made brave men fall down trembling.


  I gathered myself for a leap. But Ax was faster. His tail snapped, crack!


  The Howler's hand dropped. The weapon clattered down the stairs. But before the weapon had stopped rolling, the hand was growing back!


  <Attack!> I yelled.


  I leaped. Ax whipped his tail again, faster than the eye could follow.


  I roared again, bellowing a sound that had never been heard on planet Iskoort. The others surged behind me. Down we went, a ton of animal power.


  Then the Howler replied.


  "KEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-row."


  It was a blast of sound like nothing I'd ever heard before. Compared to it, my tiger's roar was the mewling of a kitten.


  "KEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-row."


  I missed my leap and fell in a tangle on the steps. I saw Rachel trip and fall, landing on top of me. It was like having a safe dropped on my stomach.


  The wind exploded from my lungs. I scrambled to get up, but I couldn't make sense of up or down. I clawed feebly. Rachel rolled off and I saw that Ax was reeling, running! Running away, back up the stairs, weak Andalite hands clapped against his ears, blood seeping between the fingers.


  Cassie was howling, all wolf in her pain.


  Marco seemed the least affected. He swung a cement-block fist that hit the Howler on his arm and spun the creature sideways.


  I got to my feet, hoping to attack while the Howler was off-balance. Except the Howler wasn't off-balance. The ball-bearing waist twirled him all the way around, using the force of Marco's blow to spin and bring the now-regenerated hand up to a weapon.


  F-t-t-t-t-t-t!


  He had fired! A dozen steel darts, tiny triangles, ripped a messy hole through my left front leg. I stumbled. The pain was intense.


  Marco swung another fist, missed! The Howler turned the flechette gun on him. A bloody hole you could have pushed a Coke can through appeared in Marco's back.


  He dropped like a load of bricks.


  Cassie had recovered enough to bound into action, using Marco's fallen mass as a springboard. The Howler raised the gun, but too slowly. Wolf jaws clamped down on the arm and Cassie held on like a bulldog, ripping, tearing.


  I was up and moving on three legs. A lame leap! I clamped my teeth on Howler leg. Rachel was up, too, and charging on all fours, looking to knock the creature down.


  Tobias came swooping down at full-stoop speed, talons out for the Howler's eyes. We were getting the upper hand!


  "KEEEEEEEEEE-row!"


  Someone exploded a hand grenade in my head. I clamped my jaws tight, but all else was a blur, a swirling, mad blur.


  Blue-and-tan fur leaped over me, rust-red feathers shot past. What? What was happening? I couldn't think . . . couldn't make sense . . .


  A searing sharp pain. My eyes cleared just long enough to see the ornate dagger handle that protruded from my neck.


  I'd been stabbed! In the neck. The tiger's blood . . . my blood . . .


  "Jake! Demorph!" Erek said in a voice loud enough to penetrate the death fog creeping through my brain.


  Then there came other orders, all rapped out in a loud, clear voice. No, not orders. Just information.


  "Cassie, he's trying to stab you. Ax, you are too close to the edge, stop moving! Rachel, the Howler is within two feet of the edge, to your right."


  I was demorphing. Or at least I thought I was. I couldn't be sure. The tiger was dying, blood pumping out of his severed neck arteries.


  "Demorph, Jake! Demorph!" Erek's loud voice urged. "Do it now!"


  I heard a bear's roar. I heard an impact: body against body. I saw nothing but shapes, meaningless shapes.


  "Cassie, demorph!" Erek ordered. "He's gutted you, demorph! Do it now."


  From far off, a hawk's cry. A bear's bellow. The bullwhip crack of an Andalite tail.


  All far, faraway.


  Chapter 12


  



  Crayak turned his bloodred eye on me, watching as I lay helpless. Watching as the Howlers stood around Cassie in a circle, watching as they lowered their claw hands into place, watching and laughing as she stood, eyes closed, helpless, seconds away from -


  "Cassie! Lookout!"


  I jerked up, eyes wide, hands flailing, fending off an attack.


  "Chill, chill," Marco said. He grabbed one hand and Rachel grabbed the other. "It's okay, dude, fight's over."


  I looked around, still wild. A room. Walls of solid colors, one red, the others yellow. Still in Lego Land.


  I slapped my legs. Human. My arms. Human. All me, with no ragged holes.


  I'd made it out of morph. I looked around the room. Rachel and Marco. Tobias sitting on the back of a strangely shaped chair. Erek standing alone, head down in thought. Ax as far from me as he could get, all four eyes turned away.


  "Cassie?" I asked.


  "I'm here," she said. I realized she was behind me. I felt her palm on my cheek. Then she put her arms around me and hugged me from behind. It made me want to cry.


  "It's taken you a while to wake up," Cassie said. "You barely demorphed in time. Then it was like you were in a coma, like you weren't going to wake up at all."


  I remembered dreams. They were dreams, weren't they? Hard to be sure. Reality itself was weird enough to be a dream.


  "The Howler?" I asked Rachel.


  Her mouth was an angry line. "We hurt him. But he walked away."


  "Six against one and we got a draw," Marco said angrily.


  "Not six," Rachel corrected. "Seven. Erek saved our butts. He was the only one who could handle the howls."


  "Yeah, right, thanks a huge load, Erek," Marco said angrily. "He gave us directions. Not to hurt the Howler, you understand, 'cause that would violate his programming. But directions on how to crawl out of there."


  I held on to Cassie's hand. I didn't want to get into this. I wanted to hold on to a moment of feeling glad to be alive, glad to feel Cassie's concern.


  Then I sighed, squeezed her fingers, and pushed her hand away. "Erek did what he could, Marco. You know that as well as I do. My brain was scrambled. I'd be dead without him. That's enough for me."


  Marco looked like he wanted to say something else, but then his anger collapsed. "Yeah. We all did what we could."


  I spotted Guide back against a wall, uncharacteristically quiet. "You stick with us after that?" I asked him.


  His eyes glowed. <Oh, yes, yes, yes. I will be able to sell the memory of that battle for a small fortune! And if each of you would sell me your own unique perspectives, I could buy my own corner with the profits!>


  I drew Cassie around to where I could see her. I nodded at Ax. "What's with him?" I asked.


  She shook her head. "He ran away. He came back, but I guess that's not enough. He won't talk to anyone."


  "Let him be for a while," I said. "Then I'll talk to him."


  I felt weary. Bruised and beaten, although my human body reconstructed from DNA was un-scarred by the battle. It was my brain that was worn out. I could see similar feelings on the faces around me.


  We'd been beaten in a fair fight. No, not a fair fight. It had been six of us plus Erek against one Howler. We'd fought to a draw. A tie. Seven against one. A tie.


  If there had been two Howlers, let alone all seven, we'd have been killed in ten seconds.


  We weren't scared, not the way we might be, facing a battle. We were worse than scared: We were beaten.


  "What is this place?" I asked.


  Rachel shrugged. "Some place Guide got for us. This room and a bathroom - well, I think it's a bathroom. Hope it's a bathroom."


  A pile of rags lay in one corner. Our clothing. What was left of it after we'd morphed while still wearing it. We were in our morphing outfits now. But I guessed we didn't look any more out of place than we would have, anyway. The Iskoort probably didn't care much about human fashion.


  <What do we do?> Tobias asked.


  "I'm for dialing up the Ellimist and telling him to go jump off whatever super-dimensional bridge he can find," Marco said.


  <He wouldn't have put us here if we weren't at least theoretically capable of winning,> Tobias said.


  "Unless there's some other, deeper game the Ellimist is playing," Cassie said. "He's fighting a battle for entire species, entire planets. We're just pawns."


  That was more cynicism than I was used to hearing from Cassie. But she wasn't wrong. The Ellimist and Crayak were both way over our heads. And I was haunted by the suggestion that maybe this was all a setup. That maybe Crayak wanted us here. Not because we were important by ourselves, but because eliminating us would help the Yeerks.


  Why had the Ellimist brought us here? He had to know how powerful the Howlers were. Had to.


  "This is a rotten, stinking deal," Rachel said, expressing the thoughts in my own head. "We're leaving our own planet defenseless to save these Iskoort." She said "Iskoort" like a curse word.


  I found myself looking at Erek. I could only imagine what was going on inside his head. He had the power to fight Howlers and win. But wasn't able to fight.


  Erek said, "Maybe the Ellimist would reprogram me. Remove the prohibition against violence."


  Marco groaned. "Well, it's official: The situation is hopeless. When Erek starts talking that way it's because we're beat."


  "Beat this," Rachel said rudely.


  It made me smile. Rachel felt as down as anyone, but she refused to admit she couldn't just go out and nail the next Howler she saw.


  "They're faster than we are, stronger than we are, better armed than we are," Cassie said glumly. Then she lifted her face, eyes wary. "But are they smarter than we are?"


  "Erek?" I asked him.


  He sighed, a very human reaction. "They had faster-than-light ships at a time when humans still thought the wheel was a radical new invention."


  <Doesn't make them smarter,> Tobias said. <The Ellimist said some species evolve quickly, others slowly. If you get a billion years' head start, of course you have better weapons and technology than a species that started later. Doesn't mean you're smarter. Maybe it just means you started earlier.>


  It was a weak thread to hang by. But it was all we had.


  "Erek? Tell us all you know about the Howlers," I said.


  Chapter 13


  



  "I only saw them from the point of view of the victims," Erek said. "I can use my holographic systems to recreate what I saw. But there may be a way to get even more information."


  <Yes!> Guide said, picking up on it right away. <Yes, of course. You could purchase Howler memories!> He walked over to the wall and touched a panel. The panel opened. A shelf popped out, an array of buttons and colored touch pads.


  <I can load memories directly into your android friend, here. But they will be expensive.>


  "You're not getting any more of my hair," Rachel warned. "Not a kidney or an arm, either."


  Guide whined from the diaphragm in his chest. It may have been a laugh of some kind. <I will pay for you to view the Howler memories. In exchange for harvesting your own memories.>


  I sucked in a breath. "What is this memory-selling? Does it mean we lose our memories?"


  Guide looked perplexed. <Of course not. Why would it? We simply make a copy.>


  "They Xerox our memories?"


  <Can't do it,> Tobias said. <Those memories could end up reaching the Yeerks.>


  He was right. Maybe. "Ax?"


  No answer. Ax was swaying slightly, back and forth. His tail was low, curved forward. He was way deep in private thoughts.


  "Ax!" I said louder. "Ax, we need you."


  He looked up, startled. <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  I didn't tell him not to call me Prince. This wasn't going to be handled with a little joshing. The Andalites are an essentially peaceful race, but with a long warrior tradition, too. Ax was an aristh. A military cadet. And he'd spent his entire life in the shadow of his brother, Elfangor, who was considered a great war hero.


  "How far are we from the closest Yeerk outpost?" I asked him.


  <I . . . I don't know where we are. I don't have a star chart.>


  Guide touched a wall panel. A small, flat screen appeared. Muttering and whining to himself, Guide called up a star chart. It was meaningless to me, of course.


  Ax looked at it with no visible interest. He touched the screen, pulling the perspective back, widening the view. He did this twice more, till even I could recognize the spiral arms of our own Milky Way galaxy.


  <We are more than five hundred million light years from Earth,> Ax said. <Before the Yeerks could spread a tenth of this distance they would have had to swallow not only Earth, but my planet as well.>


  I nodded. "Thanks. Okay, then. It's a deal, Guide. But if I understand what you've told me, our memories would make you very, very rich. So this is it. If we live, you get to copy our memories. And you don't ask for anything else, and you advance us whatever we need."


  I thought Guide was going to fall over. I had the feeling we'd just turned him into the Bill Gates of the Iskoort.


  <I will transfer all archived Howler memories to the android.>


  "The android has a name: Erek," Rachel snapped.


  <He can call himself the Grand Guildmaster as far as I am concerned!> Guide said happily.


  Guide tapped into the panel. Then he called Erek over. He pointed to a slot like a keyhole. <Can you interface?>


  Erek dropped his hologram, revealing his true android body. From one steel finger a prong telescoped out and pressed into the keyhole. The steel finger changed shape to conform to the keyhole shape.


  Erek's almost canine face was blank. Then his eyes flew open and he pulled back. It was impossible to read emotion on the android face. But I could guess. He had just absorbed the memories of the creatures who had wiped out his creators, the Pemalites, and made interstellar fugitives of the Chee.


  "How are you doing, Erek?" Cassie asked.


  "I have absorbed the available Howler memories. They are not . . . not pleasant viewing."


  "Can you show us?"


  "Yes." He hesitated. "Memories of the attack on my creators is included. I would not like to show you that. I would not like to have to . . ." He fell silent, embarrassed.


  Cassie put a hand on his steel and ivory arm. "Then don't. Show us what you can. Show us what we need to know."


  Erek nodded. "The planet I'll show you has no name. The people call themselves Graffen's Children. What I will show you happened approximately twenty Earth years ago."


  The bare room disappeared as Erek's hologram filled the room with a forest in shades of purple, blue-green, and mustard-yellow. We saw enormous leaves, as big as bedsheets. Vines wound along the ground, dipped in and out of the dark soil, then shot up to form strange trees.


  Birds in long, random shapes like pink feather boas swooped and wove through the leaves and branches. Below them, orange-and-yellow centipedes crept along. Bristly combs rose from their backs, making them look like a comic cross between worms and stegosauruses. Animals like two-headed prairie dogs popped up out of subterranean lairs, spit out mouthfuls of dirt and disappeared again.


  It was a rain forest. But someone else's. With wonders no more magical than those of Earth, but wonders just the same.


  Through the forest came a column of creatures that made me laugh. "Gumby," I said.


  They looked like Gumby. Not green, but dark blue, and not smooth, but as rough-textured as an old tree. But still they moved with the jerky grace of Gumby, walking on two legs, eyes raised to the treetops above them.


  I saw a hand move into view and I jerked in surprise. A Howler's hand! I was seeing this forest, these plants and animals and Graffen's Children, through Howler eyes.


  The Howler was lying in wait, hidden from view.


  Then the nearest of the Graffen's Children spotted him. His eyes went wide. A smile twisted his strange mouth. He extended a hand toward the Howler, welcoming, curious.


  The column of Graffen's Children walked toward the Howler like so many toddlers. Like kids who wanted to pet a dog or something.


  The Howler moved, a blur of speed. Other Howlers came into view. They howled. To us the sound was softened by Erek's filtering. But it hit the Graffen's Children full force. They began to blow apart. They stood there, helpless, confused, not knowing why anyone would hurt them, and they simply -


  "Erek, stop it!" I snapped.


  The hologram disappeared as quickly as a TV picture that had been turned off.


  "I shouldn't have let you do this, Erek. Can you erase this stuff from your memory?"


  "No, Jake."


  "I'm sorry," I said. "How much more did you absorb?"


  Erek powered up his human hologram. His face was human again. Now I could see the emotions Erek was feeling. "I have memories of seventeen Howler attacks. All successful. They have never been defeated. They have attacked highly advanced civilizations and simple people like Graffen's Children. They have never taken a prisoner. They simply kill and kill and kill until there is no one left to kill. Then they go and find something else to kill."


  "That's insane!" Cassie yelled. "No species does that. It doesn't make sense. There's no logic to it. You're not talking about predators who kill to eat, or prey animals who kill in self-defense. Even humans have reasons, no matter how sick. Even humans have limits. Why would evolution result in a species that kills for no reason?"


  "It wouldn't. It didn't," Erek said. "The Howlers didn't evolve. They were created."


  "Crayak?"


  He nodded. "Graffen's Children and dozens of species were annihilated by Crayak's Children."


  Chapter 14


  



  We slept in shifts. Two of us on guard at all times. A futile gesture. If the Howlers found us, we would die.


  Guide assured us we were safe. Apartments were built strong enough to resist the often rambunctious Warmaker Iskoort. And with our bargain to give him our memories, I felt like he had an interest in keeping us alive.


  But so far, the Iskoort generally didn't impress me. I was sure that others, with less at stake, would sell us out.


  It was a long night. It was a very long night. Maybe some of us slept. I didn't. I didn't want to dream.


  I tried to make sense of it all. Tried to figure out what the Ellimist thought he was doing. How he expected us to win a fight we had no hope of winning.


  But nothing made sense. Whatever game the Ellimist was playing was over our heads. I felt like an ant wandering around a chessboard, trying to figure out the rules when all I could see was colossal figures moving around me in inexplicable patterns.


  All we had learned was that the Howlers were violent beyond belief. Destructive. That they were, in fact, designed and built to be pure evil.


  "What's it like to be one of them?" Cassie whispered in the darkness. She was close by. Obviously not sleeping, either.


  "Who? An Iskoort?"


  "No. A Howler. They know they were created by Crayak. They're bright enough to fly spacecraft, so they can't be entirely without minds. What do they think of themselves?"


  I didn't really care. But Cassie's voice was a comforting distraction. "I don't know. I guess they're happy being what they are. Aren't most species happy being themselves?"


  Long silence, as she considered that. "Maybe I would have believed that back in the old days. But you know, I've been a termite, an ant. Mindless creatures of instinct. They weren't happy. Not unhappy, either. They just do what they're programmed to do, and they don't have minds, really, so what else can they do? But Howlers must have minds."


  "Just because a person or whatever is intelligent, that doesn't mean they can't be brutal and rotten and evil. I mean, there must have been some smart Nazis and some smart slave owners."


  "Yeah, but the Howlers aren't just individuals. We're talking about an entire species, an entire race, being evil. That isn't possible. We know that. Even the Yeerks aren't all one way."


  "And maybe the Howlers are. All one way, I mean. Maybe you just have a race that is pure evil."


  "Can't be," Cassie said confidently.


  "Why not?"


  "Because that's what Nazis and slave owners and people like that believed. That you can just take a whole race or whatever and say 'they're all this or all that.' That's never going to be true."


  "Maybe," I said, not wanting to stomp on her idealism. "Maybe so. But what are the odds that these seven Howlers handpicked by Crayak are going to be all soft and cuddly?"


  She fell silent. So I guess I'd stomped on her idealism, anyway. At some level I thought, Good. We don't need a bunch of happy talk when we're up against Howlers. But at another level I was just mad at the world and confused and scared.


  I started to say "Cassie . . ." when something hit the door with the impact of a small comet.


  WHAM!


  We were up and awake in a billionth of a second.


  WHAM!


  The door held, amazingly. Guide started to whine. <See! I told you ->


  TSEEEEEEW!


  A red circle appeared in the door and began to smoke and burn.


  "It's them!" I yelled. "Howlers!"


  I felt like I was choking on my own heart, like it was beating so hard, so fast, that it filled me up, leaving no room for any but small, gasping breaths.


  We were going to die!


  I heard moans of terror. Some were coming from me, just these subhuman, animal moans of fear.


  "Morph!" I yelled, choking out the word.


  "They're going to kill us!" Marco cried.


  In the glow of the Dracon beam, I saw Ax walking steadily toward the door. Rough, shaggy hair was sprouting from Rachel's face.


  "NO!" I blurted, realizing the mistake. "Not combat morphs! Go small! Flies!"


  I tried to focus my jangled, shattered-glass brain on the image of a fly. It was the only way out. Not to fight, but to run.


  <I will attempt to slow them down,> Ax said calmly.


  "No, Ax. Morph! We have to get out of here!" Rachel yelled at him.


  <I ran once,> Ax said. <Not again.>


  <Not the time, Ax-man!> Tobias said.


  <I am an Andalite warrior!> he said harshly.


  TSEEEEEEEEW!


  The beam suddenly burned through into the room and hit the far wall.


  Erek ran to the hole in the door as a Howler stuck his head though, eyes greedy. Erek's hologram was gone. He was now a Chee.


  "Chee!" the Howler said in surprise.


  Erek took one steel hand and calmly rammed his fingers into the metal of the door. They went through like he was sticking his hand in a loaf of bread. He did the same with the other hand, curling his fingers and gripping the handholds he had created.


  He blocked the entrance with his body. The Howler sneered and shoved at him. Erek did not move by so much as an atom's width.


  The Howler backed up and leveled his flechette gun at Erek's metallic face. He fired. Flechettes ricocheted around the room, but Erek was unharmed.


  "Jake, this will not last," Erek warned me.


  We were all morphing at top speed. All but Ax. I already had huge, bulging fly eyes and six legs.


  <Ax! Do it! Morph, right now!>


  <No, I can't run again!>


  <Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, you call me "prince" and you act like you mean it and I am giving you a direct order. Morph. Do. It. NOW!>


  Chapter 15


  



  Now the Howlers tried their ultimate weapon. The howl was earsplitting. The walls around Erek began to shiver and crack. Guide fell to the ground, rolling in agony.


  Ax's eyes were bleeding, even in midmorph. But the rest of us were more fly than human, and the waves of vibration from the Howlers did not cause us pain. Not pain, just an overwhelming instinct to fly. Vibration could be sound or it could be movement. The fly brains felt the howl as sudden, massive, threatening movements from every direction at once.


  Still seven or eight pounds, with a twisting, morphing human mouth, I was beating my growing wings frantically, kicking in panic, trying to fly.


  "Fight me, Chee," the Howler taunted, when he realized his howl would not shake Erek's grip.


  I was shocked to recognize the language. He was speaking English! Crayak must have programmed it into this bunch of Howlers. Programmed them to understand our language and to be able to taunt and question us, if necessary.


  Erek ignored him. The Howlers began to fire Dracon beams. Not at Erek. They must have known from their collective memory that Chee cannot be easily destroyed by beam weapons.


  Instead, they were using the Dracon beams to slice around Erek's handholds.


  We had all morphed. All panicked, but all morphed. Except Ax, who was still partly Andalite. And Guide, who was sitting in a corner now, gazing raptly at the madness, creating valuable memories for later sale.


  Suddenly, Erek's handhold was gone, burned away. The Howlers pushed past him, contemptuous. They knew he could not fight. But they found nothing. Nothing that looked like the creatures one of them had fought on the stairs.


  Nothing except a weak, defenseless Ax, still morphing. A hideously misshapen, melting, twisting monstrosity.


  The Howlers piled into the room. With my compound eyes they seemed to be made of glowing purple and blue with pulsating black veins. The facets in my fun-house-mirror eyes broke them into pieces. They were everywhere around me as I flew unnoticed.


  "Target?" one Howler asked another. This second Howler was slightly larger and carrying even more weapons.


  "Yes. Kill it!" the leader bellowed in rage.


  Seven flechette guns rose and took aim at Ax. He had no chance. None.


  Erek leaped to put himself between the guns and Ax, but the Howlers calmly blocked his path. And Erek's programming would not allow him to shove them aside.


  In a split second, Ax would be annihilated.


  <Crayak is a huge, walking, talking pimple,> a thought-speak voice said.


  Marco!


  The Howlers' heads snapped around, left, right, their bodies swiveling as they searched for the one who taunted them. They aimed at Guide, who was crawling out through the hole they'd burned.


  <Not me! Not me! I'm just an Iskoort trader! And by the way, I'd love to buy your memories of all this!>


  <And Howlers are the cowards of the galaxy. Brainless, ugly, bad-smelling, sniveling, gutless worms,> Marco added.


  "Forget it," the leader ordered. "Voices are meaningless."


  I zipped through the air, flying in the wild, wobbly fly way. I aimed for the face of the Howler leader. I landed just beneath his left eye.


  <Not just a voice, you walking dirtball. I'm right here. Think you're tough? Try killing me.>


  The hand snapped up with shocking speed. I felt it coming, felt the disturbances in the air, and I responded with the RIGHT NOW speed of the fly.


  Alien fingers slapped toward me. I fired my wings. The Howler was so fast his fingers missed me by millimeters.


  <How are you going to kill us?> Marco taunted. <Better go back to Crayak and explain that you've failed.>


  "Forget them! Kill that-"


  <Too late,> Ax said.


  Ax had made the transition to fly.


  <Okay, stay airborne. No one land, no one set down,> I said. I was beginning to feel just the smallest bit of optimism. Even relief. The Howlers were mystified.


  "The android!" the Howler leader roared.


  I looked. I could see Erek, or at least a shimmering, distorted version of him. But the Howlers no longer could. Erek had created a hologram of one of the walls. He was standing calmly behind it. Out of sight, though not out of reach.


  <Let's bail before these guys start thinking of ways to swat flies,> Cassie suggested.


  <You got that right,> Marco agreed.


  <Out the door,> I said. <But stay close.>


  We zipped, unnoticed, through the burned-out doorway.


  Not a victory. All we had managed to do was run away. But we were all still alive. And that was more than I would have thought possible.


  Too bad just staying alive was not an option. We had to win. We had to destroy seven creatures, any one of whom could fight all of us to a draw.


  Chapter 16


  



  <Guide. Can you hear me?>


  <Yes, of course, I am not far away.>


  <We know,> Rachel said. <We're just above your head. No, don't look!>


  <They'll watch Guide,> Tobias said. <If we hook up with him and demorph, they'll have us.>


  The seven Howlers had emerged from the wrecked apartment. We'd lost track of them after that. Fly eyes are useless at any distance beyond a foot or two. Were they tracking us? Or Guide? No way to know. But you couldn't get careless with Howlers.


  <Erek. I know you can't answer, but if you can hear me, try to find Guide. Hide him from the Howlers.>


  As we watched Guide, another "Iskoort" sidled up next to him. The second Iskoort suddenly became a small group of Warmaker Iskoort who simply absorbed Guide.


  This group of Warmaker Iskoort would have been revealed as a hologram if anyone had touched them. But no one did.


  We flew into the hologram and landed on Erek's head.


  <Are we clear?> I asked Erek.


  "We were being watched, but I believe we have lost the Howlers, at least for now."


  <Great,> Rachel said unenthusiastically. <We can stay alive as long as we're flies hiding inside a hologram.>


  <I will take you to a new place where you can hide,> Guide said. <Incidentally, this ability you have to change shapes is very interesting. Is it perhaps a technology you can sell? I would pay top price.>


  I didn't bother answering. We demorphed back to human and hawk and Andalite, still hidden, bunched up within the hologram.


  We were crossing a sort of large square or plaza. The floor was green in this area and almost made you think you were on a vast lawn. In the center of the square was yet another stairway, and we took it, heading down. It was busy, with lots of Iskoort coming and going and what I assumed to be a few aliens, as well.


  Erek made the hologram growl and threaten repeatedly, to keep anyone from bumping into us and penetrating our illusion.


  We came at last to the next level down. And this was definitely different. Instead of the bare openness of previous levels, this one was almost a jungle. But a unique one. The plants, trees, and flowers were all in planter boxes packed together, leaving only narrow, circuitous walkways. If you looked out and up, you'd think you were in a genuine jungle. If you looked down, you felt more like you were walking through a greenhouse.


  Iskoort were packed in tight on the walkways. Too tight for our extended hologram.


  "Tobias," I said. "Think you could get up and see if we're being followed?"


  Tobias flew out of the top of the hologram, took a couple of turns, and came back. <Looks clear.>


  "I can't imagine the Howlers creeping along like spies, anyway," Rachel said. "They're a little more direct. If they see us, they'll come after us, and too bad for anyone who gets in the way."


  Erek turned off the extended hologram and resumed his human appearance. We were exposed again. Aliens walking in what passed for a park. My skin tingled.


  "Ax, keep an eye out in all directions," I said. He was the only one of us who could look backward as easily as forward.


  "Yeah, let us know if you see any Howlers so we can have a few seconds to cry before they get us," Marco said darkly.


  Through the maze of false forest, we shuffled along with Iskoort in various permutations, none of whom seemed to be having an especially good time.


  My brain was buzzing. Going a mile a minute, but going nowhere. Like a car with the pedal all the way down but up on blocks, wheels spinning but staying still.


  What was I missing? Something. Something. Some way to defeat the Howlers. Had to be some way. The Ellimist didn't send us into this battle to lose.


  Did he?


  I tried calling to him with my mind. I wondered if he was listening. Probably. But he and Crayak had their rules. The rules of engagement, as the military guys say.


  What were the rules? Might as well have that ant look up at the chess grandmaster and demand an explanation for why he'd moved a particular pawn.


  Why the Iskoort? Why did they have to be saved? Why had we known we were going after the Howlers, but the Howlers hadn't seemed to know they were going after us till we met on the stairs?


  Why didn't the Howlers go after the Iskoort? That was easy: the rules of engagement. If they beat us, they could annihilate the Iskoort. Not until.


  The one person we figured could fight and win against the Howlers was Erek. Only Erek had the power. And only Erek was unable to fight. He could put himself between us and the Howlers. He could give us information, but not directly help us.


  The Howlers had never lost a battle. That's what the Howler memories and Erek had said. Never.


  What did it all mean? I pressed my hands hard against my head, like I wanted to squeeze the answer out of my brain.


  <We are there,> Guide announced.


  I looked up, startled to realize I'd been walking along the whole time. I felt a surge of guilt. I'd been so preoccupied, I hadn't been on guard.


  We were standing outside a building shaped like a pyramid, maybe ten stories high in Earth terms. It was white, the gleaming, artificial white of plastic, and featured a wide, arched door outlined in rows of neon, like a rainbow. Something that must have been music was blaring.


  "Yeah, this'll be a good place to hide," Marco said sardonically. "No one would ever notice this."


  "Where are we, Guide?"


  <We have reached the temple of the Servant Guild. They will take you in. I have paid for it. They will care for you until I return.>


  "What do you mean, return?" Rachel snapped. "Where are you going?"


  <I must feed. You see, we Iskoort are not precisely what we seem at first. The body you see is of our symbiote. We are a symbiotic species - a large outer body, the Isk, and the inner self, the much smaller portion, called the Yoort.>


  <A symbiote?> Ax demanded, speaking for the first time. <Do you mean that you are parasites?>


  <Long ago, yes,> Guide acknowledged. <But what began as a parasitic relationship has become a truly symbiotic one. We function as a single creature. The two parts, halves, only separate every three days, when the Yoort must feed by swimming in the Yoort pool and absorbing ->


  Ax's tail was at the Iskoort's throat before he could form the next word.


  <Yeerks. They're all Yeerks!>


  Chapter 17


  



  The Servant Guild was just what it sounded like. Slavishly obedient, fawning, groveling Iskoort, fanatically obsessed with obeying your every order, catering to your every whim.


  It took a long time for us to convey that all we wanted was a room. A room with none of them in it. They weren't happy about it, but in the end they obeyed.


  The room was as gaudy as the exterior of the Servant Guild Temple. The walls were so glaringly white they seemed to make your eyeballs vibrate. What wasn't white was neon, or something like neon, in bold primary colors swirled here and there, up walls and across ceilings and inset in the floor. But the colored light did not seem to touch the whiteness.


  "Must be the Iskoort idea of interior decorating," Rachel said. "Like a hospital bathroom decorated by kids with those light wand things."


  Guide stood in the middle of the room. Ax had drawn his tail blade back, but Guide was not under any illusions: That tail would snap in a split second if we heard the wrong answers.


  "You'd better talk, and talk fast," I told Guide.


  He was whining continuously from his diaphragm. <What do you want from me?>


  Marco said, "We're a bazillion miles from home, clear across the galaxy, and all of a sudden we find out you Iskoort are Yeerks. Excuse us for being suspicious."


  <We are not Yeerks. We are Iskoort.>


  <Yoort, Yeerk, that's pretty close,> Tobias said, flaring his wings angrily. <And you both live off Kandrona rays.>


  <Yes, we feed on Kandrona rays. But we are Iskoort, not these Yeerks you despise.>


  Rachel glared at the cringing Iskoort. "I knew there was something I didn't like about these creeps. If they're not trying to buy something from you, they're trying to kick your butt or kiss your feet. Yeerks!" She turned to me, expression hard.


  "That's it. We tell the Ellimist to find someone else to play his games with. We're not helping save a bunch of Yeerks. The Howlers can have them."


  I was inclined to agree. It was the easy way out, anyway. We weren't going to die to help Yeerks.


  Cassie moved between Guide and Ax. "Guide, tell me something. What do you know about the history of your people? Going way back to the beginning?"


  Guide looked bewildered, but Cassie was staying between him and the Andalite's tail, so he knew she was his best hope.


  <We . . . we Iskoort . . . I mean, back many, many generations, the Yoort were parasites, as you said. They infested other species. But that was long ago. Since we formed our symbiotes, the combination of Isk and Yoort, we have been as we are now.>


  Rachel snorted. "They conquered these Isk things and now it's like okay, we're best buddies. Big deal."


  Marco nodded agreement. "Some stranger shows up on Earth a thousand years after the Yeerks conquer Earth, the Yeerks will be saying, 'Hey, us and the humans are symbiotes.'"


  I looked at Cassie. Rachel and Marco were right. Cassie nodded, accepting the fact.


  But Guide said, <No, no. I have not made myself clear. The Isk were not conquered by the Yoort. They were created.>


  "Say what?"


  <Parasitism is a limiting choice. The Yoort moved violently to conquer other species and infest them, but this was not profitable, not in the long haul. So the Yoort used biological engineering techniques to design and create a species specifically to be a symbiote.>


  <Who cares how you did it?> Tobias argued. <So you build the Isk and then enslave them.>


  <No, no,> Guide pleaded, whining away through his diaphragm. <The Isk were true symbiotes. The Isk cannot live without the Yoort. And to ensure that this symbiosis would be real, the Yoort, too, were modified. Now Yoort cannot live without Isk and Isk cannot live without Yoort. They are one creature with two parts.>


  Dead silence. No one said a thing. The reality of it was sinking slowly into our suspicious brains.


  "Oh, my God," Cassie said at last. "Of course. It's the way. The only way. Parasite becomes symbiote. No more infestation. They create the next step in their own evolution and become true symbiotes."


  "No more war," Erek said quietly. "No more need to conquer new species, to infest and enslave."


  "The Yeerks don't know about this," Cassie said. "Even the Yeerks who want peace cannot imagine a way out, a way to end the cycle of conquest."


  <These Yoort could be related to the Yeerks,> Ax said. <They may be the same species, somehow separated long ago, perhaps carried from the Yeerk home world by some forgotten race.>


  <If the Yeerks knew . . . if the Iskoort ever made contact with the Yeerks . . .> Tobias said.


  This was why Crayak had to destroy the Iskoort. And why the Ellimist couldn't allow it. Someday, maybe far in the future, Iskoort would meet Yeerk. And the Yeerks would see that there was another way.


  I smiled. The first time in a long time. The ant had just figured out part of the chess game.
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  A smell like oil and mothballs and . . .


  "It's poison!" Rachel said. "Like bug poison."


  <Howlers!> Tobias yelled.


  What to do? The Howlers were pumping poison into the building. They had learned fast. Too fast. Insect morphs were no longer available.


  "Guide! Windows?"


  <Yes, there are windows concealed. I can open them by ->


  "Not yet. We go airborne," I told everyone. "Stay calm. Morph to bird. Guide, when I say, open the windows. Not before. The Howlers won't come in till they're sure they've spread enough poison."


  I tried to sound confident. I hoped I was right.


  The stench of poison was growing stronger by the second, but I was already on my way to morphing a peregrine falcon.


  Why bug poison? Why not nerve gas? Why not some odorless, invisible gas that would kill us before we knew what hit us?


  Too easy? Not enough fear factor for the Howlers? Or was no deadly gas one of the rules of engagement?


  We were melting, all but Erek and Guide. Morphing. Flesh oozing and shifting like mud sliding down a hill. Flesh turned gray. Arms and legs broke out in feather patterns. Faces crumpled, then extruded hard beaks. Toes became talons.


  <Guide, how high up are we?>


  <Perhaps five times your own height.>


  <Okay. Erek, we don't know if any Howler is sitting outside that window. Maybe yes, maybe no. Can you jump through it, push whoever's there out of the way?>


  Erek looked sick. "No, Jake. I can hear the Howlers. I know they're out there. If I go through that window I might harm -"


  <Wouldn't want that,> Marco sneered. <We wouldn't want ->


  <Shut up, Marco,> I rapped. My mind was racing. Some answer. There had to be. We needed a distraction, otherwise, the instant we appeared, the Howlers would . . . <Erek! Can you project a hologram through another window? A hologram of us?>


  "Absolutely. There would be no harm to the Howlers, and it might save you. That would be well within my parameters."


  <Guide, open a window on the far side of the room, count to three, and open this one over here. Guide, Erek? We hook up two levels down, near the stairs. Everyone ready?>


  <Two levels down?> Guide said, looking startled.


  Just then a pair of Servant Iskoort came bustling into the room. <Is there a problem? Are those guests clinging to the outside of the building disturbing your rest?>


  <Make it fast,> Tobias said, ignoring the intrusion. <Birds don't tolerate poison much better than bugs do.>


  <Point taken. On three. One, two, NOW!>


  The far window slid open. Instantly a flight of six birds flew toward it. Dracon beams burned and flechette guns rattled.


  <Yes, let us open the windows,> one of the Servant Iskoort offered.


  <Perhaps a delightful meal?>


  The near window opened and I spread my wings and flapped with all my panicky strength.


  The hologram broke down after extending a couple of dozen feet from the window. But by then all seven Howlers were firing like idiots on the wrong side of the building.


  We blew out of the window, flapping like mad, desperate for every foot of distance. But we were not far when the first Dracon beam singed Rachel's eagle wing.


  <Down, down, down!> I yelled.


  We dove. Down into the maze of trees and bushes and flowers. We were a weird squadron. A bald eagle, a pair of ospreys, a northern harrier, a red-tailed hawk, and a peregrine falcon.


  We blazed along the lane, inches above the heads of walking Iskoort. They'd feel our wind and look up as we passed.


  B-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-t-t!


  A line of flechettes tore a tree apart inches ahead of me.


  I turned left and saw the Howler. He was racing after us, knocking Iskoort down like they were so many bowling pins.


  We turned a sharp left, banking around a line of fuzzy orange trees. A Howler burst from the vegetation ahead of us! He had torn through the planters to cut us off.


  <Pull up!> Tobias yelled.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  Cassie's right wing was gone, a burning rag falling to the ground! Cassie tumbled, out of control, falling like a stone. She hit the ground amidst a gaggle of Warmaker Iskoort.


  I dived after her.


  A Howler jumped from an overhanging tree. He aimed his beam weapon even as he plummeted toward Cassie's still, crumpled form.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  He fired, missed! Landed. I was on him, talons forward. I raked bloody lines across his head. He twisted his turntable body and aimed at me.


  I carried through, lost momentum, and slammed into one of the Warmaker Iskoort. The Iskoort stared blankly at me. I was in his arms. Helpless.


  The Howler grinned and took careful aim. Right at me. No chance to escape. Point-blank range. Inches away. I could see every detail of the weapon that would end my life.


  Then . . . the Dracon beam wavered. It rose. I saw the Howler's face, furious, enraged. But he did not fire.


  I flapped my wings. The Warmaker Iskoort reacted by shoving me away angrily, and then he and his fellows attacked the Howler.


  It should have been over in an instant. The Warmaker Iskoort were not exactly formidable. The Howler should have laid them out in five seconds. Instead, the Howler shielded himself from attack, pushing back the thrusting, butting heads, and ran.


  Rules of engagement!


  <They can't kill the Iskoort!> I yelled to the others. <Use the Iskoort for cover!> Then, <Cassie! Cassie, if you can hear me, demorph! Demorph!>


  But I could already see her flesh growing from the missing, burned scar where her wing had been. <Yeah, yeah, I know,> she said, sounding stunned.


  <Ax! Behind you!>


  <Here comes another one!>


  The others were running for their lives. I had to get to them. <Cassie. Are you okay?>


  <I'll . . . you know . . . uh . . . demorph,> she said, dazed, lost.


  <Cassie, demorph! And stay close to the Iskoort!>


  <Yeah. Yeah.>


  <I can't leave you like this!>


  <No. Yes. Go. You have to ->


  A Howler was bounding toward me, his dead blue eyes focused on me. If I stayed, I'd lead him to Cassie. If I left . . . I couldn't leave her! She was too dazed, losing too much blood, sinking too fast to finish demorphing.


  No choice, Jake, I told myself harshly. You can't help. You can only hurt.


  I flapped away, feeling like my heart was being ripped from my body. I gained enough altitude to get above the trees, where I saw a bizarre battle underway.


  Have to help the others, I told myself. That's your duty. Help them. You can't help Cassie anymore.


  The Howlers were leaping from tree to tree, like monkeys on steroids. They were simply leaping across the walkways, vine to bush to branch, like people crossing a stream by jumping from rock to rock.


  I saw three birds in the air. One missing besides Cassie. The edge of the platform, the void, was only a mile away.


  <Okay,> I said. <I've had enough of this. They want to chase someone? Let's see just how fast they are.>
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  The peregrine falcon is the fastest animal on Earth. Faster than the cheetah or gazelle. Faster than the fastest dolphin or shark. Faster than any bird. In a dive it can break two hundred miles an hour.


  I flapped, up, up, up, burning energy like I didn't care, and I didn't. I wouldn't be needing energy for later. There wasn't going to be a later. Cassie down. Rachel down. I felt sick inside.


  But I was going to take a Howler with me.


  I flew hard and fast and caught a little help from a headwind that I rode like a skateboarder going up the side of a pipe.


  Then I took careful aim, judged the distance, and dived.


  I didn't reach two hundred miles an hour, but I was breaking a hundred by the time I slashed the top of a Howler who was ripping after Tobias.


  The Howler grabbed his head, howling a more emotional and less dangerous howl than the one he was named for. He fired wildly at me, but I was out of there.


  I kept most of my momentum and banked right, flapping hard, then raked a Howler who had just dropped Marco with a burst of flechettes.


  <Marco!> I cried. <Demorph! Demorph!>


  I couldn't tell if he was still alive. But I could see his assailant. He got a face full of razor-sharp talon. I aimed for his eyes.


  The Howlers had never been beaten. I wondered how they liked what I was doing to them.


  I got my answer immediately. Three of them converged, racing toward me, flinging themselves forward in mad, heedless pursuit of the little creature who had dared to hurt them.


  Not too fast, Jake, I told myself. I flew, but not at full speed. Rather, I used my speed to dodge and weave and frustrate the Howlers who fired everything they had at me.


  Close enough, I thought. Now, down! I dropped below tree-level, down to the walkway. But here the walkway was almost devoid of Iskoort.


  I stuck to the path, fighting exhaustion, flapping, turning, flapping, turning. And the Howlers were after me. They ripped through the hedges, blew trees apart with flechettes, burned flowers and bushes out of their path.


  I was going up and down a circuitous path. They were cutting straight through. In seconds they would cut me off. I couldn't outrun them when I had to travel ten feet for every one foot of theirs.


  But I had to stay down. Had to stay on the path. Had to hope I was right about direction and distance. Had to hope the Howlers' arrogance, the cockiness of the never-defeated, would help me.


  Turn, turn, turn!


  Around I came. A Howler burst through the hedge just in front of me! Trapped!


  Was I right? Was I there?


  I went straight at the Howler. He aimed. I jerked suddenly upward and dropped slowly, like a wounded bird, like a slow, loopy volleyball, over the hedge to the far side.


  The Howler ripped through the hedge, smelling victory.


  He ripped through and clawed at the air.


  The Iskoort were crazy not to put guardrails around the edges of their platforms.


  But it was a kind of crazy I could get to like.


  The Howler fell. Fell, clawing the air, screaming in rage and frustration. Miles above the ground. He had a long way to fall.


  And then it hit me. Now was the time.


  I was in the right place and in the right morph.


  Down he fell, quickly achieving maximum falling velocity. Which in the gravity of the Iskoort world, as it turned out, was less than two hundred miles an hour.
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  Down, down, down.


  The Howler was facedown, yelling and grabbing air. Helpless.


  I flew straight down, flapping hard, helping gravity work. The Howler was right below me, oblivious.


  He had other things on his mind.


  I folded my wings back, brought my talons forward, and latched on to his leg. If he felt my sharp talons, he didn't show it.


  I looked past him at the ground so far below. How long would it take us to fall? Long enough? No way to know. Had to try.


  I began to demorph. We were falling at the same speed now, the Howler and I. I tried to hold on to him as my talons became fingers, as my body grew and grew almost as large as his. I tried to hold on to that half-cooled lava skin. But my talons slipped as the claws became fingernails. I lost my grip.


  I grabbed again with a stubby hand and an arm eight inches long. Missed. We fell. My eyes lost their falcon focus. I could no longer see every detail of the ground far below me. It was a blur. It made it seem further away. A small comfort.


  Human, I fell, my face just inches from the Howler's left leg. He had stopped clawing the air. He was no longer moving. He had a long time to contemplate his fate. I didn't feel sorry for him. Maybe I should have. Maybe Cassie would have.


  But this Howler, or one just like him, had burned her wing off. Had shot Marco. At least one of the others. Maybe all of them by now.


  I wanted him to have a nice, long time to think about that as he fell.


  I grabbed, this time with human fingers.


  He swiveled suddenly, turned his body all the way around, and stared down at me, his blank blue eyes wide with shock.


  He reached for his Dracon beam. I snatched it first and threw it away. It fell, twirling beside us, five feet away and a million miles out of reach.


  I knew what was coming next. But the Howler didn't. He started his howl, the first notes ear-splitting, brain-numbing.


  KEEEE -


  But he was too late. I had begun to acquire him. And he felt the torpor, the lethargy that creatures usually feel when acquired. He stared, eyes full of hate, unable to raise his deadly howl.


  While I kept my grip on him, while I drained his DNA into me, I used my free hand to strip away his weapons. One by one. They made a small arsenal falling around us.


  I pushed away. The air caught me and spun me end over end. I windmilled my arms, trying to stabilize, but it was a foolish instinct. I calmed down and began to morph.


  The ground was close now. Close, so close. It was as if at the end we were moving faster and faster, as if the last half of the fall took only a tenth as long as the first half.


  Fear distorts reality. Reality was plenty distorted.


  I tumbled wildly, seeing the ground sweep by beneath me one minute, then the Howler above me. My shove had set him tumbling, too. It was all that saved me, because he began to howl.


  KEEEEEEEEEEE-row!


  But the blasts of sound only hit me glancing blows as we spun like a pair of suicidal sky divers.


  I felt the itchiness of feathers growing from my skin.


  The ground, so close!


  Hard beak pushed out from my lips.


  The ground! Rushing up now. Grim, scruffy trees and drifting, ground-hugging fog.


  My arms were shriveling, the bones thinning, hollowing.


  Too late!


  KEEEEEEEEEEE-row!


  A thousand feet!


  Five hundred!


  One hundred feet!


  Treetops rising around me!


  I opened my wings. I felt them fill and strain, the muscles almost tearing with the effort.


  The Howler fell away from me.


  <Tell the Big Red Eye that Jake says "hi,"> I said.


  My wings filled and I flew at impossible speed across the treetops.
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  I could see why the Iskoort had built their Dr. Seuss towers. The surface of the planet was a reeking, swampy mess of a place. I gained altitude to get above the sulfur smell, but then had to rest.


  My falcon body was revived by remorphing, but it was a several-mile ascent to get back to where I'd left the others. And how was I ever going to find that level? The structure of the Iskoort city was unimaginably complex.


  Flying outside of it, I could see just what an awesome structure it was. Nothing ever built on Earth even came close. The pyramids would not have made the footing for the smallest pillar at the base of this thing. The World Trade Center and the Sears Tower were Tinkertoys.


  The Iskoort may have been the most obnoxious species in the galaxy, but they could definitely build.


  What would I find when I did manage to retrace my fall? Had Cassie demorphed? Had she survived? Was Marco still alive? Ax, Tobias, Rachel?


  They'd been hopelessly outgunned. Part of me expected to find that the score would be one Howler, and all five of my friends. I pictured finding their crumpled bodies. The images drained the strength from my muscles.


  I had to get back. But I couldn't stand thinking about what I'd find. I couldn't live without them. Couldn't.


  I felt a surge of anger at Erek. Marco was right: What right did Erek have to cling to his nonviolence in a universe where the Howlers annihilated entire species on orders from an evil force? How do you stand on the sidelines when evil is running amok?


  Erek was the only one of us who could fight a Howler and win. He had the power. He alone had the power. We'd freed him for one hour from his peaceful programming. The result had been terrifying. He had annihilated a Yeerk force that would have destroyed us all.


  Yes, the Pemalites had created him and all his kind to be peaceful. To be physically incapable of violence. And it was irrational of me to be angry. But with Cassie and Rachel and maybe everyone dead and me alone, I didn't care.


  The Pemalites were fools. They'd been wiped out by the Howlers while their incredibly powerful androids had stood by and done nothing.


  The Pemalites had not reprogrammed the Chee. Idiots! The Chee could have saved them. The Chee could have been turned loose to destroy the Howlers the way the Howlers destroyed everyone else. And then . . .


  And then, when the Chee had destroyed the Howlers, what would they do next? What do you do with a species devoted to war? What do you do, once you've created an awesome weapon and turned it loose?


  The Pemalites would have had to be sure they could rein in the Chee. They would have had to be sure they could control them. Turn them off.


  Just as Crayak would need a way to control the Howlers.


  The Howlers weren't androids, so how did Crayak ensure that they would never get out of control? And since their job was to murder and murder and murder without pity, what would Crayak even think "out of control" would mean?


  Out of control for a Howler would be not killing.


  An out-of-control Howler would be a Howler who felt remorse. Pity. Kindness. That would be intolerable to Crayak.


  I laughed bitterly. Nice speculation. But my friends were probably all dead. And I was alone. And all I could hope for now was to live long enough to get home again.


  <Jake! Is that you, or some other peregrine falcon?>


  <Tobias!>


  <Yeah. I've been looking for you.>


  <You're alive!>


  <Same back at you, fearless leader,> he said with a laugh. <We figured you were done for. Ax saw you go over the side with that Howler.>


  <Is everyone . . . is anyone . . .>


  Tobias sounded less ebullient. <We're all still there, but it wasn't pretty. Cassie, Rachel, and Marco all got nailed pretty bad. But they all managed to demorph. Erek caught up with us and created a hologram of Iskoort. Cassie said you told her the Howlers couldn't attack Iskoort. Guess that's why they didn't howl.>


  <But everyone's okay?> I pressed, unable to fully believe it.


  Tobias laughed. <Yeah, big Jake, everyone's alive. Anyway, we got everyone inside the hologram and the Howlers seemed stumped. But I guess they figured out we weren't really Iskoort, so it was okay to attack. By then we were assorted bugs crawling around the trees. Guide found us another place. Wait till you see. How about your Howler?>


  <It's not teams of seven anymore. It's seven to six now,> I said.


  Fortunately, Tobias had kept track of where he was. He easily led the way back to a level three stories down from where we'd been.


  This level was different than any we'd seen thus far. It seemed to be an industrial district. The separation from the floor above was several hundred feet. The predominating colors were gray and brown. And the factories, if that's what they were, looked as drab and windowless and shabby as any factories on Earth.


  Here, as we flew above them, we met a new variation on the Iskoort. These had longer, stronger arms, more massive shoulders, and their eyes were hooded with thick, retractable lids.


  There were very few out and about. Those I saw, though, seemed boisterously happy and oblivious to the grimness around them. But their whining diaphragms were so loud that a small group of them whining together could make you long for earplugs.


  We circled around a few times, looking for Howlers. But they were not in sight. We landed. I demorphed and went inside.


  I thought I was past the emotion. I thought I was over that feeling of hollowness I'd felt, imagining them all gone. But then there they were.


  Rachel scowling. Marco looking down at the floor, withdrawn. Ax off by himself, still no doubt blaming himself. Erek with his hologram turned off, an unemotional android face.


  And Cassie.


  <Prince Jake!> Ax cried, the first to see me.


  Cassie was on her feet and running toward me, and I was running to her, and I wasn't past any emotion, I was exploding with emotion.


  Cassie jumped into my arms and I wrapped her up tight and before I knew it I was kissing her on her lips and she was kissing me back.


  "It's about time," Rachel grumbled.
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  At least Cassie and I provided Marco with material. It took him precisely three seconds after I parted from Cassie, embarrassed and amazed.


  He held out his arms to me and said, "What, no kiss for me?"


  I would not have believed I could feel like a dork in the middle of all the other feelings I was dealing with, and in the middle of an abject disaster of a battle, but I guess embarrassment and awkwardness are always with us.


  "No?" Marco said, looking puzzled. "I guess I'll have to turn to Rachel." He went for her, arms out, lips puckered.


  "Gee, Marco, what do you think the odds are I'll kiss you? Slim, none, or I'll break both your arms?"


  I looked around at our latest home. It was a large open space, maybe three stories high, about the size of a basketball court. Crammed into that gloomy cube were an amazing array of machines. Some like giant jackhammers, some like steel octopi, others weirdly like merry-go-rounds with elaborate, sharp-edged tools instead of brightly colored horses.


  Nothing was working. There was dust everywhere.


  "Abandoned factory?" I asked Guide.


  <Not abandoned. The Worker Guild refuses to come back to work here until the Superstition and Magic Guild certifies that the place is free of the spirits of fictional characters.>


  I sighed. I hesitated. I shot a look at Marco.


  "Oh, you'll want to hear this," he said.


  "What are the spirits of fictional characters?"


  Guide whined in what I took to be a humorous way. <The simple folk believe that fictional characters are at least partly real and thus have spirits who wander the city, infesting buildings and engaging in various destructive behaviors.>


  "Fictional characters," I said. "Okay."


  <So naturally, the Superstition and Magic Guild must be called upon to control this problem. But the Worker Guild cannot agree on a fair price, so . . .>


  "Makes perfect sense," I said.


  "In a loony bin," Rachel said.


  We all fell silent for a while. The rush of being reunited was wearing off. We were remembering reality.


  <Jake says it's seven to six now,> Tobias said.


  "Swell," Marco muttered. "Make it seven to two and I'd still bet on them."


  There was muttered agreement.


  "I have a new morph," I said.


  <Yeah?> Tobias asked.


  "Yeah. On the way . . . on the way down, I acquired the Howler. It's not enough, but it may give us an edge. If we have an overall plan."


  "Do you have a plan?" Erek asked.


  I considered. Did I? I had bits and pieces. Guesses. Speculation. Intuitions.


  I shrugged. "Yeah. I guess I do."


  Marco grinned. "Kiss him again, Cassie. It seems to help."


  They all waited expectantly. I bowed my head and tried to bring together all that I had learned about the Howlers. I felt like I had a bunch of jigsaw pieces and no picture to work from.


  "Okay, jump in if you have anything to add. I could be totally wrong. One: The Howlers must have some kind of collective memory. The memories Erek absorbed were of events going back thousands of years and covering dozens of invasions. No biological creature lives that long. And we know the Howlers are biological because I acquired one. So somehow, the Howlers are designed to share a single memory. What these seven Howlers . . . six . . . learn here will be conveyed to all the rest of the species. That way all battle experience is available to all warriors."


  Rachel nodded. "No wonder they never lose."


  "Yeah, but that brings up something else. See, no one wins all the time. Not for thousands of years. It's not possible. Muhammad Ali lost. Michael Jordan lost. No one wins every time."


  "But the Howler memories I absorbed show no memory of defeat," Erek pointed out.


  "Yeah. Exactly," I said. "Exactly. Guide?"


  <Yes?>


  "When you view memories - I mean in the normal way, not like Erek did for us, turning it into a hologram - how is it done?"


  Guide emitted a low diaphragm whine and said, <There is a small device that attaches to the head. It ties in directly to brain waves and plays the memories as if you yourself were recalling them.>


  "And these memory headsets work on all species?"


  <We are visited by many species,> Guide said. <The headsets have always worked. Although not all species choose to indulge.>


  "I'm guessing the Howlers don't indulge," Cassie said.


  Guide spread his hands and increased the grating noise from his diaphragm. <We have only ever seen this one group of Howlers. They sold their memories to pay for what they needed here, but they did not choose to buy any other memories.>


  I nodded. "Good. Good. Okay. Now we need a volunteer for an extremely dangerous mission. We're going to need a rabbit to draw the hounds to us." I shot a look at Rachel and slowly shook my head no. Her mouth was already open to volunteer. She closed it and looked puzzled.


  <I will take on this mission,> Ax said from across the room.


  Rachel made a little half-smile and nodded imperceptibly.


  "Swell," Marco said impatiently. "So Ax is going to get himself killed and we all agree the Howlers don't like to buy memories to watch on their VCRs. How does any of this let us take out these six Howlers?"


  "We don't take out the six Howlers," I said. "Crayak does."
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  The place we were in was all wrong for the trap. We needed Iskoort around us. We had to make the rules of engagement work for us. I explained it to Guide. He wanted to get paid more. We were running up a big bill, and we might well get killed before we could sell him our valuable memories.


  "Don't worry," I said. "That's the next thing we do: make a complete copy of our memories."


  <I still feel I should be able to harvest an arm, at the least. Perhaps some minor internal organs.>


  "Not more hair?"


  <I have the hair,> he said. <The point is to possess what is absolutely unique. No one has a human body part or organ.>


  "Yeah, and it's going to stay that way," I said. "You can have Marco's hair."


  "Say what?"


  <A stalk eye from the Andalite?>


  "No. No body parts. We had a deal."


  <What if you should be killed?> Guide asked, lowering his whine to an annoying whimper.


  "You want our bodies?" I demanded, shocked, despite the fact that I had bigger problems to worry about. "If you were doing organ transplants to save lives, yeah, but just so you can stick us in big pickle jars and charge admission to see the human freaks? I don't think so."


  "I have something to sell," Erek said. "I will create a schematic of my holographic technology. You can build your own emitters."


  This was apparently such a bonanza that Guide stopped whining for several seconds. He barely managed to say, <Deal!>


  Marco rolled his eyes. "You know, Guide is going to own this planet by the time he's done."


  Guide led us to a different level. This time we went up. And this time we took an elevator.


  "Elevators! You have elevators?" Marco raged. "We're traipsing up and down stairs and you have elevators?"


  <The elevators are much less scenic,> Guide said. <What value are memories of the inside of an elevator?>


  We emerged several floors above the one where we'd first appeared. It was just what I needed: narrow walkways between tall residential buildings with shops on the ground level. Iskoort crammed everywhere. Iskoort mostly of a new type: Shopper Iskoort.


  "My people!" Rachel cried in delight. "At last I have a true homeland!"


  "They shop?" I asked Guide. "That's it? They shop?"


  <Someone must buy what is created in the great factories and small craftworks,> Guide said.


  "Exactly," Rachel agreed.


  <The economy cannot function without people to buy things.>


  "Guide, you are finally making sense," Rachel said with great satisfaction.


  We went to an empty store at the end of a long, narrow street. The previous business had moved out, leaving nothing but empty shelves behind.


  "Okay. This will do," I said. "Now. How do we get the word to the Howlers that we're here?"


  <I have only to mention it to a member of the News, Gossip, and Speculation Guild,> Guide said.


  <This is quite a little lunatic asylum the Ellimist wants us to save,> Tobias said. <Lego Land meets Dr. Seuss with a population made up of whining nutbags - no offense, Guide - who think shopping and gossiping are careers.>


  "Hey, don't diss my brothers and sisters of the Shopper Guild," Rachel said with mock ferocity.


  "Okay, let's get this in gear," I said. "Guide? We have the memory players?"


  <Yes, of course.>


  "Ax? You ready?"


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> he said.


  "Don't call me Prince. And come here for a minute." I went into an empty corner with him. "Ax, maybe I'm wrong, but you still seem to be chafing over that first battle."


  <I ran away,> he said simply.


  "You came back."


  <I ran away,> he repeated harshly.


  "You were the only one not in morph. You and Tobias. And he was in the air, not close to that howling noise. Does it occur to you that maybe the Howler's howl is specially designed to affect the brains of sentient creatures? I mean, the physical brain, the gray matter - or whatever color yours is?"


  He shrugged impatiently, a gesture he'd picked up from humans.


  "Listen, Ax, the Howlers are a biological weapon designed to kill sentient species. When they were designed, when Crayak was coming up with that howl, he'd have fine-tuned it to have an especially terrifying effect on complex, sentient brains. I had a tiger brain and it nearly destroyed me. You had your own, very smart, very aware, very complex brain. Exactly what the howl was designed to attack."


  Ax didn't accept what I was saying. But he didn't dismiss it totally, either. He seemed to fidget, like he wished the conversation was over.


  I sighed. I'd said all I could say. Ax needed to do something to wipe away what he saw as a terrible stain.


  "Okay, Ax. It's time to get set. But you better remember one thing: Your job is to get out of this alive. If I'm really your prince, I'll give you an order: You do not have permission to get yourself killed. No matter how heroic you think it would be."
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  It took less than an hour.


  Tobias, floating high above the narrow streets, saw them burst at a run from the stairs. They looked around, knowing the floor we were on, but not the building.


  We didn't want them having time to plan. We wanted to use their blood-lust and rage.


  Down the street, seemingly oblivious, walked Ax. Tobias reported the scene by thought-speak.


  <He's almost there. The Howlers are sticking together. Not as cocky as they were, though. They should spot him any second now. Any second now.>


  Then, <What are they, blind? Ax is getting awfully close. The crowd is blocking their view of him. Too many Iskoort in the way. Oh, man! He's too . . . They see him! Ax-man, run! Run!>


  I looked at Cassie and the others. "It's time. I have to do this."


  I blocked images of Ax from my mind. Images of him racing, dodging, weaving through the Iskoort crowds. Images of the Howlers bounding after him.


  Instead, I focused on a different image: the Howler I had acquired. I formed the image in my mind and I felt the changes begin.


  "Rachel," I said, while I was still human, "you know what to do. If I get out of control, can't control the morph. If I start that howl . . . you'll have to do it."


  Rachel had morphed to grizzly bear. She stood directly behind me. Her two massive front paws, with claws that could flay the bark off a tree, lay on my shoulders.


  If I lost control of the morph, Rachel would . . . would do what she had to do. Quickly. Before I could hurt anyone.


  As backup, Marco was in gorilla morph. His fist, as big as my head, and powered by enough muscle to knock a hole in a wall, was cocked a foot from my face.


  <They're on him!> Tobias yelled. <All six of them. Like hounds after a rabbit. Man! That boy can run! Ax-man! Opening to your right!>


  The Howlers could not shoot, not in a crowd of Iskoort. Rules of engagement. Nor could they use their howls, not without possibly killing Iskoort.


  But if they got close enough to Ax, then would come the flechette guns, the Dracon beams, and the knives.


  I steadied my thoughts. Control. Control.


  The morph continued. My skin began to erupt in pustules, blisters that formed all over my body, then burst and oozed out black glue.


  I looked down and saw my stomach pinching, like I was being cut in two. Like I was morphing an ant or some other segmented insect. Just as the pinching looked as if it would go all the way and the top of my body would topple like a chopped tree, long, flexible threads - elastic blood veins - shot out, connecting the two halves of me, upper and lower.


  For a horrible moment I could actually see the white bone of my human spine. The interlocking vertebrae melted and reformed as thick, steel-gray cylinders, each able to turn on its base.


  Then my center filled in, hiding the spine and the elastic veins and tendons.


  I breathed a sigh of relief. No one needs to see that happening to their body.


  I saw my hands change color, the fingers covered by the black-on-red pustules, the cooling lava flesh thick and hard. I still had four fingers and a thumb. But now, from my wrist, the claws grew. Retractable, like a cat's claws.


  My legs creaked and groaned as bone thickened and twisted. My ears melted into my head. My eyes widened, growing larger and flatter.


  My senses began to change. The differences were not as severe as many morphs I've been through. But more complete than I'd expected. I wasn't seeing just shape and color anymore. I was seeing infrared heat. I was seeing trails, like the ones your mouse cursor leaves on the cornputer screen. It allowed me to follow movement and direction more closely.


  And then, with a shock, I realized I could see through the outer layers of skin. I could see faint outlines of Marco's gorilla heart.


  Of course. All the better to target vital organs.


  The robin's egg blue-in-blue eyes were far beyond human eyes. Beyond even hawk's eyes. These were target-acquiring eyes.


  Suddenly, I felt it bubble up from beneath my own consciousness. I had expected rage. I had expected out-of-control violent urges. I felt neither. Instead, I felt . . . indifference.


  There was no Howler instinct to slaughter. It wasn't anger. That wasn't how they were built.


  Crayak had been more subtle than that. I had expected the Howler morph to be like morphing some superpredator. But the morph this reminded me of most was the dolphin.


  Howlers were playful.


  Howlers were having fun.


  <You can let me go,> I told Rachel and Marco.


  <Are you sure?>


  <Yeah. This thing isn't out of control. It's like . . .>


  And then I felt something I had never felt before. Some strange part of the Howler brain, like an extra sense. My brain had tapped into a pool of awareness, of knowledge.


  Rapid, dizzying flashes of memory. Horrifying images of slaughter, violence. Not just the Graffen's Children. But species after species. Planet after planet. I was getting the full, horrific imagery that Erek had absorbed in a different way.


  But this was worse. This wasn't someone else's memory. This was my own. It was part of me.


  And through it all, the massacre of Graffen's Children, the slaughter of the Mashtimee, the Ron, the Nostnavay, and yes, the Pemalites, the Howlers felt no anger, no rage.


  But why should they?


  <It's a game,> I said.


  <What is?> Cassie asked. She had morphed to wolf.


  <The Howlers. The killing. It's a game to them. They're having fun. They're enjoying it. Like when dolphin leap into the air just for the fun of it and play follow the leader, it's a game.>


  <They're destroying entire races for fun?>


  <Yes. They don't know what they're doing. Cassie . . . they aren't adults. The Howlers are all children.>
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  <Here they come!> Tobias yelled. <Thirty seconds. If ->


  <Children, my butt,> Rachel said. <They're murderers!>


  <They're what Crayak made them,> I said. <They have a life span of three years. They have no mature phase. They don't reproduce; they're grown in a factory. There are no adult Howlers.>


  I looked hard at Erek. <Did you know?>


  "Before? No."


  <When you absorbed Howler memories, did you realize they are children?> I demanded.


  "They slaughtered my creators," Erek said stonily.


  <Crowd is thinning out, Ax-man!> Tobias yelled. <They're gonna have a shot!>


  <So what, we let them walk away, just because they're not adults?> Marco demanded.


  <It's not going to be up to us,> I said grimly. <If the plan works, Crayak will ->


  <It's not just Crayak,> Cassie said. <We're the ones forcing the ->


  The sound of flechette guns, in the street outside our door, only a dozen feet from us.


  <Aaahhhh!> Ax cried in pain.


  <He's hit!> Tobias yelled.


  "Juveniles or adults, they massacred my creators, they made refugees of the Chee, they murdered my world," Erek said through gritted teeth.


  <No choice, man,> Marco said.


  <They don't know,> I said. Was I pleading? What did I think we could do? It was too late. Them or us. Them or the entire Iskoort race.


  But they didn't know what they were doing! They didn't know! My head was swimming. The Howlers were what someone else had made them. How do you hate a creature for doing what it has been taught to do?


  I had gloated when that Howler fell to its death.


  And now no choice! No choice!


  <Places,> I ordered. <Get ready.>


  Marco, Cassie, and Rachel all moved swiftly into place. Erek, too. Guide stayed close.


  WHAM!


  The door blew back on its hinges. Ax stumbled, bleeding, into the room.


  The first Howler was two seconds behind him. He bounded into the room.


  Rachel, Marco, and Cassie hit him, simply barreling into him.


  Erek snatched up Guide like the Iskoort was made of feathers. He jumped to the door. Guide clung to Erek's neck, terrified, as Erek filled the doorway.


  The first Howler kicked with shocking power and sent Rachel stumbling back. A swipe of his arm, with retractable claws down, ripped red lines in Cassie's side. She fell. He aimed his flechette gun. Marco hit him from behind. His aim went wild, ripping a line across the wall and up onto the ceiling.


  The pursuing Howlers stopped abruptly at the doorway. All together they might dislodge Erek. But Erek was holding Guide.


  The rules of engagement! The Howlers could not kill an Iskoort!


  The first Howler spun and nailed Marco with a fist. Not till he pulled back did I realize that fist had held a knife. The handle now protruded from Marco's stomach. He stared at it, disbelieving.


  And now the Howler steadied his flechette gun, ready to finish Rachel off.


  "No!" I yelled.


  The Howler looked at me and blinked.


  "Forget them! This way!" I ordered.


  The Howler was trying to clear his head. He recognized me. But he knew I was dead. Wasn't I?


  "Their leader, over here!" I said, desperately hoping against hope he'd buy it. I took off at a trot.


  The Howler followed. I almost collapsed from relief.


  I stopped suddenly. The Howler stopped, too, wondering what -


  I hit him. Once, twice, three times, each blow aimed with Howler eyes, each blow directed at weak spots that only another Howler would recognize.


  He was down. Barely.


  The other Howlers were solving the Erek and Guide problem. They were burning several new holes in the walls. Guide couldn't be in front of all of them. In seconds, the Howlers would be inside.


  <NOW!> I yelled in thought-speak. But Marco was unable to respond. He was transfixed, looking at the knife in his stomach.


  <Marco! The memory emitter! Now! He's getting up!>


  It was Ax, bleeding and staggering, who suddenly thrust the small, shiny device into my hand.


  I gave him a nod, took a deep breath, and slapped the probe onto the Howler's head.


  <Time for an education,> I said.


  The Howler glared at me with his dead blue eyes. He leaped up. He drew his Dracon beam weapon. He aimed it . . . nowhere.


  He shuddered. He started again to aim the weapon. Then he shuddered again.


  His eyes closed.


  I stopped breathing.


  Into the Howler's head flowed all the memories of my life. From vague, early images of my mother's face above my crib, to riding on my dad's back at some amusement park, to school, to friends, to all that had happened since we'd taken a shortcut through an abandoned construction site.


  All that I remembered of my life was flowing into the Howler's brain. And the lives of Cassie and Rachel and Marco and Ax and Tobias. And even Guide. And the long, long memory of the android who called himself Erek.


  All that we were emptied into that Howler's head. And from there would flow into the endless pool of collective Howler memory.


  <Is it working?> Cassie wondered.


  Suddenly, the Howler disappeared. He was simply gone.


  The Dracon beams no longer burned against the walls of the room.


  Erek stuck his head out through the door. "They're gone," he said.


  Marco yanked the knife out of his stomach and began to demorph.


  In the time it took him to pull it out, we went from that small Iskoort room to a very different place.
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  He was huge.


  No arms. Arms were irrelevant to him.


  He sat on what might have been a throne, or might have been a part of him, I couldn't tell.


  Machine? Creature? Both?


  Or something that was neither.


  He turned his single, huge, bloodred eye and looked down at me.


  I was on my knees. Human again. Hard steel beneath me. Darkness all around. But I felt a hand touching mine.


  The others were with me, too. With me, cowering beneath the seething evil creature called Crayak.


  I met his gaze. I closed my eyes, but I could still see him looking at me. As he had watched me, mocking, in my dreams.


  "We meet at last, face-to-face," Crayak said, in a low voice that vibrated up through the floor, through the air, a voice so low that it seemed it would shake my very atoms apart.


  I kept my eyes turned away, though it did no good. I wanted to stand, but I couldn't. I was shaking. My teeth were chattering.


  "What? Not so brave now, little Jake?" he mocked. "Look at you, all of you, cowering! Are you frightened?"


  I nodded. "Yeah, I am," I admitted in a weak voice. "But we won."


  And then there was a laugh. A laugh that was as powerful as the awesome dread that flowed from Crayak.


  The big red eye snapped up, away from me. I breathed again.


  The laughter continued, gathering force, louder and louder and more and more delighted.


  I turned and saw the Ellimist. He was in human guise, looking like a wise old man. No more his true face than Erek's face was true.


  "Humans," the Ellimist said, as if he were introducing us. "Five humans, an Andalite, a Chee."


  "It was a mistake allowing the Chee to escape from the doom of their Pemalite masters," Crayak said.


  "The Iskoort will live," the Ellimist said.


  The eye showed no expression. "The Iskoort will live."


  Then he looked at me. "Sleep well, human," he sneered. "I'll still be there in your dreams. And someday, when the time is right, you will suffer for this."


  I climbed to my feet, still holding Cassie's hand. I focused my mind on the Howler. And I began to morph.


  No one said anything till I was done. And when I was done, I opened my Howler mind to the collective memory that linked them all.


  I searched for the memories we had played for the Howler. I looked in the great memory pool for some memory of what had occurred on the Iskoort planet. Nothing. Some memory of us, of five humans and an Andalite and a Chee and Guide. But there was nothing.


  Crayak had destroyed the six remaining Howlers before those memories could poison the minds of all Howlers. He'd done what I knew - what I had hoped - he'd do.


  The Howlers had never been defeated. So they believed, but I knew that wasn't possible. Somewhere, somehow, someone had to have beaten them, at least once. Perfection was impossible.


  So if the collective memory had no trace of defeat, it could only mean that Crayak had destroyed his defeated Howlers before the memory of failure could infect them all.


  He might have done that many times over the millennia. Always keeping the Howlers' collective memory from any taint that might weaken their innocent evil.


  He had no choice. A collective memory was very useful for spreading battle tactics and experience. But it was a weakness, too. Crayak could not allow his murderous children to learn one simple fact: that their victims were not part of a game, but real people, with dreams and hopes and loves.


  Crayak had acted quickly. The memories of humans and Andalites, Chee, and Iskoort had not been allowed to infect the Howler memory. Nothing had gotten through . . .


  No. Not nothing!


  Sifting through the collective memory, through the unbroken chain of horror, I caught a single fugitive image, like a few seconds of film.


  Just the picture of Cassie running to me, and our arms and lips and . . .


  I demorphed back to human. And when I had my own mouth again, I said, "You were too late, Crayak. Something got through to the Howlers' collective memory."


  "What?" he demanded.


  "Love."
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  We were no longer with Crayak. We were back in that weird, n-dimensional space where inside was outside and nothing made any sense at all.


  Still, it was good to be away from Crayak.


  Good to be alive.


  "You did well," the Ellimist said.


  "Did well? Did well?" Marco echoed. "We kicked butt on the meanest gang in the galaxy, whupped Crayak the Big Nasty, saved the Iskoort, which I'm still not sure was a good thing, and planted a little sensitivity time bomb in the Howlers, and that's it? 'Job well done,' and 'Oh, by the way, here's your insides to look at again as we zip through inside-out world'?"


  "What would you like?" the Ellimist asked reasonably.


  "I don't know. How about a reward or something?"


  "How about telling us what we accomplished, if anything?" I said.


  "Yeah," Rachel agreed. "How about that?"


  Suddenly, without any warning, we were back in Cassie's barn. Right where we'd been the instant before the Ellimist had whisked us off to the Iskoort planet.


  "What did you accomplish? No one knows the future. Not for certain. But it is now more likely than it was before that three hundred years from now the Yeerks will encounter the Iskoort. They will realize that they are related. And the Yeerks will see that there is a better way."


  <That's it?> Tobias asked. <Three centuries from now? How does that help us?>


  "It doesn't," the Ellimist said. "But within six months Crayak will send a Howler force to annihilate a race called the Sharf Den. Instead of slaughtering the Sharf Den, the Howlers will try something different." The Ellimist winked. "They will attempt to kiss them. Crayak will have lost his shock troops. And the Sharf Den will . . . well, no one knows the future for certain. Oh, however, you may be sure that Guide is now a very, very rich Iskoort."


  With a laugh of pure pleasure, the Ellimist was gone.


  <I really hate when he does that,> Tobias said.


  "Okay, that does it, we're never inviting him over again," Marco said.


  It was good winning one. A big one.


  And that night, when I fell asleep, the eye of Crayak was no longer in my dreams.


  Instead I dreamed about Cassie. But in my dreams I also saw that Howler, falling and falling beside me. Falling still, as I spread my wings and split my fate from his.


  Marco's always saying you choose how to see the world. That you can look at what's funny and cool, or you can focus on all the things that aren't.


  So I tried to follow Marco's advice. I tried to turn my dreams to Cassie.


  But even looking into her eyes, I still saw that doomed Howler falling.
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  My name is Rachel.


  I'm tall. I'm blond. And I'm standing on a balance beam, trying to get up the nerve to do a forward roll.


  Trying to be normal.


  Although when you think about it, what's normal about a human somersaulting along on a slippery, narrow, wooden tightrope?


  Nothing, that's what. Forget the forward roll.


  Hey, reckless in battle keeps me alive. Reckless in the gym just breaks bones.


  And to keep fighting, I need to stay in one piece. Survival always comes first. So you know I won't tell you my last name or where I live. That information would get me and my friends killed.


  Not that we'd go down without a fight, of course, but still . . .


  We're five kids and an Andalite who, as I see it, have to hold on to the three major things we've got going for us.


  The ability to morph by acquiring animal DNA.


  Anonymity. Nobody knows who we are.


  The home team advantage.


  So far, it's been enough to keep us alive and to seriously aggravate the Yeerks, a parasitic species here to enslave Earth.


  If the Yeerks had a "Most Wanted" list, we would top it. They want us bad. Maybe they'd kill us. Maybe they'd do what they've done to so many humans: crawl into our heads and take over our brains. Make us Controllers.


  A Controller is someone enslaved by a Yeerk, and they're everywhere. They're people you know. People you trust.


  Our vice principal, Mr. Chapman.


  My cousin, Tom.


  Teachers, TV anchorwomen, cops, FedEx drivers, waiters, students, construction workers. All walking around like they're perfectly normal. Persuading their friends and families to join The Sharing, the Yeerks' cover organization.


  And once you're in, there's usually only one way out.


  You become a Controller.


  You walk and talk the same. You have the same memories. You still chew gum in class and toss brussels sprouts back into the serving bowl when you think your mother isn't looking.


  Only it isn't you doing any of it. The real you is caged up inside your head, helpless, screaming silently at the Yeerk slug holding you hostage.


  Become a Controller, and you have no will of your own.


  I will never surrender my free will.


  This is why we fight. And to be honest, I like a good fight. The adrenaline spike of battle. The rush. The challenge.


  And now that I've admitted that, I'll admit something else: Lately, it's been scaring me that I like it. That I look forward to it so much.


  My father thinks I'm as tough as any boy. My cousin Jake says my specialty is kicking butt. Marco calls me Xena, Warrior Princess, and jokes that I'm always the first to want to fight.


  He's right. I'm front and center. Head of the line. "Let's do it," I've said, more times than I can count.


  And I'm afraid that if I keep giving in to the urge, sooner or later I'll forget how to do anything else. Forget how to do the things I used to like to do.


  I used to love gymnastics. Not the balance beam, exactly. I'm talking about the powerful feeling I got working the parallel bars. And vaulting was as close as I'd ever come to flying.


  Not anymore, of course. Not since I became an Animorph. The thrill of vaulting doesn't even come close to the thrill of soaring as a bald eagle. Or zipping around as a fly. And human muscles are pathetic after experiencing a cat's liquid grace. Or becoming a grizzly bear. Now we're talking power.


  I can't help myself. It's like I'm addicted or something. Addicted to danger. Addicted to defeating the Yeerk invaders.


  And addicted in my dreams, at least, to smearing Visser Three across the pavement like the overgrown slug that he is.


  See? I told you I was starting to scare me.


  Visser Three is evil. Merciless. Ruthless. Cruel. He's the only Yeerk with the power to morph, the only Andalite-Controller. He's in charge of the invasion of Earth and he takes his job very seriously.


  So do I.


  "Hey, Rachel!"


  My head jerked up, shattering my concentration. The gymnastics studio zapped back into focus.


  Kids talking. Laughing. Doing back bends and walkovers. Working out on the parallel bars and rings.


  A guy named T. T. was smiling and coming toward me across the mats. Not an ugly guy. Not at all.


  I didn't smile back. Until he'd yelled, I'd been doing fine. But now my body was swaying and my balance was broken. My arms began to windmill and my bare feet, one placed before the other on the narrow beam, were wobbling.


  I was going to fall.


  "Don't worry," he said, jogging up. "I'll catch you."


  Oh, great. Just what I didn't need. I swiveled, trying to push off and jump.


  Bad move.


  The motion sent me reeling. I pitched sideways.


  I knocked T. T.'s outstretched arms aside and hit the mat.


  Whumpf!


  Ouch.


  My palms stung. So did my hip.


  "You okay?" he asked, putting out his hand.


  "Yeah." I ignored it. Got up.


  My face was hot. I don't like to look stupid. And now I did, and it was all his fault.


  I looked at him, annoyed. Ready to tell him off.


  And stopped.


  He was definitely not uncute.


  He was taller than me. Blue eyes, like me. Dimples, not like me.


  "So, I guess this means you're falling for me, huh?" he asked, grinning. "Want to go to a movie or something?"
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  "Say what?" I snapped.


  He leaned against the balance beam, cocky and relaxed. "I wondered if you wanted to go to the movies or something."


  I looked at him. That wasn't all he'd said. And the rest of it, the part about me falling for him, made me uneasy.


  He was cute.


  Better still, he was human.


  See, if T. T. and I went to a ninety-minute movie, we could go for pizza afterward. Or to McDonald's. Or whatever.


  He wouldn't have to demorph back into a red-tailed hawk before the two-hour deadline.


  Going out with T. T. would be normal. Maybe even fun. No tension. No fear.


  "Well?" he said.


  "In your dreams," I said abruptly, wheeling and heading across the mats to the locker room. He didn't try to stop me.


  I shoved open the door.


  BOOM!


  It bounced off the cement wall.


  The locker room was empty. Echoey.


  Good. I wasn't in the mood to deal with people right now. I didn't like the way I was feeling. I didn't like that I had reacted. I didn't like the moment of hesitation, the moment when I considered the fact that I was the only girl in school whose . . . I guess "boyfriend" was . . . how should I put it . . . a bird.


  I felt anger bubbling up inside me. Mad at T. T., mad at Tobias. Mad at myself. Why had I hesitated?


  "Gee, I don't know, Rachel," I muttered under my breath. "Maybe because T. T. doesn't have a beak. Maybe that's it."


  I yanked on jeans and zipped my jacket up over my bodysuit. Jammed my feet into socks and running shoes.


  Why hadn't I said yes?


  That was easy. Because I'm all kinds of things, some of them not too great, but I'm not disloyal. I don't betray people. Especially not Tobias.


  And yet the images in my mind would not go away. Especially images of eyes that would look into mine and not glare with the furious intensity of a predator.


  I was going . . . if you can even use that word . . . with a guy who spent most of his time riding the thermals, talking in thought-speak, and eating small mammals.


  A guy with feathers. Talons. A fierce, curved beak.


  And sometimes, for almost two hours at a shot, unruly dirty-blond hair and hurt, tender, hopeful eyes.


  He's my friend. My fellow warrior.


  We fly together. Fight Yeerks together.


  We are not normal kids.


  I laughed suddenly and some girl stared at me. Yeah, not normal would be the understatement of all time.


  I headed outside and looked up at the sky, the way I always do. Looking for the familiar silhouette against a blue sky. Looking for the faint tinge of red in tail feathers.


  But Tobias wasn't there, and I was disappointed. Oh well, he was probably off eating a baby rabbit or something. Normal red-tailed hawk behavior.


  Maybe there was more than one kind of normal.


  And maybe I'd just better find a way to live with it. Find a way to really enjoy something besides fighting.


  Gymnastics hadn't done it for me. Not today.


  But shopping might.


  I headed for the mall.


  There are few emotional problems that can't be made better by shopping Old Navy and Express.


  I jogged most of the way and felt the familiar flood of relief mixed with anticipation as I slipped into the air-conditioning.


  Ahhh.


  Colored lights. Music. People talking. Laughing. All united in a common goal.


  Shopping.


  I targeted The Limited. Went straight into the store and checked their sale racks. Nothing good, but no problem. Next.


  I swung out of The Limited and nearly rammed into Cassie. "Cassie! What're you doing here?" I said. "Why didn't you tell me you were going shopping?"


  "Which question do you want me to answer first?" Cassie asked, laughing and tucking her bag under her arm.


  "Either. Both," I said, pouncing on the bag and tugging it free."Ooh, The Body Shop. Cool. What'd you get?"


  "Bath oil for my mother's birthday," she said. "Uh, Rachel?"


  "What?" I said. Her eyes were wide. I followed the direction of her gaze.


  Erek the Chee was standing in front of The Gap.


  "So Erek's shopping," I said, shrugging. "So what? Question is, what's he think he's gonna find at Nine West? A nice pair of sandals?"


  "Look," she whispered. "It's happening again!"


  Erek flickered. His human-hologram blurred. Faded.


  Revealing, for an instant, the real Erek the Chee.


  The android.
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  "Whoa! That can't be good," I said.


  "What're we gonna do?" Cassie said, as Erek's hologram shimmered again. "We can't let -"


  "Ears all around us," I warned. She fell silent.


  Erek is an android. Part of an android species created to be a nonviolent companion to the Pemalites, a peaceful race that was wiped out by the Howlers.


  Erek is an anti-Yeerk spy. Also a friend.


  "Rachel, we have to do something," Cassie whispered.


  "Yeah. Let's move."


  Erek's hologram - the illusion of a normal boy - dimmed, exposing his interlocking steel and ivory plates.


  "We have to look cool. Natural," Cassie cautioned.


  Right.


  We wove through the crowd and moved close to block Erek from view.


  "Hi, Erek," I said. "What's up? Aside from the fact that you look like TV during a lightning storm."


  He looked at me.


  And he looked scared.


  "Erek, you have to get out of here. Something's wrong with your hologram."


  "I know," he muttered, hunching his shoulders like he was trying to disappear down into them. "I kind of noticed. Can't seem to fix it. I have tried running every -"


  "Yeah, tell me all about it later. Come on, we have to get you out of here," I interrupted, seizing his arm. His human hologram had just gone sheer, like a movie projected onto a screen. The force field was gone altogether. My fingers closed on steel, not projected human flesh.


  "Where are we going?" Cassie demanded.


  "How can you hide me?" He was dragging, barely able to keep his legs moving. Like some big, overgrown baby working on his first steps.


  "In here," I said, steamrolling into the only store around where an android wouldn't seem out of place if his hologram totally croaked.


  Spencer's Gifts.


  Home of the wacky, wild, weird, and wonderful. Masks. X-Files memorabilia. Aliens in snow globes. Aliens everywhere.


  Erek shimmered. Shivered.


  "Quick, into the corner," I said, nodding toward the back of the store, far away from the teenage guy running the register. "By the strobe lights. If anyone sees him, they'll just think his hologram's an optical illusion or something."


  "Good idea," Cassie said, tugging at Erek's arm. "I wouldn't have thought of Spencer's."


  "Mall knowledge," I said. "It's going to be my major in college."


  Erek had stopped walking. He didn't move. Frowned. Steel and ivory plates flashed.


  "Sorry," he apologized.


  It was bizarre. Watching him was like wearing X-ray glasses and being able to see his bones right through his skin.


  "Come on," I ground out.


  He moved his leg. Sloooowly.


  "Erek, please," Cassie whispered. "You have to hurry!"


  "Oh, really?" he said, taking another slow-motion step. "You know, the seriousness of the situation had totally escaped me."


  "You can't walk, but you can be sarcastic?" Cassie demanded.


  Then Erek froze stiff.


  Cassie and I looked at each other. She took one arm. I took the other.


  Somehow we hauled him down the aisle to the back of the store without anybody noticing us, but it was not easy. Erek was a hundred pounds or more of concrete. We propped him up in the corner between a stack of Star Wars posters and a life-sized replica of the alien from the movie Alien.


  We stepped back.


  The strobe light flashed.


  Erek.


  Android.


  Erek.


  Android.


  Android.


  Android.


  "Oh, man," I muttered, glancing at Cassie.


  "Now what?" she said.


  I had no idea.


  "Whoa, cool." It was some kid wearing a Hanson shirt. He slouched up and gazed at Erek's android form. "I wonder how much it is?" He moved in closer, searching for a price tag.


  "Uhhh . . ." Cassie said helpfully.


  "I'll find out," I said. "I mean, we want to know, too. Androids. They're cool." I backed away, motioning for Cassie to stay and keep an eye on poor Erek.


  I had to do something to ward off shoppers, and fast. Fortunately, I knew how. I plucked the sales tag off a windup cockroach and slipped back into the aisle with the rubber-earthworm pens.


  The cockroach had been five dollars. I crossed out the price, flipped the tag over, and scribbled "$5,000.00."


  Hanson shirt said, "Five grand for a lousy hunk of metal that doesn't even walk or talk! What are they, nuts?" He took off. But someone else was sure to come along. And eventually the clerk, a nerdy college-age kid talking on the phone, was sure to notice.


  When the kid was gone, Erek said, "Actually, my approximate value in current U.S. dollars would be well into the billions."


  "Listen, stay here and guard him, okay?" I whispered to Cassie. "I'll be right back. And Erek? Don't worry, my friend, we'll get you out of here."


  "Guard him?" Cassie said. "What do you mean, guard him? Wait!" She grabbed my arm. "You're gonna call Jake, right?"


  "Think I should?" I said, a little giddy from having pulled it off so far. "I was thinking of calling for a pizza, but I guess I could call Jake instead."


  Cassie gave me a sour look. "Thanks. Very funny. Here's a comic question for you: What do I do if some Controller sees Erek and realizes what he is?"


  That wiped away some of my giddiness.


  "Protect yourself," I said. I met Erek's frozen gaze. "You're number one, Cassie. Push comes to shove, give up Erek."


  Chapter 4


  



  I found a pay phone that wasn't being used. I punched in Jake's number and waited while it rang.


  Be home, I thought, chewing on my bottom lip.


  Four. Five. Six.


  "Hello?"


  "Jake?" I blurted, clutching the receiver.


  "No, this is Tom."


  I froze.


  Tom, Jake's older brother. My cousin.


  A Controller.


  And the last person I wanted to talk to. I had to be careful. Very careful.


  "Hi, Tom," I said casually. "It's Rachel. Is Jake around?"


  "Yeah. Hold on." The receiver clunked down.


  Hurry, I thought, glancing back at Spencer's. A group of three girls was heading in.


  "Hello?"


  "Jake!" I shouted into the phone. "Where the . . . where are you?"


  "Huh?" he said, sounding confused.


  Okay, Rachel, careful now. Just in case anyone is listening.


  "I can't believe you forgot," I said, lowering my voice but trying to sound annoyed. "You were supposed to meet me and Cassie at the mall a half hour ago. We've been waiting in front of Spencer's for you."


  A heartbeat of silence.


  "Oh, man, sorry," Jake said, like he knew what I was talking about. "I was shooting hoops with Marco -"


  "Good," I interrupted. "Bring him along. We ran into Erek, but we still need help carrying our packages home. They're very heavy. Very, very heavy."


  "Yeah, okay," he said easily. "We're on our way."


  "See ya!" I chirped cheerfully. I hung up. I forced a grin at some woman who was standing behind me waiting for the phone. I said, "Guys. Totally unreliable."


  I took a couple of deep breaths. Now for the rest of it.


  My first stop, The Gap.


  There was only one way we were gonna be able to get Erek out of the mall, and that was the way he'd come in.


  Through the door, as a human.


  I put my credit cards through some serious exercise and went rushing back to Spencer's. I'd been gone for twenty minutes. I got back to find Cassie standing before a small group of kids and adults, including the Spencer's clerk.


  Cassie was lecturing them. She was also sweating and breathing hard. Cassie is not a "look-at-me" kind of person.


  "Yes, it's the latest thing from K-Tel. It's the all-new Kitchen Droid. It slices. It dices. It can make Julie Ann's fries."


  "You mean julienne fries?" a woman asked skeptically.


  "Anyone's fries," Cassie said, her voice tinged with desperation. "This Kitchen Droid will even ask, 'Do you want fries with that?'"


  "So why isn't it doing all that stuff?" some kid asked.


  "Yeah, turn it on," another said.


  I saw Cassie's knees do a little wobble. She's definitely not a public speaker.


  "This is just a mock-up, right?" I said loudly.


  "Yes!" Cassie cried, as if I'd just told her the secret to winning the lottery. "Yes! This is just a mock-up! This isn't the actual Kitchen Droid! The actual thing won't be available till . . . oh, around, like, um . . ."


  "In six months," I said.


  The crowd dispersed. Cassie grabbed my arm and dug in her fingernails. "Where have you been? I've been sweating blood!"


  "Shopping," I said. And before Cassie could strangle me, I added, "For Erek. He needs clothes and a disguise."


  I started yanking a shirt and pants and underwear from the bags.


  "Underwear?" Cassie shrilled. She held up a pair. "Tommy Hilfiger underwear? He's an -" She looked around to make sure no one could hear. "He's an android. He doesn't need designer underwear."


  "Sorry. They don't have a Wal-Mart at the mall," I hissed.


  "Uh, Rachel? He's an android? Excuse me? He doesn't even need pants, except as a disguise."


  "Oh. Point taken." I looked at the briefs. "Maybe I'll give them to Jake."


  "Excuse me?" Erek said. "Can we not discuss what -" He shut up suddenly.


  "I just called my manager."


  The voice made me jump. I spun around. The clerk.


  "I just called my manager," he repeated. "He said there's no such thing as a Kitchen Droid. He wants me to find out who you are and call mall security and -"


  "Grrrooooahhh!!"


  The clerk jumped approximately six inches straight up.


  "Oh, look! It's a guy in a gorilla suit," I said, almost laughing as I spotted Jake and a huge, hairy gorilla - an actual gorilla, of course - swaggering into the store.


  The gorilla - Marco in morph - was wearing a sandwich board sign. It was crudely done in Magic Marker. It was an advertisement for a movie: King Kong vs. Gudzilla.


  Yes, Gudzilla.


  "That's a really realistic gorilla suit," the clerk said suspiciously.


  "Look out!" I yelled at the clerk. "That Lava lamp is about to fall on your head and knock you out!"


  "Huh?" He looked up and Marco totally missed his cue.


  "I said, it's about to knock you out!" I repeated, glaring pointedly at Marco.


  <Oh. Sorry,> Marco said in thought-speak. He reached out one canned-ham fist and gently tapped the clerk on the head. The clerk went down like a sack of wet cement.


  "What's going on?" Jake demanded, once we were sure the clerk was still breathing.


  "It's Erek. He's frozen up," I said. "I have clothes for him. Let's dress him, fast! And get him outta here."


  "It's like the Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz," Cassie said, adjusting the poor clerk's position so he'd be comfortable in his unconsciousness. "You know, all frozen up."


  "Let's get clothes on him," Jake snapped, taking charge.


  It made me a little resentful. Also relieved.


  "Marco, pick him up," Jake said.


  Marco grabbed Erek around the waist and, using his tremendous gorilla strength, shoved arms into sleeves.


  <Underwear?> Marco said. <You bought him designer underwear? Excuse me, he's an android!>


  "We've gone through that, okay?" Erek said.


  "How about his face? A mask?"


  Jake ran to snatch up some full-head masks.


  "I have Clinton, Gingrich, and a Teletubby. Dipsy, I think."


  "That's not Dipsy," Cassie corrected. "That's Tinky Winky. Dipsy's green and has the straight up thing. Tinky Winky's the one with the triangle."


  <Who's the little red one?> Marco wondered.


  "Po," Cassie said.


  <Oh, yeah.>


  "No offense," Erek said, "but how on Earth have you people managed to avoid getting caught for this long?"


  Meanwhile, as this slightly idiotic conversation was going on, I was dressing my first android. I had guessed right on every size.


  "I am the goddess of shopping," I said, feeling satisfied.


  The clerk groaned.


  "We need to hurry," Jake said. "Pick a face: Gingrich or Clinton?"


  A minute later a gorilla wearing a sandwich board sign for a misspelled movie carried a very trendily dressed Bill Clinton over his shoulder out of the mall.


  Fortunately, there was a big sale on at the department store, so not that many people noticed.


  At least, that was my explanation then.


  Chapter 5


  



  We caught a bus to Erek's neighborhood and climbed down, feeling lucky.


  Feeling way too lucky.


  "Good thing there was nobody on that bus but us," Jake said to me.


  Marco was further ahead, loping down the sidewalk with Erek over his shoulder.


  "Yeah." I looked around the quiet, deserted street. "Good thing. What're the odds of a gorilla carrying Bill Clinton going unnoticed? We walk out of the mall and no rent-a-cop tries to stop us? We take a bus and the driver barely notices? And we're the only passengers? I mean, come on. How likely is that?"


  "Not likely," Cassie admitted.


  "So Erek's exposed for an android but now that he's out of the mall, nobody's around to notice," I said. "Weird."


  "Maybe it's not," Cassie said. "Maybe everybody's just busy and we're all just getting a little too paranoid, you know?"


  Maybe, but I didn't think so. My gut instincts were telling me that there was something else going on here.


  See, I've learned not to trust coincidences.


  "You know what?" Jake said grimly. "When Marco and I got to the mall, there were electricians' trucks all over the place. I heard one of the workers say something about all the surveillance cameras going dead. I didn't worry about it then . . ."


  What? No video record of anything that had happened, when the mall was probably crawling with Controllers? When a dressing room in The Gap was one of the main entrances to the Yeerk pool?


  Not a chance.


  "Yeerks?" Jake wondered with a frown.


  "Why expose Erek and then make sure there's no proof?" I said.


  "Are we being protected or set up?" Cassie asked.


  "So is this some kind of, I don't know, like some weird safe passage, or what?" Jake mused.


  "'Or what,'" I muttered.


  <Would you mind speeding it up a little?> Marco called. <I've got about fifteen minutes left before I'm eating bananas and dragging my knuckles forever.>


  "So basically no change from your usual self?" I called, then wished I hadn't.


  See, morphing is an incredible weapon. But it's also a double-edged sword, because if you stay in a morph longer than two hours, you're trapped there forever.


  Like Tobias.


  Thinking of Tobias brought back all the morning's confusion.


  Me, trying to be normal. Falling off the balance beam.


  T. T., asking me out.


  I was coming down off the adrenaline high. Normal emotions were resurfacing. Normal emotions like guilt. Guilt for even considering T. T.'s offer.


  And as if he'd read my mind, Tobias swooped down and landed in a tree a few houses down on Erek's front lawn.


  <What's going on?> he asked. <I just spotted you guys getting off the bus. Some reason why Marco's giving Erek a piggyback ride?>


  Jake moved within speaking range of Tobias. "Has anyone been following us?"


  <No. You're clean. Want to tell me what is going on here?>


  <Erek seems to have missed his scheduled maintenance,> Marco explained. <He's frozen up. I think it's the transmission.>


  "What if this is all a setup to find the Chee?" Cassie asked.


  <Nobody's been following you,> Tobias repeated. <Besides, why bother? If the Yeerks catch any one of us, they'll get all the answers they need very quickly.>


  He was right. If the Yeerks ever made a Controller of one of us, all our secrets would be out there.


  "I don't know," Cassie said, shaking her head. "I think you were right, Rachel. There's something weird about all this."


  And the minute Jake opened Erek's front door and we stepped inside, I knew it was gonna get even weirder.


  Chapter 6


  



  Mr. King, Erek's "father," was sitting on the couch. He had a TV remote in one hand and a pretzel rod in the other.


  He looked like any other father on any other lazy day.


  Except that his human hologram was gone, so he was sitting there like some weird android parody of normalcy. And, of course, he was no more Erek's father than I was. He was just another nearly eternal android playing a role.


  "So it's not just Erek," I said.


  "No," Mr. King said, without moving. "All the Chee have been immobilized. Holographic emitters down. Motor centers down. Logic centers, speech synthesizers, and Chee-net all functioning normally."


  <Chee-net?> Marco asked.


  "Inter-Chee communication," Erek said. "We've had our own Internet since the days when your ancestors were still drawing pictograms on pyramid walls."


  <Yeah? Cool. AOL. Androids On-Line.>


  "But why is this happening?" Jake said. "How?"


  "We don't know," Mr. King said.


  Marco placed Erek on the sofa and started to demorph. Within minutes, the gorilla had shrunk and its coarse, black hair had been sucked back into Marco's human skin.


  "You must have some idea what could do this. I thought you guys were indestructible," Jake said. He sounded a little annoyed. Which was okay. I was annoyed, too. We were used to the Chee being so in control, so capable.


  Plus, it just had not been a good morning so far.


  "The ship," Erek said.


  "The ship?"


  "The Pemalite ship."


  "The Pemalite ship?" Marco echoed. "What Pemalite ship?"


  "The one we hid in a deep, ocean canyon thousands of years ago when we arrived on Earth," Erek explained. "It should have been safe from intruders. The atmospheric pressure down there will crush a human to the size of a guinea pig."


  "Uh, how deep is that?" I said.


  "Fifteen thousand feet," Mr. King said.


  Marco whistled. "Almost three miles down."


  We all looked at him, surprised.


  "Hey," he said, "I told you before, I don't sleep through all my classes."


  "Our Chee-net connects through the ship's onboard computer," Mr. King said. "That would be the only way to disable our systems."


  <So, what? Somebody found the ship and activated the controls?> Tobias mused, perched on top of the TV and preening his right wing feathers. <That still doesn't tell us who or why.>


  "Or what they hope to get out of it," I added.


  "Or how to reverse it," Jake said. "Is it even reversible?"


  "Yes, that part would be simple. But reaching the computer would be a very dangerous undertaking," Mr. King said.


  "Being a paralyzed android isn't exactly safe," I pointed out. "Especially since someone obviously knows you're here and vulnerable."


  "What about other Chee?" Cassie asked.


  "All the same," Erek said. "All have lost holograms and lost the capacity to move. Most are safe, out of sight. But two are presently at high risk. The first works as a janitor in a nuclear research facility. When his hologram failed, he locked himself in the safe the facility uses to store radioactive material."


  "At least that sounds secure," Jake suggested.


  "Only until the shift changes," Mr. King said. "At ten o'clock each night, all areas of the facility are inspected before the night crew takes over. Whoever opens that safe is going to expose a highly advanced . . . and nonhuman . . . technology."


  "If the Yeerks get hold of our technology -" Erek began.


  "Don't even think it," Marco muttered.


  "Are we supposed to get into the nuclear plant?" I asked.


  "No," Mr. King said. "It's maximum security. You wouldn't be able to get the Chee out undetected."


  "What about the other Chee you said was in a bad situation?" Jake asked calmly. Jake always sounds calmest when he's most worried.


  "She's in more immediate danger," Mr. King said. "Her human name is Lourdes."


  "She's been living the low-life," Erek said. "She's a homeless street person."


  "A what? Why?" Cassie demanded.


  "We need access to all levels of society to track Yeerk activity," Erek said. "And don't feel too bad. You have to remember that we Chee live many lives. In her previous human guise, Lourdes was a movie actress. Very successful."


  "She's been sleeping in an abandoned building. Abandoned except that half the building is being used to store stolen goods. It's sort of run by a fence named Strake," Mr. King continued. "We suspect he's a Controller."


  "A Controller who fences stolen goods?" I asked, half-laughing.


  "Yes," Erek said. "It puts him in touch with a broad range of the criminal element."


  "Wow," I said. "Not all glamour being an android, is it?"


  "Tell me about it," Erek said. "I'm passing as a junior high school kid."


  "Point taken. Where is this Lourdes person now?" I asked.


  "She made it to a closet under the front stairs," Mr. King said. "There's a complication: We have information that the police are going to raid the place. The raid will occur in about twenty minutes and we're certain there's at least one human-Controller assigned to the SWAT team."


  "Twenty minutes!" I nearly shrieked.


  "Time is short," Mr. King said apologetically. "But you understand that we cannot ask you to help rescue this Chee. There is a high likelihood of your being hurt."


  "There's a high likelihood of us getting hurt every minute of the day," Marco said, exasperated.


  "Where?" Jake demanded.


  Erek gave us the address.


  "Landmarks," I said impatiently. "We'll be flying in."


  "Tobias, get Ax and follow us," Jake rapped. "Now!"


  I snatched open the door and Tobias bolted.


  "The abandoned house backs the railroad tracks. It's brick, surrounded by condemned buildings and close to a junkyard," Mr. King said. "Be careful. It's a bad neighborhood."


  "Yeah, we're real worried about being mugged," I said with a laugh.


  "So let me get this straight," Marco said. "We have to rescue a paralyzed Chee from a stolen goods warehouse before the Controllers get her. Then we have to dive down to the bottom of the ocean, find the Pemalite ship, somehow get inside it and turn off the signal before ten o'clock tonight so the Yeerks don't get the Chee in the safe at the nuclear waste facility. Is that pretty much it? Or do we have to discover the Fountain of Youth and come up with a low-fat cookie that tastes as good as Mrs. Fields's, too?"


  "Ticktock," I said with a grin. "Ticktock."


  "You are mentally ill," Marco said.


  "There's one more thing," Erek said. "The Pemalite ship's signal will have been picked up by orbiting Yeerk spacecraft. They may already be down there waiting for you."


  Chapter 7


  



  <You know, if my father finds out I've been hanging around criminals, I'll be grounded for a year,> Marco joked as we flew toward the south side of town.


  <You're not the only one,> I called back, careful to maintain my distance from the others, though staying close enough to communicate in thought-speak.


  As we'd morphed, Erek had filled us in on accessing the Pemalite ship. Then we had bailed at top speed, pausing only long enough to change the channel on Erek's TV. The two Chee would be stuck there for a while.


  We flew all out, forgetting about saving energy. We had energy. What we didn't have was time.


  <Railroad tracks up ahead,> Jake said. <I wish Ax were here to keep track of time, if nothing else.>


  Train tracks ahead. Along with junked cars, sagging buildings, and mounds of garbage. My eagle eyes showed me everything: the smashed liquor bottles, the empty vials. Spent bullet casings. Cigarette butts. Graffiti.


  Even the air felt different here. Darker. Grayer.


  Heavy with the absence of hope.


  This battlefield had already been claimed by the enemy. And suddenly, I wasn't so sure we could take it back.


  I was glad Ax wasn't there. I didn't want to have to explain this to him. And I doubted Tobias would find him in time to get involved.


  Besides, who needed the extra firepower? Crooks might scare ordinary people, but not us. This was a quick, easy in and out. No biggie.


  <That must be the place,> Jake said. <The house with the big steel door. Let's go!>


  I spilled air from my wings, following him down into the bushy, overgrown backyard.


  We had about five minutes left before the raid. Maybe. Not even enough time to land, demorph, and morph again.


  These were bad odds, and yet . . .


  The rush!


  I landed in weeds and debris. I immediately began demorphing to human.


  My beak rolled into my face. My head bulged and grew. My legs stretched, shooting me up into the air as my feathers dissolved and slithered back into my human skin.


  I felt suddenly vulnerable. For the moment I was just a girl. A girl in a bad place. Time to morph again. Something big. Something dangerous. Something that didn't care too much about steel doors and nine millimeters.


  Jake, Marco, and Cassie were beginning their own morphs. Jake was thinking like me: This was a bash job. Forget subtlety. The rhino horn was already growing from his forehead.


  Marco's arms were long and covered with coarse, black hair. Cassie's face had elongated into a sleek, wolf's muzzle.


  I hate being last. I closed my eyes and began my next morph in a hurry.


  SPROOOOT!


  My nose unraveled like a fire hose.


  Morphing is never pretty. And it's never predictable. It happens in ways that don't quite kill you, but sometimes come pretty close. Things come popping out or disappearing in bizarre sequence.


  That had just happened. I had a one-third size elephant trunk sticking out of my otherwise normal face.


  My bones ground and shifted, expanding until my head was big enough for the trunk - the size of one of those cute little Volkswagens.


  My legs were thickening, huge as telephone poles. My skin darkened, toughened into leather.


  Then, in one dizzying spurt, my tree stump legs became tree trunk legs. I shot straight up! Thirteen feet up into the air, as my body swelled into a muscled, fourteen-thousand-pound blimp.


  I had good eyes and excellent ears the size of beach blankets.


  Suddenly, the sound of car doors slamming. Wham. Wham. Wham.


  "Police! Open the door!"


  Glass shattering. Wood splintering.


  Jake cursed. <The raid's started!> he yelled. <Marco, it's your job to snatch the Chee and get her out of there. The rest of us will cover you. Go! Go! Go!>


  Chapter 8


  



  "Down! Down!"


  "Down on the floor! Hands behind your head!"


  "I said down, don't move!"


  There had to be a dozen cops, all yelling. How long before they found the Chee?


  And if the cop who was a Controller found her first . . .


  Heart pounding, I charged through brambles and bushes toward the house. The ground trembled beneath me. Literally.


  Jake was at my side, keeping pace, following me because with rhino eyes he couldn't see well enough to know where he was going.


  The back door opened and a filthy, skinny guy stumbled out.


  "Eeeee-YEEEEE-uh!" I trumpeted.


  "Ahhhh!" he screamed, turned, and ran back inside.


  Then . . .


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  Gunfire!


  <Me first, then you,> Jake said.


  <Yeah,> I acknowledged.


  WHAM! Jake slammed the back door and knocked it open, popping it loose from its hinges.


  He backed up. I hit the doorway. I muscled shoulders into it, twisting and snapping the wood frame. Lifted up and buckled the ceiling. My huge head was inside, inside in the dark.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  Bright gun flashes! Someone screamed. A dark shape rushed right in front of me. He was not wearing a uniform. I whipped my trunk and caught him in the belly.


  He went down hard. The gun skittered from his fingers.


  I pulled back and Marco and Cassie bounded through the hole Jake and I had made.


  People were yelling. The air echoed with confusion.


  "Freeze or I'll shoot! Hey! Is that a rhinoceros?!"


  "Hhhhrroooaaar!" Marco bellowed.


  "Oh, man, I don't need a drink this bad!"


  BLAM! BLAM!


  A sharp, high-pitched yelp.


  A wolf. Cassie.


  Someone had shot Cassie!


  Enraged, I put my shoulder against the backdoor frame and pushed, this time with all I had. Bricks slid. Mortar crumbled. I pushed harder. The bricks buckled and the entire wall collapsed. Bricks thudded down around me, on me, but I hardly felt them.


  "EEEEEYYEEE!" Trumpeting, I thundered through the wreckage. Dust clouded my vision. Clogged my lungs, making me sneeze.


  "HA-CHOOO!"


  The blast blew over a bony girl smoking a cigarette.


  "Holy crap, an elephant!" someone shouted.


  "Call for backup!" a cop shouted. "They got a whole circus in there!"


  I swung my trunk, scattering a few rickety chairs. <Cassie?>


  <Rachel?>


  <Cassie? Where are you?> I called desperately, bashing through a wall and searching the next room. The floor was lined with stained mattresses and reeked of stale pee and barf.


  A chalk-skinned, blank-eyed guy, too stoned to even move, just lay there, staring up at me.


  I picked him up by the ankle and tossed him out the hole in the wall. I didn't want to accidentally step on the guy. Let the cops deal with him later.


  <I'm with Lourdes under the stairs,> Cassie cried. <Rachel, some jerk shot me in the back and I can't move my legs! I can't demorph with all these people around.>


  A fierce, red bubble of anger popped deep inside my brain.


  <Marco!> I shouted, ramming through another wall.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  "Aaah! I'm hit!" a cop moaned from somewhere in the darkness.


  <What?> Marco called back.


  <Where's the creep with the gun?> I said, swinging my head and pulverizing the remains of a door frame.


  <He's on the landing right above where Cassie's with that Chee. I can't get him. I've been stabbed. Not good. This place is a madhouse,> Marco yelled.


  <They have me!> Jake reported from outside.


  <I got lost and crashed out through the front and the cops have me surrounded with their patrol cars.>


  This was insane! We were getting torn apart in the crossfire between the criminals and the cops.


  First things first. The guy with the gun. The guy who'd shot Cassie.


  I was mad. And I was big.


  Nothing could stop me.


  Wood, plaster, and paneling fell before me like confetti.


  I was gutting the house.


  I was on a rampage.


  I headed for the rooms at the front.


  Walls shook.


  The rotted, wooden floor bowed, cracked, and gave way.


  CRRREEEAAAKKK!


  I stumbled, my legs dropping into the crawl space beneath the house. Four feet deep. Big deal. I got up and plowed through the sharp, splintered wood like a kid pushing through the surf at the beach.


  Rusty nails and wood shards gouged my skin.


  Pinpricks of pain. They didn't matter. I dug the floor up with my tusks.


  The guy with the gun. I wanted him and I would have him.


  And then, suddenly, there he was.


  Crouched in front of the closet door under the stairs.


  He was dirty. Skinny. Hollow-eyed.


  He saw me, too.


  Aimed his gun right at my head.


  "Andalite," he sneered, and pulled the trigger.


  Chapter 9


  



  POW!


  A sharp, stinging sensation. Searing, brutal pain.


  Hot blood gushed from my head and blinded my right eye.


  "EEEEEYYYEE-uh!" I swung my trunk like a baseball bat.


  Felt it connect with his bony body.


  UMPH!


  "Aaarggh!" he howled, sailing across the room and crashing through the grimy, front window. He hit the ground and lay there, shattered glass raining down around him.


  Through the awful pulsing in my head, I heard disembodied voices from the street.


  "Hey, that's Strake! That's the guy we want. Quick, cuff him!" a cop shouted.


  "What about this rhino? He's wrecking my squad car!"


  "Somebody grab that gorilla before he rips the bar lights off my patrol car!"


  "Don't worry about them right now! We've got Animal Control and some vet from The Gardens' wildlife park coming down. Let them deal with it! Just stay back!"


  What? I blinked to clear my eye of seeping blood.


  Some vet from The Gardens' wildlife park? I thought. Oh, great. Cassie's mother was the vet from The Gardens!


  And she was mighty handy with a tranquilizer gun.


  <Marco, can you get back in here?> I called, as a wave of weakness washed over me. <I've been shot.>


  <I'll try, but now I've got about seven cops with shotguns pointed straight at my chest,> Marco said nervously.


  "Tseeeeeer!"


  "Geez, now a hawk, too?" a cop yelled. "What is this, When Animals Attack! Everybody hold your fire or we'll end up shooting each other!"


  <Hurry up, Tobias, we're kind of in deep here,> I called, squeezing my trunk around the closet door handle and yanking it open.


  <I have Ax, too.>


  That was the first good news I'd heard in a while.


  An android sat propped against the dirty wall. A Chee.


  A limp, panting wolf lay draped across her lap.


  They were both drenched in blood.


  <Lourdes?>


  "Hi. You must be Rachel. Erek's told us all about you. Pleased to meet you."


  <Uh, yeah, you, too,> I said, unsettled by the Chee's omniscience. Then, <Cassie, can you hear me?> I said.


  The wolf lifted its head and gazed at me through dark, tormented eyes. <Yes.>


  <Demorph. Do it now,> I said, wrapping my trunk around her and gently lifting her out of the closet.


  <And get arrested?> She laughed weakly. <No way. My mother would kill me.>


  "Get back! Run! Quick!"


  Screams. Thuds. Pounding feet.


  <Here, give her to me,> Marco said, appearing beside me and taking Cassie in his arms. Blood oozed from a large wound in his neck and streaked his shoulder. Two nasty gashes ran down his right arm.


  <What's going on out there?> I asked Marco, reaching back in and lifting Lourdes out of the closet with my trunk. Nothing to an elephant. Elephants can lift trees. An android was a feather.


  <Jake got away. He's already around back.>


  <How?>


  <Tobias. He snatched some cop's gun and is flying around like psycho-bird, scaring everyone half to death. Even Strake is trying to crawl under a squad car.>


  <Then let's do it,> I said.


  <Now or never,> Marco agreed.


  Stumbling, we turned in the tight space and came face-to-face with a cop. He was sweating, shaking. I couldn't blame him.


  But his expression changed. I saw a new fear. And then, a familiar hatred.


  "Andalites," he said.


  Sneering, the cop raised his pistol and pulled the trigger.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  Cassie yelped.


  Marco jerked, swayed, and pitched forward, disappearing down into the dark, dank crawl space.
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  I blinked, too shocked to move.


  The sharp, acrid scent of gunpowder filled the air.


  The blast still rang in my ears.


  "Give me the android, Andalite," the cop snarled.


  I barely heard him.


  Marco. Cassie.


  I looked down into the crawl space.


  They lay in a tangled, lifeless heap.


  Their dark blood pooled and inched across the hard-packed dirt floor, spreading in an ever-widening circle toward my feet.


  Thoughts skittered and blurred in my brain.


  I was pinned. Trapped.


  Backed up against the stairs to my right, Marco and Cassie to my left.


  I was caught between their bodies below and the human-Controller cop poised on the creaky slope of flooring in front of me.


  If I moved any way but forward, I'd crush Marco and Cassie.


  But if I moved forward, I'd be dead.


  <Marco? Cassie?> I shouted frantically.


  Nothing.


  If they were dead, this guy had killed them.


  And now he was going to kill me and take Lourdes.


  And the Yeerks would brutalize the Chee.


  Grow stronger with their technology.


  Become even harder to beat.


  My muscles trembled and hate blackened my heart.


  He'd killed my best friend.


  He might even kill me. Fine. But he wouldn't get the Chee. Because I'd kill him first.


  "Give me the android, Andalite," he repeated, raising his pistol and centering it on my already damaged forehead. He stepped forward, closing the gap between us to five feet.


  <No. I don't think so,> I said.


  I lifted my trunk, hoisting Lourdes high over my head. I hoped this nonviolent Chee warrior would forgive me for using her as a bludgeon.


  "Give it to me and perhaps Visser Three will show you mercy!" he snapped. "You have no hope of escape," the cop continued, inching closer. "Your friends are dead and you're next."


  I didn't want to die.


  But better to die like a warrior.


  A stark black-and-white blur caught the corner of my eye.


  What?


  Suddenly, a tiny, furry, helpless-looking creature about the size of a house cat came waddling in.


  Harmless-looking, unless you knew what you were looking at. Unless you knew what that black-and-white striped tail meant.


  The skunk - Ax, I assumed - darted between my huge feet, turned, aimed its butt at the Controller, and fired without warning.


  The air filled with the thick, cloying stench of fresh, potent skunk.


  You think you know what skunks smell like because you've smelled dead ones on the highway? You know nothing about the sheer, awesome power of that chemical weapon disguised as a cute fuzzy kitty.


  "AAARGH!" the cop shrieked, clapping both hands over his eyes and falling back a step.


  I almost fell with him. Ax hadn't hit me, but even a near miss is awful.


  <Now, Rachel!> Ax commanded, scampering out of reach.


  WHUMPF!


  C-r-r-r-r-UNCH!


  Flump!


  My trunk, weighted with the android, slammed down on the Controller, buckling his knees and smashing him through the rotted floor to the crawl space below.


  He twitched once and lay still. He was still breathing. I wasn't sure if I was glad about that.


  Tobias swept in through the shattered front window and pulled up sharply. <Rachel, the Animal Control van just pulled up out front! Cassie's mother's with them and they have dart guns! We've got to get out of here!>


  <l have to get Marco and Cassie,> I said, laying Lourdes on a hunk of stable flooring and dipping my trunk down into the crawl space.


  <Your head wound is bleeding profusely, Rachel,> Ax said. <You must demorph before you become too weak.>


  <In a minute,> I said stubbornly, fishing around in the darkness until I located one of Marco's hairy gorilla legs. I curled my trunk around it and hauled him up and out of the crawl space.


  He hung upside down from my trunk, his arms swinging slowly, his body battered and matted with blood and dirt.


  And then he opened his eyes.


  <Stop the ride,> he said weakly. <I want to get off.>


  <Marco!> I shouted, so startled that I almost dropped him. <I thought you were dead!>


  <Yeah, well, sorry to disappoint you,> he mumbled.


  The ground around us trembled. Chunks of plaster rained down from the ceiling and hairline fractures webbed what was left of the walls.


  <I'll go out and distract Animal Control,> Tobias said, skimming back through the broken front window.


  <Hurry, Rachel,> Ax warned as he waddled toward the front door. <I believe this building is unstable.>


  I swung Marco up over my head and dropped him on my broad, leathery back.


  <Can you hold on up there?> I asked. <At least until we get out to the railroad tracks?>


  <Can King Kong climb the Empire State Building?> he retorted, grabbing handfuls of the thin, wiry hair on my head and gripping me with his knees.


  Again I reached into the crawl space and curled my trunk around Cassie's limp wolf body.


  It was still warm. Her heart was beating beneath her fur.


  I went weak with relief.


  <Grab her,> I said. I held her up, my knees trembling, until Marco pulled her into his lap.


  I reached back down for Lourdes. I could hardly see. One of my eyes was blinded by blood. The other was strangely blurred. I swung the android up onto my back.


  <Head for the nearest circus,> Marco said.


  We bailed.
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  <The heck with running for the railroad tracks,> I yelled, plowing a swath through the floor toward the front door. <Hang on tight, guys, because we're outta here!>


  I lifted my trunk and blasted a high, enraged scream.


  Then I barreled through the doorway, tearing out an elephant-sized chunk of wall.


  WHUMPF! CRRRACK!


  "Whoa! Get out of the way! Move it!"


  "Back off, people! I need a clear shot! Back off!"


  Chaos. People darting everywhere.


  Tobias, still dive-bombing with a gun in his talons, was trying to keep Cassie's mom from getting a clear shot with her dart gun.


  Pop!


  <Cassie, your mommy is shooting at us,> I said.


  I caught sight of Ax, planted squarely in the middle of the sidewalk, and scooped him up with my trunk as I thundered through the milling crowd.


  <I believe this animal's defense mechanism will assist us in escaping,> Ax said, lifting his tail.


  <Go for it,> I said, surging forward and holding Ax out like a weapon.


  "Skunk! Oh, no! It's spraying! Get out of the way!"


  The mob parted. I heard them shouting, saw their panicked bodies hurtling aside as I rocketed past.


  CCCRRREEEAK!


  <The warehouse is coming down!> Tobias yelled.


  <I'm not surprised,> I called back, charging down the street. I spotted Jake up ahead and followed him. <Where are we going?>


  <I don't know!> he cried. <I'm half blind!>


  "I suggest you split up," Lourdes said. "There's a junkyard ahead on the left and an abandoned parking deck on the right."


  <I'll scout them,> Tobias said, flapping hard for altitude.


  <Uh, Rachel?> Marco said. <You're gonna have to pull over soon. I'm not as okay as I thought I was. Lourdes is slipping.>


  <What about Cassie?> I said anxiously, blinking in a futile effort to clear my eyes.


  <Her eyelids are twitching. I think she might be coming around,> Marco said breathlessly.


  The sound of sirens filled the air. Tires squealed as the cops gave chase.


  <Swerve right, Jake. I'll guide you into the parking deck,> Tobias called.


  "Turn left, Rachel," Lourdes said. "Follow the dead-end street to the junkyard. I can be hidden there until the signal from the Pemalite ship is turned off."


  <You know about that?> I gasped as I stumbled over a broken slab of asphalt. <Never mind, I forgot: Chee-net.>


  <Rachel?> Cassie called weakly.


  <Demorph, Cassie,> I cried, barreling desperately down the deserted street and up to the junkyard's padlocked metal gates.


  I held Ax safely out of the way under my front legs and, pressing my bleeding head against the gates, pushed until the lock sprung open.


  My head didn't hurt anymore. Nothing hurt.


  I was swaying now. It surprised me when my front legs simply buckled. I hit hard, but I wasn't feeling much anymore when my tusks dug into dirt.


  The Chee, Cassie, and Marco must have tumbled from my back. But I was too confused to know. Confused. Head spinning, eyes going dark.


  Nothing made sense. I was sinking. Sinking into a deep, deep, soft bed and . . . and someone kept yelling, <Demorph, Rachel! Do it now!>
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  We were a shaken-up bunch of animal-morphing freaks by the time we at last made it home. A situation that should have been a walk in the park had turned into a mess.


  The Chee were grateful to us. Me, I was grateful that Tobias and Ax had shown up when they did.


  I was definitely not in the best of moods. I was feeling brittle and tired and mad at the world. Maybe it was just one too many battles. Or maybe it was because I'd been thinking about what we had to do next.


  Dive fifteen thousand feet down into the cold, dark ocean.


  Deeper than we'd ever gone before.


  Deeper than a dolphin or a hammerhead shark could dive.


  Up against an enemy that couldn't be fought: the deadly, crushing pressure.


  It worried me because I couldn't think of a way to beat it, and if we couldn't beat it, then it would beat us.


  Crush us.


  And all of it in a hurry. The time was counting down.


  Ticktock.


  We couldn't go to Cassie's barn. We couldn't risk her parents making her do anything. We were all looking at plenty of parental trouble, but we had no time. Better a week of being grounded compared to losing this battle.


  We assembled in the woods near Tobias's meadow.


  <Tobias has informed me of the situation,> Ax said. <And he says the atmospheric pressure is deadly at the depth we must travel.>


  "It is for us, Ax-man," Marco said. "We'll be crushed like a beer can on a frat boy's forehead."


  <Frat boy? What is a frat boy?> Ax wondered.


  "Forget it," Marco said. "It was only a joke."


  "Not really," I said.


  <Ah. Human humor,> Ax replied, nodding.


  "Not really," I repeated, giving Marco a look.


  I was teasing Marco. But the truth was, there was nothing funny about being crushed to death. The image of it bothered me. The feeling of being squeezed on every inch of my body, pushed inward, internal organs squishing and . . .


  "I don't know how we're going to do this," I blurted. "None of our morphs are capable of diving that deep and without one, we're talking about a kamikaze mission, here."


  <"Kamikaze"?> Ax asked.


  "It means suicide, Ax," I said. "Death, to you and me."


  "Saving the Chee isn't going to be a suicide mission," Jake said, glaring at me. "You're overreacting, Rachel."


  My jaw dropped.


  Worrying about something as lethal as atmospheric pressure was overreacting? Wanting to get home in one piece instead of dying a stifling, airless death on the dark ocean floor was overreacting?


  Since when?


  If Cassie had said it, Jake wouldn't have told her she was overreacting. He would have agreed. He would have thought she was being sensibly cautious.


  Wasn't I allowed to be cautious?


  No, of course not, I thought bitterly. I'm supposed to be a reckless fighting machine and fighting machines don't feel caution or fear. And even if they do, they don't advertise it.


  "Well, excuse me, I guess I'll just shut up and follow orders," I said.


  "Look, I'm sorry, Rachel," Jake said tiredly. "You made a good point in a bad way, okay? But nobody's gonna die because we're not gonna dive unless we find the right morph."


  <Is there no Earth being that can dive down fifteen thousand feet?> Ax asked.


  "I don't think so," Cassie said, frowning. "I mean, the only deep-sea creature that even comes close is a sperm whale, and their record is like ten or twelve thousand feet, I think."


  <We could hijack a diving bell,> Tobias offered lamely. <You know, one of those little sub-marines?>


  "Yeah, we could tell everyone we're going to find the Titanic," Marco said. "We could see if Leo DiCaprio is floating around down there. But what do we do if we get down there in a stolen sub? We still have to get inside this Pemalite ship."


  "It was just an idea," I said, defending Tobias.


  We each had at least one situation that still gave us nightmares. I had more than one. Sometimes they were all mixed up and fragmented, like shattered glass that just keeps on reflecting broken, jagged images.


  And we each had morphs we'd hated.


  Tobias's worst moments all dealt with water.


  <Looks like a wet one,> Tobias said glumly. <I am so totally not interested in being Captain Nemo.>


  "Hello!" Cassie cried suddenly. "That's it! Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea! Hah! I think we may have a solution!"
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  "Wasn't it Journey to the Bottom of the Sea?" Marco asked.


  "No, it was Voyage," Jake confirmed.


  "Journey sounds better," Marco said.


  Jake sighed. "Hey, time marches on, right? We're in a hurry. What are you thinking, Cassie?"


  "Calamari," she said with a grin.


  "Snails?" I said, frowning.


  <I am not in favor of snails,> Ax said.


  "Wait, that's not-" Cassie said loudly.


  <I had the misfortune to inadvertently eat one while feeding,> Ax continued. <I did not see it in time. I stepped on it and digested it.>


  "You ate a snail through your hoof?" I asked. That picture temporarily replaced the image of me being squashed to the size of a Barbie doll on the ocean floor.


  <Yes, and the meat portion was fine. However, once the snail's body had been digested, the shell was very difficult to ->


  "Ooookay, I think that's probably enough about snails," Jake said.


  "Yeah, especially since calamari does not mean snail," Cassie pointed out. "Escargot means snail. I was talking about -"


  <l have an idea: Let's all just stick to speaking English,> Tobias grumped.


  "Squid!" Cassie yelled suddenly. The birds in the trees around us fell silent. So did we.


  Until Tobias said, <Uh-uh. Calamari is octopus, not squid.>


  "Oh. Who. CARES?" Cassie cried. "Squid. We can morph a giant squid! Giant squid dive really deep. And they have arms, so we could maybe get into the Pemalite ship."


  I met Marco's gaze. "Why didn't she just say that to begin with?"


  "Could have saved a lot of time," Marco agreed, playing along.


  <What does any of this have to do with your Captain Nemo?> Ax wondered.


  Cassie threw up her hands. "It's a book. Journey to -"


  "Ah HAH! It was Journey!"


  "I mean Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea," Cassie grated. "Captain Nemo was attacked by a giant squid."


  "Who won?" Marco asked.


  "Wait a minute," I said. "It wasn't Journey or Voyage. It was 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. Jules Verne."


  Cassie looked like she might strangle me. Then she said, "Oh yeah. Voyage was a TV show. They run it on the Sci-Fi channel."


  "I thought it was on Nick at Night," Marco said.


  At which point everyone started giggling.


  "Someone call the Chee and tell them they're doomed," I said. "Their only hope is a collection of idiot kids, standing around in the woods debating cable channels."


  "We are in a hurry," Jake said, tapping his wrist where a watch would be. "So? What about giant squid? Where do we find one to acquire?"


  Cassie shook her head, suddenly glum. "I don't know. I hate to say this, but I'm pretty sure there aren't any in captivity."


  "Well, then that's not very helpful, is it?" Marco said.


  Cassie shrugged. "No. And it's not like we can go dolphin and find one. The only thing that eats giant squid is the sperm whale."


  Pretending to be more nonchalant than I felt, I said, "Okay, so we acquire a sperm whale, dive down, and grab us a big squid."


  Cassie shook her head. "No sperm whales in captivity. There never have been."


  "There has to be a way," Jake said. But he sounded doubtful. "Anyone have any suggestions?"


  No one did.


  "You're kidding," I said. "That's it? We're beat?"


  "We have till ten P.M.," Jake said. "What's that? Eight hours? Not exactly enough time to go whale hunting. Cassie?"


  She held up her hands, helpless. "That was my one idea: squid. The Pemalite ship is just too far down."


  "And time is too short," I said.


  "The alternative is trying to bust into that nuclear facility and get the Chee out. The safe is too strong for us. And one other huge problem: The guards there are normal humans, as far as we know," Jake said. "We can't exactly go busting in and just kick everyone's butt."


  "Anyway, that only solves the problem of that one Chee," Marco pointed out. "What about the others? We can't just leave them sitting around as stiff as lawn ornaments."


  But in the end, it looked like that was our only choice. We broke up and headed home with no hope.


  It was depressing. I mean, we'd messed up missions before, but we'd never been lame enough to fail before we'd even started.


  Now the Chee would be lost and the Yeerks would possess technology that would stump even Ax.


  Atmospheric pressure, our own Earth force, had beaten us.


  Cassie headed toward her farm. Jake and Marco headed to Erek's to tell him the bad news.


  Tobias and Ax melted back into the woods.


  I walked home alone.
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  My neighborhood looked normal.


  Kids playing street hockey. Adults sweeping driveways.


  Gossiping about the gorilla who'd been at the mall.


  "And by the time the news van arrived, the gorilla was already gone," one woman said.


  "Someone said they saw him abduct a child," the other woman said nervously. "I'm afraid to let my kids out of my sight."


  I kept my face carefully blank as I passed, but inside my heart was pounding. A news van had shown up? Had they found out anything? Had they tracked our movements somehow?


  Were Jake and Marco walking into an ambush at Erek's?


  I started to jog, then to run. I bolted across my front lawn and into the house.


  "I'm home," I yelled, slamming the door behind me.


  "I was beginning to think you'd been abducted by this so-called gorilla haunting the mall," my mother called. "And now on the news there's something about an elephant at a flophouse."


  "Yeah? Elephants with drug problems?" I said, entering the kitchen.


  My mother had half the table covered in legal papers. The other half was set for dinner.


  I grabbed the phone and dialed Jake's house. Let it ring thirteen times. Hung up.


  Called Marco. Got his answering machine and hung up.


  What now?


  "Did you hear about the gorilla who was riding an elephant into some abandoned house?" my sister Jordan asked, switching on the TV.


  "Shut it off, Jordan," my little sister Sara whined. "You know we don't watch TV while we eat."


  "But they're gonna show the gorilla on the news," Jordan said, blocking the TV so Sara couldn't touch it. "Mom!"


  "Sara, watching TV this once won't hurt anything. Now, sit down and eat," my mother said absently, shuffling through her papers. "This is the last weekend I have to prepare this case and I'd appreciate your cooperation."


  "Yeah," Jordan said, smirking at Sara.


  "You're ugly when you do that," Sara said.


  "Look, here's the story," I interrupted, pointing at the TV as the familiar front of the mall covered the screen.


  "In local news, a publicity-seeking gorilla kicked up quite a stir at a mall today," the anchorman announced. "Some say the primate was an actor promoting a soon-to-be-released movie. Others, however, insist it was a real gorilla."


  The camera flashed to the sales kid at Spencer's Gifts.


  I caught my breath.


  "Sure I saw it," the kid said, shrugging. "It was just some guy in a gorilla suit. No big deal. But he dropped a lava lamp on my head."


  "What about the rumors that it had abducted a child?" the reporter asked solemnly.


  The kid laughed. "Look, we get all kinds in here, like folks into alien abductions. We get a lot of college kids, too."


  "So you think this was a fraternity prank?" the reporter asked.


  The kid shrugged again. "Probably."


  The camera flashed back to the studio. "Adding to this mystery is that all of the security cameras malfunctioned while the gorilla was in the mall, so there is no videotape for police to review. However, there have been no reports filed in connection with any missing children. And police deny reports that a bust at a stolen goods warehouse turned up a small zoo full of exotic animals."


  "Man, I'm never around when the good stuff happens," Jordan complained, plopping down at the table. "Burritos. Yum."


  My stomach growled and I started eating. I snagged two volumes of our ten-year-old encyclopedia and started reading as I ate.


  The volumes covered the "Sq" and "Wh" entries: squid and whale.


  So there really was no videotape. Good. No problem.


  But wait. We'd taken a bus home. What about the bus driver?


  If the Yeerks got him, they'd tap into his memories and know exactly who we were and where we'd gotten off the bus.


  I shut the encyclopedia. And I almost missed the next news story.


  "The entire town is trying to save a fifty-nine-foot whale that beached itself on the coastline less than fifteen minutes ago," the anchorwoman chirped. "This is the first marine mammal stranding in the town's history. Let's go live to the scene."


  The burrito lodged in my throat. I swallowed hard.


  The reporter was standing on the beach.


  And behind him was a massive, wrinkled wall of whale.


  I didn't hear much of what the reporter was saying.


  Something about volunteers and the whale surviving.


  "What kind of whale is that?" I croaked.


  My mother glanced up from her paperwork. "Hmmm? Oh, they just said it was a sperm whale."


  And then the camera zoomed in, and suddenly the whale and I were looking straight at each other.


  His dark, solemn gaze locked onto mine.


  I pushed back my chair.


  This was no coincidence.


  Someone or something wanted us out there bad. And was willing to sacrifice a whale to do it.


  "Aren't you going to finish your dinner?" my mother asked as I grabbed the phone.


  "I'm not hungry," I said, punching in Cassie's number.


  "Hi," I said, when she answered, "What're you doing?"


  "I just came in from the barn," she said. "Why?"


  I chose my words carefully. We never trust phones. "Well, we were just watching the news and they had some bizarre stories about a gorilla tearing through the mall and a sperm whale beached down at the shore.Weird, huh? How come we always miss all the interesting stuff?"


  "A sperm whale," she said slowly. "Uh-huh. Well, it's a shame, but there's nothing we can do about it. We already have plans for tonight."


  "Oh, yeah, I know," I said and then, in case anybody was listening, added, "you're gonna learn how to cartwheel if it's the last thing I do."


  She laughed. "Sure. Seeya."


  I hung up and yelled that I was going to Cassie's.


  My mother barely looked up from her paperwork.


  Sometimes having a busy mom is a good thing.


  I walked out into the evening, steaming. Someone was playing games with us. Someone was treating us like a bunch of sock puppets. Jerking us around.


  I was mad. But it was a cold anger. A calm, cold anger.


  We'd see who jerked who.
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  I went around the back of the house and slid into the shadows between the hedges and the fence. Pulled off my running shoes, jacket, and jeans. Concentrated on my bald eagle morph.


  Instantly I felt the changes begin.


  I was falling like an elevator with a snapped cable.


  My bones crunched, hollowing out and remolding themselves.


  SPPPRRROOOUT! Wings burst from my back.


  My face shifted and bulged. My chin slid away and my nose stretched, hardening into a fierce, deadly beak.


  Feathers etched a tattoo pattern on my skin, then rose and formed dappled layers. My vision sharpened.


  The eagle's brain wanted to hunt. It wanted to eat.


  Get a grip, Rachel. Think about what you have to do.


  And suddenly, my mind was clear.


  I spread my wings and took off.


  First, I had to get to Erek's to make sure Marco and Jake hadn't walked into an ambush. Just because the news hadn't mentioned our bus driver didn't mean the Yeerks hadn't found and questioned him.


  Aha! Down below, Marco and Jake stepped out of Erek's and closed the door.


  <Hey, guys, it's me,> I called, dipping a wing when they glanced up. <Listen, a live sperm whale washed up on the beach. We have to acquire it. Be at Cassie's as soon as possible.>


  I knew they couldn't answer me in thought-speak, so I drifted above them for a few minutes, watching for a sign.


  And I got one, as soon as Jake turned down one street and Marco turned down a different one.


  <Okay, Jake, you have to go home first?> I asked.


  He nodded and walked faster. Broke into a jog. Marco was morphing behind someone's shed.


  I flew as fast as I could to Tobias's meadow. He saw me coming and listened as I told him about the whale.


  <I'll get Ax,> he said. <You know, this is bull, Rachel. We need a sperm whale and all of a sudden we have one? I don't think so.>


  I veered off and headed back toward the barn. Cassie was perched in a wild cherry tree waiting for me, already morphed to osprey.


  Marco, in osprey morph, landed nearby. <Gee, can we all spell "coincidence"?>


  <Somebody wants us to get to that Pemalite ship,> I said.


  <Or die trying,> Marco added grimly.


  A red-tailed hawk and a northern harrier drifted into view.


  <Where is Prince Jake?> Ax asked.


  <He had to stop home first,> Marco replied. <His parents were expecting him. He has to weasel out somehow.>


  Jake showed up twenty minutes later. <You'll all appreciate this little update: The Sharing is sending volunteers down to help save the whale. You know, what with TV cameras being there. Gives them a great opportunity to be saintly and environmental and all.>


  So the place was going to be crawling with Controllers.


  <Maybe that's it, maybe not,> Cassie said. <They may think it's one of us.>


  <We're being manipulated here,> Jake said. <But not by the Yeerks. Not even they can arrange for a sperm whale to conveniently beach itself. They could shoot one, but talk a live one into beaching? Not their style.>


  <So who? Who goes to all the trouble to get to the Pemalite ship, use it to mess with the Chee, and then hand us the means to get down there?>


  Tobias wondered. <Not the Yeerks. Not the Ellimist. Not his style. So who?>


  <Or what?> Marco said.


  <Come on, let's go,> Jake said. <Just everyone keep your eyes open. This whole thing stinks.>


  <We may not have long,> Cassie said. <Beached whales can't support their weight on land. They end up crushing themselves to death. That whale is slowly suffocating.>


  I felt a shiver of fear. Suffocating. The whale was suffocating.


  A whale, beached so we could acquire it. A pawn in someone's game. Expendable.


  Not if I could help it.


  <Let's do it,> I said.
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  It wasn't a long flight in a straight line. But we couldn't fly in a straight line. We'd have been a whole sky full of raptors flying in formation. Slightly conspicuous.


  So we stayed far apart at different altitudes, never seeming to go in the same direction at all.


  It took a while to reach the beach. It was empty of sunbathers. The sun was weak and watery and heading down. Besides, what people were still at the beach were gathered around to gape at the spectacle.


  It lay below us, improbable, out of place. Huge. It dwarfed the small army of humans who clustered around it like busy ants around roadkill.


  The whale looked dead. But I knew it wasn't. Whoever or whatever was directing this little play wouldn't allow it to be dead.


  <Erek didn't believe us when we said we couldn't find a way to get to his ship,> Jake said. <He said, "You will. We have faith in you.">


  <Wow. And I thought the Chee were so smart,> Marco said. <I mean, Erek's spent time with us. You think he'd know better than to trust us.>


  That got a laugh from everyone. The time Erek had spent with us had involved a trip to the planet of the Iskoort, and a deadly confrontation with a creature of infinite power and malice: the monster called Crayak.


  <I think it's inspiring,> Cassie said.


  <Well, then, you'll love what else Erek told us,> Marco called. <Since the Pemalites considered everyone a friend, their ship's adapted to accommodate different life-forms. You touch one of the interface panels throughout the ship, your life-form is analyzed, and the ship provides you with the correct environments.>


  <How do we get in and shut off the signal?> I said, heading for a deserted dune far away from the crowd around the whale.


  <Mr. King gave us an access code that'll get us into the main computer,> Jake said, his tone sardonic. <Everybody memorize it: Six.>


  <Six?> I said.


  <Six,> he confirmed.


  I sighed. <You know, I'm sure the Pemalites were wonderful people and all, but using a single-digit security code? I mean, good grief. What a bunch of idiots.>


  <They trusted,> Cassie said simply.


  <They're dead,> I said, just as simply.


  We landed behind a dune in an area of tall scruffy grass. Tobias stayed airborne, always on alert.


  This was going to be a little hairy. If anybody came over that dune and saw us, they'd run screaming all the way to the next county.


  We were mutants. A group of bulging, stretching, pulsating blobs of feathers and flesh, fingers and wings. Stubby little people with beaks and talons, legs and hair.


  The first thing I noticed when I was fully human again was the smell. The fresh smell of salt and sand. Birds of prey have hearing and sight that is far superior to humans. But they are not into smell or taste.


  "It's occurred to everyone that this is all a trap, right?" I said.


  "What?" Marco mocked. "You suspect treachery? Now, why didn't I think of that?"


  I ignored him. "Okay, so look, we don't expose anyone we don't have to here."


  Jake smiled at me. "You volunteering?"


  I shrugged.


  "Rachel's right," Marco said. "We go out there all together, we're exposed. How many of us do we need to morph whale?"


  Jake nodded. "A couple, anyway. I'm not sending anyone squid-hunting without backup. But you're both right. The less exposure, the better. So we pick two of us to acquire the whale. Excluding Ax, who can't because he'd have to be in his own body to acquire."


  "And that might cause some slight disruption down on the beach," I said.


  "Two of us will morph into whales and go find a squid," Jake continued. "The rest of us will use our dolphin morphs, stay topside as backup -"


  "Who gets to be the whales?" I interrupted. "I'll go."


  Cassie rolled her eyes. "You know, Rachel, you're like the smart kid in class who sits in the front and always raises her hand. 'I know! I know!' Only with you it's 'I'll go! I'll go!'"


  I laughed at the image.


  "I guess we'll draw straws," Jake said. He bent down and yanked up some grass and began breaking the stems into pieces.


  <Ahh. The human scientific method,> Ax said.


  As usual with Ax, it was hard to tell if that was supposed to be a joke.


  Jake put his hands behind his back, then held them out in his fist. "Pick. Short ones are whales."


  Part of me wanted to hang back. I had bad mental images of the world several miles underwater. But most of me wanted to go, and for the same reason: because it scared me.


  Tobias landed on a broken piece of wooden fence. <I'm in on this,> he said.


  I met his fierce gaze. I looked hard at him, as hard as he looked at me.


  <No,> he said in thought-speak only I could hear.


  I narrowed my eyes and pressed my lips tight together. I couldn't thought-speak, but Tobias would get the message.


  <Rachel, no,> he said. <I am not going to help you get yourself killed.>


  Marco drew a straw. A long one.


  Cassie drew. Long straw.


  I glared at Tobias.


  <Okay fine,> he snapped in angry surrender. <The second from your left.>


  I pulled the straw second from the left. "Short," I announced, holding it up.


  <My turn,> Tobias said.


  Jake walked over to him and held out his hand. Tobias pecked up a straw with his beak.


  <Short,> he said, looking hard at me.


  "Rachel and Tobias," Jake said, letting the other straws fall. He looked from Tobias to me, suspicious.


  I shot Tobias a furious stare. He hated the water! He could never entirely subdue his hawk instincts, instincts that told him water was definitely not his environment. It scared him. But he'd cheated to pick the short straw for himself.


  My fault. I'd insisted on going. Tobias wasn't going to let me go down there without him to watch my back.


  Later, I would be kind of touched by that loyal gesture. But right then I was just mad: Tobias was risking his own life because I was jerk enough to make him cheat for me.


  Guilt. I hate guilt.


  Jake sighed heavily. "All right. Rachel? You and Cassie go down to save the whale. Cassie being there will seem normal. Everyone knows she's -"


  "- a tree-hugging animal nut," Marco interjected.


  "And everyone knows Rachel is Cassie's best friend. It works out. Tobias? In and out, man. Choose your time, zip in, lock talon, and bail. The rest of us will stay up here as backup. Ax? Morph to seagull and give us some air cover."


  Cassie and I started down the dune. Jake grabbed my arm and pulled me aside for a private word. "Don't you ever do that again," he said, far angrier than I'd suspected. "It's your fault Tobias is going. Remember that next time you decide to make fools of the rest of us."


  He let me go and I walked away, a little shaken. Jake doesn't get mad much. When he does, it sticks in your mind.


  "Coming, Rach?" Cassie called, already down the dune.


  Oh, yeah.


  This party couldn't start without me.
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  Ax merged with the gulls screaming and wheeling overhead.


  <Stay away from the front of the bucket brigade,> Tobias called down. <Chapman's there, and so is Tom.>


  "They must be expecting something to happen," Cassie said.


  "Well, they're right," I said.


  "Look," Cassie whispered, going still.


  I came up behind her and followed her stricken gaze.


  Felt my stomach drop.


  The whale was a toppled skyscraper. A huge eighteen-wheeler, one of the big rigs. A string of railroad cars.


  A gigantic, tragic, breathing, out-of-place mistake.


  It didn't belong on land. But it was here, and helpless. Slowly being crushed by its own mass.


  "Oh, no," I said softly as it feebly moved a flipper. All that immense power and it couldn't save itself.


  I clenched my hands into fists. Dug my nails into my palms.


  "I am going to hurt whoever did this," I whispered.


  "I'll help," Cassie said.


  I forced myself to look closely at the whale. Study it. Learn it. Its head was a huge, boxy rectangle that ran almost half of its total length. It had a blunt, squarish snout, a narrow, under-slung jaw dug into the wet sand, and small, dark, glistening eyes.


  I elbowed my way into a group of bucket-bearers near the water and someone thrust a bucket into my hands.


  I emptied it over the whale's wrinkled side.


  Another bucket, another pitifully small splash of water.


  The whale's tail was still in the ocean and every few minutes it thrashed weakly and kicked up sandy waves.


  Some guy, a biologist who was some kind of whale expert, yelled, "Hold up!"


  The bucket line stopped as the man stepped in to draw blood into a large syringe.


  I glanced quickly at the people next to me. I saw Cassie further down the line. She nodded very slightly.


  I pressed my hand against the wall of gray flesh. Wet. Warm. Gritty with sand that had been picked up in the water.


  I felt the calm descend on the whale. I absorbed its DNA into me, feeling presumptuous and small and silly somehow.


  Then the biologist was done and we went back to work. Bucket after bucket. Several dozen humans working hard to save one whale. Failing, but trying anyway.


  Every now and then I'm actually proud of my species.


  <Prince Jake and Marco must relocate. Some humans have stopped near our previous location,> Ax said, his thought-speak voice startling me.


  I glanced down the beach and spotted Jake and Marco, running and kicking at the surf. Playing the roles of carefree kids. They turned back toward the dunes.


  What about Tobias? Had he acquired the whale yet? His was the biggest risk because he had to do it while in red-tailed hawk form. Hawks don't exactly hang out on beaches.


  I had no answers, so I followed Jake's and Marco's footprints into the hollow, where three identical seagulls were waiting for me.


  <Have you seen Tobias?> Marco asked, cocking his head.


  "No," I said, concentrating hard on my own seagull morph.


  <How about Cassie? Is she coming?> Jake asked.


  "You know Cassie. You'll have to tell her to stop working down there."


  Feathers sprouted. My nose dissolved and a beak began to push out. I was falling toward the sand, shrinking, as waist-high dune grass suddenly loomed tall above me. I spread my arms/wings to steady myself.


  Hello!


  An empty Lay's Barbecue Chips bag I hadn't noticed before. And at least two chips! All I had to do was hop on over and -


  <Rachel. Deal,> Marco said.


  Oh, yeah. This was not mealtime. Of course, to the seagull brain, it was always time for trash.


  <Prince Jake, a situation has arisen,> Ax called down. <Tobias has been spotted and the Controllers are suspicious.>


  <We're on our way!> Jake said, taking off.


  We followed him, cresting the dune.


  Tobias was perched on the whale's back.


  Chapman stood below him, pointing and staring.


  <Tobias! What are you doing?> I demanded.


  <I'm stuck! My talon is caught on some kind of barnacle or something!>


  <Diversion!> Jake snapped. <Now!>


  <Make it look like we're chasing the hawk away from our territory,> Cassie said. <Try slamming Tobias. It may knock him loose.>


  <Oh, great,> Tobias grumped.


  We flapped hard and took off, not worried about flying together. We were seagulls. We belonged. Besides, we weren't the only gulls wheeling around the whale.


  <Let's wreak some havoc,> I said.


  I gained altitude, thirty or forty feet, and swooped. I snatched a man's pretzel right out of his mouth.


  We milled and screeched; we stole food and sideswiped people; and we used the seagull's ultimate weapon: precision guided, cruise-missile poop.


  <Chapman is mine,> Marco said. <Ready. Aim . . . hah!>


  Sploot!


  Chapman wasn't looking up. A pity.


  I broke away from the melee and aimed for Tobias. <Which talon?> I asked.


  <Oh, man,> he groaned. <Left.>


  I hit him, chest out, barely braking. I caught him where his left leg met his own chest.


  Whumpf!


  The talon tore free. Tobias flapped, skimming along the back of the whale.


  Zing!


  A rock shot past, expertly thrown. It missed Tobias by a feather. I saw Tom stoop to find a second stone in the wash of surf. I saw hatred on his face.
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  <That's just sad,> Tobias said. <Controllers reduced to throwing rocks. Hey, a couple of you need to chase me. You know, chase me away.>


  We did.


  Did Chapman and Tom buy the act? Probably not. They'd both seen a red-tailed hawk too many times before. They knew. But what could they do?


  We followed the beach, out of sight of the whale's various saviors, then turned and headed out to sea. Tobias gained altitude, flapping hard with nothing but dead air to lift him. When he had altitude enough, he began to morph to seagull himself. He did it in midair.


  We skimmed the gray, choppy waves until we were sure we couldn't be seen from the beach. The light was fading. The sun was going down.


  The ocean is always intimidating. But when the sun sets and darkness rolls across the waves, you just can't help but be awed and abashed and a little frightened of it.


  Millions and millions of cubic miles of water. Twenty miles deep in places. Stretching all around the planet, touching every continent, most nations. Home to tens of millions of species, everything from the submicroscopic to the immense.


  You feel small beside a whale. Insignificant. Then you realize that a whale is insignificant in the ocean.


  And then you're flying over the bare fringe of that ocean, flying over a mystery that puny Homo sapiens may never fully understand.


  And you feel your own smallness, your own utter weakness, and it's like a lead weight on your chest.


  It's not that the ocean is an enemy. It simply doesn't care. It feeds you, it makes the oxygen you breathe, it gave birth to your species, and, if you get careless, it kills you. All without the slightest personal interest.


  There's nothing you can say to the ocean. No mercy to be begged. No deals to be made. If we were weak or careless or stupid, it would smother us, crush us, bury us forever in miles of black, black water.


  <Rachel?>


  <WHAT?> I yelped, shaken out of my dark imaginings.


  <I was going to ask how you're doing,> Tobias said. Then, after a moment of silence, he said, <Big, isn't it?>


  <Yeah. It's large.>


  Too big for all my bravado. And I was going down into its very heart. Like a lunatic, I'd cheated in order to face it first. Now I was dragging poor Tobias right along with me.


  And I was supposed to like him.


  After more than an hour of flying, Jake landed on the swelling, heaving surface of the sea. We'd followed the rough directions of the Chee.


  I landed, too. Easy enough for the seagull brain, which had no particular concerns.


  The ocean was frigid, the wet cold held at bay by my fluffed, oily feathers.


  A dangerous place for a human. Worse for a hawk.


  Tobias landed beside me, bobbing like a white-and-black cork on the swells.


  <Okay, we'll demorph and remorph one at a time,> Jake said. <Cassie first. Tobias last.>


  Within minutes, Cassie had morphed from seagull to human, then on to sleek, playful dolphin. This made me feel better. Having a helpful dolphin around is like having a couple dozen lifeguards on hand.


  <Come on in, Jake,> she called, giddy from the dolphin brain. <The water's fine!> She dived and shot up through the air, then twisted and nosed down for a no-splash dive.


  One by one, we did the same. The passage through human morph was not fun. Seagulls ride the waves. Humans end up swallowing saltwater and imagining sharks rising up from the depths.


  I don't think Ax enjoyed it any more than we did. He can swim, but it's an awkward thing to see.


  Tobias landed on Cassie's back, demorphed to hawk, then waited for me to catch up, riding Cassie's back with his talons dug sharply into her rubbery gray flesh.


  <Whale time,> Tobias said to me.


  "Yeah," I yelled, treading water and spitting brine. "Let's do it."


  <I had a premonition she'd say that,> Marco teased.


  Okay, here goes nothing, I thought, as Cassie and Marco swam up alongside me and I summoned a mental picture of the whale.


  Saltwater splashed my face. Again and again. I swallowed it. Gagged.


  My bones stretched and grew heavy, my feathered arms flapped frantically until fingers sprouted and I could tread water.


  I was tired. Eyes burning, I glanced over at Tobias.


  His red-tailed hawk form was already shifting. He slipped from Cassie's back into the water.


  I closed my eyes and visualized the sperm whale.


  And felt the changes begin.
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  Big. Bigger. Enormous.


  I was expanding, stretching in every direction at once.


  Huge!


  Only I wasn't a whale.


  I've mentioned that morphs get weird? That things don't happen in some nice, neat, gradual way? Well, this morph was ridiculous.


  I was growing, growing, growing! My skin had turned leathery graphite gray. There was a blowhole in the back of my neck. My head was monstrous and out of proportion.


  But the rest of me was still Rachel. I had a head the size of Iowa. And about an acre of floating blond hair.


  <Oh, man!> Marco groaned. <Oh, I didn't need to see this! Rachel, you have pores as big as potholes!>


  <This is definitely bizarre,> Cassie said. <And not in a good way.>


  I glanced at Tobias. He seemed to be morphing normally. If any morph is ever normal. If a creature with feathers melting into flesh is normal.


  <This is ridiculous,> Jake complained. <I am tangled in your hair!>


  <She's sinking!> Ax said. <Her buoyancy has not adjusted. She has dense human tissues.>


  <I do not,> I said, vaguely offended. But he was right: I was sinking.


  And if I didn't finish morphing, I was going to drown. Probably sink to the bottom and float past the Pemalite ship. A big, drowned, female Gulliver.


  That got me back on track.


  My legs blended. My feet flattened.


  My head bulged into a huge rectangle. My eyes slid apart . . . apart till they were in separate zip codes. My neck thickened and a triangular dorsal hump grew out of my back along my spine.


  My skin shriveled.


  My arms slithered back into my body. Flippers sprouted.


  I bobbed to the surface. My blowhole inhaled. My lungs filled.


  I felt the water ripple as the dolphins surged and danced.


  I sensed their joy and felt a deep, thousand-generation-old kinship with my lithe, sleek brethren.


  My instincts were sure. Calm. Confident.


  I had no fear. No questions.


  I asked for nothing. I explained nothing.


  I drew a deep breath, expanding my lungs to their full capacity and dove, arching my dorsal hump and flipping my triangular fluke into the air.


  The ocean was no longer a cold and hostile place.


  It was home.


  I knew its temperatures and depths, its floors and crevices.


  I fired off a blast of pulsed clicks and received a "picture" of everything around me. Like a black-and-white sketch that traced across my mind and was erased like an Etch-A-Sketch.


  I was echolocating. I had natural sonar.


  I "saw" the dolphins and they "saw" me.


  And then another large creature was moving toward me.


  <Rachel, I sure hope that's you,> Tobias called.


  Oh. Right.


  The whale brain wasn't hard to control.


  The thing was, I hadn't even tried.


  I'd liked the calm confidence. The absence of fear.


  <It's definitely me,> I said, rolling and powering my gigantic, muscled body up, up, up toward dim light like a runaway train.


  Another train rushed beside me. We raced to the barrier between sky and sea.


  <Yah-HAH!> Tobias shouted as we exploded the barrier and erupted into the sky. Our massive heads surged into the crisp air, water shimmering down around us.


  <Okay, that was cool,> Jake said.


  <I wanna be a sperm whale,> Marco whined.


  <I don't think so,> Jake said. <Ticktock. We need to stay on track here.>


  <Just need to suck some air,> I said.


  I exhaled, spouting spray and drawing in enough air to last to maximum dive capacity. Passages in my massive head filled with water and, all automatically, the waxy deposits of spermaceti cooled the water and sent me plunging.


  Ten thousand feet. Maybe even twelve thousand feet.


  Into giant squid territory. I hoped.


  Where the atmospheric pressure could squeeze every last molecule of air from a human body.


  <Ready, Rachel?> Tobias asked.


  <Ready,> I said, sighing and shivering deep in my soul. The whale might not be scared. I was.
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  We arched our backs and sounded, slipping silently down into the living sea.


  We descended quickly, echolocating past shelves and hollows, our sonar drawing us sketchy, uncertain pictures.


  Murky shadows and then, total darkness.


  Total. Like being blind. Like having your eyes taped shut and being locked in an underground vault.


  Lightless.


  The whale's senses quickened. The whale did not hear, but it did anticipate. We'd soon be entering the hunting grounds.


  Where my prey sometimes fought me and won.


  <Hey, Rachel, did you know that not only do sperm whales eat squid, but some people think squid eat sperm whales?> Tobias said helpfully.


  <No one really knows what giant squid eat,> I said. <Except for the fact that they are cannibals.>


  <Oh, good. Well, we both did our research.>


  <Yeah. I feel so much better now.>


  From my memory I called up the brief bit I'd read about squid. They had sharp, parrotlike beaks and eight arms covered with grasping, needle-toothed suckers. And two long, powerful tentacles that worked to grab prey at a distance and draw it toward the arms and mouth.


  It occurred to me that I didn't know how whales killed squid.


  But I could more than imagine how squid killed whales.


  Still, we powered down into the darkness. Falling, falling forever through darkness.


  The whale did not fear what was going to happen.


  It hunted to eat every day. Someone would win the battle, someone would lose. The whale had accepted this fact since birth.


  I had not. Losing was not something I wanted to think about. This was not a situation where I could simply demorph if the whale was hurt.


  To demorph was to die.


  <So, Rachel, what's new?> Tobias called, sounding, if possible, even jumpier than I felt.


  I blurted out the only new thing I could think of. <Well, a guy named T. T. asked me to go to the movies with him,>


  WHAT? What made me say that?


  If I could've kicked myself, I would have.


  <T. T., huh? What does that stand for? Troubled Teen? Total Turmoil? Terrible Trauma?> Tobias said sarcastically.


  <l don't know and I don't particularly care,> I shot back, irked by his attitude.


  <Well, you should care if you're going out with him,> Tobias said.


  <Well, if I was, then I would,> I snapped.


  <Oh.> Silence. <Why aren't you going out with him?>


  <Why do you want to know?> I countered. I could play that game, too.


  <I don't, I'm just making conversation,> he said. <We can't exactly turn on the TV and veg out.>


  <Well, if you don't want to know, then I'm not going to tell you,> I said, firing off a burst of pulsed clicks and studying the "picture" I got back.


  <Rachel -> he began.


  But I didn't want to talk about T. T. anymore and I especially didn't want to tell Tobias why I hadn't accepted the date. This was so not the time.


  <How are we supposed to catch this squid? If we even find one?> I said instead. <I mean, squid are fast and the whale can't exactly turn on a dime here. What do we do, just hang around with our mouths open and hope a squid swims in?>


  <I'm not sure,> Tobias admitted. <The thing I read said maybe whales can use echolocation to stun prey. I think that's what it said. Wasn't it?>


  <I guess we'll find out. See that shape, that bunch of dots all moving together?>


  <See? I don't see anything. Oh, you mean on echolocation. Yeah. Like a school of fish.>


  <Could be squid. Little ones, not giants. The whale brain wants them. Maybe they're squid.>


  <This is no way to hunt,> Tobias complained. <You need to see your prey. I mean, that's basic.>


  <For a hawk, anyway,> I said.


  <For any sensible predator. This is nuts. Chasing an echolocation picture.>


  <I'm going to see if it's true. That we can stun them.>


  CLICK-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK.


  I fired a round of clicks, maximum volume, directing the sound toward the sketchy tornado of squid. Suddenly a part of the swarm stopped moving. <Cool.>


  <It doesn't last long,> Tobias commented.


  I had noticed that, too. <And these squid are, what, maybe a foot long? We're talking about something that can stretch out and grab both baskets on a basketball court. Let's see how stunned the big boy is. If we ever find him.>


  <Hey, Rachel,> Tobias said. <How long you figure we've been down?>


  <Twenty minutes? Four hours? Who can tell?> I said gloomily. <I'm starting to feel the pressure. My whale's brain is getting edgy.>


  The whale part of me wanted to surface. The human part of me had wanted to do that for a longtime.


  <Let's split up,> I said. <Maybe spread out.>


  <Or maybe surface and come back down again.>


  <I don't want to have to do this again,> I said. <This gives me the major creeps.>


  <You got that right. I'll veer off. We need a big squid and a bigger spaceship.>


  We searched, echolocating for what felt like forever. Back and forth and always, always down. Once I picked up something that might have been a giant squid. But I lost him.


  It was madness! We were blundering around blindly. The sun's rays had never reached this depth. Never. If the water had been rock and dirt, it could not have been any darker.


  We were buried alive!


  Buried alive in water.


  <Gotta surface,> Tobias said at last, his thought-speak voice faint, his tone shaken.


  <Yeah,> I agreed.


  We turned and headed up. And now the panic grew. You can walk through a graveyard at night and be afraid, but the terror doesn't begin to get you till you start to run away. When you acknowledge fear, it grows. And although I tried to tell myself it wasn't terror sending me to the surface, that it was just a need for air, I knew better.


  We raced. We barreled madly toward the surface. It took forever. Up and up and up.


  Air! Where was the air?


  We'd been down too long. We'd never reach the sky again. We were going to die in darkness, to sink and sink back to the cold, lightless, lifeless ocean floor.


  Buried alive in water.
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  I kicked hard, every muscle in my massive body straining, desperate now. Desperate!


  Then . . .


  FWOOOOOSH!


  I exploded into the air, exploded out of the water, blew the stale air from my lungs, and crashed back into the sea.


  Ka-WHUMP!


  Tobias erupted a quarter mile away.


  I sucked air. I exhaled and inhaled and sucked air like I was never going to breathe again.


  The others in dolphin morph were nowhere around. I was actually surprised, though I should have known better. You can't travel miles down through water and come popping back up in a straight line.


  Tobias wallowed in the waves beside me.


  <We could morph to something with wings,> he suggested. <Find the others.>


  <And tell them what?> I demanded, angry at myself now. <Tell them we gave up?>


  <You want to go back down there?> he asked like I was crazy.


  <I don't know,> I admitted.


  <Oh, man. So we find the others, tell them we failed? Then what?>


  I knew then what. So did Tobias. Jake would take us all back to the beach. This time he'd acquire and morph the whale, along with Cassie or Marco.


  So one of them would be back here. With even less time. With even less chance of success.


  <This is so not fun,> Tobias said.


  <Yeah. I know. Sorry I got you into this.>


  <Oh, shut up,> he said tolerantly. <Let's go.>


  Down again. Down and down and down. Into the water like ink.


  Ten minutes down we split up again. <Don't go too far,> Tobias called after me.


  I probably should have listened to him.


  I swam hard. I fired off round after round of pulsed clicks. Picture after picture came back to me. Revealing nothing big enough to be the ship or the squid.


  And then, suddenly . . .


  A flash of light! A shimmering, rippling light!


  I almost laughed. Fish! Phosphorescent fish, their pale, chemical-reaction glow like a neon sign in the blackness.


  The fish were moving away from me, but at an angle. Like they were moving away from something else. From something behind me, to my left and -


  I fired clicks. The picture came back with startling clarity. The details were unmistakable.


  Coming toward me through the water like a dark, deadly torpedo was a hungry, angry, sixty-foot giant squid.


  So much for the question of whether squid are aggressive, I thought. Someday the six of us could write a serious update of zoology textbooks. If we lived that long.


  <Tobias!> I shouted. I fired off a frenzy of machine-gunned clicks at the squid.


  It staggered, stumbled in its charge.


  <Tobias!> I yelled again, as the whale's instincts took over. It wanted to kill the squid. It wanted to hunt.


  Where was Tobias?


  Hunt, yes. Kill, no. We needed the squid alive. The whale didn't care. This was core instinct.


  This was hunger and the urge to hunt. I fought the whale's brain. It had been so docile I'd almost not noticed it. But that was only because I'd done what the whale wanted me to do.


  Now I could feel the power of that huge, intelligent brain as it fought to carry out the instructions encoded deep in its DNA.


  And while I was doing that, the squid recovered and came at me with murder in its blood.


  From far away, a faint voice. Tobias!


  <I think I found the Pemalite ship,> Tobias called faintly.


  <Great. I found the squid.>
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  A whip in the darkness. I never saw it corning. It slapped against me, gripping, hugging, holding.


  Another!


  The two almost thirty-foot-long tentacles, iron-strong arms, tightened around my head.


  The squid used the tentacles to yank the rest of its body toward me. I felt the tug. I felt the water moving. I could picture the photograph I'd seen of a squid mouth, a bizarre hawk's beak.


  Then an arm, thicker, stronger than the tentacle. And another!


  I thrashed wildly, tearing free one of the arms. The suckers ripped away chunks of my skin. I smelled my own blood in the water.


  My tail! I couldn't move it. And the squid was on me. ON me! Too close for echolocation to see anything. I was wrestling blind. And unlike the squid, I had no arms.


  The squid was smaller, much lighter, basically weaker. But it had agility. And it had arms. I had a mouth.


  Imagine a fight between a gymnast, small but with full use of arms and legs, and a three-hundred-pound linebacker who can only use his mouth.


  The squid was locking me up. And now I was sinking.


  Down to where the atmospheric pressure would crush even me.


  Down to where my burning lungs would force me to exhale.


  Down to black death.


  <NO!>


  I lunged and rolled. The squid hung on. I hammered it with pulsed clicks. Again and again! But my own body mass was helping to shield it.


  I echolocated again and again, but it was on me. Then, one burst of clicks caught a wall of denser water and bounced back. It drew me a fragmented, eerie picture.


  The squid was huge! Its arrow-shaped head, long as a small school bus, was pressed close to my head. Its sharp, snapping beak was only inches from my left eye. Eight twenty-foot arms and two longer tentacles clutched and tore at me. Sharp-edged suckers the size of saucers Super Glued the creature to me.


  I was weakening.


  It couldn't be!


  No, I begged. No, it couldn't happen!


  But the squid's grip tightened, tightened, relentless, like a python, imprisoning my tail, paralyzing me.


  CLICK-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK!


  Whale clicks. But not from me!


  <Tobias!>


  <Hang on, Rachel, I'm here!> Tobias cried and fired again.


  The squid convulsed. I felt its spasm of pain. Its arms fell away from me.


  <Tobias . . . the fight . . . used too much air . . . I have to get to the surface!>


  <Go,> he said tersely. <I'll meet you there.>


  I wanted to stay. I should have stayed.


  If the squid killed Tobias . . .


  No choice!


  <Go!> Tobias yelled. He blasted the squid with another round of clicks, up close and personal.


  I went. I had no choice. The whale's brain was screaming.


  I rose fast, but still it was forever and forever.


  The whale was weakening. Faltering. Its senses were cloudy, unsure. Confused.


  <Rachel? Tobias? Is that one of you coming up? We've been searching . . .>


  Cassie's voice. Close, so close.


  <Me,> I said dully. <Whale's had it. Too tired.>


  <No! Make it swim! You're only a few yards from the surface! Do it!> Cassie yelled.


  Swim, I told myself, forcing my aching body to move. Swim!


  This time I didn't explode into the air. I rose, half-unconscious, too exhausted even to appreciate the air that was filling my lungs.


  <Where's Tobias?> Cassie asked, bobbing up beside me.


  <The squid. Down fighting the squid,> I said exhaustedly. <I have to go back. Have to help him.>


  <No,> Cassie said. <No.>


  Another dolphin shot up alongside me.


  <Rachel?> Jake said.


  <I have to help Tobias!>


  <Thanks, but no help necessary,> Tobias said.


  <Tobias!>


  <Of course. Just me and my squid. Hah! Hawk or whale, there is no prey I can't take down. Coming up. Look out above.>


  <Everyone careful,> I yelled as the others arrived on the scene. <Don't let it grab you!>


  <Wow,> Marco said, as the squid's scarlet mantle came into view. <Talk about a face only a mother could love!>


  <It probably ate its mother,> I said grimly, moving in for the kill. <And now I'm gonna eat it.>


  <Uh, I don't think so, Rachel,> Tobias said. <I didn't go to all this trouble just for you to kill it. Just cripple it.>


  <I've got it,> I said, lunging.


  Now, by the light of the stars and moon, I could see the squid's huge, black eyes the size of hubcaps, the largest eyes on Earth, looking straight into mine.


  It slapped me with a grasping whip tentacle.


  I bit it off.


  Thick, green blood gushed from the stump.


  I clamped my powerful mouth down on several squid arms and held on. Tobias did the same.


  Two against one. We had the squid outnumbered.
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  I kept the now-helpless squid on the surface as Jake, Cassie, Marco, Ax, and finally Tobias acquired it. It wasn't easy. It wasn't exactly a party, as human and Andalite and hawk wallowed in the waves, pressing hands and talons against the rubbery creature.


  Fortunately the squid responded normally to being acquired. It grew calm and peaceful.


  <Your turn, Rachel,> Jake said.


  I demorphed, shrinking from building size to human size. The demorph was a bit more normal than the morph. I shrank in proportion for most of it.


  Then, at last, I was just a very out-of-place girl, up to my neck in cold saltwater stained with squid ink and blood. I treaded water to stay near the cephalopod's big arrow head. I needed to touch the creature. I ended up swallowing about a gallon of inky seawater. I had to extend the acquiring phase to hold the squid still for Tobias.


  Like I said. Not exactly a party.


  When we were done I morphed back to whale to haul the squid away to a safe distance. Once released the poor squid took off, jetting down into the relative safety of the water beneath us.


  "Well, this should be bleah" - Marco spit saltwater out of his mouth - "should be interesting."


  <I think this will be an interesting morph,> Ax said. <So many arms.>


  "Let's just get it over with," I said, having resumed my human form. "It's a long, long way down. And we don't have a lot of time."


  <Two of your hours and seven of your minutes> Ax said.


  "Ax, they are everyone's hours and everyone's minutes," Marco said. "My hours are your hours. This is Earth. A minute is a minute!"


  <Now we have two of your hours and six of your minutes,> Ax said dryly.


  "Tobias? Can you get us back to where you found the ship?" Jake asked.


  Tobias was being held more or less up out of the water by Jake and Cassie. He was not a happy bird.


  <I can try,> he said.


  "Okay. Everyone morph. Let's get this done."


  I have experienced many unusual morphs. I have been more different animals than most people ever see. I thought I was ready for anything.


  But this was weird.


  I focused my mind and felt the changes begin.


  You don't actually "feel" the things that happen during a morph. You sort of feel them from a distance. The way you might feel the dentist's drill, even through the Novocain.


  It's not exactly pain. But not exactly normal, either.


  I could hear a squishing sound coming from inside me, from my guts. And then I reached down and felt my stomach sinking inward.


  My internal organs were slithering away to hang in Zero-space until I returned to claim them. I was being scooped out!


  My arms and legs began to stretch. Out and out, farther and farther, absurdly, idiotically far. My arms formed the clubbed ends that marked them as tentacles. My legs were two of the eight normal arms.


  Normal. Right.


  Sploot! Sploot!


  More arms were poking out of me, writhing out of my chest and back and sides, six new arms, like snakes crawling out through my flesh and growing as they emerged.


  I had the horrific image of being an egg, hatching snakes. I was all writhing arms.


  <Well, there's a whole new nightmare,> I muttered.


  And now, all down the bizarrely extended arms, hundreds of saucer-sized, needle-toothed bumps, popped up like sores.


  Flimp!


  My head imploded. Just suddenly sagged, as my skull melted away. My eyes spread wide and the top of my head started growing out and out, like some cartoon of an out-of-control zit. And my insides seemed to percolate up into that head area.


  My skin turned brown. It hung from me like a sweatshirt ten sizes too big. It was like wearing a cape. A cape of powerful muscle.


  My eyes became huge, circular pools of darkness. I had sunk down into the water, maybe fifty, eighty feet, not counting my arms, which extended farther still. But I could still see. The squid's eyes were as good as an owl's at seeing in low light. Maybe better.


  Then, as I slowly tested my arms, as the hundreds of suction cups tensed and released, I felt the squid mind rise up beneath my own.


  Other squid! All around me.


  And I was hungry.


  So hungry.
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  Someone was turned away from me. Another giant squid, floating, arms extended like some vile flower. I saw the mantle.


  My meat.


  I drew in water and expelled it like a jet blowing exhaust.


  I jetted forward! I drew my long arms up from the depths, coiling them and extending them toward my prey, moving them in what felt to the human part of me like slow motion.


  The other squid was unaware!


  Cassie? Was it Cassie?


  Who cared? Cassie would feed my hunger just as well as -


  She jerked at my touch. Her own arms whipped back toward me.


  <Hey!> she protested.


  <Oh . . . oh, sorry,> I said. The human me had regained the upper hand. <I was just . . .>


  <I know what you "were just,"> Cassie sniffed. <I had the same problem. But I didn't start to eat you.>


  <I said I'm sorry.>


  <All right,> Jake said. <Tobias? Lead the way.>


  Easy to say. Almost impossible to do. People think diving is like taking an elevator down. But we were talking about three miles of water. Three miles of currents and crosscurrents. In darkness so total that after the first mile or so even the squid's specially adapted eye could see nothing. Not to mention the fact that there was nothing to see!


  There were two clocks ticking in our heads: a little over two hours till the nuclear vault opened and a paralyzed Chee was discovered.


  And just two hours till we were trapped in morph.


  And one major complication: If we demorphed, we'd be crushed, our bodies squeezed flat till the bones would stick out of us like pins in a pin-cushion, our heads popped like overripe cantaloupes.


  Which meant there was a third clock: the point of no return. The point beyond which we'd no longer have time to get back to the surface. Beyond that point we either found the Pemalite ship or . . .


  But Tobias was not finding the ship. The ship was huge. Maybe three hundred feet long, according to the Chee. But imagine that you know where a three-hundred-foot-long building is. Then you leave the building and walk three miles through darkness.


  Now imagine finding your way back. Blindfolded.


  We reached the ocean floor and Tobias led us this way and that. Back and forth, skimming like mushy torpedoes across dead desert wastes, our jets kicking up clouds of sand and tiny rocks and the decayed remains of everything that had ever died in the three miles of water above us.


  Now and then, a flash of phosphorescence. And then, darkness again.


  <I screwed up,> Tobias said. <I should have stayed in whale morph! I can't echolocate! I'm going on instinct here. This is insane!>


  <We are now at the point of no return,> Ax reported. <We turn back . . . or hope to find the Pemalite ship.>


  <We have to bail, Jake,> Tobias said, sounding defeated. <This isn't working.>


  <This mission has bombed from the start!> Marco said, exploding in the same frustration we all felt. <Getting jerked around by someone, we don't even know who or what. It's all a setup and I'm ->


  <Wait!> Cassie said. <I see lights!>


  <Just those glowing fish,> I said.


  <No. No. Look!>


  It was impossible to tell distance in the blank, black sea, but yes, there were lights! A string of them, descending in a downhill line.


  <Seven . . . eight . . . I count eight,> Jake said.


  <What are they?> I wondered.


  Marco made a snorting sound in our heads. <Can't you guess? Yeerks.>
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  <I do not think the odds favor us,> Ax said with cool understatement.


  <This time you're wrong, Ax-man,> Tobias said. <They're going the same place we are. Following the signal from the ship.>


  <Pointing the way!> Cassie said.


  <Haul butt!> Jake said.


  We hauled. Suck in water . . . blow it out . . . draw it in . . . blow it out . . .


  We jetted along the ocean floor, heading for the place where the string of lights pointed. Were we closer? Were they? Impossible to say.


  Then . . .


  <Whoa!> I felt, rather than saw, the ground open beneath me, a vast deep canyon. And there, perched comfortably on a shelf just below the canyon lip, glowing faintly green, was what could only be a ship.


  Not a human ship.


  It was, as the Chee had said, about three hundred feet long. They had not told us what it looked like. But the faint green outline was strikingly clear: The Pemalite ship was shaped like a sort of clownish version of one of them. Like someone had done a cartoon of a Pemalite, exaggerating the vaguely canine head, making the slender hind legs stubby, the belly chubby.


  <It looks like Snoopy!> Cassie said.


  It did. Kind of. Like a huge, prone, faint green Snoopy.


  <Not exactly the Blade ship, is it?> Jake said.


  <The Pemalites didn't build it to be a weapon,> Cassie said. <It's a toy. They built it for fun.>


  I looked up. The line of Yeerk ships was still above us. Maybe a mile. Maybe a hundred feet. <Let's get inside.>


  We jetted over. The outer hull access panel was clearly, conveniently lit.


  <Here's the environmental adaptation panel Erek told us about,> Jake said, placing a row of suckers on top of the flat rectangle. <Let's see what the Pemalite computer makes of this.>


  A glowing yellow light flashed twice, to our eyes as blindingly bright as a flashbulb.


  Jake drew back his long squid arm, and using just the tip, daintily punched the number six.


  Immediately, the side of the ship slid open, exposing a decompression chamber big enough to accommodate six giant squid.


  <Cool,> Marco said, following us inside. <It might as well just say, "Hello, giant squid. Party of six?">


  I glanced back as the decompression door began to close on a stew of giant tentacles and arms. The lights outside were larger now. Closer.


  The entire ship began to brighten, like a light-bulb on a dimmer switch.


  It illuminated the rock shelf. It illuminated a pair of hideous fish. And it illuminated the closest of what looked very much like eight Bug fighters.


  The outer door shut.


  <We have company coming,> I said.


  <Let's get this done. We have to get in and turn off the signal,> Jake said.


  An inner door began to open.


  <Erek said we'd have an atmosphere designed to sustain our life-forms,> Jake said. <Hope they're prepared for squid.>


  <Yeah. Ready with batter and hot boiling oil. Calamari for ten thousand,> Marco said.


  We were gently extruded through the door into the ship. The interior lights came up, slowly. And Erek was right. There was an environment waiting for us.


  <Oh. My. God.> Cassie said.


  We were still swimming. Still in water. Sort of.


  We were each suspended above the floor in a personal, floating bubble of water. Like a water blimp.


  I jetted. The bubble moved. I reached a hand through the water bubble into the air beyond. I felt dryness. The bubble did not collapse.


  <Oh, man, if we could take this technology, we could open a water park that would totally rule the world of water parks,> Marco said.


  <Yeah, that was my first thought, too,> I said. <Water park dominance.>


  Beyond the bubble was a world of magic.


  Lush green-and-purple grass carpeted the floor, forming patterns: swirls, checkerboards, Picasso-like abstracts and Van Gogh flowers. Trees and bushes in Crayola colors grew in thickets and hushed groves. A sparkling river meandered through the center of the ship, cascading down into a gentle waterfall and a rippling lake below.


  Everywhere there were inexplicable, brightly colored, gaily lit machines that could only be toys of some sort. Beside us, wafting through the air, were things like long, feathered snakes. Projected on the arched ceiling, far overhead, were patterns of clouds and skies like nothing on Earth.


  After all the thousands of years, it was all still working. Only the dead silence lay as a grim reminder of a species lost.


  <Where is the bridge?> Ax demanded.


  <Kind of like your Dome ship, Ax-man, only much cooler,> Tobias said.


  <Yes, well, we had to make room for weapons,> Ax said disparagingly. <Which is why Andalites still exist and Pemalites do not.>


  <Touchy, touchy,> Marco said.


  <There must be a bridge,> Ax said. <Even these space-going children had to have a bridge.>


  <That tree?> Cassie suggested <I see lights and stuff.>


  We jetted, contained within our water balloons, and came to the tree. Sure enough, a series of fairly businesslike panels were fitted into the trunk.


  <This is absurd,> Ax said. <The bridge is a tree trunk? We Andalites love trees, but this is ludicrous.>


  <Turn off the signal, and let's get out of here before the Yeerks get in,> Jake said.


  On one panel a red light blinked. Below it was a button.


  <I'm thinking push that button,> Marco offered.


  Ax's water bubble slowly pushed aside Marco's, <Perhaps I had better take care of this,> Ax said.


  A cheerful thought-speak voice sang out in our heads. <Greetings, friends. We are happy to have you aboard. However, we would not want you to access this panel. It is possible that you might accidentally do yourself harm. And that would be so sad.>


  Ax punched in the number six.


  <That is the correct code! Our concerns were misplaced.>


  <Now that we've penetrated their crack security . . .> Marco said with a laugh.


  <Many thanks, friend. You now have access to the control panel. Make your selection at your convenience. When you are finished, we hope you will join us in a game, a delightful meal, or simply relax and enjoy yourself.>


  <This is weird,> I said. <You know, I heard Disney was building a cruise ship. Maybe this is it.>


  Ax began communing with the control panel. It didn't take long.


  <All normal Chee functions are restored,> the Pemalite voice said. <Would you like something to eat?>


  And then . . . <Chee destruct sequence has been activated. Are you sure this is what you want? All Chee within range will self-destruct in fifteen minutes.>


  <WHAT?> Cassie yelped.


  <What happened?> Tobias demanded.


  <I don't know,> Ax admitted.


  And then, quite suddenly, the black ocean was all around us.


  <Ahhh! What the . . .>


  <The hull has become transparent,> Ax said, the first to figure it out.


  The parklike world was all still there. But the projected sky was gone, replaced by ink water. The outer hull was now like glass. And through that glass I saw the line of Bug fighters. Eight. Lined up outside the decompression chamber.


  We could see them.


  They could see us.


  Through transparent bulkheads, through the transparent hull, through the front viewport of the lead Bug fighter, I saw a hard, cold-eyed Andalite face.


  An Andalite face. But the light of malice that shone through the two large eyes, through the twin stalk eyes, was not Andalite.


  <Visser Three,> I whispered.
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  <They don't have the code,> Cassie said.


  <The code is a single digit!> Marco said. <How long do you think . . .>


  The Bug fighter turned, bringing a modified rear door into contact with the invisible outer hull. A Hork-Bajir bounded inside. A Taxxon slithered behind him. And then, moving almost daintily as he stepped from the Bug fighter down into the Pemalite ship, came Visser Three.


  <We can't even morph,> I yelled in frustration. <He can see us!>


  The Yeerks broke the code. The outer door of the decompression chamber opened.


  The fighters disgorged Hork-Bajir and Taxxons into the Pemalite ship. They formed up around Visser Three in the decompression chamber, some fanning out to take up flanking positions.


  <They'll cut us to ribbons!> Tobias said.


  "Oh, dilemma! Oh, drama! Oh, the tension and excitement of it all!"


  The voice was new. Not thought-speak. High, shrill, grating.


  <Who the . . . what?> Jake said. <Where did that voice come from?>


  "Right here, Jake. From me, Big Jake. Jake, the reluctant leader. Jake, the oh-so-tiresomely decent one. A sanctimonious killer: my least favorite kind."


  <The puppetmaster,> I said. <The guy behind all this.>


  <Where are you?> Jake demanded. <Come out and show yourself.>


  "Come out, come out wherever you are," the voice sang mockingly. "Of course. I'll even come out with my hands up."


  It appeared from behind a tree. It moved on two legs, body held forward and balanced by a stubby tail. It walked like a bird or a small dinosaur. It did hold its hands up. But they were weak, flimsy things, multiply jointed but obviously designed for very light work or very low gravity.


  The head was surprising for that almost reptilian body: vaguely human in shape, with a narrow lower jaw and wide-set, intelligent, laughing eyes.


  It was wrinkled, like your thumb after a long bath. Its flesh was dark, almost black. The eyes and mouth were rimmed in green.


  <All right. What is that?> Tobias asked Ax.


  <That is not a species I recognize.>


  <I don't know what species it is, but I think we'd better report it to the Prune Growers Association,> Marco said.


  "Oh, Marco the funny one!" the creature cried, slapping its limp hands together. "How's Mommy, Marco? Is she alive or is she dead? Does she scream with the Yeerk in her head?"


  Marco reached for the creature with two long tentacles. But neither touched the withered thing. They stopped and bent back.


  "All here together?" the prune thing mocked. "Cassie, the hypocrite? 'I don't believe in violence . . . except when I do.' Aximili, the pitiful, pale shadow of his dead brother? If only you'd insisted on going with Elfangor, maybe he'd have lived. Too bad. And Tobias, ah, yes, Tobias. The boy not really so trapped as a bird, eh, but too gutless to resume life as a human? And Rachel. My very favorite Animorph."


  The thing smiled a lipless smile. "Rachel, Rachel. Do you feel the adrenaline rush of murderous desire? Do you feel the urge to reach out and destroy me? Of course you do. You and I have that in common."


  <Who are you?> I snapped, trying to ignore the rage it had so clearly seen inside me. Trying to ignore the fear, as well. This thing knew us. All about us. Who we were, what we were. All it had to do was to tell the Yeerks. Then, even if we escaped, we were finished.


  "Haven't figured it out yet? Ooh, so slow. Allow me to introduce myself," it said. "I am the Drode. It's a word from my species. It means 'wildcard.'"


  <Crayak,> Jake said. <You're his creature.>


  "Oh, very clever, Big Jake, Prince Jake. Have you killed your brother yet? No? Well, you will."


  <Crayak sent you,> Jake answered calmly. <Payback?>


  The Drode grinned. Then the grin disappeared. "Payback," it said. "You ruined his Howlers. Ruined his plan for the Iskoort. Crayak doesn't like you, Big Jake. Any of you." Then it looked straight at me. "Although you have potential."


  I let that go by. I didn't want to think about what it meant. <This is all your setup,> I said. <Causing the Chee malfunction. Setting things up so we could escape from the mall unnoticed. Killing that sperm whale. And now, starting a self-destruct for the Chee.>


  "Whale killing? Me?" the Drode said in mock horror. "No, no, no. That big lump on the beach falls just over the line into sentience. And I never kill a sentient creature. Your whale will survive."


  <The rules,> Ax said. <You still must live within the rules that govern the Ellimist and Crayak.>


  "Yes, yes, oh yes," the Drode sneered. "Mustn't upset the balance. Not directly, anyway. But! Create problems? Yes. Create opportunities? Yes. Play the wild card? Of course. And now, no more time for chat. The Yeerks are here for you. Will they kill you outright? Or will they make you Controllers? I don't care. Either way, my master will reward me."


  <I thought you couldn't kill sentient creatures,> Cassie said desperately. <That's the rule, isn't it? But you set the self-destruct for the Chee.>


  The Drode laughed. "They're machines, you silly girl. Androids."


  <You're killing us,> Tobias said. <Putting us in an impossible situation. We can't morph here in plain view of the Yeerks. You know that. You know we can't fight back. That's the same as killing us. Murder.>


  "Nonsense," the Drode said. "There's always a way left for you. That's also part of the rules. Now, if you don't find it, well . . ."


  The creature walked back behind a tree. A tree much too narrow to conceal it. And yet it disappeared.


  I looked left. Hork-Bajir and Taxxons were filling the decompression chamber. Twenty, maybe more Hork-Bajir. Half a dozen Taxxons. And Visser Three: an army all by himself.


  Trapped!


  Demorph, and give up our greatest secret, a secret that protected our families as well as ourselves.


  Or simply wait to die.
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  <It won't take them long to get here. They'll be here in a -> I started to say.


  <Ink!> Cassie yelled. <Ink! That's the way out. Shoot your ink. It'll cloud these water bubbles. We'll be out of sight and we can morph without the Yeerks seeing us in human phase!>


  <Do it!> Jake yelled. <Ax!>


  <Yes, Prince Jake, I know,> he said. Ax only had to demorph. He would have to buy us time.


  <Me, too,> Tobias said.


  Immediately, a dark, roiling cloud of ink billowed out of me like a dense wall of fog, creeping out farther and farther, blocking and isolating everything in its path.


  I couldn't see through it. But I didn't know how long it would last.


  I began to demorph. Speed was everything. Ax and Tobias would try to slow the advancing Yeerks. But they wouldn't last more than a few seconds against that army.


  I began to shrink, becoming small within the vast bubble. My tentacles rolled up, suckers disappeared, my beak mouth became teeth. Too slow! Soon I'd be a human, sucking on water.


  No. Wait! Water. Yeah, it was water. Black water. Opaque water.


  <Hey! Swim to the top of your bubbles. You can stick your head out to breathe without being seen!> I managed to yell just as my thought-speak cut out.


  I was a creature half-cephalopod, half-human, a horror, a hideous slimy thing with blond hair and shriveling tentacles.


  I swam straight up. Up through water as inky black as the water outside the ship. My head, my increasingly human head, poked out through the top. Around me was a gently rolling bubble of ink-filled water. I could see the ceiling above, and Tobias flapping hard for altitude. I could see the rounded, down-sloping edges of the flying bubble itself. But I could not see the Yeerks.


  And if I couldn't see them, they couldn't see me.


  I began to morph again.


  Sharp, curved claws as long as paring knives sprouted from my fingertips. Thick, shaggy fur raced across my growing body. Gleaming fangs erupted where my human teeth had been.


  I dove down, as any good grizzly could, down through the black bubble. I swam straight down. Down till my huge, shaggy head erupted from the bottom of the bubble. The bottom of the bubble was about ten feet off the grassy floor.


  Suddenly, I dropped.


  WHAM!


  I landed on my shoulder. I rolled and bounded up to my feet.


  The others were dropping around me. A tiger slipped from the bubble nearest mine and landed with all the easy grace my bear lacked. A wolf. A gorilla.


  The huge black bubbles continued to float over our heads like very low storm clouds. Ahead of us, a hundred feet away, no more, stood Ax.


  Facing Ax, a small Yeerk army.


  Lying on the ground were two Taxxons, huge, needle-legged centipedes. They'd been sliced open by an Andalite tail blade. The other Taxxons devoured them noisily, round red mouths descending to rip and tear their brothers.


  Visser Three himself had a gash that had almost removed one of his stalk eyes.


  Tobias's handiwork.


  But the lull was temporary. The Visser was getting ready to renew the attack.


  <I don't like these odds,> Marco said.


  <I like them better now than five minutes ago,> I said.


  <So,> Visser Three said. <We meet again. For the last time. You will never leave this ship alive. And this one . . .> He jerked his hand toward a Hork-Bajir. In the Hork-Bajir's clawed hands, a hawk. <This one dies first!>


  I didn't hesitate, I didn't think. I dropped to all fours and charged.


  Sheer, massive aggression.


  But then, a movement! A Taxxon motoring across my path!


  I slammed into it like a tractor rolling over a snail.


  "SKKKRREEEEE!" it shrieked. I flailed back in shock and pain. I sank my teeth into its head. Its foul taste flooded my mouth. I whipped my head in fury, tearing the Taxxon in two.


  I raked its still-squirming upper body with my claws, shoving it aside. But my charge had been ruined. My chance lost.


  With a loud roar - animal, Hork-Bajir, and Taxxon - the battle erupted. We charged; they charged. We exploded into each other.


  <Behind you, Rachel!> Ax yelled.


  I caught a blurred movement.


  Turned as the Hork-Bajir's sharp, razor-bladed arm fell like an ax and buried itself in my hip.


  Agony exploded in my brain, driving me into frenzy.


  "RRROOOAAARRR!" I screamed, twisting away, staggering as the pain shot a thousand burning spikes through my body.


  Cassie leaped and buried her teeth in the back of a Hork-Bajir's neck.


  I closed my jaws around the Hork-Bajir. I shook him until he flopped like a rag doll.


  I tossed him away.


  The battle raged, the lush, peaceful, Pemalite ship a nightmare scene of screams and roars, blood and rage.


  "Guhroooar!" Marco, in gorilla morph, leaped down from an outcropping of rocks and tore into a Taxxon.


  "SSSRRREEEE-wah!" It fell, writhing, squirming, its lobster-clawed hands clicking and snapping in its death throes.


  A sleek, powerful tiger hurtled by, pouncing on a Hork-Bajir's back and burying its fangs in his neck.


  The Hork-Bajir staggered. Screamed. Collapsed.


  Three huge, fearsome Hork-Bajir had converged on Ax and backed him to the edge of the small lake.


  One darted forward, swiping at Ax with his bladed arm.


  Lightning-quick, Ax's wicked, scorpion tail flashed.


  The severed arm flew and plopped into the lake.


  The Hork-Bajir moaned and fell.


  The other two advanced.


  Growling, I thundered toward them.


  Rose up on my back legs.


  And stumbled, pitching sideways as my wounded leg gave out, sending me crashing into a Hork-Bajir and knocking him to the ground beneath me.


  For one, brief moment our eyes met.


  And suddenly, eerily, we were more than warriors on separate sides.


  We were each other.


  And for a frozen moment, the world went still. Then . . .


  Slash!


  His arm came up, wrist blade out. I jerked my head back and rolled into him. He slashed again and caught me in the side. I twisted and brought my right paw around. I didn't have the leverage to slash. Instead, I did what a grizzly wouldn't: I drew back my fist and punched him in the face.


  I clambered up off his unconscious body.


  The battle was everywhere. And we were losing. The grass was littered with fallen Taxxons and Hork-Bajir. The air was thick with dying screams and clogged with the hot, coppery stench of blood.


  "Ghafrash!" A Hork-Bajir, charging Jake.


  Jake slashing, roaring.


  Cassie, hobbling, dragging a broken back leg, snarling and dodging a Taxxon's claws.


  Marco, bleeding, cheek laid open, his huge, powerful hands wrapped tightly around a Hork-Bajir's neck. Squeezing.


  Ax, whirling, slicing, the master of deadly perfection.


  But we were losing. Because all alone, surrounded by his Hork-Bajir guard, Visser Three was morphing. Growing. Some hideous creation from some far-distant planet.


  Huge! Deadly.


  We couldn't defeat all his Hork-Bajir and Taxxons. Let alone this monster.


  "Ah-hah-hah! Wonderful! Lovely! Perfect!" the Drode cackled happily. "I love the smell of battle. Oh, J-a-a-ake? Are you dead yet?"


  It had reappeared, stepping out from behind the same tree, seemingly oblivious to any danger.


  <You. At least I'll take you down,> I said.


  The Drode grinned its green-rimmed grin. "You know, Crayak could use you, Rachel. Why stay with these weaklings? You're already more like us than like them."


  <A job offer? How nice.>


  "Yes, isn't it? You can survive this debacle. Just do us one small favor: Kill your tiresome cousin. Crayak would like to see that. So would I. Kill Jake."


  I laughed. <Kill Jake? Nah. I think I'd rather kill you.>


  I lunged for the Drode.


  It dodged me easily.


  My momentum carried me past it, straight into a pair of Hork-Bajir.


  Slash!


  My other rear leg buckled. Buckled like it was made out of rubber.


  I rose halfway up on all fours, but I couldn't reach the Hork-Bajir. They laughed, seeing I was done for. Laughed at me, at my helplessness.


  Then . . . something new. Something steel and ivory, moving at a speed no human, no Hork-Bajir, no Andalite could match.


  It raced for the tree. Visser Three slapped at it with one of his morphing claws, but the steel-and-ivory creature simply blocked the blow.


  <Erek?> I blurted in disbelief, even as a Hork-Bajir leaned over to cut my throat open.


  "No! Nooooo!" the Drode groaned in disbelief.


  Erek reached the tree. He punched something into the control panel.


  The Hork-Bajir was suddenly moving very . . . very . . . slowly. . . .


  "Oh, this is not at all what I had in mind," the Drode said.


  I rolled aside and reached to gut it.


  But my paw was likewise moving very . . . very . . . slowly.


  The thought-speak voice of the ship spoke. <Chee self-destruct disabled. And we are very sorry to say that the hostility containment program has been activated. What a shame to spoil our lovely time with fighting. Once repairs have been made on all injured parties, we will have to ask you to leave the ship.>


  "And you wonder why Crayak destroyed the Pemalites," the Drode said, enraged. "What tedious creatures they were. Pacifist androids! What is the point of machines that cannot kill? They could have ruled the galaxy with their Chee as warriors!"


  The battlefield was frozen. Only Erek and the Drode were able to move. Erek calmly lifted Tobias from the Hork-Bajir's grasp.


  The Drode came over to me. It took in the violent tableau: me and the two Hork-Bajir.


  The Drode leaned close, close enough to whisper so that only I could hear. "Your friends are all relieved. Are you? Are you happy that peace has been restored? Or don't you itch for the chance to press those deadly claws another six inches forward, to tear open that exposed throat?"


  The Drode smiled. Cruel. Smirking.


  "If you ever find yourself desperate, Rachel. At an end. In need. Remember this: Your cousin's life is your passport to salvation in the arms of Crayak."


  Then it was gone.


  Chapter 28


  



  The Pemalite ship carefully, politely, regretfully, packed the Yeerks, including a furiously enraged Visser Three, back into their modified Bug fighters.


  <I'll kill you all! I'll take this ship apart, piece by piece! I'll be back and nothing will stop me! You'll die, all of you, Andalite and . . . and whoever runs this ship, I'll kill you all!> Visser Three said. Repeatedly.


  <We are so sorry you had a bad time,> the ship said. <Perhaps we can meet again someday and enjoy some pleasant activities together.>


  Once the Yeerks were gone, we morphed and left the way we'd come in. The ship was polite to us, too. But it wanted us gone, just the same.


  It had been only ten minutes from the time we turned off the interference with the Chee till the point when Erek arrived at the ship to interrupt the battle. Ten minutes to get from land to a spot three miles underwater. If it had taken fifteen . . .


  The Drode was right about one thing: The Chee had powers that would have made the Pemalites masters of the galaxy.


  All that power. And all the Pemalites had ever wanted was to play, to learn, to be happy.


  Before we reached the surface of the ocean, the Pemalite ship had been moved. This time to a depth only an android could reach.


  It was late when we got home. We were tired. Worn and brittle from a day harsh with fighting.


  We each told our separate lies to our various parents, and were each grounded. I don't think anyone minded.


  I wondered if I should tell Jake about the Drode's foul offer. But I decided against it. I knew I would never, ever give in. I knew myself.


  I did. I knew my limits. I knew.


  But what the Drode and his evil master Crayak had seen inside of me was real. Jake knew it. He trusted me, but there might come a time when he would doubt . . .


  Jake had enough to worry about.


  I went running down along the beach the next day. You couldn't even see where the big sperm whale had lain, gasping for breath.


  The news had said it was a freak shift in wind, bringing a small tidal surge that had lifted the whale free. Of course, I knew better.


  I felt a small shadow pass over me, blocking the sun for just a moment. I didn't even look up. I kept running. Maybe I could find a hidden spot somewhere up ahead and morph.


  A few minutes later, "Hey! Rachel?"


  I turned, surprised to find T. T. jogging after me.


  "What?" I said, sighing as he caught up.


  "Well, uh, I was just wondering," he began.


  "Wondering what?" I said, jamming my hands into my pockets.


  "Well, uh, if maybe you might want to go to the movies with me, after all," he said nervously, glancing at me.


  My stomach twitched.


  He really was cute. And so normal. So not Tobias.


  He had almost certainly never eaten a mouse. On the other hand, he'd never morphed a sperm whale and gone to the bottom of the ocean while his brain was reeling with barely suppressed terror, just so he could look out for me.


  I opened my mouth to say, "Sure." Instead I said, "Hey, do you speak English? How many ways do I have to say 'no'?"


  He called me a name I've been called before. Then he took off. I was pretty sure he wouldn't ask me out again.


  <Hey, he was cute,> Tobias called down from the sky.


  "Oh, shut up, you mouse-eating freak," I said.


  Tobias laughed. He knew better than to take me too seriously. <I heard that! Heard what he called you, too. The guy is perceptive as well as cute.>


  "I know. I'm gonna go get some wings and come on up there. Keep an eye out for me."


  <I always will,> he said.
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.


  It is not a human name. It is an Andalite name. Not that humans reading this are likely to know what an Andalite is. I am the only one here on Earth.


  No, that is not completely true. There is one other. But he is not the Andalite he once was. He is now the host body to the Yeerk who holds the rank of Visser Three. Andalites call him the Abomination.


  My duty is to someday destroy him.


  I am only an aristh, a cadet. But as any Andalite who ever reads this will know, Andalite custom demands that I avenge my brother's death. Elfangor was a warrior and prince. Visser Three murdered him.


  I suppose I thought that Elfangor would live forever. He was fearless. Honorable. Perfect. It was a lot for a brother to live up to because I am not any of those things.


  But the memory of my brother is why I look forward to the day when I destroy Visser Three. It is not simply a matter of duty. I cared very deeply for my brother.


  And I am not the only one who wants to destroy him and the other Yeerks who have invaded Earth. Before he died, Elfangor gave five human youths the power to morph. As well as the truth about why they need this power.


  Now these five humans are the only ones resisting the Yeerk invasion. Fighting to stop the Yeerks from enslaving the entire human race. Fighting to stop them from crawling into human brains and taking over all thoughts, actions, and memories.


  They are also the only ones who know about me.


  They are my people now - the only people I have here, so far from home. I am grateful for their friendship. I respect them, too, which might be more important. But Tobias is the only one I might consider a true shorm.


  A shorm is a deep friend, someone who knows everything there is to know about you. The word comes from the Andalite's tail blade, which looks something like what you may know as a scorpion's tail. A shorm is someone you would trust to put his tail blade against your throat.


  Even though Tobias does not have a tail blade - or hooves, stem eyes, and fur, the way Andalites do - he is almost one of us. Elfangor was his father, and, as strange as it is to think of, I am, in Earth terms, Tobias's uncle.


  But I think it is the fact that he is almost as unique on this planet as I am that makes us close. Choosing life as a red-tailed hawk has set Tobias apart from everything he once knew.


  We are both unique on this planet, and both very much alone.


  There are times at night, as I search the dark sky for the home star, when I think about my real people, my family. I think about a life that might have been very different from the one I am living now, here on a distant planet, far from everything I once knew.


  The others, Prince Jake, Cassie, Rachel, and Marco, all have homes and families. Only Tobias and I do not. Tobias lives in a meadow that is his territory. And I, until recently, did not even have that limited amount to call my own.


  But now I have made my life a bit more comfortable. I have constructed a sort of scoop - what we Andalites consider to be a home.


  Like any scoop, it is mostly open, with only a small area covered by a semi spherical roof. And in my case the scoop had to be very small so that I could fold the roof down and erase all visual evidence of it.


  I had only a few things in the scoop. A World Almanac that my friends had given me. A photograph of a delicious cinnamon bun. Some human clothing. And one other thing only recently acquired. One very important other thing that has changed my life.


  A television.


  Chapter 2


  



  Television. Or as most humans say, TV.


  Ah, yes: TV!


  I never expected it to be so compelling. At first I thought it would only be useful. I would watch the behavior of the humans on the flat, square screen and listen to them speak. When I am in human morph, I need to be able to seem entirely human.


  But it is so much more than merely useful. It is a window into the human soul. Technologically it is laughable, of course, but when you take into account the stunning array of programs, it rivals the cinnamon bun itself as the finest creation of human society.


  Tobias, too, enjoys TV. He comes every day to watch a show with me. It is called The Young and the Restless. It is very educational, though I remain confused as to the cause of so much restlessness.


  TV allows me to observe much more human behavior than I see at the mall. I am still wondering why humans put their mouths together. And why they seem to enjoy it. My first thought was that they were transferring food. But that seems not to be the case.


  <Look, Tobias! Victor and Nikki are doing that thing again!> I pointed at the screen. <They do this very often.>


  <Uh-huh.> His hawk eyes were trained on the little screen as Victor tightened his arms around Nikki. <It's called kissing, Ax-man. Just like yesterday. And the day before. Kissing. Everyone does it. Of course, you need lips.>


  <I know what it is called. And the role of lips is self-evident. I simply do not know why it is performed.>


  <Ah. Well . . .> Tobias rearranged his wings noisily. <It's definitely got a purpose. By the way, Marco's heading this way.>


  <Yes, I know,> I said. <I saw him two minutes ago, although he is trying not to be seen.>


  <I heard him three minutes ago and saw him four minutes ago,> Tobias said.


  Tobias is competitive when it comes to his senses. His hearing and sight are both better than mine. But I am able to look in all directions simultaneously, something he cannot do.


  <You did not,> I said.


  <Did so,> Tobias countered.


  "Nothing likes the joys of daytime TV, huh?" Marco said, stomping up through the underbrush.


  <Did not,> I said to Tobias.


  Marco grinned at me. "Snuck up on you, didn't I?"


  <Yeah, right, Marco,> Tobias said tolerantly.


  Marco laughed. He knew he had not surprised us. His claim to have snuck up on us was human humour. It is inexplicable, and Andalite readers should simply resign themselves to never understanding.


  <And by the way, why are you not in school, young man?>


  "Hey, I can't be controlled by 'the man's' arbitrary schedules. I come and go as I please. I am free. No one holds me down."


  <Teacher conference?> Tobias said.


  "Yeah, they let us out early. So. What's on the tube? Is this . . . Whoa! Who's that? And does she always walk around wearing a towel?"


  <Well, I'm hungry. I gotta go find a mouse. See you, Ax-man. Later, Marco,> Tobias said, and then he spread his wings and was gone.


  "Watching a soap, huh?" Marco said, nodding his head.


  <Soap?> I was confused. <No. This show is about humans who are both young and restless.>


  Marco sighed. "Whatever you call it, it basically reeks, you know. I think it's time I introduced you to some better programming, Ax. Buffy. Party of Five, maybe. Cops. South Park. Something, anything better than this. Although she is hot."


  <Yes, she is hot. This is why she often wears less artificial skin.>


  "Yeah, well, I think you may have your cause and effect turned around there. Hey, you know what you need? A TV Guide."


  I bristled. <I understand how to operate the TV. Human technology is ->


  "Take it easy!" Marco held up his hands. "Everything with you has got be literal. TV Guide is a little book that tells you what shows are on, and when. Come on, I'm bored. Let's cruise."


  The notion of a guide to all that TV had to offer was attractive. But I would have to morph my human form to go into the town.


  <Perhaps we could obtain cinnamon buns as well,> I suggested.


  "Why not? Maybe we'll run into Jake at the mall. He can buy."


  Every morph is a surprise. The last time I morphed to human, my own more or less humanoid parts, my head and arms, changed last. This time they were first.


  I felt teeth growing beneath my lower face. In fact, my entire human mouth, consisting of a hinged jaw, teeth, tongue, and saliva-producing glands, was fully formed before lips appeared.


  Lips form an open hole in the bottom third of a human face. The hole is used for eating and for forming mouth sounds. As well as kissing, spitting, vomiting, and belching.


  Humans do a great deal with their mouths, most of it rather pointless.


  My more numerous fingers disappeared, melting into ten stronger, thicker human fingers. My stalk eyes retracted into my head, leaving me unable to see behind me without either turning my head or turning my entire body.


  My front legs shrivelled away, leaving me to perch precariously on my two hind legs. Of course, humans have only two legs, and no tail at all. So they go through life constantly on the verge of falling over.


  My blue fur was the last to go, replaced by my own particular shade of human skin. Human skin comes in a variety of shades, none of them attractive.


  At least not to me. If you are a human, you must find something attractive about your fellow humans. Humans who are young and restless are almost continuously in a state of attraction to others.


  When I was fully human - awkward, slow, and devoid of natural weapons - I put on my artificial skin. Humans call it clothing.


  "I am ready," I said, making mouth sounds. "R-r-r-ready. Red. E. Red. E."


  "How about putting on a shirt?" Marco asked.


  "The men who are young and restless do not wear shirts. I am young. And I am occasionally restless."


  "Ax?"


  "Yes, Marco?"


  "Put on a shirt."


  I did. Then I folded my scoop down so that nothing, including the TV, would be visible. Not even to a human walking directly over the spot.


  I walked with Marco out of the woods, across the farthest fields of Cassie's farm, and toward the mall. It took a long time. Humans walk very slowly, a result of having only two legs and no tail.


  We crossed fields and then walked along a street - a path for cars. Then . . .


  "Well, hello, Marco. Hey, Ax," someone called.


  Marco stopped short and looked around, turning his entire human head in order to see in different directions. "Who said that?"


  "Here, Marco."


  I turned my human head to follow the voice. It was a truck painted with the word "FedEx." And it was talking to us.


  Chapter 3


  



  "What is this, Candid Camera?" Marco said.


  "No. I believe it is a hologram," I said. It was the logical explanation. Trucks - which are large-wheeled vehicles used by humans to transport what they call "stuff" - do not have the power of speech.


  And in any case, I recognized the particular qualities of that voice.


  Marco made a disgusted face. "Hologram? Is that you, Erek?"


  "Who else? Come on in. You're not being watched."


  "There's a woman right across the street looking at us!"


  "She's one of us, Marco," Erek said.


  Marco and I walked directly into the side of the truck. I stepped through the blue and red letters to see Erek King.


  He was not in his usual guise as a human boy, since he was using his holographic emitter to create the truck. Instead he appeared as the Chee android he really is.


  The Chee are a race of highly sophisticated androids created by a race called the Pemalites. The creators are gone. Only their creations remain, posing as humans.


  The Chee are programmed with specific traits. Non-violence is one of those traits. And as much as Erek despises the Yeerks, and as powerful as he is, he must limit his anti-Yeerk activities to espionage.


  He and his fellow Chee are quite effective in that area.


  "A Federal Express truck?" Marco said. "Isn't that copyright infringement?"


  Erek formed a metallic grin. "They can call my lawyer: He was Moses' law professor."


  The Chee are also very, very long-lived.


  "I have news," Erek said, serious now.


  "Well, I didn't think you set this up to invite us over for pizza," Marco muttered.


  "Let him speak, Marco," I said gravely, touching his arm. Jack, who is one of the youngest and most restless, does this often, when he is trying to be understanding. Marco and Erek stared at me.


  "The Yeerks," Erek said finally. "We've learned they've used several fronts to purchase an animal testing laboratory and a meatpacking plant."


  "Huh?"


  "A meatpacking plant?" I repeated. "Meeeeet? Meeeetpacking?"


  "It's where humans take animals - cows, pigs, chickens - to be slaughtered and then packaged for sale in the supermarket," Erek explained.


  "Are you telling me I should worry about where my next Big Mac is coming from?" Marco said.


  "We're not sure. We don't really know what they're doing with either facility. But we do know that they were purchased at about the same time, so we're certain there must be a connection."


  "When did they acquire these facilities?" I asked him. "Fa-sill-it-tees." It was a good word for mouth-sounds. So many syllables.


  "About a year ago." Erek shook his android head. "Unfortunately, we just learned about the purchase. The Yeerks are being extremely secretive about these projects."


  Marco sighed. "You know, Erek, bumping into you is never a picnic. Why do we care if the Yeerks want to make burgers for a living?"


  "I don't know," Erek admitted. "Maybe you don't care. But the Yeerks wouldn't be this secretive if it were nothing to worry about."


  "You said they also had a laboratory," I prompted. "What is its purpose?"


  "Don't know that, either."


  "Let me ask you this: How about if we just forget all about this and don't tell Jake, and we all go to the mall and see how many cinnamon buns Ax can eat before he explodes?"


  "I have already performed that experiment," I said.


  Marco nodded. "Okay, then I guess we go tell Jake and the others and launch off into some dumb mission that'll end up with me screaming and running for my life. Sound good?"


  "You could always go catch a burger instead," Erek said brightly.


  Marco shook his head bitterly. "They're messing with the burgers, man. Now it's definite: The Yeerks must be destroyed."


  Chapter 4


  



  I had planned on an afternoon and evening of watching TV. But Rachel assured me that on Tuesday there was never anything on.


  "Nothing but lame sitcom reruns this week," she said. "You're not missing anything."


  <There are always These Messages,> I pointed out.


  "These what?"


  <The shorter shows that are displayed between longer shows. These Messages. They are often my favorites. "Zestfully clean! Zestfully clean! You're not fully clean unless you're Zestfully clean!" So much information condensed into so brief a format. So much emotional intensity.>


  "You're starting to scare me, Ax."


  In any case, Prince Jake had decided that we should act immediately to discover what, if anything, the Yeerks were doing at the animal testing laboratory and meatpacking plant.


  We had all assembled at Cassie's barn to prepare for the mission.


  Cassie's barn is called the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. She and her father offer medical treatment to injured nonhuman animals. Nonhuman animals filled cages all around us. Many of them were creatures I had morphed.


  When I say we "all" assembled, I mean, of course, Prince Jake, our leader, a male who is distinguished by being taller than the others; Rachel, a female who is considered beautiful by humans and held in awe by her fellow Animorphs for her bravery; Cassie, the most knowledgeable and gentlest of the group; and Tobias, Marco, and me.


  Six of us. All with morphing power but very little else to oppose the Yeerk invasion of Earth.


  It is an impossible situation, of course. But it has been impossible from the start. And we are not dead yet. If I were dead, I could hardly be expected to be communicating.


  That was humor.


  I believe.


  <Meat? What do they want with meat?> Tobias demanded from his perch in the rafters.


  "What, you're asking me?" Marco said. "Like I know? Erek just said they have this lab where they do animal testing and this meatpacking plant. That's all I know."


  "Well this is just stupid," Rachel commented. "Meat? Animal testing? Why?"


  "They're cleverly infiltrating Mickey D's to learn the secret of 'special sauce,'" Marco said.


  "Mayonnaise, catsup, and relish," Rachel grumbled. "Big secret."


  "Poison the food supply?" Cassie suggested as she forced a medicine down the throat of a goose. "Kill a lot of people?"


  <No,> I said. <If the Yeerks wished to kill a lot of humans they could simply use their Dracon beams from orbit to ignite the atmosphere and incinerate all life on the planet.>


  Everybody turned to stare at me.


  "Well. There's a happy thought," Marco said with what I believe is a tone of voice called "sarcasm."


  "We won't get any answers sitting around here guessing," Prince Jake said. He sighed. "Rachel? I am messed up in old lady Chambers's class. Did you take decent notes?"


  "Yeah. I can E-mail them over to you after we get back. But it's like a whole bunch of stuff."


  Prince Jake sighed again and rubbed his eyes. "Okay look, let's go get this over with fast or I'll end up spending the weekend doing a makeup paper, which would seriously stink."


  "What exactly are we doing?" Cassie asked.


  "We're just going to take a look at this animal testing lab. See what's what."


  <What is animal testing?> I asked.


  "They get a bunch of animals together and give them quizzes from magazines," Marco said. "You know, like 'How Shy Are You?' and 'Is He Mr. Right?'"


  I hesitated before responding. It was probably humor.


  <I suspect you are making a joke. But I am not certain.>


  "No one ever is," Rachel said with a laugh.


  "Animal testing labs are facilities where humans use species similar to our own to test the effects of drugs or whatever," Cassie said. "They have to see if something is safe for humans, so they see first if it's safe for animals."


  <That sounds prudent -> I began to say. But Cassie was not finished.


  "They are also about as close to hell as anything humans create," Cassie said.


  "Uh-oh. Here we go." Marco groaned. "Quick! Everyone find a tree to hug."


  "Look, I'm not a fanatic on this," Cassie said. "I'm not against testing some new AIDS drug or a cancer cure. But there are labs where makeup is tested, only they test it in ways that cause the test animals to go blind. And even when they test for serious stuff, they should try to make the animals' lives a little less horrible."


  "Yeah, get them TV," Marco said. "No, wait, that might be cruel."


  Cassie's eyes flashed and she bit her lower lip. Cassie is seldom angry. But I believe this was a display of anger.


  Rachel saw the same thing. "Marco? Try: Shut up. Cassie? I love you, but this isn't about saving the lab rats. We have a mission here. So let's just go and get it over with."


  "Rachel's right, we can debate animal testing some other day," Prince Jake said. "Let's just do this. In, out, and right back."


  <After These Messages.>


  Chapter 5


  



  We morphed to birds of prey. My own is called a northern harrier. Birds of prey are especially useful for observation because they have incredibly acute vision as well as excellent hearing.


  Once morphed, we flew toward the animal testing laboratory.


  The sun was going down, causing the wild effusion of colors, primarily red and gold that sometimes occurs at sunset or sunrise.


  I was afraid of what I might find at the animal testing laboratory. Sometimes, when exposed to what humans consider science, I inadvertently offend my friends. I am often tempted to explain human errors.


  We flew over a large street called Broad, above a park called Willow, and beyond, toward an area where many buildings had transparent windows replaced by opaque sheets of wood.


  Few humans were visible. But we saw a great deal of garbage. Garbage is an important human product.


  Marco kept grumbling about the online chat with the cast of The X-Files he was missing. "Online" is a primitive human method of communicating in short, truncated, interrupted sentences with anonymous individuals.


  Humans have several means of communicating in uninterrupted form with known persons, but many prefer "online."


  Like much of human technology, it is inexplicable.


  <Yeah, well, I'm missing precious time trying to figure out how quadratic equations work,> Cassie answered.


  <Is that it? Is that the place?> Rachel asked. She was above me, to my left.


  <That's the right corner,> Tobias said. <Must be.>


  <Doesn't look too sinister. Yeah, I can see a sign. That's it,> Prince Jake said. <Your basic office park.>


  We flew to the edge of the large empty area where humans place their cars. The cars were gone. It was the time of day when humans leave their work and go home to consume food.


  Several groups of young trees had been planted around the empty lot, so we perched among their branches.


  Most of the buildings seemed empty. But one, set apart from the others, was surrounded by a ten-foot-high fence made of ingenious inter-looped metallic strands and topped with spirals of sharp-spiked wire.


  Across a small parking area sat a plain, two-story brick building, deep in shadows cast by the low slanting rays of the sun. Behind it, parallel to Broad Street, was undeveloped land thick with mature trees.


  The windows of the building were all closed and protected by vertical bars. The doors were heavy steel. An armed guard sat in a structure that looked like a miniature human house, just behind a gate that was set into the fence.


  <Security,> Rachel said with a derisive laugh.


  <Some small morph would be the way to go,> Prince Jake said. <But what? Even a fly can't get through a locked metal door.>


  <And you know the Yeerks inside are going to be suspicious of any kind of animal,> Cassie added. <Even the ones they're testing.>


  <And we do not know . . .> I paused for a long moment, the way I had seen Victor Newman do. Whenever he does this, the TV camera zooms in on his face. <. . . what kind of animals are being tested in there.>


  Five bird-of-prey heads turned to look at me. They stared at me the way Marco and Erek had earlier.


  <Ax? You okay?>


  <Yes, but I must maintain silence till we go to These Messages.>


  <He's been watching soaps,> Marco explained.


  <Ohhhh. He's doing a soap-take!> Rachel said.


  <A what?>


  <A soap-take. At least that's what I call it. At the end of a scene. You know how the actors all just freeze and stare and wait for . . . well, for "these messages"?>


  <Those are my favorites,> I said. <These Messages.>


  ZAAP!


  We all jerked in surprise.


  Tobias said, <A rabbit.>


  The animal was dead. I could see that its breathing had stopped.


  <Electric fence,> Cassie said.


  <Electric?> I laughed. <I doubt it very much. If this facility is run by the Yeerks, then it is certainly a shock-front force field. The fence is merely incidental, a deception. The force field will extend in an unbroken dome over the entire facility. A large energy expenditure.>


  <He's right,> Tobias said. <Look around. Dead sparrow over there. A rat. Too much roadkill.>


  <Great,> Rachel muttered.


  <That means the only way to get onto the grounds is past the security guard, right in the front door. And I don't know how we're going to do that.>


  <Look!> Cassie said. A large white truck, probably thirty human feet long, passed the trees where we were hidden and pulled up to the gate.


  I could not see the contents of the truck, although I was sure it contained some sort of "stuff."


  <I'll listen in.> Tobias opened his wings and flew to a solitary tree just outside the fence.


  The truck driver rolled down his window and presented the guard with a rectangular board with paper affixed. The guard scrutinized it for a moment before pushing a button in the little building where he sat. The gate opened with a rusty whine.


  The truck started down the drive and disappeared behind the building.


  <Let's follow the fence around and see what he's unloading,> Rachel suggested.


  <Wait.> Tobias returned, landing on a nearby branch, and regarded us with his intense hawk's eyes. <The truck's loaded with chimpanzees. There's no window between the cab and the back so I couldn't actually see them, but I heard the driver say he had the six chimps they called for.>


  <Chimps?> Prince Jake frowned. <Why chimpanzees?>


  <Chimpanzees would maybe be used for some kind of behavioral research,> Cassie said. <If it was medical they'd probably use rats or rhesus monkeys.>


  <Perhaps the chimps will be transferred to the meatpacking plant?> I asked innocently.


  <Oh, gee, let's hope not,> Prince Jake said.


  <You never know,> Cassie said darkly.


  <Yeah, where do you think they get jerky from?> Marco asked.


  <The driver said something about being back around four tomorrow,> Tobias added.


  <Six more chimps?> Rachel wondered.


  <On their way to nothing good,> Cassie said thoughtfully. <But that's our way in. We go as the chimps.>


  <Can we acquire chimpanzees at The Gardens?> Prince Jake wondered.


  <All we know is that they have "chimps" in that truck. But that may not mean specifically chimpanzees. I mean, the driver may not exactly be a primatologist. Could be rhesus monkeys, could be howler monkeys, could be bonobo chimps or some other subspecies, so ->


  <Wait. Here comes the truck.> Rachel trained her eagle eyes on it. <Hey! It has a parking sticker from the university. Maybe that's where it starts out.>


  <Okay, so they come down the highway, get off across from the new mega-mall, come up Broad Street, right?> Prince Jake said. He was silent for a while, deep in thought. Then, <I think I've got an idea. Could work.>


  <Is it an insanely dangerous, nearly suicidal idea?!> Marco asked brightly.


  <Yep. Sure is.>


  Chapter 6


  



  The others had spent the day in their human school. Tobias and I had spent the day watching TV, and then watching cars go along a road and into and out of a tunnel.


  A tunnel is an underground road. Humans build them to pass beneath rivers, or to pass beneath roads or buildings whose presence evidently surprises them.


  Planning ahead is not a great human virtue.


  The road was lined with restaurants named Wendy's, Taco Bell, and Fuddruckers. There were also areas where automobiles were displayed for sale. And there was the store where one would not pay a lot for that muffler.


  Prince Jake and the others arrived to meet us already in seagull morph, wheeling down from above. They were almost invisible against the clouds. White on white.


  I had been in that same morph all afternoon, except for necessary demorphing. Tobias was in his own red-tailed hawk body, resting atop a nearby denuded tree hung with wires. Tobias could not manage to stand directly on the wires.


  It had been a long day. Prince Jake had impressed on us the need for precise planning. And it had been necessary for me to demorph and remorph several times. In a Dumpster, which is a large box filled with stuff humans no longer want.


  <We all set?> Prince Jake asked as he swooped down to join me.


  <Yeah,> Tobias said. <If you need to demorph there's a delightful Dumpster that Ax has been enjoying.>


  <No, we're good. Although . . . Whoa! Doritos!>


  <Forget it. Empty bag. Ax already ate them. I'm going topside so I can give you all a heads-up.>


  Tobias opened his wings and flapped away above the road, above the bright signs of restaurants that served delicious grease and salt.


  Seagull morph is very useful since it is ubiquitous. Like the birds called pigeons, seagulls may go almost anywhere unremarked.


  But there is a downside: The seagull has a relentless, obsessive interest in any food that has been thrown away. It is almost as distracting as being human.


  <Everyone clear on the plan?> Prince Jake asked.


  <Yeah. We pretty much hurtle to our deaths, right?> Marco said.


  <Oh, quit your whining, you big baby,> Rachel said.


  We waited near the Dumpster till we heard faint thought-speak coming from high above. <The truck is en route. Passing Church Street.>


  <What was the time on the tunnel, Ax?> Prince Jake asked.


  <Between four and seven of your minutes, Prince Jake,> I said. <We timed it repeatedly. With this degree of traffic we estimate transit time through the tunnel will be closer to seven minutes.>


  <Ax? Don't call me Prince. Everyone set?>


  <Here it comes!> Cassie said.


  The truck appeared, coming down the street toward us.


  <We catch him at the light,> Prince Jake reminded us. <Everyone careful, okay? This could go bad on us pretty easily. So pay attention.>


  <Especially if he doesn't get stopped for that light,> Cassie said. <Come on, light, change! Change!>


  <It will change from green to yellow in exactly four seconds, Cassie, and I am of the opinion that the light mechanism does not respond to thought-speak pleas.>


  The traffic slowed as the light in the intersection changed to yellow.


  Yellow is the color of warning. I do not know why.


  The delivery truck we had seen the night before was behind a smaller green truck. I heard noises indicating that the truck driver had engaged the pitifully primitive braking system.


  <Now!> Prince Jake said.


  One by one we flapped and caught the air current.


  My legs tucked beneath me, I opened my wings wider and began to rise as a gusty breeze hit me. Even in the midst of a dangerous mission, I am aware of the fact that when I fly I feel even more free than I do when running across an open meadow.


  <Down, Ax! Now!> I heard Rachel say.


  Angling sideways to tack against the breeze, I watched as first Prince Jake and then Cassie swept their wings forward to slow down. Marco, Rachel, and I were right behind them, killing airspeed as we headed for the rumbling truck. Tobias was plummeting from high above, ready to follow.


  The roof was smooth. I slid into Rachel as the indicator light changed and the truck began to pick up speed.


  I felt the uneven vibrations of the engine as the truck proceeded through the intersection. I felt the pressure of the wind as the truck accelerated.


  Suddenly what had seemed fairly simple began to seem troublesome.


  <Okay, the tunnel's only two blocks away,> Prince Jake said, crouching to maintain his balance. <Start demorphing.>


  <This is crazy!> Rachel shouted happily, squinting her beady seagull eyes as the truck's grime swirled around us.


  <I am slipping,> I said.


  <You and me both. More fun every minute,> Marco complained.


  My bird legs were essentially useless at holding on in the face of a powerful wind. I collapsed my legs, opened my wings, and shaped them so as to create a downdraft. The downdraft held me down. But still I was sliding toward the back of the truck.


  I needed to morph. Cassie had already started, and the additional weight helped to stabilize her position.


  I focused on the demorph. My feathers melted into a gelatinous coating that began to sprout my natural fur. My stalk eyes sprouted from the top of the gull's small head. My beak shrank and withered to nothingness. The sliding stopped.


  I looked back over the very close edge of the truck. A small car was nearby. The driver had apparently noticed the shifting mess of feathers, fur, and skin. His mouth hung open as he leaned forward to watch.


  And just then, my tail sprouted to its full length.


  WHAM!


  The small car sideswiped a limbless tree used to elevate wires.


  Screeeee!Cuh-RUNCH!


  The small car came to a halt very suddenly, having run directly into a stopped car.


  I turned my emerging stalk eyes forward again. I could see the dark arch of the tunnel just ahead. Cassie was fully human already. The others were mostly human, with a dusting of white feathers here and there. Tobias was also mostly human, although for him it was no longer his normal form.


  Suddenly, we were in the tunnel. Darkness closed around me. The yellow tile ceiling was only inches above me!


  I had not realized it would be so close. No room! If I raised an arm, it would be scraped along that soot-blackened ceiling.


  And if I raised my head?


  Woosh!Woosh!Woosh!Wooosh!


  The ceiling made a sound as we passed beneath it.


  I fought down the claustrophobia that is a part of any Andalite's heritage. There is sufficient room, I told myself. There is sufficient air.


  And yet I did not feel that there truly was enough air or enough space. I could feel the pressure of tons of earth weighing me down. We were underground. Soon we would be underwater!


  I lay there, my legs curled up beneath me, tail extended flat, upper body pressed low, and stared at the tiles flashing by above me.


  And the noise! My head was reeling from the cacophony of magnified, echoed noises of engines and brakes and radios and horns.


  I lay still and concentrated on breathing. There was plenty of air. Plenty of room. Plenty.


  But I could not just lie there. We had to enter the truck. I would have to move.


  "Okay, human chain time!" Cassie yelled to be heard above the constant shriek of noise.


  It was the only way we had thought of to get into the back of the truck: by grasping hand to hand, hand to ankle. It is something humans, with their much stronger arms and more linear bodies, can do.


  "Hold my feet and lower me over the back so I can open the door," Cassie yelled.


  "I will go first," Prince Jake said.


  "Not happening, Jake. You weigh twice what I do," Cassie said. "Don't distract me when I'm trying to be brave."


  Cassie shimmied to the back edge of the roof as Prince Jake and Tobias clutched her ankles. Marco threw his arms around Prince Jake's waist, Rachel around Marco's. Lying beside this human chain, I braced with all four hooves against the slick roof and grabbed Prince Jake's ankles.


  We had no real way to brace ourselves. We could only hope that our bodies, pressed flat, would create sufficient friction to resist the hurricane of wind.


  "Lower!" Cassie shouted. "I can't quite reach!"


  Carefully, the human-Andalite chain of bodies inched forward until the only visible part of Cassie was her bare feet.


  "I'm there!" she cried. Then, "No lock!"


  "No luck?"


  "No lock!" she yelled, and there came a rolling sound as the door slid up into the roof.


  We hauled Cassie back up. Cassie flipped positions. Still on her stomach, she swung her legs over the back of the truck and held on to the roof's edge as we clutched her wrists.


  "Oh, man!" Cassie moaned.


  "What?" Prince Jake demanded.


  "Just 'Oh, man!'" Cassie said.


  From inside the truck came a loud cry. "EYAH! EYAH! EYAH! Hoo hoo hoo!"


  I was unclear as to the meaning, but I suspected they were noises emitted by the chimpanzees. Perhaps they were alarmed. I certainly was.


  Cassie swung back and forth. And now another car was closing the distance behind us. It was dark in the tunnel, but still sufficiently light for the human in the car to clearly see that we were breaking into the truck.


  The car was also close enough that if Cassie slipped, it would slam into her and most likely kill her instantly.


  "Okay, let go of me!" Cassie yelled.


  We released our grip.


  "Aaaahhh!"


  Thump!


  "Owww! I'm okay. But owww!"


  Cassie was inside the truck. Marco followed quickly. It was easier with someone inside to assist.


  The driver behind us did not notice me, but he definitely noticed the others as they swung down into the truck. The driver was smiling, making a sort of pumping motion with his fist and yelling.


  I believe what he yelled was, "Waaahhhh-hooh! Hoo! Hoo! Hoo!"


  I am unclear as to the meaning. But I believe they were noises of approval. He cannot possibly have known our mission, of course, so I took it as a general approval of the notion of breaking into trucks. Or perhaps he merely enjoyed acrobatics.


  The driver passed us by. And now it was my turn. Just one problem: I could not possibly support my own weight with my own arms and fingers.


  I had to morph to human. And looking ahead, I could already see the far end of the tunnel.


  We had used more time than we should have. I had only two minutes left.


  Chapter 7


  



  I morphed to human. I morphed very quickly.


  In human morph I had only two eyes. This made it easier to ignore the tile still flashing by at shocking speed.


  As soon as I had strong human arms I shoved my lower body over the edge of the truck. But something was wrong!


  Too heavy! I could not hold on!


  Numerous hands grabbed at me, slipped, tugged, grabbed again.


  "Ax! You're still not morphed!"


  My lower half was still mostly Andalite. Too large! Too heavy!


  I felt my hands weakening. My fingers were being pried open by the weight. I would fall onto the road. Humans would drive their cars over me. Possibly their trucks filled with "stuff" as well.


  I was no longer concerned with the tile overhead. I was much more interested in the pavement below.


  "Grab his tail!"


  "I have a leg! He's morphing his leg! Ax, I . . . "


  "EYAH! EYAH! EYAH! Ooog! Ooog!"


  "Get him, get him, he's slipping!"


  "He keeps morphing!"


  "Hoo hoo hoo hoo hah ah HAH HAH HAH HAH!"


  "Please make every effort not to drop me!" I cried.


  "Okay, I got a human leg here," Rachel said.


  Moments later, I was hauled inside the truck. Suddenly I felt no wind.


  The truck emerged from the tunnel. I began to laugh.


  "Are you okay, Ax-man?" Tobias asked.


  "I am very well! Very, very well. Well-luh." There was nothing funny about eluding death, but there was certainly joy. And relief.


  "'Please make every effort not to drop me.'" Marco repeated my plea, and now everyone laughed.


  Rachel drew the door down. There was not much light, but there was enough. And the relative quiet was very enjoyable.


  I looked around at the inside of the truck. On either side of the truck, eight-foot-wide, four-foot-tall cages held shaggy, brownish-black creatures with hairless, surprisingly human, faces. Two were hunched forward, clutching the bars and screeching. The others had flattened themselves against the far walls, grimacing and pounding the floor.


  "No bananas." Marco spread his hands wide in apology. One of the chimpanzees spit at him.


  "We need to acquire them right away. Grab his foot, if you can," Prince Jake suggested.


  "You grab his foot," Marco said. "I've been a gorilla. I know what our grandparents here can do when they get cranky."


  "Here." Cassie had opened a sturdy plastic bin on the floor. "This'll help."


  I began to demorph to Andalite form as Cassie cautiously held out a handful of grayish-brown pellets to one of the chimpanzees. The chimpanzee paused and seemed to sneer at her. The truck hit a bump. Cassie lurched forward and the chimpanzee drew back.


  "It's okay," she murmured. "These are for you."


  The chimpanzee regarded her solemnly. It seemed to be deciding whether or not the food was a trick.


  One giant finger extended through the bars of its cage, pointing at Cassie's palm. The creature's skin looked like tan leather. I heard Rachel inhale abruptly. Marco shimmied backward an inch. Beside him Tobias was demorphing to hawk form, watching the chimp intently.


  "It's okay," Cassie repeated. "She's not going to hurt me. Here, girl." She reached forward slowly.


  "Rachel? Get ready, in case we need fire-power," Prince Jake warned.


  "Not necessary," Cassie said. "This girl's just a sweetie. She'll be fine. Won't you, girl? No need to be upset. No."


  The chimp paused again, considered, pursed its lips, and grunted. Without warning, it grabbed Cassie's wrist.


  But Cassie is not easily bothered by non-human animals. Her other hand shot out and grabbed the chimp's enormous hand. Cassie focused, and the acquiring trance calmed the animal.


  But Cassie herself was not entirely calm. She looked troubled. I could not tell why. I only noticed that for several seconds she seemed almost to be carrying on a silent argument with herself.


  But then she focused again and the chimpanzee's eyelids drooped imperceptibly. Its muscles slackened. The food in its hand dropped to the floor as it slumped into the cage's bars.


  The rest of us made contact while we could. We acquired the chimpanzee. Chimpanzees are a species closely related to humans but slightly more attractive, and with a superior method of locomotion that allows them to operate as two-footed or four-footed creatures.


  "Okay, ticktock. We must be almost there. Keys?" Rachel asked.


  "Here they are," Marco said, snatching a ring from a wall clip. "Let's hope these chimps don't attack as a good-bye gesture." He smiled at one of the soon-to-be-freed chimpanzees. "Loved you in all those old Tarzan movies."


  "This stinks," Cassie said. "We shouldn't be turning them loose in a strange environment. We shouldn't be . . . never mind."


  "Ah, I was wondering how long it would take," Marco said with a derisive grin.


  <Look, a day running around the streets has got to be better than whatever the Yeerks have in mind for them,> Tobias said.


  Prince Jake leaned toward the first cage, ready to open the door. "Here we go," he breathed, sliding the key into the padlock. "Freedom. At least till someone rounds you up."


  I felt the truck grind to a stop.


  "Now," Prince Jake said. "Ax? Stay out of sight. There may be cars right behind us."


  Cassie and Marco slid the door up.


  And the chimpanzee we had morphed, faced with freedom, decided to urinate.


  Chapter 8


  



  "Run away, already!" Marco yelled.


  A truck was coming up behind us, slowing. Cars were alongside. Two children in one of the cars pointed at us and bounced up and down in their seats.


  "Cassie, make them leave!" Marco pleaded.


  Cassie scooped up a handful of food pellets and flung them toward the truck behind us. The chimpanzees merely stared. The driver of the truck leaned out of his window and said words I have been told are impolite.


  <I've got this,> Tobias said. He flapped his wings furiously and launched himself toward the lead chimpanzee.


  "Tseeer!" he screeched.


  The lead chimp bounded away. The others tumbled after him. And now the truck driver behind us began to say words that were worse than impolite.


  <Thought that might do it,> Tobias said smugly.


  With a jerk that almost knocked me off my hooves, we were moving again.


  Prince Jake yanked the door down, but before he did I saw one of the chimps climbing in the window of the truck while the driver exited quickly from the opposite door. A second chimp was bouncing maniacally on the roof of the car with the children. The children were screaming with joy. Their mother was also screaming, but perhaps not with joy.


  "Okay, into the cages and morph," Prince Jake said. "Ax? How's our time?"


  <I estimate we will arrive at the laboratory in three of your minutes.>


  "Ax, don't make me tell you again: They're not our minutes," Marco said. "They are everyone's minutes. Just plain old minutes and . . . oh guh-ross." Marco wrinkled his nose disgustedly as he climbed into the nearest cage. "Someone call the manager. This cage is filthy."


  "You guys go ahead," Cassie said. "I'll hang back to lock the doors behind you."


  It made sense. Cassie was the quickest morpher. And someone would have to lock the cages from the outside.


  I closed my main eyes, trying to focus despite the lurch of the truck and the realization that we were very short on time. I focused my thoughts on the image of the chimp. Then I felt it begin.


  My front legs melted into my torso as my back legs swelled into the powerful limbs of the chimp. My hooves split open into five-toed feet. My Andalite arms grew bulky with muscles. My hands exploded into leathery flesh and thick fingers.


  I felt two faint blips as my hearts stopped beating, absorbed into the pounding heart of the chimp. Inside me, bones crunched, blood pumped, as a mass of organs and systems transformed from Andalite to primate.


  My stalk eyes had already retracted, disappearing into the top of the chimp's head. Beneath the flattened nose that was similar to my own the chimp's mouth emerged. It was large and mobile and full of teeth.


  I turned my head to squint at the others in the murky light while wiry brown fur sprouted over most of my body.


  "Urrgghh," I grunted through the chimp's mouth, grabbing the bars of the cage. I tried again to speak.


  <Interesting,> I said. <Though these bodies are nearly identical to humans, they are incapable of coherent speech.>


  <Yeah, that's why you never see chimpanzees running for president. They're smart enough. They just can't give a decent speech.>


  Marco, of course. Humor, almost certainly. Although it occurred to me that I should perhaps check and see whether chimpanzees were accorded full citizenship.


  I blinked my primate eyes and flexed my thick, powerful fingers. I felt . . . human. Like I was a four-foot-tall, almost two-hundred-pound, heavily muscled human.


  And the mind? It was not exactly human, but it was similar. The same threads of curiosity, understanding, and emotion woven into a complex map. It was nothing like the single-minded hunger instinct of the shark, or the blind rush of sensory input that characterized the bat, for example.


  Sentient? Self-aware? Able to hold abstract thoughts in its head?


  Impossible to be sure. In morphing we acquire instinct, but instinct is less important when intelligence is more developed.


  This mind had very little in the way of instinct. And I sensed a great deal in the way of intelligence.


  The chimpanzee would be able to understand that when the cage was locked, it would not be able to escape. The chimpanzee would understand that scratching its head repeatedly would not open the door, but it would make it feel better.


  The Andalite part of me suddenly felt a little ill. I knew that chimpanzees were very close to humans on Earth's evolutionary scale. I later learned that ninety-seven percent of chimpanzee DNA is identical to human DNA.


  Too close to human? Sentient close?


  We have a rule - we Animorphs, I should say - that we do not morph humans or other sentient beings without permission. Had we just violated that belief?


  Cassie circled the cages quickly to lock the cage doors. Then she ducked into the cage closest to the hook where Marco had found the keys. She reached through the bars, locked her own door, and tossed the keys on the floor beneath the hook.


  "Hopefully the driver will think they fell off when he hit a bump," she said.


  Cassie morphed with shocking speed.


  I decided to ask her about the chimpanzee. Cassie is often the person most willing to examine deeper philosophical issues.


  <Cassie, I am concerned by this morph,> I said. <Is it sentient? Was it improper to acquire it?>


  She said nothing. As though she had not heard me. Then she turned her dark chimpanzee eyes toward me. <Could it have given permission, do you think? Is it capable?> she asked rhetorically.


  <No. I doubt that it could have understood the question,> I answered. <But you have not answered my question, Cassie. Is this creature sentient?>


  Cassie said nothing and Marco laughed a thought-speak laugh. <You don't get it, Ax. See, Cassie's on her own private mission here. She wants to save the chimps. So her usual moralizing doesn't apply.>


  It was a harsh thing to say. But Cassie made no answer.


  <A silence fills the room,> Marco said sardonically. <Animal lovers. Typical. They care more about animals than they do about humans. If we were doing this for some other reason, we'd have Cassie giving us a bunch of crap about not using sentient creatures. But she's thinking she can maybe save some chimpanzees, so hey, if it's for the sake of animals ->


  <Let it go, Marco,> Prince Jake interrupted.


  Cassie said nothing in self-defence.


  I did not know what to think. I could only assume that humans do not believe chimpanzees are sentient. Clearly, if they did believe it, they would not be keeping them imprisoned and using them for experimentation.


  Yes, that made logical sense, I reassured myself.


  On the other hand, it is sometimes the case that humans do not make logical sense.


  Chapter 9


  



  The truck slowed and then came to a stop.


  When the door rolled up on its rusty hinges, the still-bright afternoon light flooded the truck. I squinted and shrank against the far wall of my cage.


  "Okay, you monkeys, get ready," a large human grunted as he pulled himself into the truck.


  I looked past him. A second human slid a ramp into place, connecting the truck to a large, open doorway. The doorway was elevated several feet above the ground. In fact, it matched the height of the back of the truck. Proving that sometimes humans are capable of planning ahead.


  Just inside the building stood three men in white, loose-fitting artificial skin. Clothing. At their feet was a flat metal cart on wheels.


  Marco and I were in the cages closest to the door. One of us would be the first to go.


  The men lifted my cage, straining as they pulled it onto the cart. Once on the cart, they pushed me along the ramp.


  I shifted uneasily behind the bars. Was I acting the part appropriately? What would a chimpanzee do under these circumstances?


  <Everyone be kind of cool,> Cassie instructed. <These chimps were probably raised in captivity. They'd be somewhat used to all this.>


  The vibrations caused by the cart's wobbly wheels against the ramp rattled through my legs and up my spine.


  Inside the building, the cart turned a corner, guided by three pairs of human hands, and slid through an open door.


  HooHoo He-YAH! He-YAH! Heeeee!


  This new room was filled with other chimpanzees. All around me chimpanzees chattered wildly, screeching and jumping in cages that were mounted on the walls with thick steel braces. Clearly, they were unnerved by our intrusion.


  Wheels whined against the floor as the cart stopped outside an empty cage. Two horizontal rows of four cages each lined the wall, the same one in which the door was located. Once in the cage, I would have difficulty seeing who was entering the room.


  A human with a gray beard and small blue eyes referred to a chart that he had unzipped from the side of the cage. "Hello, Pumpkin. There's a good girl. How about a treat?" He held out a cookie frosted with white icing.


  I sniffed carefully. Sugar.


  A delicious treat? No doubt. But was it also heart-healthy and low fat? In These Messages, everything is heart-healthy and low fat.


  What would taste be like to a chimpanzee? I was certain that the chimpanzee brain wanted the cookie. Oh yes, it wanted the cookie.


  I grabbed it.


  The man smiled. He unlocked the cage door.


  I tensed again as each of my powerfully developed muscles stiffened in readiness. I felt the chimp's mouth stretching into the strange grimace-smile that to a chimpanzee indicates fear and displays teeth.


  Teeth that were midway through munching one of the most delicious cookies I had ever tasted. In any form.


  The man reached forward with sudden speed. He snapped a collar around my neck and grabbed one of my enormous hands.


  No doubt the chimpanzee would have been afraid. But it was enjoying the cookie. So was the Andalite.


  "Okay, Pumpkin," the bearded man said. "Here we go." As he swung with the arm that held mine, I found myself responding without thought. My legs pushed against the floor. My free hand clutched at the top of the cage door and pushed, too, as I vaulted toward the cage opposite me.


  Then I was in. Another lock clicked into place as I swallowed the last cookie crumb and sat down.


  "Good girl, Pumpkin," the man said. He handed me another cookie while the other men pushed my former cage out of the way. "Okay, let's go for the others."


  I took a look around as the three men left to unload my friends. I appeared to be in some kind of holding room. It was covered by small white squares of a hard, somewhat shiny substance. Tiles, I believe they are called. There was a drain in the center of the floor.


  Eight-human-foot-square cages lined the two longest walls, and one, about eight feet deep by fifteen feet wide, was set into the shorter wall to my right. To my left, against the other short wall, was a metal table covered with bins containing papers. Next to the table was a frosted glass door.


  The big cage was empty of animal life, but held a tire swing, dull red rubber toys, and a thick rope with several knots. Someone had scribbled in bright colors on the concrete block walls.


  The noise was deafening. I crouched against the back wall of my cage and covered my ears, somewhat overwhelmed. At least twenty chimpanzees were screaming and hooting, stamping their feet against the floors of their cages. I looked up as one directly opposite me took a mouthful of water from a squeeze bottle and sprayed it in my general direction.


  Did they sense that I was different? That I was not quite all chimpanzee? Without really thinking about it, I jeered back in full chimpanzee screech. And then turned as the door opened again.


  <I'm innocent, I tell you!> Marco cried in private thought-speak as he was wheeled into the room. <I can't do hard time! I'm innocent! You got the wrong guy! You can't keep me locked up! I want to call my lawyer!>
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  <The big question is still: What are we doing here?> Cassie said, when at last all of us had been brought together.


  <That's what we'll find out. Soon as these handlers leave,> Prince Jake said.


  <Ticktock,> Rachel muttered. <We've been in morph for a long time now.>


  "Clear chimp menagerie area," a voice said.


  <Loudspeaker,> Cassie remarked. <Look at the handlers!>


  The handlers were heading for the exit. They were moving quickly. Very quickly. In a hurry to be out of the room. I assumed they had somewhere else to be. The others made the same assumption.


  We were all mistaken.


  <Cassie. You want to demorph and bust us outta here?> Prince Jake asked. <The rest of us might as well stay in these morphs for now. Someone could come back in.>


  <No problem,> Cassie said. <Then maybe Ax and Marco can get us into that computer over there. Maybe we'll learn what this is all about.>


  I had not noticed a computer. It was outside of my limited range of vision. Cassie began swiftly demorphing.


  I spent the time considering what we might find in the computer. I was confident that I could easily break any Yeerk security measures. But once into the system, I still might find nothing.


  I watched Cassie's softer human features begin to emerge from the chimpanzee. Watched the fur melt and smooth out to form her own human skin. Watched her legs strengthen, her arms weaken.


  Chimpanzees are proof of the unpredictability of evolution. Many humans think evolution involves improvement. Of course, it does not. It merely involves survivability. Often individual capabilities are lessened in the process of moving toward a survivable species. Humans are clearly weaker than chimpanzees. But their brains are much more capable.


  Well, somewhat more capable.


  Cassie was entirely human when the door opened. From the first tiny noise of the handle being moved, I realized our mistake. It wasn't that the handlers had somewhere else to be.


  It was that the handlers didn't want to be here.


  And when the door opened, I saw the reason why.


  If there had been any slight doubt that the laboratory was Yeerk-run, the creature who stepped through the door followed by three cringing, terrified human-Controllers put an end to it.


  He stepped boldly into the room. Swaggering like the conqueror he was.


  He was Andalite in form. His host body is an old Andalite warrior named Alloran-Semitur-Corrass.


  But he was no longer Alloran. He was no longer an Andalite at all, except in outer form.


  He was Visser Three. The Abomination. The only Andalite-Controller in the galaxy.


  I leaped at the bars, unable to control the urge. Visser Three did not flinch.


  <Cassie!> Rachel yelled in thought-speak directed only at us.


  Cassie was farthest from the door. But in two more steps Visser Three would see her.


  <Remorphing!> Cassie said. <But ->


  <Distraction!> Prince Jake yelled.


  Hoo-hoo-hoo! E-YAH! E-YAH!


  We started screeching, but the Visser was indifferent. We were caged. We were an inferior species. The great Yeerk Visser was uninterested in us. In fact, he seemed bored. Like he was performing some tedious duty.


  Of course! It was just a routine inspection. Only by monumental misfortune had we encountered him. And in two seconds that misfortune would turn fatal. We were caged! Helpless!


  <Poop him!> Marco yelled suddenly.


  <What?>


  Marco swept his hand across the bottom of his dirty cage. He grabbed a handful of . . . well, of dung.


  A swift, overhand throw. The . . . product . . . flew!


  It hit Visser Three full in his face.


  <Poop him!> Marco yelled again.


  I swept my big chimpanzee hand across the cage floor and without pause threw the . . . items . . . as hard as I could, and with as great an accuracy as I could.


  The result was that a large glop stuck on Visser Three's right stalk eye.


  <Yah HAH!> I cried in sheer glee.


  It was an unusual tactic. A desperate tactic. But I must say it was truly satisfying.
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  The six of us hurled biological waste product. Then the genuine chimpanzees, sensing a game, joined in.


  The air filled with product.


  Visser Three was covered within seconds. So were his human-Controller assistants. The four of them beat a hasty retreat through the doorway.


  <Now that was fun!> Rachel said happily.


  Cassie was fully chimpanzee again.


  The tactic had succeeded brilliantly.


  Then, from beyond the door, came the thought-speak sound of Visser Three's rage.


  <Kill them all!>


  I shot a look at Prince Jake.


  One of the human-Controllers must have argued with the Visser.


  WHAM!


  The door blew open. A human-Controller landed on the floor. One of his hands had been reduced to a stump. The hand itself lay nearby.


  <I don't care if they're test animals!> Visser Three raged. His voice lowered to a sinister, insinuating, false-friendly tone. <I'm here to close this facility, anyway. Phase Two is already a success. This series of tests has been superseded.>


  "Y-y-y-yes, Visser!"


  <So I want them all killed! Do you understand me?> he said calmly.


  "Y-yes! Yes! Yes, Visser!"


  <What? No argument? You don't want to question my orders?> the Visser asked pleasantly. He arched his tail forward and almost caressed the human-Controller's neck with the blade.


  "NO! No, Visser Three. Never!"


  The Visser withdrew his tail. He bent over and picked up the human-Controller's severed hand. He looked at it with interest and then tossed it to the injured man. <Here. Reattach it. And destroy these creatures.> He turned and stalked away, but then stopped. <Bring the Taxxons in from the control room. No point wasting fresh meat.>


  Visser Three disappeared. One human-Controller was holding his own hand. The other two were very pale.


  Visser Three is not a leader who believes it is important to be popular with subordinates.
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  <That's our signal to get outta here,> Marco said.


  The human-Controllers left the room, practically knocking one another over in their haste to obey Visser Three's orders.


  <Demorph!> Prince Jake said. <Fast!>


  No one needed to be told twice. The Taxxons would not take long to arrive.


  I demorphed to Andalite. Cassie was already human. She kept morphing. Maybe a fly, maybe a flea, I could not be sure. I saw antennae. I saw bizarre mouth-parts. But mostly, I saw her shrink. She kept morphing only long enough to be able to squeeze between the bars.


  Once out and free, she stopped her morph and quickly returned to human. She grabbed the keys and with quick, trembling hands released one Andalite and three humans. Tobias was hawk again and simply walked through the bars.


  Cassie began to open the other chimpanzee cages.


  "What are you doing?" Marco asked her.


  "I'm letting them out. You heard what Visser Three said. They're going to be killed."


  "All we have to do is morph to flies and go out through the door," Marco said. "Once the Taxxons get here . . . I mean, no one is going to count the chimps. But if they get here and find nothing to eat, the Yeerks are going to realize they've been had. They're going to know we were here."


  "You guys can go," Cassie said. Her eyes flashed. Her jaw muscles worked. They are signs of determination in humans.


  "Marco's right," Prince Jake said. "We can make a clean getaway. If they realize we've been here, they'll be on guard at the meatpacking plant. It'll make it harder for us."


  "Not if we stick to chimpanzee morph," Cassie argued. "Yeah, if we went to grizzly bear and tiger and all. But what if we only do chimpanzees?"


  I looked at Rachel. She smiled. "I'm in."


  "You always back Cassie," Marco said angrily.


  Rachel shook her head. "Nah. I just like the idea of the chimpanzees getting some back, you know?"


  Cassie was already halfway into chimpanzee morph. Rachel was following. I waited to see what Prince Jake would do.


  "So much for me being in charge," Prince Jake muttered. Then he began to morph.


  We had just all made it into chimpanzee morph when the door opened and the first Taxxon pushed his slithering bulk into the room. The needle-sharp rows of legs skittered on the tiles. The round, red mouths gaped. The row of jelly eyes glittered.


  There is an Earth animal called a centipede. It is similar to a Taxxon, although a hundredth the size. And I do not believe centipedes are cannibalistic.


  A Taxxon's hunger is so great, so overpowering, that even the Yeerk in a Taxxon's head cannot control it. A Taxxon will eat any living thing. Including another Taxxon.


  Taxxons are cruel but not strong. Perhaps they would have been able to attack and kill disunited, essentially peaceful chimpanzees.


  But what they faced were not chimpanzees. They faced chimpanzees animated by the will of their much more intelligent and much more violent cousins: Homo sapiens.


  What awaited the Taxxons were creatures with all the tremendous strength and agility of the chimpanzee, united with all the war-making skill of humans.


  "Srreeeee!" the Taxxons cried, in giddy anticipation of a meal.


  "Hoo-Hoo-Hoo!" the genuine chimpanzees cried, and retreated to their cages.


  But six of the chimpanzees waited calmly. They had armed themselves with a variety of weapons: a screwdriver, a chair, a computer monitor.


  The lead Taxxon reared up, ready to slam its upper third down on us.


  <You know, I really, really hate Taxxons,> Rachel said.


  I stepped in swiftly and struck straight up with a wrench I had discovered. The Taxxon's soft underbelly opened like a moistened paper bag.


  Srrr-EEEEEEEEEE!


  Rachel moved fast. She rolled in beneath the Taxxon and yanked off one of its sharp legs. Now she had a weapon.


  The lead Taxxon motored its dozens of legs and tried to scramble back.


  Too late. It had been injured. Its blood was flowing.


  The other Taxxons surged into the cramped space and attacked their low creature. The Yeerks in their heads were no doubt doing all in their power to stop the cannibalistic massacre.


  But nothing can control a Taxxon's hunger.


  Prince Jake grabbed the exterior door - the one that led out to the truck. But the door was locked from outside.


  We had only one other choice.


  <Let's bail!> Tobias said. <Right over them! Into the lab!>
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  We escaped. The genuine chimpanzees followed us. For a while. But they proved impossible to organize. Cassie did all she could. We all did. But the chimpanzees, while intelligent by the standards of non-human animals, are still limited.


  Too limited even to grasp their own freedom.


  As we raced and bounded and swung through the lab, the true chimpanzees split off, preoccupied with bright lights and shiny objects.


  How can I describe what we saw as we raced through room after room looking for an exit? Chimpanzees were not the only creatures being used for experimentation.


  There were smaller monkeys. Rats. Dogs.


  I soon saw why humans prefer to draw an arbitrary line between themselves and other animals. Had humans been used as these animals were used, the only appropriate descriptive word would have been torture.


  Torture.


  Useful, no doubt. Medically justifiable, most likely. And it is not my business to judge humans. But this behavior of theirs did trouble me.


  After dark that night, I ran into the open fields to feed. The night was black. Even the lights from the neighborhood where the others lived seemed dim. Earth's single moon was only a sliver in the sky. It was a visible difference between Earth and my home world. But I was finding that the differences I could not see mattered much more.


  Andalite creatures live in greater harmony than Earth animals. I thought of the kafit birds, the hoobers, and the djabalas. We practiced morphing these creatures, but caging them, killing them, eating them was unthinkable. We were creatures of the same world.


  But as Marco, or perhaps Rachel, had once said: Earth is a tough neighborhood. The competition for survival on Earth is brutal. This is a planet filled with powerful, violent predators. Predators armed with huge teeth, impervious armour, claws that could open an Andalite's body from end to end.


  And yet it is Homo sapiens, with his weak jaw and purely symbolic claws, with his soft, unarmoured flesh, who rules.


  For millions of years we Andalites have not felt the pressure from other species. With our speed and our tails we are without physical peers on our home world. It is different for humans. There are parts of this planet where even today humans are prey to stronger animals.


  Perhaps that explains the odd, disconnected human attitudes toward other Earth species. Some they cherish and pamper. Some they protect. Others they use. Still others are annihilated.


  And yet would it not seem that they would eat the animals that threatened humans, and not the utterly inoffensive creatures like cows? We certainly didn't choose such animals for battle morphs.


  And to abuse chimpanzees, animals almost identical to Homo sapiens, comes very near to a Taxxon view of morality.


  <You are an alien,> I reminded myself. <And furthermore, you are a grazer by nature. Not a predator.>


  I was perhaps not the person to fairly judge human habits. My understanding of human evolution was that it began with hunter-gatherers. Humans never had the option of simply grazing.


  When I got back to the scoop, I turned on my TV after making a few adjustments. I stood close to change the channels, watching as colors and figures flashed by. A woman singing. A newscaster intoning that several local people had been reported missing. Teeth, and toothpaste. A cheeseburger. It looked delicious.


  I turned the set off.


  Wings rustled above me. Tobias was gliding in for a landing, his talons clutching a black plastic rectangle. He released it as he swept his wings forward to clutch the nearest branch.


  <A present for you, Ax-man.>


  I picked it up. Gray buttons in the shapes of numbers and arrows covered one side.


  <What is it?>


  <It's a universal TV remote. I spotted it in a Dumpster.>


  A TV remote? What was remote about it? <Thank you, Tobias. But I do not understand.>


  <Turn the TV on.> He opened his wings and swooped down from the branch. <You use it to change channels. You know, so you don't have to get off the sofa. Or, well, the ground.>


  I switched on the TV and sat back in the scoop, too far to reach the set. I pointed and pushed the "up" arrow.


  Images blurred and noises blended together as the remote changed the channels. Marvelous! Much more efficient! I would expend fewer calories per channel changed. When I realized the time I could save . . .


  <Oh, look! It is Friends!>


  <Just a rerun. Um, Ax?> Tobias cocked his sleek head at me. <How did you get so many channels? I could swear I saw MTV and CNN just now. But you don't have cable, so . . .>


  I glanced up from the TV set. Phoebe was playing her guitar at Central Perk. <I made improvements.>


  Tobias hopped close to the set and peeked behind it. <Oh, man. What is all this?>


  <A primitive satellite receiver.>


  <You made a satellite dish out of a broken radio, two old soda cans, and . . . what is this?> He held a piece of thick black wire in his beak.


  <The wire that humans hang from limbless trees. Very convenient. I found it this evening before I fed.>


  Tobias quickly dropped it. <Ah. That would explain the power outage in Jake's neighborhood.>


  <Power outage?> I was shocked. <That black wire controls the electric power?>


  <When it's not stolen for personal use, yeah.>


  <Ridiculous. Why is it not better protected? And why should one small piece matter? The management of your power sources is quite primitive.>


  Friends was over. But I was happy to try the remote again.


  <Ax, stop! Go back!> Tobias jerked his head at the TV. I flicked back to the previous channel.


  " . . . no one was injured," a blond woman said. Behind her a small box showed a picture of a chimp being wrestled into a cage. "The chimpanzees were finally captured shortly after six, although traffic on Broad Street was tied up for two hours while animal handlers from The Gardens attempted to catch them."


  <The chimps from the truck,> Tobias said.


  <The ones we freed.> I nodded.


  "No one has reported the chimps missing, but there has been a lot of speculation about where the chimps might have come from," the woman continued. "One eyewitness reported seeing them jump from the back of a truck, but that truck has not been found."


  Tobias and I looked at each other. I turned the TV off.


  <Well, at least those chimps will have better lives,> Tobias said.


  <Yes.> I hesitated. <Humans are inconsistent.>


  <Yeah. They are. We are. But you know what? We have to spend tomorrow observing a slaughterhouse. So how about we just chill? Let's watch a sitcom.>


  I nodded, a habit I have picked up from humans. <And some of These Messages.>
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  Once again, while the others were in school learning history, mouth sounds, the simpler forms of mathematics, and largely incorrect science, Tobias and I flew in the skies above the meatpacking plant.


  It was a rainy day, which made for difficult, unpleasant flying. And what we were required to observe was even more unpleasant.


  We met the others in Cassie's barn after they returned from school. Cassie was already at work, tending to the various sick and injured animals. Prince Jake helped her to move several cages.


  Rachel flipped through a catalog. A brief book that shows humans what types of artificial skin to acquire.


  Marco was working on "homework." He looked up at Prince Jake. "Hey! Is it Molotov and von Ribbentrop or von Molotov and Ribbentrop? Or are they both von?"


  "Neither," Rachel said seriously. "It's von Damme and von Halen."


  "That's very funny, Rachel. Hah. Hah. And also . . . Hah. But what I have here is a makeup paper cubed. It's a makeup paper for the makeup paper I was supposed to do for my first makeup paper."


  "Okay, what did you guys find?" Prince Jake asked Tobias and me.


  Tobias was in the rafters, his usual place. <There's no "u" in "Soviet,"> he said to Marco.


  Marco crossed out the word and wrote it again.


  To everyone, Tobias said, <Well, we found your basic meatpacking plant. Cows go in one end, hamburger comes out the other end.>


  <I believe they are called steer,> I interrupted. <Male cows are bulls unless they have been neutered, in which case they are steer. Steer are more docile. Although this herd comprises both steer and cows.>


  Everyone except Tobias stared at me.


  "Say what?"


  <I saw it on the Animal Planet channel,> I explained. <But what is neutering?>


  "Oooh! I don't get that channel," Cassie said. "Ax, do you think . . ."


  "Moving right along . . ." Marco said, and crossed his legs.


  <One big problem,> Tobias said. <There's no force field over the meatpacking plant ->


  <It is too large an area,> I explained. <As you know, energy expenditure for a force field increases exponentially. To put it in simple terms, if a field containing ten thousand of your cubic feet uses energy denoted as x, a field containing twenty thousand of your cubic feet will not use 2x, but rather x cubed.>


  "Hey!" Cassie said in alarm. "I actually understood that. I never understand his technical explanations. What's happening to me?"


  I was pleased by my success at reducing a much more complex reality to terms simple enough for my human friends to grasp.


  "No force field, that's good. So what's the problem?" Prince Jake asked Tobias.


  I answered. <Gleet BioFilters at all entrances to the meatpacking plant. As you recall, the Yeerks now use Gleet BioFilters at the entrance to Yeerk pools. They are programmed to destroy any DNA pattern other than those programmed in. At the meatpacking plant those filters eliminate all but steer and humans.>


  <We saw a lot of flies get fried,> Tobias said.


  "So if we go in, we go in as cows?" Marco said. "Cows? In a slaughterhouse? Does anyone else see a problem with that? Show of hands: Who would like to be a cow in a meatpacking plant?"


  <Big problem number two,> Tobias continued. <The steer are kept somewhere else. A feed-lot maybe two miles away. They load 'em into a truck. Which brings us to big problem number three: The cows all have number tags like earrings. They don't just grab a bunch of cows. They grab specific cows.>


  "Sure. Inventory," Cassie said. "They need to be able to track back on any health problems."


  Honk! Honk! Honk! Honk!


  A goose began making loud, distressed noises as Cassie attempted to force a pill into its mouth. "So what do we have? One: We need to acquire specific cows. Two: We need to get their tags off and onto us. Three: We need to get on the truck and travel two miles without having to demorph. Four: We need to get inside the meatpacking plant and avoid being turned into Salisbury steak. Five: We find out what's going on there that has Visser Three so happy and bust it up."


  "It all sounds so simple when you put it in that nice one, two, three format," Marco said. "You forgot six: six cows in a meatpacking plant."


  <I have seen steer at close range now,> I said. <I do not believe they will be very formidable in combat. The cows even less so.>


  Marco pointed at me. "Listen to the man."


  "We don't need to all morph cows," Cassie said. "The Gleet BioFilter doesn't eliminate organisms inside of other organisms."


  "Do not say the word 'tapeworm,'" Rachel warned.


  Cassie laughed. "No tapeworms. Flies. In the cow's nostrils. Maybe two of us morph cows. The others go as flies. In the nostrils."


  Now everyone stared at Cassie. Including me.


  "So basically, we have a choice. We can go as burgers . . . or boogers," Marco said.


  Prince Jake laughed. "Tonight we acquire the cows and get the tags. Tomorrow's Saturday. We do the main action tomorrow A.M. Ax goes as burger. If he has to demorph the Yeerks will see an Andalite, not a human. Tobias is the other one. The rest of us -"


  "The rest of us ride the cow booger express," Marco said.
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  In the afternoon there was a break in the rain. But by the time darkness fell, a new weather front had moved in. Rain and lightning and thunder.


  It interfered with my television reception. There was a very simple technological fix for the problem. But I would have to go to the mall. To Radio Shack.


  However, there was no time this night.


  We flew through the cool, dark, very wet night. I was in owl morph. Owls are wonderful night fliers. But not even an owl enjoys flying through rain.


  <Ah, the life of a superhero,> Marco complained. <One big party.>


  <We're almost there,> Tobias said.


  <Good. I'm almost drowned.>


  <What are you complaining about? It's harder for me than it is for you,> Tobias grumbled. <I'm still a hawk. I'm not nocturnal. I'm diurnal.>


  <Diurnal? Have you tried Kaopectate?>


  <Marco?> Rachel said.


  <Yes, Rachel.>


  <Shut. Up.>


  It was just the four of us. Prince Jake and Cassie had family functions of some sort to deal with. Only Tobias and I were needed to acquire the cows. Marco and Rachel came along for extra security.


  That, plus the fact that Rachel was needed to carry a piece of equipment. Her eagle morph is the largest and most powerful of all our bird morphs. But even she could barely lift the small device Cassie had found for us. The device that affixed ear tags.


  Owl eyes saw through the darkness like it was day. I could see the raindrops themselves as they fell, sparkling around me. I could see the individual splashes of raindrops hitting cars and slick streets and dripping trees.


  I could see humans scurrying from car to doorway, or huddling beneath primitive cover devices called umbrellas.


  Humans dislike rain. I believe it is because it makes the ground slippery. When you are forever teetering wildly on two legs, you resent anything that makes it more difficult to stand.


  Every few minutes there would come a huge flash of light. It would illuminate the night with bright blue light and cast deep black shadows. After the flash would, of course, come thunder. Often quite loud. Especially to an owl's sensitive ears.


  <That's the feed lot up ahead,> Tobias announced.


  My night vision was superior to his, but Tobias has experience at seeing and remembering the world from the air.


  <About time,> Rachel grumbled. <I am more than ready to put this stupid ear staple gun down.>


  We glided in toward the muddy field. Rachel landed at the first opportunity, dropping the stapler in the mud and coming to rest on a fence. I stayed in the air. I was least tired, being in my natural element, so to speak. And my owl eyes were needed.


  We had to spot particular steer from the sequence of numbers that would be called up tomorrow. Preferably the first two numbers in that sequence.


  My vision was up to the task. I could see the numbers clearly. But there were a lot of steer and cows in the field. It took some time. I had to stop and demorph and remorph once, well away from the field.


  But at last I found them both. They were not too far apart, fortunately.


  <Over here, Tobias,> I called. <This brown one.>


  <Swell,> he said. He flapped up off the fence and drifted casually over to the steer. He landed directly on the animal's back. The steer flicked its tail. It turned its big head to look back and see what had landed on its rear. Then it went on chewing its cud.


  <That was easy,> Tobias said a moment later. <I am cow-capable.>


  It was less easy for me. You can only acquire an animal's DNA when you are in your normal body. That meant I had to touch the steer as an Andalite.


  I thought perhaps the steer would not mind my presence. I am, after all, not a predator. I am, like them, a grazing animal. Although I graze quite differently.


  <Trouble!> Tobias said suddenly. <Car lights! Coming this way.>
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  We waited, frozen. My friends peered through the darkness. A bolt of lightning split the sky and illuminated the approaching vehicle.


  <That's a pick-up truck moving over there,> Marco said. <Looks like it's riding around the various pastures. Or enclosures or whatever.>


  <It's so dark, what can they possibly see?> Rachel wondered.


  <They could have night-vision glasses,> Marco said. <They could see plenty. Like, say, an Andalite.>


  <I believe that if I keep my tail lowered and my arms down by my sides I would look enough like a cow or steer not to be noticed,> I suggested.


  <Give it a try,> Rachel said.


  I landed near a knot of steer. They were standing around, making lowing sounds from time to time. They were indifferent to the presence of an owl in their midst.


  I focused my thoughts on demorphing. Within seconds I was rising from the muddy, cow-feces-strewn ground. Up and up I grew. My feathers gave way to sleek blue fur. My stalk eyes re-emerged, much to my relief. It is wonderful to have an owl's night vision. But nerve-wracking to be unable to see in all directions at once. It's like being half-blind.


  For a moment I thought the steer might panic. They did not. However, they did decide to move away from me. I tried to stay with them - not an easy thing to do with two tiny legs sticking out of your chest, and your hind legs nothing but large talons.


  I staggered and fell faced down in the mud. Lightning flashed. Thunder exploded. And I heard Marco say, <That truck may be heading this way. Hard to tell. All I see is the headlights.>


  I continued demorphing. At this point it was more advisable to complete the morph and become fully Andalite. As an Andalite I might conceivably pass as a steer. But in my present condition I could be nothing but some horrid genetic mutation.


  As I picked myself up out of the mud, I, too, could see the headlights illuminating rain that had begun to diminish.


  I hugged my arms to my body. I tucked my tail down along my back, which enlarged my profile. I bent my head forward, doing my best to simulate a steer's head. I even twisted my stalks forward to simulate horns.


  It was not a bad deception, all in all. I was proud of myself. But also just a bit embarrassed. Steer are clearly not sentient animals. My ability to pass as one merely amused Marco.


  <Hey, Ax, why is it when I look at you I start thinking about special sauce, lettuce, cheese, pickles, and onions on a sesame seed bun?>


  <Here comes the truck,> Rachel warned. <Look steerlike.>


  I did my best. I kept my profile turned to the road. I looked most cowlike from that angle.


  Then . . .


  <It's stopping!> Rachel cried.


  <Ax-man, guys are getting out of the truck!>


  <I don't see any weapons,> Marco said tersely. <But . . . well . . . I do see beer bottles.>


  <It's a bunch of college kids!>


  I could hear loud, almost-hysterical giggles. And now I could see the humans, four of them, attempting to climb the fence into the field. One fell down in the mud. The others all laughed.


  <They are faced,> Marco said. <What's this about? These aren't security guys. Not unless the Yeerks have gotten really laid-back.>


  The four young males staggered and wallowed and half-crawled out onto the field. One of them made a lunge for a steer. He missed and fell. He lay on his back, unmoving.


  The other three headed toward me.


  If I moved I would not move like a steer. My best plan would be to remain motionless. The humans were quite likely to pass me by.


  But that hope did not last long. The humans came for me. They weaved and wandered, but the essential thrust of their digressions was toward me.


  <What should I do?> I asked the others. <Is this an attack?>


  <I don't think so,> Tobias said. <In fact, I think I know what they're up to. It's called cow-tipping.>


  <Of course!> Marco said. <Cow-tipping. It's like a dumb fraternity thing.>


  <Kindly explain this cow-tipping,> I asked.


  <Well . . . well, basically you go out in a field and push a cow over.>


  <Why?>


  <I don't know,> Marco admitted. <But it generally involves being profoundly drunk.>


  <Why?>


  <Because it's too idiotic to do sober,> Rachel said, exasperated. <Perfect! We don't have enough bull to deal with, now we have drunk, stupid frat guys.>


  <They will reach me in a few seconds,> I said.


  <Use your tail. Cut their heads off,> Rachel said disgustedly. <They'll be no loss. Besides, these jerks are driving.>


  <Remove their heads?>


  <She's kidding!> Tobias said.


  <Perhaps I could so something less drastic,> I suggested.


  The three inebriated humans came close and stopped. Even stopped, they continued to move in a weaving, waving pattern, as though they were being blown by a very strong wind.


  "That's a weird-looking cow, dude," one of the humans said.


  "Cow? That's no cow, man, unless I'm really-"


  Fwapp!


  Fwapp!


  Fwapp!


  I snapped my tail three times.


  Shlump! Shlump! Shlump!


  <What did you do?!> Marco cried.


  <I hit them with the flat of my blade,> I explained. <I applied the necessary force to the sides of their heads. I believe they are unconscious.>


  <I believe they'll stay that way for a while, too,> Rachel said with a laugh. <Okay, Ax. Acquire some beef and let's haul.>


  <Yes. I would like to make it home in time to watch The Brady Bunch. It is a story. About a lovely lady. Who was bringing up three very lovely girls.>
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  The next day I performed the morning ritual solemnly. I repeated the words that spoke of freedom, duty, and obedience, spreading my arms and bowing at the appropriate times.


  <The destruction of my enemies, my most solemn vow.> I straightened up and assumed the fighting stance.


  <I, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, Andalite warrior-cadet, offer my life.> I drew my tail blade against my throat, then relaxed it. I was done.


  As it was designed to do, the ritual gave me strength of purpose that morning. Even here on Earth I was serving my people. Andalites and humans.


  <Ready?> Tobias asked as he coasted down out of a perfect blue sky. The rain had blown away in the night. The morning was the type of weather that humans consider perfect: warm but not too warm, a few white clouds, but not enough to obscure the sun.


  <Yes, I am ready.>


  <Maybe I need a morning ritual,> Tobias suggested. <I mean, something beyond passing a pellet and eating a mouse. Something with some meaning.>


  <My morning ritual is imposed on me by my society,> I pointed out. <Your society - human society - does not impose a similar requirement.>


  <Unless you consider drinking coffee and scarfing a toaster strudel a ritual.>


  <I do find the ritual helpful sometimes. On days when I expect to face danger, for example. But it causes me to miss some of the banter between Katie and Matt and Al.>


  <Who and who and who?>


  <They are the humans who appear regularly on the Today show,> I explained.


  <Uh-huh. I haven't caught that lately.>


  <They are taking an in-depth look at exercises to trim the fat from problem areas such as thighs, upper arms, and hips.>


  I began to morph to harrier. Minutes later I was flying.


  I fly often. But I have never come to see it as normal. Walking like a human is merely tedious and annoying. But flying like a hawk is the most wonderful experience imaginable.


  I opened my wings, flapped them up and down, tucked my talons up beneath me, and spread my tail to increase my lift. Suddenly I was no longer tied to the ground.


  We flew along the treetops till we found a thermal. A thermal is a pillar of warm air that rises from heated ground. It fills your wings and lifts you almost effortlessly.


  We rose to a hundred feet, high enough to escape the notice of most humans on the ground. And we flew toward a meeting with the others at the feedlot.


  It was a much more pleasurable flight than the earlier one. Now I could see to put the feedlot in context. Human habitations tend to cluster in ever-tighter proximity. The tightest clusters are called cities. As one moves out from this tight center, wider spaces appear. These are suburbs. Beyond the suburbs the spaces grow, until soon open fields are more prevalent than dwellings.


  According to Marco, this is known as "Gooberville" or "The Middle of Nowhere." The feedlot was at the vague border of the suburbs and Gooberville.


  I saw a number of other birds of prey in the sky ahead. They were spread far apart and at different altitudes. I spotted Rachel first, with her huge eagle wingspread. Prince Jake, in his peregrine falcon morph, was the smallest, but also the fastest.


  We spiraled down to the field. Our plan was simple. We had used the stapler to remove ear tags from the two relevant steer the night before. We now had the tags. Tobias and I were to morph the steer and Cassie would affix the ear tags. We had left the stapler at the site.


  A simple plan.


  Or so we thought.
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  Tobias and I had the easy part, really. We picked out a cluster of steer and landed in the mud between them. The steer showed no interest in us. Prince Jake stayed in the air overhead, keeping watch. Cassie and Rachel and Marco landed in various areas outside the lot, fairly distant from one another so that we didn't look like a suspicious collection of birds of prey.


  <Me first,> Tobias said. <That way I can cover you.>


  I concentrated on not being trampled by the slow-moving steer as Tobias began his morph.


  Morphing is never predictable. It does not always follow a logical course. Different parts morph at different speeds, in different sequences.


  In this case, it was the cow head that began to appear first. It was, to say the very least, bizarre. Tobias's short, hooked beak softened and began to extrude. It grew out as it grew flabby. Soon it was nothing more than loose flaps of unsupported skin. The skin was still covered with brown feathers.


  Tobias's own furious hawk eyes widened and rounded and seemed to fill with moisture. They no longer looked fierce. They looked . . . well, stupid.


  He began to grow all over, but still the feathers persisted for a long time, only melting into short brown fur at the last moment.


  His hooves appeared, almost complete, at the end of his tiny hawk legs. His wing tips began to curl and harden and form hooves as well. Only then did his wings stretch into steer legs.


  But at last he was fully formed. Fully formed and quite large. And seemingly agitated.


  <Tobias? You are in danger of stepping on me.>


  <Sorry . . . I . . . I don't know, I just feel kind of antsy, you know? Restless. Like I'm annoyed. Like I'm looking for trouble.>


  <Are you finding the steer instincts difficult to control?> I asked.


  <Not difficult. Just caught me by surprise. I assumed steer morph would be pretty laid-back. Anyway . . . your turn.>


  Of course, I had two changes to make, not one. First I had to demorph to Andalite. Once again, the steer began to move away, depriving me of cover. But Tobias snorted at them and took a little trot around the edge of the knot of steer. After that they stayed still.


  It was odd. It was as if the steer were afraid of Tobias. Or at least deferential. It should have been a clue that we had a problem. But I was insufficiently familiar with cows and steer to realize what had happened.


  <Truck's coming,> Jake reported. <Still on the main road, but let's pick it up.>


  Cassie began crossing the field toward us. This was dangerous, of course. Humans are expected to wear certain artificial skin for certain occasions. And Cassie's morphing suit was not appropriate for this occasion. She was barefoot and wearing only a simple but brightly colored skintight "outfit."


  "Barefoot black chick in Day-Glo spandex stomping through the cow pies," Cassie had said. "That'll be real smooth."


  I became fully Andalite, keeping my upper body ducked down behind Tobias's bulk.


  The change was far less severe than many I have endured. I began with four hooved legs, and I ended with four hooved legs. I doubled, if not tripled, in weight, but my basic body configuration was not radically altered.


  There were still changes, though. A cow tail is not at all like an Andalite tail. A cow tail is no danger to anyone.


  And of course, my arms disappeared, shriveling and withering until they seemed to suck into my body.


  I acquired a mouth. A very large mouth. And very large nostrils. And big, vacuous, moist, dark eyes.


  There was nothing exceptional about the steer senses. Its sense of smell was good, but, from what I understand, nothing like the intensity of a canine's sense of smell. Its hearing and sight were fair, but less acute than a human's.


  The single oddest fact was that my eyes were separated by an enormous face that dominated my field of vision. I could see to the left and to the right. But most of "straight ahead" was filled with my own long muzzle.


  But Tobias was wrong. There was nothing agitated or restless about this morph. On the contrary it was very -


  <Um . . . Ax-man? I think you messed up. You're a cow.>


  <No, I am a steer.>


  <No, you're a cow. You have an udder. You acquired the wrong kind of cow!>


  <Oh.>


  I demorphed. I acquired a steer. This time I checked. I morphed again.


  And now I learned Tobias had been correct. The steer's mind was not docile. Not passive. In fact . . . I was angry. And with very good reason: There was a bull nearby.


  There was also a human, but she did not matter.


  I glared at the bull.


  He glared at me.


  I snorted and pawed the ground.


  It was like watching myself in a mirror. The bull did the same.


  It was unavoidable. This pasture only had room for one of us. I would have to attack him and force him to run away.


  <Cassie!> I heard Prince Jake call down from high above. <They look like they're squaring off to fight.>


  "Uh-oh," Cassie said.
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  "Ax! Tobias!" Cassie hissed. "Chill!"


  The short human girl kept moving toward us, positioning herself between me and the bull.


  And now it occurred to me that maybe I should charge her, too.


  "Nice cows. Good cows. Gooooood cows," Cassie said in a strangely soothing voice. "Listen to me, guys. We overlooked a little something. You're not steer. You're bulls."


  Prince Jake plummeted, then swooped a few feet off the ground, circled, and came back toward us.


  <They look different than the other steer,> he said.


  "They are," Cassie said in her sweet, soft, talking-to-dangerous-animals voice. "We kind of forgot something. We kind of forgot that you get to be a nice, docile steer by being neutered. But your DNA is still bull DNA."


  <Oh. That's what's different,> Prince Jake said.


  What were they talking about? Confusing. Distracting. But the other bull was still there. Still in my pasture. I snorted. He snorted.


  I could feel energy quivering through me. I was alive! Ready to charge. Ready to lower my head, dig in my hooves, and launch myself headlong.


  "Boys. Ax. Tobias. Listen to me. You are not steer. You are bulls. Bulls are very territorial. You want to fight right now. But that would be a bad idea. A very bad idea."


  Prince Jake had swept past and soared back up into the sky. <Cassie! The truck's on the move!>


  Cassie nodded. "Okay, it's time for peace here. Arabs and Israelis. Americans and Russians. We do this by stages."


  I heard her. I understood her. But I was not interested. I was interested in the fact, the OVERWHELMING fact that there was a bull right in front of me, defying me!


  "Ax. Tobias. Each of you take one step back."


  <Cassie, you may need to bail!>


  Cassie shook her head impatiently. "Come on, good boys, good bulls, one step back. Come on . . . one step back. One step back."


  <They're going to spot you, Cassie! Too late to get away. You need to drop and morph!>


  "Ax? Tobias?" Cassie said sweetly, calmly, pleasantly. "I . . . said . . . BACK UP!"


  The other bull and I both jerked straight back.


  <Okay, Rachel, Marco, get ready! This is going to be close.>


  Cassie grabbed my horns in her hands and stared right into one of my eyes. "I don't have time for this crap. We have enough trouble. Get control. Do it now." She whipped up her handheld stapler. She poked the ear tag into the end of the gun and I heard a loud click in my ear. There was a slight, distant sensation of being stuck with something sharp.


  Then she swung around and grabbed Tobias the same way. Within seconds we were both tagged. And both able to accept the other's existence.


  Almost.


  Prince Jake dropped from the sky again. He landed, as Tobias and I had done earlier, between steer. <Cassie! Morph! Those guys are here.>


  "We have a problem here," Cassie said. "They aren't exactly steer."


  <Do you think the truck drivers will notice?>


  "Excuse me? Of course they'll notice! They may be Controllers, but their human hosts are most likely farm folk."


  <What do we do? Don't they ever send bulls to the slaughterhouse?>


  "Yeah. They do, so maybe if we get there we're okay. But how do we get past these guys in the truck? They'll call in to be sure they're supposed to carry bulls. They'll be mad because bulls are dangerous. They'll realize something is wrong. Ear tag or no ear tag."


  <We've gone to too much trouble,> Prince Jake said bitterly. <I don't just want to give up.>


  For a long moment no one moved, and no one said anything. Then Prince Jake said something that even I found frightening.


  <Marco? Think you can drive their truck?>
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  The truck came. It rolled right out into the mud. Two humans climbed down.


  "Hey! That's no steer," the driver said.


  His partner nodded. "That sure ain't no steer."


  <And I'm definitely not a steer,> Marco said. He stood up from behind the camouflage provided by Tobias and me.


  "That's a gorilla!"


  "Fool! It's an Andalite in morph!"


  The two men turned to run. They did not get far. At last I had a target for my bull aggression.


  I loped easily after them. I lowered my head, aligned my curved horns, and struck one, and then the other in the area humans refer to as "the butt."


  They flew several feet and landed on their faces. Marco yanked them up out of the mud.


  <Go to sleep,> Marco said as he butted their heads together.


  The humans were rendered unconscious.


  <How do we make sure they stay out long enough?>


  <Take their clothes. That'll slow them down,> Prince Jake said. <I'll demorph. I'm biggest. I should look okay in that guy's jeans and jacket. Marco drives . . .>


  <How come Marco drives?> Rachel demanded.


  <He has experience.>


  "Oh, man, don't even mention that," Cassie said. "My dad cried over the twisted remains of that truck."


  <I'll ride shotgun and carry the guy's clipboard,> Prince Jake continued. <Tobias and Ax? See what you can do to persuade some of these steer to get aboard the truck.>


  That part proved easy. The steer were nervous about Tobias and me. They were quite content to move away from us, even if that meant climbing a ramp into the back of a truck.


  Tobias and I entered last. Cassie and Rachel morphed to flies and made their bobbling, erratic way to perches in our noses. Rachel was with Tobias, Cassie with me.


  Marco squeezed his huge gorilla bulk into a denim jacket and pants. Shoes were, of course, an impossibility, given the size of his feet.


  Jake's own artificial skin was overly large. But he, at least, was human. He donned a hat - a head covering - and pulled it low to obscure his features.


  <Oh yeah, this'll work,> Rachel said in that tone I recognized as sarcasm. <A gorilla wearing some hideous Levi's leisure suit and a kid who looks like he's wearing his dad's clothes, delivering a pair of bulls to a Yeerk meatpacking plant. Nothing weird there.>


  <He has to go in gorilla morph,> Cassie said. <The seat's jammed back and he can't reach the pedals.>


  <Everyone ready?> Marco asked brightly. <Everyone have a seat belt on? Anyone have to pee before we leave? Go now. I'm not going to stop at every Stuckeys we pass.>


  I felt a sudden lurch. The truck moved. Backward. Then stopped. A second lurch. The engine roared but the truck did not move. The sound I heard suggested metal grinding on metal.


  <Oh yeah,> Marco said. <Clutch. Forgot about that. I mean, who has a standard transmission nowadays?>


  Prince Jake must have said something. Because then Marco said, <Hey, no one is going to die on the way there. I'll get us all there. Everyone will still be available to die when we get there.>


  <That's comforting,> Tobias grumbled.


  More loud grinding. Suddenly we were propelled forward. All the steer staggered. We lurched and rolled across the field and Marco said, <Hah! See? No problemo.>


  <Let's see how you do out on the road,> Tobias said.


  I heard a loud crunching sound. <What was that?> I asked.


  <Fence,> Marco said.


  A few seconds later, a very similar sound.


  <More fence, okay?> Marco said. <Everyone just shut up, I have it under control.>


  Off we went, down the road. I had a very limited exterior view out of the right-hand side. I saw trees flash by. I saw more fields with more cows. I saw a pick up truck, with its horn blaring and its driver forming a sort of salute with one raised finger.


  It occurred to me that oncoming vehicles should not be passing by on the right.


  <Hey, that guy gave me the finger!>


  <Some people take it personally when you nearly run them down,> Tobias said. <Some people have no sense of humor.>


  I could see the long, low building that was the meatpacking plant, we were getting close. I felt a rush of excitement.


  <Almost there,> Marco reported. <There's the road. Just need to turn . . . Just need to . . .>


  Suddenly the truck swerved wildly. I - and every other animal in the back - fell left.


  Thousands of pounds of steer weight had just shifted to the left side of the truck. Just as the truck was teetering left, anyway.


  <Ahhhh!> Marco cried.
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  <Aaaahhhhh!>


  The truck was no longer moving on multiple wheels arrayed along both sides. It was crazily tipped to the left, moving solely on the wheels of one side.


  <Aaaaahhhhh!>


  Bull and steer, we were all shoved to one side, piled against one another. The floor of the truck bed tilted up and away at an absurd angle.


  We were going to tip over!


  And yet . . . the truck kept moving. On the wheels of one side, tilted almost on its side, it kept moving!


  And slowly . . . slowly . . . so . . . slowly . . . the angle diminished. We tilted back to the right. Then . . .


  WHAM!


  The truck settled back onto all its wheels.


  THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP.


  The steer, Tobias, and I all fell over to the right. The truck now tilted to the right, but not nearly as far.


  WHAM!


  The truck settled again, and we blew down the road toward the meatpacking plant.


  <Bond,> Marco said. <James Bond.>


  Scrrrrreeeeeee!


  Marco hit the brakes and the truck came slithering and fishtailing to a stop at the gate of the meatpacking plant.


  Now that the cargo had been reshuffled, I had a better, clearer view out the left side of the truck. I could see two armed guards approaching the cab. They seemed somewhat disturbed. Possibly awed. Possibly admiring. Possibly frightened.


  It is sometimes hard to decipher human facial expressions.


  "What are you, crazy?" one guard shouted.


  "Bad shocks, man," Marco said in a low, guttural, muddy voice.


  I was startled to hear him make mouth sounds. He must have partially demorphed to human. Just human enough to pass.


  "Bad shocks! What are you, nuts? You should be locked up! You should be in a rubber room!"


  "Here, just sign off on the manifest," Prince Jake said, trying to lower his own voice.


  "You're cleared," the second guard said. "Just let us know when you're gonna leave, so we can stay out of your way."


  <Oh goody, they're letting us in,> Tobias said darkly.


  Marco segued back into gorilla morph as soon as the guards stepped back. <I think I see a ramp up there. That must be where we go,> he said. Then, in obvious reply to Prince Jake, <Sure, I can back up to the ramp. Why wouldn't I be able to back up?>


  <Oh, man, this is going to be ugly,> Rachel said, speaking from Tobias's nostril.


  The truck jerked forward, stopped. Jerked forward again. Stopped. Grind! Lurched into reverse. Stopped. Grind! Lurched. Stopped. Forward. Lurch. Backward. Stop. Grind! Lurch. Forward. Stop.


  <I've heard of a three-point turn,> Cassie said. <I guess this would be the thirty-point turn.>


  Lurch. Backward.


  WHAM!


  Every steer lurched backward with the impact. <All right, we're there,> Marco announced.


  <These cows are going to be looking forward to a nice, easy death after this ride,> Rachel said.


  <Tobias? Sneeze and blow Rachel a few hundred feet.>


  I saw a large man jump down off the platform and come running around to the front of the truck. He was yelling. "Where did you learn how to drive, you moron? I'm gonna kick . . . hey! Where's the driver?"


  <We've morphed to flies,> Prince Jake informed us. <Coming back around.>


  <I can't tell one gigantic planet-sized cow from the next,> Marco said.


  <Tobias and Ax? Toss your heads a little. We want the right nostril.>


  With a startlingly loud noise, the back gate of the truck swung open. The large man and a very thin man were conferring.


  "I have never seen driving like that! No wonder the driver took off. He must have been drunk. He must be a lunatic!"


  "Hey! Those are bulls!"


  "Well, I'll be a . . . transported like this? This really is nuts!"


  The skinny man narrowed his eyes suspiciously. "Andalite bandits?"


  The large man laughed. "I think an Andalite could figure out how to drive a truck. Besides, even an Andalite isn't stupid enough to morph a steer or even a bull and walk into a slaughterhouse. They'd have to be idiots."


  <Could not have said it better myself,> Marco muttered.


  From the building, awful smells reached my nostrils: blood. Manure. Blood. Biological rot. And more blood.


  And more blood.
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  Down a narrow chute we went. Three steers moved ahead. Then me. Tobias was behind me.


  Over the mouth of the chute was an arch. The Gleet BioFilter.


  The first steer reached it. I saw a flash of light, followed by a faint sizzling sound. I could not see them from this angle, but I was sure a number of fleas, flies, lice, and assorted other small creatures had been killed.


  <Get as far into our nostrils as you can,> I instructed my friends in fly morph.


  <I'm in so far I can see your brain,> Marco said.


  <That is highly unlikely.>


  I reached the BioFilter. I felt a slight tingle, like static electricity. Then I was through.


  <Marco? Cassie?>


  <We're fine,> Cassie said. <But it's good to get deep. I saw a real fly get zapped for being too close to the outside.>


  <We're still here, enjoying our little field trip in Cow Nose Caverns,> Marco reported.


  <Okay, everyone get ready,> Prince Jake said. <This isn't going to be pretty if we're too slow.>


  A moment later, Rachel reported, <We're through!>


  <Hit it!> Jake said.


  I felt a tickle as Marco and Cassie exited from my nostrils. Four nearly invisible flies disappeared quickly from view. Leaving Tobias and me alone.


  Very, very alone.


  <So,> Tobias said. <Seen anything good on TV lately?>


  <Are you attempting to distract us from our fear by engaging in irrelevant conversation?>


  <Yeah.>


  <In that case, I did enjoy watching The Simpsons. I assume that they do not represent some variant species of humans but are in fact humorous pictorial exaggerations of humans?>


  <Yeah. They're cartoons.>


  <Cartoons, yes. They seemed to be related to humans but lacked a sufficient number of fingers.>


  <Oh, God!>


  <What?>


  <Look! Look!>


  I looked up. I could not see directly in front of me because other cattle were blocking my view. But as the chute turned a corner I saw a horrific vision: dozens of cows hanging by their rear legs. They seemed almost to be flying. Flying as they were carried along by an overhead conveyor belt.


  Flying and no longer alive.


  It was a bewildering scene. A confusing assembly line, full of separate events and actions.


  Cows are not highly intelligent animals. An intelligent animal, smelling the blood, catching this brief glimpse of the future, would have bolted, kicked, fought.


  But no, maybe that is not true, either. Maybe an intelligent animal would understand that it was doomed and attempt to face the inevitable calmly.


  In any event, neither Tobias nor I were cows. And neither of us was intellectually impaired.


  <Forget this!> Tobias said.


  <We must wait for the others to return,> I managed to say.


  One noise was louder than the others. And getting nearer all the time. It was straight ahead. I craned my neck. I was taller than the steer ahead of me.


  I looked past him, and at first did not understand what I was seeing. The lead steer came up to a place where pneumatic forces pushed the sides of the chute in, locking the animal in place.


  A man, acting with practiced ease, whipped shackles around the back legs.


  A second man held a large tool against the head of the steer. The tool had a cylinder on top.


  He squeezed a trigger.


  BANG!


  The tool jerked. The steer fell. In its forehead was a hole.


  Instantly it was jerked into the air by its legs.


  I counted two more steer between me and the killing gun.


  I have faced death in battle. But never as a dumb beast going to slaughter.


  <I have changed my mind,> I said. <Let's get out of here.>
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  I began to demorph.


  No time!


  BANG!


  Another steer died.


  I refused to move forward.


  "What do they expect, sending bulls?" a man grumbled. He stepped over to me. He was carrying a tube with two small prongs on the end. He jammed the tube a -


  Zzzzapppp!


  <Aarrgghh!>


  The pain was incredible. I moved forward without intending to. Closer!


  I had stopped demorphing.


  <Morph!> I screamed at myself.


  BANG!


  The last steer ahead of me died. I resisted again. No! No! No!


  I dug in my hooves. But now I was demorphing, and from the big bull hooves my own more delicate hooves were emerging. I could barely support my own weight. The man with the shackles would see that . . .


  But it would be too late!


  Zzzzaaapppp!


  Zzzzaaapppp!


  The man with the stick rammed it twice. Once in my rump. Then low, under my belly.


  The pain!


  <Ax!> Tobias cried.


  I staggered. But I staggered . . . forward!


  My head was clearing slowly.


  Fooosh!


  The sides of the chute pressed in, holding me tight, immobile.


  Morph! Morph! Morph!


  <Ax!> Tobias cried. <Ax! AX!>


  My eyes watered. My head was swimming. I was confused, lost, dazed.


  I looked to my right. The tool was coming for me. Coming straight toward me. I could see the man's finger on the trigger.


  Then . . . a new form. Large . . . brown . . . looming up behind the man . . .


  <Hey, buddy! Take the rest of the day off,> Rachel said. She swung one massive grizzly bear paw.


  The man with the killing tool dropped like one of the steer.


  <Cutting it kind of close, aren't you?!> Tobias demanded angrily.


  <Sorry,> Rachel said.


  I realized I was shaking. Trembling.


  Other humans were running now. Many running away. Some running toward us. Toward the bear.


  I could not stop trembling. Could not stop the shaking. I was demorphing and shaking.


  But even so, I noted the humans who were heading toward the bear, not away.


  Controllers, of course. Normal humans would seek to escape. The Controllers among them knew the significance of the bear. They knew - or thought they knew - that it was an Andalite in morph.


  Dozens left their stations, grabbed long knives, grabbed powered saws, and came for us.


  <So much for anything subtle,> Rachel said. <It's going to get hairy.>


  She grabbed the sides of the chute with her two front paws and pulled. The wood ripped away easily. I pushed through and out and away.


  And just then, my own stalk eyes began to function and I could look back and see my own tail. My own fast, deadly, accurate tail.


  I was a grazing animal, like the ones who were fed to this killing place. But I was not a cow.


  <Watch out, that guy has a chain saw!> Tobias yelled.


  A human-Controller rushed at me with a long, powered saw. The saw screamed.


  FWAPP!


  Now the human-Controller screamed.


  <He no longer has a chain saw,> I said.
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  <Come on, follow me,> Rachel said. <The others are in trouble. I just came to get you guys.>


  <Well, there was no need to rush,> Tobias said. <You could have waited, oh, about another millisecond!>


  <Hey, I said I was sorry.>


  <Which way?> Tobias demanded.


  <Far corner, over there,> Rachel said. <Go! Ax and I will catch up.>


  Tobias was hawk once more. He flapped and took off, swerving and dodging through skinned, gutted carcasses. Rachel and I took the slower route: through the human-Controllers and their knives.


  We try never to kill any Controller. And humans, in particular, since my human friends have a certain sentimental fondness for others of their own species.


  So we were careful. We were restrained. I applied my tail blade with restraint.


  But it was difficult. I had been badly frightened. As frightened as I have ever been. And irrational as it might be, I resented the human-Controllers who were even now attempting to butcher me.


  We forced our way through the human-Controllers. Forced our way as dripping carcasses floated above us on the conveyor. My hooves scrabbled over spilled entrails.


  What we found at the far end of the blood-soaked slaughtering floor was another battle.


  Prince Jake in tiger morph. Cassie in wolf morph. Marco in gorilla morph. Tobias, wheeling and plunging to rip and tear.


  They were surrounded, cut off, hemmed in by a growing army of human-Controllers.


  And worse: Hork-Bajir were pouring into the battle from two directions.


  Prince Jake's back was to a closed door. He was roaring and slashing and using his powerful jaws, but the situation was desperate.


  They were hemmed in. Cornered. Trapped.


  Rachel and I might be able to join them, but then we would be in the same trap.


  <Jake! The door behind you!> Rachel cried.


  <Can't get it open. We need more muscle! Hurry!>


  Rachel turned her huge, shaggy grizzly bear head to me, even as she swatted a human-Controller with a backhand that sent him flying.


  <Well, Ax, all we have to do is go through about fifty Hork-Bajir, bust down that door, and find a way out of this hellhole.>


  <Yes,> I agreed. <Let us begin.>


  Rachel dropped to all fours. She let loose a hoarse roar and charged.


  No Andalite accustomed to our more pacific animal life could possibly understand what a grizzly bear charge means. Even most humans would fail to imagine it.


  Grizzly bears are not lithe and graceful like the big cats. They are more like dogs. They move with a rolling, lopsided gait that at first seems almost tentative, as if they might stop at any moment.


  But then you begin to realize how large they are. And you begin to realize that, awkward or not, they are very fast. And you begin to realize that you are puny, pathetic, weak, and insignificant. You begin to realize that this bear, this rolling, shaggy, unstoppable monster, can kill you from the mere impact of his shoulder hitting you.


  I saw all of this on the faces of the human-Controllers before us. Saw their indifference become concern and turn to terror and panic, all in seconds, as Rachel charged.


  HHHHHHHROOOOARRRHHHH!


  "Run!" many voices agreed.


  "Stand fast! Don't run!" one man cried. He planted himself before Rachel. He stood firm. For approximately one and one half seconds.


  Then he ran. As Rachel barreled past him he swiped at her with a knife. The knife sliced at fur. He might as well have been swatting at an Andalite Dome ship with a tree branch.


  <Rachel! Hork-Bajir!>


  Two big Hork-Bajir leaped at her, their arm blades flashing. I whipped my tail left, right. One Hork-Bajir dropped. The other hesitated, just long enough for us to pass him.


  We plowed into the defensive knot of our friends.


  <On behalf of General Custer, let me welcome you to the last stand,> Marco said as he sank his gorilla fist into the midriff of a Hork-Bajir warrior.


  <This the door?> Rachel yelled.


  <Yeah! Can you bust it down?>


  Rachel reared up on her hind legs. She had to duck her head as split cow carcasses came by, always holding to their stately pace.


  She put out her paws and slammed her weight against the door.


  WHAM!


  Nothing! The door did not budge. And now a triumphant roar went up from the surging, pressing mass of enemy warriors, human and Hork-Bajir.


  We were trapped. Outnumbered.


  Then we heard the hated thought-speak voice we knew too well.


  <How fitting,> Visser Three exulted. <The end of the Andalite bandits comes here in a slaughterhouse. Take them! Seize them! Butcher them! Yes, butcher them!>
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  <Rachel!> Prince Jake said tersely. <Hit it again!>


  WHAM!


  Rachel hit the door again. No effect!


  Slash!


  A Hork-Bajir blade cut opened right across my chest. Not deep. Not painful. But frightening.


  Cassie was covered with matted blood. Marco was using only one arm. The other hung limp. Prince Jake was attacking, attacking, attacking with all the violent ferocity of his tiger morph, but he was tiring. Tobias was having difficulty maneuvering in a "sky" filled with floating cow carcasses.


  <Hey! There's a keypad!> Rachel yelled.


  I turned one stalk eye. There was a keypad. Not a Yeerk design, certainly. Too primitive. But then many of the people working at the facility were not Yeerks.


  <Ax!> Jake yelled.


  <I will try,> I said. I backed away from the battle, yielding my place to Rachel.


  I snapped my tail. My blade shattered the cover of the keypad. I reached in and twisted two wires together.


  The door opened.


  We plowed through the door. Bloody, exhausted, scared, injured.


  Rachel closed the door behind us. I leaped to access the keypad on this side of the door. I ripped out every wire I could reach. Not an elegant solution, but effective.


  <Geez, I could have done that,> Marco muttered.


  A sudden silence descended. Through the door came only muffled sounds of hammering.


  <They'll get through before long,> Tobias said.


  <Visser Three will pour every Controller he has into this place,> Marco said. <He'll bring them down from orbit. He'll have thousands of them here!>


  Only then did we look at the room we had entered.


  It was, in most respects, identical to the room at the animal testing laboratory where the chimpanzees had been caged. Rows of cages.


  Left and right. A concrete floor and white tile walls. Bright lights.


  But there was one very significant difference. Where there had been chimpanzees, there were now humans.


  Two dozen humans occupied the cages.


  They did not move. They did not turn to look at us.


  <Are they dead?> Rachel asked.


  I said, <No. Bio-stasis, I believe. They can be released from bio-stasis and function normally.>


  <What the . . .> Cassie said. Then she reared up on her hind legs and placed her paws against the bars so she could look at a chart on the outside of the nearest cage. <Project Obedience,> she read. <Medication effective.>


  She moved to the next cage. <Project Obedience. Medication effective.>


  <What medication?> Tobias asked.


  <Doesn't say. Just mentions "Formula Seventy-one.">


  I spotted a computer console. Definitely Yeerkish in design, quite modern. By Yeerk standards.


  It was powered up, open, not protected. Someone had been using it quite recently.


  <Project Obedience,> I said to the computer. <Define.>


  It replied in a simulated human voice. "Project Obedience is the brilliant insight of our great and glorious leader, Visser Three, hero of the Taxxon rebellion, Scourge of the Andalite fleet, Conqueror of Earth."


  <Good grief.> Rachel glanced at the motionless humans in the cages.


  "Project Obedience is designed to use genetically engineered biological components to erase those portions of the human brain responsible for free will."


  <Say what?> Marco said.


  "Project Obedience has successfully tested Formula Seventy-one on chimpanzees, an Earth species related to humans. One hundred percent success has been achieved, thanks to the genius of Visser Three!"


  <How exactly do you program a computer to kiss butt like that?> Tobias wondered. He was resting wearily atop one of the cages.


  "And human testing has now shown Formula Seventy-one to be one hundred percent effective on humans as well! Phase Three is now ready: The widespread dissemination of Formula Seventy-one through the human food supply, followed by the rapid conquest of planet Earth!"
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  For a moment no one spoke.


  Then Marco said, <They're gonna put some magic formula in meat and it's supposed to take away free will?>


  <I believe it is designed to suppress those portions of the human brain responsible for free will,> I said.


  <That's insane!>


  <If it worked it would allow the Yeerks to take over the entire human race without a fight,> Rachel said.


  <Reduce people to mindless automatons,> Prince Jake agreed.


  <This is why we're getting killed? Over this?> Cassie demanded.


  <What, this isn't serious enough for you?> Marco demanded angrily. <I mean, this could enslave the entire human race within weeks!>


  Cassie laughed, almost pityingly. <Oh, please. No way this works.>


  <One hundred percent effective.> Prince Jake countered.


  <It's a lie,> Cassie said simply.


  <You just don't want to face reality,> Rachel said harshly. <I mean, come on! The Yeerks are far more advanced than we are scientifically. They can do this!>


  <No,> Cassie said firmly. <They can't. Come on, we should unfreeze, or whatever, these people. We have to free them.>


  <You can't free them,> Marco said. <Don't you get it? They've already lost their free will! We unfreeze them, they'll do whatever the Yeerks order them to do. Turn on us! Attack us.>


  <We are NOT leaving humans in cages,> Cassie said angrily.


  <They're not humans anymore,> Marco raged. <They might as well be Controllers. No free will. Slaves!>


  <Now, you listen to me,> Cassie said. <No one, nothing can eliminate free will. Don't be ridiculous. Even with a Yeerk in your head, you have free will. Not the will to do, but the will to think, to believe, to hope or love or whatever.>


  <This is worse than Yeerks, Cassie,> Prince Jake argued. <This goes deeper. One hundred percent effective.>


  <I do not wish to interrupt. This is a very interesting discussion,> I said. <However, one question does occur to me.>


  <What?> Rachel sighed.


  <If these humans have no free will, why are they in cages? And, indeed, why are they being held in bio-stasis?>


  A sudden movement. At the far end of the room. A small, older human male wearing spotless white. And holding a Dracon beam.


  "D-d-don't move! I'll sh-sh-sh-sh-sh -"


  <Shoot,> Rachel supplied. <Don't move or you'll shoot.>


  The human nodded. "Get-get-get out of here! Go back out there. You aren't allowed in here!"


  <I don't think we can do that,> Prince Jake said calmly. Then, with a movement so swift and fluid that the human did not have time to blink, Prince Jake lunged and knocked the Dracon beam from the man's hand.


  The weapon skidded away beneath a cage.


  The human reacted strangely.


  He began to cry. He collapsed into the chair before the computer console, placed his face in the palms of his hands, and made sounds of crying.


  "He'll kill me! Of course, he was going to kill me, anyway. It was only a matter of time."


  <"He" being Visser Three, I assume?> I said.


  "Of course Visser Three," the man said bitterly. "Who else? This whole project is his idea."


  <But it worked. So why would he kill you?> Rachel asked.


  The man raised his head and rolled his eyes. "It didn't work. I faked the results. We all did. We had no choice! Visser Three kept demanding results, results, results! So we gave him results. Lies! Just a bunch of lies!"


  <Ouch,> Marco said. <Swish! Three-pointer for Cassie.>


  <I so totally should have bet you guys some money,> Cassie said smugly.


  "I wanted to tell him. I wanted to say, Look, it can't be done. You don't understand! There's no such thing as a human being without a free will. It's . . . it's . . . idiotic! But he's no scientist, much less a philosopher. You can't separate a sentient creature from free will. They are free will. Yeerk, Hork-Bajir, human, it doesn't matter. A sentient species has free will like an object has mass. You can't separate them! But Visser Three doesn't listen."


  <Yes, we've noticed that,> Marco said drily. <He's really not a very nice person.>


  <Is there another way out of here?> Prince Jake asked.


  "I can't help you. He'll kill me," the man pleaded.


  <You know, I'd probably feel sorry for you, except that guess what? You're scum! You locked these people up! These humans,> Cassie added. <We Andalites don't approve of that kind of behavior! They have families who must be tearing their ->


  "No, no families that we know of. These are all street people. I'm not a fool. I knew we'd have to dispose of them in the end."


  Cassie was at his throat before the human could draw his next breath.


  She knocked him down on his back, pressed her two front paws down on his shoulders, and bared her teeth, inches from his face.


  <We do not dispose of humans,> Cassie said. <We need a way out of here. Right now. Or we won't leave you to Visser Three. We'll unfreeze these humans and leave you to them.>


  "Just let me escape with you," the man pleaded. "I'd rather die of Kandrona starvation than face Visser Three."


  WHAM!


  WHAM!


  Someone was ramming a very large, very heavy object against the outer door.


  <They'll bring up some Dracon beams soon,> Marco warned. <No time!>


  <We are not leaving these people behind,> Cassie said.


  <No. We're not,> Prince Jake agreed. <Ax. Rachel. And me, at the door. Everyone else, bust these people loose.>


  WHAM! WHAM! WHAM!


  The door rattled. Bent inward.


  Looking back with my stalk eyes, I saw the caged humans begin to stir. Cassie turned off the bio-stasis. The humans moved around in their cages.


  "Animals! That's a bear!" one man cried.


  "Yeah, well, what's that?" a woman said, pointing at me.


  WHAM! WHAM! WHAM!


  <Everyone climb out of the cages. We're getting out of here,> Prince Jake ordered.


  "Says who?" a gnarled old man demanded.


  <Says no one,> Cassie said gently. <Your choice. Stay or go.>


  "Yeah? Well, this shelter is terrible. I'm going back to the Salvation Army," the man said.


  <Hmmm,> Cassie said. <I believe that was a human being exercising free will.>


  <You are going to gloat about this forever, aren't you?> Marco asked her.


  <Yes. I am.>


  <Okay, how do we get out of here?> Prince Jake asked the Controller scientist.


  "Follow me."


  We formed a bizarre parade. Cassie and me, with the scientist up front. A dozen shabby, confused, but free humans. And bringing up the rear, tensed and ready for the Yeerks to pour into the room, the rest of my friends.


  <I have a question,> I told the scientist. <A scientific inquiry.>


  "Andalites," he said without any particular anger. "At least your people genuinely appreciate science."


  <The chimpanzees. You said your formula was ineffective because sentience cannot be separated from free will. So I must ask: Did the formula work on the chimpanzees? Are they, in fact, sentient?>


  "The chimpanzees? The formula had no effect. But was it because their will remained unaffected? Or merely because there was no free will to affect? We do not know."


  <I know,> Cassie said.
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  "In the annals of stupid, screwed-up, pointless missions that was the stupidest, most pointless of them all," Marco said.


  It was the next day. We were at the mall. In the food court.


  A food court is a sort of temple of exquisite foods. I was there in human morph, naturally. Meaning that I had a mouth. Tobias was also human.


  And soon, very soon, as soon as Rachel came back from standing in the lines, I would have a delicious cinnamon bun.


  "I mean, all this trouble for what? For a Yeerk plot that was already a total failure. We could have stayed home."


  "We set some chimpanzees free," Cassie said. "And some humans, too, which, Marco, is even better."


  Marco laughed. "Oh come on, you know you're a hopeless tree-hugging animal nut. Come on. You're wearing Birkenstocks right now, aren't you? Confess."


  Rachel came back carrying a tray of foods. Including my delicious, incredible cinnamon bun. She handed various items to my friends.


  Then, at last . . . the bun!


  I began to eat it, taking care not to eat the paper plate as well, since I have learned that is considered improper.


  "Here's your burger, Marco," Rachel said.


  "Oh! I can't believe this. A burger?" Cassie said. "After Ax was nearly carved up? After being in that slaughterhouse?"


  Marco opened his mouth wide and took a very large bite. He chewed as we all watched. The burger appeared to be juicy, with a great deal of tasty grease.


  Rachel tapped her fingers on the table and stared at Marco with an indecipherable expression. Prince Jake also stared.


  "Be right back," Rachel said and stood up.


  "Get me one, too," Prince Jake said. "Extra pickles."


  "Mmmfff!" I said, unable to make proper mouth sounds because of the large wad of unchewed cinnamon bun.


  "I think that makes three," Prince Jake said.
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  My name is Cassie.


  I wish I could tell you my whole name. Because that would mean I was a nice, normal girl. But I'm not either one. Not nice. Not normal.


  Okay, my friends think I'm nice. Marco is always calling me a tree-hugger. And even though I don't actually hug trees, I do care about them. Which makes me nice, right? A girl who cares about trees can't be anything but nice.


  Unless that girl has also ripped a living creature's throat out with her bare teeth. Which I have.


  I was in wolf morph, deep in battle. Seven Hork-Bajir against six of us. Jake gave the order to retreat. And either right before he said it, or right after, I yanked the throat out of the Hork-Bajir I was fighting.


  I hope it was right before. I hope that I didn't go in for the kill when I could have just run. But I'm not sure.


  That's why I don't think I qualify as nice. You've probably already gotten a clue why I don't qualify as normal.


  Here's the short version: An Andalite prince named Elfangor gave the power to morph to me and four of my friends. He knew he was about to die, and he didn't want to leave Earth defenseless against the Yeerk invasion.


  He showed us a small blue box. We pressed our hands against it. And we were changed.


  This morphing cube was lost for a while. Now we have it again. We've used it once, to add an Animorph to our group.


  Then we had to subtract that new Animorph. And we've kept the blue box hidden ever since.


  Since that night in the construction site, since that change, the five of us, plus Elfangor's younger brother, have been fighting the Yeerks.


  Yeerks are parasites. A Yeerk enters a host through the ear canal, flattens itself out on the brain, and takes over completely. The host creature can't scratch an itch unless the Yeerk wants it to. We call a being who has been taken over that way a Controller.


  You must be thinking the Yeerks are pure evil. But let me tell you what it's like to be a Yeerk who isn't in a host. Yeerks are basically gray slugs. No hands, no legs, no eyes, no ears.


  If a Yeerk wants to be free, free to really move, free to see the beauty of the world around it, free to hear music or even the sound of rain on leaves, if a Yeerk wants that, it has to have a host. If a Yeerk wants to be free, it has to make another living creature a slave.


  Not an easy choice, is it?


  I know something about hard choices. I've made a lot of them since I became an Animorph. And one of the hardest was whether I wanted to be an Animorph at all. Because I know that when - if - this whole thing is over, it may be too late for me to be either nice or normal ever again.


  Like I said, I know something about hard choices.


  "So, Cassie, here's your choice. If you were on a desert island, who would you want to be with you - Baby Spice or Marco?" Rachel asked as we sat down at our usual lunch table.


  "Huh?" What else could I say to that question?


  "It's the desert island game," Rachel answered. "You pick two annoying people. Then you have to choose which of them you'd rather be on a desert island with."


  I glanced across the cafeteria at Marco. He and Jake were sitting at a table by the windows.


  "Marco is not -" I began.


  Rachel grabbed me by the arm. "Hey, shush. Listen to Allison and Brittany," she whispered.


  I pulled my yogurt from my backpack and tried to eavesdrop without looking like I was eavesdropping. Allison and Brittany were sitting at the other end of our table.


  "Maybe I should ask him to the dance," Allison said.


  This is what Rachel wanted me to hear?


  "Do it," Brittany urged. "Jake has gotten so cute."


  Wait. Did she say Jake? The Jake? Or some other Jake?


  I shot a glance at Brittany and Allison. They both stared over at Jake. As in Jake, the leader of the Animorphs. As in my Jake.


  Now you're probably picturing us walking around school hand-in-hand, maybe kissing by the lockers before class. But it's not like that. It's more an inside kind of thing. We've only kissed one time. Although I would like it to happen again.


  But most people at school don't have a clue we're together. Obviously.


  "Hey, Allison. Hey, listen up." Allison looked over and Rachel shook her head slowly. "Uh-uh. Don't even think about it. Jake's with Cassie."


  My face got hot as both Brittany and Allison started checking me out. I'm not beautiful like Rachel. And I admit I sometimes have a little bird poop on my jeans. I spend a lot of time helping my dad take care of the animals at the Wildlife Rehabilitation Center he has out in our barn, and birds, being birds, will poop.


  But that stuff doesn't matter to Jake. I know how he feels about me.


  Allison tossed her long red ponytail over her shoulder. "It doesn't look like Cassie and Jake are together," she told Rachel. "He's sitting over there. She's here. There, here. Waaayyy over there, as opposed to right here."


  "Yeah," Brittany chimed in. "Has Jake even asked her to the dance?"


  They didn't even ask me their questions. They acted like I was invisible. I'm used to that. Rachel is one of these people who seem to go through life with a spotlight focused on them at all times.


  "The dance? Of course he asked her to the dance," Rachel said.


  Then she stood up and grabbed my yogurt in one hand and my backpack in the other. "Allison, Brittany, we, Cassie and I, are going over there. Waaayyy over there."


  Rachel marched across the cafeteria toward Marco and Jake. I had no choice but to follow.


  "You and my cousin make me want to hurl," she said over her shoulder. "Jake can face death every day, but he can't manage to ask a girl to a dance. And you're no better."


  "Me? What am I supposed to do?" I protested.


  "Duh. Even Allison the Airhead knows," Rachel said.


  Rachel sat down next to Marco. She put my yogurt down next to Jake. I took the hint and sat next to him.


  "We are all going to the dance Thursday night," Rachel informed Jake. "And you are taking Cassie."


  Jake choked on his macaroni and beef. Marco started banging him on the back.


  "So, Rachel, I guess that means you need a date, too, huh?" Marco said. "I could make time in my busy schedule."


  "Look at that! A flying pig!" Rachel exclaimed. Then, "Oh, sorry, my mistake. I thought for a minute I saw a flying pig. But I didn't. And that's the only time I would go out with you."


  Jake was recovering. His face was red. I waited for him to tell them we wouldn't be going to the dance. I thought he'd say that we had to spend that night doing some kind of Yeerk surveillance or something.


  But Jake just smiled at me. "We could use a night doing something nice and normal."


  "Oh, man," Marco moaned.


  "What?"


  "Every time we try to do something nice and normal it ends up turning out nasty and weird," he said. "Every single time."
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  The dance.


  Picture loud music. Picture chips and dip and a bowl of trail mix. Picture the lights low, the decorations limp, the teachers standing outside the rest rooms discussing whether there would be a teachers' strike.


  Picture guys mostly with guys, girls mostly with girls. But with lots of eye contact.


  Not my kind of place, really. Rachel had forced me to wear a dress. She had dragged me through the mall, dressing me up like her own personal Barbie doll.


  I had on shoes I could never run in. I was even wearing makeup.


  I felt like the largest, most obvious dweeb in the history of dweebs.


  "Ax-man, someone is checking you out," Marco said.


  I wasn't surprised that Ax was getting some attention. His human morph is cute. More pretty than cute, really.


  "No way. She's looking at me," Tobias said. He shot a quick look at Rachel to see how she liked the idea of another girl giving him the eye.


  "Uh-huh. Maybe after the dance you could take her back to your tree," Rachel said, batting her eyes at Tobias.


  Tobias laughed. "Hey, the chicks go wild for the feathers, bay-beee." He laughed again. "Sorry. Ax had Austin Powers on his TV last night."


  I looked at Allison. Marco was right. She was staring at Ax. I guess she figured if she couldn't have Jake, she'd go for the cute new boy.


  Not that Tobias isn't cute. And he might as well be a new boy. He went to our school for a while, back when he was human. Back before he was trapped in his red-tailed hawk morph.


  Now no one seemed to recognize him. But, then, he's totally different from the kid bullies used to pick on. He doesn't project those I'm-helpless-so-come-and-terrorize-me vibes at all anymore.


  Partly that comes from living a life where even the good times are dangerous. Partly it's that he's sort of forgotten how to express emotions with his face. Smiling when he's happy just isn't natural to him anymore, because hawks don't smile. Now when people look at Tobias, they notice the strangeness of his blank face, not the face itself. Even when he laughs he doesn't really smile.


  "Checking me out? What does that mean?" Ax asked.


  "It means that girl over there is warm for your form," Marco told him. "It means she wants your body."


  Ax started to look a little nervous. "My bod-deee? Body, body, bawd-eee?"


  Ax normally does not have a mouth. In human morph, with a mouth, Ax can be . . . unusual.


  "She's making her move," Marco told Ax. "Although if you want to get rid of her just try saying 'bod-eee' like that a few times."


  "Buh-dee. B-dee," Ax said, continuing to play with the sound.


  Of course if Allison knew what Ax really looks like, she'd run screaming in the other direction.


  Ax's Andalite body is strange. Strange and beautiful and intimidating, too. Picture this: a blue-and-tan deer-like body, a giant scorpion tail, a pair of small arms, a humanoid head with no mouth, and two extra eyeballs mounted on stalks.


  Allison stopped in front of Ax. She smiled and tossed her red hair around.


  "Hi. I wanted to know if you, you know, want to dance?" Allison said.


  Ax nodded. "I would like to shuffle my artificial hooves to the music with you. But you cannot have my body. My bod. Dee. My bo. Dee."


  Allison backed away. "Ah. Oh. You know what? I hear my friend calling me," she said. Then bolted.


  A wild burst of laughter escaped my mouth. I couldn't help myself. The expression on Allison's face -


  "Bo. Dee," Ax repeated. "I enjoy the way my tongue hits the front of my mouth when I say that. Dee. Oh! Food! Do they possess the delightful flavors of grease, salt, and sugar here?"


  Ax also likes to use his mouth to eat. To a dangerous extent.


  Sometimes when I watch Ax experiencing the sense of taste I find myself thinking about the Yeerks. When they enter a host they get hit with thousands of new sensations.


  I can hardly wrap my mind around what it must feel like. I have to narrow it down for myself. I'll pick one thing, like color. Then I'll close my eyes and try to imagine I have never seen any color of any kind.


  When I open my eyes the array of colors around me makes me dizzy. And color is only one part of sight. And sight is only one of the new senses Yeerks experience in a host.


  I didn't bother telling my friends what I was thinking about. None of them are all that interested in considering the joys a Yeerk can find in a host. Not that I blame them.


  Yeerks are the enemy. It's easier for us to do our job if we see them as evil. Pure evil.


  I shook my head and told myself that a dance wasn't the time to get all philosophical. Especially my first real kind of date with Jake. A date involving an actual dress. And makeup. I tuned back in to the conversation.


  "Baby Spice or Oprah?" Marco was saying, looking thoughtfully at Rachel.


  "What do you have against Oprah?"


  "She's on my list of 'people I've heard way too much about.'"


  "You have an actual list?" Tobias asked skeptically.


  I smiled. It was just dumb, normal, pointless conversation. It was nice to be normal sometimes.


  Jake must have felt the same way. Our eyes met. "Want to dance?"


  "I'm not very good," I said.


  "I dance like a lumberjack," Jake said.


  "Like a lumberjack who's just chopped off one of his own legs," Marco interjected helpfully. "Like a one-legged lumberjack whose remaining leg is a tree stump and -"


  Jake grabbed my hand and pulled me out onto the dance floor. The dance floor formerly known as the basketball court. And then I was dancing. With Jake.


  I gave a little twirl of happiness. Is it horrible to admit that I hoped everyone was watching? Especially Allison?


  Even if it's horrible, it's true. I liked the idea of everyone knowing that I, Cassie of the some-times-bird-pooped jeans, was with Jake.


  Jake smiled at me. He has a great smile, even though it always looks a little strange on his face. Just because he's usually so intense, making life-and-death decisions for us all. Making more hard choices than I ever have to make.


  I smiled back, and gave another twirl. I spotted Ax, Marco, Rachel, and Tobias dancing in a group nearby. I hoped that Rachel and Tobias got a chance to break away and have a dance by themselves.


  I tried to catch Rachel's eye. I thought maybe I could give her some kind of signal that she and Tobias shouldn't spend the whole night hanging with Ax and Marco.


  But Rachel's gaze was locked on Ax. As I watched, an expression of amazed horror crossed her face.


  What was wrong? I jerked my eyes to Ax, and felt my own face twist into an expression that mirrored Rachel's.


  Ax's head! A lump on the top of Ax's head was throbbing to the music.


  "We have a problem," I whispered to Jake.


  Chapter 3


  



  Jake and I shoved our way through the mass of bopping, spinning, shaking bodies. By the time we got to the group, Marco had his flannel shirt off. He started to fold the shirt into a bandana just as -


  Boing!


  Ax's eye stalk burst out of the lump.


  I did a quick scan of the gym. Had anyone seen? No. Everyone was busy dancing. Or hoping someone would ask them to dance. Or psyching themselves up to ask someone to dance.


  Rachel grabbed the shirt out of Marco's hands and wrapped it around Ax's head.


  And here's the thing about Rachel, even in a crisis: The bandana actually looked good.


  "Ax, you're starting to demorph. You've got to stop," Jake told him.


  Ax giggled. "Demorph. Dee, dee. That is a very pleasant mouth sound. Dee!"


  "He's delirious," I said. I felt the adrenaline start to pump through my body. This was a very bad situation here.


  "Another dee," Ax said happily, swaying.


  I heard a soft shushing sound. And a patch of blue fur sprouted on Ax's neck.


  "Equipment room should be empty," Jake said. "To the right of the bleachers. Far side. Move, move, move!"


  We formed a circle around Ax and headed across the dark, noisy gym as fast as we could.


  We reached the equipment-room door. I grabbed the doorknob. Turned it.


  Locked.


  "Out the guys' locker-room windows," Marco said.


  "Two teachers always supervising in there," Jake reminded him.


  "Not in the girls'," Rachel told him.


  "Go straight behind the punch table. The line in front will give us some cover," Jake ordered.


  "You're telling me there's no teachers monitoring the girls' room?" Marco demanded. "That is so unfair!"


  We squeezed between the punch table and the wall, all of us keeping one hand on Ax.


  "We'll meet up in the parking lot," Jake said when we reached the locker room. He, Marco, and Tobias let go of Ax and turned toward the main exit.


  I jerked open the door. And Brittany and Allison walked out in a cloud of Love's Baby Soft perfume.


  "She wants my body! BDEEE! BDEEE!" Ax screeched in terror. He broke away from me and Rachel and bolted for the main exit.


  "He's heading toward Chapman and Mr. Tidwell," Rachel cried.


  Vice Principal Chapman. A known Controller.


  And Mr. Tidwell. The strictest teacher in the school.


  We all tore after Ax. We caught up to him just as Chapman grabbed him by the arm.


  Ax's flannel-shirt turban had gotten loose during his dash across the gym. One shake of his head could send the shirt fluttering to the floor.


  Giving Chapman a good look at Ax's eye stalk. A fatal look.


  "He's obviously been drinking," Mr. Tidwell said. "I know this boy. I'll call his parents."


  Before Chapman could answer, Mr. Tidwell marched Ax out of the gym and into the hallway. We started after them.


  Chapman blocked us. "No one is allowed outside the gym until the dance is over unless a parent gives permission."


  "We're his friends. We have his medication," I blurted. A delirious Ax alone with Mr. Tidwell - that couldn't happen.


  Chapman studied us for a moment.


  "Two minutes," he said. He stepped aside and we slammed through the door.


  We acted without hesitation. Rachel and Marco squeezed between Ax and Mr. Tidwell. Jake, Tobias, and I pulled Ax down the hall to the drinking fountain and shoved his head down. We huddled close, trying to block Mr. Tidwell's view with our bodies.


  I took a quick glance at Mr. Tidwell. How were Rachel and Marco doing?


  They stood shoulder-to-shoulder in front of Mr. Tidwell, keeping some hallway between him and Ax. At least for now.


  "He's from out of town," I heard Rachel say as I turned back to Ax. "Jake knows what to do."


  "He takes special pills," Marco added desperately. "For narcolepsy. Or epilepsy. Some kind of epsy."


  "In a few minutes he'll be fine," Rachel promised.


  I shot another look their way. Mr. Tidwell hadn't budged. He was staring straight toward Ax.


  I leaned even closer to Ax and whispered in his ear. "Ax, can you get your human morph all the way back? At least until we make it outside?"


  Ax didn't answer. His lips were melting together.


  "Mr. Tidwell! Some guys in the bathroom have cherry bombs. They're going to blow the lids off all the toilets!" Marco yelled. "It'll be a toilet massacre!"


  Tidwell still hadn't taken a step back toward the gym. But Rachel and Marco had kept him from moving toward us. So far.


  Two legs shot out of Ax's chest.


  KA-BANG. KA-BANG. The hooves slammed against the tile wall over the drinking fountain.


  Chinkle, plop, chinkle. Tile and plaster rained down onto the metal fountain.


  Tidwell might not have seen that. But he had to have heard it.


  "See?" Marco yelled. "Cherry bombs everywhere!"


  Shloop. Shloop. Ax's legs sucked back into his chest.


  P-p-pop. His lips separated.


  Ax looked like a regular kid again. "The medicine is kicking in," I called. I shot a frantic glance at Mr. Tidwell.


  "We should get him home,"' Jake said loudly. Then he lowered his voice. "Now we walk him past Tidwell and hope Ax can keep it together until we get outside."


  Jake started down the hall first. Tobias and I each took one of Ax's arms and fell in behind.


  It was going to work. Ax wasn't babbling or demorphing. Mr. Tidwell wasn't yelling for our parents' phone numbers.


  In another three steps, we'd reach him. Then in two more steps we'd be past him.


  One. Two.


  Riiiip.


  I did not like that sound. I did not like it at all.


  I looked over my shoulder just in time to see Ax's giant scorpion tail tear through his pants, swing to the left - and knock Mr. Tidwell on his butt.


  Chapter 4


  



  I rushed over to Mr. Tidwell and helped him up.


  "Are you okay?" I asked. At least Ax caught him with the side of the blade. Otherwise Mr. Tidwell's head might be staring up from the floor at his own body.


  Mr. Tidwell didn't answer. He just took me by the elbow and led me down the hall away from the others.


  What was he doing? What did he want with me? The adrenaline had started pumping back in the gym. Now I could practically feel it slamming through my veins.


  I shot a look over my shoulder. Marco and Tobias huddled around Ax. Jake was holding Rachel back from going after us. "Don't say anything," he mouthed to me.


  I knew what was going through Jake's mind. It was going through mine, as well: Tidwell could not know. Could not. No matter the price.


  "We really should get our friend -" I began when Mr. Tidwell pulled me to a stop.


  "Don't. I know your friend is an Andalite," he told me, his voice calm and matter-of-fact.


  My mouth went dry. My throat, too. Just became a total desert. I wanted to tell Mr. Tidwell that I had no idea what he was talking about. But I couldn't get out a word.


  "I also know who you are and what you are. All of you," Mr. Tidwell continued.


  Sweat popped out on my hands, under my arms, and down the center of my back. It was like all the moisture from my mouth and throat had migrated. Migrated and multiplied.


  Mr. Tidwell was a Controller. No question about that. And that meant he could not walk away. Could not live to hurt us, to destroy us.


  I prepared to morph.


  I heard Ax's hooves slam into the wall again. But I didn't take my eyes off Mr. Tidwell.


  He looked so ordinary. Thinning gray-brown hair. A little bit of a paunch. Wire-rim glasses. Medium-blue eyes.


  But that's the thing with Controllers: They look like anyone. They are anyone.


  "I am Illim. I control Mr. Tidwell. We are both part of the Yeerk peace movement. We have a message for you from Aftran Nine Four Two," he continued.


  I turned and gave Jake an I'm-okay-give-me-a-minute signal. I needed to hear what Mr. Tidwell had to say.


  He knew Aftran. Maybe that meant Mr. Tidwell was a friend, too. Make that Illim, the Yeerk inside Mr. Tidwell's head, because that's really who I was talking to. I felt the muscles in my shoulders relax the tiniest bit.


  Aftran is the Yeerk who made me think about Yeerks in a different way. Aftran made me realize that Yeerks are individuals, no two alike. She forced me to accept that all Yeerks are not our enemies.


  The night I ripped the throat out of the Hork-Bajir, I also killed Aftran's brother. Aftran's brother was the Yeerk controlling the Hork-Bajir.


  Aftran, in the body of Karen, her little girl host, had tracked me down, planning to turn me over to Visser Three.


  Long story short: I saved her life. She saved my life. And then Aftran willingly returned to life as a blind, helpless, sluglike creature. She sacrificed her freedom to free Karen.


  "Dee! Buh-DEE!" Ax bellowed, jerking me out of my thoughts.


  I cleared my throat. "What message?"


  "Aftran has been taken by Yeerk security," he answered.


  "When?" I demanded. "Is she okay? What has she told them? Why didn't you find me sooner?"


  Mr. Tidwell held up both hands. "Aftran is unharmed, for now. She hasn't been questioned yet," he told me. "Visser Three wants to handle the interrogation personally."


  A cold lump formed in my stomach. Interrogation by Visser Three meant torture. I was sure Aftran would hold out as long as she could. But she would end up telling the Visser everything she knew.


  Which was everything I knew. Aftran had been inside my head. She had unlocked all my memories. She knew all there was to know about the Animorphs.


  "When?" I asked. I wrapped my arms around myself.


  I caught a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye. Ax's legs were slamming out of his chest and getting sucked back in. Over and over.


  "The interrogation will be held in the next few days," Mr. Tidwell answered. "The Visser is attending a reinduction seminar on the Blade ship."


  So we had a little time. We could stop this.


  Mr. Tidwell's watery blue eyes searched my face. "I'm sure you understand that Aftran could destroy the Yeerk peace movement. And you."


  I nodded. "Where is she being held?"


  Mr. Tidwell swallowed hard. "Aftran is imprisoned in the Yeerk pool. We need your help getting her out."


  The Yeerk pool. The perfect place for an ambush.


  I told myself to start acting smart. I couldn't believe whatever Mr. Tidwell said just because he used Aftran's name.


  "How do we know this isn't a trap?" I asked, searching Mr. Tidwell's face. "How do we know we can trust you?"


  "If you couldn't trust me, you'd be dead right now," he answered. He glanced at the gym door. "If I don't go back in, Chapman will come looking for us. I'll be in touch. Get the Andalite out of here."


  Mr. Tidwell hurried back into the gym. I hurried back over to Ax and the others.


  "Are we just going to let Tidwell walk back in there?" Rachel demanded. "After what he saw?"


  "He's with the Yeerk peace movement," I said.


  "Yeah, that's where they say please before they shove their slimy bodies into your ear and take control of your brain," Marco spat out. "What are you, crazy?"


  "He saved us from Chapman tonight," I protested.


  "So what?"


  "Shut up!" Tobias snapped, in a totally un-Tobias way. "All I care about right now is getting Ax home."


  "He's right. Let's move," Jake said.


  I wrapped my arm around Ax's shoulders and helped Tobias lead him outside.


  I didn't like the way Ax was looking. He was completely back in his human morph. But a gooey green-yellow pus was gluing his eyelashes together. And his lips were chapped, like when you have a high fever.


  "How are you doing, Ax?" I asked.


  "I am dee-dee-dee-lirious!" he cried.


  Chapter 5


  



  As soon as we got outside the school, I managed to talk Ax through the demorph into his Andalite body. Once he was back in his own form, he stayed there. Big relief.


  Tobias demorphed, too. He flew overhead and told us which streets to use to avoid the most people. And where to hide Ax when we were close to getting caught. We made it back to the barn, but it was not a fun trip.


  "Put him in the last stall," I instructed. "Marco, fill the trough with water. Rachel, get him a blanket from the pile by the door. Jake, go to my house and get the thermometer from the bathroom; I can't use the veterinary equipment. I need the one you can use in your ear. Don't worry about my parents. Out."


  I glanced up and saw all three of them staring at me. It's true that I'm not usually the one barking the orders. But I'm the one who knows about taking care of sick animals. Not that Ax is an animal, exactly.


  "I feel like I'm on ER," Marco said as he headed toward the hose. "I've definitely got a Noah Wyle kind of thing happening."


  <Anything I should do?> Tobias asked from his perch in the rafters.


  "Just keep a lookout," I answered.


  <You got it,> Tobias said.


  Rachel hurried over and handed a blanket to me. I spread it over Ax's back and shoulders. I could feel tiny tremors racing through him.


  "So are you finally going to tell us what Tidwell said or what?" Marco asked as he filled the trough. "I mean, if some Hork-Bajir are going to burst in the door any second I might want to bake a cake or something."


  "Ax is sick, Marco. We have to deal with that first," I answered.


  "If Tidwell talks, Ax is going to be worse than sick. He's going to be dead. We all are!" Rachel spat out. "Cassie, what did you say to him? What did he say to you?"


  I ignored her. Had to. She spun away and started pacing back and forth in front of the stall.


  "Can you tell me what's wrong with you, Ax?" I asked. "Have you ever felt like this before?"


  <Yamphut,> he mumbled.


  "What's that?" I asked.


  I needed Ax to tell me what to do to cure him. My parents are both vets. We probably have the best animal medicine library for miles. But there was nothing in any of those books about the care and feeding of an alien.


  "Come on, Ax," I said, my voice a little sharper. "What's Yamphut?"


  <It's a . . .> Ax's thought-speak faded.


  <Ax, come on. Stay with us,> Tobias said.


  "Let's try giving him a little water," I said. "Help me stick one of his hooves in, okay, Marco?" I asked.


  Marco topped off the trough and turned off the hose. Then we gently lifted Ax's right front leg and then placed his hoof into the water.


  Ax swayed, and I braced my shoulder against his side, letting him lean on me while he absorbed the water. I could feel him heaving against me as he pulled in ragged breaths.


  "That's enough," I said when Ax's hoof had been submerged about half a minute.


  Marco and I pulled his hoof out of the trough. Rachel grabbed another blanket and tossed it to Marco so he could dry Ax off. I stayed close in case he got wobbly again.


  "Okay, Ax. Try and focus. Tell us what Yamphut is," I said, speaking slowly and clearly.


  <Disease,> Ax answered. <Disease organisms collecting in my Tria gland.>


  Jake rushed back into the barn. "Got the thermometer." He slapped it into my hand scrub-nurse style. Then he sat down and leaned against the side of the stall.


  I slid the thermometer into Ax's ear and waited for it to beep. When it did, I pulled it out and checked the reading. "Ninety-five point five," I told the others.


  "I was sure he had a fever," Rachel said.


  "He might," I told Rachel. "But we don't know. Because we don't know what normal Andalite temperature is!"


  "Ax? Can you tell us?" Rachel asked him.


  <Ninety-one point three,> Ax gasped. <Of your degrees,> he added.


  "Ax, they are everyone's degrees, not our degrees," Marco started to argue. Then he stopped.


  About four degrees above normal. I wasn't liking this. I knew a few ways to try and break a fever. But I didn't know what effect they would have on an Andalite.


  What if something I did made him worse?


  "Tell us more about the Tria gland," I said.


  <Tria gland keeps disease organisms away from rest of body,> Ax answered.


  <That's good, right?> Tobias asked.


  It sounded good. Maybe Ax's body would heal itself.


  <But if it bursts. Bad. Disease organisms get loose,> Ax choked out.


  "How can we stop it from bursting?" Jake demanded.


  Ax locked all four of his eyes on me. He took my hand and gave my fingers a weak squeeze. His skin felt cold and slick with perspiration.


  <You must take it out. Or I will die,> he whispered.


  His main eyes closed. His stalk eyes drooped. <When temperature goes back to normal . . . Tria gland out. Or disease organisms kill.>


  "Okay. Okay, yeah. Where is the Tria gland?" I asked.


  <Tired.>


  "I know you're tired. And you can go to sleep soon. But first you have to tell me where the Tria gland is," I insisted. "Now, Ax!"


  <My head,> Ax answered.


  I felt the blood drain from my face. Instinctively, I turned to Jake. He was staring at Ax as if he couldn't believe what he'd just heard.


  The silence stretched.


  "I'm no brain surgeon," Marco finally said. "But it sounds to me like we're talking brain surgery here."


  Chapter 6


  



  Brain surgery. Images of blood, and scalpels, and delicate tissue. I didn't know if we could do it. But if we didn't, Ax would die.


  "Let's move to the other side of the barn," I said. "I want Ax to get some rest."


  That was true. But I also didn't want Ax to hear us start to freak, which I knew was about to happen.


  "Good idea," Jake said. He pushed himself to his feet and started across the barn, Marco and Rachel following.


  I slowly pulled my hand free of Ax's, my fingers slick with his sweat. "I'll be back in a little while," I whispered. "Bless your baby bones."


  The words just slipped out of my mouth. It's what my mom always says to me when I'm sick. Poor Ax. He must really miss his mother right now. At least when I'm not feeling well, I always like my mom making a fuss over me.


  And Ax was definitely not feeling well.


  I hurried over to the others and sat down on a bale of hay next to Rachel. I was tired.


  "Okay, so we kidnap a doctor and get him to do the surgery on Ax," Rachel burst out.


  "And then what?" I asked.


  She didn't answer. The answer was unacceptable. The only doctor we could trust with our secret was a doctor who quickly became dead.


  "I'm going to take his temperature every hour," I said. "We need to know when it drops down to ninety-one point three."


  "And then what?" Rachel demanded, echoing my question.


  "Then we get to play a live version of Operation. Except if we make a mistake, Ax's nose doesn't light up, his Tria gland explodes," Marco answered, his voice flat.


  <That's supposed to be funny?> Tobias demanded.


  "Yeah. And you want another laugh?" Marco shot back, angry. "Tidwell saw Ax go Andalite tonight!"


  "We need to hear what Tidwell said," Jake told me. He scrubbed his face with his hands. His drawn, pale face.


  I pulled in a deep breath. "Mr. Tidwell is part of the peace movement," I began. "The Yeerk inside him, Illim, had a message for me from Aftran. She's been captured. Sunday night Visser Three plans to interrogate her. Illim wants us to rescue her."


  "No way. It's a trap," Marco interrupted.


  "If the Yeerks already know who we are why bother with a trap? Why not just come to our houses and kill us?"


  We both turned to Jake. He rubbed his face again. "Coming to our houses would be messy. Attract attention. Getting us all to the Yeerk pool is a decent strategy."


  "Probably it is a trap, but we still have to go," Rachel said. "Because if Tidwell or Illim or whoever is telling the truth, we're dead meat. Aftran will crack when the Visser interrogates her, and she knows everything about us. Everything. Right, Cassie?" she said acidly, looking angrily at me.


  I met her gaze without blinking. My voice was steady. "That's right," I answered.


  I wasn't going to pretend that we wouldn't be in this situation if it wasn't for me.


  Marco had been about to kill Aftran. Which meant killing Karen, too. I let Aftran into my own head to get her out of Karen's body.


  To save the life of a person I didn't even know, I risked the lives of my friends. I'm not all noble and wonderful. I did it because I was a coward. I couldn't take the life of that little girl - or let Marco do it for me - even though I knew that by letting her live a whole planetful of people might die. Or worse, become infested by Yeerks.


  I risked all those lives on a pathetic little wish. A wish that together Aftran and I could make the first step toward peace between Yeerks and humans.


  My wish came true. Aftran didn't turn me over to Visser Three. She didn't use the information she found stored in my brain against me and the others. Instead she chose to live without a host. Blind and almost immobile.


  My choice turned out to be the right one.


  Or had it?


  "Rachel's right. We have to go in," Jake decided. "Tonight. If it's a trap, they won't be expecting us this soon, since Illim told us the Visser will be gone until Sunday."


  <What about Ax?> Tobias asked.


  "That's another reason to go in tonight," I said. "We get back before Ax hits his crisis."


  "We can't leave him in the barn," Jake pointed out. "Cassie's dad comes in here all the time."


  <Maybe we could fix up some kind of extra shelter around his scoop,> Tobias suggested.


  I shook my head. "Too damp in that field," I said.


  "Erek," Marco said. "The Chee owe us."


  "Good idea, Marco," Jake said. "Go. Now."


  Chapter 7


  



  Marco morphed and took to the air. The rest of us watched Ax sweat and tremble.


  "The Yeerks have probably figured out how we got in last time," Rachel said. "We need a new way in if we don't want to get ambushed."


  "Maybe it would help if we go over everything we know about the Yeerk pool's security systems," I suggested. "We know there's the Gleet BioFilter, and -"


  <Hunter-killer robots,> Tobias added.


  "It was never exactly easy," Jake said. "But it's harder, now."


  "There has to be a way," Rachel said.


  We went over everything we knew and came up blank. And Ax still trembled.


  I checked my watch. Time was running out. My parents would be home soon. First thing my dad would do was come to the barn.


  <Here come Erek and Marco,> Tobias announced at last.


  I glanced out the barn door. Erek and Marco, walking side by side, fast. If you saw Erek you'd think he was just a normal kid. He looks kind of like Jake, actually, only a little shorter.


  But Erek's an android. Part of a race called the Chee. And what you see when you look at him, that's just a hologram. Under the hologram Erek looks a little like a robot dog walking on its hind legs.


  "This is a change," Erek said. "I'm usually the one giving you guys some bad news."


  "You want bad news?" Rachel said. "Ax is no better, and we can't figure out how to get into the Yeerk pool."


  "Do you know anything about Andalite physiology?" I asked Erek.


  He shrugged. Or at least caused his holographic self to shrug. "Nothing."


  "Are any of your people surgeons?" I asked.


  Erek shook his head. "The guy who plays my father? He was a doctor back in fifteenth-century France. He knows nothing useful, trust me."


  "Erek, does the Yeerk pool have toilets?" Marco demanded suddenly.


  "Marco, not the time," Jake muttered.


  "Marco," Rachel warned, "be useful, or shut up."


  "Come on. It's practically like a city down there," Marco continued. "They must have a place for the human hosts to take a leak or get a drink of water," he insisted.


  "Sinks, toilets. They've got the works, sure," Erek answered.


  The Chee are heavily programmed against violence. But that doesn't mean they don't hate the Yeerks. And they are the best spies you can imagine.


  "That means they have plumbing. Pipes. And that also means we have a way into the Yeerk pool," Marco announced. "We morph into something small, something that can swim. Climb in one of our toilets, have Erek give us a flush, swim a little, and come out in one of the Yeerk sinks or toilets."


  "Oh, yeah, that should work," Rachel said. "What are you, nuts?"


  <The water pressure would be pretty hard to swim against,> Tobias commented.


  Jake lifted his head. "Not if we started from the water tower. Then we'd go with the pressure all the way." He started to sound a little excited. His eyes glittered. "Erek, can you tap into the city water department computers? Combine it with . . ." Jake sighed and wiped his mouth. "Combine it, with, um, with all you know about the Yeerk pool and . . . you know . . ."


  "And give you a map? Directions?" Erek nodded. "I can give you directions to any sink or toilet in the place." He pointed at the computer my father and I use to keep records on the animals. "Mind?"


  "There's no modem," I said.


  Erek smiled. "Not necessary. I can be a modem."


  Marco shot a triumphant glance at Rachel. "See? Still think my idea is nuts?" His face darkened. "Wait a minute. It is nuts. What's the matter with me? Am I insane?"


  <Do we have a morph that could work?> Tobias asked.


  "Maybe cockroach," I answered.


  Jake shook his head. "There's a lot of pipe between the water tower and the Yeerk pool. I know they don't need to breathe much, but they do need to breathe eventually."


  Tobias said, <I have an idea. Eels. They have them in tubs behind the bait shop. They're thin. And they're pretty fast, I think. Tasty.>


  When I made a face, he said, <Hey, you think it's easy catching a mouse every day?>


  "Eels? Do it," Jake ordered. A second later, Tobias was gone.


  "Come on, Erek. We'll show you Ax's stall where we want you to do the hologram," Marco said.


  Ax was asleep. He shuffled his feet in the hay as we crowded around the low stall door, but he didn't wake up. I did a quick temperature check on him.


  Ninety-five point seven. Not much of a drop. Good. He wasn't close to the crisis point yet.


  "I think the best thing is for me to stay in the stall with Ax," Erek said. "I can project a hologram around us both."


  He slipped into the stall and closed the door behind him. A moment later, it was like he and Ax had disappeared. The stall looked completely empty.


  I leaned my head over the stall door. The air shimmered around me, then Erek and Ax appeared.


  "Thanks for doing this, Erek," I said.


  "No prob," he answered.


  "Don't you want a book to read in there?" I asked. "It's going to be boring."


  "I have several thousand books stored in my brain. Sometimes I pass the time by seeing how many I can read and comprehend at the same time."


  "Ooookay. Forget I asked."


  I pulled my head out of the stall. I took a closer look at the hologram protecting Ax and Erek. No wrinkle or ripple or shadow to make my dad suspicious.


  Unless he tried to go inside.


  He won't, I told myself. He'd be too busy taking care of all the sick animals in cages to go poking around in an empty stall. I hoped.


  "I just had a thought," Marco said.


  "I'll buy you a card to commemorate the moment." Rachel, of course.


  Marco didn't bother with a comeback. "If Ax goes into delirious mode, he could go running into town with underpants on his head or something.Erek won't be able to stop him."


  He was right. The Chee aren't programmed for violence. Any kind of violence.


  I looked at Jake. When stuff like this comes up, we all pretty much look at Jake.


  Jake dropped his head back and closed his eyes for a long moment. Then he made his decision. "We've got to risk it. If something goes wrong at the Yeerk pool, it might take all of us to fight our way out."


  I heard the flap of wings. Something oily slithered down my shoulder, then plopped onto the barn floor.


  <Sorry,> Tobias apologized. <I dropped that thing eight times on the way back. Lost the other one completely.>


  "Hence slippery as an eel," Marco joked. "By the way, what with this being a crisis and all, I'm not even going to mention the sheer, bizarre, utter stupidity of taking a long ride through the city water supply . . . But, just for the record, this is insane!"


  He picked up the eel and held it for a moment, absorbing its DNA. Then he handed it to Rachel. When she was finished, she handed it to Jake. He held it briefly, focusing, then passed it to me.


  "Did you get it already?" I asked Tobias.


  <Yeah,> he said. <Eels. Why don't I just keep my mouth shut? Slimy little thing. Looks like a Yeerk.>


  I glanced around the group. "I feel like we're missing someone," I said.


  Then it hit me. Really hit me.


  Ax. We'd be doing this mission without Ax.
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  An hour later Jake, Rachel, Marco, and I were treading water inside the water tower that sits in a corner of the mall parking lot, shivering in the cold water.


  You've seen the water towers I'm talking about: usually painted sky-blue. Steel. Four long legs and a big steel tank on top.


  It was not high-tech. Basically they pump water up into the tower, and gravity lets it run down to homes and businesses and the girls' bathrooms at schools.


  It was dark in the tank. Like being in a big swimming pool on the darkest night. Creepy. Except that this was the easy part.


  I kept repeating Erek's instructions. The precise number of large pipes, water mains, we'd pass by on left and right. The elbow turns. The main we had to turn into. Then the downward elbow, the smaller turnoffs, and finally the long vertical drop that would signal we were descending to the Yeerk pool.


  It was too much detail. Ax would have remembered it all. But Ax wasn't with us.


  "Okay, remember, the pipes are just a road. Lots of turns and twists, but if we follow Erek's instructions we'll come out in a pipe that feeds directly into the Yeerk pool. The tap is almost always open. The Yeerk pool sludge is largely composed of water." Jake was trying to keep everyone calm. But he didn't sound too calm himself.


  "Somehow I'm gonna end up getting flushed," Marco said grimly. "There is going to be flushing involved."


  "Let's just do this!" Rachel yelled impatiently. She sounded cold. I could barely see her in the faint light from the access door we'd left open.


  I turned my attention to the eel DNA inside me. The sound of my teeth chattering distracted me a little.


  Then the sound changed. It became higher and lighter. That's because my teeth were changing, multiplying, growing longer and thinner and razor sharp.


  Morphing is totally unpredictable. It's not like your body starts changing with the top of your head and goes on down to your toes. Or that your whole body changes all together, like a movie in slow motion.


  It's grosser than that. Weirder. Stuff pops out. Like the long, narrow fin that had appeared all the way down Jake's back.


  Other stuff disappears. Like Rachel's blond hair, which just got sucked into her head like a whole bunch of spaghetti into a very hungry mouth.


  Popping and shrinking is only part of the deal. My eyes shrank and rolled down to the tip of my nose. My nose and chin stretched out, out, out around my new needle teeth. My forehead collapsed.


  My bones liquefied, and my body caved in on itself until it was pencil-thin. Arms collapsing into my sides. Legs withering away completely.


  I felt a tickly, itchy feeling as a long fin sprouted all the way down my back and gills opened up behind my mouth.


  Teeny-tiny scales popped up all over my new body like goose pimples. Then an oily, slippery goop drenched me, oozing from my own body.


  <Everybody done? Then let's book. Straight out the hole in the bottom,> Jake ordered.


  I caught a flash of movement to my right. Food. Live food! Zip! Chomp!


  <Hey! That would be my tail! Whoever just bit me, get a grip,> Tobias complained.


  Man, for a scrawny little thing with a pencil body, eels are aggressive. The eel's instincts were telling me to bite anything that moved and ask questions later.


  And eat. I wanted live food.


  Then . . . Chomp! Sharp teeth bit into my midsection.


  <Okay, everyone stop biting!> I yelled. <Including me!>


  I clamped down on the eel brain, pushing the simple, screaming instincts away. No biting, I told myself. No biting.


  But then, something moved and . . .


  No! I stopped myself in the nick of time.


  <I am one mad little worm,> Rachel said with a laugh. <This eel has serious attitude.>


  <Let's just go,> Jake said.


  I began to move with a fluid, shimmying motion. Muscles stretched on one side, tightened on the other. My body went left, right, left, right. My tail whipped back and forth.


  Down and down. Maybe just thirty feet to a human, but a long dive to an eel the length of someone's finger.


  And, as we descended, I began to feel the current. We were at the bottom of a huge sink. We were going out through the drain. The water began to rotate, a tornado!


  Around, around, faster and faster!


  Then, suddenly . . .


  WOOOOSH!


  Straight down at a million miles an hour!
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  Down!


  Down through the hole, down a massive pipe, jet-black blankness all around. Nothing to see or smell or feel but the sensation of speed, of falling forever.


  <Now this is a water slide,> Rachel said, laughing a bit hysterically.


  I pulled some water into my mouth and pumped it over my gills. Had to remember to breathe.


  I whipped my body back and forth as hard as I could. We were going fast. But I wanted to go faster. Otherwise I was just a projectile, unable to keep my head forward and tail back.


  Suddenly, we were horizontal. But the speed didn't lessen. We were rocketing! Tearing along the pipe, blind, aware of nothing . . .


  No, not quite nothing. There was sound. Rushing water boiling around every slight imperfection in the pipe. And ahead . . . ahead a different sound. Louder. Water -


  <PIPE!> I yelled.


  We had a millisecond to react. We were at the pipe. The current yanked at my body and pulled it to the right. I fought it with all the sinewy strength of the eel's body.


  Then, we were past the water main.


  <That was the first one,> Jake said. <Everyone stay sharp. A lot more coming up.>


  We always heard them, but always almost too late. It was harrowing. A wrong turn and there would be no telling where we'd come out.


  We had two hours in morph. If we ended up in some dead end, without an open faucet we'd be trapped inside the pipe. Trapped. Unable to demorph. Unable to get out.


  We would spend the rest of our lives as eels.


  <Don't think about it,> I told myself. But I guess I said it in thought-speak because Tobias asked, <Don't think about what?>


  <Don't think about the fact that we could all end up trapped in a water supply tube heading to some toilet in some abandoned building that no one ever flushes,> Marco said. <Shhh! Don't think about it!>


  <Turn coming up,> Jake said. <Right turn. Then pass a left and take another right almost immediately. Then pass two and go left. We'll be there in a few seconds and the whole sequence will only take about three seconds. Don't think, don't talk, just react.>


  Jake was in the lead. I was right behind him. Tobias right behind me, then Marco and Rachel.


  Suddenly . . .


  Turn! Pass! Right! Pass! Pass!


  <Aaahhh!> Jake yelled.


  I ran into him, his tail was flailing madly. He'd been sucked into the wrong pipe.


  He was flailing, trying to back out, no time to turn . . .


  Chomp!


  I made a blind lunge. My razor teeth closed on tail.


  <Hang on!> I yelled.


  I felt Tobias pressing against me from behind.


  <Tobias! Grab me!>


  Sharp pain as Tobias clamped down on my tail. But now I couldn't swim. Tobias had me, but Tobias couldn't hold us against the current.


  <Get Cassie!> Marco snapped, having quickly grasped what had to be done.


  Chomp! Chomp!


  Don't ask me how they even found me, but they did. I was bleeding and vaguely in pain. But now it was three eels holding on to me.


  I contracted my body in a sudden, one-sided jerk. Jake was yanked back out of the pipe and into the main current.


  <Thanks,> Jake managed to say.


  <Okay, which way now?> Tobias asked.


  <Um . . . I . . .> Jake hesitated. He sounded woozy. Really out of it. Had he been that scared?


  Maybe so, but Jake had never failed to cope.


  I got a flash of him sitting in the barn with his head in his hands. Then another flash of the way his eyes looked when Marco came up with his plan to get into the Yeerk pool. I'd thought his eyes glittered with excitement.


  I would have slapped myself if I'd had hands.


  Jake was sick.


  Chapter 10


  



  <I think Jake is sick. That's why he's so out of it. He's feverish.> I sent my thought-speak to Rachel, Tobias, and Marco. <And I'm afraid it may be what Ax has. If he starts having demorphing spasms ->


  <He could get too big. He could get crushed in the pipes,> Rachel finished for me.


  <That does it. We've got to get him out of here,> Marco said. <But how?>


  <No. We're not aborting the mission,> Rachel shot back. <Marco and Cassie, you can deal with Jake. Tobias and I will go on.>


  <What, you're the boss now?> Marco demanded.


  <I can't remember if Erek said to take the third right after the second left or what,> Jake mumbled.


  <It's okay, Jake. It's okay,> I reassured him.


  <Yeah, I'm in charge,> Rachel asserted. <Someone has to be.>


  <Yeah, I'm going to happily follow some deranged violence junkie.>


  <You don't want me to be leader? Fine. How about Cassie? Or Tobias?>


  <Stop. Please just stop!> I exclaimed. <You're acting like Jake's dead or something. He's right here.>


  I opened up the thought-speak to include Jake. <Jake, I think you have the Yamphut. What do you want us to do?>


  There was a long moment of silence. <Jake? Did you hear me?> I finally asked.


  <Let's get out of here.>


  <Shouldn't two of us go on?> Rachel argued.


  <I . . . I don't . . . No. No. We all get out,> Jake ordered.


  <How? We're lost!> Marco said.


  <I . . . I don't . . .> Jake said woozily.


  I felt a wave of sick dread. We were lost. Lost in pipes that stretched for miles. Jake out of commission. No one with an idea.


  <It's like air!> Tobias said suddenly.


  <What?>


  <Air currents,> he said. <Sometimes I fly at night. Back up in the canyons. You can't see the walls of the canyon, you can't see the opening of the canyon and it's hard to get enough altitude to->


  <The point?!> Marco snapped. <Is there a point?>


  <The wind. It doesn't blow through canyon walls; it can only blow out through the opening. If you ride it, sooner or later, it'll take you out. Water is the same. Has to come out somewhere, right?>


  <So what? We ride the current?> I asked.


  <Yeah, yeah. We ride the current, going with the flow, wherever it's strongest. Simple.>


  <Simple, this?> Marco muttered.


  We rode. We had no concept of time. No idea where we were, how much time we had left in morph. We simply rode the current through blackness, swimming enough to keep control of our bodies.


  Forever. It seemed like forever. Down. Up. Right. Left. With Jake quieter and quieter. Moving more slowly.


  Then . . .


  <Hear that?> Marco asked.


  <Current is still strong,> Rachel said.


  <Really loud, isn't -> I started to say, then a sudden vertical jerk and woooosh, down a curving, rough-walled pipe, a sudden crush of pressure and . . .


  <Aaaaaahhhhhhhhhh!>


  No pipe! I was hurtling through the air!


  My eel eyes weren't good for much, but they could see the fire.


  The fire that was everywhere!


  <Aaaahhhh!> The others exploded from the end of the nozzle.


  We were five eels. Blown from the end of a fire hose, arcing through the air toward a burning building.
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  Through the air!


  Through a window.


  Splat!


  I hit, then skidded across a floor.


  <Demorph!> Rachel yelled.


  I didn't need any encouragement. The rush of water shoved me up against a stove. I was demorphing, water hammering me.


  But I didn't mind the water. The alternative was fire.


  My human eyes returned and instantly began to sting. I squinted, shielding my face with a slimy, vestigial hand. The others rose like horrible monsters from the swirling water.


  We were in a kitchen. The main fire was in the living room. I saw stairs.


  "Stairs," Jake gasped. "Up."


  We staggered, a half-morphed bunch of nightmares, up the stairs, away from the fire. Other hoses must have been hammering through the upper windows because water came down the stairs like a waterfall.


  We made it to the second floor. Jake leaned over the railing and threw up.


  "I don't see anyone up here," Rachel gasped, choking on the smoke.


  I nodded agreement. "Let's . . ." Then I started coughing. It didn't matter. We knew what to do.


  I don't think anyone noticed the birds of prey tearing out of a back window, singed and wet.


  We flew only a short way. Jake was too weak to stay in the air.


  We landed and demorphed.


  "Well, that was fun," Marco said. "Let's do that again, real soon."


  "Must be this stupid Yamphut," Rachel said, helping me to hold Jake up. "Jake was sick in eel form. Sick in human form, too."


  <Yeah. And Ax got sick in his human morph,> Tobias added. He was overhead, making sure we weren't being watched or followed.


  "We'll try again after school tomorrow," Jake told us when he stepped off the ladder. "If I'm not better, you'll have to go without me. I'm going home. Try to rest up."


  "Marco and I will walk you," I volunteered.


  "I'll morph to owl and fly back to the barn," Rachel told us. "Check on Ax. And I'll ask him what he knows about how the Yamphut affects humans, then call you at Jake's."


  Jake wiped his mouth with his sleeve. "You go back to the barn, too, Tobias. And stay there," he instructed. "Erek's hologram is good. But it's not enough. If Ax fights his way out of the stall, morph into something big and stop him. If his temperature gets close to -"


  "Ninety-one point three," I told him.


  "Right. Okay. Wow. Man, my mind is gone. This sucks. Like the flu. That's how it feels. Like I have to . . ."


  He bent over and heaved.


  "Like you have to chuck?" Marco suggested.


  Marco and I each wrapped an arm around Jake's waist and headed off. Fortunately the water tower was on the same side of town as Jake's house. But it was still a long way.


  Rachel and Tobias took off.


  "You ever notice how many different ways there are to say 'throwing up'?" Marco asked as we passed Dunkin' Donuts, the first in the row of fast food places dotting the main street running through town. "There's vomiting, of course. Hurling. Tossing your cookies. Puking, a classic. Ralphing."


  I was glad Marco was filling up the silence. Even though I thought he could have come up with a better topic.


  "There's cascading. But I prefer the terms that are more real. Like blowing chunks. Spewing your guts."


  Marco took a deep breath and kept on talking as we made our way past Taco Bell. "Tangoing with the toilet. That's a good one," he said reflectively. "Technicolor yawn."


  Jake broke away from us, staggered over to the curb, and - fill in your favorite term for puking here.


  "I give that a four," Marco told Jake. "Sorry, guy. But your projectile force was not where it should be."


  Jake started to straighten up. Then his knees buckled. Marco and I reached him just before he hit the pavement.


  Marco wrapped one of Jake's arms around his shoulders. I slid his other arm around me. Then Marco and I made a seat for Jake by linking hands underneath him.


  Soon Marco and I were huffing and puffing too much to talk. We turned off the main street, heading deeper into the residential section. A few porch lights were on but it was pretty dark. And quiet, except for said huffing and puffing.


  "Almost there," Marco panted.


  We turned onto Jake's block. When we reached Jake's porch, we gently lowered him to his feet. He wobbled a little, but managed to stay upright.


  "Don't let Tom see me. In case I morph," Jake muttered. I raised my hand to knock, but Jake's mom opened the door before we even had time to knock.


  "Jake has the flu," I lied.


  "I know. I'm on the phone with Rachel." Jake's mom held up the cordless. "She said you were on the way."


  "I think Jake's about to blow again," Marco exclaimed. He hustled Jake off down the hall toward the bathroom.


  "Can I talk to Rachel for a sec?" I asked.


  Jake's mom handed me the phone.


  "Rachel? It's me," I said.


  "Jake's lucky," Rachel told me. "Our other friend has a much, much worse case of the flu. Our other friend says he thinks Jake will just get the usual flu. You know, fever, throwing up, headache. Our friend has some long, partially delirious explanation that you don't want to hear."


  "Great. That's a relief at least," I said wearily.


  "The bad news is that we're probably all going to get sick, too. This strain of the flu is extremely contagious," Rachel continued. "Got to go. I think I just heard your parents' car."


  I stood there. Staring at the phone in my hand.


  If we all got sick, who was going to save Aftran? And who was going to operate on Ax?
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  I scrubbed my hands with hot, soapy water. Then I used my elbow to open the operating room door.


  "He's at the crisis point," Noah Wyle told me as I approached the patient. He slapped a shiny scalpel into my hand.


  "You're going to be just fine," I told the patient.


  "I trust you, Cassie," the patient answered.


  It was my dad lying on the table under the green sheet.


  "S-shouldn't he be anesthetized?" I stammered.


  Noah Wyle looked shocked. "Not for a Yamphut operation."


  I took a deep breath, the disinfectant burning the inside of my nose. I placed the blade on my dad's forehead.


  Tap, tap, tap.


  I looked up and saw Jake, Marco, Rachel, and Tobias behind the glass of the observation room. They tapped on the glass and waved to me.


  I turned my attention back to my dad. But it wasn't Dad on the table anymore. It was Ax. I didn't know where to make the incision. Was the Tria gland in the front of the head? The back?


  Tap, Tap, Tap.


  Why were they tapping again? Didn't they know this was a delicate operation? I needed to concentrate.


  Tap, Tap, Tap.


  The sound finally jerked me awake.


  "Cassie, you're going to be late for school," my mom called. She gave another tap, tap on my door.


  "I'm up!" I cried.


  I stood and opened the middle drawer of my dresser. I pulled on the first pair of pants and top my fingers touched. Then I pulled on my socks and shoes, yelled good-bye to my parents, and grabbed a Pop-Tart on my way out.


  I couldn't stop yawning. I felt as if I'd only gotten about fifteen minutes of sleep. Marco and I had taken turns watching Jake last night. Marco was there now. He would be until Tom left for school. We thought in his fever Jake might start talking about something that would prove fatal if Tom overheard.


  So I'd spent half the night as a fly on Jake's wall. Buzzing outside to the bushes to do quick demorphs and remorphs.


  Jake didn't say anything at all suspicious. Sick as he was, I think there was some part of him that knew how dangerous the wrong words could be.


  I rushed straight to the barn and over to Ax's stall. I stuck my head inside. Ax blinked up at me with his lovely almond-shaped eyes. <Sorry,> he mumbled.


  "I think he feels bad that he's sick when you need him," Erek explained.


  He handed me a chart with a notation of Ax's temperature every hour. It had dropped during the night. But less than a degree. It was at ninety-four point four. We had to operate when it got to ninety-one point three. There was still some time.


  I handed the chart back to Erek, and ran my hand down the soft fur on Ax's neck. "Even warriors get sick sometimes," I told him. "It's not your fault."


  <I've told him that about a million times,> Tobias said from his usual spot in the rafters.


  "I'll be late if I don't leave right now," I told them. "Tobias, you know where I am if you need me."


  I turned and bolted outside.


  I got to school about four minutes before the first bell. I headed straight to Rachel's locker.


  I waited for her to show until it was about one minute to the bell. Then I decided to check my locker. Maybe Rachel had been waiting over there for me.


  I trotted over. No Rachel.


  I hurried back to her locker. No Rachel.


  The first bell rang. I stood by Rachel's locker as the hallway started to thin out. When I was the last one there, I decided I had to head to class.


  I slipped into my desk about one second before the second bell. I pulled out a notebook and a pencil, and tried to focus on what the teacher was saying.


  But my mind was too full to take in any new information. I kept wondering how low Ax's temperature was now. And how Jake was doing. And where Rachel was.


  At least I could answer that last question for myself. I raised my hand and asked permission to go to the bathroom.


  My teacher wasn't too happy that I hadn't gone before class started, but she handed over the pass anyway.


  I rushed out the door, past the bathroom, and down to Rachel's first class. I peered in the little square window.


  Rachel was not inside.


  I turned and headed to the pay phone outside the gym. When I got to the phone I punched in Rachel's number. Rachel's mom answered on the second ring.


  "It's Cassie. Is Rachel there?" I blurted.


  "Rachel just fell asleep," Rachel's mom told me. "She was throwing up half the night."
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  When it was finally time for lunch, I rushed straight to the cafeteria. I scanned the tables for Marco.


  I felt a tap on my shoulder and figured Marco had found me. I turned around and saw Mr. Tidwell standing there.


  "We need to talk about the Spanish Club party," he said.


  He was trying to sound calm. But I could hear the tension in his voice. That was okay, he was probably hearing tension in mine.


  He led the way into an empty classroom and shut the door behind us. "Visser Three will be returning earlier than expected. Aftran's interrogation may begin as early as eight tonight. You have to act quickly."


  As he spoke, I couldn't stop myself from staring at his mouth. A Yeerk was moving his lips. Controlling his tongue.


  Was the Yeerk tightening the muscles in Mr. Tidwell's throat to create that sound of tension I'd picked up on? Was it all part of some plan to make me trust him? To make sure I convinced my friends to walk right into an ambush?


  "Why did you come to me?" I asked suddenly. "You say you know all about us. So you must know Jake is our leader. Why not go to him?"


  Mr. Tidwell sat down on the teacher's desk. "Aftran trusts you. Only you. She said you had proven yourself to her," Mr. Tidwell explained.


  Illim, I mean. It was so hard to think of him as anything but Mr. Tidwell.


  I wished Illim hadn't singled me out of the group. We should all be here. At least all of us who could be.


  The only thing I could do was try and make sure I asked everything the others would ask if they were here. It wasn't hard to figure out what Marco would want to know.


  "I have another question. What about Mr. Tidwell? The real, human Tidwell?"


  "When I first entered Mr. Tidwell, I was not part of the peace movement," Illim admitted. "He was an involuntary host. No. That is too nice a way to say it. He was my host, my slave."


  His eyes looked a little more watery than usual. Could the Yeerks control functions that were involuntary for humans? Could the Yeerk just push a neuron or something and stimulate a host's tear ducts?


  "It was partly experiencing Mr. Tidwell's distress that led me to join the movement," Illim continued. "His howls of fury and agony forced me to accept what I had done to him. At the same time I began to hear about a group of Yeerks who thought it was wrong to take an unwilling host."


  I nodded. It made sense to me. Hearing the endless cries of another sentient creature, knowing you had caused its pain. How could that fail to have an effect?


  Then I remembered something Aftran had told me. To most Yeerks, humans are like pigs. Just meat. Oink, oink.


  "It didn't happen all at once," Illim continued. "But gradually I realized that I did not want to inhabit Mr. Tidwell's body if it meant sacrificing his freedom for mine.


  "And now . . . now, Mr. Tidwell has something to say. I am repeating his thoughts as I hear them," Illim said.


  "Can't you let him talk for himself?" I asked.


  "I am speaking for myself," Tidwell said.


  "How can I know that?"


  "You can't."


  I hesitated. "Okay. What do you want to say?"


  "Cassie, I invited him to stay in my body," Mr. Tidwell explained. "I thought together we could do more for peace than he could do alone. He is within me now with my permission."


  There was no change in his voice or manner. But there wouldn't be.


  Tidwell swallowed hard. "My wife died a few years ago. For a long time, I didn't care about anything. I stumbled through my life. Getting myself to school. Getting home again."


  He leaned forward, his eyes locked on my face. "When Illim gave me my freedom back, I realized I wanted to do something with it. So I decided to join the fight. What could be more important?" he said. "And Illim and I, we've become friends. He's actually very good company."


  I didn't know if Marco and the others would believe that what I'd just heard was actually Mr. Tidwell and not some Yeerk trick. I wasn't sure I did.


  But I wanted to believe it.


  "Look, I want to help you," I told Mr. Tidwell/Illim. "But three members of the group are sick. Really sick. As in one requiring brain surgery. Isn't there some way the Yeerk peace movement can rescue Aftran without our help?"


  "Illim speaking now," he told me. "The peace movement is growing. We now have nearly a hundred members. But not all the Yeerks in the movement have hosts. And not all the hosts the others have are suitable for battle."


  Illim gave Mr. Tidwell's paunch a pat. "Can you imagine trying to fight Hork-Bajir in this?" he asked. "I'm sorry to hear that members of your group are ill. But when the Visser finishes with Aftran, he will know everything. And then every Yeerk in the peace movement will be dead. Their hosts as well. Everyone who has ever helped you will be rounded up and made Controllers," Illim continued. "Everyone you care about will be made Controllers. It will all end, Cassie. The defeat will be total, and permanent."


  I sat down and just buried my face in my hands for a minute. I felt like my head was going to explode. This was hopeless! An impossible rescue with half our strength gone?


  But there was no alternative.


  "Okay," I said at last. "If we can do it, we'll do it."


  I pushed myself to my feet and started to the door on shaky legs. Then . . . then an idea . . .


  I paused, and turned back.


  "Illim, if you had to survive for a few hours outside Mr. Tidwell, could you? Without being in the Yeerk pool, I mean," I asked.


  "As long as I stayed in some kind of liquid environment," he answered. He sounded a little puzzled.


  But I wasn't puzzled. Not anymore. I had a plan.


  A totally terrifying plan.


  But a plan.
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  "Hey, Marco. Wait up." I chased down the street until I caught up to him. I'd been hoping I'd find him on his way home from school. "I talked to Tidwell. Visser Three is coming back early."


  "Do you remember 'Five Little Monkeys'?" Marco asked me, grinning a loopy grin.


  "Did you hear me?" I demanded. "We've got to get Aftran out today. But I think I have a plan."


  "It was a song. More of a chant, I guess. With little hand gestures," Marco continued. Totally ignoring me.


  "It went like this." Marco began talking in a rhythmic singsong. '"Five little monkeys jumping on the bed. One fell off and broke his head. Mama called the doctor and the doctor said -'"


  I chanted the last line with Marco. '"No more monkeys jumping on the bed.' Yeah, yeah, can we move on?"


  "Then it would start again. Except with four little monkeys jumping on the bed," Marco said.


  I circled around in front of him and walked backward so I could look at him while I talked. "I remember it. Now, do you want to play jump rope or do you want to hear my plan?"


  "We're the five little monkeys," Marco said, staring me in the eye. "Well, six. Three of us already fell off the bed. Now there are only three of us left. Monkey Cassie. Monkey Tobias. And Monkey Marco."


  He gave a few halfhearted oooh-oooh-ooohs and scratched himself under the arms cartoon monkey-style.


  "You're scared, aren't you?" I asked. I dropped back into step beside him.


  "Yeah, I'm scared. Of course I'm scared," he shot back. "Ax could die. And we're getting ready to go into the Yeerk pool with half our usual fighting force. Half! That is unless another one of us keels over in the next couple hours. Which could happen."


  "You're feeling okay so far though, right?" I asked. I reached out and pressed my wrist against his forehead.


  Kind of warm. Kind of clammy.


  But we'd been walking. Marco had probably just worked up a sweat.


  "My eyes feel kind of weird. Kind of gummy," Marco admitted. "But they showed a film in Health today."


  "That could do it."


  "I guess now that Rachel's out of it, I get to be in charge," Marco said.


  "Yep. You're the man," I answered.


  "So since I'm the leader, I should hear about this plan of yours then," he said. Marco shifted his backpack to the opposite shoulder. Then switched it right back.


  "I talked to Mr. Tidwell at lunch. He told me himself he's willingly participating in the Yeerk peace movement. He thinks it's the most important work he could do," I explained. Marco didn't jump in with any nasty comment, so I kept talking. "Illim, Mr. Tidwell's Yeerk, told me he could survive for several hours if he's in liquid. He doesn't have to be in the Yeerk pool or anything."


  I took a deep breath. "I thought I could morph him, and -"


  "You want to morph a Yeerk?" Marco demanded. He started to make loud barfing noises.


  "I know it's kind of desperate, but . . ."


  My voice trailed off as Marco leaned into the bushes and threw up.


  I moved up behind him and rested my hand on his back. Finally Marco's back stopped heaving. He straightened up and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Then he turned to face me.


  "Another monkey just fell off the bed," he said. Then, with a crooked smile, he added, "Poor Cassie."


  I tried to smile bravely. But I wasn't feeling brave. I was feeling scared and alone.


  "Got to think about one thing," Marco said weakly.


  "What?"


  "What if . . .what if you pull it off?"


  Then he collapsed. And I was too busy hauling him back up to his feet to think about what he'd just said.


  Only later did it occur to me. Marco had seen the fatal flaw.


  If I succeeded. If I rescued Aftran. Then what? I'd have an outlaw Yeerk, without a host, and worse by far, without access to life-giving Kandrona rays.


  I could save Aftran. Only to watch her die.


  Chapter 15


  



  <Ax's temperature is down to ninety-two point eight,> Tobias announced from his perch as I rushed into the barn.


  I did a little math in my head. I'd been gone for about nine hours. Ax's temperature had gone down one point six degrees. So he was losing not quite two points an hour. So we had about eight hours before he hit the crisis.


  "Visser Three's coming back tonight," I told Tobias. I filled him in on my conversation with Mr. Tidwell and my plan.


  "I should make it back from the Yeerk pool before Ax needs us to operate," I said.


  If I made it back.


  I started toward Ax's stall.


  <Problem,> Tobias said. <His temperature has been dropping all day. His crisis could happen tonight, or a few hours from now, or basically now. I haven't been able to figure out a pattern. Sometimes it drops slow, sometimes fast.>


  "You might have to do it yourself. The surgery," I said. "You'll have to try to get Ax to tell you where the gland is. You can use that little room my dad uses when he has to set bones and stuff. There are supplies in there."


  <So, Rachel and Marco?> Tobias asked.


  "Yeah," I answered.


  <If I have to do it myself, I have to do it myself,> Tobias said. <Try to finish saving the world early. You know more about medicine and stuff than I do.>


  "I'll skip the post-saving-the-world party," I promised.


  I wanted to be here when Ax hit the crisis. But I wasn't sure I'd be able to do much more than Tobias could. Yeah, I knew how to splint a bird's broken wing and stuff a pill down a raccoon's throat.


  But that wasn't brain surgery. Not even close.


  One cut in the wrong place, and Ax could lose his ability to thought-speak. Or breathe. It would be so easy to cause him permanent damage. So easy to kill him.


  How could I live knowing I had killed a friend?


  That reminded me of Aftran. She was a friend, too. And pulling her out of the Yeerk pool meant excruciating Kandrona starvation unless I could think of a solution.


  I didn't know how Jake did it. How did he make life-or-death decisions and not go insane with guilt and grief?


  <Maybe I'll go check on the other patients,> Tobias said, pulling me out of my thoughts.


  "You should," I said. He wanted to check on Rachel. "I need to head out in about an hour."


  <I'll be back before then,> he promised. He beat wings out the hayloft window.


  I hurried over to Ax's stall. When I opened the door, Ax and Erek appeared in front of me.


  "How are you guys doing?" I asked them.


  <Erek has been teaching me how to play Rock, Scissor, Paper. Rock smashing scissor I understand,> Ax said. <And scissor cutting paper. But not paper wrapping rock. Rocks do not breathe, correct? So how would this hurt them?>


  "Paper beating rock. It is sort of weird," I answered.


  <Weird, yes. That is why I now owe Erek one million and seven dollars,> Ax told me.


  I raised my eyebrows at Erek. He shrugged.


  <One million and seven dollars. Is that a great deal of money?> Ax asked.


  "It's up there," I answered, giving his arm a quick pat.


  Ax pointed his stalk eyes toward the barn roof. <I don't see it up there,> he said.


  "I mean it's a lot. A lot of money," I explained.


  Ax kept his eyes focused upward. <Wait. Now I think I see it. I'll go get it.> He took a step forward and a spasm raced through his body.


  "That's okay," Erek said. "Don't worry about it. We'll play more later, and you'll win the money back from me."


  Ax didn't answer. He just kept staring at the ceiling.


  Erek leaned close to me. "He's been like this all day," he whispered. "He'll seem okay. And then he loses it."


  So he was still delirious part of the time.


  "Any close calls with my dad?" I asked. I glanced at the stall door. From this side, the hologram looked like a smoky silver cloud. I could only see faint shapes and shadows out in the barn.


  "Tobias had to buzz the cages once. The animals all freaked, and that kept your dad busy," Erek answered.


  "Just tell me you're not going to get this stupid illness."


  Erek smiled. "I've never been sick a day in my life. And I am really, really old."


  I turned my attention to Ax. "Ax. Hey, Ax. Come on, stop staring up there. I need you to talk to me."


  Ax slowly lowered his eye stalks.


  "Can you tell me where the Tria gland is? Can you point to the spot on your head?" I asked.


  <You said the test wouldn't cover the Tria gland,> Ax complained. <You said we didn't have to know the glands.>


  Oh, man. He thought he was back in school.


  "This isn't a test, Ax. You're not going to be graded or anything," I tried to reassure him. "Just take a guess. Where do you think the Tria gland is? I need to know."


  Thump. Thump. Thump.


  Erek grabbed my shoulder and pointed into the barn. A dark shadow moved closer.


  It was my dad thumping through the barn in his clunky work boots. And he was heading right for us.


  I threw myself at the stall door and scrambled over. It had to look like I had materialized out of thin air.


  "You don't have to do a thing out here," I blurted. "I already fed and watered all the animals myself."


  My dad peered over my shoulder. "Where were you hiding? I was sure the barn was empty when I came in."


  "I was right here the whole time. Got to get those bifocals, Dad," I said.


  My dad frowned. "You can't fool me, Cassie," he told me. "I know you were in that empty stall. And why."


  My heart gave a hard double thump.


  "You do?" I asked.


  He nodded. "You were pretending you were a horse, weren't you?" he asked.


  I hadn't played that game where I pretended I was a horse since I was about five. Okay, maybe six.


  But I didn't tell my dad that. I just gave him a weak smile. "Yeah. You caught me."


  Chapter 16


  



  As soon as I got my dad out of the barn, I fed and watered the animals. I had to since I'd said I'd already done it.


  Then I headed to the corner of the barn where my dad has a little workbench. He's not Joe Carpenter, but he did go through a spell where he was really into making birdhouses. Plus he makes cages sometimes and does repairs around the barn. So he had a decent selection of tools.


  I knew my dad had most of the stuff I would need for the Tria gland surgery in the operating room. But I didn't think he'd have anything I could use to cut through Ax's skull. My dad's a great vet, but he doesn't saw through bone much.


  I scanned the messy array of tools. Was there anything that could cut through bone?


  My dad had a saw with teeth I thought could handle the job. But the saw was way too long. Unless I was going to cut Ax's head straight down the middle like a big melon . . .


  I squeezed my eyes shut against the gory image that popped into my mind. I tried to reassure myself. The Tria gland probably wasn't too big. I'd only need to make a small hole.


  A small hole leading directly into Ax's brain. Somehow that thought wasn't all that comforting.


  I ran my eyes over the tools again. There was a power drill. That would definitely be able to make a hole through bone. But the hole would be too small.


  I saw a few more tools jammed behind a half-finished birdhouse. I picked it up, my fingers curling into the little round hole in the front.


  Hmmm. That little hole was probably about the size of the one I needed to make in Ax's skull.


  I remembered what tool my dad used to make it. It's called a hole saw. It looks sort of like a corkscrew. Except instead of a metal ring that fits around the top of a bottle, there is a little round saw.


  I rushed to the operating room, clicked on the fluorescent lights, and stashed the saw. Then I made a little pile of supplies I thought I might need: hemostats, retractors, scissors, syringes, surgical thread, cotton balls, bandages, betaine, alcohol.


  As I headed out of the operating room I heard a flapping sound. Then Tobias swooped through the hayloft.


  "How's Rach -" I began.


  <Didn't get there,> he answered as he headed toward his usual perch in the rafters. <Started to feel . . .>


  His words trailed off as he dropped lower for his landing. And lower.


  Way too low.


  "Tobias, watch out!" I screeched.


  THUMP!


  Tobias ran into the rafter headfirst.


  He plummeted.


  THUD!


  He landed on the barn floor. And lay still.


  "No! No, no, no!" I raced over to Tobias and dropped to my knees beside him.


  Gently I scooped him up. I couldn't tell which was trembling. His body. Or my fingers holding his body.


  "Tobias, are you okay?" I crooned.


  He didn't answer. "Tobias? Tobias!"


  <I swear I didn't drink the punch,> he answered.


  A little groggy. But definitely alive.


  I slowly climbed to my feet, careful to keep from jarring him, and started toward the row of cages. "I'm going to have to put you next to a golden eagle. I know you hate them, but it's the only room available right now."


  Tobias gave a weak flutter in my hands. <What are you doing?> he demanded.


  "I'm going to get my dad to take care of you," I answered. I slid him into the empty cage and latched the door.


  <You're locking me up? No way!> Tobias cried. <I want out of here!> He struggled to his feet and puffed his feathers.


  I grabbed a chart and noted that the red-tailed hawk appeared disoriented. I added that I thought it had stunned itself flying into one of the rafters.


  If there were other symptoms, my dad would know how to handle them. At least I didn't have to worry about Tobias.


  I had to worry about Ax more. If he went into crisis while I was at the Yeerk pool, there would be no one to operate.


  Tobias gnawed on one of the cage's metal bars with his beak. "Oh, just stop it," I snapped. "You're in the best place you can possibly be. I have no time, no time, NO TIME for any crap, okay?!"


  <Okay,> he said meekly.


  "Yes, ma'am," Erek said from the last stall.


  I tried to get a grip on myself. I took a couple of deep breaths. Didn't work. I wasn't calm.


  Chapter 17


  



  Tobias was right, I thought as I rushed into the house. I was the leader now. The leader of one. The last little monkey jumping on the bed.


  I found my mom sitting at the computer. "I'm doing a report on animal brain surgery," I told her. "Any books you think might help?"


  "Hmm." My mother reached out and pulled a thick green book off the shelf over her head. "The introductory chapter in this one is pretty good." She grabbed a thinner volume. "And this one has some good photos."


  I took them from her. "Thanks. Rachel has the flu. I told her I'd keep her company a while, okay?"


  "Well, don't you get it," she said. She grabbed her coffee cup and took a swallow.


  I remembered the day she got that cup. She and my dad and I were at the amusement park part of The Gardens. They have one of those photo booths where you get your face put onto another body. We decided on all three of us as super models. My mom thought it was so hilarious she had it put on the cup.


  She and I always teased my dad about how he was the prettiest of the three of us. He'd always laugh and give us these outrageous beauty tips.


  "I'll tell her," I said. Lying, the way I've had to lie so often since that day Elfangor gave us the power to morph.


  "Um, bye." I wished I could say something else, something more. It could be the last time I -


  I rushed out of the house and back to the barn. I headed to Ax's stall. I took a deep breath, then stepped inside.


  "How are you doing, Ax?" I asked.


  One of his stalk eyes swung a half turn toward me. That was all the reaction I got.


  "I just took his temperature again. Ninety-one point nine," Ere said.


  It had dropped almost a whole degree in less than an hour. If it continued falling at this rate there was no possible way I'd be back in time.


  Tobias said there was no pattern to the way the temperature fell. I had to hope that it would slow down now.


  "Erek, Tobias is sick now, too. I had to put him in one of the cages," I told him. "If Ax reaches his crisis before I get back . . ."


  I really didn't want to say this. But I had to.


  "You can't go to my father or anyone else for help," I finished.


  What I was really telling Erek was he had to let Ax die.


  Erek nodded. "I understand."


  If Ax was lucid, he'd understand, too. I knew he would. Ax was a trained warrior-cadet. He'd know that sometimes one member of a team had to be sacrificed to save the rest.


  I turned to Ax and rested my palm against his forehead. "Can you hear me, Ax?" I asked.


  I felt him move the tiniest bit under my hand. Had he heard me? Was he trying to answer? I couldn't be sure.


  "Sorry, Ax," I whispered. "I'd stay with you if I could."


  I felt hot tears sting my eyes and I blinked them away.


  "You understand, don't you?" I continued. "I have to try and save all of us. Not just you."


  I slowly slid my hand away from his forehead. Then I turned and rushed out of the stall without another word.


  I grabbed my bike from its spot propped beside the barn door. I hopped on and pedaled hard. I wasn't going far. Good, old-fashioned, normal bike would be easiest.


  I pedaled away from Ax and Tobias and Erek. Away from my parents. Away from Jake, Marco, and Rachel.


  I was all alone.


  I slammed my feet down on the pedals. Trying to burn off some of the fear building inside me.


  Trying to block out all the "what ifs."


  What if I didn't get back before Ax reached his crisis?


  What if my plan didn't work? What if I got sick before I could save Aftran?


  What if I screwed up?


  What if? What if? What if?


  What if I had killed Aftran when I had the chance?


  I slowed down as I thought about that one.


  I'd been alone when I faced that moment, too. Alone, I had made the choice to let Aftran live.


  It had turned out to be the right choice.


  Aftran hadn't betrayed me or the other Animorphs. She'd gone on to do important work in the Yeerk peace movement.


  If I got Aftran out of the Yeerk pool before the Visser interrogated her, the peace movement would continue. The Animorphs would continue to fight.


  If I failed . . .


  Chapter 18


  



  I rode my bike up Mr. Tidwell's driveway and parked it. Then I hurried to his front door. He swung it open before I had the chance to ring the bell.


  "Where are the others?" he demanded.


  "Sick."


  "It's just you?"


  "Yes. Me. Me or no one."


  He hesitated only a moment, then he drew me inside.


  "So where should we do this?" he blurted the second I was inside. "Bathroom? Kitchen? Where?"


  He kept touching his ear, rubbing his finger around the edge. He seemed totally freaked by what we were about to do.


  I felt like telling him to join the club. But I figured that would only make things worse.


  "Kitchen's fine," I answered. I led the way, even though it was his house. Even though he was a teacher and I was a kid. There wasn't time to waste on all that.


  I sat down at the kitchen table and waved Mr. Tidwell down into the chair next to me. "Now?" he asked.


  "Let's do it!" I said.


  It was Rachel's line. But Rachel wasn't there.


  Maybe it would bring us luck. All of us.


  Mr. Tidwell tilted his right ear toward the table.


  I leaned down. My eyes locked themselves on the hole at the ear's center. I couldn't look away.


  The opening to the hole began to glisten. Then a pencil-thin wand of wet gray flesh slid out. It wiggled this way and that. Almost as if it were tasting the air.


  Shh-lop. Shh-lop. Shh-lop.


  More of the gray flesh squeezed itself out of Mr. Tidwell's ear.


  Plop!


  The Yeerk fell the few inches to the table. Its body had been stretched and flattened by crawling out the ear canal.


  As I watched, the Yeerk's gray flesh contracted, like a hand closing into a fist. Forming its slug-like body.


  I jerked back. The legs of my chair squealed against the kitchen floor.


  It's Illim, I told myself, trying to control my revulsion.


  Mr. Tidwell grabbed a dishtowel from the table and scrubbed at his ear. "It always makes me feel . . . I don't know. Empty."


  I didn't answer. I wanted to move. I didn't want to have too much time to think about what I was about to do.


  I reached out and gently rested my fingertips on Illim's squishy flesh. I closed my eyes. Focused. And the DNA of the Yeerk became a part of me.


  The Yeerk. The Yeerk became part of me.


  I pulled my fingers away from Illim. Mr. Tidwell filled a Ziploc bag with water and slipped Illim inside. Then he closed the top almost all the way and carefully placed the bag in the big patch pocket of his corduroy jacket.


  "You know if something goes wrong, Visser Three could find out I'm the one who brought you in," he said. "If that happens, he'll kill us."


  "Yeah, well, he's been trying to do that for a long time, but here I am," I said. Then I laughed at my own bravado.


  Mr. Tidwell smiled. "You were always a good student. Unlike Jake, who never completely applies himself."


  I sighed. "Well, I wish Jake were here now. It's time. I have to do this. It's kind of gross to watch."


  "I think I can handle it."


  I focused my mind. The changes began.


  Any morph is frightening. Any new morph doubly so.


  This morph . . . this was the enemy. This was a parasite. This was a slug.


  My skin turned slick with a thin coat of mucus. It covered my entire body, oozing from the pores.


  My eyelids.


  The spaces between my fingers and my toes. My neck, my legs, my stomach.


  The mucus thickened into a goo like half-set Jell-O. It seeped into my ears. My nose. My mouth.


  I gagged as the mucus swelled in my mouth. My teeth began to dissolve, as if the mucus was an acid.


  My lips melted together, closing my mouth on vanishing teeth and swelling goo.


  Ax always says I'm the best morpher. But it was hard not to resist this morph.


  I tried to relax. To give myself over to the changes.


  My body turned cold as the thick slime slid down my throat, packing my esophagus. Somehow I was still breathing. Maybe through my skin.


  A wave of nausea rolled through me as the cold, thick mucus hit my stomach and intestines. I felt them shrivel up and disappear.


  The mucus wrapped itself around my heart. And my heart withered and stopped beating.


  Slime stuck my arms to my sides and glued my legs together. I felt it seep through my flesh until it hit bone. The cold slime turned my bones to ice. Then they shattered into a zillion pieces.


  The floor rushed up to meet me as I fell off the chair. I hadn't begun to shrink yet, and I lay there, the world's largest slug. My entire body made up of slick, squishy flesh.


  Only my eyes remained unchanged. They stared straight up at the ceiling.


  Mr. Tidwell appeared above me. His face contorted in horror. I think he was screaming. I couldn't hear him.


  His face became cloudy as mucus coated my eyes. His face disappeared as my eyes dissolved completely.


  Then my body curled in on itself. Tightening, tightening. Becoming smaller and smaller.


  Falling . . . Falling . . .


  And it was over. The transformation complete.


  I was a Yeerk.


  Chapter 19


  



  I lay on Mr. Tidwell's kitchen floor. Deaf, blind, capable of only slowest movement.


  How would I even be able to find Mr. Tidwell's ear? I had no idea, but the Yeerk would know. I tried to open myself up to the Yeerk instincts and let them guide me.


  I realized that I could do something kind of like a bat's echolocation. Or like sonar. The Yeerk threw out some kind of electrical waves, then analyzed the way they were bounced back at it. That gave it an idea of the size and shape of things.


  My sonar picked up an object, bigger than I was, moving in. I felt warmth surround me, and I was lifted up, up, up.


  My sonar picked up a new shape. My Yeerk instincts kicked in. Hard. I stuck out two little protrusions. Felt around until I targeted the small opening.


  Then I was moving in. Slithering right into Mr. Tidwell's ear canal. It was a tight fit. I squirted out some kind of painkiller to deaden the canal and squirmed, stretched, pushed bones and tissue aside with surprising strength.


  I penetrated. Deeper. Puncturing flesh now. Deeper inside. I inched along until I felt the faint tingle of electricity.


  Yes! This was what I was looking for.


  The brain!


  The neurons fired microvolts around me as I stretched. I was paper-thin. Spread like hammered-down Silly Putty.


  I pressed myself into the cracks and crevices of the brain.


  Ah! Now I could feel it. The neurons were connecting to me. Making me a part of this strange, wondrous new body.


  I felt the Yeerk's jolt of awe and pleasure at its new mobility. At its new size, and strength, and power. It was a visceral, nonconscious, nonintellectual, animal pleasure.


  I touched the brain's center of hearing.


  Ahhhh! It was like being alive again. The sound of water dripping into the sink sounded beautiful.


  Then, I touched the centers for sight.


  It was lights-on after being forever in a mine shaft. Overwhelming! Joyful! It was dazzling, dizzying delirium.


  Aftran was so right when she told me humans live amidst splendor and magnificence. Mr. Tidwell's red-and-white-checked tablecloth was a sight to be relished and lingered over. The -


  <Cassie. Cassie, what are you doing? We have to leave!> I heard a voice call.


  Mr. Tidwell. Speaking only in thought.


  <Can't you figure out how to move my body?> he asked, sounding panicked.


  I could have stood in Mr. Tidwell's kitchen all night. Allowing myself to feel the Yeerk's joy at every new sensation.


  But I had a job to do. And not much time. I clamped down on my Yeerk desire to explore the new world.


  I wasn't sure how to use the connections between me and Mr. Tidwell to control him. But the Yeerk knew.


  I allowed it to open sections of Mr. Tidwell's brain. Some sections controlled physical functions like moving muscles. But some held memories.


  As I tapped into these areas I was flooded with images from Mr. Tidwell's life.


  Mr. Tidwell sitting in this kitchen, the sink overflowing with dirty dishes. The counters spattered with food stains. The smell of garbage heavy in the air.


  A younger, thinner Mr. Tidwell in this same kitchen, but now sparkling clean and cheerful, standing next to his wife, flicking soapsuds at her.


  Mr. Tidwell walking into a classroom on his first day as a teacher. Feeling proud and nervous as he wrote his name on the board and turned to face the class.


  Mr. Tidwell climbing into his bed last night, and carefully placing his wife's picture on the pillow beside him.


  I didn't want to see that. I didn't want to go pawing through Mr. Tidwell's memories. I wished I could apologize to him, but even though I could hear his thoughts, I didn't know how to send him my thoughts back.


  I continued searching his brain, backing away any time I hit memory. But memory was everywhere. I was invading every secret, destroying all privacy.


  I felt ashamed.


  I tried to move a hand. It moved.


  I tried to form speech. It was easy.


  "Okay, I think I've got it," I muttered in Mr. Tidwell's voice.


  I took a step - and bumped into the table.


  <Don't worry. I'm kind of klutzy,> Mr. Tidwell said.


  I appreciated him trying to joke.


  I took another step. Didn't hit anything.


  I slowly headed out the front door, feeling more at ease in my new body with every motion. I climbed into Mr. Tidwell's car. I didn't know how to drive, but Mr. Tidwell did. And anything he knew how to do, I now knew how to do.


  I pulled the keys out of Mr. Tidwell's pocket, turned on the ignition, and pulled out onto the street.


  It was pretty cool driving by myself. I was kind of sorry when we pulled into the McDonald's parking lot. For more reasons than one.


  Usually I'd be listening to Jake give last-minute instructions right now. I'd be laughing at the jokes Marco tells right before we do something insanely dangerous.


  Tobias would probably be flying overhead, giving his version of an aerial traffic report. Rachel would be getting all macho, her bravery bolstering mine.


  I was hit again by how alone I was. I missed them. I missed them so much.


  I climbed out of the car and made my way into McDonald's. I was aware of how the new smells and colors and sounds interested the Yeerk part of me but I didn't allow myself to get distracted.


  I got in the line closest to the bathrooms. When the girl behind the register asked for my order I told her I wanted a Happy Meal with extra happy.


  The girl gave a fake laugh, like she'd heard the joke a billion times. Which I knew she had. Asking for extra happy was the password to the Yeerk pool.


  I guess Yeerks have a sense of humor.


  Mr. Tidwell had the drill down pat. That meant I did, too. I walked past the bathroom and opened the next door, which led into the kitchen. I went straight into the walk-in refrigerator.


  WHOOSH! The back of the fridge split and slid open.


  I knew the Gleet BioFilter was just inside. I took a deep breath and stepped through.


  The BioFilter didn't make a single Brrrr-EEEET. All it detected was human and Yeerk. Both authorized life-forms.


  It had no way of sensing the Animorph who was also making her way through the entrance to the Yeerk pool.


  Chapter 20


  



  I started down the long staircase leading to the Yeerk pool. The air felt moist against my face. Almost oily.


  Mr. Tidwell's glasses clouded up. I pulled them off and everything went soft and blurry. I quickly wiped them on the hem of my shirt and stuck them back on. I couldn't see without them.


  It was so strange to be in someone else's human body. To have it feel so different. Even the sound his body's footsteps made sounded strange. Too loud and heavy.


  I descended the stairs down to the Yeerk pool.


  I found myself wishing my steps made even more noise. I wanted to drown out the sounds drifting up from below me. The screams of fury.


  The howls of agony. And underneath them all, the low sobs of pure despair.


  I knew exactly who was making those horrifying, soul-slashing sounds. Around the edge of the Yeerk pool are cages filled with the involuntary hosts, human and Hork-Bajir.


  They screamed, threatened, howled, and sobbed because they could. For a few hours their voices were their own again as their Yeerks swam in the pool, soaking in Kandrona rays and other nutrients. Soaking up life.


  I forced myself to continue down the stairs. The earth walls around me changed to rock. And the purple glow at the bottom of the staircase grew stronger.


  Down, down, down.


  The cries of the hosts grew louder. And I began to hear the sound of the sludge swooshing against the shore of the pool.


  The rock walls widened. I was almost there.


  Down, down, down.


  I took the last few steps, and entered the huge cavern. It was like a small city. Humans, Taxxons, Hork-Bajir everywhere. Buildings and sheds in a ring around the outside. Bright yellow Caterpillar earthmovers and tall cranes ready to continue the underground expansion.


  Expansion. The idea made my stomach cramp.


  <Go join the line at the closest pier,> Mr. Tidwell instructed. <The line at the second pier is for reinfestation.>


  As I started toward the pier, I heard the most horrifying sound yet. The sound of laughter. I scanned the cavern, looking for the source.


  A group of humans was watching a Full House rerun in a room along the back wall.


  They were the voluntary hosts. The ones who had chosen to allow Yeerks to control them. They were just hanging out watching TV while their Yeerks swam in the pool. Somehow they managed to tune out the screams and cries from the cages.


  I turned away from them and continued to the pier. I took my place in line. There were three humans and one Hork-Bajir ahead of me.


  How long would this take? I had to get Aftran out before the Visser returned.


  The first human, a boy who looked about five, stepped to the end of the pier. He calmly knelt down and the two Hork-Bajir-Controllers helped him lower his head into the iron-gray sludge of the Yeerk pool.


  I knew the moment the Yeerk slid out of the boy's ear. His feet started to kick against the metal pier. Wham! Wham! Wham!


  The Hork-Bajir-Controllers yanked him up.


  The boy opened his mouth wide. "Mommeeee!" he screamed.


  The horrible high-pitched call made the hair on the back of my - Mr. Tidwell's - neck stand on end. The hair on my arms, too.


  Two more Hork-Bajir-Controllers marched down to the end of the pier. They took the boy away from the first two, and escorted him back toward the cages.


  When they passed me, I wanted to reach out and snatch the little boy away from them. He should be whooshing down the slide at the playground. He should be learning the names of all the Crayola crayons in the big box.


  "Mommeeee!" the boy screeched again. "Mommeeee!"


  I struggled to keep Mr. Tidwell's face expressionless as I heard a cage door clang shut behind me, locking the boy inside. If a flicker of concern crossed my face, we risked getting caught.


  Illim must go through this all the time, I realized. He had to make sure he acted like a regular Yeerk. And that meant acting like his host's feeling meant nothing to him.


  The next human in line, a tall, neatly dressed woman, knelt at the edge of the pier and lowered her head into the pool, She gave only the smallest twitch to indicate that the Yeerk had slithered out of her ear.


  Then she stood up, straight and tall. Her eyes burned with hatred as Hork-Bajir-Controllers marched her back to the cages. But she didn't make a sound.


  The Hork-Bajir was next in line. As I watched it lower its head into the water, I couldn't help thinking of the tiny colony of free Hork-Bajir living in their secret valley.


  The Hork-Bajir gave an anguished bellow as it raised its head. The gray sludge dripped into its open mouth.


  I'm getting Aftran out of here, I promised myself. There was only one person left ahead of me in line. A short dark-haired man. He knelt. Submerged his head.


  Then like the woman, he stood up without crying out or struggling. The two Hork-Bajir-Controllers took him by the arms. The man walked two steps, then fell to his knees.


  He must have surprised the Hork-Bajir-Controllers, because he managed to break free of them. He shoved himself to his feet and ran past me down the pier.


  Go, go, go! I thought. But I was careful not to let the words escape my lips.


  One of the Hork-Bajir-Controllers pulled out a Dracon beam. TSEEEWWWW! TSEEEWWWW!


  I shot a glance over my shoulder in time to see the man fall to the ground, his singed clothes smoking. He let out a low groan of pain, and I realized his skin had been singed, too.


  The Hork-Bajir-Controllers roughly hauled him to his feet and shoved him toward the cages.


  "Why couldn't you kill me?" the man shouted. "Why couldn't you just kill me?"


  I knew why they hadn't killed him. They hadn't wanted to destroy a good host body.


  I reached into my pocket and slid open the Ziploc bag all the way. I guided Illim up the sleeve of my jacket. I would stick my hands into the pool when I lowered myself down. That way he could wriggle free and be ready to reenter Mr. Tidwell.


  The Hork-Bajir-Controllers at the edge of the pier signaled me forward.


  It was my turn.
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  I could feel my knees shaking as I knelt down at the edge of the pier. I took a deep breath and lowered my head into the sludge.


  The first thing I did was release Illim. Then I slithered over to Mr. Tidwell's ear canal, breaking my connections to his brain. I scrunched my body down as I wiggled my way through the tiny tunnel.


  Then I was free. Out in the Yeerk pool.


  I was blind, almost deaf, and mute. But here's the strange part. I didn't care. I was with my brothers and sisters, soaking in the Kandrona rays my body craved. If I'd had a mouth, I would have let out a long ahhh of satisfaction. I was home.


  I was home?


  I gave myself a mental slap on both cheeks. I'd let my Yeerk instincts take over for a minute. This was definitely not home.


  And I had a mission to complete. I had to find Aftran. Fast.


  I used my sonar to check out the area around me. There were Yeerks everywhere. Above me. Below me. On all four sides.


  I reminded myself that to them I was just another Yeerk. Nothing for them to take notice of. I was completely safe.


  A Hork-Bajir head was thrust into the water. I rode the wave it created deeper into the pool. I did another sonar sweep. Yeerks, Yeerks, and more Yeerks.


  A wavelet took me in a half turn. My sonar detected the two steel piers. Under the farthest one there was a chain with a box on the end. The box was just about the size to hold a Yeerk.


  Aftran. She was in there. I knew it.


  But how was I going to get over to her? I had no legs to kick with. No arms to paddle with.


  I wiggled my body as hard as I could and moved about a quarter of an inch. Aftran was only about six feet away. But at this rate it would take me all night to get to her.


  And I definitely didn't have all night.


  Use the Yeerk, I told myself. It knows how to swim. I loosened my control over the Yeerk instincts.


  Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust.


  I contracted my body, then shot it out. I was swimming!


  Well, sort of. I wasn't exactly ready for the Olympic team, but I was moving faster than I had been.


  Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust.


  I finally made it over to the cage. I studied it with my sonar. It was a box, metal I figured, with very small holes all over it. The holes were way too small for even a Yeerk to squeeze through.


  But the latch looked pretty basic. It wouldn't be too hard to open. If I had hands.


  I could demorph to my own body. But I was right under the pier. Two Hork-Bajir stood on the edge. And more walked back and forth, escorting the hosts. There was a pretty good chance one of them would notice me.


  PA-loosh!


  A host head was thrust into the water, My sonar picked up the wild movement as the host - an older man this time - tried to twist away from the Yeerk scrunch-thrusting toward his ear.


  The Yeerk shoved its way inside the host, and moments later the man stopped struggling and calmly raised his head.


  The hosts getting reinfested upped my chances of getting caught. A Yeerk could slither into its host, see me in my human morph, lift up its head, and report me.


  I couldn't risk morphing so close to the pier. I had to find another way to get Aftran out.


  PA-loosh.


  Another host head was shoved into the pool. A girl. My sonar picked up her long hair flowing through the water. It was hard to tell, but I didn't think she was that much older than I was.


  <I am ready to interrogate the prisoner.>


  That voice. It was the voice of evil. It ripped through me, sending spikes of terror though my small, soft body.


  Visser Three! He was back!


  And I hadn't even found a way to open Aftran's cage!


  <Bring Aftran Nine Four Two to me,> Visser Three commanded.


  Aftran's cage immediately began to move through the pool. Someone was pulling the chain up. Pulling Aftran away from me.


  And I had no hands to stop it.


  But I had to do something. Now!


  <Everyone is invited to the infestation pier,> Visser Three said, sounding jovial. <You are invited to witness the fate of traitors!>
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  No time to plan. No time to do anything but move.


  Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust.


  I powered over to the girl whose head was in the water. A Yeerk was just about to enter her ear. I shoved it out of the way and slithered in myself.


  I gave a squirt of painkiller and wriggled through the ear canal. I spread myself out over the brain. The microvolts of electricity set my body tingling. And I was connected.


  I frantically opened the girl's memories. She was a member of The Sharing.


  This girl - she was a voluntary host. A collaborator.


  I couldn't let her get anything from me. No thoughts. No emotions. Nothing even the tiniest bit Cassie.


  I felt hands on my shoulders, helping me out of the water. I stumbled to my feet.


  Any second the girl was going to realize I wasn't her usual Yeerk. But she wouldn't be able to do anything to betray me. Not now. I had control of the body.


  But as soon as I left her, she would be able to tell Visser Three everything she learned while I was in her head.


  I had to act! Now! Before I let it slip that the Visser's "Andalite bandits" were mostly human. Before I betrayed him and Tidwell. Or the Chee.


  I turned around and locked my eyes on Visser Three. In his Andalite morph. He stood halfway down the pier, facing away from me. A crowd of human- and Hork-Bajir-Controllers, and Taxxons gathered in front of him, eager to watch the torture.


  The Visser unlatched Aftran's cage. Pulled her out. He held her up, digging his fingers into her defenseless flesh.


  <You will tell me everything about the so-called peace movement,> Visser Three told Aftran, blasting his thought-speak loud enough for everyone to hear. <Then I'll have to use my imagination and come up with a nice, long, painful way for you to die.>


  Wham! Wham! Wham!


  My feet slammed against the metal pier as I launched myself at him. The only thing my host girl was going to get from me was commands like <Run. Now. Fast. Go.>


  I rammed into Visser Three as hard as I could.


  He spun toward me, tail blade raised. But he was too shocked and amazed to react.


  I snatched at Aftran.


  The Visser closed his fist. But Andalite hands are weak.


  I bit his wrist.


  Aftran dropped. I snatched her out of midair and ran. Ran with nowhere to run.


  I did the only thing I could do. I dove back into the Yeerk pool.


  <Get her! Get them both! Bring them to me!> Visser Three roared. <Get them or I will fill this cavern with your dead bodies!>


  PA-loosh. PA-loosh.


  I took a quick glance over my shoulder. Taxxons. Two of them. You wouldn't think creatures that look like twelve-foot-long, four-foot-wide centipedes could swim. But they can.


  And they were coming after me.


  Aftran slipped out of my fingers. I hoped she knew to stay close to me.


  TSEEEWWWW! TSEEEWWWW! TSEEEWWWW!


  Spears of light streaked through the water. Great. Someone was shooting Dracon beams at me from the pier.


  I propelled myself deeper into the water. The beams might still be able to reach me down here, but the shooter wouldn't be able to see me to aim.


  TSEEEEEEW!


  I saw a dozen Yeerks twist and burn.


  The Visser was killing his own people to get at me.


  I felt a claw pinch my ankle. A Taxxon, out of nowhere! It had me with one of its lobster hands.


  Time to bail.


  I pulled myself away from the girl's brain, squirmed through her ear canal, then slid into the pool.


  With my sonar I watched the girl being dragged to the surface. It wouldn't take them long to figure out that the Yeerk who had been controlling her was no longer in her body.


  I didn't doubt Visser Three would find a way to search the pool for me and Aftran.


  I needed to get out of here. Now. Something with wings. I wanted wings in the worst kind of way.


  But before I could morph to bird, I had to demorph into my human body. In the Yeerk pool.


  I dove deep. Down below most of the other Yeerks. And I began to become human again.


  My Yeerk body flattened out. Stretching, stretching, stretching. It formed a head. Arms. Legs. But all flat. I was like a giant paper doll.


  I felt my bones regrow, pushing against my flat body. Making it three-dimensional again. My skin changed in texture, and I could no longer breathe through it.


  Eyes, nose, lips pushed out of my paper-doll face.


  A pounding started up in my chest as my heart re-formed. My veins and arteries expanded, and blood began to rush through them. My stomach and intestines plumped up inside me. My lungs inflated. And started to burn.


  I needed air. Badly.


  I paddled up to the top of the pool. I tilted my head back and allowed only my nose to break through the surface.


  I pulled breath after breath into my aching lungs.


  Then I heard the words that turned my body to stone.


  <No one touch her,> Visser Three ordered. <I want the pleasure of killing her myself. After I find out everything that's in her pitiful excuse for a mind.>
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  I swam. I swam hard. Then . . .


  <This creature has no Yeerk!> the Visser cried.


  He wasn't talking to me! He was talking to the girl whose body I'd used to attack him.


  Any second now he would figure it out. Any second now . . .


  <A second traitor! Some Yeerk used this host to . . . No! The Andalites! They're here!>


  I took another long breath. Then pushed myself deeper into the pool. The Yeerks brushed against my arms, my legs, my face. The feel of their jellyfish-soft bodies repulsed me. I flicked them away. As fast as I did, new ones took their place.


  Ignore them, I ordered myself. Now was not the time to get distracted. I needed to morph.


  Morphing underwater without breathing was beyond risky. It was stupid. But I had to get out of the pool and I didn't have any backup. I had to take the chance.


  An owl. It would be strong enough to carry Aftran. And its eyes would allow it to maneuver in the dim cavern.


  I concentrated on the owl DNA inside me. I felt the feathers begin to form. They clung to my human body, wet and heavy. I would never be able to lift myself into the air with these drenched feathers! Forget about me and Aftran.


  My lungs burned. But I couldn't risk another breath.


  I ran through my other possible morphs. Which would give me the best chance to escape? Think, think, think! Shark. No. Dolphin. No. Squirrel. Maybe. No. My insect morphs were definitely out of the question.


  I was starting to get dizzy. I was running out of time.


  Wait. Got it! My osprey morph! Osprey hunted fish. That meant they had to be able to get wet and still fly!


  I concentrated on the osprey DNA. I ignored the pressure building in my chest.


  My legs grew thin. As thin as noodles. They swayed in the water for a moment before they began to shorten.


  I felt my lips and nose melt together to form a beak. I choked as a mouthful of Yeerk pool sludge sloshed down my throat. The taste was bitter on my shrinking tongue.


  Where were my wings? I needed wings!


  My lungs throbbed. I couldn't hold my breath -


  A pulling sensation raced up and down my arms as they stretched into wings. Yes!


  <Aftran, get between my talons. Now! Hurry!> I cried though I knew she couldn't hear or answer.


  I felt pinpricks cover my body as my feathers started to pop out. Aftran slid between my talons. I had her. At least I hoped it was her. We were out of there!


  Red dots exploded in front of my eyes as I struggled to the surface. I pushed my beak through the surface and dragged in as much air as my lungs would hold.


  <Okay, it's time for takeoff,> I told Aftran.


  I powered my wings through the sludge, pushing my body up out of the Yeerk pool. I knew they'd be waiting for me. There was no way to sneak out.


  "Visser! A bird!"


  <Shoot it, you imbecile! It must not fly!>


  TSEEEWWW! A Dracon beam fired at me. Missed.


  I gave another hard flap, skimming across the surface of the pool, talons dragging. Almost airborne. Almost!


  Zap!


  A long yellow tentacle snaked out of the sludge and snapped me on the wing. The spot it hit instantly turned numb. Off balance, I tilted.


  Sploosh! Half my body slipped down into the pool again.


  The Visser! He had morphed to . . . to something that could swim. Something strong and fast.


  <Going somewhere, my noble Andalite warrior?> Visser Three asked.


  This time he was talking to me. Definitely.


  And I was on my own. I didn't have Marco, Jake, Tobias, Rachel, or Ax to distract the Visser.


  His new morph was terrifying. It was like a floating eyeball with long, long tentacles for lashes. One of those tentacles shot out and snapped me on the wing again. Numb.


  His tentacles were filled with poison. If I got hit too many more times I wouldn't be able to move my wing at all. I'd sink straight to the bottom and the Visser -


  Zap!


  I took another hit. The opposite wing. I had to get myself back out of the water. I slammed my wings through the sludge.


  Zap!


  My bad wing again. It was almost half numb now.


  Think of Ax. Think of Jake. I thrust my wings down again and again.


  Rachel. Tobias. Marco.


  More red dots exploding. I couldn't hold my breath much longer. I broke through the surface of the water.


  Mom. Dad.


  I pulled up, up, up. Muscles screaming in pain.


  Yes! I was out of reach of the tentacles.


  I wheeled around and flapped toward the staircase.


  The humans in the cages cheered. The human-Controllers cursed and howled in fury. The Taxxons shrieked. The Hork-Bajir-Controllers bellowed.


  I caught a glimpse of Mr. Tidwell. He pumped his fist in the air. To the others it probably looked like an angry gesture. But I knew it was triumph.


  TSEEEWWWW! TSEEEWWWW! TSEEEWWWW!


  I zigzagged as well as I could with my injured wings, Aftran still clutched in my talons.


  Hork-Bajir-Controllers fired at me from the pier.


  <Would it be asking too much for one of you to actually hit something?!!> I heard Visser Three roar.


  I reached the stairs. Up, up, up I flew. Gulping for air. Lungs on fire.


  The rock walls changed to dirt. The Dracon beams fired from the pier couldn't reach me here.


  <Almost out, Aftran!> I cried. I pumped harder. Couldn't slow down. Not now!


  TSEEEWWWW!


  A sharp, acrid scent flooded me. The smell of my own feathers. The Dracon beam had singed them.


  I made a sharp turn to the left. Now I saw what I had missed in my frenzy.


  It floated through the air, heading for me. A seemingly weightless metallic ball.


  A hunter robot.
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  I knew the hunter robot only had one weak spot. Its visual aiming system.


  I flapped hard, struggling to get some altitude. I moved into position above the hunter robot.


  I only had one chance. I waited for it.


  The big metal ball rotated until its camera lens was pointed up at me. In one second it would fire.


  BLAT!


  A gray-white blob fell.


  My life, Aftran's life, the life of all my friends, the future of the human race, hung on that falling blob.


  It hit the lens.


  The robot spun to the right. Then to the left. Then to the right again.


  A bird-poop bull's-eye.


  I beat wings up to the metal door. There was no handle on my side. Only smooth, shiny metal.


  I scanned the wall around the door. There had to be some kind of trigger mechanism, didn't there?


  Maybe it's only an entrance, I thought. Maybe it's like the changing room at the Gap. People enter the Yeerk pool there. But they go out through the movie theater.


  I swooped a little closer.


  BrrrrEEEEET! BrrrrEEEEET!


  Oh, no! The Gleet BioFilter.


  I'd forgotten all about it. How could I have been so stupid?


  "Unauthorized life-form detected," a mechanical voice announced. BrrrrEEEEET! BrrrrEEEEET! "Unauthorized life-form detected."


  In seconds I would be destroyed. The BioFilter eliminated all life-forms whose DNA had not been entered in the computer. Ospreys were definitely not on the Yeerks' invite list.


  Could I morph to Yeerk in time? Would my human morph be better?


  I heard the sound of feet pounding up the stairs toward me. Really big feet. Hork-Bajir warriors.


  "Shut your eyes tightly to protect against retinal damage from the Gleet BioFilter," the mechanical voice instructed.


  I was doomed.


  Whoosh!


  The metal door split down the middle. A woman started through. She spotted me.


  "Andalite!" she cried. She swiped at me with her purse. I banked hard, ignoring the pain tearing through my damaged wing.


  A purse wasn't enough to stop me. Not nearly enough.


  I flew into the cold air of the walk-in freezer. The outside door was swinging shut. Could I make it?


  The room exploded in dazzling white light.


  Clang! I bounced off one of the metal shelves.


  Crash! Something that sounded like falling glass.


  I didn't stop. I flew straight ahead.


  Made it! Thump! The freezer door shut behind me.


  I lost a couple of tail feathers, but I kept flying.


  "Dad, look, a bird!" I heard a little girl yell.


  "What is that thing it's carrying?" someone else cried.


  A little of my vision was coming back. Enough that I could just make out the front door.


  Of course it was shut. You don't realize how much you need your hands until you don't have them.


  But you know what's cool? Humans. Nine out of ten humans are pretty decent creatures.


  One of those nice humans, concerned for a bird obviously panicked by being trapped, opened the door,


  I blew through.


  I flew, flew, flew into free, wide-open skies.


  <As Marco would say if he were here: That was interesting. Let's never, ever do it again.>


  I was relieved. But I didn't have time to celebrate. I had to get home. Ax needed me.


  I flew like mad for home. My body was trembling with exhaustion when I finally sailed in the hayloft window. I landed on a bale of hay and released Aftran.


  <I'll get you in some water in a minute,> I promised her.


  My little bird heart was pounding like crazy. I wanted to fluff up my feathers and stick my head under my wing. Instead, I concentrated on my own DNA.


  The feathers covering my body flattened until they were two-dimensional tattoos. My hollow bones grew and solidified. I heard a sloshing sound as my internal organs shifted and changed.


  My bird eyes grew, and my vision became completely clear again. I watched the last few changes. Then I shoved myself up with a grunt. I scooped up Aftran and headed to Ax's stall.


  I couldn't stop myself from gasping when I opened the door and stepped through the hologram. Ax was lying on his side. He never does that. And I could hear him breathing in short, ragged pants.


  "He's in crisis," Erek told me.
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  I knelt next to Ax. "I'm back," I told him. "I'm right here with you." He didn't answer.


  "He's unconscious," Erek told me. "Has been for a little more than half an hour."


  "Poor baby." I ran my fingers over his soft blue-and-tan fur. His sides heaved with every breath he took.


  "I don't think you have much time," Erek said gently.


  "You're right." I stood up and slid Aftran into the water trough.


  "You'll be safe there," I told her. I knew she couldn't understand me. I knew she had to be terrified. But I had to leave her.


  I turned to Erek. "I'm worried about hurting him when we move him. Maybe we could -"


  Erek bent down and scooped Ax up in his arms. I'd forgotten for a minute how amazingly strong the Chee are.


  I leaned over the stall door and checked to make sure the barn was still empty. Then I opened the door and led the way to the operating room. I pointed to the metal table and Erek placed Ax on top.


  "Can you do another hologram to make the room look empty?" I asked. "Just in case."


  "You got it," Erek answered.


  I couldn't believe I was doing this. I couldn't believe I was actually going to perform brain surgery. On an alien.


  I suddenly had this powerful urge to walk away. To go find a TV, plant myself in front of it with a pint of Ben and Jerry's, crank the volume, and forget everything.


  "Probably nothing on, anyway," I muttered.


  "What?"


  "Nothing."


  Just take it one step at a time, I coached myself. But what should the first step be? I closed my eyes and tried to picture what my dad did before an operation and what I'd seen in the books I'd gotten from my mom. Got it. Step one: Get things clean. Duh.


  Numbly I walked over to the sink and washed my hands with antibacterial soap. I dried them, then pulled on a pair of latex gloves.


  I took a bottle of rubbing alcohol off the shelf and grabbed a jar of cotton balls. I soaked one of the balls.


  "This will feel a little cold," I told Ax before I started swabbing his head. I knew he couldn't hear me. But it made me feel a little better to talk to him.


  I tossed the used cotton ball in the garbage and carefully returned the alcohol and the rest of the cotton balls to their proper places. I was stalling. And that could be deadly to Ax. I didn't know how much time he had left.


  I jerked open the long drawer in the middle of my dad's cabinet and pulled out a scalpel. I took it over to Ax. My heart was thudding so loud I could feel it all over my body. In my ears. Even in my fingertips.


  I positioned the scalpel over Ax's head. Then I froze. How could I just make a cut? Where was the Tria gland?!


  Maybe I could feel it through Ax's scalp. Maybe there would be swelling. Or a spot that felt hotter or colder.


  I used my free hand to examine Ax's head. I started with his forehead. Nothing. I moved up to the space between his eye stalks. Nothing. I checked the area around each of his ears. Nothing. I ran my fingers over every inch of the back of his skull, twice. Nothing. Nothing.


  "This is hopeless! It's impossible!" I cried. "He's going to die with me standing right next to him!"


  "You've already done one hopeless, impossible thing tonight," Erek reminded me.


  Rescuing Aftran from Visser Three had felt pretty impossible. Pretty hopeless. Now Aftran was safe and sound -


  Wait.


  Wait.


  My mind seemed to slow down and speed up at the same time.


  Aftran!


  "Be right back," I told Erek. I dashed out of the operating room and over to Ax's stall. I scooped Aftran out of the trough and raced back.


  I skidded to a stop at the edge of the operating room table. I brought Aftran up to one of Ax's ears. Her Yeerk instincts should tell her to go inside.


  Yes! Aftran slithered across my palm and into the opening of Ax's ear canal. I watched as her slick gray body disappeared inside.


  "Maybe she'll be able to tell us where the Tria gland is," I told Erek. I gripped the metal table with both hands.


  "You're brilliant," Erek said. "Unless . . ."


  "Yeah. Let's wait and see if it works first," I answered.


  I stared down at Ax. Waiting.


  Aftran should be pushing herself into Ax's brain right now, I thought. Once she's in control, she'd be able to talk. Wouldn't she?


  This had to work. It had to. If it didn't -


  Don't, I ordered myself. Aftran will come through.


  But why wasn't she saying anything? Why was this taking so long? Was she having trouble with the Andalite brain? Was Ax's illness making it impossible for her to connect?


  <Cassie?> Aftran said in Andalite thought-speak.


  "I'm here. We got away from Visser Three. You're inside my friend, Ax," I explained, talking as fast as I could. "There's a gland in his head that's going to explode any second. If it does, he dies. I have to take it out, but I don't know where it is. Can you feel it? Can you tell me where to cut?"


  <The Tria gland. Yes, I have accessed his memories,> she answered. <It is . . . it is unusual to attempt this. I have few nerve endings . . . no way to feel what . . . wait!>


  "What?" Erek demanded. "Wait what?"


  <Got it! But, Cassie, it feels very warm.>


  I grabbed a scalpel with trembling fingers. "Just tell me where to cut."
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  <The Tria gland is in the back of the head,> Aftran explained. <It's even with the bottom of his ears. Dead center.>


  I turned Ax's head so I could easily reach that spot. "Okay, I'm going to make the first incision," I told her. "Stay out of the way."


  <The gland is about as big as a human thumb. Well, Karen's thumb, at least.>


  "Thanks." I picked up the scalpel and positioned it to one side of the spot Aftran had described. Then I made a straight cut about four inches long. I could feel the metal blade scraping the bone of Ax's skull.


  But that was good. That's how deep I needed to go. I needed to peel back a flap of skin so I could work on the bone.


  A line of blue-black blood appeared. My stomach did a flip-flop. I swallowed hard and made a cut that was perpendicular to the first, again about four inches long.


  "Hemostat!" I snapped.


  The instrument was in my hand a split second later.


  "Another. Okay. Retractor. No, it's that other thing!"


  I pulled back a flap of skin.


  "Tape," I said.


  "How much do you want?" Erek asked.


  "Three inches."


  He passed the piece of cloth tape to me. I used it to hold the flap of skin away from the bone.


  <His hearts are starting to beat faster. And the gland is still throbbing. It's swelled a little, too,> Aftran announced.


  "Can you control his heartbeats at all?" I asked. "Try to slow them down?"


  <I'll try,> she said.


  "Gauze pads, Erek." I held out my hand and Erek slapped them in my hand. I used them to mop up some of the blood oozing out of the incision.


  "Now the hole saw. It's in the sterilizer."


  "Here."


  <You need to hurry, Cassie,> Aftran said. <It doesn't look good in here.>


  Aftran sounded nervous. What would happen to her if Ax's Tria gland burst while she was still inside his head?


  "Okay, I'm going to need you to blot some of the blood away as I go," I told Erek.


  "You got it."


  Erek handed me the hole saw. I positioned the circle of saw teeth around where I hoped the Tria gland was. I turned the saw's handle a few times.


  I pulled the saw back, and the circle of bone came with it. Now I was looking at Ax's brain.


  Sweat popped out all over my forehead and started to run down my cheeks and nose. Erek dabbed it away with another gauze pad before it could start dripping onto Ax's brain.


  I didn't have to ask Aftran for more help finding the Tria gland. It was easy to spot. Deep purple. Bulging.


  "Retractor," I told Erek. "Scalpel."


  My fingers shook when he handed them to me. The gland looked ready to blow. I was afraid if I touched it, it would start spewing.


  "Hold this. My left eye! Sweat!"


  He swabbed my eye with a cotton ball.


  "Okay. Let's do it," I whispered.


  I slid the scalpel blade beneath the gland with trembling care.


  I cut.


  The Tria gland was out. I tossed it into a metal pan.


  "Okay." I wrapped my arms around myself. My whole body was shaking.


  Don't lose it now, I thought.


  As quickly as I could, I replaced the circle of bone. It would fuse back in place in time. I un-taped the flap of skin and smoothed it down.


  "Now we sew."


  <His heart rates are slowing down. His blood pressure is going down, too,> Aftran reported.


  "That was one of the coolest things I've ever seen," Erek said with a laugh. "And I've seen a lot."


  <Cassie, he's coming to,> Aftran announced. <And he's starting to scream!>


  Chapter 27


  



  "What's wrong?" I cried. "Am I hurting him?"


  <No,> Aftran said, her voice suddenly flat. <He's screaming because there's a Yeerk in his head.>


  "Ax, listen to me. The Yeerk is Aftran. She helped me save your life," I cried.


  <He's totally freaking,> Aftran told me. <He's saying you should have let him die. He would have killed himself with his own blade before he let a Yeerk infest him.>


  "He doesn't understand," I answered.


  <Yes, he does,> she insisted. <I'm coming out.>


  A moment later, Aftran slithered out of Ax's ear.


  Ax bucked on the table. His eye stalks jerked back and forth. <Where is it?> he cried. <Don't let it touch me!>


  I grabbed his head between my hands. "Stop it!" I ordered angrily. "You have to stay still until I finish stitching your head!"


  Ax obediently lay back on the table, but I could see tremors running through his body. My anger faded. Ax had been so sick. Then he'd come to and found a Yeerk in his head. One of the monsters who had killed his brother.


  No wonder he went off. He probably thought he'd been captured and infested.


  "You're okay," I told Ax soothingly. "You're in my dad's operating room. I put Aftran in your head. She looked inside you and told me where the Tria gland was. She helped me operate. I got it out. You're past your crisis."


  I scooped up Aftran, filled the sink with water, and let her inside. "I'll be back in a minute," I promised her. Even though she was deaf again. Blind, mute. Helpless.


  I turned back to Ax. He kept rubbing his ear. I knew he was feeling violated. Repulsed by what I had done to him.


  "Visser Three was planning to interrogate Aftran tonight," I said softly as I returned to stitching up Ax's incision. "He discovered she was part of the peace movement."


  <Filthy Yeerk,> he spat.


  I made the last stitch. "That filthy Yeerk helped save your life. And she very nearly gave her life for peace between human and Yeerk. And now, unless I can think of some way to save her, she will die a slow death of Kandrona starvation."


  Ax didn't say anything. Maybe when he'd gotten some rest, he'd think it over.


  "Erek, would you take Ax back to the stall?" I asked. "He'll need at least a few days to recover. Is that too long for you to stay and keep the hologram up?"


  Erek gently lifted Ax off the table. "You're talking to a guy who helped build the pyramids. A few days is nothing."


  I smiled at him. "Thanks. I couldn't have gotten through all this without you."


  "Yes, you could have. But you're welcome," he answered as he carried Ax out the door.


  I sat down on the little stool my dad keeps by the table. I wrapped my arms around my knees. All the fear I'd been pushing away suddenly hit me. I felt like my body was deflating.


  It's just a delayed reaction, I told myself. You're safe. Ax is safe. Aftran's safe.


  That wasn't really true. Yeah, I got Aftran away from Visser Three. But in three days, she would be dead.


  I pushed myself to my feet and leaned against the sink, staring down at her. She had done what few have the strength to do. She had questioned the beliefs she had been raised with. And ultimately, she had chosen to go against her society. To turn away from everything she had once believed, to become the enemy of those closest to her.


  Aftran had sacrificed so much. She had experienced all the richness and wonder of our world. But when she decided she did not have the right to control another, she had been strong enough to give it up to save a little girl's life.


  She returned to the Yeerk pool. It must have felt like the worst kind of prison to her after being in Karen's body. But she didn't allow herself to wallow in despair. She chose to fight. She battled to free us all.


  I reached into the water and slid Aftran into my hands. I pressed her against my ear. It was the only way I could talk to her, and I needed to thank her for all she'd done.


  A moment later I felt her cold, slick body touch my skin. My ear canal tingled as she pushed her way through.


  <I knew you would come for me, Cassie,> she said as soon as she had made her connections with my brain.


  There was so much I wanted to say to her, I hardly knew where to start. <Thank you for helping me save Ax's life,> I answered.


  She laughed. <If you had told me when we first met that I would ever do anything to aid an Andalite . . .>


  <Or become a Yeerk freedom fighter,> I added.


  <That, too,> Aftran agreed. Her tone turned somber then. <Cassie, there's something I have to ask you to do for me.>


  <Anything,> I replied instantly.


  <I need you to kill me,> she said simply.


  <What?> I cried. <No!>


  <We both know I will be dead in three days no matter what you do. You have witnessed Kandrona starvation. I ask you to spare me that,> Aftran answered. <End my life now. You can make it fast and painless.>


  I felt a lump of unshed tears form in my throat. Were they mine? Or Aftran's?


  Maybe they were both of ours. Both of ours. That gave me an idea.


  <You could stay in me!> I exclaimed.


  <No. You would have to go into the Yeerk pool every three days. It's too dangerous. If you were somehow found out, Visser Three would learn everything about your friends and the peace movement. All would be lost,> Aftran answered.


  She must have felt the wave of despair and sorrow sweeping through me.


  <It's not so bad to die for what you believe in. There are much worse deaths,> she said gently. <Many worse deaths.>


  Chapter 28


  



  "My mom didn't let me eat any solid food until today," Rachel complained. "And it's been four days since I got sick."


  All the way to the beach, Jake, Rachel, Marco, Tobias, and Ax had been trying to top each other with stories about who felt worse when they were sick.


  <That's the worst thing that happened to you while you were sick?> Tobias demanded as he soared overhead. <I'm not even sure Cassie's dad is a real vet. He tried to stick a pill up ->


  "Yeah, well, my dad brought me baby aspirin from the store. Baby aspirin!" Marco groused. "Like for a baby."


  "A Yeerk was in my head," Ax said, still amazed. He was in human morph, naturally. "In my head. Head-duh."


  I mostly ignored my friends' complaining contest. I was enjoying the warm sand sliding between my toes. And the salty smell and soft sounds of the ocean.


  There's nothing like a trip to the Yeerk pool to make you appreciate life and freedom.


  "Is this where we're supposed to meet Aftran?" Jake asked.


  "Uh-huh. When I morphed to dolphin and visited her this morning, she said it's time for her to move on. But she wanted to say good-bye," I answered. "Just look out there." I pointed out at the blue-green water.


  "I don't see anything," Marco said.


  <I do,> Tobias answered. <Turn a little to the left.>


  We turned. I scanned the ocean and spotted a foamy spot. The water broke over a massive fin.


  Then a humpback whale leaped. All the way out of the water. Droplets of water flew off her in a sparking comet.


  There should be a picture of that scene in the dictionary - under beauty. And joy.


  "We made the right decision," Jake said. "Better than the last time we used the blue box."


  "Would have been hard to do any worse," Marco said. "Anyway. Visser Three will never find Aftran now."


  On Aftran's second day out of the Yeerk pool, everyone in the group was well enough for a short meeting. We all agreed that we couldn't let Aftran die. It was Jake who thought of the way to save her.


  He suggested that we give her the power to morph, on the condition that she choose one morph and stay in it forever. It was just safer that way. For everyone. Like I said, the decision was unanimous.


  Aftran took another sparking flight. I felt like my heart was leaping with her.


  "Whoa! Good leap!" Marco exclaimed.


  It felt good. We were all together again. Alive. Well. And Aftran was free. How amazing was that?


  <Aftran's moving out. Heading for the deep ocean,> Tobias announced.


  "She must feel like she's in paradise," I said. "Can you imagine living in the ocean after the Yeerk pool? And in that body - fast, powerful, able to see, hear, feel, and communicate."


  "I bet she'll miss the fight though," Rachel added.


  "She's done her part," Jake said.


  I thought back to that moment when I had first allowed Aftran into my head. One decision, so many consequences.


  I caught Jake watching me.


  "What?" I asked.


  He shrugged. "Just wondering what you were thinking."


  "Nothing very profound," I said. "Just . . ."


  "Just what?"


  "Just that every now and then, we actually win one."


  He nodded. "Sometimes we do win," he agreed. "This time? This time, Cassie, you won."
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  Prologue


  



  Aristh Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul was done with war. Sick to death of it.


  He had caused the Yeerk infestation of his own prince and created the abomination now called Visser Three. He had been unable to save his friend and fellow aristh Arbron, now trapped forever in the body of a Taxxon.


  Disaster piled on disaster. Failure on failure.


  Now he was done with it all. He had escaped to the planet called Earth along with Loren, the human he loved. He would morph to human. Live as a human. Get lost amid the humans. Maybe even somehow, someway, find happiness.


  But he still had possession of the greatest weapon the galaxy had ever known: the Time Matrix.


  The Time Matrix could travel backward through time the way a Z-space craft could travel through space. It gave the person who controlled it power beyond imagining. A person traveling backward could rewrite history.


  Using the Time Matrix, entire species could be exterminated. More than exterminated. They could be made never to have existed.


  It was too much power to trust to anyone. Especially, Elfangor thought bitterly, a failure like him.


  The Time Matrix was a sphere, taller than a human. Destroying it was physically impossible. But it could be hidden. For a while, at least.


  He found an empty place. Nothing but trees. Using only the equipment available to any human, he dug a hole and rolled the device into it. He covered it.


  And then, he morphed to human.


  Two hours later, he was no longer an Andalite. He was trapped. Human. Human forever, no longer a part of the vast war raging between Andalite and Yeerk. He was free.


  Or so he thought.


  Many years later, he returned to the same spot. Desperate enough to try to use the Time Matrix. The spot had become a construction site. This time, there would be no escape.


  His time ran out. Just a few yards from the machine that could have given him all the time in the world.


  Chapter 1 - Tobias


  



  My name is Tobias.


  In the history of Earth I may be the strangest creature ever to live. I mean it. You have to look at mythology to find anything as weird as I am. Maybe the griffin, which was supposed to be half lion and half eagle, or the centaur, half human and half horse, or whatever.


  But those are myths. I am reality.


  I am half human, half hawk. Red-tailed hawk, actually. Buteo jamaicensis, like that tells you much.


  Homo sapiens, meet Buteo jamaicensis.


  But that's not even the end of the story. Because in addition to that bizarreness, there's this: My father was an Andalite who had morphed to human.


  So you could say I'm Homo sapiens, Buteo jamaicensis, and Andalite. What would the Latin name be for Andalites? Don't know.


  Is the glass half empty or half full? That's what they always ask, to see if you're an optimist or a pessimist. Am I some kind of hideous freak of nature, a twisted concoction of mismatched parts? Or am I something new and wonderful?


  Depends on the day. Depends on whether I'm with Melissa, wanting to make her happy, wanting her to hold my hand, wanting to be able to take her to a movie and a burger afterward like any other guy can do with a date, maybe even hold her hand, maybe kiss her, maybe . . . Yeah, at times like that, the glass is half empty.


  But there are other times. Times when the sun is high and hot. When the cumulus clouds are like gigantic mountains floating through a blue sky. Times when the warm air billows up beneath my wings and I barely have to flap and all of a sudden I'm so high, so totally, absolutely free, free in a way I never was as a human, free to soar and soar, alone, nothing but the sound of the wind ruffling across my feathers . . . and on those days the glass is spilling over.


  This was a full-glass day.


  I was high in the air, I don't know, maybe a thousand feet up, the beach just ahead of me, a sweet thermal lifting me up. I could see the ocean, I could see the beach and all the people spread out there.


  On a day like this, it was hard to be a pessimist. Yeah, Earth was being invaded by the Yeerks. Yeah, all that stood against them were five kids and one Andalite with the useful power to absorb the essence - what Ax calls "DNA" - of animals and then morph into them.


  And yes, we were probably even losing the last war that humanity might ever fight as a free species. But on a stunning day like this, what I saw spread out below me was not possible Controllers, but people having a nice day at the beach, loving the sun, loving the warmth, taking it easy.


  Even the slaves, standing by to attend to their masters and mistresses, seemed to be having a good time.


  Chapter 2 - Jake


  



  Tobias came swooping in through the open hayloft.


  <It's clear,> he reported.


  I gave him a slight nod of the head. But I didn't acknowledge his presence beyond that. Cassie's slave girl was still in the room, cleaning out the cage of an injured and very vocal goose. And as Cassie is always reminding us, the fact that a slave may not be as bright as a regular person does not mean they can't tell tales.


  This particular slave was mostly deaf, which of course partly accounted for her status. But Cassie claimed the girl was otherwise reasonably smart.


  Cassie grabbed the girl's arm to get her attention, then, enunciating very clearly, said, "You can go now, September Twelve."


  "Yes, mistress," the girl mumbled in her guttural, barely understandable speech. It came out "Yeth, mithreth." She turned and left the room.


  Melissa looked up at Tobias and winked. "Been out flying?"


  <You know it. The way the weather has been lately? I wouldn't miss a day like this.>


  Ax arrived a moment later. Marco was with him.


  "So, what's up?" Marco demanded. "What's this meeting about? Don't you realize I have important stuff going on? I lead a busy, busy life."


  "Really?" Melissa asked naively. Melissa has never really gotten Marco's sense of humor.


  <Marco, are you hanging out with your imaginary friends again?> Tobias asked.


  "Excuse me, but I no longer need friends, real or imagined. I was playing Pong. My dad bought one for us. It's so cool. Even my mom was into it, which, in a way is sad, because seriously, who wants to be doing stuff with their mom?"


  <Be nice to your mom,> Tobias said. <She'll probably end up being your prom date someday.>


  Everyone laughed. Except Ax, of course, who had no idea what a prom was. Or why it would be funny to have your mom as a date.


  He's not one of us. So what can you expect?


  "We have information from the Chee," I said.


  That made Marco groan. "Swell. Trouble. It always is. You know, Erek never contacts us to say, 'Hey let's have fun!' It's always 'Hey, how would you all like to go and get yourselves killed?'"


  "What does Erek have?" Melissa asked.


  "He has information that the Yeerks are putting together a new front organization. This one, unlike The Sharing, is aimed at a very specific target."


  <What target?> Ax asked.


  "Our troops," I said. "Especially troops being sent to the war in Brazil."


  Cassie made a skeptical face. "Why would the Yeerks want to make Controllers of troops heading toward the jungle? What do they care whether we wipe out a bunch of Primitives?"


  "It's not the war they care about," I said. "It's that things are tough for our boys down there, and I guess harsh conditions like that make it easy to get recruits. I mean, you're in the jungle, right? You figure 'How much worse could life get?' But most of the troops survive the war, they come back home, and the Empire rewards them with homesteads, slaves, cars, and so on. Lots of times they get jobs in government or else stay in the army. Suddenly the Yeerks have another one of their own in a position of power."


  "What are we supposed to do about it?" Melissa asked. "That's thousands of miles away."


  I shrugged. "I don't know. But what are we supposed to do, sit around while the Yeerks destroy the war effort? Let the jungle rats continue to take up valuable land that we need?"


  "Yeah, it would be a pity if some of the Primitives escaped alive," Cassie said.


  I shot a look at her. Had that been sarcasm?


  She smiled blandly.


  I had long suspected that Cassie might have slightly radical tendencies. A lot of blacks did. Blacks and a lot of Jews, although not in my family. My dad was a certified POE - Patriot of Empire.


  Still, if you had any Jewish blood in you at all, you had to be extra careful so no one thought you were a radical.


  I knew Cassie was soft-hearted toward her own slaves. But I'd never heard her make any kind of subversive remarks about the war. I'd always just assumed she was sentimental.


  Even now, it was impossible to be sure what her tone of voice meant. I'm not very good at that kind of thing. I'm a mostly straightforward kind of guy. It might have been an innocent remark. Or not.


  I felt my stomach churn. We couldn't denounce Cassie as a subversive. We knew for a fact that the Triple S was heavily infiltrated by Yeerks. Denounce her to the Triple S and we might as well just turn her over to the Yeerks, and then all was lost.


  What was I supposed to do?


  I intercepted Marco's gaze. He gave a slight nod. A "told you so" nod.


  The question was, where would Melissa stand if it came down to eliminating Cassie? I knew Melissa was no radical. But she was Cassie's best friend, despite being white.


  I shook my head, trying to focus. The Yeerks, They were my problem. Not radicals. If the human race survived the Yeerks we'd have all the time in the world to round up the radicals and take care of them.


  In the meantime . . .


  I gave Cassie a blank look, not acknowledging what she might have meant. "We have to try to deal with this. Personally, I don't want a world filled with Primitives any more than I want a world filled with Yeerks."


  "Jungle rats and slugs," Marco said with a laugh. "Now there's a nice world for decent people to live in."


  "Wonderful! Wonderful, I love it!"


  The voice was unknown. I spun around, ready to do battle.


  Standing there, as though it had appeared from thin air, stood a creature who could not possibly be from Earth.


  It looked at first glance like the mating of a small dinosaur and a large prune. It had two legs and balanced its body with a stubby tail.


  The hands were weak, flimsy things, with too many joints.


  The head didn't fit with the birdlike body. It was humanoid in shape, with a narrow lower jaw and big, mocking eyes.


  The skin was wrinkled, like a prune. The flesh was dark, almost jet-black, relieved only by green that rimmed the eyes and mouth.


  "Who are you?" I snapped.


  "Me? Oh, I'm hurt. Devastated! You don't remember your old friend the Drode?"


  Chapter 3 - Jake


  



  "I've never seen you before in my life," I said.


  "Well . . . No. Not in this life, perhaps."


  "Yeerk," Melissa said. "Some new host body."


  "Marco," I said. He nodded. He began to slowly morph to grizzly bear, his favorite morph.


  <Who are you?> Ax demanded. <Or should I say, what?>


  The creature grinned. "You, at least, are no different, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. Still the arrogant Andalite."


  "Shut up, Ax," I snapped. "I am Supreme Leader here. I'll ask the questions." Having put one pushy alien in his place, I moved back to the other. "What do you want?" I demanded. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Marco changing.


  The creature sighed. "Well, as much fun as it is to see you all this way, I suppose for us to move on I'll have to return you, temporarily at least, to your usual condition: sanctimonious, self-righteous, and utterly tedious."


  There was no flash of light. No bang. Nothing changed. Except that everything changed.


  I changed.


  Suddenly, instantly, I was a different person.


  I stared at the Drode. I knew now who he was. What he was.


  Whom he served.


  I shot a look at Cassie. Then at the girl standing beside her. Melissa was gone. Rachel was there.


  "So glad you're back with us, Rachel," the Drode leered. "You know you're still my favorite Animorph."


  "What was all that?" Marco demanded mid-morph. "Some kind of hallucination?"


  "No, no, no!" the Drode said. "It is glorious reality. Big Jake, Jake the perfect leader, Jake the compassionate, nothing more than a jumped-up little dictator with delusions of grandeur who insists on being called Supreme Leader!"


  "No, that was not reality," Cassie snapped. "I do not own a slave! That's sickening! What are you talking about?"


  "And where was I?" Rachel demanded.


  "I was thinking how I'd have to turn Cassie in for not approving of some war down in Brazil," I admitted. "That's not reality."


  "I will tell you about reality," the Drode said eagerly. "Your country is an empire, ruled by terror and torture. It has made war on the nations to the south. It slaughters peoples it calls 'Primitives.' It enslaves anyone with an IQ below eighty, as well as anyone born with what you call defects. All in all, it's my kind of place."


  "That's bull!" Marco said hotly.


  "I assure you it is all true. The Yeerks are within months of consolidating control. The lack of freedom among humans has made their conquest ever so much easier. Your few books, your two radio stations, your single television channel are all censored. Your technology is fifty years behind where it should be. Poverty is widespread, curable diseases run rampant, some women are forced to breed to repopulate the dominant white race while at the same time, in the major cities the poor and homeless are rounded up and shot -"


  "Jake, let me take care of this little worm," Rachel said.


  "What's this all about, Drode?" I asked. I wasn't at all sure I wouldn't take Rachel up on her offer.


  "The Time Matrix," the Drode said.


  <What?> Ax's stalk eyes snapped around to stare. <That's a myth! No such device ever existed.>


  "Oh, it existed," the Drode said. "It exists. It was found by a lowly human-Controller, who uses the name John Berryman. He's an actor. Not a very successful one. A lowly Controller whose Yeerk was, until he lost the battle for Leera, none other than Visser Four. And why did he lose the battle for Leera? Why, because of all of you. Ironic, eh?"


  "What does this have to do with all that other stuff?"


  "The Yeerk, the former Visser Four, has used the Time Matrix. He has traveled backward in time and is changing historical events. He's rewritten the past in an effort to bring about a Yeerk victory and give himself greater power. You . . . the other yous . . . are unaware that life was ever any different. You have all been raised in an environment of delightfully ferocious oppression. It's all quite wonderful!"


  "But slavery? Some genocidal war?" Cassie said, her voice cracking.


  "Why are you here?" Rachel demanded.


  The Drode sighed. "Sadly, I am here to offer you the chance to undo it all." He spread his hands wide and smiled a hideous smile. "I want to help."


  Chapter 4 - Cassie


  



  I laughed. "You want to help. You. Meaning Crayak."


  "Yes, it is rather puzzling, isn't it?" the Drode mocked.


  <Why would you help?> Ax asked.


  "It's all part of a deal. My master, the great and glorious Crayak, and your friend, the simpering, meddling nitwit called the Ellimist, have a deal. Neither of them really approves of a mere Yeerk possessing the most powerful device in galactic history."


  "In other words, this Time Matrix could endanger Crayak himself," Marco translated.


  The Drode laughed. "Don't be a fool. Nothing threatens great Crayak. However . . . one doesn't want mere baboons blundering about with Time Matrices, does one? Who knows what harm they might do? Oh, sure, it's all fun and games when they end up starting genocidal wars or engendering race hatred -"


  "Yeah, what's more fun than that?" Rachel said dryly.


  "- but who knows what other damage a fool with such power may do?"


  "Crayak could grab the Time Matrix himself," Jake said. "He has the power."


  "Mmmm, well . . ." the Drode said.


  Crayak and the Ellimist were to humans what humans are to ants. Nearly omnipotent creatures. One evil. One good.


  Perhaps. We could never be entirely sure.


  <The Rules,> Tobias said. <That's the problem. The rules of the game between Crayak and the Ellimist. Neither trusts the other with the Time Matrix. They don't need it themselves, but they might give it to their allies.>


  The Drode put his hand to his ear. "Did I just hear a bird chirping?"


  "You mentioned a deal," Marco said.


  "Yes," the Drode said. "A deal. And here it is: The six of you will be allowed to follow the Time Matrix. The former Visser Four set off on his journey two days ago. You will be translated back to that point and then the quanta that make up your atoms will be . . . tuned. Yes, that's a good word for simple minds to comprehend. You'll be fine-tuned at the subatomic level to resonate with the movements of the Time Matrix as it travels through time. Your own memories and personalities will, of course, be buffered. Protected against changes."


  <Resulting in what effect?> Ax demanded.


  "Resulting in the effect that, like an echo, you will follow the Time Matrix. It plucks the chords of time and you reverberate." He stopped and shook his head in admiration of his own words. "Brilliantly explained, eh?"


  "That's the deal?" Jake asked. "That's it?"


  "There's something else, isn't there?" I asked the Drode.


  The Drode laughed. "Oh, yes. There is something else, little Cassie. Cassie the killer with a conscience. Kill 'em, then cry over 'em. That's our Cassie."


  "What's the something else?" I repeated, not letting the evil little creep see that his words had hit home.


  "My master Crayak has demanded a price. A payment."


  "A payment."


  "Uh-huh," the Drode said in a parody of coyness.


  "What?"


  "One of you," the Drode said. "You can attempt to save your reality, put everything back where it belongs, end slavery, replace tyranny with democracy, millions of lives saved, let freedom ring, glory hallelujah in exchange . . . in exchange for one, single life."


  "A life?" I asked.


  "The life of one of you. That is my master Crayak's price: One of you must die."


  Chapter 5 - Cassie


  



  "This is insane!" Marco said. "I mean, I've said things were insane before, but this is totally, abjectly insane!" He pointed at the Drode. "You go back and tell that manure pile Crayak, and the Ellimist, too: This isn't on us. They can fix this and leave us out."


  "If we do nothing we go back to that other reality, don't we?" I said to the Drode. "Jake's some kind of junior Nazi, I'm a slave owner, all of us living like that?"


  "Why wasn't I even in the group?" Rachel demanded.


  "You? A violence-prone sociopath like you, Rachel?" the Drode said with a happy laugh. "You were in a reeducation camp. This world has little room for bold, aggressive females. You were being taught your place."


  "Say what? My what?"


  Suddenly, around the Drode's wrist, an oversized watch appeared. "You all have to decide," the Drode said, holding up the watch. "Two minutes. Ticktock, ticktock. Then all goes back to what it should be. Tick. Tock."


  He was gone as suddenly as he had appeared.


  "My place?" Rachel muttered, not quite believing the word. "No one teaches me my place."


  "Okay. Two minutes. Visser Four is running around the past messing up the future. I don't think there's much question that we have to do this," Jake said.


  <Prince Jake,> Ax said, <Have you forgotten that there will be a price to be paid? The life of one of us?>


  Jake nodded. "No choice. Too much hangs on this. Millions of lives versus one? Not even a question."


  "Bull," Marco said. "This isn't our fight. We sit this one out."


  Rachel rounded on him. "What? And I go back to some reeducation camp? And slavery is back? And we're murdering natives down in the jungle or whatever? I don't think so. I can't believe even you could be this much of a weasel!"


  But Rachel was wrong. It hadn't dawned on her yet, or maybe on the others. But I know Jake. There was only one life that Jake would trade away like this. Marco, too, knows Jake very well.


  There was a history between Jake and the evil force called Crayak. It was Jake, more than any of us, who destroyed the Howlers and saved the Iskoort, two terrible blows against Crayak.


  Jake assumed that he would be the one to die. Marco had seen this instantly. He wasn't arguing in favor of the awful future we'd seen. He was arguing for the life of his best friend.


  "We're just going to let it all happen?" Rachel went on, in full outrage mode. "All we just experienced? Slavery? Censorship? Wars? Secret police rounding up the homeless and -"


  "-and Pong?" Marco interrupted, breaking her momentum. "Look, don't be stupid. This could just be an elaborate trap. Anyway, how do we exactly fix the past? I mean, exactly? Does one of you have a history book stored away in his head? How do we fix history if we don't even know how it's broke?"


  It was Ax who answered. <Whatever Visser Four is attempting to do, we undo it>


  "Hey, it isn't that simple. Where do you think Visser Four is going to go to change history? He's going to wars, I guarantee you. Killing and dying. And how do we know it isn't our own actions in the past that caused all this?"


  <Time travel,> Tobias muttered. <Too much to get a human brain around. Too complex. Too many possibilities.>


  "Okay, look, time is short. It's down to a vote," Jake said.


  "What? The 'Supreme Leader' wants a vote?" Marco mocked. He was stalling. Eating up the two minutes.


  <As bad a feeling as I get about this, I don't see how we can just blow this off,> Tobias said reluctantly.


  "I'd rather die than be a slave owner," I said. "But . . ." I let it hang. I couldn't look at Jake. I felt sick.


  I felt Marco staring at me. He wanted to see if I understood. I met his gaze. I nodded slowly.


  I wanted to explain. Jake meant more to me than anyone in the world. He meant as much to me as my own parents. But I couldn't walk away from this. The society we'd just glimpsed? No. Whatever the price we paid we had to stop that.


  Marco smiled a small, sad half smile, accepting my verdict.


  <I will go where Prince Jake leads,> Ax said. <Also, I would very much like to see the Time Matrix.>


  "Someone's going to teach me my place? Yeah, right. Let's do it," Rachel said, laughing at her own swagger.


  "Marco?" Jake asked.


  "Here's my vote: We go home and watch TV. Fifty channels, there's gotta be something on."


  Jake shook his head. "I don't think so. The Drode said there was only one channel in that reality."


  "One?" Marco asked, sounding shaken.


  "One."


  "Well, then Visser Four is my meat."


  "Unanimous," Jake said, smiling in amusement at Marco.


  Marco turned away from Jake. The grin disappeared. He looked like he wanted to cry.


  Our eyes met again. And not for the first time I realized how smart Marco is underneath all the jokes. He knew we were going to do it. He knew his best friend's life might be the price we paid. He also knew we couldn't go into this hopeless battle thinking about nothing but that single, terrible fact.


  I leaned close to Marco, so that only he could hear, and took his hand in mine. "Crayak is not going to have him."


  Marco nodded. He squeezed my hand. "You got that right."


  "Okay, it's unanimous," Rachel was saying. "But not till I get a chance to pack some clothes, get some things, okay? In other words, you Drode piece of dog doo, not yet, okay? Not yet! Not yet!" she yelled.


  But she was yelling it to a large creature that seemed to be made entirely of steel.


  Chapter 6 - Rachel


  



  "Not yet!"


  It was dark.


  It was raining.


  And there was a very large man, on a very large horse, wearing very steel armor right in front of me.


  "Rrr-EEE-hhhuhhuhh! Rrr-EEE-hhhuhuhuhh!"


  The horse reared up and pranced in surprise. Hooves as big as dinner plates flailed. I had appeared right in front of it. We both had. Cassie was beside me.


  "Oh, man!" I said. "I knew he'd do this!"


  I glanced around in the dark. I didn't see the others. No surprise. I barely saw the knight on his horse. A damp, sputtering campfire away through the trees cast just enough yellow light to outline the almost dainty metal boot in the ornate stirrup, the long steel shank of his thigh, the chain-mail glove that gripped the reins, the elbow joint, the helmet with a pointed visor decorated with elaborate filigree. The red-and-gold logo on his shield.


  And, of course, the sword that hung at his side in a red scabbard.


  "The Tin Man?" I said under my breath.


  "Uh-uh. I don't think so, Toto," Cassie said.


  My feet were sinking into mud. And it occurred to me that sitting on a horse in the pouring rain was probably not a good time. The red knight was very likely to be cranky.


  The armored man got his horse under control. Barely.


  Then, he drew his sword.


  SCHWOOF!


  Definitely cranky.


  "Sorcières!" he roared, his loud voice muffled by the visor.


  "What?" I asked.


  "I don't know," Cassie said nervously. "I don't exactly speak French."


  "French? He's speaking French?"


  "Like I know?" Cassie said, a little shrilly. "I've only had half a year. I got a B minus on my last test."


  The knight rattled off a string of French. And then he pointed his sword right at me.


  I held up my hands, palms out. "Chill," I said. "No problem here. Just a couple of wet girls from the future out for a walk. Nice meeting you, we'll just be on our way. No-ay problem-ay."


  "Where are the others?" Cassie wondered.


  "Anglaises?" the knight shouted.


  "Hey! I know that word. It means 'English,'" Cassie said, sounding pretty pleased with herself.


  "Anglaises! Espionnes!"


  "Spy!" Cassie translated, nodding her head like she was proud. "Espionnes. Espionage. Spies. English spies. That's what he said."


  I swiped my hand back over my forehead to get some of the water out of my eyes. It didn't work. I looked at Cassie. "You know, Cassie, when he says 'English spies,' I don't think it's exactly a compliment."


  "À moi! À moi!" the red knight yelled, still holding the sword toward me.


  Suddenly there came the sounds of hooves pounding mud. I glanced back and saw a vague shape pelting toward us. I caught a glint of steel armor and green fabric. And now, from all around us, men were running, sloshing, pounding through the mud.


  "This is looking bad," I said.


  We were surrounded. We were getting more and more surrounded. And in the black night I saw fire-limned swords and axes and lances.


  "I don't know where or when we are," Cassie said. "What are we supposed to do?"


  "How about stay alive?"


  "Morph? For all we know, one of these guys is Visser Four. We can't morph!"


  "You have another idea?"


  The new horseman arrived like thunder. He splashed up and reined in. The hooves of his horse threw up mud and clumps of soggy grass. And now there was a very long, very sharp spear leveled at us from behind.


  "They see us morph, they'll kill us," Cassie whispered.


  "It's dark," I said. "Besides, they'll figure we're something supernatural. Probably run away."


  I had absolutely no confidence that I was right. But I wasn't going to stand there and be shish-kebabed without a fight.


  The new knight, the one with faint traces of green on his mud-spattered, battered shield, took over questioning us. His visor was up, revealing a dark hole where we could have seen eyes and a mouth if it had been light enough.


  The green knight rattled off a rapid-fire question. We shrugged. I don't know if he noticed that I shrugged with somewhat larger shoulders. Or that my skin was turning leathery and gray.


  "Ce sont des sorcières anglaises," the red guy explained.


  "We're English," Cassie translated. "I'm thinking maybe 'witches.' English witches. Spying English witches."


  "English?" the new knight demanded.


  "Well . . . American actually," I said.


  "Yes, we're English," Cassie jumped in, speaking pointedly to me. "Totally English, Rachel, because what would a couple of Americans be doing here in France in the past, right? Back when people still wore armor and stuff? I don't think so."


  "Ah. Right. English," I agreed, though my voice was thickening as my tongue began to grow in my mouth, and my upper lip melded into my nose and began to grow.


  "Rachel!" Cassie said. "You're not . . ."


  But I was. And right then, the French guys noticed.


  The green knight yelled something I don't think Cassie will ever be able to translate, and then he lowered his lance to horizontal, spurred his horse, and charged.


  Chapter 7 - Cassie


  



  "Look out!"


  Rachel tried to jerk aside, but she was growing fast and her legs didn't exactly match the rest of her. She was a tangled, horrific mess of mismatched body parts.


  I leaped toward the spear.


  Missed!


  I fell into the mud at the horse's feet. It was huge, looming high over me, draped with embroidered fabric, its head encased in jointed steel armor.


  Half by accident, half by instinct I kicked the horse's knobby left knee.


  "Ahhh!" I thought I'd broken my foot!


  The horse stumbled.


  The spear's point missed Rachel by millimeters. The green knight plowed on, right over me! Hooves jack hammered the mud around me.


  "Rachel!"


  The horse's chest slammed Rachel hard. But Rachel was bigger, now. Not as big as the horse, but not small enough to be knocked over, either.


  The green knight backed his horse off, cursing and yelling.


  The red knight spurred his own mount. He raised his sword high over Rachel's lumpy head.


  Sproot!


  Sproot!


  Two immensely long, curved white tusks exploded from Rachel's face.


  The sword whizzed as it slashed in a downward arc.


  CHUNKTH!


  Sword blade hit tusk!


  <Hah!> Rachel exulted. <Now let's see how bad you guys are! Maybe you want to teach me my place!>


  I walked back, stumbled, fell on my butt in inches of mud, picked myself up and slunk back into darkness, away from the melee. Out of the firelight.


  I was no use to Rachel. Not as a human girl.


  I was already morphing to wolf as fast as I knew how.


  Where was Jake? Where were the others? Why were Rachel and I left to deal with this alone?


  Was Jake still alive?


  <Come on, tough guys. What, are you scared?> Rachel raved.


  The two knights were having a hard time trying to control their horses. The mud sucked at their hooves. The bizarre new smell of elephant sent their horse brains reeling.


  The foot soldiers had stayed out of the fight so far, which was all that had saved Rachel. If they had charged, she'd have been hacked apart. But the knights hadn't given them a signal. And I guess the concept of initiative for average guys was still a few centuries in the future.


  The fire blazed up suddenly.


  Pounding hooves! A flash of steel, coming down hard!


  <Aaaahhhh!> Rachel cried as a three-foot cut appeared in her shoulder.


  The two knights spurred past Rachel and turned to come back at her. One with now-bloody sword raised. The other with lance lowered.


  "Rrrachllllrrr!" I tried to scream a warning. But my mouth was pressing outward, filling with long teeth.


  I was only half-morphed. No matter. There was no time!


  I bounded forward and fell, face first, into the mud as my legs twisted and shrank.


  I staggered up, but my arms were morphing to front legs. Fingers gone and replaced by pads.


  Time wasted!


  The knights charged.


  Rachel bellowed.


  The horses whinnied in fear but kept going.


  The knights passed Rachel on either side.


  It happened in an instant.


  <Argghh!> Rachel cried in pain, even as she twisted and threw her trunk sideways.


  I could see the spear protruding from her flank. There had to be two feet of sharp steel blade and wood shaft buried in Rachel's side.


  I saw a horse, riderless, disappear in the darkness.


  Then I saw the red knight. He was held high in the air, a thick, powerful trunk wrapped around him like a python. Chain-mail hands clawed futilely at the trunk. He screamed something to the men below him.


  "Hreee-EEEEEEE-uh!" Rachel bellowed in elephant rage.


  The green knight was wheeling back around. He pulled his sword from its scabbard.


  About half the foot soldiers were running away gibbering and yelling. But the others were coming to the knight's aid, charging at Rachel.


  I tried to stand up but suddenly I was staggered by a blow on the back of my neck. Wolf instinct rolled me over, almost as fast as a cat.


  THUNK!


  A spear impaled the ground beside me. I saw a wild look on the face of the foot soldier above me. He tried to yank the spear free.


  Now, I was fully wolf. And the man realized he wasn't going to yank that spear out in time.


  I bared my teeth and snarled.


  He turned and ran, yelling something over his shoulder. I didn't know what, but I had a pretty good idea that it included the French word for 'werewolf.'


  Rachel bellowed, "Hrrrr-EEEEE-yah!"


  I was up. And now I had all the wolf's enhanced senses. I could smell the elephant. I could smell the horse. I could smell sweat and filth and moss and mud.


  I could smell fear.


  And in a flash of lightning I saw a scene from a medieval nightmare.


  The remaining knight in wet, muddy armor, shield gone, astride a massive horse festooned in dirty green livery, was charging, sword held forward. Toward what he must have thought was a dragon.


  And the dragon - the African bull elephant - was charging straight for him, tusks thrust out, trunk high in the air holding the squirming, helpless, screaming red knight.


  It was no contest. Maybe with a lance the green knight might have had a chance. Not with a sword. And not against Rachel, who was going to slam his brother knight down on him with the force of a dropped safe.


  I scrambled out of the mud and ran, full tilt at the knight. Padded feet flew!


  A foot soldier loomed up before me, crossing himself frantically as he waved an ineffectual sword at me. I snarled. He fell to his knees.


  I leaped, soared, landed lightly on the man's bowed head, kicked off again, and sailed through the air.


  I hit the green knight.


  He fell away. He hit the ground, shoulder first, then face down in the mud. I landed on top of him. Many tons of gray flesh went plowing by, tree-trunk legs motoring easily across the mud.


  The knight tried to get up. The mud held him captive.


  <Stay down, you idiot!> I said in frustration. <You want to get stomped?>


  I heard new footsteps running. And my wolf senses detected a new smell. One that was definitely out of place in this era.


  I was pretty sure it was salsa.


  I looked up and saw Jake and Marco.


  Jake. Still alive.


  <Which one of you ate at Taco Bell today?>


  Chapter 8 - Jake


  



  It was not a good situation.


  I was seriously annoyed.


  One knight was stuck in the mud. A foot soldier was on his knees praying and quaking. The other knight was being held up by Rachel's trunk about six feet in the air.


  <Oh. Hi, Jake. Hi, Marco,> Rachel said.


  <Hi,> Cassie said.


  <We were . . . uhhh . . . well . . .>


  "So, there we were, suddenly appearing in the middle of a bunch of tents full of guys wearing armor," I said conversationally. "Naturally we figured we'd better lie low. Not attract attention. Not cause any trouble."


  <Are you really mad?> Rachel asked.


  I leaned over and grabbed the green knight's arm. Marco grabbed the other and we yanked hard, trying to get him up out of the mud while he cursed us in French.


  "I figured I'd try the subtle approach," I said. "But, of course, that's just me. It hadn't occurred to me that what I should do is morph into elephant and STOMP PEOPLE INTO THE MUD!"


  <You are mad.>


  "Why would I be mad? Just because at the very moment I'm thinking 'Cool, we snuck past the guards,' I suddenly hear an ELEPHANT?!"


  Marco laughed. "Half the guys back there in the tents are wetting themselves and babbling about dragons and devils."


  <Hey, they started this,> Rachel said.


  I sighed and rubbed my forehead. "Rachel?"


  <Yes Jake.>


  "Do you think you could put that guy down and demorph so we could get out of here without wiping out ten thousand future French people who might be descendants of these two guys?"


  <You know, he stuck a spear in me,> she grumbled.


  I helped the green knight get to his feet. "Sorry," I said. "How do you say 'sorry' in French?"


  "Sorreeee?" Marco offered. "Ah em verreee sorreee."


  "That's very helpful, Marco," I said.


  Cassie had demorphed. Now Rachel put the red knight down gently and began to demorph as well. I saw the red knight heading toward a dropped sword.


  "Hey! Uh-uh," I said. "No no no."


  He stopped.


  Just then Tobias swooped down through the trees. Another bird of prey was with him. Ax, in harrier morph.


  <See, Ax? Told you it was Rachel. Any time you hear a bunch of screaming and see people running, you're going to find our girl Rachel somewhere close by.>


  "Very funny," Rachel said. "They started it. Cassie! Tell them who started it!"


  "Okay, look, we're all together. Let's get out of here before we draw the whole French army down on us," I said. "There must be a couple hundred guys back in that field up there."


  <More than that,> Tobias said. <I don't see all that well at night but I saw more like thousands behind us. Campfires all over the place. And some more over in front of us.>


  <Two armies?> Ax suggested.


  "And us between them?" Marco said. "Great."


  "Two armies? What war? What year?" Cassie asked.


  I shrugged.


  "The green guy there speaks English, I think," Rachel said.


  I looked at the knight. Despite the armor he wasn't really much bigger than me. Standing in the mud without a weapon he wasn't too intimidating. "Excuse me, sir, can you tell me what year this is? And who's fighting this war?"


  "I do not parlay avec weetches," the knight said in haughty, heavily accented English.


  Marco stifled a giggle.


  "I'm not the weetch." I pointed at Rachel. "Those two are the witches. I saved your life."


  "Hey!" Cassie objected.


  The knight thought it over for a moment. "It ees the year of our lord fourteen-fifteen. The forces of the Roi de France, hees highness royal Charles VI, under command du Constable de France and Princes of the blood royal, are here unis pour . . . to repel I'envahisseur, Roi Henri five of England, who has laid claim unjust to the throne of France."


  "French and English? Whose side are we on?" Rachel asked.


  "We're not on anyone's side," I said. "We're just here to make sure Visser Four doesn't mess with whatever is supposed to happen here."


  "But we don't know what's supposed to happen here," Cassie pointed out.


  <That's a definite problem,> Tobias said.


  "Okay. First thing: We don't do anything till we find Visser Four. And when I say don't do anything that would include squeezing French knights with our trunks till they pop open like an overboiled hot dog."


  "He has an armor! He barely felt it!" Rachel said hotly.


  "Let's get airborne," I said. "What we're looking for is anyone who doesn't belong. Also we're looking for the Time Matrix. Ax?"


  <Yes, my Prince.>


  "What does a Time Matrix look like?"


  <I do not know.>


  "Better and better," Marco muttered darkly.


  "Okay, just look for . . . just look. And remember one thing: We are just as likely to mess up the future as Visser Four is. So be careful. Cover this whole area. If we're some kind of quantum echo or whatever then Visser Four must be nearby. Anyone spots him, we'll need to move fast and hard."


  I looked around at all my friends. I tried to make eye contact with each as I repeated. "Fast and hard. You understand? This guy has the most dangerous weapon ever created. We can't let him get away. His personal history ends here."


  Chapter 9 - Marco


  



  The sun was barely up. Gray dawn.


  We flew. We looked at stuff. We demorphed. We remorphed. We flew some more. The sun was coming up and we still had not seen anyone who we thought was Visser Four.


  However, I'd seen some really cool armor. Mostly on the French side. The English guys looked pretty raggedy. And about half of them seemed to have serious digestive problems. Every five minutes you'd see one of the English soldiers run off into the bushes and . . . well, let me put it this way: What they did you don't really want to see, especially with high-power osprey eyes.


  I was over the English camp for about the twentieth time. The head guys, including this guy I thought might be the king, were attending an old-fashioned mass. You know, in Latin.


  Their third mass. Which made me wonder if they had any hope of winning. I mean, one church service, maybe. But three? That's not a sign of confidence. That's more like "I'll be there any minute now, Lord, so have Saint Peter make up my bed."


  The guys themselves, knights, soldiers, archers, and so on, were a nasty-looking bunch of humans. No one looked like they'd washed their clothes any time this century. Faces were dirty. Teeth were rotted and I mean yellow-and-black, gnarled-looking rotted. They were pompous, swaggering knights and whatever, who had literally four and a half teeth in their whole head.


  And speaking of heads, here's a clue: You didn't want to have really good eyesight and see these guys' hair. We're not just talking fleas. We're talking lice. And not one or two. Every head was like a Manhattan of lice. A Hong Kong of fleas. There were crawling little bugs packed onto some of these guys like fans at a Phish concert.


  And skin? Scabs, rashes, bumps, boils, warts, things you thought might be beetles stuck on their faces but that were actually moles.


  It was pockmarked city. Virtually every face looked like someone had fired a shotgun at it. Deep holes you could almost stick a finger into.


  Smallpox, of course.


  It was not an attractive crowd. English or French, it didn't matter, except that the French had more horses and cooler armor.


  Ax wheeled through the sky, twenty feet above me, closer to the French lines.


  <I do not mean to insult your ancestors, Marco, but if the Yeerks had arrived in this era they would have left to find some other species to infest. These humans have all the parasites they could possibly support.>


  <Oh yeah? What were Andalites like three, four hundred years ago?>


  <We were relatively backward technologically,> Ax sniffed, <but we had managed to discover cleaning agents. These humans are universally filthy.>


  <They are . . . Hey! That's it! Jake! Rachel! Everyone! These guys are all dirty and lice-ridden and pockmarked!>


  <It took you three hours to notice that?> Rachel demanded. <You're a genius, Marco.>


  <Well, duh, Rachel, guess who wouldn't be all skanky?>


  <Visser Four! Of course!> Cassie said. <He has a twentieth-century body! Twentyfirst century. He won't have smallpox or lice or bad teeth!>


  <That's it,> Jake agreed. <Look for someone clean! That'll be our boy.>


  The sun was rising above the horizon now. The mass was breaking up. It didn't look like they'd have another. I guess three were enough.


  The guy I thought was probably the English king was hanging out with some of his boys, all laughing very loudly the way people do when they're scared peeless but want to look cool.


  I took a look at him. No, he did not have a twenty-first-century body. He was about as skanky as anyone. I checked out his boys, a bunch of burly-looking troublemakers. I guess they were his main knights, but if it hadn't been for the chain mail and the swords you'd have figured them for a bunch of Mafia hit men.


  They weren't all buff like some Schwarzenegger action hero. Most were beefy, even fat. I doubted any of these guys had ever even heard the word salad. But they weren't fat fat, they were like, "Ah-hah! Your blade merely penetrated my belly fat and one kidney! A flesh wound! Have at you, sir!"


  These boys were trouble.


  And now the king was talking to his troops. He jumped up on a fallen tree and started bellowing and waving his arms like a politician or a football coach.


  I couldn't hear everything he said, but the basic idea was, "Men, we're outnumbered, but we're here for a good reason, which is that I want to be king of France, so let's go kick some French butt and we'll all be mighty pleased with ourselves on the off-chance that we actually survive."


  Basically the same kind of heroic nonsense we Animorphs tell ourselves before we go into battle.


  Then, quite suddenly, I saw him.


  Not a knight. One of the archers. He was carrying a bow and a quiver full of arrows. His clothes were the same uniform as the other archers: a sleeveless leather jacket decorated with steel studs over a chain-mail shirt; and pants that looked like they'd been sewed together by seamstresses with only three fingers and a ballpoint pen for a needle. He was with a bunch of archers moving toward the French lines.


  <Got him!> I alerted the others. <Over there at the tree line. He's an English archer.>


  <On our way,> Jake said. <Stay cool. We need the right moment.>


  <I think this battle is getting ready to start. If you want to buy some popcorn and Raisinets better hurry.>


  The English were definitely moving. The French, who had to outnumber them four-to-one, waited very calmly. In fact a lot of them were off riding around, talking to each other, drinking, scarfing snacks, making out with women, and gambling.


  Between the two forces, a narrow, muddy field hemmed in by trees on both sides.


  <The English are gonna get stomped,> Rachel said. I could see her bald eagle wheeling down toward me, turning wide circles.


  <Maybe not,> Jake said thoughtfully. <The field is so narrow. The French can't get all their guys into the action.>


  <Want to lay some money down?> Rachel asked.


  <This is probably not why we're here,> Cassie pointed out. <Probably the idea was not to place bets.>


  <Why are we here? That is the question,> Ax said. <What is the significance of this particular historical event? How would a change at this point in the timespace continuum cause the changes we observed?>


  <I don't know,> Jake admitted.


  <Neither does Visser Four, most likely,> Cassie said. <All he knows about humans came from the mind of his host body.>


  <Swell,> I said. <It's the blind leading the blind down history's . . .>


  I stopped talking because I saw something no bird ever, ever wants to see. Ever.


  I saw about two thousand guys notch their arrows, draw their bowstrings back to their ears, and suddenly elevate straight up.


  Straight up at me.


  Chapter 10 - Marco


  



  I was staring down at about two thousand arrow tips, and two thousand guys squinting up at me along the arrow shaft.


  <Uh-oh.>


  Flit! Flit! Flit! FlitFlitFlitFlitFlitFlit!


  The air was filled with arrows. It was like some weird backward hail. It was a wall of arrows!


  Flit!


  <Aaaahhhh!>


  An arrow passed clear through my wing. I banked hard.


  Flit!


  <They're shooting at me!> I yelled. There was a sharp pain in my wing, and blood streaked my feathers. The wing was weaker, but I could still fly.


  <Get outta there!> Rachel yelled.


  <Gee, do you think?!> I said frantically.


  I beat wing but now it was like every idiot on the ground was trying to murder me. Already, they were reloading. But I was hauling. Hauling not exactly in a straight line because one wing was dragging, but I was moving. I headed more or less along the front of the English lines, trying to stay in no-man's-land. One thing I knew for sure: I didn't want to try and cross directly above the English troops.


  Unfortunately, that was a bad insight. The archers were on both ends of the line, in the woods! I was heading straight for another couple of thousand archers!


  Ahhh! I tried to turn. I tried to haul. I would have run on air if necessary.


  Arrows snapped into place, up came the bows, and . . .


  FlitFlitFlitFlitFlitFlit!


  Clean miss! I was out of the way, and now I could watch where the arrows were heading. Down they came.


  The arrows arched toward a column of Frenchmen on horses. Maybe three hundred guys, many loaded up in fabulous armor. Some in less-than-fabulous armor. But all yelling from behind their visors, all with long lances leveled.


  The French cavalry went straight for the archers. The archers were behind a lame wall of spikes angled out toward the horses. Unfortunately for the English, their spikes wouldn't stay up in the mud.


  But the spikes weren't the important issue. The important issue was the arrows.


  FlitFlitFlitFlitFlitFlit!


  Thousands of arrows, all shooting up, all arching, all seeming to hang in the air. Thousands of these arrows just sort of waiting, poised at the top of their arc. A fly could not have gotten through that wall of arrows.


  Down and down to stick in French arms and necks and shoulders and heads and thighs and faces, and all of a sudden what was happening below me was not a joke anymore.


  FlitFlitFlitFlitFlitFlit!


  Arrows flew again, tracking the approaching column of rowdy, disorganized cavalry.


  The main knights seemed almost invulnerable at first with all their armor. Even their horses were armored along the back of their necks and over their heads. But the arrows were so thick that they found their way into the narrow slits in knights' visors.


  Men were dropping. Horses were dropping.


  If I'd stayed one second longer, avoiding the arrows would have been like avoiding raindrops in a thunderstorm.


  If I had stayed a second longer I wouldn't just have been shot. I'd have been a pincushion.


  Now the screaming started. Guys with arrows sticking through their necks, into their stomachs, out of their sides, all fell and crawled and stood up and fell again. And it wasn't just the men. Horses were screaming, too. And that's not a sound I'll ever forget.


  The cavalry fell back. They didn't look good. They plowed right into their own lines, practically riding down their own people.


  The English kept coming. Looking a little more sure of themselves, too. Like maybe two masses would have been enough.


  I tried to find Visser Four again. I looked for that weirdly clean face, the weirdly white teeth. And that saved my life. Because I saw now that the archers were forward, half in the woods, and they had shifted their aim.


  Suddenly, the arrow barrage had changed direction.


  <Aaahhh!> I yelled, spilled air, and plunged like a rock. I saw the English archers release their strings.


  I saw arrows fly!


  Right. At. ME!


  FlitFlitFlitFlitFlitFlitFlit!


  Hundreds of arrows arched toward me as I dove toward the ground. Hundreds of arrows, some so close I felt the breeze from them, blew above me.


  I raked, opening my wings to catch air. But now my injured wing failed. It collapsed, seemed to break in half, and down I went at impossible speed.


  Flump!


  I hit mud, beak first. I maintained consciousness for about a half second. Passed out. Woke up to hear Jake yelling, <Marco! Marco! Get up!>


  Chapter 11 - Rachel


  



  I saw him stick, literally stick, in the mud. I was high above and to the right, off the main field. I was in bald eagle morph - the only one of us nearly big enough to drag an osprey up out of the mud.


  I dove.


  <Rachel! No!> Jake yelled.


  <I can get him!> I had Marco in plain view. A crumpled little wad of dirty gray and white feathers in the middle of what was, by the standards of 1415, probably the most dangerous piece of real estate on Earth.


  I fell like a stone. No, like a missile, because I was under control, directed, aimed with a dozen tiny movements of tail and wingtip.


  <Break off!> Jake yelled. <The arrows! The arrows!>


  FlitFlitFlitFlitFlitFlit!


  The arrows!


  I opened my wings wide, spread my tail feathers, pulled my talons up, and did an impersonation of Wile E. Coyote trying to stop in midair after he's just run off a cliff.


  It didn't work much better than it does for Wile E.


  The arrow barrage flew. Two or three missed me by millimeters, but most were well below me.


  As soon as the arrows were by, I folded my wings, making the smallest possible target, and dropped again toward Marco.


  <Marco! Wake up!> Jake yelled.


  I swept down, barely avoiding hitting the mud myself, and dug my talons into Marco's back.


  <Hey! Ow!>


  <Complain later, we are outta here!>


  Only we weren't outta there. I flapped with all my strength and managed to drag Marco about three feet through the mud. But there was no way we were getting airborne.


  FlitFlitFlitFlitFlitFlit!


  The arrows flew again, this time far overhead. And then I heard a bloodcurdling sound. The roar of battle lust from hundreds of throats. Or maybe not so much battle lust as sheer terror.


  I shot a look to my left. The English were suddenly running. Right at us. To the right: the French, running, galloping, and also doing some screaming.


  We were about to be stomped by several thousand really unattractive shoes.


  <What do we do?> I asked Marco.


  <How do I know? I thought you were rescuing me!>


  <Demorph?>


  <And tell them what? We're neutral?>


  The first wave of English troops was ten seconds away, still yelling, brandishing spears and swords, their boots making sucking noises in the mud. The French maybe twelve seconds away.


  Then, suddenly, from the woods near at hand, a horse burst at a run, heading straight for us.


  I knew that horse.


  At least, I hoped I did.


  <Cassie? Tell me that's you!>


  <Get ready!> Cassie said.


  <To do what? Birds don't ride bareback!> Marco yelled.


  The English from the left. The French to the right. Arrows still filling the air above us. And a single horse kicking up dirt clouds and splashing through mud puddles as it came.


  <Too slow!> Marco said tersely. <And she doesn't exactly have hands. How does she pick us up?>


  <Oh, man,> I said, bracing for the attack.


  In a flash, the English soldiers were all around us, yelling about Harry and England and just generally yelling. Thick, felt-shod, rag-wrapped feet stomped all around us.


  Then, hooves.


  Feet! Hooves! Someone tripped, face down, landed beside Marco and me. At least I thought he'd tripped. Till I saw the short arrow sticking out of his chest.


  It was the green knight. He lay on his shield and tried to breathe. I stared at him, unable to look away. Unable to stop myself from thinking that at least he wouldn't live to tell the story of the witch who became an elephant.


  <Grab my legs!> Cassie cried.


  <What?>


  <Grab my legs!>


  Brown horse legs were tall in a forest of shorter limbs. I sank talons deep into bone and skin. It had to hurt. But Cassie didn't complain. Marco did the same, and then we were off. Two big mud-encrusted birds of prey latched on to a horse's front legs as the horse tried to shove through a melee.


  And the melee had just gotten radically worse.


  Cassie, and we, were shoved by the force of the packed bodies around us, toward the French.


  Now, battle was joined. There was no way out. I dug my talons deep. A horse might survive this hell of yelling, slashing, screaming, shoving, grunting, stabbing madness, but a bird is a fragile animal.


  <Arrgghh!> I heard Cassie cry. I assumed it was the pain of my and Marco's talons.


  But it was much more likely that the pain came from the spear that had been shoved deep, deep into her haunch.


  Cassie stumbled. She fell, face down I disengaged just in time to avoid being crushed.


  Then a foot came down on me. I heard the tiny bones in my back and wings snap.


  It hit me then: I was going to die. Not Jake, me. Mine was the life Crayak would take in payment.


  I was going to die almost 600 years before I was even born.


  Chapter 12 - Ax


  



  <Cassie!> Prince Jake cried.


  <They're down!> Tobias shouted. <I'm going in>


  <No!> Prince Jake ordered. <We don't need another body down there!>


  The two groups of humans rushed together and began to attempt to murder each other by the use of edged pieces of steel in various shapes and forms.


  Some of the humans rode atop horses. Some appeared to be wearing artificial skin made of thin sheets of metal.


  It is one of the rare examples of artificial skin that makes any logical sense.


  But I did not have time to ponder the question of armor. Cassie, Rachel, and Marco were wounded and very possibly dead.


  Flying high above the battle, I caught only occasional glimpses of them. A struggling horse, lying on its side. Two birds. All ignored by the murderous humans around them.


  At the same time, I was attempting to keep track of the movements of Visser Four. He had fired many arrows from the bow that was almost as long as his own body was tall. He had fired more slowly and with less skill than the other archers, but no one had seemed to notice.


  And now, he was moving. Many of the English archers on both wings of the battle had laid down their bows and were drawing swords and daggers. Now I saw the disadvantage of the steel artificial skin. The archers, dressed only in cloth, and carrying light weapons, were able to move more nimbly through the mud. They were able to jump in and stab several of the armored knights through their visors.


  But Visser Four was not a part of this slaughter. He had backed away from the battle into the trees. And now he appeared to be climbing a tall tree.


  <Prince Jake!> I cried. <Visser Four is in a tree. I believe he is preparing to use his bow.>


  <Forget Visser Four!> Tobias said hotly. <Rachel's down there! Rachel! Morph!>


  <She would have to demorph first,> I said. <As a human she would surely be killed.>


  <Shut up!> Tobias cried in anguish. <This can't happen! Ellimist! Crayak! Get us out of here! Get us out of here!>


  I was disturbed by the possibility that my friends would be killed. But there was nothing to be done for them. And our mission was to stop Visser Four.


  I peered closely at his face. It was a normal human face. Perhaps with a bit more facial fat. He appeared to be of adult age, though young for that category. My estimate would be that he was twenty-five years old.


  <Polar bears!> Tobias pleaded. <We morph to polar bears and rip into that mess down there! We can't just do nothing>


  <Cassie's down there, too,> Jake snapped. <And my best friend.>


  <We have to do something!>


  <Like what? Kill a bunch of innocent guys who should have lived? Those aren't Controllers down there. Those are human beings!>


  I tried to stay focused on Visser Four. As I swept in a slow circle above the field of battle, I trained my osprey eyes on his blue human eyes.


  They searched the crowd. Then, found what they sought. I tried to extrapolate, to follow the direction of his gaze. It was an inaccurate game at best. But I believed I saw what he was watching.


  In the middle of the English lines was a warrior wearing a dented gold ring atop his helmet. Many men in armor were close to him. There were several bright flags near him.


  <The human with the gold circle on his head,> I asked. <Is he important?>


  <Gold circle?> Prince Jake asked in a frazzled, distracted voice. <You mean a crown?>


  <Possibly. It is gold and formed into what may be an abstract floral design.>


  <That's the king! The English king!>


  <He will be shot with an arrow very soon,> I said. <Visser Four is drawing his bow and I believe he is aiming it at this king.>


  <Get him!> Prince Jake yelled.


  <I am too far away,> I said. <Only Tobias . . .>


  Chapter 13 - Tobias


  



  <Rachel!> I yelled.


  <Tobias! That guy's getting ready to shoot!> Jake said. <I can see him.>


  <Tobias, I cannot get there in time,> Ax said with infuriating calm.


  Both of them alike! All Jake or Ax cared about was the stupid mission. I could see Rachel and Marco, half-crushed by Cassie's horse body.


  No! Wait! Not crushed. They were shielding themselves beneath her. They'd be crushed, yes, but maybe not killed. If I could get to the woods, morph to polar bear, come back, break through . . .


  Insane! Jake was right. How many terrified soldiers on both sides would I have to kill? And how long would I last?


  <Tobias!> Ax said. <It is now or possibly never!>


  I looked down. I could see Visser Four through a break in the trees. I saw him from above. He was drawing his bow. Ready to . . .


  Flit!


  Too late! The arrow flew. Straight toward King Henry.


  Straight into the back of a young French soldier who fell like someone had cut his legs off.


  A miss!


  Of course! Visser Four was no expert archer. And it was a tough target. The king's face was uncovered. That had to be the target. A professional archer could have done it from this range, but not a novice.


  Still . . .


  Visser Four drew his bow again. He aimed very carefully. And now the king was surging toward the very place where Rachel and the others lay.


  Visser Four might not hit Henry. He might miss and hit Cassie or Marco or Rachel.


  "Tseeeeeer!"


  I spilled air from my wings, folded them back, twisted my tail to aim, and flew straight down.


  Down like a rock.


  I saw Visser Four's fingers begin to relax.


  I saw the fingers release.


  The arrow flew!


  I opened my talons and twisted sideways to bring both talons into line.


  Flit!


  Fwapp!


  Talon hit arrow. Right talon hit but didn't grip.


  I blew straight down, my momentum carrying the arrow with it, canceling some of its speed. Left talon squeezed!


  I felt the shaft slide through my grip. Thunk! My talons closed around the feathered ailerons.


  It all took a tenth of a second. Then, I was carrying the arrow.


  <Go, Tobias!> Jake cried.


  I turned and saw Visser Four. He was staring at me with a mix of amazement and disbelief. And then, slowly, slowly on his face dawned recognition.


  I could literally see his lips form the word.


  The word Andalite!


  <Not exactly,> I thought, <but you've got the basic idea. Jake? I think he's made us.>


  <What?>


  <Visser Four. I think it's occurred to him that normal hawks don't go around snatching arrows out of midair. And now, I'm going after Rachel and the others. Visser Four is your problem now.>


  Chapter 14 - Cassie


  



  I was in agony. I was lying on my side, with Marco and Rachel half-hidden beneath me. The spear had penetrated deep into my side and all I could do was to try and remember my horse anatomy.


  What had the spear hit? Not my heart, or I'd be dead already. My stomach? Intestines? Liver? Who could tell. But I knew that I was weakening. And I knew that if I demorphed, I'd leave Marco and Rachel exposed and helpless.


  Not to mention the high likelihood that a superstitious fifteenth-century soldier would almost certainly kill the weird, twisting abomination I would seem to be in mid-morph.


  We had to get away! But how?


  The battle raged around us. The noise was horrific to my horse ears. Steel clanging against steel. The clank-clank-clank as crossbows were wound tight. Hooves and feet pounding in the mud, and landing, all too often, on bodies.


  Men grunted with the effort of swinging their heavy swords and maces and axes. Men cried out or moaned as they were hurt. They staggered and fell, from wounds or from sheer exhaustion.


  And all of this was all around me. On top of me!


  This, I would later learn, was the battle of Agincourt. One of the great battles of history. Glorious. That's what people called it: glorious. Shakespeare wrote a play about it.


  But I'm here to tell you there was nothing glorious going on. It was as glorious as murder.


  <We have to get out of here,> Rachel said.


  <How?> Marco demanded. <We move, we die!>


  <Cassie's bleeding,> Rachel said. <She's bleeding all over me.>


  <Cassie, can you stand?> It was Jake's voice. Coming from far overhead.


  <I think so. Maybe. I don't know.> This wasn't my body. I didn't know for sure what it could do. I didn't know how badly it was injured.


  <Well, get ready. The cavalry's coming,> he said. Then he added. <We hope.>


  I tried to stand. My legs worked. But I was weak. I couldn't roll enough to get up. Not without crushing Rachel and Marco.


  <What are you guys doing?> Marco asked Jake.


  <Well, this is the age of superstition, right? Witches and goblins and devils and all?>


  <Yeah,> Rachel said.


  <We're giving 'em a devil,> Jake said.


  <A devil? What do you mean, a devil?>


  Then, above all the clashing, yelling, horrific sounds of battle, I heard a new note. Screams of sheer terror. Screams like you'd hear from someone trapped in a nightmare.


  Feet stampeded.


  The king himself stood over me, recognizable for the dented golden crown on his head. He was staring off to the right. Gaping, mouth open, battle temporarily forgotten.


  The knight he'd been fighting sagged to his knees and began crossing himself and praying. Battle lines fell back. The king thought about it for a few seconds and decided he didn't want to go one-on-one with what was coming, either.


  And the devil - or what must surely have looked like a devil to these men of the fifteenth century - rode onto the field atop a magnificent warhorse.


  <Am I seeing a Hork-Bajir riding a horse?> Marco asked.


  The Hork-Bajir - Tobias, actually came charging straight toward us. Brave warriors, warriors who'd gone face-to-face in this battle, life for life, suddenly bolted. The forest of legs around me parted.


  Rachel and Marco crawled out from beneath me. I rolled onto my side and struggled to my feet, woozy, weak, half dead, but not so dead I couldn't run a few hundred yards.


  <Come on!> Tobias yelled, turned his horse, and led the way back off the field.


  The horse said, <Hey! Watch the blades, Tobias!>


  Marco and Rachel grabbed my torn and bleeding legs, and we made off across the horrible field. Over the bodies of dead and wounded, knights and peasants.


  <Visser Four?> Rachel asked.


  <Ax is keeping him busy,> Jake said. <But we have to hurry. Or he'll get away from us.>


  Chapter 15 - Ax


  



  Visser Four ran. But he was merely a human-Controller. So there was very little chance of him outrunning me. I was still in harrier morph. I swooped through the trees as he ran.


  Rising above the forest I could see the edge of a small village in the trees ahead. If Visser Four made it to the village it would be harder for me to stop him. There would be innocent humans about.


  But as a harrier I could do very little to stop him.


  Decision: Stay with the Visser and be helpless, or stop, demorph, and be able to attack?


  The village, a collection of primitive human dwellings with roofs apparently made of grass, was very close.


  First: Keep him from the village.


  I flapped my wings harder and easily caught up with the running, panting, frightened Yeerk. I turned in midair and plunged toward him, talons down and forward.


  He looked up. Dodged to the side. Not fast enough. I felt my left talon catch the side of his head.


  "Aaaahhh!" he cried.


  I swept past and turned to come back after him.


  "Andalite filth!" he screamed. Genuinely screamed. Pure, unfiltered hatred blazing in his blue human eyes.


  He hesitated. I came for him. He broke and ran. But now there were other humans surging around us. A column of men on horses was blundering through the woods seemingly heading around toward the rear of the English lines.


  But there were other humans, too. They were running from the battle. Running toward the village.


  I could not demorph in plain view. The Yeerk must have known this. Now he stopped and put an arrow into the simple bow he used.


  He drew the arrow back and let it fly. My harrier eyes were able to see that it was poorly aimed. It blew past and I did not even need to adjust my flight.


  He ran again, and I followed. Suddenly we emerged from the edge of the wood. There was an open space between the forest and the village. There appeared to be some sort of crop planted there. Villagers were calmly harvesting, going about their busy work as though nothing was happening.


  Possibly they were concerned that the battle or fugitives from it might trample the crop.


  These humans barely looked up from their work as soldiers, archers, and knights on horses went running past.


  Certainly they did not notice Visser Four. Or me.


  I swept up to Visser Four and raked his head again, laying the scalp open. He grabbed at me, but missed.


  "I'll kill you!" he raged.


  <Surrender now, we have you surrounded,> I bluffed. But a Yeerk does not rise to Visser rank by being a complete fool. He laughed at my silly threat.


  This was a pointless battle, I knew. In this morph I could injure him but not stop him. If I stopped to morph I could well lose him.


  There were two large structures in the village. One seemed to me to be essentially military. A fort of some sort. The other had a large main building with a tall tower at one end.


  It was into this building that Visser Four ran. Through a tall door.


  The door had been open. He slammed it behind him. I flared my wings and pulled up, inches from smashing into the heavy-timbered door.


  <Prince Jake!> I called in frustration. <Tobias! Marco! Rachel! Cassie! Anyone who can hear me, please answer.>


  But there was no answer. We were far from the battlefield now. I was on my own.


  How to enter the large structure? How to . . .


  And then, in a flash, I knew why Visser Four had returned here.


  <The Time Matrix!> He'd hidden the Time Matrix in this structure! I had minutes, maybe not even that.


  I landed on the stairs leading to the front door. I began to demorph. My Andalite stalk eyes began to writhe up and out of my feathered head. My fleshless bird legs grew meat and muscle and true bone. I rose, growing taller by the second. But all too slowly!


  Hands! I needed hands!


  Tiny, limp protrusions began to grow from my chest. My forelegs. But my wings remained wings. No fingers appeared.


  <Prince Jake!> I yelled again.


  Visser Four was going to escape.


  <Prince Jake! Rachel! Cassie!>


  Now, at last, fingers! But too weak, too delicate and unformed to turn the heavy iron handle on the door.


  "Aiiiieeee!" someone screamed.


  A human. Perhaps upset at the sight of an Andalite struggling to emerge from . . .


  "Tuez-le! Tuez-le!" a new voice screamed.


  "Tuez-le!" Now it was a chorus. I twisted one stalk eye, only now beginning to work.


  There were half a dozen humans. Some were soldiers. Others not. The ones who were soldiers brandished swords. The others held huge forks made of sharpened wood.


  I was quite sure they were not welcoming me to their town.


  <Prince Jake!> I cried. I lurched on half-formed legs to reach the door. My weak fingers closed on the handle.


  The angry villagers attacked.


  Chapter 16 - Tobias


  



  <Prince Jake!>


  Jake was already running. We'd both heard a faint cry from Ax. This one was louder, clearer. We must be running in the right direction.


  <Cassie! Rachel! Marco! Get clear, then demorph, get wings and follow!> Jake said. <Come on, Tobias, we're the cavalry again.>


  I leaned down over Jake's flying mane, which allowed room for my spiked tail. The horse morph was huge. He'd acquired one of the chargers of a dead French knight. It easily carried my Hork-Bajir weight. Probably not much different from a man in full armor.


  We raced through the trees. Behind us, the battle resumed. I guess in 1415 having the devil show up was a fairly normal occurrence. Nothing to stop a battle over. Not for long, anyway.


  We burst suddenly into the open. Ahead of us, a village. Peasants scattered as we plowed along the dirt street, knocking wheelbarrows over, sending unwary pedestrians sprawling.


  It wasn't much of a village, I guess. A kind of not-impressive fort and a church. The church was on a square. The square was full of runaway soldiers, the wounded, the scared, and a bunch of regular villagers.


  All were converging on the church steps. Half a dozen had hold of an animal that might have been a blue deer with a scorpion tail, but for the fact that it was half-covered in gray feathers.


  <Ax?> Jake asked.


  <Yep,> I said.


  <We're going in!>


  Jake redoubled his speed and went plowing straight into the crowd. I rode till he was stopped by the compacted bodies around us, then I stood up on his back and leaped.


  Hork-Bajir are naturally arboreal. Meaning they live a lot of their lives in the trees. So they can jump pretty well.


  I jumped. I sailed over the heads of outraged villagers and slammed into a wooden door so thick and sturdy it might as well have been a tree.


  WHAM!


  I landed on Ax.


  <Ahhh!> he yelled.


  <Sorry!>


  <Visser Four is inside!> Ax said, sticking to business despite the fact that the nearest villager was trying to stick him with a wooden pitchfork.


  I clambered away from Ax and snatched the pitchfork out of the guy's hands. If they didn't already believe I was a devil, they sure did now.


  <Come on!> I yelled. I grabbed the door handle, twisted it easily, and shoved back on the door. Ax and I together spilled inside. I slammed the door shut behind us, snatched up a four-by-four and popped it into the iron slots, barring the door.


  We were in a church. I was a seven-foot-tall creature with horns and a spiked tail holding a pitchfork. And I was in a church.


  I looked at the altar. I looked at the terrified priest who was shaking so badly he couldn't cross himself.


  <Sorry,> I said to the priest. <It's not what it looks like. Sorry,> I added, looking at the altar. <Boy, is this the wrong morph in the wrong place.>


  Ax was fully Andalite now. Which didn't help our appearance one bit.


  <Visser Four!> Ax said. <I don't see him.>


  <Me neither.>


  <The Time Matrix! He has almost certainly hidden it here. If he reaches it, he will escape.>


  Then . . .


  BONNNNNNG!


  A distant ringing.


  <The bell tower!> Jake cried from outside. <He's in the bell tower.>


  I shot a look around. Stairs. There had to be . . . <Over there!>


  We ran. Ran for the stairs and bounded up them two, three at a time.


  The stairs twisted in a tight circle. My big Hork-Bajir feet were twenty sizes too big. I slipped and skinned my knees on sharp stone. Ax leaped over me and raced ahead.


  Above us, a wooden platform blocked our way. There was a trapdoor.


  FWAPP!


  Ax's tail snapped and cut a slice out of the trapdoor. I shoved up beside him.


  <Allow me,> I said.


  I drew back my Hork-Bajir fist and rammed it straight upward. The trapdoor slammed back on its hinges.


  I pushed myself up and through. Not possible for Ax.


  And there, before me, was the deadliest thing ever created.


  It was a shimmering, featureless globe. Almost as tall as I was. And Visser Four had his hands pressed against it, a look of concentration on his face.


  He smiled at me.


  "So. The Andalites pursue me still," he sneered. "I was careless. I did not expect to be pursued. But I'll be careful now. Yes. And you know what? It's better this way. I have the power now! I have the POWER!"


  I lunged.


  The globe shimmered. Visser Four grinned.


  My blades flashed.


  On emptiness.


  Chapter 17 - Jake


  



  "Where'd that dang horse come from?"


  "Don't reckon I know, Tom."


  "It's Sergeant, you clodhopper. How many times I got to tell you that? He must belong to one of the officers. He's a beauty, he is."


  The horse was me.


  I'd been standing outside the church as Ax and Tobias raced to catch Visser Four. Obviously they'd failed because I was no longer outside the church.


  Now I was standing in the middle of a press of men, all shuffling more or less forward.


  Forward was toward the muddy bank of a river.


  It was dark. Night. Cold.


  The horse morph had been bred for northern European winters so it wasn't suffering too much. That didn't change the fact that it was cold.


  The sky was dark. The kind of dark you don't see in a world filled with street lamps and porch lights.


  Clouds hid the moon and stars. So dark that I could barely see the two or three guys closest to me. I saw the river only because the bank was outlined in white: Ice floes were crunching into the shore.


  I heard the sound of wood on wood. A hollow, random sound. Boats bobbing together in the river current.


  The ground had probably been snow-covered. But now it was mud churned by hundreds, possibly thousands of feet.


  One thing was sure, at least: This was no longer France. The men around me spoke English. The accent was strange, kind of as if you had a bunch of country folks trying to speak with an English accent.


  "Don't much favor the look of them trees over yonder," a man said. "Whole troop of Hessians could be back up in there."


  "If they's Hessians I guess the general would know," another man answered. "'Sides, some of our boys is already acrost."


  Hessians. The word meant something to me. Something.


  What?


  I'd heard it before, I was sure of that. Maybe the guys around me were English or maybe American, but either way I'd never heard of any war with Hessia. Hessland. Whatever.


  Where were the others?


  <Marco? Cassie? Anyone?> I called out in cautious thought-speak.


  "Someone get this here horse out of the way!"


  A hand searched in the dark for my bridle. I didn't have one. I backed away, knocking a man down.


  I turned and shouldered my way through the men. Whoever had been trying to grab me must have lost interest.


  <Rachel! Tobias! Anyone hear me?>


  No answer. Maybe they weren't near enough. Maybe they hadn't been dragged through time, yet.


  Maybe they were no longer alive.


  Where was I?


  There was a murmur of anticipation from the men around me. "General's comin'. Guess we'll be getting along, now."


  "They say as we're late and the Hessians be waiting for us. They's a whole army of 'em in Trenton. I know. My sister's husband is from Trenton. Says them Hessians is right tigers in a fight."


  "What do you know about any tiger, Elias, you ain't never seen a tiger, have you?"


  "Shut your cakeholes, you lot," an authoritative voice snapped.


  I stopped moving. Couldn't go any further for the men pressing in all around me, making a lane for the general.


  He walked by quickly with half a dozen well-dressed men trailing him.


  I never would have recognized him. Not from any of the paintings I'd seen. Certainly not from his face as it appears on the one-dollar bill. But the men were whispering his name.


  "Washington."


  He was a big guy. He wore a long buff-colored coat over tight white pants that stopped below the knee. His hair was white. Of course, I thought, that's a wig. Rich people or important people all wore wigs in those days. These days.


  George Washington. Father of the country.


  "You know who that is?" Marco asked.


  He'd sidled up beside me, out of nowhere.


  <Jeez, Marco. How long have you been here?>


  "Got here about five minutes ago, dude. Heard you calling. Couldn't answer, though. I'd already demorphed."


  I turned my big horse head to aim one eye at him. <Where'd you get the clothes?>


  "Not exactly clothes," Marco muttered. "A blanket with a hole for the head. The boots are cool, though."


  <Where did you find boots?>


  He shrugged. "You think it'd change the course of history much if George Washington was to lose his extra pair of boots?"


  <You stole George Washington's shoes?>


  "Hey, it's freezing, all right? Not all of us happen to be horses at the moment."


  I heard someone make a not-too-subtle remark about lunatics joining the ranks.


  <Marco, stop talking to me. People are noticing. They think you're nuts.>


  Marco fell silent. And then, <Jake? Cassie?>


  <Rachel? Is that you?>


  <Yeah. I'm in owl morph flying above an army down by some river with some boats. Guys are carrying old-fashioned rifles.>


  <I know. Marco and I are down here in the middle of it. I'm the horse. Marco's the one wearing Washington's boots.>


  <No way. George Washington?>


  "Jake, tell her 'No, Guido Washington.'"


  <Marco would like me to pass along a sarcastic remark,> I said.


  <Wow. Washington. Is this the Delaware? Is he crossing the Delaware?>


  <I guess so. I mean, I've heard Washington crossed the Delaware, but I don't know what it means.>


  <This river is the Delaware. The Delaware River,> Rachel said. <I mean, come on, even I know that!>


  <Why is he crossing the Delaware?>


  "To get to the other side and see the chicken," Marco whispered.


  <Is it just us?> Rachel asked. <I just got here like three minutes ago. I demorphed and morphed, and now I don't see Cassie or Ax or Tobias anywhere.>


  "Oh good, it's starting to rain," Marco complained.


  <Rachel? Don't waste time looking for the others, look for Visser Four.>


  <Gotcha.>


  From down by the water came raised voices. Someone not exactly yelling, but definitely mad. A low-key laugh seemed to travel through the army.


  "General's giving 'em hell."


  "What for?"


  "What for? Are you simple? We're late, that's what for. We're supposed to be across and march over to Trenton afore first light."


  Trenton. Hessians. Washington crossing the Delaware.


  <Visser Four is after Washington,> I said.


  "Yep," Marco agreed.


  <We have to get out of here. I have to demorph. Rachel? Find Washington. He must be the target. Stay on him. Whatever you do: Protect George Washington.>


  "There's three words you never thought you'd say," Marco said with a low laugh.


  Chapter 18 - Rachel


  



  Protect George Washington.


  Right. No problem. I was an owl.


  The army was loading into the boats. Not enough boats, from the look of it. They must have already pulled across the river once; there was a group of a couple hundred over there.


  What had started out as rain had quickly become sleet. The weather was miserable. And it was clear that the men on the ground thought so, too.


  Many of them wore little more than rags. Rags were wrapped around their feet. They weren't quite as skanky as the French and English at Agincourt but they were close. If they had fewer fleas and lice it probably had to do with the fact that it was too cold for fleas to breed.


  I drifted above them, my wings coating up with sleet every time I stopped flapping them for too long.


  I kept Washington in sight. He had to be Visser Four's target, just as King Henry had been. It made sense. Visser Four's plan was to remove influential people from history. It was the obvious thing to do: no Washington, maybe no United States. Maybe the Revolution fails and everything changes.


  But why King Henry and Agincourt? What would have happened if Visser Four had managed to kill Henry?


  <Doesn't matter,> I muttered. Some English king was one thing. This was the Father of our Country. The first president of the United States. No one was going to take him down.


  But we could use more help, I realized. Marco and Jake were trapped down in the mass of men. Jake was still in horse morph, although I saw Marco leading him away toward the woods, presumably to demorph.


  That was still just three of us. Where were . . .


  <Yah!> I yelped in surprise. It was sheer accident that I happened to be looking when Cassie popped into existence about fifty yards down the riverbank, just beyond range of the colonial soldiers. She was human. She must have been left in 1415 long enough to demorph.


  <Cassie! I see you. I'm in owl morph. Here's the deal: Washington is crossing the Delaware, and yes, I mean the Washington.>


  I saw her look up. Night is meaningless to an owl. Even this night.


  I saw her mouth form the words "George Washington?"


  She couldn't see me, of course. <Yeah. George, National Daddy, that's me-on-the-dollar-bill-with-a-city-and-a-state-named-after-me Washington> I said. <Jake figures Visser Four is going to try and smoke him. They're getting ready to load him up, I think. George, I mean. Yes, he's heading for a boat.>


  Cassie made a sinuous motion with her hands. A swimming motion.


  <Dolphin? Yeah. Good idea.> Cassie in the river, yeah, that would help, maybe. But Visser Four could be beneath any of the hundreds of hats I saw below me. All he needed was a musket and a clear shot. He could already be taking aim . . .


  Jake and Marco reemerged from the trees. Both human. And somehow Jake now had a blanket over his head and some rags wrapped around his feet.


  I didn't know how that had happened. But I guess if Marco could find a way to rip off Big George's extra boots . . .


  Still they had to be cold as they plowed through the crowd of men, rushing to reach a boat.


  <Jake? Rachel? Is anyone else here, or am I the only one watching George Freaking Washington climbing into a boat?>


  Tobias!


  <You recognized him?> I demanded.


  <Of course I recognized him,> Tobias said. <That's The Man! Are you kidding?>


  <Is Ax with you?>


  <Yeah, the both of us popped up just now. We're across the river. I'm still in Hork-Bajir morph. Think maybe I'd better demorph. What's the deal?>


  <Jake and Marco human, getting into a boat. Cassie, mid-morph a dolphin, about to get into the water. Me, I'm flying around enjoying the delightful weather.>


  <There are armed men over on this side,> Ax interjected.


  <I don't see 'em,> Tobias said. <Hork-Bajir eyes, man.>


  <Those are good guys,> I said. <Guys have been going across for a while now. I don't think they have enough boats.>


  <Ah,> Ax said. <They seem to be very alert.>


  <I guess they would be. They're on their way to go kick butt in Trenton.>


  <Ah,> Ax said again. <But . . .> He hesitated, as if something was bothering him.


  <It's okay, Ax, it's a good thing they have guys over there already,> I said, reassuring him. <Nothing to worry about.>


  Chapter 19 - Marco


  



  We got into a boat. Turned out not to be all that hard. No one was all that anxious to climb on board for the trip across an icy, raging river in the middle of a sleet storm.


  Can't imagine why.


  "Ah, yes," I muttered to Jake, "the Love Boat takes a detour to hell."


  "My feet are freezing," he answered, eye-balling my feet. My warm, dry feet. "Too bad the Big Guy didn't have a third pair of boots."


  "They wouldn't fit you," I said. "Not your size."


  "Uh-huh."


  There's a very famous painting of Washington crossing the Delaware. It hows George standing up in the middle of this boat like one of the lifeboats from Titanic and looking all determined and Father-of-the-country-ish.


  Two things wrong with that.


  One, the boats were low-sided, flat-bottomed, rocking, spinning, swamped, water-up-to-your-ankles pieces of junk. Not that you could even feel your ankles. Unless you had boots on.


  There were too many wet, mad, depressed, shivering, scared men and boys packed into too few boats in the middle of a hurricane of sleet on a river that was a rush-hour expressway of gigantic chunks of ice.


  Sleet was piling up on my head. There was sleet on my shoulders. Sleet in my eyes, sleet freezing into a crust of ice on my knees, sleet on my bare fingers, fingers numb, numb till they would barely move and you had to think about unbending them.


  On top of all this, the guys were not thinking so much about how they were on a mission to create a great democratic nation. They were mostly concerned with the fact that the sleet was getting down the barrels of their guns, and into the flintlocks, and how wet gunpowder might as well be Bisquick.


  That was the first thing wrong with that painting.


  The second thing was if George had been a big enough idiot to want to stand up in the middle of all this, his men would have figured he was a lunatic and turned around and learned to enjoy crumpets.


  If you worked at it, you could not create a more miserable little boat trip. Guys rowing like mad. Using poles to keep the icebergs from turning us into a bunch of badly dressed Leonardo DiCaprios.


  "That's the guy," Jake said. He was looking toward the boat that rode the current a dozen or so feet away to our right. Or starboard, I guess.


  Washington's boat.


  I thought at first he meant he'd spotted Visser Four. But he was looking at Big George.


  You know, it's dumb, I guess. I'm not some big "wave the flag" guy, you know? But that man over there, huddling down in his coat while the ice crusted his hat, that was George Washington.


  It was hard to digest.


  I twisted my head, dislodging some of the slush.


  "Like Tobias said: The Man" Jake said. "No him, no us maybe."


  "Yeah. And Visser Four could be in his boat right now."


  Jake nodded. "Rachel's on it."


  "Hey, we're almost there. Gee, I hate to see this pleasure cruise come to -"


  Ka-PopPopPopPopPopPop!


  A horizontal line of flame erupted, blinding in the darkness. Twenty, thirty, who knew how many ancient muskets, all firing at once, a disciplined volley.


  I couldn't see the damage done. But I heard the cries.


  "Turn back!" someone screamed.


  A second volley!


  Ka-PopPopPopPopPopPop!


  Again, exploding powder drew that awful horizontal line.


  "We're betrayed!"


  "Turn back!"


  "No! Forward!"


  Our boat began to turn, but lost its way and simply wallowed as men lurched back and forth in panic.


  On the far shore, no longer so far, the ancient flintlock muskets opened fire again. Fingers squeezed on triggers. The hammer, with its chip of flint, slammed down against steel.


  The spark ignited the powder in the flashpan. It made a small coughing sound.


  Then the main powder charge ignited.


  Pop!


  A ball of lead the size of a marble flew.


  But not one, single gun. A mass of guns. All firing at once.


  Fifty, sixty, a hundred explosions!


  A hundred balls, flying, singing through the air.


  Thunk!


  The man sitting in front of me fell back. His head dropped on my lap.


  "Aaahhh!" I yelled.


  Thunk!


  An oar was blown in half.


  Thunk!


  A hole appeared in Jake's forehead.


  Chapter 20 - Rachel


  



  <Nooooo!>


  Jake fell straight back without a twitch or a movement. Simply collapsed. A puppet whose strings had been cut.


  Marco lunged across the boat to grab him.


  I saw the hole. It was centered in Jake's forehead.


  The back of his head was gone. There was no possible question. He was dead.


  In a flash, I understood.


  It wasn't the advance elements of the colonial army that Ax had seen on the far shore. It was the Hessians, moving in to ambush.


  Visser Four had enlisted allies in this assassination.


  Another huge crash as the Hessians fired another volley.


  More men died. Half the men in Jake and Marco's boat were dead or injured. I could see the Hessians. Neat, orderly rows of green-coated soldiers.


  Hessians. German mercenaries working for, fighting for, the British. This was not even their war.


  Men were trying to turn Marco and Jake's boat. Trying to head it back, away from the guns.


  A volley. And now, deeper, booming explosions, as a cannon added its voice.


  BOOOM!


  A boat blew apart.


  It was slaughter.


  Another boat capsized, spilling men into the water.


  Boats slammed into each other.


  The dead bodies went over the side to slip beneath the black water.


  Men were trying to shove Jake over. Lightening the boat. Marco fought them, but they knocked him back.


  <Cassie!> I cried.


  <What?> She was alarmed, she'd heard the guns. But she didn't know.


  <Cassie . . . Jake . . . his body! You have to get it. You can't let it . . .>


  <Oh, my God!> she wailed.


  I saw her surface. She was downstream. She fought her way back up. She would find Jake. She would. But there would be so many bodies for her to look through.


  I saw him go under, sinking. An ice floe glided over him.


  I saw Marco. Yelling. Crying.


  Saw Washington's arm get hit by a bullet.


  I didn't see Visser Four. But I knew he was there. This wasn't the way it had happened. Washington's men had surprised the Hessians. The battle had been won by the Americans.


  Someone had warned the Hessians. Someone had told them where to wait.


  My head was swirling. All so impossible. Jake. Impossible!


  <Save Washington!> I said.


  <What do we do?> Tobias asked.


  Do? I didn't know! <Attack!> I blurted. <The Hessians! Attack them!>


  <Rachel,> Ax said, <these Hessian humans are only doing what ->


  But my doubt was gone. Attack. Yes.


  <They killed Jake,> I snapped. <And they're trying to get Washington. They could kill Marco. They die! Do you hear me, Andalite? They killed your prince. Do your duty.>


  Chapter 21 - Ax


  



  Tobias was in his own hawk body. I was in my own Andalite form. Cassie was in the water. Rachel in the air. Marco was in a boat, under fire. And Jake, my prince, was dead.


  Only I was in a position to attack the firing troops. Only I could avenge Jake's killing.


  I ran through the woods over muddy ground, slick from falling ice. The trees were dark. Thorns and brambles ripped at me.


  Crayak had taken his payment. But that did not mean the dying would end.


  Was Rachel right? Should I attack these humans?


  My form alone would breed panic among them. But they were professional soldiers. Some would break and run. Others would not. I could use my tail to knock some unconscious.


  But they would rally. Their officers would direct fire at me. Unless I could remove their officers quickly enough . . .


  I would have to kill. Kill men who should have lived. Not only take lives, but wreak havoc throughout human history.


  But wasn't that already happening?


  This battle should never have taken place. Men were dying who should have lived.


  What should I do?


  Ka-PopPopPopPopPopPop!


  Another volley. The left of the Hessian line was only seconds away.


  Marco might have died in that last volley. Or, if he lived still, he might die in the next.


  I raced for the nearest soldier. He didn't see me. I whipped my tail forward.


  FWAPP!


  The flat of my blade hit the side of the soldier's head. The soldier fell.


  FWAPP!


  Another dropped, unconscious.


  A third turned, saw me, froze, unable to pull the trigger of his primitive firearm. I knocked the gun from his hand.


  But now an officer was yelling, and more soldiers were turning, turning toward me, leveling their guns, fingers on triggers . . .


  I ran. Pushed off with my hind legs.


  Ka-POP!


  I leaped.


  I sailed over the heads of the Hessians as their explosive fire ripped the air below me. I landed hard, tripped, staggered, caught myself and veered toward the officer.


  He drew his sword. He was brave. But no human is fast enough to evade an Andalite tail. His sword would not stop me. My blade would remove his head from his shoulders.


  No choice. The killing had to stop. Marco . . . the human called Washington . . . no choice. My stalk eyes looked down the dark, wet slope toward the river. Most of the Hessians were still firing. Men in the boats were screaming.


  I drew back my tail.


  FWAPP!


  Chapter 22 - Cassie


  



  Bodies sank.


  Bodies floated.


  Bodies rushed by, caught up in the current. Staring eyes goggled, dead.


  Blood. Everywhere.


  <Jake!> I cried his name. Maybe, somehow. Somehow he could hear. Somehow Marco was wrong.


  I surfaced to suck in air, surfaced to escape the horror below the boats. But the surface was worse still.


  Bullets, fired in horrifying volleys, continued to chip boats and bones. Men cried out. Men fell into the water.


  It was slaughter. I couldn't see Marco. Or Washington. Were they alive?


  <Jake!>


  I echolocated, firing clicks that bounced off hulls and ice floes and arms and legs.


  <Jake!>


  I bumped into a body. It turned.


  <Oh, my God. Oh, my God, Jake. Jake! Jake!>


  I got beneath him and started to push his body along toward the riverbank.


  <Come on, Jake, come on with me. I'll get you out of here. Oh, God! Oh, God!>


  Bullets ripped through the water. I swam on, oblivious, through the freezing water. I could sense the riverbank before me. Just a few feet away. Just . . .


  Gone!


  Jake's weight was no longer on my back. The riverbank was gone. Boats . . . gone.


  Sunlight shone down through the water. It was daylight!


  <Jake! Jake!>


  I echolocated. No, there was no body, nothing but a school of fish.


  No! Time jump!


  I surfaced.


  The sun was out from behind clouds. A gentle breeze blew. And, moving on that breeze, sailing ships. Dozens! Maybe more.


  They filled my horizon in every direction, towering, tall, three-masted wooden ships, with vast white sails billowing, flags flying.


  Jake was not here. Not now.


  I felt sick. Jake. Dead. But not here, and not now.


  Visser Four had escaped again. And we, like a tail on a kite, had followed, helpless.


  <Jake!> I cried.


  No. He wouldn't answer. He would never answer again.


  And now, another battle was preparing. Another place where Visser Four could twist human history. Maybe the human race deserved it.


  My mind was nothing but pain now. Nothing but guilt.


  Marco and I were going to save him from Crayak. We were going to keep him alive. But in a flash, in a battle that should never have happened, in a war I hadn't even paid attention to in school, he'd died.


  I couldn't feel this pain. Couldn't. It was a hole inside me. It was a twisting knife.


  But beneath my own wailing, lost human mind, was another. The dolphin . . . yes, the dolphin knew only that the sea was full of fish, and that was good.


  Chapter 23 - Tobias


  



  Flying after Ax, heart hammering, wings whipping up and back, up and back. Racing, zooming wildly, recklessly through tree branches I could barely see. My mind gone, gone at the realization that it had happened.


  Jake. It couldn't be. It didn't fit in my brain. It was impossible!


  I spotted Ax. He was ripping into a row of Hessians. Down went one. Another.


  He leaped! Straight over them, landed, and headed for the officer.


  He was going to kill the man. Rachel had told him to.


  No, it was wrong! This Hessian officer wasn't responsible. Crayak. That's who had killed Jake. That's who'd set up this hopeless fool's errand.


  <Get us out of here!> I yelled. <Crayak, Ellimist, whoever, get us out of here! We quit!>


  No answer.


  Ax headed for the Hessian officer. The man had a sword in his hand. I could yell to Ax to stop.


  I could . . .


  <Aaahhhh!>


  A wall of white rushed toward me, billowing, huge, filling the sky!


  I banked hard.


  No, it didn't fill the whole sky. I could see sky. It took a few seconds for me to understand.


  A sail!


  A large, square sail, and below it, another. Above it another as well. The wind blew them toward me. They killed the breeze for me, blocking it. I had to flap hard to stay ahead.


  I banked away, outside the path of the sail and caught the breeze.


  Time jump. Visser Four had moved again. He'd done the damage he could do.


  Below me was the tapered oval of a wooden ship. Three masts, each taller than a tall tree. Ropes, some of them as thick as someone's leg, stretched everywhere, from mast to mast, from mast to deck.


  Men in uniforms with gold braid and boots stood over other men in off-white dungarees, bare chests, and bare feet.


  I looked around. There were ships in all directions, seemingly forming two rough lines. Two lines stretched across miles of calm seas. The two lines were moving with unhurried, stately grace to an intersection.


  Every ship bristled with cannon.


  <Marco? Rachel? Ax? Cassie?>


  No answer. They could be miles and years away. I saw a lone dolphin keeping pace with the big ship below me.


  <Is that anyone? Marco? Is that you? Cassie?>


  I was talking to a dolphin. I was alone.


  I circled down to the ship. I kept pace with it, me and a bunch of seagulls.


  The ship was very ornate. The stern was slightly bowed, with gilt-edged windows opening on a room with a table. I flapped to move closer in. I approached till I could see most, if not all of the cabin.


  Then, with a few quick flaps I was inside, suddenly in still air. I landed on a table covered with charts and maps and papers. My talons tore fragile paper.


  There was a quill pen. An inkwell. Leather-bound books. In English. I could read the words on the chart. And I could make sense of the map showing the position of the ship.


  We were in the Atlantic Ocean. Close to Spain. There was a point of land. It was labeled Trafalgar.


  I dropped down beneath the table and began to morph. If I was going to find Visser Four I needed to be able to move around the ship.


  And I was going to find Visser Four. Crayak might be the great evil, but it was this one Yeerk who had killed Jake.


  And I was going to find him and see how well he could swim.


  Chapter 24 - Marco


  



  Ax was beside me. Andalite, but right there beside me.


  It was gloomy where we were. Maybe night, maybe not. There were murky candles somewhere, out of direct sight.


  We were in a world of wood. A low wooden ceiling made up of planks hung on humongous, elephant-leg timbers. There was a wooden floor beneath my bare feet, a grate, actually. Ax's hooves kept slipping through the holes.


  The floor was tilted, moving slightly from semi-level to definitely not level.


  Around us, forming a sort of wall, enclosing an oval space, were ropes, piled high, almost to the ceiling. Ropes as thick as Mark McGwire's biceps.


  <Where are we?> Ax wondered.


  "A boat. Ship of some kind," I said. "Down below. Morph to human, man."


  <Perhaps not just yet,> Ax said. <We appear to be trapped. Enclosed behind this barrier of rope.>


  He was right. We were trapped.


  I tried to push at a coil of rope. My fingers were trembling.


  "Sorry," I said.


  <Sorry for what?>


  I leaned against the wall of rope and threw up.


  Jake had slipped right under the water. Right under. They'd shoved him over the side and I couldn't stop them.


  A hole in his head. Like someone had put it there with a drill.


  I'd told Cassie we could protect him. I'd agreed: Crayak wouldn't have him. But it had happened so fast. One minute, nothing. The next minute, death everywhere. No arguing, no heroic actions, no nothing. It had taken a millisecond.


  And now . . . what could I do for him now? Nothing. No one could help him. His parents . . . he would never come home. What could I tell them? What could anyone tell them? I climbed up on the rope and peered out through the narrow gap. I saw two men, both with backs to us. They were wearing rough dungarees that looked like they'd been made out of canvas. Stiffer than new jeans. One was an Asian guy. The other white.


  The darker man was carrying a small barrel. The white man walked up behind him, produced a sort of short wooden club, and slammed it down hard on the other man's head.


  He clubbed the Asian man again as he fell.


  My mouth opened to yell. But Ax's Andalite hand was over my face.


  <It's him,> Ax said. He had managed to get his stalk eyes high enough to see.


  The white guy - Visser Four - hefted the barrel and carried it out of our sight.


  "We have to get out of here!" I hissed, pulling Ax's hand away. "Morph to something small enough to -"


  FWAPP!


  TWANG!


  Ax whipped his tail, again, again, again, and each time another loop of the rope cable parted.


  <This is quicker. I am very tired of being too late,> Ax said.


  "Got that right, man."


  Visser Four was no longer in sight. Ax began to morph to human.


  "Catch up when you can," I said. I took off in the direction Visser Four had gone. A hallway going left and right. A stairway going down. Which way?


  I looked down. A partial footprint, outlined in red.


  Blood. From the man Visser Four had clubbed. I followed the trail down, down to a deck still darker and gloomier. And smellier.


  I saw him quite suddenly. He was hunched over, waddling, carrying something heavy, low to the ground.


  The barrel. Something was pouring out of it. It looked like liquid. No. A dark powder.


  Gunpowder!


  The Controller was laying a gunpowder trail so he could ignite the trail, run, and blow up the barrel.


  He wasn't ready, yet. Neither was I.


  I began to morph. It was a morph I'd done many times before. So I was used to the way my face turned rubbery. The way coarse black hair sprouted from every inch of my body except my face. The way my shoulders and neck swelled to ludicrous proportions. The way muscle layered onto muscle.


  I'd been a gorilla before. But this was different. I savored every powerful muscle and sinew and steel-beam bone. I was going to enjoy using them.


  <Hey,> I said.


  The Controller who'd been Visser Four spun around.


  I swung a fist the size of a football.


  BOOOM!


  The deck jumped!


  Something shockingly powerful had hit the ship. My blow missed. Visser Four bolted.


  <Not this time!> I yelled and went after him.


  I didn't know where I was, or when I was, or who was driving the ship. So I didn't know who was going to see a gorilla racing around, and I didn't care.


  Visser Four had made a fatal mistake. This was a ship. There were only two ways off it: Swim, or use the Time Matrix.


  He could lead me to the Time Matrix, or he could die trying to outrun me.


  Chapter 25 - Rachel


  



  "Lieutenant, sir!"


  "Silence! Stand by your guns, men!"


  "But, sir: Look!"


  The thing the lieutenant was being invited to look at was me.


  I was human, wearing an outfit that was definitely not appropriate, and standing on the open upper deck of a very large sailing ship. I had simply appeared. One minute I'd been in the woods behind the Hessians, having demorphed, getting ready to morph to grizzly. Then . . .


  The lieutenant was a relatively young man, maybe twenty-five. Beside him was another person in uniform, probably no more than thirteen years old.


  On either side of us were knots of tense men standing around huge, old-fashioned cannons. The cannons were aimed in the direction of another ship moving closer and closer.


  The lieutenant, the kid, and the twenty or so men closest to me all gaped.


  "B'Gad! It's a girl!" the lieutenant exploded.


  "A stowaway!" a man with a scar said.


  "She'll catch her death in that rig."


  The kid whipped the hat off his head and performed a bow. "Shall I escort the young woman below?" he chirped hopefully.


  "No, mister, you shall not. You will present my compliments to the captain and the admiral and inform them that we have a stowaway aboard."


  "A rare beauty of a stowaway," the young guy said, leering and blushing.


  He ran off, looking back over his shoulder as he stumbled his way to the raised platform farther back. A deck of some sort.


  "All right, men, you've all seen a female before this. The Frenchman is over there! Stand by your guns. Steady, men, wait for the order."


  The men went back to their guns, but with frequent looks over their shoulders. I ignored them. I was looking for a face with fewer missing teeth and no scars. I was looking for -


  "FIRE!"


  BOOOOM!


  A huge explosion. The sound alone could have killed a person with a weak heart.


  It was as if every cannon on Earth had fired at once.


  The cannons leaped back on their clumsy wooden carriages, and snapped hard against thick ropes that held them in place. Smoke billowed up all along the side of the ship. I don't know how many cannon had fired but it was a lot.


  Thirty, forty, fifty, I don't know, but the concussion felt like a punch in the head. The noise left me half deaf, ears ringing.


  Seconds later . . .


  BOOOOM!


  This time the smoke was from the French.


  The railing not two feet from me blew apart. Huge splinters flew. A man was down, screaming.


  The gun crews were already at work, swabbing, drawing the guns back with brute force, carrying round, steel cannonballs forward, manhandling them into the barrels of the cannon.


  I barely noticed the man who shot up through a hatchway behind me. But I definitely noticed the gorilla who was after him.


  "Marco!"


  Visser Four ran. Marco followed.


  I didn't hesitate. I raced after them both.


  There were shouts of dismay and amazement from crewmen. Roared orders from officers. A red-coated soldier, a marine I guess, tried to cut Marco off. Marco pushed him aside with enough force to send him sprawling.


  But two more red-coated marines and a sailor lunged and grabbed Marco, slowing him down. Visser Four bolted toward an open door. Then he stopped. Very suddenly.


  A flurry of russet feathers, a flash of talons. Visser Four staggered back, clutching his face.


  BOOOOM!


  The cannon fired again.


  BOOOOM!


  The French answered.


  A cannonball passed so close by my face that I felt the breeze. More men were down. Pandemonium! A gorilla, a hawk, a girl in a leotard, all racing, chasing a man with too-clear skin and too-white teeth while blue-coated officers bellowed, red in the face with rage, and scarlet-coated marines and dungareed sailors formed a freak-show chase scene.


  Visser Four jumped and grabbed a handful of rigging. He was strong and agile. His stolen human body had belonged to a young unsuccessful actor. He swung himself up a sort of complex rope ladder.


  It was a smart move. Tobias couldn't get at him without risking being caught in the maze of ropes. And as strong as Marco was, gorillas are not fast treeclimbers.


  <You're dead!> Marco raged, shaking off a pair of marines.


  Visser Four glanced down then kept climbing.


  Now the cannon were no longer firing in regular volleys. French and British alike were firing as fast as they could. It was a mad race of death. Which crew, British or French, could pull a ton of cannon back fastest? Who could swab the red-hot barrel, who could ram in the canvas bag of powder, the wadding, the cannonball, wrestle the cannon back up snug against the port, and aim it, all while being fired on by cannon and muskets?


  Not my problem. Not my war. My war was with Visser Four.


  I started to morph. Not grizzly. Not elephant. Marco had chosen the wrong weapon. This wasn't a job for brute force.


  Rough brown fur began to grow from me. I didn't wait for the morph to be completed; I moved.


  "Come back here, you!" someone yelled.


  I was running. Bare feet on tilting wood that had been sprinkled with sand to sop up the blood.


  BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!


  Cannon fired. Sweating crews worked feverishly. Smoke choked my throat and stung my eyes. The ships were now within a few feet of each other. It was simple violence, hammer blows, hammering, hammering, hammering, as timbers shattered and cannon were blown off their mounts, and sails and masts and rigging fell, and men were torn apart.


  The wind tore a rip in the curtain of smoke. Tobias! I saw him clearly, flapping hard to get out from under a large falling spar.


  Crowded onto platforms high on the masts, marines fired feverishly down on the French. Visser Four swung up and around them, unnoticed.


  I grabbed a rope. The sailors were incredibly agile, racing up and down the masts and ropes to shift the sails, to replace ropes that had been shot away. Visser Four himself wasn't bad.


  But now I was a chimpanzee. The human hasn't been born who can touch a chimpanzee in a tree.


  Ka-Pop! Ka-Pop! Ka-Pop! Muskets fired.


  I swung up into the rigging and shot straight up at a speed and with an ease that made even the most graceful sailor look like a lumbering ox.


  Up and up, hand and foot, hand and foot, effortless. Visser Four was above me, heading higher. Then, he looked down and saw me.


  I enjoyed the fear in his blue eyes. I loved the fear in his eyes.


  <That's right: You are all mine.>


  Sudden silence. The cannon had stopped firing.


  CRUUUUUNCCCHHH!


  The two ships crumpled into each other. Grappling hooks flew, snagging ropes and spars and railings. The two ships were lashed together. British sailors began to pour over the side, rushing with wild cries onto the French ship.


  BOOM!


  The French had swiveled some small cannon to face the onrushing Englishmen. Half a dozen men fell like they were bowling pins.


  And worse, from my point of view, the French had a couple of small brass cannon mounted on swivels on one of the mid-mast platforms. They were firing into the rigging.


  Ping!


  The rope I was holding parted. I fell! My left hand reached out and snagged another rope.


  Effortless. This was my world. This was my environment!


  Visser Four was as high up as he could go, the junction of the highest spar crossed the mast. He was clutching the mast.


  <Now where do you go, Yeerk?> I asked him.


  "Get away!" he cried in a shrill voice.


  <I don't think so,> I said. <Your personal history ends right here, right now.>


  "No! Let me live and . . . and . . . the Time Matrix! You know you want it!"


  <Where is it?>


  "You'll never find it without me!" he said.


  I laughed. <It's a ship. It's only so big. I'll find it.>


  "You can't kill me, Andalite," he begged.


  <Oh, but I can,> I said. <You killed someone I love.>


  I shot up the mast, hand over hand. Three seconds and I would -


  Falling!


  I was falling, straight down, face up so I could see half a chimpanzee still clinging to the mast.


  Falling, spinning now, the realization slow in seeping into my dying brain: I'd been blown in half.


  Darkening eyes saw Visser Four crowing, laughing and -
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  The chimpanzee fell to the deck. A hundred-foot drop.


  The cannonball had separated head and left shoulder and arm from the rest of the body.


  <Rachel! Demorph! Demorph!>


  No answer. I knew. I knew. There would never be an answer.


  Visser Four slid down the mast, grabbed a rope connecting to the foremast, and slid, screaming at the pain from the rope burn.


  <NOOO!> I cried again.


  <Tobias!> Marco yelled from down below. <He's heading for the Time Matrix! He'll get away!>


  <She's dead!> I cried.


  Ka-BLAM!


  <What? Who's dead? Cassie?!>


  <Rachel,> I cried. <Didn't you see? Rachel!>


  <Oh, God, oh, God!> Marco wailed. <It's not just Jake! We're all going to die!>


  <Cassie! Ax! Where are you?> I yelled. I dove to intersect Visser Four.


  He had reached the foremast. Marco was pushing through anyone who got in his way, trying to cut him off.


  I dove, weaving through ropes, around masts and spars and men. Visser Four grabbed a vertical rope and slid. I could see the blood trail he left on the rope.


  His feet hit the deck.


  I flared my tail and swept my talons forward and ripped his right ear.


  "Aaahhh!"


  I caught a head wind and came back around in a tight turn. He stepped off the edge of an open hatch and dropped to the deck below. He stood up and ran. I dove after him, down into darkness.


  Now I was at a disadvantage. It was cramped, with low ceilings and wounded men being carried below.


  I flew hard and wild, but I couldn't gain on the ever-receding figure. <Marco! I need help! He's heading forward!>


  I turned a tight corner. Wham! Into a wall. I hit the deck, stunned but not unconscious. Left, right! Gone!


  <I lost him!>


  <I see him!> Ax yelled.


  <Ax! Where have you been?>


  <I had morphed to human and was injured. I am demorphed now, and following the Controller>


  I got airborne with great difficulty. No head wind, no tailwind, no lift, and a ceiling crowding down above me. It wasn't a place for a bird.


  I flapped and landed, flapped and landed. Then down, down a stairway, left and . . .


  An Andalite blew by. I followed him.


  We erupted into a small room. A barrel of what could only be gunpowder was lying against one curved wall. The hull. A trail of gunpowder led from the barrel through a small door.


  Ax and I raced for that door. And there, inside, stood a shimmering, six-foot globe.


  And Visser Four. He was holding a flintlock pistol. Cocked. But not aimed at us. It was aimed at the gunpowder trail.


  He grinned a grin made grisly by the fact that it seemed to continue in a red slash that went up to his ear.


  "Nice try, Andalites."


  He fired. The powder burned.


  The Time Matrix disappeared. Visser Four was gone.


  The powder trail burned and spit and crackled as it went around the corner.


  I looked at Ax. He turned a stalk eye on me and said a word he must have picked up from humans.


  <Get that barrel!> I yelled.


  <What?>


  <It's a bomb, Ax-man. The powder trail leads to a barrel of gunpowder. If it reaches it, BOOM!>


  Ax hesitated only a second. Then he ran. I fluttered after him. Marco plowed into the room.


  Ax swung his tail. FWAPP!


  The blade cut the powder trail just an inch from the barrel. Unfortunately, Ax's tail blade struck a spark. The remnant of the powder trail blazed anew.


  <Oh -> Marco began to say.
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  Quiet. That's what I noticed first. It was so No cannon. No muskets. No screams.


  I opened my eyes.


  I was at the base of a tree. It was fall. The tree was red and gold. Magnificent.


  I staggered up onto my talons. I'd been time-yanked. I'd made it! The others?


  I looked around. No battle. No armies. I saw big buildings. Old-fashioned, stone buildings. My first thought was that it was a college campus.


  No one else. No Marco. No Ax. No Cassie.


  No Rachel or Jake.


  Was I the only one left alive?


  Then I saw guys walking by, all wearing sports coats, all carrying books.


  I looked beyond them, using my hawk eyes to see through windows, into the classrooms. Had to be a college. The kids were too old to be in high school. Although they looked strange: short hair, crew cuts, even. And something else: They were almost all men.


  The professors were exclusively male. Here and there was a girl student. But not many. And then I noticed something else that took even longer to register: Everyone was white. Everyone.


  It wouldn't be easy spotting Visser Four here. His host body was white. And about as clean-cut as these people.


  I called out in thought-speak. <Ja -> No. Not Jake. And not Rachel, either, unless there'd been some kind of miracle.


  <Marco. Ax. Cassie.>


  Was that all of us? Four left alive? And maybe not that. Maybe fewer. Maybe just me.


  I felt sick. Rachel had not survived. She'd been dead before she hit the deck. Ax and Marco had been a split second from being blown up. And Cassie? I'd not seen or heard her at all.


  <Ax! Marco! Cassie!>


  We were getting ever more spread out across time and space. The resonance, this weird trailing of the Time Matrix was scattering us. Like an echo that grew ever more faint.


  I landed in a tree and began to morph. I needed to be human to . . . But no. I'd stand out way too obviously here wearing stupid morphing clothes.


  First, I needed to be able to pass. If this was a college there'd have to be a dorm nearby. Where there was a dorm there was clothing.


  Hawk eyes made the search easy. I found a dorm, and a window open to the fall chill. Ten minutes later I emerged human wearing a pair of baggy slacks and a white shirt and a V-necked sweater.


  I couldn't do anything about my shaggy hair. Everyone would just have to deal with it.


  I walked downstairs from the dorm, carrying some student's books. I could only hope no one would recognize my clothes as belonging to someone else. But with everyone looking like Stepford Students and wearing the same thing, how would they tell?


  I opened one of the books. It was stamped: Princeton University. The publishing date of the book was 1932. That didn't mean this was 1932, but it did mean it wasn't any earlier than 1932.


  It was a history book.


  I whipped it open and scanned the contents. Revolutionary War. Revolutionary War.


  No listing. But there was a listing under "Rebellion, Colonial."


  I flipped to the pages. I found what I was looking for.


  "The rebellion collapsed following the disastrous attempt by rebel leader George Washington to attack British-allied Hessian troops. Rebel troops attempting to cross the Delaware River were ambushed by Hessian allies who had been alerted by a local resident. The result was a massacre. Washington was mortally wounded, dying three days later while in British custody."


  "Local resident." Visser Four.


  I sucked in air. I'd been there. How long ago? A hundred and fifty or so years ago? Or just an hour ago?


  They didn't mention the death of an unknown rebel. A boy with a bullet in his brain.


  I scanned the contents page again. Another word jumped out at me. "Trafalgar."


  No mention of Rachel. No mention of gorillas or hawks or a chimpanzee. The entry simply explained that the British Navy had been defeated by a fleet made up of French and Spanish ships. Admiral Lord Nelson was killed when his ship, Victory, was sunk by an explosion below the waterline.


  I shook my head. I didn't know how it was supposed to turn out. I'd never even heard of Trafalgar. Didn't even know what war it was.


  I closed the book. I raised my eyes and saw the flag flying from a tall pole. It was pale blue, with a small British Union Jack filling one corner.


  Princeton University was not flying the American flag. No one was flying the flag of the United States. There was no United States. What there was in its place, I didn't know.


  But the United States of America had died on a sleet-stormy night on the Delaware River.


  Suddenly, down a wide alleyway between tall buildings, a dolphin appeared.
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  The battle had raged around me, above me, up on the surface. I didn't care.


  I was a dolphin. I was happy being a dolphin. I could reach down into the dolphin's natural reservoir of childish glee, its sense of adventure, its basic contentment, and escape the awful pain.


  Jake was gone. I couldn't think about that. Couldn't accept it. It was a burning hot coal that I couldn't touch.


  Around me the cannon boomed. Stupid. All of it, so stupid. From the cosmic battles between Crayak and the Ellimist all the way down to this battle, this stupid, stupid waste of life.


  I headed away from it. Just away. Away from the pain and the stupidity of it all.


  Escape, Cassie. Run away.


  No.


  I couldn't. I'd tried that once. Tried to run away from war. It hadn't worked.


  I argued with myself, plowing through the water, trying to find a way out between the lines of slow-moving ships.


  <You can't leave,> I told myself. <There's still Rachel and Marco and Tobias and Ax.>


  But going back meant facing the fact that there were no longer six of us. Going back meant admitting that Jake was gone.


  Then, suddenly, I was lying on cobblestones, dry.


  Of course. What a fool I was. I couldn't escape. I was still tied to the Time Matrix. And now I'd been yanked along again, helpless, unable to resist, unable to escape.


  Maybe I could just lie there. A dolphin lying in an alley in some place, some time, probably some new pointless war . . . I didn't want to be human again. I wanted to stay inside that dolphin brain.


  But, of course, that wasn't happening, was it? The dolphin was no longer happy. The dolphin's instincts were sending panic signals.


  Beached! No water! Helpless!


  I began to demorph.


  Someone stood over me, knelt beside me.


  "Come on, pick it up, morph!" Tobias said. "People are coming!"


  Too late. My left eye spotted a group of people coming down the alleyway, leather-soled shoes loud on the uneven stones. Three guys, maybe nineteen, maybe twenty years old.


  <Where are we?> I asked.


  "Princeton University. Don't ask me why."


  <The others?>


  "Not yet," Tobias said. "Not that I've seen, anyway. I don't know . . . Marco and Ax were with me, right at the end. Maybe they made it. I don't know. But Rachel . . . Rachel, she . . ."


  He didn't have to say it.


  <No, no, no,> I moaned.


  "It didn't end with Jake," Tobias said. "We all . . . Look, we have to end this. We have to take this guy down. So demorph, we have work to do."


  My beak melted away, the teeth turning watery, then rehardened, forming my own teeth.


  I did it all on automatic. Rachel! I should have been there for her. I had run away, nursing my wounds. I'd abandoned Rachel when she needed me.


  "What is that thing?" It was a southern accent. He began trotting toward us.


  "It's a dolphin turning into a girl," Tobias said. "I'd explain but trust me, you wouldn't understand."


  "My God!" another student, short and dark-haired, gasped. "We must send for a doctor at once!"


  His eyes were wide with horror. I couldn't blame him. I was a writhing mass of rubbery flesh and shifting bones. Legs were growing from a dolphin tail, arms from flippers.


  "Just keep demorphing," Tobias told me. "We have to get after Visser Four. Forget security, we don't have time to worry about it. Hey! Any of you guys know what year this is?"


  "Why, it's a colored girl!" the third guy said. He looked down at me with concerned blue eyes.


  "I've never seen the like of this!"


  "Hey, guys, help us out, okay? What year? What country?"


  "Don't answer him, he could be a spy!"


  I was almost entirely human. I stood up, shaky. "Sorry," I said. "I know it's kind of gross to watch."


  "How did you do that?" the man with the southern accent demanded. And then, like some vile punctuation, he added a word I won't repeat.
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  It was like a slap. I couldn't answer. I just gaped.


  "What did you call her?" Tobias asked.


  The student shoved Tobias hard against his chest and sent him sprawling back. "I'm not addressing you, little boy; I'm talking to this creature, here." He grabbed me by the shoulder and shook me. "Speak up when a white man asks you a question."


  "Hey, this isn't Alabama, Davis," the short student protested.


  Davis ignored him. "Don't tell me how to deal with coloreds, Friedman. Most likely this is some kind of runaway slave."


  I shot a glance at Tobias. In his human morph he could do little. And he'd have to pass through his hawk form before getting to what Marco would call "serious firepower."


  But that was okay. This small battle was all mine. I didn't want any help.


  "You don't like black people, Mr. Davis?" I said pleasantly. "No problem. I can turn white. Watch me."


  Most of the time I'd probably have let it go. I'd been called names before. I'd run into racism before. Mostly I figured people like that were just sad, weakminded fools. So most of the time I just avoided people like that.


  But I had been in three wars since breakfast. I had seen Jake shot down. I'd just learned that Rachel, my best friend, was gone.


  I was sad and ashamed and filled with rage, all at once. So this wasn't "most of the time."


  White fur began to grow from my face. Actually, it was clear fur, hollow needles of fur that were designed to keep the polar bear warm. But the fur looked white, taken altogether.


  My hands swelled, big as dinner plates. Long, raked claws extended from the fingertips.


  I was growing whiter. And bigger. Much, much bigger.


  "It's some kind of voodoo trick!" Davis wailed.


  Tobias was back on his feet, arms crossed over his chest, looking on calmly. "You two guys may want to step back out of the way because I don't think Davis here is going to be having a very good day."


  I loomed larger and larger.


  Davis began to back away, pressing against one alley wall. But sheer amazement and disbelief kept him from running until it was too late.


  Finally, he broke and ran. I slammed a pile-driver front leg into the wall and blocked his way.


  <Don't you like me?> I asked.


  He turned the other way. I slammed my other front leg to block his escape.


  "Nan, nah, don't kill me! Don't kill me!" He looked at Tobias. "Don't let her kill me."


  Tobias shrugged.


  With a sudden movement I opened my jaws, twisted my head sideways, and clamped my mouth over the guy's face.


  "HhhhhRROOOAARRR!"


  Davis's cheeks vibrated from the sound waves. His hair blew back.


  "Personally, I'd apologize if I were you," Tobias suggested.


  Davis babbled his apology into my open mouth. He kept apologizing even after I let him sink to the ground.


  "Whoa, Cassie! That is so Rachel," Marco said. I recognized the voice immediately. He'd come up behind us.


  And that was surprising enough. But then . . .


  "Really," Rachel said. "What are you doing? Stealing my act?"


  "Rachel!" Tobias yelped. And a millisecond later he had spun around, grabbed her, and kissed her. Then he held her back at arm's length. "You're dead!"


  <Rachel! You're dead,> I agreed.


  "No, I'm not," Rachel said.


  "Yes, you are. I saw it!" Tobias cried.


  "I am seriously not dead."


  <I am convinced that she is not dead,> Ax said. He was in full Andalite form, wildly out of place in a cobble stoned alley on a leafy campus.


  Blue Eyes let out a moan. "What are you people? You're not human!"


  <You are correct. I am an Andalite,> Ax said.


  "Let's focus," Marco interrupted. "Rachel remembers morphing to chimpanzee. She remembers climbing into the rigging. Then, nothing. Suddenly she's here, and so am I, and by the way, not that I'm complaining because at least no one is shooting, but where is here?"


  "Princeton University," Tobias said.


  "Say what? Why?"


  "Good question. Now, we want some answers," Tobias said, addressing Friedman and the boy with sympathetic blue eyes. "Let's start with the basics: What year is this?"
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  "It's nineteen thirty-four," Blue Eyes said. Then added, "sir."


  I looked at the others, perplexed. I shook my head. 1934? Princeton University? Why?


  <Is anything happening here? Anything unusual?> Cassie asked the students. <l mean, aside from me and him?>


  They shook their heads.


  "Something weird about all this," I said. "It's Agincourt, a war, Washington crossing the Delaware, a war, Trafalgar, a war, then this?"


  "What's Trafalgar?" Marco asked.


  The students must have thought he was asking them. "It's a naval battle between Britain and France. The British lost, the French won. It led to us having to make peace with Napoleon."


  Cassie looked at me again, like I'd understand. I shrugged. "I don't know, it's a mess. Whatever was supposed to happen at Agincourt, I think it happened. We saved the king and all. But Washington wasn't supposed to die, and he did. And I think maybe the English were supposed to win, but didn't. So . . . so I don't know!"


  <I may have an idea,> Cassie said. <Maybe Visser Four has outsmarted himself. He's here expecting something, right? But maybe whatever it was supposed to be has been altered by what he's already done. He changed the past so whatever was supposed to happen here and now isn't happening.>


  "My head is going to explode," Marco said. "You need to be Einstein to figure this -"


  "Einstein?" Friedman interrupted. "Do you mean Albert Einstein, the German physicist?"


  "Yeah. Albert Einstein. Like there's another?" Marco said.


  "But he's in Germany."


  "You know," Blue Eyes interrupted, "there was a crazy fellow over in the Dean's office yelling about Einstein. He was dressed very oddly, like a sailor, perhaps. I thought at first he was a member of the philosophy faculty, but -"


  "Big slash up the side of his face?"


  "Why, yes."


  Marco snapped his fingers. "That's it. Visser Four came here to kill Einstein!"


  "But he's not here," Rachel said.


  "Exactly. But he was supposed to be. Visser Four didn't realize he'd already changed this time line. Something that happened at Agincourt or the Delaware or Trafalgar screwed this up."


  "Dude," I snapped at Friedman. "What does 'e' equal?"


  "What?"


  "'E equals . . ."


  "By 'e' you mean energy?" Friedman said.


  <They don't know,> Cassie said. <They don't know that "e" equals "mc" squared.>


  "Maybe Einstein doesn't know it, either."


  <No "e" equals "mc" squared, no atomic bomb.>


  "Yeah. The question is: Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?"
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  Cassie let Davis crawl away. We let the other two guys go, too.


  We weren't too worried about what they might do. We figured we wouldn't be at Princeton University for long anyway. What were they going to do, arrest us? We'd had people after us with swords, lances, arrows, muskets, and cannons. Campus cops were not a major worry.


  "Look, Visser Four has already figured out Einstein isn't here," Rachel said. "He's going to jump again. Maybe already has. We need a plan. Fast."


  "Or at least a clue," Cassie muttered. She was back in her usual form. She looked strangely at Rachel. "Tobias saw you blown in half, Rachel. Why are you back? Why are you alive? And why isn't . . . why isn't Jake?"


  "I don't know," Rachel admitted.


  <The Drode said Crayak had demanded a life in payment,> Ax pointed out. <The terms were negotiated between Crayak and the Ellimist. Perhaps the Ellimist had his own demands: That it be only one life.>


  Tobias said, "Wait a minute. You mean . . . you mean the rest of us can't die?"


  <I am speculating. I would not wish to test my theory.>


  "Yeah, guess not," Cassie agreed.


  Rachel slammed her fist into her palm. "We have to get Visser Four. That's the bottom line, here."


  "Agreed," Tobias said. "Visser Four is meat."


  "No."


  Everyone stared at me.


  "No," I repeated. "We're missing the point. It's not about Visser Four. It's the Time Matrix. Look, Washington has already died, the English have already lost at whatever, Einstein . . . I don't know, but he's not where he's supposed to be, doing what he's supposed to be doing."


  "So we still have to hammer Visser Four."


  "No. No. Don't you guys get it? It's not enough to take him down. We need the Time Matrix ourselves. Because Washington has to cross the Delaware. And Admiral Nelson probably has to beat the French. And Einstein has to come to Princeton. We can't just stop Visser Four. We have to go back and rewrite history."


  They were all staring at me again. Cassie's mouth was open. Rachel was beginning a slow grin.


  I got frustrated. "Don't you guys get it? We have to get the stupid Matrix and go back and - Oh . . . my . . . God!" It hit me then. What had already hit the others.


  "Jake," Cassie said.


  Ax looked doubtful. <Crayak demanded a death.>


  "He got a death," Tobias said. "Jake died. Is there a law that says he has to stay that way?"


  I intercepted Cassie's gaze and then we both looked away. We'd been naive, stupid. We'd thought we could save him, that we could stop death from finding him. We hadn't even been able to shout a warning.


  There was a noise at the end of the alleyway. Two police officers were sauntering up, looking bored until they spotted Ax.


  They drew their guns.


  "N-n-no one move!"


  "It's okay, officers, there's nothing to -"


  Suddenly, I was at the mall. People were running. I heard someone babble, "It just appeared, this big round ball thing! Right in front of -"


  Then, just as suddenly, I was standing on an open, empty desert plain at twilight or sunrise, it was impossible to tell.


  "What the . . ."


  I saw Rachel pop into view. She was as confused as me. Then Ax.


  Instantly I was standing at the bottom of a hill, people pressed all around me. Some were wearing togas.


  Not frat-party, let's-drink-beer togas. The original togas.


  And the building at the top of the hill had tall white columns I'd seen before. What was it called? The . . . Colosseum? No.


  <The Parthenon!> Tobias exclaimed, swooping down low over my head.


  "What's going on?" I yelled up at him.


  <Visser Four,> Ax said, suddenly standing not five feet away and causing a near riot among the Greeks. <He is attempting to extend the diffusion effect.>


  "You mean he's trying to lose us?"


  <Precisely. He's jumping rapidly, time to time, hoping to delay us. Evidently what he plans next requires ->


  I was on a grassy slope. It was hot.


  It was going to get a lot hotter because up the slope I saw men behind barricades of dirt and logs and bales of hay. Long gun barrels were poking out from behind the barricade.


  Down the slope was an army dressed in gray. They also carried guns and brandished swords and held big flags aloft. And they were walking resolutely up the hill.


  "Oooookay, let's just time shift again," I muttered. "Let's just not stay here. Let's just go somewhere -"


  A splash of icy water hit my face. I tasted salt. I was lurching, wallowing, in a boat again. But smaller, open. Steel. Gray steel beside me, an open-topped gray box.


  Men pressed in around me. They wore dark green. Helmets were pulled low on furrowed brows. Shoulders hunched, flinching, faces scared white, teeth bared, eyes staring forward.


  Ba-WHUMPF!


  An explosion drenched me with spray. It rocked the boat like a hammer blow.


  "Who the heck are you?" a sergeant demanded.
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  "Where are we?" I asked, chattering out the words. The fear was contagious.


  Ba-WHUMPF! Ba-WHUMPF!


  Explosions all around.


  "You some kind of stowaway, kid?" the sergeant said, laughing humorlessly. "Picked one rotten place to catch a joyride."


  "Yeah, well, I don't know if I'm staying or not. Where are we?" I asked again.


  "We're in the English Channel, son, but we are about to be in France. Normandy."


  Normandy. Even I knew what that meant. I'd seen the movies.


  D-Day. World War II. The invasion of Europe by American and British forces. Only, there was no such place as "America."


  "Oh, no," I whispered.


  The sergeant laughed. "Yeah: 'Oh, no!' Here we go, ladies. Keep your heads down and your weapons high and dry."


  Scrrrunch!


  The boat jarred to a stop.


  The ramp dropped.


  RAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT!


  The sergeant fell with two holes through his chest. Men were dropping all around me. It was the Delaware all over again, only now the death was faster.


  I caught a brief glimpse of sandy beach. Men lying prone, alive or dead, who could tell. A bluff topped with barbed wire and a low, menacing concrete bunker.


  I dropped on my butt, spun around, and hugged the floor. Men fell back on me. I began to morph.


  RAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT!


  I didn't have a morph strong enough for this. This was massacre by machine gun. I needed to get small. Too small for the bullets to find me.


  I was going fly, and I was going there fast.


  Men were bleeding on me. I was screaming. I didn't care anymore. I was just getting out of there alive.


  I shrank. The bodies sagged down on top of me.


  RAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT!


  Machine-gun bullets continued pouring into the mass over me. Those that were still alive wouldn't be for long. And I'd have been dead myself, but for the protection of men whose flesh protected mine.


  I shrank. My bones crunched and shriveled and finally turned watery and disappeared.


  My eyes bulged huge, faceted, glittering, then shrank along with the rest of me.


  Legs sprouted from my chest. My own arms and legs became elongated, jointed sticks. Dagger-sharp hairs stuck out along their length.


  But I wasn't noticing much of that. I was noticing the fact that my brain was about to explode. Too much death and destruction and horror. As bad as my life had been at times as an Animorph, I'd seen real hard-core combat now and it was worse. The men who died in these battles had been like Jake. They'd had no chance.


  Here, at Agincourt, back on the Delaware River, or on the beautiful, slow-moving sailing ship. No difference.


  Men stood up in the face of the enemy and were massacred. Arrows found throats. Swords found vulnerable flesh. Cannons ripped away limbs. Bullets entered organs by neat, round holes and came out in a shredded mess. Men died never having the chance to resist, to fight, to run, to cry out, to prepare, to wonder.


  One second they were scared and brave and alive. The next second they were dead.


  Just like Jake.


  Cassie and I had sworn to protect him. But there'd never even been a chance.


  I shrank and morphed, less and less human. Gossamer wings sprouted from my back. My face, my tongue and mouth and teeth all merged, melted together, extended out into a hollow tube through which I would dribble saliva and suck up liquid food.


  My fly eyes saw a world of shattered images, faceted, a broken mirror. Broken mirrors filled with huge limbs arrayed like a cage around me.


  I fired my wings and rose up through the maze of arms and legs and heads, out into the air.


  Explosions rocked me. But they did not touch me. The bullets would not find me except by the most amazingly long odds. Yet the air was so thick with flying lead that I still felt fear.


  Up, out of the boat, which now drifted helplessly, its coxswain dead along with every other man who'd tried to come ashore.


  The fly's vision was not good at a distance. I could see only what was close. And then, not in detail.


  I was glad. I didn't want to see what was around me.


  But I could not block the fly's sense of smell. I smelled, tasted the spilled blood and drained bodily fluids. I couldn't help but smell them.


  D-Day. The smell alone would haunt me for the rest of my life.


  Chapter 33 - Ax


  



  I time-jumped into water. My hooves absorbed some of it. It had a high salt content. I kicked wildly, looking for bottom. My hooves touched sand. I propelled myself through the surf, onto a sandy beach.


  Ka-WHUMPF!


  I flew through the air. I saw a gray sky overhead. I saw humans around me, running, lying down, falling. I hit the sand hard.


  I lay there, breath knocked out of me.


  My main eyes were staring upward. At the sky. The blue atmosphere of Earth, beyond which was the black of space, the now-invisible points of stars, the disappearingly small planets.


  One of which, somewhere up there, far, far away, was my own.


  I had never wanted to be there more.


  I thought I understood humans. I understood nothing.


  They were mad! Lunatics. Evil, violent, destructive, hate-filled creatures.


  <Ax-man! Are you hit?>


  It was Tobias. I saw him, drifting, wings spread wide, above the smoke of battle.


  <I am not injured,> I said. <But I must tell you: I am profoundly tired of your people.>


  <I'm not exactly thrilled with them myself,> Tobias said. <But you need to morph, man. Nothing on that beach is getting out alive. I just talked to Marco, he's in fly morph. Not a bad idea to get wings.>


  Chnth-chnth-chnth!


  Bullets hit the sand beside my head. I scooted sideways just as another burst tore up the sand where my head had been.


  I began to morph. Tobias and Marco were both right: Wings. I was sprouting harrier feathers as the next explosion hit the beach near me and pelted me with sand.


  <Anyone else here?> It was Cassie's voice.


  <Yes, I am here. So are Marco and Tobias,> I answered. <Are you safe?>


  <As safe as anyone could be,> she said. <l materialized right at the bottom of the bluff, in some bushes. I morphed to osprey. I'm in the air, now.>


  I was nearly done morphing. I had wings and talons. My front legs were tiny, shrunken appendages. My stalk eyes were gone. My main eyes had begun to acquire the piercing hawk intensity.


  My face was a perfect melding of Andalite and harrier. Gray feathers and blue fur. An opening had appeared in my lower face, the beginnings of a mouth, a beak.


  Ka-WHUMPF!


  Dirt buried me. Blackness all around me. In panic I kicked with tiny talons and shriveled front legs. But the wet sand clung to me, refusing to be shoved aside.


  Demorph! I knew I had to demorph. No other way to -


  Ka-WHUMPF!


  Something landed on me. Crushing weight. But the sand was off my face. I saw daylight. I pushed and shoved and wiggled my way, with a body that was almost useless.


  I began to demorph, the panic under better control now that I had at least a glimpse of sky.


  "I'm hit! I'm hit! Medic!"


  The voice was shockingly close. Only then did I realize what had landed on me, pinning me down under the sand.


  A human was lying on me, unaware. He struggled up, lessening the weight on me.


  "No, nononono!" he moaned and fell back.


  I had to get out from under him. Had to get away. All I had to do was get off the ground, reach the sky. Had to demorph to Andalite first, push my way clear.


  But the human was moaning. He was crying. He was calling for his mother.


  Not my affair. The madness of humans was not my concern.


  Another human slammed into the sand beside me. "I'm here, buddy," this human said.


  My stalk eyes grew from the bird head. I pushed one up and out of the sand. I saw the injured human. I am not an expert on human physiology, but I believed the wound to be fatal.


  The second human was tending to him. He ripped feverishly at the wounded soldier's clothing. He jabbed a syringe into the man's arm.


  "Doc. Doc. Is it bad? It hurts. It hurts. Ohhhhh!"


  "You'll be fine, soldier. Morphine will -"


  Chnth-chnth-chnth!


  Bullets ripped the sand. The "Doc" flinched. He resettled his helmet on his head. He did not leave.


  An explosion, not twenty feet away showered us again with sand.


  "Don't let me die, don't let me die."


  "You'll be okay, soldier. I'm just gonna -"


  The "Doc" fell atop the wounded man. A bullet had penetrated his throat. Dead. While trying to save a man he must have known was doomed.


  Was this Visser Four's doing? Or was this all simply a part of human history? I felt a desperate need to think, to make sense of it all.


  One thing I knew: The battle on the river had not been part of human history. My friends were sure of that. At that point Visser Four had twisted the strands of history.


  The sea battle? No one seemed to know how that was supposed to have happened. Had the battle even taken place originally?


  One thing was certain: Visser Four had miscalculated at the university. Things were not as he'd expected them to be. And if we were now even later in time, this battle, too, might not be all he'd expected.


  Visser Four might be as confused as we were.


  And yet, in the end, as we'd seen, Visser Four had altered history to create an Earth of harsh repression.


  But then was then, that was "before" we had become involved. Before this new version of history where we'd stymied Visser Four at Agincourt.


  What did it all mean? What was I missing? Surely there was a way to make sense of it all, to encapsulate all this mindless killing, all this violence, all this fear in a package of reason, logic . . .


  I was afraid. The realization surprised me. I was hiding beneath two dead bodies, spinning the wheels of my mind trying to make sense of things.


  Thinking was so much easier than sliding out from beneath this grizzly protection and facing the murder all around me.


  I was a coward!


  No, this was not my war. My war was with the Yeerks. This was human killing human in some dark, distant past. Insanity! Lunacy!


  Coward!


  No! I had no chance. Everyone on that beach was dying. Everyone was going to die. Everyone! This wasn't my beach. This wasn't my war. Not my place to die.


  Not my place to kill. As I had killed the Hessian officer.


  <Marco! Rachel! Ax!> It was Cassie's thought-speak voice. Faint. Faraway.


  Don't answer, I told myself. Hide! Don't answer!


  <Visser Four! Tobias and I see him. He's in a jeep, leading a column of tanks! We need help.>


  Not my war, I said again.


  Then I began to morph and push the sand away.


  Chapter 34 - Cassie


  



  It moved beneath me, a sinister gray snake, clanking and lurching and belching sudden gusts of black diesel smoke.


  The tank column approached the beach along a narrow, winding road. At the head of the column, an open, jeep-style car pulling a trailer.


  In the trailer was a glowing, golden ball as tall as a man. A weapon far more powerful than all the tanks of all the armies of the world combined.


  The Time Matrix.


  The Time Matrix had allowed Visser Four to reach the German tanks and tell their generals that this was the real invasion. That this was the time to strike the allies.


  In the passenger seat of the jeep, sitting with three machine-gun-toting German soldiers behind him, was Visser Four.


  There was a bloody cut down one side of his face, barely concealed by hastily applied bandages.


  The tank column extended as far as I could see down the road. More tanks had pulled off into fields defined by tall, impenetrable hedges.


  Directly beneath me was the bluff overlooking the beach. It bristled with concrete bunkers and trenches and barbed wire. Dozens of machine guns, cannon, mortars, all aimed down at the vulnerable men on the beach below.


  Beyond the bloody beach a huge, gray fleet kept station and lobbed shells that missed the bunkers and exploded harmlessly in the fields behind.


  In ten minutes the first tanks would reach the bluff above the beach. And then, all hope of an Allied victory would die. The Germans would win. And the world would be the world we had glimpsed briefly.


  <We need everyone!> I yelled, flapping my wings to regain lost altitude.


  Tobias drifted close to me. <If no one else gets here it's going to be up to us.>


  <What are we supposed to do? All those Germans in all those tanks aren't just going to let us attack Visser Four and steal the Time Matrix. Besides, do you know how to operate the stupid Time Matrix?>


  <Me? I can't program a speed-dial,> Tobias admitted. <But those tanks cannot reach that beach. This is D-Day, and if the Germans win, the Americans and the English lose the biggest war in history!>


  <But there are no Americans,> I said.


  <Whatever they're called, what does it matter? This is D-Day! This is Normandy. This decides whether the Nazis go on or are stopped.>


  <Where are the others?> I demanded. Not that I had any right. Where had I been at Trafalgar? Hiding. Escaping.


  <We can't do this as birds,> Tobias said.


  <No. I know. The road curves past that last stand of trees down there. That's the place.>


  <We'll have to hurry,> Tobias said. He spilled air from his wings and glided toward the trees below us. I turned and followed him down.


  We landed amid blasted trunks. Artillery had blown away all but a few desperate, spring-green leaves.


  <What do you think the Nazis will make of a Hork-Bajir?> Tobias wondered. He began morphing as soon as he landed. Hork-Bajir horns sprouted from his forehead.


  I focused on the wolf DNA inside me. The wolf was fast, strong. No match for machine guns.


  I might reach Visser Four before I was gunned down. I might not. Either way I wouldn't survive.


  Unless, of course, Ax was right and only Jake could be killed.


  I felt sick.


  <Thinking about how Rachel came back?> Tobias asked.


  <Yeah.>


  <Me, too.>


  <Doesn't exactly make it easier, does it?>


  "No," I said as I finished demorphing to human. I began immediately morphing the wolf. I could hear the clank-clank-clank of tank treads. I could hear the roar of their engines.


  The Germans. The Nazis. The ultimate evil.


  Worth dying to stop them. Yes. Worth my one, puny life.


  But I didn't want to die. No matter how great the cause. No matter the reason.


  <Ready?> Tobias asked. He was fully Hork-Bajir.


  I sniffed the breeze. My wolf's nose told me stories of things far beyond this battle. It told me of cows and calves grazing peacefully in their fields. Chickens. Foxes. Rats. Sheep.


  This was farm country. Not much different from my own farm, probably. But my nose also smelled cordite, charred wood, diesel exhaust, and blood.


  I could hear too much, too well. I heard the tank engines, the tank gears grinding, the treads as they slapped the mud. I heard the explosions, large and small. The cries, distant but piercing.


  <Maybe if we get the Time Matrix . . . maybe we can do more than just put it all back together, you know?>


  <What do you mean?>


  <I mean history is nothing but killing. Maybe we could change that>


  <Let's just go get Visser Four,> Tobias said. <For Jake.>


  <For Jake,> I said.


  The words were out before I thought about them. For Jake. Revenge. Kill the killer. Avenge the wrong.


  And I was going to rewrite history?


  The jeep was close now. I could see it clearly through the trees. And I could see Visser Four.


  I could also see the machine guns gripped tightly.


  <Now,> Tobias said softly.


  We began to run.


  Fast! Faster! Stunted, ruined trees zipped by. We hurtled over scraggly bushes. The wind was in my face, the wind of my own speed. Tobias, Hork-Bajir, was running beside me, blades flashing.


  I saw the Visser. I saw the Time Matrix. I saw the lead tank with its insignia emblazoned on the side.


  I leaped!


  Wrong!


  Too late!


  I was already flying, my bone-crunching jaws already open, ready for the enemy's throat.


  "Mon dieu!" the French soldier yelled.


  BapBapBapBapBapBapBapBap!


  Tobias tripped and went down. A line of bullet holes painted red circles across his chest.


  I hit Visser Four and closed my jaw over his arm. We tumbled out of the jeep, onto the ground. Only then did I see the handcuffs that held the Visser's wrists.


  Chapter 35 - Ax


  



  I had joined with Marco and Rachel. We had taken to the air. We were still far away when we saw Tobias and Cassie morphing in the woods.


  My harrier eyes spotted them easily. But not till after I'd spotted the Time Matrix.


  It was an awesome thing to contemplate. It would not make an Andalite or a human the equal of the Ellimist in power, but it represented far more destructive power than the combined fleets of the Andalite people and the Yeerk empire.


  I wondered how it had come to Earth. And I wondered how my brother, Elfangor, had known it was on Earth. Because surely he had known. Visser Four was right: Elfangor had chosen the spot deliberately. It was no coincidence that he had landed, had died, within a few feet of this machine.


  Perhaps, if we survived, I could ask the Ellimist for an explanation. As certain as I was that Elfangor was involved, I was certain that the Ellimist was, too.


  All of this was tied to Elfangor's earlier sojourn on Earth. The lost time that had resulted in the birth of his son, Tobias. All of it led here.


  <There it is,> Rachel said. <And there he is: Visser Four.>


  <D-Day, man,> Marco said. He sounded shaken. I don't know what he had encountered on that beach, but I could guess that it was not far different than what I had found there.


  I was still trembling from the fear. From the fear of my own fear. From images I would never be able to wash from my mind.


  We flew to intercept Cassie and Tobias. The breeze was with us. It would not take long. But would we be able to intercept Visser Four and stop his intervention? That was the question.


  <I take it, Marco, that you are familiar with this war,> I said.


  <This is the big one of all big ones,> Marco said. <World War Two. The Nazis try and take over the world and almost do it. The Japanese attack Pearl Harbor. D-Day, Battle of the Bulge, John Wayne at Iwo Jima.>


  <And the Holocaust,> Rachel said.


  <Holocaust?>


  <The Germans, the Nazis under Hitler, murdered six million Jews - men, women, and children>


  Obviously Rachel had misspoken.


  <These Jews were an opposing army?>


  <No. Jews are a religion, or a race, I guess. My dad's Jewish. Mostly the Jews in the Holocaust were Germans and Poles. You know, civilians. Normal people. Others, too: Gypsies, gays, handicapped people. They were taken to camps and shot or starved or killed with poison gas. Children killed in their mothers' arms.>


  She spoke with no special emphasis. No anger.


  Human emotion is often confusing, in part because each individual human expresses it differently. Rachel is quick to anger over small things. The larger things render her cold and seemingly emotionless.


  But then what emotion could possibly be sufficiently intense to encompass the crimes she described?


  Humans. I wondered, not for the first time, but now with renewed intensity, whether the Yeerks had any notion of the species they proposed to conquer. Humans seemed to exist across too broad a spectrum to even be considered a single species.


  The same species that spawned my friends, Jake, Cassie, Marco, Rachel, my shorm and "nephew" Tobias, seemed to revel in mutual slaughter and sank to depths no Yeerk would sink to. Depths of depraved brutality that would be unimaginable to an Andalite.


  <Even humans-> I began. I stopped myself. I should not insult humans. This was not the time or the place. We were racing to intercept the Yeerk, to save the future, to . . . But my mind was boiling. Too much!


  That human warrior would stand against human warrior and kill, that was wrong and foolish and stupid. But that humans, the species I was risking my own life to help, were capable of such a filthy, cowardly thing as the deliberate slaughter of innocents . . .


  Not at all like the things I had done in combat. Not at all like fighting Hork-Bajir-Controllers, or Taxxons or . . . or Hessian officers.


  I jerked my thoughts away from that memory. From the memory of my tail blade snapping forward.


  <We Andalites have fought wars among ourselves in the past. We did not kill children. It is not possible to conceive of a greater evil than the deliberate killing of a child.>


  <Yeah, well, we do know that, Ax,> Marco said resentfully. <Why do you think those guys down on the beach are dying?>


  <Those tanks coming down that road? Those are Nazi tanks,> Rachel said. <So let's stop them.>


  <We are after the Time Matrix,> Marco reminded her.


  <Maybe you are. You and Ax go get the Time Matrix. I'm getting a Nazi.>


  Chapter 36 - Cassie


  



  I rolled over. The Visser cried out in pain. He tried to get up, but he couldn't use his hands; they were held together by the handcuffs.


  Tobias lay bleeding.


  <Tobias! Demorph!>


  But then, to my amazement, he simply sat up. The bullet holes in his chest were gone!


  <It's true,> he whispered, touching his chest with a Hork-Bajir claw. <Just Jake. The rest of us . . . we can't be killed.>


  BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!


  I felt the bullets hit me. Neck. Head. Shoulder. Head.


  I felt the impact, power blows. I felt sharp, overwhelming pain. And then . . .


  I was still alive.


  The tank column rolled by. Infantrymen rushed up alongside the tanks to surround us. They waved guns at a wolf and a monster, scared of both, unsure what to do.


  Visser Four tried to crawl away but one of the soldiers gave him a kick in the stomach that dropped the Controller on his face.


  An officer pulled his pistol from a holster, walked cautiously up to me, held the barrel against my head, and . . .


  BLAM! BLAM!


  I fell over.


  I stood up.


  "C'est pas possible!" the officer gasped in French.


  "Es ist ein wolfman," one of the soldiers said in German.


  French and Germans together. Not Germans alone.


  I looked at the insignia on the epaulet of the officer. It was a shield, slashed down the middle at an angle, half of it the French tricolor, blue, white, and red, the other half a stylized black eagle.


  <What is going on?> Tobias wondered, as confused as I was. <This isn't the way it was! This isn't right!>


  The soldiers, the French and German soldiers, kept their guns trained on us. They were confused and afraid.


  I could identify.


  I looked at the soldiers. They were a mix of old men and young kids, some who looked no more than fifteen. Some of the older ones could have been my grandfather.


  The French officer said something about "le capitalne." The captain. The Germans agreed with whatever he'd said. I think he'd said they should all wait for the captain to get there.


  Several of the soldiers broke out cigarettes. Some drank from their canteens. The tanks rolled slowly by.


  Visser Four raised himself to a sitting position. The jeep hauling the Time Matrix had pulled off the road. He was edging, ever so slowly . . .


  <Don't let him reach that thing,> Tobias said in thought-speak.


  The French officer understood immediately. He jerked his head and two of his men dragged the Controller back to where we sat in our weird little standoff.


  "I just want to know one thing, Andalites: How did you follow me? I have the Time Matrix! How did you follow me? And why, why, why don't you die?"


  <Visser Three's been trying to kill us for some time, now,> Tobias said. <We're hard to kill.>


  The Controller made a face of hatred and resentment. "I should have used the Time Matrix to destroy Visser Three. That bungling fool!"


  <We'd have helped you,> Tobias said with a laugh. Then, privately, to me, he said, <Cassie, if we can't be killed, we don't need to worry about these soldiers. We can take the Time Matrix right now.>


  <Yeah. I . . . I guess that's true. But, I don't know, it's weird. I mean, I guess we are sort of immortal for now, but who knows? A gun is still a gun. Are you a hundred-percent sure?>


  Tobias made a Hork-Bajir smile. <Ninety-nine percent. The remaining one percent says if we push it we're toast.>


  Suddenly another jeep-type car came rumbling up along the line of tanks. An officer, a German, jumped out and trotted over to us.


  In a mix of French and German the soldiers and their officer explained this exceedingly unusual situation. The captain was a middle-aged man with a lined, scarred face and tired eyes. He obviously knew about the big, glowing globe. He seemed to know, too, about the prisoner, Visser Four.


  But seeing a Hork-Bajir sitting there beside a seemingly tame and unkillable - wolf was new. He leaned close to Tobias and gingerly touched his wrist blade.


  <I won't hurt you,> Tobias said.


  The captain answered in German. Then tried French. Finally, excellent English. "Do you understand English?"


  <Yes, we do,> I said.


  He snapped his head around. There was a quick burst of German including a word that sounded like "wolf" and another that was very recognizable: "Frankenstein."


  <He thinks you're a monster, Tobias.>


  Then, in English once more, he said, "I do not know how a monster and a talking wolf come to be here. Explain."


  I started to answer. Not to explain, because explaining would have been utterly impossible. Or at least it would have taken a solid week.


  But then, I saw the old man who'd been driving the captain's jeep climb down from behind the wheel. He was in his fifties, at least, although his uniform indicated a low rank. He was stocky, not very tall. His black hair was parted high on his head. His eyes were dark and intense. He wore a small mustache.


  A style of mustache known everywhere as a Hitler mustache.


  Chapter 37 - Rachel


  



  Far below us, Tobias and Cassie seemed to be chatting with Nazi soldiers guarding Visser Four. They were problem number two, as far as I was concerned.


  Problem number one? The tanks that were rolling toward the beach. Huge, clanking monsters armored to withstand a direct hit from a cannon.


  I have several powerful morphs. But none that would so much as annoy a tank.


  However, the tank hatches were open. Their officers or drivers or whatever stood with heads and shoulders visible. No one was shooting at them. They had not reached the battle.


  When they did, the invasion of Normandy would end in utter defeat for the invaders.


  <We have to stop them,> I said.


  Marco snorted angrily. <How? Morph to elephant and go one-on-one with a tank and you'll end up roadkill.>


  <Our morphing ability is a potent weapon, Rachel, but useless here,> Ax said.


  <We're stopping them,> I said flatly. <That road is narrow. It's cut deep. Kill one tank and the others will have a hard time going around it. At least we'd slow them down.>


  <Yeah, then one of us gets to the ships offshore and directs them where to fire,> Marco said. <Great in theory. Just one problem: How do a bunch of birds kill a tank?>


  <I don't know, all right?> I admitted. <I just know we have to!>


  <I may have an idea,> Ax said. <I have been observing your primitive human weapons. Several are fascinating. Most could be very easily improved upon, and ->


  <Get to the point!> I yelled.


  <The small, hand-held explosive devices. They are roughly spherical in shape with a ludicrously crude priming device. They are thrown and ->


  Marco said, <Hand grenades?>


  <They are very weak explosives,> Ax said.


  <However, within the confined space of a tank's interior they could ->


  <If I had lips and you had a mouth I'd kiss you!> I said. <Hand grenades! That's it! We'll drop hand grenades down the hatch of the lead tank.>


  <How do we carry one? How do we pull the pin?> Marco demanded.


  I laughed. <Details, Marco. Minor details. Let's find some grenades.>


  We flew back over the bluff. I wasn't going down to the beach if I could avoid it. The bodies down there were so thick on the ground that in some places we could have stepped from body to body without ever touching the sand.


  Fire was still pouring down from the protected positions on the bluff. Landing craft were still disgorging men. It was a second wave, I suppose. A whole new assault, adding new victims. Like cattle going down the chute to the slaughtering floor.


  But, of course, cattle don't know what's corning. Humans do. They saw the bodies of their fellow soldiers. They heard the explosions. They smelled the death. And they still came.


  War is obscene, the worst thing humans do. But warriors, the individual men, are the very best of humanity. Not because they are willing to kill. But because they are willing to risk death, to sacrifice themselves for others.


  I was high in the air, not safe, but so, so much safer. I felt like a coward.


  <Over here!> Marco said. <They're issuing grenades to some guys down at the base of the bluff. There's an open case of them.>


  <Okay. I'm biggest,> I said. <I'll do it.>


  <Are you confident that you can carry the weight?> Ax asked.


  <I don't know. Bald eagles snatch whole salmon out of the water. How much can a hand grenade weigh?>


  <How much does a salmon weigh?> Marco answered rhetorically.


  I floated on a high breeze coming off the water. My wings were filled by warm June thermals. I wondered if the warm updrafts were strengthened by the heat of red-hot gun barrels.


  A dozen guys were huddled together at the base of the bluff. Americans. Or at least, I reminded myself, they should have been Americans.


  They looked lost and scared and exhausted. Their sergeant had a steel ammunition box open between his knees. He was handing out grenades, two at a time.


  It would take speed and precision. And a distraction.


  <Marco? Ax? I need that guy to look away.>


  <Yeah. We're on it.>


  Marco and Ax, an osprey and a harrier, formed up beside me. We'd have looked weird and out of place. If anyone had had time to bird-watch.


  <Now!>


  Ax and Marco spilled air, narrowed their tails, and plunged.


  Down, down, down!


  I went after them, twenty feet behind. I could feel the air turbulence from their wings.


  No problem, I told myself. Marco and Ax swoop close, the sergeant looks away, I snatch the grenades out of his hand, and -


  CRUMPF!


  The mortar shell landed in the middle of the men.


  The shock wave knocked Ax and Marco down like they were flies hit by a giant swatter.


  Chapter 38 - Cassie


  



  <Is that . . .>


  <Yeah. I think so,> I said.


  <Oh, my God.>


  <A long way from God,> I muttered.


  Adolf Hitler. The most evil man in a long history of evil men.


  Tobias was up. He moved like lightning. The squat man with the funny mustache was jerked back, yanked around, and pinned against Tobias's Hork-Bajir body.


  Tobias's wrist blade was at his throat.


  <NO!> I yelled.


  The soldiers dropped cigarettes and canteens, swung around, and leveled their guns at Tobias,


  <You know who this is? You know what he is?>


  <No. And neither do you! Look at him. He's like some old corporal or something!>


  <He's Hitler. He dies. End of story,> Tobias said grimly.


  Hitler was frozen with fear. Trembling with a Hork-Bajir blade pressed against his jugular.


  <Tobias, it's all different,> I said. <Visser Four changed it. All of it. No one is where they should be, doing what they did in our reality. We don't even know if these guys are the bad guys or the good guys in this reality.>


  <He's still Hitler!> Tobias said.


  <Is he? I don't know. Jake, in that other reality, the reality that comes from all this, was Jake still Jake? Was Marco still Marco?>


  <You've got to be kidding! You're going to compare Jake to this walking piece of scum?>


  <He's not evil for who he is, no one is. You can't be evil for being someone. It's what you do. And this guy's just a driver!>


  From behind us, a new and sudden sound.


  BOOM! BOOM!


  The first tanks were firing down on the beach.


  <Tobias, you can't do this,> I said. <You can't execute someone for what he might have done or even what he might do.>


  "Release my driver, please," the German captain said tersely to Tobias.


  Visser Four leaped, shackled hands outstretched for the Time Matrix. I bounded after him.


  He took three steps. I took two. I clamped my jaws on his leg.


  Pop! Pop! Pop!


  The captain fired. Point blank at Tobias.


  Tobias jerked in reflex. His wrist blade cut deep.


  The driver - Hitler - fell to the ground.


  Visser Four rolled with me on top of him. Rolled over, pulling me with him into a shallow ditch.


  And overhead I saw the surreal vision of a bald eagle, six feet from wingtip to wingtip.


  Chapter 39 - Rachel


  



  Ax and Marco were down. But not for long. They fluttered up out of the sand, fluffing their feathers, all damage repaired.


  It was true. We could not be killed.


  The same was not true of the soldiers. Two lay crying in pain. The others were silent.


  I swooped down to land beside my friends. I suppose we must have looked like vultures arriving at the scene of death.


  I closed my right talon around a grenade. I lifted it experimentally. It was heavy. Not as heavy as a salmon, though. I would be able to fly with it.


  Marco and Ax each tried to lift one as well, but they were much smaller birds.


  <One is all it will take,> I said. <Or at least one at a time.>


  I grabbed the grenade firmly and began to fly. Taking off was hard, not impossible, but hard. I scooted across the bloody sand, flapped hard, turned into the breeze, and still barely became airborne.


  But once I had wind beneath my wings, once I had clearance, I soared. The breeze lifted me up. Above the dead. Above the beach of slaughter. Out of line of the whizzing bullets. Too high for the shattering explosions of artillery.


  Up I rose. Up and up, over the bluff.


  The first tanks were lining up, depressing their main guns to fire downward.


  <Forget them,> Marco advised. <We need to block the road. Keep the others from coming up.>


  <Thank you, General,> I said, laughing. <l think I got it. Just need to pull the pin.>


  <Not too early,> Marco pointed out. <How do we pull it?>


  Ax said, <I can reverse direction. If I come back toward you and catch the pin in my talons, I believe the combined momentum will be sufficient to remove it.>


  <Good plan,> I said. I turned into a tight circle, one wing low, the other high, tail spread wide to give me all the lift I could get.


  Ax's harrier body flapped away, twenty, forty yards ahead of my flight path.


  <This looks good,> I said.


  <Rachel, how do you know how long that thing is fused for?> Marco demanded. <You could blow yourself up!>


  <Hah-hah!> I laughed. <We're immortal, Marco. Jake was the death. We can't be killed!>


  <That's not a bullet, it's a grenade. If it blows there won't be enough of you left to put back together.>


  Ax turned back, flying straight for me. I flew straight for him. I held the grenade as low and far from my body as I could. I twisted it carefully, bringing the round ring out and forward.


  <Just grab the ring, Ax. Just grab the magic ring.>


  The distance closed with shocking speed. The harrier, the eagle, racing toward collision.


  Closer . . . Closer . . .


  Ax spun over on his back, reached, a sharp yank against my talons and a loud "Pop!" The grenade top dropped away.


  I glanced back and saw the ring and pin hanging from Ax's talon. I looked ahead. A tank rolling past Cassie.


  I had perhaps three seconds.


  I was giddy. Filled with wild joy. I wanted to scream and laugh all at once. Maybe I did because as if from far off I heard Marco say, <She's crazy, Ax-man. Look at her. She loves this stuff.>


  I looked toward my target. The hatch was open. The young, cocky soldier was shoulders up and out of the armored safety. He was turning a swivel machine gun toward the side of the road. Aiming at -


  Only then did I realize that Tobias had grabbed a German soldier. That he was holding him and -


  A sudden rush of movement. Visser Four, Cassie, an officer firing.


  Pop! Pop! Pop!


  Blood sprayed from the throat of Tobias's hostage.


  The tankman's finger tightened on the trigger of the machine gun. I saw it all, every detail, every nuance of movement as though it were inches, not feet, away.


  The hatch.


  The trigger.


  I released the grenade.


  Chapter 40 - Tobias


  



  Bullets hit me in the face.


  I staggered back. I felt my wrist blade cut. Cut deep.


  A flash of movement overhead. I was still hawk in my mind and I knew that movement intimately well.


  An eagle!


  Flying low and slow, dropping . . .


  FWUMP!


  A muffled explosion.


  The German officer jerked in surprise.


  Then, the ammunition inside the tank caught fire.


  Pop!Pop!Pop!Pop!


  BOOOOM!


  Flames shot from the tank hatch. Flames shot from the tank's gun barrel.


  It stopped moving.


  Flames erupted from the engine in the rear.


  I climbed to my feet. A flash of Cassie with her jaws on Visser Four, holding him as he stretched futilely to reach the Time Matrix.


  And then, a second explosion.


  BOOOOM!


  The tank's turret blew off. It twisted once in the air and landed.


  It took a split second. Time enough for a wolf to react, to jerk back.


  Not time enough for a human. Or a Yeerk.


  The turret landed. It crushed Visser Four from the waist down.


  The driver . . . the man who would, in another timeline, have been the most evil creature in human history, lay dead.


  Soldiers lay dead or wounded, slammed by the explosions.


  Rachel came circling down through the smoke. She landed on a dead tree branch. I expected her to be exultant. She wasn't. She said nothing.


  Marco and Ax landed seconds behind Rachel. We were almost alone, the five of us. Alive, uninjured, surrounded by death and destruction of our own making.


  The wounded moaned.


  Cassie began to demorph. As soon as she had hands she went to the wounded soldiers. One French, one German.


  "You'll be okay," she told the French soldier. "It's not bad." She ripped a few strips of the man's uniform, grabbed a stick, and made a tourniquet.


  The other man, the German, died before she could even offer comfort.


  "Humans?" Visser Four gasped, seeing Cassie. "Humans all the time?"


  <That guy, that dead guy, the one with his throat all . . . he looks like . . .> Marco stammered.


  <He is,> Cassie replied. <Or was. Or wasn't. I don't know.>


  <These guys aren't wearing swastikas or anything> Rachel said.


  There was blood all over my arm. I began to demorph. It was the only way to remove the blood from my Hork-Bajir blades.


  <It's all different,> I said. <It's D-Day, but it's not.>


  <But these are the bad guys, right?> Rachel demanded. <I mean, these are the bad guys, right? Right?>


  <I don't know, Rachel.>


  <French and German allied? Hitler's some ordinary old soldier? This isn't the way it was,> Marco said. <This is messed up, man. The Germans conquered the French, and then the British and Americans invaded on D-Day.>


  <There are no Americans,> I said. <There never was a United States. And Adolf Hitler was just an old man driving a jeep.>


  <It is we who have now altered history,> Ax said. <In ways we cannot Comprehend>


  I slipped out of my Hork-Bajir body. The blades gave way to feathers. The T-rex talons became my own smaller talons. I shrank and shrank and the bloodstains dripped away as they found less and less to cling to.


  <The Time Matrix,> Ax said. <We have it now.> He was already halfway back to his own Andalite form.


  My own hawk eyes returned, so superior to the Hork-Bajir vision. I turned my gaze on Visser Four. The head moved. He was still alive.


  Then I saw a smaller movement. I fluttered my wings and hopped over. I darted my beak down and snapped up the gray slug that was crawling down the doomed man's cheek.


  <The Yeerk,> I said.


  The others came over. Cassie was human. Rachel mostly so. Marco as well. Just kids now, in a ditch, behind a burning tank, surrounded by bodies.


  <What should I do with him?> I asked.


  Marco held out his hand. He took the Yeerk. "We can't let him get a new host. Can't take him back to our own time. He knows now that we're humans. We leave him here, he dies slowly of Kandrona starvation."


  "They say it's a horrible way to die," Cassie said.


  Marco held the Yeerk out to Ax.


  <No,> the Andalite said. <I have enough to answer for.> Ax looked at Rachel, then looked away.


  "No," Rachel said as Marco offered the Yeerk to her.


  <Not me, either,> I said.


  "I see," Marco said, nodding slightly. "No one's anxious to add another stain on their conscience? Everyone's had enough?"


  He flipped the Yeerk almost casually through the air. Threw it into the flaming hulk of the tank.


  "Starve or burn," Marco said, trying in vain to sound tough and indifferent. "His only choices. This is quicker."


  "We have to end this," Rachel said, sounding sad and sick.


  "No. Not yet," Cassie said. "There's still the Time Matrix. And there's still Jake."


  <How do we do it?> I wondered. <Go back to each place we went and . . .>


  <We need to cut the chain of causality early,> Ax said. <If we can stop this Controller from finding the Time Matrix in the first instance . . .>


  No one said anything. We stood listening to the massacre on the beach. The roar of tanks trying to force a path around the far side of the burned-out hulk.


  Good guys or bad? Had we turned the battle for better or worse?


  "My turn, I guess," Cassie said softly. "I guess none of us will get through this without some terrible sin. This will be mine."


  <What are you going to do?> I asked her.


  She walked over to the former Controller. Now just a human being. "What's your name? I . . . someone told us, but I've forgotten it. Who are you?"


  Chapter 41 - Cassie


  



  "John," he gasped. "John Berryman. I'm . . . Is he dead? The Yeerk? Is he dead?"


  "He won't bother you again," I said. I knelt down and wiped sweat from his forehead. It was running down into his eyes.


  "You're humans," John Berryman said. "The Yeerks don't know."


  I nodded. "We know. Yeah, we're humans. Mostly."


  "Kids."


  I nodded again.


  "I'm going to die, here." It wasn't a question. I didn't deny it. He could not possibly survive the massive injuries.


  "Mr. Berryman . . ."


  "John. You kids. You're heroes, you know that? The Yeerks, they hate you so bad." He laughed. He coughed and choked up blood.


  "Don't know how you did it," he rasped. "Following him through time. He was trying to change the world. Bitter, very bitter. Change time, make humans weaker, easier to conquer, then replace Visser Three. But it was too complicated for him. He didn't realize. Landed here. Expected Nazis. Told the Germans this was the main invasion, rushed the tanks forward. Only . . . different Germans. They arrested him. Too complicated, see?"


  "It was too complicated for us, too."


  "Wanted to kill Washington. Wanted to change Trafalgar. Kill Einstein. Push the allies back into the sea at D-Day. Other plans, too, but you made him rush. Panicked him."


  <Why Agincourt?> Tobias asked.


  John Berryman laughed. "That was for me. It was to shut me up. I never gave up, see. I fought him. All night I'd keep it up. Keep it up in his head."


  "Keep what up?" Marco asked.


  "Shakespeare. I played Exeter in the play. But I memorized all the lines."


  I shook my head. "I don't get it."


  "Henry the Fifth. I know it by heart. Shakespeare wrote a play about Henry at Agincourt. Visser Four couldn't figure out how or when to intercept Shakespeare. Not enough definite data. So he was going to kill Henry to silence Shakespeare, to silence me."


  "That's insane!"


  Berryman nodded weakly. "Insane. That's what he used to feel: that I was driving him insane. Wouldn't give up."


  



  "'We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;


  For he today that sheds his blood with me


  Shall be my brother; be he ne'er -'"


  



  Oh, God. I'm not going to be free. I'm dying. Oh, God."


  "Mr. . . . John. I . . ."


  He looked up at me, exhausted. Beyond anything but pain. "What is it? Ask me your question."


  I wiped tears from my eyes. "John. I'm so sorry. But . . . John, do you know, did your parents ever tell you . . . How did they meet? When and where?"


  I saw puzzlement. Confusion. Shock. And finally sad acceptance.


  "San Francisco. 1967. My dad's name was John, too. My mom is Theresa. She was Theresa Knowlton."


  I could feel my friends draw back from me.


  Cassie, the killer with a conscience, the Drode had sneered. Kill 'em and then cry over them.


  I wasn't going to kill John Berryman.


  John Berryman would never exist.


  Chapter 42 - Ax


  



  The Time Matrix was surprisingly simple to operate. It could be directed by thought-speak command. There were no codes to break, no subtleties to grapple with.


  Cassie told me the time and place and date. I morphed to human, made physical contact with the Time Matrix, and my friends did as well, keeping their own minds blank as possible.


  And then, very swiftly, we emerged in bright sunshine in the middle of a crowded street.


  Two humans, one male and one female, were staring directly at us. They did not appear to be alarmed.


  "Whoa! Cool," one said. He had a great deal of hair on his face and head. He wore colored beads around his neck. He wore vision augmentation devices with blue lenses. "Did you see that, man? I mean, is that like, real?"


  The female had very long hair, also adorned with colored beads.


  "What's real, man?" the female wondered. "Real is just like . . . it's like . . . you know, like whatever, right?"


  "Right on."


  "Love, man. Love is like . . . you know. Like reality, right?"


  "Huh?" the male asked.


  "Um, what?" the female asked.


  The two of them nodded in unison.


  "Amazing," Marco said. "The United States is gone, or at least way different; the Nazis never happened, Einstein, who knows? But hippies are right when and where they're supposed to be?"


  "What are hippies?" I asked. "Hip. Pees."


  "Dude, these are hippies," Marco said. "Look at this place!"


  I did as instructed and looked around. There was a large number of humans with very long hair and colorful beads.


  "The Drode said our own timelines were buffered, protected. Maybe the Time Matrix did that for John, too," Cassie suggested. "I mean, maybe while he was using it he couldn't disrupt his own timeline. This is part of his timeline."


  Marco shrugged. "Or maybe hippies just had to happen, you know? Otherwise how would we have bell-bottoms?"


  "Over there," Rachel said, nodding toward a store. "That's the place. John Berryman's parents, John Senior and Theresa Knowlton, will meet right there, today. All we have to do is separate them. They don't meet, they don't get together, they don't have a kid named John, and Visser Four ends up in some other host, in some other place. He never finds the Time Matrix, And none of it happens. Time isn't altered."


  "We never travel back in time," Cassie said. "Jake doesn't die."


  "Neither does a Hessian officer," I said.


  "Or a tank full of soldiers."


  "Or a Yeerk."


  "Or Hitler," Tobias added. "How can we do this?"


  "What do you mean?" Marco demanded.


  "Oh, man, the colors, man!" A "hippie" had come up to admire the Time Matrix's shimmering globe.


  "Right, the colors, whoa! Cool! Go away. We're trying to figure out the spacetime continuum here," Marco snapped. "What are you getting at, Tobias?"


  "Look, Visser Four changed history. Maybe for the worse. But maybe not. Hitler was just a lowly nobody. No Holocaust! We want to change it back so there was one?"


  "You saw the way our future was," Cassie argued. "We still had slavery. We had no freedom. The Drode said homeless people were rounded up and shot. We can't let that happen!"


  "But we can let the Holocaust happen?" Rachel demanded. "Tobias is right. That future we saw, that future we were in, that's back when Visser Four had done all he did, but without us getting in his face. That was the result without our intervention. Maybe in that timeline he did ten more things. We don't know what the result is with our intervention. Maybe the future is better now. Maybe us saving Henry, and even taking out that Hessian officer, I don't know! Maybe . . ."


  "Heavy, man. Way heavy," a female hippie said.


  "We could use the Time Matrix, travel back to our own time, see what's happened. See if things are good," Tobias said.


  "Does that not seem foolish now that we see how complex that history is?"


  "I'm just saying we go take a look," Tobias said. "See how it all played out."


  "Hey, history is never 'played out,'" Marco said heatedly. "We start messing with the past, we mess with the future. Maybe we like the way things look to us back in our own time, but maybe we've screwed something else up down the line."


  "We do that every day," Rachel said. "Every time we do anything, or do nothing, we change the future. Why is this different? Look, let's just go see. Maybe our own time is great now. I mean, maybe, right?"


  "Why are we here?" a voice said.


  Chapter 43 - Cassie


  



  Five heads snapped.


  Six pairs of eyes stared.


  Four mouths and one thought-speak voice said the same word.


  "Jake?"


  He looked annoyed. "Well, duh. Like you don't recognize me? Hey. How did we get back here?"


  Here was my barn.


  "You're alive," Rachel said to Jake.


  He stared. "I really don't like the way you guys are looking at me. You're giving me the creeps."


  <What happened?> Tobias wondered. <How the oh, man. The hippie chick!>


  "What? What hippie chick?" Jake demanded.


  "It was Theresa Knowlton," I said. "We didn't have to make the decision. She saw us. She was distracted. She missed meeting Berryman's father. Berryman was never born. It all never happened."


  "Excuse me!" Jake interrupted. "Why am I crossing the Delaware next to George Washington one minute and then I'm back here while you people babble about hippies?"


  Berryman had never existed. The Time Matrix was where he'd found it. Buried.


  We'd never gone back in history, except in our memories. Henry V had not seen a Hork-Bajir take to the field. Washington had crossed the Delaware and surprised the Hessian troops. Nelson and the British had defeated Napoleon's fleet. Einstein had left Nazi Germany to find freedom from oppression at Princeton University, where he had set in motion the creation of the atomic bomb.


  And on June 6, 1944, soldiers of the United States, Britain, and France had begun the final destruction of the evil man who, in another reality, had been nothing but a harmless old soldier.


  "You died, Jake," I said. "You died crossing the Delaware with Washington."


  I could see the spasm of shock on Jake's face.


  "Oh, my God," he whispered. "Did . . . I mean, in the end, did we do it? Did we put it all back right? Did we make it right?"


  I went to him and gave him a kiss on the cheek.


  "No. We didn't make it right. But we put it back, Jake. Leave it at that. We put it all back."


  
    
      
    
  


  The First Journey


  



  Alternamorphs #1


  K.A. Applegate


  Introduction


  



  Okay, listen up. It's Jake. You probably already know what's going on around here. But just in case you don't, here's the deal: Rachel, Tobias, Cassie, Marco, Ax, and I are five kids and one alien out to save the world.


  No, this isn't a joke. It's real. About as real as you can get. Real enough for screaming nightmares about the things you've seen and done.


  Because sometimes the stuff you see in the movies, the stuff you thought could never, ever happen to you . . . well, it can happen. It does happen. I've seen it.


  I can't tell you my last name. Or where I live. There's an alien invasion going on. Right here on Earth. But I'm not talking little green guys with ray guns. I'm talking a much smarter way to conquer a world. Just invade people's brains.


  I'm not nuts. I've seen it. And because of that, my friends and I were given a special power - the power to morph into any animal we touch. To acquire its DNA. It's the only way we can fight the Yeerks - that's what they call themselves. We have to find a way to stop these slugs that get into people's heads and make them slaves.


  But things have gotten worse. We need backup. A new Animorph. We've tried this once before and it didn't work out. At all. We're going to try again. So, if you're interested in joining us, let's go. Just remember not to read this missions like a normal book. Check out the instructions and follow them.


  You get to choose your morphs, but I'm warning you now - choose them very carefully. You have to deal with the consequences. They can either help you, or get you totally annihilated.


  This isn't a game. It's serious stuff. So if you can handle it, turn to the next page.


  Oh. One more thing? Good luck.


  You'll need it.


  Chapter 1


  



  You know you shouldn't be doing it. You were supposed to be home at least twenty minutes ago. It's getting dark. The smart thing to do, the only thing, really, is to ride your bike along the bike path like a law-abiding citizen. All the way home.


  But you don't. You're an off-road cycling freak, so you head for the construction site across from the mall. How many times have you been told not to do that? Like a million. "It's dangerous," your mom says. Deep pits filled with water, cinder block obstacles, dips, and downhill runs.


  In other words, highly cool.


  Last Saturday you chose a spot and yanked away the worst debris. You made this sort of single-track loop. It has a killer rolling dip and a log made out of cinder blocks that you can jump. When you're on it, you pretend that you're racing in one of the mountain biking clubs your mom won't let you join because they're too dangerous.


  Too dangerous? Just wait, Mom. Have I got a story for you. Only I can never, ever tell you. Or anyone else.


  Anyway, that night, there you are. Going around and around the track, faster and faster. There's just barely enough light to see.


  Out of the corner of your eye, you see some dark forms moving. You stop your bike, a little nervous. You think it could be a band of homeless men who live there. But then you recognize kids from school, kids you know. Jake, Marco, Cassie, Rachel, and Tobias. You don't know them that well, except maybe Marco. He sits next to you in science and makes jokes under his breath all during class. Thanks to him, you're barely breaking a C.


  You think about yelling "hey!" but you don't want to scare them. And they look like such a group, somehow. You didn't know they were all friends. You feel a little bit left out, even though they didn't see you. You aren't terribly swell at making friends.


  Maybe because you spend most of your time riding around and around a makeshift track.


  The group moves away, and you keep circling the track, trying to get in some killer laps before dinner.


  You're rounding the track for the last time, flying over the cinder block log, when you see it. A light. It's moving fast, way faster than an airplane or helicopter. And you'd have to call the light blue , even though you don't think you've ever seen that shade of blue, somehow. It's a blue that is almost white, and yet it registers as more blue than any blue you've ever seen.


  That doesn't make much sense, but neither does the light.


  You stand there, your mouth open like a fish, and watch it come closer. You see that the light has a shape. It's like an egg with two stubby wings. The blue light is coming from a shaft at the end. And suddenly, you get what it is.


  It's a UFO. You know it. And it isn't because you watch the X-Files. It's because every hair on your head is standing on end.


  Instead of running away, like a normal person, you run toward it. You keep out of sight behind a tumble of masonry and cinder blocks. That's when you see Jake, Tobias, Marco, Cassie, and Rachel. Rachel's hair is standing straight out from her head, so at least you're not alone.


  Your heart pounds as the UFO lands. The kids huddle together. You can't hear them, but you know they're wondering what to do, like you are. Then you hear Tobias's voice.


  "Please, come out. We won't hurt you."


  <I know.>


  The voice was in your head! You didn't hear it with your ears.


  Marco and Jake exchange glances. Tobias looks at Rachel. They all stare at each other, wide-eyed. They've heard it, too!


  Tobias asks if the voice will come out, and he replies yes. He warns you not to be frightened.


  You peer through a crack in the half-wall. A creature steps out of the ship. For a minute, you think of a ballet dancer. Which is crazy, because this creature has hooves. Four of them. And blue fur, and four eyes, two of them on two little horns that come out of his head. A head with no mouth. No wonder the guy talks to your brain.


  Oh, and the tail. You can't keep your eyes off it. Or rather, the long stinger on the end of it that looks as though it could do some serious damage.


  Here's the funny thing: You're not that scared. Not really. First of all, there's a nice solid wall between you and the alien. And somehow, you suspect he won't harm you.


  <You're right,> you hear in your head. <So you can come out. You don't have to hide.>


  You gaze around wildly.


  <Yes, I'm talking to you,> he says.


  And that part about not being scared? Forget about it. Now, you're terrified.


  Chapter 2


  



  You step out from behind the wall.


  "Whoa," Marco says. "Another alien. Let the games begin."


  But his voice shakes a little, and you know he's scared, too.


  You stand next to the others. The alien stumbles a bit and then falls, and you realize he's hurt.


  <I am dying,> he says.


  Then he tells you about the Yeerks. How they've invaded Earth by taking over humans. How their sluglike bodies invade people's brains.


  It all sounds crazy. And terrifying. You're relieved to hear that the Andalites - which is what the creature calls himself - are fighting the Yeerks.


  That means somebody else is taking care of it. You don't have to worry.


  <Yes, you do.>


  He is the last Andalite, he tells you. It may take a year before the rest of them return. By that time, the Yeerks will have taken over the Earth and all its people.


  "What?" you blurt out. "That's impossible!"


  <I have seen what they are capable of,> the Andalite replies, and you turn stone-cold at the way he says it.


  There is one thing he can do to help before he dies. The Andalite directs Jake to fetch a small blue box from his ship. Jake looks a little nervous, but he disappears inside, then reappears holding the box.


  The Andalite tells you that he can give you the power to morph into any animal you choose. You just have to touch the animal to aquire its DNA.


  "You've got to be kidding," Marco says.


  You can't believe it, either. It's way past wacky. Way past unreal.


  Suddenly, you see red lights in the sky. Rachel sees them, too.


  <Yeerks,> the Andalite says. The hatred in his voice is like a living force. He calls the ships Bug fighters. <Hurry.>


  You place your hand on the box next to the others. Six hands, and then the Andalite's. you feel a shock wave run from your fingers up your arm, into your body. It doesn't hurt. It feels . . . nice. Like a warm buzz of comfort.


  But then a third ship appears alongside the red lights. It is larger. Blacker than black, it is like a piece of a starless night sky. It is a strange shape.


  Jake says it's like a medieval battle-ax. Rolling out from its surface is a feeling that you can only describe as evil. You've never felt this before. But you know what it is.


  <Go now,> the Andalite warns. <They cannot find you. And remember, you can only stay in animal morph for two hours or you will be trapped in your morph forever. Now go! Visser Three is with them in the Blade ship. Run!>


  Tobias stays behind for a moment, but the rest of you take off. You feel the urgency and the power of the Andalite's order.


  Suddenly, you see your hand glow. You realize that your hand is in the circle of white- hot light coming from the ship. A searchlight!


  You snatch your hand back, out of the light, and run. With a burst of strength, the six of you leap over the half-wall. Your knees hit the ground hard, but you hardly feel the pain.


  Now, the searchlight from the ship illuminates the dying Andalite. The Bug fighters slowly descend.


  There is nothing you can do. Nothing.


  You watch as Visser Three exits the black Blade ship. You see the creatures called Hork-Bajir, walking weapons with blades growing out of their wrists and elbows. They serve as hosts for the Yeerks. And then the enormous, spidery Taxxons, evil creatures who willingly allowed the Yeerks to take over their brains and horrible bodies.


  Fear grips you. You've never known fear like this. A Hork-Bajir comes close, so close you could toss a stone and hit it. You hold your breath. You want to scream, you want to run. You have to get away . . .


  But you feel something warm seep in, like a curl of warm water swirling around you. The Andalite has sent you courage.


  You need the courage. Because you have to watch him die.


  In a sneering voice, Visser Three calls him Prince Elfangor. He morphs into a creature more horrible than the Taxxons, taller, bigger, with teeth three feet long. Their points are sharp as daggers.


  The fight is horrible. Already dying, the prince fights bravely. You can see there is no hope for him. And there is no mercy in Visser Three. Cassie covers her eyes. Rachel stares straight ahead, her eyes blazing hatred.


  Visser Three opens that deadly mouth with the teeth like steel spikes. Jake almost springs to help, but you help Rachel pull him back. No one can help.


  At the very last moment, you turn away. You can't bear to see Prince Elfangor die. Not like that.


  But you hear it. You hear the scream in your head. It is more awful than anything you've ever heard. Tobias leans over and gags.


  The nearest Hork-Bajir turns at the sound. You see his eyes rake the darkness. You know he is listening.


  You don't know who springs up first. But suddenly, you can't contain the terror any longer, and you all take off. Running as fast as you ever knew you could run.


  "Split up!" Jake yells, and you veer away from the others.


  You know the construction site pretty well. The prince had said that Hork-Bajir don't see very well in the dark, so you hug the shadows. You can hear one of them behind you, his blades whistling through the air. He is very fast.


  You stumble over a piece of rusted equipment. The Hork-Bajir is close, closer. He can't see you, but he can hear you. You stop. You press yourself flat against the wall behind you. A chunk of the wall falls off, and you catch it in your cupped palm.


  You break into a sweat, imagining the sound it would have made had it hit the ground. How the Hork-Bajir would turn, how his blades would flash in the air before tearing you apart . . .


  Wait. It's a trick you've seen a million times in movies and on TV. Would he fall for it?


  Then again, do Hork-Bajir watch TV?


  You grasp the stone in your fist. With your best effort, you draw back and fire the thing like a fastball, way off to the right. You hear the soft clunk as it falls.


  The Hork-Bajir whips his horned head around and takes off after the sound, bounding like a kangaroo.


  You run in the opposite direction. You lungs are on fire, but you keep going. You vault over cinder blocks and debris, you swing over half-built walls. You get to your mountain bike and swing one leg over.


  And then you really fly.


  Chapter 3


  



  You wake up the next morning feeling groggy. It was a dream, of course. A totally freaky dream that felt totally real. The worst nightmare you ever had. If you told your mom about it, she'd probably suggest counseling.


  You can hear the vacuum going outside your door, and you feel better. Vacuuming is so . . . normal. How can people go on vacuuming when horrible alien slugs are invading their brains?


  You peek outside the door. Your mom is vacuuming and your little sister runs out in a pink dress.


  "How's this?" Lexie asks.


  "Fine," Mom says, without even looking.


  You remember that Lexie's birthday party is that day. That reassures you, too. Yesterday, a six-year-old's birthday party would have been lame. Today, you think it's just the coolest thing in the world. Because it's normal.


  Your mom sees you. "Can you keep an eye on things here?" she asks. "I have to go to the store and pick up the cake."


  "You're picking up the cake?" you ask. Your mom never buys a store-bought cake for birthdays. She's a city planner and works constantly, but she also has this thing about home-baked cakes.


  "Emily is coming over to help, and after the party we're going to a meeting tonight," Mom tells you. "Can you baby-sit?"


  "Sure," you say on the way to the kitchen. Baby-sitting beats dodging aliens, you think.


  Not that you dodged an alien with killer blades coming out of their wrists and elbows last night. No way. It was a dream.


  You chomp away on cereal, but it tastes like sawdust. You keep haring Prince Elfangor's dying scream. You remember those dagger teeth and what they did to him . . .


  The spoon clatters in the bowl as your stomach heaves. You bend over, your face buried in your knees, and take a deep breath. That's when Marco walks into your kitchen.


  "Really, you don't have to bow," he says. "A simple 'Lord Marco' will do."


  "Very funny," you say. "I felt kind of dizzy for a minute."


  Marco slings one leg over a kitchen chair. "It isn't every day you see an alien prince turned into McFood," he says.


  "So it wasn't a bad dream," you mutter. "Not only that, it gets worse," Marco tells you. "While you've been snoring, we've been morphing."


  You stare at him. "No way."


  "Way," he says, tossing his longish hair behind his shoulder. "I have been designated by our fearless leader, Jake, to recruit you. So far today, Tobias has turned into a cat, Jake into the family dog, and Cassie into a truly awesome horse."


  "I don't believe you," you say.


  "Yeah, I didn't want to believe it, either," Marco says, shrugging. "Considering that I'd like to remain alive long enough to get into an R-rated movie. But apparently, everything that Prince Elfa-diddle told us is true. Which means we're all in big trouble."


  "You mean there might be Controllers around?" you whisper.


  "Closer than you think," Marco says, reaching for a banana. "Like Jake's brother. When I told Jake I thought Tom was a Controller, he went postal. I have the jaw to prove it." Marco rubbed his chin. "But it's the little things you notice. Tom just hasn't been acting like Tom. And he goes to this meeting called The Sharing. It sounds totally bogus, but we're all going tonight. Jake says you should come, too."


  "At least it will get me out of baby-sitting," you say.


  Marco peels the banana and begins to eat. Suddenly, he bends his knees and lopes around the kitchen, making monkey noises. You stare at him.


  "Just kidding," he says, grinning. "I don't have a monkey morph yet. Just want you to stay on your toes."


  Marco leaves, and you start thinking about what he said about Controllers. If Jake's brother Tom could be one, so could someone in your family.


  What about Mom?


  She bought a cake for your sister's birthday. Sure, it wouldn't sound like a big deal to most people. But you know how weird it is. She hardly noticed Lexie's party dress. Plus, didn't she say something about going to a meeting?


  What if Mom is a Controller?


  And if she is, how can you find out?


  You decide to try your first morph and attend your sister's birthday party under cover.


  You have three choices. You choose:


  A fly.


  Your sister's pet hamster.


  Your weird next-door neighbor's pet ferret.


  Chapter 4


  



  It's not that easy to catch a fly. You open the window of your bedroom and wait by the sill. After about twenty-five minutes of trying to snatch one out of midair and coming up empty, you get smart. You put out a bowl of sugar water and wait. As soon as a fly lands, you snag him.


  In your cupped hands, the fly buzzes furiously, but you concentrate. The fly settles into your palm. When you're done acquiring the morph, you let it go.


  Marco didn't say anything about the morph being scary. But it is.


  Suddenly, the ground rushes up at you. You're shrinking right out of your clothes. At the same time, your bones begin to make this funny crunching noise. It sounds like you're jumping on Styrofoam.


  A leg grows out of your stomach! Then another leg! You fall facefirst on the carpet. You try to break your fall with your arms, but they are already turning transparent and papery. You hear an odd humming noise, and you realize that it's your wings, beating.


  You can't see. Or rather, you can, but you see fractured images. You sense something gray and plump and interesting nearby. Thanks to the sticky pads on your feet, you walk right up a wall toward it.


  Spider! You want it. You want to eat it. Chomp down on that plump, juicy body, and -


  No! your mind screams. Focus. The spider probably has a web. And you don't want to get caught. You have a mission.


  Your wings beat furiously, as if you aren't even directing them. Zoom - you're out the window, buzzing in a blur of green and blue. You head back toward the yard, where your sister's party is in full swing.


  You land on a picnic table. The kids around you are a blur of colors. You pick up Mom's voice. She's talking to her best friend, Emily.


  "Lexie wanted a store-bought ice-cream cake this year," she is saying. "I'm trying not to feel hurt. I guess she's growing up."


  Emily laughs. "Kids. Mine would take a box of macaroni and cheese mix over my pasta any day."


  Good new! Mom wasn't being weird. She was just doing what Lexie asked for. Maybe she's not a Controller!


  Suddenly, a gust of wind sends your wings quivering. What -


  Crash! A fly swatter misses you by inches! Mom is trying to swat you! You buzz up angrily, and she swats the air.


  "Darn flies!" she says.


  Cake! The sugary smell overwhelms you, and you can't resist. You just want to land for a moment, taste a bit . . .


  But Mom swats at you again, and the gust throws you off balance. One wing dips into the frosting. You flutter it furiously, trying to get the goop off. It's making you slow and heavy, and Mom is coming with the fly swatter!


  You zoom upward to escape the swatter. You buzz over the heads of the children, toward the cool shade of the tree, and -


  Zap! You hit a bug zapper. You're fried!


  Bad morph! Go back and try again!


  Chapter 5


  



  Your hamster heart beats furiously. You're scared. You're scared of everything. Everything is bigger. Everything wants to eat you. You hide behind what, as a human, you'd consider a large hedge. But it's only a leaf of a geranium.


  Morphing Hamlet, Lexie's hamster, was a weird experience. It was like being put through a meat grinder, minus the pain. Not that you've ever been put through a meat grinder. But try hearing your bones crunch. It's not the most pleasant experience.


  But you do like the fur. You groom yourself, liking the glossy feel. But you have work to do. You creep closer to hear what Mom is saying to her friend Emily.


  "I guess I should take a slice of cake to my neighbor," Mom says with a sigh. "If I don't, she'll come over and complain about the noise."


  Just then, you smell danger. Your heart beats even faster, and you burrow into the dirt to hide. The ground shakes.


  "Excuse me! This noise! Very loud!" your neighbor, Ms. Humphries, calls. A ferret is draped over her neck. The neighborhood kids call her the Ferret Lady.


  Actually, you like ferrets. But as a hamster, you're terrified.


  "Let me get you a piece of cake, Alice," your mom says. "It's Lexie's birthday."


  "I can see that," Ms. Humphries sniffs. But she stays for the cake. "Hmmm. Store bought."


  "Lexie wanted ice-cream cake," Mom says. "Well, it looks delicious," Ms. Humphries says, suddenly sounding nice. "Quite a treat. Speaking of treats, perhaps you and your friend would like to come to a meeting tonight. Just neighbors and friends. Good food. Lots of fun."


  A meeting! Could it be The Sharing? You take a few cautious steps out from your burrow.


  "It sounds lovely," Mom says, surprised. The Ferret Lady has never issued an invitation before. All she does is complain about noise. "But we're going to a book group tonight."


  "My meeting sounds much more fun," Ms. Humphries says. You creep forward another few inches, straining to hear. You should have picked an animal with better hearing!


  "It's called -" Ms. Humphries begins.But before she can finish, dirt flies and a paw suddenly swipes out. How could you have forgotten that when you see Ms. Humphries, her cat Gingerbread is never far behind?


  Swipe, claw, chomp! You're dessert.


  



  Bad choice. Why do you think hamsters stay in cages? Try again.


  Chapter 6


  



  You've always like ferrets. And it's pretty cool being one. You can't see very well, but your hearing is quite excellent. And you feel so . . . happy. Playful as a kitten, but friendly, like a dog.


  You leap up on an ottoman, twinkle across the back of a sofa. Being a ferret is fun!


  It wasn't hard to get the morph. You waited until Ms. Humphries went next door to complain. She left eh back door open, and it was easy to slip inside and pick up one of the sleek, furry features. It happily curled up next to your chest while you acquired its DNA.


  You shrank rapidly, your body turning sleek and supple. You grew fur and whiskers and tiny claws. As soon as you morphed, you wanted to play with the three other ferrets. They were confused to see you, but they came over to sniff you, then chased you around the room.


  The back door slams. Ms. Humphries stumps back in, a ferret draped across her chest. She looks at the ice-cream cake in her hand and shrugs. She dumps it into the kitchen trash can.


  "Empty calories," she mutters. "Not necessary."


  Is that a Controller thing to say? Or is the Ferret Lady even weirder than you thought? Everybody likes ice-cream cake!


  You curl up under the sofa so that she won't notice she has one extra ferret. But she doesn't pay attention to her pets, anyway. Another ferret brushes against her legs. She doesn't pick it up, doesn't coo at it, doesn't stroke it.


  Weird? Or standard operating procedure?


  The phone rings. Ms. Humphries snatches it up.


  "Yes."


  A pause. "Yes. I'll be there. No, I won't attract attention," she says, sounding irritable. "No more than usual. This host is apparently an eccentric."


  This host. She's a Controller!


  You shrink back under the sofa. You hear a creak above you as she sits. You see her feet in thick-soled loafers. She doesn't move.


  And doesn't move.


  What time is it? How long have you been in the morph? You only have two hours! You watch as a shadow moves slowly across the floor. How can you get out of the house without her noticing you?


  The shadow touches the toe of her shoe, and she gets up.


  "Time," she mutters. She stumps around the room, and you creep forward to watch. She slips into her coat, picks up a nearby canvas tote bag. She starts for the door and opens it. You can sneak out! You dart forward, but she suddenly spins around.


  "Ferret Lady," she murmurs. "Travels with a pet all the time."


  And before you can move or react, she reaches down and sweeps you up in one hand. She pops you into the tote bag! She zips it partly shut.


  You can stick your nose out, but that's all. You're trapped, and the clock is ticking!


  Ms. Humphries tosses the tote bag in the front seat of the car. You hit your head on the door handle. The car jerks forward. You try to work the zipper with your paws. No go.


  How long do you have left? You can just barely see the car clock. Twenty minutes. Too close for comfort.


  The car stops. Ms. Humphries slings you over her shoulder. You poke your nose out. You're in the beach parking lot. She's going to The Sharing meeting! At least the rest of the Animorphs will be there.


  Ms. Humphries plops the bag down on the sand. She trudges off to speak to a knot of people by the volleyball net.


  Ten minutes left. You wiggle your nose through the opening, thrashing your head to widen the gap. The zipper gives a bit. Not much. Not enough.


  You hear Cassie's voice nearby. And then you remember that you can use thought-speak!


  <CASSIE! CASSIE! IT'S ME! I'M IN FERRET MORPH!>


  "What?" you hear Cassie say.


  "I didn't say anything," someone replies. You realize that Cassie can't thought-speak back. And she can't talk out loud, or it will look suspicious.


  <Cassie, I'm in a tote bag lying on the sand. I can't get out! My morph time is up. I think I'm near the volleyball net. Help!>


  You hear the scrunch of the sand. You see bare brown toes. Cassie's concerned face suddenly looms in your vision.


  "Is that you?" she whispers.


  <It's me! Hurry!> Cassie unzips the tote and casually tucks you under her arm. She strolls up toward the dunes.


  "Almost there," she murmurs.


  She climbs over the dunes and sets you down. She looks around. "Okay. Hurry!" You don't need her to tell you. You concentrate, and you feel your legs getting longer. The fur on your skin grows patchy. Your ears grow rounder. Your tail shrinks.


  Cassie wrinkles her nose. "Ewww. That's the worst morph I've seen so far."


  "Sorry to disappoint you," you say, glad to feel that you have a mouth. "I haven't had much practice."


  Rachel appears over the dune. "Hurry up, guys," she says in a low tone. "Jake is going to morph into his dog, Homer."


  "Dogs and cats and ferrets," you say, suddenly feeling hopeless. "What a bunch of feeb morphs. How are we going to fight Visser Three with those?"


  Something fierce flashes in Rachel's eyes. You glimpse something you've never before seen in pretty, popular Rachel. The girl is a warrior.


  "You've got a point," Rachel says.


  Chapter 7


  



  Things happen way fast after the meeting at the beach. Too fast. Jake morphs into a lizard and spies on Mr. Chapman, the assistant principal. He finds out that one of the entrances to the Yeerk pool is in your very own school. Every Yeerk has to visit the pool every three days in order to soak up Kandrona rays.


  When Jake fills you in, you can't believe it. The whole thing sounds nuts to you. But since your life has suddenly turned crazy, every word rings true.


  Rachel has taken your complaint about feeb morphs and run with it. The plan is to collect wild creature morphs at The Gardens. Since Cassie's mother works there, you can get behind the scenes and try to acquire some truly fierce DNA.


  That is, if you don't get caught.


  



  You meet up with all the others at The Gardens.


  "Okay," Cassie says, after you get your admission tickets. "Just stay close."


  You follow her into the main building. It's been fashioned into a rain forest, with animals in their natural habitats.


  Cassie leads you through an unmarked door. You stop, confused. Suddenly, you're in Industrial City. Gray walls, concrete floor. After the sights and sounds of the rain forest, the contrast makes you dizzy.


  Cassie points to the doorways. "These lead to the exhibits," she explains.


  You nod, but you can't quite imagine opening one and popping in to say hello to a tiger or a grizzly bear.


  "How do you guys feel about gorillas?"


  Cassie asks. You think she's kidding. But she hands Marco an apple, and before you know it, he's actually touched his huge gorilla called Big Jim. He acquires his DNA.


  This gives you all courage somehow. One of you came close to a wild creature and survived.


  "I say we head for the big exhibits," Marco says. "We need firepower."


  You start to head toward the big creatures. But you hear a whirring sound. A golf cart is headed your way. A security guard!


  "Split up!" Cassie hisses. She takes off with Tobias and Rachel. Jake and Marco are already running.


  You spin around and run back the way you came. You hear the golf cart behind you, and you fake left and go right. The corridors are a maze, but this helps you. Before too long, you've lost the guard.


  Now what? You wish Cassie were here to tell you what is behind the doors. You open one cautiously.


  At first, all you see are treetops. The door opens out onto a little ledge, concealed by leaves. It is high above the habitat of the animal, whatever that animal is. You peer down. Something moves at your level and you jump back in alarm.


  A giraffe is almost eye-level with you. It turns velvety brown eyes at you and blinks long eyelashes.


  "Hey there," you say softly. You shake the tree branch a little. Somewhere you've read that giraffes feed on treetops. You don't think they attack humans - you hope.


  The giraffe takes a delicate step toward you. It passes by you, so close you can smell the dusky fur. You put out a tentative hand and touch its flank.


  The giraffe stops moving. So this is it, this is the trance. So strange that you can put such a large, strong creature to sleep. You close your eyes and concentrate.


  When you're done, you pat the giraffe gently. "Thanks," you say.


  You slip back inside the corridor. That encounter went so well that it gives you confidence. You continue down a sloping ramp. When you come to the next door, you open it and slip inside.


  You're in a savannah. Dry trees, sand. Hot, but a dry heat. You don't see the animal at first. You hear it.


  ERRRR-UP! EURRR-UP! RRR-UP!


  The cry raises the hair on the back of your neck. It is close to human. The animal is wavering on long front legs. The fur is sandy-colored and coarse. You don't think you've ever seen an uglier animal.


  "She should be down by now," a voice says. Quickly, you crouch down behind some food bins as the door opens.


  Two white-jacketed workers come in. "Takes a few minutes," the other one says. "We better wait until she's completely out."


  "Are you kidding? I wouldn't go near a hyena otherwise," the other man says. He peers into the enclosure. "She's down."


  "Okay, let's go. The vet's waiting. Oh, darn. I left the stretcher by the elevator."


  "Well, I'm not staying here alone."


  The two workers exit. You creep toward the sleeping hyena. Just as you approach, it opens one eye. The look is deadly, like a shark's. as if your only worth is for food.


  It's too late to run back now. Instead, you gather your courage and brush your hand along the creature's side.


  The eye closes. Your touch, combined with the tranquilizers, has made the hyena pass out. You concentrate. As soon as you're done, you run away. Fast.


  When you close the door behind you, the white-jacketed workers are heading toward you with a stretcher.


  "Hey!" one of them calls.


  "Stop!" the other one says. They toss aside the stretcher.


  They start to run toward you. You could wait and think of a story. But it seems easier just to run.



  Chapter 8


  



  You sprint around a corner - straight into a security guard.


  "Whoa," he says. Two strong hands grip your arms. "Where are you going?"


  The workers come up behind you. They're both out of breath. "Tried to break into the hyena habitat," one of them says, gasping.


  The grip tightens. "So what's your name, kid?"


  You think about telling the truth. Well, not the whole truth. But at least saying that you know Cassie's mom. The only trouble is, that might get Cassie in trouble. And it could bring too much attention to the others. So you say nothing.


  He frowns. "We got reports of vandals in the park. Come along with me."


  He marches you down the corridor into a small waiting room. There are two policemen there.


  Great. Just what you need.


  "I know you were called about a disturbance by the snack bar," the security guard says. "But No Name here was caught sneaking into the animal habitats."


  The taller policeman sighs. Obviously, he doesn't want the burden of some kid. "Let's move," he says.


  They keep you between them as they march you outside to a loading area behind the snack bar. A police van is parked there. On the side of the van are the words K-9 UNIT.


  "Strange thing, for a kid to be sneaking into animal cages," one policeman says.


  "They aren't cages," the other one says. "They're habitats."


  "Whatever. Sit here." The taller policeman puts a hand on your shoulder and shoves you down on a bench. "And don't think about moving. Princie and Gale won't take too kindly."


  Two German shepherds bound out of the police van and sit in front of you. One of the dogs bares its teeth.


  "Stay," the policeman says, and moves off to go talk on the van radio.


  You've got to get away. In just a few hours, you're supposed to meet the others at school to invade the Yeerk pool. Your only choice is a morph. But what's the best way to get away from the cops?


  You have to make a choice fast, while their backs are turned. You choose:


  



  A hyena.


  A K-9 police dog.


  A giraffe.


  Chapter 9


  



  The hyena morph roars to life - a creature bound by one instinct: To kill.


  The K-9 dogs take off. They are just a streak of fur. You watch them, considering the chase. But you smell better prey.


  "What the -" The policeman turns, sees you, and leaps into the van. Locks the door and reaches for a gun.


  You note this, but you don't care. It just doesn't interest you. You lope away, down the path toward the snack bar. People scatter, small prey that you consider. But you smell something better.


  The primitive urge to have meat is so strong that you can't fight it. You forget your name and who you are. You pick up the pace as the scent of prey grows stronger.


  Stop! Your mind screams the word. You're human! You don't kill!


  But the hyena is ruthless and fearless, and doesn't stop.


  You hear a loud noise. A siren. People are screaming. Workers are rushing toward you, then stopping. One of them has a net.


  You hunker down. You're cornered now. You'll have to go for the closest prey.


  Small prey. Light hair grows out of the head. One of the species's young. She wanders away from her mother. Good.


  It's a child! It's a little girl! No!


  You can't fight it! You feel the hyena's killing instinct, and you struggle. The workers are closing in with the net. One of them carries a tranquilizer gun. He is trying to get clear to aim.


  The prey toddles toward you. The mother screams. You feel the short hind legs of the hyena contract. The muscles tense. The powerful jaw opens and you let out that inhuman cry. ERRRR-UP!


  It silences everyone. They all fear you. You own this place. This prey is yours.


  No!


  With a last, desperate struggle, you take over the hyena instinct. You turn toward the worker with the gun.


  You feel the burning sensation, and immediately, your legs feel heavy. Slowly, you slump to the ground.


  Sting! You're knocked out. When you awake, you will have to deal with the horror of being permanently stuck in hyena morph, a creature without mercy, a killing machine.


  



  You couldn't control the hyena instinct in time. Bad morph!


  Chapter 10


  



  You reach out and touch the K-9 dog Princie's coat. The dog closes his eyes. You concentrate.


  The police have their backs to you. It's now or never. There's that strange sensation again, of bones crunching, things growing that shouldn't be growing. You touch your ears and feel fur. You suddenly drop down on all fours and notice that you have paws instead of hands and feet.


  And the smell! You smell everything! Food! People! Animals! It's overwhelming at first. The other dogs cock their heads and look at you curiously. The one called Princie smells you and howls. After all, she's smelling herself.


  The two policemen look over.


  "Hey, Seidel," the taller one says. "Thought you only brought two dogs."


  "Must have loaded a third - hey! The kid is missing!"


  They rush over. You stand alert, tail twitching, like the other dogs. You're not just a dog. You're a cop. You have discipline.


  It's a good morph, you tell yourself. In a minute, they'll give up on a harmless kid who stuck a toe in the wrong habitat. Big deal. It's not like you're a big bad criminal. They'll load you into the van, take you back to the station, and you can take off from there.


  "This isn't good, Finley," Seidel says.


  "We're supposed to be on alert," Finley answers, frowning. "Especially for kids."


  Especially for kids?


  "Wait, here's a shoe." One of them has spied your sneaker! "The dogs can track the kid."


  He holds the sneaker under your nose. Scent roars in. Your scent. The other dogs smell, then strain at the leashes.


  "We'll keep the one off-line, see what happens," Finley says.


  The two dogs take off, and you follow, your nose to the ground, then in the air. Incredible. You can smell yourself. You can follow the air currents, know where you walked and stopped.


  The dogs follow your trail to the admission booth. They circle, and you do, too. Of course you know which way you went. You go in the opposite direction, but the other two take off down the sidewalk. Darn!


  You bound up behind them while the two cops hold the leashes. Why didn't you walk on the sidewalk? That would have confused the scent. Instead, you had stuck to the grassy part near the curb. The dog can smell your trail easily.


  "They've picked it up," Seidel says. He sounds relieved. More relieved than he should sound, since he's only tracking a kid.


  "Chapman says at least one of the kids infiltrated The Sharing meeting," Finley says.


  The policemen are Controllers!


  And they'll follow your scent straight to your house. To your family.


  "I reported that kid who was hanging around the dunes," Seidel answers. "The others are going to pick her up. It won't be long before she's one of us."


  Cassie. She was the one who'd hung out on the dunes, watching over Jake in his dog morph. Cassie was in danger! You have to warn her. Warn the others.


  The other dogs lose your scent. You almost lose it yourself. You're in a more trafficked area of town now, near the Civic Center. Earlier, you had stopped at the center garage to leave a note on your mom's car. You said you'd be late for dinner.


  Even later than you'd thought.


  You hurry past the garage, but the other dogs suddenly pick up your scent. They race into the garage. The cops follow, running after them.


  "This isn't good!" Seidel says in a low voice. You pick up his words easily with your dog hearing.


  "Visser Three won't like it," Finley says in a worried tone.


  "So we won't tell him."


  The dogs lose the scent amid the oil stains and gasoline. They circle around, confused. But any minute they could find your mom's car. The note you left still might be tucked under the windshield wiper. It wouldn't take the cops long to figure out who you are. This is your only chance. You leap forward, barking, as if you've picked up the scent. You charge out of the garage. The other dogs follow. You know that you can't lead them completely astray, so you follow the route back to your neighborhood.


  You run flat out now, so that the others have trouble keeping up with you. But you make sure they keep you in sight.


  You get to the Ferret Lady's house and bark furiously outside. You circle the house and find the pet door. You nose it open and bound inside.


  The cops catch up and pound on the door. The Ferret Lady answers it. But already, you've caused a commotion. The ferrets are running crazily over the furniture. The cat is hissing and spitting. The other dogs add to the chaos.


  "What is it?" the Ferret Lady shouts over the din.


  "We're chasing a kid!" The cops try to describe you. "Sounds like every kid in this neighborhood," the Ferret Lady sniffs. "I don't care if Visser Three himself asks me, I'll say the same."


  So far, so good. You've confused them. Under cover of the chaos, you sneak out the pet door again. You bound next door. You remember leaving a sweatshirt outside after gardening chores this morning. You grab it in your mouth and race off.


  You take that sweatshirt all over the neighborhood, rubbing it against trees and sidewalks and grass. Soon, you see the cops and the K-9 dogs again. The dogs are barking, running from place to place while the cops strain to hold on to the leashes.


  You keep hidden and watch the cops get thoroughly confused. They give up, and you trot back home. Time is almost up.


  You morph back into human form in your garage. You hurry inside to call Cassie. But everyone has left already. If you rush to the school now, you could blow their cover.


  There's got to another way.


  



  Good morph choice! You deserve to proceed.


  Chapter 11


  



  The giraffe morph is the strangest ever. Your legs suddenly shoot up, your bones extending so far you think they'll crack. Your neck lengthens, and you think your head will fall right off. Then your skin becomes leathery and spotted. That's kind of cool.


  You like being a giraffe. You can see over everyone's heads. And boy, do your senses get a jolt. Suddenly, you can really smell for the first time. It's as though you can smell a color. You smell green, and you picture the tender leaves of the tree nearby. A good snack, you think. But it's easy to deflect the giraffe mind. You've got to get out of here.


  And boy, can you see. Your vision is clearer and sharper, and you spot an employee's exit over the trees. All you have to do is turn right at the corner of the path and keep going. You move forward delicately, like a dancer.


  "Hey! It's a giraffe!" People point at you. Oops. You kind of forgot about them down there. They seem puny, and they aren't predators. But you know that animal handlers will be coming for you with tranquilizer guns.


  You quicken your pace. A giraffe can really move if it has to. But you see them, running full tilt toward you. Two of them have tranquilizer guns.


  You leap over a wall. It's so easy, since your legs are so long! You find yourself in a savannah habitat. That's good. You start across, hoping to make it to the other wall. If you can get over it, the exit it just steps away.


  Then, you hear a roar. You've leaped into the lion's den. Both your giraffe instincts and a book you vaguely remembered called Those Amazing Animals of Africa suddenly remind you that lions are the main predators of giraffes.


  A full-grown male lion springs.


  



  Bad morph! You just turned into a tasty lunch. Return and choose again.


  Chapter 12


  



  It's getting late, and you're freaked. Cassie is in danger. Should you head over to school to try to hook up with the others? You can't stay here while the other Animorphs put their lives on the line.


  There's a suspicion that's been nagging at you. During the chase, the policemen looked very nervous at the parking garage. They muttered about Visser Three. What if something strange is going on there?


  It's only a little bit out of your way, so you decide to investigate the garage before heading to school. The garage is used during the day for city government workers. Right now, it's pretty deserted except for a security guard. You duck behind a car and wait until he heads down the ramp toward the entrance.


  You're about to explore when you see the guard wave in a large black van with tinted windows. Curious, you watch as the van heads up the ramp.


  Instead of parking, the van pulls up directly in front of the elevators. A group of people get out. You recognize Jake's brother, Tom. Controllers!


  Someone pushes a button to summon the elevator. You know you have to follow the group, but you can't stay in human form. Tom would recognize you. You have to try a morph. But what should you choose?


  You have to make a decision fast. You choose:


  



  Use your ferret morph.


  Use your K-9 German shepherd morph.


  Chapter 13


  



  You are concealed in a dark corner of the garage. You feel the ground rush up at you as your bones compress. Hair grows on your hands, on your face. Your nose twitches. Your body becomes sleek, and the ferret mind urges you to play. There are so many things to investigate in the garage! Wonderful smells, things to eat.


  You wrench your ferret brain under control. Keeping to the wall, you get close to the group. The elevator dings, and the first group crowds on. You slink closer.


  Do you dare risk boarding the elevator? The lights on the elevator are bright, and you'll probably be noticed. Normally, humans would scream if they saw a furry creature in a small space with them. But you have a feeling Controllers wouldn't care.


  And besides, you have no choice.


  You slink in between the legs of the Controllers and head for the corner. The doors close. "We have company," one of the Controllers says. They all look down.


  "It's not a cat," someone says.


  "It's not a dog," someone else observes.


  The Controller who seems to be in charge turns and gives you a dismissive glance. "Catch it. I'll throw it down the shaft."


  Busted! You can't react, or they'll suspect something.


  "Wait," Tom says. "I've seen that animal. It's a ferret. Belongs to Humphries. Maybe we shouldn't touch it. Chapman said to take no chances."


  "All right." The other Controller turns back, already bored with the conversation.


  You're safe - for now.


  The elevator indicator lights up the sublevel floor. It's as far down as the parking garage goes. But the Controller hits a series of buttons, and the elevator doesn't stop. It keeps going down!


  The door opens onto a room that seems carved out of dirt and rock. Sheetrock is nailed up against the walls. You slink out of the elevator and follow the group into a concealed door that leads to an iron staircase.


  You go down, down, down. Your eyes adjust to the light, and your nose picks up the smell of dampness. You hear something, a comforting sound that reassures you for a moment. Like waves against a shore.


  But then you hear the screams. Human cries of anguish. Suffering. And you pick up a horrifying familiar smell. Taxxons.


  You don't want to see what's ahead. You don't want to move. Dread fills you. It's so much more enormous than being afraid of a test, or the dentist.


  You've only hesitated a moment, but the Controllers have disappeared around a turning. You dart forward.


  The first thing you get hit with is how huge the space is. It's maybe three times the size of the mall. And it's all completely open, and carved out of rock and earth. There are still enormous pieces of earthmoving equipment down there, as though the space is constantly being expanded. You notice other staircases winding up and disappearing. There must be secret entrances all over town! The Yeerks are much more numerous than any of you imagined.


  Then you notice the cages. They are filled with humans and Hork-Bajir. Women, children, men. Some of them are screaming. Some of them just sit numbly. Taxxons and Hork-Bajir patrol outside the cages. Occasionally, one of the Hork-Bajir lashes out with a tail blade and rattles the cage. The humans shrink back, and the Yeerk- controlled Hork-Bajir let out these huffing sounds that must be laughter.


  As you watch, one of the Hork-Bajir opens a cage and leads out a woman. She struggles, and the Hork-Bajir casually holds a bladed wrist to her throat. You have no doubt he would slash her in a second. The Hork-Bajir leads her onto a pier. It goes out over a pool that looks as though it's filled with moving sludge. He forces her head under the surface. When he jerks her head back up, you see a gray, slimy thing finish slithering inside her ear. The woman doesn't struggle anymore.


  And then you see Tom again. His head is bent over the pool. The same slimy thing slides out of his ear.


  Immediately, he begins to scream. You can't hear the words, but you can imagine. The Hork-Bajir puts a blade to his throat. It takes three of them to get him to a cage and throw him inside.


  You feel sick. Sick to your bones. You can't fight this. You should turn around and go back up while you can. Wait to fight another day.


  Because it's hopeless. You didn't think it was possible. But you want to give up.


  Then you see Cassie. She's being held with the other humans. Waiting for a Yeerk slime to invade her brain. Guarding her are two Hork-Bajir and a Taxxon.


  It's still hopeless. But a rage fills you and sends your blood pounding, and you're ready to fight.



  Chapter 14


  



  You scamper down the steps. No one notices you as you dart across the floor. You look like a mole, or another creature of the underground. A breeze tickles your fur and whiskers.


  A breeze? Down here?


  You look up. A hawk has just flown over your head. It circles the air above Cassie.


  <Tobias? Is that you?>


  <Who is it?>


  <It's me! I'm a ferret again!>


  <Cool,> Tobias answers. <We need all the help we can get. The others are about twenty feet behind you. We have to save Cassie!>


  <Keep an eye on her. I'll be back.>


  You scurry across the floor toward the others.


  <Hey, it's me!> you call in thought-speak. <Look down.>


  Marco almost jumps to the ceiling. "Why did you have to pick a rat?" he whispers.


  <I'm not a rat, I'm a ferret. I'm closer to a cat or dog than a rodent. I like humans. I don't bit.>


  "Great," Marco mutters. "A rodent who pretends to be a dog. Just what we need."


  <You know, I can always make an exceptio with the biting thing,> you add.


  Jake bends down to speak to you. "If I were you, I'd morph back to human. You might need a better morph than ferret. This place is crawling with Taxxons and Hork-Bajir."


  <Al right,> you say. <But Jake, I saw Tom! He's here! In a cage!>


  "I saw him," Jake says tersely. His face tells you everything. You can't imagine how awful it must be to see your brother like that.


  You scurry behind a storage shed. Quickly, you morph back to human.


  Rachel pokes her head around the shed. "You'd better stay here. You need to gather your strength if you're going to morph again. We'll come back when it's time."


  You lean against the storage shed and close your eyes. You concetrate on slow breathing, gathering your strength for the next morph.


  It's not long before the others return. But they've been spotted.


  "What are you doing back there?"


  It's a human-Controller! Standing next to him is a Hork-Bajir, blade arms at the ready. A Taxxon stands on the other side, his spidery legs twitching, red Jell-O eyes glowing.


  Suddenly, you notice someone behind the guards. Rachel. Only it's Rachel with a long, long nose. A trunk. She's morphing into an elephant! A braying noise fills the air as Rachel feels the elephant's power.


  She impales a Hork-Bajir on one tusk and steps on a Taxxon as though it were a spider. The human-Controller runs away.


  "Let's morph!" Jake cries.


  You look over at Cassie. She's almost at the end of the pier. That gives you an extra burst of strength. You concetrate hard. You feel something grow out of the back of you. A tail. Your ears get round and your head gets big. Your teeth sharpen into deadly instruments of terror.


  You're a fierce, hungry, and very angry hyena. And you have no fear.


  You start toward Cassie, but a Taxxon gets in your way. No problem. You rip into him with your teeth. He tries to bite you back, but you are such an efficient killing machine that he is dead before he registers the pain.


  Marco is now Big Jim, a huge gorilla. Rachel is trumpeting a fierce call as she mows down another Hork-Bajir. In tiger morph, Jake springs at a Taxxon.


  You own this place.


  Marco tosses another Hork-Bajir in the air like a doll. The rest scatter. So they are afraid of something.


  Marco is the only one with dexterity, so he heads for the cages to unlock them. Jake is already bounding toward Cassie. You start forward to help, but a Hork-Bajir heads for you. He swipes at you with an elbow blade.


  You spring. You tear at his flesh, then jump away. You strike again, this time for the vulnerable fleshy part near his head. Wounded, you expect him to fall back. But instead, he springs forward, his elbow and wrist blades flashing. Rachel raises a foot and stomps.


  <Thanks,> you tell her.


  <Another puny Hork-Bajir bites the dust,> Rachel says. She sounds positively bloodthirsty.


  Tobias swoops down and claws at the eyes of the Hork-Bajir who is holding Cassie. She breaks away and runs.


  <Morph!> you yell along with Jake. <Now!>


  Even as you watch, Cassie's hair grows into a beautiful mane. It streams out behind her as her legs extend, and she goes down on all fours. It is amazing to see.


  <I say we follow Cassie and get out of here,> Rachel says.


  <I'm right behind you,> you say.


  The people Marco have released are panicking, running toward the stairs. Hork-Bajir and Taxxons try to round them up. You slip through them, running hard.


  Cassie and Jake leap over surprised Taxxons. You remember that Hork-Bajir aren't great on strategy, so you fake left and then go right, sailing over a long pair of wrist blades that try to slash you at the last minute.


  You gain the stairs. Balls of flame explode over your head. You leap over a Taxxon who is aiming a Dracon beam at you. Straight into the path of Visser Three in his Andalite form.


  The horrid, evil voice fills your head. <Well, if it isn't a bunch of renegade Andalites.>


  He begins to morph into a creature tall as a building. Eight legs. Eight arms. And eight heads. You can feel that even the hyena inside you feels doubt. You can't take on this creature.


  <You can't escape!> Visser Three cries.


  "You filthy creep!" It's Tom. Jake's brother launches himself at Visser Three.


  <NO!> Jake cries. He springs at the huge creature that is Visser Three, straight toward the eyes. He claws at the face. Visser Three howls in pain.


  Fireballs explode. One almost gets Jake. Tom falls off the stairs.


  <Jake, run!> Cassie cries urgently.


  With a howl of anguish, Jake turns and heads up the stairs. Rachel begins to demorph as she climbs so she can fit in the stairway.


  <You can't run!> Visser Three cries.


  Oh yes, you can. The stairway narrows. Visser Three hadn't counted on your making it that far. In his huge morph, he can't make it upstairs.


  You run and you run. You break through the janitor's door and back into school. You keep on running until you're outside, in the safety of the trees. And then you all morph back.


  You're safe. For now.


  You look at your friends and see the same exhaustion on their faces. Even Marco can't come up with a joke. Cassie puts her hand over Jake's. Rachel stares back at the school building, her eyes blazing.


  Tobias flies closer and perches on her shoulder. You know that more terror lies ahead. You know that safety is now an illusion. You will never feel truly safe again.


  



  Excellent morph! Continue for your next Animorph adventure.


  Chapter 15


  



  Your ears grow straight up. Fur sprouts on your face and hands. You fall onto all fours. Suddenly, you smell everything. Oil. Car exhaust. Human smells. Mice. And over in the corner, a paper bag with a peanut butter sandwich.


  You trot over to the group waiting for the elevator. You stay behind them. When the elevator comes, you leap on just as the doors close.


  You make it down in the elevator without anyone really caring. The elevator hits the sublevel, but a Controller pushes a series of buttons and it keeps going down. When it stops, everyone files out. The last Controller pushes you back into the elevator.


  "Beat it, bub," he says.


  The doors close, but you leap up against the panel and hit the STOP button with your paw. You wait. After a few minutes, you butt the DOOR OPEN button with your head.


  The doors open onto a small room. You see the last Controller just disappearing through the hidden door. You bound over and stick your body half-in to keep it open, then slip inside.


  But the Controller sees you.


  "Hey!" He looks at you, suspicious now. You take a step backward. You bare your teeth and try a growl. He drops back, but another Controller steps up the stairs.


  It's Finley, the policeman!


  "Grab him!" he cries.


  The other Controller reaches for your collar, and you sink your teeth into his hand. With a howl, he steps back. But Finley springs forward and grabs your collar. He half drags you down the steps.


  You see a huge cavern patrolled by Taxxons and Hork-Bajir. There are humans in cages. The screams seem more terrible to your sensitive ears.


  Finley hands you over to the Hork-Bajir. "Keep it. Something's weird about this dog."


  The Hork-Bajir fastens a leash from a chain. He attaches it to a piece of heavy machinery. Then he holds one of his blades to your throat. The message is clear. Move, and you die.


  You decide to sit still. All you can do is watch.


  Watch as Jake, Rachel, and Marco morph into fierce animals. Watch as they attack. Watch as the Hork-Bajir and Taxxons fight them. Watch as Visser Three morphs into a horrible creature with eight heads, tall as a two-story building.


  You want to cheer when the others get away, running up the staircase. You want to cry when you see Jake's brother Tom tossed back into the cage.


  Then one of Visser Three's eight heads swivels. His eyes fix on you.


  <What have we here?> His voice is like the sludge in the Yeerk pool. Thick and evil.


  You put your head into your paws, like a dog might. Your tail is stiff and straight.


  <Welcome, Andalite,> Visser Three says. <Your friends didn't want to stay for dinner. How kind of you to remain.>


  He laughs, and you see his teeth glinting. They are sharp and pointed like daggers. He raises one of his many hands, and a fireball zooms past you.


  <Time to get roasted,> Visser Three says. His hand lifts again, and he sends another fireball your way. This one hits its mark.


  SIZZLE! You're dead.


  



  Bad morph choice. You took the chance you might be recognized. You lost.


  Chapter 16


  



  "Pizza for dinner?" your mom says.


  "Awesome," you say.


  It's a Saturday afternoon. You just returned from the mall. Sometimes, you just need an ordinary day.


  You've been on plenty of missions with the Animorphs. Your close calls have given you nightmares. You are living in a world with new rules. Sometimes, you think you'll go crazy. Sometimes you want to go crazy. Living with stark terror every day will do that to you.


  So whenever you can, you try to do something normal. As much as morphing into an osprey might be fun, it isn't normal. Not by a long shot.


  So when you called Jake that morning to ask if anything was up, he just sighed. "I say we take a day off from saving the world," he said.


  The smell of green peppers fills the kitchen. You watch your mom chop. She makes her own pizza, and it's the best in town.


  "Can we have sausage on it?" you ask.


  Mom grins. "Sure. It's Saturday. Let's live a little." You reach into the refrigerator for a soda, and -


  FLASH! The heat presses against your skin. You hear the call of birds and insects.


  "Where did you guys go?" Rachel asks.


  "And where are we?" Cassie wonders.


  "And why don't I have shoes?" Marco asks.


  FLASH!


  "- and a nice green salad," Mom finishes. "I have to sneak something healthy in there."


  Your hand is cold. You look at the sweat beading up on the can. Whoa. What was that about? It was SO real. The heat had been just as intense as the cold in your fingers right now.


  "Can you hand me that garlic?" Mom asks.


  You nod and reach for a garlic bulb in a bowl on the counter. You hand it to Mom, and -


  FLASH!


  "Really, a monkey morph?" Marco says, lifting an eyebrow. "Listen, I've been a gorilla. That would be quite a demotion, don't you think?"


  "Marco, I'm just wondering," Rachel says, her hands on her hips. "Do you always have to make things difficult? Is it like, your hobby?"


  "It's my life ," Marco says.


  FLASH!


  "- would you do me a favor and pick some basil off the plant?" Mom asks. "Sweetie? Are you okay?"


  "I'm okay," you say. But you're not. Something is really, truly wrong. And you have to find out what.


  



  "It sounds like a Sario Rip ," Jake says worriedly.


  You've ridden as fast as you can on your bike to Jake's house. You only have a half hour before dinner. Ax is there, too, and he looks just as worried as Jake. He'd been eating his very first licorice whip, and he'd been really enjoying it. But he stopped when you blurted out your story.


  "Not again," he says. "No, not again, Prince Jake. This is not good."


  "What's a Sario Rip?" you ask.


  "Are you sure it was a jungle?" Jake asks, instead of answering you. "Or was it a rain forest?"


  "Like I can tell the difference?" you ask. You're starting to feel impatient.


  Jake turns to Ax. "But I reversed the rip. How can this happen?"


  Ax shrugs and begins to chew on the end of the licorice. "I don't know. When they taught about Sario Rips in class, I was -"


  "Not paying attention," Jake finishes impatiently. "I know."


  "Young Andalite females can do that," Ax says. He slurps up another inch of licorice. "This tastes red. R-r-rred. Tastes red. Red-duh."


  "Cherry," Jake says absently. "It's cherry-flavored."


  "Will somebody please fill me in?" you demand."A Sario Rip is like a hole in space-time," Jake explains. "We've all experienced it, except I'm the only one who remembers it. That's because I died back there, but not in this time, so I was able to come back."


  "Oh, thanks," you say. "That clears it up. Totally."


  "The thing is that Ax said, you need some sort of huge explosion to blow you back," Jake says worriedly. "I guess maybe it hasn't happened yet."


  "Terrific," you say. "Something to look forward to besides pizza. Nuclear annihilation."


  "Unless we're in a rip right now," Ax puts in. "A rip within a rip."


  Jake frowns. "What does that mean?"


  Ax shrugs. It could be his first shrug, because he looks surprised at the motion. He does it again for practice. "I do not know. I am just guessing. Want some licorice?" He holds a piece out to you, and -


  FLASH!



  Chapter 17


  



  The trees soar above your heads. The leaves make a canopy so dense it blocks out the sky. The heat presses against your skin.


  "Whoa!" Jake cries. "What's going on?"


  "Wait," you say. "You mean you know you're here? With me?"


  "It's the same place," Jake says, spinning around. "Hang on."


  He darts through the trees, and you and Ax follow. You stop abruptly when Jake does, bumping into him. In a small clearing is a Bug fighter. It is scorched and trashed, as though it had crash-landed.


  "This is totally freaked," Jake whispers.


  "I'll say," a voice says. It's Rachel, who steps through the trees, Cassie and Marco at her side. "Where did you guys go?"


  "And where are we?" Cassie asks.


  "And why don't I have shoes?" Marco asks glumly, staring at his bare feet


  <I've been circling above, but all I see is a green canopy of trees,> Tobias says in thought-speak. He swoops down and lands on a tree trunk. <I'd say we're in a rain forest. I can try to see if there's a city or a village nearby.>


  "There's no city," Jake mutters.


  "Pray tell, how do you know, O Fearless Leader?" Marco asks.


  "I just do," Jake says. He frowns. "The first thing we have to do is take the onboard navigating computer. Visser Three will be coming back for the Bug fighter."


  "How do you know this stuff?" Cassie asks. "The last thing I remember I was on the Bug ship. We were shooting Dracon beams at Visser Three."


  "It's a Sario Rip ," Jake says. Quickly, he summarizes what has happened.


  "So how do we get back?" Cassie asks. You can tell she's trying not to look scared.


  "I'm not sure," Jake admits. "Last time, I had to die. I don't especially want to do that again."


  "Are you all thinking what I am thinking?" Ax asks suddenly.


  Marco rolls his eyes. "What are the odds of that?"


  "Think about it, Prince Jake," Ax continues. "You have been given a second chance. Last time, you made mistakes. What I mean to say is, you made good decisions, but things went wrong."


  "Thanks for trying to make me feel better, Ax, but you were right the first time," Jake says wryly. "We walked right into Visser Three's trap."


  "But this time, we will not walk into the trap," Ax points out. "We know what is wrong to do. Now we must do what is right to do."


  "You're right, Ax!" Jake says excitedly. "We've been given a second chance! And the first thing we should do is not take the onboard computer. Can you just disable it instead? Make it look like it happened in the crash, but be sure that they can fix it. That will slow them down while we follow through on a plan."


  "I can do this, Prince Jake," Ax says, nodding. He takes off for the Bug fighter.


  "What plan?" Marco asks. "Call me crazy, but I have a feeling I'm not going to like this."


  "It's simple," Jake says. "We're going to sneak onboard the Blade ship -"


  "Already, I don't like it," Marco interrupts, groaning.


  "- and destroy Visser Three," Jake says grimly. "Then we'll re-create the rip and get back to our own time."


  "Sounds like a good plan," Rachel agrees. "Especially the 'destroy Visser Three' part."


  "Of course you'd think so," Marco says. "What do you need morphing ability for? You're already an animal."


  "The question is, what should we morph?" Cassie asks. "We have to get through the rain forest, and we're barefoot. How about monkeys?"


  "Really, a monkey morph?" Marco says, lifting an eyebrow. "Listen, I've been a gorilla. That would be quite a demotion, don't you think?"


  "Marco, I'm just wondering," Rachel says, her hands on her hips. "Do you always have to make things difficult? Is it like, your hobby?"


  "It's his life," you say.


  Marco gives you a strange look. "I was going to say that."


  "I know," you say.


  "Come on, guys," Jake says. "We have decisions to make. We have to acquire morphs that will help us cope with the rain forest. But we also need morphs that will help us sneak aboard the Blade ship."


  "And we might need the help of that tribe you met last time," Ax says as he reappears. "You said they were pretty helpful against the Hork-Bajir."


  "What about using an ant morph again?" you suggest. You point to a tree. "I read about those ants. They're called parasol ants. They can climb hundreds of feet. And we'd be so small we'd sneak onto the Bug fighter with no problem."


  "That's true," Cassie says reluctantly.


  "No way I'm being an ant again," Marco says, shuddering. "That was the worst."


  You all begin to argue about what morphs to acquire. But you're running out of time. You might only have time for one morph.


  You choose:


  



  A monkey.


  A parrot.


  A parasol ant.


  Chapter 18


  



  You'd felt out of place in the rain forest. First of all, the bugs alone are enough to send you screaming toward the horizon. If there'd been a horizon.


  But once you morph a monkey, you discover that the vines you thought of as choking off air and light are . . . well, like monkey bars.


  Which gives you a chance to use what must be the coolest tail in the universe.


  <Cooler than mine?> Ax asks.


  <Sorry, Ax-man,> Marco tells him. <Way cooler.>


  You all scamper up trees, grab vines, and swing. You reach the high branches and just let yourself go, out into space, and you catch a branch with your tail.


  KIKKKI CHACCHACH KI KI KI!


  You swing past Rachel, grab a branch with your hand, hang in midair a minute, launch yourself toward a vine. You bare your teeth at her.


  KIKI CHEE CHEE!


  <I can do that!> Rachel calls. She grabs the same vine, swings over, and lands on your branch. She bares her teeth at you, too.


  <Uh, guys? Can you stop playing for a minute?> Tobias sits on a branch near you. He sounds almost sulky. <Shouldn't we be following through on our plan?>


  Marco swings back and forth on a vine. <Who needs a plan? Forget Visser Three. This is like being a six-year-old forever, only with no school.>


  <That is kidding , correct?> Ax asks.


  <It's kidding,> Jake tells him.


  <That's what you think,> Marco says.


  <Shhh,> Cassie says. <I think I hear something.>


  Then you hear it, too. Some creatures are crashing through the underbrush.


  <I bet that's our search party,> Jake says.


  <There's a human-Controller leading them,> Tobias says from his high branch. <I'll get closer.> With a flap of wings, Tobias takes off.


  <A human can tell them what creatures don't belong here,> Jake says. <Tobias, stay out of sight!>


  <I just want to see how many - whoa, Dracon beam!> Tobias shouts. <I think he saw ->


  <Tobias?> Rachel says frantically. You all exchange worried glances. You take off, grabbing vines and branches and swinging through the trees. Before, it was a game. Now, it is life or death.


  You see Tobias ahead. He has been caught in a net. He's been hit by a Dracon beam.


  <Tobias!> Rachel cries.


  <I'm singed, but okay,> he answers. <I just can't get out of this net.>


  Rachel goes into action. She launches herself out into midair and grabs a vine. She swings over and lands on Tobias's branch. Using her sharp teeth, she begins to shred the net while she pulls it apart with her hands.


  "That's no monkey!" the human-Controller shouts.


  A Dracon beam explodes near Rachel. You need to cover her. You swing over and begin to chatter, trying to draw the Hork-Bajir's fire. You grab a vine and swing right by a Hork-Bajir. He slashes in the air after you, but you're gone.


  "That one. The little one. Get him!"


  A Dracon beam explodes near you, felling a tree in half. Before you can scamper up the next tree or grab a vine, another one explodes. This one gets you, and you fall.


  Straight onto the lethal blade of a Hork-Bajir.


  



  Oops - bad morph. Go back and try again.


  Chapter 19


  



  You don't have the same wing strength as a bird of prey, but at least you can fly. The parrot morph allows you to soar just underneath the upper canopy. Your green feathers offer camouflage.


  <I like this morph,> Cassie says. <I really feel like I belong here.>


  <As long as Tobias doesn't eat us for lunch,> Marco says, dipping under a tree branch and then soaring upward.


  <I'm sure getting a workout,> Jake says. <This isn't like being a falcon and soaring with the thermals. You really have to work.>


  <Well, work it, girl,> Marco teases.


  <How do you know I'm a girl?> Jake asks.


  <Because that red tail is so adorable,> Marco answers.


  Everyone laughs, and it comes out in parrot-speak. C-c-c-err-EPP-err-EPP! It feels good to laugh, even if you're doing it with a thick, curved beak.


  <Pipe down, you guys,> Tobias warns. <I see them.>


  Tobias has been flying ahead of the group. With his superior eyesight and wing power, he is able to see the Hork-Bajir from far away.


  <They're destroying everything!> Tobias suddenly shouts. <Must have gotten bored just looking. They're slashing and burning!>


  <Okay, fade back, Tobias,> Jake warns. <We'll take over.>


  <They just killed a sloth and her babies,> Tobias continues. <For nothing! Those murderers!>


  < Now , Tobias!> Jake shouts.


  In another moment, you see a blur of brown feathers. Tobias drops onto a branch. <They're killing everything that moves,> he says in disbelief.


  <That is what the Yeerks are best at,> Ax says quietly. You leave Tobias behind and fly ahead. You hear the Hork-Bajir before you see them. Dracon beams sizzle. The smell of burnt things fills the air. You hear the cries of what sounds like thousands of birds, fellow creatures trying to flee.


  <Guys?> It's Rachel, who has spurted ahead, her wings just a blur of motion. <I think I see something. Look down by that weird tree.>


  <Gee, thanks, Rach, that really narrows it down,> Marco says.


  <The one with the roots,> Rachel says impatiently. You look down. You see nothing. Just branches and leaves. But then the leaves move, and you see a person concealed behind them. He is holding a spear. And then you see another, and another.


  You've found the tribe.


  <They're spying on the Hork-Bajir,> Cassie whispers. It's funny how you sometimes feel a need to whisper, even though you're talking in thought-speak.


  <I have a plan,> Jake says. <Follow me and do what I do.>


  He swoops down and lands on the shoulder of one of the tribe. They are men and boys, all with dark hair and alert dark eyes. They are wearing something that looks like a diaper made out of leaves.


  You swoop down on another shoulder. Rachel folows. Then Cassie. Marco. Ax. Tobias flutters down and lands on a low branch.


  The tribe does nothing. They don't even move a muscle. But you see every pair of eyes turn to one man. He is either your age or your grandfather's. It's hard to tell.


  <Cassie,> Jake says. <You morph.>


  Cassie doesn't even ask why. She flies to the center of the clearing.


  You wonder why he's chosen Cassie. But as Cassie begins to morph, you understand. Cassie can control her morph so that she changes gracefully. She isn't scary. She's beautiful.


  She retains her bright feathers as she grows. She changes her face first, so at first she's a bird-girl. Her tail retracts, but her feathered wings still flutter. Slowly her feathers turn into smooth skin, starting with her feet and slowly moving up her body.


  Again, the tribe doesn't move. They don't raise their spears.


  "Espírito," the leader says.


  <He called her a spirit,> Marco translates.


  <Cassie, nod,> Jake directs.


  Cassie nods. She holds out her arms as though she is gathering the tribe to her. It is a welcoming gesture. You realize she is telling them not to be afraid.


  <Now draw a Hork-Bajir with a stick,> Jake tells her.


  Cassie bends over and draws the Hork-Bajir in the dust. It's not a great drawing, but the Hork-Bajir are pretty distinctive.


  "Diablo," the leader says.


  <Devil,> Marco says.


  Cassie nods.


  <Now draw the Blade ship,> Jake directs. <They need to understand that we have to get aboard.>


  Cassie draws the Blade ship. She points to herself and the ship. Then she points to the leader and stabs the Hork-Bajir with her stick.


  The leader grins. He throws his spear.


  <Cassie!> Rachel cries.


  But the spear just misses Cassie and lands at her feet. Straight into the center of the Hork-Bajir drawing.


  Cassie smiles. The leader smiles.


  You all say CA-CA-CA-Err-EPP-Err-EPP!


  



  Cassie needs time to recover from her morph, so you all rest in human form. With a combination of signs and pointing, Cassie has arranged to meet up with the tribe again just as dusk falls.


  Your parrot morph was successful. You met up with the tribe and escaped the notice of the Hork-Bajir. But you need another morph to sneak aboard the Blade ship.


  You choose:


  



  Chameleon.


  Poison-arrow frog.


  Jaguar.


  Chapter 20


  



  The parasol ant morph makes sense. Who notices an ant? You congratulate yourself on your bright idea.


  Until you're an ant. The others had really warned you about this morph. They told you how hard it was to hang onto their own selves during it. The ant has no self. It is focused on solely food and enemies and getting back to the colony.


  So you thought you were prepared. But the loss of self frightens you intensely. Your antennae wave in front of you, smelling for food and enemies.


  <Stay focused, everyone,> Jake orders.


  You start up a tree. That's what you're supposed to do. Got to find food.


  <Let's get this over with,> Marco says. <I hate the ant morph.>


  <I must admit, this is not a creature I would want to morph again,> Ax says.


  <Hold it!> Tobias warns. <I only see five of you.>


  The others tick off a roll call. You don't answer. You're halfway up the tree now. You've got to keep going.


  Food is up here. You can bring food back to the colony. You smell something dead. A beetle. You will dismember it, carry pieces back.


  <Guys, we have a problem,> Tobias says.


  <Get a hold of yourself! You're not an ant!> Jake yells at you.


  And your human mind screams to life. You don't want to dismember a beetle. A beetle leg is not your idea of good eating.


  <All right,> you say shakily. <I'm back. I'm okay. But whew. That was a close one.>


  Closer than you think. Because hanging on a tree branch over you is a sloth. And she's hungry. She hangs onto the branch with her tail while her head swings past you. Her tongue swoops out, and -


  SLURP! You're lunch.


  



  Not your best morph. Go back and try again.


  Chapter 21


  



  First, your skin turns green.


  "Are we Martians or reptiles?" Marco is just able to get out before he is unable to speak. The rest of his complaint sounds like ack ack.


  <I love this tail!> Cassie thought-speaks.


  You know what she means. A chameleon's tail is almost like a monkey's - curled and strong. You roll your eyes. One goes left, the other right. You can get a 180-degree view without turning your head.


  You follow behind the others as you make your way to the perimeter of the landing site.


  <Okay, remember, when you see Visser Three in the window of the Blade ship, it's only a decoy,> Jake says. <That's what he did in the last Sario Rip. So all we have to do is come to the ship from behind. And meanwhile, the tribe will cover us with a diversion.>


  <If all goes as planned,> you say.


  <Which it never does,> Marco adds.


  <The tribe is in place,> Tobias tells you. <Visser Three is in Lerdethak mode. I can see the vines moving.>


  Jake has told you about Visser Three's morph. The Lerdethak is as tall as a tree. It has hundreds of vinelike tentacles. They can strike like whips and squeeze all the breath out of you. Then the Lerdethak can just pop you in its cavernous mouth like Good and Plenty.


  It's an experience you're happy to skip.


  <It's dusk,> Cassie observes. <Time for the tribe to attack.>


  Your coloring protects you as you scurry along the floor. You belong to the forest, are part of the forest. You can hear the sound of Hork-Bajir in forest. You can hear the sound of Hork-Bajir in the distance, but you are quick and agile and unafraid. You let the chameleon's instincts take over.


  Because if you let your human mind start to think, it will fill up with fear. You are running toward Visser Three. Not away from him.


  <The tribe is attacking!> Tobias, the lookout, tells you. <They keep melting back into the forest. The Hork-Bajir are going crazy.>


  <Get onto the Blade ship, Tobias,> Jake urges while he runs. <Do it!>


  You are running flat out now. A chameleon can't run very fast, not as fast as a jaguar, but you reach the burned-out clearing. The Blade ship looms ahead.


  Jake goes first. Then Rachel. One by one, moving as fast as you dare, but keeping to the dark green shadows, you approach the huge, black ship. The gangway is down. You all scamper up it, then keep to the side walls of the ship.


  <Tobias?> Jake asks.


  <I'm here. Up high, in the rafters.> You roll your eyes up. You can just barely make out Tobias.


  <You're all changing color,> Tobias observes. <You're getting darker.>


  <May I make a suggestion, Prince Jake?> Ax says. <Perhaps we should scatter. One chameleon might have wandered aboard, but not six.>


  <Good point,> Jake agrees. <Let's find separate positions. We have to wait until the ship goes back to the same space position and fires its rockets. Then we should land back in our own time.>


  <What about Visser Three?> Ax asks.


  <When do we destroy him?> Rachel asks. <Shouldn't we pick a place to hide where we can morph into something really dangerous? We can take him by surprise.>


  Jake hesitates.


  <Wasn't that the plan?> Rachel asks urgently.


  <I'm not sure now,> Jake says. <It might be too dangerous. Maybe we should just let Visser Three blast us back to our own time.>


  <But we'll lose our chance!> Rachel argues.


  <I'm with Jake,> Marco says. <If we live, we can come back and fight another day.>


  <I'll go with whatever you all decide,> Cassie says.


  <If I can get a word in,> Tobias says. <This ship is constantly patrolled. And the bridge is full of Taxxons. We might be able to take down Visser Three if we're incredibly lucky. But that doesn't mean we'll survive.>


  <Ax?> Jake asks.


  <Visser Three killed my brother. He is my sworn enemy,> Ax says. <I will meet with him someday. It may not be today. I will follow your decision, Prince Jake.>


  <I wish you didn't say that,> Jake groans.


  <It's this Sario Rip that's complicating things,> you say. <We don't know if we'll make it back. We don't know if we're part of someone's memory. If we kill Visser Three now, in this time, what happens to us in real time?>


  <This is way too confusing,> Cassie sighs.


  <I need a nap,> Marco says. <And I haven't said that since I was three years old.>


  <Let's hide,> Jake says finally. <We still have time to decide. Time is running out for Visser Three. He can't afford to chase that tribe around the forest any longer.>


  The six of you melt behind a console. You space yourselves apart, but within thought- speaking distance.


  <Leave them!> A terrible voice invades your head. If you had hands, you'd put them over your ears. When Visser Three talks in thought-speak, it feels as though your whole brain shudders.


  <Leave them behind,> Visser Three continues. He is back in Andalite morph. <It is not the punishment those Andalites deserve, but it will have to be enough.>


  Visser Three places himself in one of the chairs on the bridge. <Now take off, you worthless slime,> he says to the Taxxon captain.


  A message crackles over the communication system. "Bug fighter ready for takeoff."


  <So take off, fool!> Visser Three roars in thought-speak.


  You can feel the great ship rise, but you can't see anything. You feel a burst of optimism. It feels like the first step toward home.


  <Ax, keep track of the time for us,> Jake advises in private thought-speak.


  <I will, Prince Jake,> Ax says. <But there is no telling where Visser Three will order the double blast. The Bug fighter and the Blade ship have to intersect those Dracon beams. Perhaps they have already agreed on a coordinate. There is no way of knowing.>


  <Which means,> Rachel says, <that if we do want to attack Visser Three, we'd better do it soon.>


  <All right,> Jake says. <Maybe we should ->


  He is cut off by he bleating of Visser Three shouting <Now!>


  The blast rocks you.


  FLASH!


  You're in the front quad outside school. You're wearing a sweater you haven't worn since last year. Ahead of you is the bus stop. You see Patrolman Teeter directing traffic. He retired last summer.


  You turn. Rachel is back on the steps of school. Her hair is a good four inches shorter. She touches it, frowning.


  She wore it that way last year. You've gone back in time like you should have. But you've overshot your time.


  You're a year too early


  Chapter 22


  



  "What's going on?" you say. This isn't a flashback. It's going on too long. But it doesn't feel real, either.


  "Oh, man," Marco says. "Does this mean I have to go through homeroom with Ms. Pedalowski again?"


  "Something's wrong," you say.


  Just then, a car pulls up to the curb. A window slides down. Marco's mother waves at him.


  "Hi, honey! Thought I'd give you a ride."


  Next to you, Marco has gone completely still. His mother is dead. That's what everyone thinks, anyway. Only you, Jake, and Ax know that Marco's mother was taken over by the Yeerks. She is Visser Three's rival, Visser One.


  Marco takes a step forward. He moves stiffly, like he's frozen. You can see tears in his eyes. His mom is so alive! A breeze lifts her heavy dark hair. Her hand rests on the open window. Her wedding ring glints in the sun.


  "Come on, slowpoke!" she teases. "Have you got lead in your shoes?"


  "Mom," Marco whispers.


  Marco's mom swings the door open and steps out onto the curb. It is as though everything is in slow motion. You are shocked to see her alive and warm and happy.


  So it takes you longer than it should to see the pit bull. It runs across the grass toward her.


  Then you hear the voice that haunts your nightmares. <I will end it here!>


  "Marco!" you cry. "It's Visser Three!"


  Marco starts to run. But you know in a split second that you can't fight this dog. Not as a human, anyway. He is too far away. You have only seconds you have to try a morph.


  You choose:


  



  Hyena.


  K-9 dog.


  Giraffe.


  Chapter 23


  



  It's the fastest you've ever morphed. Maybe panic helps you. Your powerful hind legs develop first. Then, you face flattens, your teeth grow. You feel the power in your muscles. You feel the urge to make your kill.


  The dog is on Marco's mother. It tears at the arm she flings up to protect her throat.


  A pit bull is no match for you, a killing machine. You leap forward with the high- pitched, almost-human cry of the animal.


  ERRRR-UP! EURRR-UP! RRR-UP!


  Your teeth find the pit bull's leg. You chomp down and hit bone. Snarling, the pit bull turns. That exposes its neck, and you pounce. You have Visser Three in your jaws. You savor the moment.


  What you didn't count on was Patrolman Teeter.


  He has been on the school beat for ten years. He loves the kids. He protects them from bullies, stray dogs, and fast cars.


  He certainly isn't going to let a hyena endanger them.


  He runs up behind you and pulls his gun.


  Bang! You're dead.


  



  Bad morph. You should have thought about Patrolman Teeter. Visser Three is still alive, and you're just a dead hyena.


  Chapter 24


  



  A K-9 dog is highly trained for tracking. It is also trained in defense. It is a match for a pit bull.


  But is it a match for a pit bull controlled by Visser Three?


  The evil force of Visser Three joins with the powerful jaws and killing instinct of the pit bull. The combined force turns the animal into a creature three times as deadly.


  You leap on the dog's back. You are bigger, and you use your bulk to force the dog down. You sink your teeth into the fur around his neck and pull him off Marco's mother.


  The two of you roll backward. Patrolman Teeter runs forward. But he won't draw his gun, not on two dogs.


  All you hear are the snarls of your adversary. You smell blood and terror. The terror is yours. You realize that you are outmatched.


  The pit bull's teeth rip into your throat. You can't bark. You can't speak. You try to morph back, but your life force is ebbing.


  



  RIP - you're dead. Go back and try again.


  Chapter 25


  



  You leap behind a tree and accomplish your giraffe morph. Your legs grow so rapidly that you crack your head on a branch. Your neck stretches. Your skin is patterned with tan and brown.


  With a clatter of hooves, you take off toward Marco's mother. You are there in three powerful strides.


  Giraffes are peaceful creatures. Patrolman Teeter is stunned to see one appear, but he doesn't go for his gun. He would never shoot a giraffe.


  You turn your back to the dog to give yourself greater kicking power. He launches himself at you, but he can only reach your leg. You shake him off, you pull back your leg, and -


  WHAM! You knock Visser Three into next week.


  FLASH!


  "- onions on it, too?" Mom asks you. She is stirring a pot of tomato sauce at the kitchen stove.


  She turns when you don't answer. "Sweetie? Do you want onions on the pizza?"


  "Sure," you say. "Everything. But I have to go to Jake's for a minute. I forgot my . . . homework."


  "It's Saturday."


  "Yeah," you say, and run out.


  "Ask him over for dinner!" your mom yells as you hop on your bike. You ride like the wind. You find Jake and Ax in the bedroom. Ax is only halfway through his licorice whip. You spill out your story.


  "We were all there?" Jake asks. "And I knew I was in a second Sario Rip?"


  You nod. "And when we went back in time, Marco and I both knew we were in the wrong time. Marco knew his mother was dead. Gone. Whatever."


  Jake looks at Ax. "Does any of this make sense to you?"


  Ax chews on the licorice and swallows. "No. Except for the motive of Visser Three. He manipulated the Sario Rip to go back farther in time."


  "He knew it would happen?" Jake asks.


  "He was trying to kill his enemy's host before it became the host," Ax explains. "You see, some hosts are better than others. Obviously, Visser One has found a host that has extraordinary abilities. I also guess that Visser Three might have known you were aboard in some kind of morphs. That was a trap. Since he thinks you are Andalites, perhaps he thought he could send you back. That way, he would be prepared that first night when my brother, Elfangor, landed. He would make sure to kill you. Or else you would not be there at all. Alter the past, alter the future. He was willing to take the risk."


  Jake groans. "So I fell into another trap in the Amazon? Swell! I can't even be smart in someone else's Sario Rip!"


  "But it turned out well, Prince Jake," Ax points out. "Visser Three was stopped by the giraffe morph. That is why the whole thing never happened. He returned to the original time of the rip so that he wouldn't be stopped. The good news is that Marco's mother was not killed. So Visser One is still Visser Three's enemy. Which is good for us. To have them fighting for power distracts Visser Three."


  "But I don't get it," you say. "If I was in Visser Three's rip , why do I remember it? And why did you and Jake remember some of it back in the Amazon?"


  Ax thoughtfully braids a licorice ribbon, then bites off a piece. "Muffmsx."


  "Is that Andalite language?" Jake asks.


  "No, it is a mouthful of licorice," Ax responds. "The answer is, I do not know. My guess is that there can be breaks in the rip. Like this."


  He holds up a braid of licorice. Light shines through the holes. "I was not paying attention the -"


  "- day Sario Rips were taught," you finish. "We know!"


  Ax shrugs. "Someday we might figure it out. But you are alive. You saved Marco's mother. That is the important thing. We have lived to fight another day."


  "Ax is right," Jake tells you. "You have to take what you can get, these days. Worry about the things you can do something about. You're alive, and so are we."


  You know he's right. You have to take the moment. You're safe. You may not have killed Visser Three, but you're back in your own time. Alive.


  Jake puts his hand on your shoulder. "Don't worry. There will still be more battles to fight."


  You grin. "But first," you say, "there's pizza."



  



  You've survived to fight another day . . .


  Chapter 26


  



  The poison-arrow frogs are a good cover. With your powerful hind legs, you leap through the rain forest to the site of the Blade ship. You lurk underneath a bush, waiting for Tobias's signal.


  <They've started fighting,> Tobias says. <Where are you? I can't see you.>


  <To the right of the Blade ship,> you say.


  <Underneath that bush with the pointy leaves,> Cassie adds.


  <I still can't see you. And I can't find Visser Three. He could be in a new morph,> Tobias says.


  <Watch,> you say. You hop out a few feet into the clearing.


  <Okay, got you,> Tobias says. <You'd better circle to the other side. There's Hork-Bajir in your vicinity.>


  You hop back. Together with the others, you make your way around the ship. Around you, you can hear the Hork-Bajir crashing through the rain forest. Every so often, you hear the sizzle of Dracon beams.


  It begins to rain. You're thirsty, and your frog brain clamors for water. You hop forward and stick out your tongue. The water feels cool. You swallow gratefully.


  <The rain feels good,> you say.


  <What rain?> Tobias asks.


  A brownsh-greenish creature suddenly detaches itself from a tree. It appears to have no bones. But at the end of its five arms are sprinklerlike holes. They are spraying you with water.


  <It is a B'heeon!> Ax cries. <Look out for its ->


  A three-foot-wide, sticky pink tongue suddenly shoots out of the creature's mouth. It laps you up like cream. You thrash about, but you can't escape as the tongue shoots you backward into the waiting mouth.


  <Frog's legs. Delicious,> Visser Three says.


  And SLURP - you're finished.


  



  Oops. Try again.


  Chapter 27


  



  The jaguar owns the rain forest. You realize this as you take control of the morph. You feel the power of your coiled muscles, ready to spring. Your gaze can pick out details in the darkest shadow. You spy the tiniest beetle and the sloth hanging abov eyou and the parrot in the tree.


  They don't concern you. When you are hungry, you kill to eat. It is the way of the forest. You have power and control and grace and mobility and will.


  <I feel pretty supreme,> Marco says. <I mean, I'm a pretty supreme human. But as a jaguar, I'm incredible.>


  <The forest is incredible,> Cassie says softly. <It's layered with life.>


  You know what she means. From the dirt underneath your pads to the tiniest branches overhead, the rain forest teems with life.


  <How can the Hork-Bajir just slash and burn this place?> Rachel asks. <It's so incredible.>


  <That is why we must stop them,> Ax says. <Wait.>


  You pause. Your ears have picked up the same sounds.


  <To the right,> Jake says.


  <No,> Ax says. <We are surrounded.>


  The Hork-Bajir have fanned out in the forest. They have made a pincer movement, and you have fallen into the trap.


  Dracon beams explode around you. One of the Hork-Bajir swipes at Cassie, and she snarls and jumps at them. Rachel isn't far behind.


  You spring at the neck of a Hork-Bajir, and it goes down. You swipe at another with your claws and teeth and all the power of the jaguar, but there are more of them than you.


  <Fall back!> Jake cries. <The tribe must be behind us somewhere. They'll help!>


  You leap onto a tree in order to hurl yourself on a Hork-Bajir. You climb up the vines, your paws digging in. but then the vines move. They surround you.


  It is Visser Three in Lerdethak morph. He squeezes you. You feel your lungs collapsing. You feel something deep within you burst.


  <Jake,> you call weakly.


  Jake turns. You look into yellow jaguar eyes that suddenly seem human to you. They are full of sorrow.


  And you know it's too late.



  



  You chose . . . poorly.
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  Chapter 1


  



  It was happening again. Unbelievably, it was happening again.


  A woman was drowning. Not the dreaded leader of an alien force. Just a woman. Alone in a roiling sea. Defenseless. Vulnerable.


  My mother.


  There was no way I could let it happen again.


  I powered toward her. My arms strained with each stroke. My legs kicked wildly.


  Hold on. Hold on!


  So close. Close enough to see her straining to keep her head above the cold black water.


  Then I was on her, one arm around her shoulders, the other paddling madly to keep us afloat.


  "Hold on!" I cried. "I've got you!"


  She looked up at me, wet hair plastering her face. Then she spoke. "Thank you, Marco."


  "Mom . . ."


  "I'm free, Marco. I'm free!"


  And then a powerful current swept her out of my grasp and sucked her under the glittering surface of the midnight ocean.


  "No! No, no, no!"


  I dove. The salt stung my eyes. I pushed deeper and deeper into the darkness. My lungs ached but I would not allow it to happen again. I would not let her go! Not when she was free. Not . . .


  "NO!"


  "Marco? Are you okay?"


  I shot up straight as a board. Where . . . ? My bed, my room. My father.


  I put my hands to my head and looked at the picture of my mother that sat on my nightstand.


  "You okay?" he repeated.


  No. I wasn't. "Yeah. Yeah. Bad dream, I guess."


  "About her?"


  I swallowed hard. "Yeah."


  Dad sat on the edge of my bed and hugged me.


  I returned the hug weakly. Patted him on the back.


  "I'm okay, big guy," I said. "What time is it?"


  "About time to get up and get going," he said. "I get the shower first. I have to be in early today."


  I watched my father leave the room. But instead of getting out of bed and heading downstairs for a bowl of Honeycomb, I sat amidst the tangled, slightly damp bedcovers, too exhausted to move.


  My name, as you probably know by now, is Marco. And that was how my Friday started. Not the greatest way to greet the last day of a long week. But not exactly uncommon. Dreams of fear and loss and despair.


  Before I lost my mother to the enemy, before I learned of the Yeerk invasion of Earth, my life was pretty tame. Mostly I worried about things like whether I'd dropped enough hints at dinner about which Sega disk I wanted for my birthday.


  Not about things like the enslavement of the human race.


  Those were the days. Or, as Dad says, "The salad days."


  I'm not sure what that means exactly - "salad days" - but he says it a lot. I'm not a big fan of salad myself, unless it's heavily croutoned.


  Anyway, here's the rough sequence of events. I'll keep it brief.


  My mother - my beautiful, pretty-smelling, intelligent mother - took our boat out late one night and never came back. They found the boat. They didn't find her.


  She was presumed drowned. With no explanation of why she had done such a strange thing like take the boat out alone. At night. I mean, my mother was not exactly the suicidal type.


  Next. My friends - Jake, Rachel, Cassie, and Tobias - and I had the distinct misfortune to stumble upon a dying Andalite warrior prince who told us about the Yeerks and their invasion of our planet. He gave us the gift and curse of morphing, an Andalite technology that allows us to acquire the DNA of any animal and become - morph - that animal.


  This is our most spectacular weapon. The others are cunning, courage, and secrecy. (And in my case irresistible cuteness.)


  Then, we were joined by Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, younger brother of Prince Elfangor.


  Another highlight. This happened long after I'd learned my mother had not fallen overboard and drowned but had been infested by the Yeerk known as Visser One, originator of the Earth invasion. I'm talking about the time I'd seen her frail, Yeerk-infested body floating facedown as the Yeerks' underwater headquarters destructed.


  Since that moment I've spent at least, oh, a bazillion hours wondering if my mother could have survived. Rachel heard a submarine speeding away from the chaotic scene. And I'd seen a Leeran-Controller swimming toward my mother's floating body. So there was a chance she'd lived, a chance the Leeran had dragged her unconscious body to the sub and powered away.


  At least, that's what I chose to believe. But alongside that belief was the realization that the chances she'd made it to the sub were slim.


  You can understand how sometimes my particular daily grind gets to be a pain in the . . .


  I mean, five more or less normal kids, one of whom is now more bird than boy, plus an Andalite cadet are supposed to save the Earth from an army of evil sluglike parasites?


  What are the odds that's going to happen?


  The Yeerks are parasitic. They squirm their way into your ear canal and from there seep into every nook and cranny of your brain. They assume total control over your thoughts and your actions. They leave you alert and alive - but absolutely powerless to act or speak on your own behalf. You are locked in a kind of brain cage while the Yeerk takes over every single aspect of your life. The Yeerk is in total control.


  Total control.


  The Yeerk moves your eyes and hands and feet. The Yeerk speaks with your voice. The Yeerk opens your memories and reads them like a book. Every memory. Every secret.


  The Yeerk in my mother's head can look through her memories and see what she saw as she comforted me in my crib long, long ago. The Yeerk can see memories of me crying from a skinned knee. Memories of grouchy breakfasts with my dad and me. Memories of the hideously embarrassing "birds and bees" conversation.


  The Yeerk saw all of that. The Yeerk who held the rank of Visser One. The original overlord of the invasion of Earth. The Yeerk who made a slave of my mother.


  Because of this invasion our lives have become a series of fierce battles and narrow escapes. Of soul-crushing experiences and bone-shattering fights. You can see why my mornings have taken a dramatic turn for the worse.


  Just the same, when Dad left for work, I took a shower and got ready with every intention of going to school.


  Really, I did.


  Chapter 2


  



  With a clean face and conditioned hair I headed toward the school bus stop.


  And walked past it.


  Instead, I hopped on a city bus headed downtown.


  The warren of streets that is the financial and business center of our town seemed as good a place as any to kill time. To get lost without running the risk of running into anyone who knew me.


  There were movie theaters downtown. I figured I'd look around till I could catch a matinee of something loud and fun.


  Twenty minutes later the bus dropped me and thirty office-bound men and women in the heart of blue-suit central.


  It was still way early but already the sun was heating up the sidewalks, and the exhaust from the cars, trucks, and buses was spread like a grubby, smelly blanket over the concrete and steel jungle.


  Nice choice, Marco. I should have gone to the beach. I stood on the sidewalk and stared.


  Seething mass of humanity. I'd heard that phrase once and now I knew what it meant. It meant "office workers at rush hour."


  What was the big hurry? Did adults really like going to work? Or was Friday free donut day at the office?


  THWACK!


  I was down! My knees hit the pavement and my face landed in a planter full of cigarette butts and abandoned coffee cups.


  The enemy! I prepared myself for the next blow.


  Nothing. I looked up.


  No one had noticed I'd been knocked over.


  I got to my feet, dazed. I rubbed the ash, dirt, and stale coffee off my face with the bottom of my shirt.


  I was disgusted. And I was mad.


  A woman had run me over with her tank of a briefcase. Then she'd continued on down the street like nothing had happened. And no one had stopped to help me.


  "And they say my generation has no manners," I muttered.


  I gave myself a quick once-over - nothing seriously damaged but my dignity - and set out after the woman who'd so callously whacked me. This woman had an appointment with the dirty pavement, courtesy of a well-placed Saucony Cross Trainer.


  I caught up to her about halfway down the block and followed a few feet behind. Waiting for my chance. Her briefcase was big enough to hold a Doberman and built to maim, with steel corners and a big combination lock on the side.


  And what was up with that hair? The woman wore a stiff, curly blonde wig. Think steel-wool pad. Used. Slightly shredded. And yellow.


  I saw the perfect spot to exact my revenge.


  I skirted the crowd and hid behind a big, concrete column about a yard ahead, just at the corner of the courthouse. When Wig Lady passed - bingo, bango! BAM!


  She was going down.


  I peeked from around the pillar to see how close she was to meeting my foot. And then I bit my cheek to stop from screaming.


  The woman with the awful blonde hair and the briefcase . . .


  Was my mother!


  Visser One!


  I ducked back behind the column and pulled my South Park cap down over my eyes. She passed by. She hadn't seen me.


  My mother was alive!


  I took a deep breath and tried to comprehend this fact. She'd escaped the destruction of the Yeerk underwater complex. Relief and happiness and fear all at once. She was alive! But she was so dangerous. So terribly dangerous.


  Think, Marco. She's alive, but . . . the disguise. A blue power suit. A curly blonde wig. What had looked like blue contact lenses behind big, black-rimmed glasses. The massive briefcase.


  Why a disguise? To hide. From whom?


  Should I follow her? Find the others? I could still make it to school before the late bell. Maybe.


  But then I'd lose my mother for sure. And Visser One.


  I watched my mother's body walk down the street. When she reached the next corner, I followed.


  On the next block I saw her climb the steps to the front doors of the Sutherland Tower, the downtown area's tallest building. She squeezed herself and her briefcase into a compartment of the revolving door. I bolted up the steps, waited one extra revolution of the brass-plated door, then followed her in.


  The lobby was about three stories tall. Behind a row of security guards, water flowed down one pink marble wall into a lit pool. Visser One flashed some kind of pass and continued by the guard's station.


  I had no pass. Plus I was a kid. The guards had already seen me come in, and now they were looking at me like I was one hundred percent no-good. If I made the wrong move they were sure to hassle me. Then the Visser would look over her shoulder to see what the commotion was about and I'd be in big, big trouble.


  Visser One would recognize me as her host body's son.


  So I stood. Just stopped right there by the revolving door and waited for the next person to come through.


  Whoever it was, their DNA was mine.


  Chapter 3


  



  The revolving door whooshed. Footsteps behind me. I turned around.


  "Hi, Dad!" I said. "What took you so long?"


  The man was stocky, well-dressed, and surprised. But he had his ID in one hand and I had his other hand and before he knew it, the mild acquisition trance was in place.


  "Hello, Mr. Grant," said a slick-haired security guard.


  "It's 'Fathers Take Their Sons to Work Day!'" I said brightly as I led the zoned-out Mr. Grant past security.


  "Well, then, son, you pay attention! That's one important daddy you got!"


  "Yessir!" I replied.


  The boyish enthusiasm worked like a charm. I've found that if you act like a moron, adults tend to leave you alone. It's when they think you might be as smart as they are that they give you a hard time.


  I led Mr. Grant to the elevator. Let me make it clear that I had no intention of morphing this man. I just needed him to get me past security and to the elevators.


  Where Visser One was standing with her enormous metal case.


  Mr. Grant was waking up. I let go of his hand.


  "My," he muttered, putting his hand on his stomach. "That jelly donut is not sitting well."


  I looked up at Mr. Grant with an Adam Sandier idiot grin.


  Worked like a charm. Mr. Grant looked away and waited impatiently for the elevator with the rest of the men and woman in suits.


  I pulled my hat lower over my face.


  DING! The elevator door opened. An old guy with a rolling cart full of interoffice envelopes and UPS packages made an attempt to get out of the car.


  "Let 'em off, people!" he muttered as the crowd surged around him and into the elevator.


  Visser One passed on the mail guy's right. I went to his left. The mob prevented her from getting a glimpse of me.


  The doors closed. We were packed in the elevator like crayons in a crayon box. The important thing was Visser One was the crayon close to the button panel, and I was the crayon in the opposite back corner.


  But that's not good, I thought suddenly. I have to get out when my mom . . . the Visser gets out! If I miss the floor, I lose the Visser. And my mother. Again.


  At the same time, I couldn't allow Visser One to see me. There was only one thing I could do. A morph. In the slow-moving elevator. Surrounded by fifteen people and evil incarnate.


  A woman whose back was about three inches from the bill of my baseball cap dropped a section of her Wall Street Journal and I pretended not to notice. I slid down against the elevator wall, back straight, and with my fingertips, picked it up off the grubby red carpet. Behind the suited backs of fifteen adults, I opened the paper as wide as I could and held it in front of my face and over my head, like a tent. And then I began one of my least favorite morphs - the common housefly.


  Insane! It was insane. But what was my other choice? Lose Visser One? No. Not happening.


  I started shrinking almost immediately. In a moment, the newspaper blanketed me. My vision went dark and then flashed on again, pixilated.


  Two fly legs spurted from my chest. My hands shriveled into pincers. My skin hardened.


  And nobody noticed. It was bizarre! No one looked at me. Everyone continued to stare blankly ahead at the door or up at the ventilation grates on the roof of the elevator car.


  I was in an elevator full of people, turning into a fly, and no one so much as glanced back at me. I fought down the lunatic urge to say, "Hey, I'm turning into a fly, here. Hello? Are you people or statues?"


  The elevator slowed and stopped at a floor. The woman who had dropped the paper earlier bent to pick it up.


  Problem. I wasn't done morphing!


  I was about the size of a rat, with pink skin and a human nose. The other nine-tenths of me was housefly. Wings, six hairy legs, compound eyes, a big sticky tongue where my mouth had been. And I was sitting in the middle of a mound of clothes.


  A more disgusting sight I cannot imagine.


  The woman picked up the paper, stared back at a piece of nothing two feet above the head of the person in front of her, then froze.


  "Argh!" she said.


  Through my 360-degree multifaceted fly vision I watched her look slowly back down to the dirty red carpet. But it was too late.


  Totally fly now, I kicked on my wings, zoomed crazily into the air, sped over the woman's head and landed on a corner of the Visser's briefcase. The elevator door opened. The woman who was positive she had just seen a rat-sized fly-boy on the elevator floor rushed out with her hand to her mouth.


  A few other business people filed out after her and the Visser pressed the CLOSE button.


  The twenty-first floor. Mr. Grant got off.


  The Visser pushed CLOSE once more.


  And I was alone in the elevator with my mother.


  Twenty-second floor. The elevator slid to a stop. The doors opened and Visser One stepped out into the hallway. I rode on her briefcase to where she stopped just outside the third door on the right.


  It was all I needed to know. Time to get out of there and tell the others.


  Chapter 4


  



  I let go with my sticky, pincher fly feet. I buzzed my gossamer wings and lifted up off the Visser's metal case.


  Up, circle back and away toward . . .


  SCHLOOOOP!


  Wind! A tornado of wind!


  My wings beat with a speed only an insect could achieve. But I was too close! A vent, ribbed steel, as high as a ten-story building to me, and twice as wide.


  Air cleaner! Industrial-strength. Suction. Suction like a vacuum cleaner!


  WHAM!


  I hit a metal crossbar.


  Then I was through. Hurtling down an aluminum shaft. And now, concentrated in the enclosed space, the air current was unbelievable.


  <Aaaagh!>


  I was spinning, out of control, wings almost useless. And I wasn't alone. Pieces of lint and human hair. Dust and the circles of paper a three-hole puncher leaves behind. An assortment of dazed mosquitoes, gnats, and other flies, all zooming around me like the tornado scene from The Wizard of Oz. All of it shattered into the thousand tiny TV sets of my fly eyes. All of it in weird, distorted colors.


  I tumbled faster and faster toward a giant filter. Bundles of flying-bug parts and lint were scattered at its base. There was only one thing to do.


  Demorph!


  I started growing almost immediately and almost immediately I stopped tumbling. Anything over the weight of a flicked booger pretty much canceled out the power of the industrial-strength air cleaner.


  My wings shriveled and sucked into the now-supple skin under my shoulder blades. My eyes rotated from the sides of my head back to the front of my face. Two fly legs shot back into my chest.


  FLOOP! FLOOP!


  My other fly legs rotated to where my human legs and arms should be and everything started to grow. Suddenly, I realized that the aluminum shaft that had seemed as big as the school gym when I was a fly just might not be big enough for my human self.


  Getting trapped like a big chunk of Snicker's Blizzard in a straw was something I was not prepared for.


  I pushed my now-human arms in front of me and thrust my legs behind me. I lay fully extended on my stomach in the air shaft.


  And then I stopped demorphing. I was me. For once, I was grateful to be a little on the short side.


  Still, I was trapped inside a very dusty air vent.


  I slithered down the square metal tube, away from the filter, toward a light beaming across the shaft. I pushed myself forward with my toes and pulled myself along with my fingers, trying hard not to panic.


  The light was coming from a vent high on the wall of an office. I gave the grate a whack and it opened downward like a miniature door. I was a good eight or nine feet in the air. I lowered myself headfirst, slowly, slowly . . .


  Keys jingled outside the door.


  I dropped fast, forcing myself into a head-over-heels tumble as I fell.


  BAM!


  Right into a wastebasket.


  "Three points," I whispered to myself.


  The door to the office opened just as I scurried into the second room, a big, windowless space full of gray cubicles.


  "Hello?" Lights popped on. "Mr. Grant?"


  Footsteps. Slow, but coming my way.


  I had no choice! I had to morph Mr. Grant.


  I dashed into an empty cubicle at the back of the room and felt the changes begin.


  Morphing a fly may be gross, but morphing a human being is far more frightening. Not to mention morally suspect. In this case, morphing an adult male was like getting an unwanted glimpse into my own future and realizing that my future was not pretty.


  The first thing to change was my stomach. It grew out and around until the seams of my morphing suit began to tear.


  My thick, gorgeous hair was sucked into my broadening skull. I slapped a hand to my head. A receding hairline! A balding spot right on top!


  I watched as the skin on my hands wrinkled slightly. Pale blotches sprinkled themselves across the knuckles. I touched my face with the ugly fingers. Wow! Rough . . . At this rate I'd have a five o'clock shadow by noon!


  My butt! I turned my double-chinned neck as far as it would turn and saw over my thick shoulder a wide protuberance - and my bike shorts in shreds.


  Panic set in. I was pretty sure I hadn't grown taller but man, had I gotten wider!


  "Mr. Grant?"


  "Yes?" I yelped, sticking my balding, slightly grizzled head over the cubicle partition.


  The woman stood in the doorway of the second room.


  "Uh, are you okay, Mr. Grant?" She took another step inside.


  "No!" I shouted. "I mean, don't come in. I'm very busy. I'm just fine."


  "You were working in the dark Mr. Grant. Are you sure . . ."


  "Yes, I'm just fine, thanks. I'll be done here in a few minutes," I babbled.


  Another step closer. "Why are you at Carlos's desk?"


  Good one. I thought fast. "Uh, well, there's something wrong with my computer, so, uh, I thought I'd borrow this one. Uh, could you get me a cup of coffee from the Starbucks on the corner? Please?"


  The woman's eyebrows quirked but she turned and headed for the door. "Sure, Mr. Grant. I'll be right back."


  "Thanks, thanks a lot!" I said, ducking back behind the cubicle partition.


  Yow! Too close. I waited until I hoped the woman had gotten on the elevator and sprinted from the cubicle. Time to find a place safe to de-morph and get the heck out of this building.


  The men's room. I flung open the door to the hallway. And ran smack into . . .


  "Aaahh!" I yelled. "Mr. Grant!"


  "What the . . ." was all he got out before he slumped to the floor.


  I shot a glance up and down the hallway. No one.


  "Oh man, oh man, Jake is gonna kill me, and if he doesn't, Cassie will." I hefted Mr. Grant to a half-sitting position and dragged him across the hall and into a broom closet. It was like moving one of those stones they used to build the pyramids. The man liked his pastry.


  I shut the door behind us and tried to catch my breath. Hard to do when you're panicking on several fronts simultaneously.


  I propped him up against a mop bucket on wheels and started to undress him.


  Quickly, I changed into Mr. Grant's blue suit. Well, all except the tie. I have no idea how to tie one.


  When I was dressed I opened the broom closet door, looked both ways, then scooted as fast as Mr. Grant could to the elevator.


  A moment later the elevator doors slid open and I burst inside.


  I was outta there.


  Chapter 5


  



  It was almost lunch period by the time I'd gone home, changed, and got back to school.


  Now, getting into school late is not the easiest thing in the world to do, but it can be done. Luckily, our school has no guards or metal detectors like they have in the high schools. All I had to worry about was the stray teacher or kiss-up hall monitor.


  I leaned around the front door. Nobody. Just the janitor, but his back was to me and he was wearing headphones. And doing this weird kind of shuffling dance as he pushed a mop across the vomit-green linoleum tile that is our school's main hallway.


  I slid around the doorjamb and booked the other way down the main hall. I could see the tops of teachers' heads through the windows in the classroom doors, but knew they couldn't see me. Another benefit of being vertically challenged.


  I made it to my locker undetected. A second later, the bell for lunch period rang and the halls were mobbed by kids charging out of class. One of them was Jake. I dropped my math book. He picked it up.


  "Jake, you really do care."


  "Where have you been?" he demanded.


  "Guess who I saw?" I whispered, pulling a notebook at random from my locker.


  Jake sighed. "Marco, just tell me . . ."


  "Marco!"


  A hand clapped onto my shoulder.


  "So nice of you to join us today."


  "My pleasure, Mr. Chapman," I said. "I would never want to miss a day of learning."


  Jake gave me a "This-is-your-problem" look and sauntered away.


  "Ah, amusing as always, Marco. And where might you have been? I called your home. No answer. No answer at all."


  "I was . . . with my father."


  "Oh, really?"


  "Yes, Mr. Chapman. It was 'Take Your Son to Work Day' at his office."


  "Then I suppose you won't mind me calling him at work?"


  "Not at all," I bluffed. "Would you like the number?"


  Chapman looked me up and down. If he called my dad, I was busted, big time.


  "He'll be in meetings all afternoon, that's why I came back to school," I added. "But you could leave a message on his voice mail."


  "Just get where you're supposed to be, Marco."


  "Yes, sir."


  I should have said "Yes, you Yeerk-carrying freak." But that would have been fatal. To me.


  Telling Jake about Visser One would have to wait. In the cafeteria I passed a note to Rachel.


  Barn. After school. Good news and bad.


  I sat at the end of a lunch table and ate my pizza alone.


  Ignored the minor food fight going on at the table to my right. Vaguely noticed the pimply kid slurping some gross yellow soup from a plaid thermos at the other end of my table. Thought for two seconds about the history test I was going to fail that afternoon. Wondered if Chapman was going to bring up my cutting school and failing my history test at the next parent-teacher conference. Considered whether I'd rather spend my life working at McDonald's or Burger King after I got expelled.


  But my mind wouldn't stay on any one topic. Nothing really mattered, did it? Nothing except one extraordinarily complicated, amazingly wonderful fact.


  My mother was alive.


  Alive.


  I saw Rachel giving me the fish eye from across the room. I mouthed that one word: alive.


  Evidently Rachel doesn't read lips. She misunderstood what I'd said and responded by mouthing two words I won't repeat.


  But I didn't care. No one could blow this one moment of relief for me.


  She was alive. And someday, somehow, by some miracle I could only fantasize about, she'd be my mom again.


  Chapter 6


  



  "Marco," Cassie said, "tell us why we're here."


  "We" being four kids, a bird, and a furry blue alien. Freaks is our name, saving the world is our game.


  "This morning I skipped school and took the bus downtown." I shot a look at Jake. "And before anyone jumps down my throat, I know it's dumb to call attention to myself, so sue me. Anyway, I was trying to avoid being trampled by the wing tips when I saw my . . . Visser One. She was in disguise. A terrible wig, blue contacts, and big square glasses. But it was her."


  "Oh, man," Jake said. "Are you sure it was your mother?"


  "Oh, yeah. I got a great look at her right before I was going to trip her."


  "You were going to trip your mother?" said Cassie.


  "Yes, because she'd knocked me down with this big metal briefcase. It doesn't matter. What matters is that it was Visser One. My mother. In disguise."


  "You're sure she didn't recognize you and knock you down on purpose?" Rachel demanded.


  "Yeah," I said. "Anyway, she thinks I'm a Controller. Remember when we went after the Yeerks' underwater complex? Don't forget: We spoke. She thinks I'm one of them. So why would she smack me, unprovoked? And if she knew the truth about me, she'd have done more than just knock me down."


  "And what was the brilliant motive behind skipping school?"


  "I'm an adventurer, Rachel," I said. "Much like Daniel Boone. Magellan. Marco Polo. I will not rest until I have explored every alley, every nook, every cranny of this big, crazy world of ours."


  "Not funny, Mr. Polo," she snapped. "You could have gotten us in big trouble . . . ."


  <What is a cranny, exactly?> Tobias wondered from his perch above us.


  <So. Visser One is alive,> Ax said coldly. <This is not good news.>


  "The corollary, Ax. My mother's alive, too," I pointed out. "I followed her into the Sutherland Tower. She's got an office on the twenty-second floor."


  "What do you think she's doing in there?" Cassie said.


  I shook my head. "I didn't stick around to find out."


  "The last time we saw Visser One," Jake mused, "Visser Three saw us - the enemy - spare her life."


  <If Visser Three understood that we spared Visser One, he would conclude that she is a traitor.> Ax said.


  "Which explains the disguise," I agreed. "But she'd still need access to a Yeerk pool. To Kandrona rays. Which Visser Three wouldn't allow if he thought she was a traitor. Obviously. So . . ."


  "So somehow she's alive, somehow she's getting Kandrona rays," Rachel said.


  "The question is why?" Cassie said.


  "Why what?"


  "Why is she here, on Earth? Look, we know going way back that Vissers One and Three are enemies. Visser One let us escape from Visser Three early on. Visser Three must have suspected she was behind that. Then he's got the fact that we let her live when we could have finished her off. So he must want her bad. So why is she walking around downtown? I mean, wig or no wig, Earth isn't a safe place for her."


  Rachel grinned. "Come on, it's obvious. She's here to take down Visser Three. Why else? It's her only way out. Take down her main enemy. Then get herself straight with whoever is above them both."


  I nodded. It made sense. Figure Rachel to understand the mind of Visser One.


  "Whatever her exact motives, it's bad news for us," Cassie said.


  "Not necessarily," Jake said. "Warring Vissers are a lot easier to handle than Vissers united against us."


  <Divide and conquer,> Ax agreed. <We may be able to use the feud between the Vissers to our advantage.>


  Jake nodded. "First step, find out what's in that office."


  "She's on twenty-two, third door to the right off the elevator," I said.


  <We might be able to gain access from the roof,> Ax suggested.


  "Tobias?"


  <Yeah, I know the Sutherland Tower,> he said. <There's a door on the roof that probably opens on a staircase leading to the top-floor hall. There's a padlock but the door's pretty rickety. We should have no problem getting in.>


  "Fly morph?" Cassie said. "Up to the roof as a bird, demorph, morph a fly . . ."


  "Not recommended. I had a bad experience with the ventilation system today. But a fast, heavier bug would work, one that can go under doors and through walls."


  "You mean . . ."


  "That's right." I grinned. "Everyone's favorite houseguest. The wily cockroach."


  "We do this right away," Jake directed. "Tonight. But I'm out. Family function."


  "Me, too," Rachel said, rolling her eyes. "I promised my mother I'd baby-sit for Jordan and Sara. And I have blown my mom off way too much lately."


  "I hate to do this," Cassie said, "but I'm out, too. I am one test away from a 'D' in math. If I get a 'D' my parents will be in my life twenty-four hours a day."


  <Ax and I are available,> Tobias said. <No families, no homes, nothing to do but watch the owls eat my mice. Ax-man and I will handle this.>


  "And me, obviously," I said.


  Jake looked at me.


  "What about your dad?" Cassie asked quickly. She was trying to give me an out.


  "What about him? He's been working twelve-hour days on a big project. He comes home, he plops on the couch, he watches ESPN. He'll never know I'm gone."


  Jake continued to look at me. Rachel looked away.


  <There's the problem of Visser One inhabiting your mother's body,> Ax stated bluntly. <And the temptations that seeing her again might arouse.>


  Leave it to Ax to be blunt.


  "Ax is right, Marco," Cassie said. "Coming face-to-face with Visser One again will be hard for you. And dangerous. For all of us."


  "Did I give myself away on the Royan Island mission?" I demanded. "Or today?"


  "First time, pretty close," Rachel muttered.


  "No, not pretty close," I snapped. "I didn't. And that's the fact."


  There was an awkward silence.


  "I don't believe this crap," I said. "We've been through this before. The mission comes first. Personal hang-ups, second. I'm in. I'm going. Period."


  Jake sighed. "Okay, Marco, Ax, and Tobias. Tonight." He looked at me. "Don't do anything foolish. It's reconnaissance only."


  I nodded.


  "And if it comes to a judgment call, Tobias makes the call."


  That caught me off guard. But there was no point arguing. In Jake's place I'd have done the same thing.


  "No problem."


  Jake came and took my arm and drew me with him outside into the afternoon sunlight. I cringed. I knew what was coming.


  "I noticed a certain lack of details about what happened today," Jake said. "Which tells me you did things that I probably don't want to hear about."


  "Yeah. You probably don't." I tried out a devil-may-care grin. Not a big success.


  Jake folded his arms over his chest and looked down at the ground in silence. Then up at me.


  Jake has changed a lot over the months we've been fighting this little war. The look he gave me did not come from my boy Jake, my bud, my pal. It came from a battle commander.


  Freaky seeing how old Jake has gotten.


  "Marco, you're my best friend. But if you ever go off like that again you and I will have serious problems."


  In the old days I'd have said "Bite me," or something equally brilliant.


  Now I said, "Okay, understood."


  It was all I could do to stop myself from saying, "Yes, sir."


  Chapter 7


  



  At eleven-thirty that night, with my dad safely snoring in his room, I morphed to seagull and flew to one of the little urban parks scattered throughout the downtown area. Benches, shrubs, trash cans, a few spindly trees. A place where the suits go to eat their bagel sandwiches.


  I landed on the dusty ground to pick through the bounty that is an overturned garbage can when I heard the call of a bird of prey. Reluctantly I turned away from the remains of a gyro and took off to join a red-tailed hawk coming in from the north and a northern harrier, coming from the south.


  A scavenger like the seagull are good flyers, low and fast. But not nearly as good as hawks and harriers. Too fat from gorging on hot dogs and clams, maybe. By the time I joined Ax and Tobias on the roof of the Sutherland Tower, I was exhausted from pushing for all that altitude.


  <The light's not on in the office,> Tobias said.


  <She's there,> I said confidently. She had to be. <Let's try that door.>


  The door Tobias had told us about earlier wasn't keeping anyone out, least of all a roach. Clearly at one point someone had pried his way in with a crowbar, leaving gouges plenty wide for even a hefty seagull.


  But roach was the way to go.


  They say that after the big one, total nuclear annihilation, when every other living thing has been turned into a pile of glowing mud, roaches will still be powering over the ruins of civilization.


  The amazing indestructible roach. They adapt almost immediately to whatever poison is unleashed on them. And they eat virtually anything - books, glue, plants, dead fish, old sneakers. It's almost impossible to destroy them.


  I like that about cockroaches.


  The wind was whipping. Heavy clouds covered the moon and the stars. Only the lights on in the surrounding buildings pierced the gloom. We were three mutants on a depressing, deserted island in the sky. An acre of tarred gravel and air-conditioning machinery surrounded us. There was a flagpole, no flag. The hoist kept slapping the pole with a sort of hollow twang.


  The sight of Ax halfway between Andalite and cockroach was more interesting than disturbing. Like an armadillo from planet Kill-or-Be-Killed. A cat-sized beetle with a shell made of steel and six roach legs, each with an Andalite hoof. Add to that a foot-long tail with a spike made to stab and you have one mean-looking being.


  Tobias, on the other hand, looked disgusting.


  Red-tailed hawks and cockroaches were not meant to merge. You've got absolute majesty on the one hand and absolute utility on the other. Mother Nature didn't come up with a birdbug on her own for good reason.


  Tobias's beak had transformed into a jaw, opening and shutting involuntarily. Pencil-size antennae jutted from his head. Two hairy stumps poked from the sides of his hawk neck. His wings had molted and shifted onto his back. I watched as they hardened into translucent shell. Below them I could see roach wings growing out of the top of his head.


  I shuddered and started my own morph. Focused on all that was roach. Garbage, dark corners, bathrooms, opened cereal boxes . . .


  My skin hardened first, scalp to toes.


  My arms fused to my sides, then migrated to my back.


  Four legs crept out of my sides and I fell forward. The floor had already been getting closer and closer as I shrank to the size of a quarter.


  My vision pixilated. Compound roach eyes, with about two thousand lenses, were in place.


  My antennae twitched as the roach's amazing sense of smell surged to life. Roaches can smell everything. Good smells like bacon frying. Bad smells like dog poop.


  The roof smelled like tar and electricity and cigarette butts.


  My innards lost definition and became one long intestinal tract. My mouth lost its lips. My tongue gravitated back into my throat and became a crop, a kind of second mouth.


  And then the roach brain turned on. I was in the open.


  Way open.


  No shelter! No protection!


  Fear! Fear! Fear!


  I charged ahead and narrowly missed ramming another cockroach. I turned, scrambled across the tar paving of the roof, skittered across a pile of broken glass, and launched. I did an Evel Knievel into Ax.


  <Marco, Tobias, I believe you may be in the grip of the cockroach instincts,> Ax said.


  <Oh, and you're not?> Tobias countered. <I see you: You're six inches up the flagpole!>


  <Okay, okay, everyone stop,> I said. <Nobody move. Where are we heading?>


  <The door. Which is . . . well . . .>


  Ten minutes later we found our way back to the door. We crept through the ravaged door and skittered wildly down the steps.


  There are two ways a roach can go down a set of stairs. It can climb across each tread and down each riser, or it can simply leap off each step and land on the step below.


  Unfortunately, we had a lot of steps to go to get down to the twenty-second floor.


  So I suggested a third possibility.
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  <The railing is continuous,> I pointed out. <We could race down along the railing.>


  <What if we fall off?> Tobias asked.


  <We land on the steps, big deal,> I said.


  <What if we fall off to the right?>


  I was afraid he was going to bring that up. Roach eyes couldn't see that far but I was pretty sure it was a straight drop all the way down. <Then we find out just how far a roach can fall without getting killed.>


  <We do have to watch our time in morph,> Tobias said.


  The railing was cylindrical painted steel. A bar welded here and there, but basically snaking downward in a long, steep series of tight ovals.


  Climbing it was hard. Even for a roach. The paint was slick. Fortunately, it had been painted many times and the cracks and runs of many paint jobs gave us footholds.


  Still, it was like climbing the Washington Monument. At the top we scrambled over onto the railing itself.


  Picture one of those Olympic ski jumps. Only you can't see well enough to see the end. And it's curved, so you can slide off left or right. And if it's right you are going to fall for about three days.


  I was in the lead.


  <I think we just go for it,> I said. <I mean, all out instead of creeping along.>


  <Twenty floors,> Tobias said. <Two turns equal a floor. Forty turns.>


  <I will keep track,> Ax offered.


  Ax has no faith in our human ability to do simple things like count. With good reason.


  <The horses are at the starting gate,> I said. <And . . . they're off!>


  I motored my roach legs and rocketed down the railing.


  <Aaaaahhhhhh!>


  Zooooooom!


  Down the railing!


  You think a roach looks fast from five feet up as you're trying to stomp it on the kitchen floor? It looks a lot faster down at roach level.


  My face was a millimeter off the "ground." Like being strapped facedown underneath someone's Porsche.


  My legs were splayed too wide, so that with each of my steps, each of my six legs slipped off into the air. The result was a sort of lurching, out-of-control run that had me skinning along on my belly half the time.


  <Aaaahhhhh!> Tobias yelled from behind me.


  <First turn!> I yelled.


  I hit the turn going at what felt like two hundred miles an hour. I slid to my right to catch the banked corner.


  It was total toboggan. It was the luge with rockets strapped to your butt. It was a ride that a skateboarder would have traded his kidneys for.


  Down at insane speed, feet motoring, slipping, belly skinning, antennae whipping back. The "road" was a balance beam that had been replaced by a pipe.


  It was insane!


  <Turn!>


  I whipped into a second turn, and now my momentum had taken over. There was no stopping. There was no slowing down. We were out of control. We were projectiles, barely making contact with the steel, banking into 5g turns that would have dropped our guts out through our toes. If we'd had guts. Or toes.


  Floor after floor! Bare escape after bare escape. Skittering, scrabbling, fighting, running like someone who's being dragged behind a bus.


  <Two more turns and we are there,> Ax yelled.


  <What do we do?>


  <Jump!>


  <Jump? When?>


  <NOW!> Ax yelled.
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  I went into the final turn. No banking this time. It was time for the sled to go off the path while the announcer said, "Oh! Ladies and gentlemen, there's been a terrible accident; I hope everyone's okay!"


  I hit the turn. I did not drop down to take the turn. I kept motoring, straight ahead. Straight ahead and suddenly my little roach feet were motoring on air.


  <Aaaaahhhhh!>


  I fell.


  I fell a long way.


  Plop!


  I hit the floor.


  Plop! Plop!


  Ax and Tobias landed nearby.


  <You okay?>


  <Yeah. Ax-man?>


  <I am fine.>


  <That was cool!> I said.


  <Way cool!> Tobias agreed.


  <Let's never, ever do that again!> I said.


  <Never. Ever.>


  <Repetition of that activity would be a very bad idea,> Ax agreed.


  We scooted over to, then under a fire door, with the steel scraping our backs, and into the hallway of the twenty-second floor.


  The hall was dark except for a weak ray of light from the bottom of a closed door just ahead. We raced along the industrial carpet, hugging the wall.


  Then the door to the lighted office opened.


  A man stepped out and the hall lights went on.


  Panic!


  <Nobody move!>


  We stood stock-still as the looming figure took another step.


  "IRS and their audits," the man muttered.


  He turned the lights off and locked the door behind him. Then he went ballistic.


  "Roach!" he cried. I felt the violent vibration of his massive human foot slam down on the carpet.


  <Ax! Tobias!>


  <I am right behind you, Marco,> Ax replied.


  <I think he got a real roach,> Tobias said. <Just stay put. Freeze!>


  The man walked toward the elevator, muttering about how much rent he was paying for his office and there were roaches and they said it was a luxury building, hah!


  There was a DING announcing the elevator's arrival. The hall lights went off. The elevator door closed. We were alone on the twenty-second floor.


  Except, of course, for my mom.


  No, not my mom, I told myself. I couldn't start thinking that way.


  She was Visser One. That's who we were up against.


  We scurried on until we reached what I was pretty sure was the door to the Visser's office. Up along the doorjamb, then across the surface of the door to the base of the window set in the center.


  The roach's vision was not so spectacular. Still, I could make out enough of the room to decide it looked like a normal office. A reception desk, a plush chair, a leather couch, phones, computer, printer, a copy machine, a coffee-maker.


  Nothing Yeerk about it at all.


  <Perhaps we have the wrong location,> Ax said.


  <I know I saw her go in here this morning.>


  <We've got to go in. I didn't just survive the roller coaster from hell to turn around and give up.> Tobias said as he led the way. We skittered back down the door and tried to squeeze under it. No luck.


  <An impenetrable seal,> Ax noted. <Probably around the entire doorframe.>


  <No one puts this tight a seal around an average office door.> I sighed. <Looks like the air vent's our best bet.>


  I led the way up the wall and through the air vent I'd been sucked into that morning.


  <Which way?> Tobias asked.


  <I'm guessing to the right.>


  We scrambled through scatterings of lint and ash to a vent that opened into what had to be the Visser's lair. Assuming the Visser was preparing to go to war with a small country.


  <Hologram paint,> Ax explained. <One can paint a window, project a hologram onto the back of this paint, and thereby disguise a room. The Visser has projected the picture of a normal office onto the back of the paint. Very clever.>


  <So anyone who passes by, like a security guard, won't know what's going down in here,> Tobias added.


  <It's got to be on the exterior windows, too,> I surmised. <To fool window washers.>


  <Or red-tailed hawks. Let's do this quick and get out of here.>


  In almost total darkness we crawled out through the grate and along the ceiling until we reached a wall. Then down the wall and onto the gray industrial carpeting.


  <I'll demorph first,> Ax said. <In case there is need for defense.>


  In a few minutes, we were in our normal forms. With our keen Andalite, hawk, and human senses.


  It was then I wished I was still a roach. A roach would not have seen so clearly what I saw now.


  In the corner of the room was a small, portable Yeerk pool. Like a stainless-steel Jacuzzi. The steel-bound briefcase I'd seen that morning was nearby.


  On the lip of the portable Yeerk pool was a large clamp. A sort of collar.


  My mother's neck was in that collar. It held her tight. It held her head sideways, so that one side of her face, one ear, was pressed into the water.


  The rest of her body stood awkwardly, helplessly, bent over.


  <The Yeerk is feeding,> Ax said coldly.


  A Yeerk must return to the Yeerk pool every three days to absorb Kandrona rays. Otherwise it starves.


  The complex box was a portable Kandrona.


  My mother was, for this time, for just these few moments, my mother. The Yeerk slug that was Visser One was out of her head, in the liquid, feeding.


  Right now she was my mom.


  Five steps and I would be beside her.


  I moved.
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  <Marco!> Tobias snapped.


  A second step. A third!


  <Ax!>


  Suddenly there was an Andalite tail blade at my throat.


  I stopped.


  <No, Marco,> Ax said calmly. <Visser One will be back in your mother's head the second she senses any danger. And you could not open those locks with force. They are no doubt controlled by a brain-wave interface. So that the Yeerk can maintain control, even outside your mother's body.>


  I grabbed his tail and tried to shove it away.


  But an Andalite tail is nothing but one long, coiled muscle. It moved about three inches.


  <Marco, stop it!> Tobias said. <Back off and think about it! Right now she's turned away, so she can't see you. You step into her line of sight, she'll know.>


  I stopped trying to push Ax's tail away.


  <We're here to investigate, Marco,> Tobias said gently. <Not the time, my friend. No matter how much you want it to be, this isn't the time.>


  <What if you fail, Marco?> Ax asked. <If you reveal yourself but are unable to stop the Yeerk from reentering her. What then, Marco?>


  My mother was locked into a vise, three feet away from me. Maybe Ax was wrong. Maybe I could release the clamp. Maybe . . .


  I stepped back.


  I felt like dirt. She was right there! Free, if only for a moment. I could tell her I was okay! I could tell her . . .


  Nothing. I could tell her nothing. Ax was probably right. I would not have been able to free her. Visser One would reinfest. Security would be breached. Our secret revealed. And then?


  And then we would have to destroy the innocent as well as the guilty.


  It made sense. It was the cold, calculated, smart thing to do.


  I wiped my hand over my face. It came away wet.


  "What's that? In the corner," I whispered, distracting myself.


  <Surveillance and communications equipment.>


  It was a console about the size of an upright piano. On top sat a satellite dish, pointed toward the outside window. In the middle of the console was a large screen. And on that screen were images that seemed to have been shot from above.


  Images that were disturbingly familiar. Images of free Hork-Bajir.


  <Visser One knows about the Hork-Bajir colony,> Tobias said grimly. <That's what she's up to.>


  <Handheld Dracon weapons over there, surveillance devices, a portable Yeerk pool,> Ax observed, looking around the room with his stalk eyes. <Everything the Visser needs for guerrilla action.>


  <That briefcase, by the side of the Yeerk pool,> Tobias said. <Is that what she was carrying this morning, Marco?>


  "Yeah. And there's another one on the desk by the window," I whispered.


  <Emergency Kandrona Particle Generators,> Ax surmised. <One use each. It appears the Visser only has six days to finish whatever it is she's started.>


  "Rot in hell!"


  It was said softly, but ferociously. We froze.


  My mother's voice! But who was she talking to? To us? Did she know we were there? Had she heard us?


  No. No, of course: She was talking to the Yeerk. It must have begun to reinfest her.


  BBWWBBWWBBWW!


  The room started to tremble. I jumped, startled out of my trance.


  <What?> Tobias demanded.


  "Out of here!" I hissed.


  We darted through a second door. Into a small, private bathroom.


  BAM!


  Even in the bathroom I felt the shock of the blow. Someone or something slamming the office door with the force of a battering ram.


  BAM! BAM!


  "The Yeerks," I said. "They're here to kill her!"


  <Then they will be doing our job for us,> Ax answered coldly.


  "Not while I stand around and watch," I said.


  <The person in the next room is not your mother. It is Visser One. She will kill you the first chance she gets.>


  I ignored him. Gorilla. It was my favorite power morph and I was ready to bust some heads. If I couldn't save my mother from her Yeerk, at least I could save her from whoever was trying to kill Visser One.


  <You are being extremely foolish,> Ax said.


  "Bull. You're letting your hatred of Yeerks get in the way. If Visser Three is trying to kill Visser One there may be an opening for us."


  <An opportunity?> Tobias said thoughtfully.


  <Maybe,> Ax allowed. <But Prince Jake said we were not to ->


  "Blame me," I muttered.


  <We will,> Tobias said with a laugh.


  FWAM!


  The outer door crashed in.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  The familiar sounds of Dracon beams firing!


  I opened the bathroom door. In the office, total chaos.


  The Visser had freed my mother's body from the pool and she was crouched behind the surveillance console. She was firing a Dracon beam.


  A Hork-Bajir was staggering back, a burning hole in its chest. But more were pushing through the doorway.


  <Party time,> I said, now fully gorilla.


  I opened the bathroom door and barreled out.


  Visser One shot a surprised glance at me. She hesitated. Should she shoot?


  Two huge Hork-Bajir rushed her. She turned her attention back to them. Too late!


  A bladed arm swung. It was meant to remove my mother's arm. It missed and knocked the weapon from her hand.


  She was helpless. The Hork-Bajir leaned close.


  WHUMPF!


  My fist flattened the snout of the Hork-Bajir. He staggered back. Visser One dived for her Dracon beam. Ax leaped from the bathroom.


  "Andalite!" one of the Hork-Bajir yelled in shock.


  FWAPP!


  Ax's tail blade did to the Hork-Bajir what he'd intended doing to my mom.


  But the Hork-Bajir were still coming. There were four in the room. More outside.


  "Tseeeeer!"


  Tobias flapped, talons out. A flurry of russet feathers and the Hork-Bajir fell back, clutching his eyes.


  We fought our way through the stunned aliens, smashing and slashing. And then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Visser One level her Dracon beam. At me!


  Too far away for me to reach her. <Ax!> I yelled.


  FWAPP!


  The bullwhip-fast tail slammed the portable Kandrona and knocked it into her head.


  <Rather stupid, Visser, since we are attempting to save your life,> he said to her.


  "I don't take help from Andalites!" she screamed in rage. But her weapon was out of reach. Hork-Bajir blocked any hope of retrieving it.


  The Visser turned and ran into the bathroom.


  I jumped to my feet, just in time, for an injured Hork-Bajir flailing blindly was about to cut a deep gash in my side. I grabbed it by one of its bladed arms and flung it into a wall. I sunk my fist into a second Hork-Bajir. And Tobias did his own damage. But it was Ax who was winning this fight. His tail was whipping left, right, too fast for the eye to follow.


  The Hork-Bajir fell back before him. Fell back fighting at first, then in panic. They fought to get back out through the door.


  I grabbed the splintered mess of door and shoved it back in place.


  I gave Ax a look. <Dude. I think you really scared them.>


  <We obviously took them by surprise,> he said modestly.


  <I hear chopper blades,> Tobias said, hawk head cocked.


  <Is it a getaway, or reinforcements?>


  <Don't know. Marco. Open that window for me.>


  I picked up a chair and threw it against the window. It shattered. <In high-rise office buildings the windows don't open,> I said.


  Tobias flew out through shards of glittering glass. He reported immediately. <They're outta here!>


  "Die, Andalite!"


  The bathroom door flew open. An arm was raised. A frail-looking arm. With a not-at-all-frail-looking Dracon beam.


  She'd stashed a weapon in the bathroom!


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  The light beams were aimed dead-center at Ax. But Ax wasn't there by the time she'd pulled the trigger.


  I dove for the floor and shot forward, sliding on spilt Hork-Bajir blood. The Visser was crouched behind the surveillance console again, hate in her eyes. In my massive fist I grabbed one of the Visser's enormous briefcases and blocked a shot aimed at my head.


  With all the power of my gorilla muscles and all the rage of a kid bent on revenge, I leaped forward, tumbled over the surveillance console, and onto Visser One.


  WHHUMMPPFFF.


  Four hundred pounds of muscle and flesh crushing my mother's slim human body.


  I stood up, yanked her to her feet, calmly disarmed her, and tossed the weapon aside. I put her in an armlock.


  A gentle armlock.


  <We save your regrettable life and you try to kill us,> Ax sneered. <You are a perfect representative of your species.>


  "So why don't you kill me?" Visser One spat. "Arrogant Andalite filth! Why don't you kill me now?"


  <As you wish,> Ax said, nodding to me. <For my part I say: Kill her.>
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  <Kill her now,> Ax said in public thought-speak.


  But in a private aside, heard only by me and Tobias, he added, <I am speaking only for dramatic effect, of course. But it would be good for the Yeerk to be frightened.>


  I tightened my grip. Let her feel the irresistible power in my arms. I resisted the urge to cry, "I'm sorry, Mom!"


  "Stop!" the Visser screamed. "Don't kill me!"


  I relaxed my massive arms. My mother's human body slumped. I could hear her labored breathing. See her shoulder blades through the thin silk blouse she wore.


  <Why shouldn't we kill you?> Ax taunted. <You Yeerks killed my brother, Elfangor.>


  "Elfangor's brother! I might have known some branch of his squalid, cowardly family still lived! But it was Visser Three who ended Elfangor's evil life. He's the one you want. And so do I. I want him dead as much as you do. Not that I wouldn't have been proud to claim Elfangor as my own victim."


  <I'm going to let her go,> I said. I couldn't hold her any longer. I was halfway between a loving hug and a furious strangle.


  <She may still have concealed weapons,> Ax said privately.


  <Hey, I am not frisking my own mother.>


  <She's not carrying anything,> Tobias said. <I'd see it.>


  I let her go. She straightened her blonde wig and took a few deep breaths.


  I knocked the wig from her head with a sudden backhand. I don't know why.


  The Visser . . . my mother . . . shot me a look of cold amusement. "Gentle Andalite warrior," she said mockingly.


  <You're alive. So be quiet,> I snapped.


  "I won't be alive for long," she said, suddenly weary. "Visser Three had accused me of treason. Now, once his Hork-Bajir report, he'll have the proof he can take to the Council of Thirteen. They've issued a gashad. A warrant to kill me on sight."


  Tobias flew over to the photographs we'd seen earlier. <What were you up to?>


  She laughed. "And wouldn't you like to know its every detail."


  <Yes, we would,> Ax said. <And you will tell us. Or you will die.>


  "I'm already dead."


  <Your plan must involve discrediting Visser Three,> Ax said. <We might help. If it were Visser Three with the gashad on his head, your own head would be more secure.>


  Her dark eyes glittered. "You help me destroy Visser Three, then you destroy me. Is that the plan?"


  <Yes,> I said bluntly.


  She laughed derisively. "The truth. You do me the honor of not taking me for a fool."


  <And if you get the chance you will destroy Visser Three, and then us,> I said.


  She leaned close, bringing her face so close to mine. "Yes, I will."


  <Now, Yeerk,> Ax said, <you will tell us your story. I would advise hurrying. Visser Three's forces will be back.>


  I watched as my mother's body straightened. Her voice was calm, unemotional.


  "I had returned to Earth to construct an underwater facility. It would produce a host body useful for the invasion of Leera. But, as you Andalites know, that facility was destroyed. I was disgraced. I was demoted to sub-Visser rank. But Visser Three set out to complete my destruction. He told anyone who would listen that I was a traitor. The Council of Thirteen believed him and issued the gashad. I have been in hiding ever since."


  <Yet, here you are, on Earth. Seemingly alone,> Ax said. <No doubt there is a ship in orbit. And perhaps a Bug fighter hidden here on the planet. No doubt you have more of the emergency Kandrona generators on board.>


  The Visser shook her head. "I'm not leading you to my ship, Andalite."


  Before I knew what I was doing, before I had time to think, I snatched up the portable Kandrona and slammed it hard on the floor.


  <Tell her "ticktock," Ax,> I said.


  "A good tactical move," the Visser said. "Shorten my time. Make me desperate. But it won't work."


  <We'll see,> I muttered.


  <What is your plan, Yeerk?> Ax pressed. <What information do you have on Visser Three that could redeem you in the eyes of the Council of Thirteen?>


  Visser One relaxed my mother's body against the shot-up surveillance console. For a moment she looked as innocent as a third-grade teacher about to tell a folksy story about the young Abe Lincoln.


  "Free Hork-Bajir," she said simply. "Visser Three has allowed escaped Hork-Bajir to start a colony right under his nose."


  <But the Yeerks have enslaved the entire Hork-Bajir population.> Ax replied. <There are no free Hork-Bajir left in the galaxy, much less here on Earth.>


  "Don't play dumb with me," the Visser said. "It's the one thing we admire about you Andalites: your intelligence."


  <Where did you get this theory of yours?> Ax demanded.


  "That's my business." Visser One shrugged. "There are all sorts of ways to figure out what is going on underground if you have the mental acuity, which Visser Three most assuredly does not. Tell me Andalite," the Visser continued. "How did your brother, the mighty Elfangor, succumb to so flawed and incompetent a Yeerk as Visser Three?"


  <I could ask you the same thing,> Ax replied, calmly.


  "I know the importance of revenge to the Andalite culture," Visser One said. "Visser Three killed your brother. You are honor-bound to kill him. I can make that happen."


  <For a price,> Ax said.


  "For a price," she agreed.


  <What price?> I asked.


  "The Hork-Bajir colony. Give me the free Hork-Bajir. I will give you Visser Three."
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  A moment of silence.


  <Tell her we agree,> I told Ax privately.


  Tobias erupted. <Are you insane! There's no way we're giving up the Hork-Bajir!>


  <No, we won't. But she doesn't know that. She thinks we're Andalites. You know the one word Yeerks always use in describing Andalites? Ruthless. That's what they think. She'll buy it.>


  Ax said, <That is all you ask, Yeerk? The free Hork-Bajir?> He laughed. <I was concerned you might demand something of value.>


  "We have a deal?"


  Ax said, <Tobias?>


  <You had so better know what you're doing, Marco my man,> Tobias said to me. <This is way beyond anything Jake and the others have approved. We're doing a deal with the enemy.>


  <You want Visser Three?> I shot back. <She can give us Visser Three.>


  <And then she replaces him,> Tobias said. <I know Ax's motive here.- He has a personal score with Visser Three. The question is, do you have a personal problem here as well?>


  <It's good strategy, Tobias. You know I'm good at that. You know I'm good at seeing the main chance.>


  <Yeah. You are. But that's your mother.>


  I couldn't argue with that. <Jake left it up to you, Tobias.>


  Tobias laughed without any humor. <You'd better not be playing us, Marco. If it comes down to it, Visser One . . . no matter what host body . . . is meat. You know that, right? You're clear on that.>


  <I'm clear,> I said.


  <Okay, Ax-man,> Tobias said.


  <We have a deal,> Ax said.


  "Tell me where to find the free Hork-Bajir!"


  <You will be given that information when the time comes,> Ax said. <Once Visser Three is exposed, I will kill him. That way, you will have not committed treason by murdering a full Visser and I will have achieved my sworn revenge.>


  "One more thing: You and the rest of your gang will be there. I will need you to help me eliminate the free Hork-Bajir. I am one person, all alone."


  Ax started to answer. I stopped him.


  <Agree, Ax.>


  <What?> Tobias demanded.


  <Alone my butt,> I said. <She has some kind of force. She's too calm. Too relaxed about Visser Three trying another attack here. She already has her forces nearby. Agree to what she asks.>


  <A Hork-Bajir is a Hork-Bajir,> Ax said indifferently. <No more than animals to us.>


  "Contact me when you are ready," she said.


  <How?>


  She smiled then. A smile that was my mother's smile. Again I felt the opposite urges: to cry and to destroy.


  "I have E-mail." She laughed and told us the address.


  Then she narrowed her eyes and looked at us, each, one after the other. "One of you does almost all the talking. Two of you stay in morph. Visser Three is a fool. He has overlooked something strange about your group of rebels. He has missed something."


  She grinned a savage grin. "But don't worry. When I am returned to power I will figure it out. And then . . ." She made a gun hand, pointed it at my head, and said, "and then . . . TSEEEEW!"


  Chapter 13


  



  We left. We demorphed in the stairwell and climbed the stairs the hard way. As soon as we reached the roof Tobias took to the air to catch a look around.


  <Four helicopters on the way,> he reported. <They'll be here in five minutes. Visser One will have a bunch of Visser Three's Hork-Bajir down on her before she knows it.>


  "Let's get wings," I suggested to Ax.


  Moments later we all three took to the air. It was hard flying. No updrafts, no thermals at night, just dead air you have to flap your way through like a bat.


  We flew through the tall concrete and steel forest. Here and there a single light, or the lights of an entire floor burned. I saw cleaning people pushing wheeled trash cans and vacuums.


  One light illuminated a room full of tired-looking men and women eating pizza and standing around some kind of chart.


  It's strange, but flying near tall buildings always makes you feel like you're higher up. You notice the altitude, I guess, when you realize you're flying past the fortieth floor or whatever.


  No one said anything till we were clear. The clatter of helicopters was loud behind us.


  I was confident that Visser Three's troops would find an empty room.


  <Well, Marco, you've just agreed to betray Jara Hamee, Toby, the entire Hork-Bajir colony. You'd better have a plan.>


  <I do.>


  <Gonna tell us about it?>


  <We're going to take them both down. Vissers One and Three,> I said. <They want to kill each other, we'll help them.>


  I could sense Tobias's hesitation. <You're setting up your mom?>


  <No. I'm setting up Visser One.>


  <Marco, she's ->


  <Shut up, Tobias,> I snapped. <Okay? I know all about it. You guys don't think I'll do it? Well, here's a news flash: I'll do it. Me. Not any of you. Me. My plan, okay?>


  <You don't have to prove anything, dude,> Tobias said.


  <It's not about proving anything. It's about winning this stupid war.>


  <We must speak with Prince Jake, of course. Inform him of what we have learned. Obtain his approval of your plan.> Ax, of course.


  <It's the middle of the night. We can't get to Jake right now. Not with Tom home. We'll talk to Jake tomorrow. Right now, we act.>


  Tobias shifted his wings, moving slightly away. I swear, I've never met anyone who could express disapproval the way Tobias can.


  But at that moment I didn't care what Tobias thought. Taking control, doing, would keep me from dwelling on it. From falling apart.


  I knew Tobias and Ax were doubtful. I knew they didn't entirely trust me. They thought I was playing a double game. But they were wrong. I had seen the way to destroy both Vissers. I had seen it in all its perfection.


  People don't understand the word ruthless. They think it means "mean." It's not about being mean. It's about seeing the bright, clear line that leads from A to B. The line that goes from motive to means. Beginning to end.


  It's about seeing that bright, clear line and not caring about anything but the beautiful fact that you can see the solution. Not caring about anything else but the perfection of it.


  That's what had happened. I saw the way to take both Vissers down. And that's all that mattered.


  But I wasn't going to explain all that. Other people's pity just messes with the straight line. Other people's pity makes you think things you can't think about when you are seeing the line.


  <Look, we're gonna need to acquire an animal native to mountaintops. But I'm not a zoologist, so we go see Cassie.>


  <It's the middle of the night where Cassie lives, too,> Tobias said.


  <Yeah, but she doesn't have a Controller in the house with her,> I said.


  <We do not know that for certain,> Ax pointed out.


  <If you guys want to bail, fine. I can do this alone.>


  A bluff. I knew they'd hang with me. Tobias had no choice. He could either try and stop me forcefully, or go along.


  <You're a jerk, Marco,> Tobias said.


  <Yeah, I love you, too,> I said.


  Chapter 14


  



  The night was peaceful as we flew.


  I knew in my heart that four chopper loads of Hork-Bajir had burst into an empty office and found no one. Knew it. I don't believe in destiny. But I felt destiny this time.


  We would meet, Visser One and I. We would meet on a mountaintop. And I would end it all there.


  Only a few stars shone high in the sky through the thinning clouds. We flew closer together than we ordinarily would during the day, when the sight of three birds of prey grouped together in the sky would attract unwanted attention. We flew from downtown to uptown, across the neighborhood where Jake and I and Rachel live, out past more suburbs, and into the almost country where Cassie's family has their home and the Wildlife Rehabilitation Center.


  We landed in a large, leafy tree whose branches gently scraped Cassie's bedroom window. Tobias moved close, walking the comical sideways bird walk, like a parrot in its cage. He tapped on the window with his beak.


  TAP. TAP. TAP.


  <She's not moving,> he said.


  <Is she in there?> I asked.


  <No, it's after midnight, so naturally she's out in the yard playing Hacky Sack,> Tobias snipped.


  He was ticked at having control taken from him.


  <Hacky Sack?> I said.


  <Hacky Sack?> Ax echoed.


  <Everyone shut up!> Tobias said in exasperation.


  <Tap louder.>


  <Gee, do you think, Marco?>


  TAP! TAP! TAP!


  <Nothing. Must be dreaming about . . .>


  TAP! TAP! TA-CSSSHHHH!


  The glass shattered. It fell in a shower of glittering shards.


  <Oops.>


  "Jake?" Cassie bolted upright in bed.


  <Awww, isn't that sweet?> I said, so Cassie could hear. <Her first thought is "Jake." Makes you wonder just what kind of dreams she was having.>


  <Cassie, it's us,> Tobias said. <Sorry about the glass.>


  "I'm going to have to explain this you know," Cassie said, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. Then, belatedly, she snatched modestly at the neck of her sleep shirt.


  <Just say a bird hit the window,> Ax suggested. <You would not be lying.>


  "That would be a change from routine," Cassie muttered. "What are you guys doing?"


  <Checking out babes,> I suggested.


  "Marco, what are you all doing here? What happened tonight? Is anyone hurt?"


  <We are unhurt,> Ax said.


  <We need a good morph for traveling in the mountains,> I said. <Something that can climb. Something with some size, if possible. Some ability to inflict punishment.>


  "You better not have woken me up and broken my window to-"


  <Kind of a ticktock situation, here -> I interrupted.


  Cassie looked doubtfully at Tobias, then Ax.


  <Marco has a plan,> Tobias said dryly.


  "Jake?"


  <Cassie, just help us, okay?> I said.


  She sucked in a deep breath. "Okay. Mountain goat."


  <Good! A goat from The Gardens' petting zoo. What could be easier to acquire?>


  "Not that kind of goat, Marco." Cassie shook her head. "A mountain goat. Sharp horns. Amazing agility. A hind-leg kick that could send a person through a barn wall. Those guys can weigh almost three hundred pounds."


  <Fine, fine,> I said. <Where do we get one?>


  Cassie hesitated. "Is he okay?" she asked Tobias, referring to me.


  <Seems to be.>


  "Tobias, this is a stressful situation for Marco. Jake put you in charge. If Marco is -"


  <Hey! Hey! Am I invisible? I'm here, okay?>


  "Okay, then. I'll ask you. Are you okay, Marco? You seem kind of jazzed. Manic."


  I said a harsh word. Then, <Everyone stop acting like I'm some kind of dimwit. I know what I'm doing. I don't need a bunch of psychoanalysis, here. This isn't Oprah!>


  Cassie bit her lip thoughtfully. She got a distracted look in her eyes. I realized she was listening to Tobias or Ax or both communicating in private thought-speak. I don't know what they told her. But I saw that flicker of emotion in her eyes: pity.


  "Well," she said at last, "The Gardens has a newish mountainside habitat. It's open-air so you shouldn't have any trouble getting in after hours. Or getting near the goats."


  I launched from the windowsill. Neither Ax nor Tobias spoke to me as we traveled. Maybe they were privately ripping me apart. I didn't care.


  I saw the bright, clear line.


  Chapter 15


  



  The Gardens: Kick-butt amusement park meets zoo. Very expensive admission price. If you go in through the gate.


  I spotted the darkened Ferris wheel ahead, and my favorite, the snaking, sloping roller coaster in the amusement park section of The Gardens. A moment later, flying over the zoo, I saw what had to be the mountainside habitat Cassie'd told us about.


  A rolling, grassy plain. A stream meandering across the north end. And in the middle of the plain, an imposing, incredibly steep stone and concrete "mountain" full of shallow caves and terraces. The habitat itself was surrounded by a high mesh fence, on top of which we landed.


  I could make out the dim, humped shapes of several goats just inside the largest of the shallow caves. They were sitting on the ground in a cluster. Several more goats stood motionless, staring back at the three large birds staring at them.


  <Interesting,> Ax observed. <Bearded, white-coated creatures with hooves. And horns. Grazers. I would point out the similarities between the mountain goat and Andalites, except for my extremely disappointing experience with the cow.>


  <I think mountain goats might be a bit more intelligent than cattle, Ax,> I said. <And a bit more aggressive. These guys look like they mean business.>


  <Look at the shoulders on that one staring at me,> Tobias said nervously. <He's like a line-backer or something.>


  <Yes, acquiring one might be quite a challenge.> Ax observed. <Perhaps we should choose one that is asleep.>


  <Good idea.> I lifted off and flew to a ledge outside a small cave. Tobias and Ax followed. I'd seen one large shape inside. Yup. A big mountain goat, asleep. Male? I couldn't tell. All of the goats had black horns and beards though I figured some had to be female.


  Ax and I demorphed quietly a few feet away. The fake mountain hadn't looked like all that much when we were birds. As a human, though, the ground looked a long way down.


  I swayed and grabbed some rock.


  Then I began to crawl over toward the massive, shaggy white beast.


  "What if he wakes up?" I said.


  <This is your little picnic, you tell me,> Tobias sniped.


  I sighed. "Tobias, look, get up off my back, okay? I know you're thinking Jake will blame you if this all goes bad. But we need to just get along, here, okay?"


  Tobias laughed. <Okay. I'm done pouting. Unless we end up getting kicked cross-country by these big goats. Then I'll pout plenty.>


  I stepped closer. Dumb to be scared of a goat. All the animals I'd been near. All the animals I'd been, and I was worried by a goat?


  I placed my hand on its side. It looked at me.


  "Please don't shove your horns into my kidneys," I said pleasantly.


  It stirred. I wanted to pull back. But that would have been the wrong move.


  My hand touched rough fur. I focused. I needed to begin acquiring this big boy right now.


  The goat seemed about ready to spring up and butt me into the next dimension. But then it settled down as the acquiring trance took hold.


  Ax clopped forward and when I withdrew my hand, he laid his own on the goat. Tobias was last.


  <Come on, you guys,> he said when he'd hopped off the back of the sleeping goat. <Morph and let's get out of here before it wakes up.>


  "Uh, don't look now but I think we have another problem."


  On the ledge stood Mr. Mountain Goat's homeboys. And they didn't look happy to see us.


  "Uh-oh," I said.


  It took the goats approximately two seconds to cover about a hundred feet of ledges, boulders, gullies, and curves.


  I turned.


  I ran.


  Tobias fluttered away to safety. Ax leaped nimbly away. Me? I got goat horn in the butt.


  I flew.


  "Aaahhhhh!"


  Later, I read that male mountain goats enjoy butting each other with their horns - in each other's butts.


  And let me just say that unless you have been butted down a fifteen-foot-high cliff by a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound angry male mountain goat, you have not experienced true humiliation.


  Chapter 16


  



  I lay in my bed, in the dark. Every few minutes I'd check the glowing numbers of the clock. Three fifteen. Three forty-two. Four-oh-nine.


  I wanted to sleep. Needed to sleep. Couldn't.


  Ever have one of those nights? Where you're exhausted, where you'd pay anything just to fall asleep? But the wheels in your head just keep spinning and spinning aid spinning?


  Imagined conversations. Me talking, explaining, arguing. Changing the words around, repeating them, rehashing them. Around and around in circles.


  Me talking to Jake, an imaginary Jake. Explaining, with perfect logic.


  Me talking to my dad in some fictional future, some nonexistent world where things were different and I could at last tell all the secrets I'd guarded with my life.


  Me talking to my mom. Raging. Explaining.


  Me explaining to my mom, as my mom, as my real mom, why I had to do it.


  Me explaining to my mom as Visser One. Laughing, chortling, savoring my victory over her.


  This is how I defeated you! I crowed.


  This is how I saved you! I explained.


  No choice. No choice.


  I had to do it, Dad, you understand, right? What else was I going to do? Too much on the line. I had responsibilities. You know how that is, right? And besides, she was already dead to you. You'd already grieved, remember? You spent years just sitting in your chair, staring blankly, your life falling apart . . .


  See, Jake? Don't ever doubt me again. I did it, okay? I put the mission first. I saw the big picture. So just don't ever doubt me again, because I did what had to be done . . . .


  Mom, what was I supposed to do? I saw all the plays. I saw all the pieces on the chessboard. There was no solution that freed you. There were only solutions that destroyed you. I had to. How else? How else to . . .


  Die, you Yeerk piece of crap. Wither and die, and remember with your last, dying thought: It was for her. I killed you for her.


  For Jake.


  For my dad.


  For . . .


  Around and around, as the hours ticked away. As exhaustion sank deep into my bones.


  Someday, if we won, if humanity survived, we'd be in the history books. Me and Jake and Rachel and Cassie and Tobias and Ax. They'd be household names, like generals from World War II or the Civil War. Patton and Eisenhower, Ulysses Grant and Robert E. Lee.


  Kids would study us in school. Bored, probably.


  And then the teacher would tell the story of Marco. I'd be a part of history. What I was about to do.


  Some kid would laugh. Some kid would say, "Cold, man. That was really cold."


  I had to do it, kid. It was a war. It's the whole point, you stupid, smug, smirking little jerk! Don't you get it?


  It was the whole point. We hurt the innocent in order to stop the evil.


  Innocent Hork-Bajir. Innocent Taxxons. Innocent human-Controllers.


  How else to stop the Yeerks? How else to win?


  No choice, you punk. We did what we had to do.


  "Cold, man. The Marco dude? He was just cold."


  Chapter 17


  



  The next morning we all met at the barn. I was past tired. My butt was sore. My elbows were raw from skinning down the artificial cliff.


  Tobias seemed tired, too. Too tired even to tease me about my encounter with the goat. Ax acted as though he'd spent the night snoozing like a baby.


  I explained my plan to Jake and the others.


  "We take out Visser One. We take out Visser Three. We leave the Yeerks believing they've erased the free Hork-Bajir colony. The free Hork-Bajir end up much safer; the Yeerks end up leaderless."


  I avoided looking at Cassie. From Jake there was just the briefest flicker of sadness. But Jake, too, is addicted to the bright, clear line.


  Rachel kept her eyes down, focusing on the dirt-and-hay floor.


  Rachel's not stupid. She knew anything she said would just make me mad. And I guess she, like all of them, was putting herself in my shoes. Wondering if she could do it.


  "If it works, we have them both," I concluded. "But there's a lot to go wrong. A lot of unforeseen things that -"


  Cassie put a hand on my arm. "Marco, you know we'll try to help your mother, in whatever way we can."


  "She's only one person." I shrugged off her hand and stood up. "And we're supposed to be saving the world, right?"


  It was one of the lines I'd practiced the night before. It sounded more bitter and less cool and calm and in control than I wanted.


  "Okay," Jake said.


  That was it. Just "okay." He didn't come out with any of the lines I'd put in his mouth in my imaginary conversations.


  "So we do it?" I asked.


  "Yeah. You call the plays, Marco."


  I sucked in a shaky breath. "Okay. Okay. Okay, we want to push the timing. Don't give Visser One time to think about it. Keep her off balance. I know the place. I hiked near there once with my dad. I need someone to contact Erek."


  Erek is one of a small group of Chee. They are androids. Pacifists by programming. But working to infiltrate the Yeerk ranks. Spies.


  The Chee pass as human by the use of sophisticated holographic projections. They live human lives. Many human lives. They've been on Earth since the time of the pyramids.


  <I'm on it,> Tobias volunteered, flying down from his perch in the hayloft.


  "Okay. We don't let her see us. We play the arrogant Andalites the whole way. Visser One can't -"


  "She's your mother!" Cassie exploded. "She's not 'Visser One.' She's your mother! Is everyone just going to let this happen?"


  Jake sent her a cold look. "This is not the time, Cassie."


  "When is it going to be the time? When Marco's mind is screwed up forever by this? He's in denial. This is his mother, for God's sake."


  Jake said nothing. No one said anything. Cassie's words just hung in the air.


  "Go on, Marco," Jake said finally.


  "We want her to focus on disliking Andalite arrogance," I said. "She hates Andalites. So, we want her to dwell on that. Maybe it will be enough to keep her from seeing the trap. As soon as we're ready, I'll E-mail her."


  "Ax, do you think we can play the roles of arrogant Andalites?" Jake asked.


  <It will certainly require good acting skills to imbue the fundamentally humble and dispassionate Andalite character with a taint of arrogance.> he said.


  "Yeah. Humble is the very first word that comes to mind when I think 'Andalite,'" Rachel said with a drawl.


  <I think I should do as much of it as possible,> Tobias suggested. <I spend the most time with Ax. I can do a pretty good "arrogant Andalite.">


  <I am very close to taking offense,> Ax huffed.


  "Okay, Tobias. But you have to allow time to get to the mountains."


  <I'll have a tailwind. And I go "as the bird flies," not on winding mountain roads.>


  I went to the computer Cassie and her dad use to keep medical records. "Ax? We need a secure screen name. Something not even the Yeerks could trace back here."


  Ax worked at the computer for a few minutes, muttering about primitive human technology. Muttering in a dispassionately humble way, of course.


  <You may compose your message.>


  I typed. I hit "send." I didn't think about what I was setting in motion.


  "Okay. Everyone understands what's what, right?" I asked.


  "Yeah."


  "Okay. I'm outta here."


  I began to morph to osprey. Moments later, I was in the air. Relieved to be away from my friends.


  Approximately fifteen minutes later, I landed in a leafy elm tree near the busy corner of Green and Spring Streets.


  Tobias sat on a telephone pole across the street, preening his feathers.


  <You get Erek?>


  <Yeah. He's on it. Think she'll show? Your m -. I mean, Visser One?>


  <Yeah. I think she'll show.>


  Minutes later she drove up in a rented Audi. She slammed it into a parking space, bullying her way past a family in a Chrysler Town and Country.


  She climbed out. The driver of the van yelled something at her. She gave him a look. He decided to drive off.


  She wasn't in the disguise, anymore. She looked like my mom again. She was my mom.


  The olive skin. The shampoo-commercial black hair. The dark eyes.


  <Visser One,> I told myself.


  She stood pretending to be fascinated by the wares displayed in the window of the Ace Hardware.


  <You're on, Tobias,> I told him. <Remember: arrogant Andalite.>


  <Visser One, you will follow my instructions literally and immediately,> Tobias said.


  Her head jerked. She looked around. She eyed a blind woman's guide dog suspiciously.


  <You will be crossing paths with a human-Controller named Chapman,> Tobias said.


  "Chapman!" she mumbled. "One of Visser Three's incompetents. He would turn me in in a second if it meant his advancement through the ranks."


  <Exactly the point, Yeerk. You want Visser Three. Surely you understood that we had to attract his attention. We are delivering him. Do not question me again.>


  My osprey eyes could see her mouth form a string of foul words. Tobias ignored her.


  <Chapman's afternoon run takes him past the human business called Dunkin' Donuts. It is one street to the east. Walk there now. Make sure he sees you. Do not attempt to escape,> Tobias said. <We will protect you, if necessary.>


  Visser One was standing outside Dunkin' Donuts at 1:55 P.M.


  At precisely 2:10 P.M., Chapman rounded the corner, dressed in a lime-green and yellow jogging outfit.


  The Yeerk in my mother's head opened her hand. Her purse dropped. Chapman, always playing the role of pillar of the community, bent to pick it up for her. He straightened and held out the purse.


  Visser One formed a smile. Then, the smile froze.


  It was convincingly done.


  Chapman said nothing. But I could see the blood draining out of his cheeks. He took a step back and then ran off double speed.


  From my next perch, on the corrugated tin roof of Fred's Car Wash, I saw Chapman stop at a pay phone a block away and frantically punch the numbers.


  Visser One stood fuming. She looked around again, trying to spot us. But there were pigeons and dogs and we could have been anywhere.


  <Walk north one street,> Tobias said. <Embark on the large vehicle that stops at the next corner. Disembark at JCPenney.>


  "It's called a 'bus,' you Andalite fool," she muttered in response. I happened to hear as she passed by below me.


  Tobias's act was working.


  <Good job, Tobias. You do a good Andalite. When the bus comes, you fly. I'll ride.>


  <You're the boss,> Tobias said.


  Two minutes later a bus pulled up against the painted yellow curb.


  <Embark,> Tobias snapped.


  <Embark?> I asked Tobias.


  <I thought it sounded like something Ax would think was right.>


  My mother got on the bus. I swooped down off the car wash and landed, scrabbling, on the hot metal roof of the bus. There was nothing to hold on to. But a couple of tiny rivets had popped out and I seized a precarious hold by prying my talon tips into the holes.


  Not my favorite way to travel.


  The bus rumbled back into traffic and began the five-minute ride to the mall. Fortunately it never got over ten or fifteen miles an hour. Ducking my head down and streamlining my body, I could resist the wind.


  I could have kept pace from the air, which would have been a lot more comfortable.


  Two blocks away from the stop in front of JCPenney, I lifted off. I flapped for altitude. An osprey near the ground sticks out.


  I scanned the area for familiar faces. I spotted the hard stare of a peregrine falcon's eyes.


  Jake was perched atop a bank out on the periphery of the mall parking lot.


  <We're on schedule at this end,> I reported.


  <You're sure Chapman saw her?>


  <Oh, yeah, he saw her. He nearly wet himself.>


  <Good. Were you followed?>


  <We can only hope.>


  <Any sign of her own forces?>


  <We haven't exactly had time to watch everyone,> I said. <How about the others?>


  <Rachel and Cassie are in place. Ax should be getting to the mountain soon. I think we can be confident that Erek will be there, on schedule.>


  <Okay, Tobias?> I called.


  <Yeah, I'm above you.>


  <You can go, dude. We got it, here.>


  <I've got it, here,> Jake corrected. <Don't forget, Marco. You stay quiet.>


  <I know, I know,> I said, a little exasperated. <Don't let her hear my voice. Not even the one in my head.>


  <That's right. The clothes are in that Dumpster.>


  <You had to stash them in a Dumpster?>


  <Hey, you wanted clothes, right?>


  I flew to the Dumpster. It wasn't bad. I think it was all boxes and stuff from the Gap and Old Navy. Much better than a restaurant Dumpster.


  I demorphed in the Dumpster and pulled on the clothes Jake had stashed there.


  Jake landed beside me.


  <Fly, right?>


  <That's the plan.>


  Jake quickly demorphed, then morphed to fly. He buzzed his wings, took a few quick turns, then landed on my shoulder.


  I climbed out and we hurried around to a side entrance of the JCPenney.


  Visser One had walked from the bus stop through the door. She waited impatiently for instructions. She pretended to shop, tugging fitfully at some kids'-size Michael Jordan jerseys.


  My size, maybe. Was she thinking about the son her host body had once had?


  No, not likely. She was thinking about the fact that Controllers were everywhere. Thinking about the fact that by now Visser Three had a tail on her. Was watching her. Tightening his ring around her.


  I lurked behind a tall potted plant. "Okay, directly ahead," I whispered to Jake. "There's a TV screen hanging down from above. Do you see it?"


  Flies are very weak at seeing distances. It's why I had to be human. So I could act as an air traffic controller and direct Jake toward his target.


  <I see bright, swirling lights, above and straight ahead.>


  "That's the TV. Okay, she's in an almost straight line from here to the TV, just a shade to the right."


  Jake took off. I lost sight of him immediately, of course. Hard to see a fly against the confused backdrop of visuals.


  <I'm on her,> Jake announced a few moments later. <Beginning contact.>


  Seconds later I heard Jake's thought-speak voice, sounding very different. And I saw my mother's head snap up.


  <Go to the back of this establishment, Yeerk,> Jake instructed. <Purchase a neck protection garment. Also artificial skin designed for the protection of hands.>


  Scarf and gloves. I almost laughed. It was classic Ax-ese.


  Visser One must have said something harsh. The next thing I heard was Jake saying, <Do not be foolish, Yeerk. We are using this process to equip you as necessary. And to discover any pursuit. For your information we have spotted four human-Controllers who are already watching you.>


  A lie, of course. But Visser One's head snapped around before she got control of herself.


  <We are creating a trail, Yeerk,> Jake said with utter smugness. <And you are being watched, so do not attempt anything stupid. One wrong move and we'll kill you now and worry about Visser Three later.>


  <Very nice,> I complimented Jake.


  <Next stop, the camping store,> Jake said. <Let's see how well she holds up. She's volatile. She could go off.>


  <No. She'll stick with the plan,> I said.


  I understood Visser One. She saw the bright, clear line, too. Problem was, only one of us could be right.


  Chapter 18


  



  Rachel, her hair in two dorky braids and a goofy fisherman's cap low on her head, was staked out in Shoes and Handbags.


  I was a few aisles over, in Hosiery. I looked slightly out of place. I could only hope that no one from school would spot me as I perused the racks of sheer-to-waist, sandal-foot taupe pantyhose.


  That's the kind of thing that stays with you in school.


  Visser One stormed into the Scarves, Gloves, and Hats department. She grabbed a gray wool scarf off a shelf, snatched a pair of woefully inadequate fancy leather gloves, and dutifully purchased them with a no-doubt-fake credit card. Then she started to walk back toward the exit leading into the mall. All according to plan.


  Then . . .


  "Excuse me, ma'am? Could you follow me please?"


  A security guard. Plainclothes. The kind of guy who always seems to end up following me through a store.


  Rachel shot a glance at me. She raised a questioning eyebrow.


  I moved closer, carefully, keeping out of Visser One's line of sight.


  "Follow you?" my mother's voice snapped. "Why?"


  "Just follow me, ma'am. I need to ask you some questions."


  The Visser's hand drifted down toward her purse. The guard saw the movement, too.


  "You are under arrest for stealing that scarf."


  "I bought this scarf," the Visser said tightly. "I have the receipt."


  The guard laughed nervously. He glanced around, like he was looking for help. But he sounded determined enough. "If you reach into your purse for the Dracon beam I'm sure you have, I will kill you right here and now, traitor."


  Visser One's hand was in the purse.


  The guard reached inside his coat.


  We were about two seconds away from a shoot-out in a crowded store.


  Suddenly Rachel was behind me. "Hide, you idiot. You're gaping like a tourist! I have this," Rachel whispered.


  She was right. I was standing in the open, drawn toward her without realizing it. If my mother had turned . . .


  I ducked behind a display of long velvet shawls.


  Rachel moved fast. She locked her hand around Visser One's wrist. Then, in a loud, nasal whine, she said, "I saw you buy that scarf!"


  The guard hesitated. Visser One stiffened. She stared closely at Rachel, but Rachel had turned away.


  "This woman is being arrested, and she didn't do anything! Lady! Lady! You sold her that scarf, now she's being arrested! What kind of a store is this?"


  One thing we couldn't do: leave any Controller behind who could recognize us and wonder. Rachel was avoiding eye contact, hiding beneath her hat and bad hair. Hiding behind a false voice.


  I hoped it was enough.


  "It's ridiculous! This woman is being arrested and she paid for it! She paid too much, if you ask me, for that fabric. It's not cashmere, after all!"


  I smothered a grin.


  It was working. A crowd was gathering. The saleswoman was in it now, agreeing that Visser One had paid for the scarf.


  <What is going on?> Jake wondered, confused.


  It's hard to follow conversations when you're a fly. But of course we couldn't answer him.


  Rachel moved out of the crowd and grabbed my arm.


  "Let's get out of here."


  "No one is watching -"


  "Security cameras," she hissed. She nodded toward the ceiling. I saw the dark glass blister that hid a camera.


  "Oh."


  I followed Rachel toward a dressing room.


  My first and probably last visit to a women's dressing room.


  Rachel led me out a back door. Into a maintenance walkway, all cinder block and steel doors.


  We reached the camping store before Visser One and Jake did. Cassie was waiting there.


  She ran interference as Visser One was put through her paces buying climbing rope and pitons.


  Rachel and I drifted around, pretending to shop. We were watching the others in the store. Watching those who were watching Visser One.


  Jake had bluffed earlier, claiming that we'd spotted four human-Controllers on Visser One's tail.


  That was no longer a lie. Within minutes we were confident that the true number was not four, but five.


  "You wanted to make sure she was followed, Marco. She's being followed. And now we are setting up one heck of a shoot-out at the OK Corral," Rachel whispered. "You'd sure better know what you're doing."


  "Yeah. I'd better."
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  She had ropes and pitons, gloves and boots.


  She had a tail of human-Controllers behind her as she drove the rented Audi from the mall out of town, toward the distant mountains.


  The OK Corral.


  All of us were in the car with the exception of Tobias and Ax.


  We were in roach morph, crawling beneath the driver's seat.


  Fuzzy black carpet was like tall grass beneath my six legs. A long-forgotten, open roll of peppermint Lifesavers was a huge log, its diameter far longer than we were tall.


  Way, way overhead, as high as clouds, was the steel tube and coiled spring underside of the seat. Too far away to see more than huge, indistinct shadows were gigantic feet and ankles pressing on high-rise pedals.


  She knew we were with her. She didn't know where we were, but she knew we were watching her.


  "Why don't we merely take a helicopter to this Hork-Bajir colony?" she asked.


  <You assume the colony is located somewhere high up?> Cassie took over the job of communication. We needed to put Visser One off her guard. Needed her to begin to see us as allies. Cassie was the one for that job.


  "Obviously," Visser One snapped. "Am I a fool? Ropes? Pitons?"


  <You would not find it from the air. It is in a narrow, hidden valley high in the mountains. Trees would block a simple human helicopter.> She paused. <Your troops, when they arrive, will need to cut their way in.>


  "My troops?"


  <We are not fools, either,> Cassie said. <You do not intend to merely arrest or discredit Visser Three. You intend to kill him. We both know that with his morphing ability he is far more powerful than you, with your unstable human host body.>


  "I can deal with Visser Three."


  <Can you? We have tried many times. And yet, he still lives.>


  "Humility? From an Andalite?"


  <Realism from an Andalite,> Cassie said.


  Visser One barked out a laugh. "You're afraid of him."


  <Tell her, "yes,"> I said privately to Cassie. <Tell her he's killed a lot of us.>


  <Yes. We were far more numerous, once. Many of us have died fighting Visser Three.>


  A lie, of course. But it sounded real enough. Visser One would latch on to the information. She would think we were fools for revealing it.


  We wanted her to think us fools.


  "Do you imagine I will be more gentle when I am in power again?"


  I started to tell Cassie what to say. But she was already there, ahead of me.


  <No. We simply think you will be weaker,> Cassie said. <The disruption of command will work to our benefit. And in direct battle you will be easier to kill than Visser Three. Humans, Controllers or not, die easily.>


  Again, it had the feel of honesty. The insult would make it seem honest.


  And it had the added benefit of focusing my mother . . . Visser One . . . on the danger of Visser Three. We were reminding her just how deadly Visser Three could be.


  "And yet . . ." Visser One mused. "And yet, the casualty reports from Earth are always weighted heavily toward Hork-Bajir and Taxxons. In fact . . . I am trying to recall when I have ever seen a report listing a human-Controller casualty."


  My guts were ice.


  We had made a mistake. We had made a terrible mistake.


  <What do I say?> Cassie demanded.


  <I . . . I . . .> My brain wouldn't work. The thoughts wouldn't form into any sort of order.


  Visser One had just put her finger on our greatest secret.


  <Say something!> Rachel yelled.


  <No, too late,> Jake interrupted. <Too late. Let it go. No choice.>


  "Well, well, well," Visser One said.


  She knew.


  There was only one reason why a group of Andalite guerrilla fighters would inflict more casualties on Hork-Bajir than on humans: The Andalite guerillas weren't Andalites.


  A human would spare a human life.


  <She knows,> Jake said. <Or at least suspects.>


  <Yeah.>


  <Marco . . .>


  <Nothing changes,> I said harshly. <She was going down before. She's still going down.>


  Not true. Before it had all been abstract. It had all been about the solution, the line from A to B.


  Now it was about survival. No one could know the truth about us. It would bring our annihilation.


  No one could know what we were, and live.
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  Visser One drove like a madwoman. The Audi tore around hairpin mountain curves at speeds that would have been high on a freeway.


  The roll of peppermint Lifesavers had become a menace. With every wild turn or braking it rolled suddenly, a redwood log coming downhill at us.


  <Has your mother always driven like this?> Rachel asked.


  <My mother is not driving,> I said coldly. But she was. My mom had always been a wild driver. It used to make my dad crazy. This was the Yeerk tapping into the human host's brain.


  <Maybe so,> I amended. No need to start a fight with Rachel. <Maybe that is the way she used to drive.>


  <Yeah? Now I know where you get your driving skills.>


  Rachel, being nice. I laughed to myself. When Rachel started being nice it meant things were really bad.


  Visser One took a hard right and the ride turned bumpy.


  An understatement.


  The carpet jumped beneath us. We used our roach legs as shock absorbers, but there was a lot of shock to absorb. Wild vibrations that translated to the roach mind as danger.


  Suddenly, mercifully, the car stopped.


  "I have followed your directions. Andalites," she said.


  The final word was said with a half laugh.


  <We must be at the Visitors' Center,> I said.


  <Good,> Rachel said. <I'm carsick.>


  <Unpack the items you purchased. Begin to walk along the main trail.>


  "Visser Three's forces will be all over me in seconds!" she protested.


  <No. They'll track you,> Jake said. <They won't move till he himself is here.>


  "Tell that to the fool back at the mall!"


  <He acted out of panic. He wasn't expecting you.>


  Visser One got out of the car and slammed the door. We waited until enough time had passed for the Visser to grab her gear from the trunk, change into the hiking boots, scarf, and gloves and start up the trail.


  <Let's go,> Jake said. <Rachel? You're first. Keep low.>


  Rachel motored out from under the seat onto the back floor mat. She began demorphing immediately, growing, sliding, shifting to keep her mutating limbs from being caught in the tight space back there.


  Mostly I saw her feet. They filled my vision. Bare, of course. We'd never learned to morph shoes.


  Her head eventually rose above the seat back. "Okay," she said. "We're clear. For now."


  <Okay. Morph and go.>


  Rachel tried to roll down the window. But of course it was power, and Visser One had taken the keys. She cracked the door on the passenger side. She morphed to bald eagle and took off, racing to her appointed position.


  If Tobias had not made it, Rachel would. If both made it, so much the better.


  Cassie, Jake, and I spread out throughout the car and began to demorph. If we'd all stayed in one place and demorphed we'd have ended up as sardines.


  I demorphed on the passenger side. My head rose from the gruesome mass of bug exoskeleton. I could see through the windshield. Really see. Like a human.


  She'd chosen a parking space distant from the few other parked cars. Good and bad for us. No one would spot us on the way to their own car. But we'd have a long, open walk to the trailhead.


  I looked around. Rachel was just clearing the nearest trees.


  I spotted Visser One moving speedily toward the trail. She'd always kept in good shape, my mom. Although sailing had been her thing, not hiking.


  Jake was in the driver's seat. "Okay. We go straight to bird morphs. The bad guys won't be far behind us."


  "Or far ahead, either," I said, nodding toward the dwindling figure of Visser One.


  "One at a time or we'll look like a bird-of-prey convention," Cassie said.


  I began to morph to osprey. I was closest to the open door. A few minutes later I was all feathers and talons. I fluttered out through the door, landed on the gravel, and flapped into the air.


  I wasn't ten feet up before I saw it: a long, black limousine. It was entering the parking lot.


  No one goes camping or hiking in a limo.


  <Visser Three!> I said. <Heads down. He's here!>


  I continued flapping, flapping, fighting dead air, feeling conspicuous.


  Not that there weren't birds of prey in the forest. But Visser Three knew by now to look out for hawks and eagles.


  The limo skidded to a stop, spraying gravel. Behind it, three big SUV's.


  The limo window rolled down. I was maybe thirty feet up, forty feet downwind from the Audi.


  A hand thrust out of the limo window. Osprey eyes saw it clearly. Saw what it was holding.


  <Jake! Cassie!> I yelled.


  TSEEEEEW!


  The Dracon beam fired. The front of the Audi sizzled, fried, and disintegrated.


  <NOOOO!> I cried.


  TSEEEEEW!


  Ka-BOOOM!


  A fireball exploded from the Audi's gas tank. The entire car, what was left of it, erupted upward, spun halfway on its axis, and landed on the gravel.


  It was a charred shell before it hit the ground.
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  <Jake! Cassie!>


  No answer. Nothing. Silence. Silence but for the crackling of the fire.


  <Rachel!> I yelled. <Jake and Cassie are . . . I think . . .>


  But Rachel was already out of thought-speak range.


  Slam! Slam! Slam!


  Doors opened and closed and the human-Controllers piled out of the SUV's. Boots hit gravel.


  Chapman climbed out of the limo and joined the guys coming from the SUV's.


  And then, last, came a human who was no human.


  Visser Three in human morph.


  He looked around, barely sparing a glance at the burning wreck of a car. A park ranger was running from the Visitors' Center.


  The Visser jerked his head.


  TSEEEEW!


  The ranger sizzled and disappeared.


  Then, I felt those cold eyes on me. At this distance his voice was faint. If I'd been human I'd never have heard my death sentence.


  "The bird," he said. "Kill the bird."


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  To my left! To my right!


  The Dracon beams scorched the air on either side of me.


  Two seconds for them to aim again. One, one thousand . . . Two, one thousand . . .


  I jerked left.


  TSEEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  Misses, far to one side. And now I was farther away. The nearest tree was only fifteen feet away.


  TSEEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  Just in front of my face branches burst into flame.


  I flared, lost speed, and dropped. I used the momentum of my fall to whip hard around the tree trunk and zoom wildly, inches off the pine needles.


  The Yeerks wouldn't get another shot at me. Not now.


  Oh, God. Jake! Cassie!


  The burning car was burning right inside my brain. The aluminum skin had been evaporated, leaving nothing but the bones of the car. Bare aluminum posts and fire.


  And, though I had not seen them except in my imagination, the singed, heat-cracked bones of my friends.


  What now? I asked myself. What now?


  The plan. Was there still a plan?


  I tried to think. But I could no longer see the bright, clear line. All I could see was flame.


  Visser Three. I'd been so busy worrying about Visser One I had forgotten that he was our main enemy. I'd intended to harass and trick and distract Visser One into carelessness. But I had tricked myself.


  Visser Three was going to win. He was going to kill my mother. And he would not die. He would kill her, and he would not die. I would have set up my own mother for murder by my own worst enemy.


  No. No. That couldn't be. I had to think. Had to think.


  Tobias, maybe. Rachel, maybe. They were the next step.


  Ax. Where was Ax? Clearing the place of campers? Scouting the location?


  Where? What were they doing? How . . .


  Show me the line, I begged. Show me the A to B.


  My friends. My mother . . .


  All my fault. And now I was lost. Nothing to do but stand and watch the horrible drama play out.


  No. No, the awful voice in my head said. The line was still bright and clear. The plan still worked. If Ax and Erek had done their jobs the plan could still work.


  Only one thing needed to be changed: I would have to play the part of Jake.


  Chapter 22


  



  I flew ahead to the appointed rendezvous. I passed over Visser One on the way. She was still moving quickly up the hill. Had she heard the explosion? Did she feel the fear eating at her, the fear that death was coming up behind her?


  Or was she filled with anticipation? Was she giddy and energized with the thought of killing her foe, of annihilating the free Hork-Bajir, of living to dance on Visser Three's grave?


  I pulled far ahead. I headed for the clearing halfway up the mountain. There was a cluster of lean-tos for campers on the edge of the clearing. Ax, using his morphing ability, should already have frightened them from the area.


  We didn't want innocents caught in the cross fire. We didn't want bystanders hurt. That was our plan.


  <Tell that to that ranger back there, Marco,> I said to myself. <Tell it to his family. No innocent bystanders in our little war. No place for them, is there? No time to think about the damage you do with our bright, clear line.>


  A campfire smoldered below. In one of the shelters two sleeping bags were spread over bunk beds. Two backpacks sat propped against the wall. These nature lovers had left in a hurry.


  Ax at work. Maybe. Or maybe Visser Three's forces had come in from this direction as well. More innocents. Dead, or merely terrified?


  We'd chosen Wildwood Trail specifically because it wasn't popular. It wasn't very scenic. It wouldn't be wall-to-wall crunchies working out their Timberlands.


  And because, a mile or so up, we could cut away from the trail and go cross-country through terrain that would thin out the pursuit.


  I spotted Visser One laboring up the slope, fighting the gravity I could easily defy. Her pretty face was dripping sweat. Her lungs gasped.


  That was the plan, too. Too rushed, too scared, too tired to think. And yet, she already knew too much. She'd figured out what Visser Three had not.


  It was weird, perverse, maybe. But I was proud of her. As if it had been my mother, and not the Yeerk in her head, who had penetrated our deepest secret.


  I caught an updraft and soared high into the air. Up into the clean, clear air.


  I wanted to keep flying. Just catch a breeze and sail away and leave it all behind. But how could I? How could I, with the possibility of Jake and Cassie being dead?


  <No, no, Marco,> I sneered. <Far better that they should die to bring about more death. Yes, that would give their lives meaning.>


  I rose high and searched the trail ahead. But not even osprey eyes could penetrate the dense foliage. I did not spot Ax or Tobias or Rachel.


  Below, far back down at the trailhead, Visser Three was still in his human morph. He was moving swiftly up the trail. A dozen armed men before him, a dozen more behind him.


  But one man was out in front, all alone, moving very fast. He wore a camouflage jacket and blue jeans. A camouflage stocking cap was pulled down, hiding most of his red hair.


  The way he was moving he was either an athlete or a very experienced woodsman. He left the trail and went cross-country.


  Either going ahead to take a shot at Visser One. Or going ahead to spy out what was happening.


  I'd have to watch Red-hair. He made me nervous.


  I knew that what I saw was not even the thin edge of Visser Three's true forces. I knew that the sky above me was dotted with shielded Bug fighters. And maybe the Blade ship as well. Not to mention any of Visser One's loyal troops.


  The killing had only taken a rest break. It would start again once Visser Three was sure of Visser One's goal. Once all her forces were in the open and committed. Once he was sure of victory.


  I circled back to the campsite. Visser One had been instructed to wait there. I floated down, skimmed in, hidden from the Visser's sight. I landed in the middle branches of a tall pine.


  Only then did I see the goblin form of a Hork-Bajir, standing perfectly still. So still it could have been a statue.


  <Rachel? Tobias?> I called.


  <Rachel,> she answered. <Haven't seen Tobias, yet>


  <I'm here,> a thought-speak voice answered. <Right above you, Marco.>


  I jerked my head upward. The seven-foot-tall, bladed form rested comfortably another twenty feet up the trunk.


  <You guys forget: Hork-Bajir are arboreal. Why be on the ground when you can have some altitude?>


  <Where are Jake and Cassie?> Rachel asked.


  I didn't answer. I couldn't.


  <Marco?> Rachel pressed.


  I couldn't. Couldn't say it.


  <Marco!>


  <Visser Three. He got them.>


  <What?> Tobias cried. <Captured?>


  <No. No. I don't think so.>
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  We waited. Silent. Dangerous.


  I know Rachel. I know she wanted action, not playacting. I knew she would explode at the smallest provocation.


  I know Tobias. I knew that in the face of so much sadness he would retreat from his human side. I knew that he was more hawk now than ever, despite his Hork-Bajir morph.


  And what could I say to them? What could I say to lead them? Or control them?


  Nothing. Because I know myself, too. I knew that I was scared and desperate and that my insides were being eaten away. I knew that I was focusing all my mind, all my thoughts on the plan, the plan, the plan, shutting out all other thoughts.


  I had nothing to say to Rachel or Tobias. They would do, or not do, whatever they chose.


  Visser One wandered warily through the abandoned campsite. I saw her as Rachel saw her: the enemy. One of the Yeerk invaders who had cost her the life of her cousin and her best friend.


  She was a dozen feet away, two long strides away, from Rachel's Hork-Bajir blades.


  Rachel stepped into the open.


  Tobias dropped easily from the tree, landing on T-rex feet.


  My mother . . . Visser One . . . swung her backpack forward and reached inside. The Dracon weapon was in her hand in a flash.


  I breathed.


  Rachel was letting her live. For now. Fast as Visser One had been, she'd never have reached her weapon had Rachel not wanted her to.


  "You . . ." Rachel said, stepping forward and speaking in the Hork-Bajir voice. "Where are Andalite friends?"


  "Your friends are fine, Maska Fettan," the Visser responded.


  "My name. You know my name," Rachel said, sounding relieved. Then, a slow Hork-Bajir scowl. "Andalite friends say password. All must speak password."


  I spotted a movement so slight only a hawk would have seen it. Red-hair. Only the red hair was hidden now by the camouflage ski mask he'd pulled down over his face.


  He was in a stand of bushes. Close enough to see. Not to hear. He had a Dracon beam in his hand. But the way he held it was for self-defense, not attack.


  "Freedom now, freedom forever," Visser One recited with an amused sneer.


  "Yes." Rachel smiled, if you can call what Hork-Bajir do when they're happy smiling. "You are friend."


  "Yes. I am a friend to all free Hork-Bajir." The Visser could hardly resist masking my mother's face with a grin of glee. "How is the free colony faring, Maska Fettan?"


  "Good, good! All free now. All happy. Much bark to eat," Rachel said.


  "That's good. Love to hear that the bark is tasty," Visser One said, dripping contempt. "Now, conduct me to the colony, as you were instructed to do."


  "You change to bird. Fly. Human slow walker."


  "Sadly, I am ill," Visser One said. She made a little cough. "I am unable to morph at the moment. I will have to travel as a human."


  "Human slow," Tobias interjected with true Hork-Bajir dimness.


  "Yes, yes, it's all a mess," Visser One agreed testily. "I wish I could morph to bird and fly, but since that is not possible, perhaps you two geniuses could follow the orders you were given."


  "Andalite friend says, Take her to colony,'" Tobias said.


  "Yes," Rachel agreed.


  "Up there." Tobias pointed off the trail. He pointed up toward a high, naked rock summit. "Up there is place. Up there Andalite friends hide colony."


  A naked rock peak. The perfect place to stage a battle that would involve forces on the ground and in the air. The perfect place for an Animorph.


  "Up there?" Visser One said slowly. Her eyes narrowed. "Holograms. Cloaking shields? Yes, of course. Few human interlopers, and camouflage and a force field would stop them. It would work. A small, deep valley most likely. Invisible from the ground because of the altitude. Easily concealed from the air or space by Andalite counter-measures. The energy drain would be immense, but not unmanageable . . . ."


  I would have smiled. Yes, Visser One, just what I hoped you'd think.


  Welcome to the OK Corral, Visser One.
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  I'd seen enough. Visser One had fallen for it. So far.


  Rachel and Tobias would handle the rest of the climb. It was unlikely the Visser would try to harm the two Hork-Bajir before she had been shown the way to the colony. Unlikely, but not impossible. She was armed. And I knew what Visser One was. Ruthless. Cruel. That she wore the face of my mother - the woman who had taught me about laughter - was a grotesque irony.


  <See, that's ironic, Alanis,> I muttered to no one.


  The ascent would take hours. Tobias and Rachel would have to slip away whenever possible to demorph and remorph. If Ax was nearby, on-station, it would work. He would substitute. One Hork-Bajir looked much like the next, but this substitution would be even more perfect than that. Some weeks ago, on a friendly visit with the free Hork-Bajir, Ax had acquired the same Hork-Bajir DNA Rachel was using. Not even a Hork-Bajir would notice any difference.


  I drifted back down the hill. Back down toward Visser Three and his Controllers.


  His force was growing. I don't know how they'd gotten there, but a force of Hork-Bajir was moving up the hill from the right flank, swinging through trees and marching along the ground. I counted thirty before I gave up.


  This would complicate things. I'd hoped to isolate the two Vissers. Visser One, prepared as we had prepared her with ropes and pitons, would be able to climb. So would Visser Three who would simply morph something capable.


  The jagged, naked rocks would delay the human-Controllers. But Hork-Bajir were strong. And, according to the Hork-Bajir we knew, they came from a planet where life existed entirely within impossibly steep canyons.


  The Hork-Bajir-Controllers would be able to keep pace with Rachel and Tobias. Only a limited number of Bug fighters could be brought to bear within the limited space, so the balance of power on the ground was important.


  Too much on Visser Three's side of the equation and he'd win without suffering much himself. And now, the wild card, we Animorphs, were reduced. Thirty Hork-Bajir-Controllers and a dozen human-Controllers, plus Visser Three. It was more than we could handle.


  Far back down the trail, Red-hair rejoined Visser Three. So now Visser Three knew that Visser One had linked up with two Hork-Bajir.


  Would he put it all together? Would Visser Three realize that these were free Hork-Bajir? That Visser One was on her way to the free colony?


  It was getting to be time for me to change morphs. The air was thin, the updrafts nonexistent at this altitude. Flying was a chore. And soon I would stand out all too obviously.


  <Where is Ax?> I wondered. <Rachel? Tobias? Have you seen Ax?>


  <No,> Rachel said.


  <He was supposed to do his best to clear the area then rejoin us,> I said in frustration.


  <Plan not working out so well, General?>


  <Just get Visser One up that mountain.>


  <Face it, Marco, it's a fiasco. It's a total fiasco! We're dragging this woman up the mountain for what? It'd be so easy to just give her a shove off the trail.>


  <Shut up, Rachel!> I yelled. <Just shut up!>


  <Oh yeah, you're calm and in control,> Rachel taunted. <Jake's gone. Cassie's gone. And the person running this mission is working on setting up his own mother? This is a waste of time. Marco, just fly off somewhere. Just get out of range so you don't have to see what I'm ->


  <Rachel, that's enough,> Tobias said quietly.


  I couldn't believe what I was "hearing." Tobias never messes with Rachel. I think Rachel was shocked, too.


  <Marco has enough load on his shoulders,> Tobias said. <I trust him.>


  <You trust him? You trust him?!>


  <You just want Visser One?> Tobias said. <Or do you want them both? We need this woman alive as bait>


  All the while I could see Visser One scrambling over rocks, climbing, hauling herself up by roots and low branches. And Tobias and Rachel were with her, one ahead, one behind.


  <Yeah, his plan's worked out so well so far,> Rachel said. But she fell silent after that.


  I put her out of my mind. Besides, she was right. The plan was falling apart. I needed reinforcements.


  Where was Ax? Where was the Andalite?
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  I'd been a long time in morph. A quick check on Visser Three, and I would abandon the osprey.


  Visser Three himself was still with his group of human-Controllers. They were slowing down, worn out by sliding in their street shoes.


  But the Visser was no longer concerned with shoes. He had reverted to his Andalite host body. He was a nimble, dangerous deer.


  No one was sweating more than Chapman. I almost felt sorry for him. But not too sorry. If all went well, my school would be needing a new assistant principal next week.


  I circled behind them, staying out of sight as well as I could. I drifted close enough to hear scattered bits of conversation.


  Some of it was very interesting.


  "Let's kill her now," Chapman urged, gasping like a fish out of water. "Before they get away."


  <Why, because you are weak and tired? No,> Visser Three said. <She is heading for the Hork-Bajir fugitives. I know it! Either to unite with them, or to prove their existence to the Council of Thirteen and discredit me. I will have her and the Hork-Bajir fugitives!>


  "But, Visser, in these human host bodies, lacking equipment, we may be unable to keep up with you," Chapman said very respectfully.


  <Am I blind? Am I a fool? Two columns of Hork-Bajir and Taxxons are even now converging. If you fall by the wayside, so be it. I will not be denied my victory!>


  Evidently encouraged by Visser Three's seemingly tolerant mood, another human-Controller made the mistake of offering an opinion.


  "It's hard to believe that these Hork-Bajir hosts could form a colony right under our noses. How did we -"


  The Andalite tail blade whipped and stopped, quivering, pressed against the man's right leg.


  "No, I -" the man cried. "I meant no criticism! No!"


  "Visser, we need every man who can fire a weapon," Chapman intervened.


  <Yes, you are right, Chapman,> Visser Three said. <It would be foolish to cut off his leg. How would he walk without a leg?>


  The man almost had time to breathe a sigh of relief. Then Visser Three whipped his tail again. The man's left arm fell to the ground.


  <You all will only hinder my progress,> Visser Three spat. <I will proceed alone from here. The Hork-Bajir and Taxxons will join us soon. And the fleet stands ready. Catch up when your frail bodies allow. I have a morph that will do very nicely for this challenge.>


  With his entourage watching, Visser Three began to morph.


  Squeeeesh!


  His Andalite head flattened to the shape of a B-movie flying saucer. His main eyes closed and sealed. His stalk eyes remained but thickened. The eyeballs bulged and reddened.


  Multijointed legs sprouted from his sides. One, two, three - six, total, replacing his quick-disappearing Andalite legs and hooves.


  His blue-and-tan Andalite fur seemed to be absorbed into him, as though it had been sucked in.


  What remained was a translucent skin or shell of no particular color.


  The legs lengthened, becoming spindly, almost like a spider's. The two front legs ended in claws. The back four legs ended in sharp, barbed spikes.


  And then, before my startled gaze, the shell began to change. From a translucence that revealed vague, distorted blue, red, and orange shadows of his internal organs, it became green and brown.


  It became the precise green of the trees overhead. The exact brown of the trail.


  <A chameleon!> I whispered.


  The Visser's bizarre, spindly land crab was nearly invisible, even to my eyes. The colors and patterns of its shell shifted as rapidly as it walked.


  Okay, Marco, you knew he'd morph something dangerous. That still fits the plan.


  Of course, I hadn't known he'd be nearly invisible.
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  I landed and demorphed well off the trail.


  Strange to be here, so high up. It was quiet. A few birds sang. The breeze rustled the sparse tall grass. The trees sighed.


  "All I need is a picnic," I said, wanting to hear the sound of my own voice. "Some chips. A ham sandwich."


  Jake and Cassie, burned in Visser One's SUV.


  Ax missing.


  My mother . . .


  I could run away. Leave town. Never come back. I had the powers. I could get by. I could go to Hollywood. Or France. Somewhere.


  French Marco. I liked it. Were the Yeerks in France? I didn't care. I wouldn't pay any attention to them.


  "Oh, God," I moaned. I put my face in my hands.


  <Marco! You are very badly located!>


  My head snapped up. I looked around, confused, till I saw the northern harrier floating on the slight breeze.


  "Ax?" I said, not that he could hear me.


  <Marco, a column of Hork-Bajir and Taxxons is coming up the opposite side of this ridge. In approximately two of your minutes they will be able to see you.>


  "They're not my minutes, you alien nitwit, they're everyone's minutes!"


  But I was busy morphing. Not to osprey again. Wings were of diminishing usefulness now. But I still needed to be able to stay out in front of humans, Hork-Bajir, and whatever strange thing Visser Three had become.


  Time for the goat.


  Ax had floated lower. He kept to the air, but he could hear me now.


  <I discern that the arrival of these additional forces so early in the plan may have created an imbalance that will affect our plans in a negative way,> Ax said.


  "Gee, do you think?!" I yelled.


  <We need reinforcements.>


  "You know some private army you can call, 'cause if you do, now would be the time!" I yelled.


  It was sarcastic. I didn't expect him to take me seriously. But before I could object, Ax had caught the breeze and was heading downhill, letting gravity give him speed.


  "What the . . . What are you doing?" I screamed.


  Insane! I'd found Ax and lost him within a minute!


  "Okay, okay, get a grip," I told myself shakily. "Get a grip. Okay. Figure it out. Back to Rachel and Tobias and Visser One. The only thing to do. Morph. Come on, Marco, focus!"


  I focused on the memory of the big mountain goat, asleep in its safe little zoo habitat.


  Stupid, but I was ticked at that goat.


  Morphing is never logical, never neat and clean and orderly. The changes don't necessarily start at the head and move on to the toes, though they can. And this time, they did.


  Sprooot!


  Two sharp, daggerlike black horns sprouted from the top of my head.


  I felt an itchiness on my face. I raised my hand and felt a long, rather soft white beard beneath my chin.


  The five toes on each of my feet melded together to form two big padded toes, toes that could spread to help the mountain goat keep its balance on snowy, rocky slopes.


  White fur began to grow up my legs, which were becoming the stocky, sturdy back legs of the goat. Over the soft, fluffy fur grew coarser hair, protection against wind and rain.


  Suddenly, I tipped forward. I fell on my hands, now also split hooves with rough pads underneath.


  Screeeesh!


  My small human shoulders heaved upward into the powerful, shaggy shoulders of the almost three-hundred-pound male mountain goat.


  I felt the mountain goat's mind merge within my own. But I wasn't interested in fighting it. The goat wanted to climb, and so did I.


  I bounded off across the sparse, rocky soil. Up, up, straight up.


  The power in my legs was incredible! I wasn't climbing against the pull of gravity. Gravity was irrelevant! It didn't exist!


  Up through the trees. Leaping easily, playfully over boulders that would have taken a human five minutes to clamber cautiously over.


  My legs were pile drivers. I was on pogo sticks, just bouncing, bounding, springing, practically flying.


  I spotted and smelled the Hork-Bajir as they crested the ridge, but who cared? They'd never get me. This mountain was mine. These rocks belonged to me!


  Up and up, pulling effortlessly away from the Hork-Bajir, I drew level with Visser One and my two friends. They had deployed ropes and pitons now. Visser One was being pushed and hauled like a sack of potatoes.


  They climbed the easier path. I took a much harder way. A way with no trail, with scrappy miniature trees blocking my way, with no visible footholds, with tumbling gravel and crumbling rocks.


  I went the way that no human climber, no expert rock climber armed with every piece of equipment could have climbed in under half a day.


  It was an escalator to me.


  My eyes spotted every minuscule crevice. My hooves caught every crack. I hauled three hundred pounds of goat up a sheer wall so easily that I might have been Tinkerbell floating upward on magic dust.


  I passed Visser One.


  Rachel spotted me.


  <Marco?>


  <Who else?>


  <Yeah. Good luck, okay?>


  <No problem-o, Xena,> I said.
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  I waited atop the mountain, alone. King of the world.


  From the peak, the back side of the mountain extended almost flat toward the west. All I saw was a long slope that extended perhaps a quarter of a mile before seeming to be broken by the spine of a ridge.


  We had come up the east face. A nearly sheer drop. The southeast and northeast were no better - sheer cliffs.


  A fatal fall in three directions.


  A fatal fall for a human. Or human-Controller.


  Nothing that looked remotely like a hidden valley. Nothing that looked remotely like a secret Hork-Bajir colony.


  But then, that was to be expected.


  My mother's face appeared very suddenly above the rocks to the east. She was being pushed up from beneath. She clambered up, clearly exhausted.


  For a while she just lay flat on her back, gasping and coughing. Rachel and Tobias rose up behind her.


  Then she rolled over and with sheer willpower made her body stand.


  Once again I felt that strange pride. Even with Rachel and Tobias to help, it was an amazing accomplishment climbing this peak.


  A fitting end. The last exertion, the last effort.


  So easy for me now. I could throw my three hundred pounds forward, lower my head, slam into her, send her flying, arms windmilling helplessly as she fell and fell and fell . . .


  The Visser would die.


  His helpless host, my mother, as well.


  "Andalite?" she panted.


  <Of course,> I said. Be so careful, Marco, I warned myself. This was to be Jake's role. He was to talk to her. She can't know who you are.


  But what did it matter now? It was over. It would end here.


  It would matter because knowing at last that we had tricked her, she might call my name. She might say "Marco."


  "Marco! Don't let them kill me, Marco!"


  I shuddered.


  I was lost. Her life would end here. So would mine, I now knew. How could I live? How could I live, knowing?


  "Well, Andalite or human, or whatever you are behind that morph, you'd better know one thing: My loyal forces fill the sky! Betray me and you'll be blasted apart!"


  <We have a deal,> I said blandly. <Visser Three will soon join us. He will be alone, or nearly alone.>


  "The Hork-Bajir colony. I don't see any colony!"


  <Erek,> I said privately, <I hope you're here, dude.> Then, in open thought-speak, <Not to get all Prince of Egypt on you, but . . . Behold!>


  The ground of the western slope shimmered. Then it disappeared. Visser One actually jumped back. The valley appeared just before her feet.


  "Hork-Bajir home," Rachel said, still playing her part.


  Below us, beneath impossibly steep cliff walls, a lush valley teemed with free Hork-Bajir.


  I watched the sick, eager smile spread across my mother's beautiful face as Visser One peered into the valley below.


  Several young Hork-Bajir swung through the trees, playing a game of tag. Adult Hork-Bajir stripped bark from the trunks of the tall pines. I counted at least forty or fifty Hork-Bajir going about their daily routine.


  <Okay, we fulfilled our end of the bargain,> I muttered. <Now it's up to Visser Three.>


  She smiled, right at me. "I know you. I know you, don't I?"


  <I am an Andalite warrior. That's all you need to know.>


  "No. Andalites don't make jokes. Let alone human popular culture references. No, you're a human. And . . ." She searched her memory, rolling her eyes up. "Someone I knew, once. Long ago, maybe. But someone I knew."
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  I froze. Stiff. Still.


  I wanted her to say my name.


  I'd given myself away. Deliberately. I wanted her to say my name. I wanted her to call out to me, to say, "Marco, I love you, I miss you, I'm still your-"


  Oh, God, I had messed up. The plan, I'd ruined it, just to hear her say my name. I'd been fooling myself. I couldn't do it.


  <It's okay, Marco,> a gentle voice said. But not my mom. Rachel. <It's okay, man. It's okay.>


  Then, everything happened at once.


  Above the lip of the mountaintop he rose, grotesque, half sky-blue, half the color of bare rock.


  Visser Three climbed up.


  <Well, well, well,> he said. <What's this? Visser One perched on the edge of a free Hork-Bajir colony? Chatting amiably with two free Hork-Bajir and, unless I miss my guess, an Andalite?>


  She spun to face him. No fear. "It's over, you incompetent fraud! My loyal ships are above us."


  <So are mine,> Visser Three hissed. <And they will blow your ships from the sky!>


  "So typical of you. You think only of brute violence. Fool. My ships are making a sensor record. They have recorded this valley, this colony of free Hork-Bajir! What do you think the Council of Thirteen will say when they see it?"


  Visser Three showed no emotion. Most likely he couldn't.


  Visser One reached into her backpack. Out came not a weapon but what looked a bit like a cell phone.


  "This is Visser One," she said. "Attack!"


  <Yes, by all means, attack me,> Visser Three said with a laugh. <My ships, too, are making a sensor record. A record of the traitor, the former Visser One firing on loyal Yeerks!>


  Suddenly, the sky overhead seemed to part, like a cloth being torn at the seam, and there appeared a ship like none I had ever seen.


  Huge! Larger than Visser Three's Blade ship. It had eight pods arranged around a central, cylindrical core. Four massive engines bunched at the rear, blazing blue fire.


  <A Nova-class Empire ship?> Visser Three gasped.


  Just then, streaking out of the west, came a stream of smaller ships, Visser Three's Bug fighters. Visser One whirled to watch them, a swarm moving quickly across the back of the mountain range. Among them, a giant battle-ax: the Blade ship of Visser Three.


  The squadrons flew low over the colony.


  "Visser Three!" my mother yelled. "You are under arrest for criminal incompetence!"


  <Traitor!> Visser Three roared.


  He lunged, front claws snapping.


  Visser One drew a Dracon beam.


  Visser Three's Bug fighters sped toward Visser One's descending armada. The battle erupted. The sky was ripped by massive Dracon cannon firing, as Bug fighters and the Blade ship circled around Visser One's Empire ship.


  Visser One fired.


  Visser Three sliced.


  <Aaaarrgghh!>


  A sizzling hole appeared in Visser Three's color-shifting shell.


  My mother screamed. She staggered and fell. Her clothes were stained red.


  <NOOOO!> I cried. I leaped. Leaped at Visser Three, head down, horns ready.


  <Marco! Stop!> Rachel cried. <It's the plan! It has to happen! It has to happen! She has to->


  <NOOOOOO!> I slammed into the chameleon morph. It jerked back. Visser Three staggered. Three legs crumpled.


  Visser One fired.


  The shot missed Visser Three. It hit me.


  Searing pain. There was a neat semicircle of flesh gone from my haunch. I staggered, blinded and disoriented by the pain.


  "Destroy the colony! The colony!" my mother screamed into her communicator. "Don't fire on Visser Three's ships! The colony! Kill them all! Kill them all!"


  <Pathetic attempt. You can't hope to conceal your treason,> Visser Three said.


  TSEEEEEEW! TSEEEEEEW!


  Dracon cannon were firing from the sky above. The Empire ship was blasting the ground. Firing at what they thought was a colony of free Hork-Bajir.


  A hologram.


  Erek the Chee had created the illusion. And now, as the Yeerks fired, he created the illusion of Hork-Bajir burning, falling, dying.


  But the laws of physics could not be denied.


  The massive Dracon energies were not descending deep into a valley. They were hitting the mountain peak, only a hundred feet from us.


  CRRRRRRR-ACK!


  The ground shuddered.


  And suddenly, the ground was falling away. A crack in the very rock itself.


  A huge fissure opened up.


  I staggered to my feet, crippled by the pain of my wound.


  The fissure had separated us. Visser Three, and now an army of rushing, eager Hork-Bajir-Controllers on one side. Rachel and Tobias trapped there with them.


  I was on the other side of the fissure. So was Visser One. My mother. We were alone.


  She stood with her back to the cliff, raging.


  "Too late, Visser Three! Too late to stop me!" Then, calling into her communicator, "Detach a fighter to get me off this rock!"


  Rachel and Tobias were back against their own dead drop. Hork-Bajir hemmed them in, attacking relentlessly.


  In seconds, it would be over.


  All over. My plan. Done. Failed. Rachel and Tobias would die. Visser Three would live. And Visser One?


  Out of the corner of my eye I saw a Bug fighter roaring out of the sky, rocketing down toward us.


  I turned to face her. Visser One. The leader of the initial invasion of Earth.


  She stared at me. She moved to aim the weapon at me.


  I lowered my head and felt the power in my legs.


  It would be a hundred-foot drop.


  <I love you,> I whispered. And then, I lunged.


  "The boy!" she whispered, amazed. "It's the boy!"
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  I lunged.


  The Dracon beam moved. Her finger tightened.


  Too slow. She was too slow. I would hit her a split second before she could fire. I would hit her with all the power I possessed and she would fly backward into emptiness and -


  RRRRROOOOOAAAARRR!


  A flash of orange and black. It appeared over the lip of the cliff.


  So fast!


  The tiger hit me. Claws retracted, it hit me in my side and knocked me off my feet.


  Spinning, I saw the Dracon weapon aimed right at me, following me, ready to fire.


  And then, from the sky a bird dropped, wings folded back, talons out. It slashed at Visser One's face.


  "Aaaarrggh!" she cried.


  She clutched at bloody tracks on her cheeks.


  She staggered back.


  <Mom!> I cried.


  For a horrible long moment she teetered on the edge, fighting gravity. I leaped up, racing to grab her, pull her back, somehow, save her.


  But the tiger wrapped a massive arm around me and held me down.


  She fell. Disappeared from sight.


  <No! No! No!> I cried.


  <Hang on, Marco,> Jake said. <Hang on, man. Hang on, man.>


  He held me that way, pinned down. The strength of his tiger morph made my own strength insignificant.


  <Hang on, Marco. Hang on, man.>


  Dimly, as though I was watching it on an out-of-focus TV, I was aware that battle raged on the opposite peak.


  I knew that more Hork-Bajir had joined the battle. I knew that an Andalite was leading them. That they were pushing back the tide of the Visser's troops.


  The free Hork-Bajir. Ax had brought them from the real colony, miles away.


  In the sky a battle raged between the Empire ship and the Blade ship with its fighters. Not my problem anymore.


  Nothing was my problem. All I had to do was listen to the voice in my head saying, <Hold on, Marco. Hold on, man. Hold on.>
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  I stayed in bed for most of the next week. Sick. At least that's what I told my dad.


  I lay there staring at soap operas and Jerry Springer and old movies.


  I didn't know how I'd gotten down off that mountain or made it home. I was gone during all that. Gone to a place in my head.


  Jake came and saw me. He told me how Cassie had seen Visser Three's limo pulling in. They'd realized they were trapped. They'd gone at emergency speed back to roach morphs.


  They figured nothing was going to kill a roach.


  Cassie had been all the way into morph before Visser Three fried the car. Jake had only been halfway morphed. He'd been hurt, burned, unconscious.


  Cassie had stayed to care for him, bringing him back to consciousness at the last minute. Just in time to demorph.


  Jake had been seconds away from a lifetime trapped as something half roach, half human.


  I listened to what he had to say. Listened to how Visser Three had escaped. How the free Hork-Bajir had lost five of their people in the battle.


  I didn't care.


  He went away and I flipped the channels with my remote control.


  Two more days passed and Rachel came to see me. She sat in my chair and put her feet up on my desk.


  "There's no body," she announced.


  "What?" I asked distractedly. I flipped through a dozen more channels.


  "Visser One. Your mother. I searched. In eagle morph. There's no body."


  I felt my insides tighten.


  "The Yeerks cleaned up their mess. Destroyed the evidence."


  She shook her head. "No. The Yeerks Draconed the corpses. There are burn marks all over that hill. But nothing down where your mother fell."


  The scene flashed back, another channel on the TV: the "my mother falling to her death" show. I saw her fall, slow-motion.


  I saw the Bug fighter roaring past.


  Could it have reached her?


  No. Impossible.


  "Nice try, Rachel," I said.


  She shrugged. "I'm telling you what I saw. I wouldn't lie."


  "Sure you would," I said. "Pity. Charity. Make Marco feel better."


  "No. Because it won't make you feel better. It wouldn't be pity or charity. I wouldn't be doing you a favor. You've cried and yelled and hated yourself. It's bad, but if she's dead at least it would be over. If she's alive . . ."


  I didn't say anything. She sighed and got up to leave. She touched the doorknob and I said, "Rachel? I was going to do it. Then I wasn't. I was trying to kill her. And save her. What do you do?"


  "Do?"


  "What do you do when you have to make a decision, and each choice is horrible? What would you do, Rachel? If it was your mom or dad or sisters. What would you do, Xena?"


  "Me?" She sighed. "I guess I'd hope that someone would come along and take that decision away from me."


  "Like Jake did to me."


  "Yeah."


  "What if she isn't dead? What if she really did survive? Oh, God, what if there's a next time?"


  Rachel came back and sat beside me on the bed. She didn't hug me. Rachel's not a hugger. But she sat there with me.


  "One battle at a time, Marco. One battle at a time."


  Not much of an answer. But the only answer I had.


  "Try the movie channel," Rachel said.


  I aimed the remote control.
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  My name is Jake.


  Just Jake.


  My last name doesn't matter.


  Where I live and go to school don't matter, either.


  What matters is that we're in a war, fighting for the survival of the human race.


  You're thinking Yeah, right. That's okay. I know - I probably would have said the same thing once.


  No way. Not a chance. If it's true, then where are the troops storming the beaches? Where are the bombs? Where's the battlefield? The RPVs and cruise missiles?


  Well, it's not that kind of a war.


  The battlefield is wherever we are, we being my friends and I. We are animal-morphers, given the ability to absorb DNA by touch and then morph into that animal. It's an incredible weapon, the kind that both dreams and nightmares are made of.


  Ask Tobias, who stayed in his red-tailed hawk morph longer than the two-hour limit and now spends his days catching and eating small mammals.


  Or check in with any one of us in the small hours between night and morning, when the nightmares come, the nightmares of twisting bodies and mutating minds.


  Like I said, this is not your standard-type war.


  We're the whole army, the six of us. We get some help from the Chee, but they are incapable of violence, so when it comes to the down and dirty, we're it. Us, alone, against an alien empire that has already terrorized the galaxy.


  Yeah, I know. Nice odds.


  Most of us learned to fight the hard way in a deadly, on-the-job-training-type deal.


  But some of us had a head start, like my cousin Rachel, who loves it all. And Ax, whose full name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, warrior-cadet and younger brother to Elfangor, the Andalite who gave us the power to morph before he was murdered by Visser Three.


  I know, sounds like bull, right? Sounds like maybe I need to spend some time in a rubber room.


  But it's true. Every now and then the crazy becomes real.


  And this is not a clean war, if there is such a thing. I mean a war like World War II, where thousands saw the wrongs being committed and stood up to correct them. Where you attacked an enemy you could see, an enemy who wore a uniform and came right back at you, guns blazing.


  This isn't that kind of war at all.


  The Yeerks are more subtle than that. They aren't predators, they're parasites. They don't want to destroy humanity, they don't want to make big piles of bodies, they need our bodies in one piece to continue their invasion.


  See, they're basically slugs. Parasites. No arms, no legs, no face. Blind.


  That's why they need host bodies.


  They slither into your ear, seep into the crevices of your brain, open your memories.


  And you're still inside yourself while it's happening, trapped, helpless, begging for the nightmare to end.


  Only it's real. And it doesn't end.


  You want to warn people and you can't make the words come out. But the Yeerk in your head can hear them. It can hear your pitiful cries, your impotent threats. It can hear you beg, Please, please leave me, please get out of my head, please. . . . And it can feel you slowly surrendering even the pretense of resistance.


  The Yeerks are everywhere, using their involuntary human hosts to move freely, to recruit new members into their cover organization called The Sharing with promises of good, clean, wholesome family fun.


  They're the ultimate enemy.


  We've identified a few of them, though.


  Our assistant principal, Mr. Chapman.


  My best friend Marco's mother.


  My big brother, Tom.


  I know how the guys fighting in the Civil War felt, North against South, brother against brother.


  Living with the dark, ugly fact that if you met your brother on the battlefield, he would kill you.


  Unless you killed him first.


  I know the real Tom is still inside himself somewhere, raging against the Yeerk holding him hostage, begging for someone to save him.


  I know because I was infested once by the same Yeerk who'd first infested Tom before his body had been turned over to a new Yeerk. I had access to its memories, so I saw how Tom had been dragged, screaming, fighting, and finally pleading to the Yeerk pool to receive his slug.


  I was saved. Tom was not.


  But it stays with me, that memory. It always will.


  So will the battles. Win, lose, or draw, they're chaotic clashes full of pain and rage. And when the fighting's over and the adrenaline drains away, you're left exhausted and sick, with way too many memories.


  My grandpa G - "G" for great-grandpa - told me something once, way before I ever could have understood what he'd meant.


  My family had driven eight hours to visit him in his cabin in the woods. He and I were sitting on the dock at the lake, watching the fish snatch mosquitoes off the water's glassy, mirrored surface.


  And it was so quiet.


  Quiet enough to make me wish I was home with the TV blasting and my dog Homer gnawing on a rawhide chew.


  I was about to leave when Grandpa G said, "You know, I see myself in you, Jake. You've got an old soul."


  An old soul? Was that supposed to be good or bad?


  He never said. Just gave me a small, kind of sad smile, and looked back out over the lake.


  I hadn't known what he'd meant then, or why he'd said it. I don't know, maybe he saw my future, somehow. Because now I was old. You see too much pain and destruction, you get old inside. It's one of the by-products of war.


  I'm the unofficial leader of the Animorphs. I send us into battle. When things go wrong, when we get hurt or have to run for our lives, that's on me, too.


  I'm not complaining. Has to be done. You know? Someone has to make the calls. A good leader has to make tough, informed decisions. Recognize his soldiers' special strengths and use them accordingly. Fight to win with the knowledge that he may die trying.


  But most important, a leader won't ask anyone to do anything he wouldn't do himself.


  That one came home to haunt me.


  Because in three days, my brother Tom was either going to kill or be killed.


  And it was up to me to decide.
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  I came around the corner after school and saw a taxi parked out in front of my house.


  My mother shot across the porch, suitcase banging against her knees, and hurried down the sidewalk to the cab.


  What the . . . ?


  My mom didn't take cabs. Nobody around here did.


  Everybody had cars.


  "Mom!" I yelled, jogging over. "What happened?"


  Because something had definitely happened.


  I mean, I've seen my mom sniffle at Save the Children infomercials and Hallmark cards, but I can't remember the last time I ever saw her really cry.


  But she was crying now.


  Something must have happened to Tom.


  Or to my dad.


  My knees went weak and wobbly.


  Funny, how even when your whole life has shifted into a daily Twilight Zone episode, there are still some things that can make you panic.


  "I left you a note on the fridge, Jake," she said, hefting her suitcase into the trunk and slamming it shut. "My flight leaves in an hour and the traffic -"


  "Mom, what happened?" I blurted.


  My voice was high and shrill, not exactly the voice of a fearless leader, as Marco would have pointed out, had he been there.


  "Oh." She blinked away fresh tears. "Grandpa G died. His housekeeper, Mrs. Molloy, found him this morning. I'm meeting your grandparents and we're driving out to Grandpa G's cabin to make the funeral arrangements."


  "Grandpa G's dead?" I echoed, trying to wade through the emotions whirling around in my head.


  Grandpa G. Not Tom. Not my father.


  "Yes. His poor heart just gave out," she said.


  "You're going to the cabin?" I said. "What about us?"


  "You'll be coming out as soon as your father clears his work schedule," she said, touching my shoulder, forcing a brief smile, and sliding into the backseat. "He'll tell you about it. Everything will be fine. Make sure your suit is clean. I'll call when I get to Grandma's. I gotta go, honey."


  She slammed the door and waved.


  I watched as the cab disappeared around the corner.


  Now what?


  I headed into the house. Checked the scrawled note stuck under an apple magnet on the fridge.


  Yeah. Grandpa G was dead.


  According to Mrs. Molloy, who'd talked to the doctor, his heart had stopped while he was putting jelly on a slice of toast. He'd never even gotten a chance to eat it.


  I shivered.


  I'd cared about Grandpa G and now he was gone, and my family was smaller.


  I didn't like that.


  The kitchen door burst open. Tom stormed into the room.


  "And I'm telling you, Dad, I can't go!" he snapped, tossing his books onto the table and scowling at me. "What're you looking at?"


  "You're home early," I said, surprised.


  My father plodded in, weary, harassed, and closed the door behind him.


  "So are you," I said, glancing from him to Tom. "Did Mom tell you guys about Grandpa G?"


  "Yes," my father said. "I was hoping to get here in time to take her to the airport but the traffic was terrible. I saw Tom walking home and picked him up."


  "Did you know we're supposed to go out to the cabin?" Tom demanded, glaring at me like it was somehow my fault.


  "Uh, yeah," I said cautiously, trying to figure out what his problem was. "So?"


  "So, Tom's already informed me that he doesn't want to leave his friends to attend his great-grandfather's funeral," my father said, looking at Tom, not me. "However, he doesn't have a choice. We're going. All of us."


  "When?" I said, feeling like I was missing something important. It was there but I just couldn't grab it.


  "We're driving up Saturday morning," my father said.


  "Dad, I can't," Tom insisted. "The Sharing's expecting me to help out this weekend. I gave them my word!"


  "Well, you'll just have to explain that something more important came up," my father said. "I thought The Sharing was about promoting family values, right? Well, we're going to pay our respects to Grandpa G as a family."


  "Dad, you don't understand!" Tom argued desperately.


  Why was Tom so dead set against going out to the lake?


  Okay, so it was boring. Grandpa G's cabin was the only house on the lake. His closest neighbor had been Mrs. Molloy and she lived seven miles away, halfway to town.


  The only other house around was an old, abandoned hunting lodge across the lake.


  No cable. No Taco Bell. No streetlights or crowds.


  No movies. No malls . . . .


  No Sharing. No Yeerks . . .


  "Uh, Dad?" I said. "How long are we staying?"


  "It depends on the funeral. I'll write notes so you'll be excused from school through Tuesday of next week -"


  "What?" Tom's eyes bulged in shock. "Tuesday? Dad, no way! Four days? I can't stay away for four days!"


  "You can and you will," my father said, losing his patience. "We're going as a family and that's final."


  Tom's throat worked. His hands clenched into fists.


  And for one brief second I had the crazy thought that he was going to attack my father.


  And oh, man, even though I couldn't morph in front of them, I could feel the surge of adrenaline that comes right before a fight.


  Three, maybe four days. The maximum time a Yeerk can last without a trip to a Yeerk pool is three days. Four days without Kandrona rays and the Yeerk in Tom's head would starve.


  Starve, Yeerk. Starve!


  "It won't be that bad, Tom," I heard myself pipe up. "The lake's nice, remember?"


  It broke the stalemate.


  Tom looked at me. "You're an idiot, you know that?"


  He was playing his role as condescending big brother. I was playing my role, too.


  Starve, Yeerk. Die in agony, die screaming, Yeerk!


  "Shut up," I said. "I'm not the one who's being a big baby about leaving."


  I said it to annoy him and to bring us back to the rhythm we knew, the kind of normal sniping I could handle.


  Because the hatred in Tom's eyes when he'd looked at my father had scared me.


  And the hatred that had flared up in me, the hatred of the Yeerk, the sick thrill of anticipating its pain, had scared me, too.


  "That's because you have no life," Tom sneered.


  "Oh, right, and you do?" I shot back.


  "More than you'll ever know," he said darkly, distracted now.


  "Enough," my father said. "I'm going to change. When I get back we'll order pizza. How does that sound?"


  "I'm not hungry," Tom muttered, staring at the floor.


  I wasn't either but my father was looking at me expectantly, so I said, "Pizza. I'm there."


  My father nodded, satisfied, and left.


  I gave my brother a look of sympathy, making peace. "Maybe you can get out of it, some way."


  I had to fight to keep the sneer off my face. Or maybe, Yeerk, your cover is falling apart, maybe you'll have to choose between keeping Tom and keeping your filthy life.


  "Shut up," Tom said absentmindedly. The Yeerk had no use for me, no interest in me. I was dismissed. Irrelevant.


  I turned and blasted out into the backyard, my mind already buzzing with the possibilities.


  Tom's Yeerk was trapped. Under pressure. Squeezed. It wasn't ready for this turn of events. Didn't know how to play it out. Didn't know what to do.


  An opportunity? Maybe. Yeah, maybe.


  Die, Yeerk!


  Chapter 3


  



  Supper was awful.


  Tom tried everything to get out of going.


  He begged. Pleaded. Complained. Sulked.


  He even tried reasoning.


  My father didn't budge.


  I finished supper and bolted. I needed to think about what was gonna happen and I couldn't do it with Tom around.


  I hit the sidewalk, automatically heading for Marco's, but I really didn't know where I was going.


  I wanted to talk to Cassie, but she and her parents, both vets, were at some animal rescue seminar until later.


  Too bad, too, because she was the one I really wanted to talk to.


  Out of all of us, Cassie's the one who really understands the more complicated things: motives, emotions, right and wrong.


  Marco's my best friend, and if I wanted to talk about what works, about how to get from point A to point B and forget the consequences, I'd talk to Marco.


  But Cassie sees beneath the surface. I'm no genius, but I knew I was too close to this to see clearly.


  "Yo, Jake man! I was just on my way over to your house." Marco. Jogging toward me. "I need your English notes."


  I looked up, startled. "Oh. Uh, hi."


  "What'd I do, wake you up?" he said, body-checking me.


  I shoved him back. "Since when did you start saying Yo'?"


  "I was going to yell 'Hey, handsome,' but I thought you might prefer 'Yo.'"


  "Uh-huh."


  "So, yo-yo, what's up?"


  "I was just thinking about something," I said, shrugging. Then I decided what the heck. Marco's been my friend since we were in the sandbox. Plus, he'd lost his mom - complicated story - so I figured he'd know how I felt. "My Grandpa G died today."


  "Man. Too bad," he said, falling in beside me as we headed back to my house. "He was old, though, right? I mean he was in World War III."


  "World War II, Marco. Two."


  "No, duh," he said. "We spent a really unpleasant afternoon in the middle of World War II, you may recall. Or at least some time-distorted version of World War II."


  Long story there, too.


  "Yeah, he was in the war. The real war," I said as we rounded the corner to my house. "My mother flew out to help with the funeral arrangements. We're supposed to -"


  My father's car wasn't in the driveway.


  Odd.


  "When's the funeral?" Marco said.


  "I'm not sure. Probably Monday," I said, walking a little faster. The deep, dark part of my brain, the part that sensed danger, was already dumping adrenaline into my blood.


  Something wasn't right.


  "What?" Marco asked, instantly catching my mood.


  "Don't know. A feeling."


  A feeling like there was something important I'd forgotten. And because I had forgotten it . . .


  I tried to shake it off. I walked faster. "I'll be out of school Monday. Maybe Tuesday," I said absently, crossing the front lawn. "Me, my dad, and Tom are driving out on Saturday morning."


  "That's what, four days?" Marco said, then grabbed my arm. "Four days without Kandrona rays?" he said in a low, tense voice. "Does Tom know how long you're gonna be gone?"


  "Yeah, he and my dad had a big fight about it," I said, tugging free. "My dad said he had to go."


  And then Tom had looked at my father with black hatred.


  No, not Tom. The Yeerk inside of him.


  Controlling him.


  Tom's hands, doubled into fists.


  Poised to leap at my father.


  "You left them alone," Marco said. Not an accusation. No blame. Just fact.


  Like I said, Marco sees the line that goes from A to B. He'd already seen Tom's dilemma. And he'd seen Tom's ruthless solution.


  I followed Marco's narrowed gaze.


  My house was still.


  Too still.


  I bolted, stumbled up the steps, and threw the door open with a slam that echoed down the street.


  Chapter 4


  



  Silence.


  The empty kind, when you know nobody's there but you.


  "Dad?" I yelled anyway, running into the hallway. "Dad? Tom?"


  No answer.


  Heart pounding, I took the stairs two at a time.


  "Dad?"


  Looked in my parents' bedroom. In Tom's. In mine.


  Neat - except for my room. Empty.


  Which made me feel a little better, but not much.


  "Jake," Marco said from right behind me.


  "Yaaahh!" I yelped, going airborne.


  "Sorry."


  "Don't do that!" I said harshly, pushing past him and heading back down the stairs to the kitchen.


  I swung around, searching the kitchen for something, anything that would tell me where they'd gone.


  Cabinets. Sink. Glass jars full of cookies and pasta and coffee, lined up on the counter. Coffee machine. Refrigerator. Toaster.


  Orderly. Nothing out of place.


  I exploded.


  Slammed against the side of the refrigerator.


  BAM!


  One of the magnets fell off. The apple, which had been holding my mother's note about Grandpa G.


  Only the second note, the one that had been tacked beneath it, was gone. Had someone taken it? Why, when it had the flight number and details about what to bring when we drove out?


  The garbage.


  Frantically, I grabbed the plastic can and flipped open the lid. Knelt and peered inside.


  Lying crumpled atop the banana skins and the coffee grounds and the empty yogurt container was a wad of pink paper. Crumpled. I rose and smoothed it out on the counter.


  The top of the note was the one from my mother with the flight information. At the bottom of that note was my father's handwriting.


  



  Jake: Went to a Sharing meeting with Tom to explain why he can't help them out this weekend. Be back soon.


  Love, Dad.


  



  "Oh, God," I whispered.


  My father hadn't thrown away the note. Tom had. He'd been covering his tracks.


  Tom was taking my father to The Sharing.


  But not so he could be excused from his obligations.


  He was going to make our father a Controller. He would watch as they forced him to his knees and pushed his head down into the thick, sludgy Yeerk pool. He would listen to his pleas. Listen to his cries. His screams of horror and disbelief and panic. Listen and laugh.


  No.


  I started to shake.


  I should have known. Should have seen it sooner. Marco had seen it, why hadn't I?


  "We have to find them," I said, searching my mind frantically for a way to do it.


  "How?" Marco said. "We don't even know where they are."


  "Marco, this is my father!" I shouted, losing it. "I'm not letting them take him."


  "Even if we find him, you may not have anything to say about it," he said quietly. "It might already be too late."


  No, it couldn't be too late. Couldn't . . .


  No. They wouldn't have my father. I was going to stop them. Even if it meant stopping my brother.


  Any way I had to.


  Marco re-crumpled the note and put it back in the trash.


  Placed the apple magnet back on the fridge.


  I stood there, frantic, vibrating with impatience, wanting to go, go, GO somewhere, anywhere, just get going and find my father.


  "We have to cover our tracks, Jake," he explained. "We can't let Tom know that we know."


  "Right, whatever," I said, hurrying toward the door.


  I didn't tell Marco, but at that moment I just didn't care about keeping our secrets. I didn't care about saving the world. I was saving one man. The rest of the world could take care of itself.


  There were some losses I wasn't willing to take, no matter what. I'd lost my brother. That was it. I wasn't losing anyone else.


  "The Chee," I said suddenly.


  I reached for the phone. Marco pushed the receiver back down. "Not from the house, man. Look. Jake. Jake, listen to me."


  "What? WHAT?"


  "You're the boss, Jake. You're the fearless leader. But not right now, okay? You're too messed up over this. Let me call the plays."


  I knew he was right. I said nothing. I hated Marco right then. Hated him because he wouldn't have made the mistake I'd made. He would have seen . . .


  Hated him because he'd already lost his mother and he knew what the inside of my head was like, because he knew I was scared and just wanted to cry.


  "Come on, man," Marco said.


  We went down the block to a pay phone to call Erek King. He's a Chee.


  The Chee are a race of androids. Pacifist by design. But definitely anti-Yeerk. The ultimate spies. Our friends. At least as much as a nearly eternal machine can ever be a friend to a weak, short-lived human.


  The Chee would know of any Sharing meetings scheduled.


  "There's nothing scheduled," the human-sounding voice said.


  "But there has to be," I said desperately, pacing the length of the stupidly short phone cord.


  "Tom's taking my father to it! C'mon, Erek, please!"


  "Jake, you know I would tell you if I knew," Erek said with calm regret. "Perhaps Tom asked for an emergency meeting to deal with this problem."


  "Then how are we ever gonna find out where they are?" I said, glancing at Marco to see if he had any suggestions.


  He shrugged, looking miserable.


  I turned away, wanting to cry.


  Fighting to get hold of myself.


  Think, Jake.


  If the Chee didn't know where the Yeerks were gathering, how were we supposed to know?


  "Wait," I blurted. "Stupid! I don't have to find the Yeerks to find my father. All I have to do is find my father and we'll find the meeting. Should have thought of it."


  "All right," Erek said cautiously.


  "No, it's easy. He always carries a cell phone. I'll just call and ask him -"


  "You can't," Marco and Erek both said at the same time.


  "Why not?" I said.


  "Jake, if you call and ask your dad where he is, and then the meeting gets broken up by us, don't you think the Yeerks'll put two and two together?"


  "I don't care," I said, before I could stop myself.


  The sympathy on Marco's face evaporated. "You're not getting me killed to save your father!" he snapped.


  "There may be another way," Erek said, interrupting. "Give me the cell phone number. You hang up, dial the cell phone, and I'll tap into the frequency. You call but don't speak. If your father picks up, I'll analyze the auditory data and we may be able to determine his location."


  I didn't look at Marco. Couldn't. "Good. Great." I gave Erek the number, hung up, and dialed my father's cell phone number.


  It rang once.


  Twice.


  My hands were shaking.


  Marco was staring at me, eyes narrowed. His body was tense, ready to snatch the receiver if I as much as opened my mouth.


  I closed my eyes, willing my father to answer.


  Praying it wasn't too late.


  Chapter 5


  



  "Hello?"


  Tom.


  Tom had answered my father's cell phone.


  My mouth opened automatically to respond.


  Marco lunged, twisting the phone out of my hand.


  Put it to his ear.


  Watched me with dark, unreadable eyes.


  I didn't move. I couldn't.


  Because I couldn't believe what I had almost done.


  If I'd said one word, just one, then I'd either have condemned my father to the Yeerk pool or I would have condemned my friends to death.


  I couldn't stop shaking.


  Couldn't get control.


  Marco listened, then hung up the receiver.


  "You'd better call Erek back," he said coolly, stepping away from the phone.


  I nodded, too embarrassed to even look at him, too worried about my father to say something that would close the distance between us.


  "I've analyzed the incoming data from the call and have narrowed it down to four possible locations," Erek said when I called.


  "Four!" I blurted. We didn't have time to search four different places! "Where are they?"


  "Well, factoring in the frequency strength, the cell phone towers that were activated, and background noise such as the sound of jet engines overhead, car engines moving slowly, human footsteps, and various other sounds, our analysis suggests they're in the northern section of town, roughly between the eight thousand and the fourteen thousand blocks north-south, and the six hundred and twelve hundred block east-west. An area six blocks by six blocks."


  "What's in that area that could hold a meeting, even a small one?" I was grateful. I was also impatient. Frantic.


  "Senior Citizen Center, a small strip mall with four stores, a small hardware store, and an auto-body shop. Plus, about seventy-five private homes."


  I let out a curse. "Homes! We can't search seventy-five homes! Erek, I need more."


  "There was a snatch of conversation. Just two words."


  "What words?"


  "'Normal hours.'"


  "What?"


  '"Normal hours.' Like the last two words of a sentence. Blah, blah, blah, 'normal hours,'" Erek said.


  I had a sudden flash of him on the other end of the line. Would he be in his true android form, or wreathed in the perfect hologram that let him pass as a normal human kid?


  "Eliminate the auto-body shop," Marco said. "That'd be noisy. Real noisy. If they're open, that is. Same with the hardware. Nails dropping, paint cans being shaken . . . It's the old folks' home or the mini-mall."


  "Or one of seventy-five private homes," I said. "Erek? We need your best guess."


  "I don't have-"


  "Take a shot!" I yelled.


  "The mini-mall. Four stores. Play the odds," Erek said.


  "Get hold of Rachel. Get her and the others up there to the other locations."


  I slammed down the phone. No time for thank-yous. There'd be thank-yous if we won this race.


  "Mini-mall," I told Marco.


  "What about the old folks? They'd have a main room. Stores wouldn't."


  "'Normal hours.' Sounds like a store."


  "Unless it's about mealtime, or visiting time at the old folks' home," Marco said.


  "Let's go," I said.


  We jogged back to my house. It was the closest, safest place with no one home.


  I stripped off my outer clothing - getting down to bike shorts and a T-shirt. The kind of tight, minimal clothing we can morph in.


  I focused my mind on one of the double-helix strands of DNA that swim in my blood.


  When I opened my eyes, I was falling. Shrinking. And no matter how many times it had happened before, it still made my stomach lurch.


  Smaller and smaller, with the floor racing up to slap me, falling like I'd jumped off a skyscraper.


  My skin turned gray and white, mottled. Across the dead gray flesh the Etch-A-Sketch lines of feathers were drawn. An eerie design that suddenly was no drawing but three-dimensional reality.


  My eyes slid apart, around my head. Eyes that could read a dictionary from a block away. Raptor eyes. Falcon eyes.


  My legs shriveled, becoming mere sticks. My fingers extended out, bare hollow bone that was quickly covered by feathers. Tail feathers erupted from my behind, down my chest, down my back and stomach.


  Marco was undergoing a similar mutation. Morphing. It's what we do. It's our weapon.


  He was becoming an osprey, I, a peregrine falcon.


  Marco began to say something, but his words were cut short as his mouth and nose melted and stiffened and extended into the wicked, curved beak of an osprey.


  My talons sprouted, grew curved and sharp.


  <I'll meet you there,> I said.


  <No, wait.>


  <Marco, I'm faster than you are.>


  He hesitated. <Yeah. Okay. But Jake?>


  <What?!> I snapped.


  I expected him to say, "Don't do anything stupid."


  <You're not alone, man,> Marco said.


  Chapter 6


  



  Peregrine falcon. The fastest animal on Earth. In a dive I could hit two hundred miles an hour.


  But I was a sprinter, not a marathoner. To get to the north end of town I had to soar. Not easy in the evening when the sun has cooled and he concrete no longer steams the air to provide lift for a raptor's wings.


  I flew hard, circling for altitude. Marco kept pace at first, but then he fell behind and below.


  When you're flying, altitude equals speed. Tobias taught me that. Spend the energy to gain altitude, then you can turn a long trip into a single glide.


  I rose and rose, milking every breeze to give lift to my swept-back wings. Up I went. And at last, boiling with impatience, I made gravity my friend.


  I could not see my specific target but I could see the area, the neighborhood. I took aim, whipped my wings, and went into a power glide.


  Faster, faster!


  The wind tore across my feathers. Around my face. Blearing my eyes. Straining my muscles. One wrong move, one sudden flare of my wings and the speed could snap my shoulders, cripple me, leave me falling, helpless to Earth.


  I was a race car driver. One wrong twitch of the wheel and I would spin out of control.


  No way to measure my speed, but I was flying faster than I'd ever flown before. The ground raced by. Porch lights and streetlights and bright red taillights were long neon trails.


  I was outpacing the cars on the highway below. But I was too low. I'd misjudged the angle. In my haste I'd not gone high enough, and now I was too low, skimming the treetops and peaked roofs and telephone wires, blazing, a rocket!


  My muscles burned, my heart was a jackhammer, my lungs burned.


  I blew across the mini-mall before I even realized I was there. I braked carefully, took a wide turn, and circled back.


  A Starbucks. No. Too public.


  A knife shop. Closed. Dark.


  Computer Renaissance. Open. Bright. A possibility.


  An antique store. Lights on. Half shades drawn up. Two men walking in past a sign that said CLOSED.


  I used the last of my speed to buzz the cars in the lot. The lot was full. My dad's car was there.


  I landed in the shadows behind the mini-mall. I began to demorph. How to do it? How to attack and get my dad out? What morph, what creature?


  My feet sprouted first, pink and bare and huge.


  My eyes straddled my bulging, human nose, which had split away from my shrinking beak.


  I shot upward as my legs thickened and grew.


  Hair. Fingers.


  My insides gurgled and sloshed sickeningly.


  An osprey landed on an overturned crate.


  I was fully human. Standing with bare feet on gravel and crumpled cans and scruffy weeds.


  I glanced at Marco. He was beginning to demorph.


  I began to morph. I felt the powerful, tiger DNA stir in my pulsing blood.


  Sharp, gleaming fangs sprouted in my mouth. Claws that could disembowel a bull grew from my fingertips. it-


  <No,> Marco said. <We can't go storming in like the marines, Jake! It's too obvious.>


  I was still more human than tiger. The yellow teeth, saber sharp, made speech clumsy. "I'm koink in!"


  <Jake, I will have to try and stop you,> Marco said.


  We stared at each other for a long, tense moment. A half tiger and a half osprey.


  Marco became fully human. I stopped my morph.


  "Look," Marco said finally, quietly. "I know you're freaked but if we make this a rescue mission, we're all dead. All of us. Everyone. The Yeerks aren't idiots. They go after your dad and suddenly the Animorphs attack a minor meeting? They can add two plus two, Jake. You let the Yeerks know who you are, Jake, how is that gonna help your father?"


  He was right. I knew it but I didn't want to hear it.


  "We have to create a distraction. Mess up the meeting but not let them know why," Marco said, as thick, coarse hair began sprouting from his bulging, growing body. "We're gonna buy some time and I've got it all planned. Do your falcon morph again. Your eyes will be better than mine."


  "But -" I said.


  "No buts, Jake," he said. "You know me. You know I've worked it out."


  I hesitated, frustrated and not used to being the one taking orders, but I couldn't deny that he was right.


  I was losing my clear thinking and that was dangerous.


  Surrendering, I concentrated on the falcon morph.


  Marco finished his massive, muscled gorilla morph and waited, standing guard until I was done.


  <Okay,> I said. <Ticktock, Marco.>


  <Well, Rachel's not here so I guess it's up to me,> Marco said, knuckle-galloping his way around to the front of the mini-mall. <Let's do it!>


  He stepped out into the parking lot. I flew, watching from above.


  My father and my brother were close by. One predator, the other prey. Both, in different ways, in mortal danger.


  And if they were to be saved, it was up to Marco. Not me.


  Chapter 7


  



  It's funny about gorillas. They're gentle creatures by nature. They don't give you the fear chills you get from the big cats or the bears. Mostly when you see them they're zoned out in some zoo cage.


  But they are a whole different animal when they're moving. You see a big gorilla moving fast and you get a sense of just how much power you're looking at.


  Humanlike? Yes. But like a human who's been built at the Mack truck factory.


  Marco walked over to a car.


  Grunting, he lifted it up by the rear bumper. Lifted it clear off the ground, back wheels not touching.


  And dropped it.


  WOOOEEEE! WOOOEEE! WOOOEEE!


  I almost laughed. Car alarm!


  Marco went to another car. He lifted it. Dropped it. And another. Lift. Drop.


  WEEEEYOOOOP! WEEEEYOOOOP! WEEEEYOOOOP!


  HONK! HONK! HONK! HONK!


  WaaaaAAAAAAaaaaaAAAAAAaaaaaAAAAA!


  The night was filled with clanging, screaming, whooping car alarms.


  And then a very familiar car. One we both knew.


  Chapman's car. Chapman, our assistant principal. A leader of The Sharing. A Controller.


  An enemy.


  Marco didn't lift Chapman's car. He punched it. He punched the driver's door with a fist the size of a gallon milk jug.


  SHHHLUUUUUEEE! SHHHLUUUUUEEEE!


  Then he crashed a huge, hairy gorilla fist down on the hood of my father's new car.


  SPREEET! SPREEET! SPREEET!


  <Hey!> I hollered, horrified. <That's our car! My dad's going to have a cow.>


  <I hope so,> Marco said. Then with barely suppressed glee, <I believe my work here is done.>


  He ran back into the shadows. In five minutes he'd be in the air.


  It took approximately eight seconds for the doors of the computer store, Starbucks, and the antique store to begin spewing out very angry men and woman.


  Chapman came running from the antique store.


  So did my father, with Tom close behind.


  "What the heck happened?"


  "Vandals!"


  "Lousy kids!"


  "This neighborhood has totally gone to -"


  "Call the cops!"


  "I'm suing this shopping center!"


  "Look at my door!"


  That last was Chapman.


  The rest of the Controllers from the antique store looked uneasy.


  I waited, holding my breath, counting the seconds until my father, followed by a furious, scowling Tom wove through the crowd.


  "My car!" my father cried. He practically fell to his knees. "Someone hurt my baby!"


  "Mine, too," Chapman said, gazing angrily at the fist-sized dent in his car door. He looked around the street, then nodded at the two big, bulky men who were flanking him.


  They split up and started searching the street.


  <Chapman's got guys looking for us,> I called to Marco. <Better get out of here.>


  <Well, come on, dude,> Marco replied. <I'm in a tree down the street. What're you waiting for?>


  <I can't go yet, Marco,> I said. <I have to make sure my father's all right. I have to make sure he's still . . . You know.>


  I scanned my father's face. Had he become a Controller yet? Stupid. I didn't know. Couldn't know. It's not as if Controllers go around twitching or exchanging Yeerk high fives or playing with their ears. A Controller looks, acts, seems exactly normal.


  My father could be my father.


  Or he could be screaming, helpless, just beginning to realize that his eyes and ears and mouth no longer belonged to him.


  I waited.


  And then Tom gave me the clue I was hoping for.


  "C'mon, Dad, calm down," he said, going over to him. "We can call and report it when we get home if you want to. Let's go back inside, okay? The meeting just started and a lot of important things are gonna happen tonight. You don't want to miss it. Trust me."


  "'Go back inside'?" my father echoed, looking at him like he was insane. "I'm not going back inside! Somebody just tried to break into every car on this street! I'm going home right now and call Joe Johnson!"


  "Who?"


  "He's our insurance agent, you really should know that, Tom. Come on."


  "But, Dad," Tom pleaded, shooting a furious, agitated look back at Chapman, who stood on the curb watching them.


  The high wail of distant police sirens split the night.


  Chapman shook his head slightly.


  "I'm staying till the end of the meeting," Tom said sullenly.


  "Then I'll expect you home by ten." My father unlocked the car and got in.


  Face tight and twisted with ill-concealed rage, Tom stalked over and stood on the curb next to Chapman, watching as my father drove away.


  <He's clean,> I said as an owl landed silently on a nearby ledge. <He's clean. He's okay.>


  <Yeah,> Marco said. <Let's get going.>


  <Deal,> I said, letting the falcon's keen senses carry me swiftly home.


  <Jake? That's round one. You know that,> Marco said, after a moment.


  <Yeah,> I said. <I know.>


  The fight to save my father had only begun.


  Chapter 8


  



  "I can't believe you took that kind of chance," Rachel said, scowling. "You should have waited for the rest of us!"


  It was late that night and we'd all snuck out to meet in Cassie's barn to figure out what to do next.


  It wasn't going well.


  I was distracted, nervous leaving my father alone in the house with Tom.


  Tobias was perched high in the rafters.


  Marco was strangely quiet.


  Cassie was listening, her face filled with distress.


  Ax was watching me with all four eyes.


  And Rachel . . .


  Well, she was just plain mad.


  Apparently Erek had gotten word about our search for my father to Rachel, who'd been shopping at the mall.


  She'd rushed to back us up, stowing her packages in a rented locker. In her hurry, she'd forgotten to lock it.


  By the time she'd morphed, found Tobias, and flown north, The Sharing meeting had completely closed down. They'd found nothing but cops writing vandalism reports.


  When she'd gone back to the locker for her packages, someone had stolen them.


  A mad Rachel is a scary thing, and I didn't envy the thief if she ever caught him.


  "We weren't looking at a battle, we were just creating a diversion," I said. "Otherwise we'd have waited for you."


  I didn't look at Marco as I said it.


  <It was an urgent situation.> Ax said calmly.


  "Exactly."


  Tobias was in the rafters. He ruffled his wings. <A temporary victory. As long as your dad is trying to force Tom to go with you guys, your dad's in danger.>


  "I know," I said wearily. "I've thought of trying to convince my dad to lighten up, but there's no way. He's not going to let Tom show disrespect for Grandpa G."


  "This is so stupid," Rachel said. "I mean, we're suddenly in a knockdown, drag-out fight behind some funeral? This is idiotic! This is a nothing fight. No possible gain for us. All we can do is get hammered."


  I nodded. "Believe me, I know, Rachel. It's out of nowhere."


  "Had to be four days," Marco complained. "Couldn't be two days, which would be no biggie to the Yeerk."


  <You will not attend this burial ceremony, Rachel?> Ax asked.


  "No, I'm not really related," Rachel said. "Grandpa G was Jake's great-grandfather on his mother's side. We're related on his father's side."


  <Ah. And that is important?>


  <You know, maybe I'm not getting it, but why didn't Tom just tell your father he's not going and that's the end of it?> Tobias interrupted.


  I looked at him.


  So did the rest of us.


  <What?> he asked, sounding defensive. <I used to do that whenever one of my aunts or uncles wanted me to go somewhere I didn't want to. They never made me go.> He was quiet a moment. Then, abashed, he said, <Oh. Duh. They didn't care what I did.>


  "Your relatives are jerks and they didn't deserve you," Rachel snapped.


  "My father said we're going as a family," I said. "And knowing my father, Tom would stir up more trouble than he could handle by directly defying him, you know?"


  "Sure," Marco agreed. "It's hard to get to those Kandrona rays when you're grounded for life."


  "Plus, if he acted really badly, then I'm sure your parents would start looking at him differently," Cassie added. "They might even decide The Sharing is a bad influence and try to make him quit."


  I nodded. "Tom's Yeerk is passing as a normal, high-school kid. Bottom line, he can either follow family rules or he loses his cover. The Yeerks have a choice. Keep Tom in place by infesting my father. Or withdraw Tom's Yeerk, put him into a new host, and kill Tom to keep him from talking."


  "There's another choice," Rachel said.


  "Yeah," I said. I knew. I just couldn't make myself say it out loud.


  "What choice?" Cassie asked.


  "If the Yeerks can't make his father into a Controller soon enough, they could just kill him. As an orphan Tom's cover isn't affected. Might even be enhanced," Rachel said. And then, looking me straight in the eye, she said, "And Tom would probably be the one to do it."


  Chapter 9


  



  There was only one way to protect my father.


  Surveillance.


  From the moment he left the house for work in the morning until we left for the cabin on Saturday.


  Twenty-four-hour surveillance.


  I could do most of it. He was my father and although I didn't say it because I didn't want to hurt anyone's feelings, I really didn't think anybody would watch him as carefully as I would.


  I did agree to some backup. I knew I couldn't be everywhere at once.


  The next morning Tom was all sweet reason and compromise. He went out early, claiming he'd talk to some of the kids from The Sharing before school. See if they'd cover for the commitments he'd made.


  Right.


  I waited until my father was in the shower, then called myself out of school due to a death in the family.


  Luckily, I sound enough like my father.


  I went down and lurked in the living room outside the kitchen. I heard the sounds of my father getting ready to leave: slurped coffee, the ritual checking of his beeper, the "Ow!" as he burned his fingers getting an English muffin out of the toaster.


  Stupid to morph in the dining room. Idiotic. But I was going to roach morph and I couldn't travel far on those six little legs. Besides, Tom was gone. And my dad wouldn't come this way.


  I focused on the roach.


  Not my favorite morph. Not anyone's favorite morph. But I needed to be small, fast, and survivable. Maybe a fly would have been better but I'd had a close call as a fly once: Someone swatted me and smeared me all over the storage rack on a plane.


  Roaches are harder to kill.


  I felt the changes begin. So creepy at the best of times. But standing there in my dining room, shrinking as the chairs grew, shriveling down toward the wood floor you'd gouged with a rake when you were four, falling into the shadow of the table where you ate your Thanksgiving meal . . . that added a level of weird.


  I caught unexpected sight of myself in the dining room sideboard mirror. The skin of my face was turning brown, glossy, hard.


  I looked away. You don't want to see yourself turning into a cockroach. You don't want to see the way your mouth divides into insect mouth-parts. You don't want to watch your skin melt like wax under a blowtorch and then re-form into a hard, stiff armor. You don't want to be making eye contact with yourself when your eyes stop being eyes and become expressionless black pin-heads.


  Maybe you'd think we'd all be used to it. Speaking for myself, at least, no. I'll never be used to it.


  Morphing may be a great weapon. It is also a horror beyond imagining.


  My bones dissolved. There was a liquid, squishing sound.


  A pair of twitching, hairy, jointed roach legs exploded from my swollen insect body like a scene out of an Alien movie. I was expecting that. They matched what my arms and legs had become.


  Long, feathery antennae sprouted from my forehead.


  Crisp, glossy wings cupped my back.


  My vision was extremely limited. But my antennae made up for some of that loss. You couldn't call what they did hearing or smell, exactly, more like some weird melding of the two. And yet, not like either.


  The plan was for me to hitch a ride with my dad. Tobias would be gaining altitude, looking to hitch an elevator ride on a thermal. From high up he'd be able to watch almost all of my dad's drive from home to his office. Two miles, give or take.


  But his reaction time would necessarily be slow. He'd be backup, but if there was an attack it'd be up to me.


  I was a roach. I turned like a tiny tank and motored beneath the door.


  Whoooom. Whoooom.


  My dad's footsteps. Vibration and breeze. My antennae fixed his location. I fought down the roach brain's desire to run.


  Whoooom. Whooooom.


  Feet the size of an aircraft carrier floated past in the dim distance. No problem. I had roach senses and roach speed married to human intelligence. I was safe.


  Safe until I got ready to hitch a ride. My dad wore cuffed pants. The cuff. That would be the place to ride safe and secure.


  Just a question of getting there. Up onto the shoe. Up the sock. Should be no problem.


  Right.


  Light change! Movement! Above me!


  I dodged.


  BAMMMMM!


  Chapter 10


  



  It was the size of one of those big oil storage tanks you see on the outskirts of the city. It was ten times my height. A million times my negligible weight. It hit the linoleum floor like a bomb.


  Smucker's raspberry preserves.


  The jar slammed into the ground an inch from me.


  CRASH! The glass shattered.


  Huge globs of jam erupted. A glass shard swathed in goo landed like some kind of Nerf meteor beside me. The preserves, a wad twice my own size, hit me in the back as I scurried madly away.


  My feet scrabbled insanely. Out of control! The roach brain screaming Run! Run! RunRunRun! in my head.


  The goo fouled my back legs. I couldn't move!


  I fought it, but that just made things worse. I lost my balance and rolled over onto my back, all six legs pushing frantically at the raspberry glue. Seeds like footballs jammed the chinks in my armor.


  From far, far up in the stratosphere I heard my dad yell a word he's not supposed to use in front of the kids.


  Then I guess he saw me. Because he said a worse word.


  And I knew right then: He was going to kill me.


  The glass shard! It stuck like a boat prow from the goo. I caught the edge with one leg and pushed. Leverage. Something a roach wouldn't understand. But I did.


  A second leg grabbed the glass. It would have sliced human flesh, but my hard twig legs weren't hurt.


  I pushed and scrambled, shoved, twisted, fighting my way out of the red goo -


  WHAM!


  The USS Nimitz landed on the floor a millimeter from me as I hauled with all my might.


  I was on all sixes again, but the goo was all over me, slowing me, dragging at me as -


  WHAM!


  The USS Elsenhower dropped a millimeter ahead of me.


  "--- roach!" a booming voice bellowed. "Now I've got jam all over my shoes!"


  You're about to have Jake all over your shoes, I thought. I was getting clear of the jam, but it still clung to my spiky legs. I couldn't get traction. I couldn't get up any speed.


  WHAM! The Elsenhower again.


  The wall of shoe sole, twice my own height, appeared in front of me with horrifying suddenness.


  I powered my legs and lunged.


  I grabbed the sole. I pulled, I powered, I used all the energy that a combination of roach fear and human terror could provide.


  Up! I was on the shoe!


  "Where'd it go, the lousy . . ."


  I tried to get out of sight. I ran for the shadow of the pant leg cuff.


  "Aaarrrgghh!" he bellowed in a voice that vibrated every molecule of air in the room.


  Now came the dancing portion. My father hopped on one foot, the foot I was on, while attempting to crush me with the other foot.


  Not happening. Not now. I had my speed back now. I had the curves and swoops of polished leather, the same color as my own body, to race on.


  Running toward the heel, perpendicular to the ground, I hauled. The other shoe poked at me, kicked at me, missed!


  At the heel I turned a sharp left and headed vertical. Up the shoe. Over the top onto a soft cotton sock, a sort of gray lawn of scruffy, weirdly twisted grass.


  I was in the dark now. Invisible to my father.


  "Where'd you go?" he demanded.


  Freeze. Just freeze, Jake. Don't move. Don't . . . The preserves were very sweet. Very, very sweet, and my roach brain craved sweetness. Sugar. The ultimate lure. And it was still on me. On my legs. On my face.


  My mouthparts moved.


  I could eat the sugar sweetness off my own leg . . .


  "Oh! Oh! Oh!" my dad yelled.


  He'd felt me. I'd moved. Now I was in trouble.


  WHOMPF!


  The dark folds of the sky dropped with sickening suddenness as my dad slapped his leg.


  WHOMPF!


  WHOMPF!


  Don't touch the skin! I ordered myself. If I touched the skin he'd know for sure. He wouldn't stop then.


  Had to tough it out. Had to hide. Make him think he was wrong, that he hadn't felt me.


  The pants! The gray wool blend that made up the vertical sky. That was the trick.


  WHOMPF!


  Down it came. I reached, grabbed, and suddenly was lifted away from the sock. I clung to the pants.


  The banging stopped. Slowly the pant leg was drawn up. But I was in a fold, invisible.


  The pant leg dropped. My dad wiped up the preserves and the broken jar, and drove to work.


  Chapter 11


  



  The drive was uneventful. I was glad. I couldn't really have taken much more excitement.


  Somewhere far above the car Tobias watched. I didn't care. I crept down and out and settled comfortably in the cuff. I was on the left leg so there wasn't much movement.


  Ax was waiting at the parking garage by my dad's building. I could feel the car taking tight turns, going up the ramp.


  <I believe I see your father, Prince Jake. Are you with him?>


  Ax calls me his prince. It's an Andalite respect thing.


  <Yeah, Ax. Barely.>


  <You have completed two circuits of the open spiral and have ascended.>


  That took a couple of seconds. <Oh. Yeah, it's a ramp. The cars use it to get to higher levels.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake, it was not overly difficult for me to deduce the purpose of the open spiral structure.> Ax sniffed.


  I'm Ax's "prince." But I guess the whole respect thing only goes so far.


  We parked. I tensed. Things could get hairy again.


  The leg swung out into chillier air and brighter light.


  My dad stood up. Stretched. Pulled his medical bag out of the backseat. And we were off to the office.


  Swing forward . . . Crunch! . . . Swing back. Swing forward . . . Crunch! . . . Swing back.


  <Jake, I'm here,> Tobias reported in. <No sign that anyone followed you.>


  <That was quick travel!> I said.


  <Soon as I saw you guys leave I headed here. And I was already more than half the way here.>


  Somewhere above me, invisible to my roach senses, were a red-tailed hawk and, if Ax had followed the plan, a seagull.


  <There is a human watching Jake's father closely,> Ax reported. <He is a large human with more than the typical amount of facial fur. He appears to be forming facial expressions associated with anger.>


  <A ticked-off bearded guy?> Tobias translated. <Can't see him. Must still be under the . . . Okay, I got him. Yeah. He does look ticked off about something. But he's not making any kind of move.>


  My dad stopped walking. Wooosh. A door opening. We moved. Closing behind us.


  We were in.


  As soon as my father stepped into his own office I shot down his leg and hid under the garbage can near his desk.


  Waited.


  No frantic swiping disturbed the air currents.


  Good. Then he hadn't even known I'd hitched a ride.


  The floor trembled.


  Someone was walking toward my father's office.


  "Good morning, Doc. We have a full schedule today. It's ear-infection central out there."


  Ten minutes later the first kid came in with his mom.


  I spent the day zigging and zagging, zipping along the walls and squeezing into crevices to avoid being seen and squashed.


  Every two hours I demorphed and remorphed in the bathroom. The first time it was nerve-wracking. I scrawled a hasty note on a piece of paper towel and stuck it onto the last stall with some used gum.


  The note said OUT OF ORDER.


  After that I felt a little safer in the out-of-order stall.


  It was boring beyond belief. But it gave me a lot of time to think. Too much time.


  I'd started out hoping this crisis would give me a way to destroy Tom's Yeerk. Now I was down to hoping I could save my dad from Tom's fate.


  I was playing a defensive game. It's easier to attack. On the attack you can pick the time and place. On the defense all you can do is wait. Wait for the enemy to pick his time and his place. And wear out your resources and your people waiting, waiting, knowing all it takes is for the enemy to get lucky and all your tense, cramped-up waiting will be for nothing.


  My dad's never been my doctor. I go to one of his partners. You know, it'd be creepy otherwise.


  I'd always thought it was pretty cool that he was a doctor. But I guess I hadn't really thought much about it.


  On this day, though, there wasn't much else to focus on. So I focused on my dad. Always nice. Always gentle. Joking with the kids and reassuring the moms and dads. Staying calm while the littler kids screamed bloody murder and vibrated the very walls.


  He was a good guy, my dad. Not just because he was my dad. Because he was a good person. Because he did his work as well as he knew how and wasn't a jerk to the people around him. That doesn't make you a saint or anything, but I guess when I think about it, that's what I hope I'll do when I'm older: treat my family right, do my job well, not be a jerk to the people I meet. Maybe that's not a huge, ambitious goal, but it would be enough for me. I've done the hero thing. You can have the hero thing. Me, I wanted a day when all I'd have to do was be a decent human being.


  It was a long day.


  "Good night, everyone," my dad called, finally. "I'll be back Wednesday at the latest. Have a good weekend, Jeannie. You, too, Mary Anne. Stay out of trouble."


  A laugh followed us out the door. Now we were moving.


  My father was heading out of the office. Back into possible danger.


  <Okay, guys, we're moving toward you. We'll be back in the parking deck in a couple of minutes.> I called.


  <Hey, Jake?> Tobias said worriedly. <Uh, I don't know if this means anything but the bearded guy is back, hanging around near the elevator.>


  <Which floor?> I asked, although I already knew.


  The one my father was parked on, of course.


  Tobias confirmed it. Ax confirmed it, too.


  Hesitate at the door. Then we were outside.


  My antennae quivered at the change in the air.


  No time to demorph and remorph. If the bearded guy was part of an attack, I was useless.


  Nothing but a roach in a cuff.


  <Ax?>


  <Yes,> Ax said. <I am by your father's vehicle.>


  <Is there any place you can morph without being seen?> I asked.


  <I have been demorphing behind a large trash receptacle in the alley behind this structure; however, I cannot get back from there to my present position without being seen,> Ax replied. <Should I proceed?>


  I didn't know.


  If an Andalite suddenly arrived on the scene to save my father, the Yeerks would put two and two together, realize someone close to Tom - like his little brother - knew about his plan, and the Animorphs would be dead.


  But in our present morphs, we'd be helpless.


  What should I do?


  Lose everyone?


  Or just my father?


  Chapter 12


  



  <Prince Jake, do you have any instructions for me?>


  <Jake. Make the call, man.>


  My family or my friends.


  Save one man or save the world.


  I was a bug! I couldn't save anyone.


  An overt rescue would save my dad and doom us all. Including him.


  <What's happening now?> I asked.


  <Your father is walking toward his car,> Ax said. <The man with the facial fur is following him.>


  <How close?>


  <He's about four feet behind your dad,> Tobias said. He was tense. <And closing fast.>


  I scampered up and out of the cuff. Onto the pant leg. Around to the back of the knee. The fabric crinkled with each step. I was horizontal, with the ground on my right. I couldn't see far enough to be sure, but there seemed to be a large, dark wall moving in behind my father. <Am I looking at him?>


  <Yes,> Ax said.


  Okay. Fine. I might be in a bug's body but I still had a human brain.


  I hauled a left and went vertical. Up the pants. Onto the jacket. Up the jacket. Zooming at roach speed along a vertical plane of dry wool fibers.


  I came to a stop on the slope of a shoulder. An ear the size of Nantucket loomed above me.


  Closer. The dark wall was coming closer. I could almost see a face, a blur, a bristling mass bigger than a rain cloud.


  <Jake, what're you doing?> Tobias asked sharply.


  <I'm doing what a roach does best,> I said.


  <What?>


  <Grossing people out and making them say . . .>


  I motored. I cranked open the roach's almost useless wings. I flew straight for that beard.


  "Aaaahhhhh!" the man yelled.


  I landed on his lower lip. The tiny hairs on my legs caught and clung.


  He spit. A hurricane explosion of wind!


  But I was down on his chin hairs now, walking gingerly from split hair to split hair, like I was tiptoeing across treetops.


  "Ugh! Ugh! A beetle!" the man shouted. We began to spin and whirl. He slapped his own face. "Get it off me!"


  I zigged left. Then right.


  Motored toward his ear. Little roach feet tickled waxy ear skin.


  He went wild.


  I kept going, on up to his head. Onto thick, matted hair.


  "What the heck . . ." I heard my father say in astonishment. "Excuse me, sir, but are you all right?"


  Go! I wanted to tell him. Run, Dad! Run for your life!


  <On our way, Jake!> Tobias yelled.


  <NO!> I yelled. <Back off! Back off!>


  Suddenly, the air rushed and shimmered with the swoosh of wings.


  "Tseeeeeer!" Tobias swooped down, talons extended. I caught an indistinct but terrifying flash of ripping talons.


  "Aaaahhh! Aaaahhh!" the man yelled. He was literally beating at his face with one hand to kill me and waving the other in the air to fight off the lunatic hawk and the insane seagull.


  Quite suddenly I realized I was no longer on the man. I was on his hair. But I was not on the man anymore.


  The hair . . . the toupee . . . was in Tobias's talons being carried off like a doomed mouse.


  <I'm going to circle back for-> Tobias began.


  <No! No!> I yelled, angry. <We might as well tattoo "The Animorphs were here" on the guy's head! Stay back. Don't attack unless you see the beard move to attack.>


  <Oh. Yeah.>


  <This is not an attack,> Ax said. <Your father and the man with the facial fur are making mouth-sounds. If this were a Yeerk attack they would not be making mouth-sounds together.>


  <Drop the rug,> I instructed Tobias.


  He did. The toupee hit the concrete and the man snatched it up and slapped it back on his head. I dropped out before he did and, with Tobias's help, headed in the direction of my dad.


  "The bird's gone, the roach is gone, you're okay," my father said soothingly.


  "Forget the stupid bug! Forget the stupid, stupid bird!" the man yelled.


  He was clearly upset. A hawk had seemingly attempted to grab a cockroach off his head and ended up flying off with his toupee. That's the kind of thing that will put you in a bad mood.


  "Is that your car?" the bald man demanded.


  "Huh?"


  "I said, IS THAT YOUR CAR?!" the man roared.


  Like I said, upset.


  "Yes," my father said, sounding puzzled. "Why?"


  "Because it's parked in my spot! MY spot! Mine! I've been waiting to see who keeps taking my spot!"


  "How can this be your spot?" my father asked. "There aren't any spots marked 'reserved' here."


  "I've been parking in this spot for two years and four months! It's my spot! I don't care how many birds or . . . or my toupee . . . or bugs . . . it's mine!"


  <I do not believe this man is a Controller.> Ax said.


  <What was your first clue, Ax-man?> Tobias said.


  <My first clue is the fact that this human is not ->


  <It was a rhetorical question,> Tobias said.


  <Ah.>


  No attack. An argument over a parking space. Funny, really.


  Except that I was still left fighting the losing, defensive battle.


  Worse, I had frozen. Tobias and Ax had asked for orders and I had frozen. Because I had frozen they'd made the wrong move.


  My fault, not theirs. I was in charge, they'd asked me what to do.


  I'd hesitated. I'd had no answer. No harm, this time. But if the attack had been real?


  I was tired. Ax and Tobias were tired. We were measurably diminished, and the enemy had lost nothing.


  The attack was still to come.


  Chapter 13


  



  I cut Tobias and Ax loose. Told them to get some rest. Tobias objected. He said he'd get the others, they'd mount a surveillance on my house.


  I blew him off. Told him to let everyone rest.


  Why? I don't know. Maybe I wanted to handle it myself. That way there would be no orders to give. And no second-guessing.


  My dad pulled into the garage and I scampered away. I demorphed behind the garage and raced up to my room.


  I beat my dad inside. See, I knew his routine. When he comes home he walks down to the curb to check the mail and stands there going through it muttering, "Junk . . . junk . . . okay, magazine . . . junk."


  I was in my bed in seconds. Covers up to my chin. Playing sick.


  "Jake?"


  My door opened. Tom stuck his head into the room.


  "What?" I croaked, having a heart failure. I hadn't realized he was home. Had he been home while I'd been demorphing? "When did you get home?"


  "What are you doing? Faking sick?"


  The Yeerk in his head played the role. Said the words Tom would have said.


  I played my role, too. "Yeah. Wanted to stay home and watch Jerry Springer."


  "Uh-huh."


  "I'm feeling better now, though. I think I'll get up."


  He gave me a disgusted look and left. I climbed out of bed and got dressed.


  Dinner was chicken soup for me. To "soothe" my upset stomach. My father and brother wolfed down Chinese food.


  "What time are we leaving tomorrow?" I asked.


  "About nine, so you boys pack tonight and don't forget your suits," my father said, missing Tom's sudden, black scowl. "I talked to your mom. The funeral's on Monday and we'll be leaving for home Tuesday morning."


  Tom shoved back his chair. "I'm done," he said, rising and stalking off.


  My dad studiously ignored him. "Well, I'm gonna go out and water the lawn one last time before we leave."


  "I'll load the dishwasher," I offered, rising.


  I rinsed the plates, watching through the window as my father dragged the hose from the backyard to the front.


  The house was so quiet. The air so still.


  Tom had disappeared into his room.


  I pressed my face to the window, leaving a nose smear, and searched the sky until I spotted Tobias gliding high above.


  Keeping watch, though I hadn't asked him to.


  He looked so free out there.


  So calm and confident.


  I straightened. Looked around.


  And made my decision.


  Five minutes, I thought, hurrying up to my room and locking the door behind me. I'll do a five-minute, aerial surveillance. Just enough flying to get hold of myself again. Reassure myself. I'm no good to anybody if I can't think straight.


  I stripped down to my bike shorts, opened the window, and concentrated on my peregrine falcon morph.


  A lacy pattern rose and spread across my skin, softening into feathers. My fingers melted together to form wing tips as my guts gurgled, slithered, and shifted.


  My skull ground and shrunk. My vision sharpened. I zoomed downward, falling, shrinking, wobbling on suddenly skinny, stick legs.


  The breeze drifted in the window.


  I flapped my wings and hopped up to the sill. Weird. After all this time the idea of jumping out of the second-floor window still bothered me. I was still human, still scared of heights, still not sure my wings would work. I wondered if Tobias ever felt that way.


  I spread my wings and took off, swooping down across the backyard, taking care to stay away from Tom's bedroom window.


  I caught a slight headwind, just enough to fill my wings, and began to work for altitude.


  <Is that you, Jake?> Tobias called cautiously.


  <Yeah, I figured I'd join you for a couple of minutes,> I said, leveling off and drifting along on an air current. My falcon eyes could see everything, including a mouse scurrying along the neighbor's fence.


  And my dad watering the lawn.


  <How's it going?> I asked Tobias.


  <I'm getting very little lift in this air,> he complained.


  I smiled to myself. A typical Tobias answer.


  <How's it going with you?> he asked.


  <Tense,> I admitted. <It's very tense down there. My dad, Tom, armed camps, man. And me in the middle.>


  Tobias didn't say anything. I looked at him. He was higher than me, maybe two hundred yards off.


  <Tobias?>


  No answer.


  <Tobias! What's ->


  <Chapman! It is him. I couldn't be sure in this light. Six blocks from your house. Him driving, some other guy in the passenger seat.>


  I followed the direction of his gaze. A dark car, large, four-door. I focused my gaze. Was the passenger holding something?


  <I don't like the feel of this,> I said.


  <No,> Tobias agreed.


  <My dad ->


  <Gun!> Tobias yelled. <The passenger. He's got a gun!>
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  I was in a stoop before Tobias had finished the sentence.


  They were going to pull a drive-by. It was insane. A shooting in broad daylight? Just how important was Tom to the Yeerks? This was reckless!


  I was falling . . . no, not falling. I was a rocket on a collision course with Earth. Aimed like a cruise missile for my own house.


  The car turned one street closer to mine.


  I flared my wings to brake. The hurricane of wind nearly broke them. I strained every muscle, spread every feather. I landed, skidding on the back side of the roof.


  No time to demorph inside.


  I'd just have to take my chances out here, tucked into the shadowy corner. I began to demorph.


  <Jake, what are you doing?> Tobias cried.


  I could have answered. I didn't. Tobias knew what I was doing.


  <This is stupid, Jake, but I'll cover your butt anyway,> Tobias said. <Don't see anyone watching you. Possible line of sight to the house behind and to the left. There's a little girl near her window.>


  My feathers melted. My arms fattened. My beak softened like it was melting. I had to scramble to hold on with talons that were becoming stubby human toes.


  <Here comes Chapman,> Tobias reported grimly.


  NO!


  Demorph! Demorph! Demorph!


  Toes . . . hands . . .face . . .


  "Aaahhh!" I yelled in surprise.


  Suddenly, I was sliding down the steep roof toward the edge.


  <Jake! Your brother's right there in the kitchen on the phone!> Tobias shouted. <If you come down on that side, he's gonna see you!>


  My fingers scrabbled across the rough shingles for a handhold but it was no use. My fingernails were practically liquid.


  I was falling.


  Over the edge!


  Desperate, I grabbed the sharp, metal gutter.


  Dangled. Arms stretched. I tried to haul my legs up, out of view.


  <Tom hasn't seen you yet,> Tobias said. <He's got his back to the window. But Chapman is twenty seconds away. It's now or never.>


  Tom's voice drifted out through the window.


  "Perfect timing," he said coldly. "He's out front alone. Go for it."


  I dropped, hit the grass with a dull thud, and gritted my teeth to stay quiet. I crawled past the window, then shot to my feet and tore around the house.


  A dark car was turning onto my block. A hundred yards away. Fifty.


  "Hey, Dad." I limped over to him, sweating, heart thundering. "Let me do that."


  I took the hose.


  My dad smiled. "Volunteering, huh? So. What is it you want?"


  Twenty yards!


  "Just wanted to get outside. Fresh air," I said.


  "Unh. Well, thanks, then. I'll go do some packing."


  He turned. Too slowly! He walked. Too slowly!


  The car was there.


  The window was down.


  The gunman was staring at my father's back.


  I jerked the hose. Water hit the side of the car.


  The gunman yanked back in surprise; my father opened the door.


  I waved at the car and said, "Sorry!"


  The car passed by.


  I breathed. My hands were shaking. My heart was a jackhammer.


  I pretended to suddenly recognize Mr. Chapman as the car pulled away. "Hey, Mr. Chapman!" I waved.


  I felt someone watching me. I spared a quick glance. Tom.


  He was framed in our living room window. His eyes burned with rage.


  He'd have killed me, too. He would have had my dad gunned down and if I'd gotten in the way . . .


  And that wasn't the worst of it. Worse was knowing that my brother Tom, my true brother, had been trapped inside his own mind, trapped watching as the killers prepared to murder his family. Helpless, watching, unable to open his own mouth to shout a warning.


  I was clenching the hose so tightly the water was petering out. But I couldn't relax the muscles. Could not.


  I don't know how this war will turn out. Don't know if we'll win or lose or even, somehow, compromise and make peace. But I know one thing: I will kill the Yeerk who has done this to my brother.


  I will kill him.


  Chapter 15


  



  We met in Cassie's barn. All of us but Ax and Rachel. They were watching my house. My dad would be safe with those two.


  Tobias calmly, without blame, related what had happened that day and afternoon.


  "Stupid," Marco said.


  "I can't believe you took a chance like that, Jake!" Cassie said angrily. Cassie doesn't get mad, but she was mad. "Were you looking to get shot?!"


  "Obviously not," I said, meeting her gaze. "But what else was I supposed to do? Let them kill my father?"


  "That's not the point," Marco said, as angry as Cassie, but colder about it. "You demorphed in plain view. And Tobias says it was a matter of a split second whether you ended up machine-gunned on your own lawn."


  "The alternative was letting them gun down my father."


  "So you figured to let them kill you, too?"


  "It worked!" I raged.


  Marco threw up his hands in disgust. "Why didn't you have backup? Tobias says you told him and Ax to get lost. And not to get any of us," Marco said. He was leaning back on a bale of hay. Leaning back, but not at all relaxed. "We're supposed to be in this together. If you needed help, you were supposed to ask for it."


  "Yeah, I know," I said. "But you guys were in school during the surveillance and tonight, well, I didn't exactly expect Chapman to do a drive-by shooting, you know."


  "A mistake on your part," Marco said.


  "Yeah. A mistake."


  "And today, earlier? Tobias says you froze up when he asked for an order."


  "I didn't freeze up, I-"


  "We can't afford you freezing up," Marco said.


  I glared at him. "You're enjoying this, aren't you? This is payback for when I doubted you over your mother."


  "I was ready to do what had to be done," Marco said.


  "So am I!"


  "No. You're not. You endangered all of us. You demorphed on your roof! On your roof! In daylight. With your brother in the house! If Tom had seen you do that you'd be head down in the Yeerk pool right now, and the rest of us would be standing in line behind you!"


  "What's the matter with you all?!" I cried. "That was my father! My father! I'm supposed to just stand by and do nothing?"


  Tobias answered before Marco could. <Is it worth exposing ourselves and risking everything, all of mankind . . . literally all the human race . . . just to save one person?> he said quietly. <I'm sorry, Jake. I know he's your father. I know what you're feeling. But it's something we have to think about.>


  I looked away. My face was burning. "You know, we talked about this and we decided on surveillance. We watched my father in case he needed protection. Well, he did and I reacted. What did you guys really think I was gonna do?"


  "Just what you did," Marco said. "You're too close to this. You can't make this call."


  I barked out a laugh. "What, you're going to decide whether my dad lives or dies?" I looked at Cassie.


  "Jake . . ." she said.


  "You need to back off on this," Marco said quietly. "You can't make this call. Not about your dad and your brother."


  "You made it when it was your mom," I said.


  Marco shrugged. "Yeah, well, that's me. If it's any comfort to you, I'd like myself more if I was like you. But the question here is, how far do we go to protect your father?" Marco said. "And who is going to make that decision?"


  "I'm the leader of this group," I said.


  Marco hesitated. He bit his lip. Then, drawing a deep breath, he said, "We need a vote."


  "Rachel and Ax aren't here," I said.


  <Ax will refuse to vote,> Tobias said. <He'll say it's a human question. He'll say Jake is his prince and he'll do what his prince says. But he won't cast a vote either way.>


  "Rachel will back me," I said.


  Marco nodded. "Yeah. She will. That leaves it up to Cassie and Tobias."


  I didn't look at either of them. I expected to hear Cassie speak up. But she didn't. Silence.


  I felt like the ground was falling away beneath me. Cassie doubted me, too? Cassie didn't think I could handle this?


  I heard a ruffling of feathers up in the rafters and looked up. Tobias cocked his head, his fierce, hawk's gaze meeting my angry, human one.


  I was the first to look away.


  Tobias had been there twice when I'd risked my life - and his - to save my father. He knew how important it was to me and he knew how far I'd go to do it.


  <You guys are missing a couple of important points,> Tobias said quietly. <First of all, writing off a human life is something the Yeerks would do, not us.>


  Cassie nodded. She looked troubled. Like she should have thought of that.


  <Second, what if the Yeerks don't kill Jake's father? What if they succeed instead in making him a Controller?> Tobias continued. <Jake's already got one Controller in his family; if they make his father one, too, then there's gonna be a couple of very suspicious people watching Jake coming and going all the time, especially when there's Animorph activity. So I don't think it's a question of should we save him, but how we do it.>


  Thank you, Tobias, I thought silently, staring down at the ground.


  <But there's one more thing that nobody's talking about,> Tobias continued, stretching and refolding his wings. <I think we've been on the wrong path all this time. Sitting around waiting for the Yeerks to attack, then saving Jake's father again and again is no plan. The Yeerks may think it was a coincidence at the mini-mall, maybe a coincidence on the lawn, but they can count, you know? Sooner or later they'll think, "That's too many coincidences.">


  "Exactly," Marco said.


  <So, why don't we get off the defensive? Do something. Something big that'll distract their attention away from Jake's father until he and Tom and Jake can leave for the cabin tomorrow morning?>


  Marco hesitated. He knew the vote had gone against him. At worst he had Cassie on his side. That was two against three, leaving Ax out.


  Finally Marco nodded. "Okay, we go on the offensive." He tried a semblance of his usual humor. "I always wanted to die kicking and screaming."


  He stepped toward me. He held out his hand. "Nothing personal, Jake. I was just looking out for the group."


  I left his hand hanging in midair.


  After a while he withdrew it.


  "So, what's the plan?" Cassie said, trying to break the hostility of that moment.


  "Maybe we could think about -" Marco began.


  "I have a plan," I said.


  Chapter 16


  



  Did I have a plan? Not till that split second. Not till I was face-to-face with Marco and realizing I had to come up with something. Had to.


  Sometimes emotion works for you.


  We needed a distraction. The distraction I had in mind was big. And would hopefully last until I could get my father out of town.


  "Kidnap Chapman," I said.


  That made Marco stare. It drew a gasp from Cassie. Tobias laughed like I might be joking. Then he sort of moaned.


  Then he laughed again and said, <Well, I'll say one thing: This is going to make Rachel happy.>


  A daring plan? Yes.


  Crazy? Suicidal? Stupid?


  I hoped not.


  "Forces the Yeerks to decide their priorities," Marco said. "Do they save Tom or Chapman? Who's more important to them? Chapman. They'll still try and help Tom with his situation, but Chapman disappearing will be a total Red Ball, Maximum Panic situation. It works."


  Give Marco credit for one thing: No one is faster or better at seeing the ruthless solution. And Marco is honest.


  It wasn't going to be a pretty mission. We didn't have time for subtle.


  We hooked up with Rachel and Ax and explained the plan.


  Rachel said, "Cool!"


  I left Cassie and Tobias to guard my house. I'd have left Marco, too, but he would have taken it as me being afraid to have him around. I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction.


  Rachel, Ax, Marco, and I flew to a house across the street and down from Chapman's home on a quiet, suburban street. It was dark. Not late, but dark. I was twenty minutes away from my dad wondering why I wasn't home. Same with the others.


  The house was for sale. Vacant. The bushes were overgrown and untended. Perfect for us. Almost roomy at first. Less so as we morphed.


  "Move over, Marco," Rachel grumbled as his shoulders bulged and muscled up into a gorilla's massive form.


  "Oh, come on, you love being close to me," he leered, just before his jaw swung out and his lips became a puffy, black rubber Halloween mask.


  I shut my eyes and concentrated on my own morph.


  Rhinoceros. For this job we needed blunt, brute force. And nothing is blunter than a rhino.


  I heard the thin bone of my human skull crunch and split apart. Heard a sound like grinding teeth as new bone, layers and layers of new bone, filled in the gaps and made an almost impenetrable armor.


  My body thickened. My legs, arms, hands, feet, stomach, back, shoulders, all thickened. My skin thickened from human flesh to something resembling a car's leather seat to something as tough and dense and stiff as a saddle.


  My ears crawled up the sides of my head.


  My eyesight dimmed and blurred.


  My neck lost all definition, sucking back into my expanding, blimp like body. Bigger. Bigger.


  Huge.


  And then, at last, the horn. It grew from my face, down where my nose had once been. Long, curved, dangerous. A primitive, blunt weapon. A horn that could have impaled an armored knight.


  But despite the formidable body, the terrifying horn, the power of the rhino, its mind was peaceful, placid. Basically, it just wanted to eat and to be left alone. It was watchful but not scared or angry.


  That was okay. I had enough fear and anger for both of us.


  "Prince Jake, I am ready. Red-eeee. Eeeee," Ax said. He'd morphed to human, using the DNA combination he'd long ago absorbed from all of us. But he'd stopped the morph partway, distorting his features so Chapman wouldn't be able to recognize him later on.


  In his standard human morph, Ax is a strange and beautiful kid. Now, with his eyes a little beadier, his nose stubby and squashed, and his hair darker and shaggier, he bore a startling resemblance to Quasimodo.


  Minus the hump, of course.


  <Well, Ax, I'll never again think of you as just another pretty face,> Marco said.


  <Do you guys see anything suspicious?> I interrupted, twisting my ears around at each new sound and sniffing the air. <I'm half blind with these eyes.>


  <Suspicious? Well, I see a bear, a gorilla, a rhino, and some weird kid standing in the bushes, but aside from that, no,> Marco said.


  I didn't laugh. I didn't find Marco funny right then. I missed Tobias. We had no one in the air, and we had to cross the street.


  <Come on, let's do this,> Rachel said impatiently.


  <Ax, move out,> I ordered. <Marco, you, too.>


  Ax began to cross the street. It was quiet. I heard bare human feet and bare gorilla feet. I saw shapes, shadows, little else. But I had excellent hearing. I did not hear any approaching cars.


  Marco walked as much like a human as he could. A four-hundred-pound human. Once across the street he sidled into the bushes beside the porch. Ax walked up Chapman's porch and knocked on the door.


  A wait of several seconds.


  The door swung open.


  Chapman stood there, holding a newspaper and looking irritated at being interrupted.


  "Hello, is Melissa here? Hee-yer? I am a friend of Melissa? I have come here to speak to her regarding a class assignment. Class-uh," Ax said brightly, more or less following the script we'd worked out.


  Chapman peered out at Ax and frowned. Sighed. "Wait here. I'll get her."


  "Good," Ax said. "She is my close friend and also classmate and thus this is a perfectly normal thing for me to do."


  Chapman gave him another look and went to get her.


  <Ax,> I whispered. <What do you see?>


  <It is as you suspected, Prince Jake,> Ax said. <This Controller has added security devices since our last infiltration. There are motion sensors camouflaged as a mirror frame in the front hallway. And I suspect Dracon beams concealed in the eyes of a statuette facing the doorway.>


  <Okay then,> I said as my adrenaline started pumping. <Everyone be ready.>


  <I've been ready,> Rachel said grimly.


  The front door opened and Melissa stepped out. The door closed behind her.


  She looked puzzledly at Ax.


  Before she could say anything, two thick, hairy gorilla arms reached up over the railing and lifted her off the steps and down into the bushes.


  "Aaahh!" she yelped before a massive hand clapped over her mouth.


  Melissa was an innocent. She didn't need to see what was going to happen next.


  <Got her tied up!> Marco yelled.


  <Go! Go! Go!> I yelled.


  Chapter 17


  



  <Go! Go! Go!>


  I burst from the bushes. Rachel was right beside me, moving in the deceptively fast, rolling gait of the grizzly bear.


  Ax leaped from the porch and rolled under cover to demorph.


  I crossed the untended lawn, focusing my dim sight on the porch light across the street. But as my massive head swung left and right I lost sight of it. Lights. Everywhere! Which was . . .


  <Jake! You're drifting left!> Marco yelled.


  I veered. Across the hard concrete of the street. A car! Twin lights raced toward me from my left.


  Screeeeeeech!


  The driver slammed the brakes. I ignored him. Too late to worry. Smash and grab and forget subtlety, I reminded myself.


  I stumbled as my thick, tree-trunk legs connected with the porch steps.


  <That's it!> Marco yelled.


  I barreled, full speed, heedless, horn down for the door.


  WHAM-CRUNCH!


  The door exploded inward. The frame ripped. Plaster and molding showered.


  "HHROOO-UH!" Rachel bellowed, right behind me.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  Hot, screaming pain. The stench of sizzling hair and flesh.


  The Dracon beam in the statuette fired again, burning another black, smoking hole in my armored hide.


  It hurt just enough to make me even madder. Now the rhino brain was enraged, too.


  I drove forward, through the doorway, slammed into the far wall and knocked the Dracon-concealing statuette over.


  Crash!


  TSEEEW!


  It fired one last, scorching, agonizing beam up into my belly before I crushed it beneath my feet.


  Mrs. Chapman ran out from the kitchen.


  "Andalites!" she yelled and leveled a handheld Dracon beam right at my face.


  TSEEEEEW!


  Searing heat sizzled my forehead, my ear, drilled a burning hole into my very brain, and I staggered, bellowing as the sledgehammer pain rocked me.


  The rhino was hurt. Badly.


  "GRRROOOWWRRR!" Rachel roared. With a paw the size of a man's head she smacked Mrs. Chapman and sent her flying into the wall. The woman hit, groaned, and slid to the ground, out of the fight.


  A flash of blue fur and Ax was with us. <Chapman is escaping up the stairs!>


  <Let him go,> I snapped. <We'll even give him a minute to sound the alarm.>


  I was reeling. The rhino had taken a head shot. It was dying. The connection between brain and body were fraying.


  I counted to ten. <Long enough. Let's go!>


  <He's coming out the back window, upstairs.> Marco reported from outside.


  <Ax, up the stairs. Rachel, with me.> I crashed toward the living room. The doorway was too narrow. I widened it.


  I trampled over the couch and crushed the coffee table like it was made out of toothpicks.


  Through the living room. Through the French doors. Literally through.


  Chapman dropped from down to my right. Marco was there. Reached for Chapman with -


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  Chapman fired a handgun. Primitive human technology. Point-blank.


  Marco dropped straight back. He hit the ground. Chapman jumped over him.


  <Marco!> Rachel yelled.


  An Andalite form soared over my head and landed heavily on the grass. Ax had jumped from the second-floor window.


  <Rachel, take care of Marco!> I ordered. <Ax! With me!>


  Chapman was climbing his back fence. I hit the wood slats and sent him flying. He rolled onto his back and fired.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  Hammer blows that connected with my throat.


  I staggered, plowed into Ax, and knocked him off his feet.


  Chapman was up and running through the busted fence.


  I was hurt, bleeding, reeling, clinging to consciousness.


  And clinging, most of all, to rage. This creep had tried to gun down my father.


  I hit him.


  He flew, hit the ground, and rolled, groaning. The gun was five feet away.


  I backed up a step. Tossed my head. Scented the air and targeted his moaning, prone form.


  Die, Yeerk.


  I charged.


  <No, Jake!> Rachel yelled. <We need him alive! Ax! Stop him!>


  I was going to scrape Chapman across the ground. Stomp him, crush him, dig my horn into him.


  I saw the horror in his eyes as he realized what I meant to do.


  <Prince Jake!> Ax yelled.


  I charged. Then, at last, the injuries were too much. As if someone has sliced my legs off, I fell. My momentum carried me, skidding into Chapman.


  Chapman tried to rise. Ax nailed him with the side of his tail blade. Chapman went down, unconscious.


  I was swirling, swirling down into a black pit. Had to demorph. Demorph. It was dark . . . dark enough that Marco couldn't say . . .


  Marco. Had I gotten him killed?


  Melissa must have worked the gag out of her mouth. "Mommy? Daddy, where are you?!" Melissa Chapman wailed.
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  I demorphed to the sound of Melissa's terrified cries and the wail of approaching police sirens.


  I stood up, frazzled, confused. Rachel was there, human. Ax was gone. Marco . . .


  Marco reached down and lifted Chapman easily up onto his shoulder.


  "You okay?" I asked him.


  <Demorphed, remorphed, good as new,> he said tersely. <Let's move out. With your permission, mighty leader.>


  We moved. Rachel and me providing what limited visual cover we could for Marco. We ran across the street and down. Back to the vacant "For Sale" house.


  We were going to keep Chapman a prisoner right where no one would ever suspect: Within two hundred yards of his own home.


  Ax had disconnected the burglar alarm when we got there. The back door was open.


  We hustled inside. Marco dropped Chapman unceremoniously in the empty, wood-floored living room. Then he popped his fist through the glass of a door connecting dining room and living room. The glass fell toward Chapman.


  With his weak but nimble Andalite fingers Ax tied a rag over Chapman's eyes. Ropes went around his wrists and ankles.


  We stood there, looking down at him. He was in our power. For now.


  "I wonder -" Rachel started to say.


  I shook my head and put my finger to my lips. He couldn't be allowed to hear human voices.


  <He is still unconscious,> Ax said.


  Marco reached down and poked Chapman in the ribs with a finger like a bratwurst. The Controller did not react.


  I went to the kitchen. I found an empty coffee can someone had used to store nuts and bolts. I filled it with cold water, returned to the living room, and poured it on Chapman's face.


  He sputtered and cursed.


  Then he tried to move his hands.


  <Okay, Ax, it's all yours,> Marco said, stepping back.


  Rachel and I remained silent.


  Ax moved forward, hooves clopping on the bare, wooden floors, circling Chapman on purpose, letting him hear that his interrogator was an Andalite.


  <So, Yeerk,> he sneered imperiously. <Now you are mine.>


  Chapman started to tremble.


  He whimpered, soft and low.


  I didn't look at Rachel; she didn't look at me. Neither of us was thrilled about this. We had to make Chapman think he was being interrogated by an Andalite warrior.


  We had to make him think he would be tortured. Moments earlier I would have killed him. Even now, I felt no pity for him. But that didn't change the fact that we were trying to terrify another living, sentient creature.


  If you're the kind of person who gets off on that, you need help. I was asking a lot of Ax. Too much.


  But he was determined to play the role.


  <If you want to live - and I need not remind you that is in my power to end your life right now - you will answer my questions,> Ax said with exaggerated Andalite arrogance. <What is the extent of the Yeerk penetration of Earth?>


  Chapman shuddered but stayed silent.


  <Do not defy me, Yeerk filth!> Ax roared. <Name all the Yeerks in positions of power!!>


  No answer.


  <I will keep you here, you know,> Ax said, changing tactics and using a silken, deadly thought-speak voice. <Kandrona starvation, Yeerk. It is a terrible way to die. How long since you visited the Yeerk pool? How many days, how many hours do you have before the terrible need begins to ->


  I'd seen and heard enough. I jerked my head toward the door. Rachel and Marco followed me. Marco demorphed as he went.


  Ax's words had conjured up a dark, miserable picture in my mind.


  The death he had falsely promised Chapman was the one my brother Tom was going to suffer, because the Yeerk in his head would be cut off from Kandrona rays.


  "Jake?" Rachel whispered, once we were outside.


  I shook my head. Couldn't answer.


  I headed for home past the crowd of neighbors and cops and emergency vehicles that had clustered around the Chapman home.


  So far, the plan had worked.


  Ax would continue to interrogate Chapman.


  Maybe get rough with him.


  This was what I'd led us to. Marco nearly killed. Melissa Chapman terrorized. And Ax left to spin tales of horror for a helpless captive.


  Marco wouldn't need to take another vote: I was done being the leader.


  Chapter 19


  



  I lay awake all night.


  Tense.


  Listening.


  Listening to the sounds coming out of the darkness.


  Waiting for Tobias, who had settled down two hours ago in the tree outside my window, to suddenly shout, <The Yeerks are coming, Jake!>


  It didn't happen.


  At 3:30, I slid out of bed, careful not to step on the creaky part of the floor, and tiptoed into the hallway.


  My father's door was half-closed.


  I peeked in.


  He was sleeping, the moonlight shining on his face.


  I inched further down the hall.


  Tom's door was closed.


  I held my breath and pressed my ear to the door.


  Nothing.


  Palms sweating, I gripped the knob and without wiggling it, sloooooowly cracked open the door.


  Tom's bed was empty.


  I shivered.


  Closed the door and hurried back to my own room.


  My brother was gone.


  Probably out with the rest of the Controllers, searching frantically for Chapman. Tobias must have seen him go but didn't want to wake me up.


  I climbed back into bed and lay there, wide-eyed and listening to the house settling.


  Wondering what my brother was doing. How he was feeling.


  And imagining how frantically the Yeerks were searching for Chapman.


  How scared and desperate Tom's Yeerk must be by now, knowing he was suddenly just priority number two.


  "Are you scared, Yeerk?" I whispered into the darkness.


  I thought about how I'd feel if my friends left me to the Yeerks to save someone more important.


  Not a good feeling.


  And what about the real Tom inside?


  What was he thinking?


  I didn't know and I couldn't stand the thought, but I couldn't stop thinking about it.


  Couldn't let it go.


  I was the leader.


  I should have been able to come up with a better, surer plan.


  If I couldn't figure out a way to save my own family, then how could the other Animorphs rely on me, anyway?


  How could I rely on myself?


  My numb, foggy brain begged for sleep but it wasn't happening.


  The hours crept by.


  <Hey, Jake, are you up? Are you awake? If not, wake up. Your brother just snuck in through the back door,> Tobias said as the sun rose and my bedroom was filled with brilliant, golden sunlight.


  I couldn't answer. Wasn't anything to say anyway.


  I heard Tom creep past my room. Heard him open, then close his bedroom door.


  I swung wearily out of bed and opened my window.


  Time to go check on Chapman.
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  I used my peregrine falcon morph and flew to the empty house where Chapman was being held hostage.


  I was tempted to continue holding Chapman and starve his Yeerk to death. Let the Yeerk Empire know that they were vulnerable, too. That we could be cruel enough to kill, when pushed far enough.


  The sick, dark anger inside of me wanted to. And had nearly tried, last night in rhino morph.


  I landed in a tree near the window.


  Ax was still inside.


  <Everything going okay, Ax?> I asked from outside the house.


  <Yes, Prince Jake,> Ax replied. <I was careful to walk directly over the glass from the broken window, making it crunch very loudly. I believe this Controller will use the glass to sever his bonds once I have left.>


  <Good,> I said.


  <No, Prince Jake, nothing about this is good,> Ax snapped. <This is not behavior suitable to a warrior. I will not do this again.>


  <Understood, Ax,> I said.


  <The human daughter of this Controller has walked through the neighborhood crying for her father. I have heard her. As I have heard the terror of this Controller. I will gladly fight this Controller and even, in fair battle, kill him, but I am not a torturer.>


  I'd never heard Ax this mad. Never even close.


  <It's my fault, Ax. My responsibility. You only did what I asked you to do, as your prince. This is on me.>


  <No. My actions are my actions and are my responsibility.> he said, but his anger had softened a little. <I am sorry to have expressed anger.>


  <Ax-man, you are entitled,> I said wearily.


  He didn't say anything for a while, and I sat, miserable and ashamed, in the tree.


  <I must play out the charade,> Ax said wearily.


  <Yeah.>


  I sat there, fluffing my feathers against the morning chill, watching as the first early commuters headed for their cars, slung their briefcases and laptops in the backseat, and headed off for work. Normal. A normal day in a normal American suburb.


  Except that across the street a girl cried for a father she'd long ago lost without knowing it, and here, a creature part man and part Yeerk was threatened with painful death.


  <Kandrona starvation, Yeerk. That is what awaits you. The slow weakening . . . the growing madness . . . the terror as you begin to realize that nothing, nothing can save you. Is that what you want? Help me, Yeerk. Help me help you.> Ax could have used private thought-speak, thought-speak only Chapman would hear. But he wanted me to hear.


  <Your last chance. I will leave you here, bound, helpless, the thirst and hunger of your human host body adding to your own desperate need.>


  If Chapman answered I didn't hear him. I guess he did answer, though, because Ax said, <Your choice, Yeerk.>


  Moments later Ax was morphed to osprey and soaring away from the house.


  Chapman would escape. We had left the broken glass there deliberately. Chapman believed we were all Andalites. He would think we were too unfamiliar with the human world to know that glass can cut.


  <And he will return to his people a hero,> Ax said. <This will become an oft-repeated and much celebrated chapter in Yeerk history. My name will become legend, synonymous with ineptitude. A brutal fool of an Andalite.>


  <Ax, I wouldn't have asked you to do it if it wasn't so important.>


  Ax looked at me, fierce hawk eyes glittering. <Important to you, Jake, or to the war effort?>


  I didn't answer him.


  I wanted to believe it was important to both, but my weary brain couldn't even form the words to convince myself, much less him.


  Ax flew back to his woods, muttering something about cleansing rituals.


  I flew home and relieved Tobias.


  <Everything looks cool, Big Jake,> Tobias said. <So, what's the plan? How do we follow you guys up to the mountains?>


  <We leave at noon. We were supposed to leave earlier, but my dad has some stuff to do this morning. I'll meet you all at Cassie's barn at nine to set the plans.>


  <Okay. Later.>


  Tobias flew off.


  We were leaving for Grandpa G's cabin in two hours. By the time the others realized I wasn't going to meet them at the barn we'd be long gone.


  I was done using my friends on this mission. I was tired of Marco's doubts and Ax's honor and even Cassie's wary sympathy.


  This was my family. My brother, the killer. My father, the target. And me, the fool in the middle.


  Just the three of us.


  If my brother Tom, in a desperate, last-ditch attempt to save himself, tried to kill my father, then I would morph.


  And the last thing my brother would see was me, his brother, his unknown enemy, rear up and destroy him with all the ruthless, savage power that was mine to command.


  I had told myself that I would do whatever had to be done, and I would.


  Suddenly, I needed to talk to Cassie. And maybe, when it was all over, I would.
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  Homer had already been taken to Rachel's, where he'd spend the next four days being petted and pampered and played with.


  Too bad he and I couldn't have changed places.


  And now my father, Tom, and I had eight hours of boring, highway driving ahead of us.


  Tom sat in the front with my father, sulking and giving monosyllabic answers to my father's forcedly cheerful questions.


  I answered a few, but my heart wasn't in it either, and after about ten miles, my father just stopped trying.


  I sat tensely in the back, watching Tom, searching for any signs of Kandrona withdrawal.


  Nothing.


  Maybe he'd fed last night, in between searching for Chapman.


  It wouldn't matter though, because we still wouldn't be home before the three-day limit.


  I tried to imagine life without Tom. Without my older brother. I'd be an only child. Marco was an only child. So were Cassie and Tobias.


  But I wasn't and I didn't want to be. Saving Tom was the reason I'd agreed to be an Animorph. I hadn't wanted it, any of it. But then I'd learned the Yeerks had taken Tom and made him one of their own.


  It was for him that I had endured that first horrifying morph. It was to save him that I had gone down into the Yeerk pool, that unsuspected house of horrors.


  I wasn't going to lose Tom to the Yeerks. I had to keep that hope alive.


  But I had to keep my father alive, too. The Yeerk in Tom's head was locked in battle with me, though he didn't know it. We were deadly enemies on a field of battle where two innocent people, my brother and my father, stood directly in our line of fire.


  After an hour or two, I fell asleep.


  Woke up four hours later as we pulled into a rest stop.


  We used the bathroom. Wolfed down lukewarm hamburgers and stiff, cardboard fries.


  Headed back out on the road.


  Finally, when I was numb with nerves and cramped from sitting, my father turned the car down a hidden, gravel road.


  "We're almost there," he said tiredly.


  I sat up.


  So did Tom.


  Thick forest lined the road, the tree branches seeming to reach for the car. The air was cooler, cleaner, and smelled of dark, moist dirt.


  A mouse scurried out onto the road in front of us. Sat up, unafraid, and watched as we slowly approached.


  "Tseeeer!" A hawk swept down out of nowhere and seized it. Carried it off.


  "Survival of the fittest," Tom murmured, his mouth curving into a small, secret smile.


  I looked at the side of his head. I looked at his ear, wanting to picture the foul, gray slug that was inside his brain.


  Do you have a plan, Yeerk? Are the woods full of your allies? Do the Hork-Bajir lie in wait? Do the Bug fighters hover above us, waiting for the signal?


  Or, like me, are you planning on handling this by yourself?


  Don't take me on by yourself, Yeerk. You won't win.


  Survival of the fittest, Yeerk.


  "Finally," my father said, sighing and parking the car. "Everybody out."


  My boots crunched noisily on gravel and pine needles. The sound of car doors slamming was both loud and insignificant in the quiet of the woods.


  Grandpa G's cabin sat in the middle of a small, grassy clearing surrounded by dark, towering pine trees. There was a well-worn path leading from the front door straight down to the dock at the lake.


  Silence. Then, my mother and my grandparents spilled out of the cabin. We were hugged and fussed over, fed and herded back out to the porch to relax.


  "It makes me sad to think that Grandpa G isn't here anymore," my mother said quietly, watching as the sun set over the lake. "He really loved this place."


  "I remember when he came home from the war," my grandfather mused. "He was a different man. He said he wanted nothing but peace after seeing so much."


  "Some people just can't deal with the reality of war, I guess," Tom said offhandedly, earning shocked looks from my parents and grandparents.


  "And what would you know about war, Tom?" my grandfather said levelly, like he was trying not to sound as angry as he felt. "I don't recall hearing about your enlistment."


  "You're right," Tom said quickly. "That was a stupid thing to say. I guess I was just thinking about Grandpa G spending all his time out here, alone."


  Everybody relaxed and went on reminiscing.


  But I didn't. I just sat and watched and listened.


  I had no plan. No plan but to react when Tom struck. I was waiting, playing defense again.


  Your move, Yeerk.
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  "Why couldn't they have the funeral tomorrow?" Tom said later that night, once we were in the attic bedroom. "I mean, Sunday or Monday, what's the difference?"


  "Grandpa G wanted it that way," I answered, looking around the small, dark room. "And besides, Mom said they never bury people on Sunday around here. Sunday is for the wake, Monday for the burial."


  "Yeah, well, it's stupid," Tom said, watching me crouch in front of an old chest. "What're you doing?"


  "Nothing," I said, lifting a stack of old, dusty books off a small, dark gray leather trunk. "Don't you remember this, Tom? This is Grandpa G's old footlocker."


  Tom glanced at it. Then he looked past it, around the room, searching for something to do.


  I opened the footlocker, filled with sudden urgency. "Remember back, like, I don't know, when I was ten or so? He showed us his canteen and these pictures of his outfit from the Battle of the Bulge?"


  "Maybe," Tom muttered.


  "They didn't know whether they were gonna freeze or starve or get shot. That's what he said."


  Tom rolled his eyes. Indifferent. Perfectly Tom, I thought, almost admiring. The Yeerk was keeping up the illusion. Playing the part to perfection.


  "Christmas, when they were all homesick in their foxholes, they sang 'Silent Night.' The enemy sang it, too, in German. Far off they heard it. Both sides lonely for their homes. Both sides wishing the war was over."


  "Uh-huh."


  "Don't you remember how he told us all this, Tom?" I pressed, wanting him to admit he remembered. Wanting, ridiculously, the real Tom inside to push hard enough to break through, just for a minute, and be my totally human brother again.


  Tom sighed. "Vaguely. I'm not real big on old war stories."


  I lifted out the small box that held Grandpa G's Silver Star and his Purple Heart. "He was a brave guy. He believed in honor. All that stuff out of old movies. Honor and courage and all."


  "Yeah, well, that was all a million years ago," Tom said. "Honor and courage aren't what matters, not in the real world. What matters is whether you win. After you win then you start talking about honor and courage. When you're in battle you do whatever you have to do. Honor and courage and all that? Those are the words you say after you've destroyed all your enemies and anyone else who gets in the way."


  "You're wrong," I said flatly.


  He rolled his eyes, bored now. "You're a kid." I saw Tom's eyes narrow. "What's this?" He reached into the footlocker and lifted out a cracked leather scabbard. From the sheath he drew a dagger. The blade glittered dully in the dim lamplight. It was a long blade, maybe eight inches or so.


  Suddenly, the attic was close and airless.


  "SS," Tom mused, examining it. "It's an old Nazi dagger. Grandpa G must have taken it off a dead soldier as a souvenir. Cool."


  "What're you gonna do with it?" I asked.


  Tom cocked his head and looked at me.


  "I mean, you can't take it," I added hurriedly. "It isn't yours."


  "Hey, you get the medals, I get the dagger, right?" he said. "It's perfect. You can sit around thinking about honor and bravery and all, and I get the weapon that gets the job done. Sounds fair to me."


  I kept my expression as blank as I could. I, too, was playing a part.


  "I'm not taking anything until I talk to Mom and Grandma," I said, carefully putting the medals back in the velvet case and waiting for Tom to do the same with the dagger.


  "Well?" I said. "Come on, man, put it back."


  "Mom and Grandma," he mocked. "You're still such a kid. You think everything is so simple, don't you? That it's all either right or wrong, black or white. A good guy, a bad guy, and nothing in between."


  No, Yeerk, I don't. Not anymore. I used to. But I've been across the line; I've done things I can't let myself think about. I know all about the shades of gray.


  I said, "Sometimes even the good guys do bad things. Doesn't mean there's no difference between good and evil."


  "Good and evil," he said with a tired smile.


  "Strong and weak. That's the reality. Winners and losers."


  "The knife, Tom," I said.


  He laid it back in the footlocker.


  He turned out the light. We crawled into our respective bunks. Our separate foxholes.
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  I was cold.


  Freezing.


  Night.


  My feet were solid blocks of ice despite the filthy rags I'd wrapped around my torn boots. My fingers were numb, stiffly clutching my M-l rifle.


  I had a clip and a half of ammo. One grenade. If the Germans came it would be over fast.


  I hadn't had a warm meal since . . . Had I ever had a warm meal? Had I ever, ever been warm? Hadn't I always been in this freezing foxhole, this black hole punched in the snow? Hadn't I lived my entire life right here at the edge of the dark forest, shivering, shaking, waiting to hear the scream of incoming shells, waiting to hear the clank-clank-clank of the tanks?


  Christmas Eve.


  Merry Christmas.


  I heard a racking cough from the next foxhole. Matthews. He was from Arkansas. Alabama. One of those places. A southern boy. A kid, one of the last replacements to make it to our unit.


  "Hey, kid," I said in a hoarse whisper. "Goose or ham?"


  "What?" he gasped between coughs.


  "Back home, what does your mom cook for Christmas dinner? Goose or ham?"


  For a while he didn't answer. Then, "Ham."


  "Yeah? We always have a goose. My mother cooks up a goose."


  From a second foxhole, to my right, a voice said, "Don't listen to him, kid. Sarge ain't got no mother."


  I think the kid laughed. Hard to tell with the coughing. Pneumonia, most likely. He should be evacuated. But no one was being evacuated. The joke was that even getting yourself killed only got you a three-day pass and then it was back to the line.


  "Sarge," he called when the coughing subsided. "Sarge."


  "Yeah."


  "You write the letter, okay? I know it's the captain's job, but he don't know me. You write the letter."


  There was only one letter. The one that would inform Private Matthews's family that he was among the honored dead.


  I said something rude and obscene. Couldn't have him thinking that way. You start thinking you'll die, maybe you do.


  "Tell my mom I did okay," he said.


  "Tell her yourself, I'm not the U.S. Mail," I said. "You tell her when you get home."


  "Merry Christmas," a bitter voice on my right said.


  For a while no one spoke. We listened for the incoming shells. We listened for the tanks. We waited for the crack of a sniper's rifle and the cry of a man dying.


  But then the thin, biting air was filled with the sound of voices, ragged at first and then soaring into a harmony that sweetened the night, bringing me home to my family, filling my empty, aching belly and soothing my torn, battered heart.


  "'Silent Night.'"


  '"Holy night,'" Private Matthews whispered, smiling.


  "I think I hear the Germans singing, too," I said.


  "Yeerks don't sing," Matthews said. Suddenly, he was beside me.


  He opened his eyes. Bared his teeth.


  And rammed the Nazi dagger straight into my heart.


  My eyes snapped open.


  Darkness.


  I sat up, heart pounding.


  Glanced sideways.


  The other bed was empty.


  I was at Grandpa G's cabin.


  Sharing the attic bedroom with my brother.


  And it was late. Too late for Tom to be up.


  My breath froze in my throat. I rolled over and opened the footlocker.


  The dagger was gone.
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  I shot out of bed.


  Pulled on sweats and padded out of the bedroom.


  Down the stairs.


  The night-light cast a thin, golden glow.


  Snoring. Murmuring.


  Everyone was still sleeping.


  I paused in the main room and looked at the pull-out couch.


  My mother was in it.


  My father was gone.


  Oh, no! Was I too late? Had I given Tom the exact and perfect chance he'd been waiting for?


  I eased open the front door.


  Creeee . . .


  I went still.


  Held my breath.


  Nothing.


  Squeezed out through the gap and waited in the shadows on the porch.


  Listened.


  The breeze carried the sound of voices.


  There!


  My father and Tom were sitting down at the end of the dock, talking and dangling their feet in the water.


  My father laughed and gave Tom's shoulders a quick, spontaneous hug.


  Tom's sweatshirt bunched up in the back.


  Revealing, for a moment, the gleaming dagger wedged in his pocket.


  My father didn't notice it. He laughed again and removed his arm.


  Tom and my father, sharing a private conversation in the middle of the night.


  Tom, the betrayer.


  My father, the betrayed.


  I had no doubt who'd instigated it.


  Tom, apologizing for his bad behavior. Wanting to talk to my father, man to man.


  Lying.


  He'd lured my father outside, where no one would hear.


  Tom slipped his hand behind him and closed his fingers over the dagger.


  Tightened his grip on the handle.


  I had to do something.


  Fast!


  I edged off the porch and took off running, keeping to the deep, dark tree line and morphing as I went.


  I didn't care that once I did, Tom would realize I was the enemy.


  And that once he knew, I couldn't let him live.


  His action, my reaction.


  Adrenaline pulsed through my veins.


  Drowned out the fluttering panic.


  Thick, orange-and-black fur sprouted, rippling over my body. My nose flattened, widened. My senses lit up. Smell! Hearing! Night vision almost as good as an owl's.


  I could smell my brother's exultation.


  He was excited, anticipating the kill.


  Tiger senses. Tiger strength. Tom would be helpless. A boy with a knife against a tiger? Like going up against a tank with a Nerf gun.


  I fell forward as my bones ground and remolded into four strong, muscular legs.


  Hurry! I shouted silently, stumbling as my feet widened and my toenails curved into deadly claws.


  But I was still only halfway to the dock when Tom withdrew the glittering dagger.
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  CCCRRRRAAAACCCKKKK!


  The sharp sound split the night.


  My father and Tom looked up in shock as the wooden dock tilted and collapsed with a screech.


  They scrabbled to hold on, but the planks were an accordion being squeezed. The entire dock was being folded back on itself by some massive force.


  Tom and my father both slipped into the water.


  "Hey!" my father shouted, going under.


  He bobbed back up, gasped, thrashed, and went down again.


  I stopped dead in the shadows, surprised, amazed, waiting to see what was happening.


  My dad could swim like a fish. Why was he surfacing and going back under?


  "Glug," he croaked, surfacing several yards away from the ruined dock and almost immediately disappearing again.


  It was almost as if something was pulling him down and towing him away from Tom. . . .


  Tom was frantic, splashing and swinging around in the water, not trying to save my father, just trying to keep him in sight. Why? So he could watch him die? So he could catch up with him and use the dagger?


  Silent anger roared in my ears.


  My fur rippled and stood on end.


  My still-human mouth tightened into a snarl.


  I moved forward again.


  "Gak," my father burbled, surfacing another ten yards away from the dock.


  Tom swung around in the water, searching for him.


  Suddenly, a fin broke the lake's surface behind Tom.


  Shark? I thought blankly. Shark in a mountain lake?


  No, not a shark.


  A dolphin!


  Before I could move, the fin sliced through the water and something slammed straight into Tom's back.


  "Oof!" Tom arched, eyes wide with surprise, and shot forward, plowing facedown in the rippling lake.


  He didn't move after that.


  The fin - no, there were more than one - the fins slipped soundlessly below the surface.


  "Tom! Tom, are you all right?!" my father yelled, clambering up onto shore. He'd been dragged some twenty yards down the lake and was staggering back through the thick, vine-covered underbrush.


  Tom was floating facedown, motionless in the water.


  My father would never get there in time to save him.


  I could. The tiger can swim. I could save him.


  But I didn't move. Frozen. Brain locked around the simple fact that if Tom died he would, at last, be free. That if the Yeerk died I would have had my revenge. That we would be safer, stronger, freer with the Controller named Tom dead and gone.


  Didn't know what to do.


  <Jake! Demorph!> a voice ordered. <You're in the open. Demorph!>


  I obeyed, glad for once to take orders rather than give them. Relieved to have the decision made for me.


  The others had followed me to the cabin.


  They'd backed me up even though I'd said not to. They'd taken the decision out of my hands.


  I stepped forward. My feet had remolded to human.


  I stood up. My fur had disappeared.


  Tom would drown unless I saved him.


  Saving him might still mean my father's death.


  Help me! I wanted to scream. Tell me what to do!


  The lake water rippled. Surged.


  And suddenly Tom's limp, unconscious body was skimming across the water like a surfboard, being pushed rapidly toward shore.


  I ran to the water's edge. My reflection in the moonlit ripples was human.


  Panting, I dragged Tom's body up onto the land.


  Flipped him over.


  Water streamed from his still face.


  His right leg flopped and twisted at a crazy, sickening, unnatural angle.


  "Help," I croaked, leaping to my feet. "Help!"


  Tom groaned. Coughed.


  He gagged and barfed up buckets of smelly lake water.


  "Don't move," I babbled, trying to hold him still as he thrashed. Something was wrong with his leg. There was a hinge where there shouldn't be one. "I think your leg is broken."


  "Jake!" my father shouted, staggering up. His clothes were sagging, sopping, and ripped, and he was covered with dark, slimy mud. "Is Tom all right?"


  "No," I said, shaking my head. "Someone better call an ambulance. Dad, hurry!"


  My father ran to the cabin.


  I looked down at Tom. Inside his head was a killer. He'd almost killed my father.


  But what I saw, the eyes I looked into, those belonged to my big brother.


  I settled into the mud next to him.


  His face was white and tight with shock, his eyes filled with dark agony. His teeth were chattering and tears leaked down into his hair.


  "Get out of here, midget," he gasped, writhing. "Get out of here and leave me alone!"


  "No," I said, moving closer. "I . . . don't think so."


  And I didn't until I heard a deep, pulsing THWOK THWOK THWOK and a medevac helicopter dropped out of the starry sky and swept Tom away.
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  "Okay, honey. You, too."


  My father hung up the phone and sighed. He ran a hand through his rumpled hair, then turned to face the sea of anxious faces.


  "Well?" I asked.


  "Your mom says they medevaced Tom all the way back to the hospital back home," my father said, plopping down in a chair. "It seems he has a complex break and our hospital's the only one in the area equipped to deal with it."


  "No kidding," I said, not at all surprised.


  Of course: back home. Back where there were plenty of Controllers around to make absolutely certain Tom would have access to the Yeerk pool's lifesaving Kandrona rays.


  "He's in some pain and he'll be laid up for a while, but at least he's gonna be okay," my father said thickly. He reached over and hugged me. "Thank God you got there in time to save him, Jake."


  "I didn't save him," I said. "He drifted into shore. I just grabbed him and hauled him out of the water."


  "And saved him," my father insisted, releasing me. "I was really scared tonight, Jake. I don't ever want to lose either one of you."


  "Me, either," I said.


  And we had come so close. A dagger half-drawn. A tiger running.


  "Well, I need a cup of coffee," my father said.


  "I'll make it," my grandmother said.


  "Make one for me, too, please," my grandfather called after her.


  "First thing tomorrow morning, I'm gonna call whoever built that dock and read them the riot act," my father said. "And then I want to talk to somebody about the undertow or the current or whatever it was that dragged me down that lake. It's dangerous!"


  "Yeah. Um, look, I'll be right back, okay?" I said. "Need some fresh air." I slipped out of the door and into the fading darkness.


  I stood for a moment listening, but it was no use.


  Human hearing is so limited.


  I spread my hands like, Well?


  <Over here, Jake,> Tobias called from a thick stand of pine trees.


  I walked over and met them in the shadows.


  Without my asking, they told me how they'd done it.


  How Tobias had kept endless watch and sounded the alarm when Tom and my father exited the cabin.


  How Cassie had quickly morphed to whale and struggled through a shallow, nerve-wracking twenty feet of water to ram the dock, praying she wouldn't be beached before she got there.


  How Rachel and Ax had morphed into dolphins, rammed Tom, broken his leg, and dragged my father to safety.


  I wanted to say a lot.


  Like how they'd saved my family.


  My sanity.


  "Thanks," I said.


  "Hey, don't mention it," Rachel said fliply. "We needed a vacation, anyway."


  <We have spent time exploring that decrepit, architectural structure riddled with rodents and assorted wildlife,> Ax said, turning an eye stalk toward the abandoned hunting lodge across the lake. <We discovered several extremely large spiders.>


  "And rats. Don't leave out the rats," Cassie said with a laugh.


  <Personally, I had fun,> Tobias offered.


  "That's because you got to eat like a pig," Rachel said.


  They were trying too hard.


  "Where's Marco?" I said.


  Cassie shrugged. "He didn't know if you'd want to see him right away. Thought you might need some time to calm down or whatever."


  "Come on out, Marco."


  He stepped into view from behind a tree. He looked a little leery. Which, given the way I'd treated him was not surprising.


  "Hey, Big Jake."


  "Marco. This had to be your plan."


  "Pretty much."


  "Yeah. Well. Good plan."


  "Thanks. Couldn't have done it without the Chee," Marco said, shrugging like it was nothing. "They're the ones who piloted the medevac helicopter and insisted on taking Tom back home. Without them, all we would have had was a kid with a busted leg out in the middle of the woods."


  "Tom's back home. Alive. My dad's alive. Crisis past. I should have thought of it myself. Tom, injured, had the perfect excuse for not coming on this trip. I should have seen that."


  Marco shrugged. "Yeah, well . . ."


  "I was too close to it," I said. "You were right. I was too close to see things clearly."


  Marco didn't argue. He didn't gloat, either. I guess we each have our strengths and weaknesses. Marco's strength is the ability to see the way to the goal, even when it means disregarding consequences and feelings and basic right and wrong.


  He'd seen this solution when I missed it.


  I took Marco's arm and drew him away from the others. To where they wouldn't hear.


  "You're my best friend, Marco. If you ever again tell me I'm losing it, getting too involved, can't lead -"


  "You'll kick my butt?" he interrupted with a grin.


  "No. I'll listen. I'll listen. Then I'll kick your butt."


  He laughed. I laughed. What can I say? Marco and I have been friends forever.


  We started to rejoin the others. I stopped him. "Marco?"


  "What?"


  "This whole plan worked because Tom came outside and made himself vulnerable. What would have happened if he hadn't?"


  Marco didn't look at me.


  "You had to keep me from blowing it at all costs," I pressed. "You had to preserve the security of the group and keep me alive. Those were your top priorities."


  He nodded.


  "So, what if you hadn't been in time? What if Tom had managed to kill my father?"


  "It was pretty clear, after I thought about it, that if Tom killed your father you'd lose it," Marco said coolly. "Like a chess game: Tom takes your father, you take Tom. You'd have gone after Tom, exposing yourself and us. Game over. So we couldn't let that happen. Your dad had to survive for you to survive. The one expendable piece was Tom. But if anything was going to happen to Tom it would have to look natural, not like an Animorph had been involved, and not like you had been involved. It would have to be done very carefully. So, if it came down to that -"


  "No," I said softly. I shook my head. I didn't want to know.


  For a while neither of us said anything. I just let it sink in.


  You know what Marco and I used to talk about? Whether Batman could beat Spiderman. Whether Sega was better than Nintendo. Whether some girl would rather go out with him or me.


  And now . . .


  "What are we, anymore, Marco? What has happened to us?"


  He didn't answer. I didn't expect him to. We both knew what had happened.


  "I better get back inside," I said.


  "Yeah. And we need to head home. We hitched a ride on a cattle car getting here. We're hoping for something less fragrant for the return trip."


  I went back toward the cabin.
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  My mom was back the next day. It was Sunday, the day for Grandpa G's wake and then we had his funeral on Monday.


  The local VFW chapter came and brought a bugler, who played a slow, mournful taps.


  The other old soldiers took the folded American flag off the casket and gave it to my grandmother, Grandpa G's daughter.


  She and the worn, grizzled men looked at each other for a long, quiet moment as if sharing a memory, a lifetime of experiences only they could understand.


  I understood it, though.


  Maybe not their war, but ours. Because now we're the ones out on the battle lines. The ones who fight and bleed, succeed and fail, win and lose.


  We're the ones with the nightmares and the old souls.


  I know what Grandpa G meant now.


  He only talked about the war twice, at least to me. Once, when he opened his footlocker. And the other, that day, long ago, when we'd sat on the dock.


  When my war ends, if I survive, I probably won't talk about it much, either.


  As far as experiences go, once will be enough.


  We each laid a rose on the casket as we left.


  It wasn't a big funeral, but everyone there cried. Anyway, I did.


  When we got back to the cabin we called the hospital and talked to Tom. He was doing fine.


  Everything was back the way it had been. My brother still lived. So did the enemy inside him. It had all been a pointless battle. No one had wanted it, no one had profited. Everyone had suffered: Chapman, Ax, Tom, Marco, and some guy who just wanted his parking space back. And me.


  But we'd all survived, and in war any time you wake up to see the sunrise it's a victory.


  My folks and I drove home together on Tuesday.


  I sat in the front seat with my dad while my mom dozed in the back.


  Dad let me choose the radio station and told me for only about the ten millionth time how much better the music was "in his day." We had burgers for lunch and my mom told us both for only about the ten millionth time that we ate too much saturated fat. We pulled off to witness the "World's Largest Ball of Twine!" You know, except for all the other "World's Largest" twine balls.


  Small, simple things, but good ones.


  We talked about Grandpa G and then about other stuff.


  Normal stuff.


  The ride always seems shorter on the way home.


  Tom had dropped the Nazi dagger in the water when he'd been knocked off the pier. I guess it had sank to the bottom of the lake.


  I could have retrieved it, probably. I didn't.


  But I had Grandpa G's medals in my pocket. My grandmother had given them to me. She said Grandpa G wanted me to have them.


  I always knew he'd been a hero in the war. That he had medals and all. And I'd wondered why he didn't put them up in a display case, show them off for all the world to see.


  But I was a little wiser, now.


  Medals aren't so simple for the people who earn them. Every time Grandpa G had looked at those medals he'd thought about the things that had happened, the things he'd seen others do, the things he'd done himself.


  I know he was proud of being brave, proud of doing his best for his country. But I also know why the medals were in a pouch, in a footlocker, in an attic, kept far out of sight.


  Someday maybe there'll be medals for those who fought the war against the Yeerks.


  I'll need to buy a footlocker.
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Rachel.


  Rachel no last name. Rachel no address. Just Rachel.


  It's a big, bad world out there, boys and girls. At least my world is. Lions and tigers and bears . . . and those are my friends.


  Joke. Sorry, I'm not very good at jokes.


  Here's what you need to know: Earth is under attack. Earth is being invaded. Yes, by aliens.


  I know. It sounds like fiction. It sounds like something you'd hear from the crazy lady pushing the shopping cart full of cans down the street. I wish I had a more believable story to tell but all I can do is tell the truth.


  The truth is that Homo sapiens, humans, me and you, have been targeted by an alien species called Yeerks.


  They're a parasitic species. Not predators looking to kill, kill, kill, hovering over our cities and blowing up the Statue of Liberty or whatever. The Yeerks don't want us dead. They don't want our land or our natural resources. They don't want to barbecue our livers.


  What they want is us.


  They're nothing but gray slugs in their natural state. Helpless. You could put on your Timberlands and stomp a couple thousand of them on the sidewalk.


  Except that the Yeerks aren't content to live as slugs. They infest healthy host bodies, they enter the brain, they wrap themselves around the brain and sink into the little crevices. They control the brain. Utterly.


  Once they have you, once they've made you a Controller, you don't focus your own eyes, or move your own fingers, or draw your own breath. You are powerless. Like being totally paralyzed, only your eyes are still seeing and your mouth is laughing and your hands are reaching out to choke the life from someone you love.


  They're here. They're not E.T. They're not cute. And we, my friends and I, are the only people who know, and just about all that stands between the Yeerks and total world conquest.


  Wow. Depressing, huh?


  Fortunately, we are not powerless. The Yeerks aren't the only aliens with an interest in Earth. There are the Andalites as well. Night and day. Evil and not evil.


  The Andalites may not all be saints, but one of them, a warrior named Elfangor, gave us the Andalite technology that allows us to morph. To acquire the DNA of any animal we touch and then to become that animal.


  Morphing: power wrapped up in a nightmare.


  And yet, there are times when morphing has certain advantages beyond fighting the Yeerks in their various host bodies.


  I was on some rocks, some very wet rocks at the base of a cliff, down by the water. North of town the beaches give way to tumbled rocks and eventually to tall cliffs topped with condos and homes for millionaires.


  This particular section of shoreline was public. It was condos to the south, and mansions to the north, but right for about a half mile it was just nature. Big pockmarked boulders and water spraying up and drenching me with each wave, and a chilly breeze raising goose bumps on my bare skin.


  It was better than being in school. I mean, who doesn't prefer a field trip over another day in the yawn factory?


  But it was definitely chilly. Cold once you got soaked. And we were all in shorts and T-shirts, supposedly identifying the "rich and fascinating life of the tidal pool."


  Of course what was actually happening was that three kids were investigating life in the tidal pools - including my best friend, Cassie - while most of the boys went leaping about the rocks, and most of the girls moved cautiously in little herds of three or four, and all the teachers and teachers' helpers basically screamed at the boys and chided the girls and occasionally yelled something about echinoderms. Your basic field trip.


  I moved away from the others. I don't do the gossip thing very well anymore. Sorry, but, "He said what? Oh. My. Gawd! No way!" just doesn't do it for me. And leaping around on rocks with boys who are secretly playing superhero in their imaginations, that's not going to work, either.


  I do plenty of leaping. Usually there's screaming and bleeding involved. And there's hurting: yourself and others. And afterward there are the nightmares.


  There would be more of that real soon. We'd been informed by our android allies the Chee that the Yeerks were at work on a secret new weapon: an Anti-Morphing Ray. We didn't know enough, yet, to launch an attack. But attack we would. And then there'd be the leaping and screaming and bleeding.


  And the nightmares.


  Anyway.


  I moved steadily away from the others. No one cared. They're glad to see me move on. They don't know why they're relieved when I'm gone, but they are.


  I guess I put off bad vibes, as my mom would say.


  Once alone it wasn't so bad. I like the sound of waves crashing. And even though it really was cold, I kind of liked the harshness of the landscape. Life down there in the rocks was precarious. You had the ocean, this living thing that encircled the planet, eating away relentlessly at the land, chewing it down, bite by patient bite. And the rocks were nothing but the crumbs that fell from Mother Ocean's mouth.


  But there, in those crumbs, in those rocks that would soon be ground into sand, there were hundreds of living things. Entire universes contained in eighteen ounces of seawater cupped in the armpit of a rock.


  I knelt down to look at one tidal pool. It went deeper than the others. Down into a crack in the rock, down to darkness.


  What tidal pool bogeyman lives down there? I wondered.


  There was a starfish sitting glued to the wall of the pool. Might as well have been one of those dead, dried-out things you see in souvenir shops on the boardwalk.


  Then he moved. It made me laugh. It was like he'd heard my thoughts and wanted to say, "Hey, I'm not dead yet, kid."


  Plop!


  I heard the sound.


  I made a quick, desperate grab. I missed.


  The earring that had fallen from my ear sank quickly out of sight.


  "Oh, man!" I yelled.


  I took off my other earring. I looked at it and groaned again. Yes, it was the hammered-gold hoop my dad had bought me for my last birthday. He'd brought them back from a trip to Portugal. Which meant I wasn't going to be able to replace them at the mall.


  I kicked angrily at an outcropping of rock.


  This was a bad idea. I was barefoot.


  Now I was really mad. Mad that I was on a stupid field trip. Mad that I'd dropped the earring. Mad at my dad for no reason except that I knew he'd expect to see me wearing them on our next weekend visit.


  I wanted that earring and I wasn't going to just whine about it. When I get mad, I get determined. When I get mad, I do something. Not always a smart thing.


  "You," I said, looking at the starfish. "You could get it back," I said as I took off my outer clothing and stood there in my leotard.


  I reached down and touched the starfish and felt it become a part of me.


  Chapter 2


  



  I stood up. Looked around. Not ten feet away was this guy named Bailey. I don't know if that's his first name or last name.


  "What do you want?" I demanded.


  "Nothing." He shrugged.


  I glared.


  He blushed.


  "Looking good, Rachel."


  "What?"


  "That leotard and all. You're looking good."


  I was wearing my morphing outfit. It seemed okay for a trip around the rocks.


  "Of course I look good," I snapped. "I almost always do. You have something else to say?"


  I guess that threw him. He shrugged.


  "Looking good," he repeated. "Looking real good."


  "I think we've been over that," I said. "Now go away."


  "You are so stuck-up!"


  "That's right, I am. Now you know the difference between good looks and a good personality."


  He left. I waited till he was back with a group of his friends. I scanned the other direction along the shoreline. A family with two kids, two little boys. They were coming my way but I'd have time to morph before they got close.


  I began to morph.


  First I shrank. Smaller and smaller. Puddles and pools rushed up toward me. A shower of spray hit me and all of a sudden it wasn't refreshing, it was scary. The force of the water nearly knocked me off my feet.


  Which was easier to do since my feet were disappearing. My thighs grew thick. My arms thickened as well, forming chubby cones.


  Arm, arm, leg, leg. And here was the gross part: My head was morphing to become the fifth leg. It turns out starfish don't exactly have heads. They have a mouth more or less in the middle, a bunch of wiggly little feet that look like suckers, and the five big cone legs.


  That's about it for a starfish. A cockroach, by comparison, is a model of sophisticated design.


  I went blind. Totally. No eyes at all.


  It occurred to me to wonder how exactly I expected to find an earring when I couldn't see, but I assumed the starfish would have other compensating senses.


  Nope. Not really.


  It could feel. It could sort of smell. It could scoot around on its many tiny little feet. If it happened, mostly by accident, to crawl onto something tasty I guess it could eat it. But that was pretty much it for the starfish.


  Well, I told myself, I might be able to feel the earring.


  I motored my many little feet. Down, down, slithering down wet rock.


  <Okay, this is stupid. An unfamiliar morph in a hole in the rock. Not your brightest move, Rachel.>


  Then my foot - one of them, anyway - touched something thin and hard and round.


  Amazing! I had stumbled onto the earring. It took me another ten minutes to get my useless little mouth to grab the earring. I headed back up. At least I hoped it was up.


  I climbed up over the lip of the pool, out into relative dryness. I focused my mind on morphing and began to -


  WHAM!


  Something hit me. Hit me hard.


  The starfish didn't have much in the way of pain sensors but I still knew, the starfish knew, deep down, that it was very, very badly hurt.


  I tried to make sense of it all. But all I knew for sure was this: I had been able to count to five on my starfish legs.


  Now I could only count to two.


  I was cut in half!


  <Aaaahhhh!> I yelled.


  Panic, blind panic hit me.


  I was cut in half! I had to die. Had to! There was no way . . .


  But I was still alive.


  Demorph!


  That was it. Yeah. Demorph. Yeah, yeah, change back. Oh, lord! I was chopped in half!


  I focused. Focused on the image of myself, my real self.


  Demorph, Rachel. Demorph and live!


  I began to change.


  Eyes! I could see!


  Rocks, all around me. But sky above. Blue sky and white, fluffy clouds! I could see!


  Tiny little blue eyes sticking out of a starfish leg.


  I continued demorphing. I dragged myself up, inch by inch and peeked carefully over the lip of rock.


  Half a starfish lay unchanged in the tidal pool. Two legs and a chunk of a third. And an earring.


  I caught a glimpse of the family, the two boys. One of them had a pail. And a shiny new steel shovel.


  He'd been the one who had cut me.


  He'd been the one who'd almost killed me.


  Rotten, filthy little brat!


  "I'll kill him!" I said. "Kill him! Kill the filthy little creep!" Morph to grizzly bear and tear him apart! No. No. Not the kid. Bailey! His fault. He delayed me, otherwise it would have all worked perfectly.


  I stood up.


  "Bailey!" I screamed against the crashing waves, shaking my clenched fists in rage. "I'll kill you! I'll kill you! I'll murder you!"


  He heard nothing, of course, over the sound of the waves. And that was a good thing. It occurred to me that killing Bailey was probably an overreaction.


  But just the same, it would teach him a lesson.


  Chapter 3


  



  I finished demorphing. It was a terrifying, hideous experience. But the alternative was even worse. I demorphed in a total, like, panic! I wasn't even thinking, just screaming inside my mind, screaming and begging for it to be over.


  I rose from the rocks, so grateful to be fully human, so relieved. I saw the others, far off. I caught a glimpse of a blond girl, running away. I didn't recognize her.


  Had she seen me?


  The earring! There it was, stuck between my toes. Oh, good. It was a cool earring, really. Not like some of the stuff your parents might buy you. You know parents. Right?


  Anyway . . .


  I ran back to the others, too.


  I needed to be with, like, people. I needed to have familiar voices and faces around me.


  So scared!


  I was shaking. I was going to go on shaking forever.


  Was I insane? Why had I done something as reckless as morphing a starfish?


  And . . .


  And why had I been so mean to Bailey? All he'd wanted to do was compliment me. He just wanted to say he thought I was pretty; why had I been so, like, harsh and stuck-up?


  Later I would have to find the time and the right way to apologize. Maybe if I went out on a date with him -


  Oh, wait. No. That would hurt Tobias's feelings. I was sure it would.


  I was supposed to go flying with Tobias after school. We did that a lot, me and Tobias. Tobias is a nothlit. That's an Andalite word for a person who stays in morph past the two-hour limit.


  Tobias was trapped now, as a red-tailed hawk.


  They are very scary birds.


  I mean, he's a boy, really. A very sweet boy. Like Bailey. Only I could kiss Bailey, couldn't I? Yes. I could. It would be nice.


  Nice kissing Tobias, too. If he was in human morph.


  They were both cute. They were both nice. Sweet. Gentle. Kind. All those good things.


  Only, Tobias killed mice and ate them. Which was not all that sweet, really.


  Oh, well.


  "Are you okay, Rachel?" a girl named Dahlia asked.


  "Oh! Does it show?" I asked, pressing my hands against my face.


  "Forget it," Dahlia said, looking disgusted. "Why would I try and be nice to you? All I get is sarcasm."


  "Oh, Dahlia," I said, reaching out for her. "I'm sorry you feel that way. Really! I want to be friends. I really, really do."


  Dahlia made a face. "You know, you were always stuck-up, Rachel, but lately you're just this total, like, witch."


  She turned away and I felt hot tears flood my eyes. Why would she say that about me? I was being sincere. I really did want to be friends.


  We all walked toward the bus. Boy, was that ever a welcome sight after all I'd been through!


  I climbed aboard and got into my seat. My shoes were under the seat. My outer clothing was in my backpack. I pulled a sweater on.


  I wish they had seat belts on buses, don't you?


  "That's a cute sweater," this girl named Elizabeth said. She was sitting next to me.


  "Thanks. I got it at Abercrombie? It's, like, on sale? Forty-two fifty marked down to twenty-seven ninety-five."


  "No way! Are you going to the mall after school?"


  Okay, so I should go straight to meet Tobias after school. That's what I should do. I had promised. Only . . .


  But did I want to go be with Tobias? Or did I want to go shopping?


  Would Cassie go shopping with me? She didn't like shopping very much. But she might go. I could, like, ask her. But what about Elizabeth? She'd asked me already. Only I didn't really like Elizabeth all that much, and I did like Cassie. Only Cassie might not want to go shopping.


  And Tobias! He'd be so sad if I didn't show up.


  But if I showed up he'd, like, want me to morph and all, and it was so scary, flying, way up in the air with nothing holding you up - oh my Gawd! I couldn't believe I ever did it!


  "So?" Elizabeth asked.


  "What?" I asked.


  She shrugged. "Forget it."


  Chapter 4


  



  I hooked up with Tobias at his meadow.


  He saw me coming and swept down out of the sky, fierce, wild, a thing of dangerous beauty.


  <Hi, Rachel. Hear anything from Jake about the mission?>


  "I haven't seen Jake. Don't worry, he'll get word to us if there's killing to be done. Ha! Anti-Morphing Ray! You have to admire the Yeerks: They never stop trying. They never stop trying to take us down! Now, let's fly!"


  I began to morph. My bird-of-prey morph is the bald eagle. It's only fitting. Nothing against hawks, but eagles are bigger, more dangerous. I'm sure if Tobias had it to do all over again he'd get trapped as an eagle.


  The bad part of morphing to eagle is the shrinking. You get smaller. A lot smaller, and your first thought is, Hey, smaller is weaker and no way I want to be weaker!


  But then you feel your weak, useless human lips harden and push out and out, forming the wicked, yellow, downturned, ripping, tearing eagle beak, and you think, Hah! Smaller, yes, but not weaker!


  You watch the feather pattern as it draws across your flesh, and feel the strange, distant itching when those patterns become three-dimensional.


  Your bones hollow and shrink, your arms twist and rotate, your insides slosh and melt and reform into inhuman organs.


  Your feet, your soft, stubby, awkward human feet melt like wax and then harden into talons.


  As wonderful as the eagle's beak is, the talons are the true weapons. So powerful they can grab and hold a young lamb. They can snatch and squeeze and penetrate flesh and organ and skull and brain.


  Eyes that can see a flea hopping on a rabbit's back from fifty yards away! Ears that can hear a mouse sneeze! Reflexes like lightning!


  A wonderful creature. A natural predator. Raptor! The killer from the sky!


  I wondered if I could take Tobias in an air-to-air fight. He was more maneuverable and experienced. But I had the brute power.


  Well, another day, maybe. Tobias was a true warrior. The right sort of partner for me. Someone who understood that -


  <Ready?> Tobias asked. <Come on, there are some sweet thermals coming up off the freeway today with this sun.>


  I flapped my wings. I turned to catch a slight headwind. My wings filled and I soared.


  Up and up and up we went. Tobias was right! The thermals off the freeway, the heat boiling up from sunbaked concrete and car engines was like an elevator beneath our wings.


  Up and up!


  We were gods! We could have flown to the sun! Humans in their cars were puny, flaccid, paltry, limited creatures, far, far beneath us.


  A quarter mile up there was a delicious, cool breeze that we used to rocket us forward, zooming over factories and parking lots, over meadows and streams and woods.


  Then . . .


  Far, far below, so far no human could ever have spotted it, a school of fish, fast and silver, in a stream decorated with garlands of white water.


  I spilled air, tucked my wings back, and dove.


  The rush!


  The thrill!


  I was an eagle being an eagle. Pure raptor! Pure rapture!


  That struck me as a good thought. <Tobias!> I cried. <Pure raptor, pure rapture! Ah HAH!>


  <Rachel, what are you doing?>


  Down, down, down, so fast the wind was a hurricane over my wings. Then, slow just a bit, use my tail to aim, to change my trajectory as I singled out a single, particular victim.


  My eagle's eyes, adapted by nature for seeing through water, filtering out the glare, saw it all: six fish, six trout, all unaware, and one, one I chose, would die!


  You! You will never live to chase another fisherman's lure! I have chosen you to die!


  I raked my talons forward.


  I flared my wings.


  A splash!


  The sudden, lovely feeling of my talons striking firm, cold flesh.


  Strike!


  I squeezed and talons sank deep. The fish, only now recognizing its doom, squirmed. Helpless! I am the eagle! You cannot resist me!


  I fluttered, carrying the spasming creature over to the bank. I landed on a flat rock. I steadied myself with one talon and held my victim with the other.


  I looked into his stupid, terrified eyes, and with my razor beak I ripped him open. Scales flew. Fish guts spilled.


  I buried my beak, up to the eyes in the cool, squirming flesh. I felt the heart still beating.


  I ate the fish, ripping big chunks and gulping them down.


  <Rachel! What are you doing? Did you lose control of the morph?>


  <What am I doing? I am eating this fish. He's mine! Get back! He's my kill. MY kill!>


  I ate the heart. Then, it stopped beating.


  Chapter 5


  



  "Oh, that outfit is so, like, cute!" I said.


  "Uh-huh," Cassie agreed with absolutely no enthusiasm whatsoever.


  Cassie is my best friend in the whole world. But she is totally not into clothing or shopping. I mean, I love her, but the girl dresses like someone who should be wearing a tool belt and saying, "Like, can I fix your leaky faucet or whatever?"


  Me, I love shopping. I have a talent for it. You know the way Mozart could write music, or Shakespeare could write words? Or the way Will Smith can be all cute? That's how it is with me and shopping.


  I had already worked out a plan: the sale at Abercrombie and Fitch, a quick stop at Lady Foot Locker, take the right turn to the department store where they were having a twenty-percent-off sale, swing back past Body Shop, The Limited, and finally top it all off with an Aunt Annie's soft pretzel, no butter but lots of salt.


  I'd already figured out what to say to Tobias to apologize. I had an obligation to Tobias, I realized. Yes, an obligation. But shopping was more fun than obligation.


  "One third off!" I squealed with delight. "Oh! Do they have my size? It would be so, so cool if they had my size and all. That would be the best!"


  "Yeah, that would be right up there with a cure for cancer," Cassie teased.


  "You should get one in your size!" I said. "Only, we couldn't ever wear them on the same day, so, like, we'd have to always call each other the night before and check with the other person. And then, if you wanted to wear it, well, if I didn't want to wear it, then okay. Only what if I wanted to wear it the next day? Then it would be like, 'Hey, everyone, Rachel's wearing what Cassie wore yesterday.' So -"


  "Rachel?"


  "Yes?"


  "Are you okay?"


  "Why do you keep asking me if I'm okay?" I asked.


  "Because you're being -"


  "Do you think Tobias will be really sad that I didn't go flying with him?" I asked. "I feel bad about that."


  "Well, why didn't -"


  "Oh, look! Look! No, don't look now! Okay, look! It's the guy from the CD store! He is soooooo cute!"


  Suddenly, as I worked my way around the circular sale rack, I brushed into someone.


  "Oh, sorry," I said.


  "Sorry?"


  It was some girl I didn't know. Kind of big. Bigger than me, anyway. And she had, like, this angry look in her eyes. She looked me up and down. Like she didn't like my looks.


  It scared me.


  I gulped.


  "Get out of my way, airhead," she snapped.


  Cassie jumped forward and put her hand on my arm. "Rachel, let it go."


  The girl guffawed. "Yeah, Rachel, let it go. Get out of my way before I kick your skinny, preppy, mall-crawling, bubblehead, blond butt."


  "Rachel," Cassie warned, "let it go. You don't need to go postal over this."


  I felt the tears start. I bit my lip.


  "S-s-s-sorry," I said to the mean, mean girl.


  I turned and ran away. I buried my face in my hands and ran.


  "What the . . ." Cassie said.


  "You, too, Farm Girl," I heard the mean girl say to Cassie.


  I stopped running when I found a bench outside Baby Gap. I just, like, sat there, all collapsed, trying to get hold of myself.


  Cassie came running up. She's my best friend. So I knew she'd talk to me and be nice and make me feel better.


  I looked up at her through blurry tears.


  She stood with hands on hips and a shocked expression on her face and looked down at me.


  "Okay," she said, "what have you done with Rachel?"


  Chapter 6


  



  I hate the mall. I don't know why I ever thought I liked it. Must be one of those things where you just suddenly wake up one day, the scales fall from your eyes, and you behold The Truth: The mall sucks.


  I mean, if you ever want to really experience contempt for your fellow human beings, go to the mall. They moo along like cattle, little knots of them, little gaggles of them. Like sheep!


  Tired-looking, pasty-faced mommies busily crushing the wild free spirits of their children; galumphing teen boys with idiot expressions covered by acne pustules; high-heeled trophy wives with their squat, bald, fireplug husbands in tow.


  What a hideous spectacle. And all for what? To buy, buy, buy! Shopping: sport of the brain-dead.


  But what was I going to do? I had to do something with my clothing situation. I mean it was pathetic! After flying with Tobias, and after he got all weird, I headed home. I'd left my clothes on the bus after I ditched the stupid field trip. Anyway, I get home, and what do I find in my closet? Girl clothes!


  Yeah, yeah, I am a girl. But I mean that all of my clothing was so squeaky clean, so preppy, so "good girl."


  I'd never really thought about it before. I mean, I bought the stupid clothes, all right? But they chewed!


  I needed something with a little more of an edge, man. I needed some leather, yeah, some black leather. That was it. Leather.


  I tried to think of what to do. I mean, I guess I knew I'd have to go to the mall, but it was complicated. First I didn't know how to get there. Then, once I was there, I didn't know where to go. Too many shops. I tried to think about it, you know, focus and all, but it was just confusing.


  Confusing because it was so stupid! That's why. Because it was stupid!


  I shoved past this obnoxious couple that was getting all goo-goo because their kid was walking. He was like two. Big deal, he could walk.


  "Hey! Watch it, please!"


  "You watch it, old man," I replied politely.


  "My son is trying to walk," the woman said.


  "Yeah, and with your DNA in him that'll probably be his highest accomplishment," I said tolerantly.


  I brushed past. I spotted Cassie up ahead and slowed up. Didn't need her, right then. Cassie's all right, but man, she can complicate the simplest thing. You know? I mean, life is pretty simple, right? The strong eat the weak. That's about it. No complications.


  Cassie was running toward Baby Gap. Great, she'd probably meet up with the proud mommy and daddy and the staggering, drooling baby.


  I cut into Williams-Sonoma, the kitchen store, to avoid having Cassie see me. Don't know why, just didn't want to hook up with her right then.


  So anyway, I go into Williams-Sonoma, and what do I see? Knives! So many knives! A rack of them with plastic over it, plus a counter with a bunch of them in knife blocks.


  Well, I like knives. How can you not like knives?


  "Aww, it's the crybaby," someone said. Some girl.


  I pushed past her.


  She grabbed my arm. This was a mistake.


  I grinned at her. "Back off, you hideous, putrid, diseased-looking lump of lard," I said.


  I was being nice. I was giving her a chance.


  "What are you gonna do, little J. Crew girl? Bust out in tears a -"


  My right hand shot toward her throat. She jumped back. I lashed out with my left foot and caught her hard on the shin.


  She yelled.


  A good sound.


  I plowed into her, shoulder down, and slammed her back against the knife rack.


  The twelve-inch chefs knife was in my hand. So easy to plunge it into her heart.


  But you know, I kind of liked this girl. She reminded me of me.


  I grabbed a handful of her sweatshirt.


  Thunk!


  I buried the chef's knife in her sweatshirt. The knife quivered in the wood counter. She was pinned.


  She was scared, too.


  I grabbed more sweatshirt and . . .


  Thunk!


  The boning knife went in.


  Thunk!


  Bread knife.


  Thunk!


  Seven-inch utility knife.


  Naturally, she was screaming during all this.


  "Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahhhh!"


  I grabbed the cleaver. I held it high in the air, like I was gonna slam it down on her head.


  Then, I laughed. I pinched her cheek and tugged back and forth while she shook and quivered.


  "I like you," I said. "I really do. We could be friends. But watch who you pick your fights with."


  I walked away, sliding past the security guards who were rushing in.


  Maybe the mall isn't so bad after all.


  Chapter 7


  



  Cassie's barn. I'd been there a hundred times. But now it seemed different. Scary.


  I mean it's like, full of, like, animals. Wild animals. Geese. Raccoons. Foxes. Squirrels.


  Okay, I know squirrels aren't scary, but sometimes they have rabies.


  It's kind of dark inside. There are lights on, but there are shadows, too. Deep shadows. Especially at night. Which it wasn't. It was day. Late afternoon. Or is it evening? When does afternoon end and evening begin? I mean, is there like a certain time when . . .


  Anyway, it was like day, okay? But inside it was still dark and all. I could see the animals in their cages. Mostly sick or injured because after all it is the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. So, duh, they would be sick or injured to be in a clinic, right?


  Duh, Rachel.


  What was I saying?


  Oh, yes, the animals. Well, there were a lot of them, in cages.


  But just as scary was the fact that the others were there, too. The Animorphs.


  I mean, I am an Animorph, right? I have the morphing power that Elfangor gave us all. And I have turned into, like, lots of animals. Although now I can't believe I ever did that.


  Jake was there. He's my cousin. He's cute. Kind of big. I mean, if we weren't cousins . . .


  And Marco was there, too. He's cute, too, in a different way. I would probably go out with him if he asked me.


  And Tobias, of course. He was up in the rafters fluffing up his wings. He's cute when he's human.


  And Ax.


  Ax is not cute. Ax is very, very strange. I mean he's, like, not human? He's, like, an alien. Imagine if you had this big, mostly blue deer, and you grafted a long scorpion tail on one end and a human-looking upper body on the other end. Only the head didn't have a mouth at all and it had an extra set of eyes on stalks? Stalks that can, like, move? So his eyes can look in any direction?


  Major creepy.


  "We have a problem," Cassie said, looking at me.


  "We do?" I said.


  "Jake, we were at the mall," Cassie said. "Some girl shoved Rachel and -"


  "Oh, man, what did you do, Rachel?" Jake asked. "You have to learn to restrain your -"


  "She cried," Cassie said.


  "What?"


  "She cried. And ran away. And cried."


  Everyone stared at me.


  "Who cried?" Marco demanded, looking confused.


  "Rachel."


  "Rachel cried?" Marco asked. "You mean a little wetness, like maybe something was in her eye?"


  "I mean like 'Boo hoo, that girl was so mean,'" Cassie clarified.


  "No," Marco said.


  "Yes."


  "No. No. The sun does not rise in the west, the Chicago Cubs don't win the World Series, Scully never, ever believes Mulder, and Rachel does not cry. These are the things I know."


  "Boo. Hoo."


  "You're jerking us around, Cassie," Marco said.


  "I have proof," Cassie said.


  "Okay," Jake said skeptically.


  Cassie looked at me. "Rachel? Tell me what you said to me about Marco on our way over here."


  "What?"


  "What you said to me on the bus about Marco."


  "You mean that he was like, funny?"


  "Oh my . . ." Jake whispered.


  "Rachel," Cassie pressed, "what do you think of Marco's looks?"


  I shrugged. I smiled. "He's, like, cute, all right?"


  Marco sat down very suddenly. On the hay-strewn floor.


  Jake looked pale.


  <This is unusual,> Ax said in thought-speak.


  "She's uptalking," Marco said, shaken. "She said I was cute. She . . . she smiled. At me."


  "Ax," Jake said and shot the Andalite a look.


  FWAPP!


  Faster than the human eye could see, Ax's tail whipped forward, over his head. The long, scythe blade stopped a millimeter from my throat.


  "Yeerk," Marco said. "Has to be. They've infested her."


  "No, no, no," Cassie said. "If she was a Controller she'd sound exactly like Rachel. This is something different. A breakdown, maybe."


  <She was weird with me, too,> Tobias said. <But in a different way. She was brutal, violent. In eagle morph she killed and ate a fish. She ate it while it was still living.>


  Ax kept his blade against my throat. I would have fainted except that falling down could have been, like, fatal.


  So I kept my quivering knees as firm as I could. But nothing would stop the tears rolling down my cheeks.


  "Look!" Marco cried, like he'd just spotted the Holy Grail sitting on top of the Golden Fleece. "Tears!"


  "What on Earth is -" Jake started to say.


  But then the door of the barn burst open.


  "All right! What's the mission, when do we start, and how many Yeerks do we get to kill today? I am hungry for some wild butt-kicking! Hah HAH!"


  Chapter 8 - Nice Rachel


  



  I stared.


  She stared.


  She was me. I was her.


  "There're two of them!" Jake said.


  <They appear to be identical,> Ax said.


  "Cool!" Marco said, climbing to his feet. "Now Tobias can have one and I can have the oth - AAAAHHHH!"


  I . . . I mean she . . . somersaulted.


  She leaped, landed on her hands, flew through the air, and landed, feetfirst, against Marco's chest.


  Marco landed very hard on his back. Rachel was astride him, squatting on his chest. Her knees pinned his arms. She reached behind his head and grabbed a handful of his dark hair.


  The other hand was balled into a fist, quivering, about a foot away from Marco's face.


  "What did you say?" Rachel whispered.


  "Not one single thing," Marco said. "Me? I said nothing."


  Rachel . . . I mean, the other Rachel, of course, rolled off him and laughed. It was a big, hearty, HAH HAH HAH laugh.


  Ax withdrew the blade from my throat. I collapsed in a heap.


  She stood over me. "Hey. You look like me."


  I nodded, lip quivering.


  "What's going on here?" she demanded loudly.


  <That seems to be the question at hand,> Ax said mildly.


  "The Drode? One of his tricks?" Jake demanded.


  Cassie shrugged.


  They kept staring. At me. At her. Back at me. It was like being an animal in a zoo.


  And I kept staring, too. At her. For one thing, she was dressed totally differently from me. She was so, like, L.L. Bean meets Timberland by way of a Harley-Davidson rally. Not at all my look.


  Although, when I thought about it, my look could use some freshening up. I mean, what was with all the pants and jeans? Why shouldn't I wear dresses? I have great legs. I can wear dresses and look good. The shorter lengths, the longer lengths, like, you know, with a slit or whatever? Why shouldn't I try the waif look, I mean I can be a waif. I can do the slinky dresses with, like, the big -


  "Ow!"


  Someone was knocking on my head. It was her.


  She rapped my skull with her knuckles. "Hey! Hey! You awake in there? I asked you a question. Who are you? And what are you doing with my body?"


  Marco fidgeted. "Um, I have a body joke here, but I can't tell it unless Ax promises to protect me."


  "Shut up," Mean Rachel snapped. "Don't make me kill you. Now, you, little pansy girl, you have about three seconds to tell us -"


  "Don't threaten," Jake said with unmistakable authority.


  Mean Rachel forgot me in a flash. She rounded on Jake. "Don't get in my way, Jake."


  "Don't push it, Rachel."


  "Are you threatening me?" she nearly screamed. "Come on! You think you can tell me what to do? Let's go, right now. You and me. Just keep our pet Andalite here out of the fight. You and me, we'll see who's giving orders around here after I give you the butt-kicking you're begging for."


  The possible fight was interrupted at this point by the arrival of Erek King. He's a Chee. Meaning that he's, like, this Android? Only he uses holograms to look like this normal boy.


  I don't think he's cute because, you know, it's bad enough being attracted to a guy who's a bird of prey, right? Getting into androids is maybe going a little far.


  Although, when you realize Erek is really like thousands of years old, so he's totally mature and all -


  Anyway.


  Erek walked in. Looking like a boy. Looking like a boy with a very odd expression on his face.


  "Um . . ." he said. "Um . . . is it just me, or are there really two Rachels here?"


  "We're filming a Doublemint gum commercial later," Marco said, then cringed lest Mean Rachel go all psycho-gymnast on him again.


  "Yeah, we have two Rachels," Jake said.


  "Okay. Any particular reason?" Erek asked.


  "It wasn't exactly deliberate," Cassie explained.


  <They appear to be identical,> Ax said. <Except that one is passive and easily frightened, and the other is ->


  "Excitable?" Marco suggested.


  <- violent and aggressive,> Ax concluded.


  Erek nodded. "Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde?"


  "Well, it's sure not Mary Kate and Ashley," Marco said.


  <So it was you who went flying with me, today,> Tobias said.


  "Who? Me?" I asked.


  <No. The other one,> Tobias said.


  "Mean Rachel," Marco suggested. "Mean Rachel and Nice Rachel?"


  "Mighty Rachel, hah HAH!" Mean Rachel said. "Mighty Rachel, and . . . and . . . Wimp Rachel! Yeah, that's it, blondie."


  I didn't exactly want to be known as "Wimp Rachel." But I didn't want Mean Rachel to try and pound my face in, either.


  "This is nuts," Cassie said.


  "I can't stay long," Erek said, unable to stop looking from me to Mean Rachel and back again. "I just came to update you guys on the mission."


  "To the Yeerk pool!" Mean Rachel crowed. "Let's get some flamethrowers!"


  "I gotta stop hanging around with you people," Erek said. "You people are just plain strange."


  Chapter 9 - Mean Rachel


  



  "It's called the Buyers Research Institute. They test consumer products and have a magazine," Erek explained.


  "The Yeerks just recently bought it to use as a front. Also, they hope to use the BRI's consumer ratings to help some of their other companies. So we -"


  "We go in, hard and fast," I said. "Forget subtlety and concealment, we go in, all guns blazing, battle morphs, maximum shock value. Anything gets in our way we kill it!"


  "Rachel?" Jake said.


  "What?"


  "What?"


  " Mean Rachel," he clarified.


  "What?" I asked.


  "Why don't we let Erek finish before we decide how to deal with this. Erek?"


  The android nodded his human head. It was such a pity. The Chee were powerful beyond human imagining, but programmed for nonviolence. We'd freed Erek from that programing once and man, he had carried out gross and total mayhem! It was beautiful! Of course, now he was back in his old Gandhi-Martin-Luther-King-Give-Peace-a-Chance mode.


  Pity.


  "Well, as you know," Erek continued, "we believe the Anti-Morphing Ray is a real threat to all of you. If it works it would destroy the morphing field and cause a person in morph to demorph."


  "If it works," Wuss Rachel said. "Probably it won't even work, so we have nothing to worry about."


  "Shut up," I snapped.


  "The problem you have is that preliminary testing is about to begin tonight," Erek said. "Just computer simulations and so on, but it may encourage the Yeerks. You should stop them before it gets that far. Which means moving right away. Tonight."


  "Okay, Erek, thanks. We'll take it from here," Jake said.


  Erek left. Gratefully, I think.


  <I think we need to figure this situation out,> Tobias said. <I mean, we need to go after this Anti-Morphing Ray but first we need to figure out what the deal is with two Rachels.>


  I leered at him. "You're as bad as Marco. You want us both. Hah HAH! I'll be more than enough for you, Tobias; you won't be needing the wimp, here."


  <That wasn't exactly what ->


  "Okay, Rachel . . . both of you . . . tell us what you did today," Jake said.


  "School, field trip, here, big deal, let's go squash some slugs!" I said.


  "Well, first I woke up, then I took a shower, then -"


  "Field trip," Cassie interrupted. "What happened on the field trip?"


  "You were there," I said. "Don't waste my time with stupid questions."


  "I was there, but not with you," Cassie said.


  "I remember it was chilly," my idiot twin said. "I had, like, goose bumps?"


  "I used to read those books," Marco said.


  <Rachel had books in response to cold?> Ax asked.


  "Focus, can we please focus, here?" Jake said.


  "I dropped my earring in a tidal pool!" Nitwit Rachel said suddenly, sounding as excited as if she'd just answered correctly to Final Jeopardy.


  "Stupid earring," I said.


  "My favorite earrings! My dad gave them to me."


  "Guilt gift," I sneered.


  "It was sweet."


  "It was a payoff for missing our visit that weekend."


  "He was busy!"


  "Right."


  "You are horrible!"


  "And you're a pinhead."


  "Dr. Jekyll? Ms. Hyde?" Cassie interrupted. "Can we move on?"


  "I couldn't reach the earring, it fell down in this, like, crack?"


  "In this, like, crack? Crack, question mark? Was it a crack or wasn't it? If it was a crack then say 'it fell in a crack!' No 'like.' No question mark. Crack, crack, CRACK!"


  I couldn't believe this bimbo.


  "I wanted it back because I thought my dad would be sad if he thought -"


  "Oh, someone just gag me," I snapped. "The earring was in a crack. I morphed this starfish to go in after it."


  <You morphed a starfish?> Tobias asked.


  "Did you go deaf?" I asked him. Sweetly. "Pay attention, this is tough enough with her babbling."


  "And then, oooh, it was horrible! Horrible!"


  "Huh?" I asked.


  "Someone, something . . . the pain! I was so scared! I was, like, cut in, like, half?"


  "Some rotten little monster of a kid," I yelled, renewed in my rage at the memory. "I should have killed him! I should have morphed to grizzly and gone after him!"


  "Back up," Cassie said. "You morphed to starfish and some kid chopped you in half."


  I grabbed Cassie's arm. "Hey, why are you talking to the wimp? Talk to me. Talk to ME!"


  "Nice Rachel? Did you demorph right away?" Cassie pressed.


  "No, I was too scared! I mean, like -"


  "Mean Rachel, how about you?"


  "Of course I demorphed right away. What was I going to do, try and destroy Bailey as a freaking starfish?"


  <Bailey?> Ax asked.


  Jake shrugged. "Don't ask me."


  "Oh, man," Cassie said.


  <What?> Tobias asked her.


  "Starfish. I mean, at one level it was lucky. She could have been killed."


  "Cassie," Jake said in his I'm-losing-patience-but-still-trying-to-be-polite voice. "Tell us what you know."


  "Starfish. They regenerate. You can chop off a leg and they can grow a new one. Somehow when that starfish was chopped in half, the starfish's regenerative powers created the possibility of two separate Rachels. One in each half."


  <But, somehow the two halves were unequal, subtly different,> Ax said. <This is a very interesting phenomenon.>


  "Interesting?" Marco shrilled. "It's bizarre! It's weird. It's wacko, creepy, horrific, incredible, absurd, and totally, totally, I mean totally insane. But also, kind of cool."


  "Wait a minute!" I cried. "The shrimp-boy is right! I should have seen the possibilities, but I'm getting confused. The wimp here can attend school and keep the 'rents happy and I can spend a hundred percent of my time in fierce battle against the Yeerks! I'll annihilate them! I'll crush them! They won't know what hit 'em. It will be full-time Rachel, on the loose!"


  "Good grief," Jake muttered. "Okay, here's the deal: Nice Rachel, you sit this mission out. Go home. Stay home. And Mean Rachel?"


  "Yes?" I asked, filled with excitement.


  "You do the same. Home. Quiet. Don't hurt anyone. We'll handle BRI and the AMR without you. Either of you."


  Naturally, I objected. But Jake wouldn't give.


  "I'll kill you!" I screamed at him. "I'll kill you all!"


  They left me anyway.


  Chapter 10 - Nice Rachel


  



  Mean Rachel snuck in the house morphed as a cockroach, then demorphed right in front of me.


  I couldn't watch. I pressed my hands over my eyes. It was so awful!


  I mean, okay, I know that I have morphed roaches myself. It's not like I'm dumb or anything. I have the same memories as Mean Rachel. So, like, I know all the stuff I've done in the past, right?


  But now it just seems so far away. Like some old nightmare. It's still scary, right, but it's like, far away.


  Besides, that wasn't my real problem now.


  "GET OFF MY BED!"


  I jumped. I jumped and slipped off the edge of the bed and landed on my butt on the floor. I almost dropped Bobo Bear.


  "But." I said.


  "Two of us and only one bed, you do the math," Mean Rachel said.


  "W-w-we could sh-sh-share."


  "We c-c-could sh-sha-share?" she mocked me. "You were never a part of me. Never! I can't believe you and I were ever inside the same person. You make me want to vomit! I should . . ."


  She didn't say what she should do. I didn't want to think about it.


  "Rachel?"


  A voice through the door. My little sister, Jordan.


  "What!?" Mean Rachel roared.


  "What?" I asked.


  "Are you . . . are you talking to yourself in there?" Jordan asked.


  "Yeah, you got a problem with that?" Mean Rachel yelled.


  "No," came the muffled response. "I just like to keep track of your level of insanity."


  Mean Rachel lay there quivering with suppressed energy. "I need to do something!"


  "W-w-what?"


  She shot a suspicious look at me. "Something. I'll think of something. Just have to focus."


  "I . . . I mean, I, you know, I'm kind of having a hard time focusing, too," I said.


  "I'm not having trouble focusing, you moron. I can focus. I'm not like you. It's just . . . I mean, you can't know the future, right? Put a Yeerk here, put a bunch of Hork-Bajir in front of me, I'll focus! I'll focus them to death!"


  I started to say something to her, only, what was it? Something. Or not. Things just seemed to evaporate right out of my brain.


  So I said, "The others are probably starting on the mission. I hope they're -"


  "That's it!" Mean Rachel cried.


  "What's it?"


  "The mission! I'm going on the mission!" Mean Rachel glared at me with hatred in her eyes. "Don't look at me, I don't want you busting out in tears. I'm going to morph and then I'm outta here."


  "But Jake said -"


  "Hey, Jake isn't the boss of me," Mean Rachel snapped. "He may not be the boss of anything much longer. The powerful rule over the weak. The strong survive, honey pie. And I am the strong!"


  I turned my back on her and hugged Bobo Bear. I heard the window slide up. Then, I put my hands over my ears to block out the faint sounds of grinding bones and liquefying flesh.


  <And don't get back up on that bed,> she said. <I'll know! If you get back on that bed I'll put you in the hospital! I'll break both your arms. Then see how well you can hug B-B-Bobo B-B-Bear.>


  I didn't look up until I was totally, totally sure she was gone.


  I had a plan. I was going to call my dad. But when should I call him? Now? Later? Now? What? What was I thinking about?


  Dad! Call Dad! I had to write it down fast before I forgot again. "Call Daddy," I said as I carefully wrote it down. I went to the phone. I picked it up, trembling, careful not to touch the bed.


  I was trapped in a nightmare. And it wasn't just this being split-in-two thing. I had been trapped in a nightmare since that awful night when we first ran into Elfangor and he, like, messed up our lives and all.


  Secrets! Nothing but secrets!


  Nightmares and horrors!


  And the worst horror of all was seeing what had grown inside of me like some kind of cancerous tumor. Mean Rachel was getting stronger with each passing month of my life as an Animorph. Pretty soon she would have become all of me and there'd have been nothing left of me!


  It had to end! I didn't care if the strong survived and the weak perished, I wanted to survive anyway!


  I blinked away the tears. What was I doing? Something. I saw the note. Oh yeah.


  I dialed my dad's phone number.


  Chapter 11 - Mean Rachel


  



  The night and owl morph.


  It was like being some kind of a god!


  I could see what no one else saw. I could hear what no one else heard. I flew, silent as the grave, through early night.


  Over the rooftops! Skimming the chimney tops. Flitting through the highest branches of the highest trees. The bright, square windows below me, the pale streetlights, the searching headlights of the cars were all unnecessary. I needed nothing but the faintest glimmer of light to see clearly. I could read a book from a hundred feet away by the light of a single, flickering candle.


  Great horned owl. The night killer of the skies.


  I saw it all from up there. The worker-drones getting home late from their pathetic jobs; the mommies making din-din for their yowling, savage little children; the TV screens flickering with the news of the world.


  Hah! News? I had news for the world: Rachel was on the loose! Rachel was unrestrained! Look out, world, Rachel was on the wing, talons ready!


  Ah HAH!


  Buyers Research Institute. Yeah. Had to go there, that's where the mission was. And when I got there? I'd . . . I'd . . . I'd figure something out. That's what I'd do. Just get there. That's all that mattered.


  You don't need a plan, Rachel, I told myself. The Great and Powerful Rachel does not need a stupid plan. No, no. The Mighty Rachel would arrive and then, that would be it! Let the battle begin. Let those fools - my friends - see how weak they were without me.


  Maybe if one of them were torn apart by Hork-Bajir that would teach them a lesson!


  Then I spotted the cat. The silent predator was stalking a mouse in its own backyard.


  Ah, yes, friend cat. A worthy adversary. He would give me a fight to tune me up and get my blood boiling for the wild massacre ahead!


  I tilted my tail and reconfigured my wings.


  Friend Tabby would not even hear my approach. Kitty Kitty wouldn't know what hit him!


  Down, down, with talons spread wide. I would hit the cat in the neck from behind. One talon would close over his head and I would squeeze, squeeze till the talon broke through the skull and -


  The cat jumped sideways, quick as lightning.


  I saw my error too late! It was the mouse. He'd been facing me. He'd seen my shadow as I passed beneath the streetlight. His shocked, upward gaze had alerted the cat!


  I swished helplessly by.


  Oh! The unfairness of it! The cat was mine, mine. MINE!


  Rage boiled up within me. I wanted that kill! I wanted that kill! I needed that kill! I needed to feel my talons breaking bone and squishing brain and.


  I couldn't think. Couldn't focus. Madness. Like blood in my eyes. The rage, it was like someone had exploded a hand grenade in my stomach. Like the explosion couldn't get out but was all contained inside me.


  My wings . . . they wouldn't work. I . . . couldn't focus. . . . Mine, mine, MINE! My kill! My kill! My kill!


  I landed hard on a patch of grass beside the road. Cars zipped by, swirling me with their backwash.


  I lay there, on my back, feathers dampened by the grass, and kicked my bird legs and flapped my bird wings and threw my head back and forth and screamed.


  Screamed and screamed and screamed and still the volcano inside me would not die down.


  It seemed like forever. It was a fever. An illness. A tidal wave of emotion that had rolled over me. How long it lasted, I don't know. A long time, it seemed to me. Then, at last, it ebbed.


  It ebbed, leaving behind a shaky, uncertain feeling.


  Fear?


  Yes. Fear.


  Fear of myself.


  And yet, the hunger was not lessened in any way. I had missed this kill. I wouldn't miss the next.


  I flew toward the Buyers Research Institute.


  Chapter 12 - Mean Rachel


  



  Buyers Research Institute. The people who tell you which vacuum cleaner to buy and which coffee tastes best.


  You are one sad, tired, burned-out specimen of humanity if you need someone to tell you which vacuum to buy. I mean, buy the vacuum, if it doesn't work go back and get the salesman and kick his butt! Where's the big mystery there?


  That's how I'd do it, anyway.


  It was three stories high. Rectangular. One of those big, modern, nothing buildings you see in industrial parks or by the side of the highway.


  Lights were on in only a small handful of the offices, and no one was in those. I could see that clearly. The building looked empty. And with my predator's eyes I realized something else: There was a missing floor.


  They supposedly did all kinds of testing and stuff, but all I was seeing were offices with cluttered desks and computer monitors endlessly playing their Mystify Your Mind screen savers.


  Below ground. That must be where the testing was done. Yeah, now that I looked I could see a large truck bay cut deep enough to open into a sublevel.


  I floated almost effortlessly past the top floor of windows. Jake and the others must already be inside. Fine. When the stuff hit the fan I'd be -


  BBBBBRRRRRRRRIIIINNNNNGGGGG!


  The sound was magnified to my sensitive owl ears. An alarm!


  BBBBBRRRRRRRRIIIINNNNNGGGGG!


  It was like the class bell times ten. Definite alarm!


  My friends needed help. Yeerks needed killing.


  <Cool!>


  But how to get into the building? No time for slow infiltration. I needed something direct.


  The truck bay.


  I whipped my wings and swung around above the truck bay. It was a long, fairly steep ramp that went from the rear parking area of the building straight down to a loading dock.


  The loading dock was a concrete pier protected by two big rubber buffers. The opening itself was a retractable steel door.


  The door was too much even for my grizzly morph. No other way in, not that I could see.


  Then, I spotted the truck. It was a car carrier. You know, one of those trucks where they precariously pile five or six new cars on the ramped trailer?


  Must be new car models coming to be tested, I thought.


  The truck was parked at the edge of the parking lot. There was a faint light from inside the cab. The driver was probably inside catching a nap. Maybe he showed up too late for his scheduled drop-off; I didn't know, didn't care. I just cared that the key was probably in that truck.


  BBBBBRRRRRRRRIIIINNNNNGGGGG!


  The ringing wasn't stopping! I was probably missing half the slaughter!


  I landed behind the truck. I demorphed as fast as I could, then morphed again.


  A few seconds later the driver was awakened when I removed the door of his truck.


  "Aaaaahhhhh! Aaaahhhhh!" he said.


  He was scared, good and scared, and it made me laugh. So I let him live. I reached in with massive grizzly paws and yanked him out, kicking and screaming and wetting himself.


  Then, I climbed into the cab.


  "Hey! Hey! You can't steal my rig!" he yelled.


  I stomped on the clutch. I rammed the gearshift forward. I didn't exactly know how to drive a truck, but to my surprise it lurched forward when I let go of the clutch.


  WHAM!


  I hit some stupid Volkswagen. It didn't slow me down too much.


  The truck steered badly. And holding the wheel wasn't easy with my ham-sized paws. But the big rig turned and slowly, slowly gained speed.


  Turned . . . turned . . . and now, straightened out as I aimed the tons of steel down the ramp!


  <Ah HAAAAHHHHH!> I screamed in pure joy as the truck plunged forward and down.


  Faster . . . faster . . .


  WHAAAAMMMMM!


  The truck stopped very suddenly against the concrete pier.


  TWANNNG!


  The safety chain holding the foremost car in place snapped.


  The car flew off the front end of the truck, right over the cab, into the steel door, through the steel door, wrapping the hinged metal around itself and veering off to one side.


  A second car flew right behind it but no longer found a door in its way.


  The steering wheel had sledgehammered my chest on impact. My weight shattered the wheel and without remembering how, exactly, I found myself head and shoulders through the windshield.


  I was winded, bruised, and cut. But it takes more than a little truck accident to kill a grizzly bear.


  The door of the truck bay was open.


  I snatched up the key chain, worked my way through the rest of the windshield, and climbed clumsily over the big Peterbilt engine.


  I landed hard on a concrete floor. But I was inside! I was a grizzly bear!


  And I had the second car that had flown off the end of the truck. A Mercedes convertible.


  Silver metallic.


  Very cool.


  Chapter 13 - Nice Rachel


  



  "Daddy?"


  "Hi, honey!"


  I clutched the phone with one hand and Bobo Bear with the other.


  "Daddy?"


  "Of course, who else would it be? Is something the matter?"


  "Oh, Daddy, everything is the matter!"


  "That sounds serious."


  "It is, it is!"


  "Are you okay?"


  "Can you tell?" My dad's a TV reporter. He has very good instincts.


  "Tell what?"


  "Rachel, I'm asking if you're okay. You don't sound like yourself."


  "I don't? But I am. Me, I mean. I am me. Maybe . . . I mean maybe I'm a little different or, like, you know, not a hundred percent the same."


  "Is it drugs? Sweetheart, you know you can tell me. Are you on drugs?"


  "Um, I took two Motrin for my headache . . . Oh! You mean like drug drugs? No, of course not!"


  He sounded relieved. "Thank God! That's all I need. I mean, all you need. You know what I mean. Just did a three-part story on drug use among young teens, I mean, very in-depth with some great interviews and some killer footage. Great stuff! And they make me chop it down to a minute thirty. A minute thirty!"


  "Um, Daddy? This is, like, about me, okay?"


  "Of course, of course. How are you?"


  I felt my lip quiver. "Not very good."


  "Have you talked to your mom? She's pretty good with this kind of stuff."


  "What kind of stuff?"


  "Oh. well. I guess, boy stuff? Does it involve boys?"


  "Yes, yes, it does! How did you guess? Actually three boys. I mean, four if you count this one guy who is like, you know, okay, not exactly a boy, if you know what I mean."


  "A man!" he shrieked in my ear. "A man? You're going out with a man? Are you seeing a college kid?"


  "No, Daddy. Duh! That's not what I meant, it's just that he's . . . foreign."


  "An alien?"


  I almost choked Bobo Bear. I lowered my voice to a whisper. "How did you know?"


  "Well, honey, it's not that big a deal. I mean, my cleaning lady is an alien and she does a great job."


  I had to think about that for a minute.


  "She's from Ukraine," he said.


  "Oh! That kind of alien!"


  "Yeah. Ukraine. It used to be part of the old Soviet Union."


  I nodded. "We learned about that in school. The old Soviet Union. Although I don't know why anyone would name their country 'the Old' anything. I mean, did it used to be the new Soviet Union and then, after a long time they figured, 'Well, we can't exactly call it "new" anymore, can we?'"


  "Uh-huh. Look, Rachel? You said something was bothering you. A boy?"


  "Who?"


  "I don't know who." He sounded annoyed. "I just can't keep it all bottled up inside anymore!"


  "Keep what bottled up inside?"


  "Shh! I can't say over the phone. They could be listening and Jake would go totally, totally nuts!"


  "Jake? You're going out with Jake? As in Jake, your cousin?" I laughed.


  "Silly! You always make me feel better."


  "Ooookay."


  "Come soon, okay? Can you come tomorrow? I have to talk to you. It's about . . . about what you said before."


  "Drugs?"


  "No, your." I searched for a way to tell him without committing the unpardonable sin of blurting it over the phone. "Your cleaning lady," I said, trying to say it in a way so he'd know it wasn't really, exactly about his cleaning lady. "It's about, you know. What you said about her."


  "That she's from Ukraine?"


  He got it! The code was working. "Exactly. It's about Ukraine."


  Long pause. "I'll be there tomorrow."


  He hung up. I hung up. I felt better. Tomorrow I would tell him everything. The Yeerks, the Animorphs, the whole thing about Tobias being a hawk and also me kind of liking him. And about there being two of me.


  He would know what to do.


  I heard the phone ring but by then I was already heading downstairs. My mom picked it up. I could hear her voice, sounding icy.


  "No, she is not on drugs. I would know! Unlike certain people, I see her every day."


  Chapter 14 - Mean Rachel


  



  I couldn't find the right key to start the silver Mercedes. But I made a cool discovery: If you jab about six inches of bear claw into the key slot, it'll work!


  I flattened the driver's seat. I jammed one big foot down on the accelerator, and I was off!


  Vrrrrooom!


  It was just what I thought: The basement level was one big, huge testing facility. It was like a warehouse, kind of. A cement floor with broad aisles, with clusters of machinery to the left and the right. The basement level extended much farther in every direction than the upper levels had.


  Some of the tests seemed to be automated. Machines were busily carrying them out without human supervision. Or at least there were no humans around that I could see.


  Then again, your average cowardly human would tend to run away if he saw a grizzly bear driving a convertible toward him. I wouldn't run away, of course, but then I'm not exactly average.


  I roared along past machines that were automatically twisting the knobs of stereos; past a table that held twenty or thirty hair dryers in place as they blew; past twin lines of La-Z-Boys being jerked out and back, out and back, like they were inhabited by a brigade of invisible, hyperactive fathers. One of the recliners was already broken. A steel shank kept jerking out through the footstool with each movement.


  The first alarm had stopped now. A second, different alarm had taken over.


  Brr-REEEET! Brr-REEEET! Brr-REEEET!


  I could hear it quite well over the gentle hum of the Mercedes engine.


  To my left I spotted a test involving blue jeans. About two dozen pairs were mounted on leg-shaped steel prongs that appeared to be stretching them. Two dozen pairs, all of them feet upward.


  I slammed on the brakes and the car squealed down the slick cement.


  I peered, looking for my favorite brand. But my grizzly bear eyes were too weak to make out labels.


  I took off again and suddenly a troop of Hork-Bajir trotted right across my path. There were eight. Obviously in a hurry. No doubt in pursuit of my friends.


  I kept my foot on the accelerator. The last Hork-Bajir spotted me bearing down on him. He yelled something and leaped aside.


  Hah! Not likely!


  I twisted the wheel. I was on two wheels! I was so far over on one side I could have reached out and raked my nails along the floor!


  The last Hork-Bajir heard my wheels screeching. He looked back over his shoulder.


  WHAM!


  Flying Hork-Bajir! I caught him in the tail and legs. He went flying. Up, a cartwheel, over the top of me as I raced beneath. I saw him hit the ground in my rearview mirror.


  Cool?


  Way cool!


  WHAM!


  Another Hork-Bajir. This one sprawled into a small mountain of bags of Doritos, Fritos, and Tostitos.


  Now the others had realized I was on their tail. They scattered. Left and right. Left, through an automated test of coffee machines. Right, through a quiet, turned-off test of canned cheese.


  The bright glitter of the silverware drew me. I yanked the wheel, spun completely around, yelling with glee as I did, straightened out, fishtailed, and roared after one big Hork-Bajir.


  WHAM! Bu-Bump!


  I caught him a glancing blow. He fell and managed to get his arm under my back wheels as I rolled on. It was the most fun I've ever had. I mean, if there's a heaven it must be a lot like this.


  Ahead, a new target! No, wait, a knot of targets, all with their backs to me.


  Hork-Bajir! Human-Controllers! And three big, ugly Taxxons, all surging into one corner.


  I hit the brakes. The car fishtailed to a stop.


  I heard the bellowed, harsh language of the Hork-Bajir. I heard the cries of humans. I heard the slithery speech of the Taxxons. And above it all, the roar that made grown men wet themselves: the roar of the tiger.


  I had found Jake and the others.


  I climbed out of the car. The upholstery was seriously damaged. Maybe the BRI should test that. I surveyed the scene, not wanting to miss a single, glorious detail.


  Perhaps as many as fifteen Hork-Bajir. Four humans. Three Taxxons. Versus a tiger, a gorilla, a wolf, a young Andalite warrior, and a Hork-Bajir that had to be Tobias.


  I was fiercely glad for Tobias. He'd managed to get into a seriously dangerous morph in time for battle.


  It was a scene of perfect beauty. Blood slicked the concrete. Taxxon guts lay in steaming piles. There were bellows and cries of pain.


  Battle! Desperate and deadly!


  I almost cried at the sheer loveliness of it.


  Then I plowed in.


  Chapter 15 - Nice Rachel


  



  I woke up. Someone had kicked me in the ribs. I didn't have to guess who it was. She snapped on the light and glared down at me.


  She reached down, yanked Bobo Bear out of my arms, and ripped his arms out, sending stuffing flying everywhere.


  "Leave Bobo Bear alone!" I cried.


  She knelt down over me, menacing. "Don't make me mad. I'm already as mad as I need to be. If you make me any madder I won't be responsible for what happens next. Get me?"


  I nodded.


  She twisted away and threw herself on her back on the bed.


  "S-s-s-so, did you have fun?" I asked.


  "Fun?!" she shrieked. "FUN?! Did I have FUN?!"


  "Hey, get off the phone, Rachel, and stop yelling. Sara's asleep!"


  This was from my mom, outside in the hallway.


  "Okay, Mom!" I said.


  "Your cousin," Mean Rachel whispered, her face twisted with rage.


  "Jake?"


  "Jake! I should have killed him. What he said to me! To ME!"


  "What? What happened?"


  "I saved their sorry butts. Oh, man, you would not believe this battle! This one Hork-Bajir caught me with his blade and chopped my left arm off, right? I mean, I'm in grizzly morph, we're totally outnumbered, and this Hork-Bajir gets behind me and SLASH! This sudden pain! Then, thud, and I realize my arm is on the ground. Hah HAH! On the ground. So you know what I do? I reach down, pick it up, and use it like a club to beat him over the head."


  I felt like I was going to throw up. "That's awful!"


  She looked puzzled. "What's awful?"


  "Never mind."


  "So we kick butt, right? I mean, we rock and rolled! And we escape! And then Jake goes off on me. On ME! Jake! On ME!"


  "Didn't he, you know, didn't he think it was cool when you hit the Hork-Bajir with your arm?"


  "He goes off on me with 'You screwed up the plan. You come barreling in here looking for trouble while we're trying to sneak around and find the stupid Anti-Morphing Ray.'"


  "Uh-huh."


  "I'm trying to be nice. I'm like 'You stupid moron, you were getting your weak little butts kicked. I heard the alarm go off and I saved you. I am a hero.' But he's, like, 'Rachel, we set off the fire alarm to draw the Hork-Bajir away. You show up busting in doors and they realize they're under attack.'"


  "Well, I guess I can kind of see his."


  Her look stopped me dead.


  "I mean, Jake is such a moron!"


  "Exactly! We kicked Yeerk butt! That's what we do. Forget the stupid Anti-Morphing Ray, who cares? We kicked Yeerk butt!" She shook her head. "Jake has to go."


  "Well, I -" I started to say.


  "Shut up, I'm tired."


  She snapped the light off and within seconds she was breathing deeply.


  I lay there on the floor, in the dark, holding my armless Bobo Bear. What was I going to do? How was I going to live with her?


  Not that it mattered what I thought, or what I wanted. I mean, I was, like, helpless. She was the one who . . .


  I stopped breathing.


  Yeah. Yeah. She was the one who would decide what was done.


  So, what if she decided she didn't like sharing her life with me?


  Would she . . .


  Oh my God, I realized. Yes. She would.


  Chapter 16 - Nice Rachel


  



  I went to school. It was comforting, you know? It was familiar. It was safe.


  I don't know where Mean Rachel spent the day. I was just glad she wasn't in school. I mean, there are some teachers I don't like, but that doesn't mean I want Mean Rachel throwing them out of the second-floor windows.


  Cassie came up to me after English.


  "Meeting," she said.


  "What?"


  "Meeting. After school. You know."


  Yes, I did know. The Barn. The Animorphs. Tobias.


  Her.


  "Or we could go shopping," Cassie said with a bland smile.


  I'm sure my face lit up. But then I realized: Cassie hated shopping. And meetings weren't exactly optional.


  She was testing me.


  "No, we'd better go to the meeting. Right?" I asked anxiously. "I mean, that's what we should do, isn't it?"


  "Why?" Cassie asked.


  I shrugged. "Everyone will be expecting us. I mean, we have to, right?"


  "Yeah. You're right. See you."


  Couldn't I just, like, quit? That was the thing to do. That way Mean Rachel wouldn't be all, like, mad?


  Besides, I had to meet my dad. He was flying in for just an hour on his way to an assignment in Argentina, and I had to take the bus out to the airport.


  Of course I could have just morphed and flown out there. That would be quicker and easier and less expensive.


  I imagined that. Imagined flying. Flying was fun. If you didn't think about it too much. But if you want to fly you have to morph. And the idea of my skin turning into feathers and my bones shrinking and my organs going off into Zero-space to be a big blob of blood and skin and assorted body goos, well, that was so totally gross.


  A bell rang and I jumped.


  "Switch to decaf," Marco said. He was standing right by me. Waiting to go to our next period, which we had together.


  "Oh, hi," I said.


  "So. Purely hypothetical, here," he whispered. "Mean Rachel goes with Tobias, right? And you think I'm cute, right?"


  "What?"


  "Come on, we have to get to class. I'm just saying Tobias and Mean Rachel. I mean, that's the way it'll happen, don't you think?"


  "Don't you think Tobias likes me?'"


  He shrugged. "How can he like both of you? I mean, you look alike. Very alike. Identical. And may I say I approve of the mini. It's the look for you. I guess what I'm getting at here is, how are you and Mean Rachel going to divide up your lives?"


  We were walking down the hall, jostled by kids running past in both directions.


  "I don't know," I admitted.


  "She's a little intense, huh?"


  "Duh!"


  "Kind of creepy, really. I guess you wish you had someone you could talk to about it."


  "Uh-huh."


  "I mean, wow, the psychodrama of it all. It's the ultimate Jerry Springer. 'Meet a girl who has been split into two halves, good and evil.' Man, I'd watch."


  "Uh-huh."


  "But it has to creep you out, right? I mean, no offense, but now you're Rachel but without all the psycho-killer parts of your personality. So you have to be wondering what's going on with your life, right?"


  "I guess so. She made me sleep on the floor." I don't know why I told him that. I shouldn't have told him that. It was embarrassing.


  I saw his gaze flicker. I saw the smile fade for just a moment.


  I stopped walking. "You know I'm not, like, this total moron now, okay? I know you're testing me."


  "Testing?" he asked with a mocking laugh.


  "Jake told you to check on me. See if I seemed like I was maybe losing it. Right?"


  Marco laughed. "We're there."


  "Where?"


  "Class."


  I shouldn't have told him. Marco would tell Jake I was unreliable. He'd tell Jake that I'd probably blurt out anything. And I didn't know if I had fooled Cassie, either.


  Of course I hadn't fooled Cassie. No one fooled Cassie.


  I fought down the panic that welled up inside me, threatening to choke me!


  Had to get out! I had to get away from all this. My . . . my other half was probably already thinking of how to get rid of me. And my friends? Would they try and stop her?


  No. I was useless to them.


  Useless to the Animorphs, maybe even a danger.


  Suddenly school wasn't so comforting.


  Chapter 17 - Mean Rachel


  



  I was early to the barn. Suddenly it occurred to me: I could spy it out! I should have thought about that earlier. Only why bother to load up your brain with a bunch of "what if?" stuff? The future is not my problem. Live for today, fight for today.


  I morphed to fly. Not as cool as a big raptor, maybe, but with its own weird powers.


  I did it in the barn itself. Why not? No one else was there. They'd just be getting out of the yawn factory.


  I stood there, surrounded by creatures of the wild: fierce raccoons, aggressive geese, and rabbits that . . . well, there wasn't much good to say about rabbits.


  I focused my mind on the morph.


  My skin blackened and crisped. You know, like I'd been burned to overdone marshmallow consistency? Only instead of mushy marshmallow consistency, this was like fingernail.


  My body squeezed into three portions. My head was a BB resting atop a muscular abdomen. Below that my waist pinched tight above a growing, swelling thorax.


  My arms became sticks. My legs extended out and out, thinner, thinner and yet incredibly strong.


  Two new arms burst from my chest.


  <Hah HAH!> I laughed gaily. <Let my wimpy twin try this some time. She'd go insane!>


  All the while I shrank and shriveled and seemed to fall toward grains of sand that became boulders and pieces of straw the size of felled telephone poles.


  Suddenly my blue eyes inflated like balloons. The blue iris turned glittery black. My eyeball itself was shattered into thousands of tiny facets, each a sort of separate eye.


  Very cool.


  My weak human mouth, pale lips, and blunt, tiny teeth, became the long sucking-tube of the housefly.


  I tested my wings. I was airborne in an instant. A totally different type of flying than an eagle, of course. An eagle is a killer. A fly? A fly eats dog poop.


  Ah well. A hunter, a killer; a soldier must do what a soldier must do.


  I flew, wild and bobbly and blown by any stray air current, but I made it to one of the crossbars of a cage. I rested there, waiting.


  I didn't have to wait long. But it wasn't my friends who arrived first. It was a boy who seemed, to my fly senses, to be a blurry explosion of weirdly colored light.


  Erek. His hologram was not designed to fool the fly's compound eye.


  The android looked around, switched off his hologram, and now seemed to be nothing but a pile of steel and ivory. The colors were still off - the fly eye sees the color spectrum differently.


  If the Chee was here waiting, he had news. Important news.


  Pathetic creature. He had deliberately chosen to resume his pacifist programming. We had freed him to be a warrior of such great power that not even I would ever have challenged him.


  And yet, in his moment of glory, having done more destruction in two or three minutes than we had done in months of missions. Having littered the floor and smeared the walls and ceilings with his vanquished foes, he had deliberately chosen to reintegrate the programming that would force him to die rather than cause harm to a living creature.


  It bothered me. It was a waste. And . . . and it just bothered me, that's all.


  Maybe I'd ask him. Later, not now. Why? Why would he do it?


  The Chee's hologram snapped on. The door of the barn opened. Jake led the way. They were all there, huge, blurry, purple-hued beings, shattered into hundreds of images. They spoke in confused vibrations that rattled the spiky hairs on my back. Ax demorphed from human to Andalite. It was like watching a slow-motion explosion at a paint factory, so colorful and weird to my compound eyes.


  Tobias flew in through the open loft and rested on a high perch. Time for me to start acting like a fly. Tobias was a hunter! A predator! I had to treat him with respect.


  "Erek," Jake said.


  "Yes. Trouble. Your raid failed."


  "We noticed," Marco said grumpily.


  "The Yeerks are moving the Anti-Morphing Ray."


  "Where?"


  Erek caused his hologram to shake its head. "Don't know. There's a level of secrecy that even we cannot penetrate. All we've learned is that they're moving it. And that they are being very, very careful about keeping it hidden. They'll load the AMR aboard a truck. Three trucks will leave Buyers Research Institute. They'll go three different ways. Only one will have the AMR."


  "Three trucks?"


  "Three trucks. Three routes," Erek said. He looked around. "Where's Rachel. Or should I say Rachels, plural?"


  "I don't know if Crazy Rachel even got the word," Cassie said. "She wasn't in school today."


  "Yeah, the total lack of ambulances was proof that she didn't go to class today," Marco said dryly.


  "I have to go," Erek said.


  "Erek" - it was Cassie - "is something bothering you?"


  The android hesitated. "No." Then, "Yeah, I guess so. It's stupid, really, but it's like I'm jealous."


  "Of who?" Cassie pressed.


  "Of Rachel. The nice one. She's done it, hasn't she? She's found the way to fight a war and suffer none of the pain. She takes all the evil inside her and sends it off on its own to do . . . to do what has to be done. I guess there are times I wish. well, forget it."


  He shrugged. No one said anything. The Chee left.


  <Okay, look,> Tobias said, speaking for the first time. <Before either of the Rachels gets here, we need to talk. We need to figure out what we're going to do about them. I've been talking to Ax. He says maybe - only maybe - we can put her back together again.>


  Chapter 18 - Mean Rachel


  



  <We would require enormous amounts of power,> Ax said. <And the two Rachels would have to agree. And there would be a definite possibility that both halves of Rachel would die in the process.>


  "Unacceptable," Cassie snapped.


  "What is acceptable?" Marco asked. "The present arrangement? A pathetic whiner who's made up of all the fear and self-doubt and indecisiveness and airheadedness that hide way down inside of Rachel? Or the psychotic killer, the rage machine that Rachel has managed to keep under control for so long?"


  Psychotic? Was Marco saying I was crazy? Crazy? Why? For wanting to annihilate my enemies? For standing up for myself? For taking no bull?


  He was going to regret saying that.


  "That's not all there is to it," Cassie said. "I think the split goes beyond that. I don't think Mean Rachel is capable of long-term thinking. Nice Rachel is, but she's not capable of short-term focus. Rachel busted in last night with no idea what to do. No plan. She was just reacting. But Nice Rachel laid out a shopping trip yesterday that was like a general planning an invasion."


  Marco said, "Strategy and tactics. Long-term, short-term."


  "We can't use either of the Rachels we have," Jake said.


  I began to demorph. I was just beginning to grow when I realized what Jake had said.


  Couldn't use me?


  Couldn't use me?


  I'd use them! I'd use them till they cried for mercy!


  I was growing fast now. I was sitting atop a gate. The rough-textured wood was receding beneath me.


  <She's here!> Tobias snapped.


  At that moment I lost my balance and fell from the gate edge. I fired my wings, but they were already melting. I hit the floor. I was too small to be hurt by the fall and I kept demorphing.


  <You're MEAT, Marco!> I shrieked.


  "She's out of control," Cassie said sadly.


  <Shut up you tree-hugging moron!> I screamed. <I'll take you down, too!>


  I was growing, growing! Bigger and bigger. Human first, then I'd morph to . . . but wait. No! I'd made a mistake! In my human form I would be vulnerable.


  I was vulnerable!


  NOOOOO!


  "Ax?" Jake said quietly.


  I saw huge hooves moving swiftly closer. I knew what would happen! They would kill me while I was weak. They had to! It's what I would do, they had no choice!


  <Don't kill me, I didn't mean it!> I wailed.


  "No one is going to kill you," Jake said.


  <Yes you will. Let me live! I want to live! You can't hurt me. You can't kill me. Weaklings! Fools!>


  All the while I was demorphing, growing, becoming more and more human. Although I was still mostly fly when the wimp showed up.


  "Aaaaahhhhhhhhh!"


  She screamed.


  I lunged for Marco.


  Chapter 19 - Nice Rachel


  



  Hideous!


  Foul!


  It was me. Me! My face with that long, spittle-dripping proboscis where my mouth and nose should be. My body with dwindling stick legs sticking out of my chest. She had grown to nearly human size, but with enlarged fly features still lingering.


  I couldn't stop screaming.


  "Aaaaahhhhh! Aaaaahhhh! Aaaaahhhhh!"


  She . . . it . . . I . . . had her hands around Marco's throat. Ax was trying to swat her with the flat of his tail but she'd gotten Marco between her and the Andalite.


  Mean Rachel struck Marco's face with the open tube end of her proboscis. She used it to cover his mouth and nose, shutting off his air, muffling his own cries of outrage and disgust.


  "Aaaaahhhhh! Aaaaahhhhh!" I screamed.


  "Rachel, shut up!" Cassie snapped at me. "My parents could come home any minute!"


  Marco punched Rachel in the stomach. She swatted him with one of her brittle, stick arms. But she was still becoming more human and there was no great force behind the blow.


  Her proboscis shriveled away, clearing Marco to breathe. And allowing her to talk.


  "I'm taking over! Who's with me?!" she cried.


  Jake took a running jump at her, but Mean Rachel released Marco and dodged aside. Jake hit the floor hard. A flutter of wings and Tobias was dropping from above. He maneuvered in the still air, looking to grab a talonful of blond hair and distract her long enough for -


  But Mean Rachel was too quick. She shot an arm straight up, grabbed Tobias by the feathery leg above the talon, yanked him down, and wrapped her free arm around his body.


  Then, with perfect malice on her face, she closed her fist around Tobias's neck.


  "Mess with me and Bird-boy here is a dead chicken."


  Everyone froze.


  "Hah HAH!" she crowed. "Too easy! I don't even need to morph!"


  <Rachel, what are you doing?!> Tobias yelled, more mad than scared.


  "Sorry, my love," she sneered, "but as a predator, you'll understand."


  "Okay, everyone chill," Marco said.


  "Chill?" Mean Rachel screeched. "You called me 'psychotic'! How can a 'psychotic' person chill?"


  "I meant 'psychotic' in a nice way," Marco said.


  "I am in charge now!" she cried. "I'm running the Animorphs! I am the boss! You'll all obey me. ME!"


  "Whatever you say," Jake said placatingly. He moved gradually closer to her. "You want to be in charge, fine. I'm tired of the responsibility anyway."


  "Yeah? Then here's my first order: I want Marco killed! No! Wait. Not killed. He may still be useful."


  "Glad to hear that," Marco muttered.


  "Don't kill him. Just . . . just . . ." She looked around wildly, frantic, her eyes blazing. "Just punish him. That's it! We'll whip him! Tie him down to that stall door and we'll whip him! Whip him till he screams!"


  "Okay," Jake said. Then he shot his right fist out, past a squirming Tobias, to connect with Mean Rachel's left cheekbone.


  "Ax!"


  Before Rachel could recover from the shock of the sudden attack, an Andalite tail blade was at her throat. Marco grabbed one arm. Cassie grabbed the other.


  Tobias fluttered to the ground, picked himself up, and flew back to the top of the barn.


  Mean Rachel began to thrash. To scream.


  "Aaarrrgghh! Aaaarrggghh!"


  Out of control!


  She fell to the floor, writhing, spit flying as she screamed curses and threats which soon were nothing but incoherent roars of rage.


  Cassie, Jake, and Ax held her down. To protect themselves. And to protect this mad, rabid beast from injuring herself.


  I was crying. Face in my hands, crying.


  "She's not me! She's not me!" I wailed. "She was never in me!"


  But I knew the truth. My memories were all intact. I knew that this Rachel, this tortured, wild, vicious thing had been a part of me.


  She had made me brave. She had made me strong.


  Poor, sick, twisted thing, she had made me . . . me.


  Chapter 20 - Mean Rachel


  



  Man, you never saw a bunch of kids so upset over nothing. I mean, I was mad. So what? Who wouldn't be?


  Anyway, they let me up after a while, and then Jake decided the meeting was over. And I decided I'd put off any action on the Marco problem till later.


  The list was growing: Bailey still had to die. And now Marco. Probably Jake.


  But that was okay, there would still be me and Tobias and Cassie and Ax.


  Of course Ax was kind of devoted to Jake. And Cassie . . .


  I headed home, feeling a little confused. A little weird. Like I kind of didn't know what to do next.


  The others would probably never accept me as long as my simpy twin was around. They pretended to like her better.


  Of course, in a fight who were they going to turn to? Me. I was a natural leader: strong, violent, determined. I could figure out what to do about the truck convoy.


  I could. If I really wanted to.


  But when I tried, I realized to my shock that I couldn't. It was strange. Like. like when I tried to use that part of my brain, the planning part? No one home.


  Was Cassie right?


  I tried again. Nothing. Not just like I couldn't come up with a great plan. It was like I couldn't come up with any plan. Couldn't really think ahead like that. Like the future wasn't real, or possible, or . . . it just wasn't there.


  I'd done okay at the BRI, hadn't I?


  Of course that wasn't planning. That was spur-of-the-moment reacting. Yeah. I could do that. I could react.


  Her.


  She had that part of me! The rotten little weasel! Wussy Rachel had part of my brain. A part I needed!


  I'd have to take it from her! I'd have to . . . How?


  It was too complicated. I felt like my brain was going to explode. I got home, shoved past my little sister, and stormed up to my room.


  Up till then I'd been okay with the split. I mean, it was like finding out you have this tumor, this tumor of weakness, sickening weakness, growing inside of you. That was Rachel. Wussy Rachel, I mean. A tumor full of fear and indecision, and getting all that out of me was great, great, GREAT! Liberated, man! Free! Yah HAH!


  Only . . . she had the part of me that could plan. That was wrapped up in all that fear.


  I needed it back. I needed to figure out how to get it back and all I could come up with was: Kill her! But, no. That wouldn't work. Would it?


  I stormed around my room ripping the covers from my bed and kicking whatever I found to kick.


  Where was she?


  I jerked my head left, right, left. Not here. Why not? Where was my other half, the half with part of my brain?


  Not here.


  I felt suspicion tickle the adrenaline into my bloodstream. Not here. Plotting against me with my own brain!


  My eyes blurred with rage. But then focused again. In purple ink, purple! A new note on our desk calender. I leaped to the desk.


  "Call Daddy." Then, separate, "Daddy. Flight 545. Gate 17."


  This information worked its way into my feverish brain. I knew instantly that she was going to betray me. Of course! Yeah, if I thought about it, if I strained to remember, I could recall what I'd been before. I had to think about what the old me, the two-sided me, would have thought of doing when she, I, we, were depressed or worried.


  Daddy. Of course. Without me to give the stupid fool some backbone . . .


  I was morphed in two minutes. I was going to the airport. Yes! That was clear.


  And then?


  Kill! Yes, kill! Kill!


  I wasn't sure who, but I was sure of that much.
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  I was, like, in the restaurant? Having a croissant? I didn't want one, duh, but you had to, like, order? Or they don't let you sit there?


  Anyway, I had my croissant, and I told the waitress my dad would want coffee when he got there.


  The display board showed flight 545 on time, and the restaurant was right across from his gate. He knew where to meet me.


  But he would be totally surprised when he found out why I wanted to talk to him. I mean, it's, like, "Dad? There are these aliens? And they, like, go into your brain and all?"


  He would freak.


  Unless he already knew. Of course he probably wouldn't know unless he was one. A Controller, I mean. That would be really bad.


  I'd have to make sure he wasn't. I mean, I like, like, Tobias. I don't want anything bad to happen to him. Or Cassie, who is my best friend forever and ever.


  And I owe them. something. Yes, I owed them. I had to protect them. Had to be sure.


  There was a croissant right in front of me. Why was there a -


  "Daddy!" I squealed, catching sight of him. I jumped up and waved. He waved back and came toward me.


  He didn't look like a Controller.


  Of course, I guess they don't. I guess there's no way to tell.


  "Hi, honey," he said. He gave me a kiss and a hug.


  "Hi, Daddy."


  "Need some coffee."


  "I know. I, like, told the waitress, okay?"


  The waitress actually remembered and came over with coffee.


  "So. What's the emergency?" he asked me.


  "What?"


  "Well, you kind of implied there was something major. Something you couldn't tell your mom."


  I nodded. "That's right. I couldn't tell her because she might be one of them."


  "One of what?"


  "So could you."


  "I could be? What?" he asked.


  I looked at him. Very shrewdly. "You tell me."


  He shook his head. "Okay, back up. What is it I could be? Or is it your mom?"


  He seemed confused. But maybe that was all a ruse. I waved my hand to chase away a fly.


  I leaned forward. "Look me right in my eyes and tell me you're not."


  "I can't do that unless -"


  "That's right, you can't because you don't even know what I'm talking about, do you? Oh, poor Daddy! Poor, poor Daddy, you don't know. But I'm going to tell you. No more secrets, please?"


  "Absolutely."


  I glanced left and right. I mean, after all the times Jake and Marco reminded us all about keeping secrets, I'm not some idiot.


  And something was nagging at me, needling the back of my brain. Couldn't betray the others. I couldn't.


  Then, in glancing left and right I saw something frightening.


  She glared at me from across the room. From over my dad's shoulder.


  I felt like just dissolving.


  She jerked her head.


  I felt the tears start. "I have to. to. I have to go to the ladies' room!"


  Chapter 22 - Mean Rachel


  



  The wimp blew past, all tears and snot. I tried to trip her, you know, just for fun, but I missed.


  "T'sup?" I demanded of my father, twisting the chair around backward so I could sit astride it.


  "What's up?" my father said. He looked closely at me. "Did you just change clothes?"


  "Yeah. Leotard. Big thing now."


  "Are you barefoot?"


  "Hey, I see why you're a reporter. You're a regular genius."


  "Rachel, have you joined some kind of a cult?"


  "Yeah. The Cult of Me!" I laughed. "What, is there NO service in this dump? Where's the waitress? Get over here and wait on me! On ME!"


  My dad put his hand on my arm. I flashed on the silverware. It'd be funny to see how fast he could yank that hand back after I planted a fork in it!


  "Sweetheart? The waitress is busy with -"


  "Stop waiting on that ugly old woman and get over here!" I yelled. "The strong should be served before the weak!" I pounded my fist on the table to emphasize this fairly obvious point.


  "Rachel! Stop it. Now!" my father rapped.


  Okay, now he was gonna get the butter knife. Only . . . there were people all around. Not now. Later.


  "You're on my list," I said with a contemptuous sneer.


  "I don't know what's gotten into you!"


  "It's what's gotten out!" I said and roared with laughter.


  "Sweetie, listen to me, I don't have much time. It's just a connecting flight. You need to tell me what's bothering you."


  "Right now? You."


  He hung his head. "Okay, look, I know I've missed a weekend or two. But I've been really, really busy. You know I love you."


  "Bet you don't anymore," I said and guffawed again at my wit.


  Suddenly, to my amazement, I spotted the wimp. She was actually edging back. Not right for the table, more like she was going to circle around behind me and . . . but why?


  I had to think it through. Why? Okay, she would circle around behind me. Then . . . kill me?


  "Listen, Rachel, I am still your daddy, even though I -"


  "Shut up, I'm trying to think!"


  If the wimp kept moving around till she was behind me, well, um . . . my dad would see her!


  That was it! My dad would see her!


  A plan! I had to stop her!


  Oh . . . oh . . . what? What? I -


  "FOOD FIGHT!" I screamed. I jumped up on my chair and pitched a croissant speedball at the next table.


  No one joined in.


  My dad grabbed my arm and dragged me away. I'd have to kill him for that. But for now, it was working. The wimp was left behind.


  Ten minutes later my dad was on his plane, and I had left.


  "Nice try, Wonder Wuss," I sneered at my nitwit double.
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  I was trapped!


  Mean Rachel had cut me off from my father. I had nowhere to turn. I could go to my mom, sure, but we've never really shared our secrets and all.


  Not that she's not a good mother. She is. We just don't have that whole spill-your-guts thing going on.


  Spill your guts! What a horrible phrase.


  Anyway, I went to see Cassie. But she was on her way to meet up with the others.


  I'd forgotten. There was going to be a mission.


  Tonight!


  "Don't worry, Rachel," she said. "I don't think Jake will want you to come along."


  We were in the barn. Cassie was administering medicine to a raccoon with an infected leg.


  "Oh, good," I said with relief. "Because it sounds dangerous. You know?"


  "Yeah, I know."


  Tobias was the next to arrive.


  "Hi, um, Tobias," I said.


  <Hi.>


  Nothing else. Just "hi." I was getting the feeling I wasn't all that welcome among my friends. Not even Cassie or Tobias liked me.


  "Are you guys mad at me?" I asked.


  "Mad? No, of course not. It's just . . . you know. You're different."


  "But I'm better," I said. "I mean, I'm, like, nice. I'm not all crazy."


  <We're used to crazy,> Tobias said. <l mean, who else would, you know, care about someone like me? It takes a fairly crazy girl to like a Bird-boy.>


  "You like her better?" I asked in total amazement.


  "Her? Oh, you mean Evil Rachel?" Cassie laughed. "No. She's insane and dangerous. I just want old Rachel back. No offense."


  "But, you can't expect me to ever want her back inside me, can you?" I asked.


  No answer, because right then Jake came in with Marco, and Ax in his human morph.


  They looked wary.


  "What do we have here?" Marco asked Cassie.


  "Wimp Rachel," she said. Then winced. "Sorry."


  "Oh fine, if you all like her so much, I guess I'll just go home!" I pouted. "Only . . . it's getting dark out. Can someone walk me home?"


  Jake rubbed his head like his hair was annoying him. "Rachel, look, we need you."


  <We do?> Tobias wondered.


  "And, Mean Rachel, I assume you're here in some morph spying on us, so you can hear this, too," he said. "Look, we have this convoy thing. Three trucks. Three directions. If we eliminate both Rachels that leaves us with five people for three trucks. Meaning that someone is on their own. I don't like that. Everyone needs backup."


  <l would not require backup,> Ax said. He had morphed back to Andalite. I had looked away.


  "Even you need someone to give you some cover, Ax," Jake said. "I'm sorry, but this has 'trap' written all over it. If the Yeerks are being this careful, it's because they're worried. Which means they could be waiting for us. We need six people, minimum."


  Marco backed him up by holding up six fingers. "The question is, who is number six? The psycho killer or Baby Spice, here."


  "I can't go!" I cried in horror.


  "Yes, you can," Cassie said firmly.


  "I would have to morph!"


  <You have morphed hundreds of times,> Ax pointed out. <Although you have been altered, your memories are apparently intact. Can you not draw on those memories for courage?>


  "No."


  <She said no,> a new voice said.


  It was Mean Rachel, of course. Jake had been right: She was hiding, in morph. Something hideous was growing inside one of the empty stalls. It looked like someone had taken a Barbie doll and a Beast Wars Transformer and melted them together in the microwave.


  Jake instantly began to morph to tiger. Ax moved toward her, tail ready. Marco, too, began to change.


  By the time Mean Rachel was fully human, she was facing a tiger, a gorilla, and a very alert Andalite.


  Only Cassie stayed human.


  Mean Rachel looked around and burst out in a loud guffaw. "Got you all scared, haven't I? Come on, fight fair, at least. I'll take on any one of you. I morph to grizzly and we go at it."


  <You would lose,> Ax said confidently.


  Mean Rachel seemed to consider that for a moment. Then she got a crafty look on her face. "You know what the wimp tried to do today?"


  <Yes,> Tobias said.


  That startled Mean Rachel. "What?"


  "We watched you both," Cassie said. "I was close by at the airport. The fly you waved off, Nice Rachel. Tobias watched you on the way there and back."


  Mean Rachel's lips were white with growing rage. "You all think you're smart? You think you can handle ME?"


  Jake moved with liquid feline grace over to stand in front of her. <Let me remind you of something, Rachel. We've been through this before. David had morphing powers and he attacked the group. He's a nothlit now, trapped in the body of a rat on that godforsaken little pimple of rock out in the ocean.>


  "I'm not David!" Mean Rachel spat.


  Marco answered, <No, you're not. David might have been able to forge an alliance with the Yeerks. You can't. The Yeerks believe in control. And you are out of control.>


  "I can fight! She can't!" Mean Rachel yelled, sticking a quivering finger in my face. "She's useless!"


  <No, you are useless,> Tobias said. <You're nothing but rage and violence. You're a pile of gunpowder, ready to go off with any spark. You blow up.>


  "I blow up Yeerks!"


  <Gunpowder is only really dangerous when it's confined, controlled, used in the right way at the right time,> Jake said.


  "I am going on this mission!" Mean Rachel screamed. "You can't stop me!"


  She lunged at Jake. She attacked him with bare hands. Jake ignored her assault. He waited, while she punched and clawed and pounded on his head and shoulders. Occasionally he would deign to block a blow with one of his lightning-quick paws.


  At last Mean Rachel sat down, spent. Burned out.


  <Bare-handed, you attack a tiger,> Jake said. <That's why you aren't going.>


  "I am going," she said weakly.


  <No.> Jake turned his orange and black face to me. <You are.>


  "No way!"


  <Not to fight. Just as backup. Just to run and find the others if I get into trouble. You'll have to morph, but you won't have to fight. I know you don't like it. But, Nice Rachel, you are going.>


  "Why do I have to go?" I wailed.


  <Because. It's your duty.>


  "My duty?" I thought about the word. Duty? What was duty? What did that mean to me? Nothing!


  Only. it did mean something. To my surprise, it did. It was kind of weird. But down inside me, untouched by the split, I felt the word resonate.


  Mean Rachel got the courage. I got the sense of duty.


  And now that I had touched that part of me, it seemed powerful. Irresistible.


  "Okay, now that was just, like, totally bad planning," I muttered under my breath.
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  "If she goes, I go," Mean Rachel yelled.


  <Okay,> Jake relented.


  Mean Rachel looked happy. Until Ax slapped her on the side of her head with the flat of his tail. Then she just looked unconscious.


  "We can't restrain her," Cassie said, looking down at my double. "She has all our powers. We can't exactly tie her up."


  <No,> Jake agreed. <And she may come after us. If she does . . . if she does, assume that she is an enemy.>


  <Great,> Marco said. <The Yeerks ahead, Mean Rachel behind. This should be fun. If by "fun" you mean terrifying and insane.>


  Cassie looked thoughtfully at me and smiled. "I told Jake I thought your sense of duty was part of this half of you."


  "And I thought you were my friend."


  Marco and Jake were demorphing. I forced myself not to look away. It was hideous, horrifying, but I tried not to look away.


  I wasn't brave. I wasn't. But Cassie, as usual, was right. Jake had touched something still alive and strong inside me: duty.


  Stupid word! Stupid idea!


  No, not a stupid idea. But definitely a stupid word. I mean, it sounds like "doody." I mean, puh-leeze. I had to go and get killed because of something that sounds like you're talking about what dogs do on the lawn?


  "Okay, here's the plan," Jake said. "Ax with Cassie. Marco and Tobias. Me and Rachel."


  Of course. Jake didn't trust me, duh. He wanted me with him so he could watch me.


  "We assemble in the air over BRI. The Chee have been alerted to take our place at our homes."


  Marco groaned. "I hate it when we do that. The Chee who plays me always cleans my room. I can never find anything!"


  "We stay on alert till we see the trucks move out. One member of each team demorphs each half hour. That way we all stay fresh and don't have time limit problems. Questions?"


  Marco held up his hand. "If I split into two halves can I stay home?"


  Everyone laughed. That nervous laugh we all have when we know Marco's just trying to ease the tension.


  It would take more than that to ease my tension. I felt like I must be as stiff as an ironing board. I knew what was coming.


  "Okay, let's morph," Jake said.


  He winked at me. It was supposed to make me feel confident. It didn't.


  I closed my eyes tight. Owl. That was the right morph for flying at night. Everyone knew it. Owl. They weren't too scary. Not too scary. Not too scary.


  I squinched my eyes as closed as I could. And I let it start.


  I saw nothing. And, of course, there was no pain. I mean, if you could, like, really feel morphing it would be beyond any pain. It would be like burning alive while being put through a garbage disposal or something.


  So I didn't feel it, not in that way. But I felt parts of it. Faraway, like when you go to the dentist and they give you Novocain and it doesn't exactly hurt, only you know it should, because, like, they're drilling into your teeth, so it kind of does hurt?


  That's what morphing is like.


  And you can hear it, too. You can hear your bones crunching and grinding as they shrink and twist and hollow out. You can hear your skull as it changes shape and you think, Oh! Oh! My brain is being squished!


  And you feel yourself totter, off balance, as your body changes shapes and your feet become hard, scrabbly talons, and when you wave your arms around to keep from falling you feel the extra resistance because now you have, like, feathers?


  But through it all, I kept my eyes shut.


  <Rachel? You're done,> Cassie said kindly.


  I opened my eyes.


  <Yah!> I yelped in surprise. Owl vision, of course. Too, too much. I closed my eyes. Then, slowly, peeked again.


  <You okay?> Tobias asked me.


  <Noooo,> I wailed.


  <Let's fly,> Jake said.


  Duty. Stupid, stupid word.
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  It wasn't that flying isn't cool. It is cool. I mean, parts of it. Like being able to see everything from up in the air. That was kind of interesting.


  But here's the thing about flying? You're up in the air!


  There is nothing holding you up but air. Nothing. You're a hundred feet up, or whatever, and in your head you're still a human, still looking at the world like a human, still thinking "Oh. My. GAWD! I'm up in the air!"


  I mean, if you lean out of the window on the third floor of a building it scares you, right? Even though you know most of your body is still inside the building. Well, when you're flying, it's not just three stories up and there is no building and if you start falling you're going to have a lot of time to scream and think about it before you hit the ground and smash every bone in your body.


  <You okay?> Cassie asked me.


  <Nnn-hnnn,> I said.


  We flew through the night. The six of us. The Animorphs. We'd done it . . . I'd done it a hundred times, probably. I remembered all those times. I remembered flying to some mission or other and being filled with anticipation.


  I used to look forward to it. The fighting. The missions.


  And yet, when I thought back on it now, it wasn't all Mean Rachel. I was there, too. I'd been scared. It wasn't that I wasn't scared. It was just that Mean Rachel had gotten us past it. She'd made us brave, with a mixture of courage and recklessness and desperation and insecurity.


  And there had been insanity, too. Something down deep inside that was dark and hard and cruel.


  I wondered about the others, my friends. If they had been split like this, what would they have become? Did Jake have a Mean Jake inside him? Oh, yes. Definitely. And Ax. Neither of them might be as wild or out of control, but they had that same core of darkness.


  Cassie? No. Or at least a split-screen Cassie would be this huge portion of nice and this tiny bit of rotten.


  As for Tobias? He flew, still his own hawk self, a little above, and a little apart from all of us.


  If you split Tobias into halves you'd have what you already had: a hawk, and a boy.


  It was okay to think about all that. It took my mind off what was coming.


  Which was?


  Oh, yeah. Following some trucks.


  Well, maybe that wouldn't be so bad. I mean, I was already morphed. I was already flying. All we'd have to do is fly above the trucks.


  <There's BRI,> Jake said. <Okay, separate. We don't want to look like an owl convention.>


  For a while after that we just floated in the air. Me and Jake stayed close together, mostly. He didn't ask me how I was doing. Probably he didn't want to know.


  Then . . .


  <They're on the move!> Marco reported. <Doors opening. Three trucks visible inside the building.>


  <Okay, everyone get set,> Jake ordered. <Left to right we call them trucks number one, two, three. Ax and Cassie, truck number one. Marco and Tobias? Number two. Rachel? You stay on my wing. We have truck number three. As soon as our truck clears the building we intercept and try to land.>


  <Land?> I asked shrilly.


  <On the truck.>


  <Excuse me? I thought we were, like, following them?>


  <Rachel, an owl cannot keep up with a truck that may go sixty miles an hour.>


  <So . . . so . . . NO!>


  <Rachel, we need you.>


  <NOOOOOO!>


  The trucks began to move, big, lurching boxes below us and a couple of hundred feet ahead. Jake slanted down in an intercept dive.


  I hesitated.


  Duty.


  Doody.


  I let the air spill from my wings and dove after him.


  Chapter 26 - Nice Rachel


  



  Down, down, down. Faster, faster, faster. And all in the most eerie silence. Owl wings make not a whisper.


  The truck, blazingly bright to my owl eyes, grew closer fast.


  We were going to crash into it!


  No, we were going to shoot past it and hit the ground!


  No, we were going to hit short and slide under the huge wheels!


  <Aaaaahhhhhh!> I cried. <I'm scared! I'm scared! I'm scared!>


  <Me, too,> Jake grated. <Just stay on my wing. Don't think. Get out of yourself, pretend you're somewhere else.>


  <What? What? I'm an owl on a collision course with a truck!>


  <Let the owl do the flying, Rachel. It's just like swooping down on a mouse. See that strap that goes across the top of the truck?>


  <Y-y-y-yes.>


  <See the overlap? The row of rivets? That's your target. Your mouse. Just let the owl do the flying.>


  I tried. I honestly did, but Jake was INSANE!


  What did he mean let the owl do the flying? We were ten seconds from impact. Nine. Eight.


  And then, to my amazement, the owl took over. It was so weird! It was like one second I was in the cockpit of a plane and I had no idea how to fly it, and then, suddenly, the pilot came in and took over.


  I focused on those stupid rivets. I focused and the owl focused and we got closer and closer and closer and . . .


  Strike!


  Talons grabbed.


  Scrabbling, slipping . . .


  The truck lurched hard. I lost my grip, rolled over on my back, blown back along the top of the truck's box. My talons slashed, desperate, looking for a hold where there was only slick, featureless steel.


  <Aaahhhhh!>


  Tick!


  A talon grabbed! A tiny hole, a screw hole. One nail of one talon snagged in that tiny hole.


  I saw Jake, latched on to the strap up ahead of me. The others? All gone, by now.


  I wanted to cry. Wanted to just sob and weep and boo hoo. I was shaking. My feathers were quivering. My mind was sinking fast, sinking into dark despair.


  <Rachel! Demorph!>


  <What?>


  <Demorph! Now!>


  <Here?> I couldn't be hearing him right. Was he crazy?


  <You have to demorph to morph,> he said. <Just listen to me, Rachel. Listen to me. Stop crying, stop freaking out, just listen to me.>


  I focused on his thought-speak voice. I tried to shut out everything else.


  I began to demorph. Better to be human than owl. Just one problem: my talon. At any moment it might turn into a toe. A toe would not hold on. I would go rolling off the edge of the truck onto the street to be crushed by -


  <Rachel! Listen to me. Demorph. Do it!>


  <I'm t-t-trying!>


  I began to change. To grow. I mean, I understood what Jake was going for. I understood that he figured my human skin would help hold me to the steel.


  He was right. As skin replaced feathers I began to stick better. I kept my eyes pressed tightly closed.


  "Rachel. You're done demorphing," Jake said in his human voice.


  "Good," I whispered. The truck swerved. I slapped my hands down on the metal, trying to hold on. "Okay, now you have to morph again."


  "What?"


  "Roach. Cockroach."


  "No! No way! Never! No no no no no no no . . ."
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  "Rachel!"


  "No no no no no . . ."


  "Rachel! There's a tunnel up ahead. This truck is too tall. The tunnel is too low. If you're still human when you get there you'll be scraped off."


  My mind was reeling. You know, you see that phrase in books: My mind was reeling and you think, Whoa, what's that about? But I can tell you: My mind was reeling.


  It was totally impossible. I had to choose between being killed by a tunnel, or turning into a cockroach?


  What kind of world is it when you have to make choices like that? A bad world, that's what. Bad, bad, very bad.


  "Listen, just close your eyes like before," Jake urged. "Come on, hurry! It's the only way to stay alive."


  It did occur to me that maybe Jake was lying. Maybe he was only telling me this in order to get me to do what he wanted. But how could I know? How could I possibly know?


  I squeezed my eyes shut and kept myself pressed as closely as I could to the cold steel box of the truck.


  Roach? I had done it before. I'd morphed to cockroach lots of times. Lots of times. Nothing to be afraid of. Nothing to worry about.


  Except for the fact that I would be turning into a cockroach!


  "Eyes closed, Rachel. Eyes closed."


  It was so strange. Not the morphing. I mean, yes, the morphing, but that's not what I meant. What was strange was that you know you can be scared of something, then you go ahead and do it, so the next time you're not as scared? Like the fear wears off, becomes weaker?


  That's the normal way for things to be. Only it wasn't that way for me. I had now morphed to owl. And I had demorphed. So it should be easier for me now, right? Plus, I'd done it, like, hundreds of times: bear, fly, whale, flea . . . I had all those memories, perfectly preserved. I knew . . . I mean, I knew that had been me doing all those things. So why should I be so scared?


  But I was. The fear was untouched. Undiminished. Not one iota less powerful. It was like the part of my brain that was capable of thinking, Hey, that wasn't really so bad, was just gone.


  It was. It was in my twin.


  The thought made me very sad. It meant that I was never going to be able to get brave again. Never. Like there was some kind of fear-coping organ and mine had been surgically removed.


  I was trembling. Shaking. Teeth chattering. Until I had no teeth. Until I had no flesh to tremble.


  I was aware that I was shrinking. I could tell because my palms were dragging across the steel as hands and feet all became much closer.


  But I kept my eyes shut and told myself it wasn't happening to me. Wasn't me. Someone else. Not me.


  Then, the two legs erupted from my chest.


  I yelled. Only I didn't, because now I didn't have a mouth. I tried to make a yell but I no longer had lungs. No throat. No vocal chords. No tongue or lips. All gone!


  I screamed in thought-speak.


  <It's okay, Rachel. It's okay, Rachel,> Jake kept saying. <Keep at it. Bridge is coming up. Hurry. Keep morphing. There's time, but don't stop!>


  I kept morphing. Only I wasn't even there anymore. My mind was off, faraway. Off in a warm, cozy place with a big comforter pulled up to my chin and my eyes closed and . . .


  The cockroach feelers activated. I was flooded with sensations. Smells! Vibrations!


  My eyes weren't closed anymore.


  <Good work, Rachel,> Jake said. I guess he said it about a hundred times before, at long last, my panicked mind came floating down to Earth again and I heard him.


  <Are we past the bridge, yet?> I whispered.


  He didn't answer.


  So. He had lied. That's Jake: The mission comes before anything.


  I didn't want to see, feel, hear, but I had no choice. Roach sight is almost nonexistent, just vague shapes floating in shadow. But hearing and "smell" were pretty good. And I could not turn them off.


  So I was aware that the truck was slowing down now. And I felt it when the truck passed from cool outside air to much, much warmer air.


  In the distance I saw a huge, dull glow. And I felt vibrations that my roach brain interpreted as vast, low-pitched sounds.


  Then, I felt the difference in pitch as the truck headed downhill.


  <Some kind of tunnel,> Jake said, sounding worried.


  The truck stopped.


  There was a smell . . .


  Gas!


  <De . . .> Jake said.


  And I was gone.


  Chapter 28 - Nice Rachel


  



  I woke up.


  I tried to open my eyes. No eyes. No vision.


  My antennae brushed something above me, sending a tingle through my body.


  I was in roach morph!


  Oh, God. Oh, God, I was in roach morph!


  I ran. Panic. Fired my six legs and ran.


  A wall!


  Left. RUN!


  A wall! I was in a corner.


  Turn around. Other way! RUN!


  Wall!


  NO, no, no! Not walls. A box! I was in a box! In a box! An inch taller than me, an inch wider, an inch longer. A box! Trapped!


  <Rachel, try and stay calm,> Jake said.


  Demorph! I screamed to myself. Demorph!


  I began to change, to grow, but instantly I felt the awful, unyielding pressure. Walls all around me!


  <Don't demorph, you'll die!> Jake yelled.


  I could barely stand to listen. I morphed back, but the panic, the terror!


  Oh, God, they had me! At long last, they had me! Trapped. As a roach! As a cockroach!


  I started screaming. I kept screaming. Screaming and screaming and screaming.


  Chapter 29 - Mean Rachel


  



  My eyes snapped open. I saw rafters. I saw a stall around me. Someone had rolled up a blanket and put it under my head. Another blanket was laid over me.


  "Aaarrrgghhh!" I yelled and jerked up off the ground.


  I was awake, up, and mad within a split second.


  "Knock me out? Knock ME out? I'll kill you! I'll kill you all!"


  The animals in their cages shrank back from me. As well they should.


  That does it, I thought. Now they all die! I don't need any of them anymore. Especially not that simpering, mewling, uptalking nitwit double of mine.


  But how to get them? Had to follow them. That was the first thing. Had to follow them. But how? How? I didn't even know how long they'd been gone. I could have been under for minutes or hours.


  I slammed outside into the evening air and scanned the sky. A hawk! No, just a crow.


  How was I supposed to find them? The lights were on in Cassie's house. Did her parents know she was gone? No. No. Of course not. The Chee. That's how we'd done it in the past. The Chee would send one of their androids over, armed with a hologram that would perfectly duplicate Cassie. So "Cassie" was probably in there right now having dinner.


  I was hungry.


  I could kill something and eat it!


  Focus!


  It had been one thing following them to the BRI. I'd been able to see them then. This was harder. How was I supposed to track them through the sky?


  Wait, maybe they weren't too far gone, yet. That was it! Take to the air and hope to get lucky! Good plan.


  Moments later I was in owl morph and pushing for all the altitude that low-altitude bird could give me. I scanned the skies ahead, behind, left, right, up, down, NOTHING! Out over the interstate I flew. The car headlights were painful, the taillights lurid. Too bright!


  Had to go after them. Had to hunt them down and kill them! Now! Right now! But . . . but I couldn't find them!


  <AARRRGGGHH!>


  I could feel the rage frenzy coming on. I was losing control. My wings were trembling. My talons were clutching compulsively at the air. I wanted to scream and scream and find something, anything, to kill, kill, KILL!


  Then, I spotted the truck. The truck with something that could only be a girl morphing to cockroach.


  Nice Rachel! I crowed to myself. Jake and my twin, both together! Perfect!


  But the truck was moving away at a pretty rapid speed. Too fast for me to catch. All I could do was watch helplessly as it veered down a circular off-ramp, then turned onto a smaller four-lane road.


  The turn around the off-ramp gave me a few seconds to play catch-up. But then the truck was off again and pulling away fast. In five minutes it would be out of sight.


  Once it was out of sight I would have to think, think about what it had done, think of a plan. No! No, I had to maintain contact. It was the only way.


  <NO! NO! I will not be denied my vengeance!> I cried.


  Then, at the very limit of my sight I saw brake lights blaze. The truck was slowing. I pushed my wings for all they were worth. I flew as fast as an owl has ever flown. I was practically delirious with the wondrous images that filled my head: Jake and Nice Rachel, both as cockroaches. Hah! Killing them would be almost too easy. I could. I could eat them! Yeah, that was it! I could eat them, ah hah hah HAH!


  Or maybe I would rip off their legs and leave them helpless on their backs to. no, wait. That wouldn't work, would it? But why? Some reason. They . . . I strained my mind, trying to figure out what it was that was bothering me about that scenario.


  I pull off their legs. Okay. That was good. Then, I put them on their backs so they can't roll over. And then . . .


  I would eat them! Yeah! Swallow them in one big bite!


  But even that made me feel uncomfortable. Like I was overlooking something.


  Frustration was building now. It was a physical thing, like a pot coming to a boil in my guts. And the more it boiled, the less I could focus, the more it boiled, the less I could focus, the more . . .


  <Aaaarrgghh!>


  The truck was slowing. Turning down a side road at right angles to me. I could keep up, now! Barely. The truck approached a vast, rusty fantasy of steel. A foundry? Where they made steel or something? Maybe. It glowed a deep orange in the night.


  The truck entered a doorway. Gone from sight!


  I could eat them. One big bite.


  The frustration! I felt like I wanted to claw my own brain open. Not working. My brain was not working. Now, what? And then, what?


  <After them! Follow them!>


  That was easy enough. Down I went. Catch them. Kill them. Yeah, yeah. That soothed me a little. Don't worry about the details.


  Down and down and down. I swept through the huge, open doorway.


  Chapter 30 - Nice Rachel


  



  <No! No! No! No! No!>


  <Rachel! Rachel, it's Jake!>


  <No! No! No!>


  <Rachel, listen to me. Listen to me, Rachel. I know you're scared. I know you're scared, Rachel. Listen to me.>


  Moaning. A moaning cry came from deep down inside me. A soundless sound, a voiceless, pitiful mewling. My brain. gone. Thinking. impossible.


  Just terror. Animal terror.


  <Listen to me, Rachel. We've been in lots of tough spots, Rachel. Lots of tough spots.>


  <Oooooh, ooooh, oooooh.>


  <Remember when the Yeerks were trying to get to the President and the world leaders at that conference? Remember how we thought we were done for, trapped by, like, a hundred Hork-Bajir?>


  <Oooooh, oooooh, ooooooh.>


  <We made it, though, right? Or remember when we were dolphins and we were in that fight with the sharks? Or how about the time we . . . come on, Rachel. Hang in there. Hang on.>


  <Ooooh, oooooh, ooooh.>


  <Okay, look, I can't see much, okay, just like you. But I don't think we're the only ones. I think I see other . . . containers. You know, like the ones we were in. I think what happened is the Yeerks hit the truck with nerve gas and just grabbed everything that fell out. You know? Bugs of whatever kind. Not just us.>


  <Oooooh, oooooh, oooooh.>


  <There are Hork-Bajir here, walking around us, I think. Can you tell? Can you look and see, Rachel? I know roach eyes are pretty lame, but see if you can make any sense of the shadows and movements. It may help. Rachel? Rachel?>


  I couldn't. Couldn't look. Think. Just scream and scream. Scream. SCREAM! SCREAM! SCREAM!


  <Rachel! Stop it, stop it right now!>


  I fell silent.


  <I'm going to tell you what to do, Rachel, and you are going to do it.>


  Silent. Waiting. Feeling the terror stalking me, feeling it tickle up beside me, feeling its cold hand reaching right through me. Trapped! A roach in a clear, plastic matchbox. No way to demorph. No way out. Trapped!


  <Listen to me, Rachel, I want you to tell me everything you see. Do it!>


  <I-I-I-I see . . . I see . . . shadows . . . Moving. All around. Tall, huge!>


  <Are they Hork-Bajir?>


  <Yes. Don't know. Maybe. Yes. Hork-Bajir. Oh, God!>


  <Listen to me, Rachel. What else do you see?>


  <A light. Red, maybe. A clock, I think! Numbers in red. Counting down. Ooooohhh!> I moaned. I knew why they were counting down.


  <Rachel, listen, it's the Yeerks playing mind games. They want us to be scared. It's a countdown to make us think we're running out of time in morph. But listen, Rachel? They aren't even sure we're not just real bugs, okay? They don't know, Rachel. They're hoping. They're guessing. They don't know. Do you understand?>


  Counting down. Trapped. The rest of my life as a roach! Not a hawk like Tobias, a cockroach! No! No! NONONONONO!


  <Listen to me, Rachel, you can't say anything to them when they come. You can't say anything. No matter how much ->


  Say? Say? My feverish mind grabbed on to that thought. I could talk to them! I could beg them to let me go, let me go, let me go.


  <Rachel, listen very carefully to me,> Jake said. <You cannot say anything. It's the only way to survive. It's your duty.>


  <Help me! Help me!> I began to scream in open thought-speak.


  <Rachel, no!>


  <Help me! I'll tell you anything, just let me go!>


  Suddenly, movement!


  They were coming for me! The Hork-Bajir! Yes, they would let me out, let me out and I would tell them anything.


  WHAM!


  My box was snatched up.


  Fwit!


  I flew through the air.


  Then, slice!


  I fell through the air.


  Chapter 31 - Mean Rachel


  



  Turned out I didn't need some big plan. I saw Hork-Bajir, I morphed to Hork-Bajir and joined them. Hah! All I had to do was march along like they told me.


  The room was gloomy, lit only by faint, greenish luminescence that seemed to glow from the walls.


  There were a dozen pedestals. On each pedestal a small, glass box. And in each glass box a bug or other small animal. Roach, ant, snail, beetle, fly. Weird. Like some kind of insane collector had gone to a lot of trouble to capture and display some rare animals that were not at all rare.


  One thing was for sure: Jake and my idiot twin were two of those bugs. And they were dead meat!


  I laughed. Silently, of course. The Yeerks thought they were going to kill Jake and the other Rachel. Hah! I was going to kill them! No one was going to deprive me of that.


  I was in Hork-Bajir morph. Not any different than the other three Hork-Bajir in the claustrophobic little room. Except that those three didn't know who I was. They didn't know what danger they were in.


  Me against three? I had the benefit of surprise. Besides, I was me. ME!


  "Boring, huh?" I said to a big old Hork-Bajir beside me.


  He glared at me. Probably a little thrown off by my use of correct English. Hork-Bajir mouths and brains don't handle English all that well, so they use a mix of languages: their own, and ours, and Yeerkish, of course, and Galard, and I didn't care, because he was eyeballing me, and I was enjoying the moment of suspense, the point where time slowed down to a crawl as I prepared to attack!


  He said something about how it wouldn't be boring once Visser Three arrived, and as soon as he'd garbled out the last word, I struck!


  Right wrist blade to his throat!


  Ah HAH!


  He slumped, looking surprised.


  The second Hork-Bajir just stood there, puzzled, but number three was a smart Yeerk. He knew right away. He leaped at me. Too late!


  I had a foot up, cocked, as I leaned my weight back on my tail, waited for him to rush me, STRIKE!


  "RrrrAAAARRRGG!" he bellowed in pain.


  <Figure it out, yet, genius?> I said in thought-speak as I mocked the slow one. And then I swung. But even though he was dumb as dirt, he was quick. He dodged. I slammed into a pedestal and knocked it, like a domino, into more pedestals that fell over, sending their little bug boxes skittering.


  The Hork-Bajir who I'd gut-taloned was up, holding his insides with one hand and fumbling for an alarm switch with the other.


  BrrrrrEEEEET! BrrrrrEEEEET!


  The dumb one lunged. Dug an elbow into me! I windmilled my arm, tore his blade loose, and slammed the side of his head with my own head.


  He didn't drop. I didn't drop. And now it was one-on-one mayhem!


  Slash!


  Slash!


  Hork-Bajir blood was flying!


  <Ah hah hah HAH!> I cried in sheer pleasure.


  BrrrrEEEEET! BrrrrEEEET!


  Old Gut-rip had definitely set off the alarm. And now the doomed fool was throwing the stupid bug boxes at me!


  Hah!


  Slash! Slash! Slash! Slash!


  Four bug boxes, four sliced in half by my supernaturally fast blades.


  My main antagonist saw this and worried. He hesitated.


  <Come on, Yeerk, let's dance,> I crowed. He lunged. I lunged.


  Crunch. I heard the sound of a bug squashed beneath my foot. I could only hope it wasn't Jake or Rachel. I wanted them to know I'd killed them.


  Slash! I ducked. Swiped up, caught my foe beneath the chin.


  Bye-bye chin!


  Three of them! I'd taken three of them down! I was a goddess. Nothing could stop me! No one! Invincible!


  And now, to find Jake and the pitiful creature who called herself Rachel.


  Suddenly, whooosh! The wall behind me slid up. Gut-rip staggered out. Out into a much brighter room beyond.


  A dozen more Hork-Bajir waited, vibrating with destructive energy. And in the middle of them, the one, the only, the most dangerous creature I had ever fought.


  Visser Three.


  <Close it, you fool! You'll let them escape!> he shouted in a deafening thought-speak roar. I saw his Andalite tail whip and catch Gut-rip with the blade that was sharper than any Hork-Bajir blade.


  The wall slammed down.


  <Well, well,> he said, more calmly. <l had my doubts that we'd caught an Andalite. But now, I doubt no more.>


  <Come on in!> I yelled. <Come in here and I'll kill you!>


  <Yes, you might,> he said smugly. <So I think I'll have to decline. Instead, I think I'll simply wait. Call me when you are ready to submit to me, Andalite.>


  <Submit? I'll cut your heart out!>


  <No, I don't think you will. See, I have an Andalite body. I control an Andalite mind. And I know how to break you. Oh, yes, I do.>


  I heard a strange sound. Sliding. Slipping.


  I looked up. It was hard at first to tell in the dim light, but then I realized it was true: The ceiling was coming nearer and nearer. And one wall was closing in as well.


  <Is there anything an Andalite fears more than being slowly, inexorably, crushed?> Visser Three said softly. <Is there anything a free-running, herd animal like you fears more?>


  <I'll kill you!> I roared. <I'll kill you!>


  <When the room begins to squeeze the air from your lungs, call for me, Andalite. Call for me.>


  Chapter 32 - Nice Rachel


  



  I was on the floor! Out of the box!


  Huge, Hork-Bajir feet stomped all around me. But then, after a while, all was quiet. All but the sound of my twin's thought-speak voice raging at Visser Three.


  Then, the terrible realization of Visser Three's threat: that I had escaped one box only to find myself trapped in another.


  Demorph! I told myself. But, no, morphing was horrible. And Rachel . . . the other Rachel . . . might kill me. She had to be furious.


  What should I do? I was trapped, unable to decide. To demorph was terrifying, to stay in morph was terrifying. It was the ultimate horror of the coward: I was caught between two frightening choices.


  Logically if both choices were terrifying, then it didn't matter. But it did! There was more at stake than fear. I had to find a way out! I had to survive!


  Demorph, Rachel, you idiot! I berated myself. You pathetic coward. It was true. Without my other half, what was I? Someone too scared and weak to save myself, someone who could be trapped, helpless, paralyzed between alternatives.


  The demorphing began. I don't even know when I started. I just did. And slowly, then more quickly, I began to emerge, to grow, to feel flesh on my returning bones.


  "You," Mean Rachel grunted in disgust.


  She had demorphed. She was human again.


  "I came here to kill you. You and Jake," she said. "But as you can see, we have other problems."


  She jerked her head up at the ceiling. It was slowly descending. The back wall was simultaneously moving forward. It would have been impossible in a normal room. But the Yeerks had the technology.


  "J-J-Jake?" I managed to stammer as my lips and tongue and throat formed out of roach shell.


  She shrugged. "Who knows. I stepped on a bug. Maybe that was him."


  "Oh, my God!" I wailed.


  "It's a war, he was a warrior, warriors die," Mean Rachel said dismissively. "The important thing is I'm in charge now."


  "We shouldn't be human," I said softly, crying hot tears for Jake. "Visser Three . . ."


  "I don't think he can see in here," she said. But she was doubtful. Obviously the thought had just occurred to her. But still, she was probably right. If Visser Three had visual contact with us he'd have come in by now, seeing us as humans. Mean Rachel was right. By accident.


  "I'm gonna morph to grizzly bear," Mean Rachel said. "I'll kick butt!"


  "But the walls are closing in," I moaned. "If you get bigger you'll just get squashed sooner."


  She looked up at the ceiling. She bit her lip. Soon, very soon, there wouldn't be room for a bear. Soon after that there wouldn't be room for a human.


  "If he wants to kill us, why doesn't he just kill us?" Mean Rachel demanded.


  "He doesn't want to kill us," I said. I was sitting, eyes closed, hands over my head.


  "Of course he wants to kill us, moron!"


  "No. He wants our bodies. Only not our bodies. He thinks we're Andalites. He wants us to surrender. Wants to break us so we'll let him take our Andalite bodies to use as hosts for Yeerks."


  I could feel Mean Rachel staring at me. I cracked one eye to look at her. She was troubled.


  "Yeah. That's it," she admitted. She hesitated. She looked like she was fighting something inside her own head. Then, "So . . . so what do we do?"


  Both my eyes opened. Mean Rachel was asking me what to do? Asking me? Me?


  "I'd kill them, but I can't get at them!" she yelled.


  I was amazed. It was insane. Mean Rachel, psycho-killer Rachel was asking me what to do. But when I even tried to think about it I couldn't. I mean, I could, but I couldn't think about me doing anything.


  I could see possibilities: The Visser thought there was only one of us. He wanted us alive. I could see possibilities, plans. But not for me!


  However, I could think of Mean Rachel doing them.


  Chapter 33 - Mean Rachel


  



  <You lose, Visser,> the nitwit said, trying hard to sound like me. You know, brave.


  <You're the one in a box, Andalite.>


  Nice Rachel laughed with a mixture of defiance and fear. The fear was real.


  <These Hork-Bajir blades are wonderfully useful, almost as useful as our own Andalite tail blades.>


  <Do you think you can slice your way out?> Visser Three mocked.


  <No. I think I can slice my own throat.>


  The reaction was instantaneous.


  Swoosh!


  The wall slid out of view. Through my compound fly eyes I could see thousands of tiny images of heavily armed Hork-Bajir. Thousands of images translated as dozens of actual Hork-Bajir. All were poised, ready.


  So was Visser Three.


  I felt the shudder of fear pass through my twin's Hork-Bajir morph. I fired my wings.


  <Make this easy for yourself,> Visser Three urged. <Before you could die from self-inflicted wounds, I'd have surgeons repairing the wound. And if you try and fight your way out we will overpower you with sheer numbers. Surrender, brave Andalite. I have won. You have lost.>


  I flew. I flew as only a fly can fly: wild, rolling, jerking, drifting, but ultimately with weird precision.


  It was hard to make out the Visser visually in the shattered glass world of my compound eyes. But I could smell the difference between the Andalite body he had and the surrounding Hork-Bajir.


  I zipped like a rocket with a busted fin. I landed on a vertical surface. In shadow. And I crawled toward darkness on my six, tiny fly legs.


  <Give up,> Visser Three said.


  <l . . . I . . . I . . .> my gutless twin mumbled.


  I was in far enough. <Visser,> I said. <Oh, Visser Three?>


  His head jerked. It knocked me loose from the blue hair I'd been clinging to. I fought the fly's instinct to escape, escape, escape! I stayed within the shadow.


  <There's a second one!> Visser Three hissed.


  <Yeah. And guess where I am, Visser?>


  He hesitated. <Come out and show yourself and I won't have you killed.>


  <Visser? I'm in your ear, Visser. Way down inside your head. I can practically see the real you, the Yeerk slug. And here's the thing you need to think about, Visser: What happens when a morphed Andalite the size of a fly demorphs inside your head?>


  <You'd die!> he yelled.


  <So would you,> I said.


  There was a silence that lasted at least two full minutes.


  <You!> he roared for no reason. Then more minutes of silence. Then, I felt his body slump, go limp.


  <What do you want?> he said at last.


  <What do we want?> I asked Nice Rachel in private thought-speak. <l forget this part.>


  <We just want safe passage outside. No guards. Once we're outside, you'll fly out of his ear. After all, you don't want to commit suicide, right? So he'll believe you.>


  I relayed this to Visser Three. Five minutes later, we were outside, in the fresh night air. I flew out of his ear.


  The Visser backed away. We backed away.


  <Next time I'll simply kill you. I won't take chances. I'll just kill you.>


  <Likewise,> I said.


  I flew, Nice Rachel ran, and we put distance between ourselves and the foundry. She collapsed in a mess of tears and sobs - weird coming from a Hork-Bajir - when we reached a patch of shabby woods.


  <l have to demorph, okay?> she cried. <Then you can kill me if you want.>


  I was already demorphing. Soon we were just two identical girls, both named Rachel.


  "Poor Jake. I can't believe . . ." Nice Rachel boo-hooed.


  <I'm fine,> a voice said.


  Nice Rachel jerked like someone had stuck a power line in her nose. "Jake?"


  <Who else?>


  I saw what looked like a cockroach demorphing. Nice Rachel looked away, the gutless simp.


  <That's why I like roach morph,> Jake said. <Hard to kill. I was stuck to the bottom of Mean Rachel's foot for a while. Then I limped over onto Nice Rachel.>


  "What, were you just too scared to let us know you were alive? We could have used some help back there! I'll kill you for that!"


  "I wanted the two of you to find a way out," Jake said calmly as he became more human than roach. "You had to figure out that you need each other."


  I barked out a laugh. "Me need her? Her? The wimp? The wuss? The simp? The mall-crawling nitwit?"


  "Yes," Jake said, almost fully human. "You had no plan, no clue. She came up with the plan. She's the one with the ability to think long-term. Without her you're nothing but rage and violence and yeah, courage."


  "Rage is all you need!" I protested.


  "Nice Rachel?" Jake said, turning to the twit.


  She nodded. "Yes. I know. I do need her. I can't . . . I can't do anything without her. I know she's crazy, but, you know, she makes me be able to be, like, strong and all."


  "Of course you need me!" I yelled. "I'm me! But you? You're just you!"


  "Mean Rachel," Jake said. "Without her, you're out of the Animorphs. Period. You can't join the Yeerks. You can't fight them alone. You want to be a warrior? You need to be able to plan, to have a healthy capacity for fear, and, by the way, a sense of duty."


  "Doody," Nice Rachel said and giggled.


  "Look, Ax has a plan. Both of you have to go along, or it won't work. May not work anyway. But Mean Rachel, if it wasn't for her, your other half, you'd have lost back there. She saved you, and you saved her, and you're both just huge pains in all our butts the way you are now, so do it, do it, just do it, or I swear I'll give you both to Visser Three."


  Chapter 34 - Nice Rachel


  



  It was the barn. We were all there. None of the others had been ambushed. Their trucks had all been decoys. The Anti-Morphing Ray had not been destroyed.


  Tobias was perched in the rafters, silent, watching with his intense hawk eyes.


  Erek the Chee was there, too. I did not know why. Perhaps he was, like, curious?


  <You may begin at any time,> Ax said.


  I looked at her. At the face that was identical to mine. At the eyes that were so different, so hot and wild and dangerous. She scared me.


  I reached a trembling hand to lightly touch her bare shoulder.


  Mean Rachel rolled her eyes. "If this doesn't work, you're dead, Ax. Dead! Do you hear me?"


  Mean Rachel looked at me with contempt in her half-smile. Then she reached for my shoulder and gripped it hard.


  "Do you, Dr. Jekyll, take Ms. Hyde, to have and to hold -"


  "Shut up, Marco, you're already on my list!" Mean Rachel snapped.


  <You must begin the acquisition at the same time,> Ax instructed.


  "Count of three," Cassie said. "One . . . two . . . three!"


  I began to acquire my twin. Her DNA flowed into me, as mine flowed into her. I felt the soft listlessness of the acquiring trance.


  Would this really work? I was acquiring her, she me, but I didn't feel any less like myself.


  <Erek,> Ax said.


  Erek moved swiftly, smoothly. He dropped his hologram and appeared as the slightly canine-looking android we knew as the real Erek.


  He placed one hand on me, one on Mean Rachel. Suddenly, I had a bad feeling about this.


  "Sorry," Erek said. Then.


  "AAAAARRRRGGGHHH!"


  The pain was indescribable! Both halves of me twitched and jerked and seized. Every nerve ending exploded with energy. I couldn't hear. Couldn't think. My eyes were blinded by a sizzling halo of light.


  <Morph!> Ax yelled in my head. <Morph into the other! Do it!>


  Insane! I was being electrocuted! No way could I . . . and yet . . . the strangest . . . strange . . . melting . . . warmth . . . impossible . . .


  I fell to my knees. The assault of electrons was over. I could see dirty hay. I could see the feet of the others.


  I tried to stand up. Too shaky. Cassie and Jake helped me up.


  "Sorry about that," Erek said. "Ax said you needed a massive jolt of energy, and we didn't think you'd tolerate it voluntarily."


  I nodded, confused. I looked around. She was gone.


  No, not gone.


  "Are you okay?" Cassie asked.


  Okay? I wanted to cry. I was me again. For whatever that was worth. The coward was in me. The killer, too. Human and animal.


  "Rachel, do you want to sit down? Maybe talk?" Cassie asked.


  "I . . . I don't know . . ." I said.


  "I'm here for you," Cassie said.


  I looked up. Tobias. Half-human, half-predator. Our eyes met. "Thanks, Cassie," I whispered. "But . . . Tobias?"


  <Yeah. Let's go, Rachel,> he said. <The two of you and the two of me. Let's go.>
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Tobias.


  And I don't think I could have felt more uncomfortable if I'd just been asked to give an impromptu speech on the French Revolution in front of an all-school assembly.


  Well, okay. I guess that would be pretty bad. But this Friday night was definitely right up there.


  Back when I was a regular kid, school dances made me a little uneasy. I've always been a loner and all, and they just weren't my thing. But now! Now that I spent most of my life as a red-tailed hawk - hunting, flying, protecting my meadow - dances made me feel even weirder.


  Bird-boy at the ball.


  Why had I let Rachel talk me into this? I mean, what do you do with your arms? They just dangled there. Stiff. Awkward. And my eyes! I'd fix a stare on someone and forget, until it was too late, that people tend not to do that. A big, burly redhead noticed as the raptor in me burned a hole through his girlfriend.


  "Jerk!"


  Oops. Hard to remember I wasn't perched in a tree a half mile away.


  I'd been cool enough at the last school dance. That was more of a group thing, I guess. Tonight it was . . . I don't know . . . a date? No, no, no. We were all there. Pretending to be acquaintances.


  I looked ridiculous, I was sure of it. And I was sure that everyone else thought so, too.


  Did Rachel?


  I glanced at her. She seemed impatient. Angry almost, as she surveyed the dimly lit gym in an absent yet determined way. They'd taped some helium balloons to the bleachers and draped strings of multicolored lights from the basketball hoops. We were down at the far end next to the deejay. So close to the speaker my eardrums were numb.


  Rachel was as beautiful as ever. Really. I mean I wouldn't tell her this, but she made the other girls look pretty plain. Her gold hair gleamed in the strobe light. Her bright eyes caught mine. I knew she wanted me to dance with her. I just couldn't do it. My human body was sweating. I felt confined. I needed air. I looked away.


  Did I mention that my name is Tobias?


  Just Tobias. Even if it were safe to tell you my last name, I'm not sure I'd know what to say. Whether it would be a human name, an Andalite name, or just "Hawk." I don't know. Because, see, I'm a little of each.


  "Let's kick it. boys and girls!"


  My friend Marco unlike me, was in paradise. He was belting out lyrics like his first name was "Ice" or something.


  He slide-stepped toward us, spun around and stopped, squealing his sneaker on the gym floor. He froze with one finger pointed at me and one at Rachel.


  She glared at him "Some kind of chemical imbalance, Marco?"


  "Hah. Hah. And also a bonus hah," He grinned "This is a natural high. A good music high. A lots-of-girls-in-short-skirts high, A people laughing high. This is fun. Do you two remember fun?"


  Rachel caught my eye again. Again I looked away, up at the clock. Twenty minutes left in morph. Not much time.


  "You need to cut loose, my friends," Marco continued in a meaningful tone. "It's all about rhythm. You gotta commune with the rhythm, step inside the beat."


  "Look, Marco, go work your magic somewhere else," Rachel snapped.


  "Okay. Which proves what I've always known: Neither of you is any fun, and together, even less. I'll just have to find my own party. Later."


  I had too much on my mind. So much to take in. Lights. Music. A lot of songs I didn't even recognize. I'd been gone too long.


  "Listen, Rachel, I have to get going. And," I added more quietly, "Time's running out."


  "What do you mean? You have a full, well, at least fifteen minutes left. You saying you'd rather be sitting up in your tree, watching owls eat nocturnal rodents, than be with me?" she asked. Her tone was somewhere between challenging and coy. Dangerous in either direction.


  "Well, no, of course not. I mean, not exactly."


  "What?"


  "It's just all these other people. The noise. This body . . ." I looked around, worried that someone might overhear. But no, not with human ears, not with this much noise.


  "You mean your body. The body you're in now is your body, Tobias. It's who you truly are. Normally, naturally."


  We'd been through this before. I didn't know how to answer. And I didn't know why she was pushing it.


  Ever since I overstayed the two-hour time limit in morph I've considered hawk to be my true form. Hawk is the body I have to keep if I want to help the other Animorphs and Ax combat the Yeerk invasion. Why was Rachel ignoring reality? She knew as well as anyone that I'd be out of the fight if I stayed more than two hours in human form.


  All of which must sound strange. Possibly insane. So let me back up.


  Here's the situation: The human race is under attack by a cruel and scheming enemy. As you're reading this, the parasitic alien species called Yeerks continues to enslave human minds. Armed with a capability you can't even imagine till you've seen it in action, the Yeerks wrest from us the one thing we hold most dear: free will.


  Once one of these slimy, gray, sluglike parasites squirms into your ear canal, and melds and shapes itself to all the crevices of your brain, it controls you. That's right. It dictates your every thought. Your every move! The Yeerks have created an army by infesting and controlling alien races.


  Gedds. Taxxons. Hork-Bajir.


  Humans.


  By secretly infiltrating our society, the Yeerks have become a nearly undefeatable enemy.


  Who's fighting them? What's the human race's best arid only hope in this war? A young Andalite cadet, along with five kids who call themselves the Animorphs because they alone, of all humans, possess a unique Andalite technology: the power to morph. To become any animal they can touch.


  Ax, Jake, Cassie, Marco, Rachel. And me.


  Together, we fight. But it can be a lonely war.


  Because, see, morphing has some limitations. And one involves a time limit. Stay in morph longer than two hours and you're stuck in morph forever.


  That's what happened to me. I was trapped as a redtailed hawk. A nothlit, as the Andalites call someone stuck in morph.


  After many months, the powerful alien called the Ellimist gave me back my ability to morph. Even made it possible for me to morph into my former human body. I could choose to trap myself in my human form now, but I would lose my morphing power for good. Do you see? I would be useless. Unable to honor my responsibility to Earth, powerless to resist Yeerk evil.


  "Just dance with me, Tobias. Please." A slow song started. I was surprised. I actually knew this one. Goo Goo Dolls. Couples filled up the dance floor. Cassie and Jake were on the other side of the gym, swaying gently, arms around each other.


  Rachel reached out and took my hand.


  It's funny. We've been on so many missions together. Battled Hork-Bajir-Controllers side by side. Saved each other's lives time and again. And still, after all that, it's something as simple as dancing that makes my heart pound.


  Out onto the dance floor. I slid my arms around her waist. Felt her hands on my neck.


  I let myself relax. Something I can rarely do as a hawk and an Animorph. I gave myself over to the moment. Let the music's rhythm lull me into a waking dream.


  We danced, turning slowly. As we turned, my eyes wandered to the darkened scoreboard up in the corner. Banners listing the school's team victories. The bleachers, where a balloon had just broken free and sailed toward the ceiling.


  And then I saw . . . the clock.


  Chapter 2


  



  The time!


  I jerked away to get a better look. Human eyes are worthless for long distances.


  Could the clock be right?


  "Oh, God. Rachel. Eight minutes," I whispered wildly. "I have to get out of here."


  "No, wait a minute. Stay."


  "Stay? Rachel, have you lost it? I have to find a place to demorph. Now!"


  I tried to stay calm, but ended up half-walking, half-running toward the door, brushing past a teacher I used to have for English, back when I was still in school. Mr. Feyroyan. He did a double take, but I was gone before he had the chance to remember me.


  Down the locker-lined hallway I ran. Past my old science classrooms. Rachel was running right behind me. Had she seen the clock before I had? Had she known time was short and chosen not to tell me, hoping I'd forget? Hoping I'd be "accidentally" trapped in human morph? No. Of course not. She wouldn't want that. And yet . . . I wasn't completely sure.


  "Wait up a second. Hey," she called, angrily.


  I slowed and finally stopped in front of a bulletin board display. On birds of prey, of all things.


  Tacked to the cork was the image of a bald eagle, wings spread wide, soaring in a deep blue sky. And a northern harrier on a fence post, silhouetted against the clouds. "Tobias, I want to explain . . ." She broke off as her eyes followed mine to the picture of the red-tailed hawk and the caption beneath it. "Longevity in the wild," it read. "Almost never reaches the figures attained by captive birds guarded against disease and predation. A generous estimate: eighteen years."


  Rachel stared at the wall. I looked at the floor. In an instant, the bulletin board display had thrown our friendship into the harsh light of reality. Rachel was a girl who could, on occasion, become a bird of prey. I was a hawk who could, on occasion, become human.


  Several big steps past being Montagues and Capulets like Romeo and Juliet. Remaining hawk meant meals of still-living mice.


  Rachel was in my face, now. Intense, words spilling out. "Look, the fight is important to us all, Tobias. So important to you that you've given up everything human to be a warrior. What am I even saying? You risk your life every day. I understand all that. I do. We're the same, you and me. Warriors."


  She paused to consider her next words. She was embarrassed by what she was about to say. Fighting to get past her embarrassment. "But you've got to realize that there's more. I'm not just a warrior," she said, her blue eyes glittering so close to mine. "I'm a girl. I'm trying not to let myself be dragged off the cliff, away from all normalcy, into this insane life we live. I don't like what it does to me, Tobias, and I need to be a girl again. I need a little bit of normalcy, okay? Not a lot, but some."


  She pushed back, away from me. I'd never seen Rachel so emotional. Unless, of course, the emotion was an act. Unless she was stalling me just to eat up the minutes, to trap me, to -


  "All the things we're supposed to live while we're in school, Tobias, you know, dances like this, nights out at the movies, walks on the beach. That stuff is passing us by. I want those things. We deserve them. And if you were human . . ."


  I cut her off, repeating her words out loud. "Yeah. If I were human. If."


  So she'd finally said what I'd known she felt all along. It made sense. She was right. She did need normalcy. Rachel had gone pretty far out on the edge in this war.


  But it still hurt. Hurt worse because I didn't nave an answer.


  "I need to go," I said flatly. I turned and walked hurriedly toward the T-shaped intersection, where the long hallway off the gym met an even larger corridor running from the front of the school to the rear. The hall was quiet, but populated. Kids leaning against the lockers. Talking. Hanging out.


  My walk turned into a run. I didn't want to draw attention to myself, but I had to move! I rounded the corner. Almost free. The back exit was just at the end of this hallway.


  "What the . . . !" I stopped suddenly. My escape was blocked by one of those collapsible metal gates that pull between walls.


  "Stay cool," I mumbled to myself. With forced composure I sauntered back away from the gate as if I were just loitering, and headed the other way. The front entrance was my only choice.


  Two or three steps out into the hall, I sensed someone else was there. I froze.


  In front of orange-painted lockers, not fifteen feet away, stood Vice Principal Chapman. Controller. Nemesis.


  He didn't see me because he wasn't alone. He was focused on the kid he'd cornered against the wall.


  The kid? Erek King. Erek the Chee.


  Rachel! I looked back at her. She was still in the hallway. I don't know how much alarm registered on my face. I'm pretty out of touch with facial expressions. But she obviously read the surprise in my eyes. She tiptoed to the corner and peered around.


  "Oh, I know you, Erek," Chapman said with his Vice Principal Disciplinarian voice. "I know your face, all right. I've seen you at meetings of The Sharing. I'm just saying I saw you throw away a cigarette just now."


  "No way, Mr. Chapman," Erek said, sounding exactly like the kid he was supposed to be.


  "We don't need young men such as yourself smoking, especially not with the added attention. The media."


  At one level it was funny. The idea that Erek, an android beneath the holographic exterior, would smoke. And the idea that Chapman, a powerful Controller, would care. Both of them were playing roles layered with deception.


  What did Chapman mean, "especially now"?


  Not my problem. Erek could take care of himself. He wasn't my concern. I had my own mess. I'd been out of school for a while, but there was the chance that Chapman would recognize me, too, start asking questions, get suspicious. I couldn't let him get a good look at me. But I had to pass him to get outside.


  Slowly, very slowly, I retraced my steps till I stood next to Rachel, our backs pressed up against the lockers.


  "Look, Rachel, I need your help," I whispered.


  And that's when I heard someone call my name.


  "Tobias!"


  Mr. Feyroyan waved a large, friendly hand as he strode toward us from the gym. His black curls bounced excitedly. His mouth opened to a broad smile. He had remembered me.


  The clock was ticking down and I wasn't even sure Rachel was on my side.


  In minutes I'd be trapped. Trapped as a person who was no longer me.


  Chapter 3


  



  Rachel grabbed my arm "Over the gate," she ordered. "There's no other way. I'll hold off Feyroyan. Meet you outside." For a second our eyes met. She flashed a hint of a smile,


  I dashed around the corner. Dove at the metal gate. It clattered and crashed as I struggled to gain a foothold,


  "Hey! Hey, get down from there! What, do you think you're doing?" Chapman yelled. I was out of practice with this body, I was clumsy. But i was climbing.


  And headed for the tiny space between the top of the gate and the ceiling. Hardly an opening at all, but it would have to be big enough. I gripped one square-edged metal link after the next.


  "No, you're wrong." Feyroyan's voice bounced off the ceiling. "That's Tobias, I'm sure it is."


  I brushed the top just as Chapman and Feyroyan reached the bottom. Chapman grabbed hold and the gate swayed.


  "Son, listen to me. Get down from there!"


  I hoisted myself up and through the gap. My chest scraped. I blew the air out of my lungs and pressed through the opening. My shirt caught a gate iron and held me. I thrashed. A shot of adrenaline hit me like a fist. The shirt ripped. I was free.


  I scrambled down the opposite side and jumped to the floor, turning to run even before I landed.


  I raced down the dim, empty hallway, footfalls pounding so fast the sound was nearly continuous. I wasn't running from Chapman. I wasn't running from Feyroyan, or the dance, or Rachel, or the raptor display. I was running for my life.


  I dove at the panic bar, burst outside, and bounded across the field. Feet pummeled the earth. My chest heaved. The chill of night air enveloped me - night air that felt like home.


  "Demorph!" I screamed inside my head. "Demorph now!" I focused, I willed it with all that was in me. I closed my eyes.


  Nothing.


  Still nothing.


  Only my human body, my burning lungs, the throbbing pain from the scratch across my chest.


  Nooo!


  Wumpp. "Ahhh!"


  Thud. "Ouch."


  I tripped and slammed to the ground.


  In the darkness not much was visible. A human arm against the dirt. Human fingers. And then!


  All I could see was a lattice of feathers spreading across the skin of my hand Finally!


  My legs were shrinking, pulling and sucking up into my body. I felt my toes minimize, slowly fuse, then grow out again into eight ripping, deadly talons.


  I looked toward the night sky, so relieved.


  So happy.


  And when, all at once, the brilliance and precision of hawk vision replaced fuzzy human sight, the number of stars multiplied. Hawk vision isn't worth much at night, it's true. Except for stargazing. All the dim little luminous points you can just barely make out as a human blaze into focus with hawk eyes.


  "Tobias?"


  I scrambled up, flapped my wings clumsily to steady myself.


  Mr. Feyroyan's voice was more tentative now, uncertain. He stood alone in the middle of the playing field, searching for me in the shadows. He was one of the few friends I'd had when I was in school. He was a teacher, but he was young, and a dreamer. I'd always thought he was like an older me.


  He gave up, and turned back toward the school.


  I struggled with the shirt Rachel had picked out for me to wear to the dance. It was still buttoned around my hawk body. I tore at it with my beak, stabbed at it with my talons. Finally, I was clear of it.


  It was tough to gain altitude in the cool air. I flapped hard and circled the school. No sign of Rachel. But I spotted Jake on the front steps. He was alone, thinking, I guess. Maybe just enjoying a minute of peace and quiet.


  I swooped in low to land on the branch of a birch tree a few feet above him.


  <Hey, Jake.>


  He looked up. Jake's my age. But there are times when his eyes are the eyes of a tired old man. "Where have you been? Rachel said you were jammed. Guess you made it."


  <Yeah.> I felt pained by the possibility that Rachel might have been pulling for the time limit. <I made it. Where is Rachel?>


  Jake shrugged. "Don't know. But that's the least of our problems. Before Chapman busted him, Erek gave me some bad news. I need you to find Ax. Tell him to meet us at the barn."


  <Tonight?>


  "Yes!" He stopped short. "No. I mean, no. We can't tonight. We've got parents waiting up for us. Better tomorrow morning. Saturday."


  <No problem. But what's up?>


  "It's the Anti-Morphing Ray," he said. "The Chee have lost track of it. I mean they've got nothing."


  <Yeah? That's bad.> I was having a hard time tracking. My mind was still back with Rachel and a ticking clock.


  "Erek says the Yeerks are ready to test it." He paused for a beat. "On a live subject."


  He let that one hang in the air for a minute. We both knew what it meant. The AMR. The ultimate weapon. A ray that could force us out of morph. Make us revert to natural form. We'd tried once to destroy it. We'd lost.


  Morphing was our only weapon. All we had. The Yeerks had to be stopped. No discussion.


  "But how do you bust up a Yeerk plan when you don't know where to show up to -"


  <Hold up,> I said.


  Three chattering girls came out of the door and ran down the steps past Jake.


  "Hi, Jake," one of them said.


  "Yeah, hi, um . . . hi," He waved. The girl looked insulted. "Brittany" Jake added, too late.


  <Okay. we're clear,> I said.


  Jake massaged his forehead with his fingers. "Man, I don't even know the people in my classes anymore."


  <You are a little busy.> I said.


  "Yeah. Look, find Ax. You and him. tomorrow, bright and early. We have to get on this."


  <I'll be at the meeting tomorrow. Jake, I'll make sure Ax is there too. But get some sleep, man. okay"'>


  "Oh. don't worry about me, I'm into catnaps. You know, like Napoleon did. Twenty minutes here, twenty there. Pretty soon you've slept eight hours and it hasn't even slowed you down." He stood up and leaned against the railing.


  "I'm glad you made it Tobias. You're our eyes. Our ears. Our air force. If we lost you we'd be nothing. Like Joan of Arc without her sword. Patton without his pearl-handled pistols . . ."


  <Saddam without Tony-eight places, the special Republican Guard, and a jar of anthrax? Stop the flattery, man. You're making me blush.> We both laughed. It felt good to hear Jake say i was indispensable, but: with Jake you could never be sure anymore what was sincere. And what was just expedient.


  He'd been the most open of guys, back in the old days. What you saw with Jake was what you got. But he'd been a leader for a long time now. He'd learned to say what he needed to say.


  Jake needed me as one of the Animorphs. He liked me, respected me, was happy for me when I was happy. And, when he had to, he used me without regard for anything but winning.


  <Been boning up on famous leaders, haven't you?>


  "A little, yeah. Don't tell anyone, though. I want my brilliance to appear unstudied. Natural." Jake smiled up at me and gave a quick salute. "Later, Red Baron."


  <See you there, fearless leader.>


  I took off and winged toward Ax's scoop on air that was welcoming and crisp.


  Chapter 4


  



  Cassie's parents were gone for the day. Her mom was working at The Gardens. Her dad was at a vet conference.


  I was up on the usual rafter, keeping a lookout just in case. We were waiting for Jake and most likely Erek.


  Rachel was lounging on the hay bales, fighting to stay awake after a late night. Blue eyes appeared, disappeared, reappeared at half-mast.


  Ax, in Andalite form, stood nearby, a bizarre mix of blue deer, stalk-eyed boy, and scorpion. Funny how we'd all gotten used to seeing a creature so utterly inhuman hanging around.


  Cassie was preoccupied with a bald eagle, tending it even though she said it was living its final days. It had fought a terminal illness, and lost. It was hard to look at it. Feathers matted. A patch missing from the chest. A noble creature at the end of its time. I shuddered at the thought.


  "Let me get this straight," Marco said. "Erek got busted, not because he's an android walking the streets in a hologram shield. Not because he's an informant for the 'Andalite bandits.' But for smelling like cigarettes?"


  "It was because Chapman Knows he's a member of The Sharing," Rachel said. "Members aren't supposed to be troublesome. You know. More Boy Scouty than the Boy Scouts. Especially because they have this big thing going on, this new community center. There'll be media, there. Have to watch that image."


  The Sharing is a Yeerk front organization. On the surface, a do-good, family-oriented get-together. Beneath that veneer, the Yeerks used the wholesome enticements as a means of recruiting Controllers.


  <Igniting sticks of plant and paper?> Ax wondered. <Why is that such a serious offense?>


  <Because cigarettes can kill you,> I answered. <That is, if a golden eagle or a case of coccidiosis doesn't get you first.>


  Rachel gave me a dirty look. "So not funny."


  "And because they become an addiction," Cassie said.


  "Like Marco and computer games," Rachel added.


  "Or Rachel and Calvin Klein clearance racks." Marco shot her a sidewise glance. She ignored him.


  <Ah. Yes. As we say on the home world: "A test of will may lead to wisdom; a loss of will breeds but defeat.">


  "Hey, I saw that same thing in a fortune cookie once."


  "Where are Jake and Erek?" Rachel demanded.


  <They'll be here in about five seconds,> I said. My job is to handle security for meetings. From my perch in the rafters I can look out through the open hayloft and watch the road and Cassie's house. And with red-tail ears I can hear just about anything approaching.


  "Hey, everybody!" Jake said loudly. "Sorry we're late, but Erek has breaking news. Listen up!"


  "As I told Jake," Erek started, "we know the Yeerks are ready to test the AMR. But they don't have a test subject," Erek continued.


  <Why can't they use Visser Three?> I asked. <You know, get him to morph the nightmare alien beast-of-the-day, then turn the ray on him?>


  "They could if he were volunteering. Which he isn't. Probably because there's a chance the ray could prove fatal. And there's a possibility that a feedback effect could blow the weapon up"


  Rachel brightened. "Well, that's a hopeful thought, at least."


  "Man," Cassie said. She closed the bald eagle in its cage and came over to join the group. "So you re suggesting they want to test the AMR on one of us?"


  Erek nodded. "The next time you make an appearance, i believe the Yeerks will do everything in their power to capture you. Or, failing that, at least fire the weapon at you."


  "Well, then," Marco said, "we just won't get caught. We won't let them see us. Or hear us. Or smell us."


  "Or will we?" Jake interrupted.


  Everyone turned to look at him. "Look, on the way over I started thinking."


  "Had to happen sooner or later," Marco said in a loud whisper.


  "Anyway, I was thinking, maybe that's exactly what we should do: Let the Yeerks capture one of us Provide them with their test subject. Me, for Instance. I let them take me prisoner. The rest of you follow secretly. They'll lead us straight to the AMR. Exactly where we want to go. in a position to destroy the weapon."


  Marco spoke with disbelief. "I'm just going to ask this once. Are you insane?? Jake, dude, think about it. Not that I should even be considering the details of a scheme as idiotic as this one, but what happens if we don't get there in time? If they drag you off and we can't trail you because we get held up by, oh, I don't know, a few dozen Hork-Bajir and a small army of Taxxons? The Yeerks get to use that AMR on you. And assuming it doesn't kill you - and that's assuming a lot - you know what they'll get when they forcibly demorph you? A human kid. Kiss our cover good-bye. Kiss us good-bye."


  Rachel shook her head in disagreement. "Yeah, it's dangerous. But I say we do it. Jake just isn't the one to go. You're too important, Jake. We need you planning the attack on the AMR. So I volunteer."


  Jake raised an arm to counter, but Ax broke in.


  <Prince Jake, Rachel? If I may say so, I believe the only logical answer is for me to go. I am Andalite, after all. Should the AMR prove successful and the Yeerks are able to demorph me, they will get what they are expecting: an Andalite.>


  "Makes sense," Marco said. "I mean, given that we're even talking this way, like we'd do it."


  I watched Jake all this time. He was nodding. Like he bought what everyone was saying. But he was remaining quiet. So was Erek.


  Jake had another idea in mind. He was just waiting for someone else to suggest it.


  "You could die, Ax," Cassie emphasized. "Are you sure you want to do this?"


  Ax spread-planted his hooves firmly, squared his shoulders, and looked us all in the eyes.


  <I am sure.>


  "We don't know where they're keeping the AMR," Jake said, not committing.


  Now Marco was watching Jake. He'd seen the same reluctance I'd seen on Jake's face. The same holding back.


  We were missing something. I knew that much. I just wasn't sure what it was. And then I knew.


  <Guys. Wait a minute,> I interrupted.


  "What is it?" Jake asked.


  I swooped down from the rafter to the floor. Loose straw swirled in small eddies as I touched down. A ray of light from a crack in the barn wall bathed my feathers in yellow light. It was almost too much. Too theatrical. I half-expected angels to hover up out of the hayloft and break into song.


  <It's me> I said. <I'm the one who has to go.>.


  Chapter 5


  



  I saw the confirmation in Jake's eyes. And in the hologram that gave Erek eyes.


  Marco clicked about a second later.


  <Look, they turn the ray on Ax in morph, right?> I said. <If it works they get an Andalite. And they get proof the AMR works.>


  Cassie nodded, reluctant. Rachel kept her eyes down. She was biting her lip. Angry, sad: the two emotions are very close together in Rachel.


  <I'm the one,> I repeated. <The Yeerks don't know hawk is my true form. They'll think hawk is a morph. They capture me in morph, so they think, as a hawk. They turn the ray on me, nothing will happen. I mean, they won't get an Andalite or a human. They'll decide the ray doesn't work.>


  There was a brief, thought-filled silence.


  Then, slowly, all eyes turned toward me.


  Cassie first, with that look of tender knowing she reserves for moments of significance. I could tell she was proud of me. And worried.


  Rachel's eyes were different. Dark, almost stricken.


  Marco sent an ironic bow in my direction. "You're right, Tobias. Don't you wish you weren't?"


  Jake made a face I see too often. It's a look of disgust. Disgust with himself. He hadn't wanted to single me out, make me go on what might be a suicidal mission. He'd waited till I could volunteer.


  <Tobias is correct,> Ax said. <But the mission could last longer than two hours. To play the part convincingly - to make the Yeerks think you're an Andalite in morph - you will have to "demorph" to Andalite at some point, Tobias. I believe you will need to acquire me.>


  <Acquire you?>


  <Yes, of course.>


  Acquire Ax? None of us had ever morphed an Andalite before. What would it be like? I felt a sudden, overwhelming rush of anticipation. Mixed with anxiety. I chose not to share it.


  <Yeah, I might have to.> I let it go at that.


  "The trick now is to choose the best time and place," Jake said. "We have to act fast. But we want to be in control of the capture as much as possible."


  "And it has to look credible," Cassie added. "I mean, the Yeerks have to believe it's a legitimate coup on their part. They can't suspect a setup."


  "So, when?" Marco asked.


  "I say tonight," Rachel answered. She still looked troubled. Her enthusiasm sounded forced.


  "Tonight is the first night of The Sharing's three-day extravaganza with the new community center," Erek noted.


  Marco rolled his eyes. "Yeah, we saw the ads on TV. Yeerk-a-Thon. They built the new community center and now they're going to broadcast the dedication. Full media coverage. A huge deal. They're obviously drawing members from other states, going more nationwide."


  "We were planning on being there one of the nights anyway," Jake said. "To identify new 'full members' and learn more about the extent of The Sharing's influence."


  "I can't go tonight, not on such short notice," Cassie said. "My parents will be back by evening. I can't just disappear."


  "We can't pass up this chance to get close. I think we should risk it," Jake decided. "The biggest night of the convention: awards ceremony. My brother's actually slated to get an achievement award. I bowed out earlier when Tom asked me to go. There's some big outdoor banquet, with tents and music and games. I'll tell him I changed my mind."


  "Yeah, Jake should go as himself," Marco said, snapping into his head-of-security mode. "At an open-air function like that, you know Yeerk security will be out to nab anything that could be an Andalite in morph. The ants on the buffet table, the flies on the hamburgers, the birds in the trees. Jake's probably safest as a human, though not much help. If Erek's right, and they're looking to capture us, it means they'll be on the alert like never before."


  "There's something else you need to know," Erek added. "We do not think the Yeerks built this community center out of concern for the community."


  "I'm shocked," Marco said, then laughed.


  "We only have a few hints. Some vague information. But we think there is some underground construction there, probably a subterranean connection to the Yeerk pool."


  All eyes fixed on Erek.


  "Oh, I like the sound of that," Marco replied sarcastically. "Perfect. We can swing by the Yeerk pool and do a little damage on our way to save Tobias and blow up the AMR. Absolutely. Not a problem."


  "Listen, everybody head home. Make contact with the parentals and meet back here early tonight if you can." There was energy in Jake's voice. "We have work to do. And, um, Tobias?"


  <Yeah?>


  "Get some rest. This isn't going to be a picnic for you."


  Chapter 6


  



  Ax and I were busy with our own preparations that evening.


  Ax climbed the steep rise of the hill near his scoop and I hitched a ride on a fading thermal. It was dusk. The sun was enormous on the horizon, about to disappear. Vibrant orange and purple warmed the forest. I landed on a low branch in a clearing on the hilltop.


  <Tobias,> Ax said as he reached the clearing, <this is a special moment, is it not?>


  <How do you mean?> I answered carefully.


  <Well, you are . . .> Ax hesitated in an uncharacteristic way. <I mean, we are related, are we not? You are not Andalite, exactly, but you carry the Andalite heritage. I am glad you will have that DNA in you from now on. It is a very unique genetic mixture.>


  <Oh, we all know how much you think of your species, Ax,> I kidded.


  <I do hold Andalites in very high regard. It is true. But it isn't an unthinking allegiance. I honestly admire my culture. There are things I would like to teach you, to share with you if you are interested.>


  If I was interested! I wanted so much to stay cool. To make it seem like I could take it or leave it. But this was something, finally, that I really did have a right to. I was part Andalite, even if not genetically. God knew how. Or at least The Ellimist knew how. But I was. And it excited me.


  <I'm ready anytime, Ax,> I managed to say.


  He lifted me off the branch with gentle arms and set me on his shoulder. I squeezed as carefully as I could with my talons. I felt his muscles slacken as I acquired him.


  I fluttered to the ground and focused. Morphing is always a crazy experience. You never know what body part will appear first. The way you transform is always a surprise.


  The first thing I felt were my stalk eyes, growing out of my still-hawk head like two hyperactive worms. I heard the eyeballs form at the ends.


  Paamp! Poomp!


  Eyes that could see anywhere, everywhere, all the time. Three-hundred sixty degrees of vision flooded my consciousness. Like a jolt. Because I could see most everything that could see me, I had control over my environment.


  <Yaowww!> I gasped as I slowly rose off the ground. With one eye shifted to the back, I witnessed a huge, muscular rump grow out of my rusty tail feathers. And although I couldn't see them yet, I could feel four strong legs support me, responding to my growing bulk.


  Muscles! Who would believe the easy strength. I stepped forward. A movement that took almost nothing out of me.


  My tail! Unexpected. Yet an extension so natural I'd almost failed to notice how I carried it, erect and steadied at about shoulder level. The blade edge glistened in the sun's final rays. I was equipped for this world. For any world, really. A natural weapon. If I'd been in touch with my An-dalite heritage before now, I could have sailed through elementary school bully-free. . . .


  And then I recognized the Andalite mind.


  Yes, it was all the things I'd imagined it would be. Confident. Alert. Poised for combat.


  But there was another element that took me off guard. Something bubbling happily away beneath the rationality. Nothing giddy like a dolphin's playfulness. Something less simple.


  Optimism. That was it. Intense optimism.


  <Man! I had no idea.> I turned my head toward Ax. His eyes were smiling, the way they do.


  <Keep in mind that you are experiencing instinct. The Andalite mind in its untrained state. Our culture teaches us to temper and control our optimism, to give equal value to realism. We have become, regrettably, a race of warriors. But that is in response to necessity. Down deeper, beneath that, I believe we are a peaceful species, in love with learning, not combat. But to learn - and to fight - you must be joyful. I think an ancient Andalite inscribed that on a shormitor.>


  Ax whipped his tail blade through the air.


  Fwapp!


  <Shormitor?>


  <Tail-blade carvings. Made by early Andalites. Mostly in the rocky outcroppings on the shores of the Elupera. We toured them once when I was much younger.>


  <Ah.>


  <In fact, it was on shormitors of the Elupera that I learned the early tail-fighting masters spent a lifetime trying to cultivate and listen to instinct. Trying to forget what culture had taught them. Let the innate defense mechanism kick in, as you humans say. You should have a natural advantage in this regard, Tobias,> Ax said as he swung his tail in a figure eight, stopping just a centimeter short of the tree trunk. <That's not to say there aren't many maneuvers to be learned.>


  I flexed the massive muscle that was my tail. I was tentative. I imitated the figure-eight exercise Ax was doing.


  <I will teach you something,> Ax said, backing up. <A move I rely on frequently. The torf. You begin a common strike and then, millimeters before impact, twist your blade to the side, so that only the flat of the blade connects with the target. It won't do much to a Hork-Bajir, but it will knock a human unconscious. We will use this trunk as a target.>


  Ax repeated the move in slow motion for me to see. But I wasn't paying complete attention. I could see in all directions at once. Front, back, left, right. At the same time!


  <It is your turn.> Ax motioned to me.


  I neared the tree, centered myself, and shifted my weight to my hind legs as Ax had.


  <Now!> Ax yelled.


  I let it rip. My tail hurtled toward the trunk.


  FWAPP!


  <Ahhh! Oh! Ouch! Ax?!>


  <Yes, Tobias. You have impaled the tree with the tip of your blade. That is not the desired result.>


  <Yeah, I sorta guessed that.>


  I yanked and twisted. I couldn't free my blade.


  <You struck with impressive velocity,> Ax observed. <That, at least, is admirable.>


  <Yeah, great. You know you're a warrior when you take down a tree. And can't get your blade back.>


  Ax grabbed my arms and leaned back. After a few seconds, <Ahhh!> Ax pulled so hard that when my tail came free, I rammed into him and sent us both tumbling down.


  <Ahhhhhh!>


  We landed in a heap. Eight legs tangled.


  <I should have let you familiarize yourself with the Andalite body before suggesting tail-blade practice. We will refresh ourselves with a drink, and perform the evening ritual.>


  We walked over to a nearby stream. Ax stuck a hoof in. So did I. I waited to see what I should do next. It was so pleasant, this cool, gurgling brook. So refreshing. So satisfying.


  <Ax, this is very, very cool.>


  Wait. What? I was drinking! I looked at my hoof. It looked normal. But the thirst in my . . . in my legs was being quenched. It was amazing. It was also a little creepy.


  The very last glimmer of color was disappearing from the sky, absorbed by the mysterious indigo of night.


  <Look to the last bit of orange,> Ax said. <That's how the ritual begins.>


  I stopped drinking and turned all eyes on the stripe of color.


  <From the rising of the sun to the setting, to its rising again,> Ax said, <we place what is hard to endure with what is sweet to remember, and find peace.>


  He stopped.


  <That's it?>


  <That is it.>


  <I like it.>


  <Me too.>


  Chapter 7


  



  Saturday night. The grandest night of The Sharing's giant publicity gala.


  I cruised over town, skimming above the neon McDonald's signs and telephone poles and car headlights, toward the new community center.


  Faint at first, then more definite, came sounds from the celebration. Voices filtered through night air. Jaunty strains of a jazz band, Shrieks and giggles from the younger members. And above it all - over the acoustic wash that grew more insistent the nearer I got - boomed a deep, formal voice.


  "Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls. Good evening . . ."


  Tall, white tents reached up into my airspace. Spotlights crisscrossed the sky. Stage lights illuminated the podium and the blue-suited master of ceremonies below. Round, white-clothed tables dotted the grass.


  <Jake, Ax, I'm here,> I called down into the crowd. As long as I stayed clear of the spotlights, I knew I could fly fairly low without being seen. Even so, I kept a sharp eye on the human-Controller security guards who lined the perimeter.


  I caught sight of Jake. In a dress shirt and tie, seated at a banquet table next to Tom, his dad, and his mom.


  <You look extremely uncomfortable,> I said in thought-speak.


  He couldn't answer me. But he rolled his eyes in agreement, then turned his head to the right and nodded toward the buffet table.


  "That's three!" somebody exclaimed.


  "Is he getting another one?"


  The shouts were coming from the end, where an elderly man stood next to a cotton candy cart, surrounded by children.


  "Son, I just don't think it's safe to give you any more. Where are your parents?"


  I circled around, trying to see what Jake wanted me to notice. Trying to stay up, out of the lights.


  There was Ax, in human morph. Wisps of pink cotton candy streaked his hair, hung from his chin like a ghostly beard, and blew from his fingers as he forced his way to the front of the line.


  I laughed. Ax with a human mouth is dangerous. Andalites have only a vestigial sense of taste. Nothing like the explosive sensory overload from the human mouth.


  I looked back at Jake. He was shaking his head slightly, like an exasperated, but amused, parent.


  <Ax-man! It's Tobias. You've got to get control of your morph. Right now. You can't make a scene.>


  <Tobias?> Ax wondered in thought-speak. <Oh, Tobias! This cloud candy is superb. It is otherworldly. The way it melts on the tongue. It has mass, yet it is weightless . . .>


  <Oh, boy. Ax, where are the others? You're supposed to be helping me guide them. They're in fly morph, don't forget. They can smell dog poop and see about six inches, and that's it.>


  "Friends . . ." the man at the podium continued. "Three words encapsulate The Sharing's appeal: Opportunity. Involvement. Dedication. Change. Hmm, that's four." There was a slight pause and feedback hum as he thought that one over. "But then, that's just like The Sharing, isn't it? Exceeding expectations." The crowd cheered approval. "Tonight we honor members who embody these words. Who, with their achievement, keep our organization running on course . . ."


  <Help! Help!> Marco sputtered. Then added a violent, <Ax!>


  <Marco?> I cried. <Marco, you in fly morph?>


  <Chocolate-covered, man. I'm in the chocolate fondue and they've turned up the heat! Buffet table! Buffet table! I can't get out!>


  <Fondue?> Ax asked.


  <A warm pot of chocolate. Liquid. Brown.> I couldn't think of how to describe it. From fifty feet up I scanned the buffet table. Marco was black against dark brown. I could barely see him at this distance.


  <Marco, what exactly are you doing in the fondue?> Rachel asked.


  <Exactly? Well . . . I wanted to see if it would still taste good sucked up through a fly mouth. You gonna help me or do you just want to bust me?>


  <Let him get eaten,> Rachel advised.


  Ax moved toward the chocolate fondue. A fly buzzed out of his cotton candy beard. This fly was more easily visible: black against pink.


  <Rachel? Is that you?> I called down.


  <Could be, how would I know what fly you're looking at? I was just in the middle of this big cloud, sticky and sweet and . . . Where's Cassie? Where's Ax? Man! Five minutes in and we're all messed up.>


  <I'm fine,> Cassie said. <At least, I think I am.>


  <Okay, that is you, Rachel, just follow the cotton candy. It's Ax. The sticky cloud.>


  <Is there some reason you think I'm not fine?> Cassie pressed, anxious now.


  <Cotton candy?> Rachel said. <Huh? What is he doing eating cotton . . . Oh, never mind.>


  "This year's highest honor goes to a young man who moved swiftly to the top of our ranks," the emcee intoned. "A devoted member of our community." Applause thundered through the crowd. Tom rose from his chair and accepted a plaque.


  <What do you see? What's the matter?> Cassie demanded.


  <Nothing, Cassie. Tom's getting his award,> I reported. <Ax-man. Careful grabbing Marco. Cassie? Are you near Jake?>


  Naturally Jake heard all this, since we'd included him in our thought-speak. He was fidgeting. Nervous. Looking like he was about to jump out of his chair and run for the fondue. Or maybe just for the exit.


  Then I saw Jake's eyes roll up toward the sky in what could only be an expression of "Why me?" I glanced back at Ax to see what had upset Jake. The Andalite was wearing a pink, cotton candy beard and had his hand immersed in the chocolate fondue. The chocolate was up to his wrist.


  He pulled his hand out, held it up in front of his face like he'd just discovered it was made out of gold, then began licking his fingers.


  Chapter 8


  



  <Ax! Ax! You'll eat Marco!>


  <He will?> Marco shrilled. <What do you mean, he'll eat me?>


  Disgusted bystanders backed away from the dessert area, pointing.


  <I'm on something! I'm moving. Hey! I'm . . . I'm . . . I'm dripping!>


  Light! Blinding light! A searchlight beam had swung wildly. I flared my tail, cranked my wings, flew out of the light.


  Had I been seen? The Yeerks had seen a red-tailed hawk. Way too many times, in all the wrong places. Had they seen me now?


  <I've dripped!> Marco yelled. <I . . . Okay, I'm off Ax's hands. I'm back on the surface of the chocolate. Near the edge. Don't eat me! I'm serious: Do not eat me!>


  <Use a strawberry. Ax! Use a strawberry!>


  Ax, Rachel, Cassie, and Marco all said, <What?>


  <It's what you dip in the fondue,> I yelled. <Ax, grab a strawberry! Use it to dip him out.>


  <Dip the dip,> Rachel added, not at all helpfully.


  Ax grabbed a strawberry, and with the concentration of a brain surgeon, lifted Marco from the steaming pot.


  <Okay, Ax, listen very carefully,> Marco hissed. <Do not eat the strawberry. I repeat: Do not ->


  <Guys,> I cut in. <Visser Three just arrived. In human morph, of course.>


  There was no mistaking him. The tall, distinguished-looking man who agilely descended the stairs from back of the stage to congratulate Tom's family. In the most superficial of ways, I suppose he could pass for your average, benign suit. But if you actually looked at him, you sensed that incredible coldness. Emptiness. The dark evil that destroys life like a hand closing strong fingers around your throat.


  Standing just back from the Visser were four guys who could only be security. They looked like the kind of guys you'd see with a Mafia don.


  Visser Three worked the main table like a politician. He stopped by Jake's family. He shook hands all around. Patted Tom on the shoulder. Weird thing was, even Tom seemed to squirm a little.


  <So, what's happening? I'm getting bored,> Rachel demanded.


  A fly buzzed past the Visser's ear. Slap!


  <Cassie! Was that you?!> I yelled.


  Jake had gone pale. He was staring, staring as the Visser pulled his hand away from his own face and examined his palm.


  <I'm okay,> Cassie said. <Missed me. Fly reflexes. Very cool. It was close, though.>


  "A fly!" the Visser said. "A fly!" he snapped to his guards. The four human-Controllers bounded forward.


  I didn't see Cassie. I was torn. Should I go lower? Risk being noticed? Then I caught sight of a fly again.


  Cassie circled Jake and landed on his forehead. <Where am I? I'm not sure.>


  Visser Three jumped forward.


  "Such filthy insects. Allow me to . . ." He swung at Jake. Jake's hand shot up. He grabbed the Visser's wrist in his fist.


  For a long few seconds the two of them glared at each other. Visser Three, leader of the Yeerk forces on Earth. And Jake, his unrecognized foe.


  <Cassie? MOVE!> I yelled.


  She flew. I lost her again.


  Jake released the Visser's hand. Jake smiled. The Visser smiled. Or at least they formed their mouths into smiles.


  <Cassie? Are you clear?>


  <Yeah. I think I'm in Jake's shirt pocket.> Then she laughed. <The Visser just told Jake he hoped he didn't scare him. Jake said, "I don't scare easy.">


  <That's our boy,> I said.


  Visser Three moved on down the table. Everyone breathed. Jake leaned over to say something to his parents. Then he got up.


  He walked straight through the buffet line, found Ax, and grabbed him by the arm, not at all gently.


  A second later Ax was talking to us all. <Prince Jake says "Enough messing around, let's do what we came here to do.">


  What we had come here to do was turn me over to the Yeerks.


  Personally, I wouldn't have minded some more messing around.


  Chapter 9


  



  Jake and Ax parted ways. Jake went around the back of the community center building. Back away from the lights. He tried two of the doors. Both locked.


  He stepped away into the darkness and reappeared a moment later carrying a cinder block. Part of the leftover debris of construction.


  He stood there, waiting. I flew above, waiting. He didn't look up. He knew I was there.


  <All clear, Jake,> I said.


  He nodded. Then he swung the cinder block into a low window. The tinkling of glass was swallowed up in the booming sound of the emcee's voice announcing the next honoree.


  Jake stepped away quickly.


  I took aim on the shattered glass. Plenty of room for me, if I folded my wings. More than enough room for the others, once they found their way there.


  Down I flew, down through the cool, dark air, focusing on the glittering outline. Down through reaching shards of glass that could slice me open, end to end.


  But of course I'm more accurate than that. I can hit a mouse on the run through tall grass. Flying through a hole in a window is really nothing special.


  Zoom! Through! I flared my wings and tail, killed my speed, then resumed level flight.


  Fluorescent lights illuminated a wide hallway with tall cinder block walls. I smelled new construction- fresh paint, drywall dust. And chlorine, coming from the Olympic-size indoor pool I saw through a wall of glass.


  It suddenly struck me just what level of cash flow The Sharing controls. Serious cash. Not the kind of money you make selling Furbies on the black market.


  I zoomed past playrooms. Lego tables, costumes, board games. A large meeting room with a giant table. Big, comfy office chairs. The rooms were empty. Everyone was celebrating the dedication outdoors.


  It's hard flying indoors. No head wind, no tail-wind, no thermals. Nothing but flat, dead air. And very little room to maneuver, hemmed in above, below, and on both sides.


  But at the same time, it's exhilarating. A roller coaster for birds. One wrong move and you crumple a wing. Humans think it's scary to be up high, but not for a bird. For a bird altitude is safety.


  I turned a corner and practically ran into Ax. I landed on his back, enjoying the respite.


  <Hey, shouldn't you be in some slightly less provocative morph?> I asked him.


  <Possibly. But I felt a strong, fast tail might prove useful.>


  <Ax-man, we're not here to win. We're here to let me be captured.>


  <True. And yet there is no reason why I cannot do some damage. Merely by way of adding authenticity and realism.>


  I was touched. He was worried about me.


  Ahead was a set of stairs leading down to the basement level. They were roped off, marked with a hastily written sign: UNDER CONSTRUCTION. KEEP OUT.


  <This looks promising,> Ax murmured.


  <This looks like trouble,> I muttered.


  <As you pointed out: We are here in search of trouble.>


  He walked down the stairs with a catlike tread. Or with a tread as close to catlike as you can manage while crunching construction debris under hoof.


  The basement was dim and filled with building materials. Piles of floor tile in one corner. A stack of plywood sheathing against the wall. A contractor's table saw. Plastic tarps.


  <Maybe it really is just construction.> I said. <Nobody's down here. If there were access to the Yeerk pool, wouldn't there be people coming and going? Not to mention elaborate security.>


  Before the words were out of my mouth, I realized I'd spoken too soon. Behind the stairs, shielded by a temporary partition, flickered blue-green light. Computer screens. An entire wall of them! Flashing camera images from the celebration outside. The stage. The food tent. The playground. The bandstand. Over the door hung another makeshift sign: EVENT SECURITY.


  One man sat with his back to us, watching the screens. Mesmerized by the flickering images.


  Without warning came the echo of hard heels pounding the concrete floor. Rapid, metered steps. Approaching.


  Next to the surveillance room was another door. Ax moved quickly toward it. He pushed on it. Just as I noticed the arrow taped to the wall above. BREAK ROOM, the arrow read.


  The door opened. And there, directly in front of us, were four Hork-Bajir. Seated around a card table. Elbow blades hanging casually off the chairs. Tails slung back across the floor. Each held a hand of cards tightly in his claws. A single, unshaded lightbulb dangled from the ceiling.


  <Let's try a different door.>


  Ax backed out instantly. The Hork-Bajir hadn't noticed us.


  I could feel the vibrations of Ax's hearts hammering. My own heart was a machine gun.


  The footsteps were now just yards away.


  No choice. Back, into the security room. Hope the guard on duty there was still watching his screens. Hope we didn't make a sound.


  Ax spun, leaped; I slipped my hold, opened my wings, caught just enough air to keep from hitting the floor and followed Ax as he dived awkwardly beneath a steel table.


  Too much noise! The guard had to hear us. Had to!


  But no. Nothing. He still watched his screens. The enemy was out there, out somewhere in camera range. Not right here, in the same room.


  The footsteps from the hallway followed us. Stopped. Four black boots, inches away. One pair was crusted with dried mud.


  "See anything?" Muddy Boots asked the TV man.


  "Nah. Thought I saw some kid heading round the back. Then I lost him."


  An acknowledging grunt from Clean Boots.


  I wasn't too worried these guys would get us. Ax's tail was cocked and ready. The table would go flying and these two would be counting in base five before they could draw their weapons.


  But that would cause an uproar. The Hork-Bajir would come running, and it wasn't time for me to be captured. Not yet. Not till we knew where the secret entrance was.


  Funny I should think that particular thing. The next words out of the guard's mouth were, "Just left the entrance. Passed off my shift to Lacsar-Four-Fifty-Four."


  I was further forward than Ax. I could, by shifting ever so slightly, see the men. Two guys who looked like regular security guards. Except for the Dracon beams holstered in their belts.


  "Any animals?" the TV man asked, never glancing away from the screens. He wasn't mesmerized by the screens, I realized. He'd been ordered not to look away. On pain of death.


  "We kicked a few dogs. Sprayed some bugs. Waste of time, you can't keep every possible animal morph out of an open-air celebration. Could have told Visser Three that."


  "Yeah, you could have," his partner, Clean Boots, said dryly. "And about three seconds later you'd be begging for your life."


  A rueful laugh. "Got that right. Anyway, I do have to see the sub-visser about . . . Ouch!"


  "What is it?"


  "Something stuck in my shoe . . ." He knelt down to unlace it. His profile suddenly so close we could see the stubble on his chin. The pores on his nose. There was no way! No way he wouldn't notice us!


  "Darn wood chips drive me crazy! Sharp like pins! I hate that lousy entrance shift," he muttered. "Tramping around like I'm some human eight-year-old."


  The guard stood up, slipped off the shoe, and knocked it against the table leg, showering Ax with topsoil. And a wood chip. I breathed. Ax breathed.


  They walked on. Past us and toward the wall of cameras, where a man sat, his back to us, monitoring the pictures.


  "Hello, Chief," they addressed him. "Come to give our reports."


  <Ax,> I said tersely. <Look at the camera images.>


  He turned.


  Of the fifty or so screens, nearly half pictured the same spot. All from different angles, so it wasn't immediately obvious. But the more I focused the more I realized . . .


  <Wood chips.>


  <It appears to be a sort of skeletal construction, of some sort. Metal components as well as wood. Its purpose is not immediately apparent.>


  <It's a playground, Ax-man. Swing set. Jungle gym. And a tunnel.>


  Chapter 10


  



  It took an hour for Ax and me to extricate ourselves and round up the others.


  The big Yeerk-a-Thon was winding up. They were making closing speeches. The six of us were above and around the playground. While we'd watched, three people had crawled in through the kiddie tunnel. None had crawled out the far side.


  It was a pretty elaborate structure, really. Two stories. Built of large posts maybe half the height of telephone poles. With a mesh net for climbing, a fireman's pole, a wide metal slide. And intricate covered catwalks. Far cooler than anything I'd ever played on.


  The playground itself was surrounded on two sides by trees, with an open playing field at the far end, and the community center wall defining the left side.


  We'd spotted guards atop the community center, guards in the woods, guards pretending to sit idly on the bleachers behind the batting cage.


  A least eight human-Controllers were watching the playground. A lot of security for a jungle gym at night.


  A person was approaching, a man, feet crunching across the wood chips.


  <It's Tasset,> Jake said. He was in owl morph, with eyes that saw through the night like it was noon on a cloudless day. <From the sporting goods store,> Jake whispered. <One of our known Controllers. ID'd him at the Yeerk pool.>


  <Okay, we'll follow him in,> Cassie said. <Just tell us which way.>


  <Yeah, 'cause, see, we're blind down here.>


  Marco, Cassie, and Rachel had stayed in fly morph. They would try and enter the tunnel. And come back out again.


  Ax was out of camera range behind some trees. He was standing between two guards, not twenty feet from either of them. Needless to say, he was standing very still.


  <You should see a row of square lights,> Jake directed. His owl morph was better for this kind of night work. I could see the flies. Jake could SEE them. <Those are the windows of the community center. Keep those on your left. Okay, now I've lost one of you. Never mind, got you back. Close up. Stay together. Drift a little to the right. Now just hover there.>


  I landed soundlessly on one of the jungle gym poles and perched still as a statue. I had seen the camera angles and knew where to be to stay out of view.


  Tasset stooped and disappeared under the slide.


  <I see him,> said Cassie. <He's blue and green and there are about ninety pictures of him, but I definitely see him.>


  Cassie and Marco flew behind Tasset. The cameras would never pick them up. But there might be other dangers. There were always other dangers.


  <Red lights, I think,> Marco called. <I think maybe he popped open a hidden panel. Up under the slide. Possibly red light. Who can tell? You all know what fly vision is like.>


  I felt the featherlight touch of Rachel landing on my back and nestling down under the feathers.


  I heard a faint cascade of beeps coming from below my perch.


  Dee-deep.


  Dee-dee-dee-dee.


  Tasset moved out from under the slide and crouched to enter the adjoining concrete tunnel.


  <Come into my lair!> Marco joked in a Drac-ula voice. <Moooah-ha-ha-ha!>


  The tunnel was large, like one of those big concrete sewer pipes. You couldn't quite stand up in it, but you didn't have to crawl, either.


  Tasset was about to go in when two other Controllers poked their heads out of the tunnel. He backed up to let them pass. Which they did. Silently.


  <Now we've got traffic,> Jake said.


  Ax spoke up for the first time. <Prince Jake, I see additional humans approaching. I may have to withdrawn.>


  <Do what you have to do, but stay close for the big finale. You may need to remove one or more of the guards,> Jake said tersely. <Marco? Where are you and Cassie? You're out of my line of sight.>


  <We are right behind this guy's big butt,> Marco said. <And we see light at the end of the tunnel.>


  <Good grief,> Rachel muttered. <This is so not the time for your feeble attempts at being funny.>


  Rachel always teases Marco. That was nothing new. But there was a deeper note of stress in her thought-speak voice.


  <He's not kidding,> Cassie said, surprised. <There's an intense light. Although I'd say it's more toward the middle than the end. Looks like another control panel. Yeah. There! I'm landing on it! I think Tasset's punching in a code word, but . . . Yah! Whoa. He just punched whatever number I was sitting on.>


  I heard a sound like a pneumatic pump, or a seal being broken, then a rush of air.


  Psssst.


  Woooooosh!


  <Ahhhhhh!>


  <Yeeeeooooow!>


  Two flies shot out the near end of the green tunnel, back to where they'd started.


  <Yee-hah!> Marco exulted.


  <There's something in there, all right,> Cassie said.


  <With a serious pressure diff going. That was one heck of a ride!>


  <Okay, back out,> Jake ordered. <Cassie? Marco? You guys are done. Ax? Are you set?>


  I heard a faint "Fwapp!" from the trees. Followed by a crumpling sound. A human would not have heard either noise.


  <Yes, Prince Jake. I am in place. There is one less guard.>


  <Okay, me and Cassie wish you all luck, and we are motoring on outta here,> Marco said. Then he laughed. <The Yeerks have no respect for our intelligence, do they? Like we wouldn't know this was a trap? Like we'd think a sewer pipe in a playground was a sensible entrance for the Yeerk pool?>


  <A setup,> Rachel said. <Bait. Maybe they figured that even if we sensed a trap we couldn't resist.>


  <Yeah, and it turns out they were right,> Cassie said darkly.


  <But there are two levels of security, over and above the guards,> I pointed out. <That seems meticulous, doesn't it? Code-activated panels under the slide and in the tunnel? If they want us in, why make it complicated? Not the easiest thing to infiltrate.>


  <Unless we were to forget stealth,> Rachel remarked, with growing excitement in her tone, <and go with the old standbys.>


  <What are those?>


  <Force and surprise,> she said. Then she laughed self-consciously.


  Marco said, <You know, Rachel, when you're in fly morph, talking ruthlessly about guerrilla warfare, and force and surprise and all, I just find it so exciting, and yet disturbing. You know? Like a Britney Spears video with tanks.>


  <Well, okay, it's a trap,> I said. <A trap is what we came for. Let's just get this over with.>


  Nobody said anything. Everyone knew that's what needed to happen. We'd discussed it. Planned it. It was just that none of us had ever willingly surrendered before.


  Another Controller walked out of the community center and started across the wood chips, toward the slide.


  <Okay, Tobias. You ready?> Jake asked.


  <Can't say I'm looking forward to it,> I said. <But yeah.>


  <Rachel?>


  <Me? Who do you think you're talking to?> She feigned surprise at his question. <Bring on the ambush!>


  But I heard the struggle in her voice. She was masking concern. Why? Rachel never worried. At least not about herself.


  <Tobias?> she said softly in private thought-speak.


  <What is it? Do you want out?>


  <No, of course not. It's not that.> She paused. <Listen. Um. You take care of yourself. I mean . . . be careful. Okay? Whatever happens? If it comes down to it, save yourself and forget the stupid mission.>


  I smiled inwardly. She was concerned about me. If I had been human . . . looking into Rachel's eyes, feeling her next to me, I might have . . . But she was a fly on my hawk body. Which was good. I could keep my cool. A hawk's feelings aren't exactly visible to others.


  <I will,> I said simply. Then added, <I have a lot to lose.>


  Chapter 11


  



  <Everyone out. Everyone but Tobias and Rachel,> Jake ordered. <Ax? Be ready. I'm going for the lights.>


  An owl, silent as a ghost, flew overhead, swooping toward the community center building.


  The Controller approached, ducked under the slide.


  I heard the flickering LEDs.


  Dee-deep.


  Dee-dee-dee-dee.


  <Yeah, we're in it dee-deep, all right,> Rachel muttered.


  The faint electronic chime met my ear just as a ripping gust of wind rose up and whistled through the jungle gym.


  Sheeeewooooo.


  A cold wind that ruffled my feathers and sent a chill down my spine. I lifted off. Powered my wings to gain altitude. A rope banged a hollow note on the metal flagpole. The leaves on the trees rustled and swished with the air. And the emcee's voice from back at The Sharing's celebration rang out above it all.


  "Pride in our work . . . dedication to the task at hand . . . never, never ceasing. We will reach our goal."


  Thunderous applause.


  The Controller disappeared from view, into the tunnel.


  <Jake! Ax! Now!> I yelled.


  Ax erupted from hiding, galloping madly toward the tunnel.


  I spilled air from my wings and fell into a dive, gaining speed every instant.


  <Hang on!> I yelled to Rachel.


  We shot toward the earth. Aimed for the tunnel.


  "Andalites!" a guard cried, startled.


  Ax shot into the tunnel.


  I veered a violent right, just a few feet from the playground. Into the tunnel. Insane! Too fast! No way to control my speed!


  Wings and tail straining, straining, catching all the air I could catch, straining to absorb the energy of my own momentum.


  A circle of white light. The silhouette of a man. An Andalite, bent low, tail whipping.


  FWAPP!


  The Controller dropped.


  Man, Andalite, a circle of light, beeping panel, wings flapping, the grainy curved walls of the tunnel, all in millisecond flashes.


  <Ax! Go! Go!>


  He shot away just as I blew into the tunnel, banked into a turn that nearly ripped the ligaments out of my wings, and shot through into the circle of light.


  From outside a voice roared, almost hysterical. "Andalites!"


  <Now, Prince Jake!> Ax cried.


  Outside the lights of the playground were snapping on. Outside Ax, now clearly illuminated, was running for his life, pursued by all the guards.


  That was the plan. Ax risking his life for no purpose but to make it all look real, to make it all seem as if I'd been trapped in the midst of a genuine attack.


  Ax might die. For the sake of realistic drama.


  The door slid closed.


  Psssst. Click. I could feel it seal tightly shut.


  Darkness. My eyes saw nothing. But I heard . . .


  "Ahhhgggg-ggghhhha. Ahhhgggg-ggghhhha."


  My heart skipped a beat. I knew that sound. The throaty, heavy breathing of Yeerk-infested Hork-Bajir. Pumped up. Ready for action.


  <Are we in?> Rachel called.


  <We're in all right,> I whispered. <And we're not alone.>
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  Lights on!


  Massive, spiky shapes. A wall of seething Hork-Bajir. Three dozen, maybe more. Waiting for me in the brightened passageway.


  And a girl. A human. For a millisecond I thought . . . No, no, of course it wasn't Rachel. This girl was a couple of years older. Tall, thin, blond. Sleek chinos, leather loafers. A knit top even Rachel would admire.


  Preppy.


  Supermodel.


  Yeerk.


  I was speechless.


  "Only one of you? And in bird morph?" she sneered. "Oh, well," she continued confidently. "With one in hand, we'll soon catch the others."


  Chapman cleared his throat. I hadn't even noticed him, standing there right next to her.


  "A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush," he offered, smirking.


  "Shut up, Chapman," the girl said calmly. "You sound like some pun-spouting villain from a Batman movie."


  "Yes, ma'am. Excuse me, ma'am. I mean, sub-visser."


  Sub-visser?


  She stared at me like she could see right into my mind. Like she knew who I was, what I was. And wanted to hurt me because of it. I swallowed hard.


  <Tobias, what's going on? Why aren't we moving?> Rachel was all energy. <Put up a fight! Let 'em know you don't want to be here. Come on, play the part.>


  Right! She was right.


  I let out a screeching cry. More for effect than for anything else. Hoping to scare them. They shuffled a bit as I flapped up. And then, airborne, I lunged at the nearest monstrous mass.


  "Galaash! Ahhh!"


  My outstretched talons gouged his eyes. Wrist blades slashed the air around me.


  The blade sliced an inch off my tail. I couldn't steer. I struggled to compensate with wing angle, to circle back and strike again.


  Whaack! Wummph!


  <Ahhh!> Something hard hit my head. The sub-visser's arm!


  <What!> Rachel yelled.


  I crumpled to the floor. Facedown in a heap. <We're down. I . . .>


  I tried to shake off the impact and raised my head from the stone. There was the sub-visser, standing over me. Her right arm gleaming a pearly, plastic white. Artificial! She'd struck me with an artificial arm.


  "Didn't think we'd be waiting for you, did you, Andalite?" she said coldly. "Well, here we are. Surprised? I hope so. I love surprises, don't you?"


  Chapman laughed appreciatively.


  "Oh, did I forget to introduce myself?" She brought her hand to her cheek in a motion of mock surprise. "So sorry. I'm Sub-Visser Fifty-one. Second-in-command to Visser Three in this part of space. Call me Taylor."


  "Her host name," Chapman explained.


  "Shut up, Chapman!" she snarled and stamped her foot like any spoiled kid.


  It was a bizarre performance. The usually glowering vice principal was fawning over a teenager from the pages of a J. Crew catalog.


  "Nothing to say? Speechless?" Taylor taunted me. "Come on, I've always wanted to talk to an Andalite. Trade a little banter with the high-and-mighty self-appointed lords of the galaxy. Do you think by staying silent I'll somehow be convinced you're an actual bird?"


  She laughed. "No, no, friend Andalite. We've seen the red-tailed hawk before, haven't we? I said, haven't we, Chapman?"


  "Yes, Sub-visser!"


  <I have nothing to say. I am a prisoner of war.>


  "Oh, good, it does speak," Taylor said and clapped her hands.


  I knew I had to "demorph" to Andalite. Act my part. Make this ruse complete. There was no logical reason for me to stay in morph.


  I focused my mind on a happier time, just hours earlier. I pictured Ax. I became Ax.


  This time the tail came first. I felt it push out of my feathers and begin to grow, thick and wide, into its natural arc. Felt the blade emerging at the end. How I must have looked! A blue-tailed hawk.


  The nearest Hork-Bajir started, ready to grab me where I lay. Taylor motioned them to hold. And leveled her artificial arm. Straight at me.


  From the palm of her hand came a hissing noise, louder and louder, until . . .


  Shooopooof!


  From her hand exploded a spray of white, blinding particulates.


  <Ahhh!> I cried. Stinging pain that seemed to coat my body.


  <Ohhh!> Rachel felt it too.


  Chapman and the Hork-Bajir tried to back away. Too late. The Hork-Bajir clawed at their own eyes. Chapman writhed, as if he was crawling with ants.


  "What the -" he yelled, then fell silent.


  Taylor smirked, unaffected.


  Then, slowly, the pain passed and I felt . . . nothing. No feeling at all! My mind raced, but my body wouldn't respond. I fell back to the floor with a thud. Unable to move. Frozen in mid-morph. Paralyzed!


  <What's going on?> Rachel cried. <I can't feel my legs. Or my wings. I can't move!>


  <She shot us with a gas or something. She got Chapman, too. And a half-dozen Hork-Bajir.> They were falling to the ground like giant dominoes.


  Thud. Thumpf.


  Taylor's lips formed a broad, sinister grin.


  "Surprise!" She laughed to herself, standing tall. Unfazed by the gas. "So sorry for you all. Looks like I'm the only one who remembered to take the antidote in advance. Oh, wait. Did I forget to tell you all?" Her laughter stopped abruptly. "Gather up these fools," she ordered, motioning to the remaining Hork-Bajir.


  Then she walked over to where I lay and smiled again, eyes aglow with self-satisfaction.


  And she called out, loudly enough so her henchmen could hear: "And pick up the Andalite filth, too. We have a special place all picked out for him."


  Strong arms hoisted me off the floor by my Andalite tail. I was powerless to resist. Or even move a muscle.


  <Tobias!> Rachel screamed with frustration. <I'm losing my grip! I can't hold on!>


  I felt a stab of cold terror. No. No, if Rachel and I were separated . . . No one to bring word of the Anti-Morphing Ray's location to Jake. No one to bring rescue.


  And Rachel? Left here, unseen, a fly? Paralyzed in morph? My God, she might never . . .


  <Rachel! Try to demorph! Now! Do it!>


  <I can't, they'd see me.>


  <You want to be trapped as a fly? Forget the mission! Rachel!>


  <Tobias! I'm slipping off your feathers! I'm falling!> It sounded like she was starting to cry.


  Not a sound I'd ever expected to hear.


  Minutes into the mission, and we were finished. Trapped. No way out. No help waiting.


  A heavy metal door clanged shut. I was in a dark corridor. Another Hork-Bajir held up a metal box, and the first one crammed me into it and sealed the opening shut, blacking out any hint of light.


  <Rachel! Rachel!>


  Bumps and jolts as the Hork-Bajir knocked the box against his leg with each step.


  <Rachel! Rachel! Demorph! If you can, oh God, demorph!>


  No answer. Silence in my head.


  I was alone.
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  The darkness was complete.


  Total.


  And I heard nothing. No sound save my own irregular breathing.


  Sensation started to return and I realized I'd been stuffed into a box half my size. A straitjacket that pinned my wings against my body. Jammed the vestigial Andalite tail up into my neck.


  The hawk in me tensed every muscle. No room! In a panic, it pressed against the walls of the seamless steel box. Terrified. Confined. I fought to control the bird. But I was losing the struggle. The human me was frightened, too.


  Rachel! Oh, Rachel. Could she escape this underground network? Somehow survive?


  She would. Sure she would. She had to. She was Rachel, after all. Rachel!


  Where was she? All I could think of was a paralyzed fly, helpless and vulnerable on the floor. Someone would step on her. She wouldn't be able to get out of the way, and someone would kill her.


  Better than the alternative. Life as a fly. Trapped, like me. But so not like me. I could see, soar . . .


  And the plan? Rachel was supposed to have seen where they took me, then lead the others in. First prove the Anti-Morphing Ray didn't work, then, in the rescue, destroy the thing for good measure.


  It was crazy! Inconceivable arrogance on our parts. We had underestimated our foe. A fatal error.


  Fatal.


  The hawk brain, the animal part that still, even now, lived apart from me, untouched by human reason, began a low, defeated moan. A death moan.


  So hot in the box. Like an oven. Warmer, and warmer still. How much more oxygen could there be? Were they trying to suffocate me? Was that it?


  Interminable!


  The only external input were the wobbles and bobs as the holder of the box hit me against his leg. The ride continued.


  No space to morph or demorph.


  <I'll be trapped. As a horrific, half-morphed creature,> I pronounced slowly. <That will be my fate. I bet Andalites don't even have a word for that tragedy.>


  That's it. Keep talking, Tobias. Keep talking. Stay sane. Hold on. Don't think . . .


  Zeeewooozeeewooo.


  All six walls of the box began to buzz. Vibrate. And then: Poosh!


  Like a camera flash, steel walls vaporized. Dazzling light flooded my eyes. Blinded me. Rods and cones shot to hell. I saw nothing but white.


  I blinked a few times. Then, no. No, my eyes were adjusting.


  I was in another box. But a completely different kind. A cube of glass. Larger. Maybe four feet square. Big enough for me to move about. Brightly illuminated, with several spotlights directed at me. I demorphed immediately. Back to hawk.


  I blinked again. And as I rose to my feet, I realized I was suspended. The cube hung in the center of a much larger room. I strained to look beyond the glass. Through the glare from the lights to the dimness beyond.


  "There's no way out." It was Taylor's voice. Sub-Visser Fifty-one. Cold and casual. "There's no point in looking around."


  She sat alone at a long table near the door of the large, gloomy, windowless room. To her right and left, armed Hork-Bajir, standing at attention. Above, a network of steel beams and conduits and a daunting maze of wire.


  "You may as well demorph and make yourself comfortable while we wait," she continued.


  Nice try, I thought. Demorph and make myself comfortable. Yeah, right! Wouldn't she just love an Andalite to infest. That would get her noticed by the Visser. Why don't I plunge my head in the sludgy Yeerk pool while I'm at it?


  "No?" she prodded, mocking. "Don't want to demorph? Worried about that whole Yeerk-in-the-head thing? That's okay, my little Andalite birdie. You stay just the way you are. For now."


  I looked again at the glass walls of my cube. Smooth and thick. Flawless. Featureless, except for one small, inset panel. In the panel were three circles. Three discs like oversized elevator buttons. They were colored. One red, one blue, one black.


  "Ah, I see you've noticed the control device. There's a little experiment to be carried out as soon as Visser Three arrives," she said knowingly. "This device is state of the art, Andalite. The very latest in Yeerk technology."


  A little experiment? Control device? The Anti-Morphing Ray. That had to be it. Right?


  I reached forward with my beak to touch the panel.


  Scheewack! Kewwwack! Force-field static crackled and hissed. An electric jolt grabbed my beak and sent a shock through my body. From wings to tail and back again. I collapsed, stunned, to the floor.


  "Ouchie," Taylor said.
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  There was a loud banging on the door. Two Hork-Bajir scurried to open it, knocking into each other on the way. A clatter of arm blades as they struggled to disentangle themselves. One finally made it to the door.


  <Superb,> the visser muttered as he swaggered into the room. <It now takes two of you to open a door, I see. Yes. Excellent.>


  He strode, with graceful Andalite steps, toward the center of the room. He paused briefly to grind a hoof into one of the offending Hork-Bajir's toes. A muffled cry.


  <I was,> the visser boomed in public thought-speak, pausing in mid-sentence to turn all four eyes on me, <detained.>


  My breathing stopped. My stomach was stone. The darkness in his gaze was terrifying. We had met many times, he and I. But visible through those Andalite eyes was an evil that still struck fear in my heart. Still gripped me with hopelessness and despair.


  Perhaps it was the knowledge that this Yeerk had managed something that years of battle had been unable to do: take down the great Elfangor. Stamp out that brave warrior's life. Or maybe looking into Visser Three's eyes made me face the hard reality that despite all our campaigns - the numerous ways we've succeeded in weakening and slowing his invasion of Earth - this Yeerk still stood powerful and strong.


  Was he just lucky? Or was he really smarter than we were?


  Would he always triumph? Would we never be able to end the invasion? To change the course of humanity's future?


  He looked away and released me from his hold.


  "Urgent business?" the sub-visser inquired with interest.


  <I was detained by the festivities outside, the planning of our new base, the reassigning of duties to more . . . trusted officers. Hmmm.> He scanned the room like the queen of hearts, looking for someone to behead. <And, oh yes,> he intoned, smoothly reversing the pivot of his stalk eyes to rest on me, <by a small and trivial matter of an Andalite bandit found in the woods. We followed him from here, back to his pitiful shelter.>


  I was stunned. Surely this was a bluff. Surely Ax had gotten away. The visser waited, clearly hoping to get a rise out of me.


  <We destroyed the scoop, of course.> He paused again. <Touchingly primitive the way Andalites live. You're a claustrophobic species, aren't you? Always craving the open air. Well, your compatriot is now random atoms floating in open air.>


  Taylor laughed appreciatively.


  I said nothing. And a hawk face shows no emotion.


  The visser seemed a little disappointed. <Several other Andalites were found trespassing on community center property. But you can rest assured, Sub-Visser, that they were disposed of.>


  No. I refused to believe him. If he'd found anyone in morph, he'd have brought them straight here, to test the ray. We were too valuable as guinea pigs.


  Lies.


  <Yes. Well.> His stalk eyes drooped slightly. <Shall we proceed to the matter at hand? I think our friend here has waited long enough.>


  "Yes, Visser," Taylor answered obsequiously.


  <Well, then! Doctors Sinegert and Singh! My two devoted scientists!> He searched the room. <Where are they?>


  The door was opened again. This time by a single Hork-Bajir. Two small human-Controllers in white lab coats emerged timidly.


  They looked haggard. Like they hadn't slept in days. They gaped at Visser Three, then looked away.


  One carried a thick, softbound manual, the other, a large tabletop device. A replica of the three buttons in my glass cube. They set their items cautiously on the table in front of the Visser.


  <Are you quite ready?> the Visser asked solicitously.


  "Yes, we, I, we . . .Yes."


  <Then proceed before I lose all patience!>


  They moved quickly, clumsily, shaking.


  One of them stumbled, running over to a large object that looked remarkably like the kind of telescope an amateur astronomer might own.


  The telescopelike device was aimed at me.


  Dr. Singh flipped several switches on the base and shaft of the instrument. The other man appeared to connect power to the three-circle device. The two men then stood together. Their expressions were a disturbing mix of hope and pride and terror.


  Together they pressed sweaty palms down onto a large black button.


  I would have laughed, if I weren't sick with fear. They were like a pair of hopeful kids in a science fair being judged by a psycho-killer.


  The corresponding black circle in my glass cube glowed with an eerie light.


  I closed my eyes. Hoping the ray wouldn't kill me, but knowing full well that it could.


  I waited.


  My body tingled ever so slightly.


  Wooomp, wooomp, woomp.


  A strained noise, like a helicopter at liftoff, or an old car engine turning over.


  Woomp, woomp.


  I opened my eyes.


  The two little scientists looked unsettled. Their eyes darted nervously from the telescope object to their charts, to their controls, to me.


  Then slowly, slowly, they turned their faces to Visser Three.


  <A very noisy machine,> the Visser called loudly. <You'll want to work that out now, won't you. Smooth out the details. Fine-tune the instrument . . .>


  At this point the scientists' faces grew flushed. Perspiration beaded on their brows. They flipped rapidly through pages of calculations. One climbed up onto the machine with a wrench and began to peel off the outer body. A wrench. How high-tech, I thought.


  "I don't understand," one of them said breathlessly. "It is impossible for it not to be working. Impossible." He ran toward me. Stood on tiptoes to peer at me in my cube. I was still a hawk. I had not demorphed. For the very excellent reason that I was not morphed to begin with.


  "It must work!"


  "Visser . . . it must work. It does work!"


  "It works, Visser, it . . . somehow . . ."


  Taylor rolled her eyes and sighed.


  Visser Three stood completely immobile. A stillness filled the room.


  I would not have been surprised to see an actual column of steam rise from his head.


  He uttered a single command. <Feed them to the Taxxons. Slowly.>


  "No, Visser, no! You don't understand. This must be some sort of Andalite trick. It is inconceivable that the ray should not work." The other one held up a paper brick of calculations and shook it desperately.


  "Look through our work, Visser. You will see that it is perfect. That the work is valuable. That we are valuable."


  "It's not my fault," a wild-eyed, weeping Dr. Sinegert cried. "It's him! He . . . he's a saboteur! A traitor!"


  Visser Three stared hard at me with his main eyes. I stared back. Did he suspect? Did he guess that this game was rigged?


  <I don't have time for this,> he said, disgusted. <This Andalite is all yours, Sub-Visser. Make the Andalite demorph. Infest him. I leave the task to you. This is your specialty. Do not disappoint me.> He walked leisurely toward the door.


  Hork-Bajir grabbed the scientists. The struggle was brief. A hatch opened in the floor. A grate I had not noticed. From it issued the snorts and sloshings of hungry Taxxons.


  "Nooo!"


  The Hork-Bajir looked more interested now, as they dangled first one, then the other scientist down into the pit.


  I looked away. I could do nothing to shut out their howls of pain. Howls of pain that went on till, at last, with the visser gone, the Hork-Bajir released their hold and dropped the Controllers into the pit.


  The floor closed up.


  The sub-visser looked shaken. Maybe she guessed that she had just glimpsed her own future.


  But I watched her work to recover her strength. Her ruthlessness. Eyes that had held faint traces of pity hardened again.


  "You can make this easy, Andalite," she said slowly, deliberately. "Or you can make it . . . horrible." She paused. "It's all up to you."
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  She planted her face inches from the glass - uncomfortably close - and stared icily into my hawk eyes. A zoo animal on display. That's how I felt.


  "You'll soon be trapped in morph, Andalite," the sub-visser said, "Surely you don't want to live out your life as a bird."


  I decided to answer. <I won't give you another Andalite body to infest.>


  She looked at me intently for a moment more, as if she found my statement difficult to grasp. The resemblance to Rachel was disturbing. Same proud stance. Same natural, glowing beauty. But I knew the similarity was only skin-deep. Inside, she and Rachel were like night and day.


  Or at least night and twilight.


  "No, of course you won't." She mocked. "Brave Andalite. Your sense of honor is ridiculous. It will get you nowhere."


  She walked across the room with placid determination. Turned her attention to the control panel. It looked like something I'd seen at the modern art museum. Three large circles - maybe six inches in diameter - that stood out vividly against a silver-gray background. Blue, red. And black. That last one I knew. The AMR. But the other two?


  She hesitated before the panel, almost like she was afraid. Then suddenly, startlingly, slammed her hand down on the red button. The circle in my cube glowed a deep crimson. I watched it pulsate with color.


  And without warning -


  <Ahhhhhh!>


  It struck like a knife. Staggering, twisting pain that sliced through to my bones.


  A dagger . . . twisting . . .


  <Ahhhhhhhhhh!>


  Sharp bursts of pain knocked the wind out of me. I gasped.


  "Demorph," Taylor said.


  I was silent. Impossible to respond. To even think of speaking as the pain seared. Stronger. More intense each second. A high-pitched tone began to ring in my ears.


  Couldn't stand it . . . oh, God, the pain!


  Stopped,


  Gone.


  Color drained from the red circle.


  I had to look strong. Seem unaffected. Tough. Unbreakable. But I could do nothing but lie there. Lie there and breathe. Breathe.


  "Really quite beautiful, isn't it?" she announced. A demented pride shone in her eyes. A look that left no doubt that her lips mouthed the words of the Yeerk within. "Some of our best scientists spent nearly a decade perfecting it. The concept is really quite simple. You see, I have direct, unhindered access to the parts of your brain that control emotion and physical sensation."


  She laughed. A pure, girlish sound. She might have been giggling about some boy. "I can make you feel anything I choose. That, in case you couldn't tell, was pain - the lowest setting. I'd like to know what you think. No, really. Be honest. Our scientists appreciate feedback. Especially from a mighty Andalite."


  I tried to answer. To appear in control, unaltered. But I still couldn't move. Or summon the strength to conceal the soft, pathetic whimpers I'd never known my hawk voice could make.


  "Interesting," mused the sub-visser, assessing my state. "This may be easier than I anticipated. Don't give in too quickly, though. I wouldn't want Visser Three to think anyone could do this job. Ready? One more time? Shall we?"


  She hit the red circle again.


  I screamed. Screamed and screamed.


  My wings trembled, uncontrollable. My beak jerked wildly. Talons clutched at nothing. My bowels failed and I fouled myself.


  Indescribable pain. Staggering pain. Pain that ate into me, chewed at my guts, twisted every nerve ending.


  Had to make it stop. Had to make it stop!


  Tell her! Tell her! Make it stop, tell her, tell her, tell her!


  Me, the human me, the boy inside kept screaming tell her, tell her!


  But the hawk . . . the hawk suffered dumb, helpless. The hawk had no way out. The me that was a bird, the body, the physical me didn't know that there was a cause for the pain.


  Didn't know it could make the pain end. And already, for the hawk, the pain had become a fact of life. Reality.


  Life was hunger. Life was killing. Life was danger. Life was pain.


  The hawk could manage it. Not on a conscious level, of course, but by shutting down. Keeping alive on a sort of primitive autopilot. Only essential parts of the organism were maintained. No contemplation. No decision. Not even observation. Just survival.


  The boy Tobias screamed.


  The hawk Tobias had already begun to accept the pain.


  Chapter 16


  



  Pain off. Gasping.


  Pain on. Screaming.


  Off.


  On.


  Tell her everything!


  Pain is normal. Life is pain.


  Make it stop!


  Go away, human. Go away, little boy. The hawk knows. The predator understands because he understands nothing.


  <Let go,> I mumbled to myself. <Let go of yourself.>


  "What was that you said?" Taylor asked.


  Irrelevant. She was nothing, i was the hawk.


  Deeper into the hawk. Go away, weak human boy.


  I seemed to stand outside my body. Hawk, human - everything. My mind began to race, the manic frenzy of madness. Up above it all.


  A wave of self-pity, followed by a wave of hatred, followed by the unbearable weight of despair. The pain sped everything up. Faster and faster. Panic, fear, sadness.


  But somehow . . .


  Using the half of me that was equipped to process pain, I was enduring it. Close down your human mind! It's your only hope, I told myself. Focus on the hawk. Focus on the part of you where the pain is less subversive. Less destructive.


  Sink into your hawk self, Tobias. Deep into your raptor self.


  But the images!


  Fragments of memory. Random memory. Flashing uncontrollably across my mind's screen.


  Insanity! Madness!


  A hyper-speed slide show.


  Fleeting. Irrepressible. Dominating my reality and impossible to control. Turn it off. Off!


  



  The living room was fairly dark. As usual, the shades were drawn. It was about four o'clock and he'd just come home. From work as a roofer. His face was tanned and leathery. A beer can in his hand.


  "Yeah, so what?" My uncle's voice. Raspy and cold. He sat on the couch, where he spent most of his time. Even spent the night there, too, now. With empty, tired eyes he stared at the TV. He had the scanner on as well. Tuned to the police band. Spouting a stream of mundane reports.


  I spoke cautiously. "Well, it's like an honor," I said. "I mean, the committee picked my drawing out from hundreds of entries. Just something I sketched during art class. I had no idea it would make the state show."


  I was hoping he would take me to the prizewinners' reception that weekend. Stupid. It wasn't like it was a big deal. But it would have been okay.


  "Do you get prize money?" he grumbled casually, not even turning to look at me.


  "No," I said, confused.


  "No? So then what's it worth? If it won't help pay the bills, what good is it?" He glanced at me patronizingly, then back to the TV. "When I was about your age I already had a job. At this car lot. Washing the cars. All the money went to my mother. All my earnings. Because Dad wasn't around. It was tight . . ." He broke off and leaned back into the couch.


  I stood there at the foot of the stairs, unable to move. I felt the tears welling up in my eyes. Couldn't show him that.


  I told myself, No big deal, Tobias. Just some dumb drawing. No big deal.


  To him I said, "Yeah, well, it was just an idea."


  No answer.


  I dragged myself upstairs to my room. Walked across to the window. I could cry up here where no one would see.


  Stupid to cry.


  Then, through blurry eyes I watched a car pull up to a house across the street. A mom and daughter got out. Walked together to the front door. The little girl was carrying a page smeared with finger paint, crumpling it a little as she walked. The mother stopped, took the picture from her daughter, and carried it into the house like it was the Mona Lisa.


  It was like someone had set out to shove my life in my face. Here, Tobias, take a look. Take a look at your life, and at the lives of normal kids. Take a good long look.


  I was alone. I was alone.


  Where would my strength come from?


  I raised a hand to brush away the tears.


  A hand that was . . . fingers that were . . .


  Tan.


  Feathers.


  A wing.


  I whipped around to face the mirror. Round, expressionless eyes stared back at me.


  <Noooo! Noooooooo!>


  



  "Give it up," Taylor said, her voice dripping sympathy. "Do you think I like doing this?" She laughed her sudden mall-rat giggle. "I will break you. I will. Now demorph, Andalite. Surrender and the pain will end."


  Chapter 17


  



  Again and again, the circle glowed. A deep, agonizing red.


  Hawk instinct told me to retreat. But to where?


  I flapped wildly around the cube. Like an insane chicken in its cage. Nowhere to go!


  "Wasted energy," the sub-visser remarked. "You'll wish you'd kept up your strength."


  Broken feathers littered the bare bottom of the cube. And had I been more aware, I would have noticed I'd sprained a wing.


  I collapsed in a corner, exhausted. Almost destroyed by images of pain and hurt I was powerless to stop.


  "Here we go again," Taylor said brightly. "Ready? No? Too bad!"


  



  Rick Stathis. There, at the top of the hill. Waiting for me on the sidewalk on a frigid winter morning. His breath billowed like an angry bull's. A wide, brawny frame concealed under a heavy black coat. Pale blue eyes searched the block, hoping to see me coming.


  There was no escape. He would harass me. Punch me. Why did he have it in for me? Why me? I could run the other way. Take the long route to school. But he'd find me eventually. Pound on me extra hard. My stomach churned . . .


  And there was Aria. The young woman who said she was family. Who said she would give me a home. Care about me, even. Aria. In truth, nothing but a mask - a morph - for Visser Three. Visser Three, plotting my death.


  I was a dupe. Again. -


  False hope.


  Never trust . . . never!


  



  "Demorph, Andalite," the sub-visser repeated, her words a low growl. "Now I'm just getting bored."


  Rapid surges of memory now. Inexorable. The cube was hot. Stifling. I struggled to draw a breath.


  



  "Uhhh! Ahh!"


  Rick slammed me against the lockers, holding me by the shirt collar.


  Bam! His fist against my face. I reached up to cup my bloody nose. But it was hard as bone. Curved. Sharp at the tip.


  I landed on the dusty floor of Jake's attic. Pried the lid off of a Rubbermaid container to eat the food I was too squeamish to kill. Trapped in morph. Forever. Never to morph again. Never to be human again . . .


  Accept it.


  I can't!


  Staring out at the crescent moon. The stars. <I want to go home!> I cried in a whisper. But I knew as I spoke I had no idea where home was.


  



  "You're light-years from home, Andalite." The sub-visser!


  What? Had I spoken aloud?


  "Your people are trillions of miles away. They grow weaker every day. There's no one to save you."


  



  The prey. I was the prey. I was the hunted in every story of animal cruelty Cassie ever told us about.


  The Canada goose clubbed to death on the golf course. I felt my skull shatter. My confused, terrified cries. Chilling, jubilant grunts of aggression from the boys with baseball bats.


  The fly lying quivering and scared on the concrete. As two classmates pulled off first one wing, then the other. A scientific experiment, they said. I felt appendages rip off my body wall.


  The drone of plane engines. A frightening man-made shadow trailing me, tracking me. Responding to every turn I made. I was the wolf. Across untouched snow that glared in the sunlight. Paws pounding. Breathe. Breathe, breathe.


  I was the wolf I'd seen so many times in the video clip. That wolf, with foam trailing from its mouth. Exhaustion and terror in its eyes. The men in the planes shot everyone else in my pack. From the air. High-powered binoculars and a rifle. Big game hunters who say I ruin their sport. So they will chase me down. Chase me until I can't run anymore. And fall, heart exploding, onto the plain. Victim of slaughter.


  Better for the wolf who cannot fathom the evil depths in their predators' hearts. Who sees this merely in terms of nature's hierarchy. Man is smarter. Man has run wolf down the way wolf runs down the caribou.


  But I am wolf and human. I see more.


  Visser Three towered huge and horrific above an injured Elfangor. Closed him in monstrous jaws. The Visser's shrill cries of victory rang in my head. Elfangor. The father I never knew. My link to everything strong, enduring, and good in the universe.


  Murdered.


  Anger boiled inside me. A rage whose power made me shake. Energy that rose up and took control. Infested me. I will end him! I will end that Yeerk! The hatred carved away my insides. Scarred me, scraped me clean.


  Leave me free! I pleaded. But the anger wouldn't go.


  And I shot toward the earth, in full dive. Opened my wings quickly, to slow my descent. Glide in. Glide faster! Ready, now! Talons strained forward, outstretched. Closed over the prey. Punctured the skin. Into the heart. Around the skull. Too efficient for the squirrel to scream.


  Yeeeeeeee! Yeeeeee! A bone-chilling wail. What? Hadn't I killed it? Back up. Up. Power hard to reach the trees. Blood dripping from my talons. A warm, wriggling body flailing to break free. To live.


  



  "You tiresome bird! Demorph!"


  



  The hawk in me tightened its hold. The human in me screamed. And screamed again. I don't want to do this. A life extinguished in an instant. Agony. Death. So that I could survive.


  I looked down. There were no talons there. No. Only human fingers. Blood-covered fingers. Strangled by my human hands!


  <Noooo!>


  And I shot toward the earth, in full dive. Spread my wings wide, to slow my descent. Easy, easy. Now! Talons sprang forward. And reached.


  "Gilalll. Ahhh!"


  The Hork-Bajir grabbed his eyes in anguish. Blinded. I rose in the air to reach sufficient altitude to dive and strike again. And as I flew, I felt the burden of a thousand wounds, each one fresh and vivid in my mind. Weighing me down.


  How can you carry such a weight? All the pain I had inflicted. Seemingly inevitable. Perhaps avoidable. Strikes made by me. A hawk. A warrior. A ruthless kid.


  One deafening shriek, comprised of the voices of all those I had faced in combat overpowered me. Shook me. Hork-Bajir. Taxxon. Rabbit. Squirrel. Human.


  My head filled with screams. Everything red. Excruciating. Endless, endless. Violent images rushing past like the landscape out a car window. Was this payback? Was that it?


  



  And then:


  Silence.


  Peace.


  Slowly, completely, the agony drained away.


  The red circle flickered, and dimmed.


  Chapter 18


  



  "Arrrgh!" The sub-visser ran at the nearest Hork-Bajir and gave him a shove. He grunted, but knew better than to respond further.


  "I'm a fool!" she raged suddenly, inexplicably. "Of course the pain ray can't break you! You're using your morph as a shield. Any sentient creature would long since have wilted from this much pain. Whatever ugly bird you are now isn't sentient. It can't be! You would never have lasted . . ."


  She flipped rapidly through a manual the scientists had left on the console. She stopped on a page near the end, smiled, read some more, then slapped the book shut and tossed it across the table.


  "It's all about contrast, don't you think?" Taylor asked. "That's the way life is, eh? You don't know pain unless you know pleasure. You don't know what it is to be strong unless you've been weak, isn't that right, Andalite?"


  <I don't know,> I managed to say. <Let me know . . . if you ever become strong.>


  "You think I'm weak now?" she shrilled. "I have you in my power, Andalite. You call me weak? No. No, I was weak. Now I'm strong. I know the difference. And when you submit, you will know the difference, too."


  Her hand moved over the blue circle. She hesitated, seemingly savoring her moment. Then she slammed down her fist.


  The circle glowed. A soulful, soothing indigo.


  And in my mind I heard laughter. Peals of joyous, human laughter. My own.


  



  I bounced wildly on a trampoline. Out of control. Walked home from school barefoot, squishing cool spring mud between my toes. Felt a sugar cube melt on my tongue. Discovered that soft spot behind a cat's ear that made Dude close his eyes in ecstasy.


  



  "Pleasure, Andalite. Fun, isn't it? Remembering happy days back on your filthy planet? Are you recalling happy times, running across the grass? Of course, you are. Up and down, Andalite. Pain and pleasure. I will take you into madness, Andalite."


  



  Pleasure.


  The blue button was pleasure: intense, continuous, out of control.


  The hawk didn't know pleasure. Satisfaction, yes. The satisfaction of a good kill, the meal that followed. But happiness?


  Don't leave me, Tobias the hawk. I know what she will do, I know what the foul Yeerk will do, but oh, oh, no sadness, no fear, all gone.


  Happy! Joyful!


  Such happiness. Not for a hawk. Pleasure was human domain. Purely human.


  



  I raced through the garden, stopping at a raspberry bush. Frothy ocean waves crashed against the rocks. A fairweather wind tousled my hair. I picked a berry and ate it. So sweet on my tongue. Sublime. The sun on my face.


  "Young man!" From the hilltop house, perched like a lighthouse above the cove, came an elderly woman. Graying hair. A strong, deep voice. Of course! These berries were hers. This garden. I was an intruder. I turned to run. But no, something kept me there. A kindness in her eyes.


  Into a kitchen washed with light. Walls painted warm tones of yellow. Deep shades of blue. Cozy, comforting heat enveloped me as I neared the stove. And the aromas! Hot cider. Homemade cinnamon rolls. Raspberry tart.


  When no one else cared, Professor Powers fed me and told me stories. Gave me the illusion of home.


  



  "You have at most twelve minutes left in morph. Maybe less! Are you a fool? Do you want to live out the rest of your life eating roadkill? Never to know such pleasure, such happiness again?"


  



  Sudden, hideous pain!


  Pain, and no hawk to save me. Agony and no escape!


  No, no, no, no, I was all alone, me, just me, just Tobias, the boy.


  Pain as if my body was being fed into a meat grinder. Unbearable!


  Hawk! Come back, save me, protect me!


  



  "Ticktock, ticktock, the Andalite will be a bird forever, ticktock." She was close by. I couldn't see her, my eyes, red with my own blood, the veins broken.


  "Time's almost up, Andalite. You'll never run free again. Never use that fantastic tail of yours. You'll die, so soon. How long does a hawk live?"


  Rachel?


  No, no, the sub-visser.


  I want you with me, to be part of me, my life, not to die a bird, not to die for nothing.


  Rachel?


  Rachel! Rachel!


  



  I was listening to the waves crash over the rocks.


  A late spring morning. The thinning fog beaded on my face as I buzzed the shoreline, then turned inland. Glided over a baseball field, subdivisions, a strip mall. A familiar route to my destination: Rachel's window.


  I coasted in for a landing on her ledge and knocked gently against the glass with my beak.


  Dink. Dink.


  I waited, heart pounding from exertion. Her comforter rustled. Feet padded across the floor. And there she was. Framed by the dappled sunlight of early morning.


  "Hey, you," she whispered with a smile.


  <Ready for some fun?>


  "You know it, Soaring Hawk."


  The others say morphing makes even Rachel look bad and I can understand. It strains the definition of beauty. But to me, she looked natural and strong. I liked watching her change. She was an eagle now.


  And down into a dive!


  <Yahhhhh!> We both screamed. Rotating wildly as we plummeted toward Earth in free fall from an insane height. The sand and hills and wharves raced toward us as we dropped. An awesome rush.


  <Now, now!> I cried, giddy.


  We spread our wings, like parachutes. Caught the air just above a whitecap breaking on shore. We found a thermal and caught the free ride. Up and up and up again. Circle after circle. World's greatest carnival ride.


  <There is nothing, nothing like this, Tobias!> she shouted, awed by the sheer joy of flying.


  We weren't a hawk and eagle on this morning. We were two humans. Rejoicing in the greatest pleasure we'd ever known. Enjoying the gift Elfangor had given us. Rising toward the brilliant, dazzling sun.


  



  "My patience is about to end," Taylor said quietly.


  



  Pain.


  Pleasure.


  Pain.


  Who was I? Where?


  



  I lay on my back in the cube, staring into an interrogation light.


  The sun. I watched it burn and shimmer. Intense and warming.


  ARE YOU HAPPY, TOBIAS?


  I remembered the Ellimist. The voice that came from everywhere and nowhere.


  



  And I flapped down from the beam in Cassie's barn to see the clothes Rachel picked for Ax's day at school. Smiling at Marco's sarcasm: "Rachel, he looks like he's going to the country club to play polo. He's like a bully magnet. Even I want to beat him up."


  And Ax: "Yes, I am fully human. Mun. Hyew-mun. Human. Huh-yew-mun."


  Then, the time I stood next to Cassie. Over a large flowerpot on her back porch. We'd all come over to see them. Two baby rabbits. "Parsley" and "Pansy" Marco had named them.


  "Go ahead, Tobias. It's your turn." Cassie smiled encouragement. I stepped forward with my lettuce leaf. Reached a hand over those two tiny, vulnerable little lives. Trusting now, because we'd nurtured them.


  And the moonlit night I galloped across the field behind Cassie's barn. Ax just behind me. He said the grass there was of superior quality. Richer soil.


  Skr-eet. Skr-eet. Skr-eet.


  A deafening alarm. Blinking lights.


  I closed my eyes again. Still feeding with Ax. Still crushing lush grass underhoof.


  



  I felt the pleasure ray shutting down. I realized I was in the cube.


  "Your time is up. Do you understand that? You can never escape your morph. You will be a bird till you die."


  Who said that? Rachel? Taylor, the sub-visser?


  Me?


  Chapter 19


  



  "You vile little bird!" she shrieked. "Who are you? To sacrifice your body! Do you realize what you've done?"


  Still in a stupor I rolled over and saw her pacing in front of my cube, thinking visibly. Running through her options. If she couldn't present Visser Three with a new Andalite-Controller, what was left?


  Her fear was obvious. It twisted her face. It made her breath come short and fast.


  While she'd tortured me her desperation had grown.


  "The Andalite bandits. Give me their location!" She stamped her foot on the floor like a frustrated, tired child. "Tell me where they are. I demand it! Where are your friends?"


  I was silent.


  "Your childish loyalty is amusing. But you'll learn, Andalite." She spoke the words bitterly and with emphasis. "You'll learn that it's foolish to protect your friends. Friends always betray you."


  I answered instinctively, forgetting to keep up my guard. <Mine wouldn't.>


  "Oh, wouldn't they?" she snapped. She walked back to the table. Toward the three-color device. I could tell she had more to say, but she bottled it, and said simply, "I pity your innocence."


  Right then I had only one thought. If I could distract her, maybe the torture would stop. If I could draw her out, maybe she'd forget to press the button. For a moment. At least for a moment.


  <What would you know about disloyalty?> I said, desperate.


  She stiffened. "You do not ask the questions, Andalite!" she roared. "I ask. You answer."


  Her hand hovered dangerously above the red circle.


  I couldn't take any more. I couldn't. The hawk was defeated. The human, defeated. Me, whatever I was, I was defeated.


  No more. No more pain. No more memory.


  Milk-white fingers brushed the button's surface.


  Get her to talk! Appeal to her sense of power. Her pride . . .


  <You're very pretty,> I blurted out. Almost immediately I wished I hadn't. Complimenting this monster made me ill. <Pretty, by what I understand of human standards.>


  But she froze.


  Her fingers lifted from the button -


  "Yes," she said, "I know."


  - and touched the side of her face. "There was a time when I . . . this body . . . was the prettiest and most popular girl in her school. When I had a party, everyone . . ."


  I'd struck a nerve. Keep going. Keep her hand from the button.


  <Everyone what?>


  "Shut up, Andalite. Be silent, and suffer."


  <He's going to kill you. Feed you to the Taxxons. Or do the job himself.>


  That stopped her.


  <You've failed him. Visser Three won't tolerate failure. You know that. But I guess that's life in the happy little Yeerk Empire.>


  She looked hard at me. She knew I was trying to provoke her. She knew I was trying to delay the pain.


  She also knew I was right.


  <I won't give in,> I said. <Do you know why?>


  "No."


  <Because if I surrender, you'll live. And if I resist, you'll die. And I want you to die.>


  Chapter 20


  



  The sub-visser snorted derisively. "He needs me. I'm an expert on humans."


  <He has lots of human-Controllers.>


  "Not like me!" she yelled, flying into a sudden rage. "I'm a voluntary, do you not know that? This girl, this human, chose this life, chose to invite me in to take control! Why? Why? Because she'd seen humans as they truly were. She chose us over her own people. Why? Because humans are weak and petty and stupid and we will rule them all, we will make them ours, all of them!"


  She was shaking. From rage? From fear?


  <A human would have to be very weak and foolish to turn against her own,> I said.


  I had no idea what I was saying. No idea what kind of twisted person I was dealing with. She seemed to make no sense. I was throwing anything out there. Saying anything. Anything to keep her going, talking. Away from the button.


  "Weak? Foolish? When I . . . when she walked down the hall at school, there wasn't a boy who didn't dream she was his." She came right up to my cube. Her breath steamed the glass. "Not a girl who didn't wish she were her. She was homecoming queen. Tennis champion. Student-body president. She was the princess, and the school was her court."


  What was going on? I'd never heard a Yeerk talk this way. This was Taylor I was hearing. At least as much as the Yeerk inside her.


  <That doesn't add up,> I pressed. <Not to becoming a voluntary Controller.>


  She ignored me. Her eyes scanned the air as she searched her mind for the past.


  "There was nothing she couldn't do! Had it all. Humans have pleasures that Yeerks . . . a different world of senses, of sight and sound and touch and . . . nothing she couldn't have! The memories, when we first came together, I went through them all, of course, you have to when you first infest a new host, and they were so . . ."


  Suddenly, she fell to her knees on the cold, barren concrete.


  "Then the fire. She was alone that night. My parents . . . her parents, her parents . . . were out, at some party." Taylor shook her head and her blond hair glimmered. "I still don't know how it happened. How it could have happened! When I, she, woke up the house was blazing. Flames attacking my door. Crackling outside my window. Smoke everywhere I couldn't escape!"


  She covered her face with her hands. Hands that I had seen change. Hands I knew were artificial,


  Keep her talking, Tobias. Buy time. It's all you have.


  <What happened then?> I said, my voice soft, low.


  "Terrible," she said. "Horrible. The pain. You can't . . . well, yes, maybe you can imagine. We lost our left arm. Her right leg. And my face . . . some came to see me in the hospital, some friends. Never again, after that. Word went around. She's a monster. She's hideous. One day I was queen. The next day, nothing."


  <But The Sharing, they cared?> I chanced.


  "They held out friendship. Hope, in her darkest hour, they made me believe that her life wasn't over. That I had a future. Then came the offer, if I . . . she . . . would enter their center circle - take advantage of everything they had to give me - they would repair her body. They had their own members' hospital, they said. Incredibly advanced technology. I would be whole again. I would be what I once had been!"


  Taylor scrambled to her feet. She plastered her hands against the glass of my cube and stared at me. Her glare was intense, compelling. As if she were trying to make me understand.


  "Maybe it seemed a little weird at first." She slammed her palms against the cube and I shuddered. "But all I could think about were the kids at school. I hated them for forgetting me. All she wanted was for things to be the way they had been. I wanted to be envied. Envied. Do you understand!" she demanded. "I wanted all of that, all the memories, the sweet, perfect memories, I wanted to live that life."


  She's crazy, I realized. She's insane. The Yeerk. The girl. The line between them all confused.


  Hawk. Boy.


  Yeerk. Girl.


  I had a terrifying moment of understanding. Pity. To be the human girl desperate, terrified, alone, all alone, needing someone to look at her without cringing. To be the Yeerk, hungry for sensations that were so intense, so powerful compared to the dull, blind life of a slug.


  "I took the deal." Taylor laughed dryly. "Two Controllers helped me, in my wheelchair, I waited down in the pool, not knowing what host, I'd only ever been Hork-Bajir before. I allowed myself to be infested, she opened herself to me, willingly. Until that moment, until I was lying on my stomach, my head held over the surface of the pool, she hadn't known, of course, how could she? How could I?"


  Taylor's eyes closed briefly.


  "This girl, this Taylor person, this insignificant injured girl wasn't my goal, of course, I was a sub-visser, I was slated for a host who held a vital position. My mother, the chief of police. I betrayed her, of course. Helped them take her involuntarily."


  Her eyes flickered. Shame? Surely not. Not from the Yeerk. But the human? The human who was half of this split personality? Maybe.


  "I didn't want her, the older woman. I wanted these memories. I wanted the life I knew would be mine when the Yeerks, when my people, had repaired the body. And now, I am beautiful once again," she said triumphantly. "But look at you! Look at what you've become! How pathetic your hawk body is! A nothing creature. All for nothing."


  <And now you hurt others to make up for your suffering?>


  She was silent.


  <Who are you?>


  Her face twitched. Her eyes bored in on mine.


  <Who are you?> I asked again.


  "I am a sub-visser of the Yeerk Empire."


  <No. You're a weak, misguided human girl. And you are also insane.>


  She hung her head. For a long time she said nothing. Looked at nothing.


  Then, at last, she raised her face to me and smiled.


  "Then join me in my madness, Andalite," she said and sent my body and mind reeling into hell.


  Chapter 21


  



  The blue button glowed. I laughed crazily. Like being tickled, I couldn't stop.


  And then:


  <Ahhh!> Punched in the gut. The red circle screamed.


  Blue. Giddy, laughing hysterically. Eating ice cream.


  Red. Slapped in the face. Struck with a two-by-four. Surgery without anesthesia.


  I flew up, flung myself at the glass. <Stop!> I cried. I wanted it to end. If she wouldn't stop, I would end it myself. By ending me.


  I threw myself against the side of the cube. My beak cracked. Splinters of pain electrified my face.


  The blue button lit up and I was laughing madly.


  The red button roared and I was gripped with grief. My aunt's voice: I don't want him! He's nothing to me. Where does Loren get off dumping him here?


  Again I shot toward the wall.


  "I've got you now!" Taylor cried.


  <Stop!> I cried again, barely able to speak. I fell into a corner. The room was dimming quickly now. The light that had seemed so bright was just a dull glow. Disappearing.


  



  Disappearing . . .


  Alone. I was alone!


  Ax, Jake, Cassie, Marco. How could they do this to me?! Abandon me here! I hate everyone who isn't here. Who isn't going through this with me.


  If only Rachel were here. Rachel . . .


  No! She's dead. Dead or trapped. All of us. All the ones I love . . .


  <Ahhhh!>


  A pain! Greater than anything!


  What did this lunatic girl want from me? What did she want? She no longer cared what she got out of me. This was pain for its own sake. Hurt for no purpose but to hurt.


  She would kill me. No, no, she wouldn't! She would keep me alive, alive in this inferno.


  <I'll tell you,> I screamed. <Yes, I'll tell you! Ax . . . in the woods. Cassie. Jake. Marco. All just human kids. Anything . . . anything to make it end!>


  Did she hear? Did she not hear my thought-speak cry?


  She slammed her fist on the pain button.


  <I'll tell you! No! I'll tell you!>


  No sound coming from me. Or did she not hear? Or was I not making a sound? Was I even still alive?


  Down, swirling down. The world . . .


  Dimming . . .


  Death. Was this death?


  



  And I was walking in the woods. A path lined with trees whose upper boughs met in cathedral arches. Near the school. After a play we'd put on. "Is your father here tonight?" the teacher had asked.


  "Yeah. Where's your dad?" said a classmate.


  I followed the trail through the woods. My heart so full. I stopped at a clearing. A point stuck up out of the dirt, gleamed in the moonlight, caught my eye. I dug in the surrounding earth, trying to free the object. Deeper and deeper.


  A hard, scythe-shaped blade. I held it before me. Why did it seem so familiar? So much a part of me? I looked beyond it into the evening sky. And froze.


  Two moons cast a warm yellow light over the woods. Over thick asparagus-spear trees.


  What!


  This wasn't Earth! This was . . .


  The moonlight brightened to a strong and dazzling brilliance. It compelled my gaze. I couldn't look away. I didn't want to.


  <Tobias,> he said.


  I started, scared. The light faltered.


  <Don't be afraid.>


  A broad face came into focus. A familiar face. An Andalite.


  I watched as a tail arced upward. Curved slowly over his back and moved toward me.


  A shiver. As the cool flat of his blade pressed against my forehead. It was electric. Like nothing I've felt before or since.


  A new surge of memories! But how? How can they be memories when I haven't lived them? They're new to me, though they seem like mine. No, these were not my own.


  They were . . .
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  <Pull up! Pull up! War-Prince Elfangor!> An urgent transmission from the commander of the fighter squadron. On the view screen: a Des-badeen tanker in the distinctive figure eight design.


  <Positive burn cut to zero. Still-speed compensators engaged.> The fighter's computer voice broadcast thought-speak data with admirable calm. <Large alien obstruction ahead. Two seconds to impact.>


  Every particle of my body focused on the hole of the figure eight. Guide the ship through that opening. Clearing it was my only hope.


  The computer voice: <Required clearance not found. Warning. Warning. Escape pod activated!>


  I fumbled wildly for the clasps. The sides of the ship scraped and erupted into fire. Searing heat scorched my arms and flank.


  Ka-choomp!


  The ship ejected me into space. But I couldn't clear the Desbadeen craft! The gray wall of steel filled my vision!


  <Ahhhh!>


  I hit like a bullet.


  Rods of fire in every bone. My body tossed from wall to wall as the pod hurtled uncontrollably through space. Stars streaked the blackness. The Dome ship. Too far . . . too far. I was alone.


  



  Red colored the air. Screams and bellowing filled my head. The battle raged on the Taxxon home world.


  "Sssseeeeeyaaa!"


  A hundred Taxxon teeth bit down on my leg.


  "Sssreeee!"


  Another mouth sliced into my forearm.


  I had to fight! Kill to survive!


  Sshhhwing! I whipped my tail up from my rear and sliced clean through his belly.


  "Skkkreeeee-eeeeeee!" A cry of horror I will never forget. My first kill.


  I looked at the second Taxxon. Into those gelatinous eyes. Those who say you can't read emotion in Taxxon eyes are fools. I saw terror there. A plea for life. My hearts pounded. Nausea.


  "Ssssnnnnaaaaa!"


  I cut a gaping hole in its side. It released my arm. Fell to the ground, shrieking in agony. I turned, and with a retching noise expelled the morning's grass.


  So this was war.


  



  I stood on the grass near the Dome ship's lake. Stared into the crystals that grew up from the water. A seductive, hypnotic green.


  Loren. I longed to have her here next to me. To hear her say my name. To see our son.


  I performed a ritual for his safety and health.


  Five years since the Ellimist returned me to my proper time. Five years since I left my life on Earth to resume Andalite form and honor my duty.


  And I thought of my future. Would I accomplish anything in this fight for freedom? Was the struggle, the pain, the loneliness endured in vain? Would I die before I defeated the enemy?


  



  The icy tail blade against my forehead cooled my fevered mind. Kept me alive.


  



  <You're not alone in your suffering. You may die, Tobias, but never alone. You are one in a legion of great warriors. Valiant Andalites who have died for freedom. Your lineage is courage and bravery. If you live, you carry our torch. A burden carried by many. A singular honor . . .>


  



  The brightness began to fade.


  A final, overwhelming surge of things lived by Elfangor. Warrior. Intellectual. Oh, how he had lived! Endured. Accomplished. A sense of purpose. Things I couldn't comprehend. Things I could. Things I might become.


  Dimmer and dimmer. To a pinpoint of light. I felt my body shudder and I knew that I was dying. That pinpoint was life.


  <I'll make the Andalite filth talk!> Visser Three's far-off, threatening voice struck my ear.


  Hold to the pinpoint. Hold!


  Just as the light was about to extinguish, I felt the torture device flicker, and stop. The pinprick of light began to grow. Until at last I no longer looked into darkness, but saw the cube around me. I was flattened against the floor. Defeated, but alive.


  The last, fading strain of Elfangor's voice:


  <Out of a respect for life, you have to endure.>
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  <This will make him talk.>


  The thought-speak voice of Visser Three.


  He stood behind Taylor. Her face was blank. No emotion. Then I saw her glance down at the floor. At the hatch that opened onto the starved Taxxons below.


  Two Hork-Bajir banged through the door just behind the Visser. They carried a thick pole slung through a large wire cage. In the cage, a bald eagle.


  An eagle!


  Rachel! It must be Rachel!


  The visser could hardly contain his enthusiasm.


  <This eagle was found near the community center. How audacious and foolhardy of your friends, Andalite! For we have seen the bandits use this morph before.>


  He swaggered confidently toward my cube. Pointed a long Andalite finger at the eagle.


  <Tell me all you know. Or I will feed your fellow Andalite to the Taxxons.>


  <No,> I whispered. <No, I . . .> I started to speak. I struggled to focus my eyes. To see past the leaden veil of fatigue.


  The bird was badly injured. With a broken wing. Blood ran down its leg. Feathers matted and missing from the chest.


  I breathed.


  <Speak! Or he dies!> The visser roared.


  <You'll get nothing from me, Yeerk,> I said.


  <You dare defy me! You dare resist!> He swung his tail blade and whipped his stalk eyes savagely. <Now!> he screamed.


  "You want me to open the hatch?" Taylor asked.


  <I've made my own arrangements,> the visser said coldly.


  The hatch remained closed. Instead the door opened and two slobbering Taxxons, monstrous centipedes, skittered in on their rows of needle legs.


  Red, globular eyes wiggled anxiously. Long, thin tongues smacked hundreds of razor-sharp teeth.


  <Open the cage!>


  "Shouldn't we torture it, Visser?" Taylor asked, her voice tight with excitement. "This one might talk. We might get results."


  <No! This one will die! That one,> he pointed at me, <will talk.>


  A Hork-Bajir undid the latch. The Taxxons rushed the cage, knocking it over in their eagerness. The eagle flapped and squawked, but it was over in a few bites.


  I was coming back to life. I even tried to rise. The visser peered in at me, disappointed. But no longer in an eager rage.


  <Kill this one, too,> he said flatly. <But do it slowly. See if you can, at least, do this much well,> sneered the visser as he turned and left the room.


  This would be it. I knew that. I would die in the next round of torture. I would try to die well. I braced myself for the attack, took a last look around the room. It was just me, the sub-visser, and twelve hulking Hork-Bajir.


  And . . .


  I stumbled back.


  <Already so weak!> the sub-visser mocked. <And we haven't even begun!>


  No way. I had to be hallucinating. My frazzled mind was playing a trick on me. This couldn't be real.


  I knocked my head against the glass just to make sure I was conscious. I was. So what I saw growing up from the floor, behind the sub-visser, was no mirage!


  Silently, unseen by all but me.


  A single Andalite emerging from flea morph!
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  A smooth blue chin emerged from piercing, sucking mouthparts. Andalite arms sprouted from tiny flea legs.


  Ax?


  Another hallucination. It had to be.


  And yet, there he was, rising up from behind a solid dozen Hork-Bajir warriors.


  <Tobias,> he whispered. <Do not let them see you staring.>


  Ax against twelve Hork-Bajir? Impossible.


  <The others jumped off outside,> he said, as if he'd read my mind. <They will be along shortly. As soon as I open the door. We morphed fleas to travel on the body of the doomed bald eagle from Cassie's barn.>


  Could I believe my eyes? My frazzled mind?


  <The Chee have secured an escape route,> he added.


  "Hear me, Andalite," Taylor said to me. "You've caused me to lose the visser's trust. You may well have destroyed me. And now, I will make you pay. Oh, yes. I've given you pain. I've given you pleasure. You've experienced them in succession. But never both at once. I will tear your mind apart!"


  I tensed. Praying that I would survive.


  Fwapp!


  Ax's tail slapped the door handle.


  Fwapp!


  The nearest Hork-Bajir went down, not even knowing what had hit him.


  Sudden explosions of violence. A flash of Marco, huge and powerful in gorilla morph. A tiger, slashing. Hork-Bajir running. The wolf, so fast, so accurate with its dangerous white teeth.


  And the bear.


  The huge, slashing, bellowing, death-dealing grizzly bear in a rage.


  Rachel.


  She looked at me. Even with dim bear vision she could guess what had happened to me.


  Five Hork-Bajir were dropped in as many seconds, three of them from swift, brutal encounters with Rachel.


  Marco shoved Taylor rudely aside. He had no way of knowing who she was. What she was.


  "A gorilla!" she yelped.


  <Oh, it's a gorilla, all right, lady!> Marco yelled. <But this here is the new, improved gorilla morph. Now with tools.>


  He reached the wall and heaved a grappling hook into the air. Over a steel beam. It clanked and connected.


  "Stop him!" Taylor yelled. "Stop him!"


  <Climb, man! Climb!> Jake coached.


  Three Hork-Bajir dashed after Marco. Jake let rip a fearsome roar.


  The remaining row of warriors lunged. Seized on Jake with blades flashing and harsh shouts roared in the Hork-Bajir tongue.


  "Ghafrash!! Gulferch Andalites!"


  But they hadn't checked their backs.


  A blur of Andalite tail blade and one was down. A snarl and chomp of wolf jaws and another fell to the floor, cradling his leg. That left five. Five dazzling, muscular machines of destruction.


  Marco leaped at the wall. Feet against it, hands clutching the rope, he climbed quickly toward the ceiling. Nostrils flaring. His small eyes widening as he strained in rhythmic grunts toward his goal.


  <The girl!> I yelled.


  Taylor was running for the weapon cabinet, torture device in hand. Cassie grabbed her heel. Yanked back and forth.


  "Get off me! Yahhh!" She slammed Cassie across the muzzle with the control device.


  Cassie yipped and lost her hold.


  Marco was swinging from conduit to conduit now. Flying across the ceiling like a giant monkey in the rain forest canopy. Two Hork-Bajir were in pursuit, just one swing behind. Another midway up the rope. It wasn't hard to tell they had evolved as tree-dwellers. Marco grabbed for a smaller pipe.


  <Waaaaahhh!>


  It was no pipe at all! Just a bundle of wires, unsecured. They began to snap under Marco's weight.


  Kkkkkkkeeehh! Kkkkeh!


  Sparks flew as the wires broke. But Marco held on, clutching the cable like a vine, swinging desperately to reach the cube. One of the Hork-Bajir dangled from a nearby beam. He raised his elbow blades into position and slashed the wire.


  Zzzzzzz. Kkkkkkk. Zzzzzz.


  A blue flash!


  A visible charge of controlled lightning arced from the wires to the Hork-Bajir. He shook and trembled in the grisly grips of electrocution. I looked away. He dropped to the floor.


  Thwoomp!


  Two mammoth gorilla feet struck the top of my cube. It swayed violently and smacked me against the wall.


  <Sorry, man!> Marco yelled as he wrapped a giant hand around the steel cable that suspended the cube. <But there's a time for delicacy and this ain't it!> He tightened thick fingers around a bolt head, securing the top of my cube to the cable. He twisted with all his might, trying to loosen the connection that held me a helpless, dangling prisoner.


  BOOM! BOOM!


  BOOM! BOOM!


  Four clawlike Hork-Bajir feet etched the top of the cube. Sent it bobbing out of control.


  <Ahhh!> Marco scrabbled to find his balance. The Hork-Bajir flailed, looking for a hold.


  "Gilaaaaaaa!"


  One slipped off, unsuccessful.


  Floomp. Tasssshh!


  He crashed to the floor. Green-blue blood began to ooze from his chest. Impaled on his own tail blade!


  We were an out-of-control pendulum. How could the other Hork-Bajir maintain?!


  And then I saw how. He had found a hold. And the hold was Marco's flank.


  Marco fell to his knees on the cube. His face, contorted with agony, teeth bared, pressed onto the glass.


  <Ahhhhhhh!> he screamed.


  The Hork-Bajir, eyes bulging from strain, muscles flexing powerfully, struck again.


  Ptt. Ptt. Ptt.


  Red droplets began to spatter the top of the glass. The Hork-Bajir had slashed and embedded a wrist blade deep in Marco's flesh. The more they struggled, the more we bobbed. An unanchored raft.


  Pttpttpttptt. The blood splattered more quickly now.


  <Marco! Forget me. Just free yourself. He's killing you!>


  Marco grunted, agonized. He continued to work on the bolts.


  <No,> he gasped.


  Two Hork-Bajir had Ax pinned into a corner. Another two slashed mercilessly at Jake. He swiped back with lightning-fast claws, but he was a bloody mess. Missing an ear.


  <Marco!> Cassie screamed.


  The sub-visser spun 180 degrees. From the weapon cabinet to the room's center. She extended her arm. Her hand clutched a Dracon beam. Aimed . . .


  <Marco!> I screamed.


  Directly above my head.


  At Marco!


  BOOM! BOOM!


  BOOM! BOOM!


  Two more Hork-Bajir landed on the cube. "Arrrgh!" Taylor shouted. Cassie leaped and knocked her down. Too late!


  She fired.
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  TSEEEEW!


  Dracon fire.


  Keeeew!


  And a snap. The cable, vaporized, just below Marco's hand!


  The cube. Free! The floor rushing up . . .


  KABLAMMMMM!


  The cube smashed the floor in a thunder crack.


  "Ghalaaaa!"


  <Yeeaaaaaahhhh!>


  Screams of confusion. Pain.


  Shards of glass shot out from the impact like shrapnel. Drawing blood indiscriminately.


  Wumph.


  The dead weight of a Hork-Bajir arm collapsed onto me and held me down, my back to the floor. I looked up through a hole, a cylinder burned clean through his upper arm by Dracon fire!


  Marco dangled from the red-hot wire. Flesh and hair began to sizzle.


  <Hraaaaahh!> Thought-speak and gorilla fused in one wrenching bellow. A primal scream. He couldn't take it! He dropped. Onto a bed of gouging glass that cut and snapped under his weight. Another roar.


  Pain wracked my body. As though the impact had fractured every bone. But I was conscious. Morph! Focus! The snarls and snorts of battle throbbed in my ears as violence raged around me. I felt the changes begin.


  Suddenly the Hork-Bajir body was lifted and thrown aside. I was startled, vulnerable. I stopped the morph, twin Andalite arms budding from my chest.


  Blond hair glittered. Spotlights. An iron-strong hand closed over my seven small fingers. Crushing them!


  The sub-visser!


  She yanked me across the piercing glass. Began to drag me across the floor. But then let me drop and ran back toward the destroyed cube like she'd forgotten something.


  <Help!> My voice issued as a dry hiss. Jake and Ax, two-on-five with Hork-Bajir, couldn't hear my cry. The sub-visser picked through glassy rubble and found what she was looking for: the miniature copy of the control panel. With the larger control under one arm and the smaller one in her hand, she headed for me again.


  <Help!> I called again, desperate. But I was too weak! Cassie couldn't hear me. I watched as she leaped off the table onto Hork-Bajir shoulders, knocking him down.


  Only Marco saw me. He moved to run, but collapsed to the ground in a spasm of pain.


  I tried to force the morph. Faster! Where was the tail! The blade!


  I couldn't keep my focus. I flapped pathetically with my half-wing, half-arms. Beat at the air and scratched across the floor with exhausted legs. But I couldn't get away.


  <Ahhhh!>


  I felt the red circle cut into my back. Cripple me. Then stop. She was striking at me again with the torture device. But why now?


  Again she clutched my delicate Andalite fingers. Out through the door she dragged me. Onto a sort of balcony. Maybe forty feet long, but very narrow. Not more than four feet wide. Projected out off the rock face. Running into a small tunnel at the far end. An observation deck? In an underground network of narrow tunnels? A putrid, earthy odor filled my lungs. A stench I . . .


  "Ahhh!" A loud, shrill yell as she exerted herself to swing me up over the railing. Up in an arc I sailed, her fingers still gripping my own.


  Bam! I slammed against the outside wall of the balcony.


  <Uhhh!> Pain rattled my bones for the hundredth time. I looked down.


  The Yeerk pool.


  That vast cavern the size of three Astrodomes. A Yeerk complex underground. Beneath the foundations of half our city. Storage and control center buildings. Docked spacecraft. Diverse alien species moving rapidly about their business, united in a common goal: the conquest of humanity. And there, at the center, was the pool itself. Sludgy, leaden liquid teaming and churning with Yeerk slugs. In their natural state. Vulnerable there, and there only.


  "I don't know what you are!" the sub-visser yelled to make herself heard over the shrieks of protestation from the involuntary controllers caged at the Yeerk pool's edge, and the less horrific acoustic wash of the dome. "I don't know what power you possess, that you can morph beyond the two-hour limit." An inhuman hatred coated her words. "But I know that I don't care. You will die! Die! Die!"


  She tightened her grip until the bones in my fingers cracked audibly. And then, she released her hold.
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  "Die! Die!" she shrieked.


  But I clung to her.


  With weak, shaking, half-formed Andalite fingers, I held on. Dangled from the end of Taylor's artificial arm. Some hundred meters from the nearest platform below.


  "Let go!" she screeched, struggling to shake off my fingers. "Let go, you filthy grass eater!"


  Still holding the smaller control device in her other hand, she moved to pry off my hold. The device slipped out of her hand.


  I looked down and saw the control device replica still falling. Falling.


  Cooonk!


  It hit a metal storage building and ricocheted off the wall of the lower landing.


  I didn't hear it splash. But I watched as it landed in the Yeerk pool.


  "No!" she screamed. With one violent wave she shook me from her hand.


  <Ahhh!> I clutched wildly at the stone face of the balcony wall. Amazingly my talon caught on something. About three feet down. And with weak, broken fingers I grasped a rough, small protrusion. My heart hammered.


  "You little . . ." She strained to reach me. To knock me off and send me careening to the cavern floor. I was just beyond her grab. It was a matter of seconds now. That's how much longer I could hold on. My fingers were slipping. I was heavy. I was running on nothing but adrenaline and that would give out in . . .


  "Rrrrrooowwrrr!"


  An enraged roar. A roar I recognized.


  Taylor started to turn, but too late.


  Two brown claws closed over her shoulders, pulled back before she could scream. I heard a thud and I knew she'd gone down hard.


  A grizzly bear claw reached over the balcony, gripped my back, lifted me up. Taylor lay incredulous on the floor. I focused on finishing the morph to Andalite.


  Rachel's mass filled the balcony. She began to growl. Deep, continuous.


  She picked the sub-visser up off the floor. Taylor struggled, but without result. Rachel's grip was unwavering, strong. She bellowed an animal cry of retaliation.


  For a split second, time froze. And I saw Rachel and Taylor face-to-face. One strong. Her morph a crazy manifestation of an inner strength and bravery. One weak. This girl for whom appearance had been everything, honor nothing. This poor girl whose weakness had made her easy prey for the Yeerks. And I felt pity. Pity for my torturer.


  Rachel's claws closed on Taylor's neck. Crushing her esophagus. She was turning blue, suffocating.


  "Help!" she rasped pitifully. "Someone help me!"


  <Rachel! No. Rachel, don't do it!>


  <She dies, Tobias. For what she did to you, she dies.> She moved as if to slam Taylor against the wall.


  <No!> I yelled. <Rachel. No.>


  Rachel turned to look at me. Hesitated. Then dropped Taylor like a crumpled candy wrapper. The sub-visser fell to the floor and scrambled for the door.


  <You know she should die, Tobias,> Rachel said.


  <She will,> I said. <This is the Yeerk who lost a prisoner. Leave her to Visser Three.>


  <What she did to you . . .>


  <Rachel. Be Rachel, not her.>


  Chapter 27


  



  It was a windy day. Sunny. We were all there, all but Rachel who'd had something to do with her dad.


  We were all in human form. Even Ax and me. I sat on the sand at the beach. The breeze whipping my hair. The waves racing up the shore.


  Ax was sitting next to me, unpacking a kite he had made out of scrap wood strips and paper bags. Untangling the string. Preparing for a test flight. A human hobby he said he found unaccountably peaceful.


  Cassie was down nearer the water, scanning for any injured life.


  Jake and Marco were playing catch, forcing levity. Jake rocketed a flawless spiral through the air.


  "Ax?" I said.


  "Yes, Tobias?"


  "I had a lot of hallucinations back there. A lot of crazy visions." I tried to keep my tone casual. I paused. "But there was this one. It was just so real. I mean, as real as if I had lived it. It was Elfangor."


  Ax looked up from his work. He stopped fussing with the string.


  "A series of memories so intense. I was drowning in pain, Ax. I really thought I was dying . . . and then, all at once, I felt the icy cool steel of a tail blade against my forehead and I . . ."


  Ax made a sort of gasping sound and dropped his spool of string. His eyes were wide with a startling intensity.


  "A blade? Against your forehead . . ." He trailed off, his voice quaking with surprise.


  "Ax. What?"


  He was clearly disturbed. Like I had just shaken his reality. The wind began to drag his kite across the sand. He didn't care. Just sat there, absorbed in his thoughts. I ran after the thing and brought it back to him.


  He shook off whatever it was and regained his customary composure.


  "No," he said, more to himself than to me. "It's all nonsense, of course. We are a rational people . . ."


  "What is it, Ax-man?"


  He started hesitantly. "A legend. A spiritual rite, really. Utzum. Certain medicine men believed they could pass memories through DNA. Legend says these memory messages are triggered by imminent death. A surge of strength during the last moments to ease their passage. Ancient superstition."


  "Yeah. You're probably right. Just a hallucination," I said.


  A flash of gold. Way down the beach. A tall, graceful form pushing over the dunes to meet us. Rachel!


  I jumped up. Ax was back to work on his kite, muttering something about thick, clumsy human fingers. The others all now engaged in a game of Frisbee that seemed to involve a lot of splashing.


  I started to run toward Rachel. She saw me and smiled. I slowed as I neared her, breathing hard.


  And suddenly I had my arms around her. I buried my face in her hair. She held me tightly.


  "Bad," she said.


  "Yeah," I whispered. "Real bad. I came close to, you know. Awfully close. I was so . . . I mean, I didn't . . ." I took a couple of shaky breaths. "I lost myself. Didn't know who I was. Not sure I do now."


  "Tobias," she said quietly, "I know who you are."


  A long, long time while neither of us spoke. Neither of us moved.


  Then, she said, "Hey, it's nice and warm. But there are some killer thermals."


  I smiled. "Let's fly."


  "Yeah," she agreed. "Right after I do this."


  She kissed me.


  "Okay, now let's fly," she said and laughed her wild, wicked, self-mocking Rachel laugh.


  And in a short time we were coasting on a thermal, high over the beach. Over the distant hills. Over the city. Over everything.


  The memory of the mission was far behind. The close call with death forgotten. For a while.


  Who am I? What am I? A bird. A boy. Something not quite human. Something more than human.


  The person Rachel loves.


  I discovered something amid the pain and terror and confusion. I discovered that the answer to what I am, to who I am, isn't something to be answered in a single word or a single moment.


  It could take a lifetime to figure out who I am.


  For now, I'm willing to hang in there, floating on a thermal. Biding my time.
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Cassie. Just Cassie. At least that's all I'm going to tell you. It's not because I think I'm so special I only need one name. I know I'm not Jewel or Brandy or Beck.


  I'm actually pretty ordinary. If you saw me walking down one of the halls at your school, you probably wouldn't give me a second look. Unless it was one of the days when I had a little bird poop on my jeans from working with my dad in his Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. If it was a bird-poop day, you might give me a second "oh-gross" look.


  But I really am your basic, average girl. A first and last name plus middle initial kind of girl. Except for the fact that I spend most of my time trying to stop the Yeerk invasion of Earth.


  That's why I can only tell you my first name. If the Yeerks knew my last name, I'd be dead. No, worse than dead.


  Let me give you the Cliffs Notes version.


  Fact: Yeerks are alien parasites that have the appearance of small gray slugs. They enter their hosts through the ear canal, then spread their soft bodies into the crevices of their hosts' brains.


  Fact: The Yeerks have already enslaved many species, including the Hork-Bajir, the Gedds, and the Taxxons, although the Taxxons submitted willingly. Now the Yeerks have targeted the entire human race for use as hosts.


  Fact: You already know someone who is controlled by a Yeerk. You just don't know you know someone who is controlled by a Yeerk. Yeerks can access their hosts' memories and make them act exactly the way they always have. A human host, called a Controller, cannot move a single muscle unless the Yeerk in his or her head gives the order.


  Fact: The Animorphs may be your only hope of escaping becoming a human-Controller yourself.


  The Animorphs are me and four of my friends - Jake, Rachel, Marco, and Tobias. A great Andalite prince named Elfangor gave us the power to morph into animals. He knew he was about to die, and he didn't want to leave Earth completely defenseless against the Yeerks. Later we were joined in our fight by Elfangor's younger brother, Ax. Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.


  Usually the six of us work as a team, but tonight I had a secret mission, and I didn't want too many people around. I asked Rachel if she'd be my backup, and of course she agreed.


  You should see Rachel. She's like Stone Cold Steve Austin crossed with Miss Teen USA. Unlike me, Rachel is someone who could pull off the whole I'm-so-special-I-only-need-one-name deal even if she didn't have to keep her identity a secret.


  "So are we going in or what?" Rachel asked me.


  I stared up at the old Victorian house. A single light burned in one window. A loose shutter kept swinging back and forth on its hinges. The screeching sound made the hair at the back of my neck prickle.


  "We're going in," I answered, ignoring the prickling sensation.


  "This plan of yours is . . . what's the word I'm looking for?" Rachel asked. "Oh, yeah. Insane. As in Looney Toeowww -"


  Rachel's words turned into a high meow. Her vocal cords had started to change first.


  "We have to do this," I told her as her nose narrowed and sprouted fur. "It's life and death."


  I watched Rachel for a few more moments. She was going to use her cat morph to go into the house. I was going to use my rat morph. I figured it couldn't hurt to give her a little head start. That way she'd be in total control of her cat brain before I became all small and delicious.


  When a fluffy black-and-white tail sprang out of Rachel's rear, I decided I'd waited long enough. I focused on the rat DNA inside me, and instantly felt my hands begin to wither.


  Morphing is easier for me than anyone else in the group. Maybe it's because I spend so much time around animals. I don't know.


  But even for me, morphing isn't a smooth transformation. It's not like my body shrinks first, then grows hair, then shoots out whiskers and a tail.


  No, morphing is a lot less logical than that. Grosser, too. Like right now I had little tiny hands, and I could feel coarse hair popping out on my back. But otherwise, I still looked like me.


  Then my ears rolled up to the top of my head, and my eyeballs contracted until they were the size of BBs. I felt a sloshing, twisting sensation as my internal organs began to shift and shrink.


  My nose and mouth stretched, merged, then reformed. My teeth sharpened. A wave of dizziness engulfed me as I fell toward the ground, my body shrinking to the size of a . . . of a rat. My hairless, ropey tail appeared and I was done.


  <Dog door by the porch, but the dog pee smells in the yard are stale,> Rachel announced in thought-speak.


  My little rat heart was racing. My little rat brain was ordering me to run, run, run away from the cat. I clamped down on my new instincts. It's easier when you've already morphed a particular animal before, as I had done with the rat. The first time can be tough, though.


  <After you,> I answered.


  Rachel took off across the lawn, her body low to the ground. I scurried behind her. The grass brushed up against my belly and tickled my nose.


  Without a sound, Rachel slipped through the dog door. <You could have held it open for me,> I complained. I gave the door a head butt. It opened wide enough for me to scramble through.


  <There was only one light on,> I reminded Rachel. <Upstairs. Left. Let's try there first.>


  We beat feet to the staircase. It would take me forever to haul myself up all those stairs. I decided to take the rat ramp instead. I dug my claws into the wood and climbed the side of the banister. Then I ran straight up.


  Of course, Rachel still got to the top before me. I half-climbed, half-fell off the banister and followed her down the hall to the lighted room. I hoped we hadn't gotten here too late.


  I took a quick peek inside. Yes! My math teacher was sitting at a desk grading papers. At least I knew this was the right place.


  I ducked back. <We have to wait until ->


  EEEEEEE!


  <She saw us!> Rachel cried. <Get out! Now!>


  <That wasn't her,> I shot back. <Teakettle. She'll be coming out. Hide!>


  I pressed myself tight against the wall. I squeezed my eyes shut tight so she wouldn't see them glistening in the shadows.


  I felt the floor begin to vibrate. Did she see me? Did she see me?


  No. Her big feet walked right on by.


  <Now's our chance,> Rachel said. <Let's do it!> She darted into the room and leaped up onto the desk. <What am I looking for exactly?>


  <A doodle. It's, um, of a . . . a heart,> I stammered. I tried to climb up the desk leg. But it was metal. My claws couldn't get a grip.


  <Think I see it,> Rachel answered. <If the heart has "Cassie Loves Jake" printed in the middle with a really dorky cupid drawn next to it.>


  <That's it. I accidentally turned it in with my test. Just get it. And don't say anything,> I warned Rachel.


  <Nothing?>


  <Nothing! Not. One. Word.>


  Rachel laughed and leaped down off the desk with the sheet of paper in her teeth. <Okay, you're my best friend. So not one word. Especially not "Awww, isn't that sweet?" And definitely not "Cassie is in lo-ove, Cassie is in lo-ove." And no way I'd ever say ->


  <I knew I should have done this alone.>


  Chapter 2


  



  The cool night air fluttered my owl feathers as I flapped toward home. I tightened my right talon around the doodle. There was no way I was going to lose it again.


  I still couldn't believe I'd turned it in to a teacher. Was love turning my brain to mush, or what? I wondered if Jake ever did stupid stuff because he was daydreaming about me.


  We never talked about things like that. We'd never even used the "L" word to each other. That's what Rachel calls it. The "L" word.


  But even though he'd never said it out loud, I knew that Jake loved me. And I knew Jake knew I loved him, even though I'd never said it out loud, either.


  That was totally clear when we kissed. Yes, even though we don't walk around groping each other like some couples, we have kissed a few times. Usually right after we've managed to survive something horrible. It's usually an "l-can't-believe-we're-alive!" kiss.


  Not that I'm complaining. Well, not exactly. I have to admit it would be nice to kiss Jake after a movie instead of after a battle or some other near-death experience.


  I dropped one wing and made a sharp turn. The back of our barn came into sight.


  Hork-Bajir!


  The distinctive nightmare shape moved through the shadows that were bright as day to me. Just one. One was enough.


  Shouldn't be here! Couldn't be here! The Yeerks, they had to know everything!


  No!


  The image of my parents being ripped to bits by the Hork-Bajir's blades blasted into my brain. Images of other Yeerks rounding up my friends. Doors kicked in, Dracon beams firing, flashing blades. Rachel. Jake.


  No! NO!


  Couldn't worry about them. Not now. Focus! Had to stop this one Hork-Bajir. Just this one. Then . . .


  Land on the other side of the barn, demorph, then morph to wolf, attack, attack!


  No time. It would take too long. Too late! The Hork-Bajir could . . . what was a lone Hork-Bajir doing here? One by himself? Irrelevant! Focus!


  What would Rachel do? Attack right now. She wouldn't wait to morph. She'd swoop down and rake the Hork-Bajir with her talons.


  Attack now.


  I focused on the Hork-Bajir and flew straight for it. I'd aim for the eyes. While it was staggering around blind, I'd morph from owl to human to wolf. Or polar bear. Then I'd go for the throat. I could almost taste the flesh already.


  Closer. Closer. I stretched out my talons, preparing to strike. A noiseless night-stalker designed by nature for much smaller prey.


  I flew between the light above the shed and the Hork-Bajir. The Hork-Bajir spun, alerted by my shadow. He would slice me in half!


  Then, in the light, at the last possible moment . . .


  <Aaaahhh!>


  I jerked my talons back and spun my body hard to the left. I crash-landed in the dirt a few feet away from the Hork-Bajir. I wasn't hurt but I was definitely shaking.


  I lay there on my side in the dirt, a wing crumpled beneath me. <Hi, Jara Hamee,> I said. <Lovely night for a walk.>


  This Hork-Bajir wasn't a Controller, wasn't a creature of the Yeerks. It was Jara Hamee, one of the tiny group of free Hork-Bajir. I'd almost blinded him. The thought made me nauseous.


  But my entire universe was being put back in place in my mind now. No attack on my parents. The Yeerks did not know about us. No violent assault to seize Jake and Rachel, Ax and Tobias and Marco.


  None of that was happening. And eventually my heart would stop hammering like it was trying to get out of my rib cage.


  I concentrated on my own DNA and demorphed as fast as I could. <What are you doing here, Jara? It's too dangerous for you to be away from your valley.>


  The colony of free Hork-Bajir live in a hidden valley created for them by a being called the Ellimist. Even if you know exactly where it is, it's hard to find. Your eyes just seem to slide away from it. Your mind just seems to want to forget it. It's the only place that the Hork-Bajir are at all safe from the Yeerks. Or from humans for that matter. Most humans who saw a Hork-Bajir would shoot first, ask questions later. It's not hard to understand why. The Hork-Bajir look as if they were designed to kill. But they are among the gentlest creatures I've ever encountered.


  They're even vegetarians. The razor-sharp blades on their ankles, knees, wrists, and elbows are for stripping bark off trees. That's what they eat. Bark.


  "Need help," Jara answered. "Toby say, 'Father, get human friends. Bring.'"


  I emerged into fully human form. "Why? What happened? What's wrong?" I demanded. Amazing how now my human heart was still beating way too fast from the adrenaline rush of sheer terror.


  Jara rocked back and forth on his big T. Rex feet. "Alien come valley."


  "The Yeerks? They found you?!" I cried. "Did they attack you? What's the situation?"


  Talking to Jara Hamee was sort of like talking to a four-year-old. Which was fine usually. But not now. Every second wasted could be putting the free Hork-Bajir in danger.


  "Not Yeerks," Jara explained. "Arn. From the old world. Arn . . . make . . . Hork-Bajir."
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  <An Arn, on Earth? Here? Why? That's the question. What's he up to?> Rachel wondered.


  <He had to come. Star Wars: The Phantom Menace isn't coming out on DVD there for, like, two years. He buys up a bunch of copies here, takes 'em home, makes a fortune.>


  <Good grief, Marco, you live science fiction, why do you want to watch science fiction?>


  <Don't be dissing TPM,> Marco said. <Cool is cool.>


  The whole group was in bird-of-prey morph. It was the fastest way to get to the Hork-Bajir valley. The night had passed. The sun had come up on a new day. A beautiful, cool Saturday morning. The deep green forest foothills below us, the towering cumulus above. It was almost hot in the direct sunlight, cooler under the shadow of the Mount Everest-sized clouds.


  <If he's hoping to pick up some new slaves in the colony, he can forget it,> Rachel continued. <The Hork-Bajir are never going to be Am slaves again. We'll see to that.>


  Rachel wasn't being totally accurate. The Hork-Bajir were never slaves on their home planet. Not exactly. It's not like the Am made the Hork-Bajir wait on them hand and foot.


  What we knew of all this came from Tobias, who'd heard the story from Jara Hamee. There was a terrible cataclysm on the planet we call the Hork-Bajir home world, but in those days the planet was populated only by the Am. It shattered the planet's crust and stripped away much of the atmosphere. The Am who survived needed trees to provide oxygen. Lots of exceedingly large trees. They didn't feel like taking care of the trees themselves. Solution? They used genetic engineering to design creatures of low intelligence who ate tree bark: the Hork-Bajir.


  An elegantly simple solution for the Am who were masters of genetic manipulation.


  The Hork-Bajir just lived their lives, utterly unaware that the Arn even existed deep down in the impossibly steep valleys. They took care of the trees they depended on for food. They did what came naturally. Did what the Arn designed them to do.


  Then came the Yeerks.


  The Yeerks didn't see tree maintenance workers when they saw the Hork-Bajir. They saw an army. They made the Hork-Bajir their hosts. They took the peaceful creatures away from their home planet and began using them as killing machines, shock troops of the Yeerk Empire.


  There's a longer story there, but that's the short version.


  <Rachel, you know, there are some nice thermals today, we have a sweet little tailwind,> Tobias said. <You don't have to exhaust yourself with all that flapping.>


  Tobias is the expert. Tobias is, or was, trapped in red-tailed hawk morph. He regained his ability to morph, but he's chosen to consider hawk as his true body.


  Long story there, too.


  I stretched open my wings and caught one of those thermals. The warm air lifted up my osprey body.


  A couple of thermals later I spotted about twenty Hork-Bajir clustered together in the center of the valley. Adults and kids. Seeing the kids was especially cool. They were the first Hork-Bajir in generations to be born into freedom.


  We circled down from the clouds and landed, one by one. All of us demorphed, except Tobias.


  Toby Hamee moved away from the group to greet us. Toby is the daughter of Jara Hamee and Ket Halpak. She's what the Hork-Bajir call "different." She's what the Am call a freak of nature. She is a seer. A Hork-Bajir whose intelligence matches that of the Arn themselves.


  "Thank you for coming. We felt the need of your advice."


  "No problemo," Marco said. "It was either this or wash my dad's car."


  "The Am landed last evening in a small Yeerk ship. We nearly killed him, thinking he was a Controller. He has some sort of plan in mind. We told him to wait so we could bring you to advise us."


  "We're flattered," Jake said, "but you don't need us."


  "I do need you," Toby said. "I especially need you," she added, looking at Ax. "If I understand his goal, we could use an Andalite's opinion."


  "Let's see what he's got to say," Jake said.


  We followed Toby over to the Hork-Bajir. They moved closer together to make room for us in the circle.


  The Arn stood in the center. The first thing I noticed about him was his eyes. They glittered like diamonds lit from within. Their intensity dazzled me.


  I blinked a few times, and began to take in more details of the Arn's appearance. He had four legs, two elongated arms, and a pair of short wings. He was about half as tall as Ax and his skin was a vibrant emerald-green.


  I stared at the Arn. We'd gotten almost used to seeing alien races: Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, Andalites, Howlers. Almost. There was still something unsettling about seeing something, someone who was so definitely not from around here.


  And even by the standards of aliens, the Arn was bizarre. He stood, surrounded by seven-foot-tall nightmares, watched by a deceptively peaceful-looking Andalite, a hawk, and a gaggle of badly dressed kids.


  And he was still the strangest being there. And all the more strange to me because I could see, or felt I could see, a deep, unreachable sadness behind those glittering, unhuman eyes.


  "These are humans," the Arn said, nodding. "Yes. I spent a day waiting in orbit, learning your languages. You have many interesting languages but your biology is not at all remarkable, I'm afraid. Two arms, two legs, a most unstable platform. And entirely lacking in physical innovation: simple bilateral symmetry for the most part."


  "Yeah, nice to meet you, too," Rachel said. "What are you up to, what do you want?"


  "I am Arn."


  <We know about the Arn,> Tobias said. <We know your species.>


  If the glittery-eyed creature was shocked at being addressed by a bird he didn't show it.


  "I am Quafijinivon," he said. "The species you claim to know is no more. And I am the last of the Arn.
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  I have come to give the Hork-Bajir a chance for freedom and rebirth. And revenge against the Yeerks. I have a plan that will require your assistance."


  "Who's going to give them a shot at revenge against you, Arn?" Rachel muttered.


  "Ten bucks says whatever he has in mind ends up with us screaming and running," Marco said.


  Quafijinivon's small red mouth pursed disapprovingly. "I have very little time, humans. No time at all for pleasantries. I will live for only four hundred and twelve more days, give or take a few hours, that is a biological fact."


  <There are forces other than biology,> Ax said. He gave his deadly tail just the slightest little twitch.


  "Yes, well, an Andalite. Charming, as always." He made a grimace that might have been a smile. "Recently I intercepted a Yeerk transmission and learned to my amazement that a free Hork-Bajir colony existed on Earth. I risked everything to steal a Yeerk ship, and have traveled a great distance to find -"


  "Do the Yeerks know the location of the colony?" Jake interrupted.


  "No," Quafijinivon answered. "I found it myself. We Arn long ago developed technology to track our -"


  "What exactly is this plan of yours?" Rachel demanded.


  The Arn shot her a quelling look, clearly displeased to have been interrupted a second time. "My plan is to collect samples of the DNA of the free Hork-Bajir. With their permission," he added quickly. "I would then use the DNA to create a new colony on my home planet."


  <To do what? Fight the Yeerks for you?> Tobias asked. He edged back and forth on the log he was using as a perch. <ls that what you meant when you said the Hork-Bajir would get revenge?>


  I could practically feel the disapproval coming off him. Tobias is probably closer to the Hork-Bajir than any of the rest of us. Toby Hamee is named after him. Toby for Tobias.


  "To fight the Yeerks, yes," Quafijinivon replied. "But not for me. To regain their planet. To regain what the Yeerks took from them."


  And from you, I thought. I'm usually pretty good at figuring out people's motives. But I wasn't sure what the Arn's deal was yet. Was he trying to help the Hork-Bajir? Or was he just trying somehow to help himself?


  Jake shook his head. "Even if the Hork-Bajir agreed, how would some small colony win a war against the Yeerks? No ships. No orbital weapons platforms. Not even handheld Dracon beams."


  "Yeah, the Yeerks have these cute little things called weapons," Marco added.


  "So would the Hork-Bajir," Quafijinivon answered. "Before they lost their lives to the Yeerks, Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan and Dak Hamee stole an entire transport ship filled with handheld Dracon beams, as well as a good supply of very sophisticated explosives."


  I saw Jake and Marco exchange a look.


  Marco shrugged. "No question that opening a new front against the Yeerks would be helpful. A guerilla war on the Hork-Bajir home world would pull Yeerk resources away from Earth, away from the Andalites."


  "This isn't our fight," I pointed out. I nodded toward Jara Hamee and Toby. "I think we're just here to advise."


  Jake winced, realizing he'd been playing boss.


  "I will do whatever I can to continue the work of Aldrea and Dak Hamee," Toby said guardedly. "A DNA sample is little enough to ask."


  Aldrea and Dak were Toby's great-grandparents. They were heroes to the Hork-Bajir because they had led the battle against the Yeerks. And lost their lives in the fight.


  "I give, too," Jara answered.


  The other Hork-Bajir all chimed in. All agreeing to allow Quafijinivon to harvest their DNA, despite the fact that none of them besides Toby had any idea what DNA was.


  Quafijinivon lowered his head. "I thank you," he told them. "But that is only the beginning. There is one more thing I must ask before I can move forward with my plan."


  "Uh-oh," Marco said in a loud stage whisper. "Here it comes."


  The Am turned his weird eyes toward me and the other Animorphs. "Aldrea and Dak Hamee hid the weapons. I have been unable to recover them. We Arn are perhaps unequaled in our biological science. But we have no great technological skill."


  <So what do you propose?> Ax asked. <Do you plan to create new Hork-Bajir and send them out to search for the weapons?>


  "No. That would be self-defeating. I have something rather more . . . unusual in mind."


  <Unusual is our middle name,> Tobias said dryly.


  "I have in my possession the Ixcila of Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan."


  <Seerow's daughter?> Ax exclaimed.


  "Ixcila?" Jake repeated.


  "Her stored persona," Quafijinivon explained impatiently. "Her brain wave patterns. Her memories. Her personality. Her essence."


  His voice had started to sound quavery, and for the first time I realized that he was old and weak. It's impossible to tell the age of an alien till you know what to look for.


  "The Atafalxical must be performed. It is the only way to unlock the Ixcila. But the Ceremony of Rebirth will not succeed unless there is a strong receptacle mind available, a mind as strong as Aldrea's own."


  Receptacle mind. The phrase repeated itself in my head until it became nothing more than a jumble of sounds. An echo that felt important but whose meaning I could not grasp.


  I felt that something-crawling-up-your-neck sensation that warns of disaster approaching. The tornado is coming, Auntie Em.


  "If all goes well, the Ixcila will move into the receptacle mind, and we will be able to communicate with Aldrea," Quafijinivon continued. "She will be able to lead us to the weapons."


  "And what happens to the receptacle?" Jake asked.


  "Oh, it will be undamaged, if that is what concerns you," Quafijinivon answered. "The receptacle mind simply shares space with the Ixcila until the Ixcila is returned to storage."


  The Arn pulled in a wheezing breath. "Only one in four Ceremonies are actually completed. The appropriate receptacle mind is essential. Aldrea's Ixcila will be attracted to someone most like she was. Someone strong, fierce, independent. Presumably female. Hork-Bajir or Andalite, most likely, but I suppose she might gravitate toward a human. If such a human female existed."


  "Oh, I think I know where one could be found," Marco said.
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  "And the next words out of Rachel's mouth will be . . ."


  "I'll do it," Rachel said, giving Marco a self-mocking look.


  "Bingo," Marco said.


  "I don't consider myself worthy of the honor," Toby said, "but I, too, will volunteer."


  I kept quiet. The description fit Rachel and Toby. Not me.


  We debated. We argued. Rachel for. Tobias for. Ax and Marco against. Jake listening, weighing, considering whether to once more put us all in harm's way. Me? I just felt unsettled.


  I knew how the debate would end. It was a chance to hurt the Yeerks. It was a chance to help the free Hork-Bajir. A no-brainer, morally or strategically.


  Except for the fact that, as Marco pointed out, it was insane. We very seldom ended up refusing to do what was insane.


  Quafijinivon asked if there was some more confined space nearby. The Hork-Bajir led us to a cave.


  I shivered. I told myself it was because the cave was cold.


  <I would like to ask a question> Ax said. He turned all four of his eyes toward the Arn. <You claim that the receptacle will share space with the Ixcila of Aldrea until it is time for it to be returned to storage.>


  "That is correct," Quafijinivon answered. His eyes were as bright as stars in the darkness.


  <What if Aldrea does not wish to leave the receptacle after she helps us find the weapons?> Ax asked. <ls there some way to force her to do so?>


  There was a long moment of silence. The kind of silence that feels as if it sucks half the oxygen out of the air.


  "Aldrea must choose to release her hold on the receptacle," Quafijinivon said, not exactly answering the question Ax had asked.


  Ax rolled one eye stalk toward Rachel and one toward Toby. We'd all agreed that Aldrea would be drawn to one of them . . . if the so-called Ceremony worked at all.


  Rachel, because of her Rachelness. Toby, because she was Aldrea's great-granddaughter and a Hork-Bajir seer.


  <And if she doesn't chose to release her hold?> Ax prodded.


  "We could probably sell the story rights to Lifetime for big bucks," Marco commented. "This is so television for women. Two strong, independent girls. One body."


  Toby turned to Ax. "You only ask this because you don't trust Aldrea. As an Andalite you mistrust anyone who would choose to permanently become Hork-Bajir," she accused.


  Toby's gifts didn't just make her more articulate than the other Hork-Bajir. They made her more insightful. More capable of drawing conclusions.


  I wondered if she was right about Ax. The thought of an Andalite choosing to become Hork-Bajir had to be repellent to Ax. Almost sacrilegious. Andalites are not known for their humility.


  But I understood Aldrea's choice. More than that, I admired it. I admired her. Aldrea discovered that her own fellow Andalites had created a virus targeted to kill the Hork-Bajir. It was a cold-blooded, military-minded decision. The Andalites knew they would lose the Hork-Bajir planet. They knew that if the Hork-Bajir survived in large numbers they would be used as weapons for the Yeerks. And that with such troops the Yeerks would have a much-strengthened chance of conquering other planets throughout the galaxies.


  The leader of the desperate Andalite forces on the planet made the call. Later it was disavowed by the Andalite people. Too late to stop what happened. Sometimes, in war, even the "good guys" do awful things.


  Once Aldrea learned of the virus, she was forced to choose between her own people and Dak Hamee, the Hork-Bajir seer she had come to love. She chose Dak. She stayed in Hork-Bajir morph until the change became permanent. Aldrea and Dak vowed to fight both the Yeerks and the Andalites. They died keeping this vow.


  Ax shifted his weight from one hoof to the other. <I ask only because it is a logical question.> he finally said.


  "I did not mean to sound suspicious of my Andalite friend," Toby said with no sincerity whatsoever.


  <The Hork-Bajir have reason to be . . . hesitant . . . about trusting the Andalites,> Ax allowed.


  Toby bowed her head graciously. Then she said, "I, too, want an answer, Arn."


  Quafijinivon sighed. "If Aldrea does not choose to release her hold, there is no way to force her to do so," he confessed.


  "I see. I trust my great-grandmother," Toby said firmly. "If she chooses me for this honor I will trust my freedom to her."


  "Okay. Rachel? It's your call," Jake told her.


  He clearly felt obligated to ask the question even though anyone who knows Rachel also knew what her answer would be.


  "I still say let's do it," she said.


  No surprise there. Rachel wouldn't have been Rachel if she'd said anything else.


  Quafijinivon nodded. He reached into a small metallic pouch hanging from a cord around his neck and pulled out a small vial. The liquid inside glowed green.


  "Isn't that what nuclear waste looks like?" Marco asked in a loud whisper.


  "We gather to conduct the Atafalxical," Quafijinivon began. "The Ceremony of Rebirth is an occasion for both solemnity and joy, for grieving and celebration."


  "Not to mention a severe case of the willies," Marco said under his breath.


  If he was close enough I would have elbowed him. Not that it would have shut him up. Solemnity just isn't part of Marco's repertoire.


  Quafijinivon continued with the ceremony as if he hadn't heard Marco. He pulled the stopper out of the vial and a wisp of vapor escaped. A moment later the inside of my nose started to burn, although I couldn't smell anything except the odor of damp cave.


  "We call on Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan," Quafijinivon said. He reached into the pouch again. I squinted, trying to see what he'd removed. It looked like a small piece of metal.


  It must have been some kind of catalyst, because the instant he dropped it into the vial, the liquid turned from green to a fluorescent scarlet. Its light washed over those closest to it.


  Rachel's fair skin appeared to have been drenched in blood. Toby's green flesh had darkened until it was almost black.


  Quafijinivon added another piece of metal to the vial. "We call on Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan," he repeated.


  "Paging Stephen King," Marco said quietly. "R.L Stine calling Stephen King with a message from Anne Rice."


  The liquid in the vial thickened. It began to contract and expand.


  In and out.


  In and out.


  My heart began to beat to the same rhythm. I could feel it in my chest and in the base of my throat. I could feel it in my ears and in my fingertips.


  "We call on Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan. We call on Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan."


  Quafijinivon repeated the words again and again, stamping his feet as he cried them out.


  "We call on Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan." His voice grew louder. His feet stamped so hard they sent a vibration through the rock floor of the cave.


  The liquid in the vial contracted and expanded faster. In and out. In and out. In and out.


  My heartbeat matched the new rhythm.


  "We. Call. On. Aldrea. Iskillion. Falan," Quafijinivon wailed.


  "If I see one single zombie I am -"


  The cave floor jerked under my feet. I stumbled forward and landed on my knees in front of the Arn.


  "The receptacle has been chosen!" Quafijinivon shouted.


  He reached out and put his hand on my head. "Will you accept the Ixcila of Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan?"


  What? What? She chose me?


  That couldn't be right.


  "Will you accept the Ixcila?" Quafijinivon repeated, his voice echoing in the cave. "No!" Jake snapped.


  But there was only one answer I could give.


  "Yes."
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  I braced myself for . . . for what, I didn't know.


  I once had a Yeerk in my head. I know the sensation of another being invading me. I know the violation of having my most private memories exposed. I know the horror of losing control over my own arms and legs and mouth. But I felt none of these things now.


  "She chose Cassie?" I heard Rachel mumble. "I feel so ten minutes ago."


  "May I speak to my great-grandmother now?" Toby asked eagerly. Her voice was filled with awe. She revealed none of Rachel's bemused resentment.


  I swallowed, then swallowed again. My throat felt as dry and scratchy as sandpaper. "I'm sorry, Toby. I don't think the Ceremony was -" I began. Then I realized something was different.


  Have you ever been taking a test and totally blanked? You read a question. You know you know the answer. You know you memorized it when you were studying. But you can't get to it. It's like there's a wall in your brain separating you from the information.


  That's how I felt now. And the wall was enormous. High and long and solid.


  I was pretty sure Aldrea was on the other side of the wall. But nothing was getting through. I wasn't picking up even a fragment of a thought or a hint of an emotion. The only thing I knew was that something, some force, some bundle of sensations, some object or person was sitting inside my mind.


  It was as if she was behind me, or beside me, but turning my head I couldn't see her. There but not visible. There nevertheless.


  "Cassie, are you okay? What happened?" Jake asked calmly. Too calmly.


  "Did the Ixcila take root?" Quafijinivon asked, his voice breaking. It was the first real emotion the Arn had shown. He wanted this to work. Needed it to work.


  "Shhh," I said. "Please, just shhh, all of you."


  I squeezed my eyes shut. I didn't want any outside stimulus right now.


  "Aldrea?" I called aloud, softly, tentatively, feeling like an idiot talking to the dripping, dank cave walls.


  No answer.


  Aldrea! I repeated, this time silently, hoping she could hear my directed thought. If you're there, please try to say something to me.


  No answer.


  <Well, this is odd,> Tobias said. <Like a séance. All we need is a Ouija board.>


  She had to be totally disoriented. I wondered if she'd been able to experience anything while she was in storage. Did she have any idea she had been taken to a planet in a different galaxy? Had she been aware that the Ceremony was taking place? Did she realize she wasn't in the vial now?


  Did she know she was dead?


  "Aldrea, if you can hear me, I want you to know that you're safe," I said.


  "Safe as a dead person can be," Marco said.


  <Who's safer than a dead person?> Tobias asked rhetorically.


  "Aldrea, you're sharing my brain and body. My name is Cassie. I'm a human girl. I live on planet Earth. An Arn just performed the Atafal -"


  <Arn?!>


  Red dots exploded in front of my eyes. The question in my head was so loud and forceful it made me dizzy.


  There was definitely a hole in the wall now. I could feel Aldrea's emotions coming through. Anger was the strongest.


  <Where . . . what has . . . what have you done to me, Arn?> she demanded. <What have you done?>


  Her voice was a noise like a chainsaw in my brain. "Ah! Ah! Ah! Aldrea, stop! Please, stop! You're hurting me!" I yelled.


  Jake grabbed me around the shoulders and held me up. My knees had given way.


  I felt a welling up of pain from Aldrea, an echo, and knew that my silent scream had hurt her back.


  I pulled in a shaky breath.


  "Did you guys hear that? Did she speak through my mouth?" I asked, confused.


  "No, we just heard you," Rachel said. "At least, I guess it was you."


  Bringing up the Arn was definitely not the way to win Aldrea's trust. I needed another way to reach her. Something that would get through her anger.


  "Aldrea, don't say anything for a moment. Just listen. Let me explain," I said softly. When I felt her acceptance, I rushed on. You were brought to this planet because there is a colony of free Hork-Bajir here. Your grandson, Jara Hamee, is part of the colony. So is your great-granddaughter, Toby Hamee."


  I paused to receive Aldrea's reaction. I felt a swirl of too many emotions to take in. I caught traces of curiosity and disbelief, of hope, and fear, and panic. "Toby Hamee is in the cave with us," I continued. "Can you see her? You should be able to see through my eyes."


  <All I see is blackness,> she answered.


  I glanced around the cave. I wanted something basic to look at. I focused on Rachel's red shirt.


  "Maybe you just aren't used to the way my brain gets information from my eyes," I told Aldrea. "Right now, I'm looking at something red."


  I felt her concentrating. Then I felt the relief of recognition.


  <Red!> Aldrea exclaimed.


  I turned toward Toby. <Now I am looking at - is that her? Is that my great-granddaughter?> she interrupted.


  "Yes," I answered.


  I felt a strange desire to go and press my forehead against Toby's. It took me a moment to realize the desire was Aldrea's.


  If Aldrea wanted to touch Toby, why shouldn't she? I started to take a step forward, but a group of rapid-fire questions from Aldrea stopped me.


  <I don't understand. What year is this? Where is Dak? How did I get here? What happened to my own body?>


  Her panic grew so intense that I felt sweat break out on my forehead.


  "I think maybe it's time to call the Exorcist," Marco said. Not a joke, really. He was worried. Everyone was worried.


  "Do you remember an old Arn storing your Ixcila?" I asked.


  <Yes,> she replied. <I agreed to have my persona harvested, although I didn't think the Arn were really advanced enough to make a successful transplant.>


  I knew the moment the knowledge hit her. Really hit her. My heart started to pound, and I felt like my nerve endings were getting jolts of electricity.


  <But that is what has happened, isn't it? A successful transplant.> Aldrea continued. <This can only mean that ->


  I hesitated. But she had to know the truth. "Yes, Aldrea, you are dead."


  Chapter 7 - Aldrea


  



  My name is Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan.


  And I have been told that I am dead.


  Impossible.


  Ridiculous.


  The thought patterns the Arn had stored would only allow for a crude reproduction of me. A jumble of facts and sensations. Nothing more. There was no possibility that the thoughts and emotions I was experiencing now could be coming out of electrical impulses and chemicals collected years ago. I must have been knocked unconscious in a battle. A hallucination. A ploy the Yeerks were using to break me. They must be hoping that I -


  But what about the body? What about the hands with too few fingers to be Andalite, the arms too weak and frail to be Hork-Bajir?


  I didn't want to believe I was dead. But I could not deny the fact that I was in a body that was not my own. A small, weak, defenseless body covered in furless brown skin.


  "Aldrea?" the creature called Cassie said. "Are you all right?"


  I realized that I wasn't just hearing her words. I was feeling bits of emotion, too. Empathy and concern and sadness. A little fear, too. Fear for herself.


  <ls Dak alive?> I asked, speaking in what felt like my own native tongue of thought-speak. I had to know. Unless . . . no, either way I had to know. The emotions from Cassie gave me my answer before her words.


  "No, Aldrea. He died a long time ago. A long way from here. I'm sorry," she answered.


  <Where is his Ixcila?> I demanded. I knew he had one, too. It could be put into another body the way mine had. Dak and I could still be together.


  "I don't know," she answered.


  Cassie turned her gaze toward the Am. It took me a moment to realize that she wasn't communicating with him in the way we had been communicating. It took me a few moments more to comprehend how her brain received input from her ears and how I could use her brain to translate the data into words I could understand.


  "The Yeerks did extensive blasting to create level places for training grounds. My lab was heavily damaged. The Ixcila of Dak Hamee was destroyed," the Arn explained.


  Was it true? If so, then Dak was truly dead. Dead like my parents. Like my brother, Barafin.


  <Then let me die, Arn,> I said. <Let me die, too.>


  Had I had the chance to say good-bye to Dak? Had we fought side by side until the end? I would never know. My Ixcila had been collected before my death, so the memories of my last moments with Dak did not exist.


  I felt a wave of sadness from Cassie. I shoved it away. I had no use for her emotions. She was nothing to me.


  There was one final question I had to ask, although I was terrified to hear the answer. <My son. What happened to the son I named after my father, Seerow?>


  I waited for Cassie to repeat my question.


  It was the young Hork-Bajir who answered. "They took him, Great-grandmother. Seerow became a Controller. He was brought to Earth as part of their army, here. He died in captivity."


  There was not a worse fate I could have imagined for my child. The Yeerks had made his life a living death. And I had not been there to protect him.


  "But Seerow's son, Jara Hamee, my father, escaped with the help of the humans here," Toby continued. "And I, your great-granddaughter, was born in freedom."


  I studied her through my new eyes. There was something about her. Something familiar. The words were too well organized, the speech flowed too smoothly, the ideas . . .


  Through my despair I felt a tiny bubble of something that could have been joy.


  <Ask her if she's different,> I told Cassie.


  A smile spread across Toby's face when she heard the question.


  "Yes, Great-grandmother, I am different," she answered. "I am different as Dak Hamee was different."


  A seer. A seer born in freedom.


  "We have brought you back from death because we need your help," Toby said.


  <Tell her that there is nothing she could ask of me that I would not give,> I said to Cassie.


  My rebirth had brought me a pain that felt almost unbearable. My Dak gone. My Seerow gone.


  But it had brought me a gift as well. The chance to know my great-granddaughter.


  I wouldn't give that up for anything. Perhaps I would even see Toby's child one day.


  Chapter 8


  



  The Arn quickly outlined his plan for Aldrea. I could feel her mistrust and anger growing as he spoke.


  "Can you help us?" the Arn asked. "Do you remember where the weapons are hidden?"


  <No. I know nothing of any weapons. It must have occurred . . . if it did occur, after,> Aldrea said.


  I repeated her message.


  The Arn nodded his head sadly. "And yet, it was the mind that found the hiding place. Found once, it could find again. Could Aldrea find them?"


  <Could I find weapons I hid? Yes, most likely,> Aldrea said.


  "Then the two of us - no, I suppose that should be the three of us, counting the receptacle- will leave tomorrow," Quafijinivon replied. "While the new Hork-Bajir are being grown in my laboratory, you will have time to retrieve the weapons."


  "If Cassie goes, we go," Jake said.


  "But she is just a vessel," Quafijinivon said with a sort of greasy smile. "Why would you humans need to come?"


  <Because you think she's nothing but a vessel, that's why,> Tobias said.


  "I hadn't thought to bring -" Quafijinivon began.


  <Tell him to be silent,> Aldrea ordered. <This discussion is pointless. I could no doubt find these weapons, but I will not help the Arn ->


  <Wait, wait. You're going too fast,> I told her. I found I could communicate mind to mind with her now. As easy as any internal dialogue.


  <Then let me use your speech centers. I will speak to them directly.>


  A perfectly logical request. I had no real reason for refusing, did I? <If you can access my speech centers, I guess go ahead.>


  Almost immediately I felt a tickling sensation in my throat. My tongue gave a twitch and I let out something that sounded way too much like a pig grunting.


  "Cassie, you okay?" Rachel asked.


  I couldn't answer her. Aldrea had my teeth locked together. I held up both hands and nodded, trying to show everyone that I was okay. My hands were still mine, at least.


  "Thh - Thh -"


  I could feel little specks of spit flicking down onto my chin. I expected to get at least a "say it, don't spray it" out of Marco, but he stayed quiet.


  "Thh. Ihh. This. This. This is Althrea. Drr. Drr. Aldrea. Cass-ie is al-low-ing me to u-se h-er voice," Aldrea explained.


  She reminded me of a little kid sounding out words in a book that was too hard for her. She also reminded me of a Yeerk. She was using my mouth! Speaking with my voice!


  "I sa-id I wou-ld do an-y-thing to he-l-p my great-gr-and-dau-gh-ter and the Ho-r-k-Ba-ji-r," she continued. "But I wi-ll not do this."


  "What do you mean?" the Arn demanded. "You must! You are refusing the chance to give the Hork-Bajirs' planet back to them?" His voice was quivering. I wasn't sure if it was because he was furious or simply exhausted.


  Aldrea laughed. It was a harsh, ugly sound that hurt my throat. "No, Arn. I am refu-sing the chance to give you your planet back. That is what you are tru-ly asking. You care no-thing for the Hork-Bajir. Your kind never did."


  Her words were coming much more smoothly now. Aldrea was getting comfortable with operating my mouth. I wasn't getting comfortable with letting her. I felt like the world's largest ventriloquist's dummy.


  "Ridiculous," the Arn protested. "I am old. Soon I will be dead."


  "You're asking me to help you use the Hork-Bajir again. Every time one of your new Hork-Bajir kills a Yeerk he will also be killing one of his own kind." Aldrea asked, "You brought me back to help Hork-Bajir kill Hork-Bajir?"


  "What you say is true, Great-grandmother," Toby said. "But there is no other way. Few of our people survived the Andalite virus. Only those who had already been taken off-world by the Yeerks, and those few with natural immunity like you and my great-grandfather. We could grow again, take back our world. But not until we weaken the Yeerks."


  Toby stepped up in front of me and leaned down so she could look into my eyes. No. Into Aldrea's eyes, because I might just as well not have been there. "Let me accompany you to our planet. We can start again, continue the work you and Dak Hamee began," Toby pleaded.


  I felt another stab of grief from Aldrea when Toby said Dak's name. Then I felt her push that grief aside.


  "You are a seer, Toby, but you are also young. You don't know what this Arn, this Andalite, and even, I suspect, these humans, intend. Even well armed, do you think the few Hork-Bajir that this creature, this Arn, this manipulator, this liar from a race of liars, this coward from a race of cowards . . . " She stabbed my finger toward the Arn. I felt my face twist into an expression of fury.


  She regained control over her emotions, but now adrenaline was flooding my system. She had triggered the classic human physiological response to stress. And with that hormone rush my own fear and anger grew.


  "Hork-Bajir kill Hork-Bajir and who will profit?" Aldrea demanded.


  "All the enemies of the Yeerks will profit," Jake said. Toby nodded and said, "True, Great-grandmother, it would be a sideshow. It would only be a distraction for the Yeerks. Many Hork-Bajir would die. And yet we must fight."


  Aldrea spread my hands wide. "Why?"


  "Because we must be a free people, Great-grandmother. So far our freedom here, in this valley, on this planet, has been bought and paid for by these humans, our friends. But freedom can't be given. It must be taken and held and defended. Our freedom has to be our own creation."


  I felt again some measure of Aldrea's sadness. Every word from Toby's mouth reminded her of Dak.


  "Brave talk, Toby. You may reconsider when you see the bodies piled high. Your greatgrandfather did."


  No one said anything. The decision was Aldrea's. Had to be hers. "We go. But I warn you, Arn: You will not betray the Hork-Bajir and live. Now, let us go home."


  <She calls it home,> Ax muttered.


  Aldrea jerked my head toward him. <The Andalite,> she said silently to me. <What is an Andalite doing here?>


  <He's a friend,> I said.


  <My people were friends to the Hork-Bajir, toor> she said. Then she looked directly at Ax and, out loud, using my voice, said, "This human, Cassie, tells me you are a friend, Andalite. I warned her about Andalite friends."


  <Did you warn her about Andalite nothlits, daughters of Seerow, who pretend to be Hork-Bajir?> Ax shot back.


  <I am Hork-Bajir!>


  <No. The Hork-Bajir are like Jara and Ket and the rest. You could perhaps consider yourself the equivalent of a Hork-Bajir seer, but your intelligence is not the result of a genetic fluctuation. I do not know you, Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan, but I know of you. You are highly intelligent, emotionally self-controlled, capable of lying and manipulation for your own ends. You are also fundamentally peaceful, moral, courageous, and capable of self-sacrifice. You are, in short, an Andalite. Not a Hork-Bajir.>


  "You could have been describing a human," Rachel said brightly. "Now, add in 'arrogant' and 'humorless,' and then you have an Andalite."


  To my surprise Aldrea laughed out loud. My laugh. "Obviously you humans have spent some time with Andalites."


  Ax didn't join in the sense of eased tension. He kept his large main eyes focused on me. On her.


  <I want to be sure, daughter of Prince Seerow, that you realize you have only one function to perform. As soon as you show us the location of the weapons your Ixcila will be returned to storage. You are dead, Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan. When you have performed this one duty, this illusion of life will be ended and Cassie will be Cassie alone.>


  The wall between me and Aldrea went back up. It felt even stronger than before. I had no idea what her true reaction to Ax's question was.


  "I understand why the Ceremony of Rebirth was performed," she replied neutrally. "I understand that the Arn brought me here only to use me for this one purpose. I will do what I must."


  Not the answer I wanted to hear. <I will take back control of my speech centers now,> I said.


  <Of course.>


  A better answer. And if she'd given it without hesitation, it would have been better still.


  Chapter 9


  



  Okay, we're supposed to brief you, so here goes: One of Cassie's best fighting morphs is a wolf," Rachel told Aldrea as we headed home through the sun-dappled woods.


  The others had morphed and flown off ahead. At least they had been seen to fly off, and at least one no doubt did. There were plans to be made. We'd be away for a while. The Chee had to be contacted.


  But if I knew Jake he'd left at least one or two others behind to watch us secretly. Jake was no happier with Aldrea's careful reply than I was.


  This leisurely walk through the woods was a test. If Aldrea did anything troubling, Rachel was on hand, and probably Tobias and Ax, as well. I didn't spot either of them. But I'd have bet anything they were close by.


  Jake had suggested that Aldrea learn how to control my morphs. On the Hork-Bajir world, she'd be in charge. In a fight we needed quick responses. She needed to know which weapon to use. And we needed to see how she handled it.


  "The wolf has good speed," Rachel chattered on. "Great ripping abilities with the teeth. Terrific endurance. They can run all night. Now if you'd chosen me, Aldrea, you'd have gotten some serious firepower. My African elephant morph. It's, like, fourteen thousand pounds. Not to mention my grizzly bear."


  I felt a tickle of admiration mixed with amusement from Aldrea. A little of that wall between us had come back down, but what I saw and felt was only what Aldrea allowed me to see and feel.


  I have to admit it's not as if I was pouring out my deepest, darkest secrets to her. I was controlling my body, my mouth, and my eyes again. But I was carefully not searching the trees and bushes for signs of Tobias or Ax, lest she figure out what I was up to.


  "So, not that it bothers me, but why didn't you choose me, by the way?" Rachel burst out. "I mean, come on! There I was, all ready to go."


  "Not that it bothers you," I said.


  Of course not. I'm just saying . . .


  <Why should I have chosen her?> Aldrea asked.


  "She wants to know why she should have chosen you," I reported. "Should I explain to her that you are the mighty, the powerful, the ultimate Yeerk-killer, Xena: Warrior Princess, whereas I am merely an ambivalent, animal-loving, tree-hugging wuss?"


  "You forget to mention that I clearly have a superior sense of style," Rachel added.


  "Actually, I'm curious about why you chose me, too, Aldrea," I said, speaking out loud for Rachel's benefit. "We all thought you'd go for Rachel or Toby."


  <I don't know,> Aldrea finally admitted. <I have no memory of making the choice. The first thing I was aware of was being in your body.>


  Maybe it was because she'd been able to feel my admiration for what she had done by becoming Hork-Bajir.


  No, that didn't make sense. I wasn't the only one who believed her decision to defy her own people to fight the Yeerks was heroic.


  I relayed her answer to Rachel. I could have shared control of my mouth, perhaps, but it would have caused problems, confusion. I didn't want to give her any more than she needed. But neither did I want to make her hostile by treating her with suspicion. I don't think Miss Manners covers this particular social situation, I thought.


  <Aldrea, perhaps we could both access my speech centers. If we are each careful, we may avoid problems.>


  "Yes," she said.


  "Yes what?" Rachel asked, "I-she-jamrff-coo har dabdiligg . . ." Two minds, one mouth.


  Rachel gave us a fish eye. "Uh-huh. And meanwhile, back at the psych ward . . . "


  <Go ahead, Aldrea,> I said.


  "I thought I'd been given a ridiculous receptacle at first," Aldrea admitted, speaking to Rachel almost as if I weren't there to hear. "I didn't know how I would be able to fight in this soft little body. No blades of any kind. It doesn't even have hidden poison sacs!"


  "Yeah, but she has an enema bag she uses on raccoons," Rachel joked.


  "But now that I know it has morphing abilities, I'm sure it will work well enough," Aldrea continued.


  It. I guess "it" is the right word to use when you're talking about a body. "It" stepped in to reach the speech centers.


  "So, are you ready to try this?" I asked. "I'm concentrating on my wolf DNA right now. Can you sense it?"


  <Yes,> Aldrea answered.


  "To start to morph all you need to do is -" I said.


  <You're forgetting that I was born an Andalite,> Aldrea answered. <We invented the morphing technology.>


  Her superior tone reminded me of Ax. Every once in a while he makes it clear how primitive our human technology still is.


  I could have asked her how many times she'd morphed. How many animals. I could have pointed out that my friends and I were probably the galactic morphing champions. But I didn't feel right. I felt . . . I don't know. Aldrea was a hero right out of history. And I was the girl with the raccoon enema bag.


  "Well, go ahead, then," I mumbled.


  I felt the tip of my nose turn wet and cold. But only for an instant. My fingernails grew thicker and longer. But a second later they returned to their usual shape.


  "You're fighting me, Cassie," Aldrea said.


  "Oh. Sorry. I didn't know," I answered. "Go ahead."


  I felt Aldrea begin to concentrate on the wolf DNA. I started to take a deep breath, then I realized that right now she should be controlling the breathing. The changes began again. The bones in my legs cracked as the joints reversed direction. The skin on my arms itched as coarse hair popped through it. Morphing has always been creepy. This time it was terrifying. Each sensation felt magnified by a hundred. I wanted to scream as I felt my intestines shift and my ribs contract.


  I ordered myself to get a grip. I decided to pretend I was watching a movie. I even tried to imagine I could feel the nubby material of the theater seat behind my back and the sticky floor under my feet.


  When my lips began to stretch away from my face, I tried to think of it as a cool special effect in the Aldrea: Alien Werewolf movie.


  It helped a little. Very little.


  I fell forward on my hands. No, my paws. They were paws now. A moment later, the transformation was complete.


  Aldrea took off running through the forest. I could feel her exhilaration. She felt powerful and free.


  I felt as if I was locked in a speeding car with no brakes and no steering wheel. I tried to hold on to the image of the movie theater I'd created, but I couldn't. Not with Aldrea racing straight toward a huge pine tree! If we hit that tree at this speed there wouldn't just be a splash of fake movie blood. There would be an explosion of very real pain.


  <Aldrea, look out!> I shouted.


  She swerved, missing the tree by inches.


  <What were you doing? You almost bashed my - our - head in,> I cried.


  <What are you talking about?> Aldrea shot back. <This morph has excellent reflexes.>


  She was right. I'd probably come that close to trees dozens of times when I was in wolf morph.


  Aldrea was obviously having no problems controlling the body. I just had to trust her. Except she wasn't from Earth. What if a situation came up that she couldn't recognize? Would I be able to take over the body quickly enough to deal?


  I decided to try a little experiment. Without saying anything to Aldrea, I tried to wag my - our - wolf tail.


  It didn't move.


  I tried again, concentrating all my energy on the muscles in the tail. The tail gave a twitch. It wasn't exactly a full-out wag. But at least it moved.


  <What are you doing, Cassie?> Aldrea asked. She slowed from a run to a trot, and I got a little puff of annoyance from her.


  I hesitated. I didn't want to admit I'd been trying to see what kind of control I had.


  Rachel loped up beside us in her own wolf morph. I couldn't help thinking that if Rachel had been in my situation she would have gotten a lot more than a pathetic little twitch out of the tail.


  Rachel would not have been intimidated by Aldrea. She'd have laid down the law: Do what I tell you, or else.


  Or else what, though? That was the question, wasn't it. Or else . . . what?


  I wondered again why Aldrea hadn't chosen Rachel as her receptacle. But maybe the answer was all too clear: Maybe I'd been chosen because she sensed that I was the weakest.


  Had she felt that I would be the easiest to control? Had Aldrea, even in her inchoate Ixcila form, marked me as an easy victim?


  Chapter 10


  



  Okay, there's that girl, Holly Perry, you know, she transferred from Polk?" Marco said from his seat on one of the big bales of hay in my barn. "I want my Chee to ask her out for me. I tried a couple of times, but this thing happened with my voice."


  "He started clucking like the chicken he is," Rachel commented.


  "Holly Perry. No problem," Erek the Chee told Marco. "It's not like we have anything else to do but work on your love life. Yeah, the Chee who plays you will also hold down his regular full-time job as a restaurant manager, but hey, your love life comes first."


  Marco nodded. "Good. As long as we have our priorities clear."


  Aldrea was completely lost. It was comforting to feel her confusion. <The Chee are androids,> I explained. <They can throw holograms around themselves to change their appearances. While we're gone, Erek's going to get a few of them to take our places at home and school. Passing as us>


  "If we're not back before the date, my Chee should just go out with her and make sure she really has fun," Marco continued.


  "Do you think that's a good idea?" Rachel asked. "Won't Holly be disappointed when she goes out with the real you?"


  I felt impatience from Aldrea. The emotional wall between us was becoming more of a sieve. Her thoughts were still beyond my reach, but I could "feel" her now as a person more inside me than out.


  <It's their way of blowing off steam. You know, of dealing with the anxiety of leaving for a mission,> I explained to her.


  Her impatience didn't lessen. <You are all still such children,> she muttered.


  <Actually, we're not much younger than you and Dak Hamee were when you fought the Yeerks.>


  I got the strong feeling that she didn't appreciate the comparison.


  "Any other instructions?" Erek asked.


  "Ask whoever is me not to be so nice to my sisters this time," Rachel answered. "They get to expecting it."


  Erek smiled. "Jake? Cassie? Anything?"


  Jake shook his head. I could tell that in his thoughts at least, he'd already left Earth far behind.


  "Maybe I shouldn't ask this," I said slowly. "Maybe it's bad luck or something. But if we . . . if we don't come back, would . . ." I couldn't finish the sentence. A terrible grief welled up beneath my own less intense worry.


  It took me a moment to realize that most of it was coming from Aldrea. My thoughts had made her think of her own parents and her little brother. All lost to her forever.


  "We could stay with your families," Erek said. "If you really wish."


  "No," I said quickly. "Forget it. No. I . . . I don't think I want anyone being me permanently."


  Erek nodded. "No. I've lived a long, long time. Seen a lot of death. I've never seen the point in denying death. People die. People grieve. It's better than playing games with it." He turned to go.


  "Oh, Erek, one more thing," Marco called after him. "I kind of need a makeup paper on some great figure from American history. It's kind of due day after tomorrow."


  "How about Franklin Roosevelt? I was the White House butler during his administration. I was the one who came up with the phrase 'New Deal.' Of course, it was during a poker game."


  Chapter 11


  



  For the second time in less than one full day, we were flying to the Hork-Bajir valley.


  No one was talking. Marco and Rachel weren't bothering with their usual exchange of insults. Aldrea wasn't even communicating with me in our private shared-mind communication.


  Jake wasn't saying much to me, either. He couldn't talk to me, even to reassure me, without talking to Aldrea, too. I knew he was aware of potential problems there.


  I felt relieved when I spotted Quafijinivon, Toby, and the other Hork-Bajir already gathered around the small Yeerk spacecraft. It was larger than a Bug fighter, but still fairly small. Instead of the cockroach-shell shape with the twin serrated Dracon cannon, it was closer to the oval shape the Andalites use, with an engine pod on either side. But the Dracon cannon were slung underneath rather than mimicking a raised tail.


  I wanted to get on that ship as quickly as possible. The only way to complete this mission was to begin it. The only way to return to Earth was to leave it. The only way to regain the sole use of my body was to allow Aldrea to use it now.


  I was ready. I had to be ready. That choice was made for me when Aldrea chose her receptacle.


  I tucked my wings close to my body and let myself drop to the ground. I demorphed quickly.


  "Anyone who doesn't have a Hork-Bajir morph, get one now," Jake instructed before the feathers had all disappeared from his face.


  I stepped up to Jara Hamee and reached toward him. "May I?" I asked.


  "Jara help," he answered.


  I pressed my hands against his leathery chest. Aldrea fought to resist a renewed wave of grief. I couldn't figure out why for a minute, then I realized that touching Jara must remind her of how it felt to touch Dak Hamee.


  It was all new to her. A loss that had occurred before I was born had happened to Aldrea just hours before. I couldn't stop thinking of it all as a story. Dak Hamee was history to me. To Aldrea he was a living, breathing person.


  I acquired Jara's DNA as quickly as possible and slid my hands away. <You still really miss him, don't you?> I asked Aldrea.


  <He died yesterday. And I was not with him. I did not hold his hand and tell him I loved him. Maybe in reality, but not in my memory, which is all the truth I have.>


  <I'm sorry.> The words felt totally lame. But I didn't know what else to say. Aldrea said nothing more.


  "It is time," Quafijinivon announced.


  He took a step toward the ship, leading the way, then stopped and turned back to the expectant Hork-Bajir.


  "Friend Hork-Bajir: I am deeply grateful for the gift of your DNA. I will do everything in my power to aid the new colony in banishing the Yeerks from your home planet. Believe me, or do not, but I tell you that I, the last of the Arn, will atone for the sins of my people."


  Of course the Hork-Bajir didn't grasp half of this little speech. But they caught the tone.


  Jara Hamee slapped his hand against his chest. "Free or dead!" he exclaimed.


  "Free or dead!" Ket Halpak echoed. She slapped her hand against her own chest.


  The other Hork-Bajir joined in the cry.


  "Free or dead!"


  Thump!


  "Free or dead!"


  Thump!


  My eyes began to sting. I didn't know if it was my emotions or Aldrea's that caused the tears to form. In that moment our feelings were almost identical.


  "Okay, let's go," Jake said.


  Aldrea and I took one last look at the Hork-Bajir. We thumped our hand against our chest. "Free or dead!" we shouted.


  "We" is the only way I can describe the experience. I'm really not sure if it was my voice or hers that uttered the Hork-Bajir battle cry. For that moment, the wall between us was down.


  But as we made our way to the ship's door, I felt Aldrea pull away from me. I pulled away a little, too.


  We were still almost strangers to each other. We both needed a little privacy. I stepped into the ship, Marco right behind me.


  "Hey, all right. A hot tub," he exclaimed. All you ladies are invited to join me." I followed his gaze to the small, drained Yeerk pool that dominated the only "room."


  "It's empty," Quafijinivon reassured us. "I'll take the helm. We will translate to Zero-space as soon as we clear the atmosphere. I must prepare for the trip to the Arn planet."


  "The Hork-Bajir planet," Rachel muttered, with a significant look at me.


  Quafijinivon didn't appear to hear her. He squatted uncomfortably, leaning back against a captain's chair designed for Hork-Bajir. The space beside him was without any chair, appropriate for a Taxxon.


  Ax went to look over the controls. <This is a newer-generation Yeerk ship,> Ax commented. Then, his thought-speak tone elaborately casual, he said, <They've made some small innovations since they acquired the original Andalite technology from . . . well, we all know who gave the Yeerks the capacity for Z-space travel.>


  "My father," Aldrea answered defiantly. "My father, Prince Seerow. Without my father, the Yeerks would never have had the opportunity to spread their evil," she continued. "Without my father, we would not all be risking our lives on this mission. That is the point the Andalite wishes to make."


  <Aldrea, stop,> I begged. <No one blames you.>


  She ignored me.


  "All this is true," Aldrea insisted. "It is also true that my father did what he believed was right. He believed he was helping a worthy race to advance."


  <They advanced across the Hork-Bajir and now the humans.>


  Aldrea whipped her - our - head toward him. "What he did is not so different from giving these humans the power to morph. And who did that, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill? I know they could not have developed the technology on their own."


  <You cannot compare your father to my brother,> Ax began to protest.


  "Oh, but I can!" Aldrea cried triumphantly. "If your brother gave the humans the power to morph, that means he gave an inferior species technology they were incapable of developing themselves. That is all my father did."


  "Wait a minute, are you comparing humans to Yeerks?" Rachel demanded. "Is that what I'm hearing?"


  "Well, we're off to a good start," Marco said with a laugh. "We haven't even gotten to the first rest stop and already the kids are fighting in the backseat."


  <You know, Ald -> Tobias began to say.


  "Okay. Discussion over," Jake said. Tobias fell silent in mid-word. I could feel Aldrea's incredulity at being silenced by what she saw as an alien youth.


  "We have to be a team here," Jake said in a voice so quiet it forced everyone to lean forward to listen. "We have to be able to count on each other. We're going deep into enemy territory. The Hork-Bajir planet is Yeerk-held. Ringed by Yeerk defenses. And we're relying on two people we don't know: Quafijinivon and Aldrea."


  He shot me/Aldrea a hard look. "We'll be advised by Quafijinivon and Aldrea. And we'll always listen to Toby. But this is an Animorph mission."


  "Meaning that you are in charge?" Aldrea demanded, almost laughing.


  "That's exactly what I mean," Jake said.


  I felt Aldrea's emotional reaction. A mix of resentment, condescension, and worry.


  <Jake has led us through more missions, more battles than you and Dak ever fought,> I said, annoyed at her attitude.


  Using my - our - mouth, Aldrea said, "I will follow Jake as though he were my prince."


  Did she mean it? I couldn't tell.


  I had the feeling Ax was about to say something snide. Jake raised his hand, cutting Ax off. "Thank you, Aldrea. It's an honor to have you on the team."


  The moment passed. I saw Rachel smirking at me. No, at Aldrea.


  <You care for this Jake person,> Aldrea said to me.


  <Yeah. I do.>


  <Like Dak and me.>


  <Yeah. I guess so.> It was a disturbing comparison. Neither Dak nor Aldrea had survived their war.


  <I wish you better luck than we had.>


  <I'll open the observation panels,> Ax said. A moment later a ring of metal slid back, revealing windows in all directions.


  My eyes went straight to the blue-and-white ball that was Earth. It was so far away already.


  The ship picked up speed. It hurtled through space faster and faster.


  Flash!


  Earth disappeared.


  <Translation into Zero-space,> Ax told us. <We should emerge somewhere in the galaxy of the Hork-Bajir planet. Depending on the current configuration of Zero-space.>


  I looked around at our motley group. Four humans, a red-tailed hawk, an Andalite, a Hork-Bajir, an Arn with his back to us, and, invisible but still there, the hybrid thing called Aldrea.


  I must have looked worried.


  Marco caught my eye and laughed his sardonic laugh. "So. Yahtzee anyone?"


  Chapter 12 - Aldrea


  



  I rolled over and realized that Dak was gone. I opened my eyes.


  He was standing with his back to me. He was gazing out across the valley below. I stood up, started toward him, hesitated, then bent down to pick up the weapon I'd had within reach for every second of the last two years. I came up behind him, stepped around his curled-up tail, and put my arm around his waist.


  We were at the edge of the small platform built seven hundred feet up in a crook of a Stoola tree's branches. We were at the far end of the valley, all the way down where it narrowed so much that the branches of trees across the valley reached and touched the branches from this side.


  The Yeerks had searched the area thoroughly, hunting for surviving Hork-Bajir. The searching had been done by Hork-Bajir-Controllers. And yet we had escaped detection. Dak had taken the platform apart, buried it in the ground, then, when the search had passed, we defiantly rebuilt our little home.


  "I love you, Dak."


  He squeezed my arm against his chest. "Seerow is sleeping well now," he said.


  "Yes. For the last few days, since the ships stopped arriving with all that noise."


  A huge buildup had begun. The Yeerk forces, the forces we had fought, would be doubled.


  "I fear for him, Aldrea."


  I couldn't answer. My throat was choked. We had long since realized that we would not survive. We had accepted that. As well as anyone can accept the death of a loved one, or their own death.


  But I could not accept it for Seerow, my son. Our son. Could not. And yet I could see no way out.


  I looked to the little cradle of twigs where he lay.


  "What will become of you, my sweet little one?"


  He sat up. Too young to speak, and yet he spoke. Not as a Hork-Bajir, but with fluency and ease.


  "The Yeerks will take me, Mother."


  "No."


  "You will not save me, Mother."


  "I . . . I couldn't."


  "Where is Father?"


  "What? He . . ." I reached, and Dak was no longer there. "He was just . . . what is happening?"


  "Nightmare," the small, brown creature said. She had taken my son's place. "You're having a nightmare."


  "Seerow!" I screamed.


  The young Andalite sneered at me. <Did you imagine it was real, Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan? Did you think it could last?>


  "Seerow! Dak! Come to me, come to me, let me . . . where are you?"


  <Wake up! Wake up! Aldrea, wake up!>


  "Seerow!"


  I woke. Cassie, the human, had run to plunge our face into cold water.


  I looked around, through her eyes. The lights had been darkened for sleep. The Andalite stood at rest, with a single stalk eye open, watching. Jake, the leader of the humans, had awakened.


  "It's okay, Jake," Cassie said. "She just had a nightmare."


  Seerow. Dead after a life as a Yeerk host. Dak. Dead, I knew not how. All of them, all our brave soldiers, all gone.


  A nightmare. A dream of death from a person already dead.


  Chapter 13


  



  Three days had passed. Three days of having the strange, sad, secret Andalite-turned-Hork-Bajir in my head.


  Sleeping with her on the hard, cold deck. Awakened shaking, sweating, wanting to tear my head open with my bare hands as I felt the awesome grief of her nightmares.


  Eating with her, if you could call the concentrated nutrient pellets food. Going to the bathroom with her.


  A lot more togetherness than I'd have preferred. Bad enough figuring out how to pee in a toilet designed for Hork-Bajir. Worse doing it with an audience in your own head.


  We had gotten good at sharing control of speech. I controlled everything else. I had gotten used to it. I still didn't like it.


  The Arn had stayed at the helm, ignoring us for the most part. I'd learned nothing more about him. Was this really some voyage of redemption for him? Aldrea doubted it. And she knew one hundred percent more about the Arn than I knew. Jake was talking with Quafijinivon when we translated out of the blank white nothingness of Zero-space into what now seemed to be the warm, welcoming black star field.


  The Arn checked his sensors.


  "Quafijinivon says we are now in Hork-Bajir space. We may pass the Yeerk defenses unnoticed. Or not," Jake announced. "We should get ready. We don't know what we'll be walking into. I want everyone -"


  Marco held up his hand like he was asking a question.


  "Yes, Marco."


  "Do we have correct change for the tolls?"


  Jake blinked. Then he grinned. He and Marco have been best friends forever. Marco knows how to knock Jake down a peg when Jake starts taking his fearless leader role too seriously.


  Jake sat down on the floor across from me/Aldrea.


  "I don't see why we couldn't have gone Z-space the whole way," Marco whined.


  Ax and Aldrea both laughed. Then they realized they were both laughing at the same thing and they both stopped laughing.


  "Just say it," Marco told them. "I am but a poor Earth man, unable to understand the ways of the superior Andalite beings."


  "Hork-Bajir," Aldrea corrected him.


  <Aldrea, why do you -> Ax began.


  A flash of green streaked by.


  "Shredder fire!" Aldrea yelled, and suddenly I was up and running toward the front of the ship. She had taken control of my body! It was so sudden, so effortless.


  Ax reached the "bridge" first. He leaned his torso forward and looked over Quafijinivon's shoulder.


  <One of ours,> Ax said. Then he clarified. <An Andalite fighter. It must be on a deep patrol. Harassing the Yeerk defenses.>


  "Can we outrun him?" Jake demanded.


  "They're between us and the Arn planet," Quafijinivon answered. "We're smaller. It's possible we could outmaneuver them. But it would place us well within their firing range."


  Tseeeeeew!


  The Andalite fired again. A miss! But the cold, hard data from the computer made it clear exactly how close it had come.


  "Fire back!" Rachel burst out. "Knock out one of his engines or something. Enough to keep him busy until we can land. They can't follow us down."


  Quafijinivon's red mouth pursed thoughtfully. "Young human, that pilot is an Andalite warrior. One of the best trained fighters in the galaxy. I cannot hope to win a battle with him."


  Ax and Aldrea both said roughly the same thing, which translated to human vernacular was, <You've got that right.>


  <We can't fire on an Andalite,> Tobias said. He was flapping a little nervously, being tossed around as the Arn swung the ship into an evasive maneuver.


  "So we let him shoot us down?" Rachel demanded. "There's one of him, eight of us. Or nine."


  The Andalite fighter was coming back around in a tight, swift arc. In a few seconds his weapons would come to bear on us.


  "Ax?" Jake asked.


  <I cannot fire on a fellow Andalite who is merely doing his duty. Do not ask me,> Ax pleaded. <Maybe I could communicate ->


  "No!" Aldrea interrupted. "If the Yeerks pick up a voice transmission, we're dead. They'll vector everything they have at us. We'll all be killed and so will the Andalites."


  "Here he comes," Toby said.


  I looked - and my stomach rolled over.


  The Andalite fighter was on us. Seconds from firing.


  This time he wouldn't miss.


  Chapter 14


  



  Ax leaped. He dragged the willing Arn out of the way and grabbed the controls.


  <Computer, lateral thrusters, left side, full burn!> Ax cried.


  WHAM!


  I flew back into Toby. We both crashed to the ground. One of her blades nicked my arm and I felt a trickle of warm blood.


  Everyone who'd been standing was pinned against the left side of the ship. An invisible force pushed me, forced the air out of my lungs, squeegeed my cheeks back against my ears.


  Tseeeeew! Tseeeeeew!


  The Andalite fighter fired.


  A jolt of electricity, my hair tingled, Rachel's hair was standing straight out from her head, a blond halo. The air crackled blue. Then Rachel's hair dropped back into place.


  The acceleration stopped instantly. I'd been straining forward and now, released, I tripped and fell like someone who's been tugging on a rope that snaps.


  Marco landed sprawled all over me. He put his finger to his lips. "Shhh, don't tell Jake. You know how jealous he is."


  <Left main engine down,> Ax reported. <And now he is angry. He is coming in slow.>


  "Slow, that's good, right?" I said. I put my hand to my lip and saw blood on my fingers. I didn't even remember hitting anything.


  "No, not good," Aldrea said. "He's decided we won't or can't shoot. He's coming in slow to make sure of his shot."


  <Cutting lights, environmental and artificial gravity so I can give all power to the remaining engine,> Ax said.


  The cabin went dark except for the glow from the control panel. And then I realized my feet were no longer glued to the floor.


  "Ax, can we outmaneuver him? Yes or no?" Jake asked.


  <No, Prince Jake, we cannot. But I cannot ->


  Jake ignored his answer. "Aldrea?"


  She knew what he was asking. I felt her ambivalence. Her hesitation.


  "Yes or no!" Jake snapped.


  "Yes," she said. She seized control of my body again, pushed off from the ceiling and floated weightlessly in beside Ax.


  "Cripple him if you can. If not . . ." Jake said.


  <Prince Jake, we cannot -> Ax pleaded.


  "My decision, Ax-man," Jake said gently. "Aldrea, it's your show."


  Aldrea wrapped a restraining strap over our shoulder to keep from floating away. My hands moved, taking a large, ornately designed joystick obviously constructed to accommodate Hork-Bajir fingers or Taxxon pincers. Aldrea's eyes, my eyes, were glued not to the slowly growing image of the Andalite fighter, but to the tactical weapons readout.


  "Computer, go to manual firing mode," my voice said.


  I watched the crosshairs on the screen swing across the field of stars and come to rest on the Andalite ship. Dead on the cockpit.


  <If you were not in my friend Cassie my tail blade would be at your throat now,> Ax said in thought-speak only Aldrea and I could hear. <Do not miss.>


  Aldrea moved my fingers again, ever so slightly, gently, caressing the targeting crosshairs till they centered on the Andalite's right-side engine pod.


  Had she retargeted because of Ax's threat? Or had she always intended to aim for the engine? In either case, a miss would likely mean a direct hit on the Andalite ship itself.


  HMMMMMMMM . . .


  TSEEEEEEW!


  A single shot. The red Dracon beam punched through the blackness. Stabbed at the Andalite ship. Then a pale, orange explosion. The engine pod blew apart. The Andalite ship spun wildly, falling away from us.


  "Yes!" Rachel cried as she drifted in midair, almost upside down. "You clipped an engine!"


  <Targets approaching!> Ax yelled. Multiple . . . I count four!> He swung his stalk eyes backward to look at Jake. <Yeerk Bug fighters. They are coming to finish him off.>


  "Can he fly?" Jake asked.


  <Yes. He is regaining control. But he is as slow as we are, now. He will never outrun them.>


  "They won't attack us," Marco remarked. "They see we fired on the Andalite. We're a bona fide Yeerk craft."


  <How lucky for us,> Ax said acidly. <That warrior has bought us our passage.>


  "We just keep flying, we're home free," Marco pointed out.


  Quafijinivon said, "Yes, yes! Keep flying."


  One by one we looked at Jake. "Nah, I don't think so," he said.


  Marco smiled. "I had a premonition you'd say that."


  "Ax? Aldrea? Four of them. If we fire on the Yeerks, will the Andalite figure it out? Will he join in?"


  <Yes!> Ax said. <He is already wondering why we do not finish him off.>


  "Okay," Jake said. "Wait. Wait till you can't possibly miss your first shot. Then, boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Four shots. Hit or miss it'll confuse the Yeerks, scare the slime off them."


  Four Bug fighters loomed up from the brilliant crescent of the planet below, racing around their orbit toward us, engines blazing.


  The Andalite ship seemed to be drifting now, helpless.


  "Is he really -" Marco asked.


  "No," Aldrea said. "He's hurt but not that badly. He's playing dead to draw the Yeerks in. He'll take one last shot. That's his plan. One shot and then die."


  It was Tobias, the instinctual flier who saw the possibilities. <Hey, we drift left, get behind the Andalite, the Yeerks may hesitate to shoot, thinking we're friendly and they might hit us. They'll split left and right to get a safe angle of attack. At that speed, that angle, you hit the left-side leader and ->


  "And the debris will shred the following ship!" Aldrea said enthusiastically.


  Ax hit lateral positioning thrusters for just a second, then we drifted, seemingly without power.


  The Yeerks saw us in their line of fire, split left and right, just as Tobias had . . .


  TSEEEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  We fired.


  BOOOM!


  The left-side lead Bug fighter blew apart.


  Tseeeeew!


  The Andalite fired. The right-side leader exploded.


  The left-side leader plowed into his partner's debris. An engine erupted. Ripped loose, sliced open the entire back end of the Bug fighter, which spun, then BOOOM!


  Three Bug fighters down in less than ten seconds.


  The Andalite fired his one good engine and went after the remaining Yeerk. But not before giving a slight roll to his ship. A sort of wave.


  <Good hunting, brother,> Ax said.


  Everyone started cheering.


  "Good shooting, Ax and Cassie!" Rachel crowed.


  "Yes, good work," Jake said much more quietly. "We may have just alerted the Yeerks, made things harder. So take five seconds to celebrate, then get ready to land. Be ready for battle morphs if needed."


  <Cassie, I believe I like your boyfriend,> Aldrea said.


  Chapter 15 - Aldrea


  



  Down. Down through the clouds, through the atmosphere that made the hull scream. Down to my home. The planet I had never left, and yet now returned to.


  "The Yeerk automated defenses appear to have accepted our codes," Quafijinivon said.


  "That would be a good thing?" Rachel asked.


  "If they did not accept our identification they would have targeted us with ground-based Dracon cannon. We have another threshold to cross when we enter the valley proper."


  I hadn't seen it from space since I first arrived with my family. My father, in disgrace, but acting as though he didn't know that this was a deadend, irrelevant assignment for an Andalite whose name had become a derisive joke, a synonym for "fool."


  With my mother, just happy to have new, unclassified species to study. With my brother, who felt our humiliation so much more deeply than me.


  All dead, of course. I'd seen them die in the blistering Dracon beam attack from low-flying Yeerk Bug fighters.


  It was not a beautiful planet, at least not to Andalite sensibilities. An Andalite sought instinctively for the vast expanses of open grass, the delicate pastel trees, the meandering rivers and streams.


  But the Hork-Bajir planet was scarred by the impact of the asteroid or moonlet that had erased its former character. The surface was barren, cracked, and fissured. The cracks were miles wide and miles deep, with shockingly steep sides. Life on the planet existed now only in those valleys.


  There the giant trees soared. There the Hork-Bajir had once lived in peaceful ignorance, praising Mother Sky and Father Deep, harvesting the bark, avoiding the monsters that guarded the depths of the valleys.


  We skimmed the barrens and then, suddenly, dropped into the valley. Dak's valley. My valley. I looked and was suddenly glad that Cassie had control of my body. If she didn't, I may not have been able to remain standing.


  The trees! The trees! So many gone. The valley walls had been scarred, stripped. The Yeerks had cut deep gashes into the valleys to make level spaces.


  "You must remember that it has been years since you last saw your home," Quafijinivon told me.


  But it wasn't the years that had ravaged the trees. It was the Yeerks. More than half of them, gone. Pieces of most of the others had been blasted away.


  <I should have known . . . I should have expected . . .> I said to Cassie.


  Even before I . . . before I died, some of the trees had been destroyed. But now it was as if the planet had been massacred. For the trees were the planet.


  "We appear to have been accepted and registered by the inner-defense grid," Quafijinivon said, breathing a sigh. "This is fortunate. We pass within a hundred yards of Dracon cannon in the valley walls."


  "I can't believe we haven't reached the ground yet," Jake said. "How tall are these trees?"


  I knew he expected me to answer. But I couldn't.


  "The largest are two thousand feet tall," Quafijinivon answered. "The trunks a hundred feet in diameter. They are a masterpiece of Arn bio-engineering."


  <Aldrea, are you all right?> Cassie asked softly.


  <Turn away,> I begged. I hated the weakness in my voice, but I couldn't bear to look anymore. <Turn our eyes away.>


  She did. But then, she looked again. And I looked, too. Because even now, scarred and blasted, raped and despoiled, it was my home.


  "Two minutes," Quafijinivon said. "We will land just above the vapor barrier, within the former range of the monsters we created to restrain Hork-Bajir curiosity."


  I felt the tension rise in Cassie. This was all alien to her, of course. A strange world.


  For me it was familiar, and yet not. I had, in my mind, never left. The years had not passed. The change seemed sudden, massive, shocking. The destruction of decades in the blink of an eye.


  But it was Toby who interested me. This was her ancestral home. A place she had never seen, but that must, in some way, be part of the substructure of her Hork-Bajir mind.


  She was staring out of the window with curiosity, even fascination. But Hork-Bajir faces show little emotion. What she felt, if anything, remained a mystery. We would be landing, soon, and I didn't even know my own mind. I did not trust the Arn. I did not like the Andalite, but trusted him to be what he was.


  I didn't know the humans, not even the one whose brain I shared. The one named Jake had performed well.


  But I did not know what was ahead. I knew only one thing: Whether the Arn was true to his word or plotting some betrayal, it didn't matter. I had seen what the future held for my adopted world. And all my doubt, my cynicism born of exhaustion, was wiped away.


  I, who had never left, was back. And I would make the Yeerks pay. No matter the cost.


  I sensed the human, Cassie, reading my emotions, listening for clues. I was being careless. I closed my mind to her and sealed off my emotions.


  Chapter 16


  



  I felt the ship gently touch down. I felt the wall inside me go up.


  I couldn't blame Aldrea. If the situation were reversed, I don't think I'd want to witness all the ways Earth had been violated by war and then have some second person reading my first thoughts.


  "We have made it," Quafijinivon said with some satisfaction. "We are home. I will open the hatch and -"


  "Hold up," Jake said. "What's out there? Should we morph to Hork-Bajir?"


  Quafijinivon shook his head. "We're just above the Arn valley, in the no-man's-land. The Yeerks don't come here now that all the monsters are dead. And, of course, they think all the Arn are dead as well." He gave a sad, dusty-sounding laugh.


  He led the way to the ship's exit bay. I couldn't help noticing that his legs were slightly unsteady.


  When I stepped onto the ramp, I was struck by how bright it was outside. That's really all I noticed at first -the intensity of the light and the way the sky almost seemed to glow.


  "I must start my work soon, or risk a degradation of the DNA I harvested," Quafijinivon said. "My lab is not far. Follow me."


  He led the way across a gently angled space of scrub bushes and weeds that ended abruptly in a jaw-dropping cliff that went straight down seemingly forever.


  "You may not be aware of this, but not all of us have wings," Rachel pointed out. "At least not at the moment."


  "There are steps," Quafijinivon assured us without turning around.


  I gingerly approached the drop-off and peered down. Straight down almost nothing could be seen. But across the narrow chasm I could see that the far side was carved with doorways, windows, archways, and walkways. They were cut directly into the stone. Sections had been blasted away by Dracon beams, perhaps long ago, but the Arn village was still beautiful.


  Jake said, "Tobias?"


  Tobias flapped his wings, took to the air, and soared out over the valley. He floated for several minutes, using his laser-focus hawk's eyes to look down and around. Then he swooped back.


  <I don't see anything alive down there,> he reported. <Pity. It's a stunning place. It must have been something when it was all inhabited.>


  "Yeah. It looks like those Anasazi cliff dwellings in New Mexico or wherever," Marco said.


  Rachel gave him a look. "Since when do you even know the word 'Anasazi'?"


  "I've told you guys before, every now and then I stay awake in class. Just for a change."


  Quafijinivon led us down a narrow stone staircase. There was no guardrail.


  <It's times like these I appreciate my wingsf> Tobias said. <I'd be real careful. You fall off and you'll have a long time to think about it on the way down.>


  Jake, Rachel, Tobias, Ax, Marco, and Toby started down the side of the cliff after Quafijinivon. I fell in at the end of their single-file line. I wasn't happy about it. I'm not crazy about walking on cliffs. But it's not like I had a choice.


  I locked my eyes on my feet, watching them as they moved from step to step. If Aldrea was feeling any fear, or any contempt of my fear, she wasn't letting me know about it. She'd sealed up the wall between us and every brick was still in place.


  "What's that red and yellow gunk at the bottom?" Marco called. "It looks like it's moving."


  "Oh, thank you, Marco," I muttered. "Right now I really need to be thinking about what's way, way, way down there."


  "It is the core of the planet," Quafijinivon answered.


  "The core," Rachel repeated. "You're talking core as in center?"


  "Yes, of course," he answered. His tone made it clear that he thought she was a little on the slow side.


  "So, it's like a volcano down there, with lava and everything," Marco said. "How hot is that lava? You know, in case we fell in?"


  "You're not helping," I told him, without raising my eyes from my feet. "Really not."


  <You do not have to worry about the lava,


  Cassie,> Ax comforted me.


  "Thanks, Ax," I answered.


  <If you fell, I believe you would be incinerated before you hit the actual magma,> he continued.


  Sometimes I think hanging around Marco so much has given Ax a totally twisted sense of humor. Very un-Andalite.


  Quafijinivon turned at one of the arches. One by one, we followed him into a long, narrow room, almost a cave.


  For the first time since we started down the side of the cliff, I raised my eyes from my feet. I watched as Quafijinivon pressed a small blue pad set in one wall.


  An instant later the whole wall slid open. A row of long, clear cylinders and an elaborate computer console filled most of the room.


  "It took me years to piece together all the equipment I needed for a new lab," Quafijinivon said. "The Yeerk raids destroyed almost everything."


  "I've never heard of Yeerks using Arn hosts," Toby said. "I understood the Arn spared themselves that by altering their own physiology."


  "True, Seer," the Arn said. "The Yeerks did not kill us in pursuit of hosts. It was a game. A sport. My people were exterminated, our culture destroyed, because the Yeerks enjoyed using us for target practice."


  The Arn's voice held only an echo of a bitterness that must go very deep.


  Then the strange creature shuffled away. "I have work to do."
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  Home. Planet of the Hork-Bajir. My planet.


  I was desperate to escape from the soft, slow human body and feel my true form again. I wanted to be Hork-Bajir.


  "Okay, we aren't here to sightsee," Jake said. "We're here to retrieve the weapons Aldrea and Dak hid. We find them, we tell Quafijinivon where to pick them up, and he flies us all home."


  "Toby is already home," I said.


  Toby looked up sharply. The idea surprised her.


  "This is your home world, Toby," I said.


  <Toby wants to stay that will be her call,> the nothlit hawk said. <The rest of us, me, Ax, Jake, Rachel, Marco, and Cassie? We're all going home.>


  The emphasis on "all" would have been impossible to miss. The creature named Tobias was warning me.


  And what, I wondered, would you be able to do if I decide that Cassie stays here? But I said nothing. The humans and the obnoxious Andalite were already suspicious of me. Paranoid. Aximili was more concerned about me than about the Yeerks.


  I had no allies in this group. With the possible exception of Toby. She was, after all, my great-granddaughter.


  <Aldrea, he's waiting for an answer.>


  <What?>


  <Jake asked you a question.>


  "I'm sorry, I didn't hear you," I said aloud.


  "Are you ready? You're our guide. Take us to the weapons. Let's get this moving."


  "Yes, I'm ready," I said. I tried to cover the uncertainty I felt, tried to hide it from Cassie.


  I did not know the location of the weapons. I remembered Dak and I and the others, the few who still gathered with us, taking the ship. But I must have hidden them after recording my Ixcila.


  <You don't know where they are!> Cassie accused.


  <Nonsense!>


  <Oh, my God! You don't! I can feel it. I can tell you're lying.>


  <I know where I planned to put them. I know where they must be.>


  <We have to tell Jake.>


  <No!>


  She opened her mouth. "J - . . . unh . . .


  Ja . . . "


  <Let me talk!>


  I released my hold, shocked at my own behavior. I hadn't meant to stop her, hadn't meant to battle for control. A mistake; I'd had no time to think it through.


  Everyone was staring at me. All but the Arn who was busy elsewhere.


  <Don't ever do that again, Aldrea,> Cassie said.


  <l ->


  <Don't ever fight me for control again.> Then she opened our - her - mouth and said, "She doesn't know where the weapons are. Not for sure. She has an idea."


  Andalite facial expressions are subtle. But I had been born an Andalite. I saw the triumph in Aximili's eyes. The sense that he had judged me correctly.


  Human facial expressions were still strange to me. Jake's face showed nothing. It seemed to be deliberately void of expression.


  "That's something we should have thought about before we took off," he said mildly.


  <May I use your mouth to speak?> I asked Cassie.


  <Go ahead.>


  "I am confident I can find the weapons. I know where I would have hidden them. Where I intended to hide them."


  "That's great," Marco snapped, "but there's a big difference between getting yourself killed for a 'definitely' as opposed to a 'possibly.'"


  "No one will be in danger. I know the place. I know the trees."


  Jake said, "No choice now. We're here. But, you, Aldrea, are no longer to be trusted. You're mad at the Andalites, mad at the Arn, and you don't treat humans as allies. I understand your anger. You're in a very strange reality right now. But we get in and out alive, that's what we do. So if you get in the way, make me doubt you again, we will put you down."


  I bridled at the insult and the threat. "This is my world, human. My battle. Follow me, do as I say, and you will soon be able to scurry back to Earth."


  Rachel said, "And you'll be back in Quafijinivon's bottle."


  "That's right," I said.


  Jake took a deep breath and then said, "We want to avoid Earth morphs if we can. No point announcing 'The Animorphs are here.' We'll travel as Hork-Bajir. All but Tobias. I want you in the air, man. But stay out of view if possible."


  <On my way,> the nothlit said. He spread his wings, flew along the ground for a while, then flapped up and away into the mist.


  "Okay. Now we morph."
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  <I assume you will control the morph,> I said to Cassie.


  <Yes, I will,> she said.


  I waited as she focused her mind on the Hork-Bajir DNA within her.


  The changes began with surprising swiftness. Cassie was an experienced morpher, that much was clear. But as I watched the smooth, elegant transitions, I realized she was more than experienced. She was talented.


  Her five-foot-tall frame expanded upward, growing like a sapling, shooting up by a full two feet. The muscles layered over her own weaker human musculature. The bones became dense. The internal organs shifted with a liquid sound, some disappearing altogether, others appearing, forming, finding a place, making connections, beginning to secrete and digest and filter.


  Her heel bone grew a spur, the Hork-Bajir back toe. Her own five human toes melted together, then split and grew into three long claws.


  The tail grew as an extension of her spine, adding link upon link, bone growing from bone, wrapping itself in flesh and blood vessels and skin.


  Her flat mouth pushed outward, lips stretching into a hideous grimace then softening into the familiar Hork-Bajir smile.


  Then she did something I did not know could be done: She controlled the appearance of the blades so that they appeared, one by one, rippling up one arm, down the other, down a leg, up the next.


  The horns grew the same way, one, two, three. She was showing off. Trying to impress me. And I was impressed.


  <You have a talent for morphing,> I said.


  <Thanks.>


  I saw the subtle evolution from human to Hork-Bajir eyes. Colors shifted as the spectrum of visible light moved toward the ultraviolet, losing color toward the infrared end of the spectrum.


  I saw the planet of the Hork-Bajir as a Hork-Bajir. I was truly home. Myself once more. Not a female, a male, but that was irrelevant.


  I was Hork-Bajir!


  All the others were completing their morphs. I was back with my adopted people. Or at least the illusion of my own people. And in my life as it was, at this moment, nothing could be free of illusion.


  <Lead the way,> Jake said, obviously preferring to use thought-speak rather than struggle with the difficult Hork-Bajir diction.


  <Cassie, I want . . . it would be best if i controlled this body, for now.>


  <Okay. Do it.>


  I pointed upward, out of the valley. "To the trees!"


  We ran up the narrow stairs. Hork-Bajir did not fear heights. Up the stairs, across the barrens, feeling the slope grow ever more steep. Up through the mist. And then, still at a run, my head rose through the mist and saw the first tree.


  Huge! It was a curved wall, a monstrous Stoola tree. My hearts leaped. I ran straight for it. Cassie ran. The Hork-Bajir ran. Andalite, human, Hork-Bajir all become one in the excitement of running, running, then leaping up, digging blades into the soft bark.


  I was climbing. The experience that was so strange for an Andalite had been so strange for me for so long and was now so familiar.


  To my surprise the human Cassie was both afraid of the growing height and, at a deeper level, strangely comfortable racing up toward the lowest branches a hundred feet or more up the trunk.


  Of course. I should have realized: the arms that hinge through three hundred and sixty degrees, the strong hands with opposable thumbs, the feet with vestigial fingers.


  <You humans are a brachiating species?> I asked.


  <Of course. Our ancestors, the species that came before humans evolved, lived in the trees.>


  <I felt that you were more at peace than an Andalite would have been.>


  <Yeah, as long as we don't fall.>


  <Hork-Bajir do not fall from the trees.>


  Up and up, toes and blades biting the bark, racing straight toward "Father Sky."


  <These are some seriously big trees,> Marco said. <This one tree could be lawn furniture for the entire country.>


  <Why are we climbing?> Rachel asked. <I mean, we want to go somewhere, right? Not just straight up?>


  <This is the way to travel here,> I reassured them. <Go up to go left or right.>


  <I've been telling them that for a long time,> Tobias remarked. <Altitude is everything.>


  <How's it look, Tobias?> Jake asked.


  <I don't see any Hork-Bajir, or anything else except some small, fuzzy, monkey-looking things.>


  <Chadoo,> I said.


  <Whatever. Aside from that I just see some really, really large trees. I mean, these trees are up in my face. I don't mind flying through branches for a while, but I'm used to the air above two hundred feet being wide-open.>


  We reached a long branch that ran almost level toward the south. Toward the valley's end where Dak and I lived. Had lived. Had given birth to Seerow.


  If I had hidden weapons, it would be there. And it was my home. A week ago, to my mind, it had been home.


  I had to see it.
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  Run!


  We raced along the branch. Ran at full speed on a curved, uneven, knotted branch.


  Ran like giant squirrels, sure-footed, and yet, within a few inches of falling and falling and . . .


  The end of the branch!


  <Aldrea, the branch is - AAAAAHHHH!>


  Leap! Fly! Falling, arms outstretched, falling, wind whipping by, a flash of Tobias, leaves the size of circus tents.


  She stuck out a hand. Grabbed a thin branch, I could close my hand around it, too small to hold us, oh God, we were going to die.


  Falling, the branch bending down and down and down and then, slower, slower, uh-oh, uh-oh, we were going back up! Spring action now whipped us up at dizzying, insane speeds, a giant rubber band, a slingshot, and at the top of the arc, she released.


  <Aaaahhhhhhh!>


  We flew, somersaulted, and fell, down, down, THUNK!


  My Hork-Bajir feet bit into a new branch, a new tree.


  <Okay, that was nuts!> I yelled. <Let's do it again!>


  The others were following, move for move, more or less.


  We took off again, more businesslike now, but still swinging wildly from branch to branch, tree to tree in a trapeze act like no one on Earth had ever seen.


  Aldrea stopped finally and rested. She watched the others catch up. More specifically, she watched Toby. The young Hork-Bajir seer was blazing through the trees, smiling, laughing.


  <She's all I have left,> Aldrea said.


  <You must have relatives,> I said. <Andalite relatives.>


  <She is all I have,> Aldrea insisted. <And I don't even have her. I have oblivion.>


  I felt a chill. Aldrea was right. This person, this Andalite or Hork-Bajir, whatever she was who shared space in my brain, had nothing. She was not alive. Not truly alive.


  Unless . . .


  Unless she refused to return to oblivion.


  It occurred to me then, for the first time, that Aldrea could live, through me, if I permitted it.


  No! No, this wasn't up to me. Was it?


  She was alive, now. Alive in a way. She spoke and thought and felt and experienced and even learned. She was alive, but only by my grace.


  Oh, my God. Was it my decision to make? Would I have to tell her when the time had come to return to nothingness?


  Was I going to be the one to kill Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan?


  The realization took my breath away. Aldrea felt my emotions.


  <What is the matter?> she asked.


  I couldn't answer. What could I say? If I'd realized before I accepted the Ixcila I'd never have agreed to go along. It was impossible. It was immoral. Aldrea was alive, and if she died again, if she ceased to exist, it would come from my own selfishness.


  There it was, I thought, the fatal weakness that had drawn Aldrea's Ixcila to me. At some subrational, instinctive level, Aldrea's spirit had sensed the weakness in me. She had known that I could not, would not, demand her death.


  Tobias came swooping past. <Aldrea, how much further in this direction?> he asked.


  <Another quarter mile, no more,> she said. <There is a place where the valley grows so narrow that the trees reach across it and touch each other.>


  <Not anymore there isn't,> Tobias said. Then, to Jake, he said, <Trouble ahead, fearless leader.>


  <What's up?>


  <You'll see for yourself in a few minutes,> Tobias said grimly. <Just keep your heads down.>
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  Hearts in my throat I raced through the trees. All familiar, a path I had traveled a hundred times, a thousand, with Dak beside me, with Seerow hanging onto my belly as we moved.


  Home. It was just ahead. Home.


  And somehow, somehow, he would be there, Dak, strong, smiling, holding his arms open for me.


  My son, my little one, my Seerow, he would be there in his nest, waiting, smiling happily to see his mother.


  Impossible. I knew. I was not insane. I knew. And yet, the hope . . . irrational hope. An emotion not touched by all that I thought I knew.


  Home!


  I swung faster and faster, leaving the others behind, with only the hawk for company, now.


  I stopped. A clearing where there couldn't be a clearing. An open space between the branches ahead. Sky rather than leaves.


  No. It couldn't be. I would die rather than see it. No.


  I crept forward and now the others caught up. They stayed back, cautious, knowing something terrible had happened.


  At last I did not need to go closer. I saw. A hundred trees, gone. The earth was scarred, bare. A huge, open space, naked beneath the sun.


  The Yeerks had destroyed most of the valley's end. It had been dammed up. A muddy gray sludge filled a crudely constructed lake. Tree trunks formed the sides. Bisected branches formed the piers that extended out into the lake.


  Only it was not a lake.


  My home, my valley's end where the branches reached across the chasm to touch, was a Yeerk pool.


  The others caught up to me. We all stood amid the high branches and gazed down at the devastation. The humans did not understand, of course, not really. This was my home. Not from decades ago, but from just the other day. Just the other day I left my husband and my son there. Just the other day they were alive.


  <I'm sorry, Aldrea,> Cassie said.


  It was true. I was dead. I saw, I heard, I touched and felt, and yet, I was dead.


  This life was no life at all. This life was an illusion created by the Arn. My life was Dak. My life was Seerow. Everyone who had made up my life with theirs was gone.


  I looked for any last clue to what had been. These had been trees I knew. Trees that had personalities, at least to me. They didn't have the near-sentience of some Andalite tree species, but they were individuals nevertheless.


  Stoola, Nawin, Siff trees, all gone, most burned away by Dracon blasts. Those that remained had been used to form the dam. Four of them laid lengthwise, stacked, then buttressed by saplings.


  Behind the dam a billion gallons of the sludge Yeerks love. I knew Yeerk pools. I had spent my youth on the Yeerk home world with my parents. This had to be one of the largest Yeerk pools in existence. It might be home to ten thousand Yeerks, even more.


  Then I spotted something I knew. Barely visible from this range. A minuscule patch where the bark had been cut away. Nothing unusual: where there are Hork-Bajir, there is scarred bark.


  <Friend hawk,> I called. <I understand your sight is very powerful.>


  <Better than human,> Tobias answered. <Better than Andalite or Hork-Bajir, too.>


  I told him where to look. And he described what I'd known he would see: The wood where the bark had been scraped away was cut with symbolic branches entwined. A bit of Hork-Bajir graffiti. A love letter.


  <The Hork-Bajir symbol for undying love,> Toby told the others. <it sounds as if it contains the Andalite letters "A" and "D," as well.>


  <The weapons will be there,> I said firmly. <Inside that tree. It has a hollow base. Dak and our fellow fighters used it as a hideout. There is a chamber inside, all smooth wood, silent and dark. The chamber is forty feet, almost round. Large enough to conceal a small transport ship. We cut a wide entry, disguised, grown over with new bark after each use.>


  <You said you were not sure where the weapons are,> the Andalite said.


  <I said I knew where we had most likely hidden them. That is the place.>


  <it is part of the dam. It will be heavily guarded. Seven of us? It would be suicide, and for what? To learn that you made a mistake?>


  <We mess with that tree,> Marco said, <the whole dam may come crashing down.>


  <That's what she wants,> Rachel said. <Revenge.>


  I said nothing.


  <The entry you talked about, can you get it to open again?> Jake asked.


  <Yes. It will still work. It was precisely constructed. And the water pressure will have kept it shut.>


  <Water pressure?>


  <Yes. The opening is on the far side of the tree. It is beneath the surface of the Yeerk pool.>
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  It was not an easy plan to work out. We needed to get into the Yeerk pool itself. We needed to be able to function underwater. Aldrea needed to be in Hork-Bajir morph in order to open the tree.


  Then, if she opened it, we needed to be able to get inside, enter the ship, and figure out how to fly it out of the middle of a log a hundred feet in diameter.


  The plan we hatched was pure insanity. I knew this, not because Marco pronounced it insane, he thinks everything is insane. But I knew we were in trouble when Aldrea said it was insane.


  "You have a better plan?" Rachel demanded. "Because we're all ears, here."


  "What you are proposing is suicide!" Aldrea argued, speaking through me.


  Marco laughed. "You've got my vote."


  "We need a whale," Jake said. He looked at me, at Rachel.


  "I'll do it," Rachel said. "Hey, it'll be -"


  "No," I interrupted. "A sperm whale has a very narrow mouth. And I'm better at controlling a morph. Faster."


  Rachel argued. Jake hung his head. He'd known it had to be me. I snuck my hand into his and he squeezed it briefly.


  "This is not how morphing powers are used," Aldrea said. "Let's take our time, raid the Yeerks, take weapons, perhaps capture some Hork-Bajir and starve the Yeerks out of them, then, when we have an army -"


  <You and Dak Hamee, all over again?> Ax said.


  "I want this attack to succeed!" Aldrea shouted. "I don't want a wasted, futile effort. You humans are just children! What do you know about fighting the Yeerks?"


  "They know quite a bit, Great-grandmother," Toby said.


  Jake held up his hand, cutting off debate. "The Chee can't cover for us forever. We need to get this done and get out of here. Aldrea, yes, it's crazy. But we've been doing 'crazy' since Ax's brother showed up."


  There was a vote. Aldrea pleaded with me to vote against.


  <I trust Jake,> I said. <If he thinks we can do it, we can do it>


  That's what I told her. What I felt was a whole different story.


  <Cassie, don't be stupid,> Aldrea urged. <it is you who will die. The others will survive, but you will be the target.>


  <I know.>


  <If your timing is off by a few seconds . . . too much speed . . . too much mass too early . . . Cassie, you won't just kill yourself, I am in here, too! If you are killed . . . I won't have the option of returning to a bottle and awaiting some new chance at life.>


  <I know that,> I said.


  She was still arguing as I morphed to osprey. Still arguing as the others all morphed to flea or fly, all as small as they could get. Only Toby would not be coming along.


  Once I was completely osprey, I picked the insects up, one by one. They crouched inside my beak. Not roomy or pleasant maybe, but safe enough.


  I took to the air, released my grip on a high branch and floated out over the valley, out into the Hork-Bajir night. The narrow valley tunneled heat upward, an almost continuous thermal that made flying easy. I turned in a spiral, flapped, rested, flapped again, higher and higher.


  I flew up till I could see the barren lands beyond the chasm. There the thermal failed, dissipated by horizontal winds. I was as high as I could go.


  <That's it, boys, girls, and etcetera.> I said. <I can see the Yeerk pool. The dam is brightly lit. There's a Bug fighter more or less hovering at the far end. Hork-Bajir are patrolling the dam, walking along the top. Both banks of the pool. They have guards everywhere. So. You guys need anything before I start?>


  I was trying hard to sound nonchalant. I was scared to death. I was so far up, but not far enough.


  <I could use a soda,> Marco said.


  <We're not the problem, Cassie,> Jake said. <Just don't open your mouth and we'll be okay. We'll start demorphing as soon as there's room.>


  <Okay.>


  I took a deep breath. I picked my aiming point: near the dam, but not too near. I didn't want to hit wood. I didn't want to hit as a full-fledged whale, either. A whale at that speed would be crushed by the impact.


  Speed. It was all a question of speed.


  I began to demorph.
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  <It can't be done!> Aldrea warned.


  <Yes, it can,> I said. <I can do it. Now please, shut up. I need to focus.>


  I began to demorph. My talons became pudgy and grew into toes. My feathers melted together like wax under a blowtorch.


  My face flattened, my beak softened into lips. My sensitive human tongue could feel the five insects inside my mouth.


  Don't open your mouth, I reminded myself. But that was only my secondary worry. That part was easy.


  The hard part was keeping my wings.


  I fell. Down and down through the night. Down and down toward the bright Yeerk pool below. Down toward the still-oblivious sentries who could burn me out of the air.


  I fell, more and more human. But my wings, my osprey wings, I kept.


  Morphing is never logical or rational. Things don't happen in a neat, predictable sequence. No one can ever be sure how it will happen. But I could, with some part of my mind I couldn't even feel, some part of my brain with which I could not even communicate, shape the way the morphing happened.


  Ax says I have a talent. A gift. It wasn't my doing, and I don't know where it came from or why I have it. But, as I fell and demorphed and fell, my human body, my short, pudgy human body had wings that grew and grew and spread wider than osprey wings can spread.


  I couldn't flap them or even turn the edges or control a single feather, but I could hold them stiff, and as I fell, I fell . . . slowly.


  <You're doing it!> Aldrea cried. <Impossible!>


  I fell slowly, reusing the accelerating pull of gravity. And then, only a hundred feet above the Yeerk pool, I began to morph to whale.


  My feet twined together, like fast-acting ivy, or spaghetti twirled on a fork. They melted, and fused and my flesh grew thicker, fatter.


  And still, I kept the wings.


  Now I was within visual range of the Hork-Bajir guards. Now they could shoot at me, any moment, if only they looked up. One head raised to look at the stars and I would be -


  Tseeeeeew!


  A red beam appeared five feet from my face, then disappeared.


  <Let go! Fall!> Aldrea cried.


  <No! It's too early!>


  <Jake, they're shooting!> I reported.


  <Are we close enough?>


  <I don't know!> I cried. <No. No, we're not.>


  <Your call, Cassie. I trust you.>


  Tseeeeew!


  A second shot, this one behind me. More and more Hork-Bajir were looking up, goblin heads tilted back to see me.


  They would not see a human. That was vital. We could not be here, certainly could not be humans. Humans on the Hork-Bajir home world? It would cause a galaxy-wide alert and bring more pressure than ever on Visser Three to find us, at all costs.


  When the Hork-Bajir looked up they saw a melting, shifting thing with wide white wings and a whale's tail.


  <Let go, tell you!>


  <Not yet,> I grated.


  Tseeeeeew! Tseeeeeeew!


  <Aaaarrrgghh!> A hole the size of a quarter appeared in my tail fin, smoking.


  Tseeeeeew! Tseeeeew! Tseeeeew!


  Red beams everywhere, left, right, some so near I smelled the air burning.


  <I am taking over,> Aldrea cried. I felt her will surge, a tidal wave inside my mind.


  <NO!>


  She was trying to fold my wings, trying to drop, reaching to take over my mind.


  Tseeeeeew! Tseeeeeew!


  A shot burned a seven-inch slice into my side. The pain was staggering.


  My wings were . . . closing . . . losing the morph . . .


  NO! This was my body, this was me!


  I shoved against the tidal wave of Aldrea's will, weak hands holding back a cataclysm.


  But my wings stayed firm. I fell, faster, but not too fast. Aldrea fought me, I fought back, but I still owned this body, this morph. We fell, the strange, sad Andalite turned Hork-Bajir, the dead creature with a will of iron, and me. And all the while I morphed. Morphed till my osprey wings grew heavy with flesh that was as much whale as human.


  The ground fire was a wall of flame.


  At last, close enough. I demorphed my wings and plunged.
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  I had lost.


  We fell, fell toward certain death, plunged tail first into the Yeerk pool, and still, all I could think was that I had lost.


  Lost to a human child. I'd assumed the only question was one of self-restraint. I'd believed I could seize this body if ever I chose. But the little human female had held me at bay even as she performed an act of morphing that would have made her a hero among the Andalites.


  No time to think about that. No time to think about how she could have . . . no, there was a battle to fight.


  We plunged deep in the Yeerk pool and now Cassie was growing with a shocking speed, growing so huge, so fast that the body was creating little whirlpools.


  <Now I need you,> Cassie said.


  I almost laughed. It was outrageous. Now she needed me?


  <I am here,> I said. What else could I say?


  <Use my eyes. Use my echolocation. Take us to the log and the opening.>


  We swam, almost blinded by sudden, seething groups of Yeerks in their natural state, But the firing was done. The Hork-Bajir-Controllers could not fire on the pool. As the human Marco had predicted. Once in the pool we were safe. Until the Yeerks could evacuate their brothers, call them to the far end of the pool.


  Then they would heat the water to steam with their Dracon beams and boil us alive.


  Minutes. No more. Maybe less.


  <I can't see,> I said.


  <I'll fire echolocation clicks,> Cassie said. <You'll see a sort of sketchy picture. Relax into it. Let it happen to you, don't strain for it.>


  She fired a series of rapid sonic hiccups. I read the picture. The sketch, really, as she had said.


  <Left. A hundred yards. I think. I don't know.>


  We were already moving, huge tail whipping the water, scattering lingering Yeerks.


  In my vast mouth, the whale's mouth, Cassie's, I felt the others demorphing, growing.


  <Need some air soon,> Jake said.


  Cassie kicked, changed the angle of her fins, and skimmed the surface. <Whales don't breathe through their mouths,> she explained. <I'll need to travel on the surface, keep my mouth open.>


  As soon as we surfaced, the firing began.


  Tseeeeew! Tseeeeew!


  Misses that caused eruptions of steam. And hits that caused agony.


  <Diving!> Cassie warned. <Everyone breathe deep!>


  And down we plunged, turned, and stopped. <Jake. We're there.>


  <We're ready.>


  Pah-loosh! Pah-loosh!


  <I heard something,> Cassie said.


  <Taxxons. They're sending Taxxons in after us.>


  <Rachel and Jake will take care of them. Demorphing, now! Jake! Three . . . two . . .>


  Cassie was confident that her two friends could stop a small army of Taxxons.


  We raced toward the solid wooden wall ahead. We surged, dived, then suddenly rocketed up to the surface.


  Into the air! Mouth wide-open. Amazing that this monstrous beast could almost fly!


  <One!> Cassie cried. <Go! Go!>


  Aximili and Tobias leaped. One real Andalite, one morphed Andalite. Marco bounded, in Hork-Bajir morph. They landed atop the dike wall battlement.


  We crashed back into the water, used our momentum to race along the wall toward where I'd heard the Taxxons. <Now!> Cassie yelled. She opened the whale's mouth again for Jake and Rachel.


  <Jake, Aldrea says we have Taxxons,> she warned.


  <Yeah, I can smell them,> Jake answered.


  Jake and Rachel, a pair of streamlined, dark-gray aquatic creatures with sharply raked fins and a head that seemed squashed and flattened.


  <Hammerhead sharks,> Cassie said.


  Pah-loosh! Pah-loosh!


  <More Taxxons!>


  <it doesn't matter. Taxxon versus shark isn't even a battle, it'll be slaughter. None of the Taxxons will live to tell their masters anything.>


  <You sound sad.>


  <I'm worried for Jake and Rachel. It will be horrible for them.>


  "Sreeeeee-yah!"


  A Taxxon's scream resonated through the water.


  <Worse for the Taxxons, from the sound of it,> I muttered.


  <Okay, Aldrea, our turn.>


  Cassie had already begun demorphing, building up the smaller, subtler changes so that she could finish in a rush. This part was critical. The humans were determined that the Yeerks never know they'd been on the Hork-Bajir planet.


  And yet, Cassie had to be human, at least for a moment between morphs.


  It happened quickly, but not instantaneously. We shrank, shriveled, wasted away at a shocking speed. Human arms and legs emerged from the vast tons of blubber.


  Whale lungs became human, and Cassie kicked for the surface.


  <They'll see you!> I warned.


  <Have to breathe,> Cassie said. <Trust my friends.>


  Her head, our head, broke the surface. Deep breath. Again. Battle just over our heads atop the dike wall. Two Andalites, tails whipping, slashing, cutting. Hork-Bajir-Controllers backing away and running as one of their own kept yelling "Run! Run! Andalites everywhere! Thousands of them, run!"


  Marco, of course.


  The Hork-Bajir guards broke and ran. None was interested in a human face poking up from the filthy muck of the pool.


  Cassie steadied herself. I felt her exhaustion.


  <You're tired.>


  <Yeah.>


  <It's a miracle you're alive!>


  <Yeah.>


  She began to morph. Hork-Bajir features appeared, but more slowly now. Too many morphs too quickly. And each a work of art.


  As soon as the first blade appeared I said, <Cassie, slam the blade into the wood. It'll help keep you from sinking.


  I heard the sounds of Hork-Bajir-Controllers being rallied above, the shouts and threats of their sub-vissers.


  The water echoed with the horrifying screeching of Taxxons.


  <We are likely to be overrun within seconds,> Ax said calmly.


  <He means, hurry!> Marco cried. <Hurry or we're toast!>


  Chapter 24


  



  I was fully Hork-Bajir now. I was done for. Tired inside and out.


  <Take over, Aldrea,> I said.


  Couldn't fight her. Needed her. My mind was going fuzzy, confused. Not sure what body I was in. Bits of unmorphed data, stray instincts, body images, echoes of fins and wings, all jumbled together.


  Tseeeew! Tseeeew!


  The battle above us on the battlements was joined again.


  Aldrea propelled us down, crawling, Hork-Bajir style, down the dike wall, down into the water that no longer rang with the cries of dying Taxxons.


  Two hammerhead sharks swam up beside us. There were bits of Taxxon flesh trailing from their rows of razor teeth.


  Aldrea was running short of air. We were. She was searching in the murk for some sign on the vast tree trunk before us. Searching . . . the wood was swollen and discolored . . . gasping for breath.


  <We're coming in!> Tobias yelled.


  Pah-loosh! Pah-loosh! Pah-loosh!


  Aldrea said, <Marco! Sink your blades into the wood, don't try to swim! Slow your heartbeats, it will preserve oxygen.>


  There! The faint, almost invisible line. It was on the underside of the log, almost where it joined the tree beneath it.


  Aldrea slashed with expert ease. Then she pulled.


  Nothing!


  <The water pressure!> she cried. <Too much. Can't do it!>


  Marco crawled down beside us and added his strength.


  Slowly the crack widened.


  Tseeeeew! Tseeeew! Tseeeeew!


  The troops on the battlement were firing into the water. They wouldn't be able to hit us, they couldn't even see us, but they'd soon parboil us.


  WOOOOOSH!


  The tree opened! Water rushed in, dragging us with it. A tangled mass of sharks, Andalites, and Hork-Bajir was swept inside and bobbed up, to my utter amazement, into air. There was no light, but there was definitely air.


  It was silent inside the tree. All the sounds of battle were muffled.


  Aldrea gasped, choked, breathed. Then, "Computer, identification: Aldrea-Iskillion-Falan. Code: . . ." She hesitated, then said, "Code: Mother loves Seerow. Ship, acknowledge by turning on exterior lights."


  The sudden illumination seemed blinding after the total darkness.


  We were floating in a placid pool at the bottom of what looked like an upturned, smooth, wooden bowl. We were inside the tree. Lying half-submerged in water was a stubby Yeerk ship, maybe forty feet long and almost as wide.


  We paddled toward the ship and then I felt wood beneath my feet. We stood up.


  Jake and Rachel were demorphing as fast as they could, and when they had feet and legs, they, too, stood up in waist-deep water.


  "There it is," Aldrea said.


  <You have no memory of this ship,> Ax pointed out. <How did you know the identification code?>


  "The number represents a logarithm of Seerow's birth date. I always used it."


  Jake clapped his hands briskly. "Okay, we have minutes before the Yeerks figure out we're in this tree. Let's get this over with."


  We slogged over to the ship and hauled our wet, exhausted selves up inside. I lay on my back on the deck, unable to get up for a while.


  "You okay, Cassie?" Rachel asked.


  "Aldrea, actually. Cassie is exhausted," Aldrea said.


  "Why are you in charge? Get Cassie back!"


  Aldrea laughed. "You don't need to worry about Cassie. She takes care of herself quite well."


  We stood up and went to the ship's controls. "I need someone on weapons," Aldrea said.


  Ax appeared beside her. <We burn our way out?>


  "We burn our way out."


  <Once we create a hole, the water will rush in and through. It will create a vast drain that will empty much of the pool and suck many of the Yeerks to their doom.>


  "Yes," Aldrea said. "Do you object, brother Andalite?"


  <No, sister Hork-Bajir. I do not.>


  "Then power up the Dracon beams."


  The engines began to whine. The Dracon beams began to hum.


  <You know, that says something that you can bury one of these things in a tree for years and then just crank her up like this,> Marco said. <Two points for Yeerk technology.>


  <"Andalite technology,"> Ax and Aldrea said at the same instant.


  "They stole it. That doesn't make it theirs," Aldrea added.


  <Everyone should brace themselves,> Ax suggested. <There may be some instability.>


  "Ready?"


  <Ready.>


  "Fire!"


  The Dracon beams fired, a blinding blast. And kept firing. A hole burned through the outer side of the tree, out into the air. The water began to rise. The hole grew larger. Now the water was rushing in, gurgling up around the ship. The escaping air howled.


  Then, all at once, the wooden wall was gone.


  WHAM!


  Aldrea hit the engines just as a wall of water caught us, slammed into us, and spit us out into the night.


  The ship rolled, spun, bucked then . . .


  Whooooom!


  <Yeah! Yeah! Yeah!> Marco yelled. <Take that, George Lucas!>


  The ship blew out of the log, down the valley, and turned to take a look back. A Bug fighter had come up, saw we were a Yeerk ship, and hesitated.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  The Bug fighter blew apart and veered down into the draining Yeerk pool.


  Water rushed out of the rapidly widening hole. I could not see the Yeerks, of course, but I knew they were being dragged along in the irresistible current. Hundreds. Thousands. We might never know.


  I didn't want to know.


  <I sense regret,> Aldrea said. <But this is a great victory. And it is because of you, Cassie. Without you, none of this would have been possible. You've just done the most impossible, incredible, and heroic thing I've ever seen.>


  The water continued to drain. The Yeerks in host bodies might be able to save some of their brothers and sisters. Not many. Not all. Thousands of Yeerks would lie there, dying a slow death of dehydration as the water left them stranded, or asphyxiation as they sank, helpless, into the mud.


  Because of me.


  Chapter 25 - Aldrea


  



  We delivered the weapons to Quafijinivon. We were reunited with my great-granddaughter, Toby.


  The humans, and the one Andalite, had done the impossible, the absurd! But there was no celebration. Instead there were awkward silences and stilted conversations and eyes averted.


  I still had charge of Cassie's now-human body. She was doing something very much like sleeping. She had withdrawn, exhausted, depressed.


  I drew Aximili aside. "You have lived with these humans. They seem troubled by their victory."


  <Yes. They regret doing what they know they must. They have an almost Andalite sensibility.>


  I smiled. "I was going to say that they remind me of our Hork-Bajir warriors, who never forgave themselves for learning to kill."


  <Let us agree, then, that all civilized species must share a hatred of war,> Aximili said.


  "It may be the definition of true civilization," I said. "And yet, we are here to promote another war. The Arn will spawn his new generation of Hork-Bajir, and, thanks to us, they will be armed."


  <Young Toby will lead them,> the Andalite said, turning his stalk eyes toward my great-granddaughter.


  Toby had her back to us. She had been working with the Arn, learning from him. A strange couple: the last remnant of the race that had made the Hork-Bajir to serve in simplicity and ignorance, and the living example of the Arns' failure.


  She was so like Dak when I first met him. Before the battles. Before I had led Dak to serve the Andalite will.


  "No," I said suddenly. "No, Toby will not lead them. Her place is with her people, on Earth. Someone, some part of Dak and Seerow and me, will survive to do something besides fighting a war."


  <I do not believe she will go voluntarily,> Ax said. <She believes this is her duty.>


  "No, I suppose that's true. But with your help, Aximili. And with Cassie's, I think I can convince her." I explained to Aximili. Cassie, of course, heard. And now, at last, she came up out of her haze of regret and guilt.


  <You know what this means,> Cassie said.


  <Yes. Yes, I know. But my life ended long ago. I tried to pretend otherwise. But with Dak gone, and my little Seerow, and even this planet that I loved so much . . . all that's left now is Toby.>


  <No, Aldrea, that's not all that's left,> Cassie said. <You didn't stop the Yeerks. But you slowed them. And that gave humans time. Now we may not stop them, but we, too, will fight, and delay, and weaken them. And someday, somewhere, they will be stopped.>


  <And one thing more,> she said. She turned our gaze to Toby. A young Hork-Bajir seer who would, at least in my last dreams, guide her people to freedom.


  I almost weakened. It was so hard to say good-bye.


  <Let's get it over with,> I said.


  <It has been an honor, Aldrea. I still don't know why your Ixcila came to me, but it was an honor.>


  <Don't you know? Even now? The Ixcila is drawn to a mind that reflects it. And I like to think even that inchoate, nonconscious version of me was honorable enough to know I might be tempted. That I might be tempted to cling to life. And that I might need someone strong enough to return me to the path of my own fate.>


  Cassie didn't say anything more. There wasn't anything to say, not to each other.


  "Jake!" Cassie cried. "Aldrea is struggling to seize control of me!"


  Jake and all the others jerked around, bristling, ready to fight.


  Aximili moved quickly to get behind Toby. He whipped his tail forward and held the blade against the young Hork-Bajir's throat.


  <Release your hold, Aldrea. You will leave Cassie's body or your great-granddaughter will leave her own.>


  "Ax!" Jake cried.


  "I'll kill you, Andalite!" I cried through Cassie's mouth. "The Arn will give me a new body and I will come after you!"


  <I doubt that, Aldrea, daughter of Seerow the Fool. Toby will go with us as a hostage to ensure your good behavior in the future. Now. Leave our friend Cassie.>


  I did. I left Cassie behind, lifted up out of her body, her mind, and was drawn back to the bottle.


  I could no longer touch. No longer hear. No longer see.


  For a while I could remember.


  It wouldn't take Toby long to realize she'd been tricked. But by then Toby and the others would be on their way back to Earth.


  My thoughts, my consciousness, my memory, were all fading. I still saw my son. Still saw Dak. Still saw . . .
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Marco.


  But you can call me "Marco the Mighty." Or "Most Exalted Destroyer of My Pride." You can cower before my mighty thumbs and beg for mercy, but you'll be crushed just the same.


  For I am the lord of the PlayStation.


  Pick a game. Any game. Tekken. Duke Nukem. NFL Blitz. Whatever. Practice all you want. I'll still beat you. I'll crush you like Doc Martens crush ants. I'll -


  "The phone's ringing," my dad said, setting down his controller.


  "You can't stop now," I cried. "I was gonna score on this next play!"


  "It's fifty-six to nothing," he muttered. "I'll forfeit this one."


  "But -"


  But he'd already picked up the phone.


  "Hello? Oh, hi! How are you?" His voice was so sweet and sticky you could have poured it over pancakes.


  "Oh, brother," I mumbled.


  "I'm doing great," he continued, a big dopey smile on his face. "Marco and I were just playing video games. Uh-huh. Sure." He looked at me. "Nora says hi."


  I nodded. I grabbed the remote control. Switched the TV back to cable mode and turned the volume up loud enough to drown out his voice.


  My dad has a girlfriend. And I think it's serious. I'm used to this quiet, low-key, unexpressive guy. But ever since he started dating this woman, he's been Mr. Personality. Smiling for no reason. Singing in the shower. Laughing at all my lame jokes like I was Chris Rock. He's even developed this annoying habit of hugging me for no good reason.


  I mean, I'm happy for him. Really. When my mom disappeared over two years ago, my dad lost it. For a long time, he was little more than a zombie. Sometimes I thought he'd never recover.


  A few months back he pulled himself out of it. Things went back to normal. Or as normal as my life could be - until he met this woman.


  Your dad being in love with someone who isn't your mother is a pretty normal problem, I guess. I mean, he's old, but he's not exactly using a walker and getting seniors' discounts at the Steak and Ale. Maybe you've dealt with the same thing yourself. Maybe you're dealing with it right now. Maybe this problem makes you feel like the weight of the world is on your shoulders.


  Yeah, well, boo hoo. Sorry, kids. But you have no idea about the weight of the world. 'Cause it's on my shoulders.


  See, not only do I live with a lovesick father. I'm also trying to save the world from being enslaved by evil, parasitic aliens.


  To which you respond, "Ooooookay, dude forgot his medication."


  I'm not crazy. And not lying. I'm telling the truth.


  They're called Yeerks. They're from another galaxy. Gray, sluglike creatures that slide into your ear, flatten out inside your brain, and take control of your mind and body. Forcing you to do anything they want. Anything.


  Right now, their invasion is a secret. Very few people know about it. Most of the people who do are their slaves. We call them Controllers. I don't know how many people the Yeerks have turned into Controllers. I don't think I want to know.


  There are a handful of us fighting the Yeerks. A handful. As in four kids, an alien, and a red-tailed hawk.


  Come to think of it, maybe I did forget my meds.


  We call ourselves Animorphs. We have the ability to turn into any animal we touch. It may not sound like much of a weapon, but you'd be surprised. We've done plenty to hurt the Yeerks, and we're not through yet.


  The Yeerks would love to get us. They'd love to make me and my friends their slaves so they could use our morphing powers to conquer the rest of the world.


  That's why I don't tell you my last name. And that's why I won't tell you where I live. City or state. I want to stay anonymous. Anonymous equals alive. Maybe.


  "Well, I really had a great time, too," my dad gushed into the phone.


  As if the Yeerks aren't enough for me to deal with - this woman my dad has gone all Sweet'n Low for? She just happens to be a teacher at my school. My math teacher. Ms. Robbinette.


  It's enough to make you want to ban parent/teacher conferences.


  I turned the TV up a little more, hoping my dad would get the hint and leave the room. He didn't.


  There was nothing on TV worth watching. Lousy game shows. Corny old movies. Boring murder mysteries. Prime-time soap operas. But I continued to flip channels like a robot stuck on the same mindless function.


  I stopped on a talk show I'd seen a few times before. Contact Point. It was hosted by some guy with a three-word name. William Roger Tennant.


  Not your typical talk show. No audience. No guests. No comedy monologue. Just this Tennant guy, sitting cross-legged in a big comfy chair, surrounded by six-foot-tall Lava lamps, a bottle of designer water at his side.


  People called in with problems, and he gave them helpful advice. There was something about the guy that made you want to like him. He was so relaxed. Like nothing could possibly bother him. And he seemed to be actually interested in what people had to say. Every caller was the most fascinating person he'd ever spoken to.


  I don't know why I kept watching. I'm not a talk show kind of person. Maybe it was because I was hoping William Roger Tennant would say something to make me feel better. See, there's another complication to my dad's having a girlfriend. A serious one.


  But William Roger Tennant didn't say anything that made me feel better. He said something that made me even sicker than my dad's middle-aged Romeo impersonation.


  A woman caller was complaining about being lonely. She was retired. Many of her friends had passed away in recent years. She was having a hard time meeting people.


  William Roger Tennant listened intently to her complaint. Looked thoughtfully at the camera.


  "Marie" he said, "I know a great place where you can make friends. It's called The Sharing."


  Chapter 2


  



  "The Sharing?" I said, feeling a chill run up my spine.


  "The Sharing?" the woman replied.


  "Yes, The Sharing." William Roger Tennant leaned forward in his chair. Smiled hypnotically at the camera. "It's a wonderful organization," he said. "The Sharing is all about meeting people. Having fun together. Making the world a better place. It's changed so many people's lives for the better. I'm sure it could help you."


  I stared hard at the screen.


  The Sharing. Yeah, it was a place for people to get together and have fun. Go to barbecues. Sing songs. But William Roger Tennant had left out a key detail.


  The Sharing is a front organization for the Yeerks. They use it to recruit humans. They get people to join, earn their trust, then turn them into Controllers.


  My best friend Jake, the leader of our group? His brother Tom joined The Sharing a while ago. He's a Controller now. Mr. Chapman, our assistant principal, is also a member and a Controller. And you thought your assistant principal was evil.


  And now this William Roger Tennant guy was on TV, recruiting innocent people for slavery.


  William Roger Tennant. A smiling, bearded face. Light brown hair pulled back into a pony-tail. Faded jeans and a casual button-down shirt. Everything about him was laid-back. Easygoing. Cool.


  But behind it all, behind those warm, smiling blue eyes, was an evil alien slug, bent on making every single human being on the face of the earth a helpless slave.


  That's the scariest thing of all about the Yeerks. You can't tell just by looking who's a Controller and who's not.


  "Why don't you tell me where you live, Marie?" William Roger Tennant said to the caller. "I'll give you the number of a Sharing group near you."


  I had to call Jake. Didn't want to, but had to.


  Didn't I?


  Let it go, Marco, I told myself. You know how this ends up: all of us screaming and running and maybe this time not making it out alive. Let it go.


  My dad hung up the phone, that goofy smile still stuck on his face. He sat down on the couch next to me and picked up his PlayStation gamepad.


  "So, you ready to humiliate me some more?" he said.


  I sighed. "I have to call Jake."


  "Why?"


  "Good question."


  I used the phone in the kitchen to set up a meeting with the rest of the gang. In the carefully nonspecific way we set up meetings.


  Now I had to think up an excuse to leave the house. It was eight o'clock on a school night. My dad had specifically set aside some time to hang out with me. I didn't want to hurt his feelings.


  "So what do you want to do now?" he asked when I walked back into the living room. "You need help with your homework? Maybe we could watch a movie or something?"


  "Uh, well," I said, "I have to go over to Jake's house. I left something there."


  His smile faded. "Oh. Well, couldn't he just give it to you at school tomorrow? It's eight o'clock already."


  "I need it tonight." I prayed he wouldn't ask what was so important. When you lie, it's always a good idea to have the details figured out beforehand.


  "Well, okay," he replied, frowning.


  "I'll be back in a little while," I mumbled.


  I was about to walk out the door when he called to me. "Say, Marco?"


  "Yeah?" I looked back at him, sitting on the couch, a very sad look on his face. It was a look I hadn't seen in a long time. It was the same look he'd worn for two whole years after my mom disappeared.


  "Are you mad at me?"


  I shrugged. "No, Dad. Why would I be mad at you?"


  "I know you still think about your mom a lot," he began. "I just want you to know I do, too."


  "I know," I said.


  "It's just that it's been a long time," my dad continued. "I can't grieve forever. I - we - need to move on. I hope you can understand that.


  I mean, Nora's a nice person, isn't she?"


  Maybe if I was a better son, I could have said something to cheer him up. But I'm not and I couldn't.


  "Yeah. She's okay," I said. "It's just weird, that's all."


  I shut the door behind me and tried to control the guilt.


  Yeah, I wanted my dad to be happy. But there was a really big problem with the whole Nora situation.


  My mom may not really be dead.


  Chapter 3


  



  I took off my jeans, sweater, and shoes and stuffed them in a little cubbyhole I'd made in the corner of my garage. We never have figured out how to morph clothing, other than skin-tight stuff. Besides, a big bird of prey would look kind of conspicuous flying around in a pair of Levi's.


  I tried to relax and focus on my morph. It was tough. I'd made my dad feel bad. I didn't like that. It wasn't his fault, any of it. How was he supposed to know his wife wasn't really dead?


  Or at least, not for sure.


  My mom, her body anyway, was Visser One. The original leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth. My mom was a Controller.


  She'd faked her own death when her assignment on Earth was up. She didn't want to leave any open questions as to what happened to my mother. So there was a boating accident. And for two years my dad and I thought she was gone.


  Then I learned the truth. No way I could tell my dad. And the truth was, she was as good as dead. Probably.


  I'd seen her last on a blasted mountaintop. I'd led her there, me, her son, as part of a plan to take down Vissers One and Three.


  The last I'd seen her she went off a cliff. No body had turned up, but that may have just been the Yeerks cleaning up their own mess.


  For two years, dead. Then alive. And now?


  It was a totally impossible situation.


  I was almost glad to have this mission. As dangerous as it was bound to be. It would keep my mind off Dad and Nora and all the hopeless conflicts I was feeling over it.


  I concentrated on the animal I wanted to morph. Osprey. Fish-eating bird of prey. Eyes like lasers. Six-foot wingspan.


  And I felt the changes begin.


  Morphing is totally bizarre. It makes even the wildest and creepiest movie effects seem ordinary. There's something about watching your entire body completely change its shape that never ceases to freak you out.


  ZWOOOOP!


  I was shrinking. Rapidly. From five feet to four. To three. To two. The garbage cans my dad had bought at Home Depot were as big as three-story buildings now. The push broom leaning against the wall was as tall as a tree.


  My bare feet quivered. My toes began to merge, to melt together, the way cookies melt into each other in the oven when you put them too close together on the pan.


  Five stubby toes became three long slender ones. A fourth toe sprouted out of each of my ankles. Then a long, sharp talon slithered out of each toe.


  Next, my skin started to itch.


  Pfft! Pfft! Pfft!


  The hairs on my arms started growing like superfast-growing grass. Then each long hair blossomed into a feather. Black feathers along my back. White feathers on my front.


  Now my arms would transform themselves into wings. I would be able to fly. And as soon as the morph was complete, I could lose myself in the simple, straightforward mind of the osprey. At least for the time it took to fly to Cassie's.


  Come on, come on, I urged myself. Osprey.


  My eyes were supposed to go telescopic. Allowing me to spot glittering fish through reflective water.


  They didn't. Instead, they began to grow darker. Blurrier. Until I could see only dim shapes around me. A hazy combination of black, white, and gray.


  My arms! They weren't becoming wings! What was happening? I felt them stretching out in front of me. The skin on my hands turning brittle, like armor. Fingers merging, becoming two barbed claws.


  Something was wrong!


  My face . . .


  A pinprick on each cheek! Two long whisker-like hairs sprouted outward. Instinctively, I swept them in front of me, gauging the wind, the temperature, sensing my surroundings.


  Antennae? Birds don't have antennae!


  Dim eyes. Pincers. Antennae.


  Lobster?


  I was half-osprey, half-lobster?


  A useless combination of mismatched parts.


  I struggled to stand on the osprey's narrow legs. Dragged the lobster's heavy claws along the dirty garage floor. My antennae swept back and forth, faster and faster, desperately searching. For what?


  Suddenly, the lobster's mind took over.


  Panic! Fear!


  Water! Where was the water!


  I had lobster lungs and gills. But I was nowhere near water.


  No. NO! This couldn't be happening.


  The lobster's panic was intense. Desperately I tried to fight it.


  Come on, Marco. Settle down. Just morph out and everything will be fine.


  Morph out!


  Chapter 4


  



  It took half an hour to ride my bike to Cassie's parents' barn, aka the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. A place where Cassie and her dad nurse sick and injured animals back to health.


  Its walls are lined with cages. Pens and stalls house the larger guests. At any given time the barn is filled with all sorts of animals, from bald eagles to beavers to llamas. And like any barn, it's short on comfort and quiet, long on the aroma of sweet hay and animal feces.


  But it is private.


  I was still shaking when I went inside.


  "It's about time you got here," Rachel growled. "I'm missing Felicity."


  Rachel is tall, blond, and beautiful. At first glance, she seems like a perfectly typical self-centered, spoiled teenage girl.


  Here's some advice, kids: Don't judge a book by its cover. If the Animorphs were a hockey team, Rachel would be our goon. She's always the first one to start a fight. Always the last one to surrender.


  <You mean we're missing Felicity,> Tobias added from his perch in the rafters. Tobias is what the Andalites call a nothlit. He stayed in his red-tailed hawk morph for longer than two hours. Stay in a morph for longer than two hours, and it's not a morph anymore. It's yours to keep.


  Now red-tailed hawk is his normal form. Although thanks to the Ellimist, he can morph like the rest of us.


  "Isn't that romantic?" I said mockingly. "Blondie and Bird-boy watching TV together. So Rachel munches popcorn and Tobias eats road-kill? Romance! Must be something in the air."


  "What's your problem, Marco, not enough fiber?" Rachel snapped.


  Cassie shot me a look of disapproval that made me wince.


  Okay, maybe I'd been a little harsh. I'd make it up to Tobias later.


  "We were getting a little worried," Jake added with a tad more diplomacy. "We were about to fly out to your house to see if something was wrong."


  Jake's the leader of our group. He's also been my best friend for as long as I can remember, despite the fact that we're very different people. Jake's the responsible, serious, leader-type. I'm the devil-may-care comedian.


  At least that's what I often find it useful for people to think.


  I shrugged. "I decided to ride my bike."


  "You what?"Cassie said.


  Cassie and Rachel are best friends. Like me and Jake, they're almost complete opposites. While Rachel's well dressed and prone to violence, Cassie's a slob and good and caring and strong - and usually right.


  "I rode my bike," I repeated impatiently. "Weren't you the one giving me grief about never exercising? So I exercised."


  No way was I going to tell the others about my morph freakout. That I'd barely managed to demorph before suffocating. That I had been too freaked to try morphing again.


  A fluke, that's all it was. I'd been distracted, preoccupied. I must have lost focus. I was just going to put it out of my mind. Just forget that something that was already terrifying had gone to total nightmare.


  <Ah, yes. Physical fitness,> Ax said in thought-speak. <But surely a special array of artificial skins are necessary. From "These Messages" on television, I have learned that fitness requires particular shoes and particular clothing. It is not possible to become physically fit dressed as you are, Marco


  Ax, also known as Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, is our resident alien.


  He's an Andalite. Think deer. Except with blue fur. And a humanoid torso growing out of the front of his body. A torso with skinny arms and seven-fingered hands.


  Weird enough for you yet? But wait! There's more!


  Andalites have human-shaped heads. With deerlike ears. No mouth. Eyes inside their skull, just like you and me. But on top of their heads they have an auxiliary pair attached to stalks that can twist and turn degrees. Making it virtually impossible to sneak up behind them.


  Ax also has a long tail with a blade on the end that could lop your head off before you even saw it twitch.


  The Andalites invented morphing technology. It was Ax's brother Elfangor who gave us our powers. Shortly before he was murdered by Visser Three.


  At this moment Ax was in his human morph, a strangely attractive DNA combination of me, Jake, Rachel, and Cassie.


  "Anyway," Rachel interrupted. "Was that the only reason we called this meeting? So Marco could work off some of his leftover baby fat?"


  "I hope not," Jake said tightly. "I've got tons of homework."


  "Anyone ever hear of a guy named William Roger Tennant?" I asked.


  "Sure," Rachel answered. "The hippie guy. The one with that weird touchy-feely talk show with the Lava lamps. Contact Point."


  "Didn't he write all those Men Are from Jupiter, Women Are from Venus books?" Jake asked.


  <I do not believe either Jupiter or Venus are inhabitable, certainly not by humans,> Ax said.


  "Mars, not Jupiter," Cassie corrected.


  <Mars may be marginally habitable.>


  "Actually, some guys are from Uranus," Rachel said. Then she made a face. "Did I just say that? I'm spending too much time around you, Marco."


  "I'm rubbing off on you."


  "Different guy anyway," Rachel said. "But Tennant has written a lot of self-help books. My mom reads them. Reads 'em and for, like, two days she's all mellow, then it wears off."


  <Self-help books?> Ax asked. <Are they similar to instruction manuals?>


  <Not exactly, Ax-man,> Tobias said. <Self-help books are like instruction books for living.>


  <Indeed? Instructions for living? Such as "Consume necessary nutrients"? "Breathe sufficient air"?>


  "Hey! Ax just made a joke."


  <I did?>


  "Self-help as in wise advice," Cassie explained. "Chicken Soup for Whatever. I'm Okay, You're Messed Up. You know. They give you advice on how to live your life."


  <Ah, yes. Like Oprah,> Ax replied. <She, too, enjoys chicken soup. But it must be low-fat and heart healthy.>


  Ax has been a bit unusual - if that's possible - since he got a TV in his little woodsy hide-out.


  "Okay. Now, if we can slowly back out of the lunatic asylum and rejoin reality," Jake said impatiently. "Marco? You were saying?"


  "I was just watching his show -"


  Rachel cut me off. "You were watching William Roger Tennant? Marco looking for advice? On what? Coping with shortness?"


  "I was just channel surfing," I yelled. "That's not the point! He's a Yeerk! He's using the show to recruit people for The Sharing."


  <Uh-oh,> Tobias said.


  "What exactly did Tennant say?" Jake asked.


  I repeated Tennant's pitch to the elderly caller named Marie.


  "We have to stop him," Cassie said simply.


  "How?" Rachel asked, only half-joking. "Trash the studio?"


  Like I said. If we were a hockey team -


  "We could launch a direct attack," Jake said thoughtfully. "But what's to stop the Yeerks from moving Tennant to another studio? He'd be back on the air in a few days."


  <The real problem is William Roger Tennant himself,> Tobias said. <We've got to find a way to get him off the air. Permanently.>


  "Yeah, but how?" I said.


  "We dig up some dirt on him," Rachel said. "Major smear campaign. That's how you take down a celebrity. Unless he's like a politician. Or an athlete. They're immune."


  Jake frowned. "This means surveillance. We watch him, starting now. When we have the info we need, we take him down. Marco? Take Ax and see what you can find online. An address would be a good start."


  "You know, I can surf the Web without Ax holding my hand."


  "Yeah, but he can do it without wasting three hours cruising Baywatch Web sites."


  "Oooh. Through the heart," I said, miming a knife in the chest.


  "Then, given the time of day, Ax and Tollies? You take the first shifts. Marco and I will relieve you after school tomorrow. Probably bird morphs, as usual. Okay, Marco?"


  I swallowed hard. Morphing. No big deal. Unless . . .


  "Okay, Jake. No problemo."


  Chapter 5


  



  <This bites,> I said. <Why did we get stuck with the Saturday morning shift? I should be asleep right now. Or watching The Powerpuff Girls.>


  Cassie and I were in seagull morph, on the top of the compound's east wall. A gust of wind came in from the ocean, forcing me to flap my wings to keep from falling off.


  It had been three days since we'd started our surveillance of William Roger Tennant. Three days of watching and waiting.


  And during those three days I'd had to morph several times. Not once did I have a problem. No mutant morphs. A huge relief.


  But the fear still lingered. Why had it happened? Would it happen again? And if so, when?


  It had turned out that William Roger Tennant owned a huge beachfront mansion. Three stories. Lots of windows. A compound filled with a variety of trees and shrubs. Hedges sculpted into animal shapes. A stone wall covered with ivy surrounded the property.


  <You know why you're here,> Cassie replied. <You switched with Jake so you could watch the South Park marathon last night.>


  <Yeah, but that was before I knew about The Powerpuff Girls marathon,> I grumbled. <They shouldn't have more than one marathon in a week. It's just wrong. And why are we still doing this stakeout, anyway? We know Tennant's a Controller. Ax and Tobias saw him sneak into the Yeerk pool through The Gap entrance yesterday morning. What we need is to get inside the house,> I added. <We've got a plan. Albeit a suicidal one. Why not just get it over with?>


  <You know why,> Cassie said. <Rachel's on little sister duty this afternoon. We're going in tomorrow. Meanwhile, we're learning Tennant's habits.>


  <But we know his habits! And in the past three days he hasn't done anything even remotely illegal or scandalous. The guy's a saint.>


  <Yeah, I know,> Cassie agreed. <The guy's squeaky clean. He's spent his entire life helping people. He's given millions to charity: Doctors Without Borders, the Humane Society, all kinds of diseases, the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. I mean, if I didn't know better, I'd love this guy. And he's got tons of famous friends ->


  <Which is probably why the Yeerks wanted him on board,> I said. <He's a perfect recruiter.>


  William Roger Tennant emerged from the compound, dressed in a dark blue running outfit. Did some stretches. Then started his jog along the beach.


  <Like clockwork,> Cassie said.


  <Let's go.> My spindly seagull legs pushed off the wall. I opened my wings to catch the warm breeze that was blowing off the water.


  Every morning William Roger Tennant went for a forty-five-minute jog along the beach. Same path. Same speed. Same distance.


  <Maybe he's not really a Controller after all,> I said. <Maybe he's an android. I mean, what kind of human keeps such a strict schedule?>


  We kept Tennant's bouncing brown ponytail in our sights as he jogged along at his deliberate pace.


  <Uh-huh,> Cassie agreed. <It's the same thing every day. From eight A.M. to eight-forty-five A.M. he goes jogging. Comes home, takes a shower. Sits at his desk and works for a few hours. Writes on the computer. Makes a few phone calls. Eats lunch, at his desk. Feeds the birds. Talks to them. Then at five o'clock he hops in his limo and is driven to the TV studio.>


  <You know, I kind of wish Tennant weren't a Controller. I mean, apart from the Yeerk in his head he's such a swell guy. I watch Contact Point and I want to tell him about my own problems.>


  <Something bothering you, Marco?> Cassie asked.


  <No, absolutely not.>


  <Uh-huh. So it doesn't bother you that your dad is dating?>


  <What? No way. My dad is seriously gaga over Ms. Robbinette. So what? Not my problem, his problem.>


  I'd told the others about my dad dating my math teacher. Back in the beginning. I'd had to tell them that much. We had to make sure Ms. Robbinette wasn't a Controller. For three days we'd followed her. She'd never gone near any known Yeerk pool entrances.


  <She seems nice,> Cassie said. <Aren't you happy for your dad?>


  <Sure. Why not?> I said.


  <Still, you're in a tough position,> Cassie said.


  <Actually, I'm sorry I brought it up. I don't want to talk about it. It's boring. I mean, who cares, right?>


  <Okay.>


  <I mean, the situation's bad enough,> I continued. So maybe I did want to talk about it. Just a little bit. <But does she have to be one of my teachers? Let alone my math teacher? And then there's Euclid.>


  <Her toy poodle.>


  <Satan with a perm. Simple commands like "sit," "stay," "heel" all mean the same thing to this dog: Bark at Marco. Jump on Marco. Bite Marco's ankle.>


  For forty-five minutes we followed William Roger Tennant up the beach and then back to the compound. For forty-five minutes I vented. Cassie may or may not have listened. Every once in a while, she said <"uh-huh"> or <"bummer.">


  By the time Tennant walked back through the gate of the compound, I felt a little better.


  I had not mentioned the mutant morph.


  <I know it's hard, but try to see the positive side of the situation,> Cassie said as we watched Tennant do his post jog stretches. <Your dad is happy. That's a good thing. Start there and maybe things will be okay.>


  <Yeah,> I replied.


  We landed on the stone wall encircling the compound. Watched William Roger Tennant cross the courtyard and go inside through the main entrance.


  From our perch we could see into Tennant's office. It was hard not to. Two of the walls were made almost entirely of glass. The room had an amazing ocean view.


  <I mean, it probably doesn't matter anyway. Our chances of surviving tomorrow's mission are slim to none.>


  The office door opened. William Roger Tennant, now dressed in his usual faded jeans and rumpled button-down oxford shirt, walked over to his desk and sat down. He raised his left hand close to his face.


  Perched on his finger was a gray feathered creature about a foot long. He raised it up to his lips and gave it a dainty little kiss.


  William Roger Tennant had a large collection of domestic birds. Finches. Parakeets. And cockatiels.


  The plan was for five of us to morph cockatiels and search his house.


  Five tiny, helpless birds fluttering around inside the house of a powerful Yeerk.


  We'd get caught, I'd get crushed, I wouldn't even have to think about my dad and the math teacher.


  Chapter 6


  



  Cockatiels.


  According to one of Cassie's bird books, a species originally from Australia. About a foot long, from the crescent-shaped plume of feathers sprouting from the top of its head to the tip of its long gray-feathered tail.


  Said to be highly intelligent. Even capable of mimicking human speech. We'd morphed parrots once, long ago. Just to mess with some people's heads. This would be different. We'd be going seriously in harm's way, which brought to mind the image of me yelling, "Squuuuaaawwk, don't kill me, squuaaawwk!"


  William Roger Tennant owned ten cockatiels. Along with the other birds they seemed to have free reign of the house, although they spent most of their time in an open aviary. All of which made them perfect morphs for spying on Tennant.


  Maybe too perfect.


  <Remember. This could be a trap,> Jake said. <Tennant knows about the "Andalite bandits." He knows that at some point we'll try to come after him. What better way to kill us than by luring us into his house in vulnerable morphs?>


  <What better way to capture us,> I replied, jerking my head left, right, left, back.


  <That's why we're spreading out,> Jake said. <We get in and morph the cockatiels. Marco and Rachel, you stick with Tennant. Cassie, Ax and I will search the house. If one group runs into trouble, the other group hides and does battle morphs. Tobias will stay outside and let us know if the Yeerks send in reinforcements.>


  He suddenly sat up on his haunches, looked back, left, focused, right, up.


  As far as we knew, William Roger Tennant lived alone with his posse of birds. A housekeeping service came in and cleaned the mansion every morning. Had to be every day what with birds crapping everywhere.


  Except for Tennant and the birds, the house was empty all afternoon.


  We hoped.


  <We don't know what's in the basement, Jake,> I pointed out as I jerked my head left, left, right, up. <What if Tennant's got a dozen Hork-Bajir down there? You going to be able to get away in time to morph?>


  <We call for you and Rachel. Do you have a problem with this plan, Marco?>


  <No,> I replied quickly. What was I going to do? Tell everyone I suddenly wasn't sure they should be relying on me? That I wasn't sure I could morph in an emergency? Just as we were about to go into a very, very dangerous mission? No. <Of course not. Just want to be sure we know the risks.>


  <If Jake's done explaining and Marco's done whining, maybe we can get down to business,> Rachel said. <This morph does not like to sit


  <Yes,> Ax added. <This is a very energetic creature.>


  The four of us had acquired squirrel morphs. Cassie already had one. Our morphs were like the squirrels scampering around your backyard right now. Gray, brown, and white fur. Long, twitchy bushy tail. Big, twitchy dark brown eyes. More energy than a hyperactive kid after a dozen cups of coffee.


  Between the five of us we were jerking our heads, looking in every possible direction, about nine times a second.


  <Okay. Let's go,> Jake said. He raced up the telephone pole. I raced up after him. So cool! The squirrel might as well have been running horizontally. Tiny little claws instantly found tiny little handholds.


  Then, onto a phone line that led to the house. I looked out along that long, swooping wire and felt the squirrel's utter confidence. Walk on a wire? Sure, why not?


  Off we went, single file of course, zipping along without a care in the world aside from the incessant, jerky, twitchy caution. I felt rather than saw Tobias in the air above us. The squirrel was not happy about his shadow.


  Along the wire. Off onto a nearby tree branch. Then down onto the top of a stone wall. Then down to the ground in the courtyard.


  <We are the ultimate burglars,> Rachel said.


  She jumped from the stone wall to a large oak and motored over the courtyard to Tennant's house.


  <Ax?> Jake said, stopping to stare with squirrel intensity at the alarm junction.


  <The creature's digits are quite nimble,> Ax said. <There should be no problem.>


  The house was protected by a high-tech burglar alarm system. It took Ax about fifteen seconds to disarm it, working away with his little squirrel hands and chattering in squirrelese the whole time.


  It was a bright, sunny day. Plenty of open windows. All had screens. But we'd come up with an insanely brilliant plan to get through the screens. A plan requiring very sophisticated human technology.


  <Here goes,> Jake said. He hopped onto a narrow first-floor windowsill, a two-inch-long Swiss Army knife clenched in his teeth.


  The window opened into a library a few doors down the hall from Tennant's office. Right next to the aviary. We'd seen Tennant use the library only once, at night.


  Cassie had told us we probably didn't want to sneak directly into the aviary. Cockatiels can be kind of nervous. And they can be very loud when upset.


  Jake jabbed the blade of the knife into the screen and pushed down on it, making an inch-long incision. Then he stuck his nose in the hole, bit on the screen, and ripped it open another inch.


  <Okay, we're in.> Jake tossed the knife back down to the ground. <Tobias? Grab that for me. We don't want to leave any clues.>


  Jake slipped through the hole. We followed, one by one, until the five of us were inside. Except for a couple of reading chairs, a floor lamp, and a massive bookcase, the room was bare.


  <Okay,> Jake said. <Marco and Rachel. You go first>


  <When we're all done acquiring we'll see if we can close off the aviary,> Cassie said. <We don't want Tennant seeing double.>


  <Once Tennant sits down at his desk, he's usually there all afternoon,> Jake went on. <We'll just take a buzz around the place and leave without his ever knowing we were here.>


  <Did you have to say that?> I groaned. <Now you've jinxed us.>


  <Let's do it,> Rachel said, already beginning to demorph.


  I did the same, although without quite as much enthusiasm.


  It's one thing to be a squirrel in a strange home. You feel innocent, somehow. But to stand there as a normal kid wearing a stupid morphing outfit, that feels pretty criminal.


  Our footsteps were heavy. Our movements were slow. We were way big to hide. And no one was going to overlook us. "Oh, some kids in the library? I didn't even notice."


  We finished demorphing. I felt the need to put my finger to my lips to indicate to Rachel that we had to be quiet. She felt the need to respond with a toxic "Duh!" look.


  We slipped out of the library and into the aviary next door.


  It was a big, high-ceilinged room, maybe three floors tall altogether. Glass-walled like a greenhouse, which it was, partly, with several large trees and plants everywhere. It was like an exhibit at the zoo. The birdhouse.


  The birds mostly sat in the trees. Some flew, but most just hung out. They shifted on their perches when Rachel and I entered. Especially the cockatiels. As if on cue, the plume of feathers on the foreheads of all ten shot straight up in the air.


  "Twooooit! Twooooit! Twooooit! Twooooit!"


  "Yow. That's loud," I said.


  Rachel walked slowly up to one of the low branches, her hands held high in a "you can trust me" position. Like a cop trying to negotiate with a gunman.


  "Hi, birdie," she whispered. "Don't worry. I won't hurt you."


  "Twooit! Twooit!"


  I targeted a bird that seemed to be chewing its toes while it stood on one foot. As I got near the bird decided it had eaten enough toe.


  "Twooit! Twoooit! Twooooit!"


  He shuffled back and forth on his perch. Bobbed his head frantically.


  I stuck my hand toward him. "You're tame, right?" I whispered.


  "Marco, watch out!" Rachel hissed.


  Too late.


  Chapter 7


  



  Owww!" I cried, jerking my hand back.


  "Shhhhhh!!!" Rachel hissed.


  "He took a chunk out of my finger," I whispered as I bounced around, holding my finger with my other hand.


  "Didn't you listen to Cassie?" Rachel whispered back. "She said you have to approach the birds in a nonthreatening way."


  "I didn't threaten him! But now I'm going to threaten him."


  I glared at my beady-eyed opponent. He turned his head to one side and winked at me triumphantly. Once I touched him, it would be easy enough. The acquiring process puts the animal into a kind of trance.


  It was the touching part that made me nervous. That plus the fact that I expected Tennant to show up looking wise and mellow and incinerate me with a wise, mellow Dracon beam.


  Rachel had already acquired her bird and begun to morph.


  <Hey, guys.> Tobias called from high above. <Tennant just went into his office. And, urn, Marco? Some reason why you're dancing?>


  "Very funny," I muttered.


  I reached my hand back toward the bird. Slowly.


  "That's how you're supposed to nyufgh -" Rachel whispered as her mouth shrank and hardened into a beak.


  The cockatiel backed away and cocked his head to strike. I dived! Wrapped my hand around him. Hah! Swallowed the pain as he took another vicious peck at my hand.


  "Go nighty-night, you monster."


  He went into the trance.


  Seconds later, I set him back on his perch. I resisted the impulse to yank out one or two feathers as payback. Took a deep breath and tried to focus.


  Just relax, I told myself. Let the morph happen. Be the bird. But my heart was still pounding. And my finger still hurt. The first thing to change was my head. It began to shrink. From normal size to the size of a cantaloupe. To grapefruit. To orange. To just slightly bigger than a cherry tomato.


  <Oh, that's a nice look,> Rachel said. She'd finished her morph and was perched on top of a cage. <Now your head finally matches the size of your brain.>


  I would have made a witty response, but my mouth was turning hard like a fingernail. Slowly growing out of my face and forming a sharp, hooked beak.


  My skin felt ticklish, then began to ripple. Feathers. I looked at my hands. From each of my pointer fingers, one gray feather sprouted. Then a second. Then a third. More feathers sprouted. Faster and faster. A flood of feathers rolling down my arms like a swollen river raging through a valley. Until I was covered with them head to toe.


  The trees and bushes seemed to shoot up into the air as I shrank. Down to a very vulnerable size. A foot long. Weighing only a few ounces.


  Then my tiny human feet began to change. My five toes mushed together. Two long toes sprouted from the front of the mush. Two more sprouted out of where my ankle had been.


  My legs shrank until they were barely an inch long. Just short stumps growing out of my baseball-sized body. My shoulders slid down my back. My miniature arms stretched outward like branches on a tree, flattening themselves into lushly feathered gray wings.


  Suddenly, the bird's incredible sense of hearing kicked in. I could hear every flutter of every feather of every bird in the room. One was grinding his beak. Another was digging through his food, looking for a particular seed. And every cockatiel was talking, laughing, singing!


  "Twoooit, twoooit, twoooit," I said excitedly.


  <Marco, what are you doing?> Rachel said.


  "Twoooit, twoooit, twoooit!" <I'm singing,> I said. "Twoooit! Twoooit!"


  The morph had gone okay. Here I was, on a mission. A dangerous mission. And no mixed-morph. I'd done it! Maybe the osprey/lobster fiasco was just a freak occurrence.


  I fluttered around the room. <This morph rocks!>


  "Twooi-twooi-twooit!"


  <Marco? Rachel?> Jake. Calling from the library.


  <Uh, yeah?>


  <ls everything all right in there?>


  <Yeah,> Rachel said tightly. <Why wouldn't it be?>


  <Well, it's been almost ten minutes since you guys went in there . . .>


  <No way. Ten minutes?> I laughed.


  <Guys, remember the mission? William Roger Tennant?>


  <Yeah, Jake. No problem.> To me Rachel said, <Get a grip, Marco. Or I'm telling Jake to pull you off this mission right now.>


  My own mind began to get the upper hand on the cockatiel's. My own personality pushed through. The bird's joy faded, replaced by another emotion.


  Fear.


  Not an improvement.


  Chapter 8


  



  We fluttered out of the aviary. Turned left toward Tennant's office.


  The paranoid instincts of the prey animal began to grow. These birds were all tame, but tameness didn't change DNA. Down deep in its DNA this bird was still afraid. It didn't want to be indoors. It didn't like not being able to see in all directions. You never knew when a snake might slither up.


  Zoom! We flew through a doorway. Zoom! Around some tall potted plants. Zoom! Down a hallway with very little clearance on either side.


  The bird had excellent vision. Plenty good enough to keep track of where we were going. And after three days on surveillance I felt like I knew Tennant's house.


  Zoom! Around a corner, and we were there. Just outside the office.


  <Okay, here we go,> Rachel said and disappeared through the open door.


  The room was huge. Two of the walls were glass, gigantic windows overlooking the ocean. The other two walls, including the one with the door, were lined with very large, very full bookshelves. In the middle of the room, a huge oak desk faced the ocean.


  The desk itself was impeccably neat and organized. On it sat a laptop computer, a telephone, and a couple of T-shaped bird stands. William Roger Tennant was using the computer. He was so absorbed in his work, he didn't seem to notice our entrance.


  <So far, so good.> Rachel flared her wings and landed on one of the bird stands. I landed on the other.


  <What's he writing?> I asked. <I can't read the monitor from this perch.>


  I shuffled along the horizontal pole, hoping to get a better viewing angle. And appear natural.


  <Here, let me try.> Rachel hopped off her perch, fluttered through the air, and landed right on top of Tennant's head. He didn't even bat an eye.


  <Ah, the subtle approach.>


  <I've seen the other birds do it all the time,> she said. <He's writing a letter. A thank-you letter.>


  <Who to?>


  <No address yet.>


  Tennant maneuvered his mouse and double-clicked.


  <He's doing a mail merge,> Rachel said. <Huh. It's a letter to the president of one of the TV networks.>


  <Why would Tennant be writing to the head of a network? Didn't like last week's ER?>


  Brrrrrrrrrring!


  <Aaaaaaahh!!> I cried.


  <Geez, that's loud!> Rachel said. <These birds have good hearing.>


  Brrrrrrrrrring!


  William Roger stared at the phone as if it were a diseased enemy.


  Brrrrrrrrrring!


  Finally, he picked up the receiver. His hand was shaking just a bit.


  "Hello?"


  I couldn't make out the voice on the other end. But I knew who it was. And my own fear seemed to infect the cockatiel's body. I could feel its feathers bristling with panic. Its little heart begin to beat like a machine gun's rapid firing.


  "Yes, Visser," William Roger Tennant said with all the enthusiasm people usually reserve for hearing a terminal diagnosis from their doctor.


  <Visser Three,> Rachel hissed.


  Visser Three. Our most feared and hated enemy. The leader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth. The only Yeerk to have infested an Andalite. The only Yeerk with the power to morph.


  I stuck my beak beneath one of my wings and plucked out a few feathers. Dropped them on the desk. I stuck my beak under my other wing and plucked out a few more feathers.


  "Everything is going just fine," Tennant muttered.


  "Twooit!" I blurted out.


  "I'm just finishing that letter now, Visser."


  "Twooit! Twooit!"


  <Marco? What are you doing?> Rachel hissed.


  "Twooit! Twooit! Twooit!"


  What was wrong with me? I was losing control of the morph! Couldn't keep it from chirping. From plucking out its own feathers. From rocking, back and forth. Back and forth.


  "Yes, Visser. The construction of that Kandrona is coming along right on schedule."


  "Twooit! Twooit! Twooit! Twooit!"


  <Marco! Shut! Up!>


  <I can't,> I cried. <I can't help it!>


  Such a simple morph. An intelligent but tiny brain. And my human brain couldn't conquer it!


  I plucked a few more feathers and dropped them on the desk. Tennant gave me a sharp glare.


  "Twoooit! Twoooooit! Twoooooooit!"


  "Yes, Visser. The president of the network will be at the Solid Citizen Awards banquet this weekend. As you know, I will be receiving an award. I fully expect the human to take the occasion to offer me a prime-time slot for the coming season."


  <He's going to prime-time TV? Figures. It's not like UPN needs him or anything,> Rachel said.


  "Twoooit! Twoooit! Twoooit!"


  <Marco? How about, get a grip?>


  "Twooooit! Twooooit! Twooooooooit!"


  "Excuse me, Visser." Tennant cupped his hand over the phone and looked at me. And then he screamed. "Shut up, you filthy creature!"


  "Twirt," I sputtered lamely.


  Tennant continued his phone conversation.


  "No, Visser, I don't feel I should kill the bird. I must maintain William Roger Tennant's animal-loving image. But yes, these cockatiels are very annoying."


  Pause.


  Then, "Yes, Visser, the day will come when we exterminate all irrelevant creatures. Looking forward to it."


  Suddenly, I had an urge.


  <Rachel? I think I'm going to . . . never mind. I just did.>


  It took hardly any effort. A completely natural thing to do. If it hadn't been so easy, I might have been able to control myself.


  <Yeah, that was a good idea, Marco,> Rachel said. <This guy's already popping veins in his head and you crap on his desk.>


  "Yes, Visser. Yes, Visser. Yes, Visser." Then, "Oh, I am going to kill you," William Roger Tennant cried as he slammed down the receiver.
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  Who? Who's he going to kill - me, or Visser Three?>


  The happiness guru picked up a remote control and punched a button. Shades began to lower across all the windows. He was making sure no one saw him.


  Uh-oh.


  "Why you -" William Roger Tennant growled. <I think it's you, Marco! Bail!> Rachel yelled.


  I spread my wings and pushed off the stand. Tennant dove across the desk, arm outstretched. He grabbed for me, but missed.


  <Move! Move!> Rachel shouted as she flew into the hallway. <Jake. Guys. We've got a problem!>


  I shot toward the door.


  "Not so fast, little birdie," Tennant hissed.


  My super-keen ears heard it coming. A book. A big, hardcover book.


  BONK!


  It nailed me. I fell to the carpet. Wind knocked out of me. Stunned. Brain whirling. Images of big snakes coming down a branch for me.


  Tennant pounced on me. Snatched me up in his hands and pressed his thumbs into my chest. Started to squeeze.


  "I'll teach you to crap on my desk, you little -"


  My ribs! Bending! Collapsing!


  My lungs! About to explode! Blood surging to my head!


  <Aaaaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrgghhhhhhhhhh!> I was screaming.


  <Marco! Hang on! Hang on!>


  My eyes were locked on Tennant's face. He was gritting his teeth. His pale blue eyes bulged, suddenly shot through with red veins. A vein in his temple swelled and throbbed.


  He looked like he was going to explode, erupt like a broken cyst. But his hands were no longer tightening.


  Then I got it. The Yeerk was struggling. Battling something within the body. Battling William Roger Tennant. The real human named William Roger Tennant.


  "Oh, little birdie, little birdie," Tennant whispered. "If only you could hear my host's cries of anguish. His pleas to spare your worthless life. Humans! Such a weak, sentimental species."


  Then he loosened his grip and began to stroke my feathers.


  "Oh, how I would love to kill you," he crooned. "If for no other reason than to hear the cries of agony from this pathetic host's tortured mind, oh yes, oh yes. But I won't kill you. Not now. No, no, no. I'm looking forward to the day when I can kill all of you horrible little creatures at once! Oh, what joy that will be! Perhaps such carnage will be enough to break this human's spirit, once and for all!"


  Still, he kept stroking me. Eyes glittering. Sweat popping out in beads on his forehead.


  I tried to relax. Tried to remain calm. He was going to let me go. Wasn't he? He didn't seem to notice that Rachel had returned. Was fluttering overhead, watching, ready to strike.


  Like she could inflict serious harm in cockatiel morph.


  <The others are coming, Marco,> she said. <Stay calm! They're doing battle morphs.>


  "When I was first given this host," William Roger Tennant went on, his voice mellowing, almost as if he were speaking to an audience of rapt TV viewers, "I never thought my greatest challenge would be having to be as patient, as kind, as loving as this maundering, mewling, pathetic human. Who would have thought it would be so difficult to keep up this ridiculous charade?"


  Tennant paced over to a tall mirror, took himself in, then headed back to the desk in the middle of the room. "I am a warrior!" he cried, gesturing dramatically with me as a prop. "A warrior trapped in this hideous charade. Can you imagine, little birdie, how it pains me to be nice and kind and polite, morning, noon, and night! How I yearn to lash out! To strike! To kill all the fools that surround me! But I cannot. No! That would not be in character for William Roger Tennant, great advocate of human virtues. Caretaker of all life-forms. Bah!"


  <This guy's a psycho,> Rachel said, perched on the top of the open door. <I mean, even for a Yeerk, this guy's a psycho. We're talking, "Where's my medication? Lock me up in a rubber room" psycho.>


  <Yeah,> I agreed weakly. <Nice psycho. Good psycho.>


  Then, amazingly, Tennant turned his palm up and opened his hand. I struggled to my feet.


  "There, there, little birdie." He stroked the feathers on my chest. "Good little birdie. Goooood leeetle birdieee."


  He held me up right in front of his face. I resisted the temptation to take a chunk out of his nose.


  "I have an idea, little birdie. If you can tell me your name, I will give you a treat. What is your name, little birdie?" he said. "Tell William Roger Tennant your name."
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  What is your name, birdie?" he repeated.


  <Uh, do I have to answer this question?> I said to Rachel.


  <Bail,> she replied. <Let's just get out of here.>


  Tennant continued to stare straight into my eyes, that weird, "I'm about two Cokes short of a six-pack" smile still plastered to his face.


  <I don't think he's going to let me go without an answer,> I said.


  Noise in the hall! The thundering of padded feet. Hooves. Could Tennant hear them? He wasn't reacting.


  <Guys! What's going on? Should we come in?> Jake said.


  <No. Stay in the hallway,> Rachel said. <We're about to make a quick exit. You can take down Tennant when he follows.>


  "Don't you know your name, little birdie?" Tennant hissed, eyes narrowing. "All my precious little birdies know their names."


  <Make your move, Marco!> Rachel said. I bent my legs, ready to spring.


  Sudden suspicion darkened his face. "Unless you aren't one of my precious birdies at all."


  I jumped backward, out of his hand. Flapped frantically, trying to get out of his reach.


  "Unless you're one of the Andalite bandits in morph! Computer! Alert Status One! Andalite intruders!"


  Tennant took a wild swipe at me. Missed. I shot toward the ceiling. Turned to follow Rachel to the doorway. Only ten feet away!


  WHAM!!


  <Aaaargh!> I hit the carpet beak first.


  <Marco!> Rachel screamed.


  One of my wings was broken, bent completely backward. I could feel one of the long wing bones popping through the skin.


  "Fool of an Andalite," Tennant gloated. He kicked the huge dictionary aside and scooped me up in his sweaty palms. "Taking on such a weak morph! I admire your courage, but I'm afraid I will have to kill you just the same!"


  <Aaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!>


  Rachel dove for Tennant's head. Feetfirst, she dug her claws into his hair.


  "What the . . .?" Tennant growled.


  <What the . . .?> Rachel shot upward, away from Tennant's swinging hand.


  Still holding his hair.


  William Roger Tennant dropped me.


  I hit the floor. The pain! My body was crushed. Every breath was pure agony. Vaguely I was aware of Rachel fluttering just over Tennant's head, his ponytailed toupee in her talons.


  "Give me that!" Tennant screamed.


  <Marco!> Jake shouted. <Are you okay?>


  <I'm roadkill in here.>


  <Rachel, lead Tennant into the hall!> Jake shouted. <Marco, demorph! Do you hear me? Demorph!>


  Rachel flew into the hallway with Tennant's toupee. He chased after her.


  <Hork-Bajir!>


  <I count six,> Ax yelled.


  <Ax, you and me on the Hork-Bajir,> Jake snapped. <Cassie, try to cover Marco. Rachel, get out of sight, demorph, remorph, and kick some butt. Tobias, we need you down here!>


  I heard the sounds of battle in the long hallway. Tearing. Growling. Slashing.


  I tried to concentrate. All I had to do was morph out, and my injuries would disappear. But I was fading fast. I barely had the strength to think, let alone will myself to demorph.


  <Watch out! Tennant's got a gun!>


  <Spread out!>


  "I'll kill all of you!"


  BLAM!


  A gunshot!


  I felt the changes begin. My broken wings began to grow. Feathers turned to flesh. My body mass became larger, heavier.


  My injuries slowly disappeared. My arms stretched out in front of me, miraculously healed. My ribs and torso returned to their normal size and shape. My lungs, able to breathe again!


  TSEEEWWW!


  Dracon beam!


  I was nearly finished. The pain was gone. I could see straight. Think straight. Now what? Re-morph? Firepower. My gorilla morph would do just fine.


  I rolled under the huge desk and focused. My arms started to grow. Thick. Strong. Powerful enough to flip a car without breaking a sweat.


  There was some heavy action going on in the hallway. The floor was pounding. The walls shaking.


  "Kill them!" William Roger Tennant screamed. "Kill the Andalite bandits!"


  Another shot!


  I saw a Hork-Bajir stagger into the room. He slammed into the window, grabbed, slipped, and fell, wrapped up in translucent off-white window blinds.


  The morph continued. Hurry! My friends needed me! Come on, Marco! Morph! Morph!


  Wait! Something was wrong! My arms kept growing, but the rest of my body was shrinking! Getting smaller, smaller. I was barely a foot long! A foot-long torso with three-foot arms!


  My skin began to feel dry, flaky. Scales? My head started sinking into my shoulders, flattening itself out into an arrowhead shape. An eye on each side of my face. My bottom lip extruded outward like I was trapped in kissing mode. Then my shoulders receded into the rest of my body until I was just a long, flat body with insanely huge arms.


  I felt two slits opening, one on either side of my face. And suddenly, I couldn't breathe. Gills! I'd grown gills!


  I was half-gorilla, half-trout!


  <Noooooooo!>
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  <Aaaaaaghhh!>


  The fish brain went berserk. I flopped around wildly on the floor.


  <Marco. What exactly are you doing?>


  Tobias?


  I focused my distorted fish eye on the nearest window.


  <I don't know, dude!> I yelled, feeling fairly well terrified.


  <Well, demorph!> Tobias cried. <Get out of that morph! That's not right.>


  Panic! I couldn't breathe! And my tiny body didn't store much oxygen. I was dizzy . . .


  <Come on, Marco, you can do it. Focus!>


  I whimpered. But the changes had begun. My body started to grow. My arms to shrink. The slits in my cheeks disappeared. I gasped for air. Sweet, beautiful air.


  <Cassie, behind you!> Jake yelled from the hallway.


  William Roger Tennant screamed, "Kill them! Destroy them. I don't care if you burn this house down doing it!"


  TSEEEWWW!


  More Dracon beams!


  <Rachel! Tobias! We need some help in here!>


  TSEEEWWW!


  <There's too many of them. Back up into the office!> Jake cried. <MOVE!>


  TSEEEWWW!


  <Marco,> Tobias shouted. <They're coming back this way, crank it up.>


  I'd almost finished demorphing. I was human. With normal, functional arms and legs and lungs.


  This wasn't necessarily a good thing. If Tennant saw me, identified me as Marco the kid - not the Andalite bandit - my life was over. My dad's life, too, for that matter.


  In fact, all of my friends - everyone I knew - would be killed or taken prisoner by the Yeerks.


  But if I didn't act now my friends might be dead anyway. I had to think of something!


  The door to the hallway swung into the office. I hid behind it. It was a big door. Solid oak, about two inches thick.


  TSEEEWWW!


  <Keep moving!> Jake ordered.


  I heard the panting of large mammals. The stomping of Hork-Bajir warriors.


  Through the open door! Jake, Rachel, Cassie, Ax!


  "Get them!" William Roger Tennant screamed. "They'll be trapped in the office! They'll be -"


  WHAM!


  I slammed the door. It hit something. Judging from the unrepeatable words Tennant shouted, it was his face.


  <Marco! What are you doing out of morph?> Jake shouted.


  "No time!" I said, locking the door. "We need to bail."


  And we'd have to go through the window.


  "Fools!" Tennant screamed from behind the door. "Break this door down! Disintegrate it!"


  I looked around the room. What to use?


  Webster's College Edition? The New York Public Library Desk Reference? The Collected Works of Leo Tolstoy? The chair?


  No. William Roger Tennant's laptop. I snatched it with both hands and yanked it off the desk, pulling out the cord in the process.


  "Here's hoping he didn't back up his hard drive," I said, turning my back to the window. I spun the laptop around like I was doing the hammer toss. At the top of my arc, I let go.


  The computer sailed through the air.


  CRASH!


  The massive window shattered into thousands of pieces of glass.


  <Let's move!>


  Tiger! Grizzly! Wolf! Andalite! All soared through the broken window. Scrambled to their feet. Ran off, over the wall of the compound. Safe.


  BOOM! BOOM!


  A battering ram! The office door buckled.


  <Jump, Marco!> Cassie shouted back.


  I dashed across the room. The office was on the first floor of the mansion. But the land sloped severely down toward the ocean.


  There was at least a twenty-foot drop to the ground.


  The tree. Its branches extended to within a few feet of the window. Below, a solid cement patio.


  But what were my choices? Broken ankle - or life as a Controller.


  I gritted my teeth, stepped up on the sill, and threw myself out the window. Kicked, flailed, snagged a branch with one hand.


  Dropped out of the tree. Sprinted for a row of bushes that lined the wall surrounding the grounds. Dove behind it and curled myself up into the tiniest ball I could make.


  Had William Roger Tennant seen me?
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  Why didn't you tell us about this problem?" Jake asked. We were gathered in Cassie's barn. This time I couldn't fake it. Couldn't pretend the morphing disaster hadn't happened. Tobias had seen the whole thing from outside the window.


  "I don't know," I said. "I didn't think it was a big deal."


  "No, you're right. You end up half-trout, half-gorilla while we're all playing pin the tail on the Hork-Bajir, why would that be a problem?" Rachel said.


  "Everything turned out okay, didn't it?!" I snapped. "Besides, Rachel. You weren't exactly up front with us when you had that allergy to the crocodile morph. In fact, if I remember correctly, you lied to us about it. Said you were all better when you weren't."


  Rachel winced, cocked her head, and said, "Maybe I'll just let someone else yell at you."


  Jake turned to Ax. "Any idea why this is happening?"


  <I am not sure, Prince Jake,> Ax replied. <We know that the morphing process requires focus and concentration. I have heard of cases in which emotional distress has negatively affected morphing ability.>


  "Maybe the problem you're having with your dad is bothering you more than you think," Cassie suggested.


  I gave Cassie a dirty look.


  "I'm sorry, Marco," she said. "But if it's affecting your ability to fight, it's everyone's business."


  "What problem with your dad?" Jake demanded.


  "He's dating, all right?"


  "That's it? We already know that. So is that the reason you're morphing into surf and turf?"


  "Urn, Jake," Cassie intervened. "His mom, may not be exactly dead? His dad, may not be exactly a widower?"


  "Oh." Jake looked chagrined. "Sorry. It didn't click right away. Why didn't you say something before, Marco? I'm your best friend."


  I shrugged. "Because it's no big thing." I laughed. A fake laugh. "I figure Ms. Rottenette will go away, eventually. How long can she possibly stand me?"


  <I am confused,> Ax said. <Are you saying that your father is considering taking this woman as a new mate?>


  "You could put it that way," Cassie said.


  "But I'd rather you didn't," I added. "He's just -"


  <Ah. Perhaps your father is Young and Restless. Those who are Young and Restless frequently change mates.>


  "Okay, first thing, we smash Ax's TV," I said.


  "Look, the problem here is Marco's ability to morph." Jake turned to me. "We can't have you going on missions in this state. For your sake and for ours."


  "Really, it's not a problem," I protested. "I've just had a lousy couple of weeks, that's all. I'll get over it. Trust me on this."


  "Maybe you need to talk to somebody," Cassie suggested. "Like a professional."


  "Yeah, Cassie. 'Uh, Doctor Freud? My dad's thinking about remarrying. See, he thinks my mom is dead, but she's not. She's actually a slave to an alien race trying to conquer the planet. And did I mention the fact that I'm fighting this alien invasion myself? That I do it by turning into animals? Say what? What size strait-jacket do I wear?'"


  "Well, okay," Cassie replied gently. "But what about us? We are your friends, Marco. You can talk to us. Keeping stuff all locked inside is what makes you get so stressed."


  "Cassie, everyone here has problems. Ax is the only member of his species within a trillion miles who's not a Controller; you're a pacifist who spends half her time battling aliens; Jake is just a dumb jock trying to play General Eisenhower; Rachel is about three millimeters away from morphing permanently into the Terminator; and, oh, by the way, Tobias is a bird who lives in a tree and eats mice for breakfast. We all have problems. We are not exactly the poster children for Mental Health week."


  "Dumb jock? Excuse me?"


  "The point is we're all hanging on by our fingernails. What right do I have to go nuts?"


  Cassie shrugged. "As much right as anyone."


  "Yeah, well, that's not much, okay? We have things to do. I just need to get a grip is all."


  Jake sighed. "Okay, let's focus here. Not to belittle Marco's problem, but we do have a mission. Taking down William Roger Tennant."


  "Fat chance," Rachel muttered. "His public personna is solid gold. Except for the fact that he's a complete Looney Tune, his only flaw seems to be wearing a toupee."


  Jake waved his hand in front of his face as if he were erasing a blackboard. "All right. It's obvious we're not going to figure out a solution tonight. We might as well go home and catch up on our homework. And Marco?"


  "Yeah," I muttered. "I know. No morphing."
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  The long walk home gave me a lot of time to think.


  It took me only about two blocks to come to a conclusion.


  I hated my life.


  I'm not much for self-pity. It never does you any good. But there are times when it's pointless to deny that life sucks.


  For a long time I had held on to the hope that my mother might come home again. Safe and sound. That my mom and dad and I might eat dinner together every night and go on vacation to the Grand Canyon and play Monopoly on rainy Sunday afternoons.


  It was a long shot, my mom's coming home. I knew that. A very, very long shot. It was a long shot even believing she might be alive. But still I'd had hope.


  Then Ms. Rottenette had come along. Destroying the last of that hope. Decimating it.


  I was going insane. Hard to believe that after all the craziness I'd been through since this war started, a simple, everyday, domestic problem would be the thing to push me over the edge.


  Oh, yeah. And then there was the fact that we had no clue how to stop William Roger Tennant from recruiting for The Sharing on prime-time network TV.


  And even if we did, I probably wouldn't be allowed to fight with the others. Because of my PROBLEM.


  Bad day? Sure. But it was still early. Something could still screw up even worse. If I was really, really lucky.


  What was I going to do for the rest of the night?


  Homework? Not after a near-death experience. No, a near-death experience called for a couple of hours of vegging with my PlayStation.


  My street. My house. I turned to walk up the driveway.


  And stopped. Something was wrong. I looked quickly up and down the street. Nobody.


  Looked back to my house. No lights. But the garage was open and my dad's car was parked inside. And whose car was parked in the driveway?


  I took a few steps. Slowly. This would be a perfect end to my day, I thought. A Yeerk ambush. Visser Three waiting for me in my own living room.


  Had the Yeerks seen me at William Roger Tennant's house? Had they already identified me?


  I crept around the back of the house. No lights on there, either. Slowly I walked back around front. Peeked through the large bay window into the living room. Too dark. I couldn't see a thing.


  What should I do? Try a morph? I wasn't sure I could pull one off. And even if I could, one gorilla wouldn't be enough to stop Visser Three and a force of Hork-Bajir.


  For a second I thought that maybe I was being paranoid. That my dad was already asleep. That he'd just forgotten to close the garage door. But that didn't explain the other car.


  I thought about running off to find Jake and the others. Realized that by the time I got back with reinforcements, my dad could be dead. Or worse.


  No choice. I reached for the doorknob. Turned it.


  Slowly I opened the door.


  " RrrrrrrRrrrrrrrRrrrrrRrrrrrrrrrrRRRRrrrrrr."


  Two clawed feet slammed into my stomach.


  "Aaaaah!" I screamed.


  "What the -?" a voice cried.


  I swung my arms wildly, pushing the beast away.


  "Arrarrarrarrarrarrarr!"


  It attacked again. Shielding myself from its paws, I flipped the wall switch. The lights popped on.


  "Get away from me!" I yelled.


  "Arrarrarrarrarrarrarr!"


  "Marco?"


  It was my dad. He was sitting on the couch. Ms. Robbinette was sitting on the couch, too. They were sitting very close. In fact, Ms. Robbinette was more sitting on my dad than on the couch.


  My dad jumped to his feet. His face was almost as red as the lipstick smeared across it.


  "Euclid!" Ms. Robbinette shouted. "Stop! Sit! Be quiet!"


  The idiot dog kept barking. And jumping on me. Only a foot and a half long, but it could jump three feet in the air. It would have been so easy to punt him across the room. Right through the kitchen window at the back of the house.


  "What are you doing home?" my dad asked sheepishly.


  "Uh, I live here?" I answered, pushing the dog away.


  "Euclid! Stop!" Ms. Robbinette shouted again. "Honestly, I don't understand what's wrong with him."


  I was tempted to give my opinion. Instead, I caught the mutt in midair. He tried to squirm away, but I squeezed him to my body the way a running back carries a football. I began to acquire him and he went limp.


  "Ohh," Ms. Robbinette said, charmed by the sight of Euclid half-asleep in my arms. "See? He likes you, Marco."


  I suppose you could call Ms. Robbinette pretty. She has dark hair and very smooth fair skin. I didn't care.


  "We didn't expect you home so soon," my dad muttered while he tried to figure out what to do with his hands.


  "Sorry."


  "Usually you're out so late. You know. With Jake."


  Euclid woke from his trance. He started to squirm and I dropped him. Immediately he clamped his jaws on the ankle of my jeans and started to pull.


  "Euclid!" Ms. Robbinette yelled. "You know, Marco, Euclid does sense stress. Are you feeling stressed?"


  I looked at my dad.


  "Uh, aren't we all?" he said with an awkward laugh.


  "I think I'll just go up to my room now," I said. I grabbed my PlayStation from under the coffee table.


  "Nice seeing you, Marco," Ms. Robbinette said politely.


  "Uh-huh," I grunted. My dad gave me a pained look.


  I clumped up the stairs, Euclid attached to my ankle.


  When I reached my bedroom door, I gently unhooked Euclid's jaws from my jeans, pushed him away, and slammed my door shut.


  "Arrarrarrarrarrarrarrarrarr!"


  I don't know how long he stayed out there barking. I hooked up my headphones to the TV and turned the volume up enough to drown him out.
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  Normally I would complain. Normally I would point out that the very idea of this mission was insane. A ten on the Ten Point Insanity Scale.


  But I couldn't. Couldn't say a word, because Jake had let me come along on the mission to infiltrate the Solid Citizen Awards and destroy William Roger Tennant's image.


  We'd had to wait until Saturday evening for this mission. I'd spent a good part of the week practicing morphing in my bathroom. Gorilla. Osprey. Seagull. Wolf. Even creepy morphs like fly and cockroach.


  Nothing. No problems. Every morph under control. Every morph whole and complete.


  I seemed to have my morphing under control. I demonstrated a few morphs to everyone to prove this.


  Finally, Jake decided to give me a chance. Besides, he needed me.


  Big favor.


  Our mission was simple. We'd seen for ourselves that Tennant's Yeerk was not a shining example of mental stability. I mean, in the dictionary next to "wacko" they could have used his picture. What we needed was to show that to the world. If we could get him to go off, in public, well, bye-bye guru.


  The banquet was taking place at a big hotel near the beach, not far from William Roger Tennant's mansion. We'd been on a mission there before, when we tried to stop the Yeerks from infesting several of the world's most powerful leaders.


  Security wasn't anywhere near as tight as it had been when presidents and prime ministers were guests. In fact, it was pretty easy getting in.


  We morphed seagulls. Flew to the hotel. Found an empty room with a balcony. Landed on the balcony, demorphed, and walked inside. You'd be surprised how many people leave their balcony doors unlocked. I guess they don't think anyone is going to climb twelve floors up.


  Then we took a service staircase downstairs, found a bathroom near the restaurant kitchen, and morphed cockroach. Fortunately, we knew this place pretty well. Knew our way around. Which was a good thing since what a cockroach can see isn't worth seeing.


  <There's too much foot traffic for us to crawl on the floors. We'd get squashed,> Cassie said.


  <What's the alternative?> Tobias asked.


  <The ceiling.>


  <Say what?>


  And that's when the mission became really interesting. Way too interesting.


  <Okay,> Jake said, <this is easy: The big rectangle of light is the door of the bathroom. We'll see it, more or less, whenever someone opens the door. We head for that. Then across the hall, left, pass two doors, take the third door, and we're in the kitchen.>


  <On the ceiling.>


  <Yep. On the ceiling.>


  <I see. And this is what you call "easy.">


  <I remind everyone that we have been in morph for thirty of your minutes,> Ax said. <Dinner is scheduled to be served in twenty-five more of your minutes.>


  <Ax?>


  <Yes, Marco.>


  <They're everyone's minutes, Ax. They're not our minutes. They're just minutes. Just minutes. Okay? We're on Earth, you're on Earth, they are everyone's minutes.>


  <Now we have been in morph for thirty-one of your minutes.>


  <Okay, let's get this over with,> Rachel said. She was not showing her usual enthusiasm. Nothing scares me more than Rachel being scared.


  We ran to the wall. Then we ran up the wall.


  Here's what it's like being a roach. Imagine a car. Imagine one of those cool Jaguar convertibles. I mean, it's free in your imagination, right? Might as well have a cool car.


  Imagine a red Jaguar convertible. Imagine yourself strapped to the underside, facedown, your nose about a millimeter from the road, and the idiot driving is going a hundred miles an hour.


  A roach running across your floor looks pretty fast. But from down there, from the perspective of the roach, it's like someone strapped a thousand bottle rockets to your butt and fired them all at once.


  I blazed across that dirty tile floor. And then screeched to a halt as my clever little roach antennae informed me that the world was going vertical. I crawled my two front feet up onto the wall, then my middle two, then my hind two feet, and up I went. Straight up. Straight up like someone had suspended the law of gravity.


  Zooom!


  Up the wall, tiny little claws snagging tiny little bumps in the paint. Up and up, wandering a little left, scaring myself by running into Ax, then straight back up.


  I was a little brown robot. Up. Up. And then, a wall. Only it wasn't a wall, it was the ceiling.


  <Are we sure we can do this?> Jake asked.


  <Let me try,> some moron said. Wait, it was me! I had to. I was the weak link. I was the dubious morpher. I had to be cool.


  I did as I'd done in going from floor to wall. Front two legs. Middle legs. Back legs.


  <I'm on the ceiling,> I reported.


  <Any problem?>


  <Nope. No - aaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhh!>


  Falling!


  Falling!


  Falling forever and ever, twisting and turning and . . .


  Tunk!


  I hit the floor. I'd fallen a hundred times my own standing height. Like a human falling off the Empire State Building. I'd landed on my back.


  I was fine.


  I motored back to the wall, back up the wall, and rejoined the others.


  <I'm thinking we hug the angle between the wall and the ceiling,> I said.


  <I was sure roaches could do ceilings,> Cassie said. <Sorry. Are you hurt?>


  <Hurt? No. Interested in trying that again? No.>


  <Let's go,> Jake said. <We have some food to infest.>


  <Jake, have I mentioned how grateful I am to you for letting me come along on this little picnic?>


  <Okay, let's get to the kitchen, find Tennant's food, and see if we can't get Mr. Mellow to freak out,> Jake said.


  Around the bathroom. To the doorway. Down, onto the top of the door, then up to the hallway ceiling. Along the angle to the end of the hallway, then back to find the kitchen door.


  At last we were there. We were in the kitchen. Mission almost accomplished.


  And then Cassie said, <Jake? Something just occurred to me. This is a banquet, right? Hundreds of people. So how do we find which salad or whatever is Tennant's?>


  There followed a long period of silence.


  And then, still being an idiot, I said, <I have an idea.>


  Chapter 15


  



  I was not the ideal choice for the task, what with my recent morphing problem. But only Cassie, Ax, and I had the morph needed, and Ax couldn't be trusted in a kitchen in human morph. Far too much tempting salt and grease. And we needed Cassie with Jake and Rachel. So I got the job.


  While the rest of the group stayed hidden under a large, unidentified appliance, I scurried to the employee locker room that adjoined the kitchen.


  And how did I find the employee locker room, you ask? Smell, of course. There are no aromas quite so distinctive as human sweat and urine.


  I found an empty toilet stall and demorphed.


  "Another superhero adventure," I muttered to myself. "Does Batman go from bathroom to bathroom? No. Does the Silver Surfer surf the toilet stalls? No, he does not."


  The locker room was empty. I dug through the lockers until I found a shirt and a pair of pants that didn't dwarf me. A bow tie that hooked together.


  "Does Daredevil wear other people's dirty clothes? No. Spawn, maybe. Next time there's a superhero sign-up sheet I -"


  I fell silent. A youngish man stepped into the room, ignored me completely, and quickly lit up a cigarette. I stepped past him, eyes down.


  Noise. Lots of noise. Yelling, banging pots, roaring automatic dishwashers, knives chop-chop-chopping.


  The kitchen was a swirling mass of activity. Half of the gymnasium-sized area consisted of several huge stoves, ovens, and slicing tables. Dozens of cooks were trimming steaks, slicing onions, mixing sauces.


  Along one of the walls was the dishwashing area. On each side of it was a set of swinging double doors. These led to the banquet room.


  The wall that separated the locker rooms from the kitchen was lined with several computer registers, an industrial-size coffeemaker, an espresso machine, and several large refrigerators. Jake and the others were most likely underneath one of the refrigerators.


  Separating the cooks' area from the rest of the kitchen was a long row of stainless-steel shelves, stacked with plates. A bunch of guys were standing behind these shelves, mixing lettuce in huge bowls.


  Waiters and waitresses scurried around. Stopped at the computers to punch in orders. Carried trays of drinks through the swinging doors, out to the banquet room.


  Nobody noticed when I dropped to my knees in front of the refrigerator closest to the door.


  "Guys?" I whispered.


  <Marco? Is that you?> Jake said.


  "It ain't Spider-Man." I laid my hand out on the floor. Five tiny cockroaches tickled their way onto my fingers, up my hand, and underneath my shirtsleeve.


  I knew they weren't actual roaches. I knew they were my friends. I knew I'd been a cockroach myself. Didn't matter. They still gave me the creeps.


  <Did you find the salads?> Jake asked.


  "Uh-huh. I'm about to have a special one set aside for Tennant." I approached the salad station.


  "Hey, dude, are you the salad guy?"


  "The what?" he replied.


  "The salad guy," I said. "The guy who makes salads?"


  "You mean the garde-manger?" he hissed.


  "Yes, that's exactly what I meant," I said. "Look, William Roger Tennant said he doesn't like tomatoes on his salad."


  "Who's William Roger Tennant?" he sneered.


  "Duh," I replied. He wanted snooty, he'd get snooty. "He's only the guest of honor at this banquet. He's the man. Well, him and Hanson. They're here, too."


  "What is a Hanson?"


  "Some blond kids who look like girls, who, for some reason, girls think are cuter than me," I said.


  <Hey, Bob Dylan is cuter than you,> Rachel said from inside my sleeve. <Beethoven is cuter than you and he's been dead for a couple centuries.>


  "How about if I crush you between my fingers?" I said.


  "What?!" the cook snapped.


  "Not you. Some bug. A bug with no taste, but that's not what matters. Tennant doesn't like tomatoes. Could you set aside a salad without tomatoes for him?"


  "Whatever."


  I watched as the guy reluctantly removed one of the salads from the shelves and picked the slices of tomato out of it.


  "Here," I said, grabbing the bowl from him. "I'll take it." Holding it in my right hand, I lowered it out of his sight.


  <Troops deploying,> Jake said.


  When everybody was aboard, I turned to the salad guy again.


  "I'm going to leave this salad on the top shelf here, okay? That way it won't get mixed up with the others. Don't forget to tell the waiter this special salad is for William Roger Tennant, okay?"


  "Go away, little person. I am busy."


  I set the bowl on the top shelf.


  Now I had to join the party. No problemo. Morph to wolf spider, run out to a spot directly above the salad, drop into said salad, bide my time and scare the pee out of Tennant. Roaches and a spider? No one can see all that in his salad and not become slightly disturbed.


  <Twenty of your minutes until we are served,> Ax said.


  I hustled back to the locker room. After returning the clothes I'd borrowed, I found a dark corner in which to morph.


  As soon as I'd finished, I came scurrying back out. I was feeling strange, like maybe I was still not done morphing, but that was only jitters. I ran for the wall and started to climb.


  With my furry black paws.


  My what?


  "Oh my God!" someone screamed. "What is that thing?"


  Chapter 16


  



  No! Not again!


  "It's like . . . oh, oh! It's like a miniature eight-legged skunk!" someone screamed.


  "It's a mutant freak!"


  "Kill it!"


  "You kill it! I'm not going anywhere near that thing!"


  I bolted underneath one of the refrigerators, my eight tiny paws scrabbling on the tile floor. Two sets of gigantic feet rushed toward me. I backed up against the wall.


  Half-spider, half-skunk. Eight legs, all of them tiny skunk legs, with skunk paws and skunk claws. A third the size of a regular skunk, maybe four or five inches long. The wolf spider's pincerlike mouth. The skunk's long, white-striped tail.


  And I still wasn't done changing. Eyes were popping in and out on my face. Open, closed, open, closed. Then, finally, I was looking at the world through a grand total of ten eyes: the spider's already bizarre combo of compound and simple eyes, plus two fully functional skunk eyes.


  A lot of eyes. A lot of very twisted views of my environment.


  <Marco. How's it going?> Jake said.


  <Fine. Fine, everything fine,> I cried. A third pair of feet arrived.


  And the person attached to them had a broom. <Did something go wrong with your morph?>


  <No. Noooooo. No problem. Nope. But you know what? This is really not a good time to talk.> The third guy dropped to his knees and shoved the broom at me. It whacked me right in the face, crushing the spider's tiny mouthparts.


  <Aaaaaahh!>


  I bolted to my left. The broom followed.


  "I got him!" Mr. Broom said. "He's coming out."


  I ran out from under the refrigerator - right into a pair of waiting feet.


  "Man, what the heck is that thing?"


  "Oh, save us, it's the apocalypse upon us! The end of the world!"


  "Don't let it get away!"


  One of the feet swept across the floor and kicked me. I sailed against the wall. Being so small and light, the impact didn't hurt. Much.


  Mr. Broom moved in. He flipped me away from the wall, toward the center of the room. I turned and scurried back into the locker room, six giant feet right behind me.


  "Squash it! Squash it!"


  A massive foot shot straight down at me! I dodged to the left. Another foot! I dodged to the right.


  <Marco?> Cassie this time. <Are you okay?>


  <Look, some people saw me, okay, I'm running, okay, I'm fine,> I lied, continuing my wild, zigzag pattern.


  <Do you need help?> Jake demanded.


  <Nope. All better now.>


  I shot past a row of lockers. The showers were just ahead. A dead end. There was no way to escape.


  Wait! I was half-skunk, wasn't I? I could try spraying. But could I do it before my pursuers crushed me?


  I pulled a U-turn and sprinted for the toilet stalls. Again with the bathroom!


  "Now we've got him!" Mr. Broom opened the stall door.


  I raised my tail. Spray! Spray! Spray! I commanded the skunk. Nothing happened! Nothing!


  They surrounded me, cutting off any chance of escape.


  "It doesn't stink like a skunk," the first pursuer said.


  "Well, it ain't a skunk, you moron," Mr. Broom said. "It's too small. And look at all those legs."


  "It's an omen, I tell you. It's a sign!"


  "Yeah, but it's got a tail like a skunk."


  "Whatever it is, squash it!"


  Mr. Broom raised his bristled weapon. I cowered helplessly.


  "Kinda feel sorry for it," the first guy said.


  "What? I've never seen anything so ugly in my life!"


  <Have you tried looking in the mirror?> I growled. I used private thought-speak. Jake and the others wouldn't hear.


  The three of them froze. "Who said that?" Mr. Broom demanded.


  <I did. Down here. Me. The creature you're trying to kill.>


  "No way. I didn't know you were a ventriloquist, Charlie."


  "I'm not."


  "Maybe it is a sign."


  <That's right, he's not a ventriloquist,> I said. <I am a talking half-skunk, half-spider. A skider. Or possibly a spunk.>


  "Okay, this is too weird," the first guy said.


  <Not as weird as it's going to get if you don't just drop the broom, turn around, and walk away.>


  "What?"


  <You heard me. Do it. Now.>


  Charlie the Broom Guy was not impressed. "Or what?" he challenged.


  <Or I'm going to turn into a ten-foot monster and pop your heads off like dandelions.>


  "Oh, yeah. Right."


  <AII right, gentlemen. But don't say I didn't warn you.>


  It was risky. Stupid even. But what else could I do?


  I began to demorph. And grew. Fast. From six inches long to a foot to two feet to four -


  "Aaaaaaaaaaaa!" Broom screamed.


  His friends agreed.


  "Let's get out of here!"


  They ran out of the locker room.


  Yes! I finished demorphing and snuck up to the doorway of the kitchen to see what was going on.


  "I'm telling you, Marcel," Broom whined. "There's a monster in there! We all saw it!"


  "It talked to us in our heads!"


  "We live in the final days! Fire and brimstone will rain down upon us!"


  A booming voice cut them off. "Idiots! Ah hev a room full of guests out zere! Do yew sink I am heving time for your stupide games?"


  "But -"


  "Look," Marcel continued, "I dun't care what yew are doing wis your free tem, but when yew are here, I expect yew to be working! Comprenez? Now get beck to work!"


  <Marco?> Jake. <Can you hear me?>


  I couldn't answer, of course. Instead, I put on the old busboy clothes again. No more morphing for Marco today.


  <The salads are supposed to be served in ten of our minutes,> Jake went on. <I mean, ten minutes. Are you in place?>


  I finished dressing and went back into the kitchen. I walked up to the salad station.


  "I'm gonna make sure you guys reach your destination," I mumbled. Tennant's special salad was now surrounded by at least two dozen other salads. It would be easy for a careless waiter to give Tennant the wrong one.


  "What?" My pal the garde-manger had heard me.


  "Nothing."


  He made a brushing-away gesture with his hands. "Shoo."


  "YEW! What are yew doing standing around?" Marcel. I recognized the voice.


  "Get to work!"


  "But -"


  "No buts! Yew need somesing to do? Empty ze peeg bucket!"


  "Ze what?"


  "Yew are mucking me? Go! Take care of it! Immédiatement!" The guy marched off.


  "What's a pig bucket?" I said.


  The garde-manger grinned. "It's that thing by the dishwasher."


  That thing was a huge plastic garbage can - overflowing with uneaten food.


  "Shovel's out back," the garde-manger said. "Go. Or I'll call Marcel back."


  Chapter 17


  



  I haven't decided what I'm going to do when or if I survive this war and actually become an adult. But one thing I know for sure. It won't involve working in a restaurant.


  As an Animorph, I've done lots of disgusting things. Heck, I've been lots of disgusting things. But I can tell you, nothing I've done before quite compared to emptying that pig bucket.


  It only took a few minutes. But they were the grossest few minutes of my life. Shovels full of chicken bones, half-eaten hamburgers, slime-covered macaroni. All mushed together to make a cold stew more aromatic than a fly's wildest imaginings.


  Oh yes. The life of a superhero is a glamorous one.


  When I was finished, I raced back into the kitchen from the garbage alley. Waiters and waitresses surrounded the salad station. I squeezed through the throng, looking for the roach-infested, tomato-less salad.


  Gone! It was gone!


  "Hey," I cried to the salad guy. "What happened to William Roger Tennant's salad?"


  He shrugged. "Gone."


  "Did you tell the waiter the salad was for Tennant?"


  "He can take the tomatoes off if he doesn't like them."


  "Aaahhh!"


  <Marco?> Jake called out from far away. <ls that you carrying us now?>


  I squirmed through the crowd and bolted for the banquet room. Burst through the swinging door. Searched the banquet room for William Roger Tennant.


  About twenty round tables covered with white cloths were arranged around the room. And at those tables sat people in tuxedos and fancy dresses and an unusually large number of overdressed girls my own age or younger.


  Those would be the Hanson fans.


  Against the wall, to the left of the swinging kitchen doors, was a long rectangular table, raised a few feet off the floor and covered with a long white tablecloth. The dais. Where the guests of honor sat. In the middle of the dais was the podium, from where William Roger Tennant would make his acceptance speech.


  <Okay, Marco,> Jake said. <We're being set down now. We'll just have to hope we're where we need to be.>


  I sprinted up the few steps of the raised platform. Three guests sat on each side of the podium. William Roger Tennant was seated to the immediate left of the podium. The podium blocked my view of his salad.


  The three Hanson kids were to the right of the podium. I sidled up behind them, grinning and trying to look like I was supposed to be there.


  <Marco,> Jake called out. <We're moving out.>


  I reached Tennant just in time to see him lean over to the person on his left and say, "These tomatoes look delicious!"


  "Aaaaahhhhhhhhh!"


  The scream came from behind me.


  <Uh, that doesn't sound like Tennant,> Tobias said.


  <It sounds like Zac!> Cassie cried.


  I spun around. Zac Hanson had fallen backward in his chair. His two brothers leaped to his aid.


  "Aaaaahhhhhhhhh!" Zac screamed, frantically brushing at the cockroaches in his lap.


  "Aaaaahhhhhhhhh!" a girl in the audience screamed back.


  "Aaaaahhhhhhhhh!" Zac yelled.


  "Aaaaahhhhhhhhh!" cried a woman in a long red dress.


  "Aaaaahhhhhhhhh!" Within seconds, the room was filled with the sounds of women screaming, chairs overturning, and men yelling "Sssshhhh!"


  <Run! Outta here!> Jake yelled. Five cockroaches sprang from Zac Hanson's pants and fluttered toward the ground.


  <Watch out for the feet!> Cassie cried.


  "Aaaaahhhhhhhhh!" women and girls screamed,


  <That horrible noise!> Ax cried. <Even with this insect's poor hearing I feel as if my head is going to explode!>


  <It sounds just like a Hanson concert,> Tobias said.


  A cockroach scurried by my foot. I snatched it.


  <I have been captured!> Ax cried.


  "It's me, man. I've got you," I whispered.


  Four roaches shot out of sight beneath the long tablecloth.


  <Who's here?> Jake asked. Rachel, Tobias, and Cassie all answered.


  <Marco has me,> Ax said, crawling up my wrist.


  <Ooookay,> Jake replied. <That could have gone better. Guess it's time for Plan B.>


  <Someday when this is all over people will ask us about the war against the Yeerks,> Tobias said. <Let's leave this part out>


  Chapter 18


  



  Plan B made Plan A look brilliant by comparison.


  Ax morphed to human and dressed in a second dirty uniform. Once I convinced him an apron was not a cape we did okay. I needed Ax. I had a feeling no one was going to let me get near the dais. I was associated with the regrettable roach incident.


  I remained human, in my own busboy outfit. No problem. Ax and I could work together. As long as I was there to keep an eye on him. See, Andalites don't have mouths. No sense of taste. And when Ax morphs to human, and suddenly has a mouth full of taste buds, he can be dangerous.


  We emerged into the banquet room.


  Hanson was nowhere to be found.


  William Roger Tennant was still sitting at his end of the dais, chatting with the man to his left.


  And that's when Marcel appeared behind me. "Yew are needed in ze beck. Ze peeg bucket, she is full again."


  The guy was grinding my final nerve. But if I started complaining it might occur to Marcel that I was not one of his many anonymous busboys after all.


  "Ah weel dew ze peeg bucket," I said. I could just dump it in the alley and rush right back. Still no problem. I ran for it.


  <Marco? Ax?> It was Jake. <Are you guys in place?>


  <I am here, Prince Jake,> Ax replied.


  <Where is Marco?>


  <He ees cleaning up ze peeg bucket.>


  Long pause. I heard all this in my head as I dragged the stupid trash can of glop into the alley.


  <Okay, whatever. We've found a way to demorph and remorph as fleas,> Jake said. <We're at the far end of the table, left of the podium. Who's going to deliver us to the target?>


  <Whoever it is, hurry. I'm surrounded by bare ankles, here, and I'm hungry,> Rachel said.


  <Marco is not here.>


  <Okay, I guess it has to be you, Ax,> Jake said.


  "No!" I yelled in frustration at a skanky alley cat.


  <I am quite capable of this simple maneuver,> Ax said snippily. <Marco was merely concerned that I would go postal. But I have no mail.>


  <ls anyone else getting that sinking feeling?> Tobias muttered.


  I slammed the trash can against the wall and turned to run back inside. Yanked the handle. It didn't move. I was locked in the alley!


  <Okay, Ax,> Jake said. <We're clinging to the underside of the tablecloth. Lift up the edge, farthest corner, and you'll see us. At least I think that's where we are. Aiming a flea anywhere is about as accurate as firing a Nerf gun blind.>


  BamBamBam! "Hey! Open the door! I'm trapped out here!"


  <Yes, Prince Jake. I am moving toward you. I smell delicious grease.>


  "Uh-oh. LET ME IN!"


  Nothing! Had to get back inside. Around the front. No other way. I ran down the alley.


  <I see you, Prince Jake. My hand is quite near to you.>


  <Okay, everyone, smell the blood and jump.>


  Down the alley. Jump over the cat. Slip. Up, run!


  <You are safely on my hand now,> Ax reported.


  <Okay, now you just have to get us to the target: Tennant's head.>


  <I believe I can do so by performing as the other workers are performing.>


  <Performing?> Cassie asked.


  <They are removing the plates from the seated humans.>


  Around the corner. Front door of the hotel just ahead. I was panting.


  <Okay, that's good,> Jake said. <Just clean off the plates, Ax.>


  "No, you idiot, don't tell him that! Don't say 'clean off!" I cried at the uniformed doorman.


  Past the baffled doorman. Through the red-carpeted lobby.


  <The humans are refusing to cooperate,> Ax reported. <I am merely attempting to clean off their plates, and yet they are behaving in a hostile, aggressive manner.>


  <What?!> Jake snapped.


  Wham! Through the banquet room doors, lungs gasping for breath. I leaped on an empty chair, trying to see over everyone's head.


  There, on the dais, about three people down from Tennant, was Ax. His face was covered in smeared, orange Thousand Island dressing. Pieces of lettuce clung to his chin and decorated the front of his busboy jacket.


  As I watched in helpless horror he reached for another plate.


  I ran. Like what's his name in The Bodyguard. Like Glint Eastwood in that movie about the Secret Service. I ran, pushed, shoved.


  Ax yanked the plate from a woman's hands. It came away suddenly.


  Leftover salad flew. Flew straight into William Roger Tennant.


  Tennant yelped.


  Ax licked the plate, his tongue extended to full maximum. Then he moved methodically on. He reached for Tennant's plate.


  <Soon it will be time to jump on the target,> Ax reported blandly, as if everything was otherwise perfectly normal.


  <We're ready.>


  Tennant was standing up, menacing, upset, but controlling it. I was just a few feet away, bounding along the dais.


  Ax grabbed Tennant's plate. Tennant held on.


  "I'm not quite done yet, young man," he said.


  "You must give me the plate." Ax yanked the plate and at the same time reached up with his flea-loaded hand and shoved Tennant down into his seat.


  <Jump!> Ax said.


  <Everyone go!> Jake ordered.


  I was close enough to hear Tennant growl, "I am gonna kick your -"


  I grabbed Ax with both arms. Held him back and yelled, "Sir, we're not really busboys, we're just really big fans, could we have an autograph?"


  Chapter 19


  



  We got the autograph. Amazing what people will put up with if you flatter them. Then we did our best to melt into the crowd. It would have been easier except Marcel was prowling, looking for us.


  We yanked off our uniforms. I looked around frantically. Empty chair! Just one, but it would do.


  "May we join you?"


  It was a table full of old people in suits or dresses, depending. One of them may have been our mayor. I'm not sure.


  "There's only one chair."


  "It's okay, we're very good friends." I sat down and yanked Ax down onto my lap.


  "Ladies and gentlemen, our guest of honor, host of Contact Point, and author of several best-selling books - William Roger Tennant!"


  The crowd rose to its feet and applauded enthusiastically. The emcee stepped aside and Tennant approached the podium.


  "Thank you," he said, smiling hypnotically and raising his arms as if to embrace the entire audience. "Thank you so much."


  <We're in position,> Jake said. <We are under the toupee. Biting has begun.>


  "Such wonderful people you are," William Roger Tennant sighed when the applause finally died down. "I am truly honored to receive the Solid Citizen Award. You know, people often ask me how I've managed to be so successful in my field," Tennant began. "I give them a one-word answer."


  <This is so gross,> Cassie complained.


  "And that one word is -"


  He stopped in mid-sentence. His eyes twitched. His lips twisted into a frown.


  "- love," he gasped finally.


  "Tell them it's working," I whispered.


  <Marco believes it is working,> Ax translated into thought-speak.


  <We are,> Tobias replied. <We're biting.>


  "It takes a great deal of love to excel in any field," William Roger Tennant continued through gritted teeth. His eyes bulged. A large vein popped out on his temple. Sweat trickled down his cheeks. "You have to love what you do, and love the people you do it for."


  <What's he doing?> Jake asked.


  "He's twitching," I whispered.


  <He is showing discomfort,> Ax answered.


  <That's good,> Cassie said.


  <But he seems to be maintaining his composure.>


  <Geez,> Tobias groaned.


  "Love is the core principle of my philosophy," Tennant said loudly. He paused and took a deep breath. Scratched the top of his head with his pinky, ever so gently. The tension in his face started to fade. His eyes stopped twitching. His brow relaxed.


  "It has been my mission to share my philosophy with the world. And the responses of people like you here in this room have shown me that my message has some merit."


  "They must be stopping," I said. "Tell them to keep it up!"


  The mayor's wife gave me a long, hard look. I smiled back.


  <Do not stop,> Ax said. <He seems to be regaining control.>


  <We're biting as hard as we can,> Rachel replied testily. <I've got what feels like a five-foot-long spike dug into this guy's scalp, all right?>


  <This is the grossest thing we have ever done,> Cassie complained.


  "If you really believe in something," Tennant continued, showing less and less strain with each word, "you must be willing to sacrifice all, to endure anything, to fight against all adversaries, no matter how large or small. You must be willing to never give in, never surrender, until the battle is won. The battle, ladies and gentlemen, the battle . . . to love! Ladies and gentlemen, thank you again for this honor. Good night."


  The room exploded with applause. Flashbulbs popped. The crowd rose to its feet.


  Tennant rushed off the dais. Made his way through the adoring crowd, smiling and waving.


  "Thank you, William Roger Tennant!"


  "We love you, William Roger Tennant!"


  Ax looked at me. "This was not a successful mission."


  "No. It really wasn't. Now get up off my lap."


  Not successful was the understatement of the year. And the others didn't even realize just how badly it had gone. No one but me knew about the twisted morph.


  We headed for the exit. I couldn't get out of this place fast enough.


  <What is it with this guy?> Rachel muttered from her perch on Tennant's head. <ls he made of Teflon?>


  <As crazy as this plan was,> Jake said, <it should have worked. On any normal human, it would have worked. I am seriously out of ideas.>


  <There's got to be a way,> Rachel said. <There must be something irritating enough to make Tennant go off in public.>


  Irritating?


  No. It wouldn't work.


  Or would it?


  Chapter 20


  



  My dad was not home when I got there. I was relieved. I didn't even care if he was out with old lady Robbinette. I was in a seriously bad mood.


  Bad enough the whole fiasco of trying to freak Tennant. Worse that I still didn't have my morphing under control. Which meant I didn't have my mind under control.


  I watched some TV. I went online, got into a chat about music, and ended up calling everyone morons. I was shaking when I finally hit the "sign-off" button.


  Cookies. I needed some cookies.


  I went to the kitchen. I found a half-finished package of Pepperidge Farms. I poured some milk.


  "You know what?" I told the milk carton. "I don't care if William Roger Tennant signs people up for The Sharing. If they're that dumb, forget 'em. Why am I going to get myself killed for them?"


  The milk carton had no immediate response. Maybe it wanted to think that over.


  I went to the living room, lay on the couch, and turned the TV back on.


  The doorbell rang.


  "Oh, man, don't be someone selling newspapers or whatever," I muttered as I went to the door and opened it.


  "Cassie?"


  "Hi. Can I come in?" She didn't wait for me to answer but just sort of pushed her way past me.


  I followed her back to the living room. She turned off the TV and looked expectantly at me.


  "What?"


  "You could offer me a cookie."


  I handed her the bag.


  "You have something to tell me?"


  "No."


  "So why are you here?"


  "I'm here to listen to you."


  I laughed. "What, are you a shrink now?"


  She shrugged. "You said it yourself: We can't exactly go to see counselors, can we?"


  "Look, I'm fine."


  "No, you're not," she said. "Jake bought it, Rachel bought it, but I didn't. Something went wrong. I heard it in your thought-speak. You blew another morph."


  I sat down. I was sure I'd covered. I was sure. But of course this was Cassie. Cassie who knows what people are feeling about five minutes before they do.


  "Did you tell Jake?"


  "No. And I won't."


  "Why not? What happened to it being everyone's concern?"


  "Because I want you to know you can trust me. You know, enough to talk to."


  I realized I was bouncing my leg nervously. I stopped it. "Look, it's nice of you and all, but -"


  "I know all the buts: We're all under pressure, we're all barely hanging on, and besides, you're a guy, and the 'guy code' is that you never talk about your feelings."


  I snagged the cookies back from her. She took my milk. "Who told you about the 'guy code'? That's top secret."


  "Marco, I have both my parents at home with me. They don't know anything about Yeerks or about us, but I have them, and I know they love me, and they're there when I get home. Jake's the same. Rachel's parents are divorced but -"


  "-And look what a pillar of mental health she is," I said with a laugh.


  "Rachel has her mom, and she talks constantly to her dad, and she has her little sisters, and she has me. But Marco, for two years after your mom died, or at least everyone thought she was dead, your dad totally fell apart. You were the man of the house. No one was there to take care of you."


  "I take care of myself."


  Cassie sat beside me. She put her hand on my arm.


  "Cassie, does Jake know you're flirting with me?"


  She ignored my weak attempt at a joke. "And then we found out your mom was still alive. Only she wasn't your mom anymore. Her body had been taken over by a Yeerk. And she was the enemy. Marco, in the space of a few awful months you've gone from believing your mother is dead to almost literally having to try and destroy her."


  "And you think maybe that's stressful?" I deadpanned.


  "I think it would have crushed most people," she said. "That mission against her and Visser Three, you were setting her up to take a fall. You were intimately involved with leading Visser One, your mother, into a trap that -"


  "Shut up! Shut up!"


  I jerked up off the couch. I had my hands over my ears. Stupid. I took my hands down. They were trembling. "Look, Cassie . . . " I started to say with exaggerated calm. But then I forgot what I wanted to say.


  I could see her. On that mountaintop. Her sudden realization that it was me who had brought her there. Marco. Me. Her son. Her host's son. Not some ruthless Andalite warrior but her own son . . . Visser Three's troops and ships closing in. The cliff giving way.


  Falling.


  And later, Rachel had come to me and said that her body could not be found. That maybe she was still alive.


  And Rachel had understood that she wasn't doing me any favors because it was so much better to know, to know for sure anything, even to know something terrible as long as the torture of uncertainty was over . . ..


  "What did I do?" I whispered.


  "You're in a war, Marco. You're here, in your own living room, eating cookies and watching TV and going to school on Monday, but you're in a war. Bad things have happened to you."


  "Tobias isn't losing it. Ax isn't losing it. Look at them, they're both all alone. My God, Tobias isn't even human anymore."


  "Marco, you don't know what they've gone through. They'd never tell you."


  "Guy code," I said.


  "It doesn't matter what they feel anyway, you know? You have to deal with what you feel."


  "I feel like you drank my milk."


  Cassie hung her head. She looked beat. Probably was. I was. I felt bad, like I'd let her down. She'd come over, as tired as she was, to try and help.


  "I feel better," I said.


  Cassie rolled her eyes. "Look, Marco, don't talk to me if you don't want to. Don't even talk to Jake even though he is your best friend. If you have to keep everything inside, I guess that's how you are. But you need to at least be honest with yourself."


  "Okay," I said noncommittally. "I'll do that."


  She got up, sighed, and headed for the door. Then she stopped. "You know, at the clinic we're always getting animals who are hurt or injured by humans. By jerks who shoot at them for no reason, or try and burn them, or whatever. And I used to get so mad. I just hated those people. And I'd feel like I was wasting my time because, you know, there's always some jerk with a twenty-two. I'd rage about it. But my dad told me, 'Deal with what is.'"


  I was confused. "What's that mean?"


  "It means, the animal is hurt. Help the animal." She came back over to me and took my hand. "Or in your case, Marco, it means that the Yeerks are here, your mother is Visser One, and your dad is lonely. None of that should be. But it is."


  Chapter 21


  



  <Ready, Marco?> Tobias asked.


  <Am I ready? Was Sitting Bull ready for General Custer? Was General Schwarzkopf ready for Saddam Hussein? Was General Washington ready for whoever's butt he kicked?>


  <So, you're saying you're ready then?>


  <Oh, yeah. I'm ready.>


  Every muscle in my body was alive, electric, eager to run, to jump, to attack! I had long claws and sharp teeth, specially designed to tear my prey apart. Limb from limb. I had a motor that could run nonstop for hours. Without even a thought of tiring!


  <All right, he's just reaching the gate.>


  Not that I needed to be told this. My superkeen ears could hear him just fine, even over the roar of the surf. My nose, thousands of times more sensitive than any human's, had caught wind of him the moment he walked out his front door.


  I heard the familiar sound of the key turning in the lock, the squeal of the hinges as the door swung open. My nose was bombarded with his scent, so strong, so familiar. Only this time there was a new smell added to the usual mix of soap, deodorant, and laundry detergent.


  Fear.


  A smell even more powerful than Right Guard or Old Spice. It was a smell I loved. A smell I lived for. A smell that attracted me like a shark to blood.


  The growl began in the back of my throat, an unconscious, instinctive warning to my prey that said: "I'm coming to get you."


  <Stay back,> Tobias said. <He hasn't come out yet. He's looking for you.>


  Stifling the powerful urge to attack, I stayed crouched in the bushes just outside the gate.


  <Okayyyy,> Tobias said tentatively, <he's coming - NOW!>


  SLAM! The gate shut behind him. William Roger Tennant took off down the beach, jogging at twice his usual speed. Pretty fast.


  But nowhere near fast enough. I shot out of the bushes. I was on him in seconds.


  I had powerful legs made for running and jumping. I had claws and teeth that could tear a man apart. But these were nothing compared to my most horrifying weapon of all.


  My voice.


  "Arararararararararararrrrrrrrrrr!" I barked.


  He increased his speed. But he knew he was doomed. The smell of his fear, even stronger now, guided me like a heat-seeking missile.


  I pounced. Three feet off the ground! I bit into his shirt with my iron jaw and held on, making a swimming motion with my feet so my claws could scratch his bare legs and arms.


  "Stupid -!" Tennant screamed. Along with a few other words I can't repeat.


  He was ten times my size. A six-foot-tall human against a foot-and-a-half-long toy poodle. One well-placed kick or punch and he could have crushed my ribs or skull.


  But he couldn't do this. See, there were too many witnesses. Way too many people on the beach who would be horrified to see the great animal lover William Roger Tennant beating a poor, innocent poodle to death.


  A couple of dudes playing Frisbee stopped to watch the action. Broke out laughing when they realized what they were seeing. A six-foot-tall man being tormented by a crazed toy poodle.


  Tennant stopped dead in his tracks. The sudden stop was enough to cause me to lose my grip and send me flying. I landed on my feet and spun back around to face him.


  "I will kill you, Andalite," Tennant hissed, low enough for no one else to hear.


  Dogs don't have very good vision. It's a little fuzzier than human sight. And while they can sort of see colors, what they see is not much more colorful than the picture on a black-and-white TV.


  But I could read the expression on William Roger Tennant's face well enough. His mouth was bent in a vicious frown. His eyes were seething with hate. His right cheek twitched uncontrollably.


  "Do you hear me, you cursed beast?" he hissed. "I will kill you!"


  I pounced again. Got a grip on his shorts that nearly tore them off his hips.


  You know the little girl in the Coppertone ad? With the doggie pulling off her swimsuit? Tennant looked just like that little girl as he dashed back toward his mansion, desperately holding up his shorts with one hand.


  I let go when we reached the gate. He quickly unlocked it and stepped inside. Not before giving me one last leer before shutting it behind him.


  <Good job,> Tobias said, landing on a tree just above me. He turned his head and looked down at me with one seagull eye. <This plan just might work.>


  Chapter 22


  



  For the next two days, Tobias and I followed William Roger Tennant like paparazzi on an actress. Hoping to go for an unmolested run on Wednesday, he took his limo out to a park near the river. We followed, and I was there to catch him before he'd jogged his first mile.


  Thursday afternoon, Tennant was scheduled to give a speech at the convention center downtown. I was waiting for him just outside the main doors. Before he had a chance to climb the stairs I'd ripped a sleeve off his suit jacket and torn a huge hole in the seat of his pants.


  He cancelled the speech.


  Thursday night after the show, Tennant met up with some local sponsors for a late dinner. In red-tailed hawk and owl morph Tobias and I followed the limo to the restaurant. I morphed again, and the minute his foot hit the pavement, I was peeing on it. His sponsors watched in horror as I pounced on him, grabbed hold of his tie with my teeth, and almost pulled him down face-first onto the sidewalk.


  Of course, he couldn't fight back. Couldn't kick me. Couldn't slap me. Not with so many fans and sponsors and non-Controllers watching. All he could do was smile.


  My dog senses could tell he wanted to kick and slap me. Could tell by the way his pulse went through the roof when he caught sight of me. By the way his breathing became short, clipped, and tense. The way his teeth ground together like a bowl full of marbles.


  Mostly I could tell by his smell. It wasn't a smell a human could detect. Too subtle. But this aroma, a combination of fear and total hatred, was a magnet to my nostrils. It fed me. It inspired me. Like a shot of adrenaline, it helped me jump high enough to reach his tie. Bite hard enough to rip even through his leather jeans. Run fast enough to catch him, no matter how much of a head start he got.


  And I loved every second of it.


  Let's face it. Everything messed up about my life could be blamed on the Yeerks. My mom. My dad's misery. Now the complication of his new girlfriend. For months, my friends and I have been living in fear, our lives changed forever by this invasion. Facing ridiculous odds. The threat of death or capture always there, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.


  We'd experienced things no person should ever have to experience: war and devastation, betrayal and defeat. And all the skin-crawly horrors of morphing.


  Win or lose, I'll have nightmares for the rest of my life.


  Now, unexpectedly, it was payback time. Not some morally troublesome action that might result in a serious injury or even death, some violence that would eat away at me. This was clean. This was pure. I had a Yeerk in my poodle sights. And he was going to suffer.


  Was I taking a sadistic pleasure in it all? Yes. I was.


  Friday evening. The big night. I headed home.


  "Hey, you're just in time," my dad said when I walked into the kitchen. He flicked off the stove and shoveled the pieces of chicken he'd been frying onto our plates. He was jittery. Jumpy.


  "Something wrong, Dad?" I asked him.


  "No, no," he muttered nervously, avoiding eye contact. He sat down across the table from me. "What makes you say that?"


  I watched as he lifted his fork and bobbled his knife, nearly managing to impale his own thumb.


  "You, uh, thinking about switching to base nine for your math needs?"


  He stared at his shaking hands and laughed. "Just call me poker face." His smiled faded. He put down his fork and knife and rubbed his hands with his napkin. "Uh, Marco, I was hoping we could talk."


  "Together or separately?" I replied.


  "Uh, together, I guess," he said, oblivious to my joke. "You see, well . . . oh, man, I've never been good with words. But, you know I loved your mom very much, Marco."


  I felt my heart stop. Sucked in my next breath like it was coming through a straw.


  He paused. He wanted me to say something. He wanted me to make this easier for him. I should have. But I didn't.


  I heard Cassie in my head telling me to deal with what is. No. I didn't like the "is." The "is" was about to get worse.


  "Losing her was so hard for the both of us. But she's been gone over two years now. And, and . . . and she's not coming back."


  He wiped tears from his cheeks. I hated him right then. How dare he cry? Who was he to cry? He was betraying her. He was setting her aside, consigning her to the past. He was killing her, that's what he was doing.


  "I - we - can't spend the rest of our lives grieving for her. And, for the first time since she died, I've actually been happy. Nora and I -" He paused. "I think it's what your mom would have wanted. She would have wanted us to move on with our lives. To be happy. Doesn't that make sense?"


  No. No, because she was my mom. She was his wife. So no, Dad, no, cut out the weepy crap, cut out the self-pity, no! She's my mom!


  I didn't say anything. What could I say? I knew I was wrong, knew I was being unfair, and I didn't care. But I couldn't say anything.


  "Nora and I have been talking about getting married, Marco. But we won't do it without you okay."


  "Yeah? And what if it's not okay?" I said. I could hardly hear my own voice.


  He sighed. His eyes turned vacant, distant. The way they'd looked for a large part of the past two years. I hadn't missed that look. I hadn't missed it at all.


  "Marco, we're a team, you and I. We've been through a lot together. If you say no, I'll accept that."


  Fine. So it was on me. Great. Typical. Yeah, why not? I'll decide if my dad is happy or not, if my mom is still my mom. I'll decide if she lives or if she dies so that I, the Great Marco, the great cold-blooded Marco can prove how tough I am by leading her into a trap, setting her up . . .


  I felt pain. I was digging my fingernails into the side of my head.


  I was going to explode. Some artery in my head was going to blow apart. It was too much. Way too much.


  "I'm out of here," I said.


  I got up and ran for the door.


  Chapter 23


  



  We met on the roof of the TV studio. It was windy. Not easy to land with that much of a breeze.


  We demorphed from our various bird morphs. Tobias stayed as a hawk.


  "Okay," Jake said. "Here's the plan. Ax and I hit the control booth. Marco gets harassment duty, as usual. We may only have a few seconds, maybe a minute of airtime before we get shut down. We have to catch, on camera, William Roger Tennant losing control. Rachel and Cassie will be in the studio as backup. Tobias is outside, on lookout. And keeping an eye on the crew's preshow meeting. Got it?"


  Everyone looked at me. Waiting for my usual lame joke about how we were heading toward certain doom. I let them wait.


  "Something wrong, Marco?" Rachel said.


  "What could possibly be wrong?" I replied finally.


  Cassie gave me a long, hard look. She wasn't going to say anything, but she was making sure I knew that she knew I was messed up.


  We morphed flies. Entered the building through a fresh air duct. It led us right into the studio. From there, we went to our separate posts.


  The plan was simple. And only slightly more idiotic than the banquet fiasco. The network guy was in the studio to watch a live broadcast of Tennant's show. And we were in the studio to make Tennant look like the lunatic he was.


  That's where I came in. I was supposed to morph to Euclid and bait Tennant - before the show began. Had to be before the show began: Tennant was just controlled enough not to blow it in public. We had learned that at the banquet. He was crazy, but he was crazy in private.


  I would go after him. Alone on the set. Right where he could finally get his hands on me. When he attacked me - which he would - Ax would have cut into the computers and would send out a live feed across the country.


  A great idea. For everybody but the bait: me. Tennant would try and kill me. His chances of accomplishing that goal before Cassie or Rachel could stop him were pretty good.


  If Cassie and Rachel weren't shot first by a Controller on the crew.


  If it worked we'd all have a big laugh. If it didn't . . .


  So far, everything was going according to plan. William Roger Tennant was sitting on the set in his comfy chair. Arms and legs crossed. Eyes closed.


  Tobias and Ax had scouted the place earlier in the week. They'd made a crude sketch of the layout. We'd memorized it.


  And they'd made notes about Tennant's usual behavior. Like the fact that every night before the show Tennant chilled for about twenty minutes. Alone with only his Lava lamps for company.


  I wondered what the thing was with the stupid Lava lamps. Did they remind him of the Yeerk pool? Or did he just miss the sixties?


  The director, the cameramen, and the rest of the crew were at their usual preshow meeting. This time with Mr. UPN.


  <You know, it's really a shame I can't get to meet that UPN guy,> I said. <I have a great idea for a new Star Trek series. See, it's way in the future and the Federation has been broken up by the Dominion and only three ships are still ->


  <Marco?>


  <Yeah, Jake.>


  <Don't talk to the UPN guy. Poodles do not pitch show ideas.>


  <Tell me about it later,> Tobias said. <Sounds cool. I always thought the whole Federation thing was just too easy and ->


  <Puh-leeze!> Rachel exploded. <Next mission: girls only.>


  Tobias was keeping watch on the meeting through the conference room window. Though we knew at least some of the crew and probably the director were Yeerks, we were pretty sure Mr. UPN was not.


  The studio itself was low budget. Not much larger than a three-car garage. Pre-air time, the place was eerily dark. The bubbling Lava lamps gave the air a weird reddish glow. Tennant's chair was in one corner of the set. A pair of TV cameras faced the star's chair. In another corner a small control room had been built. One wall of the control room was a large window.


  Opposite the control room and just out of camera range was another small area, separated from the studio by unplastered Sheetrock walls. Tennant's dressing room. In it was a desk with a lighted mirror and a barber's chair. Next to the desk was a fire exit door with an "alarm will sound" bar across it.


  Cassie, Rachel, and I landed in the dressing room. I demorphed. Rachel and Cassie buzzed under the desk. They would morph wolf and get me out of there if Tennant went totally ballistic.


  <Okay,> Jake called out to us in thought-speak. <We have the control room to ourselves. Ax has morphed to human. He's setting up for the broadcast. Everybody check in.>


  <I've got the meeting,> Tobias said from outside. <The crew and the network people are drinking coffee and yapping. I'll let you know when they're coming.>


  Everything's fine here,> Rachel reported. <Just waiting. Wish I could morph grizzly or elephant or something with more firepower than a wolf. But I guess there's no room.>


  I finished demorphing, then took a few breaths to get my strength back. I focused on Euclid.


  Euclid. The most annoying dog the world had ever seen. I hated that dog. And now my dad wanted him to move in with us?


  I mean, forget the misery of my mom's disappearance. Forget the fact that every day during fifth period I would have to do algebra for my stepmother. Having to live with that mangy mongrel would drive any kid insane.


  I felt the changes begin.


  My hands. Transforming themselves into paws. Little white paws with long, dull claws. Long claws that clacked and scratched against the kitchen floor when the obnoxious mutt raced around the dinner table, yapping at the top of his lungs until someone finally dropped him some scraps.


  My legs grew shorter, skinnier. My thick, human leg muscles began to shrink, tightening into taut, sinewy springs. Muscles powerful enough to propel the cursed beast three feet - four feet - in the air. High enough to jump on my lap and fatally ruin my concentration during key points of video games.


  I felt fur growing along my back. Thick, curly white fur that made my nose itch. That stuck to my favorite black jeans.


  The transformation was nearly complete. I was a five-foot-long poodle. With a human boy's head.


  Not for long.


  My head began to grow. Larger. Wider. My nose stretched out in front of me. My eyes grew dim, as if I'd just put on a pair of sunglasses. My ears shrank and slid up the side of my head.


  My mouth, too big to be a poodle's mouth. Uh-oh. Long white muzzle, blunt, not delicate like the poodle's.


  Uh-oh. Definite uh-oh.


  <Marco, your morph is going weird!> Cassie yelled.


  What was happening? What was I?


  I held up one paw to look at it. Moved and slammed against a wall. I was hot, I knew that much. My fur was a mix of kinky and straight. The straight fur was more clear, more transparent than truly white.


  Polar bear? I was half-poodle, half-polar bear?


  I was a poo-bear?


  <Aaahhhh!>


  And then, the instincts kicked in. The polar bear's cold-blooded predatory intensity joined to the Daffy-Duck-on-espresso lunacy of the poodle.


  I could smell prey. I saw a pair of wolves, eyes glittering. Not prey. Predators. Nope, I wasn't going after them. I wanted something more like a seal. Yeah. Or else a mouse.


  Then, I heard the sounds. Movement. Something living. Just on the other side of the wall.


  I rose on my hind legs. Then, I dropped down again and charged. <Marco,> Rachel cried. <What are you doing?>


  WHAM! Eight hundred pounds of hyperactive poodle smashed through the Sheetrock wall. Prey! Possibly a seal!


  Tennant jerked around.


  "Aaahhhh!"


  I crossed the fifteen feet between us in seconds. Tennant dove out of the way just before my hubcap-size front paws smashed his chair into pieces.


  <Jake, Marco's lost it!> Cassie warned.


  <What do you mean he's -> Jake demanded from the control room.


  <She means he blew another morph, and now he's a poodle the size of a Volkswagen,> Rachel said.


  My prey dashed. Ran for the door. Big mistake. Running just made me excited. Running was like an advertisement: Yes, I am the prey, please come and eat me.


  Four massive steps and I was on him. I shoved him with my huge paws. He flew through the air and hit the wall.


  The seal was cornered. Down.


  Time for lunch.


  Chapter 24


  



  NOOOO!" Tennant wailed, cowering like a trapped rat. I felt no pity for him. I didn't know about pity. I was the poo-bear.


  <Marco, get a grip!> Cassie screamed. <You're going to kill him.>


  <Why not?> I said. <He's a Yeerk. He's a seal-Yeerk.>


  Everything was black-and-white in this morph. Simple. Kill the prey. Kill the enemy. Nothing else mattered.


  And yet, some small part of my mind said, <Seal-Yeerk? Poo-bear? Huh?> Tennant curled into a little ball in the corner. He yelled, "Help me! Help me!"


  But the crew didn't seem terribly interested in helping him. Mostly they were running.


  <You're lost in the morph, Marco,> Cassie said calmly. <Get a handle on it. You had another mixed-morph. Now get control. Get control.>


  <Everybody, stay where you are,> Jake said.


  <Don't worry,> Rachel said. <I am not going anywhere near that thing. If I was in grizzly morph, sure, but . . .>


  <I am ready for the broadcast, Prince Jake,> Ax said calmly, as though nothing unusual were happening.


  <Come on, Marco,> Cassie encouraged. <It's going to be okay. Remember the mission?>


  The mission?


  I poked Tennant's huddled body with my paw. Watched him shrink and shudder.


  <What's going on, Marco?> Cassie said soothingly. <Talk to me. We're your friends. Talk to us, talk to me and ->


  <Talk my butt,> Jake snapped. <Marco. Cope. Now. That's an order.>


  It was like a bucket of ice water dumped on my head.


  It was like waking up from an intense dream. Fast. Painful. Slowly my mind grasped control.


  <Jake, he's going through some bad stuff in his life,> Cassie said. <He's stressed. His dad is ->


  <Cassie, you know I love you and admire you, but be quiet,> Jake said. <You listen to me, Marco. We have zero time for your self-pity. I don't care what your problems are. You deal with this, right now.>


  I started to shrink.


  My body deflated like a balloon with a pin-hole.


  My head, shrinking. Becoming a normal poodle head.


  <That's not exactly enlightened behavior, Jake,> Cassie shot back, obviously angry. <if he's having stress ->


  <Cassie, he's not you, he's not Rachel, he's not even me. He's Marco,> Jake said. <What he needs is to pull his head out of his rear end and remember what he always says.>


  What I always say? What was he talking about?


  Jake said, <Life is either tragedy or comedy. Usually it's your choice. You can whine or you can laugh.>


  I laughed. Laughed in recognition. Oh, yeah. I do say that.


  I was completely poodle.


  "What the -?" Tennant said, scrambling to his feet.


  <Good job, Marco,> Cassie said.


  Or was it?


  I sprinted away from Tennant.


  "Andalite," Tennant hissed. He no longer carried the fear scent. He smelled of pure hatred. "You've made a terrible mistake. You should have killed me when you had the chance. I will not show you such mercy."


  <Ready, Ax,> Jake said.


  Tennant reached down and grasped an electrical cord that was lying on the floor. He yanked one end of it out of the wall, the other from the stage light it was attached to.


  CRAAACK!


  Tennant's makeshift whip could slice me in half.


  <Oh, man,> I whimpered.


  <Get back on stage, Marco,> Jake said. <We're ready to roll.>


  <Just let them get the picture, Marco,> Rachel said. <Then we'll get you out of there.>


  I cowered behind the remains of Tennant's chair.


  CRAAACK!


  He missed me by inches.


  "This is going to be so therapeutic," Tennant cackled.


  <Stay right where you are, Marco,> Jake said. <Draw him into camera range.>


  <The meeting is over,> Tobias called. <They're leaving the office!>


  CRAAACK!


  The cord slapped across my back! Like being hit with a smoldering-hot stick!


  "Yipe!" I cried pathetically.


  <The crew and the network people are coming down the hallway,> Tobias said. <They'll be there in ten seconds.>


  <Hang on, Marco,> Cassie said.


  <Do I have a choice?>


  <Ready, Ax?>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  William Roger Tennant dropped the whip, reached down, and grabbed me by the neck. Lifted me in the air. Turned around to face the cameras. Wrapped his hand around my throat and held me up in front of his face.


  He began to squeeze. I whined and struggled.


  "Come now, Andalite," Tennant said, his eyes raving. "You aren't going to die on me that easily, are you?"


  <And . . . we are live!> Ax announced. <Heeeeeere's Marco!>


  Suddenly the entire stage was bathed in blinding light.


  Choking! My head felt like it was going to explode. My blurry vision grew more hazy. My body was going limp.


  I was too weak to struggle.


  "Die, Andalite! Die!" Tennant screamed, oblivious to the lights and the hum of the cameras.


  "What the hell is going on here?" someone shouted. "My God, Tennant! What are you doing?"


  "Get away from me!" he yelled. "I will kill you all!"


  "What are these dogs doing here?"


  "Andalites," a crew member hissed.


  "Die, you filthy mutt, die!" Tennant screamed.


  "What do you mean, we're on the air? Cut the feed, for crying out loud! Cut the feed!"


  "I'll squeeze your guts out through your ears!"


  "He's crazy!"


  A mass of bodies surrounded me. Hands reached for Tennant. Subdued him. Pried his fingers from my throat. I dropped to the floor.


  <Cassie! Rachel! That's enough, get Marco outta there!>


  <We are already on it, fearless leader,> Rachel said.


  "Grrrrrrrr . . ."


  Rachel and Cassie growled. Snarled. Slunk toward the mass of men and women.


  "Holy -" someone shouted. "Those aren't dogs. They're wolves, man! They're wolves!"


  "What is going on here? What kind of production is this?" a man thundered.


  The UPN guy?


  "This is madness. You want to put this lunatic on the air? Try Fox, I'm not interested."


  "It's not . . . it's . . . you don't . . ." Tennant stuttered. "It's all just a misunderstanding!"


  I was gasping, forgotten on the floor. I wondered if this would be a bad time to mention my idea for a new Star Trek.


  <Boys and girls,> Jake said, <I believe our work here is done.>


  Chapter 25


  



  "I am very pleased with the atmospheric conditions we are experiencing today. The lack of clouds have allowed the sun to show through, thus making electrical lighting unnecessary. Uh-NESS-a-sarry. Uh-NESS-ussery. Also, the lack of precipitation has kept my artificial skin from becoming uncomfortably damp, which -"


  "Ax?" I interrupted.


  "Yes, Marco?"


  "Stop that. Please."


  "Come on, Marco," Tobias said. "He's just practicing his small talk. We spent hours on it last night."


  "Thank you again, Marco," Ax said, "for inviting me to this primitive yet interesting ceremony."


  "My pleasure, Ax-man. Do not go near the buffet table."


  "How do you define 'near'?"


  "Ax, I'm telling you: No food."


  "It really was a lovely wedding," Cassie said.


  "Yeah," I agreed. "But I can't believe Rachel cried."


  "Hey," Rachel shot back. "Lots of people cry at weddings."


  "Yeah, I just didn't know you had actual tear ducts, Rachel."


  "There's a lot of things you don't know about me, Marco," she replied. Her tone seemed almost nice.


  Rachel? Nice? To me?


  "It's the tux, isn't it?" I said. "That's why you're being nice to me. The tux gives me a whole new look. Very Sean Connery. Very Pierce Brosnan."


  "Don't," Tobias warned.


  "I have no choice," I said. "I have to say it: Bond. James Bond."


  It was two weeks after our battle with William Roger Tennant. They had been two very busy weeks. And for once, the busyness had nothing to do with Yeerks or alien battles of any kind.


  Thanks to Ax, William Roger Tennant's freak-out was cut into a local TV broadcast. Naturally, the news networks ran with the video. CNN ran it roughly four thousand times.


  No one had seen Tennant since.


  After the William Roger Tennant incident, I spent a couple of days thinking about what my dad had said. About moving on with our lives. Making a new start. About our being a team.


  I'd also thought about what Cassie had said, about having to deal with what "is," things as they are, and not how I wished they were.


  And I remembered Jake's immortal words of comfort. "I don't care what your problems are. You deal with this, right now."


  But mostly, I remembered what I've always believed. What my mom taught me. That while some things are just plain awful, most things in life can be seen either as tragic or comic. And it's your choice. Is life a big, long, tiresome slog from sadness to regret to guilt to resentment to self-pity? Or is life weird, outrageous, bizarre, ironic, and just stupid?


  Gotta go with stupid.


  It's not the easy way out. Self-pity is the easiest thing in the world. Finding the humor, the irony, the slight justification for a skewed, skeptical optimism, that's tough.


  Anyway.


  The past was over and done with. My mom, Visser One . . . I had to set that aside and think about my dad. And me.


  Time to get on with my life.


  Good-bye, dream. Hello, Euclid.


  So, before the wedding I had a long talk with my dad. I told him the marriage was okay with me.


  I was best man. You can fill in your own joke. Rachel filled in several.


  The day after the wedding we started moving Nora in. She understood I wasn't going to call her "Mom." I have one mother. That's all I'll ever have. Whether she's alive, or not.


  A few days later, it was all done. Nora was with us now. The dog, too. I didn't mind Nora. I could see where maybe we'd get along okay.


  I still hated that dog.


  I was coming home from school when I heard the phone ring. It rings more often now with Nora around because she gets calls from parents asking why their kids are flunking math.


  I decided not to answer. Let the machine get it.


  And then, I heard her voice.


  "Marco, if you're there, pick up."


  My mother.
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  "Honey?"


  No answer. My husband was watching a game on television. He was preoccupied.


  "Honey?" I repeated, adding more urgency to my tone of voice.


  He looked over. Smiled sheepishly. "What's up?"


  "Marco's fever is down. I think he's basically over this thing. He's asleep. Anyway, I was thinking of getting some fresh air."


  He muted the television. "Good idea. It's tough when they're sick, huh? Kids. He's okay, though, huh?"


  "It's just a virus."


  "Yeah, well, take some time, you've been carrying the load. And if you're going to the store -"


  "Actually, I think I'll go down to the marina."


  He laughed and shook his head. "Ever since you bought that boat . . . I think Marco has some competition as the favorite child in this household." He frowned. "You're not taking it out, are you? Looks kind of gloomy out."


  I made a smile. "Just want to make sure it's well secured, check the ropes and all."


  He was back with the game. He winced at some error made by his preferred team. "Uh-huh. Okay."


  I stepped back, turned, and walked down the hall. The door to Marco's room was ajar. I paused to look inside. I almost couldn't do otherwise because the other voice in my head, the beaten-down, repressed human voice, was alive and screaming and screaming at me, begging me, pleading <No! No! No!>


  Marco was still asleep. Or pretending to be. A good-looking kid, but small. Already, in his early adolescence, the stamp of failure was on him. He was too sweet-natured and trusting to ever make it very far in a hard world. A world that would only grow harder for humans.


  Much harder, if I had my way.


  I looked at him, one last time, as the voice in my head kept begging and begging. <Let me at least say good-bye, let me hold him one last time, let me kiss him, oh my God, no, no, don't do this!>


  But that was only a voice. The voice of someone who no longer had a say in what I did with this body, this life.


  I left the house. I drove the car to the marina.


  The wind was coming up. Earth really does have fascinating weather. So many different permutations. Blazing heat and brain-numbing cold; storms that bring violent winds or driving snows or rains so heavy they blot out all light.


  I climbed out of the car and sauntered jauntily along to the boat, a small sailboat tied up halfway down the pier. Much bigger boats were tied up on either side. That was okay. I had all the boat I needed.


  I climbed aboard and cast off the lines. I winched up the mainsail and took the tiller. I didn't use the engine, not even for getting out of the marina. Anyone could guide a powerboat. It took skill to sail.


  Sailing was one of the best things about being in a human. It was such a perfect blend of power and subtlety, bending to the inevitable and yet resisting great forces. Dangerous and exhilarating. You skimmed along between sea and sky, a part of each, trusting neither.


  I raised more sail than was prudent and stood out toward the open sea. I would be seen sailing. And seen to be carrying too much sail. That was important. Humans need someone to blame for every mishap. There is no room for random chance in the limited human cosmology. So I was providing them with the culprit: Me.


  "She went out in bad weather," they would say. "Carried too much sail. Amateur sailor. Weekend sailor. No respect for the sea." That's what they would say, and they'd blame the victim and move on.


  In an hour or so, once I was out of sight of land, I would lower my sails and wait for a Bug fighter to come lift me off the deck. The engine backwash of the Bug fighter would capsize the boat. Or I might put the Taxxon pilot to the test and see if he could ram the low-slung boat. That would puzzle the humans.


  Either way, my body would never be found.


  The husband, the son who belonged to the voice inside my head, they would think I had died.


  The human woman named Eva, the husk, the human shell I lived in, would cease to exist as far as any human knew. I would be given the inevitable superstitious send-off. A ceremony, but there'd be no body to put in the grave.


  Eva's human mind would still be with me, of course. Still blubbering and weeping and begging, no doubt. But I had written the book on human infestation. I would have no difficulty controlling this woman.


  I understood her, this mother-human. Understood her in ways neither she, nor anyone else, would ever be allowed to know.


  The family had served me well, for a time, as I completed my knowledge of humans. But now I would have greater duties. Duties that would take me far from the dull life I'd accepted as a way to learn about our next conquest.


  My time of lying low was over. The notice had at last come: I was promoted, leaping over so many desperately ambitious competitors to take the most powerful position short of membership on the Council of Thirteen.


  I would spearhead the invasion of Earth. I would take charge of our greatest conquest. I would stand alone atop the Yeerk military hierarchy.


  I was to become Visser one.


  Chapter 1


  



  "Honored members of the Council of Thirteen, I am present at this trial under protest. I do not deny your right to hold me for trial. You are entitled to know anything and everything about my loyal service to the Empire. But that my inquisitor should be none other than my most relentless enemy, himself a traitor, is intolerable!"


  I spoke to the holographic representation of the Council. Thirteen Yeerks in various host bodies: Nine Hork-Bajir, two Taxxons, and two whose host bodies were so concealed that I could not guess at their form.


  They were dressed in dark red robes, so dark that they were almost black. They stood, motionless, held in place, suspended by gravity-neutral fields, fed by a continuous refined current of Kandrona rays.


  The Hork-Bajir-Controllers wore a lightweight mesh beneath their robes to keep the wrist and arm blades from slicing through the robe's fabric.


  The two Taxxon-Controllers were bloated, monstrously inflated versions of the great centipedes. Both were attended by Gedds, ready with freshly killed meat to feed the eternal hunger that not even a Yeerk inside that feverish brain can control. Their ceremonial robes were as large as sails, wrapped around the raised front third of their bodies.


  They were light-years away, of course. They would see me, my host face and body in three dimensions. They could also watch my vital signs, translated into universal equivalents. Blood pressure, heart rate, hormone production, all reduced to digital readouts a billion miles away. And they could, with a thought, call up whatever data had been compiled on specific events or locations or individuals.


  They could also hear and see my inquisitor. They would hear his thought-speak voice-his host body's normal mode of communication. His host body was the envy of the Yeerk Empire. For he alone, of all Yeerks, possessed an Andalite host.


  He rested comfortably on four almost dainty hooves. His body was standard quadruped grazer: like an Earth deer or horse, or a Desbadeen limner.


  He had an upper body similar to many species, but most similar, perhaps, to that of a human, with the symmetrical shoulders and hanging arms ending in multi-digit hands.


  The face was mouthless, an Andalite oddity. Andalites eat by crushing and absorbing grasses through their hooves as they run. They communicate mind-to-mind.


  There were three things that made the Andalites inherently formidable as enemies: their agile intelligence, their ability to shape thought-speak to either wide-band or private communication, and, of course, their faster-than-the-eye-can-see tails.


  Many a careless Yeerk has died from the blade of an Andalite tail.


  Beyond their impressive physical makeup there is the matter of Andalite technology. Specifically the morphing technology that allows them to absorb DNA from any animal source and then painlessly, and almost effortlessly, become that animal.


  Visser Three remained silent as I complained. He was a fool, but not so great a fool that he would provoke the Council by trying to cut me off.


  His eyes wore an alien smirk. He waited patiently. He had already won. I was his prisoner. This was his great moment.


  "You will have plenty of time to make statements, Visser One," a Council member said. I did not know who.


  Visser Three, straining to sound obsequious, said <I would remind the Council that this creature has already been demoted. She no longer holds the rank of Visser One.>


  "That was a temporary reduction in rank. This trial will determine whether that reduction is permanent. Or whether, indeed, Visser One is allowed to live. For now she will be referred to by her formal rank."


  Garoff? Was it Garoff speaking for the Council? I couldn't tell. Nor could I be sure whether it was good news or bad that my mentor would be taking a leading role.


  "Computer: the charges."


  In the Council's chamber the computer read the charges against me.


  "The Yeerk, Edriss-Five-Six-Two, holding the rank of Visser One is charged with the following crimes: treason by incompetence, which carries a sentence of death by Dracon beam; treason by violation of established procedure, which carries a sentence of death by Dracon beam; treason by sympathy with a subject species, which carries a sentence of death by Kandrona starvation; treason by contact with the foul Andalite race, which carries a sentence of death by torture; treason by murder of subordinate Yeerks, which carries a sentence of exile to punishment duty."


  Five charges of treason. Four death sentences. My greatest fear was death by Kandrona starvation. And it was my most likely prospect. Unless I could outwit Visser Three.


  <Now. Tell us your version of events,> Visser Three said.


  "I'll tell the truth," I snapped.


  <The Council will judge the truth or falsity of your statements. You've heard the charges. Do you acknowledge, deny, or claim mitigation?>


  "I deny. The charges are lies. Not only lies, but unintelligent lies. Typical of you, Visser Three."


  He smirked, patient, in no hurry, enjoying this beyond measure. His large main eyes-Andalite eyes-watched me. The two stalk eyes roamed here and there, checking the equipment, watching the ceremonial thirteen Hork-Bajir guards that stood at attention around our small, secure room.


  I knew that even now Visser Three felt a measure of fear. But not of me. We were on Earth, and Earth has not been kind to Visser Three. A small guerilla band has bedeviled his efforts to follow through on the great conquest begun by me. Visser Three believes these guerillas to be Andalite survivors of their destroyed Dome ship.


  I know differently. Yes, the group no doubt contains one or more Andalites. But it also contains humans. Humans who have, somehow, acquired morphing technology.


  <It will be for the Council of Thirteen, wise leaders of the far-flung Yeerk Empire, to decide whether the accusations are true or false,> Visser Three said, sanctimony in every syllable. Then, in private thought-speak that only I could hear, he added, <And when they convict you it will be I who administers the punishment. It will take a long time for you to die, Visser One. I can make a Kandrona starvation last weeks.>


  I showed nothing on my human face. I was no longer able to show much emotion on my human face. The left side of my head was burned almost beyond recognition, bled and black and raw. My mouth was twisted from blows delivered while imprisoned.


  I had been badly injured in a fall. A final, terrible battle between Visser Three and me. A battle that had been engineered, I later realized, by the so-called Andalite bandits, in a rather clever and ambitious attempt to have Visser Three and I kill each other.


  The Visser's threat was real. I knew that if the Council found against me, Visser Three would keep me in agony until I lost my sanity. But it could not be much worse than the last month of captivity. My broken bones, right leg, left arm and shoulder, ribs, and by burned flesh had been left untreated. All could be easily repaired. None had been.


  I could not cut myself off entirely from the pain my host felt. Not without releasing my host altogether. She felt the pain, and so did I. But she did not share the deepest pain: Visser Three had kept me on the edge of Kandrona starvation. I was weak. Wracked with pain. Already in the bare, early stages of Kandrona starvation. Only a Yeerk can know that feeling.


  My host, the human, Eva, had been emboldened by my weakness. I no longer had the strength to silence her voice inside my head. She taunted me. Distracted me. She hates me, of course.


  <Soon he'll kill you,> she said. <Soon evil will destroy evil.>


  <The pain may well be yours as much as mine,> I told her.


  <No, no, it won't,> she said. <Because for you it will be defeat. For me it will be liberation.>


  I tried to ignore the voice. I had greater problems than a jeering host.


  <Begin,> Visser Three said. <You may tell your tale in any order you choose. This is your defense. There are no limits except for one: You must end within one feeding cycle. You have three days.>


  Liar. He knew I was within half a day of needing Kandrona rays. But he would not defeat me. No, not even now. I would tell my tale. Most of it.


  I looked into the hologram, looked at each member of the Council in turn. And I began.


  Chapter 2


  



  My name is Edriss-Five-Six-Two, of the Sulp Niar pool.


  I will begin this story at a time in my career when I controlled a Hork-Bajir host body and held the rank of Sub-Visser Four-hundred-nine. My area of specialization was intelligence. Current assignment? Target acquisition.


  I was part of a team that analyzed data from a wide variety of source. Data that would, we hoped, lead us to what we all longed for so desperately: a Class-Five subject race.


  I was young. Young to be a sub-visser, but already impatient to be more. And this job was surely not the path to greater things.


  I was third in command at the Olgin base, a dusty, irrelevant backwater of bare-bones buildings on the day-night line of a moon we'd actually purchased from the Skrit Na.


  As the Council knows, the Skirt Na are useless as hosts, and not terribly threatening as foes. But there was no point in starting unprofitable wars, so rather than seize the base, we bought it. The price? A captured Andalite drone ship.


  Cheap. And still we overpaid.


  Olgin base was good for only one thing: Its Zero-space transit point made it convenient for quick data transmission from the widespread elements of the fleet, and from our two main plants: the Taxxon home world, and the Hork-Bajir home world.


  Our own planet was then, as now, surrounded by orbiting Andalite warships. The day would come when we would retake our world and the pools that spawned us. But not yet. The Andalites were still too strong for us to risk a head-to-head, all-out conflict.


  Before we could face the Andalites we needed a more numerous, more agile, more adaptable host. Gedds were clumsy and weak, with senses that were distorting and unreliable. The Taxxons were allies more than true hosts, and in any event, not even the most strong-willed Yeerk could control the insane, cannibalistic hunger of a Taxxon.


  The Hork-Bajir had done well for us. They were naturally strong and dangerous. Clumsy for detail work, but the other strengths compensated.


  As the Council knows, the problem with the Hork-Bajir was that there simply weren't enough of them. The Andalites, those moral paragons, had exterminated most of the Hork-Bajir race rather than let it fall into our hands.


  We had thousands of Hork-Bajir. We needed millions of hosts. My task - which seemed futile at the time - was to find those hosts.


  Anyone at Olgin base with the slightest influence, the most tenuous connection to a highly placed officer, managed to get reassigned. Yeerks were leaving all the time. And replacements, poor, unwanted trash for the most part, were being sent to us.


  One of my duties was to indoctrinate the new recruits. I started as they de-shipped. The ship berths were not a pleasant environment. Cargo was constantly in motion, by puller and pusher, by strap, and even carried on the backs of Gedds.


  "There are five classes of alien," I said, eyeing the dozen Gedds, Hork-Bajir, and Taxxons lined up before me. "Who can name the five?"


  Several started to answer, but I held up my hand, indicating they should remain silent.


  "I should say . . . who can name them if I mention that the mangling of a single word, or the misstatement of a single fact will result in your being fed to Taxxons?"


  This was my little joke, of course. It is nearly impossible to get a coherent sentence out of a Gedd mouth. And flatly impossible with a Taxxon who can, at best, hiss and sputter in its own language. Meaning no disrespect to the council members who hold Taxxon hosts.


  Hork-Bajir are the best communicators, of course, despite their brains' innate quirk of confusing various languages.


  No one laughed at my joke. Good. They were beginning to understand: I was the boss. They were mine to dispose of as I saw fit.


  "There are five classes of alien," I continued. "Class One: those physically unfit for infestation - the Skrit Na being a good example because of their annoying need to phase. Class Two: those who can be infested but that suffer from serious physical drawbacks - such as the Taxxons and our own Gedds. Class Three: those that can be infested, suffer from no physical debility, but exist only in small numbers and cannot be quickly bred." I used my hand to indicate my own Hork-Bajir body.


  "Four: those that would be excellent targets for infestation but that are, for now at least, too formidable to challenge. Can anyone name an example?"


  Dead silence. They all knew the example, of course. But they were afraid that saying it out loud might constitute treason.


  "Oh, come, come now," I prodded. "We all know who we mean: our former mentors and present-day tormentors, the Andalites."


  Nervous glances. Like maybe I'd crossed the line myself.


  "And then, there are Class-Five aliens: Aliens who are right for infestation, exist in large numbers, and do not have the power to resist us. That, my fellow Yeerks, is our mission here. To find the real, live example of Class Five."


  "If theyrrrr even rrrr-exist" It was one of the Gedds.


  I stepped close. "Your name?"


  "Rrr-Kilgam-Thrrrrree Rrr-Two-Nine."


  Quick as lightning I struck. My wrist blade swept up and across. The Gedd's throat gushed blue blood. The body collapsed instantly. He clutched feebly at his throat. I was glad it was a Gedd. If it had been a Hork-Bajir I couldn't have wasted the host body, even as a lesson.


  Kilgam-Three-Two-Nine tried to crawl out of the Gedd's ear. He made it halfway before the host body died.


  They say it's very, very difficult to get out of a dead host before death reaches you as well. Very difficult.


  I reached down and with my sharp Hork-Bajir claws I widened the ear canal. I picked up Kilgam and handed him to one of the Hork-Bajir.


  "Better take him to the pool," I said.


  "But . . . But, Sub-Visser, I . . . I don't know where it is, we just arrived at this base!"


  So I led the way to the pool. I had made my point: Their lives were mine, never mind the new regulations against killing subordinates. If they displeased me, they would die, law or no law. But I was not unreasonable. As I had the power to kill, so I had the power to give life.


  That's the subtlety so many Yeerks miss. Threats are very useful. But for the more subtle, and thus complete control over your subordinates, you need the helping hand as well as the killing blade.


  I had given the same speech, the same demonstration of seriousness a dozen times. I'd never failed to instill a sense of duty in my charges.


  And yet, it was all pointless. We were searching for something that might not exist. And something that, in any event, would not be found by we poor, abandoned nonentities on a base the Empire had forgotten.


  I was feeling rather self-pitying as I lead this latest collection of half-wits to the pool, when I was interrupted by a rushing Hork-Bajir. It was my adjutant, Methit-Five-Seven-Two.


  "Sub-Visser! Sub-Visser!"


  "Yes, Methit?"


  "A report. Just in. One of our people, a sub-visser stationed on the Taxxon planet, has just forwarded a report of a new species." Methit caught his breath.


  "And?" I prodded.


  "And he claims . . . the report is, that it's Class Five."


  I felt my Hork-Bajir hearts jump. "Probably a false alarm," I said blandly. "What is this species called?"


  "Humans, Sub-Visser. They are called humans. And . . . and the report claims that they may exist in large numbers. Not millions. Billions."


  Chapter 3


  



  That report came from the Yeerk who would later rise to the rank of Visser Three.


  Of course back then he was a lowly sub-visser, like myself. Higher on the ladder, certainly, but still a sub-visser.


  I was very skeptical of the report at first. But then the holograph images began to arrive. Transmission speed was slower then. It took hours for the images to load up in the computer. I sat, staring, transfixed by pictures of two humans.


  They were gender differentiated, like Andalites and Hork-Bajir. One was male. He gave his name as Chapman. The other was female. Named Loren.


  They had been taken by the Skrit Na. Of course, the Council is familiar with the habits of the Skrit Na. They are forever visiting planets, kidnapping local species, and performing inexplicable medical experiments on them, carrying them off only to return them later, and so on.


  The Skrit Na, true to form, had seized these two humans for reasons known only to the Skrit Na.


  A passing Andalite fleet evidently spotted the Skrit Na ship and decided to board it. We do not know why. Perhaps Visser Three knows why, but I do not.


  In any event, the Andalites boarded the Skrit Na ship and found the two human captives. Then, again for reasons I do not know, this single Andalite scout ship headed for Taxxon space.


  They may have been following a second Skrit Na ship. One did land at the Taxxon spaceport shortly before the Andalites arrived and seized one of our transport ships in orbit.


  They used this transport ship to evade our defenses and land on the Taxxon planet. There were various events associated with that time, although the sequence is uncertain in the record.


  What we do know is that at least one of the Andalites, and the two humans, were taken by Yeerk security forces. Taken, though not held for long.


  Two humans, three Andalites. And not just any Andalites. The leader of the expedition was an Andalite War-Prince named Alloran-Semitur-Corrass. Alloran the criminal who released the Quantum virus into the Hork-Bajir home world and helped to deprive us of the full fruits of our just victory there.


  



  



  The members of the Council murmured. They knew the name Alloran. Of course they knew that name. There was only one Andalite-Controller. One Andalite host. Nevertheless, I drove the point home.


  "Members of the Council will mark that name: Alloran. This is the Andalite who later became host to none other than Visser Three.


  "And one other of the three Andalites in this party, though a mere cadet, also bore a name that will be remembered by Yeerks: Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul."


  Another reaction, stronger this time. The name Elfangor was a curse word. No other single Andalite has done us more damage.


  "Yes, honored members, it was Visser Three who, on that fateful occasion, came into contact with the mass-murderer Alloran and the criminal Elfangor."


  "Ponder that fact. Keep that fact in mind as I continue with my story. Keep in mind that Visser Three, this very Yeerk who charges me with treason, met, communicated with and, I charge, befriended Alloran and Elfangor!"


  The same Council member who had spoken before, stirred. "What are you implying, Visser One?" I could see now that it was, indeed, Garoff-One-Six-Eight.


  "I imply nothing," I said. "I do not imply. I assert! I avow! I accuse, honored members, I accuse!" I pointed a finger at Visser Three. It's a wonderfully useful and dramatic human gesture. I stuck out my unbroken right arm and pointed a trembling finger at Visser Three.


  "I accuse! There! There is your traitor!"


  Chapter 4


  



  <Silence!> Visser Three erupted. He leaped forward, whipped his Andalite tail up over his head, blade quivering, ready to strike, ready to slice my head from my shoulder.


  "Are you so terrified of the truth, Visser?" I demanded.


  <I killed Elfangor myself! I morphed and lifted him up and ate him!>


  "You were eliminating a potential witness against you, Visser Three."


  <I'll kill you now!>


  It was perfect! The fool was unable to control himself and by his own wild panic had given credibility to my charges.


  "Desist, Visser Three," a voice said. A Hork-Bajir voice. Again, it was Garoff-One-Six-Eight. The member responsible for counterintelligence. So. He would be speaking for the Council throughout my trial. Which meant his opinion would count for a very great deal.


  Garoff also controlled the security troops ringing Visser Three and me. A word from him would send Hork-Bajir slashing into us.


  Visser Three shook with the effort to control himself.


  I smiled at him and whispered, "We shall see who is really on trial here, Visser."


  "There will be no more disruption," Garoff said calmly. "Visser One, continue. But stick to your narrative. You are not to engage in conversation with Visser Three."


  I bowed my head in submission. I had scored my points. I had planted suspicion of Visser Three in the minds of the Council.


  And Visser Three knew it. The smug look was gone, wiped away. It was beginning to dawn on him that his own life was now at risk.


  <Now who's the fool, Edriss?> my host, Eva, sneered. <They'll execute you both. You can't be saved, honey. They'll starve you, Edriss. And my son will live to dance on both your graves!>


  <Your precious Marco won't survive this, that I promise you!> I threatened.


  She laughed. She, better than anyone, knew my weakness. She, better than anyone, knew I'd die rather than hand Visser Three a victory over the "Andalite Bandits."


  I continued, speaking again to the Council. Carefully projecting the calm of the innocent, in contrast to Visser Three.


  



  In any event, Council members, I received this information of a new species. A possible Class-Five species. My assignment was to validate and evaluate the data.


  Accordingly, I directed all our long-range technical capability toward the planet these humans called "Earth." Unfortunately, I did not have a precise location. The Skrit Na are excellent record keepers, and their ship's computer would have shown the precise location, however, somehow that ship was allowed to escape Taxxon space. That Skrit Na ship . . . in the custody of Visser Three . . . escaped.


  No doubt a coincidence.


  What I did have available was the Skrit Na's trajectory out of Z-space. That was data in our orbital and deep space sensors. I could extrapolate. I narrowed the location of Earth down to an area of approximately four-thousand systems.


  It took a full year, eliminating system by system, those without planets, those with no planets that could support carbon-based life-forms, and so on. In the end I narrowed it down to three possible systems.


  I reported this fact to my then superior, Sub-Visser Seventeen, the new base commander. I was told that I was wasting my time.


  And I was told that I was to be transferred. My new post would be anti-insurgent work on the Taxxon home world. I would be given a new host body. A Taxxon.


  



  A Taxxon. With all that implied for those not of very high rank. I nodded toward the two Taxxon Council members. The eternal hunger. The life in tunnels. The knowledge that any slight injury would be fatal, as I was set upon by other Taxxons, eaten alive!


  I had discovered the location of a Class-Five species! And I was to be exiled to the Taxxon home world. It was insane! Insane!


  I knew that something was wrong. Someone . . . someone . . . was working to keep the secret of Earth hidden. My supervisor, Sub-Visser Seventeen? Yes of course. But at whose behest?


  I rolled my eyes toward Visser Three and was rewarded by the sight of several Council members unconsciously following my lead, looking toward Visser Three. Of course I found out later that Visser Three had nothing to do with the orders. They were mere stupidity, not conspiracy.


  



  Members of the Council, I had a choice. I could follow my orders, consign myself to the Taxxon home world where my death could be easily arranged by the very person who had arranged my transfer . . . I could abandon the only Class-Five race known to exist . . . or, I could violate my orders and go in search of the species that could make us supreme throughout the galaxy.


  It was no choice at all. As a loyal Yeerk, I had to defy my treasonous orders. And so I did.


  I enlisted a subordinate, Essam-Two-Nine-Three, a fellow Hork-Bajir Controller, and took a scout ship and set off alone through Zero-space in search of Earth.


  



  <You stole a ship!> Visser Three yelled. <By her own words she is convicted of a death penalty offense! Honored Council members, she has just forfeited her life! Let me take her now, right now. She has no right to live a moment longer!>


  "Silence!" Garoff snapped. "The Council has long known about this, and has long since pardoned the offense."


  Visser Three started to object, stopped himself, fell silent.


  Garoff's black-red hood moved slowly, side to side. "Visser One, I believe you have previously recorded the incidents involved in this part of your story on memory dump?"


  I nodded. "Yes Council Member. I made a memory dump shortly after -"


  "Then I suggest we all access the Memory Transfer Protocol. We can see the original, true memories that way. And without interruption."


  <Yes, that would be best,> Visser Three jumped in. <The memory dump is the best, truest way to see events as they transpired.>


  He paused just for a beat, then added, <It leaves us to wonder why Visser One has not chosen to make memory dumps of other, more recent events. What is she hiding?>


  Garoff said, "Yeerks of Visser rank are not required to make memory dumps. That indignity is reserved for lower ranks."


  "I will make a complete memory dump available," I said quickly. "The instant that Visser Three agrees to do the same."


  A bluff, of course. Neither of us could afford a total memory dump. There are more than a hundred death penalty or exile offenses. In the course of acting as a loyal Yeerk Visser I had probably violated a third of them. And, of course, Visser Three had violated still more, beginning with summary execution of subordinates. Visser Three had slaughtered subordinates by the poolful.


  And, of course, no Yeerk had risen to the Council without breaking the very laws they promulgated.


  I locked eyes with my foe. We were two experienced, expert killers. Two leaders of Yeerks. Two generals.


  Only one of us would survive this trial.


  The Council accessed the Memory Transfer Protocol. Visser Three did the same. All of us would see what happened to me on that desperate mission, just as it happened. They would see it through my senses, my memories. Just as I saw it. Just as I felt it.


  I accepted the patch that was applied to my head by a Taxxon technician. I would see the same memories as all the others.


  But for me, the protocol was unnecessary. I remembered every detail.


  Every detail.


  Chapter 5


  



  Stored Memory Transfer Protocol


  



  Essam-293 turned to me, his eyes wary, concerned. "I have rechecked our supplies, Sub-Visser," he said. "My initial calculations were correct. We have enough food to keep our host bodies alive for only seven more days. Enough water for only three days. If one of us leaves his host and returns to the mini-pool, the other host body can survive for twice that time."


  "If this is the right system all that computation will be moot," I said. "If this is not the correct system then yes, you will leave your host and return to the mini-pool."


  "Yes, Sub-Visser."


  "Don't worry so much, Essam. If we have to kill your host we'll soon find you a replacement."


  He nodded his Hork-Bajir head. He knew I was lying. By now Essam had figured out that I was on an unauthorized mission. If things went badly he would be blamed, same as me. Even if things went well, he might not be given a new host anytime soon. None might be available.


  And, of course, he had to consider the possibility that I would simply kill him to simplify my life and stretch my supplies.


  But Essam was no fool. He knew better than to challenge me openly. I had chosen him carefully. He was a Yeerk of narrow expertise: a pilot and technician. He had at one point risen to the rank of sub-visser. But he had suffered demotion for an incident of poor judgment. While on patrol he had allowed a handful of Hork-Bajir to escape aboard a neutral Desbadeen ship.


  A Yeerk who failed to understand that diplomatic niceties like "neutrality" were nonsense was unfit for command.


  I had sensed this peculiar weakness in Essam, this confusion of purpose. This lack of serious ambition. That made him perfect for my purposes. I needed a competent servant, not a competitor.


  We translated from Zero-space, popping suddenly out of the blank, white closeness of the place that is no place, into the blackness of real space.


  "Congratulations, Essam. That was excellent navigation."


  The yellow star was very close. Close enough to make you flinch. From my vantage point it could be seen clearly as a seething mass of burning, churning, erupting gasses, not as the atmosphere-dimmed thing one sees from a planet surface.


  I aimed the sensors away from the star. Out toward the planets. The sensors began to churn out raw data.


  There were two medium-sized gas giants, one with an attractive set of rings. Both had a number of moons, some of which, at least, might sustain life.


  Essam looked questioningly.


  "No," I said. "We'll start with the planets. Moons later."


  He was curious. "Is there a reason?"


  I smiled. "Instinct. I have been searching for this species a very long time. I pictured them with a true planet. Not a moon."


  Further out from the two big gas spheres were smaller gaseous planets. But in closer to the yellow star were four solid-form planets.


  The one nearest the star was tiny, brutally hot, not a likely prospect. The next out, though larger, was nearly as hot, with terrific winds and pressures. It might sustain life, but not the soft-skinned things I'd seen in the holograms.


  The third and fourth planets were clearly the most likely to be populated. One was the red of oxidized ferrous metal.


  The other, the third planet, was blue.


  My heart leaped. I knew. I knew.


  And then the sensor data began to explode into the computers and onto the screens. The blue planet was spewing forth radio band signals, X-ray signals, microwave signals in a profusion that simply overwhelmed the computers. The ship's sensors were intercepting trillions of bits per second.


  The blue planet was alive.


  I put the ship into high orbit around planet number three. We needed time to prepare. I couldn't afford to just go blundering in, Dracon beams blasting. If I handled this first contact badly it could lose us this species for all time.


  I needed to assess their strengths and weaknesses. I needed to know whether what we saw before us, this blue and green and brown sphere at the edge of nowhere was a true Class Five. Or whether, despite what I'd seen of the humans Loren and Chapman, we were dealing with a Class Four: another race, like the Andalites, too powerful for conquest.


  At that moment, watching the raw-data totals, the unimaginable trillions of bits of electronic data swamping our computer, I was worried. How could any species generate this much data and not be formidable?


  I began to draw off samples of the data. Much of it was incomprehensible. It appeared to be composed of auditory or visual tracks. Snatches of conversation:


  



  "Hey, t'sup?"


  "Nothin', man."


  "Yeah. Same here. So what did he say?"


  "He was all, like, 'no problem.' And I was like 'uh, reality check, okay?'"


  "No way!"


  



  And a type of conversation that was accompanied by rhythmic sounds arranged in patterns.


  And there was a more complex type of data that combined conversation with the rhythmic sounds and had a visual element as well. There were images of humans wearing body coverings, sitting close together while rhythmic sounds played, then stopped. Then the humans conversed.


  



  "Welcome back to Today. In this half hour we'll be talking with our panel of military analysts about the latest developments in Operation Desert Storm. And, in our cooking segment . . . "


  



  It was bewildering. Absurd. Insane. Too much, far, far too much. Why would there be a need for communications this frequent? The only necessary communications are orders from above, progress reports from below, and basic logistical matters. The entire Yeerk Empire did not generate a thousandth of this data.


  "What's in orbit?" I asked Essam.


  He interfaced with the computer. "Perhaps a hundred nonnatural objects, all apparently small, automated transmission or surveillance devices."


  "No ships? No orbital weapons arrays?"


  He rechecked the computer. "Sensors show several thousand atmospheric craft below, but none beyond the atmosphere. No evidence of orbital defenses. And there are very few sensors aimed outward from the planet. Those sensors are simple visible light or X-ray detectors."


  "The moon?"


  "I detect signs that humans have visited their moon, but no humans are currently on the moon." Essam shook his head disparagingly. "Feckless creatures, that much seems certain."


  I began to experience renewed hope. No space based weapons. No spacecraft at all, at least not at the moment. By contrast, the environs of the Andalite home world bristled with weapons and teemed with ships.


  The humans were no Class-Four species.


  "We'll never understand this species from up here," I said. "We have to land."


  Essam hesitated. "Sub-Visser, you yourself said that we need data on these creatures."


  "Yes. But we have too much data. Too much to know where to start. We need a human to act as translator."


  "Is that wise, Sub-Visser?"


  "Wise? Maybe not, Essam. But if those creatures down there are a Class-Five species I'll be a full Visser. If they are not, I'll be executed for disobeying an order. It's time to find out."


  He started to say something, stopped himself.


  "You worry too much, Essam. Those creatures down there? Those humans? They're mine, Essam. Mine!"
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  Essam piloted the ship down. We detected primitive sensor arrays, what the humans call radar, but those were easily evaded.


  We landed on the dark side of the planet. We had no knowledge of human physical capabilities. But the fact that they used artificial lighting made it logical that they were night-blind.


  We headed for an empty area, an arid zone far from the large, bright clusters of human cities. The nearest major human habitation was more than a hundred miles away, to the northeast.


  Down we went, down through the darkness of Earth's night. I felt my excitement building. It was a momentous occasion. A historic occasion. If I was right, if these were Class-Five aliens, my future was assured. I would be the most respected, and soon thereafter the most feared, Yeerk in the Empire.


  Down, down, slipping through the primitive radar, slowly as the empty, barren land rose up to meet us.


  We landed. Essam looked at me, questioning.


  "Atmosphere?" I asked.


  "As the long-range sensors showed: nitrogen, carbon dioxide, oxygen, and various trace gasses as well as particulates. Breathable for Hork-Bajir bodies. Though a bit more oxygen-rich than necessary."


  I nodded. So much the better. A species that breathed methane would be of little use to us on the Hork-Bajir or Taxxon worlds. Let alone when we finally invaded the Andalite home world.


  "Break out two Dracon weapons," I ordered. "The rules of engagement are simple: No human who sees us may escape alive. We will attempt to capture and infest one or two humans, as circumstances permit."


  "Yes, Sub-Visser."


  "Open the outer hatch."


  The hatch opened. I got up, bent low, stuck my head and shoulders out into alien atmosphere. I breathed deep. The air seemed bitter-tasting and dry to my Hork-Bajir senses. But it was mine. All of it, mine. And that made it a perfect still-pool lagoon as far as I was concerned.


  I descended the steps. I planted my Hork-Bajir foot on the sandy, almost powdery soil of Earth. I looked to my left and right.


  The sky was black. The earth around me just as black. The stars above cast insignificant illumination, and Earth's moon was below the horizon.


  "Night vision," I ordered. Essam came down out of the ship, carrying the small spray vial. He aimed the aerosol at my eyes and sprayed. There was a tingle, then, within seconds, the night was brighter. Not so bright as day, but bright enough for me to see that we were not alone.


  Perhaps a quarter mile away was a line of creatures, plainly visible with my enhanced night vision. They had large round heads, nearly as large as my own. The top half of the head was larger, like a shell placed over a smaller head beneath. They had two arms, both also quite large.


  My first thought was that they looked like humans. The head, shoulders, and arms were nearly identical to humans'. But below that there was nothing. No torso. No legs. No face, either, or else these humans were faced away from us.


  The humans held long sticks that they rested on the sand or held upright.


  They seemed to take no notice of us. Our approach had been silent, and it was dark, and yet we were less than a quarter mile away.


  "Let's take a closer look," I whispered.


  We crept across the sand. Closer. Closer. Then I saw one of the squat creatures rise up. A torso and legs appeared!


  He was human. And then I realized they were all humans. They were in a series of holes, or a trench. Buried up to the chest.


  "Strange behavior," I muttered.


  Ka-WHUMPF!


  The trench directly in front of me, less than a hundred yards distant, simply exploded. The concussion was incredible. The violence of the explosion was stunning.


  Ka-WHUMPF! Ka-WHUMPF! Ka-WHUMPF!


  Explosions everywhere! The humans in the trench were sent flying into the air, wrapped in flame, their bodies ripped apart.


  Essam grabbed me and threw me roughly to the ground.


  Ka-WHUMPF! Ka-WHUMPF! Ka-WHUMPF!


  Again and again, the ground erupted. The brilliant red-and-orange explosions illuminated the night, almost blinding my vision. The ground literally struck me, leaped up with each concussion and slammed my chest.


  I was frightened. I was more than frightened.


  But I was watching, still, learning, trying to understand. There was a low whistle that preceded the explosions. And with my slightly damaged night vision I saw blurs of falling objects.


  The explosive projectiles were coming from overhead. Perhaps being dropped by atmospheric craft.


  "They're attacking us!" Essam cried.


  "No, you fool! The explosions -"


  Ka-WHUMPF! Ka-WHUMPF! Ka-WHUMPF! Ka-WHUMPF!


  Sand poured down like rain. Something heavy landed beside me, mere feet away. In the light of the next explosion I saw it clearly for a half second: a human torso. Arms, legs, head, all gone.
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  "They aren't attacking us," I yelled. "Those humans up in the trench, they're the target. Watch! The explosions follow the line."


  Ka-WHUMPF! Ka-WHUMPF!


  Then . . . nothing. Sudden silence. Not even the sound of sand falling around us.


  Finally, voices began to cry out in the night. Alien voices, but their pain and terror were clearly evident.


  "Back to the ship," I ordered. I was exhilarated. It was battle, after all. Not our battle, but still with all the drama of life and death, winners and losers.


  We jumped up and ran for the ship. For a moment I thought we'd become lost. The ship was nowhere to be seen.


  Then, Essam pointed. Our ship had slid into a crater. A crater made by the explosions.


  "Maybe they were after us," I said.


  Essam was already running, sliding down the sand, slamming into the ship. "Ship's computer, open the exterior hatch!" he yelled.


  "Quiet! The humans will hear."


  "Ship's computer, open the exterior hatch!"


  "Silence! Listen!"


  There was a deep, rumbling, growling sound. Growing louder. From our left. From behind the shattered trench. And now, a slightly different note from our right.


  "Something's happening," I said. "The battle isn't done. Not yet."


  "Ship's computer," Essam hissed. "This is an override. Priority One. Emergency backup protocol. Open exterior hatch."


  The hatch opened. Essam leaped inside.


  I left him to worry about the ship. He was an engineer, I was not. Instead, I climbed up the side of the ship and stood there on top, with my head above the rim of the crater.


  My night vision was completely restored now. I could see a line of large vehicles to my left. They were broad, squat, slow, ground-hugging machines that roared with the effort of moving their own armored weight. Between the machines were humans, hunched low, carrying sticks or poles half their own height. The poles were unmistakably weapons.


  To my right, farther away, a second line of similar vehicles. Fewer in number, but slightly larger, quieter, and somewhat faster. They, like the first group, seemed to move on tracks. Very primitive.


  Above these machines were low-flying ships, half a dozen or so. They beat the air with a strange rotary wing, and bristled with what could only be missiles hung on pods and arrayed along either side.


  "Sub-Visser! Please come down here!" Essam called. "It's not safe out there."


  "No, it definitely isn't, Essam," I said with a laugh.


  "Sub-Visser, the engines are down, but I can raise our protective force field. But you'll have to come inside."


  "Not yet, Essam. Not yet."


  The first group of machines moved slowly, cautiously. The second group swiftly, boldly. Then it occurred to me. The first group could not see the second. They were moving blindly!


  The turrets of the faster group turned. Long poles took aim. And then, from the flying machines above . . .


  Woooosh!


  BOOM!


  The missiles fired! Right over my head they flew, trailing poorly combusted chemical fuel.


  The ground machines opened fire at the same instant.


  Crumpf!


  BOOM!


  The slower tracked machines began to explode. One. Another. Another. As each missile found its target.


  BOOM! And a tracked vehicle would erupt into flame and grind to a halt. Within five minutes seventeen of the slower machines were annihilated. None of the swift, sure forces on the right were hit.


  The battle swung away, north, as the leftward force began to run.


  Essam emerged and climbed up beside me.


  "They make war on each other?" he said. "Humans and humans?"


  "Yes. So it would seem."


  The battle had left me feeling conflicted. It had been wild and exhilarating! But there was a sad dimension, as well: The weapons were primitive but powerful. Given the great numbers the humans could call on, they might be formidable.


  If so, if humans were too powerful to conquer, my future was death. Quick from Dracon execution, or slow from some sure-death assignment.


  Essam said it out loud. "Are they Class Four, Sub-Visser?"


  I shook my head. "No, Essam. I will find the way. I will find the way to conquer them. And I already know one thing."


  "What is that, Sub -Visser?"


  I watched the swift-moving machines that even now had closed on the fleeing prey and continued its annihilation in detail, explosions like flowers in the night.


  I pointed at the victors, the swift, confident pursuers. "If we want Earth, we must start with them."
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  It took several hours to get our ship flying again. And now the sun was rising on a vista of bleak destruction. Sand stretched forever, a flat, tan emptiness broken up only by the scorch marks of explosions, the burned-out hulks of the tracked machines, and the occasional human corpse.


  Here and there were knots of defeated humans wandering, lost.


  A mile or more above the sand, swift, sleek-lined speed-of-sound atmospheric ships flew. Lower down there were the rotary-winged ships. Far to the east was a long line of the armored vehicles moving north by east.


  We flew low and slow. We were safe from radar, but visual masking technology was still in its infancy and available only on a few ships. Not ours.


  "What do we do, Sub-Visser?"


  I didn't answer. I was scanning the ground ahead through the forward transparency and in the magnification screens.


  "There. Ahead and left, a human alone. Take us there, put us down close to him."


  We flew toward the lone staggering human. As we passed over he looked up and raised his arms over his head. We landed and he came toward us at a shuffling run, hands still held high.


  We opened the hatch and I stepped down. The human stopped running. He stared. He yelled something in his human language and turned to run away.


  Humans are not much slower than Hork-Bajir on the ground. But I was healthy, well fed, well rested. The human was none of those things. I was on him very quickly. Essam was right behind me.


  The human began shouting and waving his arms, kneeling, and engaging in all manner of unfamiliar gestures. Essam and I stood over him.


  "Hold him, Essam."


  Essam grabbed the human's arms and pinned them behind him, locking his wrists in one big Hork-Bajir hand.


  "His head, Essam. Hold his head."


  "Here? You're doing it here?"


  "Don't question my orders," I snapped. "Hold his head."


  Essam closed his other hand over the human's head. He twisted the head till the ear, the open, inviting ear, was aimed upward, exposed.


  "Your Hork-Bajir host body!" Essam hissed.


  I hesitated. In my rush to enter this human I had almost forgotten. The instant I was out of my present host he would try to escape.


  Escape where? That was the question. In this treeless emptiness the Hork-Bajir wouldn't get far.


  I grabbed the human's head to steady it. I leaned down and pressed my own ear to his.


  I began to disengage from my host's brain. I withdrew from the lesser functions first. I stretched my body out, thinning to ease through the ear canal till part of me was in contact with the human's outer ear and part of me remained in tenuous contact with the Hork-Bajir brain.


  Now would come the most perilous part of the journey. I had to release my hold on the Hork-Bajir brain and would be, for a few terrible seconds, entirely vulnerable.


  Every possible scenario occurred to me. That the Hork-Bajir host would grab me and kill me while I was defenseless. That the human would somehow contrive to grab me.


  That Essam might kill me himself. What did he have to lose? He could claim I died in battle and then take for himself the credit for discovering a Class-Five species.


  But I had no practical alternative. Besides, victory goes to the bold. I had bet my life on success.


  I dropped my last contact with the Hork-Bajir. I was blind again. Half deaf. And suddenly seared by incredible heat. My slime layer was instantly dry and stiff.


  I felt my way toward the human's ear canal. Slithered across the convoluted folds of the human's outer ear.


  I felt the vibration of noise. No doubt the human was screaming. But I pushed on. My forward antenna array felt the darkness, the warmth, the welcome confinement ahead.


  Down into that unfamiliar tunnel. I was an explorer! To the best of my knowledge no other Yeerk had ever gone where I was going: into a human.


  The first, I would be the first human-Controller. My place in history was assured. My survival was not.
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  I felt giddy with excitement. I would never be able to describe the sensation! The trepidation mixed with anticipation. The nervousness, almost a feeling of shyness, of being an intruder in a place where I was not allowed.


  Often, in later years I wished I'd paid more attention to the details. To those first heady impressions. I wished I'd cataloged the pulsing of a human artery, the wild rush of firing neurons, the comic contortions of the human struggling to escape.


  But I was too involved in the moment to form the deep, complete memories that can be replayed in infinite detail later on.


  By the time I infested my first Gedd there was already a huge body of information on how best to subdue the Gedd mind. The same when it was time to move up to Hork-Bajir.


  But this was all new. No one could tell me what to expect. No one could tell me what I would find inside this new, unexplored territory, the human brain.


  The ear canal was too tight, of course. There were structures in my path, small bones, a sort of timpanic membrane. I experimented with shoving them aside, rearranging them, secreting the numbing chemicals as I went.


  And then, at last, there it was! Just an inch away. Nothing but a last flimsy membrane between me and the brain.


  I reached. I stretched. I touched!


  Flashes of auditory memory. Had to be, it wasn't real time. No, definitely memory. Memory of human voices. Several different ones. Meaningless jabber. I wasn't near the language circuitry, yet.


  I spread, squeezed between skull and brain. I found deep crevices, cracks, gaps within the brain. Experimentally I reached down into one of these gaps.


  There! There it was: language!


  But no, no. It didn't make sense. No, it was as if I . . . yes, of course. The language functions must be dispersed in more than one area of the brain. This was a part of the language computer. Not all of it.


  I seeped down through the crack and found myself experiencing an entirely new sense. Vague. Strange. Disturbing. No detail. It . . . it wasn't tied to specific visual or auditory memories.


  It seemed to be triggered whenever the human inhaled. Yes. That was it. Through the human's breathing apparatus. But it was a useless sense. Too little specific information.


  I continued my exploration. And then, suddenly, I was seeing. Seeing with eyes that were very similar to Hork-Bajir eyes. Weaker in depth perception. Stronger in color differentiation. Slow to adjust from long distance to short. But good eyes. Eyes that would serve a Class Five species.


  I turned the eyes and heard the human moan. I focused on Essam. He was still holding the human's head. Essam's Hork-Bajir face was inches from my eyes.


  I turned my eyes, trying out the equipment. Left. Right. Up. Down. I spotted movement. A Hork-Bajir, running across the sand. My host body, attempting to escape.


  Essam spoke. I heard too little to comprehend.


  I spread further, searching for the real-time auditory input. Searching as well for motor control.


  Then I discovered something strange and disturbing. A huge, deep chasm. It seemed to separate the human brain into two halves. And between the halves was only a nerve bundle not much thicker than my own true body.


  Two halves? Why? Why would the human brain be divided in halves? It was irrational design. It made no sense. Unless . . . was this a fully redundant system that would allow the creature to function in the event half its brain was destroyed?


  Tentatively I reached toward the far side of the brain. I touched it. Made contact.


  Fascinating!


  It was incredible. This second half of the brain was an almost mirror image, but not. It could have functioned all on its own, if necessary, and yet it was in some ways radically different in its memories, its sensory interpretation, even its will. Two almost entirely functional brains in one skull, communicating across a channel of nerves. Not a fully redundant system, almost a second, different brain!


  Why? It had to involve specialization, of some sort. And yet I found visual and auditory functions on both sides. I found memory on both sides. Found motor control on both sides.


  It was then that I knew I was seeing something new. This brain worked by dialectic. Each half of the brain saw and heard and smelled and touched a slightly different world. Each tended toward specialization, but not a hard, fast split. The left half had more language, but not all the language. The right side had more spatial perception, but not all of the spatial perception.


  Confusion! Disorder! Illogic!


  This mind could argue with itself. This mind could see the same event in different ways. It was insanity! A democratic brain, arguing within itself, with no sure, certain control, only a sort of uneasy compromise. A consensus of disputatious elements.


  This brain contained its own traitor!


  And, as I began to sift the memories I saw, again and again, the internal argument. The "Should I? Should I not?" debates. The paralysis of internal disagreement.


  But I also saw decisions improved as a result of uncertainty. Hesitation and internal discord leading to decisions that were wiser, more useful, than quicker decisions would have been.


  And yet that seemed a small compensation for the internal treason and confusion and conflict.


  No wonder they kill each other, I thought. They very nearly kill themselves!


  It was madness. Humans, as a species, were mad.
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  I took control slowly. Slowly, so that I could test each new discovery.


  Once I could control motor functions I walked the human host back to the ship. Essam took us low and slow in pursuit of my Hork-Bajir host body. It was not hard to find him. He left tracks across the sand. Being Hork-Bajir it never occurred to the simple creature to try and conceal his footprints.


  He kept running as we approached. Essam piloted the ship and skimmed along the sand till we could hit the Hork-Bajir with a slow-speed blow that knocked the body to the ground.


  Essam tied and secured it and dragged it inside where it lay trussed in a corner, weeping and moaning in a most distracting way.


  I continued my exploration of the human. I understood his senses, now: sight, sound, touch, smell, and taste. I understood his motor functions. (Wonderful hands!) I understood his language. And with this came the inevitable awareness of the human mind cowering down in a far corner of the brain, crying, blustering, threatening, begging, and praying to what this human called "Allah."


  Now I was busy poring through rich, voluminous memories. Memories of family life: The creature had a wife, a sort of life partnership that was inexplicable. He had reproduced: three small humans, two male, one female. And, it seemed, humans maintained a relationship with their offspring. He had duties - a job - as a painter. He applied protective and visually appealing coverings to human structures.


  But his people were poorly led and had blundered into a war they could not possibly win. And in the emergency of war he had been called to serve in the military. He was unhappy about the war, unhappy about being separated from his mate and progeny. And, at the same time, he was proud of doing his duty.


  Proud that his male offspring would know that he had been a soldier.


  The interest in progeny was persistent. It intruded on any number of thoughts. It formed part of the basis for the creature's sense of his place in the world.


  He was confused, a split perspective that was obviously typical of humans: afraid of being killed, proud to risk being killed. The fear, at least, was familiar.


  "I am finished," I said, using the human's mouth to speak to Essam.


  "Finished, Sub-Visser?"


  "I am finished with this human's memories. I have learned all I need for now."


  "Will you keep the body or return to your Hork-Bajir host."


  "I'll return to the Hork-Bajir," I said. "This creature is useless. His people are weak. He is one of those associated with the losers in the battle we witnessed."


  "Should we not begin with the weaker humans?" Essam asked. "Would they not be more vulnerable to takeover?"


  I shook my new human head. "But this victory in this location would be meaningless. No, Essam. When I go to the Council of Thirteen and plead for my life, I must be able to tell them that I have a plan for taking this species. And that means taking the most powerful subgroupings among them."


  Essam nodded. "As you say, Sub-Visser."


  "The enemies of this creature are called French, the British, the Israelis, and the Americans. Various nationalities, subgroupings of humans. They are the victors. Of those subgroupings this creature believes the most powerful to be the Americans. It is to them that we must go, Essam. So, we will go to the place called America."


  Chapter 11


  



  <Do we really need to go through all of this?>


  The Memory Transfer Protocol faded. But my own memories of those glory days still played.


  No one answered Visser Three. They were all still lost in the direct, visceral sensation of having infested a human. The memory dump allowed them to see as I had seen, feel all I had felt. I was glad they had felt it, the seductive, addictive pleasure of controlling a human. Felt the nimble fingers and the sharp senses.


  <Do we really have to go through all this?> Visser Three demanded again.


  Garoff snapped out of his trance and answered with more patience than was deserved. "Visser Three, you agreed that using the information from the contemporaneous memory dump was for the best."


  <Yes, Council Member Garoff. But must we go through all the details of Visser One's early time on Earth? I can point to those portions of the record that are relevant to the issue of Visser One's treason.>


  Garoff laughed. It was not a friendly laugh. "Visser Three, the Council will look at the evidence Visser One chooses to submit." He leaned forward, and his black-red hood slipped back revealing his battle-scarred, ugly Hork-Bajir face. "You may appreciate the privilege when . . . if . . . you ever turn out to be a defendant yourself."


  That was putting it plainly enough for even the fool Visser Three to grasp: He was on trial here, as much as me.


  I showed no emotion on my human face. No reaction. No gloating.


  "Perhaps we should take a break," Garoff suggested with just a hint of hesitation. He did not glance down the line at his fellow Council members, nothing so careless. But he waited to hear whether the Emperor would object.


  One of the Thirteen was Emperor. But only the Thirteen knew which one. Great leaders attract assassination threats. An Andalite assassin would have to kill all thirteen Council members to kill the Emperor himself. And the same would be true of a Yeerk assassin.


  "We will adjourn for one standard hour," Garoff said.


  The holographic connection was broken. The Council members disappeared. I was alone in the room with Visser Three and the ceremonial Hork-Bajir guards.


  "Are you enjoying your big moment, Visser?" I smirked.


  <You think you've outmaneuvered me, Edriss-Five-Six-Two? You underestimate me. You always have.>


  "I understand you perfectly, Esplin-Nine-Four-Double-Six. You have the necessary brutality without the necessary subtlety. You are crude and emotional. You've made no progress with Earth. None. For all your grandiose schemes you are no further toward your goal than when you took over."


  He started to answer, then stopped. He motioned to one of the Hork-Bajir and gave him some instruction.


  <I know that human bodies suffer from hunger and thirst at regular intervals,> he said to me.


  Moments later the Hork-Bajir reappeared with a glass of water, a head of romaine lettuce, and two raw eggs. I laughed aloud.


  "So typical of you, Visser Three. You remain utterly ignorant of humans. Lettuce and raw eggs. Yes, just perfect."


  I took the water and drank it down. My mouth, half-paralyzed by injury, dribbled the water down my chest.


  <You may be right, Visser One,> he said. <I lack your knowledge of humans. I have never been in a human host, though I have, of course, acquired a human morph. The memory dump was . . . extraordinary. I suspect I will soon receive demands from several Council members for a shipment of human hosts. Less dangerous and powerful than Hork-Bajir hosts, but so much more enjoyable.>


  I watched him cautiously. He was up to something.


  He paced back and forth slowly, his hard hooves tap-tapping. <I often wonder why we . . . you and I . . . did not become allies. I even wonder at times, whether it is even now too late.>


  He trained all four of his eyes on me. Waited.


  "You want my help?"


  <Think of it as a partnership,> he said. <You and I together? With earth and all it holds? The only known Class-Five species? Five billion, on the way to six billion potential hosts? We would command more power than all the rest of the Empire together.>


  I froze. Was he suggesting what I thought he was suggesting? I waited, forcing him to commit himself.


  He moved close, his hateful Andalite face, that smug, mouthless mask inches from me. <Why would we even need the rest of the Empire? Why would we need those fools on the Council? You and I together could subdue Earth and start our own, New Yeerk Empire!>


  It was so surprising I almost dropped the water glass. The crudeness of the trap was insulting. Was I a fool? Was I insane?


  "Visser Three, you are recording all this, of course. And of course you are recording only visual and auditory tracks. Not thought-speak. You hope to trick me into saying something treasonous so you can triumphantly play the recording back for the Council." I shook my head, pitying. "The real wonder, Visser, is that you ever rose to your present rank."


  He drew back like I'd slapped him. His tail twitched, aching, desperate to swing that deadly blade and send my head rolling across the floor.


  The hologram returned. The Council was assembled again. The two Taxxon members were noisily finishing a meal of something that might still be partly alive.


  "Continue Memory Transfer Protocol," Garoff ordered and once more I was plunged back into my own past. Back to the magical, wondrous days when I was taking my first humans.


  Back to the days when all the galaxy was going to be mine.


  Chapter 12


  



  Stored Memory Transfer Protocol


  



  We disposed of my first host. I returned to my Hork-Bajir host body and we flew back into orbit.


  Finding a particular place called America was not easy. My short-lived host was not an educated human and had only a vague notion. Earth's landmasses have various distinguishing features: mountain ranges, rivers, valleys, lakes, coastlines, and so on, but nothing that makes clear that a particular collection of rivers and mountains is one nation and not another.


  I returned to the tedious job of searching the raging torrent of electronic data. I detailed the computer to search for references to "America." There were billions.


  But slowly, as our food and water supply dwindled dangerously, I began to piece together a few facts. America was a geographic entity defined on the west, east, and southeast by ocean.


  The northern border seemed arbitrary. The southwestern border was defined primarily by an otherwise insignificant river.


  Humans speak many languages. Americans primarily spoke a language called "English."


  So I used the computer to filter out all non-English language data. Still the data stream was overwhelming. I began to arbitrarily dismiss entire genres of data: voice only, telemetry, the rhythmic pulsations that humans call music.


  I focused on the combined voice-music-visual signals known as television.


  Now I had a basis for proceeding. Or so I thought. But television data was confusing. Some seemed to be simple recordings of events. Others, however, were artificially colored, or artificially drained of color. Some portrayed creatures that were unlikely to exist in nature.


  I wished I'd kept the human host.


  "Sub-Visser, the water situation has become critical," Essam said. "I must leave this host body within hours, unless we obtain water."


  "Soon, Essam. Hold on a bit longer."


  I plunged back into the television data, with a particular emphasis on military technology. So confusing. At times it seemed that humans were armed with simple bows that fired sharpened sticks by means of tension produced by a stretched string. Other times they seemed to possess mostly small handheld weapons that made loud sounds and apparently fired small, high-velocity projectiles. On occasion they possessed no weapons at all but relied on swift physical blows.


  And then, to my horror, I began to see evidence that human military potential was far greater than anything I'd expected: In some of the television data they possessed nuclear fusion explosives. And in other data they were shown using highly effective, adjustable-intensity beam weapons they called "phasers."


  "Faster-than-light spacecraft? Faster-than-light through real space? Impossible!" Essam said, looking over my shoulder. "And armed with beam weapons?"


  "How do they manage to get visual records of ships moving at faster-than-light speeds? See, there! The ship is announced to be moving at Warp-Factor Six, which we know from context is a multiple of light speed. And yet there we see the ship from the outside as though the recording device too, is moving at these impossible speeds."


  "Not possible," Essam said, his voice rasping, his tongue dry. I had drunk the last of the water several hours earlier.


  "No. Faster-than-light travel is an impossibility. Not even the Andalites can do it! That is why we tunnel into Zero-space."


  I was puzzled. Confused. Was it possible . . . were the humans creating these images to frighten away potential enemies? Was that it? Was this all a complex bluff designed to intimidate potential conquerors?


  Then, it hit me in a flash of insight. "It's all a lie, Essam. It's not real. These are created events! Simulations! The humans, they . . . they invent these events."


  "But what for, Sub-Visser?"


  "To intimidate us, Essam. Or . . . or perhaps for some other reason. None of what we see here in this data can be taken at face value. There are elements of artifice and deception in all of it!"


  "How can we differentiate? How do we know what's real and what's not?"


  "We can't," I admitted, once more frustrated. "Perhaps a human can, but it will take us years to sift data in order to determine which weapons systems and capabilities are real and which are simulated. Even the simple matter of human social structure is inexplicable. They have forms of interaction that defy analysis!"


  "Yes, they are unusual, certainly. I . . . nothing."


  "What, Essam? What have you learned?"


  He shook his head. "The data seems to show humans simultaneously bound in tight, emotion-based relationships, and yet quite likely to murder each other. On occasion they kill each other at an artificially slow speed."


  "Once again, we cannot learn what we need from orbit. There is too little time. We must plunge boldly into the shallow end of the pool, Essam. Boldness is called for."


  "The last attempt was inadequate."


  "I did not then understand the geography of Earth," I said, annoyed at his implied criticism. "I have learned. It is still confusing, but I know this: Even within the limited geographic and political entity called 'America' there are further subdivisions. Cities. Some are obviously irrelevant. Only four are mention frequently in the data: New York, Washington DeeCee, Ellay, and Hollywood. Of these I conclude from the prevalence of mentions in the data that Hollywood is the most important."


  I stood up and pushed back from the computer console. "We'll get your water, Essam. The time has come for a second visit to my planet."


  Chapter 13


  



  I had absorbed much of the English language. I could recognize and interpret the written form of the language. And as I swooped down on the glittering human city below, I saw the letters, high on a hilltop: Hollywood.


  It was almost as if the humans had expected to be visited from space and had placed the letters there to guide us.


  We landed in a deep valley in the hills above the city. Our Hork-Bajir bodies were admirably suited for clambering up the steep canyon sides, so much like the Hork-Bajir home world.


  We emerged near a building placed on stilts, just sitting out precariously over the canyon. It was brightly illuminated. And a large, ovoid pool of water was brightly lit as well.


  We stood in the shadows beyond the pool. It was the size of the sort of pool one might find aboard one of the newer Pool ships. It could have housed ten thousand Yeerks, if necessary.


  Of course, it was mere water, and horribly transparent at that.


  "There is your water, Essam."


  We brushed aside a row of sticks that may have been intended as some sort of primitive defense barrier. Essam ran to the water, knelt down, and plunged his face into it. Suddenly, from the far end of the pool, a human emerged! A human female wearing a very minimal garment in two pieces.


  "Oh, wow!" she cried.


  I raised my Dracon beam. Essam jerked up from the water. I thought he was responding to the presence of this unexpected human. But he began to scream and clutch his face.


  "Aaaarrrgghh!"


  "Oh, man, are you guys, like from the studio?"


  "Essam! What is the difficulty?"


  He staggered. big Hork-Bajir talons pressed against his face. "It burns! It burns!"


  "The pool guy was here, today," the woman said. "The chlorine's always kind of high right after. Um, should I get Lonnie? I mean, Mr. Lowenstein? He's making drinks."


  "It burns! It burns!" Essam cried.


  "Silence, Essam!" I snapped. To the woman, I said, "You are female."


  She made a human mouth gesture. And she twisted her body slightly, pressing some portions forward aggressively. "I hope I'm a woman," she said.


  A second human emerged from the building. A male. Shorter than the female. Also thicker. And partially covered with thin, curly fur. He carried two small, transparent, open containers that appeared to hold liquid.


  "Hey! What are you doing here? How'd you get in here?"


  "The studio sent them," the female supplied.


  The male nodded and looked closely at us. "That's good work, but the look is all wrong. This is way too Alien for what I need. I was looking for something more E.T. Cute, cuddly. Not blades and chicken feet."


  Essam seemed to be surviving his exposure to the chlorine. "Essam, we'll take these two."


  He wiped his eyes with the back of his fingers. "Which one do you prefer for yourself, Sub-Visser?"


  I considered. The male was larger and more powerful. But he was also slower in his movements, less agile. Older, I concluded. Perhaps near death. The female seemed healthier.


  "I will take the female," I said.


  Essam moved swiftly. He grabbed the female and held her as he had held the lost soldier in the desert.


  "Hey! Hey! What the . . . hey! You're not from the studio!" the male shouted. "I'm calling the cops. Then, I'm calling my lawyer!"


  He turned and ran back into the building.


  I went to the female and swiftly, easily now that I had experience, took control of her. A few minutes later Essam took the man.


  Thus I became female. And Essam became male. And when the "cops" arrived they found nothing suspicious.


  Our two Hork-Bajir hosts had disappeared. Their atoms scattered in the atmosphere of Earth by our Dracon beams.


  We had, in the human expression, burned our bridges.


  Chapter 14


  



  We stood, awkward, in the middle of a large, open room adorned with objects made of chrome, glass, and stretched, denuded animal pelts bleached white. On the walls were framed woven fibers covered with colors applied for the purpose of visual pleasure.


  My host's name was Jenny-Lynne Cadwalader. Everyone called her Jenny Lines. She was twenty-three years of age. I did a quick search of her memories and found little of interest there.


  Her reaction to the infestation was to whine and complain. She did not scream or rage. She did not threaten. She merely subsided into a corner and occasionally remarked that I was a "total jerk."


  Jenny had no occupation, a concept that shocked my Yeerk sensibilities. She considered herself an actress - one of the humans who pretend to be people they are not in dishonest TV or movie representations. But though she called herself an actress, she had never acted.


  From early on in my possession of the host I became aware of the fact that there was really only one thing that interested her. She was very deeply interested in a particular mood-altering chemical.


  As I wrapped myself around her brain and sank deep around her corpus callosum - the bridge between her brain halves - Jenny demanded to know whether I would supply her needs for this drug.


  I ignored her, of course. There is very little point in engaging in internal conversation with a host. One might as well be talking to one's self, except in rare cases. And in the case of Jenny Lines I might have had more enjoyable conversations with a ship's computer.


  "This host is quite ignorant, I believe," I remarked to Essam once the police were gone.


  <Hey! Who are you calling ignorant?>


  "Yes, my host agrees that she is quite ignorant," Essam said. "However, my host finds her desirable."


  "Desirable? How so?"


  "She is considered physically attractive. It is a subjective evaluation based on visual memory and tied to the human's procreative instincts."


  I considered. Searching the memory I discovered the location of a device that allows a human to view his physical self in reflection. A mirror behind a shelf that held numerous small glass containers designed to hold liquids.


  I walked to the mirror. I looked at the physical body. It did not excite any particular sense of aesthetic pleasure in me. And yet Jenny Lines was confident that she was attractive.


  <I'm hotter than half these so-called actresses. I mean, have you really looked at Sarah Jessica Parker?>


  "Physical attraction. Yes, that explains a large percentage of this host's memories," I said.


  "Your host has a physical addiction to a particular chemical compound," Essam said. "Mine does not. He is concerned for her."


  "Concerned? Why?"


  Essam shrugged large, hairy shoulders. "It is an emotion, not susceptible to logical explanation."


  "Ah."


  "This is my first human," Essam said cautiously. "But they appear, based on the memories I have accessed, to be widely differentiated. Male and female, young and old, wide differences in intelligence, wide differences in experience, in occupation. For example, my host's memory catalogs hundreds of possible human occupations: producer, director, actor, assistant director, gaffer, best boy, pool boy, driver, wardrobe assistant, caterer, studio head, banker, car detailer, therapist, East Coast money guy . . . many, many occupations."


  "My own host's memories are deficient in information," I confessed. "There are memories of youth spent in a place known as Cow Town or Podunk or Arkansas, with the three terms roughly synonymous, and yet also referencing multiple fictional locations. I sense a fundamental lack of organization here in this brain."


  I was disappointed. My second human host and again I had chosen poorly. I wondered if anything could be accomplished with this uneducated, uninformed creature. I needed a guide to humans. This female was a guide to nothing. Except . . . except when I looked past the cataloged memories of events and interactions, the pointless conversations and drug usage and dull activities, and looked into more obscured memories.


  There, deep in this shallow mind, in memories that were confused and disorganized and often deprived of obvious meaning, I found something vital.


  "They have many weaknesses," I told Essam.


  "Yes, he agreed. This host is aware of many human weaknesses and exploits them for his own purposes. 'People wanna laugh,' for example. They want to escape from the reality of their lives and imagine themselves in unlikely situations. They are 'suckers' for a lot of teeth and long legs. My host has become very successful among humans by creating entertainments devised to cause laughter among humans."


  I heard Essam's words, but I paid him little attention. I was excited by my own discoveries. Rooting through the memories of this abject failure of a human I began to see the glimmer of a plan to take Earth.


  "I don't think that making humans laugh is our true path to the conquest of Earth," I said. "There are other needs. They are afraid, these humans. They are lonely. They are weak. So weak! This host is not much more intelligent than a Hork-Bajir!"


  Essam shook the large head of his host body, already beginning to adopt human characteristics, as a good Yeerk should do when in a host. "I see things besides weakness, here," he said. "This human has suffered what the humans consider to be the most horrific torture and deprivation in their history. An experience in his youth that even a Taxxon would find cruel."


  He tried out his host body's walk as he spoke. Step, step. Then he added a swinging arm motion.


  "He is not from this country, originally," Essam said. "Nevertheless, he has risen to a position of power and influence among humans. I believe he has weaknesses, but is not weak, Sub-Visser."


  I laughed with Jenny's mouth. "No, Essam, you are wrong. They are not a strong species with a few weaknesses. They are weak, with but a few strengths. Let me tell you, Essam: We will not have to conquer humans. They will conquer themselves. They will come to us willingly and make themselves our slaves."


  I laughed again, savoring the whimpering, nitwit cries of my host's addled mind. Jenny Lines was a revelation. She had showed me the truth and the way.


  



  End of Stored Memory Transfer
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  Chapter 15


  



  "An underestimation of the humans, would you not agree, Visser One?" Garoff asked. "These many years later, Earth is still not ours."


  I was still lost in the haze of happy memory. Still back in those early, heady moments when I saw a future so bright it almost blinded me.


  "No, it is not ours," I admitted in a whisper. Then I snapped myself out of my trance. "Earth is not ours because of the incompetence and treason of Visser Three. I left Earth in a position to be taken!"


  <You left Earth before the Andalites landed a force of trained guerillas and saboteurs armed with morphing technology!> Visser Three cried.


  There it was. Was it time to reveal what I knew of the so-called Andalite bandits? Would it ever be time?


  <Go ahead, tell him> Eva jeered inside my head. <Let Visser Three take all the glory for wiping out the "Andalite bandits.">


  <Soon I will make you suffer for this, Eva.>


  If Earth was mine again, I would make short work of the so-called Andalites. But if I was to lose this trial, if I was to be exiled or executed and Visser Three left to control Earth . . . well, if that was to be the case, I'd rather die far from the nearest Kandrona than give Visser Three the information he needed to secure Earth.


  "It would seem that Essam was more correct than you in his assessment of humans," Garoff prodded. "While many humans have come willingly to us, many more do not. And we see reports of large numbers of host problems with humans. We have reports of Yeerks driven to lose control under the constant internal pressure of a resistant human host."


  I bristled at his criticism. "At that early point we did not understand humans. I had encountered only two humans through infestation: a defeated soldier, and a weakling in thrall to a chemical."


  <Nonsense,> Visser Three jumped in. <You had, by your own admission, realized that humans are widely differentiated as a species. You had every reason to suspect that humans could be resistant to your notion of conquest by infiltration. You deliberately overlooked that fact. You chose to underestimate the humans. You chose to ignore the more obvious fact that humans can be bludgeoned and cowed into submission, and those who resist can simply be exterminated.>


  "Had I infested the Lowenstein host I would have seen sooner what I soon saw anyway," I said, holding my temper with difficulty. "But I was still more right than wrong. Humans are riddled with exploitable weaknesses. Humans, at least some humans, will believe anything: They will surrender their free will to addictive chemical compounds, to strong-willed leaders, to their own greed for power. . . . It was from this insight that I realized the concept of The Sharing. How many thousands of humans have in fact come to us voluntarily? Submitted to us for empty promises of happiness or wealth or status?"


  <How many thousands?> Visser Three mocked. <Not enough! You set the policy of conquest by infiltration. The time has come for all-out attack. A war of conquest. Destroy their military power, seize their leaders, herd them into the vast pools we will build, infest them in their hundreds of thousands, in their millions, in their billions!>


  So that was it. That was Visser Three's goal: all-out war. No! I couldn't allow that! It would result in the deaths of millions, which was irrelevant to me, but it also might result in the deaths of two. Two humans I would not allow to be killed!


  I stood up and shook my mangled fist at Visser Three. "This fool would strip away the secrecy that has allowed us to make progress on Earth. We cannot hope to win an easy victory over a population of billions!"


  <There! There is her treason, clearly stated! She would have us hide and creep and crawl forever, when we should be attacking! She is inventing excuses to delay our takeover, stalling for time till the Andalites, her masters, can come to the rescue of Earth!>


  "I gave us Earth! I found it! There would have been no Earth but for me! I created The Sharing and drew tens of thousands of human hosts into our reach. All without ever alarming the human authorities. I found the way, the path, to eventually seizing five billion hosts, all with a mere handful of Yeerks! I handed all this to Visser Three, and what has he done with it? That, Council members, that is the question we -"


  I saw Visser Three's tail whip around. I ducked, cried out in rage, slipped to the floor, stifling the screams of agony as some of my imperfectly healed bones were rebroken.


  But it was not me he was attacking.


  Two of the Hork-Bajir guards had suddenly gone mad! One yanked open the door to the room. The other drew his Dracon weapon and fired at me.


  Tseeeeeeew!


  The shot missed only because I had jerked away from Visser Three.


  The remaining Hork-Bajir were staring blankly like statues.


  "Get them, you fools!" I screamed.


  Then, through the door, a flash of orange and black. Big, bigger than a human, and so fast!


  The tiger landed, barely touched the floor with its soft pads and leaped straight for Visser Three. It flew! And it let loose a roar that reached past me, past my control of my human host, down deep into the human subconscious with a jolt of sheer terror.


  "HRRROOOOAAAARRRR!"


  A second roar, rougher, more of a hoarse cough joined the first and a bear so huge it dwarfed the Hork-Bajir barreled awkwardly, almost unwillingly, into the room.


  "What is happening?" Garoff demanded from his position of safety many light-years distant.


  <The Andalite bandits!> Visser Three cried.


  Instantly I realized: an opportunity! The so-called Andalite bandits had attacked! How better to show Visser Three's impotence, his weakness!


  It would destroy Visser Three's shredded credibility. And I would be the victor!


  If I lived.


  Chapter 16


  



  The grizzly bear reared up and slammed two Hork-Bajir against a wall. Slammed them so hard that the wind was knocked out of them and blood trickled from their mouths.


  The two bandits in Hork-Bajir morph were slashing viciously, left, right.


  I scrambled, half-crawling across the floor, looking for a Dracon weapon. Visser Three whipped his Andalite tail and swiped off the right arm of one of the false Hork-Bajir.


  Four of them: two Hork-Bajir, the tiger, the bear.


  Four.


  No, that was wrong. There were at least six, not four. Where were the other two? Most of all, in virtually every record we had of the bandits, one of them had usually appeared as an Andalite.


  There were all sorts of theories to explain this: This one Andalite did not possess the morphing power, or else the Andalites felt they needed to keep one of their people in true form as a way to "show the flag."


  I knew, or at least guessed the truth: The always-visible Andalite was a deception to keep us from realizing that at least some of the six were humans.


  Where was the Andalite as Andalite?


  Where were the other two?


  No time for speculation. I needed a weapon. Had to show I was in the fight. Had to demonstrate my eagerness to kill. Any hesitation would condemn me in the eyes of the Council.


  I reached a fallen Hork-Bajir and yanked the unfired Dracon beam from his stiffening fingers, aimed at the tiger, and fired. Missed! My twisted bones had betrayed me.


  The Council of Thirteen were shouting, avid spectators at a battle to the death.


  "Behind you!"


  "Strike! Strike!"


  I braced for the tiger to turn on me. But he seemed unaware that I had fired. He was, instead, preparing to attack Visser Three.


  I prepared to fire again. It would be perfect! I would save the fool's life for him. The bear was cough-roaring and now dropped to all fours. It hesitated, blinked, looked around as if lost.


  And then, to my amazement, the tiger whipped around, lightning quick, and slashed bloody tracks across the face of the bear.


  Visser Three's tail whipped.


  Fwapp!


  Thud! The tiger's head, severed, fell to the floor.


  <No! No!> Eva screamed.


  Two Hork-Bajir targeted the confused, hesitant bear and fired.


  Tseeeeew! Tseeeeew!


  The bear sizzled, atoms burning, burst into flame for a brief, gratifying moment, bellowed a terrified roar, and disintegrated.


  I saw it all now in a moment of sickening realization.


  Fake! All of it false.


  I had underestimated Visser Three. I could see through the falseness, now. But the fascinated Council members who had watched the bloody battle from safety knew nothing of Earth or Earth animals.


  One of the "enemy" Hork-Bajir raced at Visser Three. The Visser calmly sidestepped, dropped his tail blade, and the Hork-Bajir fell hard, unable to walk further on only one leg.


  The Hork-Bajir looked up stupidly at Visser Three, confused, alarmed, eyes pleading in horror at the realization that he had been betrayed.


  The Visser killed him.


  I almost laughed. Idiot! I wanted to yell. Did you really think Visser Three could afford to let you live?


  The remaining Hork-Bajir "traitor" saw what had happened, turned to run, and was caught halfway through the door.


  What could I do? Try and tell the Council that these were not the Andalite bandits? Try and tell them that Visser Three had merely had a starved tiger and bear thrust into the room? A real tiger, a real bear, and neither in any way an Andalite bandit in morph?


  How would I prove that, any more than I could prove that the supposed Hork-Bajir "morphs" were simply Hork-Bajir-Controllers ordered by Visser Three to fake an attack?


  I met Visser-Three's gaze. I nodded grimly. Yes, Visser, I thought, this game goes to you.


  Chapter 17


  



  It was devastating. My charge that Visser Three was incompetent rested on his inability to cope with the bandits.


  I'd lost that, now. Now Visser Three could claim a bright future for Earth. With the resistance gone, he could do as he pleased. The Council would be drawn to the easy answer.


  Gedd attendants were already dragging he corpses from the room and mopping up the blood.


  I had one hope now. Only one: the real bandits. If they were to attack now the Council would realize that Visser Three had staged a charade.


  It was almost a pity that I wasn't a traitor. If I were I'd have been able to call upon them for help. As it was, I knew the location of one of the guerillas. But there was no opportunity for me to reach the boy Marco. And less than no chance that he would do anything to help me.


  By the most terrible coincidence, he had become an enemy. He'd been present at the destruction of the shark project. And he'd been there on a mountaintop where Visser Three and I fought to destroy a colony of free Hork-Bajir and each other.


  <You underestimated my son,> my host said proudly.


  <I'll kill him yet, human.>


  <No,> my host said. <I believe your killing days are over.>


  I could make no answer. Garoff was speaking.


  "Congratulations, Visser Three. It would seem you have gone a long way toward eliminating the bandit threat there on Earth.


  <It was my hope that they would attack,> Visser Three said with insincere modesty. <I deliberately planted the seeds of this moment, knowing they'd be unable to resist such a prime target. I am pleased you were able to witness the elimination of the only resistance on Earth.>


  "Yes, yes," Garoff said. "And the timing was, of course, fortunate."


  Visser Three said nothing in response.


  I felt a surge of renewed hope. Garoff, at least, was not blind. He didn't trust this coincidence.


  Good. Good. If only I could reach Marco and entice him to launch an attack. Should the real bandits show up, Visser Three's charade - and life - would be over.


  "Let us return to the matter before us," Garoff said. "Visser One, you will continue your presentation. I understand that we have a gap between Memory Transfer Protocols?"


  "Yes, I -"


  <A most suspicious gap,> Visser Three interrupted. <More than a year during which the defendant made no memory dumps, and never once contacted the Yeerk High Command. Fourteen Earth months during which she contacted the Andalites and hatched her conspiracy!>


  "Do you have any evidence of this, Visser Three?" Garoff asked calmly.


  <Yes. I have the testimony of someone who was close to Visser One during that critical time.>


  "A witness? Who?"


  <Essam-Two-Nine-Three.>


  I tried not to show any reaction. "Surely the Visser knows that Essam is dead."


  Visser Three looked away from the hologram. He smiled the unsettling Andalite smile that is done with eyes alone. <No, Visser One. Essam-Two-Nine-Three is not dead. At least not entirely. Guards! Bring in the witness.>


  The door opened. In walked a human male. He was in his middle years. His dark hair was long and matted. His full steel-gray beard was greasy and stringy. His eyes had a wild look. His clothing announced him as a street person.


  None of which meant a thing to the Council members. They had no experience of humans. They did not understand that this sort of human could be found in the alleyway of any large city, drinking alcohol and ranting wildly about imagined conspiracies.


  I sneered dismissively. "Visser Three is perhaps jesting. This is what the humans call a 'street crazy.' A wild man, a lunatic, an alcohol addict. If this is Essam, let Essam withdraw from the host body and show himself."


  <No, you are correct, of course, Visser One. The Yeerk Essam is dead. I was having a little joke. But a part of him lives on. Yes, this human is quite mad. But the question is this: Why is he insane? From where came his madness?>


  Garoff hesitated, sensing a trick. "I hope you are not wasting the time of the Council, Visser Three. Proceed. But be warned."


  The madman stared hard at Visser Three, rocked back on his heels, stared again, peering as if Visser Three were far off or concealed in a fog. Then the human looked pleadingly at me.


  "It's an Andalite. You see him, don't you?"


  I refused to answer.


  "You all see him, don't you?" Then he took notice of the Hork-Bajir guards standing impassively against the back of the room. The wounded guards had been replaced by fresh troops.


  "Hork-Bajir!" the human said. He pointed here, there, his eyes wide and now brimming with tears. "Real! They're real. They are. See? See?"


  <Human, what is your name?> Visser Three demanded.


  "Look! They're real, all real. Lady, look!"


  <I asked your name. Answer me and I will give you a fresh bottle.>


  The man licked his lips. His eyes darted from me to Visser Three, to the holograms of the Council, to the Hork-Bajir guards.


  "A bottle. Okay. Okay. My friends call me Spacey. Folks all do."


  <Good. Spacey. Now I'm going to ask you some questions, Spacey. You will answer me. If you answer all my questions I will give you a bottle. If you attempt to lie I will kill you. Is that clear?>


  Spacey nodded, more confused than afraid. His eyes kept drifting over to me, silently begging me to see what he saw, to acknowledge the presence of what he considered aliens.


  <Does the name Essam mean anything to you?>


  "Yes. Essam-Two-Nine-Three of the Sulp Niar pool."


  Several of the Council members muttered. My brain was running at hyper speed. What was going on? What was Visser Three's game? Who was this filthy human?


  <And who . . . what was Essam Two-Nine-Three?>


  Spacey looked doubtful. No doubt waiting for the laughter and derision he'd heard often in his years of madness. "He's a Yeerk. They come from . . . well you all know where they come from."


  <And is it true that Essam made you his host? That he took control of your brain?>


  Spacey nodded. "In my ear, into my brain. Couldn't do anything on my own. Nothing. Not move my hands, not look where I wanted to look."


  <Nevertheless, you and Essam became . . . what is the word? You became friends?>


  He nodded. "Much as a human can be with a Yeerk. We talked. Me and him. We were together for a long while."


  I felt a strange trickle of fear. But no . . . no . . .


  <And while you were his host did you know another Yeerk who had the name of Edriss-Five-Six-Two and the rank of Sub-Visser Four-hundred-nine?>


  Spacey's face was split by a smile that revealed a row of broken and rotting teeth. "You mean Allison. Allison Kim."


  My heart stopped beating. The blood froze in my human veins. Suddenly I saw through the matted hair, the filthy beard, the lunatic eyes. I saw through the years.


  "Oh yes, I remember her," the human said. "See, she was Essam's wife. He was in love with her."


  Visser lowered his thought-speak voice to an insinuating whisper. <And she, this Allison Kim, this Edriss-Five-Six-Two, this Sub-Visser Four-hundred-nine, she was in love with him as well?>


  "Yes, yes, Essam was sure of that. Mostly, anyway. See, if he hadn't been sure he'd never have gone ahead with it."


  <With what?>


  "The babies. Their kids. See, they had kids. Twins. A little girl and a little boy."


  Chapter 18


  



  Silence.


  Dead silence.


  I had to deny it. Claim that it was all a lie. Claim that Visser Three had merely given this creature a script filled with fabrications.


  But was there proof? That was the question. Was there proof? The penalty for lying to the Council was horrifying.


  Was Visser Three bluffing? Did he have more?


  "Is this true?" Garoff asked quietly.


  Eva, my host, erupted violently, horrified by this news. <You created human children to be enslaved by Yeerks? If there's a hell you'll be there soon!>


  I kept my face as blank as I could manage under the assault of my host's emotions. Not to mention my own.


  "Yes, Council Member Garoff. It is true that I took a human female named Allison Kim as a host. Essam took a host name Hildy Gervais."


  <You'll die, Edriss. I'll watch you die and laugh and thank God for the pain!>


  "That's my name," Spacey said. "Hildy Gervais."


  "And did you really cause your host bodies to reproduce?" Garoff demanded incredulously.


  "Yes."


  Garoff's face was hidden by the Council member's hood. But I could read the stiffening of his limbs as evidence of his reaction. The entire Council seemed to draw back.


  <What we always missed was the motive,> Visser Three hissed. <It never made sense that the great Visser One, the Yeerk who had shown us Earth, who had taken us to the first Class-Five species ever discovered, would betray her own people and become a tool of the Andalites.>


  "Never!" I cried. "I never was anything but an enemy to the Andalite race!"


  <The truth will not set you free, Yeerk. They will never believe you. Never!>


  <Shut up! Shut up!>


  "You will need to explain this," Garoff said.


  "I will be happy to explain." I tried to project confidence. But I was shattered. I was now close enough to Visser Three's torture chamber to be able to hear my own screams. And all the while, Eva taunted and laughed, shaking my concentration.


  How to explain? How to explain that for more than a year I set aside my loyalty to my own people? How to explain that yes, for a year, I was a traitor?


  "I will resume my story," I said shakily.


  <This ought to be good.>


  "Essam and I had made hosts of Lowenstein and Jenny Lines. They were useful. Useful for learning more about the humans. Lowenstein was a television producer. He created entertainments. Jenny Lines had been a casual acquaintance. Now that both were hosts, we naturally kept them close in contact. Jenny Lines showed me the lower elements of human society. The drug dealers, the petty criminals, the weak and feckless creatures like herself. But I tired of that. What I needed was to understand humans. To be able to assess their weaknesses on a larger scale. I needed to know for certain: Were humans Class Five or Class Four? Could we take them?"


  All that sounded sensible. Logical. Reasonable.


  I tried to calm my hammering human heart. Tried not to focus on the fact that Visser Three had caught me entirely by surprise.


  And what else might he know? How many other witnesses might he call against me?


  Only one way out, now. Marco. My host body's son. Marco, the gentle, sweet child who had obviously become something more. But I would never be allowed to communicate with him.


  No chance. No chance at all, unless, somehow, they were to attack on their own.


  <Sad, isn't it? You need my son to save you.>


  I didn't have the energy to shut her up. To argue. To threaten. I was scared. I was cornered. I was one wrong word away from a long, slow, agonizing death.


  But I wasn't dead, yet. Not yet. I smiled at Visser Three. No reason. Just to make him wonder. And then, I let my memory swim back to that long-ago past.


  "I happened to encounter Allison Kim at a studio party. She was the technical advisor on a television series Lowenstein produced. A series involving, appropriately enough, a human future that involved Earth being invaded by aliens.


  "Allison Kim was different than Jenny Lines. She was not a drug addict. She was not stupid. She was a scientist. Oh, I know, the idea of human science is almost laughable, but she had the disciplined habits of mind, and the imagination to . . . " I hesitated. Reformulated what I was about to say. "She was more similar to the human Lowenstein than to Jenny Lines or the hapless soldier.


  "I took her in the swimming pool. It was a perfect opportunity. Jenny Lines was physically strong when under my control. But she was under the influence of a number of chemicals and -"


  Garoff interrupted. "You continued your human host's use of addictive chemicals?"


  "Of course. It made her the perfect host in many ways. No annoying petty resistance. At one time I considered that addicts would make a perfect starting point for our invasion: They are inherently weak and susceptible. Easily taken. Unfortunately, they were also humans devoid of accomplishment or influence. They could not give us access to the levers of power."


  "Continue," Garoff said.


  "The water environment of the swimming pool was perfect. In this particular part of Earth, swimming pools are very common, and they are a central feature of outdoor parties."


  I closed my eyes, savoring the moment. Remembering a time when I was not an accused prisoner.


  



  Allison Kim happened to be in the swimming pool, along with one or two other humans. But Allison was in the deep end. The other two were sitting on the shallow steps.


  I dived into the pool. I had made my decision almost impetuously. I didn't know if I'd have such an opportunity later. Strike now, I told myself.


  It was night. Stars peeking through above, the lights of Los Angeles a glittering carpet down below us. The pool was lit, but water distorts human vision. Things that are solid appear to wiggle and squirm.


  I dived in, surfaced just behind Allison Kim. I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her down under the water.


  Anyone who'd seen us, and there were dozens and dozens of humans around the pool, would have thought I was engaging in a game of some sort.


  Allison thought so. Then she realized I wasn't letting her surface. I punched her hard in the stomach, forcing the air out of her lungs. I punched her in the side of the head, stunning her.


  I held her head close and kicked my way down to the bottom of the pool. She struggled, but Jenny Lines was younger and stronger and an expert swimmer.


  I pressed our ears together and reached out to her. It was Lowenstein's pool, so we had long since dispensed with the chlorine that would have burned my slime coat.


  I reached to her across a gap of sun-warmed water. Entered her ear. Pushed with expert ease down through her ear canal. Around the bones and through the membranes till I touched her mind.


  All I needed was contact with her motor functions. I found them quickly enough. Tapped into her arm and leg controls. Froze her, paralyzed her.


  Then, I began to disengage from Jenny Lines. I withdrew from that empty brain, keeping just one control contact till the very end. Stretched now between the two humans, half-touching Allison, half-touching Jenny, I gave a last instruction to Jenny Lines.


  I made Jenny breathe.


  Then I broke contact forever. Allison Kim, the new me, waited till it was too late, then made a show of hauling Jenny Lines to the surface.


  I performed the primitive human methodology for resuscitating a person who has attempted to breathe water. It failed as, of course, it must.


  Chapter 19


  



  I was thrilled with the new host. What a revelation! Living in Jenny's mind had been like living in a shipboard pool with none of the detail, the sensory appeal of a true Yeerk pool.


  Allison fought me. What a glorious fight she made of it! I used to toy with her, withdraw some small bit of my control, just to see how long it would take her to find the weakness and attempt to exploit it.


  Once I surrendered control of a single eye. Just my left eye, nothing more. Allison discovered that she could change the direction of that one eye. And here was her genius: She hid this ability, realized within a millisecond that to use it would be to betray it to me.


  She waited. Waited. She knew she could do only one thing with that eye: Close it and eliminate my ability to perceive depth. She waited a week, till I was driving a car on a busy road, going at a high speed. I was driving behind a truck with defective brake lights.


  Then, at the perfect moment, she closed her eye. Suddenly I could no longer be sure of the interval between me and the truck that was braking in front of me. I didn't know if it was stopping or maintaining speed.


  I missed a fatal collision by milliseconds. She had been trying to kill herself, and me. Better dead than a Controller.


  I was caught by surprise. I had not known that humans would do that. Die rather than accept defeat. Oh, I knew they said they'd do it, but not that they would actually mean it.


  It was a depressing insight. Victory always involves a certain amount of bluff. The weaker party must realize that he is weaker and be prepared to submit. A species that will not submit is useless. There was no profit in simply killing humans. We needed them alive. We are not predators, after all.


  Fortunately, few humans are Allison Kim.


  



  <You see that she does not even attempt to conceal her sympathies!> Visser Three's hated voice interrupted my memories. <She admires this human host.>


  "Yes," I admitted, shaken back to the present. The present, in all its hopelessness. "You see, Visser Three, I intended to take humans and make them our slaves. It was a large objective. It was worth spending time to understand, to assess. I did not doubt that we could slaughter humans; the question was, could we make them ours?"


  <Humans possess simple projectile weapons armed with explosives, ranging from chemical ordnance to fusion weapons,> Visser Three lectured pedantically. <They do not have energy beam weapons, Quantum viruses, sensor shield technology, Zero-space travel . . . their fastest craft fly at speeds measured in multiples of the speed of sound. Their so-called spacecraft are devoid of weapons.>


  "There are more than five billion of them, Visser," I shot back. "And you may deride their projectile weapons, but a nine-millimeter bullet will kill a Hork-Bajir host body quite effectively. And Taxxons or Gedds? A Taxxon can be killed with a can opener!"


  <You see her fear! You see her cowardice!> Visser Three crowed.


  "I intended to win, Visser, not to make brave noises and loud speeches. When I began the mission to Earth we might, with luck, have been able to assemble and land a force of fifty thousand Hork-Bajir and twenty thousand Taxxons on Earth. Five billion humans, each firing a single bullet, could have missed nearly a hundred percent of the time and still wiped us out!"


  <We can terrify them into surrender!> Visser Three cried.


  "Ignorant fool! Humans have fought thousands of wars. Thousands! We as a race have fought a mere handful. They run straight into the bullets, Visser Three, again and again. Did you know that? They attack against insane odds. They defend what can't be defended. Outnumbered, outgunned, surrounded, hopeless, they will still fight, fight, fight till they are each and every one dead. Something you might know if you stopped posturing long enough to learn something!"


  I forced a derisive laugh. "It's ironic, Visser Three, that you, you of all Yeerks, you who rose to prominence by studying the Andalites when no one else would, have turned so stupid when it comes to dealing with humans."


  Visser Three blinked his large Andalite eyes. He knew I'd made a point at his expense. He had no answer. I pressed home my point.


  "You see, Visser, a human forced to fight can be brave to the point of madness. But they have weaknesses, too. Enough weaknesses. Enough that they can still be ours, if we are patient."


  I felt Garoff's eyes on me. Watching. Considering. Him and the rest of the Council.


  Was Garoff himself the Emperor? Was he the only judge that mattered here? Or was he just a mouthpiece for the real power?


  "Let us grant that humans are complex," Garoff said. "That is not the issue at hand. The issue at hand is your decision to live as a human, and to fail to contact us for two years."


  "They are the same matter, Garoff," I said. "It was easy enough to see the way to control a weakling like Jenny Lines. I needed to know how to defeat a strong human. Allison Kim was strong."


  <She had human children! By her own admission!>


  "I needed to understand my prey, and family is central to their world view."


  <A lie,> Visser Three said bitterly. <I request a live memory dump. Visser One is obviously not worthy of trust. It is clear that she has concealed evidence. I will enter her memory and root out the truth!>


  I wanted to scream. My hand clutched at a nonexistent Dracon weapon. It was the ultimate violation. It would make me no better than . . . than . . .


  <Me?> my host mocked. <Yes, you'd feel what it's like to have someone else controlling your memory, prying into your secrets. You'd see what it's like to have a filthy Yeerk in your ->


  <Idiot! Don't you realize that Visser Three would find out the truth about your son?>


  That silenced her. But she was not my real problem.


  Garoff nodded, floating in his gravity-neutral zone. "Visser One would have to agree to a live memory interface."


  "To this treasonous incompetent buffoon rooting through my mind? Never! Council members, I -"


  Garoff raised a hand, silencing me. "In exchange for agreeing, we, the Council, would offer you immunity for all secondary crimes. We only want the truth of the major charge, Edriss, the charge that you have delayed the invasion of Earth by incompetence or for reasons of sympathy with the host population. We have no interest in minor rule breaking. And the interface would be strictly confined to the time in question."


  "You suggest I trust him?" I pointed at Visser Three.


  "No, I do not. I will conduct the memory probe," Garoff said. "If you agree, Visser One."


  There it was. I was trapped. If I refused, I was guilty. But a live memory interface? It would mean I could hide nothing. Nothing at all of that year. Garoff would be in my head.


  Death now. Or death later.


  No choice.


  Technicians inserted probes through my host's skull. I felt the slight electricity as they found my stretched, membrane-thin body wrapped around Eva's brain.


  I felt a single mind, a single consciousness touching mine. Garoff.


  He did not roughly seize control. He insinuated himself. His voice alone, at first. He asked polite questions. But we both knew the power was all his.


  "Tell me," he said.


  "Yes," I answered.


  <Hey, what is that sound?> Eva laughed. <Oh, I know. It's the jaws of a trap snapping shut.>


  Chapter 20


  



  Live Memory Transfer Protocol


  



  "No, human, don't be a fool. The superstring theory is more correct than you think. You've simply failed to see the next step."


  I spoke aloud to my host. I'd had her for six weeks at this point. I was driving her car. We were stuck in traffic. Typical human disorganization and chaos. I was heading for a scientific conference in a city called San Francisco. The subject was superstring theory, a simplistic precursor to what even we Yeerks refer to as Andalite Harmonic Theory.


  "It's not an end, it's a beginning," I said.


  Allison Kim pressed for an explanation. She was trapped, helpless, but she still cared about learning. It was something we shared in common. She wanted to understand. And if that meant being pleasant to me, she was willing to do so.


  We spoke a great deal. About physics. History. About biology. She was fascinated by Yeerk biology. I was fascinated by human history. All her memories were mine to command, to open or close as I chose. It wasn't necessary for me to converse with her. But I found it pleasant. Yes, it was pleasant.


  Essam had found and taken the human Hildy Gervais. He was often away, passing as a true human. He was gaining tremendous experience. Insight. And I got the impression that he enjoyed his human occupation.


  I was alone most of the time. Alone among humans. Far, far from any fellow Yeerk besides Essam. I knew that by now a death sentence had been issued for me. I knew that my only hope of survival was to bring the humans, gift wrapped, to the leadership of the Empire.


  And yet, now, at a time when I should have been all energy and excitement and defined purpose, I felt loose, lost, drifting. Lazy. Unmotivated.


  <It's L.A.,> Allison said. <It does that to everyone. Too much sun, too much easy living.>


  "Nonsense," I said. "Your human pleasures mean nothing to me."


  <And you have no pleasures of your own, do you? You Yeerks are all work and no play.>


  "When we have taken Earth you will learn to live without distractions."


  <You'll never take Earth.>


  She was so definite. So confident. "No? And why not?"


  <You think you know us. You know nothing. You've seen the world through the eyes of a defeated soldier and a junkie bimbo. You know nothing. We'll defeat you, Edriss.>


  It was my nightmare, of course. The fear that I was missing something. Overlooking something. Humans were so different, one from the next. I had seen so small a sample.


  Of course Allison knew some of this. She thought she was manipulating me. She thought she was being clever.


  Yes, she -


  Suddenly, sitting beside me in the car was Garoff. The garb of a Council member was gone. He was a Hork-Bajir, sitting calmly in the passenger seat of a Toyota Camry.


  "Are you sure she wasn't succeeding?" He asked me.


  It was absurd! Insane! In my mind I was there, back there, years in the past. And here was a Hork-Bajir, a Council member!


  My mind was reeling, swimming. Too many voices in my head.


  "No, no. She never tricked me!"


  "Let's go forward one month," he ordered, and my mind simply leaped the weeks and month.


  Then he was gone. Evaporated.


  <Better focus, Edriss,> my host taunted. <Can't make another mistake. Visser Three is already warming up the torture chamber for you.>


  Eva! She was seeing my memories. The intrusion of the probes had opened them to her.


  Garoff, Eva, both inside my head! Get out! Leave me alone!


  <What's the matter, Edriss? Don't you enjoy irony?>


  Ignore the host! She was in the present. Not here, not now in the past. She had nothing to do with me waiting impatiently for Essam to come home. Waiting for Hildy Gervais. Where was he? He was always late.


  I walked to the balcony and looked out over the water. Malibu. Allison Kim could never have afforded this place, of course, but Essam and I had emptied Lowenstein's bank accounts before vaporizing him.


  And why not live well? That was part of my bet with Allison.


  "A bet?" Garoff asked, appearing in the middle of the room.


  "Yes, a bet," I said. "She . . . my human host, she challenged me. Challenged my knowledge of humans. If I wanted to conquer humans I would have to get inside them, know them, not just the few I could infest."


  Garoff shook his head, disbelieving. "You made a bargain with a host?"


  "Not a bargain! I was using her. Using her to . . . "


  "Right now, in this memory, you're worried about Essam. You want him to come home from his work. Why?"


  "Why? I . . . I miss him."


  "More than that. I see it clearly in your memory, although you never admitted it. Your host finds Essam's host attractive."


  "Irrelevant. Humans are prone to all sorts of ridiculous emotions."


  "Forward one month," Garoff ordered.


  "Ah!" I yelled. The volleyball was heading toward me in a fast, flat arc. I ran, planted my feet in the sand, and stretched out my arms to slap the ball back upward.


  "Go, Allison!" Hildy Gervais yelled.


  All this played in my head as though I were there, back there on that beach, feeling the sun on my human flesh, feeling the excitement, feeling the adrenaline.


  And at the very same moment I saw Garoff standing invisible to everyone but me, insubstantial yet real, among the three players on the other team. They looked through him, ran through him.


  I knew what was coming next. Knew, and couldn't stop it from happening all over again.


  The ball flew. A man on the other team slammed it back. Hildy ran for it. I ran for it. Slipped.


  Fell in the sand. Hildy fell atop me.


  Face-to-face. Sudden silence. All the world outside was moving in slow motion.


  I looked into his eyes. Knew that those eyes were being aimed by Essam. But knew, too, that Allison was looking at Hildy.


  Yeerk looking at Yeerk. Human looking at human. None breathing. No heart beating.


  Slowly, strangely reluctant, he pulled away.


  I climbed up, brushed the sand from my lower back and legs.


  Garoff stared at me, grim. "You experienced human emotions that were not derived from the host. It was you, Edriss, feeling a sort of exaggerated sympathy for Hildy, and for Essam within him."


  <Can't be,> Eva whispered. <You were falling in love with him. You?>


  "No, Council member, I was merely simulating human . . . human exaggerated sympathy . . . as a way to . . . to understand, Council Member Garoff. I never -"


  "Forward one month!" he snapped.


  Dinner. Candles. Lobster.


  We were outdoors, on a veranda restaurant. The shadowed beach below us. The darkening ocean sighing beyond. Stars just beginning to twinkle into view.


  Allison Kim loved lobster. Hildy Gervais loved crab. We were having both. Sharing bites across the table. Thinking nothing of it. But thinking of nothing else.


  His fingers, holding out a white chunk of crab, dripping butter. I reach to take it with my own fingers, but it slips away.


  He lifts another piece, places this one directly into my open mouth.


  "She took you, Visser One," Garoff said contemptuously.


  "No! No! All of it was part of learning, part of coming to understand humans. I had to know them to enslave them!"


  "Forward. Six months."


  "No, Garoff, there's nothing . . . "


  "I see your memory as clearly as you do, Visser One. I see your memory as clearly as if you were my host body. I know what lies six months from this point."


  "No," I whispered, helpless.


  "I don't know if this will be good news or bad news, Allison," the doctor said. "But you're going to have twins."


  She moved the primitive sonogram equipment over my swollen belly.


  "Twins? You're sure?"


  I looked at Hildy/Essam. He smiled.


  "A little boy and a little girl. Twins."


  Garoff walked through the doctor and looked down at me with furious Hork-Bajir eyes. "All a part of understanding humans, Edriss? All in service of the Yeerk Empire?"


  From the bed, looking up helpless at him, I said, "No."


  "No? You admit it?"


  There was no point in lying. I had lied to myself then. Lied and told myself that I was simply investigating all aspects of human experience.


  "Your host, this human, she turned you, Edriss."


  "Yes. I . . . I was far, far from home. Far from the Empire. Sentenced to death for disobeying stupid orders. My host . . . her mind, her senses, she . . . she . . . "


  "She what, Visser One of the Yeerk Empire? She what?"


  "She was alive! She was alive! She was more alive than me. More alive than any of us."


  Garoff nodded. "You had become Jenny Lines, Visser One."


  "What?" It didn't make any sense.


  "You were addicted, Visser One. You became addicted to humans."


  Chapter 21


  



  "This is very troubling, Visser One," Garoff said.


  "I am no traitor! I am not an Andalite sympathizer!"


  "No. I don't think you are. But you are . . . or were . . . a traitor, Visser One. Memory forward three months."


  I was in a bed. A narrow bed. I wore a simple pink robe. It was drenched with sweat. My hair was plastered down. My face was red from the strain of the previous four hours.


  Essam/Hildy leaned over the bed, smiling. I smiled up at him, but only briefly. Then, I looked back down at the two very small faces. The boy, my son, had not opened his eyes, yet. But the girl, my daughter, blinked and looked up at me, her mind perfectly empty, receiving its first images. Images of me. Mother. Mommy.


  Allison Kim. And a Yeerk named Edriss.


  "What are we going to do?" Hildy/Essam whispered.


  "I didn't know. I don't know."


  "Allison, the shipboard Kandrona generators can not last much longer. We will need to replenish our supplies, if we are to survive."


  I discovered I was crying when a tear dropped onto my son's face.


  "I love you, Edriss," Essam, Essam himself said. "And I love these small humans. Our children."


  Of course they weren't our children. They were the progeny of Allison and Hildy. These were infant humans, not Yeerks. Yeerks do not have any involvement with their progeny. Yeerk parents do not live to see their "children."


  "What have we done?" he whispered.


  "Signed our own death decrees," I said. "If we contact the Empire, and they learn of this, we will die. It won't matter what else we can tell them."


  <The children must survive, Edriss,> Allison said inside my head. <You know that. You feel that. I know you do. You've come so far, learned so much. You know that the children, my children, and yes, your children, Edriss, they're what it's all about.>


  "They will live," I whispered.


  Essam/Hildy looked puzzled. Then he nodded. Essam and Hildy conferred within their shared brain. Then he said, "One thing we swear, the four of us, the children will survive."


  "Stop," Garoff said. "Stop! Memory stop."


  The memory disappeared. So sweet a memory, those small faces. So sweet a moment. The pain of it twisted my insides.


  <I didn't know,> Eva said. <You never let me see that part of your past, Edriss. You loved them.>


  "It was a powerful emotion, Garoff," I said. "I was not prepared. It had never been planned. Allison, my host, she never planned for things to go so far. Her plan was only to show me human happiness, human hope, human love. To weaken me, to make me see humans as far more than mere host bodies. Things went too far. Essam was captured by the emotion of love."


  "As were you, Visser One."


  "I was . . . unprepared. Humans are complex. Gedds are barely sentient, Taxxons are mad beasts. Hork-Bajir, you take them, you see them from the start as intellectually inferior, primitive. You can tell yourself . . . you can shield yourself . . . but humans."


  I was pleading. For what? Mercy? From a Council member of the Yeerk Empire?


  "I was the first! We were the first, Essam and I. No one knew what humans held in their minds, no one knew. They weren't intellectual inferiors. They were impossible to dismiss as sub-Yeerk, not when you knew them."


  Garoff nodded. He was in the room with me. Watching as I held the little girl to my breast. Watching with a mixture of disdain and worry on his Hork-Bajir face.


  "I have learned all I need to know, Visser One. Terminate Live Memory Transfer Protocol."


  I felt Garoff leave my mind.


  Felt the probes being withdrawn.


  It was all over. Over. My children . . . not mine, Allison's, but yes, mine, mine, too, mine! Lost!


  Visser Three would unleash his war on Earth. The humans would resist. The violence would escalate. Out of control. The humans would lose every battle, every confrontation, and yet, they would fight on. And we, proud Yeerks, we could not let them survive to make fools of us.


  I saw it all, as clearly as if it had already happened. Humans exterminated. Earth a blasted, blackened cinder. My children, my twins, my little ones . . .


  I waited for the sound of Eva's crowing triumph. But she was silent.


  The Council became visible again before my clearing vision. And Visser Three, waiting, tense, ready beside me.


  All awaited Garoff's statement. For a long time he was silent, staring at nothing. Then, at last, he shook his head and apologized. "I'm sorry to delay," he said. "We will now proceed with Visser One's statement."


  I stared. What? Continue? From what point? Why? Why? I was convicted. I was guilty.


  <There's another game being played here,> my host said. <Another game altogether.>


  <No, no,> I argued. <He's just waiting . . . just . . .> But I didn't have an explanation. It was absurd! I wasn't an Andalite spy, but a traitor? Yes. Or had been.


  <He's hoping for a way out,> Eva said. <You were not supposed to be convicted. They want a way out. You have to find it. You have to discredit Visser Three.>


  "Marco," I whispered voicelessly.


  <Yes. Marco. My child, to save yours.>


  Chapter 22


  



  "At . . . at what point shall I pick up the story, Council Member Garoff?" My voice was shaky, my hands trembling.


  "At the point where I terminated direct memory contact, Visser One. Of course. Begin by telling us what became of the human progeny of your host and the host of your subordinate, Essam."


  <Yes, tell us that, Visser One,> Visser Three agreed. <We would all be interested in that answer.>


  I was lost. Confused. My human stomach was twisting. Head swimming. "I . . . the progeny, the humans?"


  <The truth, Edriss. Tell me quickly!>


  What? My host was now making demands? Impossible.


  <I'll help, Yeerk, but tell me the truth!>


  <Visser One seems unsure of which lie to tell next,> Visser Three said.


  <They're free! But I can't tell them that! I have to say that I killed them!>


  <No!> Eva shouted. <Visser Three is too eager. He can barely contain himself. What if Visser Three has them? What if he has your kids?>


  I was stunned. I hadn't thought of that. Of course! First force me to confess to procreating as a human, then catch me lying to protect the children . . .


  "The human progeny, the children, were given to other humans to raise," I said. "I terminated contact."


  I felt Visser Three slump beside me. Just the slightest movement. But Eva had been right: Visser Three had them!


  "And the host human, this Allison Kim?" Garoff asked. "Tell us what happened to her. Pick up the narrative, Visser One."


  "Yes, Council Member Garoff. Only . . . "


  "What?"


  "This body, this human host requires some moments to perform necessary biological functions. Waste elimination and replacement of fluids and food."


  <She doesn't need food!> Visser Three roared, completely forgetting his place. <Let us have the results of Garoff's investigation, let's end this face and get on with the demands of justice! She doesn't need food! She needs to be executed! She doesn't need FOOD!>


  "Perhaps not," Garoff said blandly. "But Hork-Bajir, too, need food, Visser Three. With the concurrence of my fellow Council members? Yes? We will adjourn for one standard hour."


  The hologram went blank.


  I was in the room, surrounded by Hork-Bajir, and faced with Visser Three.


  <Aaaarrrgghhh!> Visser Three screamed and slammed his tail blade into the wall.


  "You really should learn some self-control, Visser."


  We stared at each other. Hatred, pure and undiluted.


  <Take her to the feeding building for human-Controllers,> Visser Three ordered the Hork-Bajir. <I do not need to remind you that if she so much as thinks of escape, you will each be killed.>


  I stood up, slowly, awkwardly. My injuries had made me old. "I don't think I'll be running very far, Visser," I said wearily.


  Visser Three walked behind me as I shuffled down the hallway. The Hork-Bajir guards flanked me, left and right, jostling me as I went.


  Then, we stepped out into the main Yeerk pool. It was a vast, domed, underground space. The floor and walls were mostly still bare dirt. The arched roof was supported in part by steel beams, but was still mostly just so much dirt held in place by force fields.


  A number of structures surrounded the pool itself: the various temporary housing facilities, the feeding sheds of the Taxxons, and storage warehouses. Two long, steel piers extended out into the pool. One was used for Yeerks leaving their hosts, the other one for Yeerks returning.


  There were cages, of course, for the temporarily freed hosts. The hosts often cried or shouted. Pointless, of course. They could not escape.


  The cafeteria for humans was a long, narrow tin-and-plywood structure. It was filled with noisy human-Controllers eating and talking.


  Our appearance killed the conversation.


  Room was made for me. I sat on one of the benches. The service Gedd came hustling over with a plate. Grilled chicken, boiled potatoes, steamed broccoli. The Yeerks who ran the facility stayed current on human nutritional needs.


  I sat. A Hork-Bajir guard sat on either side of me. Visser Three watched as I ate.


  Across from me the human-Controllers kept their eyes on their plates and ate with mechanical speed. No one was interested in making small talk with me. At the same time, no one wanted to insult me by leaving.


  I was a pariah. Unless I wasn't. I was a loser. Unless it turned out that I was a winner. I almost felt sorry for my brother Yeerks. So hard for them to tell which Visser to obey today.


  I needed an opening. Just a small one. Anything.


  But there was nothing. Hork-Bajir everywhere. Visser Three himself almost breathing down the back of my neck.


  I had to push. I had to create an opening.


  "Deeedly-deet. Deeedly-deet. Deeedly-deet."


  Someone's cell phone ringing. A person three places down on my same side of the table. A human woman.


  She smiled nervously. "It's . . . it's necessary for my cover," she explained to Visser Three, to me, to Visser Three, her eyes darting back and forth.


  <Then answer it!> Visser Three snapped.


  "Hello?" A pause. "Yes, sir. I'm en route to the client now, but I'm tied up in traffic."


  Cell phone. It worked from here? From this far underground? They must have installed transponders to allow Yeerks to stay in touch while passing through.


  Cell phone. If I could take that phone. If I could . . .


  But how? One wrong move and Visser Three would have me cut apart.


  No. No, wait. He wouldn't. Couldn't. Oh, he'd stop me, but he couldn't kill me. Not now, now that he was under suspicion himself. It would look to the Council as if he was trying to protect himself by killing his accuser.


  I had one good hand, fingers still fairly limber. Was it enough? Would I have the strength, the finesse?


  I finished eating, watching the woman out of the corner of my eye. She pushed her plate away. I stood up.


  "I'm done."


  She stood up. Both moving, Hork-Bajir standing up, moving back, Visser Three backpedaling to make way for me, the woman moving toward me, saw her mistake, saw she'll run into me, stopped, too late, I stumbled, tripped on my wrecked feet, fell into her.


  Down I went! Me on top. I cursed, annoyed. Like the visser I am.


  "Clumsy idiot!"


  Hork-Bajir rushed to grab me, picked me up. The woman tried to help, pushed me up, but politely. Not angry, just wanting no part, even indirect, in this civil war between visser.


  A Hork-Bajir grabbed me and yanked me straight up. The pain in my shoulder was shocking, like an electric shock.


  But I had the cell phone.
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  Toilet facilities. Not very elegant, but very clean. They were cleaned every twenty minutes by Gedds. We didn't want to be transmitting human viruses back and forth, after all, and reduce the efficiency of our human hosts.


  In the toilet, the door closed, the tiny building ringed by Hork-Bajir, I dialed the number.


  Ring. Ring.


  My heart was in my throat. My emotions. Eva's emotions. Nothing clear in this moment of desperation. All insanity! Madness! I was calling my enemy for help against a creature who should be an ally. I was using my host's child to save my own.


  Ring. Ring.


  Answer! Answer, damn you! Answer!


  "Hi, we're not at home, or maybe we just don't feel like answering the phone, so leave a message, you know the drill."


  Answering machine. His voice. All over. All over.


  Beep!


  <Take the chance, Yeerk! You have no choice!>


  "Mar . . . " My throat was dry. I took a breath. "Marco, if you're there, pick up."


  Click.


  I breathed again.


  "What?" he asked, carefully masking the fear, the despair, he must be feeling. Visser One was calling him. Visser One knew! He must be seeing the end now, feeling the hopelessness of final defeat.


  I got some small pleasure from that.


  "You know who this is," I whispered.


  "Yes."


  "Your mother."


  "No," he said flatly. "Not my mother. A Yeerk."


  "Okay. Granted. But she needs you. She needs you and your friends."


  "My friends?"


  "Don't play stupid, Marco. I know you. What you are. What you do. You are needed. Now. As quickly as you can. You need to be seen."


  "By who?"


  "Visser Three."


  Silence.


  "It's not a trap!" I whispered urgently.


  "I know. Like you said, you know me. If you wanted me dead it would be easy. You could take me, infest me, and have all of my friends within a few hours. So you need me. This is about your little personality conflict with Visser Three. You're desperate. But you won't give me up to Visser Three because you hate him more than you hate us."


  I almost choked. From almost no information he had painted a very cogent picture of the situation.


  Then I almost laughed. "I once thought you were too soft, too gentle."


  "Yeah, well, things change."


  <You've had enough time in there!> Visser Three said from outside the toilet.


  "Marco, I'm out of time!" I hissed. "Will you do it?"


  "Where?"


  "The pool."


  "Forget it. Too tough a target, Visser."


  "It's your mother's life on the line, he'll kill her, too! He'll use her to torture me."


  "The Yeerk pool is too secure," Marco said calmly.


  My mind was racing. Incredible! The little monster was cold-bloodedly writing off his own mother!


  "They . . . they deliver fresh meat for the Taxxons later today. This evening, I guess. In an hour and a half! Comes in by transport ship. They open the dome ingress."


  He hesitated.


  <Visser One, get out of there or I will have you dragged out!> Visser Three roared.


  "Where's the dome opening nowadays?" Marco asked laconically. "I think we kind of messed up the last one."


  I told him in quick, spare detail. Then "You'll do it?"


  He didn't answer. Instead he said, "Mom, I know you can hear me. I don't know if I can save you. You understand that, right? I'll do what's right. I'll do what I have to do."


  It was his only show of emotion. His voice cracked when he said "Mom."


  <I know you will. I love you,> Eva said, silent, a prisoner in her own skull.


  "Marco, your mother loves you," I said.


  But if I'd been expecting him to soften, I got the opposite result.


  "I know my mother loves me, Visser," he said. "And let me make one thing clear: There's no deal between us, you and me, Yeerk. I'll kill you for what you've done to her and to my dad. Count on that."


  He hung up.


  The door burst in as I slammed the cell phone into the toilet bowl and flushed.


  Preposterous! A scrawny teenager threatening me. I was a prisoner of Visser Three, already all but condemned to a death by torture and starvation. Did the child think he could frighten me? It was laughable.


  <And yet you're not laughing, are you, Yeerk?>


  Chapter 24


  



  They kept me waiting for almost an hour. I could only imagine what was happening among the Thirteen. Maybe they were dealing with some entirely unrelated matter. Perhaps the strange disappearance of the task force that had been sent to investigate the Anati planet.


  But more likely they were debating my fate. Deciding if I would live or die. Or, if I was to die, how and when.


  At last, when I felt I couldn't stand the suspense any longer, the hologram reappeared.


  Garoff spoke. "Now, Visser One, you may resume your narrative. You were about to tell us what happened to the host Allison Kim."


  "Yes. Yes, I was."


  I was telling a story that was suicide to tell. My deadliest enemy was my prosecutor. My judge, one of them at least, was motivated by some impulse I could not fathom. And I had just called on a group of Andalites and morph-capable humans to attack my own people.


  I was crippled with pain, weak, surrounded. Visser Three; Garoff; my host's child, Marco. Any of the three might kill me. And all I could do was talk.


  "Essam and I needed a supply of Kandrona. The shipboard Kandrona was weakening. It should have been able to last another year, at least. But it was running low. We would starve. And that would mean the end of the mission."


  <So, at last, after more than a year of passing as a human, procreating as a human, you decided to contact the Empire!> Visser Three said. He laughed. <How dutiful of you.>


  "I contacted the Empire. They threatened me, of course. I had stolen a ship and disappeared. But then I said the magic words: Class-Five species."


  Even now, even here in this terrible situation, I savored the memory. "It was a sub-visser Ninety-two I spoke with first. 'I have located a Class-Five species,' I told him. 'A Class-Five species with superior dexterity and above average sensory capabilities.'


  "'Numbers?' the sub-visser demanded.


  "'Five billion. Give or take.'


  "I remember the way the sub-visser sat bolt upright. I believe he cut himself with his own Hork-Bajir blades.


  "He repeated it back, cautiously. 'You mean five million, Sub-Visser?'


  "'No, Sub-Visser,' I said. 'I mean five billion. As in five thousand millions.'


  "I explained my concept for The Sharing and sent him a recording I had made of the very first voluntary human host. I outlined my plan for an invasion of Earth that would not require us to strip our forces from the rest of the galaxy, an invasion that would require a relative handful of Yeerks. After that, naturally, there was no more discussion of arresting me.


  "I went home from that contact elated and found Essam/Hildy caring for the children. They were infants, of course. He was changing their diapers. I told him, casually, that a new Kandrona was on the way. He became irrational. Emotional."


  "What was the cause of his irrationality?" Garoff asked.


  "He said I should not have contacted the Empire. We could, according to him, fly our ship back to Yeerk space, invent some story of being lost, and obtain a new Kandrona generator before returning to Earth. He'd wanted to talk to me about it. He was angry that I'd gone, on my own, to make contact."


  <She's trying to blame a dead Yeerk for her own treason!> Visser Three cried.


  "I contacted the Empire!" I yelled in his face. "If I'd wanted to -"


  <Months had gone by!>


  "I had used the time to understand humans. To learn their strengths and weaknesses. I had already started The Sharing. I was a spy, Visser Three. A secret agent working undercover. It was me and Essam, alone. What did you expect me to do? Use our one ship to attack the White House?"


  "A spy," Garoff said thoughtfully. "Yes, a spy would want to blend in with the surrounding world. Might even need to simulate certain sympathy with the local populace."


  I saw Visser Three's tail twitch. A gesture of surprise. Garoff had just shown his hand: Garoff was on my side. Garoff had performed the live memory interface, and now he was defending me, however indirectly.


  I enjoyed that moment. I enjoyed the frisson of fear that traveled along Visser Three's Andalite spine.


  "Continue with the narrative," Garoff said.


  "Yes, Council member."


  I adjusted my damaged arm, easing the pain just a bit. "Essam had become irrational, as I said. But I was able to convince him of the necessity and rightness of my actions. So I believed, anyway. I told him the children were irrelevant. We were Yeerk officers, representatives of the Empire, we had a duty, we had a joyful duty."


  <That's laying it on a little thick,> Eva said. <Go with blunt and honest. I'm guessing they don't get a lot of that.>


  Now my host was giving advice. Helping. Trying to save me. It was the ultimate humiliation.


  "And what did Essam reply?" Garoff asked.


  "He said, 'Yes, you're right, of course.' And I, for my part, continued to cajole and reason and explain. I still needed Essam's assistance, if I could get it. I told him I understood his concerns. And yes, I freely admit that the long time alone, cut off, and living as a human without the counter-balance of Yeerk companionship, had drawn me into an unprofessional sympathy with humans. With my host. And, through her, with the progeny. The children."


  <That's it. Smart. Admit what's obvious anyway.>


  "But my emotional sympathies did not obscure my duty. I knew where that lay. I knew that this Class-Five species was a vital natural resource. I assumed that Essam would see all that, too. I did not see that Essam was weaker than I. We all know that Essam had risen at one point in his career to sub-visser rank and had been demoted for improper behavior. Specifically, a lack of vigor. A lack of firmness. I thought Essam understood and agreed with me. I was wrong."


  <Very nice, Yeerk,> Eva said. <You've dovetailed it all nicely with what Garoff saw in your memories. You had human sympathies, but you overcame them. How noble.>


  "We had relocated from Hollywood. I'd concluded that Hollywood was not the best place for an invasion I knew would have to go unnoticed for some years. Hollywood is watched. And Hollywood was already saturated with movements bearing a superficial similarity to my concept for The Sharing. So we moved away, to a place where The Sharing would have less competition for the credulous.


  "It was easy to find a new job for Allison. But my life was becoming more complicated. I had by this time begun The Sharing, and I was using a second host, part-time, for that task. I was constantly running from Allison's job to Sharing-related business, with a change of hosts between each. Very time-consuming."


  



  "Where are you going, Essam?" I demanded.


  "Don't worry, I'll leave you the Kandrona," he said. "I won't starve you. I . . . I actually thought I loved you. And for that I'll not hurt you now."


  "What are you babbling about?"


  "I've just fed. I'll last three days. I'll release Hildy at that point. He'll be safe with the children by then."


  "You think you're leaving?" I cried.


  "Yes, Allison. I -"


  "I am Sub-Visser Four-hundred-nine, not 'Allison'!" I roared.


  "Yes, Sub-Visser," Essam said. "But I am no longer a member of the Empire. I have chosen death over a continuation of this despicable mission."
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  I could not believe my ears, Council members. I was shocked. Stunned. I tried to understand.


  "Despicable? Have you gone mad, Essam? We are Yeerks!"


  "Yes, we are. But we will have to find a better way than this," Essam said.


  I was in a rage. Betrayed! Betrayed by my own . . . by my subordinate! By Hildy, by Essam, betrayed! I ran for the hidden panel where we concealed the weapons.


  I reached in, grabbed one of the Dracon weapons, turned, and leveled it at Essam.


  "Obey me or die now," I snapped.


  "If you fire you may hit the children."


  "Do you think I care? Obey me! I am your sub-visser!"


  He put the children down and moved away from them. "Kill me then, Edriss." I ordered my finger to squeeze the trigger. But at that moment my host rose up against me. She had lain in wait, biding her time, lulling me into a false sense of security. She attacked with all the force of mind she possessed. Naturally I regained control within seconds. But in those few seconds Essam leaped and snatched the Dracon beam away from me.


  <That's a nice story, Yeerk. Is any of it true?>


  <I couldn't let him take my children. I told him, "Stop worrying, you fool, I can keep the children safe. They'll be ours. I'll be a full visser, don't you see? I'll be able to protect them.">


  <He didn't believe you.>


  <He believed me.>


  <Then why?>


  <It went beyond the children, can't you see that? He was in love.>


  <With whom?>


  <Allison Kim . . . his own host, Hildy Gervais . . . Humans. He was in love with it all. He was in love with love. He had gone over. He had become human, in some way.>


  <And he chose to die rather than surrender his humanity,> Eva said. <And still, you think you will conquer us?>


  



  Garoff cleared his throat. "Visser One?"


  "Sorry, Council Member. I . . . never mind. Essam was . . . was larger than me, stronger, being in a male human host. He held me prisoner. He knew my feeding schedule. He held me against my will, waiting till I was starving. At last I had no choice: I prepared to enter our temporary pool.


  "'The children will need their mother,' Essam said.


  "'I am their mother!' I cried, a lie of course, but I hoped to manipulate him.


  "'No. Allison Kim is their mother. You? You are no one's mother. You never could be.'


  "'You've gone human, you fool!'


  "He smiled. 'Yes, I have "gone human," Sub-Visser.'


  "'What will you do, traitor?' I demanded. 'Will you leave me in this pool with no host? Leave me here trapped, eventually discovered, flushed down the toilet by whatever human comes to investigate the disappearance of Allison Kim?'


  "He was troubled. He was reluctant. But at the end he agreed to lock my alternate host onto the poolside restraints. I had acquired a large, impressive male for use in speaking to my Sharing groups. This alternate host spent his days in a padlocked, soundproof room.


  "He brought me the second host, attached him using the restraining devices Essam himself had built, and left. I immediately entered this host and went in search of Essam and Allison Kim and the children."


  "Why did you follow Essam?" Garoff asked.


  "To kill him, of course."


  <Liar. You loved him.>


  "And the children?" Garoff asked.


  "They were irrelevant," I said flatly.


  <And you love them still, Yeerk.>


  "I had created the children in an attempt to learn about humans. I had become attached to them, yes. Or at least my host had. And, as I said, I had become . . . confused. But now that I was free of Allison Kim, my mind was clear once more. There was no need to destroy the children; they were infants and knew nothing. Destroying them would have involved risk for no gain. I knew that humans would adopt them and solve my problem."


  "Logical," Garoff commented.


  Visser Three was having none of that. <Does this traitor expect us to believe that she gave live birth to humans so that she could "learn" about humans? We have thousands of human-Controllers who pass quite well without procreating!>


  "You've never understood anything but brute force and crude manipulation, Visser Three. Your plans are grandiose and absurd. You wasted how much time and how many resources inventing a clever potion to destroy human free will? A failure! As anyone who knows humans could have told you. You try and seize control of the head of state of the most powerful nations and end up alarming them, making half of them suspect our presence on Earth! You spend a fortune in pursuit of an Anti-Morphing Ray that doesn't work! Why? Because you cannot even manage to wipe out a handful of Andalite refugees!"


  <You forget, Visser One, I have wiped out the Andalite bandits.>


  "Yes, I had forgotten that little demonstration," I said with a derisive sneer. "Congratulations. You lost how many valuable Hork-Bajir hosts in the process over these many months? How many Yeerks killed?"


  <The mistake was following the path laid down by you, Visser One. You and your Sharing, your one-host-at-a-time, your slow, steady infiltration. We took the Gedds. We took the Hork-Bajir!> He made a fist with his weak Andalite hand. <Took them! We made allies of the Taxxons, but if they had resisted, we would have taken them, too!>


  He strode back and forth before the hologram, practically prancing in the excitement of hearing his own ranting.


  <Do you think we will infiltrate the Andalites when that time comes? Will we form little social clubs and talk them into becoming our slaves? No! When we are ready we will take them, too!>


  He stopped moving and turned all four of his eyes on me. <We are the Yeerk Empire! We are not a race of sneaks and spies. We are rulers, conquerors!>


  This speech had an effect. I saw several of the Council members standing taller in their gravity-neutral field, squaring shoulders and jutting their jaws. They were, after all, politicians and thus easily swayed by grand visions.


  I waited till the echoes of Visser Three's thought-speak faded. Then I said, "You know, I was wrong about Visser Three, he's not a dupe of the Andalites. Rather, with all this bluster and raving he sounds as if he's been spending his time with Helmacrons."


  There was a bark of laughter from some member of the Council. The Helmacrons were the tiniest sentient species known, barely bigger than a grain of sand, but with enormous egos.


  Visser Three ignored the laughter. <It's very simple, Visser One: You pushed the policy of slow infiltration for one reason, and one reason only: You feared a war of conquest would destroy your children.>


  <Careful! It's a trap!>


  "Nonsense!" I cried. "I care nothing for the human children! Nothing!"


  Visser Three smiled an Andalite smile, and I felt a sinking sensation. My host had seen it. I had not. Yes, a trap.


  <As it happens, Council Members, this is my day for surprises,> Visser Three said. <Bring him in.>


  The door opened.


  The child walked in. He would be nine years old now.


  I had last seen him years ago. For a long time, whenever I'd been on Earth, I had followed their progress, my twins, my babies.


  This was my son. His name was Darwin. That had been a little joke on my part. He represented something never evolved: a human child with four parents, two human, two Yeerk.


  <I'm afraid I can't trust you with a Dracon beam, Visser,> my enemy said. <But as you pointed out, human projectile weapons are quite effective.>


  One of the Hork-Bajir produced a human handgun. I took it. No choice. MY hand was sweating, my heart . . . no! Not this!


  <A single bullet, Visser One. Show us. Prove to us that you care nothing for this human child.>
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  I held the gun.


  And Darwin, my son, calmly took the barrel in his right hand and pressed the muzzle against his own heart.


  I understood. Darwin was a Controller. The Yeerk inside his brain was holding the gun so that I couldn't spin around and shoot Visser Three. Holding the gun so that the only person I could kill was Darwin.


  The Yeerk's host body would die, my son would die. The Yeerk might be rescued in time. It was dangerous for him, though. Visser Three must have threatened him terribly to get him to do this.


  I looked at my son, the features that were a unique blend of Allison's Korean and Hildy's French physiology. The eyes, the hair, were Allison's. The skin was pale, the mouth wide, all Hildy's.


  Nothing of me, of course. How could there be? And yet, this child would not have existed but for me. Surely that made me in some part his mother.


  I struggled to control my facial expression. I was helped by the injuries. I had seen myself in the mirror; my right eye always seemed to be crying now.


  Darwin was a controller. His sister? My daughter? Where was Madra? Where was my little girl, named for the bright, tiny moon of the Yeerk home world?


  The gun was trembling in my hand. Pull the trigger. It was all I had to do. I would be free. Visser Three had staked everything on this one showdown.


  If I refused I would be beyond even Garoff's power to save.


  <Perhaps Visser One is unfamiliar with the operation of the weapon,> Visser Three smirked. <That seems unlikely in the extreme, but just to refresh her memory, you pull the trigger, Visser. Just pull the trigger!>


  <You can't do this, Edriss,> Eva said.


  <I have no choice! They'll kill me!>


  <Once before you chose your life over love. Are you happy with the result?>


  <Simply squeeze, Visser. Then . . . bang! And the lead projectile tears a hole through- ->


  "Will you fire or not?" Garoff demanded. He was trapped now, as well. He could do nothing to save me. He could only hope I would fire.


  Strange how much Darwin looked like her. Like Allison. Strange, took, how much I thought I could see something, something, some small thing in his eyes that was from me.


  I had to do it.


  Had to.


  Garoff staring. The Council all rapt. All four of Visser Three's Andalite eyes on me, straining. Even the Hork-Bajir guards were staring holes through me.


  Only I was looking beyond. Only I could really see.


  "No choice," I whispered.


  I tightened my finger on the trigger.


  Stall. Delay. A few more seconds. A few more seconds and the flea, the tiny insect, would be done growing.


  I smiled at Visser Three. "You lose, Visser. You have misjudged me. I will kill this human grub and then, in my own good time, I will see you die the torture death of a traitor!"


  <Fire then! Fire!>


  "I hope this is a hollow-point slug, Visser Three. It would be a waste if the slug should pass through and kill the Hork-Bajir-Controller standing behind him."


  <FIRE!>


  Visser Three's host body was no longer the only Andalite in the room.


  FWAPP!


  FWAPP!


  The young Andalite struck with lightning speed! Two Hork-Bajir dropped, each having failed to stand on a single remaining leg.


  <Now!> The young Andalite yelled.


  WHAM!


  The door blew inward. A flash of orange and black, teeth and claws and dazzling speed, exploded into the room. A split second later there came a rolling, rumbling mass of shaggy off-white fur, large as a small truck.


  The Hork-Bajir tripped into each other in their eagerness to attack. But now two new creatures were with us, two Hork-Bajir.


  The two morphed Hork-Bajir dived in amid the massed Hork-Bajir guards, sowing confusion and hesitation.


  It all happened in a second. A second to go from Visser Three's frustrated roar to utter mayhem.


  <No!> Visser Three cried.


  Darwin released his grip on the gun barrel.


  I swung the gun toward the polar bear and fired. The bullet hit. But if the polar bear even noticed, it showed no sign.


  "HHHUUHHHRRROOOOAAARR!"


  Hork-Bajir-Controllers were down, left and right.


  One drew his Dracon weapon and fired.


  TSEEEEW!


  WHOOOSH!


  "Aaaahhhh!"


  Backflash! The energy beam missed its target, burned into the rock wall and exploded in heat energy. Visser Three's blue Andalite fur crinkled and curled up black from the heat.


  <Fool! No weapons!> Visser Three ordered.


  Visser Three was in the battle, formidable as always in direct combat. But half the Hork-Bajir guards were already down, injured or worse. And from second to second in the melee it was impossible to tell our Hork-Bajir from theirs.


  <Every Yeerk within the sound of my voice, to me!> Visser Three bellowed.


  Reinforcements would be quick in coming. There were dozens of Hork-Bajir-Controllers within the Yeerk pool complex, and numerous Taxxons, as well.


  "Andalite filth!" Darwin took a futile swing at the young Andalite and got the flat of a tail blade against his head in return. He went down, unconscious. Not dead! Safe! A Hork-Bajir talon stepped on his back. That would bruise but not cause permanent harm.


  The tiger and the polar bear were everywhere, slashing, roaring till I felt my ears would bleed. I crouched in a corner, hands over my ears, cowering, afraid, stunned at all the concentrated violence. I was helpless amid all these claws and teeth and talons and slashing blades. Human fingers were nothing without a weapon to hold.


  <Behind you!> one of the morphed Hork-Bajir yelled.


  The tiger spun, slashed, hissed, slashed again, all in the time a human eye might blink. A Hork-Bajir staggered back, holding his own internal organs in his hands.


  It was uncontrolled mayhem, a dozen combatants still standing, all crammed into a single room, no one running, not yet. Madness all around me!


  The polar bear slammed a pile-driver shoulder into Visser Three's side and sent him sprawling. But the visser was quick, with all the formidable physical prowness of a mature Andalite.


  He leaped toward the young Andalite. Face-to-face, they tail fought, fencers whipping their blades at a speed that cracked the air.


  I saw the Council, hovering safe in their hologram. Again they were spectators at a battle.


  Like human fans at a sporting event. They called out advice, groaned at defeat, cheered at victory. One of the Taxxon Council members became so excited he ate the head of a passing Gedd attendant in a single bite of his red-rimmed mouth.


  Now the Council saw the truth: This was what it meant to fight the so-called Andalite bandits. Not the ludicrous shadow play Visser Three had staged earlier.


  This was the reality.


  I was almost afraid it would excite sympathy for Visser Three. Now the Council members saw for themselves what a handful of morph-capable warriors could do.


  But no, no, it was too late for Visser Three now. He had lied to the Council. Worse yet, he had treated them like fools. And now he had been caught in that lie.


  Visser Three slashed for the tiger, a blow no human could avoid. But the tiger jerked its eager, quizzical face back and swiped with claws that barely missed ripping open the visser's chest.


  <Reinforcements! Every Yeerk within the sound of my voice!> Visser Three screamed. He was beginning to realize that he might be killed, right here, right now, with the entire Council watching.


  But the next creature through the door was neither Hork-Bajir nor Taxxon.


  It was a gorilla.


  <So,> Marco said to me. <Was this what you had in mind?>


  I nodded slightly.


  The gorilla, without turning its eyes away from me, slammed a cinder-block fist into the face of a Hork-Bajir guard.


  Then he knuckle-walked over to me. He drew back his fist and, a split second later, everything went black.


  Chapter 27


  



  I woke to pain.


  Eyes open. My nose flattened. I touched it with my good hand then looked at my fingers. Blood, just starting to clot, not yet dry. So I hadn't been out for long.


  I was in a small, dimly lit tunnel or cave. It took me a few minutes to figure it out. Then I realized I was in a Taxxon tunnel. The Taxxons had made several branching off from the main pool.


  A dead, deflated-looking Taxxon lay twenty feet away down the tunnel, guts spilled and stinking.


  I turned, looked over my shoulder, and got a terrible shock.


  The Yeerk pool complex was plainly visible. Not fifty yards away heavily armed Hork-Bajir were racing here and there, looking, there was no doubt, for me. For us.


  And yet, despite the fact that we should have been in plain sight, they did not see us. Evidently we were behind a hologram. I did not see any sort of hologram generator. But then there was no reason the hologram generator couldn't conceal itself. One of the rocks might be the generator.


  The tiger, the polar bear, the two Hork-Bajir, and the young Andalite surrounded me, staying at a cautious distance. They were nervous, but not showing it too much.


  Marco sat on his haunches, human now, wearing bike shorts and a T-shirt. He watched me, his expression unreadable.


  "You need to see a doctor, Visser. That damage wasn't all my doing."


  "Visser Three," I whispered through broken teeth. "Did you kill him?"


  Marco shook his head. "No. He morphed. We took off."


  "Pity," I said. "They'll find you here."


  "We know. But not just yet."


  "You have very sophisticated holographic capabilities, it would seem. Better than anything we Yeerks possess." I narrowed my eyes. "Better, perhaps, than the Andalites possess."


  "Just a little something we put together from stuff we bought at Radio Shack," Marco said. "Now. Why are we here?"


  "You've served your purpose," I said. "You can go."


  He nodded. "So we were just supposed to put in an appearance."


  "Exactly."


  "Interesting little war you Yeerks are carrying on. Are you sure you know who you're fighting?"


  I laughed. "I know everything, now."


  <You think you'll scare him, Edriss? You don't yet grasp what is right before your eyes.>


  Marco seemed to echo his mother's confidence. "Don't waste your time trying to scare me, Visser One. If we ever get taken prisoner some Yeerk will have full access to my memory, everyone's memory, here. That phone call you made? Please come kick butt on my fellow Yeerks? That'll be known to your brother and sister Yeerks."


  <He sees it,> Eva said. <He sees the trap you're in.>


  <The boy is clever,> I admitted. <He has grown.>


  <You infested me at random, so you believe. But I believe in higher powers, Yeerk. I believe I was taken so that my son would grow strong and wise and some day destroy you.>


  "Yes, that may all be true, Marco," I said. "But if you are dead you'll talk to no one."


  Marco bit his lip. Looked down at the ground. "Ax?" he said.


  The young Andalite's tail blade was at my throat before I could blink.


  "Here's the deal, Yeerk. You leave my mother. You do it right now. We'll throw you into the pool. Let you live a bit longer."


  "Or?"


  "Or my Andalite friend here twitches."


  "You won't do it. You're looking at your mother's face. Her eyes. You can't. You're just a human, with all the usual human weaknesses."


  Marco stood up, but even standing he was only a little taller than me, sitting. "You know what it says on the New Hampshire license plates?"


  I shook my head in confusion.


  "Access the memories," he said. "My mom knows. We talked about it. At the time we thought it was kind of corny. But then, the more we thought about it, it wasn't corny at all. It was . . . inevitable."


  I accessed the memories. "Live free or die?"


  "Live free or die," Marco echoed. "My mother walks out of here a free woman, or she dies."


  <He doesn't mean it!> I told Eva.


  <Yes. He does. You have to let me talk to him. Me, without you. Me alone.>


  "Ten seconds," Marco said. "Ticktock. Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . . "


  Chapter 28


  



  <No! Do you think I'm a fool?>


  <You don't have a choice, Edriss.>


  <I can still choose between types of death, human. Do you think I will trust your vile, cold-blooded son there? He's sworn to kill me!>


  "Six . . . five . . . "


  <He won't. Not if I tell him not to.>


  <You'll leave me without a host. Helpless. Blind!>


  <No, Edriss. Because Marco is my son. He has the ability to see clearly from beginning to end. He inherited that trait from me.>


  It was monstrous! Impossible! My own host was bargaining with me. I had expected Marco and the bandits to attack. I had not expected them to seize me, take me prisoner. They had reversed the power dynamic.


  "Three . . . two . . . "


  And now, I had no chance to survive. Not unless . . . unless, somehow Eva was telling the truth. Could I trust her? I knew her better than anyone ever could. Had she seen the full picture? Would she do what she must?


  "One."


  "I will release your mother!" I said.


  "I'll believe it when I see your nasty, slimy gray body come out of her ear," Marco said.


  All lost, I told myself. All my hopes. All my great dreams. All come down to this pathetic hope: the mercy of two humans who hate me.


  I began to disengage.


  Moments later I crawled from the ear canal. I felt myself lifted up in a human hand. I saw nothing. Heard only distant rumbling. Waited for the strong human fingers to close around me, crush me, helpless as I was.


  What now of all my power? I was helpless. Utterly, utterly helpless.


  For a long time I waited for death.


  And then, I sensed again the ear canal ahead of me. Eager, giddy, afraid I rushed to crawl back inside her.


  Yes! Yes! I was in touch with her brain. Safe! Yes, her eyes were mine, her hands, mine, her voice, mine!


  I saw tears running freely down Marco's face. The others, Andalite and beasts, looked away.


  For a long time, as I rummaged frantically through Eva's most recent memories, trying to figure out what had happened, no one spoke.


  And then, at long last, just as I began to access what I had missed, he nodded to the tiger.


  "Sorry, Mom," he said to me. "But we have to make it look realistic."


  The tiger's paw moved, withdrew, and left behind four deep, bleeding gashes in my good arm. Another too-fast-to-see movement and the Andalite slashed a shallow groove down my cheek.


  "Has to look like you fought," Marco, cold, calculating Marco said as his throat choked off the words and his eyes went blind with tears.


  He turned away and in a ludicrous and yet touching spectacle, the monstrous bear put a paw around his thin shoulders.


  <Okay. Put her down, Ax,> the tiger said.


  Fwapp!


  I remained semiconscious, as often happens when a host is injured. Many Yeerks know of this strange dreamlike state. Unable to make the host body do as commanded, unable to control the mind, but still sufficiently engaged to be able to see the dreams, watch the echoes of recent events.


  In this dream state I saw what had transpired. Saw my host, the boy's mother, explain to her son.


  



  "Marco, you don't understand. If she turns up without a host, without me, they'll know something went on. They'll dig till they get the answers, Marco."


  "She needs to die, Mom. You need . . . Dad and me . . . we need you back!"


  Through Eva's eyes, through her memory, I saw myself, small and harmless in Marco's grip.


  "I know you do, sweetheart. And, God, I need you more than life itself. But she's the one pushing for a nonviolent invasion. Visser Three wants all-out war! He wants to incinerate cities from orbit, kill and kill till we submit!"


  "We'll never surrender!" Marco blazed.


  Eva took his face in her hands. "Marco, that's a nice sentiment, a brave ideal. But the truth is, Marco, humans do submit. Not all, and not always, but some, maybe most. Enough will submit, Marco. Enough to give the Yeerks what they want. And the rest will be dead. Millions. Billions."


  I saw Marco's hand tighten around me. I saw how close I came to that inexorable power crushing the life from me.


  "You can't rely on slogans, my brave son. You have to win this war. For now Visser One must survive. Only she can restrain Visser Three. If she loses, or if she is seen as disloyal, he'll have his way.


  Marco was not convinced. "Open war would mean humans could fight back, at least. Better to know the enemy. Know who to shoot."


  "Yes, but we may well lose," Eva said. "And even if we win, how many millions or even billions of humans can we sacrifice?"


  I saw his face through Eva's memory. Saw him consider. A child! And he was now deciding the fate of Earth and the Yeerk Empire.


  "Doesn't make sense," he said at last. "If open warfare would work, Visser One would support it. So, either the Yeerks have reason to believe open warfare would fail, or Visser One has some other reason for going with the slow, infiltration thing."


  Clever, clever boy, I thought. I'll enjoy the day I see the end of you. Standing there, smug, reveling in my weakness, imagining yourself invulnerable. I'll find the way to make you scream.


  "She has a reason," Eva said.


  "Tell me."


  "She has children."


  Chapter 29


  



  <Yeerks reproduce by fission,> the young Andalite interrupted. <They have no emotional relationship with their offspring. Indeed, Yeerks die in the act of reproducing.>


  The Andalite's contempt was all too simple. But that was fine. The hatred was mutual.


  "She has children by a previous human host," Eva clarified. "She has feelings for them. And, since she is no longer in command on Earth, she cannot protect them. If Visser Three launches a bloody war, they may die."


  Marco was taken aback by this, though he tried to conceal it. Then he did something extraordinary. He turned to the polar bear. "Cassie?"


  <I think she's telling the truth,> the bear said.


  "Sorry, Mom. We can't trust anyone."


  "No, you can't. But you need to know that Visser One is on trial, right now, today. On trial for her life. The decision will be up to the Council of Thirteen. They know very little about Earth. They'll choose between Visser One and Visser Three. If they choose Visser Three they will end up following his plan, in the end."


  The tiger spoke again. <We may prefer Visser Three to be in charge. He makes stupid mistakes. His people all hate and fear him, which makes his people less effective. And, we know him. Know what to expect. Visser One might be a more dangerous enemy.>


  Surely that succinct summary was from an Andalite mind. It was flattering, in a way. And true, of course.


  <Besides,> one of the morphed Hork-Bajir said, <Visser One knows Marco now. If she wins over Visser Three and takes back control of Earth, she kills Marco, or takes him as her own host. That way she doesn't have to worry about other Yeerks seeing his memories. She can take him herself, hunt us down one by one, and we are done for.>


  <Kill Visser One now, kill Visser Three later, when we get the chance,> the second Hork-Bajir said bluntly.


  Marco looked to the tiger. "What do we do, fearless leader?"


  <It's your call, Marco. Your mom, your call.>


  By the Kandrona itself, the tiger was human, too! Were they all humans? All but the lone Andalite?


  I wanted to laugh! I wanted to run to Visser Three and spit the truth in his face: You incompetent fool, your every move has been stymied, not by highly trained Andalite guerillas, but by humans. By children!


  I know now that Marco looked down at me, helpless in his hand. He closed his hand around me but did not squeeze.


  "I love you, Mom," he said to Eva.


  "I know, sweetheart. I love you. And I am so proud of you."


  "Yeah. Dad, he . . . "


  Eva shook her head. "He has to move on with his life, Marco. He thinks I'm dead. He's already grieved. And even now, the odds of my surviving are very small and remote."


  At last the boy lost his composure. For a moment the self-control that made him seem so old, weakened. "You can walk away now, Mom, we can get you out of here. You could move somewhere far away, disappear. We can make it happen. We have the power. We have allies . . . friends, who have the money it would take."


  Eva hugged him close, squeezing with all her might. I lay there, still, in his fist.


  "We each fight this war in our own way, Marco."


  Marco pulled away. He stepped back. Ran his hand through his hair and almost seemed to beat on his own head.


  "Okay. My call. Then, here's the deal. Tell Visser One when she . . . well, she'll know, won't she? So, Visser One? The deal is this: If we hear that you have retaken control of Yeerk forces on Earth, we drop the dime on you. We contact Visser Three, the Council directly even, and we tell them how you reached out to us. We've recorded this little meeting. The recording goes to your bosses, and that'll be it for you. Other than that, this whole thing never happened. That's the deal. You don't know us, we don't know you, we were never here."


  A recording? How? I looked around, searching for a recording device. Futile, of course. We were behind a hologram. With a hologram emitter this sophisticated anything could be hidden.


  "And by the way?" Marco added. "If you get to thinking we can't contact the Council of Thirteen, guess again. Not all your fellow Yeerks are loyal."


  He held out his hand, reluctance making him tremble. "Not this time, Yeerk," he said to me. "You don't die today. But someday."


  He gave me back to Eva. That's when I discovered how my fate was decided.


  Chapter 30


  



  I lay there with my host unconscious. I could not see with her eyes or hear with her ears. I lay there, alone with only my own memory now.


  The "bandits" had presumably withdrawn. They had presumably turned off the hologram that concealed us. Soon someone would discover me. I could only hope it would not be a Taxxon. A Taxxon's loyalty and self-restraint were very doubtful when there was fresh meat to be had without a struggle.


  I lay, helpless, waiting for the swelling in Eva's brain to go down, for function to return. Waited, and remembered the story I had not told the Council.


  I had lied to them. Of course, I had lied.


  Essam and I knew the Kandrona was running down. Starvation lay ahead. Essam said he would die rather than contact the Empire.


  Not me. I wasn't ready to die. I loved life as a human. Loved my life as Allison Kim, as Hildy's wife, as a mother.


  I had gone over. I was as much human as Yeerk. But how to survive? And much more important, how to rule? Because as much as I enjoyed my life on Earth, I still burned with ambition to be a visser, to command and control the only Class-Five species we knew.


  I simply wanted to shape the invasion of Earth to allow me to maintain control over the tactics and the strategy. We could enslave the people of Earth gradually. They would never need to know that we were there among them. Until we were them, and they us, and all under my power.


  I could do it all, if only I could present the Empire with a fait accompli, an accomplished fact.


  So I began to work at a feverish pace. We moved to a more typical American community, a midsized city on one of the oceans. There I used my superior computer skills to steal millions of dollars from bank accounts. I formed fake companies and raised millions more from the sale of stock.


  And, once I had the seed money, several hundred million, I began to create The Sharing.


  It would cater to one of the most fundamental human weaknesses: the need to belong. The fear of loneliness. The hunger to be special. The craving for an exaggerated importance.


  I would make a haven for the weak, the inadequate, the fearful. I would wrap it up in all the bright packaging that humans love so much.


  The Sharing would never be about weak people being led to submit to a stronger will, no, no, it would be about family, virtue, righteousness, brotherhood and sisterhood. I would offer people an identity. A place to go. I would give them a new vision of themselves as part of something larger, erasing their individuality.


  I needed only one thing before I could go to the Empire, call the Council of Thirteen, and present them with my accomplished fact: I needed one human, just one, to submit voluntarily.


  If I could show them one human who had surrendered his or her will and freedom, without threat of violence, I could convince the Empire to follow my path. The way of infiltration.


  The first meeting of The Sharing took place on a Saturday. Thirty-five people attended.


  I had done a tremendous job in a very short time. I had studied human history, supplementing what Allison Kim already knew. I studied every cult, every movement, every great, mesmerizing leader that had ever held sway over humans.


  And by the time those thirty-five humans came into the rented hall, I had adorned the walls with symbols and flags and icons. All the visual nonsense that moves the susceptible human mind.


  They filed in, some in small groups, but most alone. They were stirred by the inspirational music. Flattered by the attention paid them by attendants I'd hired from a temp agency. Impressed by the expensively produced booklets we handed out. Awed by the pictures and symbols that draped the walls.


  I spoke to them from the stage. Not as Allison Kim, of course, because all my links to Allison Kim would have to be concealed before my fellow Yeerks arrived.


  I had carefully picked a human host for just this one purpose. His name was Lawrence Alter. A real estate salesman. I changed his name to Lore David Altman. Three name combinations were popular then.


  He was a charismatic man with a loud, deep voice and an abundance of hair. Just the sort of face that humans respond to, though his brain was a wasteland compared to Allison's.


  Allison Kim had been left handcuffed to a radiator in a hotel room, awaiting my return.


  Later, after it was over, I found I couldn't recall exactly what I'd said to this first meeting of The Sharing, not the specific words. A lot of high-flown rhetoric touching on the themes humans love to hear: that they are special, superior, a chosen few. That their failures in life are all someone else's fault. That mystical, unseen forces and secret knowledge will give them power.


  The next Saturday there were more than twice the number of humans. And already I had begun to explain that there was an "Outer" Sharing, and an "Inner" one. The humans in the "Outer" Sharing were wiser, better, more moral, superior to the average human, but not as superior as those lucky few who had entered the "Inner" sharing.


  Of course at that point there was no "Inner" Sharing. Just seventy or eighty humans sitting in plush chairs and being fed an endless diet of words that had no clear meaning.


  The Inner-Sharing, that was the test of true greatness. And all a human had to do to enter was to surrender their will.


  This was what Essam, who had infested only Lowenstein and Hildy, would not credit: that humans would surrender their freedom in exchange for empty words. But I had infested the lost soldier, and the even more lost Jenny Lines. I had tasted human defeat and superstition and weakness.


  I knew.


  Chapter 31


  



  It was so easy. Disturbingly easy. I had been in a human host for a long time, gone from the negligible Jenny Lines to the formidable Allison Kim. I had come to have some sympathy for humans, even as I plotted their destruction as a race.


  I had, or felt I had, human children of my own.


  And so, a part of me, a small part of me was like Essam and did not want to believe that humans could be this easily fooled. Part of me, a small part, was disappointed that I was right.


  The first was named Rich Huntley. He almost begged me to let him join the Inner-Sharing.


  "Why?" I asked him. "Why do you want to join?"


  "Because I really believe in all the things you're saying."


  "You can believe without being in the Inner-Sharing," I said. "Why is it so important to you?"


  It took a while, but in the end he told the truth. "Because I want to be a part of something. Something big and important."


  Part of something. Anything, so long as he could be a part, and not be himself alone.


  "If you join the Inner-Sharing it will mean losing all your individual will," I said.


  He shrugged.


  "It will mean that you will never again be free of The Sharing."


  "I don't want to be free of it! I love The Sharing. I love you, Brother Lore!"


  "You will be apart, different."


  "Yeah! That's what I want!"


  He was so willing, so eager, I suspected some sort of clever trap. It couldn't be this easy. Humans could not surrender their own individuality for nothing but a promise that they would be "special." It was insane!


  One, final test.


  Essam had left his host, agreeing to help me with this experiment. Poor Essam, he thought he would win the bet.


  I raised Essam from a small jar half-filled with water. I held him in my hand. I knew how we looked to humans. Slugs. Worms. Leeches. The reference points were never flattering.


  The human, Rich Huntley, recoiled. The sight of Essam in his natural state sickened his human sensibilities.


  "Rich," I said, "this is a Yeerk. To become a member of the Inner-Sharing, you must allow me to put him in your ear. He will enter your brain. He will take over your life."


  He was nervous, afraid. "But then I'm in, right? Then I'm in the Inner-Sharing, right?"


  "Right."


  "Does it . . . does it hurt?"


  "No."


  "Okay. Okay, then. Yeah. Let's do it. Let's do it."


  We did it. Essam found himself looking out through Huntley's eyes at me.


  "You win, Sub-Visser," he said.


  I was generous in victory. "We win, Essam. All Yeerks win."


  "And humans lose."


  "The first law of evolution, Essam: survival of the most fit. And it's not as if we intend to eat them," I joked. "We're not predators. We are parasites. They'll live. They'll be fed and be cared for."


  "They'll be slaves."


  "Look around that mind while you're in there, Essam. What else was this human good for?"


  Essam left the host and we disposed of the human.


  We recorded the entire thing. Proof to the Empire that I had not only located a true Class-Five species, but that we could begin harvesting human hosts right away, without the loss of so much as a single Hork-Bajir.


  I contacted the Empire.


  Essam knew I had contacted the Empire. And he agreed. That was not the point where Essam and I parted ways. I misled the Council on that. I couldn't tell him that I had every intention at first of keeping the children.


  The rupture between Essam and me came weeks later, when it became increasingly clear to me that I no longer had any use for Allison Kim. I needed to spend all my time now as Lore David Altman, spiritual guide of The Sharing.


  "What will you do with Allison?" Essam asked.


  "What do you mean, what will I do? We will have to kill her and destroy the body. And while we're at it, we'll need to erase Hildy Gervais, as well. Hildy is tied to Allison and it will be better if it seems that both have simply moved away."


  "You would kill the mother and father of these children?"


  "Essam, we have no choice. Our new hosts will simply adopt the orphaned children. They're young. The children will be fine!"


  "Yes. As you say, Sub-Visser."


  "Soon there will be no 'sub,'" I said happily. "I will be Visser. And a visser in the single digits, Essam. What can they deny me, now? I could be Visser Six. Or three. I could even be Visser One, Essam. Won't that be wonderful? Visser One!"


  I was too caught up in my own visions of power to spot the warning signs.


  The rest of what I'd told the Council was true. Or mostly true: Essam had overpowered me, starved me till I left Allison Kim. He'd left me with access to Lore David Altman.


  I did go in search of Essam. But not to kill him.


  He had my children. I wanted them back.


  I still wanted them back.


  



  "Visser One! Visser One!"


  "Mmmm?"


  "Wake up. You have been given a stimulant that will bring you back to full alertness." A human-Controller leaned over me. I was on my back, on a table, in what might have been a hospital room. But I knew it was just a part of the pool facility.


  <Is she awake?> Visser Three demanded.


  "Yes, Visser. I have repaired the most recent injuries. She seems to have been slashed by a large animal, probably a member of the cat family, and by -"


  <Get her to the trial chamber. Now.>


  Visser Three's large Andalite eyes hovered above me. The rage was a banked fire, for now. The fear was fresh and bright.


  <The Council demands our presence, Visser One,> he said dully.


  I rose, groggy, woozy from blood loss, from injuries old and new, from the aftereffects of unconsciousness.


  We walked toward the chamber. The guards walked with us. As before. But with one difference. It was clear now that we were both being watched.


  Chapter 32


  



  I sat. Visser Three stood. The Hork-Bajir guard had been doubled. Outside the chamber the Hork-Bajir were multiplying, rushing to obey Garoff's direct orders. Orders that might result in Visser Three's arrest. But would more likely result in his immediate execution.


  After all, a morph-capable warrior is very, very hard to hold on to.


  I should have been pleased to see him brought low. But I was not. I, too, was now sure to be condemned. And I would not have the advantage of a quick, painless death.


  <You're a thief, a slave mistress, a murderer many times over,> Eva said. <How is it that I can feel even the slightest pity for you?>


  The Council appeared in the hologram. I searched those hooded faces for some clue. Were they drawn slightly apart, those corrupt, powerful old Yeerks? Was there a tension there? Or was I merely desperate?


  Garoff spoke, his voice grave. "There are a few questions left to be cleared up, Visser One. How did the children escape? How did Essam die, and how did his host, Hildy, survive?"


  "You . . . you want me to continue my story?"


  "Don't make the mistake of believing you are still on trial, Visser One. The trial is over. We have already decided on a verdict." He looked deliberately at Visser Three and added, "Two verdicts."


  Strange. Much as we hated each other, Visser Three and I were in the same boat, as the human expression goes. A boat that was heading for the rocks of a lee shore.


  <I enjoyed it when you sailed. Before I realized it was all a setup to explain your disappearance.>


  <It wasn't all a setup, human. I miss it.>


  "Tell us, in succinct fashion, what happened after Essam left with your progeny."


  "Yes, Council member."


  I tried to turn my memory back to the hectic days, days of such soaring hope mingled with such bitter loss. But I kept seeing a billowing white sail above me; feeling salt spray on my face, stinging my eyes; my hand on the tiller, the pressure of it against my palm; the sense that the boat itself was alive, endowed with life by the need of sky and sea to create some sort of union.


  Eva's husband, my second husband, so to speak, was there, lying back, feet propped, a drink in one hand, a book he wasn't reading in the other hand. And Marco, of course, climbing dangerously in the rigging, playing superhero.


  I had shielded myself from the boy and his father. I had learned by then not to let human emotions affect me. I was an actor, playing a part to perfection. I used Eva's mind, her instincts, to be a good wife and a good mother, even as I plotted and waited and plotted some more.


  I never let Eva see my children. Never let her know. I watched them through other hosts, but not through her eyes. She hated me so for what I was doing to her family, her son. Somehow I never could stand the possibility of her knowing that I, too, had children.


  We all do what we have to do in life. Human or Yeerk. Morality is an illusion, a shield for the weak. It is all about the hunger for power. I knew that. Believed that.


  And yet, I could not let my host see that I was a mother, too. I could stand her hatred. I could not stand the insinuating pity, the appeals to a shared love.


  "We're waiting," Garoff said testily.


  "Yes. Yes," I said. "Hildy. Essam. It was . . . it . . . " I shook my head and received a jolt of pain from my twisted bones.


  "I went after them," I said. "I chased them. It was not easy. Essam was no fool. Allison was surely no fool. And Hildy had lived an interesting life. He knew the places a human could hide. Nevertheless, I found them.


  "The twins were sick. Both with high fevers. Allison and Essam took them to a doctor. The doctor admitted them to a hospital, and their names popped up in a computer search.


  "I was there very quickly. Three days had passed. I knew Essam would be starving. I hoped to use the presence of the Kandrona to torture him. Starvation is so much more painful when salvation is near."


  <You were going to save him.>


  <No. No, human, I was not. He had abandoned me. Spurned me. After all we . . .>


  <Jealousy?>


  <Jealousy? Don't be idiotic. Not jealousy, rage, rage! How could they? Essam? Allison? He had a duty to me. And she, hadn't I treated her kindly? And yet, she tricked me, used me, and then turned on me!>


  <My God, do you hear yourself? You use and enslave and kill without mercy and you expect loyalty?>


  "Visser One, if you are having some sort of difficulty in focusing . . . "


  "No, Council Member Garoff. I'm fine." I drew a deep breath and steeled myself, hoping at best to get through the end of the proceeding with some dignity.


  



  I found Essam starving. Hildy, never the most emotional stable of humans, was cracking under the strain of experiencing Essam's pain. I am told it's very difficult for a host to endure the death of a Yeerk.


  I approached Essam, took him by surprise in a stairwell of the hospital. He attacked me. But I was armed.


  "Go ahead, kill me! I'm already dead!" he cried.


  "Why are the twins here?"


  "What? Do you actually pretend to care?" he mocked. "They have a virus, a resistant strain of some sort. If I had the ship, if I had access to the ship's computer, I could synthesize an antiviral. I could . . . I . . . "


  He staggered. He'd lost control of his host for a moment. He was weakening swiftly.


  "You betrayed me and you betrayed your race," I said.


  "Your race is sick! Sick and twisted and evil!" It was Hildy talking, on his own, uncontrolled.


  "We are parasite, Mr. Gervais," I said. "You're a predator. Go ask a cow or a pig what they think of humans. We do what we are born to do."


  "I'm dying." Essam again. "Dying. Don't . . . don't hurt the kids. You can't . . . "


  He collapsed suddenly, utterly. It was as if every tendon in his body had been cut at the same moment. He lay there, breathing but little else. I reached down and turned his head. Left ear. Right ear. Essam was trying to emerge from the right ear. He was halfway out, escaping the host in the moment of death, as instinct tells us to do.


  I grabbed him and pulled him the rest of the way. But he was still more attached than I'd thought. I suppose death had already reached part of his body. I held half a Yeerk in my hand. He moved very little, then he stopped moving altogether.


  I put him into my pocket. A strange moment. A moment I'll never forget. So small, we Yeerks, compared with the host bodies we take. So small I could stick my friend in my pocket.


  I was alone on Earth. The only Yeerk. It would take weeks for anyone else to arrive. Maybe months.


  I was more lonely than ever.


  Hildy woke, slowly. But he was not the same human. Bits of Essam still stuck to his brain. Dead nerve endings were tied into his. Some of his neurons fired through dead Yeerk tissue.


  He tried to attack me. Pushed me out of the stairwell, into a corridor. He tried to choke me with his bare hands. Allison saw us fighting. Nurses and interns and security guards were running to intervene.


  They pulled Hildy off me. They dragged him away, raving about aliens. They held him for psychiatric observation.


  As soon as I could get free, I went after Allison. She was gone. The twins were still there. Allison had no choice but to leave them, of course. She was afraid I'd kill her, or infest her again.


  I knew she would come back for the children. I relied on it. She was very clever. She came back disguised as a doctor. A wig, colored contact lenses, so on. But I knew her too well.


  I killed her.


  <My God. How could you do it? How could you do such an evil thing?>


  <No choice. If she lived, she'd have come after me. She was respected, believable. She was dangerous. She knew I was Lore David Altman. She knew how to find me.>


  



  Garoff nodded. "You eliminated this troublesome host."


  "Yes."


  "And the human Hildy? Obviously you did not kill him."


  "The humans diagnosed him as mad. He could rave all he liked, it wouldn't matter. No one would ever believe him."


  "And the children?" Garoff asked.


  "I left them where they were. In the hospital. In time the were judged to be abandoned and put up for adoption. That is where human pair-bonded couples take over care of another human couple's progeny."


  "And then?"


  I took a deep breath. It was all at an end, now. "I waited for the first ships to arrive and I built The Sharing. Once the first Yeerks arrived I began to work feverishly to acquire willing hosts. Once we had enough willing hosts we would have the forces necessary to begin taking involuntary hosts as well.


  "A few, then a dozen, then a hundred. We built our financial base and began the secret construction of this very facility: the first great Yeerk pool on planet Earth.


  "Finally, when I judged the time was right, I eliminated Lore David Altman. Humans will tear down a living leader but revere a dead one. I left behind sufficient writings . . . vague nostrums, platitudes, absurdities, prophecies, the sorts of transparent nonsense that humans pore over so endlessly.


  "The time was right for me to change hosts. I found this body. I took it. And I continued running The Sharing from behind the scenes, building facilities, creating false fronts, infiltrating, swelling our numbers, all with never a Dracon beam fired."


  I smiled, amused by my own persistent pride. I had done great things.


  <You're a murderer, Yeerk. That soldier, Jenny, Lowenstein, Allison, Lore . . .>


  <And you would have had your day, human, when the time came that I tired of you.>


  "Is that everything, Visser One?" Garoff asked.


  Everything, I thought. Everything but the years of missing Essam, missing Allison. Regrets. Rage. The thrill of seeing my power grow as my plan came to fruition. The impotent despair of watching my children from afar. Half Yeerk, half almost human.


  I had taken this final host because, at least unconsciously, I wanted to know the life I could never really know. The love of a spouse, an equal. The love of a child.


  But none of it had ever really touched me. I'd had my fling with humanity. I was Yeerk once more. I was Visser One.


  "It's enough," I said.


  "Then the Council will make known its judgments."


  Chapter 33


  



  We were kept waiting a while, Visser Three and I. A long while, despite Garoff's earlier claim that judgment had already been rendered.


  We did not speak.


  I sat there, broken in body, friendless, defeated, with no company but the voice of my host. She was sickened by her own temporary compromise with me.


  <I shouldn't have helped you,> she said. <Even if it did lead to open war, I shouldn't have helped you. You filthy, evil thing. I thought I'd found something decent inside you. I thought you were a mother, too.>


  <I was. I am.>


  <At least now you'll die and I'll be free.>


  I laughed. <You'll die too, human. What freedom is there in death?>


  <I'll be free of you.>


  The wait stretched on. On and on. I was fed. Visser Three was allowed to feed. There were Dracon beams trained on us every second of the time.


  At last the hologram glowed again. The scene had changed. It took me a moment to notice it, but it had changed: One of the Taxxons was gone, and one of the Hork-Bajir as well. The Council of Thirteen was, as far as I could see, the Council of Eleven. Visser Three's stalk eyes swiveled to see my reaction. I nodded slightly. Yes, there had been quite a debate among the Council members.


  But Garoff was still there.


  "Vissers One and Three, you have jointly or individually committed a dozen death penalty offenses. Visser Three, you lied to and manipulated this Council. Visser One, you clearly committed numerous death penalty offenses during a period early in your invasion of Earth. You are both condemned to death by Kandrona starvation."


  I felt nothing. It was what I had known must happen. Death. The most terrible death we know.


  "Both sentences suspended."


  Neither of us moved. The words meant nothing. What? Sentences suspended? What did that mean?


  The tiniest flicker of hope . . .


  "Visser Three, you have failed to make progress with Earth. Your sentence is suspended for now because we simply have no one ready to take over operations there. Earth is vital. If you want the suspension to become permanent, give us Earth!"


  Garoff clenched his Hork-Bajir fist. "We need hosts. We need them badly. The Andalites are building up their forces."


  Visser Three was suddenly bursting with energy. <Yes, Council Members, yes! I will give you Earth. I will begin the annihilation of their cities as soon ->


  "No, Visser, you will not. The Andalites have at long last become fully aware of the situation on Earth. They are assembling a massive fleet in orbit around their home world. It will be ready to launch within months. Target: Uncertain."


  <Not Earth?>


  "Earth. Or, the Anati world. It will depend on which they decide is more important. But, as you know, Visser Three, the Andalites are slow to commit. A sudden, violent war on Earth would be sure to draw them in. Do you have the forces to fight a full Andalite fleet containing thirty of their Dome ships, Visser Three?"


  Visser Three chose not to respond rather than admit that half that many Dome ships could wipe his forces out within minutes of emerging from Z-space.


  "No, I didn't think so," Garoff said dryly. "Visser One, we wish the Andalites to attack us in the Anati system. But not immediately. The planet in question is ringed by numerous moons and large asteroids that will allow us to place Dracon cannon. Cannon are easier to come by than ships."


  "I . . . I don't understand," I said. "Do you . . . are you ordering me . . . "


  "You are too valuable to dispose of just yet. You remain the most successful military officer in the Empire, despite your illegal and troubling methods. You are ordered to proceed immediately to the Anati system and take over the subjugation of her sentient race or races, and prepare to resist an Andalite attack. Succeed, and you will live. Fail, and -"


  Eva's attack was sudden, wild, and unexpected.


  "NO!" She cried with her own mouth. "NOOOO! Kill her! Kill her! You have to -"


  I clamped down on the speech centers and stifled her words.


  <No! No! No! No!>


  "What's the matter, human? Sick of my company? Ah hah hah hah! A new planet! A chance to redeem everything!"


  Garoff shot me a distasteful look. A look a human might reserve for someone who had belched loudly in a restaurant.


  " . . . as I was saying, fail us, Visser One, and the sentence of death will be carried out. That is the decision of the Council."


  The hologram was gone.


  <No! Let me go. Kill me, but get out of my head!>


  I closed my eyes, held them shut, then opened them again on a whole new world. A whole new world of hope!


  A new planet! A new race! No more troubling humans. And this time, this time, I would do it right.


  The children? Visser Three had made Darwin a host. Darwin, my son, was lost to me. But what about Madra? Was she still free? Could I . . .


  No. I couldn't. Someday, not yet.


  But someday she would know me. I would tell her all about me, all about who I was, how she had come to exist. And she would love me, as a daughter loves a mother.


  And if not, then I could always infest Madra, place some well-trained Yeerk in her head. Then she would love me. She'd have no choice.


  Yes, it was all going to work out fine. It was a great, big, lovely galaxy full of opportunity.


  "Well, Visser Three, nice try," I said jovially. "I thought you had me there, for a while. I thought at long last you had me."


  <Oh, but I did, Visser One. It was the Andalite bandits who saved you. If they hadn't attacked . . .> He smiled an Andalite smile. <One more reason to exterminate them.>


  "Yes. Well, about those Andalite bandits, since we're past all this unpleasantness between us, I guess I could tell you . . . "


  <What could you tell me?>


  "Oh, nothing. Nothing at all, Visser. Not a thing."
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  Chapter 1


  



  A phone call at three A.M. is rarely a good thing.


  When you're an Animorph, the chance of good news ever - day or night - is zero.


  "Jake?"


  Cassie's voice sounded shaky. Frightened.


  "What's up?" I said, my own voice casual. At the same time praying that no one else in my house had picked up the phone. "Those math problems giving you a hard time?"


  Cassie forced a laugh. "No. Just can't sleep again. You know, same old thing."


  "Try counting sheep. I bet before you get to thirty you'll be asleep."


  "Good idea. Thanks, Jake. See you."


  Cassie hung up the phone.


  I had a half hour to get from the subdivision where I live with my family to the farm Cassie shares with her parents.


  Who knew when I'd be back. Forget about getting any more sleep.


  I stripped off my pajamas in the dark.


  Opened my window wide.


  Gave one last glance over my shoulder at the closed door of my bedroom. No lights on in the hallway. Good.


  Then I looked out at the star-studded night and concentrated on the image of a bird.


  Peregrine falcon.


  I began to shrink. From a normal human kid, maybe a bit larger than average, to a one-foot-high human kid.


  I heard my internal organs changing. A squirmy sound, like a rumbling stomach, a sound you feel more than hear.


  It's a big change going from human to bird. Nothing ends up where it starts out. You go from a system designed to eat a bit of this and a bit of that, all well-chewed, to a system designed to swallow whole mice and poop out the bones and fur.


  My own bones, my big, solid human bones shrank and hollowed out. Finger bones relatively longer, leg bones shorter, breast bone huge.


  My skin tightened over the new skeleton. Flesh melted, ran together, like hot wax. I had wings instead of arms. Skinny legs and dangerous talons.


  Gray-and-white feather patterns etched themselves onto my still semisoft skin, then raised into three dimensions.


  Fleshy human nose and mouth blurred, ran together, then extended out to become a hard beak. My eyes became smaller in absolute terms, but much larger in relative terms.


  I was ready.


  I hopped onto my desk. From there, onto the windowsill. And then I flew.


  My name is Jake.


  We're not supposed to like it, this power we have. We being me, my best bud Marco, my cousin Rachel, Cassie and Tobias and Ax. We're not supposed to like it, but mostly I do. This power to morph. To touch an animal and by doing so acquire its DNA. To become that animal at will.


  In the wrong hands this incredible power can be seriously abused. In our own fumbling, uncertain human hands this power is both a privilege and a curse.


  We learned the truth about morphing the hard way, back in the beginning. Back when the five of us - Ax hadn't joined the team yet - witnessed an Andalite spaceship land in an abandoned construction site. And a dying alien emerge.


  A pale blue deerlike creature with the torso of a muscular man. Two huge almond-shaped eyes in his face. Two more eyes on stalks that grew out of the top of his head and swiveled to look behind, right and left.


  No mouth. But what a tail! Long and strong. With a sharp, curved blade on the end. Deadly. Lightning fast.


  A warrior prince named Elfangor.


  With the last of his strength Elfangor told us of the galaxywide invasion of a parasitic species called Yeerks. Gray slugs that insinuate themselves into the brains of sentient creatures.


  That crawl through the ear canal and wrap themselves in and around the brain.


  Spread and seep into every crevice.


  Read and laugh at every painful memory and embarrassing desire you've ever had. Like striking out in your first Little League game. Like wanting so badly for the prettiest girl in class to smile at you.


  You are the slave of this thing. The real you rages then eventually cowers somewhere in the back of your skull.


  Watching as the Yeerk uses you, controls you, turns you into yet another instrument of Yeerk domination.


  The Yeerks are everywhere.


  Your parents. Your lab partner. The lead singer in your favorite band. Your regular garbage man.


  Any of these people might have a Yeerk in their head. Might be what we call a human-Controller.


  My brother tom is one. His bedroom is two doors down from mine. Marco's mother is a Controller. We don't know where she is.


  Our vice principal, Chapman, is one. How many more? We don't know. More. Always more.


  We are not winning this war. We're delaying the final defeat. No more than that. Maybe not as much as that.


  For some reason I'm the leader of this little band of warriors. I'm still not sure how it happened but I've stopped fighting the fact.


  Sometimes I'm secretly proud when Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, the Andalite cadet who joined us not long after we encountered his older brother Elfangor, calls me "Prince" Jake.


  Mostly embarrassed, but there are times when it feels okay.


  I'm proud when we're winning. When we're "kicking Yeerk butt" as Rachel would say. I'm also proud when we don't win but have done the best we could. Acted with courage and honor.


  Most of the time I'm also terrified.


  Like when I heard Cassie's trembling voice on the other end of the line.


  I flew to the barn that houses the Wildlife Rehabilitation Center Cassie's dad operates.


  I landed out back and when I was sure it was safe, began to demorph.


  Voices. From inside the barn. Low and worried.


  Cassie . . . and Hork-Bajir.


  Chapter 2


  



  "This is a terrible thing he has done." Toby Hamee's voice was grave.


  I didn't answer. I didn't understand, yet.


  Cassie knelt by the side of a Hork-Bajir. He could no longer speak. He could barely breathe. He was laid out on the stainless steel table Cassie's dad uses to perform operations.


  He was seven feet tall. Too tall to fit easily on the table. His legs hung off. His bladed arms hung off.


  He was clearly Hork-Bajir. Just as clearly he was something else, as well.


  The barn is a dark place even in the daytime. But now it was gloom inside of gloom. There were rows and shelves of caged, sick, convalescing animals. Mostly quiet. The occasional mutter or growl or chirp.


  "Cassie?"


  She turned to look up at me. Her eyes were dull with agony.


  "He can't get enough air," she said. "His pulse is weak."


  "Make fish! He try to make fish-people!" Jara Hamee cried.


  I turned to Toby. A seer of her people. More intelligent and articulate than her fellow Hork-Bajir, including her father, Jara.


  "Who?"


  "Visser Three," Toby said. "Who else?"


  "What happened?"


  "This is Hahn Tunad. He was not a free Hork-Bajir. Not one of our colony. Now Hahn is free of the Yeerks but he is dying for it." Toby paused before going on. "Hahn and forty-nine other Hork-Bajir were the subjects of an experiment. I have come to understand from Hahn that the visser is obsessed with rediscovering the Pemalite ship. He is very angry that his last attempt was foiled by the being called the Drode. And by the so-called Andalite bandits."


  "Okay," I said, watching Cassie wipe a cool cloth over Hahn's bladed forehead. "Go on."


  "The visser attempted to produce an amphibious creature. To aid in this deep-sea mission. He failed. When he realized the fifty test subjects were useless to him, he ordered their Yeerks to abandon the now-useless host bodies. They were to be fed to the Taxxons. We found Hahn . . . the others were already dead."


  Toby nodded toward her distraught father. "They were friends. Long ago."


  I tried to slow my racing heart. To breathe deeply. To keep from vomiting.


  I knelt by Cassie.


  She pointed to Hahn's left shoulder. Just below the blade was - a gill. I'd already seen it. I'd seen the webs between the Hork-Bajir talons and fingers, too.


  "Jake, the visser just grafted these gills onto the body," Cassie whispered. "It's as if he and his medical team had no idea of Hork-Bajir physiology. It's all wrong. Totally botched!"


  "Feet! Feet!" Jara, more agitated than I'd ever seen him, pointed to Hahn's feet.


  "Jake, he can't breathe. I don't know what they did inside, to his lungs . . ."


  I grabbed the oxygen mask from the ground where Cassie had dropped it in defeat. Yanked the oxygen tank closer to the makeshift bed of hay bales.


  "Jake! You can't . . . it's too late!"


  Pushing past Cassie I held the mask to Hahn's mouth. Opened the valve on the tank.


  "Jake, you're not doing him any good. He's in pain. No one can help him."


  She gently pulled the mask away.


  From behind me I was dimly aware of Toby's voice.


  "Hahn was able to tell us of a powerful new seagoing vessel the visser has built specifically for the purpose of locating the Pemalite ship. It is known as the Sea Blade."


  A horrible gurgling rose from Hahn's throat. "Cassie! Something's caught in his throat!"


  "A valve of some sort," she said. "It's malfunctioning. I tried to open it. Tried to keep it from closing further. I couldn't."


  Jara stepped forward and gracefully took one of Hahn's hands. "Hahn not die!" he pleaded. "Hahn come with Toby and Jara and be free!"


  "No, Father. It is time for Hahn to go Beyond. Our friends, Tobias and the others, will help us destroy the evil that is Visser Three. Help us avenge Hahn's death."


  With a terrible sob, Jara knelt and gently laid his bladed head on Hahn's body.


  And then there was one less sound in the barn. One less creature breathing.


  I moved away. Jara needed privacy. I turned to look up at the window in the rafters. Tobias's favorite passage into and out of the barn.


  The sky was beginning to lighten. Dawn was approaching.


  A new day. A day Hahn and the other mutated Hork-Bajir would never see.


  "Jake?"


  I looked back to Cassie. Opened my arms. She came to me and we held each other.


  We held each other until Toby and Jara had wrapped Hahn's body in blankets and taken him into the sunrise.


  Chapter 3


  



  It was after school the next day and we were in Cassie's barn. Where only hours earlier a mutated Hork-Bajir lay dying.


  "We have to go after the Sea Blade, period," Rachel said angrily. "We definitely can't let the Yeerks get hold of the Pemalite ship. Or Pemalite technology."


  "A plan would be nice," Marco said.


  <We don't know enough to make any plans,> Tobias argued from his usual perch and lookout in the rafters.


  Tobias is a nothlit. Someone who stayed in morph for longer than the two hour limit. Now he's a red-tailed hawk first, all other creatures second.


  Rachel gives him a hard time about staying hawk and not going back to being a regular human boy twenty-four seven. But the explanation is there if you want to see it. If Tobias gives up his ability to morph by trapping himself in human form, he's out of the fight. And he can't walk away from this war. He can't - or won't - abandon us.


  Tobias is Elfangor's son. Long story. Weird story.


  <Yes, though we can make use of the additional information we received from Toby's spies this morning,> Ax pointed out.


  Right after dawn I'd sent Ax and Tobias to the secret community the free Hork-Bajir had established. Their information was sketchy. Hork-Bajir, with the exception of Toby, are not the brightest species around. It's a little like asking a four-year-old to describe a movie.


  But we'd also tapped into the Chee network. The Chee are a whole different story. Androids are very good at description. The Chee didn't know much, but what they knew was different. They had seen different pieces of the puzzle.


  "What do we know? That's the question," Marco said.


  I nodded at Ax. "Ax-man? Give us a rundown."


  <We know very little. We can extrapolate and guess a bit more,> Ax said.


  I smiled. "So include the guesses and the extrapolation."


  <The Sea Blade is a new type of vessel. It can travel in the air and in the water. Most spacecraft can travel under water for a short distance, and with limited effect. But in order for the Yeerks to travel to Earth's deepest oceans they would need something radically different,> Ax said. <It seems likely that both in the air, and in the water, this vessel will be able to cloak itself from normal human sensors.>


  "It would have to," Marco interjected. "Too many subs out there in the deep, blue sea. There are still sensors all over the ocean floor from the Cold War."


  <Exactly,> Ax agreed.


  "Echolocation?" Cassie suggested.


  "Echolocation is a lot like what they call 'active sonar,'" Marco said. "You bounce sound waves off an object and listen to the echoes. But subs don't use active sonar, usually, because if you're 'pinging' someone with active sonar, they can hear you. Subs usually stick with passive listening."


  "Marco, are you just pulling all this out of the air? How do you know all this?" Rachel demanded.


  "Tom Clancy."


  I nodded, "Tom Clancy. The Hunt for Red October."


  "You should read something besides Glamour, Rachel."


  "So would echolocation work, or not?" Cassie demanded.


  We all looked at Ax. <Maybe. Maybe not. But it is all we have to work with.>


  Cassie chewed her lip. "I'm thinking giant squid, if we're going real deep. Or dolphins or whales," Cassie said.


  <The Chee have revealed the location of the Pemalite ship to us. It is deep, but not terribly deep. However, it is in an area designated as a Navy firing range. There are large numbers of exploded . . . and unexploded . . . weapons. Humans would be unlikely to frequent the area.>


  Tobias said, <Why don't the Chee just get to the Pemalite ship and move it before the Yeerks show up?>


  "The Yeerks will just keep looking," I said. "The Chee can't get into a game of hide-and-seek. Sooner or later they'd lose. And if the Pemalite ship is moving it's easier to detect."


  "We have to sink the Sea Blade," Cassie said quietly. "We have to sink it, destroy it. Make them regret ever thinking about invading the ocean."


  I shot her a look. It wasn't like Cassie to be bloodthirsty.


  She met my gaze, unflinching. "What they did to the Hork-Bajir was evil," she said. "Over the line. Way over the line. We need to teach them a lesson."


  I nodded. I understood her feelings. But this mission couldn't be about feelings.


  Marco said what I was thinking. "Hey, we don't teach lessons. And we don't do revenge. Besides, everything the Yeerks do is over the line. We stop them. That's what we do."


  Cassie looked unconvinced. Rachel was smirking in cocky agreement with Cassie. Rachel liked the idea of delivering a harsh lesson. I expected that from Rachel. But from Cassie it worried me.


  There were problems here for me, as the leader of this bunch of tired, stressed-out misfits. Tobias hated going into the water. Marco wasn't convinced it was necessary. Cassie was taking it all personally.


  Rachel and Ax were their usual selves. I sighed. Fairly typical: At any given point, on any given mission, maybe half the team was going to be difficult in one way or another. Including me, of course. Maybe especially me.


  "Echolocation," Cassie mused. "We've all got dolphin morphs."


  <Rachel and I have sperm whale morphs,> Tobias reminded us.


  "And we all do giant squid," Rachel said.


  "Not sure we want to deal with those guys again," Marco mumbled. "Creepy."


  "Whales are good. We need a morph we can control. Something intelligent. That can dive deep and do some serious damage to the Sea Blade," I said. "But let's face it. The chances of another sperm whale beaching itself just for the rest of us to acquire are pretty slim."


  "Of course!" Cassie snapped her fingers. "There's an orca - a killer whale - at The Gardens' SeaTown. They're calling him Swoosh."


  "Swoosh?" Marco repeated incredulously. "Who names these animals?"


  Cassie looked embarrassed. "Nike. They sponsored the exhibit. So they got to name the whale."


  "Okay," I said. "We need to get going. A) I contact the Chee and alert them to be ready to take our places. B) we carry out round-the-clock surveillance on the vicinity of the Yeerk pool. Try and spot any sign of this Sea Blade launching. C) we acquire the killer whale."


  "Easy," Marco mocked. "ABC. Just don't mention, D) we chase a super sub into the ocean, and E) try to destroy it before, F) they reach an alien spacecraft in the middle of, G) a bunch of unexploded bombs and shells that may get set off when the Yeerks try to, H) fry us with their Dracon beams."


  Rachel laughed and gave Marco a playful shove. "You're always so negative. Look on the bright side: Maybe the unexploded shells will, I) blow up the Yeerks, not us."


  Cassie wasn't joining in the graveyard humor. "Fifty Hork-Bajir subjected to horrible medical experiments," she said. "That's what this is about."


  Chapter 4


  



  <We've got a math test on Friday, Big Jake.>


  <Since when are you so concerned about school?> I asked. It didn't matter. We were just making conversation. Killing the boring two hours of our shift.


  I was at about fifty feet. Marco was another twenty-five feet or so higher, and two or three blocks to the east. We were two birds of prey, a falcon and an osprey, riding the thermals, floating on the cushions of warm air.


  <Since the math teacher married my dad. It's a crime, that's what it is. Had to be math. Couldn't have been some subject I can fake my way through. No. Has to be math. The answer is either the square root of pi or it isn't, dude, there's no bull factor. I can't say, "Well, I felt what the writer really meant was . . .">


  <The Chee who plays you will take the test.>


  <Exactly. And he'll get the grade I would have gotten. I don't want the grade I would have gotten. I want an A. But not a perfect A. A just barely there, A. She'd buy that. Maybe.>


  <You're assuming you won't be there for the test,> I said. <Way things are going . . . I mean, we got nothing.>


  Marco and I had been on patrol for an hour and a half. Our third day of floating in bird-of-prey morph, high above the area that concealed the Yeerk pool.


  The Yeerk pool is a huge, underground complex. A central dome bigger than a football stadium, plus tunnels and satellite areas. It stretches beneath part of the mall, and all the way over to the school, with a bunch of fast-food restaurants and car lots and streets in between.


  We knew the Sea Blade was in the Yeerk pool complex. Which meant, sooner or later, that it would emerge. How? When? Where? We didn't have a clue. And I was awfully sick and tired of getting a peregrine falcon's up close and incredibly personal view of roofs and trash and people in cars.


  In a few minutes Ax and Tobias would show up so Marco and I could demorph, remorph, and fly home. I was counting the minutes. I wanted to veg out and watch some TV. With weak human eyes.


  Let's see. What night was it? Was there anything on? I couldn't even remember what day of the - <Marco! I'm seeing something!>


  <You mean that girl in the bathing suit driving that Mazda?>


  <The vacant lot next to the Walgreen's, man!>


  I glanced up and saw Marco wheel around to come closer. I focused back on the empty lot. There was a fence around it. A fairly new chainlink fence armed with razor wire at the top.


  I cursed my own stupidity. Why hadn't I thought about that? Who would protect an empty lot with a new fence? It made no sense. Unless the lot wasn't so empty.


  <Shimmering? Is that what you mean?> Marco asked.


  <It's a hologram,> I yelled. <The sides are maintaining, but the top is breaking up.>


  It was the kind of thing that would have seemed so weird to me a while back. Before. Back when I lived a normal life. Now Marco yelled <hologram!> and I thought, Well, duh. Of course it's a hologram.


  The hologram showed the field. The empty field. Seen from any angle you'd see an empty, scruffy-looking rectangle of weeds and bare, tan dirt, rusty soda cans, and shredded McDonald's trash.


  But looking straight down from above, something else began to appear.


  Enormous! Two scimitar-shaped wings. A sleek body, built for speed. Not the elongated teardrop shape of a human sub. More like a Yeerk Blade ship, but with pustulelike pods extruding here and there around the hull.


  It was blacker than black. Like something carved out of anthracite. In the brief moments it was visible it seemed to drain the light from the sky. To absorb all color into its endless black depths.


  It rested on a rising platform. Like one of those hydraulic car lifts at a gas station. It was being lifted up through the roof of the Yeerk pool, up through an oblong tunnel cut through packed dirt and rock.


  And then it began to shimmer and fade, just as the hologram had done. A hum grew into a low roar that even passersby would have heard, except that the only traffic was cars rushing past.


  <It's going, man!>


  <Yeah. It'll head for the water.>


  <I'm on it,> I said.


  Marco didn't argue. Ospreys are fast. Peregrines are faster.


  <Get the others. Ax and Tobias should be here soon, you'll probably pass them. Send them after me. You get Rachel and Cassie.>


  I took off, heading for the sea. I'd need all the head start I could get.


  <How are we going to find you?> Marco said, his voice tense. He was already banking away toward home.


  <I don't know. Just get to the ocean as fast as you can. I'll . . .> SWOOOOZZSH!


  Straight up! The Sea Blade lifted up off the ground, rose like it was a Styrofoam stage prop being lifted by cables and strings. And all the while it was fading. It was an outline. A watercolor in faded colors.


  And then it was gone! Cloaked, invisible to the naked human eye.


  But not entirely hidden from the keen eyesight of the falcon. I couldn't see the ship itself. But I could make out a disturbance of the air.


  Like the waves rising off hot concrete on a brutally hot day. A caloric wave or something. And then the shimmering began to move off.


  I was already moving at full speed.


  <Jake! Remember. Less than a half hour in this morph!>


  No time to answer. I strained to gain a lead. But then it blew past, swirling me around, tumbling me through the air. I righted myself and followed in the wake of the Sea Blade. Followed the blasts of hot air being expelled by the engines. Followed the occasional shimmering waves of air. The brief glances of - something.


  I flapped harder. Faster. Still I was falling behind. We had calculated that a seaborne craft wouldn't be very fast through the air. It wasn't. But it was fast enough.


  Already I was fading. Stupid! I should have gotten more altitude. I should have stayed as high up as I could be. How many times had Tobias told me: Altitude equals speed. I could have been using gravity to speed me. Instead gravity was my enemy.


  A falcon struggling through the cool evening air was no match for the Sea Blade. The engines would not tire.


  But as long as I could keep it in sight . . .


  It traveled in a straight line. No tricks. No evasions. It flew straight for the beach. Suddenly it was over the sand and dunes. I was still flying hard and fast and way too low over beach bungalows and cheap motels.


  I wasn't going to make it. I was exhausted. My muscles screamed in pain.


  How many minutes did I have left in morph?


  I didn't know. Almost didn't care.


  I had to keep the Sea Blade in sight. Had to see which way it went once it went in. Had to at least know the general direction.


  Then . . . where was the heat? Had I lost the trail? Had the Sea Blade turned away at the last minute?


  No. It was powering down its air-breathing engines. Preparing to submerge. So close to shore?


  The ship suddenly stopped. The shimmering wave was all in one place. No longer moving. The ship was still cloaked, invisible, as it hovered over the evening ocean.


  Hit the water! I prayed.


  I was minutes from being a falcon forever. It might already be too late.


  For a split second a vague outline of the dark ship was visible on the ocean's surface. And then it was gone.


  Exhausted, I fell to the icy water and concentrated.


  And began to demorph.


  Morphing is never pretty. And when you're exhausted and freezing and wet, it's seriously less than fun. Strange sounds. Disturbing sensations. Not pain exactly - but not pleasure either. You know things are happening to your body that would not happen in the normal world. That should not happen.


  The demorph was fast. The falcon's natural buoyancy was suddenly replaced by my very human mass. Twenty, thirty, forty pounds of torso, legs and arms.


  Still growing!


  I slipped under the water. Kicked back to the surface. Choked and spluttered and breathed.


  I was Jake. But not for long.


  Chapter 5


  



  The contours of my body stretched! Shot out in every direction - up, down, forward and back, right and left.


  My forehead poured out in front of me like gravel from a dump truck. My eyes migrated to the sides of my head. My ears were swallowed up in blubber.


  Couldn't breathe! For a moment my throat closed. Then I felt cool, clean air again. Sucked in through the blowhole in the back of my neck.


  My legs twisted around each other like a fat stick of raspberry licorice. A twenty-five-foot-long stick of licorice!


  Just behind my blowhole a dorsal fin grew out of my spine and shot six and a half feet into the air. An enormous jet-black triangle, taller than my human self.


  My belly was a vast expanse of smooth white. My back was as black as a wet tire. My mouth filled with teeth the size of a hammer's claw head.


  I was sure I was going to fill the entire ocean before the morph was complete. For a panicked second my human brain wondered how something this big could float.


  And then I felt the stirrings of the orca's mind. Instincts were activated. Senses alerted brain centers.


  Threats? No. There were no threats. Threats could not exist. They were an impossibility. What could challenge my power?


  But prey? Ah, yes, prey could exist. Anything in the vast, endless, unmeasured ocean could be my prey. Anything bathed in seawater was my meat.


  I was bigger, faster, smarter, more dangerous than anything in the ocean. I was deadly, but not with the random, malevolent violence of the shark. I could plan. I could cooperate. I could think.


  In my mind were the templates, like schematics drawn with echo images. I saw the patterns of a pod of orcas moving together, communicating, working together to snare the swift sea lions, to shove the seals off their ice floes, to leap clear up onto the beach to drag a walrus to its doom.


  I saw all this, I the human. And I felt the shock of seeing the familiar in a strange place. Wolves work together, like the orcas. But the closest analogy to orca behavior was found much closer to home, among my own species.


  There was something very human about the killer whale's mind. Individualized, yet capable of becoming a part of a group. Capable, unlike so many creatures, of remembering a past, imagining a future.


  I sensed, deep within the orca mind, the images of my prey. The rubbery, swift-moving penguins and sea otters and sea lions and walruses. Even the dolphins. And, when they grew weak, when they had lost their force and their speed, the great whales themselves.


  I have inhabited many animal minds. The prey animals want to stay alive, to hide, to run, to find food, to find mates. The predators look for prey, for the weak and vulnerable. They mark and defend territories. They seek mates.


  Always they are simple, compared to humans. Almost always their minds are black and white, coded with simple behaviors for simple situations.


  In only a few have I encountered that strange mutation: intelligence. The capacity to see beyond fight or flee, yes or no, run or stand, kill or be killed. Only a very few species can think "If . . . then?"


  The orca was one. As smart as a dolphin. As smart as a chimpanzee. It occupied that highest, most narrow rung, just below Homo sapiens.


  I had encountered intelligence in a morph before. But there was something new here. New for me, at least. The orca was aware. Of me. Of something, someone directing its behavior.


  It knew, in some incomplete, simplistic way, that it was being controlled.


  <Let's go, big boy,> I said.


  No answer from the orca, of course. But that cool, appraising intelligence, though it was devoid of memory of learning, empty of all knowledge except the knowledge encoded as instinct, that intelligence watched me.


  I felt a shiver of fear. Ludicrous, of course. I was the orca, the orca could not hurt me. And yet, I felt the fear of any prey animal who finds himself under the gaze of the killer whale.


  I had a mission. I fired an echolocating burst of clicks.


  And suddenly there was a picture in my brain. Almost like an X ray. More like an Etch-A-Sketch drawing.


  Lines and contours representing the underwater world around me. The ocean floor, smooth, sloping away. A school of fish, too small to interest me.


  Then the picture was gone.


  I clicked again and it was back. But now the picture included the Sea Blade.


  Beneath me and further out to sea. Motionless. Almost as if it were waiting for me.


  I filled my massive lungs and dove. Deeper. Deeper.


  I clicked again.


  The Sea Blade had to know I was here. Its sensors would have heard the echolocating clicks. Its version of sonar would have painted me. And, unlike any human crew, the Yeerks knew enough to pay attention to strange animals.


  I could go after the Sea Blade myself. It was no more than a quarter mile away. But I doubted I could do much damage to the ship by myself. Let alone destroy it. If Marco and the others didn't catch up, though, I'd have no choice.


  We had no plan beyond trying to keep up with the ship, try and damage it. The hardest part had seemed to be merely keeping up. But the Sea Blade just sat there. Sat, unmoving, almost silent.


  How long till the others could catch up?


  I surfaced for a breath. And then I saw a swift shadow moving across the water. I rolled onto my side and looked up at the sky. There was a plane, a four-engine prop plane flying low, parallel to the beach. Flat gray. A military plane.


  As I watched, a cylinder slid out of the back of the plane and parachuted into the sea. Seconds later I heard the splash. And then a loud pinging.


  Of course! This was the Sea Blade's maiden voyage. The Yeerks were testing their new toy. The plane was a navy submarine surveillance plane dropping sonar buoys and relaying what they found down to the commander of the Sea Blade.


  Depressing to realize that the Yeerks could control a navy plane. But it had worked out well for me. The test had delayed the Sea Blade.


  I submerged and fired another round of echolocating clicks.


  I saw the outline of the Sea Blade. Clear and unmistakable. I fired another round, looking for . . .


  Wait! Something wrong. A whale?


  The Sea Blade was gone, and in its place the Etch-A-Sketch diagram of a large whale. It was huge. A humpback. Maybe even a blue whale. Precisely where the Sea Blade should have been.


  What was going on?


  A low hum. The sound of engines. The ship was moving away. But then, as I listened intently the engine sound became the slow whoosh, whoosh, whoosh of a whale's flukes, driving the beast through the sea.


  Then . . . behind me!


  Something big, fast! More than one.


  Something my orca brain recognized at once: a pod of killer whales.


  <Hey, Shamu! It's me.>


  Marco.


  <Is everyone here?> I said.


  <Yeah. Can't believe we found you.>


  <Where's the Sea Blade?> Rachel asked.


  <If you echolocate you'll sense a large whale moving away from us. You'll hear it, too. That, boys and girls, is the visser's new ship.>


  <Yes, that would be sensible,> Ax said. <They not only hide, they create a false picture for anyone who does happen to notice them. They have adjusted the energy absorption field to reflect the picture of a whale. Generating the sound signature is easy, of course.>


  <Perfect time for a surprise attack,> Rachel said. <We're like serious tonnage of battering ram here. And they're probably feeling pretty cocky.>


  <More tonnage on the way. Look who's joined us,> Tobias said.


  Two orcas. Not humans in morph. The real thing.


  I laughed. <I appreciate their support but I don't want them getting killed for our sake.>


  So far we were easily keeping pace with the Sea Blade. But sooner or later it would accelerate. Rachel was right. Now was as good a time as any.


  <Okay, we go for the stern. What seems to be the tail in your echolocation picture. Tobias, Rachel, Marco go left. Cassie and Ax with me.>


  We spread wide, seemingly a pod of orca going in two separate directions. We surfaced, Cassie, Ax, and me. We breathed deeply.


  <Let's go,> I said.


  It sounded so matter-of-fact. I'd begun to get used to giving orders. Probably not a good thing.


  We submerged and suddenly veered for the Sea Blade. Six whales hopefully hitting the engines. That had to hurt. Had to shake something loose. Had to bust a seam and spring a few leaks.


  Full power into our flukes, full speed, all that mass, had to hurt, had to do damage.


  Had to.


  A thousand yards. Five hundred yards.


  Only two hundred yards!


  I fired a burst of clicks. The Sea Blade/whale was different. Picture different. Like . . .


  <It's turning!>


  <He sees us!>


  The sub was coming straight for us. And it had dropped all pretense of moving at whale speed. The sub was coming for us at a sudden and accelerating fifty knots.


  Chapter 6


  



  TSEEEWWW!


  Dracon beam!


  A horrible shrieking! An inhuman scream of pain, silenced too abruptly. I fired clicks. Weird, impossible picture. Not six orca. Not eight. Nine.


  Nine.


  What?


  <Oh, God!> I cried.


  One of the orcas had been split lengthwise. There were two echo pictures where there should have been one.


  Sliced in half! Like a loaf of Italian bread cut open to make a sandwich.


  The two enormous halves of the whale began to sink toward the ocean floor. The water darkened, thickened with blood.


  Engulfed us! Billowed out from the torn halves of the massive creature.


  <Who was hit?> I cried.


  <Demorph!> Tobias yelled.


  <It's not me!> Cassie answered. <Ax! Marco!>


  <I am unharmed,> Ax answered.


  <I'm mentally destroyed. Tell me that didn't happen.> Marco. Relief. One of the real orca. Simple, dumb luck.


  Fear. One more shot and next time . . . No chance even to avoid the beam.


  No time to be afraid. Act! Do something, Jake!


  <Prince Jake!>


  TSEEEWWW!! TSEEEWWW!


  Another yellow beam lanced the murk, missing me by millimeters.


  <Jake! You've been hit!>


  Impossible! I hadn't felt . . .


  Another billowing red cloud surrounded me.


  And then I felt the pain. I clicked and saw a piece of the whale's body, my body, spiraling down, down. The top three feet of my dorsal fin! Shaved off.


  Clickclickclickclick.


  A different angle. I needed eyes not clicks! I needed to see!


  No. No, the orca chased down sea lions with its senses. It was enough. Calm down. Get a gr -


  TSEEEEEW!


  The Sea Blade moved again. It was over us now, a dark cloud raining killer beams.


  TSEEEWW! TSEEEWWW!


  <Prince Jake, you are losing too much blood! You must swim out of range and ->


  TSEEEWWW!


  Another foot-long slice of me was gone!


  Blood. More blood.


  What should I do?


  <What . . .>


  I was confused. Couldn't think straight.


  Thunk! Thunk!


  Two of us slammed into the sub. And for a moment the sub was visible to my blurred eyes. I saw the black wings, the engines, the blister pods.


  The firing stopped.


  <Good hit, Rachel.> Marco. His voice was far away.


  And from an even greater distance, Ax. <A very impressive dent, Tobias.>


  <Jake! You have to demorph! We have to get to the surface!>


  I clicked weakly.


  Was vaguely aware of a huge black-and-white body beneath mine, nudging.


  Cassie?


  <NOW Jake!>


  TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW!



  Deadly Dracon beams tore past us. I didn't care.


  Cassie lifted me ten, twenty, thirty feet. then was replaced by Ax.


  <Prince Jake, you must start your demorph immediately.>


  My shredded body rose. Slowly. Too slowly.


  Another twenty, fifty, one hundred feet.


  More than ten stories of water!


  Cassie spoke. <Jake, listen. Try to morph your upper body last. If your lungs go human at this depth you'll die.>


  <Cassie is correct. You must avoid decompression sickness. Start your demorph from your lower body.>


  Yes. Must avoid . . .


  Impossible! I wasn't Cassie. I didn't have the skill, the talent.


  <I'll get you through this,> Cassie said. <You have to hold two pictures in your head. See your legs. See the whale's head.>


  I concentrated. Willed myself to change.


  I am Jake. Human. Human.


  Then it began.


  Eight tons of killer whale began sucking in on itself. My giant girth contracted.


  I thought of feet. Legs. And felt my damaged tail go human. Becoming human feet, legs and -


  A torso!


  No! Not yet!


  <Form the pictures in your mind, Jake,> Cassie said, her thought-speak voice supehumanly calm.


  Still so deep! So far from the blessed surface.


  Fifty feet. Forty-five feet . . .


  Human lungs bursting. Straining!


  <See the pictures and hold on to them. Add details, see the slick black and white, see your own flesh, the little hairs, everything. The detail will hold the picture.>


  The pain - it would kill me!


  I felt Ax's orca body leave and once again, Cassie beneath me. Lifting the bizarre half-morphed body.


  Up. Up.


  Only seconds of life left . . .


  <Just a few more yards, Jake.>


  But i couldn't.


  I was fully human. Desperately struggling for breath!


  Flailing ridiculously on the back of a killer whale.


  I couldn't . . .


  Cassie's voice. Desperate now.


  <Jake! Roll over onto your belly. You're just back from my blowhole. I'm going to let my air out slowly for you to take in. Listen to me, Jake. It's your only chance!>


  Chapter 7


  



  I woke from a gray dream.


  Sprawled on the back of a killer whale.


  Breathing air from its blowhole.


  Carefully, weakly sucking a small mouthful of air at a time.


  But this was no dream. This was my nightmarelike reality.


  We breached.


  Cassie blew out the last of her air along with a froth of seawater.


  I started to slide off her slippery back. Grabbed onto her dorsal fin. Coughed and retched and spit out the water that had collected in my lungs.


  <Jake?>


  "I'm okay. I'm okay. I'm going to morph back to orca. You get back to the fight."


  <Take a minute. Rest,> Cassie said. <Please.>


  I shook my head.


  "Impossible. Tell everyone to take them in the belly. Hear me? From beneath! Now go!"


  I rolled off Cassie's great curved back and treaded water in the calm sea.


  I watched as she descended. As she dove back into the thick of the battle. And I wondered for about two seconds if I were doing the right thing.


  Then I looked up at the darkening sky and thought: killer whale.


  And within minutes I became an orca for the second time that night. Eight tons and twenty feet of oceangoing, deep-diving mammal.


  Below me I heard a panic of thought-speak. The confused, agitated babble you hear in old recordings of fighter planes in dogfights.


  I dove and clicked. And saw the Sea Blade. Saw my friends diving beneath it.


  Whoever was driving the Sea Blade knew who and what we were. He was diving, too. It was a race to the bottom. And by now we were far out to sea and the bottom was a mile below us.


  TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW!


  What had been random artillery practice was now a determined plan to eliminate the Andalite bandits.


  TSEEEWWW!


  Ax! His dorsal fin had been lanced clean off. There was a chunk missing from his side, like a fishmonger had sliced out a fillet.


  I felt something brush my side. A floating mass of black-skinned blubber. Whose? Watched as what seemed like gallons of blood poured from the ten-foot wound.


  <Ax! Get to the surface!>


  <No, Prince Jake. Forgive me for disobeying your orders. I will stay as long as I am able to be of service.>


  <Don't do something stupid, Ax,> I commanded. <Get out when you have to. That's an order.>


  <Jake, we can't get another clear shot!> Cassie cried. <The ship's too fast. We can't get under him!>


  <Yeah and this underwater Dracon beam thing is a slight prob . . . !>


  TSEEEWWW!


  <Aaaahhh! Aaaahhh!> Marco screamed.


  TSEEEWWW!


  Beneath us!


  And now, slowly, in shimmers and fades, the ship appeared. The cloaking devices were turned off and we could see it clearly. Or as clearly as the whale's eyes could see through dark water.


  It was a velvety black mass. Like some huge, dark predator animal. Hunkering down, ready to pounce. Dracon beams poised.


  Why had it appeared?


  No time to wonder. No choice. If we turned and ran we'd be cut up one by one. My plan was a disaster. Foolish. I'd led us all into a trap.


  No time for regrets. Better to do down fighting than to sit around and wait for death.


  <Okay,> I said grimly. <We'll give them what they want. All of us. We hit at the same time. Top speed.>


  Marco said an extremely rude word. I couldn't blame him.


  <It's what we came for,> Rachel said.


  <On the count of three,> I ordered. <One. Two. Three!>


  <AAAHHH!>


  We dove!


  Six big orca at top speed!


  Like a rushing, runaway train we powered down on the Sea Blade! Until none of us could have stopped if we'd tried.


  TSEEEWWW!


  <Aaahhhh!>


  TSEEEWWW!


  Staggering pain. No time. Move! Keep moving!


  Twenty feet. Ten. Inches.


  B-B-BOOOOMMMM!


  We hit!


  Pain seared through my head.


  I clicked and saw five mammoth whale bodies rolling away and off the ship, stunned.


  I rolled away. Couldn't see for a moment. My own blood clouded the water. Where was I? Where was the air?


  Then the blood cleared. I could see the Sea Blade, improbably above me. No, I was turned around. And the ship was on its side.


  The tail section of the Sea Blade was a mangled mess. The ship listed badly to the left. Black liquid poured from its fuselage.


  <We did it!> Cassie cried. <We destroyed the Sea - !>


  TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW!


  Yellow Dracon beams shot crazily out of the torn-up vessel! As if the ship itself was furious. Wounded and out of control.


  TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW!


  <UGGGHHH!>


  <AAAGGGHHH!>


  A hideous pain in my side!


  I clicked and saw an orca, belly sliced open. Guts spilling into the dark water.


  Another orca, both flippers gone!


  Suddenly, the water was opaque with blood and gore.


  <Up! Surface! Now!> I cried.
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  I dove under a bleeding orca and pushed.


  Felt another body under mine.


  Slowly, up. Up.


  <Demorph!> I commanded. <Start now! Everybody. We make smaller targets as humans.>


  <Jake . . . I can't . . .>


  Who was it who spoke? One or all of us? <You have to. That's an order.>


  I clicked and saw the Sea Blade below us. rumbling. Sinking! Disappearing behind the coral reef.


  We had defeated the Sea Blade. But had I condemned my friends to death in the process?


  Had I been so bent on avenging Hahn's death I'd taken foolish risks? Failed to make the right calls? Blundered in like a fool without a clue?


  Failed . . .


  Frantic thought-speak, all around me. But for some reason I couldn't make out the words.


  I tried to say something . . . and couldn't do that, either.


  I was losing consciousness. Had I been hit that badly? Had I begun my own demorph?


  I clicked and saw - nothing.


  Demorph! I told myself. Demorph!


  Vaguely I felt the changes begin. Or did I?


  Vaguely I felt a body beneath mine.


  And suddenly, I was being lifted with tremendous force toward the surface. Toward the beautiful night sky. Toward the heavens.


  <Jake! My blowhole!>


  Too late! I felt my small human body slipping, sliding.


  Into the water.


  Where I began to drown.


  SCHLUUP!


  What - !


  Suddenly I was imprisoned in a white-ribbed cage!


  Water rushed through the bars of the cage and over my drowsy body.


  And then - AIR!


  Glorious air!


  The cold, clean air woke me.


  Startled me back to bizarre reality.


  I lay curled in the massive jaw of an orca. A whale that was breaching, soaring fifteen feet above the surface of the ocean.


  And then -"AAAGGGHHH!"


  I was flying through that glorious air! Alone!


  The whale had let me go!


  Pah-LOOOSH!


  The father of all belly flops!


  Wind knocked out of me. Bruised. Disoriented, gagging on salt water. I thrashed wildly. A spindly human in an endless sea.


  There was no choice if I were going to make it.


  Brutally conscious, teeth chattering, body aching, I forced myself to morph the orca. A third me.


  <Jake? Are you okay?> It was Rachel. <Sorry I had to toss you around like that but you were drowning.>


  I clicked. Counted two sperm whales and three orca.


  <That's okay. Is . . . is everyone here?> I asked.


  <Yeah,> Tobias said. <Our real orca buddy took off a while back. We're here. We're remorphed. And we're ready.>


  Marco groaned. <I knew this night wasn't over.>


  <Rachel? A very sweet save,> I said. <Thanks. We have to make sure the Sea Blade is really out of commission. The last I saw it was still sinking. We locate it, assess the situation, take it from there. Everybody? Dive.>


  Again, into the darkness. Beyond the reach of the moonlight. Echolocation our only guide.


  <I don't see any sign of it,> Cassie said.


  <Maybe it drifted off?> Rachel mused. <I don't know. Is the current this far down strong enough to . . .>


  <Look!> I cried. <To the right. About three o'clock.>


  It was the Sea Blade. Still listing. Still leaking fuel. Hovering before what seemed to be a cave.


  We moved closer. As cautiously as the huge beasts could. Completely conspicuous.


  When we were still about a hundred yards away from the ship, we stopped.


  <The opening of that cave is far too narrow for the Sea Blade to get through,> Cassie observed. <They can't be hoping to hide, can they?>


  <Then what're they doing?> Marco said. <Taking a donut break? If Visser Three was on that sub he'd have bailed. There's got to be an escape sub or something on board, right?>


  <One would assume so,> Ax replied. <But none of us has seen another vessel . . .>


  <Ax-man,> I said suddenly. <Everyone? Straight ahead.>


  Through the waving underwater plants that grew around the mouth of the cave came three, four, five - creatures. Vaguely human in shape. Vaguely aquatic.


  <Okay a rescue crew?> Marco wondered.


  <From where?> I said.


  The five creatures surrounded the Sea Blade. Attached ropes or pulleys of some sort to the ship.


  WHHHOOOSSSHHH!


  The cave opened wide, simply spread apart.


  And then, with an impossibly swift motion, the creatures, whatever they were, drew the Sea Blade through the narrow opening of the sea cave!
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  <Well, that was weird,> Rachel said.


  <Not to mention impossible. How'd they do that?> Marco.


  <I think the bigger question is who did that?> Tobias said. <They definitely weren't human.>


  <Whoever they are, what do they want with the Sea Blade?> Cassie added.


  <Prince Jake?> Ax said, questioning, prodding me to decide.


  I was feeling like I'd made too many decisions in the last hour or so. Too many bad ones. And yet . . .


  <We follow,> I said. <Whatever those were, they could have been some new Yeerk host body or whatever. That may be some kind of Yeerk facility.>


  <Yeah, either that or Atlantis,> Marco said with a laugh.


  <We're too big in this morph,> Cassie said. <We might get in, but maneuvering inside a cave as an orca? Could end up being sardines.>


  <Suggestions, Cassie?>


  <Not the dolphin. Nothing that breathes air. Not in a cave. I think we need the hammerheads. Their electromagnetic capabilities might prove useful in an underground environment.>


  <Okay. Everybody to the surface and demorph.> We did.


  Four human kids, a hawk, and an Andalite.


  I looked at us, bobbing in the midnight ocean.


  My best friend. My cousin. My girlfriend.


  A nothlit and an alien.


  My friends.


  Bedraggled. Wet. Cold. Incredibly tired.


  Hair plastered to their heads. Lips blue. Bodies shivering.


  And I was asking them to do it again. Again!


  For the third or fourth time in less than an hour.


  To morph and dive deep, deep into the chilling dark ocean. To hunt down the Sea Blade.


  Sometimes I hate my life.


  "Let's go, boys and girls."


  Again my body shot out behind me. Sleekened. My legs melted together into a V-shaped tail. An elegant dorsal fin rose from my back.


  My skin became tough, rough. Sandpapery.


  My face . . . my face was not pretty.


  It flattened. Widened as rows and rows of teeth marched back toward my throat.


  My forehead spread to either side to form two tough fleshy wings.


  POP! POP!


  An eye appeared at the end of each wing.


  My head measured over two feet across!


  I could sense food. Prey.


  I wanted to kill it. Eat it.


  Not bother to swallow it first. Not consider what was sliding down my throat. Not care if it was another hammerhead . . .


  <Jake!> Tobias ordered. <Get a grip!>


  The human part of me shuddered. I'd grazed Tobias with my teeth. A thin red line appeared on his eleven-foot-long body.


  <Sorry, man. I must be tired. Let's go.>


  We dove back down to the sea cave. There was no trace of the Sea Blade.


  For one small moment I hesitated. And then I thought of Hahn. Anger's a pretty good motivator.


  Pride's a pretty good motivator, too. I was going to win this battle. The Yeerks weren't going to escape. Get them now and we wouldn't have to come back.


  I had all kinds of good reasons to go forward. No reason for turning back, except fear. And another feeling, like fear, but subtly different.


  That cave, those creatures, something about it all gave me the unholy creeps.


  <Here we go,> I said.


  I led the way through the narrow passageway. Inside the cave, through the giant undulating fronds of ocean plants that obscured, then revealed the opening.


  Darkness. Total and complete.


  Do you know what that means? Total and complete darkness?


  It's a darkness almost unimaginable to a bunch of kids used to seeing the night sky illuminated by neon and streetlights and stars.


  It's a darkness that swallows you. A darkness that makes you wonder if you're even alive. A darkness that deprives you of sight and - once you get over the freakiness of being totally and completely blind - makes all your other senses somehow more acute.


  <Whew! What is that - smell? Taste?> Marco said.


  <Fuel?>


  <Great. We're following the equivalent of a fleet of Greyhound buses down here.>


  <At least it means we're on the right trail,> I said. <The fuel's got to be from the Sea Blade.>


  <Probably not fuel,> Ax said. <This is not a human submarine. It is very unlikely to be powered by the incomplete combustion of the liquid remnant of decayed vegetation. That smell/taste is most likely coolant.>


  <Ah.>


  <Or possibly the waste from the onboard sanitary facilities.>


  <I vote for coolant,> Marco said.


  The tubular passageway seemed to be about nine feet in diameter. Tight. Too tight for the Sea Blade to have come through. But then the cave seemed to be adjustable.


  BONK!


  <Uh, guys,> I said. <We've got a dead end.>


  No more tunnel. Just a wall of rock.


  And five other hammerhead sharks coming to an abrupt, bumping halt in the dark.


  <Great,> Marco said brightly. <Okay. Party's over. Closing time. Everybody out. Just turn right around and . . .>


  <Marco?>


  <Yeah, I know, Rachel. "Shut up.">


  <Jake?>


  <We're going through that wall,> I said. <Just don't ask me how.>
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  <Now - any suggestions?> I asked.


  BBBBBZZZZZZZZZZZZ!


  <Yaaahh!> Marco cried. <What is that!>


  <I would venture to say there is an electrical field behind this wall,> Ax said.


  <Ugh. It feels like biting tinfoil with a mouth full of fillings!>


  <Rachel? How would you know what that feels like?> Marco said. <I always assumed you were a perfect specimen of oral hygiene.>


  <Never mind,> she snapped. <What do we do now?>


  I moved forward and nudged the wall with my nose.


  <That, I guess.>.


  Amazing.


  A thin horizontal line of light appeared in the center of the wall. In that profound gloom the light was almost blinding.


  <Ooookay. We are so not in Kansas anymore,> Marco said.


  The line grew to a rectangle. Then to a square. About four feet by four feet. And then the square rounded to form a perfect circle.


  Brighter greenish squiggles of light pushed out from the flat surface of the circle and formed rotating coils.


  <Psychedelic,> Tobias muttered.


  <I do not recognize this technology,> Ax observed. <Not Andalite. Not Yeerk.>


  <Not human,> I said. <What next?>


  Suddenly the coils of green light began to migrate toward the center of the circular panel. When they'd gathered in a bunch, they split.


  Opened like a mouth to reveal a tunnel beyond the wall.


  <Amazing,> Cassie said.


  <Disturbing,> Marco added.


  <Single file,> I said. <On me.>


  We swam through the opening in the wall. The mouth shut behind us. Sealed up as if it had never been there.


  <Well, that's not comforting,> Marco said.


  The water on the other side was marginally brighter. At least there was enough light for me to make out a right and left bank of muddy land along the "river" of water.


  I surfaced cautiously. And yes, there was a surface.


  <I'm going to demorph. See if this air is actually air.>


  I demorphed. The air was cool and humid but definitely breathable. The others joined me. We scrambled onto the puddled left bank of the watery passage.


  After a minute my human eyes began to adjust to the twilight atmosphere. There was a sense of impossible vastness about this space. Far larger than the Yeerk pool complex. Huge. Endless. A cavern that could have contained Manhattan.


  I blinked and squinted. The light, such as it was, didn't seem to have a source. No sun, no stars, no lamps, or stadium lights. It was more like a watery background glow.


  I could barely make out the faces of my friends at first. But then my eyes adjusted. They looked tired, scared, but definitely not beaten.


  I looked around and saw images appear, slowly becoming visible as my eyes adjusted. But what I saw was impossible.


  A few dozen yards away was a ship, A wooden ship. It had three tall masts. A single deck of gunports, eighteen in all, all open, all revealing the blunt snouts of old brass or iron cannon. The sails hung limp from most of the yards. The ropes and cables sagged. But nothing was as rotted as it should be. After all, no ship of this type had sailed in almost two hundred years.


  It rested in dry dock, on a massive cradle made of carved coral. "Coral?" Cassie said. "There's no coral near here."


  Marco gave her a look. "That's what bothers you? The coral? There's a whole three-masted frigate sitting there like it just floated in from the War of 1812."


  <And a crew,> Tobias said.


  "Say what?"


  <My night vision's not great, but I see men in the shrouds. And up on the yards.>


  "What do you mean, men?" I snapped.


  <I mean men. Dead men. Not moving. Not breathing. Just frozen in place.>


  "Okay, we're leaving," Marco said.


  "Weird," Rachel said.


  "Weird?!" Marco shrilled. "Weird?! There's a whole ship with a bunch of dead guys getting ready to raise sail and sing, 'yo ho, yo ho, a pirate's life for me,' in an underwater cave the size of Lake Erie, and your feeling is that's weird?"


  "Look down there," Rachel said, pointing downstream, past the frigate.


  Another shadow loomed. We walked toward it, under the lee of the frigate, oppressed by the sense of those tall masts and the shadowed, unseen dead who tended them.


  We moved on toward a ship different yet similar to the first. This, too, was a sailing ship. But older. It was rounder, the masts shorter. There was a sort of ornate castle built up on the stern.


  <Spanish galleon?> Tobias speculated.


  Here, too, the ropes were slack, the sails hung like sheets on a clothesline on a dead calm day. And here, too, Tobias reported on bearded faces, empty eyes.


  "Look, I don't know about anyone else, but I believe in listening to my instincts. And my instincts are saying, 'You've done enough, Marco. Go home. Play with the stupid poodle. Do some homework.'"


  "I get the same feeling, Marco," I said. "But we almost got killed trying to take out the Sea Blade. I don't want a rematch. I want it sunk. I want to know it's sunk."


  <And this is certainly a fascinating phenomenon> Ax added.


  We walked past the galleon. And yet another ship waited for us. Smaller, sleeker.


  <PT boat,> Tobias said.


  And on we walked, feet thick with mud, hearts beating in slow, leaden rhythm.


  "That's not a ship, that's a wall or something," Rachel said.


  "It curves outward toward the top," Cassie pointed out. "But it's too big to be a ship, isn't it?"


  "Tobias?" I said.


  He flapped up and kept flapping. Out of my sight. I waited anxiously. Then he swooped back into view and settled on Rachel's outstretched arm.


  <It's an aircraft carrier. It's an entire aircraft carrier. Japanese. There's a Japanese flag. That is an entire, World War Two, Japanese aircraft carrier. Impossible!>


  "They'd have flares. We could use some light. Also weapons," I said. "Might be worth taking a look. Is there an easy way up?"


  <Around the far side. There's an actual staircase. Weirdly proportioned steps, but definitely steps.>


  "Let's go."


  We crossed beneath the overhang of the bow, as tall as an office building. And there, as Tobias had said, was a staircase.


  "Think we need to buy a ticket?" Cassie wondered idly.


  I led the way up the steps. It was a long climb. But then, at last, I stepped out onto the flight deck of an aircraft carrier. Two Japanese planes waited. Looking like they could take off for Pearl Harbor at any second.


  The pilots grinned.


  Dead.


  The flight deck was as long as a football field. Almost as wide. I led the way to the superstructure. I didn't want to see what was inside. I felt vulnerable in human morph, but we were all exhausted from multiple morphing. And we had Ax. The reassuring, delicate clop clop clop of his hooves was loud in the dense silence. And though he was probably as exhausted as us, his tail could handle most threats.


  I opened an oval hatchway. Swung it outward. Jumped back.


  There were lights on inside!


  "Ax? Up front."


  I felt cowardly putting Ax forward, but he did have four eyes. He could see in all directions and react faster than I could.


  He stepped gingerly through. <It appears deserted.>


  I followed him. Down a narrow hallway. Pipes clustered thickly on the ceiling and occasionally plunged down the walls. The floor was steel, the walls steel.


  Ax pushed open a second hatch and stopped. He said nothing. Just stared with all four eyes.


  I leaned over him.


  It was a fairly large room. At one end a low, raised platform. A map was on the wall. A chart of some sort.


  Facing the platform were seats, like the seats of an old theater. Several rows. Perhaps two dozen seats in all. And in each seat, facing forward, dead men.
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  "They're dead," I said unnecessarily.


  "Are you sure?" Rachel said in an oddly small, thin voice.


  <They'd have to be. How could they . . .> Tobias's logic trailed off.


  <If you like, I will examine the bodies, Prince Jake.>


  "Good idea," I said. "You do that, Ax."


  "Ax is the man," Marco mumbled.


  His hooves ka-klunking on the painted metal deck, tail blade angled forward, poised for attack, Ax stepped through the narrow doorway.


  Cassie went with him. I guess this was a medical situation, to her.


  Ax leaned one of the bodies forward gently, respectfully. Cassie looked at what he was showing her and gasped. The two of them came back.


  <They are dead humans,> Ax stated. <They have been preserved. Stuffed with a substance I cannot identify without further, more detailed examination, and sewn up the back with a stringy vegetative material.>


  "I am so out of here," Marco said. "Jake, we have to go. Now."


  "Marco? Shut up," Rachel said, but more like she was trying to quiet her own fears.


  "Mummies? Like, what? Like Egyptian mummies?" I asked, feeling stupid.


  "Sewn up the back," Marco muttered. "Who cares what style? Dead is dead."


  "The bodies are in remarkable condition," Cassie said, sounding like she was talking from some other place, not connected to her own body.


  <I am unable to identify the culture or people responsible for this, Prince Jake. This is so irrational and strange that I assume it must involve humans.>


  Two dozen Japanese pilots gazed sightlessly at a briefing map. Ready for the attack. Where? Pearl Harbor? Midway? Some forgotten battle?


  They'd been the enemy then. Didn't look or feel like the enemy now.


  "Let's get out of here. Back out on deck."


  I felt marginally better outside.


  SCREEEEECCCHHH!


  Instinctively, I ducked.


  A seagull! The bird swooped only inches above our heads and landed on the metal railing bordering the deck.


  "Look at the eyes on that thing!"


  The creature I thought was a seagull was not a normal seagull.


  Its eyes were enormous. They covered the entire sides of its head and touched over its beak. And unlike a normal seagull's eyes, this bird's eyes were bright blue.


  <Eyes adapted to a perpetually dim environment?> Tobias guessed.


  As if in response the bird squawked, spread its wings, and took off.


  "Are we certain the Sea Blade came through this Museum of Lunacy?" Marco said. "Cause I, for one, am all for bailing."


  I frowned. "No, we're not sure. But we have to assume it did. And our mission's still the same."


  "Destroy the Sea Blade before Visser Three finds the Pemalite ship," Rachel said.


  "And avenge Hahn's death," Cassie added softly.


  "Let's go airborne," I said. "It's probably safer and we can cover more ground. Tobias, stay hawk. Everyone else, go owl."


  Owl. A morph I hoped would allow us to see more clearly in the dim light.


  To explore silently.


  To defend ourselves if we had to against mutant seagulls and whatever other odd creatures we might find.


  Whatever other live odd creatures.


  A few minutes and we were off again. We followed the river further into this macabre underwater world.


  Hundreds of ships for countless square miles!


  German U-boats. A 1930s vintage tramp steamer. Pieces of junked motorboats. A Polynesian raft.


  Rows of periscopes. Broken hulls. Propellers. Ships' wheels. Rudders and radar equipment. Deck furniture from luxury ocean liners.


  And bodies.


  Preserved pilots and passengers. Eighteenth-century European crew and twentieth-century tourists. Whalers. Fishermen.


  <It looks like a collection,> Cassie said. <Almost orderly. Deliberate.>


  <Yeah. Mr. Psycho's Nautical Toy Box and Graveyard,> Marco added grimly.


  <Or a sicko director's movie set,> Rachel said. <is anyone else expecting to run across, say, the Titanic?>


  <These ships and boats are from everywhere,> Marco pointed out. <Atlantic, Pacific. Thousands of miles away. That galley has to be from the Mediterranean. This is impossible.>


  With my keen owl's eyes I detected a slight glow a few hundred yards ahead. As we got closer to the light I saw that it was coming from the far end of a narrow tunnel.


  A tunnel into which the nautical graveyard and the river was rapidly narrowing.


  <What now, Jake?> Rachel asked.


  I hesitated again. But only for a moment.


  To go on was to lead my team - my friends - further into the unknown. And from what we'd just seen on the Japanese carrier, there was a good chance the unknown was seriously weird.


  And probably very dangerous.


  Or go back. Turn around.


  Forget the search for the Sea Blade. Leave it to chance whether Visser Three ever found the Pemalite ship. Stole its secrets. Used those secrets to further the Yeerk invasion of Earth.


  The visser. The Abomination responsible for the sickening recent torture and murders of Hahn and forty-nine other innocent Hork-Bajir.


  <Keep going,> I said.


  Twenty-five feet from the light. Fifteen. Ten.


  <What the - !>


  <Whoa!>


  WHHHOOOSSSHHH!


  Sucked through to the other side!
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  <AAAHHH!>


  Tumbling through the air, feet over head, flapping frantically to regain control!


  Five owls and one hawk slapping each other with wings, scratching each other with outstretched talons, awkwardly bumping and twirling.


  <AAAHHH!>


  I righted myself. Blinked.


  <Whoa. Everybody okay?>


  <That was kinda fun.> Marco.


  <Right,> Cassie said. <Like being caught in a clothes dryer. Or a tornado.>


  <Yeah, we're fine, Jake,> Rachel answered.


  <Okay. What fresh hell is this?> Tobias said dryly.


  It took me a minute to focus. To see the differences between this place and the hideous ship museum we'd just left.


  It was a city. Sort of. A series of interlocked buildings. Like one of those ancient Indian cliff dwellings made of adobe. Only this city was made from various parts of ships and boats. Massive prows jutted out, tankers, battleships, passenger ships, sailboats. Lifeboats were hoisted up the sides of ships to become terraces. Ships' propellers turned slowly, drawing air into monstrous steel fortresses.


  The entire back half of an oil tanker had been planted vertically, so that the ship appeared to have sunk bow downward in the ground. There were gun barrels welded together to form pipes leading from this bizarre water tower into the city.


  Several dozen World War I and II vintage submarines were stacked three high. The conning towers and sterns had been sliced off and now revealed only oversized doorways. Maybe they were some sort of storage. A warehouse made of dead subs.


  From the center of the city rose a fantastic tower. It was a visual trip through the history of technology. At its base it was constructed of massive iron cannon, welded and bolted upright deck upon deck, rising perhaps thirty feet. All of it was covered in hammered gold and silver, a billion-dollar skin. After that the building materials began to change. Heavy iron plate. Smoke stacks. Massive guns. Steel pipe. Another twenty or thirty feet. And then lighter construction: aluminum sheathing, wire, computer consoles, the tubes of burned out missiles.


  The city hummed with the sound of engines. Dim lights burned, here and there. And the air smelled of oil and smog.


  <Just when we thought things couldn't get any weirder,> Rachel muttered.


  <This is amazing,> Marco said.


  <It's like a set for that movie, The Island of Lost Children,> Cassie said. <Or like - Peter Pan or something.>


  <Yeah,> Marco said. <You know, I thought I was joking when I said we might find Atlantis.>


  <Kind of skanky for Atlantis.>


  <Prince Jake? Ahead. On that - corner. Creatures. Beings. Not,> he hastened to add, <any species with which I am familiar.>


  <The people who stole the Sea Blade,> I said.


  They were approximately human in size and shape. Two adults and one child. Wearing loose, simple garments. Kind of old-fashioned for Earth. Like togas. Like something the ancient Romans wore. And . . .


  <Their skin is blue - not that we haven't seen that before,> Rachel said, glancing at Ax. <Kind of cool, actually,> she added. <But I have to give a "thumbs-down" to the oily look.>


  <Jake?> It was Cassie. <Look at their necks. They're . . . they're gilled.>


  <And webbed,> I said grimly. <Feet and hands.>


  <And the eyes. They're oversized, like the ones on the seagull,> Tobias noted.


  <Not a bad body on that one,> Marco said.


  That earned him stares from all of us.


  <What? What? I can't compliment a fish girl?>


  <We come here chasing Yeerks and we end up with this?> Cassie wondered. <Is this good luck or bad luck?>


  <It's our luck,> Rachel said dryly.


  <Let's take a closer look,> I said. <I don't think the Sea Blade is ever leaving here. But let's be sure. And let's be careful.>


  I opened my wings and flew, silent as only an owl is silent. My owl's eyes easily pierced the murk and gloom. It was noon on a sunny day to me.


  Over the city walls. I had to force myself to focus. This was a find beyond imagining. A city, a species, all right here on earth. Here for a long time, judging by the collection of ships.


  It was beyond belief. And yet real.


  And dangerous, I reminded myself. These people, whoever they were, had stuffed and preserved Viking and Roman warriors, pirates and Royal Navy officers, Japanese carrier pilots and U.S. Marines.


  Maybe all those bodies had been dead, drowned before these creatures got hold of them.


  And maybe not.


  We swept across the city, silent visitors from another world. A squadron of terrestrial predators.


  The city was alive and active. There were men and women - if those terms applied - walking along narrow streets. There were workers trundling wheelbarrows or driving forklifts.


  There was building going on. I had to look away from the painful blaze of arc welders.


  The "river" flowed by the city, then turned and flowed right beneath the walls, through the city, bisecting the weird jumble into two unequal halves.


  And there, in the middle of the town, tied up at a dock, was the latest ship to be brought here.


  The Sea Blade.


  <Let's land,> I said.


  <There's a good perch over there, on the tower,> Tobias said. <Looks like a wooden mast. And a crow's nest.>


  <Well, look what we have here,> Marco said. <The visser's new toy, tied up and ready to be stripped for parts.>


  Just beside the Sea Blade stood a bulky pyramid-shaped structure, towering over every other structure in view.


  Steam belched randomly from hundreds of turbines that somehow had been attached to small shelves of stone. Shelves that formed a sort of natural staircase to the flattened top of the structure.


  <Uh, geography isn't my best subject,> Marco said. <History, either, for that matter. But is anyone thinking what I'm thinking? Aztec? Mayan? Inca? General South or Central American primitive style pyramid?>


  <Except for the metal chimneys, yeah,> I replied.


  <Because you two guys are experts on pyramids,> Rachel sniped.


  I focused on the dock.


  <Hork-Bajir,> I said. <Look.>


  Emerging from the Sea Blade was a line of seven-foot-tall Hork-Bajir. Twenty-five or so. Being herded along by about ten of the blue, gilled creatures wielding a motley collection of primitive spears and new, automatic weapons.


  Hork-Bajir. The visser's crew. Manacled to each other, ankle to ankle, shuffling along, heads bowed. Hands tied in front. Being led into the base of the stone pyramid structure.


  <No Visser Three?> Tobias said.


  <Not that I can see,> I answered grimly. <He may not have been aboard.>


  <Or maybe he's already a prisoner,> Cassie suggested.


  <Maybe he escaped capture,> Rachel countered. <Morphed to something small and slipped past the B.G.'s. We've done it often enough.>


  <B.G.'s?> Ax wondered.


  <Blue Gills. B.G.'s.>


  <Weren't they a group, like a long time ago?> Tobias asked.


  <Prince Jake? There are only twenty of your minutes remaining in this morph.>


  It didn't take long to size up the situation. The Sea Blade had been captured. Its crew taken prisoner. Visser Three. . . . Well, it didn't look good for him, either.


  No doubt the Sea Blade and its crew would become the latest exhibit in the gallery of ships.


  And when the visser was captured, he'd become the city's most popular circus act. Night after night, until his traveling supply of Kandrona ran out, forced to morph, demorph, and remorph to crowds of hooting gilled creatures.


  Maybe. I could dream, anyway.


  Not my problem. The Sea Blade was down. Gone. Maybe Visser Three, too.


  This was a victory. A major one, no less because it was handed to us by the B.G.'s.


  Time to be thankful and to get out fast.


  <Okay. We've seen enough. We're out of here. Let's find someplace to demorph then remorph. Then we go home.>


  Chapter 13


  



  We flew away from the city toward an open expanse empty of buildings - and, hopefully, of the blue, gilled creatures.


  The light grew dimmer away from the heart of the city. I could more clearly see the dome of the vast cavern. Pinpoints of what had to be artificial light dotted the "sky" but became duller the further we flew. Wide streaks of charcoal-colored cloud obscured many of these "stars."


  We flew away from the busy streets of the city until we reached miles of fields. Rubbery tangled vines of green, yellow, and aquamarine covered the ground like a thick, dense blanket of writhing snakes.


  <What is that crap? Rubber snakes?> Marco commented nervously.


  <It does look kind of - alive, doesn't it?> Cassie said.


  We landed several feet apart. All except Tobias, who remained airborne as our lookout.


  My talons gripped the slimy stems and my wings remained slightly flared for balance. The stems bobbed with the weight of the owl's body but held.


  <I believe these plants are growing in water,> Ax said.


  <Kind of like water lilies? Their pads can hold the weight of big fat frogs,> Cassie said.


  <See?> Rachel said. <Nothing to be afraid of. Just plants. Bizarre plants, but . . .>


  <Just demorph everyone.>


  Within minutes we were four kids and an Andalite. Balanced precariously - especially Ax - on the shifting floor of seaweed. About to morph again to owls and join Tobias above. About to fly out of this place, this hidden nightmare.


  <Jake! Watch out!>


  "What the . . . !"


  A heavy weight like a prickly blanket was thrown on my head and shoulders and back. I fell to my knees. My body rocked and bobbed as if I'd been tossed on a waterbed.


  "Jake!" Cassie cried. "What's happening?"


  We'd been captured! Netted! The five of us, a tangled mass of arms, legs, hooves, and tail.


  "Not good, Jake, my man," Marco mumbled. "Just got a mouthful of seaweed over here."


  "Everyone. Stay calm," I ordered.


  "Calm?" Rachel hissed. "Battle morphs and we're outta here!"


  "No!"


  Then I saw our captors. Three, six - ten of the large-eyed, blue, gilled creatures. They pulled the net tight around us, shoving limbs back through the net's open weave. Finally looping the ends of the net together. They worked silently and swiftly.


  <Jake!> It was Tobias. <They came up out of the seaweed. I didn't . . . they were so fast . . . I'll follow them and find a way to break you out.>


  Stupid of me. I had Tobias watching the skies. But this was a world of water.


  Now they began hauling us across the vines, bouncing, sinking into the water, then back up again. I was shoved into Ax, practically in his belly, my arms tangled with his legs.


  "Ax, answer Tobias," I ordered in a whisper. "Tell him it's okay. Tell him to stay out of sight. And to be careful."


  Ax transmitted my message via thought-speak.


  WHUUUMMPPF!


  Tossed almost upside down!


  "Ow," Cassie muttered. "Ow, ow, ow."


  "Jake, this is insane!" Marco said. "Rachel's right. Let's bust out of here. Now! No way these guys are going to be able to haul a bag of gorilla and grizzly!"


  WHUUUMMPPF! WHUUUMMPPF! WHUUUMMPPF!


  "We don't know where the visser is," I said. "Don't know what Hork-Bajir might still be loose. We don't even know if these guys might be infested," I said in between getting mouthfuls of dank water.


  My knees were crammed into my chest and my left arm was already going numb. But as uncomfortable as I was - as we all were - I knew we just couldn't risk morphing. Not out in the open, in full view, with the visser on the loose.


  <I would be happy to sever the net with my tail blade and free us, Prince Jake,> Ax said tightly. <You and the others would not have to morph.>


  "No. Not yet anyway. We don't want a fight with these guys. They're civilians, as far as we know. We don't know what we're up against. We wait. Watch."


  "I hope you're right about this, Big Guy," Marco muttered.


  WHUUUMMPPF! WHUUUMMPPF! WHUUUMMPPF!


  So did I.


  Chapter 14


  



  Across the field of bobbing seaweed. Back into the heart of the city. Across the splintery wooden dock. To the large doorway at the base of the pyramid structure.


  Dragged like a sack of potatoes. Or garbage.


  We were bruised. Battered. Cut.


  Afraid.


  Yanked across the threshold. Then pulled across a cold, slimy stone floor. The passageway was dark.


  From somewhere in the distance I heard a shrill cry.


  The voice was Hork-Bajir. In pain.


  "Is that . . ."


  "Yeah," I whispered.


  I was now pretty sure I'd made the wrong decision.


  They hauled us to the center of a large room.


  WHUUUMMPPF!


  And unceremoniously dumped us out of the net.


  There was no chance to prepare for who or what we might meet. The room was dim. Lit by the same strange, pinpoint light source we'd seen first in the gallery of ships.


  But the room wasn't so dim that I couldn't see a throne against the far wall.


  "Real velvet?" Rachel whispered. "I'm impressed."


  The cushions were purple. The throne itself was gold, encrusted with pearls and colorful shells. Or pretty good imitations of the real things.


  And on the throne sat another of the blue, gilled creatures.


  A woman. Dressed in a loose gown woven, I guessed, from some sort of plant. It had a rubbery look not unlike the vegetation we'd just been dragged across. Around her neck were draped ropes and ropes of pearls.


  "So do we kneel or bow or scrape our foreheads on the floor?" Marco muttered. "I mean this is some kind of a queen, right?"


  Ax stepped forward, tail blade partially raised. At the ready but respectful.


  On either side of the woman stood a line of ten guards. Blue, gilled men armed with an assorted collection of spears and handguns. One carried a bow and arrow. Another carried a.50caliber machine gun with an ammo belt draped over his shoulder. Another a mace, at least I think that's what they were called, a club with an iron head studded with spikes. One had a matched set of beautiful, ornate dueling pistols.


  The woman squinted her huge, tennis-ball-sized eyes.


  Think of an orange cut in quarters. Each eyelid was the size of one of those quarters.


  Then she cocked her head and spoke. "Ni hau."


  "That's Chinese," Cassie whispered. "But I don't know how to answer."


  The woman spoke again. "Hvordan har De det?"


  "Scandinavian?" Rachel wondered. "I wish she'd try a Latin-based language. I wouldn't be able to answer, but I could at least try and fake it."


  The woman shifted impatiently on her cushioned seat. "Guten tag. Wei geht es Ihnen?" she demanded.


  "Okay, that's German," Marco said under his breath. "We're getting closer. Some similarities to Eng -"


  "Bonjour!" she cried.


  "Uh, bonjour, madame," I blurted. "Parlezvous I'anglais?"


  "Of course," she replied arrogantly. "Since the latter half of the twentieth century English has been considered the international language of commerce and intellectual discourse on the Surface. As Surface-Dwellers you must know this."


  In a day full of weird, this was one of the weirder moments. She was a blue-skinned, gilled woman with webbed feet and eyes the size of Whoppers, and she was lecturing me in flawless English.


  "Attitude?" Marco muttered. "From a queen? Now there's a surprise."


  "I am indeed the queen of the Nartec," the woman declared, rising from the throne. "My name is Queen Soco. And my hearing is quite acute."


  "My . . . my friend means you no disrespect, Queen Soco," I said quickly. Placatingly. Remembering the shackled Hork-Bajir. The cry of the Hork-Bajir. The mummified crews and passengers. The Japanese flyers sitting there in a mockery of a briefing.


  "Good. Because it is usual for visitors to our kingdom - I am assuming you are not trespassers here to do us violence? - to behave with the proper decorum."


  "Yes, Queen Soco. We are visitors from the, uh, Surface. We, uh, we come in peace," I said. Feeling like I was Captain Picard in some old episode of Trek. Acting all calm and polite and respectful on the outside, while inside I was tense and alert - and afraid.


  "You are the leader," Queen Soco stated. "You speak for the others. Good."


  SLAAAP! SLAAAP!


  With wide, webbed hands, she clapped twice.


  "I require that you be my guests this evening at a traditional Nartec feast," she went on. "I want to know how you came to the land of the Nartec. And I am extremely curious as to the four-legged blue creature that seems to accompany you as a pet."


  Ax stiffened.


  "The creature is quite magnificent."


  Ax relaxed. About an inch.


  Queen Soco gestured to the door behind us. An armed male Nartec came forward and stood beside us.


  "In the meantime, Naca will be happy to escort you on a tour of my palace. Within these walls you will see many wonders of the Nartec civilization."


  "Thank you, your highness," I said.


  Marco raised his eyebrows at me.


  What else was I supposed to say? What was I supposed to do? I was stalling. Waiting.


  The guard called Naca gestured for us to precede him to the door. I turned to go - and was stopped by Queen Soco's loud and final words.


  "Do not attempt to escape, Surface-Dwellers. That is not a suggestion. It is an order."


  Chapter 15


  



  We sat around a large round, massively constructed table made of salt-weathered beams. No doubt cut from one of the more badly destroyed wrecks the Nartec Searchers had found and hauled back to their bizarre city. It might be a hundred years old. Or twice that old.


  Our chairs were constructed of odd pieces of lumber. Cobbled together timber. A few sported patches of cracked leather on the seats and seatbacks. One was decorated with an inlaid pattern of cracked and dirty mother-of-pearl.


  Those sitting nearest the queen, at the head of the table, sat in a bizarre collection of deck chairs and captain's chairs.


  Plates heaped with raw fish sat before us on the table. Some of the fish were whole. Eels. Small sharks. Octopus. Others were cut up into chunks, kind of like sushi. A few stainless steel bowls, no doubt some fairly recent salvage, were filled with seaweed. Each of us had a mug of something green.


  Marco held up his mug for me to see. His still had a shadow of a logo emblazoned on it. Russian letters and the outline of a nuclear sub.


  We were unwilling guests at this traditional Nartec feast. I mean, how comfortable can you feel when you're making a command appearance and doing it under the watchful eyes of at least fifty armed guards standing at attention all around the room.


  Trapped. We couldn't run and we couldn't morph. Not while the Nartec watched.


  Not while Visser Three was possibly still on the loose.


  He could be anywhere. In this very room. Morphed to some tiny watchful creature. Waiting to make his own escape.


  Wondering what humans were doing in the world of the Nartec.


  Putting two and two together. Remembering the whales that had damaged his precious Sea Blade.


  Realizing the "Andalite bandits" were not Andalites after all.


  Stupid! I should have thought of it, should have realized that morphing and fighting our way out of the nets was the lesser of two dangers. Had I been drawn here by my own curiosity? Had I fallen prey to my own fascination with this impossible place?


  Should have fought our way out. If a few Nartec were hurt . . .


  Should, should, should. I hate the word.


  I glanced at Rachel. Her lips were set in a thin line.


  Cassie's eyes were wary.


  Marco grimaced at the pile of fish in front of him.


  And where was Tobias!


  Captured? Held in another part of the palace?


  Would we suddenly hear the tortured screech of a red-tailed hawk, as we'd heard the screams of Hork-Bajir?


  Queen Soco took a sip from her cup and then fixed us with her wide round eyes.


  "Now that you have seen the wonders of my palace, I am sure you have many questions to ask. What would you like to know about the Nartec, Surface-Dwellers?"


  <Perhaps you should ask her to explain the origin of her people, Prince Jake,> Ax said privately. <The story might provide valuable information that will help us understand our present situation. And make possible our escape.>


  It was a good idea. And about the only one we had.


  I asked.


  She folded her arms over her chest. Closed her eyes and kept them shut for a long minute while I sweated and wondered if I'd committed some offense.


  Then she opened her eyes again, but kept her gaze elevated. It was a ritual, I realized, seeing the respectful reactions of the other Nartec.


  "This is the story our people have told since the Beginning. This is the Sacred Truth, told again and again, down through the ages. The Sacred Truth of the Kings and Queens of the Nartec."


  I had the feeling Marco was suppressing a desire to make some sarcastic remark. I shot him a hard look. He contented himself with only rolling his eyes ever so slightly.


  "Many thousands of years ago, the Nartec lived on an island in the middle of the Great Ocean," Queen Soco intoned. "Very slowly, subtly, over time, the island began to sink. Each generation built higher and higher walls around the island to keep the Great Ocean from swallowing the people. With each passing year the walls became higher, higher - hundreds of feet tall. Marvels of engineering!"


  The Nartec nodded in agreement. A silent chorus playing its part.


  "Still, it was inevitable that the pressure of the Great Ocean would cause these protective walls to wear and to bend. Closer and closer they grew until the top of each wall met the top of another and formed a ceiling to our world.


  "Then the Great Ocean closed over the Nartec. The island continued to sink. Perhaps it is still sinking."


  Queen Soco paused to eat a small hunk of white fish.


  <A strange and improbable tale of origin, Prince Jake,> Ax commented. <Obviously it has become distorted over the years of telling until now it is more myth or legend than truth.>


  I nodded to Ax, and Queen Soco went on.


  "What is important is that the Nartec did not die," she said. "We adapted to our new underground, underwater world. Over time we discovered alternative sources of light. Like that produced by the narna rocks that blanket our roofs and ceilings.


  "And, of necessity, our bodies changed, too. At an impressively rapid rate. We became amphibious by an act of supreme will."


  Ax commented privately. <Even without the necessary experimentation, I am fairly certain the light produced by the "narna" rocks Queen Soco mentioned is radioactive. No doubt this radioactivity hastened the rate of the Nartec's mutation.>


  I nodded again slightly to show Ax I'd heard.


  "Thus did we come to build this magnificent city. Thus did we survive and prosper. And thus did we come to be the rightful rulers of the One Ocean and all lands touching her."


  The crowd nodded and seemed satisfied. They sat back, relaxed and began to eat again.


  Queen Soco took another drink from her cup and continued. Her voice was less formal now. She met my gaze.


  "Of course the Nartec continue to study the technology of sunken oceangoing vessels constructed by the Surface-Dwellers. We study construction techniques and food storage methods. We learn of navigational equipment and other electronic devices that might be of use to us. From the large oceangoing pleasure boats we learn about the changing styles of Surface clothing and furnishings and recreational activities. And if there are survivors of the wrecks that bring these vessels to us, we study them, too. That is, until we have learned all we need to know from them."


  "Here it comes," Marco mumbled.


  "And then?" I asked. Though I knew the answer.


  Queen Soco smiled faintly, amused. "Then they are preserved to become part of our storehouse of knowledge."


  "You kill them and stuff them," Rachel said.


  "Exactly."


  Chapter 16


  



  "Yeah, stuff this?" Marco muttered under his breath.


  I shot everyone a look. Stay calm, it said. Like that was possible.


  Ask another question, Jake. Get all the information you can. Maybe it will -


  "AAAAGGHHH!"


  Cassie flinched. Rachel started to rise from her chair but a look from Marco made her sit back down.


  Ignore the wail of another Hork-Bajir from somewhere in the bowels of the building. Stay focused, Jake.


  Where was Tobias?


  "Queen Soco, what are your plans for the Sea Blade?" I asked congenially. While digging my nails into the old, soft wood of my chair.


  "In the past," she said, sitting back in her chair, "the Nartec have sent Searchers to the Surface of the Great Ocean. They have traveled in vessels built with the technology and materials made available to us by the salvaged vessels of the Surface-Dwellers.


  "However, none have ever returned. It is assumed none survived the journey to the World of Sun.


  "You must understand that this is not the fault of the Nartec Searchers. Rather, it is an indication of how the technologies of the Surface Dwellers are terribly flawed."


  Queen Soco sipped from her cup and then continued.


  "But with the Sea Blade! It is clear to us that a more intelligent, advanced people than mere Surface-Dwellers built such a magnificent vessel!"


  <Yeerks! We Andalites could easily build a ship to put the Sea Blade to shame,> Ax said tightly.


  "Our plans are these," Queen Soco continued. "We will send a carefully selected and trained crew of Searchers to the Surface in this powerful new vessel. We will take whatever oceangoing vessels we encounter. We will mount raids on the Cultures of the Sun! We will conquer villages, towns, cities - even larger land masses! We will show all Surface-Dwellers how powerful and advanced are the Nartec!


  "The long centuries of our exile are over!"


  Several Nartec became so excited they began slapping the table. All nodded and smiled.


  I kicked Marco under the table. He shut his mouth.


  "That is a noble purpose," I said politely. Quickly. "I have one more question, Queen Soco. It's about the crew of the Sea Blade . . ."


  Now Marco kicked me under the table.


  <Prince Jake, I do not think it wise to interfere . . .>


  I faked a small cough. "Excuse me. I was just wondering what . . ."


  "No more questions, I think," Queen Soco said abruptly.


  She smiled and gestured with a webbed hand. A female Nartec promptly removed Soco's empty cup and plate. "Now I have a question for you, Surface-Dwellers," she said. "Where is your ship? I know you did not arrive in the magnificent black vessel. I know the Sea Blade does not belong to you."


  I had no answer. I shot a glance at Ax. His face was unreadable.


  "I see." Queen Soco rose from her chair. The meal was over. "Perhaps you need some time to create a plausible lie. Or to come to your senses."


  Halfway to the door Queen Soco turned to lace us. We were still sitting motionless at the table.


  "I will discover the truth, Surface-Dwellers. Have no doubt of that. But I am also a magnanimous queen. Feel free to further explore the Nartec world. We will meet again later." And then she grinned. "Perhaps."


  The door closed behind her.


  I smiled awkwardly at the remaining Nartec, then led the way out of the room. We paused in a small chamber adjoining the main hall.


  "We are so out of here!" Marco grabbed my arm. "There is no reason - NO REASON - for us to hang around. Do you hear me Jake!"


  I shook off Marco's hand. "I hear you. And if you don't lower your voice, the entire Nartec people will hear you, too. Ax? Cassie?"


  "I'm with Marco," Cassie whispered.


  "I'm not happy about bailing without having found the visser," I said grimly. "Or destroying the Sea Blade. Queen Psycho may have delusions, but she could still do a lot of damage with the Sea Blade."


  <The Yeerk vessel could sink any human vessel,> Ax agreed. <It could also carry out Dracon attacks on Earth's coastal cities. However, eventually human defenses would be able to crush it by sheer weight of numbers.>


  "Cool. So we leave it to the navy, and we book out of this nightmare," Marco said. But then I saw his eyes cloud. He looked disturbed.


  "What?" I asked him.


  "I was holding a mug from an old Soviet nuclear sub. They may have more than Dracon beams to play with."


  "You don't think the missiles survived?" Cassie demanded. "Aren't they protected with all kinds of computer codes and so on?"


  Marco nodded. "Yeah. Absolutely. And the Nartec probably can't beat the security measures."


  <Probability is not certainty,> Ax said grimly.


  "Great. So Queen Psycho maybe has nukes. Wonderful."


  "And what about Tobias?" Rachel demanded. "We're going to leave without him?"


  I shook my head. "No."


  "That's your decision? We stay?" Marco asked.


  "I could put it to a vote," I said with a smile for my old friend.


  Marco shook his head. "I'll follow you, Big Guy."


  "Okay. Look, we have the run of the place. So, A) we find Tobias, B) we destroy the Sea Blade. And


  C) -"


  "C - we haul our soggy butts out of here and forget this lunatic asylum even exists?" Marco interrupted.


  "Got that right," I said.


  Chapter 17


  



  "What's your take, Ax?"


  Ax looked up from the pile of books and ledgers on the scarred wooden table in front of him.


  We'd continued our tour in the palace's library. If you asked me, the most interesting room in the palace.


  I don't think of myself as narrow-minded. But I was still waiting to discover one of the "wonders" of Nartec civilization.


  Human mummies - especially those made from the bodies of prisoners and slaves - are not my idea of high culture.


  Neither are hidden torture chambers or room after room of scavenged, mostly decrepit stuff, randomly piled and stacked


  But the library. A place filled floor to ceiling with shelves. Those shelves lined with documents made of some vegetable material. Pounded. Woven, maybe, into sheets of "paper."


  Pages bound together by some tough and stringy substance. Marked with what Marco jokingly guessed to be the ink of a giant squid.


  Who knew? Maybe he was right.


  In addition though to these mostly indecipherable Nartec scrolls were thousands of waterstained human books in every imaginable human language: ships' logs, novels, atlases, maps, and charts. Everything that might have sunk with a ship or been thrown over the side in centuries.


  Naca, our own private watchdog, escorted us to the large room and stood at attention just inside the door.


  We weren't trusted not to attempt to escape. But we had been trusted with the Nartec's plan to conquer Earth with the Sea Blade. And now we were trusted with the Nartec's entire written history.


  What did information matter to prisoners who were going to die before they could tell tales?


  But the flip side of the coin was: Why waste time? Why not kill us right away? why make nice?


  <Prince Jake, assuming the basis of Queen Soco's story is true and the Nartec originated on the Surface - that is, on planet Earth - and given the Nartec's apparently accelerated rate of adaptation to this underwater environment - an acceleration confirmed here in these ancient but remarkably well-preserved and annually updated population records . . .>


  "Like births, deaths, plagues, natural disasters?" Cassie asked.


  <Yes,> Ax confirmed. <As well as a detailed running account of each Nartec generation's physiological and biological evolution - or devolution - from a land-dwelling mammal to a completely amphibious creature.>


  "Devolution?" Rachel glanced over her shoulder and gave Naca a falsely bright smile. "What do you mean by that?" she asked tensely, turning back.


  <It is my assumption - and you must remember that without proper experimentation and my own documentation . . .>


  "Ax."


  <Yes, well.> Ax straightened his shoulders in a way that made it clear dealing with lowly humans was a sacrifice for a lofty Andalite.


  Especially an Andalite who'd been referred to as a pet.


  <I believe the Nartec are self-destructing. They are profoundly inbred. As I believe humans know, insufficient variety in the gene pool can lead to deterioration over time. The Nartec population is dropping. Fertility is dropping. Infant mortality from birth defects is rising. Life spans are shorter.>


  "You mean they're on the brink of extinction?" Cassie whispered.


  <Yes. The high levels of radioactivity have allowed them to undergo accelerated rates of mutation. But now the destructive mutations are beginning to pile up. And they have insufficient sources of new genetic material.>


  "Why?" I asked.


  Cassie had the answer. "Fewer ships sinking. They must have been breeding with limited numbers of surface humans, survivors of sinking ships."


  Ax nodded. <It would be at best a short-term and dangerous fix. The new breeding stock would no doubt have resulted in a relatively large number of Nartec born without their unique adaptations: gills and webbed feet.>


  "So their dreams of conquering Earth are -"


  <The desperate act of a race that knows itself to be doomed.>


  "How horrible," Cassie said. "An entire people - gone."


  "Oh, yeah, I'm weeping over here." Marco snorted. "These people are planning to mummify us. After killing us. And if those Hork-Bajir screams are any indication, after torturing us. As far as I'm concerned," Marco added, "the Nartec can just devolve to extinction right now."


  Cassie coughed and looked embarrassed. "Actually, Marco, they may try to breed with us first. Or at least extract our DNA, if that's possible with their technology."


  "Marco may finally get a girlfriend," Rachel said with a laugh. "Of course she'll have gills . . ."


  I grimaced. "Look, we've got an immediate threat here. The Nartec have captured the Sea Blade. We can't let them take it to the surface."


  "Which means?"


  "Which means," I went on, gently closing one of the old books on the table, "that we have to either destroy the Sea Blade right where it is or steal it from the Nartec. Use it to get out. Then destroy it."


  "How are we going to destroy it at the dock?" Marco hissed. "It's sitting right out in the open. Right in front of a palace filled with armed soldiers."


  Rachel said, "We slip away from this Naca guy - knock him out first if we have to - morph and . . ."


  "And what?" Cassie shook her head. "What's a grizzly going to do to a ship the size of the Sea Blade? Even if we sink it the Nartec could probably raise it and repair it. These are people who manage to drag entire supertankers across two oceans."


  "Cassie's right," I said. "Our only choice is to steal the visser's ship. Get it away from the Nartec. Destroy it later using the ship's own weapons."


  <Prince Jake, I wonder if I might mention a possibility we have not discussed?>


  I nodded.


  "Why do I know this is something I don't want to hear?" Marco said.


  <Has it occurred to you that Visser Three, using his many morphs, might still be aboard the Sea Blade?>


  I nodded. "Oh, yeah, Ax. It's occurred to me."


  Chapter 18


  



  "This area surrounding the palace is inhabited by those Nartec of better families," Naca said solemnly. "Those of great wealth and prestige."


  Naca stood erect, carrying what I believed to be a German, World War II vintage submachine gun, and pointed toward the artificially lit "roof" of the Nartec world. Incongruously, there was a sword in the scabbard at his waist.


  Two other Nartec guards had joined us when we'd left the palace. They flanked our little group. Silent. Keeping a particular watch on Ax. Their odd collection of scavenged weapons at the ready.


  Marco sidled up beside me and drew me back, out of earshot of Naca.


  "We can take these guys, Jake," he said. "Maybe," I said.


  "They've got it coming. Is that what's bothering you? If you're worried about hurting some, hey, these people are evil squared. They could go one on one with the Yeerks in the Evilpalooza."


  I shook my head and smiled at Naca. "We've tried dozens of times to take down Visser Three," I said. "Always failed. He's hard to beat. Hard to get to. You think these guys did it? I don't. I think he's here."


  "We don't even know for sure he was on the Sea Blade. He may -"


  "He was on it," I said. "He doesn't delegate glory to his subordinates. If he found the Pemalite ship he'd be the man again. For the Yeerk hierarchy, the Council, all would be forgiven. He's here."


  Marco shrugged. "Okay. He's here. Let's leave him here and get out."


  Naca was moving us along, and looking suspiciously at me and Marco. "If we can get out of here, so can he, Marco. The Sea Blade is going to be dust, Marco. Vapor. Visser Three isn't going to have it, and neither is Queen Soco."


  We were walking along again, tourists in the land of the weird. With a blue tuna-man for a guide.


  "The Nartec who specialize in law, medicine, and other such professions," Naca continued, "dwell in the area just outside the central part of the city. Those Nartec employed in the trades - such as those who make our clothes and sell our food - occupy a more remote neighborhood."


  With a disdainful flip of his webbed hand, Naca gestured to the distance.


  "Finally, those who scrape together a living in an obscure or illegal manner inhabit dirty, shantylike towns on the outskirts of the Nartec world. There is no point in my taking you to see such places. They are unpleasant and not at all important."


  "Nice to know discrimination is alive and well among the Nartec," Cassie mumbled. "I feel so . . . at home."


  I listened vaguely to Naca's tour guide routine. Pretended to be really interested in a small building decorated with a carved and painted wooden prow. The kind shaped like the body of a woman with arms held tightly to her sides and legs that kind of disappeared somewhere.


  And now that I was paying attention, a woman wearing not a lot of clothes, either.


  "Any apartments for rent in this building?" Marco asked.


  Slowly, steadily, we were moving away from the dock, away from the center of town.


  Every move seemed natural. Too natural. Too casual. Every move too smooth. Too practiced.


  I had the sudden conviction that Naca had done this before. Many times. I wondered how old he was. How could I tell with one of these creatures?


  Old enough to have been alive in World War II? Had he led the Japanese flyers on this same path?


  If only we had Tobias. I missed my eyes in the sky. My air force.


  We were approaching a building built out of the center portion of a white-painted ship. Bow and stern were gone. The superstructure was intact. A sort of baroque office building perched at the top of steel cliffs.


  There was a faint outline in red. The outline of a cross.


  "This was a hospital ship," Cassie said.


  "Yes," Naca agreed. He nodded like he was pleased. "I would like to show you our medical facilities."


  We were on a causeway over a canal. The causeway was narrow, built of the gray, steel catwalk of some ship.


  No signal had been given, but I was sure the trailing guards were moving closer. Sure that fingers were closer to triggers. Hands tighter on the hafts of spears.


  "Not necessary," I said tightly. "I'm sure it's a great hospital."


  "But it is a great scientific treasure of our people," Naca insisted. "Queen Soco would be mortally offended if -"


  "I don't like hospitals," I said.


  No illusion: The guards were moving closer. But they could only get two abreast onto the causeway. Ax had drifted back to bring up the rear. Ax would take down both guards before they thought about squeezing a trigger.


  I shook my head, feeling fairly secure. "I don't think so, Naca."


  What happened next happened so fast I had time for only one thought, one last stab of regret.


  Amphibians, Jake. Amphibians.


  With a rush the hidden Nartec shot up out of the water on both sides of the causeway.
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  I woke up, eyes open suddenly.


  I tried to move. Couldn't. I was strapped down on a table. Facedown.


  Shot a look left, right, Cassie on a table beside me. Stainless steel operating tables. Beyond her I caught a glimpse of Rachel, likewise strapped down. Marco? I couldn't see him, but he could be next to Rachel.


  Ax?


  I twisted my head as far as I could.


  "Do not squirm or resist, it will accomplish nothing," Naca said. "Soon you will be injected with a concentrated liquid from the ablata weed. It will render you peaceful and compliant."


  His bug-eyed face loomed over me. Two new Nartec faces as well.


  "And then what?" I asked.


  "And then we will make an incision from the top of your skull, down to your buttocks, then down along the back of each leg. Your ribs will be removed, then your internal organs, and eventually the rest of your tissue."


  "What are you doing this for?" I demanded, a little frantically.


  "Your organs and tissue will be processed to extract the helical molecule that controls heredity and later employed to augment the development of -"


  "There are easier way to get new DNA, you idiot!" Marco yelled.


  Naca continued unperturbed. "Then, your skin and bones will be stuffed and preserved to be used in our educational facility."


  "Okay," Rachel said. "Jake? Now can we kick these guys' butts for them?"


  The answer was yes. But I couldn't say it. Couldn't say it because something had happened to my mouth. My lips were rubber. My face was frozen. My hands were tingling.


  The injection!


  I couldn't move. Couldn't . . . but it really didn't matter. What was I getting so tense about? No need to get all worked up.


  "Jake . . . I . . ." Rachel said. Then, slowly, from far away . . . "Never mind."


  I knew what was happening. I knew we were being drugged. Knew it meant death. Knew it meant me and my friends being eviscerated, stuffed . . .


  Couldn't manage to hold on to.the outrage.


  Couldn't . . . focus.


  All lost. Didn't matter.


  Faces swimming above me, around me. Huge eyes. Blue skin. Knives in their hands. Cold steel on my neck . . .


  A new face. New Nartec. Carrying a mace, an ancient, medieval club. Like Sir Fishalot.


  Hah-hah-hah . . . what?


  He looked at me.


  Then he slammed the butt of the mace into Naca's ribs. Naca went down, sinking with magical slowness past my face.


  A dreamy, upward swing caught the next Nartec on the chin. The third one turned and ran.


  I heard a door slam. Heard a wheel spin.


  Then the mace-wielding Nartec was back. He was back, but not the same, anymore. His rubbery, blue skin was now covered in a spreading pattern that looked a lot like feathers.
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  It took several minutes for my head to clear. By then Tobias had morphed back to the red tailed hawk.


  There was loud banging on the door of the operating room.


  "Tobias? Nice to see you, man."


  Rachel gave him a hug - or as close as she could come with a bird. Then she yelled at him, "Cut it kind of close, didn't you?"


  <Hey, you try finding your way around this nuthouse. Those Nartec morphs are weak, slow, and easily tired out of the water. They're much stronger in the wet. But probably not ten percent of the population is strong enough dry to go on a long walk. This Naca guy is one of the lucky few. Like the guards they let you see. My morph was not so good.>


  I nodded toward the closed and locked steel hatch. "Bad guys out there?"


  <Yep. Lots of them. One by one they aren't too tough, but fifty of them, armed, is another thing.>


  "Now about Ax?"


  <Oh. He's in there.>


  He pointed to a second, smaller hatch. Rachel spun the wheel lock and yanked it open. Cold air blew out. It was a refrigerator. An airtight one.


  Ax stepped out looking about as mad as I've seen him.


  <I suppose my DNA was not good enough to improve this pathetic species,> he said archly.


  "Don't complain," Cassie said. "You wouldn't have enjoyed the extraction process."


  <I am not afraid of needles.>


  "They use the entire body. Grind it up and process it, and stuff whatever is left," Cassie explained.


  <Ah. Well, they are merely mutated humans. One can only expect so much.>


  "I screwed up," I said. "I forgot they were amphibious. That's how they surprised us on the causeway. But they don't know we can fly." I pointed at the round, open porthole. "They'll get in here soon. Let's be somewhere else."


  We morphed. The Nartec broke down the door just as the last of us cleared the porthole and took to the air.


  <Where to?> Rachel said.


  <The Sea Blade. Visser or no visser, I've had it. We're taking that ship and getting out of here. Tobias? Can you get us back?>


  <Oh, yeah. I've gotten to know this city pretty well in the past few hours.>


  <I'm glad you're okay, Tobias,> Rachel said. <I hate it when you don't get taken prisoner with us.>


  <Yeah, well, I was worried about you, too.>


  Tobias led us back to the air over the dock. We landed in an alley not much different from the alleys we used at home. Trash is trash, I guess, anywhere in the galaxy. It was the equivalent of two blocks to the Sea Blade.


  <Okay. Demorph. Then let's get ready for a fight. We go in hard and fast.>


  <You mean Rachel-style?> Marco mocked.


  <Yeah. Let's do this Rachel-style.>


  Feet and paws and pads pounding, hooves clopping, we ran toward the wooden dock. Through the narrow Nartec streets. Across stretches of sand and mud and shells.


  Past staring Nartec citizens. Mothers pulling their kids out of the way. Vendors crying out as we pushed over carts and stands in our path.


  A tiger, a bear, a wolf, a gorilla, a hawk, and an Andalite, we managed to be in strangest sight in this, the strangest of places.


  <There it is!> Cassie cried.


  I heard voices rising. The dim rumble of a crowd forming.


  <Prince Jake. I believe word of our escape has reached Queen Soco.>


  <Yeah. Tobias! Do you see a way into the ship?>


  <It's wide open. A main hatch just behind the raised bump on its back.>


  <Show the way.>


  Tobias dove for the open door. Slowed so we could see where he went. He was first inside, but Rachel was just a few feet behind. Several Nartec tried to block her path. She hit them like a runaway bus.


  Nothing stands where a grizzly bear charges. Nothing made out of flesh and blood, anyway.


  We piled through in her wake. She grasped the edge of the heavy, metal door with one massive paw and -


  WHAAAMMM!


  Threw the door shut and with Marco's help slid the bolts into place and secured the latches.


  <Prince Jake.> Ax's voice was grim. <I request some assistance in removing the visser's former crew from their stations.>


  We hurried on through a corridor that led into a central control room.


  And stopped dead in our tracks at the threshold of the bridge.


  <Oh, God . . .> Cassie gasped.


  Mummified Hork-Bajir.


  Sitting upright in the various chairs for pilot and other crew. Standing at a video display screen. ! Leaning over a radar map.


  I swallowed hard to keep the bile from rising in my throat. <Forget them,> I snapped. <Work around them. Push them aside, we have no time.>


  Though the mummified Hork-Bajir weighed considerably less than they had alive - with bones and blood and muscle - it still wasn't easy to remove their stiff bladed bodies from the crew's stations.


  And it wasn't easy to touch them.


  Knowing they'd been breathing only hours before.


  Remembering the Hork-Bajir cries I'd heard while in Soco's palace.


  Remembering Hahn.


  <Ax? Can you operate this thing?>


  Ax stood at the main control panel on the bridge, his back to us. <The ship has been adequately repaired. At least as far as I can tell. However, there is a security protocol I must now attempt to bypass.>


  <Tobias? There's a porthole. What's up outside?>


  He fluttered over and looked outside. <Not good, Jake! We've got a crowd gathering. And it's not happy. Maybe a hundred of them out there. Armed.>


  I ran over to look out the porthole. It was as he'd reported. A crowd of Nartec armed with spears, rifles, flamethrowers, machine guns, swords, clubs, grenades, and longbows.


  The crowd was on the move. Coming for us.


  <Ax?>


  <Nothing, yet,> Ax said, his voice agitated. <The security protocol is far more complex than I had hoped - or assumed. I cannot access the ship's weapons until ->


  Buh-Boom!


  Sheeeeeeewowww!


  WHAMMMM!


  The Sea Blade rocked violently in its berth.


  <We're under attack!> Rachel cried.


  I saw smoke curling from the barrel of a five-inch naval gun mounted atop Queen Soco's palace.


  More and larger guns were slowly traversing, bringing their barrels to bear on us.


  They couldn't miss at this range. The Sea Blade had been crippled by a pod of killer whales. Those shells, some as heavy as small cars, would blow the Sea Blade apart.
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  <Ax, sooner would be better than later,> I said.


  <Or too late,> Tobias said.


  Bun-Boom!


  The five-inch gun had fired again.


  Sheeeeeeeewwwwww!


  The shell screamed toward us.


  WHAAMMMM!


  My tiger paws kept me from falling over from the impact. But Ax sprawled, scrambled back up.


  <It blew the outer hatch!>


  <Here they come!> Tobias reported from his perch near the porthole.


  I heard rapid, rushing footsteps on the deck outside.


  <How are we going to dive with a blown hatch?> Rachel demanded.


  <Ax? Stay on it. Tobias, rear guard. Everyone else, with me!> I ran toward the outer hatch. That was the place to stop them.


  I reached the hatch and waited, braced for the onslaught. It was quick in coming. A body of Nartec came swarming. But a swarm can't move through a hatch designed for Hork-Bajir in single file.


  A spear lanced by my head, and shredded my left ear. It was followed by the Nartec who had thrown it, wearing at least three other crude weapons on his body.


  I backed up, waited till he was framed in the hatchway and leaped. I hit him, paws out but claws retracted. The impact knocked him back into his brother Nartec.


  A Nartec warrior nimbly leaped over his fallen friend and I batted him down in mid-leap.


  One after the other heavily armed Nartec warriors swarmed toward me.


  Old and young. Each one grasping a weapon. Another weapon strapped to his side or back. Some with knives held in their teeth.


  Walking arsenals.


  We were trapped! Nothing to do but to fight!


  And now, someone had decided to go to more modern weapons.


  BlamBlamBlamBlamBlam!


  Twanggg!


  The machine-gun bullets ricocheted off steel bulkheads. One passed through my right hind leg. Another through the haunch directly above it.


  The pain staggered me. My right rear leg was weakened. I backed up, gave way to Rachel.


  She moved with the deceptive grace of the huge grizzly bear and more than filled the opening.


  BlamBlamBlamBlam!


  Hhhhoooroarrrrr!


  An unwary Nartec leaped at Rachel, armed only with a sword. Rachel grabbed him in a bear hug. Literally. One massive arm wrapped around the helplessly struggling mutant. She held him with absolute ease. His weight irrelevant to her power.


  And she used him as a shield.


  The gunfire stopped instantly. The Nartec saw that they could not fire without killing one of their own.


  But they evidently felt safe enough using spears, swords, and other handheld weapons.


  Rachel had only one hand free. That was enough for the first dozen or so attackers. But then . . .


  "RROOOOAAARRR!"


  A harpoon, clear through Rachel's right shoulder!


  With a loud grunt she broke off the shaft.


  With a ham-sized paw she swatted at the head of a Nartec rising to his feet. He fell back.


  But now Rachel gave way, staggered back as the wound took its toll. The Nartec poured into the gap.


  Marco punched and pounded. Cassie tore and shredded.


  Tobias joined the battle. The Nartec's oversized eyes made clear targets for Tobias's talons.


  We were fighting hard and fast.


  But still the Nartec flooded the room!


  They weren't great warriors. They were physically weak. Some ran away in panic. But they had weapons. And they had courage.


  They kept coming, pouring into the dock, pushing through the doorway, filling the corridor . . .


  CLAAANG! CLAAANG!


  Harpoons bounced harmlessly off the Sea Blade's hull. I glanced up through a porthole to see more Nartec scrambling up the sides of the ship, their webbed hands and feet helping them climb.


  THWAP! THWAP! THWAP! THWAP!


  The Nartec's slapping footsteps on the deck above us.


  <Ax!>


  <Progress. But not enough to attempt launch.>


  We couldn't lose this battle! We couldn't let the Nartec use the Sea Blade. We couldn't let the ship survive.


  And we had to get back to the surface!


  I bit and tore, leaped and scratched. But we kept backing up. Back to the bridge. Back to where Ax stood working feverishly. In seconds we'd have to pull him into the battle. And then . . .


  We were cornered. There were just too many of them! They were exhausting us with sheer numbers.


  Blood ran down my haunches from the points of handheld spears. The harpoon wound in Rachel's shoulder oozed badly.


  Cassie was panting, her sides heaving, her right front paw partially gone.


  Marco had a short sword protruding from the black, leather chest of his gorilla morph. Shocking to see.


  Even Tobias was wearing out from struggling to gain altitude over and over again in the small, relatively low-ceilinged space.


  From diving, talons outstretched. Raking one Nartec face after another.


  Something had to give.


  Something . . .


  BOOUUUSSSSHHHH!
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  BOUUUSSSSHHHH!


  A massive blast of heat and light from the corridor!


  Ten, twelve Nartec at the mouth of the hall fell to the floor, their skin smoldering. They crawled away, desperate to escape.


  <What the heck was that!> Marco yelled. He held up his right arm. The dark coarse hair was singed from sturdy fist to shoulder.


  <The visser!> Ax hissed. His stalk eyes were turned back toward us, his main eyes still glued to the computerized control board.


  <How can you tell?> I demanded.


  <It is the Luminar. A beast from a moon of the planet Slegabb Five. What else but tho visser in morph!>


  Into the control room came the Luminar. A blinding glow! Blasting heat!


  Heat emanating from the very skin of the beast. Seven feet of blowtorch!


  Two short arms and two stubby legs protruded from a bulbous body. Sausagelike fingers. A wide smile, crackling with electricity.


  A bleeding Nartec scrambled to his webbed feet and tried to scurry past the creature, into the corridor.


  The Luminar extended one fat finger toward the Nartec.


  SSSSZZZZZ!


  Fried! A charred body collapsed in charcoal flakes to the floor.


  I felt my stomach heave. The smell was revolting!


  <Okay, we didn't need that,> Marco said.


  The Luminar pointed again. At each living Nartec still in the control room. Wounded or whole.


  And before they could scream or cry or run . . .


  SSSSZZZZZ! SSSSZZZZZ! SSSZZZZZ!


  Piles and heaps of charcoaled Nartec flesh! Before any of us could - could what? Save the Nartec, our enemy? Absurd. And yet, though we hadn't asked for this battle, though the Nartec were prepared to murder us, though we had all the moral right of self-defense, we had tried to avoid causing casualties.


  The visser was simply killing.


  The Nartec ran in final panic. And now there was no one in the room but us and the visser.


  With a grin that sent tingles like painful static electricity down my spine, Visser Three slammed the inner door shut.


  <I hope I haven't broken your concentration, Andalite.>


  <Not at all,> Ax replied coolly.


  <Good Then you may fire engines as soon as possible. Oh, that's right.> The visser chuckled. Small licks of flame shot from his mouth. <You can't - unless I help you.>


  I swallowed my disgust and spoke to him. <What makes you think you'll be going anywhere with us, Yeerk?>


  <Because you need me, fool. Your pathetic morphs were not successful in holding off the Nartec. Clumsy warriors though they are, there are many of them.> The visser chuckled. <And they have many, many weapons. Now that they have failed to retake this vessel, they will destroy it. You may have noticed the large cannon atop the palace. Primitive human weapons, but very effective at this range.>


  <And why would we trust you! Why should we believe you're not going to kill us, too, the minute the ship takes off?>


  The visser-in-morph took a step further into the room.


  Involuntarily I stepped back from the intense heat flowing from his body. We all did.


  <You should trust me because you must. And because I need you to man this ship.> He gestured toward the piles of Hork-Bajir and shrugged. <My crew is - how shall I put this - incapacitated?>


  <Jake, don't trust him,> Marco warned privately.


  <And what if we say no?> I said. <What if we force you off the ship right now?>


  The visser chuckled again. <In that case we all will die. In one unpleasant way or another. You will be fried. Burnt beyond recognition. I will be tortured and mummified or ingloriously murdered by an antique Earth weapon.>


  <Prince Jake.> Ax's voice was tense. <I am still unable to breach the security protocol.>


  I shot a look at my team.


  Rachel growled menacingly but had stepped back to lean against the wall.


  Marco was on the floor. The protruding sword still stuck out awkwardly in front of him. The pain must be awful beyond imagining.


  Cassie held her front right paw off the ground, her body trembling.


  Tobias favored his left wing.


  This was insane! An impossible situation!


  Maybe. Maybe not.


  <Everyone,> I said privately. <I'm going to ask the visser to turn off the security protocol.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  <Jake, are you nuts?> Rachel hissed.


  <Sometimes,> I said. <Let's hope now isn't one of those times. Timing is everything. Be ready. Be very ready. The moment will come.>


  I turned to face Visser Three.


  <We accept your . . . offer.>
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  <What was that you said, Andalite? I must not have heard properly.>


  <You heard me,> I said. Struggling to maintain control. <We accept.>


  The visser's Luminar mouth split into its bright, crackling grin. Small plumes of smoke shot from its nostrils. <As I knew you would. One can always count on two things from Andalites: That they will adopt a sanctimonious moral posture. And that when it serves their purpose, they will quickly abandon that posture.>


  Ax stepped nimbly away from the main station. The visser took his place and the Sea Blade shivered and hummed as the engines came to life.


  <There are more coming!> Tobias said from his perch at one of the portholes. <And a group of Nartec are running back along the river.>


  <Keep watching, Tobias,> I ordered.


  <You may pilot the ship, Andalite,> the visser said now, allowing Ax to resume the pilot's position. <And one of you may take the weapons station.>


  <Rachel,> I said.


  <Um, Jake? I don't know how to run one of these ->


  <Ax will tell you in private thought-speak,> I said. <Just play the part.>


  Ax guided the ship away from the dock. Turned it and began to power down river.


  <Marco? Can you close the outer hatch and hold it?>


  <Maybe. Not when we get out into the ocean, though, dude. The water pressure . . .>


  <I don't think the visser knows the hatch is blown,> I said. <He didn't come from outside. He was aboard the whole time. If you can do it . . .>


  <What, this little sword in my stomach? I can do it>


  Marco lumbered away.


  <Where is he going?> The visser demanded.


  <To remove the sword from his stomach,> I said calmly. <He would prefer not to scream in pain in the presence of a Yeerk visser.>


  <How are we going to get through to the museum cave?> Cassie asked me.


  <Ax, take her down, just enough to submerge us.>


  <The hatch.>


  <Ax. Just do it, please. And then, as we approach the barrier, instruct Rachel in blowing it open.>


  All that was in private thought-speak. In the open I said, <Fire when ready!>


  <I give the commands on this ship!> the visser roared.


  <Not to my people,> I shot back.


  TSEEEWWW! TSEEEWWW!


  The high-powered Dracon beams tore through the wall of rock surrounding the narrow tunnel.


  <Cassie, Tobias. Keep an eye on the visser. And watch the exterior screens.>


  <Oh, yeah.>


  We powered along the river, just below the surface. Exterior cameras showed us the Nartec's macabre collection of seagoing vessels and peoples. A graveyard of Earth's cultures.


  A history lesson I would have preferred to have missed.


  A history lesson I would never forget.


  We were alone in a Yeerk ship with Visser Three.


  <Jake!> It was Cassie. <They're coming after us!>


  <German U-boat,> Tobias added.


  <Andalite! Fire!> the visser roared.


  Ax said rapidly, <Rachel, you can target the pursuing ship's rudder without damaging the ship itself,> He gave her instructions. Rachel stabbed at the controls with her Trent Reznor nails.


  <On my command,> Ax said calmly. He put the Sea Blade into a sudden starboard turn. The U-boat was at an angle to us, baring her stern.


  TSEEEEEW!


  We fired. The U-boat stopped, dead in the water.


  The visser sneered. <Pity for the weak. An admirable character trait. It was Andalite pity that allowed us to emerge and begin the conquest of the galaxy.>


  <Wall ahead,> Cassie reported.


  TSEEEEWWW!


  We blasted our way through the second rock wall.


  Zoomed along the narrow pitch-black river, the sides of the massive ship scraping and gouging the muddy walls of the tunnel.


  <One more,> I said privately. <And then, everyone be ready.>


  Then in open thought-speak, <Prepare to fire. Fire!>


  TSEEEWWW!


  <Keep it up,> I ordered.


  The beam burned through the water, sliced through living rock. Turned water to explosions of steam.


  <Prince Jake. There are several mechanically propelled, cylindrical objects coming at us from behind. They appear to be propelled by primitive electric engines turning small propellers.>


  <Torpedoes!> the visser cried, seeing the display. <Three minutes to impact. We can easily outrun them. Maximum power, Andalite! We'll be in the open sea within seconds.>


  <NO!> Private thought-speak.


  <Jake! You okay man?> Tobias said.


  <I'm fine, buddy. Ax. Kill the engines. Marco? Open the hatch.>


  <Oh, man,> Rachel moaned.


  The engines suddenly quieted.


  The visser turned violently away from the control board. <You betray me?!> he roared. <I will incinerate you!>


  Just then the wave of seawater exploded through the doorway and flooded across the bridge deck. The visser's burning feet were suddenly mere flesh.


  <Interesting morph, Visser,> I said. <Does it work underwater?>
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  Water rushed into the room, an out-of-control surge of green seawater.


  <Rachel! Grab Tobias!>


  Tobias was in the most danger. Birds don't do well in the water. Rachel wrapped him in her powerful embrace, and the water swept over us.


  I was swept into a bulkhead by the force of the water. Slammed, but softly.


  Saw Cassie already upright and swimming through the water toward the outer hatch.


  Saw the visser, demorphing as fast as he could.


  Saw Ax seeming to walk through the water, his four hooves galloping almost comically.


  Rachel powered by on main force.


  The water stung my eyes. Filled my nostrils.


  Deafened me, annihilated my sense of smell. The tiger did not panic - it was one cat that could swim - but I was scared just the same.


  The surge of water relented once the bridge was filled with water. I could swim. But could I breathe?


  How long till the torpedoes hit?


  And how much damage would -


  B-B-BOOOOMMMM!


  B-B-BOOOOMMMM!


  One, two torpedoes. Exploded!


  The Sea Blade rocked. My eardrums were blown in by the concussion. I lost my sense of direction. Floated, lost, confused, into a half demorphed Visser Three. Pushed away.


  The Sea Blade rolled sluggishly. Sinking!


  Yes, bow down. I was sure. My tiger senses were not evolved for this, but still the tiger knew up from down. The Sea Blade was sinking.


  SHSHSHWUUUUPPPP!


  Suddenly I was out. Out of the ship. It fell away from me, two broken halves. Then the stern half snapped in half again.


  I swam like mad, straight up. Up to the air!


  My orange-and-black-and-white head burst through the barrier between water and air. I was still in Nartec territory. Still in the river that wound through the hideous Nartec museum.


  I could see the looming bulk of the Japanese aircraft carrier. Those flyers had been my country's enemies. Now friends.


  My mind flooded with that awful image: the men, the warriors, turned into stuffed, mounted displays.


  I submerged and began to demorph.


  As a hammerhead shark I swam through the falling rocks, the wreckage we'd made of the Nartec's defensive wall.


  I found the others in similar morphs out in the clean, open sea. A gathering of sharks. And one orca, Cassie.


  <Everyone here?> I asked.


  <Yeah, we were just waiting on you,> Marco said.


  <The visser?> I asked.


  <I just echolocated,> Cassie said. <I saw what looked a bit like a giant squid. Leaving the vicinity of the cave entrance.>


  <Heading which way?>


  <Toward land,> Cassie said. <Toward land.>


  The visser had survived.


  But so had we. Barely. My own mistakes would keep me awake at night for a while to come. But I'd been in charge for a while, now. I'd gotten past thinking I would always be right.


  It's a war, I reminded myself. You did what you could, Jake. You tried to do what's right. You tried not to make it any worse than it had to be.


  And you got everyone home alive.


  We headed back toward shore, away from the nightmare world beneath the sea. Back toward our own gentler civilization.


  <Filthy creatures,> Rachel spat. <Someone needs to wipe them out.>


  <The Nartec?> Cassie asked.


  <Who else? What they did to all those people? All those sailors? Those flyers back there? Filthy, sick creatures. As bad as the Yeerks.>


  <I believe you overlook one fact,> Ax said.


  <Yeah?>


  <All those sailors back there, all those humans the Nartec . . . defiled? Many of them have sunk in storms or hurricanes, or by the failure of primitive human technology. Many. But not all.>


  <So?>


  I knew where Ax was going. I said, <So the rest? Including those Japanese flyers? They were sunk. By humans, in human wars. Not by the Nartec. The weapons they used on us? Human weapons. We want to hate them for what they do? Maybe we should stop helping them do it.>


  Rachel was silent for a while, then she said, <Okay, fair enough. But you know what? We win this war someday, get rid of the Yeerks, and everything comes out and all? We need to go back, show people what's down there, get busy.>


  <Start a whole new war?> Cassie asked.


  <No. Not to fight,> Rachel said softly. <To bury.>


  <Amen to that.>


  I said, <Let's get out of here.>
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Rachel.


  There's a person in the Bible named Rachel. I don't know if my being called Rachel has anything to do with her. I doubt it. I've never seen my parents reading the Bible.


  There's a Rachel on Friends. What's up with this season's stringy hair? Weird.


  And there are, at any given time, approximately five Rachels in my school. At least two of whom are failing phys ed.


  Maybe your name is Rachel, too.


  It's a popular name. Lots of girls have it. Even girls who can manage to throw a basketball through a hoop from the foul line.


  But I'm different from every other Rachel you've ever met.


  And it's not just because the dorkier kids in school think I have a seriously bad attitude. Which I do. So what?


  My being different from every other kid named Rachel is not necessarily a good thing. Or a bad thing. It just . . . is.


  Sometimes - very rarely - I wish I were just one of the thousands of Rachels out there living an average life. One of the mass of average kids in average middle schools in average, all-American towns.


  Actually, I wish that very, very rarely. I'm not thrilled with average. I don't do average well.


  It's only when I'm seriously exhausted that - for about half a second - I wish I were just an ordinary Rachel. Like when I've been going on no sleep for forty-eight hours. When I've been slashing and shredding the enemy and leaking blood from my own gaping wounds until I can hardly breathe without it hurting. When the very thought of sleep seems totally foreign.


  Sleep? Huh? I don't wish it after a typical, everyday kind of mission. Just after the really annoying ones. The ones where we lose more than we gain. The ones where we fail to do any serious damage to the Yeerks.


  Then, I wish - for about half a second - I were nobody special.


  That I'd never stumbled onto the tragic sight of a dying alien warrior prince.


  That he'd never told us about the Yeerk invasion of Earth. That he'd never chosen us - me, my cousin Jake, my best friend Cassie, Jake's best bud Marco, and this shy, compelling kid named Tobias - to adopt the noble Andalite mission.


  That he'd never given us the gift and curse of Andalite morphing technology. The ability to touch an animal and absorb its DNA, all for the purpose of becoming that animal when necessary.


  To fight off the invaders. To stave off the fate that has befallen so many other worlds through-out the universe.


  A fate worse than death.


  Total subservience to a mind-controlling master race.


  You know what really infuriates me? This powerful enemy doesn't even stand on its own two feet.


  The Yeerks are a race of parasitic slugs. No ears, eyes, mouths. No arms or legs. Just gray, viscous flesh. And the repulsive ability - need, really - to attach their otherwise helpless bodies to the brains of sentient creatures. To slither into the head through the ear canal. To flatten, lengthen, press themselves into every crevice and wrinkle of the brain. Like clay being pushed into a mold.


  And once there, to possess the person like a demon. Read all memories. Know all secrets. Control all movements. Basically use that host body for its own evil purpose. To capture more and more host bodies for more and more Yeerk parasites.


  Without us humans - and without the Gedds and Hork-Bajir and Taxxons - the Yeerks are nothing on this planet. Fat, wormlike creatures swimming dully in a Yeerk pool. Blind. Deaf. Circling endlessly.


  Problem is, they have us. Some of us, anyway. Some humans. Most Hork-Bajir. All Taxxons. One Andalite.


  <Rachel?>


  Now was not one of those times when I wished I were just an average, ordinary Rachel. Now I was ticked. And being ticked is one of the stand-out things about being me.


  I do anger well.


  <Rachel, if I might express an opinion I suspect will deeply annoy you . . .>


  "Spit it out, Ax."


  Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. Younger brother of Prince Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul, the guy who dragged us into this war. Andalite. Our friend, too.


  <I would be happy to comply. However, I cannot perform the action humans call "spitting" for the simple fact that at the moment I do not have mouthparts . . ..>


  "What were you going to say, Ax?" Cassie, stepping in before I could do something stupid like pop him one. You don't want to get into an unnecessary fight with a guy who sports a big ole blade on the end of a very fast-moving tail.


  And I've been known to get into fights some people would call unnecessary.


  <Prince Jake left no specific instructions in his temporary absence. I am of the opinion he would prefer us not to act without his knowledge.>


  Jake was away for a few days. Visiting some relative of his, not mine. Tom stayed at home so at least Jake didn't have to face that whole "do I kill my brother to save my father" thing again.


  Tom is a Controller. Which means he has a Yeerk in his head.


  I groaned. "Look, Ax. It's an opportunity. We need opportunities. We don't pick and choose them like they're - like they're blouses on a rack. We take the chance. Even if it's got a few loose threads. Or a hole."


  What was the problem? Why couldn't they see . . .


  <Rachel's right,> said Tobias, from his look-out perch in the rafters. We were in Cassie's barn. <We know Visser Three changes feeding places regularly. We have two, three days tops before we lose him again. It was luck I found his current site. I say we do it. Try to take him down.>


  "Gotta agree with Bird-boy on this, Ax-man," Marco said. "You feel you can't act without a direct order, you can sit this one out."


  <I will be there,> Ax said quickly.


  "Cassie?"


  "Honestly, I'd rather wait for Jake. But I'm in. And I know the perfect morph for the job. The Gardens just got three cheetahs as part of their new breeding program. You know, they're almost extinct."


  "Why cheetahs?" I asked.


  "Speed. You want to grab the visser quickly, before his guards can react," Cassie explained. "You want to outrun him in an open space. And pretty much nothing outruns a cheetah."


  I grinned. This was cool.


  The bad missions, I hate. But I'm never happier than when starting out on an important mission - especially one that was going to be so easy.


  Chapter 2


  



  Tobias led us to the visser's new temporary feeding pasture. The five of us flew out, careful to keep the red-tailed hawk in sight and careful to stay enough apart not to arouse suspicion.


  Me in bald eagle morph. Cassie and Marco as osprey. Ax as northern harrier. In nature, these birds don't make a habit of hanging together.


  The pasture was really a small valley, tucked away in the foothills of the mountains. Charming. Lush green grass. Bright yellow wildflowers. Soft breezes.


  The perfect place for the most evil being in this or any galaxy to claim as his own.


  That was supposed to be funny or ironic or something.


  As planned, we landed at various points on the perimeter of the valley. Four of us would morph to cheetah.


  Tobias would stay hawk and act as lookout and guide, directing our assault.


  <There it is,> Tobias said. <Right on schedule. At the far end of the valley. See how the air shimmers?>


  Through the eagle's incredibly keen eyes I saw the visser's Blade ship. The cloaking device that had kept it hidden on its journey to the valley was lifting, revealing the grim, battle-ax-shaped vehicle, its two huge scimitar like wings flared out behind the main body.


  The ship fairly oozed a sense of dark and evil.


  <I'm going on record that I so do not like this,> Marco said from across the valley.


  <Tough. Everybody, demorph!> I demanded. <We are going to take him down.>


  I concentrated and felt the changes begin.


  ZWOOOP!


  I shot up from the ground, a sudden, bizarrely tall eagle.


  Brown wings with a combined extension of six feet became my shorter human arms.


  Deadly talons became harmless five-toed feet.


  The eagle's white feathered head grew and sprouted long blond hair. Eyes widened and vision blurred.


  When I was done, I took a deep breath and thought: cheetah. Quite possibly the most gorgeous wild cat ever to roam the savannah.


  Like time-release photography. The tawny, black-spotted fur of the cheetah shot out of my fingertips and crawled its way up my fingers, across my hands, up my arms.


  Beautiful!


  Thickening. Now down my legs. And across my broad feline chest, whiter fur with fewer spots.


  I looked at Cassie, closest to me, and watched as black tear-tracks drew themselves from the inner corners of her golden cheetah eyes to the bottom of her top jaw.


  Like a thick black Magic Marker being swept down a page.


  Like a bandit's mask.


  A tickling - and I could feel similar marks being drawn on my own feline face. Down from eyes that saw in a wide-angle view.


  I dropped to my knees, ready.


  BOOIIINNGGG!


  My spine elongated. Became amazingly flexible. A spine that acted like a spring.


  Coil. Stretch! Coil. Stretch! Allowing my back legs to push harder against the grass. My long, slender front legs to extend way out. To reach for my prey.


  So that I could knock it down before strangling it.


  POOOF!


  My lungs, huge and powerful, inflated like a balloon.


  Air!


  Breathing had never been so . . . easy. So satisfying. I drew enormous amounts of air into my lungs. Effortless. My huge heart pumped oxygen to every muscle in my body.


  POP! POP!


  The dewclaw. One on each front paw, but off the ground. Sharp. Useful for smacking down fleet-of-foot gazelles and other four-legged prey.


  POPPOPPOPPOPPOP!


  Other claws - blunt, hard, and non retractable - gripped the dirt. Nails like a dog's. Hard, sharp toe pads - natural cleats - pushed out from the bottom of my four paws.


  Surefooted. This was traction Jeff Gordon would envy. I could turn, forty-five degrees, at full speed, fifty, sixty miles an hour, and not slide.


  I was the professional athlete of felines.


  One hundred and forty pounds of muscle and grace.


  WHOOOSSSHHH!


  My tail!


  Long, half the length of my body, and muscular. Thick. Spots fading into stripes at the white tip. Unique markings, distinguishing me from every other cheetah.


  My tail, an amazing stabilizer, helping my four-and-a-half-foot-long body maneuver during the crucial twenty-second chase.


  Cut right. Cut left. Twist. Turn. All without slowing or falling.


  I was built for speed. Not endurance, maybe. But oh, yes. Definitely speed.


  Stunning speed.


  Zero to forty-five miles per hour in two point five seconds.


  From a point of rest. From sitting perfectly still.


  Do you understand that kind of acceleration? I mean, can you even really imagine it?


  And once the cheetah got going - top speed, between sixty and seventy miles per hour - it could cover almost one hundred feet per second.


  Per second!


  Okay, try this. Just put one foot in front of the other and walk off one hundred feet. It won't be exact but it'll be close enough.


  While you're walking off those hundred steps, keep track of how long it takes you.


  Probably about a minute, give or take.


  Now, when you've walked off those hundred feet, turn and look back to where you started.


  A cheetah would have covered that same distance in one second.


  Almost like magic.


  I'm here.


  One second.


  I'm there!


  I survey my domain. I spot my prey.


  I stalk.


  I dash!


  Like lightning!


  I smack down my victim. I bite out its throat.


  Visser Three didn't stand a chance.


  This mission would count. This mission would matter. This time, they would bleed.


  Chapter 3


  



  <Here he comes,> Tobias warned. <Every-body in place. He's moving toward the door of the ship. Almost . . . almost there . . .>


  Visser Three, in his stolen Andalite body, the only Yeerk ever to have forced an Andalite to be his host, stepped through the doorway of the ship. He surveyed the valley. Then he nodded to the four Hork-Bajir who flanked the ramp and descended.


  <Wait until he's, like, ten, fifteen yards away from the ship,> I said. <Then we hit. One right after the other. First me. Then Ax. Then Marco. Then Cassie.>


  <Okay, Xena,> Marco said. <You want to run this show, fine.>


  <This morph wants to break out,> Cassie said. <I'm ready.>


  The four of us surrounded the visser. Crouched low in the gently bending grasses and wildflowers of the valley.


  The plan was to take him down. To attack with deadly speed and accuracy. Four lean, powerfully muscled Earth hunters against one alien prey. Ha! By the time the Hork-Bajir guards could take ten steps from the ship, Dracon beams leveled, the visser would be dead.


  Closer. Head held high, Visser Three stepped off the ramp and onto the grass. Testing its flavor through his Andalite hooves. Finding it good.


  Nodding and walking more boldly onto the field. Until . . .


  <Now!> Tobias cried.


  I sprang.


  Up and out of the protective covering of the long grass. Zero to forty-five mph. Two point five seconds.


  It was true. Every unbelievable fact I knew about this cat was true!


  I shot toward the visser. His four eyes faced forward, but not for long. He saw me coming, on his left. At least, he saw something. A blur.


  He stopped. Began to turn sharply right and -


  WHACK!


  I hit his rear left leg with my right front paw! He stumbled. I ducked away from his bladed tail and reached out again.


  WHACK!


  He was down! On his knees!


  Good. I was already tiring. Just slightly.


  The visser stumbled to his feet! Okay, he was tougher than a gazelle. No problem because . . .


  Ax!


  Unreal! My wide-angle vision caught a golden blur on my left - and then another on the right. And another.


  I raced again after the visser.


  We circled him. Four powerful, swift cheetahs running dizzying circles around one scrambling Andalite, frantically kicking up clods of grass and soil, his tail blade thwacking only air.


  We were going to do it!


  We were going to take him down!


  One of us - just one of us - had to slip in under that Andalite tail, smack him down, go for the throat . . .


  <Hork-Bajir!> Tobias called.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  Dracon beams whizzed past us. We dodged them without really trying.


  <We're too fast for their weapons!> I crowed.


  <But once we slow or stop, we are vulnerable,> Ax said, slinking closer toward the visser, causing him to slide and stumble.


  <And the cheetah's tiring,> Cassie said.


  I felt it, too. The cat was almost ready to collapse. Its endurance was almost gone.


  <Only the four Hork-Bajir,> Tobias called.


  <Then we take our chances, now!> I commanded. <On the count of three we dive for the visser and . . .>


  <AAAHHHH!>


  One of us had been hit! Slashed by a bold Hork-Bajir guard who'd rushed us, too suddenly for Tobias to have anticipated. Blood poured from a nasty wound on the cheetah's back.


  <I'm hit!> Marco.


  SLASH! Another Hork-Bajir, dropping his Dracon beam, throwing himself into the fight. We would be fatally lacerated in moments! No way could blunt nails and a dewclaw do real damage to the tough, leathery skin of the Yeerk shock troops. Before our teeth could reach their throats we'd be sliced luncheon meat.


  <Finally! You imbeciles!> the visser screamed.


  No choice. I batted a Hork-Bajir. Missed. Tried to strike again. My lungs felt as if they were about to collapse.


  SLASH! SLASH!


  <RACHEL!> Tobias cried.


  I slunk rapidly away from my attacker, blood streaming into my eyes. Saw Marco and Ax and Cassie valiantly defending our prey - the visser - and failing. Panting, practically dragging them-selves along the torn-up ground to avoid another Hork-Bajir swipe.


  We were losing!


  No.


  <Once more!> I shouted. <Grab . . .>


  WHOOOOOOSSH!


  I fell, face forward, tumbled hind legs over head. I was hit! Hit by . . . something. Knocked over hard by the blast of wind that followed in its wake.


  Whatever it was.


  Chapter 4


  



  WHOOOOOOOSSH!


  I climbed to my feet.


  Tried to leap after it.


  Where was it? There!


  Only air!


  THUUMPF!


  I fell again.


  WHOOOOOOSSSH!


  <I can't even see it!> Cassie cried.


  ZZIIIIISSSSPPP!


  <See what?> asked Marco. <A-uumpfh!>


  In seconds - if that - it had us herded into blind, panting, tangled cluster. Four incredibly fast, incredibly agile hunters, subdued.


  The thing made me think of pulled taffy.


  Or of a cartoon depiction of speed.


  You know, where the cartoon character's skin stretches as he strides faster and faster - until his skeleton runs right out of its skin suit.


  That's where this thing belonged. In a cartoon. Where the impossible is possible.


  An impression. A flash. A blur.


  A small whirlwind or tornado.


  And then it stopped. Suddenly.


  Came to a dead clean halt. No slowing down. Just - stopped.


  <What the . . .>


  It was a creature. Now I could see that clearly. Not a machine but flesh and blood.


  A bizarre creature able to zip across the grass like a high-speed insect.


  Like a bullet fired from a thirty-thirty. A hunting rifle.


  Only about as tall as a gazelle.


  Four lanky, skinny legs. A thin but strong-looking tail, as long as its body, that flicked and twitched even when the creature's legs weren't moving.


  A pigeon chest, high and rounded.


  A head shaped like a custom-made aerodynamic bike racing helmet. Tight curved face, like half a smooth ball. Skull that swept back from the rim of this ball into a pointy triangle. Like an ice cream cone on its side. Except the cone was flattened.


  But what really caught and held my attention was the fact that this thing was covered in blue fur.


  And had no mouth.


  And sported two thin, weak-looking arms.


  Like an Andalite. Like Ax.


  <Bail! Just go!> Tobias called frantically. <I'll distract it.>


  But Tobias didn't have to distract it. The creature suddenly left us and appeared at the bedraggled visser's side. In the time it took to blink.


  <Now!> I cried.


  We ran, fear and the dregs of adrenaline helping the exhausted cheetahs to relative safety, scattered throughout the thick woods surrounding the valley.


  We got away only because the creature had let us. I knew that.


  And I didn't like it one bit. It made me angry. More annoying, it made me nervous.


  Why had it let us get away?


  We demorphed, on our way to our usual bird morphs for the trip home.


  And we listened to the creature speak with Visser Three.


  Thought-speak. Superfast.


  The words became clear a beat after the creature had stopped speaking. A time delay between sound and meaning. Kind of like when you talk on the phone to someone in Europe. Or any other continent, I guess.


  <Apatheticdisplay,VisserThree.Youarechaseddownonaplanetyoushouldlongagohaveconquered.Thiswillgoinmynotesyoucanbesure.>


  <You, too, failed to capture the Andalite bandits, Inspector,> the visser sneered. Loudly.


  <Depriveyouofwhatisyourdutyandresponsibility? Andmyenjoymentinwatchingyoufail?Fin ally, youwilladdressmeasCouncilorThirteen,Visser.>


  <You're not a member of the council, yet. Not until you have received final approval,> the visser stated flatly.


  The inspector made a sound that could have been a laugh. High and trilling. A sound that sent chills up my temporarily human spine.


  <Ihavebeengivenaspecimenofournewestandmostcapablehostspecies.TheGaratron.Iwillnotfailtobepromoted.>


  Kneeling on the dark soil, my back bent, hair hanging down over my face, a twig imbedding itself into the skin of my right palm. A human palm.


  Still feeling, strangely, some of the cheetah's exhaustion.


  But it was too dangerous to delay. I took a deep breath and rushed right into the next morph.


  In what seemed like seconds, I had brown-and-white feathers, massive wings, a hard, cruel beak.


  I was a bald eagle.


  <Everyone?> I called privately. <Take off, one at a time. I'll go last. Tobias first, Ax, Marco, and Cassie. Meet back at the barn.>


  <Rachel?> It was Tobias. <I'll wait for you.>


  Chapter 5


  



  <Councilor,> Ax said, his voice tight. <The inspector is a candidate member of the Council of Thirteen.>


  "What's this guy doing here?" I said angrily. "He screwed up our plan."


  Marco turned to look at Ax. "Did you know about these Garatrons?" he asked. "I mean, I know I'm not the only one who saw the similarities. Blue fur. Four legs. Arms."


  Ax stiffened.


  "Physical similarities don't necessarily mean there's a genetic relationship," Cassie pointed out. "Mammalian shrews and marsupial shrews. A lot alike, but not related. Could be the same thing with Andalites and Garatrons."


  <The Yeerks have taken only one Andalite host body,> Ax said. <The inspector called the Garatrons the newest host species, implying the Yeerks have infested far more than one creature. Something the Andalites will never allow to happen.>


  I paced before a cage full of chittering baby squirrels. Their mother had been killed.


  "This is bad. The inspector outran one of the fastest, most agile animals on Earth. If we can't catch the Garatrons, we can't kill them."


  <We're missing something here,> Tobias said. <I don't know about other Garatrons, but the inspector, the Yeerk, is very intelligent. That much was obvious. And he and the visser were antagonistic. That was clear, too. The inspector mentioned notes. I'm betting he's here to observe Visser Three. Make and submit a progress report on the invasion of Earth.>


  I thought about what Tobias had said. It made sense. But what did it mean for us? And how could we exploit the visser's being under a microscope? Later on we could deal with the implications of yet another gifted Yeerk host species. Maybe when Jake came back.


  And then I grinned. "This is so perfect. This is another opportunity."


  Cassie looked up from the droppers of milk or something she was preparing for the squirrel babies. "To do . . .?"


  "To discredit Visser Three. Embarrass him in front of the inspector. Show the inspector what an incredibly lousy job the visser's doing. Get him kicked off the job."


  Marco raised his hand. "Wait up. And what happens when Visser Three is gone? Assuming, of course, we succeed. What if the council replaces him with someone far more dangerous?"


  <Better the evil you know than the evil you don't know,> Tobias said quietly.


  Cassie nodded. "Maybe. But I want to hear what Rachel has in mind."


  "Simple," I said. "A kind of smear campaign. We strike hard and fast. Continuous pressure. Make it look like there's five hundred Andalite bandits fighting this war. We hit every known Controller in town. Every one in a position of power, anyway. And we hit in public places, wherever there's a Controller in charge. We want coverage. We want the inspector to know what's going on. And we do it now. We don't know how long the inspector is going to be here. We start today!"


  "I say we wait," Marco said abruptly. "When's Jake getting back? Two, three days? We wait. I like the idea, Rachel, but this mission is potentially too dangerous to do without him."


  "What's so dangerous?" I argued. "Boom boom boom. We hit, we get out. We hit again."


  "Yeah, in totally open, public places." Marco shook his head. "You amaze me. How can you not see the risk in that? The chance that one of us will get left behind? That one of us will have to demorph in the middle of a supermarket bread aisle with a Yeerk-infested stock boy peeking around the hamburger roll display, waiting to drag us off to Visser Three?"


  <Or not be able to demorph,> Tobias said, his voice forcedly arch and bright. <Or maybe be captured and tortured.>


  I shot him a look. It pained me when he talked like that. He didn't do it often, but . . .


  Tobias had been caught in morph, way back in the beginning. More recently, he'd been voluntarily captured, for the sake of the mission. Tortured, too. He'd sacrificed more than any of us for this stupid war. He had a right to deal with it all whatever way he could.


  Still, it hurt me to see him reveal the damage that had been done to him. I have strong feelings for Tobias. The kind you can't help. The kind that seem inevitable. Like they were always there, even before you knew the person.


  "I agree with Marco and Tobias," Cassie said, opening the door of the squirrels' cage. "It's a good idea. But for a fast series of relentless attacks we need someone calling the shots. And Jake does that better than anyone."


  "Jake's not here," I grumbled.


  "And look what's happening," Cassie went on, over her shoulder. "We're wasting time arguing. Without a leader, nothing gets done."


  "My point exactly," I said. "So let's choose a temporary leader. Look, we're agreed we can't go into a mission arguing over who's in charge and when. So . . ."


  <But are we agreed we should go ahead? If someone acts as leader?> Tobias said. <Ax?>


  <I must decline to contribute my opinion. And I must decline to participate in the choosing of a leader to substitute for my prince. This is a matter for you humans to decide.>


  <I'm not denying the danger,> Tobias said slowly. <But like Rachel said, we've got a solid opportunity. The risks are big. But I'm not sure we're free to say no.>


  "And Rachel's also saying she wants to be in charge, right?" Marco. "I mean, that's what this is really all about, right?"


  I bit back an angry response. If I wanted to lead, I had to control myself first. "No. That's not what I'm saying." I turned to Cassie. "I don't care who's in charge. Cassie can be in charge."


  Cassie fitted a dropper into a little squirrel mouth. "No thanks. Brain surgery? Okay. Secret rescue missions to the Yeerk pool? When I have to. But not this kind of thing. Not rapid-fire attacks."


  "Tobias?" I said. "How about you?"


  <No. I'm no one's leader.>


  "Much as I hate to admit anyone is superior to me," Marco sighed, "I'd have to say that in terms of intelligence, Ax is our man."


  Ax tilted his head back almost as if he were posing for a photo shoot.


  "But," Marco went on, "and no offense, Ax-man, this job is going to require pretty intimate contact with humans. With, uh, society. And let's face it, you still don't accept Earth hours as your own hours. And your favorite TV shows are These Messages.' Not good."


  Ax looked offended. <I will abide by whatever decision the ->


  "So who's left?" I challenged. "You?"


  "Possibly."


  "Not likely. I'm the one who does hard and fast. And relentless."


  "And reckless," Marco shot back.


  "While you want to sit around and think every stupid little step to death," I spat. "You've got a Hamlet complex, Marco."


  "Yeah and there's a method to my madness. Which is more than I can say about your finer moments."


  <Who or what is this Hamlet complex?> Ax asked.


  "I'll explain later," Cassie said quickly. "Look, if we're going to have a leader until Jake gets back, we're going to have to choose that leader in the democratic way. We are a team, right?"


  <A vote,> Tobias said. <It's the only way.>


  Marco snorted. "Beautiful. Let's see. We've got Rachel's best friend and her bird-friend and Ax isn't voting . . . forget it, man. I'm out."


  Marco turned to me and bowed. "Congratulations, your highness. Your wish is my command."


  Chapter 6


  



  "Crap."


  I threw myself onto my back and folded my arms across my chest.


  Sleep was just not going to happen. My mind was too busy whirling, racing. Thinking about the strangest things.


  Not about the first attack we'd planned, on the local Yeerk controlled TV station.


  But about how last month in English class we studied a few Greek tragedies. Like Oedipus Rex. Written by a guy with an equally unpronounceable name.


  That's where I first heard the word "hubris."


  Hubris is like a disease. It means excessive pride. Over-the-top self-confidence. The belief that you can do anything you want, better than anyone else. Because you know best. Because you're special.


  Because you're you.


  The problem is, hubris usually results in some extremely nasty payback. Like being so horrified when you learn that something you did was really, really wrong that you pluck out your own eyes. It kind of scared me, reading about those heroes and warriors and kings.


  It also kind of reassured me. Made me feel like I was part of a special club, one that's been around for a long time. An exclusive club. A club for people like me who know they can do great things and do them. And then get punished for doing them.


  "Ugh."


  I sat up and shoved the pillows behind my back. If I couldn't sleep I wasn't going to just lie there staring at the ceiling.


  Maybe I would read. Or listen to the radio.


  Why was I thinking about this stuff now anyway?


  Because suddenly, I was the leader of our little band of soldiers. That's why.


  And Jake had told me often enough that the leader can be as scared or full of doubt as any of his followers. He just isn't allowed to show it.


  Under any circumstances.


  No matter how horrible things get.


  That's the deal. People want their leaders to be larger than life. Perfect. Not subject to human frailty and weaknesses. Gods.


  "People want their leaders to act the way they wish they could act themselves," Jake always said. Totally confident. Completely brave. Not afraid. Never confused. Never worried.


  Trouble was, I was confused. And majorly worried.


  Being the leader is mostly about other people.


  Being the kind of hero I was born to be - the kind of hero I'd discovered myself to be since this war started - was a lot about me.


  I was smart enough to have figured that out. So I was worried. Suddenly and out of the blue. Worried I'd do something on this mission that would seriously backfire on one of my friends. Worried I'd be responsible for doing something so wrong I'd want to pluck out my own eyes, like that poor old Greek from the story.


  It bothered me. Made me mad. I couldn't afford to worry. And I definitely couldn't afford to show it. I was the hero, the warrior, the king! The doer of great deeds! Right?


  And in order to do the great things, in order to win wars and build cities, or whatever, you've got to have pride and confidence. You've got to be just a little bit arrogant. Sometimes a lot arrogant. Pride and confidence and arrogance equal courage. At least it was that way for me.


  If we - we heroes and warriors and kings didn't do the grisly but necessary stuff, the in sanely brave stuff, who would?


  "Nobody, that's who," I said to the sliver of moon peeping through the open curtains.


  So it's a trap. An inevitability. You are who you are. Character is plot. Character is destiny.


  TAP TAP TAP.


  I swung out of bed and went to the window.


  "Hey," I said, raising it to let Tobias walk into perch on my desk. "What took you so long?"


  <Sorry. Ax waylaid me. There was a dessert special on his favorite cooking show . . .>


  "Tobias?" I interrupted. "Do you think we're doing the right thing? Rapid strikes I mean? Make the inspector think we're all over the visser's butt? That we're stronger than we really are? It's a good strategy, right?"


  Tobias fixed me with his intense hawk stare. <Stealth wouldn't get us anywhere right now. We don't know exactly how long the inspector will be here. So if we're going to act, this seems the way to do it.>


  "So, you think I'm right," I pressed. "That I'm the one for the job. I'm the one, right?"


  Nothing.


  It mattered very, very much what Tobias thought. I knew he was my friend. I knew he loved me. I knew that much.


  But tonight, more than usual, it mattered that he believed in me.


  "I mean, you were going to vote for me, right?" I said quickly. "And Cassie . . ."


  <I think we'd better get moving if we're going to meet the others before the morning news.>


  For a minute I didn't say anything. Then I yanked my favorite old ratty nightgown off over my head and stood in the center of the moonlit room, shivering in my morphing suit.


  "Fine. Let's do it."


  Chapter 7


  



  "You know, before I started hanging with you people, I didn't even know there was such a thing as sunrise. No, I mean it. I knew the sun set. And when I woke up each morning it was back in the sky. But the actual rising part . . ."


  "Marco."


  "I'm shutting up," he said, yawning and crouching.


  We were in the alley behind the WKVT TV studio. First stop on our planned rampage. On our mission to convince the inspector that the Andalite bandits were all over the visser's butt, like white on rice.


  Another mission that had us meddling in Yerk politics.


  I fought off a dark flash of doubt. Shot a look at Tobias. Did he not trust me? Shouldn't matter. Maybe that's what he was telling me: It shouldn't matter what he thought.


  "Battle morphs," I said.


  Marco stood. "Hold up, General Patton. How about step one, first?"


  I scowled. "Am I the leader here?"


  <Let's hear what Marco has to say,> Tobias said neutrally.


  "Infiltration. None of us has ever been inside this place, right? We check it out in some small morph, get the layout, then if it looks safe, we do battle morphs."


  I shook my head. "No. Not a good idea. That means we'd have to go human inside. Too risky."


  "Unless we did flies. Something small, at least. Went in, scoped out the place, bailed, demorphed, remorphed to battle morphs, and went back in," Cassie said.


  "Why don't we just put off the mission until, say, next week?" I said nastily.


  Cassie looked ticked off but I didn't care.


  "Ax, you're with me on this, right?"


  <I agree with the "hammer" concept. That we work rapidly through our list of suggested targets. However . . .>


  "Okay, battle morphs. We go in hard and fast.Create havoc. Wreck the place. But try not to hurt anyone, okay?"


  Marco sighed and began his morph to gorilla. "Uh-huh."


  I began to morph to grizzly bear. And as I grew, larger, stronger, more dangerous, the doubts seemed to shrivel away. Marco was always dubious. Big deal. Forget Marco. And Tobias was . . . forget him, too. I was right.


  Six feet tall, seven, more. Muscles on muscles. Bones so thick they could have been dinosaur fossils. Matted fur that was like a suit of armor. I was power made flesh. The most powerful land predator on planet Earth.


  I was a grizzly bear.


  <Okay, boys and girls. Let's kick it.>


  I slammed into the door.


  WHAM!


  The door came off its hinges. It fell with a clatter.


  We were in! A narrow hallway. Bright lights. Moving shapes and figures, all blurry to my weak eyes.


  But we were in. Grizzly, gorilla, Andalite, wolf, and hawk - bent on destruction.


  <Move! Move! Move!>


  Down the hallway we tore.


  A scream! Papers flung in panic. I swatted down a framed picture and left gashes in the Sheetrock.


  "What the . . .?"


  "Oh my God!"


  I dropped to all fours and ran full-out. A bear on the move is like a semi on the interstate: Get out of the way.


  I brushed a Xerox machine and sent it tumbling. Marco punched a side door and crumpled it in. A security guard loomed up, trying to draw his weapon.


  FWAPP! Ax's tail cracked, fast as a bullwhip, and the guard fell unconscious to the floor.


  A man with a clipboard. I hit him like a bowling ball hitting a pin. He rolled over my back and hit the floor. Cassie leaped nimbly over him.


  Suddenly we were out of the hallway. Out in the open. Backstage. I could see the bracing for the set. I reared up and shouldered into a big TV camera on a dolly. It went spinning and crashed into the back of the set.


  <On to the set!> I was pumped. Exuberant. Nothing could stop us!


  "Tseeer!"


  "What the . . . Get those An - animals out of here!"


  Ah. Christine Kaminsky. Our favorite Yeerkish morning news personality.


  All dressed up in her tight but tasteful two-piece red suit and understated, expensive gold costume jewelry.


  We'd caught her in the middle of her read-through. She looked really, really unhappy.


  <Rip this place apart!> I cried.


  <Easy on the people,> Cassie said. <Most are probably innocent.>


  I jumped in one easy bound onto the anchor desk. It collapsed. I rolled away.


  <Am I seeing snap-on hair on Bobby Baransky?!> Marco cried.


  <Oh, I think so!> Cassie said, growling and backing Christine's blandly handsome weenie sidekick up onto his news desk.


  CRASH!


  Another news desk upended. I slid it across the floor and into the weather map "green screen" for good measure.


  ZZEWEEEEEE . . . SSZZZZ . . .


  Marco yanked microphones and other electronic equipment from the overhead grid while Ax went off to find the control room, pull some key levers and switches, and put WKVT off the air.


  <We have company, guys,> Tobias called as he landed on an overhead lighting fixture.


  I whirled as quickly as my shaggy brown mass would allow. Coming into the studio, led by an employee guide, was a group of about twenty visitors. Adults and kids. I guess even local "personalities" have their fans.


  The guide stopped cold. She screamed. She fainted. Grizzly sight isn't great, but I could make out most of the visitors standing frozen, mouths hanging open.


  I turned back to the destruction. To the crew, long since scattered. To Christine and Bobby, now both huddled and crying behind Bobby's crumpled desk, menaced by Cassie's growling, snarling wolf.


  I thwacked a rolling coffee cart with my big bear paw. Sent it careening into a wall. Bagels and pastries flew. A chocolate frosted donut rolled toward the visitors.


  <Time to bail, Rachel,> Tobias said. <Too many civilians, now, with these tourists. Someone's going to get hurt.>


  <No! Not yet!>


  The seats for the occasional live audience were bolted to the floor, ten rows of five chairs each, one after the other up a slight incline.


  RIIPP!


  One less seat!


  CRAASH!.


  The seat flew into the wall, knocking down a chunk of plaster the size of a truck tire.


  Then, "Oh, no!" A vague voice from the cluster of onlookers. "Someone, help!" And, "Grandpa!"


  <Rachel?> It was Ax. From the control room, unseen by the visitors. <I have accomplished my task. But I am hemmed in. There is a human with a gun. I do not wish to injure him.>


  <Okay, Tobias, Cassie, cover Ax and then haul out of here,> I ordered. <Marco? Grab Miss Sunshine, there.>


  Marco grabbed the screaming, resisting Yeerk anchorwoman by her blouse and held her motionless. I put my huge bear face up close to hers.


  I give her credit: She had some courage.


  "You don't scare me, Andalite," she hissed.


  <Oh, but I do,> I said. <I have a message for Visser Three. Are you ready to hear it?>


  She said nothing, just drew back from my teeth.


  <Here's the message for the visser, and all your brother Yeerks: Go home. Can you remember that? Tell him we said, "Go home.">


  I nodded to Marco. He released her. She straightened her clothes and glared hatred at us.


  We were in the studio for less than five minutes. By the time we left, there was no studio.


  We bailed, ran, and demorphed well away from the police cars, ambulances, and news vans that were racing toward the site.


  <I believe this first raid met its goal,> Ax commented.


  "I can't believe we had a live audience," Cassie said, laughing. "It was more than we could have hoped for. In one way." Suddenly, she didn't seem so sure. "Maybe it would have been better if we'd known they were in the building. Gotten them out first somehow."


  There was a moment of weird silence. Like everyone was suddenly thinking real hard about those visitors.


  <I saw one guy . . .> Tobias began, silent until now. <He fell. He was kind of old. What if he had a heart attack or whatever?>


  I felt a chill. Something like fear. Or guilt. And then the chill was chased away by a hot rush of - something else. Self-defense? Something.


  "Yeah, what if he just tripped? Come on. Casualties happen," I said coldly. "We didn't mean for the guy to get so scared. Besides, for all we know he's a Controller, too."


  My team looked at me. And that weird silence was still hanging around. But they had a job to do. And they'd just have to toughen up and do it.


  "The raid was a success," I said. "End of story. Now, we have a schedule. Next stop, bookstore."


  Chapter 8


  



  We demorphed from birds behind the massive stacks of cardboard boxes in the alley behind the local bookstore.


  "Somebody grab me a Laa-Laa doll when we're inside, okay?" Marco said. "I really like that little yellow one."


  I gave him a look. You know the one.


  "What?" he said defensively. "I'll send the manager a check tomorrow. Even though he's a Yeerk. It's not like I'm going to steal it or anything."


  "Uh, Marco, you do know Teletubbies are for preschoolers, right?" Cassie said.


  <"Eh-oh, Laa-Laa,"> Ax said. <"Big hug.">


  <Okay, that does it, Ax,> Tobias grumbled. <We need to think about turning off your TV.>


  <Remember,> Tobias said, <careful of the civilians. This time of day, should be mostly empty. But ->


  I deliberately interrupted him. "We're in and out in five minutes tops," I reminded everyone. "Just like the studio. Five minutes of rock and roll. Ax? You keep us honest, okay?"


  <Of course. But I was not aware that we would be involved in perpetrating a deception.>


  <Just keep track of time for us, Ax,> Tobias said. <At four minutes, we get ready to bail.>


  "Hey! I thought I was giving the orders," I blurted, annoyed.


  Tobias turned slightly away and stared into space.


  "I mean, am I wrong about that?"


  "No, you're right. But you might want to consider one of those leadership workshops, Rachel," Marco said mildly. "The ones that teach communication skills. Like how not to be a jerk."


  "We're ready when you give the word, Rachel," Cassie said calmly.


  I let it go. No point getting into it with Marco. Or Tobias, for that matter. I was proving all I needed to prove.


  "Let's do this," I said.


  We morphed.


  We tore in through the loading dock at the rear of the building. Grizzly, gorilla, wolf, hawk, and Andalite clopped and knuckle-walked and trotted through the stockrooms and employee locker rooms, tossing aside cardboard boxes, sending empty pallets careening into full shelves, and upending flimsy metal lockers.


  Then we erupted out onto the main floor of the store and unleashed our own patented brand of havoc.


  "Aaahhh!"


  "Holy . . ."


  "Help!"


  I stabbed my X-Men Wolverine nails into a cardboard box of books and flung it. It ripped open in midair. Books flew, and I wanted to laugh.


  The three employees at the cash registers decided it was time to leave. They left. Very quickly. One left his cash drawer open. I ran behind the counter and slammed the drawer shut. This was not about looting. No one was going to steal money and blame us.


  No stealing. Plenty of mayhem.


  "Tseeer!" Tobias!


  Ha!


  Hunched over, his hands on his head, the ultra hip twenty-something manager Tobias had identified as a Yeerk the week before scuttled into a corner like a panicked bug!


  A crowd of patrons stampeded for the front door of the store. One guy threw himself against a wall shelf and climbed it like a ladder. Cassie chased the shoppers to the door, then turned to snap and growl at the retreating heels of the climber. She was trying to keep them out of the way. Trying to make sure none of them played the hero and got hurt.


  "My chai! Nooooo . . ."


  From the little cafe where Ax was cutting seat cushions into threads, cups of espresso and double mocha latte and hot chocolate were being tossed into the air. Brown foamy liquid rained down like sizzling polluted rain.


  It was panic! It was chaos! It was hysterical!


  And I was responsible!


  THUDDD!


  Marco, in the children's department. He sent wire and cardboard racks crashing to the floor. Two-foot-high brightly colored displays napped off as the racks hit the ground. Guess How Much I Love You bunnies slamming down on top of assorted Disney heroines and Pooh and Piglet and Tigger . . .


  CRASH!


  The Blue's Clues display went down!


  <Hey! Don't mess with Blue!> Cassie yelled, racing toward him.


  <Sorry. I didn't know.>


  <I have a niece who thinks Steve and Blue are the sun and the moon.>


  <Cool. How about Intermediate Series?> He rested a ham-sized fist on a rack, preparing to push it over.


  <Just get out of the kids' section, Marco,> Cassie warned. <What's the matter with you? Go up front and trash the computer magazines or something. Man, I hate this. Bookstores are like church or something.>


  I grabbed the edges of a six-by-six-foot table on which were piled seriously discounted books and -


  WHOOMMPPFF!


  The Yeerk manager wailed in his corner.


  Hundreds of oversized art books and fancy address books and biographies about some boy who was a star for about a minute went piling onto the floor.


  "Look, Mommy!" I whipped around to see some little boy yanking on his mother's jeans and pointing at Marco. "It's Curious George!"


  <Hey, little dude, I'm a gorilla. Curious George is a monkey. Lady, you should buy your kid an encyclopedia!> Marco picked up a slightly smashed box from the floor. <How about investing in a CD-ROM version? Zillions magazine, the Consumer Repcrt, for kids' rates . . .>


  "WAAAAAAH! Curious George is mean!"


  The kids's mother dropped to her knees and threw her arms around her howling son.


  <Oh, man. Sorry,> Marco said, sounding genuinely contrite. <I didn't mean to scare him.>


  <We have been here for four of your minutes,> Ax announced calmly.


  I lumbered over to the Controller manager. Reached down and wrapped him in a bear hug. I squeezed him tight, crushing the air from his lungs. His face was inches from my muzzle. He was shaking and gasping for air.


  I squeezed harder. Harder till the veins in his neck stood out.


  <We know you, Yeerk. All of you. There's no safety anymore.>


  His face was turning blue.


  <There's no place to hide. You tell Visser Three that. You tell him we've only just begun. You tell him it's time to go home.>


  Chapter 9


  



  "Next stop, Style-a-riffic!"


  "What's that?"


  Cassie, of course.


  <Style-a-riffic is a place where women . . .>


  "And men," I pointed out.


  Ax inclined his head. <Where humans go to have their hair cut, teased, treated with chemicals, or tortured into an updo. Liquid acrylic is applied to the delicate human fingernail and dried in a cancer-causing machine much like your microwave. Hair from above the eyes is torn out by the roots. Skin from the feet is sliced off with sharp metal instruments. Hair from the legs, however . . .>


  Cassie held up a hand. "I get the picture, Ax."


  "TV commercial?" Marco guessed and Ax nodded.


  "So, why Style-a-riffic?" Cassie asked. "What's the Yeerk connection?"


  "First, it's the largest beauty salon in town," I said. "Second, Tobias learned that Mrs. Chapman is their best client - and co-owner. You tell me there's not a Yeerk running the place."


  "You're enjoying this, aren't you?" Marco asked me.


  "Yeah. I am. We've taken it and taken it, and barely fought back. Now they're scared. And they'll be more scared, soon. Should have done this a long time ago."


  "Yeah, well, we didn't have the mighty Warrior Princess In charge before?," Marco said.


  I heard the tone of sarcasm. But I didn't care. That's right, I thought, but now I am in charge, and now the Yeerks are going to pay.


  Jake would be proud of me when he got back. Or maybe a little jealous. Maybe even a lot jealous. That was okay, too. Things changed. People changed. Situations changed. Jake had been the leader for a long time. Maybe it was time he took a well-deserved rest.


  Again, we struck. Quick and unexpected as lightning.


  "Ahhh!"


  "Ohhh!"


  "Eeek!"


  <Oh, yeah, this is a beauty salon,> Marco said. <"Eeek"? What am I, a mouse?>


  This time, we came in through the front door. The bored, airhead receptionist didn't even look up.


  "Do you have an appointment?" she said, cracking a piece of smelly, grape-flavored bubble gum.


  And then she looked up. And then she fainted.


  CLUNK! Facedown on the desk. It was pretty funny. Plus, she used way too much hairspray.


  <Let's do it!>


  Then we hit the nearest sporting goods store. CRAASSSHHH!


  BOOMPP. BOOMPP. BOOMPPBOOMPPBOO-MPP.


  An entire wire container, six feet high, crammed with basketballs, hit the floor!


  <Hey, I like these Skechers . . .>


  <Put 'em down, Marco!>


  "Aaahhh! What are you doing to my store!" Tasset. Owner of All That! Sporting Goods. Controller.


  Cassie. Chewing through the mesh on a tennis racket. <This had better not be catgut is all I'm saying,> she growled.


  Tobias, using talons and beak to deflate rubber rafts and rowboats suspended from the ceiling.


  FWAPP!


  Ax, smashing glass cases full of sports watches with well-aimed blows of his blade. Announcing, <It is time.>


  



  SCREEEEEPPPP! EEERRREEEPPP!


  The metal bars of the gate separating the safety deposit boxes from the rest of the bank just kind of - fell apart in my paws.


  <They don't make gates the way they used to,> I commented.


  BONK!


  The armed guard was down. Something about the sight of a grizzly and gorilla playing with metal made him knock himself in the head with his own nightstick.


  <You know, after this experience, I'm thinking that putting my money under the mattress is not such a bad idea.>


  <What money? Like you have any money!> I taunted.


  <Some of us save our allowances,> Marco shot back, dragging the felled guard across the marble-floored room and propping him into an armchair. <Some of us don't run right out and spend it all at The Gap.>


  Cassie had herded the bank customers into a small office and stood outside, growling menacingly, barring the closed door.


  "Ah! Help! Somebody, call the police! Ask for Sergeant . . ."


  It was the Yeerk-controlled bank manager, Mr. Arundel.


  Arms in the air, navy blue suit and yellow power tie askew. Shouting to be heard through the door of the closed office.


  FWAPP!


  Ax, coming up from behind the panicked bank manager, smacking his head with the side of his tail blade.


  Mr. Arthur Arundel, down for the count. Unable to call out the name of a Controller cop. A cop who'd no doubt know exactly how to deal with the Andalite bandits. By alerting Visser Three.


  <Rachel, we should bail,> Tobias said, flap ping up from a desktop he'd been ravaging.


  <But it hasn't been four minutes yet!>


  <Someone's probably already tripped the silent police alarm.>


  <Okay, okay,> I grumbled. <Let's go!>


  



  <Was that Chapman going into that cigar store?>


  <Doesn't he know smoking is bad for him?>


  Tinkletinkletinkletinkle!


  The plate glass window was gone! I shook a few shards out of my shaggy brown fur and stepped up into the tobacconist's shop.


  CRUNCH! Glass compacted beneath my feet. Whatever.


  Tobias soared in after me, flared, pulled up, and dove for Assistant Principal Chapman.


  "Tseeer!"


  "Aaah!"


  Chapman swatted at the red-tailed hawk menacing him.


  Big mistake.


  "Ow!"


  Chapman fell back into an overstuffed armchair, the kind Bruce Wayne and rich old men in smoking jackets are supposed to laze around in. Lines of bright red blood trickled down his cheeks. The owner bent and grabbed something from behind a counter.


  <No you don't.> Marco none too gently removed the thirty-eight special from the man's shaking hand. <Smoking and playing with loaded weapons? Tsk, tsk.>


  BONK!


  The guy went down, the impression of a gorilla fist plastered on his face.


  Cassie butted at a wooden Indian until it toppled, destroying a glass case of silver cigar cutters and pocket-sized leather carrying cases. <Later for that thing,> she muttered.


  I loomed above Chapman and delivered the same message I had been delivering all day.


  <It's over for you,> I said. <Go home, Yeerk. Go home.>


  <It is time,> said Ax, proclaiming our job was done. Again.


  Chapter 10


  



  We ruled! The old standbys - force and surprise - served us well. Put us totally in charge of the town!


  I was pumped! Psyched! This was my plan and I was in charge and we were kicking butt in the spectacular way I knew we would.


  Hard to believe I'd ever doubted myself, even for a moment.


  Hard to believe that even for a minute I'd questioned my ability to rule, lead, direct. Make tough decisions in the depths of crisis. Exploit my soldiers' particular talents.


  I was made to be leader! Hero, warrior, king. I'd known that all along. Character is destiny . . ..


  After the cigar store we hit Fred's Fitness Center on Peach Street downtown, where at least two of the most popular trainers were Controllers. Maybe some day Kirk and Kristen will get over the embarrassment of Ax's slicing off their gym shorts in front of their worshipful yuppie clients. Maybe.


  Two blocks away, we rampaged through Kinko's. The manager was a kid I recognized from around. He went to the local high school now. A seven-teen-year-old loser who'd joined The Sharing to get a life.


  What he'd gotten was a Yeerk in his head. And now he was Mr. Career Path and all, Mr. Responsibility, Mr. Self-importance in a pathetic short-sleeved white dress shirt and clip-on tie. Please.


  I thought it might be interesting to make a photocopy of his butt. Send it to his boss. Tack a second copy up on the break room bulletin board.


  So I did.


  While the others trashed the stock and ripped the insides out of expensive laser jet machines or whatever. Oh, yeah. Ax did something not nice to the rent-by-the-hour computers.


  Then, it was on to the big law firm with three names. All three names were head honchos on the Yeerk payroll.


  File cabinets do not stay intact when thrown from a tenth-floor window. Neither do water coolers.


  Next, we paid a little visit to the chambers of Judge Forensik, in the private, secure area of the courthouse where judges have their offices. I remembered the judge from when we'd paid a visit to the Yeerk pool during the instant oatmeal episode.


  Judge Sally Forensik was, on most occasions, a distinguished-looking older woman. On this particular afternoon, bawling and crawling under her big maple desk, black robes hiked around her knees, she didn't look terribly deserving of respect.


  Just before we got out, Ax sliced the judge's massive desk into several smaller desks, one for each of her underpaid, overworked staff. Now that was an act of true justice.


  We avoided The Gap and its concealed entrance to the Yeerk pool. Way too crowded with civilians, Tobias pointed out. Secretly, I was pleased. I wasn't thrilled about messing up good clothes.


  We avoided the police station. Too many guns. Even I knew it would be too easy to get killed. And none of us wanted the accidental death of a real, hardworking human cop on our hands. It had been hard enough to avoid hurting the guards at the courthouse.


  All day we raided and rampaged and put the fear into human-Controllers. Sustained minimal injuries. Made Visser Three look bad. Hoped the inspector was taking note. Hoped he was getting the message: Visser Three had accomplished nothing on Earth. We could hit him anywhere, any time.


  <Go home, Yeerk. Earth will never be yours.>


  After the raid on Phil's Hardware, we split up. Left Controller Phil bound head to toe in two rolls of silver duct tape. Planned to meet in a half hour at the highly hyped Community Center the Yeerks had recently opened.


  The Community Center was the scene of one of our most dangerous missions - find and destroy the Anti-Morphing Ray. A mission Tobias would never - could never - forget. One he'd never purge from his memory, from the hawk or human or mysteriously Andalite part of him.


  During that mission Tobias had been a voluntary POW. An act of supreme sacrifice and bravery. The experience had almost destroyed him. It had scared me to death.


  I had wanted more than anything to destroy his torturer. I'd spared her life once, at Tobias's request.


  I guess Tobias is a better person than me.


  Anyway, bad, haunting memories didn't mean we could stay away from this center of Yeerk activity. Especially now. I figured we'd find a whole bunch of high-ranking Controllers gathering there to panic and plan. Maybe even the visser himself. No doubt he'd been contacted by now, told about the total chaos the Andalite bandits were causing.


  It was a dangerous place to attack - so many Controllers in a concentrated area. And here they would have Hork-Bajir shock troops. A very different proposition from scaring off civilians and roughing up human-Controllers. I wasn't sure exactly what we'd do once we got there.


  But I knew I'd figure out something. I was Rachel! Hero warrior and interim king!


  Tobias flew ahead to do what reconnaissance he could.


  Marco took off with Ax, in human morph, right behind him. Cassie and I walked a few blocks uptown. Once we were sure we weren't being followed, we'd morph to birds in a filthy but very private alley we'd spotted earlier.


  There was a bounce in my step. I felt like howling and laughing and leaping up onto a sign-post and twirling in midair! Like Gene Kelly in that old movie Singing in the Rain.


  There was chaos in the streets!


  Maybe not chaos but there was definitely confusion. At least there was evidence of something going on.


  Lots of police cars, just kind of cruising along.


  Shopkeepers shutting down before usual closing time.


  Clusters of people talking hurriedly, glancing over their shoulders nervously. Anticipating the next bizarro attack.


  "Boo!"


  The two men in suits flinched as Cassie and I passed.


  "Jeez, Rachel, could you not call attention to us, please," Cassie muttered. "We all split up for a reason."


  We passed a home electronics store. You know, stereos, beepers, cell phones, TVs.


  One of the TVs in the window was tuned to the local news station. Well, to the temporary live-feed the station had hooked up after this morning's raid.


  "Look! She's talking about us!" I grabbed Cassie's arm and pulled her closer to the window. We couldn't hear the announcer's voice, but the shots of the wrecked TV studio were clear enough.


  "C'mon, Rachel," Cassie said. "We can watch a report later. Right now, we've got to move."


  I shrugged off Cassie's hand. "Just wait a minute, okay? I want to see if they show us tearing up the place!"


  They did. Just a few grainy flashes as cameras tumbled and then nothing as cameras broke.


  And then they showed something else. Across the bottom of the screen, in medium, white letters. The words:


  One man dead in attack on WKVT. Visiting his grandson from Kansas, heart disease patient succumbs.


  My own heart stopped. No. No.


  Oh, God. No.


  Chapter 11


  



  We met up in part of the dense wood surrounding the Community Center and its playground and picnic areas. Still in our traveling bird morphs, mostly for security. Scattered on perches within several yards of one another.


  <Tell them, Rachel> Cassie said, in private thought-speak. <If you don't, I will. But it should come from you.>


  <I know, I know,> I growled. <I know.>


  Marco narrowed his osprey eyes and looked from me to Cassie. Ax, as northern harrier, was barely visible from my perch.


  Tobias . . .


  <That old man,> I blurted. <From the TV studio this morning. The one Tobias saw fall. He died.>


  <It was a heart attack,> Cassie added gently. <That's all we know.>


  Silence.


  <Well, that's nice,> Marco said finally. <That's just beautiful.>


  <The man's death is unfortunate, Perhaps it was even avoidable. But there is nothing we can do to change the fact of it.> Ax. Of course.


  <Tobias?>


  I was glad Cassie spoke to him. I wasn't sure I could. I felt - uncomfortable.


  He'd seen potential trouble. He'd told me to get us out of the studio. I'd said no. I'd been having too good a time.


  <ALL clear so far,> he reported from the high oak branch on which he perched as our most experienced lookout. He didn't comment on the old man. He didn't even look at me. Or say he was sorry - for me.


  <Look,> I said, suddenly angry, <it wasn't my fault. We all agreed to do this mission. Nobody forced anybody. We all agreed: Hit them hard, scare them, attack, attack, attack. I'm sorry the guy died but . . .>


  <Rachel.> Cassie cut me off. <Nobody's saying it's your fault.>


  <It's what they're not saying,> I muttered. And then I felt even angrier. We were doing a good job so far!


  And I was the leader! It was my place to keep us doing a good job. My duty.


  No one could ever blame me for not doing my duty. <You know what?> I went on. <The Yeerks are spooked. We've got them right where we want them.>


  <Good. Great. Mission accomplished!> Marco snapped.


  <No. Not yet. Okay, there's only a handful of people in the picnic area. Maybe a Sharing sub-committee or maybe recruits, not Controllers yet. Either way, they're no real threat to us outside the building. Tobias, what's going on inside?>


  He turned his intense hawk glare on me. For a moment. <There's some kind of meeting going on in a small, ground floor room at the back. Lots of very grim looking Controllers. Some look more ticked off than scared. Some look really scared.>


  <Any sign of the visser?> Marco asked.


  <No. Doesn't mean he's not in the building,> Tobias said.


  <It also doesn't mean he's not in morph as one of the humans in that room,> Cassie pointed out. <Or in some other morph.>


  <We need more information. There could be Hork-Bajir on the premises, hiding, waiting for an attack,> Ax added. <There could be the inspector.>


  Tobias fluttered and resettled his wings. <They'll be expecting us. Some kind of intrusion, at least. We're not a surprise by now. We have to be careful.>


  <I'm not sure this attack is even necessary,> Marco added. <I mean, we got the point across, right? Okay, Animorphs rule. Let's leave it at that before an other innocent bystander gets croaked.>


  <Let Jake take it from here, when he gets back day after tomorrow,> Cassie suggested.


  <I don't believe this!> I cried. <This is not the time to quit! This is not the time to get all nervous! We break in and we kick butt. We stick with the plan!>


  <All right,> Marco said calmly. <I'll go in. But only after infiltration. Only when we know what we're getting into. Only if we think we have a reasonable chance of getting out.>


  <I agree with Marco.>


  <You, too, Cassie?> I wished I were human so I could make a sound of disgust. <You people kill me. Every attack so far has been a success. And you want to blow it now? By the time we check out the building the meeting could break up and everyone could be gone! What then?>


  <Rachel ->


  <No. No one says "no" to Jake,> I challenged. <Suddenly, I'm leader so it's okay to be all rebellious and mutiny? I don't think so. You chose me as leader. I got us through today okay. Didn't I? Didn't I?>


  Another weird silence. Did Jake have to deal with these weird silences?


  <She's right,> Tobias said. <We chose her.>


  More silence. At least no one turned or flew away.


  <Look,> I said, the inevitable pre-battle excitement building in spite of the lack of enthusiasm and support the others were showing. <This is going to be fantastic. The last raid of the day. We'll leave the Yeerks with an experience they'll never forget.>


  I looked around my wary group of feathered warriors. Imagined a hugely grinning, glittery eyed, adrenaline-soaked look on my own human face. And said, <If you guys are really that worried, we'll go in with maximum firepower. We all go in as polar bears!>


  Chapter 12


  



  "Did I hear you correctly?" Marco, almost totally demorphed, cupped his hand to his ear. '"Cause I don't see anything wrong with our usual battle morphs."


  "He's got a point, Rachel." Cassie, now also human, stood next to him on the fragrant, pine-needle-covered ground, still hidden in the woods. "We know our morphs. They've been working for us all day. We handle them best."


  "We're going for mass here, people," I said, pushing down the defensiveness I knew was creeping into my voice. They were still arguing with me! "Bulk. Spectacle. Going out in style. Besides, we want to send the message that there are a lot of us."


  I knew I was right. I knew it.


  So I waited and felt every muscle in my face tighten. Harden. No expression. Give them nothing but determined, fearless leader. Hero. Warrior. King.


  No objections.


  Not from Marco or Cassie or Ax. Not even from Tobias.


  "Then, let's do it," I said, finally.


  Morphing isn't pretty. It's not rational or logical or predictable.


  And it's uncomfortable.


  Though the idea is worse than the reality. Skin pinching and withering. Organs smooshing or stretching. Bones scraping together or being hollowed out. Huge, bulky muscles slapped on a narrow skeleton not yet ready for them.


  Not exactly fun to think about but once the process gets going, it's bearable. Especially when you're not morphing something gross like a fly.


  This time, the first thing to change was . . .


  WHUMPPFFH! WHUMPPFFH!


  I was down on my two front paws. Each a foot across, round, distributing my weight like snow-shoes. Five toes and five thick claws. Good for traction. And for grabbing prey.


  My back legs, heavy, stocky, shot out from the expanding round of whitish hair that was my middle.


  My shoulders bulged. My butt exploded out. Two hundred. Six hundred. One thousand. Fifteen hundred pounds of blubber and muscle and fur before I reached my full bulk!


  I was a fifteen-hundred-pound arctic beast, largest land carnivore - from the shoulders down.


  <Whoa,> Marco said, his own morph complete but for still-sprouting hair. <You look like someone in one of those costumes with the big, detachable head. The kind that walk around amusement parks, terrifying little kids. Except you're missing the head.>


  "Yeah, thanks. I hadn't notifff . . ."


  And then, finally, my head began to shift and reshape. From an almost circle to an almost oblong. Pinkish skin turned black and sprouted the whitish, hollow tubes that are the polar bear's hairs. Miniature greenhouses, conducting warmth to my heat-absorbing black skin.


  My eyes stayed pretty much where they were, facing forward. Sight was about the same. Better than my grizzly morph. Hearing? No big deal.


  But smell! Now that was amazing. Smells meant food. And food meant . . .


  Meat. Close by. Only just beyond that concrete-and-brick wall. No problem.


  <So, think they picked up Mickey D's on the way in?> Marco, now fully polar bear, swung his football-shaped head from side to side, inhaling through his smallish black nose.


  <You know, I think I smell a Filet-O-Fish.> said Cassie. <I've always had a secret love of the Filet-O-Fish sandwich . . .>


  <Perhaps the temporary inhabitants of this so-called Community Center will share their greasy fried flesh treats with us . . ..>


  <Uh, people,> I said, myself fighting the polar bear's instinctive urge to feast. <Ax-man? Get a grip. This isn't the time for protein snacks.>


  Tobias lumbered forward, each step like a human's, the heel of each massive paw touching the ground before the toes. <Remember, everyone,> he said blandly. <These are humans. Controllers, but humans all the same. We're here to scare them. Not to hurt. Or kill.>


  I was stunned. He'd meant that for me! Me.


  I didn't need his advice. His warnings.


  I knew this was just another busting-up mission. I knew that!


  All day long, at every raid, I'd been in control of myself. Of my morphs. I had! I hadn't been responsible for that old man's dying -


  <So?> Marco said. <You gonna say it? Or am I?>


  I hesitated. But only for a second. <Let's do it!>


  "HHIISSSRRROOOAAARRRWWWW!"


  Chapter 13


  



  We were in!


  Through the smallish back window, glass shattering, chunks of plaster flying. The wooden frame cracking and breaking.


  One, two, three, four, five polar bears!


  One after the other, hurtling into the room from above, half-falling, half-sliding down the wall, crashing down onto a handful of unsuspecting human-Controllers.


  They screamed. Jumped from their seats. Ran for the door. One fainted. Another wet his pants.


  Fine. Let them panic. They were going to get what they deserved.


  A good butt-kicking.


  It was easy. I smacked a raised chair out of a man's hand.


  <That's for the old man,> I told him. I don't think he heard.


  Marco barreled into a huddle of three Controllers and sent them scattering across the linoleum floor.


  Ax and Cassie and Tobias rolled and rumbled and rampaged, bumping into one another's massive bulky bodies and knocking their heads against the low ceiling as they terrorized the Yeerk-infested humans. Tore the portable video screen off a wall. Threw a podium through a back window.


  I laughed. At this rate, the attack would soon be over. We'd smash a few more skulls, break a few more pieces of furniture, and get out.


  <Rachel! Hork-Bajir!> Tobias shouted.


  I swung my massive body to face the interior door.


  Yeerk shock troops. So what?


  We could take them.


  <Attack!> I cried. Adrenaline pumped harder through my veins and I leaped forward, teeth bared, claws extended.


  My teeth tore at leathery Hork-Bajir flesh. Forty-two weapons in my mouth alone!


  With my massive paws I batted and smacked and ripped! At eight feet I stood taller than any of the Controllers in the room. Human or alien.


  "HHIISSSRRROOOAAARRRWWW!"


  I shoved a human-Controller aside and watched as his head bounced off the edge of a small table. He slid, unconscious, to the floor.


  To my right, Cassie smashed the head of one human-Controller against the head of another. Like something out of an old Three Stooges.


  To my left, Marco and Tobias wrestled a Hork-Bajir to the ground. Where he stayed.


  In front of me, Ax hurled a bleeding Hork-Bajir aside and smacked the pathetic little knife out of the hand of a human-Controller.


  We were winning! We would destroy this room and its Yeerk inhabitants and get away before anyone could call for help.


  Before anyone could understand the extraordinary force that had defeated them!


  And then the inspector would have to believe that Visser Three was totally harassed and incompetent and . . .


  <Rachel! Behind you!>


  ZZZZZZZIIIISSSPPP!


  Blindingly fast! A blue blur . . .


  The inspector. The Garatron. Had to be. Nothing else moved like that.


  A blur and Marco's head jerked to one side. His knees buckled.


  THWAP!


  Marco was down, moaning.


  <Jump him!> I ordered.


  <Can't see him!> Cassie yelled.


  Insane! Tobias threw his huge body at the inspector. At the point in space where the inspector had been. Less than a half second earlier.


  Thunk!


  Tobias was facedown on the floor.


  The inspector circled and spun like a whirling dervish around Cassie. Jim Carrey in The Mask. The Tasmanian Devil in a whirlwind around Yosemite Sam. Futilely she slapped the empty air with her paw, over and over again.


  <Cassie! Watch out!> I cried.


  Too late!


  Dizzy from trying to follow the inspector's swirling path, she couldn't react in time. Couldn't dodge the swinging bladed arm of the Hork-Bajir who loomed behind her.


  <AAAAGGGHHH!>


  She was down! The Hork-Bajir raised his arm to strike again, to slice the polar bear's already bleeding back.


  Two down! No!


  <No you don't, buddy.> Marco! Stumbling into the Hork-Bajir from behind, buckling its knees, shoving it away from Cassie.


  <OOOWWWRRR!>


  I'd been hit!


  Shot in the belly at close range by a human-Controller I hadn't seen sneaking up on me. I'd been too distracted by the inspector's infuriating speed and evasiveness.


  This Yeerk-carrying human was going to pay for that! If only I could rear up on my hind legs . . .


  ZZZIIISSSPPP!


  THWAAAPP!


  My head jerked violently to the left. I could hear the bones in my neck crack and creak.


  Pathetically I raised one front leg - and stumbled to the ground.


  The room spun! Bodies, human and alien. Flailing. Falling.


  The flash of gunpowder. The clashing of blades.


  The hissing growl of polar bears, growing weaker.


  I had to get up, get back into battle!


  Slowly, painfully, I raised my bruised head.


  And saw the blue blur come to a dead stop about twenty feet in front of me. Speak to a blue deerlike creature with a bladed tail who stood just inside the door.


  <Ihaveseenenough.Ileaveyoutocleanupthemess,mydearVisser.>


  With an odd grace the inspector walked off through the door held open for him by a heavily bleeding human-Controller.


  Lose one opponent. Gain another.


  No way could we win against a dozen still-standing Hork-Bajir and twenty human-Controllers with guns. And Visser Three. In a space barely big enough to accommodate five polar bears standing still.


  Exhaustion. I had never felt so drained and depleted. And the pain in my gut . . .


  Maybe it-was time to . . .


  Pllaaaammmph!


  Chapter 14


  



  I swung my head around.


  Fllooooommph!


  The visser had begun to morph.


  To some massive, horrible - thing.


  From his proud Andalite body shot folds of gray skin. Flaps of stinking flesh, piling on top of one another, layer upon layer. Like pudding dumped from a bowl.


  Skin like buckets of quicksand slapped onto a six-, seven-, eight-foot monster!


  Eyes like tiny rotted raisins. Arms and legs like columns of poured mud, two feet around.


  A stomach that roiled out like a wave and slapped onto the floor!


  That kept on growing!


  Skin that oozed an outrageously foul stench. Think sewer. Then corpse.


  What little air there was in that small over-crowded room was already stale with the odors of sweat and blood. Boiling with the heat of so many bodies. The visser's reeking morph made breathing almost impossible.


  And the heat!


  My body felt bloated with it. My skin stretched over layers of dense blubber. My fur coat felt like the heavy lead blanket the doctor drapes over you before pointing an X-ray machine at your chest.


  Oppressive!


  Too late I realized the polar bear - an animal that expends twice the amount of energy at a given speed than any other mammal - an animal covered in layers of insulating blubber - was not the morph for this job.


  <Too hot. Gotta . . . can't breathe.>


  <And, uh, guys, I'm bleeding pretty bad,> said Tobias.


  <Perhaps we should have chosen our usual battle morphs,> Ax said unnecessarily, his voice grim. <We are all one thing, with no flexibility. We must withdraw.>


  <Yeah. Go for the window!> I shouted. <I'll hold off the visser. Go! Go!>


  <Rachel, don't be crazy . . .>


  <I said get out, Tobias! Now!>


  I was vaguely aware of massive white shapes, splotched with gore, lumbering toward the outer wall. Dragging themselves over a pile of bloody Hork-Bajir. Warriors dead and dying.


  "HHHSSSRRROOOAAARRWW!"


  With all the willpower I could muster I reared up on my hind legs. My battered oblong head swung from side to side as I took a step closer to the visser's disgusting, still-growing monster.


  I'd never survive an assault. Only one thing to do.


  Attack!


  I threw my suddenly puny body into the grotesque fleshy monster. Stumbled as I met little resistance against the reeking pulpy mass.


  <Fool of an Andalite!> the visser laughed. <You have failed even to bruise the flesh of this admittedly foul creature. Your efforts to damage this body are futile!>


  I pulled back. Again, threw myself against the pile of stinking gray flesh. Again. Again!


  Until the visser reached down with one putrid claw and plucked my fifteen-hundred-pound body off his like a chimpanzee plucking a flea off its belly.


  And with a wet spray of foul breath - tossed me against the far wall!


  I smashed into the plaster and slid to the floor. My senses were dulled. Fire raced down my back and across my ribs. My front left paw was pulpy and red. But I wasn't dead.


  And that's all that mattered.


  The window! On the wall above me!


  A quick glance around the destroyed room.


  Marco, Ax, Cassie, Tobias.


  I couldn't see any of them.


  Good.


  Just piles of Hork-Bajir and battered human-Controllers, groaning, struggling to their feet.


  No inspector.


  And Visser Three's outrageous morph slowly shrinking.


  Time to bail.


  I lumbered to my feet. My head spun with the effort. I felt a stream of blood flow down my forehead. And another jab of pain - awful! - down my back where my spine had crashed against the wall.


  The window was about seven feet up the wall. The glass and frame had been smashed when we stormed the room.


  With effort, I stood on my hind legs. Stepped onto the back of a felled Hork-Bajir. Reached. And with my last ounce of strength hauled my broken body up and across the torn sill.


  And tumbled to the litter-strewn ground.


  I was out!


  We were safe!


  <Marco! Ax! Tobias! Where's . . .>


  I didn't finish the question.


  Because the look on Marco's face, the set of Ax's shoulders, and the way Tobias turned away gave me my answer.


  Cassie was still inside.


  Chapter 15


  



  <One hour and fifteen minutes. Seventy-five minutes, total.>


  "This is just fabulous. This is just perfect!" Marco raged. "In less than two hours Cassie's going down. One way or the other. Infestation? Maybe. Torture? Why not. Life as a gigantic fur ball? Possible."


  <Marco.> Tobias's voice was emotionless. <Stop. I'm sure Rachel feels bad enough . . .>


  "And she should!" Marco whirled to glare at me.


  I lowered my head and the tears spilled faster.


  "Nice, Rachel," Marco spat. "The 'Don't-be-mean-to-me I'm-a-girl' thing is pathetic."


  <Marco!> It was Ax. <That is enough. Unproductive. And enough.>


  We were in Cassie's barn. Cassie's favorite place. Which, thanks to me, she might never see again.


  "I . .. I thought she was out . . ." I whispered.


  <We've got to deal with this situation,> Tobias went on. <If the Yeerks infest Cassie and force her to demorph, we're history. The mission is over. The entire war is over. It might be already.>


  Marco snorted. "Shouldn't we let our new fearless leader decide the next move? She's been just fantastic with strategy so far. I, for one, am impressed."


  I sniffed and swiped at my eyes with the back of my hand. "Marco . . ."


  "Yes? Did you want to say something to me?" He crossed his arms and stared. "'Cause I don't know if a macho warrior like you wants to be talking to me. I'm the one who thinks too much. I'm the boring one with the Hamlet complex. The one who says, 'Gee, Rachel. Don't you think we should take a look first? Investigate? Prepare? You know, before we march into certain death?'"


  Okay, now I was mad. I'd screwed up really, really badly. But wasn't I punishing myself enough? For God's sake, I was crying! Not something I made a habit of doing. "I didn't know that Garatron inspector would be there!" I shouted, my fists clenched.


  Marco shook his head. Like he was disgusted. "Yeah, well, you would have if you'd listened to reason."


  <We are wasting time,> Ax said. <The visser has probably taken Cassie to the Yeerk pool.> Ax still hadn't looked at me. Not right at me. Not once since we'd run off from the Community Center, flown back to the barn. <Our course is clear.>


  Tobias stretched and refolded his wings. <Rachel's our leader, Ax. We might not be thrilled with that decision right now but we're the ones who made it. I think we should take responsibility for it. Stick with it.>


  My stomach clenched. I felt chilled.


  Not exactly a strong endorsement from Tobias.


  But why would he be pleased with me? Why should he stick up for me? My show-off performance had put us all - all - in serious danger. Had quite possibly condemned us to death.


  An old man, dead. Cassie . . .


  I was going to be sick. I clapped my hand over my mouth.


  No. Get control, Rachel. Not here. Not now.


  "No!" I turned to Marco. Tobias. "Ax. Please. Look at me." He did, with his main eyes. "I'm not your leader. Not anymore. I can't bring that old man back to life. I can't tell you to go down to the Yeerk pool to rescue Cassie. I can't tell you to do anything! I screwed up. I . . ."


  <Rachel. All leaders make mistakes on occasion. It is not a desirable thing but it is an observable truth. Tobias is correct. You are our leader. You must behave like a commanding officer.>


  I shook my head. "No. Ax . . ." I swallowed hard and looked to Tobias. "And Tobias. Thanks for the loyalty. It must be hard, pretending to have faith in me. And Marco? Thanks for the honesty." I laughed a forced, sick laugh. "It's ugly but I deserve it. But . . . I'm going down to the Yeerk pool alone. It's the only way."


  "Are you on medication?" Marco put his hands to his head. "No, I really want to know. Seriously. 'Cause I think your dosage needs to be adjusted."


  "I'm going alone. That's final. Look, Cassie went down alone when she had to."


  "When the rest of us were totally incapacitated," Marco shot back. "Different situation. She had no choice. You do."


  <It would be suicidal,> Ax said. <I cannot imagine Prince Jake approving of such an action.>


  "Yeah, well, Jake's not here," I snapped. Even to my own ears I sounded like a petulant child. "And if he had been I guess none of this would have happened."


  <So, it's Jake's fault?> Tobias said harshly. <That he trusted us to handle situations while he was away? That we chose you as interim leader? That you made a mistake and now want to bail on us? I don't know, Rachel. Maybe you really don't deserve to be leader.>


  Tobias . . .


  Guilt. Shame.


  Overwhelming sadness. And anger.


  Why was this happening? How could things have gotten so bad? Gone so wrong? It was all too much. Too much!


  I couldn't . . .


  "I quit. I resign. Let Marco be leader," I yelled, kicking an old wooden crate against the wall. A wounded raccoon moaned nervously in its cage. "It's what he's wanted all along. I'm out of here."


  Chapter 16


  



  Marco followed me out of the barn.


  "Rachel. Wait up."


  I did. I don't know why. But I threw my arms up in the air and slapped them down against my thighs and tossed back my head and growled.


  He trotted up and came to stand in front of me.


  "No," he said.


  "What do you mean, 'no'? Don't want to have to deal with my mess?" I said flatly, brushing away a final tear and pretending it was a speck of dirt. "I understand that. It's a no-win situation. And you're nothing if not pragmatic, Marco."


  Marco nodded. "You're right about that. Lousy odds for success. And I am pragmatic."


  "The odds are always lousy. But Jake beats the odds."


  "Yeah. We're lucky we have Jake. But he's screwed up, too."


  "Your pity isn't really helping me, Marco."


  "Jake never walks out. Never quits."


  "Yeah, well, goody for Saint Jake. You're the one who didn't want me in charge. Why not just take your big victory and be happy. The Animorphs are all yours till the Almighty Jake comes home."


  "Look, I can't lead. Not right now. This isn't my mission."


  "Look, maybe someday I'll be in charge. If I am, I'll probably screw up. Like I said, even Saint Jake blows it sometimes. What makes you so special, anyway?"


  "Yeah? Then it's your turn to screw up. I'm gone."


  Marco grabbed my arm. I jerked it away. He looked as angry as I was.


  "Listen to me, you mall-crawling psycho, we have one hour and ten minutes to get Cassie out of the Yeerk pool. Now, I can come up with a clever plan. I can work all the angles. I can see the perfect solution. But all that takes time. We don't have time, Rachel. We don't have time for clever and subtle. We need reckless. We need impulsive. We need dangerous. We need out-of-your-mind, pure adrenaline, butt-kicking, total out-there insanity."


  He stabbed his finger in my face. "We could have used me, back at the Community Center. But right now we need you. We have an hour to save your best friend, Jake's girlfriend, and the entire human race. You got us into this, now get us out."


  Tobias and Ax were still waiting in the barn.


  I closed the door behind me. I stood just inside, Marco within arm's reach, peering into the blue-and-gray gloom of the barn.


  It was evening, about six o'clock. I was already late for dinner but I'd deal with my mother's questions tomorrow. If she'd even noticed I was gone, with all the time she was spending at the office lately on a major new case.


  "Tobias?" My voice came out a little raw. "We have to act. Now. Anything new we need to know about the entrances to the Yeerk pool?"


  There was a beat of silence. I thought I saw Ax smile, in that incredible mouth less way Andalites smile. But I could have imagined that, too.


  Another beat of silence. Tobias said, <What are you planning to ->


  I slammed my fist into my other hand. "I'm planning to get Cassie out of there. Now answer my question. Everything you have on Yeerk pool entrances. Now."


  <Gap dressing room. McDonald's bathroom. Community Center playground tunnel.>


  "Any other options?" I asked quickly.


  Tobias cocked his head and seemed to consider. <Possibly. There's a new office building a couple of blocks from the McQueen Building, where we were today. I've been watching it since it went up about two months ago. Strange thing is, it's still empty. No tenants.>


  "Lousy real estate market?" Marco wondered.


  <No. I watched the construction, too. Mostly it was kept under wraps, but nobody was expecting a hawk to be snooping around. I'm no engineer, but I'm pretty sure office buildings have things like stairwells and elevator shafts. But not this building. And I'm also pretty sure the roof is retractable.>


  <Not a common feature of Earth dwellings, I believe,> Ax said.


  <Right. The other day I thought I saw what had to be a cloaked Bug fighter dropping through the roof. I can't be sure. I was too far away, but you know, we've always wondered how the visser gets spacecraft in and out of the Yeerk pool. I don't ->


  "Time check, Ax?"


  <Sixty-five of your minutes.>


  <I may be wrong about this place,> Tobias said.


  "Take us half an hour to get there, another half hour to infiltrate," Marco said. "If it is a Yeerk cover, it'll be guarded. More so, now. Then, we'll need time to get to the Yeerk pool, find Cassie, bail out. I don't see it. Not in any sixty-five minutes."


  "It doesn't take a Bug fighter that long," I said.


  <We do not have a Bug fighter,> Ax said.


  I took a deep breath. I had a terrible idea. A suicidal idea. I half smiled at Marco. "You wanted insane? I've got some insane."
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  "Okay, Rachel. This is insane. I mean, genuinely insane. How are we going to get to that plane without getting shot at or eaten by German shepherds?"


  Okay, so the situation looked a little grim. Morgan Airport. For small jets, both corporate and privately owned. Even though the sun hadn't yet set, too-bright white lights illuminated the airfield, which meant no convenient shadows in which to lurk. Flat, open terrain, which meant no natural cover.


  High fences. Some of which just might deliver a nasty shock to anyone attempting to scale them. And if a jolt of electricity didn't get the intruder, rows of barbed wire would. That or one of the eighty-pound, highly trained guard dogs.


  Human guards posted at every gate. Guns in low-slung holsters at their waists but lazy-looking, and wearing sunglasses - behind which they were probably dozing. But I was through making risky assumptions. At least, for the moment.


  All these safety measures to protect the private jets of the rich and famous. And we were about to hijack one of them. I wondered if the owners had insurance. And then I spotted the corporate logo on the jet we'd targeted. And on the one next to it.


  Philip Morris. Oh, yeah. The owners of these babies had insurance. Lots of it.


  I shrugged. "No time. Ticktock. Back to basics: We make a run for it."


  "I so knew you were going to say that." Marco turned to Ax and Tobias. "I knew she was going to say that."


  "On the count of three, guys. One. Two. THREE!"


  We were off!


  Scrambling up the first fence, fingers grasping, sneakers jamming into then out of too-small toeholds. No electric jolt but plenty of barbed wire at the top. Launching ourselves over the prickly coils and dropping to the ground on the other side.


  "Owowow!" Good thing we'd worn jeans and sweatshirts - stuff we'd stashed in Cassie's barn for emergencies - against the cool night air. Across the concrete apron! Running full out! Weird to be running as a human. It had been a longtime.


  "Hey! You kids! Stop!"


  "ROWROWROWROW!"


  I glanced over my shoulder to see two German shepherds being held by their collars, straining to do what they were trained to do.


  Take down the intruders!


  I raced on. Our sneakers slapped the ground like hands clapping too fast and too loud.


  A bullhorn now. "I said, stop in the name of the law! Or I'll let the dogs go!"


  "Anyone got any liver snacks?" Marco panted. "Nice doggies!"


  "Almost there! C'mon!"


  I reached out desperately for the handrail of the retractable staircase and yanked myself up the first few steps.


  A mechanic appeared underneath me, vacuum-type tool in hand. He must have come from under the plane.


  "Hey, girlie! You can't . . ."


  I darted a look at his balding head.


  "Oh, yeah. I can."


  He reached up and over the rail to grab me. I twisted and he missed. I ran on and reached the door of the plane, Marco, Tobias, and Ax right behind me.


  "ROWROWROWROW!"


  "In, in in!" I shouted, dragging Ax - who'd had some trouble with the stairs - through the narrow opening.


  Began to haul the stairs and door shut . . .


  SLAM!


  "Thank you, Rachel. Human legs are far too wobbly . . ."


  "Later, Ax. Keep an eye on the guards."


  "I could get used to this," Marco said, looking around the posh interior of the jet. "Not a problem. Cushy leather seats. Twelve-inch video monitors. Gorgeous women serving . . . hey, where are the babes?"


  "Down, boy," I snapped. "Tobias, make sure the door is secured. Tight. Ax, can you fly this thing?"


  "Without a doubt. But first I will demorph in preparation for throwing myself out at the appropriate time . . ."


  "If not sooner," Marco muttered.


  I growled. "You guys are not helping."


  "I am," Marco said suddenly, turning from a window on the far side of the plane. "I'm telling you there's about, oh, ten guys with guns and nightsticks, ready to beat the crap out of us. Once they shoot their way inside, of course."


  <I am ready, Prince - well, I am ready.>


  Ax stood in the small cockpit, four legs braced firmly, and began to flip switches on the control panel with his nimble fingers.


  MMMrrrr . . .


  The engines came to life. Ax pushed a control stick forward slowly and the plane began to taxi.


  "You sure you understand the concept of takeoff, Ax-man?" Marco asked nervously.


  Ax swiveled his stalk eyes and gave Marco a look of disdain. <I imagine that I will be able to comprehend this highly sophisticated human technology,> he said dryly.


  The jet picked up speed. Ax steered it onto the taxiway and turned toward the runway. But still, it felt like we were crawling!


  "Ax! The guards are gaining on us! Can't you . . ."


  Ax turned onto the runway and opened up the throttle. At last, some speed!


  Suddenly . . . <Ax! Look out!>


  A deer! It had bounded out of the woods off to the right! Too fast, too close for Ax to stop!


  The deer froze twenty yards in front of us, its eyes glowing in the night, stunned by the jet's headlights, oblivious to the shouts of men and the frantic barking of dogs!


  Szwoooosh . . .


  Ax swerved off the runway and the jet trundled over the grassy field. It missed the deer by - feet! Inches, it seemed!


  "Excellent save, Ax!" I cried as he guided the plane back onto the concrete.


  <Thank you, Rachel,> he said, his voice tight. <But I am afraid that evasive tactic cost us the necessary speed required to get the jet off the ground by the end of the runway.>


  <They're getting real close,> Tobias warned. <And they've got a security van.> He had demorphed and was perched on the back of one of the two forward-facing passenger seats.


  "Is there any chance, Ax?" I shouted.


  <There is a small chance I can get us up. But if I fail . . .>


  I darted a quick glance at Marco and Tobias.


  Marco nodded, his eyes dark.


  Tobias . . . his inscrutable hawk stare was unchanged, but I knew.


  "Do it, Ax! Go for it!"


  Faster, faster, faster. The engines louder. Trees rushing by, blurring . . .


  I gripped the back of the pilot's seat, my knuckles white.


  Yes!


  <We have liftoff,> Ax said calmly.


  I ran a hand over my forehead, beaded with sweat. I was nervous. Excited. Thankful. The rescue mission was underway.


  We rose. Gained altitude and speed. Higher Faster. Over the anonymous country, suburb and city where we live. Toward the new Beane Tower And the Yeerk pool. And Cassie.
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  Higher. Higher. And faster.


  The sky slowly darkening, the blue deepening.


  My heart pounding in my chest. Counting every beat as a second in time.


  Ticktock.


  Cassie's time running out.


  Our time running out!


  Finally - finally! We were at seven thousand feet in the air over the Beane Tower.


  "Ready, Ax?" I asked.


  <We are in position.>


  "Everybody ready? Marco, start your morph."


  "I've changed my mind," he said. "All that stuff I said about needing insane? I was just suffering from low blood sugar."


  "Marco. Do it."


  <It is time,> Ax said. <Do you recall the instructions I gave you?>


  "Yeah," I said. "Get on with it."


  Szwooooosh . . .


  "Holy . . ."


  A ninety-degree dive! Nose down, hurtling straight for the roof of the Beane Tower!


  A roof that looked pretty seriously solid right now.


  "Okay, Ax! Give me the stick!" I shouted over the roar of the engines and rushing wind. "Morph! Then the three of you bail!"


  <Rachel . . .>


  "It's okay, Tobias," I said. "I'll be okay."


  Ax dropped to his knees and dug his weak Andalite fingers as far into the nap of the plane's carpeting as they would go. With weak Andalite arms he strained to pull his heavy body up to the door. With stronger, more muscled legs he shuffled up and forward.


  Struggling to keep from falling back, Ax pulled open the door and barely caught himself as the suck of air rushed from the jet.


  I struggled to hold the controls steady until the others got out. To keep my body from being forced from the seat by the ferocious vacuum. To keep from smashing headfirst down against the windshield.


  I was vaguely aware of Ax shrinking to northern harrier. And an osprey and a red-tailed hawk giving themselves up to the enormous sucking power of the wind, and letting themselves float out of the plane.


  Then, finally, I was brutally aware of being alone in a four-ton jet, plummeting through the air toward what still looked like a too, too solid object.


  Did I really expect the roof to retract for me? The enemy?


  Had to ride the jet down. Ax was clear about that. Autopilot would be useless. Had to wait, wait, till that rectangular roof seemed to fill my entire field of vision, till there was no way to miss, till . . .


  Morph! Now!


  Bald eagle.


  As soon as I thought it, I released my grip on the arms of the pilot's seat.


  SMASH!


  I had braced myself but I was still thrown into the wall, then a passenger seat.


  SMASH!


  I ignored the bruises and allowed myself to be pulled, yanked, dragged toward the open door.


  Yes! I'd made it.


  I let go my grip and my still-human body flew from the plane.


  Insanity!


  I watched through wind-battered, tearing eyes? the jet seeming to slowly - then more quickly - drop away below me. Knew my friends had to be still above me, following. Engines still wide open. I felt the oven heat of the backwash.


  Morph! Morph! Morph!


  Head over heels! Heels that were shriveling, narrowing into the powerful, gripping talons of the hunter.


  Too slow!


  Panic . . . Fight it, Rachel! You're the hero, warrior king! You can do this. You have to do this!


  This is who you are.


  <Rachel!>


  Had someone called my name?


  Hurtling, hurtling . . .


  And then I felt the tickling along my arms, legs, back. The tickling that meant a tracery of feathers was etching itself on my skin. A tattoo that would cover my entire body and then . . . raise into three dimensions!


  But a feathered human couldn't fly! A feathered human would crash-land . . .


  BOOOOMM!


  The jet hit!


  It hit the roof of the Beane Tower and plowed through the roof that had not retracted. The jet exploded on impact, tearing a massive hole through the roof.


  Whooooosh!


  A fireball! Of amazingly enormous proportions that I, half-morphed and falling, speeding through the air, could not fail to see, hear, feel.


  Blast after blast of intense heat! The air around me shimmered like the surface of a clouded, rippling lake. Then black, acrid smoke billowed up from the Beane Tower.


  And I was falling, falling into the inferno! A feathered human now with the eagle's keen eyes. Better to see my own destruction rising up to meet me . . .


  "Ahhhhhhhh!"


  Had I cried out? Or had I screamed in my head? And what did it matter?


  The shattered roof, so close! Jagged pieces of metal and broken glass, sticking up at crazy angles. All around the edge of the hole. Like ragged, dangerous teeth, ringing the gaping maw of a beast.


  The flames!


  Still morphing . . . Was I lighter? Had my bones hollowed?


  The speed, the heat, the wreckage, the . . .


  <Ahhhhhhh!>


  ZWHOOOP!


  I was through!


  Sucked through the awful hole that had been the roof! Drawn down in the wake of the plummeting, fiery jet.


  Feathers singed, lungs filled with smoke, but alive!


  Morph, Rachel! Finish the morph!


  Too fast! I was falling too fast! I'd smash into the jet, twisting and diving below me.


  Be the eagle!


  Down, down through one, two, three stories of empty building!


  Tobias was right. No tenants. No floors or dividing walls or elevator shafts or staircases, either.


  Just a hollow tube. A tunnel down to the . . .


  Four, five, six stories! Yes! Wings! My body still too large, not fully the eagle's yet, but . . .


  I flapped, pulled up against the sucking wake of the plummeting jet, struggled . . .


  Seven, eight stories!


  <Ahhhhhh!>


  BOOM!
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  BABOOOM!


  The wreckage of the jet crashed through a ceiling or a hatch or something.


  I followed.


  <Aaaahhh!>


  Down through the opening! The plane falling, spiraling down from the high-domed roof of the Yeerk pool! Through the thunderous rushing of sound that accompanied the hurtling jet I could make out the harrowing cries of involuntary hosts. A cry far too familiar.


  "GHAFRASH! WATCH OUT!"


  Could hear the stunned, panicked shouts of Hork-Bajir Controllers. Could see them, barely, herding hosts back and away from the edge of the lead-colored pool itself. Away from the jet . . .


  SPLOOOOSSHHH! SZZZZZZZZZZ!


  Into the pool! The still-flaming body of the jet tearing through the dull gray surface of the Yeerk pool. Disappearing for a moment.


  The contents of the pool sizzling and sloshing and churning. Spitting up pieces of twisted metal that bobbed to the slimy, fiery surface.


  Hundreds, maybe thousands of Yeerks were in that pool! How many were dead? How many had just been killed?


  Pull up, Rachel! Pull up!


  I flared, talons forward, killing airspeed.


  Yes! I was fully eagle now.


  I righted myself. Flapped and soared above the panic on the floor of the massive underground complex. No one seemed to notice an Earth bird in the commotion.


  Involuntary hosts were being slammed into cages. Voluntary hosts, whose Yeerks were currently in the cauldron that was the Yeerk pool, were being slammed in alongside their reluctant brothers and sisters. Just in case.


  But where was Cassie? My keen eagle eyes darted from right to left. I flapped higher, scoping the pool, the buildings . . . the two steel infestation piers.


  And found her. A massive off-white beast, her fur matted and stained with blood and gore. Her head hanging low. Each tree-trunk leg manacled to the other. Surrounded by three Hork-Bajir guards, one who held a blade to her throat.


  No time to lose! Even with the Yeerk pool disrupted, Visser Three would demand the Andalite bandit be forcibly infested by a Yeerk. Forced to demorph. Compelled to reveal everything


  How many minutes did Cassie have left in morph?


  I'd lost track. Fifteen? Five?


  No time to look for the others! Had they even made it alive through the burning, jagged hole that was once the roof? Had they survived the flames and blasts of intense heat and . . .


  <Cassie! It's me. Hang on!>


  Only a slight, slight movement of her bent head. Enough for my keen eagle's eyes to detect. Not enough to give warning to her Hork-Bajir guards.


  A surprise attack!


  One bald eagle against who knew how many Yeerk warriors!


  Adrenaline surged through my body and mind and soul.


  I was insane.


  It was necessary!


  I dove. Flared, talons out. In for the kill!


  Swooosh!


  "Raaahhh!"


  I tore at the eyes of the guard who held his bladed wrist at Cassie's neck. Immediately he dropped to his knees, blood dripping through the hands he'd raised to his face.


  <Rachel!>


  Attack! Talons extended, again. Another Hork-Bajir down. One more to go.


  What was she . . .


  Brilliant! Cassie was slowly, carefully demorphing. Controlling the demorphing process like only Cassie can. Shrinking, just enough to slip the manacles and chains that bound and incapacitated her.


  Yanking the restraints away from her hind paws, tossing part into the still-roiling Yeerk pool. Wrapping another part partially around a front paw.


  Now she was reversing the morph. Lumbering to her full height! Eight feet of towering polar bear! Powerful beyond imagining. And angry. Cassie swung the heavy chain around her head.


  "HSSSSROOOAAARRR!"


  Yes!


  THWUUMP!


  The third Hork-Bajir, stumbling to his feet after surviving my attack, was down.


  Cassie fell to her four paws. I landed on her broad, strong back.


  <Surprised to see me?> I asked.


  <Sky falling in, flames everywhere, Yeerks running for cover? Who else would it be but you?>


  Down the infestation pier, big taloned feet thudding and thundering, blades hissing as they slid and jostled against one another, came five Hork-Bajir.


  SWAAAP! SWAAAP!


  The bleeding, blinded Hork-Bajir were slammed out of their way.


  <What's the plan, Rachel?>


  <Stop them. Somehow.>


  Closer! Then the Hork-Bajir leading the five guards slowed. Just a bit. Another few yards or so and all they'd need to do was push us back, off the pier, into the Yeerk pool. Easy. Why rush?


  <Take off, Rachel!> Cassie said wildly. <Get out. I'll fight them off as best I can.>


  <And then what? Less than ten minutes in morph, Cassie,> I guessed. <Then you're Nanook for life. No. I'm getting out of here and I'm taking you with me. We're barreling through. We charge for an exit.>


  If they take anyone, I thought, make them take me. And then, I'll do whatever I have to do. Whatever.


  But now . . .


  Almost within arm's reach!


  I tensed for action. Beneath my talons I felt Cassie's muscles bunch and coil, ready to charge.


  The lead Hork-Bajir guard raised his blade-wielding arm and . . .


  <Halt!>


  Thought-speak! Hugely loud. Thunderous. It could only belong to one person.


  Visser Three.


  The five Hork-Bajir stopped and stood as If frozen.


  And then the horrible voice again.


  <You are very lucky to be here today, Inspector. We have captured another Andalite traitor for your entertainment!>
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  <Not good.>


  <No,> Cassie agreed.


  CLOP CLOP CLOP CLOP.


  The visser came into view at the far edge of the pool. Next to him - suddenly, as if by magic - appeared the inspector. That weird, spindly, faster-than-the-speed-of-sound creature. In some odd way, the cause of Cassie and me being trapped here.


  Two blue-furred, four-legged aliens. Possibly related only by the fact that each was a slave - perhaps both involuntarily - to a Yeerk.


  <My dear Inspector, perhaps you would like the honor of killing the Andalite scum before us. Wait. I have a better idea.>


  Visser Three paused and swiveled his stalk eyes to look down contemptuously at his colleague. The animosity between the two was palpable, unmistakable.


  <Because you seem to think it is so easy a task to eliminate these enemies of the Yeerk Empire,> the visser went on, <I challenge you to destroy these two pitiful samples. Right here. And right now.> He waved an arm broadly around, encompassing the pool. <I think it would be an inspiration to our brother Yeerks.>


  <TokillthesepatheticEarthcreaturesisnochallengeforacreaturewiththespeedandskillofaGaratron,> the inspector answered.


  <Rachel? Maybe now's not the time to ask, but - are the others with you?>


  <You're right,> I said, every eagle muscle tense, my keen eyes watchful, boring into the inspector, hoping to anticipate a move. <It's a lousy time to ask. And the answer is, I don't know.>


  Visser Three chuckled. A very disturbing sound. <My dear Inspector! Are you saying that you decline my challenge? I don't understand. You berate me for not having been successful in permanently subduing the Andalite bandits. And yet, when offered the opportunity to do so yourself, you refuse? I'm afraid I must take your refusal to mean an admission of . . .>


  <Iacceptyourchallengethatisnochallenge,> the inspector spat.


  <Cassie, get rea ->


  ZZZIIISSSPPP!


  A bluish blur that seemed to shoot through the air over the Yeerk pool.


  The creature ran on water!


  Whoooosh!


  THUUWMPF!


  <Aaahh!>


  I was down!


  Thwacked off Cassie's back by the Garatron's whiplash speed before I could even lift off!


  I was on my back. Slightly stunned. I beat my wings madly against the steel pier, trying to right myself.


  Whooooosh! Whoooosh!


  The inspector zipped around and around Cassie, in an ever-tightening-then-widening circle. In and out, in and out. Amazingly fleet and surefooted on the narrow pier.


  Cassie, huge and suddenly cumbersome compared to her foe, smacked and batted the air with her massive paws. Hit nothing!


  Reared up to her full height and swung the length of chain over her head -


  FWUPFWUPFWUP!


  - and let it fly!


  SPUH-LOOSH!


  Into the Yeerk pool!


  <Rachel! I can't touch him!>


  Whoooosh! Whoooosh!


  Cassie batted again. Missed. Fell back to her four huge feet and swung her massive body around and -


  <Aaahh!>


  Her back right leg slipped off the edge of the pier! She scrambled back up, one paw wet and matted with sludgy gray liquid.


  <I'll get him, Cassie! Keep him occupied!>


  I was back on my feet. The air was not good for flying - for gaining altitude, getting high enough so that I could dive and attack.


  But I had to try!


  I was a bald eagle! A bird of prey that could spot darting fish beneath the surface of a river or lake at a thousand feet! A bird that could dive for that swimming fish - that moving target - and catch it, still alive and squirming, in my talons' strong grip.


  I flapped - hard, harder, even harder.


  Threw my body upward into the motion, willing myself to climb.


  I rose off the slick surface of the steel pier where the inspector was still madly, untiringly circling Cassie, impossibly creating a whirlwind in the wet air, slowing only every few revolutions for less than half a split second to THWAP! her with his brutally fast tail.


  A tail that was beginning to leave deep, bloody slashes along the polar bear's already lacerated flesh.


  I rose into the damp mold-and-earth-smelling air.


  Saw that all around us, ringing the pier and the pool like Romans cheering on the gladiators, were Controllers watching the inspector destroy my best friend.


  Controllers led by Visser Three, evil emanating from his stolen Andalite body like the nauseating smell of sour milk.


  It ticked me off.


  A lot.


  I had enough height, was maybe a few hundred feet above Cassie and the Garatron.


  No Dracon beam sliced through the air to stop me. Obviously, the visser didn't want to interfere with this interesting event. This fight to the finish.


  For a second I wondered who he was rooting for - his nemesis, the inspector, or the Andalite bandits.


  Politics, I thought with disgust.


  I targeted my prey. The moving target. The vague blue blur that was menacing my friend and making the lives of the Animorphs seriously uncomfortable.


  I dove. Closer.. . closer.


  Couldn't . . . there! Banked slightly . . . no . . .


  Dive, dive!


  Talons forward, big feathered legs stretched and eager!


  Got him . . .


  <Aaahhhh!>


  <Rachel!>


  WHUMPF!


  I was down!


  Smashing down onto the pier, twisting and wrenching my neck, bending back my left wing. Sliding! Coming to a bad stop inches from the end of the pier.


  I'd missed, maybe only nicked the inspector's sleek Garatron head, maybe not.


  I couldn't . . .


  I was the hero. Warrior. King. And I couldn't defeat the enemy! Couldn't save my best friend.


  Couldn't . . .


  "Tseeeeer! Tseeeer!"


  <Tobias!>
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  "Tseeeer!"


  Yes!


  From the arched roof of the vast underground space that is the Yeerk bastion . . .


  From what seemed to be the very center of the high dome, past the steel supporting beams, down, down past the high walls of dirt . . . came the cavalry.


  A red-tailed hawk.


  A northern harrier.


  And in the talons of the hawk and the harrier - a cobra!


  Fast, muscular, crushingly strong. A body that was nothing more and nothing less than a long and powerful whip.


  A whip and a mouth that contained fangs and sacs of deadly poison.


  Kinda the perfect morph for Marco, when you thought about it.


  The Garatron came to a dead stop, somehow at the safe end of the pier. Out of reach of the injured bald eagle and dazed and bleeding polar bear.


  <Aha!> Visser Three. <Why, here are a few more Andalite bandits coming now,> he boomed. <Are you feeling up to the challenge, Inspector?>


  <YoumustcallmeCouncilor.>


  <Oh, I will, you may be sure,> the visser said, his tone taunting, his voice thick with false emotion. <I will be honored to call you Councilor once you kill - eliminate - these pesky traitors to the Yeerk cause.> With a weak Andalite arm, the visser gestured grandly. Dramatically.


  Mockingly.


  <I promise on the lives of the Council of Thirteen,> he went on, <that the glory of the bandits deaths will be yours. In fact, so grateful will I be when you succeed in this mission at which I have so miserably failed, I will voluntarily resign my post as Visser Three, leader of the Earth invasion, !! and throw my considerable support behind your ascension to the council.>


  The inspector said nothing.


  <And you will succeed in killing the bandits won't you, inspector?> the visser said, his voice suddenly flat and cruel.


  "Tseeeer!"


  The inspector looked up. Shifted his hooves and seemed to tense when he saw the three Earth creatures so close, only yards above his head.


  Once again, I struggled to my feet. Watched as Tobias and Ax released their dangerous burden within striking distance of the Garatron!


  Who didn't zip away. Who looked down at the slowly wriggling creature. Dismissed it as unimportant. Looked upward.


  To watch Tobias, flapping madly to regain some height. Then coming back around again, diving, talons outstretched, for the inspector.


  The inspector moved, maybe only an inch or two, but so amazingly fast that Tobias missed. Circled, struggled for height again.


  <Ax! Hurry!> I shouted.


  Hork-Bajir! I hadn't heard the visser give an order but Hork-Bajir, ten or fifteen of them, were moving toward the Garatron from where they'd gathered around the cages of human-Controllers.


  To his aid or . . . for a moment I wondered.


  But the inspector's attention was riveted on Ax, who was demorphing to Andalite. And then, up, to the screeching, attacking bird . . .


  <Ow! Don't these guys cut their toenails?> Marco, being carelessly stepped on by a running Hork-Bajir. Then, more deliberately stomped . . .


  <Get a clear shot, Marco!> I cried.


  <Gee, I hadn't considered that option . . .>


  ZZIIISSSPPP!


  The Garatron was back in action. He dashed away from Marco's reach. Spun madly around Ax.


  Fwapp! Fwapp! Fwapp!


  Ax missed, every time.


  <Keep him busy, Ax-man,> Marco ordered.


  Slither, coil. Uncoil, scrunch. Forward, slow but sure.


  The cobra advanced silently around the Hork-Bajir guards who had gathered in a loose ring around the battling inspector and Ax.


  To make sure the inspector didn't walk away? To make sure he fought to the death? Whose death?


  But their eyes weren't on the ground. Their eyes were on the spectacular, dizzying display of stunning speed before them. On the madly, futilely slashing young Andalite.


  Slither, coil. Uncoil, stretch.


  Closer and closer.


  Close. Inches.


  HSSSIIIPP!


  Marco launched!


  For a brief moment I saw more of the inspector than just a blue blur as Marco held one of his legs with his fangs. As he pumped killing poison into the Garatron's unsuspecting alien body.


  Marco had struck the Garatron while he was moving at full speed. Like snatching a bullet out of the air.


  <You're fast, Yeerk,> Marco said. <I'm faster.>


  And then Marco released his victim, slithered, coiled, uncoiled, and stretched off behind the confused Hork-Bajir.


  But still the Garatron ran!


  <Oh no!> Cassie said. <What if the venom doesn't have an effect on the Garatron?>


  <We've got to help Ax! Let's do it!>


  But before Cassie and I could drag our battered bodies back up the pier and into the fray . . .


  The Garatron! The inspector was slowing. Stumbling.


  Still circling Ax, but his long tail drooping.


  One slim front leg suddenly, awkwardly, entwined with the other.


  <What is hap - pen - ing!> he cried, even his speech was slower, thicker as he came to a faltering, swaying stop.


  <Are you experiencing a problem, my dear Inspector?> Visser Three boomed, his voice dripping phony concern.


  <Cassie, now! Into the Yeerk pool and get to osprey or seagull,> I commanded. I didn't turn around when I heard a smooth sliding dive be hind me.


  <Ax - you, too. Go bird, now! Everybody! I don't know what kind of macho game is going on with these two guys, but we are so out of here the second we get the chance!>


  <You okay to fly, Rachel?> Tobias, still circling.


  <Yeah. I'm okay. Just get Marco. And everybody, go out the way we came in.>


  The inspector fell to his knees. And then rolled over onto his side. I rose into the air with difficulty and watched the Garatron's legs straighten, stiffen.


  The ring of Hork-Bajir guards stood still, Silent and unmoving. Not going to the inspector's aid. Not making any attempt to stop Ax from finishing his morph. Not preventing Tobias from swooping down to grab Marco in his talons.


  Too afraid to infuriate the visser by turning their attention to the polar bear in the Yeerk pool.


  But the visser was watching and noticing everything.


  <Inspector!> he cried. <Look! The Andalite bandits are getting away! You must go after them!>


  <I . . . I cannot . . . move . . .> the inspector responded weakly, haltingly.


  <Yes, and very, very soon you will not be able to breathe,> Visser Three said matter-of-factly. <I will be sure to pass along your farewells to the Council. My dear Inspector.>


  Slooop!


  Cassie!


  Rising from the sludgy gray Yeerk pool as seagull!


  <Come on!> I cried, already giddy with the sense of victory, no matter how bizarre it was or in what strange way it had been gained.


  We were going home. All of us.
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  The sense of triumph didn't last. It never does. Real life is complicated. It gets in the way nice, simple emotions.


  I went to see the old man's grandson.


  Maybe I would have gone to the funeral or something if they'd had it here. But they said the man's family had flown his body to his own hometown somewhere across the country for the funeral and burial.


  "Interment," they said. Ugly word.


  The news also said the old man had a history of serious heart trouble. That he was bound to die at any time. "Just any old time," his sister was quoted as saying.


  Maybe going to the funeral would have been easier. Probably. I could have sat at the back of the church or whatever and just paid my respects silently. Without having to come face-to-face with the man's grandkid.


  Without having to say anything to him.


  Like, "Gee, sorry your grandpa died. I'm kind of responsible, actually, so if you hate me or anything, that's okay. . . ."


  I didn't say that.


  I got the kid's phone number - easy enough - and spoke to his mom. The old man's daughter. I asked if I could come by and . . . I told her I'd been in the TV studio that day and seeing her father die had been really . . .


  Somehow, she gave me permission to speak with her son. He was about Sarah's age.


  He was okay with the death now.


  At least, he seemed okay. I think he was kind of weirded out by having to talk to this strange blond girl while his mother watched and listened intently. Making sure I wasn't a whacko there to hurt her kid, I guess.


  "I'm sorry," I finally said.


  The kid shrugged. "Okay." And then he looked up at me. "Why?"


  I tried to smile. I stood up. "I just am, I guess," I said. "I have to go now."


  I raced out of that house so fast. And ran straight into Jake, waiting at the end of the driveway.


  "You're back."


  Jake raised an eyebrow. "You noticed? Your powers of observation are really amazing, Rachel."


  I grimaced and we turned toward our own neighborhood.


  "You heard?" I asked. Very afraid of the answer.


  Jake smiled. "Got home late last night. My dad turned on the late news. They're talking about 'escaped' wild animals busting up a TV studio, bunch of other places. A private jet doing a swan dive into a high rise. That all sounded like maybe some people I knew were involved."


  "It was a big day."


  "I figured I'd better call Cassie. She told me some of it. I talked to Marco, and he told me some more. They both said you'd probably want to tell me some stuff yourself."


  "I don't want to tell you anything," I admitted. "But I guess I have to. I screwed up. Big time."


  He walked in silence beside me for a while. "How many Animorphs were there when you started?"


  "Six."


  "And now?"


  "Still six. Yeah, I didn't get anyone killed."


  "Well, that's the first thing to do, you know: Don't get anyone killed. If it makes you feel better, the others think you did pretty well."


  "Do they?" I thought for a moment. Kept my eyes forward. "We failed to get rid of the visser. Like Tobias said, we're back to the evil we know."


  Jake laughed. "Yeah, well, Rachel, the visser's hard to get rid of. Doesn't mean we stop trying," he added.


  "I know. Hey, maybe the Yeerks will reconsider the Garatrons' usefulness as hosts," I said hopefully. "At least for combat."


  "I wouldn't be too sure we've seen the last of them."


  "Aren't you Mr. Optimistic," I said, feeling a little deflated. Like the little bit of glory I'd taken away from the whole episode was not worth very much, after all.


  "You did good, Rachel," Jake said simply. "You did what you had to do."


  I stopped walking. I looked at Jake. "How do you do this? How do you make decisions that may get people killed? How do you live with that?"


  "It's a war," he said. "We do what we have to do because we're forced to do it, right? Someday it will all be over. Someday the Andalites will come. Or the Yeerks will decide we're not worth it. Someday we'll win."


  "Maybe. But how do you make decisions that get your friends hurt? That maybe someday will get us killed? How do you keep it from getting inside your head and just eating away at you?"


  Then I saw something strange on his face. For just a fleeting moment it was the face of a terrified kid on the edge of tears. It shocked me. I knew what I was seeing. It was my face when I'd realized the old man had died. My face when I thought I'd lost Cassie forever.


  But then the mask came down. And he was Jake again. "I don't think about it," he lied.


  We walked on in silence for a few minutes.


  "You okay?" Jake said finally.


  I shook my head, as if to shrug off the question. "Yeah, you know. Urn, Jake?"


  We made a left at the end of the block and started to walk toward home, the setting sun at our backs.


  "Yeah?"


  "Don't ever, ever go away again."


  
    
      
    
  


  The Arrival


  



  Animorphs #38


  K.A. Applegate


  



  Table of Contents


  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Chapter 4


  Chapter 5


  Chapter 6


  Chapter 7


  Chapter 8


  Chapter 9


  Chapter 10


  Chapter 11


  Chapter 12


  Chapter 13


  Chapter 14


  Chapter 15


  Chapter 16


  Chapter 17


  Chapter 18


  Chapter 19


  Chapter 20


  Chapter 21


  Chapter 22


  Chapter 23


  Chapter 24


  Chapter 25


  Chapter 26


  Chapter 27


  Chapter 28


  Chapter 1


  



  Crumph! Crumph!


  The thudding of fists against human flesh is not a pleasant sound. It is particularly sickening when heard through a metal pipe. The sound echoes and is magnified.


  "That's enough. Stop it," a human voice commanded. The sound was muffled, vague, indistinct. I was feeling the voice through my six legs, through my antennae.


  "But he's told us nothing," a second human argued.


  I should not call them humans. They are human-Controllers.


  There is a difference.


  Human-Controllers are humans whose bodies have become hosts to the Yeerk invaders.


  Yeerks! Foulest creatures of the universe. Gray slugs who enter the body through the ear, fit themselves into the human brain, and take over. Mind and body.


  Of course, not all hosts are human.


  Visser Three, leader of the Yeerk Earth invasion, has an Andalite host.


  My name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. I am not human. I am Andalite. The only Andalite among the group that calls itself the Animorphs. Four humans. A red-tailed hawk. Me.


  We are the resistance. We fight the Yeerk invasion until help from my home planet arrives. Or until we die.


  The latter possibility seems ever more likely.


  It would be unwise to tell you very much more. The Animorphs and I have many secrets to keep. And I, as an Andalite, have the secret of my own race to keep.


  Crumph!


  The sound again. Had we not been on the pipe we would not have heard it. Roaches feel vibrations. The pipe carried those vibrations directly to us.


  We were making our way up a corroded, rusty metal pipe within the interior wall of a two-story office building. Our mission, to rescue our friend and collaborator, Mr. King. We had all seen the front page article on The Sharing, the Yeerk front organization. We had been suspicious that the paper had become yet another Yeerk-run organization. Mr. King had thought it safe to break into the offices of The Chronicle and examine their computer data, find the truth.


  Apparently that was a mistake.


  "Talk!" human-Controller Two shouted. "What are you doing here? Who are you? Why are you snooping?"


  Crumph!


  "I said stop it!" human-Controller One repeated angrily. "If you kill him, Visser Three will execute us for wasting a potential host body."


  There was a long pause before human-Controller Two spoke again. "Visser Three will execute us for incompetence if he finds out we couldn't beat the truth out of a mere human. Let's kill him and incinerate the body. Visser Three will never learn that we failed."


  "Visser Three will wonder why we did not simply infest him and learn the truth."


  "I tell you there is something wrong with this human. I tried to enter the ear canal, but it's blocked in some way. You don't believe me, you try it!"


  <Ax? What happens if they hit the Chee with a Dracon beam? Can they fry him?> Prince Jake asked me in the thought-speak language we use while in morph.


  <I am assuming that it would depend on the amount of power used. A low setting might only disturb the Chee's holographically projected body. It would reveal the android beneath. But a fullpower setting could very possibly destroy Mr. King entirely. Which would be worse from our own narrow perspective? It is an interesting question.>


  <Thanks, Spock,> Marco said, using the human tone I've come to recognize as sarcasm. <Sure you're not a Vulcan?>


  <Vulcans are fictional creatures,> I replied. <And not a particularly convincing creation. Variations among real alien species tend to involve more than cosmetic variations in ear formation and eyebrow alignment. As I believe you may have noticed.>


  Marco said, <Hey! Who just crawled over my back?>


  <Sorry,> Cassie said. <Lousy visibility.>


  The sound of a new blow came echoing through the pipe again. "Talk! Talk or we'll kill you!"


  We were inside the wall. To one side, the torture. On the other side? We would have to find out.


  Prince Jake's voice was sharp and urgent. <Follow me and get ready to morph.>


  <Why doesn't Mr. King just walk out of there and save us a whole lot of trouble?> Marco asked.


  <What's the problem, Marco, missing the Rugrats marathon?> That was Rachel. Rachel never found reason to resist action.


  For my own part I sympathized with Marco. The Chee were frustrating. Very useful allies. But also liabilities. My human friends have a certain sentimental sympathy for the pacifism of the Chee. I do not.


  <Rachel, have I mentioned that I consider you the most attractive cockroach around? Psychotic, yet with a certain cockroach style.>


  Rachel laughed. <Anyway, there's two of them and five of us. So don't wet yourself.>


  <We're here,> Prince Jake announced.


  <Any idea where "here" is?> Cassie inquired.


  <Here's where there's an eighth of an inch crack,> Prince Jake explained. <That's good enough for me.>


  Prince Jake navigated a bend in the pipe and crossed to the wall itself. Above him was a tiny thread of light. I followed.


  Prince Jake flattened his body. Disappeared between two boards.


  I did the same.


  We emerged into the light. I fought the instinct to panic and retreat back into the baseboard. I waved my antennae, checking for danger.


  <All clear,> Prince Jake announced, although his roach senses were no better than mine. He had to be making an educated guess. <Demorph!>


  <Let's rock and roll,> Rachel said.


  Rock and roll is a type of human music. Its relevance to the battle before us was a mystery to me.


  Chapter 2


  



  Morphing is an odd and disturbing process. It is never the same twice. The last time I came out of cockroach morph, my hind legs were the first portions of my Andalite anatomy to emerge.


  This time, it was my eyes.


  The two that are on stalks. Not the ones on my face. I had no face at the moment so eyes would have been quite out of place.


  I felt the nub of both stalks pushing out through my hard, insect exoskeleton. My head split with an audible crack.


  It was not painful. At least not in the conventional sense. But there was a sense that it should hurt. Therefore while there is no actual pain, there is the anticipation of pain. Which, in its own way, is quite painful.


  My two eye stalks emerged and I was able to see the others with far more clarity than the roach's dim senses allowed.


  Marco. Rachel. Cassie. And Prince Jake. All demorphing from roach to human. Neither transition, roach to Andalite or roach to human, is attractive to watch. I try to be sensible about such things but it is simply disturbing to watch human flesh grow out of a roach's hard, caramel-colored exoskeleton. The melting of enlarged roach mouthparts to re-form as human mouthparts is particularly unsettling. Possibly because for an Andalite all mouths seem alien.


  We were in a room filled with what appeared to be filing cabinets. There were newspapers piled high in stacks. The sound of torture came from the other side of the wall.


  <Still clear outside here,> Tobias reported. He sounded bored. <Just watching the moon go by overhead.>


  Tobias is a nothlit, a person who overstays the two-hour limit and becomes trapped in morph. He has, in fact, reacquired his power to morph and could, should he choose to do so, resume human form permanently. Assuming he would be willing to become a sort of human nothlit, trapped forever in his original form, never able to morph again.


  He has chosen to remain a red-tailed hawk. He usually provides air surveillance for us during a mission.


  Prince Jake looked at the others. And then at me. "Ax, you go in as yourself. Everybody else, battle morphs. We're doing this fast. And we're doing it right."


  We heard the door to the next office open and close.


  "I brought in three Dracon beams," human-Controller Two said. "Enough to reduce him to a little pile of ash."


  Prince Jake began the tiger morph. His eyeteeth grew, surging forward like plunging daggers. Two sharp tiger ears sprouted from his hair before his own human ears disappeared, creating a very odd appearance.


  His forearms bent at an odd angle, growing shorter and sprouting orange-and-black fur.


  The others were right behind him. Or, in Cassie's case, ahead of him. She is quite talented at morphing. I was soon in the company of a tiger, a wolf, a grizzly bear, and a gorilla.


  If someday an Andalite reads this and wonders what these animals represent, I should point out that the animals of Earth are often very powerful, capable of doing tremendous damage with a combination of claws, teeth, lightning reflexes, and highly acute senses. Among the animals of Earth, these four, each with its own strengths and weaknesses, formed a powerful force.


  For human readers I should explain that my own Andalite body is of course sufficient for battle situations. I have four eyes, four legs, two arms, and a tail blade that can slice a human in half with one swipe.


  Well, perhaps two swipes. I may perhaps have a tendency to overstate my capabilities.


  <They're right on the other side of that wall,> Cassie said. Her wolf senses could pinpoint our targets within a few feet one way or the other.


  <Too bad there's no door,> Prince Jake said. <Rachel? Marco? Ax? Make a door.>


  Rachel stood. Eight hundred pounds of loose, shaggy brown fur over massive muscle and bone.


  KABOOM!


  Rachel slammed into the wall.


  The flimsy drywall cracked from baseboard to ceiling in several places.


  "What the . . . ?" Before the human-Controller on the other side of the wall could finish his cry . . .


  SNAP!


  Marco grabbed the cracked wallboard and ripped it back.


  Fwapp! Fwapp!


  I whipped my tail over my head and sliced the bent Sheetrock so that it fell away with a clatter and a puff of dust.


  Cassie was through the gap in a flash of gray fur, teeth bared. Jake was right behind her.


  "Andalites!" the two human-Controllers screamed.


  The Yeerks believe we are all Andalites. Actually there was just the one Andalite. Me.


  I felt that would be enough.


  Chapter 3


  



  It was a small room. Badly lit. One wall was formed of reinforced glass and beyond that glass a dark office.


  I should have worried about that. We all should have. But our attention was drawn to what appeared to be a badly beaten human, barely holding onto consciousness, slumped on a chair. His arms were bound behind his back with metal chains called handcuffs. His ankles were likewise affixed to the legs of the chair.


  One of the human-Controllers was drawing a gun. He took aim at Cassie. Cassie's teeth found his arm in midair. The man screamed.


  BLAM! His shot went wild.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  The second Controller fired two shots at Rachel. One missed. The other nicked her shoulder. It was badly aimed. Most likely because Marco was shaking him like a rag doll.


  Fwapp! Fwapp!


  I hit each of the Controllers with the flat of my tail. Both fell unconscious.


  The seemingly near-dead Mr. King sat up, suddenly whole, healthy, and unscarred, calmly snapped the handcuffs, and said, "Thanks for coming to get me."


  <Keep up the pretense,> I warned. <There may be others of the enemy around.>


  "Ah, yes." The wounds, the blood all reappeared instantly. He let out a very convincing groan and slumped.


  Marco dropped the human-Controller and picked up Mr. King. <Okay! Let's get out of here.>


  Rachel swung her arms from her enormous shoulders, impatient. <That was too easy,> she complained. <Maybe . . .>


  <Uh-oh!> Marco said.


  Something was moving beyond the reinforced glass. Several somethings. Hork-Bajir! And one shape that was terribly familiar.


  Visser Three!


  <It's a trap!> Prince Jake shouted.


  I stared at the heavily muscled adult Andalite body. At the tail blade that could kill with one swipe. Looked with hatred at the only Andalite-Controller in the galaxy.


  Visser Three had no right to that body. No right to the eyes. The brain. The strength. The speed. No right to the morphing power.


  Visser Three is an evil thing. A Yeerk slug within the brain of an Andalite who had once been called Alloran-Semitur-Corrass.


  Alloran's was a hideous fate. He was still alive. His mind and memories intact. He was a slave of his own enemy. And he knew the depths of his own powerlessness.


  Crrrraaassshhh!


  The glass partition fell in splinters.


  The visser leaped. Straight for me.


  Fwapp!


  I blocked the blow. Barely. He was fast, very strong. Stronger than me.


  But I was not alone.


  "ROOAARRRR!" The tiger's roar shook the light fixtures! Their fluorescent glow flickered!


  Jake bounded over three desks and landed, claws extended, on the visser's back.


  His claws raked deep and drew blood.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  The Hork-Bajir were firing. All that saved us was the care the Hork-Bajir had to take not to hit their master.


  Prince Jake rolled off the visser and onto the floor. His fur burned and smoked where a Dracon beam had penetrated the muscled shoulder.


  <To the door!> Prince Jake yelled.


  Marco yanked it open.


  An armed Hork-Bajir stood in the doorway. More behind him. How many? Too many.


  We were blocked in two directions. The only way out was the hole we had made to get in.


  No time to think. The visser was on me.


  Fwapp!


  He struck. I felt his blade bite. Felt my left front leg go numb from the blow.


  Fwapp!


  I blocked, but he knocked my tail, whipping back. Too strong! I was as fast, but he had power I couldn't match.


  Fwapp!


  I felt the wind of the blow on my exposed neck.


  I drew back and then made a lunatic feint. It threw him off balance.


  Small victory. And temporary.


  The visser ducked his upper body, clearing the firing line, and roared, <Fire!>


  <Down!> I yelled.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  Beams singed the fur down both sides of my back. The wall behind me was all burning wallboard and wood, half-incinerated by the Dracon beams.


  <Rachel! Get the Chee out!> Prince Jake ordered.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  <Ahh!> Jake cried. One of his legs was simply gone, a sizzling, bleeding stump.


  <Marco! On me!> Rachel yelled. She charged toward the exit door, straight into the nearest Hork-Bajir blocking our path. The Hork-Bajir folded, crumpled. Marco was right behind Rachel with the Chee on his shoulder.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  A hole the size of a fist burned through Rachel. But the grizzly is not easily stopped.


  <Out the way we came in!> Rachel yelled.


  They pushed back through our own doorway. Into the file room.


  <The hallway over here is clear,> Rachel yelled. <Come on!>


  <Okay, bail out!> Jake ordered.


  But before I could run, a sound. My stalk eyes swung upward in response to the noise. Ceiling panels were being pulled up as if they were trapdoors.


  Hork-Bajir began to drop like hailstones.


  Chapter 4


  



  <Marco! Take care of Mr. King!> Prince Jake ordered. <Rachel! Hang back with us. Tobias! If you're still out there, get ready to cover Marco!>


  We plowed down the hallway, staggering, bleeding, scared. Not fast enough. The Hork-Bajir were rushing up behind us, slashing, cutting into muscle and sinew.


  I killed one with a lucky swipe of my tail. He fell and tripped one of his brothers. The two of them sprawled, delaying the rush by a split second.


  Down a dark hallway, walls all around, hemming us-in, a tunnel, and with Hork-Bajir roaring after us. If they were ahead of us as well . . .


  Stairwell leading down. Freight elevator just ahead. Hallway took a turn just past the elevator. Which way? Prince Jake's decision, but Prince Jake was weakening, stumbling. How much longer could he keep going on three legs?


  I wasn't much better off. Bleeding. Staggering. Hurt.


  "Sssree! Sssree!"


  A frenzy of squealing from below!


  Taxxons!


  Enormous voracious centipedes. Drawn by the carnage. Forcing their way up the narrow stairwell. Scrambling over the fallen Hork-Bajir, tearing limbs and pieces of flesh from their still-breathing bodies.


  Visser Three stepped into the hallway directly ahead. How? Some back way. We were surrounded.


  <The elevator,> Prince Jake gasped.


  I slammed the button, willing it to come quickly.


  Where was Marco? He had gone down the hallway where the visser now appeared. Had he escaped? Or was he already a prisoner?


  <I knew a front-page article on The Sharing would bring the Andalite bandits from undercover,> Visser Three sneered. To his troops he said, <I don't want them dead. Lowest power setting. Aim carefully.>


  The Hork-Bajir lifted their Dracon beams.


  My chest was tight with panic. I could hardly breathe.


  My hearts ached for my parents. They had lost one son on this distant planet. I feared they would soon lose a second.


  DING!


  The doors to the freight elevator opened. The Hork-Bajir wavered, distracted.


  <DOWN!> Jake roared.


  <FIRE!>


  Tseeewww! Tseeewww! Tseeewww!


  Dracon beams burned. Inches above us.


  And now . . .


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  Shredder fire! The sound, so like a Dracon beam, was different enough for any Andalite aristh to recognize.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  Shredder fire, point-blank at the wall of tight-packed Hork-Bajir.


  <More Andalites?!> Visser Three yelled, his thought-speak voice torn between outrage, fear, and simple disbelief.


  Four Andalites jumped from the elevator like bucks clearing a fence. They were everywhere at once. Firing. Whipping their tail blades with deadly precision.


  They were magnificent.


  I fought beside a young female.


  She had impeccable timing. She was dangerous.


  She was beautiful.


  CRASH!


  The hallway wall collapsed and the battle spilled back into the interior office space of the building.


  The female kept up a steady stream of fire as we forced back the Hork-Bajir line.


  Windows shattered. Desks splintered. Plaster, tangles of wire, and debris poured from the ceiling.


  The Yeerks were losing.


  Suddenly, the shrill sound of police sirens penetrated the noise of battle.


  <Hey, cops are on their way,> Tobias announced. <Get out!>


  <Did Marco make it out?> Prince Jake demanded, unwilling to run till he was sure we were all safe.


  <Yeah. Jumped out of a window and the Chee threw up a hologram, made it look like they were a parked car.>


  <Visser,> Prince Jake snapped. <Maybe those cops are your people, but maybe not. Walk away and you live, for now.>


  The visser did not deign to respond. He slammed his way past a Taxxon, leaving the creature oozing goo from a deep gash.


  The battle was over.


  Shell-shocked Hork-Bajir began gathering up their dead. Taxxons waddled back down the stairwell, dragging what meat they could take away with them, to disappear into some secret basement hiding place.


  Then, through a cloud of plaster dust, I saw one of the Andalite warriors jump over the body of a fallen Hork-Bajir and land face-to-face with Visser Three.


  Of course! These Andalites were not under Prince Jake's orders.


  The Andalite lifted his shredder. It would be a point-blank killing.


  I felt a surge of hot joy in my heart.


  Visser Three looked at the Andalite. <Arbat!>


  The Andalite's eyes flickered and his finger hesitated on the shredder.


  Fwapp!


  With the flat of his tail blade, the visser smacked the weapon from his assailant's hand.


  <You never could see that one coming, could you, Arbat?> Visser Three laughed. <That's what comes of thinking too much and tail fighting too little.>


  The one he had called Arbat let out an Andalite curse.


  Visser Three leaped to safety behind a phalanx of Hork-Bajir.


  Prince Jake said, <I don't know who you guys are, but first: Thanks. Second: Get out of here. The cops get in on this and we'll have a massacre of innocent policemen.>


  <Withdraw. Now!> one of the Andalites commanded.


  <Everybody out!> Prince Jake ordered.


  <Wait!> I cried as the Andalites galloped down what was left of the hall. <Who are you? Where can I find you?>


  The female turned. <I am Estrid-Corill-Darrath. Do not worry. We will find you, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.>


  Chapter 5


  



  An hour later, we were in Cassie's barn.


  Cassie's family runs the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. At any given time, the clinic houses several dozen wounded or ill creatures. Often exotics.


  There are also squirrels, rabbits, pigeons, and grackles. Common creatures that come and go, drawn by the seeds and oats that lie scattered in and around the barn.


  "No doubt about it," Marco said, waving a copy of The Chronicle. "A propaganda mill for Yeerks. Part three in a five-part series on The Sharing."


  The Sharing exists to recruit human hosts, willing and unwilling. It poses as an innocuous family-oriented group.


  For every Yeerk that has a host body, there are thousands of Yeerks that do not. They live in a dank pool where they feed on Kandrona rays. And wait.


  They wait for host bodies.


  They would not wait much longer.


  <It seems obvious that the Andalite fleet has arrived,> I said. <The Yeerk invasion will soon cease to be a problem.>


  "Not so fast, Ax-man," Marco warned.


  <How can we lose when even our females fight like trained warriors!> I heard the old Andalite vainglory in my voice. I thought I had outgrown the impulse to boast. But the thrill of fighting side by side with another Andalite had reawakened all the pride of my people.


  For the first time since I'd found myself stranded on Earth, I felt that the future might be hopeful.


  So I did not understand the look of wariness and pity transmitted from face-to-face.


  Cassie. To Rachel. To Prince Jake. To Tobias. To Marco.


  Marco spoke. "If I've learned one thing, it's this: It may walk like an Andalite. It may talk like an Andalite. But that don't mean it is an Andalite."


  "He's right, Ax." Cassie held a defanged pit viper she had found abandoned in the schoolyard. Gently she pried it from her arm and placed it in a large tub beneath a heat lamp.


  "We know it's hard for you, and that you're lonely a lot of the time," Cassie continued. "But. . ."


  "But we have to be realistic," Marco finished. "This might be the fleet. Or it might be some fresh hell."


  Prince Jake crossed his arms. "How do we know these new Andalites aren't Yeerks with Andalite host bodies?"


  <Right,> Tobias agreed. <Maybe a sub-visser and his posse looking to leapfrog to the top by taking out Visser Three.>


  <Impossible!> I protested.


  "In a world where slugs can take over entire civilizations, anything is possible," Marco reminded me.


  <The female knew my name. The only way she could know that is via the message I transmitted to the home planet, or through the forces we encountered on Leera.>


  "Funny you should mention Leera," Marco said. He did not say anything more. He did not have to. There, for the first time in my life, I had learned that even an Andalite may be a traitor.


  <These warriors are true Andalites,> I insisted. <I know this. When I fought beside the female, I felt a sense of connection unlike anything I have felt before.>


  Another look passed from face to face. This time, it appeared to be one of amusement.


  "Ax," Cassie said. "I think you have what is commonly known as a crush."


  <A what?>


  "A feeling that makes it hard for you to see the truth, if the truth is unpleasant," she explained.


  "Yeah, you know, like the way Cassie can't see that Jake is really just a pinhead," Marco said.


  Prince Jake threw a horse comb at Marco that Marco dodged. Marco and Prince Jake are best friends. This sort of behavior appears to be typical of male friendships.


  "Until we figure these guys out, let's just hang loose," Prince Jake said.


  "Yeah. Like maybe not change our minds about who is in charge and who isn't," Rachel said bluntly.


  I felt myself flush. In the Leera incident I had changed my allegiance from Prince Jake to the Andalite officer who betrayed us.


  I was still ashamed of this. But I had sworn never to abandon my prince again. Unless it was at his command.


  Shame was quickly replaced by anger.


  <Do you doubt my loyalty?> I demanded.


  "No, I don't," Prince Jake said firmly. And with a sharp look at Rachel he added, "Neither does Rachel. I just don't want you to do anything without talking it over with us first. Okay?"


  <I am a true Andalite warrior,> I said angrily. <And a true warrior never reneges on his oath to his prince.>


  I left the barn and galloped until both my hearts were pounding. I was angry, but that emotion cooled quickly enough. The emotion that replaced it did not cool.


  She was beautiful.


  She was so beautiful.


  Chapter 6


  



  KEEERRRACCKKKK!


  I leaped out of range before the tree limb could fall on me. The limb I had severed with one blow of my tail.


  <Good shot!> Tobias circled downward, landing in the tree.


  Tobias is interesting. A nothlit, but now an almost voluntary one. He has lost his human life, but not his human friends. He belongs. But at the same time, he does not belong.


  Like me.


  Perhaps that is why he is my true shorm. What humans would call a "best friend." Or "soul mate." That and the fact that my brother was Tobias's father.


  I assumed the attack position again.


  <Would you mind not doing that while I'm sitting here?> Tobias asked.


  <They said they would find me, I may be called upon to fight at any moment. I must be ready. I must practice.>


  Even though I am only an aristh - what humans would call a cadet - in the Andalite military, I had undergone rigorous training at the academy. Tail fighting is a sport, an art, and a deadly combat skill.


  I had a feeling that I was about to be tested. I did not want to disgrace myself.


  <Okay. But you know, it also wouldn't hurt to take a look around town. See if there's any sign of Andalite troop presence. You know, maybe a couple dozen of your folks down at the mall. Besides, I found twenty bucks this morning. Which sounds like a visit to the food court to me.>


  <Cinnabon?>


  <Cinnabon for you. Me, I'm a taco kind of guy. When I'm not enjoying fresh mouse.>


  Cinnamon buns!


  I paused. I am extremely fond of cinnamon buns. I am so fond of them, it is hard for me to restrain my joy in eating them.


  I have now had much practice eating cinnamon buns. But from time to time, I still have difficulty containing my enthusiasm for the taste sensations that come from these tasty treats.


  This is one of the things I must explain to my people: the incredible joys of acquiring human morphs and using the mouth to ingest intensely flavored items.


  I began to morph a northern harrier. The blue-and-tan fur of my body began to grow longer and shingle. Layer upon layer of feathers appeared upon my shrinking body.


  <I take it that means yes - especially since I've already hidden our outer clothing on the mall roof,> Tobias said.


  We flew over the main part of town. Together. But not close. If Tobias and I were seen flying in tandem, it might attract attention. Yeerk attention.


  Once we had landed safely on the mall roof, Tobias began morphing to human.


  The sharp angles of his scowling hawk head blurred and rounded out. Flesh appeared on his face first. It swirled and rippled like dough as it arranged itself into human eyes, a human nose, and a human brow.


  His bird legs grew enormously long until what began to protrude was no longer bird leg, but bone. The bone formed a femur, a patella, and a tibia. Claws became toe bones.


  Flesh poured down the bones like liquid and molded thighs, calves, and feet.


  I concentrated. I would have to demorph to Andalite before morphing to human.


  Though we have agreed that it is immoral to acquire the DNA of sentient creatures, we also have agreed upon exceptions now and then. I acquired a bit of DNA from Jake, Marco, Cassie, and Rachel. Thus, when I am human, I vaguely resemble all of them, but duplicate no one.


  It is a moral compromise.


  We have all learned to make them.


  The question was how I could make such opportunities available to my fellow Andalites once they landed and defeated the Yeerks.


  "Come on," Tobias said as soon as I had morphed from Andalite to human and was properly dressed in my artificial skins. "Let's hit the 'Bon and the Taco Bell'."


  I followed Tobias toward the small stairwell off the roof used by workmen. Through that door and down two flights of stairs was a door that led into the mall.


  We heard the commotion the moment we entered the first floor. It was coming from the food court.


  "Beanzuh! Beanzuh! Zuh!" I heard a girl shout.


  "Somebody get security!" a woman yelled.


  "What's going on?" someone else asked.


  "Some girl went berserk in the food court," another person answered. "Eating everything in sight and yelling like a lunatic."


  Tobias raised an eyebrow. "Which answers the question of whether the Andalites have landed."


  We ran.
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  "Beanzuh! Jelly beanzuh! Beanzuh! Zuh! Zuh!"


  We forced our way through the crowd that had gathered around the food court.


  A girl around Cassie's age sat crouched in front of bins of blue, green, yellow, red, and black jelly beans at the Candy Land store. She wore a Burger King tunic and slacks. Backward.


  A harassed-looking young woman was trying to persuade her to get away from the bin.


  "So sweet. So delicious!" The girl was almost weeping with joy. "The taste . . . overwhelming!"


  "Well. This is not good," Tobias said. "Your little friend Estrid?"


  "I believe that is likely."


  Estrid ignored the Candy Land lady. She crammed more bright pellets into her mouth, rolled her eyes, seemed to be transported by pleasure.


  A mall security guard moved toward her. "Okay. Let's go."


  Tobias hurried forward and put his hand on the guard's arm. "No wait! She's my sister. She's having a bad reaction to her medication."


  "The green are the best!" Estrid said.


  The guard looked hard at Tobias. As if he weren't sure whether or not Tobias was telling the truth. "She's on drugs?"


  "It's a seizure thing. She was dropped on her head when she was a baby."


  "No, the blue! A blue that saturates the very soul with pleasure!"


  "Then we should call an ambulance," said the Candy Land lady.


  "I like the red ones," a kid in the crowd called out.


  "It's happened before," Tobias said. "We know what to do. She calms down . . ."


  "Yes! Red! Red-duh!"


  " . . . Eventually. We have some other medicine at home. If we can just take her with us, everything will be fine."


  We both moved toward the shrieking girl.


  "But . . ." the security guard said.


  "We're fine," Tobias insisted. "Fine. Come on, sis. Let's go home." Tobias took one arm and I took the other.


  Estrid looked at each of us, and then let out a horrible, ear-piercing scream. "Nooooo! Beanzuh!"


  "Now, sis," Tobias soothed. "Don't make a scene."


  "Sssssseeene. Sssseeeeenuh. Nuh. Nuh. Nuh."


  While she was momentarily diverted by the novel sounds her mouth could make, I leaned close and whispered, "It is I, Aximili. You are having a reaction to mouth-pleasures. It will be fine. Come with us and be quiet."


  On our way to the door we used to access the mall, I saw a girl inside the doorway of Express. She was examining some artificial skins.


  And she was an exact replica of the girl we were half-carrying, half-dragging. Her long hair was red and very wavy. Her eyes were deep blue. And her face was covered with cinnamon-colored freckles.


  Cinnamon. Delicious.


  "Hey!" a male voice shouted behind us. "What are you doing with my sister?"


  Tobias turned. "Holy . . . come on!"


  In order to look behind in human morph it is necessary to turn one's head. A dizzying action on only two legs.


  I did so and understood the cause of Tobias's alarm.


  A very large young man and four of his companions were chasing us.


  "She must have morphed his sister. He thinks we're abducting her! Great," Tobias wheezed. "Haul buns."


  "Bunzzzzz," I repeated, unable to resist the impulse. "Zuh. Zuh. Zuh."


  "Please, Ax," Tobias yelled, breaking into a run. "Not now!"
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  We escaped from the mall. It was not our most challenging escape.


  Estrid morphed to kafit bird and flew away. But not before I had arranged for a meeting with her superior. We needed to know what was happening with the Andalite invasion force.


  Or, at very least, we had to warn them about the dangers of morphing humans.


  A few hours later I was in the air, in harrier morph.


  <How much further?> Prince Jake asked.


  <If the directions are accurate, less than a mile. There is a fence ahead.>


  Prince Jake was on the ground. Traveling in wolf morph. It would have been unwise for me to travel long distances through the woods in my own true body. I live in some fear that human hunters might see me and shoot me as a deer. Shooting deer is a human sport. Human hunters are apparently unaware of the fact that deer are harmless herbivores.


  In the distance ahead, beyond the fence, I could see thick trees around a shallow pond. The scene fit her description.


  Estrid had refused to guide me to the Andalite ship. She was not authorized to reveal its location. Commendable caution. But she had agreed to arrange a meeting with her commander in this spot.


  Estrid was waiting at the edge of the thicket.


  How odd that the sight of one of my own people should seem so strange. It was almost disturbing, somehow. It made me feel lonely, which made no sense. Why should the sight of this single, lovely female make me feel lonely?


  I flew a few hundred yards ahead of Jake and landed on the ground in front of her. I demorphed quickly. If this was all somehow a Yeerk ambush, then my presence would trigger the attack. Better me than my prince.


  I stood, awkward. Waiting, No Dracon beams. No Hork-Bajir. No Taxxons. No ambush.


  <Welcome, Aximili,> Estrid said. <My commander is eager to meet you.>


  <Where is he?>


  <Near. He fears a trap.>


  Before I could respond, I saw her main eyes widen. One stalk eye whipped around. Jake had approached and begun to demorph.


  Estrid glared angrily. <I told you to come alone,> she said,


  <And I told him not to,> Prince Jake said in thought-speak just as he completed his demorph.


  <But he is human!> Estrid exclaimed. <And with the power to morph! How can this be? Wait, were those humans in the battle where we met? Morph-capable humans?>


  "I'll discuss that with your commander," Jake said calmly.


  <This human is Jake. He is my prince,> I explained.


  Estrid looked as if she might laugh. To an Andalite the notion of an alien as a prince was humorous.


  But she restrained herself.


  <I am honored to meet you, Jake.>


  "Likewise."


  Then Estrid put a hand on my arm and thought-spoke privately to me. My hearts fluttered at the touch.


  <May I ask you a favor? My experimentation with human morph was unauthorized. Will you refrain from mentioning it to my commander?>


  For a moment, I was too stunned to answer. Such a breach of discipline! Perhaps females were allowed more latitude and thus felt free to take more liberties.


  I did not know. But I could see no harm in protecting her from what might be a harsh punishment.


  <I will say nothings I promised.>


  We moved carefully through the dense trees until we reached the banks of the pond. Three Andalite warriors stood tense and watchful.


  I said nothing. Arisths do not speak until spoken to.


  Most arisths.


  <This is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill,> Estrid said. <These Andalite warriors are Commander Gonrod-Isfall-Sonilli, Intelligence Advisor Arbat-Elivat-Estoni, and Aloth-Attamil-Gahar.>


  I saw Commander Gonrod's face tense at her forwardness. But he did not reprimand her. Arbat's eyes smiled slyly.


  <And this alien?> Commander Gonrod demanded.


  <This is Jake. My prince.>


  Gonrod snorted. <Your prince? You insult the highest ranking Andalite within light-years by announcing your allegiance to a human child?>


  Prince Jake did not react to the insult. But he did react to Gonrod's careless words. "Your rank is commander and you're the highest ranking Andalite commander within light-years?" He looked at me, questioning.


  I was almost too disappointed to respond. I did not abandon hope. But my optimism was sharply reduced. I could only confirm what Prince Jake suspected. <Commander is a rank most often held by an Andalite in command of a single ship. A single small ship.>


  "I see."


  <There goes our plan to bluff the enemy into thinking they are outnumbered.> Aloth let out a crack of laughter. Highly insubordinate.


  <Silence!> Gonrod looked only at me. He refused to acknowledge Prince Jake. <Aristh Aximili, inform this human that we are not prepared to discuss strategic matters with him.>


  <Commander Gonrod, Prince Jake is the leader of the human resistance on Earth.>


  <Really? And how many warriors does he lead?> Commander Gonrod asked me.


  "Not enough," Prince Jake said bluntly.


  <No. Not enough. But morph-capable. I was briefed before we began this mission.> Gonrod reluctantly addressed Prince Jake. <I know you were involved in the war on Leera. I also know that an entire ship full of Andalite warriors died and that you and your humans survived. Now, I asked, human, how many warriors do you command?>


  <Those warriors on Leera died because of -> I began, but Prince Jake silenced me with a raised hand.


  "We were on Leera. Let's leave it at that. I don't want to bring up anything embarrassing. No point. But you'll understand if I say that I'm not prepared to discuss my forces with you. Not yet."


  <You, a human, do not trust an Andalite commander?!> Gonrod cried.


  Aloth spoke. Mockingly. <Perhaps the human is not aware that Andalites are known throughout the galaxy for their integrity.>


  <Silence!> Gonrod roared again.


  <Perhaps we should proceed by outlining our common goals,> I suggested diplomatically.


  "Perhaps we should begin by finding out exactly what we can count on in terms of Andalite support," Jake countered, staring fixedly at Gonrod.


  <Support?> Gonrod snorted again. <You consider us support? Are all humans as ignorant and arrogant as you, man-child?> Gonrod began to pace. <You are an untrained human child, playing at war. We are highly trained warriors. You and your band, whoever they may be, will cease to fight. That is an order.>


  "I don't take orders," Prince Jake snapped. "I give them. And now, this meeting is over." He turned and began to walk away.


  <Aristh Aximili!> Gonrod shouted. <Stay where you are.>


  <Commander Gonrod. I respectfully remind you that an Andalite's allegiance is to his prince.>


  <You are disobeying a direct order.>


  I followed Prince Jake.


  <Aloth! Arbat!> Gonrod shouted. <Shredders on lowest setting. Fire on Aristh Aximili.>
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  <Unfortunately, Commander Gonrod, I am being prevented from using my weapon,> Arbat answered. <I believe Aloth is similarly situated.>


  Aloth had apparently not noticed. Now he looked down in horror. A pit viper wound itself around his right foreleg. Cassie, of course. And a cobra reared up just between Arbat's legs. Marco.


  Estrid took a step forward and reached for her own shredder.


  Fwapp!


  I brought my tail blade to a quivering halt millimeters from her throat. Her eyes blazed in anger.


  "Andalites are very fast," Prince Jake said. "Those snakes are faster. One move from your boys and they will die."


  Gonrod said nothing. He seemed at a loss. It was shocking to see in an Andalite commander.


  But Arbat was so calm as to seem almost bored. <So, you've set a trap for us. Very clever. Now what?>


  Prince Jake seemed uncertain whether to continue addressing Gonrod or Arbat. "Now we stop playing games. You're not the Andalite fleet. And I'm not going to snap a salute and say 'yes, sir!' We deal as equals. Which, to be honest, is generous of us under the circumstances."


  Arbat half-closed his eyes in a smile. <What do you say, Commander Gonrod? As the Intelligence expert I'd have to say we're not in a position to bargain.>


  But Gonrod had recovered. <I command, here. Am I clear on that?>


  "No, sir. This is Earth. This is a human planet. We are not the Hork-Bajir. We know how you 'rescued them.' As long as you're on Earth, you'll get along with us. Am I clear on that?"


  Fool. An embarrassment. Gonrod was behaving very badly. What was the point in this? I looked at Estrid. She refused to acknowledge me. But I could see the evidence on her face that she, too, was humiliated by this ludicrous display.


  For his part, Aloth was a seemingly straightforward warrior. He was awaiting orders, his expression professionally blank. Whatever he thought of his commander, he concealed it.


  Arbat was a different matter. Arbat's contempt for Gonrod was scarcely camouflaged.


  "Now," Prince Jake said, "who are you? Why are you here?"


  Gonrod nodded to Arbat and Aloth. They dropped their weapons.


  Cassie and Marco withdrew. Not far, but a little, at least. Of course I knew that Rachel and Tobias were still to be accounted for.


  I lowered my tail blade and Estrid lowered her shredder.


  Arbat stepped forward and spoke. He was an older Andalite. Much of his blue fur was tanned. <After the unexpected victory on Leera, major elements of the fleet were ordered to Earth. But it was diverted to the Rakkam Garoo conflict in the Nine-Sifter system.>


  <What, are you people on call for every war in the galaxy?> Marco muttered.


  "So Earth waits. Again," Prince Jake said. "You're not the fleet, so who are you?"


  <Unit O. A sabotage and assassination team,> Arbat explained. <Commander Gonrod is one of the ablest pilots in the fleet. Aloth is a warrior.>


  <An assassination team? Who is the assassin?>


  <I am,> Aloth said.


  I tried not to stare at him. I had never met an assassin. I had not known any existed in the Andalite military. The notion of such a thing did not make me comfortable.


  <And I am an Apex Level Intelligence Advisor. Veteran of over twenty conflicts,> Arbat finished. <Gonrod is in overall command of the mission. I will direct the specific actions of terminating the target.>


  I automatically straightened my shoulders. Apex Level Intelligence is the highest level of advisory to the War Council. Not soldiers, precisely. They are military adjuncts. Strategists. They plotted. They planned.


  And they knew everything.


  Did Arbat know the truth about Elfangor? About me? Likely. Our eyes met, but I could read nothing in their ironic, self-possessed gaze.


  Gonrod was a fool. Arbat was not.


  "What about Estrid?" Prince Jake asked.


  Gonrod looked slightly embarrassed. <Female arisths are a new addition to the military. She was assigned to this mission by accident.>


  Estrid's four eyes stared at blank space. Blinked rapidly. A sign of embarrassment. I felt sorry for her.


  "In other words, she's a rookie?" Jake said.


  Estrid lifted her head. <I have trained hard,> she replied in a steely tone. <Make no mistake. I intend to carry my weight.>


  Fwapp!


  I reeled as the force of her small, female tail blade caught the side of my neck, knocking me off balance.


  While I struggled to keep my footing, a second blow caught me behind the back legs, causing my knees to buckle. My rear end fell to the ground and pinned my tail beneath me.


  Fwapp!


  A third blow sent my front end sprawling. I tried to break my fall with my hands. But Andalite arms are not as strong as human arms. I fell, my chin scraping the grass.
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  Estrid placed her front left hoof on my throat. <Any questions?>


  <Very impressive,> I conceded.


  It was a classic and beautifully executed hald-wurra. Old Andalite for "victory in three swipes."


  She removed her hoof and reached down to assist me. I took her hand. Sprang to my feet. Pulled her arm behind her back and lifted my tail blade just in time to block her defensive swipe.


  There was a loud clatter as our blades clashed. I released her arm and disengaged my tail. Sprang backward.


  <I am betting on Aximili.> Aloth eagerly stepped forward to get a better view.


  <You are a fool,> Arbat told him. <She will have him in two moves. But I accept the wager.>


  WHOOSH!


  I pulled my head back. Her tail blade, turned to present the dull edge, missed my throat by centimeters.


  "Ax?" Prince Jake's voice was full of genuine alarm.


  <Please do not interfere,> I said abruptly. I swung my tail hard. Not as hard as I could.


  She drew back her head, just as I expected, allowing my tail to double back with even more momentum and speed. As it neared her head, I turned it so that the flat side caught her.


  The blow caught her off guard. She tumbled to the ground. Rolled and sprang up nimbly again.


  She was not going to be easily defeated. <You have a good swing,> she said. <But mine is better.>


  Fwapp! Fwapp!


  She was right. I had never seen a tail move so fast. In the blink of an eye, she caught me with the exact same move. This time I fell and rolled. Sprang up. Not as nimbly.


  <Ooh, that had to hurt,> Marco commented.


  <You did that very gracefully,> Estrid observed.


  I was glad my fatigue had not shown. <Thank you. You will not see me do it again.>


  She laughed. <You hope.>


  CLANG!


  She blocked my tail blade with hers. The impact of the blades rang out through the trees.


  I began to fear I might actually lose. It would be unbearably humiliating in front of Andalite officers.


  <Go, Ax-man!> Tobias yelled from wherever he was hiding.


  We sprang apart, both of us breathing hard. She lowered her head and raced straight at me. I leaped out of the way and she sideswiped me. I was knocked at an angle.


  It took me a moment to recover. And to remember something I had been taught on the first day of my training.


  Estrid bucked forward, preparing to pivot on her front legs and deliver another tail blow. I pivoted, too, turning out of the way.


  She missed me. Overshot. The weight and momentum of her tail sent her tumbling forward. She rolled over her head and neck and landed on her back with a cry of pain.


  Arbat ran forward. <Estrid!>


  She lay still for a moment. Then she began to laugh. <You beat me with the simplest move in the lexicon.>


  <Sometimes the simplest solutions are the most effective,> I replied.


  If she had been a male, I would have begun to boast. But it seemed less than gracious to boast about beating a female. Even one who was very, very good.


  Aloth chuckled happily. He had won his bet.


  Prince Jake watched me with a frown. He shook his head slightly and rolled his eyes upward. It is a human expression with several interpretations. In this case I believe my prince thought I was behaving foolishly.


  I would have helped Estrid, but Arbat was already pulling her to her feet.


  <I apologize,> she said to him. <You have lost your bet.>


  <You fought well,> he said proudly. He looked at me with new respect in his eyes. <But you fought better. You have not forgotten your academy training. And you show the sign of a great deal of experience.>


  <There have been battles,> I said.


  Arbat gave me a speculative look. <I believe we have common goals, Aximili. I believe you and I have much in common. Visser Three killed your brother. What Visser Three did to my brother was worse than death.>


  "What did he do?" Prince Jake asked.


  Arbat's face betrayed no emotion. <My brother is Alloran. Host body to Visser Three.>


  I was not equally controlled. I jerked involuntarily.


  Prince Jake's eye narrowed. "So you're here to . . ."


  <To assassinate him,> Arbat answered. <Yes. Our mission is to kill Visser Three.>
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  "Revenge is pointless and immoral," Cassie insisted.


  "Revenge is just another word for justice," Rachel said, her face hardening.


  "He's talking about killing his own brother," Cassie argued.


  "He had a chance. Back at the newspaper," Marco said.


  "He wasn't prepared," Rachel argued.


  "Visser Three doesn't give a lot of second chances," Marco said. "Maybe these guys are just blowing smoke. Maybe Arbat isn't as bad as he thinks he is. Although Aloth looks like trouble."


  I watched a group of grackles pecking at some spilled seed. One appeared not to be hungry. Instead of strutting and circling, he stood to the side, staring about him with an unwinking eye.


  <Does that grackle appear ill?> I asked Cassie.


  Cassie looked at the bird and frowned. "I can't tell."


  The bird flapped its wings and flew up into the rafters. Walked vigorously along the hayloft, pecking at stray straws.


  "Looks healthy to me," Rachel said.


  "Forget the birds," Marco snapped. "We have some stuff to deal with here."


  He was right, of course. At least about the importance of the issue. I hoped he was not right about Arbat.


  Arbat had revealed that Visser Three occupied his brother's body. I understood why Arbat had hesitated when he had the chance to kill the visser. I understood. I sympathized.


  And yet, I worried.


  Any Andalite - and many humans - would rather die than continue to serve as host. But to perform the killing or not is an agonizing decision. As it should and must be.


  Marco's mother is a Controller.


  Prince Jake's brother, Tom, is also a human-Controller.


  I did not tell Arbat that I, too, had been unable to kill Alloran. Not even when the former war prince had begged me for death as the slug that was Visser Three temporarily abandoned Alloran's poisoned body.


  I could not. To my unending shame, I could not bring myself to kill him. And just as Alloran had feared, the Yeerks had revived him. Visser Three had reinfested him.


  So we had listened as Arbat explained Unit O's mission.


  The War Council had ordered Visser Three killed. Visser Three was a continuing embarrassment to our people. We had allowed him to keep an Andalite host and had been unable to stop him.


  Visser Three was an enemy. We were at war. It made sense.


  But why had Arbat been chosen for the mission? Surely it must have occurred to someone that organizing and ordering the death of his brother was a particularly difficult thing for him to do.


  "War is one thing," Cassie said now. "Murder is another. What do we gain by helping Arbat and Aloth assassinate the visser?"


  I spoke. <By Andalite custom, the murder of a family member must be avenged. Perhaps together, Arbat and Aloth and I can succeed where each of us alone has failed.>


  "Sounds like a plan to me," Rachel said.


  "It's a terrible plan. Don't help him, Ax," Cassie begged. "Alloran is still alive. Where there's life there's hope."


  "Great cliché," Marco sneered.


  <An Andalite warrior would rather die than serve as a Yeerk host,> I said.


  <I guess it's a live-free-or-die thing,> Tobias said quietly. He sat on a rail overhead.


  "Well, it's just cowardly," Cassie insisted, putting her hands on her hips. "The easy way out. If you're dead, you don't have to fight for your freedom, do you?"


  There was a long silence. No one said anything. I looked to Prince Jake, but he was sitting with his head in his hands.


  "Jake?" Cassie said.


  No answer.


  Marco stood impatiently. "Are we all in denial or what? Why are we even arguing about this like it matters? I mean come on. We know what this is about. We're sitting here fighting out the same disagreements, asking ourselves what we should do next. There is no next. It's over. It's so over, isn't it? I mean, we fight because we think the Andalites are coming someday, someday. We've been carrying out a delaying action. Slowing the Yeerks down so it wouldn't be too late by the time the big deal Andalites came along."


  Rachel let out an exhausted sigh. "As much as I hate to admit it, Marco's right. The fleet is not coming to the rescue. The Andalites aren't here to help save Earth. They're here so Arbat and the Andalite command can settle their score with the visser. This isn't the Marines storming in to save us."


  "Exactly!" Cassie said. "It's personal. It's political. But there's no strategic value to the mission. No real military advantage. So that just makes it murder."


  "Hey, Cassie, you know what?" Marco snapped. "Who cares? I mean, who cares about all your moralizing? Are you even paying attention? What do you think, that the six of us are going to win this war? By ourselves? Four kids, a bird, and an alien? Six kids who can turn into animals, big deal! We've hurt the Yeerks, we've frustrated them, we've slowed them down, but we're pebbles in their shoes. This has always been about us being the resistance until the Andalites could do a D-Day and save our sorry butts."


  I had never heard Marco speak so harshly to Cassie. But more shocking still was that Jake did not step in to silence him.


  I had been so distracted by Estrid, by seeing my own people again that I had overlooked how devastating this news would be to my friends. They had hoped for salvation. Instead they were presented with another complex problem, more dangers, more futility.


  I scanned each of their faces with my stalk eyes. These were not the humans I had known for so long.


  Prince Jake stood. "If the Andalites were serious about helping us, they'd have sent an invading force. And Cassie's right, they trade Visser Three for some other visser, how does that help us? And Marco's right, too. We're tired. We're so tired there are times I don't think I can get up the energy to breathe. And now, instead of help, big-time help, we have what are obviously the dregs of the Andalite forces. Gonrod's a fool. Aloth is just a foot soldier. Estrid's a rookie. And Arbat's a guy off on his own."


  "So what's our plan?" Rachel demanded.


  Prince Jake said nothing.


  It was sad. That is what I realized. Very sad. We had turned to Prince Jake so many times and always he had been there with an answer, a plan, or at least a hope.


  Marco slapped Rachel lightly on each cheek. "Wise up. Any plans we had - or have - are basically worth squat at this point. The war is over. Earth lost."


  The explosion was instantaneous.


  Rachel lunged for Marco. "Don't you EVER touch me again!" she screamed.


  Marco fell to the ground and shielded his face with his arms. "Get off me. Get off me, you wacko!"


  "Stop it! Stop it!" Cassie cried.


  Tobias fluttered to the ground. Laughed bitterly. <That's it. I can't take this anymore. I'm losing my mind. I'm out. Out of here, out of this, I'm done, man.> Tobias flapped his wings and flew from the barn.
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  "All right, stop it, Rachel!" Prince Jake pulled her off Marco. Shook her hard.


  Rachel reeled back and raked her hair from her eyes.


  Marco stumbled to his feet. "Face facts," he panted. "The Andalites don't care. This isn't about Earth. It's about boosting Andalite morale by wasting the guy who made an Andalite a host."


  There was a long silence. Everyone looked at me. Staring as if they expected - hoped - that I would deny the truth of what Marco was saying.


  "Ax?" Prince Jake prompted.


  I shook my head. What was there to say?


  Prince Jake frowned. "Then what do we want to do?"


  "I know what I'm going to do." Rachel angrily kicked a metal bucket. It clattered along the dirt floor of the barn.


  Two injured geese sent up an alarmed gabble. A small brown rabbit who had been sitting beside a bale of hay dove into a stall and disappeared from sight.


  Five or six grackles who had been pecking in the dirt squawked and flew up into the rafters.


  "Rachel," Cassie said quietly, putting her hand on Rachel's arm. "Please. We need you."


  Rachel jerked her arm from Cassie's grasp. "From now on I'm doing it my way. No more Geneva Convention warfare. If I'm going down, I'm taking out all the Yeerks I can before I go."


  She stalked toward the door.


  "Rachel!" Prince Jake shouted.


  Rachel whirled around. Her face red with anger. "I'm through taking orders from you," she said through clenched teeth. "I'm through with Marco and his stupid jokes. I'm through with Cassie's hypocrisy."


  Rachel lifted her fist and punched a lantern hanging from a hook. The glass splintered and it fell to the ground.


  "I'm through with all of you," she hissed. And stormed from the barn.


  Cassie took a broom from the corner and began to sweep up the glass. "Count me out, too," she said softly. "If this war is unwinnable, how do we justify killing Hork-Bajir? Basically, they're prisoners of war. Innocent victims."


  "Cassie," Prince Jake pleaded.


  A tear rolled down her cheek. "I can't do it anymore." She dropped the broom and ran from the barn.


  Marco thrusts his hands into his pockets. "Guess I'm out, too. I'm going to enjoy what time I've got left. Acquire a surfer dude chick magnet. Hang out."


  "Marco," Prince Jake whispered. "Please."


  Marco put his hand on Prince Jake's shoulder. Let it slip off as he backed away. "Jake. Ax-man. Live long and prosper."


  Prince Jake and I were alone.


  We looked at one another. <I am still yours to command.> I offered him my hand to shake as humans do.


  Prince Jake gripped it. His eyes were sad. "I can't hold you to your oath. The others are right. It's over. Go on. Do what you have to do. And if you can, go home."


  Prince Jake squeezed my hand tightly, forgetting that Andalite hands are not as strong as human hands. I knew it was an expression of affection. I tried to return the pressure.


  Prince Jake straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin. "Good-bye," he said. "And thank you. For everything."


  He walked slowly from the barn. His silhouette disappeared into the bright glare of the morning sun.


  I stood alone.


  Remembering.


  It was peaceful for the first time in a long time. No arguments or debates. Quite pleasant, really.


  <Estrid,> I said finally. <If you are going to acquire Earth morphs, you must learn how to use them. Rabbits do not commonly chase large four-footed creatures like myself across a field and then into a barn full of shouting humans.>


  Under the bottom slat of a stall gate, the small brown rabbit appeared. Estrid quickly demorphed and blinked with embarrassment at her mistake. <I have much to learn.>


  <I will teach you,> I said simply.


  Her four eyes looked at me and shone. <You will be happier with your own kind.>
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  The Andalite ship was cloaked in a large empty field outside the fence of a family entertainment center called The Gardens. I knew The Gardens well. Within it was a zoo where Prince Jake, the others, and I had acquired a number of useful morphs.


  We flew there from the barn. Before we left, Estrid acquired an Earth bird morph. A crow. We flew, but far enough apart to allay suspicion.


  As we descended, a square "hole" appeared in the sky. The upper hatch of the ship. We flew inside and it slid shut behind us.


  <This is the upper deck,> Estrid explained. <Let us demorph and I will take you down to the command deck.>


  We demorphed and she led me through the hallways and corridors that connected what seemed to be several wings. It was large for a warship. Small for a transport.


  <This ship is designated the Crusader. It's an MSTL-37,> she explained. <A Mobile Science and Technology Lab ship. Pretty much obsolete by now.>


  <An odd choice of ship to send on such a mission.>


  She shrugged. <It was what they could spare. The fighters and transports were needed in Nine-Sifter.>


  We stood in front of a drop shaft and waited for the doors to open. <Estrid, I would like to ask a favor of you.>


  Her four eyes looked curiously at my face.


  <I still respect my former prince. We fought many battles together. I would appreciate if you would refrain from reporting that he was unable to maintain control of his warriors. I would not want the others to lose their respect for him. He has fought a good fight.>


  <You kept my secret. I will keep yours.>


  The drop-shaft door opened and I stepped in beside her.


  I was uneasy. My request had been a test. But I was not sure whether she had passed or failed.


  I felt grateful for her willingness to protect my prince.


  But what kind of an aristh would agree to withhold sensitive intelligence information from her superiors?


  Had she been instructed to gain my trust in order to spy on me?


  Or was she simply undertrained? Unsuited to the military because of her gender?


  I resolved to keep my guard up and my eyes open. I watched her fingers dance across a control panel as she programmed in an access code for me.


  Her hands were small. And graceful. When she was done, she turned her four eyes on me. My heart rates accelerated.


  I had noticed her four eyes staring at me quite a bit.


  That, too, was odd.


  The first lesson every aristh learned at the academy was: "Two eyes out front. Two eyes scanning." Always. A soldier never, ever, focused all his attention on the same spot.


  The shaft dropped us two decks and held us there. We stepped out onto the command deck. Gonrod, Aloth, and Arbat were waiting.


  <Aximili!> Arbat stepped forward to greet me. His voice was welcoming.


  I saluted and made the traditional Andalite bow. <Commander Gonrod. My prince has released me and I now pledge myself to you.>


  Gonrod appeared mollified by the respect I showed him.


  <We are quite informal on this mission,> Arbat said.


  Gonrod bristled. <But the chain of command is clear.>


  <Of course. Of course,> Arbat said to Gonrod. <I did not mean to imply otherwise.>


  Arbat walked over to a workstation where Aloth calibrated a collection of handheld shredders. <With one of these, I hope to destroy Visser Three.>


  <How can I help?> I asked him.


  Arbat took my arm. Guided me to the terraced perimeter of the deck where we could look out through the windows at the barren scrub grass outside. He thought-spoke to me privately. <I am willing to do anything it takes to destroy Visser Three. Are you?>


  <I look forward to the day when Visser Three no longer threatens free people,> I answered guardedly.


  <I trust you, Aximili. You have done well to survive here. I hope to benefit from your advice and experiences I shifted my weight uneasily. An Apex Level Intelligence Advisor is the highest rank in the intelligence division. An aristh the lowest rank in the regular military. On Earth I had followed, not led. Nor had I succeeded in killing Visser Three. Additionally, I had violated - by word and deed - more Andalite military codes than I could count.


  So why was Arbat treating me with such elaborate respect? Respect that I had not earned by Andalite standards.


  He wanted something from me.


  But what?
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  Arbat broke off when he heard the heavy clop of Aloth's hooves approach.


  <Aristh Aximili,> said Aloth. <Commander Gonrod has asked me to show you around the ship.>


  <Excellent!> Arbat beamed. <Show our new comrade around.>


  I saluted Arbat and quickly followed the assassin down the corridor.


  <If I hear one more war story from that old wind machine I may have to self-destruct,> Aloth said when the shaft doors closed behind us.


  I was shocked. But I could not help chuckling. <How can you talk that way about an Apex Level Intelligence Advisor?>


  Aloth snorted. <And retired for the last six wars! He's a teacher now! A professor of technological history.>


  Like many soldiers, Aloth had little respect for anyone who was not a soldier.


  <He teaches at the academy?> I asked.


  <No! At the University of Advanced Scientific Theory.>


  The UAST was full of brilliant thinkers. But they were notorious for their impracticality. Not known for their battlefield skills.


  It seemed very strange that the War Council would send an aging professor of technological history to direct an assassination.


  But then, the military had obviously undergone many changes since I left the home planet. <Female arisths. Have they worked out well?>


  Aloth snorted again. <I keep waiting for Estrid to find some way of making herself useful.>


  <Does she have no duties?>


  Aloth shrugged. <None that seem necessary. Gonrod and I both tried to make a detour and drop her at a base. But Arbat was adamant that she remain on board.>


  <Why?>


  He shrugged. <I cannot think of any reason why he would want an inexperienced female aristh on a mission like this. Especially one who is not exactly regulation issue. She behaves more like a princess than an aristh. And Arbat treats her that way.>


  Aloth's lazy insolence was gone now. He seemed lost in troubled thought.


  <Does her presence concern you?> I ventured, prepared for him to snub me. He did not.


  Instead, he resumed his lazy warrior's swagger. <I suppose not. She is probably here because inter-gender staffing is some pet project Arbat sold the War Council on. Or maybe she is somebody's niece and he got her fast-tracked through the academy.>


  Aloth gave me a significant look and laughed cynically. I had the feeling I had just missed something. But if that were true about Estrid, it would explain many things.


  <I guess none of us are exactly what you would call "regulation issue,"> Aloth added with awry laugh.


  <No? What do you mean by that?>


  <Nothing I feel like explaining to an aristh,> he said with a chuckle. <Not even the brother of Elfangor. Now stop asking me questions and listen for a change. You might learn something.>


  This was the dynamic I understood. The good-natured snubbing a lowly aristh would expect from an experienced warrior.


  <We are on the third tier. There is the engine room. Storage. Quarters. Yours are at the end.>


  <What is on the second tier?>


  <Nothing. Used to be a lab. Now it is sealed up so we do not have to waste energy on environmental adaptation conversion. Think you can get around without getting lost?>


  <I believe I can. Where is my action station in the event the ship comes under attack?>


  Aloth shrugged. <This ship does not have enough firepower to stop a broken-down Skrit Na freighter. If a hot Bug fighter comes after us . . . put it this way: If we're attacked your action station is kissing your tail good-bye.>


  Aloth laughed cynically. I did not see the humor.


  <Come on. That is the tour. Let us go back to the command deck. The old wheeze wants to "debrief you.">
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  Moments later Gonrod, Aloth, Arbat, and I met on the command deck. Estrid was not present.


  <Tell us about Visser Three.> Arbat seemed eager. Gonrod less so. <Where is he when he is not on his Blade ship?>


  <I do not know,> I answered. <How did you find him in the newspaper office?>


  <We did not,> Arbat said. <We found you. Our ship sensors were programmed to locate your DNA pattern. We were able to download it from your academy records.>


  <Could we not do the same with Alloran's?> I asked.


  <Alloran's from the old days. Back before we used DNA encryption.


  <I see. Then our most likely means of finding him would be at the next meeting of The Sharing at the Community Center. He often attends. Not always. But often. Failing that, he is often in the Yeerk pool complex.>


  I explained what The Sharing was, and how Visser Three was often present in human morph to address those who attended. I told them also about the location of the Yeerk pool.


  <How many Yeerks would be present at the meeting?> Arbat asked.


  <We are only interested in one Yeerk,> Gonrod snapped. <Our orders are clear and specific. One target. And then we are done. If Aloth can hit the target>


  <Aloth will hit the target,> Arbat said coldly.


  <Will I? It is not an easy thing to do,> Aloth said. <Take aim at a target, a living target, aim for the kill, fire, watch to see the damage. Take a life. And this is no ordinary target, Arbat, but your brother. I have a brother, too. I wonder, when the time comes, whether you will find it so easy to give the final order.>


  Arbat ignored Aloth. Or tried to.


  <It is a question we would all like answered,> Gonrod said.


  <It is a question that will be answered when I give that order and rid the galaxy of the Abomination,> Arbat snapped. It was the first time I had seen him lose what my human friends would call "his cool."


  He recovered quickly. <I need as much information as I can gather. May I continue with the questioning of this aristh?>


  <Very well.> Gonrod's permission was grudging. He peered nervously at the various surveillance screens. It was something he did every few seconds. He seemed extraordinarily ill at ease for a commander.


  <The Yeerk pool? Would it be possible to gain access?> Arbat pressed.


  <We will not go there!> Gonrod insisted shrilly.


  Aloth suppressed a snicker.


  Gonrod threw Aloth a belligerent look. <The aristh has presented us with a perfectly good target. We will attack this meeting of The Sharing. Tomorrow morning. We will hit Visser Three. And we will leave.>


  Arbat opened his hands, as if appealing to Gonrod's reason. <Commander, if the targets were enlarged, and we were to kill many, perhaps thousands, of Yeerks, surely that would be preferable.>


  <There will be no enlargement of the target!> Gonrod snapped. <We carry out our orders. And then we leave.>


  I saw Estrid in the arched doorway that led to the exit corridor. <Commander Gonrod,> she announced. <I am going on a tour of The Gardens and would like Aximili to accompany me. He can familiarize me with Earth creatures.>


  I drew in my breath. I had never heard an aristh "announce" his plans and desires to a superior officer. Typically, he waited for orders.


  Gonrod's eye stalks quivered angrily.


  Estrid appeared to have no idea she had committed a breach of military conduct.


  I watched unhappily. I hated to see her rebuked.


  Strangely, Gonrod did not do so. <Very well,> he answered curtly.


  <Come, Aximili,> she said happily.


  I followed her to the exit hatch. The Earth hour was late. The Gardens were closed. There were no humans to watch us disembark and descend to the ground on the cloaked ramp.


  Still, I was uneasy.


  Estrid was beautiful. She was a well-trained fighter.


  But she was no soldier.


  Who was she?
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  In the daytime pigeons and squirrels crowded the walkways of The Gardens.


  But at night the sidewalks are clear. There was no sound except our eight hooves clopping slowly along. Normally I might have worried about security personnel spotting us. But of course Estrid knew nothing about this. And I was confident that we would not be bothered.


  <Arbat says Earth has more variety of species than any other known planet. When we scanned DNA patterns for you the computers were nearly overwhelmed.>


  <Tell me about Arbat and Gonrod,> I said.


  <Arbat says Gonrod is an excellent pilot. And that Aloth scored the highest target impact rate in the history of the academy. Arbat says he's a top sniper.>


  <Arbat says.> Again.


  Suddenly, I understood. How could I have been so obtuse?


  Estrid was Arbat's niece! Of course. That was what Aloth had been hinting.


  Arbat might now be a professor of technological history, but he was still Apex Level Intelligence. He whipped a big tail at the War Council.


  No wonder Estrid was allowed so much license.


  Estrid's four eyes looked to me. <I wonder . . .>


  <Yes?>


  <The pellets called jelly beans. I would love to taste them again before leaving Earth.>


  <I believe we could find some pellets close by.>


  Side by side, we trotted through the cool, dark night toward the main building. The Visitors' Center. Outside the building was something Jake and Marco called a "vending machine." A large glass box containing delicious foods.


  No cinnamon buns or jelly beans. But many other things that would delight Estrid.


  I turned and delivered a kick to the machine. Brightly colored packets fell from hooks inside the machine down into a bin into which I was able to reach.


  It was probably not a good thing to do. Humans are very touchy about ownership.


  <What are they?> Estrid asked.


  <You will enjoy them,> I promised, beginning to morph to human.


  Estrid's eye stalks receded into her skull. Her legs and arms retracted. She lay on the ground, a round ball of blue-and-tan fur.


  The fur disappeared and became smooth and pink. Then, with one burst, the round ball became a human. Fully clothed. In what humans would consider normal clothing.


  I was amazed. I had never seen such an efficient morph. And the ability to morph something other than skintight bicycle shorts and T-shirts took almost supernatural powers of concentration.


  "You are an estreen . . . nuh," I said.


  "My mmmmmother. . . ruh. She was a morph . . . ph dan . . . dancer. . . ruh! Danceruh. I learned much from herrrrr!"


  I opened one of the packets and poured the contents into her palm.


  She popped them into her mouth and her face began to glow. "Bright pellets . . . ssss. Wonderful .. . ful-luh. Jelly beanssssuuhh. More. More."


  I poured the rest of them into her hand. "Not jelly beansuh. M&M's. The flavor is called chocolate. Chock-lut."


  She laughed. "Mouth-speaking is very amusing. Uh Mew Zing."


  "Yes, mouths are very interesting. M&M's. Chock-lut. Watch this . . ."


  I stuck out my tongue and let it rest lightly on my upper lip. Then I blew out my breath. "Thhhhbbbbbbbbbbb!!!"


  Estrid shrieked with laughter. I did it again. "Thhhhbbbbbbbb!!!"


  "What does it mean?" she gasped.


  "It is called a raspberry," I said. "I do not know why."


  "It would be very hard . . . hard-duh to have a mouth all the time. Tie-yem. Time-uh. It would be very difficult to concentrate on a plintconarhythmic equation for more than two minutes. One would be too busy tasting chocolate and making rasp . . . berries . . . suh!"


  "Thhhhhbbbbbbb!" The vibrations made my lips tingle.


  She leaned close, watching my mouth intently. So close I could feel the tendrils of her human curls tickling my face.


  "They have another use for mouths," I said.


  "In addition to eating and making mouth-sounds?"


  "Yes. Would you like to experience it?"


  "Is it pleasurable?" she asked.


  I shrugged my large human shoulders. "I do not know. I have never performed the action before. It requires two individuals, each possessing a minimum of one mouth."


  "Let us experiment. Ment. Expeeeeriment."


  I took Estrid's face in my hands and I pressed my lips against hers.


  I have no words to describe the sensation.


  It did not tickle the mouth or cause my lips to tingle.


  It caused a chaotic flutter in my stomach. Small bumps broke out up and down my arms. I only had one heart now, but it thundered.


  I pulled away.


  "That was pleasant," Estrid said. "But not as pleasant as chocolate."


  "No. But pleasurable," I said.


  "Yes."


  "Yes."
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  Later, Estrid and I flew through the night. Side by side. This, too, was pleasurable.


  I almost wished we could spend the rest of our lives like this. Together. Free. No more war. No more duty. No more fear.


  It was possible. If we remained in morph beyond two hours, we would become nothlits, like Tobias. We could go where we would never be found.


  Not by the Yeerks. Not by the Andalites. And not by the Animorphs.


  For one brief moment, I considered it.


  <Where are we going?> she asked.


  I remembered the way she had looked at me as we kissed. With admiration? Trust? Some other emotion?


  We could simply fly away. We could become something or someone else. Life would no doubt be simpler. Life would be a matter of life or death, survival or failure, simple, black or white choices.


  But in reality life seldom comes in simple shades of black and white. The choices in the real world, the choices we most often face, are all in shades of gray. And I lived in the real world.


  <I would like to see my old friends once more,> I said.


  <Why?>


  <We were together through more battles than I can count,> I said. <They are no longer my comrades in arms. But I am not indifferent to them.>


  <Loyalty is admirable,> she said.


  <Yes. It is,> I said dejectedly.


  We flew over town toward the barn. Over the mall. Past the school. Over a cluster of stores and restaurants. I took my time.


  Then, <Oh, no! Estrid, circle down with me, but remain at a safe distances A terrible spectacle was unfolding below. In the parking lot of a McDonald's a grizzly bear was terrorizing a group of humans.


  <It is Rachel,> I told Estrid sadly. <The angry one.>


  The teenagers ran screaming into the restaurant.


  Rachel lumbered through the parking lot.


  BLAM! BLAM! CRASH!


  One by one, she bashed in windshields and windows, slammed foot-deep dents into the sheet metal. Horns and alarms wailed.


  Whooo-OOP! Whooo-OOP!


  SKKareeeeee!


  Rachel raged through the restaurant door.


  The people inside screamed in terror. Broke windows. Poured back into the parking lot.


  <What is she doing?> Estrid asked. <Are those human-Controllers?>


  <The restaurant is managed by a human-Controller,> I answered. <I do not know about the other humans. I fear her destruction is indiscriminate. Prince Jake would never have allowed it.>


  I saw someone else come out of the restaurant.


  Cassie.


  She ran into the shadows and disappeared.


  Moments later, an owl emerged from the darkness and swooped into the sky.


  <Hurry.> We followed Cassie from a distance. She flew back to the barn.


  Estrid and I flew quietly through a hole in the roof and perched on a beam where we could watch without being seen.


  Marco lay on top of several bales of hay. He was drinking a soda and reading a magazine.


  "Marco!" Cassie cried, in human form now. "You've got to help me, Rachel's going totally postal at McDonald's."


  "Not my problem. Me, I like Burger King."


  Cassie snatched the magazine from Marco's hands. "She's going to kill somebody."


  "What's it to you? I thought you were out of this."


  "We can't just stand by while innocent people get hurt."


  Marco shrugged. "Speak for yourself."


  "Where is Jake?" Cassie demanded. "He'll help me."


  Marco took the magazine from Cassie's hand and reclined again. "Don't count on it."


  "Why? Where is he?"


  "I'm in here," a voice answered.


  Cassie peered over the door of one of the stalls. "Jake! What are you doing there?"


  Prince Jake's head emerged. "Hiding. Tom's been picking on me all afternoon. I can't take it anymore."


  "Then fight back!" Cassie cried.


  Marco snickered. "Whoaaa! What happened to our resident nonviolence advocate?"


  "Shut up, Marco!" she yelled. "Jake! Are you going to help me or not?"


  Two grackles in the rafters attacked a third, driving it away. Jake jumped and dove back down into the stall.


  "Not." Marco smirked and continued reading.


  "What about Rachel?" Cassie cried, her voice breaking.


  Marco yawned. "Listen, if she shows at the beach tomorrow, I'll talk to her. Now, why spoil her fun?"


  Cassie stood for a moment, shaking with fury. "YOU JERKS!" she screamed. "GET OUT!"


  <I have seen enough,> I told Estrid. We quietly made our way out of the hole in the barn roof, and took wing.


  <I pity you, Aximili,> Estrid said. <How did you endure it? How could you bear to live among such inferior creatures?>


  <They have fought well in the past. But they are demoralized by the prospect of certain defeat.>


  Her voice was skeptical. <Perhaps. But no Andalite would behave so. Even in defeat, we are proud.>


  She sounded arrogant and vain.


  Like me.
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  <That is the third time tonight I have seen that fierce-looking bird with the sharp beak!> Estrid said.


  We were approaching the ship. I looked to where a red-tailed hawk soared high overhead. Above a large grackle.


  <Earth has many species of birds,> I reminded her. <And each species can have hundreds of thousands or even millions of members.>


  <It looks familiar.>


  <Birds all look similar,> I said.


  We flew through the hatch. Demorphed and returned to the command deck.


  <Where have you been?> Gonrod demanded.


  <We went to look over the target site after touring The Gardens,> Estrid told him. No mention of the barn.


  Arbat clopped into the room. <What did you learn?>


  Estrid and I drew a simple map of the Community Center. Then Gonrod ordered us to get a good night's rest. We would attack the next morning.


  <I would be honored to keep the first watch,> I said.


  Gonrod nodded. <Very well. But touch nothing.>


  The crew left the deck and disappeared.


  The deep humming of the engine and atmospheric adjusters thickened the silence. I was free to think now.


  I thought about Estrid. Her grace. Her intelligence. How much I enjoyed watching her in bird morph. How much I enjoyed kissing her in human morph.


  I smiled, remembering her delight over the M&M's.


  Then my breath caught in my chest.


  I had missed something. Something important.


  Probably because of my feelings for her.


  "It would be very difficult to concentrate on a plintconarhythmic equation for more than two minutes."


  Plintconarhythmic physics!


  Cutting-edge biochemical engineering. Even Andalite intellectuals do not attempt to learn its elegant but complex formulae and postulates.


  They say that no one really understands it. It requires thinking coherently in n-dimensions. It is the plaything of geniuses.


  Why would Estrid be concentrating on a plintconarhythmic equation?


  <It means nothing,> I told myself. <It is a saying. A pleasantry.> Like when Marco says that something "isn't exactly rocket science." Or when Rachel sneers that someone is a "regular Einstein." Just a phrase to illustrate Estrid's point that taste can be distracting.


  Just a saying.


  Gonrod told me to touch nothing. Nonetheless, I approached the access unit on the main console.


  Estrid's four eyes had been on the control panel when she programmed in my access code. I had watched her fingers.


  I would use that code now.


  I pulled up the stats on the ship. Estrid was right. An old MSTL-37. Obsolete for scientific research and pressed into service as a medical transport for the wounded and dead in the last two wars.


  I tried to call up the personnel records.


  A green light began to blink. <ENCRYPTED DATA! AVAILABLE TO APEX LEVEL CLEARANCE ONLY! ENTER CODE.>


  Fwapp!


  A tail blade was pressed hard against my throat.


  <Spying is a capital offense.> Aloth.


  <I am not spying.>


  <Then what are you doing?>


  <I have forgotten much,> I lied. <I was trying to familiarize myself with the workings of the ship.>


  He released me and I let out a long breath of relief.


  His stalk eyes perused the screen. He saw the message. His eye stalks slowly turned back toward me. <Trying to familiarize yourself with the ship? Or with your comrades?>


  <Both. I would not regard that as spying.>


  Aloth slouched against the console. <So. It has begun to occur to you that you have fallen in with a bad crowd? Eh, brother of Elfangor?>


  <I am simply curious.>


  Aloth looked intensely at me. <I trained for a while under your brother. Different from most princes. Most of them . . . it is almost as if life has never handed them anything but easy grazing. But Elfangor . . . he had lived. You could tell. He had seen things.>


  <Yes. He had.> I did not know what else to say. I did not trust Aloth's intensity. The assassin was a dangerous person.


  Aloth laughed his cynical laugh. <You want to know the secrets? You want to know who we are? I will tell you, little Aximili. You know what I was doing before I "volunteered" for this mission?>


  <No.>


  <Sitting in military prison. Life sentence.>


  I took a step back.


  <Do not fear me, little aristh. I am no danger to you. My crime was that I had no use for hypocrisy.>


  <Hypocrisy is not illegal.>


  <Not all hypocrisy,> he agreed. <If it were, what would we do for leaders? They would all be in jail. Now me, I was caught selling organs. Off the battlefield. They are of no use to the dead, right? Why should someone not make use of them? And why should I not receive something for my trouble?>


  The Andalite Battle Code prohibits the selling of organs off the battlefield. It might encourage the less scrupulous to hasten a comrade's end. Or cause it.


  A crack shot and a sniper could ensure a steady supply of organs. No wonder he had been sentenced to life.


  I was careful not to let my disgust show.


  <Yes, you see, Aristh Aximili, I am not a hero of the people. But at least I am not a coward.>


  <Are you saying I am?>


  He laughed. Surprised. <You? No, I meant Gonrod. He was in the same prison as me, though he faced a lesser sentence. His crime was cowardice under fire.>


  A coward and a murderer. Both Andalite officers. Were these "my own kind"?


  <We were offered the promise of pardon if we successfully completed this mission,> Aloth continued.


  <And what about Arbat?>


  The assassin shook his head. <As far as I know, he is here to assassinate Visser Three. Gonrod is a coward, but an excellent pilot. His job was to get us here in a substandard ship. Mine is to kill Visser Three if Arbat can get me close enough to do so. With your help Arbat may succeed. Meaning that I succeed.>


  <I see. That makes sense.>


  <Does it? I am not sure anything makes sense on this mission.>


  I did not have anything to say to that. But I had a question. <Aloth, who is really in command of this unit? Arbat? Gonrod? Or is it you?>


  Aloth laughed again. <Sometimes, little aristh, I think it is the female.>
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  <Prepare for landing,> Gonrod instructed.


  Our ship hovered over the park. Cloaked, of course. For the last hour we had watched people arrive.


  Visser Three's limousine had pulled up to the entrance five Earth minutes earlier.


  The ship's sensors had probed the building and given us a map of the Center's interior layout, including one extremely large meeting room.


  The sensors had even located what we believed to be yet another entrance to the Yeerk pool. A room that seemed to have no floor. No finite measurable depth.


  <I remind you our mission is specific and limited,> Gonrod said. <Aloth and Arbat, go in through the south door. Stop any guards before they raise the alarm. Aximili and I will do the same at the east entrance. Both halls are long. Any disturbance will not be heard in the main meeting room.>


  Aloth handed out shredders. When he gave Arbat his, Aloth said, <You know, Professor, if you get there before me, you can do the job.>


  Arbat answered coldly, <If I do, I will.>


  <Shall we make a wager on it?>


  <No. We will do better than a wager, I will kill Visser Three. That is an order, Aloth. You will stand by unless I fail. Is that clear?>


  <Arbat, Aloth is a trained sniper. You -> Gonrod began.


  Arbat drew his shredder, twisted the power setting, and said, <Aristh? Grab that empty data disc. Throw it. Any direction, any speed.>


  I did not know whom to obey, what to do. But Gonrod did not countermand the order.


  I grabbed the disc. It was the size of a human coin. I threw it with a quick flick of my wrist. It flew over Arbat's shoulder.


  Arbat followed it with his stalk eyes, aimed, fired over his shoulder. The disc flamed.


  It was not an impossible shot. I might have made it. With practice. But it was an impressive shot nevertheless.


  <One does not rise to Apex Level without some basic skills,> Arbat said.


  Aloth nodded. <You take the first shot, Professor.>


  Aloth handed me a shredder and began carefully checking his own with the slow, practiced ease of a person who had done this many times before.


  <What about me?> Estrid said.


  <I have decided you will stay on the ship,> Arbat said. <That is to say, Commander Gonrod decided,> he amended.


  <I refuse!> she protested hotly.


  Gonrod whirled on her. <You refuse an order from your commanding officer?> he thundered.


  <But I . . .>


  <SILENCE! YOU WILL DO AS YOU ARE ORDERED!>


  There was a stunned pause.


  It was Arbat who had exploded.


  Estrid recoiled slightly. Trembled. But obeyed.


  <There is a first,> Aloth said. <The girl actually listening to someone.>


  I watched Estrid carefully. She was listening to some private thought-speak from Arbat. She was angry. And something else . . . scared?


  Gonrod may have been a failure as a commander, but he was a genuinely great pilot. He laid the ship down to a perfect hover not six inches from the roof of the main building. Had the ship been visible it would have made quite a bizarre sight, a large metal ovoid shape resting like some nesting bird atop the Community Center.


  We descended the steep ramp to the gravel roof. The jump to the ground would be easy enough.


  It was risky to attack in our own Andalite forms. But it was the only way we could get to the building with our shredders. And there was a military purity about attacking as the Andalite warriors we were.


  <Good fortune, everyone,> Gonrod said.


  <We will need it,> Aloth said mordantly.


  <Let us rock and roll,> I said, and laughed at the meaninglessness of the statement.


  Aloth and Arbat galloped swiftly to the south face and leaped over the parapet of the roof. Gonrod and I ran at right angles to them. I leaped, landed easily on the grass below.


  Two human-Controllers were on guard.


  "Anda -"


  Tseeewww! Tseeewww!


  They slumped.


  Gonrod jerked his head, indicating that I should follow him. I could hear Visser Three. He was in human morph. His powerful voice boomed through the facility.


  <That is him,> I said.


  We made our way up thickly carpeted steps to the second floor.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  Two more human-Controllers dropped before they could so much as yell.


  I began to wonder if we might, just might, manage to do this thing.


  The central meeting room was two stories high with a second-floor balcony surrounding it on four sides.


  A human-Controller heard us. Turned.


  Fwapp!


  I hit him, knocked him to his knees, and hit him again to make sure he stayed down for a while.


  We looked down from the balcony. Visser Three was on a stage, at the podium. No doubt the podium was shielded, armored. But the upper third of the visser's human morph was in plain view.


  I could kill him. I could. Should.


  But I felt relieved knowing that Arbat had taken the honor of the first shot. Relieved that I did not have to take aim, squeeze the shot, watch the visser's head flame.


  Across the room, on the balcony nearest Visser Three, just above him to his right, I saw three human-Controllers drop. One. Two. The third spun and raised his weapon. And down he went.


  Impossible not to feel pride mixed with the fear. Within seconds this gaggle of Andalite rejects had penetrated the Yeerk security. All without an alarm being raised.


  But now Visser Three was demorphing. This was a meeting of the Inner Sharing. Controllers all. There were none of the vague, simple fools who clustered in the swimming pool, the game room, the playground, and thought that this organization would give them a sense of belonging they lacked.


  These were not the "wanna-be's," as Marco would call them. These were the hard-core.


  Visser Three stood there now, an Andalite-Controller. The Andalite-Controller.


  And Arbat was within twenty feet. An easy shot. A clear shot. He could kill the Abomination.


  And his brother.


  I knew suddenly, with the clarity that sometimes comes from moments of great stress, that Arbat would miss.


  I lifted my shredder and took careful aim.


  Tseeewww!


  Shredder fire streaked past Visser Three's head.


  Arbat had fired.


  He'd blown a hole in the curtains gathered on the far side of the stage.


  An easy shot.


  A miss.
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  Aloth fired.


  Tseeew!


  Too late! The visser was down, whipped around behind the podium.


  Still in my view. Still in my sights.


  Had to fire. He'd murdered Elfangor.


  Had to fire.


  Aloth fired again. The podium sizzled and jumped with electrical discharge.


  Had to . . .


  Reinforcements coming. Two Hork-Bajir burst in through a side door. Why were the human-Controllers not firing?


  Of course. They were disarmed. The paranoid leader could not stand up there and address a meeting hall full of armed men, Controllers or not.


  Gonrod fired.


  The visser's back was seared by the beam.


  <Shoot, Aximili, shoot!> I screamed at myself. <Shoot!>


  I fired. Did not even know I had, did not realize I had made the decision.


  I felt the warmth of the weapon in my hand.


  Saw the beam incinerate the stage floor where Visser Three had been just seconds before.


  Miss!


  No, not a miss. I had waited too long. I had let the moment pass.


  The visser was morphing something small. A part of me, a far-off, rational part of me noted that the visser had begun at last to learn that sometimes bigger was not better.


  Hork-Bajir bodyguards closed in around the podium. Screaming human-Controllers poured out of the meeting room, emptying it in seconds.


  But the meeting room did not stay empty for long. Five doors around the room opened, and in charged a battalion of Hork-Bajir.


  Gonrod let out a gasp. A battalion of Hork-Bajir is terrifying to behold.


  The Hork-Bajir spotted me and Gonrod on the balcony almost immediately. With surprising agility, they formed a pyramid. Other Hork-Bajir scrambled up to the balcony using their comrades' various blades and horns as steps.


  Tseeewww! Tseeewww! Tseeewww! Tseeewww! Tseeewww!


  Gonrod fired wildly. In panic. His shots were doing damage, but not enough.


  And me? I stood frozen.


  Four Hork-Bajir propelled themselves over the balcony railing.


  Tseeewww! Tseeewww! Tseeewww! Tseeewww!


  Four Hork-Bajir dropped with neatly placed holes through their chests. The bodies fell heavily. Gonrod must have shot. I turned my eye stalk to look. But he was no longer with me.


  Aloth! He had come running around the balcony.


  Arbat? Where was he? And where was Gonrod?


  <Jump!> Aloth yelled.


  I snapped out of my trance. Side by side Aloth and I ran down the balcony and hurdled over the side. I landed badly, sprawled amidst chairs. I scrambled up. Nothing broken.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  Aloth fired into the mass of Hork-Bajir.


  Above!


  Two Hork-Bajir dropping down onto Aloth.


  Tseeew!


  I fired and hit one in the arm. The other fell hard. I used my tail and dropped him.


  Aloth gave me a curt nod. Then, <Let us get out of here, Aristh.>


  We ran, out through one of the doors. Out into a corridor. Arbat was there. He was firing methodically from left to right, forcing back the Hork-Bajir.


  <Arbat! This way. We will cover you!> Aloth yelled.


  Aloth and I began to fire into the mass of the enemy. Arbat fell back to join us. The Hork-Bajir were taking cover in doorways.


  <Visser Three! He escaped!> Arbat cried.


  <Forget Visser Three. The mission is aborted.>


  <Where is Gonrod?> I asked.


  <I think he is . . .> Aloth looked to the left, momentarily diverting his eye stalks.


  Hork-Bajir, behind us!


  I spun.


  <Arggghhhhh!> Aloth fell heavily, both front knees slashed by a Hork-Bajir. He lifted his weapon but the Hork-Bajir brought his elbow blade down and slashed him from shoulder to hock.


  I fired. The Hork-Bajir fell. Then I advanced. Wading in and strafing as I had seen Arbat do.


  My tail snapped and whistled as it sliced the hands of a Hork-Bajir who attempted to grab my arm. Other Hork-Bajir drew back in alarm.


  Aloth was hurt. Badly. But he could survive. All he needed was room so he could get up. And out.


  The Hork-Bajir began to retreat.


  With one eye stalk I watched Aloth climb to his feet.


  Tseeewww!


  Aloth sank to the floor. He was dead. Shot cleanly through the head.


  By Arbat.


  An accident?


  No. Impossible!


  <Retreat!> Arbat ordered, thundering past me.


  Aloth was dead. Gonrod probably as well. Arbat was in charge.


  Murderer!


  My mind reeled. What could I do? The Hork-Bajir were massing for a new charge.


  I retreated.


  Ran. Ran with my brain replaying it again and again. Arbat had shot Aloth!


  Out. Into the air of Earth.


  <I have you,> Estrid called tersely from the ship. <Keep going. Just ahead of you!>


  The cloaked ship shimmered and appeared, hovering above the playground. Two children and their parents would have a story to tell that no one would believe.


  I leaped for the ramp, Arbat right beside me.


  The cloak came down.


  <Aloth?> Estrid demanded.


  <Get us out of here!> Arbat yelled.


  The ship powered up and away.


  When we reached the command deck, I drew in my breath. Gonrod was already on board. Working frantically at the controls, Estrid beside him.


  <I am throwing out plexine vapor over a two-thousand-mile grid,> he said. <That should keep their Blade ship sensors from picking up our atmospheric disruption. Where is Aloth?>


  <Aloth is dead,> I told him tightly. <He looked away from the fight - looked for you - and was injured.>


  Gonrod yanked a lever. The ship made a sharp vertical ascent. <I thought it best to retreat for strategic reasons.> Gonrod's voice was defensive.


  Retreated? Gonrod had run like a coward!


  <The record will reflect that you retreated for strategic reasons in order to allow us to escape,> Arbat said as we rocketed upward. <It will also reflect that I terminated Aloth because he was too injured to escape,> he added, holding my gaze.


  <He was not!> I protested. <He could have gotten safely back to the ship. With our help.>


  <But we could not take that risk, could we?> Arbat answered smoothly. <We could not take the chance that another Andalite body would become a Yeerk host.>


  I shook. With anger. Fear. And with confusion.


  Arbat had had two opportunities to kill Visser Three. He had failed in both instances. And he had killed the officer who had been ordered to kill the visser if he did not.


  What was going on here? What possible motive could he have for sabotaging his own unit's mission?


  Estrid spoke to me. <Aximili. You are upset. Calm yourself.>


  <She is right,> Arbat said. <Let us not mourn a fallen warrior. Let us honor his memory by avenging him.>


  He turned both eye stalks in my direction. <Now, tell me about the Yeerk pool.>


  Chapter 21


  



  <We will not attack the pool,> Gonrod insisted as he expertly landed the ship near the pond where we had held our initial meeting.


  <We must,> Arbat told him.


  <Those are not my orders from the War Council,> Gonrod's voice was almost tearful. <I am in command. I refuse to attack the pool without orders. It is too risky. Do you understand? If we were captured, the Yeerks would have more Andalite hosts. You said so yourself. That is why you killed Aloth.>


  Arbat's answer was laced with menace. <Let me remind you that I am Apex Level Intelligence. If I chose to exercise my prerogatives and relieve you of command, you would then have no choice but to follow my orders.>


  <Relieve me? On what grounds?>


  <I believe you know.>


  Gonrod's voice quivered with indignation. <But the War Council . . .>


  <I will take full responsibility,> Arbat assured him. <The War Council and I have - an understanding.>


  It was a masterpiece of understatement. The Apex Level of Andalite Intelligence pretty much ran the War Council.


  <The aristh will lead us in,> Arbat told Gonrod. <Tonight>


  Gonrod did not argue. Estrid remained impassive. She took neither side, but of course, in practical effect, that made her Arbat's ally.


  Gonrod landed the ship back at The Gardens. We all agreed that we needed rest. All we could possibly have agreed on at that particular moment.


  I went to my quarters. Moments later I was off the ship and in the air.


  I needed computer skills well beyond my own. It is one thing to penetrate human computer security - if you can even call it security - it was a different thing altogether to abrogate Apex Level Security measures.


  I returned to the ship an hour later. In time for my own watch on deck.


  <I am your relief, Gonrod,> I told him.


  He seemed far away. Distracted. But he acknowledged me and returned the ritual reply. <A most welcome relief. The ship is yours.>


  Gonrod left the deck.


  I took a deep breath. Entered myself in the computer as the officer on duty. Then I said, <It is safe.>


  The panel of monitors before me shimmered.


  And out of the image stepped a thing that seemed to be made of steel and ivory. A machine whose form vaguely suggested that of an Earth canine.


  The android met my gaze, then shimmered again. Where the android had stood was now a man who called himself Mr. King.


  Mr. King. The Chee. Android.


  <Your holographic technology is genuinely impressive,> I said. <Thank you for your help.>


  "The Chee owe you," he said simply. "Now, let's see about this security system."


  He switched off his familiar appearance and reverted to his true form.


  <Can you not remain disguised while here? I am concerned that someone may come up here.>


  "It's a question of energy demand," he said. "I can stay 'human' and do it slow, or I can divert all energy to the job and get it done faster."


  <Faster,> I said.


  He pressed a finger into one of the console ports and his joints whirred and clicked. "Here it comes."


  I saw the computer screen light up.


  <ENCRYPTED DATA! APEX LEVEL CLEARANCE ONLY! ENTER CODE.>


  The screen began to blink. Counters appeared. Images scrolled past in a blur.


  "Here we go. We're in. Who are we looking for?"


  <Start with Aloth-Attamil-Gahar.>


  There was a brief pause. Then Aloth's name and record appeared. He was already listed as "Killed in Action."


  <Request detail,> I instructed.


  A pause.


  "He was killed in action in some system called Rakkam Garoo," Mr. King said. "A ship called Ralek River. The ship was destroyed."


  <I see. Now Gonrod-Isfall-Sonilli.>


  Pause.


  "Same story. Identical."


  <Arbat-Elivat-Estoni?>


  Pause.


  The android turned his canid face to me. "You have a bunch of unlucky friends. This one was also killed aboard the Ralek River."


  <Yes. Quite a coincidence.>


  "Is that it?"


  <One more name: Estrid-Corill-Darrath?>


  Pause.


  "No record."


  <Try again.>


  "Says, 'No record of personnel by that name'"


  <Try accessing the academy files.>


  This time the pause was longer.


  "Nope," Mr. King said. "Nothing."


  I was feeling sick. Scared. Impossible. It was all impossible.


  A tired old ship sent on a vital mission staffed by misfits who were already listed as dead.


  My hearts began a dull, sickening thud.


  The Andalite War Council did not expect this ship to return. The Andalite War Council did not want this ship to return.


  This ship was on a suicide mission.
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  I thanked Mr. King for his assistance and then left the command deck in search of some answers.


  I took the drop shaft to the third tier, moving slowly and cautiously. I passed Aloth's empty quarters. Gonrod's door was closed. So was Estrid's, but I knocked softly.


  No answer.


  I pressed my ear against the door to see if I could hear her stirring. I heard nothing. At least nothing from inside Estrid's room.


  A vibration in the wall. Sound conducted by the metal tubing that reinforced the seams of the ship.


  I heard the clink of plex against plex. The faint rattle of metal. And then, the sound of hooves.


  The sound was traveling up from the second tier. The tier that was supposed to be sealed off. The lab.


  I stepped back into the shaft and off at the second tier. The hallway was dark.


  I stepped forward and felt the creepy crawly sensation of passing through a force field.


  It was easy to figure out what the force field contained. My stomach turned. It smelted like death on this floor. Sour. Putrid. The rot of diseased flesh. The force field kept the stench from permeating the ship.


  And no wonder. The wall was lined with casket vaults. Empty now, but still redolent with the hideous odor of death.


  I picked up my hooves, careful to make no sound as I made my way toward the source of the faint noises.


  The smells of death receded and were replaced by the smell of decontaminant. I stopped outside a door. Yes, she was in there.


  I slid the door open manually to minimize noise.


  Estrid stood at a lab table, pouring the contents of one plex vial into another. She dropped the first vial into a steaming container of decontaminant and carefully began to place a cap on the second vial.


  She saw me. Jerked in surprise. The vial slipped from her hand.


  <NO!>


  Her terror galvanized me. I dove forward, my back legs skidding on the floor. I fell heavily but reached out my hands and caught the vial.


  Estrid groaned and her knees buckled. She sank down. Held a trembling hand out to me. <Give it to me.> Her voice shook. <Please. Carefully.>


  <What is it, Estrid?>


  Her expression hardened. <That is not your concern.>


  I rolled to my feet, still holding the vial.


  <Careful!> she cried, scrambling up herself.


  I began to open the vial.


  <NO!> She lurched forward, I held it out of reach.


  <I have grown very tired of being lied to,> I said. <I want the truth.>


  <Go ask Arbat>


  <I am asking you.>


  <I cannot answer.>


  <Ah, but you can,> I said. I held the vial gingerly and twisted open the cap.


  <No! You idiot!>


  <Question number one: You are not an aristh. Are you?>


  Her eyes flickered. <No,> she said after a long pause.


  <Yes and not> she amended. <I was made an honorary aristh for this mission. But I have never attended the academy.>


  I am ashamed to say that my first feeling was one of embarrassment. That a female, one that had never even attended the academy, had very nearly beaten me in one-on-one combat. <If you did not attend the academy, where did you learn your tail fighting?>


  <I have a brother,> she explained.


  My embarrassment was not alleviated. <I, too, had a brother with whom I tail fought. But it took years of academy training for him to achieve your level of skill.>


  <My brother is Ajaht-Litsom-Esth,> she said.


  Ajaht-Litsom-Esth! I could not help laughing. Ajaht-Litsom-Esth is the highest scoring exhibition tail fighter on the Andalite planet.


  <And are you also Arbat's niece?>


  <No. His student. At the University of Advanced Scientific Theory.>


  I was astounded. <But you are . . .>


  <Young. Yes. I am a prodigy. A genius. I do not mean to sound immodest, but it is true. It has not been easy,> she said softly. <At the university, they treated me as a joke when I arrived. A young female! So, of course, they forced me into sub-particle fusion.>


  The eyes on her face flashed with anger. <I was so intellectually frustrated, I wanted to die. Then I met Arbat.>


  Now her eyes shone. <He saw past my youth and my gender. He saw what I could do if I had the freedom and the tools. His influence changed everything. I received my own lab. Permission to follow my own area of interest.>


  <Plintconarhythmic physics?>


  She nodded.


  <Theoretical or applied?>


  <Applied.>


  <Yes, of course.> Slowly. Carefully. I placed the vial on the counter. <What is it?> I asked, almost certain that I would rather not know.


  <A prion virus, of sorts. I would explain, but you . . .>


  <No. I would not understand,> I admitted.


  <I discovered it. By accident, really. When I confided in Arbat, he sealed off my lab to the rest of the faculty and my research was classified as Apex Level Weapons Intelligence.>


  <It is a weapon?>


  She nodded. <Three benign particles. In combination, they form a quasi-virus. A programmable virus. Deadly to Yeerks.>


  I shivered with revulsion. Germ warfare.


  Her eye stalks drooped. <There is one problem,> she continued. <One of the components is subject to . . . to simplify, it has a volatility that could cause it to mutate in a Yeerk with a human host.>


  <Meaning?>


  <Meaning it could become deadly to humans also.>
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  Now it was all clear. Crystal clear.


  Gonrod and Aloth were dupes. This mission was about Arbat and Estrid. Gonrod was an expendable pilot. Aloth? A thug.


  The War Council sent them to Earth with the understanding that their mission was to assassinate Visser Three.


  The reality was that Estrid and Arbat were here on a genocidal errand for which no one on the War Council was willing to take official responsibility. Not after the disaster on the Hork-Bajir planet.


  In fact, the War Council might know nothing of this mission at all. Was Arbat a renegade?


  No wonder Arbat had not wanted Visser Three assassinated. Had Aloth successfully killed him, Gonrod would have been forced to report "mission accomplished" over the secure communication channels.


  Even if Arbat could have kept Gonrod from reporting back, the news of Visser three's death would have traveled swiftly enough.


  A War Council that either needed to deny, or did not even know of a mission to Earth, would have found an announcement of success a bit of an embarrassment.


  Then the deeper thought struck me. <It was about me. You needed me. Only I could give you the location of the Yeerk pool. It is too well shielded from your sensors. You needed me.> Estrid met my gaze. If she was ashamed she hid it well.


  <Your appearance at the newspaper was no accident. You needed to encounter me. And the attack on the community center? Necessary to show me that they only remaining alternative was the Yeerk pool --- the best place to introduce the virus. You used me.>


  <Visser Three murdered your brother. We knew that you would have no alternative but to help us kill him.>


  I wanted to deny it. Wanted her to deny it. An immoral, illegal, despicable mission, and I was a necessary part of it all. I was a pawn in a terrifying replay of the crimes on the Hork-Bajir world. Alloran, the Andalite who later became the host body of Visser Three, had directed the use of biologicals to exterminate the Hork-Bajir.


  Better dead than hosts and weapons of the Yeerks.


  How many Hork-Bajir had died, no one knew. Enough survived to supply shock troops to the Yeerks.


  It was a crime that seared the conscience of all Andalites. It was an evil so profound that we would never be free of its taint.


  And now, again? Again?


  <You cannot do this.> I told Estrid.


  <Why not?> She lifted her chin. <I am working to eliminate the instability. But even if it does prove fatal to humans as well as Yeerks, our aims are achieved. The Yeerks will never be able to use this planet as a host colony. The humans will not die in vain. The Yeerk scourge will stop here. They will not succeed in enslaving one more race.>


  <Your logic is indisputable. Yet, if the price of freedom is the loss of an entire sentient species, then perhaps the price is too high.>


  <The universe is a vast place, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. We cannot afford to be sentimental about one species mental about one species. There is too much at stake.>


  <Aximili, if you only understood the elegance of the equations. If you could grasp the mathematical beauty. . . . We are on the verge of deploying a weapon that, once it is perfected, will make us invulnerable! We will have absolute power throughout the galaxy! We can destroy the Yeerks. But not only the Yeerks. We can stop all wars, all destruction, annihilate all enemies of decency and goodness before they can carry out their evil!>


  <Estrid, if you are prepared to kill everyone, anyone that opposes you,> I asked her, <how are you different from the Yeerks?>


  <We are Andalites!>


  <Estrid, you cannot do this.>


  <Yes, she can,> said a voice in the doorway. <And she will.>
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  Arbat stood in the doorway, holding a shredder on us.


  <I have relieved Gonrod of command,> Arbat answered. <He is confined to his quarters.>


  I said, <Arbat, have you told Estrid that her name, her presence here on this ship, her very existence, has already been wiped from the data banks?>


  That caught Arbat by surprise. <How -> But he caught himself quickly. <A security precaution.>


  <No. Preparation for a suicide missions I turned my face to Estrid. <You may imagine that this terrible deed is approved of by the people. But it is not. The Andalite people would arrest you and charge you as a criminal. That is why the people will never be told. It is why only the dregs of the Andalite military - Aloth and Gonrod - could be used.>


  <You have said enough, Aristh,> Arbat snarled.


  <They needed you, Estrid. They needed a person of your genius to manage the "weapon." But you, like Aloth and Gonrod, will never survive. Arbat cannot allow it. Only he can survive. The Apex Level Intelligence agent who passed himself off as a professor. Why? To find someone like you, Estrid.>


  Estrid focused her main eyes on Arbat. <Is it true what Aximili says?> she asked.


  Arbat glared at us both, but then his face softened when he looked at Estrid. <Yes. I am truly sorry. I have deceived you. If it is any comfort, it was to protect you.>


  <Protect me? From what? You brought me here to die.>


  <To protect you from history's judgment,> he said, his voice thick with emotion. <The people must be led by the few who are willing to make the very hard choices. The people are happy in their ignorance. But we in the Apex Level cannot allow ourselves to be sentimental.>


  He pressed a button. A control panel slid from the wall. Arbat quickly programmed it.


  Bright green streaks shot from floor to ceiling, creating bars. A laser cage around the two of us.


  Arbat took the vial from the counter. <I am sorry. You will die, Estrid. But not in vain.>


  <Arbat! It is not too late. Do not do it,> I begged.


  To my surprise his old, world-weary eyes shone with emotion. <This war must end, Aristh. It has caused too much suffering. Too much killing. Think of all the bright young scientists, artists, and thinkers conscripted year after year to feed this war. So many brilliant and creative minds turned from decent pursuits to the job of killing. Good Andalites all. Good Andalites forced to make hard, cruel decisions.>


  I would have liked to tail-whip him. None of this was about the Yeerks, the humans, or even the Andalites. It was about what he saw as his duty. His right. The self-pity of the murderer.


  <This is not the way to end it,> I told him.


  He shook his head. <That is not for you to decide. The strong must decide. The weak can only obey.>


  Arbat turned and galloped from the lab.


  Estrid tried to follow.


  ZZZZZZZ!


  The green laser bars erupted in a shower of sparks when Estrid made contact. She was knocked to the floor.


  I leaned down. <Estrid!>


  <I am fine.>


  I helped her to her feet.


  <I am sorry, Aximili.>


  <It is not your fault.>


  <It is. I betrayed you. And your human friends. I have been a fool. A criminal fool. Arbat convinced me that humans were not worth the loss of more galactic life. Unwilling to carry their weight in the fight for freedom. Eager to give up.>


  She took my hands. <I did not tell Arbat about your friends. But I did not have to. He was in the barn, too. In a bird morph.>


  <Yes, I know,> I answered.


  Her stalk eyes whipped around in amazement. <You knew?>


  I nodded. <We all knew. Or at least, suspected.>


  Marco walked calmly into view. "Hey, Ax-man. You're looking slightly trapped."


  <Where are the others?>


  Marco made a sweeping gesture encompassing the lab. "We're here. The place is crawling with Animorphs. Literally."


  In various places human forms were growing up out of tiny points. Flea morph. Fly morph. Roach morph.


  Cassie and Rachel and Prince Jake.


  One morphing mass emerged as a bird rather than a human.


  <The bird with the red tail,> Estrid said.


  <Tobias. You met him. They all came aboard with me this afternoon. They have used my quarters to demorph and remorph as necessary.>


  Tobias ruffled his wings. <Hey, Ax.>


  "Go, Tobias, stay on him," Prince Jake said.


  <Later, everyone. The Animorph Air Force has a mission.>


  Tobias flew out of the room and caught the breeze of the drop shaft.


  Estrid looked at me, half amazed, half angry.


  <It was all a deception. You misled us. You lied to your own people.>


  I shook my head. <No. I have learned something, Estrid. These are my people. Anyone who believes in freedom, anyone who resists tyranny, anyone who pursues peace is "my people." Andalite, Hork-Bajir, or human.>


  "Yeah," Marco said. "Besides, we humans make a mean cinnamon bun."


  I laughed. <That is definitely true.>
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  We flew to the Community Center. It would be Arbat's most likely path into the Yeerk pool. But, unfortunately, it was only an educated guess. Tobias had been unable to follow him. Arbat, ever the intelligence professional, had morphed to human and entered a train station.


  Whether he had emerged, or in what shape, we could not tell.


  However we were soon certain of which way he had gone.


  It was very late at night but the Yeerks still kept up a guard. We found the first human-Controller lying sprawled by the trash. Another slumped in the doorway. A third lay facedown in the hallway.


  My human friends were in battle morph. Estrid and I had demorphed to Andalite. Tobias was somewhere outside, flying above, watching. No doubt berating himself unnecessarily for having lost Arbat.


  <Tobias?> I called in private thought-speak.


  <Yeah, Ax-man?>


  <He is here.>


  We walked softly through the dark and empty Community Center. Maybe Arbat had eliminated all Yeerk security. Maybe not.


  <What are we looking for?> Jake asked me.


  <This.> I stopped in front of a door with a sign that said ORIENTATION ROOM, NEW MEMBERS ONLY. <This is where the ship's sensors showed a possible deep hole.>


  I looked at the door. There was a lock. But it had been broken. <Arbat,> I said. <He may not be in Andalite form. He may well be human.>


  Marco pushed the door open. A dark and seemingly endless staircase yawned before us. <Basement?>


  Cassie said, <No. I can hear screams. I know that sound.>


  Cassie's wolf morph is possessed of incredibly acute hearing and sense of smell.


  <Yeah. I was afraid of that,> Marco said. <You know, I keep saying I'm never, ever going back down there.>


  <Say it again,> Rachel said. <Maybe it'll make you feel better.>


  <I am never, ever going down there again.>


  <Ticktock, people,> Prince Jake said. <We want to get Arbat before he reaches the pool. Let's move.>


  We ran down the stairs. Level after level. Tiger pads and bear paws and Andalite hooves all rushing, tripping, rushing again.


  As we descended, the sounds of the Yeerk pool - the screams, the cries, the rumble of equipment, became loud enough for Andalite senses to hear.


  Estrid said, <Aximili, I am afraid.>


  <So am I.>


  Down. Faster and faster. Down.


  Suddenly I slipped. Fell. Rolled down several steps.


  The smell was awful. Part of the staircase was wet with slimy pool water. Gore. Chunks of flesh, piles of quivering entrails. Evidence of a recent Taxxon feeding frenzy.


  I jumped up, wiped the gore from my flanks. I tried not to think of it. Tried to focus on what mattered. Arbat had to be stopped. No time to think of the filth, no time to imagine the horror . . .


  Ahead the stairs emerged from the ground into the vast openness of the Yeerk pool complex. After this point we would be visible to anyone looking up from below.


  <No Arbat,> Rachel said.


  <He's down there,> Prince Jake said. <No choice. We have to go after him. Demorph. It's the only way. Ax and Estrid? I think a pair of Andalites might be a little conspicuous.>


  I began to morph to human. Estrid did the same. The Yeerk pool complex would contain humans, Hork-Bajir, Gedds, and Taxxons. But only humans would be expected to come down this particular stairway at this time of night.


  "What natural weapons do these humans' bodies have?" Estrid asked.


  "Unless you've eaten a lot of beans, none," Marco said.


  "Keep your heads down, don't make eye contact," Jake instructed. "We don't want to be ID'd. Don't move fast or seem to be looking around. Now, go!"


  We walked down the stairs again. On only two legs.


  We could see the pool now. Hork-Bajir and human guards stood watch as other Hork-Bajir and human-Controllers filed down the two steel piers that traversed the main part of the leaden pool. Each pier was lined with locking collars.


  As guards supervised, the Controllers kneeled down and placed their necks in metal collars.


  When the collars snapped into place, a small gray slug crawled out of the Controller's ear and fell into the dank pool with a soft plop!


  The hosts were then momentarily free. Free at least to control their own mouths and eyes. They could cry. They did. They could beg. They did that, too.


  "This is obscene," Estrid whispered fiercely.


  "Pretend to be unconcerned," I said.


  "Spread out," Prince Jake muttered as we merged with a group of human-Controllers.


  Estrid and I stayed close, but drifted from the others. Human-Controllers everywhere. Some jocular as they hooked up with Yeerk friends. Most just businesslike. They were here to feed, not socialize.


  Faces everywhere. Hundreds. Which was Arbat? Impossible to say. Impossible to guess where he would be in this . . .


  No. Not impossible. He would pursue his mission as swiftly as possible. He would deliver the virus into the pool.


  The pier. Of course.


  But how to spot him? He would look human. Would be human. Just like all these human-Controllers.


  No. Not like them. The Controllers all had access to human experience, human knowledge. A human morph is only instinct. Harder to control, harder to understand easily. As I knew from experience.


  I tried to think. Time was running out. Arbat might already have struck. How to spot an Andalite in human morph?


  What was different? Two legs, not four. No tail. Two eyes, not four.


  "Estrid! Look for humans who turn their heads frequently."


  "What?"


  "We are accustomed to seeing in all directions at once. Humans are used to not knowing what is behind them. Look for -"


  I froze. A middle-aged man. Walking down the length of the crowded pier, escorted by a nonchalant Hork-Bajir.


  The man turned as a Taxxon passed behind him. Turned again. Turned.


  No proof. Not enough to be sure. A feeling . . .


  "There!" I started to run toward the pier. Estrid raced alongside me.


  <Jake!> I cried out in private thought-speak. <He's a middle-aged lightly colored male human. On the pier!>


  "Must be late for a feeding," a Controller laughed as I brushed past him.


  The middle-aged man knelt. Placed his head into the collar beside a kneeling Hork-Bajir.


  The Hork-Bajir guard leaned down to fasten the collar. The man reached into his pocket.


  Too far away!


  "Arbat! No!" Estrid yelled.


  The man jerked his head up. His movement was quick and unexpected. The Hork-Bajir guard was knocked off balance, teetered almost comically.


  Arbat reached to grab the Hork-Bajir. Or so the Hork-Bajir thought. Arbat grabbed the guard's Dracon beam from his holster with one hand and shoved the off balance Hork-Bajir off the pier.


  Arbat spun, raised his weapon, and aimed.
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  I dove forward. Tackled Estrid. We fell behind a large, lumbering Taxxon.


  Arbat fired.


  Tseeewww!


  The bloated Taxxon broke open. The foul contents of its stomach spewed in every direction. Blood. Bile. Entrails.


  <Battle morphs!> I heard Prince Jake yell. Faraway or near, I could not tell.


  "Estrid!" I dragged her to her feet, slipping in the gore.


  Another Taxxon was rushing in our direction, eager to eat what was left of his former comrade.


  Hork-Bajir guards, pounded along the steel pier, trying to locate the source of the trouble. There was chaos but in seconds the Hork-Bajir might restore order.


  Then Estrid and I would be dead.


  "Andalites! Andalites!" I shouted. I yelled and waved my hands, pointing always down the pier. "Andalite bandits in Hork-Bajir morph! The Hork-Bajir are Andalites!"


  Estrid joined in. "Help! Help! Security! Andalites have morphed the Hork-Bajir!"


  Chaos would reign a while longer.


  But Arbat, too, took advantage of the confusion. I spotted him running.


  <He is heading toward the cage area!> I yelled.


  <I see him! I'm on him!> Rachel yelled back.


  I had lost sight of Arbat. And I could not see Rachel. But I got a grim satisfaction from the thought of what the intelligence agent slash professor would see when next he turned around to look.


  Estrid and I lurched, slipping and sliding, off the pier. Back onto packed dirt. We shoved our way through the crush of human-Controllers.


  "Cowards!" someone yelled at us.


  Then, <I lost him!> Rachel yelled in frustration. <Past the cages.>


  I had to get Arbat. He could demorph, remorph, and we would lose him permanently. And possibly lose much of the human species.


  I yanked Estrid around behind a large wooden crate, pulled her down, dragged her after me as I crawled into the space between the crate and the side of the human-Controllers' cafeteria.


  "Estrid, demorph!"


  "They will kill us!" She was frightened. Frightened deep down inside. Frightened in a way that was erasing any thought but the screaming, desperate need to live.


  I knew the feeling.


  "We have to stop Arbat and we need firepower," I said.


  "Why? To save these filthy Yeerks? Look what they do. Look at what they are! They are going to do that to us, Aximili! They will drag us down that pier, they will force us . . . NO! Kill them all!"


  "Estrid, you said the virus may mutate. You said it might affect humans as well."


  "Might. Maybe. But maybe I fixed it. Maybe my last adjustments eliminated the random flux. I do not care! They are not our people. I am not going to let the filthy slugs do that to me!"


  I was half demorphed. <Stay here,> I said. <Stay low, do not move.>


  "Do not leave me!"


  <Estrid, you are beautiful, you are brilliant. But I really do not think I like you very much.>


  I took a deep breath. Tried to steady my nerves. Impossible.


  I leaped out.


  Fwapp! Hit a Hork-Bajir.


  The cages. The nearest was a hundred feet away.


  "Andalite!" a human-Controller screamed in my face.


  <Correct,> I said and knocked him down.


  I ran for the cages.


  Pandemonium! Dracon fire from three different locations. Screams. Shouts. The roar of furious Hork-Bajir. The slithery squeaks of ravenous Taxxons.


  I ran.


  Tseeew!


  The shot missed, the human-Controller had been in too much of a hurry.


  Fwapp! Now he could take his time.


  A Taxxon blocked my way. I leaped.


  Ahead, a battle. A tiger, a wolf, a bear, a gorilla, surrounded, backs against a row of cages. Marco held a middle-aged human by the neck with one hand and fought with the other hand.


  Their backs were to the cages. It would have been child's play for the Yeerks to simply shoot them through the bars. Shoot them in the back.


  But the human hosts in that cage, slaves of the Yeerks temporarily free of those Yeerks, stood there, arms linked, blocking the shot. A human shield.


  The Hork-Bajir could have burned them down. Those humans knew that. They were putting themselves between the supposed Andalites and the Yeerks, ready to face Dracon fire.


  The Hork-Bajir had no orders to massacre hosts. Visser Three was not in the pool. No one else would dare give the order.


  I attacked the force that hemmed in my friends. Struck left and right, took them by surprise. But all for nothing. We could fight, but we could not win.


  I saw Cassie knocked unconscious.


  Saw Prince Jake slashing with one paw, the other front paw gone, a stump.


  Tseeew!


  A beam caught Marco full in the belly. A hole appeared in his rough black fur. He fell. Released his grip on Arbat.


  Arbat ran. No one stopped him. Why would they? He was a human-Controller being held by the Andalites.


  He ran, pushed through the attackers. Ran toward the reinfestation pier. I saw the green vial in his hand.


  <Prince Jake! Arbat. . .>


  <Go!> Prince Jake said.


  I hesitated. How could I leave my friends? They were dying.


  I turned, ran, raced after Arbat.


  He made the pier. No one guarded it. All the Hork-Bajir had gone to the fight. Three Taxxons shuffled along its length. Voluntary hosts awaiting reinfestation.


  Arbat raced to the end of the pier. He was panting, wheezing. The middle-aged human morph was not athletic.


  He fumbled, hastening to open the vial.


  <Arbat!> I yelled.


  "You!"


  One of the Taxxons noticed us at last. The red jelly eyes jiggled. But I was not concerned with the Taxxon. No Taxxon would attack an Andalite.


  <Do not do it, Arbat.>


  "You are very fast, Aristh Aximili. But you are not fast enough to cover fifty feet before I can open my fist."


  <It is wrong, Arbat.>


  "It is war, Aristh Aximili."


  He smiled at me. And he began to open his hand.


  Chapter 27


  



  <No!>


  Tseeew!


  The beam passed so close to me that I felt it singe my stalk eyes.


  The beam hit Arbat's human hand.


  The hand, and the vial it held, sizzled and burned and disappeared in a wisp of smoke.


  I turned one stalk eye back to see Estrid. She lowered the Dracon beam.


  <Good shot,> I said.


  <Yes. I suppose it was.>


  Blood pumped from Arbat's stump. It didn't matter. Arbat had only to demorph to end the pain of the wound.


  <It is all over, Arbat.>


  <Now what?> Estrid asked me.


  I nodded toward the shore where part of the force besieging my friends peeled off to come roaring after us.


  <Now we die,> I said. <But we die as honorable Andalite warriors.>


  <Do not let them take me alive,> Estrid said to me. <Even if you do not approve of me, Aximili.>


  A wave of Hork-Bajir rushed at us. I braced for the attack. Estrid beside me.


  Arbat chose not to join us.


  "Andalites!" he screamed, pointing at us with his remaining hand. "Andalites! Look what they did to me!"


  And then the Yeerk pool just to our left began to boil. There was a red circle, fifty feet in diameter, projected on the roiling liquid and everything within that circle was boiling, steaming, hissing.


  I stared, transfixed. Estrid, always the physicist, saw what I had missed.


  <No, up! Up there!>


  I raised my main eyes to the domed roof of the Yeerk pool. There, at the highest point, a hole! Stars! I saw stars!


  The red beam stopped suddenly. The wide-angle shredder beam on the Ralek River must have taken five minutes to slowly burn its way through the earthen dome.


  <It can't be done,> I whispered, not daring to hope.


  Through the hole, into the Yeerk pool flew the old ship, the tired, out-of-date relic named the Ralek River.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  The ship's shredders would never be a match for Bug fighters let alone the Blade ship, but they were more than enough to stop the onrushing Hork-Bajir.


  Ten feet of pier between us and the Yeerks sizzled and evaporated.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  A line of destruction burned between the half-dead Animorphs and their attackers.


  The ship flew low and slow, hovered directly above us.


  Tseew! Tseeew! Hork-Bajir were firing back with handheld Dracon weapons. Like trying to kill an elephant by throwing rocks.


  A ramp lowered. I pushed Estrid toward it and leaped aboard myself.


  "Wait!" Arbat yelled.


  I hesitated.


  "I am an Andalite, too! I am one of your own people!"


  He reached up toward me with his one human hand and his one bloody stump.


  <Go,> I told Gonrod.


  The ship lifted and slid toward the cages.


  If Arbat had thought to demorph instantly he might have lived a while longer. He stood there, raging, trapped on a segment of pier, alone.


  Alone but for the Taxxons whose eternal hunger would not let them ignore the smell of his blood.
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  Rachel and Cassie went to the mall to buy Estrid a cinnamon bun. I gave it to her as a going-away present. Told her to enjoy it on the long trip home to Andalite space.


  Gonrod had flown the ship back to its berth beside The Gardens. It made sense. After the daring assault on the Yeerk pool, every Yeerk ship in Earth space was on high alert. A day spent waiting would make escape easier.


  It might have been no great loss if the Ralek River were destroyed, but a pilot like Gonrod, insufferable as he might be, was a treasure.


  <Is this as delicious as the jelly beans?> Estrid asked, holding the warm paper box.


  <Even more,> I said.


  <And this is why you care for these humans?>


  I thought of the human hosts who had made a shield of their bodies to protect my friends. Thought of the many, many, uncountable times Prince Jake or Rachel or Cassie or Marco or Tobias had risked death to help me.


  <Yes,> I said. <That is why I like humans. It is all about the cinnamon buns.>


  <Aximili, come home with me. Together, the two of us and Gonrod, we can make the people realize the truth.>


  I shook my head. <My fight is here,> I said.


  <Is it because you still do not like me?> She tried for a lighthearted tone.


  I nodded. <I still do not like you,> I said.


  I left the ship. Walked away from my chance to be home again. I rejoined my friends.


  The Ralek River took off. Did it escape Visser Three's dragnet? Did it make it safely into Zero-space?


  I do not know.


  I walked away and did not look back.


  I morphed to human as we six walked together. Even Tobias became human, I think to be near me, to "hang" as the humans say.


  Cassie put her arm around my shoulder. It is a human gesture of comfort. "You okay?" she asked.


  "Why wouldn't he be?" Marco said. "You heard him. He didn't even like her."


  Cassie said nothing but squeezed me a bit tighter. Cassie is not easily deceived.


  "Let's get something to eat, man, I'm starved," Rachel said.


  "Anything but McDonald's," Tobias said.


  "What, the mouse hunter is getting picky about burgers?" Marco said.


  "No, that's not it."


  Prince Jake raised an eyebrow. "Tobias? Is there something you need to tell me?"


  Tobias shrugged. "Well, you know, I saw Yeerk reinforcements pouring into the Community Center so I knew you guys were in trouble, right?"


  "Right. So you went for Gonrod."


  "Exactly. I asked him if we could burn through into the Yeerk pool. He said, "Maybe, but only at the thinnest point." Anyway, late as it was, even the night cleanup crew was gone . . ."


  "No," Prince Jake said. "You didn't. You did not obliterate a McDonald's."


  "Like it was never there," Tobias said with a laugh. "The Yeerks will fill the hole before anyone realizes what's down there underneath the ground, but if we want burgers, I'm thinking Burger King."


  "I would like a burger," I said. "Burrr-ger."


  We walked along the dark streets, my friends and I. My more-than-friends. We laughed, so relieved to simply be alive. We joked.


  Cassie held my hand, and in the darkness where no one could see, I cried.
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  My name is Cassie.


  And you wouldn't know it to look at me but I'm in the middle of a violent war to save Earth from an alien, parasitic species called the Yeerks.


  Well, most of the time I am. Right now I was kneeling in the barn, waiting for an injured mouse's curiosity to get the better of him. And when it did, when he crept out from beneath the cage he'd scurried under, I was going to scoop him up and take a look at his crooked, back leg.


  I guess that's just me. It's who I am. I don't like seeing an animal in pain if there's something I can do about it. And I usually am doing something about it, because my parents are vets and I guess you could say I'm following in their footsteps.


  Except that in one way, I'm already way ahead of them.


  I'm an Animorph. An animal morpher.


  My friends and I were given the ability to acquire the DNA of other creatures and morph them. This power is the only real weapon we have in our fight to save humanity.


  But it's more than that. For me, at least.


  Every time I morph an animal, I experience the world as that animal does, sensing it, sharing its instincts. That's knowledge my parents will never have. And I'm not sure not having it is such a bad thing.


  I mean, it's one thing knowing that a humpback whale can weigh thirty tons but it's a whole other story to actually weigh that much. To cruise the ocean with the certainty that you actually are that animal. The only way to really understand is to become that creature, and they can't teach that in vet school.


  But this isn't just about becoming an animal. It isn't just about the morphing. See, we use our morphs to fight this war. To divert and battle the Yeerks. That's why Jake, our leader, doesn't like us using the morphs for our own purposes. I can't say I never have - there's nothing like frolicking as a sleek playful dolphin, and being a horse has certainly come in handy on occasion - but I like Jake a lot - okay, maybe I feel even stronger than "like" - and what he says makes sense, so I try not to do anything that would put us at risk.


  But the risk isn't the worst of it. This is a war and people die. And using this power to destroy others is hard to get used to. But as much as I hate inflicting pain and sometimes death on the other Yeerk-infested species, I can't just sit back and allow their evil to consume us, the human race, too.


  The Yeerks are like a disease, except they spread with malice and intent. A Yeerk will squirm into your ear canal, flatten out its blind, deaf, sluglike body, and weave into the crannies of your brain. Tap into your thoughts. See through your eyes, speak with your voice. You are a hostage, trapped inside yourself. Screaming for help but no one can hear you.


  We call people infested by Yeerks Controllers, and there are more of them every day. Like I said, the Yeerks have taken over other species, too, and they're using some of them to wage this poisonous war on Earth.


  We, the Animorphs, are the only active resistance. Me. My best friend Rachel. Jake. His friend Marco. Tobias, who stayed in his red-tailed hawk morph longer than the two-hour limit and now lives as a bird of prey. A nothlit, as Ax would say.


  Ax is an aristh, an Andalite warrior-cadet, and it was his brother Elfangor who gave us the blue morphing cube before Visser Three murdered him, so that we could continue the battle.


  That's pretty much it on our side. Well, unless you count the Chee, a nonviolent race of androids, who help us by spying on the Yeerks and infiltrating their cover organization called The Sharing. But when it comes right down to it, we're the only ones out there aggressively defending our species.


  So you can see why I need to work with wounded animals. To help heal them. And in some way, I think they help heal me, too.


  Movement.


  A tiny, twitching nose poked out from under the cage.


  The barn turned Wildlife Rehab Clinic was quiet today. We had only three patients and all were on the mend.


  Their snuffling and scrabblings were familiar sounds.


  But the distant, low-level drone thrumming through the air wasn't.


  A chainsaw?


  The buzzing grew louder. Sharper. Closer.


  A low-flying plane?


  The mouse zipped out. Stopped. Nose twitching.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  The drone was deafening now. The mouse tensed.


  My hand flashed out and scooped it up.


  "Nobody's going to hurt you," I said, but my voice was lost in the thundering noise. Something deep in the pit of my stomach stirred uneasily.


  It didn't sound like a plane, it sounded like a . . .


  I stuck my head out of the open barn doors in time to see a helicopter pass and continue out over the woods.


  The droning faded.


  I shrugged and turned to put the mouse in a cage and nearly ran into Erek who was standing behind me. Erek is one of the Chee.


  "Whoa!" I said, startled. "I didn't see you come in."


  Erek nodded. "Good. You weren't supposed to. And neither were the Controllers in the helicopter. We have a major problem, Cassie.",


  "Uh, I'm the only one here right now," I said, realizing I was still holding the mouse. I gently put it in an empty cage and then waited to hear the rest of Erek's news.


  "I'll notify the others, but we have to move on this. The Yeerks have managed to repair the Helmacron ship and they've reactivated the sensors that locate morphing energy."


  Oh, great. The Helmacrons. Again.


  The Helmacrons are an exceptionally tiny, exceptionally annoying species with delusions of grandeur and egos the size of Montana. Unfortunately, they also have very advanced technology.


  Erek continued, "The Yeerks are tracking morphing energy."


  "But I haven't morphed -"


  The blue box. The Escafil Device. It was hidden here in the barn.


  "The ship's sensors aren't operating at full potential but the Yeerks have managed to hone in on a weak signal from somewhere in this area. That would be the energy from the morphing cube." Erek's voice was muted as the helicopter did another flyby. "They're making another pass. If we don't get that cube out of here -"


  "I'll get it," I said, heading to the darkest section of the barn. I'd hidden the cube where it wouldn't be found by anyone who happened to be stumbling around, but I hadn't counted on the Yeerks being able to repair something so minuscule as the Helmacrons' damaged and abandoned ship. "But what good will it do to move the cube, Erek? Won't the Yeerks just target it again?"


  "Yes. That's why you and the others have to keep it moving until the Helmacron ship can be destroyed," Erek said as the helicopter's shadow passed over us, blotting out the sunlight streaming in through the doors. "If that cube falls into Yeerk hands . . ."


  "Don't even say it," I said, tucking the cube into the waistband of my jeans and pulling my dad's huge, old, college T-shirt down over it. "Okay, let's go -"


  But Erek had vanished. "Cassie?" my mother said, from the doorway. "I'm off to The Gardens. I have animal transports to oversee and -"


  "I'll go with you!" I blurted, while giving the barn a quick once-over for Erek. Was he that bucket? That bale of hay? The Chee were extremely good with holograms.


  The sunlight behind my mother shimmered and for an instant, Erek was Erek again and not a hologram of a brightly lit barn door.


  I looked at my mom. "Let's get going."
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  Have you ever had one of those horrible dreams where something is chasing you and no matter how fast you try to run, you're not getting anywhere?


  Well, that's exactly how I felt driving to The Gardens with my mother.


  The helicopter was buzzing back and forth over the woods. And we were getting nowhere fast because my mother was talking while she was driving, and when she does that, she always takes her foot off the gas pedal. She doesn't do it on purpose but it's still nerve-racking.


  Speed up. Slow down. Speed up. Slooowwww dooowwwnnnn. . . .


  BEEEEEEEPP!


  "What's wrong with him?" my mother asked, scowling into her rearview mirror at the car behind us; it was crawling right up our butts. "The speed limit's forty-five on this road."


  "Yeah, but you're only doing thirty, Mom," I said, gazing pointedly at the speedometer.


  C'mon, Mom, hurry!


  "Thirty?" my mother asked, pressing the gas pedal. The speedometer needle was on the rise. Sort of. "There. That's better."


  But it wasn't better because the car behind us floored it, passed us on a double line, then cut right back in front of us and promptly slowed down.


  "What are you doing!" my mother shouted, braking and glaring at the back of the driver's head.


  "Mom, don't say anything," I warned, watching as the driver finally sped up.


  "But he's driving erratically," my mother said, speeding up and then slamming on her brakes as he slowed down again. "What is he doing?!"


  "Mom, stop! He can't hear you!" I said. "Just back off. It's either road rage or . . ."


  Or a Controller sent to steal the blue box.


  I looked up at the sky. The helicopter was the size of a horsefly in the distance. If it had pinpointed us, it wouldn't send just one Controller for the box. No way. Stealing it would be a major victory for the Yeerks and they'd send an army to do it, not one bald guy in a Ford Taurus.


  " . . . or he's a complete imbecile?" my mother snapped, but backed off enough for him to pull ahead. "I don't know what is going on around here today."


  "You mean with all those helicopters?" I asked as casually as I could while keeping an eye on the car in front of us. It was on the move now and was pretty much history. "I thought maybe an animal had escaped from The Gardens or something."


  "No, they would have called me," my mother said. "And I haven't heard any news bulletins about any hikers lost in the area, either." She smiled. "I guess it's just one of those days, huh?"


  "I guess so."


  By the time we pulled into The Gardens, my neck was cramped and my stomach was twisted. One from watching the helicopter, the other from sheer worry. What if Erek hadn't gotten word to everyone?


  What if he had?


  Wouldn't the Helmacron sensors pick up three kids and an Andalite in morph? Of course they would. Tobias would be okay, but was getting us all together really that great an idea?


  The frantic fluttering in my stomach got worse.


  I left my mother in the employee parking lot and headed into the park. I told her I was going to check out a few of the new animals and then grab a bus back home. I tried to look as normal as I could in my baggy, dirt-stained jeans with a blue morphing cube hidden beneath my T-shirt.


  <Another bizarre fashion statement, huh, Cassie?>


  Thought-speak. Rachel was here somewhere. Good. Even though I wasn't in morph and couldn't answer her, I felt better.


  <She calls it cornfield casuals,> Marco smirked. <Bird poop-à-porter. We're in seagull morph, Cassie, so don't look up.>


  <Erek told us about the Helmacron morphing sensors,> Jake said. <We're going to have to find a way to disable that ship. You have the blue box, right?>


  I nodded slowly, paused by the American buffalo enclosure, and casually looked around - then up.


  A red-tailed hawk circled high above me.


  Two identical seagulls landed near the buffalo wallow. A third landed on a nearby Dumpster. A fourth strutted past, eyeing up a little girl eating french fries.


  That one had to be Ax.


  The kid giggled and threw him a fry.


  He gobbled it down and screeched for another. And another.


  <Hey, Ax-man, want to try and get a grip?> Marco quipped, swooping down and chasing Ax away from the kid.


  <The clock's ticking here,> Jake said quietly but firmly.


  I scanned the crowd, following one woman's gaze into the sky. Another helicopter had joined the first.


  I glanced back at the woman, who didn't look surprised or even curious. Just sort of . . . eager.


  She disappeared into the crowd.


  The knot in my stomach was back with a vengeance.


  The helicopters were circling closer and it wouldn't be long before they pinpointed a whole lot of morphing energy in one place.


  I didn't know what to do. I couldn't communicate with anybody -


  <Helicopters heading this way,> Tobias called down. <And there's a couple of guys in suits jogging toward Cassie.>


  <Cassie, move,> Jake said tersely.


  I stepped backward, away from the buffalo enclosure. Where? I mouthed silently.


  <Anywhere! They're coming through the park, so head back into the employee area or something!> Jake shouted, taking off. <Everybody else, split up! We have to draw the sensors away from Cassie! Tobias, you stick with her since you're not in morph.>


  <Cassie,> Tobias said. <They're closing in fast.>


  And suddenly, I saw one of the guys in the suits.


  I didn't run. I didn't want to attract attention.


  I waited until he turned away.


  Then bolted.


  Chapter 3


  



  <Nice,> Tobias said. <He didn't see you but the copters are still tracking you and feeding the ground guys info. Keep going.>


  I did, my heart pounding in my ears. My all-too-human ears.


  I was so helpless as a human. I had brains but no brawn. No claws, no fangs, no wings. Nothing to give me even the slightest advantage over the Yeerk-infested human-Controllers tracking me.


  If only I could morph without attracting the sensors.


  If only the others could distract the Controllers long enough for me to get away.


  If only, if only!


  Deal with the realities, Cassie. Keep going.


  The alley finally led me to the loading area, where a couple of huge trucks were parked.


  <Watch out! There are two guys on the other side of that big black delivery truck, Cassie! They're looking around, talking into radios. They're splitting up!> Tobias yelled. <Get out of there!>


  Where was I supposed to go? I flattened myself up against a white transport truck, the only thing left between me and them.


  And if one of the helicopters buzzed over now, they'd see two Controllers not ten feet away from a terrified, trapped-looking kid plastered up against a truck, with the sharp corner of the morphing cube poking up from beneath her grubby T-shirt.


  They would know it was me they were hunting for.


  This was it. There was no escape.


  No way out!


  I couldn't morph so I couldn't fight or fly.


  I couldn't drop the cube and run because if the Yeerks got the cube, it would all be over.


  My stomach pushed into my throat.


  <They're coming around the truck, Cassie! Wait, there's a driver getting into the cab. Your mother's making him sign something. The Controllers are at the back of the truck! If they look around the side ->


  He didn't have to say anymore. I already knew what would happen. They'd see me. Grab me. My mother would get involved and then it was down to the Yeerk pool for both of us and total annihilation for my friends.


  Trying not to hyperventilate, I inched along the truck toward the cab. At that moment, I didn't know what I was going to do, but I had to get farther away from the back of the truck.


  Not that two or three feet would make that much of a difference, but it was all the space I had.


  Something jabbed me in the back.


  I flinched and glanced behind me.


  A door handle.


  There was a small, side entry door in the wall of the transport truck's bed.


  "Chopper's picking up a reading from this area," one of the men behind the truck said. "If we find the Andalite bandits and the morphing technology, Visser Three will be extremely pleased. If we don't -"


  "Don't even mention what'll happen if we don't," the other Controller said nervously. "The chopper pilot says the signal's strong in our radius. Let's just keep looking."


  Panicking, I yanked on the door.


  Nothing.


  The truck started up. Idled.


  It was going to pull away and leave me here, exposed.


  I yanked again. Saw the pin. Pulled it out and pulled the door open, scrambled up into the back of the heavily fenced transport truck, and quietly closed the door behind me. Doubled over, panting, heart racing.


  I had made it.


  That's when something very large bellowed very loudly.


  I shot up and staggered back against the wall.


  There, looming in front of me, with its huge, broad head held low and its massive, curved horns, stood almost a ton of solid, muscled African Cape buffalo.


  Aka the widow-maker.
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  Several things happened at once.


  The truck rumbled and jerked to life.


  The Cape buffalo stumbled backward, bound by two ropes around its horns and two around its neck. The ropes were knotted into metal loops on the truck's walls.


  The ropes were frayed and flimsy-looking compared to the buffalo's massive head. But then again, most people wouldn't have to worry about the ropes because they would never, ever get into a truck with a widow-maker.


  "But the reading says the signal's honed in on this area!" someone shouted from outside.


  "Yeah, but it's also picking up four other readings in four other directions!" someone else said. "If you ask me, this is some kind of wild-goose chase."


  "Don't let the visser hear you say that," the first man said uneasily. "He just pulled up."


  The voices faded as the truck lurched forward, picking up speed.


  <You're headed toward the back exit, Cassie,> Tobias was still around. Faint but around. Silence. <Uh-oh.>


  Uh-oh what? I thought. I held still and watched the Cape buffalo watch me. Not a good feeling. Trust me.


  It was hot and waves of the animal's thick, musky scent were nearly overpowering. Even for me. But the stench wasn't anything compared to the pure power in the broad, muscular body and the deadly threat of its massive horns.


  The buffalo snorted, blowing a rush of hot, moist air out through its nostrils.


  <They're going to stop you outside the gate, Cassie, at that stretch of road surrounded by woods.> Tobias was starting to sound a little frantic. <Visser Three's limo is right behind you and there's a bunch of other cars waiting around the bend.>


  The buffalo snorted again. Tossed its head in a threatening, hooking movement, pulling the ropes taut.


  The truck began to slow and lean into the bend.


  The truck nose-dived, sending almost a ton of buffalo surging right at me. The ropes tightened as a rippling wall of muscle -


  SNAP!


  One of the ropes broke and pulled apart like a piece of thread.


  I whipped left and flattened myself against the wall of the truck as the buffalo skidded forward and sideways, fighting the remaining restraints.


  The buffalo bellowed again, thrashing in anger.


  WHAP!


  Another restraint. Gone.


  The last two ropes were around the buffalo's neck. Somehow I figured they wouldn't be there for long.


  It whipped its head around in a frenzy. The buffalo was going to break loose, and either trample or gore me to death. Impale me on those wicked, gleaming horns.


  And then Visser Three would have the morphing cube.


  There really was only one way out of this.


  I inched sideways, watching the buffalo watch me. It was tense, just seconds from erupting again. I was shaking. I had to get past those horns but I knew it'd never let me get behind it where it couldn't see me.


  The truck braked harder.


  The buffalo stumbled forward, past me, to the ends of the remaining ropes.


  Trembling, I laid my hand on the buffalo's thick hide, right at its midsection, and began to acquire it.


  The buffalo gave one last thrash, then went into a kind of dreamy, semi-trancelike state. It happens to most animals when we acquire their DNA. Most, but not all.


  "Hey, what's with the roadblock?" The shout came from the truck's cab.


  The truck was barely creeping forward now.


  In a minute it would be stopped and searched.


  Would I have enough time?


  I stripped down to my morphing outfit. Jammed my clothes out of sight behind one of the truck's wide, wooden slats. Laid the blue box on the floor of the truck and focused on the Cape buffalo's DNA.


  Crrreeeaaaacccckkkk!


  My skull split straight down the center and began to thicken, dragging my head down with the weight and back into my bulging, beefy shoulders.


  Sproof! Sproof!


  The bones broadened, following the contours of my huge head, shot out, and flipped up into three-foot horns on each sharp, lethal side.


  My skin darkened and thickened into a tough, coarse-haired hide.


  My body was bloating, stretching and expanding, bulking out further and further, piling on pound after pound of sheer muscle.


  My fingers melded together and were sucked back into my hands. Tough hooves banded around the edges like metal plates.


  "I'm telling you, don't open that! I'm hauling African Cape buffalo here, mister, and I don't think you want to -"


  "Never attempt to think for me." A cold, sinister voice. A voice I had heard before. A voice I would never forget.


  Visser Three.


  My morphing had stopped when I'd lost concentration.


  I refocused. Fast.


  Schloop! Schloop!


  My ears elongated. Sort of stretched out, drooped, and grew fringed hair.


  The latch on the double doors clunked open.


  "I'm telling you guys, don't do this!"


  "Shut up and get out of my way!" Visser Three roared.


  Sproot.


  A tail shot out of my hind end as the double doors swung wide.


  "See, I told you -" The driver stopped, his eyes wide with horror. "The restraints broke!" He backed away. "Run!"


  "Don't be a fool," Visser Three snapped. "I -"


  The Cape buffalo gave an explosive snort through its wide, quivering nostrils.


  And immediately, without warning, my own buffalo instinct kicked in.
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  Fury


  No fear.


  Fight to defend. Fight the threat.


  Protect the herd.


  I tossed my head, blew a harsh whoosh of air from my nostril, and surged forward, heart pounding, fueled by rage and adrenaline.


  "Run!" the driver shrieked, taking off.


  The pitch of his screams hurt my ears and my hair-trigger temper exploded. Hooves clattering, I burst out of the truck like a tornado, slashing and hooking, slamming into cars and trampling Controllers beneath my powerful legs.


  More screams. Shouts.


  Human-Controllers fleeing in all directions. Dashing between the crooked, haphazardly parked cars. Hiding behind them. Hiding in them.


  I saw them through a gray haze of fury, smelled their terror and followed it. No puny car could block my path.


  Howls of pain.


  I wheeled, broadsiding a human-Controller, sent him spinning.


  Attack the threat! Destroy the threat!


  Normally I was a calm, peaceful, grazing animal.


  Until I was threatened. Provoked.


  And then, nothing could stop me.


  "Call the cops!" someone yelled. "Call back to The Gardens and get a tranquilizer gun out here!"


  "Where's 'here'?!" another voice shouted.


  "The woods along the highway! Outside the back gate! Hurry!" the guy hollered, crouching on top of his car.


  <Cassie?>


  The word echoed faintly in my enraged brain.


  I ignored it.


  I was a pile driver, wrecking anything and everything in my path.


  <Cassie, I'm guessing that's you. Look, you have to get control,> Tobias said frantically. <They're calling your mom! She's bringing a tranquilizer gun! Cassie, where's the morphing cube?>


  Huh? Who cares about some cube? Wait. Hang on. The box. Oh, yeah.


  I fought the powerful animal's fury for a moment. Struggled to subdue its instincts and pull my human self back into consciousness.


  "Two! There's two! Look out!"


  I turned and saw the Cape buffalo I'd acquired pounding out of the truck, charging people with its horns and growing more agitated when it missed them.


  Then it whirled and stampeded straight for Chapman. The assistant principal of our school. Member of The Sharing. And a high-ranking Controller.


  THUD!


  Chapman flew through the air and hit the ground with the same dull "whump" a watermelon makes when you drop it.


  <Come on, Cassie!> Tobias yelled. <Get the cube and get moving!>


  I ran back toward the truck. Stopped. Powered up my short, stocky legs and body-slammed Visser Three's limo with everything I had.


  CRRRRUUUNNNCCCHHH!


  The car alarm went off.


  EEEUUUUU! EEEEUUUU! EEEEEUUUU!


  The real Cape buffalo was going berserk. Smashing cars. Goring headlights. Bellowing and snorting and roaring with rage.


  Panting, I leaped back into the truck, grabbed the blue box in my mouth, and barreled back out onto the highway.


  I saw it all in one second.


  Chapman, down and out on the pavement.


  Cars wrecked and crumpled, Controllers sitting on top of them, clutching the roofs and looking petrified.


  Visser Three, surrounded by a protective wall of frightened Controllers, screaming out enraged orders.


  The original Cape buffalo, thundering across a field and into the woods.


  I ran. The buffalo's herd instinct surged and I ran.


  Chapter 6


  



  I crashed through the underbrush, trampling saplings and ripping through sticker bushes without a second thought.


  The scent of the real Cape buffalo was thick in my nostrils. I followed it deeper and deeper into the woods until the screams and shouts of the Controllers back at the roadblock were completely lost.


  The buffalo's hearing - my hearing now - absorbed and gauged every sound, checking for any potential threat to my herd.


  My depth perception wasn't so great, but I had a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree, wide-angle range of vision, which was going to make it pretty tough for anyone to sneak up on me.


  This was a good thing.


  I couldn't run very fast - nowhere near the speed of my wolf morph - but what the buffalo lacked in miles per hour, it definitely made up for in sheer bulk and muscle. Nobody, and I mean nobody - except maybe a lion - would take me on, and I could still outrun a lion if I had to.


  And then there was man. The most infuriating scent, the most unnatural threat.


  But the air was clean of man-scent.


  The buffalo's brain, so powerful in its fury, began to shift its concentration in the quiet woods. Sort of downgraded from an all-out, fight-to-the-death attack mode to a standby alert that noted all sights, scents, and sounds, then dismissed them as nonthreatening.


  It was a relief. It allowed me to get a firmer grip on the buffalo's natural instincts.


  <Okay, Cassie, I told Jake you got away and you're all clear to demorph,> Tobias said, wheeling high in the sky above me. <The helicopters are still back over The Gardens trying to track down the others. Chapman got up but they loaded him into an ambulance. The Controllers are going nuts because they had to call in a whole fleet of tow trucks and Visser Three's limo's a total disaster.>


  <Yeah, I guess my buffalo buddy and I got a little carried away,> I said, kind of embarrassed.


  I found a dense bramble thicket where I could demorph, then, thinking twice, moved on until I was in a small clearing surrounded by a few trees. The thorns and stickers might not have hurt the buffalo's tough hide but they would've ripped my skin to shreds.


  <Tobias, has anyone come up with a plan for destroying the Helmacron ship's sensors yet?>


  <No, but we're going to have to figure out something fast. Definitely before those helicopters decide to change their focus and come after the box again.> Tobias swooped down and landed on a nearby branch.


  I opened my mouth and dropped the slippery, spit-covered box on the ground. Then focused on my own DNA and felt the changes begin.


  Even though everyone says I have a talent for morphing - and I have to admit I usually can sort of control the process - it still doesn't follow any real, precise pattern. So I wasn't surprised when the first thing to go this time was my tail. It drooped slowly and then started to melt like hot wax, then -


  SCHLOOP!


  Was sucked right back up into my body.


  Bones began to grind and crunch, reshaping themselves.


  My eyes crawled closer together. My ears shriveled and shrank.


  SPROOT! SPROOT!


  Ten human toes shot out of the crumbling hooves. My bones adjusted and reformed into ankles, then knees, then hips. My massive horns crumpled, deflated, and rolled back up toward the cleft at the center of my head.


  <Yuck,> Tobias said, ruffling his feathers and looking the other way. <No offense, Cassie, but that is really gross. I'm glad I haven't eaten anything in a while.>


  I began to say, "I know," but it came out as, "waaaw waaw."


  "I know," I repeated, once my jaw finished shrinking. I flexed my fingers, bent down, and picked up the box. "And I know something else, too. We might want to steer clear of the real buffalo if we can. I, uh, don't think it trusts humans very much."


  <No problem,> Tobias said. <The last time I saw it was way ahead of you and still running.>


  "Good," I said, exhaling. "The Gardens'll send out a search party and probably a helicopter . . . "


  Oh, that was a nice picture. And just what we didn't need. My mother buzzing around the sky, searching for a lost Cape buffalo, while we dodged Yeerks in helicopters who were trying to kill us.


  Tobias cocked his head. Listening. <Uh-oh.>


  "What?"


  <Tell you in a minute,> he said. I watched him lift off, make a quick circle. <Helicopter, Cassie. The Yeerks are expanding their search. We'd better get going.>


  "Are you sure it's the Yeerk helicopter, or is it the black one with a big 'The Gardens' logo on the side?" I asked.


  <Yeerks,> he said tersely.


  I took off at a trot, clutching the morphing cube and trying to keep to the soft carpet of pine needles since I was barefoot.


  Tobias glided along only a few feet above my head. Every couple of minutes he'd flap hard for altitude, land in a treetop and check out the helicopter's progress.


  <It's getting closer but it hasn't pinpointed us yet,> he said, swooping back down and landing on a tree branch a few yards ahead of me. <I -> His head jerked and he fell silent.


  "What?" I said, huffing a little as I jogged toward him. "What, Tobias?"


  And then I broke into the clearing and I saw for myself.


  The Cape buffalo stood there, quivering. Twisting. Its eyes bulging with panic. Its mouth gaping in a silent scream. The scene was pretty bizarre all by itself. But in our world things always had to be slightly more than weird.


  See, the Cape buffalo stood there, but instead of a Cape buffalo head and face was our assistant principal's.


  Chapman.
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  A freak of nature.


  So help me, that's the first thought that swept into my mind, as I watched the buffalo stumble and squirm.


  It sprouted a human leg covered with coarse, black animal hair.


  Fringed, shaggy ears whipped out of Chapman's head, then shrunk into dachshund-sized ears.


  <What the . . .> Tobias finally blurted, sounding a little nauseated.


  "It's morphing," I whispered. I covered my mouth with my free hand and fell back a step. It was really terrible.


  Chapman's skull split in the center and a pair of horns flowed from the crack like waves.


  <How could it be morphing?> Tobias said, turning away and staring at me instead of the buffalo.


  "It must have touched the blue box," I said helplessly, thinking back. I had laid the box down in the truck while I morphed . . .


  "Oh, God. It saw me morph. In the truck. And then somehow, while I was out rampaging around the highway, it must have ripped free of its remaining restraints, brushed past the box, and then . . . It had plowed straight into Chapman and without even knowing it, had acquired his DNA."


  I fell silent, not even realizing that I'd been speaking aloud.


  <How could this happen?> Tobias asked, keeping his fierce, hawk's gaze fixed firmly on me. Like if he didn't see the buffalo, it wouldn't exist. <Cassie, we can't have an animal roaming around out here morphing Chapman! And what if it touches something else? What if it goes around acquiring, I don't know, everything, because it doesn't know any better!>


  "It could, because it doesn't even know what's happening to itself," I said quietly, watching as the morph to Chapman finally became complete. "Look."


  <I really don't want to,> he said, but did anyway.


  The buffalo - Chapman - was down on all fours, and though the human form was apparent it was covered in coarse hair - thankfully. Suddenly, it began tossing its head and making hooking movements even though it no longer had its horns. It snorted, then sniffed the air with its now-pitiful human nose. Slowly, watchfully, it lowered its head and bit off a mouthful of weeds.


  "It's grazing," I said, feeling nauseous.


  The buffa-human stiffened. It looked around, then spotted me. Issued a challenging snort and then a weak, warbling, "WAAAA!"


  "I can't watch this anymore," I said, as the buffa-human - or Chapman or whatever it was - crawled and lurched toward me on its hands and knees. It was trying to charge, to hook me with its nonexistent horns, to kill me. To protect and defend.


  I stepped aside as it lumbered past, its human head swinging and its tongue lolling out. Not even realizing it had missed me.


  <This isn't too weird,> Tobias said, as the buffa-human stopped. Turned.


  And slowly, creakily, straightened up onto its knees.


  Wrong. It was all wrong! This terrible, twisted creature made my skin crawl. An adult - an assistant principal - was not supposed to huff and grunt and drool. Was not allowed to crawl and snort and pant. It betrayed everything I knew to be true about - about -


  "It has a human brain, Tobias, but it doesn't have a clue as to what to do with it," I said, unable to stop staring at it, the way some people stare as they drive by car wrecks. It was grisly, it was gruesome, but I couldn't stop watching as the creature rose, wobbling and unsure, onto two legs. "Look, it's learning. It's watching me and learning!" The sight was both disturbing and exciting.


  <Yeah, well, that's great except that we've got to get out of here,> Tobias said, flapping to the top of the tree for another helicopter check. <Oh, yeah. There's a whole group of people fanned out across the edge of the field and they're making their way over here.>


  "We can't just leave it here," I said, watching as the buffa-human took a first shaky step toward me.


  <Well, we can't take it with us!> Tobias said.


  No we couldn't, not like this. But if I could get it to demorph back into its buffalo shape, then it would stop putting off so much morphing energy.


  <Come on, Cassie, the Yeerks know at least one of those buffalo is giving off morphing energy ->


  "Wait, Tobias. I'm going to morph back into the buffalo to see if I can get it - him - to do it, too," I said. I focused on the powerful DNA swimming in my blood.


  The buffa-human watched me, unblinkingly, as I fell forward onto four short, muscular buffalo legs.


  My jaw ground and shifted into a long, hinged bovine one. My eyes slithered apart and my nose broadened. My nostrils stretched wide. Muscle upon muscle bulked up my body until I was huge and majestic and magnificent, with a tough hide and a hair-trigger temper.


  But this time I was prepared for the buffalo's aggressive defenses, and I controlled them.


  And then the other buffalo began to demorph.


  Chapman's pale, human skin darkened and sprouted coarse hair. The flesh covering his bones shivered, rippled, and bent, forming into four bovine legs. His gaze remained locked onto mine as he fell forward, as his neck bulged -


  And then the morph stopped.


  <Come on,> I urged in thought-speak. I pushed aside the rising dominance I felt and moved slowly forward. Went nose-to-nose with the buffa-human in a sociable greeting. <Come on!>


  The creature with Chapman's face stumbled backward, its legs thinning back to human's, fingers and toes bursting from its fading hooves.


  <I don t get it. Why didn't it work? Two hours in morph and we'll have a really disturbing nothlit on our hands,> Tobias called from the treetop. <Cassie! We have to leave him here. The Gardens search team'll find him sooner or later!>


  <What, as half-Chapman, half-buffalo? That's insane! We can't leave him! He doesn't even understand what's happening to him!> I cried.


  I was frustrated because what Tobias said was absolutely true. We did need to go, but how could I have created such a mutation, even by mistake, and then abandon it - him?


  I felt a little like a twenty-first-century Dr. Frankenstein and it was not a good feeling.


  <Cassie, if we wait any longer . . .> Tobias warned.


  <AII right!> I shouted, then was immediately ashamed. <Sorry, Tobias.> I demorphed, avoiding the puzzled buffa-human's gaze, then, even though I was exhausted, immediately began to morph to wolf.


  Thick shaggy fur sprouted all over my body. My spine stretched and crackled. The palms of my hands puffed and hardened into thick, protective pads.


  My skull shattered and ground into a canine skull. My snout shot out and my teeth grew into long, lethal fangs.


  The buffa-human snorted and tossed his human head. His torso was all bulky buffalo, his head and legs pathetically human. He was grotesque.


  He lumbered toward me but I was a wolf now, and I moved with easy grace and lightning quickness.


  <Okay, Tobias,> I called, picking up the morphing cube with my mouth. <I'm outta here. You fly back and get the others. I'll meet you guys up ahead.>


  <Alone,> Tobias said, glancing pointedly at the odd mix of buffalo and human, and then launching himself into the air.


  I looked at the creature, who was standing there, watching me.


  <Alone,> I whispered, turning away in shame.


  Because one way or another, his life as a normal African Cape buffalo was completely over.


  As a creature morphing, he would draw the Helmacron sensors. And if he exceeded the two-hour limit in morph, he'd become some kind of hideous nothlit. Forever a mutant. Even if The Gardens found him, they wouldn't know what to do with him.


  And I knew I was leaving him to die.
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  I ran hard for a long time. Trying to put that last picture of the buffa-human out of my mind. Trying to forget how he'd started to follow me and how his plaintive, bewildered grunting still echoed through my head.


  Leaving him was wrong. But I had done it anyway.


  I had abandoned an animal with human DNA in its bloodstream.


  Thwok thwok thwok!


  I glanced up. Spotted a lone helicopter with no logo on the side.


  The ominous drone was growing closer.


  I paused, trying to figure out what to do.


  In morph I was sending a stronger signal and the helicopter could keep an easy lock on me. If I quickly demorphed back to human - besides that one fast burst of energy - I'd be giving off no signal except for the energy from the cube, and maybe I could lose them again.


  Hunkering down on my haunches, I crept into the hollow beneath a clump of bushes and demorphed in record time.


  Thwok! Thwok! Thwok!


  The trees stirred and the darkening sky vibrated with the dull, thundering rumble of the sharp, swishing blades.


  Time to run.


  I crawled out and took off, zigzagging through the forest. I was cold, clumsy, slow. Twilight had fallen and I couldn't see well in the growing darkness. My feet were battered and bruised.


  But what I was losing in miles I was making up for in confusion. The Yeerks in the helicopter kept losing the cube's signal and wheeling off in other directions, circling wider and wider until they were far enough away for me to pause, rest, and take off again.


  So this is how the hunters do it, I thought, trying to catch my breath as I staggered through the shadows. They don't even have to get dirty or tired. They can just sit in helicopters, probably drinking coffee, and chase their prey until it collapses.


  The helicopter's ominous THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! had returned and it was directly above me now, running me ragged, beating me down until I had no strength left and my pounding heart seemed ready to explode. I felt the same sick, terrified desperation of the hunted, powerless to shake the ominous, stalking specter of death.


  I veered right in an effort to throw them off.


  Dragged myself under a rock ledge to re-morph.


  I had to break the lock the Helmacron sensors had on me. Weaken the signal.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  If I didn't, the Yeerks would seize the blue box.


  They'd hold me down as a Yeerk slug slithered into my ear and wove through my brain. I'd become a Controller, and then the Yeerks would know everything. That the "Andalite bandits" were really a bunch of human kids. They'd know where we lived, went to school, even what we ate. They'd know our families and take them, too.


  They might even kill us. But they wouldn't kill Ax. Ax would be given to a Yeerk up-and-coming in the ranks. We all knew that another Andalite body, even one that was really just a kid's, was a coup.


  They would find out about the Chee and annihilate them, extinguishing a race that had been around for millions of years. They would find out about the hidden colony of free Hork-Bajir and about the small but growing Yeerk resistance.


  If I didn't find a way to break this sensor lock we were all dead.


  I closed my eyes. Gathered up my shredded concentration.


  Thwok! Thwok! Thwok!


  I sat up and opened my eyes. Listened.


  No, I hadn't imagined it. The treetops had stopped shaking and the leaves had stopped swirling around me.


  The helicopter had moved off.


  Exhausted, trembling, I grabbed the blue box and crawled out from under the bushes. Lay back on the carpet of pine needles and listened to the helicopter's faint thrumming. Watched as an assortment of owls and other birds of prey landed around me and began to demorph.


  "Cassie?" Jake said, when he'd finished demorphing. "Are you all right?"


  No, I definitely wasn't all right. I knew I was going to have to get up somehow, find the energy to morph again, and keep on running.


  "I'm fine," I lied. Being an Animorph had made lying a necessary evil. For all of us.


  "Good, because I've got some pretty decent news," Jake said, smiling. "Erek rigged up a device that simulates morphing energy and planted it back at the far edge of the woods. Once the Yeerks find it they'll know it's a fake, but at least it'll buy us some time to figure out what to do."


  So. I hadn't saved us by demorphing that last time. The Yeerks had been lured away by a stronger signal in another direction. Figures.


  "The Chee are taking our places at home, so we're covered for the night," Rachel added, glancing around. "I should've stayed in owl morph. How are we supposed to find a place to hide while we make a plan if we can't even see where we're going?"


  "We should go wolf," I answered. "That way we can move quickly and I can carry the morphing cube. I'm pretty sure there's a cave a few miles from here. The one I found when I was lost with Karen." The thought of Karen gave me a good feeling. She was a little girl who'd been infested by a Yeerk. But now she was free and the Yeerk had become part of the Yeerk peace movement. The thought also helped me remember that a few good things have happened to us since all this started. I guess that stands for something.


  The next voice I heard was Tobias's. <I filled them in on the buffalo, Cassie. They thought of something we didn't. Actually, Ax thought of it.>


  I turned to look at Ax.


  He stared back with two of his four eyes. His stalk eyes were in constant movement, scanning the dark woods. His scorpion tail was curved high and ready to strike.


  "And?" I said wearily.


  <Tobias told us that this mutant learned to stand by observing you,> Ax continued. <And if he learns to speak, he will, most likely, be able to identify you.>


  "Forget learning to speak," I interrupted, realizing what I hadn't realized before. "He's seen me morph! If the Yeerks infest him and are able to tap into his memories . . ."


  <Human or buffalo,> Tobias added quietly. <It's seen you morph while it was in both forms.>


  Chapter 9


  



  Wolves can move. Quickly. Quietly. And for a very long time. The five of us blew through the woods until we finally found the cave. Tobias stayed overhead. Our own personal eye in the sky.


  The helicopter was a constant presence, beating through the night sky like a distant pulse, rising and falling, keeping us on edge and very, very aware of every movement. And every shadow.


  The cave itself was little protection from the Yeerk shock troops. But the feeling that* comes from being walled-in on three sides was false security enough for us to be able to rest for a little while.


  The sun set as we huddled in the gray light. Well, I huddled. Rachel paced. Tobias perched on a low-hanging branch just outside the cave's entrance where Ax was keeping watch. Jake was sitting close by.


  "Have I mentioned to all of you how much I hate this?" Marco grumbled, his voice eerily disembodied in the dim light. "I mean, it just doesn't stop."


  "Neither does your mouth," Rachel retorted automatically, "C'mon, Jake, we need a better plan than just playing Keep Away."


  "I know," Jake said, his fingers creeping over mine. "Any suggestions?"


  "Well, I guess we have to find a way to disable the Helmacron sensors or destroy the ship, because no matter where we hide the cube, the sensors will find it," I said.


  Marco snorted. "Do you think? You mean all we have to do is find a way to dodge the sensors and get up to the helicopter? All the while, we fight off the Yeerks' goon squad, find a puny, ultra-microscopic device, and smash it before we're either killed or captured. No problem-o."


  <And don't forget about the buffa-human,> Tobias said.


  "That one's easy," Rachel said dismissively. "We just have to get rid of it."


  "But he's already acquired human DNA," I protested.


  "So what? You're saying if we kill it, it's murder?" Rachel asked. "Come on, Cassie, it's not a human any more than I'm a bear or you're a wolf -"


  "Or I'm a big monkey," Marco added. Silence.


  "Okay, so maybe Cassie does have a point," Jake said, obviously trying not to laugh.


  "Nice," Marco smirked. "Very nice, Prince Jake."


  Ax swiveled an eyestalk in Jake's direction. <Prince Jake, Marco and Rachel do make a valid point. I, too, have acquired human DNA. Does this make me a human rather than an Andalite?>


  Silence.


  "I hate these kinds of questions." Rachel. "There are never any concrete answers! I say we do whatever we have to do to protect ourselves and if that includes killing a buffalo, well, too bad. We know firsthand that cows die every day to make hamburgers -"


  "Not in the school cafeteria," Marco said. "I'm pretty sure that's roadkill."


  "Marco, let me ask you a question."


  "Shoot."


  "Is there any part of 'shut up' that you don't understand? 'Cause I'd be happy to explain it to you."


  "C'mon, guys," Jake said impatiently. "We don't have a lot of time here."


  He was right. We didn't know where the buffalo was or if the Yeerks had already captured it . . .


  I shuddered. Forced myself not to mention the horrible possibility out loud.


  The helicopter's engine still pulsed through the night like a dull heartbeat. A little louder. A little closer.


  Jake sighed. "Yeah, well, we don't know anything for sure right now, except that we have to destroy those sensors if we plan on seeing our next birthdays."


  <Okay, so how can we get inside the helicopter?> Tobias asked, sounding strained.


  Jake looked toward the cave entrance and then back to us. "Why go inside it?"


  "How are we supposed to destroy the sensory devices if we don't get inside the helicopter that's carrying them?" Rachel asked.


  "Maybe we should take down the whole helicopter," Jake said. "Don't even risk going inside. We already know we don't exactly want to get up close and personal with Taxxons or Hork-Bajir if we can avoid it."


  "I agree," I said. Hork-Bajir were lethal enough with their razor-bladed bodies, but the Taxxons - gigantic, cannibalistic centipedes with incredibly sharp teeth - were just disgusting. The stuff nightmares are made of.


  "So, how do we take down a helicopter?" Rachel said. "We've totally lost the element of surprise."


  "No surprise," Jake said. "We give the Yeerks what they want. We let them get a good look at the morphing cube -"


  <Uh, Jake?> Tobias said. <Isn't that a little risky? I mean, you know that Visser Three wants this cube. What if once he's absolutely sure we've got it with us, he sends a whole Hork-Bajir army to get it? We're good, but we're not that good.>


  "Exactly, and here's where the fake-out comes in," Jake said. "Once the Yeerks pinpoint the source of the morphing energy, 'cause we let them 'catch us,' they're going to be on the lookout for a trap, right?"


  "Oookay," Marco said.


  "So we give them one, only not from the direction they expect."


  <Prince Jake, exactly what is the meaning of "fake-out"? I am not sure I understand,> Ax asked.


  "You're not the only one," Rachel muttered.


  "Okay, look," Jake said, sighing. "The guys in the helicopter are hunting the source of the morphing energy. We're it. We let the cube be spotted and then take off. While they're trying to run us to ground, one of us hangs back and ambushes them."


  "Brilliant!" Marco stood up and applauded. "One of us against a bunch of Controllers in a helicopter. Which, I'm guessing, just guessing, is equipped with a bunch of weapons. What's the plan, morph a bird and peck the copter to death? Splatter poop all over the windshield and hope it crashes?"


  "We could try to lure it down to the ground," Rachel offered. "And then attack it and destroy the Helmacron ship."


  Marco shook his head. "Like they won't be expecting that."


  "Do you have a better idea?" Rachel snapped.


  "I kinda like the peck-'n'-poop thing, myself," he said brightly.


  "You know, birds get sucked into airplane engines and cause crashes all the time," I said quietly, tightening my grip on Jake's hand.


  <Ugh,> Tobias said uneasily. <Not a good way to go.>


  "So, you're saying we do a suicide run?" Rachel said.


  "Well -" Jake began.


  "No," Marco interrupted. "Not a suicide run, a cartoon run! Oh, man, I am so good! Listen, what does Wile E. Coyote do when he wants to squash the Road Runner?"


  "He straps one of those Acme rockets to his back," Rachel said. "Dive-bombs him or something."


  Marco slapped his forehead and groaned. "Noooo! Come on, am I the only one educated in cartoon combat?" We all stared at Marco. "Oh, for . . . He drops an anvil on him! Don't you get it? We need to drop an anvil on the helicopter!"


  "Ahhh," Jake said slowly. "Okay, yeah. It's perfect. We can't do it over the woods, though. The last thing we need is to cause a fire or something."


  Everything was falling into place. "We lure the helicopter out over the ocean. And then we drop the anvil," I said calmly.


  Jake smiled. "The sooner we get this done, the better. This is going to take split second timing to pull off."


  <Jake?> Tobias said urgently. <Someone's coming. Taxxons.>


  "Morph," Jake ordered. "Now!"


  Chapter 10


  



  I morphed.


  I concentrated on the DNA and within a heartbeat, powerful horns popped through my scalp and were flowing and curving down the sides of my head and ending in sharp, deadly spears.


  My internal organs slithered and gurgled, swimming and settling into my expanding bulk.


  SPROOT!


  My tail shot out.


  My teeth grew, crowding my jaw and flattening into grinding molars. Coarse black hair sprouted and spread across my muscular tank body.


  And when the African Cape buffalo's mind rose, I was ready. Got a lock on the aggressive, hair-trigger temper.


  <The Taxxon trackers have spotted the cave, Prince Jake,> Ax said tensely. <I would not advise getting trapped in here.>


  He was right. I glanced over at Jake, who'd morphed a sleek, deadly tiger.


  At Rachel, a massive, towering grizzly bear.


  Marco, a gorilla with enormous hands and the strength to tear a human apart limb from limb.


  At Ax and Tobias who'd chosen their own forms. An Andalite whose razor-tipped tail was as lethal as lightning and twice as fast. And a red-tailed hawk with talons created to puncture, rip, and tear.


  <I'll go first.> Jake padded silently to the edge of the cave.


  I followed him, the blue box wedged tightly in my mouth.


  Clop clop clop!


  <C'mon, Cassie, let's get movin', ole girl,> Marco joked, slapping me on the rump.


  The buffalo temper flared and I twisted, tossing my horns at him.


  <Whoa! Watch it, will you? You almost gutted me!> he said, leaping back just in time.


  <Sorry about that,> I muttered.


  I followed the others cautiously out of the cave, relying more on my sense of smell and hearing than on my eyesight. I was listening for even the slightest whisper of sound.


  <We've got trouble,> Jake said.


  <No problems Rachel threw back her head and let out an enraged roar.


  "GGGGRRRRRRROOOAARRR!"


  The night erupted.


  The buffalo's overwhelming defense instincts kicked in and suddenly I was barreling through the weeds, tossing my horns, and impaling a Taxxon where it stood.


  "SSSKKKRRREEE!" It fell, writhing and twisting, foul-smelling blood pumping from its wounds.


  Immediately, two other Taxxons converged and tore it to shreds.


  I began to bellow, enraged by the scent of aggression, by the invasion and threat to my herd.


  WHAM!


  I charged, slamming one of the feeding Taxxons into a tree. It burst, spewing guts everywhere. Frenzied, I trampled the second Taxxon, piercing its fat, squishy body with my hooves.


  It slashed at me, spasming in its death throes', but I barely felt its needle teeth. My heart was thundering and adrenaline powered my massive body.


  Nothing hurt. And nothing could stop me.


  "SSSRRREEE WAAAARRI!"


  I whirled and saw Jake rake open a Taxxon.


  "RRRROOOOOWWWRRR!"


  Rachel, slashing and biting at a pair of Hork-Bajir, her chest matted with blood.


  Fury rose and I stampeded a Hork-Bajir.


  WHUMPF!


  Its fiercely bladed arm split my shoulder. I gored it, trampled it. Backed off.


  It didn't move.


  FWAP! FWAP!


  Ax's tail blade was slicing and dicing, severing Hork-Bajir arms, hands, landing lethal blows, but there were too many and he was being driven back toward the cave.


  A furious, gray haze misted my vision and I barreled through the Hork-Bajir, a tank, a steamroller, hooking them, goring them, scattering them like bowling pins.


  More Hork-Bajir converged, wrist and arm blades slashing.


  "TSSSSEEEER!" Tobias screeched, raking his talons across a Hork-Bajir's eyes.


  It screamed.


  Everyone was screaming.


  Marco bellowed. Bringing down his huge fist onto a Taxxon. But his scalp was split, and one of his ears was missing.


  <There're too many!> he yelled.


  "GGRRROOOWWWWWR!" Rachel roared, as a Hork-Bajir blade carved a deep swath through her shoulder.


  Jake leaped, grabbing a Taxxon and taking it down, ripping at it with his back claws. Leaped away and took down another one. <Keep fighting! If we retreat now, we're dead!>


  I slammed into another Hork-Bajir. And another. Stomped them. Gored them.


  Their blades sank deep into my hide, slicing me open, nicking my bones and making me scream in pain, making me charge in fury, making me fight to the death.


  <I'm losing it, Jake!> Marco yelled, clutching his head and reeling away from a downed Taxxon.


  <Prince Jake, we have to stop,> Ax said grimly, lopping the head off a slavering, chittering Taxxon. <We are severely outnumbered ->


  That's when I heard the familiar bellowing. The enraged bellow was fresh and furious.


  <It's the buffalo, Cassie!> Tobias shouted. <The Yeerks didn't get it!>


  I sucked in lungfuls of air and let out a resounding, answering snort.


  The buffalo went berserk. It was a whirlwind of destruction. Trampled, pierced, gored, and gouged huge, gaping holes in the Taxxons. Battered the Hork-Bajir.


  We all went a little crazy after that, on some kind of sick, bloody rampage spurred on by the African Cape buffalo who annihilated the Hork-Bajir ranks with sheer savagery. And finally, sent them howling, bent and broken, into the forest.


  And then it was over.


  Chapter 11


  



  We were all pretty messed up. So with Ax and Tobias keeping a lookout and the buffalo following doggedly at our heels, we demorphed.


  The buffalo watched us, then began its own morph.


  Once again, unnervingly, the head developed first.


  "Of all the people around, it just had to acquire Chapman?" Marco joked lamely, turning away. "That is so not cool."


  <I don't think there was a lot of choice involved there,> Tobias said.


  "It's becoming human," I said quietly, watching as the buffalo's skin faded and lightened, as the coarse hairs were sucked back into its body.


  <It doesn't know what it's doing, Cassie,> Tobias said.


  CCRRACK!


  The buffalo's legs reversed, stretched, and hinged into human knees.


  "There's something really gross about this," Rachel said, shaking her head. "It's so, I don't know, unnatural."


  "So are we," I said, watching as the buffa-human wobbled up onto two feet.


  Jake shot me a concerned look.


  "That's different," Marco said. "We morph consciously. This buffalo's just mimicking what it sees. It doesn't know what the heck is going on."


  "But what if it could learn?" I said. "What if now that it has a human brain, he learns to use it? What if it learns how to reason, or -"


  "Nuh," the buffa-human grunted. "Guhhr-nuh." It looked up at me and blinked.


  "It's learning to talk," I said, feeling a mixture of hope and nausea.


  "No way," Marco shot back. "That was just some kind of weird, random firing of neurons in the speech part of its brain."


  'You're wrong," I said, stepping slowly toward the buffa-human, who went very still. "Hi. I know you can't understand me yet -"


  "Nuh," it grunted, tossing its head. "Uhh-hhnnn."


  "Hi," I repeated.


  "Heeeeehhhhh," it said, looking puzzled.


  "I wouldn't push too hard to teach it to talk, Cassie," Jake warned. "If it becomes too human, it's gonna be a problem."


  "Trust me, Jake, it's not gonna live that long," Rachel snapped. "I'm not being handed to the Yeerks by some lame Chapman mutation."


  Thwok thwok thwok!


  <Helicopter,> Tobias said tensely.


  "We'll have to morph," Jake said, running a hand through his hair. "We don't have a choice. Everyone use your wolf morphs."


  Thwok thwok thwok!


  I concentrated on the wolf DNA. Immediately, a ruff of thick, lush fur sprouted around my neck. My legs dwindled in size but didn't weaken. My chest and shoulders swelled, and my face began to bulge. My teeth grew into long, deadly fangs.


  The buffa-human was morphing, too. Watching me as its defenseless, human body beefed up until it was a dark, massive rock. As the rolling, deadly horns sprouted from the center of its skull.


  Mimicking.


  THWOK!THWOK!THWOK!


  The trees whipped wildly and dirt flew. -


  I scooped up the blue box in my mouth.


  <Let's haul!> Jake ordered, streaking out of the clearing.


  We dashed after him, slipping away into the darkness just as a blinding shaft of light pierced the clearing from above.


  <Wait!> I shouted. <The buffalo!>


  <We can't wait!> Rachel said, tearing past me.


  <But we can't leave it!> I cried, pacing anxiously in the dense shadows.


  <Come on, Cassie! It's not in morph. If it runs away, it won't draw the Helmacron sensors. We will, so let's go!> Jake said.


  The real buffalo bellowed and snorted and barreled after me, bringing the searchlight with it.


  I couldn't kill it and I couldn't let it reach me. If it did, the Yeerks would see the morphing cube in my mouth. And that just wasn't going to happen.


  Whirling, I shot off after the others.


  I could hear the buffalo crashing along behind me, snapping trees and crushing anything in its path.


  The helicopter blades sliced through the air but I was already pulling ahead of the buffalo, dodging and racing through the woods.


  TSSSEEEWW!


  A pine tree behind me exploded.


  TSSEEWW!


  KA-BOOM!


  A huge boulder blew apart, winging fragments like shrapnel.


  <Bug fighters,> I heard Ax say grimly.


  <No kidding,> Marco said.


  "SSSSRRRREYYYAA SSSEEWWWITT!"


  A pair of Taxxons burst through the bushes in front of Tobias.


  "Grrr GrrOWWWRR!" I dropped the blue box and launched myself at the closest one. Felt its rows of tiny legs scrabbling through my fur. Sank my teeth into its disgusting body and twisted, yanking and tearing its flesh.


  It screamed.


  I bit it again, sinking my muzzle into its guts and ripping them out of its body.


  I left it dead, and helped Tobias finish off the other one. Trotted back and picked up the blue box.


  <Thanks,> Tobias said, running alongside me. <I didn't even see them coming.>


  <Don't do that again, Cassie,> Jake called back sternly. <Don't leave that morphing cube anywhere. There could have been another Taxxon waiting to grab it! And then what?>


  He was right, but his scolding tone still hurt.


  <Sorry,> I mumbled.


  <Rachel, drop back behind Cassie,> Jake instructed. <And if there are any more attacks ->


  <I'll handle it,> Rachel promised, circling back around me.


  I felt like a total idiot. Like I should have known better. Only I couldn't have stood there and let the Taxxons rip Tobias apart, could I? No.


  <He's worried about you, Cassie,> Rachel said to me, in private thought-speak.


  <He should trust me to do the right thing,> I said.


  <He does, or he would've made somebody else carry the cube. That's why he put me back here. While you do the right thing, I do the necessary thing. Get it?>


  <Well, when you put it that way,> I said, mollified.


  SLASH! CCRRAAAAAAAACK!


  Hork-Bajir exploded out of the woods around us.


  And somewhere up ahead, I heard Jake howl in pain.


  Chapter 12


  



  It was total mayhem.


  Screams. Shouts.


  Grunts of pain.


  Snarling.


  Rachel shot past me, a lethal blur of fur and teeth. Launched herself at the closest Hork-Bajir and ripped its throat out.


  That's when the buffalo came up from behind me and charged into the fray, slamming and trampling Hork-Bajir, mindless of its own open wounds.


  TSEEEEW TSSEEEW


  The clearing lit up with a blinding flash and another tree exploded.


  I couldn't drop the blue box, so I couldn t fight. Couldn't help my friends. I was glad the buffalo had followed us, glad to see it take my place in battle, but I was afraid, too. If the Hork-Bajir-Controllers noticed I wasn't fighting, noticed my jaws weren't free to defend myself . . .


  I hunkered down and belly-crawled under a thick bush.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  The helicopter hovered directly above us. The downwash pounded us with dirt and pine needles and rubble. The spotlight flooded the clearing. There really was no place to hide.


  It was a bloody, gruesome scene.


  Severed Hork-Bajir arms and legs twitching in the dirt. Growing pools of blood. Taxxons feasting, drooling, like something out of a slasher movie - only this was real.


  TSEEEWWW!


  I bolted out from under the bush.


  The spot near where I'd been hiding exploded in a shower of rocks and dirt.


  <Run, Cassie!> Jake shouted. <Just go! Head for the beach! We're right behind you!>


  Leave them and run? I paused in the shadows, torn.


  THWOK! THWOK!


  TSEEEW!


  A pine tree shattered.


  The spotlight shifted toward me. Searching for the morphing energy.


  Searching for the blue box.


  We took off, zigzagged, and somehow managed to lose the helicopter. The Bug fighters swooped and zipped through the sky, blasting anything and everything that moved, but at least they were still focused on the woods behind us.


  <For now I guess they think we should be too beat-up to run,> Marco said, limping.


  <Good,> Jake said, padding along beside me. <Let them keep thinking that.> He glanced at me. <You okay?>


  <Yeah,> I said shortly, tightening my jaws around the blue box.


  He must have noticed my tone, because he said in private thought-speak, <I'm sorry I yelled at you before. It kind of came out wrong.>


  <That's okay,> I said, too weary to hold a grudge. <I understand. We can't lose the blue box, no matter what.>


  <The forest is thinning and there is a road up ahead, Prince Jake,> Ax said, slowing. <Should we keep going?>


  <Yeah, we're going to have to cross it to get to the beach,> Jake said.


  <There's probably going to be a whole mess of them patrolling the road,> Tobias said quietly.


  <Controllers,> Rachel sneered.


  And probably even more Hork-Bajir, I thought.


  We crept beneath huge clumps of sticker bushes lining the edge of the road.


  <AII right, I'm open for suggestions,> Marco said. <How do we get across without being seen?>


  <Morph to flies,> Rachel said immediately. <Flies can't carry the blue box,> Jake pointed out.


  <Okay, so I'll morph elephant, kick some butt, and carry it across myself,> Rachel snapped back.


  <Not a good idea,> Marco said. <We've been doing okay so far because the goon squad's been so spread out searching for us. Now they know we're in the area and they're gonna swarm us. We don't need to advertise exactly where we are. Yet.>


  <Do you have a better idea?> Rachel said sweetly, which for Rachel usually means she'd like to punch you in the face.


  We shrank back from the road as a patrol car cruised slowly past, shining its spotlight into the woods.


  <Well, we'd better think of something because the longer we stay here, the better our chances of getting caught,> Jake said. Especially if that buffalo catches up to us again.>


  <But when it's not morphing, it's not giving off any morphing energy,> I said.


  <No, but it's not exactly the quiet type, either, Cassie,> Marco said. <It just charges in like . . . well, like a big ole buffalo.>


  <Don't worry,> I said, with a confidence I didn't really feel. <We left it way behind us.>


  Marco looked at me. I turned away first.


  <We could break down the cube and each carry a piece across the road,> Tobias suggested, getting us back on track.


  <No, because we'd still have to use morphs big enough to be seen,> Jake said.


  And then it came to me. Pure. Simple. Ridiculously simple.


  <Throw it,> I said.


  <What?> Jake said, startled.


  <Rachel said it before. It's like playing Keep Away,> I said. <We morph into flies, cross the road and demorph. One of us stays behind, demorphs, and throws the box over the road when nobody's looking. The rest of us get it, the thrower morphs to fly, buzzes over, and we're gone! Simple.>


  <That's a lot of morphing energy in one place,> Tobias said uneasily. <We're bound to draw the Helmacron sensors and the helicopter. And then come the ground forces.>


  <But staying here will also allow the Helmacron sensors to determine our location,> Ax pointed out.


  Thwok thwok thwok!


  The helicopter.


  <Okay, let's do it,> Jake said. <Sorry, Rachel. That's your line.>


  <I'll let it slide this time,> she said. <But don't let it happen again.>


  It was a simple plan and it should have been easy.


  I should have known better.


  Chapter 13


  



  Demorph.


  Remorph to flies. Marco to human since he'd decided to be the one to toss the cube.


  Exhausting.


  But necessary.


  Huge, glittering, bulging compound eyes popping out of my sockets.


  Legs sprouting from my chest, gauzy wings tearing through my back and unfurling.


  Crunching, mushing, gurgling gut-shifting.


  And the long, tubular proboscis stretching out of the middle of my fly face.


  My wings beat two hundred times a second. I gave into the rush, zipped up, and landed on Marco's nose.


  "Hey," he whispered, swiping at me. "Who's the wise guy?"


  <Sorry,> I said, buzzing circles around his head.


  <Okay, people,> Jake said. <Marco, I'll let you know when we get across and demorph. Then you throw the cube to us. We'll grab it, you morph to fly, and then we're out of here.>


  "Aye-aye, Captain," Marco said quietly, hunkering down in the bushes.


  <Spread out, guys,> Jake called, buzzing away. <Meet you on the other side!>


  I shot off after him. Now, a fly can only cover about four miles an hour, but when you're only an eighth of an inch long, that's like major warp speed. I stifled the urge to dip and dive, and powered in a straight line across the road.


  Patrol car headlights cut through the darkness.


  I shot straight up about a millisecond before the lights swept past.


  <Made it,> Jake called, zipping down into a thick stand of weeds.


  <I think I'm right behind you,> I said, landing and immediately beginning my demorph.


  <We all here?> Jake asked, when he'd finished demorphing and had remorphed back into a wolf.


  <I think we are all here, Prince Jake,> Ax said, joining the rest of us.


  Morphing is tiring and doing rapid morphing, like from a wolf to a human to a fly, then from a fly to a human to a wolf was more than we've ever had to do. But the wolf's sleek, powerful body was fresh and its senses keen, so the weariness wouldn't catch up with us until we were human again.


  And when that happened, we were all going to sleep for a week.


  Thwok thwok thwok!


  <Okay, Marco, come on,> Jake called. <Wing it!>


  Marco couldn't respond because he had demorphed.


  <Two more patrol cars are coming,> Tobias said. <The helicopter must be picking up the morphing energy and radioing down to the cars.>


  <We'll have to chance it anyway,> Jake said. <Throw it high, Marco, and then get over here!>


  The blue box soared out of the bushes, up, up, up, arcing high over the center of the road.


  Thwok! Thwok! Thwok!


  The treetops began to sway in the downwash.


  <The helicopter's coming!> Jake yelled. <Get over here, Marco! Hurry!>


  A spotlight split the darkness, only feet from the soaring blue box.


  I held my breath.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  The helicopter hovered above the trees, kicking up whirling dirt devils and whipping the bushes into a frenzy.


  The human-Controllers piled out of the cars, heads bent and eyes scrunched against the battering downwash.


  <It's blowing the box right toward us!> I watched as the cube picked up speed and hurtled toward the ground. And then I bunched up my muscles, took a flying leap, and snatched it in my powerful jaws right before it crashed.


  <Whoa! Nice catch!> Tobias said.


  <Ow,> I mumbled, my tongue numb from the impact.


  <I'm impressed,> Jake said. <Next time we play Frisbee, you're on my team.>


  And then, everything fell apart.


  The buffalo, nostrils twitching and head held high, stepped onto the road.


  <Guess it can run faster than you thought, huh, Cassie?> Marco said dryly.


  The buffalo gazed at the knot of human-Controllers gazing at it.


  One of the cops made a quick motion and four or five Hork-Bajir stepped out of the woods and around the patrol cars.


  The buffalo snorted and tossed its head.


  I now knew what that motion meant. I had experienced it firsthand. Aggression. It was going to fight them. Defend the herd it'd been following all night.


  <Prince Jake, this buffalo is quickly becoming a huge problem,> Ax said, his voice firm.


  <Look at it,> Rachel said. <It's surrounded by Hork-Bajir? And it's going to fight them. I know a battle stance when I see one.> Grudging admiration tinged her voice. <It's going to fight them to the death.>


  <Wrong,> Marco said. <The human-Controllers won't let it be killed. Not if Visser Three thinks its an Andalite.>


  No winning this one. If the buffalo was killed in battle, we'd be safe. And our hands - my hands - wouldn't be stained with blood containing human DNA.


  But I knew Marco was right. The Controller who caught a live "Andalite bandit" would probably be well rewarded. The Controller who killed it would be, well, probably dead himself.


  We were going to have to destroy the buffalo. If we we're closer to home, we might have been able to do it humanely, to euthanize it using my father's vet supplies. But I wasn't home. And now I didn't know when the chance would come, or what morph we would use to destroy such a powerful animal, but my stomach turned at the thought of pitting buffalo against buffalo.


  <Cassie? I am sorry. But we cannot allow it to be captured,> Ax said quietly.


  <Okay,> Jake said wearily. <Let's go rescue a buffalo.>


  Chapter 14


  



  The helicopter was coming straight toward us.


  The fighting stopped.


  <Watch out!> I yelled. I shot beneath the skids and head-butted Jake with everything I had. Which was just enough to make him stumble out from beneath the rapidly descending helicopter.


  <Oof!> he grunted. <Uh, thanks, Cassie. I think.>


  <We're trapped,> Rachel said bitterly. <And all because of that stupid buffalo!>


  I looked at the buffalo. Its flanks were heaving. It stood, head high, and stared at the figure emerging from the helicopter.


  <Visser Three,> Ax announced coldly, in public thought-speak, as the leader of the Yeerk invasion leaped nimbly from the helicopter.


  <Ah, Andalite scum,> Visser Three said almost graciously, glancing at us and chortling to himself. <How thoughtful of you to group together so that the Helmacron sensors would have no trouble locating you!> His gaze lingered on the buffalo standing nearby. <You have caused me much inconvenience this day. Now, let's make this simple, shall we? Where is the device?> He stepped up to the buffalo and jabbed a slender finger down into one of its gaping wounds. <Answer me, Andalite!>


  The buffalo snorted and swung its head, its horn narrowly missing Visser Three. The visser moved away slowly, his main eyes half-mast. Almost as if he were drugged.


  <Figures,> Marco muttered. <That big boy's got more lives than a cat.>


  <Tell me where to find the morphing cube!> Visser Three roared. He'd obviously snapped out of his funk.


  The Hork-Bajir cringed. So did the. human-Controllers left standing. So did we.


  I didn't look around. I stood with my head down, hiding the cube that was still tucked into my mouth.


  <Or perhaps one of you has it with you now,> Visser Three said, in a suddenly low, silky voice. He turned away from the buffalo and glared at each of us. <Give it to me now or I will make you beg to die,> he said.


  <Prince Jake, the buffalo is morphing,> Ax said urgently. <It acquired the visser!>


  <Oh, man, this is too good!> Marco crowed.


  While the real Visser Three was raging at the Hork-Bajir for not finding the cube, the buffalo was turning blue, growing eye stalks, and thin, almost graceful arms. Turning into an exact replica of the visser's stolen Andalite body.


  Including a curved and lethal Andalite tail.


  <It's probably now or never,> Jake said tensely. <When Visser Three turns around and sees that buffa-Andalite, we get out of here! Head straight for the beach!>


  <What about the buffalo?> I asked. I watched as it experimentally flicked its tail, severing the arm of a Hork-Bajir in the process. <He doesn't know how to use that body!>


  <It'll learn fast,> Jake said, as the Hork-Bajir cried out in pain.


  Visser Three turned toward the sound.


  <Now!> Jake shouted.


  "Grrr GrrrOWWWRR!" I plowed through the terrified human-Controllers.


  TSEEW! TSEEW!


  <Get him!> Visser Three commanded, pointing imperiously at the buffalo in Andalite morph.


  The buffalo pointed back, mimicking.


  The Hork-Bajir-Controllers hesitated, torn between the two.


  Visser Three's Andalite tail came up.


  The buffa-Andalite's did, too.


  FWAPP! Visser Three's tail lopped off one of the buffalo's Andalite arms.


  The buffalo bellowed in open thought-speak and charged. Slapped and whipped its tail with little skill but with major fury. Drove Visser Three back.


  The Hork-Bajir and human-Controllers milled in helpless confusion, not daring to attack the wrong visser.


  <Now, now!> Jake yelled, charging into a knot of Hork-Bajir and plowing open a huge hole. He ran into the woods with us behind him, trampling anything that got in our way.


  I wished I could call the buffalo after me. It had actually helped us fight and I didn't want to leave it behind to be killed. Or worse.


  FWAPP! Visser Three's tail lashed out again.


  One of the buffalo's eye stalks fell to the ground.


  The buffalo's tail jerked forward, more of a pain reaction than anything, and the dull side of his tailblade whacked Visser Three on the side of his head.


  He dropped like a stone.


  The Hork-Bajir stood silent, uncertain.


  The buffalo in the Andalite's body galloped through the Hork-Bajir and into the woods.


  Following us.


  Chapter 15


  



  The beach was getting closer but we were wounded and tired.


  I could hear the Hork-Bajir behind us, not right on our tails but gaining fast.


  <Okay, guys.> Tobias had already demorphed and taken to the sky. <We're very close. We should hurry.>


  Jake sighed. <Okay. This is it. It's almost over. Is everyone ready? Cassie?>


  I shivered. So many things could go wrong.


  <Visser Three knows for sure now that we've got the morphing cube with us,> Jake continued. <And when he wakes up he's going to be on us like white on rice.> He looked straight at me.


  <We need someone to hang back here in the ravine and buy us some time.>


  <I'll do it> Rachel - of course.


  <No, I will,> I said slowly. <I'm pretty sure the buffalo will stay and fight if I'm here in buffalo morph.>


  And probably be killed. I felt like the worst of all traitors.


  <Right,> Jake said. He nodded. <Okay, guys, we're out of here. Cassie?>


  <Yeah?>


  <See you at the water.> He took the cube in his mouth.


  I hope so, I thought. But I didn't say it, not even in private thought-speak. Instead, I watched as they took off through the thinning forest.


  The buffa-Andalite shifted.


  I turned back to face it. It was wounded and bloody, its lone eye stalk drooping. Somehow, I had to get him to demorph back into his true buffalo self, where he was at his most lethal.


  Where I could use him most effectively.


  And I had to use my own buffalo morph so we could fight side by side with full power.


  I focused on my human DNA. Demorphed as rapidly as I could, trying not to give the buffalo time to mimic me. I went from tired, wounded wolf to puny, human girl and then bulked right back up again, growing a fresh, thick hide and sharp, curving horns.


  The buffalo began to darken and swell, mimicking my shape, demorphing back into his true form. It eyed me warily for a moment, then the tension eased. It had followed me as a Cape buffalo before and by doing so, had already established our hierarchy.


  A twig snapped.


  We both lifted our heads, noses twitching. Caught the scent of approaching danger. And knew to protect the herd.


  I snorted.


  It snorted.


  We tossed our horns and I lumbered into the tall bushes, the buffalo following.


  We would wait. And then we would ambush the Hork-Bajir. That's when I noticed the drop-off on the edge of the ravine. Not too far down but definitely far enough down to hurt.


  They started to come at us quietly, cautiously, and within minutes.


  We waited until they were almost equal with us and then . . .


  I bulldozed out of the bushes, knocking down trees, goring and slashing as I allowed the buffalo's defense instincts to kick in and send me into a wild, raging fury.


  And still more Hork-Bajir fought their way through the narrow ravine.


  <Get out of my way!> Visser Three thundered at his troops.


  My blood ran cold.


  He was morphing. His stolen Andalite body bulging and melting, turning black and gooey. Oozing forward and tainting everything he touched. Making the nearby Hork-Bajir's skin sizzle and bubble like it was being dissolved with acid. Short, thick, dripping tentacles shot out of his body, and a huge, wet, red mouth with buzz-saw teeth chomped and smacked, drooling the same smoking, sizzling acid.


  Time to go, I thought, as Visser Three pointed a tentacle at me.


  A stream of acid flew through the air. It splattered the Hork-Bajir in front of me and sent it howling and writhing to the ground.


  The holes in its skin bubbled and stank.


  I wheeled.


  Powered up my short, muscular legs.


  And with a loud, snorting call to the buffalo, barreled to the edge of the drop-off and jumped.


  Chapter 16


  



  Terror. Sheer panic.


  Falling was nothing like flying.


  No control at all.


  My buffalo instincts went insane.


  I bellowed, legs scrabbling for something, anything, to hold on to. My heart slammed into my chest and panic froze my blood.


  I crashed down through a thick, brittle layer of scrub bushes, falling . . .


  The rocks shot up at me, hard and cruel and -


  WHUMPRCRRUNNCH!


  I couldn't breathe. Couldn't move. Pain was everywhere, pounding and tearing at me.


  WHUMPF! CRRAAACCCKKK!


  The ground shook when the buffalo landed beside me.


  I opened my eyes, dazed. And through a hazy mist of agony saw the buffalo raise its head and look at me. It bawled piteously and struggled to rise.


  It couldn't. It had snapped a couple of legs; the bones jutted out through the torn, ragged skin. Blood pumped and stained the ground.


  It was in agony, but it wasn't dying. Yet.


  I was bleeding, too, from the branch that had speared into my stomach on the way down.


  Infection's going to set in, I thought dimly. Someone had better cleanse this wound really thoroughly or -


  No. No one was going to cleanse my wounds.


  No one was going to save me.


  The world got smaller, then expanded. I blinked, fighting the wooziness.


  My blood was pumping out of my chest with every beat of my thundering heart. I would probably die before the buffalo did. If it did.


  The buffalo bawled again. Its unbroken legs churned the dirt.


  There was only one way to save us.


  <Watch me,> I said to the buffalo.


  Its head jerked and he focused its eyes upon me.


  I began to demorph, slowly at first, then gaining speed.


  My shattered bones ground and reformed.


  "Come on," I urged, as the buffalo groaned and began to shift shape.


  I crouched beneath the bushes beside it. Sickened by the transformation, yet unwilling to leave him there to die like this, or live on as a crippled bloody mess. Or be captured by the Yeerks.


  A human head. Nose stretching, slimming. Eyes crawling from the sides to the front of the face. Teeth shrinking, ears popping out.


  The buffa-human opened its eyes and looked at me.


  "Come on," I said, when the morph was complete. I stood up.


  The buffa-human - Chapman -got to his knees. Shakily, he rose onto two feet and swayed. Took a wobbly step toward me. Snorted.


  I snorted back. "Come on."


  We traveled slowly, keeping close to the dropoff base where the Hork-Bajir couldn't see us. We were safe for the moment. They weren't-coming down the same way we did.


  Visser Three knew it, too, and his enraged shouts echoed through the canyon.


  The buffa-human stiffened at the sound. Tossed its head.


  "Don't listen," I said, motioning it on after me. "Come on, we have to find the others."


  But even as I said it, I was filled with a sick mixture of hope and dread. What was going to happen to this sad, messed-up creature when we did meet up with the rest of the "herd"?


  We couldn't let it live and yet everything inside me rebelled at the thought of killing it. I could have let it die back there - Marco and Rachel would probably say I should have and Jake had expected me to - but I just couldn't. And I was at least partially responsible for its awful situation. To have walked away and left it when I knew a way to help it . . . Well, I just couldn't.


  If it had to die, it had to die fast, without excess pain. Not lingering. Not inhumanely.


  "Guuuuhhh," it said, stumbling along behind me on its tender, human feet. "Goowwww."


  "You have to walk carefully," I said, pointing down at the smooth patch of rock I was standing on. "See?" I stepped on another smooth surface, avoiding a tangle of sticker bushes. "Like this."


  The buffa-human frowned but stepped where I'd stepped. Its face cleared. "Guuhh."


  "Yes, that's good," I said, my heart sinking right down to the bottom of my stomach. What was I doing? I shouldn't be talking to it - but I always talked to the wounded animals in my father's Wildlife Rehab, especially when I was changing their bandages or cleaning their cages. Calm words seemed to soothe them -


  But this was different and I knew it.


  "There she is! Cassie!"


  The shout was faint.


  I looked up and saw Jake waving.


  My spirits shot up and suddenly, buffa-human or no buffa-human, I was glad to be reunited with my friends.


  No matter what happened in the end.


  Chapter 17


  



  How could it have survived that fall?" Marco asked, glancing pointedly at the buffa-human and giving me a hard look.


  "It was pretty bad," I admitted, avoiding his cool gaze. "It saw me demorph, though and mimicked me. I guess that saved it." Sure. I guessed. How about I knew?


  "I just can't get right with this," Rachel said. "I mean, it's bad enough that we have this mutant thing following us around, but did it have to go and acquire someone we know? I know I'll never be able to look at Chapman again without freaking out. It's too weird."


  The buffa-human had hunkered down at the edge of our circle. Its eyes were disturbingly blank, absent of human recognition and intelligence. It was watching us, though, and warily sniffing the air. It was listening, too, gauging the tones of our communication and on the alert for any type of alarm call. A buffalo in human skin.


  It was unnerving.


  "It's gross," Marco said, looking away.


  <It is dangerous,> Ax looked at me with his main eyes while the ones on stalks surveyed the area.


  "Yeah," Jake said, weakly smiling at me as I sat down on the rocks next to him, keeping the blue box between us. "Glad you made it."


  "Me, too," I said, smiling back, faintly. "That drop-off was pretty bad."


  "Guhhhhd," the buffa-human said, tensing when all heads swiveled in its direction. "Guh-hhd?"


  "No, not good, bad," Marco said, scowling.


  The buffa-human frowned and pressed its lips together. "Baaaaadd?"


  "I'm teaching my assistant principal to talk," Marco said. "Is this whacked or what?"


  <It's not Chapman,> Tobias said. <Remember that. It's not Chapman.>


  <It's learning,> I said, absently brushing a black ant from the morphing cube. It hit the ground and ran up my leg.


  "No, it's not, Cassie. It's only mimicking," Rachel insisted, shaking her head. "Don't make this more than it is. It should have died a long time ago."


  "She's right," Marco said, giving me a knowing look. "You didn't do it any favors by keeping it alive, Cassie. Now one of us is going to have to . . . "


  There was an uncomfortable pause.


  "Well," Jake said, rising. "I think we'd better get moving again. The Yeerks are going to find us, no question about that, but we want to be in place when it happens."


  "Mee-meep," Marco said, jumping up. "Anvil time."


  I rose slowly. The buffa-human did, too.


  "You have to get it to morph back to buffalo," Jake said, avoiding my eyes. "It's probably safest that way. The rest of us will head out. We'll move slow enough for you to catch up, Cassie."


  And the buffalo? I wanted to ask. What about it? Am I supposed to lead it off another cliff, or out into the dangerous undertow and abandon it? What was I supposed to do with this poor, mutated animal that never should have existed? And why was I the one who was going to have to kill it?


  But I didn't ask that last question because I knew what they would say.


  And they were right, only . . .


  I turned away as the others began their morphs.


  "Ready?" I said in a low voice to the buffa-human, blocking his view of the others.


  It cocked its head. "Guuuuhhhdd."


  "Yes, you're good," I whispered, closing my eyes and concentrating on the buffalo's powerful DNA. "Now, pay attention."


  I felt the changes begin. The usual. Bones grinding, contorting, wrenching backward and forward, stretching and disappearing. The feeling that your entire body is shot full of Novocain, so you're aware of the impossible crunches and gurgles, but you don't actually feel them.


  I opened my eyes and saw the buffa-human finishing its morph. Thick horns were crawling out of the center of its massive head, slithering down past its tufted ears, and curving back up with deadly accuracy.


  SPRROOT!


  Its tail sprouted and it flicked it.


  <Good,> I told him in thought-speak, watching his ears flick and twist, disturbed at the sound that made no sound outside his head.


  Thwok thwok thwok!


  Jake picked up the blue box and held it tight in his jaws. <Cassie?>


  I moved behind a huge clump of bushes, where the buffalo couldn't see me. Demorphed and remorphed into a wolf.


  I felt my teeth shifting in my gums, sprouting into long, gleaming fangs. Felt my body stretch and grow sleek with powerful muscles. Felt the thick ruff of fur ring my neck and ripple across my body.


  Thick pads bulged and hardened on my hands and feet.


  My skull cracked and remolded, expanding into a canine muzzle.


  <Ready?> Jake called impatiently.


  <Ready,> I said, as soon as the morph was finished.


  <Then let's-> Rachel began.


  <Do it!> Marco said in his best "superhero voice."


  The air stirred as the others raced out of the clearing.


  I smelled the buffalo's confusion. Heard the dull clop of its hooves against rock as it hurried after them, snorting and calling, puzzled at being left behind.


  And suddenly, I was overcome. Fear. Frustration. Panic. Exhaustion.


  Why had this happened! To us? To this poor creature?


  I didn't know and would never know. And I was tired of not having the answers.


  With a whimper I bolted into the woods after the others. Bulleted past the lumbering buffalo. Ignored its plaintive calls.


  Ran and ran and ran until the faint scent of the salty ocean filled my nostrils. Ran until the buffalo's cries had faded to whispers, replaced by the dull, insistent throbbing of a distant, but approaching helicopter.


  Chapter 18


  



  I could hear the others padding swiftly through the woods in front of me and the faint crashing of the surf against the shoreline.


  I didn't want to think about the buffalo lost somewhere behind me.


  <There's a helicopter doing a zigzag search back over the ravine,> Tobias called. <It's definitely tracking us, Jake. Coming fast!>


  <Time for Operation Anvil to kick in,> Jake said.


  Thwok thwok thwok!


  The helicopter was getting closer.


  The plan had to work.


  I started to demorph.


  Something was moving in front of me.


  "Uhhh!" I backed up.


  Gaped at the ground in front of me.


  Something was growing. Fast! Black.


  Bulging. Three inches. Eight inches.


  Now it was a foot high.


  It was an ant, antennae waving and pincers snapping.


  And it was getting bigger.


  Two feet high. And counting.


  Demorph, I thought frantically, trying to scrabble away from the ant's sharp, snapping pincers. Demorph!


  And the ant was still growing, its arms and legs waving, hair sprouting from its bulby head -


  Hair?


  The tips of its top pair of legs swelled and fingers erupted.


  Its segmented body melted and ran together, reshaping into a sturdy, human form.


  Wide, human eyes popped out of its head, flanking a strong, familiar-looking nose.


  SCHWIPP! SCHWIPP!


  Its pincers were jerked halfway back into its head, leaving the lethal tips spasming, and in between them, in some horrible, terrifying morphing disaster, the ant's face split vertically and lips formed.


  Opened wide in a silent scream as gleaming, white teeth erupted from the pink gums.


  Please, no.


  I was gazing at myself.


  Chapter 19


  



  Somehow, and I don't know how, maybe through my own human survival instinct, I finished demorphing, shooting back up to my full height. Now I was looking the ant-Cassie square in the eye.


  It was horrible. Terrible.


  It writhed and jerked, body parts melting then hardening from ant to human and back.


  Antennae burst from its human skull, were sucked back in, then shot out again.


  It looked around, eyes bulging with panic, and opened its mouth in a scream straight out of my worst nightmares.


  "AAAAAARRRRGGGGHHH!" Raw torment.


  I staggered back, clapped my hands over my ears, tried to shut out the unearthly shrieks.


  How had this happened? Where had this second abomination come from? How could an ant have gained the power to morph!


  There was only one way.


  The blue box. The ant must have touched it.


  Yes, it had, back when we had been resting on the rocks. The ant had been crawling on the box and I'd flicked it off. Then it had crawled up my leg. It must have acquired me without having any idea of what it was doing.


  I glanced back at it, watching it scream and writhe like it was in mortal agony.


  Why would it be in pain? Morphing didn't hurt . . .


  And then the memories I had of being an ant resurfaced and I knew why the ant-Cassie was so terrified. For the same reason, except in reverse, that I never wanted to morph an ant again.


  They were all part of a collective. Mindless, soulless beings without wills or thoughts of their own.


  When the ant had morphed to human it had become an individual with the freedom to choose. With free will. The human brain, with all its diversity and innate curiosity, must be completely overwhelming it.


  Logically, I knew that. Emotionally, I was watching myself twist and squirm and double over in agony and I couldn't take it.


  "Stop it!" I shouted.


  Bad move.


  It reared up and focused on me.


  And then its pincers sprouted full-length on either side of its human mouth, and it attacked.


  I stood, frozen in horror as it flung itself at me, stumbling awkwardly on two legs.


  Pincers snapping. Grazing my leg.


  The pain woke me up.


  "No!" I screamed, darting sideways.


  The ant moved with me, waving its arms, smacking and slapping at me.


  "No! No!" I sobbed. I tried to run, to get away from this hideous mutation of me, from this insanity. But I tripped over a branch and went down hard on my back.


  Instantly, the ant sprang. Landed on top of me.


  Reared up, pincers opening and closing. Arms melting back into spindly ant legs, then re-morphing into human ones. Blocking my frantic punches and kicks. Growing shiny white teeth in a wide, wet, keening mouth and then shifting back into ant mandible.


  The pincers clamped down on my arm. Squeezed hard. Harder.


  It was going to snap my arm and the pain was unbearable.


  "NO!!" I screamed.


  That's when I heard the now-familiar bellow. The ant-Cassie jerked upright, dragging me with it.


  "Here! Here!" I cried hoarsely, kicking at the ant as the buffalo charged into sight.


  Thwok thwok thwok!


  The buffalo lifted its head and scented the air. Tossed its horns.


  "EEEEEEEE!" the ant-Cassie screamed, dropping me and wheeling to face it.


  Crying, cradling my torn and bloody arm, I dragged myself out of the way.


  The ant-Cassie, antennae waving madly and pincers snapping like the jaws of a steel trap, ran crazily at the buffalo.


  THUNK!


  The buffalo twisted its horns and gored it right through the stomach.


  "EEEEEAAAHHH!" it screamed, arching backward, beating on the buffalo's head with its fists and finally, with a wet, popping sound, pulling itself free.


  It staggered backward, clutching its bloody abdomen, pincers snapping weakly and human mouth opening and closing.


  I was watching myself die. Not as a human or an animal, but as a terrifyingly mindless drone.


  A nightmare.


  I threw up in the bushes. Sat up and wiped my mouth.


  The buffalo cried out, in triumph.


  But it wasn't really triumph, because instead of dying the ant-Cassie was shrinking. Demorphing into a vile jumble of ant and human parts. Growing tinier and tinier.


  "No," I croaked.


  I staggered over. Stomped the ground. Stamped and crushed everything and everywhere.


  Slammed my bare feet down again and again and again until it had to be dead because such a hideous abomination could never, ever be allowed to live.


  Thwok thwok thwok!


  The helicopter was closing in, drawn, undoubtedly by all the morphing energy.


  I had to go right now or our plan would be ruined.


  The buffalo had relaxed a little and was eating the sparse grass at the edge of the woods.


  I stepped beneath a tree. Focused on the osprey DNA.


  Instantly, I was yanked down toward the ground, falling at a dizzying rate of speed and then stopping short like a runaway elevator slamming into its next floor.


  A lacy, dappled pattern etched across my skin and rose into feathers.


  My face stretched out, pursing my lips into a beak and hardening like quick-drying cement. My eyes crawled to either side of it and my vision sharpened.


  My bones ground and hollowed out.


  Tail feathers sprouted.


  The morph was completed.


  I flapped my powerful wings and hopped up onto a rock.


  The buffalo looked at me, puzzled and uncertain again.


  I looked back, not knowing what to say or do.


  It gave a questioning snort and stepped closer.


  THWOK THWOK THWOK! <I have to go now,> I said, knowing it couldn't understand me. <Thank you for saving my life.>


  The buffalo's ears twitched.


  And then I knew what to say.


  <You are good,> I said softly.


  Its ears came forward and it made a soft, almost friendly sound.


  The helicopter buzzed into sight.


  TSEEEEEW!


  And then the Dracon beam blew up the buffalo.
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  I shot out of the trees with dozens of other frightened, fleeing birds, flapping my powerful wings and fighting frantically for altitude against the helicopter's fierce downwash.


  The helicopter circled the clearing where smoking pieces of the buffalo lay.


  They had killed it and yeah, okay, they'd saved me from having to come back and do it myself.


  But that still didn't stop the feelings. Not at all.


  That buffalo had trusted me and for reasons it didn't understand, maybe would never have been able to understand, I'd let it down.


  Or maybe somewhere in its developing, learning human mind, it had understood.


  I would never know.


  I escaped the helicopter's swirling air currents and headed out over the ocean in the dull, gray half-light of the approaching dawn, fighting to go higher and higher.


  Far below me, I could see five identical dolphins swimming out to sea.


  And now, not so far below me, swooped a Bug fighter followed by the helicopter.


  I was fighting to rise, flapping hard against the dead air. If Operation Anvil was going to work and we were going to destroy the Helmacron sensors aboard the ship aboard the helicopter, I had to be high enough to drop the anvil.


  TSEEEW TSEEEW


  The Yeerks were firing Dracon beams at the dolphins.


  The dolphins dove, but I couldn't tell if they'd done it in time to avoid getting hit.


  Higher, Cassie, higher, I told myself, struggling.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  <I'm hit!> Tobias cried faintly.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  The Bug fighter swooped and dipped, closing in, almost like it could smell blood.


  <Dive! Dive!> Jake yelled.


  The dolphins disappeared again.


  They were deliberately drawing all the fire, distracting the Bug fighter and the helicopter so I could put the plan into effect.


  But was it going to work?


  While the Bug fighter swooped and buzzed low over the ocean, the helicopter was hovering like a giant dragonfly in one spot - directly above where the dolphins were last seen.


  In order for me to drop this anvil, I had to be directly above the helicopter. If it moved, the whole plan would be wrecked.


  A helicopter could outrun an osprey, no contest.


  But I couldn't think about that. If I did, I'd think even harder and see all the other things that could go wrong. And then I'd think about what would happen once everything did go wrong and I'd be lost.


  The dolphins resurfaced farther out.


  The helicopter moved again, hovering over them while the Bug fighter blasted away with the Dracon beams.


  <Jake, can you hear me?> I shouted, flapping and straining for altitude. <Don't move anymore! Stay where you are!>


  <Hurry, Cassie,> came his faint reply. <Tobias and Marco are hit and there's a lot of blood in the water!>


  My heart skipped a beat.


  Blood meant sharks and they were the last thing we needed right now.


  <I'm going to drop the anvil, Jake!> I yelled back, leveling off high above the helicopter. <Just stay where you are! If you guys move then I'm going to miss the helicopter!>


  His answer was too faint to hear.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  The dolphins surfaced and dove again. I followed it until I was once again directly overhead.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  <. . . losing a lot of blood . . .>


  <. . . Cassie . . .>


  The thought-speak was faint, fragmented, and broken.


  I'd just have to risk it. Risk it all on this one, insane plan modeled after an old cartoon I didn't even like.


  And I'd have to do it fast because still distant but speeding closer and closing the gap, came the sharks.


  So there, way up in the vast, cloudless sky over the enormous ocean, above a Bug fighter teeming with Yeerks and a helicopter with lethal, slicing rotor blades and a deadly, sucking engine intake, I demorphed.


  Without a net.
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  The demorph should have been smooth.


  I should have been able to hold on to my wings until the last possible minute. But I was completely burnt out.


  The demorph went weird and instead of becoming an osprey-sized Cassie with wings, I lost the wings first and began plummeting down through the air, streaming and rolling head over heels, desperately trying to finish the demorph.


  I was rushing down, the wind sharp and hard, making me gasp for air.


  Concentrate!


  The feathers faded and skin spread across my body. I grew in one overwhelming surge to human size. My beak shriveled and disappeared. Arms and legs shot out.


  Frantically, I focused on the humpback whale DNA coursing through my bloodstream.


  Yes, that was our plan. That was it.


  I'd morph to a gigantic whale - the anvil - and drop out of the sky down onto the helicopter, crushing it and sending it crashing down into the sea. It was sort of like an idea we'd used once before- and it had worked then. I was hoping it would work again.


  And hopefully, I wouldn't get sliced to ribbons in the process.


  Or trap the other Animorphs beneath the wreckage.


  But I was falling too fast, I could feel it. Not even my expanding mass could slow me down.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  I was bloating, bulging up and out. I was as big as a minivan but it wasn't big enough.


  The skin on the top of my head crawled and opened into a blowhole.


  My bones crunched, ground, and knitted into a small but stretching whale skeleton. My arms flattened into flippers.


  The roar of the chopper was numbing my brain.


  I could feel the air trembling each time the slicing blades revolved.


  I wasn't going to make it!


  I wasn't big enough and I wasn't going to be by the time I hit the helicopter.


  I was going to be sliced up like deli lunch-meat and flung far and wide across the ocean to feed the sharks.


  That's when a movement caught my eye.


  At first I couldn't tell what it was.


  Then I realized it was just one of a few of the gulls frightened by the helicopter's downwash.


  And then the helicopter pilot below me glanced up. His eyes bulged and with one swift jerk, he yanked the helicopter out from under me.


  I was going to miss him! Even at my ballooning rate I was still going to miss him! The mission had failed!


  I'd failed.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  The Bug fighter swooped in below the helicopter, blasting the wounded, surfacing dolphins again and again.


  It was all over now.


  Within seconds the others would be dead. If the Bug fighter didn't get them, then I'd end up crushing them to death. The Yeerks would have the morphing cube and the human race would be finished.


  SCHWOCK!


  I couldn't believe it.


  One of the gulls had been sucked into the helicopter's powerful, jet engine intake like a hair-ball into a vacuum hose.


  KA-BOOOOM!


  The helicopter exploded in a raging ball of fire.


  The impact hit me like a warp-speed eighteen-wheeler. Sledgehammered the air from my lungs. Stunned me into shocked, deafened numbness.


  Then came the scorching heat from the explosion, and the agony.


  I was flung away from the burning wreckage, down toward the ocean.


  And the last thing I thought in the millisecond before it all went black was, After all this, all it took was one poor seagull . . .


  Chapter 22


  



  <Cassie? Cassie? Can you hear me?> Jake said urgently.


  "No," I mumbled, shaking my head and immediately breathing in a noseful of salt water. "Gak. Ugh." I coughed, floundered, and when I couldn't get a handhold, panic set in. My eyes popped open.


  The first thing I saw was a dolphin with the blue box in its mouth.


  The second thing was miles of choppy, gray water with a far-off outline of land.


  No wonder I was wet, shivering, and pruny. I was human again, and floating on my back in the middle of the ocean, surrounded by dolphins who were gently supporting me with their snouts and nudging me along toward the shore.


  My brain kicked in and it all came back, the buffalo, the ant-Cassie, and the humongous, teeth-rattling explosion. Panicking, I started to thrash and sank like a stone.


  <Easy,> Rachel said, dipping down beneath me and pushing me back up to the surface. <What're you trying to do, drown yourself? It's all over now. We're okay.>


  "How?" I managed to croak, still hacking up bitter salt water and trying to get control of my normal, human brain long enough to calm the billowing fear. I mean, let's face it, the ocean was vast, deep and had swallowed hundreds, no thousands of better swimmers than me. Not to mention being home to sharks.


  So, of course, I mentioned this fact.


  <Oh, them. You missed all the fireworks, Cassie,> Marco said, swimming circles around us. <One minute we're watching this whale the size of a FedEx truck dropping out of the sky and we're thinking, Uh-oh, she's not big enough to take down that helicopter and live through it ->


  <You weren't thinking it, you were screaming it,> Rachel said sweetly.


  <Screeching like a bad set of brakes,> Jake teased.


  <Emitting a loud and continual series of high-pitched shrieks similar to an unauthorized entry into a Dome ship air lock,> Ax added.


  Silence.


  <Well, it was an accurate comparison,> Ax said defensively.


  <Yeah.> Marco giggled. <But it sure wasn't funny, Ax-man,> he said, poking his sleek head up out of the water and giving one of those crazy, Flipperesque cackles.


  <Your humor is highly overrated,> Ax muttered.


  <It certainly is when Marco uses it,> Jake said.


  <Anyway,> Marco said loudly, <here you are, falling through the sky, and all of a sudden BOOM ->


  "A gull got sucked into the helicopter's engine. But that was nothing compared to the ant-Cassie that almost killed me back in the woods with its pincers." I stopped. "The buffalo saved my life."


  <You had an aunt who tried to kill you with her pincers?> Rachel said, giving me a playful nudge. <Boy, and I thought Tobias's family was bad.>


  "Not that kind of an ant," I said crossly.


  <I know,> Rachel said. <Geez, Where's your sense of humor?>


  <Probably caught back in the Dome ship's air lock with Ax's,> Marco muttered.


  I zoned out for a minute while they bantered back and forth, thinking of the buffalo and how bravely it had fought side by side with us. Had it done it because the human DNA in his veins had stirred and somehow linked us together? Or had it simply been following his buffalo instincts and done whatever he had to do to protect its adopted herd? Or had it been a little of both?


  I'd never know for sure, but I did understand the buffalo better. Its survival and protective instincts were strong, fiercely and powerfully strong, and in that way, we were the same. How many times had my friends and I fought to protect our species from the Yeerk invasion? And how many times would the buffalo fight to protect its own from other predators, including humans?


  <Hey, you'd yell, too, if sharks were eyeing you up like sushi,> Marco retorted.


  <We were all in the water, remember?> Rachel purred.


  <But you weren't pumping out blood like a fire hydrant,> Marco said.


  "The helicopter blew up," I interrupted, teeth chattering. "The Helmacron sensors are destroyed, right?"


  <Well, we're pretty sure they are,> Jake said slowly.


  "So, you're pretty sure the sensors are DOA," I said. Say yes, Jake, I begged silently. Say yes. Please don t tell me the whole mission has been in vain. That I had to confront my physical self as an ant, as a mutant, a thing . . .


  <Yeah,> Jake said. <We're ninety-nine percent sure, Cassie>


  Oh, great. That left a one percent wild card.


  <Cassie, you did great,> Jake said, in private thought-speak. <And I have to tell you, when I saw you heading for that chopper's blades, well, Marco wasn't the only one freaking out. We moved out of the way and dove deep when you all came down, but when you hit the water you were burned pretty bad ->


  I closed my eyes, remembering the searing pain and the stench of sizzling whale blubber.


  <- and we were going crazy trying to get you to demorph. You were only, like, half-conscious but I guess that was enough. I'm glad,> he said simply.


  "Me, too," I said.


  Survival instincts. Funny, how our own genetic programming would automatically kick in when our logical, reasoning, conscious human brains weren't around to jam them up.


  <Me, too, what?> Tobias asked.


  <It's private thought-speak, Bird-boy,> Marco said. <Jake's getting all Dharma and Greg on us with Cassie.>


  I laughed but I was shivering so it came out ratchety and harsh. I wasn't embarrassed that Marco had guessed what was going on. Jake and I like each other a lot and that's no secret.


  <Cassie, why don't you morph to dolphin and let's all get out of here> Jake said, noticing my quaking. <I'm done with this day at the beach. Hew about you guys?>


  <Your wish is my command, Prince Jake,> Marco said.


  <Then I wish you'd be quiet,> Jake drawled.


  <Ha-ha!> Ax said. <Ha!>


  We all looked at him, amazed.


  <That was, I believe, the appropriate response to human humor, correct?> he said calmly, then dove and, within seconds, had powered his sleek dolphin's body up out of the water and high into the air.


  <I quit,> Marco said, groaning. <If Ax is gonna "ha-ha" after all of Jake's feeble jokes from new on, I swear I quit.>


  But he wouldn't and we knew it.


  None of us would.


  No matter hew bad the odds.


  Or the humor.
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  Chapter 1


  



  Who am I?


  Marco.


  Not Tuan or Kevin or Rasheed. You know, "Hi, I'm Marco."


  If you yell out, "Hey, Marco!", chances are good I'll turn around. Respond. "What?"


  You could also say that who I am is far more than a name. That who I am depends on your perspective. On where you're standing when you yell out to me.


  Like, if you're standing out in the everyday world - in Red Lobster on all-you-can-eat shrimp night, on a downtown street corner, or in the mall - you'll see that I'm slightly less than tall,brown-haired kid. Come a little close, like into my home, and you'll see that I'm also a son. A friend. And, on a very rare day, a decent dogsitter.


  If, however, you're standing in a very particular, very up-close-and-personal spot - like inside my head - you'll see that I am, in addition, a few other, less ordinary things.


  Defender of Earth, Civilization's Last Chance for Survival.


  Stuff like that.


  Generally speaking, I make it a policy not to let people stand in that very up-close-and-personal spot. Superheroes tend to rack up a lot of dead friends and seriously damaged sidekicks.


  That is one reason it's not a good idea for you to know much more about me than my first name.


  The other reason for anonymity is a good thing: the Yeerks.


  The Yeerks. If it weren't for Elfangor, an Andalite war prince, I wouldn't even know about the Yeerks, aliens from a far distant planet. Wouldn't have been enlisted - me, four other kids, and another Andalite - to fight them. To try and stop their slow but constant infestation of Earth.


  See, Yeerks are like slugs. On their own they're blind, deaf, and mute. But in the brain of a host body, they've got eyes and ears and mouths. They're parasites, the Yeerks. Living off the minds and bodies of any creature they deem worth controlling. Gedds. Hork-Bajir. Humans.


  And one - only one - Andalite.


  Yeerks wriggle their way through the ear canal and into each nook and cranny of the brain. Open memories, raise hands, move legs. Once a Yeerk is in you head, you're totally and completely at it's mercy. Saying what it wants you to say. Going where it wants you to go. Listening, silently, as it mocks your every desire and dream. Watching, impotently, as it enlists your mother or father or best friend into a life of slavery.


  The right to privacy? Gone. The privilege of freedom? Gone.


  What Elfangor did was give us access to Andalite morphing technology. this is our weapon, the ability to absorb through touch the DNA of a living creature and then become that creature.


  We morph to fight and to infiltrate. To spy on the Yeerk cover organization, The Sharing. And occasionally kick Yeerk butt.


  We become whatever we need to become. Elephant or gorilla or grizzly. Tiger or wolf or cockroach. Cheetah or polar bear or even Hork-Bajir.


  All of which makes that "who are you" question a whole lot more complicated for me than for say, about 99.9 percent of folks on this planet.


  That remaining .1 percent - those would be my friends. The other Animorphs. Jake. Cassie. Rachel. Tobias, the guy who lives as a hawk. Ax, Elfangor's younger brother.


  Obviously, there are a lot of issues we have to deal with. Issues far too complex for the six of us to waste a lot of time thinking about. Or maybe we've become far too complex for them to matter too much anymore.


  In almost every way you can imagine, we've pretty much been there. Done that and bought the T-shirt and poster. If anyone from Guardian or Prudential knew the truth about us, we'd never, ever get health insurance. Forget about life.


  Me and my friends, we are the definition of extreme living.


  We are the definition of high risk. We don't need to sign up for a class at the local community college or pay some slick shrink 150 bucks an hour to tell us we're not realizing our potential.


  Our potentials have been realized up the wazoo.


  See, this war comes down to life or death. Freedom or slavery. Dignity or abject humiliation.


  Failure is not an option.


  Bottom line - we're here to serve. It's not only about us. It's about you, too.


  That's why, every once in a while, it's real nice to be alone. Shut out the world and do something just for me. Something totally and completely self-indulgent and soul-numbing. Something that requires almost no effort, physical or intellectual.


  The house was empty. Dad and Nora were at a PTA meeting. Euclid was spending the night at the vet, recovering from some minor doggie surgery. Jake and Rachel were off at a family thing. Cassie and her mom had gone to some big veterinary conference at The Gardens. And I guess Ax and Tobias were doing whatever redtailed hawks and aliens do on an off night. I just knew I was blissfully alone.


  I lay back on the living room couch. Stretched like a lazy old cat. Reached for the remote on the coffee table.


  Nothing good on the tube. Perfect. I channel surfed, past SpongeBob SquarePants and a minor league baseball game. Past Two Fat Ladies on the food channel. Past a documentary on beetles.


  Ah! Unsolved Mysteries. Cool. The Loch Ness Monster. Bigfoot. Aliens from outer space . . .


  Mr. Fake-Spooky Host looked wide-eyed into the camera. "When we come back after these messages, we'll continue our in-depth investigation of legendary creatures with an amateur video made just weeks ago, right here in . . ."


  I hit the mute button and waited. Hummed some Kid Rock. Yawned. Bit a hangnail. Seven commercials later, the show was back.


  And then the world fell apart.


  Chapter 2


  



  It was just a blue blur moving across the screen. Not much more than that. A small piece of videotape taken with an unsteady hand in terrible light conditions.


  But it was enough.


  My foolproof danger alarm went off. Loud. "Could this be proof positive of the existence of the magical unicorn of medieval lore?" the host intoned. "Or could this strange blue creature be the mighty centaur of Greek mythology? Let's take another look."


  I hit the power button and the screen went gray.


  One look had been more than enough. The image was blurred but unmistakable.


  Andalite!


  I scaled the stairs to my bedroom two at a time.


  This was bad. Really bad. A serious breach in security. The beginning of our end . . .


  A good bazillion citizens of the United States of America, and who knew how many people in how many other countries, had just gotten their first glimpse of a bona fide alien.


  Eighty, maybe ninety percent of those viewers would be excited for about thirty seconds - at least until the next silly monster after the next silly commercial.


  Ten, maybe twenty percent of those viewers would recognize the blue blur for what it was. Not a unicorn or a centaur.


  An Andalite. Here. On Earth.


  And it could only be Ax.


  Okay, Visser Three and every other Yeerk with a host knew of the "Andalite bandits." The ones who formed the small but unrelenting resistance to the Yeerk movement.


  But others - humans not controlled by Yeerks - didn't know. And they couldn't. Shouldn't. It was too dangerous, too risky. Bad for Ax to be taken prisoner by the visser. Worse for him to be taken for study by the government.


  Not everybody in "the agency" was as fair-minded as Scully or Mulder. Some were even Yeerks.


  Ax would not be taken. I would make sure of that.


  A thousand fears and anxieties ran through my head, almost as quickly as I ran up the steps and into my room.


  I had to get control. Focus. Maintain that focus.


  I went to the bed. Arranged the pillows under the blankets to look like a sleeping kid. So my dad and my stepmother wouldn't know I was gone. Again.


  I stripped down to my morphing suit. Tossed jeans, T-shirt, and sneakers into the pit that is my closet. Tore open the window. And began to morph.


  The goal: rapid transportation.


  PING! PING!


  I winced. The beginning of talons, where my toes had been only a few seconds ago. I watched as the rest of my feet and ankles withered, shrunk, and suddenly became the bird's incredibly strong, gripping feet. Three long fleshless talons facing front, one facing back.


  No way those feet could support my thick human legs. I was going down.


  THUMP!


  I was definitely down. But I'd fallen on my back. I lifted my head and watched as my legs blackened and shriveled up into my body like two sticks of beef jerky being sucked up by a gnarly old cowboy.


  Right then I vowed never ever to eat a Slim Jim again.


  In spite of what you might think, morphing doesn't hurt. It's just disgusting.


  But still, I watched. As if I could hurry the process by witnessing it. Fingers - curling into my palm. Tanned human flesh lightening to gray and then disappearing under a flat, three dimensional tattoo of feathers. Then arms sprouting feathers in a fury. At the same time, arm bones shrinking, hollowing, reshaping. Becoming wings.


  My mouth and nose melded together, hardened to form a curved and deadly beak.


  Internal organs? I felt approximately twenty-five feet of human intestines smoosh and squish down to a bird's tiny digestive tract. My slow and steady human heart surge into the manic, pulsing heart of the bird of prey.


  No longer human. No longer tall enough to see the unopened notebooks scattered over the desk. The handful of empty bubble gum wrappers I should probably throw away. Close enough to the carpet to see boulders of cookie crumbs and single strands of curly poodle hair. Ugh.


  I was an osprey. The animal that had become one of my earliest morphs. Not a bird with the greatest night vision but vision a heck of a lot better than a human's. Vision good enough to get me where I was going.


  Ax's scoop.


  I hopped up onto the windowsill. Glanced sharply around with beady eyes to be certain the house wasn't being watched. And flapped into the night air


  Chapter 3


  



  Ax was at "home."


  And he had company perched on a nearby branch.


  <Tobias!>


  <What brings a guy like you to a place like this?>


  <Nothing good.> I flared my wings and landed on the soft grass and dirt. Started demorphing.


  <When is it ever good when one of us just shows up, all unexpected?> he added.


  I didn't answer. Tobias has been big on rhetorical questions lately.


  Besides, at the moment, I didn't have any of what Ax would call "mouthparts."


  But I did have eyes. Ax's TV was on. But not on the station I'd been watching.


  As soon as my lips were formed I looked directly at Tobias. Then at Ax. "Our buddy Ax here is a star," I said brightly, brushing dried-out pine needles off my bike shorts, wincing when a sharp stone bit into my tender human foot.


  I told them what I'd seen. When I'd finished, there was silence.


  It was Tobias who spoke first. <Well, Ax?> His thought-speak was hoarse. Almost anxious. <ls it possible?>


  Ax hesitated. Turned his main stalk eyes to look behind him, toward the deeper woods.


  <Anything is possible,> he said.


  That was not what I wanted to hear.


  <I guess we need to get a copy of that episode,> Tobias said.


  "D'ya think? Really?" I said, rolling my eyes. "Okay. Listen. We don't have time to wait around for the rerun or to send a check to the station in order to buy a copy. We just can't risk waiting."


  <That's true,> Ax said as he stepped to his television setup. <But we don't have to wait.>


  "Did I miss something? 'Cause I'm definitely not understanding you."


  <Ax tapes everything,> Tobias explained. <On every channel. He's set up a CD-ROM thing to the VCR - or something like that. Anyway, it works.>


  <Marco, I believe this is what you are looking for.>


  Ax stepped back from his small pile of equipment. With a remote, he fast-forwarded through the thirty-minute show until he reached the segment.


  All twenty seconds of it.


  Ax froze the final frame.


  More silence. This time, I broke it.


  "Is it you, Ax?"


  Ax briefly focused all four eyes on the screen before sweeping those on stalks around the perimeter of the scoop. Wary now.


  <I cannot tell from that angle.>


  <Play it back in slow motion,> Tobias suggested. <Frame by frame.>


  Ax did. To me it still didn't make any difference.


  It could have been Ax.


  It could have been any Andalite.


  But the only other Andalite we knew of on Earth was Visser Three. No way would he ever be careless enough to allow himself to be caught on film. Besides, he was never without a phalanx of bodyguards.


  Unless . . . unless he wanted to be seen by thousands of couch potatoes. But why?


  "Ax-man. Is there any way to fine-tune the image?" I asked.


  <No. I cannot clear the resolution on a nonoriginal piece of film or video.>


  Tobias swooped off his perch and landed, gracefully, a few feet from the television screen.


  <You don't have to,> he said. <It's not Ax.>


  "So it's the visser," I said. "Well, that's a little beyond weird."


  <No. Not the visser.> Tobias turned his incredibly intense hawk eyes on us. <Kids, I think we've just discovered another Andalite.>


  Ax pulled his shoulders back. <ls it . . .>


  <It's not Estrid. Sorry, Ax. Not Arbat, either.>


  "Alrighty then. Who?"


  <This guy's new. And he's got one real obvious distinguishing feature. He's got only half a tail.>


  <A vecol!> There was disbelief in Ax's voice. Something else, too. More than his normal, well, arrogant tone. It sounded like disgust.


  "Excuse me?" I asked.


  <He is disabled. A cripple,> Ax answered coldly. <And his presence here will obviously be a problem.>


  "Yeah," I agreed, looking back to the hazy image on the screen. "The Yeerks get a hold of him, they've got another morphing Andalite on the team. Not good."


  <No. The Yeerks would have no use for his body. He is completely useless as a host.> Ax waved his frail hand in a dismissing motion. <Without a tail blade he cannot fight. And it is obvious this vecol is incapable of morphing or he would have restored his tail from his own healthy DNA.>


  "So, Ax, how do you really, really feel about this guy? Let me take a wild guess." It sounded nasty. I meant it to.


  <Marco,> Tobias said. <Seems to me this, uh, guy, could be useful to the Yeerks in another way. He's got to have information the visser wants.>


  "Which means wherever he is, we get to him first. Unless we're too late. Which I'm not even going to think about."


  <Right,> Tobias agreed. <Best-case scenario, he becomes an ally.>


  Ax made a sound that was way close to a snort. <A vecol as an ally? Marco, was that meant to be humorous? Because it was not.>


  I grinned. Folded my arms across my chest. "No, Ax. It wasn't meant to be 'humorous.' What's with you? What's your problem with this guy?"


  Tobias interrupted, <Let's get going. We're going to need to talk to Jake and the others. We can deal with this stuff later.>


  I took a deep breath. Gave my hair a good yank, straight up. Spoke. "Yeah. It's time to find us an Andalite. Oh," I said, looking blandly at Ax. "Let's not forget one other possibility here. In spite of the famous-throughout-the-galaxy Andalite honor, this guy could, as we know, quite possibly be a traitor. The whole videotape thing might be a trap for us unsuspecting, bighearted humans, who respond to creatures less fortunate than us with empathy and kindness."


  <That is true,> Ax said, while staring back at me with his main eyes. <It might very well be a trap.>


  Chapter 4


  



  Tobias led us to the clearing that he was pretty sure was the same place the Andalite had been caught on tape.


  Something about the slope of the field and a pine tree partially destroyed by lightning had given him a clue. If Ax is our personal clock, Tobias is our personal cartographer and wilderness guide.


  Maybe we should have tried to contact the others first. Waited until morning. But we didn't. Didn't even discuss the possibility of delay. It was starting to get dark. So, I went owl for some serious night vision capability and we were off on what was intended to be a simple reconnaissance mission.


  We circled above the clearing, Tobias, the most experienced flyer, swooping as close to the ground as he dared. Alert to every movement. Every twitching blade of grass and swiftly disappearing tail of mouse or vole or whatever skanky creatures run around after bedtime.


  <What, exactly, are we looking for?> I said. The world was lit up before me, amazingly clear. But I didn't see anything that shouted "danger!"


  <Anything out of the ordinary,> Tobias said. <Signs of a struggle. Trampled earth. Dried blood maybe.>


  But there was nothing. If anyone, man or beast, had made tracks there in the last few days, they'd since been swallowed by the ground, which was still damp from the previous night's heavy rain.


  No evidence of foul play.


  After almost twenty minutes of futile searching, I suggested we head home. Get some sleep. Get in touch with Jake and the others.


  <We should demorph,> Ax suggested. <We have been in morph for almost ninety minutes.>


  I'm not big into taking unnecessary risks. The idea of morphing in such a dark and lonely place. Especially without having the others around to watch our backs. Nope. The thought did not thrill me.


  I was even less thrilled by the idea of getting stuck with a flea-and-tick problem for the rest of my days.


  So while Tobias kept aerial guard, I landed on the ground, close to the west rim of twisted pines, and quickly began to demorph. Ax, on the other hand, was still descending, several yards away. We thought it safer to stagger our morphing.


  SCHLOOP! SCHLOOP!


  Okay. No wings. But no arms yet, either. Great.


  SPLOOT! SPLOOT!


  Shriveled arms. Little stubs of fingers at the tip. Slowly, slowly filling out.


  With my still-owl eyes I saw Ax beginning to demorph.


  Decided I'd rather not watch.


  Flipped my eyes to the right. Saw a furry old possum. And . . .


  <Marco! Ax!> Tobias called frantically. <Get out of there, now!>


  Too late. I was three-quarters human.


  It had finally happened. We'd been too careless. Underestimated the enemy.


  We were really dead.


  And for some reason, I looked over at the possum.


  It doubled in size.


  Doubled again. Again!


  Its gray fur began to turn blue, almost like the color was being poured down each strand from a zillion small vials. Or like one of those goofy pens that change color when you tilt it back and forth.


  It didn't take a rocket scientist to realize this was no ordinary possum.


  It was an Andalite.


  It was not Visser Three.


  And it was not the one we'd seen on television, either.


  This Andalite had a monstrous tail, long and thick. And at its end, a blade that, to my terrified eyes, looked a lot like that scythe thing the Grim Reaper carries.


  I was barely finished demorphing when the Andalite started to walk toward Ax. His tail sliced the night air menacingly, blade glinting in the light of the almost full moon. Each hubcap-sized hoof clomping the dewy ground, sending little clods of soil flying. Field mice scurrying.


  This was no - vecol. This guy was massive. Bigger than any Andalite I'd ever seen. Bigger than Ax's brother, War Prince Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul. Bigger than Aloth-Attamil-Gahar. Bigger even than Alloran-Semitur-Corrass, host body to Visser Three.


  Shoulders like a fullback. A chest that was cut like a competition-level bodybuilder. Arms that, except for the blue fur, could pass for those of a middle-weight champion. Even the usually small and delicate many-fingered Andalite hands were broad and toughened. Like those of a carpenter or construction worker.


  Most disconcerting: From the almost human waist to the rounded, deer or horselike haunches, the guy looked like a Clydesdale. A really big one.


  No way was Ax, a kid, an aristh, a match for this guy. Ax is good, a seasoned fighter, but you would have to have been downright dopey not to see that this guy could kick Ax's butt with one casual twitch.


  I'm not a betting kind of guy, but if I were, I'd have laid my money on Mr. Macho for a firstround slice up.


  But the Andalite didn't strike Ax. Or me.


  He stood there, not five yards away. He was ignoring me but he was staring at Ax, who was now also back in his natural form, tail blade cocked. The big Andalite seemed to be waiting for something. For Ax to strike first?


  <Okay, guys, this is bad,> Tobias said privately, so the Andalite couldn't hear. <But I don't think he's seen me. I'm gonna try to catch him off guard. Before he makes a move.>


  Nervous and unable to answer Tobias, I shot a glance at Ax.


  He stood perfectly still, mimicking the ready stance of his opponent. Waiting for a first move.


  <Tobias,> he said, his thought-speak calm and low. <I do not think . . .>


  Too late!


  "TSSEEER!"


  Tobias swooped down from the night sky! In the white light of the moon, talons suddenly extended for attack, he looked like a hellish feathered demon.


  "TSEEER!"


  The Andalite flinched. Flinched! Took a slight, faltering step backward. Twitched his stalk eyes upward and kept his main eyes on Ax.


  Yes! Tobias was going to do it, hurt or distract him enough to allow us the advantage . . .


  FWAPP!


  With blinding speed and accuracy the Andalite's massive tail cut Tobias out of the sky.


  And then there was a sickening thud as Tobias hit the ground.


  "TOBIAS!"


  Chapter 5


  



  I started running toward Tobias's lifeless body. But a warning glance from Ax held me in my place. What was I going to do? Maybe, at least, retrieve Tobias before his body could be sledgehammered by those monstrous hooves.


  I could morph, I thought wildly. I could . . .


  <Do not do anything, Marco. Do not say anything.>


  Now Ax was a mind reader? Forget it. I'd go gorilla . . .


  CLOPCLOP CLOPCLOP!


  The Andalite galloped at Ax.


  CLOPCLOP CLOPCLOP!


  Ax galloped at the Andalite.


  Ax lunged.


  FWAAAP!


  Swiped at his opponent's throat.


  And missed.


  Now the big Andalite had full advantage. Before Ax could set up another shot . . .


  THWAAAP!


  He was struck with the flat of the Big Blue's blade. And then Ax was on the ground.


  The Andalite stepped back to allow Ax to climb awkwardly to his feet. Then he calmly pressed his broad tail blade to Ax's throat.


  <Visser Three,> the warrior said, his thought-speak thick with contempt. <At last we meet. I was unaware of the fact that you were such a puny, worthless adversary.> He tossed one eye stalk in the direction of Tobias, still motionless on the dew-soaked ground. <It is no wonder you send your minions to do the work of a true warrior!>


  <I am not Visser Three,> Ax replied, with an admirable amount of dignity, considering the huge tail blade pressed to his throat. <I am Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.>


  Half a second passed. The Andalite appeared to be processing that bit of information. Grappling with it.


  <Younger brother of Prince Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul?> he said finally. Doubtingly.


  <The same.>


  Now the Andalite's thought-speak became stronger. Challenging. <You were on the great Dome ship. In its last, fateful battle. You survived the crash?>


  What was this? I felt like a wallflower at some bizarre Andalite Academy reunion. And while they chatted, Tobias . . .


  <Yes,> Ax said. <Although I begged to be allowed to fight, I was sent to wait out the battle in the dome. Until quite recently, I was under the impression I was the only one who had survived. Perhaps I have been mistaken. I witnessed the video of the vecol . . .>


  <The vecol!>


  The roar of the Andalite's angry thought-speak was deafening. It actually made my head hurt. I watched helplessly as he pushed his tail blade even deeper into the skin of Ax's neck. Drawing a small trickle of blood.


  <His name is Mertil-Iscar-Elmand,> the Andalite went on, in a slightly more normal tone. <And you will do well to remember that, aristh.>


  Ax is no fool. When he spoke, he kept the tone of his thought-speak neutral. <I have heard of this Mertil-Iscar-Elmand. The fighter pilot. I have heard of the many honors he received while participating in various battles. And whom do I have the honor of meeting now?>


  This was insane. Ax definitely had a career as an actor alongside Gwyneth Paltrow in Shakespeare in Love. Or maybe as a diplomat. I was so freaked out that I was about to wet my pants, and Ax was acting like a hero in a witty drawing-room comedy or something. Talk about grace under fire.


  <I am Gafinilan-Estrif-Valad.>


  Ax's four eyes showed a sudden respect. His thought-speak revealed a note of excitement.


  <I have heard of you, also. Your reputation as a fighter pilot is one of the finest in the history of the academy. Your career sets an example every aristh would be well to follow.>


  Gafinilan removed his tail blade from Ax's neck. He looked embarrassed. Awkward. Not displeased by Ax's praise but not pleased, either. He averted his main eyes from Ax's own.


  <Commander Gafinilan,> Ax continued, excitedly, <recently, I was made aware of the fact that the Andalite fleet has been diverted from its mission to quell the Yeerk invasion on this planet. Instead, the fleet has been sent to deal with the Rakkam Garroo conflict in the Nine Sifter. There will be no special forces deployed to help my comrades stop the Yeerk conquest of planet Earth. You must help us . . .>


  <I must do nothing,> Gafinilan retorted bitterly.


  <I am no longer a warrior, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. My sole purpose now - indeed, my duty and my responsibility - is to care for Mertil. As you have noted,> he added, his tone darkening, <he was badly injured in our last battle. The one that stranded us on this planet, so far from our home.>


  Ax seemed about to protest.


  <Leave us in peace,> Gafinilan commanded. Quietly. No room for argument. <If you do not, if you try to prevent me from fulfilling my task, I swear by the memory of my parents that you will die.>


  I stood as still as I'd ever stood. Almost at attention. Stiller even than I'd stood at my own mother's funeral. Only this time, I was afraid that if I moved so much as a hair I'd be killed.


  Rebellious, nonmilitary-issue behavior from an Andalite should not have struck me - us - as unusual. Or disturbing. Not after the stories we'd heard about Alloran on the Hork-Bajir planet. Not after knowing that Elfangor had broken one of his society's strictest laws. And especially not after our recent encounter with Arbat-Elevat-Estoni, a soldier and thinker driven mad by war.


  Still - there was something awful and dark and desperate emanating from this stranded alien soldier. I had no doubt whatsoever he meant what he'd said. That he'd kill us if we came looking for him and Mertil.


  Unless . . .


  Out of the corner of my eye I saw Tobias stir. Was outrageously grateful he was alive. Willed him to be still, not to call attention to himself.


  <Now, go, Aristh Aximili. Take your - friend - and leave this place. Visser Three will be here at any moment. And he will not be as merciful as I have been, I assure you.>


  <Sir . . .>


  <For your own good, Aximili!> Gafinilan said harshly. <Forget that you ever saw me. Forget about Mertil. That is an order. Forget.>


  Gafinilan turned away from us, all four eyes forward as he walked back toward the dark woods. Away from the revealing light of the moon.


  At the edge of the woods, he stopped. He did not turn around, not even his eyes.


  <I wish you luck on your mission, Aximili. You and your comrades. Even though it is hopeless.>


  Chapter 6


  



  We followed Gafinilan. Of course. He probably knew we would.


  And now I knew he wasn't going to do anything to us.


  Gafinilan had us trapped and had knocked Tobias out, but he had let us live. We wanted - needed - to know why.


  And there was something else.


  The Andalite had seen me demorph. At least, I was pretty sure he had.


  Maybe he hadn't seen the entire process. How great were a possum's eyes, anyway? I had no idea. Maybe he thought he'd missed something, that I'd already morphed from my natural Andalite body to human . . .


  Who was I kidding? He had to have seen it all. My gut told me that. Besides, why would any guy with a tail blade morph to a weak-limbed, soft-skinned thing in the face of trouble?


  It didn't matter much what he found out about me from this point on. As long as he didn't live long enough to tell it.


  I went wolf, fast. Ax went harrier. While we morphed, Tobias checked himself out and decided he was okay. So, even though he was still a little wobbly, he took off after Gafinilan.


  <He's moving fast, guys. I can't get up too high or I'll lose him. Tree cover is too thick. And I'm having trouble manuevering in this low light.>


  I took off. With the wolf's superior sense of smell, with its amazing stamina and agility, we stood a decent chance of tracking Gafinilan. I hoped.


  <Just stay with him, Tobias,> I called. <We're on our way.>


  I tore through the dark mass of trees. It was like racing through a maze to reach the prize in the center - a prize you really didn't want 'cause you knew it was dangerous and maybe even lethal. A prize you'd have to destroy before it destroyed you. But a prize you had to have, no matter what.


  Around and past dark green pines and small masses of rock. Under heavy, low-hanging branches. The air chilly and damp, masking certain odors and altering others. Still, I was pretty sure the wolf's keen nose detected the big Andalite. I ran.


  Above me, Ax and Tobias did their best in the lousy flying conditions.


  But their best wasn't good enough.


  <He's gone!> Tobias cried suddenly. <I can't . . . he was just up ahead . . . then nothing!>


  I stopped under the branch where Tobias perched. Thrust my nose at the ground, desperate to locate Gafinilan. Raised my head and sniffed the air. Ax came swooping down close by.


  <It's like he just disappeared,> Tobias said.


  <I'm getting next to nothings I added. <At least, no clear direction.>


  <As much as I do not want to mention the possibility,> Ax said, <perhaps there is an entrance to the Yeerk pool complex hidden somewhere near. Perhaps Gafinilan passed through . . .>


  <Wait!> I said. I padded silently about a yard into the deeper wood, using all the wolf's senses. <He went this way. It's faint but . . . look!>


  It was some kind of cave or passage. About another three yards to the right. Not easy to spot unless you were looking for it. The entrance was low and narrow and almost completely hidden behind the sweeping branches of an evergreen.


  <Ten to one that's where our Andalite friend disappeared to,> I said. <Looks like you were right, Ax-man.>


  <And it looks like we're not alone,> Tobias said.


  Something was coming out of the cave. Someone. A human. A man.


  He stopped just outside the cave's entrance. Looked around carefully. Suspiciously. As if he were expecting to find spies hidden behind the trunks of trees.


  He was average.


  Nothing remarkable about him at all except his total and complete averageness. Good-looking. Average height and weight. Middle-aged, maybe thirty-five, maybe forty-five. Hair halfway between blond and brown, halfway between short and long. He wore a pair of nondescript jeans, a dark plaid shirt, scuffed white sneakers.


  He was the kind of guy who would disappear into a crowd instantly. The kind of guy who would blend.


  The kind of guy Jake might have become if fate hadn't chosen a spectacularly odd path for him.


  When the guy was satisfied no one was going to jump him, he headed off. Quickly and purposefully through the nearly black forest.


  Ordinarily, we might have followed him. Especially since we assumed he was a Controller, coming up from the Yeerk pool. But Gafinilan was far more important to us now.


  Hunkered down to the damp ground, my belly touching pine needles and moss and soil, I moved closer to the cave opening and waited in case there were others. After a few minutes, I sniffed at the entrance. Yes, Gafinilan had been here. I was sort of prepared to go down to the Yeerk pool if we had to. To find the Andalite before he could reveal our secret.


  I wasn't prepared for what I found inside the cave.


  Nothing. No false panel or trapdoor or secretly coded keypad. Nothing. Just a small, dusty, hollowed-out space in a big rock.


  I crawled out of the cave. <Nothing. No entrance. No nothing.>


  Ax, perched on one of the sturdy branches that protected the entrance to the cave, said, <Very clever. Obviously where Gafinilan hid his human clothing. For his human morph.>


  Of course. Second stupid mistake of the night.


  <I've got him,> Tobias called suddenly, from somewhere up above.


  I ran. At the edge of the woods, I demorphed and then went owl.


  We followed Gafinilan to a neighborhood near the university.


  An average neighborhood.


  We watched him walk up the driveway to the front door of an average-looking house. A small ranch, like every other house on the block. The name "H. McClellan" in gold letters on the standard-issue black mailbox.


  He stopped at the door. Looked around. Then reached into his pocket, took out a set of keys, and let himself in.


  We waited. Heard several locks turning and slipping into place.


  No lights went on inside the house, even after almost a full four minutes.


  <What now?> Tobias said.


  <Sneak a peek through a window?>


  <No,> Ax said. <Too dangerous. Gafinilan will be ultra careful from this point on. His guard will be up.>


  <Okay, guys,> I said. <I'm pretty sure it's time we took this to our fearless leader.>


  Chapter 7


  



  "Jake, the guy saw me demorph."


  Rachel jumped from her seat on a wooden rail. It was early the next morning, before school, which because of some teacher conference was starting late that day. As usual, we were gathered in Cassie's barn. "Great, Marco. Good job," she said sarcastically.


  "But," I went on, "he didn't even flinch. Didn't look at me again, didn't talk to me. Didn't ask Ax about me. It was as if he didn't care or something."


  "I guess then the question is, why?" Jake said. "Remember how Gonrod almost had a heart attack when he found out there were humans with the morphing power. This guy's got to care. Maybe there's something bigger on his mind right now. Something else going on."


  "Oh, yeah. Has to be. Like I said before, the guy didn't ask questions," I said. "It didn't make any sense. He didn't ask how Ax knew what was going on with the Rakkam Garroo conflict. Didn't ask about me. Didn't ask how many 'comrades' Ax had. Who 'we' were. Come on. No one's that disinterested. That's selective attention. That's calculation."


  <He told us the visser was due to arrive momentarily,> Ax added. <As if he knew the visser's habits. As if he were waiting to meet with him.>


  <Or maybe to attack him,> Tobias said. <I don't think we should jump to conclusions. We don't know anything about the relationship between Gafinilan and Visser Three.>


  I laughed. "Yeah, we do. We know enough. We know there is a relationship. That combined with Gafinilan's telling us to get gone. And, of course, his threat to kill us if we didn't leave him and his buddy Mertil alone. In my book, if he's not with us, he's against us."


  Jake rubbed the back of his neck. "Let's remember he didn't stay to meet Visser Three. There's always the possibility that these two Andalites could become part of our team. So, we should keep an eye on this guy. Make sure he's not working for a Yeerk-run company. Or heading off to the Yeerk pool once every three days."


  "I'm there," Rachel said.


  "I'll go, too." Cassie.


  "Fine. Ax, what do you know about Gafinilan?" Jake asked.


  <His reputation is flawless,> Ax said simply.


  "He almost killed you for insulting his friend," I pointed out. "And he attacked you, a fellow Andalite."


  <He is a warrior, not a diplomat,> Ax replied. Perhaps it was me, but he didn't sound one hundred percent convinced of his argument. <I do not think it unusual for a trained soldier, particularly one stranded far from the home world, in a place under invasion by the enemy, to react as he did.>


  "With aggression. Okay, then, what's up with the videotape?" Rachel demanded. "Who took it? How could it have gotten to the show?"


  Cassie shrugged. "Lots of possibilities. It could be totally innocent. It might have been taken by some slimy guy out to make some money by selling it to TV. Or to those horrible magazines like the Star or Enquirer. Or some jerk's idea of a practical joke."


  "Or it might have been taken by Gafinilan," Rachel said tightly. "Maybe he's made a deal with the Yeerks. The perfect way to lure the Andalite bandits to certain death."


  "But we're still alive," I replied. "So if what you're suggesting is true, I'm positive we would not be having this conversation."


  <What if Gafinilan isn't working with the Yeerks?> Tobias said. <What if he had nothing to do with that tape? What if he meant what he said about us leaving him alone? Forgetting about him and MertiL>


  "Too bad," Jake said dryly. "How often do Andalites come to Earth? We can't ignore the fact that Gafinilan and Mertil are holed up in suburbia. Our suburbia. We don't mean them any harm, but we're going to find out as much as we can."


  "I take it that means we're going in?" I said. Like I didn't already know.


  "Oh, yeah. Only 'we' means you and Ax," Jake said. "If this guy is a traitor, if he's with the Yeerks, we don't want him knowing any more about us than he already does. So, later today Marco as human, which is way too much information already, and Ax as Andalite. He's seen Tobias but we need him to fly surveillance while you two are inside. You are on a formal visit on behalf of your prince, Ax. The rest of us will back you up. Provide firepower if necessary."


  I grinned. "Just in case he meant that 'I'll kill you if you don't leave me alone' thing. Thanks, big guy."


  Jake grinned back. "No problem. And when you leave, the rest of us will stay put. Watch where he goes, what he does. See if he contacts the Yeerks. Keep an eye out for Mertil, too." He turned to Rachel and Cassie. "But first, try to catch Mr H McClellan before he leaves the house this morning. Tobias, go with them. When they have to get to school, you take over."


  Tobias lifted from his perch in the rafters.


  <Sure, Jake. Meet you in the air, ladies.>


  "What am I supposed to do in the meantime?" I said to Jake - after all the others had left. "Until Ax and I pay a visit to Batman and Robin?"


  Jake gave me a pained smile. "Uh, Marco, I think you've done enough already. You know, the three of you running off to find this Andalite without telling the rest of us. How about taking it easy for a few hours? Maybe say a prayer, or two? We're gonna need it."


  Chapter 8


  



  I' m not much for prayers and supplication.


  Unless, of course, it involves getting a beautiful girl to say "yes" to going out with me. Then, even begging and imploring are options.


  <Marco? That you?>


  <In the flesh - uh - feathers.>


  I'd joined Tobias up above H. McClellan's neighborhood. Above blocks of two- and three-bedroom ranches and split-levels, roofs and gables all cedar shake triangles and trapezoids. Above a collection of backyard pools, bright blue circles and squares, and front yards uniformly rectangular and green. A typically American kind of geometric pattern. Actually kind of cool from this perspective.


  <Why aren't you in school with the others?> Tobias asked.


  <I'm thinking I really don't want to answer that question. So, what did you find out?>


  Tobias coasted into a lazy circle, letting the thermals support him. <Not much. We followed Henry - that's what the "H" stands for - to the university. Seems he's an assistant to some academic type. Some professor who works with particle physics. Whatever that is.>


  <Ax will know. What else?>


  <Well, except for when the guy went to the bathroom, probably to demorph, we pretty much watched him all morning. Cassie and Rachel got inside. Found out it's the perfect place to demorph. It's one of those private rooms, frosted windows, one stall. Anyway, he sat at his desk, chatted with some coworkers, ate a donut. Then, Rachel and Cassie went to school. I hung around. At about eleven, Henry got a phone call that seemed to shake him up. Next thing I know, he's hightailing it home. Unless he morphed something really small and took off again, I think he's still in there.>


  <Or in the greenhouse. I want to get a closer look,> I said.


  I glided down, closer to the roof of Henry McClellan's ranch house. Closer to the large greenhouse that was attached to the house itself by a fifteen-foot-long tunnel-like extension.


  <Be careful, Marco,> Tobias warned. <He's gotta be nervous and definitely paranoid.>


  <And probably on the lookout for us, I know, I know.>


  <Maybe the call was about Mertil,> Tobias mused as we swooped to about twenty feet above the greenhouse.


  <Maybe it was the visser,> I said in a minorly sarcastic voice. <Don't romanticize this.>


  Tobias ignored my remark. <There he is,> he said instead. <In Andalite form.>


  Gafinilan was barely visible, even to my osprey eyes, beneath the humid, curved glass of the greenhouse and the proliferation of green stuff growing inside.


  <According to Ax,> Tobias explained, <gardening is a very cool hobby for Andalites. It's an art, really.>


  <Great. I'll be sure to buy him a John Deere riding mower for Christmas. Any sign of Mertil?>


  Tobias landed in a huge old oak tree on Mr. Henry McClellan's property. <Not that I can see. Just Gafinilan pruning some leaves. Or doing something with garden shears. He seems pretty focused.>


  <Then I'm going in closer.>


  <Uh, Marco, I'm not sure that's a great idea. What if he looks up?>


  <What if he doesn't?> I countered. <Look, this guy gives me the major willies. I want to know as much as I can before I meet him on his turf.>


  <Okay, but . . .> No buts. I was going to get up close and personal with the roof of the greenhouse.


  I glided lower, lower, eyes straining to catch every detail I could when . . .


  ZZZZZAAAAAPPPPP!


  <Ahhhh!>


  I hadn't even touched the glass! But a nasty electric jolt sent me toppling over, almost upside down, less than a foot from the glass roof. I righted myself, flapped furiously, desperate not to touch the glass, not even to get as close as I'd come a second before.


  <Marco!>


  The greenhouse was surrounded by a force field.


  Only natural for Gafinilan to go to any lengths to protect himself.


  <Marco! Answer me!>


  I couldn't. The pain was excruciating. My human mind was numb with shock.


  Then I flew. Not toward anything, not even away from anything. The osprey's senses took over and I just flew, up, then down, flapping madly, lost in the pain.


  <Marco! What are you doing! Get out of there, now!>


  I didn't see the surveillance cameras pop up from the roof of the house.


  Until it was too late.


  <Look out! He's got a shredder!>


  Tobias's cries finally pierced my mindless panic.


  I looked back to see Gafinilan's head and weapon-wielding hands poking through a skylight in the flattish roof of the house.


  He held a shredder aimed right at me.


  <Surrender!> he bellowed in my head.


  I didn't answer. Hoping that maybe, just maybe, if I kept quiet, he would think I was only some dumb bird.


  Not for the first time, I underestimated him.


  Tsseeewww!


  He fired!


  I saw the flash before I felt the pain.


  <Aaaggh!>


  One of my talons, completely gone.


  <That was a warning shot,> he said.


  Some warning.


  You can't imagine how disturbing it is to look down and see that one of your body parts is missing. No matter what form you're in. See the blank space where it used to be. See the blood and gore oozing out of the stump.


  <Surrender,> he commanded. <Or die.>


  Not much of a choice there.


  <Get the others! Find Ax!> I told Tobias privately. <Hurry!>


  To Gafinilan: <What do you want me to do?>


  He kept the shredder aimed at me. Didn't seem to see Tobias winging off, or didn't care.


  <Land in the backyard, beside the greenhouse,> he instructed. <Then, demorph.>


  Chapter 9


  



  <So, my eyes did not deceive me.> Gafinilan stood there, all three gazillion muscled Andalite pounds of him. <When I first saw you it was night, the light was poor . . . but you are human. Not Andalite.>


  I climbed to my feet. No worse for the missing talon. Just a little muddy from rolling around on the ground.


  "It looks that way."


  Gafinilan poked the shredder at me like a scolding finger.


  <Who gave you the morphing technology?> he demanded.


  "What difference does that make?"


  <The difference between right and wrong,>


  Gafinilan shot back. <The Andalite who gave you the power to morph broke the law of Seerow's Kindness. He is a criminal.>


  "The Andalite who gave me the power to morph is dead," I told him flatly. "And I'm not sure you should be calling anyone else a criminal. You know, let he who is without fault throw the first stone, and all."


  <What are you implying, human?>


  Suddenly, I was more mad than scared. "I'm not implying anything. I'm saying it outright. You made some kind of deal with Visser Three. I'm not sure of the details yet, or what you stand to get out of it. But this much I do know: Visser Three is a Yeerk. Now, you Andalites are a smart bunch. You tell me what that makes you."


  SWOOOSH!


  My hand flew to my neck. Came away bloody.


  Just a little nick. A warning shot.


  And then the blade was back at my throat.


  <I am no traitor,> Gafinilan said, his thought-speak low and menacing.


  <Gafinilan!>


  Ax!


  Pushing his way through the tall hedges that surrounded McClellan's property. Tail poised, ready to fight.


  <If you are a true Andalite,> Ax said, coming to a stop not ten feet away from where we stood, <you will not harm that human. He is one of us now. A warrior against the Yeerks. Strike him down, and you prove yourself a traitor.>


  Gafinilan swung his eye stalks to look at Ax. His main eyes bored into mine.


  <You dare to challenge me, little aristh?>


  <I do,> Ax replied. <The others in the resistance know we are here. It was my prince who sent us to speak with you.>


  Gafinilan did not respond. Not right away. He stood perfectly still, regarding us separately, the expression on his face inscrutable.


  <I warned you not to approach me,> he said finally. <Your prince insults me by ignoring my command and sending human children.> Slowly, almost tauntingly, he withdrew his tail blade from my throat. <But I will speak with him or I will speak with no one.>


  I stepped back. Felt the stinging skin of my neck and said, "Then I guess this conversation is over."


  I took a step away from Gafinilan. Then another toward Ax.


  <No!>


  Slowly, I turned my head and looked back at the big Andalite.


  And for a split second, thought I saw a trembling race through his massive body. A slight tremor. Maybe I imagined it.


  <No,> he said again, his thought-speak more low and calm. <Please. Come inside.>


  <Marco? Ax? We're here. Front and back of the house.>


  Jake. Perfect.


  "Okay," I said to Gafinilan. "Let's talk."


  Gafinilan led Ax and me through a door in the side of the greenhouse's tunnel-like entranceway. From there, we entered the house itself through a very typical back door, screen and all.


  And stepped into a kitchen straight out of Martha Stewart Living or House Beautiful or Architectural Digest. One of those lifestyle magazines my stepmother is always reading.


  <Your home is an accurate and attractive example of a human suburban dwellings.> Ax said formally.


  <I appreciate your assessment, Aximili,> Gafinilan replied, just as formally. <It has been difficult, learning the many details of human culture. But it is important for Mertil and me to remain as inconspicuous as possible by hiding in plain sight. Although I must admit the relative lowness of this roof is at times disconcerting. Nothing like living under the open sky.>


  "That's a ranch house for you," I said. "Next time, go for a Cape Cod, at least. Or skylights in every room, not just the kitchen."


  Gafinilan chose to ignore my remark. He led us through the kitchen, a veritable shrine to modern domestic technology. A Sub-Zero fridge. Microwave. Viking cooktop and oven. State-of-the-art Bosch dishwasher. Cuisinart. Kitchen-Aid mixer. And everything was sparkling clean. Nora would have been in heaven. Okay. Maybe I've been spending too much time watching that kitchen show on the Food Network.


  "Yeah, great kitchen, Gafinilan," I said. "But it looks like it's never been used. No dirty dishes in the sink, no dustpan against the wall, no soaking wet dish towels thrown on a counter, No way anyone's going to believe two guys live here."


  Gafinilan focused his main eyes on me. <Two "guys" do not live here,> he said. <At least as far as other humans are concerned. This house belongs only to a Henry McClellan and he resides alone. He lives quietly. He spends most of his time at his office at the university. He does not have friends. He is what humans call a "loner.">


  Well, that answered that question. Gafinilan led us through several other rooms in the house, each equally pristine, each obviously unused. I mean, white carpeting? Pink silk upholstery? For two guys with muddy hooves and no ability to sit?


  Clearly, Mertil and Gafinilan actually lived somewhere else in the house.


  The only disturbingly out-of-place items in the otherwise perfect house were a few pieces of artwork, obviously bought at some starving artist sale set up along a highway. You know, paintings on black velvet, sold from the trunk of an old Cadillac. There were the requisite seascapes and even a sad-eyed clown.


  Before I could ask where the crying Elvis was hung, Gafinilan led us back to the kitchen. On the far wall was a keypad. The Andalite's massive shoulders blocked our view of it as he punched in the code. A concealed door to the left of the pad slid open.


  <Please. These are our private quarters.>


  In semiprivate thought-speak, Ax let Jake know our position. That we were entering a concealed part of the house. That he and the others should be ready to come at our call.


  Then Ax and I stepped forward. I whistled. It was a mini Andalite home-away-from-home.


  <Mertil and I were fortunate to have salvaged many things after the crash,> Gafinilan explained. <Most important, a good power supply and a force field generator. The latter is particularly necessary for our survival.>


  I smiled wryly. "You don't say."


  Computer stations. More than half a dozen of them. Each screen running a different program, none of which looked familiar to me at first glance.


  Several large-screen TVs. Each on and tuned to a different news program. Everything from Hollywood Style Report to CNN to the Bloomberg Report.


  The floor was covered in lush, well-tended grass. No chairs, but a long, fairly high table on which lay various handheld weapons.


  The walls were painted a creamy color. The ceiling, sky-blue. There seemed to be no other rooms beyond or off this large one. There might have been, of course. There might have been another secret sliding panel. There probably was.


  Because we did not see Mertil.


  Chapter 10


  



  <War Prince Gafinilan, I would like to understand why you seem to have no interest in joining our fight against Yeerk domination.>


  And things had been going so well.


  But instead of watching Ax's head roll across the grassy floor, I watched the expression in Gafinilan's face mutate from fury to despair to a typical Andalite inscrutability. All in the space of a few seconds.


  <Very well, young Aximili,> he said, slouching slightly into a more relaxed, less angry pose. <Perhaps you will find my story an unlikely one, but it is true. And it is mine. As I have told you,> he went on, <at one time, not so long ago, I was engaged in the war against the Yeerks. Assigned to the Dome ship's forces, as was your esteemed brother, Elfangor.>


  <Yes.>


  <Mertil and I were fighter pilots. We came up through the academy together and each earned a reputation for excellence and bravery. However, no one is immune to the vagaries of war. During the battle with the Blade ship, the battle that destroyed the Dome ship, my fighter was hit and the main engine was destroyed. Almost immediately I lost control and slammed into Mertil's already damaged fighter. Our wings somehow locked and, as one, the ships spiraled to the ground. I was sure we would both be killed.>


  He paused, then after a few tense moments, he continued.


  <Instead, we became two more living casualities of war. For some reason, we both survived. Spent several excruciating months hiding in the woods, dodging prying eyes, until I was able to acquire a human morph and venture into the world. You see, I only sustained minor injuries. A few burns, easily healed broken ribs. Mertil, however, was more seriously hurt. In time, he recovered from his other injuries. But his tail - it was severed. And because of his inability to utilize the morphing technology, there was nothing that could be done. He will never be restored to his normal self. And now, I am no longer a warrior in the service of the Andalite world. I am Mertil's protector and friend. After all,> he added, his thought-speak dark, <if I had been able to maintain control of my plane, Mertil might not have suffered as he has.>


  <Terrible,> Ax said. There was a trace of sympathy in his thought-speak. Just a trace. <Mertil was deprived a hero's death and forced to live out the rest of his days as a vecol.>


  <I am happy Mertil is alive,> Gafinilan countered.


  I believed him.


  "So, where is he?" I asked. "I'd like to meet him."


  <Impossible!> Ax.


  <No!> Gafinilan.


  "Oookay. So, can I ask why?"


  <It is unthinkable to intrude upon the isolation of a vecol,> Ax explained. <His isolation is the only dignity he has.>


  "Well, it's not like I'm going to point and laugh or anything," I said. "I can't even say 'hey' to the guy?"


  No answer, from either Andalite.


  Maybe I should have kept my mouth shut. Probably. But there are some topics I just can't let alone.


  I faked a laugh. "You Andalites need some serious attitude adjustment when it comes to the differently abled."


  <We have our ways,> Ax said simply.


  <Aximili!> Gafinilan said heartily. Changing the subject. <Will you honor me by sharing some illsipar root?>


  Here's the thing. When Ax is in human morph he can't get enough of cinnamon buns. I mean, it's frightening. Well, I saw that same crazed look flit across his normally expressionless Andalite face. The look that says, "Give it to me now or I will be forced to hurt you."


  <Thank you,> he said carefully. <I have not had illsipar root since leaving the home world.>


  Gafinilan clomped through the back door and led us into the main section of the greenhouse.


  <You are an expert gardener, Gafinilan,> Ax said.


  <I have been studying the art of botanical cultivation since my youth. It has been a challenge, but a rewarding one, to learn about the care and nurturing of Earth plants.>


  I know next to nothing about green things, but even I could see this Andalite had a green thumb. As it were. At least ten varieties of flowers, in pots and in orderly beds on the ground. Two kinds of roses, purple peonies, orange daylilies - Gafinilan had been nice enough to provide clearly labeled signs for the ignorant. Bushes and shrubs, leaves glossy green, some flowering. Several slim potted trees. Even a small section of Japanese rock garden, complete with neatly raked gravel.


  <I have grown the illsipar from seeds from my home world garden,> Gafinilan explained. In his oddly huge hand, he held five or six stalks of what looked a lot like scallions. Except pinkish. <It is a hearty plant and grows well here.>


  I watched, almost fascinated, as both Andalites placed several stalks of the root on the ground and then proceeded to eat them in the normal Andalite fashion. Crushing the plant beneath their hooves and absorbing its nutrients.


  Then the almost-fascination ended. It seemed the Andalites had forgotten I was there. So I took a closer look at some of the more exotic-looking stuff Gafinilan was cultivating. Strolled down one narrow aisle and up the next, each littered with bags of potting soil, trowels, watering cans, and cacti in flattish bowls.


  "Bzzzzz!"


  What the . . .


  I smacked the air with my hand. Stupid bee.


  "Bzzzzz!"


  Another one! Smack!


  But I was wasting my time. The bees weren't interested in me. They were interested in the sweet and colorful flowers that filled the greenhouse.


  Of course. Gafinilan relied on the bees to help fertilize his plants.


  Quickly, I checked to see if Ax and his host were still absorbed in the illsipar ritual. They were.


  Then checked out the greenhouse for a hive. None.


  Checked my brain to see if I know anything about honeybees. Like, do they sting? Nothing there.


  But I was going to acquire a honeybee regardless. If the bees were coming from and returning to a hive somewhere outside the greenhouse - without getting zapped by the force field - that meant they knew a safe way in and out.


  Just what I needed.


  I stood still. Hoped I smelled my sweetest. And . . .


  "Bzzzzz!"


  Got it! Held the bee loosely in my fist and hoped I acquired it.


  <Thank you for the excellent illsipar root.>


  Ax! Still clutching the bee, I peeked around a potted plant to see the two Andalites had finished their snack.


  <You are welcome,> Gafinilan answered, one stalk eye pointed my way.


  I smiled.


  <Perhaps now your prince will honor me with a visit?> Gafinilan said. <Now that you see I mean no harm. Will you tell him that I invite him to enjoy some of this home world specialty?>


  <I must explain . . .>


  "Yes, of course," I said, cutting Ax off. Hoping he'd keep quiet. "We'll extend your invitation."


  Ax looked back at me, slightly puzzled. I grinned crazily.


  The stupid bee had stung me!


  Ow! I opened my fist, out of sight, and tossed the bee to the ground.


  Then I came forward to join the other two.


  <Excellent.> Suddenly, Gafinilan was all conviviality, the host with the most. <I look forward to your return and to meeting your prince!>


  Chapter 11


  



  Ax's prince and my best friend was not going to pay a visit to Gafinilan before I did a little further investigation on my own.


  But I didn't tell him that.


  We met at the mall, Ax, in his human morph, and I strolling in together, stopping here and there, looking like a couple of normal guys hanging out at the mall.


  Jake on his own. Browsing through the Nike store, pretending to still be interested in something as harmless and normal as sports.


  Tobias with Rachel. She, carrying a bag from Express and one from Bebe. He, looking slightly awkward and out of place.


  Finally, Cassie. In a pair of jeans that actually fit.


  Accidentally on purpose, we hooked up . Ax wanted to buy a box of cinnamon buns. Jake thought a Pepsi sounded good. What do you know?


  We gathered at an empty table and while Ax stuffed his face and I pretended to flip through a comic book I pulled out of my back pocket, we told the others what had gone down.


  "You know you took a huge - and I'll add, too, stupid - risk, Marco," Jake said, keeping his voice low and his expression bland.


  "Yeah, well, we got what we wanted," I said. "We got inside. And we got to confirm that Gafinilan is a bit of a loose cannon."


  "Yes," Ax agreed. Though it was hard to take him seriously with frosting on his chin. "His mood does not seem perfectly stable. Bul. But he is a fine gardener. And he has created an impressive human cover."


  "Yeah, down to the patterned paper towels," I muttered, tossing the comic book on the table. "The place is too perfect."


  Rachel leaned in to the conversation. "Sounds like he's overcompensating. Trying too hard. It's understandable. He's got to be scared."


  "Of who?" Tobias asked. "Us or the Yeerks?"


  Jake slurped down the rest of his soda. "He wants to meet Ax's prince. I say we pay him a visit."


  "Not a good idea, man. Look, I'm getting a very bad feeling about this guy. This situation. Food court. Ax wanted to buy a box of cinnamon buns. Jake thought a Pepsi sounded good. What do you know?


  We gathered at an empty table and while Ax stuffed his face and I pretended to flip through a comic book I pulled out of my back pocket, we told the others what had gone down.


  "You know you took a huge - and I'll add, too, stupid - risk, Marco," Jake said, keeping his voice low and his expression bland.


  "Yeah, well, we got what we wanted," I said. "We got inside. And we got to confirm that Gafinilan is a bit of a loose cannon."


  "Yes," Ax agreed. Though it was hard to take him seriously with frosting on his chin. "His mood does not seem perfectly stable. Bul. But he is a fine gardener. And he has created an impressive human cover."


  "Yeah, down to the patterned paper towels," I muttered, tossing the comic book on the table. "The place is too perfect."


  Rachel leaned in to the conversation. "Sounds like he's overcompensating. Trying too hard. It's understandable. He's got to be scared."


  "Of who?" Tobias asked. "Us or the Yeerks?"


  Jake slurped down the rest of his soda. "HeCO


  I'm not reading clear motives. I say we wait before sending you in."


  Jake shrugged. "For what? For the visser to grab him? For Gafinilan to tell the visser there's at least one human 'Andalite bandit'?"


  "It's risky," Cassie added. "Marco's right."


  "We take precautions, per usual. I go in with cover."


  Jake stood. "Gotta get home. My mom's cooking one of my favorites tonight for dinner. If I'm late, she'll wonder."


  "I'll walk out with you," Cassie said.


  "Let's plan on my meeting Gafinilan as soon as possible," Jake said. "Maybe tomorrow night."


  "I'm out of here, too." Tobias stood and twitched his arms. "This place weirds me out. Ax-man? You coming?"


  Ax patted his stomach. "Yes, Tobias. I believe I am full for the moment." He stood and gathered up the shredded remains of the Cinnabon box.


  It was me and Rachel, alone.


  I puffed out my chest and smiled. "Any particular reason you wanted to be alone with me, Rachel?"


  "Yeah. So I could watch you act stupid. The usual." She leaned back in her seat. "I mean it, Marco. I'm not in the mood."


  I put my hands up, conceding defeat.


  "Okay, okay. So . . . ?"


  "A lot of times you're a major cynical freak, you know?"


  I barked a laugh. "Uh, thanks. I guess.


  "But you're also the best at knowing when something genuinely stinks. I can block out your lame jokes but I can't ignore your paranoid instincts."


  "Gee, thanks, again," I said.


  Rachel frowned. "I mean it. Look, you're not letting Jake meet Gafinilan before you go back there yourself. Don't bother to deny it. You have a plan. I want to know what it is."


  Quickly, casually, I glanced around. "Why? So you can tell your Bird-boyfriend and screw me up with Jake?"


  "No, you moron," Rachel hissed. "So I can go with you. You'll need someone to cover your butt."


  "See! I knew you cared."


  WHAM!


  And that's when Rachel's foot connected squarely with my shin.


  Chapter 12


  



  I here wouldn't be time to do my bee morph before my "mission." So I spent a few minutes on the Internet, hoping to discover some pertinent facts about the bee's capabilities and weaknesses. Something that might help me know what to expect when the honeybee brain kicked in.


  And I learned something that scared the tar out of me: that honeybees, like ants, are social insects. Just not to the same extent as ants. But they function as part of a greater whole. Not individuals. Machinelike in their dedication to the survival of the colony. Devoted one hundred and fifty percent to the hive.


  Now you know where the saying "busy as a bee" came from.


  This did not make me happy. Being an ant had been one of the most frightening experiences of my otherwise already-bizarre life.


  I'd lost myself, going ant. So had Jake and the others. There had been no sense of self. Of individuality. Most people can't even imagine what losing that part of you feels like. It's one hundred times more intense than your worst nightmare.


  I took a deep breath. I would have to avoid the actual hive if at all possible.


  I looked at my watch. Time flies when you're scared peeless.


  We met way too early in the morning. Rachel used her bald eagle morph and I went osprey. And we flew to Henry McClellan's house.


  <Now what?> she asked.


  <Land and survey.>


  We did. Before a full three minutes had passed, we spotted a honeybee.


  And it was headed toward the greenhouse.


  Perfect. Maybe I wouldn't need to find the colony after all.


  <What is it doing?> Rachel said.


  <I don't know. Just pay attention.>


  Which wasn't very easy. The bee zipped along erratically. Up, then down. To the right, then down again. Left! Up! Slanting on a diagonal! Reversing direction, backtracking. Then, in a final show of acrobatic skill, slipping effortlessly through a tiny hole in a panel of glass.


  <Okay, Marco,> Rachel said. <There's your way in.>


  <Cripes. I'll never make it through that nuclear obstacle course without getting fried.>


  <Not unless you follow another bee,> Rachel pointed out. <I mean, really tailgate. Which means we need the hive.>


  She was right. Adopting the buddy system with a honeybee was my safest - not to mention only - chance of getting inside.


  We found the hive carefully hidden in a small cluster of trees at the far end of Henry McClellan's backyard.


  <Where'd Gafinilan get the money for this place?> I grumbled. <The yard's got to be, like, three acres.>


  <Lotto?> Rachel landed on a branch of the live oak next to the partially rotted-out old tree that housed the resident honeybee community. <I'll cover you while you demorph. After you morph, I'll keep an eye on you as you get closer to the house. Anything goes wrong in there, Marco, you'd better call me,> she warned. <No being a hero.>


  <No danger of that,> I muttered.


  I landed at the foot of Rachel's tree. Quickly demorphed and scurried over to stand just below the hive. Cut down on postmorph travel.


  None of us enjoy morphing anything really small. Particularly insects. Particularly ants, which are so, so not human. Honeybees are a lot cuter than ants. All fuzzy and stuff. Maybe this means they are less driven and simpleminded and violent. Right?


  Now or never. I crouched to minimize the insane fall that would come as I shrank down to the size of a Gummy Bear. And I held the image of the honeybee in my mind.


  Morphing is not logical or orderly. It does not proceed in a preordained pattern. It is not predictable.


  This time, the first bit of me to go was the part of my torso that became the bee's thorax. Marco to about midway down my chest. Bee thorax. Marco below. Ugh.


  Have I mentioned that the honeybee has an exoskeleton? Which precludes the need for an internal skeleton. So I'm pretty sure I was mostly ribless and partially spineless at the moment.


  <That is so nauseating,> Rachel remarked helpfully.


  I chose not to respond.


  Chitin. That's what the exoskeleton is made of, a hard substance that protects the internal organs and also keeps them from drying out.


  Fliip. Fliip.


  Two sets of flat, thin wings sprang from the bee's thorax. Membranes, really, lined with veins, the set in front, larger. Together, using a propellerlike twisting motion, the two sets allowed the honeybee to fly.


  Poofpoofpoof . . .


  Hundreds, thousands of little hairs sprouted from all over my body.


  <Okay, that's a lot better,> Rachel noted.


  Also on the thorax, three pairs of segmented legs. When the morph was complete I would be able to walk and even use the frontmost legs to clean my antennae.


  Next to show up were the antennae. Segmented and coated with tiny hairs. Super-important sensory organs. Sensitive to touch and odor. Attached directly to the brain.


  Cool. I could move the antennae because each was set in a socket on my head.


  Huh? Okay, human head was rapidly becoming the kind of triangular head of the bee.


  My human mouth, suddenly sealed. My chin, splitting down the cleft.


  Shloop!


  And shooting out of that vertical mouth, a proboscis. A long and hairy tongue that would allow the bee to drink liquids.


  Mandibles, a pair on either side of my head. Kind of like pliers. Useful for eating pollen and manipulating wax and snatching enemies.


  Okay, gross. I was blind, my human eyes gone.


  Then: Pop! Pop! Popopopopop!


  Vision. Thousands of teeny lenses showing me thousands of pieces of the world. All combining to make one huge-faceted mosaic or gridlike picture.


  The bee couldn't distinguish color as well as a human. That red birdhouse I'd spotted before morphing - not red to the bee.


  But boy, could I see movement! Forms were not as clear or obvious as was the fluttering of flowers on their stems or the flitting of a butterfly from leaf to leaf.


  Pop! Pop! Pop!


  Three more eyes, small, shot out above my compound eyes. They couldn't really distinguish anything, not movement or form. But the eyes did seem to detect light.


  And here came the abdomen.


  Oh, lucky me. I was a female. How did I know this? Because my abdomen was slimmer than the rounder abdomen of the male drone, for one.


  But mostly because I had a stinger. It was about one eighth of an inch long and at the end of my abdomen. Kind of worked like a hypodermic needle. Except the tip was barbed so that it would stick into the skin of the honeybee's victim . . . and it shot poison, not some vitamin formula.


  Nice to have a weapon. But don't use it, Marco, the human brain in me reminded. If I stung an enemy, part of the stinger would remain in the enemy after I'd broken free. And I would die. Just like the bee I'd acquired. The bee who'd stung me.


  But as the morph came to completion, I wasn't thinking about cause and effect - sting and die. Thinking about cause and effect - that was a human brain thing to do.


  And right then, I was all honeybee. All armored flying insect with a vital mission - to work and work and work for the hive. For the queen.


  The hive! I had to get to the hive!


  Chapter 13


  



  I shot up from the ground.


  <Marco! Get a grip!> A harsh sound. Meaningless to the bee. <You're not supposed to go in the hive!>


  I landed on the lip of the hollowed section of the dead tree. Was met by a guard bee, another worker, like myself. I did not smell like the enemy. So round and round in circles, first this way, then that, the other bee twirled on its three sets of legs. Flicking its wings, my comrade told me the location of a new source of food for the hive.


  All for the hive!


  I would go and gather . . .


  <Marco! What are you doing?>


  What . . . man. My brain finally shook itself back into place. What was I doing?


  I left my hive-mate and lifted off. Zoomed out and over to Rachel, still perched in the next tree in eagle morph.


  <What's wrong with you?> she snapped. <It's a stupid honeybee!>


  <Sorry. But I'm not sure I'd call the bee stupid. You need individuality and sentience to be stupid, don't you? As compared to smart or silly or whatever?>


  <I guess,> Rachel conceded.


  <Anyway, it's not nearly as bad as being an ant. You know how ants are just programmed parts of a whole? It's kind of like that, only not so aggressive. It's sort of like I'm part of a big farm family. All for one and one for all while we bring in the crop and feed the next generation and pay homage to the queen. That's what Communism is all about,> I mused. <I mean, Castro's like a king when you think about it.>


  <Yeah, well, Comrade Marco, just be sure you maintain control, okay?>


  <Yeah. Look, there's a couple of bees flying out of the hive. Might as well follow them and hope for the best.>


  <I'm on you.>


  I zipped off after the two bees. One zoomed off the property, the other seemed headed for the greenhouse.


  So far, on a fairly straight path.


  ZZZZZZZZ!


  Not another bee. Not my bee. Another bug.


  Whoosh!


  It dropped straight down in front of me! Went right for the bee I was following!


  What the heck was it?


  Through what seemed like thousands of tiny TV screens i could see an insect larger than me, maybe twice my size. Its legs seemed to be covered in spines or spikes. Its nose looked like a big fat needle.


  <Marco! You'd better look out!> Rachel called.


  And then the monster insect hit the bee. Hard. Wrapped its horrible legs around it, capturing the smaller insect in a spiny, iron maiden-like prison.


  Like one gigantic mutant insect they flew. The bee struggled but to no effect,


  And then the big bandit stabbed the bee with its needle-nose. Had to be sucking the life from the bee, because when the big insect released the carcass it was withered and dry.


  A terrible close call. But the killer insect had flown out of sight . . .


  <Marco! He's coming back for you!>


  ZZZZZZZZZZZ


  <He's about a foot behind you; maybe six inches up. I'll try to get him but . . .>


  <Ahhhhh!>


  I felt one of his barbed legs pierce my abdomen.


  No no no no!


  A second leg impaled me from the other side.


  I was a skewered snack for a seriously unattractive insect.


  At least it would be quick. How long had it taken this thing to suck the life out of the other bee?


  I felt the proboscis against my back. The very tip of the deadly sucking needle.


  WHOOOOSSSHHH!


  A massive gust of wind sent me swirling, then falling toward the ground.


  Falling, but not dead.


  I tried to move my wings, get control. But they were still pinned against my body by the grip of the demon on my back.


  Thump!


  I hit the ground. Stunned but alive.


  <Marco!> Rachel cried. <Are you okay?>


  <I'm alive,> I said. <But not okay. The thing's still got me!>


  <Oh, you're fine,> she said. <I got him. Tore him right in half. Sorry I let you fall.>


  <You're forgiven. Just get me the heck out of here, will you?>


  A bald eagle dive-bombing bugs in the backyard? Not too odd.


  With massive eagle claws, Rachel grabbed me and what was left of the killer. We flew into the dense trees back by the hive where, one at a time, we demorphed and remorphed. Got ready to try this insane thing again.


  This time, Rachel was on the lookout for winged hijackers.


  After about ten minutes, another few bees headed off toward Gafinilan's greenhouse. I followed.


  <I see the force field,> I called out.


  <Be careful, Marco.>


  Let me tell you I more than realized I could definitely be fried in the force field, but it was a spectacular thing to actually see. A color I'd never seen as a human. Unbelievable. Indescribable. Something I later learned was called "bee-purple." It's the color between yellow and ultraviolet on the spectrum. Too intense for the human eye to see.


  Too bad. Because it was intense. And running right through it, easily marked, was a curving tunnel. Actually quite wide for a bee. And the tunnel led ultimately to a small hole in a glass panel of the greenhouse's back wall.


  Cake. A piece of cake.


  <I'm almost in,> I called to Rachel.


  <Uh, Marco? Heads up. Gafinilan just came into the greenhouse.>


  Too late. Had to take the chance. I slipped in behind another honeybee. Frighteningly close to Gafinilan, who was peering intently at one of his plant labels, holding it close to his two main eyes.


  Suddenly, he swiveled his eye stalks toward us. Noted our appearance. And swiveled them back to his own business.


  <I'm okay so far,> I said. <Heading into the house.>


  I'd noted on my first visit that Gafinilan hadn't closed the back door of the house, the one that connected the kitchen to the greenhouse. Had counted on his not doing so again.


  Luck was with me.


  So far, anyway.


  I zipped through the open door.


  Flew through every room in the house. The immaculately kept living room. Unused dining room. Pristine kitchen.


  And I used the honeybee's eyes and antennae to try to pick up more information.


  I smelled the flowers, plants, and potting soil from the greenhouse. The chocolate and raisins of the cookies Gafinilan had stacked inside several glass Mason jars. A strong, disinfectant smell in the bathroom. Mr. Clean or Top Job or Comet.


  Throughout the house, in every room, Gafinilan's distinctive, not unpleasant odor.


  But there was one thing I distinctly did not see or smell or sense in any way.


  <What's in there?> Rachel asked.


  <I'll tell you what's not in here,> I said. <And what hasn't been here for a long time. Mertil.>
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  I don't get it. Where is Mertil?" Jake said. But only after he stopped telling me he was getting really ticked at me and this whole Gafinilan thing. After he stopped glaring at Rachel. After he admitted the information about the missing Andalite was valuable. We were all in Cassie's barn. And things were getting consistently more confusing. "Did he ever exist? Was the guy on the video a fake?"


  <Prince Jake, I can confirm there was a Mertil-Iscar-Elmand at the Andalite Academy. And that a fighter pilot by the same name won much honor afterward.> Ax paused thoughtfully. <Of course, I did not know he was morph incapable. I was under the impression the academy did not admit vecols.>


  "Yeah," I snapped, "you hate when your hero turns out to be a cripple. That's pretty crappy."


  "Back to the point," Jake said tightly. "Which is, what do we do about Gafinilan?"


  Rachel sprawled on a stack of hay bales. "He doesn't want to hurt us. Not yet, anyway. But he doesn't want to help us, either. He says he wants us to leave him alone, but then he asks to meet Jake. Doesn't make sense."


  <I don't think the guy knows what he wants . . .>


  <Yes, Tobias. Yes, he does,> Ax said excitedly. <Illsipar root. Why didn't I see before!>


  I shook my head. "See what?"


  <Gafinilan offered me illsipar root,> Ax explained. <It is a mild intoxicant, taken in a manner somewhat like humans take tea or coffee each morning.>


  "Okay, but . . ."


  <Illsipar root has a medicinal use, as well. In great quantities, it eases the pain of Soola's Disease. This is a genetically programmed disease. It causes increasing pain in the joints as well as the muscles, extreme at the end. In some, it causes progressive blindness. It strikes in the prime of life and is always fatal.>


  "Okay," Jake said. "I still don't understand what this disease has to do with us."


  "And I don't understand," Rachel began, "why, if Gafinilan has the disease, he can't cure himself by morphing. Oh. Wait. Yes I do. His own DNA still has the disease. It's like he's trapped."


  Ax inclined his head. <Exactly. The only cure is to acquire, then morph, another Andalite. One without the defective gene that predisposes toward the disease. In other words, the victim of Soola's Disease must abandon his imperfect body. He must become a nothlit.>


  Tobias looked at Ax with his intensely fierce hawk's eyes. <Sounds reasonable.>


  <No. In Andalite society, choosing to become a nothlit in such a situation or for such a purpose is considered an act of cowardice. Morally wrong. Despicable.>


  "If Gafinilan is sick, why haven't we seen signs of his being in pain? And if acquiring another Andalite is what Gafinilan intends," Cassie mused, "why wouldn't he just have acquired Ax?"


  Ax had an answer for that, too. <Gafinilan is an adult with an impressive warrior's physique. He would never choose to adopt the body of a mere youth. He would waste years waiting for the new young body to grow to its maximum potential. Besides, I would never give my permission for such an act. As for Gafinilan's exhibiting no signs of pain - In public, that is only seemly. A warrior is trained not to show signs of physical weakness or mental strain.> Ax paused. <But the pain escalates the nearer death approaches, it is unlikely he will be able to completely hide his agony.>


  "So, you think Gafinilan was - or is, still - hoping to acquire Visser Three's Andalite . . ." I stopped. "Well, that wouldn't be too difficult or anything."


  "No. I'm pretty sure he wants me," Jake said suddenly. "At least, he wants who he thinks I am. A healthy adult Andalite."


  "But Ax said to become the nothlit is an act of cowardice," Cassie pointed out. "You think Gafinilan is a coward? I don't. Not the way he disregards Andalite custom to care for Mertil."


  "Nice, Cassie," I snapped. "At the very least the guy's a liar. And he's big on keeping secrets, I don't trust him as far as I can throw him. Which is about one tenth of an inch. Maybe."


  "I have to agree," Rachel added. "Gafinilan is in a bad place, if he's after an Andalite body, who knows what he'll do when - if - he finds out Jake is human."


  "Same thing he did to Mertil," I muttered. "I'm thinking it's not Mertil's happiness he's after. I'm thinking he probably made that tape of his buddy himself. Put it out there to lure any other Andalites who might just be hanging around planet Earth. Then when Mertil did his part, Gafinilan put him out of his misery. The incredible disappearing Andalite."


  "Pretty harsh, Marco." Cassie.


  <But it could very well be the truth,> Ax said solemnly. <As much as it pains me to acknowledge the possibility of such behavior on the part of a fellow Andalite.>


  <Loyalty,> Tobias said quietly, enigmatically, <is all there is.>


  "Ax?" It was Cassie, beginning to sound excited. "What about the morphing cube? The Escafil Device? Could we use that on Mertil? Give him the power to morph?"


  "What difference would that make if he's dead?" Rachel said darkly.


  Ax hesitated. <It is likely that Mertil is allergic to, or has some disease or disorder which makes his body reject the morphing technology. In which case, what good is our forcing it upon him?>


  Jake stood abruptly. "Look, we're not getting any closer to the truth by sitting around speculating. Is Mertil dead or alive? Is Gafinilan a bad guy or isn't he? Only way to know is to get to him. And hope we're the first ones there."
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  So we went. I coached Tobias, Rachel, Cassie, and Ax on what to expect when they morphed the honeybee. Warned them about clutching the bee too tight when they acquired it. Warned them also about what Cassie told me was a robber fly, the demon insect who'd tried to make me into a bee smoothie.


  The plan was for the five of us to sneak onto McClellan/Gafinilan's property. Acquire a bee from the resident hive. And fly through the force field and into Gafinilan's greenhouse.


  When we were in place, Jake would ring the front doorbell. I'd slip into the house and stick with Gafinilan and Jake. The others would hang back until - if - we got in trouble and needed major backup.


  And trouble could come from Gafinilan or the Yeerks. First, we had to make certain the house wasn't being watched before Jake went up the driveway. That meant concentrated surveillance.


  Beyond getting Jake inside to talk to the big Andalite, our plan was vague. Mostly contingent on Gafinilan's actions.


  When we were in morph, and safely in the greenhouse, I gave Jake the okay.


  A moment later, he rang the front doorbell.


  <Wish us luck, kids,> I said.


  Gafinilan put down the bottle of liquid fertilizer he was preparing and headed into the house through the back door. I followed him. Close but not close enough to arouse suspicion and be swatted to death.


  Once in the living room, Gafinilan morphed to Henry McClellan. Then walked to the front door. Opened it as far as the chain lock would allow.


  "Yes?" he said, keeping his body almost entirely behind the door, allowing only part of his face to show.


  "Gafinilan?" Jake kept his voice low.


  "No. No, my name is Henry McClellan."


  Gafinilan began to close the door.


  "I know," Jake said quickly. "That's your human name. Aximili told me. I'm Jake."


  Slowly, the door closed. Gafinilan undid the chain. Opened the door again. Stepped back.


  "Come inside," he said.


  Jake did. Gafinilan relocked the door behind him.


  "You are Aximili's prince?"


  "Yes," Jake answered.


  The Andalite's human morph relaxed slightly. I could hear it in his voice.


  "I am pleased that you have accepted the invitation to meet with me," he said. "Perhaps it would be better if we spoke in surroundings more comfortable to both of us. Please, follow me."


  Gafinilan led Jake through the sparkling kitchen and into his private quarters. He stepped aside to allow Jake to enter first.


  "Very nice," Jake said.


  The Andalite followed and programmed the door shut behind them. Behind me, too.


  The three of us were alone. Cut off from the others, waiting in the greenhouse.


  "As I told young Aximili," Gafinilan said, conversationally, "Mertil and I were fortunate to have salvaged much from the wreckage of our fighters. Tell me, was there much to be salvaged of the Dome ship? Or did Earth's ocean destroy it all?"


  Whoa. Ax had already told Gafinilan he was the only survivor. Except for Gafinilan and Mertil. What was Gafinilan up to?


  Jake looked steadily at Henry McClellan. "The Dome ship was almost completely destroyed," he answered. Noncommittally.


  "Yes, yes." Henry's eyes darted around the room. Then he looked back to Jake. "Jake. It is a good name. Is it a shortened version of something else, like 'Ax' for Aximili?"


  "It's just what people call me." Jake was giving the guy nothing.


  Gafinilan spoke loudly. With false heartiness. "Please, make yourself comfortable. As will I." He stepped toward the center of the grassy room. Began to demorph.


  <Why haven't you demorphed?> he asked when he'd finished.


  Jake smiled. "I prefer to speak with you in this form."


  <But you insult a fellow Andalite by not revealing your true self,> Gafinilan coaxed. His own eyes smiling the way Andalites do.


  "My true physical self is irrelevant."


  <Prince Jake.> Gafinilan's voice was forceful now, almost threatening. <I insist that you demorph from this ridiculous morph.>


  "After you explain what you really want from me," Jake countered.


  <Enough!> Gafinilan took a step toward Jake, tail blade raised high, arched forward over his back. And then he stumbled, on nothing. Groaned. Closed all four eyes.


  No doubt about it. The guy was in pain.


  Ax was right. Soola's Disease. Or something else pretty serious and getting worse.


  Jake started to move forward. Instinctively, to help.


  <No!> I said. <Wait. Let him tell us what we need to know.>


  He stopped himself. Checked the impulse. Waited.


  "Gafinilan . . ."


  The Andalite opened his eyes, the main ones first. Regained his composure.


  <No,> he said, his voice hard but low. <There will be no more talk.>


  He turned away from Jake. Stepped slowly to the table of weapons. Picked up a shredder.


  Turned and pointed it at Jake.


  <Now you will do as I say.>
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  <We've got a problem,> I called out to the others. <We need reinforcements in here. Now!>


  <What will it be, Prince Jake?> Gafinilan said. <If you think I will show you mercy because you appear as a child, you are mistaken.>


  Jake stood perfectly still. "What if I am a child?" he said calmly. As if a shredder were not leveled a few feet from his face.


  <Backup on the way, Jake,> I said.


  Gafinilan's tail twitched. <You bore me with this game! For an Andalite warrior, you are not particularly clever.>


  "Hrrooooaaaarrr!!"


  From the direction of the greenhouse came the menacing roar of a grizzly. The lonely howl of a wolf. The bloodcurdling screech of a raptor.


  Gafinilan jerked toward the sounds.


  And then there was one loud BABOOM! as Rachel crashed through one of the walls like a baseball crashing through a window. But making a lot more mess.


  Cassie, Ax, and Tobias followed almost daintily through the rubble.


  "I'm sorry we bore you, Gafinilan," Jake said calmly. "But we're bored, too. Tired of your evasions and half-truths. So if it's okay with you, this is the moment of reckoning. Time to come clean."


  <Four warriors against one?> Gafinilan blustered.


  "Five, if I morph," I said, having demorphed behind the weapons table, walking around to face our host. "Six if Jake does."


  "But we're not here to fight, Gafinilan," Jake said. "Just to get some information."


  Gafinilan's two stalk eyes swiveled madly for a second. Then a look of shocked understanding came to them. <You, all of you - you are the Andalite bandits Visser Three fears. Are all of you but Aximili - human?>


  "Yes," Jake said. He shot a glance at Tobias. "More or less. We were enlisted by Prince Elfangor to fight the Yeerks."


  <You see,> Ax said matter-of-factly, <there is no adult Andalite for you to acquire so that you may escape Soola's Disease.>


  <What!> Gafinilan roared, pointing his shredder at Ax. <How dare you make such an accusation! I am a warrior. Never in a galaxy's age would I disgrace myself by acting with such base and selfish cowardice.>


  Silence. Gafinilan's hand began to shake and he lowered the shredder. And then Tobias spoke.


  <You know, in the Andalite world, it might be considered a moral failing or a crime against personal honor or something to seek to cure yourself in any way you can. But not here. Not on Earth.>


  <He's right,> Cassie added quickly. <We don't judge or condemn people who seek health through legitimate paths. We . . .>


  Gafinilan raised the shredder again. <You don't understand at all!> he cried, despairingly. <Nobody understands.>


  "Why don't you explain," Jake suggested quietly.


  There was a moment of silence. A moment during which I thought it pretty likely Gafinilan would do something desperate. Tension radiated from every inch of him. And then he shuddered, like he'd made a decision, and the tension was replaced by what looked and felt a lot like exhaustion.


  He lowered the shredder again and spoke.


  <It is true. I have Soola's Disease. But what I have done I have not done for myself. I have done all for Mertil.>


  <Obviously, Mertil is not morph capable,> Ax said. <I do not understand.>


  The ghost of a small, self-mocking smile appeared in Gafinilan's main eyes. <You see? Nobody understands. I suppose there is no reason to keep the truth from you,> he conceded. <Some human, some meddlesome, possibly innocent human stumbled upon Mertil feeding. Visser Three saw the tape - whether on television or in some other way, I do not know. But it was enough. Mertil was seized by the Yeerks. Only then did the visser discover that Mertil was a vecol.> Gafinilan's voice tightened. <Of course, the Yeerks have no use for a mere cripple. Especially one who is not morph-capable.>


  "Blackmail?" I guessed.


  <Yes. The visser used Mertil to find me and I offered to exchange myself for Mertil. After all, it was my fault that he was seen by a human. I should have protected him more carefully. But Mertil anticipated my action. In an effort to save my life he informed the visser of my medical condition. Gafinilan laughed roughly. <The visser has no more use for an Andalite with a several-month life expectancy than he does for a vecol.>


  <I suppose you could be grateful for that,> Cassie commented.


  Gafinilan turned an eye stalk in her direction. <We all want to be wanted,> he remarked quietly.


  "The visser still wants something from you," Jake said.


  <Oh, yes. Visser Three is quite clever. And quite cruel. He has offered me a trade. If I bring him a healthy, morph-capable Andalite, he will release Mertil to me.>


  <And you trust him?> Rachel spat.


  <What choice do I have? Trust and act, or do nothing and wait for news of Mertil's murder. When I unexpectedly encountered young Aximili, I did not hesitate to bait my trap ->


  Ax interrupted. <You are willing to betray one of your own people to the Yeerks in exchange for your friend's life? For the life of a mere vecol?>


  <For me,> Gafinilan stated, <it is not about action traitorous to my world. For me, it is personal. It is about friendship.>
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  "Let's do it. Let's rescue Mertil and kick some Yeerk butt."


  Big guess who said that.


  We all demorphed and Jake introduced us to Gafinilan. He explained Tobias and strongly suggested to Gafinilan - with a swift glance at all of us - that we join forces to recover Mertil.


  <There is no need for you to further involve yourselves in this situation,> Gafinilan replied, almost harshly. <Mertil is my responsibility.>


  I shook my head. I wasn't totally buying Gafinilan's story, not without proof, but I knew that his going in alone was ridiculous. And potentially dangerous for us. My vote? Don't let this guy out of our sight. "What are you going to do all by yourself?" I said. "Against Visser Three and masses of Hork-Bajir shock troops?"


  "No offense, Gafinilan," Jake added. "But you're in no shape to act alone. The odds are against you even without your being sick."


  "Besides," Cassie said gently, "you and Mertil are here on Earth because you were fighting to protect us. The human race. Consider it a favor if we help you rescue Mertil. Good karmic payback."


  Tobias remained silent. Not unusual. He's unpredictably moody lately. But I was sure he was with the program.


  Ax, too, declined to help convince Gafinilan to accept our assistance. I was pretty sure he was not with the program.


  <But . . .> Gafinilan hesitated. <I cannot allow children to fight my battle. It would be unconscionable.>


  Rachel rolled her eyes.


  "No disrespect, Gafinilan," Jake said, "but we're going with you. Actually, you're going with us. So now, you play by our rules or you sit this one out."


  If Gafinilan was stunned or offended by Jake's speech, he didn't show it. Exhaustion, depression - whatever it was - made him accept the situation with little or no resistance.


  <Mertil is moved throughout the day and night,> he said after a moment. <As far as I can tell, he is never in the same place for more than an hour, and has never been in the same place twice.>


  "Why not just keep him in the Yeerk pool complex?" Rachel asked. "Plenty of empty cages, torture equipment, stuff like that."


  <I imagine the visser is afraid of attack,> Gafinilan answered. <I imagine he does not trust me to complete our bargain. I imagine he half expects me to join up with the guerrilla forces that plague his efforts. Which, it seems, I have just done.>


  "So, Mertil's in some sort of transport vehicle," Cassie said. "A truck, a horse trailer, something. How do we find it? Aerial surveillance . . ."


  Ax interrupted, <We cannot risk our lives for a vecol.>


  "Okay, Ax-man," I said, my voice a little less than steady. "I've been cutting you slack on this handicapped thing because you're part of the team. But when you talk like that, like this guy is some sort of dirty, worthless thing, I have to say you're just not one of us."


  <I do not and have never pretended to be human.> Ax stated.


  Rachel snorted. "You're so full of it, Marco. I seem to recall your calling that Hewlett Aldershot guy who was in a coma a vegetable. No, wait, a carrot, to be exact."


  "Not the same thing," I shot back. "That was black comedy. Gallows humor. Not an open or implied insult."


  "Actions do speak louder than words," Cassie said quietly.


  "Thank you. I might not always say the right thing, but most times I do the right thing. Or try to, at least. My intentions," I added, smirking, "are good."


  <This is not about Marco,> Tobias said. <This is about Mertil. Mertil is Gafinilan's shorm, Ax. Can't you understand . . .>


  "Whether Ax understands or not," Jake interrupted, "we're doing this. Is that understood? Good. Gafinilan, you've been in contact with Mertil?"


  During our verbal skirmish, Gafinilan had remained silent. Maybe he was tired of having to defend his position.


  <Mertil and I have been the closest of friends since our childhood,> he said finally. <Unless we are on different planets, we can hear each other's thought-speak. Not perfectly. Often exact words are not clear. But the sound of Mertil's voice is always with me. It helps me to know he is alive.>


  "So, what?" Rachel said. "Bird morphs, cover every inch of the town until we get close enough to Mertil for Gafinilan to hear specifics? Hope Mertil has been able, at least, to get a glimpse out a window or something."
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  I understand ruthless.


  I understand, maybe more than any of the others, what it means to be unsentimental. Cold, even. To see the end in the beginning and the beginning in the end.


  I'm not denying that Jake, for example, doesn't make his share of tough decisions. That almost every day he isn't forced to choose between two seemingly impossible, equally degrading choices. That he doesn't feel the agony of those crisis moments. That too often he looks about fifty.


  All I'm saying is that I understand, immediately and on some instinctual level, the state of ruthlessness you have to reach - almost, to live in - to be able to make those impossible choices. To see the right way to the right end.


  To accept being perceived as cruel and heartless.


  To live with the fact that people are afraid of getting too close to someone like me, like maybe it'll rub off, my ability to do what needs to be done.


  In spite of my incredible sense of humor, I am not always fun to be around. And there are a lot of reasons why. What would you be like if you had to decide whether to save what was left of your mother's life? Or let Visser One, the Yeerk, live? Calculated risk. I still don't know the results of that particularly agonizing decision, but I'd been able to do it. Been able to make the decision.


  So, on some level, I knew what Gafinilan was all about. How he'd made the impossible decision to do whatever it took to save his friend's life. Even if that meant sacrificing his own. Even if that meant handing over another Andalite, one of his own people, to the Yeerks.


  It was a pretty ruthless thing to do. And I was pretty sure he would do it again if he had to.


  I respected him for that.


  <Jake.> I spoke privately. <You'd better be aware we are in serious doo-doo if this guy decides to trade loyalties . . .>


  <Marco. We're doing this.>


  <Fine. I'm here. But let's be clear. What Gafinilan was saying is that he was ready to betray us. What's changed? Okay, he can't fulfill his part of the bargain with the visser. Can't deliver an adult Andalite. But maybe he can cut a new deal, if things start going bad. Hand over the human "Andalite bandits" in exchange for Mertil.>


  <He said he'd work with us, not against us,> Jake said, tiredly.


  <You believe that. I'll believe the opposite. That way we have all bases covered.>


  <Fine. Let's get this over with.>


  Gafinilan was in an owl morph he'd picked up a while back. I was an owl. Cassie was osprey. Jake, peregrine falcon. Rachel, bald eagle and Ax northern harrier. Tobias, of course, was himself.


  For the past half hour we'd been flying north of town in a widespread group. Hoping to find a trace of Mertil. So far, radio silence.


  <Mertil says he is in some sort of graveyard.> Gafinilan's thought-speak was sudden and excited.


  <Impossible.> Rachel. <There are no graveyards out this way. That I know of, anyway.>


  <Warehouses, yes . . .>


  <He said that when his Hork-Bajir guards opened the door of his current prison, he was able to glimpse several large, boxlike, rectangular vehicles, somewhat similar to the one in which he is being held. They are made of metal, but rusted. Mertil assumes they have been abandoned.>


  <Got it,> I said. <The old train yard. About a mile out from here.>


  The old train yard and final station stop had not been in operation since, like, my grandmother was a kid. Now, it was only a vast arena of sharp edges from which to get lockjaw. A place where teenagers hung and had wild parties and did things they could get arrested for.


  We reached the acre or so of dilapidated metal train parts. And saw nothing you wouldn't expect to see in such a place. Even with my superior owl vision, I could make out no suspicious footprints in the dirt or tufts of blue fur stuck to jagged pieces of boxcar.


  And the place was quiet. Too quiet.


  I circled lower, hoping for some shred of evidence that Mertil was being held on this site. Again, nothing. Hundreds of empty boxcars, each sixty feet long. The occasional caboose or flatcar. Some cattle cars lying on their sides. A locomotive or two.


  <Nothing,> I said disgustedly. <Rust, rats, and empty cars.>


  <Gafinilan, do you still hear Mertil?> Jake asked. <Are you sure he's here?>


  <Yes, yes. He is close.>


  <Okay then, people. We're going to have to land, morph some firepower, get our hands dirty.>


  <Is it me,> I asked generally, <or does Jake sound like a deranged camp director when he talks like that?>


  <It's you.> Cassie. The girlfriend. Figured. Just then -


  <About three o'clock everyone!> I called.


  The door to one of the abused boxcars was sliding open. And the boxcar was disgorging about a dozen Hork-Bajir.


  Another car! And another dozen Hork-Bajir. Oh, yeah. There was definitely something there.
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  Night was falling fast. Maybe the mass of clustered, hulking railroad cars added to the sense of gloom that seemed to be descending over the old yard and station.


  The place had the eerie feel of all abandoned scenes of once-frenzied human activity. In a sense, Mertil was right when he called it a graveyard. No more hustling conductors and scurrying maintenance men. No more excited passengers and no more fretful family members, waiting for those passengers to disembark.


  Now it really was the end of the line. Thick with shadows thrown by a few dim and distant roadway lights. And within those murky shadows, huge, shuffling Hork-Bajir.


  We landed on the far east of the yard, atop a right-side-up passenger car. From there, we could watch the Yeerk shock troops undetected. Watch as they streamed through the mazelike paths between rusted-out corpses and gathered in a small clearing almost exactly at the yard's center.


  Watch as they loosely surrounded a fifteen foot U-Haul truck, the self-rental kind.


  <I'm thinking Mertil's probably in that U-Haul. And that they're gonna be moving him pretty soon,> I said.


  <Yes.> Gafinilan paused. <Mertil believes this to be true. He has overheard some of his captors discussing the next destination. But he has no details.>


  <Tobias?> Jake said. <Stay up top. We're going to need you to guide us toward that clearing once we're on the ground. Everybody else? Battle morphs. I'm thinking we're going to have to bust Mertil out the hard way.>


  <What about Gafinilan?> Ax asked stiffly.


  <With all due respect, you are not well . . .>


  <I will fight. That is, if your prince will allow me to join you.>


  <Great,> Jake said. <But if you feel you can't hold out, lay low. I don't want to have to rescue two Andalites tonight. Ax? Keep close to Gafinilan in case he needs help.> Jake paused. <Or in case he decides to switch sides.>


  Gafinilan didn't respond to Jake's statement. Either he really was a good soldier, acknowledging Jake as his prince. Or he was even more calculating than I'd assumed.


  We glided off the roof of the car and demorphed. Then I went gorilla, with cinder-block fists. Jake to tiger, with deadly claws and teeth. Cassie to wolf, lithe and tireless. Rachel used her elephant morph, perfect for bulldozing and busting through pesky walls of metal. Ax and Gafinilan stayed Andalite.


  Suddenly . . .


  <You must go.> It was a thought-speak voice I didn't recognize. Soft and sad. A broken voice. The voice of someone after the boredom and shame of capture sets in.


  Mertil.


  Truth is, sure, leaving would have been no problem. I'm not stupid enough to get all excited about wading into bloody battle, four kids, a bird, two aliens - one mortally ill and possibly traitorous - against a good hundred Hork-Bajir soldiers.


  I glanced at Gafinilan. He was holding tightly to the rusted axle of a caboose. Breathing shallowly.


  <Gafinilan?> I said. <Tell Mertil we'll see him in a few.>


  <Tobias,> Jake said. <We're ready. Which way to the clearing?>


  Way up in the dark sky, Tobias, our own perfect wilderness guide, said, <There's a red caboose dead ahead. Circle it to the left. If I say it's clear, continue on past the next car.>


  We lumbered and stalked and trotted forward. Through the maze of looming abandoned hulks. Tobias guided us until we were within a few dozen yards of the clearing. And, by the light of a smallish bonfire the Hork-Bajir had just built, we could see all too clearly just how outnumbered we were.


  <Gee, Jake, have the odds ever been this bad?> I asked brightly.


  <Sure,> Jake answered. <But this time we've got the element of surprise.>


  "Andalite!"


  <Oh, crap.>


  Not even Tobias is perfect. Up on top of a railway car stood a Hork-Bajir. Pointing a bladed arm down at us.


  <He must have scrambled up the other side!> Tobias called. <It's too dark!>


  Sirens. Frenzied commands. The ominous sound of Hork-Bajir blades against metal.


  So much for the element of surprise.
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  "Aaahhh!"


  The Hork-Bajir hurled himself from the top of the car.


  <Rachel! It's your soulmate!>


  One lone Hork-Bajir, tearing at the seven of us, blades flashing.


  WHUMPF!


  He hit the ground when Gafinilan smacked him with the side of his enormous tail blade.


  <He is unconscious,> the Andalite said. <I believe he will remain so for some time.>


  <Duh.>


  <Everyone!> Jake. <We're not going to stand here and wait for the rest of them to show up. Stick to the shadows. We move forward and surround the clearing.>


  <Too late, man,> Tobias reported. <They're sending out a unit of Hork-Bajir. They'll be on you in a minute!>


  <Okay, new plan. Wait until they're close,> Jake snapped. <Then we take them down.>


  <What about the next batch, after them?> Cassie cried.


  <Take them down, too. We've got to keep pushing closer to the clearing.>


  <And Mertil,> Gafinilan said quietly.


  <Look out!>


  Out of the gloom, ten Hork-Bajir, charging ahead. Too late to hide.


  One came right at me. I ducked and slammed both fists into its belly.


  WWHUMP!


  He fell down.


  "Rrroooooooaaar!"


  Jake! With outstanding speed and agility he leaped forward. The force of the seven-hundred pound Siberian tiger slammed two more Yeerk warriors onto the ground.


  FWAAP! FWAAP!


  Ax. Fighting alongside Gafinilan, he was even more amazing than usual.


  A wolf's howl!


  <Cassie, you okay?>


  <Yeah.> Trotting away from a fallen Hork-Bajir. <He nicked me but I got him.>


  "Tseeeer!"


  Yes! Tobias. A howling Hork-Bajir clutched the red mess that had once been his eyes.


  Rachel. Wrapping her trunk around a Hork-Bajir and . . .


  THUWUUUMP!


  Tossing him somewhere into the gloom. This was too easy. Something . . .


  More! Another five, ten warriors descending on us.


  <Spread out!> Jake ordered. <Make them think we've got them surrounded.>


  <Now that's optimistic,> I said.


  I dodged left. Slipped into the shadows.


  A moment later, leaped out onto the back of a Hork-Bajir. Wrestled him to the ground.


  <Aaahh!>


  Before I could get to my feet, my victim's buddy brought his elbow blade down onto my shoulder.


  It went deep.


  FWAAP!


  Gafinilan!


  <Thanks, man,> I said, wrenching the detached blade of the now incapacitated Hork-Bajir from tendon and muscle.


  <You are welcome, Marco,> he replied. <But I would advise you to watch your back more closely.>


  I swear if the guy had a mouth he would have been grinning.


  <I will,> I promised.


  The cut was bad but I'd lived through worse.


  <Marco!> Rachel cried. <A little help, please! I can't turn around in here!>


  I knuckle-ran over to Rachel. Somehow she'd gotten herself in a too-narrow alley between train cars.


  I tore the Hork-Bajir from her flank. Flung him behind me, into the side of a caboose.


  <Back out, Rachel. I'll watch your, uh . . .>


  <Don't say it,> she snapped. <Just don't say it.>


  But I was already gone, hurling oncoming Hork-Bajir left and right. The wound on my shoulder throbbing, my head now bleeding, too. I touched the damage and felt bone.


  It was so dark and suddenly, there were so, so many.


  I stumbled, backed away from the Hork-Bajir coming ever closer. Trapping me in a small corner from which there'd be no way out.


  I realized I'd lost Jake and the others, though I could hear their grunts and howls through the terrible roar and brittle clash of battle.


  Okay, I thought crazily, I got myself into this. Now I 'II get myself out.


  The question was how.
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  <I am Kong!>


  I bellowed! Pounded my fists against my gorilla chest. It was a display of totally false machismo.


  But it worked.


  Gave me the split second I needed to slip through the partially open door of a boxcar, slam it shut behind me.


  Scramble across the dirty floor, bumpy with rat droppings and crunchy with broken glass, and tear open the door on the other side of the car.


  Drop to the ground, slam the door shut behind me.


  Take a deep breath . . .


  Uh-oh.


  And realize I was facing another onslaught of Hork-Bajir.


  Hard to tell exactly how far away in the heavy dark.


  I leaned up against the side of the car. Held perfectly still.


  Hoped the gorilla's dark hair and skin would help camouflage me. Keep me hidden, just a darker spot in the shadows.


  When you're a kid, you know how you close your eyes and convince yourself that because you're blind you're also invisible?


  Well, it doesn't work when you're surrounded by seven-foot-tall, horned and bladed lizardlike enemies.


  Hork-Bajir vision isn't spectacular in the dark, but their hearing is keen. From the beating of my heart and the hot breaths pumping in and out of my nostrils, they'd know I was here.


  I got ready to start swinging. And then . . .


  Something made me glance to my right, almost over my torn shoulder.


  A ladder rung. Built into the train car wall. Maybe I could grasp it, swing out from it, adding force to my punches and kicks.


  Unless . . .


  A ladder rung is part of a ladder.


  Ladders lead to places where you are not.


  The first two Hork-Bajir were on me! I grabbed them by the necks and smashed them together. The daggerlike horns on their heads stabbed into each other's flesh. Got stuck.


  Then, as the next two Hork-Bajir skidded to a stop a few feet from their fallen buddies, I scrambled up the ladder.


  Ignored the searing pain in my shoulder.


  And was almost immediately on top of the train car.


  Fantastic! From here I could see the clearing. The remains of the bonfire and the U-Haul truck, still parked.


  But not for long.


  <Everyone!> I screamed. <They're moving the truck!>


  And we were still too far from the clearing to stop it.


  Maybe . . . if we headed toward the main entrance, maybe we could cut it off before it hit open road.


  Maybe.


  <I'm going for the main gate!> I called.


  <Whoever can, meet me there!>


  <Where the heck is the main gate?> It was Rachel.


  Good question. I scanned the old train yard. Spotted the dark hulk of the old station. Figured that the parking lot for cars would have been close to the station. Convenience. Figured the main entrance/exit would lead off the parking lot.


  <Okay,> I shouted, <all the way left. Probably behind the old station. Just go!>


  <I'll follow the headlights,> Tobias said.


  <Ax is back with Gafinilan,> Jake cried. <He's losing it. We're down two soldiers so look sharp.>


  Going overland was definitely the way.


  Thud thud thud thud .. .


  I made my way to the other end of the roof. The roof of the next train car to the left was about ten feet away. Too far for me to jump.


  I scanned. Okay. There was another way across the tops of the cars. A way that would get me close to if not right at the old station house. A slightly circuitous path, a weird, twisting metal road over a sea of battle. If I weren't stopped by Hork-Bajir, I could make it before the U-Haul left the yard.


  If . . .


  Thud thud thud thud . . .


  Closer. Roof to roof. Moving ahead, then, slowly, bit by bit, to the left, toward the station.


  <Marco!> Tobias called. <You're gonna intercept the truck in about a minute. Hurry!>


  Thudthudthudthud . . .


  <Marco, I'm just behind you, on the ground,> Rachel said.


  <You're on your own, Marco!> Jake. <Cassie and I got caught up by a few Hork-Bajir. We're . . .>


  Jake's thought-speak disappeared.


  A light. Two. Round and small. Yeah, there was the truck, moving slowly with only its own headlights to guide it. I dropped close against the roof of the train car. Crawled the last few feet to the edge.


  And prepared to drop onto the roof of the truck.


  <When I give the word, buddy,> Tobias called.


  <I'm on it>


  <Go! Go! Go!>


  I flew! Launched my big gorilla body down onto the metal roof of the U-Haul.


  WHUMMPF!


  Landed in a crouch and allowed my weight to fall quickly to the side.


  Safe.


  And still only going about twenty miles an hour.


  <Driver heard something,> Tobias reported. Well, duh. I'd left a big ole dent in the metal roofing. This was a surprise attack.


  I crawled forward across the cargo bay and onto the roof of the truck's cabin. Peered over the side into the driver's seat. Saw a very nervous human-Controller.


  I tore open his door. Reached for him.


  Too slow! The driver slammed on the brakes. The truck stopped moving.


  I didn't.
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  Forty feet through the air!


  WHOOF!


  I hit the ground. Rolled another twenty.


  Finally, came to a stop. And not a pretty one, let me tell you.


  Hurt but alive.


  Thanked the stars for the helmetlike gorilla skull.


  SCREEEEEEE!


  The driver hit the gas!


  Now he was going to hit the gorilla.


  Closer! Closer!


  The grill of the truck loomed.


  The stench of burning rubber.


  I scrambled unsteadily to my feet.


  Then . . .


  CRAAAAAASSSHHH!


  A train car! It smashed right into the path of the speeding truck, stopping it dead.


  Above the sizzling wreckage I heard Rachel's trumpet of triumph.


  <Nice, Rachel.> I knuckle-walked toward the smash. <Get Mertil into a train wreck.>


  <You're welcome for saving your life,> she replied. <Again.>


  The cab of the truck was completely impacted. A twisted and bent remnant. The front two wheels were off the ground, resting on the top of the flattened boxcar.


  The driver's door was open. I don't know how he managed to survive the crash. But he had and he'd been Yeerk enough to get away.


  <Mertil!> I called, loping around to the back of the truck, now in real blackness again because the truck's headlights were destroyed. <You okay?>


  <I am as I was.>


  Great. Another Mr. Philosophy.


  <Let's get this open,> Rachel said. <Before the gas tank blows or something.>


  I wrapped my thick gorilla fingers around the gate latch on the back of the truck and pulled. Yanked.


  Nothing. The muscles in my chest and arm strained as I tried again.


  Still nothing. Now my shoulder was really on fire.


  <Let me try my trunk,> Rachel said.


  <Be my guest,> I muttered.


  <Marco! Rachel!>


  It was Jake, slinking out of the shadows, bloody, but I'd seen him worse. Cassie, Ax, and Gafinilan were with him. Each bearing evidence of the fight.


  A second later, Tobias fluttered silently to the top of a nearby caboose.


  <We're trying to get Mertil out,> Rachel explained.


  Gafinilan stepped forward. <ls he . . . ?>


  <I am fine, Gafinilan,> Mertil answered.


  <Though still in this box.>


  <I will open the truck,> Gafinilan said.


  He moved into place directly behind and facing the rear door.


  CLAAAANG!


  I jumped. Couldn't help it, the sound was enormous.


  Gafinilan's battle-ax tail blade had punctured the steel door.


  The guy might be dying, but he was still inconceivably strong.


  SKKREEEEEUUUUULLLL!


  Cassie's wolf whimpered involuntarily at the awful sound of Gafinilan's tail blade tearing a long gash down the steel door.


  <Very cool,> Rachel said.


  When he'd created a sort of tall, elliptical slit, Gafinilan stepped back.


  WHAM! WHAM! WHAM!


  And Mertil kicked his way out.
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  We had found Mertil. Probably saved his life. His dear friend Gafinilan had gone to terrible lengths to set him free.


  Mertil must have been pleased. On some level, in some way. But he didn't look all that happy.


  We were in the woods. Far safer than hanging around the train yard, waiting for a stray Hork-Bajir-Controller to find us.


  <I am surprised,> Mertil said plainly, <that you were willing to risk your lives for me. As I am.>


  He held the stump of his tail down, as flat as it could go against his body. As if he were ashamed. The position had to be uncomfortable.


  <We don't know what you mean,> Cassie said kindly.


  <I will explain,> Ax said. <He means he is surprised that we normal, healthy warriors risked our lives for a mere vecol.> He paused. Turned a stalk eye to me and added, <Or, as Marco says, someone who is "differently abled.">


  <Jeez, can't we just get over this issue, please?> Rachel said. <It's not like it's Mertil's fault he got injured. Or that he has an allergy or something. Man, I can name a few people I know who are perfectly healthy and a total waste of oxygen. In my opinion.>


  <I'm down with that,> I murmured. Mertil and Gafinilan remained silent.


  <Ax,> Jake said. <You consider Gafinilan a hero of Andalite culture. Right?>


  Ax nodded. One of his favorite adopted human gestures.


  <Maybe the fact that he's able to overlook physical imperfection is one of the reasons he's a hero. What do you think?>


  <Prince Jake, I think the reason Gafinilan is able to overlook his friend's deformities is because he sees through the eyes of friendship. This is exceptional behavior. Under ordinary circumstances, in general Andalite society, it is simply not natural to show such concern for a vecol.>


  <So, friendship isn't natural?> Rachel snapped. <It's abnormal?>


  <What is "normal," anyway?> Cassie asked, rhetorically.


  <The norm. The standard. The average,> I said.


  Tobias glared. <Okay, I'm getting a complex over here. I'm a nothlit. A freak. Whatever. My best friend is an alien with blue fur. My girlfriend is human - when she isn't in morph. How about we don't talk about "normal" anymore. Or "average" or "natural." Please.>


  More weird silence. I, for one, was dying to hear what would happen next.


  <Mertil-Iscar-Elmand,> Ax said. Respectfully.


  <It has been an honor to meet you. I will always remember you as you were.>


  Well, it was a start.


  <We should get out of here,> Jake said.


  <Gafinilan, we'll help you and Mertil get back.>


  <Thank you.>


  And again I saw the trembling I'd seen before. Only worse. And I remembered Gafinilan's not being sure he'd seen the human me that first night. Peering closely at his own printed labels in the greenhouse. He was going blind.


  When the trembling ceased, Gafinilan went on. <And then, you will be so kind as to let us be. My time is running out. I would like to end my days honorably and in the company of my dearest friend.>


  Mertil, who was no lousy specimen of Andalite warrior himself, stood tall. <As Gafinilan has cared for me, so now I will care for him. It is my duty.>


  <The visser might not leave you alone,> Jake pointed out.


  <The visser has proven he has no use for either of us,> Gafinilan retorted.


  <He's right, Jake,> I said. <If the visser comes after anyone it'll be us. For spoiling his plans.>


  <Oh, goody,> Cassie said dryly. <You always know how to finish on a high note, Marco.>


  <Thank you,> I said.
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  You know that old party game, "Who Am I This Time?" Or that nursery rhyme about a doctor, lawyer, baker. Whatever. People tend to get identified by what kind of hat they wear during the day. By what is visible, noticeable, obvious about them.


  So, if you've got one arm or get around in a wheelchair or are blind, you're a handicapped person. Maybe you're also a poet or scholar, a sinner, or a saint. But first and foremost in people's minds, you're handicapped.


  Not a lot you can do about it, either.


  My mother is - was? - host to Visser One. Originator of the Yeerk invasion of Earth.


  Everyone, including my dad and his new wife, thinks she's dead.


  Maybe she is.


  Maybe she isn't.


  Maybe she can be saved.


  Maybe she can't.


  I just don't know, after the last time we came face-to-face. In a Taxxon tunnel off the main Yeerk pool. During her trial by the Council of Thirteen.


  Most times, I don't even pretend to want to know. Though if a call comes again . . .


  Well, I'll wait until that happens to decide. And then I'll do what I have to do.


  Anyway, for the time being, I am "the boy with a dead mother" to people on the outside. To / my friends, I'm "the kid with the big mouth and mother stolen by aliens."


  Can't get away from it.


  vecol, mentally challenged, handicapped. Dumb, psycho, gimp.


  You just learn to live with it. Jake's the responsible leader.


  Rachel's the gorgeous warmonger.


  Cassie's the tree-hugger.


  Tobias, Bird-boy.


  Ax, resident alien.


  Gafinilan is the one with the fatal disease.


  Mertil . . .


  So we rescued Mertil and agreed to leave him and Gafinilan in peace. We were pretty sure the Yeerks were going to back away from them, too. At least for a while.


  I mean, like Gafinilan said, what had either Andalite done for them? Nothing. Except exhibit a depth of loyalty totally puzzling, totally incomprehensible to Visser Three and his minions.


  So given the fact that in the Yeerk opinion Gafinilan was, essentially, a dead man and Mertil useless, we figured they stood a fair chance of living unmolested.


  At least until Gafinilan died and Mertil was all alone in Henry McClellan's house. Unable to morph. A virtual prisoner in a foreign land.


  How would he survive?


  Maybe I shouldn't have done it . . . How often do I say that? A lot.


  Maybe I shouldn't have done it, but I did.


  Paid one last, unauthorized visit to the McClellan house. In osprey morph, and while Gafinilan/Henry was at work.


  I am not totally stupid.


  I found Mertil in the greenhouse. Called out to him from a distance so he wouldn't be scared and zap me with a shredder or something. Identified myself as the handsome gorilla from the other night.


  <The others don't know I'm here, so, uh, I'd appreciate it if this visit is our little secret>


  <Of course,> Mertil answered, his voice a bit strained. <I believe I owe you my life.>


  <Well, I don't know about that,> I said. <But, look. I just want you to know - I mean, we just want you to know that if . . . uh, when Gafinilan, you know, dies. That you should look us up. And, well, maybe I can check in on you, too. Play some video games, whatever. Being alone, man, it's not good and . . . well, we could use all the allies we can get.>


  Nothing. I shifted on my perch in the big old oak tree where Tobias had sat during our first visit to the house.


  Noted a honeybee winging its way toward the greenhouse.


  Waited.


  Maybe I'd offended the guy somehow. I hadn't meant to but sometimes my mouth gets in the way of sentiment.


  The silence was awful.


  And then, suddenly, his voice came booming out at me. Strong and energetic and quivering with something that sounded a lot like pride.


  <Thank you, Aristh Marco. Perhaps I will do so.>
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  My name is Rachel.


  Who am I?


  Just a kid. A kid with divorced parents and two little sisters. I go to school, do my homework, hang out with my friends. If you saw me I bet you wouldn't look twice. Just another suburban mall rat.


  Nothing special.


  Funny how that sounds like an insult.


  I bet you hate being ordinary. I bet you long for something to make you feel different and special. You're probably just waiting for something exciting to happen to you.


  Be careful what you wish for.


  One night something exciting did happen to me. I was given a weapon. A wonderful and awful weapon. The ability to morph, to change from an average kid into an animal. Into a bird or insect.


  Only five human beings possess this weapon. Me; Cassie, my best friend; Jake, my cousin and our leader; Marco, our own personal clown; and Tobias, our lost soul. Five humans unique in all the universe. Guess that makes us pretty special.


  But along with the power to morph came a mission: Save the world. I'm not kidding. This is no joke.


  See, Earth is being invaded by the Yeerks, aliens with weak, repulsive bodies. Slugs. Parasites.


  The Yeerks want our human bodies. Our strong legs and hands. Our sensitive ears, mouths, and eyes. They are taking over human hosts, entering their brains, controlling them, rendering them utterly helpless.


  So we fight. The five of us humans and Ax, an alien kid. An Andalite. The Andalites battle the Yeerks throughout the galaxy. A war on too many fronts. One day the Andalites may send reinforcements to Earth. Until then, we fight alone.


  Each battle changes us. Transforms us on the inside as much as on the outside.


  War is not a video game. In a real war, you make desperate decisions and deal with desperate consequences. You spill blood and your blood gets spilled. You brush up against death. You change. You're warped until ever being average and ordinary again is an impossible dream.


  What would you do if you were given the chance to be different, unique, extraordinary? If someone offered you the ability to morph, would you take it? And if you did take it, how long do you think you would survive?


  This is your chance to find out.


  But I'm warning you. Think about it first. Think deeply. Ask yourself: Can you handle it?
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  The new kid.


  You know the part.


  Played it half a dozen times.


  Your first day at a new school, the kids give you curious glances. A few say hi. Most don't. A concerned teacher assigns some suck-up to show you around. Help you find the cafeteria and the bathrooms.


  The only kids paying attention to you are the ones you wish would leave you alone. Losers. Too friendly types. The normal ones are too busy with their lives to worry about some new kid.


  Lunch. You eat it alone at the corner of some cafeteria table.


  You can't wait to get out of there. To get off somewhere by yourself and blow off some steam. The final bell is salvation. You head out on foot, exploring your new town.


  Not so different from the last one. Dunkin' Donuts. Burger King. Wal-Mart. Home Depot. A mall with the usual stuff inside: Mrs. Fields, The Gap, Express.


  You don't want to go in there. Don't want to face another crowd of strange faces. Instead you dodge traffic and head into an abandoned construction site.


  On one end, a highway. Bands of trees on either side. On the far end, a broad field. A deserted place. A ghost town. A great place to be alone.


  You kick around for ten minutes. Exploring. Checking out the big piles of rusted steel beams. Pyramids of concrete pipes. Deep pits filled with black, muddy water. A pile of gravel. Rocks the size of a Reese's cup.


  You pick one up and let fly.


  THWONK!


  The rock hits the concrete block with a satisfying noise. After a couple dozen throws your aim even starts to improve.


  THWONK!


  THWONK!


  THWONK!


  You land three rocks in a row right on the same spot in the concrete. When the third hits, the concrete crumbles. Weird. That stuff is usually pretty strong.


  Whatever. Time to head home. Dinner with Mom and Dad. Homework. Then the same grind tomorrow.


  Maybe tomorrow someone will talk to you.


  You're heading out of the lot when you see it. A small box nestled down inside the concrete block that fell apart. Sky-blue. Very plain. Small. Maybe five inches to each side.


  Something about it draws you closer.


  You glance over your shoulder before you yank it out of the block. The box feels heavy for its size. You feel something when you pick it up. Something like an electric charge. Only it's not painful.


  You hold the thing up to the fading light. There's writing on it. Not English or any language you recognize. Maybe it's Greek or Egyptian.


  You slip the box into your book bag. The thing looks valuable. You wonder how much you can get for it on the internet. As soon as you get home, before dinner even, you post a few messages.


  The blue box is available to the highest bidder.
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  Day Two at the new school.


  Some guy named Marco insists on eating lunch with you. Not much better than eating alone.


  You can't wait to get home. That morning, there was already an answer to the "for sale" notices you posted on the Internet. A guy says he wants to see the box. Says he'll pay good money.


  You wrote him an E-mail. Set the timer on the computer so that he'd get your address right before you got home.


  Last period. You rush out of the building. Get home early and do your business.


  One problem: You're in the door about two seconds when you know something is wrong. Your dad is home early. You can hear him talking to someone upstairs. And it doesn't sound good.


  You take the stairs two at a time. Bound into your room. Your dad is standing feet wide, pointing his service revolver at -


  Something.


  Something about the size of a retriever with eight stumpy legs, blue-and-tan fur, a scorpion tail, and two arms. The thing is alive. Growing and changing right before your eyes.


  "Whoa!" you say.


  "Some kind of alien," your father explains.


  "An alien, no way!"


  <Yes, way!>


  You freeze, amazed. The voice is coming from inside your head! What's even weirder: It sounds vaguely familiar.


  <Listen to me,> the voice continues. <Things are about to get really ugly around here. The two of you need to hide.>


  "Hide? Why do we have to hide?!" you demand.


  <Because the alternative is to be dead.>


  Dingdong!


  The doorbell is ringing.


  Your father doesn't flinch. He's military trained. He still has the gun on the - the thing. It has stopped growing and changing. Now it resembles a blue-and-tan deer with a wicked scorpion tail. That tail is definitely a weapon.


  Idiotically, you're wondering if the door is for you. Could be the buyer for the blue box. Then -


  BLAM! BLAM!


  Your father is shooting! At what?


  Fwapp!


  The alien swings his tail! The gun goes flying. So does one of your father's fingers.


  "Hey!" you cry.


  "Ahhh!" your father yells.


  CRRRRUNCH!


  Downstairs the door explodes in splinters. There is a severe, house-shaking pounding as many large feet run up the stairs.


  Your knees are rubber. Your bowels jelly.


  You and your father stare as two creatures leap into the room.


  They have feet like a T-rex. Necks like snakes. Large birdlike beaks. Three daggerlike horns protruding out of their foreheads. Bent-back legs and very long arms. A curved horn blade on each wrist and elbow. More blades poking out of knees and off the ends of tails. They remind you of the monsters form Where the Wild Things Are.


  "Uh. Wh-what are they?"


  <I told you to hide!> says the voice in your head.


  The Wild Things are joined by another blue-deer alien. Something about him sends a chill up your spine. Somehow you know he is dangerous.


  "Get out of here!" you yell.


  <Get out of here?> the blue-deer alien says. <Why, you've hurt my feelings. I just received your primitive transmission and I rushed right over.>


  "Y-y-you want to b-b-buy the blue box?" you stammer.


  <Oh, yes, definitely,> the alien says. <I do, I do. And I'm willing to pay anything. Let's see, what could I offer you for the box? I know!> He whips his tail and presses the blade against your father's throat. <I'll pay you your father's life.>


  Chapter 3


  



  <You are not getting the blue box,> says the other blue-deer alien.


  You're confused. You just assumed all of the blue-deer aliens were working together.


  <Then this human will be separated from his head. I understand that's usually fatal in humans.>


  Sudden movement!


  Your father jerks his head back, away from the alien's tail blade.


  You run straight at the alien yelling, "Let him go!"


  FWAPP!


  FWAPP!


  The two deer-aliens are fighting with their tails. The Wild Things move forward. Blades flash.


  Your posters fly, your curtains tear, your books scatter.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  Your father is in the corner, firing his gun with his left hand. He usually can't even hold a fork in that hand. But three circles appear in a Wild Thing's chest. Down he goes.


  Then -


  "Hhhhrrroooarrrhh!" A throaty roar.


  You turn to look.


  An enormous grizzly bear is coming through your bedroom door! And behind the bear is a huge orange-and-black tiger.


  You're crying and laughing all at once. This is insane! You wonder if you're going nuts.


  Suddenly you gag. Heave. You're going to be sick. Maybe it's fear. But you're definitely freaking out. You turn your back on the wild, insane violence and run for the toilet.


  You're just kneeling down on the tile when -


  CRASH!


  One of the Wild Things comes through the wall like a load of bricks. He leaps up, shakes himself off, and hops through the wall to rejoin the fight.


  Forget throwing up. Time to listen to the voice in your head and hide. You climb into the bathtub and cower. The wall between the bathroom and bedroom is reduced to smashed two-by-fours and torn Sheetrock. You can see glimpses of the battle raging in your bedroom.


  Your father crawls in. he wedges himself between the tub and the toilet. He follows the action in the next room, wildly pointing his gun here, there.


  One of the deer-aliens begin to change. His skin and fur turn purple. His shoulders bulk out.


  Two legs shrivel and disappear. The others grow bigger and stronger. Four arms sprout, two from each shoulder. The arms are wrinkly down in the place where the hands should be. And instead of hands there are bony red points.


  FwooooooOOOMPH!


  The wrinkled skin at the bottom of the arm zooms right out like a rocket! The cone hits the remaining deer-alien and knocks him to his knees. Instantly, the cone hand retracts and wrinkles up, ready to fire again.


  <Now, let's make this simple,> comes a commanding voice in your head. <I want the blue box. I will have the blue box. Or all of you will die.>


  You scramble to your feet. The box is in your backpack. "Fine!" you shout. "I'll give you the box. Just leave us alone!"


  <No!> Another voice in your head. You have no idea where the voice is coming from, but you know this message is meant for you.


  <Listen to me,> the new voice says urgently. <I'm on your side! We can get you out of here alive. But whatever you do, don't give up that box.>


  What do you do?


  



  You turn over the box.


  You refuse.


  Chapter 4


  



  You ignore the pleading voice in your head. You whip the blue box out of your backpack. "Here!" you say, trying to be brave. "Take it."


  <Get it!> the commanding voice booms.


  One of the Wild Things yanks the box out of your hand.


  "Now leave!" you shout.


  <Ha! Ha! Ha! These humans are such charming fools. Bring them as well!>


  Another Wild Thing grabs you, practically yanking your arm out of the socket. Roughly pulls you toward the door. You make yourself heavy, try to resist. But the Wild Thing just picks you up like a sack of flour. It's like trying to fight with a polar bear.


  "No! Let me go or I'll kill you!" It's your father. He's being dragged down the stairs behind you. A Wild Thing on each side, picking him up under the arms.


  Through the living room and out into the kitchen. Out the back door and straight into the back of a moving van.


  The Wild Things toss you down in the back of the van. Your father lands next to you.


  Then -


  Screaming outside. Your mother! When did she get home? She's crying and begging to be set free. A Wild Thing drags her inside, tosses her down next to your father.


  She looks wild, terrified. "What's happening?!"


  "We've all lost our minds," your father answers.


  "What happened to your hand?" Your mother starts to wrap your father's wound with a piece of cloth she ripped from the bottom of her blouse.


  You feel the van's motor roar to life. You're moving!


  "Where are you taking us?" you demand.


  The Wild Things don't respond.


  You twist around. A human is driving the van! You can see him through a small glass partition. You bang on the glass. "Help us! Help us!"


  The driver doesn't turn around, but you can hear him laughing.


  Minutes later, you stop at a warehouse.


  The Wild Things roughly drag you inside. You struggle, but you can't break free. Your mother and father are right behind you. Coming quietly now.


  The warehouse is empty except for a few old cars. In the center of the concrete floor is a circular metal staircase, leading down.


  You hear noises. A deep sloshing, swooshing sound. Screams, terrified cries, shouts.


  The Wild Things drag you down and down until you must be ten stories underground. A strange smell tickles your nose. It's almost like . . . dust or lightning.


  You emerge in an immense cavern. In the very center is a pool, like a small lake. The water inside moves like mercury. The surface of the liquid ripples and splashes. Something is under the water!


  "Barracudas," your father says.


  You laugh. "What is this? A movie set?"


  Your guard stops at the end of a low steel pier stretched out over the water. Your parents' guards head off to the right. Your mother is sobbing. Your father is struggling and cursing.


  "Don't worry!" your mother shouts.


  "We're going to get out of this!" your father shouts.


  "Hey - where are you taking them?" you holler. "Stop! You can't do that!"


  You're crying, too. Now you notice the cages lining the edge of the pool. The cages are full of people! Men and women and children. They seem hopeless, beaten down. Most of them are just staring off into space.


  One of the guards opens a door and roughly shoves your parents in with the others.


  "Mom! Dad!" you holler.


  Now the guard is dragging you down the pier. You kick and scream. You have no idea what's going to happen but you know it's probably not good.


  At the end of the pier, the Wild Thing pushes you down. It twists your head. Forces your ear under the molten liquid.


  Then you feel it.


  Something tickling your ear. Something pushing and probing into your ear canal.


  "NOOOOO!" you yell.


  Out of the corner of your eye, you can see it. Something gray and slimy. Like the world's biggest slug. And it's crawling out of the sludge and into your ear!


  The pain is incredible.


  Worse than anything you've ever imagined.


  The Wild Things haul you to your feet and let go. You want to run. To flee. To help your parents. But you can't move your legs. Can't control your eyes.


  What is happening? You wonder.


  To your surprise, someone answers. <You are my host now.>


  Suddenly, without wanting to, you are walking calmly down the pier. You want to see what's happening to your parents, but your eyes won't move in the direction of the cages.


  <Forget them,> says the voice in your head.


  <No! Never!> you yell. Then - <Who are you?>


  <Don't you know? I'm the Yeerk in your head. I've settled down into the crevices of your brain. I control your body now.>


  <H - How?> you demand.


  The voice in your head laughs. <You tried to bargain with Visser Three! What a fool! You're a slave now. A slave forever. And your parents will share the same fate. Hahaha! Hahahahaha!>


  



  What were you thinking? Go back and try again.


  Chapter 5


  



  "No!" you say defiantly. "The box is mine."


  <Attack!> says an awful commanding voice in your head.


  "No, wait!" you say.


  But it's too late. The terrible purple nightmare monster, the Wild Things, the deer-alien, the bear, the tiger are all focusing on you.


  You back against the tile wall, getting as far away from them as possible.


  The grizzly moves first. It bellows, lowers its head, lands on all fours, and runs straight at you. Like a runaway train. Behind the grizzly, like heat-seeking missiles, come two massive cone hands. They're heading straight for you.


  You close your eyes.


  But you can't close your ears.


  WHUM-WHUMPH! WHAM! CRUNCH!


  You open your eyes. The cone hands missed. Yes!


  Then -


  WHOMP!


  A mountain of bear sweeps you up and shoves you through the shattered plaster and glass.


  For one stunned second you are flying. You can see the evening sky. A tree branch. You windmill your arms. Then -


  WHAM!


  The air explodes from your lungs as you hit the ground. Your spine crunches. Teeth slam together. You fall backward and your head hits the ground.


  WUMP!


  Blackness.


  You wake up amidst the smells of hay, medicine, and animal poop. You're surrounded. Five kids standing around you in a circle. Solemn, tired-looking kids. One of them looks familiar.


  "You're Marco," you say with a little laugh. "We had lunch together today."


  Marco nods and gives you a little wave. The others introduce themselves. Jake. Cassie. Rachel. Ax.


  They explain about the Yeerks, about the invasion. You learn some vocabulary. The Wild Things are called Hork-Bajir. The deer-aliens are Andalites.


  "What about my mom and dad?" you ask.


  Marco walks over and stands right in front of you. "Your parents have been taken to a secret underground facility called a Yeerk pool. Picture a sludgy, cesspool of a pond the color of molten lead. Hork-Bajir warriors will drag your parents out to the end of a pier. They will -"


  "Marco!" Cassie says angrily.


  "They will drag them out to the end of that pier and they will kick their legs out from under them and force their heads down into the sludge . . ."


  You stare as Marco drones on. His words stab you in the gut. You don't absorb it all. But you understand your parents are slaves. Slaves of the saddest sort.


  An intense anger hits you. A desire to strike back, to send these Yeerks back to wherever they came from. You want to save your parents. You have to.


  "It's too late to help your parents," Jake says quietly. "And as of now, you have no home and you can't go back to school. You do, and they Yeerks will find you. And it'll be you taking that long walk down the steel pier."


  Your mind can't grasp it. You try to argue, to convince yourself it's just a trick. But they prove it to you. Ax, a disturbingly pretty boy, turns into an even more disturbing-looking alien. What you now know is an Andalite.


  "There is one nice thing about all this," Cassie says. "There is a compensation for all the danger and all the fear. Any animal you can touch, you can become. A dolphin, a skunk, a wolf."


  "An elephant or a grizzly bear," Rachel says.


  "A gorilla. A shark," Marco says.


  "A tiger, a fly, a cockroach," Jake says. "Any animal. Any size. But only for two hours at a time. You can never stay in morph for more than two hours."


  "Why?" you wonder.


  And then you meet Tobias. He was trapped in his red-tailed hawk morph. Now, he lives his life as a bird of prey.


  They give you a few hours to think about it. You take a walk in the woods behind Cassie's farm. You try to think, but your mind refuses to track. Your jaw hurts, your back aches. You keep thinking about your parents. unreal. Your whole world shattered, ruined. You feel hopeless as you head back to the barn.


  The others are waiting for you.


  "I'm ready," you say.


  Someone produces the box. Your box. The box that destroyed your life. They toss it to the alien.


  <Press your hand on the square nearest to you,> he tells you.


  You step forward and press your hand down on the cube.


  "It tingles," you say.


  <You may remove your hand now,> the alien says.


  You do, thinking that the experiment has failed. You don't feel any different. The others are guarded, but they smile and shake your hand.


  "I want to try it," you say.


  Cassie leads you into a horse stall. "Put your hand on his neck," she tells you.


  The horse turns and gives you a surprised look. Then he ignores you, going back to eating his hay. His fur feels rough and warm.


  "Focus your mind," Cassie says. "See the horse in your imagination. Think about him, what he is, what he represents."


  You close your eyes, concentrate.


  "Now take your hand away," Cassie says softly. "You have the horse inside you. His DNA is in your blood. You can become him. Try it."


  This is ridiculous, you think.


  But you have to be sure. You close your eyes. Imagine the horse.


  Nothing happens. All you feel is a little itching, a distant sensation in your legs.


  "HrrrEEE-hee-hee-hee!"


  Your eyes jolt open. The horse is panicking. Rearing up, nickering just a foot away.


  When you look down, you understand why.


  Your chest, your hands are covered with sleek brown fur. You can see your hair flowing around your waist, but it doesn't look like your hair. It looks like a horse's mane.


  "Agggghhhh!" you scream.


  "HrrrEEE-hee-hee-hee Hrrr-EEEEE-heee-heee-he!"


  "Watch out!" Rachel says. She pulls you out of the stall, away from the panicked horse.


  You stumble back blindly, mesmerized by the sight of your feet exploding out of your shoes. Growing, rounding, turning into hooves.


  Your body is getting longer, heavier.


  WHUMP! You fall forward onto all fours.


  The horse's mind creeps in. It's nervous, frightened. But not as frightened as your own true mind.


  Cassie leads you out into the pasture. It's gray, raining. But the fresh air quiets the horse's mind. Without thinking you begin to run.


  Amazing! You feel strength flowing through your legs, your back. More power than you have ever known! You run until your coat is sleek with sweat and rain. Until your slender legs tremble with exhaustion.


  Your anger over your parents gives you an intense adrenaline rush.


  "That's enough!" Cassie yells. "Don't let the morph control you. You can't forget your two hour limit."


  Suddenly you have a new fear. How will you ever undo these changes? Will you ever be human again? You walk back into the barn and focus on your own body. You almost cry with relief when the changes begin.


  The others are waiting, watching you curiously.


  "How was it?" Rachel asks.


  "Fun," you admit.


  Cassie smiles at you.


  "Morphing isn't a game," Jake says darkly.


  "No," you agree. "It's a weapon. And I'm ready to fight the Yeerks."


  Chapter 6


  



  The pleasure fades out of Cassie's face. "A weapon. Yeah, I guess that's what morphing is or us."


  "A weapon we can share now that we have the blue box," Jake points out.


  You feel their attention slip, shift, and lock on this new topic. They debate using the blue box to make an army of Animorphs. You try to follow. But it's like when your parents talk politics or discuss the stock market. You don't really know enough to have an opinion and nobody asks what you think.


  Jake, Rachel, Marco, and Cassie do most of the talking. Ax offers an occasional opinion. Tobias is mostly silent. He's in his red-tailed hawk form, up in the rafters. Even though he doesn't say much, you somehow never forget he's there.


  You feel left out. The six of them - they're obviously a tight group. You suddenly hope the others use the blue box again and again. Then you won't be the only outsider.


  The rain is plinking on the barn roof and the animals are rattling in their cages and Tobias is preening and Rachel's voice is rising as she argues a point and Marco is rolling his eyes at her when -


  It all stops.


  All of it.


  Every sound. Silence.


  The rain. Silence.


  The Animorphs in their debating poses. Frozen.


  The barn full of animals. Stopped dead.


  Frozen. Still. Motionless. Everything and everyone.


  Except for you.


  You look up at Tobias. He has one talon off the rafter, wings half-open for stability. Frozen in an impossible pose.


  Slowly, cautiously, you move to the door.


  Raindrops hover in the air.


  You're frightened, amazed. It's as if the whole world were a video and someone hit the "pause" button.


  You feel small and powerless and terribly alone. Somehow . . . forgotten. Yo have an overwhelming desire to stand still, to blend in with the frozen world.


  A raccoon stands up on its hind legs. You jump about two feet. Especially when the raccoon walks through its wire cage. Simply passes through the bars like they're air.


  The raccoon lumbers to you, and puts one black-and-white paw on your knee. He looks into your eyes and says <I am the Ellimist.>


  "Are - are you an alien?" you ask.


  <In a manner of speaking.>


  "Did you stop . . . everything?" you ask.


  <Yes.>


  "How?" you ask.


  <From your perspective, I am an all-powerful being. Human perspective however, is extremely limited.>


  "You stopped the rain?"


  <Yes.>


  You relax a hair. Almost. This, this Ellimist - whatever it is - doesn't seem to mean you any harm.


  "Why?" you ask.


  BECAUSE YOU'VE ANGERED ME!


  You feel a chill crawl through your body as the sunlight blinks out. You are in total darkness. Floating in a featureless void. No up. No down. And the Ellimist's voice comes from everywhere at once. And from nowhere.


  "I - I'm sorry," you stutter. "Wh-what did I do?"


  YOU HAVE ALTERED THE STRANDS OF SPACE-TIME.


  "But I don't even know what space-time is," you protest. Then -


  You see it. It blinks on like a ride in a carnival.


  Threads. Hundreds, thousands of them in all the brilliant colors of the spectrum. Running in every direction around you. Threads streaking off into the distance, curling back inside themselves, disappearing, reappearing, twisting, raveling, and braiding. A chaos of complication. And they are changing all of the time. Moving. Growing brighter or dimmer.


  You can't make sense of it.


  No matter. It is beautiful.


  "Is something bad going to happen because of me?" you ask.


  THAT DEPENDS.


  "Depends? Depends on what?"


  YOUR WORTH. YOU WILL TAKE A TEST TO MEASURE YOUR WORTH.


  "What kind of test?" you ask, trying to sound strong.


  DO WELL AND I WILL SAVE YOUR FAMILY FROM THE YEERKS. DO POORLY AND YOU WILL DIE.


  "What kind of test?" you ask again.


  The threads disappear. The darkness disappears. Now you are floating in a plain white void.


  CHOOSE.


  You look down. In your hand is a remote control with two round buttons. One is marked A. the other is marked B.


  



  Push button A


  Push button B


  Chapter 7


  



  The white void is gone.


  You are surrounded by color! Primary colors everywhere! Red, blue, yellow. Wherever you are, the place seems to have been built of brilliantly colored blocks like Legos.


  Coming straight at you is a gaggle of aliens!


  Ugly aliens. Heads thrust forward on long necks. Triangular faces with the point toward the top. Pink eyes stuck on short stalks. Gaping mouths with fat blue tongues and tiny blue-tinged teeth inside.


  Eight, ten of them. All thought-speaking at once.


  <Human, sell me your memories!>


  <Come visit my nightmare theater!>


  Their necks protrude from shoulders like flat serving platters. Two arms drop from the shoulders. Each one is jointed three times, ending in a grasping hand made up of three clawlike fingers.


  The aliens' knees hinge the wrong way. The bottom part of their legs lay flat against the ground, extending forward. The feet are naked and have one long toe and two short ones.


  The grossest part is their midsection. It's an accordion made of veined, pink flesh. It moves up and down, wheezing and whining as the aliens beg.


  <Your eyes will fetch top dollar in the best boutiques! Especially if they are still attached to your head!>


  <Your nose hairs are too long! I will braid them for you!>


  You shrink back in horror. That's when you realize you're a dizzying distance in the air. Inches from the end of a platform miles from the ground. A platform with no railing. Fall and it would take a couple of hours to land. Suddenly you feel dizzy.


  <Watch it!> Ax uses his tail to pull you away from the edge.


  "Back off!" Jake says to the aliens. He roughly pushes one that comes too close.


  "Iskoort," Cassie says. She sounds puzzled.


  You're relieved to see all of the Animorphs are with you. Also, relieved that they seem to know where you are.


  <What are we doing here?> Tobias demands.


  "Don't you remember?" Marco asks. "We joined the frequent fighter plan last time.


  "One thing we are not doing is selling my hair," Rachel says firmly. "It took me weeks to get a decent ponytail after my last Iskoort trim."


  "I assume the Ellimist transported us here," someone says. You realize you've never met the kid who's talking. He has brown hair, just a little over his ears.


  "Hi," you say.


  "Hi. I'm Erek King."


  "Something tells me this is not a vacation," Jake says.


  YOU ARE CORRECT.


  You clear your throat. "Turns out the Ellimist was a little annoyed we made another Animorph," you explain.


  YOU WILL FIGHT THE HOWLERS AGAIN. THIS TIME IT WILL BE EIGHT AGAINST SEVEN. YOU WILL HAVE AN EXTRA ALLY - FOR BETTER OR FOR WORSE.


  "Why do I get the idea he knows something we don't?" Marco asks.


  Rachel shrugs. "We won last time. How hard will it be to beat them again?"


  I WILL ERASE YOUR MEMORY OF THIS PLACE. YOU WILL BEGIN THE TEST AGAIN.


  "That is so not fair!" Marco says.


  "What's not fair?" Jake asks.


  "Huh?" Marco asks. "What are you talking about?"


  "I - I don't know."


  AND TO THE NEWEST ANIMORPH, CHOOSE YOUR MORPHS. I WILL PROVIDE YOU WITH THOSE YOU DO NOT HAVE. ANDALITE, SHARK, AND KOMODO DRAGON. OR FLY, HAWK, AND HORK-BAJIR.


  "What is this - McDonald's?" Marco asks. "Do you want fries with that?"


  Ax's main eyes flicker toward you. Why? Does he dislike the idea of you morphing an Andalite?


  YOUR FRIENDS CANNOT HELP YOU. CHOOSE.


  



  Choose Andalite, shark, and Komodo dragon.


  Choose fly, hawk, and Hork-Bajir.


  Chapter 8


  



  THE BATTLE BEGINS NOW.


  "Howler!" Erek yells and points.


  You look.


  The Howler moves up a stairway and comes to stand on your platform. He is about the size of a large man. Two arms, two legs, and five-fingered hands that look almost human. From the wrist projects a retractable claw with four hooked, steel-tipped claws.


  The head is black, pebbled skin. Beneath the black, in the cracks and creases of the flesh, are lines of bright red. He looks like he's made of molten lava.


  He is wearing a series of loose belts around his torso. Each one holds a different weapon.


  Dracon beam. Knives. Boomerangs. Guns of different sizes and shapes.


  "Morph," Jake says. "Ax? You take the lead. Tobias? Get some altitude. Erek? Stay about of the way."


  Stay out of the way? You wonder about why Erek isn't fighting. But now isn't the time to ask questions.


  Ax has his tail bowed and ready, three eyes on the Howler. One on you.


  A few steps back, the others begin to morph.


  Orange fur sprouts on Jake's hands and arms. His fingers swell into claws. A long tail springs out from the base of his spine and immediately begins to twitch. He is a tiger; the same tiger you saw fight in your house.


  Rachel is morphing to grizzly bear. A massive pillar of rough brown fur. Marco is morphing gorilla. Cassie, wolf.


  Erek had moved back under the stairway. He was talking. "You've got to be careful of the Howler's voice. His howl will paralyze you, numb your senses -"


  The Howler's hand moves. He is reaching for a weapon!


  You have to morph. But to what? Surely not a shark. You're on dry land! That leaves two choices: Andalite or Komodo dragon.


  



  Choose Andalite.


  Choose Komodo dragon.


  Chapter 9


  



  <Go for it!> Jake yells.


  Go for it? You can't! Not until you morph.


  You look at Ax. Andalite, you think. Morph an Andalite.


  Muscles ripple across your legs, adding bulk and definition at the same time. An extra pair of legs sprout from your hips and muscle up with shocking speed.


  FLUMMP! You fall forward on all fours.


  You can hardly believe the effortless power. It's like turning into Schwarzenegger without even doing a single crunch.


  You feel a distant almost-pain as the Andalite tail stretches out from the base of your spine. Growing, growing, growing until it is almost as long as your body. You hold it up off the ground.


  SPLING!


  The blade edge is the last part of the tail to burst out. It glimmers in the dull Iskoort sunlight.


  Your stalk eyes grow out of your skull like an antenna rising out of an expensive sports car. You hear the eyeballs pop out on the ends.


  Paamp! Poomp!


  Suddenly you can see everywhere at once. Up. Down. Left. Right. Front. Back. All 360 degrees.


  Behind you, Iskoort. Some watching the fight. The others going about their business of buying and selling. To either side, steep drops off the edge of the platform.


  In front of you, the others surging forward. Rushing the Howler as a group. Tobias in the air.


  Jake leaping. Cassie running low to the ground. Rachel galloping forward on all fours. Ax moving swiftly to the Howler's right. Marco moving surprisingly fast on his bowed legs.


  You don't know what to do! How can you help the others? But then the Andalite mind wells up under your own. The mind is arrogant, almost cocky. Result: Your panic fades. You are ready for battle.


  The Andalite mind is calculating, thinking strategically. You need to get in close. That's the only way you can use your tail.


  You run forward, hooves thundering against the smooth Iskoort pavement. You feel clumsy and unsure. Having a strange new body is like playing a video game when you're not sure how all of the controls work.


  "Hhhhhrrroooowwwwrrrr!" Jake roars as he leaps.


  You are there! In the battle. Moving onto the Howler's left. You flex your massive tail muscle and let it rip.


  FWAAPP!


  You stumble sideways, knocked off balance with the impact.


  The Howler's hand drops. The weapon clatters down. But before the weapon stops rolling, the hand is growing back!


  You draw back for another strike. But your tail hits Marco's chest, drawing blood.


  <Watch it!> Marco shouts.


  <Draw your tail back over your own body!> Ax instructs.


  <Sorry!> you yell.


  Then the Howler lets loose.


  "KEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-row."


  The sound is a blast like nothing you've ever heard.


  Cassie howls in pain.


  "KEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-row."


  Jake misses his leap and falls in a tangle on the steps. Rachel trips and falls, landing on top of Jake. Tobias is falling out of the air.


  Everything blurs. A swirling, mad, red, blur. You reel and run! You clasp your strange Andalite fingers over your ears and feel blood seeping between your fingers.


  "KEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-row."


  The third howl knocks you to your knees.


  



  You die with blood flowing from your eyes and ears. Howlers are weapons designed to kill sentient species. Bad morph choice. Go back and try again.


  Chapter 10


  



  <Attack!> Jake yells.


  You concentrate on the Komodo dragon. Drawing up a mental picture of the creature is easy enough. You once saw an hour-long special about the dragons on PBS.


  Your skin dries and thickens. Then, rapidly, it turns Godzilla-green and pebbly. Your fingers lengthen and your fingernails grow pointed and sharp.


  Your tongue is stretching, narrowing until it hangs down over your chin. You watch in horror as the tip splits in two and the entire thing turns yellow. The tongue twitches. Without thinking, you slurp it into your mouth.


  Food!


  You spin around.


  The wind is coming from behind you and it carries the smell of rotting flesh. Half a mile away is something dead, something you can eat. You start to trot toward it. The dragon's mind is simple, ancient. A predator's mind. Focused on only one thing: food.


  You run forward on your half-human, half-dragon feet. That way - the sweet, rotting smell is coming from there.


  No . . .


  Wait! This isn't what you're supposed to be doing. With an effort, you force yourself to stop running. You gain control over the dragon's mind.


  By now your jaw has shot out and filled up with large, curved, jagged teeth.


  Your neck gets bigger and bigger. You lower yourself down on all fours as an enormous tail begins to stretch out from the base of your spine.


  ERG! ERG! ERG! ERG!


  The tail spurts out in bursts.


  One foot! Two feet! Three feet! Four feet!


  FWAAPP!


  Ax and the Howler are already fighting.


  Tobias hurtles down on the Howler from above, talons outstretched.


  You hear a clatter as the Howler drops a weapon. The sound is strange, distorted. Your ears have shriveled up and disappeared.


  Cassie is fully wolf now. She runs forward, teeth bared. Marco lumbers forward on gorilla legs.


  Your eyes migrate to the sides of your head. Through the dragon eyes, the colors of the Legoland look washed out. Then -


  Movement!


  <More Howlers!> you yell in thought-speak. <They're coming down the stairs!>


  "Hhhhhrrroooowwwwrrrr!" Jake roars as he leaps.


  Rachel barrels ahead on all fours.


  Then one of the Howlers lets loose.


  "KEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-row."


  Cassie howls in pain. Jake misses his leap and falls in a tangle on the steps. Rachel trips and falls, landing on top of Jake. Tobias falls out of the air. Ax is reeling, running.


  You hear . . . nothing.


  Yes!


  The dragon's hearing is somehow insensitive to the Howlers' most powerful weapon.


  The Howlers are circling the others.


  You have to attack! The dragon's mind resists. The dragon wants to find someplace and hide. Find someplace and wait until the prey draws near . . . .


  "KEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-row."


  Marco swings a fist, hitting a Howler on his arm and spinning the creature sideways. The Howler twirls around on his weird waist and brings up a weapon.


  F-t-t-t-t-t-t!


  He fires! A dozen steel darts, tiny triangles, whiz through the air. A bloody hole appears in Marco's back. He drops like a load of bricks.


  Cassie recovers enough to bound into action. The Howler raises the gun, but too slow. Wolf jaws clamp down on the arm and Cassie holds on like a bulldog, ripping, tearing.


  You force the dragon forward. You move fast, your claws making a sound like a muffled machine gun. All you can see are the Howlers' lava-like feet. You bite with your strong jaws. Rip at the exposed flesh with your claws.


  Nothing.


  No cry of pain.


  Is the Howler even hurt?


  You can't tell.


  Yet the dragon mind is satisfied, ready to rest. The dragon knows these Howlers will die. Your bite contains a poison. The Howlers will grow weak in a few days' time.


  A few days? You don't have that long!


  One of the Howlers draws his flechette gun. He shoots triangular steel darts at you.


  



  You are killed before you can morph out. Go back and try again.


  Chapter 11


  



  You're behind Jake, Cassie, and Marco as their bodies begin to grow muscles, fur, and claws. You can hear Tobias's wings fluttering above you as he gains altitude.


  Ax and the Howler face off, circling each other for half a turn. Then -


  FWAPP!


  Ax slashes out with his tail blade, knocking the Howler in the shoulder. Spinning him around on his weird lazy-Susan waist.


  The Howler uses the momentum to bring up a weapon. A Dracon beam. He fires.


  Ax dodges. The shot goes wide.


  You're confused. Everything is happening so fast! You've only morphed once. And you've never been in battle before. "What should I morph?" you demand.


  Nobody answers.


  The Howler aims again. Point-blank at Ax's head.


  "Ax, go left!" Erek yells from his place under the steps.


  Tobias swoops out of the air with his claws forward, aiming for the Howler's sky-blue eyes. The Howler brings up a hand, moves sideways.


  Hawk, you decide.


  "Six more Howlers," Erek reports. "Coming up the stairs."


  <Forget the battle mor -> Jake says. His orange-and-black tiger fur rapidly begins to fade. His muzzle collapses and his human mouth reemerges. "GGGGrrrroaro - Go fly! That means everyone."


  You focus on the fly DNA inside you, and begin to shrink. Spiky legs grow out of your chest. Your internal organs melt away to be replaced by simpler insect organs. Your mouth and nose sprout out to become a horrible, long proboscis.


  The bright Legoland is a shattered mirror of images. The fly's compound eyes see with a thousand tiny, irregular, bewildering TV sets, each tuned to a slightly different channel.


  "The Howlers are here!" Erek cries.


  <Let's go!> Jake yells.


  You power your fly wings and take off like a jet helicopter - straight up! You see massive red-and-black hands reaching for you. One gets close and you hit reverse, zipping back through the clutching fingers.


  With your compound eyes the Howlers seem to be made of glowing purple and blue with pulsating black veins. The facets in your fun-house-mirror eyes break them into pieces. They are everywhere around you as you fly unmolested, unnoticed.


  You do a midair flip and zip after the others.


  <Some fight,> Rachel says.


  <Yeah,> Marco agrees. <We showed them who's boss.>


  At least we escaped, you think.


  Chapter 12


  



  You find an Iskoort guide. A place to hide.


  That evening, you sleep in shifts. Two on guard at all times. You're on watch with Erek, staring into the darkness. Watchful for any sound that may signal a Howler attack.


  "You can relax," Erek says. "I will hear the Howlers coming long before you will."


  "Why?" you ask.


  "I am Chee," Erek tells you. "Part of an android race created thousands of years ago. My hearing is vastly superior to human hearing."


  "Is that why you served as a lookout today?" you ask.


  "No," Erek says. "I could not fight. I am programmed to be nonviolent."


  "Who programmed you?" you ask.


  "The Pemalites created the Chee," Erek explains. "The Pemalites were a peaceful race. Then one day, the Howlers appeared out of Z-space and decimated them. I will help you defeat the Howlers any way I can. However, I cannot kill or hurt a living being."


  After two hours, Rachel and Tobias relieve you. Erek, being an android, needs no sleep. You curl up on one of the soft beds the Iskoort have made available to you. Try to get some sleep.


  A smell like oil and mothballs and . . .


  "Insecticide!" Rachel says.


  You come awake with a jolt.


  <Howlers!> Tobias yells.


  What to do? The Howlers are pumping poison into your hideout. They have learned fast. Too fast. Insect morphs are no longer a choice.


  What morph do you choose?


  



  Choose hawk.


  Choose Hork-Bajir.


  Chapter 13


  



  The stench of poison is growing stronger by the second.


  You're already morphing to hawk. Feathers sprouting out of your skin. Flesh oozing and shifting like mud sliding down a hill. Your face crumpling, then extruding as a hard beak forms. Toes becoming talons.


  The others are morphing birds, too. You could stock an aviary. A bald eagle, a pair of ospreys, a northern harrier, two red-tailed hawks, and a peregrine falcon.


  <Erek!> Jake demands. <Can you project a hologram through another window? A hologram of us?>


  "Absolutely. There would be no harm to the Howlers, and it might save you. That would be well within my parameters."


  <On three,> Jake says. <One, two, NOW!>


  The far window slides open. Instantly seven birds fly toward it. Dracon beams burn. Flechette guns rattle. The Howlers are attacking the hologram. Jake's plan is working!


  The near window opens. You spread your wings and flap with all your strength.


  You blow out of the window, flapping like crazy, desperate for every foot of distance. The others instantly pull ahead.


  But you've never been a bird before. You're overwhelmed by your freedom to move in three dimensions. By the eyesight that makes each puffy orange Iskoort tree a composition of a thousand details.


  TSSEEEEW!


  <Aggghhh!> you yell.


  A pain! Like a red-hot poker driven into your wing. You've been hit!


  <Down, down, down!> Jake yells.


  You're still flying! Okay. The Dracon blast wasn't bad. It's not over yet.


  The others are diving. Down into the maze of trees and bushes and flowers. You follow, blazing along the lane, inches above the heads of Iskoort out walking in the early light of dawn.


  B-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-t-t!


  A line of flechettes tears a tree apart inches ahead of you.


  The Howlers are after you!


  You turn a sharp left, banking around a line of trees. A Howler bursts from the vegetation ahead.


  <Pull up!> Tobias yells.


  Tseeeew! Tseeeeew!


  Marco's left wing is gone, falling like burning embers among the strolling Iskoort. Marco tumbles, out of control, falling like a stone. He hits the ground, disappears from view.


  Jake dives after him.


  A Howler jumps from an overhanging tree. He aims his beam weapon even as he falls.


  Tseeeew! Tseeeew!


  <Aggghhh!> Jake hollers.


  <We have to help Jake and Marco!> you yell. You bank hard right.


  Tree!


  You swerve around, straining your wing muscles to the popping point. Straighten up. And then -


  Bonk!


  You slam headfirst into a tree you never saw coming. You fall to the ground, knocked silly.


  An Iskoort is standing over you, staring down. <Call a member of the Embalmers Guild!> he calls.


  <I'm not dead yet,> you reply.


  Jake is hollering in your head. <The Ellimist and Crayak have an agreement. They can't kill the Iskoort! Use the Iskoort for cover!>


  <Ax! Behind you!>


  <Here comes another one!>


  The others are running for their lives.


  Your head is starting to clear. You sit up.


  Flap. Flap. Flap. Cassie lands next to you. <Are you okay?>


  <Yeah . . . I think so,> you say.


  <Then let's haul!> Cassie takes off, straining for altitude.


  You flap once, twice. You're high enough to see a Howler. He's bounding toward you, his dead blue eyes focused on you. <Cassie - watch out!> you scream.


  TSEEEW! The Howler fires!


  A bald eagle attacks! Rachel!


  You flap up, turn toward the Howler.


  He brings his Dracon beam up, aims.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  <Agggghhhh!>


  Cassie tumbles out of the air.


  <Cassie!> Rachel screams.


  <I'm . . . I'm okay . . . .I'll demorph . . . .Don't worry.>


  The Howler is closing in on Cassie, weapon drawn.


  You dive.


  Rachel dives.


  You reach out, ready to rake the Howler's bald head with your talons.


  TSEEEEW! TSEEEEW!


  The Howler fires at point-blank range.


  <NO!> Rachel screams.


  You stare down in horror. Cassie couldn't have survived that blast. Her osprey body is smoking. You can smell the acrid odor of burning flesh.


  Suddenly a group of Iskoort come zipping down the path. They walk over Cassie's body and it disappears.


  <Hey!> you yell.


  Rachel swoops to attack.


  <Easy, easy,> Tobias says. <It's us.>


  Erek has created a hologram of Iskoort. Ax, Marco, and Tobias are hidden inside. Erek drops the hologram long enough to examine Cassie, to see if there is some way he can save her.


  After a tense moment, the hologram reappears. "I'm sorry," Erek says. "Cassie is dead."


  <No . . .> Rachel says. Her fierce eagle eyes are blank. But you can hear the pain in her voice.


  The others are silent as you rendezvous with guide and find a new place to hide. An abandoned factory. Filled with mysterious, dusty machinery.


  Erek sets Cassie's osprey body down on the seat of a strange machine that was like a merry-go-round for tools. Rachel finds an old blanket and covers her up. You and Rachel demorph.


  "What happened to Jake?" you ask.


  <I saw him go over the edge,> Ax says.


  "Is he . . . gone?" you ask.


  <No,> Tobias says harshly. <I'm going to find him.>


  "I'll go with you," Rachel says.


  <No,> Tobias says again. <If they Howlers attack, you'll need maximum firepower here. I'll go alone.>


  Tobias leaves.


  As soon as he is gone, Rachel turns to you, her eyes shining with grief and worry. Her intensity frightens you.


  "This is all your fault," she says quietly.


  Marco has also demorphed and watches silently from a few feet away.


  <Rachel,> Ax says. <We are all sad. Blaming one another will not help.>


  Rachel's eyes are locked onto yours. Blazing with anger.


  "My fault?" you ask meekly.


  "You got Cassie killed," she says.


  "Rachel," Marco tries.


  But Rachel doesn't back off. She's right up in your face. "I want you to promise me something," she says.


  "What?" you ask.


  "That you'll stay out of the way from now on," Rachel says. "I don't want you getting anyone else killed."


  Do you promise?


  



  You do.


  You refuse.


  Chapter 14


  



  "Fine," you say. "I promise not to take any more chances."


  Rachel finally backs off. Retreats to a corner with her grief. Marco and Ax go after her. You can hear the three of them whispering but you can't hear what they're saying.


  You sit with your back against a wall and wait for Tobias and Jake to return. Erek sits silently a few yards off. You almost have the sense he is protecting you.


  You're numb. Horrified by Cassie's death. Racked with guilt. But unsure what you could have done to prevent it. Maybe if you had just ignored that box. Never picked it up.


  Tick.


  Tick.


  Tick.


  Hours creep by. Then -


  Flap, flap, flap.


  You jump to your feet as one - no, two! - birds fly into the factory. Relief rushes over you as the others come running.


  <Prince Jake!>


  "Jake!"


  "Oh, Jake . . . Cassie . . . Cassie is . . ."


  Jake lands next to where Cassie's small form is laid out. He begins to grow out of his falcon form, to reemerge as human. As his human mouth forms, he lets out a scream filled with rage and grief that turns your stomach.


  Hours pass as Jake sits next to Cassie. The sun is going down when he calls you together. "I have a plan," Jake announces.


  You put it in motion the next morning.


  Guide leads you to an empty store at the end of a long, narrow street. Ax leaves. Goes out for a stroll on the crowded streets, hoping to lure the Howlers to you.


  Tobias, floating high above the narrow streets, reports the scene by thought-speak.


  <The Howlers are sticking together. Not as cocky as they were, though. They should spot him any second now. Any second now.>


  "Do it now," Rachel says to you.


  You nod slowly, wishing you had never agreed to stay out of the way. Now that the plan is underway, now that the others are facing danger, you feel like a coward.


  "DO IT," Rachel orders.


  "All right!" You start to morph.


  Down, down, down you shrink. You feel a loose liquid sensation inside as your human organs slide and fuse. Coarse hairs grow on your arms, your legs.


  Two extra legs explode out of your chest.


  <What are they, blind?> Tobias wonders. <Ax is getting awfully close. The crowd is blocking their view of him. Too many Iskoort in the way. Oh, man! He's too . . . they see him! Ax-man, run! Run!>


  Your mouth and nose elongate into a powerful sucking straw.


  The fly's compound vision blinks in. you can see Rachel again. See her face from a thousand slightly different angles. Only now her angry, accusing human face has turned into the fierce face of a grizzly.


  <Climb aboard,> Rachel says.


  You power the crazy fly wings, zooming up and up and coming to rest behind the bear's upside-down U of an ear.


  "It's time," Jake says. "I have to do this. Rachel, you know what to do. If I get out of control, can't control the morph. If I start that howl . . . you'll have to do it."


  If Jake lost control of the morph, Rachel would . . . Would do what she had to do. Quickly. Before Jake could hurt any of us.


  You're lost in a dense thicket of brown fur. Clinging with your clingy fly feet. You can't see, can't affect the outcome of the battle, but you can still hear what's happening.


  <They're on him!> Tobias yells. <All six of them. Like hounds after a rabbit. Man! That boy can run! Ax-man! Opening to your right!>


  Tense minutes pass. You know Jake is morphing a Howler, but you can't see it. Nobody speaks. Until -


  <You can let me go,> Jake tells Rachel.


  <Are you sure?>


  <Yeah,> Jake says. <This thing isn't out of control. The killing is a game to the Howlers. They're having fun. They're enjoying it.>


  <Here they come!> Tobias yelled. <Thirty seconds. Crowd is thinning out, Ax-man! They're gonna have a shot!>


  The sound of flechette guns, in the street outside our door, only a dozen feet from us.


  <Aaahhhh!> Ax cries in pain.


  <He's hit!> Tobias yells.


  WHAM!


  You hear Ax's hooves. Pounding that has to be a Howler following him. A scuffle. Thumps, bangs, creaks. Moans. Groans. Flechette gunfire. The sound of fists impacting with flesh.


  You guess that Rachel is running, fighting, dodging. You can feel the air moving over your sensitive fly parts. But you can't make out what is happening. Then -


  <No!> Jake yells. <Forget them! This way!>


  Staying down, hiding in Rachel's fur, is unbearable. But it's too late now. You can't help.


  You're powerless in your fly morph. And you have your promise to keep.


  The flood of sounds and vibrations continues. Some sort of weapon burning for minutes. Slaps. Bodies falling. Guide whining with fear.


  <NOW!> Jake yells in thought-speak. <Marco! The memory emitter! Now! He's getting up!>


  What's happening? you wonder desperately. Where is Marco? Why isn't he responding?


  The plan was to pour all of your collective memories into the Howler's head. Your life plus the lives of Jake and Rachel and Marco and Ax and Tobias. Even Guide. And the long, long memory of Erek. Once inside the Howler's head, the memories would flow into the endless pool of collective Howler memory.


  Suddenly, silence.


  No battle sounds.


  No Dracon beam fire.


  Quiet.


  <What happened?> you ask cautiously.


  "They're gone," Erek says. "The Howlers disappeared."


  Chapter 15


  



  Iskoort world vanishes. Simply disappears.


  You are no longer a fly.


  You are in your own true body, sitting in the back of a convertible limousine. A gentle breeze blows on your face as you're riding through New York City. Confetti floats down from a cloudless blue sky. Cheering crowds line the street and shout your name.


  "Who changed the channel?" Rachel growls.


  <Ellimist,> Ax says.


  "Ticker-tape parade," Marco says. "Does this mean the Yankees won another World Series?"


  You spin around and count your companions. Marco, Ax, Jake, Rachel, Tobias . . . .


  No Cassie.


  ADMITTING YOUR LIMITATIONS IS NOT EASY.


  The booming voice easily fills the canyon of skyscrapers.


  "No joke," you grumble.


  YOU HAVE PASSED THE TEST.


  "Thanks."


  BUT THE COST WAS HIGH. YOUR ACTIONS TOOK A LIFE. I WILL DO THE SAME.


  "What? What do you mean?" you holler. "We had a deal. If I won, you would save my parents!"


  ONE.


  "That wasn't the deal!"


  YOU MUST CHOOSE.


  "Choose? But that's impossible!"


  How can you choose? Choosing to let one of your parents live means choosing to let the other die. Would your father wish to live with the knowledge that your mother was infested? would your mother wish to live with the knowledge that your father was a slave?


  The rest of the Animorphs are watching you. Rachel angry. Ax resigned. Marco volatile. Tobias's hawk eyes fierce, impossible to read. And Jake . . .


  Jake imploring. Haunted.


  You know what you have to do.


  "I choose Cassie," you say.


  And she suddenly appears. Sitting between Jake and Rachel.


  Smiling.


  "Hey!" she says. "I love ticker-tape parades!"


  



  Nice choice. Very nice choice.


  Chapter 16


  



  Someone shakes you awake in the middle of the night. Ax. <Gas!> he says in thought-speak. <Use your fly morph. We have to get out.>


  You're groggy, confused. The room is black. A darkness so deep it is featureless. You hear someone pounding at the door, the others rushing around.


  You morph.


  You can't see the ground rushing up, your nose stretching out, or the fly's weird compound vision blink on. But you are more aware of the changes going on inside you. You're not in pain. But you can hear the slooshing, slurping changes.


  Then -


  A rush of air! Not much, but clear to your fly senses. Something clamps down on you!


  You power up your wings. Take off.


  A ceiling!


  You zoom forward.


  A wall!


  You hit reverse.


  Another wall.


  Bzzzzzzzzzzz . . .


  Your wings hit against the ceiling and walls, making a sound like an insect trapped inside a glass.


  A glass . . .


  You are inside a vessel ten times taller than you and half as wide.


  Trapped.


  <Ax?> you call. <Jake?>


  No answer.


  Demorph, you think.


  You focus on your own body and begin to change. Soon you are a strange lump of flesh, pressing out against the walls.


  But the vessel doesn't break. The walls and ceiling press in, crushing you.


  No, no, no!


  You morph back to fly. You're beginning to panic. Have the Howlers captured you? No, that can't be right. Howlers don't take prisoners. Howlers attack. They're not about stealth.


  Then you remember . . .


  Ax's voice. Ax telling you to morph fly.


  You're a prisoner, but not of the Howlers.


  You're a prisoner of the Animorphs.


  <Why are you doing this to me?> you ask.


  Silence.


  And then Rachel's voice. <You're a risk. We have to get rid of you before you get anyone else killed.>


  It takes two hours for you to become a nothlit. A person trapped in morph.


  Two hours of horror.


  You spend it crying, threatening, pleading.


  You know when the two hours are up because someone lifts the glass and sets you free.


  



  You're a nothlit. And unfortunately flies only live for two weeks. Go back and try again.


  Chapter 17


  



  Erek, Guide, and Tobias watch impatiently as the rest of you morph.


  You go Hork-Bajir. Cassie and Marco morph osprey. Jake goes falcon. Rachel goes bald eagle. Ax to northern harrier.


  While the others shrink, you shoot up to two-feet. You are tall enough to brush your head on the ceiling of the Iskoort room.


  Your face elongates. The jaw bulges out and becomes smooth as a bullet. Lips stretch out and out. Your eyes narrow.


  Your skin turns green-black. Your toes shift and merge into the three-toed, one-spur feet of the Hork-Bajir. Your tailbone bulges out and grows vertebra by vertebra.


  Turning into a Hork-Bajir is bizarre, to put it mildly. The last time you saw one of the nightmare creatures, they were tearing your house to shreds. Now you are turning into one of the "Wild Things."


  SHWOOP! Blades slide from your forehead.


  SHWOOP! Blades at your wrists and elbows!


  SHWOOP! Blades at your knees.


  You like this morph. You feel secure in this body. Strong. But you brace yourself, expecting to struggle with the violent Hork-Bajir mind. It floods in as a rush of instincts. But not violent instincts. You want to . . . run. Run and climb.


  <Let's go!> Tobias says. <Birds don't tolerate poison that much better than bugs.>


  <Neither do Hork-Bajir,> you say. The fumes are starting to make you dizzy.


  <Point taken,> Jake says. <On three. One, two, NOW!>


  The others move toward the window. You let them go first. Six birds flapping desperately.


  You climb out on the narrow ledge, knowing you have to hurry. You look down. You're five stories up. It's dizzying, terrifying.


  But the Hork-Bajir knows no fear. Doesn't understand the concept of falling. You let the Hork-Bajir instincts take over.


  You swing your talon feet out of the window, then flip around to face the room. You cling to the windowsill with strong four-fingered hands.


  Down! the Hork-Bajir thinks.


  You give a little kick to place your knee blades.


  Srreeeccch!


  Your blades won't grip! You scramble, trying desperately to bring yourself back up, to crawl back through the window.


  But now gravity is pulling you down. The poison is slowing your reflexes. The Howlers are running and leaping around the corner of the building. They've seen you!


  Srreeeccch!


  Srreeeccch!


  Srreeeccch!


  Srreeeccch!


  Your horn blades sound like fingernails on blackboard as you slide down the Iskoort façade, gathering speed. Then you lose even that tenuous connection.


  Splat!


  You're dead.


  



  Bad morph choice. Hork-Bajir blades are adapted for bark - not Iskoort buildings. Go back and try again.


  Chapter 18


  



  The white void vanishes.


  You're in a forest. Surrounded by trees and massive shoulder-high ferns. Bright, buttery sunlight filters through the leaves.


  "Hrrrrhuh!"


  You jump. A grunting, snuffling sound is coming from behind you. You hear branches being pushed back. Something moving. Something big.


  "What's that?" Cassie asks apprehensively.


  Ax turns in a slow circle, tail blade ready.


  <I'll check it out,> Tobias offers. He flaps up through the trees.


  Crash! Crash!


  Still behind you. But closer.


  "HuuuuRROOOOAAARR!"


  Wham! Wham! The ground shakes with the impact tremors. Something is coming!


  <Run!> Tobias shouts.


  You don't have to be told twice.


  Crash! Crash! Crash!


  The earth trembles! You have to fight to stay on your feet, to keep moving forward.


  "HrrrrrRRROOOOAAAARRRR-unh!"


  Right behind you! You glance back. What you see almost makes you pee in your pants.


  You're being chased by . . . by a reptile. But it's a reptile out of a Godzilla movie. It's half the length of a football field and the size of a small house. Its jagged teeth glimmer wetly.


  "T-rex?" you mutter in horror.


  Impossible!


  Crazy!


  And only a few feet away!


  "HrrrrrRRROOOOAAAARRRR!"


  Run!


  Your heart is hammering against your rib cage, your skin is covered in cold sweat. You're screaming, crying as you flee. Leaves slap your face. Twigs whip your bare arms.


  The others are ahead. You catch glimpses of them.


  CRASH! CRASH!


  You push hard. Run all out.


  The T-rex is gaining.


  Maybe a foot away now!


  CRASH! CRASH! CRASH! CRASH!


  A root catches your foot! You're flying, tumbling. Then -


  "Ah!" You hit the ground hard. You can't breathe. Can't move. You're frozen from sheer panic.


  Down comes the T-rex's head. Hungry eyes lock on your gut. You can feel the heat of breath on your face. It smells rancid.


  This is the end. You squeeze your eyes closed. Then -


  CHOOSE YOUR MORPH. COCKROACH OR WOLF.


  The Ellimist.


  "What are you doing?" you yell. "Trying to get me killed?"


  You open your eyes. Expecting to be safe. Expecting to see the world on "pause."


  "HRRRRRRRROOOOAAAARRRR!" Inches away from your nose, powerful jaws roar open. You see rows of teeth, a sofa-size tongue.


  "Aaaaggggghhh!" you scream.


  CRUNCH!


  The T-rex chomps its jaws a hair's width from your right ear. You grab your ear with both hands. Crying, trembling.


  CHOOSE.


  



  You choose roach.


  You choose wolf.


  Chapter 19


  



  You roll. Stumble to your feet.


  What good is a roach morph? What good is any morph now? T-rex is going to turn you into dinner before you have a chance to morph.


  The massive head comes down again. So close you can see the pebbly skin, look into one dark, damp nostril.


  Instinctively, you dodge behind a tree.


  You focus some small part of your brain on the roach. Imagine the small, easily compactible body. Long to become it.


  "HrrrrrRRROOOOAAAARRRR!" The T-rex screams with rage.


  WHAM! WHAM!


  It's coming around the tree for you.


  You can't hide.


  You can't outrun it.


  You can't morph fast enough.


  Only one chance.


  You run straight for the gaping maw. Get splashed by dripping dinosaur saliva. Graze your back on the huge chin.


  You run through dinosaur legs as big as massive columns. Under a belly that rises above you like a low-slung pebbly gray ceiling.


  The T-rex can't reach you. Can't get its massive head under its legs. It leaps up and spins around, turning almost gracefully except for the tree it knocks over with its tail.


  As you run you're starting to shrink. Four feet. Three and three quarters. Three and a half.


  Looking down at your feet, you see your chest cover with an armor plate of brown cockroach shell. It's disgusting, but at least it means the morph is working.


  Your fingers melt together. Next time you look, they've formed a single, many-jointed bug leg.


  SPLOUT! SPLOUT!


  Antennae jump out of your forehead as you run out from under the T-rex's tail. Your body is growing clumsy as your legs start to thin.


  Three and a quarter feet. Three feet. Two and three quarters.


  You hunker down, trying to hide beneath the ferns. Your waist pinches together. The lower part of your body swells to form a bloated insect abdomen. Your skull melts away. Your ears and hearing fade, making the roar of T-rex sound far way.


  Which is a good thing.


  Because the T-rex is close. It is patiently sniffling through the ferns, searching for you with its Buick-size snout.


  The roach mind bubbles up at the same time extra legs suddenly pop out of your chest.


  I'm cool, the roach mind seems to say. The roach is happy under the ferns. Calm, collected.


  Then -


  CHOMP!


  It has you!


  Up, up, up you go. A two-foot roach impaled on an even bigger dinosaur tooth. High into the air.


  Wet, pink, warm. You're in T-rex's mouth! Lolling in a pond of spit just under its slab of a tongue.


  Somehow, you manage to keep your concentration, to keep morphing. Now you are a foot long. Half a foot. You pop free of the massive tooth. You're ripped practically in two. But somehow you're still alive.


  T-rex clamps down. but now you're more roach than human and the space between the dinosaur's teeth and gums seems like a huge pink cavern.


  Go toward the light, you think.


  Now the roach mind is starting to panic, to protest. You fight for control. You crawl right out over the T-rex's lip and out onto its pebbly skin.


  Must tickle.


  The T-rex gives a massive swing of its huge head, and sends you flying.


  <Aggggghhhh!>


  Down, down, down.


  You catch a flash of blue, green, brown.


  Thunk!


  You land on your back in the mossy soil. Wiggling your legs in the air. You stretch, scramble, stretch, scramble, and flip.


  You're right side up and alive.


  Killing a cockroach is hard.
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  You squish yourself down under a nice piece of moss next to a tree root. The roach body makes itself small, stays perfectly still.


  The T-rex doesn't know you fell out of its mouth. Isn't interested anymore. It has found new prey.


  <Watch out, Marco!>


  <Coming up behind you!>


  From your hiding place, you can't see what's happening to your friends. But you notice their calls and shouts are growing distant. Even the T-rex's footfalls fade away.


  You're a bug alone in Dinoland.


  Now what?


  Find the others, you think.


  That means demorphing. Has to. Catching up with them as a roach would take forever.


  Reluctantly, you concentrate on your own body and feel the changes begin. Antennae dissolve. The roach's exoskeleton softens into human skin. Extra legs wilt and slurp up into your chest.


  And you grow. Up out of your safe moss hideaway. Zooming up to your own true height.


  A grinding sound as your bones grow back and join together to form a skeleton. A slish slosh as your stomach, kidneys, pancreas, and blood vessels spring back. Your heart reappears and immediately begins banging against your rib cage.


  Now you're a human alone in Dinoland.


  You walk, then trot, then start to run.


  "You guys! Wait up!" you shout.


  Nobody answers.


  Following the trail isn't difficult.


  You can see the snapped saplings and crushed ferns where the T-rex pushed through the forest. You can follow the dinosaur's talon prints.


  There's one every five or six feet.


  You run until your lungs burn and your side aches.


  You slow it to a walk and trudge along. Your bare feet are bloody and bruised.


  The sounds of the forest terrify you.


  Twigs snapping.


  Leaves crunching.


  Something scampering through the low vegetation.


  The light under the trees starts to fade. The sky shades from blue to deeper blue to red. The trees around you begin to lose their sharpness.


  Twilight is coming on.


  Then night.


  You have maybe ten minutes of daylight. Twenty, tops.


  Do dinosaurs hunt at night?


  You have no idea.


  You come out of the woods and into what looks like a big pasture full of tall grass. You see a flickering light off in the distance. You smell something -


  Smoke!


  And something else -


  Meat!


  You start to run.


  Jake, Cassie, Marco, Rachel and Ax fill you in on their adventures while you chew on what turns out to be T-rex shish kebabs.


  Here's the deal:


  Ax killed the T-rex seconds before it killed Marco.


  Cassie figured out how to turn the T-rex hide into food and shoes.


  Rachel used a couple of twigs to start a fire.


  After eating a couple chunks of meat, you are starting to yawn big time. The run through the forest, the constant adrenaline rushes are getting to you. Your eyelids are hard to hold up. So is your head.


  The others are still talking, still discussing the situation.


  You stretch out on your side next to the fire. You make a pillow out of your hands and close your eyes. Almost immediately you fade into a dreamless sleep.


  At first you're not sure what wakes you up. You stare at the black night. Roll over and blink at the blazing fire.


  Cassie and Ax are on their feet. Rachel is shaking herself awake. Everyone is staring out into the darkness.


  "What is it?" you ask, sitting up.


  Jake's voice. He's running out of the darkness. "Everyone get out of the way!" he yells. "Stampede."


  "Stampede?" Marco demands incredulously. "What is this, a cowboy movie?"


  "MOVE!" Jake yells.


  



  You morph roach.


  You run.
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  Morph, morph, morph! you think.


  You can already hear the dinosaurs coming.


  Boom! Boom! Boom!


  You try to focus your panicky mind on the cockroach. Antennae sprout violently from your head. The changes are beginning!


  Faster, you think.


  A sound like rolling thunder. Like a train bearing down on you.


  BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!


  You can vaguely make out the herd. Long-necked dinosaurs. Big. Huge tails. Taller than elephants or giraffes. Heads on the same level as treetops.


  "Why are they running?" you demand.


  <A T-rex!> Tobias yells. <Heading this way!>


  BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOMBOOMBOOM!


  The dinos are closing in. Closer, closer.


  It's hide or get stomped.


  But you can't hide until you get small. And you aren't getting small!


  Your body is segmenting. A hard shell forms over your human arms and legs, over your face. But you don't shrink. You're a four-foot-something half-roach half-human.


  And here come the big boys!


  <Run!> Tobias yells.


  You try, and stumble. Your legs are fusing together, turning into bloated roach abdomen.


  The thunder grows louder. Surrounds you. A whale-size dino passes by you, blocking out the moon. The herd is all around you.


  You're trapped!


  An enormous talon passes right over your head. The dinosaurs are moving around you like water moves around a rock in a stream.


  All you can do is stand still and tremble.


  Get small, you tell yourself. GET SMALL.


  You begin to shrink.


  You're a dog-size roach. A cat-size roach. And then -


  Another talon coming down toward your head.


  Uh-oh.


  You're a dead roach.


  



  Bad choice. You didn't have time to morph. Go back and choose again.
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  You run.


  Boom! Boom! Boom!


  Jake is right in front of you. Ax in front of him.


  The others are behind you somewhere. I'm glad my legs aren't as short as Marco's, you think.


  You can hear the dinosaurs closing in.


  Boom! Boom! Boom! A sound like rolling thunder. Like a train bearing down on you.


  BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!


  Here and there, you catch a fleeting glimpse of the herd. Long necks. Huge tails. Big and heavy enough to smash you like a steamroller.


  Your leg muscles burn. Your lungs ache. But you push yourself harder. Fueled by fear.


  <A T-rex!> Tobias yells. <Heading this way!>


  BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOMBOOMBOOM!


  Closer, closer. The thunder grows louder. Surrounds you. The herd is all around you.


  You try to run with it. But the long-necked dinosaurs are faster. And they're also fueled by panic.


  WHAMMMM!


  The ground bounces, stumbling you to your knees.


  "ScreeeeeEEEEEE!" a long-necked dinosaur squeals in panic.


  A shadow that blots out the moon and stars. Trembling, you turn and look. Then -


  CHOMP!


  "Agggghhhh!" you scream.


  Darkness. Hot breath. A slimy, rough surface beneath you. A tongue!


  You're in T-rex's mouth!


  GULP!


  Pressure on all sides. Squeezing you down and down some nightmare tunnel.


  You're being swallowed!


  A bigger opening. Liquid all around. Water. No, no, no. Too hot to be water. Digestive acid.


  You're being digested.


  You are blind. Deaf, except for a sound of churning. And the steady bass drum of a heart beating.


  You grin up against warm flesh, up against something that feels like bones. T-rex's last snack?


  You're holding your breath. You don't want to breathe in the battery acid T-rex has in its stomach.


  What can you do? with a desperate burst of energy, you try to claw your way out. But it's hopeless. You can't grab onto the smooth flesh lining the dinosaur's belly.


  What can you do?


  The Ellimist has given you only one morph: roach.


  You begin to morph.


  Almost immediately your oxygen-deprived brain calms down. Your thinking grows clearer. Roach bodies can live longer than humans without much air.


  You're growing smaller. Now the churning of the stomach isn't so painful.


  You're alive. But for how long?


  You pass out. Wake up. Pass out.


  When you wake up the second time you notice the stomach has stopped churning. Your roach senses can smell fresh air.


  You force the roach toward the air.


  Run! up a tube the size of a water pipe.


  Run!


  Out into a cavern lined with sparking teeth.


  Run!


  Across a plain of pink flesh.
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  You begin to demorph.


  Your human eyesight blinks back on. You can see you're standing next to an enormous corpse. You're still only a few inches high. A dinosaur looks the size of an aircraft carrier.


  The others notice you.


  "Hey!" Cassie says. "You're alive!"


  <Barely,> you say, still more roach than human.


  "We all made it," Jake says, shaking his head. "Amazing."


  "Who killed the T-rex?" you ask.


  "I guess I did," Jake says.


  "How?"


  "It ate me," Jake says. "So I acquired it and started morphing in its throat."


  Everyone is buzzed with energy and nerves. You decide to keep walking even though it's dark. You trudge through the grass for a few miles. You stop and doze. You get up and trudge some more.


  Nobody knows where you're going. But somehow walking makes you feel better.


  Gradually the sky lightens and the sun comes up. More trudging. And now you're beginning to think that sitting down and never walking again would be a nice plan.


  "Oh, man, look," Jake says. "I think we're coming up on some kind of big gorge or whatever."


  You march up to it. A huge canyon. You're on the edge of a valley hundreds of feet deep and miles across.


  The valley isn't empty. Down there, spread across a mile of valley floor, are glittering, shining buildings. And hovering over them is something that looks like a flying saucer.


  A flying saucer and dinos? This is getting weird.


  



  You pretend you never saw the city.


  You decide to investigate.
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  You turn your back on the canyon and walk the way you came. Through the tall grass, heading for the forest.


  You're hungry. Thirsty. Itchy. Damp from sweating in the heavy humidity.


  An added plus: You're attracting bugs the size of small birds.


  At first you complain about the bugs, the humidity. But after a while the group quiets down. Everyone seems to be fighting depression. You have no idea where you're going or how to get home.


  Even Tobias seems tired. You notice he is flapping from tree to tree, resting while the rest of your weird little group catches up.


  Once you've crossed the plain, you move into the woods. You stop to drink from a spring.


  "I wish I had a Coke," Jake says as he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.


  "Anything in the soda family," Marco says. "Coke, Pepsi, Sprite, Orangina, root beer. Hey, I'd even suck down a Tab."


  Ax has one hoof in the edge of the stream. <I find the water in this time period quite refreshing. Far superior to twenty-first-century water.>


  "I want a shower," Rachel says.


  "Why?" Cassie asks. "You already look impossibly clean and well groomed. I swear you have some sort of force field that repels dirt."


  <Shhh . . .> Tobias says.


  "Why?" Marco says. "I like to bond by sharing grooming tips. Have I ever told you how I keep my hair so soft and shiny?"


  <I think I hear something.>


  Jake instantly looks alert. "Check it out."


  "You think?" you repeat. Birds of prey have incredibly sharp hearing. You don't understand Tobias's hesitation.


  Tobias flaps hard, straining for altitude. <Uh-oh. A Deinonychus. Only about four feet to your left.>


  You spin. Scan the trees. Tobias knows a lot more about dinosaurs than you do and he sounds worried.


  "I don't see anything," Jake says.


  Rachel is already starting to morph. She's growing, sprouting grizzly fur. "What's a Deinonychus?"


  "Aren't those the baddies from Jurassic Park?" you ask.


  "Those were Velociraptors," Marco says.


  "What's the difference?" Cassie asks.


  <Deinonychus are bigger,> Tobias says, sounding puzzled. <It's weird. Paleontologists say Deinonychus was a smart pack-hunter. But this one is alone.>


  "Maybe it's an outcast," Rachel suggests. "Like a lone wolf."


  You have another idea. "Or -"


  "Heeeeeesssss!"


  Coming from your left.


  "Heeeeeesssss!"


  Coming from your right!


  You spin around just in time to see a flash of motion. A man-size dinosaur. Leaping. Then -


  BAM!


  Sharp talons hit your chest, knocking you onto your back. You're pinned to the ground! You beat on its pebbly flesh with your bare hands.


  The dinosaur lifts one talon. It points a wicked, down-curved claw at your guts.


  "No!" you yell.


  SLASH!


  



  You're lunch for a Deinonychus. Go back to and choose again.
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  "We've got to get down there somehow," you say. "Investigate. Maybe whoever built that city can help us figure out a way home."


  FLASH!


  The valley disappears.


  The prehistoric landscape vanishes.


  You and the others are sitting in the middle of an empty IMAX theater. You have the best seat in the house. Center seat of the center row.


  Cassie, Ax, and Tobias are on your right.


  Marco, Rachel, and Jake are on your left.


  A tub of buttered popcorn sits on your lap. There's a supersize soda in the cup holder.


  Marco picks up his cup. Sips.


  "Coke?" you ask.


  Marco makes a face. "Tab."


  INVESTIGATE, comes the Ellimist's booming voice. FIND A WAY. THESE ARE THINGS HUMANS DO WELL.


  The houselights dim.


  The enormous curved screen in front of you fills with an image. A close-up of a nameless primitive man. His grubby hands are rubbing two sticks together. A lick of flame starts to grow, illuminating a face filled with wonder and fear.


  The scene shifts. You see a dirty, wild-looking woman tap-tapping a piece of flint against a stone to fashion a crude tool.


  Again the scene shifts. You see men and women of all races weaving fabric, forging glittery objects of metal, collecting seeds, planting seeds, making sails and canoes and setting off to explore waterways.


  Now the pace of the images picks up. More toolmakers. This time fashioning spears, harpoons, and arrows. Wheels! Wheels of a dozen different sizes. Wheels on crude vehicles, on potter's wheels, on lathes.


  And now the humans you see are starting to look different. More light in their eyes. A keener awareness. You watch them plot the motion of the stars. Create the first irrigation systems. Stack up crude bricks to build shelters and then ziggurats and then pyramids.


  People wearing tunics and sandals invent screws, pulleys, levers. Pumps, simple engines, watermills, plows. Arches, vaults, domes. Amphitheaters, aqueducts, tunnels, bridges. Lighthouses, roads, and compasses.


  Now the images are coming faster. Castles. Gunpowder. Cannons. Maps. Clocks. Ink, paper, movable type, printing presses and books. Telescopes. Steam engines.


  <Incredible,> Ax whispers.


  Now the images are spinning so fast they are just flashes.


  You see what has to be Benjamin Franklin with his kite. Edison with a bumpy-looking lightbulb. Then a sprawling city light up. New York!


  Streams of people in hats moving down a staircase and onto a herky-jerky train. A subway in London or Boston or Paris. Delicate suspension bridges. Trains, photographs, telephones. People climbing snow mountain peaks, probing ocean floors, riding into space on rockets.


  Images flashing by, blurring into one another. Airplanes, elevators, skyscrapers, cars, computers, plastics, drugs, medicine, TVs, lasers, robots, vaccines, satellites.


  The screen goes dark.


  The theater lights come up.


  <That was cool,> Tobias says.


  "Very PBS," Marco adds.


  "What does it mean?" you ask.


  YOU HAVE PASSED THE TEST.


  The theater disappears.


  The Animorphs disappear.


  You're in the backseat of your parents' car. Your dad is driving and your mother is in the passenger seat. You're following a big yellow moving truck. On the way to your new house.


  "Mom?" you say in disbelief.


  You remember everything - the battle in your bedroom, morphing, the Howlers, the T-rex. You also remember this car ride. It happened a week ago. Back before you ever spent a minute in your new school.


  Your mother turns around and smiles at you. "What is it, sweetie?"


  "Nothing."


  You feel like crying. You have it to do all over. Now you don't ever have to go near that construction site. Now you don't ever have to discover the blue box.


  Unless you want to.


  



  You have been given a second chance . . .
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  You roll. Stumble to your feet.


  RUN!


  You focus some small part of your brain on morphing. Imagine yourself as a sleek gray wolf running through the woods.


  As you run on your slow human legs, you feel the changes begin. Your jaw stretching outward. Your bones grinding as your weak human mouth becomes the crushing jaw of the wolf.


  Down comes the massive dinosaur head, teeth flashing, drool drippng. You can see one huge yellow eye marking you.


  Instinctively, you dodge behind a tree. Make a quick turn.


  CHOMP!


  The T-rex closes its jaws shut on a tree inches to your left. A piece of bark flies into your cheek.


  "HrrrrrRRROOOOAAAARRRR!" the T-rex screams with rage.


  <Go eat something else!> you beg.


  You're running full out, knowing it's hopeless, but needing to put as much distance as possible between you and that jaw.


  SPLING! SPLING!


  Your knees change direction mid-stride! You stumble. Your arms are growing, getting stronger, your shoulders broadening.


  You put your hands on the ground. Your hands are still human, but you try running on all fours. Your wolf legs are only half-formed, but you are already faster.


  You dodge through the trees, feeling more at home in the forest. Rough pads are growing on your feet, making it easier to run.


  Then the wolf senses blink on.


  The wolf's ears hear everything. They hear huge insects scurrying under damp leaves. They hear your friends crashing through the woods a hundred yards ahead of you. They hear


  Marco crying in panic. And they hear the footfalls of the T-rex.


  WHAM! WHAM! WHAM! WHAM!


  Directly behind you.


  Your human mind was afraid.


  The wolf mind is terrified.


  A strange whining yelp escapes from your lips. "UrrrUrrrUrrr . . ."


  WHAMWHAMWHAMWHAM!


  RUN!


  You are all wolf now. Wolves can move. Especially scared wolves. You are going so fast the ground under your paws is a blur.


  Then -


  "HrrrrrRRROOOOAAAARRRR!"


  CHOMP!


  You feel a flash of pain and then -


  Nothing.


  



  Bad morph choice. Wolves can run fast. But not as fast as a T-rex. Go back and try again.
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  Chapter 1 - Jake


  



  "Help me."


  I tried to get up. There was a body lying on me. Hork-Bajir. His wrist blade was jammed against my side.


  I tried to lift up with all four legs, lift the dead thing off me. But I only had three legs. My left hind leg lay across the bright-lit floor, a curiosity, a macabre relic. Tiger's paw.


  I tried to slide. That was better. The floor was wood, highly polished. Slick with blood, animal, alien, human. I reached out with my two front paws, extended the claws, and dug them into the wood. They didn't catch at first. But then my right paw chewed wood and I gained traction.


  A voice said, "Help. Please help me."


  I dragged myself slowly, carefully, gingerly out from beneath the bladed alien. The pain in the missing leg was intense. Don't let anyone ever tell you animals don't feel pain. I've been a lot of animals. Mostly they feel pain.


  <Jake? Jake?>


  It was Cassie. <Yeah. I'm here.>


  With a lurch I was free of the weight pressing me down. I rose, shaky on three legs. Looked around through the tiger's eyes.


  It was a fabric-cutting room. A design house. You know, dresses no one actually wears. The kind of stuff you see on Style With Elsa Klensch as you're flipping channels.


  Fashion? Strange front organization for the Yeerks. Why?


  There were hugely wide, long tables covered in cloth. One tilted up weirdly, one leg had been broken off entirely. Kind of like me. There were big rolls of patterned fabrics on that end that weighed the table down and made it balance, like a seesaw, not up, not down.


  Overhead there were banks of brilliant fluorescent lights. Splashes of stylish neon on the bare brick walls. Bodies everywhere. Blood. Slashes of it.


  <Cassie?>


  I saw the wolf limp out from behind an overturned cart. She was alive.


  I felt a wave of relief. The last I'd seen of Cassie she was in trouble.


  In the distance, out through the big doors, down the dark hallway, I heard the hoarse vocals of a grizzly bear. Rachel. Not fighting, not anymore, just raging, raging. Roaring with the frustration of a mad beast looking for fresh victims and finding none.


  Marco was already demorphed. A kid. My age, but he looked so young to me. My best friend. He'd demorphed to human because the alternative was bleeding to death from the gash across his gorilla throat.


  Demorph to human. All better. No pain.


  "I'm cold. I'm cold, help me," the voice called.


  <Make sure he can't see you,> I warned Marco.


  Rachel came lumbering back into the room, eight hundred pounds of shaggy brown fur and railroad spike claws and a vaguely quizzical grin that hid sharp canines. <Where's Tobias?>


  I didn't answer. I didn't know the answer.


  Rachel began shoving and lifting Hork-Bajir bodies. She found Tobias, a crumpled hawk. He was breathing.


  <Tobias, morph!>


  I heard the clop, clop of delicate hooves. Ax was behind me. As alien as any of the dead lying around us. A dainty centaur. The body of a blue deer or antelope, with an upper body not so different from humans. A head that was very different, mouth less, with two extra eyes perched atop movable stalks. His long, dangerous tail was wet with gore.


  We'd been in many fights. This one was bad. This one would invade my sleep and wake me sweating and crying.


  <Tobias! Listen to me! Go to human!>


  "Someone . . . so cold . . . help . . ."


  Cassie trotted over to Rachel. She demorphed swiftly.


  So good to see her. Healthy. Whole. Beautiful in my eyes.


  "He's okay," Cassie assured Rachel. "I think he's just stunned."


  As if to prove her right Tobias ruffled a wing and said, <Hey! What? Oh. Oh. I'm alive.>


  <More or less,> Rachel growled. <That was a crazy thing to do, you idiot! You dive-bomb a Hork-Bajir?>


  <You know?> he said. <Thinking back now, it was crazy.>


  <Idiot,> Rachel said. But she managed to put an awful lot of affection into that one insult. Tobias had saved her life, nearly ending his own.


  I limped over to the one injured human in the room. A human-Controller. An enemy. A man, maybe twenty years old. A human with an alien slug in his head.


  "Help me," he said to the tiger's face looming above him. "I'm cold. Help me."


  He was cut. Badly. It was a Hork-Bajir slash. Friendly fire, that's what it's called when one of your own troops accidentally injures you. Kills you. Hork-Bajir in the middle of violence slashed one of their comrades.


  <Leave him, Yeerk,> I said. <Let him alone, at last. Get out of his head. Let him do this last thing as a free human being.>


  His face was pale. White. Waxy, like a white candle. Someone had smashed his head, mangled his ears. I recognized the marks of a tiger's claw. His brown eyes stared up at me.


  "I can't get out," the Yeerk inside his head said to me. "The ears are blocked. Can't get out. I'm trapped."


  <We have to get out of here,> Ax said. <They may send reinforcements.>


  "I'm cold," the human-Controller said. "Just . . . just get me a blanket or . . ."


  <Prince Jake,> Ax prodded.


  "I'm scared. Does that . . . does that make you happy, Andalite?" the dying man said.


  To the Yeerks we were Andalites. The morphing technology is Andalite science, far beyond anything a human was yet capable of. So to them we were Andalites, a misunderstanding we deliberately fostered.


  Ax was the only true Andalite in our group.


  <No. It doesn't make me happy,> I said.


  "The pain . . . can't you help me? Cold. Help me."


  <Come on, Jake.> It was Marco. He'd re-morphed. To osprey this time. We needed to escape. The air was our surest way out. Grow wings and fly. Fly and put it all behind us. Pretty soon we'd be joking. Laughing. Trying anything that would make us forget what we'd seen.


  What we'd done.


  "Help . . ."


  <Let's go,> I said.


  I demorphed. Out of sight of the doomed Controller. Then I grew falcon's wings and flew out through a window Rachel opened with her fist.


  Chapter 2 - Jake


  



  My name is Jake.


  I live in a normal American city, in a normal American state.


  I love my mom and my dad. I even love my big brother, Tom. I like basketball and hate math and get a little down when it rains for more than one day. I think those little Audi TT's are cool but if I had the money, and was old enough, I'd probably drive a Jeep.


  I live on burgers and fries and have never voluntarily consumed a brussels sprout.


  My room is a mess. My homework is late. My class notes are so disorganized they cannot be read by anyone except Marco, who has been living off my notes for five years or more, and sometimes has to interpret them for me.


  I cried the day Michael Jordan retired. And I can still tell you what time it was, what day, week, month, hour, minute, and second, what I was wearing and what I was eating when Mark McGwire banged his record homer.


  I'm a kid. A kid with a dog and parents and teachers and friends. Just a kid.


  I have these nightmares. Sometimes I'm a termite, trapped inside a piece of wood, can't get out and the clock is ticking, ticktock, ticktock, can't escape, wooden walls and blackness all around me, pressing me tight.


  Sometimes I'm falling. Flying and my wings just aren't there and I'm a mile up in the sky, falling, and thinking, I can't fly! I can't fly!


  Sometimes still, even now, I see the dark red eye of Crayak and feel his malice reaching for me all across the millions of light-years.


  But the worst dream is just me and Cassie. And we're standing in the forest somewhere. She's outlined in light. You know, like there's a bright light hidden behind her. And it's almost like she's shining. And there's this cave. And I'm telling her to go in, and she's looking at me with trust in her eyes, looking at me and loving me and believing in me and trusting me and I'm telling her to go into the cave.


  I'm the leader of the Animorphs. I don't know how that happened. It was some doom pronounced by Marco. Why me? Because, Marco said. Because it has to be.


  We were five kids taking a shortcut home from the mall at night. There was a ship. There was an alien. There was the destructive worm of knowledge: You are not alone. You are not safe. Nothing is what it seems. No one is who they seem to be.


  The knowledge of betrayal and terror. The awareness of evil.


  And then, the power.


  The power made us responsible, see. Without the power the knowledge would have just been a worm of fear eating up our insides.


  Bad enough. But it was the power that turned fear into obligation, that laid the weight on our unready shoulders.


  We could become any animal we touched, the Andalite told us.


  Power enough to win? No. Power enough to fight? Ah, yes. Just enough, little Jake, here is just enough power to imprison you in a cage of duty, to make you fight.


  "Help me. I'm cold."


  Another battle. Another horror.


  Couldn't anything make it end? Was there no way out? Was I trapped, fighting, fighting till one by one my friends died or went nuts?


  I lay on my bed. Stared up at the ceiling.


  "Help me. Please. I'm cold."


  Into the cave, Cassie.


  All for what? For nothing. To delay the Yeerks, but never to win. And someday, to lose.


  Was there no way out?


  "There's always a way out, Jake the Mighty," a voice said. "My lord Crayak holds out his omnipotent hand to you, Jake the Yeerk Killer. Jake the Ellimist's tool."


  I sat up. I knew the voice.


  The Drode stood by my desk. It wasn't large. It perched forward like one of those small dinosaurs. It had mean, smart eyes in a humanoid head. It was wrinkled, dark green or purple maybe. So dark it was almost black. The mocking mouth was lined with green.


  The Drode was Crayak's creature, his emissary, his tool. Crayak was . . . Crayak was evil. A power so vast, so complete that only the Ellimist could keep him in check. A balance of terror: evil and good checking each other, limiting each other, making deals that affected the survival of entire solar systems.


  "Go away," I said to the Drode.


  "But you called me."


  "Go back to Crayak. Leave me alone."


  The Drode smiled. He got up and moved closer. Closer till his face was only inches from my own.


  "There is a way out," the Drode whispered. "Say the word and it never was, Jake. Say the word, Jake, and you never walked through the construction site. Say the word and you know nothing. No weight on your shoulders. Say the word."


  "Go away," I said through gritted teeth.


  "How long till your cousin Rachel loses her grip? You know the darkness is growing inside her. How long till Tobias dies, a bird, a bird! How can he ever be happy? How long till Marco is forced to destroy his own Controller mother? Will he survive that, do you think? How long, Jake, till you kill Tom? Then what dreams will come, Jake the Yeerk Killer?"


  "Get out of here. Crawl back under your rock."


  "It will happen, Jake. You know that. The cave. The day will come. You know what the cave is, Jake. You know what it means, that dark cave. You know that death is within. When she dies, when Cassie dies, it will be at your word, Jake."


  I covered my face with my hands.


  "My master Crayak offers you an escape. In his compassion Great Crayak has struck a deal with that meddling nitwit Ellimist. Crayak would free you, Jake. Crayak would free you all. All will be as it would have been if you had simply taken a different path home."


  I saw that moment again. At the mall. Deciding whether to take the safe, well-lit, sensible way home. Or the route that would take us through the construction site, and to a meeting that would change everything.


  Undo it. Undo it all. No more war. No more pain and fear and guilt?


  "Just one word, Jake," the Drode whispered. "No . . . no, two, I think. One must not sacrifice good manners. Two words and it never was. Two words and you know nothing, have no power, no responsibility."


  "What words?"


  "One is Crayak. The other is please."


  I wanted to say no.


  I wanted to say no . . .


  I wanted . . .


  Chapter 3 - Cassie


  



  Day One


  



  We hooked up at the mall. I was there with Rachel.


  Rachel is my best friend. No one knows why, least of all either of us. We could not possibly be more different.


  Here are Rachel's priorities in order of importance: shopping and gymnastics.


  Me, I'm into animals.


  Rachel is every cover girl from every Mademoiselle or Seventeen you've ever seen. Tall, thin, blond hair and flawless complexion, and approximately four hundred shiny white teeth. To make matters worse, she can't just be written off as another fashion bimbo.


  She's not mean. She's not a snob. She is not a member of any clique. She is her own, one-girl clique. That's the power she has: to be everyone's vision of physical and intellectual perfection and not to care.


  Sometimes I wonder where she gets it from. Not the hair, or the clothing, or even her eerie ability to never be messy, dirty, or wet. I wonder where she gets the indifference. I wonder how she can have every boy in school throwing himself in her path, and be indifferent.


  Not that she's humble. No. You wouldn't call her humble. She knows she's special. But she's impatient with the whole idea of being popular or whatever.


  I get the feeling with Rachel that she's waiting. Impatient. Looking for something more. Moving through life in search of a very different destiny.


  Her sports are gymnastics and shopping. She knows she'll never be a great gymnast; she's already about twice as tall as the average gymnast. That part of her interests me but not as much as her shopping.


  See, it's not about the stuff with her. It's hunting.


  I could never be friends with someone who went out and hunted animals. Sorry, but people who want to shoot deer are not going to be my friends. But when I'm with Rachel at the mall I see the excitement in hunting: the combination of knowledge and instinct and the thrill of stalking and closing in for the kill.


  The girl makes the pursuit of a forty-percent-off sweater in just the right size and just the right color seem like a safari to track down a man-eating lion.


  'Twenty-five percent off at Express, that's fine," she said. "But, same basic sweater, better mix of fabrics, forty percent off at Structure? Plus, the point is, this sweater goes with the jeans on sale at The Gap or the jeans on sale at the department store, and the Express sweater only goes with The Gap jeans."


  "I know I'm going to be sorry I asked this," I said, "but how can one sweater that is almost identical to another sweater not go with a pair of basically identical jeans?"


  Rachel gave me the look. The look of incredulity and confusion.


  "Cassie, you know I love you, but did you just get in from Uzbekistan?" she asked.


  "Yes. Yes, Rachel, I just flew in from Uzbekistan."


  "Shape. Color. Cut. Waistline." She shook her head in mock pity. "How do you expect to get through life without an appreciation of what goes with what?"


  "I expect life will just be one long struggle."


  Rachel laughed. No one was more amused by her obsession with shopping than she was.


  Like I said, Rachel was waiting for something else. She didn't know what. I sure didn't.


  "Don't look," I hissed. "It's Jake."


  "I can't look at my cousin?"


  "You can look, just don't look, that's all I'm saying."


  "You mean, don't look at him in a way that will somehow convey to him that you are hot for him? That you want his lips pressed against yours? That you want his big, strong arms wrapped all around you?"


  "Yeah, Rachel, that's what I meant. That is exactly what I meant."


  Jake is cute. Not cute in a little itsy-bitsy he's-so-cute kind of way. He's a big guy. Not hulking big, just like he's two years older than he really is. He's also smart and funny and modest.


  I think he likes me. We sit together on the bus sometimes. Sometimes we seem to accidentally end up near each other at assemblies, or in class.


  He's never asked me out. I've never asked him out. Needless to say Rachel finds all this touching, funny, and completely idiotic.


  I asked her once, "Do you think he's okay with me being African-American and all?"


  She said, "Cassie, I've known Jake all my life. Believe me, he doesn't know you're black. That's how little he would care. Jake is the one guy out of a thousand who really does care about who you are, not what you look like."


  "So, how do I look?" I asked anxiously.


  "Like you should be singing eee-yi-eee-yi-oh. You're wearing Wal-Mart overalls with bird poop on the cuffs. You have no makeup on and there's dirt under your fingernails . . . that is just dirt, isn't it?"


  I looked down at my fingernails and tried to remember. "Probably dirt. Possibly manure."


  "Yeah, well, you compensate for your Old MacDonald clothing sense by being pretty, very smart, very cool, and the most completely real person I've ever met."


  "Thanks. Thanks for the last half, anyway."


  Jake was with his best friend, Marco. Marco and Jake were not as mismatched as Rachel and I, at least from what I knew. I don't know Marco much at all, just to say "hi" to.


  He's small, especially alongside Jake. He has fairly long, dark hair and an olive complexion and a permanently amused expression.


  Marco is a comedian. Not a class clown, not a guy who wants to make the teacher mad. He just seems to think the world is funny. I guess a psychologist would call it a defense mechanism. His mom died a couple years ago. Anyway, maybe that's it. Or maybe he's just funny. Anyway, if Jake likes him he must be okay.


  Yeah, I don't sound too much like someone with a crush.


  There was a third guy with them. This kid named Tobias. He's kind of an unknown to me. He seems like he's kind of latched onto Jake. Jake is too nice to ever tell him to go away, and I could see he was trying to include Tobias in the conversation and all. But Tobias was still standing a little apart. Looking a little uncomfortable, trailing a little behind.


  The three of them were coming out of the video game place. Marco looked like he was teasing Jake.


  Jake spotted us. For a moment he had a deer-in-the-headlights look. Then he put on his nonchalance.


  "Hey, Rachel. Hi, Cassie."


  Rachel whispered, "Can I look at him now?"


  "You guys going home?" Jake asked. "You shouldn't go through the construction site by yourselves. I mean, being girls and all."


  This was a mistake. Jake knew it as soon as the words were out of his mouth, I could see it. But it was too late.


  "Are you going to come and protect us, you big, strong m-a-a-a-n?"


  Jake started to form a word, but Rachel had him now.


  "You think we're helpless just because -"


  I cut her off. "I'd appreciate it if they did walk with us. I know you're not afraid of anything, Rachel, but I guess I am."


  Rachel shot me a harsh look. I was spoiling her fun.


  To get home from the mall we could either go a long way around, which is the safe way, or we could cut through this abandoned construction site and hope there weren't any ax murderers hanging around there.


  We took the long way.


  Ten minutes of mostly silent walking later, Tobias said, "Hey, what's that?"


  I turned and looked in the direction Tobias was pointing. A streak of light, off to our right.


  "Meteorite?" Jake suggested.


  "Great," Marco muttered. "A meteorite falls out of the sky and totally misses the school. That is so not fair."


  We kept walking.


  But I had the strangest feeling. Like . . . like going into a room you know, where you're familiar with every stick of furniture, and it's your room, and it's just like it always has been, only somehow, in some way that only appears as a tingling on the back of your neck, it's different.


  I shook it off. I had other things to focus on. Like whether Jake was ever going to even hold my hand.


  Chapter 4 - Tobias


  



  Day Seven


  



  I woke up.


  Great. Another day.


  The couch I was sleeping on was saggy in the middle and smelled of cigarette smoke. But my uncle had gotten drunk and passed out on the floor in my room. So I took the couch.


  It was okay, at least that way I could watch TV till I fell asleep.


  I was wearing a T-shirt and shorts. I needed to find something to wear. My uncle doesn't do laundry, I do. So I knew exactly what I had available. A nice collection of stuff that could make me look like a complete dork or a complete lowlife, my choice.


  My uncle also doesn't buy a lot of stuff for me. I'm what you'd have to call "low priority" in his life. Half the stuff I had was stuff he'd thrown away. Or else stuff I'd picked up from my aunt's attic whenever I was shuttled off to be with her for a few months.


  The food was better at my aunt's. She didn't pass out in my room. She had her own brand of fun. She'd work me like her own personal slave. That's how I knew what was in the attic: I cleaned it out. And she'd keep me out of school to run errands for her or just to "be there" in case she needed me.


  At least my uncle let me go to school. He'd have let me go to Australia and not cared. Not a nice feeling knowing that if you were ever kidnapped or whatever, there was no one around to bother and call the cops.


  But, hey, that's life. It's worse for lots of kids. Marco's mom died. His dad is a wreck. Marco does everything.


  My mom probably died, too. And my dad. I don't know. Everyone just says my mom ran off. Everyone says my dad ran off before I was born. Or sometimes they make up stories, like they both died in an accident. Sometimes I make up stories. The truth, if there ever was any truth, was lost a long time ago.


  Doesn't matter.


  I put on the least pathetic clothes I could find and headed for the bus stop. That part was okay. No major hassles at the bus stop, usually. It's not till I'm on the bus that it started. This kid named Andy and his creep sidekick who for some reason was called Tap-Tap, enjoyed kidney punching me. They'd wait till we were getting off the bus, find some way to get up behind me, and when I was all crammed in, they'd nail me once or twice in the back.


  I am what they call a bully magnet. I don't know why. I just am.


  Used to be these two other guys who had the job of torturing me. Their thing was swirlies. You know, they'd grab me by the ankles and knees and dip my head in the toilet while they flushed.


  Used to. This guy named Jake came into the boys' room while they were doing it. He told them to step off. That was it, but he had a way of saying it, I guess.


  Those two haven't bugged me since.


  I don't think Jake has a big reputation as a tough guy or anything. He's kind of quiet, actually. Almost shy. But there's something about him that makes you take him seriously.


  I hung around with him for a while. Totally lame on my part. Jake has a best friend who doesn't like me, I don't think. After a while it was kind of obvious that I wasn't going to be part of that circle of friends.


  That was okay. I was still grateful. I guess Jake is who I'd like to be if I could be someone else. But there was a long list of people I'd rather be than me.


  I managed to avoid Andy and Tap-Tap on the bus. Which just meant they'd lie in wait for me some other time. Probably it would have just been better to take my beating and move on, without all the suspense of wondering when they were going to get me.


  Yeah, right, Tobias. That's a good way to live. I had to wait all day. Sixth period. I headed for the boys' room. The boys' room is always dangerous for me, but I couldn't hold out all day.


  I went in, hoping against hope that a monitor would be in there. But it was me, and two guys I didn't know, and Andy and Tap-Tap.


  "Toby, Toby, Toby," Andy called out. "Hey, man, I missed you on the bus this morning. I thought we were friends."


  I felt the surge of fear. The ice in my stomach. The urgent desire to wet myself. Tap-Tap moved fast to get behind me, block my escape.


  Tap-Tap grabbed me by my shoulders from behind. Should I beg? Would begging do any good?


  "Why don't you guys find someone else to pick on," I said. Yeah, that'll work. Whining. Whining will work.


  Andy laughed. "But you're so nice and easy," he said. "No one else is as big a wuss as you."


  Tap-Tap joined in the laughter. "You're the man, Toby."


  Tap-Tap shoved me suddenly forward. Off balance I slammed into Andy.


  "Hey! He attacked me, Tap-Tap!"


  "Sure did. Toby, man, what's up? Are you getting all violent and stuff?"


  "He pushed me," Andy said in mock incredulity.


  Wham!


  The punch caught me low in my gut.


  Wham! Wham!


  I was down, twisting my legs around, pretzeling to keep from peeing.


  Thunk!


  A kick that caught me in the ribs. I rolled over, rolled onto crushed paper towels, head against one of the stall uprights.


  Thunk!


  A second kick. The pain was shocking. I was scared. They'd really hurt me, this time. Oh, God, they'd really hurt me, who was going to take me to the hospital?


  I lay there groaning, back wet from splashed toilet water puddles. I lay there groaning and didn't even realize my tormentors were gone till I saw the faces of the other two guys, the two guys who'd witnessed the whole scene, looking down at me.


  "You okay down there?"


  I couldn't talk. The pain. The rage. The humiliation choking me.


  "Your life doesn't have to be like this," one of them said. "You don't have to be a victim all the time. There's a way out, man."


  The other one drew a small card from his back pocket and handed it down to me. "You don't have to be all alone, man. You don't have to be anyone's punching bag."


  They walked away. After a while I managed to stand up.


  I threw up in the toilet.


  I rinsed my face in the sink. I was late for class. Great. That meant a trip to Vice Principal Chapman.


  I cried. I was there alone, what did it matter? I cried.


  After a while I splashed more water on my face. And then, I looked at the card.


  It read THE SHARING.


  Chapter 5 - Cassie


  



  I jerked awake.


  Eyes wide open.


  My covers were a mess. My sheet was twisted around my legs. My pillow was damp with sweat, but the room was cold.


  It had happened again. The call. Like a voice, but not a voice. Speaking without words. Images. Pictures, fuzzy, distorted, meaningless.


  A wide, grassy field. A glass dome. Trees with pink and blue leaves. And water. Everywhere, water.


  It gave me the creeps.


  "You have a serious case of the willies," I whispered to myself.


  I got up, went to the bathroom, drank some water, and spent five minutes rearranging my sheets and blankets.


  But I couldn't go back to bed. I was wide awake now. Adrenaline awake.


  I could work on some homework. Work on that paper.


  No.


  I pulled a pair of overalls on over my sleep shirt. Stuck my bare feet into a pair of muddy, unlaced boots. Then I took the boots back off. Boots were not going to make it easy to sneak past my parents' bedroom.


  I tiptoed down dark stairs to the living room. The blue display on the VCR was blinking 00:00 again and again. There was a glass on the coffee table. My dad's. I picked it up and carried it to the kitchen and deposited it in the sink.


  "That's right, Mom and Dad, I couldn't sleep so I decided to get up at three A.M. and clean house." Yeah, that would work. That wouldn't seem too insane.


  Was that it? Was I going crazy?


  They say schizophrenia usually appears first during the teen years. I told my mom that once. She said, "Honey, how can anyone tell the difference between a crazy teenager and a regular teenager?"


  My dad had laughed, then caught himself.


  "Not that we're saying we expect you to be wild or anything, let me make that perfectly clear. We're not saying it's okay."


  "Okay, Dad. I'll stop my wild and crazy ways."


  They laughed. I laughed. We all knew I was not exactly the definition of a wild and crazy girl.


  I told the story to Rachel. She said, "Wow, it must be cool to have your parents actually trust you. Man, that would be great if my mom trusted me like that."


  "Because then you could get away with anything?"


  "Exactly."


  I smiled as I was remembering that. I opened the freezer. Hello Ben. Hello Jerry.


  No. What if Jake wasn't asking me out because of my thighs?


  I staggered, gripped the refrigerator door. It had hit in a wave. The voice. The soundless, wordless voice. Calling from the water.


  Oh, man, I really was going nuts.


  And it wasn't just the voice. There was this sense of . . . of what? Strangeness? Of things being wrong in some way I couldn't figure out?


  Not funny. Not really. What if I was actually mentally ill?


  The animals. That was it, I'd go check on the barn.


  I went out into the night, out through the kitchen door rather than the front door because my parents were less likely to hear me.


  Our barn is the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. Both my folks are vets. My mom works with large animals at The Gardens. My dad handles the clinic, with some help from me.


  I guess to a lot of people the barn at night would have seemed eerie. Not to me. There were rows of cages, most full. We had muskrats and raccoons and geese and bats and foxes and deer and a forlorn eagle. All were injured or sick. Many wore bandages. Some were in one form of restraint or another, to keep them from chewing or pecking their own wounds.


  They smelled, I guess. Anyway, that's what Marco said when he came -


  No, no, he'd never been to the barn. Why would he have ever been to the barn?


  "Forget it, Cassie. It's late. It's dark. You're just confused."


  My hands shook a little as I tunneled a handful of grain into the goose's cage. She didn't need it, really. I just wanted to do something. Something normal.


  "How are you feeling? Huh? Yeah, I know, that wing still hurts, doesn't it?"


  I went down the row of cages. Tried not to think. Tried not to believe that I was hearing things, imagining things, remembering things that had never happened. The familiarity of the barn soothed me. But within that very familiarity lay a new, unsettling sensation. I saw Jake, pacing. I saw Rachel, restless. Marco lolling on a bale of hay. And up there, up in the rafters, a bird.


  A hawk.


  I could almost see him. Almost.


  Madness. I was losing my mind.


  I was losing my mind.


  Chapter 6 - Aximili


  



  Day Ten


  



  I raced at full speed, all out, hooves flying, tail tucked down, upper body bowed, stalk eyes straight back to watch the ground that receded from me.


  I raced straight for the target, a bundle of sticks tied together to form an extremely crude representation of a Hork-Bajir-Controller.


  I ran. Waited. Reveal nothing. No subtle "tells," do not give anything away, he is ready to react to the slightest clue. Would I go left or right? Stop and strike or shoot past and tail whip him?


  Fwapp!


  I shot past, caught the "head" of the Hork-Bajir with my blade, and watched it topple onto the ground.


  I was panting. Gasping for air. It was my ninth attack. I was tired.


  Or maybe it was all in my head. Maybe it was the billions of pounds of pressure, the water that pressed down from all directions.


  There was very little hope left within me new. Too much time had passed. If anyone had survived, if my brother Elfangor had survived, he would have found me.


  The dome was still intact. It rested on the floor of one of Earth's oceans. It was at a slight angle. I noticed the incline whenever I raced across the vast, open field of grass.


  I was not sure hew far down I was, hew deep. All the instrumentation, the main computers and so on had been in the main section of the ship, spread out along the long corridors, the seemingly endless stalk that connected the dome to the distant engines.


  Likewise all small craft. The fighters, the transports, the scout ships. Anything that would fly. All left behind when the dome separated and fell, atmosphere-shrieking and burning, down Earth's gravity well.


  Life support was intact. The low-power force field that kept the transparent dome from being crushed by the ocean's pressure, all that was intact. The energy plant would last for a hundred years. The grass would grow, the trees would bloom. The pond had spilled out during a temporary loss of artificial gravity, but it had mostly refilled.


  I could live out my life down here. Live out my life in this habitat meant to duplicate life at home.


  Except that I could not do that.


  Elfangor was probably dead. All the brave warriors with him. We had come out of Zero-space, expecting at most to encounter a few scattered Yeerk ships. But they had been waiting. A full Pool ship with its legion of Bug fighters. And more dangerous still, the sleek black Blade ship of Visser Three.


  Our warriors had slaughtered the Yeerks. But we had lost some fighters. And then, the Blade ship had appeared.


  Maybe Elfangor had survived, somehow. But if he had, where was he? A fighter's sensors would have located me without great difficulty.


  And, unfortunately, the same would be true if the Yeerks were still present in orbit. Sooner or later they would find me. Some Taxxon watching a sensor display would catch the blip of trapped air beneath the waves.


  Unacceptable.


  I was alone. Without a prince or a partner. A single Andalite aristh alone in the submerged dome of a once-great ship. How many light-years from home? What did it matter? I had no ship.


  I had called out in bursts of thought-speak. I had used all my energy, all my strength, to fire bursts of thought-speak, seeking Elfangor.


  There had been no answer.


  No answer for so long.


  I let my momentum carry me past the decapitated stick figure, on through the pink-leafed trees. To the dome wall.


  It rose up at an angle. I pressed my hand against the plex. Outside, out in the alien ocean, creatures swam by. The variety was startling. I had seen perhaps fifty different species in all, large and small, some apparently harmless and some seemingly dangerous.


  Earth.


  Elfangor had said little about the place. It was not a major planet. There had been some speculation that its dominant race was on the verge of achieving spaceflight, but aside from a few hundred primitive orbital satellites there had been no evidence.


  One thing was sure, the Yeerks in orbit had not been bothered by Earth-based craft.


  A long, gray-blue creature swam close by. It scraped the dome, just a short distance from my splayed fingers. It had fins at its sides, a triangular fin that rose from its back, a raked, aerodynamic tail, and eyes that were small, black, and empty. It also had something called a mouth. Many species on the home planet did as well. But this mouth seemed designed as a weapon. There were several rows of jagged triangular teeth.


  The fish swam away into the murk. Even when Earth's sun was high in the sky the light down here was dim, rippling, green-blue. During planetary night the dome was so dark that I could stand and watch the faint phosphorescence of passing creatures, like slow comets crossing my personal sky.


  Aximili, you have to decide, I told myself.


  I could stay in the dome and wait, a week, a month, a year till the Earthers or the Yeerks spotted me.


  Or I could venture out of the dome. I had the morphing power. If I could acquire one of these passing creatures I could leave, reach some shore, demorph, and look to make a life among the aliens.


  <You have to decide. Stay or go. Wait or leave.>


  I did not want to be afraid. But I was, I had to admit that. The morphing power is only good for two hours at a time. More than that and you are trapped. How far was the shore? How hostile were the inhabitants? Could I hope to survive? The Earthers might be savages. There might be diseases. Predators.


  And there was the very real possibility that the Yeerks were already there in force.


  You have to decide, I told myself again. But not yet.


  I headed back toward the target. I stopped still and stared. The head was back in place. Hadn't I . . .


  I had. I had seen the head fall. Impossible.


  Decide soon, I told myself. The isolation is having psychological effects.


  Chapter 7 - Tobias


  



  Day Twenty-One


  



  Line up on the cue ball, then draw the line back through your cue, and forward through the ball you're trying to hit, then on to the pocket, right?"


  He said "right?" a lot.


  "It's all about angles. Pool is geometry. A series of collisions, all at precise angles."


  His name was Bill. He was a high-school guy, older than me, obviously. He was my "guide." That's what they call it. When you attend your second meeting of The Sharing they assign you a guide. Someone to answer your questions, someone to hang with you, talk to you.


  At first I thought it was some kind of pity thing. You know, that Tobias kid is such a loser we better put someone with him.


  But everyone gets a guide at their second meeting. A guide is a full member of The Sharing. I'm still not sure what that means, a "full member." Bill is a little vague about it.


  What he's not vague about is pool. They have two tables in the back of the meeting hall. He has his favorite.


  I gripped the cue. Aimed. Tried to see the angles. Tried to see the impacts: cue tip on cue ball, cue ball on seven ball, seven ball on bumper.


  "Okay, now relax into it," Bill said. "You want to aim like your life depended on it, then relax like it doesn't really matter, and let your shoulder and arm and hand and eye all work together."


  I tried to relax.


  Thock!


  The cue ball rolled, hit the seven ball that hit the bumper and then curved away from the pocket.


  "Sorry," I said.


  "What do you mean, sorry? You were off by two percent, maybe. You're getting better. You have an eye for this. You can think in three dimensions. That's good. You wait, when you become a full member you'll be thinking in four dimensions. Five. N-dimensional space."


  I had no idea what he was talking about, but I felt my face redden. Pleasure. His compliment may have been sincere or not. I wasn't sure, but I'd take it for what it was worth. There hadn't been all that many compliments in my life.


  "Take the next shot," he said. "I want to see how you handle it."


  The assumption that I would someday become a full member of The Sharing, that was strange. I'd only attended two meetings. The first time I just kind of wandered around lost, feeling like a dork. I filled out some form with my name and address and social security number and all. The form asked me some personal questions, too. Nothing too personal, but enough to make me uneasy.


  But at the same time, even while I was feeling lost, no one made me feel bad. They were kind of welcoming, like me showing up was a cool thing. They didn't press me, didn't try to sell me anything, just kind of let me hang out, watch some kids playing video games, watch other older guys playing basketball out back of the building on a half-court.


  When the first meeting was over this guy, this college guy or whatever, came up and shook my hand and asked me personally to come back.


  I was back. And now I had Bill teaching me to shoot pool.


  I snapped the shot. Cue hit cue ball, hit ball, hit bumper. My ball rolled into the pocket.


  "Ah!" I yelled, way too excited.


  Bill clapped his hand on my back and gave my shoulder a squeeze. "Cool! Good job, Tobias. That was not an easy shot."


  We played pool some more till at last some other guys came up and jokingly demanded the table.


  "No problem," Bill said. "My boy Tobias here is getting too good for me already."


  It wasn't true. But I was better.


  "I never played pool before," I said.


  "Well, each of us has talents and abilities hidden within us," Bill said. "Who knows what you can do, Tobias? Have you ever had a chance to find out? That's what The Sharing is all about, man. The whole point is we all help each other to become the best people we can become."


  I wanted to ask, "Why?" Why would any bunch of people want to get together to help me play pool, or whatever? I mean, what did they get out of it?


  But that was just me being cynical. That was me thinking the whole world was like my uncle. It was possible that some people were just nice, right?


  There was a chime. A ringing bell, not too loud, but insistent.


  Bill groaned. "Time for the 'sit down,'" he said.


  "What's a sit down?"


  "That's just what I call it. Every couple of meetings or so they have us all get together, talk to us about stuff."


  "Like what?"


  "You know, like the purpose of The Sharing, and our philosophy and all." He winced. "I shouldn't complain. I mean, The Sharing has totally turned my life around."


  "Yeah?"


  "Yeah."


  "Like how?"


  He shrugged and started us toward the main meeting room. "I used to be messed up, man. My folks had a really bad divorce, you know? It was this total mess. Fighting and yelling and lawyers trying to drag me and my sister one way or the other. Sick."


  I nodded like I understood.


  "Anyway, I got kind of weird up behind all that. Depressed or whatever. Thinking maybe I didn't want to go on living. But The Sharing took me out of all that."


  "Yeah?"


  He spread his hands wide and smiled. "Not depressed anymore, right? I'm moving on. Dealing with it. Now I have my own plan for the future, you know? Get past all the stuff, get on with my own life, right?"


  "Right."


  We sat down on folding chairs. There must have been about forty or fifty people there. Kids, older people, white and black and Asian. People in expensive clothes and people more like me. Cool kids, nerds, jocks. All sitting together, talking, like age or race or whatever didn't matter.


  I spotted someone I hadn't noticed before. Jake. He was sitting two aisles up, next to his brother Tom.


  I was surprised. "That guy up there," I pointed. "Is he a member?"


  "Who, Tom? Yeah, Tom is a very senior full member."


  I hadn't been talking about Tom, but the information surprised me. "You mean like a senior kid member?"


  Bill smiled. "There's no such thing as old or young, not in The Sharing. We don't draw lines like that."


  I watched the back of Jake's head as a speaker mounted two steps to a low stage. I watched him as the speaker talked to us about how the lonely individual in society had been overemphasized in our culture. There was no true achievement unless you were part of something greater. You had to serve in order to achieve. You had to join with a larger reality.


  "That's why we are called The Sharing," the speaker said. "Together we achieve happiness, fulfillment, meaning. Together, holding each other up, supporting each other, working together to overcome individual weakness, individual failing and pain and hurt."


  It sounded good, I guess. I kept watching Jake. I don't know why.


  I don't think he knew I was there.


  I guess it was pathetic but I thought that if he was a member and I was a member, somehow, someway, stupid thought, lame idea, but somehow I could become him. And not me. Have his life, and not mine.


  Chapter 8 - Marco


  



  Day Twenty-Four


  



  "You know, you should go out with me," I said.


  For a full five seconds Rachel didn't say anything. She just sort of narrowed her eyes and stared straight ahead.


  I grinned. She was trapped. Couldn't get away. We were on a field trip to the natural history museum. We'd already looked at the big stuffed elephant. We'd looked at the diorama showing early man cooking barbecue out with the lions. We'd gaped up at the suspended fiberglass whales.


  Now we were in the theater where they were about to show us an I MAX film entitled DNA: Miracle Molecule. Or some such thing. It was narrated by Paul Shaffer, from Letterman. Weird. The screen was about the size of an old drive-in theater's screen, but it was so close I could practically reach out and touch it.


  So, anyway, we were in the seats next to each other, me and Rachel. Beside her was one of her friends, Melissa Chapman, daughter of the vice principal. The theater was totally full. Rachel was trapped.


  "I don't think so," she said at last.


  "Is it because I'm roughly three feet shorter than you?"


  No answer. Stoic stare.


  "Is it that you think I'm cuter than you?"


  "Yeah, that would be it."


  On-screen Paul Shaffer was saying, "DNA is a fabulous molecule."


  An electron microscope slide appeared, showing a DNA molecule as long as a train.


  "You know, girls love a guy with a sense of humor."


  "Yeah. If he's Leonardo DiCaprio. Adam Sandler, not so much."


  Despite myself, I laughed. She could throw it back at me. I liked that.


  "Still, we should go out. Do a movie. Eat some burgers. I could make you laugh."


  "Actually, I think the mere memory of that suggestion will supply me with plenty of laughter."


  She was fast. Sharper than I thought. I'd always assumed she was just this total babe. But she was cool. Funny.


  Wow. Fantastic looks and she was funny? How often does that happen?


  "You know, I could supply references, Rachel. Plenty of females have enjoyed the company of Marco the Magnificent."


  "Females? What species?"


  I barked out a laugh and got a loud "shush" from a row back. I guess someone back there really cared what was happening to the five-story green-and-red amoeba pulsating behind Paul's bald head.


  I shot a look at Rachel. Was that a faint shadow of a tiny, possibly imaginary smile I saw on her perfect lips? Or was it just a trick of the amoeba light?


  I fell silent. Wait. Wait.


  "Paul never gets credit for being as funny as he is," she said.


  Hah! She was enjoying talking to me. She started it up again. Hah! Well, well, well.


  What would Jake say if I started going out with his cousin? He was my best friend. Had been forever. He'd always been there for me. He was the one guy in the world I could absolutely count on.


  So if he didn't approve of me and Rachel, hey, it would make me real sad to say "Bye-bye, Jake."


  Hah! She liked me. Or at least my sense of humor. No problem-o.


  Then . . .


  Paul Shaffer's head flickered and melted, erupting in brown goo that merged with what I believe was an invertebrate.


  "Awwww, man!"


  The film had caught and burned. The house-lights came up.


  "Now we'll never know what happened," I complained. "Did Dave ever make a cameo appearance? Or at least Bif Henderson?"


  We all stood up. The kids all managed to control their disappointment. We filed outside, out into the brighter light of the museum proper. I had to struggle to stay up with Rachel. Somehow, and don't ask me to explain it, she had an ability to move easily and quickly through a crowd without ever touching anyone, or being touched in return. Like she was surrounded by a force field.


  But I stayed up with her. And by amazingly good luck Melissa made a girls' room run. By herself. Without Rachel. Which is not something you see very often, a pretty girl left vulnerable without some member of her girl gang around to fend off losers.


  "So. What do you think?" I asked Rachel. Up close it was hard to ignore the fact that I was looking almost directly up at her. While she was looking at the top of my head.


  "I think many things," she said cryptically.


  "I mean about . . . abou . . ."


  My mouth stopped moving. My throat seized up. I stared. Stared, heart pounding on no oxygen, stared, pushed Rachel aside when she got in the way.


  "It's her," I said. I was aware that my voice had cracked. I knew I looked like an idiot. Didn't care. I was far away. I was in some frozen universe watching would could not possibly be.


  "Who?" Rachel snapped.


  "Mom," I whispered.


  "Your mom? So go say hi."


  I shook my head slowly, slowly coming out of my paralyzed trance.


  She had appeared. Simply appeared. Like materializing out of the air. Like she'd been transported down from the Star Trek universe. She was wearing a blond wig, but I wasn't wrong. It was her.


  She looked shocked, confused. Lost. Angry. Scared.


  Then she was moving away, quickly. Heading for the escalator. Her back was to me.


  "My mom! My mom! I have to catch her!"


  "Your mom? Isn't she . . ."


  "Mom! Mom!" I yelled. I took off. Took off running like an idiot, yelling and running.


  Chapter 9 - Aximili


  



  It took a great deal of patience. Days of patience.


  I waited hour after long hour, hope rising and falling, watching the air lock through the transparent bulkhead.


  The big creatures would come toward the open air lock, nearer, nearer, but never all the way in.


  The air lock was big enough to accommodate four space-suited Andalites. That was its original function, to allow technicians to access the outer surface of the dome.


  The only creatures that came into the air lock were smaller finned creatures. These did not seem to possess any natural weapons. Unless, somehow, their fins were far more formidable than they appeared.


  In my weeks under the alien ocean I had learned one thing: Earth creatures could be fiercely predatory. The large ate the small.


  In this environment there was not much point in being small and weak. I could afford to wait for a chance to acquire something strong. Strong and fast enough, I hoped, to make it safely to the nearest shore, wherever that might be.


  So I waited. Waited and invented names for the various creatures who ignored the open cave of the air lock.


  Big Mouth. Runny Eyes. Swimming Bird.


  And the creature I was after, Blue Blade. This creature seemed to be composed of triangles. Triangular tail, triangular fins, triangular teeth. Its entire body reminded me of a long, flattened triangle. It was blue, the blue-gray of wet steel, not so far different from my own color.


  Three days I had waited and waited to spring my trap. Not that I had anything better to do. I exercised. I conjured up absurd scenarios of how Elfangor was alive, had crash-landed among the aliens, and even now was forming an effective guerrilla organization to fight the Yeerks. If anyone could do it, Elfangor could.


  But I knew he was dead. Knew it.


  <Ah!>


  I slapped the panel.


  The door materialized. The creature was trapped!


  Now what? In order to acquire the creature's DNA I had to physically touch him. He did not look as if he would enjoy being touched. He had to be alive at the moment of acquisition. What if the removal of water killed him instantly?


  I instructed the air lock computer to draw off ninety percent of the water. This took a few minutes. When it was done the creature was still able to move, but only in two dimensions. His dorsal fin and part of his back were exposed to the air. His belly scraped the floor.


  He kept moving, restless. Afraid? Impossible to say.


  <Air lock computer, create a force field to contain the water and prevent its spilling into the outer chamber. Allow me to enter the air lock.>


  The computer erected a force field just three feet high, just enough to hold in the water and the creature. Above that three-foot wall of energy was open space. I could easily leap over.


  However, leaping back out would be harder. The water would be halfway up my side, submerging my legs.


  I waited, watched, timed the creature's movements . . . leaped!


  I flew over the invisible wall, splashed into the water. My hooves slipped, I sagged down into the water, the creature whipped toward me, lightning quick.


  It surged at me. I stuck out my right hand and pressed its snout. Acquisition usually creates a trance in the acquired creature. Maybe it would work with this creature.


  Eventually.


  The monster jerked its head, broke contact, swam away, turned in a flash and arced toward me.


  Fwapp!


  I hit it, flat-bladed, on the snout. It turned away, but came right back. And now its mouth was open in a grin of triangular teeth.


  Fwapp!


  I hit it again. And jumped aside a split second before it could bite my front left leg.


  <Yah!>


  I leaped clear out of the pool and sprawled clumsily on the floor. Water drained off me. Blood, too. Mine. The creature had swiped my haunch with a fin I now realized was quite sharp.


  The creature was fast. Aggressive. Not easily discouraged. Perfect for my purpose. Assuming I lived long enough to worry about my purpose.


  <Computer, form a force field that will constrict the creature into a narrow rectangular space.>


  The water receded from both side walls. The creature slammed into the force-field, retreated. Tried to turn and suddenly could not.


  The Blue Blade was now held within what amounted to a very narrow tank. There was dry floor on either side of him.


  <You might have thought of this earlier, Aximili,> I chided myself. I had long since accepted the notion of solipsistic conversation. It was part of a general psychological decay. On at least three occasions I had seen things that were almost certainly not real. Either that or the structure of time itself was different on Earth.


  I jumped into the dry space. The creature lay sullen, the vertical gashes behind his mouth worked, open, close, open, close. The one eye on this side glared at me.


  I reached and touched the creature's skin. I pulled away surprised. It was rough-textured. I could have abraded the skin from my hand.


  I touched him again and focused as we are trained to do when acquiring DNA.


  Sharp teeth, sharp fins, speed, aggression, and armored skin - I didn't know how dangerous Earth's oceans might be, but I felt this creature would be safe in them.


  Chapter 10 - Rachel


  



  I don't know why I ran after Marco, but I did.


  He was chasing a woman who he couldn't possibly be chasing. Maybe I wanted to help him. But that's not what it felt like. It felt like . . . I don't know, like I liked chasing someone.


  That's dumb but it may be the truth.


  He raced down the escalator, trying to shove past people. I raced down the steps that paralleled the escalator. I hit the floor first.


  "There!" he pointed.


  I saw a blond woman fast-walking away through the crowd. A woman pushed a stroller into her path. Marco's ghost shoved the stroller aside and kept moving.


  Marco and I pounded after her. No question now, she was running away from us. She was the antelope and we were the wolves.


  Of course maybe that's why she was running. Many people would find it disturbing to be chased by a couple of demented teenagers.


  In the main foyer she broke into a flat-out run hampered only by the fact that she was punching numbers into her cell phone.


  She had maybe a hundred-foot lead. No way some thirty-something mommy was going to outrun me. She ran for the revolving door.


  "Hey!"


  A man slammed into the glass. She'd knocked him aside.


  She was slow getting through the revolving door. Stupid, I told myself. She shouldn't have taken the revolving door Now we we got her.


  Marco and I reached the revolving door while she was still inside it, just exiting. Marco jumped into the next open section. That's when the woman yanked hard back on the door, spun it backward, caught Marco off balance and nailed him in the face with the brass push-bar.


  Marco sat down hard. He grabbed his face. Blood leaked through his interlocked fingers.


  "Hey! You okay?" I yelled to him.


  "After her! Stay on her!" he yelled and scrambled to his feet.


  All right, I told myself. The boy can focus.


  I went through a side door. There were stone steps, about a dozen, two hundred feet wide, heading down to the busy street.


  Business people bustling on the sidewalk below. People coming up and down the steps. Groups. Individuals.


  No blond woman.


  She couldn't have gotten away. No way. Not enough time. She was here, here in view, one of the three or four dozen bodies in motion.


  Wig. It was a wig. The realization came to me in a flash. Marco raced up, stopped, panting beside me.


  "She has dark hair," he gasped.


  "I guessed that."


  He looked back and forth. "I don't see her."


  "Has to be here."


  "Look for whatever she wouldn't be doing," he said. "Should be alone, should be going down the steps, look for the opposite."


  I nodded. Yeah, he was right. He was upset, he was desperate, he thought he was chasing his dead mother, and he still figured that out. Maybe I would go out with him. The little guy had a brain in there.


  "There!" I yelled.


  She was brunette now, moving with a slow group of old people coming up the stairs.


  For a split second I met her gaze. Rage. Fury. I hesitated a split second. But a split second later, my own anger answered hers.


  You don't scare me, lady.


  The wolves were on the scent again. The antelope ran. Onto the sidewalk, shoving, slamming, barreling through businessmen and -women and UPS drivers and hot dog vendors and bike messengers.


  We raced along the facade of the museum. She turned a hard right, straight out into traffic.


  Give the lady points. She didn't scare easy.


  Yellow cabs screeched. Drivers cursed. Fingers were thrust skyward.


  She ran, we chased, and we gained.


  She ducked into an alleyway. Now we had her. The crowds were her cover. She'd be alone.


  I turned the corner first, Marco inches behind me. Dumpsters and overflowing trash cans. A pile of empty bottles all in racks.


  She was not in sight. Only two places she could be. Behind the Dumpster. Or behind the stack of bottles.


  I looked at Marco. We reached unspoken agreement. He walked softly, sneakers squishing in filth, toward the Dumpster.


  "Lookout!"


  The tower of bottles tipped.


  CRASH!


  Wham!


  Something hit the side of my face. Hard. My eyes rolled in different directions. Tears blurred my vision. A dark shape, moving fast right for me. A bottle in her hand.


  Swing!


  I ducked, kicked instinctively, and caught yielding flesh. My vision was clearing but I was still wobbly.


  She was down on her butt.


  She slammed the bottle down on the ground. It shattered, leaving her holding a broken bottle, all jagged, ripping edges.


  A deadly weapon.


  I backed up, heard Marco yell, "Get your hands off me!"


  Someone had him. A man. A large man.


  This was going very bad very quickly.


  I spun, a nice pirouette. Much easier on the ground than on the balance beam.


  I snatched up a bottle and nailed the elbow of the man holding Marco.


  "Ah!"


  Marco slipped free.


  "RUN!" I yelled and yanked him with me. We ran. Back toward the street. But suddenly two new figures loomed in our path.


  The cell phone. The woman had called for help. Even then some part of my scared, adrenaline-saturated brain wondered what kind of woman could make a call and have tough guys showing up within seconds.


  "Back!"


  We turned. Trapped. Two big guys behind us. One guy with a sore elbow and Marco's mother ahead of us.


  Think fast, Rachel. I slid the toe of my shoe under one of the bottles and flipped it up at the woman. She flinched and we shoved past her.


  Great. Now all four of them were behind us. And I didn't see any way out of the alley.


  Straight ahead a blank wall. The alley turned right. We turned right, scrabbling and panting and now very seriously scared.


  Dead end!


  Walls. Walls. Walls.


  I tried a door. Locked. Marco tried another. Locked.


  Overhead, a fire escape, the kind that lowers on springs when a person is descending. It was drawn up, hanging in midair. Seven feet up?


  The three men turned the corner. The woman was gone. I had a feeling it didn't matter. The men looked very serious. Determined.


  I stopped short of the tantalizing fire escape. "Marco! Stand right there!" I pointed at a spot on the ground, ten feet away from the fire escape.


  I raced over to stand beneath the black-painted wrought iron. Turned, cupped my hands together below my waist.


  "Are you crazy?" Marco demanded.


  "You have a better idea?"


  "Ahhhhhh!" Marco yelled and ran straight at me. Jumped, seated his foot in my cupped hands. I heaved up, timing the movement to use his momentum.


  Up he went. Not far. Just enough. He grabbed the bottom of the fire escape, drew it down with his weight. The thing screeched with the strain of rusted metal on rusted metal.


  I caught it before it hit the ground and we blew up the stairs, crowding each other, frantic. The springs lifted up.the stairs after us out of reach of our pursuers, but we weren't going to stop and toss off any clever comic book, "Take that, villain!" lines.


  We were going to climb till we ran out of stairs.


  Three stories.


  BLAM! BLAM!


  At first I couldn't figure it out. What was that incredibly loud noise?


  BLAM! BLAM!


  "They're shooting at us!" I yelled in outrage.


  "Yeah. RUN!"


  We topped the fire escape and tumbled over the parapet onto the roof just as something really disturbing happened.


  The men stopped firing guns.


  They started firing lasers.


  Chapter 11 - Aximili


  



  I stood in the empty air lock. The Blue Blade was long gone. It was time for me to be long gone, too. I considered waiting. But I was waiting for nothing, and I knew it.


  More waiting would just be cowardice. No one was coming to rescue me.


  I was frightened. There is nothing wrong with admitting that. A warrior who is not afraid when he goes toward danger is a fool. Fear is the reflex that keeps us alive.


  I focused on the image of the Blue Blade. Tried to see it in every detail. It was not difficult. I had spent quite a while observing it.


  I focused and I began to change.


  My four legs dwindled swiftly. They melted up into my body. The floor rushed up toward me.


  Suddenly my stalk eyes went dark. I could only see directly ahead of me.


  <No!>


  I reversed morph. Demorphed. A momentary panic, that was all. I had felt suddenly blind. The three-dimensional world had gone flat.


  Stupid. I was annoyed with myself. Obviously the creature I was to morph had only two eyes. I should have been prepared.


  I took a last look around. Through the transparent wall into the dome, at the familiar trees, at the grass that had nurtured me. I might never return. I might never again stand on any part of Andalite soil.


  No point in being sentimental, I told myself. You are a warrior now.


  Unprepared, yes. Without a prince or a mission. Too bad. That was how it was. I was alone on an alien world that might be infested with Yeerks. And would, most likely, offer me no viable means of returning to my home world.


  A movement. Something out past the door, past the shell of the dome in the ocean itself. It was distorted by the lenses of water and plex.


  Distorted, warping in the filtered green sunlight.


  Bug fighter!


  The shock knocked the wind out of me. Bug fighter! Yeerks! They had found me. They were here. Coming. Yeerks!


  I fought the instinct to run back into the dome. NO. That is where they would kill me. Without shields up, with nothing but a weak force field it would be child's play to blow holes through the dome and drown the trees, the grass, and anything else that required air.


  Morph. Morph. It was the only way. And quickly.


  My ears flattened against my skull and melted away. My arms slid down the length of my torso, hands flattening, stiffening, sharpening, till they formed matched fins.


  Following my orders the computer was filling the air lock with water. Cold.


  Hurry!


  I was almost on my belly. My four hooves remained, absurd remnants. Then, they, too, disappeared and I was a growing, elongating cylinder.


  My upper body tilted down, coming into line with the cylinder. My tail blade split in two, forming an upper and lower triangle.


  My nostrils drifted across the fluid surface of my face, seemed to crawl across liquefied flesh to stop just behind my stalk eyes, which had, themselves, slid down to opposite sides of my head.


  I heard the sickening slurp and slush of internal organs reforming, relocating, disappearing altogether, being replaced by more primitive structures.


  My fur that had been melting wax now hardened and congealed, forming the stiff, abrasive skin of the Blue Blade.


  Faster! Hurry! It was taking too long. The Yeerks would see the air lock opening. They would see me emerge.


  I was almost complete. Only one change remained, and it came last.


  My face split open horizontally. A gash. An open wound. Muscles attached themselves to jaw bones. And from those jaw bones grew teeth. How many? Too many to easily count.


  The mouth, my mouth opened, shut. Opened, shut again with sudden, savage force.


  And then, one last thing. One last change, one last gift from the Blue Blade.


  Instinct. The mind that went with the mouth.


  The hatch opened. I swam out into the unbounded ocean.


  My ocean.


  Chapter 12 - Aximili


  



  I kicked my tail and surged into the water.


  How to describe the feeling of the creature's mind beneath and within my own? I sensed no intelligence worth noting. This seemed to me a creature of pure instinct.


  The Blue Blade was a creature made up of razored triangles in mind as well as body. The instincts were as clean and elegant as a crystal dagger.


  Move. Move. Move.


  Kill. Eat.


  Move.


  And to accomplish these utterly basic ends I discovered a whole array of weapons that had not been visible from the outside.


  The Blue Blade had startlingly acute senses. Smell. Hearing. And some new sense, something that seemed to be a sort of electrical field awareness. It was as if every living thing near me was pulsing with a distinct radio emission and I was a receiver.


  I heard the Bug fighter. Moved away from it. Fear? No. It was not prey. And there would be no prey near it.


  A school of smaller finned creatures passed by, off to my right, running from the Bug fighter. Too small for a meal.


  I swam, swam, moved, moved, this way and that, casting about for a scent that would jolt my brain.


  WHHUUUMMMPPPPFFF!


  A noise that filled the ocean. The part of me that was still Andalite understood. The Yeerks had imploded the dome. It was filling with water, I could hear the bubbles erupting, the tons of seawater rushing in. I could hear the trees snapping like twigs.


  No going back. Only forward now.


  I swam.


  Sounds behind me. Pursuit. Meaningless. I was not pursued. Nothing pursued me. I pursued.


  More sounds. The Bug fighter blew past me, rocking me with its wake.


  Tseeeeeew!


  A blast of energy that set my electrical field senses on fire.


  I turned.


  Tseeeeeew!


  Heat! Irrelevant. Pain! Irrelevant.


  I turned and dived.


  Tseeeeew!


  This time the Dracon beam missed by a larger margin.


  They fired again. Sliced part of my tail off. But it was an uneven fight. In the water the Bug fighter was slow in the turns, sluggish. I turned in my own body length.


  The Bug fighter dove beneath me. I rose toward the surface. Shadows on the bright barrier of the surface. Something flying low and slow.


  Pah-Loosh! Pah-Loosh!


  They fell from no great height into the water just fifty feet away. I, the Andalite me, recognized them instantly, though I had never actually seen one except in holographic displays at the academy.


  Taxxons.


  The only species ever to agree en masse to be infested by the Yeerks.


  They were large worms. Worms that moved on dozens of sharp, pointed legs set in rows down the lengths of their bloated, vile, pulsating bodies.


  I could clearly see the hungry red mouths, the red jelly eyes.


  When they lectured us on Taxxons at the academy they emphasized two things: that any Andalite could slaughter an endless number of Taxxons in direct combat. The other thing they emphasized was that if we fell before the Taxxons our fate would be horrifying.


  The Taxxons do not accept surrender. They eat the wounded. Even their own.


  There were six of the big worms in the water ahead of me. Six arrayed in battle formation against one of me.


  I attacked. I raced for the nearest one. The Blue Blade sliced through the water, rolled onto its side, opened its mouth, and dug triangular teeth into too-yielding flesh.


  I ripped a two-foot hole in the worm.


  "Sreeeeeyah!"


  Taxxon blood and organs and bile billowed in the water. Air bubbles seeped from its mouth.


  A second Taxxon. Chomp!


  A third, a fourth, more, more, more! I was mad with killing rage, slashing, darting, flailing like an insane thing, hitting, biting, ripping, tearing.


  Out of control!


  The morph had taken over. The creature was directing the action. No, that made it sound as if it was thinking. It thought nothing. Even its low level of intelligence was wiped away, erased by a screaming, demanding urge to massacre anything it could reach.


  Six Taxxons were in pieces, floating.


  More were dropping into the water, but these new arrivals saw what was happening and swam directly away from me.


  No more targets! Nothing left to kill.


  I flailed at nothing, bit and slashed the empty water. I would have bitten myself if I could.


  And then, suddenly, it was over.


  The madness gone, replaced by ice-cold indifference.


  I swam away. My Andalite mind regained control. For now.


  My first battle. Six Taxxons. And I had learned one thing: If the rest of Earth's species were anything like this Blue Blade, the Yeerks had picked the wrong planet.


  Chapter 13 - Jake


  



  Day Thirty-One


  



  "Aren't you coming?"


  I shrugged. Tom was framed in my bedroom door. He looks a lot like me; at least that's what people say. They always say they can tell we're brothers.


  "I wasn't going to," I said. I pointed at the books on my desk. "Homework."


  He looked disappointed. "Oh, man, that's too bad, man. I figured you'd be there. There's some people I wanted you to meet. One of the high-up guys in The Sharing is coming."


  "Yeah?" I said, trying to sound interested.


  "Mr. Visser himself."


  I had a sudden mental image . . . a vision, almost. Strange. A picture that had popped into my head. A head without a mouth. Eyes on something like snail stalks.


  Whoa. Then it was gone. "Weird name," I said.


  "Yeah, well, he's an unusual guy. But very smart. Very cool. Look, who's the homework for? Old Lady Hanna?"


  I smiled, despite myself. "Yeah. For Ms. Hanna."


  "Tell you what, you come to the meeting with me tonight, I'll guarantee Old Lady Hanna will give you an 'A.'"


  "Say what?"


  He shrugged. "She's a member, little brother."


  "That doesn't mean she'll let me blow off homework," I said.


  Tom considered for a moment. He blinked and kind of looked away, almost like he was embarrassed. "No. I don't want you thinking that," he admitted. "Tell you what, though, come to the meeting and I'll help you do the homework when we get home."


  Strange having Tom ask me for anything. It was like he was pressuring me. Maybe he was nervous himself and wanted me around as his security blanket.


  "Okay," I said. I shut my book.


  The phone rang. Tom stepped into the hallway to grab it.


  "It's your honey pie," he said.


  I flushed. I couldn't control it. I shot him a dark look that just made him laugh. I grabbed the receiver from his hand.


  "Hi."


  "It's me, Cassie."


  "Yeah? Um, hi. What's up?"


  "I . . . I, uh, I was wondering if, I don't know . . . "


  In the background I heard a voice I knew. Rachel. "Good grief, do I have to do it for you?"


  "Do you want to study together?" Cassie blurted out in a rush.


  "Is Rachel there?" I asked.


  "Yes, but she'll be leaving. Sooner than she thinks, if she doesn't watch out."


  I sighed. On the scale of things I wanted to do, study with Cassie was about a nine, going to The Sharing was about a one. A minus one. But I'd already told Tom I'd do it.


  "Cassie, I really would like to but -"


  "Oh! No problem!" she said, too quickly. "I was just, it was only that -"


  "Cassie, there is nothing I'd rather do than study with you. Really. Except maybe get some tips from Michael Jordan. But I promised Tom I'd go to this stu . . ." I stopped myself. Tom could be right out in the hall. "This meeting."


  "A meeting?"


  "Yeah. It's this thing called The Sharing."


  Silence.


  "Are you there?"


  "Yeah."


  "Is something the matter?"


  "I . . ."


  "What is it?"


  "I don't know," she said. She sounded confused. Worried. "I don't know. I really don't."


  I relaxed a little. Not much. "You know, maybe you're just upset over this thing with Rachel and Marco."


  "Over them going out?"


  "No, over the whole thing that happened with them. You know, Marco thinking he saw his mom and all. The guys with the guns."


  "The what?"


  I slapped my forehead. "Rachel didn't tell you?"


  "Tell me what?" Cassie demanded. Then, obviously to Rachel, "What didn't Rachel tell me?"


  "I thought you'd get all worried," Rachel said in the background.


  "Sorry," I said. "Marco hasn't shut up about it, and I just assumed Rachel told you."


  "Jake, I have to go and cause Rachel serious bodily pain."


  "I understand. Listen, Cassie, how about tomorrow night? I mean, for studying together."


  "That would be great."


  "Yeah."


  "Yeah."


  "Go kill Rachel now."


  I stepped back out into the hall and hung up the phone. Cool. Cassie, tomorrow night. My insides were churning. Oh, man, what was I going to talk about with her?


  Maybe we could talk about why Rachel would keep something secret that Marco wouldn't stop bringing up.


  And maybe we could talk about why Cassie got weird when I said the words, "The Sharing."


  Chapter 14 - Tobias


  



  I was used to the place now. I felt comfortable there. Weird feeling. Weird to be comfortable.


  I'd been to several meetings of The Sharing. Once some new kids started teasing me, but the real members shut them down fast.


  No one gave me any grief at The Sharing. They acted like I was an equal. Like I belonged.


  Or at least like I could belong.


  Tonight was the night. I had to decide. Join or not. Become a full member or stop coming.


  It wasn't that hard a decision for me. What else did I have going on? Where else was I going to go?


  And there was another factor.


  Three days ago I'd run into Andy and Tap-Tap again. In the gym locker room. There were maybe two dozen other kids in there, so I'd figured I was safe even though this wasn't my regular class and I was only there because I'd missed gym two days in a row. I figured wrong.


  They started to stuff me into one of the taller lockers the football team uses. I was yelling, kids were laughing. Not just Andy and Tap-Tap. It was like every kid in there wanted to see me get humiliated.


  Then these guys, these two ordinary kids I'd seen at The Sharing, came over. I didn't even know their names. I still don't.


  One guy said, "Hey, let him go."


  Andy stopped stuffing my face back with his hand. "Are you talking to me?"


  "Let him go."


  These two Sharing guys didn't have Jake's easy ability to convince people they were serious. But they were determined. The other guy walked over to a weight rack. He picked up about a twenty-pound weight and carried it back to Andy.


  "Let him go, or I'll bury this weight in your head."


  Andy blinked. Tap-Tap giggled.


  Class was changing. New kids were arriving. One of them was Sharing, too. He didn't even ask what was going on. He just moved in beside his two friends. Now it was three of them against Andy and Tap-Tap.


  They let me go.


  My rescuers didn't even hang around long enough for me to say thanks.


  They'd made their point. That's what it meant to be Sharing, not throwing your weight around or anything like some gang or whatever, just the knowledge that there were people backing you up. Looking out for you.


  Bill was still my advisor. Only now I was beating him at pool.


  "I'm going to do it," I said to him. Then I nailed the four ball.


  "Do what? Kick my butt by running the table?"


  I laughed. "No. I want to join. I want to be a full member."


  He put down his cue, came over, and gave me a sort of arm's-length hug. He held me out to get a good look at me.


  "That's cool, Tobias."


  "Yeah," I said. I was feeling kind of embarrassed.


  "Now, you know this is a big step, right? I mean, we want you to join. We all want you to be a full member. But there are responsibilities that go along with it. It's not just games and fun all the time."


  I nodded. "I know. Some Sharing guys saved my rear end the other day. I know what it's about."


  "The individual has to give up something to get something in return," he said.


  "Yeah. I know. I've been listening to the speeches and all."


  "You trade a little bit of freedom for a lot of belonging to something bigger than yourself." He moved closer and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "Bigger than you can imagine."


  I felt wary. What was he talking about?


  "A full member of The Sharing is a special person," Bill said. "A rare and special person." He waved his arm around at the room full of kids and adults. "This is just the surface, Tobias. We are about bigger things. We are going to make this a better world."


  "Yeah?"


  "Yeah. Change is coming, Tobias. And you'll be part of it. You have no idea. You think you're just some kid, some kid going to school. You have no idea of the untapped potential deep inside yourself. You have no idea what you can become. What you can accomplish."


  I nodded like I had some clue. I didn't. But it excited me. Scared me, too, a little. But there was something about The Sharing they don't tell you right at first: You have a few weeks, a month even, but then you have to choose. You can stay and be a full member, or you have to leave.


  Leave The Sharing. And do what? Go back to my lovely life?


  I spotted Jake. He came in with Tom. Tom gets a lot of respect at the meetings. Even adults are respectful to him.


  I caught Jake's eye. He came over to see me. Cool. For once I wasn't running to him like a little puppy dog. He was coming to see me.


  "What's up, Tobias?"


  I shrugged. "Nothing much. Except I guess tonight is the big night for me."


  "Yeah? Why's that?"


  "I'm going to become a full member."


  He looked at me kind of sideways. "Congratulations, I guess, right?"


  "Sure. You should do it, too."


  "Uh-huh. That's what Tom keeps telling me."


  "So why don't you?" I asked.


  He looked uncomfortable. "I don't know. I guess it's just not my thing."


  "Oh, you're too cool?"


  He looked sharply at me. "I wasn't trying to offend you, man."


  "You didn't offend me," I said, sounding offended. "Not at all. I'm just curious. Why don't you want to join? Tom's a member, so it's not like it's just for losers like me."


  That came out much harsher and more pathetic than I'd intended.


  "Tobias, you're not a loser," he said.


  Which just made it worse. It's bad enough being a loser. You don't want the winners like Jake feeling sorry for you.


  "Hey, join or not, no problem," I said.


  "It's just . . ." He looked down at the floor, then over at Tom who was shaking hands and laughing with a group of guys and girls. "I don't know. People start talking about how the individual has to give way to the group, I just, I don't know. I get kind of . . . jumpy. Besides, how can I join any organization where Mr. Chapman is a member?"


  He meant that last part as a joke. But I didn't want to laugh. "Don't you want to be a part of something big and important?"


  He shook his head very slightly. "No. I don't want to be 'a part.' Maybe it's just me. Maybe it's just my own mental block. But anytime someone starts talking that stuff, I start looking for the exit door."


  "You're a part of lots of things, Jake," I said. "You're part of a team. You're part of your country."


  He nodded. "No, I didn't make the team," he said darkly. He forced a happy face. "Hey, I'm just down because of this conversation I had. Cassie. Kind of bothered me somehow. Not your problem, though. So how about I say congratulations, and wish you luck and all."


  "Okay. Cool."


  "Yeah."


  Chapter 15 - Tobias


  



  There were four of us slated to become full members. There was a police officer named Edward. There was a newspaper reporter named Kiko. There was a guy who managed local bands. His name was Barry.


  And then, there was me.


  Why me? The question was impossible to avoid. How did I fit into this group? Was it really true that The Sharing didn't care if you were young or old, male, female, black, white, Asian, Christian, Jew, Muslim, Buddhist, atheist, straight, gay, rich, or poor?


  I mean, that's what they said. But lots of people say that. They don't always mean it. Mostly people look for ways to treat other people like dirt.


  They put us in a small room, dimly lit. Like a dentist's waiting room only with mood lighting and no magazines. There was the door we came in. And a door that hadn't opened yet.


  I looked at the others. Edward and Kiko paid no attention to me. Barry nodded. They must have been wondering what some kid was doing there. Adults have an automatic prejudice against kids. They never take kids seriously, even when they pretend to. At least that's my experience.


  I said hi to Barry.


  "Hi, kid. What's your name?"


  "Tobias."


  "Good name. You like music?"


  "Sure."


  "Ever hear of Format Cee's Colon?"


  I shook my head. He looked disappointed. "Yeah, well, you will. Next big thing. You heard it here, first. They just need a break. We've got a video, but we can't get any play on MTV."


  I nodded like I cared. "I guess you need that, huh?"


  "Absolutely. They say they can help."


  "Who?"


  "The Sharing. Who else?"


  "Ah."


  The door opened. The door that hadn't opened before. Mr. Chapman. Our vice principal at school. So far my meetings with Mr. Chapman had been in his office. Him asking me to tell him who had beat me up. Or who had pantsed me and shoved me into the girls' bathroom. And me refusing to tell.


  "Kiko?" Chapman said.


  She jerked to her feet. Straightened her trim skirt. Chapman gave me a friendly wink and led Kiko away.


  Barry fell silent. He was nervous.


  The policeman wasn't in uniform, but I knew he was a cop. My uncle has been arrested a couple of times in his life and cops are the one thing he really gets passionate about. He's always pointing them out. So I know a policeman when I see one.


  Basically, I figured if my uncle hated them, they were probably all right. It set my mind at ease a little seeing him there. I mean, if he was joining it had to be okay. Right?


  The door opened again and I jerked involuntarily.


  It was Bill. "Hey, switch to decaf, man," he joked.


  "Sorry."


  "Let's go."


  I stood up. Barry gave me a nod of encouragement. The cop just stared blankly ahead of him.


  I walked through the door.


  Bill led me down a hallway. Suddenly, in the middle of the hallway he stopped and gave me a mysterious look. He pressed his hand against a small rectangular panel set about chest-high.


  Suddenly a door appeared. It opened on darkness.


  We stepped through. Not completely dark. There was a red light. Metal stairs, leading down.


  I hesitated. Bill laughed. "Don't worry, it's just a bit of melodrama."


  Down. Not far. Three flights. To a landing, and another door, and another hallway. Another door.


  Open. Inside, a table. Six chairs. Chapman sat at the head of the table. Beside him, imperious, impatient, almost menacing, was the man who had spoken at the meeting earlier. Mr. Visser.


  Kiko sat to Chapman's right. She smiled at me. A weird smile. The side of her face spasmed suddenly, but then she was smiling again.


  In one corner was a sort of metal tub. Like the whirlpools the football team uses. Stainless steel, just big enough for one person. There was some sort of harness or whatever on the lip of the tub, and a steel chair.


  "Tobias," Chapman said.


  "Yes, sir?"


  "Bill tells us that you are ready to become a full member of The Sharing."


  I nodded.


  "Why do you wish to join us?"


  I shrugged. "Because . . . I . . . because you know, what they're always talking about. What Mr. Visser was saying. Being part of something greater than myself. Part of something big."


  Chapman glanced at Mr. Visser. Nervously, I thought.


  Mr. Visser took a deep breath. "Is all this necessary?"


  Chapman said, "Receptivity is helpful, Visser. There is less chance of . . . of problems later."


  "Yes, yes, but get on with it."


  Chapman forced his features back into a pleasant smile. "Are you ready, Tobias? Is this what you truly want?"


  What I wanted? I wanted to fly. To spread my wings, catch the breeze, feel my talons leave the branch, soar as the thermal raised me up to the clouds.


  What?


  Bill nudged me. "Yes," I said.


  "And you will surrender yourself to The Sharing?"


  "Yes." The image had been so strong. So real.


  Flying high, seeing through eyes that were like telescopes.


  Chapman nodded to Bill. Bill held my shoulders from behind and guided me to the whirlpool thing.


  "Sit there," he said.


  I sat. The chair was cold. The surface of the liquid in the tub was still. Dark. Heavy-looking, as if it maybe wasn't water.


  No big deal, I told myself. Lots of organizations have weird initiations and stuff. No problem. But I felt off now. The vision, what was it? Some desperate fantasy?


  "Place your right hand here," Bill said.


  I placed my hand in what could only be a shackle. A handcuff. My insides were churning now. I was placing myself totally in their power. What was I doing? What was I doing?


  Bill fastened the cuff.


  "Now your left hand."


  No, no, this was insane. No, this was wrong. No. No. Handcuffs? I looked pleadingly at Mr. Chapman. He was the vice principal, he wouldn't be part of anything bad, would he?


  But Mr. Visser was in the way. It was his bored face I saw.


  I placed my left hand. Bill fastened the cuff.


  "Now lay your head down, sideways, in the harness," Bill instructed.


  "What is this?" I asked. "What are you doing? I mean, what's going to happen?"


  "Your whole world is going to change, Tobias," Bill said soothingly. "You will see and know and understand everything."


  "I don't think I . . ." I couldn't breathe. A voice in my head was screaming, Run! Run! My mind was reeling. "I think I changed my mind."


  Bill suppressed a smile. "You want to leave The Sharing? You want to leave all of us? All your friends? After all we've done for you? Okay, Tobias. But what will you do, then? Where will you go? What's your future?"


  My heart was pounding. "I don't know," I said desperately. "I just . . . I . . ."


  "There is no 'I,' Tobias. What are you? One lonely, messed-up kid. No one loves you. No one cares. No one but us. Put your head in the harness."


  I shook my head, wildly, firmly. "No. No. I don't want to do this."


  Bill smiled. He laughed. "Well, guess what? It's too late."


  He grabbed my head in his two hands and shoved it down.


  "No! Mr. Chapman! No!"


  Chapman got up and came over. He helped force me down. I was screaming, crying, yelling now. Helpless. My hands held firm.


  "Let me go! Let me go! Let me go!"


  The harness was closed over my neck, around my head. I couldn't move it. I could barely move my mouth to beg for mercy.


  Bill and Chapman stepped back. There was a whirring motor somewhere close. The side of my head was forced down toward the surface of the liquid.


  "No! No! No!"


  "You see, in the end we have to use force," Mr. Visser said.


  "True, Visser, but we only have this problem in twenty-one percent of the cases of willing members. And there are sixty-four percent fewer incidents of contested control with voluntary hosts."


  "I know the statistics," Mr. Visser snapped. "Just do it. I have thirty minutes left before I have to demorph."


  I heard all this like it was coming from far away. I listened hoping to hear some note of mercy, some sense that maybe this was all a terrible joke, a hazing, something.


  My ear touched the water.


  A moment later, something touched my ear.


  Chapter 16 - Aximili


  



  "Look, son, I just want to try and help you. But I can't help you if you don't talk to me."


  I had lived on the surface of planet Earth for several days. I had accomplished some things. I had observed that a species called humans were the dominant life-form. This had taken some time.


  For one thing, I wanted to guard against the problem of cultural prejudice. Coming from a relatively large species myself, I tended naturally to look first to species that were of a similar size.


  I didn't want to be a victim of my own expectations. So I deliberately investigated a number of other fairly ubiquitous species. But none of those species possessed even rudimentary technology.


  I considered a species called cows. In places they were numerous. But despite their superficial similarity to my own species, I determined that they were not highly intelligent.


  "You're making this awfully hard on me. How can I prescribe for you if you won't even talk to me? I know you can communicate. You've communicated with other patients."


  "Yesssss," I said. "I can communicate. Cate-uh. I can-nuh com-yew-yew-nicate. Is it not time for cookies?"


  In the end it became clear that my first instinct was correct: Humans were the dominant species.


  I had acquired a human morph. And I had learned to pass as a human. In fact, I had been asked - forcefully - to adopt a particular location as my primary residence.


  "You have to at least give me your name."


  "I am called Hey Moron. Hey! Moron-nuh!"


  The human before me closed his eyes and used his five-fingered hand to rub the flesh stretched across his forehead. Then he rubbed the back of his neck. Then he exhaled breath through his mouth. He was called Dr. Duberstein. Early in my stay at this location I had not fully understood his function. Now I did.


  "That's not exactly a name. That's just something someone called you."


  "Ah. When will I receive ree-seeeve the cookies-zuh? They are delicious, mmm-mmm."


  "Well, to tell you the truth, the nurses don't want you around at cookie time. You made quite a scene yesterday."


  This was disturbing news. "No cookies?"


  He shook his head back and forth and looked at me with his two small eyes located on the front of his face. "No cookies."


  "Then I must go elsewhere in search of cookies," I said. "The cookies formed by two thin, round, black discs with a layer of adhesive white substance between them are the finest accomplishment of your species!"


  "My species?"


  I had made a mistake. I had allowed my agitation over the cookies to cause me to be careless. This was not the time to reveal myself.


  Humans use their mouths for eating - much as the Blue Blade - which I learned the humans call a shark. But humans possess an incredible sense that goes beyond anything the shark could boast: taste.


  Taste! And such tastes! Cigarette butts, baloney sandwiches, grape juice, Vaseline, and best of all, the indescribably vibrant, mind-altering, overwhelming taste of cookies!


  Especially the cookies formed by two thin, round, black discs with a layer of adhesive white substance between. Someday I hope my fellow Andalites will be able to visit Earth and morph to human simply for the intense pleasure to be had from eating cookies with a mouth.


  "I meant our species."


  "You said your species."


  "Evidently I am insane. May I go now?"


  The human raised his hands vertically and said, "Why me, Lord? Why?"


  I left the small room and went back out into the larger room where numerous humans wandered back and forth holding discussions using mouth-sounds. At first I had assumed that these discussions were being transmitted by some sort of very small communications link since they were addressed to persons who were not in evidence.


  Later I understood this, as well.


  The humans had various names. Two of them were named Elvis Presley. One was named John. He was the one who had first witnessed me demorphing.


  It was an accident. I'd hidden within a small enclosed area used for voiding biological wastes. But John had caught me. He had seen me in my natural state.


  He had seemed unsurprised.


  John told one of the nurses that I was an alien. And for a moment I was quite concerned. But the nurse seemed bored by this fact. And it seems that many of the residents of this particular group habitation are aliens.


  It took me several days before it occurred to me that the humans in this group were not entirely like the broader spectrum of humans. They suffered from mental illnesses. But, on balance they seemed less aggressive and hostile than the humans portrayed on the two-dimensional audiovisual display screen called a TV.


  So I stayed with them. But now, if there were no more cookies, I would clearly have to leave. In any case, it was time for me to be about my primary mission. Whatever that was.


  I waited till darkness, when the orderlies turn out the lights and the first Elvis Presley sings an awful musical composition about a place called Heartbreak Hotel.


  I demorphed. I used my tail blade to slice open the steel wire mesh that covered the windows.


  I was out in Earth's night, wiser about humans, and about cookies, but no closer to finding an answer to Elfangor's fate. Or a way home.


  Humans lacked the technology for Zero-space travel. Their spacecraft was laughable explosive devices used to propel satellites into orbit. They were centuries away from Z-space travel.


  Which left me just two possibilities: One was to hope that some Andalites survived and were present on Earth.


  The other possibility was only very slightly more likely: the Yeerks.


  Were the Yeerks on Earth? I didn't know. I knew that they were in orbit. I knew that they had located the sunken Dome ship. But were they engaged in a conquest of Earth?


  And if they were, what were the odds that I could steal a Bug fighter and escape?


  I needed a plan. I needed to learn whether the Yeerks were here. But how?


  How? TV.


  I had come to understand at least some aspects of human technology, in particular their communications technology. They have telephones, which communicate only the spoken mouth-sounds of their primary communication. They have an inexplicable artifact of which they are absurdly proud called the Internet, which is evidently meant to be a sort of adjunct to other, more effective technologies. They have books, of course, models of efficiency. And they have TV.


  TV is immediate, pervasive, and transmits sound, images, and text.


  In my time at the residence for insane humans I had learned to locate structures within the gridwork of streets. I knew the location of a television studio. And I knew at what time they would begin a "live" broadcast of news.


  My method of discovering whether the Yeerks had infiltrated the human species was quite simple: Show them an Andalite.


  Chapter 17 - Tobias


  



  I felt it enter my ear.


  I've never felt anything like it. It wasn't that it was painful. It wasn't, not really. But something was crawling into my ear. Into my ear.


  "No! No! No! Help me, someone help me! Mr. Chapman, you have to . . . Bill, help me!"


  It wasn't stopping. It kept writhing, forcing itself into my head. I could feel it through a numbness. I could feel it inside my ear, deeper, oh God, in my head!


  "Let me go. I'll do anything you want. Let me go! Please, please:"


  Deeper.


  Then . . .


  Then I felt the first tingling sensation of a new presence. A mind. It was . . . I didn't hear it, didn't see it, but it was there, there and touching my own thoughts.


  Suddenly my hands, which had been clenched in rage, relaxed. The fingers hung limp.


  I felt a chill. Cold as death.


  No. It couldn't be.


  All at once memories were spilling out. Like I was thinking back over my life, only I wasn't. I wasn't, I didn't want to. I was sitting there, standing, hovering, I don't know where I was, but I was there watching as my memories were replayed at hyper speed, tumbling, spilling out.


  My mouth said, "I have him."


  My mouth had moved! Lips, tongue, throat, all had worked to form words I didn't mean to say.


  "Let me up, this is rather uncomfortable," my mouth said.


  My voice! I heard my own voice with my own ears but I hadn't spoken. Had I? Was I losing my mind?


  "Report," Mr. Visser said.


  Only he wasn't Mr. Visser. He was Visser Three. Not a human at all. An alien.


  Okay, this was all a dream. This was all not happening. None of it. Aliens called Yeerks who infested other species?


  Insane! I was dreaming or something.


  My mouth said, "Odret-One-Seven-Seven, of the Culat Hesh pool. Reporting for duty."


  A Yeerk. In my brain. In my brain, scanning my memories, moving my mouth, rubbing my chafed wrists, stretching my fear-strained back.


  All of them, it's what they all were. Chapman, Bill, Tom, all the full members. Them, and thousands more. Policemen, politicians, newspeople, businessmen, teachers, writers. And kids.


  Why kids? Because kids are never suspected. They can be used anywhere.


  I tried to look at Chapman. But I couldn't move my eyes! I wanted to scream. But my mouth, my vocal cords, it was like being paralyzed. Paralyzed and no one even to know that I was there, frozen, frozen inside my own body.


  Out of the corner of eyes I could no longer aim, I saw Bill smirk. He leaned close. "I know you can still hear me, Tobias. Now do you see what I meant? You have to give something up human, to be a part of something larger."


  He laughed.


  But Visser Three snapped, "Shut up, fool. Get out."


  Bill disappeared from the room. Fast. Very fast.


  "All right, Odret-One-Seven-Seven, you have your human host," Visser Three said. "Now, what orders do you bring from the Council of Thirteen?"


  The Yeerk in my head, I could see his thoughts. Not all, but enough. I knew he was wary of Visser Three. But not frightened. This Yeerk was under the protection of another power.


  But not the Council of Thirteen! He had lied to Visser Three. Or at least twisted the truth.


  "The council congratulates you on taking command of the Earth invasion," my mouth said. "The council wishes you to know that your request to alter the tactics established by Visser One is denied. Earth will be taken by infiltration and subversion. It will not be openly attacked."


  Visser One. Yes, Odret was her ally. Visser One was Visser Three's enemy. She had been the first Yeerk on planet Earth. She had discovered the planet and launched the invasion.


  But Odret was leery even of Visser One. She told some story of being instantaneously transported from her ship to a museum on the planet. It made no sense to Odret.


  Visser Three had begun to demorph. He was becoming an Andalite. The Yeerk inside me, in my head, the slug creature who had wrapped himself around my brain and gained total control of me, knew about Andalites.


  They were the enemy. Duplicitous, hypocritical, sanctimonius, deadly, and dangerous. Visser


  Three had the only Andalite host body in all the Yeerk Empire. The Andalite in question was morph-capable.


  It made Visser Three very dangerous. Odret was worried. And Odret was confused. He did not understand why Visser One opposed using greater force against the humans.


  That was not his concern, he told himself. His concern was to stay alive. To do so he - I - had to obey Visser Three while pretending to obey the Council of Thirteen and avoid so angering Visser Three that his life would end in hideous torture.


  My life, my very mind, everything that was me, had been stolen. Stolen by a creature who was almost certainly doomed.


  Bill came back into the room, rushing.


  "Visser! On the TV! Right now!"


  <What, you idiot?>


  "An Andalite."


  Chapter 18 - Jake


  



  "Look, Tom, it's just not me, okay?"


  "Yeah, whatever," Tom said. He was mad. He was hurt. He felt like I was rejecting him. "It's just that tonight was kind of special, with Mr. Visser being there and all. I mean, right now probably your friend Tobias is becoming a full member. He's probably already one of us."


  "That's good for him. And for you," I said. I was losing my patience. The whole thing was giving me the willies. "But you know what? The more you pressure me, the less I'm interested."


  We got home. Tom slammed in through the front door. I slammed through behind him. I didn't need this. Just because I didn't want to join some stupid club. I had homework to do. I'd passed up a chance to be with Cassie.


  "Besides, he's not my friend," I said to Tom's retreating back. "He's just some guy from school."


  My mom was in the kitchen paying bills. She had the TV on as background noise. The local news.


  I entered in search of junk food. Tom started to take off upstairs, then I guess he reconsidered. He flopped down in the family room and snapped on the TV. Some game was on.


  "Hey, Mom, what's up?" I said.


  "The electric bill," she muttered. "What the . . . What is going on, is that some kind of gag?"


  I followed the direction of her amazed stare. It was the familiar news set with the familiar newspeople.


  But standing in front of them was something decidedly unfamiliar.


  It was a centaur. No, not a centaur. Not like it was half-horse and half-human, more like it was half-muscular blue deer, half-human. Only with a face that was definitely not human. For a start, it had no mouth. But it had two additional eyes mounted on moveable stalks atop its head.


  And it had a tail like a python with a blade at the end.


  "Special effects," I said. "It must be for some movie or whatever."


  "Tom!" my mom called. "Turn on channel seven." Then, to me, "I don't think the anchors expected this. They look scared to death."


  I shot a look toward Tom, illuminated by the glow of the TV in the family room. He was standing up. Rigid. Staring. But not amazed or amused or curious.


  His face was a mask of rage and hatred.


  The TV screen went blank. Up came a still shot saying Sorry, we are experiencing technical difficulties.


  "That was weird," my mom said.


  "Yeah," I agreed. But I was watching Tom. His fists were clenched. He bolted for the stairs and took them two steps at a time.


  "You want some chicken? There's some in the fridge."


  "No. Thanks," I said. I headed for the stairs. I didn't know why. I crept up them, moving as silently as I could.


  At the top of the stairs I paused, measuring my breath, quieting my heart.


  " . . . I saw," Tom said into the receiver.


  I waited. Hugged the wall.


  "It will take ten minutes -"


  I peeked around the corner. Tom yanked the receiver from his ear. Someone was screaming abusively. I could hear the sound if not the words.


  "Immediately!" Tom said and dropped the phone. He ran into his room and came out a few seconds later. He was shoving something into his waistband up under his jean jacket.


  It was impossible to avoid thinking it was a gun. I walked past him, pretending not to notice. He grabbed me. Pushed me against the wall.


  "I have to go out. Cover for me. If Mom or Dad asks, I'm studying. Got it?"


  I nodded. It wasn't so different from any number of times Tom had playfully put on a similar act. We both knew not to take it seriously. Just one problem: This time Tom was deadly serious.


  Chapter 19 - Jake


  



  Wherever Tom was going he'd have to take my mom's car. He wasn't thinking clearly if he thought I could cover for that. My dad wasn't home yet and when he got home he'd see my mom's car was out. How was I supposed to explain that?


  Besides, this was bigger than some concern over getting grounded. Tom was into something dangerous.


  If he was going to avoid being seen by my mom he'd have to take the stairs down to the basement then go out that way. That gave me about five seconds' lead time.


  I slid my bedroom window up and shinnied out onto the pitched roof. Rolled down, checked to make sure I was on the right side of the fence separating front and backyards, grabbed the gutter, and prayed it would hold my weight.


  I dropped to the ground and ran to the back door of the garage. The automatic garage door around the front was just starting to rise.


  I popped the back door of the minivan, jumped in, cursed myself for making the springs bounce, pulled the door down, and went fetal behind the back row of seats.


  I heard the driver's-side door open and slam. The key, the engine. We squealed out of the driveway. Fishtailed onto the road and blew through the subdivision at three times the speed limit.


  I knew where we were heading. Knew it in my bones. We were heading for channel seven. Too much coincidence for anything else.


  And Tom was armed.


  What was I supposed to do? What could I do? Only one thing was sure-. I had to stop Tom before he got himself in some kind of serious trouble. He was my big brother and he was supposed to protect me. But that had to go both ways if he was the one who was in trouble.


  A gun? Did Tom really have a gun? The idea made me sick. Who owned handguns? Criminals. Pathetic people who thought it would make them important. Nuts.


  One thing was for sure. If my parents found out they'd go nuclear. My parents didn't spank, and anyway Tom was way too old. But if they learned he had a gun, Tom was going to live out the rest of his years till his eighteenth birthday locked in his room having his food shoved in under the door.


  What was he doing?


  A siren! The cops. Thank God. They'd pull him over. They'd slow him down at least, writing him a ticket.


  The siren was right behind us. I could see red flashing lights swirling against the seat back. I rose cautiously to peek out. Just as I did the police car turned off its siren and lights.


  The cops pulled around us, revving their big engine, and started the siren again.


  They were escorting us! We blew through red lights, through stop signs, jerked into oncoming traffic.


  Wait a minute, was Tom some kind of undercover cop or something? Insane. Stupid. He was in high school.


  Suddenly the cop car screeched to a halt. Crouched down I could see the big blue-and-white channel seven logo.


  Slam!


  I opened the door, slid out cautiously. Tom was running up the front steps of the four-story station building. Two cops were right with him.


  Both had guns drawn. And Tom . . . Tom was armed as well. Only it wasn't like any gun I'd ever seen.


  Absurd, I thought. Ridiculous. It was all part of some elaborate practical joke. Had to be. Because otherwise, the only other explanation was that my big brother was carrying some kind of ray gun.


  They shoved through the smoked-glass doors into a dimly lit lobby, already looking like a business shut down for the night. I grabbed a side door, just off to the right.


  There was a uniformed security guard fretting nervously, obviously not sure what to do.


  "Hey, glad you're here," the guard said. "There's some kind of a, I don't even know what it is, but it's in the -"


  Tseeeew!


  I jerked in surprise. A bright red lance of light had shot from Tom's weapon.


  The guard fell back. There was smoke billowing from his uniform.


  I yelled. Not a word, just a yell of surprise and shock and horror.


  Tom spun. He peered at me through the gloom. He fired.


  Tseeew!


  Miss!


  No! He'd shot at me. He'd shot at me! Did he even know it was me? Had he recognized me?


  One of the cops aimed.


  BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


  The glass behind me shattered and fell in a hail of shards. The cop emptied his gun. But I was hugging the floor and crawling behind a display bearing artwork. Paintings. Photographs.


  The firing stopped. Holes had been blown through the pictures.


  By the time I worked up nerve to look again, they were all three gone.


  I couldn't breathe. My heart was hammering like it was trying to bang its way out of my chest.


  A ray gun. A laser or whatever. Just like Marco and Rachel. Marco would think I made it all up to top his story.


  If I lived long enough to tell him.


  I heard screams from some other part of the building. I heard the strange "tseeew" sound of the laser beam or whatever it was.


  What could I do? I wasn't armed. I wasn't some action hero. All I could do was hide. Hide right here, right where I was, till the cops showed up. Only the cops were already here.


  So I hid. For half an hour I just crouched, waiting for it all to end.


  But then . . . then something started to happen to me. My hands were changing, flattening out. And orange-and-black fur was growing. And my fingernails were extending, curving, forming claws!


  What was happening to me? What was happening?


  Then, instantly, my hands were normal again. Stress. That was it. I was imagining things. Freaking.


  Losing my mind.


  There came the sound of yelling, loud protests, cries of rage and fear.


  I peeked again from behind my flimsy protection. I looked through a bullet hole that had made an extra eye for a portrait of a woman.


  A dozen guys, all armed, some with guns, some with the laser gun things, were herding seven handcuffed people between them. The anchorpeople were among them, makeup turning their faces orange.


  Tom was there, calmly supervising.


  Through the smoked glass I could see a limousine pull up. My assistant principal, Mr. Chapman, stepped out and held the door for Mr. Visser, the guy from The Sharing.


  And then, last to step from the car, was Tobias.


  Chapter 20 - Cassie


  



  Day Thirty-Three


  



  Jake wouldn't talk in my house. He was too jumpy. So we went out to the barn.


  It was Saturday morning. No school. And my dad was at Home Depot buying materials for some improvements in the barn. He'd be gone for hours.


  Rachel showed up about ten minutes later with Marco. Jake had called them.


  Jake didn't waste time. "I was shot at," he said.


  Marco had just sat down on a hay bale. He jumped back up. "Okay, what is this? Are you goofing on Rachel and me?"


  "No." Jake had a look I'd never seen before. There was not the slightest hint of lightheartedness in his expression. He was serious. Grim, even. He seemed older.


  "I was shot at. With guns. And with some kind of laser. Just like you two."


  Weird. Once again, I had this weird feeling. Déjà vu. The sense that we'd all been here, together. Not once, but many times. Only . . . only there was something missing.


  My eyes rose to the rafters. Something missing.


  "What is this?" Rachel exploded. "Someone has a grudge against us? What did we ever do?" She peered at Jake. "We're cousins, does this have something to do with that?"


  Marco flopped back on the hay bale. Like he did sometimes. Like he'd done so many times. And yet never done. He'd never been in our barn before.


  Jake shook his head. "I don't think it has to do with us directly. Marco says he saw his mom. Only she's dead." He saw Marco flinch. "Sorry, man."


  "Yeah. But it was her. Look, you know me, Jake, you've known me my entire life practically. Have I ever hallucinated? Have I ever seen something that wasn't there?"


  Jake shook his head. "No. You are probably the last person on earth who'd imagine something like that."


  "She was there," Marco said. "I just don't know how. And I don't know why she wouldn't stop. I mean, any answer I come up with sounds like something you'd hear in a conspiracy chat room. I don't believe that stuff. I don't think the big corporations or the mafia or the CIA or little green men from Mars or whatever are secretly controlling our lives. That's crazy, wack-job stuff. But what am I supposed to think when I see my mom, and I chase after her, and these guys end up shooting at Rachel and me?"


  "With laser beams," Rachel added. She was pacing back and forth, an almost funny reflection of a recovering raccoon behind her that was pacing its cage.


  Jake nodded. He seemed like he wanted to say something, but he was hesitating.


  "What is it?" I asked him.


  "Maybe I'm a crazy wack-job," he said. "I . . . I think maybe there is a conspiracy."


  Rachel stopped pacing. "Say what?"


  Jake sighed. "I was following Tom. This thing happened on TV, on the news. Suddenly there's this alien-looking thing. Very weird. Kind of cool. Anyway, I'm thinking it's some kind of publicity thing. But Tom is freaking out. Like eight seconds later he's grabbed my mom's car and he's tearing out of there. I stash in the backseat. He goes straight for the TV studio. And he has a gun."


  "Whoa! Tom had a gun?" Rachel demanded. "Did you tell your parents?"


  "It's past that," Jake said. "At the TV station, he shot someone. Two cops were with him. They helped him. They shot at me, only they didn't know it was me. They grabbed everyone at the station and hustled them out of there, and Tom was in charge. And by the way? The gun he had?"


  "Don't even say ray gun," Rachel said.


  "What are you even talking about?" Marco said. "I thought my story was bizarre."


  "Tom and the cops dragged those people out of there in handcuffs. These famous newspeople and all. Then Chapman showed up."


  "Chapman? Chapman Chapman? Our Chapman?"


  "Yeah. And this guy named Mr. Visser. And Tobias. You know, the kid who was hanging with us for a while? They're all there, too."


  Marco said, "Why? Why them? Tom, Chapman, Tobias. Mr. Whatever? The cops?"


  Jake shook his head slowly. "I don't even want to say this, but Tom, Chapman, Mr. Visser, and Tobias are all members of The Sharing."


  "Aren't they just like some family thing or whatever?" Rachel asked.


  Jake nodded. "So they claim. But it's kind of a big coincidence."


  "How about this alien thing you saw on TV?" Marco asked.


  "What about it?"


  He shrugged. "What'd it look like?"


  "I don't know, like a-"


  "Like a blue deer," I said. "Only it had a kind of human face. And a long tail."


  Jake looked at me in surprise. "You saw it on TV, too?"


  "No." I shook my head. "No. I've never seen it. But I know that it has two eyes on top of its head, on these little stalks."


  No one moved. The three of them just stared at me.


  "And I'll tell you something else. He should be here." I pointed to a spot off to one side. My arm was goose-bumped all the way up and down. "He should be standing right there."


  Chapter 21 - Cassie


  



  "There's something wrong," I said.


  "Do you think? There's plenty wrong," Rachel said. "Marco and I get shot at. Jake gets shot at. We got some kind of cult. My cousin has a ray gun and is shooting it while cops stand around and do nothing. Marco's mom is walking around alive, wearing a wig."


  Jake came over and took my hand and bent down to look into my eyes. It was so sweet. And I so needed it.


  "Cassie, what do you mean?" Jake asked. I felt wetness on my cheeks. Why was I crying? I was the only one who hadn't been shot at so far.


  "I thought I was going nuts," I said. "Ever since, I don't know, for weeks I've had this feeling deep down inside that things weren't right. There's supposed . . . " I let go of Jake and threw up my hands. "I can't explain it. Just that everything is wrong. This alien, I heard him talking, kind of, only he was out in the water somewhere. And I have these dreams, these amazing dreams where I'm not me, I'm an animal. A bug sometimes and I'm scared. Or a wolf. Or a bird."


  I spotted Marco rolling his eyes. I also spotted Rachel sending him a "keep your mouth shut" look.


  But Jake looked at his hands like he'd never seen them before. "Or a tiger," he whispered to himself.


  And once more I was drawn to look up. Up at a particular spot in the rafters. "Just now I had the feeling that someone was missing. Two some-ones. The alien is one. He's supposed to be here. And . . . and I know this sounds crazy . . ."


  "Noooo, sounds perfectly sensible to me," Marco said not-quite-under-his-breath.


  " . . . there's supposed to be a bird. A big one. Right up there. Anyway. Anyway, just now when you said Mr. Visser, I got this chill. He's . . . somehow he's part of it, too."


  "Where are Mulder and Scully?" Marco wondered.


  Jake nodded, like he half-believed. But he looked away, too, like you do when someone says something crazy. "You had a bad feeling from the start about The Sharing."


  Pity. Great.


  Rachel had this angry-concerned look, like she didn't know what to say or do to help me out, but she'd gladly yell at anyone who gave me any trouble.


  I'd just spilled my guts. And the result was that the three of them, including my best friend and the guy I liked more than ever, were all thinking I needed to see a shrink.


  "Oh, man," I said. "I am losing it, aren't I?"


  To my surprise it was Marco who came to my defense, in his own way. "Yeah, you are losing it. You're crazy. Insane. Nuts. The only thing crazier than what you said is some guy who thinks that his big brother, the assistant principal, and Tobias the Mega Dweeb are shooting up a TV studio. And the only thing crazier than that is some kid who thinks his dead mom is running around town with laser-shooting bodyguards."


  "We have to do something," Rachel said decisively.


  "Do what?" I asked her.


  "I don't know. Something. There really is some kind of conspiracy. I mean, what are we supposed to do, just do nothing?"


  Marco said, "Rachel, what are the four of us going to do?"


  "I don't know!" she yelled in frustration. "Something! Jake? What do we do?"


  "Yeah. What do we do, Big Jake?" Marco asked, half-mocking.


  "What do you mean, what do we do?" Jake shot back. "Why are you asking me?"


  Marco shrugged. "You're the leader, man."


  "What are you talking about? The leader of what? And why am I the leader?"


  "Because you are," I said. The words were out of my mouth before I could think about them. I felt as if . . . as if I was a judge and had just passed sentence on Jake.


  Marco jerked his thumb at me. "What the crazy chick said: Because you are."


  Jake looked at Rachel, dumbfounded. Rachel looked at me. An eerie look. Like she was listening to me talk, only I wasn't saying anything.


  Then Rachel said, "What do we do, Jake?"


  For a long minute it felt as if the entire barn was frozen. The three of us looked at Jake. He looked back at us, each in turn, this helpless, almost hopeless look on his face.


  And then he said, "We have to find out what's going on. We start with Tom. He's the obvious target."


  Jake. Decisive, once the moment for decision arrived.


  "Let's grab him, tie him down, threaten to give him up to the FBI unless he tells us what's up," Rachel said.


  Rachel, bold, ready to act regardless of consequences.


  "If he really shot someone, Tom's dangerous," Marco disagreed. "Which means whatever we do has to be subtle. If there's some kind of conspiracy involving The Sharing, we're not going to know if anyone we talk to is hooked up with them. We need proof before we make a move."


  Marco, cautious and clever.


  A chill crawled up my spine. I felt as if the universe had just shifted. Like . . . like for weeks I'd been riding a bike with the chain always slipping. And like the chain had just caught again.


  Things weren't right. Not right. But more right than they'd been since we'd left the mall together.


  Chapter 22 - Tobias


  



  Day Thirty-Four


  



  I was helpless. Powerless. Unable to move an eye. Unable to lift a finger. Unable to speak. Unable to alter a facial expression. To smile. Frown. Give any sign that I was alive within my own body, a captive inside my own brain.


  I had watched, helpless to cry out, as the Yeerks had dragged the poor men and women from the channel seven studio into vans. Had driven them at breakneck speed toward a water tower that concealed a secret entrance to the vast underground complex of the Yeerk pool.


  I'd been unable to cry out in horror as one by one they were dragged, kicking and crying and begging, down the steel pier. The Hork-Bajir-Controllers had held them tight and kicked them to their knees, and shoved the heads down into that seething cesspool.


  Every one of them was infested. Every one would now agree on the same cover story to explain away the odd appearance of the blue-furred alien. No charges would be filed. The guard Tom had shot survived, but would never be free. He was infested in his hospital bed. I was there, observing.


  And now I was in my room. At home. Odret was still playing the role of Tobias. Still being me.


  Odret, the Yeerk, was growing ever more nervous. I could sense his emotions at times. Sometimes he would sift through my memories, looking for a thrill, an escape. Like someone scanning the shelves at Blockbuster, looking for a movie to take his mind off his troubles.


  I had to laugh, down in my corner of powerlessness. Odret had the wrong host if he wanted a lot of good times.


  He was nervous because of Visser Three. The visser was not behaving as he should, somehow. It wasn't anything obvious. More a question of something missing.


  For one thing, Visser Three had a reputation. He was notoriously volatile. He would blow up over very little. But he was treating Odret with elaborate courtesy. Allowing Odret access to anything and everything. Not even making an effort to conceal disasters like the sudden appearance of an Andalite.


  Why?


  <What a pathetic life you've led, Tobias,> Odret said to me.


  <l guess I have.>


  <l find nothing in your memories worth seeing again. Nothing was worth seeing a first time.>


  <Well, that's how it is, right? The Sharing is a magnet for losers. They go for the weak. So what did you expect?>


  To say that I hated myself would be an understatement. Odret had rifled through my memories, each more embarrassing than the one before. I'd had to relive too many things I had tried to forget.


  Most painful of all was the image of myself swallowing everything The Sharing told me. I had walked, willingly, to my own destruction. At the time I'd seen no alternative. Now I saw nothing but alternatives.


  Was my home a dreary, awful place? Yes. Was I somehow marked as a bully magnet? Yes. Was I different, strange, not-quite-normal? Yes.


  And to fight all of that I had destroyed myself. Brilliant, Tobias. Brilliant. All of life's pains combined could not have equaled what I now endured.


  Even now no easy answers leaped to mind. I could not easily have stood the bullying. I could not easily have survived the loneliness. In my fantasies I could construct fantastic escapes, but in reality there was no easy way. My life was non-fiction, not some story where the endings are always happy. I couldn't simply become a different person. I couldn't just have some great insight that would save me from myself.


  All I could have done, really, was wait. I could have endured. I saw that now. It wasn't a dramatic answer. Wasn't exactly inspiring.


  Endure. Outlast. Outwait.


  I might have been able to do that. I'm not a fool, I know that school was just a part of my life. You spend eighteen years as a kid, then maybe seventy years as an adult. And what you are as a kid isn't what you'll be as an adult, not always, anyway.


  Endure. I could have done that. Now, too late. My nose itched. I could not scratch it.


  Odret checked the clock. He got up, moved my legs and arms, aimed my eyes. I walked past my uncle.


  "Where do you think you're going?"


  "Out," my mouth said.


  "Not if I say you don't!" he yelled.


  I/we ignored him. Out the door. A car appeared. I waited for it, impatient. Odret was hungry. He needed Kandrona rays. He needed to feed in the Yeerk pool.


  The car drove us to McDonald's. We went in, went up to the counter and gave the counter girl there a code word. Ten minutes later I stepped off the last stair and into the Yeerk pool complex.


  I walked self-importantly toward the first pier. Two Hork-Bajir were standing guard, checking people off on a sort of palm-top computer.


  "Odret-One-Seven-Seven," my mouth said.


  Suddenly I was aware that two more Hork-Bajir were standing behind me. Not in line to feed. Standing poised. Ready.


  I felt the sudden spike of Odret's fear.


  "Come with us," one of the Hork-Bajir said.


  Odret hesitated. But only for a moment. He knew it was pointless. The Hork-Bajir were Controllers. They were following orders. Nothing he could say would change their minds.


  They marched me into one of the shabby, temporary office buildings. It looked like an old barracks or something.


  Odret knew who was waiting for him. When the Hork-Bajir opened an office door he was not at all surprised to see Visser Three in his Andalite host body.


  <Ah, Odret-One-Seven-Seven,> he said.


  "Visser," Odret answered neutrally.


  <You've come to feed?>


  "Yes. Obviously."


  <Then I'm sorry you've been at all delayed. Go. Enjoy.>


  Odret did not move a muscle. He knew.


  Visser Three laughed. <There is just one thing before you go, Odret. I'll need the truth.>


  "What truth is that, Visser?"


  The Andalite body moved with liquid ease. The mouthless Andalite face moved to within inches of my own. Both main eyes and one of the stalk eyes bored into me. <l know that you are faithful to Visser One, Odret. That much I know beyond all doubt.>


  Odret's fear was seeping into me. Releasing my own adrenaline.


  "I serve the Council of Thirteen, Visser Three, as you know. And if any harm should come to me they would investigate very thoroughly."


  The visser was unimpressed. <As I said, Odret, I know you are Visser One's minion. The question is about the order you transmitted to me. The order to avoid open war on the humans. I need to know whether that order came from the council, or whether Visser One is its source.>


  "I gave you the orders of the council," my mouth said.


  <Maybe. And if so, I shall have to obey them. But if you speak only for Visser One . . . well, that's a very different matter.>


  "I've told you -"


  The Andalite tail flew so fast that human eyes could not track it. The blade stopped a millimeter from my jugular vein.


  <Yes. I know what you say now. The question is, what will you say in a day or so? What will you say when you are starving, Odret?>


  I felt the Yeerk's fear rise several more notches to an intolerable level.


  "You will pay for any harm that comes to me! You don't dare to defy the council this way!"


  <Very simple, Odret: Work for me, and feed. Work for Visser One, and starve. Take him away.>


  I saw in Odret's mind's eye the results. So did he. Kandrona starvation was a horror that could not be endured.


  I looked straight into Visser Three's Andalite eyes. "The council knows nothing. Visser One hopes to convince them to restrain you. She sent me to delay you till the council issues the order. But it will come."


  Visser Three nodded. <As I suspected. I will have to move quickly. Very quickly and present the council with a done deed. Then their order will be irrelevant.>


  "I work for you, then?" Odret asked pitifully.


  Visser Three laughed. <You betrayed Visser One, Odret. Should I keep you around to betray me? Kill him.>


  A Hork-Bajir pressed a Dracon beam against my head. I felt it. Felt Odret's terror. Felt my own shock, fear. Regret.


  "No!" my mouth cried. "NO!"


  Felt slight pressure as the Hork-Bajir's finger tightened.


  Felt -


  Chapter 23 - Jake


  



  Day Forty


  



  It was almost impossible following Tom. We tried, but he could drive, and none of us could. Marco and I searched his room when he was out.


  "Careful. Watch for any kind of little telltales he might leave," Marco said.


  "What are you talking about?"


  "He might place a hair in a certain way, say, wedged into a drawer to see if it's been opened."


  I stared at my friend. "What do you know about this?"


  He grinned. "I read, man. You know, books? John le Carré. Tradecraft, dude. It's all about tradecraft."


  I was going to ignore him. Then I saw the hair. It was wedged into the closet door so that if the door was opened it would fall.


  Marco noticed and gave himself a little, "Am I smart, or what?" flourish.


  I took the hair. Opened the closet and searched it carefully. Nothing. I replaced the hair carefully and closed the door.


  "Nothing here, man," Marco said. "He's got these telltales around just to see if anyone's been here. He wants to know if he's suspected of anything. But he's not dumb enough to leave his ray gun just lying around."


  I led Marco back out into the hallway, down to my room. My dog Homer was asleep on my bed, snoring.


  "Maybe we're just crazy," I said. The phone rang. I jumped about two feet. "That's good, Jake, very cool. Not at all like a guilty guy."


  I waited two rings to see if my folks were home and would pick up. Then I answered the call. It was Rachel.


  "Turn on the TV," she said.


  "Why?"


  "Just turn it on. Channel nine."


  I grabbed Marco and went to my parents' room, the nearest TV. Mine was being repaired. I flipped channels till I saw it.


  "What's going on?" Marco wondered.


  The screen showed a definitely inhuman face. Two main eyes, two stalk eyes. No mouth. But it was speaking anyway.


  I scanned quickly. Channel nine, channel five, channel four, all the local channels were carrying the alien. All but channel seven.


  <. . . are a parasite species.>


  "What the . . ."


  It was the alien. The blue deer. Making his second televised appearance. But this time he wasn't on the news set. This was a remote. Probably on tape.


  <In their natural form they are similar to your Earth slugs. They enter the body through the ear canal, releasing numbing chemicals to dull the pain. They wrap themselves around the brain, and tie into all neural functions.>


  "He's not making any sounds - he doesn't even have a mouth - but I can hear him," Marco said.


  The phone on my parents' nightstand rang. I snatched it up. "Yeah, Cassie. I see it."


  <Humans who have been affected become Controllers. They will appear to be normal. But they have lost all control of their bodies. These Yeerks ->


  "Yeerks?" Marco echoed.


  <- have already enslaved three sentient species, the Hork-Bajir, the Taxxons, and the Gedds.>


  "Hork Ba-what? This is some kind of goof?" I wondered.


  "On all local channels at the same time?" Marco said. "All but channel seven? This is like a tape loop or whatever. The stations aren't cutting in, they aren't, like, putting any scroll or bug or even a logo under the picture."


  "What?"


  "Man, do you know anything?" Marco said. "All that stuff that's on the screen. You know, they'd put words under this, a title, like 'alien spokesman,' or whatever. No, man, this is bootleg. Someone is cutting this in."


  I nodded. "Only channel seven was prepared. They thought this might happen. They were ready."


  <l am an Andalite. My people resist the Yeerks throughout the galaxy. But we are not here in sufficient strength. So you humans must fight. You must ->


  The screen went blank. I hit the button on the remote. Channel five, blank.


  "They cut him off," I said.


  "That's what Tom is, Jake. A Yeerk. Or what did he say? A Controller. My mom, too. She's not dead, she's one of them."


  I lifted the phone receiver. "You still there, Cassie?"


  "Yes."


  "What does this all mean?"


  "I watched it and . . . every word he said, I was like 'Yeah, yeah, that's it. That's the truth.' Jake?"


  "Uh-huh?"


  "We call him Ax."


  "What? The alien?"


  "I know this sounds crazy. But we're supposed to know him. He's supposed to be our friend. We call him Ax. And sometimes he can become human. Crazy."


  "Cassie, nothing sounds crazy. Not anymore."


  "What do we do?" she asked me.


  I looked at Marco. He jerked his chin toward the screen. Two local newspeople were babbling and looking very lost. " . . . don't know how this person, or creature, or prankster managed to . . ."


  I flipped to another channel. " . . . some Howard Stern type of prank. Viewers should not be alarmed. We . . ."


  Another channel had gone back to Jenny Jones.


  "I have to pee," Marco said. He went into my folks' bathroom.


  "What do we do?" Cassie repeated.


  "I don't know, Cassie. But it's not a joke. It's real. We have to find out who is taking this seriously: cops, FBI, whoever. We have to let them know what we know. About The Sharing. About Chapman and that Mr. Visser and Tobias."


  "And Tom?" she asked softly.


  "Yeah," I said. "Yeah. Tom, too." I hung up the phone feeling like a hundred-pound weight was suddenly sitting on my shoulders. A noise. I spun.


  Tom. He was standing in the doorway. I didn't have to ask whether he'd heard. He had. The ray gun in his hand told me he'd heard.


  "I can kill you, or you can come along peacefully," Tom said calmly. Tour call."


  A flash of movement. Marco charging out of the bathroom, rushing Tom like a linebacker.


  Tom sidestepped, tripped Marco with a toe, and bashed the back of his head as he fell past. Marco lay sprawled, stunned, on the floor.


  "Let's go. You, too, Marco. And don't make me mad, I have a very busy day ahead of me with all this. If you slow me down . . ."


  He let the threat hang.


  Down the stairs. I couldn't believe it, couldn't imagine it. Couldn't think of what to say to him. He wasn't him. I had no trouble believing that, because there was no way Tom was doing this. No way.


  I wasn't even scared because I could not believe any of it. Impossible. Tom? Not even with an alien in his head. No matter what, Tom wasn't going to hurt us.


  Marco and I walked down the stairs, through the empty family room, the front door. I opened the door. A car was just screeching to a halt, there to pick Tom up.


  The car door opened. A man's voice yelled, "Look out!"


  Tom flinched. Too late! The baseball bat came down hard on his gun hand.


  "Ahhh!" he yelled.


  The ray gun clattered down the steps.


  The bat came up fast, caught Tom in the face. Then, one! Two! Three!


  Three stiff, hard blows and Tom was down, curled in a ball, groaning, eyes rolling, blood gushing from his nose and ear.


  I stared at my cousin. Rachel was breathing hard. But her outfit, hair, and makeup had remained perfect.


  Chapter 24 - Rachel


  



  Torn was down. Someone was running from the car. Someone big.


  Jake dove, landed hard, but snatched up the ray gun. He rolled, came up to his knees, and yelled, "Freeze!"


  It was so NYPD Blue.


  The running man slowed, raised a weapon . . .


  "Shoot!" Marco yelled.


  Tseeeew!


  Bright light stabbed from the weapon in Jake's hand. The man screamed. His left leg below the knee no longer existed.


  He fell, and fired wildly. The ray sliced into the eaves of Jake's house.


  "The car!" I cried.


  Jake took aim, fired.


  Tseeeew!


  A hole burned and sizzled in the car's engine compartment.


  Tom was getting up, staggering down the stairs, trying to catch us from behind. I swung low, caught him in one knee. Hard. He went down. He wasn't going to be walking anytime soon.


  The injured guy from the car was groaning, rolling onto his side, ready to shoot again. I was on him.


  Wham!


  People will drop a weapon really fast if you hit their arm with a baseball bat. I grabbed the ray gun.


  The driver of the car was out on the street, running, yelling into a cell phone.


  "Shoot him!" I yelled at Jake.


  "No, he's leaving."


  I raised my newfound ray gun and took aim at the fleeing man. Jake yanked my arm upward as I squeezed the trigger. I sliced a couple of branches off an elm tree.


  "We don't shoot people in the back," Jake snapped. "And we don't shoot people who are willing to leave us alone."


  I shoved his hand away. "Hey, who died and made you president? What are you, the boss?"


  "Yes," he said. Then his expression softened. "And by the way, thanks."


  "No problem, cousin," I said. "What about Tom? What about that guy there?"


  "They'll have reinforcements here soon," Jake said. "We have to get out of here. Cassie. We have to get her before they do. Tom knows I was talking to her."


  "Yeah," I agreed, feeling a sudden pang of worry for my best friend. I'd come to Jake's house right away, as soon as the alien was off the air. We live just two blocks apart, less if you know the backyard routes. Cassie lived farther away.


  Tom had dragged himself painfully to the steps. He was sitting there holding his knee, not sure which part of him hurt worse.


  "You can run, but you can't hide," he said, spitting blood through his teeth. "We'll take you. We'll take you all!"


  "Where's that baseball bat?" I wondered.


  "The soft invasion is over," Tom jeered. "The real war is about to begin. We'll have you all! You're our meat! You're our meatl"


  "Come on," Jake said softly. "Quick, before another carload of -"


  "Forget carload," Marco said.


  He was looking up toward the sky. I followed the direction of his gaze.


  It was not a plane. It was not a weather balloon, or swamp gas, or a trick of the light. It looked like a stylized metal cockroach, only where there might have been legs there were just two forward-aimed, serrated spears.


  It was, beyond any doubt, an alien ship. And it was slowing as it approached Jake's house.


  "Run!" Jake yelled.


  "Yes, run! Run! Run, ah-hah-hah-hah," Tom jeered giddily. "Run, humans, run!"


  TSEEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  Two huge beams of light chewed furrows in the lawn on either side of us.


  We ran. Across the lawn, the next lawn, the next lawn.


  TSEEEEEW TSEEEEEW


  A garage to our left blew apart, burning splinters.


  Marco tripped. I grabbed him and hauled him to his feet. We turned a corner. Jake yelled, "This way!"


  We scrambled over a fence, raced through a backyard. I jumped a Big Wheel. Another fence, taller. No problem. Amazing what you can do when you're being fired on by a spaceship hovering a few hundred feet up in the air.


  TSEEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  The pool in the next yard blew up in a geyser of steam. My face stung, eyes watered. We couldn't outrun this thing. There was no way: We were on foot, it flew.


  But I had underestimated Jake. He was heading for a little patch of woods over behind the community playground. The trees. He was looking for cover. Just one problem: that was three long blocks and we were already getting tired.


  People were coming out of their houses, staring slack-jawed up at the spaceship. The aliens weren't even bothering to hide. Tom had told the truth: This was war.


  "Rachel! Here. Stand. Aim!" Jake ordered.


  I stopped. We were back against a tin tool-shed. The ship would reappear just over our heads as it came around for another shot. We'd see it just as it saw us.


  Jake and I held our ray guns straight up. Marco panted, bent over with hands on knees.


  "Fire!"


  The steel bug slid into view. Our ray guns burned. The ship jerked. It didn't explode or anything, but it jerked visibly, like someone who's been slapped.


  The ship hauled away. We ran.


  Two blocks before the ship found us again.


  TSEEEEEW! TSEEEEEW!


  Three cars and a parked RV blew apart. The concussion knocked me down. I felt grass in my face. My ears were ringing like Quasimodo was in the belltower. My skin was singed. My mind wouldn't come together, little fragments of thoughts, little bits of me . . .


  I looked around. Jake was just getting up. He was slapping fire off his shirttail. Marco was on his back like he was enjoying a day at the beach.


  I climbed up, woozy, fading in and out, but more or less in one piece.


  "Marco! Let's go!" I yelled.


  I ran to him. Stopped. Looked down. Not comprehending. Not believing.


  Jake grabbed me from behind. "Run!"


  "But Marco!"


  "Run! Just run!" Jake sobbed. "Run!"


  Chapter 25 - Aximili


  



  Day Forty-One


  



  Videotapes of the Bug fighter were shown on TV. Endlessly. I watched in a portion of a large establishment called a Circuit City. Circuit City was devoted to archaic electronic devices: computers, videodiscs, music players.


  Humans in the establishment stared in disbelief. They shook their heads. They discussed among themselves. Some were of the opinion that these invaders were simply misunderstood. Benign, but provoked by some obscure human behavior.


  "They're advanced, right? I mean, look at that thing! If they're way beyond us and all, they must believe in peace."


  "Yeah? They have a heck of a way of showing it. Blowing up a man's garage? And how about that RV? You think insurance is going to cover that?"


  "Either way, I'm buying that Sony big screen. I don't want to miss any of this!"


  "Yes, sir. Can I interest you in our extended warranty program?"


  I had heard similar opinions from other humans. They assumed that technological superiority must necessarily be linked to moral superiority. A natural impulse perhaps for an ignorant and primitive species.


  Suddenly all the many TV's went blank. The two humans used small handheld devices to change frequencies. But they, too, were nonfunctional.


  The entire establishment had grown very quiet. None of the electronic equipment was functioning.


  "Power went out," one man said.


  "Uh-uh. The lights are still on. It's not the power."


  I used my human mouth to explain what should have been obvious. "Electromagnetic pulse," I said. "The Yeerks have simply fired a burst of powerful radiation that has rendered primitive electronic devices inoperative. Ray-dee-ay-shun. It is a complex word. You will discover that any device containing a simple human computer chip will have been overloaded. Chip is a very short word."


  The human looked at me in bewilderment. "No TV?"


  "No TV," I confirmed.


  "Why would they knock out the TV? Is it all the violent shows? Are they sending us a message?"


  "Yes, they are sending you a message," I said impatiently. "The message is: We are coming to enslave and destroy you."


  I left the establishment. My duty was not clear: I could attempt to assist human efforts to resist the Yeerks. But how? These people were so primitive their vulnerable circuits were unshielded. How could they resist the Yeerks?


  Or, I could try at all costs to contact the home world.


  The Yeerks would move quickly to increase the pace of infestation now. And my own actions might have caused them to rush.


  How many Yeerks would they have in Earth space? It could easily be a hundred thousand. Or twice that number. Their goal would be to secure the planet for additional shipments of Yeerks.


  Newly arriving Yeerks would be a mixed blessing for the enemy. The Yeerks suffered from a lack of sufficient host bodies. Andalite intelligence had always estimated that fewer than one in a hundred Yeerks had a host - mostly Hork-Bajir, Taxxon, and Gedd. Gedds were severely limited as were the Taxxons. The Hork-Bajir were excellent host bodies, but Andalite actions had severely reduced the number of surviving Hork-Bajir hosts.


  But here, on this planet, were nearly six billion potential hosts. More than enough to supply every living Yeerk with a human host. Humans were physically unimpressive, but they did have excellent hands and very good senses - all the Yeerks needed.


  Six billion hosts. A planet stocked with sufficient raw materials for building ships. If the Yeerks took Earth and held it, they would be unstoppable.


  If only the Andalite fleet would arrive. It was a perfect opportunity! The Yeerks would rush transports full of Yeerks, as many as they could move. The ratio of unhosted Yeerks would rise in proportion to the number of hosted Yeerks. A fat target. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.


  If Zero-space had not changed configuration, the fleet could arrive within weeks. If. Zero-space was inherently unpredictable, altering and shifting randomly. A jump that might take a week one day could take a year the next.


  By now the high command realized that our task force was missing. But they might not know why. And they would certainly not guess that the Yeerks had located an almost perfect target species for massive infestation.


  The larger war could be won. Right here.


  Or lost. Right here.


  But the fact, the terrible fact was, that the Yeerks would be more vulnerable once they began shipping large numbers of Yeerks to this planet. And that would not happen until human resistance was subdued.


  That is an unhappy thought, I told myself. These are simple, primitive creatures. But I would not want to see them slaughtered to afford us a tactical advantage.


  What was I to do?


  Do both. Contact the fleet. Then help the humans, and forget the fact that helping humans now might cause the Yeerks to be more cautious.


  Yes. That would be my plan. The policy of a half-trained aristh. How would I ever explain myself to my superiors? I could picture incredulous, outraged faces of great war princes staring at me and saying, <Your policy, aristh? Your policy? And when, exactly, did galactic policy fall into your hands?>


  I had walked from the Circuit City, down a hill, closer to what humans called a "mall."


  I had a clear view of what happened next. Bug fighters began dropping from the clouds. They landed, forming a loose perimeter around the mall parking area. Hork-Bajir jumped out, armed with Dracon weapons.


  An interesting move. Yes, the Yeerks would be able to take several hundred humans at once. It made sense.


  Several human cars attempted to exit. They were blown apart.


  I had a perfect view as well of the black, dangerous shape that swooped confidently down from the blue sky and settled arrogantly atop the mall roof.


  A Blade ship. The Blade ship of Visser Three.


  Chapter 26 - Cassie


  



  Marco was gone. He'd never even been a friend of mine. But now he was gone.


  Jake couldn't return home. Tom was there, and Jake had to worry now that his own parents were in the camp of the alien enemy.


  Rachel, too, was trapped. Where could she go? She had beaten Tom with a baseball bat.


  I called my parents and told them I couldn't come home, either. Tom knew me as well.


  My parents demanded that I come home immediately. They told me that in all likelihood these aliens were friendly. This was all a wonderful opportunity for the human race.


  Maybe they were naive. Or maybe they had been taken, too.


  Jake, Rachel, and I had wandered here and there. We had no real plan. What could we do? What could we do, three kids against the momentous events that were unfolding around us?


  The TV showed commentators endlessly discussing what it all meant. Some people believed these Yeerks were the hope of humanity. Some believed the Andalite who had hijacked local stations to broadcast his warning. Some thought it was all a monstrous prank.


  President Clinton urged everyone to remain calm. He said that just in case, our military forces were being mobilized.


  There was a feeling of everything moving in slow motion. A feeling of a world hovering on the brink of something unprecedented. Waiting. Waiting.


  The three of us couldn't do much about any of that stuff. All we could do was keep moving and hope to keep living. We'd hidden in stores, in libraries, in the school, here and there. In plain sight during the day, undercover at night.


  "I'll grab us some munchies," Rachel said as Jake and I collapsed into the cheap plastic chairs at the mall food court.


  Jake looked unspeakably weary. There were dark bags under his eyes. The eyes themselves seemed to have caved in. He was scared. More, he was devastated. Marco was his lifelong friend. Tom was his brother.


  "I hope the animals are okay," I said.


  Jake didn't answer.


  "I mean, my folks will take care of them," I said. "They don't really need me."


  I saw Jake's eyes flicker. He was looking past me. I turned around. A group of people were rushing toward the mall exit door, their voices rising excitedly. They were rushing to see/Something.


  "What is it?" I asked.


  "Don't know." He stared. He couldn't see anything more than me, but he must have sensed. "Rachel!" he yelled.


  I spotted Rachel at the Taco Bell counter. She had caught the tone of Jake's cry. She snatched up the burritos she'd been paying for and came running.


  The crowd at the mall door came rushing back now, running away.


  Rachel met us as we started to run.


  "Rachel. You know this mall. Where can we hide?" Jake demanded.


  "Any of the stockrooms. Urn, no, too many people there." She looked around frantically. "Furniture department at the department store. Big armoires and stuff. We can get inside."


  Scared as I was, I had to admire the girl. She knew the mall.


  We started running. Past Express. Past some shoe store.


  People were screaming. Ahead, people running out of The Gap.


  Then, it stepped into view. It had to be seven feet tall. It had a tail with spikes like a dinosaur's and big, taloned feet to match. There were blades on its arms, legs, head.


  It was a monster of destruction. A creature from a nightmare.


  And I said, "Hork-Bajir."


  No one asked how I knew. The Andalite had used the word on TV. And this, I knew, was a Hork-Bajir. More of the monsters poured from The Gap.


  I should morph . . . what? What was I thinking about?


  Behind us, Hork-Bajir coming up the aisles of the mall. Not after us. They were rounding everyone up, forming people into little groups and holding them under guard.


  "What do we do?" I cried. "We can't fight those things!"


  "I'm going to try," Rachel said through gritted teeth. She drew a weapon from her waistband. One of the ray guns she and Jake had taken. She was grinning. She was vibrating with a dangerous energy.


  Back out into the mall. Hork-Bajir had cornered a lot of the shoppers. But other people were running around in panic. One had a gun. He fired at a nearby Hork-Bajir. The Hork-Bajir fired back. The man sizzled and disappeared.


  Rachel fired. The Hork-Bajir emulated his own victim.


  "Up the escalator," Rachel said.


  We ran for the escalator. It was still operating. We ran, taking the moving steps two at a time. Then, at the lower landing, a Hork-Bajir appeared.


  He leaped! Jake tried to fire, but the monster was on him. Jake and the Hork-Bajir slammed back into Rachel and me. We rolled, bunched and tangled, while the rising steps kept punching me in the back.


  Jake had lost his weapon! Rachel had not. But she couldn't get a clear shot. I dug in my heels, braced her, and yelled, "Do it!"


  She fired.


  Tseeeew!


  The Hork-Bajir sizzled. We were up and climbing the escalator to the next level. Two more Hork-Bajir!


  Tseeeew!


  Rachel fired. The Hork-Bajir fired. The escalator slammed us into one of the monsters as he was disintegrating. It was like grabbing an electrical power line. I was knocked flat. Rachel fell on top of me. I watched helplessly as her weapon clattered away.


  The escalator deposited us in a heap on the landing. Jake jumped up. The remaining Hork-Bajir loomed over him. Jake looked so small. So weak. There was nothing he could do.


  The monster was going to take us. Infest us. The Yeerk pool, that dark cavern, that hellish place. I saw it in my mind, but I had never seen it!


  "Why?" I asked the creature as he loomed over us.


  He did not answer. Instead, his head rolled off his shoulders, hit the escalator, and bounded heavily toward us. The forehead blades caught. It stopped, staring, expression unchanged.


  The body fell. But as it collapsed a thin arm and many-fingered hand snatched the ray gun from its lifeless hand.


  We reached the top. And there, holding the weapon, was the blue centaur. The Andalite.


  He ignored us and started away. But three more Hork-Bajir were on him now.


  He whipped his tail. The closest Hork-Bajir fell. But the other two were too close to avoid.


  Slash!


  The Andalite's flank was deeply cut. The hand holding the weapon hung limp.


  Jake lunged. Slid on the polished marble floor, slid beneath the staggering Andalite, tried to grab the weapon.


  But he was nearly stomped by flashing Andalite hooves and the huge Tyrannosaurus feet of the Hork-Bajir.


  That's when Rachel stepped swiftly behind one of the Hork-Bajir. She was carrying the head. The bladed Hork-Bajir head. She lifted it high and slammed it down, blades out. She buried the Hork-Bajir's head blades in his comrade.


  "Aaahhh!"


  Jake yanked the weapon from the Andalite, spun, and fired.


  Tseeeew!


  A Hork-Bajir dropped, sizzling, seeming to fry as it disappeared.


  <Thank you,> the Andalite said calmly.


  I bent over and threw up.


  <Give me the weapon, please,> the alien demanded.


  "I don't think so," Jake snapped.


  <l am attempting to save your species,> the Andalite said. <And I observe that you have lost two weapons already.>


  Fwapp!


  His tail snapped like a bullwhip. It hit Jake's hand and knocked the weapon away. The Andalite snatched it up with his good hand.


  <And now, a third. Again, thank you.>


  I said, "Ax! Ax . . . Axim. Ax . . ." The word was there, on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn't quite reach it.


  The creature's stalk eyes jerked toward me.


  <Do we know each other?>


  "Yes," I said. I wiped the puke from my mouth with the back of my sleeve. "Not here, not this way. I don't know how, but someway, somehow yes, we know each other."


  He scanned behind himself with one stalk eye, raised the weapon, and fired over his shoulder. A Hork-Bajir took a glancing blow that disintegrated his right arm and shoulder. The creature toppled over the rail and fell.


  "Andalite!" it screamed.


  The effect of that one word was electric. The Hork-Bajir below us who had not seen the battle on the second floor immediately forgot about their human captives.


  <Are you able to run on those two legs?> the Andalite asked skeptically.


  "Dude," Jake said, "we can fly on these two legs."


  <You must lead me to the roof of this structure. There is a very slight chance that we can succeed.>


  Chapter 27 - Rachel


  



  "Follow me," I said. I hauled toward the service corridor that would lead to the roof.


  All the bad guys were coming upstairs now. Up the stairs, up the escalators, even trying to jump the fifteen feet or so straight up. And failing.


  It was insane! No way we'd make it. We were done for. We were dead. Like Marco.


  And yet, I was blazing! I was jazzed like nothing I've ever known before. I had gone after a seven-foot-tall alien monster and taken him down! Me!


  Narrow stairs ahead, crammed with what Cassie had called Hork-Bajir.


  The Andalite aimed and fired. Smart boy. He fired into the mass on the stairs, not the couple who'd already made it to the top. That would slow the ones coming up and make the couple already up here feel cut off.


  We raced past them.


  "There! That hallway! Right by Sam Goody!"


  Tseeeew! Tseeeew!


  The glass front of the CD store blew into shards.


  Down the hallway, panting, running, sneakers squeaking on tile. Down, past the bathrooms, turn left.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  I felt the heat of it. Hah-hah! Missed me!


  Ten feet to the door. I slammed hard against it. Backed off, scrabbled at the doorknob. "It's locked!"


  Fwapp!


  The Andalite's tail snapped. A gash appeared in the sheet metal of the door. I reared back and kicked it. It popped open.


  Inside a metal stairway. Ten steps and a landing. Ten more and another landing. Ten more and we were at the door that led outside onto the roof.


  "Ax, or whatever your name is, shoot the stairs!" Jake yelled.


  The Andalite hesitated. I don't think he appreciated being told what to do. But Jake was right.


  The Andalite leaned slightly forward and fired at the stairs themselves.


  Tseeeeeeeeew!


  He held the trigger down till the metal twisted and bubbled and burned away. I had to pull back to avoid having my eyebrows scorched off.


  When I looked again two flights of stairs were gone.


  The Andalite said, <When we exit, we will need to move swiftly and decisively. There is a ship. We are going to take it.>


  "Say what?" I blurted.


  <Follow me.>


  We opened the door and stepped out onto the acres of gravel roof.


  And there, fifty yards away, approximately on top of Williams-Sonoma and Eddie Bauer, crouched a black ship that was all sharp edges and mean attitude.


  We started running, with the Andalite out front.


  There was a ramp leading up into the ship. Fifty yards. And not a Hork-Bajir in sight. Not a guard. Of course not, why bother? What kind of an idiot was going to try and run toward that ship?


  Our kind of idiot.


  The Andalite kicked up the gravel. We raced along behind him. Something was coming down the ramp.


  Tseeeew!


  Now nothing was coming down the ramp.


  Under the shadow of the ship! We hit the ramp. Hork-Bajir above us.


  Tseeeew!


  More! Aiming at us.


  "Yaaahh!" I screamed and lunged.


  I felt the wind off the Hork-Bajir arm as it blew past me. I never felt the wrist blade.


  I hit the corrugated steel floor. Rolled onto my side. Saw bright lights and moving shapes. The movements grew slower . . . slower . . .


  Stop.


  Chapter 28 - Jake


  



  "Rachel!" I cried.


  Cassie was screaming. Screaming like she'd never stop.


  I grabbed Cassie. Pulled her to me. Dragged her with me. Couldn't look back. Couldn't see what had happened to my beautiful cousin.


  Tseeeew!


  The Andalite fired again and again. I saw a ray gun on the floor, clasped in a dead hand. I pried it free.


  I was holding Cassie by the hand. Pulling her along with me.


  Tseeeew!


  I felt the charge jolt my fingers. I let go of a hand that was no longer there.


  Cassie sizzled and disappeared. Simply evaporated.


  I stared at the blank space where she had been. I stared at my hand. I was moaning. A weird sound. Moaning. Like a hurt animal. No sound that any human would make.


  <Come!> the Andalite snapped.


  I realized everything was quiet now. The Hork-Bajir bodies were everywhere. The air reeked of charred flesh.


  I followed the Andalite, stumbling blindly. Down dim corridors. Past locked steel hatches.


  A hatch opened, a Hork-Bajir head appeared. It stared in shock. "Andalite!"


  Fwapp!


  The Andalite struck. I realized now that it had been hurt again. It was staggering. Bleeding. But determined.


  <The bridge. Have to reach the bridge.>


  We emerged from the hallway into a wider, more open space. There were display monitors that seemed to hang, formless, in midair. Three monstrously huge centipedes manned controls.


  And standing in the middle of it all was another Andalite. Older-looking. Different.


  The Andalite called Ax stopped suddenly. He was weaving like a drunk.


  <Visser Three,> he said.


  <Yes. And you must be the Andalite who escaped from the wreck of the Dome ship. How enterprising of you.>


  "He's one of your people," I muttered.


  <No,> the Andalite said. He sounded weary. <Looks can be deceiving.>


  The Andalite raised his weapon.


  Fwapp!


  The creature called Visser Three struck with his tail. The Andalite stared stupidly down with his main eyes at the stump of his arm.


  The Andalite was between me and Visser Three.


  I raised my own weapon . . .


  Visser Three lunged


  . . . fired.


  Tseeew!


  Missed!


  Fwapp!


  I hit the ground.


  Then Cassie fired.


  Tseeeew!


  Cassie?


  Visser Three's upper body sizzled and disappeared. The deerlike lower half fell over, lifeless.


  "No, no, no!" It was a voice that dripped sarcasm and contempt. But it was annoyed, too. "She's dead! The girl was dead! This is really too much!"


  Cassie came rushing over to me. She knelt down and helped me to my feet.


  The Andalite stared weirdly at me. And more so at Cassie.


  "It's breaking up," Cassie said.


  "What is?"


  She shook her head. "I don't know. I . . . I don't know what to call it. But it's falling apart."


  The Andalite calmly shot the three big centipedes. Then he stepped to the controls and seconds later the bridge was sealed off.


  <They can break through, eventually. But Yeerks are rigidly structured. All commands must come from the bridge. They will not have an auxiliary controls


  I hugged Cassie close, disbelieving. I'd seen her die. Hadn't I?


  "What are we doing?" I asked the Andalite.


  <l am currently broadcasting a request for help to any and all Andalite fleet elements.>


  "Your guys can save us?"


  <No,> he said. <But they may be able to save your people. What we can do is make the arrival of the Andalite fleet less dangerous for them and more beneficial for your kind.>


  "How are we going to do that?"


  The Andalite didn't answer. Instead he ordered a transparent panel to appear. I was looking out at Earth. I could see the North American continent clearly.


  We had lifted off and flown into orbit without my noticing a thing.


  And then there was a gorilla. It was just there. Squatting in the corner.


  "Oh, this is wrong!" the angry, grating voice from nowhere cried again. "This isn't it at all!"


  "What's that voice?" I asked. "And what's a gorilla doing here?"


  <Gorilla? I'm a gorilla? Ahh! I'm a gorilla.>


  Marco? It was his voice. Coming directly from the gorilla.


  "It's coming apart quickly now," Cassie said, still staring weirdly around, like nothing she was seeing was real.


  "Ax! What is all this? You're the alien, man, what is going on?"


  The Andalite winced a little at the question. Then, obviously reluctant to admit ignorance, he said, <l do not know.> He looked at Cassie with both stalk eyes. <Perhaps she does.>


  "It's all a part of it," Cassie said in a sort of whisper. "It's coming apart."


  <There it is. The Yeerk pool ship,> the Andalite announced.


  "What now?" I demanded.


  <Now, I will aim every weapon this ship possesses - and it possesses a great many very powerful weapons - and I will annihilate the Pool ship and every Yeerk on it.>


  <In five seconds . . .>


  <Four . . .>


  <Three . . .>


  Chapter 29 - Jake


  



  <Two . . .>


  "Oh, all right all right!" the disembodied voice cried. "Stop it, stop it"


  A thing, an alien, I suppose, something, anyway, that looked an awful lot like a small dinosaur with the skin of a prune, appeared.


  The Andalite stepped back from the controls, ready to shoot this latest enemy.


  He fired. The energy beam traveled half the distance to the alien, then froze. Simply stopped.


  "It was the girl, wasn't it?" the prune thing said, rolling its green-rimmed eyes upward. "She corrupted the time flow."


  New a second figure appeared. He could have been a little old man. If you ignored the fact that he was kind of bluish. And glowing. I had the sense that he was no such thing, but that was his appearance.


  This creature, this old man, laughed. "It's not so easy, is it, Drode?"


  'You cheated me, Ellimist," the Drode snapped. "We had a deal, a trade-off. You were allowed to meddle with the time line in the Falla Kadrat situation, and we, my master Crayak and I, were to be allowed to tempt this young jackal here." He stabbed a finger at me.


  "I kept my bargain," the Ellimist said. "I have done nothing to bring about this result. The girl is an anomaly. She is sub-temporally grounded. You were careless."


  "She's a freak of nature!" the Diode screamed.


  The Ellimist nodded. 'Yes. She is."


  Marco said, "What is going on here?" He was no longer a gorilla. "I'm pretty sure I was dead, then I'm a gorilla."


  "Oh, I see it now, I see it now," the Drode said, ignoring Marco, ignoring all of us. "Subtle as always, Ellimist. Your meddling came before, didn't it? How could we not have seen it? Elfangor's brother? His time-shifted son? This anomalous girl here? And the son of Visser One's host body? A group of six supposedly random humans that contains those four! You stacked the deck!"


  "Did I?" The Ellimist laughed. "That would have been very clever of me."


  The Drode spat in disgust. "You knew the girl was an anomaly. You knew she was sub-temporally grounded. And you knew that whatever time line I built, her presence would eventually destabilize it. She knew from the start that the time line had shifted. She felt it. I might as well have terminated this exercise then. I saw the sudden, inexplicable transportation of the mother, I thought, well, it's a glitch! The hands morphing to tiger. All the little breakdowns of logic and sequence. I still thought it might hold together."


  Cassie said, "Is anyone going to tell us what is going on here?"


  The Ellimist winked at her. And suddenly, alive, in the room with us, were Rachel and that kid Tobias.


  "Does this feel more right, Cassie?" the Ellimist asked.


  She nodded. "This is everyone. Only Tobias should be . . ."


  As I watched in amazement, Tobias seemed to melt, to shift, to dwindle. In seconds there was a hawk where he had been.


  "Most creatures live entirely within their time line," the Ellimist said. "Like a person trapped in a single room. They see only what is within those four walls. Others . . . like yourself, Cassie, can see beyond those walls. Can see other rooms, as though the walls were translucent. You felt the change. You sensed that things were not right. You could see, only dimly, but still you could see beyond. You could see what should be, where you belonged, and without consciously knowing it you were working to repair what had been torn apart. To reconstitute time as it should have been. You were a virus in the software. You degraded the subtle workings of the Drode's artificial time shunt."


  "I have absolutely no idea what you're talking about," Cassie said.


  You were in this time line, but of another. That is an anomaly. An impossibility. One of the two time lines was doomed to fail. You grounded the true time line. And thus, this time line began to fall to pieces."


  "Who are you two?" I demanded of the Ellimist and the Drode.


  "He's an old cheat," the Drode snapped. "There are rules, Ellimist!"


  "Yes. And I obeyed them. I allowed you to create this alternate time line. And in this time line these humans and this Andalite came very close to annihilating the Yeerk presence. You suspended the exercise. Not me. You can continue this time line, or allow these young ones to return to their own times."


  The Drode's face was twisted with hatred. "Crayak will have him yet."


  He was talking about me. I knew it suddenly. I knew who I was. I knew it all. I was myself once more. Leader of the Animorphs.


  With that knowledge came a sledgehammer of guilt.


  It was all my fault! I had weakened. I'd said yes to the Drode. I'd given in. Marco, Rachel, Cassie, Tobias, all dead - at least in this reality - because I had weakened and taken the Drode's offer.


  "Perhaps, Drode. Perhaps Crayak will have him," the Ellimist said. "But, then again, perhaps he will have Crayak."


  The Drode disappeared. The six of us, the Animorphs, stood there on the wrecked bridge of the Blade ship with the nearly all-powerful creature called the Ellimist.


  "At least we'd have won in this time line," I said.


  He shook his head. "Yes. But you all would have died. And millions of humans, too, before the victory."


  "I gave in," I whispered. "I gave in."


  Tou have been strong for a long time," he said.


  "He shouldn't have to be," Rachel erupted angrily. "None of us should have to. This is enough. This has gone on too long!"


  Tobias said, <l wouldn't. I wouldn't have done it, would I? I couldn't have ever gone to The Sharing. That was wrong. No way.>


  "Of course you wouldn't," Rachel growled.


  I said, "Ellimist, is there anything better in our real time line? Will it happen any better, there? Will it, at least, ever end?"


  The Ellimist looked at me. Just at me. Sadly, I thought. Pitying.


  "It will end," he said. "It will end."


  I wanted to ask him more. But I knew that was all I'd get.


  "So, what happens now?" Cassie asked.


  The Ellimist took her hand and held it affectionately. "What will happen now? Only you will ever recall so much as a dim memory of this time line."


  Cassie nodded, as though she'd half expected him to say that. "But I'll say nothing about it. Tobias can't know that he might have become a voluntary Controller. And Jake can't know that he ever weakened enough to take the Drode's deal."


  "You are wise," the Ellimist said.


  "Yeah, and I sure don't want to know that I ever dated Marco," Rachel added.


  "How do we get back?" I asked. "How do we-"
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  Day Zero


  



  "Help me. I'm cold."


  Another battle. Another horror.


  Couldn't anything make it end? Was there no way out? Was I trapped, fighting, fighting till one by one my friends died or went nuts?


  I lay on my bed. Stared up at the ceiling.


  "Help me. Please. I'm cold."


  Into the cave, Cassie.


  All for what? For nothing. To delay the Yeerks, but never to win. And someday, to lose.


  Was there no way out?


  "There's always a way out, Jake the Mighty," a voice said. "My lord Crayak holds out his omnipotent hand to you, Jake the Yeerk Killer. Jake the Ellimist's tool."


  I sat up. I knew the voice.


  The Drode stood by my desk. It wasn't large. It perched forward like one of those small dinosaurs. It had mean, smart eyes in a humanoid head. It was wrinkled, dark green or purple maybe. So dark it was almost black. The mocking mouth was lined with green.


  The Drode was Crayak's creature, his emissary, his tool. Crayak was . . . Crayak was evil. A power so vast, so complete that only the Ellimist could keep him in check. A balance of terror: evil and good checking each other, limiting each other, making deals that affected the survival of entire solar systems.


  "Go away," I said to the Drode.


  "But you called me."


  "Go back to Crayak. Leave me alone."


  The Drode smiled. He got up and moved closer. Closer till his face was only inches from my own.


  'There is a way out," the Drode whispered. "Say the word and it never was, Jake. Say the word, Jake, and you never walked through the construction site. Say the word and you know nothing. No weight on your shoulders. Say the word."


  "Go away," I said through gritted teeth.


  "How long till your cousin Rachel loses her grip? You know the darkness is growing inside her. How long till Tobias dies, a bird, a bird! How can he ever be happy? How long till Marco is forced to destroy his own Controller mother? Will he survive that, do you think? How long, Jake, till you kill Tom? Then what dreams will come, Jake the Yeerk Killer?"


  "Get out of here. Crawl back under your rock."


  "It will happen, Jake. You know that. The cave. The day will come. You know what the cave is, Jake. You know what it means, that dark cave. You know that death is within. When she dies, when Cassie dies, it will be at your word, Jake."


  I covered my face with my hands.


  "My master Crayak offers you an escape. In his compassion Great Crayak has struck a deal with that meddling nitwit Ellimist. Crayak would free you, Jake. Crayak would free you all. All will be as it would have been if you had simply taken a different path home."


  I saw that moment again. At the mall. Deciding whether to take the safe, well-lit, sensible way home. Or the route that would take us through the construction site, and to a meeting that would change everything.


  Undo it. Undo it all. No more war. No more pain and fear and guilt?


  "Just one word, Jake," the Drode whispered. "No . . . no, two, I think, one must not sacrifice good manners. Two words and it never was. Two words and you know nothing, have no power, no responsibility."


  "What words?"


  "One is Crayak. The other is please."


  I wanted to say no.


  I wanted to say no . . .


  I wanted . . .


  I opened my mouth to speak.


  "Oh, forget it. Never mind," the Drode said angrily.


  
    
      
    
  


  The Familiar


  



  Animorphs #41


  K.A. Applegate


  



  Table of Contents


  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Chapter 4


  Chapter 5


  Chapter 6


  Chapter 7


  Chapter 8


  Chapter 9


  Chapter 10


  Chapter 11


  Chapter 12


  Chapter 13


  Chapter 14


  Chapter 15


  Chapter 16


  Chapter 17


  Chapter 18


  Chapter 19


  Chapter 20


  Chapter 21


  Chapter 22


  Chapter 23


  Chapter 24


  Chapter 25


  Chapter 26


  Chapter 27


  Chapter 28


  Chapter 1


  



  Whummph!


  BAAAM!


  I slammed the Hork-Bajir into the concrete. Pinned him against the subbasement wall with two massive tiger paws.


  His red eyes burned with hatred. His face was a twisted horror as he pushed back, desperate to free his tail blade from behind his body.


  I strained to reach the scarred, saddle-leather flesh of his neck. To rip out the throat.


  By the way, I'm Jake.


  Can't tell you much more than that. Like my last name or where I live. I can't even tell you where I go to school. Here's what I can tell you: Earth is being invaded by parasitic slugs called Yeerks. Still with me? Pretty hard to believe, huh? See, humans seem to be their latest preference in host bodies. They take thousands a day. Make them into slaves. They just squeeze into your ear canal. Wrap themselves around your brain. Tap into your memories and dreams. And then they take over. You can't even decide when to blink. No control at all. It's like your skull becomes a prison. And you're trapped in your own head. No way out.


  My friends Marco, Rachel, Cassie, Tobias, an alien kid we call Ax, and I are the only active resistance. So now you're asking yourself, "How are six kids preventing the total takeover of Earth?" Well, we were given the power to turn into any animal we touch. To actually acquire the animal's DNA. To morph. The Andalite technology was a gift to us from Ax's older brother, Elfangor. After he crash-landed, and before he was murdered.


  So anyway, we're the only ones fighting back. We managed to slow the Yeerks down a little. But it was getting harder to keep up the fight. Harder to keep it together.


  "Hhhhhrrroooowwwwrrrr!" I roared.


  He faltered and I lunged forward. Missed! His tail broke free and he slashed!


  And carved a hole in my underbelly!


  I watched, stunned and helpless. Those were my guts, spilling from my body! I froze up for one instant too long. He pushed me down onto pipes that . . .


  Tsssssssssss!


  <AHHHHHH!>


  My fur was smoking, my flesh scalded!


  Adrenaline cracked through my chest like a whip. I was up again, face-to-face with a Yeerk-infested Hork-Bajir.


  I had one more chance with this guy. This was it. And suddenly the vividness of the scene seemed to recede.


  Don't get me wrong. My guts were still spilling out of my belly. Exhaustion still pressed on my shoulders like a granite slab. But I was in a new zone. It was him or me.


  Claws bared, teeth flashing, I leaped.


  WHAM!


  Heaved him into the wall.


  WHAM!


  Plowed him into the concrete. His skull hit hard.


  WHAM!


  His tail dropped. His eyes went lazy, then rolled up into his head. He groaned weakly and slid down the wall.


  We were three floors underground, in the dark, dank subbasement of a downtown high-rise. Pipes and ducts ran close overhead. You could hear cries and growls from floor to ceiling and wall to wall. I wheeled around. And only then did I see how insanely bad things were.


  We were completely outnumbered.


  Cassie was one against two. Marco one on four.


  I had to help them!


  But I'd drawn a living barrier. Five battle-hardened Hork-Bajir, holding their blades like cocky gunslingers, were closing in on me like the walls of a collapsing room.


  Just beyond the Hork-Bajir was what looked like - what I hoped was an exit. A steel accordion door thirty feet away, opposite the stairs.


  <Everybody out, now! Get to the door!> I yelled, but the other screams and cries and crashes drowned out my words.


  <More on the stairs! And Taxxons. I can smell them!> My best friend, Marco. Every quaking syllable told me he was at the end of his strength.


  I caught a glimpse of Rachel, hobbling toward the sound of shock troops pouring down the stairs. <Come on!> Her voice cracked. Blood gushed from gashes around her eyes, blinding her. <Where are they?!> She slashed her grizzly bear paws wildly.


  <Rachel, no!>


  Three Hork-Bajir struck. Ran her across the room like a football-tackling dummy.


  "TSEEER!"


  Tobias swooped and plunged, talons first. One Hork-Bajir fell off, clutching his eyes. Cassie clamped on to another's heel and yanked her steel-trap jaws from side to side.


  Rachel was still helpless.


  I backed up nervously. I was surrounded, closed off from the others by the approaching Hork-Bajir barricade. My butt hit the concrete wall.


  I reared up and roared. Seven hundred pounds of ripping claws and slicing teeth. Fluid strength. Mercurial speed. The male Siberian tiger. The biggest cat in the world.


  But my roar echoed back unmasked. I heard false confidence. I detected despair.


  "Ghafrash nyut!" said a voice like gravel. "Die!"


  The nearest Hork-Bajir lunged, blades flashing.


  Mouth open, I leaped. My fangs sank in deep, past the armor of skin. Into the meat.


  He jerked back and fell under my weight. I rolled off and slammed to the floor. My right ear! Still stuck to his wrist blade! Sliced off!


  Two more were on me. I'd forgotten any thought of victory. Now it was simply a mindless struggle. A blade embedded in my left hind leg . . . Focus, Jake. Survive.


  FWAAP!


  A tail blade cleaved the air above me. Blue fur.


  It was Ax.


  Fwaap, fwaap, fwaap!


  Two assailants slumped and crumpled to the floor. A third screamed and cradled his knees.


  <Prince Jake, if we do not leave now, we never will.>


  Movement.


  <Ax!> I cried. <Hit the floor!>


  Ax ducked. The bladed body of a Hork-Bajir whistled through the air.


  Then there was a fierce metallic crash and hiss.


  Pssssssssshhhhhtttttt!


  A cracked steam pipe! An explosion of steam! Pressurized fog billowed across the floor. It enveloped the room, everyone and everything. Confusion took over.


  Now or never.


  <Now!> I ordered. <Bail!> It was impossible to see more than an inch ahead. The scalding cloud burned my skin and eyes and throat. Choking on steam, bodychecking Hork-Bajir, I ran for the parking garage door and slammed my bloody mass on the weight-sensitive panel. The door began to creak open, inching up at first, then rising rapidly. Six inches, twelve inches, eighteen.


  Cassie squeezed out through the opening. Then Ax. Tobias.


  <I'll kill them!> It was Rachel's voice. Raving like someone possessed. <Get your hands off me, Marco! I'll kill them! I'll kill them!>


  <Shut the door, Jake!> Marco roared. <There are more on the stairs!>


  <Marco, Rachel, get out of here now!>


  <We can't. Rachel's . . . can't leave her. You cut the Yeerks off or it'll be too late!> He was breathless, but insistent. <We'll find some other way out.>


  A Hork-Bajir emerged from the steam cloud, saw me, and broke into a run. Time was definitely not on my side today.


  Lose everyone, or lose two?


  I dropped and rolled under the door, sprang up and broke the glass box that housed the emergency close switch. Engaged the switch.


  What alternative did I have? What choice?


  The door ground to a halt, hesitated, then changed directions, descending like a slow but certain guillotine. Cassie's wolf eyes fixed on me.


  <What are you doing? You can't trap them in there. You can't leave them!>


  Chapter 2


  



  The lone Hork-Bajir dove and skidded under the door. I grabbed him, mouth and claws. We tumbled. It was like being stuffed in the clothes dryer with ten razor-sharp kitchen knives.


  I used my weight, my fangs, the last of my strength. When his muscles finally slackened, I stumbled away. The accordion door was almost closed.


  I looked through the crack and there, like a mirage, was Marco's gorilla form emerging from the steam cloud. He was dragging a roaring, slashing Rachel. And not more than six feet behind them, a dozen Hork-Bajir.


  Ax grabbed a length of pipe and wedged it between the floor and door. The gears shrieked to a crawl.


  Then the pipe began to bend.


  Cassie screamed.


  The crunching metal door was just inches from the floor when thick, black fingers wrapped around the bottom. And with inconceivable strength, Marco heaved it up. Forced Rachel through. She was a bloody mess.


  Marco stooped, crawled under the door, and released the pipe. Four Hork-Bajir dove for the opening. Slid, clattered, reached the door just as . . .


  BOOM!


  It crashed shut. No Hork-Bajir made it through. In one piece, anyway.


  <Demorph!> I yelled.


  We raced up the empty, spiral parking ramp.


  I demorphed as I ran. Orange-, white-, black-, and red-striped fur thinned to a fuzz, then disappeared. My tail shrank into my coccyx. The guts that hung from my belly were drawn back in.


  Bones shifted, rearranged, and threw me onto my hind legs. I tripped and stumbled against the wall. My front legs were absorbed and then reissued as human arms. Back legs extended, paws minimized, claws grew into toes and fingers.


  "Let's get out of here!"


  We plateaued onto level pavement, our transformations complete. We sprinted, breathless, down a row of parked cars. Shot past a dumbfounded attendant who saw a hawk and five kids in spandex tear into a downtown street.


  A busy downtown street.


  "Look out!"


  Honk! Honk!


  Drivers slammed on their horns. Cars screeched to a halt.


  I jumped back between parked cars on the side of the street. Rachel and Marco ran for the sidewalk.


  "Cassie!"


  She was in the middle of the street, frozen.


  I ran back into the lanes. A driver opened his car door. "Punks!" He shook his fist. "Bunch of no good . . ."


  I grabbed Cassie's arm. Yanked her out of traffic. Dodged into the alley where Marco and Rachel had turned in, following Ax.


  "Cassie!" I shook her roughly. She came to.


  "Four of them," she said anxiously. "I may have killed four back there, maybe five." She searched my eyes, her usual calm shattered. "Jake!" she whispered. "How do I deal with this?"


  I gently pushed her down along the alley, shushing her, and looking back over my shoulder. The Yeerks could still be on the trail.


  "Every day we're more like them," she persisted. "Aren't we?" Tears welled over her lower lids. "Jake?"


  I didn't have the energy for this. The doubt, the introspection, the analysis. I just didn't have the energy.


  "No," I said flatly.


  Why was she doing this? Why now? Yeah, we'd just had one of the closest calls I could remember. We'd had to scrap the mission and now the new Yeerk-pool entrance would open on schedule. But the brutality was nothing we hadn't done a hundred times before.


  She began to cry almost noiselessly. I knew she needed to talk things over. She needed to work through the confusion we all feel after a battle and she wanted me to help.


  But I walked away.


  Marco and Rachel were up ahead, farther down the alley.


  'You're wrong!" Rachel cried, still pumped. "I could have brought them all down." Her fist slammed the Dumpster. Marco kicked it even more violently.


  "You had blood in your eyes! You couldn't even see the reinforcements swarming down the stairs. You acted like an idiot. A selfish, crazy, whacked-out . . ."


  "Relax," I said, stepping between them like the leader I was supposed to be. Marco didn't listen.


  "You're about to blow, Rachel." His face was bright red, hot from exertion and frustration. "Haven't you learned anything? You put everyone at risk by hanging back when Jake said to bail. We can't always cater to your personal need to bash heads."


  "But as long as we follow Marco's righteous program, everything's fine?" She picked up an empty can and heaved it across the alley. "Mighty Marco can just . . ."


  "Forget about saving your life next time?"


  "I said relax" I shouted.


  There was a sudden rustling on the far side of the Dumpster. We tensed instantly.


  Around the corner peeked a boy, an oddly good-looking kid.


  Rachel gave a snort.


  It was Ax, in human morph.


  "I have not heard from Tobias," Ax said to me.


  "Try again. Ask him if we're clear."


  I looked up at the strip of late-evening sky visible from the alley. A raptor's form floated over then disappeared behind a glassy high-rise.


  "Oh, that's really great! What a guy. So he's off the clock now?" Marco walked around behind the Dumpster and began to morph. "I'm going home."


  I kept watching the sky. Rachel, already morphed to bald eagle, powered her body up past the bricks. I knew she was going after Tobias. Ever since a Yeerk sub-visser held and tortured him, Tobias hadn't been the same. Even more time spent alone now than before. Withdrawn, despondent.


  Not good.


  "Prince Jake," Ax said. "Should we meet in the barn tonight and attempt the mission again tomorrow?"


  I sighed. Cassie's sobs were intermittent now. She rose from the pavement, from the shadow of a pile of cardboard boxes, and walked slowly toward the street.


  "I don't know, Ax," I said, watching Cassie. "Will you do me a favor, though? Will you make sure she gets home okay?"


  Chapter 3


  



  I headed home alone.


  I demorphed in a tree in my front yard. I knew it was risky, being so close to the house and all, but I was drunk with exhaustion. When I dropped to the grass, my legs went limp under me.


  The gravel stabbed my bare feet as I staggered up the path. The porch light was on. The other lights out.


  I paused with my hand on the doorknob and glanced down at my body. Spandex bike shorts and tight T-shirt. I looked like I should be giving a testimonial on a Tae Bo infomercial. I had regular clothes stashed in the garage. I needed to put them on.


  The garage. It seemed so far away. I was so tired, my muscles ached . . .


  I pushed open the door. Forget about my normal clothes. My parents, if they were home, would probably just think this morphing outfit was some new fashion. You know - something Rachel thought up. Well, she says this is cutting edge or something.


  My brother Tom, my brother with a Yeerk in his head, would never buy that one.


  But Tom wasn't home. Friday night meant he was at The Sharing. The front organization for Controllers.


  I opened the fridge, grabbed a leftover slice of pizza, and started to stuff my face. I left the kitchen to climb the stairs to bed. One, two, three . . . I could feel it already, my head hitting the pillow, sleep descending. Dreams would come. No nightmares. Just dreams of . . .


  "Jake?"


  My head snapped up. A piece of pizza crust lodged in my throat.


  The voice was loud and mocking. "Bare feet? You been riding your bike barefoot? At night?"


  It was Tom. He stood at the top of the stairs. Tall and confident. Blocking my path. Guess it was a quick night at The Sharing.


  I coughed, hacking up the pizza crust.


  "Hey," I said, forcing a half-smile. "I, uh . . . I was over at Marco's. Watching the game. It went into overtime and, well, Detroit scored and Marco jumped up and smacked a Pepsi all over my jeans and sneakers. I left them there to get washed."


  "Yeah?" Tom said, frown fading. "Well, you look pretty stupid. But that's really not unusual, is it?" He was smirking now.


  "Whatever," I ran up the rest of the stairs and jabbed him in the stomach, the way a little brother would.


  He fell to the floor, feigning injury, but hooked my foot and tripped me as I walked into my room.


  We laughed.


  "I'm gonna crash," I said, recovering my balance. "I'm beat."


  "Yeah. Fine." He headed for his room. Did he buy it? Did he believe the lies I'd grown so used to telling? The fake-nice routine I put on for a brother who's not a brother at all anymore, but the enemy?


  I dropped into bed. Pulled the blanket up to my neck. Began to shut my . . .


  A noise in the doorway.


  I shot up. Flicked on the lamp.


  "Hey, Midget?" Tom poked his head around my door frame. "Was that blood on your leg?"


  My breathing stopped.


  Sometimes, when you demorph, the blood of battle stays behind.


  "Uh." My voice faltered. My brain slowed. "You know about my bike. It stinks. The stupid chain catches my skin. I should get Dad to buy me a new one." I dropped back onto my pillow. Switched off the light.


  Waited.


  Tom let it go.


  But when I glanced once more at my bedroom doorway, Tom's shadow was still there. Did he have something more to say?


  I was too tired to ask. Sleep was dragging down my eyelids.


  Whatever it was could wait till morning.


  Eyes closed, I saw Cassie. Watched her solitary figure walking down the alley. Away from me. Toward a busy street where cars flashed past.


  I saw Tom's leery eyes. Always watching. Policing. Scheming. Eyes controlled by the very small, but very real parasitic slug in his brain. The Yeerk. The race of alien invaders, pressing ever forward in stealthy conquest of humanity.


  And suddenly, I stood before a giant wall, rising leagues above my head and running for miles in both directions. I had my hand crammed against a small hole, from which water slowly seeped and bubbled. On the other side I heard the raging sea. Pummeling. Pounding. Weakening, with each lashing, every fiber of the wall.


  And I wondered: Just how long would it hold?


  Chapter 4


  



  DE-DEET! DE-DEET!


  The alarm was like a jackhammer to the head. I groaned.


  DE-DEET!


  Enough, already! I felt for the clock radio. The snooze button. Just five more minutes.


  My hand patted the air. No bedside table? I lifted my lids. Where was my . . .


  My heart stopped.


  I was staring into a triangular screen. A flat computer panel mounted flush in a peeling, white plaster wall across from the bed. Eerie copper letters pulsed at the top of the glowing gray screen. 5:58:16 A.M. Below the time flashed the words "TO DO" and a single entry: "Report to work."


  This was not my bedroom. Not even close.


  DE-DEET! DE-DEET!


  My body stiffened to defense mode and I bolted out of bed.


  The alarm stopped.


  My mind, forced into consciousness by the shock, hurled me orders. Get out! it warned. Get out, get out, get out!


  I raced to a tall black panel in the wall. A door. Had to be.


  Get out!


  I tried, but there was no handle. No release lever. Nothing.


  I struck it.


  "You are not prepared to leave for work!" said a shrill computer voice.


  I pounded even harder. Hammered the panel with a clenched fist. A fist that . . .


  I stopped suddenly as I studied my fist. It was big.


  I mean it was rough and callused and had veins that pumped across the hairy, muscular forearm like I belonged to Gold's Gym and actually used my membership.


  It was the hand and arm of a grown man.


  My heart started up again, pumping now at record speed.


  I probed the polished steel door frame for my reflection, for the face I knew.


  And yes, there! I saw my eyes, dark as midnight. My strong, broad face. My . . .


  I swallowed hard.


  My short-cropped hair? My six-foot frame?


  My day-old beard?!


  I brought a hand to my face. My fingers scraped across my chin. Stubble like sixty-grit sandpaper. I needed a shave.


  My breath got choppy. My head felt about ready to explode.


  The Jake staring back at me was an adult! Not crazy old. But out of college a few years. At least ten years older than the kid I'd been the night before.


  What was going on? Where were the others? How did I get to this place?


  My heart was beating entirely too hard.


  I was gonna have a heart attack if I didn't calm down. I stumbled back to bed and sat down on the narrow strip no wider than a torso. A pad on a metal plate.


  "Okay," I said out loud. "Okay." Use your brain. Cover the possible explanations.


  An Ellimist trick? Yeah, it had to be. But why hadn't he spoken?


  A Yeerk experiment, maybe? Could I have been captured?


  It's hard to think straight when you wake up like Tom Hanks in that movie Big. At least he woke up in his own room, in his own clothes. Sort of. I was wearing this weird, faded orange jumpsuit, the color of a sun-bleached Orioles cap.


  I fingered the suit, and then it hit me.


  Of course!


  I knew what was going on here. It had finally happened.


  I knew it was only a matter of time, what with the pressures of leadership, the violent battle, the endless fights against a strengthening enemy.


  I'd finally been driven to a complete psychotic breakdown.


  I'd gone crazy.


  And this was my padded cell.


  Chapter 5


  



  It really was a cell. Maybe twelve by twelve. But it didn't look very institutional. What it looked like was the remodeling job from hell. A bizarre fusion of decaying early-century architecture and modern metallic installations.


  Two walls of bubbling plaster rose twelve feet to a carved crown molding. An old porcelain sink basin stuck out in one corner. Hardwood flooring ran underfoot and spilled over into filthy yellow linoleum about halfway across.


  Applied over all this old stuff was a second phase of construction. Brightly colored metallic retrofits sprouted from two gray, synthetic walls. I stood up and walked toward a purple, kidney-shaped pedestal. The top slid off to reveal a golden cone. It was decorated - I guess - with a border of luminescent tubing.


  Flit, flit, flit. Sheets of soft paper shot at me from a slit in the wall and floated to the floor.


  Flit, flit, flit. More paper.


  Whoooosh!


  A violent suction nearly pulled my pant leg down the cone. The luminous tubing dimmed. The kidney lid slid shut.


  "Evacuation complete!" said the jarring computer voice. I almost smiled. Whoever or whatever held me prisoner here was powerful, but they had a toilet that was out of order.


  I moved to a tray colored brilliant fuchsia. It sat beside an electric blue cylinder. Ghastly stalks retracted the tubes into the wall as I walked closer.


  Whoop. Bam.


  I stared.


  Whoop. Bam.


  They reappeared, steaming with crisp bacon and scrambled eggs. Orange juice swirled in a blue beaker.


  I certainly wasn't hungry.


  I moved on to a long, narrow panel, solid but translucent. Faint natural light shone through it. My pulse quickened. A window? Maybe I could escape that way.


  Shleep!


  The wall absorbed the panel and revealed an opening three inches wide. A sliver of window. Heavy, cool air tunneled in and caressed my face. I pressed my eyes closed, then opened them, and there . . .


  Structures, hundreds of them, rose beneath me, soared above me. Glass, steel, concrete, masonry. All jutting toward a simmering, red-cast sky.


  An urban jungle.


  But just like my cell, the city looked as though it had suffered modifications at the hands of a deranged contractor. Chaotic clumps of black machinery clung, like unwelcome growths, to the skyscrapers' sides. Sickly deformations of a century's architectural monuments.


  A few buildings were completely covered over by this industrial appliqué, like a ship's hull overrun with barnacles. A tree trunk strung with parasitic . . .


  The word left me with a very uneasy feeling.


  Parasitic . . .


  Two fighters zoomed into my narrow field of vision. Their red lights blazed a streak across the cityscape.


  Oh. Crap.


  Yeerk fighters.


  They headed for a distant pack of skyscrapers, an ominous elevation that studded the horizon like giant chipped and broken teeth in the mouth of some mythical hockey goalie. Two of the buildings looked familiar. Shimmering rectangles. Twin towers.


  The World Trade Center!


  New York. This must be . . . except for . . .


  Yeerk fighters out in the open? That meant . . . that meant they'd launched an open attack. Visser Three. They'd gained enough forces to forget stealth and secrets, and wage a totally in-your-face war!


  DE-DEET! DE-DEET!


  The alarm sounded again.


  "Facility air quality jeopardized!" The computer voice was more authoritative now. The window cover began to shut, closing off my sliver of city.


  Oh, no you don't! I reached up and grabbed the panel. Forced it back.


  One of those fighters wasn't Yeerk.


  Only one was a Bug fighter. Only one was a legless cockroach with two serrated spears.


  The other held its shredder raked high over the fuselage, pointing forward. Like an Andalite tail poised for combat.


  It was an Andalite craft. But grossly modified. Engines that should have glowed a cool blue instead burned a fiery red.


  I fought the window cover. I had to see!


  The two fighters rocketed through the sky. They buzzed through the sticky, filmy cloud that swelled above the city like fallout from a colossal explosion.


  "Continued idleness prohibited!" The sharp computer voice broke through the monotonous, mind-filling hum from outside.


  The fighters banked in tandem, slowed and hovered. Touched down on a platform connecting the World Trade towers.


  I let the window cover slam shut.


  There was no war being waged after all.


  The war, it seemed, was over.


  Chapter 6


  



  Tssssst.


  The cell door opened and ejected me with a burst of air into the dim hallway of an old apartment house. I heard the hiss of other panel doors opening and closing at the same time. Tall, fit humans dressed in brightly colored jumpsuits swarmed into the corridor.


  I wanted to yell. I wanted to grab the nearest person and shake him and scream, "What is this crazy place?"


  But instinct told me to keep my mouth shut. Find the answers yourself, it said. Observe. Don't trust these strangers. Use them.


  I let the orange and green and yellow suits sweep me up in their mass exodus down the hall. The wind grew stronger. The ghostly whir and hum I'd heard through the cell window churned louder and louder, until at last it vibrated every particle of air like a thousand-piece orchestra of different-sized fans.


  The building wall at the end of the hall had been knocked out. Everyone was stepping through the rough opening. And I followed - curious and terrified - out onto the crowded, open-air docking bay.


  "Step up!" An impersonal computer voice cut through the whoosh of engines and flooded my ears. I realized I was blocking traffic.


  I tripped forward toward a line of SUV-sized craft that hovered in the air at floor level, doors open, inhaling small groups of colored jumpsuits. And every few seconds . . .


  Woooooosh!


  One took off from the apartment building and fell away in a controlled tumble, careening toward the streets three hundred feet below.


  I stumbled past the blinking red lights that ran from nose to tail on every craft and bathed the docking bay and passengers in a sinister, pulsing glow. Stepped into what looked like a stripped-down Bug fighter. No weaponry or combat stations. Just a pod with seats and windows. A floating, high-tech subway car.


  The instant I fell onto a seat, a belt shot across my chest. Another drew tight over my legs. Before I could panic . . .


  Shoo-shoo-shoo.


  The unmanned hovercraft drew power. A deep computer voice boomed, "Midtown express." Doors clicked shut and . . .


  Sheeeeeeooo!


  Into an aerial roll! Hanging upside down! My stomach went goofy. Gray high-rises shot past. Other hovercraft streaked past the windows.


  "Hey." A human voice cut through the hum.


  We banked right. Flipped a sudden 180 degrees. And leveled off, upright, soaring parallel to the street grid below.


  "Hey, Essak-Twenty-Four-Twelve-Seven-Five!" The male voice was friendly. I felt a hand on my shoulder. I flinched, but turned.


  A guy in a green suit, strapped to the seat to my left, stared at me with icy blue eyes. Green Suit was talking to me!


  My heart hammered. My head began to pound.


  "When's the launch?" he said.


  I stared blankly back at him, unable to speak as we traced a slalom course between buildings.


  The launch? What launch?


  Air brakes rose to a frenzied roar. The hovercraft grazed a landing dock. The computer voice boomed, "Middle management!" Everyone suited in green rose and filed out.


  Green Suit flashed a mischievous smile. "Mr. Hotshot Scientist forget to have his coffee?"


  He disappeared into the crowd. The doors clicked closed.


  That green suit . . . that green suit had called me by what I knew had to be a Yeerk name.


  Chapter 7


  



  We shot high. Skimmed the tops of tall towers. The Chrysler Building filled the windows. Streamlined and whimsical, just like in the photo my mom had in her office. All rounded edges and gleaming stainless steel and . . .


  Wait a minute. I looked closer and saw it was covered in some kind of sack. A silver sheath, draped like a giant deflated gift balloon. Busy workers moved about on platforms jutting from the skin at all levels.


  My mind was swimming . . .


  Even the Chrysler Building. Transformed.


  Swimming . . .


  That green suit had called me by a Yeerk name . . .


  I wasn't Yeerk. How could I be? What was going on?


  When a Yeerk slug slithers through your ear canal, when it melds and flattens into every crevice of your brain, you know it's happening. Trust me, you know. Because you can't eat or talk or call up memories unless the Yeerk lets you. You're a helpless observer of an endless nightmare. A prisoner in your own head.


  I was no prisoner. My eyes moved freely. My legs, when they weren't strapped to a hovercraft seat, walked where I told them to walk. Why wouldn't whoever was responsible for this just talk to me?


  Until today, I'd been the leader . . .


  No! I still was the leader of a small but powerful resistance to the Yeerk invasion. A group of six kids, five humans and an Andalite. We call ourselves Animorphs because of our secret weapon, the power to morph into any animal we touch. We fight the Yeerk invaders, led by Visser Three. Those slimy parasitic aliens who've come to Earth to enslave our bodies because without host bodies, Yeerks aren't much more than the wriggling, helpless worms you avoid on the sidewalk after it rains.


  There was no Yeerk in my brain. I was no human-Controller.


  Not Essak-Twenty-Four-whatever.


  No! It's . . .


  "Jake! My name is Jake!"


  The words slipped out before I could stop them. Pierced the relative silence of the cabin.


  "What's the matter with you?" said a yellow-suit with an accent. Eight pairs of eyes fixed on me. Eight faces I might have taken to be your average, ethnically diverse, cross section of New York commuters.


  Emphasis on "might have."


  Because there was one crucial giveaway.


  They'd reacted to me.


  See, I'd been to New York before. A class trip. I may not have noticed much of the cultural stuff I was supposed to have noticed, but I noticed one thing. You can shout Hamlet's soliloquy or scream Limp Bizkit lyrics, you can blare "The Star-Spangled Banner" or stomp an American flag, and no one - I mean no one - will give you the time of day. They'll look you over, but then they'll walk right on.


  All I'd said was, "My name is Jake." And these guys were on me like I'd driven a Kawasaki into their living rooms.


  I forced a smile. These weren't New Yorkers. These were human-Controllers. These were Yeerks.


  Watch your step, Jake.


  I cleared my throat. "My host," I said. "Sometimes I still . . . have trouble. You know, controlling him."


  The craft stopped again. "Medicine," the computer voice declared.


  "They have pills for that now," Yellow Suit answered. "You should visit the clinic."


  He rose and shuffled out. Seven other yellow suits filed out after him. The doors closed. We twisted away from the landing dock. Just me and one other orange suit.


  A short ride.


  "Research and development. End of the line." The orange suit questioned me when I didn't rise.


  "Going to the clinic," I said smoothly. "Not well." I pointed at my head. She gave me a look of understanding. The doors closed behind her.


  I was alone.


  "My name is JAKE!" I yelled. And then I yelled it again.


  And for a second, I thought I would lose it. Really lose it. Start screaming stuff like, "I don't wear jumpsuits, I wear jeans! I'm not twenty-five, I'm a kid! I'm not a Controller, I'm free."


  But I didn't. Chances were that someone, somewhere, was watching. At least that's what my gut told me. I've learned to trust my gut.


  Down, down, down. The craft fell like a parachute, bobbing slightly with the buffets of wind, descending slowly toward street level.


  I looked out over a small park. A fraction the size of Central Park. Trampling the crusty, late winter grass was a mass of bodies. Blue and tan fur. Hooves. Stalk eyes. The bodies were assembled in orderly, disciplined rows. Maybe fifty across and a hundred lengthwise.


  A fog horn blared and they stopped and turned, changing directions.


  Captive Andalites. And they were feeding.


  My spine felt like a live lightning rod. A world with Andalite-Controllers is no world at all.


  In the world I know there is only one Andalite-Controller. And he's a sad mistake. Any conscious Andalite warrior would use his tail blade on himself before he'd let himself be captured.


  The craft buzzed just feet above the street, passing rows of blacked-out windows on rundown facades. The ship entered a large, open space. A sort of parking lot. A paved triangle filled with other hovercraft. The engines were cut. The craft docked.


  I didn't know what world this was. I didn't know what time this was. A world before or after or parallel to mine? A bizarre reality that had somehow imposed itself on the one I was used to accepting?


  My own personal nightmare?


  I didn't know. But I knew the Yeerks were strong in this place. They owned this city. They owned the people in it.


  But they didn't own me.


  As long as I was free and in control of my mind, there was a chance - no - the certainty that I could find out what was going on.


  And then maybe, just maybe, somehow - even in this strange place - I could find the others and together we could . . .


  The doors opened and I dropped to the concrete. My heart was back to its regular rhythm. My mind calmed and focused on a single thought.


  "Jake," I breathed quietly, "you didn't plan this one, but now it's time to deal."


  Chapter 8


  



  Ever imagine a scenario where world leaders lose their minds, fire up those intercontinental ballistic missiles and nuke the whole planet? Ever think what it would be like to step out of the shelter, after the worst of the residue cleared, into some kind of postapocalyptic wasteland?


  Well, there I was, stepping out into the wasteland of Times Square. The desolate ground zero of some neutron bomb. A stage set, minus the cast of characters. The whole place coated in menacing silence.


  Sure, five hundred feet overhead roared a Yeerk metropolis. But down here, down at street level . . . no taxis clanking over manhole covers. No kamikaze bike messengers daring traffic. No giddy groups of camera-toting tourists. No sharply dressed natives surging like lemmings in and out of high-rises.


  The only life was the buzz of giant, electrified billboards a hundred feet overhead. You know, those big, bold ads that make Times Square famous? I scanned. Not even close to the endorsements for Coca-Cola or JVC or Calvin Klein I remembered.


  "You can go home again." The words flickered like an electrical storm above the image of a darkened planet. What looked like thick, headless cattle roamed beneath the words against a puke-green sky. Sickly, low-lying trees grew horizontally, like lengthy fingers of barbed wire. "Tired of the city?" another billboard read. "Make the Yeerk home world your home, too. Transports leaving noon and midnight, first of each cycle, Yeerk Empire State Building."


  And at the bottom, in smaller print, were the words "High Council Division for the Relocation of Unfit and Insurrectionist Hosts." These words were sprayed over by the graffiti tag "EF."


  I stopped in my tracks. The tagger's letters weren't some preconquest relic. They were new. They were fresh. They were angry.


  Unfit and Insurrectionist Hosts?


  A tinge of hope swelled against the well-anchored caution and fear in my mind. Was there a rebellion going on here? A resistance group somewhere? If I had allies in this town, I had to find them.


  But I needed to find the others first. They had to be here, too, right? Only where? In normal NYC, Marco could be in any video arcade in Manhattan, Rachel in any Express from Midtown to SoHo. I looked at the busted-up storefronts and littered streets. Were there parts of the ground-city that still functioned normally? I wasn't ready to bet on it.


  All at once I realized Cassie would be easiest to find. A park. She'd be in a park and I'd seen one of those. She'd be feeding the pigeons and . . .


  BAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAM!


  I hit the ground.


  BAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAM!


  Machine-gun fire. I rolled behind a kiosk and searched for the source.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  Dracon fire return, followed by a piercing human cry. A shoot-out at the other end of Times Square? The echo of weapon fire died away and was replaced by a clacking. A clicking. Clawed feet scratching over concrete. Weird, half-whistled words . . .


  "Ssssssnit waaanaaa!" The loud, arrogant rasping drew snickering agreement from slobbering mouths.


  I edged around the kiosk, and sure enough . . .


  Taxxons.


  A gang of them. Six or eight. Swaggering up from Forty-Second Street, straight toward me. Bandoliers of energy ammo and handheld Dracon-beams crisscrossed their massive centipede bodies. Horrific scars striped their bloated chests.


  I fought the urge to sprint. I needed to play the part of a Controller, and a Controller wouldn't run. But I had to get away! I was out of place at ground level. As far as I could see, I was the only human on the street and it didn't take long to guess why that might be. No Taxxon encounter had ever ended well. Why expect something new?


  Where to go?


  The McDonald's on the corner was a burned-out shell. The golden arches lay crushed and dim on the sidewalk. I'd be a sitting duck.


  The high-rise lobby was all glass. No cover.


  Suddenly.


  "TSSEEERRR!"


  A raptor's cry. A swishing of wings. Out of nowhere! A red-tailed hawk buzzed my head. He looked ancient. Thin, with feathers missing and skin taut around the eyes. He sailed into the steam cloud over a subway grate.


  I blinked . . .


  Gone. He was gone!


  "Tobias?"


  No answer. A mirage?


  "Ssssreee sreeenaaaa!"


  I jerked back. I'd stepped out from behind the kiosk. The Taxxon gang leader had spotted me. Claw arms skittered. His speed increased to an all-out lumber.


  Chapter 9


  



  Steam. The subway. Go!


  I ran for the subway entrance and took the steps three at a time. Wham! I burst through the rusted-out gate.


  "Ugh!" A horrible stench. A humid rot. The foul scent of . . . Taxxons.


  I gasped for breath in the hot stink of the cavern.


  "Who are you?"


  "Yahh!" I almost had another heart attack. My head slammed the scissored turnstile in surprise.


  A guy, a human, only three feet tall but an adult, looked up at me quizzically. He whipped the stack of flyers he was carrying behind his back. I thought I saw the letters "EF," but I wasn't sure.


  "What'd you do to get sent down here?" The way he said it freaked me out. Like some jury had sentenced me to a horrible fate.


  I was still struggling for breath.


  The guy shrugged and continued. "You won't last long down here. No one does."


  I heard the gate bang open one flight up. The sound of skittering Taxxon feet. The little guy's eyes widened. He turned and ran.


  I followed.


  Down a white-tiled tunnel that narrowed and narrowed until my shoulders scraped the sides. Then into a still smaller channel that brought me to my knees. I crawled wildly through dampness. The Taxxon war cries grew fainter. Then, a new sound. Weak moans and muffled cries that filled the almost total darkness.


  We emerged into a wide, domed hall with a stagnant, toxic puddle at its center. Clustered around this shallow, filthy water - cramped and miserable - was a sampling of human and alien life.


  A horrific sampling.


  Clumsy Gedds loped along at a snail's pace. Battered Hork-Bajir, missing arms or legs or both, huddled around a glowing pit. Human children, and maimed or disabled adults, lay on thin, soiled mats. Battle-scarred Andalites, some minus tail blades and others without stalk eyes, milled restlessly. The stench was profound. The moans were heartrending.


  It was the eyes that told the story, though. Defeated, dejected. Living death.


  At the sound of our abrupt entrance, most turned and tensed. Weak as they were, they were ready to run. Not fight. That was clear.


  "What is this?" I gasped. "Who are you?" The fumes made me light-headed.


  The little guy interrupted his whispers of reassurance to a group of human kids. "Depends who you ask," he said. "The Emperor calls us fugitives. The EF calls us refugees. I call us casualties. Casualties of the Fitness Policy. But it doesn't really matter, does it? We're all prey." He smiled. "Your body is strong. You must suffer mental illness?"


  I could hardly argue. "I must."


  "Ah." His tone turned gentler, more condescending. "Take heart, friend. At least with your strong body you stand a chance against the Taxxon Special Force. With our help, you may last a month. Perhaps even two."


  My vision was wigging out. The little guy's face seemed to approach and recede. The stench was eating away my brain. I moved back toward the tunnel and began to scrabble through.


  "No," he cried, alarmed. "You must stay with us. Alone you won't last two hours!"


  I had to get above ground. I was desperate for air. I was going to pass out.


  Back down the tunnel. Left turn, left again. Onto the platform of a subway station. The light was dim and reddish.


  Suddenly . . .


  Massive suction!


  I was being pulled toward the rails by an intense, all-consuming suction! I had to fight against it!


  I ran for the exit, but I was barely moving forward. Like that horrible nightmare where your legs feel like fifty-pound weights. Or you're running through water.


  I looked down at the rails ten feet below. They were covered in a dirt-packed ooze, seething and twisting with Taxxons!


  It was a living stream of Taxxons. Traveling, legs pulled in. Being sucked like lugers along an underground highway, red eyes jiggling as they flew past.


  This was Taxxon Mass Transit.


  And I was six feet from being sucked in with them!


  "Ahh!"


  THWAP! thaap!


  THWAP!


  Two Taxxons rolled out of the suction stream. Lumbered onto the platform! Mouths full of razor-sharp teeth snapped for me. Hundreds of clawed feet powered toward me.


  Noooo!


  I grabbed for a bench and pulled myself closer to it, fighting the intense suction. Then past it. I grabbed for the trash can bolted to the floor, pulled myself past. Column! Bench! Sign! Trash can!


  I looked over my shoulder. The Taxxons were struggling against the suction, too, but they were bigger and they knew something I didn't. They had dropped to the floor and were slinking along. Racing like salamanders.


  Bench! Column! Column! Pull!


  They would overtake me.


  Gate!


  I flung it open. The exit stairs! I strained. I reached.


  "Ahhhhhhhhhh!"


  Something cut into my leg. I twisted. Jammed a fist into an airbag chest. Slammed the gate on gaping jaws and a probing tongue.


  Then I clambered toward daylight. Up, up, up. Sweating. Gasping. Leg nearly crippled with pain. Head throbbing from running into the turnstile.


  The street! The pavement! Gasping breath after breath of fresh air, I collapsed.


  Rolled onto my back. And froze.


  I wasn't alone.


  Chapter 10


  



  "Gehhhtuupoorraanjjsoooot!"


  Words like a waterfall of syllables, strung tightly together.


  Totally incomprehensible.


  "Wutryoodooingindtheaghetoo?"


  Okay. This was a dream. That was the only possible explanation. But what felt like very real pain from the Taxxon bite shot up what felt like my very real leg.


  Right then I decided that this was a world I might never be able to figure out. And if I didn't stop trying to, I'd crack up. Effective immediately, my goal would be simpler: Just get out of this place alive, body and soul intact.


  I tried not to let the two forms in front of me, roughly human in outline except for a third leg and a seriously long neck, freak me too much. But it was hard.


  See, each of them had only one eye, a big, internally lit thing that fixed on me like a follow spot. At the center of the eye was an iris, roughly like ours except for the faint amber and gray glow.


  But you know how our pupils are in the middle of our irises? Not the case here. I was looking at pupils that orbited the iris like slow, optical satellites. These eyes studied me with all the suspicion of secret service agents at a presidential appearance. They seemed to stare right through me.


  Though it's more accurate to say I stared through them.


  Because I was looking at blue lungs that filled and deflated with speech. And two bright green hearts pumping pale yellow blood through crystal clear veins. Miles of intestines coiled tightly near a swath of faintly reddish muscle.


  Their skin was as clear as glass or water. Clearer, since there was next to no distortion as I stared at the organs beneath.


  Specimens a biology teacher would die for. Although on whatever planet they were from, survival of the fittest was obviously not an issue. I mean, I was staring right at a beating heart. A perfect target.


  Amber Eye stepped forward and yanked me to my feet. He repeated his question. All of a sudden, the rhythm in the speech, the slightly different note that filled each word . . . The pattern. It all made sense. It clicked.


  "Get-up-Orange-Suit!" he said. "What-are-you-doing-in-the-ghetto? Work-truancy-is-a-crime! Why-aren't-you-at-your-work-site?" A nearly invisible finger flicked something pinned to my chest. Then he looked up, way up, at the Chrysler Building with its Mylar sheath whipping with the wind.


  There was a badge on my jumpsuit that hadn't been there before. At least, I hadn't noticed it. There was a hologram of me, and my Yeerk name written out. There were numbers corresponding to housing, work site, and work sector. Under the words "job title" was the term "Planetary Engineer."


  I gaped like an idiot. These guys were some street-level security force? I worked in the Chrysler Building?


  "Maybe this is the place for this mute," Silver Eye sneered. "Looks like he's had a breakdown. Can you tell us where you live, Orange Suit?" He growled patronizingly while fingering a pair of red-tinted handcuffs. "Or can't you remember?"


  They could see where I lived. But I guess they just wanted me to say. I looked at my badge and tried to read the numbers upside down. "I, uh . . ."


  RrrrrrrrrBoomBoom . . . RrrrrrrrrBoooooom . . .


  The earth shook and a deafening boom thundered through the street. Amber Eye spun around, then spun back and grabbed me. Dragged me with him as he moved with startling speed toward the sound of the explosion. Silver Eye followed.


  "Floor eighty-eight," I said, faking an answer. "I live in the, uh, the Empire Towers." I thought that sounded pretty good.


  "Don't be sarcastic, Orange Suit." He reached forward and slid the cuffs over my wrists. "You think I don't know that floors eighty-seven to ninety-two are a docking port? You're coming with us."


  "Under whose authority?"


  I struggled, but the cuffs were some living, organic material. The more I resisted, the tighter they squeezed.


  The creatures laughed heartily, a sound like a trilling trumpet. "We're the Orff, fool. Security agents to the High Council. We're our own authority."


  Rrrrrrrr Boooooooooommmmm!


  Another massive boom and cloud of dust.


  The Orff turned away from me.


  I made a break for it.


  "Hey!"


  Silver Eye grabbed for me. I wrestled free from him and shot around the corner, limping from my Taxxon bite, moving toward a billowing dust cloud. But the Orff followed me. His tripod legs moved like quicksilver. Then he was on me. We struggled as the chaos grew around us.


  I heard the distant sirens of approaching hover ships. The whistled lisps of Taxxon as they burst onto the street, spilling from three-hundred-foot earthen hives built up between buildings along the block, surging like beastly commandos.


  What was this? What was happening?


  Could I morph? I tried to focus. Tried to think . . .


  And then everything flashed a blinding yellow-white, like I was a bug inside some flashbulb. All was noiseless, but only for a second. Then -


  BOOM.


  BOOM.


  BOOM!


  The pavement heaved and thumped as deafening pressure waves threw everyone in the street to the ground. All down the block, entire building fronts were instantly reduced to lethal waterfalls of shattering glass and stone.


  I raised my head toward what appeared to be the source of the explosion. A tremendous skyscraper, towering hundreds of feet, a fireball at its base, teetered hesitatingly, like a circus performer on a tightrope.


  My mouth opened in disbelief as the building's graceful, tentative sway gave way to decisive instability. As the lowest ten or twenty stories disintegrated in a cloud of dust.


  Then the entire structure sailed toward Earth. Faster . . . faster . . . toppling in a single rigid section. Falling . . . falling . . . then -


  A thunderous concussion as the building ruptured and broke in two, missing the Chrysler Building by what seemed like a hair.


  Concussion after concussion battered the Manhattan bedrock. I should have taken the chance to disappear.


  But it was all I could do to crawl to a doorway and lie there, as a choking cloud of white dust engulfed me and a spattering of small debris rained down from the sky.


  Then heavier particles, chunks of steel and concrete, were pummeling the street. And then everything went black.


  Chapter 11


  



  Sirens blared. A splitting pain numbed my head.


  I opened my eyes to piles of rubble. Spewing geysers from burst watermains. Fires crackling, ripping through entire buildings. Hundreds of patrol ships on the scene. Taxxons savagely herding the injured into transports, satisfying their raging hunger by disposing of the dead right there and then.


  The Orff were gone. The cuffs, somehow, vanished. Apparently, when you're in Yeerk Land and you hear sirens and they're coming to get you, you don't wait around. You move.


  I sprinted from the doorway.


  "Ahhrgh!"


  And slammed smack into a purple suit. Before I could regain balance, I was looking down the barrel of a handheld Dracon.


  Yeerk Land definitely had it in for me.


  I looked past the barrel, past the arm. Into the eyes of a dark female figure covered head-to-foot in dust. Blood dripped from even features. As our eyes met, her expression changed. It flashed from ruthless hatred to a mysterious mix of confusion, disbelief, tenderness, and anger.


  My chest heaved involuntarily because this woman . . .


  This woman . . . my memory . . .


  "Ah!"


  Without warning she shoved me out of the way.


  TSEEEW!


  Whumph.


  Taxxon guts spilled onto the pavement as the bloated worm, teeth bared, skidded to a halt just shy of my legs. Three seconds more and my butt would have been nothing more than a pleasant Taxxon aftertaste.


  The woman darted ahead. I sprinted after her.


  She'd saved my life.


  But it was for more than that that I followed.


  With the agility of a triathlete, she scampered down a narrow alley mounded with discarded remnants of human society. A broken piano. Couch carcasses. Some rusting motorcycles. All of it covered over now in a fresh mountain of concrete, re-bar, and fragments of still-steaming sheet metal.


  I called to her. "Hey, wait." She paused and turned back.


  I rushed eagerly forward and her face turned strange again like she was searching her mind, searching . . .


  TSEEEW!


  "Hey! What the . . ."


  She'd fired at me, igniting the air over my head. Then she disappeared through a large metal door opening off the alley, a side entrance to a tall brick building.


  Was that a warning shot? Or just bad aim?


  A gang of Taxxons flowed down the alley and followed her inside. I picked up a piece of metal and swung it like a thug, trying to show I was ready to fight. They snarled, but amazingly, they ran right by.


  One thing was clear. They were after the woman.


  I flung open the thick metal door and ran into the mottled darkness. Light filtered through a partially blown off roof and illuminated velvety curtains, a stage, an orchestra pit - a vast space lined with rows of seats and tiers of balconies. I moved down the carpeted aisle, hoisted myself onto the stage littered with broken flats.


  TSEEEW! TSEEEW!


  Dracon fire lit the air. A 500-pound mass of Taxxon meat fell from the grid, whistling past a wall of ropes and rigging.


  WHUMP.


  It shook the floor. An exploded balloon. And boy, did it stink.


  The woman streaked behind a drop painted with a scenic country setting. There was a red barn and green pasture. Horses and farm animals grazed in the background.


  But no sooner had she disappeared than . . .


  TSEEEW!


  She burned a Dracon hole in the faded canvas landscape and vaulted through. Chasing after her were three of the fastest Taxxons I'd ever seen. She stumbled, running backward, firing her weapon again and again. But the discharges grew weaker and weaker, pathetic slaps in the face to the hulking Taxxons.


  And I was weaponless!


  I looked up at row upon row of heavy lights. I wondered . . .


  I ran into the wings, where the myriad ropes converge in neat rows anchored by stacks of steel weights.


  I threw open the latch that fixed a rope to its stack of anchors. Whooooosh!


  An ethereal cloth backdrop came billowing down, deftly covering the predators and the prey below.


  Not happening.


  The Taxxons continued to surge forward until at last, the woman's faulty weapon wouldn't fire anymore. She hurled it at the closest Taxxon, but it was like a toy in his mouth. It was swallowed up without hesitation.


  I frantically disconnected rope after rope. The racing whine of pulleys filled my ears as a whole batten of heavy stage lights came crashing to the floor. And then another. And another.


  I let myself look. Three bloated Taxxons were pinned to the floor, writhing. Still caught under the delicate scrim net.


  I ran to the woman. Her arm was being crushed by a now-limp Taxxon. Her body was washed in a puddle of vile drool. She flinched as I neared her, still ready to fight.


  I bent low and freed her arm. She finally seemed to understand that I wasn't going to hurt her.


  Our eyes met.


  "Cassie."


  I wanted to hug her. Tell her everything was okay. That she was brave. That we would make it out alive.


  But her eyes were like a wall or a mask. I searched them for the peace and sensitivity they used to hold.


  Neither was there.


  Her lips curled into a fake smile, a very un-Cassie-like look. And she finally spoke.


  "So. You're not dead."


  Chapter 12


  



  I answered with a smile, the kind of look I'd have given her if we were back in the world I knew.


  "This city's been doing all it can to kill me. But no, I'm not dead. I've been alone. Where are the others? How . . . how did you get here?"


  She didn't answer, but swung her legs over the stage apron, heaved a sigh, and dropped into the orchestra pit. I followed her down, where she stooped in a corner and uncovered a stashed case.


  "Cassie, what's going on?" It wasn't like her to ignore me. She didn't even look up. "I got into bed, just last night, I think," I continued. "I was at home, living with my family. We'd just come back from our last messed-up mission. Remember? I wake up this morning and I'm freakin' twenty-five years old. With a beard and no memory of the decade in between. Is this Crayak? The Ellimist?"


  "I haven't thought of those names in years," she said. Her tone was not nostalgic. She was rummaging through the case, I guessed for bandages to fix a splint to her arm. The case was filled with first-aid supplies, five or six handheld Dracons, another purple suit, emergency food rations, and . . .


  She turned her head just in time to see my eyes widen.


  Spools of blast cord. Blocks of plastic explosives. Detonators. Dynamite. A crazy mix of low-and high-tech destructive potential.


  "I take it you're not with the EF?" she said.


  I shook my head.


  "The Evolutionist Front. The Yeerk rebel group? You know, the so-called Insurrectionists, dedicated to turning away from parasitism and toward the use of artificially created symbiotes?"


  She shoved a Dracon into my hand and took two for herself. And then I glimpsed an emergency Kandrona particle emitter as she closed the case.


  "You're a Controller?"


  She laughed. "What else would I be? My Yeerk's name is Niss. We're in the EF together. We cooperate to fight the Council. I led the team responsible for the blast this morning. That's why the Taxxons like me so much. The damage will set them back, even though we didn't hit the . . . "


  "What!" An uncontrollable wave of nausea knotted my chest. It was like hearing my dad confess to being a drug pusher or a murderer. It was an impossibility. "Cassie, what are you saying? You engineered a blast that must have killed hundreds of refugees, the very people the EF is trying to help? That makes you a terrorist! How can you possibly justify that?"


  "In a war, Jake, anything is justified." She spoke with an unnerving confidence. "I'm not a kid anymore. I'm not concerned with the nonsense I used to be."


  "Like life and peace? You think that's nonsense now! Don't you remember our last mission - the Ragsin Building battle? The comedown? You needed to talk when we got out and I turned you away. Just didn't want to deal with it. I was an idiot that night, Cassie. You were on target with your doubts, just like you always were. You have to realize that."


  She laughed dismissively. "You're talking about a different lifetime, Jake. There were so many missions back then. All just a pitiful blur of youthful idealism. You don't get it, do you? I'm saying that I finally understand war."


  The way she was speaking, the way she was sort of talking down to me, made me feel like I was about as important to her as a screw in the stage floor.


  Was there really no connection between us? Was my friend so changed?


  "The Taxxons own the subway," I said. "The Orff rule the streets. Cassie, if you look around, it's obvious that somehow we lost our chance to win this war."


  "The war is not lost!" she hissed. Her eyes were on fire. She looked ready to attack me.


  But then her eyes moved to the badge on my chest and all at once her anger vanished. Her face relaxed, then brightened. Her expression changed so quickly it was frightening.


  Chapter 13


  



  "You're a planetary engineer? Working on the Chrysler Building project!" Suddenly, I was the most interesting thing in the theater. I didn't know what to say. She moved toward me. Her uninjured arm gripped my arm. Her voice was intense, almost obsessed.


  "Jake, the Yeerks want the moon. They want to make it a small, Kandrona-radiating sun. If they succeed, it means an Earth bathed in Kandrona rays for the rest of eternity! It'll be something the EF could never touch and never disable. No one could."


  I felt like a customer subjected to an intricate and manipulative sales pitch. The deal-maker was just around the corner, I could feel it. And I knew it somehow involved me.


  "Your job brings you closer to the moon-ray technology than anyone in the EF. You know that shell over the Chrysler Building? The Yeerks have been working under there for months, fine-tuning the energy beam that will ignite the moon. The targeting has to be precise. Absolutely precise. The Yeerks need the beam to fire exactly the way you and your team have calculated, or else . . ."


  She was animated. Her eyes glistened as she stood before me. There was the spark I knew. Only it wasn't love of people or animals that put it there. It was thoughts of sabotage, terrorism, strategy.


  And now she was drawing me into it, too.


  I brought my fingers to the badge her eyes still fixed on. I yanked it off, breaking her trance.


  "Tell me right now! How did we get here? Where are the others? How were you captured? Is this even real?"


  Her enthusiasm settled. The fake smile reappeared. She didn't want to answer my questions, but if she wanted my help, she had to.


  "If you really don't remember, I'll tell you," she said. "You won't like the answer." She laughed again a little. Less ruthless, more rueful, she looked me in the eyes. "How was I captured? I was betrayed, Jake. By you."


  My heart stopped.


  "Me!"


  "Well, you were a Controller by then, of course. You can thank Tom for that."


  "My brother?"


  She nodded. "The Yeerk in Tom's head finally put it all together. Clues, maybe. Carelessness. I don't know. But he suspected you of being an 'Andalite bandit' and then one night, he was sure. He planned his attack so well that when it came, you didn't stand a chance."


  She continued. "You, Marco, and Ax were taken immediately, in my barn. Rachel was killed outright. They caught me the next day. Only Tobias escaped."


  A tightness constricted my throat. Rachel dead?! There was a time when I'd encouraged her recklessness. I'd put her, more than any of the others, in dangerous spots. And Tobias? With a hawk's life span, he'd be dead by now.


  Cassie told me all of this matter-of-factly, like I should know the story. Like I should have known that this, all of it, was because of me . . .


  "Move!"


  TSEEEW!


  The black metal music stands in front of me vaporized.


  "Get down!"


  TSEEEW!


  Cassie returned fire, striking the Taxxon. He keeled over, falling forward, falling right over the rail above the orchestra pit! Flailing fifteen feet to the floor. Crash! Writhing in agony at our feet.


  He was badly wounded, but he'd live. Maybe Cassie'd shot him in the hind quarters on purpose, so he'd survive. All we had to do was run.


  I opened the access door to the crawlspace under the stage.


  "Cassie, come on!" She ducked in. I followed.


  But then she stopped. She turned. She aimed right past me, back through the door.


  TSEEEW!


  A second hole sizzled through the Taxxon's vital organs, coldly finishing him off.


  I looked at Cassie, searched her for an answer, tried to understand eyes ablaze with ruthlessness.


  "They're just dogs," she said. "The Orffs' unofficial police squad let loose to catch us so-called terrorists. The Orff don't mind too much if Taxxon hunger gets out of control and they eat us instead of bringing us to the station. An eye for an eye, I say."


  I wondered if maybe this was Niss talking. The Yeerk, and not Cassie.


  "Come on!" she yelled.


  I followed her.


  Chapter 14


  



  We burst into the street. Ran away from the sound of sirens and hover ships and a still-chaotic crime scene.


  Every hundred yards, Cassie turned back to return fire. The Taxxons finally fell off and we stopped at a smashed-up storefront. An old newsstand.


  Sweating and panting, I glanced at the racks. The sunburned, wind-tattered cover of an old Sports Illustrated caught my eye. I picked it up.


  "My dad . . ." I said with surprise. "He just got this issue in the mail!" Cassie looked at the date.


  "Yeah," she said flatly, "it's been about ten years. The Yeerk conquest concluded in a matter of weeks after we were captured. Turns out we were more than a thorn in the side of the Empire. We'd actually started to shift the balance."


  And then I'd blown it.


  I'd gotten careless and cocky and ruthless myself. I'd been too ready to use the others, especially Rachel.


  "The others," I said. "Where are they now?"


  Cassie paused next to a ratty pile of romance novels. "Ax became a high-ranking Controller. From what I heard, he was the key player in the Yeerk attack on his home world. The Andalite planet was decimated. Millions died. Tens of thousands of Andalites were taken. EF leadership thinks there are some still free in deep space, but I can't imagine . . ."


  I sank to the floor beside a stack of yellowed New York Times dated three weeks from the night I fell into bed in spandex bike shorts.


  "Tobias became a leader of sorts. Anti-Yeerk."


  "Does he - did he - know about Rachel?"


  "Yes. As for Marco." Her voice turned colder. "Marco's Visser Two now, in charge of Earth. He's done things . . . terrible things."


  This wasn't real. I couldn't be hearing this. I didn't believe it.


  "The Visser Three you remember was made head of the Council. The supreme Yeerk leader. Emperor."


  No. Cassie's Yeerk was feeding me lies. She was wearing me down. She knew . . . she knew from Cassie's memory what would get to me, what could make me snap.


  But I wouldn't snap! I wasn't crazy. My friends weren't . . . No. My friends . . . No!


  Suddenly, I was running down an empty street. I didn't care that I had nowhere to go. I'd just keep running and running until I collapsed. "Free or die," I repeated to myself. "Free or die!"


  "Free or . . ."


  "Stop it!"


  Cassie cut in front of me and pushed me against the wall. Only then did I feel my face streaked with tears. My eyes blurred. My chest heaving.


  "It was good luck that I met you, Jake. The job you have as planetary engineer is an incredible chance for the EF." Cassie was intense and obsessed again. "The controlled burn of the moon the Empire is planning? We need to make it uncontrolled. The perfect targeting of the energy beam? We need it to be off. Exploding the moon will shower the earth with debris. It will knock out satellites, destroy spacecraft, disrupt the entire Yeerk social structure. It will create an opening for attack by the EF. Jake, do you hear me? It will be the opening the EF and free humans have been waiting for."


  Two of her words struck my ears like bells. "Free humans?"


  "Yes. Small groups still survive in the countryside. Hunted groups of fugitives."


  "So, there's hope?"


  "I told you the war wasn't lost. But it will be. All hope will be erased if this energy beam fires as the Yeerks want it to. Go to work." She knew I'd help her. She knew she was my leader now. "Live the life your badge describes. Watch, listen, get information, scope things out. But don't act until I contact you. I'll send someone who works with me to give you instructions. We'll need a code word."


  Reluctantly, I clipped my badge back onto my jumpsuit. "How about 'peace'?" I said with a weak smile.


  Cassie looked at me like I was a naive two-year-old. She reached out and touched my face tenderly. And for an instant, one sweet instant, the mask of hardness lifted. The girl I'd loved was looking back at me.


  But she was gone as quickly as she'd come.


  "It's too late for peace, Jake. All that's left now is to drive the invaders away by force. Make Earth too dangerous for them. How about a different code word? How about . . . 'Animorphs'?"


  I agreed and she was gone, leaving me with a Dracon beam in my hand and emptiness in my heart.


  Was I on her side? I thought I wanted to be. She'd assumed I would be.


  But she was so changed. Driven. Obsessed. Ultrafocused. She'd become a cog in the war machine. But then, who here wasn't?


  Was I a pawn in her mind? A mere tool?


  I knew the answer.


  But I didn't care.


  It might help me save her.


  Chapter 15


  



  I boarded a shuttle that dropped me on an empty docking pad, cantilevered off the face of the building two hundred feet above the street. The Chrysler Building's Mylar wrap gleamed reddish-brown in the city's frightening glow.


  A powerful gust slapped me off balance and ripped at my hair as I stepped toward a heavy steel panel.


  The panel began to rise.


  How would I save our moon from transfiguration, from becoming a beacon of Yeerk strength, an irreversible enemy triumph? How could I obliterate the chance that Kandrona would forever taint Earth's surface with its malignant rays?


  If only I had clear-cut instructions, like: Infiltrate enemy science headquarters, corrupt the latest state-of-the-art Yeerk technology, blow up the moon. Hey, that even sounded vaguely familiar. We'd done stuff like that before, right? No problem.


  But it wasn't that simple. She said I had to wait.


  Wait for orders from a Cassie I didn't even know! Why was I letting it happen? No Animorph would ever take orders from a Yeerk. Hadn't I made that a ground rule?


  I stepped across the threshold. Second-guessing my decision to help Cassie. And third-guessing it, and fourth-guessing it.


  The panel shut behind me, sealing out the immutable hum I'd come to know meant Yeerk business as usual. Small, triangular lights reddened the floor, pointing me toward a nearby gravity lift. With all the false confidence I could muster I entered the clear, semicircular enclosure, hovering in the air just outside the Mylar sheath. There were a half-dozen other riders. Two humans, an Andalite, and some pinkish creatures I'd never seen before.


  <Figured you had abandoned us for the home world,> the Andalite teased.


  "Had to visit the clinic. Problems with my host. He has a rebellious history."


  "I hear you, man," said a tall human male. "My host used to work for the ACLU and he just won't shut up about how I'm infringing on his rights. I don't want to worry you, but the pills don't really work."


  The lift rushed upward with unsettling acceleration. I put a hand on the wall for balance and looked out over the corridor of death and wreckage carved by the explosion. The collapsed skyscraper still smoked and cindered.


  <They seem to grow stronger every day,> the Andalite commented. He didn't say who "they" were, but I knew he meant the EF. His voice was calm enough, the way you'd expect a member of the ruling class to sound when speaking of the oppressed. But his tone revealed more. Today's explosion marked a turning point. In the mind of this Andalite-Controller, the EF had just crossed the line from nuisance to threat.


  "You're just in time for this afternoon's group efficiency workshop," piped up another of the humans. "Peer Communication Skills - Conquest through Companionship."


  "Never miss one," I stated positively.


  The lift doors opened onto a vast room. A sea of short, shiny, stainless steel cubicles shone under glaring lights. I followed the taller human into a large open area with metal stools, most already occupied. A holographic short film played at the front of the room. It depicted an Andalite-Controller passing the cubicle of a Hork-Bajir-Controller.


  <May the Kandrona shine and strengthen you,> the Andalite said. The Hork-Bajir didn't respond, just kept working.


  The holo paused at that frame and a female Andalite at the front of the room asked the assembled group, <What was missing from that interaction that could have facilitated team compatibility?>


  That's a tough one, lady, I thought. But I'll go out on a limb here and guess that it's free will.


  I turned on my heels and wound through the paths between cubicle walls. I had no idea where I was going, but I pretended I did. Almost everyone smiled as I passed. One guy even slapped my back and said, "Hey, Essak Ready for the big night?"


  The big night. What was that about? The guy in the hovercraft had asked me about a launch.


  Were the Yeerks firing this moon ray tonight?!


  Find your desk, Jake. I looked at my badge. Sector 5-682. The cubicles had number plates: 679, 680, 681.


  I stood over the computer monitor assigned to me. A model of the Chrysler Building spire rotated and twisted its way across the screen. It was framed by strings of numbers that changed as the model turned.


  It was just like that dream where you show up for the final exam in some class, and it suddenly hits you that you haven't studied at all. In fact, you haven't been to the class at all and now you have to pass the test.


  I looked around. Everyone else had silver probes hung on their ears. There was one on my desk. It looked like a tape dispenser, but I picked it off the console and fit it to my ear. Looked at the monitor. And suddenly . . .


  Whoa! The 3-D model flashed! The image was uncontrollable. Unstoppable! My brain was panicking, racing. I tried to mask the monitor from view so that my cubicle neighbors wouldn't sound the impostor alarm.


  Then, I realized . . .


  I controlled the movement. The screen reflected whatever command my mind issued. Under other circumstances, this would have been extremely cool. Slow, I ordered, easy. My mind relaxed and so did the images. I made the screen flip through pictures at a normal speed.


  I was just about to breathe a sigh of relief when I felt eyes staring at me. I looked up.


  There was a communal workstation directly in front of my cubicle. I'd passed through it on my way. Noticed focused, hardworking aliens of various species, studying their own screens, consulting other screens.


  Now, they'd stopped working.


  "Boss?" a Hork-Bajir huskily. "You okay, boss?"


  Oh, my God. These guys were working for me and they'd seen my screen wig out! Did they know I was a phony, a fake, an infiltrator? Could they tell?


  I moved to shuffle papers on my desk, to look occupied and cover up my ignorance, but there weren't any papers to shuffle. "Yup," I said casually. I tinkered with my earpiece and frowned down at my screen, seriouslike. "I was just, you know, giving the old mind a rest."


  After a few seconds, I glanced back at the communal workstation, hoping my crew had returned to business and forgotten everything they'd just seen me do.


  But when I looked at my crew, I saw . . . my crew . . .


  Chapter 16


  



  Seats just moments ago occupied by busy Controllers - healthy, breathing, living Controllers - now held . . .


  I blinked just to make sure.


  Oh, yeah.


  The seats held the raw, bloody, dismembered bodies of enemies I had faced in battle. My past was staring back at me.


  You have to understand that I really didn't think what I was seeing was real. And yet, under the harsh fluorescent lights, there was no mistaking that the corpses were there.


  A Hork-Bajir corpse rose out of a chair. His mauled body had been ripped apart by the claws of my tiger morph. How could he stand?! He wasn't even breathing! His muscles were decomposing! And yet he staggered out from behind the console and started toward me.


  He stretched his arm forward, extended his wrist blade and reached . . . reached for me! A growling rumbled in a voice box that wasn't there. Tiger jaws had ripped it out.


  I turned to run. I was crazy. I was nuts!


  Total insanity was twisting my brain!


  But when I tried to move, my path was blocked by a Leeran's stocky form, its pebbly, slimy skin run dry.


  "Ahh!" Its webbed feet had been severed by a shark's teeth. My shark morph's teeth. Only thin, fibrous ligaments kept the feet moving with the body. The large, luminous, Leeran eyes were lifeless.


  And yet he shuffled toward me, and I felt him say my name.


  Jake, he chanted. Jake, Jake, Jake, Jake, Jake.


  I stiffened and backed into my cubicle. I could smell them now. Their decay and rot. Death, pressing nearer and nearer!


  Behind the Hork-Bajir, a Taxxon's jelly eyes gaped and a three-foot tongue dangled limp from its open mouth. A tiger slash had flayed it from neck to belly. Its innards oozed. Flies swarmed at the opening. Maggots churned in the wound. Lobsterlike Taxxon claws clacked like castanets as it strained and reached for me.


  Jake, Jake, Jake, Jake.


  The chanting continued. The smells, the growling, the buzzing flies, the blood . . .


  "No," I breathed. It's a vision. This is your past . . . haunting you . . . This isn't real!


  Not real!


  I needed to climb over the cubicle wall. They were coming!


  Jake, Jake, Jake, Jake.


  I put a hand on the partition and tried to pull myself over it, but I had no strength.


  A rat appeared between the corpses' slow-moving feet. Running blindly, frantically. Bumping into dismembered alien parts. Recoiling, then starting out again. I knew it was David. The kid we turned into an Animorph. The kid who betrayed us. One bad decision after another. Trapped and helpless because of me . . .


  Corpses had crowded into my cubicle! The Leeran's tentacles brushed my arm!


  "No!"


  The Taxxon's claws closed over my fingers! A raw, blood-dipped Hork-Bajir claw pressed against my cheek.


  I closed my eyes. My heart pounded.


  The rat scampered up my leg and sank its teeth into my skin.


  "Nooo!"


  The bodies of the enemies I'd destroyed . . .


  "No, No, NOOOOO!"


  "KEEEEEEEE-row!"


  I opened my eyes and the cubicle had disappeared. I was tumbling through the air, spinning, plummeting out of control! I was in wild free fall next to a Howler.


  "KEEEEEE-row!"


  Another mind-splitting cry! The planet floor was racing up! The Howler was clawing the air, screaming in rage. Screaming! Because I'd led him off the ledge.


  Rat teeth sliced my skin. Webbed fingers slapped at my face. A Taxxon tongue covered me with spit. Hork-Bajir blades began to slice . . .


  The ground, racing up!


  "KEEEEEEEE-row!"


  I couldn't take anymore. Too much! Too much!


  "AHH! AHH! AHH!" I screamed and screamed and screamed.


  Then, instantly, all went silent.


  I gasped and jumped up from where I lay, sweating and cowering against the cool cubicle wall.


  Confused, out of my mind, I stared ahead.


  "Boss?"


  I jerked my head toward the communal workstation. Normal Controllers sat behind the console, a Hork-Bajir and a Taxxon among them.


  They looked at me in alarmed disbelief.


  I felt like I always did when I woke from a nightmare. Startled, a little embarrassed, but mostly just grateful that even this reality was less than the terror of the dream.


  There was a bustling down the hall.


  Orff and Hork-Bajir steamed through the maze of cubicles. Security was heading straight for me.


  Leading them, storming fast and angrily, was a stone-faced human, tall and sturdily built. I felt I should know this person.


  There was something familiar . . .


  "Get him!" he roared. The guards moved as one.


  It couldn't be true. Yet it was true. This wasn't another nightmare vision. It was real!


  The man who was ordering a security force to apprehend me was the man who'd played catch with me as a child, who'd taught me how to swim. The man who had changed my diapers.


  My friend. My role model.


  My father.


  Chapter 17


  



  Magically clear, steel-strong Orff fingers clutched my arms as my father approached. He looked just as I remembered him. Salt-and-pepper hair receding slightly. A vertical wrinkle forged above his nose. He hadn't aged a day. How was that possible?


  "Dad . . ."


  His face showed no response as his eyes tracked, sifting his memory.


  "That's right. Once upon a time, you were my host's son. This is quite a coincidence in a city so big."


  My thoughts exactly.


  It was a weird and unlikely coincidence. As an isolated event, maybe. I'm out of commission for ten years and when I tune in again, my dad's there waiting to arrest me. Sure.


  But combined with bumping into Cassie? With sighting Tobias? With learning that it was my carelessness that led to Rachel's death?


  Too much convergence. Too many life lines intersecting.


  There had to be some other current at work here.


  "You were late for work," the Yeerk in my father's head accused. "Late and in the vicinity of the explosion. You will be interrogated."


  The Orff squeezed my arms, nearly cutting off the blood flow.


  This is a dream, I thought again. Or maybe I have a fever. I'll wake up in a cold sweat, back in my room, back with a chance for victory . . .


  "Move him!"


  The guards pulled me forward. I leaned back.


  Wake up, I screamed silently. Wake up!


  I wanted it to be a dream. Willed it to be a fevered dream.


  The Orffs' blue lungs filled and collapsed, filled and collapsed. Their hearts contracted. Their blood coursed.


  I rammed an elbow into a lung.


  No response!


  A flash of insight. What if their organs, those blatant, exposed, vulnerable organs, were decoys? By all biological laws, they should be. They could be drawing attention away from the body sections that mattered.


  With a sweep of my leg I knocked one to the floor. He released my arm and I packed the hardest punch I've ever thrown at the clearest part of the other Orff's chest. Just below the head, but above the heart. A section clear as air.


  The sea-green glow in his eye faltered and flickered out. He moaned and fell, an unconscious heap. My father's face flashed alarm.


  "Take him!"


  Two Hork-Bajir lunged. I turned and ran for the gravity lift, but six more Hork-Bajir came running from that direction. Roping me in! Closing off escape!


  I was blocked. Surrounded. Helpless!


  Unless . . .


  I focused.


  And the impossible began to happen.


  Bands of color, stripes of orange and black inked my skin. Then fur erupted. Tiger muscles bulged, ripping my suit at its seams. My teeth enlarged and sharpened, becoming rows of pointed spears.


  I was still able to morph.


  The Yeerk force stared in horror, incredulous.


  "He's not Andalite! It's impossible!"


  Not so, boys.


  I fell forward onto all fours and lunged. Slashed a Hork-Bajir leg. Rip! Slash! Rip!


  Four were down. I turned on my father. He reached for the Dracon holstered on his hip.


  His hand was on it. His eyes were on me.


  One leap and I'd have him. One leap, and I could take him out.


  My dad.


  He lifted the beam from his belt. Started to bring it up.


  One leap . . .


  Take down my father?


  WHAM!


  From behind! A brutal blow. My head exploded. My legs, crumpling beneath me. And my vision . . .


  Red, then black.
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  Slowly, very slowly, unconsciousness gave way to the numb daze of waking up.


  My limbs were heavy. Utter exhaustion made me happy to be lying down. Don't move. Don't even open your eyes. Back to sleep. Yeah . . . go back to sleep, Jake.


  Then suddenly, I remembered. Panic knotted my stomach. I was back in human form!


  How did I demorph?


  Hideous red light reflected off a cool, smooth floor. It burned my eyes. Bare, seamless walls. A large room. And I was sprawled near the exit. A door frame with no door. I could go . . .


  I staggered to my feet, scanned the hall outside for guards. No one. This was it. My lucky break. I rushed forward.


  Kzzzzt!


  It was like being slapped down by a steel plate. My face, knees, and fists had struck an invisible, electrified force. I raised my head, not sure of what had happened, anticipating a second strike.


  Nothing. Just the opening, still crackling from impact.


  I struggled to raise my limp body.


  "Still putting up the big fight?" It was a deep, chiding voice. "After all these years?"


  I looked up. A broad, dark man paused in the doorway, then strode through the energy barrier. He was flanked by six Hork-Bajir and four heavily armed Orff. The Hork-Bajir fell off and took up locations by the entrance. The Orff kept their positions on either side of this person, who was clearly in charge.


  He spoke.


  "When they told me it was you, I didn't believe it. I thought you'd been disposed of at the beginning. My host's old comrade in arms. The former leader of that pathetic little gang, the Animorphs."


  The face was adult. Mid-twenties, like mine. Unmistakable anywhere, despite all that had changed. Despite the deep, angular battle scars that scored it.


  I knew that face.


  That cocky confidence. That swagger.


  "Marco?"


  "Just the parts of his mind I find useful," came the reply. A voice at once familiar and alien.


  "Not you, too, man."


  "Your old friend Marco's serving the Empire now, if that's what you mean. He finally understands how much better things can be when we all work together. One big happy family. Tell your old buddy, Marco."


  An odd expression contorted the man's face. A face so shocked to find it could speak, that the mouth could barely form words.


  There was stuttering. A long attempt to utter something.


  "N-n-n . . . o."


  And then the mouth stopped abruptly, turning once again cold and hard. The Yeerk cut in. The Yeerk who'd stolen my best friend's mind and made him a slave.


  "What he means is that no one could be happier."


  "Marco would die before he'd choose to help you."


  "Evolutionist-Front nonsense. Everyone wants to help the Yeerks. It's the informed choice, the 'in' thing to do. Life's cool when you share your head."


  This Yeerk was trying hard to tap Marco's humor, but it wasn't working.


  "You'll want to join us, too. We've already got a new Yeerk lined up for you. Someone more cooperative with the Empire. He'll help you think things through, help that anarchic brain of yours find peace. But first we've got some business to take care of."


  A new Yeerk? So he, too, thought I was already a Controller?


  I knew I wasn't. I knew it!


  And yet when everybody thinks you're something you're not, when everyone tells you again and again who and what you are, it's hard not to wonder, way in the back of your mind, if they aren't somehow right.
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  "You were spotted on the street near the scene of the explosion. You were off duty without authorization. Then I hear you're hanging with Gotham's most wanted. I have to say it was that particular piece of evidence that sealed your fate." A familiar smirk lit up the altered face.


  "Old Jake's a terrorist."


  "I don't know anything about the explosion. I was just on my way to work."


  "I anticipated you'd try to resist."


  Marco snapped his fingers and a Hork-Bajir swiftly disabled the energy barrier. Two Orff marched in, carrying Cassie. Her feet and hands were bound with living handcuffs. They handled her roughly, ignoring her broken arm.


  Despite her injury, Cassie fought them like a madwoman. She spat in the big Cyclopean eye of an Orff. The orbiting pupil turned from bright yellow to beet-red. He threw her to the floor at Marco's feet.


  "Terrorist or not," Marco said to me, "when you see what I can do to Cassie, you'll do as I say."


  Cassie started to crawl away, but the Orff grabbed her again and dragged her to a corner of the room. They fastened her cuffs to brackets on the wall.


  "I want to meet those people clever enough to bring down a building in the center of town, right under our noses," Marco said, his calm unnerving. "I'd like you to introduce me to that group of individuals. If you're willing, Jake, I think we might be able to keep things friendly."


  No. I was going to free Cassie. She needed help.


  I was about to morph to tiger when she caught my eye. Her expression held me back. Its meaning was clear. Hold your ground, Jake, her eyes said. Tell him nothing. Keep your cool. If you try to free me, you'll tell him too much.


  So I didn't morph. Instead I turned to Marco and said, "I told you, I don't know anything about any group."


  Immediately, led in by two more Orff, came a gigantic Taxxon on a leash. Each Orff carried a long pointed pole with which they jabbed at the Taxxon, keeping it at bay.


  Marco snickered. "This fellow's been brought straight over from the Taxxon home world where he made quite a name for himself. He ate his entire hive. Mother? Uh-huh. Father? Yep. Siblings? Children? Cousins? Oh, yeah. We tried infesting him, but it became obvious that he's more effective at what he does when his natural inclinations are left unchecked."


  The Taxxon pulled violently, choking on his leash, oblivious to everything but the search for flesh. Hundreds of legs scrambled. The Orff could barely hold him back.


  Cassie squirmed, struggling to break free. I thought she would pull her arms out of their sockets. I couldn't watch.


  "Help us infiltrate the EF," Marco propositioned smoothly, "and her life will be spared. Tell me all you know and . . ."


  "Tell him nothing!" Cassie snarled. "I'd sooner die a thousand Taxxon-deaths than aid the Empire."


  She meant it. No childish uncertainty lingered in her voice. No naive hopes. She was pure warrior, calculating as any visser.


  But when I looked at her face, even though it was ten years older than in my memory, I saw only the Cassie I once knew, the Cassie I once cared for.


  She saw my mind working.


  "No, Jake!" she yelled.


  "Decide now or it's over for the girl. You won't have a second chance."


  I looked from Cassie to Marco, and didn't even hesitate.


  "I'll tell you whatever you want."


  "No!" Cassie shrieked, bucking and kicking. Marco signaled. An Orff clamped see-through fingers over Cassie's mouth.


  "This makes a new record for breaking a terrorist." Marco smiled and fell into a chair. "It's things like this that get you noticed by the Council. They knew what they were doing when they made me Visser Three."


  Visser Three?


  "Cassie said you were Visser Two."


  "I am."


  "But you just said . . . you said three, not two."


  Marco's grin broadened.


  That was a slip. Proof that this couldn't be real!


  "It's all just a dream, isn't it?" I said excitedly.


  Marco laughed. "Dream? Reality? Can you tell the difference? Are you so sure there even is a difference? Pain is pain. Fear is fear. If I order this Taxxon to eat you now you'll feel agony beyond imagining. Call it a dream if you want, but it'll be real enough."


  I looked at Cassie, still screaming muffled syllables through the Orff's fingers.


  I looked at the Taxxon. He saw me and jerked his head. Drool flew from his mouth. Struck my hand.


  "You'll do just as I say. Exactly as I say, or this Taxxon scarfs Cassie down in a New York minute.


  Get it?" I got it.


  "Start talking."


  "Okay," I said nervously. "I'm waiting for further contact from the EF. They're planning another attack. Worse than the one today," I added, though I would not mention the moon-ray plan. "I don't have details yet. I get them from my next contact. I'll cooperate. I'll do whatever you want. Just don't hurt her."


  "Her?" Marco said, rising from his chair, moving toward Cassie. "Why would we have to harm her?" His voice was calm, confident. "She'll give us the names of the other EF terrorists. She'll give us their locations. She'll help us catch them, help us reinfest them. Relax, Jake. I'm sure . . ."


  Cassie head-butted the Orff. His fingers fell away from her mouth. She coughed, back deep in her throat, and -


  Dead center. Marco's right eye. She lodged the perfect loogie.


  No one spoke.


  Marco reached out and gripped her hair. Bent her head back. Pulled so hard she squinted. Then he let go of her, rubbed the spit out of his eye, and turned to me.


  "Go back to work, Jake. Essak. Wait for the EF to contact you. Go with them. Do as they say. We'll be watching."


  The room began to spin.


  "No matter which way you turn, we'll know. We'll be there. Don't try to deceive us."


  I grabbed the table for support. But the room just kept spinning. And spinning . . .


  "We'll be watching." Marco's voice was faint now. "Every step you take, Jake. Buddy . . ."
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  Awake. Somehow, back at my work console.


  Controllers all over the office began quietly standing up, leaving their cubicles, systematically filing out of the big room toward the gravity-lift doors.


  My computer was blank. No more rotating Chrysler Building model. Glowing numerals glared 6:36. The workday was over-. My crew was already gone, which was lucky, because I would have had a lot of explaining to do.


  Dreams within nightmares within hallucinations within visions. It was debilitating!


  Play along. Get up and follow.


  We'll be watching . . .


  Marco's voice still vibrated in my ears.


  I picked up the mug on my desk that had somehow appeared and took a swig of cold coffee. I bit into a half-eaten jelly donut. It moved down my esophagus like a wad of wet paper towel.


  I stood up and followed the last Controller onto the gravity lift. It plummeted several floors and opened onto a long, yellow hallway. Pulsating triangles pointed the way to an enclosed bridge. A catwalk, running from skyscraper to skyscraper over dingy streets hundreds of feet below.


  I heard music. A thumping bass filled the air. I quickened my step. Inviting smells. Food smells.


  I followed the music and aromas to a huge carpeted room, like a banquet hall. Blue and red lights flashed and spun in the darkness. Long tables lined the walls and framed a dance floor. Orff lifted crystal mugs of green brew into the air, chanted something incomprehensible, downed the liquid, and slammed the mugs to the table. At the far end, a ring of Taxxons stuffed pot pie after pot pie into their mouths, cheered on by Hork-Bajir.


  But much of the crowd was human. Evidently the Yeerks understood the human need for leisure time. And for junk food.


  Tacos, hamburgers, chicken strips, cheese sticks, buffalo wings. Bowls of chips piled three feet high. No broccoli in sight. My mother would not be happy. I was in heaven. Nightmare or not, it was real enough that I felt hunger. Hunger so strong I felt I'd been adrift for a month in the raging Pacific with nothing to sustain me but rainwater.


  I heaped a plate with tacos and pizza and edged toward the drink bar.


  WHOOF!


  A Hork-Bajir slammed me against the wall, knocking my plate to the floor.


  I moved to strike. He blocked my arm.


  "Don't struggle," he said quietly. "I'm a friend."


  I looked him over. Savage blades. Bandana strips tied like tourniquets on all limbs. Didn't look like a friend to me. He reached for one of the cloth ties, pulled it down, and revealed a branding. A sort of poorly executed, self-inflicted tattoo. The letters "EF" etched in leathery skin.


  "My contact?"


  "No. A messenger," he said. "Make like you're going to the hovercraft dock, like you're going home for the night. Then double back and duck in the side door to the kitchen." His eyes trailed across the room to the door in question. My eyes followed.


  He squeezed a hand against my neck to make it seem like he was an aggressor. Necessary for setting Marco's men off track, I assumed. Then he fell back into the rowdy, pulsing mass on the dance floor.


  I grabbed a taco off a table and crammed it into my mouth, then dance-walked over to the hovercraft dock. I strolled onto the platform, into the crazy hum. Hover ships crisscrossed the setting sun, swarming in apparent disorder like bees in a garden.


  "Uptown?" a blue suit asked me. Her red hair glistened in the sun's dimming rays.


  "Yeah," I said. She smiled. The hovercraft pulled in. She stepped on. I stepped in after her. We brushed shoulders, then I remembered.


  "Wait! I'm, uh, still hungry." I smiled apologetically. "One more taco should do the trick." I slipped off the ship. Its doors closed. Blue suit was whisked into the sky.


  Back into the canteen, slinking low, lost in the throbbing mass of dancers. Moving along the wall, past a row of diners. To the swinging door.


  Whoosh!


  I was inside a dimly lit kitchen. Empty, though the still-wet floor reeked of bleach.


  The door clapped shut, muting the after-work revelry of Yeerk happy hour. I moved through the pantry. No one. Into the main kitchen. Prep counters. Ranges. Refrigerators.


  I froze. Labored breathing.


  A kind of struggle for air through lungs that were seriously not well. I swung around and there, next to the island chopping block, was a wheelchair.


  In the wheelchair, a woman. I'm not sure how I knew it was a woman. The face and body were grossly disfigured by injuries. She had no legs. Only one arm. A horrifying scar shut one eye.


  The other eye looked up at me. It gleamed a brilliant blue.


  I think I knew right then because the hair on the back of my neck stood on end.


  "Aahhh Nihhh Morfff," came a sound from lips that barely moved. A scraping voice, harsh as railroad brakes, weak as a whisper. Yet strangely animated.


  Animorph. The password!


  Relief washed over me. A sudden wave. I was in the presence of a friend. It was about time! This pitiable woman . . . just a clever disguise.


  "You don't even rec . . ." Thick wheezing cut off her words. She started up again. "You don't recognize me."


  The arduous puffs of speech . . . this was no disguise.


  "Cause I'm not kicking . . . Yeerk butt, you don't . . . even recognize . . . your own cousin?"


  A sprig of dulled golden hair tucked behind a battered ear.


  Reckless vitality still shining in her one eye.


  "Cassie said you were dead!" I blurted.


  She jammed her hand on the wheelchair joystick and lurched forward, stopping aggressively an inch from my boot.


  "Close," she whispered. "But not quite."
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  Rachel!


  Not dead. Alive.


  I couldn't find words. There were plenty racing around in my head, but none made it out. I just dropped to my knees and looked into her face. She had been so badly hurt. I wanted to ask how - why didn't she morph to repair the damage? But I was afraid of the answer.


  I knew it was my doing. I knew I'd finally wasted Rachel's life.


  "We don't do pity," she snapped, answering the expression on my face. "This is business. The serious stuff."


  I nodded.


  Why had Cassie lied to me?


  "Eight blocks away is . . . the New York Public Library. A big abandoned building you . . . can't miss. Get there. Make the trip . . . from here to there the crookedest . . . line you can. We want them off . . . the scent."


  I nodded again. It was hard for me to listen to her wheezing, but it didn't seem to bother her much at all.


  "Go in . . . the side entrance," she continued. "Up two flights. Down . . . the hall and into the stacks. And wait."


  "For what?"


  "We don't do questions."


  Suddenly -


  Whoosh!


  An Orff flung open the swing door. Shone his amber eye-light on pots, pans, me, stacked dishes. Back to me.


  "Explain your position, Orange Suit."


  Rachel's chair was low enough to the ground that he couldn't see her behind the island chopping block, but I was standing.


  "I wanted more salsa. The tacos are bland," I said.


  He thought a moment. I stared him down.


  But when he stepped through the door my heart pounded. Maybe he was a figment of my subconscious, but pain was pain. Fear was fear. Marco had a point.


  "Get the sauce," he bellowed, "and bring it to my table. You're right, the tacos stink."


  He turned and walked out.


  "They'll trail you," Rachel said. "At least now you know . . . who you need to lose."


  "But do I meet someone? I want to do this right. Who do I look for? How will I know them?"


  "You'll know." An undercurrent of the old enthusiasm carried her voice, even through the labored speech. "Believe me, you'll know."


  I moved to leave. Her hand grabbed my suit.


  "Don't let us down, Jake. It's not just . . . our freedom in the balance . .. this time. It's .. . life itself. There are many more . . . like me. Injured or weak or different. So let's do it . . . and do it right."


  She released me. I wish I could say it didn't bother me to look at the mess Rachel had become, but it did. And in my mind, her wounds chronicled my failures as a leader. It was more than I could bear.


  Without a backward glance, I swung through the door and back into the rowdy canteen. I couldn't tell exactly who was watching, but I felt the threat. I felt the stare of Marco's men.


  A gravity lift dropped me at street level. Me and a group of blue suits looking to start a brawl with a Taxxon gang. I left them on the corner and started to move.


  Down an alley. Back onto a main street. Another alley . . .


  I needed to morph. I focused on the image of a peregrine falcon. I waited for my bones to start shrinking, the ground to start racing up at me.


  Nothing happened. The changes didn't come!


  I heard footsteps behind me. I looked back, but saw no one. Could Marco's men have some antimorphing technology?


  I broke into a jog, dodging in and out of blown-out storefronts, doubling back on my tracks.


  All the while I felt eyes on me. I saw no one. Just felt eyes.


  And heard footfalls. When I slowed, they slowed. When I sped up, they followed.


  I kept trying to morph, but the changes wouldn't come. Maybe it was me. Maybe my mind was too fragmented to focus.


  In the middle of Forty-second Street, in the center of the path the Yeerks had cut through debris from the explosion, I stopped suddenly, waited two seconds, and spun around.


  My boot struck the pavement. It was the sound of triumph. Because I'd captured exactly what I wanted.


  I'd seen the Orff before they'd dimmed their eyes.


  There was one on a first-floor balcony a half-block away, purple. And there was a group of three, crouched next to a junked hovercraft, their eyes red.


  One of them was not even twelve feet away. A glowing orange follow spot. Invisible now, in the night, but that didn't matter. I'd charted it on my mental map.


  Five total. I would lose these guys. I'd lose them without morphing. For Rachel.


  Ready, set . . .


  Gone! I pumped my legs. Worked them like springs, jumping over the debris-laden street and across the pavement. A powerful body in top condition. A host any Yeerk would give five ranks to get.


  I couldn't see the Orff, but I could hear them. A fluid swishing followed by a thump, as each leg struck the ground. Swish-thump. Swish-thump. Swish-thump. Blending together so fast it was one sound. One rhythm. The Orff's three legs. Like a well-oiled engine.


  I turned into another alley. Swish-thump. Only one Orff was near. But how close? I twisted and caught a glimpse. It was Orange-eye. Sticking to me. He wouldn't let me pull away.


  I'd have to take this chase inside.
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  I dove through the storefront, its sheet glass already blown out. I landed on a bed of sports equipment. Hockey skates jabbed my ribs. Sneakers broke my fall.


  I raced to the back of the store. Boxes of shoes and skates and hockey pads piled high, overturned, spilled randomly across the floor. I tripped through the obstacle course, heading for the backstairs when . . .


  Whoosh!


  The floor in front of me was opening up! I couldn't stop. Moving too fast . . .


  A black hole!


  "Ahh!"


  I grabbed for a shoe rack. It tumbled.


  I was falling!


  Like Alice in Wonderland, I was shooting through blackness. Or down a water park slide. Only beneath me wasn't a stream of H20, but a current of air so strong it kept me buoyant.


  Air flew past so fast I could hardly breathe. I scratched the sides for a handhold, but they were smooth.


  A twisting turn! Then flatness. Then a thirty-foot drop!


  "Oh-wah-oh-wa-weh-se-gunta-go . . ."


  <Oh-wah-oh-wa . . .>


  What the . . . ?!


  Kids. A mix of oral and thought-speak voices. Singing!


  It was the first joyful sound I'd heard since waking in my cell.


  I saw the end of the tunnel speeding toward me. No way to slow down!


  "Yahhh!"


  I was flying through night air, through a sky dotted by stars and warmed by the full moon.


  Whumph!


  An unexpectedly soft landing on a wide, grassy field. Next to me was a tree. But not just your average neighborhood maple or oak. This sucker was huge. A billowing, thriving tree whose branches bowed to touch the ground, then headed back up toward the sky. Like the baobabs of Africa I've seen on the Discovery Channel.


  Every branch had a child on it. A smiling, playful child, singing and swaying. Some of them were obviously skilled tree-climbers. Not all of them were human, although most were. There were young Andalites, too. Even a number of Orff. And a Leeran.


  "Oh-wah-oh-wa-weh-se-gunta-go!" The singing stopped.


  On the grass not far from me, beneath the tree, were some adults. A few were standing, others sat cross-legged. They didn't wear the colored suits of the Yeerk metropolis. Instead they had on loose-fitting, linen-colored tunics. A bulge in a pouch on their sides revealed handheld Dracons, but I got the feeling the weapons weren't used very often.


  Adult Andalites stood thoughtfully nearby. A single Orff, barely visible in the darkness, crouched on his third leg while he extended the other two legs comfortably out in front of him.


  A human female raised her hands with pleasure and smiled at the kids in the tree. "Very nice," she said. "We'll start the meeting now."


  All heads turned up to the starry sky. An adult Andalite stepped forward.


  <With it we walk, think, and speak. For it we breathe, sleep, and work.>


  "Freedom guides us," everyone answered.


  <For it we live.>


  "Freedom is all."


  Heads dropped. A human male asked the kids if they wanted to share what they'd worked on during the week. The female who'd led the song walked over to me.


  "What is this place?" I asked. "Are you the group Cassie told me about? Are you free?"


  "Yes. So Cassie sent you?"


  "Well, no. I mean, I don't know. I just fell through a hole in the floor and . . ."


  "The floor doesn't open up for just anyone. Cassie must want you to learn. You see, all our young adults are in the EF. We're the ones they've saved so far. We elders, and the children that we raise and teach." She pointed back at the tree. It must have been art week because each child had a painting of his own creation in his hands. The canvases were small, but intricate. One student at a time explained his work while the others listened.


  "These are the first healthy kids I've seen since I've been here."


  The woman nodded and squeezed my arm.


  "It's a sad story, to be sure. I'll tell you." She lowered her voice a notch. "The Yeerks raise children in large warehouses back in the city. Controllers like the ones you saw are picked at random to procreate. When children are born, they enter one of the wamps, or warehouses, where they are held from birth to age fifteen. Their lives are controlled though their brains are left uninfested. Children are seen as weak and unworthy host bodies.


  "During this captivity," she continued, "they're pumped full of vitamin supplements so the host bodies will grow strong. They're run on treadmills so they'll be fit to fight and to produce. When instinct leads them to indulge in moments of uncontrolled, regular childhood, they are punished. If they try to educate themselves, they are punished. Yeerks want minds as powerless as possible. So they raise children in a joyless, lifeless world where they wait for the day of infestation. The EF fights to free them. When they are freed, which is far more seldom than I can bear to think, they come here."


  "These kids don't seem traumatized at all," I said. "They seem completely normal."


  "We've been lucky that way. Very few have been broken down beyond repair. This is a place of joy. It helps that we don't talk about the wamps unless we must. We live simply. We teach and cultivate. We hope."


  She turned back to the class in progress, then back to me.


  "Would you like to see more?"


  I nodded. I felt it was important to see how things worked here. I felt that I was here because I was supposed to be.
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  I walked over to the tree.


  "Are you from the EF?" A kid's voice. I looked down at one of the lower, swooping branches and saw a blond, rosy-cheeked boy. Maybe eight or nine. He spoke like he hoped I was with the EF because that would make me a quasi-celebrity and someone worth showing his artwork to.


  "Um, I guess so," I said. "Yeah. I'm working with the EF. My name's Jake."


  "My name's Justice. The elders insist on giving us these funny 'concept' names. Like, that's Liberty over there." He pointed to a girl on a high branch. "And that's Storm." As he explained this, he rolled his eyes a little, indicating that to him, all adults seem a bit goofy.


  I smiled and knelt down to get closer to his level.


  "You want to see my painting?" he said. "My friends think I'm better at art than they are. The elders say I have a gift."


  "Well, then, I'd better have a look."


  Justice handed his canvas to me.


  "What do you think?"


  The image was divided diagonally, from the lower left corner to upper right. Below that line was an expressionist nightmare. A dark, angular city. Jutting, steel-gray towers rising through a bloodred mist. A fog from which arms and screaming, agonized faces reached in vain for a sky they couldn't see.


  Above the diagonal demarcation was a different world. A cloudless, blue-skied landscape. In the sky hovered a hot-air balloon, stark-white, like a sun. Extending from the balloon's gondola, crossing over from the joyful sky to the dismal, urban abyss was a rope.


  A cord, thin as thread.


  On this rope were people, traveling upward, pinned to the thread like clothes on a laundry line.


  And as they crossed the border between darkness and light, faces stiff with frustration and rage softened. There were no smiles, but there were expressions of hope.


  "Do you like it, Jake?"


  "It's great," I said. He smiled. "You're really good at drawing. Is that how you got here? Did you escape up the rope?"


  "Not you too," he said with mild frustration. "The elders are always telling me I paint allegories, whatever they are! I'm working out my aggression and fears, they say. But I'm just painting what I want to."


  "Okay."


  "Do you get to fly Bug fighters?"


  "Nope."


  "But you get to plan attacks, right? And lead rebels? And free slaves?"


  "I guess so."


  "That's what I want to do. I'm gonna free all the friends I had to leave behind. They're prisoners and I'm gonna save them."


  I wondered how I should answer, how I could explain to him, without destroying his spirit. "War doesn't always let you save the people you know," I said. You might end up being assigned to a mission that saves people far away from here. People you don't know. Other people's friends."


  He shook his head.


  "I'll save my friends first. Then I'll save other people's friends." He jumped suddenly and grabbed hold of my arm, pulling me toward the trunk of the massive tree.


  "You're gonna be late," he said. "I want you to stay, but you're gonna be late." He pressed his small hand on a depression in the thick, corrugated bark and a door appeared. It opened for me and I let Justice push me through it, but then I turned back.


  When I did, there was just the trunk of an oak.


  No door, no free humans. I was back in the city.


  In Bryant Park, awash in shadows from a nearly full, rising moon. Gnarled branches on leafless trees spread like outstretched hands. Hands warning of danger. Pleading with me to be careful.


  Gravel crunched beneath my boots as I crossed to the New York Public Library. My mind hummed with confusion as I tried to make sense of the place I'd just been, the free humans I'd just met.


  I'd decided a while back to give up analyzing what was happening to me and why. I'd figured that sanity depended on accepting the reality I saw, this dream or nightmare or vision. But that didn't mean there weren't times when all I wanted were answers - definite, concrete answers.


  I listened for the sound of Orff footfalls. For the feel of spying eyes tracking me.


  Nothing. I'd lost them.


  I'd done as Rachel had said.


  Up white marble steps.


  "TSSEEERRR."


  A raptor's cry cut the night. Then beating wings and the creaking of ancient bones.


  "Tobias!"


  Feathers brushed my face as a hawk shot past. So close this time! I blinked and . . .


  Gone! Absorbed by the night.


  "Tobias?" There was no answer.


  So I turned and opened the massive, brass-handled door. I raced up moonlit stairs, boots pounding in the vast emptiness.


  A wood-paneled corridor led to the stacks, to endless rows of high, book-lined shelves. A gloomy, moody maze. A musty, unlived-in smell. Silent as a tomb.


  Reading obviously wasn't big with the Empire.


  I walked along the main corridor, looking down each aisle. Rachel said I'd know.


  I was in the beginning of the "E" section when I passed an aisle that seemed to extend farther than the rest. I turned into the book-lined tunnel, heart thumping, and began to run.


  Suddenly, the bookshelves ended. I skidded to a halt next to a row of dark-stained wooden tables. And then a hundred lights switched on and splashed light across the surfaces of a hundred desks, illuminating a huge reading room.


  A strapping Andalite, coarse blue fur drawn tight over battle-ready muscles, swiveled graceful stalk eyes to rest on me.


  <Jake.>


  The thought-speak voice was mind-filling. Gentle and tough. Wise, inspiring, terrifying.


  Familiar.


  He looked just as he did the night his spacecraft crashed in the construction site. The night my life changed forever.


  By comparison, my voice sounded puny and forlorn, swallowed up by the vaulted chamber.


  "Elfangor."
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  The Andalite shifted on his hooves and trotted nearer, his stature breathtaking. He was powerful and well-proportioned.


  <You have followed our instructions.>


  I'd seen Elfangor murdered with my own eyes, yet there he stood. Could he be leader of the EF? Mastermind of a terrorist campaign against Yeerk control? I was incredulous, but, at this point, anything seemed possible.


  "The EF is certainly a force to be reckoned with," I said.


  <It sounds as though you question our tactics.>


  "Action is the surest path to change. No question there."


  <But you would fight them differently? Sabotage and terrorist offensives make you morally uneasy. You want a better way.>


  "What I want is to go home."


  <Too much for you?> Elfangor was an awesome presence. I'd be lying to say he didn't intimidate me some. But I was a leader, too. I saw the fight for Earth as more mine now than his. I wanted to be respectful of him, but in my view he'd made a giant mistake with the terrorist campaign. I had to call him on it.


  "No. I want to go home so I can keep all this from happening in the first place. If this is the future, I want to go back. I can stop the Yeerks without sacrificing my friends. Without botching the war, and bumbling into your brand of terrorism and half-freedoms. I can stop them before we sacrifice the very things we're fighting for!"


  Elfangor laughed in my mind. <Victory without sacrifice? You know better than that.>


  "You don't have to give up your principles to win. Isn't there always an alternative to sacrifice if you just keep your mind clear, and step back, and see it and . . ."


  <You know better than that.>


  The repetition stung. How did he know I was just talking big? It was like he was inside my head, rifling through my personal file of fears and mistakes . . .


  Now I was angry.


  "It's all your fault," I said suddenly, surprising myself. "I always thought of you as a hero, Elfangor. A leader. But the truth is you couldn't see another way out. You sentenced us to hardship, pain, and suffering. We were kids. You made us question every value we ever learned. You had no right to heap that weight on us, huge and impossible. You used us!"


  <That's interesting, coming from you, Jake.> The voice changed as he said my name. Suddenly, he didn't sound like Elfangor anymore. The Andalite arrogance was gone, leaving only the voice of a man. A human. Familiar and unfamiliar.


  <Let me guess what comes next,> the new voice said. <You didn't ask for leadership, right? You didn't ask to make the tough calls. Plan the missions. Decide how to use your small but loyal force. How and when to put them in harm's way, risking their lives. You're blameless. The role was thrust upon you. Well, I don't buy it, Jake. Every choice is yours. Always has been. You were and are free.>


  "Tobias."


  <Yeah. You know I morphed Ax a long time ago. I decided to stay in this morph. Ax's body has aged ten years. It's a dead ringer for Elfangor, isn't it? But Elfangor's dead, Jake.>


  Of course.


  <And so are you.>


  My throat tightened. My skin tingled. What? My mind seized on his words, pulled and prodded them. Turned and shook them.


  Dead? Then how could I be free?!


  <Ten years ago tonight, Tom put it all together. He came into your room and murdered the leader of the Animorphs. Rather than let Visser Three know that one of the notorious "Andalite bandits" had gone undetected for so long, right under his nose, Tom ended your life. Your own brother . . .>


  "But I'm here!"


  I looked down at my hand. Pink-tan flesh under the light of the reading lamp. Knuckles, nails, veins, bones. Alive. Real.


  <Yes, you're here, but not alive.>


  What was this?


  <It all converges tonight. Battles, struggle, strategy. Tonight is the decisive moment. The Chrysler Building moon ray is ready for use. They're powering it up as I speak. Running through the checklist. Applying your hundreds of hours of calculations.>


  "No! No, no, no! I'm not a scientist!"


  <You are. You were. Or rather, you will be. It all rests on you. You're the only one . . . only you can make the shot miss. Get there, Jake. Alter the programming. Make it miss. Even a tenth of a percent will do the job. This is the decisive moment, do you understand? Use whatever means necessary>


  "If I make the shot miss, the moon will explode and doom millions."


  <The greater good, Jake. The big picture. For God's sake, don't get stopped by details. Permanent Kandrona. Failure means an Earth that is at last irrevocably Yeerk.>


  "But what about Cassie? Marco has her!"


  <There's no time. She's prepared to die with honor>


  "Couldn't you send someone else to save her? One of your people?" I pleaded, indignant at his dismissal of her life.


  Tobias shrugged.


  <No one to spare.>


  "I won't let her die!"


  <Save one or save many? The choice wasn't so hard for you at the Ragsin Building, when you left Marco and Rachel to save themselves.>


  I couldn't answer that.


  <This is war, Jake. Sacrifices must be made.> He turned abruptly and walked across the room.


  <Alter the moon ray or save Cassie. One or the other. Or neither. Not both.>
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  I couldn't accept it.


  I ran out the same way I came in, as fast as my legs could carry me. Past row upon row of books and cavernous marble library halls built for a different world.


  I burst out into a muggy cloud of night air, thick and hot. The leaves on the trees were full and lush. Leaves? Muggy air? Minutes ago I'd walked beneath barren branches, dormant as death. New I raced past foliage rustling in the whirlwind currents from hovercraft overhead.


  Reality was all wrong.


  Cassie.


  No mission was worth sacrificing her life.


  I ran from Tobias. From Elfangor and Ax, from friends who'd ceased to care.


  As leader of the Animorphs, I would put the mission first. The mission as a whole. But what was my mission?


  What made the world worth more? Sheer volume? The future? The common good?


  Detachment, you idiot.


  The last battle we'd fought together . . . Marco and Rachel, inside . . . lose everyone or just two . . . a door closing . . . Securing their destiny . . .


  Guilt tore at me with scratching, ripping claws.


  I'd set the example. I was to blame for Cassie's hardness and Tobias's indifference.


  I ran still faster. Down a dark, narrow backstreet. The smell of Taxxon filth invaded every corner of the city. Sweat poured down my face, mixing with burning, unstoppable tears.


  "I'm sorry!" I shouted at the sky.


  No one to hear.


  Tobias was wrong about war. What good is it if people are forgotten along the way? If one girl in one million girls is scarred and hardened. Changed forever. What good? Only Yeerks freely give their own to see a job completed. I wasn't a Yeerk.


  I wasn't.


  TSEEEW!


  A flash of heat. The scorch of Dracon fire on the bricks above my face. Marco's men!


  Get away! I had to get above this nightmare town! I tore at my synthetic orange skin and tried to morph.


  The physical changes began. I hadn't lost the morphing power! Long human legs collapsed up into my rear. Elbows fused to my chest.


  A downy undercoat sprouted across my skin. Stiff feathers shot outward from thinning arms. Hard cranial bones shifted, sculpting my heavy, round human head into the falcon's sleek form.


  I flapped as hard as I could. Struggling through wet air.


  Help Cassie, and I doom so many more. Kandrona for eternity. Help Cassie and mankind's fate is sealed.


  But I would have one more moment with Cassie by my side. We might make it. We could run.


  But where could we go? And with a Kandrona sun, I couldn't even starve the Yeerk out of her head . . .


  Every detail of the city surged into focus with raptor sight. And the mind. Simple, but keen. Focused on the task. No swells of emotion. No unanswered questions.


  The tears were gone.


  Higher. Past walls of silver-green glass and rooftop landing pads. Glassed-in penthouses, beacons in the darkness, housed crowds of humans and Andalites gathered around sludgy pools. High-level Controllers cavorting and conspiring. The alien world's hot tub equivalent. The Yeerk pool.


  The air cooled and thinned as I rose higher still, until at last, the menacing Yeerk New York looked safe and small. Air began to slip past my tired wings. I was an insignificant dot in the sky. One free soul above a city of slaves. Millions that were mine to save.


  Cassie.


  Justice would save his friends first.


  But Justice was a kid.
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  The lights of Yeerk and once-Andalite craft flitted over streets like crimson fireflies. Brooklyn. Queens. The Bronx. The suburbs. The string of distant cities beyond. All of it glowed a telling red. The East Coast megalopolis, to the horizon and beyond.


  Yeerk. All of it. Yeerk.


  My telescopic falcon eyes found the silhouette of a man at a desk, high in a skyscraper. In the world I used to know, he could have been anyone. Working late. With a wife and a family. A dog. A home.


  Here he was a captive. One captive.


  One life.


  Two miles away was another building, not the tallest, but one that stood out, with a pointed, shining peak. Brighter than all the structures around it, with starbursts stacked to form a tall, elegant tip.


  The Chrysler Building. Center of the invaders' command. Instrument of Yeerk domination.


  Cassie's prison.


  A stunning yellow light electrified the massive peak. The needle rod planted at the top began to pulse.


  Then suddenly, right before my eyes . . . the giant metallic gargoyle eagles that jutted from the corners of the spire's base seemed to ignite!


  The moon ray was energizing.


  An emerald-green glow was growing within the eagles, emanating, gaining intensity.


  Shafts of green sprang from the eagle heads, like controlled lightning. Rose up and up, converging at the spire's needle tip!


  A pyramid of green with an axis of gold, all of it sizzling energy!


  I pulled in my two-foot wings and began the dive. Thirty, forty, fifty miles an hour. The Chrysler Building my prey.


  I plummeted through cold air, faster and faster. Eighty, ninety . . . a feathered bullet. A dark streak in the night.


  And then, a detail.


  A human form! A woman, perched on a narrow ledge a thousand feet from the ground, one of the giant gargoyles anchored just beneath her feet! She was facing out, away from the building, her wrists strapped to the masonry wall, her face strained as she fought to break free.


  <CaaaaSieeeee!>


  She twisted.


  <The spire!> Her desperate plea filled my head. <Smash the spire!>


  How could she answer in thought-speak? How could she even see me? No time to wonder.


  The building was racing toward me. The green beams were growing wider and wider, expanding toward Cassie's perch. They'd fry her! In seconds, she'd be toast.


  <The smallest misalignment will disable it!> she screamed. <Smash into the spire! Do it now!>


  Razor talons could tear away Cassie's bonds. Free, she could take cover from the beams. She could survive.


  <The spire!>


  Indecision slowed my thoughts, and my descent.


  The Chrysler Building glowed brighter and brighter. The air vibrated with turbulence. The ray seemed desperate to activate. An endless supply of Kandrona. An Earth forever Yeerk.


  One well-placed impact - a five-pound falcon traveling at top speed - and the whole operation might fail. Two lives given to save millions more. To save Earth's future . . .


  Cassie yanked at the living bonds that held her wrists. She fought them, bit them, banged them against the wall. All she could do until suddenly . . .


  <Ahhhhh!> She was free!


  And then she leaped forward. Jumped from the brick ledge to the base of the gargoyle, perilously close to the raging green shaft. Slammed her weight onto the eagle. It quaked minutely, but it was enough. The light dimmed!


  <You did it!> I cheered. The spire's color weakened from blinding white to dull yellow.


  <No! I only misaligned an auxiliary stabilizer. The system will be up and running again in minutes!>


  Before I could respond, a panel hissed open behind her. Strong, nearly invisible Orff arms enveloped her.


  <Jake! Disable the main computers!>


  She was dragged inside. And the panel shut.


  Except for a crack.
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  A scarlet slit. The only entrance to the Yeerk fortress.


  I braked hard against the incredible force of a full dive. The narrow vertical opening approached too fast. I'd miscalculated.


  The only solution, maybe, was a fierce bank. One wing tip stretched at the ground, the other to the sky. I flattened my body. Braced for impact.


  Whhhhumppppppfffff.


  My hollow bird bones were crushed as momentum forced the falcon's too-large body through the slit.


  Wham!


  I smacked a marble wall. Dropped to the cool stone floor.


  Stay conscious, Jake. My body was shattered, unresponsive. Blackness closed in, blurring my vision.


  Feebly, I looked back at the narrow slit. Was I hallucinating? Perched atop the gargoyle-eagle, was a real bird. A red-tailed hawk. Eyes on me.


  <Demorph.> The strong voice pulled me back.


  My human form. Human . . .


  Miraculously, splintered bones began to fuse and grow. Fly, kill, eat, protect. The raptor's calming elemental instincts were forgotten by the confused human mind.


  <It's not too late.> The same strong voice.


  I got up. I followed the sound of Cassie's kicks against the corridor. The building vibrated as the moon ray powered up again.


  So little time.


  I remorphed as I ran, bounding silently toward a red panel at the end of the hall on big Siberian paws.


  Ka-blam!


  I slammed the barrier and the half-inch-thick alloy easily folded. The door ripped from its track and revealed an immense chamber aglow with computer screens.


  Four armed Orff on high platforms.


  Two rows of Hork-Bajir.


  And a voice raging from above.


  "You again!"


  It was Marco, glaring down from a pedestal hovering high in the center of the room, enclosed by a semicircular control panel fused to the base.


  A large holographic display at the front of the room showed an image of the moon.


  Displayed beside this moon view was a live image of the Chrysler Building. The spire glowed white-hot. Numbers beneath ticked away the seconds. 00:28. 00:27.


  "Don't even bother trying," Marco boasted. "Neither of you can do anything to stop this." He motioned to the wall of windows, where Cassie, bound and gagged, struggled in vain.


  "In minutes, the moon will shine and strengthen only Yeerks. We will be all-powerful. Earth will be ours forever."


  A panel behind Cassie flew open, revealing a red night.


  "And to celebrate, we've decided to throw a terrorist from the sky."


  I sprang.


  "Get him!"


  TSEEEWW TSEEEWW


  Dracon fire electrified the floor under my paws. Waves of Hork-Bajir moved in from every direction. I was hit! Hard, sharp blades sliced my back and neck. No pain. Not yet. I wouldn't let pain in. Not even as blood spewed from my cuts. Staining my fur. Coating my muzzle.


  I fought back, wildly. Madly spilling purple-blue Hork-Bajir blood.


  Five were down. A new wave rushed to catch me. No!


  Propelled by hind legs like rockets, I sailed over the approaching attackers. Landed hard. Tumbled into two Orff.


  "Get him, you morons!"


  I slashed frantically. Sent their handheld Dracons flying like twigs in a hurricane.


  I moved in to finish the job.


  "Rrroooaaarrrr!"


  The Orffs' clear, soft neck tissue yielded to my fangs like soft butter to a knife. But the taste!


  I withdrew. Gagged and spat.


  The poisonous, toxic taste!


  Before I could recover one of the Orff closed his arms around my neck. Two legs clamped around my sides. The third kicked wildly at my gut.


  I bit into the other Orff's leg, crushing arteries. Grinding leg bones in my jaw. Forcing myself to tolerate the taste.


  He fell.


  The one on my back increased his stranglehold. We were locked, Greco-Roman wrestlers who'd forgotten the rules.


  The numbers beneath the hologram. 00:14. 00:13.


  No!


  Marco towered above, triumphant. Eyes fixed on the holograms. Fists clenched.


  A scream!


  Cassie! Hurled through the opening, into the red night!


  BAAAM!


  Violently, I rammed the Orff on my back against the wall.


  BAAAM!


  He struggled, resisted. Tried to choke me. Cut off my air.


  BAAAM!


  I smashed him again. His kicking slowed. His grip loosened.


  He dropped to the floor, his green hearts spilling blood through severed vessels.


  I looked at the window. Cassie.


  And then, somehow, crazily . . . a hand reached up. Three fingers gripped the ledge. Cassie's hand. She wasn't gone! But in seconds she would tumble to her sixty-story death, a splattered heap for Taxxons to lick up.


  In seconds the moon ray would fire, shooting from the Chrysler Building cannon with perfect aim and precision.


  Cassie's hand.


  The large, red button standing out on Marco's control panel, shielded behind glass. The word ABORT etched on the cover.


  Cassie . . .


  The world . . .


  I knew what I had to do. No time for indecision. I saw my goal.


  Save what should be valued above all else.


  I leaped.


  00:05. 00:04.
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  INTERESTING CHOICE.


  All was blackness when I heard the voice.


  A strange voice. Old and young. Male and female. Echoing in my mind like distant thought-speak.


  It was not the Ellimist. No. It was a voice I'd never heard.


  THEY HAVE STRANGELY SEGMENTED MINDS: CONSCIOUS, UNCONSCIOUS, AND AN ABILITY TO RECONCILE BOTH. THEY WILL BEAR MORE STUDY, THESE HUMANS . . .


  A bird's song.


  Bright sun on my face. Warmth.


  I opened my eyes.


  A wooden desk with a computer on it. Star Wars Episode I poster tacked to the wall. School-books heaped on the floor. Dirty clothes falling from the closet. Worn gym shoes. Reading light. Cotton sheets.


  Downstairs, the smell of fresh waffles cooking. Dad. A woman talking about a doubles game. Mom.


  My room. My house. My . . .


  I leaped out of bed.


  The Schwarzenegger thing was history. My hand was my hand again. I brushed my chin. No sandpaper. Just smooth.


  I grabbed for the phone. I dialed the number. Pounded the keypads. My body ached in muscles I didn't know I had.


  Brrrrrrrr-ing.


  Come on. Pick up.


  Brrrrrrrr-ing.


  Answer!


  I wanted to hear a girl's voice. Deep and young. Cheerful and wise.


  My heart pounded.


  Bright sun washed my body. I moved a hand across my chest and felt . . .


  My badge! I yanked it off.


  I looked.


  My fingers clutched air. I opened my fist. Nothing.


  Images still flashed through my head.


  Dead Hork-Bajir towering above me.


  Orff manacling my wrists.


  David.


  A mind-blowing explosion.


  The Howler.


  The strangely beautiful singing of children.


  The stench of those condemned to death.


  A Mylar sheath beating with the wind.


  The scarred faces and mangled bodies of old friends.


  Elfangor.


  Lightning. Rain. Slipping . . .


  Brr . . .


  "Hello?"


  Time stopped.


  Everything got extremely quiet. Except for the pounding of my heart.


  I knew now. I'd made a choice. I knew what I was made of. My limitations and priorities.


  "It's Jake," I said.


  No response.


  "It's Jake," I said again, voice quaking like I'd never talked to her before.


  As if this were the first call I'd ever made. The only call that mattered.


  "Cassie, I just wanted to ask what I should have asked you yesterday. Are you okay?"
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  My name is Rachel.


  And I was facing down a Controller in a purple-and-pink Dunkin' Donuts uniform. He was holding a Dracon beam. Smirking. The little jerk.


  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  He fired at point-blank range. Hit me right between my three-foot-long tusks.


  "HhhhREEEEEuuuhhh!" I roared in pain and anger. Mostly anger. Like a couple of Dracon beam blasts are enough to take down a thirteen-hundred-pound African elephant.


  Yeah, an elephant. I can morph into animals whenever I want. I can also morph a cat and a cockroach and lots of other animals and bugs. Sounds like fun, right?


  Wrong. Like, about one percent of the time it's not seriously unpleasant. Mostly morphing is a weapon. A weapon in the most desperate battle ever fought by human beings.


  Here's the deal. Earth is under attack. The planet has been invaded by aliens called Yeerks. These guys aren't into exploring strange new worlds. They're into exploring strange new bodies. They're parasites. Like lice or ringworm. Only intensely worse.


  In their natural state, Yeerks are nothing but gray slugs. Until they infest a host body, enter the brain, sink down into the little crevices, and take complete control.


  Once they have you, you can't focus your own eyes, or draw your own breath, or decide when to pee. You are powerless. A slave of the most complete and hopeless kind.


  You can still do one thing. Just one terrible thing: You can watch in horror as the Yeerk in your head lies to your family, betrays your friends, plots to take over your planet.


  Frightening?


  Oh, yeah. And it gets worse.


  Me and my friends are all that actively stand between the Yeerks and their evil conquest of humanity. Just a group of five kids and a young alien.


  We're trying to hold on until help gets here from a few billion light-years away. See, the Yeerks have enemies. A race of amazingly advanced aliens called Andalites.


  Andalites look like deer. If deer had blue-and-tan fur, humanoid arms, and scorpionlike tails tipped with wickedly sharp blades. Andalites also have two main eyes, on their face, and two on swiveling stalks that sprout from the top of their head. Beautiful and intelligent and cunning.


  Not too long ago - who am I kidding, what seems like a lifetime ago - an Andalite ship got fried right above Earth. Torn out of the sky while battling the Yeerks. My friends and I saw it fall. Saw the dying Andalite war prince named Elfangor crawl from the wreckage. Listened, stunned and just a little freaked out, as he gave us the technology that allows us to morph. To acquire the DNA of any animal we touch and then to become that animal. But there was one rule we had to follow: Stay in morph for more than two hours and you stay there forever. Become what the Andalites call a nothlit. Stuck in your morph for the rest of your life. Someone who means a lot to me knows about this firsthand. He'd stayed in morph too long and now he lives his life as a red-tailed hawk. He did regain his morphing ability, but when he demorphs he's not a human. He's a bird. The sad part - at least for me - is that he seems to like his life the way it is now.


  But even though it seems futile, we've been fighting ever since.


  Trying to hold on even though we've just about given up waiting for any more help out of the sky.


  So here we are: Jake, our leader and my cousin; Cassie, my best friend; Marco, Jake's best friend and a totally annoying - never mind; Tobias, a lost soul with the body of a bird; and Elfangor's younger brother, Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. We call him Ax.


  Oh, there's one important thing I forgot to mention: Yeerks feed on something called Kandrona rays.


  The Yeerks' need for Kandrona is the one flaw in their strategy. A weakness, an opening we can exploit. Every three days, thousands of Yeerks gather together at the enormous Yeerk pool complex built under our town.


  Destroy the pool and the Yeerks will starve.


  We just found out from our android allies, the Chee, that the Yeerks were beginning mass production of portable Kandronas. The heads of the Yeerk organization have had access to these for a while now. But mass production? That meant each and every Yeerk, no matter how low down on the corporate ladder, would be able to feed in the privacy of his or her own home as easily as you nuke a frozen pizza. The Yeerk pool would be obsolete. Our enemies would be rid of their only flaw.


  We just couldn't let it happen.


  So we'd attacked their factory, a dingy old industrial building on the edge of town, windows painted black. The Yeerks had disguised it as a Dunkin' Donuts bakery. The human-Controllers were even dressed in the ever-so-stylish polyester fast-food uniforms.


  The Pepto-Bismol pink poly did not help my mood. Neither did the fact that we were way outnumbered.


  Thirty human-Controllers were working on a crude assembly line in the back of the building. Four more were pretending to make donuts up front. There were at least a dozen guards.


  I wrapped my trunk around a Controller's waist, tossed my massive head, and let go.


  "Ahhhhhhhh!" he yelled, as he went flying. Then -


  THUMP!


  I didn't see where he landed.


  "HhhhREEEEEuuuuhhh!" I trumpeted.


  Jake, Cassie, Ax, and Tobias were back by the assembly line, on the other side of a false wall. I couldn't see them but the elephant's ears were picking up moans and roars and cries and Dracon beam blasts. Also, something that sounded like equipment smashing to the floor.


  Marco was on my side of the wall, in gorilla morph. Three Controllers surrounded him. He lashed out with his ham-sized hands but the Controllers were slowly backing him against one of the three commercial ovens.


  <Marco! I'm on my way!> I shouted.


  <Just when I'm having so much fun.>


  The Controllers had their backs to me. Didn't see me coming.


  I grabbed the middle one. Tossed.


  "Aaaahhhhhhh!" he yelled.


  Now they knew I was there.


  The right one turned his handheld Dracon beam at me.


  Too slow.


  I grabbed him. Tossed.


  "Nnnnnoooooo!" he shouted.


  Marco moved forward. Knocked the Dracon beam out of the third Controller's hand. Whacked him a solid gorilla punch to the jaw. The guy went down. And stayed there.


  Marco and I looked around. Our part of the factory was littered with downed human-Controllers. Yeerks who wouldn't be causing us any headaches for a long, long time.


  <Let's bail!> Jake shouted. <Ax says we've got three minutes left to stay in morph!>


  I powered through the main entrance, taking most of the door frame with me. Three minutes to demorph or be stuck as an elephant for the rest of my life.


  The others were right behind me. Ax in his own Andalite body. Jake moving fluidly in his tiger morph. Cassie as a wolf, fast and low. Tobias, the red-tailed hawk. And Marco, a gorilla, bringing up the rear.


  We ran. Down the deserted alleyway where we'd left our outer clothing. The pavement was damp. Strange misty halos ringed the sodium-vapor lights way overhead.


  Not a minute to spare. Crowded in around the stinking Dumpsters and piles of oily, wet rags, we stopped.


  <Nice work, guys,> Jake said. <Let's get out of here.>


  I focused on my own body, and felt the changes begin.


  My tusks went flaccid, like two overgrown pieces of spaghetti. They slurped up into my face, slapping side to side as they retracted.


  Morphing is not attractive. Actually, it's pretty much a freak show.


  My eyes sort of moved up and down as they traveled from the sides of my shrinking head to the front. Things went blurry for a second until human sight blinked on. And then -
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  "Hahooo wwwas that?" Cassie demanded with a mouth that was half-wolf and half-human.


  <A small explosion of light,> Ax said. <I believe it is part of a primitive visual recording device called a camera.>


  "WHAT?" Marco exploded. "Someone took a picture of me? Not cool. Do you see what I'm wearing? I'm Spandex-boy. Totally not cool."


  I heard a garbage can tumbling over. Squeaky footsteps on the wet pavement. Someone was running away!


  "Everyone stay put," Jake said. "W can't let anyone see us. Tobias?"


  <I'm on it.> Tobias flapped his wings and rose up over Marco's head.


  "Well, this is great, isn't it?" Marco said. "We close down a Yeerk-run operation only to let some tabloid photographer sneak up on us. I bet we're on the cover of the National Enquirer tomorrow."


  "You don't know it was a professional photographer," Cassie argued.


  "A kid can hope, can't he?"


  "Not funny." Jake, his mouth pressed into a grim line.


  One of the reasons we've survived as long as we have is that the Yeerks don't know who we are. They think we're a group of "Andalite bandits."


  If they found out we were a bunch of human kids we'd be dead or infested within hours. No doubt our entire families, too.


  "I'm going with Tobias," I said grimly.


  I concentrated on the bald eagle DNA buried somewhere deep inside me. Demorphing and morphing - especially after battle - is exhausting. But I couldn't just stand around and wait. So much easier to do something. Anything.


  The first thing to change was my mouth. My lips bulged out. Grew hard and stiff and turned yellow.


  THUD! I fell forward as my legs rapidly shrank. The slimy bricks of the alleyway rushed up at me.


  A feather tattoo started at my fingertips and covered my arms in a few seconds. Suddenly, the pattern sprang up and my arms and legs were covered with actual feathers. The feathers were dark brown, except for the snowy-white ones that replaced my blond hair and the skin of my face and neck.


  My feet split open and formed yellow talons, each of which ended in a hooked claw. Claws that could grab a swimming fish out of a rushing river. My human bones became hollow and light.


  Moments later, I was airborne, cruising soundlessly over the deserted streets. I could see the "Dunkin' Donuts" bakery a few blocks away. Rubble spilled out the door. Nobody was stirring.


  The whole neighborhood was quiet. Which was good. No commando force of Controllers. Not yet, anyway.


  There! I spotted Tobias maybe two hundred yards ahead and to my right, flying over some mid-rise buildings.


  <Tobias!> I called. <Who was it?>


  <Some kid,> he said. <About our age. He had one of those disposable cameras.>


  <Where is he?> I asked.


  <I lost him,> Tobias said grimly. <He ran into that building with the pigeon cages on the roof.>


  <Let's go after him,> I said.


  <No sign of him through any of the windows. But it's getting dark and I don't have the best vision for this job at night.>


  Neither did the bald eagle. But by then I knew the others were on their way. When Jake felt it was safe they'd gone owl and followed us. The six of us circled the building, waiting for the kid to come back out or appear in a window. Nothing happened except that the strange mist turned into a steady downpour.


  Jake made the call. <We need to keep an eye on this kid,> he said. <But there's no need for all of us to be here. Ax, Tobias, take the first watch.>


  We arranged a quick schedule then split up.


  I didn't sleep well that night. I spent two hours dreaming I was on the cover of Time magazine as a half-human, half-elephant freak. Not exactly the kind of fame that makes Mom and Dad proud.


  At three o'clock, I morphed owl and flew back to the apartment building. Tobias and Ax reported that they hadn't seen anything. Cassie and I spent the next two hours flying in endless circles.


  Jake and Marco relieved us at five.


  I went back to my bed and my nightmares of exposure and infestation.


  By eight-thirty Saturday morning, I was awake and heading to Cassie's barn for a meeting. I was tired and grumpy. The weather was rainy and cold. I wanted a nap. Maybe after we got the film.


  Tobias was in his usual spot in the rafters. Cassie was mucking out a stall. Marco was sitting on a stool, looking all conditioned and blown-dry. Jake kept yawning. He looked rumpled, like he'd just crawled out of bed. Which he probably had.


  Ax was back on watch at the kid's apartment building.


  "Let's try to keep this meeting short," Jake said. "I don't want Ax on surveillance alone."


  "I don't get it," Marco said. "What was that kid doing all night?"


  "Probably sleeping," I grumbled.


  <We need a plan,> Tobias said.


  "Easy. We steal the film," I suggested.


  "That's not a plan, O reckless one," Marco said snidely. "That's obvious. But I'm ready."


  Jake nodded. "I spotted the kid around dawn. His apartment is on the fifth floor. The bedroom faces an empty lot in back."


  "Did you see the camera?" Rachel asked.


  "I think so," Jake said. "On his desk."


  "We get it now," I said. "Before he hands it over to someone or takes it to Photos 'R' Us."


  Cassie leaned against her rake. "Probably a hundred people live in that apartment building," she pointed out. "Some of them could be Controllers."


  "Yeah," Marco said. "So maybe the kid is in the elevator with a neighbor and he just happens to mention these weird creatures he saw in a dark alleyway last night. Before you know it, there's a knock on your door. And it isn't someone with a check for a million dollars."


  <He could be a Controller himself,> Tobias said.


  "We've got to go in," Jake said with another yawn. "We could try -"


  ZZZZZiiiiipppppp!


  "What the -?" Marco jumped to his feet.


  A radio-controlled toy car blew into the barn. More precisely, a slightly damp, pink-and-aqua Barbie 4x4. Only instead of Barbie, a very small spaceship sat in the driver's seat. The ship was three or four inches long, shaped like a baton with two big "engines" at the back and a death's-head bridge in the front.


  The ship looked way too familiar.


  Insignificant creatures! Give us the power source and learn to accept your fate as our eternal slaves! We will not crush and annihilate you as we will crush and annihilate all the inferior species of this planet!>


  "Oh, man," I said. "You've got to be kidding. Not these guys again."
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  O Most Powerful Emperor, Lord of the Galaxy! Bad news. Our ship's engines have again malfunctioned! The treacherous popinjay males pushed the red button instead of the blue one! Weaker and less worthy servants would be vanquished by this disaster! But the brave Helmacron females are undaunted! We alone will capture the blue box of transforming power! All the galaxy shall tremble before us, rightful leaders of our race!


  - From the log of the Helmacron Females


  



  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  I felt two pinpricks on my neck. Like mini mosquito bites. "Ahhh! Owww!"


  Maybe it was the lack of sleep, but I was already extremely ticked off. I wanted to pop those little jerks.


  "The Helmacrons," Marco said with an amazed shake of his head. "I can't believe someone hasn't blasted these maniacs out of the universe by now."


  The Helmacrons are a race of tiny aliens. About a sixteenth of an inch tall, tops. But it's a sixteenth of an inch of egomania. They sound pretty harmless, right? Wrong. They have this shrinking ray. The technology to make you very, very tiny. To bring you down to their size.


  This makes them both annoying and dangerous.


  <You would have the Lords of the Universe wait?> the Helmacron voice in my head blustered. <We demand the power source! And we demand it now! Follow our orders and live as our debased swine! Or resist us and be blasted into twisted molecules! See our might. Learn to obey your new masters!>


  "I don't get it," Jake said. "We already gave them one jump start. Why are they here again?"


  "Who cares?" I asked. "Let's just get rid of them."


  "Maybe something went wrong with their ship," Cassie said. "Hey - where are they going?"


  The Barbie-mobile backed up, did a 180, and zipped toward the back of the barn.


  "Let's go!" Marco said.


  We got up and trotted after them. I could hear Tobias flapping above us. We caught up in time to see the truck's rubber tires bounce off a battered freezer chest in one of the empty stalls.


  Jake met Cassie's eyes. "Is it in there?"


  "Yes."


  "It" was the blue box. That's what we call it. The Andalites have another name for it. Several actually. Anyway, it's the device they use to transfer the morphing power to an individual. Kind of like a super-advanced alien battery. Elfangor used it on us.


  Last time we saw the Helmacrons, we made a deal with them. They could use the blue box to power up their engines. Then they had to get off Earth. Pronto. And stay off Earth. Forever.


  Obviously, they hadn't kept their half of the bargain.


  <They're cutting into the freezer!> Tobias announced.


  I couldn't see anything, but hawks have amazing vision. You'd have to have outstanding eyesight to see what the Helmacrons were doing with their tiny energy beams.


  Cassie shot a nervous look over her shoulder. "My dad doesn't need to see this."


  "No problem," I said. I grabbed a pitchfork that was leaning up against the wall. "I'll get them."


  "I'll help." Marco grabbed a ceramic pot. "I'm gonna trap these weirdos like bugs under glass."


  We moved toward the freezer.


  The pink-and-aqua truck spun around and raced right between us.


  Marco pounced.


  I pounced and jabbed the pitchfork down on top of the truck. Vaguely aware that my elbow had hit Marco and that he was stumbling backward, clutching his head.


  So what? The Helmacron ship had rolled off the truck and was tumbling toward the freezer. All I had to do was grab it.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Marco lose his footing and trip.


  "Get it!" Cassie screamed.


  "Look out!"


  THUNK!


  Marco. Sliding down the side of the freezer. Slumping forward into the hay.


  "What happened?" I demanded.


  "Marco hit his head on the corner of the freezer," Jake said.


  Cassie had already rushed to Marco's side. "Marco? Marco? Can you hear me?"


  No reply. He was out cold.


  "Man, these Helmacrons are bad news," I complained.


  Jake raised an eyebrow. "Rachel, you were the one who elbowed Marco in the head."


  "Because the little monsters were distracting me!"


  <They're getting away!> Tobias shouted.


  I glanced down. The Helmacron ship was right where it had fallen. I picked it up. "No worries," I said. "I've got them."


  Tobias swooped toward Marco's head and narrowly missed grazing Cassie with his talons.


  "Hey, watch out!" Cassie yelled.


  <They're getting away,> Tobias repeated.


  Then I got it. The Helmacrons had bailed out of their ship. They were loose somewhere in the barn.


  "Where are they?" I demanded.


  <Heading straight for Marco's nose!>


  "What?" But I was already down on my knees, inches from Marco's face.


  Frantically, I scanned the hay and dirt.


  <Move!> Tobias ordered. <Get away from him so I can see.>


  Cassie and I scrambled back.


  <Oh, no,> Tobias said. <This is bad. Very, very bad.>


  "What?" Jake demanded.


  <They went up his nose,> Tobias said.


  "How many?"


  <About a dozen.>


  <Hah-HAH!> one of the Helmacrons cried. <The vicious human attacks us with a mighty metallic weapon, but we are not defeated! Give us the power source now and we will kill you quickly! Hesitate and we will prod you with sharp sticks before you die!>


  "Give me one good reason why we should cooperate with you pipsqueaks," I demanded.


  <Grovel and beg our forgiveness!> the Helmacron demanded. <Do as we say or your oblivious comrade will die!>


  "News flash," I said. "Keep threatening us and you'll never get off Earth alive."


  <Brave Helmacron females care nothing for their own safety!> the voice shouted. <We care only for glorious victory!>


  <As do we, the newly liberated and courageous Helmacron males!> came another voice.


  <We will kill the gigantic alien!> the first voice shouted.


  <Not if we kill it first,> the second voice answered.


  Then the Helmacrons fell silent. Probably beginning their march deeper into Marco's nose.


  "What's this about male and female?" Jake asked.


  Cassie shrugged. "Don't you remember? When the Helmacrons were here before, Marco and I kind of gave the males a little . . . pep talk. We didn't like the way the females were always bossing them around."


  "Yeah. Okay. This is a good thing," Jake said. "Because now the Helmacrons have even more reasons to fight among themselves."
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  Marco woke up about two seconds later. He took one look at the three of us staring into his face and got real worried, real fast.


  "What happened?" he demanded, rubbing the back of his head and giving me a murderous look.


  "Well, not anything good," I said. "Not anything you're going to like."


  "What's the matter?" Marco asked.


  "The Helmacrons kind of . . ." Jake started.


  <You're sort of . . .> Tobias said.


  "A hostage," Cassie provided.


  Marco's eyes went wide. But before he could ask any questions -


  "Ah! Ah! AhCHOOOO!" He sneezed, cupping his hand over his mouth.


  "Did he sneeze them out?" Jake demanded.


  <I don't see them,> Tobias reported. <Marco, open your hand.>


  Marco glared at us and climbed to his feet. "What is the matter with you people?" he demanded suspiciously. "Why are you interested in my bodily fluids? Where are the Helmacrons?"


  Cassie came forward and slipped an arm around Marco. "They cleared out of their ship," she said calmly. "And they went up your nose."


  "To hide?"


  "Well, no," Jake said. "More like - and I'm just guessing - it's because they want to kill you."


  "No way!" Marco rubbed at his nose. Let out a snort. "That is so not okay with me!"


  "Calm down," Cassie said.


  "Calm down?!" Marco bellowed. "I have Helmacrons up my nose! Lunatics! And they want me dead! No, I most definitely will not calm down."


  "I just thought we could think more clearly without you shouting," Cassie said.


  "Think about what?" Marco demanded. "We have to get them out! They're armed. They might blow an artery or a, a - something else important! What exactly do we have to think about? Do something!"


  "We will!" I shouted. "Just give us time to think!"


  Marco frowned and flicked at his nose.


  "Tobias, you'd better get Ax," Jake said. "First, see if you can get Erek to keep watch for us. He won't be able to follow the kid with the camera if he leaves the building but at least we'll know where he is."


  Tobias flared his wings and was gone.


  "Can we go in after them?" Jake asked.


  Cassie made a face. "Smallest morph . . . I guess a flea is small enough to get into nasal passages. It might be tight, though. Maybe a tick?"


  "Ticks are useless in battle," I said.


  "Excuse me," Marco cried. "Are you planning to have a BATTLE in my NOSE?!"


  "You have a better suggestion?" I demanded.


  "No," Marco whimpered, slumping down on a bale of hay.


  "Ideas?" Jake demanded.


  Cassie sighed. "Well . . . we have the Helmacrons' ship. We could power it up with the morphing cube, get tiny, and go after the Helmacrons as humans. That is, assuming the controls are still working."


  Nobody said anything for a few beats.


  Considering.


  Pretending not to glance at Marco.


  I know Marco. Marco is a get-it-done guy. He has the strategic mind of a serious military man and he's never afraid to make unpopular decisions for the good of the mission. He knew our going after the Helmacrons was the fastest way to solve the problem. He wasn't going to stand in the way of the goal.


  Still, we were talking about invading his body in an unbelievably intimate way. He had a right to be a jerk about it if he wanted to be.


  "That could work," Jake said tentatively.


  Nothing from Marco.


  <What could work?> Tobias asked.


  A red-tailed hawk and a northern harrier fluttered into the barn and settled into the rafters. Tobias and Ax.


  "We were just thinking about using the controls aboard the Helmacron ship to shrink ourselves and go after the aliens in Marco's nose," Jake explained.


  <Yes,> Ax said. <I believe it is the only way. We have to find the Helmacrons. They have too much information.>


  Marco squeaked. "This is so Magic School Bus. Rachel, have I ever told you that you could definitely be my Ms. Frizzle?"


  I ignored him.


  "What information?" Cassie demanded.


  But Marco had already figured it out. "The Helmacrons know we're humans with morphing power. From what we've seen, the Helmacrons hate the Yeerks and vice versa. But if the Helmacrons learn that Visser Three is looking for a group of morphing bandits, and there was something in it for them, the Helmacrons would sell us out in a minute."


  Jake sighed. "Okay, we go after them. No choice."


  "Isn't anyone going to ask me what I think?" Marco demanded, his arms wrapped around his belly. "The nose you're talking about happens to belong to me!"


  Like I said, I know Marco. He'd already accepted the plan.


  Jake gave Marco an impatient look. "Well?"


  "Oh, sure," Marco said weakly. "Make yourself at home. Just try to be neat. Think of it as the National Nose Land. Keep it in good shape for generations to come."
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  Ax fluttered down from the rafters.


  Jake nodded. "Tobias?"


  <No problem.>


  Tobias would keep watch. Let us know if anyone got close enough to the bam to see Ax do his thing.


  Ax began to change. His sharp raptor head ballooned up. His bright yellow harrier eyes migrated to the top of his head, turned blue, and sprouted stalks.


  Total freak show.


  "Why did the Helmacrons have to show up today?" Marco whined. "I already used my Honey, I Shrunk the Animorphs joke the last time they were around. I just can't get a break."


  Cassie went to the freezer and started digging for the morphing cube. I followed her. Mostly because the sick look on Marco's face was making me uneasy.


  "Why does your dad keep a freezer out here?" I asked her.


  'We store stuff in it," Cassie said. She handed me an unidentifiable lump of something. It was frozen solid, so cold my fingers started to ache.


  "Like what?"


  "Frozen grubs," Cassie said, leaning back down into the freezer. "Certain, um, bodily fluids from the animals. Oh, and Popsicles. Dad likes grape."


  "Sorry I asked." I considered the frozen lump in my hand. Decided I didn't want to know.


  "I figured nobody in their right mind would go pawing through this freezer," Cassie said. "Besides, I needed a place where no living creature could accidentally come into contact with the cube."


  "I'm with you on that one," I agreed.


  Ax went to work on the Helmacron ship.


  I watched for a while. He used some of the surgical equipment Cassie's dad kept in the bam. Held the precise instruments in his delicate Andalite fingers and carefully manipulated control rods the size of human hairs. Squinting at the procedure for ten minutes was enough to give me a headache.


  My eyes kept drifting to Marco. Still sitting on the hay, looking miserable. I wandered over to him. Sat next to him. Considered giving him a hug, but couldn't quite bring myself to actually do it.


  "You okay?" I asked.


  "Great. I always wanted to grow up to be a Helmacron Holiday Inn."


  It wasn't funny, but I smiled anyway. "We're going to get them," I told Marco.


  An hour later Ax was finished.


  <This device is very simple to operate,> Ax told us. <The target size has been set. All we have to do is touch this panel and it should engage the shrinking ray.>


  I felt wired. Nervous energy. I was anxious to get moving. The Helmacrons had been in Marco's body for over an hour. Plenty of time to do plenty of damage.


  "Just show me which button to push," Marco told Ax eagerly.


  Jake looked at Marco. "You're going to shrink us?"


  "Who else?"


  "I thought Ax would do it."


  "Isn't he going, you know, on the mission?" Marco asked.


  "Well, we know there are at least twelve Helmacrons," I said. "Five of us. Even with Ax they outnumber us more than two to one. I say he comes."


  <Operating the device is not difficulty Ax repeated. <I may be more useful up Marco's nose.>


  Marco giggled nervously. "That didn't sound too weird."


  Jake looked troubled. "Marco, don't you want to have someone here with you?" he asked.


  "You mean, in case I collapse?" Marco asked. "Pass out? Or, to make things crystal clear, drop dead?"


  Jake rubbed his eyes. "Right," he said wearily.


  "No." Marco shook his head. "If you don't mind, I'd rather have the maximum firepower working to make sure none of those things happen. What's Ax going to do for me here? Hold my hand?"


  "We still have the camera to deal with," Jake pointed out.


  "I'll handle the kid," Marco said. "One homey shutterbug is nothing compared to a tiny bunch of squabbling psychopaths from outer space."


  Jake's expression got serious. "Look, you can't take unnecessary risks while this mission is going on. Don't play hero. Just keep in touch with Erek or whoever he's got on surveillance."


  <Prince Jake,> Ax said, <I would also strongly advise Marco not to morph while we are inside his body. As far as I know, this is an unprecedented event in the history of morphing technology. There is no way to predict what the redistribution of his mass into Z-space and the substitution of a foreign DNA will do to our miniaturized bodies.>


  Jake pushed his hair off his forehead. "Got that, Marco?"


  "Uh, not really. Ax, try English."


  "Look," Jake said. "No morphing, under any circumstances."


  "Don't worry," Marco snorted. "The thought sort of makes me sick."


  "Okay, Ax, you're with us," Jake said. "I'm hoping we won't be gone long. But Marco . . ."


  "Yeah, yeah, Erek's phone number is on the fridge. Listen, is it okay if I help myself to a snack after the kids go to bed?"


  "All of this strategic planning is fun and all," I said loudly. "But we're giving the Helmacrons a big honkin' head start."


  "Okay," Jake said. "In the words of my gung-ho cousin, 'Let's do it.'"


  "We should hold hands," Cassie said. "That way we won't get separated when we shrink. Maybe."


  The five of us huddled together. I took Cassie's hand and gently held Tobias's wing. We watched as Marco hovered over the Helmacron ship, looking too big and clumsy.


  <Simply place your hand on the panel and pull down the left rod,> Ax said.


  "Yeah, I got it," Marco said. "Ready, set -"


  <Make sure it is the left rod,> Ax said. <You do not want to touch the right one.>


  "I got it," Marco said, sounding annoyed.


  "Ready -"


  FLASH!


  A flashbulb brilliance. The light was green and shockingly bright, like looking into an emerald sun. Then, with surprising speed, we all started to get very small.
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  Down.


  Down, and down, and down.


  We were shrinking. Fast.


  The Helmacron ship and the blue box were growing larger. Marco was positively enormous.


  "Hey, Marco," I said. "From this angle, you actually look tall."


  "Hey - cool!"


  "Too bad you can't shrink the whole school," I said.


  "Ha-ha. And, free this month only, a bonus ha!"


  Shrinking is something like morphing an insect. But different, too. When I've been in fly morph the fly instincts feel that being tiny is natural.


  Being a teeny-weeny human is just plain weird.


  I'd started out at five-foot-something. Now I was roughly the size of an American Girl doll. And getting tinier rapidly.


  We were the Littles. The Borrowers. Thumbelina and friends.


  Marco was peering down on us. His face was the size of a billboard on Times Square. If he'd been wearing Calvin Klein briefs - and nothing else - the illusion would have been complete. Almost.


  "Remember, Marco," Jake called. "No morphing."


  "What did you say?" Marco asked. "Small people are hard to hear."


  "I said, no morphing!" But at that point it probably sounded like, "I said, no morphing."


  "I can't HEAR you!" Marco was starting to sound like a cheerleader at one of those televised competitions.


  "Tell him," Jake said to Ax.


  <No morphing!> Ax yelled in thought-speak.


  "Okay!" Marco boomed. "Your puny lives depend on my following orders."


  That was when the first wave of fear rippled through me.


  Okay, morphing is creepy. But, in a strange way, you're in control.


  Concentrate hard enough and you can control the morph, at least to some extent.


  Concentrate hard enough and even when you think you're about to take your dying breath, you can get your own body back.


  But shrinking . . .


  I couldn't undo this on my own.


  In a very real and spooky way, my life was in Marco's hands.


  And, of course, Marco was infested with microscopic lunatics that wanted him - and us - out of their way.


  Now we were flea-sized, and still shrinking.


  The workbench loomed overhead like a windowless skyscraper.


  The treads on Marco's running shoes were like enormous purple sculptures.


  Down.


  Down, and down, and down.


  Down until rake marks in the dirt looked like hills.


  Down until bits of hay were huge, felled trees and grains of dirt were the size of soccer balls.


  And we were still shrinking.


  Marco's mammoth form was entirely filling my view. "I just thought of some -"


  His voice just blinked out mid-sentence. Like a radio suddenly switched off. But I knew Marco was still talking. I could sense his words as sound waves breaking around me.


  Cassie gripped my hand a bit tighter. "What just happened?"


  <We are too small to hear sounds,> Ax said.


  "That didn't happen before," Cassie said.


  <Right,> Tobias agreed. <When the Helmacrons shrunk me and Cassie and Marco, we could still hear. You couldn't hear us. But we could hear you.>


  Cassie looked at me. "Something's wrong."
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  Hi, Marco here.


  You're expecting some sort of glib remark. A joke, a witty comment. Well, I wasn't in a Jim Carrey kind of space.


  The Helmacrons hadn't exactly charmed me the first time around. Basically, I'd decided they were insane. Now they were inside my body.


  In there with little unimportant things like my heart and my lungs.


  And my friends.


  The truth: I was thinking about scribbling out a little note. Telling Jake to take my stereo after I was gone. Explaining to Dad what really happened to Mom. Telling Rachel about the dream where she begged me to marry her.


  Adding to the general creepiness factor was the fact that my friends weren't talking to me.


  I heard Ax say, <No morphing!> Then . . . nothing.


  Nothing for at least a minute.


  Then -


  <Marco, this is Ax. We have a problem. You will not be able to hear the others. Just Tobias and me in thought-speak.>


  "But you can hear me, right?"


  Another long pause. Then -


  <Cassie said I should explain that none of us can hear you, either.> Ax, of course.


  "Well, how annoying!" I said. "I mean, how am I supposed to keep up troop morale when nobody can even hear my comic genius?"


  Nothing.


  Oh. Right. They couldn't hear me.


  <You need to pick us up and put us in your nose,> Ax said.


  Sure. Except - big problem: How was I supposed to pick them up without squishing them? I had to squint just to see them. They were, like, the size of dandruff flakes.


  I leaned over and stared at the ground. Okay, second big problem: I'd lost them. Frantically, I scanned the dirt and hay. Nothing.


  Stupid, stupid, stupid.


  I was ticked. We hadn't thought of this. We should have arranged for everyone to hop on my hand when they got to about an inch high. Because finding my friends seemed totally impossible.


  Major feeling of dread.


  I'd faced death before. Each one of us had had at least one major close call. But this was different. This was everyone. As in, I would be the only Animorph left alive. Little me against all the bad guys.


  I felt like puking.


  Stress.


  Or . . . something else? Some strange little aliens marching through my . . . what? Nose? Lungs? Brain? Doing who knows what kind of damage.


  No time to freak out.


  Time to find my friends and stick them up my nose.


  <Ahhhhhhhhh!> Tobias suddenly screamed in my head.


  My stomach took a lurch.


  Definitely stress.


  <Marco, now would be an excellent time to remove us from the floor,> Ax said.


  "Fine, fine," I muttered. "Just tell me where you are!"


  Of course, they couldn't hear me.


  Then I saw it. A black bug with a hard shell. Weird pincers in the front. Scary. Considering how panicked Tobias sounded, my friends were somewhere near that big, bad beetle.


  I dropped to my knees. At first nothing but dirt. Then -


  There!


  A few too-colorful grains of sand. I tried to count them. I couldn't smash the beetle if he had one of my friends.


  One. Two. Three. Four . . . Five. Okay. I reached out and snatched up the beetle by a back leg. Flung him toward the freezer.


  <Thanks,> Tobias said shakily.


  "You're welcome," I muttered, even though he wouldn't hear me.


  Okay, I could see the colorful specks. But I still had no idea how to pick them up. And I was afraid to look away.


  Chapter 8 - Rachel


  



  Our little vacation in the hay forest was nice but I was ready to leave. Especially after the beetle episode.


  We could see Marco hovering overhead. His face was an entire landscape. Nose mountain. Cheek plains.


  He was a giant.


  "Why doesn't he pick us up?" Cassie asked. Marco wasn't doing anything except staring at us.


  "Maybe he's waiting for Jake to tell him what to do," I said nastily. Tiny is definitely not my thing.


  Ax looked at Jake. <Prince Jake, it is possible Marco is afraid of hurting us.>


  "Right," Jake said. "Let's tell him how to pick us up. Er - how should he pick us up?"


  "Easy," I said. "We grab a piece of hay. He sticks it up his nose and we're off."


  Jake nodded. "That piece there." He pointed to a piece of hay a few paces away.


  Climbing it was easy. At our size the hay looked rough, like someone had taken a cheese grater to its sides. I grabbed a couple of handholds and pulled myself up. No problem.


  "I feel like I could take on Schwarzenegger," I said.


  Cassie nodded as she scrambled up beside me. "Something about being small makes you stronger." We noticed it before. "Like ants lifting a thousand times their weight."


  Once we were all aboard, Ax told Marco to pick up the hay. Two fingers the size of sequoia trunks lowered, pinched, and lifted.


  "Ahhhhh!" Cassie screamed.


  "Ahhhhh!" I yelled.


  We were being blasted into space! The G-force knocked me on my butt. I just managed to hang on. The wind was whipping. I could barely breath. I saw something flash by. Could have been Marco's knee.


  <Slow down!> Tobias shouted.


  The wind died down. The landscape beneath us shifted from jeans-color to T-shirt-color to chin-color.


  "Fantastic Voyage," I said. "The voyage inside Marco."


  <That was an old sci-fi movie. This is a horror flick.> Tobias said.


  We passed into shadow.


  Apparently into - can I just say EWWW - Marco's nose.


  When my eyes adjusted to the dimness, I saw a widely spaced forest of rough, textured black hairs, sprouting out of what looked like a waxy, pink granite wall. The hairs were sapling-sized, long, crisscrossing high overhead. A shifting intermittent wind tossed them.


  "Okay, everybody off," Jake said. He reached for a nearby hair.


  Tobias fluttered above my head.


  <Prince Jake, I should morph first,> Ax said. <I think my hooves will slow me down in this "terrain.">


  "Do it."


  I reached out for a hair and pulled myself onto it. The hair sagged under my weight. Below . . . the void. I could see a bright oval spot of light. I was looking straight out of Marco's nostril. The ground was miles and miles away. I quickly scrambled toward the overhang.


  Ugh. The wall was oddly warm. Body temperature. There was something really weird about pressing myself into Marco's skin. Gave me a massive case of the heebie-jeebies.


  "You know," Jake said thoughtfully. "I think this is the most disgusting mission we've ever done. Something about being inside Marco makes me feel like a Yeerk."


  "Check it out," Cassie whispered. You can feel Marco's breath. In -"


  A cool breeze blew up from the opening below us.


  "And out -"


  Now a warmer moist breeze blew in the opposite direction.


  I clung, staring up. The wall arched over my head at a forty-five-degree angle. I couldn't see the end of the overhang, but it went way, way up, disappearing into darkness.


  There was no sign of the Helmacrons. No footprints to tell us which way to go.


  "Now what?" I asked.


  "Climb?" Cassie suggested.


  I watched as Ax completed his morph to northern harrier. As his stalk eyes withered and vanished.


  SLURP! His tail violently disappeared into his body like an electric cord into a vacuum. Tail feathers shot out.


  "Let's all get wings," I suggested. "Flying will be easier than trying to rock climb."


  Hanging onto delicate nose hairs and the slick wall, we morphed. Tricky, but I felt much, much better as a bald eagle. Touching Marco's insides was wigging me out.


  Morphs complete, we put our backs to Marco's nostril and flew. A red-tailed hawk, a peregrine falcon, a northern harrier, a bald eagle, an owl.


  On and on. Like flying into a cave. Darker and darker the deeper we got.


  Flying was easier than climbing, but it was still hard work. Each time Marco exhaled, we lost ground. A bald eagle can hover for hours on a nice updraft. But there were no updrafts here. Soon I was exhausted from flapping my wings, up and down.


  Before long, a flat plain opened up beneath us. My raptor ears started to pick up sounds.


  <Helmacrons,> Tobias said. <Farther in.>


  They sounded angry. As if they were arguing.


  Finally, I could make out their forms.


  <Do you guys see what I see?> I asked.


  <The Helmacrons,> Jake said.


  <Yes, but -> I hesitated, uncertain. Bald eagles see well during the day. They can spot a salmon swimming upstream from a mile up. But it was dark now, and I was practically blind. <Isn't something wrong?>


  <The Helmacrons look kind of . . . big,> Tobias said.


  Kind of big. As in - enormous. Huge. Gargantuan. They were the size of giraffes. No - bigger. Twice as big. As big as air traffic control towers. I could morph elephant and still only come up to their calves.


  Another thing. These were some seriously ugly aliens. Heads: wide and perfectly flat on top. Eyes rolled around up there like big green marbles. Faces: upside-down pyramids. Chins: barbed. Teeth gnashed in from either side of their mouths. And an extra set of legs made them look like walking tables.


  <They appear to be exactly a hundred times our size,> Ax said calmly.


  <How?> Jake wondered.


  <It is possible - perhaps I made a miscalculation when I calibrated the shrinking device.>


  Ax? Make a simple mathematical error? No.


  <More likely, the Helmacrons guessed we'd try to use the shrinking ray,> I said.


  <Guessed - and sabotaged it before they bailed out of their ship,> Jake said.


  <The little stinkers,> Cassie said.


  Chapter 9


  



  O Great One, Most Courageous of all Leaders, we have bravely marched into a breathing hole of the giant alien! Triumph was within our grasp until one of the treasonable females wallowed into a sticky body excretion! But we, the noble knights of Helmacron, shall overcome this hardship and find the strength to silence the giant forever!


  - From the log of the Helmacron Males


  



  The Helmacrons didn't seem to notice us as we flapped overhead. They were absorbed in themselves. As usual.


  <What are they doing?> Tobias said. The Helmacrons were standing in a circle like Boy Scouts around a fire. Only there was a Helmacron where the fire belonged.


  <Consulting a map?> Cassie suggested.


  <Making dinner reservations?>


  <Quiet down, guys!> Jake ordered. <I can't hear them!>


  <Why must we delay our glorious mission?> one of the Helmacrons demanded of the others. <A warrior who is stuck and cannot move dies a hero! Should we deprive her of a valiant death?>


  I heard what sounded like the rattle of swords. <March on! March on!> several Helmacron voices chanted.


  <I care not for our goo-encrusted knight!> another voice said. <But we know not what lies ahead. Perhaps the muck extends through the entire alien!>


  <Excuse me,> Jake said. <But what?>


  <Goo and muck,> Tobias said. <What little boys are made of.>


  <Coward!> one of the Helmacrons shouted.


  <Fool!>said the other.


  More rattling of swords. I was beginning to think the Helmacrons were going to take each other out and save us a lot of trouble.


  Which kind of annoyed me. I mean, I was big-time bugged with the Helmacrons for double-crossing us. It was their fault I was no bigger than a gnat. I wanted revenge! I wanted to launch an attack before there was no one left to attack.


  <Eavesdropping is rude,> I said. <Let's figure out how we're going to capture them.>


  <I think I've got it!> Cassie said.


  <Great!> Jake said. Then, <What?>


  <The human nose is lined with mucus,> Cassie said. <Mucus traps dust that floats into the nose. Marco's mucus must have trapped one of the Helmacrons!>


  I don't know why she sounded so happy. This whole thing was just so far beyond gross.


  <Most animals with lungs have mucus,> Ax said loudly. You wouldn't expect it, but trying to hear thought-speak over the huge debating Helmacrons and the wind was becoming difficult. <Andalites have it, too.>


  <Isn't that special?> I said. <Guys, could you focus here? We need to talk attack.>


  <Look. It's everywhere,> Tobias pointed out. He was right. Now that I focused my dim eyesight on the walls and floors and ceilings ahead of us, I could see the snot. Oozing. Dripping. Pooling. Collecting like wax under a candle. Must not have been as thick as wax, though. The wind was blowing up whitecaps on the surface of the pools.


  Whitecaps?


  <Hey - why is it getting so windy?> I shouted.


  It happened suddenly. Gusts of cool, incoming wind. In a totally different rhythm than before.


  With my excellent eagle hearing I heard a distant roar. My eagle brain panicked. Wanted to fly. Wanted out of the way of whatever was coming.


  Louder!


  Now the Helmacrons had noticed.


  They were all shouting at once.


  <This sudden storm will not defeat the mighty warriors of the Helmacron empire, just rulers of the universe!>


  LOUDER!


  The human part of me felt a bit jittery, too. The sound was like a freight train closing in on us.


  <Get in the snot!> Jake yelled.


  <What? No way!>


  Jake was already flapping toward the deepest pool. <Do it. Now!> he hollered.


  I flew. But it was practically impossible to make progress in the rushing wind. Like flying into the eye of a hurricane. I used all of my strength, pressed my wing muscles to the bone-popping point.


  THUMP! And landed in a snot puddle. Stuck.


  THUMP! Tobias came in for a wet landing on my right. Stuck.


  THUMP! Cassie, farther up on the wall.


  THUMP! Ax.


  The wind hit me like a brick wall. Knocked me off my talons. I landed beak-first in the sticky sea and then started to slide toward Marco's nostril.


  Tobias grabbed my talon with his beak. I stopped just in time for me to see something tumbling toward us. Something big.


  A Helmacron!


  He, she, it - whatever - was bouncing head over foot like a tumbleweed.


  <I shall return!> the Helmacron shouted as the wind tossed him/her into somersaults. <I shall return to force your surrender, vile air-breathing aliens!>


  Then he/she was gone.


  And so was the wind.


  Chapter 10 - Marco


  



  I stood in Cassie's barn holding a piece of hay up my nose for about five minutes. Naturally, I felt like a complete idiot. As soon as Ax said it was okay to lose the hay, I dropped it, hid the Helmacron ship, and hauled butt out of there.


  I'd ridden my bike over to Cassie's earlier, so I grabbed it and started to pedal toward home.


  The weather was depressing, gray and overcast and misty. I knew I should probably just go home and hang out in my room. Wait for a message from Ax or Tobias. Mission accomplished. We're heading out.


  If Jake and the others didn't show up by dinnertime, I'd slip out and contact the Chee. Check on the camera situation. Arrange for some of them to play my friends while my friends were . . . away.


  I felt strangely abandoned. Weird when you consider three people, a Bird-boy, an Andalite, and a bunch of Helmacrons were holding a convention in my sinuses.


  I peddled on. My mind wandered.


  Have you ever seen Fantastic Voyage?


  Dad and I caught it on the late-night movie once. Raquel Welch. Very hot. Anyway, in the flick this team travels into the bloodstream of some old dude. The doctors have him knocked out on drugs and lying perfectly still. Supposedly to make Raquel and her posse safer.


  Maybe, I thought, I should go home and lie perfectly still.


  On the other hand, I thought, if I'm going to kick, I don't want to go staring at the ceiling of my bedroom.


  I changed directions. Headed toward the industrial outskirts of town, toward the photographer kid's apartment. I had no idea how I was going to get the film. I couldn't morph. Jake and Ax had made that perfectly clear. No unnecessary risks. But I had promised Jake I'd keep tabs on the kid.


  I decided a direct approach would be best. Nothing was stopping me from climbing the fire escape, crawling in the kid's window, and taking what I wanted. Burglars do it all the time. How hard could it be?


  I dropped my bike against the wall of an adjacent building, crumbling and abandoned. Spoke quietly to the filthy homeless man - a Chee - who was watching the front door of the building. Made my way around to the back.


  The kid's apartment building was kind of seedy. Peeling paint on the door. Dirty windows. Graffiti. Nobody lived in that part of town because they wanted to. I knew that firsthand.


  Maybe the kid was just a kid. Some bored guy who wanted to be a photographer. Well, if that was true it was time someone taught him to stay out of alleyways late at night.


  The fire escape descended into an abandoned lot full of broken concrete, weeds, and blowing trash. A chain-link fence surrounded the lot, but someone had knocked down one of the poles. Maybe hit it with a car. Anyway, the fence was sagging. I walked right over it and stood staring up at the building.


  I kept expecting someone to ask what I was doing. To challenge me. But the whole block was deserted. Deserted at 11:00 on a Saturday morning. The windows on the next building were bricked over.


  I picked my way over the crumbling concrete to the fire escape. It had a handle, maybe four feet above my head. I jumped up six or seven times. Finally caught it. Pulled it down.


  CLANKclickCLANKCLANKCLANK!


  The rusty fire escape made an incredible noise as it unfolded toward the ground. Okay, maybe breaking and entering in broad daylight wasn't the brightest idea.


  I got ready to run. Thought I saw a curtain on the third floor move. But nobody stuck a head out a window. Nobody yelled.


  Maybe they thought I was the fire escape repairman.


  Yeah, right.


  For a moment I considered abandoning this plan. Going home and sitting tight.


  I was worried about more than just the local tenement rent-a-cop. The kid could be a Controller. This could be a trap. Yeerks could be watching from the roof, or from the abandoned gas station across the street. Waiting for the Andalite bandits to make a move for the camera.


  I was also worried about police, the ones that weren't Controllers. They don't exactly encourage breaking and entering. Get caught, and I'd be doing time in juvie hall.


  On the bright side, I might be dead before anyone could actually catch me.


  And, like Rachel, sitting tight is not my thing.


  Unfolded, the fire escape was a wobbly black metal ladder with an even wobblier railing. I put my foot on the bottom rung and started to climb.


  Jake had said the kid lived on the fifth floor. I went up, passing a bedroom on each floor.


  Floor one: bare futon on the floor. Floor two: empty. Floor three: flickering TV, empty beer cans. Floor four: stacks and stacks of books. Floor five -


  The room was furnished with a metal frame bed. Tossed sheets. A desk. Empty bag of sour-cream-and-onion chips. Some notebooks and pens. And . . . a disposable camera.


  Bingo.


  The window itself was cracked, the frame splintered. I easily hauled the window open with one hand. Stopped. Listened. All was quiet. Bent my head, stepped through, lowered myself into the room. Then -


  Click, click, click, click, click.


  A sound that was all too familiar. The sound of Euclid, my stepmom's annoying poodle, trying to run on linoleum. The door to the hallway was open. I lunged for it.


  "ARF! ARF! ARFARFARFARF!"


  CLICKETY CLICKETY CLICKETY CLICKETY!


  This didn't sound like a poodle.


  Okay. I've been a dog. They are basically happy animals. Anxious to make friends. Even the annoying ones like Euclid.


  "Nice doggie," I said shakily.


  Just then Fido poked his head into the room. He was short and stocky. All shoulders, head, neck. Small eyes. Evil, laughing mouth set with a row of serious teeth. Every one of which was on display.


  A pit bull.


  An angry pit bull.


  "Rrrrrrr," he growled low. A string of drool spilled out of his mouth.


  Too far to make a dive for the camera, so . . .


  Morph! But I couldn't. Couldn't without the possibility of hurting my friends. Not happening.


  That left one choice: Run.


  I started to back toward the window.


  Fido lunged. Jumped.


  "Ahhhhh!" I screamed.


  Snarling, snapping teeth - an inch from my nose! I heard Fido's teeth clank together. Smelted his hot doggy breath.


  I put up a hand. "Get away, Cujo!"


  Fido sank his teeth into my wrist. He shook his head, sending incredible waves of pain up my arm.


  "Get off! Get off!"


  Fido shook again.


  "Ahhhhhh!" I screamed.


  A baseball bat was leaning against a wall. A Louisville slugger. I slid toward it, Fido hanging from my arm like a very ugly charm bracelet. Picked it up with the hand that wasn't being eaten. Whacked Fido across his haunches. Just hard enough to get his attention - not enough to really hurt him. Okay, so I'd broken into his home but he didn't have to amputate my arm.


  "Arm: . . ." Fido growled quietly, released, and dropped.


  I held up my mangled arm.


  Fido backed off about two feet, watching me hungrily.


  A neat semicircle of puncture holes marked my wrist. A little blood dripped toward my elbow. Bat under my injured arm, I grabbed an old T-shirt off the bed. Wrapped it around my wrist.


  Crap. Yeah, I could morph and demorph to heal the injury - except for the fact that I couldn't! Wasn't allowed to. But the pain was pretty intense.


  Fido hunkered down and growled low.


  Nobody had come running. The apartment must have been empty. Unless Fido's owners were off somewhere calling the police.


  I backed toward the window, still gripping the bat. No time to reach for the camera. I had just climbed out when the sirens started. I pounded down the slippery rungs of the fire escape, feeling light-headed.


  How did burglars do this? I wondered absently.


  I was running across the empty lot when I felt something tickling my nose. I put up my good hand and brought it away bloody.


  Chapter 11 - Rachel


  



  We pulled ourselves out of the snot.


  My right wing was throbbing, hanging loose and broken. I was missing handfuls of feathers.


  Tobias hadn't been seriously injured. But Jake's beak was broken, Cassie's neck was twisted at an unnatural angle, and Ax was missing half his feathers. We started to morph back to our own bodies.


  The Helmacrons were only a few yards away, shouting and screaming like maniacs. They didn't seem too worried about their sneezed-out friend.


  <This mission may be more difficult than we thought,> Ax suggested. <We should try to deal with the Helmacrons as quickly as possible.>


  <Do you think?> I snapped.


  <How exactly can we deal with them?> Jake asked. <They're bigger than us.>


  <A hundred times bigger,> Cassie added.


  <We have the element of surprise,> I said.


  My lips softened as my yellow eagle beak turned into human lips. Talons turned into fingers. I felt a distant itching as my feathers flattened out, and the patterns they made on my skin faded like a bad bruise. I was getting bigger, much bigger. Five of me would have been a whole millimeter long.


  My broken wing snapped as it twisted and started to grow into a human arm. My insides sloshed and gurgled and turned back into human heart, kidney, liver, lungs.


  Suddenly, it was as if someone had turned out the lights. My bird-of-prey vision blinked out.


  "Hey," I said. "It's really dark in here."


  <That may be -> Cassie's thought-speech stopped as her head became more human than bird. "Another advantage," she continued. "We can morph animals that see well in the dark."


  <How do we know Helmacrons don't see well in the dark?> Tobias asked.


  "We don't," Jake said grimly.


  "I think I do," Cassie said. "Marco and I were inside a Helmacron ship. It was very brightly lit."


  <So, we can assume Helmacrons need bright light to see,> Ax said. <Or, at least, that they do not like the dark.>


  Jake made the call: half battle morphs, half creatures that see well at night.


  We morphed.


  SPROOOT!


  Big leathery ears popped from the side of my head.


  SPRONG!


  My nose stretched until it was longer than my entire body had been. About a whole half a millimeter. My legs grew massive. Two teeth twisted and grew into curved tusks.


  I was at least three times taller than I had been.


  A hundred and fifty times heavier.


  To the Helmacrons, I was a kitty-sized elephant. Ax, in his own Andalite body, was smaller still. Tobias was a Hork-Bajir at Helmacron mouse scale. Jake and Cassie were fly-sized owls.


  <Maybe we should try to channel the Helmacron personality,> Tobias suggested. <They aren't afraid of being small.>


  <Maybe they think small is scary,> Cassie said.


  <Then they're going to be terrified of us.>


  <Now what?>


  <Let's try to reason with them first,> Jake said.


  <Oh, yeah.> I laughed. <That will work.>


  <We don't want them shooting Dracon beams if we can avoid it,> Jake said. <And Tobias, watch those blades.>


  We marched forward until we were standing right beneath the Helmacrons. They paid us zero attention.


  Jake addressed them. <Surrender now! Surrender, and we'll let you live as our defiled beasts of burden. Resist us and - and we'll sneeze in your general direction.>


  <Very original,> Tobias whispered.


  <You call that reasoning?>


  <Reasoning Helmacron-style,> Jake explained.


  <What are they doing?> I asked, elephant eyes useless in the dim light.


  <Looking for us,> Jake reported. <Uh-oh. One of them spotted Rachel. He's pointing his sword at her.>


  "Neep! Neep! Neep!" the Helmacrons cheered.


  <What's that?> I demanded.


  Cassie sighed. <I'm pretty sure they're cheering.>


  <Hah-HAH!> one of the Helmacrons crowed. <The insipid aliens fell into our crafty trap! Now they are the ones lacking great size. Victory is before us!>


  <Congratulations,> I said.


  <Respect us,> Jake bellowed, <or we will tell our friend to bring the wind!>


  The Helmacrons started laughing or cheering or whatever that "Neep neeping" was.


  One of them took the flat of his sword and knocked me off my feet.


  "Neep! Neep! Neep!"


  Now, I was getting angry. Really angry.


  <Jake, this negotiation is going nowhere,> Tobias said.


  <Okay, go for it,> Jake said. <Minimal damage to Marco, please!>


  <Neep this!>


  I stumbled to my feet. Ran forward. So did Tobias and Ax.


  An ugly black Helmacron boot was right in front of us. Ax slashed at it with his tail. Tobias carved with his wrist and knee blades. I stood right on top of the boot.


  No reaction.


  <Hah-HAH! You think to crush the toe of a brave Helmacron warrior?> the foot's owner hollered in my head. <Your weight is not enough to bruise the hilna of a mighty Helmacron!>


  I had no clue what a hilna was. But I wanted to pulverize some!


  I stepped off the boot. Then rammed my tusks straight into it. The Helmacron didn't flinch. He didn't bleed. He was, however, annoyed.


  <I will annihilate you, human!> He drew his Dracon beam. His very, very large Dracon beam.


  <Uh-oh!> Jake said.


  Tseeew!


  I dodged.


  The beam barely missed me.


  Hit the ground.


  And then something awful started to happen. Blood began oozing up under my elephant feet.


  Marco was bleeding.


  Chapter 12


  



  <Stop!> Jake yelled. <Desist or you will be blown to your doom!>


  <Hah-HAH! Helmacrons never surrender! Give us the power source and we will spare your lives. Refuse and we will stop the heart of your comrade!>


  <What will that get you?> I demanded. <If you make us mad, you'll never get the blue box.>


  <The human in the morph with the elongated nose tries to bluff! She is obviously unaware of our superior intelligence. Perhaps we shall destroy her next!>


  <Can they really stop Marco's heart?> Jake asked Ax in private thought-speak that included us and not the Helmacrons.


  <Of course. A few well-timed blasts from their Dracon beams could interrupt the heart's rhythm and stop it.>


  <From here?>


  <No,> Ax said. <They would have to be closer to the heart.>


  <How are they going to ->


  <Prince Jake,> Ax interrupted. <Perhaps we should offer them what they want.>


  <We can't give them the blue box!> I said.


  <I agree,> Ax said. <Andalite technology would be particularly dangerous in the hands of these beings. However, I am suggesting we deploy Helmacron tactics. What you humans call a double cross.>


  Ax, suggesting something underhanded? That made me nervous. Andalites are big on honor and honesty. If Ax was suggesting subterfuge, the situation was even worse than it appeared.


  <What's your idea, Ax?> Jake asked.


  <Tell them we will give them the blue box,> Ax said. <Get them out of Marco's body. Then do not give them the box.>


  <As simple as that?>


  <Yes.>


  <Okay, you win!> Jake told the Helmacrons. <We'll give you the box. Let's go get it.>


  The Helmacrons' marble eyes began to roll around madly. <Hah-HAH!> one of them exulted.


  <This time you bend before the majesty of the Helmacron superiority! Now you will grovel before your new masters.>


  <That's right, we're bending,> Jake said. <Now let's go.>


  <Half of us will follow you out of this body,> the Helmacron said. <The other half will stay to guard the hostage and assure that you do not renege on your end of the bargain.>


  <No deal,> Jake said. <All of you come with us or we don't play.>


  <You think us fools?> The Helmacron sounded miffed. As if we'd insulted her - his? - intelligence. <The time for debate is finished! The time for action is upon us. Brave Helmacron females, follow me to glory!>


  With a clanging of swords, the biggest, nastiest-looking Helmacrons began to run away from us. Well, not away from us, but in the direction we weren't.


  <Would these jackanapes outrun us to victory?> came another Helmacron voice. Courageous Helmacron males, follow me!>


  More clanging. More running. The smaller, gentler-looking males took off after the females.


  <Stop them!> Jake hollered from overhead. <They're heading for some sort of precipice.>


  I ran.


  Tried to wrap my trunk around a Helmacron's leg and hold him back. But it was like a bunny trying to stop an eighteen-wheeler.


  Not happening.


  <Rachel! Let go!> Cassie hollered. <They're going to drag you over!>


  Over . . . what?


  I let go.


  Too late!


  One of my massive front legs tipped into an abyss. Momentum dragged my other front leg over. I slipped. Fell.


  <Aggggghhhhhh!>


  I tumbled wildly.


  Down, down, down into absolute darkness.


  Chapter 13


  



  <Aaaaahhhhhhhh!> I yelled.


  Flipping trunk to tail. Over and over. Couldn't sense the bottom. Couldn't sense the shape of the tunnel through which I fell.


  <Rachel, it's okay!> Cassie's voice in my head. <You're falling down Marco's esophagus ->


  <Oh, gross !>


  <You should hit in a few seconds,> Cassie continued. <Don't panic, we're coming after you.>


  Above, beneath, beyond Cassie's voice - a deep, resonating -


  Thump thump.


  Thump thump.


  The slow rhythm vibrated through me the way the bass guitar does at a loud concert. Disconcerting. At the same time, something about the rhythm was comforting, like the hum of the fridge in a darkened kitchen.


  Also . . . I smelled something. Something that wasn't pleasant. Something sour. Like rotting food. No, not exactly. More like -


  Puke!


  Oh, man. What else would be in your stomach? Half-digested food mixed with some sort of stomach juice. I didn't even like thinking about the stuff much less -


  KER-PLASH!


  I went under!


  Submerged into a pitch-black sea.


  My elephant body started to sink. And then I realized the fluid surrounding me was strangely hot. My leathery skin began to itch. To burn!


  Air!


  I flailed my big back legs. Rose higher.


  I hit something soft with my head. Something that gave under the impact and sprang back.


  The side of Marco's stomach? Or the top?


  My lungs were burning!


  Was there air inside a stomach? Good question. And not one I had an answer to. I had to find the opening I'd fallen through! Somehow get back up . . .


  Morph! I told myself.


  No time!


  I needed air now!


  I tried to see above me. Too dark!


  Air . . .


  I needed air . . .


  And then, through the panic, like a vision, came an image from the Discovery Channel. An elephant . . . swimming.


  I let the elephant brain bubble up. My massive legs kicked. Slowly, I started to rise, I reached my trunk high, up toward where I thought the air should be.


  Yes!


  I broke the surface. Sucked air in through my trunk, filling my lungs. Ahhh . . .


  Rotten, stinking air. Glorious.


  Whoever says TV isn't worthwhile isn't watching the right shows.


  I looked around, dazed and disoriented. My weak elephant eyes more useless than before. But the sounds! Overwhelming sounds. Sloshing. Bubbling. Far away, that low thump thump. Also - voices!


  <Look! One of the aliens has followed us!>


  Tseeew!


  I jerked sideways.


  The Dracon beam shot went wide.


  The Helmacrons!


  The beam had lit up the air pocket long enough for me to see I was sharing the cavernous space with eight or ten of them. They were huddled together, way off to my left side. To me in my sub-miniature state, they seemed about half a mile away.


  More media imagery. Now it was the drowning scene in Titanic. Only instead of Leonardo DiCaprio and Kate Winslet, this nightmare flick starred a pachyderm and a handful of marble-eyed aliens.


  Tseeew!


  That wild shot let me see that though the Helmacrons' legs were submerged, the rest of their bodies bobbed above the liquid. Treading water or floating? Couldn't tell. Couldn't see any effort to stay afloat.


  I could, however, hear them arguing.


  <We must blast through the left wall! That is the path to true glory!>


  <Imbecile! Do you think us morons? Only the right wall can feel the sting of the Helmacrons' wrath!>


  Tseeew!


  Missed.


  Tseeew!


  Missed.


  The Helmacrons' aim was way off.


  But I almost didn't care because the pain in my skin was intensifying. Hundreds, thousands of raw nerve endings were screaming madly. The ironic part about all this was that it wasn't the first time I'd been nearly digested. But that's another story.


  <Cassie!> I roared. <Where are you guys?>


  <We're coming!> Cassie replied.


  <What's taking so long?> I asked.


  <We had to morph.>


  <What's the big hurry?> Jake asked.


  <Oh, no hurry. It's just that Marco is digesting me!> I shouted.


  <Does it hurt?> Cassie asked.


  <Remember in Batman when the Joker dropped his enemies into a vat of acid?>


  Jake: <I'll take that as a yes.>


  Chapter 14


  



  Most Omnipotent Leader! Catastrophe has stuck our ranks! The alien is full of bizarre lightless caverns and caustic fluids! Two of the weaker males have succumbed! But even though some of us are blinded, we are the boldest of the bold! We will march forward to the beating organ, stop it, and embark on our plan to conquer the universe!


  - From the log of the Helmacron Females


  



  I couldn't see my friends by the time they arrived. The acid had splashed into my eyes, eaten away at the vulnerable eyeball, painfully blinding me. But I heard a clumsy flap, flap way overhead. Wings. Bat wings. The perfect morph for "seeing" in the dark.


  <Stay away from the acid!> I shouted to them.


  Tseeew!


  Tseeew!


  <And the Helmacrons.>


  <Hey, that was close!> Cassie complained. <We've got to figure out a way to take the Helmacrons' toys away.>


  <What can you see?> I demanded.


  <There's only one way out,> Cassie reported. <We're going to have to go back up the esophagus. You too, Rachel.>


  Great. That meant I had to morph a bird or bat. That meant passing through my human form - and hoping I wasn't burned alive in the process.


  I braced myself for a new phase of pain.


  <Okay, I'm going to morph out.>


  <Rachel, try to do it as fast as you can,> Tobias said in private thought-speak.


  I began to shrink. My trunk collapsed into my face with shocking, slamming force. I fought to keep my half-formed nose and mouth up in the air.


  Vaguely, I was aware of the sound of Dracon beam blasts and my friends' thought-speak voices. I tried to focus on them. Anything to distract me from the blistering agony.


  <Prince Jake, I believe we have a problem,> Ax was saying. <I'm not sure we can go back the way we came. Some sort of circular muscle has closed off the passageway.>


  <A sphincter!> Cassie, of course.


  <So, we'll tell Marco to open it,> Jake said.


  <Think again. That muscle keeps food from traveling up the esophagus. It's involuntary. Like breathing. Marco can't control it.>


  <We're trapped?> Jake said.


  <Trapped above a sloshing pool of acid,> Cassie confirmed.


  <Something else,> Tobias said. <A couple of the Helmacrons aren't moving.>


  <Dead?> Jake asked.


  <Digested.>


  "Agggghhhh!" I yelled.


  My leathery hide had smoothed, softened into human skin. Was I fully human? Must have been, because an intense agony hit me, made me gasp and swoon.


  My skin was burning! And it felt like I was being rubbed with red-hot sandpaper. Eaten away by flame and acid. Tightening, as if it were shrinking away from the bone, shriveling into ash.


  I gritted my teeth. Morph! I ordered myself. But my brain was foggy with pain. I couldn't . . . concentrate. I was nauseous and sweaty and my heart was beating way too fast.


  <Keep going, Rachel!> Cassie cried somewhere far, far away.


  <I hear the humans over there!> one of the Helmacrons shouted.


  Tseeew!


  Tseeew!


  Through the incredible pain seeped anger. I was starting to get incredibly ticked off. Marco slowly digesting me, Helmacrons shooting at me. No way was I dying here, like a piece of bacon in a frying pan. And that meant I couldn't pass out. Had to morph.


  Bat, bat, bat, I thought.


  <Go, Rachel!> Jake called.


  Then -


  Tseeew!


  Chapter 15


  



  <Agggghhhh!> Jake yelled.


  KER-SPLASH!


  <Watch out, they're shooting at us!> Cassie shouted.


  Tseeew!


  <I have been hit!> Ax.


  KER-SPLASH!


  Tseeew!


  <Cassie, watch out!> Tobias called.


  KER-SPLASH!


  Tseeew!


  KER-SPLASH!


  <Aaaaahhhhh!> Cassie yelled.


  <Aaaaahhhhh!> Jake yelled.


  <Aaaaahhhhh!> Tobias yelled.


  <Aaaaahhhhh!> Ax yelled.


  "What is going on?" I asked foggily. But I could see. They were demorphing. Cassie quickly. The other three more slowly.


  <Don't -> Cassie yelled as her human lips and teeth began to form. "Morph!"


  "What!" I screamed wildly, kicking to keep my face above the acid, desperately chanting Bat, bat, bat in my head. "My skin is bubbling off!"


  "Give me a second," Cassie grunted in a strange, pain-filled voice. "Then, climb on my back."


  Cassie was growing. In the weird red half-light, it looked as if a rock were rising out of the churning liquid. And then the rock was twice my size. Then double that. Bigger and bigger.


  Cassie was going humpback whale.


  Our own personal aircraft carrier appearing out of the sea. Maybe not impervious to the acid, but tougher-skinned than a human.


  Now fully human, Jake crawled onto Cassie's still growing back. Then he leaned down and pulled me up, my raw skin screaming at his touch. I lay back, gasping. Tobias was back in hawk form. He took to the air, hovering over us. Ax's hooves and weak Andalite arms weren't much use on the slippery back of the whale, so Jake held on to him.


  <I am beginning to think this mission was foolish,> Ax said, glancing with stalk eyes at the patch of burned fur on his hindquarters. <Marco's body seems to be doing an excellent job of defending itself.>


  <Against us,> Cassie said.


  "Two more of the Helmacrons are dead?" I asked, lips and teeth and tongue about the only part of me not fried. "And excuse me while I try to morph and demorph to get whole," I added.


  "Yeah," Jake answered, still panting. "Two more down."


  "Arrivederci and good-bye," I said bitterly. And then the changes began. Didn't matter what I became. So I chose grizzly. Just to feel like I hadn't been totally defeated.


  <Well, not dead, exactly,> Ax said now. <Remember, Visser Three told us the Helmacrons are fungible. Kill one, and his mind is absorbed by the rest of the species.>


  <Whatever,> Jake said. <The good thing is they're not shooting at us.>


  Tseeew!


  Tseeew!


  <Ouch!> Cassie said. <The bad thing is that you're wrong. And that I'm an awfully big target.>


  <We've got to get out of here,> I said. Briefly bear and a little less horrified. <What's the plan?>


  <Capture the Helmacrons and leave,> Tobias stated, coming to land on the whale.


  "Great," Jake said. "How?"


  <Attack,> I said.


  "Attack with what?" Jake asked. "We tried. They're armed. We're not."


  <Morph shark?> Ax suggested.


  "Could work."


  <Look out.> Tobias. <The Helmacrons are up to something.>


  I squinted into the gloom. All I could see was a bright glow, like a welder's flame. Time to demorph, get some better eyesight.


  Tobias took off again, disappearing into the black. A moment later, he was back. <Looks like they're trying to blast through the cavern with a Dracon beam.>


  <You mean, blast through Marco's stomach,> Cassie said.


  <What's on the other side of the stomach lining?> I asked, balancing precariously on her big, curved back through the demorph. <Where do they think they're going?>


  <Should be -> Cassie hesitated. <Um. A blood vessel?>


  "Good." Jake sounded relieved. "Then we have nothing to worry about. The Helmacrons wouldn't go into a blood vessel. They're not fish. They'd drown."


  <So they're stuck.> Tobias. "Stuck unless we ask Marco to throw up," I said, gingerly running whole fingers up an intact arm.


  Jake nodded. "Which means we'd be vomit, too. Maybe they'll surrender once they realize they're cornered."


  <Surrender is better than drowning or frying.>


  <Hang on!> Tobias shouted. <One just went into the blood vessel!>


  "What? No way!" Jake exclaimed.


  "We need to be closer!" I yelled.


  Cassie powered her tail and flippers. The rest of us held on, fingers and talons anxiously gripping.


  The Helmacrons were gathered around a long slice in Marco's stomach. The slice had closed, the way a cut automatically does. But I could half-see the skin oozing a red liquid.


  Blood.


  What was happening to Marco? Was he experiencing intense pain? Lying in bed, at home or in a hospital, groaning, expecting a gruesome death?


  Whatever, he had to be lonely. And scared. And extremely angry.


  "Marco must have the worst case of heartburn in history," Jake said. A joke. But Jake sounded worried, too.


  The Helmacrons turned away from the opening to face us.


  Tseeew!


  <Agggghhhh!> Cassie shouted. <My eye!>


  "Stop shooting!" Jake shouted at the Helmacrons. "We can get you out of here. Surrender now before any more of you die!"


  <Brave and worthy Helmacrons do not surrender!> one of them yelled. <It is you who must capitulate to us! Grovel, humans!>


  "Why?" Jake asked. "Without our help, you'll never get out of this stomach alive. If you refuse to cooperate, you're going to die here."


  "Neep! Neep! Neep!" <We will be victorious!> one of them shouted. <And when we rule the universe, we will not spare your lives! Not even so you may scrape our boots!>


  The Helmacron stepped forward. He pulled apart the slice in Marco's stomach. Began to wiggle in through the flaps of skin. Then -


  SLLLLLUUUSSSH!


  With an awful sucking sound, he disappeared.


  Chapter 16


  



  <To victory!> SLLLLLUUUSSSH!


  Another Helmacron disappeared through the stomach lining.


  <To glory !>


  SLLLLLUUUSSSH!


  Another, gone.


  <To still the beating organ!>


  SLLLLLUUUSSSH!


  Another.


  Now there were only five left. Four had already entered Marco's bloodstream as calmly as I would step onto an escalator at the mall.


  It was horrifying.


  <What are they doing?> Cassie asked, trancelike.


  I couldn't look away. None of us could. We were exhausted, from the rapid-fire morphing, the acid bath painfest, the utter strangeness of being inside the human body.


  We did nothing to stop the Helmacrons.


  <Maybe it's a kamikaze mission,> Tobias suggested. <Maybe they don't care if they die as long as they kill Marco.>


  "But they're going to drown before they get to Marco's heart!" I said.


  "It's suicide," Jake agreed. "Pointless. Crazy. Doesn't make any sense."


  <Nothing these beings do makes any sense,> Ax pointed out.


  Two more Helmacrons wiggled through the cut. Only two were left in the stomach now.


  <To the cowardly heart of the swollen alien!>


  SLLLLLUUUSSSH!


  That sound. I was going to hear it in my nightmares.


  "Will it hurt Marco to have them in his bloodstream?" Jake asked suddenly.


  <They should suffocate quickly,> Cassie said. <And then they should be broken down and washed out like any waste.>


  SLLLLLUUUSSSH!


  The last of the Helmacrons disappeared through the cut.


  <Another possibility occurs to me> Ax said.


  "What possibility?" Jake demanded.


  <Perhaps our basic assumption is incorrect.>


  <What assumption?> Tobias said. <You go into an airless environment, you suffocate. Where's the big debate?>


  <The bloodstream isn't airless,> Cassie said. <Blood contains oxygen. The main purpose of blood is to carry oxygen around the body>


  'Yeah, but you'd have to be a fish to breathe it," Jake argued.


  <You'd need specialized lungs.>


  "How do we know Helmacrons aren't fish?" I asked, knowing in a flash that we'd royally screwed up. 'The Helmacron home world could be an aquarium somewhere in Iowa for all we know."


  <They walk on dry ground,> Tobias said.


  "Maybe they're, you know, those animals that can live in water and on land," I suggested. "Like frogs. Or turtles."


  <Amphibians,> Cassie said.


  <Or maybe they do not breathe at all,> Ax said.


  "How can you be alive and not breathe?" I argued.


  Ax blinked his main eyes at me. <Trees are alive and they do not actually breathe>


  "If Helmacrons don't breathe, why do they have noses?" Jake.


  <It is possible the organ has another use,> Ax said. <Although it is hard to imagine what it would be.>


  "This from a boy who eats with his feet," I said dryly.


  Jake sighed. "Are you telling me the Helmacrons we just saw walk through a hole in Marco's stomach aren't dead?"


  <They don't really die,> Cassie said miserably. <Fungible, remember?>


  "Whatever!" Jake bellowed. "Are you telling me we have to go after them?"


  <The Helmacrons' physiology is unusual,> Ax mused. <I observed that they were unusually buoyant in the stomach fluids. It is almost as if they are ->


  "Cork," I interrupted.


  "Or mushrooms," Cassie said.


  Great. So, hew do we go after a bunch of mushrooms?"


  "Dolphins?" I suggested.


  <Dolphins have to surface to breathe,> Cassie said. <And we won't be able to surface in a vein. The only possible morph is shark.>


  "Will we be able to breathe in blood?" Jake asked.


  <I think so,> Cassie said uneasily. <I vaguely remember hearing some scientist interviewed on NPR once. She said plasma evolved from seawater. Plasma and seawater have the same basic properties.>


  <The shark's gonna be hard to control,> Tobias said. <We're surrounded by blood, folks.>


  "We have to try," I said. "If Marco dies, so do we. We've got to stop the Helmacrons."


  Jake raised his eyebrows at me. "That didn't sound too self-serving."


  "I don't care if it did," I said harshly. "We've got to survive. The Yeerks, remember? That whole save humanity bit? The Helmacrons aren't the baddest aliens on Earth. Just the most annoying. And remember," I added, "we have no proof the Helmacrons aren't working with the Yeerks this time. Or that they won't decide to in the very near future. In which case, we are very ancient history."


  <Rachel is correct,> Ax said. <For all we know, Visser Three put the Helmacrons up to this foolish scheme. Perhaps it is simply a way of diverting our attention while something far more serious occurs in the outside world.>


  Silence. If what Ax and I were saying was true, we were finished.


  Okay, Rachel, block out the fear and deal with the Helmacrons. Now.


  "Okay, we go shark," Jake said. "But I want everyone concentrating on controlling the morph."


  One by one, we tumbled down off Cassie's back.


  "Agh." I moaned as the acid hit my fresh, renewed skin.


  I heard the others gasp and groan as they hit the liquid.


  We began to morph, Cassie to demorph first. Almost immediately, my legs fused together right down the middle. I fought to stay afloat as my legs stretched out and out, forming a long, powerful tail.


  Half-girl. Half-fish. Mermaid Rachel.


  Then the teeth began to grow. Row after row of small but very sharp teeth. My eyes migrated down to my cheeks. My cheeks exploded outward, forming a dumbbell-shaped head. The pain of the acid bath drained away as the rough sandpaper skin of the shark grew over my own tender human flesh.


  I was almost enjoying the morph. Liked the tough skin. Liked getting bigger.


  Then the shark's mind infiltrated my own.


  And I completely lost control.


  Chapter 17


  



  Blood!


  So close!


  Find the prey. Kill the prey!


  I powered my tail, swam rapidly toward the overpowering smell. Sharks can smell one drop of blood in a vast ocean reeking with life. But this smell! So rich, so strong.


  I turned tightly. Poked my strange head into a tight opening and pushed through.


  A narrow space. A few inches on one side. A few inches on the other. The shark didn't care. Sharks have no fear.


  And the smell! So much blood!


  I swam with the current, crossing frantically from one side of the confining space to the other. The prey - where was it? I was confused. I should see the prey silhouetted against the sunlight above.


  But there was no sunlight.


  And the blood was everywhere!


  Imagine a drug addict awash in a sea of drugs.


  Ax anywhere near a Cinnabon.


  The prey is here! the shark brain shouted. It's everywhere! But . . . where?


  The shark could hear a low thump, thump. The stomach gurgling. It could see walls sloping above, sloping below. Contracting and expanding ever so slightly.


  The shark could sense the electricity given off by other living things. Could sense a strong, surrounding hum. And four more weaker pulses.


  I twisted my head, spinning my entire body in the process.


  There!


  A shark surrounded by, immersed in, blood!


  Prey.


  I attacked!


  Lunged with my huge mouth open. Clamped down, tore with my teeth, tossed my head.


  <Aaaaahhhh!> something cried in my head. <Who's biting me? Geez, a chunk of my tail is gone! Hey, I was using that!>


  That voice - it sounded familiar. Jake. Jake! I'd attacked him!


  Suddenly, I remembered who I was. Rachel. I struggled against the shark brain. Fought to regain control. Tobias had warned us. Stupidly, arrogantly, I'd thought he was being overly cautious.


  I'd been wrong.


  <Jake, you okay?> I asked. <I - I lost control.>


  <Yeah, I'm okay. I'm having a hard time calming the shark's mind, too,> Jake said. <The blood is driving it crazy.>


  <Cassie? Tobias? Ax? You guys in the driver's seat?>


  <I'm cool,> Tobias said.


  <I am in control.> Ax.


  <We need to focus on something else,> Cassie said tensely. <Keep our own, human minds alert.>


  We swam on. First Jake. Then Cassie, Ax, Tobias, and me. Concentrating on the goal - stop the Helmacrons - to avoid eating one another alive.


  The current dragged us along the narrow tunnel of blood. A tunnel not completely dark, but extremely dim.


  Globs of stuff floated along next to us. Brushed off the tunnel walls, bounced off our shark bodies. Some were rod-shaped and about the size of grapefruit. Others, just shapeless pieces of material. Still others, fuzzy balls, like Ping-Pong balls stuck all over with cotton.


  <What's wrong with Marco's blood?> I asked. <It's not red.>


  <You're seeing plasma,> Cassie explained. <Blood only looks red because it contains so many red blood cells.>


  <Oh.>


  <Hey, check it out,> Cassie said. <Those are red blood cells! The dark red ones pressing up against our gills. About the size of a serving platter. Somehow we're capturing the oxygen molecules without sucking in the blood cells.>


  I'm not much of a sightseer. Generally, sightseeing puts me in a tedium-induced rage.


  This was different.


  I was happy to be a tourist, especially if it would keep me from going cannibal. Besides, how many suburban girls get to travel down a human vein as a tiny hammerhead shark?


  Disney has nothing on the Animorphs.


  Red blood cell. Red blood cell. Red blood cell. After I'd seen a few thousand, I stopped paying attention to them and started to focus on the other floating shapes.


  <What was that?> I demanded.


  Something seriously small passed in front of my eyes. To the sub-mini shark, it was about the size and shape of a pill bug. A pill bug with little spikes covering it. A 3-D millipede.


  <What?> Cassie asked eagerly.


  The thing looked out of place. Sharp and pointed in a world where everything else was soft and oval.


  <Something strange.>


  <All sorts of stuff travels in the blood,> Cassie said. <Food particles. Waste. Hormones.>


  <Hormones?> Jake interrupted. <We're swimming in hormones?>


  Again, I spotted the spiny thing. It wasn't just bumping along in the current. It seemed to have a purpose. A mind or a will. I watched as it brushed up against a red blood cell, probed it, then bounced away.


  I'm not big on superstition or New Age crap. Don't read my horoscope. Never had my fortune told. But I had a feeling about that spiky thing. Some primitive, instinctual part of my human brain didn't like it.


  <Rachel?> Tobias called. <Come on. You're falling behind.>


  I powered my tail and caught up. <There's a branch up ahead,> Jake said.


  <Listen!> Cassie. <I think I can hear the Helmacrons.>


  <So they aren't dead,> Jake said grimly.


  <Arrrrrgggghhhh!> The pill bug from hell! It was on my morph. Probing me!


  <Get it off!> I yelled.


  <What?> Tobias asked.


  <Pay attention! Small spiky vitamin pills. I think they could be dangerous!>


  <I see one,> Ax said. <Now it is gone.>


  <What happened?>


  <A large translucent blob surrounded and consumed it,> Ax explained.


  <I saw it, too,> Jake said. <Blob ate it like Pac Man.>


  Silence.


  Then Cassie began to laugh.


  <What's so funny?> I said shakily.


  <This is amazing,> Cassie said. <Ax and Jake just saw Marco's immune system fight off an invader. That Pac Man was a white blood cell.>


  <So, the spiky thing?> I asked.


  <A bacterium or a virus,> Cassie said.


  <What kind?>


  <How should I know?> Cassie replied. <The important thing is that Marco's immune system is working.>


  Oh, yeah. That's the important thing.


  Chapter 18


  



  We continued down the tunnel that was Marco's vein. When we reached the branch Jake had pointed out, we followed the bloodstream into a wider tunnel.


  The Helmacrons' voices were growing slightly louder.


  Then, suddenly -


  Dead end!


  The vein just . . . stopped.


  We had stumbled into a fun house. Tunnels opened all around us, in every direction. Above the shark's head, below its belly. Each one seemed to be a different size and shape. Some big enough for us to pass through. Some far too small.


  The current had also stopped. I turned the hammerhead to the right and swam in a small circle. Hovering without progressing.


  <Any idea which way we should go?> Jake asked.


  <I'm thinking,> Cassie said.


  The blood cells and miscellaneous blobs that had been washing along beside us were still with us, but no more joined them.


  <Where does human blood travel after it leaves the stomach?> Ax asked calmly, almost conversationally.


  <That's what I'm trying to remember!> Cassie answered.


  <Are not these basic facts about your own physiology taught in human schools?> Ax said. <On the Andalite home world, the youngest child is able to ->


  <Ax. Would you please shut up?> I said.


  Bump.


  Tobias, knocking up against me. <And spread out, you guys!>


  <Touchy, touchy.>


  <Don't you feel it?> Tobias asked. <The . . . uneasiness.>


  I bumped into Jake. Turned to the right, swam in another tight circle.


  <The hammerhead mind is uneasy,> Ax agreed.


  The shark sensed danger. Not fear. Sharks have no understanding of fear. The shark was calm, confident. But it sensed some sort of change in the liquid surrounding us and it wanted to get out.


  Maybe this is how sharks feel swimming in polluted ocean waters. I don't know. The shark's mind didn't offer any explanation. It just said: Haul butt. Now.


  I clamped down on the shark's mind. Now wasn't the time to panic.


  <Acid?> Ax asked.


  I tuned into the shark's skin. But there was no pain. Just a dim sort of tingle that wasn't unpleasant. Nothing like the all-out agony of being in the stomach's violent digestive juices.


  <I don't think we ->


  <Look,> Tobias interrupted. <The globs.>


  One right in front of me. It wasn't any particular shape or color. A fat molecule? A tiny bit of adrenaline? No way of knowing. And then . . .


  <It exploded!> I exclaimed.


  As if a bomb had gone off inside, the glob silently broke into a thousand pieces.


  <Watch one of the rod-shaped things,> Cassie said.


  I twisted my hammerhead and turned in another tight, right-hand circle. Noted a rod-shaped thing a few inches off to my right. And, then, suddenly, it was round and slightly green.


  <Presto chango,> Jake said.


  <Something is transforming the cellular structure of the molecules around us,> Ax said.


  <I think we're in some kind of sorting device. Look. The round blobs go into that tunnel, there. But the rod-shaped ones go up there.>


  Weird, but true. Some of the molecules were lining up for the girls' bathroom; others, for the boys'.


  I bumped up against Ax. <Sorry,> I muttered. Turned to the right to swim out of his way.


  To the right.


  Again.


  <Okay,> I said. <I am seriously drawn to a particular tunnel.>


  <Yeah, me, too,> said Tobias.


  <The shark is definitely compelled.> Ax.


  <It's like Rachel at a fifty-percent-off sale at The Gap,> Cassie said. <Resistance is futile. Oh. I think I know where we are.>


  <And that would be ->


  <In the liver.>


  <What is a liver?> Ax asked.


  <An organ. The part of the human body that filters out impurities,> Cassie explained. Assuming the liver thinks we're impurities - and it must - it's pushing us into the colon.>


  Suddenly, the current felt stronger. Maybe I was just more aware of it. <The colon? You mean, we're going to be waste?>


  <Product,> Cassie confirmed.


  <Thanks a lot, Marco


  <If we are expelled, we will not reach the heart.> Ax, calmly stating the obvious as only Ax can.


  <We've got to swim,> Jake said.


  <Fine,> I agreed. <But which way?>


  <Toward the heart,> Cassie said.


  <Which is -?> I asked.


  <Above the liver,> Cassie said.


  <Who said you were directionally challenged?>


  About a dozen tunnels went up to the left and up to the right. One tunnel seemed to go straight up.


  <Eenie, meenie, minie, moe?> Ax said.


  <You really have been on Earth too long,> I told him. <You'll never fit in on the Andalite home world now.>


  <I would miss Saturday morning cartoons,> Ax said.


  Thump, thump.


  And then . . .


  Click! My brain made one of those sudden leaps. Like two puzzle pieces falling together. <Marco's heart!>


  Thump, thump.


  Thump, thump.


  Louder. Coming from all directions at once.


  <Can we follow the sound?>


  <I can't tell exactly where it's coming from,> Jake said.


  <Think,> Cassie said. <What would the liver send to the heart?>


  <Blood,> I said.


  <Great. Follow that red blood cell!>


  Chapter 19 - Marco


  



  When I finally got home from my pathetic attempt at breaking and entering, I put on a long-sleeved sweatshirt. Couldn't let Dad see my wrist. Didn't want him to know I'd been trying to rob some kid when his deranged dog took a chunk out of me.


  I dabbed some hydrogen peroxide on the puncture marks. Added a little Neosporin. Wished for ibuprofen. My whole arm throbbed.


  But so what?


  A little dog bite wasn't going to kill me. The Helmacrons had that under control.


  In a way, I welcomed the pain. It reminded me I was alive. For now.


  The afternoon dragged on.


  And I had no idea what was going on inside me.


  Hours passed and all I heard from my friends were occasional strange orders.


  Don't sneeze.


  Don't eat or drink anything.


  I wanted to tell them to include me in their thought-speak. Maybe. I mean, did I really want to know what a group of morphing warriors and egomaniacal lunatics were doing to my delicate internal tissues?


  I contacted Mr. King. Had the Chee show up for dinner as Jake, Rachel, and Cassie.


  Dinner.


  I told my dad I was sick.


  Just after the sun went down, I fell asleep, sprawled across my bed. About an hour later I woke up feeling weird. Sweaty. Wild. Angry.


  Angry . . . at the Helmacrons! It wasn't fair that I couldn't protect myself. Stupid freakin' . . .


  The usual hang and chill routine was not going to happen. I was way too restless. Needed to do something. Got up and started to pace. Door to windows. Windows to door. Back. Forth.


  And the anger continued to grow. Welled and surged and wouldn't be held in check by my usual habit of black humor, transforming tragedy into comedy. There wasn't one joke in me.


  Maybe I just missed my audience.


  Anyway, I was in an exceptionally foul mood.


  A soft knock at the door. It opened. My dad stuck his head in. "Marco, hey, I thought I heard you moving around. How are you feeling?"


  "Um, fine."


  Dad pursed his lips. Came in and put a hand against my cheek. "You're flushed. And you feel a bit hot."


  I turned away. "I said I was fine!"


  "Okay, okay." He was taken aback by my reaction. "Well, if you're feeling better . . . Nora and I have that dinner party. It's a work thing. If you don't need me to stay with you."


  I immediately saw the opportunity. "Go," I said soothingly. "I'm just going to rest. Read that book for English."


  He probably didn't buy that last part, but he headed for the door.


  "Okay," he said. "Well, I'll leave the number on the refrigerator. Give us a call if you start to feel worse."


  "I'll be fine," I said again, through suddenly clenched teeth.


  Dad left.


  Ten minutes later I heard the car pull out of the driveway.


  I waited another couple of minutes. Then I went down to the basement. Rooted around in the freezer until I found a steak. Upstairs in the kitchen, nuked it until it was defrosted and warm. Then I got my bike out of the garage.


  I was going to get the camera.


  So what if I couldn't morph? So what if my friends couldn't help me? So what if Cujo had practically ripped my arm off?


  That camera was mine.


  The ratty-looking Chee was still on guard. That meant that the camera, if not the kid, was still inside.


  For about half a second I wondered if I should ask for his help. Maybe he could throw a holo around me, make it easier to sneak into the apartment.


  Rejected the idea. It would probably violate the Chee's code of nonviolence. What a joke.


  I could do this alone.


  The kid's apartment building looked even more decrepit at night. But I felt no fear. I walked straight over the fence and across the concrete lot to the fire escape. It was still hanging down the way I'd left it. I charged up.


  Cujo was waiting.


  "Rrrrrrr!" He growled deep in his throat when he saw me on the fire escape.


  Then he flung himself madly against the window. Totally airborne. Toenails clicking on the wooden sill. Drool flying. Teeth gleaming.


  I grabbed the bottom of the rickety window and yanked it up about halfway.


  "ArfARFARFARFARFARF!" Cujo's snapping jaws were inches from my throat.


  "Stuff it," I said, tossing the steak into the room.


  He lay down with it between his paws. Licked. Slobbered. Seemed to be having a hard time eating it. Something was wrong with his jaw. Maybe he'd lost a tooth gnawing my arm off.


  I heaved the window open farther. Dropped down onto the floor and eased around the slavering dog. The camera was a few feet away, still sitting on the kid's desk.


  I'd just closed my fingers on the bright yellow box when I heard voices in the hallway, surprisingly close.


  Cujo heard them, too. He rose to his feet and growled at me. Blocking my only exit.


  Door. People. Cops. Juvie hall.


  Window. Cujo.


  Two options.


  Both bad.


  Either way, I was going to get caught.


  Chapter 20 - Rachel


  



  Thump, thump.


  Pause.


  Thump, thump.


  As we swam the beating grew louder and louder, until it was impossible to hear anything else. Impossible to know if the Helmacrons were near.


  Ax didn't ask questions. Tobias didn't make any dark observations. Jake didn't talk strategy. Cassie didn't point out landmarks.


  We were overwhelmed by the incredible reverberating noise surrounding us. The sound of Marco's heart beating.


  THUMP! THUMP!


  Pause.


  THUMP! THUMP!


  Each beat vibrated through my body, overpowering any human thought or emotion. We didn't have a plan for capturing the Helmacrons. I didn't try to think of one.


  Closer. Closer. Thump, thump. The sound became so intense I felt it would blow me apart. But it was a wonderful sound. As long as we experienced that thump, thump Marco was still alive.


  The red blood cells we were chasing had changed color. They were darker now, maroon, the color of a scab. Cassie didn't need to explain what was happening. I'd read the Magic School Bus, too.


  Close to the heart, the level of oxygen in the blood cells was low. The cells would pass through the heart and then into the lungs to pick up more oxygen.


  Less oxygen in the blood cells meant less oxygen for the sharks. But we couldn't turn back. We had to stop the Helmacrons from killing Marco. Do or die.


  The vein through which we were traveling grew larger. Other veins emptied into it and the current picked up. This time, it was like moving from a small street to a larger road to a busy thruway. And finally, to a six-lane superhighway.


  Ahead was a sort of aperture of flesh. As the current swept us along, it opened wider, wider. Fluttering in front of the opening were three red sheets of flesh. They moved like curtains blowing in an open window. Like those felt strips at the beginning of a car wash. As the valve widened, they blew inside.


  The current was smooth but powerful. The heart was sucking us in.


  Closer . . .


  Closer . . .


  Closer! Then -


  SLLLUMP!


  The aperture closed. The curtains of flesh sealed together with a wet, sucking noise.


  We slowed, stopped. We were in a vast opening just outside the heart, surrounded by an ocean of blood.


  <That's okay!> Cassie said. <That valve must be to keep the blood from flowing back this direction.>


  THUMP!


  <How are we going to stay inside the heart? How are we going to stop ourselves from being swept out into the lungs?> Tobias called. <I'm not sure we can fight this current!>


  <We don't know if the Helmacrons can, either. Just be ready to fight!> Jake shouted. Assuming the Helmacrons are inside the heart now!>


  THUMP!


  The valve began to open. The curtains began to billow in.


  Then - we flowed into the first chamber of the heart.


  Things happened fast.


  <Turn around!> I shouted. <Swim against the current!>


  Furious turbulence! Blood was flowing past so fast I could hardly suck in any oxygen. Imagine swimming up Niagara Falls. And the walls were contracting like a trash compactor!


  <Obey me, foolish male! Dracon beams will only fire in liquid if you increase the power to full!>


  <I grow weary of your meddling, female! I will blast on low if I choose!>


  <The Helmacrons!> Tobias shouted.


  <Where are they?> Cassie yelled.


  <Jake, they can't shoot!> I hissed.


  <Stop!> Jake cried in general thought-speak. <Put down your weapons and we will help you out of here. We will even let you use the power source.>


  <Hah-HAH!> one of the Helmacrons shouted. <Too late! We shoot on my count! One!>


  I couldn't see the Helmacrons. But I could smell them. Somewhere in the heart. Five of them. Maybe tangled in one of the tissue sprays that connected the walls like chaotic gothic arches. Maybe bobbing in the thrashing ocean of blood.


  I didn't know.


  I didn't care.


  And I didn't care what had happened to the other four Helmacrons. Maybe the liver had taken them. Maybe they had been washed away by the last heartbeat.


  The Helmacrons were enormous compared to my shark morph.


  And armed. But I was going to stop them from shooting if it was the last thing I did.


  All of these thoughts passed in about one second.


  I turned my flattened rudder of a head and began to swim. The excellent shark sense of smell told me one of the Helmacrons was to my left.


  <Prince Jake, we have to stop them now!>


  <Go!> Jake shouted. <Now!>


  Powering through a forest of tissue strands, an ocean of blood. Hunting for the Helmacrons!


  Tissue!


  Turn - left!


  <Two!> the Helmacron shouted.


  No!


  Frantically I fought the current. Pushed and strained with my tail, my flippers. Struggled for every paltry inch.


  And meanwhile, the walls around me closed in as Marco's heart prepared to beat.


  Tissue!


  Turn - another left!


  Push, push, push!


  The shark was exhausted. And the Helmacron smell was only the faintest bit stronger.


  THUMP!


  The first part of Marco's heartbeat.


  The heartbeat that might be his last.


  Chapter 21 - Marco


  



  What's wrong with Buster?" A voice, just outside the door. Female. Maybe the photographer's mother, sister, aunt.


  Buster?


  Oh, come on. This dog was no Buster.


  Bruiser, maybe. Fang, Killer, Psycho. But not Buster.


  Buster's bloodshot eyes were on me. Blocking the window. My only escape.


  I could hide under the bed. Except the metal frame was only about six inches off the ground. No way.


  The door handle turned.


  I jumped for the closet and crashed into the flimsy sliding doors. Great. The woman in the hall had to hear that. Too late to run. What the heck had I been thinking!


  I closed the doors behind me, scooted down onto a pile of sweaty-smelling clothes, backed toward the corner.


  "ARFARFARFARFARF!"


  Whooosh! Buster's head was a wedge, shoving open one of the sliding doors. He bounded into the closet and went for my ankle.


  "Rrrrooo - ARFARFARFARFARF!"


  A strange rage filled me. I lifted the shoe.


  A very low voice in my head said: Dangerous dog. Be afraid.


  No.


  "Buster! Good dog!"


  Buster turned toward the sound of his master. A split second hesitation before biting off my head. That gave me just long enough to decide.


  Morph - or get caught.


  Morph - or get chewed up like a Milk-Bone.


  Yeah, I'd promised Jake I wouldn't morph. But I hadn't heard from my so-called friends in hours and hours. For all I knew they could be dead.


  A little voice in my head, that intangible but incredibly annoying thing called a conscience, was concerned. Marco, it said, can't you see something is wrong with you? With what you're doing? Where's your compassion? It's just a dumb dog, doing what he's supposed to do. And your friends, their lives are valuable.


  Roach, I answered.


  I felt the changes begin at the same time I heard footsteps crossing the room.


  Each morph is different. I'd gone roach plenty of times before. But each experience is completely unique.


  This time, my skin hardened first.


  Then, vision pixilated. Compound roach eyes, with about two thousand lenses, ballooned up out of my eye sockets.


  Two thousand Busters.


  Two thousand sets of snapping teeth.


  Four legs exploded out of my sides and I fell forward. My arms fused to my sides, then reemerged as delicate wings.


  Buster tilted his head and moaned as I shrank down to the size of a quarter.


  Don't eat me, I warned him silently. I have enough problems already.


  My antennae twitched as the roach's amazing sense of smell surged to life. Roaches can smell anything. The closet smelled of sweat and dog pee and laundry detergent.


  Buster took a step back and moaned again.


  The closet door burst open.


  "Oh - sick!" someone yelled. "I'm going to sue that filthy landlord! Honey, bring a shoe! I just caught the world's biggest roach!"


  Then came the change I had been waiting for.


  With a sickening lurch, my innards began to twist and change.


  <Aaaaahhhhhhhh!> someone yelled in my head.


  <Marco is morphing!> Cassie shouted. <Something must be wrong! Marco must be in trouble!>


  Ah, so now I could hear them all. Must be in morph.


  <We do not know how this will affect us,> Ax said unnecessarily. <It could be deadly.>


  <Marco, cut it out, now!> Rachel screamed.


  <That's an order!> Jake shouted.


  My friends were still alive.


  And they sounded terrified.


  Good for them.


  Chapter 22 - Rachel


  



  An inch.


  One more inch and a Helmacron would be down to three legs. I pumped my tail hard. Opened my mouth to bite. Then -


  THUMP!


  I was yanked away from the Helmacron. Spun, head over tail. Another aperture - this one on the opposite side of the chamber - rapidly opened. It grew from a crack, to a hole, to a chasm.


  Blood started to flow out of the chamber, sweeping all of us along with it.


  <Are the Helmacrons being washed out, too?> Jake shouted.


  <I can't tell!> I answered.


  <Try to stay inside!>


  I strained. Tried with every cell to resist the sucking of the current. And still I lost ground.


  <I am unable to maintain my position!> Ax called.


  And then -


  The chamber all around me began to shift and blur! The forest of tissue melted like heated wax.


  But the changes continued. The chamber surrounding us shrank down, down, down. Half the size it was. Half that. Then half that. Smaller, smaller, smaller.


  The rootlike tissues came unglued. Bounced like loose electrical cables, and then sucked up into the walls.


  <Fiendish alien! You will not destroy the Helmacron knights! We will ru - agggghhh!>


  SLOOONG!


  The walls separating this chamber of the heart from the next stretched like a rubber band and exploded. The red blood faded to rose, then pink, then white.


  Air! Would we still have air without the red blood cells? I gasped and found I could still breathe.


  The noise was deafening. I wanted to cover my ears, but I had no ears, no hands.


  An earthquake, a tornado, a volcano, a tidal wave, a monsoon!


  SLLLURPPPP!


  <You will grovel for this!>


  <Marco,> Jake shouted, <you'd better be in serious trouble! Because things are not pretty in here!>


  Bong! Bong! Bong! Bong!


  <Ahhhhhh!> I screamed. An enormous nightmare glob of pulsing organ bulged out in front of me. Then it did a fast-forward shrivel and disappeared.


  <Watch out!> Tobias shouted.


  What looked like a femur poked into the chamber and caught me on the head. I spun, knocking into Jake and one of the Helmacrons.


  <Just relax,> Cassie urged. <It should be over soon!>


  Seconds later -


  Poof! The hurricane was over. Marco's morph was complete.


  <Hey, you guys?> Marco called with a laugh. <Still alive or what?>


  <Still alive,> Jake said shakily.


  We were squashed together in a tiny space filled with bluish-white liquid. The walls surrounding us were smooth - and they were squeezing together. Another trash compactor, only dollhouse-sized.


  <Probably an insect of some sort. Marco, what kind of morph are we in?> Ax said.


  <Isn't it obvious?> Marco said nastily.


  <Just tell us,> Tobias replied.


  <You haven't told me anything for hours! Now I'm supposed to be all Mr. Communication?>


  <Oh, very mature,> I snapped.


  Okay, so Marco had good reason to feel the way he did. Five of his friends up his nose, Dracon beams blasting his stomach lining, yada, yada, yada. But, come on. He sounded like a spoiled two-year-old.


  Marco was often annoying but never stupid.


  <Would you like to explain why you morphed?> Jake demanded. <Why you morphed when I told you it could kill us?>


  <I plead the fifth.>


  Jake, to us. <If I were a real general, I'd court-martial his sorry . . .>


  Then, from a jumble of alien parts, a Helmacron shouted. <Hah-HAH! No doubt you thought we were killed by the transforming of our pitiful hostage. But we are still alive! We shall rule the universe yet!>


  And before any of us - Jake or Cassie, Ax or Tobias, before even I - could do anything to stop them . . .


  The Helmacrons fired in unison.


  Tseeew!


  Tseeew!


  Tseeew!


  Tseeew!


  Tseeew!


  <No!> I screamed.


  And then . . . silence.


  <Marco!> Cassie cried. <Marco, can you hear us?>


  Nothing.


  <Marco!>


  <Marco!> Cassie cried again. A wrenching sound, horrified, full of pain.


  <He can't answer you, Cassie,> Jake said, his voice strangely flat.


  Next I heard Tobias's voice. <Who would have predicted this? Who would have thought the Helmacrons were more dangerous than the Yeerks?>


  "Neep! Neep! Neep!" A cheer went up from the Helmacrons.


  A strange coldness swept through me. Not sadness. Not exactly. In a way, I was prepared for this. We had been through so many missions, so much danger. That one of us should die seemed . . . inevitable. Unavoidable.


  And then -


  Fury.


  A wave of fury like a kick to the gut.


  I wanted those Helmacrons dead.


  Chapter 23 - Rachel


  



  O Majestic Leader, Humans are a race of fools! We told them time and time again that Helmacrons do not surrender! And yet they delude themselves, believing that we would deal with them simply because me have suffered minor injury! Does it not make you laugh, and prove that we are the only fit rulers of the universe?


  - From the log of the Helmacron Males


  



  Neep! Neep! Ne - Aggggghhhh!"


  I attacked while the Helmacrons were still cheering Marco's death. I bit clear though a Helmacron's leg with my powerful shark jaw.


  The Helmacron jerked. He didn't lose his balance, but I felt something heavy fall near me.


  <Cassie, Ax, grab the Dracon beam!> I shouted. <Jake, Tobias, hack through the walls.>


  <But Marco -> Tobias said.


  <Marco is dead!> I said savagely. <Do it!>


  <No!> Jake shouted.


  <We have to,> Cassie said quietly.


  <We must fight to save ourselves,> Ax said. <There will be time for mourning later.>


  <Fine,> Jake said bitterly.


  <The treacherous aliens have severed my limb!> the Helmacron cried. <But I shall still hobble on to victory!>


  <We must seize the power source!> another Helmacron shouted. <The brave Helmacron females shall lead the way!>


  <We got the beam!> Cassie shouted. <Now what?>


  <We'll tunnel through to the lungs,> I said. <You and Ax get inside, demorph, and turn that beam on them. The rest of us will bite a few holes in these creeps.>


  <One problem,> Cassie said. <That Dracon beam is bigger than the human me. How am I going to pick it up?>


  <Ant power,> I said.


  <Schwarzenegger, right.>


  Whoooosssh!


  A pillow of air escaped from Marco's lung.


  <Bingo!> Jake yelled.


  <We got the lungs!> Tobias shouted.


  By then, the other four Helmacrons had lost a limb. Been forced to drop their weapons. Quieted down some. And when they realized we were now armed - well, they were suddenly interested in dealing.


  <Perhaps a strategic alliance is in order,> one of the Helmacron males said. <You will help us power up our ship.>


  <And you will?> Jake prompted.


  <Conquer all of the other planets in the universe before returning to crush Earth!>


  <Tempting,> Jake said.


  <Don't deal with these idiots,> I said angrily. <I say we waste them and bail.>


  <I've had enough death for one day,> Cassie said. <Letting them power up their ship won't do any harm. If we'd suggested that in the beginning, Marco might still be alive.>


  <Okay, Helmacrons, you have two choices,> Jake said. <Choice one: We march out of here together. You unshrink us. We let you use the blue box once to power up your engines and get off our planet.>


  <Never! Helmacrons are the masters of the ->


  <Shut up and listen to your second choice!> I shouted.


  <We are listening to your unworthy scheme!>


  <Choice two,> Jake said coldly. <Die.>


  <You killed our friend,> I added. <And let me tell you, payback is no fun.>


  The Helmacrons blustered and complained. But they agreed to surrender and unshrink us. They didn't really have a choice.


  In the lungs we demorphed. Tobias to hawk. Ax to Andalite. The rest of us to human.


  And then, we marched out of the body. Out through what Cassie later called spiracles, or the breathing holes on either side of a cockroach's body. We kept the Helmacrons under guard like prisoners of war. We moved fast, anxious to abandon the corpse. A corpse that was all that was left of Marco.


  Zombielike, I walked. Looked straight ahead. Didn't talk. Too busy processing.


  Marco, my fellow warrior and, yeah, even friend . . . gone forever. Killed. Not by the Yeerks, as we all half-expected to be, but by a race of tiny egomaniacs.


  There was no justice, poetic or otherwise, in that.


  Chapter 24 - Rachel


  



  "This isn't the barn," Cassie said.


  Wherever we were, it was dark and vast. At least it seemed that way. Then again, we weren't much bigger than bacteria.


  "Does anyone see the Helmacron ship?" Jake asked.


  <No,> Tobias said.


  <If we cannot find the ship we will not be able to return to our full size,> Ax said.


  "Duh."


  "Ax, just guard the Helmacrons," Jake said.


  <Yes, Prince Jake.> Ax held a Dracon beam on our little band of gimpy, marble-eyed prisoners. His tail hovered above his head, ready to strike.


  "Tobias?" Jake said.


  <I'll try to figure out where we are,> Tobias said wearily. With difficulty, he gained some altitude and was lost in the darkness.


  Jake shook his head. "Somehow I imagined we'd come out in the barn and the Helmacron ship would just be there."


  "Where did Marco go? He was supposed to stay put," I complained. Then felt bad for complaining.


  <The ship may have been destroyed,> Ax said.


  "Now there's a happy thought."


  Cassie laughed grimly. "I wonder how long it will be before humans invent an antishrinking ray."


  <A long, long time,> Ax stated.


  "Look on the bright side," I said, manically. Desperately. "We're useless to the Yeerks. We're much too small to be Controllers now."


  "Useless to humans, too," Jake snapped. "We can't fight Visser Three when we're the size of a shredded fingernail clipping."


  "Don't worry about the fight," I said. "We're going to spend the rest of our lives just trying to get home."


  Tobias was back. <I didn't see the ship,> he reported. <But I think we may be in Marco's closet. I think that big cliff over there is a hiking boot.>


  "What is he?" Jake asked, glancing over his shoulder to the dark, looming mass that had once been our friend.


  <Roach, I think.>


  "ARFARFARFARFARF!" A vicious-sounding dog, somewhere nearby.


  <We can hear a dog barking,> Ax said. <It is likely a dog's voice has a different frequency than that of a human.>


  "That doesn't sound like Euclid," Cassie said musingly.


  "Roach," Jake said bitterly. "It's Marco's last joke. Roaches are, like, impossible to kill. Pretty ironic, huh?"


  "I think we should organize a search party," I said. "I'll go eagle. Tobias and I can try to determine if we really are in Marco's house."


  "Jake's right," Cassie said suddenly. "I did an oral report on roaches in the fourth grade. Nothing kills them. Cutting off their heads doesn't kill them. Submerging them in water doesn't kill them -"


  "Enough with the Animal Planet report," I said. "We're a fraction of an inch high and probably miles from home. It's time to focus."


  "I'm not just babbling," Cassie argued. "Listen. I'm saying: Nothing kills a roach. Not even stopping its heart. They have some sort of backup system."


  "You think we can still reach him?" Jake demanded.


  "It's possible."


  This was too good to believe. A tiny breath of hope against the cold wall of death.


  Naturally, I was suspicious. "Hasn't he been in that morph for more than two hours?"


  "Ax-man?" Jake asked.


  <One hour, fifty-five minutes,> Ax said, moving his stalk eyes toward us and keeping his main eyes on the strangely silent prisoners.


  "Five minutes," Cassie said. "There's hope."


  I looked up, up, up. On one side - an enormous leg spiked with disgusting dirty hairs. On the other - a shiny smooth nut-case wall of armor.


  The roach was giving off a dusky, filthy smell. A roach smell. But at that moment, the highly evolved roach body looked beautiful to me. Marco had ultimately picked the perfect morph.


  And he just might be alive to gloat about it. We started to yell.


  "Marco - morph out!" Jake cried desperately.


  "Come on, Marco!" Cassie shouted.


  <You have only five Earth minutes left!> Ax yelled.


  <Morph out!>


  "Do it now!"


  No response.


  <He's not moving,> Tobias said.


  "Maybe he's in a coma," Cassie said.


  "Or sleeping," Jake added, attempting a joke. Bad attempt.


  "Marco," Cassie said. "Come on, now. Listen to me. If you're in there, start to demorph. I'll help you through."


  <C'mon buddy, don't get stuck as a roach,> Tobias said desperately.


  "Dude," I said. "How dumb is it to live the rest of your life in a body that makes girls scream in terror? Your dating life is so over before it's even begun."


  <Four minutes,> Ax said.


  "Marco, man, come on," Jake pleaded. "We need you."


  "Yeah, we haven't had a good laugh all day."


  Who knows what finally reached him? Cassie's gentle coaching. Tobias's too-real fear. Jake's pleading. My pathetic wisecracks. Maybe even Ax's cold countdown. I'm not even sure any of our puny voices, thought-speak or not, got through.


  All I know is that the hairy leg near me began to puff outward. Growing, growing - until it was a roach-colored wall. We ran to keep from getting squashed.


  <We have been viciously tricked!> a Helmacron shouted. <The transforming alien is not really dead!>


  Ax pointed the Dracon beam. <Shut. Up,> he said calmly.


  The Helmacrons' marble eyes all turned to face Marco.


  Then -


  A rumbling of sound.


  <I believe Marco is awake,> Ax informed us.


  "Marco. Man! You are in serious doo-doo." Jake tried to sound serious, but he didn't.


  "Ax, he probably can't hear my voice, so ask him where we are!" I said. Then I smacked Marco on his growing human arm. Ridiculous. All less than an inch of me.


  <Marco, Rachel has just hit you in anger. And Jake demands to know why you morphed when he expressly forbade you to do so. However, at the moment there is no need to answer this question as I will be unable to hear your response.>


  "ARFARFARFARFARF!" Cujo, in the hallway.


  Then, a rumbling of sound. A massive human voice.


  There was no way I could hear or understand Marco's words, but I bet he said something like this: "Oh, man. I'm getting it from both sides! Everybody's always blaming me! This whole thing is Rachel's fault. If she hadn't hit me in the first place, I wouldn't have fallen and hit my head . . ."


  "Ax, tell Marco to stop whining and thank us for saving him from a life under the kitchen sink!"


  Ax did. Here's what I know Marco said: "Remind me to send flowers after I save your sorry butts."


  Chapter 25


  



  Marco morphed a gull.


  We clung to him. The five of us, and our five prisoners.


  <Prince Jake instructs that you not forget the camera.>


  Marco explained to us where we were as he bird-walked out of the closet, hopped up onto the desk, and grabbed the camera with his beak. Then, we flew through the open window and headed toward Cassie's barn.


  Now that he was in morph, Marco could engage in two-way communication with Ax and Tobias.


  <That crappy dog attacked me!> he told us as we passed into bright sunshine. <Practically chewed my hand off.>


  "How'd you get away?" Cassie asked, via Ax.


  <Even though I was dripping copious amounts of blood, I performed like a brave and stalwart knight and marched down the ladder of rattling steel!> Marco said. <Then I rode home on my trusty purple steed.>


  "Please tell me you're not going to be imitating the Helmacrons for the next two months," Jake said.


  <Nah,> Marco said. <I'm going to be too busy conquering the universe.>


  Had we actually missed this guy? Hard to believe.


  <Dog bites can be nasty,> Cassie said. <Did you have a doctor look at it?>


  <Please, like I had the time? Besides, when I morphed and demorphed, the thing was gone. I'm perfect again.>


  "Yeah, and we'll talk later about your brilliant decision to disobey orders." Jake. "I just know you had a good reason."


  <Uh . . . yeah, I hope so.>


  "I wonder what's on that film," I said.


  Jake frowned. "We'll never know. Developing it is too risky. We'll burn it as soon as we get to the barn."


  We did.


  Marco had hidden the Helmacron ship in the freezer, along with the blue box. Ax hooked everything up and forced the protesting Helmacrons to unshrink us.


  Relief.


  Then we let them power up their ship and take off.


  "Promise us you'll never come back to Earth," Jake said as the Helmacrons hovered in front of the barn door.


  <You have our word, as honorable female servants of the Helmacron empire!>


  <A Helmacron male would never lie!>


  At the same time, I noticed the blue box beginning to elevate. I couldn't see the Helmacrons minuscule tractor beam, but I knew it was there.


  Marco and I both jumped to grab the box. I snagged it. We even managed not to hit our heads together.


  Cassie stowed the blue box somewhere safe. Again, for security, she didn't tell us where. Then we all headed home for a little quality time with our parents. I had piles of homework. I was researching the Salem witch-hunts on the Internet when I flashed on that strange spiky thing we saw in Marco's bloodstream.


  Ten minutes later I found it on the Web site from the Centers for Disease Control.


  A sketchy line drawing of the spiky thing.


  A rabies virus.


  The dog bite Marco had told us about . . .


  What I read about rabies didn't make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside.


  Rabies is not a pretty disease. Get it and you have two choices: Start a series of injections within three days. Or die. Die after going awfully, violently insane.


  Bottom line: If Marco hadn't morphed, to roach or anything else, he'd be dying. He wouldn't have known he had rabies so he wouldn't have started the treatment in time. When he'd morphed in the kid's closet, almost twelve hours had already gone by.


  Other bottom line: It was clear to me that Marco had morphed not to upset Jake or to save his own skinny butt. Not to betray us or because he valued his own life over ours.


  He'd morphed because the disease had already begun to twist his mind and distort his judgment. He'd morphed against direct orders because he was slowly going insane.


  This was good news. Marco wasn't dying and with this interesting piece of information I could get him off the hook with Jake and the others.


  I reached for the phone. Stopped.


  Smirked. Maybe in the morning.
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Tobias. Still a freak of nature. Part human. Part bird. Confused? Don't worry, it gets better.


  I am flying over the forest. The air is thick. A storm is approaching. It is only early afternoon, but the sky is growing black as the front moves in on the city. A towering wall of rain, wind, and cumulus clouds.


  I had to find food before the storm. I was hungry. But then, I'm always looking for food. That's life for a bird of prey. Hunger.


  A shrew stepped out from its burrow. It loitered nervously, sniffing the moisture. We had the same thought, me and the shrew. Hunker down against nature's wrath, but fill your belly first.


  I was higher on the food chain. I tucked into a dive.


  My wings pressed tight to my body. Air whistled past. Mountains, forest, and sky. All a blur, a flashing streak. Everything but the shrew, shifting agitatedly, chomping on a seed . . .


  My talons struck, embedded, and squeezed. Drained life instantly.


  Wonder what it's like? Dig your fingernails into a too-ripe peach. Rip sections off with your teeth. Gulp them without chewing. The kill is something like that.


  I downed the shrew and lifted off.


  I don't think about the kill anymore. I'm hawk and human. I'll explain later. Just try to understand that the hawk must feed the human. It has to happen.


  I don't think about it anymore.


  That's a lie.


  "You vile little bird! Do you realize what you've done? Do you realize what you've become? You're trapped! You have to live out your life as a bird!"


  Her name was Taylor. My Yeerk torturer. Her voice screeching. Bruising my ears. Tormenting me after every kill. Other times, too. Still, after all this time . . .


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  A helicopter! Hovering low over the trees, dispersing terrified crows in all directions. If I were a true hawk, I'd have cleared out with the other birds. Instead, I circled around and flapped toward the turbulence.


  My friends, the Animorphs, the ones who fight the Yeerk invasion of Earth, say that since my capture, I live too much of life in my head. They must be right. I'd almost missed everything.


  Not just the helicopter. The humans below, streaming across rough forest floor, the tires of their ATV's scoring the soil. The searchlights streaking the trees in the daytime darkness, making rabbits and deer dart in alarm.


  I flew to the nearest ranger station. It was ringed by squad cars and TV news vans. I swooped down, closer to the action. Landed on a low branch. A blond woman in a raincoat held a microphone close to her lips and swatted windwhipped hair away from her face.


  "Bobby McIntire," she shouted above the noise of the vehicles, "missing now for two full days since he wandered away from his camping party. Hope that he'll be found alive is fading. But it's not just a race against time and the weather." Lightning struck the sky above her, imparting urgency to her words. "Little Bobby is deaf and can't hear the desperate calls of rescuers. Kelly King," she concluded, looking skyward, "reporting live." She held a frozen, concerned expression until the producer gave her the all clear.


  "I will break you." It was Taylor's voice again, whispering in my mind. "You can't win."


  I set a course for the storm front. A strange thing to do, to turn toward the lightning. To fly into the line of rain, the thunderclaps, the wind.


  But it made me feel like Lindbergh over the Atlantic. Fearless and strong. Maybe even a little heroic.


  I wanted those feelings.


  See, it wasn't long ago that the Yeerks captured me. A crazed and insane human-Controller made my life a hell for several excruciating hours. I survived. I even thought the torture was over. I didn't realize that torture doesn't end when you're freed.


  People think it does. People who've never been through torture think that when the physical injuries heal, you're healed, too. They're wrong.


  Torture plays tricks on your mind. "You're weak and scared," it says. "You think you're in control? Hah!" it says. "Doubt yourself. Worry, and question, and fear," it tells you.


  Pain can be very convincing.


  Sometime during my capture, my mind was assaulted with memories, images of all the times I've been weak. Or think I might have been . . .


  Like my first time at the Yeerk pool.


  My mind flashed back to it now, to the scene at Yeerk Central, that echoing underground dome with a sludgy pool churning at its core. The Yeerk pool. That's where the Yeerks do their dirtiest dirty work, where parasitic, sluglike aliens dunk your head in the muck and force one of their kind through your ear.


  The Yeerks squeeze your brain and wring out your freedom. They control all thoughts and movements. They silence your howls and screams of grief until you are nothing but a slave. A stupid puppet. An unwilling soldier of the Yeerk Empire. A threat to all humanity.


  But you've probably heard about all this by now. Right?


  Tha-BOOM! Boom!


  A thunderclap roared and half brought me back to the present. The other half of me was still at the Yeerk pool that first, horrible time. Clinging to the rock face, praying for camouflage, searching the colossal cavern for a way to escape. A way to get past Visser Three's men.


  <Where's Tobias?> I'd heard Rachel say, faintly.


  How long since I'd morphed to red-tailed hawk? An hour and fifty minutes? An hour and fifty-five?


  How long?!


  The others had escaped already. The other Animorphs, I mean. They'd dodged the visser's fireball gauntlet. They'd slipped out to safety, back through the janitor's closet, back into the school. Rachel, Cassie, Marco, Jake.


  Had I missed the deadline? Had I been more than two hours in morph?


  Couldn't have. Can't have. No. I'd be trapped forever. A bird.


  Independent, free, alone.


  Forever.


  Images of the human life I'd led till then flooded my mind. The images were dark. My apathetic aunt. My alcoholic uncle.


  Then, something brighter, something powerful surged through my mind. Something else. Shoring me up. Drawing me in. A wave of . . .


  What? What had I felt then, at that moment, with the seconds ticking down? With the deadline chasing me . . .


  Weakness or strength?


  "You'll never know," Taylor said. "You won't know who or what you are when I'm done with you."


  Bobby McIntire needed to be found.


  I let a fading thermal lift me into the atmosphere.


  My name is Tobias. I'm a human. I'm a hawk. If you want to find something in the forest, you'd do well to ask me.


  There's nothing I don't see.


  Chapter 2


  



  Tha-BOOM! Boom!


  Thunderclaps. I let the warm air draw me up. Three hundred feet. Higher. I could see through the haze, from city's edge to the mountains.


  The national park is a very big place. You could hike for days and never see anyone. Spotting a boy from a helicopter would be like finding the needle in the haystack. And the haystack was about to get really wet.


  Binoculars, infrared goggles, and laser sights flipped on. I don't mean to brag, but nature gave me excellent tools. I can see a hiker's broken shoelace. A robin's chicks.


  I can pick out deer poop.


  "You vile little bird!" Taylor's voice, always humming in my ear.


  Quiet as a glider, my personal search plane swept huge, broad strokes above the trees.


  My friends, the other Animorphs -� the other kids who knew the great Andalite warrior Elfangor, who'd been there as he died, and who'd accepted the Yeerk-fighting Andalite technology to become any animal they can touch -� they were expecting me to show up at Cassie's barn. There was a meeting scheduled for after school. If I wanted to make it, I had to travel east.


  I edged west, following the search party's tire tracks. Tracing the lines as they crossed and converged in a half-mile section of sparse tree cover. I was guessing that this was the last place the boy was seen. Good place to start. I dove to fifty feet, skimming the treetops, looking for a sign, a clue. Anything.


  Nothing.


  A raindrop struck my wing. No, not yet! Three more drops hit me like BB's.


  A whistling gale pushed me back into the air and blew me away from the search party tracks. I flapped harder to fight the strengthening wind. It was pushing me toward mudflats. Forcing me toward a dried up stream.


  The raindrops were starting to feel like wargame paint pellets. I remember. My uncle took me to do the paint-ball thing. I hated it, but it was one of the only things we'd done together. Anyway, I was going to have to stop. The downpour was starting.


  Suddenly -� a splash of red against brown. A shred of bright cloth caught on a bramble.


  Yes.


  <Bobby?> I chanced in open thought-speak. <If you're here, show me where you are.> Brushing the treetops, I scanned the mud. Nothing.


  The wind was absurd. Violent one minute, dead the next.


  Then �- a single footprint. A kid's footprint.


  <Bobby!> I called again. <If you can hear me, wave. Or move. Do something!>


  A faint rustling of brush. Then, more movement. I circled in to land. A dirt clod shot straight up into the air, grazing my beak.


  <Whoa, okay! Great, Bobby. Good work.>


  I didn't see the giant sinkhole until I almost landed in it. It was a pit so invisible under the overgrowth, it would have taken searchers months to find it.


  I peered down at the kid. He was searching wildly for the source of my voice. His eyes were swollen from crying. His hands were raw from trying to climb up the vertical, featureless sinkhole wall. He stood in stagnant water a foot deep. And a flash flood was on the way.


  <We're gonna get you out of there,> I said. But I didn't have a morph that could haul him out. Hork-Bajir? I wasn't practiced enough with the blades not to lacerate the kid and I definitely couldn't let him see an alien. <Hang tight, Bobby. I'll be back soon. It'll be okay.> A lightning bolt sizzled the ground nearby. Not good.


  The trip to the ranger station was probably the worst flight of my life. The rain pummeled me. The wind screwed up my feathers. But the very worst part was the dead air. By the time I reached the ranger station, my body was burning ligaments for fuel.


  Through the windows I saw most of the search party, inside and drying off. Getting ready for another round of wet and nasty searching. Then I saw a guy who looked like he needed a miracle. He was sitting outside on a stump, letting the rain drench him through. The ink from his name tag was running down his chest, but I could still read the letters. "Mr. McIntire." Bobby's dad? He fixed his sad stare on the mountains.


  I touched down just feet from him. Didn't once think about the consequences. <Listen,> I said, <I know this is going to sound crazy. I know you'll think you're losing your mind. But I can take you to Bobby.>


  You can tell a lot about a person by the way they respond to a talking hawk. There's the run-away-screaming type. The bring-palms-to-head-to-squeeze-out-demons reflex. Even the kill-the-animal maneuver. Most people don't do too well when their reality's challenged.


  But Bobby's dad was cool. I mean, he looked kind of freaked at first. His eyes bugged out and he spun around frantically, looking for the prankster who was fooling with him. But once the initial surprise faded, he quickly regained his composure.


  "Okay," he said. "Lead the way."


  He probably thought he was nuts, but I don't think it would have mattered whether he was hearing voices or talking with aliens. He just wanted his son back.


  That kind of love . . . it made me feel . . . strange.


  I flew from tree to tree, a few hundred feet at a time, waiting for Mr. McIntire and three rangers he'd convinced to come along. All the while I gave him directions in private thought-speak. At least I could stay a good distance from the men, to keep it uncertain whether a hawk was really running the show.


  I pictured Bobby in the pit, the torrential rain tunneling into channels, forming a raging arroyo. Racing like a hungry, deadly snake. A massive, silent snake that Bobby's deaf ears wouldn't hear.


  "You will die, Andalite." Taylor's hateful voice, droning in my head.


  <Over the hill,> I directed.


  Then we crested the rise and I saw something I didn't think was possible. Sheets of rain punished the earth to our right and our left, but over Bobby's sinkhole . . . unbelievable. A corridor of rainless clouds with two ends of a weak rainbow marking the borders.


  I was sure my mind was making the scene up. It couldn't turn out this well. Nothing ever did. Taylor wouldn't let it . . .


  <Bobby!> I called. I pumped my wings and found him, the water rising around his knees. I perched on a low branch and watched as three powerful rangers pulled him to safety. Watched as Bobby collapsed in his dad's arms, shaking, as joy replaced fear.


  Bobby's dad glanced up at me, gratitude in his eyes.


  Ever have something work out so perfectly, you feel you could fly? That's how I felt -� and the cool thing was, I could actually do it. I could actually fly.


  I took off down the swath of rainless sky toward Cassie's barn. It felt so good. I played in the air like a pilot at an air show, awed the audience with my death-defying stunts. I cut my engines, fell into a nosedive, ready to pull up just seconds before I hit the ground.


  And then . . .


  A golden eagle, twice my size, screeching toward me like a wrecking ball . . .


  WHAM!


  And all was blackness.


  I never even had a chance.


  Chapter 3


  



  This hawk's gonna feel that wing. Hero or not, when he wakes up, he'll hurt like crazy."


  My eyes snapped open. Through the links of my cage I spied the faces of two concerned, labcoated veterinarians. Both women. One brunette, one blond. The words University Clinic were stitched on their pockets.


  "Do you think Superbird needs an epidural?"


  I tensed my extremities. Right wing not responding. A sore and twisted neck. That nasty golden eagle had banged me up pretty bad. The memory of the impact got my hawk heart pumping. Fear, territoriality, confusion.


  "No, I gave him enough medication to keep him comfy till morning. Hey, look, he's awake. Feeling better, Mr. Hawk?" the blond one said, with the gentle condescension appropriate for wildlife who can't make it in the wild.


  I could have found both vets extremely annoying. But as it was, with an ugly vulture in the cage next to mine, and a prehistoric egret two doors down, I was actually glad to hear a human voice.


  How much time had passed? What day was it?


  "Seen the headlines?" the brunette asked me, as if in answer to my question.


  Sometimes, not always, if you ask questions you want answers to, the universe will respond.


  It was the evening edition newspaper that she held in her hands, and it confirmed that I'd been asleep way too long. "'Father Claims Hawk Led Searchers to Lost Boy.'" She smiled at me, then summed it up.


  "You da bird!"


  The vets chuckled. They didn't know this was no laughing matter. They didn't understand . . .


  It hit me, right at that moment. I'd messed up big time. That headline . . . the kiss of death . . . if the Yeerks found me first . . .


  I was stupid. So stupid!


  Any time you get an animal doing unusual stuff, you get Yeerks. To Yeerks, all animals are suspects, possible "Andalite bandits" disguised in morph.


  This was bad. What was I thinking?


  My friends, they'd be looking for me, too. I'd endangered our own security. By trying to fight Taylor's ghost, I'd dragged my friends into danger.


  Stupid. Weak.


  I had to morph! Morph and get out before . . .


  But no. I couldn't morph in front of the vets. And there were video cameras, mounted up in the corners of the lab, recording everything.


  Who'd get to me first?


  "What's he doing? Flapping his wing? Hey, he's gonna get hurt. Chloe, quick! We need to sedate him."


  Sedate me?


  I fell back to the floor of the cage and lay motionless.


  No way would I be sedated.


  Not with two groups looking for me. Two groups I knew would take that headline very seriously.


  Group One: my friends.


  Group Two: my enemies.


  "Wait," the vet said. "Forget it. He calmed down. He's fine. I don't know what that was about."


  "Okay, Superbird. Stay out of trouble. We'll see you in the morning."


  They were going away? They were leaving me here!


  Why did everyone leave? Why . . .


  They walked to the door, switched off the main fluorescent overheads, deadbolted the door behind them.


  They were going home. They had homes to go to.


  They were leaving me to face my fate alone.


  The room was cold and sterile. Sick and injured birds squawked and cooed in the partial darkness.


  Alone.


  And all I could do was wait.


  Chapter 4


  



  Sccreeeeech!


  The sound jarred me from a restless half-sleep. I looked at the clock: 1:12 A.M. Scanned for the source of the sound.


  For a moment, glowing metal blinded my sensitive hawk vision. When my sight returned, the lock on the door was sizzling. Evaporating . . .


  Behind the door, heavy, punishing footsteps slammed down the hallway. A sound that meant only one thing.


  Hork-Bajir.


  The door burst open.


  Tseew! Tseew!


  Seven-foot-tall bladed bodies charged into the room! Video cameras disintegrated in flashes of Dracon fire.


  No time to morph!


  I pressed myself to the back of the cage. Tried to cover my reddish tail, tried to pretend I wasn't there.


  They were on me instantly, scowling with fiery eyes. Holding weapons to my head.


  "You mine, Andalite!" asserted the Hork-Bajir with the worst breath. "Visser Three will give praise."


  This guy obviously hadn't been on Earth very long. Getting praise from Visser Three would be like trying to stop a brushfire with a glass of water. But I wasn't about to burst his bubble.


  He hefted my cage into the air and ran for the door, banging me roughly. His henchmen, two in front, two behind, surrounded him. Their weapons were drawn, their eyes were searching. They were tense as we moved into the hall. On guard. Almost as though they expected . . .


  Tseew. Tseew.


  Three humans appeared twenty feet down the corridor. Their Dracon rounds ricocheted off the walls.


  What was going on?


  Humans firing Dracons at Hork-Bajir!


  Controller versus Controller?


  "Drop the bird," a man with a mustache ordered. "Now!" The Hork-Bajir snorted a laugh at the wiry man. "Bird is visser's. You rebel make mistake." Quick as lightning, he raised his arm and opened fire on the humans.


  The human-Controllers were agile and dove for cover. They just weren't agile enough. An abbreviated scream echoed down the hall. The mustached man vanished in a flash of light and heat, a silhouette scorched against the whitewashed wall. The other humans didn't seem to notice the loss of their comrade. Or else, they didn't care.


  Only Yeerks can lose a teammate and not bat an eye.


  BLAAAAM!


  Four more humans coming up from behind! Slamming the Hork-Bajir before they knew what hit them.


  I didn't know who to root for. Hork-Bajir or human? Visser Three or . . . who? Who were these people?


  A long, sharp, Hork-Bajir blade caught my cage and lifted it. He ran swiftly toward the exit. This guy could move! Smashed over a stainless steel medical cart. Crashed into empty cages stacked against the wall.


  Blocked!


  Three more people! Large ones, dressed in dark leather, with straps and metal clasps covering their bodies. Bodies that blocked the exit.


  My captor halted, claws screeching across the polished floor.


  He turned back and moved toward a window. Three new Dracon-packing people moved in to block his path.


  Surrounded!


  My cage dangled precariously from the Hork-Bajir's blade. Aliens and humans froze in a grim, momentary standoff.


  Suddenly, my captor leaped at the smallest person. A woman. It was a low move, a desperate attempt at escape. Foolish, too. The others were on him instantly.


  We crashed to the floor, my cage caving beneath the Hork-Bajir's weight until the cold steel bars pressed tight against my feathers. Around me swirled a sea of hands and claws, clutching wildly. For me. The prize.


  I couldn't keep track of what happened next. I just know that someone sent the cage careening across the floor. My frail, injured body tumbled like a rag in the dryer. The cage lodged under the large sink of a utility closet, my hawk body even more bruised and damaged.


  I heard frantic shuffling from the fight beyond, but from my position, I could see very little. Deafening Dracon fire was followed by a momentary stillness. Heavy footsteps marched my way. Four Hork-Bajir feet came to a halt before my cage.


  "Gafrash!" one roared. A hideous appendage reached for me. I cringed, waiting to be taken again, waiting to be seized.


  The Hork-Bajir arm jerked back.


  The feet tensed and turned to run, but there was nowhere to go.


  Because four more feet, twice as large, gigantic and familiar, landed with a thunder-thud.


  Rachel!


  One Hork-Bajir was down. The other snatched up my cage.


  <Oh, no you don't!> Rachel cried, baring her massive, flesh-tearing teeth. Her wild grizzly bear claws flashed like giant steel rigatoni and lashed my captor's arm.


  <The cavalry's here, Tobias,> she huffed. <Hang on!>


  Chapter 5


  



  "Gafrash horlit!"


  The Hork-Bajir let go. My cage hit the floor with another painful crash.


  <Get Tobias!> Rachel cried.


  Marco, in gorilla morph, was the only one with an opposable thumb, an often undervalued appendage. He reached for me, but a downed Hork-Bajir grabbed his leg and yanked him backward.


  So Rachel nudged me with her massive front paws, pushing my cage across the floor, down the hall, away from the fight.


  Suddenly, the cage stopped. We'd run into something. We'd hit human feet.


  Rachel froze, sniffing the air hard. I looked up. Sleek, suede boots. Fashionably worn jeans. The torso and head were in shadow. Who was this? Some innocent vet student, trapped by the battle?


  Her arm appeared from behind her back. Her fingers clutched a Dracon beam . . .


  My heart stopped.


  The girl's fingers glistened and sparkled in the semidarkness. The way real flesh fingers never do.


  <Taylor,> Rachel hissed, her voice rough with rage.


  "Make one move, bear, and your next stop is the taxidermist."


  <Yeah, right!> Rachel leaped, claws slashing.


  Tseew!


  Taylor seared a hole in Rachel's flank.


  "HhhhoooRRRAAWWRRR!" Rachel dropped, groaning with pain.


  And Taylor grabbed my cage with her artificial hand. The hand she had accepted in exchange for her freedom. Taylor's story was a sad one. A story of a girl who'd lost her face, arm, and leg in a terrible fire. The Sharing, the Yeerk front organization, had been there for her. Offering her a new face and arm and leg. All she had to do was agree to be infested. A voluntary Controller. All she had to do was let a vile gray slug wrap around her brain. But the Yeerk that infested Taylor was nuts. Taylor had pretty much lost it, too. Not a very stable situation. And there I was.


  I couldn't believe what was happening. My torturer had captured me. Again.


  No.


  The fingers of her real hand poked through the bars of my cage, threatening to touch me as she lifted the cage right up to her face.


  NO!


  She didn't speak a word but her icy stare said it all. Thought you'd seen the last of me, Andalite fool? Well, you thought wrong.


  Taylor straightened her pearly, plastic fingers. I knew what she was going to do. I'd known since the moment I recognized her in the shadows.


  "I love surprises," she whispered. And without any further warning, snowy particles frothed from the fingertips of her prosthesis.


  Gas!


  She was gassing me just like the time she'd captured me under the grounds of The Sharing's new community center. In moments, I'd be paralyzed. The only difference was that she didn't realize I was the same "Andalite" she'd previously captured. I could only hope she didn't remember.


  I stretched out my talon. I gripped the fleshy fingers of her real hand. Then I closed my eyes, shut my ears, shut it all out. The animal screams, the grunts, the human shouts. The horror of reliving a nightmare.


  Acquire her. Acquire her. Become her.


  A nauseating idea. Necessary.


  I clutched her fingers tighter. To Taylor, it must have seemed like a pitiful attempt to fight back, but she didn't know the truth. She didn't know that I felt her DNA flow into me. Felt her body relax, slacken under the acquiring trance.


  The gaseous powder stung and tingled, pricking my skin like invisible nettles.


  But Taylor, too, was immobile! Paralyzed! For an instant, I'd slowed her down. Incapacitated her.


  Not enough. Not nearly enough.


  My talon went limp. My body fell numb. Taylor's eyes buzzed back to life just in time to watch me realize that this gas was different from the stuff I'd experienced before.


  "Version 2.0," Taylor laughed. "Enough general anesthetic to knock you out completely."


  Blackness rushed in from all sides as my vision dimmed.


  <Rachel?> I called weakly. <Jake?>


  If they answered, I didn't hear them.


  Why me? What had I done to deserve this? Foolish questions, useless self-pity . . . I was a warrior.


  All I could do was look straight ahead. Into the dismal depths of Taylor's mad, hypnotic eyes.


  In that moment, I saw clearly. I saw that I was just a blob of mud bobbing through the raging stream of her thoughts. The stream couldn't be stopped and it would destroy me.


  It would break me apart.


  Chapter 6


  



  Skrrr-eeeek!


  The sound of a metal spoon dragged across the bottom of a pan. The smell of canned tomato soup warming on a stove. These ordinary things drew me out of darkness. I opened my eyes.


  I was still caged, but now there were half a dozen Dracon beams aimed at my head, clamped to my cage with vises. Not high-tech mechanisms fresh off the Yeerk drawing board, but the kind of clamps you pick up at Ace Hardware.


  It didn't matter. Point was, I didn't have any hands. My captors knew that hawk beak and talons couldn't unscrew anything.


  Blinking beneath each mounted Dracon was a red light. A sensor? I didn't move. I didn't dare.


  The thought of more torture set my bones knocking. I couldn't take any more.


  I started to tremble, uncontrollably. I watched the sensors with both minds, hawk and human. Each had been almost destroyed and both parts of me remembered . . . the pain, the hopelessness! Impossible to escape . . . red light, blue light. Agony . . . endless . . .


  Morph. I could morph to something small and crawl away. Undetected. Steal away. Do it, Tobias. Do it.


  "Morph, my friend," Taylor warned, her voice cold and confident, "and the beams will fire automatically."


  I hadn't seen her there, sitting at a kitchen chair, mug in hand, sipping soup.


  I'd felt her, though. Her evil had a way of dominating the very nature of a room, of coloring everything around her and stoking my fear.


  I couldn't escape. I never really thought I could. Not then, not now. Taylor was back, just as I guessed she would be.


  "The computer controlling the Dracon beams is sensitive to basic changes in shape. You cannot escape."


  Wait. That wasn't true. I could escape. I could morph. Morph and die!


  "Yes, you could choose death," Taylor said, answering my thoughts. "I've deliberately given you that option." She paused to take a slurp of soup, her eyes still fixed on me.


  I looked at the kitchen, and at the small, shoddily built, low-ceilinged structure. Something was definitely wrong with this picture. Yeerks choose the best. They take the best of everything we humans have, and when the best we have to offer isn't good enough, they use stolen alien technologies to make it shine. This was . . . what? Some sort of hovel. My cage rested on a Formica table scarred with cigarette burns.


  "Choose death," she repeated casually, "or . . . listen to what I have to say." She rose, dropped her mug in the sink of the strange little kitchen, and returned to her seat. "I have a deal for you, Andalite."


  She was so casual. Not the Taylor I'd known.


  What trick, what scheme did she have up her sleeve?


  "Good," she said, seeing that I'd decided to postpone death. "It would be much harder to solicit help from an Andalite who's dead."


  Help?


  Yeah, and Rachel will pass up a sale at Express, Crayak will win the Nobel Peace Prize, a Yeerk slug will turn down a promotion.


  What did she have up her sleeve?


  "Civil war is coming, Andalite," she began. "Yeerk versus Yeerk. We've had enough of the petty visser fights, the favoritism, the punishments . . . the Council makes us sick."


  Anger flushed her face. She'd said the last sentence with such vehemence that for a fleeting instant, I knew I could believe her. The Council did make her sick.


  But then, her guard went up again. The spark in her eye made her look part politician and part actor, part trial lawyer, and part scheming teenaged girl. It was a face shrouded in lies.


  "The Yeerks must move on as a race," she continued. "The time has come." She got up again and opened the ancient refrigerator. "We need to make a civilization with the hosts we have." She glanced at me. "Many of us realize that the eternal wars have to end and that the loss on Leera, the stalled offensive on Earth, and now the apparent bungling on the Anati planet have discredited the current leadership enough that it cannot survive."


  She pulled a bag of carrots from the fridge. Seriously bizarre. She was talking political strategy while she snacked. Like we were hanging out at her house after school, planning the rigging of the homecoming queen election.


  She continued. "We want to be more like you, Andalite. We need a structure that will transform us from rebels to leaders. We want to be more like Andalite society. Even more like the humans." Her teeth snapped a crisp carrot in two. Her eyes stared at me. "We want to move toward democracy and we need your help to do it."


  It was like the world's weirdest press conference.


  I didn't believe a word she said.


  Not a word.


  So I tested her. <I suppose all you need from me are the names and locations of the remaining Andalite bandits? You know, as a token of my cooperation?>


  Taylor laughed. She was a violent, aggressive, and ruthless personality. Personalities don't change. Not much, anyway. I waited for her to prove me right. I waited for proof that she was still working for Visser Three. That this talk of rebels was all a ruse.


  "Nice to hear your voice again, Andalite. The Andalite with the power to stay in morph for more than the two-hour time limit. Your voice brings back such sweet memories." The tone in her voice set me shaking again. "I learned a lot about you during our time together, Andalite. I saw your mind. I saw your courage dribble away. I would enjoy finishing you now. Breaking you." She slinked toward my cage. "Right here and right now. You think you're strong, but I know you're weak. It would take seconds!" She paused just enough to let the thought rattle me. "But this time, Andalite, it's your cooperation I require. I need you and your fellow Andalites. I need you to help me destroy Visser Three."


  She wasn't working for the visser. She was out to destroy him. That's what she'd said.


  Unguarded anger seethed from her face. If she was lying, it was impossible for me to tell.


  "You've fared badly as a bird." She looked at my bandaged wing, at my matted feathers, my twisted neck. "You have Visser Three to thank for that. His Hork-Bajir aren't big on gentle."


  She wanted me to become angry, too, and take revenge, get back at the visser, join forces with her . . .


  "Don't answer now." She pulled a scrap of paper from her pocket and pushed it through the bars of my cage. "Here." It was a Web address. "Talk things over with your comrades and leave me a message there. Sign it 'Bandits.'"


  Then she unlatched the cage door, threw open the nearest window, and disappeared behind a curtain, leaving her dirty dishes in the sink.


  Chapter 7


  



  The red sensors flickered out.


  I hobbled from the cage, hopped to the window. The ground was a few feet below me. I fell outside. Taylor. Visser Three. Civil war. Weakness . . .


  She'd let me go.


  It was too much to sort out. I needed my friends. I needed Rachel.


  I dragged myself into the shadows, morphed and demorphed to repair injuries. Injuries which by this time were so painful they bordered on torture themselves. I lifted off. Free, but my mind was weighted.


  As I rose into the air, I saw the place I'd been held. An old trailer, parked by a junkyard. A rebel hideout. Far from the city and the Yeerk pool. Could she be telling the truth?


  I flapped toward town, toward the lights, toward Rachel's. Over buildings topped by digital dishes and cell phone relays. Suddenly, I cut the gas, strained my wings, dropped to a roof.


  If she weren't telling the truth, if she were feeding me lies . . .


  She'd have planted a tracking device on my body. Of course! The Yeerks were tailing me. I was bringing them straight to my friends. Straight to the Andalite bandits.


  When I'd finished kicking myself, I picked the smallest morph I had. Flea. I focused on the tiny blood-sucking body.


  SCHWOOOP!


  The roof rushed at me. Slate shingles became slick and huge as glaciers. My vision fractured like light through a prism and my hearing cut. It was all about the other senses. Taste, smell.


  Feeling. I waited for the corner of a tiny chip to bust out of my skin. Any tracking device would fall away from a flea's body. It would prove that Taylor's words were meaningless. That I could write her off forever. I wanted to.


  I grew smaller and smaller. Nothing snagged, nothing stretched my stretchable skin. Nothing bulged from my body. No global positioning chip. I was unmarked.


  Okay. Okay. No easy answers. Just complications.


  I demorphed and rocketed past streetlights, car headlights, and neon signs to Rachel's house. Her window was open. I shot through and planted my talons on the bedpost, swishing my feathers as I came to a stop. She jolted out of sleep.


  "Thank God!" she whispered. I fluttered down next to her. She touched me gently. A smile filled her face, then was replaced by rage. "That jerk!" Her voice hardened. "That scum."


  <I'm okay,> I said. <Taylor let me go.> I felt safe in Rachel's presence, but my voice still sounded raw.


  "We searched for you for hours. I wanted to kill her."


  <I think I wanted you to.>


  "What's her deal?"


  <She wants to work with us,> I said. My words sounded preposterous. I wondered for a second if I hadn't dreamed it all. <It's weird. She says that if we give her help, she gives us Visser Three.>


  "Don't believe it," Rachel muttered, charging out of bed. "C'mon. Let's get the others."


  An hour later, we had all assembled in Cassie's barn.


  "A deal?! Come on. Our help?! Puh-leeze. If some Yeerk contracts a democracy virus, I m supposed to care?" Marco said skeptically. "I don't think so."


  <I agree with Marco. I do not think her telling the truth is likely. We cannot forget that she was a sub-visser. She rose to her position by being ruthless. I do not believe the Yeerk,> Ax nearly sneered.


  "But what if she's telling the truth?" Cassie countered. Cassie was the only one of us who'd befriended a Yeerk before. Who'd actually morphed a Yeerk. I knew she, at least, would want to give my story some consideration. "Maybe she really does believe in a better way. She wouldn't be the first Yeerk to have a change of heart."


  "No, she'd be the last. That creep wouldn't even breathe if it didn't serve her," Rachel sneered. "She's not about to found a democratic leadership because it's a just philosophy. She wants something else."


  "Seems obvious to me," Marco answered. "It's the means, not the end, that interest her. She's keen on democracy because it's a process that will eject Visser Three."


  "Do you always assume the worst of people?" Cassie asked.


  "Always." Marco smiled. "People are who they are. My bet is that when Taylor failed to break Tobias with torture, the visser sent her packing. She's probably been plotting revenge ever since."


  For a second, nobody spoke. Jake glared at Marco and I was pretty sure I knew why. I was guessing it was probably also the reason no one had mentioned how I'd been recaptured in the first place. No one had mentioned that I'd made a huge mistake by rescuing the lost kid. Now I realized why. Marco'd mentioned torture, something he was apparently not supposed to do when I was around, not even in passing.


  Their hypersensitivity made me mad. Did they think the memory would mess me up? Couldn't they see me getting stronger? Couldn't they tell I'd be fine?


  "Tobias, what's your take?" Jake said, breaking the silence. "You know more about her than anyone."


  What was my take, now that I wasn't locked in a cage, waiting to be tortured? Rachel looked at me. Her eyes gave me strength.


  <Power,> I said, suddenly knowing the truth. <Power is the one thing in the world I know Taylor wants. Using me to get Visser Three must strike her as irresistible irony.>


  "Know what would be even more irresistible?" Marco added. "Get Visser Three and the Andalite bandits both killed in the process. Two birds, one stone."


  Rachel nodded. "Marco has a point. An irony in itself."


  "We've had other chances to get Visser Three and we've blown them," Jake said. "We might not get a shot like this again. Can we afford to pass it up?"


  <Civil war means Yeerk against Yeerk,> Ax observed. <It means confusion, betrayal within enemy ranks, a foe distracted by internal strife. It is a unique opportunity.>


  "Right," Marco agreed. "Capitalize on the chaos. Divide and conquer."


  "We tried that, remember?" Rachel said. "The time we pretended to help Visser One destroy Visser Three. It didn't go over real well."


  "This is different," Marco replied flatly. "It's not about my mother this time. It's not personal."


  Not personal? Marco didn't know how wrong he was.


  "Tobias," Jake said. "I still think this should be your call." He looked up at my perch on the rafter. "Do we deal with Taylor or not?"


  I looked away from the group, out through the loft window. Out at the moon, gigantic on the horizon.


  People have told me that when the moon fills the sky like that, when it looms huge like a glow-in-the-dark beach ball, it's really just an illusion. It's your mind playing tricks on you. And it's true. If you look at the moon through a camera lens, it's just a dinky dot in the sky. Our minds make it bigger than it is.


  <She's dangerous,> I said after a moment, <but if we face her together . . .>


  I stopped. What if Taylor was all I knew she was and worse? I looked back at the orange-white moon. I knew it was just an illusion, but I couldn't take my eyes off it, immense and amazing.


  <I don't know,> I said finally. <But I think we have to deal.>


  Win or lose, I had to deal.


  Chapter 8


  



  The freak and geek club. The middle of the night, deep in the forest. Four kids and a bird crowded around a laptop salvaged from a Dumpster and repaired by an alien kid and friend, Ax. An Andalite and brother of Elfangor. Ax's fourteen fingers deftly powered up the unit and dialed up the Internet.


  "Ax, this is way cool," Rachel whispered, "but how did you do it? A cell phone? Internet access? That's more allowance than I'll ever see."


  "You mean because Macy's has you on that pesky outfit-per-week plan?" Marco sneered.


  "I'd like to think that an Andalite who once made contact with his home world could arrange Web access," Jake said.


  <It has not been easy,> Ax said somberly. He was using an old car battery for power. All the wires and tape patches spilling from the jerry-rigged setup made Ax look pretty clever to me. <I reconditioned several other discarded computing modules and sold them to Computer Renaissance. I thought the money would be sufficient. I did not know that cell phones and Net access require a credit card.>


  "The bank wasn't reassured by the whole 'unemployed alien' aspect of your application?" Marco said.


  "That's right," Cassie said. "So I'm helping him. You know the cell phone I'm supposed to take with me, for emergencies only? Well, Dad made a deal with me. I can talk for half an hour a week if I do Saturday morning meds." I watched her locate the cell phone. It was opened up and tangled in a nest of wires. "Ax, you can put that back together, right?" she said, a bit nervously.


  <I assure you, Cassie, I know what I am doing.> The screen dimmed and revived. Rachel raised an eyebrow. But then, sure enough, the AOL welcome screen loaded.


  "Excellent," Marco said, smiling. "Oh, wait, wait! The James Bond home page! Play the teaser trailer. Ax. Listen to me!"


  Ax ignored him and typed in the address to Taylor's Web page: http://www.EarthIsOurs.com.


  We got a message. "The URL cannot be found."


  <I do not understand. If this address existed, we would have located it,> Ax explained.


  "Uh, Ax-man?" Marco pointed to the flickering screen and sounded out the address. "You typed Earth-I-saurus.com. You made it a dino. It's Earth-Is-Ours."


  <Perhaps fourteen fingers are four too many.> Ax, being uncharacteristically funny. He typed in the right address.


  Taylor's Web page took a while to download and the image was fuzzy at first. Slowly, the screen became clearer. It was a picture of the earth from outer space, a beautiful blue-green sphere covered with clouds. There was a caption, "Triumph will be ours," and a box to send a message.


  Ax waited for my dictation. I thought about what to say. I wanted to intimidate her, cut her down to size, make her wonder if we'd bite, make her worry that we wouldn't. I wanted ambiguity. I wanted to see her squirm.


  In the end, all I wrote was, "Okay, we'll play." Jake signed off with the word "Bandits." Ax clicked "send."


  And then we waited. The others took turns playing minesweeper and solitaire. This time, Ax's extra fingers somehow gave him an edge.


  Taylor's reply came an hour later. "No time to lose," it read. "The plan is to attack and seize the 'Pool.' Your special skills are needed. Meet me in a public place. Let's say Borders bookstore. The wildlife section seems appropriate."


  Everyone spoke at the same time.


  "Seize the Yeerk pool?" Jake repeated.


  "An attack?" Cassie.


  "I'm there!" Rachel, of course.


  "The wildlife section!" Marco.


  <The computer has, as you say, crashed,> Ax announced coolly.


  "We'll need a human morph that won't give us away," Marco echoed. "It ain't gonna be Ax. He attracts too many girls. And of course I can't go. Same reason."


  "Guys," I said, half-scared, half-thrilled by the meaning of my words, "I just happen to have the perfect morph."


  Six hours later, when its doors opened, I strolled into Borders bookshop. Strode past piles of self-help books and tiers of best-sellers. Despite Rachel's objections and Marco's security concerns, Jake had let me go. I needed to be the one to deal with Taylor. Jake knew that.


  But even Jake had some reservations about this morph. About the victim becoming the victimizer. So for a variety of security reasons, watching from various stations both in and outside the store, were my friends.


  Two seagulls on the roof, Ax and Cassie, watching the front door and the sky. A fluffy cat, prowling the back alley, keeping an eye on the back door. In the magazine section, a short kid with pants as wide as a tent, huge bug-eyed sunglasses, headphones, and a knit ski cap disguising nine-tenths of his face. And in a stall in the men's room, waiting for a signal, Jake, ready to provide immediate firepower if necessary.


  Rachel chose the outfit, so I was dressed to kill. And I would have looked great in rags. See, morphing uses DNA, and I'd morphed her body as it would have been before the fire, before the accident. No artificial arm. No reconstructed beauty.


  I was a cover girl who could give even Angelina Jolie a run for her money. I was . . .


  "Taylor," I said easily, coming up behind the tall blond wandering the wildlife section. She spun around, surprised and off guard. Her mouth dropped open. She was face-to-face with herself. And for a second, I'd trumped her. She was mine.


  "That's clever," she conceded, recovering quickly like a good detached Yeerk should. "Yeah, a nice touch. But how? Is there some new, improved Andalite morphing technology that allows you to acquire while in morph?"


  I smiled on the outside. On the inside, I seized up. I'd just given myself away. But she'd never figure it out. Would she? She'd never know the whole story, that my true form was hawk, that I was no Andalite. But already, I'd given her more than I'd wanted to.


  I searched the brain of my new body for a savvy reply. A strategic comeback. I searched it for the ruthless, crushing Yeerk. What I found was gentleness, fear, and joy. Very little cunning. Almost no hate. The human Taylor had once been an average kid. Like me. Like I'd been.


  The realization steeled me against the nervousness that gnawed at my stomach.


  "You're not the only ones with scientists," I said guardedly.


  She accepted that answer. We walked toward the cafe.


  Chapter 9


  



  The high school kid behind the counter stared wide-eyed. One, make that two very attractive girls were closing in on him.


  "Uh, what can I get you?" he asked shakily.


  "Decaf latte with skim," Taylor purred.


  The kid turned to take my order. I smiled and he almost fell over. It was crazy to have such power. I'd been on the receiving end before. I'd just never been the source. Is this what Rachel experienced? Was this part of what made her so brave?


  "Triple espresso. Heavy on the cream and the sugar."


  Taylor turned to me. "You dare abuse my body, you filthy grass eater?"


  The kid raised his eyebrows. "Grass?" he said. "I can juice you some wheat grass, but that's all we have."


  Taylor glared at the boy. I laughed. We were mirror images, literal carbon copies. But I was alive. Taylor wasn't. Not really. I had a sense of humor. Taylor had a coldness that enclosed her like a shield. The kid could see this. Anybody could.


  We brought our drinks to a table and sat in opposing chairs. Three college kids were studying together nearby, but out of earshot. A writer was reading her work to an enraptured public thirty feet away. Salsa music spilled out of the speakers.


  Taylor gripped her mug like it was the enemy.


  "I suppose you want details," she said icily.


  "Of course."


  "Listen carefully," she began, her voice hushed. "There's a natural gas pipeline, a large one, that runs a half mile from the Yeerk pool. We need to dig a connecting tunnel from that pipeline to the pool."


  "Why?"


  Taylor huffed, arrogant and exasperated. "So that the pipe can be ruptured. So that thousands of tons of natural gas will spew into the Yeerk pool complex. And so that the gas, when exploded, will kill everyone exposed. The hosts. The Yeerks."


  It was a disgusting plan. It was even more horrible than I expected.


  I took a sip of coffee, to keep it looking natural. Twin teens, probably comparing notes on last night's dates. "That's what you call a giant leap for democracy? I don't get it. You want to end the violence with a big bang of your own? You think the violence will end there?"


  "Surely you see that we need a bargaining chip," Taylor replied. "We have to take control of the place and oust Visser Three. We have to get some leverage. Without this plan �- if the rebels tried a more peaceful protest � the Yeerks in orbit would oppose us. But if the plan works, we have a Yeerk pool full of hostages. They couldn't attack us without putting their own at risk."


  "That never stopped you Yeerks before," I retorted.


  "Well, the Yeerks in orbit have to feed, don't they?" she shot back angrily. "There's no way around that. Within three days every Yeerk will need Kandrona rays. They will be forced to accept rebel leadership. If they want to survive."


  I forced a false tone of admiration. A little flattery wouldn't hurt with this egomaniacal Yeerk. "This plan is your brainchild, isn't it? It's brutal, ruthless. Brilliant, really."


  "You know me well, Andalite." A smile washed over her face.


  But then, suddenly, her face transformed. All at once, her blue eyes filled with desperation. Her pink lips parted in wordless horror. A different voice, a frightened, abused little voice, called across the table in a toneless whisper.


  "Don't listen," it said. "Don't listen to her!"


  I sat transfixed as Taylor's hand blazed across the tabletop, crashing into her latte, smashing the mug to the floor. There was a huge racket as ceramic clattered across tile.


  The writer stopped her public reading. The students raised their heads. The salsa music trumpeted on.


  "Miss, are you okay?" The high school kid was instantly at Taylor's side. She was crouched on the floor, her head in her arms. A second passed. Two seconds. Silence. On the third, her head snapped up.


  "I'm fine," she said, climbing back into her chair. "Get me a refill." Her face was strong again, controlled. And I knew what I'd just seen.


  Taylor the Yeerk had a rigid command over her host body. No longer did she let her human speak independently. No. Somehow, she'd severed their collaboration. Except they'd been partners for so long, the host could still break in, on occasion. Taylor the girl could still break in. Did break in . . .


  Why? Why would the Yeerk wait until this moment to fully enslave her host? She claimed to be interested in democracy and peace. It didn't compute.


  "Any questions?" Taylor inquired, as if nothing had happened. As if the conversation hadn't been disrupted by a distinctly Yeerk version of multiple personality disorder.


  "Yeah," I said. "First one. A natural gas explosion as large as the one you're planning will collapse the Yeerk pool. And the city built above it. It will devastate everything for miles."


  "My allies are in control of the pumping station," Taylor answered calmly. "The amount of gas will be carefully controlled. The Yeerk pool will not collapse."


  "Fine. Question two. Just how do you plan to tunnel through the earth, from the pipeline to the pool?"


  "I don't. That's where you come in."


  "That's absurd," I laughed. "No earth animal, no morph we Andalites have, could do that kind of job in less than weeks. And even then, it would just be a tiny tunnel. Not nearly enough to move the volume of gas you're talking about."


  "That's why I selected an animal for you to morph that can do the job in hours, not days or weeks." Her lips curled into a devilish smile. "You always underestimate me, Andalite."


  "What morph?" I asked. She wrapped the fingers of her artificial hand around my arm and started to squeeze.


  "I have a morph that will leave behind a tunnel at least as large in circumference as the pipe itself."


  "What morph?" I repeated.


  "Taxxon, my Andalite friend. Taxxon!"


  Chapter 10


  



  "Is she insane?" Marco cried. He'd ditched the ski cap and sunglasses but the headphones still hung around his neck.


  "Yes. I believe we established that during our last encounter." Ax, of course. He'd gone from seagull to Andalite to eerily attractive human boy in a Dumpster conveniently located behind the bookstore.


  "Taxxon! I'd rather morph E. colt. I'd rather morph an ant again."


  "That's kind of what Taxxons are like, isn't it?" Jake said. "Brainless, driven, starved."


  "Who knows?" Rachel shrugged impatiently. In the time between demorphing from cat and joining the rest of us, Rachel had slipped into The Gap and bought a couple of T-shirts. No moss grows on that girl. "But I can handle it. I'm in."


  "Whoa." Cassie held up an arm. "Wait a minute. Who says we're even gonna do this?"


  I'd demorphed in the Borders bathroom. Jake had left a bag of clothing behind a trash container. I remorphed as my human self, and crossed the street to the mall. Now I sat in the food court listening to my friends freak out.


  "When do we have to give her an answer?" Jake asked me.


  "We don't. We just show up at the natural gas pumping facility tonight. Or we don't."


  "Answer me this," Marco said, rolling a plastic straw between his palms. "If Taxxons are all Controllers, why doesn't She-Yeerk just ask a fellow Controller with a Taxxon host to do the digging?"


  I explained. "She says Yeerks are only ever partly in control of their Taxxon hosts. It's impossible to master the Taxxon hunger, the murderous tendencies, the cannibalistic urges. Taxxon hosts are given only to low-ranking Yeerks and, big surprise, soon they're more Taxxon than Yeerk."


  "But I've seen them take orders. I've watched Taxxons move on command," Marco persisted. "They fly Bug fighters for . . ."


  "Right. But no one would ever trust a Taxxon to be part of a conspiracy. You can't count on a guy who'll sell out for a chunk of rotting meat. Most of her allies are human-Controllers, anyway," I added.


  Ax broke in. "I was once told that controlling a Taxxon morph is like facing the ultimate temptation. Tay-shun. The more you resist the temptation, the stronger it becomes, until it ends by carrying you so far beyond the realm of conscious, controllable thought you become lost in the Taxxon's most basic instincts."


  "Well then, what am I waiting for?" Marco said sarcastically. "Sign me up! An army of cold, power-hungry Yeerks can't control the Taxxons. Not to worry. The short kid who got a B-minus in gym won't have any problems."


  Rachel smirked. "You got a B-minus in gym?"


  Marco rolled his eyes and looked exasperated. "People, if the Yeerks can't control a Taxxon, how in the world can we?"


  "Taylor says we'd only stay morphed for short periods," I said, feeling like her press secretary. Like part of her team. It was definitely weird. "And we'd morph one at a time, surrounded by enough force to control any out-of-control behavior."


  Jake frowned. Marco looked skeptical. Cassie's eyes were darkening with some serious issues. We all needed to think. Ax wanted to eat. So, Marco and Jake volunteered to get food.


  Cassie, Rachel, and Ax sat silently. I looked around. It was Friday, so the food court was crowded. Packed with a bunch of normal people, leading normal lives. Ordinary, mundane, wonderful lives. All these normal people -� moms and dads, kids and grandparents -� represented the very thing we were fighting for. Humanity.


  Marco returned and set nachos for me and Ax on the table. I wasn't very hungry. I wasn't used to eating with others around and there were people everywhere. Very different from my life as a hawk. When you're a hawk, you get nervous when you can't feed in peace. Someone could swoop in and steal your dinner. Or someone could swoop in and eat you.


  Jake reappeared and placed a large plastic tray piled with two hamburgers, three fries, a veggie wrap, and three large plastic cups on the table.


  "Cassie, veggie wrap and orange soda," he said, handing her one of the cups and the sandwich. "7-up, Rachel. Coke, me. So," he added, sitting, "where are we?"


  "Seems clear enough to me," Rachel said with a mouth half-stuffed with hamburger. "Destroying the Yeerk pool can only be a good thing. It's the chance we've been waiting for. It could be the beginning of the end." She paused and swallowed. "Let's fry some Yeerk butt."


  "I agree with Rachel," Ax said, looking up from the plastic Radio Shack bag he was rummaging through and reaching for a tub of nachos. "Strategically speaking, this is a very interesting opportunity. Even in spite of the risk."


  Jake looked up at me with an encouraging nod.


  "Just remember, she can't be trusted," I reminded everyone. "She . . . " I paused. The others were looking at me like they were being extra careful to be polite. Just like at the barn, they were waiting for me to finish. No interruptions. No snide remarks.


  The Borders meeting should have proved to them that I was over the fear! I'd handled it fine. I wasn't the one who'd broken down.


  I tried to sound extra calm and sure of myself so they would stop worrying, stop doubting. "Even if she doesn't have it in for us, our work is only going to make her more power hungry. You can count on it. It's not like she's suddenly had a change of heart. That democracy stuff has got to be BS."


  "Absolutely," Marco said. "A free Yeerk society? Give me a break. Let's just imagine the scenario for a second. Everyone in favor of having his free will replaced by a slimy, stinking slug that will take over his brain, say, 'yea.' Those opposed say, 'nay.'"


  "Okay," Jake interrupted. "We get it. We all admit that Taylor can't be trusted. Marco and Tobias saw her lose it at Borders. She's obviously got some problems. But even given the weirdness, I think we agree this could be one of the most important missions we've had."


  Chapter 11


  



  No one said anything. Silent agreement.


  Except for Cassie.


  Her eyes got wide. She began to stand up.


  "None of you guys are really thinking about this," she said in a voice that made a couple of older kids sitting at the table next to ours look up.


  "Shhh."


  "No," she said. "It's wrong. I won't. I don't want to judge you guys, but you're talking about strategy and risk like this is some computer game. Like there aren't others involved. Have you forgotten that we're supposed to be in this to save lives?"


  Jake put his hand on her shoulder and gently encouraged her to sit back down. No one seemed to know what to say. She continued. She spoke very quietly, but urgently.


  "Has anyone stopped to think that we'll be responsible for the death of hundreds, maybe thousands of people? People who already suffer the worst fate imaginable? And not that any of you care, but we'll be killing thousands of defenseless Yeerks right along with them."


  "My God, you mean we'd be killing Yeerks?" Marco said with a straight face. "That's . . . that's unthinkable!"


  No one laughed.


  "Let her finish," Rachel whispered.


  "They're not all like Visser Three," Cassie went on. "We know that. Some of the Yeerks and Controllers are just kids like us. They never had a choice. They participate or they're eliminated. And it's not like they get the information they need to make an informed decision. If you'd been raised since birth on empire propaganda, you'd fight to take over Earth, too."


  "You make an interesting argument," Ax said through a mouthful of nachos. "But there are a lot of inconsistencies between what you say and what you do." He swallowed noisily. "How can you make this argument knowing what you've done in the past?"


  "That's different," Cassie responded forcefully. "I'm not against defending myself and you guys. I hate violence, but self-defense is justified, in all societies. Unlike murdering people . . ."


  "Killing slugs," Marco corrected.


  "Killing Yeerks when they're defenseless, when they're not engaged in battle, when they're not actively threatening our lives . . . no! You don't . . . why can't you . . . can't you see!" She stopped. I could almost feel the passion radiating from her body. "It's . . . it's just not right."


  "But they are threatening our lives," Rachel insisted. "Not just ours, everyone's. Just by being who they are."


  "Yeah, and why do you think they're at the Yeerk pool?" Marco put in. "I can tell you this much. It's not because they're planning Earth Day activities.


  "Look, during World War Two we bombed factories and highways and railroads. Even regular cities. Just because someone's not wearing a uniform or carrying a weapon doesn't mean they're not fighting a war. I know this plan is bad, Cassie, but we've gotta think of the big picture." He looked at her and touched her shoulder again.


  "Yes," Ax said calmly. "The Yeerk pool is a command and control center. It is central to Yeerk military activity. They recharge there so they can continue their conquest."


  "Not true," Cassie insisted, regaining her voice. She leaned forward. "What about Tidwell, and others like him in the peace movement? They have to go to the pool because they'll die if they don't feed. For them, it's no different than eating."


  "The peace movement Yeerks are a small minority," Jake countered coldly. "We can't really consider them, except maybe to warn them."


  "Not consider them!" Cassie repeated disbelievingly. "What if your brother's at the pool when the gas explodes?"


  Jake looked at his hands. "I guess it's a sacrifice I have to deal with in order to protect thousands more," Jake said, his voice now expressionless.


  "Jake, I don't believe you!"


  "You should," he said, looking back to Cassie. To me. "Besides, family involvement doesn't really come into play here. It can't. The Yeerk pool is a target. End of discussion. It's not like we're bombing a bunch of innocent people at the mall on a Friday afternoon . . . "


  Again, I looked at the people all around us. Families, couples, kids like us. Enjoying themselves. Here to see a movie, meet their friends, shop for clothes. They'd done the jobs they had to do at work or at school. Now was their chance to relax. Have fun.


  Cassie looked around the food court, too, and then back at Jake.


  "Isn't it?"


  Chapter 12


  



  That's pretty much when Cassie decided she couldn't do it. She decided to sit the mission out. I admired her. I even thought about pulling out myself.


  But who would be around to figure out Taylor? Who would be there to watch for sabotage? I'm not really sure how or why we decided I was the best one for the job. But I decided to do it.


  Early that evening Ax and I flew together, an owl and a red-tailed hawk, high up into the night sky so we could get a good look at the place before we landed. We wanted to be as sure as possible that we weren't flying into a trap. The natural gas pumping station came into view.


  <The coast appears to be clear,> Ax relayed. <Why do humans refer to the "coast" when talking about a precarious situation?>


  <I don't know,> I said. <It's just what we say.>


  There wasn't anything within a half mile of the structure. Just trees and bushes. I swooped low to check out an abandoned van left a few hundred feet from the pumping station. No hidden group of Hork-Bajir waiting for us.


  The pumping station was pretty small, just a square building almost as big as a house. Security lights brightened it like a baseball stadium just before a night game. The lights made my hawk vision work almost as well as the owl's. Through the few windows, I could see a maze of pipes.


  We landed on the ground behind a line of heavy brush. It's hard to land directly on the ground. It's easier when you can grab on to something with your talons. I skidded a little. Ax was right behind me.


  <Well, Ax-man, I guess it's now or never -� and, boy, do I wish it was never,> I said.


  I morphed and Ax demorphed. Two identical blue aliens began to sprout from the bushes. I like the way Andalite morph feels. It's about strength and agility. A focused yet playful mind. An unwavering optimism that's invaluable when you're up against pure evil.


  We finished morphing and Ax trotted up beside me. His main eyes studied me. His stalk eyes scanned the area around us. Then, suddenly, his tail snapped and zipped across the blue-and-tan fur on my chest.


  <Hey, watch it! What are you doing?>


  <I am removing portions of your fur. We call it "unschweet." I believe you say haircut. I must make you look less like my genetic double.>


  <Fine,> I said. <But be careful. No razor burn.>


  <When an Andalite warrior is reprimanded for his conduct,> Ax continued, <a superior officer removes some of the offender's fur so that the transgression is not soon forgotten. In the ritual of unschweet, the wrongdoer is not punished in the traditional sense. He must live with the constant reminder of his error, and the scrutiny of his peers. As his fur grows back, he is slowly redeemed until, finally, the incident is laid to rest and the warrior is whole again.>


  <I've had bad haircuts before but I never knew what to call them. So Ax, do I deserve unschweet?>


  <No,> Ax answered. <But it is the only way I know to cut fur. Sorry.>


  <It's cool. Let's just get this over with.>


  We walked cautiously toward the pumping station, staying out of the brightest lights and watching our backs with our stalk eyes. A tall cyclone fence topped with barbed wire ran all around the structure, but the rear gate was open a crack. Someone was expecting us.


  I pointed a slender finger toward the gate.


  Ax moved out in front. An eerie squeak cut the still air as we slipped through the gate.


  We moved quickly toward the shadows that clung to the wall of the building.


  "Evening, boys."


  She stepped out of nowhere. A dark, human form with a voice that sent chills down my spine.


  It was Taylor.


  "Nice to see you. I've been waiting."


  She'd been there the whole time. I couldn't believe it. We'd been so careful. How had we missed her?


  She was wearing dark leather from head to toe. Tall boots that came up to her knees. Her long blond hair was tucked into a high leather collar. It was a new look. Good-bye preppy. Hello soldier. We stared.


  "I'm not here to be gawked at. I'm here to deliver a present," she sneered. "I know how much you both like Taxxons. I found a choice one �- very big, very mean �- to show my appreciation for your help. Follow me."


  She disappeared into the pumping station. Ax followed her. I followed Ax.


  We had to duck low to clear some of the pipes. The noise was unbearable, a constant clanging that made my head hurt. Taylor descended a twisting metal ramp into the basement. We followed, stepping carefully on the slick surface.


  Downstairs it was considerably darker, though there were fewer pipes. Taylor stopped in a corner of the room and gestured to an iron handle protruding from the smooth concrete floor. Then she backed up, leaned against the wall, and crossed her arms over her chest.


  "He's in there."


  Ax and I looked more carefully. The iron handle was attached to a large slab of concrete set into the floor.


  <This is it,> I said to Ax. Trying to forget I was in the same room with the monster who'd come close to destroying what little peace of mind I'd ever had. I bent down and grabbed the iron handle with my relatively weak Andalite arm. It didn't budge.


  <I will assist you,> Ax announced. Together we pulled with all our strength. The slab rose out of the floor. With great effort, we set it to one side. A snort from below sent us both jumping back.


  "How cute," Taylor said. "You're scared."


  <We are not frightened,> Ax said coldly. <We are cautious.> He stepped up to the hole and peered inside. <I see no sign of the Taxxon.>


  Taylor tilted her head to one side and looked at Ax mockingly. "Then go get him, silly."


  Chapter 13


  



  The cavern was dark. I could just make out the bottom, about ten feet away. It seemed to curve slightly. I guessed it was a tank, an old fuel storage reservoir or something.


  The last thing I wanted to do was jump into a dark tank with a Taxxon waiting to eat me.


  Again, Ax led the way. If he wasn't fearless, he was putting on a good show.


  <It is a long way down, Tobias,> he called from below. <Bend your knees on impact.>


  Taylor was watching, her beautiful face wearing the look of perpetual disdain she'd perfected. I couldn't let her see my fear. I hopped over the edge and braced for impact.


  WHAAAMMM!


  My hooves hit hard on the concrete bottom. Damp darkness enveloped me. I could just make out Ax at my side.


  <Where is he?> I asked. <What if there's no Taxxon at all? What if it's a trap?> I thought of the others waiting outside, hidden in various morphs, watching. They were ready to storm the place if we got into trouble. But how long would it take them to reach us? I looked up and imagined being sealed in the tank. But then I remembered that Taylor couldn't lift the cover alone.


  Or could she? How strong was that artificial arm?


  It didn't matter. No. Between the two of us, Ax and I could probably come up with a few morphs that would get us out. But that comforting thought came too late to stop my hearts from racing. We stared into darkness, searching for the Taxxon.


  Before he found us.


  Ax moved forward and disappeared. I strained to catch sight of him in the blackness. I saw slight movement to my right.


  <Is that you, Ax?> I reached out to make sure of where he stood and . . .


  <Ahhhhhhh!>


  Agony shot up my arm.


  <Ax!>


  The Taxxon bit down hard. A thousand razor teeth shredded my flesh and muscle. He didn't sever my arm and have a quick snack. No. He sucked with iron jaws. Pulling me in. Dragging me closer to his stomach.


  I swung my tail blade, but lost my balance on the smooth, curved floor. My hooves skidded wildly as the vile mouth chewed. I was caught in a slow-motion wood chipper!


  Glowing red eyes, inching toward me . . .


  I whipped my tail blade frantically, slashing the blackness, missing the Taxxon. The force of his jaws would rip off my arm!


  <Ax!>


  FWAP!


  Razor teeth withdrew and I stumbled back, clutching my mutilated arm. I looked up. Dizzy. Ill.


  <Hurry,> Ax said. <We must move quickly. I fear I have mortally wounded the Taxxon.>


  Stupefying pain throbbed in what was left of my arm. I backed away. I could feel a wet, sticky ooze beneath my hooves. The Taxxon's vital fluids were spilling across the bottom of the tank.


  I bent down. Reached out my good hand and touched the Taxxon's side. His soft side heaved laboriously, up and down, as he struggled to breathe. Yes, he was dying.


  I could see Ax in the faint light, already acquiring him. I began to demorph. When the transition was complete, I reached out a talon and placed it on the disgusting flesh.


  I could feel life draining from his body, and the firm folds of bloated tissue collapsing like a torn hot air balloon. I concentrated on the acquisition.


  Usually, you don't feel anything about an animal while you acquire it. This time, I sensed something. Fierce and elemental, like a scream of rage.


  I finished acquiring the Taxxon's DNA. And realized there was something inside me unlike anything I had ever known.


  Maybe it was just my own tormented mind at work. Or maybe it really was the DNA, screaming at me on some microscopic level. It was something terrible.


  Something dangerous.


  A tortured shudder moved the length of the Taxxon's body, from head to tail and back again. He shook for one violent instant, then stopped.


  And I realized that he now lived only in Ax and me.


  Chapter 14


  



  <It's sure enough about time, Bird-boy.> Marco's thought-speak greeted me at about three hundred feet. He was flying in, too, and was just as late as I was. It was dawn. We were both working hard to stay up in the cool air.


  <Enjoying a leisurely breakfast while the rest of us get ready to work?> he continued.


  Actually, breakfast was why I was late. This morning, the meadow had been unusually still. Not a field mouse anywhere. Kind of ominous, like they knew something I didn't. Like they knew it was better to stay at home.


  I'd set out hungry, but along the way I'd spotted a gray squirrel. It was bigger than I like, but food is all I think about. In nature, in my world, hunger doesn't just mean you'll be crabby in the car on the way to Taco Bell. It carries undertones of death.


  I'd dived, silent and swift. With wide-open talons I snatched it, unsuspecting, from the power line it was making its way across. The squirrel was heavier than I'd guessed. It yanked on my legs, sent me tumbling for the ground. I held tight. I even regained control, feet above the ground, flapping like mad to stay aloft.


  But then, the squirrel's teeth pierced my leg. Sharp pain from the incision shot to my brain. I released one talon and let go of my would-be breakfast.


  <Some of us actually have to work for our food,> I called to Marco. <But then, it's probably a huge deal for you to get the Pop-Tart in the toaster.>


  I landed gently on a tree branch. Marco was already demorphing. The others had gathered a few feet away. All but Ax, who was hiding in the thick grass, keeping an eye on the pumping station.


  Jake had changed plans on Taylor at the last minute. He had to balance the danger of not having her accounted for as we dug with the risk of having our true identities discovered when we demorphed.


  So Jake had let Taylor know, by E-mail, that she couldn't come within a mile of the dig or the pumping station before 8:00 A.M. If she did, the deal was off. When she did show up, she had to hang with us as we dug.


  She had agreed to Jake's conditions with an eagerness I found disconcerting. I didn't mention it to the others. I knew it was nerves.


  I could see the manhole cover next to where the others were standing. It was partly covered with sand and stuck out above the ground a few inches. This was a good place to work, with little chance of being seen. We weren't far from the pumping station but were concealed by trees and brush on all sides. Taylor knew what she was doing.


  The sewer cap was in a cul-de-sac, on the side of a gravel road that hadn't been paved. The concrete curbs were in place and the gravel was carefully compacted a few inches below, ready for a layer of asphalt. It had been this way for a while. The site was supposed to be a new industrial park. But local residents didn't want the noise and the traffic, so construction had been temporarily stopped, leaving sewers and electricity, but little else.


  "Your left talon's bleeding," Rachel said.


  I didn't answer at first. I didn't feel like explaining. But Rachel's concern was genuine. It wasn't fair to blow her off.


  <Breakfast sometimes bites back,> I answered.


  "You're telling me," Marco broke in. "I was looking in the toaster to see if my Pop-Tart was done and wham, the thing shot out and hit me in the eye."


  <I'll be fine,> I said, looking Rachel's way.


  "Let me have a look," Cassie said. She was still adamant about not going on this mission, but she wanted to know where we were digging.


  In case we didn't come back.


  Cassie's being there was a little awkward. Maybe least so for me, I don't know. She wasn't there to wish us luck. And although Jake always gives us the option, it's really rare that one of us decides not to fight.


  "You should morph to fix the cut," Jake said. "That thing's going to get infected. So I guess you'll go first."


  I'd go first? That slammed me into the reality I'd been trying to avoid. I wasn't looking forward to the work that lay ahead. Or to the creature I had to become.


  <The time is now 7:50.> Ax came trotting out of the bushes and stopped next to Jake. <The pumping station is clear, Prince Jake. We should start digging.>


  Ax was wearing a Timex Triathlon timepiece around his front ankle. Rachel had picked it out for him. He feared that his internal clock might be thrown off by the power of the Taxxon morph. He and I were going to take turns wearing it while Andalite.


  He moved briskly to the manhole cover, stuck the tip of his tail blade in the small hole intended for the crowbar and, with one swift, fluid twist of his tail, sent the fifty-pound steel cap tumbling through the air. It landed with dull resonance inches from Jake's feet.


  "Smooth," Jake commented dryly. "You should work for the city."


  I dropped from my perch to the edge of the hole. I could see that at the bottom of an eightfoot shaft was a cylindrical chamber.


  <I think I'll morph when I get down there,> I said. <Wouldn't want to be responsible for anyone spewing their breakfast.>


  I hopped over the edge of the hole into the darkness, falling slowly, with partially open wings. A real hawk would never drop into such a tight space. I could feel the raptor's anxiety. I landed softly on the surface of the curved concrete.


  "Take it easy, Tobias," Jake encouraged. "Nice and steady. If you have problems, we're here."


  <Remember that you may not be able to control it like other morphs,> Ax instructed. <It might be too overwhelming to suppress. The few Andalites who have successfully used the Taxxon morph speak of becoming one with the animals nature, of channeling the violent energy. It cannot be stopped. But you can try to direct it. Use it, do not try to overcome it.>


  "I'm right here, Tobias," Rachel called.


  "Be careful." Cassie. "And . . . I'll see you guys later."


  "Tobias . . ." Jake began.


  <I can handle it, you guys,> I said, assuring myself as much as my friends. <I'll be okay.>


  Chapter 15


  



  I closed my eyes and focused on the DNA I carried within me.


  The changes started immediately. Continued concentration wasn't necessary. Once it began, the morph gained momentum on its own, like a rock dislodged from a hilltop.


  Hisssssss . . .


  I felt my bones disintegrating. No, melting. All the hard parts of my body -� talons, beak, feather shafts �- softened and liquefied. Usually when you morph, you feel the firm shape of new organs forming. This morph was exactly the opposite. Everything was dissolving, then congealing into one hideous continuum.


  I fell down on the cement as my legs melted away, only to be lifted up again as hundreds of cone-shaped appendages shot out of a soft, rapidly extending belly.


  I was taking on the shape of a worm. Long and formless.


  Crystal-clear hawk vision blurred. Think about driving into the rain without turning on the windshield wipers. Then this murky vision was traded for -�


  Whoa! A thousand tiny fragments of my surroundings. Visual shards, like a kaleidoscope image with blurred edges.


  I knew that Taxxons had compound eyes, like flies. Each red eye is really a thousand smaller eyes, each scanning a small piece of the world. What I hadn't known was that Taxxon brains aren't quite sophisticated enough to put all the pieces together.


  The mouth formed last. The center of the Taxxon's existence.


  The changes stopped.


  Then, all at once, I felt it coming. An unstoppable tidal wave riding up the shore.


  Insane, insane hunger.


  Desperate, all-consuming hunger. Like nothing you can begin to imagine. It reared up, larger than any urge I had ever experienced. Blocking out everything else.


  Everything.


  I could smell the others. Up aboveground. I knew exactly where they stood. I heard vibrations. Their feet through the soil.


  I was over ten feet long. Long enough to crawl up and squirm through the hole. I pictured Marco. And the next thing I knew I imagined him in my mouth, his soft tan flesh, sawed up. Swallowed. And Jake. Bigger. And Ax . . .


  My worm body lunged for the hole. Before I could stop it. Before I could think. I didn't know what was happening. The smell was so strong. The imagined taste so real. The Taxxon mind so in need!


  Noxious digestive acid poured from my mouth. My soft head pushed against the iron cover Marco and Jake had put partially back in place.


  I would devour them. Lunge and devour.


  Marco and Jake and Ax and . . .


  Rachel.


  My Taxxon body twitched. The thought of even more food excited it. But something . . . something way in the back of my mind, way deep in there, spoke out.


  Rachel?


  I stopped. I heard something. The tiny, insignificant voice of a kid. Tobias, the human in me, was struggling to make his presence known. Somewhere beneath the Taxxon's evil and unimaginable power, the kid in me was ranting like a lunatic. Stop, he cried. Stop! Stop! Stop!


  I can't say that I regained control. That would be a lie. Like saying that the captain of a sailboat can take control of a storm.


  But somehow I steered the enormous beast away from the other Animorphs. Somehow.


  It was impossible to stop the hunger, impossible to slow it down, but Ax had told me I could focus it on something else. Okay. I turned it to the job at hand.


  We had heard that the Taxxon was a great digger. But that's not true. Not exactly. The Taxxon is great at one thing. Eating.


  Suddenly, ravenously, I began to devour the dirt beside the hole Taylor's people had jackhammered in the concrete pipe. I turned the full force of the Taxxon's hunger on the dirt.


  I was inhaling soil like I hadn't eaten in forty days. I bit off large chunks, coated them with digestive enzymes, and swallowed the sticky gobs. Bite after bite. After bite after bite. The Taxxon was insatiable.


  In no time at all I had excavated a body-sized chamber. Dirt walls grew up around me as I lunged and gobbled and swallowed and secreted.


  That's right. Secreted. I was scarfing down pounds per second. I was the dump truck hauling away the excavated dirt. I was an all-in-one machine. Earthmover, waste disposal system. And that waste, that soil by-product, passed out of my Taxxon body as a thick, sludgy layer. A goo, that coated all surfaces of the tunnel that began to develop as I tried desperately to satisfy an unsatisfiable hunger.


  "Tobias? Ugh! Man, what's that stench?" Jake's voice reached me as a weak distraction, a vague disturbance. "Tobias, are you okay down there?"


  I ignored him. I just kept eating. Or digging. Just like an earthworm, passing dirt right through my system to extract the organic material. Except that unlike an earthworm, I had a ring of razor teeth to speed things up. Multiply an earthworm's speed and size by about a million and you begin to get the picture.


  Except that with a Taxxon, there's no hope of satisfying the hunger with dirt, not even momentarily. There aren't enough nutrients in the soil. Just enough to smell, to trigger the urge to eat. Just enough to keep me wanting more.


  "Look at him move!" It was Marco's voice. They were nearer now. They must have dropped into the sewer. "He can't get no . . ." Marco gasped, probably from the stink of my secretion. "Satisfaction." He gasped again.


  The longer I dug, the hungrier and more frantic I got. I didn't learn until later that a Taxxon will dig, starved and exhausted, until he dies.


  <Tobias,> Rachel called in thought-speak. She had already morphed. The others must be right behind her. <Answer us. Say something.>


  <More!>


  Chapter 16


  



  <Tobias, time's up, man. Take a break. Demorph.>


  Jake.


  The reminder of human flesh was more than I could resist.


  I sped backward, sloshing through the goo, racing toward the others. I flew out of the hole into the underground area. A slithering worm. Massive, starved, desperate.


  <Whoa,> Jake cautioned.


  <Whoahh!> Marco agreed.


  My compound eyes filled with the broken blue form of an Andalite, the hulking masses of a gorilla and a grizzly bear, the sharp stripes of a tiger.


  No pink flesh! No soft pink flesh!


  I'd make do.


  The Andalite was nearest. I smelled the flesh under his fur, the muscles under his flesh. I was aware of his tail blade. It even triggered a danger alarm in the Taxxon mind. But the siren was faint, nearly insignificant. The tail blade could slash me in two, but I didn't care. I might get a bite in first!


  <Watch yourself, Ax-man!> Jake called. <He's coming at you. Tobias! Get a grip on the morph. Get a grip!>


  I rushed full speed at Ax. I'd body-slam him. Knock him to the ground. Lock my teeth in his skin and eat him whole!


  But then I saw something else. Something that made even the Taxxon stop. My legs froze.


  Taylor. Dressed in a tank top and soft, thin, cotton khakis.


  Her clothes would melt in my mouth. Her soft pink shoulders beckoned to be devoured.


  I heaved my bulk in her direction. Began to move toward her. Crawling. Slinking.


  "Just try, worm," she hissed, aiming a Dracon beam at my head, "and I'll fry you on setting six."


  <You gave us your word, Yeerk,> Ax objected, edging toward her. <You promised not to use a setting higher than three.>


  "Did I?" Taylor laughed. "Then try and stop me." She turned back to me. "I'd love to have an excuse to finish you off." Her voice wavered slightly, almost nervously. I continued inching toward her. "But then, if you're the coward I know, you'd rather be stuck as a Taxxon nothlit than die with courage."


  My Taxxon hunger fused with human hatred. I realized how much easier it would be to eat her than to fight the urge. How much easier it would be even to die than to face Yeerk-girl. This monster who haunted me day and night. With contempt. Arrogance. Power over me!


  Had it been like this at the Yeerk pool? Deep beneath the murderous hunger, my mind wondered. Had I overstayed the two-hour time limit so I wouldn't have to face simple facts of life? Being a boy, living with foster parents, school, Rachel, Taylor . . .


  Marco grabbed me gently, attempting to stop me. I hissed and shook him off.


  <Tobias,> Rachel called. <Stop. Just stop!> But she didn't block my path.


  Was I a coward?


  In the wild, there's only life or death. You feed your belly or you die. Success is survival. Failure is death. It's simple. There's no middle ground. At least, not for very long.


  Was I a coward?


  I hated Taylor.


  Because she knew the answer to that question.


  Because she saw weakness in me. She saw it because she was weak herself. People recognize their own kind. She'd sold out to save face. Literally. She'd become a voluntary Controller and betrayed her own mother because she wanted to be pretty again.


  It was beyond sad. It was pathetic.


  Was I different, or was I just like her?


  I'd trapped myself. Why?


  I hated Taylor because she knew.


  I was going to destroy her.


  I rushed forward. Opened my mouth. Scrambled for her legs.


  Tseew!


  A bolt of Dracon fire knocked me down. Not strong enough to kill, but tough enough to paralyze the Taxxon body and keep me down long enough to regain control. And begin to demorph.


  I focused hard. The bloated worm began to disappear. I imagined the first signs of my familiar hawk body emerging from the pool of Taxxon slime. And then I remembered . . .


  Taylor was watching this! She couldn't see me go from Taxxon to bird. She couldn't know I was a nothlit. She thought I was Andalite. A mighty Andalite.


  I'd already slipped once, at Borders. Not again.


  I focused harder and tried to do something that can't really be done. Morph directly from Taxxon to Andalite. The instant my hawk parts emerged, I focused on remorphing them to Andalite. It was excruciating, exhausting. Probably not very convincing.


  Was she looking? Could she tell? Would she see what she shouldn't see?


  The others were smart. Smarter than I was. Rachel and Marco had backed Taylor against a wall, blocking her view with their gigantic bodies. As I demorphed and remorphed, Jake kept guard and talked.


  <I said you could carry a Dracon beam for protection,> Jake said firmly. <But we had an agreement. You would not fire above setting three.>


  "Yeah, well, it didn't even work. What's wrong with this beam?"


  <You're one lucky worm,> Jake said to me privately. <Ax saved your butt. He modified her weapon so it wouldn't fire beyond setting three.>


  <She lied,> Rachel said coldly in private thought-speak. <Strike one. She'd have fried you if she could, Tobias. You'd be a smoldering pile of slime if she'd had her way. I say we end this right here. She can't keep a deal.>


  <Wait,> I said, finishing the morph to Andalite. <I'm fine. I'm okay. Maybe she knew you'd tampered with the Dracon. Maybe she was just playing it up to scare me.>


  <She did not know,> Ax said as Taylor threw the Dracon beam to the floor. He moved behind Jake to give my Andalite fur a quick tail-blade trim.


  <Well, I was about to take a bite out of her. She acted in self-defense.>


  <She knows that's why we're here,> Marco answered angrily. <To keep you under control. Even if it means killing you.>


  <Well . . .> Why was I making excuses for her? Why? I couldn't make any more. She wasn't my friend. She wasn't my kind.


  We'd made a deal with the devil and the devil had just shown herself for what she was.


  <She's gonna get us Visser Three,> I said. <Remember? That's what this is about.>


  Chapter 17


  



  <Careful, Ax,> I reminded him. <It's . . . well, it's worse than you said. Let the Taxxon smell the soil. Just let it dig and eat. Try not to think of us.>


  <I will try to keep control of the morph,> said Ax. <As a young cadet, I researched the recorded successes and failures of Taxxon morphing. I once gave a presentation on physiological mechanisms for notallssith, the condition of being unable to control a morph.>


  <Why didn't you tell us this before?!> Marco asked.


  <The results of my research were not encouraging>


  <Oooookay.>


  Ax began to morph at the opening to the tunnel that I had started. Taylor watched with fascination. I was just grossed out.


  Andalite features melted into a blue-black pool until nothing was left but an oily slick. It was as if everything Andalite had to be forsaken before the Taxxon could be born.


  But then, out of the pool, the beast took shape. Four round, red, jiggling eyes shook in the pool like tiny internal organs. The body grew larger and larger. It was like watching time-lapse photography of a fungus. First it grew out, flat along the floor, then up. It was hideous. The strong, beautiful Andalite body transformed and corrupted.


  The bloated worm neared full size.


  We waited anxiously, silent, ready.


  Ax didn't move. The big Taxxon just stood there motionless, as if in a trance.


  <Hey,> Jake snapped, <let's get moving.>


  <Ax?> Rachel said, more kindly. <Everything all right?> She inched tentatively toward him, the way you'd approach a chained dog you didn't know.


  <Give him a little nudge,> Marco suggested. He sauntered up beside Rachel, toward the big worm, his ape arms dangling loosely. He looked at Ax with exaggerated puzzlement, strolled the length of him, then announced, <It's a comprehensive system failure. Can't be fixed on-site. We'll have to haul this beauty back to the shop.>


  <I am okay,> Ax protested, speaking at last. <I have been practicing control. By temporarily triggering Taxxon hibernation, I am able to resist the urge to eat you.>


  <Thanks for telling me about hibernation before, Ax-man,> I grumbled.


  <I did not understand it until now.>


  <Good,> Jake said tersely. <Now dig.>


  Before you could blink an eye, Ax shot down the tunnel.


  <Okay,> Marco said. <So I was wrong.>


  I held my breath, wanting to be sure he wasn't going to come racing back for a quick lunch. It was a good distance to where Ax was working, farther than you could see. But you could hear -� no, you could feel -� the sound of digging. A high-pitched, far-off ringing. The sound of teeth scraping dirt. Of dirt being devoured.


  The sound sneaked up on you because it was so soft, barely audible. But it filled your head until all you could imagine was the Taxxon digging. And digging. Yard after stinking, slimy yard.


  I shook my Andalite head, trying to break the trance. Beads of sweat flew off. I hadn't realized how hot it was below ground. Four large animals make a cavern oppressive.


  "Did you like it, Andalite?" The voice came from the far corner of the chamber where the gigantic steel gas main intersected it. Taylor leaned against the pipe. She was the only one who looked relaxed.


  "Well?"


  <Did I like what?> I said.


  "Being a Taxxon, silly," she replied. "I bet you did. Some individuals are cut out to be lower lifeforms."


  <You'd know about that,> Rachel said angrily. <No living thing is lower than a Yeerk.> A low growl rumbled through her bared fangs.


  "You know I'm right," Taylor said to Rachel. "You know this one is weak." She gestured at me.


  <I'll show you weak!> Rachel slashed the air.


  "You wouldn't dare. Hurt me and there's no explosion. You won't let this opportunity pass. You won't let emotions get in the way. You Andalite bandits -� you're too much like us."


  Rachel growled and snapped her jaws, but backed away. Taylor's words hung in my mind. This was a Yeerk plan. Every deadly detail was Yeerk. Mass destruction. No provisions to protect the innocent. That was to be expected, I guess. But we'd jumped on board.


  <Is she right?> I said privately to Rachel.


  <Are you crazy? The way you live, the things you do? I don't know anyone stronger. You're not weak.>


  <No, not that. I mean about us being like her. Opportunists of the worse kind.>


  Rachel let out a small roar. She rolled her huge head from side to side. <I'm sick and tired of this are-we-doing-the-right-thing, self-doubt crap!> she announced in thought-speak that everyone but Taylor could hear. <The Yeerks are killing people. They're destroying Earth. Hello! What's gotten into you guys? If someone starts shooting up your town and you shoot back in self-defense, do you ask if it's justified?>


  Marco was uncharacteristically silent.


  Jake paced back and forth, a big cat in a small, confining cage. I moved nearer to Rachel, brushing Jake in the process. He let out a repressed snarl.


  <Watch it!>


  <What's wrong with everybody?> Rachel asked me. <Everyone's falling apart.>


  <It could be her,> I said, looking at Taylor with both stalk eyes, keeping my main eyes on Rachel. <She has a way of setting the mood. Or maybe,> I said, <maybe we're in too deep and we know it.>


  <Don't talk like that. After tonight, it's going to be different. We'll fry the Yeerk pool. The balance will tip. We'll drive them out.> She was getting excited again, the way she does when she talks about the fight. But she sounded a little desperate, too. Like she needed to convince me. And herself.


  <Then what?> I said.


  <We could be together.> She paused. <All of us, I mean. Do normal stuff.>


  <Yeah,> I said. <Rachel, do we know how many Yeerks there really are? On the Andalite home world? Invading other species? What if it's never over? Sure, maybe we pull this off today. But it doesn't change our numbers. There are still only six of us. One, two, three, four . . .>


  <Stop it!> she yelled suddenly. <Tobias, I can't get the image out of my head. The way it will play out tonight. A Yeerk pool full of hosts. Humans and Hork-Bajir. They smell natural gas. They feel it pouring in. They look around, up, confused, puzzled. They start to worry. Panic. The smell gets so strong they can't breathe and they know . . . they know natural gas can blow . . . they run . . . too late. Suddenly . . . Ka-boom! A scorching, burning fireball destroys everything it touches. They're vaporized . . . Cassie was right . . .>


  <They're Yeerks,> I said.


  <They're humans, too.>


  I thought of all the stories Ax had told us of entire planets enslaved. Of how what couldn't be enslaved was killed. Of great and peaceful societies destroyed by Yeerks.


  A Yeerk was in the corner, not twenty feet away. A creature capable of the greatest evil, cowardly hiding inside a human so that no one would see the threat. How many were there now? Thousands? Fewer? More? Every day there were more human slaves. It was my first thought in the morning and my last thought before I slept.


  They'd killed Elfangor, my father. The father I never knew.


  The day would come when there would be no one left. An entire planet erased. I couldn't let that happen.


  <They're Yeerks,> I repeated. <That's all.>


  Chapter 18


  



  Rachel rose on hind legs and cautiously lifted the sewer cap just enough to peer out. Standing erect, she was taller than the ceiling. She pushed the cap aside. Jake followed her out with a lightning leap. Marco brought up the rear.


  Their time in morph was almost up. They needed to demorph and remorph, and Rachel needed to do a quick check-in at home. I'd been in morph about an hour and a half. Ax's turn at digging was almost up.


  They put the cap partially back and disappeared. It was just Taylor and me underground.


  "Your friends have left you," she observed. "What if they don't come back?"


  This was part of Taylor's fun. To play with my head. I didn't answer. I wouldn't let her affect me. When she walked slowly up to me, I didn't move. When she reached out with her real hand and touched the fur just above my shoulders, I didn't breathe.


  "A handsome species," she complimented, sounding not like a teenage girl, but like a sly, sophisticated Yeerk. "You deserve more than your tradition allows."


  I backed away.


  "Your friends don't understand how powerful we Yeerks are," she continued. "But I know that you do. We will have no place for your friends in our new society, but you . . . every comfort you wish would be yours. We could rule together. Join us."


  I jerked away, shocked that I'd let her go on so long. She laughed. A long and confident laugh.


  <I thought you were moving toward democracy,> I said quietly.


  "Of course we are. Of course we are. But think . . . democracies need leaders, and laws to protect the citizens. Someone has to make the laws . . . "


  <It will never be me.>


  "You deserve more," she persisted, then grinned, turned, and walked away. It was an odd thing to say. I felt like a doomed mouse, poked and prodded by a clawed cat. I couldn't respond. I could only look away.


  A crescent of light illuminated the chamber. I heard yelping and looked up to see two wolves pawing and pushing at the heavy iron cap. They slid it open and leaped down, landing very hard.


  <We wanted to be smaller,> Marco explained privately. <But we have to keep Taxxon-Ax in line, and Yeerk-girl intimidated.>


  Jake paced back and forth before the tunnel opening. The new morph allowed him eight paces before he had to turn around. Better than the five in tiger. He was silent for a minute, then, looking at the watch I wore, <Guys, uh, we've got a problem. Ax was due back by now. I've been calling him, but he doesn't answer. Did you change plans, Tobias?>


  <No.> I raised an arm to silence everyone. We listened. Marco pressed an ear to the side of the tunnel. I could just make out a very faint grating sound, much fainter than before. Maybe it was Andalite hearing. Or maybe Ax was . . .


  <He's still going at it,> Marco announced. <The boy's gonna dig to China.>


  I took a few steps into the tunnel. <Ax, can you hear me? You have to stop. You'll die of exhaustions There was no reply, thought-speak or otherwise. <He must be fixated. We have to stop him.>


  <Just what do you have in mind?> Marco asked.


  I looked at Taylor. She sat with her back against the wall and glanced from me to Jake to Marco with casual suspicion. I looked hesitantly at the opening of the tunnel. It wasn't really large enough for our power morphs.


  <I have an idea,> I said. I took off the watch, checked the glow-in-the- dark numbers. Put it around Jake's right front leg. <Cover me.> I trotted several feet into the tunnel. When I saw, through swiveled stalk eyes, that Jake and Marco had planted themselves in front of the entrance and masked me from Taylor's view, I demorphed. Then I began to morph again.


  Feathers turned to thin skin that stretched tight as an umbrella over wing bones. Blindness banished all trace of light. It had been dark already, but now there was a vision void. A nothingness that made my heart pound.


  Then, a new sense. A kind of hearing. The sharpest hearing you've ever known. I couldn't make out everything, but the higher sounds were crystal clear.


  Then suddenly, it was more than mere hearing. I could tell exactly where all sounds came from. They formed a picture of my surroundings. So much like sight. So different, too.


  I was echolocating. I was a bat.


  <Jake, Marco, follow me,> I called. I flapped my thin wings far faster than a hawk ever does and flew easily along the tunnel. The sonic chirps I emitted told me exactly where the sides were. The bat felt at home.


  <Ax?>


  No answer. I flew a long way, maybe a quarter mile, until I came to something strange. The tunnel became something else, something expanded. A hollowed-out space. A large cavern-room. Like maybe Ax had gone nuts and circled up and down ten or twelve times.


  I could hear Ax now. Closer. The high-pitched screeching of Taxxon teeth on dirt and small rocks was almost deafening to bat senses. Extraloud echolocation was necessary to see over the noise. The tunnel continued on the far side of the chamber. I flapped my wings and flew in.


  <Ax, is that you?> My chirps weren't returning. They were being absorbed. By something soft, something . . .


  WHAP!


  I flew into Ax's backside and slapped to the tunnel floor.


  <Ax, stop!> I focused all my energy on that thought-speak command, trying to penetrate his trance. It worked. He stopped digging.


  <Cannot go on,> he groaned faintly.


  <Darn straight. You've got minutes left in morph, Ax-man. Let's clear out.>


  <Too weak. Can . . . not . . . can . . . not move.>


  The tunnel had narrowed to barely bigger than the circumference of the Taxxon. Usually a Taxxon's vigor made its tunnel at least large enough for it to comfortably wiggle out.


  <Tobias, what's going on?> Jake, sounding understandably edgy. <We can't see anything.>


  <Follow the tunnel,> I said shortly. <Ax is stuck. An overeating stupor. He's dying here with, like, seven minutes left in morph. You have to pull him out.>


  <You want us to march straight toward a Taxxon? Whose side are you on?>


  <He's too weak to turn around or hurt you.>


  <I better get overtime for this,> Marco said. <Serious overtime.>


  Marco and Jake crawled through the pitchblack until they bumped into Ax.


  <Oh, man!> Marco gasped. <Wolf sense of smell is way too good.> The stench was overwhelming.


  They bit into the soft baggy flesh and pulled.


  "Skreeeee!" Ax cried involuntarily.


  <Hurry,> I said to Jake. <There's no time!>


  The hulking worm began to move. Marco strained and fought. Jake snarled and pulled. Inch by inch they dragged Ax out. By the watch around Jake's leg, it took a full five minutes to reach the carved out, earthen cavern.


  Less than two minutes to go.


  <I think he's unconscious,> Jake said.


  <His skin has no bulge. It's like he's deflating.>


  <Demorph,> I urged. <Please, Ax, demorph!>


  No answer.


  <Ax, now!> Jake ordered.


  <We were too late,> Marco said flatly. <He's going to die.>


  Chapter 19


  



  <Ax!> I cried. Panic gripped my tiny bat heart. <Ax! Ax! Ax!>


  <Yes, Tobias, it is me.> I caught the echo of something larger and more reflective than a Taxxon. A form that was changing. Becoming taller than a wolf . . . four legs . . . two arms . . .


  We collapsed in the darkness, exhausted and terrified, thankful to be together.


  I demorphed and prepared to dig again as a Taxxon. But then . . .


  "Hey, what's going on?"


  A faint light, way down the tunnel. It was coming nearer, bobbing as it came.


  Jake and Marco saw the light, too. We watched as it increased in size and brightness until at last Taylor emerged into the earth-cavern. Rachel was in grizzly morph right behind her, her body wedged tight in the tunnel.


  Taylor crawled on hands and knees in the Taxxon goo. There was no question the Yeerk was in full control. It was the kind of thing Taylor-the-girl would never do. Her hair was a mess, plastered to her face by Taxxon slime. One hand gripped an electric fluorescent lantern.


  "What happened here?" Taylor demanded, looking at the cavern. When my eyes adjusted, I saw what a strange place the cavern was. It wasn't square or round or ovoid. Nothing normal. It was an undulating, chaotic intersection of many different, smaller tunnels.


  <I lost control of the morph,> Ax answered honestly. <I do not remember everything. I know that I became confused. I dug and ate in circles for many minutes before regaining focus.>


  <He ate himself to exhaustion,> Jake added, more for Rachel than for Taylor. <We had to drag him out.>


  <I do not remember,> Ax confessed.


  "Andalite incompetent," Taylor raged suddenly.


  <Watch yourself, Yeerk,> Rachel roared back.


  <It's okay, Ax-man,> Jake said privately. <You dug about ten times farther than we expected. Tobias, take it easy this time. And, uh, don't morph or demorph near us, okay?>


  I didn't need to be reminded. Jake didn't want me eating them. He also didn't want Taylor seeing me morph straight from hawk to Taxxon.


  I hopped to the opening of the tunnel Ax had dug and flapped a little to get out of sight. My wings scraped the tunnel sides and I crash-landed about fifty feet in.


  <I'm going Taxxon,> I warned.


  I was better prepared this time. I was ready when the instincts reared up and told me to follow the smell of my friends.


  I turned my ravenous, empty belly to the tunnel instead. I rushed forward to the place where Ax had stopped. Fierce hunger propelled me into the soil wall.


  I was more aware this time. I felt what was going on around me. What was going on inside the Taxxon mind. It wasn't simple hunger. It wasn't pure rage.


  No. What drove the Taxxon to eat and dig was more complicated. It was something I understood. A sort of insecurity or fear.


  Yes, a fear . . . grossly exaggerated . . . beyond anything humans experience . . . a desperate fear of not having enough . . . a terror of starvation . . . a horror that your essential needs will go unfulfilled . . . a horror demented and contorted by the Taxxon mind until it became a sick, murderous evil.


  I wouldn't have understood, or even noticed, if I hadn't been hawk for so long. I've experienced just enough of that feeling to recognize it.


  A whole species of terrified overeaters. It made me almost sorry for them.


  Almost.


  I dug and thought of Taylor. The Yeerk and the girl. What they'd let themselves become . . .


  Was anyone all evil? That couldn't be possible. I've heard that even Hitler was good to his dogs.


  Taylor had been too insecure to face her peers without her beauty. She'd done what she had to do to make the fear go away.


  Evil, even the worst evil, has banal origins every human can understand.


  Weakness. Fear. Insecurity.


  I understood Taylor. I understood the Taxxon.


  The realization frightened me as nothing ever has.


  Suddenly, the Taxxon's pace began to slow. I was getting tired, if you can call it that. A digging Taxxon doesn't get tired the way people do. It doesn't notice it's tired. It doesn't decide to slow. It just fades away, like a drained battery.


  I'd lost track of time. Must have been digging for over an hour. I pressed on. Eating. Expelling. The dirt tasted good. It wasn't flesh, but it wasn't bad.


  Soon there were more and more rocks in the dirt. Small at first, then larger. Bigger than even a Taxxon could swallow. I pushed the rocks aside and continued until I hit a smooth, continuous surface. Probably the remnants of an old building foundation.


  I tried to go around. It curved up and up, like the crest of a dome.


  Then it hit me. I'd reached it. I'd found the Yeerk pool.


  I continued along the surface until it became almost flat and I found what I thought was the top. Taylor said we would strike fairly high. I never guessed we would strike at the center.


  There were no cracks or openings anywhere. It was completely continuous. How could I break through?


  The Taxxon knew what to do.


  I opened my Taxxon mouth wide. Full capacity. I swiveled my teeth so they scraped the concrete like a drill. A hundred teeth screeched across the stone. Friction made my mouth hot. Caustic Taxxon spit burned and dissolved the rock.


  I gnawed deep into the shell of the dome, a hole four or more feet across and almost as deep. My body felt heavy and ill. And at last I saw a flicker of red light.


  Chapter 20


  



  A thousand horrors. A crazy, mixed-up hell right here on Earth. A melting pot of enslaved, alien races. A sea of two kinds of motion: the slow, deliberate movements of bodies who aren't free, and the wild, desperate spasms of doomed, caged prisoners.


  From my vantage point, the pool itself churned directly below. Hard to say how far down. Not more than a hundred feet. Then there was the infestation pier, built out above the slugs. Human after human cursed or spit or wailed before the Hork-Bajir forced their head under to accept a Yeerk master.


  The cages that ringed the pool seemed to have multiplied since I'd seen them last. It was like a bizarre sort of amphitheater. The spectators were the people from town. Some of them I knew. Like Ms. Powell, my old math teacher, and Brent Starr, the anchor from the news.


  Others were strangers to me. Mothers and fathers. Young kids. Bus drivers. Lawyers. Artists. Government employees. Everyone, from every walk of life. All screaming. Burning out their vocal cords. Tears pouring from eyes. Veins bulging from foreheads. Sweat coursing from brows.


  They wanted to be free! They wanted nothing more than to be free.


  Then I realized that a great number of the caged prisoners weren't crying out. They watched the proceedings with distaste, but they didn't rage with anger. They stood immobile and calm. I'd seen voluntary hosts before. Voluntary hosts enjoyed the show. These weren't voluntary.


  Who were they? What had happened to these hosts? It was like they'd passed a point beyond the point of caring. Like they were zombies or something. But that was impossible. Everyone fights for freedom to the bitter end. Everyone has to!


  These hosts had an air about them. They stared off into the vast space with a look of . . . pride? Conviction? They looked almost as if they had purpose.


  Maybe they were Yeerks from the peace faction? So many of them here? Now? Oh, man, not now . . .


  "Beautiful, isn't it?" whispered a female voice inches from my head. I jerked against the tunnel wall.


  It was Taylor. Taylor!


  How did she crawl down the tunnel alone? How did she get away from the others?


  Who cared?


  Every inch of me wanted to bite her head off. She was a fleshy meal ready-made. Plus, she was the scum of the universe. Would it be so bad to get rid of her?


  I opened my mouth, moved in for the attack . . .


  And was suddenly paralyzed. I couldn't move my mouthparts or upper body. How stupid was I? She'd zapped me.


  "Don't be dumb," she said. "Get control of your morph."


  Ax had said something about a hibernation state. I searched the Taxxon consciousness for a clue. I found it suddenly in a mental vision, an image of bodies mounded into an endless mountain. The picture relaxed me. I could feast forever. I didn't have to find food, I had enough right there.


  I was in control enough to speak.


  <How did you get here? The others would never let you walk away from them.>


  "You don't think they trust me? I'm hurt. Really."


  <What did you do to them?>


  "You know me, Andalite. I wouldn't hurt a fly. I temporarily incapacitated them, yes. I needed to talk to you."


  <We're in,> I said. I began now to broadcast my thought-speak, hoping the others would hear me, wherever they were.


  "I can see that," she mocked. "But I don't care right now. I want to talk to you." I stayed quiet. I felt sick. It wasn't the Taxxon's problem. It was mine. Taylor had me cornered.


  "Relax," she continued. "You're shaking like one of Visser Three's personal guards. It's just me. Remember me?"


  <What do you want?> I asked.


  "Look down there," she said, glancing at the Yeerk pool. "We are so organized. We run with the precision of a Swiss watch. We are invincible. When I take command, we will reach new heights."


  <What are you talking about? Take command? You mean, when you introduce democracy.>


  "Yes, of course that's what I mean," she said, the corners of her mouth turning upward with a shocking lack of subtlety. "I want you to join me. I think you know how smart I am. I think you know my will to succeed. I want you to cofound the new Yeerk society."


  Suddenly, Taylor's words seemed distant. Because I saw the hidden spot, down by the Yeerk pool. I saw the place where I had perched as the seconds counted down. The seconds before I became a nothlit.


  "What do you get as an underling with Andalite bandits?" she went on, her voice seductive. "You are obviously not a leader. You are not even second-in-command. You are a nobody."


  I flashed back to that night at the Yeerk pool. Remembered how carefully I had weighed my options. Since then I'd been telling myself there was no choice. That if I'd demorphed, the visser would have been on me in a flash. He would have known that we were human. He would have found my friends.


  But there is always a choice. In any and every situation. It's usually the choice between bad and worse. But it's still a choice.


  "Come on," she said again. "Be my host. Offer me your body and you can have anything you want."


  Choice. Traitor or . . .


  <Can I have freedom?> I asked.


  "It is a kind of freedom," she answered.


  <Can I be happy?> I asked.


  "It is a kind of happiness," she replied.


  I looked back at the rock face, my nothlit birthplace. I'd made a decision. Had I made a bad decision? I didn't know. And suddenly, I realized that I would never know. I know that I stuck with my choice. And that I had followed it through to the very end.


  I looked at Taylor. For the first time, her physical beauty was difficult to see. Her hair and face were covered in dirt. Her expression was the twisted, power-hungry look of a dictator. The only thing that could have made her beautiful now was her inside. And there certainly wasn't anything beautiful there.


  <I'm stronger than that,> I said slowly. <You're only out for power and control. That's it. And when you get it -� if you get it -� you'll only want more. I think that power as your only goal is pointless.>


  "You don't really believe that," she mocked.


  <Don't I?> I said. <If I didn't, why would I find you so gross? How would I see that you're weak? All you're about is envy and power.>


  She looked at me, then at the pool, then back down the tunnel. "And it will be my pleasure," she rasped, "to prove you right."


  Chapter 21


  



  She jabbed her synthetic fist in my still-paralyzed throat and left me gagging. Then she turned away from the view of the Yeerk pool and shot off down the tunnel as fast as human legs would carry her.


  <Where are you going?> I choked out. Her lantern disappeared from view.


  "You'll know soon enough, Andalite!" she cried.


  I shed all thoughts of hibernation and summoned the hunger that had been sitting on the edge of my consciousness.


  I focused on the image of the girl and my legs began to scratch and scrape against the rocky tunnel walls. I squished my body into an impossible U-shape. I needed to turn around. Sure, I could run just as fast backward. But I wanted my mouth, my weapon, to be ready.


  I called again. <Stop!>


  No answer.


  I powered my legs like there was a raw T-bone six inches from my face. With the speed of a greyhound and the mass of a tree trunk, I skittered into blackness, after my prey.


  My throat and neck were still numb. My tongue dangled from my mouth like a three-foot leash.


  <Hey!> I called to the others. <Taylor's coming back through. Stop her!>


  My needle-legs continued to scrape through the dirt, like the gallop of a hundred tiny horses.


  <We can't move!> Jake yelled to me. <How long does this stuff last?>


  <Not long. Try. Try!>


  <Here she comes,> Rachel yelled. <Here she comes!>


  <Get her!>


  <We can't!>


  Whoooomp!


  My body burst from the tunnel like a cork from a bottle. I was in the cavern Ax had carved out. I slowed just enough to catch sight of the others. An Andalite, two wolves, and a bear, sprawled on the floor like they were taking a nap.


  <Go!> Rachel cried.


  I crossed the cavern and dove into the tunnel's first half. I knew I was close. I could smell her shampoo.


  I was close. Her footfalls thumped the tunnel floor. Faint lantern light filled the darkness. Then more.


  <Stop!> I cried.


  "Never!" she screamed.


  I saw Taylor's form, and then I saw beyond her. The sewer chamber was just yards ahead. Her lantern reflected off the pipeline's polished steel.


  I suddenly knew what she meant to do.


  <No!> I lunged. Missed. I lunged again. Full feeling returned to my mouth.


  "Arghhh!" she cried. I clamped down on her heel. Not hard enough to sever her foot, but hard enough for her to feel that I was in control. Shark teeth? Bear fangs? Neither comes close to inflicting the kind of agony a Taxxon inflicts.


  "Worm! Slime! Get off me!" With her real arm, she punched my face. Only a distraction. Out of the corner of one eye I saw a flash �- her fake arm, her fake fingers.


  I released her foot, and twisted the upper third of my body so that it slapped her artificial arm. Paralyzing particulates shot from her fingers. But not at me. They were wasted, flung at the far wall.


  "Scum!" She was free and running for the pipeline. I revved my feet and shot forward.


  "Stop right there!" she cried. "Come an inch closer and I'll blow a hole through this steel."


  I froze.


  <You said that once the tunnel was dug, we'd have twenty minutes to get away.>


  "You believed me?"


  <I did and I do,> I lied. <You can't blow a hole in that pipe because you know. You know that if we die in this explosion, you die, too.>


  Her lips twisted into the now-familiar fiendish smile. Pure Yeerk and proud of it. "Wrong, Andalite. You forget that I am not bound to this body. I am the Yeerk inside. And a skull entirely replaced, bone by bone, by heat-proof, blastproof polymer protects me. This body will burn, but I will survive."


  I heard movement behind me. I glanced back. It was Rachel in the lead, followed by the others. Dragging their still partially paralyzed bodies out of the tunnel and into the sewer chamber.


  <Get her!> Rachel cried. <Tobias, get her!>


  Taylor's smile broadened. She turned toward the pipeline. She extended her artificial arm.


  <No!> Rachel yelled.


  Taylor blew a hole clean through the metal. And in an instant, reality changed.


  Fwooooosh!


  A pressure wave of natural gas shot from the pipe. It ripped across the chamber and sent us tumbling through the air. Taylor. Me. The others.


  Tumbling . . .


  Straight for the tunnel!


  <Ahhhh!>


  Taylor blew right past me, propelled by the gas, a swirl of blond hair and pink flesh.


  And she was laughing.


  Chapter 22


  



  FweeeeWOOOOOOOOSH!


  The force of a fire hose. A hurricane.


  <Ahhhhhh!>


  We were shoved down the tunnel at breakneck speed. We slapped the sides. Slipped on slime. Gasped for air.


  We were absolutely powerless!


  Dirt scratched my tender eyes, blinded me.


  Bammm!


  I slammed the dirt wall. It knocked the wind out of me so I couldn't breathe, couldn't think.


  <I cannot . . . stop!> Ax exclaimed.


  <Grab onto each other,> Jake yelled. <Bite into each other. Anything!>


  <No air!> Rachel gasped.


  The tunnel was narrowing. The Yeerk pool was near. I was farthest down the tunnel, out in front. We were going to fly from a hole in the dome with me in the lead. We were going to burst from the opening. BASE jumpers with no chutes.


  We were going to die.


  It would end for me where it had all begun. That cavernous hell. In seconds, we'd be five blobs on the pavement, gobbled up by Taxxon guards.


  Ba-BAMMM!


  Marco slammed into my rump.


  <Ugh!>


  Jake plowed into Marco. Rachel plowed into Jake.


  KA-bam!


  Ax careened into Jake's rib cage, crushing him. Crushing us all.


  My legs, dozens of sharp sticks, scraped the tunnel sides. I stretched them out as far as they would open. Strained to make them catch hold.


  <Can't breathe!> Marco gasped.


  Acute pain shot to my core. Momentum snapped off my legs. I was insane to think I could stop us.' It was like trying to stop a car traveling seventy by opening the door and dragging your foot on the pavement. Not happening.


  But I had a hundred legs. And the tunnel was narrowing.


  <I see light.'> I yelled. There it was. The red circle that glowed like a harvest moon. Coming nearer and nearer. It was now. Or it was never.


  <Ahhhhh!> I cried, and dug in what legs I had left. They punctured the dirt, scraped the stone, snapped like twigs.


  "Skreeeeeeyaaaaaa!" A shrill scream from the Taxxon. A primal yelp of despair.


  But the legs were slowing me. They were slowing us!


  Still, the force of the gas, of the others pressing against me �- I'd explode! I was a balloon about to pop. My thin skin was being pushed to the limit . . .


  But the pressure of the wall was slowing us down.


  I felt blood vessels fail, blood course into my eyes. My head was even with the Yeerk pool hole. It was all a blur. We inched forward, against our will. Sheer agony. The march toward death.


  <Can . . . not . . . breathe,> Ax whispered.


  Six inches, five inches, four inches . . .


  Four inches and holding.


  The pressure didn't push us any farther. It eased. And then it disappeared.


  No one said anything. I called to them. Their one-word answers came in gasps. We all needed air.


  <Move, guys. Move.'> I said. <We have to get back.> I twisted my massive body up and around and only then did I realize that the Taxxon was less affected by the gas. My alien physiology let me breathe in the noxious environment.


  <Lungs . . . burning!> Jake sighed.


  Their bodies, dark forms in the dim, distant light from the Yeerk pool, straggled lethargically along the tunnel.


  <I can't,> Rachel said slowly.


  <You have to!> I said. Marco dropped to the floor. The others stumbled like drunks. They weren't going to make it.


  The tunnel was slick with Taxxon slime. I decided to use it for the one thing it was good for.


  <C'mon!> I roared, then I charged. I plowed into them and pushed them along. Slowly at first, then faster and faster.


  My hunger reemerged.


  There they were. Four weak, dying animals. Mine for the feasting. Their smells. Their warmth.


  It was the hardest thing I've ever done.


  <They're not food,> I chanted. <They're not food.>


  The legs I had left were on fire. My hunger was alive. I slid my friends along the tunnel with my big Taxxon head.


  <They're not food!> I screamed.


  After far too long, the dirt gave way to concrete. It was the sewer chamber.


  We'd made it.


  Chapter 23


  



  We were conscious. We were breathing. We were alive.


  Barely.


  No one needed to say, <Demorph.> No thought had ever been stronger in my mind.


  "The gas is off." Those were the first words out of Jake's mouth when he'd finished demorphing, the only words anyone managed to form. "How?" he whispered. He stood for a minute, numb and dazed. Incredulous. "How?"


  Silently, we followed Jake up and out of the sewer chamber. He began to remorph to peregrine falcon. Marco, Rachel, and Ax followed his lead, went raptor.


  <Let's go,> Jake commanded.


  There was only one place the gas could have been turned off.


  The pumping station.


  I got a funny feeling as we got closer to it. Flashing lights by the doors and on the roof doused the surrounding trees in red. I knew something was up, the way you do when a police car rockets past you on the street, no sirens, but lights flashing. There was definitely trouble.


  The others landed behind the bushes where Ax and I had morphed earlier. They demorphed, crouching low as their bodies rose from the earth.


  And even though I knew they were all exhausted, they slowly morphed again. Battle morphs. We weren't taking any chances.


  The plate glass door was shattered. A thousand shards sparkled on the sidewalk.


  <Somebody charged this place,> I said. <Somebody wild.>


  <Come on. Who'd break into a pumping station? No cash. No goods,> Marco said.


  <Maybe their gas bill was too much to take,> Rachel answered.


  The others stole along the perimeter single file, an absurd and unlikely circus troupe. I circled above. No one hiding in the bushes. No snipers posted on the roof.


  <Weird,> I said. <I don't see anyone.> I landed on the pavement, morphed Andalite, and joined the others. We crunched over glass and stepped through what was left of the door frame. Moved into the building.


  <Oh, man,> I heard Rachel say. <Oh, man!>


  I stepped around her. My rear legs weakened.


  Then I saw the bodies. Human bodies. Maybe half a dozen. Male and female. Suited to look like gas company workers.


  Sprawled now every which way. They were alive � barely. They'd obviously been on the losing end of one very fierce battle. None seemed conscious.


  Yeerk slugs wriggled and writhed helplessly on the floor.


  <Who could have done this?> Jake gasped.


  <I think why is the better questions Marco added.


  <Taylor,> Rachel said, her voice grim. <But no, that's impossible. 'Cause she was with us. This was her plan and she needed these people. Visser Three?>


  I moved forward, stepping carefully over the bodies with my four legs. I heard a police siren wail in the distance and I knew. I knew they were coming here. Maybe real cops. Maybe Controller-cops. It didn't matter. No time either way. We had to get out.


  But I kept going. I kept going because before the siren wailed, I'd heard a noise. A sound of life farther on in the building.


  <Tobias, we've gotta get out of here. We're not going to figure this out,> Rachel said. <At least not now.>


  I didn't turn back. I moved into the guts of the building, where compressors and pumps that once hummed smoothly sat silent and immobile.


  I followed the sound. There was a door to what looked like a little office. I peered in.


  And then I saw her, sitting with her elbows on a table, her head in her hands.


  Cassie. Crying.


  She had turned off the gas and saved our lives. She had done this.


  <Cassie, it's me.> She didn't look up. She didn't move. <Cassie.>


  With delicate Andalite arms, I tried to lift her from the chair. She stood but was limp in my arms.


  <C'mon, Cassie. We have to get out of here. It's okay. Everything's okay.>


  Her sobs stopped. Halting half-gasps took their place. She turned in my arms, turned so that she stood and faced me. Her eyes, red and wet, stared up at mine. Salt streaks dried on her face.


  "No," she said. "It will never be okay."


  Chapter 24


  



  It was the next day. The sun beat down. And produced columns of rising hot air. I must have gone twelve minutes without flapping a wing. Rachel, too. Nature was giving us a free ride.


  We were way up. So high. You can't even see prey from that height. But what's cool is that we weren't the only birds up there. I guess true hawks need to get away, too, sometimes.


  Why? I don't know. Maybe they need the perspective. Maybe they need to feel that they're not tied to the world of their meadow. Maybe they're pushing the boundaries, seeing how high they can sail before the air gets too thin.


  Or maybe they don't know why they do anything.


  <The beach?> Rachel called.


  <Yeah. How about the cove?> We turned like fighter planes and pulled out of our ascent. The trees and hills raced toward us, the ocean frothed not far beyond.


  I thought of the sinkhole where Bobby nearly drowned. The dirt flat where his father gripped him lovingly.


  I spotted the pumping station as we descended. It was roped off by caution tape. Still buzzing with cops and investigators.


  I thought of the last second in which I'd seen Taylor, blown through the tunnel, Barbie doll hair streaming. Her image remained but her voice was gone. Maybe just for now, maybe forever. Too soon to tell.


  The cove is the closest thing to a secret beach that we know about. It's all jutting rocks and twenty-foot drops to the sea, so it's not too popular with the regular beach crowd. You practically have to be a bird to get to it.


  Rachel demorphed and I morphed to my human self. The sun was warm. The air was salty. We were together.


  "There was no way we could have known," she said, sensing my mood, knowing where my mind was. "We were acting on the best information we had."


  "I'm not sure," I said. "Did you talk to Cassie? Did she tell you what happened?"


  "Yeah. Jake took her home last night, but I stopped by this morning."


  "Well?"


  "She contacted Tidwell because Jake said she could warn him. While we were digging the tunnel, Cassie talked to the Yeerk peace faction. Guess what Tidwell told her?"


  I raised my eyebrows.


  "Tidwell and all the peacenik Yeerks try to feed at the same time. They try to show up at the Yeerk pool together so they can exchange information and make plans."


  "We know that," I interrupted.


  "Right. But we didn't know that they'd reorganized their feeding schedule. We didn't know that they'd rescheduled so they'd predominate on Saturday afternoons."


  There was a long pause as I calculated just what that meant.


  "Somehow Visser Three got the news? He was going to kill off all his opposition in one day! The Andalite bandits. The Yeerk peace faction. Two groups, one plan."


  "Yeah. And Cassie thinks he wanted more than our lives," she said. "She thinks Visser Three planned to pin the atrocity on the peace faction. That he was going to weaken them by frying all their hosts, then discredit them by making it look like they were responsible for arranging the gas explosion and for engineering massive loss of Yeerk life."


  "That sounds like the visser we know and love."


  "And if he sacrificed some innocent Yeerks along the way," Rachel continued, "it would be a small price for a plan that would also, thanks to Taylor, annihilate us."


  "So Taylor was working with Visser Three all along. She pretended to be against him to get us to cooperate." I took a deep breath over the pain in my chest. "After all the clues! All the gut feelings! I don't believe I didn't see more clearly. I should have looked at the bigger picture . . ."


  "Hey. No matter what you think, Tobias, Taylor's not your responsibility. Besides, how often is it possible to see the big picture, really?" Rachel said. "Things happen fast. You just have to make the best decision you can and then go for it. You know what? I'd do the same thing again, if I had to."


  "How can you say that?"


  "With me, it's about instinct. I knew we had to dig that tunnel. Turns out I was right, but for the wrong reasons. If we hadn't gotten involved with Taylor, Cassie wouldn't have known about the plan, wouldn't have talked to Tidwell, wouldn't have worried about us. But she did. And it opened up a course of events that couldn't have occurred otherwise. It ended up saving the Yeerk peace faction. It was a good investment."


  "Cassie battled a bunch of humans. Alone. You're saying that's a good thing?"


  "Of course not," Rachel said emphatically. "But it was the lesser of two evils."


  I sat down on a rock slab. The waves crashed. The wind whipped. Rachel sat down next to me.


  Maybe I was weak, but at least I was free. My choices were my own. No matter what.


  Was it over for Taylor? Did she blow through the hole in the Yeerk pool dome? Lodge in a crevice of the tunnel till the gas pressure died? Catch a crag of rock and hang on? Did she live? Would Taylor-the-girl ever live again?


  Would I ever stop caring?


  "You never really know how some things will turn out," I said. A twig blew across the surface of a rock, swept along by the wind. I reached out to catch it. Rachel moved to stop it, too. Our hands collided gently. I took her hand. The twig blew past us, and fell into a crack.


  "Yeah," she answered, smiling. "There's no real point in worrying about what you might have done. The past is the past, Tobias. Let it go."
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  Chapter 1


  



  I swooped low.


  This had to be it. Plane at the far gate. Two Marine guards, trying to look casual. Well, as casual as you can get wearing combat boots and a pistol strapped to your chest.


  <Jake, I think I found it. Jake?> I circled, flapped my wings to gain altitude. <Rachel? Tobias? Anybody?>


  An armored truck rumbled toward the plane. The driver stopped, showed one of the guards a clipboard, then backed up to the cargo hold. The rear of the truck opened. Two guys in hooded yellow coveralls climbed out. Pulled oxygen masks over their faces and unlatched the plane's cargo door.


  Okay. These guys definitely weren't unloading souvenirs from Disneyland. If somebody was transporting a chunk of Bug fighter wreckage, it had to be on this plane.


  I caught a thermal and rose above the airport. A baggage cart trundled across the tarmac. A jet screamed in for a landing. Guys in jumpsuits and headsets scrambled around, trying to keep the 747's from mowing down the commuter planes.


  And everywhere I looked - seagulls. On the roof, on the tarmac, against the fence. Seagulls are perfect cover. Part of the landscape, just like pigeons. Nobody even notices them. My own seagull morph blended right in.


  Unfortunately, Jake, Rachel, Marco, and Ax blended right in, too.


  I spotted a lone gull flitting back and forth beside a hangar at the far end of the runway. Beyond it, a red-tailed hawk sat perched on a chain-link fence.


  <Tobias? Is that you?>


  No answer. I didn't really expect one. Thought-speak is sort of like a radio signal, and the hawk was too far away to get decent reception.


  I pulled my wings back and soared toward the hawk - then banked and wheeled around.


  A long black car shot from the hangar and sped toward the guarded plan. It swung around the Marines and screeched to a sideways stop in front of the armored truck, blocking it in. The car doors opened, and four men in suits got out.


  I circled, flying as low as I could without drawing attention to myself. Below me, the oxygen-masked guys were loading a crate from the cargo hold onto the armored truck.


  The suits strode across the tarmac. The leader, a tall guy with a bald spot, headed directly for the crate, the other three suits close on his heels.


  "Sir. Step away from the vehicle." The Marines weren't quite as casual now. They planted their feet wide apart and reached for their pistols.


  Bald Spot ignored them and poked his head inside the back of the armored truck. Either the guy was too stupid to be afraid of weird alien diseases, or he already knew the wreckage wasn't dangerous. Which meant one thing.


  He was a Controller.


  "I repeat, step away from the vehicle." The Marines unsnapped their holsters.


  "Relax, boys." Bald Spot left the truck and strolled toward the guards. Flashed a badge. "CIA. We'll take over from here."


  The Marines didn't budge. "We're not leaving our post, sir. We have orders."


  "Well, you have new orders now" - Bald Spot squinted at the two black stripes on the Marine's collar - "corporal."


  "With all due respect," the corporal answered, sounding anything but respectful, "we don't take orders from . . . civilians."


  The Controllers glanced at each other.


  Bald Spot nodded. "Fine." He slid his badge into his pocket. "We'll have a Marine colonel here in a few minutes."


  Yeah. They would. A Yeerk-infested colonel who would destroy the Bug fighter wreckage before NASA or the news media had a chance to get to it.


  I needed a diversion. Had to buy some time. <Marines are wimps.>


  The guards glanced sideways at one another.


  "Did you say something, sir?" the corporal called out.


  Bald Spot turned. "You talking to me?"


  "Yes, I am. I believe you called us wimps, sir."


  Bald Spot frowned and turned away again. "You're hearing things, son."


  The Marines shook their heads.


  <Gutless weasels,> I said. <They act tough standing around an airport, but they'd run at the first sign of trouble.>


  The Marines rolled their eyes.


  <If the Pentagon wanted real men, they'd have called the Air Force.>


  That got them. I could see the muscles of their faces knotting up. The corporal clenched and unclenched his fists.


  "Suits," he muttered. "Too bad I can't leave my post."


  The other Marine, the one with only one stripe, shrugged. "Ignore them."


  Great. Marines with self-control.


  The CIA guys were huddled beside their car, talking in low voices. Bald Spot pulled a cell phone out of his jacket.


  I had to do something! Fast. <Jake, can you hear me? It's starting to get ugly. I could use a little help.>


  No answer. Where were they?


  I scanned the scene. Below: two pumped-up Marines, four alien-infested CIA guys, and at least six guns between them. Above: an unarmed seagull.


  Well, maybe not completely unarmed.


  I flapped my wings to gain altitude. Bald Spot flipped open his cell phone. I zeroed in on my target. He punched some numbers. I dove. He pushed SEND, and I dropped my bomb.


  Bird poop splattered over the phone and down one side of Bald Spot's head.


  "Aagghhhhhh!" He wiped at his face, then glared up into the sky. "Andalite!" he hissed as he hurled the phone to the pavement and pulled a pistol from his jacket.


  Oooo-kaaay. Not exactly what I had in mind. I motored upward.


  BAMBAMBAMBAM!


  Bullets sailed past me. I searched for a place to hide. Something to shield me. Nothing. Empty tarmac and runway. I was a gleaming white target against clear blue sky.


  BAMBAMBAMBAM!


  I pumped my wings, darted up and back, trying to throw his aim off. It was all I could do. He wasn't going to stop shooting. Until he hit me.


  BAM!


  One last shot. Then the bullets stopped. Silence. I spilled air from my wings and dove toward the runway.


  "Drop your weapon, sir."


  The Marines! I thrust my wings forward and spiraled around. They were standing with legs outspread, gripping their pistols with both hands. The oxygen-masked guys dove inside the armored truck. Smart.


  "Drop your weapon, sir," the corporal repeated.


  Bald Spot turned. "I don't think so." He extended his arm. "Here are your new orders, boys."


  Oh, God. <JAKE?!>


  Ka-CHIK.


  He cocked his pistol.


  Ka-CHIK. Ka-CHIK. Ka-CHIK.


  The other Controllers cocked their pistols.


  For half a second Marines and Controllers stood frozen. Then -


  BAM!


  BAM! BAM!


  Bullets flew. The Marines dove behind the plane's landing gear. The Controllers dropped back behind their car.


  Okay. Okay. Think, Cassie. You have to get them to stop shooting. You've got to keep them from killing each other. <JAKE, WHERE ARE YOU? RACHEL? I CAN'T DO THIS BY MYSELF!>


  BAM! BAM! BAM! Choooong. Kachooooong.


  Bullets sprayed off metal. I swung around the tail of the plane, looking for cover. An engine roared to life at the next gate. A baggage cart, lurching toward the plane!


  The cart kept coming, full speed. It careened past a food service truck and ricocheted off a cargo bin. Fishtailed around the nose of the plane. Skidded to a stop between the Marines and the Controllers.


  BAM! BAM! Kachooooong.


  The baggage cart quaked. Suitcases erupted.


  "Rrrrrooooowwwwrrr!"


  And a thousand pounds of grizzly bear exploded from the rubble.


  Chapter 2


  



  "HhhhoooRRRAAWWRR!"


  The bear bounded from the cart.


  "Hhhhrrroooowwwrrr!"


  Two streaks of orange and black shot past her - a tiger and a cheetah leaped over the CIA car and tackled two of the Controllers. The maniac baggage cart driver - a gorilla - swung down from the cab. A red-tailed hawk, swooped in from the top of the terminal.


  Bet you're completely confused now? Bet you're thinking, This girl is completely nuts. The lights are on, but no one's home. Don't worry. I promise you'll understand in a little while. Promise.


  <Move over, Marines,> he said. <The zoo has landed.>


  <We thought maybe - just maybe - you could use a little help,> Marco called, knuckle-walking across the tarmac.


  <And the rest of us were looking like roadkill.> Rachel. Squinting her nearsighted grizzly eyes and bounding after Bald Spot. <We took a vote. We're pooling our money and enrolling Marco in driver's ed.>


  Bald Spot turned. Leveled his pistol.


  <Rachel! The gun!> I screamed.


  She reared up on her hind legs. Pinned Bald Spot to the pavement with one swipe of her massive paw. Clamped her teeth around his gun and ripped it from his hand.


  "You can't win!" Bald Spot screamed. "We'll destroy you!"


  And then he was out cold. Courtesy of Rachel.


  BAM! Kachooooong.


  <Hey! Somebody tell the Marines to stop shooting. We're on their side.> Marco hit the ground. Tobias dove for cover.


  Ax was locked in a deadly embrace with one of the Controllers. They rolled across the tarmac, human desperation pitted against sheer feline strength.


  I skimmed low toward the car.


  <Cassie! Look out!>


  BAM!


  Jake leaped past me. Claws. Teeth. Gun metal. Blood.


  I wheeled, looking for a place to land. I'd started this little fight, and now my friend were battling for their lives while I flitted about like some weird war-zone cheerleader.


  I had to find a place to demorph. A place hidden from Controllers. I couldn't let them see I was human.


  Because yes, I am human.


  My name is Cassie.


  But you probably already figured that out.


  You probably also noticed my life is a little abnormal. You know, the thought-speak. The alien spacecraft wreckage. The psychotic men-in-black gunning down my Animal Planet buddies at the airport.


  My friends and I are Animorphs. Animal morphers. We can acquire the DNA of another animal, then become that animal. It's the only weapon we have in our war to help save humanity.


  And it's a powerful one, but it has limitations. Ask Tobias. He's a walking, talking owner's manual for one of the major limitations. He stayed in his red-tailed hawk morph longer than the two-hour maximum, and now he's what the Andalites call a nothlit. He doesn't have to morph a hawk. He is a hawk.


  We also can't morph directly from one animal to another. Which is why I couldn't just go from seagull to wolf, my usual battle morph, right there on the tarmac. I had to become Cassie first, regular, human Cassie, and I couldn't risk it.


  Because morphing is not human technology. It's Andalite technology, given to us by a dying alien, an Andalite war prince named Elfangor. The Yeerks think we Animorphs are all Andalites, and we'd like to keep it that way. If they knew we were human, they'd find us. They'd find us and our families and kill us.


  Or worse.


  They'd slide Yeerks into our heads. They'd turn us and everyone we love into Controllers. We'd be entombed in our own bodies. We'd watch our hands destroy the planet. We'd hear our voices spew evil and hatred. And we'd be helpless to stop it.


  A Yeerk. It doesn't look like much. Small, gray, slimy. An overgrown slug. Blind, nearly deaf, no arms or legs. Like a brain without a body.


  Which is why it needs your body. It squeezes through your ear canal and flattens out over the surface of your brain, burying its slimy self in every crevice, locking itself onto your memories, your knowledge, your emotions.


  It takes over. You can't run. You can't scream. You can't tell anyone what's happening to you. And you can't escape. You can't even make plans to escape because the slug knows your thoughts as soon as you think them.


  The Yeerks have already conquered the Gedds, the Taxxons, and the Hork-Bajir. Now they're taking us. Humans.


  And we're trying to stop them: me, my best friend Rachel, Rachel's cousin Jake, Jake's best friend Marco, Tobias, and Ax, and Andalite, Elfangor's little brother.


  That's it. Team Earth: a bird, an alien, and four kids. The only thing standing between you and total enslavement.


  We do get help from the Chee, a race of androids hardwired for nonviolence. They've infiltrated the Yeerk organization, The Sharing, and feed us information when they can. But as far as physical battle goes, it's just the six of us.


  And at the moment it was only five.


  I soared low, looking for a place to demorph.


  BAM! Ka-chooong.


  "Stay away!" A Controller backed toward the CIA car, holding his gun in front of him, waving it wildly at Tobias, at the Marines, at Marco.


  Ka-CHIK.


  Marco lunged.


  BAM!


  <Aaaaaahhhh!>


  Blood oozed up through the coarse black hair on Marco's arm. He charged anyway. Crushed the Controller against the car. Whammed him with one sledgehammer swing of his fist.


  <Just for the record,> he panted, <I don't like this guy.>


  The Controller dropped to the pavement, unconscious.


  Jake stood on another Controller's chest.


  Ax cornered a third Controller between two cargo bins.


  Whipped his tail. Flicked air. Let out a sound that wasn't even close to "meow."


  <This appendage works well to balance the cheetah when it runs, but it is useless as a weapon.>


  <You'll have to settle for teeth and claws, Ax-man,> Jake called. <Too many people. We don't need your blue-furred, four-eyed self on the cover of the National Enquirer.>


  Ax responded by knocking out the Controller with a lightning-quick and very large paw.


  Rachel ripped open the lid of a cargo bin. One by one, Marco dumped the Controllers inside, then flipped the bin over so the lid was against the ground.


  The Marines were crouched behind the plane's landing gear, watching, pistols ready but silent.


  <That was almost easy,> said Rachel.


  <Almost too easy,> Marco added.


  Tobias and I circled overhead and dropped. <We got company.>


  BAM! BAM! BAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAM!


  A line of men in black with automatic rifles began shooting from the terminal roof.


  Chapter 3


  



  BAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAM!


  We dove between the cargo bins.


  BAM! BAM!


  The Marines fired back.


  <Oh, this is good,> Marco said. <We're getting it from both sides again.>


  Sirens. Shouts.


  Police cars screeched onto the tarmac, lights flashing, bullhorns blaring. Airport security guards streamed from the terminal.


  <Jake,> I said. <They're headed right into the line of fire.>


  <Let them go. Visser Three won't want that many witnesses. The Controllers will have to back off.>


  Back off. Yeah. Except they weren't doing that. Bald Spot and his buddies were rocking the cargo bin, trying to turn it over.


  <Uh, Jake?>


  <Yeah. I know.>


  They weren't going to back off. The police were Controllers. So were the security guards.


  It was an entire Yeerk army.


  BAM! Chooooong.


  A bullet ricocheted off one of the cargo bins.


  <What's the plan?>


  Jake crouched, his tail whipping. <A battalion of Yeerks against the six of us. Not good.>


  <Plus the two Marines,> I said. <And the guys in the armored truck.>


  <Yeah, don't forget them.> Marco grunted. <They've been such a big help already.>


  <But we can't just leave them.>


  <And we can't leave without that chunk of Bug fighter,> Rachel pointed out. <That's why we came. We have to get it out of here before the Yeerks destroy it.>


  <No,> Jake said. <We can't risk it. There's no way we can get it without getting ourselves killed.>


  <There is a maintenance ramp past the next gate, Prince Jake,> said Ax.


  <Good. We can demorph inside. Okay, guys, mission aborted. Let's go. Stay close to the building. Go, go, go. And Ax? Don't call me - oh, forget it.>


  Jake leaped between the bins and streaked toward the ramp. Marco and Ax bounded after him.


  "GGGRRRRRRROOOOOOOOOOOOAAAWWWWWW!"


  Rachel thumped the cargo bin one last time, then barreled toward the ramp.


  Tobias swooped low under the eaves of the terminal building. <Cassie, come on. You can demorph inside.>


  BAM! BAM! "Ahhhhhhhhh!"


  The Marine with one stripe on his collar grabbed his shoulder and collapsed to the pavement. I could see blood seeping form under his hand.


  Tobias circled. <Time to go, Cassie!>


  <I'm right behind you.>


  Tobias soared toward the ramp. I circled close to the terminal.


  The injured Marine crawled toward the armored truck. The Controllers were ignoring him. But the other Marine, the corporal, was still crouched behind the plane's landing gear, firing at the enemy. And the enemy was firing back.


  One of the policemen held a bullhorn to his mouth. "Visser Three is getting impatient. Eliminate the human so we can get to that cargo hold."


  Eliminate. The Controllers didn't care about the Marine. They just needed him out of the way. He was the only thing standing between them and the wrecked Bug fighter.


  I had to get him to stop shooting!


  <Hey! Marine. This is a friend. Hold your fire!> I yelled at him in thought-speak. <Stop shooting and STAY DOWN!>


  The Marine hesitated for a split second. He glanced around, frowned, then tightened his grip on the pistol.


  BAM!


  BAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAM!


  Automatic rifle fire answered back.


  The Marine dove behind the wheel, crouching low, ready to fire again. He'd be killed in a matter of minutes, no question.


  I circled the plane's tail, spilled air from my wings, and dove. Uner the plane. Past the Marine.


  <Corporal! Hold your fire!>


  The Marine edged back against the landing gear. He cocked his head and listened, obviously trying to figure out where the voice had come from.


  <Back off!>


  I circled.


  <This is one fight you can't win.>


  He looked up. And blinked. "Okay, this is totally nuts." He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the wheel. "A bird is talking to me - AND I'M LISTENING." He opened his eyes and shook his head. "This is crazy."


  He leaned away from the landing gear and swung his pistol toward the Controllers.


  It was suicide.


  He aimed.


  I dove.


  I hit metal as the Marine pulled the trigger.


  BAM!


  <Ahhhhhhhhh!>


  Pain shot through my side. I spiraled, one wing flapping, the other hanging dead at my side.


  I saw the corporal's pistol skitter across the tarmac in a whirl of plane, sky, and pavement. I pumped my good wing, straining to steady myself. The ground spun upward. Gray. Hard. Tilting. Closer.


  Then the spinning just stopped.


  Chapter 4


  



  I flopped on the tarmac. My wing lay mangled and torn, shattered by the pistol's recoil.


  "That bird! Did you see the bird? It was an Andalite!"


  Bald Spot. I couldn't let him find me. I scratched and writhed and flapped my good wing, and somehow clawed my way under the baggage cart. Bits of gravel embedded themselves in my bloody feathers. Pain seared through my body.


  Demorph. I had to demorph.


  "Where'd it go? Where's the seagull?"


  The shouting grew louder. Closer. Shoes scuffed past the cart, inches from my head.


  Concentrate, Cassie, concentrate.


  I focused on my human form. Morphing is unpredictable. It never happens the same way twice. But I'd learned to control it a bit. I knew what I had to do.


  Human. Human Cassie arms. I felt my wings growing, the damaged one becoming stronger as my human DNA slowly replaced the seagull DNA.


  Cuuurrrreeeeeeeeeeek.


  My shoulder bones cracked and widened. Wings narrowed and shot downward, the size of human arms.


  Schluuuuup.


  A thumb, then four fingers, pale and bumpy like a plucked chicken, shot from the tip of each wing. Rib bones melted and reshaped, growing to my normal size. Legs straightened and lengthened, the claws softening into ten toes on two human feet.


  And then I stopped morphing.


  I was still more gull than girl, a weird mix of fluffy wings and pure horror. The Blair Muppet Project. But I didn't look human. Not even close.


  I inched out from under the baggage cart. Controllers were storming the cargo hold of the plane, closing off the entire area. Tobias and the others were long gone, but I could see the maintenance ramp they'd escaped into at the next gate.


  And I had a clear shot. Nobody was paying any attention to the giant mutant seagull crouched besides the baggage cart.


  I pulled myself up and ran, full out, almost human arms still covered in feathers, almost human feet slapping the pavement under scaly Big Bird legs, my own short dark hair looking more than a little strange on my giant seagull head.


  I veered in toward the terminal building, stayed beneath its shadow. Past the first gate. Followed the curve of the building. The next gate was dead ahead.


  "There it is!"


  Bald Spot! Behind me.


  "Stop the Andalite filth before it gets away!"


  The ramp was just a few yards ahead. I could make it. I was going to make it!


  Ka-CHIK.


  A glint of gun metal. A police Controller stepped out from behind a cargo bin, directly between me and the ramp. I turned. Bald Spot circled wide to cut me off. I turned again, back to the baggage cart. Controllers raced toward me on the other side. I was trapped. Me and the baggage cart, surrounded by Controllers.


  I whirled. No way out.


  No - one way out. The Marco way.


  I scrambled into the cart, turned the key, and floored it.


  The cart jerked, stopped, then lurched forward at full throttle, throwing me back against the seat. Bald Spot dove to the pavement as I shot past. I grabbed the wheel and tried to steer, a grotesque seagull-like thing the size of a kid, screeching through the airport on two wheels.


  I sped under the wing of the plane and swerved, sideswiping the landing gear. Luggage spilled from the back of the cart. I swung the wheel around and headed out toward the open tarmac. If I got out of there alive, I'd never again give Marco a hard time about his driving. He was Jeff Gordon compared to me.


  Sirens. Flashing red and blue lights.


  I whipped my bird head around. Two police cars behind me. In seconds they'd be within firing range.


  I jerked the wheel and rocketed toward one of the planes. Under the wing. Around the wheels. Between two rows of cargo.


  I hurtled around a food service truck and glanced back. I'd gained a little ground. The police cars were a lot bigger than my suitcase-mobile. They swung wide of the jet, while I plowed straight underneath.


  I headed toward the next gate, and then the next. In. out. Under. Around. Getting the hang of the steering thing.


  The Controllers roared past.


  A 747, looming ahead! Not a problem. I gripped the wheel and sped straight toward it. Under the engines, around the front wheels. I could see the corner of the terminal building as I whipped past.


  Shot out from under the nose of the 747 -


  Straight onto open tarmac! Two police cars barreled toward me. In a split second I'd plow into them, head-on.


  I jerked the wheel and skidded into a tight U. Tires squealed. More suitcases flew.


  I looked back. A garment bag flapped onto the windshield of one of the police cars. Nice. The car screeched one way, then another, as the driver leaned out the window, trying to grab the bag off the windshield. The other car veered toward the runway to keep from getting creamed.


  Okay. That bought me a little more time. But I couldn't race through the airport forever. I had to find a place to finish demorphing, then morph something that could get out of there.


  Ahead, a set of roll-away stairs pushed up to the door of a jet. Guys in orange jumpsuits dragging buckets and a shop vac down the steps. A cleaning crew! The plane was probably empty. I raced toward it.


  A siren wailed behind me.


  The cleaning crew had reached the tarmac. Started to roll the steps away from the plane. I turned the wheel and tried to find the brake. The cart skidded sideways. The cleaning crew scattered, buckets flying as they dove for cover. I hammered the pedals with my feet, but the cart wouldn't slow down!


  Ssscccrrrrnnnnnnncchhhh-KUUUNNNKK.


  I crashed into the stairs. My bird-girl body snapped forward against the steering wheel, then back against the seat.


  Oh. Ow. I swallowed. Brakes would have been easier, but the head-on collision had worked.


  No time to catch my breath. I bolted from the baggage cart and up the steps the impact from the crash had jerked the stairs several feet from the door of the plane, but I didn't let a 12-foot drop stop me. I hurdled the gap and landed with a soft thunk on the thin carpeting inside the plane.


  Police lights flashed through the door of the cabin. I peeled myself from the floor and ran.


  WHUMP!


  The entire plane shuddered as the roll-away stairs banged against the cabin door. I tore down the aisle, looking for a place to dimorph. I could hear shouting below me, footsteps clanking up the stairs.


  "This way! Over here!"


  "The Andalite's inside!"


  I'd reached the back of the plane. Hide. I had to hide!


  I whirled. Seats. Baggage compartments. A door handle! I lunged for it and pushed. The bathroom.


  I fell inside and bolted the door.


  Chapter 5


  



  Demorph. Fast!


  I could hear Controllers thundering onto the plane.


  Focus, Cassie, focus. You have to reverse this morph.


  I felt my body becoming heavier as my hollow bird bones thickened into solid human skeleton. My feathers darkened and dissolved, the plucked bird skin underneath smoothing into brown skin.


  Cuuurrrrrruuuunnnch.


  My jaw pushed out from my remolded skull. Tailbone shrank up into my spine. I was almost human now, fully human, except for the enormous seagull beak jutting from my face.


  "Where'd it go?"


  "The cockpit! Check the cockpit."


  I held my hands over my ears and concentrated.


  The beak softened and melted into my face. Two lips. A nose. I was human. But I couldn't stay that way.


  I dropped into the cramped space beside the toilet and the sink. The metal of the sink was so cool and smooth. I lay my face against it. If I could just stay there a minute and -


  "The Andalite has to be here. FIND IT!"


  I jerked my head up. Snap out of it, Cassie. I fixed my mind on fly morph. Sploooot. Sploooot.


  A pair of antennae shot out my forehead.


  Pop. Pop-pop. Pop-pop-pop-pop-pop.


  Stiff black hairs popped out like zits all over my body. Two tissue-thin wings emerge from my back.


  "Nothing in the cockpit."


  "Or the galley."


  I could hear Controllers tearing through the cabin of the plane. Footsteps. Shouts. Ripped seat cushions.


  Relax, Cassie. Think fly.


  A pair of black nubs pushed out from my sides, writhing into long hairy fly legs. My own arms and legs thinned and hardened. Hands and feet shriveled into sticky claws.


  The door handle rattled. "It's locked!"


  "Good. We've found the Andalite scum."


  Concentrate. Fly. Small. SMALL. Speed it up!


  The floor zoomed up at me as my body shrank to the size of a bread crumb.


  BAM! BAM! Clink. Ka-Clink.


  Bullets flew through the thin metal of the door and ricocheted off the sink. The sink that now towered above me. The sink that shattered into thousands of sinks as my human eyes bulged out into compound fly eyes.


  Ssshhhllllluuuuuuulp.


  Bones dissolved. Skin darkened and hardened into a shiny, crisp coating over the bulging fly body.


  Sssssuuuuuummmmp. Sproot-sproot.


  My lips sprouted down into the fly's snout-shaped proboscis. Two spongy bumps erupted at the end. I was fly now. Pure fly. A fly in fly heaven. A bathroom. Each tiny black hair on my body quivered in delight. Through the stench of disinfectant cleanser, I could detect the glorious aroma of -


  BAM! BAM! Ka-Clink.


  Whoa. Time to get a grip on the fly instincts. I buzzed into the little space between the rim of the toilet bowl and the seat. As soon as the door opened I'm zoom out.


  BAM! Ka-Clink.


  "I can shoot the lock off."


  "And give the Andalite a chance to escape?"


  "But it's gotta be dead. The door is Swiss cheese."


  "And you think that Andalite let us shoot him? Idiot! It probably morphed an insect. We'll have to gas it."


  Gas! I buzzed around the tiny bathroom, looking for a way out. The sink! I could fly down the drain. I shot into the metal basin.


  Tlink.


  <Agggghhh.>


  A stupid airplane sink with a stupid sliding metal plate over the drain! A plate no housefly could ever hope to budge.


  I dove toward the baseboard, looking for a crack. A tiny crevice. Anything. There had to be a way out.


  Pssssssssssssssss.


  My fly hairs quivered in panic. The Controllers were shooting bug spray in through one of the bullet holes.


  The bullet holes. Yes!


  I darted toward the highest hole, closest to the ceiling. Perfect fit. I zipped through.


  Air. Fresh air.


  "A fly!"


  Thwack!


  A giant pink hand slammed against the ceiling.


  "Missed!"


  Just barely, buddy. I shot sideways and down, close to the windows. They'd have to lean over the seats to reach me.


  Thwack! Whack! Wham!


  Hands, barf bags, rolled-up magazines, somebody's deliciously smelly sneaker. I dodged and darted, buzzing toward the door. Feeling fresh air blowing toward me.


  Pssssssssss. Pssst-pssst-pssssssssssss.


  Bug spray! Thick. Sticky. Toxic.


  Fresh air. Follow the fresh air!


  Pssssssssssssssssssss.


  The spray clung to my legs, my body, my antennae. Every hair on my body was coated. My wings! I couldn't move my wings!


  Daylight. I was out.


  And falling. Like a missile. Then a rumble - a baggage cart? - and a gust of wind. It swept me sideways. I tumbled. Dropped. Tried to right myself, but couldn't tell which way was up. The world was a fog of darkness.


  Whap.


  I hit something and slid down.


  "Where'd it go? I saw it fall."


  Voices. Footsteps. Echoing through the fog.


  Bigger. I had to get bigger or the bug spray would kill me. I focused my mind on my human form. I could feel my body beginning to swell. My mind emerged from the fog.


  I was in the baggage cart. The thing I'd hit was one of the few suitcases that hadn't flown out during my wild chase through the airport.


  Footsteps shuffled past the cart.


  Had to get out of there. I couldn't completely demorph to human. I'd be too big. I couldn't morph back to fly. There was enough bug spray clinging to my body to kill me.


  I waited till the footsteps passed, then rolled out the other side and stumbled toward the next gate, too heavy to fly, too groggy to coordinate all six legs into a decent trot. Once again, a disgusting mutant creature straight out of the late, late show. I collapsed next to a conveyor belt.


  "It has to be here. Spread out. FIND IT!"


  I pulled myself onto the conveyor belt and burrowed under a golf bag. The belt rolled upward. The golf bag and I rolled with it. Then a lurch, and the golf bag flew through the air. I clung to the bottom with my sticky fly legs.


  <Unnnnph.>


  I landed on my back. The golf bag landed on top.


  Thump. Thump. More suitcases. Crushing me in the darkness.


  I had to dimorph. Had to get out. I tried to form a mental picture of myself. My human self. Cassie. But I was a jumble of wings, claws, skin, bulging eyes.


  Skin. I focused on the skin. Human skin. Smooth. Swirling. Fading.


  Fading to black.
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  "Uhhhnn."


  Frozen. Stiff. A frozen, stiff, throbbing ache. I swallowed. My throat was stuck shut.


  I lay on my back - at least, I thought I was on my back - on the corner of something very hard. Something else, something heavy, was crushing my chest. And something steely and cold jabbed my cheek. My legs . . . did I even have legs?


  All I could hear was dull, relentless droning. My brain throbbed in time with the noise.


  What was that noise, anyway?


  I pushed the cold, hard thing away from my face. Curved. Metal. Felt like a golf club.


  A golf club?


  Oh. No.


  It came back to me in a blur of bullets, bug spray, and a mental picture of my last known form. Basketball-sized half human with an extra pair of legs, stiff black hairs spiking out all over my body, and antennae.


  How long had I been out? How long did it take to get this cold? It had to be more than two hours.


  What if I was a mutant fly-girl nothlit?


  "I can't even look," I moaned.


  Moaned? My voice! My. Voice. My human voice.


  I pushed against the golf bag. More suitcases tumbled down on top of me. I dug my way out. The light in the cargo hold was dim, but I could see my own body. Two legs, both ending in feet. Two arms. Two hands. Regulation, human-issue skin.


  I touched my back. No wings. My head. No antennae.


  I fell back against the frozen pile of luggage. "Thank God. Thank you, thank you, God."


  Except -


  I was in the cargo hold of a plane, nearly frozen, dying of thirst, and starving. MAN was I starving, jetting off to . . . where?


  I checked the tag on the golf bag: SYD. Grabbed the suitcase next to it: SYD. Rummaged through the pile of bags. SYD. SYD. They all said SYD.


  "SYD? What does that stand for?" I mumbled. "South Something Dakota?"


  And how long would it take to get there? I rubbed my bare feet together. We could only morph skintight clothes, so all I was wearing was a flimsy black leotard. I blew on my hands. My breath came out in solid white puffs.


  How many things could go wrong in one mission? It was only supposed to be a little surveillance at the airport. A bit of insurance.


  Ax and Marco had found something interesting with their new Web-watch program. Information about a piece of alien spacecraft that had washed up on the beach a few hundred miles up the coast. A piece that sounded very much like part of a Yeerk ship. A Bug fighter.


  Okay, so most of that Internet alien stuff is posted by paranoid nutcases. But like Marco said, you never know when a paranoid nutcase might be telling the truth. I mean, if I posted something about our little adventure at the airport, what would I sound like?


  Besides, Marco and Ax found this piece of information on a closed Defense Department site in an encrypted, top-secret memo to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. It takes way more than a security clearance and a secret code to defeat Ax.


  The chunk of wreckage was being flown down in a commercial airliner, then transported to a Marine base, loaded onto a stealth jet, and flown to a NASA lab in Washington.


  It was just what we were waiting for, proof that the Yeerks were here. On Earth. In America. If the government knew about the Yeerks, we wouldn't have to fight alone. The secret Yeerk invasion would no longer be a secret.


  But if we knew about the chunk of Bug fighter, you could bet the Yeerks knew about it, too. They wouldn't want the wreckage tested. They wouldn't want NASA scientists to discover it was made from a metal not found on this planet. And they sure wouldn't want the media to spread the story.


  Because the Yeerks don't want all-out war. They want to slowly, gradually infiltrate the human race so that by the time anybody notices what's been happening, it will be too late. Visser Three will have already won.


  We were pretty sure they'd show up at the airport. And the Chee confirmed the story. The Chee couldn't get all the details, but they knew top-level Controllers in The Sharing had been in closed-door meetings, going over flight plans and airport blueprints.


  They were all worked up - we were all worked up - over a hunk of metal. We could've been killed. We could've been captured.


  And the two Marines. They could be dead. Or worse. Because of me. Because of my stupidity. Because I wanted to save a hunk of metal.


  Which I hadn't saved anyway.


  I pushed all the hard bags away and made a little nest of soft-sided suitcases. The cargo hold was full of huge metal crates marked "Boeing - Turbine PW400." My pile of luggage was sandwiched in between two of them.


  I found two garment bags and wrapped one around my legs and the other around my shoulders. I wanted to unzip the bags and put on whatever was inside, preferably a parka. I wanted to rip open all the luggage and find something to eat.


  But I couldn't. I was already a stowaway. I didn't want to be a thief, too.


  Right. I could almost hear Marco's voice: Let's see, Cassie, you pooped on a Controller, tossed two Marines into gun battle with evil aliens, probably got them and the armored truck guys captured or killed, and hijacked a baggage cart. Now you're worried about swiping snack crackers?


  I sniffed. Through the dust and must of the baggage I could smell oranges. Sweet, tangy.


  I leaned out into the cargo hold. The orange smell grew stronger. On the other side of the metal crate I spotted a stack of boxes strapped to a pallet. They were all the same size and they were all marked ORANGES - NAVEL.


  So many boxes. So many oranges. Would anyone really notice if one were missing?


  I burrowed deeper into the stack of luggage and tried to ignore my hunger. And thirst. And the icy burning in my lungs every time I took a breath.


  I needed to think. The plane would stop. Eventually. I'd just get off and find a phone.


  Yeah, no problem. Just wait for somebody to open the cargo door, sashay down the conveyor belt, call my parents, and tell them to pick me up in South Dakota. Or South Yemen Desert. Or wherever the heck I ended up.


  I sank back between the two crates. Why did everything have to be so difficult? Why couldn't I spend one single day worrying about something normal, like embarrassing teenage acne or the pop quiz I probably failed in algebra?


  Well, the getting out wouldn't be so hard. I could morph a bird and fly out. Osprey this time, stronger and faster than a seagull. And then I could figure out where I was and how to get home.


  Okay. That was the plan. I started to feel a little better. Morphing would solve the getting-out-of-the-airplane problem. Not the hunger. Or the thirst. Or the fingers and toes that were already turning slightly blue.


  Except - wait a minute - yes, it could. I had the perfect cold-weather morph. Of course!


  I felt warmer already. My head even quit throbbing.


  And then I realized why.


  The droning had stopped. The engines were silent. I waited for the plane to plummet toward Earth.


  But it didn't. It was perfectly still. Motionless.


  Then -


  ZZZZzzzzzzzzttttttttt!
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  ZZZZzzzzzzzzttttttttt


  A blinding green light flashed through the cargo hold!


  For a split second I could see the plane's steel bones through its metal skin. The green light penetrated suitcases and bags. Metal crates were suddenly transparent, showing huge engine parts inside.


  Then the flash was gone. Black spots danced over my eyeballs.


  I blinked. What was it?


  But I knew: Yeerks. Somehow they'd figured out I was on board.


  And I knew they weren't finished. They wouldn't X-ray the plane, then just go away.


  I pushed the luggage and tried to stand.


  "Whoooaaaa."


  I thumped sideways into one of the crates. My legs were dead. Not just stiff from the cold. Completely lifeless from the knees down.


  The green light. But why did it only affect my legs?


  I leaned against the crate.


  The crate. Of course. My legs had been sticking out into the open cargo hold, but the rest of my body had been shielded by the engine parts inside the crate. Pure dumb luck had saved me.


  So far.


  I dragged myself back into my nest of luggage. Above me the passengers and crew were probably frozen in place. They didn't have huge turbofans protecting them from the green light. But they'd be okay. The Yeerks weren't interested in them. They'd thaw out, never knowing time had elapsed, never knowing they'd been paralyzed and unconscious.


  Never knowing aliens had seized the plane in midflight.


  Whhooosh!


  The cargo door slid up. I peered around the edge of the crate.


  A Bug fighter, hovering outside, holding the plane in place with some kind of tractor beam. The repulsive form of the Taxxon pilot filled the Bug fighter's windows. An enormous centipede with a row of knife-edged teeth rimming the round mouth on top of its head. Its four globby eyes jiggled like red Jell-O.


  My first instinct was to morph small. Hide.


  "And be killed by a can of Raid? I don't think so." Rachel's words. If Rachel were here, that's exactly what she'd be saying. "They're ready for small. They're expecting you to run and hide. Don't give them what they want, Cassie."


  The port of the Bug fighter rippled open. Two seven-foot aliens stood poised to leap into the plane's cargo hold. They glanced down at the miles of empty space between them and the plane, then turned and gestured toward the Taxxon.


  They were Hork-Bajir, storm troopers of the Yeerk army. Feet of a T-rex. Blades of a room-sized Veg-O-Matic. Deadly blades that covered their elbows, wrists, knees, tails, and raked forward like daggers from their serpent heads.


  They were armed with bug spray.


  Okay, Rachel. So small wasn't the answer.


  I had to think fast. What would Jake do? He'd . . . Well, he wouldn't have gotten himself stuck in this cargo hold in the first place. Neither would Tobias nor Ax. Or even Marco. They were too smart. Too careful.


  And Rachel? Smart, yes. Careful, never. This was exactly the kind of suicidal mess Rachel loved. And I knew what she'd be saying: "Surprise them. Morph something big. Fight back."


  Win. Right. Against how many?


  Two. This time Ax's voice echoed in my head.


  Voices in my head. Definite sign of mental illness. Those golf clubs must have hit me harder than I thought.


  But the voice made sense. A Bug fighter isn't that big. Cramming those two Hork-Bajir in there with the Taxxon pilot was already pushing it. No way anything else would fit. Get rid of them, and I'd be safe.


  For a while.


  The Taxxon was angling the Bug fighter closer to the cargo hold. The Hork-Bajir waited, bug spray in claw.


  "Okay, Rachel," I whispered. "I'll fight to win."


  I edged back between the crates and concentrated on the most powerful morph I possessed.


  My shoulders bulged, up and out, joining the hulking muscles of my body. I felt my legs growing stronger, longer, thicker. Felt. Yes. The new DNA threw off the paralyzing effects of the green light.


  Cuuuuuurrrrrrrruuuuuuunnnch.


  Bones cracked and re-formed as my knees reversed, bending forward now instead of backward. My hands and feet thickened into paws the size of catchers' mitts. Claws shot from each toe.


  The lower half of my face pushed out into a snout, tipped by a leather plug of a nose. My ears slid upward on my bulging skull. My human hair stiffened, hollowed, lightened to transparency, and spread to cover my body with fur.


  My massive body. I was huge. Powerful. Unafraid. I hunkered down in the dim light between the two crates.


  Ka-lunk.


  The first Hork-Bajir leaped into the cargo hold. He peered through the darkness, then motioned toward the Bug fighter.


  Ka-lunk.


  The second Hork-Bajir lumped on board.


  I could smell their musky stench, hear their talons clicking against the metal floor. My nose quivered. My ears twitched.


  "GRRRAAAAAAAAAAWWWWRRRRR."


  I reared up from the crates. The Hork-Bajir froze.


  I didn't blame them. I was a bear. A polar bear. One of the most deadly creatures on Earth, when it wanted to be. I'd seen a polar bear sunbathe. I'd also seen a polar bear kick a grizzly bear's butt.


  "GRRRAAAAAAAAAAWWWWRRRRR."


  I lowered my girth against one of the metal crates and gave it a shove. It skidded toward the Hork-Bajir.


  "HURR GAFRASCHF!" They dropped their spray cans and turned toward the Bug fighter.


  Not in time.


  Thunk.


  The crate rammed into the Hork-Bajir, knocking them backward like a pair of bowling pins. They tumbled out into space, followed by the crate of engine parts.


  "AAAAAAAAAhhhhhhhhhhhh. . . ."


  Their cries spiraled into silence.


  I turned toward the Taxxon. Its Jell-O eyes bobbed.


  Its claws tore at the Bug fighter's instrument panel.


  Pffffffffffmmmmpp.


  Another flash of light, orange this time. The airplane's engines roared to life. The Bug fighter veered away and down.


  WWWHHHHHHOOOOOOOOOSSSSHH.


  Suction knocked me to the floor! The Bug fighter's tractor beam must have been pressurized, and now the pressure was gone. My fur felt like it was being ripped from my skin. Bags flew across the cargo hold, slammed into the wall, and shot into space. Cords ripped loose. Oranges smashed against the wall. The huge crates of airplane parts skidded toward the opening.


  I lunged for a cargo net. It ripped loose from its metal brackets and whipped out into the clouds. I grabbed at the wall, the floor, something, anything! My claws scraped against metal.


  Thuuuuud.


  I slammed into a crate. And clung to it as it slid toward the open door.
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  Crrrrreeeeeeeennnnnnnkkk.


  Metal against metal. The crate skidded across the floor of the cargo hold. A suitcase burst open as it flew past me. Shirts and underwear flapped out into space.


  I had to get the door closed! I dug my claws into the corners of the crate and reached one paw toward the ceiling. The suction nearly ripped off my front leg. I braced myself. The edge of the door was almost in reach. Another inch.


  Crrrrreeeeeeeennnnnnnkkk.


  The crate skidded forward. My paw brushed the edge of the door. I leaned and stretched.


  Clannnnnngggkk.


  <Ahhhhhh.>


  The golf bag shot past, pummeling me with clubs. I felt the door slipping from my grasp. I dug my claws in and pushed. The door started to slide. Then -


  The crate spun. I spun. Toward the opening! My front leg twisted, pulled. I could feel - could hear - tendons and muscles ripping. My claws broke free and scraped along the door.


  <Nooooooooooo.>


  My paw hit something solid. The door handle. I dug in and pulled with every muscle in my body.


  The door slid forward and down.


  Shhhhoooonk.


  It latched shut. The whirlwind of luggage stopped. Boxes and suitcases dropped to the floor.


  I collapsed against the wall of the cargo hold. Pain burned through my shoulder, numbing my front leg.


  But I was okay. Okay.


  Yeah. For now. But I knew the Taxxon pilot didn't leave because he was scared. He left to get reinforcements. The Yeerks would be back.


  Back and ready to party. Oh, brother. Now Marco was in my head. Telling bad jokes.


  I rolled to my feet. I needed to be ready. My bear body lumbered to the center of the plane, limping on three good legs. I surveyed the cargo hold: big, roomier now that half the luggage was flying through the clouds. A total wreck now that the other half was strewn all over the floor.


  There had to be something here I could use, something besides my remarkable talent for making a bad situation worse.


  I plodded through a heap of mashed oranges. That heap could've been me, a big mound of mashed bear that had crashed to Earth. I shuddered. My fur rippled. Pulverized polar bear.


  I stared at the oranges.


  I rolled back on my haunches and licked the juice from my paws. They'd check, of course. They'd send more Bug fighters and more Controllers. They'd rip through the cargo hold from one end to the other, dousing every inch with pesticide.


  But what if they didn't find me? Wouldn't they assume I'd been sucked through the door? That I'd joined the golf clubs in a mangled mess below?


  Sorry, Rachel, but big wasn't the only way to fight back. As long as I was shielded from the green light, and big enough to survive the bug spray, all I had to do was hide.


  I raised up on my hind legs and pawed along the ceiling. Nothing. Plodded around the cargo hold, checking the walls and the floor, from back to front. Nothing but sheet metal and rivets.


  And then I saw it, at the front of the hold, half hidden behind a crate. My big weapon against alien invaders. A zipper. A thick canvas panel was set into the wall, and along the edge ran a big, heavy-duty zipper. I jabbed a claw into it and tugged. Presto. An opening.


  I nosed the canvas aside.


  It was some kind of control room. Lights, switches, and computerized gadgets lined the walls. I pushed my polar bear bulk inside. The room was about my size. I swung around. On the far wall was a ladder.


  And at the top of the ladder, set into the ceiling, was a hatch with a lever in the center.


  I reared up and pulled the lever. It turned. I nudged the hatch with one paw. It inched up. Light streamed through the crack around it. I could hear the sound of voices and clinking cups. Passengers.


  I settled the hatch back into place, left it unlatched, and plodded back into the cargo hold.


  My plan was taking shape, but none of it would work if I ended up frozen by the green beam. I picked four engine crates and shoved them, one by one, toward the canvas, heaving them into a circle next to the zippered opening.


  Then I crouched beside the cargo door and scraped my claws along the floor, digging deep gouges in the metal. I clawed similar gouges in the door itself, from the handle to the bottom edge. I sat back and admired my work. It definitely looked like the bear had been sucked from the plane while pulling down the door.


  Good. I was ready.


  I wanted to stay in morph. The bear was calm. Fearless. And warm. Almost too warm. But polar bear was too big for what I had planned.


  I concentrated on my human form. Bones and muscles crunched and sloshed as the bear's bulk began shrinking, rearranging. Paws became hands and feet. Fur faded into skin. The pain in my shoulder shriveled to a pinprick, then vanished.


  I was Cassie. Regular human Cassie, sitting on the cold metal floor of the cargo hold, about to pass out from hunger. Well, from hunger, fright, and exhaustion. But food would definitely help. And warmer clothes. My morphing outfit just wasn't cutting it.


  I glanced around. I'd already lost most of the luggage. What was left lay in shreds around me. I threw off my guilt and began rummaging through suitcases.


  Shorts. Tank tops. Bikinis. Oh, yeah, this stuff would keep me warm. Where were all the parkas?


  I pried open an ancient square-cornered suitcase. Inside was a sweater. A man's cardigan. The elbows were threadbare, and the whole thing reeked of mothballs, but it was a sweater. Packed under two bottles of prune juice. Ick.


  I rolled the bottles aside. The juice sloshed, wet and cold. I was thirsty. Too thirsty to be choosy. I picked up the juice bottles and put them in a little pile with the sweater. I felt kind of bad. Somewhere on this plane was an old man who'd probably end up cold and constipated before long.


  But thirst was stronger than guilt.


  I closed the suitcase and continued my search, gathering more clothes and what little food I could find. I unzipped a sports bag, and a cell phone fell out. My heart leaped. I flipped the phone open and punched ON. Nothing. SEND, END, CLEAR, OPERATOR. Still nothing. Not even static. I tossed it back into the bag.


  I uncovered a hiking pack, the kind Boy Scouts use, with a sleeping bag strapped to the bottom. I untied the bag and dragged it into the space between the circle of crates with the rest of my loot.


  I rolled the sleeping bag out on the floor of my little fort, put on my Mr. Rogers cardigan, and laid out my feast: prune juice, half a roll of breath mints, and an entire unopened box of Slim-Fast bars.


  I slid into the sleeping bag and fluffed a bathrobe into a pillow. It was almost cozy. Almost like camp.


  Space camp. Complete with evil aliens who were probably rocketing back toward the plane, preparing to attack.


  Chapter 9


  



  ZZZzzzzzzzzttttttttt.


  The green flash! I bolted upright. The engines were quiet. The plane had stopped.


  Tssssseeeeewwww. Sssssssssssssss.


  I sniffed. Bug spray! The Yeerks were shooting some kind of pesticide missile into the cargo hold.


  The smell was getting stronger. I threw off the sleeping bag. Prayed I had enough time.


  Tssssseeeeewwww. Sssssssssssssss.


  I scrambled over the crates and through the opening in the canvas. Zipped it shut and swung up the ladder.


  Ka-lunk.


  I heard the first Hork-Bajir leap in the cargo hold. Its tyrannosaur claws clicked across the metal.


  Ka-lunk.


  A second Hork-Bajir. Then -


  Thump.


  Another sound. Softer. Something else had landed in the cargo hold, something besides a Hork-Bajir.


  I'd reached the top of the ladder. I pushed on the ceiling hatch. It didn't budge! I jerked the lever. It was unlatched, but it wouldn't open.


  A voice, a woman's voice, coming from the cargo hold: "The Andalite could still be on board. Search every inch!"


  A human-Controller. That softer sound had been a human-Controller leaping onto the plane.


  I pushed on the hatch again, quietly, firmly. It inched up. I could see a sliver of light. But the panel was heavy. Something was on top of it, holding it down.


  The woman's voice again: "We're showing a slight movement on the sensors. Keep searching."


  Sensors?


  I glanced around. The control room was wide open. No place to hide. I had to get up into the cabin! Get up, hide, and stop moving. I hooked my elbow around the top rung of the ladder, braced my feet, and gave the hatch a shove, using my legs for leverage.


  The panel inched up. I wedged my shoulder against it and pushed. Another inch. Up. More light. Then it broke free. I lunged through the hold. The panel fell to the side with a thud.


  CLANGGGKK-CRUNNNNCH.


  A crash of dishes and metal.


  "The Andalite!"


  I bolted through the opening. I was in an aisle, directly under the feet of a flight attendant who'd been paralyzed while serving coffee. Her beverage cart must have been parked on top of the hatch. It had crashed into a passenger and was now tipped sideways, two wheels still spinning in the air.


  "Upward movement! The sensors show upward movement. To the front of the hold. NOW!"


  I leaped to my feet.


  "GO!"


  "ANDALITE HAUT!'


  I could hear the Hork-Bajir below, ripping through the canvas. They were too big to fit through the opening, but they were armed.


  Tsssseeeeeeewwwww! Tsssseeeeeeewwwww!


  Dracon beams seared through the hatch.


  I grabbed a pot from the flight attendant's hand and poured still-scalding coffee down the hole.


  "AHHHHHHH!"


  I raced down the aisle.


  Tssssssseeeeeeewwwww!


  A Dracon beam exploded into the cabin behind me.


  I had to hide. And stay still. Any movement would give me away. I could morph something small - squirrel, skunk, bat - but I had to find a place to hide! Where?


  Not the bathroom. They'd definitely check this time. Not the baggage compartments or the cockpit. There had to be someplace! I whirled. A plane full of passengers stared at me with unmoving eyes.


  The passengers. Yes! I could pretend to be one of the frozen passengers. Hide in plain sight.


  I dove toward an empty seat.


  Oh, yeah, that'd work. A barefoot girl in a leotard and cardigan. Blended right in.


  Tsssseeeeeeewwwww! Tsssseeeeeeewwwww!


  Dracon beams blasted through the floor, widening the opening.


  Cccccrrrreeeeeeeeeaaaaaaankkkk.


  Metal ripped.


  I grabbed an airplane blanket off the guy in the next row and threw it over my body.


  Tssssssseeeeeeewwwww!


  A Hork-Bajir burst into the cabin.
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  A second Hork-Bajir followed, and then a woman, the human-Controller, in running shoes and a warm-up suit.


  "The movement has stopped."


  She looked like a gym teacher. A gym teacher carrying a big-game rifle under one arm. In her other hand she held something that looked like a Game Boy.


  I kept my eyes forward, unblinking.


  The gym teacher studied the gadget in her hand. "Not even a blip. Our clever Andalite is hiding." She swung around to face the Hork-Bajir. "FIND IT."


  The jetliner had two aisles and three banks of seats. The Hork-Bajir each took an aisle. Started to rip open baggage compartments, fire Dracon beams under the seats.


  "Stop shooting, you idiots!" The gym teacher swung her rifle toward the Hork-Bajir. "You'll kill us all! Besides, our orders are to bring the Andalite back alive. Damaged, perhaps. But still breathing. If it dies" - she cocked her rifle - "you die."


  I tensed. I couldn't let them find me. No matter what happened, they couldn't take me alive. Tobias had been captured, and I knew some of the horror he faced. The physical torture, the mind games, the hallucinations.


  He didn't talk about it much. Tobias was strong. Tough. Hardened by his time as a hawk.


  But they'd almost broken him.


  If the Yeerks could do that to Tobias, what chance would I have? How could I keep our secrets? If they captured me, my friends would be toast. Sure, in some weird way maybe I'm the biggest risk taker, bigger even than Rachel. But torture?


  I fixed my eyes on the seat in front of me. Was aware of the Hork-Bajir ripping down the aisle again. Ransacking overhead bins and shoving frozen legs aside to search under the seats. I counted the rows between him and me: four.


  Three.


  Two.


  Didn't breathe.


  The Hork-Bajir shoved his Dracon beam under the seat in front of me and swung it from side to side. He pulled out a woman's purse and two carry-on bags. Dumped them in the aisle.


  "NOTHING."


  I nearly choked on my own spit.


  Seven feet of bladed nightmare towered above me, so close I could feel the warmth of his skin, his rank breath puffing down on my face.


  My skin prickled. Goose bumps. I prayed the Hork-Bajir didn't see.


  Slaaamm!


  He threw open the luggage compartment over my head. Tore through the bags, then bent down to check under my seat. He gave my legs a shove. I toppled over onto the chunky guy next to me. My blanket started to slide. One bare foot slipped out.


  The Hork-Bajir didn't notice.


  He tossed the carry-on bags into the aisle. Snorted and straightened to his full height. His elbow blade sliced past, an inch from my ear. Then he turned to the row behind me.


  The breath I'd been holding slid from my lungs.


  But I couldn't relax, not even a little. The human-Controller still stood at the front of the cabin, watching, waiting.


  My eyeballs burned. I needed to blink.


  I heard a door bang behind me. A toilet lid slammed.


  "Andalite not here."


  "Fine. We'll check up front." The human-Controller glanced once more at the passengers, then turned toward the cockpit door.


  The Hork-Bajir charged past me up the aisle.


  I allowed myself to breathe. And swallow. Once they entered the cockpit, I would escape. Somehow.


  The human-Controller slid the door open and started to step through. Then she stopped and turned, slowly, her eyes narrowed.


  I froze.


  "The Andalite bandit could be under our very noses." She gazed from passenger to passenger. "Set your beams on low and see if anybody jumps. Remember - capture, don't kill."


  She stepped into the cockpit. The two Hork-Bajir adjusted their Dracon beams then each started down an aisle.


  Tsseew.


  The Hork-Bajir in my aisle zapped a businessman in the front row. The businessman didn't move.


  Tsseew.


  The woman next to him.


  No reaction.


  The Hork-Bajir worked his way toward the back of the plane, blasting each passenger's arm.


  Tsseew! Tsseew!


  The stench of charred flesh burned my nostrils.


  The passengers sat motionless. They couldn't feel the jolt. The burn. The pain that knifed through their bodies.


  But I would.


  I'd been blasted by Dracon beams before. I would feel the pain, and I would react. No matter how hard I tried, how much I steeled myself, I would react.


  I could keep myself from screaming. Maybe. But the slightest flinch would give me away. A blink, a jerk, even a quick breath.


  The Hork-Bajir moved toward me, passenger by passenger, row by row.


  I was trapped.
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  I swallowed my panic and tried to think. It was too late to morph. The Hork-Bajir would see the movement. He'd be on me in one leap.


  I watched.


  The Hork-Bajir in the other aisle worked fast. He was about three rows ahead of my Hork-Bajir. I could see him out of the corner of my eye, working on the aisle directly across from me. He fired, watched for a reaction, then moved on. He was behind me now, out of view.


  The Hork-Bajir in my aisle moved closer. Leaned over the row in front of me and fired.


  Tsseew!


  He watched.


  Tsseew!


  He waited.


  Tsseew!


  Nothing.


  He turned to my row.


  I froze. I had a chance. One chance. But I had to time my moves perfectly.


  The Hork-Bajir leaned over me. His elbow blade whipped past my face. He aimed his Dracon beam at the guy next to the window.


  I raised my hand behind him, slowly, steadily, holding my eyes straight ahead, the rest of my body motionless.


  Tsseew!


  As the Hork-Bajir fired, I pushed my hand against his back.


  He jerked at the touch, then slumped forward, as lifeless as the passengers around us.


  I was acquiring him, absorbing his DNA, and he had fallen into the acquiring trance. He wouldn't stay that way long, but if I were quick and quiet, it might be long enough for me to escape.


  The Hork-Bajir swayed. I saw his hand relax, saw the Dracon beam balanced on his fingertips. I reached for it.


  Too late!


  The Dracon clattered to the floor. "ANDALITE!" the other Hork-Bajir shouted.


  I dove.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  The Hork-Bajir above me exploded into nothing.


  I inched backward on my belly.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  The blast incinerated the seat beside me.


  I'd landed on the other Dracon beam, and now I grabbed it.


  Ka-lump.


  The Hork-Bajir leaped over the frozen passengers in the middle seats. His claws dug into the carpet less than a foot from my face.


  I aimed.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  The Hork-Bajir vaporized in a cloud of black smoke.


  I stared at the Dracon beam in horror. I'd only meant to stun him! The weapon must have knocked to full power when it hit the floor.


  I leaped to my feet. Not the time. Had to get away! I raced toward the front of the plane, side-swiping the overturned coffee cart and hurdling the hole in the floor. I couldn't go back down through the hatch. I'd be trapped. The Bug fighter pilot would see me trying to escape through the cargo door.


  There was only one way out, and I had to reach it before -


  "What's going on out here?" The human-Controller stepped from the cockpit. "Did you find the -"


  I stopped dead.


  She stopped dead.


  I glanced toward the passenger door. It was halfway between us.


  "How very clever." The Controller raised her rifle. "Morphing a child to throw off suspicion." She aimed. "It almost worked."


  I was still holding the Dracon beam. It would get me out the door. Easy. I gripped the handle and slid my finger onto the trigger.


  But it was on full power. One blast would eliminate her from the planet.


  I couldn't pull the trigger.


  I had to distract her.


  "You can't shoot me," I said.


  "Oh?" she laughed. "Watch me."


  I swallowed. "Okay, maybe you're right. Visser Three wanted the Andalite bandit taken alive, but if you explain to him how a simple airplane search spun out of control, forcing you to kill me, I'm sure he'd understand." I shot a glance at the door handle, then at the rifle leveled at my head. "He's an extremely nice person."


  The human-Controller hesitated.


  It was all I needed. I lunged, wrenched the door handle, and pushed. It swung open easily. No suction. The tractor beams were keeping the plane pressurized.


  Still clutching the Dracon beam, I dove into space.
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  "Aaaaaaaahhhhhh!"


  Flying is incredible. Riding the thermals, feeling the lift beneath your wings, soaring through the endless blue of the sky.


  "Aaaaaaaahhhhhh!"


  Falling headfirst from two miles up, with no wings and nothing resembling a parachute - not as fun.


  Two Bug fighters hovered on either side of the plane, their pressurizing beams trained directly on the fuselage. I dove straight down between them.


  One Bug fighter faced away from me. The other was partially hidden from view by the plane. The pilots didn't see me blow past.


  Wind pummeled my face and drove the Dracon beam into my chest. I gripped the weapon in one hand and held my arms and legs out, spread-eagle style, to slow the dive. My cardigan billowed out above me.


  I had to morph! Something fast. With wings.


  Osprey.


  I concentrated on the bird's form. Caught a movement out of the corner of my eye. Using my hands and feet as rudders, I angled around for a better view.


  It was a Bug fighter, the one that had been hovering outside the cargo door. It pulled away from the plane, swung around, and dove. The Taxxon pilot's hideous body bulged against the windshield as the spacecraft bore down on me.


  I judged the distance between him and me and between me and the solid earth that was rushing up toward us. I could finish the morph and dive, maybe losing him near the ground.


  But he'd see me. He'd see me morph directly to osprey, and he'd know I was human.


  That little news flash would probably get him promoted to Visser Four.


  And get my friends sentenced to death.


  I shuddered. Those were my choices: Die. Or kill my friends.


  Or -


  There was another way to eliminate the problem. I slid my finger onto the Dracon beam's trigger. And that was to . . . eliminate the problem. I pulled my hands together above my head, gripped the weapon, and aimed.


  TSEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEW!


  The windshield shattered. The Taxxon burst like a melon, spewing its guts across the sky. The Bug fighter spiraled out of control, a flaming missile spinning toward Earth.


  Ka-PLOOOOOOOOOOOOOOSH.


  It exploded. The blast ripped the Dracon beam from my fingers and knocked me upward and back in a shower of glass and metal.


  I was spinning now, end over end. Sky. Clouds. Earth. Clouds fading away. Earth looming larger. Had to get control! Fast.


  I closed my eyes and focused. Wings, talons, feathers. But mostly wings. Please give me wings.


  Bones popped and crunched. My shoulders wrenched back. Legs jerked forward.


  Sploooot! My nose and mouth shot out, the skin hardening into a beak.


  I felt the cardigan puff up around me. I flapped to be free of it.


  Flapped. Yes! I opened my eyes. The cardigan whipped from my shrinking body. I had wings. Or the beginnings of wings. A pattern of lines appeared on my skin, like a tattoo that swept across my body then burst into full-fledged feathers. Osprey feathers.


  My wings lifted. I rose on a pocket of warm air only a few feet above the sparse brush below. Floated for a moment to gain my bearings, then spilled the air from my wings and swooped toward Earth.


  The ground was red and barren and endless. I soared low over the scrub, looking for landmarks. A town. A road sign. Even a road. Something to give me clue where I was.


  Pffffffffffmmmmpp.


  An orange flash.


  A wave of fear swept through my bird body.


  Shuh-ROOOOOOMMMMMMMMMMFF.


  The sound of a jet, above and behind me.


  I circled. The plane roared away from me across the sky. The single Bug fighter remained, hovering. My osprey eyes could see the gym teacher crammed in beside the Taxxon plot. She waved her arms and pointed. Down. At me.


  I whirled and shot along the ground, weaving in and out between scraggly bushes.


  The shadow slid over me.


  TSSSSSSSEEEEEEEW!


  I wheeled. There had to be someplace to hide. Something in this barren desert that would shield me.


  TSSSSSSSEEEEEEEW.


  Red dirt exploded around me.


  I swerved. I could feel the strength drain from my wings. My osprey body was built to glide and soar, and the endless pumping so close to the ground was wearing me down.


  I skimmed low, over a clump of grass, under a bush, around a scrawny tree -


  - and out into space.


  I banked. It was a ravine, narrow and deep, a dry creek bed gouged into the flat red earth. I flew in close to the wall of the creek bed, darting along under an overhanging of rocks and scrub.


  A shadow darkened the ravine, then disappeared.


  TSSSSSSSEEEEEEEW!


  An explosion, further up the creek bed.


  I pushed my wings forward. Lowered my talons. Landed on a rocky outcrop.


  The shadow passed again, slipping over me in the opposite direction.


  TSSSSSSSEEEEEEEW!


  A blast in the distance. They'd lost me.


  The wall of the ravine was pitted with small hollows. I chose a deeper on and demorphed.


  I crouched in the hollow and took a deep breath. Human again, but not for long. I could hear the Bug fighter blowing craters across the desert. But my mind focused on something else. I closed my tired eyes and concentrated.


  Elbows and hips scraped against rocks as I shrank to a microscopic dot. My body flattened. Bones dissolved. An extra pair of legs sprouted from my armor-plated body. Piercing tubes shot from my mouth.


  I was a wingless, bloodsucking parasite, blind and ravenous.


  A flea.


  I burrowed into the sand and waited.
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  The ground trembled. Another Dracon blast.


  And another.


  I couldn't hear them. Fleas don't have ears. But I sensed each tremor with every molecule of my body. Grains of sand the size of garbage trucks shifted around me.


  But the couldn't hurt me. Unless the Yeerks fired directly on top of me, I was safe.


  For two hours anyway.


  I burrowed deeper into the sand. The flea's instincts weren't hard to control. Basically it has only two: Find blood. Eat. And once it figured out there wasn't any blood in this little sandpile, the flea brain was pretty quiet.


  My own brain, however, was on overload.


  I'd been running and running and fighting and running and mostly screwing things up since . . .


  Since when? How long had it been since I'd casually drifted above the airport, watching for a top-secret shipment? Years, it seemed. Another lifetime. Somebody else's lifetime.


  But it couldn't have been more than a few hours. Twelve maybe? Fourteen? Fourteen horrible hours?


  Horrible. Right.


  Horrible is getting to school and finding out you left your homework on the bus, your boyfriend is dumping you, and your socks don't match. This was beyond horrible. This was . . .


  There wasn't even a word for it.


  An image pushed itself into my head. Two Hork-Bajir, staring at me in helpless terror as they tumbled backward from the cargo hold. Their screams echoed through my brain.


  They didn't deserve it. Yeah, Hork-Bajir look like death on two legs, but without a Yeerk in their heads, they're a simple species, innocent and trusting. And those blades? To a Hork-Bajir, a free Hork-Bajir, they serve one purpose: to strip bark from trees. For food. Hork-Bajir are vegetarians. Gentle, nature-loving vegetarians.


  And I'd killed four of them in less than a day.


  The two in the cabin of the plane had been an accident. I hadn't actually pulled the trigger on the first one, and I'd only meant to stun the second. Still, if I hadn't been there, they'd be alive. And what about the two Hork-Bajir in the cargo hold? Not an accident. I had meant to kill them, and I did.


  Just like I'd meant to kill the Taxxon.


  I could almost hear Rachel: "Puh-leaze, Cassie. Taxxons are willing Controllers and pure cannibals. That pilot would've gobbled up his own splattered guts if he'd had a mouth left to do it with. Don't waste your sympathy. Or your guilt. Somebody had to die, you or him, and you chose him. End of story."


  Yeah, the end of a story that shouldn't have started.


  If I'd made even one good decision, one smart move, in the last twelve or fourteen or however many hours, none of this would have happened.


  Bald Spot wouldn't have gone nuts. The Marines wouldn't have started shooting. I would have bailed when Jake gave orders to abort the mission. And I wouldn't have fallen unconscious in the cargo hold of a plane, left with no choice but to kill or be killed.


  I'm not trying to be some kind of martyr, or say that I'm always a screwup. I'm not. In my world, making hard choices is part of the deal. Sometimes I'm right, sometimes I'm wrong. Sometimes I just can't tell, even when the mission is over and we've all come out alive, at least.


  Leave the Animorphs. Come back. Trust Aftran, the Yeerk. Trust her again. Take responsibility for the never-ending, always unfolding consequences of those decisions. Say, no, I can't be part of this mission, can't be part of a mass killing of innocent people no matter what the ultimate goal, I won't. Get involved anyway, commit acts maybe much worse. Why? To save some lives, not others. A choice. There's always a choice.


  And if I'd made other, smarter choices this time, I'd be home now, taking care of sick animals in my parents' barn.


  Well, at least that was one thing I didn't have to worry about. My parents wouldn't know I was gone. The Chee would be covering for me, like they usually did.


  Jake had probably alerted them as soon as he saw I was missing. Now one of the Chee was projecting a holographic image of me so real my own parents wouldn't notice the difference. The Chee was eating my meals, going to my classes, helping my dad with the animals.


  Kissing my parents good night.


  And also doing my algebra homework, so there was a tiny up side.


  Meanwhile, I was a flea, hiding in the dirt. And I didn't even know where.


  I had to get home.


  I wanted my parents. I wanted my farm.


  I missed Jake. And Rachel. Tobias and Ax. Even Marco.


  The Chee couldn't cover for me forever. Could they?


  My two hours were probably up. I demorphed. Slowly. Cautiously.


  Night had fallen. Above me all I could see were stars and a full moon sitting low in the sky. No Bug fighters. No stalled-out airplanes. No gym teacher gunning for me with an elephant rifle.


  I stood and peeked over the edge of the ravine. Nothing. A wide flat stretch of nothing.


  "Okay." I brushed sand from my hair. "This is good. I don't know where I am, but apparently the Yeerks don't, either. Definite improvement. I can work with this." I stared across what looked like an endless desert. "I think."


  I grabbed hold of a root and pulled myself from the ravine. I crouched low, half expecting an army of Hork-Bajir to appear out of the darkness.


  That's when I heard the voice, right in my ear: "They're gone."
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  "AAAHHH!"


  "AAAHHH!"


  "Gggrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr."


  I screamed.


  He screamed.


  His dog flattened himself against the ground in front of his master and let out a low growl.


  I crept backward in the dirt.


  "It's okay, Tjala." The kid reached out to scratch the dog's neck. He glanced up at me, then lowered his eyes. "He won't bite you," he said.


  The kid was about my age, maybe older. It was hard to tell in the moonlight. He'd been sitting between a big rock and a clump of bushes, and I'd practically landed in his lap when I'd climbed out of the ravine. His skin was dark, darker than mine. He dissolved into the night shadows.


  I glanced around. What else was lurking in the dark?


  "No worries," he said. "We are alone."


  I glanced around again, not sure whether or not to believe him. "Man," I said. "You scared me."


  "I scared you?" He laughed. His dark curls bobbed. The dog's ears twitched. "That's funny."


  "Yeah. Hysterical." I pulled myself out of the dirt and started to brush off my clothes. I peeked up at the kid and caught him staring at my leotard.


  He looked quickly away.


  I glanced down. Okay, so the thing was in shreds. Rachel would be thrilled. She'd get to take me shopping for a new one when I got home.


  If I got home. I looked up. "Um -"


  The kid smiled. "You'll be needing some help."


  "Uh, yeah."


  What was it with him? It was like he was reading my mind. His voice was soft, and a little shy, but also confident. Like he knew what needed to be done and was willing to do it. Kind of like . . . Jake.


  I shook my head. No, nothing like Jake.


  "Yeah, I could use some help. I'm sort of -" Gee, how was I going to explain suddenly appearing out of nowhere? "Lost."


  "Lost." He laughed again. "The bird-girl who can change into a bug is lost. No worries. Now you're found." He climbed to his feet. "I'm Yami and I'll be your guide for the evening." He smiled. "I like to say that. One of my uncles is a tour guide at Uluru."


  Yami turned and loped off along the creek bank. Tjala the dog trotted behind him.


  "I'm Cassie," I hollered after them. "And thanks. I think."


  I ran to catch up before I lost them both in the dark. I stumbled about as I followed them through the scrub, trying to keep my bare feet on the soft sand and away from rocks and sticks and prickly clumps of grass.


  Yami was barefoot, too, but his skinny legs rambled along with a natural grace. Tjala bounded along at his side. He was a sturdy little dog, not more than a half-grown pup, with dark speckles all over his coat and sharp ears that perked up at every rustle and birdcall.


  We walked in silence for a few moments.


  "So," I finally said. "You saw all that back there, huh? The bird? The flea?"


  Yami nodded. "And the funny airplane." He shook his head. "Many planes fly over, but I've never seen one like that before, chasing birds and blowing holes in the ground. It was a surprise."


  The Bug fighter. A surprise. Yeah, you could call it that.


  I tripped over a scruffy bush. "But the bird changing to a girl, then to a flea, then back to a girl again? That wasn't a surprise?"


  Yami gave me a little sideways smile. "No." he shrugged one shoulder. "Okay, maybe a little. But -"


  He stopped suddenly and held his arm out at his side. I almost ran into it.


  "- but not a lot. This is why."


  He lowered his arm. I caught my breath. The flat desert floor had come to an abrupt end. We were standing at the edge of a crescent-shaped cliff.


  Tjala's ears twitched.


  "Grrrrrrrrrrrrrr."


  "Ssssh." Yami held his hand on Tjala's back to keep him still. "Stay."


  The dry creek bed ended at the edge of the cliff. I peeked over. The full moon was reflected below. The cliff walls dropped straight down to a pool of water.


  "It's a sacred place," said Yami. "A spring, created by our spirit ancestors. They made the water and the cliff and all the caves along the cliff. And when they finished, they changed themselves into rocks and mountains and trees and stars and all the things on Earth and in the sky." He gave me his one-shoulder shrug and flashed a grin. "And maybe fleas, too. Who knows?"


  Tjala stood at the edge of the cliff dead still, every muscle tensed. His ears pitched forward.


  "Grrrrrrrrrrrrr."


  "No, Tjala. Stay." Yami scratched Tjala's head. He looked at me and motioned toward something below.


  I followed his gaze. The moonlight fell on a herd of large animals grazing in the grass along the water's edge. Some were hunched over, eating. Some stood upright on their huge back legs, almost like humans, their long ears twitching. One of the smaller ones, a baby, turned and leaped into its mother's pouch.


  "Okay," I said. "This is not South Dakota."


  Chapter 15


  



  "South Dakota?" Yami gave me a funny look. "You are lost."


  No kidding. I gazed down at the herd of kangaroos. Lost in Australia. About as far away from home as I could get without leaving the planet.


  But the kangaroos! I stared at them. They were such an odd combination of parts: the face of a deer, the ears of a rabbit, the long, long tail of a rat stretching out behind them on the ground.


  When they bent over to eat, they were an awkward tangle of tail and legs, their big furry rumps higher than their heads. When they stood, they held their smaller front legs at their sides, like a human.


  And somehow all the odd and curious parts came together in a magnificent whole.


  "I didn't know they were so big," I whispered.


  "These are reds," said Yami. "Taller than my grandfather. This mob grazes here often."


  "Mob?"


  Yami shrugged. "A bunch of 'roos. A mob."


  I nodded. A mob. I couldn't take my eyes off them.


  And neither could Tjala.


  "Grrrrrrrrrrrrr."


  The kangaroos stopped grazing and looked up.


  "Stay, Tjala."


  Tjala turned his head toward Yami, then back toward the kangaroos. One of the bigger ones leaped. Its huge back feet thumped against the grass.


  Tjala bounded along the edge of the cliff and scrambled down where the land began sloping toward the plain below.


  "No!" Yami raced after him. I followed.


  The kangaroos bolted. They didn't stampede like cattle. They hopped in all different directions, zigzagging across the grass, their hind feet thundering over the ground.


  Tjala leaped onto the grassy plain and ran in circles around the 'roos, nipping at their legs. The kangaroos kicked and swiped at him with their claws.


  Yami climbed down a gully that cut through the side of the steep hill. I followed, stumbling around boulders and tripping over gnarled roots.


  The mob had scattered. Tjala was still chasing one of the big 'roos. It kicked at him, leaning back on its thick tail and raking Tjala's nose with its hind claws.


  Tjala howled.


  The kangaroo leaped into the water. Tjala splashed in after it.


  "No!" Yami ran toward the spring. "Come back, Tjala!"


  The pup splashed about in the shallow water near the shore. He looked at Yami, then back at the water, torn between obeying his master and chasing the kangaroo.


  Yami slapped his knees. "Tjala! Come!"


  Tjala gave the 'roo one last longing look, then turned and bounded toward Yami. He nearly wagged himself in half as Yami knelt down to scratch his neck.


  The kangaroo swam to the far shore. It hopped a short distance away, then turned back to look at us. It watched us for a moment, then turned again and hopped off into the night.


  "It seems okay," I said. "I don't think Tjala hurt it."


  "I wasn't worried about the 'roo." Yami laughed and fell over backward as Tjala leaped up to lick his face. "I was worried about Tjala. That big boomer would have killed him."


  "Really?"


  Yami patted Tjala's back. "I have seen a big boomer drown two dingoes this way. He led them into the deep water and held their heads under. Two wild dingoes at one time."


  Yami climbed to his feet and started off across the grass. Tjala started to follow, then stopped. His ears perked up.


  I listened. A rustling and thumping.


  Yami listened, too, then nodded and loped off toward the sound. Tjala and I followed.


  We found a female kangaroo - a doe, Yami called it - caught in a woven fence. One of her hind legs was pushed between the wires. She held her head up and back as eh kicked and clawed. Her joey peeked out of her pouch. Ducked down inside when it saw us.


  Yami held Tjala still while I crept up behind the kangaroo. "Take great care," he said. "Keep far from her claws."


  The kangaroo twisted and kicked. She whipped her head around. Her eyes held a wild, frantic look.


  "Shhhhh," I said. "You're going to be okay."


  I pressed my hand against her tail. She thrashed once more, then fell into the acquiring trance.


  I had to work fast. One of her back claws was caught in the woven wire. Her kicking had wrapped several more wires around her leg. I stretched a strand of wire to untangle it.


  The joey poked his nose out of the pouch and looked up at me.


  "Hey, little guy," I said. "Your mama's going to be free in a second."


  I pulled the last wire from her claw, then backed away.


  The mother kangaroo lifted her head. Her ears twitched. She sniffed her joey, then rolled to her feet and bounded off.


  Bummmph. Bummmph. Bummmph.


  She stopped under a stand of knotted trees and turned. She stood upright, watching me. Her long ears flicked. Then she turned again and hopped away.


  Yami smiled, his sideways smile. "You have a special way with kangaroos," he said. "Maybe the bird-girl wants to change into a 'roo next time instead of a flea?"


  He laughed. I laughed, too. Yami thought turning into a kangaroo was a pretty funny joke.


  I didn't tell him the joke was now entirely possible.


  Chapter 16


  



  "HAHAHAHA!"


  A booming laugh burrowed into my dreams.


  I opened my eyes, closed them, then opened them again. The sun blazed across a sea of red sand.


  Red sand. Oh, yeah. Australia.


  I could still hear the laugh, and the sound of voices. I lifted my head. I was lying on a hard wooden bench on Yami's porch. Someone had rolled up a blanket and slipped it under my head, and now my neck was molded around it. My shoulder was numb where it had been jutting into the wood.


  It had to be morning, early morning, but the air was already so thick with heat I could barely move through it. I swung my legs over the side of the bench and sat up.


  I remembered following Yami to his family's outpost. No, not outpost. Outstation. That's what he'd called it, an outstation. I remembered waiting on the bench while Yami went to find his mother. I remembered resting my head on my arm when I leaned over to pet Tjala.


  And that's all I remembered. Until now.


  The talking and laughing were coming from outside. I wiped the sleep from my eyes and stood up. I had to find Yami and see if I could use his phone. I had to get home. Somehow.


  At the very least, I had to get out of here. The Yeerks would be back, and I couldn't put Yami and his family in more danger than I already had.


  Yami's house was a small stone rectangle, low to the ground, with a metal roof that extended out on all four sides to form a porch. Nearby I could see a couple of other houses and a little silver camper.


  Yami was sitting with a bunch of other people, his family, I guessed, inside a lean-to made of branches. They fell silent when they saw me walking toward them across the sand.


  Oh, no, had my leotard -? I glanced down.


  Thank goodness. It was filthy, torn, and sticky with sweat, but it still covered all the important parts.


  Tjala bounded from the lean-to and raced toward me across the sand. He wagged and wiggled and licked my hand, then turned and ran back to the lean-to. I followed.


  When I reached the lean-to, Yami gave me a quick half smile and motioned his head toward an old man sitting in the center. "My grandfather wants to meet you," he said.


  The man unfolded his legs and stood up. He wore a sleeveless workshirt and dusty jeans. His hair was a tangle of gray curls, tamed slightly by a red headband, and his face looked like it had been carved from seasoned wood, with a broad, curving nose and a forehead that jutted out so far it hid his eyes completely,


  He swayed. One leg almost buckled under him. Yami reached for his arm and held him till he regained his balance.


  The old man studied me. The wind lifted his long, grizzled beard.


  And then he smiled, a smile like Yami's that filled his entire face. He took my hand in his and clasped it softly. He nodded and laughed, a deep booming laugh. The laugh that had woken me up.


  The rest of Yami's family laughed, too, and gathered around me.


  I looked at Yami.


  He shrugged. "I told my grandfather about your great shape-shifting powers. And about how you calmed the 'roo. And about how you hid in a creek bed that runs into the spring."


  Oh. That.


  Yami's grandfather nodded. "The spring of our ancestors. You chose it as your safe shelter. It is a sign."


  Yeah. It was a sign all right. A sign that I shouldn't be set loose in the world unsupervised.


  But Yami's family didn't see it that way. Apparently I'd become something of a celebrity while I was sleeping.


  Yami explained it to me. "My grandfather's greatest fear is that the old traditions will disappear. He works very hard to teach us the ways of our ancestors. He thinks you are proof that he is doing well."


  I stared at him, horrified. "But Yami, I'm not. I'm not proof of anything." Yami only shrugged.


  His mother gave me a T-shirt and shorts and insisted I'd be cooler in them. She was right. I was a little cooler. But I panicked when I came back outside from changing clothes and saw Yami's aunts throwing my leotard in a tub to soak.


  "I'll need to take that with me," I said. "Soon."


  They nodded and fixed me breakfast, a big bowl of something that looked like miniature white Taxxons.


  "Witchetty grub," said Yami.


  "Ah." I stared into the bowl. It was filled with fat, white, segmented worms, longer than my hand. "Don't tell me," I said. "Tastes like chicken."


  Yami frowned. "No." He popped a grub into his mouth and chewed. "More like butter. You try."


  He picked the longest, plumpest grub from his bowl and held it out to me.


  I stared at him, then at the grub. I'd eaten worse. Actually, I'd been worse, when I was in Yeerk morph. But right now I was Cassie, regular human Cassie, and there was no way I was biting into a wormy little Taxxon.


  "You know, this desert heat is really getting to me." I swallowed. "I - I just don't have an appetite."


  Yami blinked and nodded. His smile faded. I looked into his dark eyes, and a little pain stabbed through my heart.


  We were by ourselves, sitting side by side in the little lean-to. Tjala dozed at Yami's side. His grandfather had hobbled off toward one of the houses, and his little cousins were playing in the sand nearby. The rest of his family had finally stopped fussing over me and gone about their morning work.


  Yami dropped the grub back into his bowl.


  "Yami," I said, "your family has been so nice to me. You have been so nice to me."


  I touched his arm. He looked down at it, surprised. I was a little surprised myself. I pulled my hand back.


  "I don't want you to think I don't appreciate everything, and I know I sound like E.T., but I have to phone home. It's a long-distance call." A really long distance. "But I can reverse the charges. I think."


  He gave me a sad smile. "We don't have a telephone."


  I stared at him.


  "You could use the two-way radio." He looked down at his bowl. "But the explosion yesterday destroyed the aerial."


  "The explosion?" I frowned. "Oh, no."


  The Bug fighter. When I Draconed the Bug fighter, I'd fried their radio antenna. I couldn't call out. Yami's family couldn't call out. Not only had I led the Yeerks to their outstation, I'd destroyed their only means of communication.


  "Oh, Yami. I'm so, so sorry." Took a deep a breath. "And I know I must seem like a total idiot to you, just falling from the sky and demanding phone service. It's just that nobody knows where I am. I'm not even sure where I am."


  "I know where you are." Now Yami touched my arm. "You're in the Piti Spring Community," he explained. "Northern Territory, Australia." He smiled. "Not South


  Dakota."


  I laughed. "Thank you. That's very helpful." I shook my head. "But I have to go home. To my own family."


  And to Jake, I thought. I had to get back to Jake.


  Yami shrugged. "No worries. You'll ride with the postie. The postman."


  I blinked. The mailman. Of course. I glanced over at my leotard, drying in the sun. "What time does he come?"


  "Tuesday."


  "Tuesday. But that was . . ."


  Yami nodded. "Yesterday. He delivered the post right before the explosion. Right before you came."


  "And he'll be back.?"


  "Next Tuesday."


  Next Tuesday. Six days. I couldn't stay here six more days. I closed my eyes and collapsed backward onto the sand. I'd battled Dracons and Bug fighters and paralyzing green beams, only to be defeated by the lonely Australian outback.


  Marco would love this. Cassie the nature lover finally gets out into nature and begs for technology.


  A low buzzing hum pierced my thoughts. It started so softly I barely noticed it, then grew louder. It sounded like -


  I sat up.


  An airplane.


  Chapter 17


  



  I shielded my eyes against the sun. A small silver plane glinted on the horizon.


  I raced from the lean-to and waved my arms over my head. "Hey! Down here! Stop! STOP! Hey, down here!"


  It was a small plane, flying low. It buzzed closer and closer and was now almost directly overhead.


  "STO-O-O-O-O-OP!"


  I jumped up and down in the sand, waving my arms like a crazed referee. Tjala bounded out of the lean-to and ran in circles around me, barking at the sky.


  The pilot dipped his wing and flew on.


  "HEY!"


  I watched the plane grow smaller and smaller and disappear over the horizon. I was still holding my hands over my head. I let them drop to my sides.


  "Tourists." Yami scratched Tjala's head. "You'll see them all morning flying in that direction, then all evening flying back the other way. Waving won't make them stop. They'll just snap pictures of the charming natives and fly on."


  I wiped the sweat from my face and tried to catch my breath. The desert heat sucked the air right out of my lungs. "So where do they take off from? How far is it?"


  "From the Alice. About one hundred kilometers from here."


  One hundred kilometers. Okay. That was . . . what? We'd done this in math class. A kilometer was less than a mile, like maybe half a mile. Maybe a little more. So one hundred kilometers was only -


  "Fifty or sixty miles." I stared out at the endless red desert. "Give or take a blistering acre or two."


  Yami shook his head. "You'd never survive it," he said. "Not Cassie the girl. Cassie the bird, who knows? Too bad you aren't a kangaroo. A kangaroo could be making a telephone call in only a few hours." He laughed at his own joke. "But even a kangaroo would wait till the sun went down."


  He turned and walked back to his witchetty grub. Tjala followed. I stared at them.


  A kangaroo. Fast. Smart. Built for the outback. Bette than Crocodile Dundee with a big knife.


  But could the kangaroo find its way to a pay phone? Because Cassie the girl sure couldn't, and she wouldn't have Yami along to lead her safely through the night desert.


  I wiped my sticky neck on the sleeve of my T-shirt. Yami was right. I couldn't go anywhere till the sun went down. I would wait until nightfall, then morph kangaroo. Yami could give me directions to the nearest town. Just a few more hours and I would be on my way home.


  I squinted up at the clear, bright sky. All I could do in the meantime was hope the Yeerks took a very long time organizing a search party.


  A door slammed, and Yami's grandfather hobbled around the side of the house. His limp seemed worse than it had only a few minutes before. His hair was matted with sweat. When he reached the edge of Yami's porch, he stopped and leaned against it.


  "Grandfather?" Yami set his bowl in the sand and ran toward the porch. I followed him.


  Yami's grandfather pushed away from the porch and stood upright. He held up a curved piece of dark wood. "For you," he told me. "You have given me a gift. And now I give a gift to you."


  I took the wood. It was smooth and hard. "A boomerang," he said.


  I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. I wanted to say I couldn't take it, that I didn't deserve it. I wanted to tell him the only things I'd given him were a broken radio antenna and exposure to an evil so absolute and terrifying that it had no place here in this untouched land.


  I looked up. The old man's face burst into a smile. Yami's smile. I'd seen the same pure joy on Yami's face when he tried to share the witchetty grub.


  The joy that turned to pain and embarrassment when I refused to eat them.


  I ran my fingers over the boomerang. "Thank you," I said. "It's beautiful."


  "Grandfather carves boomerangs and sends them to my aunt in the Alice," Yami said proudly. "Collectors buy them, and tourists, too, and art galleries even." He nodded at his grandfather. "Show her how to throw it."


  Yami's grandfather smiled and nodded and led us around the trailer, steadying himself with one hand against the metal as he walked.


  I leaned close to Yami. "Is he okay?" I whispered.


  His grandfather waved a hand in the air without turning around. "I'm fine. I cut myself yesterday while carving. I've done it before." He laughed, but some of the thunder seemed to be missing from it. "You can be sure I'll do it again."


  He led us to the edge of the outstation, away from the houses. He gripped one end of the boomerang in the palm of his hand and stood still for a moment, facing the wind. Then he pulled the boomerang back at his waist and hurled it sideways, low to the ground.


  FFFFFwwwpppwwppppwwppp.


  The boomerang shot over the desert, a deadly, spinning blur. It sliced a little pink flower off the top of a scrubby bush and skidded into the sand. Yami ran to get it. Tjala bounded after him.


  "It doesn't come back?" I said.


  "Yes, it comes back. As soon as Yami brings it." Yami's grandfather laughed. "This boomerang doesn't come back without help. Returning boomerangs are for games. I would throw a returning boomerang much differently, over my shoulder, like a ball. This is a hunting boomerang. A weapon."


  Yami jogged back across the sand. I saw the same natural ease I'd noticed when I'd first met him. Not like he was running across the desert, but like he was part of the desert. He smiled at me and wrinkled his eyes against the sun. "Your turn." He handed me the boomerang.


  I took a deep breath and tried to stand the way his grandfather had. I pulled the boomerang back to my waist.


  "No!" Yami reached toward me. "You have it backward."


  I looked up as he looked down. Our noses brushed together.


  "Oh."


  "Sorry."


  I stepped back in embarrassed confusion.


  Yami turned away and looked at his feet. "My grandfather would be better at helping," he said.


  I nodded and looked over at Yami's grandfather. He smiled weakly and started toward me. He stumbled. I caught his arm, and he sank against me.


  "Grandfather!" Yami braced his other side, and we lowered him to the sand.


  "Show me where you cut yourself," I said.


  Yami's grandfather nodded and rolled up his pant leg. A putrid stench wafted out.


  "Oh, man," I said.


  A deep gash ran down his calf, from just below his knee to the middle of his shin. His leg was swollen and blistered, and the skin around the cut had turned purplish-black. I touched it. It was burning with fever. Pus oozed from the wound.


  "You did this yesterday?" I said.


  He nodded. "A new carving tool, sharper than anything." He dug into his pocket. "I found it in the desert. I saw it fall. It was a gift from the sky."


  He held up a shard of metal, black and singed. My stomach jolted. It wasn't a gift.


  It was a piece of the Bug fighter I'd shot down.


  Chapter 18


  



  The Bug fighter.


  I stared at the charred black piece in his hand.


  A hunk of metal. All the horrifying things that had happened over the past two days - all the horrifying things I'd done - had been because of a hunk of metal.


  The Marines. The armored-truck guys. The Hork-Bajir. The Taxxon. And now Yami and his family, especially his grandfather, who had only wanted a good sharp tool to carve a boomerang. I had put every one of them in terrible danger.


  Over a hunk of metal.


  I stared at the injured leg. I'd helped my dad with a lot of injured animals, but I'd never seen an infection get this bad this fast.


  Maybe I'd been wrong. Maybe a chunk of Bug fighter could spread weird alien diseases. Clearly the foreign metal had caused a horrible reaction in Yami's grandfather.


  Whatever it was, we had to get the wound cleaned. "Do you have a first-aid kit?" I asked.


  Yami's grandfather nodded and lay back in the sand. "The medical kit and natural medicines." He closed his eyes. "Yami's mother knows them all."


  "Good. That's what we need for right now." I stared out at the desert. Heat shimmered up from the scrub. "But, Yami, we have to get him to a hospital. Somehow."


  "There's the flying doctor," he said.


  "The flying doctor?"


  Yami nodded. "Not like the flying bird-girl." He tried to smile at his little joke but his chin quivered. "The Flying Doctor Service. They use airplanes to fly doctors over the outback."


  "Like an ambulance in the air! But that's - that's exactly -" I stopped, my mouth open. "That's impossible, isn't it?"


  Yami nodded.


  We needed a radio to call the flying doctor. The radio I had destroyed. "I can get my uncles to help us," he said.


  Two of Yami's uncles carried his grandfather inside. Yami's mother set a huge first-aid kit and a basket full of bottles and powders on a table by the bed.


  She leaned over to examine the wound. "Oh!" She clapped her hand over her mouth and stared up at me. Fear filled her eyes.


  "I know," I said.


  The gash started on the inside of his calf, in the fleshy part below his knee, and curved down to his shin. Through pus I could see bone.


  I helped Yami's mother clean the wound, then we left it uncovered to heal in the open air. Yami's mother gave his grandfather something to help him sleep, a natural drug from one of the desert shrubs. Then left us with him so she could go disinfect the things she'd used to clean the wound.


  Yami and I sat next to the bed, watching his grandfather sleep. His chest rose in fits and shakes when he took in a breath, then fell with a shudder when he exhaled.


  The floor of the house had been dug down into the ground. The dirt and stone walls kept it cooler than the desert outside. Still, the air in the tiny room was thick with heat and the stench of rotting flesh.


  "Yami," I said, "he needs antibiotics. If I leave to get help now, the flying doctor could be here in a few hours."


  Yami shook his head. "This is the middle of summer. You would never make it."


  I mopped the sweat from his grandfather's face. "Do you remember what you said about changing into a kangaroo?"


  He nodded.


  "Well, I can do that. I can become a kangaroo, and I can get help."


  He looked at me. "Do you remember the other thing I said? That even a kangaroo would wait till the sun went down? You wouldn't be able to travel very fast in this heat. You'd have to stop and rest and find shade." He narrowed his eyes. "And you wouldn't. You'd push yourself on. To get help. But you can't help my grandfather if, if -" His gaze flickered to the floor.


  "If I die in the desert?"


  He lifted his eyes. "Yes."


  "Okay," I said. "I'll wait until sunset."


  I didn't tell him I'd already planned to morph kangaroo and cross the desert during the night. My earlier panic about making a phone call suddenly seemed trivial.


  We stayed with his grandfather all morning and into the afternoon. Yami's mother came in and out, and I helped her clean the wound and reapply the medicine.


  It wasn't helping. The infection only grew.


  Yami's mother left to gather more plants for medicine. I sat on the floor with my back against the wall, waiting for nightfall. I leaned my head against the stone. I guess I closed my eyes.


  "Hhhuuuuuhhhh."


  A moan.


  I blinked. Red streaks of light fell across the room. I glanced out the window. The sun was setting.


  "Hhhhuuuuuuuuhhhhh."


  "Yami?" I stood up.


  A hand clamped around my wrist.


  "Aaahhhh!" I yelled.


  It was Yami's grandfather. His hand was dry and burning with fever. He looked up at me. His eyes blazed in a bright frenzy against the gray of his face.


  "Hhhhuh-hhhhelp me."


  "I will. I am." I squeezed his hand between both of mine. "I'm going to get help." I rubbed the back of his hand. He closed his eyes. Then I glanced down at his wound.


  "Oh, God."


  His entire lower leg, from just under his knee to the top of his foot, was black and swollen like a basketball.


  A throbbing, putrified basketball, about to explode.


  Chapter 19


  



  "Yami, wake up!"


  Yami was leaning against the foot of the bed, his head on the mattress.


  "Yami, we fell asleep. You have to wake up."


  His dark head bobbed. "No worries. I am awake." He rubbed his eyes and climbed to his feet. Stared at his grandfather's leg. "Oh!"


  "Yami, it's too late to get a doctor." I swallowed. "If we don't stop the infection - now - he'll die. And there's only one way we can stop it." I held his gaze with mine, so he would understand. "We have to get rid of it."


  Yami nodded. Then the horror registered. "Get rid of . . . his leg."


  "It will save his life, Yami. And once he's stable, I can go find a doctor."


  "Yes. I'll get my mother." He ran out the door.


  I sat on the edge of the bed and studied his grandfather's worn, rugged face. The old man's plea echoed through my head: Help me. Did he know what he was asking? Would he want to live with only one leg? Or would he rather we let him die?


  But I knew the question was pointless. I wouldn't let him die when there was still something I could do to save him. I wouldn't let him suffer through the misery of being slowly eaten away by infection. I wouldn't let him go when there was still so much he needed to teach Yami.


  I'd helped my dad with amputations - a deer, a coyote, a raccoon. All hit by cars. And I'd done surgery without my dad. Brain surgery, on Ax. It was the hardest thing I've ever done, but I'd do it again in a heartbeat. To save my friend's life.


  One of my right choices, no doubt.


  I patted the old man's hand and stood up. I needed a blade, a sharp blade, able to slice cleanly through a man's bone. And I knew where to get one.


  I changed back into my leotard and concentrated.


  Sschhoooooooop. Sschhoooooooop. Schoooop-schoop-schoop.


  Blades erupted from my head, wrists, forearms, elbows. Everything else about me was still human. I was Cassie, the human switchblade.


  And I could have stayed that way. I could have stopped the morph right there and used the blades to perform the operation. But I needed more than the blades. I needed the strength to use them, more strength than my young human arms possessed.


  Ssscccrrrrruuuuuuuunnch.


  My neck stretched up and out, a serpent neck extending from my shoulders. Shoulders that were bulging. Massive shoulders and arms powerful enough to wrench a full-grown oak from the ground. I grew taller. The blades on my serpent head scraped the ceiling.


  Cccuuuuuurrrrrrreeeeeeeeekkkkkk.


  My body dropped as my legs slammed back and up. My hips rotated and my knees reversed direction. My toes melded together and shot out into four claws on tyrannosaur feet.


  Sshhhhrrooooooooomp.


  A thick tail shot out from the base of my spine and banged into the table, rattling the bottles of medicine. Skin grew thick and tough. Teeth, like scalpels, sprouted from my jaws.


  I was Hork-Bajir. And not just any Hork-Bajir. I had two Hork-Bajir morphs now, but I had chosen to become the one I'd acquired on the airplane, the Hork-Bajir who had vaporized under the Dracon beam. I was a Xerox copy of a Hork-Bajir who could no longer exist except through the DNA in my blood.


  And I was not a killer, not a natural terrorist for Visser Three. The Hork-Bajir was gentle, curious, and a little afraid. And he was going to help me save a life.


  The door banged open, and I jumped.


  "My mother is out in the desert. My aunt went to find -" Yami stared at me in horror. Backed against the wall.


  <It's me,> I said. <I'm still Cassie. Here. Inside.> I clasped one fierce hand over my chest.


  "Your voice." Yami pressed his hands against his ears.


  <I know,> I said. <It's the best way for me to communicate with you right now.>


  Yami pulled his hands down slowly. "You can save my grandfather like this?"


  <Yes.>


  He nodded. "Tell me how to help."


  We scrubbed our hands, or, in my case, claws, and I disinfected my wrist blades. We elevated the infected leg with blankets, then Yami gave his grandfather more of the pain medication his mother had made. Yami found a belt, and we used it as a tourniquet around his grandfather's thigh. This was tricky because I knew that the main artery lay deep within his leg.


  I made a shallow incision below the knee, cutting only through the skin all the way around his leg.


  I wiped my blade on a sterile gauze pad and took a deep breath. The air in the little room was boiling. The Hork-Bajir was not built for heat.


  I let out the breath. <Okay, Yami, be ready, because there's going to be some blood.>


  I needed to make one slice, clean and clear, straight through the muscle. A quick cut would cause the arteries to spasm and help control bleeding.


  I positioned my blade over his leg. I slashed, down and around. The muscle fell neatly in half. Blood spurted from the vessel closest to the bone.


  <There, Yami. That artery. Pinch it shut while I finish.>


  Yami nodded. His lips went pale. He grabbed the artery with shaky fingers and squeezed.


  I pushed the muscle back to reveal the two leg bones. One slice severed them both.


  I demorphed quickly. Yami watched. His face contorted in a silent scream, but he said nothing. He nearly collapsed with relief when my fully human form emerged.


  I stitched the main arteries and veins, but left the skin flaps open. If I closed them now, the wound wouldn't drain, and infection would set in again. A doctor could stitch them closed when we got to a hospital.


  Yami's grandfather stirred. His fever had broken. His face was drenched, but it had lost its deathly pallor.


  He moaned and rolled his arm out over the edge of the bed. Something black and heavy clanked to the floor.


  I picked it up. It was the chunk of Bug fighter.


  As I stared at the metal, a shadow darkened the room. And I knew what it was before I looked out the window.


  Visser Three's Blade ship hovered over the brush. A port on the bottom of the ship yawned open, and a Taxxon dropped out onto the red Australian plain.
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  The Blade ship hung low in the sky, black and silent against the setting sun. an army of Taxxons and Hork-Bajir leaped from its belly. They spread out over the scrub, trampling bushes and grass. The Hork-Bajir were armed. They fired Dracon beams at anything that moved.


  I leaned against the window. It was happening again. I'd led innocent people - Yami and his family - into danger.


  His family!


  I whirled. "Yami, where did your mother go?"


  He motioned toward the door. "On the other side of the outstation, beyond the gum trees."


  I nodded. "Good. Where's Tjala?"


  Yami's eyes widened. He ran toward the door. "Tjala!"


  The pup tore inside, wiggling and wagging.


  <ANDALITE!> Visser Three's open thought-speak thundered through my head.


  Yami pressed his hands over his ears. Tjala yelped and flattened himself against the floor.


  <You didn't think I'd forget you, did you?> Pure evil penetrated my skull. <Surrender now, or I will annihilate every living thing within a square mile. You have three minutes.>


  Three minutes. I stared out the window. I couldn't fight all those Taxxons and Hork-Bajir. Not alone.


  And I couldn't hide. It would only put Yami and his family in more danger. Visser Three would kill them all just to flush me out.


  I had to give him what he wanted. I had to come out in the open. If he saw me, he'd leave Yami's family alone. If he knew where I was, he wouldn't have to blast the desert into confetti looking for me.


  One last Taxxon tumbled to Earth, then the port of the Blade ship rippled shut. The sky shimmered and the ship vanished, concealed behind a cloaking beam.


  But Visser Three wasn't gone. He was hiding. Watching.


  "They have no right to be here." Yami stood behind me, watching the strange alien beings ransack his desert.


  "They're here because of me."


  "No." Yami's grandfather touched my arm.


  I looked down, startled.


  He drew a sharp breath. His face twisted in pain, but his eyes stayed bright and alert.


  "They're here because they're evil." His voice was a low rasp. "You fight these creatures, yes?"


  I nodded. "Yes."


  "If you did not fight them, do you think they would leave us alone? Do you think they would stay away from this place and never hurt us? No. They would come. They would take our land, destroy our home. Our life would be gone forever. This I know." He swallowed. "Do everything you can, and anything you must." He closed his eyes. "I only wish I could help."


  I touched his cheek. "You already have," I said.


  <ANDALITE!> Visser Three's voice boomed. <Two minutes.>


  I eased the door open and peered out into the shadows. Nothing. I slipped into the porch.


  I needed strength, speed, and endurance. A morph that was desert-ready. I focused on kangaroo.


  Crrreeeaaaacccckkkk!


  My hips swung forward. Thighs bulged into hulking mounds of muscle. My feet shot out, longer than my forearms. Toenails thickened and stretched. The two middle toes on each foot melted into one solid, claw-tipped bayonet.


  Shhhhuuuuuuurroooooomp.


  A tail shot from my spine, a column of pure muscle, as long as the rest of my body and as thick as my neck. The skin on my belly stretched to form a pouch.


  Ssssccuuuuuuuurrrunnch.


  My skull shifted back and out as my nose and jawbone sprouted into a muzzle. Ears stretched and shot to the top of my head. Dense fur spread from my whiskers to the tip of my tail.


  <ANDALITE! ONE MINUTE.>


  I was Information Central, sensing everything at once.


  My eyes peered through the long shadows on the porch, picking up the slight movement of grass twisting in the wind.


  My ears flicked and twitched. I could turn them in any direction, like two satellite dishes, tuning into the scuffing sound of Taxxon belly scraping against sand.


  I sniffed. The sweet sharp scent of some desert plant mingled with the wretched odor of Hork-Bajir. I shuffled to the edge of the porch, using my tail as a prop while I balanced on my front feet and swung my back legs forward.


  I spotted the boomerang lying on the bench. The boomerang Yami's grandfather had given me. I reached for it. The kangaroo's front paws were amazing, almost like hands, without a real thumb, but with five nimble, clawed fingers. I gripped the boomerang in one paw, held my pouch open with the other, and slipped the boomerang inside.


  <ANDALITE! Your time is up.>


  Bummmph. Bummmph. I leaped out onto the open sand.
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  Bummmph. Bummmph.


  I hopped between the houses of the little settlement. My nose twitched. Foul Taxxon breath drifted toward me on the desert wind.


  One of the Hork-Bajir looked up. Then a Taxxon. One by one the Yeerks stopped combing the desert and watched me.


  I stood upright, ears flicking, ready to make my move. A gunfighter facing off against a gang of outlaws.


  I had to let the Yeerks know I was the Andalite bandit, not just a misguided kangaroo. And then I had to run as fast as I could for as long as I could and lead them as far away as I could.


  Bummmph. Bummmph. Bummmph.


  I leaped to the edge of the settlement and faced the empty spot in the sky where the Blade ship had vanished.


  I could almost hear Rachel: "Let's do it!"


  And Marco: "Are you insane?"


  Maybe, I said silently. No


  <ANDALITE!>


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  The ground exploded at my feet.


  I bolted. My legs were like coiled springs.


  Bummph. I landed on both feet.


  I leaped again, soaring what felt like the length of an eighteen-wheeler, my tail curved out behind me for balance.


  Taxxon and Hork-Bajir-Controllers crunched through the scrub behind me. I veered off, away from the settlement, away from the clump of gum trees and Yami's mother.


  Bummmph. Bummmph. Bummmph.


  The tendons at the backs of my legs were like rubber bands. I landed, and the rubber band shot me back into space. The faster I hopped, the more energy I had. I could leap forever.


  TSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  A Hork-Bajir jumped out ahead of me.


  I turned.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  Another Hork-Bajir and a Taxxon.


  I whirled. Another Taxxon, dead ahead. He slithered toward me, his centipede legs shooting him across the sand.


  I leaped! He lunged! Hundreds of Taxxon pincers, like lobster claws, latched onto my fur.


  I raked at him with my front paws. His pincers held tight, pulling me closer, closer. His Jell-O eyes quivered. Drool spilled from his mouth. His razor teeth slammed together like a guillotine, and inch above my neck. I leaned back, supporting my kangaroo body on the muscled coil of my tail, and kicked.


  THUMP! Thwuump-thwuump.


  The massive muscles that had propelled me across the desert now released their force on the Taxxon. My back legs struck, again and again. I shredded him with my dagger claws. He sank back from me, Taxxon goo oozing onto the sand.


  More Taxxons swarmed toward us. I turned and leaped away. The Taxxons let me go.


  Their rabid hunger zeroed in on their mangled comrade. The Yeerks inside their heads powerless to stop them. The Taxxons ripped into their fallen colleague. The wounded Taxxon himself turned and, with his last dying breath, slurped up his own guts.


  Their little snack break bought me some time. I bounded across the scrub, surrounded on three sides. Taxxons and Hork-Bajir behind me and to my left. The settlement and grove of gum trees to my right. Only one way lay open, directly in front of me: the spring.


  The Yeerks had already trampled Yami's homeland and terrified his family. Now I was leading them to the sacred spring of his ancestors.


  My choice. I had to get them as far away from Yami and his family as I could.


  The Taxxons had finished feeding and were now slithering after me. Most of the Hork-Bajir had fallen behind. The desert was an oven, even with the sun going down. Their heavy Hork-Bajir bodies couldn't take the heat.


  But they were still armed.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  The sand exploded under me.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  A bush burst into flames.


  I kept hopping. The ground sloped downward. The scrub became thicker. Ahead lay the spring.


  And in front of it, between me and the water, a group of large animals grazed in the grass.


  No! I couldn't believe it. I'd led the Yeerks right to the kangaroos.


  One of the 'roos, a female, bounded toward me, her joey bouncing along in her pouch. I recognized her. She was the doe I had untangled from the fence.


  My own kangaroo's identical twin.
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  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  A crater erupted at the edge of the spring.


  The kangaroos scattered, thundering over the grass. Bummmph. Bummmph. They hopped in every direction, looping back and forth, surround me.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  A boomer fell at my feet. The stench of burning fur filled the desert.


  I had to break free. The Yeerks were firing at anything that moved. They didn't know which kangaroo was me!


  I leaped away from the spring, toward the open desert.


  Most of the female kangaroos had scattered across the plain, but the males, the big boomers, didn't move as fast as the does. They were twice as big. And twice as heavy.


  Two of them were locked in combat with a Hork-Bajir, swiping with their claws as he slashed with his blades. Another lay on the grass, unmoving. Ravenous Taxxons descended upon him.


  One of the boomers leaped toward the water. Another followed. And another.


  They looked like they were fleeing, backing themselves into a watery corner in their panic to get away. Taxxons scrambled toward the spring in frenzied anticipation. They didn't know the boomers were leading them into a trap.


  Or trying to.


  I turned back toward the spring. The boomers were fighting my battle, and I couldn't let them fight alone. I leaped into the water.


  The doe I'd rescued stood on the shore. <Go,> I said. She watched me. She sniffed her pouch. Then she turned and hopped away.


  I kicked toward deeper water. My entire body was submerged except for the uppermost curve of my rump and the top of my head - eyes, ears, the long ridge of my muzzle, nose. Powerful hind legs paddled, moving almost as well in water as on land.


  More Taxxons slipped into the spring behind me. The Hork-Bajir followed, splashing in to the tops of their talons. Then they stopped. Couldn't go any further. Their dense, tree-climbing bodies would sink in the mud at the bottom of the spring.


  So they raised their Dracon beams instead.


  TSEEEEEEW-buh-LOOOOOOSH!


  A blast shot over my head. Heat singed my ears.


  TSEEEEEEW-buh-LOOOOOOSH!


  Water boiled around me.


  Taxxons motored toward us. Their lobster claws propelling them headlong into the waiting roos.


  The Taxxons lunged. The kangaroos threw their heads back and clawed. Pulled the bloated Taxxons down in the water!


  A Taxxon barreled down on me, backing me toward the cliff. Another circled and came at me from behind. Claws snatched at me, front and back. I raked and kicked. The Taxxons pressed in. Pushed me under!


  I fought to keep my face above the surface. Leaned back. Water lapped into my ears. A slurping Taxxon mouth bore down on me. My ears slipped under, then my eyes. My muzzle. My mouth. Only the tip of my nose remained above the water.


  The Taxxon lunged. I kicked. Slashed! The water churned around me. My nose buried in foul Taxxon flesh! The Taxxon was on top of me now, pushing me down. I plunged deeper and deeper into the cool bottom water.


  I struggled to break free. Taxxon claws, locked onto my fur, pressing down, down. Thrashing . . . legs and shoulders dragged through the water. Lungs burning!


  I dug my paws into the Taxxon's skin. His fat body bobbed like a beach ball. I pulled my hind legs up and around, so that I was on my back, under the Taxxon.


  Schloooomp. Schloooomp.


  I kicked. My middle toes plunged into the soft flesh of the Taxxon's belly.


  Spuh-LOOOOOOSH.


  The Taxxon exploded! Popped like a big, nasty pimple.


  The force of the eruption propelled me to the surface. Air! I sucked in lungfuls of air. The other Taxxons writhed toward the site like maggots.


  I jetted away from them.


  TSEEEEEEW-buh-LOOOOOOSH!


  The water sizzled.


  I whirled. A Hork-Bajir aimed at my head.


  TSEEEEEEW-buh-LOOOOOOSH!


  I dodged.


  TSEEEEEEW-buh-LOOOOOOSH!


  I dove.


  The Hork-Bajir raised his weapon again.


  FFFFFwwwpppwwppppwwppp.


  A whirling blur whipped over my head. A boomerang! It struck the Hork-Bajir in the throat, knocking him backward into the grass. His serpent neck was sliced nearly in half.


  I turned. Yami and his uncles were above me, crouched on the rocky bluff of the cliff.
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  FFFFFwwwpppwwppppwwppp. FFFFFwwwpppwwppppwwppp.


  The men of the outstation launched a squadron of boomerangs.


  Thup. Thup.


  Two more Hork-Bajir fell.


  "Harr gurfass!" A Hork-Bajir pointed at the cliff.


  The others raised their Dracon beams.


  <Yami! Get out of here!> I screamed in thought-speak. <You'll be killed!>


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  The edge of the cliff exploded.


  <Yami!>


  "No worries!" Yami's voice rang out over the spring.


  FFFFFwwwpppwwppppwwwppp. FFFFFwwwpppwwppppwwppp.


  Another Hork-Bajir fell.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  The Dracon beam blasted a cave into the wall of the cliff.


  I kicked toward the shore. Had to show Visser Three I was the Andalite bandit! Had to lead the Yeerks away from Yami and his family!


  Other kangaroos swam past me. They had clawed most of the Taxxons to shreds. The remaining two or three aliens were busy devouring their dying brothers. The boomers sloshed ashore and leaped toward the open desert.


  I climbed from the water near the cliff.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  The rock wall exploded above my head. I dodged. A Hork-Bajir bounded toward me.


  "RUFF! Grrrrrrrr!"


  A dog! Tjala scrambled down the cliff and vaulted for the Hork-Bajir. The Hork-Bajir spun.


  <Tjala, no!> I bounded toward them.


  The Hork-Bajir aimed his Dracon at Tjala. I leaned back on my tail and kicked. Bone hit blade.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  The Dracon fired out over empty desert.


  I dropped to the sand. My tail lay in two pieces, severed by the Hork-Bajir's knee blade. Jagged bone pierced through the skin of my thigh.


  The Hork-Bajir turned. Watched me twist in agony. Drew up to his full height and leveled his weapon.


  "Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr."


  Tjala leaped. The Hork-Bajir fired. Tjala clamped his jaws over the weapon.


  TSEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  A sapling behind me exploded. The Hork-Bajir stumbled and fell to the ground. The Dracon beam skidded across the sand.


  Tjala turned, teeth bared.


  "Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr."


  He lunged! Ripped into the Hork-Bajir. Knew to go for the throat. Clamped his jaws on the alien's neck.


  The Hork-Bajir lashed out. Flung his serpent's head from side to side. Wrist blades sliced through the air an inch above Tjala's back.


  The Hork-Bajir twisted sideways and pushed up with his arms. Whipped his head. Tjala's grip broke, and he fell backward into the scrub. The Hork-Bajir climbed to his feet. He wiped his palm across his neck and looked at the blood.


  Tjala barked. The Hork-Bajir stood frozen for a moment, looking first at Tjala, then his bloody hand.


  The Hork-Bajir turned and ran away.


  Tjala bounded over to me. He licked my muzzle and sniffed my bleeding tail.


  <Good . . . boy . . . Tjala.>


  I needed a hiding place. Had to demorph. Soon. I closed my front claw around a clump of grass and pulled myself toward one of the boulders at the base of the cliff.


  Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.


  A low droning, almost like a mosquito, buzzed in the distance. Tjala barked at the sky. I turned my head. A glint of silver flashed on the horizon. Then another. I watched. Two tourist planes were headed directly toward us.


  Visser Three must have seen them, too. His thought-speak boomed over the battlefield. <Human aircraft approaching. Retreat. NOW! Reboard and prepare for cleanup. These human pilots WILL NOT see evidence of this battle.>


  The sky shimmered, and the bottom of the Blade ship appeared. The port rippled open. Hork-Bajir leaped and hobbled toward the ship. Drop shafts descended to suck them up into the port.


  Two beams shot down from the front of the ship and scanned the desert floor, zapping each remnant of the battle.


  All evidence of Yeerk presence sizzled and vanished. Handheld Dracons, fallen Hork-Bajir, the floating carcass of a half-eaten Taxxon.


  The drop shafts rose back up into the belly of the ship, the sky rippled again, and the Blade ship disappeared. All that remained were the craters they'd blasted into the desert. And dozens of boomerangs scattered through the scrub.


  Yami and his uncles cheered. Tjala barked and scrambled up the cliff toward them.


  The two tourist planes buzzed overhead. Both pilots dipped their wings at the charming natives and flew on.


  I collapsed behind the boulder.


  "Cassie, you must demorph quickly."


  <Aaah!>


  I jerked my head around and rammed my nose into something hard. A leg. A canine-shaped leg of ivory and steel. I looked up. A Chee towered over me. A Chee I recognized.


  <Lour - Lourdes?>


  "Yes." A shimmer and her human hologram slipped into place. "I smuggled aboard the Blade ship. I'm here to get you home."


  <Home.> I closed my eyes.


  "Home." Lourdes's voice sounded so soothing. She was taking me home. I would be safe. "Your people have been searching for you night and day. You chose a very good place to hide."


  I opened my eyes. <Hide? You saw . . . the outstation?>


  "The little group of houses back there? Yes."


  <There's a man . . . he needs . . . doctor. Call . . . flying doctor.>


  "Flying doctor. Okay. I've got it covered. You just morph back. I've extended a hologram around the boulder. No one can see you."


  I nodded and closed my eyes.
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  "Consumerism completely baffles you, doesn't it, Cassie?" Rachel dropped her bag on the table.


  We were at The Gardens, the combination wildlife and amusement park where my mom works. Rachel and I had just come from the bathroom. Jake, Marco, Tobias, and Ax were waiting for us in the main concession area. Tobias and Ax were both in human morph. Ax was eyebrow deep in a box of popcorn.


  Rachel slumped into the chair next to Tobias. "Can you imagine my elation, my total euphoria. When Cassie, OUR Cassie, said she wanted to go shopping?"


  Marco nodded. "You were expecting to lay down serious cash at the mall."


  "Exactly! See?" She turned to me. "Even Marco understands." She shook her head. "But no, Cassie drags me to the zoo - the ZOO - where she ransacks the gift shop and comes up with a postcard. A POSTCARD. Cassie, buying a postcard at the zoo is not shopping. Say it with me now. Postcard. Zoo. Not. Shopping."


  I shrugged, hoping to look casual, and slid into the chair across from Jake.


  He dipped a fry in his ketchup. "What kind of postcard?"


  I knew he'd ask me that. I smiled, casually, and reached into my bag. "It's just something I wanted." I glanced down to make sure I was pulling out the right card. "A reminder."


  I held it up. It was a red kangaroo, a doe, with a joey peeking out of her pouch.


  "Hey!" Marco reached across and took the card from me. "It's Cassie in her other life. Hop-a-long Cassie-dee."


  "Yeah." Tobias smiled at me, his strange, unblinking Hawk-boy smile. "The one where she doesn't need the rest of us. The one where she single-handedly defeats all alien life-forms from here to Sydney."


  "Sydney!" I thumped my head. "Of course. SYD."


  Rachel looked at me. "SYD?"


  I nodded. "All the baggage tags said SYD. I couldn't figure it out. Duh. They were going to Sydney, Australia."


  "Well, yeah," said Tobias, "they were. Unfortunately, most of them didn't make it."


  "Yeah, Cassie." Marco dropped a nacho into his mouth. "Some rich old Australian guy is offering a bundle of cash for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the person or persons responsible for stealing a sweater and two bottles of prune juice from his suitcase." He wiped cheese from his chin. "You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you? I'm thinking we might have a real chance at the reward money."


  "What is he doing?" Rachel frowned at Ax, who was now leaning back in his chair with the empty popcorn box mashed over his face.


  "What do you think he's doing?" Marco grabbed the box. "Ax-man. Cardboard isn't one of the major food groups, remember?"


  Ax sucked the butter of his fingers. "Unfortunately I am not in another morph. Or I would be able to reach the last bit of grease and salt with my tongue."


  Marco rolled his eyes. "I'll buy you another box. And here, clean your face off." He threw Ax a wad of napkins. "Do I need to start carrying baby wipes for you?"


  I watched Marco and Ax walk toward the concession stand. Took a deep breath. "I've been wondering" - I wasn't sure I even wanted to ask this - "does anybody know, I mean, did anybody see -"


  "What happened to the Marines?" Jake asked.


  I nodded. "Yeah. How did you - ?"


  He shrugged. "You're you, Cassie. Anyway, the official story is a UA. Unauthorized Absence. The Marine Corps says two Marines hijacked an armored truck loaded with sensitive Defense Department research."


  "Translation: Bug fighter wreckage," said Tobias.


  "Right," Jake agreed. "The Marines, the truck, and the guys who were supposed to be driving the truck all disappeared into the mountains. The Marines dropped the armored-truck guys off in the parking lot of some roadside tourist attraction -"


  "World's biggest ball of gum wrappers." Rachel.


  "And nobody's seen the Marines or the truck since." Jake sighed. "So, I guess that one was a tie. NASA doesn't have the chunk of Bug fighter, but neither do the


  Yeerks."


  He smiled at me. He'd been sitting with one hand wrapped around his Coke, and now he laid it flat on the table so that his fingertips were touching mine. He looked into my eyes. A little flip of hair fell down over his eyebrow. "Except you're back now, Cassie. So we won. We definitely won."


  I turned his hand over and squeezed it. He squeezed back.


  He glanced sideways at Rachel and Tobias, then leaned toward me and lowered his voice. "I was kind of hoping we could hang out. You know, to talk."


  "Talk?" Rachel rolled her eyes. "Puh-leez. He wants to give you a big, fat, sloppy kiss. You should've seen him. He was a total zombie the whole time you were gone."


  I smiled at Jake. "A zombie? Really?"


  Jake shot Rachel a dirty look, then stared down at his French fries. "Depends on your definition of a zombie."


  "How's this for a definition?" Tobias said. "Somebody who can't eat, can't sleep, spends every minute of the night and day searching the airport and all other known Yeerk hangouts, and can only utter one intelligible sentence: 'I have to FIND HER.' "


  Jake rolled his eyes. "Okay, so I was a zombie."


  He looked up at me and smiled. A little ball of guilt wedged itself in my throat. While Jake had been ripping the city apart looking for me, I'd been taking boomerang lessons from somebody else. What kind of person was i?


  I looked past Jake. Marco and Ax were weaving their way through the tables, loaded down with greasy, salty snacks.


  Marco set another plate of nachos on the table. He looked at Jake, then me. "Uh, is the moment over now? Because some of us would like to eat."


  Ax picked the kangaroo postcard up from the table so he'd have a place for his popcorn and his onion blossom.


  "Cassie, it is good to have you back," he said. "Erek the Chee projects an excellent hologram but it could never take your place."


  I smiled. "Thanks, Ax. And speaking of Erek, next time he fills in for me he needs to turn his brilliance down a notch. He aced my algebra test, and now my parents think I'm some kind of math genius. My mom wants to enroll me in accelerated calculus next semester. She says I haven't been living up to my potential."


  "Your mother can't even imagine how infinite your potential is," Rachel commented.


  Ax studied the postcard in his hand. "You were an animal with two heads?"


  "No, Ax, that other head belongs to the baby kangaroo. See? The mother carries him in her pouch. You know, like a pocket."


  "A baby in a pocket." Ax frowned at the postcard, then handed it to me. "Is it effective?"


  "Amazingly effective, Ax." I slipped the card into my sack, on top of the other card. The card even Rachel hadn't seen. The card that had taken me forever to find. I'd practically turned the rack upside down and shaken it. But I'd found it. An osprey in full flight.


  Later, I addressed it when I was in the bathroom waiting for Rachel: Piti Spring Community, Northern Territory, Australia. I didn't sign it. Yami would know. I would mail it from the airport. I figured an airport postmark was pretty anonymous. Untrackable. Even for Visser Three.


  The message was short: No worries.
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Marco.


  And I am to cuisine what Sammy Sosa is to baseball.


  When it's my night to make dinner, I don't order in. I don't crack open a can of Chef Boyardee and call that a meal. Please.


  I go the extra mile.


  I use the oven.


  I know. You're saying to yourself, "But, Marco, man, you're fighting a war against alien invaders. You and your friends, you guys battle Yeerks twenty-four seven. How do you find the time to cook?!"


  It isn't easy. But with a little help from the freezer aisle and a guy I know called Red Baron, it's a lot simpler than it could be.


  Plus, this particular night, I was trying to make my stepmom feel, well, glad that she'd married my dad. Even if I wasn't one hundred percent behind the whole thing, she made my dad happy. That's worth something.


  A car pulled into the driveway, a car door closed, heels clipped up the sidewalk. Nora, my stepmother.


  I threw three paper plates on the table, spread out some silverware, grabbed cups and a block of napkins. Nora doesn't go for paper plates, but hey, it wasn't her night to do the dishes.


  The door opened. I heard a sigh, the sound of a heavy bag dropped to the foyer floor.


  "Hey," I called.


  "Hey," Nora called back. "That faculty meeting lasted far longer than it . . ." The smell of Red Baron's home cooking met her nostrils, no doubt. "Marco!" she cried, entering the kitchen. "You're really making dinner!" She glanced at the paper plates and decided not to comment. "You're the stepson of my dreams."


  The woman was a math teacher. I would never really understand her. And now she was going goopy on me.


  I forced a smile. "Crazy, isn't it?"


  Another car pulled into the drive. Whistling, then rapid steps up the walk.


  I grabbed a few sodas from the fridge.


  The front door opened. Dad was all spring-in-his-step, a big smile plastered across his face. His cheeks were flushed. He looked like he'd just struck oil.


  "Hello, family!"


  Okay, that was more enthusiasm than I wanted to see. And the word family, when applied to anyone but me, Dad, and my real mom, would always sound very weird. To worsen the nausea, Dad pulled a bouquet of flowers from behind his back.


  They were not for me.


  I think there was a kiss. Maybe some mushy whispers. I don't know. I looked away. I see enough of the "power of love" between Jake and Cassie, and Rachel and Tobias.


  "What's the occasion?" Nora giggled like a middle-schooler and sat at the table.


  "Oh, nothing," Dad said, beaming at her from the chair opposite. "You're just the most wonderful woman in the world."


  "I know better than that." Her adult voice reemerged as she set the flowers aside. "What's gotten into you?"


  "Let's just say things are getting pretty exciting at work. Taking those stock options could be the best thing that ever happened to us."


  The buzzer rang. I pulled the pizza from the oven and cut it up on a pizza board.


  "What's the big deal, Dad? We gonna be rich?"


  I heaped a cheese-dripping slice in front of him.


  "Well . . ." he said slowly, "what my team is working on may just be one of the greatest advances in human history."


  "An HBO descrambler?"


  "Marco, I'm serious. Discoveries like the one we just made make me want to see you do well in math." He looked knowingly at Nora. "Or at least pass an exam."


  "He's right. Mathematics is the language of nature. It's the universal language. Everything around us can be represented and understood through numbers." Nora's face had taken on a weird glow. I wondered how numbers could make anyone feel like that.


  The nightmare of my last algebra test flashed before my eyes.


  "Dad. Just tell us what you're working on."


  "I really shouldn't," he said suddenly. "It's secret. Top secret."


  Nora gave him a look. It worked.


  "Okay," Dad said slowly. "If you promise not to say a word . . . and I mean to anybody . . . I guess I can give you the basics."


  He swallowed a bite of pizza, then pushed his plate aside so he could lean forward, elbows on the table.


  "We've discovered what could be thought of as a whole new dimension, yet not a dimension at all. It's sort of like . . . Marco, you've studied conic sections, haven't you?"


  When would I learn not to ask Dad to elaborate? Engineers, like math teachers, have a way of waxing prolific about theoretical situations that put my feeble mind to sleep almost instantly. Even faster than my math book.


  "Forget math class," Dad said, realizing that he was losing me. "You know what a cone looks like, right? Well, the surface of a cone is the two-dimensional analogue to the five-dimensional space we inhabit."


  I sighed and got up to get another slice. Dad grabbed my arm and made me sit down.


  "But a cone is three-dimensional," Nora corrected.


  "Exactly. While the surface of the cone is two-dimensional, the surface exists in three dimensions."


  "Hmm." Nora seemed perplexed.


  "Yeah," I said even louder. "Hmmm."


  "The cone contains a singularity," Dad insisted.


  "A what?"


  "The place where all lines intersect. The place where you can head out in any direction, or in all directions at once. Where you can move in any direction without moving anywhere at all."


  "What does this cone have to do with your work?" Nora's puzzled look revealed that Dad had just surpassed her in geekitude. Which, unfortunately, only made him more determined to explain.


  "We live our lives on just one line on the cone, in a mere four dimensions, including time."


  I felt my eyes rolling up into my head.


  "We've been stuck on the surface of the cone all this time. When we want to go anywhere, we have to travel on the line. But now, imagine someone notices the singularity. A point with no size, no breadth, no extent. The physical representation of nothingness. By itself, it's nothing. Yet it's the starting and ending place of everything! A multiplier of real space!"


  "Cool," I said. "Look, I've got homework. Lots of math." I dumped my paper plate in the trash and walked into the living room. Flopped on the couch and picked up the remote. I'm an advocate of the quick, pre-homework channel surf.


  "What are you calling your discovery?" I heard Nora ask.


  "I don't really know," Dad said tentatively. "What can you call something that is nothing at all?"


  There wasn't anything on TV. An old Star Trek. A new Star Trek. My life was plenty sci-fi. How about some Real World?


  "What could you call it?" Dad continued. "Zero, I suppose. Zero-space."


  Chapter 2


  



  I almost swallowed a lung.


  I sprang up, looked over the couch, stared into the kitchen.


  ZERO-SPACE?!


  Nora glanced at me with alarm. "Marco, you okay?"


  I shut my gaping mouth. Forced myself to blink.


  Normal. Be normal. Act normal.


  "Fine . . . uh, yeah, um, fine."


  I sat back down. My hands were shaking. My head was a rush of adrenaline. How had I missed it! He'd been describing Zero-space. For the past five minutes! How?


  How!


  I grabbed the cordless and dialed Jake.


  "Hello?" he answered.


  "We have . . . " I said in a whisper, coughing between words to muffle the sound, "a situation."


  There was a pause. I heard a voice in the background, then Jake faking a laugh at one of Tom's wisecracks. Tom, his brother, a Controller. I waited.


  Finally, Jake mumbled, "Twenty minutes?"


  "Fine," I said, and hung up.


  Dad was still talking to Nora. "We're working on a way to communicate through the singularity. Normal matter is dimensional and in theory couldn't, pass through."


  News flash, Dad: My matter passes through the singularity several times a week. Every time I morph, my excess mass gets sucked into nothingness. A bubble in time.


  Dad continued with unchecked enthusiasm. "But we've determined that certain elementary particles could pass through . . ."


  I couldn't keep my mouth shut.


  I had to know.


  If Dad was a Yeerk . . . well, it was simple. I would not lose two parents to the enemy.


  I would not.


  "So, Dad," I called, striding back into the kitchen. "You can, like, talk to people through this thing?"


  "Precisely," he said.


  "How's that any better than a radio?"


  I watched his face, his eyes, closer than I ever have. If he was a Controller, I would see it. The Yeerk residue. The arrogance, the conceit. I would see it. You couldn't fight an enemy this long and be helpless to sense its presence, to tell if there's a Yeerk slug wrapped around your own father's brain.


  Could you?


  "Marco," he said. "Communication through this singularity, through this Zero-space, would be instantaneous. Unlike light, for example, the communication would actually travel zero distance." Dad's eyes were bursting with excitement and wonderment. No evil, no mystery.


  "Just think!" he said. "We could talk to the farthest star in an instant, send information faster than the speed of light. No travel distance at all!"


  He smiled, certain he'd floored me and Nora both.


  "That's fascinating, honey." Her interest, earnest at first, now seemed mostly just polite. She took her bouquet to the sink and began to put the purple buds in water. I sat down in her chair.


  "Dad," I said. "When you say you could send communications through this Zero-space thing, what do you mean? I mean, who would you contact? I know there are some fossilized life-forms on Mars, but I don't think they're big on answering the phone."


  Dad rocked back in his chair. "Marco, you're a prisoner of your education. They teach you about the solar system. They give you a glimpse of the Milky Way. But do they ever suggest how much is really out there? How many very real chances there are that somewhere beyond our ability to scope, in a place so distant our bodies couldn't hope to live long enough to journey here, life thrive?'"


  He sounded so innocent. A Yeerk wouldn't let a host go on like that. It just wouldn't.


  "What language would you use for the communication?" I probed. "If there's life out there, don't tell me they speak English."


  "We could try music," Dad answered easily. "Or math, the universal language." His eyes met Nora's in a look of tender affection.


  So pure. So un-Yeerk.


  But I needed proof. Proof that he was still just Dad and no one else. Hunches weren't good enough.


  "I should get back to the office," he said suddenly, standing up. I stood up next to him. "Higher-ups say that if by the end of the week our team perfects this small device that could, theoretically, send and receive communications through Zero-space, we get to present our findings at next month's conference. You two know what that means. . . ."


  Dad grabbed me and Nora around our waists and tried to lift us into the air. Maybe he was a Controller. He'd never done that before.


  "It means an all-expenses-paid, bring-your-family-along vacation at an amazing mountain resort. HBO for the boy. Pool time for the wife. Raiding the mini-bar for everyone! We can stay through the weekend. Skip town for five whole days!"


  "Five days?" I said.


  "If you'd rather go to school . . ."


  "No," I said quickly. "It's not that. I just thought . . . " I watched Dad's eyes. "You know, the plants. Five days. That's a long time without Miracle-Gro."


  It was a test. Dumb but necessary. If there was a Yeerk in Dad's brain, it wouldn't allow a trip of more than three days. The Kandrona ray feeding cycle is three days. Yeerks aren't flexible on that one.


  Dad looked at me like I was an idiot.


  "Do you understand what I'm saying? I'm going to pull you out of school. No conic sections. No biology. My boy, the plants will survive five days." He squeezed Nora's hand. "I've gotta go."


  He stopped at the front door. Turned back to us.


  "You know what?" he said. "This Zero-space discovery? It's big. Really big. I don't think our lives will ever be the same."


  Chapter 3


  



  <Impossible!> Ax exclaimed a second time. <There is no way human science can have made such a leap. This is the Yeerks at work.>


  "Why would Yeerks use humans to develop a capacity they already have? That's just weird." Rachel looked up from her math book. My ruthless fellow warrior. Rachel isn't content with the whole beauty thing. No, she has to have brains, too. She actually planned to pass the test we had the next day.


  We were at Cassie's barn, aka the Wildlife Rehabilitation Center. The place was packed. Vermin of every size and description sprawled out in cages, some scratching, some cawing. Some silent, yet watching.


  Ax wasn't in morph. I felt we were vulnerable here, just after dinnertime.


  "Are you sure we're safe, Cassie?" I said. She looked up from her math book. I tell you, it was a conspiracy.


  "You kidding?" Cassie said. "A PBS documentary on lemurs? A Dome ship could land on the lawn and my parents wouldn't even notice." Cassie's parents are vets, the only people I know who like animals - and animal documentaries - more than Cassie does. "Plus," she continued, nodding toward the red-tailed hawk perched in the hayloft, "we've got Tobias."


  <This Z-Space thing has to be a trap,> Tobias said, <A very elaborate trap>


  "Too elaborate," I shot back. "Do you really think the Yeerks would go to the trouble of planting the seed of Z-space technology in some piddling human engineering firm? Then wait for humans to pick upon it? And wait even longer for news of the development to leak out and reach us? That's slow and uncertain. Not Yeerk."


  "It could be simpler than we think," Jake said calmly, lowering himself onto a bale of hay. This war had aged my best friend in ways you couldn't really see. But you could definitely tell that in his mind he was no longer just a kid. None of us were. "Maybe there's no Z-space device at all. The Yeerks could have put out a rumor, knowing it would draw the Andalite bandits like bees to honey."


  "A rumor?" Cassie said doubtfully.


  <It has to be,> Ax declared. <There is simply no way that humans are on the verge of Zero-space communications*


  <If human engineers are part of the Yeerk plan,> Tobias reasoned, <that means Marco's dad . . .>


  "No." I stood up and began to pace. "The Yeerks don't have my father. They don't. Sure, it looks bad. But he's not a Controller. I tested him. I told you."


  "Maybe he fooled you with that five-day trip stuff," Rachel said. "If he knew you were testing him, he would have played along. Outsmarted you at your own game."


  "No!" I said firmly, stopping in my tracks. "Look, maybe he's a dupe. Maybe he's an innocent member of the Yeerkish team at the office. But he's not one of them. At least, not yet."


  But it suddenly struck me as absurd. He had to be next on the list. Where was he right that minute? At the office, like he'd told us? Or at the Yeerk pool? And why . . . why had they let him stay free this long? Did the Yeerks need a buffer, a genuinely ignorant human to keep their cover strong?


  Or had they just been waiting for the right opportunity to seize and infest him? Like tonight.


  <You must admit,> Ax said solemnly, <it is unlikely the Yeerks would set a trap, yet leave our member of their team uncontrolled. It would be an enormous security breach.>


  I felt Jake's eyes on me, then his hand on my shoulder.


  "How do we handle this, Marco? Your dad, your call."


  Jake is a diplomatic leader. He makes it a policy to ask for input. But what I really wanted right then was dictatorship. I wanted him to order us to save my father.


  "I don't know," I said instead. "What about a stakeout at Dad's office? He's there now."


  Jake glanced at Cassie. "Okay," he said. "A stakeout, starting now. Ax and Tobias, stick with Marco's dad until he leaves the office and gets home."


  THAT'S when I realized why Jake had looked at Cassie Jake had asked her if she thought I could be trusted. He said it all in one quick glance.


  And she'd said no.


  They thought I was too close to this. Poor Marco was about to lose a second parent to the enemy. Of course he'd snap.


  "Marco," Jake continued, "you keep watch on the homefront. I'll check with Erek to see what he knows. We'll compare notes in the morning."


  Ax morphed to northern harrier and flapped up toward Tobias.


  "I want to go with them," I said. "It's more likely the Yeerks will try to infest Dad away from home."


  "They'll take care of it," Jake said. "They don't have a stepmother waiting for them to come home. Nothing's gonna happen without you."


  Did he mean it? Something in his tone made me wonder.


  "You can't be sure of that, Jake. What if something does happen? I want to be there."


  "You will be. Just go home for now. Everything's gonna be cool." He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes.


  I walked out of the barn and started down the road. I didn't morph to bird. I wanted to walk as a kid. I wanted to pretend for just a minute that a kid was all I was.


  But my mind knew better.


  Jake, my oldest friend, didn't trust me to do the right thing when family was involved.


  I would show him he was wrong.


  Chapter 4


  



  Brrrrrrring!


  I jolted from sleep like a SAC pilot at the alarm Ready to run to my plane . . . start up, take off, fight!


  Wait No, it was the phone. And I was Marco, Hie kid who'd fallen asleep over his math book. I here w, is drool on the page. Gross.


  Brrrrrrring!


  I reached for the phone on my desk. I lifted it up and was about to say . . .


  "Hello?" Dad said in a groggy voice. We'd picked up at the same time. Dad hadn't noticed.


  "It's Jack, from work."


  "Jack. Hey. What can I do for you?"


  The call was for Dad, who was home, alive, and in bed. I could hang up. Should hang up. I looked at my watch. Eleven P.M. Why was someone from work calling so late?


  "It's Russ," said the flat male voice. "There's been a car accident. Russ is dead."


  "Oh, God!"


  "Russ's wife is . . . she's hysterical, she's . . . you know what it's like. You lost a spouse. We thought you'd be best at comforting her. Can you swing by her place?"


  "Sure," Dad said.


  I hung up the phone. Heard Dad head downstairs, still on the line, getting the widow's address.


  I'd met Russ at a company picnic a few years ago. I'd met his wife, too. My mind flashed to the night Mom disappeared, to the terror that wound around my heart when I realized she was never coming home.


  "Hmph," I said aloud. "Sad."


  I looked back at my math. Problem 8. I squinted at it. Totally incomprehensible no matter how you looked at it. Problem 9 . . .


  It hit me. A flash, a surge of insight. Puzzle pieces dropping into place. Not problem 9, but the phone call.


  A guy from work had been killed, a guy working on the Z-space project. A call late at night. A voice on the phone saying, "We thought you'd be best at comforting her."


  We?


  "Oh, God!"


  I jumped up, flung open the bedroom door. The electric garage door banged lightly closed. Dad's car pulling out!


  No.


  He was driving into a trap and I hadn't listened long enough to get the address.


  I sailed down the stairs three at a time. Checked the notepad by the cordless. Nothing. The notepad on Dad's desk. Nothing again.


  Where was Russ's house?


  Where would "they" be waiting?


  His computer screen was still up - no screen-saver. At the bottom was a minimized "window," the words Yahoo! Maps written inside. I grabbed the mouse and clicked.


  Bingo - 1366 Fairmont and a road map in case I planned to drive. I didn't.


  I was going to fly. But I had to call in backup first.


  I dialed Jake, punching numbers frantically as I walked toward the back door.


  "Hello?" It wasn't Jake. The voice was gruff and hoarse. It was Tom.


  I hung up instantly. The phone rang in my hand and before I could think, I answered.


  "Who is this? You just called and hung up on me. Who is this!" Tom had finally discovered *69.


  I was shaken up, embarrassed. I pictured the Yeerk on the other end of the line. "It's Marco," I muttered. "I wanted to talk to Jake. Sorry."


  Tom grunted into the phone and hung up.


  So much for Jake. Who else was there? Ax, Tobias. They were back in the woods. Cassie's parents would be in the way. Rachel.


  I dialed. She picked up.


  "Do you want to hang out?" I said. Always speak in code. Always be careful.


  "Where?"


  "Thirteen sixty-six Fairmont."


  "When?"


  "Five minutes ago."


  "What we talked about earlier?"


  "Uh-huh."


  I set the phone down and headed for the door. I was glad Rachel was the one. If you think a situation could get ugly, you want Rachel on your side.


  "Marco?" Nora, standing half-asleep on the stairs. "Where's your father?"


  "Dad? He just ran to the store. Probably had a craving for Chunky Monkey. He'll be back soon."


  Nora considered for a moment, seemed to buy it, and went back to bed.


  I headed out the door. I morphed to osprey in the backyard. It was dangerous, but it was dark. I started flapping hard before my wings had fully formed.


  Up and up and up. The streetlights reduced the night city to a simple grid. The Yahoo! map.


  I swooped down, lower and lower, until I spotted Dad's car.


  Already there!


  I dove like a stunt plane. Demorphed in the bushes.


  Lights were on in the house's lower level. Dense, red curtains shielded the windows. Shadows played on the fabric. Strange silhouettes, sudden movements. A struggle.


  Where was Rachel?! I edged toward the house, crawl-walking to keep my head below the hedge. I stopped at a side window. Pressed my face to a place where the curtain didn't quite meet the window's edge.


  "Ahhh!" A distorted voice from somewhere in the room.


  Two Hork-Bajir stood rigid guard. Beyond them, two human-Controllers wrestling my father Into a chair . . . tying him down . . . securing him next to a portable Yeerk pool!


  One of the men was Russ. The "dead" guy was alive.


  I stood up. Forget about caution and stealth and security. Forget about everything except Dad, instinct said.


  Still, I stood, immobile. Watched as one of the men pushed my father's head down to the edge of the tank. Dad struggled, a desperate paroxysm of terror. The man slapped him across the face.


  Dad kicked the pool. Fluid spilled over the edge, onto the carpet.


  I watched, fascinated. Was this real? Was this now?


  Then anger and hate reared up like demons inside of me.


  "This can't happen," I said quietly. "Not Dad. Not again . . ."


  Instinct ordered me to end the nightmare, lunge through the glass, destroy the Controllers, free my father.


  But you're an Animorph, my rational mind argued. A soldier. You have to let it happen. You can't save him now. Even temporary freedom would mean the end. The Yeerks won't stop till they find him. Find you. Your friends. You have to let it happen. It's the smart thing to do. The only thing to do.


  I watched. Dad's head was forced into the sludge. One eye sunk beneath the surface. The other fixed in horror on the slug that was swimming closer. Closer. Closer . . .


  Chapter 5


  



  "Noooooo!"


  I raised a huge, black fist to break the glass. I had morphed, without realizing or willing it.


  Gorilla: my outward expression of an inner rage too great to contain.


  That was it. This was the end of smart. And the beginning of right.


  Crash!


  I broke the glass and pulled myself through the shattered window. A million sparkling fragments rained to the floor. Cool night air rushed in behind me. The red curtains flapped frantically.


  Everyone froze. All eyes. On me.


  I seized the nearest object, a huge oak chair, and flung it out of my path. Gorilla arms are like heavy machinery. You think, I'll move that, and it just happens. No straining. No effort.


  The chair smashed and splintered into a mirror on the wall. This breaking glass thing, it was becoming my calling card.


  <Step away from the pool and you might not get hurt,> I bellowed.


  "Andalite," the "dead" man spat.


  The two Hork-Bajir guards lunged. Rushed for me around either side of the dark leather couch, leg blades shredding upholstery as they passed.


  I grabbed the closest weapon, the glass globe from a floor lamp. <Heads up!> I sneered, and threw the globe like a fast ball. One of the Hork-Bajir fumbled it like a hot potato. Fell backward and hit his head on a table. These goons were not pro-ball material.


  <You. At the table. Get your head up!> I yelled to Dad, faking a voice deeper than my own. <Get it above the surface. Now!>


  I saw him tilt his neck, strain against an angry human hand.


  The base of the lamp was still in my fist, a long wrought-iron pole.


  Whack! Whack! Whack!


  I quickly struck the second Hork-Bajir in the knees, in the stomach, in the head. He fell to the ground. A thud, then a clatter.


  I heaved the couch aside.


  My father yelled again. I turned to see his head slip back into the pool! Sludgy slime lap against his cheek!


  And a Yeerk slug began to slither into his ear!


  <NO!>


  It was maybe the weirdest moment I'll ever live. In an instant, everything changed. Live action became slow motion. I saw Dad's future in my hands.


  My hands alone.


  I charged forward, arm extended, hand outstretched. Slow . . . too slow!


  "Ahhhh!"


  Yes! I caught the slug's slippery back half in my massive fingers and yanked it out of my father's head. Slapped it to the floor.


  The human-Controller backed off. I grabbed the chair in which my father was tied and slid it across the floor, into the wall. He cursed and kicked, still tied down. But he was free. That was all that mattered.


  I wrapped my hands around the edge of the mini-pool and heaved.


  A hundred gallons of Kandronal fluid slopped onto the floor. One solitary gray Yeerk floated away in the torrent. It knocked against the leg of a side table and was swept toward the glass patio doors. Just as it was about to smack into the track at the base of the doors, I slid them open. The fluid drained quickly onto the deck outside.


  There was a soft splat as the Yeerk dropped over the edge.


  <The opposition has been crushed,> I said to the people who remained standing. I took a step toward them and what was left of their confidence. They'd seen me take two Hork-Bajir out of commission. They knew I could rip their arms from their sockets.


  I took another step - and their expressions changed. They smiled with identical half-grins. It didn't make sense. Not until I realized they weren't looking at me.


  SSSSEEEWW! SSSSEEEWW!


  Twin blades screamed toward my neck! Two new Hork-Bajir!


  I ducked but the sabers grazed my head. I hit the floor. Scampered under the diningroom table. Both Hork-Bajir were right behind me. I shoved a chair in their path. One of them kicked it away.


  I dove for an overstuffed armchair, gripped the legs, and threw it behind me to block them. They fought with the cotton batting and foam just long enough for me to leap over the destroyed couch and hoist it into the air! Turn it on them like a battering ram!


  <Ahhhh!>


  I grunted. Heaved.


  I hoped Russ had homeowner's insurance.


  Ka-plash! Bam!


  I missed both Hork-Bajir, but made a bull's-eye with the entertainment center.


  One of the Hork-Bajir began to laugh. At least I think that's what he was doing.


  I backed up and hit the wall. They stomped toward me, blades flying, beak-mouths open. Whoa. Seriously hazardous breath.


  I looked up. Down. Left, right. There had to be an escape route. Some domestic weapon I hadn't used!


  A Hork-Bajir claw squeezed my neck and pushed me back.


  I gasped for air and tried punching for his stomach. Couldn't reach. My face scrunched up with pain, head started to swirl . . .


  <It's been fun, boys,> I panted. <But now I have to go home.>


  They had exactly one second to think I was crazy.


  "Roooooaaaaarrrr!"


  Gigantic paws, armed with claws that can gut a salmon before you can say "lox," knocked their heads together.


  I don't even want to describe what Rachel did next. Let's just say those particular Yeerks wouldn't trouble anyone for a while.


  <Nice of you to show,> I huffed, falling back against the wall, blood smearing on the paint.


  <Looks like I'm a little late,> Rachel answered, turning her weak grizzly eyes on Dad.


  Chapter 6


  



  Dad had never looked as terrified as he did at that moment. He was really pale. Paper-white. He was trembling.


  Weeeeeeeooooo! Weeeeeeeeooooo!


  Sirens screamed in the distance. They were coming for us. I stepped forward. Dad cowered like he expected me to kill him.


  Marco, you idiot, you're a freakin' gorilla! Speak to him, say something. Get him to trust you.


  <We're here to help you,> I said trying to disguise my voice. <It's okay.> Dad's eyes darted from the ape to the bear, not nearly convinced.


  <Great,> Rachel said privately. <Now what? What are we supposed do with him?>


  <He's seen way too much. Obviously, the Yeerks mean to make everyone involved in the Z-space research a Controller. Now that Dad's been saved by an Andalite bandit, there's no way out for him.>


  I paused, looking at the totaled living room. What had I done? I was insane. This whole thing was insane. <I think, maybe, it's time . . .>


  I waited for Rachel to answer. She was silent. I took it as a sign that she agreed.


  <One thing's for sure,> she said suddenly. <You SO have to get out of here!>


  I lurched forward, untied Dad, and grabbed him around the waist. He tensed and fought, hollered desperately.


  <Listen up!> I growled. <We're the good guys. We're all you've got.>


  He kicked one more time, then settled. I dragged him out through the patio door, through the ankle-deep Yeerk sludge. Rachel followed. We lumbered for Dad's parked car. I released him in front of the driver's door.


  <Get in!>


  I ran to the passenger's side and grabbed the door. Whoops! Too hard. It ripped almost completely off the hinges.


  <What are you doing?!> Rachel snorted.


  I shrugged, jammed my body into the cab, and slid the seat back all the way, which made absolutely no difference. My head curled toward the dash. A leg and an arm hung out the broken-door side of the car.


  Dad fumbled with the keys like an old man. His breath came fast and shallow. Police car tires screeched around the corner at the intersection that had to be about five blocks back. Some of the police were free, but most were Controllers. Why bet on which kind was coming?.


  <Where are you going to go?> Rachel asked. <How are we going to find you?>


  <I'll let you know as soon as I can,> I said. The engine choked to life. Rachel backed into the bushes.


  Police streamed down the street.


  <DRIVE!> I bellowed. <MOVE!> Dad was too scared not to obey. We pulled out as the flashing lights and white sedans shrieked to a halt at 1366. I looked back through the door hole.


  <Rachel?> I called into the darkness, not sure if she could hear me. <Thanks.>


  A van cruised past the squad cars and sped on toward us.


  <Come on! Let's move!>


  We crept along with a traumatized man at the wheel. Dad turned onto the street that would take us home.


  <No!> I yelled.


  "But . . . my son," he gasped. "My wife."


  <South! Step on it!> I ordered. <You can't go home.>


  I couldn't let him. Impossible. Too dangerous. Nora was probably already in Yeerk hands . . .


  The van slammed us from behind. Whiplash threw our heads back. I looked over my shoulder. Two Hork-Bajir were in the cab. Another one hung out the sliding side door. Inside, I could only guess. Six or seven or more.


  <Crap!>


  Dad only gaped in terror.


  <We're being followed. Come on! Get to the highway!> But he was frozen up. I had to take control.


  I grabbed the wheel. Stretched and punched my massive foot onto the gas, right on top of Dad's shoe.


  Skreeeeeee!


  We took off like a Formula One.


  "Ahhhh!" Dad yelled. Either I'd smashed his foot or my driving was even worse than I thought.


  The Yeerks were stuck to our tail. I ran a red light, swerved onto an exit ramp, merged into highway traffic.


  Or tried to . . .


  Horns screamed obscenities. I did feel a little bad about grazing the Jeep Cherokee. And that Dodge. And the Honda.


  But we weren't losing the van!


  I moved left one lane. Two lanes. Three lanes. Four lanes.


  The van was still glued to our bumper!


  A sign. Exit 54 . . .


  Scrrrrrreeeeeeekkk! I braked, tires burning the pavement.


  Swerved across four lanes of traffic, from the far-left lane to the exit ramp.


  Screeeeeeek! The Yeerks followed.


  <Take the wheel!> I ordered. He did.


  I looked back. The Yeerks had turned too sharply. They were tipping . . . tipping . . . skidding toward the concrete divider . . .


  Kaaachoomp! A terrific crash as we drove out of sight.


  There are bad drivers, and there are worse drivers.


  The residential neighborhood was quiet, asleep. It was after midnight and the sky was starless. Eventually, we turned onto a two-lane back road.


  "Who are you?" Dad said, pushing on the brakes and pulling onto the shoulder. "What are you?"


  <Remember those bladed guys who were trying to kill me? About two hundred of them are looking for us right now. If you don't keep driving . . .>


  The car stopped. Dad opened the door. Threw himself out and started to run.


  <No!> I yelled.


  He tumbled into the drainage ditch, got up, and took off across a field of tall grass.


  I yanked myself out of the car and loped after him. There was only one thing to do. But all I could think about was the last person who'd been in the know, the last person who'd discovered the Animorphs' secret.


  He'd ended up trapped as a rat. Forever. We'd done it to him. We'd had to.


  <Dad!> I called in thought-speak. In the voice that was my own.


  He froze. Turned. Looked back at me.


  In the glow of the car headlights, I began to demorph. To slowly transform from beast to boy right before my father's eyes.


  Dad stood still as a statue, eyes wide. As my body took shape, I saw tears start to well in his eyes.


  "It's me," I said as soon as my human mouth formed.


  Dad gasped huskily. Stepped toward me through the grass. "How? I don't understand."


  He touched my hair, my face, my shoulders. Then he grabbed me. Hugged me. The tears on his cheek dripped onto my own.


  "How?" he said again.


  "It's a long story, Dad. A really long story."


  Chapter 7


  



  We ordered burgers from an all-night diner on the outskirts of town. The place was too much of a dump for the Yeerks to check out. I hoped. I made us eat in the car anyway, in a dark corner of the parking lot.


  I told Dad everything. Almost.


  My story seemed to wash over him somehow. He looked stunned, disbelieving. He shook his head as though everything I was telling him was, well, just too much for the man.


  When I stopped talking, the first thing he said was that he had to call Nora.


  I let him walk across the gravel parking lot to the pay phone. Let him dial the numbers.


  "Honey, it's me," he said. "Yeah, I'm okay."


  I could hear Nora on the other end. Yelling, worried, scared.


  "I'm with Marco," Dad said. "Where? We're at the . . . "


  I cut the connection and grabbed the receiver from Dad's ear. Slammed it down angrily.


  He glared at me. "What was that?" he demanded.


  For the first time since the brutality at Russ's house, it felt like the father I knew was with me. Real Dad. Thinking Dad. Authority-figure Dad. For the first time since I'd demorphed, the look in his eye was anything but distant.


  "Why did you do that?"


  I started to walk back to the car. He followed.


  "I said, what was that about!"


  I sat down on the passenger car seat. Dad got in his side and slammed the door. He had a door to slam.


  "You know exactly what it was about," I said calmly. "If you've been listening to me at all, you know that by now the Yeerks have staked out our house, probably tapped our phone. I'd bet they're sitting on our couch right now, waiting for you to walk in the door so they can -"


  "Stop," Dad said angrily. "Stop it. I've listened to you. I've heard every word. But you have to understand . . . I have no proof, no . . . how can I believe all these things you say? You changed from a gorilla into my son. But I only think I saw that. I was terrified. I was tortured, then kidnapped. Maybe my mind is making things up. Maybe this is a dream."


  Before he'd finished talking, I was on my way.


  My skin hardened, then blackened, then thinned like eggshell. Legs and arms shortened until there was nothing left to hold me up. I fell forward onto the seat, shrinking and shrinking until the crumbs from the burger bun looked like boulders, and then blindness cut my view.


  Shloooooop!


  My waist reduced to millimeters, splicing me almost in half.


  "Oh, God!" Dad cried. "Oh, no!"


  I was becoming an ant. But I wasn't going to wait for the ant's mind to surface. No.


  I began to demorph.


  I let Dad watch me and all the horror and weirdness of morphing. I let Dad sit there, alone and up close with his new reality, as I demorphed back to boy. And began to morph again.


  Feathers imprinted my skin in 2-D, then 3-D. They grew up and out as my body shrank and my head deformed. My nose grew hard and sharp and hooked. My fingers, though smaller, grew stronger, became flesh-piercing talons. Eyes sharpened to superhuman clarity.


  Again, I started the return trip to boy. Back to the form Dad knew as his son.


  "I have about twenty other animals I could morph to," I said as the last feather disappeared. "Want to see my lobster?"


  A cold sweat coursed in tiny rivulets down the side of my father's head. He didn't need to see any more.


  I'd scared him, creeped him out. Made him nervous and worried and concerned. He was handling it. For a guy whose reality had just been completely rocked, he was handling it pretty well.


  He looked out through the windshield and stared for a moment at a point far away. The sun was just beginning to think about rising. It gave our desolate patch of the world a preview. Dad looked back at me.


  "I get it," he said slowly. "I get it. You've been through hell."


  "Through hell and back." I smiled. "A few times."


  Dad smiled back.


  "I'm going to take you to some friends of mine, Dad," I said. "You can hang out with them until we decide . . ."


  "Whoa," Dad said quickly. "Are you nuts? I'm going to the police."


  "Dad, the Yeerks are the police. I can't let you do that."


  He was shocked and confused again. "What do you mean you can't let me? I'm your father. I tell you what to do."


  Not in this reality, Dad. Not in this world.


  "Dad, of course you're my father," I said, fighting an onslaught of emotion. And it would be so nice to have someone make decisions for me again, I added silently. "I love you. I respect you. But I've been fighting this war for a long time. I've been on more missions, in more fights, and seen more terrible things than you can imagine. This is my fight. My war. Me and my friends, we know what's going on. You don't."


  Dad frowned at me, then looked back at the rising sun.


  "You've told me what's going on," he said quietly.


  "Not everything. I left something out."


  Dad chuckled sardonically. "Let me guess. Visser Three's your father, your mother's an Andalite, and I'm no relation at all."


  "No," I said. No way around it. My fingers gripped the vinyl of the seat. "Mom's not an Andalite. And she didn't drown. She's the host to Visser One. The Yeerk who started the invasion of Earth. Mom's been the visser's slave since before she disappeared."


  Dad's face went white. "You mean Eva?"


  "I mean Mom."


  Dad bent forward. His head hit the steering wheel. His hands pressed into his face.


  "Oh, God," he said.


  "She's alive."


  "I didn't know . . ."


  He rocked back against the seat. His head hit the headrest. "If only I'd waited . . ." He covered his eyes, then uncovered them. Then he reached for the glove box, rifled through, and pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. He stuck one in his mouth and made it burn.


  "Dad, what are you doing?" I said nicely. "You stopped five years ago. Cut it out."


  Dad looked at me and threw the cigarette out the window.


  "I love Nora," he said. "I love her as much as I loved your mother."


  The words made my throat tighten. He didn't. Couldn't. Nora was nice, but . . . she was a math teacher.


  My mother was everything.


  But he loved Nora. Somehow, that was news to me.


  Fatigue and light-headedness struck me like a steel beam. My head was spinning. The rising sun seemed cruel and inappropriate.


  "I'm going to take you to some friends of mine," I said quietly. "Drive us back toward the city."


  My mother was in the hands of the enemy. I felt like I was the only one who cared.


  Dad loved this other woman.


  I wished I'd kept my mouth shut.


  My universe, my dreams, were falling apart.


  Chapter 8


  



  We got off the highway at an exit not far from our house. But we weren't going home.


  It was six A.M. Rush hour had already begun. Who knew people left their houses that early? Rolling out of bed in time for school is torture enough for me.


  Dad's stubble made him look rough, but he was holding on. Finding out about Mom had done something funny to his face. It was stiff and hard. Different.


  "Turn here," I said. "It's the third house on the right."


  The houses in the subdivision were all new and big and similar-looking, with two-car garages at the end of every driveway.


  "The one with the black Lab taking a leak on the lawn?"


  "Uh-huh."


  We parked the car, walked up the path, and rang the bell. I eyed the street as we waited. The van of Hork-Bajir was a vivid memory. I watched as a car pulled out of a garage across the street and drove away.


  I heard Erek coming to the door.


  "Dad, it's about to get weird."


  "Please," Dad said calmly. "It can't get any weirder."


  "Dad, just a suggestion, but when you're dealing with the Animorphs, never say it can't get any weirder. It always does."


  Erek King - Erek the Chee - opened the door.


  "Uh-oh," he said, looking from Dad to me.


  "Yeah, I know," I said.


  "Does he?" Erek asked with alarm.


  I nodded. Erek grabbed our arms and pulled us inside. The door slammed and bolted behind us. We stood in Mr. King's living room, the facade of normalcy that masked the expansive, rambling, underground Chee dog park. Just feet below where we stood.


  Dad's eyes trained to the couch. Then his mouth dropped open. He stumbled back against the wall.


  Mr. King sat on the couch, watching the Today show. Normal enough. Only thing was he didn't have clothes on. No skin, either. He was relaxing au naturel, which for him meant lounging as an android. No human hologram.


  When Mr. King realized Dad was about to lose it, his hologram shimmered instantly into place.


  "The Chee, remember?" I said. "An ancient android race created by the Pemalites and hardwired for peace. I told you all about them."


  "Right," Dad said weakly. "I just thought you were pulling my leg."


  "Erek," I said, "the Yeerks are after my dad. With a little Yeerk information, Dad here went and invented a Z-space transponder. Then he made them really mad when he broke away before they could get a slug in his ear. Can you hide him here without violating your programming? And can you disappear his car right away?"


  "No problem," Erek said. "Of course he can stay. Does he like dogs?"


  Dad glanced at me. We had roughly the same feelings for Nora's dog, Euclid. Annoyance and pity mixed with a very small, almost nonexistent, amount of affection. But then, Nora's dog was hardly what you'd call a real dog.


  "I love them," Dad said, faking a laugh.


  "Erek," I said, "there's one other thing. Dad's missing. And that means that every aspiring sub-visser in the metro area is looking for a lead. I'm a lead. If I turn up missing, too . . . if they think we've both disappeared . . ."


  "They'll go after your friends."


  "This do-do is pretty deep, isn't it?"


  "Yeah, but we'll handle it," Erek said. "Don't worry. We'll give the Yeerks just what they want to see: you and your dad, alive and well and seemingly clueless." Before our eyes, Erek altered his programming to become an exact duplicate of Dad.


  "Did he, uh, morph me?" Dad said, stunned.


  "No. Remember, Erek's an android. And that's a hologram."


  "Oh," Dad said, suddenly getting it. "Oh, wow." The engineer in him had just kicked in. Technical curiosity brought him back to life. He reached out to touch Erek's hologram. His hand went right through the "skin."


  "Whoa!" he cried. "Unbelievable! Erek, you have to tell me about the rendering process. I want to know everything." He pulled his hand out, then stuck it inside again, this time at waist level.


  Erek frowned like Dad was infringing on his dignity, but he was polite about it. "We'll talk later," he said, gently removing Dad's hand from his hologram guts.


  "Right," Dad said, embarrassed. "So, you're able to project holograms of me and Marco? What about Nora? Someone has to look out for her."


  Erek and I exchanged glances. He knew as well as I that we were probably too late.


  "We'll do everything in our power," Erek said. "But you have to realize the Yeerks move fast. You should prepare for the worst."


  I looked at my father's pained, exhausted face and my stomach sank. I risked my life almost every day on all sorts of crazy missions, and yet I'd chosen not to go back for Nora. Now she was probably beyond help and it was my fault.


  I decided Dad wasn't ready for the truth.


  "They won't touch her," I lied. "She's at school most of the day. Everything will be fine."


  Dad looked comforted.


  "Come with me," Erek said, replacing the hologram of Dad with the one I knew, a boy about Jake's size. We headed for the stairs. I pulled Erek aside.


  "You know the Yeerks may not waste time trying for another infestation with Dad. They'll most likely just try to kill him. What if they shoot you?"


  "I can resist low-power attack by Dracon beams."


  "But what about full power?"


  Erek shrugged. "It'll depend on the angle, the duration, and blind luck. Marco, my programming only forbids me to use violence, even in the best of causes. It doesn't forbid me to die."


  "Yeah, well, I do."


  We followed Dad down the narrow stairs to the basement. Then, just like I remembered, the floor began to drop like an elevator. Five floors down it stopped and the wall before us disappeared into a golden hallway of light.


  Then we were in the vast, glowing chamber. The grass underfoot extended for yards. Streams cut across the grass and wildflowers dotted the banks. Butterflies and bees inspected the flowers, and squirrels scampered up and down the various kinds of trees.


  And throughout the entire park hundreds, maybe even thousands, of happy, healthy dogs ran and played, watched over by a handful of muzzle-mouthed Chee in android form.


  "These are the Chee," Erek explained to Dad. "They'll be good to you while you stay."


  Dad sank down on the grass, under a tree. Two or three tail-wagging doggies ran up to greet him. A mid-sized mutt started licking his face and kept licking until Dad agreed to pet her.


  "You'll take good care of him?" I said to Erek. I glanced back at Dad and saw that his eyes were dosed. He was falling asleep with the mutt still licking his face. Two doglike Chee approached. One put a pillow under my father's head. The other covered him with a blanket.


  Erek smiled. "I think he'll be okay."


  Chapter 9


  



  I was the last to arrive at the barn. Rachel quickly looked away when I met her glance. So, she'd already told the others.


  Tobias glared at me with his intense hawk eyes. The others weren't much more friendly.


  "Go ahead," I said, my voice not quite steady. 'You can say it. I'm crazy. Stupid. IN-SANE!"


  Silence. What could I expect? I'd shown Jake that he was right not to trust me. I'd done just what he was afraid I would do.


  I hadn't done the right thing.


  I'd let emotions get in the way of reason.


  And I wasn't any happier about it than my friends were.


  "There's no excuse," I said now, "but here's what happened. One second I vowed to let the Yeerks infest my father. The next second I was battling a dozen Hork-Bajir."


  <Rachel said there were four,> Ax said.


  "Whatever."


  "Do you have any idea what this means?" Jake asked calmly.


  "Of course." I looked at the others, then back at Jake. "It means no more math tests." No one smiled. I sat down on a block of hay and put my head in my hands, a head vibrating from fatigue. I just wanted to lie down.


  "I know," I said. "I'm sorry."


  "It's okay, Marco," Cassie said kindly. "No one ever said it was easy for you. I know I couldn't . . . I couldn't sit by and watch the Yeerks take my parents."


  "And you shouldn't," Rachel said fiercely. "Cassie's right. Marco acted like a human being." She paused. "There's a first time for everything."


  <The action was imprudent,> Ax said, concern in his alien face. <You acted alone and publicly.>


  <The Yeerks will track down everyone connected to your dad,> Tobias echoed. <Starting with you. Ending with the rest of us.>


  "I'm a step ahead of you, Bird-boy," I said wearily. "Erek and I have a plan for that."


  "We can't go back in time. What's done is done," Jake said philosophically. "The point now is that we know the Z-space device exists."


  "And we have to get it!" Rachel.


  I shook my head. "Mission impossible. If the Yeerks have made Controllers of everyone at the lab, if they know we're going to try for the device, it's suicide. And for what?"


  "If we get our hands on that thing, we have a megaphone to the universe," Rachel replied. "An interplanetary cell phone."


  <I believe the device would require more than a single lithium-ion battery,> Ax said practically.


  "You know what I mean. I'm talking about communication with the forces that matter. Direct communication with the Andalite fleet."


  <Not if we're dead,> Tobias muttered.


  Rachel heaved a sigh. Cassie looked at her.


  "From the last reports we got," Cassie said, "Earth is not an Andalite priority. What good will it do to contact a fleet that can't help us? Or doesn't want to?"


  "We're not sure how things stand," I countered. "None of our information is firsthand."


  Rachel stood up, aggravated by a lack of initiative.


  "What's the matter with you guys? Don't you realize that a Z-space transponder means access to all Z-space transmissions? Isn't that right, Ax?"


  <Yes.>


  "So, it's not just a way to phone home," Rachel argued. "It's a chance to intercept Yeerk transmissions."


  I felt like an idiot for not having seen it before.


  How often do you get a chance at interplanetary surveillance? A chance to bug a Yeerk telephone?


  <I . . .> Ax hesitated, began to pace, then spoke again. <This human-made device is, seemingly at least, equal to or even superior . . .> I swear he was trying to stop himself from choking on the words. < . . .superior to Yeerk technology.>


  "Look," I said. "Whatever this device is, however complicated it is, it was built with man-made components, right?"


  Ax looked increasingly annoyed.


  <It took Andalites three millennia to breach the confines of the home world with a simple combustion rocket. Our race matured greatly before Z-space was discovered. We were ready for the challenges. We were prepared for zero-dimensional travel and communication.>


  "I know, Ax," I said. "Humans are absurd and immature. But you're missing my point. If the device was built with man-made components, my dad should be able to re-create it."


  This time, a definite choking sound.


  "I mean, you should be able to re-create it. Dad could help." The amended statement seemed acceptable to Ax.


  Jake nodded.


  "Ax?"


  <I will do it, Prince Jake.>


  "Well, then," Jake said, "let's go for it. This is too important not to try."


  Chapter 10


  



  Ax and I fell into a gentle dive over the blocks of indistinguishable subdivision houses, until bamm! We were right over Erek's.


  A moment later we landed in the wildly thick grass between the pool house and a row of shrubs. For the first time it occurred to me that if the Chee can't wage war on individuals, maybe they're also prevented from harming the environment any more than is necessary to maintain their cover. Lawn fertilizer as environmental insult.


  <This grass is delicious,> Ax said, demorphing in the cover of trees and grinding a newly formed hoof into the weeds. <Fresh and tasty.>


  I might have made a witty comment, but my mouth was exactly halfway between osprey beak and fleshy human lips. An impediment to fluid conversation.


  Ax morphed to human and together we trudged through the grass to the back door.


  "This is called a patio," Ax observed. "Paddy. Paddy-ohhhh."


  "Uh-huh. And this is the patio door. Come on."


  The kitchen was clean and bright. I walked through to the living room. Absolutely normal-looking with a couch, chairs, knickknacks. A TV playing on mute. A clip of the president talking to high school students.


  "That TV's been on for a year now," I said.


  I turned to head downstairs. Ax wasn't behind me.


  "Ax?"


  No answer. Just a crunching sound in the kitchen.


  I backtracked. The refrigerator door was open. I peered over the top.


  The Chee are very hospitable. Milk and cookies were waiting for us in the fridge. Ax had decided it was snack time.


  "Orr-ee-oohh!" he said, looking at me wide-eyed. Brown crumbs and frosting covered his chin.


  "Come on!" I ordered.


  "ORR-EE-OHH . . ."


  Sometimes it's easy to forget the boy is a warrior.


  Downstairs, we found Erek waiting for us near the entrance to Dog Park World.


  "Where's my dad?" I asked, looking around a little nervously. In the back of my mind was the fear that Dad would decide to leave and rescue Nora. The Chee would be powerless to stop him.


  But Erek pointed to a tree in a far corner of the brilliantly glowing park.


  "He's right over here . . ."


  Dad was reclining peacefully, several dogs curled up at his side. When he saw me, he mouthed "shhhh" and motioned to a sleeping puppy.


  He seemed relaxed. Almost too relaxed. Maybe he'd faced his new reality. Maybe he'd simply blocked it out.


  "Listen, Dad," I whispered over the puppy. "Me and my friends need your help. Your work on the Z-space transponder might be the most important thing that's ever happened to us. It could change everything."


  "I think I said those exact words yesterday," he said wistfully.


  "Could you build it again, Dad?"


  The question seemed to shake him from his dream world. He sat up abruptly and the dogs scattered.


  "But I'd need to be back in the lab," Dad continued. "All my calculations . . . the equipment and instruments, not to mention the components. It would be impossible without going back there."


  "We cannot permit you to return to the lab," Ax stated flatly. "The Yeerks control it now. They will be waiting for you. I am well versed in Z-space field theory. I can help . . . I can help you build the device."


  Dad looked at me quizzically, as if to say, "Who is this kid?" Ax looked like any ordinary, slightly awkward junior high schooler. Maybe a little better-looking than average. After all, he did carry my DNA.


  "It's okay, Dad. Remember? You met Ax once a while back and you thought he was weird then, too. That's just because he's really an Andalite. Elfangor's younger brother. Show him, Ax."


  Dad waved his hand. "No, no. It's all right. I remember now. I've heard all about you. . . ."


  But Ax was already morphing back to his true form. Stalk eyes sprang noisily from Ax's head. His mouth sealed into a smooth stretch of blue skin. A glistening tail blade grew up over his head. An extra set of legs shot out of his rear.


  Dad gawked in amazement.


  "Catching flies?" I said.


  He closed his mouth and blinked a couple of times. "I just can't believe it."


  I think all science types secretly believe in aliens. First Erek, then Ax. Dad had to be pleased.


  <How far have you progressed toward Z-space penetration?> Ax asked.


  "Uh, well, we successfully detected the sub-stellar background radiation with a working prototype last month. The phase shift we measured was in precise conformation with our theories. We are, I mean were, about to attempt a pulsed-clump transmission."


  That seemed to interest Ax. It seemed to give me a headache.


  <That's the very simplest form of subspace transmission, analogous to early human radio transmission using Morse code.>


  "Exactly."


  <If the pulsed-clump transmission is successful, full-spectrum communications will be a simple extension of the work.>


  "Learn how to crawl before you walk," I commented to no one.


  "There's one very large obstacle," Dad said. "We'll never be able to acquire the necessary equipment and components. They're not the sort of things you can pick up at Radio Shack."


  <I like Radio Shack.>


  "Sure," Dad said, "so do I. But they don't sell stellar coordinators. Maybe these Chee creatures could help us."


  <The Chee cannot participate or assist in the transfer of technology that could enable war and destruction,> Ax explained. <It is written into their programming.>


  "Then there's no hope," Dad said, leaning back against the tree.


  "Dad, Dad, Dad. You underestimate your son. Burglary - in the name of justice and freedom, of course - is among the great variety of talents the Animorphs possess. You want it, we can get it."


  Dad looked disturbed. "Marco, you can't just . . . "


  "Don't worry. We only take from Controller-run corporations and we'll find a way to make everything okay when the war's over."


  "But that doesn't make it right."


  "Dad, nothing is right anymore."


  He was silent for a moment. Then he rose to his feet and looked at us.


  "Well, then, boys. Let's get busy."


  Chapter 11


  



  I can't wait to get away from those lunatics at the office." Dad stuffed a handful of underwear and shorts into the open suitcase on the bed. "I'm glad I had those sick days stored up. People get all crazy over some stupid piece of electronics that probably won't work anyway."


  I was standing next to him, in his bedroom at home, helping him pack. Dad took his camera out of a drawer and tossed it in with the heap of clothes.


  "So, Dad? When we get to Acapulco, can I rent a Jet Ski?"


  "They pollute and make noise," he answered as he folded a screaming Hawaiian shirt, "And they're dangerous. Do you want to be responsible for affecting your environment in a negative way?"


  "No, I just want to fly through the water at fifty miles per hour and jump a ten-foot wave."


  "We'll see," he said.


  "Why can't we wait until Nora can get some time off? Why do we have to go away now?" I pressed.


  "I told you already, Marco," he said, tossing a faded bathing suit into the bag. "Because I need to get away from work for a while. It's obvious that idiotic device I've been working on is important to somebody. God knows why! But I'm in danger because of it. Kidnapped and held prisoner by some nutbags in costumes? I don't need that kind of stress. Let someone else finish the project."


  That was the last thing I heard my father say.


  There was a terrific bang. The bedroom door burst off its hinges and four human-Controllers dressed as cops rushed into the room.


  Dad froze and look puzzled.


  And then four separate Dracon beams converged on the figure of one solitary human. For a fraction of a second I saw clothes, skin, hair, all of it vaporize, leaving a blackened carcass haloed in blinding light.


  The body evaporated in a cloud of smoke. A charred scuff on the floor was all that marked the spot where Dad had stood.


  Then all four guns pointed at the boy. At me, Marco. I didn't even scream as my own body disappeared in flames.


  Because it wasn't really me. It wasn't my dad, either, the guy the Yeerks now thought was dead.


  The Yeerks left and I began to demorph. I wanted to see the scene with my own eyes.


  Watching it all through the distorted prism of cockroach vision, sensing and feeling it all from under the molding by the closet, had not been enough. My human body emerged from the insect.


  "All clear," I said quickly. The curtains were still drawn closed. "Are you guys okay?" The hologram of Erek shimmered and disappeared. He was lying on the floor by the bed. Scorched and smoking.


  But it was Mr. King I was really worried about, the Chee who had played the part of my dad. He'd been reduced to a clump of patchy holographic images. Beneath and between the weak projections of human body parts, I could see damaged circuitry. The elaborate mechanical frame was now nearly skeletal.


  "His projection capacity has been severely damaged," Erek observed, coming closer.


  "Can you fix it?" I said anxiously.


  "I hope so. But I have to get him home first. His structural matrix is in obvious jeopardy."


  "What about yours?"


  "My systems are ninety-nine percent intact," he said easily. "Were the projections convincing? The program to simulate the destruction of you and your father?"


  "Awesome," I said. "The Yeerks won't be looking for us anymore. I told Jake I'd do whatever it took to get them off our trail."


  Erek helped Mr. King to his feet. I peered out the window through the slit in the drapes. A police car was parked out front. The four Yeerk executioners stood casually on the sidewalk, talking to Nora.


  They knew her. She knew them.


  A new aggressiveness controlled her movements.


  It didn't take a math prodigy to figure out what that meant.


  Nora had been taken.


  The Controllers climbed back in the squad car and drove away with the lights flashing silently.


  I got a sick feeling in my stomach. Not the kind you get when you smell rotten milk. The kind you get when you want to cry, but the tears just won't come.


  Nora had been a nice lady. Could I have saved her? Could anyone have saved her?


  The Yeerks must have taken her away in the night, as Dad was begging me to let him return home to get her.


  I'd known she was in danger and I'd done nothing.


  That was wrong. What was worse is that a part of me had wanted her out of our lives.


  My stomach squeezed tighter.


  No. I hadn't wanted it to happen. No.


  I thought about my father. Can a person take that kind of loss twice in a lifetime? The "death" of the person they love most? The one they eat breakfast with each day? The one they sleep next to each night?


  No. It would break him, the way losing Mom had.


  "Come on," Erek said.


  Nora pulled out of our driveway, following the Controller cops in her own car.


  Erek and a barely concealed Mr. King, his android form breaking out all over, hobbled out of the bedroom and down the stairs.


  "Can I help?"


  Erek laughed.


  "Can you bench-press five hundred pounds? He's mostly dead weight."


  "Oh," I said dejectedly. "Okay. I'll get the door. How will you two make it home?"


  "I'll project a hologram around us, an image of something slow-moving. I do a pretty good garbage truck."


  The two Chee stumbled onto the back deck. I glanced back into the family room.


  My eye caught a photo tacked to the cork board over my father's worktable. It was a snapshot of me and Dad, taken by Mom on a sundrenched day several years ago.


  Suddenly, reality hit.


  I was dead. And this was the end . . . of school, of dates, of video games. Of everything normal.


  The kid in that photo had prepared his last frozen pizza dinner. Had gone to his last math class. Had seen his last movie at the Cineplex.


  That kid would never even hang out in his own backyard again. Because this wasn't his home anymore. He had no home.


  He'd made the necessary sacrifice.


  I could take the photo with me. It was small enough to fit in the beak of the osprey I would morph to fly away.


  I took two steps toward the cork board, then stopped. No.


  I had my memories.


  They would have to be enough.
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  "Akka upe ozo oti. Scule! Muta pule."


  Ax looked at me hopefully.


  <Is the translator chip working yet?>


  "Uh, no. Not unless muta pule means something to you. Let's see . . . nope. Nothing."


  Ax's eyes drooped and he turned back to the contraption they had been working on for the past few days.


  Few long days, I would add. You should try spending your nights under a tree at Chee Park with a dog for a pillow.


  The Chee tell some great stories about the last ten centuries. Kings, conquerors, explorers, that kind of thing. Mr. King was the cook on Darwin's ship and Henry Ford's production chief. I mean, that's very cool stuff. Fascinating stuff.


  But honestly, without HBO, life gets a little scary.


  "Kino ala ozo nev . . . nev . . . never catch them unless we know they're coming . . . nem zurka kakis loti."


  "Ax! Hey, for a second there, that was English. You did it."


  <No,> Ax said quickly. <I am unable to stabilize the programming of the translator chip.>


  He glanced at my dad.


  "Could you couple it with this?" Dad lifted a blue wire, then pointed to a green, circular component.


  <That would take time,> Ax said. <I should just interpret. Or attempt to summarize.>


  Ax had been sifting interplanetary chatter for hours. And for hours we'd been gathered with him, all of us, in Ax's scoop. We'd come for the unveiling of the Z-space transponder. Dad hadn't mentioned it was still under construction.


  "So, it doesn't even translate?" Rachel said impatiently. "What does it do?"


  Ax stopped working and looked at us with his main eyes. He put a delicate hand on either side of the device. It was fairly small. Mini-cooler size.


  But it was clear from the way Ax held it that it meant more to him than an icebox. He cradled it like a newborn baby. Wires dangled like legs. Incomprehensible cosmic chatter streamed softly from its earpiece.


  <The transmission capacity is not yet enabled. Neither is the translator. But this device can monitor unscrambled Yeerk communications, which I have been doing for some time now.>


  "Ax, you're amazing," Cassie said.


  Ax looked at Dad and flashed one of his eye-smiles.


  <At times you humans truly scare me,> he muttered softly. <A mere four decades from first orbital spaceflight to the discovery of Zero-space communication?> He stamped the dirt with a hoof for emphasis. <We Andalites may wish we had left you to the Yeerks.>


  "So far you Andalites have left us to the Yeerks," Rachel pointed out dryly.


  Ax could have countered the insult. But I think he was still torn between the pride of creation and the humiliation of learning that humans - that my father - had, in one huge intuitive leap, created a device that was in some ways superior to Andalite technology.


  "Ax, what've you heard?" Jake said.


  <It is very difficult to piece together,> Ax said tentatively. <My knowledge of Yeerk culture is not great. I do not fully understand the nuances of Yeerk communication.>


  <Don't worry, Ax-man.> Tobias, from a perch in a nearby tree. <What do you think they've been saying?>


  <But I would be speculating. Guessing,> Ax protested.


  "Go for it," Rachel ordered. "Live dangerously. If you don't, I'm leaving."


  <There is one thing,> Ax began. <One very disturbing conclusion that I can draw, though with limited certainty.> Ax looked at me. <Visser One has returned to Earth. But for a grim purpose. She is being held at the Yeerk pool. She is to be executed as a traitor.>


  I felt my body stiffen, my heart stop.


  "Marco, Eva is Visser One," Dad said, his voice quaking.


  I nodded.


  <From what I understand,> Ax continued, <death as a traitor means death by Kandrona starvation. The event awaits only the necessary witness from the Council of Thirteen, who will arrive in two days. Visser Three will then be elevated to the post of Visser One. And,> Ax added, <there are rumors - nothing concrete, but suggestions - that the execution of Visser One is part of an overall change affecting Earth.>


  I knew what that meant. We all did. Visser One, originator of the Yeerk invasion of Earth, favored a slow infiltration of Earth, a quiet, stealthy assault.


  But Visser Three, a jumped-up egomaniac, has pushed for all-out conquest from the beginning. His dearest dream is to annihilate human power centers in an Independence Day-style war. To drive large numbers of humans into infestation camps. To do it quickly and publicly.


  If he gets his way, the Animorphs won't matter. Everything will be lost. Millions will die. Human culture will be pulverized.


  <Of course, this is only speculation,> Ax reiterated.


  I laughed bitterly. "Ax, your speculations are like computer computations. This is more than a good guess."


  "It can't happen," Jake said, his voice hard. "We can't let Visser Three get promoted. If Yeerk forces change their tactics - if they decide to go public - it will be the end."


  What could I say? I'd just risked everything - every one of us - to pull my father out of trouble. I couldn't argue now for a mission to save my mother. The situation was different, far more dangerous.


  It meant a trip to the Yeerk pool.


  And then Cassie's voice, sounding clear and innocent. And persuasive. "If Ax can't be sure what the Yeerks are planning, there's only one person who would be."


  She was taking me off the hook. She was giving me the chance I couldn't ask for.


  Every muscle in my face tensed until it hurt. I would not cry. I just wouldn't again forget that, in some ways, Cassie is the bravest and the smartest of my friends.


  Still, I waited for someone else to speak. The image of my mother on death row, Yeerk prisoner, Yeerk victim, battered and beaten, bruised and broken, blazed in my mind's eye.


  "Visser One," Jake said.
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  I. had to say something. Had to let them know I hadn't lost sight of the realities of this war.


  "So what if Visser One is our best shot at finding out what Visser Three has planned? We risk our butts for her?"


  Jake looked at me with eyes that said, "Give me a break. You know you want to save her."


  "Listen!" I continued, more forcefully. "If we can rescue her - and that's a big if - she'll still have the Yeerk in her head. Why would it cooperate with us? Why would it tell us anything?"


  "It won't," Jake answered simply, sinking my counterargument. "But we can starve it out."


  "Is that painful?" Dad said anxiously. "Would she survive?"


  "It's living hell," Jake answered. "But it would be more fun than anything she's been through so far."


  Rachel glanced at Dad, then at me. "Where will your mom and dad go?" she said. "They'll have to leave the country. Get as far from here as they can."


  "I can't do that," Dad protested. "I won't leave Nora."


  "You don't have a choice," Rachel said coldly.


  Another twinge of guilt struck me like a facial tic. Nora was probably the one Dad wanted to save. He could have left the country with her, his wife . . . been fugitives with the woman he loved . . .


  <I know a nice place,> Tobias said. <Good climate, no tourists, low prices. Friendly locals. They're a little on the slow side, but they can tell a great story.>


  "The free Hork-Bajir colony," Cassie cried. "We'll send them to the Hork-Bajir!"


  It was the perfect solution to the problem of safety for my parents. Dad aimed a look of resentment at a far-off tree. An alien race of parasites had played god with his freedom. A bunch of kids had co-opted his free will. His life had been totally taken over. He understood his new reality, but he didn't like it.


  Did I? My mind flooded with sun-washed scenes of peace and harmony. Mom climbing a tree next to Toby. Dad teaching English in a flower-filled meadow. They could act as advisors for the Hork-Bajir. They could be unofficial governors of the valley. . . .


  What was I thinking?


  "Great idea," I said with mock enthusiasm. "Except it assumes that we make it out of the Yeerk pool death trap." I frowned. "Look, our odds for success might be pretty good in a world where Rachel is short, fat, and ugly, and Tobias is a stork. But in this world? We've used up most of our nine lives, kids. The Yeerks have got to have beefed-up security forces to prevent Visser One's escape. The odds are worse than slim."


  "They're dim," Dad echoed. "And grim." I glared at him. Okay, so maybe we try to rhyme with each other's last word. But we do that when we're alone.


  Dad smiled at the ground. A peace offering. I tried to finish my argument.


  "What I'm trying to say is that we don't have a plan. We don't even know how to get into the pool anymore. Not since they closed the car wash."


  <That's not true,> Ax said, glancing up with his main eyes. He tuned a big knob on the Z-space transponder, then another, littler one. He removed the earpiece from his ear.


  <I have heard enough Z-space communication to know that the Yeerks have recently added a major tunnel to the pool.>


  <Where?> Jake said.


  <Unclear. But it connects to a new underground facility for docking and repairing Bug fighters. The tunnel also carries out a complex decontamination process equipped to kill any living thing.>


  "Ax," I said. "Last time I checked, we can't morph inanimate objects like chairs and tables. And if we could, they wouldn't stand much of a chance against a pack of Hork-Bajir."


  "What about tiny animals?" Cassie suggested. "Would a flea or a fly be less susceptible to decontamination?"


  <No,> Ax said with certainty. <Yeerk decontamination is thorough and effective.>


  "Then why are you telling us this?" Rachel exploded.


  <A Bug fighter's shield is sufficiently strong to block decontamination,> Ax suggested gently.


  Jake smiled, an engaged yet tentative grin.


  "I get it," he said. "All we have to do is steal a Bug fighter, find the new tunnel, fly through it, land in the docking facility, evade security, make it to the main pool, kidnap Visser One, drag her back to the ship, and escape. It's all so simple."


  Rachel looked happier now that there was the promise of danger.


  Cassie raised an eyebrow thoughtfully.


  Tobias fluttered to ground level, giving me the impression that he supported this madness.


  "You'll have to lay a trap for the Yeerks," Dad said suddenly. "If I've followed this debate correctly, you need a reaction large enough to bring in a Bug fighter, but small enough to give you some control."


  I looked at him. My father never ceased to amaze me. Neither did the resilience of the human spirit.


  "Dad's catching on," I said approvingly. "We do need a trap and I've got me an idea."
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  Can you hear me? Can you hear me? Is this the po-leese? I'm calling from the National Forest. I've got the darndest dang thing you ever did see trapped up here. It's some kind of monster with blades all over it."


  Howls and groans echoed through the dark hills.


  My friends?


  Maybe.


  Or maybe not.


  The voice on the other end of the cell phone sounded like it was talking into a tin can.


  It asked for clarification.


  "Monster! Blades!" I cried. "I swear, I got me a real, live, outer-space alien!"


  Instantly, I was headquarters' number-one priority. Where was I, they demanded? Who was I?


  I gave my location, then cut the connection.


  Spastic laughter gripped my chest. This plan was too insane! And I'd just set it in motion.


  <Keep it down!> Jake roared from a shadow somewhere near.


  I pulled a camouflaged hunting cap down over my head. This fashion statement was on loan from Jake's dad. It was supposed to shield my face so the Yeerks in the Bug fighter wouldn't recognize me as the boy gunned down the other day. The boy supposed to be dead.


  "Let's hope this works," I whispered, fastening the earflaps under my chin and looking toward the sky.


  A Bug fighter took exactly four minutes to swoop down from orbit. Its lights smeared a bloodred line across the sky. I crouched behind a massive pine tree. When the fighter passed low and slow overhead, I suddenly wished I'd snagged the hunting jacket, too.


  Not the orange one.


  The plan was for the Yeerks to see a cowering human - that would be me - attracted and repulsed simultaneously by the sight of a struggling Hork-Bajir, caught in some kind of leg trap.


  Who was I to mess with the plan?


  I cowered. Expertly.


  I was glad Dad was safe at the Hork-Bajir colony. He had wanted a part in the mission. He'd been outvoted.


  <They're coming in,> Rachel said. <They're going to land. Get ready!>


  I fingered the coil of cable clutched to my chest. The fighter hovered lower and slower. Through the small, eyelike windows at the front, I saw a Taxxon at the controls.


  Pshhhhhhh-shhhhh-thooomp!


  The craft landed. A heartbeat later, a hatch slid open. Two Hork-Bajir jumped out, huge menacing shapes in the gloom of the forest.


  Then - a tiger streaked from the utter darkness of the trees into the small clearing.


  "Rrrrrroaaaaahhhhhh!"


  WHAM!


  One Hork-Bajir, knocked off his feet.


  WHUMP!


  A grizzly reared up and sideswiped the second warrior.


  Craack!


  That was his head, meeting the hull of the ship.


  "Gahh . . . " he said softly. "Lahh . . . " Victim two. Knocked silly.


  One more to go.


  The Taxxon inside skittered hysterically from the controls to the hatch, and plunged onto the forest floor!


  "Sneeet! Sneeyanyanahhhh!"


  Look out! I screamed silently. Jake made me promise not to say a word. If the Yeerks thought a human was part of the attack, we'd be charred toast. All of us.


  Yes! A wolf sprinted from the trees on the right. An Andalite streaked in from the left, a lightning line of blue.


  Ploosh! Ploosh!


  Cassie plowed into the Taxxon's rear half. Ax took the front.


  The Taxxon was thrust into the night sky. A wormy constellation spinning clockwise at hyper-speed.


  "Skreeeeeeeeyaaaaa!"


  Ka-blooooosh!


  He landed with a watery thud.


  I ran toward the fighter. Tobias was already demorphing, growing smaller and smaller in the mantrap that held his Hork-Bajir leg. Once bird, he could wriggle free.


  <Tie them up,> Jake ordered. <Just tight enough to keep them here till the free Hork-Bajir can pick them up.>


  "What about the Taxxon?" I said.


  <He can fend for himself. Maybe he makes it. Maybe he doesn't.>


  "Right."


  I wrangled two bladed Hork-Bajir arms into position and bound them together with cord. One of them groaned faintly, face in the dirt. Rachel silenced him with a flick of a great grizzly paw.


  My heart was pounding wildly. But I managed to maneuver the legs and bind them. Then the hands and legs of the other one.


  <Come on,> Jake ordered, demorphing.


  Rachel climbed on board. Tobias flew in.


  I looked down at the Hork-Bajir I'd just tied up. To the touch, the skin was rough as bark. His back heaved and fell. A sharp snort accompanied every intake of air.


  I was going to the Yeerk pool.


  And this breathing sawmill was going to be my costume.
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  "How cool is this? This has got to be a limited edition sport model. I mean, wow. The Yeerks must only have made a few hundred of these."


  I walked to one of the tiny windows. Red spotlights still crisscrossed the ground below, pulsing in deliberately slow cadence.


  <Actually,> Ax corrected, <this is the standard model. Albeit the newest versions His multifingered hands worked frantically to keep pace with controls made for the five hundred or so little claws of a Taxxon. <This model has been produced by the thousands.>


  I watched Ax in profile as he worked furiously to dim the searchlights. He was having some trouble. The cab lights went black, then red again. The outer lights brightened before they dimmed our RV-sized cockroach without legs.


  Cockroach. The kind of thing that makes your mom frantically beat the wall with the kitchen broom and not want to eat for a whole day afterward.


  A Bug fighter is not warm and fuzzy. It's not the kind of vehicle into which you want to crawl.


  The sudden sound of compressed air being released . . .


  "Ax?"


  Whoooossshhhhhh!


  "Aaaaaax!"


  My head was thrown back. My body slammed against four other bodies on the cabin's back wall. A hawk screeched nervously as momentum plastered his bony body to the ceiling.


  <I have control of the ship,> Ax said loudly. <Please remain calm. I think the cockpit was modified for a mutant Taxxon, a Taxxon with twice the normal number of appendages.>


  I took a deep breath. Nice luck. Hijack a ship built for a mutant.


  "Do you need help?" Jake asked.


  "This is so stupid," I cursed under my breath.


  From where I sat, helplessly pressed against the bulkhead, Ax looked totally confused. His weak fingers ran over every button like a deranged pilot with a phantom checklist.


  "Uh, Ax-man," I said, "do you have even, like, one little clue?"


  <I now have several. I will need several more before I can pilot the craft effectively.>


  Tobias fell to the floor with a thud. We'd stopped accelerating. Now we hovered indecisively.


  Ax flipped two switches over his head, then pressed a red button. There was the sound of a fan. Warm air rushed out from under the seats that lined the sidewalls. Ax's stalk eyes swung around, puzzled.


  "Much better, Ax," Rachel said impatiently. "You have the makings of a great heating-and-cooling engineer."


  "Maybe we should read the owner's manual?" Cassie.


  <No. No, that will not be necessary,> Ax declared, newly confident. <I have an idea. Rather than search for the tunnel entrance based on clues from Z-space chatter, why not let the Bug fighter guide us? All low-level Yeerk combat ships are programmed to return to base automatically if flight begins to seem, um, erratic.>


  "A safety precaution?" Cassie asked.


  <No. A security measure. The Yeerks don't trust their own pilots.>


  "Yeah, well, good for them. We need autopilot bad."


  The ship jolted. It began to ascend rapidly, then pivot slowly. And suddenly, even though it was night outside, everything through the main windows appeared lit up bright as day. Yeerk night-vision technology.


  I moved to the front of the ship to get a better view. Silly of me. If I'd waited a half-second longer, I wouldn't have had to walk.


  The ship pitched forward and angled down toward the earth. Before we could yell, the six of us were trapped in a pile-on.


  <You should always wear the safety restraints,> Ax scolded, struggling futilely to get four humans and an angry bird off him.


  I pulled myself to my knees. Below us, through the night-vision windows, was the ocean, crashing whitecaps and heaving swells.


  "Ax, are you sure everything's okay?"


  "We're pointed straight for the water!"


  <I . . . I . . .>


  " Yeeeeeooooooooowwwwwwwwww!"


  The scream was unanimous.


  "OhhhhhhhhMyyyyyyyyyGooooooodddd!!"


  I was down! We shot Earthward like a bullet. Acceleration crushed my chest. Rachel's leg wedged against my neck.


  I could feel the skin of my face pulled back by the force.


  "Yaaaaahhhh!"
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  "Yaaaaaaaaaah!"


  Seconds from plunging us into the watery depths, the Bug fighter got a different idea.


  It slowed, stopped, pivoted. And shot upward!


  "Ahhhh! What's going on?"


  Everyone but Ax and Tobias skittered and slid across the floor, back against the bulkhead.


  <Perhaps . . .> Ax said shakily. <Perhaps we did not register sufficient velocity. If the ship intends to follow an underwater course, sufficient speed must be attained beforehand.>


  "Underwater!"


  <I believe so.>


  "Won't that kill us?"


  <At these velocities, death is always a possibility.>


  Great. Killed by autopilot. Totally humiliating death.


  Then - the image of my mother popped into my head, as I'd seen her in the Yeerk pool, at the trial. Bones broken and body bloody. She'd asked for more of the Yeerks' cruelty. Begged me to let Visser One continue to control her. Because she knew it might give Earth a better chance for survival.


  If she could take that kind of torture, I could deal with being at the mercy of autopilot.


  I glanced out one of the windows. Ocean and forest and city lights were dropping away, like a high-speed pan-out from a satellite camera. For just an instant, I could make out the dots of lights that were the city. The stadium, the business district, the 'burbs, and the boonies.


  Whooosh!


  Then we pulled away so fast, all light converged into one bright dot, one speck of city. More dots came into view, until I could see hundreds of beacons of blazing white light. For a second, I thought they were stars. Then I realized that each one was a city. We were almost in outer space!


  Cassie gasped. It was unbelievable.


  <We should reach the apex of our trajectory at any moment,> Ax said, inappropriately calm. <It would be wise to fasten your safety restraints.>


  Again, the ship slowed. You couldn't feel g-forces anymore, but the earth below stopped receding. It was like we'd reached the end of some massive, invisible rubber band.


  I'd shot off too many rubber bands during math class not to know what would come next.


  Was I distressed?


  Yes. Oh yes, I was.


  Fwooop!


  The ship tilted into a dive and without a second's hesitation -


  "Aaaaaahhhh!"


  <Aaaaahhhh!>


  Raced toward Earth. Faster. Faster!


  We punched through the clouds, a millisecond of fog.


  Then, the sparkle of the city. The curved coastline.


  And the ship diving straight at the water!


  A plain of blue and silver filled the cockpit windows. Growing clearer and sharper every second!


  Shimmering waves . . .


  Someone screamed again. And at that moment I saw death.


  We've dived from planes, demorphed in midair, dodged Dracon beams, done all these things and more at lightning-fast speed. But nothing, nothing compared to this.


  Just a fraction of a second to know, not even to articulate, okay, you're about to die.


  Rushing toward a blue wall of death at a million miles an hour!


  "Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!"


  <Ahhhhhh!>


  Six screaming voices. A weird whooshing in my head.


  And then I opened my eyes.


  Schools of fish streaked through the Bug fighter's red lights.


  I was alive. And we were under the water. The ship had become a submarine! Autopilot banked and steered some secret course known only to the enemy.


  I looked at the others. Rachel held Tobias's hawk body loosely but protectively. Ax stood on wobbly legs. Jake and Cassie were clutching hands. No one said a word.


  We dove deeper, into darker ocean depths.


  Leveled out along the ocean bottom, skimmed across a topography more bizarre than anything on the face of the planet. A cavern disappeared beneath us. A mountain jutted into blackness overhead. A bright yellow sea creature fled in our wake.


  And suddenly, our lights illuminated a massive obstruction. Jagged, angular, covered over with sea life and yet, a familiar sight.


  <It's a ship.> Tobias.


  Yeah, like what you see on a cable show. Lost Ships of the Sea: Terror, Treasure, and Discovery.


  "Go Hork-Bajir," Jake ordered. "Now. We may not have much time."


  We morphed. Six panting, muscular, seven-foot-tall, blade-wielding bodies made the Bug fighter a tight fit. But it was the morph for the job and I knew what to expect. Good eyes. Slow mind, a little apprehensive. Powerful body. Just one of hundreds, maybe thousands of slaves to the Yeerks.


  No one would notice us. No one would know we were not Controllers. I hoped.


  The ship banked automatically, just missing the side of the seafaring relic. We began to circle slowly above it.


  The hull was gigantic, tipped on its side against the ocean floor. Large sections were broken off, plates of riveted steel scattered all around. A turret and three heavy guns protruded from the deck.


  <World War Two,> Jake murmured. <It's a battleship.>


  The Bug fighter circled once more, then set a course for the center of the sunken ship.


  <Here we go again,> I yelled, throwing up my bladed arms in disbelief. <Don't tell me we can fly through steel.>


  We shot toward the hull. I decided not to close my eyes this time. What would be the point?


  <The Z-space chatter,> Ax said suddenly. <There was the mention of a human ship. This is the entrance to the tunnel!>


  Just as we were about to crash, the ship fractured. Just opened like a hinged box, revealing a long slit through the superstructure.


  Dead fish and other sea creatures poured out from the battleship opening, swarming our windows.


  <Intense radiation screens,> Ax explained. <They are not uncommon as protective devices for Yeerk battle stations. Living things are destroyed instantly.>


  I swallowed hard.


  We passed through the slit with inches to spare and were swallowed into featureless blackness.


  The ship dove swiftly under the seafloor, through an underwater tube to the center of the earth.


  Gradually, the walls of the tunnel changed from water to soil. From rock to concrete.


  And suddenly, our Bug fighter and its Hork-Bajir crewmen pulled into an enormous, light-flooded cavern. Service hangars lined the walls of the dome-shaped space, as big as the main Yeerk pool. The floor was alive with Taxxon and Hork-Bajir crewmen streaming to and from docked fighters. Human-Controller maintenance workers buzzed from ship to ship in one-person pods.


  A Blade ship was being serviced in what looked like a private hangar.


  Our Bug fighter zoomed purposefully along a line of docked Bug fighters until it came to an empty stall.


  We descended slowly and landed with a slight jolt.


  <We have docked,> Ax said unnecessarily.


  Jake stood up. <Let's go, guys.>
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  Six Hork-Bajir backed down the debarkation ladder and stepped onto a hard concrete floor.


  I, for one, was doing my best to look extremely mean.


  <All these fighters,> Cassie said in private thought-speak. <The Yeerks have an amazing force!>


  Yeah, the power assembled here was more than any of us had expected. Dozens of Bug fighters. A Blade ship. And these were just the ones in for servicing.


  If the all-out invasion came, it wasn't going to be pretty.


  <Stay calm, everybody,> Jake said. <Pretend you know where you're going. And look tough.>


  Other Bug fighter crews marched across the mammoth room. We mimicked them by forming three rows of two and striding along until we neared a security checkpoint.


  Two Dracon-slinging Hork-Bajir heavies looked us over carelessly. The third one, a thinner, savvier-looking guy, raised a bladed arm for us to halt.


  If I'd been a normal kid, without the superhuman bravery of an Animorph, my heart probably would have stopped. It wasn't just the three security guards. I mean, the six of us could take them. It was the other hundred or so Hork-Bajir milling around. The complex was alive!


  The thin security guard slid off his stool, walked up to Ax, looked him up and down. Then he backed away and snorted to the others.


  "Grrraffshhh Grrrrufssshhhht!"


  Finally, he waved us on.


  <No, you have a nice day, sir,> I said softly. Nobody laughed. <Look, we might be in a Yeerk fortress, but life's about experience, right? This is experience.>


  <Shut. Up,> Rachel said.


  <Okay.>


  We followed other crews to a long corridor at the edge of the cavern in which we'd parked the ship. There was a moving walkway, like the conveyer belts for people at the airport. In lanes on either side of us, transport vehicles raced in both directions.


  <We're definitely headed for the pool,> Tobias observed.


  <We'll have to split up to find Visser One,> Jake said. <The place is huge and we probably don't have much time.>


  A few moments later we emerged from the connecting tunnel into the cavernous Yeerk pool complex we'd come to know and love.


  And there, in the center of the sloshing pool itself, tied to a stake in the middle of the infestation pier, was Visser One.


  My mother.


  <That was easy,> Cassie said.


  Visser One - my mother - was roped and chained. If there was a part of her body that wasn't bruised or bleeding, I couldn't see it. It hurt just to look at her.


  I wanted to run to her, cut her free. But didn't. It would have been suicide for all of us.


  Controllers jeered and yelled at her from the side of the pool. She was no longer their visser. She was a traitor, a loser.


  Torture, humiliation, death. The Yeerks had made the execution a public event.


  And obviously, the starvation was well underway. The visser thrashed madly and screamed incomprehensible words at the crowd.


  The Yeerk in my mother's head was desperate. Surrounded by Kandrona she couldn't have, starving in the midst of plenty.


  A sick, retching feeling twisted my stomach.


  <Mom!> I yelled in private thought-speak.


  Her jabbering stopped abruptly. She'd heard my thought-speak. My mother was still alive enough to know my voice!


  <Mom!> I yelled again. This time, she didn't respond. Or couldn't. Visser One reasserted control, roaring and wailing, spitting at her tormentors. Pulling at wrists and ankles bound tight and black with bruising. I had to look away.


  A bladed claw pressed gently against my back. It was Jake.


  <I know this is tough,> he said. <But we have to do it right.>


  <Visser One knows who we are,> I said quickly. <In the state she's in, starved out of her mind, she could say anything.>


  <Would anyone listen to her?> Cassie said. <Would anyone even understand?>


  <She will not talk,> Ax said.


  <What makes you so sure?> Tobias said.


  <She has nothing to gain by telling them. She will die anyway.>


  <True,> Tobias said thoughtfully. <But you could also argue that she has nothing to lose by telling them. I know what it's like. I know what it does to you. If she thinks it might save her, she'll talk.>


  <How can we get her out of here?> Rachel said practically. <We can't just pick her up and carry her all the way back to the ship.>


  <Right,> I said, struggling to focus, to plan. <We wouldn't get two feet without being slaughtered. We are seriously outnumbered.>


  <Okay, so the subtle rescue-and-escape plan is not happening,> Cassie said. <What . . .>


  <Back to the ship,> Jake commanded. <Now.>


  <And leave Visser One?> Cassie cried, indignant. <We've made it this far. We can't give up.>


  <No one said anything about giving up,> Jake said.


  He turned his fierce Hork-Bajir eyes toward the entrance to the connecting walkway. Scrutinized the channel through which we'd arrived at the Yeerk pool.


  Ax was the first one to understand.


  <I am an excellent pilot,> Ax said. <But as you have witnessed, Yeerk ships are not as responsive as Andalite craft. I do not think such tight confines are maneuverable>


  <We're going to fly her out?> Rachel said.


  <Got a better plan?> Jake was already moving toward the walkway, back to the ship. We followed, walking quickly. Stepped onto the conveyer belt with a group of Taxxon pilots.


  And then, as we approached the maintenance dome, a security force assembled.


  <Please let them be there to question these Taxxons,> Tobias said.


  "Sttoooopflesshh!" the lead security agent commanded.


  Jake stopped.


  <Keep walking,> he told us. <I'll handle this.>


  "Your fighter is overdue. Explain!"


  "Yes," Jake said, articulating human language sounds as clearly as a Hork-Bajir beak would allow. "We were cruishh . . . cruising over the forest when our right thruster stopped working. I had to land. My orders were to have the fighter maintenanced here."


  <Stay cool, everybody,> he added privately.


  "That's a lie," cried the thin Hork-Bajir from before, shoving Jake into his men. "There was a full system check. Nothing is wrong with your ship. Gufleccccssshhhh!"


  Hork-Bajir from neighboring hangars craned their necks to see if there would be a struggle.


  <On second thought,> Jake directed, <everybody, run!>
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  Jake raised his bladed elbows and sliced into the wall of Hork-Bajir trying to restrain him.


  Note to self: Do not attempt to contradict Yeerk security forces. It only leads to mayhem.


  <Get to the fighter!> Jake screamed.


  He punched another Hork-Bajir out of his way and raced down the long row of ships. Suddenly -


  Tseeeeeew! Tseeeeeew!


  The air around him exploded in a flash of Dracon fire!


  <No!>


  Jake disappeared in a cloud of glowing smoke.


  <Jake!> Cassie screamed.


  <Relax,> Jake called out to us, panting heavily. <I'm okay. I'm crouched behind a service trolley.>


  He was out of sight, but that didn't mean security believed he was dead. All attention, all guns, all Dracon beams swarmed toward the smoky cloud where Jake had last been seen.


  No one noticed the transformation that was taking place behind other conveniently placed pieces of equipment. A muscular blue Andalite and a red-tailed hawk, growing and morphing where two Hork-Bajir had stood seconds before. Tobias flapped up, high and silent, into the bowl of the dome.


  Thwack . . . Thwack-Thwack-Thwack!


  Ax!


  "Aaghshs . . . " Four Dracon beams clattered to the ground. Four warriors clutching fingerless stumps let loose with desperate, confused cries.


  Ax shot off like a bullet in Jake's direction.


  Cassie, Rachel, and I, still in our Hork-Bajir morphs, grabbed the Dracon weapons off the floor.


  <Fire at Ax!> I yelled.


  It was our best chance, our only option for cover. As long as we shot at the Andalite, the Hork-Bajir wouldn't shoot at us. We ran after Ax. Missing every shot.


  <Get to the ship!>


  Bug ship crews were running for their fighters. We had no time!


  Words to live by: When you're running from the enemy, don't look back. It never does any good. I turned around to see a stampede of angry, armed Hork-Bajir pouring through the connecting tunnel.


  Did I need to see that? Was that good for morale? No. It was not.


  "Traitors!" I raged suddenly, waving my Dracon beam toward a disorganized group of security Hork-Bajir. "Over there. Over there! Get them!"


  "Guflesshhhkkl Defffantii!" cried the leader of the first wave. "Die, traitors!" Off they went. Security force against security force.


  Exactly what we needed. Civil war. Confusion. Yeerk against Yeerk.


  <Get your butts in the ship!> Jake roared. <I'm inside. I'm waiting!>


  Where were Rachel and Cassie? I'd lost them. I was alone.


  I ran.


  My long, hard claws scratched the cold, hard floor. The Hork-Bajir heart pounded like a bass drum in my chest. Lungs burned. Sweat dripped into my eyes.


  Our ship's bug-eye windows glowed red, powering up.


  <All systems are go,> Ax said from inside. <Autopilot is disabled. I have full control.>


  <Let's ride, Ax,> Jake ordered.


  <Wait! For! Me!> I bounded up the narrow maintenance ladder and into our ride.


  Ax was at the controls. Tobias was perched like a figurehead inside.


  <Let's cruise for some chicks,> I breathed, already starting to demorph. <I lost the girls.>


  We lifted off.


  <Shields up,> Ax said.


  Ka-Bammm! Dracon fire grazed our force-field bubble.


  Ax didn't wait for further orders. He knew what to do.


  We shot into the air. Dove down. Shot up again. I felt like I'd left my stomach in the maintenance hangar.


  I was human now, morph-capable. I'd had enough of the Hork-Bajir. I wanted something hairy and familiar.


  <There!> Tobias yelled. <I see them! Behind that maintenance pod.>


  We rose again. Then, dipped. Rose, dipped. Bug-fighter frenzy: The carnival ride from hell.


  Ax moved in and opened the hatch.


  <Shields down,> he said.


  Cassie was crouched low, shielding her head from Dracon fire. I reached out with a still-forming gorilla hand. Grabbed hold. Pulled!


  <Ahhh!>


  Cassie was in.


  Rachel tumbled through the hole after her.


  <Shields up.>


  Tseeew!


  The maintenance vehicle exploded in a flash of heat that sent us rocking.


  <Ax,> Jake ordered, <get us out of here!>
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  I moved to a window. The red, bloodshot "eyes" of Bug fighters everywhere were coming to life.


  One rose from its hangar, still tethered to the maintenance tubes and tools that clung to its hull.


  It tried to accelerate.


  Blaamm!


  A white flash. An instant explosion.


  <Do not attempt to fly a ship undergoing maintenance,> Ax counseled. <Something is bound to go wrong.>


  <Yeah, well, we're not doing so hot ourselves,> I said.


  Handheld Dracon fire battered our shields. Ax pointed the ship at the connecting tunnel and slammed on the gas.


  Wee-oo-wee-oo!


  A deafening alarm! Flashing lights seized the controls. I looked at Ax.


  <We do not have clearance. Too narrow.>


  <Do something, Ax!> Jake cried.


  Ax did. He slowed the ship, turned our Dracon cannon on the rock of the connecting tunnel, and fired. Solid rock began to burn and melt and disappear!


  Tobias was monitoring the shields. <Shield strength is fading, Ax! Twenty-eight percent. Twenty-six!>


  The stone blazed. Chunks of smoldering, flaming cliff crashed onto the conveyor belt we'd walked across minutes before.


  Ka-Bam! Bamm! Bam, bam, bam!


  Dracon fire continued to rock us from below.


  <Ax! Can you fly us through, yes or no?>


  <Yes.>


  <Whoa!>


  The ship banked forty-five degrees! And Ax took us into the flames. Scraping . . . bumping . . . screeching through the exploding rock!


  We were like a bullet in a gun barrel.


  <Ax, you're craaaaazy!> Cassie screamed.


  Suddenly, light. Air.


  The gigantic Yeerk pool complex opened up before us.


  <Nice work, Ax-man,> Jake said, breathing hard. <Now, let's take their minds off Visser One.>


  He aimed the Dracon cannon at a complex of outbuildings on the edge of the pool. Fired. Missed!


  <Let the master take over.>


  I took the controls.


  Tseeeew!


  An outbuilding disappeared. Another erupted in flames.


  Tseeeew!


  An unmanned earthmover vaporized. Controllers scattered in all directions. It was a Hollywood summer weekend movie.


  I ruled.


  I turned the cannon on the pool.


  My mother might have been delirious, but her eyes went wide at the sight of the training cannon.


  <Careful,> Rachel said.


  I aimed at the edge. Not at the Yeerks, not at the Controllers. Just at the thick metal tank. The symbol of enslavement.


  Tseew!


  A low-power burst made the tank wall melt. No major damage because I wasn't trying to destroy it. I was just trying to get everyone to run.


  Hork-Bajir and humans fanned out in a desperate escape.


  <Take us in,> Jake said to Ax. <Rachel, Marco? You ready?>


  I snorted. <If we can't do it, no one can.>


  <Let's do it!>


  Ax hovered the ship above the Kandrona slop.


  The under-hatch opened.


  <Shields down,> Ax said nervously.


  <Go!> Jake yelled. <Go!>


  We jumped out. Gorilla feet and Hork-Bajir talons slammed onto the metal peninsula where my mother was tied up. The infestation pier is as wide as a boardwalk, but it's as dangerous as a rope bridge strung across a canyon in the Andes.


  Rachel quickly sliced the cuffs that held my mother to the pole. Chest . . . wrists . . . ankles.


  My mother didn't seem to know we were there to help. The screaming Yeerk in her head was too far gone.


  <Grab her,> Rachel growled. <The ship's about to get hit!>


  Tseeeew!


  A Dracon bolt hit the ship over our heads! The force rattled the pier and burned a scar into the side of our fighter!


  <Hang on!> Jake called from above. <We'll be back.>


  No choice. Ax had to pull away or be massacred. The ship raised its shields and buzzed into the air.


  <We're stranded,> Rachel said. <This isn't how it was supposed to work out!>


  Another Bug ship zoomed through the connecting tunnel, swarmed the air over the pool. Ax shot straight up to the top of the dome, the attacking ship right behind.


  Tseeew!


  Dracon fire missed Ax as he pulled steeply back.


  Tseeew!


  Jake shattered the shield of the enemy ship.


  I turned back to my mother, leaned low to protect her body from the fight. <Mom, it's me. It's Marco.>


  Carefully, I lifted her into my arms. She was silent for less than a second, then the screaming started again.


  Tseeew! Tseew!


  <Duck!> Rachel yelled. Stray fire from the aerial fight was dislodging pieces of rock from the ceiling! Small boulders rained lo the floor like deadly hail.


  Ka-plash! Ka-plash-plash-plash!


  Chunks splashed into the pool, feet from us, covering us is a spray of goo.


  <We're in trouble now,> Rachel said solemnly, pointing to a fearsome-looking group of Hork-Bajir marked with blue armbands on their bulging biceps.


  <Who are those guys? They're . . . huge. Crap. They're the most pumped Hork-Bajir I've ever seen!>


  I threw my kicking, fighting mother over my shoulder.


  <Let's get to the other pier!> I shouted.


  <Then what?>


  <Run like hell.>


  The gap between the piers was at least five feet. Maybe more. Rachel ran down our pier like it was an airstrip. She lifted up . . . rocketed through space . . .


  The perfect long jump.


  <Marco, come on!>


  No choice. I taxied like a DC-3. The jump was too long, too . . .


  <Ahhhhh!>


  We hurtled through the air above the churning Yeerks.


  And crashed onto the reinfestation pier.


  Suddenly, my mother went totally limp.


  Oh, God. Was she dead? Had I killed her?


  No. Her eyes fluttered open and she looked at me pleadingly.


  "Kill it," she whispered.


  What? I looked down on the pier.


  Visser One! The overgrown leech had escaped from my mother's ear and was trying to bail! It must have tried to drop into the Kandrona that was food, that was life. . . .


  Trouble was, the timing of the jump had been off. Visser One had hit the pier as we landed.


  And now it was wriggling away.
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  "Bam!


  A blue-banded Hork-Bajir slashed Rachel in the face!


  Bam! Bam, bam, bam!


  She struck back, a kickboxing, blade-slashing frenzy. The Hork-Bajir staggered, but stayed on his feet.


  "I am Grath," he growled, eyes yellow-orange infernos. "I am the leader of the elite Blue Band Squadron. You will surrender or you will die."


  <Surrender?> Rachel said to me, incredulous. <He doesn't know me very well.>


  "A Hork-Bajir's gonna die on this pier, Mr. Grath," she snarled. "But it's not gonna be me."


  Whooosh!


  "Kill it!" My mother's voice rose louder now, trembling with anger. Visser One was crawling, shriveling up to half its size, then stretching forward. Shrivel, stretch. Shrivel, stretch. A slow, relentless rhythm toward the pier's edge.


  I reached to grab it . . .


  Bam!


  <Ahhh!>


  A claw-foot stabbed my leg! Another Hork-Bajir had landed on the pier!


  I dropped my mother in a heap.


  "You will die, Andalite!" Another Blue Band jabbed my back!


  BAM!


  I whirled and punched him in the chest. <I don't think so, freak.>


  I glanced down to where my mother lay motionless, semiprotected between Rachel and me, oblivious to the battle. Bruised and broken, she was barely able to lift her head.


  But still, she raged. "You won't get away, filthy worm!"


  Tseew! Tseewtseew!


  <Ahhh!> Rachel cried. <I'm hit! Bad.>


  Had to help Rachel!


  "Kill it!"


  Had to help Mom!


  I clenched my fist, a gorilla wrecking ball. I brought it up, ready to slam it down on the slug.


  Tseeew!


  "AAAAaaarghhhh!"


  Searing pain raced through my right leg!


  I dropped to the pier, clutching burns so painful I couldn't think. The smell of my own burning hair and flesh filled my nostrils, sweet and sickening. . . .


  <Marco!> Rachel.


  "Kill it!" My mother.


  Insane fighter combat in the air overhead! More rock raining down!


  Bam!


  The Blue Band slashed me on the face.


  Okay. That was unnecessary.


  Rage drove me to my feet.


  Ka-bam!


  "Galaaaah!"


  I punched Blue Band off the pier. Splash!


  He flailed, struggled in the muddy sea. . . .


  A Bug fighter buzzed my head. The wake of air pushed me down. The roar of engines filled my ears, a shrill, deafening whine.


  Then, without warning -


  TSEEEEW!


  A red flash over our heads.


  Ka-BLAAMMM!


  The Bug fighter blew apart, showering us with fiery debris!


  Mounds of guts and severed limbs everywhere!


  <No!>


  Jake, Ax, Cassie, Tobias . . . gone!


  All gone.


  <Nooooooooooo !> Rachel!


  I spun around, jumped over Mom. Smashed into the two warriors that pinned Rachel to the pier.


  The anger was overwhelming. The pain nauseating.


  Whoomf! Bam!


  I slammed my pile-driver arms into the Hork-Bajir chests. The bodies rolled, splashed . . .


  <Come on! Let's move!> I shrieked.


  My head was reeling. Rachel's left arm was a vein and a skin flap from falling off. My mother was helpless. Two more bladed Blue Bands were clanging down the infestation pier, gaining speed to make the jump . . .


  Suddenly, the dome went eerily quiet.


  The other Bug ship had disappeared. No roar of engines. No Dracon weapons firing. No battle.


  A new sound . . .


  The sound of laughter, mind-filling, evil thought-speak laughter, flooding the pool complex.


  The Blue Bands froze in their tracks.


  I looked across the pool. Visser Three stood on the shore, his stolen Andalite head tilted back.


  Then, he began to morph.


  The blue Andalite body turned black. Long, flat appendages sprouted from his neck and back, then opened outward in both directions, forming wings. Huge black wings!


  Growing fuller and wider till they joined in the center. A continuous delta wing. A living stealth bomber.


  A head grew in the middle. No, not a head . . .


  A mouth! Wide and long and lined with a darting silver tongue that licked rows of shimmering teeth.


  Then eyes . . . orange globes big as softballs, flanking the mouth like hardened gobs of tomato sauce.


  <Haa, haa, haa,> he squawked. <Poor little Andalites. Abandoned on the pier. Abandoned to die. . . .>


  The massive wings undulated only once, but it was enough to make the visser rise into the air. A second wing flap and he soared toward the top of the dome, an enormous silhouette engulfing us in shadow.


  <Meet the Bievilerd!> the visser roared. <A little something I picked up on the planet Ondar. Its teeth will shred your flesh like paper.>


  Rachel and I were silent. What could we say to that?


  <You will die!> the visser cried. <And everyone here will see me kill you!>


  <We have to move!> I yelled to Rachel.


  <I can't,> she said.


  <You have to!>


  But I knew it was impossible. A river of blood gushed from her severed arm. She was losing consciousness.


  Visser Three closed up his wings and dove for the pier, a missile with a mouth.


  There was no escape. No escape!


  I tried to lift both Rachel and my mother. They shuddered and gasped with pain. My attempt was pathetic! My injuries made me too weak to do anything. . . .


  Suddenly -


  Zzeeeeoowwwwww! A Bug ship zoomed out from behind a storage building! Tseeew!


  A Dracon blast, right into the Bievilerds belly.


  "Rooooaaaaahhhhhhhhh!"


  The visser shrieked. The fighter rocketed toward us.


  <Marco!> It was Jake's voice . . . Jake's fighter!


  <But I saw you crash!>


  <No,> he said. <You saw the Yeerks crash. Where's your faith in the Ax-man? Hang on, we're coming in.>
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  Tseeew!


  A second hole sizzled the Bievilerd's folded wing. It crumpled, wilted, crashed . . .


  <Andalite filth!> the visser screamed. <You will pay. I will make you pay! Kill them!>


  Tseew! Tseew!


  Jake took out the two remaining Blue Bands just before we were sliced in their mobile Cuisinart-of-war.


  <I'm losing it, Jake,> Rachel mumbled, still fallen close by. <You have to get us out of here!>


  I tried to lift my mother again, but this time she resisted, summoning all her feeble strength.


  Dracon strafe sprayed the pier. . . .


  "Die!" she wheezed, eyes fixed on a small gray spot an inch from the edge.


  Visser One!


  <Mom, stop!>


  She fell forward, arm extended, clutching . . .


  "Die!"


  The Bug ship flew in over the pool, blocking us from Dracon fire, hovering low just feet away.


  My mother's face was distorted. Real human tears ran from her cheeks. Rage, pain, joy . . .


  And then her hand squished the parasite.


  But the slug was still alive. . . .


  "No!"


  I slammed my foot on the still-wriggling worm. And it was clear . . .


  . . . it was clear that Visser One's journey had ended.


  My mother, Eva, looked into my gorilla eyes with an expression of sick satisfaction. In spite of everything, it scared me.


  "Now we can go," she whispered.


  Then she fainted in my arms.


  Ax lowered the shields. I jumped on board. Jake and Cassie leaped out, lifted Rachel, and set her inside. The operation took longer than it should have. . . .


  <The ship is hit!> Cassie yelled.


  <It can't be!> Tobias said.


  <Ax?>


  We dropped. The engines died like we'd pulled the plug.


  Ka-PLASSSSH! We smashed into something . . . soft . . . something fluid.


  Glug-glug-glug!


  Ax's nimble fingers worked frantically on the controls. I moved to a window.


  <We're in the POOL!> I cried.


  Cassie coaxed Rachel through her demorph to repair near-fatal injuries. I had to do the same.


  <Prince Jake, I cannot regain takeoff velocity. The pool is like a bog. The more we move, the more it sucks us under.>


  We were slowly sinking into the heart of enemy territory!


  I slammed a human fist against the cabin wall.


  Saw that my mother's eyes were open. Saw that she was trying to speak but could produce nothing but a scratchy, phlegmy sigh.


  "Mom, what is it?"


  She looked up at Ax.


  "Send the Dracon beam supply into overload," she muttered.


  "What?" I said. "Ax, did you hear that? She said to send the beam supply into overload."


  Ax turned his stalk eyes.


  <That will explode the ship. It will destroy us.>


  "Ax, listen to her!"


  <Does your mother wish to see us die?> Ax said privately.


  "Ax, she's free now," I said. "She's free!"


  "It won't explode the ship," she went on, gagging with the effort. "Not if you time it right. When the Dracon power supply reaches one hundred fifty-five percent of maximum, shunt it to the engines, then fire the beams to bleed off any overcharge."


  I looked at Ax. Ax looked at Jake. Jake looked at Cassie, who was looking at a now-human Rachel.


  <It makes sense - I guess,> Tobias said from his perch near the controls.


  <Then do it,> Jake said.


  <But . . .>


  <Do it.>


  The screaming sound of beam overload raged until even I thought the ship would explode.


  But my mother had been a Yeerk host for a long time. She'd learned a few things. She knew what she was doing.


  The screaming stopped. Ax fired the beams directly into the pool. A cloud of smoke and steam billowed around us. <What's going on?>


  <Technically?> Ax answered. <Water molecules are exploding. Simplistically? We are boiling Yeerks.>


  Cassie turned away from the window. The ship began to rise.


  Ax punched the power.


  In the background, Visser Three continued to roar. <You will die, Andalites! I will kill you slowly and painfully! You are mine!>


  We zoomed through the burned-out connecting walkway. Blew through the docking area, the repair facility, and into the tunnel. Yeerk fighters were on our tail.


  I knelt next to my mother. Took her into my arms as we erupted into the sea. Cradled her gently, securely.


  The Bug fighter punched through the ocean surface and into the night sky. Then up, up into the atmosphere.


  Ax's voice came as a distant alarm.


  <We are outnumbered, Prince Jake. Ships are dropping from orbit to attack.>


  <No choice,> Jake answered. <Ditch the ship.>


  Immediately, the ship turned, dove, plummeted toward the National Forest.


  We crash-landed and bailed seconds before Bug fighters shot up the wreckage.


  Not far from the place in the woods where this adventure had begun. We were almost back at our starting point.


  Only this time, I had a prize.
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  Mom?"


  "Yes, sweetheart?"


  She put her hand on my shoulder and looked into my eyes.


  Her own eyes had healed up pretty well. The scars on her face and arms, the broken bones, the bruised tissue . . . Nature had done a good job.


  First aid from the Chee hadn't hurt, either.


  She looked just like she used to. Well, almost.


  The change was nothing obvious. It was a sort of tension, a vigilance in her face. It hadn't been there when I was younger.


  Because she hadn't been a slave before.


  A golden sun warmed the sky. Fluffy, non-threatening clouds dotted the blue.


  A perfect day. But if it was a perfect day, why didn't I feel perfect? If this was my dream come true, why did I feel so wrong?


  We were footsteps from the valley of the Hork-Bajir, the Promised Land for refugees. So why did I feel uneasy?


  "Sweetheart, what is it?" Mom said again.


  "Nothing. Just that this valley is awesome. You're going to be safe. Free. And I'm glad, that's all."


  We crested the hill and the full effect of the valley spread out before us.


  Standing on the rim of the Grand Canyon? Same kind of feeling.


  Mom was visibly impressed.


  "The Yeerks have no idea. They think they destroyed all this." She darkened suddenly. "And they will yet. Visser Three will have force enough to launch his attack in just a few months. He'll burn cities from orbit, Marco. He'll enslave the human race."


  She had been Visser One. Who was I to argue with her predictions?


  "Yeah, well, maybe not," I said bravely. Being brave is my job.


  A waving hand caught my eye. Down the slope, near a group of Hork-Bajir flashing blades in welcome, was one smiling human.


  Dad.


  I didn't say anything. Neither did my mother. She just took off down the slope like a woman who hadn't seen her husband in months and months and months. . . .


  It was a movie cliche. It was lovers reunited. It was the dream I'd had ever since I knew my mother was alive. Dad opened his arms and she tumbled into them.


  They embraced. They held each other for a long, long time.


  Everything I'd worked for was right before my eyes.


  So what was this heaviness pressing on my heart?


  The Hork-Bajir had prepared a feast. Bark Wellington. Bark Schnitzel. Bark chow mein. Bark fumé à la crème.


  As I unpacked the supermarket cans I'd brought along, I assured the Hork-Bajir it's the thought that counts.


  I'd forgotten a can opener, but who needs one in the valley of the walking Swiss Army knives?


  The sun began to set as we finished our dinner. The Hork-Bajir lighted their campfires. Mom listened intently as Jara Hamee started one of his now-famous stories.


  Dad pulled me aside.


  "Marco?" he said in a whisper. "Was there any way to save Nora? Is there any way to save her now?"


  His words made me feel a little sick. But by now, I knew that life, and love, were complicated.


  "You know that I love her - "


  I nodded. Made the decision.


  "Dad, what if Nora was a Controller all along? What if the Yeerks put her in your path because they knew you were involved in secret work?"


  Pain knotted my father's face.


  My conscience was heavy. Permanent damage had been done. My family was back together, but not really.


  Not honestly.


  It was a desperate speculation, one that, I hoped, would make it easier for my dad.


  It didn't make it any easier for me.


  "What are you saying?"


  'You were set up by the enemy," I said. "You can't blame yourself."


  Chapter 23


  



  The waves lapped at the sandy shore.


  <Three miles,> Tobias called down. <The closest humans are three miles down the beach. But I don't think they're going anywhere. They're, um, pretty focused on each other.>


  Not that I could see the waves. It was night, with an unhelpful crescent moon.


  "This thing is really ready?" Jake asked, looking down at the infamous Z-space transponder.


  We'd let a little time pass. Not much. Just enough to let Ax finish the device.


  <Ready for transmission, Prince Jake. The translator chip has been installed and enabled.>


  Jake smiled. Gave me a not-so-inscrutable look of . . . a look that acknowledged our friendship under fire.


  Dad and I had been reported gunned down by unidentified intruders. The local police had no leads. No clues.


  No surprise.


  The investigation was underway. A lie that made the neighbors feel better.


  Nora was a casualty, one more Controller in our midst. She still lived at the house, still taught at my old school. Tobias spotted her one night loitering around a known Yeerk pool entrance.


  Maybe . . . maybe someday I could save her.


  Chee Land wasn't so bad. That's where I stayed now, mostly. They had TV. They had Oreos.


  When I needed a cable fix, I spent the night at Ax's scoop. It was too risky for me to be at Cassie's or Rachel's or Jake's.


  And when we didn't have a mission, I went to the valley.


  Always to the valley.


  "Let me go over this one more time," I said. "Transmission may mean interception by the Yeerks, so we have to be careful what we say. And we can't hang around when we're done. Ax takes the machine with him so the Yeerks can't track us to this transmission site."


  "Wait," Rachel interrupted. "Can't we encrypt the transmission? Like they do in the movies?"


  <It will be encrypted, in four separate pathways,> Ax said with a hint of disdain. <But to Yeerk cryptographic equipment, the disguise is elementary.>


  "But there's a chance?" Cassie said hopefully. "A chance they'll think the signal is coming from one of their own ships?"


  <A small chance,> Ax answered.


  "Let's do this," Jake said, rubbing his hands together.


  "Let's hope the fleet is open twenty-four hours," I said. "Ax, you've got the Andalites on your speed dial, right?"


  I shifted my feet anxiously in the sand. Breathed deeply.


  Ax typed a line or two of code on the abbreviated keypad. His fingers trembled slightly. This was a long-distance call.


  I glanced at the sky, into the sea of stars and planets and alien worlds that lay beyond my view.


  "Look!" Cassie said, pointing to a small dome-shaped light on the side of the machine that glowed a regal blue.


  <We have a connection,> Ax said.


  All four of his eyelids blinked rapidly. His posture straightened.


  A voice . . . a scratchy, commanding voice . . .


  <Who is this?> demanded the Andalite officer on the other end. <Who is initiating this contact?>


  It was surreal! This voice . . . these words . . . Our link to another world!


  Jake signaled Ax to answer.


  But Ax shook his head.


  <No. I believe this is your moment.>


  Jake glanced at each of us, ran his hand through his hair.


  "This is . . ." He cleared his throat. He glanced back at Ax and smiled. Then he leaned in close to the device.


  "This is Earth," he said.


  



  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


  We do know who they are . . .


  



  and we know you, too . . .


  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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  Chapter 1


  



  "This is the resistance."


  I had never heard more pride in Prince Jake's voice. I know I had never been more proud of him.


  <Yes, and what is it you want? How is it you are communicating with us?>


  Clearly, the Andalite officer on the other end of our interplanetary connection was not similarly impressed.


  Rachel snorted. Jake shot a look at her before speaking. "Look," he said, "we don't have much time here. This transmission could be tracked. And we have a lot to talk about. First, the Anati world situation, it's a trap. The Yeerks have constructed huge Dracon cannon sites on all the moons. Your fleet goes there, it's obliterated."


  There was a moment of silence. An understandable delay, given the enormous distance over which we were transmitting and the primitiveness of our transmitting device.


  But I suspected the silence meant something else.


  <We know of your situation on Earth, human.> The voice belonged to another Andalite. Its tone suggested an officer superior to the one with whom Jake had just spoken.


  "Yes," Jake began, "but things have changed. We -"


  <We know that you are in need of our assistance.>


  "Rude," Marco mumbled. "Let a guy finish a sentence."


  The voice went on, cold and imperious. An Andalite's voice. <And we must consider the possibility that you would lie to us in an effort to become our top priority.>


  "What the . . . ?"


  Cassie grabbed Rachel's arm, motioned for her to be silent.


  "Look," Jake said, controlled anger making his voice tense. "We've got the information on good authority. And you have no reason to suspect us of double-dealing."


  "Yes, he does." Marco again. "We're puny, backward humans. Not great, honorable Andalites."


  <Prince Jake, if I may?>


  Jake nodded and I stepped forward, closer to the still unperfected device.


  Since coming to this faraway planet, I have spoken to my people on several occasions.


  Once, via adjustments I made to a primitive human radio telescope. Adjustments that allowed me to break into Zero-space.


  Once, on an Andalite ship commanded by the traitor, Samilin-Corrath-Gahar.


  On two other occasions, I have conversed with Andalites who had also come to Earth.


  But this - this was different. Everything was different. The war was escalating. The Andalites, my people, had to listen to us. They had to be made to listen.


  <This is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill,> I said. <What my prince says is correct. Our source for the information regarding the Anati planet comes from none other than Visser One, originator of the Yeerk invasion on this planet. Visser One was sent to build the Anati defenses and to draw the Andalite fleet. Recently the visser returned to Earth. We eliminated the Yeerk and liberated the host. This is the truth.>


  <That'll show them,> Tobias said. Tobias - my shorm, a nothlit. Our lookout.


  What came next I had not expected. Later, I wondered why, with my varied experience of Andalite character, I had not entertained the possibility of my own people's suspicion and neglect.


  <The high command will consider your words,> the officer replied. <The brother of War Prince Elfangor always deserves to be heard. However . . . in our opinion, and given his record to date, it is also possible that Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill has confused his loyalties.>


  <I . . .>


  But it was too late to protest.


  <Bug fighters!> Tobias. <Get out of there, now!>


  "Everybody, morph! Go, go, go!"


  Our transmission had gone on too long. The Yeerks were now coming in for the capture. Or the kill.


  I should have paid more attention to the time.


  TSSEEEWWW!


  "Ax!" Jake shouted. "I said, run! Grab the transponder and haul butt!"


  <Cop cars coming, guys! We got human-Controllers with gun permits on the way!> Tobias shouted. <Hurry!>


  TSSEEEWWW! TSSEEEWWW!


  The sand around us turned to glass under the awful heat and pressure of Dracon fire the midnight surf boiled and coughed up dead sea life.


  And in the long, coarse beach grass, under cover of the dim crescent moon, Rachel, Cassie, Marco, and Jake rapidly morphed to their standard bird-of-prey morphs.


  For the usual security reasons they could not be identified by the Yeerks as human. In Marco's case, he could not be identified by the Yeerks as alive.


  <Out of here.> Rachel flapped massive bald eagle wings in the cool night air and struggled off the ground.


  Cassie and Marco, each gone osprey, followed.


  <Ax? Tobias?> Jake yelled. <Don't let them get the transponder!>


  A peregrine falcon rose into the night.


  TSSEEEWWW! TSSEEEWWW!


  I tucked the transponder to my chest, bent as low as I could and still be stable, and ran. In the direction of the dunes, not the parking lot . . .


  <Who! Ax-man, look out!>


  Over the damp sand two policemen came slipping and sliding, handheld Dracon beams aimed - at me.


  "Andalite scum! Halt!"


  "Tsseeer!"


  "Aaargh!"


  One human-Controller down, raked across the eyes by a red-tailed hawk.


  And before the other could blink . . .


  Fwap!


  I lifted my tail over my shoulder and hit him with the flat of the blade. He was definitely down. And out.


  Chapter 2


  



  My name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. I am an Andalite. Son of Noorlin-Sirinial-Coorat and Forlay-Esgarrouth-Maheen. Younger brother of celebrated War Prince Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul. An aristh, a cadet, a warrior in training.


  But my existence in the group of humans that calls itself the Animorphs has, I believe, qualified me as a full warrior. An experienced fighter.


  Why do I fight for and with a people not my own? Because, in many ways, these humans have become my own.


  And the central, most important reason is that the humans are fighting off an invasion of an evil, parasitic alien species known as the Yeerks. The Yeerks must be stopped.


  It doesn't matter who stops them, or why. Maybe, just maybe, it doesn't even matter how.


  But that is a dangerous question to ponder.


  Better to concentrate on the present. And the most important thing we needed to do was to stop Visser Three from being promoted to the powerful position of Visser One.


  Because as Visser One, nothing would stop him from an all-out invasion of planet Earth.


  And now, after the frustrating communication with the Andalite officer, it looked as if our task would be a much more difficult one than we'd already anticipated.


  This fact, along with the fact that in the eyes of the human world he was dead, made Marco somewhat - cranky.


  He, Tobias, and I were relaxing in my scoop the morning following the disaster at the beach. My advanced technical ability had provided me with a full variety of cable packages, free of charge. Marco was in possession of the wonderful invention Tobias had found for me - a remote.


  "Freakin' nothing on! Hundreds of stations and nothing - nothing! - worth watching."


  <Marco?> Tobias sat perched on the arm of a chair Marco had dragged to the scoop from what he described as "some dump."


  "What?"


  <Give me the remote.>


  Marco stood and tossed the device onto the seat of the chair. "You know what really gets me?" he said.


  I did not reply. I have long ago learned that humans often ask what are known as "rhetorical questions." When they ask such questions, they do not really want or need you to answer. They are prepared to answer for you.


  "I'll tell you what really gets me," Marco said, pacing. "Here we are, six semi-freaks busting our butts trying to prevent a full-scale alien invasion of Earth and I bet you dollars to donuts . . ."


  Tobias cocked his head. <Something your grandmother used to say?>


  Marco glared. "I'd bet a million bucks if I had it that if the average guy on the street was told he'd better get ready, there was going to be a major war, he'd just laugh. He wouldn't even believe a full-scale war was possible anymore! The average person is too content."


  <Would you prefer a general state of panic?> I said. It was a rhetorical question.


  "My point is just that people are complacent. All-out, global warfare is a thing of the past. That's what people think, anyway. No one wants it, no one's ready for it. And who's going to believe Earth is about to be attacked by aliens from outer space? They'd think a call to arms was just a publicity stunt for that show Roswell."


  <Marco has a point,> Tobias said. <Particularly Americans. I mean, we've got no enemies at sea, not many on land, and those aren't exactly real scary. The country's just not ready for war. Maybe it's arrogance, maybe a combination of things, but the average person on the street just doesn't think another World War is possible.>


  <So if we were to go public with our information or alert certain authorities . . .>


  Marco snorted and flopped into his chair. "We'd be seriously deep in it."


  " . . . the Council suggests . . . bzzsmmm . . ."


  I swung my stalk eyes toward the small laptop in one corner of my scoop. A new model Apple computer I had acquired at Computer City. With the help of several months of Rachel's credit card allowance.


  She informed me that I owed her "big time" for her assistance.


  "What the heck was that?"


  I raised a hand to silence Marco. Nothing further came from the computer.


  <I believe that was a snippet of a Yeerk dialogue,> I explained finally. <I have applied a computer program of my own making to the Zero-space transponder I created - with help from your father, Marco.>


  I have always believed in giving credit where credit is due. Even if it was to a human.


  <And?> Tobias stared at me with his intense hawk gaze.


  <And,> I continued, <this program attempts to decode locally originated Z-space transmissions. Unfortunately, and through no possible fault of my own,> I admitted, <the success rate of the program is less than thirty percent. Human computer technology is simply too slow to overcome advanced Yeerk encoding in a reliable and consistent way.>


  "But the success part, Ax," Marco pressed. "The fifteen or twenty percent of the time something does get through, that's something. Or could be."


  I nodded. Another human gesture I have acquired.


  <Yes.>


  ". . . again the Council of Thirteen commends Visser Two on his proposed plan, which we have designated Operation 9466: Phase One. Pending final approval from Visser One, the Council orders Visser Two to proceed as . . . bzzmss . . . gerubzz . . ."


  There was silence. Andalite, human, and nothlit - each of us was, I believe it is fair to say, stunned.


  Chapter 3


  



  <Okay, I'm not the only one who heard that, am I?>


  Tobias continued to stare at the now silent computer.


  Marco sank back into his chair.


  "You know what I love about this life? There's never a dull moment. Freakin' never."


  <I believe the important question now is: Who has become Visser One? We are responsible for the death of the Yeerk that was in that position. Not Visser Three. He can't have been promoted after botching a Council-ordered execution!>


  <Not even to the rank of Visser Two?> Tobias said. <Why not? I don't understand Yeerk politics. Do you?>


  Marco stood up again. "Look, let's assume our old buddy is now either Visser One or Two. Who's left? And what's Operation 9466?"


  Suddenly, I felt angry and frustrated.


  <If only I had access to a more advanced technology! Then I would be able to intercept the entire Yeerk communication. I would . . .>


  Marco laughed. It sounded somewhat like a dog's bark.


  "Hey, Ax-man, ease up on us dopey humans, okay? Besides, that machine you've got there is, like, a toy. For the lay person. What an intellectual Andalite giant like you wants is to hack into some major government computer system."


  <Even though it's illegal,> Tobias added. <Not sure I'd advise it.>


  It was a very good idea. Illegal. But, we were at war. We didn't have a choice.


  <Yes, excellent,> I said. <We need information. We must do whatever we can to get it.>


  "Whoa. Just, whoa." Marco. "I wasn't actually suggesting we break into the U.S. government's personal stash. That's the kind of invasion of privacy that gets you life. In jail."


  <What are you saying?>


  Marco rolled his eyes. An unfortunate and unattractive expression.


  "I'm saying it's illegal. Dangerous. I'm saying it's wrong. Not right."


  Humans are an odd species. They will proclaim a particular ethical and moral stance one day. And the next, they will proclaim an opposite stance with equal passion.


  When pressed, they explain such behavior as caused by "different circumstances." Also, depending on "the situation."


  <Marco,> I said, <I seem to recall your telling your father recently that nothing is "right" anymore. That stealing in the name of the cause is one of your specialties. That when the war is over and there is a "right" again, you will make amends.>


  "Do you know how seriously annoying it is to quote someone's words back at them?" he shouted. "Do you?"


  <Does that mean you agree with my plan?>


  "It means I'll go along with it. Maybe we can figure out a deal, give the government boys something in return for what we're taking. Hey, Bird-boy? Are you with us?"


  <If I said no, would it really make a difference? Would it stop you, Ax?>


  Not a rhetorical question. <No,> I said, <it would not.>


  In spite of Marco's earlier protests, he was the one who suggested we attempt to infiltrate the National Security Agency's code-breaking computer system.


  And it was Marco who suggested that we should also install a program able to crack any possible security code conceived by humans.


  Needless to say, I would be the one to devise such a program. Which, in the next few moments, I did.


  Now we were ready.


  Tobias kept careful watch from above. Marco hung over my shoulder.


  And with the aid of Cassie's cell phone and my new lime green iMac, I proceeded to reroute the Yeerk Z-space transmissions through the NSA's central computer.


  "Federal prison," Marco said, "here we come."


  <What's happening, Ax?>


  <The NSA is trying to block my transmission. Now they are receiving my decoding program.>


  A few keystrokes. A moment of tension. More waiting.


  "Ax, what's going on!"


  <The NSA has stopped blocking me. Now, let's see what we have here.>


  <One thing, Ax-man,> Tobias called. <Uh, are you sure the program you sent these guys can't be used to decipher your own stuff? Or the Yeerks'?>


  Slowly, I swung one eye stalk around and up to look at Tobias, perched on the branch of a tree.


  <Okay, okay, sorry I asked.>


  And then, suddenly, it happened.


  This bigger, faster, more powerful machine, combined with my superior Andalite technical knowledge and skills . . .


  " . . . The newly appointed Visser One, recently Visser Three, current leader of the Yeerk mission on planet Earth . . . has approved Operation 9466. Visser Two has undertaken a journey to Earth to assist in the execution of this long-anticipated military action. . . ."


  "Bingo," Marco whispered.


  Chapter 4


  



  <Visser One. Formerly Visser Three. Esplin 9466.>


  It had come to me in a flash on our rapid trip to Cassie's barn. The Animorphs' traditional meeting place.


  "Of course." Jake." So, this mission is major. If it's being named after the reigning visser."


  "And if the second in command, whoever he or she is, will be coming along for the ride," Rachel added.


  "But what's the point?" Cassie asked.


  "I'll give you one guess. Yes, that's right, boys and girls." Marco paced. "We know from my mother that our old nemesis has been pushing for all-out assault on Earth. No more sneaky, middle-of-the-night stuff. Now we're gonna see major population 'cleansing.' You want to be one of us, a Yeerk? Fine. You don't? You're dead. The Yeerks don't need everyone. One billion people? More than enough."


  <What are the Yeerks afraid of?> I asked.


  Marco looked at me. "Two things. The Andalite fleet. And humanity's own resources. I'm talking weapons, but also ingenuity. Flexibility. Hope. All those traits the former Visser One acknowledged and respected and feared about us human beings. The traits the former Visser Three has always ignored."


  "No way hope is going to conquer a huge alien force," Rachel said grimly. "At least not before being massacred."


  Marco sighed. "I know."


  "But the Yeerks don't," Jake added. "They also don't know for sure we aren't equipped weapon-wise to annihilate them if they attack. And they don't know for sure the chances of the Andalite fleet coming to Earth's rescue are less than good."


  "I keep remembering those Yeerk forces we saw in for repair," Cassie said. "When we rescued Marco's mom. It's . . . it's beginning to feel overwhelming."


  <Look. Whether or not the Yeerks know it, the truth is we have no space-based weapons.> Tobias, his voice flat. <We'll be slaughtered. Remember what we saw of open warfare? Henry Five and the French. Washington on the Delaware. Normandy Beach. Okay, those events were slightly distorted, but the blood was the same as when they really happened. The death was the same.>


  "Both World Wars and the Black Plague all rolled into one. That's what we're facing." Marco's eyes were dark. "That kind of massive destruction."


  Silence. The situation was not good.


  Jake looked at me. "Ax. I want your honest opinion. Since that one transmission on the beach, we've heard nothing from the Andalites. Should we assume the fleet isn't coming? Should we go ahead on our own?"


  What could I say? To answer such a question - with a "yes" or a "no" - would cast suspicion on my loyalty to my people.


  The Andalites. And the humans.


  If the Andalite fleet had chosen to ignore our warning and had moved to the Anati system, one of the new Visser One's conditions for all-out war had been met. We were in a situation of maximum danger.


  One of my peoples had betrayed the other.


  In spite of my admiration - and yes, affection - for humans, I have always hoped my future would be on the home planet. With my parents. Perhaps even Estrid-Corill-Darrath and a family of my own.


  And yet - my experience with my birth people since being stranded on planet Earth has been . . . complex. Less than one hundred percent satisfactory.


  Now - the chance of ever returning and being welcomed with open arms seemed even smaller.


  Particularly after the stinging words of doubt spoken by the anonymous Andalite officer.


  "Ax?"


  But it was not as if my experience with humans and their culture had been without disappointment. I had been saddened by human behavior, disgusted even. By their incomprehensible violence toward one another.


  Once we had been forced to chase Visser Four through history in order to retrieve the Time matrix. To prevent the dawning of a world even more frightening than any horrible time that had come before.


  Before that strange journey through centuries past, I thought I had come to understand humans. But as horrible scenes of carnage and terror unfolded before my eyes, I realized that I knew very little about human beings.


  They could be insane, hate-filled creatures. I could make no sense of the outrageous violence, of the mindless killing.


  And it frightened me.


  But I had made friends. We were our own family. And this was still our fight.


  I was Andalite. And, in a way, I was human.


  "Ax. Do you think the Andalites are coming?"


  <I do not know, Prince Jake,> I said, my eyes solemn. <I honestly do not know.>


  Chapter 5


  



  "Okay. The Yeerks want Earth." Jake looked at each of us in turn. "Well, they can't have it."


  "Look." Marco, musing. "Maybe the situation isn't as desperate as we think. Yet. Maybe the Yeerks are just seeing what they can get away with. They push, we push back. They don't try that particular move again. They shove, we don't shove back, they shove again, but this time, harder. And eventually, we fall on our butts."


  Rachel nodded. "Right. We don't wait around for the cavalry. We fight with everything we've got, with or without the Andalites. Self-defense is always justified. We've known that from the beginning. End of story."


  "Even when the odds are abysmal?" Cassie said, half to herself. "Maybe especially then."


  <War is irrational,> I murmured, weary from so much talk. From the thought of what lay ahead. <Though it is sometimes necessary.>


  <Ax,> Tobias said, <show Jake those two sets of numbers we got from the transmission just before we left the scoop.>


  <Of course.> I handed Jake the piece of paper on which Marco had written several bits of information.


  Jake shook his head. "Longitude? Latitude? That's my guess."


  "Mine, too." Marco retrieved an atlas he'd stashed in the hayloft. "And . . . let's see . . . this is strange. We're talking to both sites a thousand miles out to sea . . . but each site only twenty miles apart."


  Rachel peered over Jake's shoulder. "Dates and times. Today." She checked her watch. "It's nine o'clock A.M. Okay, these times are . . . seven, then nine hours from now. Four o'clock this afternoon, then six this evening."


  Rachel stared in disbelief at me, Tobias, and Marco. "Could you have shown us this any later?! Let's go!"


  "Calm down," Jake said. "We can't do anything until we have some idea of what this information means. The middle of the ocean. Why? And what's going to happen? No clue."


  "Except that it's got to be huge." Marco sighed dramatically. "And we've got to be there. The fate of the world and all."


  "How do we get that far out to sea in less than seven hours?" Cassie said. "No morph is going to make it."


  There was another heavy silence. I turned my main eyes toward Jake.


  It is a huge responsibility for a young person, human or Andalite, to be a leader. Finally, Jake spoke. His eyes were dull but his voice was firm.


  "Things are different," he said. "From now on, we take what we need. We do what we have to do. No matter what the consequences."


  "Jake . . ." Cassie began.


  "There's only one morph that will get us thousands of miles out to sea in the time we have left," he added. "Human."


  "Yes!" Rachel thrust a fist in the air. Her face gleamed with pleasure. "Finally. Extreme-Yeerk-butt-kicking!"


  I did not express my opinion on the matter.


  Cassie spoke again. "Jake. Everyone. Come on. We've gotten this far without totally losing it. By following the rules of basic humanity. No one can deny that."


  "I'm not denying it," Marco said coldly. "But Jake's right. Things have changed. We can't be asking anymore whether something's right or wrong. We really need to start asking whether it's expedient."


  "Whoa." Rachel grinned. "Big word."


  You see what I mean by humans being an odd species? Self-contradictory, yet successful. Able to advance their civilization while engaging in continuous ethical debate.


  Jake took Cassie's hands in his own. I noticed Tobias turn slightly away.


  "Cassie, I'd never ask you to do something you don't want to," Jake said softly. "Or can't. But here's the thing. I think our assumptions are right. I think Visser One is about to launch open war. Entire cities might be incinerated. Whole countries. Maybe, just maybe, if we strike now, if we do everything we possibly can, maybe we can keep that form happening." He smiled sadly. "I'm not sure I could live with myself if we didn't do all that we could."


  Billions of lives weighed against the ethics of six "kids . . ."


  "And I'm not sure I could live with myself if we did," Cassie answered softly. "Jake, there's always a reason to abandon morality. We've been through this so many times. Someone's always saying, 'forget about right or wrong, we've got to win.'"


  "I know, I know." Jake squeezed Cassie's hands. "But . . . doesn't it always come down to each one of us, all alone, asking ourselves: Am I right in doing whatever it takes for the greater good? And, do I trust myself enough to know I won't become evil in the process? It always comes down to something that personal."


  Or the situation, I thought. Or the special circumstances. A morality of convenience. Not unlike Andalite morality. . . .


  The thought was troubling.


  Cassie smiled. It was not a happy smile, but it seemed to portray a genuine emotion. "If there's one person I trust to keep his decency, it's you, Jake."


  Marco folded his arms. Nodded at Rachel. "You, we're not so sure of."


  Rachel made a rude gesture with her hand.


  A rustling of feathers. <Moving on.how exactly do we travel a thousand miles in a few short hours?>


  "Easy, Bird-boy. Military jet. A half hour to the air force base, maybe a bit more to snag a plane. Then, full speed ahead."


  Jake pulled away from Cassie. "Okay," he said, clearing his throat. "Let's go."


  Chapter 6


  



  "My financial advisor suggested I put at least some money into something safe and slow and steady. The rest is going into something riskier. I mean, my kids aren't going to college for another sixteen years."


  "That sounds reasonable. I gotta talk to my accountant though about that SEP plan for my wife. . . . What the . . . ?"


  Clop-clop. Clop-clop.


  I appeared from behind a row of metal lockers.


  <Remain calm,> I said.


  The male opened his mouth wide. A clear indication he was about to scream.


  FWAP!


  He slumped to the floor, unconscious. No longer a problem.


  The woman, however . . .


  "ANDALITE!"


  <Yeerk.>


  WHAM!


  Marco - in gorilla morph - caught her as she crumpled to the ground.


  <A little tap on the head never hurt anyone,> he said. <Not much, anyway.>


  <Prince Jake, you and the others can demorph now. Marco and I have secured the room.>


  One by one, four fleas began to grow and shift into three humans and a hawk.


  We were in a locker room belonging to the Air National Guard. Clearly, an organization the Yeerks had succeeded in penetrating.


  "Gross." Rachel. "Those pressure suits are hideous."


  Jake raised an eyebrow. Not all humans can raise just one at a time.


  "Are you saying you'd rather Cassie go in your place? Or maybe that you'd rather explode out of your skin at fifty-thousand feet? Or freeze to death?"


  Rachel scowled. Then she bent over the unconscious female Controller.


  It had been decided that I would acquire the male.


  Also, that I would act as pilot. Without a doubt, I was the one with most experience flying aircraft - Andalite, Yeerk, and human.


  Rachel was to be my copilot. I assumed this was because of an attribute Marco calls her "nerves of steel." Rachel would take over as pilot if something should happen to me.


  "Come on, people," Jake said. "Let's just get this done."


  For a moment, I hesitated.


  It isn't that I don't enjoy certain elements of being human. There is taste. There is speech. There is the ability to go to a movie at the Cineplex. As long as the running time is less than two hours.


  It is just that . . . there is something too compelling about being a human, even for a short time. It makes me uncomfortable.


  It makes it seem as if I fit in here.


  It is a temptation.


  One of the first morphs I acquired on this planet was that of a human male, approximately the same age as my friends.


  In order to create that morph, I took DNA from Jake, Rachel, Cassie, and Marco - with their permission, of course - and combined it.


  So when I am in human morph, I am an odd composite of four people, the exact DNA replica of no one in particular.


  This is a compromise. A way around the Animorphs' reluctance to acquire and morph other sentient creatures without their permission. And, given the secrecy of our mission, permission cannot freely be requested.


  But now . . .


  Now, we were committed to doing whatever it took to stop Visser One's aggressive invasion of my adopted home, I was, though not for the first time, acquiring the DNA of a human.


  SCHLOOP!


  Morphing is a strange and unpredictable process. It never happens in quite the same way twice. And it never fails to be somewhat - disconcerting.


  My eye stalks were sucked back into my head. A head that was remolding to the rounder skull of a human. A head that was sprouting dark brown human hair.


  <Ax, don't you know blonds have more fun?> Marco smirked.


  I ignored him.


  Concentrated on staying upright as my two front legs dissolved into my broadening chest. Now I was standing on two human legs. I was pleased to discover they were relatively sturdy.


  One Andalite heart disappeared into Z-space. The other re-formed to a human heart and began its distinctive beat.


  Blue fur faded into skin slightly lighter than Marco's. it was sprinkled with dark, coarse hair in a variety of places. Including the knuckles of my now powerful, five-fingered human hands. I began to attempt to put on the pilot's uniform.


  <Marco, come on, man.> Prince Jake, already remorphed to flea.


  Marco slammed the door on a locker which now contained the female copilot and began to demorph.


  Rachel, now in the body of a slightly stocky red-haired woman, secured the pilot - gently - in another locker.


  I felt the tiniest tickle on the back of my neck as two fleas jumped on board.


  "Ready?" I said.


  Captain Felitti's voice was unsteady, betraying my own excitement. My own discomfort.


  Rachel grinned. "Let's do it."


  Chapter 7


  



  We strode boldly across the airfield.


  "Rachel," I said softly, "that is the plane these humans are supposed to take for a test flight."


  "What gave it away?" she hissed. "The maintenance crew saluting us?"


  "An F-16D, two-seater fighter-bomber. Computer control, I believe. Are you prepared to commandeer the aircraft?" I asked.


  "Oh, yeah."


  We walked swiftly up to the two-person maintenance crew.


  Smiled. Saluted.


  And then subdued the crew.


  "Come on, come on!"


  Rachel climbed up into the cockpit's copilot seat. I vaulted up into the pilot's place.


  The jet's capacity for extreme acceleration required each of us to be in an almost fully reclining position.


  Quickly, we strapped and buckled ourselves into restraining belts and harnesses. Pulled on helmets complete with oxygen masks.


  Tested the radio mikes that would allow us to communicate with each other once the jet was off the ground.


  I rested my right arm on a special armrest and took hold of the short handgrip that would transmit my orders to the jet's computers.


  And without the immediate interference of other Air National Guard personnel or the ground control tower, I started the engines. Taxied. And took off.


  It was not very difficult.


  "Well, that was lucky," Rachel said. Her voice sounded far away through the microphone though she was not more than several inches from me.


  "Too lucky. I am afraid the rest of the mission will not go as smoothly."


  "Pessimist."


  "No. Realist."


  We had less than two hours to reach the destination described in the Yeerk transmission.


  First: I could not demorph inside the pressure suit without its ripping apart. Which would probably cause my unfortunate and untimely death.


  And require Rachel, who could possibly demorph within the confines of her pressure suit, to fly a computer-controlled aircraft at the speed in shocking excess of anything she might have experienced.


  Something I was not sure she could do, in spite of her nerves of steel.


  At the moment she was grinning. The features of her face were those of Michele Leary. But the maniacal joy was clearly Rachel's.


  Second: According to the information we had intercepted from the Yeerks, we were running out of time. There were now less than five hours until the event that would instigate Phase One of Operation 9466.


  Suddenly . . .


  "This is ground control. Captain Felitti, you took off without clearance and five minutes ahead of schedule. You are off the course set for the test flight. Return immediately to the coordinates. We repeat, return to the flight pattern. . . ."


  "You nervous, Ax?"


  "I have been in less stressful situations," I admitted.


  And then.


  "This is Ground Control. Whoever you are, return to base immediately. If you do not reverse course you will be shot down. Repeat, you will be shot down."


  Suddenly, on the radar screen - two jets pursuing us.


  "Guess they found the real pilots," Rachel said. "And the maintenance team."


  No choice.


  The F-16 fighter-bomber can reach a maximum speed of approximately one thousand three hundred and fifty miles per hour.


  Achieving that speed was not necessary.


  Yet.


  I increased speed to slightly exceed Mach 1.


  "Prepare yourself, Rachel."


  And shortly, we lost the pursuit planes.


  "Woo-hoo! Nice work, Ax. Even though my eyeballs are now stuck to the back of my head."


  I checked in with Jake and the others.


  The flea morph had protected them from the physical effects of the jet's massive speed.


  This seemed to disappoint Marco. Recently, he had claimed to be "bummed" about not being able to ride the new Monster Coaster at The Gardens.


  In his words: "What with being officially dead and all now, I'm actually in an F-16D. and I can't feel a thing. My life is great. Isn't my life great?"


  We continued to fly. The F-16D handled well for an Earth-built aircraft.


  Finally . . .


  "Rachel, we are approaching the coordinates. Keep an eye on . . ."


  "I see something, Ax!"


  "You have a visual?"


  "I just said I can see it. It's . . . it's huge. Even I know that's an aircraft carrier."


  "I see it. The USS George Washington," I read.


  "What are those other ships around it?"


  "Maybe we should ask Prince Jake."


  <The USS George Washington.> Marco interrupted. <There's a sick twist on the concept of piracy. The man's namesake aircraft carrier hijacked by the Yeerks.>


  <We don't know what's happening,> Jake said. <Those other ships are part of the carrier battle group, Ax. Probably some destroyers. Some guided-missile cruisers and frigates.>


  <Nuclear-attack subs, too, right?> Tobias.


  <And at least one combat support ship. For supplies.> Marco.


  <Cassie>, Rachel said. <Are you feeling a little, I don't know, left out?>


  <Yeah.> She laughed. <And somehow it doesn't bother me.>
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  "Ax! Look at the radar. They've spotted us"


  "Yes. I assumed the carrier's surveillance systems are sophisticated enough to spot an air-force-owned F-16D in its airspace."


  <Ax, what's going on?> Jake. <Flea "ears" are not, you know, the best.>


  <We have been located by the USS George Washington,> I told him. <And we were the target of two air force jets attempting to intercept us.>


  <To shoot us down, Jake!> Rachel shouted. <We lost them, but the air force probably contacted the GW with a warning.>


  <Options?> Jake asked.


  <None that I can see,> Rachel said. <Jake, you know the carrier's gonna send some people after us, too. This plane is a liability!>


  A split second of silence. Then . . .


  <Ax! Get out in front of the carrier. Get in its course and drop the plane. If we make it out of here alive, we'll pick up the ship as it comes by.>


  <Maybe if we start demorphing a second or two before impact,> Cassie said, <we'll make it.>


  <Or not,> Marco said grimly. <Well, I can't say it's been fun. . . .>


  No choice.


  I blocked out the voices of my friends.


  Took the plane to maximum speed and concentrated on overtaking the carrier.


  And staying ahead of the airforce jets I assumed would reappear momentarily.


  I was being asked to take an enormous risk.


  Rachel and I - carrying Prince and the others - could not simply eject.


  Because we could not chance being seen and captured in these human morphs. Morphs identical to the two pilots found back at the Air National Guard locker room.


  We had to go down with the plane.


  But how to "drop" the plane with us on board and survive?


  A nosedive would kill us instantaneously.


  Okay. The plane had to hit on its belly. In effect, I had to perform a controlled crash landing.


  The drag undoubtedly would tear the aircraft apart.


  But Rachel and I would have some chance of surviving. And with us, our friends.


  We were several miles ahead of the carrier when I began to cut back our speed.


  "Ax, why are you slowing down?!"


  "If the plane hits the water at top speed, we will be dead within seconds. It it hits with the engines stalled . . ."


  "We'll be dead within seconds!"


  I braced myself. The impact would be brutal.


  I am the servant of the people . . .


  The noise . . . horrifying . . .


  I am the servant of my prince . . .


  And then . . .


  I am the servant of honor . . .


  We were down!


  The bubble immediately shattered. The jet broke apart.


  Cold ocean water roared into the cockpit, swamping Rachel and me.


  Blinding me to anything but my own terrible fear.


  Desperately, I tried to demorph within the pilot's now-useless pressure suit.


  And in my panic, with the powerful rush of water slamming into me, while trying with freezing fingers to unleash myself from belts and harnesses meant to save my life . . .


  I began to suffocate!


  Andalites do not enjoy confined spaces. Neither do humans when it seems the confinement is about to kill them.


  If only my tail would appear, if only the blade would sprout and slice me out of this binding garment..


  I thrashed. Gasped for air. Swallowed salty water.


  Slowly - too slowly! - began to demorph in the cold, dark ocean.


  Riiip! Slaaash!


  Yes!


  I was free!


  I was Andalite.


  I kicked my way to the surface. Scanned madly for my friends amid the wreckage of the jet.


  They had been on Joseph Felitti's body. On Michele Leary's body. Where were they now?!


  Rachel! Already on her way to seagull.


  Clasped under her still-human arm, Tobias was almost fully hawk.


  <Prince Jake!>


  From a few yards away . . .


  "Ax! Nice work. I see Marco."


  "Ax-man! The ride of the century!"


  "Jake, I'm to your left." Cassie.


  We were all alive!


  Another too-lucky event.


  "Seagulls!" Jake called. "Before some guy up on the island spots us with a pair of binoculars. Then get to the carrier!"
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  <This thing is massive,> Cassie said. <It's . . . it's too big to be real.>


  <It's a Nimitz class. Biggest warships in the world. Built by Newport News Shipbuilding Company, out of Virginia.>


  <Jake?> Rachel cocked the seagull's head. <Do you have a life?>


  We had landed, six seagulls, near a radar mast protruding from the island of the USS George Washington.


  Below us, on the flight deck, approximately thirty planes were parked and tied down.


  Marco strutted closer to Rachel. She strutted away.


  <Rachel, Rachel, Rachel. There's no such thing as a useless fact. Every tiny, seemingly arcane bit of information our boy Jake spews about aircraft carriers or fighter planes just might be the thing that saves our butts.>


  <Marco is correct,> I added. <Prince Jake, what else can you recall regarding this craft?>


  <I wasn't expecting to have to recite from memory but . . . okay, the first Nimitz class carrier was deployed in 1975.>


  If Marco were in his human form, he would have raised his eyebrows at Rachel.


  This is how well I have come to know the meanings and uses of human physical gestures.


  <Length - about one thousand and ninety-two feet. Overall width, two hundred and fifty-two feet. Area of flight deck - um, four and a half acres. I think.>


  <That's my boy,> Marco encouraged. <What else?>


  <Speed, thirty-plus knots. That's a little over thirty-four and a half miles per hour.>


  <More aircraft below,> Marco prompted. <On the hangar deck.>


  <Yeah. Eighty-five or ninety, total. I can't remember.>


  <Types?>


  <Just look down there. A variety. Depends on what the GW's out here for, I guess. Probably some F/A-18C Hornets. E-2C Hawkeyes, maybe some EA-6B Prowlers. F-14D Tomcats. Four catapults for launching. Four aircraft elevators.>


  <Crew?> Tobias asked.


  <Between five and six thousand, total, full complement. Which is rare these days. Cutbacks.>


  <What makes this thing go?> Rachel asked.


  Clearly, her interest was piqued. Anything large and capable of aiding in destruction had to be of interest to Rachel.


  <Two nuclear reactors. Four main engines. That's geared steam turbines, four shafts. Four propellers. Maybe more stuff, I don't know.>


  <Uh-huh.>


  <Armament?>


  <Generally, the NATO Sea Sparrow missile system. That's two launchers, eight missiles each. I think the George Washington has four 20-mm Phalanx CIWS mounts.>


  Cassie had been silent until now. <CIWS?>


  <Close-In Weapon System. The whole point of the carriers is to provide what's called a "forward presence." They're pretty much the most important part of the picture. In peacetime and during war.>


  <Right,> Tobias said.


  I suspected this information did not impress Cassie as it impressed the rest of us.


  <The humans on board are wearing a variety of uniforms,> I noted.


  <That's right.> Tobias. <Navy - sailors and air wing. And marines.>


  <What's up with the different-colored jackets?> Rachel said. <The red ones aren't so bad.>


  Jake turned away from the wind. <Flight deck personnel. Different colors for different roles. Jackets are called float coats. You wear the same color jersey underneath. I'm pretty sure the guys in red are crash and salvage crews. Yeah, and explosive ordinance disposal.>


  <No wonder Rachel likes the red,> Marco said.


  <What about those in green?> I asked. <Or yellow?>


  <It'll come to me. Hmmm. Or maybe it won't,> Jake admitted. <Look, we don't know how this is going to play, but one thing: Keep your ears and eyes open. A carrier is a highly organized society. Anyone looking lost or out of place is going to get nailed. No sailors in the aviators' squadron ready rooms and no enlisted personnel hanging around the flag quarters.>


  <Which means if any of us goes human, we've got to look and act the part.>


  <Right. No calling attention to yourself, Ax-man. Stay away from the cafeterias.>


  <Not a problem,> I replied stiffly.


  <And stick with others who are dressed like you,> Jake went on. <You morph a guy who comes with a cranial helmet, you'd pretty much better stick with the other flight deck personnel.>


  <But let's try not to morph humans,> Cassie said. <If we can help it.>


  <If we can help it,> Jake agreed.


  <One thing we should consider,> I noted. <The air force will undoubtedly take responsibility for the crash of one of its jets within sight of the navy's carrier. However, if the Yeerks are already on board, there will be suspicion and heightened security measure. In addition to the possible presence of the air force's own investigative team.>


  <So, you're saying this mission is now more dangerous than ever?> Marco asked. Rhetorically.


  I answered him anyway. <Yes. I am.>
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  <Jake, something's definitely going on.>


  Marco directed our attention to a particular area of the flight deck. Something was going on.


  <Looks like preparations for a ceremony or something,> Cassie noted. <Lots of sailors in white uniforms. They look pretty spiffy. . . .>


  <Maybe an inspection?> Jake wondered. <No. Look. They're getting ready for a landing. Someone's coming on board.>


  <And I'm guessing his name is trouble,> Marco shouted over the loud THWOK THWOK THWOK of an approaching transport helicopter.


  <Something to do with Operation 9466?> Tobias wondered.


  We watched as a perfectly orchestrated GW flight deck crew helped the helicopter land.


  A few moments later, several naval officers emerged from the aircraft.


  According to Jake, one of the men was an admiral.


  According to Marco, the "big cheese."


  And then I saw someone among the admiral's entourage who, in a perfect world, should not have been there. He was wearing a navy officer's uniform like his colleagues.


  But I recognized him all the same.


  <Prince Jake.>


  <I seem him, Ax. Chapman.>


  <You were right, Marco. The name is most definitely trouble.>


  We watched as the captain, the admiral, and his entourage went belowdecks.


  Chapman went with them.


  <Okay,> Jake said. <We're going below. Follow me.>


  <Aye aye, Captain. Let's go, me maties!>


  <Marco. Please. Shut. Up,> Rachel said, lifting off after Jake.


  <You know, I just can't win with her. Tobias, you must be a saint.>


  <Cut it out, you two,> Jake said quietly. <Everybody. Do the gull thing. Circle, swoop. Then, one right after the other, drop down the airshaft after me. And keep your eyes open.>


  <Oh, goodie. Nothing a bird likes better than to drop down into a narrow, confined space,> Tobias commented.


  I took off after the others. The wind made it somewhat difficult to swoop and glide in the usual effortless seagull manner.


  But the men and women on deck had far more important matters with which to be concerned than a few screaming, cawing seagulls being buffeted by powerful ocean breezes.


  So no one noticed as, one by one, we dropped down through a sort of chute and onto the deck immediately below. The gallery or 03 deck.


  Once inside the carrier and no longer in the open sky, six seagulls attracted quite a bit of attention.


  "Crazy birds! Look out!"


  A sailor ducked, covered his head with his arms.


  <Follow me!> Jake ordered. <We've got to lose them and demorph!>


  The chase was on!


  WHOOOSH!


  My left wing brushed the side of the narrow, low-ceilinged corridors.


  <This is so fun!> Rachel.


  <Yeah, you maniac. Crash-and-burn keep away.> Marco.


  WHOOOSH!


  I struggled to keep aloft. Pumped my wings hard through the artificial environment.


  No fresh air. No thermals. No lift!


  Down again!


  Down a flight of stairs so steep it seemed more like a vertical ladder. No way to fly headfirst.


  Feetfirst, wings awkwardly held aloft to resist smashing to the ground . . .


  <Ow.>


  Misjudged the distance between my body and the rapidly approaching floor. Struggled back to my feet. Struggled back into the air. Almost didn't make it . . .


  <Down again!> Jake shouted.


  Down to the third deck, two decks below the main hangar deck.


  Sailors! Behind us, coming at us from all directions, smacking at the air, pounding down the ladders! Alarms shrieking!


  "Come on! We've got to get them before they do something stupid like fly into the air-conditioning plant!"


  "Or poop all over the place!"


  This gave Rachel an idea.


  "Ew! Ewewew!"


  Fwooosh!


  <In here!>


  An open door! Maybe a place to land and demorph!


  "Shut the door! Lock them in!"


  <Out, out, out!>


  Clearly the ship's post office was not a safe place for seagulls.


  <Jake, buddy, I'm wiped!>


  We flapped past emergency diesel generators.


  Past a bank of satellite phones.


  Unfortunately, a number of personnel were using the phones.


  Several of them screamed.


  Finally . . .


  <The laundry. In here!>


  Clumsily the six of us tore into the ship's laundry. The room was very large and hot and steamy.


  And, except for one sailor intent upon stuffing dirty clothing into a massive machine at one end of the room, empty.


  Prince Jake did not have to tell us what to do.
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  We demorphed behind the industrial-size washing machines.


  And then . . .


  FWAP!


  The sailor on laundry detail would never know what hit him.


  Gently, Marco laid him on the floor under a long table and placed a folded sheet beneath his head.


  It was decided I would morph the pilot again. A physically fit adult male was a convenient morph for our purposes.


  And my own technical knowledge would also be useful.


  The others would ride in my pocket as cockroaches. After I borrowed a uniform. The laundry room was obviously the perfect place for that.


  "Ah, the glamorous life of a soldier," Marco said, keeping an eye on the door.


  <Not so much worse than the lives of some of the crew on board this carrier,> Tobias said. <Guys who work flight deck get hazardous duty pay on top of their regular sea pay.>


  <You see, that's what I'm saying,> Marco pressed. <What do we get for risking our butts? Nothing. Nada.>


  <What about the satisfaction of knowing you're protecting the freedom of all human beings?> Cassie asked.


  <Huh. Well, there is that.>


  I have become quite an expert on how to wear human clothing. Though I will never understand or like it.


  Dressed and with the others in my pocket, I carefully opened the door and stepped back into the narrow corridor.


  <Okay, Ax, you've got to find Chapman.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.>


  According to Jake, the aircraft carrier had a crew of close to six thousand. This made my presence less likely to be rapidly discovered - as long as I did nothing to attract attention.


  However, the sheer size of the carrier and my relative unfamiliarity with its layout made the chances of my finding Chapman before an evil Yeerk plan unfolded less likely.


  I walked. And walked.


  The aircraft carrier is a very confusing place. There are many long, narrow, gray-tiled passageways that look identical.


  And somewhat dangerous. Along the passageways, at seemingly regular intervals, are raised steel thresholds.


  Jake informed me they are called "knee-knockers."


  And he warned me to careful not to trip over them, as that would significantly increase the chance of my being discovered and captured.


  I am proud to say I did not trip once.


  Another strange thing. Most areas of the carrier admit no natural light. Both sky and sea seem far, far away.


  For an Andalite, this is an unacceptable design feature. Especially for a craft on which a person must live for long periods of time.


  I walked. Stepped aside to let superior personnel pass, kept my ears tuned to snippets of conversation.


  And then . . . bingo. As Marco has been known to say.


  "Admiral Carrington . . . the hangar deck . . ."


  <Prince Jake? I need to find the hangar deck.>


  With Jake's thought-speak directions, I made my way back to the huge hangar deck.


  There, I silently joined the crowd of officers gathered around a parked fighter jet. Tried not to call attention to myself.


  Hoped the carrier's personnel would assume I was part of Admiral Carrington's staff.


  That the admiral's staff would assume I answered directly to the captain of the carrier.


  I spotted Chapman at the admiral's side. Chapman. A leader in the Yeerk front organization, The Sharing. Assistant principal at my friends' school. A school Tobias and now Marco no longer attended.


  I slipped closer to the admiral. He spoke.


  "Captain Plummer, why don't we go to my quarters. There are a few matters I'd like to discuss with you and your senior personnel."


  He looked at Chapman and smiled. Turned back to the captain.


  "My staff and I have brought back something special to share with you. You know how life in the middle of the ocean can get somewhat, uh, dull."


  "Except when the air force dumps one of their jets in your front yard."


  There was a ripple of polite laughter in response.


  I informed Prince Jake of our new destination.


  Marco laughed. <Bet Plummer's hoping for a few bottles of expensive whiskey.>


  The crowd of officers thinned to about ten men.


  Carefully, I followed them back down to the 03 deck, or gallery deck. And to what Jake called the admiral's "flagship," or headquarters.


  The officers stopped outside a door. I hesitated. There was no way I could enter without being seen and caught.


  <Prince Jake, we need to be inside but . . .>


  <Grab two of us and slip us into the captain's pocket, Ax. Stay close. Whoever gets inside, keep communication with Ax and the others.>


  I stepped inside. Carefully reached for two of my friends. Slipped them somewhat clumsily into Captain Plummer's pants' pocket.


  The captain turned, annoyed.


  "I'm sorry, sir," I said. "I stumbled."


  And then I hurried off down the corridor.


  When it was clear the officers had entered the admiral's quarters, I sidled back up the now deserted, blue-tiled corridor, close to the door.


  And listened.


  <Ax.> Jake. <Rachel and I are inside.>


  Roach senses are weak, far weaker than human senses, for example. But we each have had much experience learning to use the roach's senses to their fullest.


  <Okay, I sort of hear - ripping? Sounds like the captain's men are opening a box or something. Something large.>


  <The admiral was carrying nothing,> I said.


  <Maybe someone on the carrier's crew helped set up whatever's going down. . . .>


  Silence. Then . . .


  <Weird.> Rachel. <I'm getting confused. Voices raised, kind of fast. Movement . . .>


  <Ax-man! We've got guns drawn! Carrington's a Yeerk!>


  <Prince Jake, the gift!>


  <Oh, yeah. It's got to be.>


  <A portable Yeerk pool.>
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  <Ax, we're gonna try to bail, demorph, and get firepower before the captain's infested!>


  <What should I . . .>


  <We're off the captain!> Rachel shouted. <But, oh man, I think they're doing it now. . . .>


  No choice.


  I grabbed Marco, Tobias, and Cassie from my pocket. Placed them at the base of the wall.


  <Demorph! Now!>


  And in full view of whoever might walk down the corridor, I began to demorph.


  Within seconds the narrow gallery deck corridor was impassable.


  Stuffed with a heaving, shifting mass of bodies partially human, alien, and hawk.


  "What the . . . ?"


  Two crew members, watching from a few yards down the corridor. Mouths open, backs plastered to the wall.


  "Oh, great."


  Cassie, with the natural grace of an estreen, was becoming wolf before I was fully Andalite.


  "Please, uh, sirs. Don't panishh . . ."


  Then she lost her human voice to the morph.


  "Sorry, kids," Marco called to the two sailors. "What my friend was trying to say is that the captain's in a little trouble. Nothing we can't handle. . . ."


  The sailors tore off down the corridor.


  Screeeek! Screeeek!


  My tail blade sliced through the metal of the door around the locks.


  Marco, now gorilla, threw his weight against the door.


  We were in!


  From a tiny closet on the far wall . . .


  A seven hundred pound Siberian tiger burst into the room!


  In the gloom of the closet I could see Rachel rapidly becoming grizzly, able to finish her massive morph now that Jake was gone.


  "Andalites!" Chapman cried, turning to the admiral. "Visser Two, get down!"


  Admiral Carrington did not get down.


  Instead, he threw his arms into the air.


  "No Andalite will spoil the glorious mission of the great Visser One and his devoted servant!" he cried.


  <That's what you think!>


  <Tobias, be careful!>


  "Tseeeer!"


  One of the admiral's men dropped to the floor, clutching his face, blood streaming through his fingers.


  Insanity ensued.


  Blam! Blam! Blam!


  Eight of the men in naval uniforms were human-Controllers.


  It was easy to tell. They were the ones shooting at us.


  Two other officers were lying unconscious across a small couch.


  The captain's men, possibly already infested.


  Possibly not.


  Captain Plummer was sprawled against the table on which sat the portable Yeerk pool.


  It was too late for him but . . .


  With two hands I grasped the rim of the pool and . . .


  SPLAAASH!


  Overturned it! Slimy liquid sloshed onto the table and floor.


  And in the cascade, two Yeerk slugs.


  <Ax, try to pull the fight into the hallway!> Jake ordered privately. <We'll be massacred in here!>


  I leaped past the gasping captain and into the corridor.


  Looked back to see Jake, a gunshot wound on his back, clamp his jaws around a Controller's wrist.


  Shake the gun out of it. Smack the man to the ground.


  Saw Rachel lift two other uniformed Controllers like they were dolls.


  Saw Marco dodge a bullet that would have destroyed his face. Lunge for the shooter. Take him down.


  Maybe we could do it . . . save at least the captain's free men . . .


  Isolate Admiral Carrington. Visser Two.


  Take him hostage.


  Get away before he sent for reinforcements.


  Then, flooding the corridor behind me . . .


  "Up ahead!"


  "What the heck is that?"


  Free humans, navy and marines, also armed.


  Coming to rescue their captain and admiral.


  Coming to kill the crazed animals and blue alien creature who threatened their lives!


  It was impossible.


  We couldn't protect ourselves.


  We couldn't seriously defend ourselves against these men simply doing their duty.


  "Aaahhh!"


  Cassie had Chapman by the ankle and was dragging him into the corridor.


  <Prince Jake! Reinforcements are on the way. Non-Controllers. We will be slaughtered!>


  Jake growled at the Controller who was successfully protecting the angry admiral.


  <Okay. Everybody! Get out. Now!>
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  I ran full out, away from the storming sailors.


  Cassie was at my heels.


  <In here!> I shouted.


  With weak Andalite fingers I grabbed hold of a door handle and pushed.


  Together we tore inside. With my back hooves I slammed the door shut.


  An office of sorts. Desks, computers, filing cabinets.


  One man seated at a console.


  Fine. Whatever.


  Had to morph. Had to become Joseph Felitti.


  "Who are . . . what are . . ."


  FWAP!


  <Is he okay?>


  <Yes, Cassie.> I sighed. <Only stunned.>


  Speedily, Cassie demorphed and helped me disrobe the enlisted man.


  Cassie has strong convictions. She also is usually willing to help get the job done.


  Then I morphed the pilot.


  While I dressed in the enlisted man's uniform, Cassie went cockroach.


  <What do we do now, Ax? Where do we go?>


  I thought. And then it came to me.


  The combat information center.


  Jake had mentioned it, told us it was on the same deck as the admiral's quarters.


  CIC. The central command and control complex for the aircraft carrier as well as for the entire carrier battle group.


  Whatever was going to happen next was likely to happen there. And soon.


  <I think I know,> I told Cassie.


  And after securing the enlisted man with some available strong tape and a handkerchief as a gag, I stepped out into the corridor.


  It was quiet. The Yeerks had restored some semblance of order.


  But at regular intervals along the corridor there were now armed guards on high alert. Dressed as navy personnel but undoubtedly Yeerk.


  And as I passed two other enlisted men I heard them whisper.


  "Bob says he saw a tiger. And LaVerle swears she saw some weird blue deer. They're being questioned now. I don't know what the heck happened down here. . . . "


  I did. And I knew what would be happening shortly.


  The Yeerks would be making Controllers of the unfortunate witnesses.


  I continued to search for my destination, somewhere on this deck.


  After ten minutes of purposeful walking, I found it.


  The door was closed, guarded by two marines. Without a pass I could not enter.


  The door opened and young navy lieutenant stepped into the corridor. Here was my pass.


  <Cassie, I am about to commit another ambush,> I warned the roach in my pocket.


  <Do what you have to.>


  I followed the lieutenant down the corridor to a tiny bathroom. Knocked him out from behind. Locked the door, demorphed, and acquired him. Morphed him.


  Dressed in the lieutenant's uniform, Cassie safely in the lieutenant's shirt pocket, I left the bathroom.


  <We are about to enter the combat information center,> I said privately.


  The armed guards nodded, stepped aside, and allowed me to enter.


  Inside, Admiral Carrington, Visser Two, looking none the worse for the skirmish earlier.


  Captain Plummer. Now, a Controller. Perhaps struggling wildly against the slug in his head.


  Perhaps not.


  And in a corner, watching - Chapman.


  The admiral and captain were standing at a screen, watching a flashing blip.


  "Sir, we've got what appears to be a Chinese ship-to-ship missile. Fast approaching . . . wait . . ." The technician's voice faded away.


  "What else?" the captain barked.


  "Sir, another missile, seems to be from the same source. A Chinese sub . . . I think."


  Why did the technician sound so puzzled? So disbelieving?


  What was happening? And what could I do to stop it?


  Three minutes.


  Only three minutes until the first time stated in the Z-space intercept.


  Something pivotal was about to happen. Phase One of Operation 9466.


  But what . . .


  Of course.


  <Cassie. Who are the Chinese?>


  From her hiding place in my shirt pocket, she answered.


  <The Chinese? A people. A nation.>


  <Are they enemies of the United States?>


  <No. Ax, what's going on? The United States has no serious enemies anymore.>


  <Well,> I answered, <it is about to.>


  BOOM!


  The force of the explosion threw me off my feet.


  <Ax! What happened?> Cassie cried, panicked.


  I stood and steadied myself against a large console.


  <We have been hit.>


  And all around me . . .


  It was all moving too fast!


  Everyone speaking at once!


  "Prepare flight deck for launch. Catapults number one and two . . ."


  " . . . air group commander . . ."


  "Preparing for launch, sir."


  "Bridge indicates . . ."


  " . . . the ACDS shows . . ."


  "Damage report!"


  "Several fuel-based fires on the flight deck. They have been contained. Minimal damage to the second and third decks. Below fourth deck, no significant damage."


  "Nuclear reactors?"


  "Full function."


  "Casualties and fatalities?"


  "Chief medical officer reporting five men killed on the flight deck. Causality report form hangar deck . . ."


  <Ax, talk to me!>


  <Cassie, we are witnessing an elaborate setup. The Yeerks have just instigated a World War.>
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  <We have to do something!>


  <I'm afraid it might be too late. . . .>


  <Ax! Rachel? Anyone!>


  <Prince Jake!>


  His thought-speak was dim but understandable.


  <Ax, where are you? Are you okay? Who's with you?>


  <I am currently in the combat information center, as are the admiral and captain. Cassie is with me.>


  And then I proceeded to tell him what I thought was happening.


  That, quite possibly, we were present at the start of World War III.


  <Ax-man, I'm nowhere near the CIC. It's up to you. Can you acquire either the admiral or the captain? Reverse the orders to attack. Get the planes and whatever else sent back.>


  Impossible!


  <I don't see how. Neither is likely to leave this room, certainly not alone . . .>


  <Do it, Ax. I know you can find a way. I'll try to establish contact with the others, get us closer to you and Cassie.>


  <Prince Jake . . .> But I knew he was now out of range. <Of course.> I was desperate.


  How many of the men and women in that dark and overly air-conditioned room, obeying orders, reading display consoles, assessing damage, communicating with other ships in the battle group, thinking of home . . .


  How many of those brave, dutiful soldiers knew they were involved in a diabolical alien scheme to take over the world?


  Yes, I was desperate.


  Jake had given me a direct order.


  And if I did not find a way to execute that order, in a few short hours, the United States and China would be engaged in a nuclear war.


  The beginning of a very ugly end.


  <Cassie. Be calm. There will be a loud noise. It will be a gunshot.>


  <Ax!>


  It was a crazy plan, one Marco undoubtedly would call insane.


  However, given the flurry of activity and state of high tension that pervaded the combat information center, there was some chance of its success.


  Two marines stood guard inside the room, in addition to those who stood in the corridor. I strode toward the marine who stood to the left of the closed door.


  With the force of surprise on my side, I grabbed his arm.


  Grabbed his gun. Twisted him around . . .


  And shot Admiral Carrington in the leg.


  It was only a flesh wound but it served my purpose.


  I punched the stunned marine, pretended to wrestle with him for the gun.


  "This man shot the admiral!" I cried.


  Silently, I apologized to the man I was accusing.


  When one is in human morph, it is hard to remember that the human's pain is not your pain. It is hard to remain separate.


  Pandemonium!


  Within seconds the innocent marine was knocked to the ground by two naval men. In their zeal they also knocked him unconscious. Which was unfortunate for him. But necessary for me.


  I watched as two white-jerseyed medics rushed in and knelt by the admiral's side.


  "Get off me, you fools!"


  "Admiral Carrington, sir, you have to let us help you, sir."


  With the skill and expertise of their profession, the medics lifted the protesting admiral on to a collapsible stretcher and hurried him out of the room.


  I stepped out of their path.


  In the ensuing commotion, no one asked where I was going. Why I was following the medics and their patient to the hospital ward.


  "Hold on, Admiral, sir."


  In the narrow deserted corridor I began to demorph.


  Slipped Cassie out of my pocket. Told her to find the others and get them to the admiral's quarters.


  If possible.


  And then . . .


  FWAP! FWAP!


  With a loud thud, thud, the two medics slumped to the floor. The admiral crashed down between their prone bodies.


  And before he could shout or struggle to escape - or notice the young girl dashing back the other way - I clapped a hand over his mouth and roughly dragged him into a small room.


  "Andalite!" he hissed when I released him. "And I thought Visser One was exaggerating his loathing of you bandits!"


  FWAP!


  Quickly, I acquired his DNA. Morphed. Dressed myself in his clothes, including the bloody pants.


  Stashed the unconscious bodies of the two medics in a closet.


  Locked the door behind me and headed back to the combat information center.


  Adrenaline flooded my human body. I fought it down. I had to be cool and convincing.


  I opened the door. Stepped inside the room. "Captain Plummer, recall the planes."


  "Admiral?"


  I frowned. A popular human expression that can imply seriousness of purpose and/or displeasure.


  "I said, recall the planes, Captain. That's an order."


  "Sir, with all due respect . . ." The captain glanced down at the dried blood on my thigh. Then to Chapman. "Are you feeling well, sir?"


  "Recall. The. Planes. Or, if you prefer, I will relieve you of your command . . ." I looked to Chapman. "And then I will deliver you to Visser One as a traitor."


  Chapman's face went white and he nodded to the captain.


  "Yes, Admiral, of course."


  "I will see you in my quarters," I instructed. "In five minutes."


  



  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


  Everything is going as planned.


  



  Soon you will all be ours . . .


  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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  "What the . . . ?"


  The captain and Chapman had good reason to be surprised. Because when they reached the admiral's quarters they found not only their visser in his underwear, but an Andalite.


  And a tiger. Gorilla. Grizzly. Wolf. And a red-tailed hawk, perched menacingly on a high shelf.


  BAM!


  The door shut and locked behind them. Rachel plastered herself against it. No way out.


  It was up to me to speak. I addressed myself to Visser Two.


  <Your plan has failed, Yeerk. At least, the first stage of your plan. The aircraft have been recalled.>


  The visser smirked. "Well done, Andalite. My, you are a smart bunch. But no matter. Recalling the jets will do nothing to halt the next steps of Operation 9466 being taken."


  By this time, I was certain I understood the goal of the visser's plan. But I wanted to hear the horrid scheme from his own mouth.


  And we needed details.


  <Explain yourself, Yeerk!> I demanded.


  Silence, as Visser Two continued to grin.


  <Ax, I could just, you know, tear the slug out of this guy's head.>


  <Thank you, Rachel. But that won't be necessary.>


  To the visser, I said, coldly, <Speak now.>


  He sighed dramatically. "I suppose you have waited long and patiently enough for the revelation of my brilliant scheme."


  He stood and stuck out his chest. A strange and somewhat pathetic sight, this thin human male posturing in his underwear.


  <We got a whacko here,> Marco commented.


  "Here's how it plays," the admiral went on. "The non-Yeerk personnel in this carrier group believe we have just been attacked by the Chinese. Which, of course, is a lie. The GW retaliated by sending out several aircraft to bomb a genuine Chinese sub - the one supposedly responsible for the attack.


  "Kudos. You Andalites have aborted that phase of the plan. If it had gone forward, that sub would have viewed the American attack as an unprovoked act of aggression. The Chinese commander would have retaliated. Dreadful misunderstanding on top of dreadful misunderstanding."


  The visser paused and grinned at his colleagues. I could not help but notice their expressions were somewhat wary.


  "However, the brilliant plan proceeds unhampered! In slightly less than two hours," the visser went on, "no matter what actually happens between now and then, our people in government will receive detailed reports of a vicious Chinese attack on the George Washington carrier battle group and order a particular nuclear submarine, manned exclusively by Taxxons, to launch what is by Yeerk standards a quite primitive - however effective - nuclear fusion device against certain Chinese cities.


  "The Chinese will respond in kind. War will escalate and spread and, before long, the human population will be severely reduced in number and depleted of weapons. A perfect time for the glorious Visser One to conquer planet Earth!"


  <My offer still stands, Ax,> Rachel said.


  <Ax, tell him to call off the American sub,> Jake demanded.


  <Yeerk,> I said, <if you comply with our demand we will let you live. If you do not, you will die right here. Contact the American submarine under Yeerk control. Order it to abort its mission. Tell your commander the plan has been canceled.>


  It was a mad and desperate act. Why would this Yeerk comply with the wishes of his sworn enemy?


  The visser laughed and sat back in the narrow chair. Crossed one leg over the other and cocked his head.


  "And reveal to the mighty Andalites which U.S. submarine is under Yeerk control? Hardly. No, my esteemed foe, I don't fear death. You may kill me now, if it pleases you. The plan will unfold whether I live or die. What I fear is failure."


  <Yup, definite whacko.>


  Again, Visser Two grinned that disturbing grin.


  "The plan proceeds. In approximately two hours, nuclear missile will fly from an American Trident submarine. Shortly thereafter, the Chinese will respond.


  "And how long before all nuclear powers are involved? Russia, France, Great Britain, Israel, India, Pakistan. Equal opportunity destruction. Tens of millions will die. Perhaps hundreds of millions. And the way will be prepared!"


  Visser Two stood and saluted to some unseen general power.


  <I'm half-expecting to hear him belt out a Yeerk version of that old Nazi standard,> Marco said. <You know, "The Future Belongs to Me.">


  <He's inane. A fanatic.>


  <Yes, Cassie. I believe that fact has been well established.>


  <the question now,> Jake said, his voice betraying his concern, <is how do we negotiate with a psychotic.>


  <Negotiate! I say we pulverize ->


  KNOCKKNOCKKNOCK.


  A voice from the hall.


  "Captain! Sir, we have visuals of unidentified aircraft on approach! Dozens, type unknown. And sir, they don't show on the radar scan!"


  Instinctively, I raised my tail. Turned my stalk eyes to Jake.


  Flinched as a wild, high laughter poured from the visser's throat.


  "Unidentified, indeed," he cried. "I would rather have done this more cleanly, but one does what one must! Within minutes, my dear enemies, Yeerk Bug fighters and transports will land on the ship. What will you do then, the six of you against the might of the Yeerks? How will you stop me then?!"


  I was tiring of rhetorical questions.


  Rachel lunged for the man but a harsh word from Jake stopped her.


  <No. Everybody, stay calm. We need this creep. He's the only one who can stop the slaughter from coming down.>


  <But . . .>


  BA-BOOM!


  Antiaircraft guns!


  TSEEEWW! TSEEEWW!


  Dracon beams!


  <We're under attack!> Rachel cried.


  I looked to Jake for direction.


  And was thrown to my knees as a violent explosion ripped through the admiral's cabin. I covered my head with my arms in a futile attempt to protect against raining sheets of metal.


  Through the haze of smoke and crumbled plaster I could see a crouched wolf and a large, dark mass that might have been Marco.


  And then the initial impact was over. A sort of silence came upon the cabin.


  <Rachel, Ax, everybody!> Jake called.


  I stumbled to my hooves.


  With four burning eyes scanned the are of destruction.


  Saw a bloody Chapman and a smoke-stained captain, separately struggling to their feet.


  <Prince Jake,> I said. <The admiral is gone.>
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  <Let's go! Up to the flight deck!>


  Jake was right. There was nothing to be done from below decks at this point.


  We needed to be at the heart of the battle. To assess the Yeerk forces. To fight.


  Jake and Cassie tore up one of the narrow, almost perfectly vertical staircases.


  Tobias, a superior flyer, was able to follow.


  It was not as easy for Rachel, Marco, or me. For one, Rachel could not fit through the opening at the top of the stairs in battle morph.


  TSEEW! TSEEW!


  Our dilemma was solved by a Dracon beam tearing a hole large enough for the grizzly.


  <Thanks. I think.>


  <The Yeerks must have seen Jake, Cassie, and Tobias,> I said. <Take great care.>


  <Actually, I was thinking of painting a big red bull's-eye on my butt . . .>


  Marco was cranky again.


  Awkwardly I followed him to the flight deck.


  I will never forget the sight that met my eyes.


  The magnificence of the American aircraft carrier. Desecrated by a barrage of Yeerk Dracon fire, yet blasting back in self-defense. Onboard defense systems still in navy hands.


  Several noble escort ships, also blazing away at the descending Bug fighters. And valiant sailors and marines, men and women . . .


  Fighting. And dying.


  How many were still free? How many already Yeerks?


  Through the dense smoke of battle engaged, I could just make out the aircraft returning to the carrier.


  <No way they're gonna be able to land!> Marco cried. <They'll be shot down before they have a chance! I'm gonna get to the bridge, see what I can do. . . .>


  Keeping close down to the nonskid surface of the flight deck, Marco loped off toward the island.


  <I will attempt to locate the visser,> I said.


  <Good luck, Ax-man.>


  Rachel ran toward a Yeerk transport aircraft that was disgorging Hork-Bajir shock troops.


  I stepped forward and . . .


  BOOOOOOSSSSH! BABOOOOSSSH!


  A dreadful series of explosions almost shook me off my feet.


  Humans all around me fell to the ground.


  No . . . the aircraft I had recalled. Jets. Helicopters.


  The S-3B Vikings. The SH-60F/HH-60G Seahawks. Designed for antisubmarine warfare.


  Shot down. The wreckage boiling in the water.


  Marco had not been in time to commandeer the bridge, subdue the Yeerks inside, tell the jets they were flying into an ambush, a trap . . .


  "Die, Andalite scum!"


  Bam!


  Instinctively, I ducked.


  And as I did so, swept my tail around in an almost perfect half-circle. One less Controller.


  There was no easy way to distinguish one's enemy from one's ally. No easy way to recognize those with a Yeerk in their head . . .


  Unless they gave themselves away.


  The rather large marine had snuck up behind me. I had seen him coming.


  "For the visser!"


  FWAP!


  I knocked him down the stairwell before he could fire his weapon. His hand, clutching the weapon, followed.


  <Ax!>


  Suddenly, in Marco's path, a sailor! Armed.


  Marco stopped. Stared at the young man.


  And then the sailor saluted and ran off toward the bow.


  <Whoa . . .> Marco, dark gorilla hair bloodied and burnt, joined me close to the place we'd come up on deck. <Did I just imagine that or are some of the good guys on our side now?>


  Yes . . . as incredible as it seemed. . . .


  <Look. Ahead, by the Yeerk transport craft.>


  Members of the U.S. Navy fighting alongside Rachel. Against seven-foot-tall Hork-Bajir, the Yeerks' shock troops.


  <I suppose the sudden appearance from the sky of large, prehistoric-looking aliens such as the Hork-Bajir makes the presence of wild animals currently native to Earth seem that much more normal.>


  <That or Rachel told those guys what she really looks like and promised them all dates.>


  <The aircraft, the ones I ordered sent back to the carrier. They were shot down.>


  <I know, Ax-man. I'm sorry. I was too late. Besides, the entire bridge is swarming with Hork-Bajir guarding a few Yeerk officers. It would have been suicide even to try to get in.>


  <Prince Jake!>


  Jake and Cassie, running from the direction of the stern. Coats matted with blood and darkened with soot.


  <This is stupid!> Cassie cried. <I don't know what we're supposed to be doing! All the jets are being destroyed. The Yeerks have taken control of the ship! We saw them on the fantail . . .>


  <They've got hold of the Mk. 15 Phalanx,> Jake explained. <And the Mk. 29 Sea Sparrow SAM launchers. Any incoming help for our side is already history.>


  <What are you saying?> Marco demanded. <We surrender?>


  <No! We haven't lost. But we can't let the visser get away! That's the goal. We've got to find him!>


  And then what? I wondered.


  But I did not express this thought aloud.


  Jake and Cassie bounded of into the smoke.


  Marco grunted. <Once more into the fray, Ax-man. I'm going to help Rachel. See if I can teach some of these sailor dudes about hand-to-hand combat. I think most of them have never actually looked into the eye of the enemy.>


  Marco knuckle-walked across the flight deck.


  And then I saw him.


  Chapman.


  Not the visser but someone who could tell me where to find him.


  If I asked in just the right way.
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  He was dressed as before, in the uniform of a navy officer.


  And he was heading away from me. Limping but moving quickly. Almost running.


  Running away from the carnage?


  Possibly.


  No, I thought.


  Chapman was one of the worst sort of Yeerks. Eager for glory. Expert at toadying to powerful superiors.


  But unwilling to dirty his own hands if he could find someone else to perform the less appealing tasks of invasion.


  Chapman was a coward.


  I saw him go belowdecks.


  I followed.


  At the top of the ladderlike stairs I halted.


  My Andalite body is superior to that of humans in many ways.


  However, as recent experience had confirmed, it is not ideally suite for ascending or descending the stairs aboard a human aircraft carrier.


  No choice. Time was running out and I had to mobile.


  I took my chances.


  Approached a rather tall young man in a purple float coat.


  Asked him politely for the temporary use of his genetic material. And his outer layers of clothing.


  Fortunately, this young man was one of those who had realized we meant them no harm. Therefore, I was not forced to subdue him.


  The young man grinned.


  "Dude. I'm honored. Borrow away. And go get that alien scum." I acquired another human and immediately began the morph.


  Perhaps I should have warned the young man first as to the somewhat disturbing nature of the morphing process.


  At one point, just as my face split to form a human mouth, he put his hand over his own mouth and turned away.


  Finally, dressed and in possession of a firearm loaned to me, I climbed down the ladder.


  But where had Chapman gone? Where would he go?


  Back to the CIC.


  I made my way down to the 03 deck.


  Wounded were being carried through the narrow corridors. Sailors - reinforcements for which side? - hurried past.


  I kept my two human eyes straight ahead.


  Gallery level. The CIC itself would be heavily guarded. Either by the admiral's Yeerks or by the navy's own personnel.


  First, I would try the smaller control centers, those operated by various departments. Antisubmarine. Antisurface.


  With some luck . . .


  The antiair control center. The door was unguarded.


  I simply walked right in. Even though under ordinary circumstances a member of the aviation fuels crew would be unlikely to visit.


  And there he was. His back to me. Sitting in a chair, drinking what looked like a cup of coffee.


  Hiding from the battle.


  He was alone in the room.


  I shut the door behind me.


  I could see his shoulders tense. Then he stood and whirled around.


  "You are going to take me to the visser," I said.


  Chapman grimaced. "Andalite filth!"


  He threw the cup of hot liquid at me.


  It was a stupid thing to do.


  Swiftly, I removed the weapon from the waistband of my pants. Pointed it at his heart.


  "Tell me where I can find the visser."


  I had no intention of shooting a defenseless man in cold blood.


  But I am sorry to admit that it was a temptation.


  At that moment, alone in a dark room with one of the Yeerks responsible for the atrocities taking place above deck . . .


  Alone with one of the Yeerks involved in the launching of a third world war . . .


  Alone with one of the Abomination's most ardent supporters . . .


  I could barely stand my own rage.


  I cocked the trigger.


  Panic swept across Chapman's face.


  If he gave up Visser Two, Visser One would have him executed.


  If he refused, he believed I would put a bullet in his chest.


  "Tell me where to find the visser."


  Sweat broke out on his brow.


  Nervously, he took a step backward.


  "Tell . . ."


  WHAM!


  Chapman screamed.


  "Uumph."


  And I was thrown forward onto my hands and knees! The gun skittered wildly across the floor.


  Someone had opened the door. Someone had hit me in the back with the door!


  I had allowed my anger to get the better of me.


  To conquer my awareness of my surroundings.


  To cloud my reason!


  "Get him! He's an Andalite! Get him!"


  I scrambled forward, jumped to my feet.


  And turned to find Chapman pointing the gun at me. With him, a Hork-Bajir bodyguard.


  The Hork-Bajir stepped forward.


  "Wait!" Chapman grinned. "I think I will take you prisoner instead. My own personal prisoner of war. But just to make sure you don't try to break out . . ."


  Bam!


  I fell to the floor.


  Chapman locked the door behind him.
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  I ran across a lush field of grass, hooves pounding.


  Breathed deeply the good air of the home planet.


  Peace. And quiet.


  There was my mother, ahead.


  And my brother. Elfangor! It had been so long, too long since we had spoken together. . . .


  "Wha . . ."


  I sat up. No lush field. Just the hard floor of the antiair control center.


  And the blood oozing slowly from my thigh.


  Chapman hadn't shot to kill. Just to incapacitate.


  How long had I been out? And why had I fainted?


  I had sustained far more serious injuries without losing consciousness. Perhaps it was this particular human morph.


  Whatever the reason, I was ashamed.


  Not only had I failed to gather the necessary information from Chapman regarding Visser Two's whereabouts.


  I had allowed a personal emotion to get the better of my military sense.


  This was one episode I would not share with my friends.


  Quickly, I demorphed. Becoming Andalite had never felt quite so welcome.


  Skreeeeet!


  Carefully, I sliced out the lock on the door and broke out of my prison.


  The battle itself was not also taking place somewhere belowdecks. I could hear all too clearly the cries of the wounded. The roar of destruction.


  But I was needed at the heart of the action.


  Back on the flight deck. Amid the mayhem.


  FWAP!


  The man was down.


  I am rarely, if ever, surprised or sabotaged in my natural Andalite form.


  I removed his weapon from his hand.


  My tail blade was almost infallible. But I would take no more chances.


  Through the narrow corridor I walked.


  Past the CIC. Little if any noise from within.


  Past the carrier air traffic control center.


  The tactical flag command center.


  A quick check told me that they were empty. As was the joint intelligence center.


  It was likely that most if not all of the carrier's officers were by now either dead or infested.


  If any had been lucky enough to have escaped the Yeerk clutches, they would be on deck, loyally fighting alongside their people.


  Of that I was certain.


  I arrived on the flight deck miraculously unmolested.


  And immediately spotted Captain Plummer.


  He was on the ground. An enormous hold had been blown in his gut.


  It was clear he would not live to see the end of this battle.


  "Help! You," he cried, signaling to a Hork-Bajir and a human-Controller standing nearby.


  I made sure I was unseen.


  The human was one of the supposed naval men who had come on board with Admiral Carrington.


  The Yeerks looked at the fallen captain. The human's face showed great annoyance.


  "Please, help. Take me belowdecks. I'm one of you!"


  "You're nobody," the Controller shouted. "Your human host has served his purpose. He's dying. Save yourself if you can."


  The Controller and the Hork-Bajir walked away.


  I approached.


  His eyes were beginning to glass over. Still, they showed fear.


  <I am not going to hurt you,> I said.


  Then I saw the Yeerk struggling out of the man's ear.


  I let it happen.


  It would not get far.


  Awkwardly, I knelt by Captain Plummer's side.


  "What have I done," he gasped. "I tried to fight it . . . I tried!"


  <No one will blame you,> I assured him.


  He looked down in fascination at what had been his stomach.


  "I'm dying."


  <Yes.>


  He reached for one of my hands.


  I stayed with him until he was gone.
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  Tragedy upon tragedy.


  The Yeerks trained Dracon cannon on the other ships in the battle group.


  One by one . . .


  Horrible explosions!


  Towers of smoke and flame, rising what seemed like miles into the air!


  The destruction was nearly unbelievable.


  BUOOOSH!


  I jumped out of the path of some sort of incendiary advice, some sort of fireball . . .


  Out of the path of the man in flames, stumbling toward me.


  No order to this battle!


  No plan. No battle lines.


  No strategy. No rules of engagement.


  Just mad desperation.


  Kill or be killed.


  Or run away.


  Jump into the ocean, be caught in a raging surface fire, be fried to a crisp.


  Voices, raised in panic.


  Cries for help.


  Supplications to personal gods.


  Calls for mothers and wives.


  Help, help, help . . .


  Too many voices!


  Ax. Ax. Ax!


  I lifted my tail.


  "Hey, easy, Ax, it's me. Tobias."


  Indeed, it was my friend.


  In the body of a navy sailor. Wearing a yellow float coat and jersey.


  "The guy's a catapult-and-arresting-gear-officer," Tobias explained. "Didn't want to have to do it without his permission. But he passed out when a bird started talking to him so . . . I stashed him out of harm's way. I hope."


  <We do what we must,> I said woodenly. <This morph might prove valuable.>


  "Yeah. It's letting me look for the visser in places a hawk just can't go. Besides, any flying object around here is getting popped out of the air."


  An odd sound through the din of battle.


  I swiveled my stalk eyes.


  "Some of the carrier's personnel are bailing," Tobias explained. "They're dropping boats into the water like crazy. Don't know how far they're going to get with a sky full of Bug fighters. Maybe if they can make it to one of the other ships . . ."


  BOOM! BABOOM!


  Tobias and I raced toward the sound of the explosion.


  A large, navy-issued life raft, off the port side.


  Destroyed. With it, perhaps twenty or thirty humans.


  People.


  <They didn't even have a chance,> I said.


  This navy aircraft carrier, once in devoted service to the people of the United States, had become a floating island of death.


  Its captain enslaved and then left to die.


  Its crew almost decimated.


  I turned away from the scene of wreckage.


  Only to witness yet another horror.


  A few yards off.


  Marco.


  Kneeling awkwardly, trying to help a sailor with severe wounds. I could see that from where I was standing. The sailor was dying.


  The sailor who had saluted him!


  This had to stop.


  I had to stop it.
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  <Ax!>


  Cassie.


  Through the smoke she limped toward Tobias and me.


  Jake and Rachel were with her. Fatigued, wounded, panting.


  I called to Marco.


  <We found Visser Two! He's with a couple of Hork-Bajir, just a few yards away. Let's grab Jake.>


  "We can take him hostage . . ." Tobias began.


  <What difference will that make?> Marco said bitterly. <First off, the Yeerks don't take care of their own. Nobody's gonna come to his rescue by telling us what we want to know. Second: The visser refused to play ball before. Why should he change his mind now? The Yeerks are winning.>


  <Marco's right,> Rachel said, wiping a small stream of blood from her forehead. <The guy's way too focused on the glory. No way he's going to give up the name of that Taxxon-manned sub.>


  The visser had refused to "play ball" before.


  But Marco was also wrong.


  There was on thing that might indeed change the visser's mind.


  One thing that might force him to call off the nuclear submarine scheduled to launch an attack on Chinese cities.


  Scheduled to kill billions of innocent people.


  One thing.


  My blood ran cold.


  We do what we must.


  <Prince Jake,> I said, privately. <May I speak with you alone?>


  Jake sent the others to keep watch on Admiral Carrington and his Yeerk.


  Now or never . . .


  <Time is running out. It is clear that no matter what the consequences to himself, Visser Two will not give up the name or location of the U.S. nuclear submarine. Without that information we cannot act to halt its mission of destruction. And once that mission is accomplished, the rest of the plan will proceed as the visser outlined. The slaughter will not end until the Yeerks control the planet.>


  Jake held his shattered front paw off the ground. Blood pooled between us. <I know, Ax. But what can we do?>


  <I have an idea,> I said. <It is a terrible thing I propose.>


  A pause. <Go on, Ax.>


  <I do not believe Visser Two will be stopped by anything less than the threatened annihilation of his own people. In this situation, here on Earth, the target would be the Yeerk pool.>


  I waited. And I felt shame warring with the desire - the need - to win against the Yeerks.


  To thwart the conquest of one of my peoples.


  The words of the Andalite morning ritual came to me.


  The destruction of my enemies, my most solemn vow.


  Finally, Jake spoke.


  <Ax, I just can't allow that. I can't give the order.>


  <Billions of human lives versus ten or twenty thousand,> I said.


  He had to see. Had to be made to see it was the only way.


  I continued, <Many of whom are unwilling slaves. Many of whom would welcome death for the sake of freedom.>


  <No, Ax, I can't. You can't. What are you saying? Do you know what it will do to us?>


  And at that moment, hearing the shock and horror in my prince's voice, I knew I had made a dreadful mistake.


  I never, ever should have laid such a burden on my friend. My ally.


  Never, ever should have asked a human of such superior quality to make a decision that would undoubtedly risk the lives of everyone he had ever known.


  That would undoubtedly destroy his home, his neighborhood, his city.


  That would utterly decimate his every precious bond to sanity.


  I was an Andalite.


  A member of the species some unkindly but perhaps rightly have called the meddlers of the galaxy.


  I was an alien.


  I would carry the burden.


  <I am sorry, Prince Jake,> I murmured. And then I hit him alongside his head with the flat of my tail blade. <So very sorry.>
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  <Cassie! Prince Jake is unconscious, on the far side of the island. I suggest you go to him at once.>


  <I'm on it.>


  A wolf leaped from its observation post behind an overturned wrecking crane.


  Trusting me.


  Never doubting I had Jake's best interests at heart.


  Never assuming I could be, technically speaking, a traitor.


  I waded further through the burning wreckage and across the deck littered with fallen men and women.


  Wounded and dead.


  Controllers and free humans.


  The awful sound of the dying bruised my hearts.


  The scream of Dracon fire and pistols, failing engines and crashing waves pierced my ears.


  I spotted my three remaining comrades, not far from where Cassie had been watching.


  Crouched in and around a shattered forklift and the burned skeleton of a tractor.


  Within view, in the area I later discovered was called the "Hummer Hole," was Visser Two.


  He was standing next to the remains of an E-2C Hawkeye. Gesturing wildly to his Yeerk companions. His face a mask of crazed triumph.


  <Rachel, Marco.>


  <What's up, Ax-man?>


  I focused all four eyes on my fellow Animorphs.


  <I need your help. I must commandeer a plane. And the visser must be inside when I take off.>


  Rachel laughed. <What? Cool.>


  <As far as I can tell,> I continued, <there is only one jet not destroyed or chained down. It is already in place at the number one catapult. I believe it is an F-14D Tomcat fighter-bomber. Tobias?>


  I turned to the adult male catapult-and-arresting-gear officer Tobias had morphed.


  <You must get me two pressure suits. Then you must get to the catapult control pod and launch the plane as soon as I am in the pilot's seat and give the command.>


  "Ax, are you out of your mind?"


  Tseeew!


  "Aaaahh!"


  A naval officer dropped and rolled. Got to his knees and returned the Hork-Bajir's fire.


  In the distance someone was firing the Mk.15 Phalanx's Gatling gun.


  If anything, the fighting had intensified.


  <What's going on, Ax-man?> Marco shouted. <Where's Jake?>


  I was prepared for Marco's suspicions.


  <Prince Jake is injured. He is temporarily out of commission. I am doing what I must.>


  <What's wrong with you, Marco?> Rachel yelled. <Things are bad. Let's go get the visser.>


  "Yeah," Tobias cried. "It's a crazy plan, but there's no time, man!"


  <Tobias - have either of you wondered what's going to happen after Ax gets the plane in the air?>


  Neither Tobias nor Rachel answered. Marco turned and stared hard at me.


  <You Andalites. You people have a tendency to destroy what you want to preserve. And that plane is carrying a nuke. I saw it being fitted up by some of the visser's men.>


  <Oh, my God, Ax . . .>


  That was perhaps the one and only time I had ever seen Rachel stunned, shocked.


  <You're not acting under Jake's command,> Tobias said neutrally. As if reinforcing the fact for himself.


  I knew Tobias well enough to know he would act on his own conscience. I also knew there was no time for subtle argument or soul-searching. I needed their help. Now.


  <Marco, I have not always trusted you. But you have always proved me wrong. You have always acted for the good of the mission. Put all personal concerns aside in order to win. To defeat the Yeerks. You have even sacrificed your life as a normal human youth. Please - trust me to do the same.>


  Marco laughed harshly.


  <Oh, I trust you to be ruthless, Ax-man. Ultra-focused. Heartless, even. What I'm not sure of is what this stunt is all about. Is it really about saving human lives? Or about pumping up Andalite glory?>


  His remark stung.


  But I had expected as much.


  <Please,> I said. <This war cannot come to pass.>


  Marco hissed a word I have been told should not be uttered in polite company. Or the presence of parents and teachers.


  Tobias put a hand on my arm.


  <Do you have even the smallest idea of what this will do to your head, Ax-man? Whether you win or lose?>


  They had to be made to listen. To understand.


  Time was running out.


  It was now or never.


  I would accept the consequences of my actions.


  I would accept full responsibility.


  I was the alien.


  <Will you help?> I pressed. <For your people, Rachel?>


  She looked to Marco as if for guidance.


  Tobias looked away.


  Marco looked back to me. <We say there's always a choice. Is there, really? Let's go.>
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  <Out of my way, jerk!>


  That would be Rachel, tossing aside a Hork-Bajir soldier guarding the F-14D Tomcat with the ease of cat playing with a mouse.


  Then, another.


  Fwap!


  I eliminated the final guard.


  And under cover of the body of the jet, I morphed the pilot.


  Stepped into my pressure suit and other necessary gear.


  Then I climbed inside the plane using its retractable boarding ladder. Made note of my surroundings.


  A large canopy. Three rearview mirrors.


  Good. Three hundred and sixty degree visibility, or close to it.


  Somewhat old-fashioned control panels, with traditional dial guages. Primitive by Andalite standards.


  Control stick and throttles, all covered with buttons.


  I surmised this design feature allowed the pilot to keep his eyes on the sky and still perform his other duties.


  And behind me, the radar intercept officer's seat. No flight controls. Good.


  <Coming through!>


  Marco, wearing a new gash across his massive chest. Carrying a struggling Visser Two under his left arm.


  <I would have been here sooner,> Marco said, <but the visser's buddies didn't want to let him come out and play with me.>


  "Andalite scum! Put me down this instant!"


  <Sorry, guy. But you're going for a little ride,> Rachel replied.


  "It doesn't matter what you do to me! I willingly sacrifice my life for the goal of Yeerk domination!"


  <Yeah, yeah,> Marco muttered. <We heard you already.>


  <Really. He's getting seriously boring.>


  Together, Rachel and Marco stuffed the visser into the second pressure suit and helmet. Then they heaved the raging Yeerk into the RIO's seat behind me.


  With my dexterous human fingers, I tied his hands behind his back, bound his ankles together. Then I strapped him in.


  A dead Yeerk was of no use to me.


  Neither was the one who would attempt a murder in flight.


  I needed him to talk.


  <Is Tobias in place?> I asked as I strapped myself in.


  I watched Visser Two settle into angry silence. His eyes glittered with what I recognized as rage. And possibly dementia.


  <Tobias?> I called in private thought-speak.


  I imagined my good friend in his stolen yellow jacket and jersey. At the catapult control pod beneath the flight deck.


  Under ordinary circumstances, a civilian would never have been able to infiltrate such a place.


  Would never have been able to impersonate such an important person as the "shooter."


  These circumstances were very far from ordinary.


  <Ready, Ax.>


  I knew that what I was about to do was insane.


  And that, more immediately, given our inexperience with the catapult launching system, the launch itself would be extremely dangerous.


  It was quite possible the plane would be thrown into the ocean. Or worse.


  Marco acted as plane handler. Directed me forward on the catapult. Checked that the "holdback" was in place.


  Then he looked up at me, doubt in his gorilla eyes.


  Or perhaps the expression can be more accurately described as disbelief.


  Then he gave me "the thumbs-up."


  Then he turned away.


  <Be careful, Ax.> Rachel laughed but I did not imagine the fear in her voice. <Don't do anything I wouldn't do.>


  <Ax! Stop!>


  Prince Jake. Running toward the jet. Cassie bounding at his side.


  My human eyes began to tear. I widened them, then blinked rapidly to clear my vision.


  Ignored the now muttering Yeerk.


  <Pressure's where it should be, Ax! I think.>


  <Thank you, Tobias.>


  I selected the engine setting: afterburner.


  <You may hit the button.>


  And then . . .


  The holdback snapped and the aircraft was thrown down the catapult track!


  Unbelievable!


  We were hit with several times the force of gravity!


  I struggled to breathe.


  I felt the very skin of my borrowed human face stretch toward the back of my head.


  My cheeks seemed to spread like putty. My eyes to burrow deep within my skull.


  I thought I would die.


  At the very least, be unable to take control of the plane.


  The roar was deafening . . .


  And then the towbar popped out of the shuttle and the plane, having reached flying speed on its own.


  I was on my own.
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  I took the jet back toward the coastline.


  Luck was with me. We were not pursued by Bug fighters. Clearly, it was thought the pilot of the aircraft was on an official, Yeerk-authorized mission.


  "What are you doing, Andalite?"


  I kept my eyes focused on the instrument panel, on the radar screens. I was glad I could not see my passenger's face.


  "This plane carries a nuclear device, Yeerk," I said. "As you well know. Primitive by Andalite standards, perhaps even by Yeerk. But effective nonetheless. The bomb is set to explode on impact."


  I paused. Relished the tension my hesitation was creating in the visser. Loathed myself for playing this sort of shameful game.


  For inflicting a kind of torture.


  "That impact," I continued, slowly, calmly, "will occur directly over the Yeerk pool. You may launch World War Three on planet Earth, Visser, but how many Yeerks will be alive to benefit?"


  "Never!" The man's voice was like the panicked screech of a wounded animal. "Never! You'll never do it!"


  I did not answer him.


  There was not much time before the scheduled attack by the Yeerk-manned American submarine.


  I continued to increase speed.


  As I did so, the F-14D's wings automatically reconfigured. Swept back to reduce drag.


  I noted this feature with pleasure.


  "You won't have the nerve to do it, Andalite!"


  Still, I remained silent.


  And flew the twin-engined fighter closer and closer to land.


  The sky was slowly darkening. It was early evening.


  All over the United States - in each and every time zone - millions of humans were going about their daily lies.


  Oblivious to the enormous threat to their way of life. The enormous threat posed by the Yeerks and another world war.


  Oblivious to the only slightly less enormous but much more immediate threat faced by a smaller number of Americans.


  Ten to twenty-thousand human beings faced imminent annihilation.


  Annihilation that would be instigated by me.


  Fingers tingling, I armed the bomb.


  No going back. I had committed to this insanity.


  "You're out of your mind!"


  I heard the man twisting violently in his seat, desperate to free himself.


  Finally, I spoke.


  "It is very simple, Yeerk. Contact your submarine. Order the commander to self-destruct. Or I will annihilate the Yeerk pool."


  "You'll kill tens of thousands of humans! Non-Controllers as well as Yeerks!"


  The jet streaked toward the Yeerk pool.


  Closer, closer.


  Sweath trickled down my brow and from under my arms.


  I felt my human heart almost breaking through my chest.


  The sadness threatened to kill me.


  Closer. So close.


  "Yes," I said. "I will."


  And then . . . a miracle.


  "All right! You win, Andalite." The visser spat again before going on. "I will order the submarine to self-destruct. But on your honor, Andalite," he cried, "on your so-called honor, you will release me!"


  I do not know if I have ever felt more exhausted, more drained than I did at that moment.


  I reduced speed. Noted the aircraft's wings sweep forward.


  Turned on radio communications. "You may use the radio now, Visser Two." I listened as the Yeerk angrily gave his order. For now, we had won.


  I steered a course over the woods I have called home ever since being rescued by Prince Jake and the others.


  I was glad to be going back there tonight.


  I was also afraid of what I would find. Because "home" meant more to me than just my scoop and the surrounding landscape.


  Home meant my fellow warriors. All of them. And I had risked my relationship with them, especially with my prince, by doing what I had done.


  It had been a terrible longshot. As Cassie might say, I had played God. And what right did I - an Andalite - have to do that?


  I had chanced the lives of thousands of humans for the sake of millions.


  And in doing so, I had acted as had many Andalite warriors before me.


  I had presumed. I had meddled.


  I had acted as I had often condemned.


  And I had won - we had won - but at what personal price?


  Would my friends every forgive me?


  Would I ever forgive myself?


  "Would you have done it, Andalite?" The visser's angry voice broke into my solemn thoughts. "Would you really have done it?"


  I was unable to respond.


  I have enough to answer for.
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  My name is Jake.


  But you already know who I am.


  Not "Commander Jake" or "Chief Jake" or even "Captain Jake." Just Jake. That's what everyone calls me, even now.


  Now that my entire life is devoted to strategy, and preparation and battle against the Yeerks.


  It's my job to keep us alive. It's my job to think about the moral and practical consequences of our actions.


  I like to think I'm not one of those guys with a huge ego. But sometimes I feel like no one notices what I'm doing. And it bothers me. Both that no one notices and that I care.


  Okay, I get "Prince Jake," but only from Ax.


  Definitely not at home.


  "Jake!" My mom. "Thank goodness you're home. It's about to storm and I'm late to pick up Homer from the vet. Where have you been?"


  Mom doesn't have a clue about the Yeerks. I'd like to keep it that way.


  "Out," I said. Exhaustion can make you act like a jerk.


  Truth is, it's been months since I slept a full night. There's no time for sound sleep anymore. Rachel, Cassie, and I barely make it to school these days. Marco and Tobias don't make it at all.


  Because the Yeerks are on the move. Big time.


  Ax monitors the Yeerks' Z-space transmissions day and night. Most of the important stuff is too carefully encrypted for even Ax to decode using cobbled-together, human-made components. But little pieces of casual conversation point to one thing. Something major. Something huge.


  As if we needed Z-space eavesdropping to tell us what was already abundantly clear.


  The end is near.


  We don't know when or how it will come. But we know it's coming.


  When the Yeerks attacked a U.S. aircraft carrier not long ago, they took a huge and semi-public step toward all-out, full-scale invasion.


  We managed to hurt the effort enough to make the Yeerks retreat. But they definitely haven't given up.


  "Listen carefully." Mom grabbed her keys, put them in her purse. "It's going to start raining any minute. I want you to close all the windows in the house right away. Then I need you to clear out the storage room in the basement."


  And I'd been hoping to catch five minutes on the couch. "Uh, Mom? Can't I do that tomorrow? Please?"


  "Nope. The contractor's coming first thing in the morning to give an estimate on the new rec-room. Besides, it'll earn you twenty bucks."


  Mom pulled on her rain jacket. "I piled some storage boxes at the top of the stairs. If you want a cozy place for you and your friends to hang out, I suggest you get to work."


  Cozy place. I almost laughed out loud. There wasn't going to be a cozy place anywhere if we didn't come up with a plan to stop the Yeerk invasion.


  I opened the door to the basement. A tall stack of cardboard boxes blocked my way. Fine. I was leader of a group of resistance fighters, Earth's only hope for freedom, and I had to clean the basement to earn a lousy twenty bucks. Talk about irony.


  I gave the boxes a gentle nudge. Not meaning for them to tumble to the bottom of the stairs. Which they did.


  "Jake!" Mom frowned and paused at the door. "I'm counting on you." Then she was gone.


  I began to close windows in the living room and kitchen. The sky was getting darker, heavy and threatening. Yeah, there was going to be a storm.


  I'm not a poetic kind of guy. Usually. But this afternoon I couldn't help but notice that today's weather situation was a good metaphor for my mood.


  I'd just come from an after-school meeting with the others. Rachel, Tobias, Cassie, Marco, and Ax. It was not a pleasant meeting. Tempers were blown. Time was running out and we still couldn't agree on anything.


  Ever since Marco had to morph in front of his dad, there's been talk of dropping our cover all together. Tell people who we are. Tell the media who we are and what's really happening on Earth. So that we can all start fighting back. Well, those of us who aren't Controllers.


  There is a definite plus to telling our secret. But there's a downside, too.


  Rachel's dying to go public, kick butt, and never look back. Typical. Not that she's necessarily wrong, but she doesn't always think about consequences.


  That's my job.


  As I see it, the only reason the Yeerks haven't yet made a full-scale, totally out-in-the-open attack is because the stealthy approach is still working for them. It must be.


  So if we blew the Yeerks' cover, what would be their incentive for not obliterating every major city in the world?


  They could do it. We knew they weren't opposed to using human nuclear technology. But they wouldn't even need it. A couple of Blade ships could destroy a city, and the Yeerks would only lose a few million potential hosts in the process.


  And we couldn't risk that.


  But we had to do something . . .


  Because the infestation has been going on for a long time now. There are maybe thousands of Controllers in my hometown alone. Too many people pass in and out of the Yeerk pool for us to keep careful track of the evidence.


  Bottom line: Earth is losing its soul. People have to know. There's no doubt in my mind about that. They have to be made to see. But going public, taking that major step . . .


  Sometimes, it's too much. The decisions, the pressure. The basement . . .


  I went down to the basement. Past the running washing machine. On to the back room, dragging a stack of boxes, a marker, and a tape gun.


  It was dark. A cotton pull cord brushed my arm and I yanked it. The single bulb that dangled at the center of the room brightened. The light made me squint and look away.


  Stacks of boxes overflowing with papers. My old bike. A broken lamp. A whole roomful of junk.


  I tripped over a pile of loose papers. Numbers, columns of figures, the words "Mutual Fund Allocation." I threw the papers in one of the empty boxes. Labeled it: MOM'S STUFF.


  I grabbed another stack of papers off the floor. At the top of the first page a kid had scrawled: "What I Did This Summer." In the corner were the stamped words: GOOD JOB!


  Tom's old schoolwork. From before he became a Controller. I threw the stack into another box and started to write his name on the lid. Stopped and crossed it out. Printed: TRASH. I didn't have a brother anymore.


  That depressing fact made me think back to the afternoon's meeting.


  Ax favored continued secrecy, at least until the Andalite fleet arrived.


  No one really believes the Andalites are coming. Not even Ax. But hope, even false hope, is better than none at all.


  Over my head, another shelf of junk.


  HOLIDAY DECORATIONS went next to my mom's stuff. I reached above my head for the next box.


  It was almost too big to manage. I heaved it to the floor. A Post-it note on top said, For Jake from Grandpa G in Mom's handwriting. So this was the box he'd left me in his will? Mom must have been saving it for my next birthday or something.


  It was an old-fashioned chest covered in dark, moldy leather. Decorative tooling and metal trim made it look kind of fancy. The slightly curved lid displayed the name Fitzhenry in raised leather letters.


  The name was familiar. Had I met some Fitzhenrys at a family reunion? Mom's cousins?


  I reached to open the lid of the chest and the light went out.


  The washing machine stopped.


  I could hear the wind and the rain beating against the panes of the small basement windows, rattling them loudly.


  CRAAASSSSHHHH!


  I crept through darkness toward the source of the sound.


  Just enough light seeped in from outside for me to see the large, fallen tree branch that had smashed the glass in the basement window. Wind and rain tunneled inside.


  Another crisis.


  It would be nice if they were all so small.
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  I stumbled up the stairs, sneakers crunching broken glass. The rechargeable flashlight was in the kitchen, plugged in next to the stove. I grabbed it and the roll of duct tape from the kitchen drawer and ran back downstairs. I placed a sheet of cardboard over the broken window and taped the edges to the wall. The basement was completely dark now except for the flashlight beam. I went back to the antique chest. The raised leather tooling was thick with dust. I lifted the lid and aimed the flashlight inside.


  Some sort of suit coat, folded and packed on top. Dark blue wool. A row of large brass buttons nearly the size of quarters. I lifted it out of the box and set it, still folded, on the floor.


  Beneath the coat was an assortment of small objects. Old medals attached to faded pieces of colored fabric. A long, corroded knife with two edges. At the base, where a handle should have been, there was a curved metal ring and two holes. Like the knife was meant to attach to something.


  There wasn't much more in the box. A tin cup, a comb, a gross old toothbrush that looked handmade. I wondered which box to put this stuff in. The crumbling chest wasn't going to last much longer.


  BANG! The back door, slamming shut.


  "Mom?" I hollered. "Is that you? How's Homer?"


  No answer. I left the contents of the box on the floor and carefully made my way upstairs. The storm seemed to be quieting.


  "Mom," I called again. "The power went out and . . ."


  I turned and saw him standing there, in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. Looking at me. Silent.


  "Whoa, man, you scared me," I said, trying not to sound as startled as I felt.


  Tom. Not my brother anymore. A Yeerk. I pretended I didn't know that, pretended everything was normal. My family's survival depended on my acting skills.


  "Some storm, huh?" I said.


  I smiled. Tom didn't.


  "If the power doesn't come back on, maybe we won't have school tomorrow."


  "It'll be back on in a few minutes," Tom said flatly.


  "Right. Hey, want to help me organize the basement? Lots of cool stuff down there."


  The last thing I wanted was to hang around with Tom. He really freaked me out. He was brother and alien, sibling and enemy. I always worried I'd let something slip, something that would give everything away. But the nice younger brother act was essential.


  "No," he said absently. "Tell Mom I won't be here for dinner. I have to be someplace."


  "Where?"


  He didn't answer. Just walked away.


  "Preparations," he muttered, heading down the hall.


  I tensed. His Yeerk was stressed. Talking to itself. I pretended I hadn't heard.


  "Okay. Later."


  Maybe he was just talking about school. Maybe I was the one cracking up.


  I went back down to the basement. Propped the flashlight against a cabinet so that it shone on the wall behind the old chest. Picked up the blue jacket with the big brass buttons.


  THUNK!


  Something slipped from between the folds and hit the floor.


  I shook out the jacket, looking for more hidden objects. It was long. Just about my size in the shoulders, but reaching all the way down past my knees. With a tear in the left breast.


  I refolded it, placed it into the box, and picked up the object that had fallen on the floor. It was a book. Leather cover. Pages that didn't quite align at the edges.


  I crouched closer to the flashlight and opened the cover. The front leaf read, Lieutenant Isaiah Fitzhenry. I flipped to the first page.


  We know General Forrest and his cavalry are out there . . .


  Suddenly, I remembered where I'd heard the name Fitzhenry. He was the great-great-uncle Grandpa G had talked about. The Civil War hero.


  And this had to be his journal.


  All the stuff in the box made sense now. The coat was his uniform. And the knife.


  I thumbed through the pages. The handwriting was neat and straight. Fancier than people write today. Some of the letters took a second to recognize, but on the whole the writing was pretty easy to read. Words were neatly crossed out in places. One entire page was smeared with ink and brown stains. I turned back to the first page.


  "Jake?"


  I heard Mom at the back door. Homer's claws skittering across the kitchen tiles.


  Then, a straining whine from the laundry room. The washing machine laboring back to life. The bulb overhead flickered twice, then shone brightly.


  "Jake?" Mom called again from the kitchen.


  I set the diary on top of the blue wool uniform.


  "Coming!" I called.


  I turned away from the box. Stopped short and turned back. The old journal lay open.


  We know that General Forrest and his cavalry are out there. But will he come? Will he ever come? And if he does, shall we be ready?


  I paused, then closed the book and shut the lid of the box.


  That was a different war.


  A long time ago.


  Chapter 3 - Isaiah Fitzhenry


  



  Sinkler's Ridge, Tennessee.


  December 23, 1864.


  Early morning.


  We know General Forrest and his cavalry are out there. But will he come? Will he ever come? And if he does, shall we be ready?


  When we went into camp two days ago, Major Charles Shaw held the command of our detachment. Major Shaw died last night, struck down not by Rebel fire, but by fever.


  I, Lieutenant Isaiah Fitzhenry, command the detachment now. The mission is in my hands.


  



  "Lieutenant!"


  Sergeant Raines burst through the door and strode toward me, boots crashing across the wood floor. His bootfalls sounded like the echo of artillery and I jumped to my feet with reflex action.


  I pray that I, too, am not succumbing to fever.


  "Have we received an answer?" I asked quickly.


  I'd sent him to telegraph for new orders. Marching orders, I hoped. We had to move east, rejoin the regiment, get the sick men to safety.


  "No, sir," Raines replied.


  His anxious gaze shifted to the floor, then out the window, then back to the floor. His clenched jaw looked tight enough to break a tooth.


  "What then?"


  Raines's boots appeared at once wet and stiff. They were covered in mud, and frozen, no doubt. I glanced through the window of the tumbledown house we'd taken as headquarters. A vile mixture of rain and snow was falling outside.


  I wiggled my own toes. Only the faintest sensation. And I know I am better off than most of the men.


  Raines raised his piercing blue eyes.


  "It's the telegraph line, sir," he said. "It's been cut."


  I felt blood drain from my face.


  We were cut off.


  Raines shifted his weight.


  "It's General Forrest's Confederate cavalry, Lieutenant. One of Forrest's men cut the line."


  "How do you know?" I shot back. I prayed Raines was mistaken. "Can you be sure?"


  "Our boys on picket duty caught the Reb that done it, and brought him into camp."


  I looked back out the window. The mighty blue mist-shrouded mountains loomed like a silent approaching enemy. Sniffing us out, roping us in, preparing to strike.


  So Forrest was near!


  "Is the prisoner outside?"


  "At the hospital tent, sir. He tried to escape and took a shot in the arm."


  Sinkler's Ridge is a single street of drab clapboard and log buildings. A worth-nothing town that we never would have seen. If it weren't for the junction.


  Two minor rail lines pass through here. Minor only in size, for they carry goods to General Sherman's army. Vital supplies like hardtack, coffee, coats, tents, rifles, shoes, socks, artillery, and ammunition.


  Everything necessary to sustain the campaign.


  If we lose the junction, the Rebels could destroy Sherman's army. Union victories at Vicksburg and Atlanta won't mean a thing.


  "Keep the Sinkler's Ridge rail junction in Union hands."


  Oh, how simple those orders sounded two days ago when the men stood tall and sixty strong.


  One's circumstance can change so quickly.


  My men are dropping like flies, the fever is spreading, and it is cold.


  So cold.


  Of the many things we need, I would settle for blankets.


  "How many men are ready for service?" I asked.


  "Fewer than twenty-five, Lieutenant. If Forrest comes this way with even a small force, we ain't going to be able to hold them and that's a fact."


  Today is my twentieth birthday. Two years in the army now and by all accounts a man, yet I do not look it. Though tall, I'm thin. Though an officer, my hair falls across my forehead like a baby's curls and no amount of combing keeps it back.


  The men must see me as more boy than man.


  Respect is earned. I know such regard takes time.


  But I feel I can prove my strength, show that my heart is free of fear and weakness, that I am built to serve the Union and prevail.


  "If we can't telegraph for new orders, we must obey the orders we have."


  "Lieutenant?" I could hear the shock in Raines's voice.


  "Prepare to defend our position. If the Rebels want this junction, they have to fight for it and fight darn hard. Am I right, Raines?"


  Raines was a good man, resilient and hard. I'd never seen defeat in his face and I didn't see it now.


  "Yes, sir!"


  "Assemble the men and reassign duties. But first, alert the hospital tent that I'll be by directly. I will see the prisoner."


  "Yes, sir," Raines repeated, saluting as he turned on his noisy heels.


  A tin whistle's jaunty tune filtered through the window. It was the town boy I'd seen before, and his friend with a drum. They marched back and forth on the main street, backs straight, heads high. Playing and drumming.


  "When Johnny comes marching home again, hurrah! Hurrah! . . ."


  They'd been practicing.


  They were ready.


  When we see action, I might have to call on them.


  Chapter 4


  



  The biting wind cuffed my ears as I walked toward the tents.


  We'd set up at the end of the main street, just across the tracks from the depot. One large tent served as the hospital. A dozen dirty-white wedge tents formed two rows of flapping canvas shells. If the fever continues to spread, we won't need half the tents we've got.


  I tucked my journal into my right pocket and crossed the tracks.


  Ma sent the journal in her last package, in a box meant for Thanksgiving, but not received until just days ago. The chocolate and potatoes were still good, but the turkey was rotten and the cake had turned hard as mortar. I wish I had it now to add to munitions.


  Other men kept journals, but never me. Why remember all the things I wanted to forget?


  In her letter, Ma told me why.


  "You'll be an old man someday, Isaiah. You'll think back on this war - on the boys you knew and the towns you saw - and you'll need to remember."


  "Lieutenant!"


  Sergeant Raines appeared from behind the hospital tent, his face contorted in alarm and confusion.


  "There's some men coming into camp, sir." The intensity of his voice stopped my heart. Forrest?


  "Who?" I yelled, falling into a run. "What approach?"


  "Not sure, sir."


  "For God's sake, Raines! Speak up."


  "I guess they must be runaway slaves been hiding back up in the hills."


  I started to breathe again, annoyed with Raines for getting so excited. For getting me so excited. We had no time for distractions. This would be a trivial matter, a corporal's job.


  "What do they want?" I said shortly. "Food?"


  "No, sir," Raines said weightily. "They say they've come to fight."


  A laugh escaped me before I could stop it. A nervous mix of surprise and annoyance at a preposterous idea.


  I rounded the back corner of the hospital tent and froze in my tracks.


  Three dozen men, perhaps more, stood before me in an uneven line. Tall, short, wide, slight. Mismatched shirts and pants unified by a state of profound wear, as though each man had been born into the world with just one suit of clothes and was wearing it still.


  Such blistering sores on feet I've never seen even on my own ill-provisioned men. Mere suggestions of boots. Near them on the dirt rested raggedy knapsacks tied to rickety sticks.


  I looked at the faces last, at features as diverse as those in our detachment, at dark skin of varied hues.


  "What'll we do?" Raines demanded, breaking the silence of my observation. "Use them as contrabands?"


  Contraband was what we called these people early in the war, back before the Emancipation Proclamation. Back when the Union first realized that it could employ former slaves. Not as soldiers, but as laborers.


  I didn't answer Raines, for there were more than thirty faces fixed on me, each wanting an answer.


  Whom to address? Which face to look at? I met one tall man's eyes, but his gaze dropped instantly to the dirt.


  So I moved toward the tattered wall of men and said, somewhat shakily, "I am Lieutenant Fitzhenry. I see you're here to help the Union cause. I am glad of that, for we need your help. A Rebel attack is imminent."


  At this, a wave of whispers rustled through the men.


  "We must prepare defenses. That is my sole concern," I continued. "There's no time to construct gabions or chevaux-de-frise. We need earthworks, simple and straightforward. And we need them dug fast."


  A smallish man with a wide-brimmed hat stepped out of the line.


  "We're here to fight, sir."


  I ran my eyes up and down the line of men, pondering how to phrase my rejection in clearer terms.


  "Do you understand that soldiering takes many forms? That fatigue work is as much a part of victory as . . ."


  "We'll dig your defenses, Lieutenant. But when the attack comes, we want to fight."


  "What's your name?" I said.


  "It's Jacob."


  "You will refer to me by my rank," I said sharply.


  "Yes, Lieutenant."


  "Surely you know you cannot fight," I said with rising frustration. "Surely you know it's impossible."


  "We're free men, Lieutenant. Everyone in this line would rather die than lose that freedom."


  Again, whispers ruffled the line, obvious support for Jacob's words.


  "And I know your men are sick with fever," Jacob continued. "You need men, Lieutenant. Here we are."


  "Fighting is out of the question!" I shot back, glancing at Raines. The presumption in Jacob's candor and logic disturbed me. "We can provide you with minimal provisions - boots, stockings, a bit of food - in exchange for labor. We need entrenchments dug! Raines will distribute shovels and pickaxes and whatever else he can find. Fatigue work is all I can offer you," I shouted, exasperated. "It's all I can offer!"


  They couldn't fight. It was impossible. My own men would not stand for it. The townspeople, now only weakly pro-Unionist, would rebel. An armed force must be unified, not divided!


  And the men were untrained. They could not shoot muskets if they had them.


  Yet we were in desperate need of men. With just twenty-five, we were a handful against a multitude. What did Forrest's force number? Hundreds?


  More?


  "Follow me, all of you!" Raines yelled, marching off toward the supply shed.


  Raines's order was premature.


  Jacob hadn't accepted.


  He stood still, staring at me with eyes dark as night.


  "We'll do a job to make Lincoln proud", he said finally, smiling faintly. Reluctantly, he marched away after Raines. The other men fell in after him.


  I feared I hadn't won the argument. Indeed, I felt it had only just begun.


  Chapter 5 - Jake


  



  Brrrr-ing!


  I snapped awake. Grabbed the phone before my eyes were open. Put it to my ear. Opened my eyes.


  "Hello?"


  "Oh, hi, Jake." Cassie.


  I groaned. The clock said 4:55 A.M.


  "Sorry. I must have hit the wrong speed dial. But while I have you, I've been meaning to tell you that Toby asked me to thank you for loaning her your history notes. I think she likes you."


  "Great," I said. "Okay. Go feed the chickens or whatever you vet types do at this hour of the morning."


  "Give the animals their meds, actually. 'Bye."


  Cassie. Talking nonsense all so she could work in the code word "Toby." It meant one thing. There was trouble for the free Hork-Bajir.


  I had to get to their valley. Now.


  I crept from my room to the hall and listened. Not a sound. The house was chilly, the carpet cold under my bare feet. I neared Tom's room and carefully cracked open the door. A bulge of covers. He was asleep.


  I watched for a minute. No movement. I walked into the room. The floor creaked loudly. I froze. Still, Tom didn't stir. I reached out and touched the covers, my heart beating in my ears. What would I say if he woke up?


  I pressed gently. The covers rebounded softly.


  Pillows. The bed was stuffed with pillows.


  Tom was out on Yeerk business.


  Again.


  Quickly, quietly, I made my way down the hall, past my parents' bedroom. Both were sleeping soundly.


  I moved silently down the stairs. Slugged down a glass of orange juice from the container and wrote my parents a note.


  Went running early. Going straight to school. Don't worry, I'll catch an Egg McMuffin.


  I stuck the note to the coffeemaker and walked out the back door. Climbed the maple tree and in near darkness morphed a peregrine falcon. And in no time I rose high into the early morning sky.


  The predawn city spread beneath me. Every person on the street, in every car and every house, was suspect now. Anyone could be a Controller. And Controllers could be anywhere. But there were fewer of them in the woods. As the houses and roads became less frequent and father apart, as the trees began to thicken, I began to breathe easier again.


  I always think I know how to get to the valley of the Hork-Bajir. But every time I'm almost there, I get lost. East is suddenly west and north is south until, all at once, the valley appears right in front of me. And I'm never quite sure how I found it.


  It was the same story this morning. I was flying in circles until, suddenly . . .


  I soared over a ridge and into the first rays of the rising sun. There, before me, breathtaking as always, stretched the valley. And the stream, slowly winding its way down from the ridge. I followed the stream to the camp and alighted on a branch before dropping to the ground to demorph.


  The others were already waiting.


  <Hello, Prince Jake.> Ax kept his main eyes down. His stalk eyes kept constant watch all around us. <The situation is very bad. The colony is in serious danger.>


  Ever since Ax acted alone in kidnapping Visser Two from the aircraft carrier, a despeate act he hoped would make the visser call off a captured American sub scheduled to release nuclear weapons against China, he hadn't looked me straight in the eyes. And to be honest, I was almost glad.


  Yeah, Ax's gamble had worked. And in a strange way I was glad he'd relieved me of having to make the decision. Of having to choose death for thousands in order to save millions.


  I was proud of Ax. Mad at him, too. I missed the times when our friendship was easier. Hoped it would get better. But for now, we both kind of pretended nothing major had gone down between us.


  It's what we have to do.


  "Why?" I asked. "What's going on?"


  Marco nodded toward Toby, the young Hork-Bajir with special powers. The "seer." She's pushing seven feet, nearly as tall as the largest male Hork-Bajir.


  Most Hork-Bajir aren't terribly bright. Toby is the exception. Some Hork-Bajir say she's clairvoyant, that she sees the future before it happens. All of the free Hork-Bajir look to her for guidance and advice.


  Toby stood in a circle with Ax, Marco, Cassie, and Rachel. Tobias was perched on Rachel's shoulder. The other free Hork-Bajir stood with Marco's parents, listening from a distance.


  "What is it, Toby? What happened?"


  "We raided a Yeerk facility yesterday, Jake," she said. "A day's journey from here. We rescued four of our people." She paused and looked down at the stream. "But one of our warriors was captured."


  Chapter 6


  



  



  An awful silence followed Toby's words.


  This was bad.


  Capture is the stuff of nightmares, something we all fear. Unless you immediately escape or die, it means the betrayal of everyone you love and everything you value.


  Because a prisoner is infested by a Yeerk. His brain is probed. Every useful memory, all relevant knowledge, is extracted and stolen for the Yeerks to use.


  The Yeerk with access to the once-free Hork-Bajir's mind would have the knowledge to lead an army to the valley. Yeah, the Ellimist made it strangely difficult to locate the valley. But with a guide, the Yeerks would absolutely find their way.


  "It's a no-brainer." Marco. "Haul butt before the Yeerks attack."


  "There's no other way," Cassie agreed. "Even with our help, Toby, you can't fight an army of Yeerks. They have sophisticated weapons. Lots of reinforcements. There are fewer than a hundred of you." Cassie gestured to the crowd of Hork-Bajir. "Not more than sixty of you who are fit enough and old enough to fight."


  "It's not fair," Rachel said angrily.


  <No,>Tobias agreed. <But what choice is there?>


  Toby was silent. Her expression showed noting. She turned to Ax.


  "The forest is too thick for the effective use of Bug fighters, isn't it?" she asked. "And the valleys too narrow."


  Ax's stalk eyes scanned the closely spaced trees. <That is true. But that fact only improves the odds by a very small percentage>


  Toby turned to me now. "Will you help us defend our valley, Jake? Our home?"


  I was getting a little annoyed. Toby didn't seem to get it. If we tried to fight the Yeerks, we'd be slaughtered.


  "We want to help," I said. "But not if it means setting you up to lose."


  Toby looked up into the trees, then turned to survey the camp. She planted the stick she was holding into the yielding ground.


  "This valley is our home," she said loudly. "We will not give it up. We'll stay and fight."


  Marco threw up his hands in exasperation. "Let me understand what I'm hearing, here. You all want to die, is that it?" He looked around at the other Hork-Bajir who remained politely withdrawn from our discussion. "Don't be insane! Mom, Dad? You're with them?"


  Marco's parents were as diffident as the Hork-Bajir. They stood impassive and expressionless, feet firmly planted on the hard-packed dirt.


  I rubbed my forehead and tried to think. Time was running out. The Yeerks were probably already on the way. Preparations had to be made.


  I climbed into the V of a nearby tree, up about ten feet so everybody in the camp could see and hear me.


  "Listen!" I shouted. "The Yeerks will probably be here by tomorrow morning, the latest. They will kill or infest all of you if you don't leave right now. Everyone must prepare to move out. We'll help you find a new camp."


  No one moved.


  "Jake," Toby said. "No Yeerk will drive us from this home. I am willing to stay and fight and so are my people."


  Grunts of accord rose from the free Hork-Bajir spectators.


  I couldn't believe what I was hearing.


  "Wait!" I yelled. "You know the Yeerks have advanced weapons. You've seen the Dracon beams. Save yourselves!" I looked at Toby. "Escape now. Live to fight another day!"


  No one answered.


  Marco strode angrily toward his parents, like he was about to give them a piece of his mind. Rachel glanced up at me with her trademark fearless look. She wanted me to reconsider.


  Fine, we were taking sides. The decision would come down to a vote. I jumped from the tree.


  "Come on!" I shouted, desperation pounding in my brain. "All those who want to live, stand over here with me. Those who want to die at the hands of the Yeerks, stand over there, with Toby."


  There was no mumbling, no movement.


  <This is your decision,> Tobias said to the Hork-Bajir. <But I think you should listen to Jake. He only wants what's best.>


  "We all do," Cassie said.


  I glanced at Ax. He stood a bit apart, aloof. He wasn't giving his opinion.


  A serious question for Andalites, especially now for Ax. Meddle where you might not belong. Possibly save lives in the process. Or just walk away. Let a people decide its own fate.


  A young Hork-Bajir stepped out from the crowd and walked toward Toby. He stood straight and tall at her side. Jara Hamee and Ket Helpek joined him. Others followed.


  Until every Hork-Bajir in the colony stood with their leader.


  Chapter 7 - Isaiah Fitzhenry


  



  I threw back the flap of the hospital tent and entered. Light became darkness. Cool, fresh air became a stifling, acrid stench.


  The smell of sickness and death.


  I moved forward, eyes straining to see.


  "Ah!"


  I bumped something warm and soft and drew back instantly as the object voiced a high-pitched objection.


  "I beg your pardon!" I groped to find a tent pole. "Sally, is that you?"


  As my eyes adjusted, I saw a woman standing over a table, wringing out a bloodstained cloth into a bowl of water.


  "'Tis I, Lieutenant," Sally answered with more cheerfulness than I expected. "You'd be looking for the prisoner?"


  "That I would, Sally." Sally Miller is a woman from town. If Sinkler's Ridge is worth its place on the map, it is thanks to her. We'd have lost more men by now were it not for the morale boost the men found in Sally's excellent care.


  "This way," she said. "We sectioned him off so he wouldn't upset the others. He's restrained, of course, but I saw to his wound."


  "You're a wonder, Sally."


  "So my husband tells me on occasion. But these men need me, Lieutenant, and I believe in their cause." She pulled back a pitifully soiled sheet strung up between the tent wall and a post. "The Union cause," she emphasized, turning to leave me with the Confederate soldier who lay on the floor.


  His wrists and ankles were bound. The fresh white bandage wound around the left biceps had just begun to soak through with blood.


  He stared at me with defiant eyes.


  "So the Union has a kid in charge," he said softly. "Yankees got a boy commander."


  The derisive remark cut through my pride and struck anger. I was fully aware that I didn't look the part. I didn't need reminding.


  "And yet," I answered, "my men have managed to shoot and capture you. That's not bad for child's play."


  "I cut you off," he said to console himself. "With no telegraph, Yank, you're as forgotten as on a desert island. Only difference here is that you're about to take a pounding."


  "Is that right?" I mocked, intentionally disbelieving.


  "Darn right!" he raged. "General Forrest has five hundred troopers in Springville, plus a reserve of -"


  He stopped short.


  His eyes grew wide as he realized what he had done.


  I now knew what the enemy's approach would likely be, their number, and their position.


  "I thank you, sir," I said, bowing my head. "You have been very helpful."


  He kicked the air and lunged as if to strike me, but the pain in his upper arm would not allow it. He fell back in a heap, cursing, sweating.


  And I forgot my anger long enough to empathize.


  This low-ranking Rebel was fighting for a cause he thought was right. For his home, his people.


  He was badly mistaken.


  But that didn't change his valiant spirit. Were our roles reversed, I hope I would rally in kind.


  I returned the soiled sheet to its position.


  "You'll be wanting to visit your own men now?" Sally asked, pointing at a canvas flap beyond which lay my men.


  No, I didn't want to see them. I didn't want to see suffering I could do nothing about.


  I hesitated.


  "It would be good for morale," Sally urged. "And your friend, Corporal Carson, has been inquiring after you."


  "Yes, of course," I said. I ducked through the canvas before I thought better of it.


  The bodies of my detachment lay motionless, packed tight in the tent like sleeping sardines.


  I walked down the narrow aisle, looking in vain for signs of recovery.


  "Isaiah," a slender voice called from knee-level.


  Mac Carson's half-open eyes looked up into mine. Corporal Carson. We'd grown up together, been schooled together, and now fought side by side. Despite the new scar on his left cheek, he looked like the boy I'd always known. Big bones, white teeth, black hair, green eyes.


  I knelt and placed my hand against his forehead. It was on fire.


  "What news?" he whispered.


  "Twenty-five men," I said flatly. "That's all we have. Forrest's force may be over five hundred."


  Mac wheezed.


  "Thirty men came down from the hills this morning," I continued. "They want to fight."


  "Thank God," Mac said firmly. His family was progressive on all counts, abolitionism among them. "You need the men and they've a right to fight. It's their war, too, now."


  "Be rational, Mac! You sound like the little man who leads them."


  "Jacob?"


  "How did you know of him?" I asked, astonished.


  "I met him when we came into town. He came down alone, looking for work. We shared some soft bread."


  "You spoke to him?"


  "I should say! He's quite educated," Mac said. "Taught himself to read and write, but hid it from his former master who would have sold him South to be sure. He never knew his mother or father. They were sold or traded or some such abominable thing."


  "Has he been whipped?"


  "I imagine so, though probably not often. I've sometimes thought that living life under the threat of whipping and punishment would be just as bad as the thing itself. Perhaps worse."


  "I suppose," I said absently, glancing around at my lifeless men. I was almost certain that the body next to Mac had ceased to breathe.


  "Can you cover my feet?" Mac asked.


  I moved to the end of his cot and nearly gasped. The first two toes on either foot were bloody and brown.


  "Frostbite," he said with a weak smile.


  I wrapped the wool blanket around them.


  "Raines doesn't think we'll be able to hold off the enemy," I said.


  Mac coughed and nodded.


  "Let the Negroes fight," he said.


  I rose to my feet in frustration.


  "Isaiah," Mac said, catching my arm. "They're our only hope."


  Chapter 8 - Jake


  



  They're going to fight with or without us," Cassie said, awed. As if maybe she'd suddenly changed her mind about what our role should be. "They're risking everything for their freedom."


  "We have to respect that," Rachel said. "And we owe it to the Hork-Bajir to help."


  I still couldn't believe what had just happened.


  <This is just plain amazing,> Tobias said to us privately. <These Hork-Bajir know who they are and what they want.>


  "Okay." I sighed. "We'll help you."


  Marco glanced at me with a mix of exasperation and resignation. He knew this was an argument we couldn't win.


  Cassie flashed me a look that said I'd done the right thing.


  Toby smiled the strangely frightening Hork-Bajir smile.


  "Tobias, as always, you're our eye in the sky. Check out the area and see if you can spot an escape route. I have a feeling we're gonna need one. Marco, get in touch with Erik. See if a few Chee can cover back home for those of us who need it."


  Toby stared at me.


  "If we need to escape." I corrected myself and smiled.


  I began to draw a rough map of the area in the dirt with a stick. Toby walked over to where I was crouched down.


  "Thank you," she said.


  "Yeah, well . . . I just hope your people understand what they're getting into. It ain't gonna be pretty."


  "They understand much more than you give them credit for, Jake. They've been called upon to defend themselves before. They've been through a lot."


  I nodded sheepishly and looked back at the dirt map.


  After a while, I ventured further into the camp to check on the battle preparations. With advice from Rachel and Ax, the Hork-Bajir were positioning platforms in the trees.


  A Hork-Bajir with a bundle of small tree limbs on his back and a coil of rope in his hand would scramble up a trunk, using heel and wrist blades to climb. Like a telephone repairman in fast forward. When he'd get about thirty feet up, he'd dig his ankle blades in firmly, lock in with both knee blades, and lean back. With both hands free, he'd lash the branches together. In about ten minutes, there was an elaborate but perfectly camouflaged platform.


  When the builder finished, he'd climb onto the platform to test its strength. Then he'd descend quickly, move to another tree, and begin again.


  Younger Hork-Bajir then climbed to the completed platforms and stocked them with spears and arrows. Weapons the female Hork-Bajir were turning out with speed, efficiency, and skill. It was unbelievable to watch.


  Hork-Bajir elders, the few who weren't quite as quick at climbing as they used to be, dug pits and trenches all over the camp. After one was dug, the very smallest Hork-Bajir children were lowered into it to place pointed wooden spikes into the dirt. Whoever fell into these holes would come out looking like Swiss cheese. If they came out at all. With the spikes in place, the kids were hauled up to help cover the pits. First with twigs that spanned the opening. Then with leaves that formed a bed to conceal it completely.


  Satisfied as I could be under the circumstances, I called the others and Toby to the map to discuss strategy.


  "We're here." I pointed to two long, parallel lines marking the narrow passage. "On either side of us are steep banks and cliffs. Impossible to climb without serious time and effort. So I think the Yeerks will come up the valley this way," I said, pointing. "From the south, uphill."


  "That's good for us," Marco said.


  <It will slow their approach,> Ax agreed, <but it will also interfere with our retreat. Tobias said our only escape route will be up the valley to the north.> Ax pointed to a place where the valley widened, about a mile north of the camp. <The valley walls become easier to climb at this point, but will still be slow and difficult>


  I looked at Toby.


  "You'd be much better off to climb the valley walls now and fight from up there."


  "We will defend our home."


  <We've got another problem,> Tobias said. <l spotted a group of campers. And they're going to be in the Yeerks' way.>


  "I guess we'll have to try to convince them to get out of there," I said.


  Cassie put her hand on Toby's arm. "Even if you survive, you'll have to go into hiding. Where will you go?"


  "If we're forced to withdraw temporarily," Toby said calmly, "we'll go to the hills."


  "But the trees in the hills aren't the same kind as the ones in the valley. And they won't provide great shelter. You'll have to adapt all over again."


  <And those hills are getting pretty close to the suburbs,> Tobias added. <It wouldn't be safe to hang there very long. Eventually, you'd run into some humans.>


  "Maybe it's time the Hork-Bajir did run into some humans," Rachel said. "We can't count on the Ellimist to appear and help out just because we want him to. If the right people knew what was going on, all sort of things could happen - good and bad.


  Marco smirked. "News flash: Your average suburbanite ain't gonna tolerate a seven-foot-tall bladed alien for a neighbor. I mean, carpooling? Toby as a soccer mom? Think about it."


  Toby's eyes dropped.


  "I'm sorry. We don't think of you as freaks, but the average guy on the street? Toby, humans can't even deal with other humans who root for a rival football team."


  "Yes," Toby said slowly. "I've learned that humans don't care for groups unlike their own."


  "That's not always true," I said.


  <My study of human history suggests that Marco and Toby are both correct,> Ax said carefully. <Historically, humans are among the least tolerant species in the galaxy, set apart by the prevalence of violence and oppression.>


  "So, what would you suggest, Ax?" Cassie asked. "Send the Hork-Bajir to some distant planet? All because humans are tolerance-challenged? That can't be the only answer."


  "It stinks," Marco said. "But take a look at what humans have done to animals. If there's a chance to dominate, we grab it. I'd rather be a tiger or elephant on Neptune than a striped rug or an ivory box on Earth. The farther away you can get, Toby, the better off you'll be."


  For a moment, Toby said nothing.


  "But are we really that different from you?" she said finally.


  She turned toward camp. Toward a Hork-Bajir who bent low to the ground and scooped her crying child into her arms.


  The child had fallen. The mother carefully raised the child to her shoulder and gently patted its back.


  No, the Hork-Bajir weren't really that different at all.


  Chapter 9 - Isaiah Fitzhenry


  



  At sundown, Sergeant Raines and two other soldiers walked with me down the main street of Sinkler's Ridge.


  Sally Miller and her husband, Joe, were hosting a Christmas party. They'd been kind enough to invite us and we were happy to oblige.


  I detailed a number of men for picket duty and left Sergeant Spears in command until our return. Our pickets were spread out through the woods and hills skirting the town. Before the enemy attacked, we would be alerted.


  Several townsmen, Joe Miller among them, brought their own shovels and picks and joined us in the digging this afternoon. They wouldn't work near the black men, nor even within sight of them. They said Jacob's men were a disgrace to the Union.


  Perhaps. But no one can deny the progress they made. Trees covering the entire south face of Topper Hill were felled and left lying, a formidable defense when time is short.


  And the Negroes shaped the earthworks like seasoned engineers. Most of the men dug all afternoon, and would dig all day tomorrow.


  We stopped before a white clapboard house with candles flickering warmly in the windows. Fiddle music filtered through the walls and under the door. I climbed the stairs and let the knocker fall.


  Scents of cinnamon and vanilla rushed out as the door opened. Sally greeted us warmly. "Lieutenant. Hello, Raines. Welcome."


  Sally was resplendent with golden hair bouncing in ringlets and a red-trimmed dress to match her lips. She stepped back to let us enter and nodded as we passed.


  We were drawn in by the sound of music and voices. Raines hastened to the banjo case that stood in the corner, threw it open, and pulled out the instrument like a child opening a gift on Christmas morning.


  Private Tweed raised a tambourine. Corporal Fox unsheathed a pair of bones from his jacket pocket. No words were exchanged. They simply joined the town fiddler, then started in on a new song, the words of which I'd heard before.


  



  "I hear the bugle sound the calls


  for reveille and drill,


  for water, stable, and tattoo,


  for taps - and all was still.


  I hear it sound the Sick-Call grim,


  and seethe men in line,


  with faces wry as they drink down


  their whiskey and quinine."


  



  The stress of the impending attack seemed to melt away. The townspeople present clapped and tapped their feet in time. The young tin whistler and drummer boy, the two I'd seen out my drafty window, watched from beside the roaring fire.


  "Good evening, Lieutenant," Joe Miller said. "Merry Christmas." He was a broad man, built for agricultural life. His beard and mustache were even redder than his hair. His wide smile matched his frame.


  "And to you, Miller," I answered. "As you see, my men are glad to put aside their duties."


  "Come." Miller took me by the arm and led me to a long table by the window. "Sample the foods my Sally has prepared."


  My mouth dropped open at the sight.


  Spread across the table were the foods I dreamed of at night. Milk, cheese, cake, preserves, boiled ham, turkey, pudding, pickles, and loaves of fresh-baked soft bread.


  "Eat up," Miller said. "Maintain the strength you need to save this town."


  I reached for a buttery cinnamon roll. "I wish that I alone could save it," I said solemnly. "As you know, our ranks are thin. We may need to arm the men that came into camp today. They're willing to fight, and they -"


  "Are you mad?!" The joviality drained from Miller's face. He bellowed as though addressing a plow horse.


  "I assure you I am not," I said quietly.


  Raines appeared beside me at the buffet table. The song had finished. The guests were clapping loudly.


  Miller appealed to Raines.


  "Your lieutenant says he would arm a band of runaway Negroes and let them fight the Rebels," Miller said, forcing unwilling laughter from his throat and patting Raines on the back. "Is he a jokester, Raines? Or does he take to the bottle in the evening?"


  "I assure you, sir," I said, loudly enough to silence some of the guests. "There is no joke intended, nor any drunkenness among the detachment."


  Miller's face grew still, like a bull before the charge.


  "Once you arm those Negroes, what stops them from running wild?"


  "Have you met the men, sir?" I said.


  "I wouldn't go within fifty feet of those people. I don't need to meet a wolf to know he'll cause all kinds of mischief. They'll take our chickens, our pigs, the house!"


  "The Rebels will do far worse if they take the town. The Negroes have offered to help. They've offered their lives."


  "If you treat them as equals, Lieutenant, they'll begin to believe it." The color in Miller's face was rising. "For God's sake! If you let them fight, they'll begin to believe they deserve other liberties. Where would it go from there? Would you have them living here in Sinkler's Ridge? In a house on Main Street?"


  Chuckles rippled through the group of townspeople, most of whom had stopped their chatter now to listen in.


  Mac once told me integration was the course of the future, the only way.


  "You believe peaceful coexistence to be impossible?" I asked, knowing Miller's answer.


  "Darn right I do!"


  "Joe, calm yourself!" Sally cautioned.


  Raines spoke. "Lieutenant, these men, they've never been trained. They'll only get in the way." The objection was a practical one. Raines can always be relied upon for pragmatism. "Besides, at the first shot, they'll run."


  "I think you're wrong, Raines," I said plainly.


  "You are wrong, Lieutenant," Miller argued. "The people of Sinkler's Ridge are of one mind on this issue." He waved a hand to include the observing group of guests.


  Heads nodded.


  "If you persist in this absurd support of slaves, you'll find that our support will disappear," Miller said stiffly.


  Sally turned abruptly and walked from the room. She understood her husband's meaning but obviously did not approve.


  "Come, men," I said. Fox and Tweed rose from their chairs. "It seems we've outstayed our welcome."


  We left the warm, white house for the cold, black night and walked in silence to the camp.


  Spears reported that the pickets had seen nothing but trees in the woods and hills.


  I climbed into my narrow makeshift bed and closed my eyes.


  All I saw were the colorful foods on the buffet table, the orange fire roaring in the hearth, and Sally's smiling eyes.


  And all I heard was music.


  Chapter 10 - Jake


  



  The more I looked at the makeshift map, the more I realized there weren't going to be any Hork-Bajir left to relocate after the Yeerks came through.


  I saw the battle in my mind. I saw the scouts storm the encampment and fire their Dracon beams on everything that moved. I saw the swarm of Taxxons. Hundreds of unstoppable mouths devouring anything with a pulse.


  We could slow the Yeerks, inflict sufficient casualties to make the visser in charge look bad. But in the end, defeat was inevitable.


  The thought of a total slaughter made me sick.


  I had to get away, get another look. Maybe there was something I'd missed.


  I morphed peregrine falcon and flew down the valley to the south. The valley was like a wind tunnel. A steady stream of rushing air that kept me aloft almost as well as a thermal.


  My raptor eyes caught a flash of movement, something bright and oddly colored in the forest. I banked and dove, soaring close over the treetops. Through the canopy of leaves and branches, a cluster of tents. Three blue, one green, one yellow, one purple. I banked again and made another pass.


  A group of sixteen people. Four adults and a bunch of mostly high school kids. The campers Tobias had told us about.


  I dropped through the trees. I could smell meat cooking, hot dogs I think, and singed marshmallows. I landed and my talons bit firmly into the branch of a fallen tree.


  I was less than fifty feet from the group. I could see everything. Camping equipment scattered everywhere. Metal plates and pans. Boots and wool socks drying on tree branches. Open backpacks, spilling their contents of brightly colored camping gear onto the dirt.


  Given the amounts of garbage the campers had strung up in the tree branches, beyond the reach of bears, they'd been camped for more than three days. Unless these people had portable Kandrona pools in their tiny tents, they weren't Controllers.


  I gave in to an irresistible urge to preen and caught the eye of a man in a puffy yellow vest. Watched him magnify and focus a pair of field glasses, then show the kid standing next to him.


  I looked directly at them.


  We had to get the campers out of there.


  I flew up along the edge of the valley and along the crest of the hill north of the colony. Followed the stream that flowed down the valley, through the colony and beyond.


  WWHUUMPH!


  A small tree toppled. Rustled the brush along the stream.


  Who would be chopping down trees out here?


  I doubled back and landed on the top of a high pine. The small tree had fallen into the water. Not into the rushing stream itself, but into an adjoining pond.


  I watched as two small brown heads pushed and tugged on the tree until it moved swiftly through the water toward the edge of the pond. Until it became entangled in a pile of other wood and debris.


  One of the animals lumbered up onto the bank. It was three feet long, covered in slick brown fur. A long, flat, paddle-shaped tail dragged along behind it.


  Beavers damming the stream.


  The wall of wood and brush that held back the pond was leaking. The beavers were working hard to fix it. If the wall broke, all that dammed-up water would rush down the hillside, into the Hork-Bajir colony, and on through the valley floor.


  It was too good to be true.


  A wall of water rushing toward the colony, tunneling toward the attacking Yeerks?


  I checked the size of the pond, and the distance the water had to travel to reach the colony and valley floor beyond . . .


  No good.


  The water in the pond would spread out and diminish by the time it reached the Yeerks. It would spill over the banks of the stream and rage for a while. But where it mattered, it would end up as little more than a puddle.


  My brilliant idea began to die. I was about to fly away when the beavers pushed another cluster of tangled branches into position. The wall rose higher. The water level raised ever so slightly.


  That's when it hit me.


  If two beavers could dam a pond, five beavers could dam a whole lot more.


  Chapter 11


  



  "We're going to flood them out," I announced. "We're going to wash the Yeerks back down the valley. The beavers have already started things for us. We just have to expand their dam to hold back enough water to make a mini tidal wave."


  "Nap time!" Marco sang. "I think someone's a little overtired."


  "I'm fine."


  Tobias laughed. <You know, this mission is seriously important. I'm thinking the morph should be a little more, I don't know, glamorous. I mean, going beaver to save an entire colony of aliens is like putting James Bond behind the wheel of a minivan. With a bumper sticker that says, "World's Greatest Mom." No offense.>


  "Very funny. Listen, we've gone mole. We've gone ant. You use what works."


  "But will this work?" Rachel asked.


  "Got any other ideas?" I answered.


  We didn't have to morph to travel to the beaver dam. It was only about an eight-minute jog up the valley. As we approached the pond . . .


  Whack! Whack! Sploosh! Sploosh!


  Thundering slaps loud as firecrackers, and no beavers to be seen. New ripples crossed the pond.


  "They must have heard us coming," Cassie said. "Beavers slap their tails on the water if they think they're in danger."


  The pond looked promising. It was bigger than it had seemed from the air.


  Attached to a lake, it would have made a respectable fishing cove.


  In my backyard, it would have made a fantastic swimming pool.


  But I knew we needed more. I just didn't know how much.


  <Three to four thousand cubic meters,> Ax said. <l believe that is what it will take to inundate the valley.>


  Marco batted his eyelashes. "Ax, you just make me all tingly when you talk all smart-like."


  "How much water is that?" I asked.


  "We have to make this pool Olympic-sized," Marco answered.


  A beaver popped up in the middle of the pond, pushing a branch with his nose. He placed the branch in the dam and dove back underwater.


  We waited. And waited.


  <Some lungs,> Tobias observed.


  "No," Cassie explained, "he's probably in the lodge. See that dome-shaped pile of branches and moss and mud sticking up above water level? There's air in there."


  "The lodge?" Marco echoed excitedly. "A roaring fire. Hot chocolate. Britney Spears. Brandy, maybe. The girl, not the drink. These dudes know how to live!"


  "The lodge is where they live," Cassie laughed. "Like bears have dens and birds have nests?"


  "How do we acquire a beaver while he's inside the lodge?" Rachel said.


  Cassie waded into the water. "Well, the entrances are underwater," she said. "Maybe we can catch a beaver on his way out."


  She reached the lodge and bent down toward its base. Murky water slapped her chin.


  "Found it," she said. "I think. Someone knock lightly on the side of the lodge to scare a beaver out."


  "Are you kidding?" Marco said, wading after her into the water. Rachel, Ax, and I followed. "Gentle, thoughtful Cassie wants to scare a beaver out of its mind?"


  "Shut up and help. I'm not going to hurt him."


  Marco tapped the lodge with a fallen branch.


  "Got him!" Cassie cried. "Oowwwww! He bit me!"


  "Cassie, let go!"


  "I'm okay," she said quickly. Then she lifted the beaver to the surface. His body was still from the acquiring trance, buoyed weight.


  Good thing, because this guy had to weigh at least forty pounds, big and sturdy. The body of an industrious worker. One by one, including Tobias, we reached out to touch the slick, bristly coat.


  The beaver splashed away as soon as we were done.


  "You know," Cassie said, forcing a smile, blood dripping from the cut on her hand, "when your mother tells you not to stick your hand in a beaver lodge, you really should listen."


  Chapter 12 - Isaiah Fitzhenry


  



  December 24, 1864.


  Joe Miller's rooster crowed at half past five, leaving no question that it had survived the night despite his predictions of raid and plunder by the Negros.


  While the coffee boiled, I rummaged in my haversack for sugar. I found none, I had to drink my coffee black.


  It felt like an ominous omen.


  "Don't lag, men. Don't lag!"


  Sergeant Spears's husky voice roared through the frigid air. As I made my way across the stream and down the hill, I saw him standing statuesque in the morning fog, having staked out the highest point of the earthworks to supervise Jacob and the other men, who labored dutifully below.


  Spears's rifle was propped against his shoulder. That was as it should have been, for I'd ordered all men to carry arms on every detail.


  But from my vantage point, Spears seemed to have his hand rather too close to the trigger.


  "They're lazy men, Lieutenant," Spears said, far too loudly, as he saw me approaching. "If our men was out working, we'd have finished by now."


  "The problem as I see it, Spears, is that the earth is frozen hard as granite."


  "No, sir," Spears said, chuckling, his Scottish accent lengthening his vowels in a most defiant way. "The earth is soft as butter, ain't it, boys? Soft as creamy butter."


  Jacob looked up, saw me, and dropped his shovel on the dirt.


  "Lieutenant!" he called, waving an arm and pushing toward me over piles of upturned soil. "I want to speak to you about -"


  "You!" Spears bellowed.


  Jacob froze.


  "Resume your position and your duty!"


  Jacob hesitated.


  "Lieutenant," he called to me. "It's about the placement of the -"


  BAM!


  A rifle shot cracked the air.


  Jacob hit the ground.


  Spears began to chuckle again. He had fired into the sky.


  "Spears!" I yelled.


  He returned the gun to his shoulder. Jacob staggered to his feet. The eyes of all the black men turned to me.


  "Yes, sir?" Spears answered.


  "Ride out to scout for the enemy. Take a few men with you."


  "Are you relieving me of this detail?"


  "I will stand in until your return."


  "Very well, sir."


  Spears scampered down the earthworks and strode past me in silence. Though he was my subordinate, I couldn't very well question his behavior in front of the men. I had to back him.


  "Back to work, men!" I yelled. "Jacob, approach!" I said sternly, and retained a posture of severity until Spears was safely out of earshot.


  I sensed the reason Jacob wanted to speak to me. The placement of the entrenchments was all wrong. I'd realized it, too. If we moved them back a hundred yards toward town, we could place them behind the stream, a natural barrier to the Rebs. A God-made moat.


  "Jacob," I said gently. "You have an opinion to share?"


  He nodded.


  "Yes . . . Lieutenant. This ain't the best position. Rebs coming up from down there. Make 'em come all the way up, close to town. That way, you have more chance to shoot 'em down. Then, when they get to the stream, that slows them down some more."


  "I think you're right," I said.


  Spears and three privates trampled down the hill on horseback. When they reached the stream, Spears's horse reared up and whinnied loudly.


  "Bronco!" Spears cried.


  The horse finally plunged into the water, stepping awkwardly over rocks and mud.


  Jacob and I exchanged a glance of understanding. The stream was the barrier we needed.


  "Start your men digging again," I said. "But this time, according to your plan."


  I waited for Jacob to accept the new orders.


  "How about rifles?" he said instead, hope flickering in his eyes.


  "Why are you so set on fighting? Once you prepare these entrenchments, you can melt back into the hills and be safe. Haven't you heard what these same troopers did at Fort Pillow? Don't you know the name of Nathan Bedford Forrest?"


  Jacob's face grew hard and still. He did know the name. But I would drive home the reality.


  "Right here in Tennessee, just over those hills a few days, General Forrest's Confederate cavalry captured a Union-held fort on the Mississippi. The Negro soldiers inside surrendered. But Forrest didn't take them prisoner. He murdered them in cold blood. Jacob, it was a massacre."


  "I know, Lieutenant. If they take us, they'll most likely kill us, too."


  His calm sent chills down my spine. He knew the truth, yet wanted to fight in spite of it.


  "The townspeople won't allow it," I said, changing tacks. "Neither will many of my own men. You know Spears. He won't fight beside you."


  Jacob looked at me stubbornly.


  "You need men," he said, echoing his words from the day before. "Here we are."


  I looked angrily at the camp and the town. Didn't Jacob see it was an impossibility? Yes, we were outnumbered. Yes, we needed his men. Yes, it was suicide to turn him down.


  "Give us a chance, Lieutenant."


  Wagons loaded with household treasures stood outside several houses in town. The white townspeople were loading their possessions and preparing to flee.


  I looked at Joe and Sally Miller's house. There was no wagon there.


  Clop-clop. Clop-clop. Clop-clop.


  The pounding of hooves!


  Spears's red and sweating face, flailing coat, and screaming horse reared up before me.


  "Lieutenant!" he cried. "They're not a mile from here!"


  Chapter 13 - Jake


  



  I put Ax in charge of the "dam expansion." He had a clear sense of the mechanics of the whole thing. Said something about how the natural curve of the beaver's dam was actually the most efficient shape to hold back the water.


  "Fluid mechanics was one of my specialties as an aristh," Ax said.


  Marco sighed. "What haven't you done?"


  "I have never constructed an organic cellulose hydrological attack assemblage."


  "We speak English, dude."


  "No, I get it," Rachel said excitedly. "He's never made a dam out of wood, mud, and moss."


  Cassie was concerned about the beaver family whose compound we were about to take over.


  "They're scared. They think we're predators. We need to convince them we're friends."


  "What we need to do," Marco said, "is expand this dam and store up a whole lot of water. Fast."


  Marco morphed. There was a big splash as he dropped into the water. A resounding crack as he slapped his tail.


  <Awesome!> he shouted. <These front teeth are great. Let me at some trees, baby! I'm gonna build me a dam.>


  Cassie morphed next. Then Rachel. The beaver was kind of cute, except for the small beady eyes. And the enlarged front incisors, like curving ivory chisels.


  I later learned that beaver incisors never stop growing. If the beaver doesn't wear them down with use, they grow right down to the ground.


  <There is the beginning of a small canal on the far side of the pond,> Ax said. <It leads to a growth of young trees, some of which have already been cut down. We need that material for the construction. Rachel and Cassie, stay with me. Marco?>


  <On my way.>


  Tobias and I had other business. I morphed, and together we flew out of range of the construction below. It was a short flight to the campsite. We were careful to land far enough away so that no one would see us demorph and morph in Tobias's case.


  Then we walked toward the brightly colored tents. Thank God we could finally morph some halfway decent clothes, the result of a whole lot of experience. Boys in T-shirts and jeans generally look a lot saner than boys in spandex.


  We approached the campsite. A tall kid with glasses spotted us first.


  "Hi," he said.


  "Hey," I answered.


  Then we just stood there.


  <Jake? Fearless leader? Do you have a plan, or are you just going to smile and look stupid in our morphing outfits?> Tobias said privately.


  "Just be cool. I'll handle it," I whispered.


  "I'm Jake," I said to the tall kid.


  "Lewis Carpenter. I've had blisters for five days."


  "Huh. Bummer."


  An adult stuck his head out of a tent. The guy who had sighted me in his binoculars. "What are you two boys doing so far out in the woods?" he asked, stepping outside. "Where's your equipment?"


  <Good question, Jake.>


  "We're camped on the ridge," I said easily, pointing up the valley wall.


  "Right," Tobias added.


  More silence and staring. This was getting ridiculous.


  "Look," I said. "We came to tell you we all have to get out of here. We just met a ranger and he told us the park is closed. There's a huge storm coming this way. Guy said they're predicting straight-line winds and tons of snow, enough to strand us all. Everyone's got to pack up and get out of the area before sundown."


  A girl stood up from the group of kids sitting around the campfire and came closer to us. She was maybe Tom's age.


  "It never snows this early in the year."


  "Yeah, I know," I said quickly. "That's what's so dangerous about this storm. No one's prepared. I mean, who's gonna have cold-weather gear? Right?"


  The girl grinned.


  "I'll be fine. I hiked Mount McKinley."


  "Emily, Lewis?" The adult binocular guy. "Let me handle this."


  <They're not buying it,> Tobias said privately.


  "Frostbite is bad news," I said, trying to sound all serious and worried.


  "Look," said binocular guy, "you boys need to learn a thing or two about hikers' etiquette. People need to trust one another in the wilderness. You don't make up stories just to get someone else's campsite."


  The guy held out a tiny portable television flickering a commercial for an SUV.


  "The local news meteorologist predicts sunny skies and no wind for the next three days." His voice bristled with adult annoyance. And with confidence. "We're staying right where we are."


  I could feel my ears getting hot. They turn red sometimes when I'm embarrassed.


  Three more adults, two women and a man, came from their tents. Asked the kids what was going on. I started to feel a little sick. Like I was going to get sent to my room or earn a week's worth of detention.


  "Listen," Tobias said loudly, "you have to believe us. If you don't get out of this valley now, something really bad is going to happen. Your lives are in danger."


  The campers didn't respond. Emily looked at Lewis, then at the man. A kid near the campfire started to laugh. Pretty soon, all sixteen people in camp were snickering. Four adults and twelve kids, laughing at the two pathetic losers.


  "Get a life," Emily said.


  I turned to Tobias. "Okay. We're desperate. I don't want to do this, but I don't think we have a choice."


  "Are you sure?" Tobias whispered. "What if one of them bolts? Or attacks us? Or runs straight to the local media? If the Yeerks hear that two human boys were morphing . . ."


  "I know, Tobias," I snapped. "I know there are consequences."


  That was my job. To know the consequences. It was also my job to make the tough decisions. To lead.


  I started to morph.


  "It's okay," Tobias called. "What you're going to see will shock you, but don't panic. We're only trying to help."


  Lewis was the first to react. He clutched at his glasses and stepped back. Groped behind him with his free hand until he bumped into a tree. His mouth hung wide open.


  The man dropped his television in the leaves. His face went white.


  One boy by the campfire stumbled to his feet, then took off into the woods.


  "Don't be frightened," Tobias repeated.


  Morphing is not pretty. It's disturbing and grotesque. Of course the campers were frightened. Anybody would be.


  My human body began to twist violently. Big, flesh-tearing teeth sprouted from my gums. Ears migrated to the top of my head. Shoulders hunched, spine expanded, skin toughened. Fur, orange with black stripes, spread across my flesh like liquid spilled out of a jar. Until finally, I fell forward onto the dirt. All five hundred pounds of me.


  I was a male Siberian tiger standing before a group of whining, whimpering campers, in a place no Siberian tiger should be.


  I growled gently. Just enough to let them know the tiger was real.


  When Tobias started to demorph, I began to demorph to human.


  Emily backed up, tripped, fell to the forest floor. Tears streaked her face.


  The red-tailed hawk shrieked once, then morphed to human.


  "Who . . . what are you?" the man cried.


  "Its a long story," I said, fully human again. "I can't explain it all now, but you've got to believe we're not here to hurt you."


  The campers were silent. At least no one else ran.


  "Sometime before tomorrow noon," I said solemnly, "an army of aliens is going to march up this valley. If you're still here, they'll kill every single one of you."


  Chapter 14 - Isaiah Fitzhenry


  



  My heart stopped.


  Spears gasped for breath.


  "Not a mile from here! A good-sized detachment of Forrest's cavalry. A hundred or more."


  "Sound the alarm!" I ordered. "Get the men down here with everything we've got! Bayonets, muskets, revolvers . . . Spears, we're not ready for them."


  Spears raced toward camp with a desperate look in his eye.


  Jacob was running down the hill to rejoin the digging men. They were still building up the defensive position.


  "Jacob!" I shouted above the bugle cry. "You've done your part. Get your fellows out of here!"


  My men on picket duty were streaming from the woods now, hollering and whooping, running toward the earthworks like the devil was at their heels.


  Jacob picked up his shovel.


  "I'll be staying, Lieutenant."


  He was a fool!


  The men from camp raced from their tents and rushed down the hill. They pulled on coats and parkas as they came, and fastened bayonets to muskets.


  "Take up your posts!" Raines cried, pulling a pistol from his belt. "Take aim, but do not fire!"


  One by one, the men in blue fell into line behind the earthworks. Raines, Spears, Roth, O'Connell, McDonnell, Price . . .


  We were pitifully few.


  "Dear God," I breathed, drawing my own revolver.


  A Rebel drum beat in the woods. General Forrest was upon us.


  I watched the trees.


  The tree trunks suddenly multiplied, doubling . . . tripling in number!


  "Hold!" I cried, uncertain of the visual effect.


  All at once, the illusion vanished and I knew what it was that I saw.


  The forest was dense with brown horses, gray coated cavalrymen, and dully reflective carbines.


  "Lieutenant." Raines turned to me. "They're forming up for a charge!"


  Jacob and his men were still piling up dirt. Still digging.


  "Get down, you fools!" I yelled. "You'll be shot!"


  A few of the men lay down against the dirt. One took off up the hill toward camp.


  But Jacob and the rest ignored my warning.


  "Prepare to fire . . . ."


  The woods erupted with whoops and shouts. Angry cries.


  "Yeeeeeee! Hah! Yooooop! Yeeeeeeeeeeeha!"


  The Rebel yell.


  "I'll answer you with lead!" Spears shouted down his gun barrel.


  The Rebs pulled out of the woods. Numbering only fifty or so, they screamed as loud as a regiment.


  The galloping hooves grew louder and louder. The whoops and hollers tortured my ears.


  The Rebels jumped the trunks of the slashed trees, leaped over branches until they were so near I could almost see their faces.


  I could almost see the whites of their eyes . . . .


  I stepped up to the line and aimed my revolver at a snarling blond cavalryman who raised his carbine at me.


  The order was rumbling inside my mind . . . waiting to explode!


  "FIRE!" I raged.


  "FIRE!" boomed the Rebel commander.


  The Union line pulled twenty-four triggers and riddled the air with lead.


  The Rebels replied in kind.


  "Ahh!"


  Blood spattered my face and sleeve. Private Foster clutched his neck. Blood poured through his fingers. He slumped and fell to the cold ground.


  "Ahhh!"


  A Negro was struck in the chest! He hit the dirt and rolled, screaming. Still, Jacob didn't take cover. He raised his shovel like a weapon.


  "RELOAD!"


  I hit my target in the thigh, but he kept galloping. I shot again. Missed!


  Two Rebel horses down! A man falling from his mount.


  "FIRE!"


  My men shot again before the Rebels could reload, a difficult task while riding.


  Three Rebs down on the east flank. Six or more on the west.


  "BAYONETS!" I cried. No time for another shot. I picked up Foster's musket and gripped it hard. Fire coursed through my veins.


  The hooves grew thunderous, racing, pounding. Roaring up to the earthworks!


  "FORWARD!" I ordered.


  We stabbed the air, whooping like banshees.


  The Rebel horses faltered, reared up. The riders struggled to draw their sabers, but too late! We were upon them!


  Union men stabbed through Rebel trousers, pulled bodies from horses. Everywhere I looked, punching, stabbing, beating.


  One Rebel cleared his saber of its sheath.


  And skewered O'Connell.


  "STEADY, BOYS!" I ran for the man I'd struck with my revolver. I didn't realize until too late . . .


  BAM!


  He'd saved his carbine shot for me!


  "Ahh!"


  The bullet struck my stomach, threw me back!


  I hit the dirt and clutched my stomach. No air!


  The Rebel snarled, turned, and retreated.


  No air!


  My head was empty and full, calm and crazy . . . .


  "Lieutenant!"


  It was Jacob's voice. He told his men to drag me back behind the entrenchments.


  Strong hands clasped my arms, lifted, raised me off the ground.


  All around, men locked in combat with the Rebs who'd fallen from their mounts.


  The Rebs on horseback were broken up, scattering to retreat.


  Jacob heaved his shovel like a javelin. It struck a Rebel in the side. The man slumped and slid off the saddle.


  Four of the other men swarmed another cavalryman and dragged him off his horse.


  The men carrying me placed me on the ground and raced away to aid their fellows.


  I ripped open my coat and groped my stomach, searching for the injury. My ribs and guts felt crushed and broken, but there was no blood, no bullet, no hole at all!


  How!


  My head was swimming. Footsteps stopped beside me. I looked up and saw Joe Miller's face against the sky. He had a shotgun in his hand, a revolver in his belt, a knife in his boot. He smiled and picked up the brass belt buckle I'd just thrown off.


  It was utterly deformed, nearly cut in two, and folded up around a point at its center.


  He handed me the buckle and I saw the flattened lead bullet embedded in the buckle.


  "You're a lucky man, Lieutenant. That buckle is lead-lined."


  I'd been shot in the gut and survived. No words would form.


  "Those slaves," Joe Miller said. "I'll give them credit for determination." He glanced at the battlefield, at the Union men rounding up Rebel prisoners, then looked back at me.


  "This was just a slight effort," I said hoarsely. "A testing of our defense. The Rebs will be back soon."


  Miller nodded.


  "That's why you need the help of every man you can find," he said, looking at the Negros. "Arm them, train them, and let them fight."


  Chapter 15 - Jake


  



  The campers believed.


  The initial terror on their faces softened to looks of curiosity and recognition. An adult retrieved the kid who'd run off into the woods. The rest glanced at one another, then back at us, and, suddenly, began to beam.


  I didn't get it.


  "We'll follow your instructions," one of the men said. About twelve of the others nodded in agreement.


  <Okay. That was too easy,> Tobias said privately.


  The man who'd spoken stepped delicately toward us. As if the snap of a branch would make us disappear.


  "I've waited my entire life to make contact," he said suddenly. "My name is Richard Carpenter. What do you call yourselves? What system do you call home?"


  "What system?"


  "What solar system are you from? Are you with the Federation? Is your ship in orbit or on land?"


  Unbelievable. I almost laughed.


  "Uh," I said, "we're from Earth, just like you."


  "Ah, yes," Richard said. "I always knew you lived among us. I have friends who've seen your ships."


  "We don't have any ships," Tobias said.


  Richard reached out, grasped Tobias's hand, and pumped it in a too-long handshake. Then he grabbed my hand.


  "I'm honored to meet you. So very, very, very honored."


  "Can you become anything you want?" Lewis said.


  "No, not anything, but a lot of things. Any animal we touch," I said.


  Yeah, morphing was gross and uncomfortable. But it had been a long time since I remembered it was also very, very cool.


  Lewis grinned. "So, like, what's your natural form?"


  "We're just normal kids with a special power," Tobias said carefully. "We're not aliens."


  "If you don't want us to call you aliens, we won't call you aliens," Richard said with a wink.


  <Jake? These people spend way too much time watching Star Wars.>


  "Look," I said. "There are aliens taking over Earth, but we're just regular kids. You know, from here. Trying to stop them. The bad aliens."


  Emily's forehead scrunched with skeptical wrinkles.


  "It's a long story." Tobias sighed. "Just trust us. Please. You need to get out of here."


  "Can't you just beam us somewhere else?" Lewis asked.


  "Or you could generate a shield to surround us," said another kid with spiky blond hair and sunglasses. "You could cloak our entire campsite so we could watch all the action!"


  "Yeah!" That was one of the adult women.


  "Okay, look," I said, fed up. "This is real life. This is not a Star Trek episode. I'm not Captain Picard. I can't beam you anywhere."


  "Justin," Richard said to the blond kid. "They can't put that kind of technology in our hands. It would violate the Prime Directive."


  "Oh, right," Justin whispered loudly. "Of course."


  Richard looked at me.


  "I know that revealing yourselves to us is a major violation of the Prime Directive. But you did the right thing. We're ready for contact."


  Tobias snorted.


  "Are you official Trekkies or something?"


  "Actually, yeah." Emily blushed. "Our parents, too, like my dad here," she said, pointing at Richard. "This is the annual camping trip. You know, a few days away from computers and videos and stuff."


  "So you're not with the Federation?" Richard pressed.


  Tobias and I helped break camp. In less than an hour everyone had assembled, packs on their backs.


  "You need to take the quickest path out of the valley," I explained. "The Yeerks will be coming from the south, so you can't go that way."


  "Who are the Yeerks?" Emily asked.


  I looked at Tobias. He shrugged, then nodded.


  "I'll tell you," I said, "but you have to promise not to tell anyone about anything you've seen or heard tonight. Secrecy is essential. For your safety and ours. For the, uh, Federation. Can we count on you?"


  "Absolutely," said a female adult. "If there's one thing we can do, it's keep an intergalactic secret."


  I ignored the knot in my stomach. I was taking a risk with these people and I knew that. Their lives were in my hands. But times were desperate. Things had changed.


  "Okay. The Yeerks are parasites. In their natural form they're just slugs. Pretty much blind, deaf, and dumb. They need bodies through which they can live and be powerful. So they invade the brains of other species. Like Hork-Bajir."


  "Hork-Bajir?" Lewis repeated.


  "A naturally harmless group of aliens. Almost completely enslaved by the Yeerks. The Yeerks are coming to destroy the small colony of free Hork-Bajir in this valley and infest any survivors."


  "'Infest'?" Justin.


  "Yeah, infest," I said. "The Yeerks crawl into your head through your ear canal. Then they attach themselves to your brain. Enslave you. Take total control of your mind. You become what we call a Controller. A prisoner in your own head. Basically, you can say good-bye to free will. The Yeerk totally manipulates you to get other bodies for other Yeerks."


  Justin made a face. "Why don't people just say, like, no to these Controllers?"


  "It's not that easy," Tobias said. "Controllers look and act just like you and me, which makes them seriously dangerous. Look, the Yeerks are all about betrayal. No one can be trusted."


  "No one," I emphasized. "Not neighbors, not relatives, not friends. That's why you need to keep your mouths shut about what you've just seen. And about anything else you might see. Because if a Controller overhears you, you're history."


  <Nice try,> Tobias said dryly. <But you know someone's going to blab.>


  "Well, I want to help," Emily declared. "We have to free the Hork-Bajir and crush the Yeerks!"


  Tobias grinned. "Remind you of anyone, Jake?"


  "Yeah," Lewis said. "Let's help the good aliens!"


  "Wait," Richard cried. "Your mother would have a fit."


  Lewis grabbed his dad's arm.


  "Real aliens, Dad."


  Richard looked down at his son's glowing face.


  "You're right, kid," he declared. "It's a once-in-a-lifetime chance. We'll join your fight!"


  Tobias shot me a glance. <Jake, they just don't get it yet. You need to get graphic.>


  "I don't think you understand what this means," I said, looking hard at each camper. "We're talking real battle. Real war. Pain and blood and even death," I said. "Spilled guts and severed limbs and psychological horror you won't ever get past. This isn't a trip to a theme park. It's not TV or some video game. It's an appointment with a seriously grim reality."


  "I understand," Justin said. "And I'm going home. Sorry, guys, but I'm no hero." He handed Lewis a small black case. "Take some pictures, okay, Lew? This stuff sounds perfect for our Web page."


  "Secrecy, remember!" I barked.


  Justin looked startled. "Oh. Right."


  Then two other campers walked off with him.


  The remaining thirteen, it seemed, were coming with us.


  <ls this smart?> Tobias said. <l mean, can we do this? Can we take these people to the free Hork-Bajir? Can we involve them this way?>


  "We already have. And besides," I reasoned pathetically, "no one will believe reports of aliens from a bunch of Trekkies. I hope."


  We led the thirteen campers, ten kids and three adults, the mile or so back to the Hork-Bajir settlement.


  We approached the outskirts of the colony. A dozen Hork-Bajir, eerily visible in the flickering torchlight, stood in two rows on either side of the path. Toby stood in the middle.


  "Welcome," she said. "We're honored by your presence. We thank you for your help."


  The campers didn't speak. They just walked on through the canopy of branches and the towering, bladed extraterrestrials.


  "How did you know we were coming?" I asked Toby.


  "The trees whispered something about new friends who would take up our cause. Human friends who would join our fight," she said. "I see things, Jake. Many things."


  Chapter 16 - Isaiah Fitzhenry


  



  All told, the Union lost five men, the Rebels thirteen.


  It was fine fighting by our side. Accurate shooting and brave hand-to-hand.


  But we know it was a gift. A sweet, ephemeral moment of triumph.


  Forrest's cavalry will return and in full force.


  I do believe that anticipation of an event can be as powerful as the event itself, as Mac had said of whipping. We don't know when the attack will come and we surely can't prevent it. Yet we can live it in our minds a hundred times.


  Sinkler's Ridge is doomed.


  Everyone is aware of this truth, but no one will let on. Not even for a moment.


  "Atten-SHUN!"


  I stared into the black faces of nearly thirty men. Their bodies stiffened tall before me. The sun beat down from the zenith of its path, but its rays weren't sufficient to warm us. Misted breath billowed and steamed from the noses and mouths of men seething with excitement.


  For they had just been armed.


  The rifles of the sick men, the rifles of the dead - together they numbered just enough.


  One of the Negros, a young man with a square jaw, couldn't contain himself.


  "I wish my massa could see me now!"


  He raised the rifle and made as if to shoot the older Negro next to him.


  "Atten-SHUN!" I repeated, stepping closer to the line.


  The young one lowered the weapon to his side and fixed an obedient stare on a distant point.


  "This is not a toy!" I snapped. "What's your name?"


  "Samson," he answered, avoiding my gaze.


  "Do you know what you hold at your side?"


  "A weapon, sir?"


  "The model '61 Springfield musket with rifled bore and socket bayonet," I clarified for all to hear. I gripped my own weapon tightly. "Nine pounds and fifty-eight inches of hope. Your new best friend. Your only chance against the enemy. Do you hear me, Samson?"


  He nodded. I stepped back from the line and Sergeant Raines moved forward. He would teach them how to load.


  "Most soldiers get days or weeks to drill," I added, looking down the line. "You men have minutes, and since ammunition is in short supply, only ten practice rounds."


  "Ten rounds!" Samson whined. "How we supposed to learn to shoot a Rebel with only ten tries?"


  "Silence!" Raines bellowed.


  It was his turn now and I would leave him to it.


  "Don't speak until spoken to! Don't act until ordered! Don't load your weapon until I -"


  "Are these the bullets?" Samson suddenly said, disbelief widening his face as he looked at the .58 caliber conical balls in his hand. "These ain't no bigger than peas!"


  A raised vein pulsed across Raines's reddening face. Jacob stepped in.


  "Shush, boy!" he called down the line to Samson. "The peas are lead. When they blast out the muzzle, they move fast enough to rip a hole through your guts."


  Raines took a deep breath.


  "Samson, step up and load your gun!"


  "Sir?"


  "Load it!"


  Samson unhooked the copper powder flask that dangled from his belt and fumbled to open it.


  "I don't know how."


  "I'll guide you. Pour the premeasured powder charge down the barrel."


  Samson leaned the barrel awkwardly toward him, struggled to funnel down the powder.


  "Rip a patch of cloth. Place a lead ball on it."


  Samson drew a length of cloth from his pocket, ripped off a patch, opened his pouch, grabbed a ball, placed the lead and patch against the muzzle.


  "Ram it home!"


  Samson pulled the ramrod from the barrel, dropped it on the dirt, picked it up. The ball and patch fell to the ground. He reached down, picked them up, raised the ramrod, lowered it into the barrel, and pumped it so the ball would pack against the powder charge.


  "He looks like a fool!" said a man in line.


  "He won't look a fool when the Rebs are charging," Jacob shot back.


  "The percussion cap!" Raines boomed.


  Samson's fingers opened another pouch, pulled out a cap, pulled back the hammer, inserted the cap, closed the frizzen.


  "Fire!"


  There was a line of tin cups on a fence post fifty yards off.


  Samson raised the gun, closed one eye, sucked in a breath and held it.


  BAM!


  A tin cup blew off the post. The men in line began to whistle.


  The kickback sent Samson staggering, eyes wide, but he saw that he'd struck his target.


  "Yeehah! If massa could see me -"


  "RELOAD!" Raines roared, slowly raising a revolver to point in the air over Samson's head.


  The men fell silent.


  Samson smiled nervously and lowered the gun, grabbed the barrel . . .


  "Ah!"


  The barrel was hot and Samson released it, but caught it before it fell.


  His fingers were shaking now. The powder spilled. He ripped the cloth, grabbed a ball . . .


  Ka-bamm!


  Raines shot his revolver into the air.


  Samson rammed home the patch ball, fumbled for a cap, pulled back the hammer . . .


  Ka-bamm! Raines fired again.


  Samson's whole body trembled now. He raised the gun and it shook like a tree branch in the wind.


  BAM!


  The rifle fired. Samson missed.


  "RELOAD! FASTER!" Raines raged.


  Samson gaped at Raines as one might gape at a madman, but he reached for the powder flask, the barrel, the patch, the ball . . .


  BAM!


  Ka-bamm!


  Another charge released in the air over Samson's head as he loaded and fired a third time.


  And missed.


  "Stop," Raines ordered, suddenly calm.


  Samson was panting, trembling, and sweating. He stood as still as he could, the rifle shaking at his side.


  Raines let the echo of the gunshot die.


  "In the heat of battle, with guns firing in your ears and men exploding next to you, a good soldier can load and fire three shots per minute, and make each of them count. Blood will spatter in your face, gentlemen. You may even take a bullet in the arm or leg. But you must fill your mind with only three words: Load. Fire. Reload. Gentlemen, load your weapons!"


  I returned to headquarters and watched the remainder of the training through the window.


  At the end of the drill, not one cup sat on that fence post. Indeed, the rail was fairly well destroyed. These men learned faster than any enlisted men I'd seen.


  Perhaps because for Jacob and his men the stakes were somehow higher.


  "Keep your powder dry!" Raines called to the men as they filed away for rations. Almost as he said this, the man in line in front of Samson lost hold of his powder flask. It rolled across the snow-dusted dirt.


  Samson bent down and retrieved it, then turned toward Sergeant Raines.


  "Keep your powder dry!" he repeated with a wary smile.


  Chapter 17 - Jake


  



  The Hork-Bajir welcoming committee walked after us. The campers kept their distance, fear and wonder on their moonstruck faces.


  "They don't bite," I told them. "At least, not the free Hork-Bajir. The blades are just for harvesting bark. They wouldn't hurt a fly."


  Richard was the first to approach a Hork-Bajir. He stuck out his hand and said, "Greetings."


  The Hork-Bajir slowly raised his hands and enclosed Richard's palm in a cage of blades. Richard flinched, but didn't move away.


  "Hallloooo," the Hork-Bajir grunted, shaking Richard's hand up and down several times. Once released, Richard examined his hand. Not a scratch.


  A flash of light!


  "This is the greatest day of my life!" Lewis said, sticking Justin's camera back into his bag.


  Without a word, I reached into the bag. Retrieved the camera. Opened it. Ripped out the film. Placed the camera back in the bag.


  Lewis gulped.


  "Jake!" Marco's dad jogged up to our group. "So it's true? We've got people willing to help?"


  "Willing and ready," Richard replied, giving Marco's dad a hearty handshake.


  "Then come with us. We're running out of time!"


  The thirteen campers followed Marco's dad up the hill to where Marco's mom was waiting. I swear those two were made for wilderness living. They looked younger and happier than I'd ever seen them. Like helping stranded aliens with key concepts like organization and productivity was their destiny.


  I could hardly believe what I saw at the top of the hill. A hut with torchlight had become a kind of factory.


  This is how it went. The first Hork-Bajir in the assembly line grabbed a stick off a pile. Using his razor-sharp wrist blades, he stripped it of all bark and knots. Then, he tossed it to the next Hork-Bajir in line. That Hork-Bajir inspected the stake and gave it a second straightening trim. If a stick was too bowed, the Hork-Bajir tossed it into a separate pile. That pile was given to the younger Hork-Bajir for sharpening. The bent sticks became the stakes at the bottom of the pits.


  The sticks that passed inspection were handed on to several older Hork-Bajir. They fastened sharpened stone arrowheads to the tips. Grooves had been carved in the tips during the stripping process so that twine could be easily tied around the arrows. A last group of Hork-Bajir carried the completed spears up to the tree platforms.


  Richard, Lewis, Emily, and a mother-daughter pair of campers named Meg and Chloe were assigned duties in this assembly line. I'd never seen such willing workers.


  "I've got to check the progress at the dam," I told Marco's dad. "I'll be back."


  Tobias had already demorphed and was flying lookout. We were taking no chances. It seemed unlikely, but the Yeerks might stage a night attack. Might go for the element of surprise.


  I morphed owl and flew to the construction site. The owl's superior night vision, and the bright moonlight, allowed me to see the progress from the air. A new layer of sticks and trees topped the original dam. The water level was at least two feet higher. Water spilled over a new section of the forest.


  <Where've you been, Prince Jake?> Marco, packing mud into the cracks with his tail. <You've missed all the fun with our new friends, Mr. and Mrs. Beaver.>


  I landed on the bank and began to demorph.


  <They've been excellent help,> Cassie said. <At first they were afraid of us. But they seem to have realized that we're just here to help, so they've gone back to work.>


  "That's great," I said absently.


  I had to tell them. But suddenly, I wish I didn't have to say a word.


  "I, uh . . . Listen. Those campers from down the valley want to help the Hork-Bajir."


  <You mean, they know?> Rachel. <Jake, are you nuts?>


  "Drastic times call for drastic measures," I said evenly. "You used those words at the meeting yesterday."


  "Oh. Okay, I did. Thanks for listening."


  <This could be the beginning of something big,> Cassie said reluctantly. <The first volunteers>


  <Right,> Rachel said. <They'll tell others, encourage them to join the fight.>


  <Exactly the problem!> Marco said angrily. <Jake, who decided it was okay to make public appearances?>


  "Well, you, actually," I said. "And that's not an accusation. It's a fact. When you told your dad about us. You did what you had to do and so did I."


  <That was different with my dad,> he said forcefully. <Maybe even with those sailors and marines on the aircraft carrier. I don't know. But come on, Jake. You don't even know these campers. Who they work for, who they're related to, where they're from.>


  "They're a bunch of sci-fi fanatics who believed in aliens before Tobias and I even showed them anything." I tried to smile, pretend I wasn't as worried as Marco. "They thought we were from the Federation. Can you believe it?"


  No one laughed.


  



  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


  The countdown has begun.


  



  It will all be over very, very soon.


  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


  Chapter 18


  



  <Prince Jake.> Ax. <Time is running out. We need your help to finish the dam.>


  Not a word about what I'd done. With all that had happened between us, all that had gone down in this war, Ax still considered me his leader. Still followed my orders and accepted my decisions.


  Not that it really mattered what Ax, or anyone else, thought. As long as they acted with loyalty. As long as they also understood that I'd already taken full responsibility for revealing us to the campers. Nobody else was to blame. Not even Tobias.


  I focused on the newest DNA I carried inside me.


  SWZOOP!


  My body began to shrink. Arms and legs sucked into my torso.


  FWUMP!


  I hit the ground.


  PING PING PING . . .


  Thick brown fur sprouted all over my body. I felt suddenly warm, like I'd pulled on a wet suit.


  POOT. POOT.


  My back legs reappeared as short little flipper-feet.


  THWUMP.


  A heavy weight pulled on my rear end.


  I turned my head around.


  Stretching my spine almost two feet beyond my main body was a thick, flat, formidable mass. A paddle, a tool, a tail.


  Morphing is unpredictable. The most dramatic changes often happen last.


  Finally, my skull began to shrink, squeezing my brain into a new shape. Rock-hard skull bones, heavier than a human's, elongated to form a very rugged jaw.


  And inside, my front teeth were growing. And growing. And growing . . .


  I opened and closed the jaw. Could feel the strength of the incisors, huge as carpenters' chisels, sprouting from my gums.


  The beaver didn't have the raw, quick strength of a tiger. But it did have amazing stamina.


  And its mind was smart in a goal-oriented, problem-solving kind of way.


  The beaver felt anxious to get to its project. Its mind was alive with a single thought.


  There are things to be done!


  It was the mind of a workaholic.


  There was a sapling. A dead branch just ahead. A vine beyond. Choose one and move!


  I was an enlightened worker bee.


  An ant with a college education.


  I slid off the shore into the dark pond. Swam with my head above the water. The beaver's oily fur repelled the water, keeping its skin dry.


  I paddled purposefully down a small canal. Away from the pond and toward the place where Ax was gnawing through a large tree.


  <We need this tree for the main spillway,> he said.


  I climbed out of the water and started to chew.


  Oh, it felt good to sink my teeth into the tree fibers. To efficiently rip them away.


  Scraping more layers with each pass! Carving through the growth rings!


  Suddenly, Ax cried, <Stop! Get back!>


  The tree quivered in the rising wind.


  Creeeekkkkk!


  The wonderful sound of splintering wood.


  Ba-boom!


  The tree crashed to the ground.


  The beaver mind was pleased. But wait . . .


  The tree wasn't aligned with the canal. It had fallen across it. Ax and I stood up on our hind legs and pushed. The tree rocked but we couldn't dislodge it.


  <We need some help down here!> I shouted.


  Marco and Cassie joined us. The four of us pushed together. The tree rocked up and down the sides of the impression it had made when it fell. But it still wasn't going anywhere.


  The beaver was frustrated. It felt it had failed.


  Suddenly . . .


  "Rrrrroooaaaarrr!"


  In one sudden movement the tree rose off the ground! Twisted around in the air. Aligned with the canal and crashed into the water. Bobbed crazily, then calmed.


  <You just need the right tool for the job.> Rachel's grizzly snorted proudly in the moonlight. <Now let's get this thing into place.>


  Mr. and Mrs. Real Beaver disappeared at the sight of Rachel. But the five of us pushed and pulled at the tree, like tugboats guiding an oil tanker into the harbor.


  The log moved easily into the pond and toward the dam. Ax had shaped a place for it. We nudged it in. The current flowing over the top of the dam did the rest.


  <Are you ready?> Tobias, from overhead.


  <Almost,> Ax said proudly. <The water volume has exceeded my predictions.>


  <It better have,> Tobias replied. <Because the Yeerks are less than an hour away. And, Jake? There are more of them than we thought>


  Chapter 19 - Isaiah Fitzhenry


  



  Dusk, and still no sign of Forrest's forces.


  Will he wait until dawn?


  Forrest has a reputation to uphold. That's hard to do in darkness. Strike at night and bravery and flamboyance go unseen.


  The Negros drilled once more, then stacked their rifles and returned to the earthworks to finish the job.


  When I walked down to inspect the works, I found the men singing a low, rhythmic song.


  "Lieutenant," Jacob called. "My men are mighty happy with the training and the food."


  "We'd have won the war a year ago with more volunteers like you." I paused. "Jacob, do you and your men wish to be mustered in?"


  "Sir?"


  "Sworn into service as Union soldiers. All the white men are and I thought that perhaps -"


  "Just tell us what we need to do," he said eagerly.


  The singing stopped. Heads began to turn my way.


  "Just gather 'round, I suppose. I've, uh . . . I've never done this before."


  I had a copy of the oath in a beat-up pamphlet found among Major Shaw's effects.


  I pulled it from my pocket.


  The hardworking, sweat-covered men gathered close.


  "Raise your right hands, I would guess."


  Thirty strong and calloused hands lifted into the air.


  "Now, I'll just read the oath a line at a time. You repeat it back, see? It starts with your name, so go ahead and fill that in yourself . . . . Let's see, now . . ."


  I cleared my throat and flipped to the watersoiled page entitled "Oath of Muster."


  I imagined I was Lincoln. I summoned the most presidential voice I had.


  "'I, Isaiah Goodhue Fitzhenry, do solemnly swear that I will bear true allegiance to the United States of America, and . . .'"


  "Lieutenant?"


  "Samson?"


  "Can you stop there?"


  "Of course."


  I let the men repeat back the phrase. They filled in their own names - a sound, to me, sweet as music.


  Jacob, Samson, Moses, Washington, Jackson, Jefferson, and Tennessee . . .


  Thirty men to replace my own.


  Tomorrow we would fight.


  And stand or fall together.


  I continued the oath.


  "'And that I will serve them honestly and faithfully against all their enemies and opposers whatsoever . . .'"


  Is General Forrest in his tent now, playing cards, sipping gin, or writing home, perhaps? Confident that he will crush the boys in blue up on this mountain?


  "'And observe and obey the orders of the President of the United States, and the orders of the officers appointed over me . . .'"


  The orders we have might be the last we ever receive. May it not be so.


  "'According to the rules and articles for the government of the armies of the United States.'"


  The men repeated back the last phrase. A momentary silence while I checked the page, then told them that was all.


  They were soldiers.


  Wild cheers erupted.


  The men jumped and hollered and I lost myself in their joy.


  Let their clapping hands chase away the dread.


  Let their voices, which broke slowly into song, draw me home, until that's all I saw.


  The crackling fire.


  My sister, curled up with a book on the floor before the hearth.


  Ma in her rocking chair, with her mending bag.


  The smell of bread baking in the kitchen, the feel of Rover's fur on my fingers. The taste of ale.


  The sound of Ma's gentle soprano humming in the corner.


  I was home.


  If I fall in battle, I might be home again by sundown tomorrow.


  Chapter 20 - Jake


  



  We started to demorph. Based on their current position, the Yeerks had chosen to attack at dawn. It was showtime.


  <Tobias, what did you see?>


  <You know my eyes aren't great at night. But I could make out at least one company of heavily armed Hork-Bajir. More than a hundred strong. And they have blue bands around their arms.>


  My heart began to pound. The Blue Bands. Visser One's own elite guards.


  "Tell me that's all you saw."


  <Can't lie, Jake. There are almost as many Taxxons.>


  My stomach knotted.


  <Oh. And one Andalite.>


  Visser One. Our old nemesis, the former Visser Three. Andalite-Controller. Commander of every Yeerk on Earth. Only a mission of the highest importance draws Visser One to the scene.


  "It wouldn't be a party without the Earl of Evil," Marco said solemnly.


  I sent Tobias ahead to the Hork-Bajir camp. We followed, racing through the trees and down the hill. When we arrived, Tobias was announcing the news.


  <The Yeerks are coming and coming strong. Everyone take up battle positions.>


  Thought-speak was still new to the campers. Emily touched her hands to her head in confusion.


  "No, you're not losing your mind," I said. "Morphs let us communicate telepathically. That was Tobias." I pointed up through the trees.


  <Hey, I can see those campers a mile away!> Tobias said privately. <Tell them to lose the yellow coats. They're sitting ducks.>


  "You people have to blend in," I said. "Bury your coats and anything else yellow or orange or fluorescent green. Then get some camouflage. Anything but earth tones will get you killed."


  The campers covered their gear.


  Lewis took up position on a battle platform with a Hork-Bajir warrior. A guy whose right arm had been blown off during one of the free Hork-Bajir's raids on Yeerk facilities.


  The air crackled with prebattle tension. Bodies gave off the strong smells of fear and adrenaline.


  Richard stared silently up at his son.


  "Move anyone who's hit up behind the boulders," I shouted. "Anyone who's killed on the field, we'll have to leave until later. Until after."


  Richard walked over to me, still wearing his bright yellow vest, his face clean.


  "When you say 'killed,'" he asked quietly, "you mean 'killed' as in 'stunned' or 'captured,' right?"


  "Unfortunately, Mr. Carpenter, I mean killed as in dead."


  Richard's eyes widened, and I knew it was the first phase of panic. I'd made the dangers of this mission clear, hadn't I? Yes. This was just a guy who'd let the excitement overwhelm him. If he panicked, he could screw up everything.


  "Oh, my God," he whispered, voice harsh. Like he'd thought all along that my graphic warnings were just part of some game, some dialogue from a Deep Space Nine episode. "I didn't realize. I've seen enough. We're going home. Lewis! Emily! Get down from there!"


  I put a hand on his arm, tried to calm and silence him. "It's too late," I said. "You can't leave now."


  "I'm not going anywhere!" Lewis shouted from the tree platform. "These guys need our help."


  Richard shook off my hand. "Come down now or you lose all privileges for a month!" he shouted wildly.


  "No, Dad." Lewis's voice was strong. "I'm staying."


  <Quiet!> Tobias yelled. <They're close.>


  "Battle morphs. Now!"


  Richard stared at me. Paralyzed, panicked, scared. Waiting for me to save him.


  I started to go tiger. "Get out of here, Richard," I told him while I still had a mouth. "Get up behind those boulders. You'll be all right. Just stay out of the way."


  He glanced up at his son, then back at me. His mouth opened but nothing came out. Then he turned and ran up the hill.


  The sky in the east glowed a pale and brightening blue. The sun would appear in minutes. Free Hork-Bajir were hunched in the trees and crouched low in trenches. We were in battle morph. Tiger, gorilla, grizzly, and wolf. Ax was stationed at the dam.


  There wasn't a sound in the camp except a gentle rustle of wind in the treetops. We waited. My heart pounded like a rock in my chest.


  This would be a losing battle. It had to be.


  Chapter 21


  



  Near silence. The light from the sun grew brighter. A gray mist rose off the earth.


  Kwreeek!


  A snapping twig.


  <Quiet!> I commanded. Our defense depended upon surprise. Without it . . .


  Movement!


  And another sound.


  Quick rhythmic footfalls striking moist earth. I searched through the mist. A glint caught my eye. A blade. Attached to a seven-foot-tall Hork-Bajir.


  He paused at the edge of camp. Turned slowly, pointed his Dracon beam everywhere he looked.


  More footfalls. More blades. More Hork-Bajir with blue bands on their arms until the edge of camp overflowed with soldiers. They paused and scanned. Searching.


  Then, a smaller Hork-Bajir walked toward the center of camp. It was the free Hork-Bajir captured on the raid and now infested. The Yeerk in his head had led the enemy here. It was his job to turn over the free Hork-Bajir. To betray his people.


  <Steady!> I warned.


  The weapons we had - spears and arrows, teeth and claws - would only work at close range. Our attack had to come at the last possible second.


  <On my word . . .>


  The Blue Bands began to move forward. In seconds they would fall into our camouflaged trenches. In moments, they would be close enough to touch.


  The newly infested Hork-Bajir brought something that looked like a cell phone to his mouth.


  "All gone, Visser."


  Unbelievable. He'd reported we weren't there! Maybe the soldiers would give up, turn away, retreat . . .


  But then he raised his eyes into the trees, and froze. We'd been spotted.


  <ATTACK!>


  Pthoo! Pthoo! Thoo, thoo, thoo, thoo!


  A rain of heavy spears, arrows, and sharp rocks pelted the enemy before they could fire.


  "GhaaaaaLhaaaa!"


  Cassie bounded across the dirt. Clamped her wolf jaws around a Hork-Bajir ankle.


  <Ah!>


  A gash bloodied her flank. She didn't let go.


  <Heeyahhh!>


  Marco, a hulking gorilla charging into the advancing line of Blue Bands.


  Whoompf! Whoompf!


  His wrecking-ball fists slammed two warriors to the ground.


  Thwoosh! Thwoosh, thoosh, thoosh!


  Toby slashed into the fray, nimbly slicing the enemy with wrist, knee, and ankle blades. Skillfully anticipating strikes before they came.


  The free Hork-Bajir screamed. Jumped from tree platforms onto the backs of the enemy. Drove their ankle blades deep into the backs of the Blue Bands.


  ZING ZING ZING!


  The sound of blades whipping through the air as Hork-Bajir battled Hork-Bajir in a sad civil war.


  I lunged. Gripped the small Hork-Bajir in my jaw. Dragged him back behind our line. Two free Hork-Bajir were waiting with restraints. They would bring him to Marco's parents, tending the wounded. They'd hold him. Hide him. Hope that, in the end, they could starve the Yeerk from his head.


  I raced back to the battle.


  Sprang at the biggest Blue Band I could find. Sank my fangs into the back of his neck. Felt his muscles slacken, watched him fall.


  Tseeew!


  The air over my head crackled with the sound of Dracon fire, flashing blue and white like lightning.


  I lunged for another Blue Band.


  Bam!


  Slammed him against the trunk of a tree.


  Thumph!


  We crashed to the dirt and rolled.


  Knocked into fallen Hork-Bajir. Bodies were beginning to cover the floor of the valley. Those with blue bands and those without.


  Rachel's grizzly galloped into view. Charged a Hork-Bajir pointing a Dracon beam into the trees.


  Wooomph!


  Tseeew!


  Bam!


  She clobbered him, drove him into a rock. But he'd discharged his weapon. The tree burst into flames. A battle platform incinerated!


  Agonizing cries, . . .


  Another flood of arrows and spears pounded the ground. Bounced harmlessly off blades. Sank lethally into flesh.


  "Ghaaaaaah!"


  The air was thick with this deadly rain. Lewis and Emily. Meg and Chloe. The other campers and Hork-Bajir. Heaving spear after spear.


  And the Blue Bands ducked and ran . . . back the way they had come.


  Retreat?


  A moment of stunned silence. Then, the free Hork-Bajir began to shout. To jump up and down. To dance.


  Those on the ground emerged from the battle trenches. Cries of triumph filled the air. Warriors shook their spears above their heads. Even the campers began to smile. The few captured Dracon beams were fired into the air.


  I knew better. Marco, the others. We weren't celebrating.


  The victory dance was premature.


  I'd just spotted him, through the trees and mist, silently approaching as the Hork-Bajir and campers cheered.


  Visser One. In a morph I hadn't seen since all of this first began. Eight fire-breathing heads. Legs thick as trees. Serpentine necks. Eyes like gobs of molten lava.


  I staggered back.


  Because behind the mammoth, monstrous visser came an undulating line of Taxxons. A lumbering line of death.


  <Positions!> I screamed above the naive yells of victory. <Stop! Look! They're coming again!>


  The joyous voices fell silent. Laughter tumbled into desperate, flustered cries as warriors rushed to ready their weapons. To draw fresh sticks and spears from piles.


  And then came the voice. That crackling, roaring, crushing voice.


  <You are outnumbered! Surrender at once. Or die!>


  Chapter 22 - Isaiah Fitzhenry


  



  Christmas morning.


  A shrill bugle call startled me from sleep. There was a pounding on the door of headquarters where I slept, fully dressed, in the corner.


  I jumped to my feet, grabbed my long gun and revolver, and opened the door.


  "They're here," Raines said, eyes wide, face calm. "A small force in the trees, same as yesterday."


  We threw our guns on our shoulders and ran.


  The bugle stopped and, for a moment, the only sound was the pounding of boots on the dirt as Union men converged on the works. Rifles rattled as they ran. Flasks and canteens knocked together.


  Spears was already there, loading the one artillery piece we'd managed to tow with us.


  "Looks like a frontal attack, Lieutenant," he gasped as he and Price released the massive ball into the barrel.


  I raised my field glass and focused on the Rebel line formed in the trees. My heart began to hammer. I could see the panting horse noses, the gray flannel coats, the shining saber sheaths.


  Why weren't there more than yesterday?


  Could the Rebel prisoner have been wrong? Could the force not number more than the hundred troopers Spears had seen?


  "Lieutenant!"


  I turned toward town. A group of ten men loped toward our line, shotguns and pitchforks in tow. Joe Miller waved.


  "This is our town and, by God, we'll fight to keep it."


  It was nearly all the men from Sinkler's Ridge. Even the drummer boy and penny whistler had revolvers in their hands.


  My smile was faint but genuine. "It's good to see you, Joe. It's a frontal attack. Would you serve as flankers?"


  Joe directed five men to the east end of the line and took the rest with him to the west.


  "TAKE AIM!" I ordered.


  The Rebels edged out from the trees. Why didn't they charge? What were they waiting for?


  I raised my field glass again, ran it down the Rebel line, and picked out a face among the branches. A thin man, with dark hair and prominent cheekbones that stretched his skin almost violently. Stars dotted his collar. The horse beneath him was the only equine not chafing at the bit. Shadows concealed the man's eyes. Strung across his chest was not one carbine, but two.


  Was it Forrest?


  Why didn't he charge? Why?


  "Raines? Spears? Are you ready?"


  "Yes, sir, Lieutenant!"


  "Jacob?"


  "Ready, sir."


  Would this be the day that Forrest fell?


  Joe Miller crouched behind the works, steadying his aim against the piled dirt.


  We were ready. Yet I felt that something . . . something was wrong . . . .


  "CHARGE!"


  The Rebel troopers pulled out from the woods, whooping, hollering, galloping over and around slashed trees.


  "TAKE AIM!" I repeated nervously.


  The Rebs raised their guns.


  "SPEARS, FIRE!"


  BA-BAMMM!


  The cannon whistled.


  Ka-boom!


  "Ahhh!"


  Two horses and troopers were thrown into the air.


  "FIRE!"


  BAMM! BAMM!


  For one instant, pride swelled my heaving chest. This was the largest force I had ever commanded . . . .


  "FIRE!" the Rebel commander yelled.


  Lead shot cut the frozen air. An indiscriminate wave of death.


  "Yahhh!"


  "Ahh!"


  "Ah-ahhhh!"


  Men were falling, crying, screaming.


  Samson was down. And Spears.


  "STEADY, MEN! RELOAD!"


  I heard the wild rattle of ramrod and hammer.


  "FIRE!"


  We shot again. The Rebels galloped on. Screams and cries met my ears as we brought the enemy to the ground.


  "RELOAD!"


  "FIRE!"


  The Rebels wavered, drawing back short of our trenches.


  All at once it began to rain. Icy drops splattered my face.


  "They're retreating!" Raines yelled.


  Was it possible?


  Forrest would sooner die than take defeat.


  No. Something in this was wrong.


  All wrong.


  Chapter 23


  



  The rain came in a torrent now, turning the works to mud.


  The Rebel line broke and scattered back toward the trees.


  It couldn't be victory.


  Jacob poured a powder charge and ripped a patch from his shirt.


  "Jacob," I called. "You've done your fighting. You've shown you can stand with the white men and not fail. Now go! Escape to the hills!"


  Jacob continued loading.


  Men all around us, black and white, were moaning.


  All were bloody. Some were motionless.


  The men who'd been spared did what they could.


  Tied makeshift bandages around the wounds.


  Offered drinks from canteens.


  "Listen to me, Jacob! Forrest will be back. He'll make prisoners of us, but he will kill you. Do you hear me? Save your men, Jacob. It's your duty as a leader."


  Jacob looked up now. I'd gotten through. "I want all you men who still can to choose life. Get back up into them hills and stay alive to fight another day."


  No one moved.


  "Move out!" he cried, shaking his arm. Still, no one moved. Suddenly, a drum beat from the east. We froze. Me, Jacob, everyone. Another drum beat from the west. To our east and west was nothing but craggy rock, terrain impossible to climb on horseback.


  "We'll be staying," Jacob said.


  "You'll die."


  "Lieutenant, the Lord may take me whenever he chooses. But I choose whether to die a free man fighting for what's mine, or a coward enslaved by fear."


  The Rebel yell rose like the cries of a thousand demons.


  Through the curtain of rain, I watched horse after horse strain and struggle up and over the rocky pass.


  "They're attacking on the west!" Miller yelled from the other end of our line.


  "And the south!" Raines shouted. "They're riding up from the south again!"


  "TAKE AIM!"


  The mud sucked at my boots, the rain pounded my back.


  "Aim where?" Raines yelled.


  "At the closest target!"


  The men raised their rifles.


  Townsmen raised their shotguns.


  Our line stood firm as Rebs galloped at us from three sides, powering through the rising fog.


  "FIRE!" I yelled.


  Our lead blasted east, west, south.


  There were cries from the enemy. We'd shot well. They were falling!


  But not enough.


  From the east alone, no less than a hundred troopers poured from the gap in the rock.


  "RELOAD!"


  The motion was almost futile in the rain. Water poured down our barrels, soaking the powder.


  "FIRE!" the Rebel leaders cried.


  Suddenly, time stopped.


  I fired my revolver at the swarming mass of animals and men.


  They were closing in on our melting fortifications . . .


  Closing in . . .


  WHAM!


  The impact threw me to the mud.


  My chest!


  I reached for it. No need to open my coat. The blood was there. Already on the surface.


  Just under my heart.


  Flowing through my fingers.


  Gushing down my ribs.


  "No," I breathed.


  I turned my head, looking for hope.


  For help . . .


  The Rebs had broken our line to the west . . .


  I can see Jacob fighting. Swinging his musket like a club, like he swung his shovel on the first day.


  Striking the troopers streaming though.


  No, behind you! Jacob!


  Bamm!


  Jacob. Shot in the back.


  His eyes catch mine . . .


  As he falls . . .


  And I fall . . .


  Together.


  Chapter 24 - Jake


  



  The retreating Hork-Bajir-Controllers stopped just beyond the range of our spears. Turned. Aimed their Dracon beams at the trees and picked off one free Hork-Bajir at a time.


  Free Hork-Bajir screamed. Scrambled down from the platforms. Flames devoured tree after tree. Along with the brave warriors who didn't make it in time.


  Then . . .


  "Ssssssny-ssssnit-ssssnit-sssnnnaaaaaa!"


  Taxxons poured through camp.


  "Skreeeeeeeeeeeeee!"


  The first tumbled into the pits, impaled by the wooden spears. The skewered bodies, two and three layers deep, made a bridge for those who followed. The Taxxons surged toward the fallen Hork-Bajir. Some stopped to feast on their own dead. Some didn't.


  "Rrrrrrrrroaaaagh!"


  I leaped. Sank my teeth into slippery, puffy skin. Disgusting. Like piercing a balloon filled with something hot and foul.


  I stumbled away from the deflated body.


  Saw Rachel squeeze a Taxxon until it burst.


  Heard Cassie snarling frantically. Marco bellowing.


  <Tobias!> No answer. I broadcast my thought-speak as loud as I knew how. <The water! Tell Ax. NOW!>


  Hork-Bajir elders and youth ran chaotically. Crying, howling. The forest burned around them. Sniper fire sprayed the trees, the ground.


  Everywhere, the free Hork-Bajir were falling.


  Dying.


  <Out of the camp!> I yelled. <Everyone get into the hills. The water's coming!>


  But how could I be sure? Why hadn't Tobias answered? Was he down? Would Ax get the message?


  A Taxxon reared up behind me. I leaped into a turn. Sank my fangs into its miserable, bloated mass.


  The battle was a mess and I was responsible. I turned and raced up the valley, toward the dam that Ax would open with his tail blade. If he ever got the order.


  Suddenly . . .


  ZWIIIP! ZWIIIP!


  Streaks of blinding orange stuff raced through the air. Flying fireballs.


  Visser One!


  I froze.


  Eight colossal legs, thick as trunks, stormed through the woods. The ground shook! Full grown trees snapped like toothpicks.


  Eight horrific heads with simmering orange eyes belched balls of flame.


  Then . . .


  "Tseeer!"


  <Tobias! No!>


  Tobias, diving at the monster again and again. Scratching eyeballs with his talons. Ripping flesh with his beak.


  But he was no more than a flea to the visser's giant monster, inflicting more annoyance than pain. The monster's eight spindly arms clutched at the air. Unless Tobias flew to safety, the tentacles were going to catch him!


  <Tobias, stop! That's an order!>


  I felt my throat closing. My mouth clenched with fear. I sent another desperate thought-speak message to Ax. Prayed he would hear.


  <Open the dam! Send the water! NOW!>


  A horrible screech!


  Tobias was hit! Slapped off by a tentacle. Hurled into the trees!


  The visser's monster morph stomped closer to the fleeing Hork-Bajir. Fireball after fireball flew from its mouths. Young and old alike, instantly incinerated.


  No choice. I charged. Bounded over the fallen bodies of sagging Taxxons and burnt Hork-Bajir. And in one gigantic leap of pure power, all my strength and speed concentrated in one blow . . .


  I smashed into the visser. Sank my four-inch fangs into one of the monster's eight serpentine necks.


  <You're pitiful,> he growled. <You will die.>


  I bit harder, jaw tightening like a vice. Extended the claws on all four paws so they pierced the bleeding neck.


  Barely hung on as the neck whipped the tiger through the air like a rag.


  The monster's red-hot blood burned my mouth.


  But as long as I held on, the visser couldn't fire at me. If he did, he'd burn himself.


  He could, however, strike at me with the teeth of neighboring heads. Teeth that glowed hot as branding irons.


  Tssssss!


  <Ahhh!>


  I twisted and dodged, dug deeper with my claws. Barely enough strength to hold on!


  Tssssssssss!


  Hot teeth burned a hole in my back! Flesh scalded! Muscle seared! It was agony!


  WWUMPH?


  I lost my grip. Fell to the ground. Rolled onto the bank of the stream.


  I struggled to get up, but a tremendous weight pushed me back down. Crushed me so I could barely breathe.


  <At last,> the visser roared. Two of eight clawed hands closed around my neck. Three of eight heads breathed scalding breath into my face.


  And I knew I was dead.
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  Thoooph! Thoooph! Thoooph!


  Fireballs shot from his mouth!


  I shut my eyes and screamed.


  <Ahhhhhhhhh!>


  Then . . .


  A cool, tingling sensation from the tiger's head to tail.


  And I was tumbling. Swept mindlessly away by a forceful current.


  Body spinning, out of control . . .


  Was this death by fire? Strange. Was this the end?


  <Aaaaaarrgh!>


  Visser One's voice, raging in my ear. What?


  I opened my eyes. Not flames. Water!


  The opened dam!


  And then I saw the visser's monster swept off its feet.


  Eight ludicrous legs waved in the air.


  Eight long necks, whipped by the current into knots.


  The monster's fire was squelched.


  <Ahhhhhh!>


  His roar filled the valley, the forest.


  I had to save myself!


  Coughing. Choking. Drowning.


  The world rushing past like super-fast-speed film.


  Couldn't get a grip, couldn't slow down!


  The tiger spun and whirled. Gulping water, sipping air.


  The visser's monster was traveling downstream with me. Tentacle-like arms smacked me. Serpentine necks slapped.


  He'd entangle me again if he could. Pull me down!


  Even if we both drowned in the process.


  Get to the bank, Jake!


  Hork-Bajir tumbled in the water all around me. Blades grazed the tiger's stomach and back.


  It was a water slide to hell.


  Then I saw . . . Coughed. Gasped. No!


  I was headed toward a massive tree trunk! But maybe . . .


  <Yaaaah!>


  I stretched out my front legs. Gripped the trunk with extended claws.


  Had to hold on! But I was slipping!


  The current dragged my body forward.


  Had to find a way to use my back legs and claws, too.


  Hug the tree for life.


  WHAP!


  One of Visser One's tentacle arms smashed the tree just over my head. The arm fell away, limp.


  And the monster swept past me, fires extinguished, voice raging.


  Still I hung on. Back throbbing, mouth numb.


  Slowly . . .


  The force of the current began to lessen.


  The water level dropped until, finally, finally I could let go of my desperate grip.


  Found myself standing in mud.


  I dragged my body into the camp, splashing through mud and water and blood.


  Fallen Hork-Bajir lay everywhere.


  Drowned Taxxons sprawled like popped balloons.


  Yeerk slugs slithered from their fallen hosts.


  I spotted Rachel, still in grizzly morph, climbing to her feet in the mud.


  Out from under her massive legs crawled the youngest free Hork-Bajir.


  Jara Hamee and Ket Helpek's newest child. Rachel had kept him alive.


  <Jake!> Cassie and Marco limped toward me.


  One of her legs was bleeding badly. The skin on his chest was raw and burned.


  We demorphed.


  "Ax did it," I said quietly, human again. "We did it."


  But it didn't feel like victory.


  How could it, with so many bodies from both sides lying lifeless?


  I spotted Lewis and Emily, struggling to their feet.


  A few of the other campers, holding each other tight.


  <Jake!>


  I looked up. A hawk circled overhead.


  "Tobias! You're alive!"


  <Yeah. I morphed. Ax is okay, too. But Jake? There are a lot who didn't make it. Mr. Carpenter, Jake. Richard. Emily and Lewis lost their dad.>
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  The aftermath of battle.


  I heard sobbing up on the hill. Emily sat with her hands covering her face. Lewis stared at his sister, blank-faced and lost.


  Tobias and Cassie had broken the news.


  I wouldn't have known what to say.


  Toby had a diagonal slash across her chest and blood dripping from her fingers, but she was seeing to her people.


  Comforting, commending.


  Explaining that it was time to leave the valley.


  At least for a while.


  Marco's parents acted as the primary medics, tying tourniquets and organizing the uninjured to help the wounded.


  Those warriors too hurt to walk were dragged in stretchers made of branches, bark, and rope.


  Everyone mourned the dead, but the colony knew it had to move out quickly.


  Now that the trees had burned, Visser One might be back with Bug fighters. He might be mad enough to risk detection.


  It would be a long and painful march up and out of the valley and into the hills.


  I pulled Toby away from her preparations.


  "You know they'll be back. Not today, but soon."


  She nodded.


  "I know, Jake. But we won today. It may not feel like victory, but the valley is ours now. Forever. We've paid for it."


  She took a deep breath.


  "We'll stay away until the war is over. We know we have to. We had our chance to fight for freedom. That's all we really wanted."


  "Toby," I said softly, "I don't know how the war will end."


  "No. But it will. And someday . . ." She hesitated.


  She knew as well as I that if the Yeerks won out, she and the other free Hork-Bajir would be enslaved.


  I finished her thought for her.


  "Someday," I said, "you'll be able to return."


  She looked at me, eyes full of hope.


  After the free Hork-Bajir headed out of the valley, Marco and his parents leading the way, I flew to Cassie's farm.


  Demorphed and walked home in the early afternoon sun.


  Tobias had promised that by the time I got to my house, the Chee covering for me would be gone. Just.


  My parents - and Tom - would know nothing.


  I was shaking and weak by the time I reached the front door. Yes, I was hungry and tired, but it was more than that.


  I slipped quietly in through the front door. Mom, Dad, and Tom were in the backyard, hanging by the grill.


  I headed for the basement. It was dark and quiet.


  I felt safe there, among the boxes of accumulated memories.


  Memories of times and battles past.


  I flipped to the last page of Fitzhenry's journal.


  "Hooves trampling the dirt all around . . . screams and wails of bloody, dying men . . . unending nightmare. Cannot get a full breath . . . numbness spreading down my arm. Vision blurring . . . growing narrow like a field glass, a darkening tunnel . . . ."


  "Jake, honey? Lunch is ready."


  I jumped. Mom's voice had startled me.


  "Coming, Mom," I called. "I'll be right there."


  "You'd better, Midget," Tom yelled down the stairs. "Or I'll eat your burger."


  I looked at the diary's last words, where blood and rain had smeared the ink.


  "I fear I am killed. I hope I have done my best. I hope . . ."


  Those were the last legible words.


  Fitzhenry had tried and lost.


  



  How would my last page read?


  How would my story end?


  "I hope I have done my best."


  "Yeah," I whispered, closing the book. "Me, too."
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  The human child called to me. The human child was dying, and nothing I could do within the rules of the game would change that fact.


  The human child, one of those who called themselves Animorphs, asked me to explain. In that final moment, the human wanted to know: Was it all worth it? The pain, the despair, the fear. The horror of violence suffered, and the corrupting horror of violence inflicted, was it all worth it?


  I said I could not answer that. I said that the battle was not yet done.


  "Who are you?!" the child raged. "Who are you to play games with us? You appear, you disappear, you play with us, you use us, who are you, what are you? I deserve an answer."


  "Yes," I said. "You do. To this question I will give all the answer I know. And when you know me, you will ask another question. And I will answer that question, too. And then . . ."


  First Life


  Chapter 1


  



  My full name is Azure Level, Seven Spar, Extension Two, Down-Messenger, Forty-one. My chosen name is Toomin. I like the sound of the word, which is all the reason you need for a chosen name.


  My "game" name is Ellimist. Like Toomin, it doesn't mean anything in particular. I just thought it sounded breezy. Never occurred to me when I chose the name that it would follow me for so long, and so far.


  The Pangabans were an interesting race well adapted to their unusual world. They lived beneath an eternally gray, clouded sky. They had never seen their own sun clearly, had no notion of stars or other planets. This was particularly ironic because their own planet was in fact a moon that orbited a much larger planet well suited to life.


  Had they been blessed with an occasional break in the clouds they might have become a very different race. It is hard to imagine that any species could have lived beneath the sky-filling arc of the main planet, with all its obvious lushness, and not become obsessed with a desire to learn space travel.


  But the Pangabans knew nothing of this, nothing at all of anything beyond their own damp and gloomy world.


  The Pangabans were six-legged, which is a common enough configuration. They carried their heads high above the slender, muscular body that was little more than a junction of the six long legs.


  They were skimmers. Their feet were large, webbed, and concave, which allowed them to walk on the water that covered most of the planet aside from a few soggy islands. They fed by lowering a sort of net from their body down into the water and trolling for microscopic plants and animals of which there was an abundance.


  They were intelligent. Not Ketran intelligent, perhaps, but self-aware. They knew who they were. Knew that they existed. Had a language. A culture, mostly involving amazing water dances, feeding rituals, and a religion that centered on belief in underwater spirits that either gave them food or withheld food.


  DNA analysis indicated a potential for development. The Pangaban world received a decent dose of radiation, nothing deadly, just enough to cause a respectable rate of mutation. And despite their awkward physiques and the limitations of their planet's natural resources, I believed they could be brought to a level of technology equal to, say, the Illaman Confederation.


  There was one possible problem: The main planet around which the Pangabans revolved was populated by an aggressive species of four-legged, two-handed rodents called the Gunja Wave. The Gunja Wave were primitive creatures, only dimly self-aware. But their DNA held promise, too. And their aggressiveness might give them an edge if the two races ever collided.


  Still, I had an instinct. I memmed my friend Azure Level, Nine Spar, Mast Three, Right Messenger Twelve. His chosen name is Redfar. His "game" name is Inidar.


  "I'll take the Pangabans, if you choose to accept."


  "Gladly," he memmed back. "You underestimate the value of sheer aggression. You're an idealist, Ellimist."


  "Oh? Well, step into my lair, said the dreth to the chorkant."


  Inidar laughed. The laugh worried me a bit. He seemed very confident. But I wasn't going to show him my own doubts. "Shall we immerse?" It was the ritual challenge of the game.


  "On the other side," Inidar agreed, accepting the challenge.


  I checked my real world position, checked to see whether there were any pending memms for me to deal with. I didn't want to be interrupted. Then I opened the shunt and was all at once inside the game.


  I floated bodiless above the Pangaban world. Drifted above an endless gray-green soup choked with seaweeds and algae and gliding eels that could reach lengths of three miles. I skimmed above one of the mossy islands, brushed one of the squat, stunted, unlovely trees, and found a colony of Pangabans.


  The Pangabans were trolling as always, but also playing at something. A game that involved moving in slow, ever tighter circles around one central individual. Not a complex game, certainly not in comparison with the game I played.


  Still, I was heartened. Surely an ability to conceive and execute a game was a good sign in any species. It was a gentle, slow, and nearly pointless game, but one that could evolve. Games had evolved on other planets, among other peoples, my own people, the Ketrans, being perhaps the preeminent example.


  I wondered what Inidar would do with the Gunja Wave. The essence of the game was minimalism: Do the least thing needed to accomplish a goal.


  I knew the least thing. I knew what I would do. A single, simple movement: I would part the clouds and cause the skies to become ten percent clear on any given day. If I had understood fully, if my instincts were correct, that single change in the parameters would launch a revolution among the Pangabans.


  I slowed, floated, righted, deployed my wings, and settled down to stand upon the water, invisible to the solemn, slow-moving Pangabans.


  I like to feel the texture of the game. I like to be inside it. Only there, only with the alien wind in your wings and the ground beneath your pods (or water, in this case), can you fully know the place. And the place is integral to the species.


  I looked up at the unbroken blanket of gray clouds. I couldn't let in too much light or the entire ecosystem would collapse. Just a glimpse.


  I felt a thrill of anticipation. The Pangabans were on the verge of an experience they could not even guess at. Their eyes would be opened for the first time. Their universe would expand by a factor of a billion percent.


  I smiled. And I memmed the game core: Part the clouds.


  And the clouds parted.


  It was night. The clouds tore apart, a slow, silent rip. And above the Pangabans the stars appeared. And into that swatch of speckled blackness rolled the planet, all green and blue and orange scarred.


  Slowly, one by one, fearful, the Pangabans did what none of their species had ever done before: They looked up.


  They looked up and moaned their gurgling cries.


  I heard Inidar's memm in my mind. "Shall we accelerate?"


  "Fire it up," I answered and memmed the game core.


  A hurricane! A hurricane of wind and water and earth and time itself, A swirling madness of change. This was the ultimate moment in the game. We had made our changes and now watched time reel forward.


  I broke out the displays: DNA mutation, climate changes, technology index, population. For the first two hundred thousand years there was very little change. Then I began to spot the DNA differences in sight and body shape. The Pangabans were selecting for longer range vision, for color vision, for neck length.


  And then, all at once, trouble. The algae count was dropping like a stone. It couldn't be! Increased sunlight almost inevitably means an increase in flora. But it was true, the seas were dying.


  And then, as I stood untouched amidst the hurricane of change, the first of the carnivore eels emerged to attack the Pangabans. The Pangaban population was decimated in a flash of time.


  DNA evolution began to come to the rescue of the Pangabans. They selected for size, downtrending. The smaller were faster, able to evade the eels. Smaller and smaller till the once-towering Pangabans were scarcely larger than one of us Ketrans.


  The eel threat diminished. And now at last came the first fluctuation in the technology index. The Pangabans had learned to make a tool. A weapon, of course. A simple spear that could be used to turn the tables on the eels. In short order Pangabans were hunting and eating the eels. Primitive seine fishers had become true predators.


  A million years passed and a very different species now crossed the planet's seas armed with spears and bows. They formed hierarchies dominated by warriors. Their culture shifted ground, favoring a sky god who brought the gift of weapons.


  Yes, yes, it was working well enough. Another million years. Perhaps two, and they would learn to move beyond weapons, to . . .


  And then, in a flash so sudden it was barely a blip of time, every index went flat. The Pangabans had disappeared. Extinct.


  I cursed and heard Inidar's memmed laughter.


  I reeled back and slowed the playback speed. There it was: The Gunja Wave, still rodentine, but now walking erect, arrived on the Pangaban world in astoundingly primitive spacecraft and promptly killed and ate the Pangabans. They hunted them to extinction and left the planet devoid of its only intelligent species.


  "Shall we call the game?" Inidar offered.


  I sighed. "What was your move?"


  "Oh, a very small one," Inidar said. "I increased their rate of reproduction by a very small percentage. This heightened their natural aggression. And guessed that your move would be to open the Pangaban skies. Population growth pressures, a limited food supply, and the ability to see the Pangaban surface very clearly . . . my Gunja Wave wanted to eat your species."


  "Yes, and they did," I said. "I call the game."


  "You have to learn to avoid naïveté, Ellimist. It's not the good and worthy who prosper. It's just the motivated."


  "Yes, and you can go surface," I muttered. "See you at the perches for free flight?"


  "I'm there, Ellimist."


  I shut down the game and opened my eyes to the real world around me.


  Chapter 2


  



  I am a Ketran. My planet is called Ket. I mention this fairly self-evident fact only because of the plans to open our uninet to visiting off-worlders. The time is coming when a uninet publication may be read by an Illaman or a Generational, not necessarily by Ketrans alone. I don't want to seem chauvinistic.


  Off-worlders are usually astounded by the facts of life on my planet. It's fascinating to speak with them because they can give you such a new perspective on what seems so normal to us. The earliest Generation 9561s who arrived to investigate Ket failed even to notice us at first. Oh, they noticed the crystals of course, they weren't blind, but it never occurred to them to look for intelligent life anywhere other than on the planet surface.


  The surface of Ket is quite inhospitable to most life-forms, covered as it is by acid seas, lava flows, and strangle-vines. But Generation 9561 (actually they were Generation 9559, then) were gamely wandering around in environmental suits taking samples when one of their airskimmers accidentally ran smack into a mast of the Great Southern Polar Crystal and a first contact was made that surprised everyone.


  Life? On a vast crystal floating three hundred miles above the planet surface? Impossible! But then we'd have thought the same if we'd been the first to arrive on their world and found them down amidst the trees and rivers and so on.


  The evolution of my people is obscure. (Interesting how it is often easy to understand the evolution of an entirely different species, and yet be confused by one's own) Our scientists are confident that at one time we did inhabit the surface of our world, or at least its less sulphurous seas, but at some point the symbiosis of Ketran and crystal was formed and we simply grew together.


  Now of course, and for at least the last two million years, we have maintained our symbiosis with the crystals. The age of my own home crystal - the Equatorial High Crystal has been convincingly established as 1.4 million years. Of course that's half the age of the Seed Crystal, making the EHC one of the newer fully formed crystals.


  The term symbiosis isn't exactly accurate. We are living and the crystal is not, though it's hard not to fall into a certain romanticism and imagine that it does have something very much like life. What is sure is that we cannot survive without the crystal, from which we derive our sustenance. And it is just as sure that though the crystals can grow without our help, they cannot survive intact long enough to become as vast as they are. The estimates are that a crystal above half a mile in average circumference will crash. The atmospheric pressures and internal buouyancies will lose the battle to gravity at that point. Certainly the seventynine mile circumference of the Seed Crystal is a result of Ketran symbiosis. How would the great crystals continue to float if not for the lift supplied by hundreds of thousands of Ketran wings?


  There was all sorts of talk on the uninet about using artificial engines to supply the lift needed for our home. These engines would free us from much if not all dock time. Visionaries talk of how we could go from our current one-tenth free-flight time to as much as one-half free flight. In fact, we would no longer need to maintain stations and fly to provide lift at all. We would only need dockage to eat and rest, while the engines would supply all the necessary lift to keep the crystals afloat in the atmosphere.


  But I doubt such an idea will take hold. Deep in our memories we still carry the images, passed down through the millennia, of the terrible crash of the North Tropic Low Crystal. Three hundred thousand years are not enough to erase that memory!


  The mere thought made me nervous. I opened my eyes and turned to look downward. Yes, we still floated high above the Eenos lava swamp. No, the ground was no closer than it had been when I immersed in the game. My docking talons were still firmly attached to my niche and my wings still beat their steady rhythm.


  Azure Level enveloped me, the sharp, jagged structure of protrusions as familiar to me as the lines of my own hands. Through the smoothed and polished masts, spars, and yards I could see the distant frontier of opaque white spars - the new growth area. I was young, I might be chosen to move into the new growth once it had reached its expected violet hue. Then my name would change. That would be strange. And my ups and downs, my neighbors, would all change, too.


  I glanced at Azure Level, Seven Spar, Extension Two. Down-Messenger Forty-two, my closest "up." He was a taciturn person, always had been. I'd tried many times to engage him in the games, but he was a serious scientist, one of those visionaries I mentioned. I thought of him as "Old Forty-two," though I doubt he was much older than me. His chosen name was Lackofa. He pronounced it "LACK-uv-uh." I think it was supposed to be droll.


  "Hey, Lackofa," I called up, using my spoken voice rather than a uninet memm.


  His head jerked, causing his rather long and artfully unkempt quills to quiver. He blinked unadorned eyes. He peered around at the sky, as though unsure where the sound could have come from. Finally, slowly, reluctantly, he lowered his magenta gaze to me. "Toomin. What is it?"


  "I lost another game."


  "Ah. Well, I can certainly understand why you would feel the need to inform me personally of a fact that, were I remotely interested, I could learn from the net."


  I wasn't put off by his attitude. Neither of us had ever requested reassignment; that was proof of the fact that we got on well enough as neighbors.


  I waited, knowing his curiosity would get the better of him. "All right, why did you lose?"


  "Redfar tells me I'm too much of an idealist."


  "Mmm. I don't share the fascination with games," Lackofa said. "Any game that can be played can be deconstructed. You can always deduce the laws - assuming you pay attention. And once you know the rules that ensure victory, what's the interest? It's all software. Software is software is software. Boring."


  I was peeved at this. It seemed to imply that I wasn't quite bright enough to understand the game. "Alien Civilizations isn't just 'software.' It's the most sophisticated game ever released. It has more than a million scenarios."


  "All of which reflect the thought patterns of the game's creators. The scenarios are necessarily limited because the underlying assumptions are limited." He was right, of course, but I wasn't in the mood to accept his smug judgment. I was in the mood to change the subject. "Are you coming to the announcement?"


  "What announcement?"


  "What announcement? What do you mean, 'What announcement?' The announcement. Even you know what announcement. They're announcing the nonessential crew for Mapping Crystal Quadrant Three. The EmCee."


  "Oh, that. Well, first, I can't imagine why you would feel the need to fly all the way up to the perch when you can know the results almost as quickly on the net. And anyway, I know I'm going." It took a few seconds for me to register that last statement, spoken as it was in a carefully offhand way.


  "You're going? You mean . . . you're going as essential crew?"


  "Third biologist," he said, trying out a casual, dismissive wave of his mid-hands that didn't fool me for a second. There was no hiding the pink glow that began at the tips of his quilts and spread toward his head.


  I was happy for Lackofa. I really was. Except for the part of me that was screamingly jealous. I had a one in five hundred chance of going aboard the Zero-space ship as a nonessential. He had a guaranteed berth as essential crew. We were almost the same age. But somehow he had managed to accomplish a great deal more than I had.


  There's a wake-up memm, Toomin, I told myself. Can you read the time cue?


  I was an idiot. I was wasting my life in game playing, free flying, and face-face. Meanwhile Lackofa was on his way into deepest space to see firsthand the things I would see only later, and only on some net sim.


  I fell silent. Lackofa didn't seem to notice. Or maybe he just didn't care.


  "Well, congratulations, Lackofa, " I said, doing a very weak job of ginning up enthusiasm. "That's really an honor."


  "Is it? Yes, I guess it is."


  I shut up after that. It was wrong to be bitter, but I was. Bitter at myself. I'd steadfastly refused any intellectual specialization. I'd told myself I didn't want to limit my mind by picking one particular discipline. Laziness, that's what it was. I was lazy. I was a daydreamer. I was a juvie at an age when I could easily be taken seriously as an adult. The only thing I cared about was the game, and I wasn't even good at that.


  I resolved then and there to change my life. To turn it around in mid-flight. No more nonsense, I had to bear down, I had to grapple, I had to dock-and-hold. I was going to do it: My shunt was going to burn out from the load of educational memms I would download. I could do it. I had the brains, I just hadn't decided to get serious.


  Okay, well, time's up, Toomin. Make some choices. Make some commitment. Right now. Do it!


  Only it was free-flight time. The others would be expecting me. I'd told Inidar I'd be there. Wasn't right to just abandon all my friends just because I'd decided to change.


  Free flight first, then I'd explain to my friends that they might not be seeing all that much of me anymore.


  Chapter 3


  



  The time-cue memm popped up and I released my docking talons and disconnected. I felt the blessed silence in my head. No memms. No time cues, no updates, no alerts, no "items of interest," no nagging about jobs not done, no urging to examine this or that or the other uninet publication, no guilt inducing "why don't you perch with us?" memms from the dam and sire.


  Free flight! I drifted down, down and away from the spar that was my home.


  Wings folded back and up, I dead-dived through the masts and spars and rough-hewn new growth protrusions, shot past a swirl-quilled female who cast a languid, unimpressed, but wonderfully turquoise glance my way.


  Down and out of the matrix, out into the bare air beyond the reaches of the crystal, out into bare air where I could look down and see the surface clearly. Or as clearly as anyone could, given the yellow, slowly twisting swamp gas clouds down there.


  I opened my wings, canceled my momentum, equalized buoyancy, straining my dorsal intakes a bit as I sucked air.


  From here I could get a fuller picture of my home crystal. It's terribly cliché to find it beautiful, but beautiful it was. It filled most of the sky, of course, but even from this distance I could see the generally spherical shape, the ball of brilliant, reflective masts, spars, and yards.


  The sun was up and shining bright, and as the crystal moved in a slow rotation the sunbeams blazed, reflected, from a million facets. Ice-blue, palest green, yellow, violet, and pink: It was a lovely sight.


  The population was just over half a million now, and at any given time ninety percent of that number would be docked, wings weaving the eternal pattern, providing the endless, tireless lift that kept the crystal from settling slowly to the ground below. The remaining ten percent could be in free flight, if they chose, but in reality it was mostly the younger Ketrans who indulged. Older folks only free flew if they had to commute to some specialized work.


  Standing off from the crystal itself, looking like a small moon in tight orbit, the ship: Mapping Crystal Quadrant Three. MCQ3. The EmCee.


  It was an omen, perhaps, of our own future, for it looked at first glance like a miniaturized version of the Equatorial High Crystal, except that the spars and masts were clearly not grown and trimmed to form a spheroid, but rather to form an elongated oval with a definite top and bottom. At the bottom the MCQ3 had four massive stems, twice the thickness of a late-growth mast or spar. And attached to each of these four stems was an ugly, Thoroughly opaque metal cylinder. These were the Zero-space engines. And they were nothing subversive. The thing that disturbed many people was the much smaller disk located at the junction where the stems met the core crystal. For there, at that strategic point, the MCQ3's builders had installed an anti-grav generator.


  The MCQ3 floated effortlessly, kept station perfectly, defied the planet's relentless pull, all without the beat of so much as a single set of wings.


  It made perfect sense, the ship was destined for planet-fall on unknown worlds. We obviously could not predict atmospheric makeup, pressures, updrafts, and so on, in advance. It was entirely impractical to imagine a wing-supported crystal cruising the atmosphere of some unforeseen alien world. The anti-gray made perfect sense.


  But the problem was, it made sense for our own home crystals as well. The anti-gravs were easy enough to build. If they were installed on the home crystals it would free people up for things other than the main task of lifting. Life would be nothing but free flight!


  As a gamer I found it fascinating. It was exactly a game scenario: Make a single, vital change in a society, and watch what happens. What would happen if we Ketrans were freed from this cooperative need to keep home afloat in the atmosphere? No one knew.


  I gazed up at the MCQ3. There was no avoiding the emotions that accompanied that sight. I'd have sold my sire and dam into surface mining to go aboard. Deep worms, I wanted to go.


  Wasn't happening. "What?" I mocked myself savagely. "No need for a game-playing adolescent aboard the greatest interplanetary expedition ever?"


  Let it pass. Let it breeze on by, Toomin. Not on the past but on the future fix your range finder.


  "That's right," I muttered darkly, "take refuge in platitudes."


  I flapped wing and headed up. Not toward the MCQ3. No, not that way, but vectoring away from it, up toward the violet perches where I was to meet my friends to listen to the announcement. The last place I wanted to be in this frame of mind, but they, poor fools, still held out hope.


  We had all applied to be accepted as nonessential crew. Why not? There's a natural affinity between gamers and planetary explorers. Or so we told ourselves.


  I caught a lovely baffle breeze and soared effortlessly upward, up and up past all of Azure Level, up to Violet Level and the scooped-out hollow of the perches.


  Redfar/Inidar was there waiting, zooming lazily with Escobat (whose game name was Wormer), and Doffnall, a rare female gamer, who used the game name Aguella.


  "Hey, Ellimist," Aguella called out when she saw me. "I memmed that you managed to exterminate the Pangabans in record time."


  Among ourselves we tended to use our game names. It was a silly affectation, another sign of the immaturity I was now able to see so clearly in all of us.


  "I was playing a hunch," I said a little too gloomily to match her bantering tone. Then, trying to lighten the mood, I added, "I demand a rematch. Next time I'll manage to exterminate my side in even less time."


  My friends laughed at that. We competed in the game, but there was also a sense that we four competed against the game, as though it was a common enemy we had to learn to subdue.


  I recalled what Lackofa had said about the game being necessarily limited; No doubt he was right. No doubt over time the patterns would become all too obvious and the game would thus become boring. But then, by that point, the game makers would have a new and improved game. They always did.


  Wormer started talking about a scenario involving a three-way competition among a parasitic species, a predator species, and a symbiotic species. He was the only one who had played it so we listened closely. We quickly slipped into game speak as we free flew around the perches, checking out others of interest and being checked out in return. The violet perches were a great hangout for free-flying youths.


  No one brought up the announcement, not at first anyway. No one wanted to seem unduly interested. We were breezy. Way too breezy to be obsessed over some slim chance at a true life adventure. Anyway, we were gamers. The game was the thing.


  And yet I noticed each of us in turn glancing at the pulpit where a Speaker would soon appear to deliver the news.


  I wasn't nervous. I'd given up hope. There's nothing like a surrender to despair to settle your nerves. But the others were twitchy and it was hard not to catch a little of their turbulence.


  I said, "You know, the truth is that underneath it all, the game has a set of assumptions. If we could codify these assumptions we could win every game." I was quoting Lackofa and passing it off as my own insight.


  "Of course we could," Inidar said. "If. Very big 'if.' Huge 'if.' In fact it's so . . ."


  He felt silent. He stared hard: Four globes, no clouds, as the old saying goes. Wormer and Aguella rotated and watched without even a pretense of disinterest.


  What was I going to do? Pretend to fly away and tease some face-face with some strange female? I had to stay and wait. It was only polite.


  I watched, waited along with them, as the Speaker drifted at a fuzzball's pace to the pulpit.


  He was an oldster, his long quills more rust-red than clear. Speaker was a job for oldsters. They had the voices for it.


  I didn't want to be nervous. I was. My entire brand-new edifice of indifference was washed away in an updraft of desire. Get it over with! Get it over with, oldster, and let me get on with my newly serious life.


  "Here are the announcements," the Speaker said in a loud, carrying, professional voice.


  "Violet and Pink Levels will begin cultivation of new spars. Each new spar will eventually grow eight yards, radial."


  We didn't care. I didn't, anyway. Maybe Aguella or Wormer did, they're both Violets.


  The Speaker went on. "There are seven days left before the Dance By of our own beloved home, with the Polar Orbit High Crystal. As most of you know, this is an event that takes place only once in every nineteen years. Free flights will be scheduled in half-intervals to allow the largest number of people to meet and mingle with our brothers and sisters of the Polar Orbit High."


  I shrugged. Well, that was something different, at least. A change of routine. A chance to meet strangers and make cross-connections. I wasn't ready to propagate fortunately. So at least there'd be none of that pressure. None of us were old enough. Except maybe for Aguella.


  I glanced at her, watching to see her reaction to the announcement. Was she blushing? What a strange thought to imagine Aguella becoming a dam. Disturbing somehow. She looked nothing at all like my dam. far younger, for one thing. Prettier.


  Aguella had a seriousness that Inidar and Wormer and I lacked. She had more than the game going on in her life. She was very into passive sensor theory.


  In fact, one of her designs had been incorporated (in modified form) into the sensor array of the EmCee.


  "Finally," the Speaker said portentously.


  "Here it comes," Wormer muttered.


  "I will announce the names of the nonessential crew chosen for the upcoming trip of the Mapping Crystal Quadrant Three. The names will be announced by level. From Pink Level: Pink Level, Seventy Spar, Yard One, Down-Messenger, Nine. Pink Level . . ."


  "We could run a game before he gets to any of us," Inidar grumbled.


  The moment of high drama was rather undercut by the realization that we had a long wait ahead of us. And yet, we did not budge. There was some desultory conversation, but with always an ear cocked.


  And then, "Violet Level, Two Spar, Main Branch, Left-Messenger, One hundred twentynine." Aguella gasped. For a long moment I had no idea why.


  "Is that you?" I asked stupidly. I'm sure I'd known her formal name at some point but I'd long since forgotten it.


  She nodded. She started to speak, then just nodded some more. She looked troubled more than elated. Almost worried.


  I had no more time to be concerned with her strange reaction to good news. The Speaker had at long last reached Azure Level. Wormer sagged. Violet Level was done, and his name had not been called.


  There were just seven names from Azure Level. My name was the fifth name spoken.


  For a frozen moment of time my brain stopped synapsing. I stopped breathing. My wings faltered and I did a droop. "Did he say my name?" I whispered. "Forty-one, right? Not Thirty-one?"


  Wormer did his best to be nice about it. He tried to breeze it. Maybe. Inidar did his best, too, but his best wasn't great. He looked like a crasher, and I knew that anything I said to try and take away the hurt would just hurt him worse. Pity is never very comforting to the pitied.


  But at some level their reactions were already irrelevant. I knew it, and so did they, sadly.


  The four of us were now two and two. Wormer and Inidar would stay behind. Aguella and I would go.


  Chapter 4


  



  I returned to my dock, barely making it in time. I clamped on and yelled up to Lackofa.


  "Hey! Hey! Lackofa!"


  He opened his eyes and favored me with his usual disapproving scowl. "What now?"


  "I made it. I'm nonessential!"


  "As nonessential as it is possible to be," he said dryly.


  "Very funny, Lackofa, but you don't even have a faint chance of annoying me. Not today. I'm on the EmCee! We'll be crew together. I'm going!"


  "Oh that. Yes, I know."


  "How do you know? It can't be on the uninet yet. There's a mandated quarter-hour lag time for official announcements."


  The uninet was a relatively recent development, barely a hundred years old, and no one wanted to obsolete the Speakers and their traditions.


  Lackofa closed his eyes. I accessed the uninet. No, the announcement wasn't on yet. Wait, here it was, just coming up. I punched in and read my own name, my lovely, lovely name. I highlighted it in crimson letters and read it again.


  A very fine name that looked very, very fine placed neatly near the bottom of the list. The sight of it filled me with profound satisfaction.


  Then, I realized. "Hey, Lackofa. How did you know, if it's just now coming on the net?"


  No answer.


  "You did it," I accused. "You sponsored me."


  "Why would I do that?" he growled.


  "Why would you do that?" I echoed with a different emphasis. "You don't even like me. I'm a gamer. A losing gamer. I'm a hundred and seventy-ninth in the rankings, out of nine hundred and nine registered gamers in my set. Why me?"


  Lackofa didn't answer at first, but I guess he realized I wasn't going to let him off the hook. He sighed again, grumbled inaudibly to himself for a moment, then, sounding like a person who is being forced to confess to a crime, said, "I have developed a morbid curiosity about your failures, Toomin. I'm a biologist so I have access to your DNA map. You are in fact one hundred and ninety-fourth in the rankings - your loss earlier has bumped you fifteen slots."


  "Ouch."


  "But in terms of pure analytical intelligence you are very near the peak."


  "I am?"


  "Yes, and don't play coy with me. You know you're smarter than gamers who beat you regularly. You lose games you should win, not deliberately, but stubbornly. You're playing the game at a different level. Not trying to win, trying to win with kindness. Altruism."


  I was embarrassed. Amazed that Lackofa had been paying attention to me at a level that I never suspected.


  "Anyway," Lackofa said. "We have any number of brilliant scientists, brilliant analysts, brilliant communicators, brilliant theoreticians, brilliant physicists, brilliant techs, and brilliant astronomers on board the MCQ3. I asked myself what we didn't have, and the answer came to me. We had no brilliant losers. So, yes, I sponsored you. Now please shut up, I have work to do."


  He closed his eyes and shut me out, this time for real.


  Brilliant loser? Was it possible to be simultaneously flattered and insulted?


  Evidently.


  A memm popped up, an invitation to a game from a gamer named Dryhad. I refused. This was not the time for a game. I had deep thoughts to think; plans to make; arrangements to arrange.


  Didn't I? Yes, absolutely. It was definitely not time for a game. First and foremost, I had to learn everything there was to learn about, MCQ3, about Zero-space engines, about Quadrant Three and its major star systems.


  I accessed the data on MCQ3. The summary alone would take me a year to digest. No time for all that. Besides, I didn't need the technical stuff, I just needed . . . well, for now I just needed the pictures.


  Yes, yes, there she was. A true deep-space ship. My deep-space ship. My own personal MCQ3, I loved her already.


  Brilliant loser?


  At least I wouldn't go aboard her unprepared, looking like some lost fool who couldn't tell inner from outer. I was going to memorize every square inch of her.


  So little time. Nineteen days. So much to do and no time at all. Practically no time at all. Nineteen days!


  Deep worms, it was going to seem like forever.


  Chapter 5


  



  My mind was focused sharply, even obsessively, on the MCQ3 and its launch, but everyone else was more interested in the Dance By of Polar Orbit High. The Polars were Ketran, of course, just like us, but with a possibly different society. I say possibly because we only encountered them every nineteen years.


  Naturally we had secondhand reports from the other crystals who'd encountered them and gone on to do a Dance By with us. Just last year we'd done the Dance with the Equatorial High Crystal Two, our sister crystal, and they'd had an encounter with Polar just three years before that.


  Still, getting secondhand reports from three years before is not the way to understand a civilization. And in any case, some of what the Two's had told us about the Polars was a bit strange.


  For one thing the Polars supposedly were very involved in quill coloring. Not of itself a bad thing, I guess, but weird. I mean, you have the quills you're born with, why would you want them to be green or whatever?


  But more profound, the Polars were said to be making great strides in atmospheric communications. This, of course, would be a breakthrough of world-shattering proportions. If anyone could figure out how to punch a wave signal through the background radiation they'd be able to communicate crystal to crystal. We would no longer be a planet of thirty-two independent crystals; we'd have all thirty-two hooked up to a planetary uninet. I'd be able to play against gamers from entirely different crystals!


  I'd be able to lose to people I might never actually see.


  But maybe it was all just rumors. It's one thing firing electrons through a crystal, it's a very much harder thing to do it through the air.


  The Dance By of the Polar Orbit High Crystal would not last long, only a few hours. Neither of us was willing to undergo the terrific exertions necessary to slow our momentum and then restart. So we'd have at best three hours where we could free fly across the divide. And individually we'd have far less.


  I was scheduled early when the distance was greatest. I was young. You wouldn't expect the oldsters to want to free fly for half an hour only to have a ten-minute encounter.


  The whole of society was excited. Me? Not so much. I had other things on my mind.


  I was docked, gliding through a uninet sim of the MCQ3 for the twentieth time, when I heard a voice calling me from very close by. I opened my eyes and there was Aguella. She had come right to my spar.


  "Ellimist. What are you doing?"


  I blinked. "What?"


  "It's time. What, are you ignoring time cues? It's time! The Dance By."


  "Oh. Right." released my docking talons and peered southward. Polar had been in sight for most of a day now, but it had grown quite a bit larger in the last few hours. In fact my first thought was that we were going to intersect.


  Aguella was grinning expectantly, waiting for something. Waiting for me to notice something. I frowned and returned my attention to Polar. Then I yelled.


  "Hey!"


  Aguella nodded. "Yeah."


  "'They've gone asymmetrical. Look at that new growth." The sphere, or what should have been a sphere, had a definite lump. The lump was only a tenth of the diameter, but way too large to be simply new growth awaiting a trim.


  "Not asymmetrical," Aguella said."Or at least that's not the end goal, I think. I may be wrong, but I suspect a pattern. You can't see it from here, but I think they're trying to flatten the sphere in all directions. I think this lump has a matching lump opposite."


  "Why would they . . ."


  "Airfoil," she said triumphantly. "The Polars are making an airfoil."


  For the first time in seven days I completely for got about MCQ3. An airfoil! It was something out of fiction. It was no surprise that a sphere was harder to keep lifted than an airfoil. The airfoil could fly into the prevailing breeze and actually derive lift.


  It was the utopian's answer to engines. Attaching engines to a crystal might destroy social cohesion, but an airfoil design would still require the people to lift. They would just have to lift a lot less. I once read that an efficient airfoil design would allow for half the people to be in free flight at any given time.


  "That would be so breezy if they did it," Aguella said jealously. "I wonder if we'll ever try."


  "Maybe," I said doubtfully. I recalled to mind images of the Wise Ones in council. Half of them were so old they were more drag than lift. I was willing to bet some of them had dropped dead on the spot when they saw the Polar's airfoil.


  "Come on, let's get going," she urged.


  We Four-Effed: flew free, fast, and furious. Not a moment to be lost. Aguella, being female, was faster than me, of course, but she restrained her impatience to allow me to keep up. I rode her wind, staying just behind her. This had the advantage of offering me a view that included both the amazing soon-to-be airfoil and Aguella herself. She had lovely pods.


  Not the point, Toomin, I thought. Not really what you need to be thinking about right now.


  Mones! She was spreading the mones for me!


  For me? No, surely not Aguella could have any male she wanted. She was beautiful, well formed, sturdy, intelligent, funny, beautiful, very beautiful.


  That was several too many "beautifuls," I said to myself. It was true then: Aguella was spreading mones. And I was helpless in her slipstream.


  I cut left, clear of her backwash. It slowed me down a bit but that was good. Anything to bring me clear air.


  I sucked fresh air but it was almost too late. My quills were ticklish for sure. How could she do this? She was a fellow gamer! It was an outrage, and with the trip coming up, and the Dance By and . . . it was a low trick, that was for sure.


  She had to have noticed my sudden, graceless exit. She had to know why I'd done it. Great, now she'd be angry at me, and I was so completely not in the frame of mind to be diplomatic and polite and play it breezy. My brain had crashed.


  "Almost there," she said. "Look!"


  "What? Look at what?" I yelped.


  "There are the first Polars, just ahead. They look to be about our age."


  "Yeah, well, we're not exactly the same age, you know, Aguella."


  She laughed. It was a disturbing laugh. "We're almost the same age, Toomin - physically. Now, psychologically . . ." She laughed again, a mocking, condescending, yet frighteningly intimate laugh.


  I gulped and tried not to read anything into the fact that she had used my chosen name, not my game name. She always called me Ellimist. Never Toomin.


  Oh, this was great. Oh, this was just great.


  I ignored her joke, her laughter, and, as well as I could, the lingering mones. I focused on the Polars.


  There were two or three hundred of them in the air, spread around in an irregular two-mile space. Much as we Equatorials were. Like two sparkling clouds of veiner pests.


  I looked back and saw my own home crystal. It looked very old-fashioned now, dull, compared with the radical Polar design that was now undeniably visible as an eventual airfoil. It made me a little defensive, I guess. Our home was larger, older, and I thought, more beautifully colored. But the Polar was the future, and that crunched.


  I searched the Polars themselves, looking for the artificially colored quills I'd heard about, but they seemed no different than us. They each had "2 plus 4 equals 4 plus 2 and no one the better," as my pre-sire used to say: two pods, four wings, four eyes, and two arms.


  Aguella and I picked out a pair of Polars who seemed willing to encounter us. They were about our age, both male. One had nice but natural yellow quills and ochre eyes. The other was more notable for his awkwardly large wings. We and they flew to intersection and floated at a polite distance.


  "This is my friend Doffnall," I said, introducing Aguella by her chosen name. "I am Toomin."


  "This is my friend Oxagast, and I am Menno," said the large-winged one.


  "Well encountered," we all said simultaneously.


  "You have a deep-space probe ready to launch!" Menno blurted.


  He spoke at the very instant that I said, "You're configuring an airfoil!"


  We all four laughed and I at least felt more comfortable. Their curiosity matched ours, and we had something to boast of after all.


  "Yes, it's the Mapping Crystal Quadrant Three," I said, then, without even a pretense of modesty added, "Doffnal and I are crew."


  "Essential crew?" Oxagast demanded.


  Aguella laughed. "No, sorry, neither of us is a scientist. We're just a couple of gamers who got lucky."


  We chatted about gaming and about the possibility of developing a crystal-to-crystal uninet.


  Menno seemed about to say something, had his mouth open, then closed it and forced a smile. Oxagast's open gaze went opaque.


  "That would be great," Oxagast said blandly.


  Then Aguella brought up the airfoil design.


  "Didn't your Wise Ones resist the idea?" Aguella asked.


  The two Polars exchanged a glance. "They did. So we took a vote."


  "A what?"


  "We voted. Each of us was allowed to decide our position, yes or no, then we added up the totals. The airfoil design was approved by sixty-one per-cent of the votes cast."


  Aguella and I must have looked fairly shocked.


  Menno smirked, nodding knowingly at our disturbed expressions. "We've made some changes in our society."


  "Some changes? Why?"


  Menno waved his hand toward his home. "Because it was necessary. We can't let the Wise Ones stop progress. Change is coming. Big changes. The people decide now. We're just two years away from completing the airfoil. Our lives will never be the same."


  "No, I guess they won't be," I said. Was I upset or jealous or both? I was definitely disturbed. That much I knew.


  Oxagast seemed less enthusiastic than his friend Menno. "The idea is that people will have so much more free time once the airfoil is operational, we'll make huge leaps forward. That's the idea, anyway."


  "Of course we will," Menno said. "That MCQ3 of yours? No offense, but it will be a toy compared to what we will build. Polar Orbit High will lead the way, and others will follow. By the time you return from Three Quadrant, things will be very different."


  "Different isn't always better," I muttered. I was thinking of the Pangabans.


  But Menno shot back. "You're a gamer and you're afraid of change? What games do you Equatorials play? Any game worth playing is about control. With voting and with the other changes that are coming we stop being the playing pieces, moved here and there by the Wise Ones. We all become the Wise Ones. We become the players instead of the played."


  "In any game scenario there's a balance between change and stability," I argued. "The game - at least the way we play it - is to make the slightest, most unobtrusive change - and achieve the desired result."


  "Much the same with us," Oxagast agreed. "Only lately some gamers," he inclined his head toward Menno, "some gamers are looking to change the rules."


  "We call ourselves Intruders," Menno said with a self-conscious laugh. "We're getting a little more radical. Why minimalism? Why marginal changes? Why not get inside the game, stick ourselves right into the action, and take over? See what I mean? Why should the gamer be invisible in the game? Intrude!"


  I got a time cue. Time to head back. Too little time, and yet I was relieved.


  "Well encountered," I said a little too hastily.


  Aguella and Oxagast echoed the farewell. But Menno rudely met my gaze and said, "Don't be afraid of change, Equatorial. It's coming, whether you like it or not." Then, to my utter amazement, he clasped his hands together tightly and yelled the single word, "Intrude!" It wasn't a greeting or a farewell, it was a statement of belief. It was a challenge.


  Aguella had said very little during the encounter, but on the way back she would scarcely shut up.


  "He's right," she said. "Look what they've done! Airfoil. Why? They changed the rules, didn't they? Same thing in the game, they changed the rules."


  "Yeah, well, he didn't exactly mention whether he won a lot of games," I pointed out.


  "Maybe someday we'll be able to play against them," Aguella said.


  "Maybe sooner than you think," I said, remembering the Polars' strange, constrained looks when I mentioned crystal-to-crystal communication.


  Had the Polars solved that problem? That would be a true revolution, far more profound even than replacing the government of the Wise Ones.


  Of course their transmission would be pretty pointless until other crystals had receivers. Otherwise they'd be a voice crying in the wind, unheard.


  So I thought, and comforted myself with that illusion.


  Chapter 6


  



  The next day, with the Polar Orbit High long gone from sight, I went aboard the MCQ3 for the first time.


  There are sims and then there is reality. And let me say that no sim, no matter how good, matches reality. The problem with a sim is that you know it's a sim. Reality on the other hand, well, it's real.


  Lackofa, as my sponsor, was my tour guide. Aguella had been chosen by the usual process, so she was sponsorless, and thus had both a disadvantage and an advantage.


  The disadvantage was that she had no one to go to for answers. So she stayed hung with me, which was nice. The advantage she had was that she didn't have to worry about embarrassing her sponsor.


  Lackofa's welcoming words to me were, "Just try not to be a complete idiot, okay? That's all I ask."


  The MCQ3 was built along fairly standard lines. She was a single-hue cultivated crystal, ovoid rather than spherical. There was dockage for one hundred and four crew - essential and supernumerary. But of course no one provided lift. We could lift if that familiar motion made us feel more comfortable, but lift was irrelevant, unnecessary. A small taste, I suppose, of what an airfoil world would be like.


  The MCQ3 existed within a force field that contained an atmosphere and would, we hoped, deflect most space debris. Should the force field ever fail we would lose our atmosphere. The backup system was a maze of pipes buried within the spars and masts that delivered breathable air to each dock.


  "You simply pull the tube extension from the collar, thus," Lackofa demonstrated. "And you place it into your airhole, thus. Then breathe normally until the force field comes back up, or until you freeze to death, whichever comes first"


  "What if we're not docked?" Aguella asked. "What if we're in one of the perches?"


  "There are emergency accesses there," Lackofa said. "Good question. You're thinking ahead."


  That made me open my eyes a bit. Was Lackofa looking for some face-face with Aguella? She wasn't moning again, was she? No, I would notice that.


  I shook the sense memory out of my intakes and ruffled my wings to put it behind me. Didn't work. Other guys will warn you about being moned; what they don't talk about is how long the effect lasts.


  "What if we're flying through Zero-space when the force field fails?" I asked.


  Lackofa favored me with a withering glare. "We would drop instantly out of Z-space and appear back in normal space, where you would once again breathe through the tube or freeze to death. Oh, and by the way? It's hard to fly in a vacuum. So if we lose atmosphere you'll want to be docked."


  I had a flash of myself beating my wings helplessly, futilely in space while the MCQ3 zoomed away toward some distant star.


  Well, no one ever said space travel was safe. Generation 9561 claimed to have lost nearly ten percent of Generation 9547, the first Generationals to attempt space, travel, and six percent of Generation 9548. Even as recently as 9558 they were losing substantial numbers in space related accidents.


  Then again, individual Generationals die pretty easily. It's kind of what they do. Corporate life-forms just don't put up much of a fight over every interchangeable member.


  "Follow me, stay close, don't touch anything," Lackofa instructed. He flew upward and we fell in place behind him. Up and up through byzantine, unfamiliar spars, past dockages, some that were still being installed and polished.


  He led us to a perch like nothing I'd ever seen before - not even in the sim. It was a tipped bowl perhaps fifty feet across, all filled with blinking lights, readouts, and video displays. All of it constructed of metals and carbon filament and flat-crys. It was faintly claustrophobic, all that opaqueness wrapped around you.


  "What is this?" I wondered. "It's not in the sim!"


  "No," Lackofa said. "This is the backup command center. In case of catastrophic damage to the core crystal, these machines can be used to continue flying the vessel."


  "How?"


  "This unit is self-contained. You can't see it but it has its own engines, generates its own force field. In the case of catastrophic damage to the crystal itself, this pod can detach, break free, and keep flying."


  "Without . . . without most of the crew," I said, unwilling to believe anything so monstrous. "And it's not in the sims."


  Lackofa's eyes were hard. "No, it's not in the sims. And it won't be on the uninet at all. You need to understand something: This isn't your old life. This trip is a little more than an innocent scientific excursion. And it's definitely not a game."


  His tone sent a shiver through me. Aguella and I exchanged significant looks.


  We were keeping station outside the hard-edged, darkened perch. Floating far above our home crystal, well within home air. But all of a sudden I knew we had crossed over a boundary.


  "What's out there?" I asked Lackofa.


  He shook his head slowly. "We don't know for sure. But two years ago a vessel of unknown origin. popped out of Z-space just a million miles from us and lit up our orbital sensors. The drop-pods are released only once every six months as you know, to prolong the life of the sensors. But by good luck we discovered the ship just two months after it emerged. We sent a drone out to intercept and survey. The drone never returned. Two months later we got the answer from another sensor's drop-pod. The alien vessel had fired on our drone and destroyed it using some sort of high-energy beam weapon. There were no life signs aboard the ship. It had been programmed to defend itself, I suppose. We modified a drone with a defensive force field and faster engine and sent it back to intercept the alien vessel again.


  "This time we got lucky. The alien craft fired at the drone but before it could adjust to the defensive system, the drone had glue-docked to the alien vessel and was draining its computer of data.


  "Just one problem: As the drone detached for reentry, the vessel fired again and damaged the drone. We recovered it but were only able to save a part of the data."


  "How much do we know?" Aguella demanded.


  Lackofa hesitated. Then, "You two understand this clearly, I hope: None of this ever becomes known to the people at large. I mean that on penalty of closure." He repeated it slowly, deliberately. "On penalty of closure."


  That rocked me. Closure? For revealing a secret? They would undock me? Cut me off to free fly till I died of starvation and loneliness and finally augered into the lava fields below?


  "Every alien race we've encountered has been benign," Lackofa said. "But this race, the race that built this ghost ship, was not. The evidence is that they respond with extreme violence to even the slightest provocation. Extreme violence. They call themselves Capasins. Since the ship emerged from the direction of Quadrant Three, we assume the Capasin planet is there. The mission of the MCQ3 is to contact this race and attempt to reach terms of peace."


  "What if these Capasins are not interested in peace?" Aguella asked.


  Lackofa smirked. "Then we'll hope to get home with enough information to allow us to meet the challenge. One thing we know: The Capasins don't know we exist. If we meet them we will keep our location strictly secret. Sometimes," he added thoughtfully, "the things that seem to be problems are actually blessings in disguise."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "Generation 9561's home planet has such low background radiation that they communicate regularly through transmission and reception of radio waves. Those waves propagate, you know." He waved his hand vaguely skyward. "Generational waves spreading endlessly through space. Who knows who will receive and perhaps comprehend those transmissions? Who knows what attention the Generationals may already have attracted. We, on the other hand, remain invisible to the galaxy. Maybe not such a bad thing."


  Chapter 7


  



  Within three weeks I knew the actual MCQ3 as well as I knew the sim. I knew every mast, every spar, every perch, every backup system. I even knew the engines, as well as anyone can know a Z-space engine.


  I had met many more crew members, essential and non. I'd even been introduced to one of the three Wise Ones who would be commanding. He was a grim oldster who managed to grunt indifferently at me before going back to his work.


  I spent every free flight on the vessel. And my free-flight time had been tripled. (We were days away from launch and I'd already been discounted as a lift factor.)


  I had very little time for gaming and I'm afraid that Inidar resented that. Our old relationship was strained now. Not just because I couldn't play, but because of why I couldn't play.


  We kept exchanging memms, talking about scheduling games, but they never happened.


  Instead, I saw a lot of Aguella. I kept waiting for her to mone me again, but to my great relief it never happened. Very relieved.


  Although I kind of wondered why she didn't. Had I done something wrong? Was it the way I'd reacted? Basically like a panicky juvie?


  Didn't matter. There was no place for that kind of thing on a vital and dangerous deep-space mission.


  Just would have liked to know why, that's all. And I got a hint as the two of us were assisting in the installation of the last few docks.


  It was the two of us, and a female with the chosen name of Jicklet. Jicklet was essential crew - fifth technician. She knew what she was doing but unlike lots of people who are experts, she wasn't impatient with our relative stupidity.


  "It's the whole point of nonessential crew," she explained, tightening a collar down till the adhesive oozed. "You're here to learn a little of everything. That way we'll always have backup. Okay, now you, Toomik, use the scrape-saw to slice off the excess glue."


  "It's Toomin."


  "Yeah, whatever you say, Toomid. Careful. Leave a bead."


  I sliced the already half-dry adhesive, carefully leaving an eighth-inch bead. I was less successful at cupping the curling excess into the slop pit.


  "You have to be careful not to drop any," Jicklet said. "We're right above the engines. You don't want to be down there in an en-suit burning it off the pods. There you go. Good work. Now polish it down and give me a yell when you're ready for me to look it over."


  She beat wing and elevated to the other pair of amateurs she was supervising. Aguella and I shared a sigh of relief that she was gone.


  And then Equatorial High Crystal blew apart.


  A hammer blow on my head. Wings snapped back by the concussion. Spinning. Fire, fire everywhere!


  One second I was working and grinning at Aguella, and in the next instant my ears were bleeding, my eyes swimming. My mind was a mess of shattered bits and pieces.


  What was happening?


  I was cut in a dozen places by flying shards. A six-inch spike of crystal was lodged in my left pod. I pulled it out, yelling and crying and falling through the air as l did so.


  What was happening?


  Aguella - where was she? Nothing I saw made sense. Debris still flying all around me, falling away now, but twirling and glittering as it fell.


  The MCQ3 still held station. Where was Aguella?


  "Aguella! Aguella!"


  I heard a moan, barely audible past the ringing in my ears. I looked up and saw her. She was using her talons to cling to an unpolished bit of spar.


  And then it happened again. And this time I saw it. I looked up at my friend, at the streams of dull, burnt-orange blood coming from her face. But past her, above the MCQ3, up through the masts and sparse saw the raked cylinders, the arched neck, the dagger points of an alien ship. It cruised slowly through the atmosphere, taking its time. Nothing like a Generational or Illaman ship. Nothing like anything I'd seen or imagined.


  It seemed to circle slowly around my home crystal, watching, waiting, and then it fired again. A beam of energy, pale red. The beam lanced down into the core of my home crystal, my poor damaged home. This time I expected the concussion as overheated crystal exploded, blew apart.


  My world dropped, fell away. It was in two pieces now. A fragment equal to a third of the whole spun, spiraled down. Wings beat frantically but the balance was lost. And too many wings would never beat again.


  The remnant of Equatorial High Crystal was scarred and burned. Ends broken off. Jagged and rough. But it still maintained lift. I could see thousands of my brothers and sisters, all straining, all lifting together. Free flyers were rushing to dock anywhere they could, anywhere to provide lift.


  But the alien ship wasn't done with its work. This time no beam weapon. This time it sprayed a cloud of flechettes. Small, so small they could barely be seen with the naked eye, millions of tiny shredding metal hooks. The sound was like a volcano blowing. The flechettes sprayed for five seconds, no more, but at the end of that time every unshielded Ketran was torn apart. The entire crystal might have been dipped in blood.


  The bodies began to fall away. The crystal itself began to fall. Straight down, down, and gathering speed, with no one left to hold it up any longer. It would take a long time to fall three hundred miles.


  Chapter 8


  



  "Aguella!" I flapped to her. She was conscious, but barely.


  "Dock you fools! Dock now!" a voice yelled. Jicklet. "We're powering up!"


  I heard the low whine of the engines warming. I grabbed Aguella as well as I could; her wings were beating but weakly. I grabbed her and steered her, hauled her to the nearest dock. The dock we'd just finished installing. I pressed her back against it.


  "Clamp on! Listen to me: Clamp on!"


  She nodded, eyes wild, wandering. I saw her chest tighten. She was docked. Now it was my turn. The nearest open dock was fifty feet away.


  The alien had spotted us. At first we must have looked like a part of the home crystal. But now he could see that we were still flying, that we were self-contained. And yet he was in no hurry. Why should he be? We'd been unable to resist. We were helpless.


  The alien ship drifted lazily around, bringing its dagger tip to bear on us. With numb fingers I fumbled to the dock, twisted, lined up, and the alien fired.


  The beam this time. Deadly accurate. It hit us on center.


  But the force field had been raised by someone thinking more clearly than I. The red beam glowed and a disc of bright light appeared at the limits of the force field.


  The alien sheered off. I was on the ship's uninet now, hooked in, able to watch the readouts from the engines. At ninetyfive percent of power they could be engaged. We were at sixtyfive percent.


  Everyone I knew was dead. My sire and dam, dead. Inidar was dead. Wormer, dead. I looked down and saw her, my home, a bright glint still falling away. How long to fall three hundred miles? How long till it hit the lava fields, crumpled, and was burned out of existence?


  The alien ship hovered close. It seemed curious. Interested. Like a scientist studying some new microbe under a lens.


  Then a small craft, a boxier, winged version of the main ship, dropped from its belly. It hovered then flew close, probing toward us, feeling for the force field. It stopped. Engine readout at eighty percent.


  The small craft nosed forward, very slowly. It pressed against the force field, pushed at it. The field held. Engines at eighty-four percent. I could see a single shape, a form through a transparent window at the front of the little ship. He was no more than twenty yards away. I could see him, he could see me. It had become intimate now, personal.


  The small craft began to glow, as if it were heated from the inside. It glowed brighter and brighter till the light hurt my eyes.


  "It's going to get through," I said.


  We had nothing. No weapons. I understood weapons in the abstract, what gamer doesn't? Besides, we knew that Generational ships were always tightly armed. But we ourselves had none. Never had.


  The nose of the ship pushed through the force field. It was slow going. It was absorbing and deflecting the force field and it was slow going, but it was faster than the rising blue bar and numbers of the engine readout. It would be in before we could escape. Once a hole was opened, the cloud of flechettes.


  Nothing. No weapon. Hand tools. The scrapers and scorers I'd been using for . . .


  Scoring. Score and break!


  It was absurd. A losing move. The kind of stupid move that would leave other gamers gasping with laughter.


  The only move I had.


  I undocked. I flew to a naked spar point. It was sharp, undulled by the usual safety knob. How much weight could I carry? I should know how much a section of spar end would weigh, I should know, but I didn't, and no time now.


  I guessed. Six feet. I could carry that much. I hovered by the spar end and fumbled, nearly dropped my scoring knife. I began to cut a ring around the foot-thick crystal. Cut. Cut. Don't worry about retaining the splinters now.


  The score came full around. I flitted back and launched straight into the spar. It broke clean. Clean enough. Not a professional cut, but it would do.


  I wrapped my arms around it and took the weight. Not so much weight, I could lift it. But it was awkward, hard to turn around.


  I tucked it under my arm on one side, got a slight supporting purchase with one talon, and beat wing.


  I flew straight for the small craft. Faster, fast as I could fly, reckless, no time to worry about it now, no time to wonder how I would survive impact.


  As if in slow motion the face in the window turned. It had only two eyes, both forwardlooking. Blue. Almost pretty. The blue eyes watched me, and then widened. What alien emotion? Fear? Derision? Amazement?


  The light was blinding, barely could keep my eyes open, nothing but those blue eyes staring.


  I struck. The point of the spar sliced into sheet metal, penetrated a foot, then stopped. I yanked it back. It came free.


  I dropped, took the full weight, and this time stabbed upward directly beneath the alien crewman. Again the spear point stopped hard.


  But now the glow was dying away. The electric buzz of energy fields was weakening.


  Height, you fool, use gravity, a voice in my head shrieked. Of course!


  I beat wing to gain altitude. Up, up, the blue eyes followed me, still, it seemed to me, more curious than malevolent.


  Up twenty feet. Now! I plunged. My wings hammered the air and I dropped, spear point down.


  The spear struck the alien craft just above the cockpit. The crystal penetrated. There was no explosion. Nothing dramatic. But as I released the spar and let momentum carry me down past the window, I saw that the alien was staring with no expression at all.


  The spar point had penetrated the cockpit, and penetrated his large head.


  At that moment, with the alien ship half in and half out of the MCQ3's force field, our engines at last kicked in.


  For a giddy, terrifying moment the entire universe collapsed around me. And a moment later I was floating without sensation of speed through the blank white nothingness of Zero-space.


  The alien small craft was with us still. The alien I had destroyed still stared with beautiful blue eyes.


  Chapter 9


  



  We emerged almost immediately from Zero-space. Only one of the vessel's Wise Ones had been aboard at the time of the attack. He appeared via uninet. I had met him very briefly. His current chosen name was Farsight. It was a name appropriate to his role. A Wise One's name.


  "It is clear that Ket is under attack from an alien species of unknown origin. We are calculating a return trajectory and hope to place this vessel at the disposal of some other home crystal. Perhaps we can be of some assistance, though without weapons . . ."


  Farsight's quills drooped and he lowered his eyes. He was very old. I hoped he was very wise. I wanted to believe he was. But he seemed unaware of the fact that we had an alien craft in tow.


  Nonessential crew did not memm a Wise One. It wasn't done. Especially not in the midst of a crisis. But I was too jangled to be very concerned with social niceties.


  I keyed up a waiting memm. He could ignore it if he chose.


  I was gratified (and encouraged) to see that Farsight responded by immediately opening a channel. His head jerked up and he seemed to be staring right at me.


  "It's still with us?"


  "Yes, Wise One," I replied. "It's trapped within our force field. Or half in and half out."


  It was not encouraging to realize that the people in charge had no real idea what had happened down here by engine three. Had no idea that the force field had been compromised. The MCQ3 had been caught more unprepared than I'd imagined.


  I memmed a very brief description of what had happened.


  The reaction was immediate. There was a flurry of wings and half a dozen people zoomed past me, vectoring toward the alien ship. Lackofa was one of them.


  He paused and yelled, "Well, come on, hero. You killed him."


  It was a typical backhanded slap/stroke from Lackofa. But it stung more than it soothed. I had killed. It was the second of the Five Laws: Take no sentient life. Second in importance only to: Lift for all.


  I glanced back at Aguella. She was alive. But in no condition to join me. A long period of dockage, that's what she needed. She'd be fine. She'd be fine.


  Had to be fine. Her survival had become vital to me. She had to live. No one else had.


  I undocked and flew to catch up with Lackofa. Jicklet was with him. Seven of us flitted before the nose of the craft, nervous, jumpy, unsure of how to proceed.


  "It's a container," someone said. "Everything that matters will be within. We need to get inside."


  Of course the word "inside" filled us each with dread, though we had surely just survived worse than mere enclosure.


  "The sheet metal's pretty thin," Jicklet said. "If it wasn't then the spar tip wouldn't have penetrated. But see? There are wires and other sorts of primitive conduit running through the skin. I can peel the metal easily enough. The wiring will take a bit longer if we're to save what's here. And if you want me to open the hatch, well, I'd first have to trace each wire."


  She waited for an answer. For orders. It occurred to me that no one had any clear sense of who, if anyone, was in charge.


  Finally Lackofa said, "Preserve the function of the alien ship. But hurry. Get us an opening."


  Jicklet went to work, and two of the others zipped in to help her. They were experienced techs, Lackofa and I and the remaining members of our strange rescue party were not.


  Lackofa looked more worried than I've ever seen him. Me, I didn't need any help feeling grim. The memory of my home falling away trailing a mist of Ketran blood behind it was still fresh. Would always be.


  I could see the alien too well now. His lidless eyes were darkening. As if some deeper blue pigment were seeping into the iris. His head was bulbous, large by our standards. He had no wings. He had a beak for a mouth, a sharp, downturned thing that gave him a sad, disappointed expression. A number of long, thin, multiple-jointed arms hung limp. His skin was a green so dark it might almost have been black. The long crystal spear entered his head from directly above.


  "Capasin," Lackofa said in answer to my unspoken query. "I guess our mission of peace is canceled."


  "What do we do now?" I asked.


  "You tell me, gamer."


  Jicklet wiped her face. A nicked conduit had sprayed her with some pressurized fluid. She had closed it up. "That's as much as we can do. There are main structural supports back of this. If we cut those we'll never get her closed up again."


  There was a squarish hole, lined with sharp curls of steel and jumbled wiring. A hole big enough for one of us to enter through - once the spar had been removed.


  "Let's pull the spar out," Lackofa said quietly.


  It was gruesome work. When we lifted the spear stuck and the alien corpse began to rise through the hole. Lackofa and one of the techs put their pods against the alien's soft, yielding skull, and we pulled all at once. There was a sucking sound and the spear came away. The body fell in a heap on the deck of his ship.


  Two of the techs flew the spar away for disposal. No one was going to suggest reattaching it. Not a killing weapon. No one looked at me. No one said anything, but no one looked at me, either.


  "We need to see whether we can fly this thing," Lackofa said. He licked his lips. He wasn't volunteering. Neither was Jicklet.


  It wasn't hard to understand: An enclosed space was bad enough. An enclosed space occupied by a corpse was still worse. Dead bodies were not meant to be kept around. They fell away from their docks to burn up on the surface below. Anything else was hideous and perverted.


  And yet I had a relationship with this dead alien. He was mine in some indefinable way.


  "I'll do it," I whispered.


  "You don't have to," Lackofa said kindly. But his eyes said different: If not you, gamer, then who?


  "You'll have to help hand me in and out," I said. I looked pleadingly at Lackofa and Jicklet. "You'll get me out?"


  Jicklet put her hand on my arm. "If I have to slice the ship up like a fresh bat, we'll get you out."


  I took a couple of deep breaths. No time to waste. Farsight would be anxiously waiting our report. He wanted - we all wanted - to get back to Ket.


  "Look for weaponry," Lackofa said.


  I nodded. I'd look for weaponry. If I could fight down my urge to panic and lacerate my wings in an enclosure rage.


  I landed on the ship. I folded my wings tightly. Do it in one quick drop, Toomin. All at once.


  I stepped off, fell through the hole, and landed with one pod on blood-slicked floor and the other on a pair of the alien's arms.


  I fell over, prostrate on the deck, my face inches from the Capasin's now-opaque eyes. The scream was in my throat before I could think.


  I screamed, panic, all around me, closed in! No sky! No sky!


  "Close your eyes!" Lackofa yelled. "Toomin, shut your eyes. Don't look!"


  His own fear-edged voice scared me more. But I closed my eyes. Squeezed them shut. And my wings stayed tight


  I breathed hard, then softer, forcing myself to be calm, calm.


  Slowly open one eye, Toomin. No, look away from the Capasin. Up. Look up at the hole, look up at the open hole and beyond at the star field. A night sky. Not my night sky, but a sky just the same.


  Sky. Okay, I can do this. I can.


  I opened my other eyes. I climbed erect, shaky, but not panicky. But it took real effort to tear my longing gaze away from the safe square above me, to look away from the sky and the faces of my companions.


  The cockpit of the ship was small by any standard. And it was made smaller still by the instrumentation that seemed at first to be a randomly assembled pile of black boxes with glowing green lights.


  It reminded me of nothing so much as our own emergency backup systems. Primitive systems made of metals, using electrons rather than photons to carry data. And all designed to be manipulated by touch rather than memm.


  It was crude. How could it be so crude? The larger version of this ship had murdered my home crystal in less than five minutes. How could this ship be so laughably backward? It was an insult, an outrage.


  "You need to hurry, Toomin."


  "Yes."


  "Are you okay?"


  "Yes. Yes. I just . . . it's not right. I mean, they're . . . Why would they . . ."


  "Toomin, this isn't the time."


  "They killed everyone!"


  "I know, Toomin. But we don't have time right now. Don't think about that. Focus. It's . . . it's a game, Toomin. It's a game and you're Ellimist. Analyze. Don't feel, it's just a game."


  Yes. That's what it was. A sim, not real. There had been no dagger-sharp ship. No pale red beam. No tornado of flechettes. A game. A problem.


  I shook myself, loosened my painfully tight-gripped wings. There were controls. Physical fly by wire controls. Some would run the ship. Some would be for simple maintenance and environmental functions. Then there would be the weapons.


  What could that symbol mean? Was it ship's altitude? Probably. At least to my own Ketran sensibilities. Yaw. Roll. Altitude. Air speed? And beside those . . . yes, yes, those had to be flight controls. Thrust. Reverse thrust. Microthrusters.


  Okay, then those long things, those jointed sticks, those were the weapons controls. It would require skill to fly and fight the ship simultaneously. Could I at least fly it?


  Not well. But yes. Maybe. Maybe as well as a flightless alien, anyway. What did a surface creature understand of flight after all?


  "Ellimist?" Lackofa prodded gently but insistently.


  I took a deep breath. My next words would seal my fate, perhaps all our fates. "You can report to Farsight I can bring this ship within our field. And fly her when we get home."


  "It has weapons?"


  "Yes. I don't know what they do. But yes."


  "They kill, that's what they do," Lackofa said grimly. "And it may be that's what we need."


  Chapter 10


  



  I was not in touch. No memms. And no time for instructions beyond those passed on from Lackofa. He shuttled to dock, quickly explained what we'd learned to Farsight, then raced back to instruct me.


  "We're jumping back through Z-space. We think from this short distance we can hit reentry pretty accurately. The Wise One's orders are that you and I take control of this alien vessel and carry out any defensive actions possible."


  "You and I? You mean . . . you understand we'd have to be sealed in."


  "Yes," Lackofa said flatly. "Yes. Jicklet will seal us in."


  I felt sick at the thought. But not as sick as Lackofa. He was oozing mones. Fear. The smell of it triggered my own panic reflex and I had to struggle to maintain my shaky control.


  The Illamans travel for years at a time locked in their rectangular spacecraft. But Illamans are surface dwellers, used to taking shelter in constructions. For a Ketran the very idea of being enclosed is horrible.


  Jicklet grabbed Lackofa's arm. "Can you do this? I'll take your place. You're a biologist, I'm a tech. It's not a job for a biologist."


  Lackofa looked for one drawn-out moment like he might grab at the safety hammock she was offering. But he shook his head no, unable to speak, but signaling no, he would do this himself. He would endure what no Ketran could endure.


  "Like you told me, Lackofa, close your eyes," I said to him. "Close your eyes. I'll help you down."


  He had nothing to say, no wisecrack or wry observation. He was beyond that. And now I found that helping him with his fear helped me with my own.


  I lowered him down gently to stand beside me. He was as stiff as a length of conduit


  I kept talking to him, reassuring him as Jicklet and her fellows worked to seal us in. No sky. No sky at all. Just keep talking to Lackofa, I told myself, just keep talking, don't want him to panic, no panic, no panic.


  I realized my own eyes were squeezed shut. I opened them a slit and looked out through the window. What kind of sub-Ketran beast could tolerate this? Peering at the sky through a false transparency? Locked inside a steel box? The Capasins must be animals. No sentient could live like this.


  Not fair, not accurate, of course; both the Illamans and the Generationals endured captivity and were sentient. But I wasn't in the mood to be reasonable. I wasn't in the mood to do anything but scream.


  "Are you okay?" Lackofa asked me. He had pried open one eye.


  "No, are you?"


  "No."


  "Come on. I'll show you what I've figured out."


  "Do we have a name for this death crate?"


  "Crate. That's good enough," I muttered. I considered which control stick would be easiest for Lackofa to manage. "Here. Put one hand here. This controls thrust. Forward is more, back is less, twist left I think means reverse thrust."


  He nodded. His quills were slowly draining their pink and the stench of terror mones was fading. He was scared but no longer near panic.


  Through the window I saw the sky turn white. We had reentered Zero-space. In a few short minutes . . .


  Lackofa looked away from the controls and down to the dead alien. "I was right. Probably Capasin," he said. Then he actually touched the head, turned it to one side, peered at it thoughtfully, and drew out a small instrument pouch. He was a biologist - an exobiologist, for that matter. I guess touching dead aliens was easy for him. Probably even comforting.


  All at once the white sky was black again, black and star-filled. I could not see Ket. Had the navigator failed? Did we even have a navigator aboard? I was ready to ask Lackofa, when we rotated and all at once my home world rose into view, huge, close. The familiar red rivers and gray-green morasses, the brown-scarred deserts and puffy, pale green clouds, all lovely beyond enduring. It was a stab to the heart.


  My world had been assaulted. I let the rage flow freely. It drove out the fear, a little at least.


  The MCQ3 swooped down and down, into the edge of atmosphere. The force field glowed red as we slowed to atmospheric speeds. We were returning to our old station, looking for the home we all knew was gone.


  Nothing. The sky was empty. The sky that should have been filled with the Equatorial High Crystal and all the tens of thousands of beating wings and happy faces and . . . all of it gone, leaving a soul-hollowing emptiness in the sky.


  The ship turned away, reluctantly it seemed to me, though of course a crystal, even the EmCee, has no life, no emotion.


  We raced along at supersonic speeds toward an intercept with our sister, Equatorial High Crystal Two. We slowed in anticipation and found nothing but empty sky.


  Another vector, another slow realization that where a thriving crystal should be was nothing but empty sky.


  Around the planet. Station after station. Orbit after orbit. Race, then slow. Search an empty sky. Accept the unacceptable with mounting horror.


  Twelve crystals gone. How many lives lost? Was anyone alive? Was anyone left alive anywhere?


  We hit a cloud bank, a three-day bank where our recent dance partner, Polar Orbit High Crystal, should be. Maybe the cloud bank had hidden them, saved them.


  We eased our way forward. I knew every eye was straining, searching. Surely if they knew of the alien attack the Polars would kill momentum and stay within the cloud.


  We emerged into an oasis of sky. One of those wonderful clear holes that the bigger cloud banks sometimes develop. Polar Orbit High was there. It was moving as fast as it could, every wing beating, racing to cross the oasis and find shelter in the far towering cliff of clouds. But the airfoil was more a concept than a reality, and the Polars moved no faster than any crystal could.


  The Capasin ship was two hundred yards above. Watching. Waiting.


  "Why don't they attack?" I demanded. "Why do they wait?"


  "Some creatures enjoy the hunt," Lackofa said with professional dispassion. "Some take pleasure from the kill."


  Just do your slaughter, I raged impotently. Was it funny to them? Were the filthy aliens laughing as they watched the frail-winged creatures trying to move their home away at a fuzzball's pace?


  Suddenly the Crate's sensors came alive. Farsight had lowered the force field and the Crate's sensors, liberated, were picking up data from the surrounding environment.


  It was our signal. Our signal to . . . to do what, exactly?


  I swallowed stale air and said, "Lackofa. Thrust."


  "What?"


  "Thrust. Fifty percent."


  The result nearly crumpled us both. The Crate kicked forward. The dead alien rolled onto his belly. We blew away from the EmCee and shot toward Polar Orbit High Crystal.


  My turn. I worked the controls with my two hands and very quickly discovered that my guesses about their function had been wrong. We arced downward at an airspeed just below supersonic.


  "Pull up!"


  "I know!" I yelled.


  I twisted the stick and with a death shudder the Crate bottomed out, took the gees, and blew skyward again. I trimmed and we were aimed for the Capasin ship, still going way too fast.


  No. I was thinking like a Ketran, not a Capasin. Engines not wings. A box, not a body. More speed, not less.


  "Increase to seventy-percent thrust."


  "Are you crazy?"


  "DO IT!"


  Faster! Up and up and was I right about the weapons controls? Was I going to annihilate my own ship or, worse yet, hit the poor, fleeing Polars?


  I squeezed a finger around a protruding ring.


  The beam drew a perfect line through the air and hit the Capasin ship. There was a small explosion on the steel surface twenty feet back from the dagger's point.


  I twisted and bellied the Crate out to zoom along the spine of the Capasin ship.


  A shameful part of my mind thought, Now, this is a game!


  Chapter 11


  



  It was a game. Like nothing I'd ever played. But it helped to think of it as a game. Don't think of it as lives, actual lives. It's only a game. When it's all over Inidar and I will laugh and . . .


  Only Inidar was dead, wasn't he? And everyone . . . everyone.


  I took my momentum and held it through a turn, making unchecked leeway that carried me a mile before I could engage thrust again. The leeway was a surprise. Not like winged flight.


  I zoomed back, but the Capasin ship wasn't going to give me another free move. It was turning to meet us. Its much more powerful beam would soon be trained on us.


  And yet, in this game perhaps the edge went to the smaller target? No way to know. I was guessing. Intuiting. Large, slow ship with powerful beam versus small, more maneuverable ship with a stinger. Who wins that game?


  I fired. Missed!


  "Take your time, aim carefully," I said.


  "Do what?" Lackofa cried, hands clutching, blue-knuckled at the controls.


  "Reverse thrust! Now!"


  The alien body slammed into the back of my pods. But I kept my eyes on the window and saw the pale beam lance harmlessly by. I had made them miss!


  Okay, then. That was the game. If my edge was maneuverability, I'd better maneuver.


  The Capasins were surface dwellers, had to be. They flew their ships like surface dwellers, more in two dimensions than three.


  "Up thrust. Twist it right and . . . yeah, like that!"


  The Crate moved straight up, breaking free of the Capasin ship's plane. I tilted the nose of the Crate down and fired. A hit!


  An engine. I'd hit an engine. Sizzling sparks and burning gases blowtorched from the hole. The engine pod blew apart. The Capasin ship spun, wild, out of control.


  "They're disabled!" Lackofa cried triumphantly


  I fired again. Not thinking. Not intellectualizing the decision, just knowing. I fired and the beam missed.


  "What are you doing? She's disabled," Lackofa said.


  Careful aim this time. I fired and held the ring down. The Capasin ship blew apart, a thousand small fragments.


  "Now she's disabled," I whispered.


  I glanced and saw Lackofa's horrified stare. I couldn't share it. It wasn't coldness on my part, I just knew the game and he didn't. The Capasins could have fired again and killed us. They could have fired flechettes at the crystal.


  "The only win is a kill," I said. "That's the game. It's their game. They didn't disable the home crystal, they annihilated it. Their game, their rules."


  Lackofa made no answer. We returned to the MCQ3 and parked the Crate within a flutter of the main perch. We had to confer with Farsight. I suggested Lackofa go.


  "No. No, Ellimist, you. If I get out of this box I'll never get back in. I can rest here, keep my eyes closed. Or maybe look at this alien. You go. Besides, you're the gamer."


  I didn't argue. He was right. He could be of some use examining the Capasin. I found the hatch and the release. Sky! I moved with deliberate slowness to exit the death trap. If I allowed myself to feel panic then like Lackofa, I'd never come back.


  Once outside I saw that the Polars had killed momentum and were nearly stopped. They were maintaining station and half a dozen of their people were racing toward the EmCee. I beat wing and reached the main perch minutes ahead of them. Farsight would want my report first before having to cope with the no-doubt-panicked Polars.


  The Wise One was resting in a hammock. He looked a bit orange. Sick or just old? Either way it was disturbing to see our only leader being supported in a hammock with never a stir from his tired wings. He was surrounded by advisers, maybe a dozen, all looking scared or confused or sly.


  An officious female Pink I'd never met cut me off. "Go away. Farsight is busy."


  "I am Azure Level, Seven Spar, Extension -"


  "There is no Azure Level. Not anymore," she snapped. "Go away. Don't you know what's going on?"


  "I'm the one who just blew up the Capasin ship," I said, not in any mood to have some midlevel pull rank on me.


  Her eyes narrowed. Her expression went from stony dismissal to clever anticipation, "You're Toomin?"


  Lackofa must have given them my chosen name. She grabbed me and nearly shoved me through the press of hovering advisers. All at once I was eyes-to-eyes with Farsight. I tried not to look at the hammock netting.


  The Pink, whose name was Tatchilla, introduced me in quick, almost brutal, terms. And she stayed close. I had the feeling I had just become her protégé. Even her property. Deep worms, were there really people who could think of ambition at a time like this?


  Farsight fixed his gloomy eyes on me. "What do you know?"


  An admirably appropriate question. "Lackofa believes they are Capasin. We can fly the Crate - the small ship of theirs - and we can fight her. But if we encounter more of their ships the odds do not favor Lackofa and me."


  "More ships?" Tatchilla shrilled. "What do you mean more ships? Why should there be more ships?"


  I was unsure. I was operating on instinct. I knew there were more ships, I knew it. But could I convince them?


  "They play . . . I mean that they fight slowly. They take their time. They enjoy the process." I was on the verge of explaining that they were very much like a species called Endrids from the game. The Endrids, too, derived pleasure from the act of killing prey. But bringing the game into this would not help my credibility.


  "The number of home crystals that are missing, presumed destroyed, the leisurely, way the Capasins play . . . I assumed there are several more ships," I said, sounding unconvincing even to myself.


  This was not good news. Tatchilla denounced the idea. She was no longer standing beside me claiming me as her own. "The issue is not this juvie gamer's fantasies, the issue is where we should take the EmCee. We need to find a new home crystal and claim protected status."


  Just then the Polars arrived in a rush of wings and breathless questions.


  "What is happening? That alien ship chased us as though preparing to attack!"


  Farsight held up one feeble hand to cut them off. "Who speaks for you?"


  "I am called Jardbrass," one of them said. "I will speak. This ship is within our rightful station. This is no Dance By. You are welcome here, but you will submit to our democratic authority."


  "What?" someone guffawed. "We just saved your lives and you want to assert the primacy of your experimental system?"


  "Saved our lives? We have no proof that the alien ship was -"


  "You were running away," Tatchilla snapped. "Don't be a skimmer. You weren't flogging the wind for that cloud bank because you thought the aliens had come to trade metals."


  Farsight said, "We have so far counted twelve home crystals known to be destroyed or at least missing, far from their presumed stations."


  That made Jardbrass gulp. But he was not prepared to go beyond his particular concern. "Just the same, this ship and the attached alien box are within our jurisdiction. You will submit to our elected council, or you may move off."


  It was unbelievable. Tatchilla came back with some obscure legal point. One of the Polars cited a long-ago precedent. And in a flash the entire perch echoed with the sound of wrangling.


  People are what they are. They have their limits, I guess. I was trying to be philosophical, but it was getting hard. I was acutely aware of the fact that Lackofa was boxed up in the Crate, sweating and deep-breathing. And that Aguella was docked, wounded, no doubt feeling abandoned.


  Deep worms, shut up, I said silently. Only when I saw the shocked stares and heard the sudden silence did I realize I'd said it out loud.


  Chapter 12


  



  Too late to take it back. And anyway, I didn't want to take it back. Squabbling wasn't going to win the game.


  "There are more Capasin ships," I said. "They're here to exterminate us. They'll be back. You need to conceal your home crystal in the clouds for as long as you can. And start building weapons."


  "Who . . . what are you?" Jardbrass demanded.


  I started to answer, but a new voice interrupted. "He's the only one who is playing the game." It was Menno. How had I missed those oversized wings?


  "This is not a game," Jardbrass said in a freezing voice intended to silence the uppity youngsters.


  "Yes, it is," Menno insisted, completely unintimidated. "It is a game, and the Capasins think it's a game, and if we don't play - we lose. It's why they've come. They've come to play. They've come at our invitation."


  Jardbrass started to speak. But no words came. He collapsed all at once. The hard set of his face, his determined expression, all dissolved. "Twelve crystals?" he whispered pitifully. "It cannot be."


  "What does he mean 'at our invitation'?" Farsight asked Menno directly.


  Menno didn't answer. He smiled at me, a haunted shadow of the cocky gamer I'd met at the Dance By.


  I knew what he meant. I knew what they had done. "They've found a way to wave broadcast," I said. "But it must have been fairly recently. How could wave broadcasts have traveled so far off-world and reached the Capasins?"


  "We linked to a Zero-space transponder," Menno said proudly. "We're a century ahead of you Equatorials, you know. We can punch a signal through the background radiation. And we can bounce it through Z-space. In ten years we'd have had a full airfoil crystal and been the hub of a global uninet. And soon thereafter we could have linked directly to the Generationals and the Illamans on their home worlds. It would have been a revolution!"


  "What signals did you bounce through Z-space, Polar?" I asked.


  "Can't you guess, my Equatorial friend? Simple mathematical formulas at first, for the earliest tests. But we had to see whether the system could handle heavy data traffic."


  "Mother Sky, you broadcast games! You bounced games through Z-space."


  "Yes. Brilliant, wasn't it?" Menno sneered. "Except for the slight, small fact, that some species don't know the difference between games and reality. These aliens are here to exterminate us because they've seen our games and believe them to be real. They think we make toys of other species: That we interfere with their development with utter indifference to the results. They aren't here to do evil. They're here to annihilate what they believe to be a race of murderers."


  This horrifying news was still ringing in the stunned silence when someone cried, "Look!"


  Every head turned.


  Two Capasin ships emerged from the clouds. I didn't wait for orders; I beat wing to the Crate.


  I slid down through the hatch and barreled into Lackofa. "They're -" I panted.


  "I saw them!"


  "Fifty percent thrust!"


  I grabbed the controls as we shot away from the Emcee. Which target? Left or right? Left was closest to the Polar Orbit High. Stop them first, then -


  A beam of light sliced the nub of a wing from the Polar. A chunk of new crystal fell, dragging thirty or more Ketrans down with it. Who had fired? Behind us! On top of us!


  I spun the Crate, let momentum carry us skimming beneath the belly of the ship, and fired right up into it.


  At the same moment the other two Capasin ships blazed with flechettes. The tiny shrapnel caught the Polars from two sides. Maybe someone lived through that. But not enough to provide even a semblance of lift


  It was my home all over again. Only this time no desperate wings fought gravity. This time the docked males and females, juvies and oldsters, were all nothing more than ballast. Dead weight.


  Polar Orbit High Crystal fell like an unstrung corpse. Simply fell from the sky.


  The Capasin ship above us veered off, having now seen the peril that we represented. Too late to matter. Polar Orbit High was gone. And it was three Capasin ships against the EmCee's force field and the Crate's pitiful weapons.


  No winning move. Nothing left but to fly away. Retreat. A valid strategy; I had seen many a species retreat from an attack, regroup, renumber, resurge.


  Fly away.


  "Reverse thrust," I said.


  Lackofa didn't respond.


  "Its the only move, Lackofa. The Crate. We have to save it. It's the only weapon we have. Our only chance."


  "They'll kill everyone. Everyone, won't they? Every crystal, one by one."


  "Not us," I said harshly. "Not if we run. Lackofa, we're it. We're all we have now. All of the Ketran race. Now reverse thrust. Do it."


  The Capasin ships didn't bother to pursue us as the EmCee and we two in the Crate blew toward space. High above our lost, doomed planet we rendezvoused with the EmCee and were accepted back inside the force field.


  It was the end of Ket. And, although there were still seventy-two Ketrans alive at that moment, it was also the end of my race.


  Second Life


  Chapter 13


  



  "Commander, the system appears to have six true planets and nine moons. Two of the moons - both orbiting the second planet - may be habitable. None of the planets."


  I nodded. "We'll go take a look. Fields at full power, passive sensors to maximum range, active sensors off, fighters to alert status two."


  My words became actions. The ship's defensive force field shimmered, distorting my view of the system's sun and the stars beyond. A probe extruded through the field to gather every bit of electronic data available. Our active sensors, what we called the "pingers," were shut down: They could alert possible enemies to our presence. And far down in the waist of the ship three wing-tied pilots slid into the snug cockpits of heavily armed fighters, and keyed up engine and weapons power. Nine more pilots remained at ready station, prepared to go hostile in less than three minutes.


  It was the seventy-ninth time we had entered a system and carried out our search for a home. The days and years of excitement were longsince past. It was a routine now. It was what we did. Hope and disappointment and all the rest of the emotional baggage had slowly drained away, failure after bitter failure.


  We had learned to expect nothing. We'd learned to discount every encouraging datum and to believe every ill omen. Seventy-nine systems in sixty-three years. And that was only the systems worth investigation. How many other systems had we visited solely for the purpose of mining mineral-rich asteroids, or to accumulate hydrogen?


  It was what we did. It was who we were now. The Ket: less than a hundred wanderers in search of a new home.


  We had encountered several sentient species. Some space-faring, most not. Some pitied us. Some attacked us. But we'd learned to defend ourselves in these last sixty-three years. We began with the Capasin Crate, copying its weapons. Then came improvements, innovations.


  The MCQ3 had mutated over the years to become the Searcher, and the Searcher was a very different ship. A close examination would still reveal the original crystal formation at the heart of her, but most of what had been added was dull titanium and mineral-polymer composites. The original Z-space engines had long since been replaced, and new, fast sub-Z engines had been added as well.


  Two stubby wings gave us an airfoil for penetrating atmosphere. And the weapons arrays beneath each wing, and the even dozen stubby black fighters, earned us the respect of potential foes.


  "Fields up, Commander," Menno reported.


  "We'll try the blue one first," I said. I saw Aguella smile. I had been the commander since Farsight died, some fifty years ago. But I still resisted referring to every planet or moon by its proper sequential designation.


  Aguella was docked, eyes closed to focus on the sensor readout. Her wings beat slowly, regularly. Pointlessly, too, since no one in more than six decades had beat wing for lift.


  And yet, we were still Ketran. We still wanted to fly.


  "The blue one it is, Commander," Menno confirmed.


  Menno was my second-in-command, the sub-commander. It was a compromise. We had come very close to civil war at one point. Menno and the fugitive Polars and some of the dazed, confused refugees we'd saved from a shattered Tropical Midrange Low had banded together to demand a democratic form of government aboard the Searcher. Of course it was more about resisting Equatorial dominance than anything else.


  Democracy was not possible on a ship in hostile space. But compromise was. The compromise was Menno. He held second dock. And he did his job very well, though he and I would never be friends.


  It had become very personal. For Menno it was just another game he had to win at all costs. I didn't deceive myself: he was playing that game still. And if he ever took my place he would have no votes: He would command.


  We slipped into high orbit above the blue moon.


  "It's water," Aguella said. Her tone showed only the slightest trace of disappointment. We had learned that planets with a large amount of water never provided the updrafts, or the atmospheric pressures we needed to sustain our crystal-based civilization.


  Just that quickly the blue moon became useless to us. It was not a great surprise. I suppressed a disappointed sigh. The people looked to me. I had to set an example. My youth was long since gone and I carried too many responsibilities to be self-indulgent.


  "Navigator, lay an intercept course for the white one," I ordered.


  "Wait!"


  It was Aguella. I glanced at her and saw intense focus on her face. I keyed up the sensor displays; Menno did the same. But whatever she had seen, neither of us spotted it.


  I memmed her. "What is it?"


  She broke out two displays and highlighted them for the benefit of Menno and me. When this still failed to move me, she said impatiently, "There's something moving� floating. In the water, through the water. Beneath the surface. See the light? There, on the dark side. A light pattern, highly refracted, of course."


  "What's the other display?" Menno asked.


  "Water current. See? The . . . the thing, whatever it is, is moving against the current. And it's putting off light."


  "A large fish with chemically produced light?" I suggested. "We've seen that before."


  "Probably," Aguella agreed. "But maybe not. I can't say anything for sure but I had the impression, nothing more than an impression, that I was seeing a complex structure."


  "Crystalline?" Menno asked, disapproving.


  "I don't know," Aguella snapped. "Not without using active sensors."


  "Too dangerous. Too much risk for what possible reward?" Menno argued. "Are you suggesting we should light up this ship on the off chance that someone, somewhere down there is living some watery mockery of our own long-dead lives? We don't breathe water, Aguella. We don't fly in water. This is all just pointless obsession with the past."


  The last remark was guaranteed to outrage Aguella. And it was intended to provoke me. I quickly memmed Aguella to stay silent.


  In my mildest voice I said, "This ship's mission remains clearly defined, Menno."


  "Yes, to wander the galaxy in search of what we now know to be the rarest of all environments," he shot back. "We've adapted in a dozen ways, but never in this. We have enclosed fighters, and we've learned to live with that. We've long since dropped even the pretense of flying for lift. But we refuse to accept the obvious: There will never be another Ket. No more home crystals. Dozens of planets and what do we find, again and again? Surface dwellers. Surface dwellers. Nothing but surface dwellers."


  "We are of the skies!" Aguella erupted. "We do not crawl. We do not walk. We are born to a life in the skies!"


  "We're dying for that myth. No one has juvies anymore. We're dying out as a race, all for some vision of a world that no longer exists."


  That last was a shard meant for Aguella and me. We were a declared couple, but we'd never sired. It had become an unwritten rule of our strange, cutoff, castaway civilization that we would bring no new lives into being till we had a home.


  "That's enough," I said, calling a halt to the dissension before it spread to the other crew. "This ship has a mission. Menno, we'll take a look at this subaqueous phenomenon of Aguella's. No, not with active sensors. We'll take Jicklet's new Explorer. It's time we tested her."


  "I'll take the search team of course," Menno said with just the faint hint of a smirk. He knew I didn't trust him in command of the Searcher. He was letting me know that he knew how I felt.


  "Actually, I'll command the search team. It's been some time since I made planetfall. Menno, you'll assume temporary command here. Aguella, you're with me. Memm to Lackofa and Jicklet to join us. And memm Third Officer Deeved to take sensor station here."


  Menno nodded. I had called his bluff. I'd demonstrated that I was sufficiently confident to leave him in charge. At least as long as I brought Deeved to the perch as well. Deeved was third officer, a Tropical. He was no ally of mine, but he despised Menno. Menno wouldn't get away with anything while Deeved was around.


  I hated the atmosphere of suspicion and mistrust, but I'd adapted. It was why command was now centered in this perch where we could all see each other in real space: Any of our functions could have been carried out from dock, through the ship's uninet. But in a world where betrayal was a real possibility it was reassuring to be able to stay globes to globes. I needed to see Menno. And I enjoyed seeing Aguella.


  I flew down-ship with Aguella close beside m Lackofa met us halfway to the Explorer.


  "You're leaving Menno in charge, Ellimist? Are you crazy? He'll turn this ship around and head back to his little Utopia."


  Lackofa steadfastly refused to either treat me with the deference due to an official Wise One, or the obedience due a commander, or for that matter the basic respect due to any fellow Ketran. I valued him all the more.


  He had grown cranky over the years. Crankier even than when he'd been a lowly third biologist. He was the ship's chief scientist.


  "I have Deeved watching him. And anyway, the crew is loyal."


  Lackofa said, "Don't count too much on loyalty, Ellimist. It's a weak force."


  He was not being merely facetious. He was serious. Did he know something?


  I wanted to press him for information, but Lackofa was trusted by every faction. He was trusted precisely because it was known that he would never violate a confidence or become an informer.


  And yet he was sending me a clear signal. Most likely he was exaggerating. Most likely.


  Chapter 14


  



  Too late to turn back now without showing unacceptable weakness. No choice but to go forward and count on a divided, faction-riven crew and what Lackofa called the weak force of loyalty.


  The Explorer was a new ship whose design reflected lessons learned in previous encounters with alien craft. Jicklet and her people had been at work on her for five years. The basic materials had been drawn from asteroids and from occasional planetfalls. Jicklet had something of an empire now: a large yet cramped complex of shops, foundries, fuelers, hangers, and repair cradles. Ugly crystal and metal structures formed a clunky, asymmetrical ring around the ship, below the fighter stations and above the engines.


  Jicklet handled the engines, the weapons and the small craft. If there was anyone with more power than the commander, it was Head Tech Jicklet. But in her at least, loyalty was not a weak force.


  I had toured the Explorer in its various stages of construction and presided at a ceremony of launching. I was familiar with the ship, but it had rested, unused, in its cradle for the last year.


  Jicklet was practically vibrating with anticipation.


  "Head Tech, I hate to call on you at such short notice. You know, you're welcome to send one of your subs along if you're otherwise occupied."


  A joke, of course. No power in the galaxy could have kept her from flying the Explorer's first mission.


  "I think I can make the time," Jicklet said dryly. "May I ask the mission?"


  "That watery moon down there. We want to take a look below the surface without using active sensors."


  "The Explorer will handle it," she said confidently.


  It was a pretty craft, a nice melding of Ketran sensibilities and alien pragmatism. A crate, but largely transparent, with flat-crys panels buttressed by force fields. She was not Z-space capable, designed for O and A: Orbit and Atmosphere. There were swooped wings and massive ion propulsion engines at the back. She was fast, versatile, and heavily armed with our own improved version of the Capasin beam weapon, as well as a number of fire-and-forget explosive homers.


  So many weapons. So much killing power.


  I put on an approving smile for Jicklet's benefit, but she'd seen my doubts.


  "We've come a long way through a dangerous galaxy," she said.


  "A long way," I agreed. We had lost our world because the Capasins thought we were aggressors when we were not. What was the moral of that story? That we should be prepared for violence at every turn? Right or wrong, that was the lesson we had learned. We would never be unprepared again.


  And yet, here we were displaying our readiness for mayhem in every curve of our ship. Were we setting ourselves up for another, even more complete annihilation?


  No time for all that. I needed to clear my mind of possible betrayal and possible wrong impressions. Focus on the mission at hand.


  "Let's see what your toy can do, Jicklet."


  We went aboard and docked. We were enclosed but able to see stars in every direction but down. A compromise. Just what Menno had in mind for our race: adaptation. If no planet matched our needs, maybe we should match ourselves to the planet. We had the genetic manipulation techniques to do it in a few generations. We oldsters would live out our lives as pitiful, flightless Ketrans. But our juvies would be born without wings, with sturdier builds, stronger bones, true feet instead of pods, and no docking talons at all.


  Was Menno right?


  No. Not while I was commander.


  The Explorer released its hold on the Searcher and Jicklet lit the engines. The g forces accumulated but the internal force fields supported our weight, even kept the blood from pooling in our extremities.


  We raced for the blue moon and used the thin atmosphere for braking. We had to shed nearly all of our speed before we could safely enter the water. The Explorer skimmed at subsonic speeds, just ten feet above the glass-smooth sea.


  "Any particular target?" Jicklet asked Aguella.


  "Ahead nine miles. That should bring us to an intercept with the phenomenon I observed."


  We crossed the day-night line and Jicklet killed the last of our speed. The ship sliced the water in a shallow angle.


  There was an immediate sensation of claustrophobia. One cannot be raised on a floating airborne crystal, spend decades in a ship surrounded by a billion miles of open space, and then feel entirely calm about being plunged into the enveloping sea.


  The water closed in all around us, dark, soon nearly opaque. Then, Jicklet keyed the lights and I gasped. A school of thousands of brilliant yellow eels, myriad bars of shimmering light, flew past us, around us.


  "Phosphorescence," Lackofa commented. "That may be all you saw, Aguella: a school of eels."


  "But beautiful eels," I remarked.


  The yellow swarm passed us by and now, no longer blinded by them, I saw wonders of light and motion everywhere. A fish nearly the size of the Explorer with gaping mouth and feathery fins, all bright with neon reds and blues; a creature that looked like an airfoil trailing a tangle of purple tentacles; a flight of seven or eight fish, long, dangerous-looking, brightest pink; and below us a forest of very long tentacles, so long they disappeared down out of sight.


  A blur of movement!


  The Explorer rocked, tilted sharply, and with a deep, groaning sound, stopped.


  "Something has us, Commander!" Jicklet yelled.


  She was more concerned than I. It was "her" ship, after all, and she treasured every square inch of it.


  "All external lights up. Active sensors on. Weapons to full ready. Jicklet: We'll give it a jolt of current through the hull if need be."


  "Ready, Commander," Jicklet replied.


  The external lights doubled in brilliance. The water was wonderfully clear but we were still in planetary night and the lights failed to show the full extent of the tendrils or whatever it was that had us wrapped securely. The eels and fish still swam serenely by.


  "Sensor readouts coming in," Aguella said. "Life-form. Carbon-based." She frowned.


  "What?" I asked.


  "The creature that has us appears to be quite large. Unless I'm getting false readings I show a continuous nervous-electrical system extending out to the limits of the sensors. This thing extends beyond the horizon. In every direction!"


  I did a quick mental calculation; the circumference of the moon, distance to horizon . . .


  "It has to be a sensor glitch," I said. "Nothing is that big."


  "We're moving," Lackofa pointed out quite dispassionately.


  I had already felt the motion. We were being drawn lower


  "Okay. Shock the hull," I ordered.


  The lights dimmed as power was diverted into the hull's metallic components. Anything in contact with us would receive a severe jolt.


  "It still has us," Lackofa pointed out unnecessarily.


  "Understood," I said. "Beam to minimum power. Wide pattern." I was still calm. I regretted having to take harsher measures. Most likely this life-form was sub-sentient, simply a creature following its instincts. But the ship came first.


  "Fire."


  The beam fired. The water absorbed most of the energy, particularly at this setting, but the creature would still feel searing, intense heat.


  The water steamed and boiled around us.


  "Cease fire. Report."


  "It still has us," Lackofa said. "A creature this large may not even have pain receptors in an area this small. It may not feel us."


  I nodded. "We'll have to cut our way out. Beam to tight focus. Mid-power. Jicklet, give us a sweep below the hull. We'll slice the tentacles off. As soon as we're free you'd better take us back to atmosphere."


  "Understood. "


  The beam fired, a lance of light inscribing a brilliant circle beneath us.


  The Explorer shuddered as the tentacles fell away. The ship began to rise.


  "Something close!" Aguella yelled.


  "Commander!" Jicklet cried.


  The monster slammed us head on. I was knocked off my dock. My talons were wrenched and bleeding. Aguella and Jicklet were still docked but Lackofa was down, out cold. Huge! A flash of monstrous mouth, wide enough to swallow the ship in a single bite.


  "Beam to maximum. Fire!"


  The vast mouth was lit red. An explosion rocked the fish, its insides, superheated, had blown apart, ripping it open.


  Wham!


  Wham!


  I staggered up. My face was wet with my own blood now.


  Wham!


  Lights. Blinded. Trying to think, trying to form the order.


  "Missiles! Fire!"


  No answer.


  Wham!


  Hammer blows, one after another. The force field maintained hull integrity, but we were bugs inside a bean pod being slammed again and again.


  Lights gone. No sound. Silence. I lay broken and battered. Head swirling.


  Water rushing in. How? The fields should have . . .


  Something touching me. My face. Touching me, wrapping itself around me and . . .


  Chapter 15


  



  I was docked.


  Sky. All around me.


  The crystal!


  I was docked to a crystal. Azure Level. Docked, eyes open, yet in the game. I was playing Inidar. The game scenario involved two alien species, one a wandering nomad race in search of a new home. The other species was a world-sized behemoth. So vast, so all-consuming that it very nearly was the planet.


  "I'll take the Ketrans, if you choose to accept."


  "Gladly," Inidar memmed back. "You underestimate the value of size and power. You're an idealist, Ellimist."


  "Oh? Well, step into my lair, said the dreth to the chorkant."


  Inidar laughed.


  "Shall we immerse?"


  "On the other side," he answered.


  "This isn't real," I memmed. "You're dead, Inidar. You died a long time ago."


  "True enough, Ellimist," he agreed. "The Capasin killed me. Killed us all. They're here, too, you know. Would you like to see them?"


  "The Capasin? Where? Where is 'here'?"


  "Open your eyes, Ellimist, what do you see?"


  "Equatorial High Crystal. But she's dead, too. And Lackofa in the next dock. Is he dead? Am I dead? Or is this some kind of dream? Hallucination?"


  "Are those the only choices?" Inidar asked, mocking. "Might it not be a game?"


  "It might," I said. "But whose?"


  Inidar laughed delightedly in my head. Then he was gone, and before me, before my eyes, not a uninet memm, but right in front of me appeared the Capasin. The one I had killed.


  "Hello again, Ellimist," he said. There was a gaping, bloody wound in the top of his head and down where the point of the crystal shard had extruded from his throat.


  "This is all a trick," I said.


  "Yes. Almost as neat a trick as the way you skewered me. A primitive spear to stop a modern spacecraft. Ouch!"


  "What is this game?" I demanded. I was not the juvie I appeared to be, I was commander of the Searcher. I was commander of all that remained of the Ketran people. All that remained.


  "Well, whose fault is that?" the Capasin asked as if he'd read my thoughts. "You invent games where you play with the lives of entire species, you cleverly broadcast these games through Z-space without bothering to include the explanation that they are games, just games. And then you're surprised when someone comes along to squash you like so many parasites."


  "You didn't exactly wait for explanations," snapped. "You slaughtered us."


  The Capasin spread his limp arms in a very Ketran gesture. "It's what we do. And if you'd had any fortitude you'd have returned and taken your planet back. Instead you wander around lost, looking for a place that doesn't exist. You're a cowardly species."


  "Less than a hundred of us in one ship to retake Ket?" I sneered. "You sound like Menno. It was always the radical move with him: Return and fight it out to the death, or adapt and become something entirely new."


  "Yes, and now we see how right I was," Menno said. He was crowding in beside the dead Capasin, elbowing him aside. "Look where you've got us. Do you even know? We're the game pieces now. Father has us. Father has gathered us here, made us into his toys."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "You think it's all a dream, don't you, Ellimist? It's real. Or mostly real. Inidar is a construct, a fake built out of your own memories. So is this one particular Capasin, though there are real Capasins here. And anyway, I'm real enough. In my own way."


  "Why are you here? You should be aboard the Searcher."


  "I was in command, remember? Not you. We saw when you went to active sensors. At that point I ordered the same, no reason not to. So we saw you firing weapons down there. I took the Searcher down to rescue you. Surprised, eh? Surprised that I would try and save your life? Don't be. How could I abandon you and hope to maintain control of the crew? No one wins the game of assassination. I had to at least try and rescue you."


  "The Searcher can't penetrate a water environment," I said suspiciously.


  "Father's reach goes beyond the water," Menno said. "He controls everything on this moon. We were skimming the surface, trying frantically to fit out one of the fighters to go in after you. And all at once a wall of water, impossible, of course - it rose up from nowhere, a wave a half mile high. And you're right: The Searcher doesn't do well in water."


  "Aguella?" I asked.


  "Right here," she said.


  "How did you . . . Are you all right?"


  "I was killed, Toomin. We all were. All but you."


  I wanted to laugh. It was ludicrous. She was talking, she was right there now, in front of my face. Hovering in the pure clean air of home.


  "Would you like to see the truth, Ellimist?" Menno asked.


  "Yes, of course."


  "Don't be so quick to decide. You won't like the truth."


  "You're all dead. What can be worse?"


  Menno's smile spread wide.


  And all at once the crystal was gone, the sky gone. I was underwater. Underwater but breathing. Something held me. Tentacles. Deep worms, they were inside me! The tendrils grew into me, penetrated me, made me a part of them.


  I floated, tethered, in a field of tentacles that spread as far as the eye could see. Menno floated nearby, tethered, penetrated, incorporated. His eyes were closed. His chest had burst open. I could see his insides.


  A few feet away - Aguella. My lovely Aguella. Tied. Attached. A dead thing grafted onto the creature called Father.


  Lackofa. Jicklet. Bodies, more and more, I twisted to see more and more. They were all around me, some seemingly uninjured, others torn apart by impact wounds or by sudden depressurization.


  Everywhere the dead. The last of the Ketran people.


  "No, you are the last of the Ketran people, Toomin the Ellimist," Aguella said.


  She was before me once more, hovering, her beautiful face, her . . . all an illusion. The crystal floated. The people lifted. Far below, the lava rivers ran.


  "What do you want with us?" I cried.


  "I am Father," Lackofa said. He was gazing down at me from his dock above. Old Forty-two. "I am the life of this planet. All that is here comes from me, belongs to me, is a part of me. All power is mine."


  I had a sudden, searing glimpse, a compressed data file downloaded at ten times normal speed, like a hundred memms exploding in my head at once. I saw Father. He covered every square inch of the moon, every mile of ocean floor, every tiny island, everything from pole to pole. A billion tentacles all waving and waiting.


  We were not Father's only victims. I saw Generationals and Illamans. I saw Capasins. I saw members of races we had encountered on our long, long search. I saw races no Ketran had ever met. All of them dead. None alive but me, if this was truly life.


  But it mattered little to Father. Even the dead could be used, kept whole, their soulless brains made to function.


  How many spacecraft had been drawn to this blue moon? Father was old. He had been old before the first sentient lit his first rocket.


  "What do you want with me?" I cried.


  Menno said, "It is lonely with only the dead for company. I want to play a game, Ellimist."


  Chapter 16


  



  The game was all.


  Aguella was gone. Dead. For the first few years - decades? centuries? - Father had brought her to me. She had come and Lackofa had come and Menno had come. All my dead brothers and sisters, my friends, my enemies, my love. All dead. But still Father had given me my home in Azure Level, my old home, with my fellows around me. Inidar was there, and Wormer, built of my own memory.


  The pure memories, those that Father created out of my mind, were thin, paltry creatures. They did only what they had always done. It was a shame I had never known them better. If my memories had gone deeper Father could have made them more amusing.


  Where Father had the body and brain he could be far more creative. Aguella and I propagated. We had three juvies. But they were sad illusions, partial, incomplete: I had never paid any attention to young juvies. My mind could not create them, write them fully. They seemed to come and go at random. I would remember them and they would appear; I would forget them and they would disappear for hours or days.


  Lackofa and I grew old together, old friends. We spent our free time together. Recited the old poems together, talked about the good old days. He grew old. So did I.


  Jicklet would come by sometimes. We would run into her at the perches. She was quite the respected person now, under consideration for appointment to the Council.


  And Menno? For a while it was Menno I played against in every game. Father would match us together. Father enjoyed watching the interaction of hostilities. Menno and I were so different. But over time our hostility paled, faded. It's hard to hate a dead person. Even one who seems so vital and alive.


  How many games had I played with Father? A thousand? Ten thousand? I tried to refuse, but when I did he simply turned off the illusion of home and I saw who and what and where I was. I was back under the sea, tethered for eternity to the tendril that grew inside me, that reached itself into my brain. I was back amidst the endless forest of tentacles with Lackofa and Menno and poor Aguella still floating, dead but never decaying, never disintegrating, never, never at peace.


  But it was more than the loss of illusions that motivated me to play. It was that I had nothing else. Nothing but the game.


  The game and the tiny flicker of undying hope.


  What a sad, desperate illusion. How ludicrous to cling to the hope of escape. And escape to what? Where would I go? What would I be? I was part of Father. There was no Toomin, no Ellimist. There was only Father.


  And yet . . . I still lived. I still played the game and made my own gaming decisions.


  Father needed me, I had long since recognized that fact. He kept me alive to play. Because though I lost each game, I was his best opponent.


  "I want to play a game," Father said. He had acquired a new face, his own face, or a facsimile, a sort of "game name." He took Ketran form, an oldster, a Wise One. He flew to my dock, hovered, and repeated, "Shall we immerse?"


  "On the other side," I said.


  Father played many games. Many games. I believe he had culled them from a thousand races, all over the galaxy. We had played games not much different than our own old Alien Civilizations. We had simple games of reflex. Killing games. Games of forethought involving the complex movement of pieces on a flat plane or within a cube or within n-dimensional space. Games that were games of games.


  It was all I had. I had begged Father to kill me, to end it. But of course he refused. I had tried deliberately losing, hoping to make the games boring to Father. But Father was patient: He could outwait me. For years, decades, it didn't matter to him. And in the end I always came back to the game.


  You make what you can of the life you have, I suppose.


  The new game began.


  It was different. Father had acquired some new species.


  I was all at once in a close, dank, almost airless room. At least it seemed airless to me, a Ketran. Though in all fairness I now lived out my life smothered beneath miles of ocean - and tethered do a tendril - so I was hardly one to complain.


  Nevertheless, it seemed airless. Not a large room, perhaps a hundred feet square. There were creatures, odd, misshapen things that seemed to be an amalgamation of a dozen different races. Faces with two eyes front and a third eye facing back. Their hair was long, running all the way down their spiked backs to the floor. All different colors: green hair and red hair and yellow. Black faces and white and purple. Arms seemed to be almost optional; some had three, others as many as nine.


  They were definitely new. Like no race I'd ever seen before. Father had made a new acquisition.


  I knew instinctively that we were aboard a ship. But it moved. Not the smooth acceleration of a spacecraft. This ship moved up and down and sideways as if it were being buffeted by a storm, or even floating on a watery sea.


  The creatures sat at tables with their individualistic bodies splayed out comfortably. They were enjoying drinks. Perhaps mild intoxicants. And they were watching us.


  We, me and Father in the person of Menno, were performers at one end of the room on a raised platform. We each held a tool of some sort. A long thing, nearly my own body length, a sort of flattened, whimsically shaped board. And stretched along the board were seven taut strings. There was a mouthpiece as well that reached up to where I could, by bending my neck just a little, place it in my mouth.


  Menno grinned at me, a cocky challenge. He placed his mouth around the mouthpiece and blew while strumming his fingers across the strings.


  The result . . . it was . . . it was like nothing I'd heard in life or a dream.


  The sounds were not mere sounds. I don't have words to explain. Maybe no one does. The sounds touched a part of me I'd long forgotten. The sounds made me think of Aguella. Of home. Of the stars and the sun and the clouds and of all the beauty, sadness, joy, and laughter I'd ever known.


  Menno/Father finished playing and the creatures in the audience emitted honking vocalizations that seemed especially harsh in contrast with the sounds of Menno's instrument.


  "Your turn," Menno said.


  I placed my lips as I'd seen him do, and my hands as he had done. And I made sounds. But not the sounds he had made. Mine were harsh and grating and contemptible in my own ears.


  And yet, I could hear, even there, even in my own incoherence, the seed of something. Something.


  The audience favored me with stony silence.


  "That's game." Menno laughed.


  "What is this game, Father?"


  "These creatures are called the Unemites. They are not space-faring. I happened to draw a Skrit Na freighter into my web - useless species, the Skrit Na - and aboard their ship they had a Unemite captive."


  "The game, Father. What is it called?"


  "They call it music."


  "I can never hope to win," I said. "I beg you, Father: Release me. I don't want to play it again."


  He refused. Of course I knew he would. And I knew this about Father: His one weakness was his cruelty. I could use that. He would force me to play this game a thousand times.


  Step into my lair, said the dreth to the chorkant.


  Chapter 17


  



  "Shall we immerse?"


  "On the other side," I answered.


  The Unemites. The instruments. The hundredth game.


  I had waited. So hard to show just enough improvement to entice Father, to challenge him, without revealing all that I was learning. So hard to lay the foundation of this moment.


  The hundredth game. But the ten thousandth time I had played it in my mind, all alone. The instrument, the adge, as the Unemites called it, had scarcely been out of my thoughts.


  The adge had become a part of me. It was inside me, in my brain, and even if Father ended the game, he could never take the adge from me, never take music from me, never. I owned it. I had become it. And now, this game, the hundredth, I would show him.


  He was Menno, cocky, sure of victory, but wary enough that he had to try harder than he'd have liked to gain the approval of the audience.


  And yet, in a hundred games Father had not advanced. Not an original idea, not a new expression. Ironic at some level: Menno, the real Ketran Menno, had always been an advocate of taking the game to a new level, injecting a wild disregard for convention.


  I smiled to myself. Ah, Menno, you'd be proud of me.


  But it was Aguella who was in my thoughts as I raised the adge's mouthpiece to my lips. It was Aguella who made the music possible for me, and the lack of an Aguella, or anything like her, that would doom poor Father. You needed love to win at the game of music.


  I played a riff. Menno gaped. The audience sat forward.


  That's right, Father, I've rewritten the rules.


  I played of sadness. I played of loneliness. Despair. Love found and lost. I played of tragic misunderstanding and weary cynicism and defeat. I played of perseverance, endurance beyond all suffering. Endurance in the face of hopelessness, hope when even hope was a betrayal.


  My adge spoke of every terrible moment of my life. It spoke of the loss of my people. The loss of friends. Losses and losses.


  And yet, though l played so much sadness, the music at the same time denied despair. How could anyone despair while music was being played


  I could see it in the Unemite faces: They heard the loneliness and in that expression of loneliness found comfort for their own.


  Oh, yes, I had them. I owned them, the audience. I had them through and through and they would go with me wherever my adge led.


  And Father? Oh, it was sweet to see him. Sweet to watch his uneasiness turn to amazement turn to sullen anger.


  The music didn't touch him. But he could see that I had won. I had won the game so resoundingly, so finally that he could never hope to compete with me again. Not at the game of music.


  "How?" he asked me finally.


  I played a phrase on my adge, and then I did what no Unemite had conceived of doing. I sang. I used my voice, my Ketran voice, to make the sounds that the adge could not.


  The Unemites went mad. The hooting was frantic, manic, insane. Lovely.


  "How?!" Menno/Father demanded, barely concealing the rage.


  "I'm a loser," I sang in answer. "They called me a brilliant loser, all winners, all winners but me: loser. But only a loser can sing the azures. Only a loser truly sees."
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  I thought that Father would kill me straightaway. But he didn't.


  I thought he would never play the game of music again, but he tried. And this time he copied much of what I'd done. It didn't matter. I had a new trick up my sleeve: improvisation.


  I had devised a tactic of improvising in duet. I would offer a musical phrase, play for a few moments, then invite him to pick up the thread and extrapolate.


  Father could not. And his efforts were pitiful.


  For a long time afterward, Father did not approach me. No games of any kind. Nothing but silence. I was left to float, left to gaze out across the grim sea of tethered, invaded bodies. Long-dead Aguella. My muse.


  But everything was changed now. I had music. And even without an adge I was so long used to living inside my own mind that I could play and compose all the endless days and nights.


  At long last, after years perhaps, Father came to me. He had a new game, a new species. Not music, not anything like it. A simple game of placement and pieces.


  I lost the first four games. I won the fifth. The sixth. The next five games after that. Every game.


  Father raged and twisted the scenario into a nightmare vision. He stormed away and left me to float.


  And surely now he would kill me. He understood what had happened. I had won at music and that free-form, improvisational game had done things to my mind, changed me in ways even I could not understand. I saw in more dimensions. Intuition was close to me now, intimate to me. I trusted my own moves. And conversely, Father had been shaken.


  A year. A new game. A killing game this time. Weapons in a maze.


  I won the first game.


  I won every game.


  Silence from Father. Why did he not kill me?


  I reached out to him, wanted to know his mind. But he made no answer. He had gone far away, he had withdrawn. And yet, I lived.


  And then dreadful hope, that awful emotion that draws us to our doom, began to rise in me. I reached out, reached down my tether, through Father's own neural net as if it was a biological uninet. I reached for AgueIla.


  "Aguella. My love."


  "Toomin?"


  "Yes."


  "Am I alive?"


  "Do you think? Do you see? Do you sense?"


  "I . . ."


  I could see her dead body, see her through the sun-dappled water. See her through a passing cloud of neon-green fish.


  "My memories, all . . .�" she said. "I feel you, Toomin. Only you. Alive, but . . . what is happening?"


  So many years, how could my heart still tear apart? How could the pain still be so fresh?


  "You live in my memory, Aguella. But now, here, in this place, you live only when Father touches your neurons, when he raises your memories.


  "There is no Father, here," she said.


  "I have made you live again, for this moment. The parts of you that I touch come alive again, Aguella. The memories, the notions, the ideas. But only for the moment."


  "Then I am dead."


  "Yes. You are gone, Aguella. This is only the shadow of you, the biological brain, neurons switched on, a biological computer, nothing more."


  "Let me see. Once more, let me see what I am."


  "No. No."


  "Ah."


  "Aguella. I . . ."


  Could I ask permission? Of a person dead for decades? It was a mockery. She would give the answer I sought. Her will was long gone, long since flown away.


  "I am making you a part of me, Aguella. Do you understand? I am downloading you, your thoughts, your knowledge. All that you were. Are."


  "I was always a part of you, and you a part of me."


  I lowered the barriers between us. Felt the flood of information come into me. Data, that's all it was, the encoded data that, deciphered, was all that made her Ketran. Her fear, her desire, her love.


  It all became a part of me and even in that terrible moment, that hideous moment when I treated my one love like nothing more than a uninet file, I gloated and thought, Ah, Father, you were a fool to withdraw. Now I'll come for you.


  I downloaded Jicklet. Lackofa. Menno. One by one I absorbed their minds.


  The other Ketrans, till all the last of the Ketrans were inside me.


  And then others. Alien minds. Alien thoughts.


  Alien sights. Faster! Generationals. Illamans. Capasins. Skrit Na. More! Faster!


  I was a uninet bug, eating data, spreading, consuming, absorbing. Still I was no more than one percent of Father, but already I was a hundred times myself.


  Daankins, 333's, the Wurb, the Breets, the Multitude, the Chan Wath. Race after race. I emptied each dead mind into mine, each set of data, no time to look, to see, to open and enjoy, oh no, no time, the race was on, a race to consume, to download and absorb.


  How long till you see it, Father? How long till you spot this new game?


  On and on I roared. And still Father did not feel me, did not sense his growing peril. Why should he? Father had never known a true enemy. He had owned his entire world for his entire evolution. A single life-form that had invented every other that swam in his sea, simply to amuse himself.


  Then, at long last, I felt his unease. Felt his attention. He sent out impulses, racing through his vast network, felt here and there for the cause of the odd, disturbing sensation.


  I showed him nothing. I hid myself. He searched and found only emptiness. Emptiness where there had been captive minds. Where were the Capasins? Where were the Generationals? Where were the Graspers?


  Where were those Ketrans?


  And at long last, as his slow-growing dread emerged, as he began to feel a new emotion, he asked: Where is Ellimist?


  I was half of Father now. We were equal. I stopped my advance.


  "Shall we immerse, Father?" I said.


  "What game?" he demanded.


  "The game, Father. The last game."


  Third Life
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  The last mind I absorbed was Father himself. And when I took him, I took nothing.


  There was no Father. No mind at all. He was nothing but a sponge, in the end. A creature of the simplest biology, an accident of evolution: a predator sponge that linked with its prey. Father was nothing but his victims. And when I had absorbed and cut him off from all of his victims, Father was nothing more than so much seaweed.


  I was Father now. I contained within me all the knowledge of a hundred intelligent races. But I was still Toomin. The Ellimist. I was not content to live here, in this blue moon's seas. I was born a creature of flight, of open skies.


  I opened my eyes and gazed out through the sea. Out over Father's hideous crop of the dead.


  I released the tentacle that held me. It took a long time. Tendrils had penetrated me, entered my brain. There was pain, physical pain that I had not felt in decades. And when I was almost free I nearly drowned. The tentacle had supplied all my needs for food and air and had preserved me from aging. Now I strangled, my lungs seized, my stomach heaved. I moved muscles that had not moved in a lifetime.


  I kicked free of the tentacle, free! I opened my wings and flew slowly upward through the water, rose to the surface. Air!


  Free! My face out of the water, untethered, free!


  Could I fly? Could I possibly fly? How to get my wings above the surface? Impossible. Im -


  It came like a tidal wave. A roaring waterfall of sights, sounds, images, ideas, emotions. I was swept away by it, a free flyer in a hurricane.


  All the minds I had downloaded into mine, they were all there, all crowded now into my own limited Ketran brain. I was a computer running a thousand sims at once. My own body seemed to exist in infinite variations. I had hands, feet, wings, tentacles, stingers, prods, claws, feelers; had eyes of every kind, I could see light all across the spectrum, I could see X rays and cosmic rays and microwaves, I had ears to hear only the deepest bass notes, and ears to hear only the highest pitches, and ears to hear a fuzzball floating on a breeze at a thousand yard's distance.


  And all of it, all those sense memories, all crammed into my own inadequate body and brain.


  I fought down the rush, the deluge. I surfaced again, me, Toomin, the gamer who called himself Ellimist. I was in control. No, not control. No. All I could do was suppress the waiting onslaught. I couldn't use it. Couldn't open the door to it and use it without being overwhelmed.


  I swam, scared now, staggered by what I had done, lost. I swam beneath the bright glowing disc of the planet above, beneath the white and brown moon, beneath the warmth of the distant sun.


  I swam for a long time, but I was not lost. We had often used this moon of Father's as a game board, Father and I. I knew where each little island lay and in a few exhausting hours I lay prostrate on soggy soil.


  After a while I opened my wings to the breeze and let them dry. The riot in my head was still there, still clamoring. A mob held at bay by flimsy gates.


  When I was dry I took to the air. I flew for the first time in so long that I could not help but cry. I flew on the lift of my own wings, above the almost-endless sea, above the awful crop of the dead that still lay tethered to Father.


  They were deteriorating now, of course. Father no longer kept them safe from age and the rotting effects of the water. He no longer nourished them. They had reached their final deaths. The entire moon was a graveyard.


  I flew and searched. I had never seen the place I was looking for but I knew it existed. Father had let us play across the surface of his world, but there had been blank zones, areas that simply never appeared. What secrets were there in those concealed redoubts?


  I flew and caught a nice tail breeze. I was hungry. Amazing! I was tired. Wonderful! I was free.


  Alone.


  Ahead I saw the outlines of what I had expected to find. A hidden island. Larger than the rest and higher. It was dry compared to the other lands of this moon. It was thickly covered with vegetation, mostly green with some startling swatches of orange and red.


  Here and there, nestled between the trees, were spacecraft. Some had been there so long they were completely overgrown with vines and moss and trees. Some looked like they might have crashed just weeks or at most months before.


  They were huge, and they were small. Dangerous-looking and innocuous. Some bristled with weapons or were painted fantastically. Others were utilitarian boxes.


  All the ships of all the races that had been lured to Father over the millions of years he lay in wait. I had found Father's trash dump.


  It took a while but I located the Explorer. And I found the Searcher. Searcher was a crumpled, twisted mess. I landed on an undamaged spar and stood there a while.


  The gravestone of my people. The last Ketran now stood vigil at the gravestone of his race.


  Explorer was in better condition. It lay upside down, which was an inconvenience in gravity, but the engines powered up, and the systems worked. She would fly. I could leave Father's moon.


  And go where?


  I was now as alien as it is possible to be. The only Ketran in a galaxy that, with few exceptions, had never known we existed.


  And I was an alien who contained within himself a multitude. I was filled up with answers to the questions of tens of thousands of relatives and friends on a thousand worlds. I knew where their loved ones had gone, why they had never returned. I was all that was left of Ket, but I was at the same time all that was left of other long-extinct races and of tribes and families.


  I had become a living repository of life in a hundred variations. Life that would remain closed behind the locked doors of my own feeble brain unless . . . unless I could become something else.


  "You were right, Menno. We must adapt, in the end. Adapt or die."


  Chapter 20


  



  It took thirty more years to do all I needed to do.


  I went through each ship, each wreck, and took what I could use. I burned roads through the jungle and built haulers. I built a sprawling shop with tools that would have made Jicklet drool with envy.


  I dipped into the mass of minds that lived within me. Over time I learned to survive the storm of the multitude, to take what I needed and go on. Jicklet was often there with me. And an engineer named Hadra 232. And a Z-space theorist named Nu. And a hundred other scientists, technicians, theorists, builders, designers, innovators.


  And biologists as well. Lackofa was with me. Others, many others, from other races.


  The work changed shape, mutated, grew like a living thing and in fact became a living thing. For although I was building a ship, I was building so much more. I was building a new race. A race of one. A race of millions.


  I was singular and plural all at once. I was alive and I was a machine. Engines were a part of me. Computers linked directly with my brain and soon the link was forgotten and the line disappeared. Sensors were my senses. I was vast. Vast enough to release the multitude.


  Thirty years, and at last I was ready. I had passed most of a century on the blue moon. It was dying. The air worsened slowly, but that was all right, I no longer needed air. The waters reeked of decay, but I no longer needed to drink. The fish had long since become extinct. But I had saved the dead. And now I opened wide the gate to my multitude, never to close it again.


  All my Ketrans, all my Generationals, my Daankins, my Hayati, my 333's, my Wurbs and Breets and Gofinickiliasts, my Multitudinals, my Chan Wath, my Skrit Na and Illamans and Capasins and my one Unemite and so many others. Race after race. I emptied each dead mind into my extended brain, my biological-mechanical-synthetic construct, all free again.


  So much knowledge, so much. And yet, when the flood was calmed, only I was truly alive. It was all me. I was still alone.


  I lit my engines and rose from the surface of the dying moon.


  From space I looked back on it. What was fitting? Some races burned their dead, some ate them, some buried them in the ground. Some finality was called for so that the floating bones and exoskeletons and shells of all those honored dead could cease to be grotesque.


  I called on my weapons and I blasted the moon till it broke apart, till the atmosphere was ripped away, till the sea boiled up into the vacuum, till the molten remains spiraled slowly down in the gravity well of the planet and were incinerated on reentry.


  Then I entered Z-space and put a billion miles between myself and that foul place.


  Now what was I to do? I was unique. As alone as only a unique creature can be. I was part of no species. I was part of many species, but there was no hope of companionship there. Who would welcome me into their system? I had become a physical embodiment of the inter-species uninet I used to dream of. I was a library of information from many races. And with my extended body/ship I was powerful beyond reckoning.


  Now what?


  Now what?


  Now what? What is your game now, Ellimist?


  I thought of returning to Ket. But that would only cause me pain. Return to what? To empty skies where my people once lived?


  I flew. In and out of Z-space, in and out of orbits. Time meant nothing to me, I was in no hurry. But the loneliness was another matter. I took refuge in creating subroutines, simulations of people. I tried to talk to them, tried to . . . But how can you really talk to your own creation? How can you talk to a machine you've programmed? It's an exercise in narcissism. It's the beginning of madness.


  I knew now why Father had kept me alive. He had long since learned the emptiness of communication without hope of surprise. A Ketran - any sentient species - is only his free will. Freedom and sentience are inseparable. The captive, programmed mind is no mind at all.


  I flew for a long time. Years. Looking. For what? I didn't know.


  And then, I dropped from Z-space and entered a system where two planets were at war.


  They were technologically advanced, though not capable of Z-space travel yet. They communicated by microwave and laser emissions. They moved across the lands and seas and through the skies of their respective planets. They had suppressed most diseases.


  Two planets in strangely close proximity, no more than a quarter million miles separating them at their closest points. One was called Jall, the other the Inner World. The Inner World was actually in the more distant orbit, but then "inner" may have been a reference to some other factor. Neither Jallians nor Inners were part of my multitude, though the 333's had knowledge of their existence, I was in a far reach of the galaxy.


  I arrived, invisible to either side. I arrived in the midst of a ship-to-ship battle. In fact, I dropped out of Z-space within twenty miles of being struck by a terrifically powerful Jallian beam that missed its intended target, missed me, and finally, diffused and harmless, slightly warmed the nickel-and-iron surface of a passing asteroid.


  "Well, well," I said. (I'd long since lost any reluctance to converse with myself.) "I seem to have stumbled into a war."


  The Jallian ship, a fantastically painted behemoth half a mile long, fired again. This time the beam found its victim. A small, swift Inner ship that looked, with its smooth, swept lines as if it had been designed to move through water, blew apart.


  The Jallian jubilation was short-lived. A swarm of Inner craft emerged from the primitive stealth-state that allowed them to hide from Jallian sensors.


  The Jallian ship fired again and again and annihilated five of the attackers, nearly a third of the total. But then the Inners fired. Their weapons were weaker. The Jallian ship did not blow apart. But the outer skin had been sliced open. Pressurized atmosphere blew out into space. And bodies, too. Writhing figures, helpless.


  I acted before thinking. Acted on pure instinct. I extended a force field between the Jallian ship and the Inner Worlders. Both sides fired. Neither side's weapons penetrated my force field.


  I moved closer and let them see me. How it must have shocked them! Their ships were boxes of steel and titanium and composites. Mine was a living thing: crystal and flesh and composites all melded together, all wrapped in force fields of unchallengeable power. I was a visitor from a future they had only barely begun to glimpse.


  By all rights they should have powered down and waited to learn my pleasure. Far from it. Both sides took less than five minutes to touch me with their active sensors, to feel around me, half-sighted.


  And then the Inner Worlders opened fire. On me! The Jallians used the distraction to fire on the Inners, and in seconds what had been a two-front war became a three-way free-for-all.


  I almost laughed. But the sheer malevolence of these two species was disgusting. I could have destroyed both fleets with a shrug of my wings.


  I stretched out my power and wrapped my fields around them. I drained their power, damped their engines, scrambled their sensors, and left them drifting, helpless through space.


  Then I opened communications.


  "Your war is over," I announced.
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  Two sets of furious faces appeared to me. The Jallians were represented by a multi-armed slug of sorts. She had no name, only a title, a designation. She was Life-giver of the Jain Sea. And indeed she was giving birth as she appeared to my enhanced sight. One after another, small, squirming grubs slid gooey and red from slits arranged in a circle around her middle. The grubs were picked up and carried away by attendants - the type of creatures I'd seen writhing in vacuums just moments earlier.


  Life-giver of the Jain Sea was enraged. "Who are you, nothing, to interfere with me? I speak to a nothing! Obey me!"


  She spoke a strange language, but with the database I had available there were few languages not immediately understandable to me.


  The Inner Worlders had a more pleasing appearance, at least to my sensibilities. For one thing, they were winged, and I had the Ketran prejudice in favor of the flighted. And they had multiple, bright yellow eyes. The one who spoke for them called himself Captain Whee, which had a certain whimsical sound to me.


  Captain Whee was polite, but still managed to convey hostility. "Stranger, please stand away. We have business with the Jallian vermin."


  "I am unwilling to allow this slaughter to continue," I said mildly.


  "This is not your concern," Captain Whee pointed out. "But we do admire your evident technological superiority. Were you to side with us and exterminate the Jallians, we would be happy to ally ourselves with you."


  "That's a very gracious offer," I said dryly. "But I don't think there's going to be any exterminating."


  "Nothing! Disappear, nothing! Avoid my notice!" the Life-giver roared. She could not believe that I refused to obey. It was an arrogance that was perhaps a function of her essential biology. Perhaps it is hard to remain humble when you are known as Life-giver.


  But what was odd, what was surprising and disturbing to me, was my own emotional reaction: I was happy. I was talking to real, living creatures whose every word and motion were not mine to invent.


  From the Jallian planet a second huge ship broke from orbit and vectored at full speed toward us. Moments later the Inner Worlders responded with a virtual cloud of their small, sleek ships.


  Were they intending to attack me or each other? Did it matter? Either was madness.


  It was the game, all over again: Alien Civilizations. No different than any of the many scenarios Wormer or lnidar or Aguella and I had played.


  The question was, How I should play it? I had already pulled a Menno: I had intruded into the game. Made myself a central player, onstage, rather than offscreen.


  And yet I was still drawn to the subtler approach. What would either species learn if I simply annihilated their ships in a display of crude power? And was that really my place?


  I did not ask myself whether it was my business to interfere at all. It was not that I confused game with reality. l simply saw these two objectionable species as fools trapped in a pointless hostility. Didn't I have the right to intervene? Of course I did.


  I was not Menno, I was Toomin. I was Ellimist: the brilliant loser. But now I knew so much more. My wisdom was deep. My powers were vast. Surely . . . and then there was the core fact that I was not playing against anyone. No opponent, just the game itself.


  The minimal move, then.


  If this were really a game I would simply alter the orbits of the two planets so that they did not pass so closely. Slow them down or speed them up to matching, opposite orbits. Put their sun between them. They lacked the technology to fight a war across those distances.


  But great as my powers were, they were not that great. And yet I could surely move an asteroid. Or two. Or a hundred.


  The system's asteroid belt was just beyond the orbit of Inner World. It was a simple calculation, well within my abilities. And I had sufficient brute power in my body/ship.


  I left the two sides to murder each other and withdrew to the asteroid belt. It would take some time: Asteroids are not rocks to be casually flung about. But perhaps the two sides, seeing what I was about, would suspend their battle.


  I used my body/ship to nudge an asteroid, not a large one, out of its orbit. My engines were more than capable. The asteroid slid down the gravity well, vectored to find a new, lower, faster orbit.


  I worked and waited. In a few weeks' time the two battling worlds had separated by enough to force them to suspend hostilities - a natural part of their conflict. It was only at their nearest approach that the two worlds could reach out and kill the other.


  I waited as my fleet of asteroids hurtled through space. And when the time came I slowed them, braked, nudged them into place. It took the better part of a year.


  And now the two planets were approaching convergence again, and I could see the war preparations in full swing: ships refitting and topping off their fuel.


  I waited till the two worlds were just edging into battle range. And then, one by one, I blew the asteroids apart. Seventy-four asteroids of differing sizes became tens of thousands of meteors of every size. They were a dense, deadly cloud of projectiles that with each orbit would rip up anything that launched from either planet.


  The Jallians and Inner Wonders would be unable to reach each other at least till such time as they developed vastly more capable spacecraft.


  I had created an impenetrable orbital minefield.


  The Jallian war with the Inner Worlders was over. And I had found my mission, my purpose in the galaxy.


  Chapter 22


  



  It was as if the galaxy had conspired to make sense of my disjointed, fractured, bizarre life.


  I had been a wastrel Ketran gamer. I had been a survivor of mass destruction. I had been a Z-spaceship captain. I had been a helpless captive, forced to be a new type of gamer. I had evolved into something the galaxy had never seen before, a melding of many technologies, the minds of many civilizations, all flowing in and through a matrix of music.


  And now that strange resume seemed to match perfectly with a job that needed doing. I would be a peacemaker. And more: I would foster the growth and advancement of species. I would teach them the ways of peace. The massacre of my own people by the Capasins would not be repeated on any other world. Not so long as l was present!


  I flew Z-space, emerged here and there, searching the galaxy, using every bit of my vast trove of knowledge to look, to see, to feel, to learn, to understand. I listened to the music of evolution itself, or so I flattered myself.


  Life was everywhere. A thousand thousand planets teeming with life. Most of it very primitive, but why should that stop me? I could step in early, I could "intrude," in Menno's phrase. And yet, I would intrude with exquisite sensitivity and the purest motivations. I would create harmonies. Boldness allied with restraint and a minimalist aesthetic, all in the service of moral certainties: that peace was better than war, that freedom was better than slavery, that knowledge was better than ignorance.


  Oh, yes, the galaxy would be a wonderful place under my guidance.


  I flew from star to star, world to world. Here I lifted up a failing race, there I ended a plague; in another place I fed the hungry. A century flew past. And another, and more and more. Time was almost meaningless to me now. My challenges were vast and worthy, they kept my mind engaged. I made friends on many worlds, became an honorary member of a hundred families, clans, tribes, species, races. They spoke of me, of the Ellimist as I had become known, with respect, gratitude, awe.


  And then the day came that I happened by sheer coincidence to find myself within a relatively short distance of the scene of my first triumph. A thousand years had passed since I had stopped the war of Inner Worlders and Jallians.


  Finding myself so near, I returned to savor. To reminisce.


  I returned to find no signs of life: on the Jallian world. The planet was sterile, its atmosphere almost gone.


  The Inner World still teemed with life, but I caught no sign of microwave or radio or laser emissions. No satellites orbited the planet. The Inner Worlders were reduced in numbers and existing at a primitive technological level.


  It took only a short while for me to reconstruct what had happened. It was easy enough once I found a single, still-orbiting mine. A primitive device, produced in great numbers by the Inner Worlders. They had launched huge numbers of them, laid them in the path of the onrushing Jallian world. Many of the mines had been annihilated by my meteor cloud. But many had survived, and then survived reentry to explode on contact with the surface of the Jallian planet.


  Even now, a thousand years later, the radiation could be read. Even now the craters could be seen from space.


  Morbidly I went about the work of compiling every detail. More than seven hundred impacts. Seven hundred nuclear explosions.


  "Not such an easy game to win, is it?"


  For a moment I thought the voice was my own. The tone of sarcasm and deprecation mirrored my own self-directed rage. But then my sensors lit up. Something was emerging from Z-space. Something big.


  I spun, readied my defenses, still confident that nothing, no matter how unexpected, could really challenge me.


  But the ship that appeared suddenly in normal space was nothing I had ever seen. Nothing that any of my multitude had ever seen.


  This ship was not a ship: It was a planetoid, large enough to be a small moon. And yet it was Z-space capable. Incredible! Impossible! An illusion, it had to be.


  I swept the planetoid with my sensors and I could literally feel the entity's acquiescence. It invited me to look. It did not care. It did not fear me.


  There were life-forms on the planetoid, perhaps twenty thousand, in a wide array of species, most naturally evolved, but some, I suspected, were experimental. Created.


  But there was only one life-form that truly concerned me: My sensors showed lines of power, raw, snapping power connecting this one creature to all the other life-forms.


  I had not felt fear in so long . . . I almost did not recognize the emotion. Fear. I feared nothing! I was the Ellimist. In a thousand years I had not encountered anything, anyone to challenge me.


  "The Ellimist," the creature said with a laugh I heard deep in my mind. "I have seen your handiwork in many places through this galaxy. I am pleased to meet you at last. I've been looking for you."


  I could not see him; he hid his face from me.


  "You know my name," I said, trying to conceal any slight sign of fear or agitation.


  "Oh, but you're famous in so many places. The Great Cosmic Do-gooder."


  "You have the advantage of me," I said. "I do not know you."


  Then he showed himself to me. I saw with a shock that he was like me: As much machine as biological. But his biology was entirely different. He was evolved for the surface, or perhaps even for a subterranean life. No wings would ever lift those massive, muscled limbs. And no creature with that single, dominating red eye could ever navigate easily in three dimensions.


  "I am called Crayak. Of course, that's just my game name." He laughed a knowing laugh, a ridiculing, belittling sound.


  "You are a gamer?"


  "Aren't we all?"


  "No longer," I lied. "I no longer play a game. I do what I can to make this a better galaxy."


  "Well, you've done a wonderful job of that here," Crayak said. "I can see plainly what happened: Your clever debris barrier gave them the idea of using nuclear mines. One planet destroyed the other, and, lacking a foe, lacking a challenge, the destroyer itself fell into barbarism and decay. Yes, quite a nice job."


  It was true. There was no doubting it. Part of me wondered how it was that Crayak could read the signs so well. But mostly a single phrase went round and round in my head: brilliant loser. I had lost. With all the best of intentions, I had annihilated one species and reduced another.


  I lost to Inidar, lost to Wormer, lost to Aguella. I had lost in a different way to Menno: By resisting his call for adaptation I had led the last of my people into Father's snare. And I had lost to Father, in the end, by becoming Father myself. What was I, after all, with all Father's victims contained within me? I was but a high-tech version of Father.


  And now I had fallen victim to arrogance. I'd begun to believe in my own moral superiority. My own invincibility.


  "You've been following me?" I asked Crayak.


  "Yes." He waited. He knew what I wanted to ask, but he would make me ask it of him.


  "How many others . . . like this?"


  "Not many," Crayak said. "No, often you've succeeded admirably. Your solution to the Mamathisk self-annihilation game was brilliant. Subtle. Effective. You redirected them to a life of productive peace. I had to go in and destroy them myself."


  I had begun to revive a little as he described my success. Then, his last statement.


  "You did what?"


  "I reversed the effects of your meddling," Crayak said. "The Mamathisk reverted to cannibalism when they experienced repeated crop failures. A plant parasite. Impossible for them to stop. But as you know, cannibalism is a losing adaptation. The Mamathisk are effectively extinct"


  "Are you mad?!" I cried.


  "No, I don't think so, Ellimist. I'm just a gamer. Like you. But with a perhaps different philosophy I don't play the game to save the species, but to annihilate it. I play the game of genocide. This galaxy has even more potential games within it than the galaxy I left behind. I will cleanse this galaxy of all life, too. Then, when no sentient thing is left alive, I will kill you, Ellimist. That's my game. Shall we play?"


  Chapter 23


  



  How many years, how many decades had I played Father's games? Losing every game. Until by sheer luck I found the game he could not win.


  I couldn't afford to lose that way to Crayak. The game pieces had become real beings. We played for real lives. And I played the weaker side: I had to save; he had only to destroy.


  And yet, here is the shameful truth: I needed Crayak as Father had needed me.


  Crayak disappeared into Z-space and I followed him as well as anyone can follow another through that shifting nothingness. I found him waiting for me in a solar system with three inhabited planets. One of those worlds was the Capasin home world. I had avoided ever visiting the Capasin world. I didn't want to be tempted by notions of revenge.


  Crayak had already been some days in the system. He had laid out his game pieces with terrifying ruthlessness.


  "Here is the game, Ellimist: Three worlds. Each inhabited by a sentient race: Laga, the Folk, and the Capasins. I believe you may know of the Capasins.


  There are three asteroids strategically placed. Three impacts within the next five minutes of time. Except that one of those asteroids has already been mined and will explode into harmless debris before it can hit - you have my word on that."


  "The word of a mass murderer."


  "Yes, but an honest murderer," he said, and laughed at his own wit. "You have time to reach and destroy one asteroid. Not the other two. If you guess wrong and destroy the mined asteroid then two planets will die. If you guess right and detonate one of the unmined asteroids, only a single world will die."


  I wanted to rage, to curse the foul beast. No time! No time to cry foul; he would only laugh. Five minutes. Less now.


  All data now! What did I know? The Capasin: civilized but extremely violent when they felt threatened as they had upon receiving the earliest Ketran broadcasts. The Laga, subtechnological farmers. The Folk, not yet capable of spaceflight but technologically skilled and obsessed by a eugenic vision that motivated them to kill upwards of ninety percent of their own offspring for real or imaginary defects.


  Where was that mine? That was the issue, not which species deserved to survive. The question was, which had Crayak chosen to spare? Would he save the species closest to his own values, or would he spare the least threatening? Which served his needs best: Capasins or the Folk? Who would he keep alive? And what would he expect me to do?


  He would expect me to save the Laga. He would expect me to annihilate that asteroid and thus spare the peaceful farmers. And the Laga would be the species he hated most.


  But, expecting me to save the Laga he would know that I would guess his mind.


  What was the answer?


  Seconds ticking. Time passing. I had to choose or make no play at all. Three massive asteroids twirled through black space, falling toward three planets.


  I lit my engines, moved to position, and opened fire.


  The Capasin asteroid heated, cracked, split, fired again and again, shattering the remaining large chunks.


  "Blow your mine!" I cried.


  "As I agreed," Crayak said.


  A huge explosion blossomed, a red fireball against black space. The explosion consumed what was left of the Capasin asteroid.


  Wrong! I had guessed wrong!


  I powered, full speed, to intercept the Laga asteroid. Fast! Faster! Too far to fire with any effect, fire anyway! I aimed, fired, watched my beams impact the distant asteroid. Too far away, and then the asteroid was within the shadow of the planet.


  There are no shock waves in space. I did not feel the impact. But I could see the green and blue planet of the Laga shudder. An amazing, awesome, terrible sight. The planet shuddered. Seemed almost to stop, unimaginable momentum checked. Slowly at first, then faster, a crack appeared, many cracks. The land was ripped apart. The seas drained into these craters, into these chasms. The white hot core of the Lagan world met oceans of cold water and exploded with breathtaking violence.


  The Lagan world blew apart in steam and fire and debris. Blew apart. A faint bluish haze of atmosphere clung to some of the larger chunks, then evaporated.


  Every living creature died.


  I had already turned away, already lit my engines, already calculated the utter impossibility, already knew my own impotence, raced for no reason, with no hope, raced and fired and missed, all the while knowing I did it for my own sanity and no other reason.


  The Folk died more slowly than the Lagans. The asteroid struck a glancing blow. It shocked the planet, ripped away a continent-sized chunk, and flew on past. The damaged planet wobbled wildly. Every structure on the planet was flattened, every sea-shore drowned, every lake spilled, millions died.


  And yet the Folk lived on.


  "Their orbit is badly destabilized," Crayak observed. "You can see that they will slip slowly, then faster, wobbling, tom by shattering earthquakes, slide down and down the gravity well, atmosphere boiling away, suffocating, a few surviving in trapped pockets of air till of course they are roasted alive by their own sun."


  "Some of them can still be saved!" I cried.


  "Yes. And you can stay here and save them, Ellimist. Or you can follow me to the next game. Save a few of these creatures, or perhaps save entire worlds. Your choice. It's all a part of the game."


  Chapter 24


  



  The next game.


  And the next.


  Game after game, if you could call these bloodbaths games. Each time I played catch-up, always the beast Crayak was there before me, always he controlled the playing field.


  His powers were greater than mine. He toyed with me. Mocked and ridiculed me. Worlds died and the galaxy grew emptier and years passed, centuries, millennia, and always I saved only a few, never all.


  I could never find the winning move. My concern for the innocent wouldn't let me walk away. Or was it just my ego?


  There had to be another way. I had beaten Father after a long while. There had to be anotherway.


  How had I beaten Father? By possessing a talent he lacked. But music would not stop Crayak.


  At last I lit my engines in the wreckage of yet another planet and escaped into Zero-space with Crayak's triumphant howls in my ears.


  No more. No more game. Not until I found a way.


  I flew for a long time, longer than I had ever stayed in Zero-space before. I emerged finally at a far edge of the galaxy, billions of light-years from the populated core of old systems and old planets.


  Out here the skies were darker. Out here even my sensors could not pick up radio or microwave emissions. There was silence out here. Was there even life?


  I surveyed planets and found life, often simple single-celled life, but here and there more advanced forms. On one world I discovered true sentience: a simple, primitive species barely at the dawn of civilization.


  I had been in space for millennia now. Thousands of years had passed since I had defeated Father. Thousands more years since I had last encountered another free, rational, equal being - aside from Crayak, and could he be called rational?


  I was lonely, desperately lonely.


  I no longer had a body in any true sense of the word. I was vastly more machine than creature. And now, in the depths of despair, with disillusion poisoning my mind, with a crushing sense of my own weakness, haunted by guilt, I craved the simplicity and comfort of companionship.


  I wanted a body. I wanted to go down to the planet below and fly or at least walk free.


  It was not difficult, not really. I dispatched one of my drones down to the surface to take a sample of DNA from the sentient creatures down there. With that DNA sample I easily grew a replica body.


  The harder question was how I might inhabit that form. There was no chance, no possibility of using the creature's own biological brain to store all that I was. My own brain contained hundreds of times the data capacity of that simple organ.


  How to carry myself into the creature? I would have to edit my data. Reduce it down to what mattered most: the ideas, facts, images, memories that were most vital.


  It would mean that, for a while at least, there would be two of me. The complete unabridged Ellimist, and a sort of sketch of myself.


  I spent a year deciding what should and what should not be placed into the limited biological creature I'd cloned. It was a wonderful year. A year of learning. For what could be more deeply educational than poring over all you know and deciding what truly matters?


  In the end what I placed inside the creature was me. Toomin. The Ketran gamer.


  I kept the child me. Strange, but all these, years later, all these battles later, it was Toomin I valued most.


  I brought Aguella's memory: my one great love. And I carried Lackofa with me, too, for his skepticism, his integrity, and his sense of humor.


  And to my surprise I found I could not do without Menno. Rebellion, too, was something I needed.


  I took sketch memories, overviews without detail, intuitions. Strange, but I did not wish to edit out all the terrible things. I could not allow myself to remove the destruction of my home world, or the disaster of crashing the Explorer, or my long captivity under Father. I could not even bring myself to edit Crayak.


  But at last I was done. I poured this abbreviated version of myself into the brain of the clone and all at once I was alive in two places, in two forms simultaneously.


  I looked at myself as my new self looked at me. With eyes and ears and deep-probing sensors. I observed the biological me; I was a strong beast standing firmly on four hooved legs. I had a slender upper body, not so much different from my own Ketran torso, but with, only, two arms and no wings at all.


  The four eyes were familiar but on this creature evolution had invented the wonderful device of movable stalks so that two of the eyes could be aimed in divergent directions.


  I had shaggy blue-and-tan fur and a tail weapon of limited utility. I ate by running, by crushing grasses within my hollow hooves and digesting bulk and nutrients. I had no mouth.


  At the same time I looked at the older, fuller me, the machine-spacecraft me, through two large eyes and two stalk eyes. I seemed vast and overwhelming and complex. I, the new, biological me, stood on an open platform, sheltered only by a force field that held space at bay. The old me was a machine, there was no denying that. I could still see a wizened, aged, desiccated Ketran enmeshed in the gears, so to speak, but the soaring crystal spars and titanium machines and composite engine housings and weapons systems extended now for a mile or more.


  It made me sad, somehow, to really see myself from the outside. In my mind's eyes I was still a Ketran male. To any other eye I was a terrifying device of unrivaled power


  The me that was the clone flew down to the planet.


  I landed in a wild, untamed wilderness of tall blue grass and fantastically colored trees. I sent my shuttle back into orbit and tried out my legs.


  Wonderful! With each step I tasted the earth. My nose filled with the scents of flowers, filled my brain. It had been so long since I had smelled anything. The body was supple, swift, strong. The tail could be used to stab at anything approaching me from behind.


  I was no fool; I knew this tail meant there were predators in this ecosystem, but I was not overly concerned. I carried a small beam weapon strapped around my waist and adapted for my physical hands.


  I walked through the forest, pushing and grunting my way through dense thickets, shouldering aside clumps of grass that would suddenly adhere together and become a virtual wall.


  I had a goal. I had surveyed the planet and knew it well. I emerged from the forest into openness, a field where the grass had been hacked down to form a sort of rough lawn.


  Simple habitations had been created by scooping out shallow bowls in the ground and half covering them with graceful thatched roofs.


  I stepped into the open. Three of my "fellow" blue-tan creatures were within a hundred yards. Their reaction to me was instantaneous. They charged me at top speed, surrounded me, and twisted around awkwardly to aim their pointed tail blades at me.


  Three stubby blades quivered nervously within a few feet of my vulnerable throat.


  Not quite the welcome I'd been hoping for.


  Chapter 25


  



  I held up my hands, palms out, to show that I carried no weapon and meant no harm. But of course this gesture was less meaningful when dealing with a species that carried its weapon in its tail.


  The three creatures flashed a series of complex hand signals at one another. If I'd had my full multitude with me I'd have been able to instantly decipher this gestural language. But I was a more limited me. I could guess but no more.


  I decided to try and copy some of the gestures. The creatures watched but were quickly frustrated. Evidently I was speaking gibberish.


  And now it was becoming more dear that the three were discussing whether or not to kill me out-right as a dangerous stranger Two of them were quite intent on this and made wild, angry gestures. They cavorted, rose on hind legs, and darted their hindquarters toward me, stabbing the air with their tail blades.


  The third, a smaller creature with restless stalk eyes and contrastingly calm main eyes, restrained them, but only with difficulty.


  I could sense quite clearly their emotional states. It wasn't just the body language. They seemed capable of projecting a sort of basic emotional language by some means I could not discern.


  <I'm not an enemy,> I said. I said it without thinking, automatically accessing my communications system - a system that was part of my other body, no part of this form.


  And yet, I saw a subtle relaxation on the part of the creatures. They had "heard" me. Or had at least heard the emotional tone.


  I tried again. <I wish to be a friend. I am here to . . .> I was about to say that I was there to help. But no, that wasn't it anymore. <I am here to learn from you.>


  More rapid hand gestures. Emotions cooled. And then, very suddenly, all three of them spun. I was forgotten. Something was coming from the forest across the clearing. Something large.


  It walked on six legs, each as thick as a tree trunk, a knuckling walk. It had a low-slung head that swung from side to side as it walked. The beast was armored with clunky, leatherish plates all down its back.


  It was huge but would not have seemed like any sort of threat had I not seen the reactions of the blue creatures. They clearly saw it as a danger. The emotion was all too easy to feel.


  Then the beast began to move and I reciprocated their emotion. I would never have believed something so big could move so fast.


  More of my fellow blue quadrupeds appeared, rushing up from all angles, racing to cut the monster off before it could reach the cluster of scoops. My three companions attacked as well, headlong, heedless.


  I followed at a tearing speed, my hooves kicking up clods of dirt as I ran. The first of my "brothers" reached the monster. The beast killed two effortlessly. It paused to eat, to rip the two martyrs apart and swallow them, all but ignoring the brave stabs of their fellows.


  It was a sadly one-sided battle. And I should have stayed out of it. I had not come to fight. But I was, physically at least, one of these creatures, and there would be very little of the companionship I craved, very little learning, very little relaxation so long as they were being massacred.


  I drew my handheld beam weapon and shot the monster in the head. It died and fell in a heap.


  From that day on I was a welcomed, revered member of the tribe.


  They had no name for their race, no special gestural label for their species, only hand-words for their tribe. As far as they were concerned, their planet was irrelevant, their species a useless abstraction. They were this tribe, this group, and no more.


  It was I who came up with the hand-word for their race and, for the benefit of my own word-oriented brain; a spoken name as well.


  I named them Andalites.


  I lived with the Andalites for many years. Happy years, by and large. They were primitive people. Their gestural language consisted of fewer than two hundred words or phrases. They had no art, no science, no agriculture. But they had already evolved from pure grazers, herd members, into distinct individuals. They had potential.


  I lived with them, and refused to teach, refused to interfere. On one other occasion I employed my weapon to fend off a monster's attack. But that was all. Aside from that I was an Andalite, concerned with keeping the fire going, with maintaining the roof of my little scoop, with carefully avoiding over-feeding in dry weather, with tending the trees so they would drop their delicious leaves at harvest time, with all the simple minutiae of daily life.


  Most of all, I had friends. I "spoke" with living beings who spoke back, not with the canned, programmed, expected responses of computers or dead memories, but with the wonderful unpredictability of life.


  I was no longer lonely. I no longer bore the weight of the galaxy on my inadequate shoulders.


  From time to time I would return to my other self in orbit and download all my new experiences and memories. That other me was grateful, eager. That other me savored every detail. Felt the warmth of closeness. A warmth denied me since the death of Aguella and Lackofa.


  I married.


  Her name was Tree. The Andalites only used a dozen or so names - Tree, Water, Star, Grass, and so on. Probably twenty percent of the females in the tribe were named Tree.


  We had a child: Star. But Star died soon after birth of a disease that attacks the Andalite young.


  I had watched entire worlds die. I had lost my own race. How could I care so much about this one small, unsteady creature? How could her death cut me so deeply?


  The pain was awful. Unbearable. And yet I was glad to learn that I could still feel.


  The disease that had killed her was easily curable. The orbiting me took only a few seconds to discover the pathogen and work out simple countermeasures. I had the power to keep any Andalite child from dying of that disease. I could ensure that no other Andalite parent would ever experience that same loss.


  I had the power.


  I had the power to do it and to eliminate predators, to wipe out disease, to ensure an adequate food supply, to biologically alter the Andalites so that they . . .


  I had that power. I had used that power before, and ended up annihilating worlds.


  And yet, how could I not? How could I not wipe out disease? How could I not stop evil?


  "You hide here among these primitive creatures," I berated myself. "You cower and run from Crayak and do nothing to stop him. You want to solve the easy problems and avoid the larger ones? Is that your morality, Toomin the Ellimist?"


  Tree came to me and made the hand-words for "child."


  "You want to have another child?" I signed back, incredulous.


  "Yes."


  "But another child may die, too, my wife."


  "Yes."


  "Then why have another child? If not the disease, then the monsters, or a famine. Why have another child?"


  "Disease take one," Tree admitted. Then, with growing defiance, "Monster take one. Famine take one. More children, some live."


  I had another child. And this one did not fall prey to the illness. We named him Flower.


  By the time Tree died of old age Flower had become a leader of the tribe. His sister Grass was married herself. Their two siblings, Sky and Water, died. Three of our five children had died, two had lived.


  As I helped bury Tree's body according to the ritual that would allow her spirit to strengthen the grass, I knew my time with the Andalites was over.


  I had gone there making sanctimonious noises about learning, never really expecting to learn anything new. And yet from these primitive, precivilized creatures l had learned how to defeat, or at least resist, Crayak.


  More children, some live.


  For every race Crayak exterminated, I would plant two new ones.


  Chapter 26


  



  A hundred thousand generations passed and I had seeded life on as many worlds. I was growing "children" faster than Crayak could exterminate them. My travels, and the database of my multitude, had left me with an encyclopedic knowledge of habitable worlds and systems. And in some cases I simply created habitable worlds where only barren land had been: Melting ice caps to release water was one method, introducing oxygen-producing plant species was another.


  I had the advantage now. Crayak had to try to find my new species, simple peoples who did not announce their presence with radio emissions. Primitive species hiding amidst the billions of planets.


  And, for the first time, I grew a wholly new species. They were invented in my body/ship, created of bits and pieces of DNA. I accented their intelligence. I quashed their aggressiveness.


  I called them Pemalites.


  To the Pemalites I gave technology. They became an advanced species within a few decades of my creating them. As their creator, I gave them laws: They would never practice violence, and they would conceal their existence as long as possible.


  And I gave them a mission: to carry life everywhere.


  With all my powers I still could not equal the volume of work done by the Pemalites. They took to the stars in a cloud of ships, carrying plant and animal species with them as they went. They spread life like a benign contagion.


  Not even Crayak could find them all. Nor even a fraction of them all. Life was winning the race against death. Good was outrunning evil.


  In all that time, millennia, I had not encountered Crayak. But eventually we must meet.


  It happened without warning. I emerged from Z-space in a previously unvisited solar system. A massive jolt hit me before I could so much as switch on My sensors. An energy beam of shocking power.


  For a split second I was simply overwhelmed. Every system flickered. Every synapse and connection stuttered. It was a blow that would have killed me ten thousand years earlier.


  But I was no longer quite the creature I'd been when Crayak had last seen me. I had followed the same theory for my own survival as I had for the survival of life itself: I had grown, replicated, expanded.


  I had broken "myself" into several dozen separate semi-biological ships. I was three dozen crystal/ships, all connected, all united by real-time communications on several different levels at once: everything from simple microwave and laser to more subtle connections based on mind-crystal harmonics.


  Crayak's assault annihilated three of my portions. But that was less than a tenth of what now constituted the Ellimist.


  Crayak still inhabited his dark, gloomy world. Still surrounded himself with sycophants and toadies. Still possessed the weapons and abilities he'd had. And now his power was not so much greater than mine. If at all.


  "It seems I have survived," I said to him. "Let's see if you do as well." I aimed and I fired with everything I had.


  Crayak's dark planetoid staggered. Huge chunks, chunks the size of mighty mountains, exploded into space.


  "You've grown," Crayak sneered.


  "And you have not. Life has advantages over death."


  "Only the most temporary advantages, Ellimist. Life is short. Death is eternal."


  "You race from place to place, a fool trying to stamp out a contagion. You're too slow. Life has outrun you."


  "Life, no. But you, Ellimist, yes, you have complicated my plans. So now, with deep regret, I must end our little game."


  "I see. You lack the courage to play a game you might lose. A coward after all."


  "A survivor, Ellimist."


  He fired.


  The battle was on. He fired, I fired. I threw nuclear missiles at him and replaced them swiftly - one of my "portions" contained an arms factory. The missiles exploded against his force field, sapping his power, dumping the radiation of a quasar down on him and his creatures.


  He blazed at me with gravity distorters that twisted and turned space itself and bent and broke me.


  I struck back with countermeasures to blind and confuse him. And then Crayak turned and ran.


  No. He would not escape me. I was going to follow him, hunt him down, and annihilate him.


  I chased him into Zero-space. We carried our battle into another system. The two of us orbited a massive star and sucked the energy from it to keep hacking away at each other. We hurled asteroids, we warped the form of space itself, we stabbed at each other with energy beams.


  Crayak ran again. And I followed him. The taste of victory was in my mouth, the hunger for revenge and vindication.


  I struck at him with beams of energy powered by a star. Unimaginable force. I missed and struck a planet and vaporized an ocean. The species that inhabited that world would not last more than a year on their damaged world.


  But there was no time to stop. I told myself I would make it all right when Crayak was dead. I told myself I would come back when Crayak was gone once and for all.


  But it was I who ran from the next battle. And the next. Crayak had learned from me. He added to his own powers and so did I.


  He ran. I chased. I ran. He chased. And as the battle raged through normal space and Zero-space we each grew. That was the strange paradox of it: We each grew stronger. Each more deadly. Each more accomplished at inflicting pain and damage on the other.


  We had become symbiotic at some level. Neither of us could kill the other, neither of us could pull away because now, now after so much time, now the other was even stronger.


  The destructive power we now employed annihilated solar systems in their entirety. Civilizations that had barely raised their heads to look at the stars were obliterated. Advanced worlds, arrogant with their space travel abilities watched, helpless, stunned, and were annihilated.


  Still Crayak and I grew stronger and more deadly, but if anything, it was I who grew most dangerous now:


  There were two lines on a cosmic graph: One was the number of living planets, down and down. Life was failing around the galaxy as the two mad giants rolled here and there and crushed the helpless beneath them.


  The other graph line, though, showed my own slow ascension over Crayak.


  It was a hideous race to see which would happen sooner: my triumph over Crayak or our mutual destruction of all life in the galaxy.


  And then, sheer accident took Crayak and me down a path neither of us had known existed.


  Crayak laid a trap for me. He was ready to gamble anything. So he began to move with a definable pattern. He deliberately laid the groundwork for me to guess his next move.


  It worked. I read his pattern and foolishly ascribed it to exhaustion on his part. Thus it was that I emerged from Zero-space within a few hundred thousand miles of a force that neither I nor Crayak could hope to defeat: a black hole.


  Chapter 27


  



  I now consisted of four thousand two hundred and twenty portions. I emerged from Zero-space trailing my vast, extended body behind me. The instant I emerged I saw the trap.


  Too late!


  The pull of the black hole was impossible to fight. I had great power, but I did not have this power. My most forward portions fell into that gravity well with no chance at all of escape.


  Crayak had laid the trap to perfection.


  I shot an order to my other portions: Do not emerge!


  Milliseconds from final disaster the remaining parts of me cancelled their descent from Z-space. I was wounded, not killed. But oh, how I was wounded.


  I watched helplessly as vast parts of me, including the remnants of the original ship/body, all that was left of the true Ketran me, fell toward that black hole.


  I was everywhere at once, lost, turned, twisted. In Z-space, in real space far away as parts of me emerged randomly, and falling into the horrible crushing mouth of the black hole.


  I was bits and pieces.


  The pain! My connections were across so many levels. It was not just a data stream, it was more than that. Those were my arms and wings there, falling, diminishing, being crushed by gravity.


  Those were my eyes and ears spread out through space and non-space. Stretched.


  I felt the connection break down, felt it as if parts of my body were being sawed off. Pain! My mind was closing in, collapsing, no! Fragments. Pieces of me. Distorted cries and shouts of wild disjointed communication.


  The universe itself seemed to disintegrate. The stars fell apart, opened themselves up like blossoming flowers. And then� and then . . .


  I seemed to float in a place like nothing I had seen or imagined. All around me I saw massive, twisted lines of pure power, snapping and color-shifting. I saw numbers, deluges of them, I could hear them roaring around my ears. I reached out a vast hand and could run it over the curves of space itself. I could stroke the very curves of space-time.


  I saw . . . I saw everything, the inside, underside, inner, and outer of everything at, once.


  I lived still.


  But where was I?


  What was I?


  I was within a black hole, within Zero-space, within real space and yet unified into one whole through a medium I could not yet conceive.


  I was seeing, hearing, feeling in all places at once. The effect was extreme disorientation.


  I tried instinctively to pull my parts together, but I could not. It was impossible that I should still be alive, impossible that I could flap wings that were still in Zero-space, impossible that I should seem to wiggle pods inside a black hole.


  I was aware of Crayak, I felt him approach my real-space portions. He was attacking me piecemeal, exploding parts of me with great glee.


  I felt physical parts of me evaporate, burned away by energy beams. And yet my mind was not diminished.


  Portions of me were now fully within the black hole, they were crushed to dots, crushed to the size of atoms, destroyed for all intents and purposes.


  And yet I lived.


  Something was happening. Something . . .


  One by one Crayak annihilated the component parts of me. Hundreds of them. Thousands of them. And when nothing was left of me in real space he chased me into Zero-space and squeezed those helpless, inanimate bits of machinery and flesh and crystal out into real space where they could be destroyed.


  And still I lived.


  How much time had passed? Unknowable. I was no longer within time. I could see time as a series of interwoven strands, a trillion trillion strands of possibility.


  Was I dead? Was I in some sort of afterlife?


  Dead, no. The dead do not see, and I saw! I saw things no living creature had ever seen before. I was deep within the structure of the universe, I was within the code of creation.


  There was nothing left of me, nothing that any one could see or touch. I was gone, and yet I lived.


  End Game


  Chapter 28


  



  I don't know how long I floated through this eerie, brilliant, wondrous landscape of pure energy and purest beauty. Time was for other creatures. Time's arrow did not carry me along with it.


  I knew nothing of this. I was a mere creature, for all my multitudes, for all my powers, I was, after all, a mere mortal creature.


  It was as if one of the primitive Andalites I'd known had suddenly been thrust into the command center of a starship. I was an ignorant savage. An extreme primitive.


  But I knew this: As simple and primitive as I might be, I could literally touch and move the vibrating lines of space-time.


  Was I grown extremely big? Or had I shrunk to submolecular size? Size meant nothing. There was no size in this place.


  I lived, and that was all I knew. I was alive without form, alive without synapses to fire, without food to devour, without limbs to control. I saw without eyes and tasted without tongue and moved with no wings or pods or engines to move me.


  This I knew.


  And I knew one other thing as well, a lesson hard-learned from millennia of war: My foe would find me.


  An absurdly rare event, a cosmic coincidence had fashioned me. The odds? The odds were billions to one, trillions to one, incalculable.


  But those were odds of this thing happening once. The odds of it happening again were great. Crayak learned. Crayak watched. Once I revealed myself to him, once I acted in such a way as to show myself, Crayak would find the way to follow me here. And as I was unchanged in mind and morality, so he would be unchanged.


  Carefully, frightened at last into true humility, I began to study this new environment. I found I could see into the real world, see the events and peoples who made up these space-time strands.


  They seemed to rise and mature and age and fall in the blink of an eye, and as I watched and studied and learned I knew that hundreds of thousands and finally millions of years were passing in real space.


  I saw Crayak out there, still at his evil work. I saw lines go dark, unravel, coil up into nothingness as he massacred planets. Billions of lives become nothingness. I had planted a great deal of life, and my Pemalites still lived to spread more, but the tide was turning once more in Crayak's favor.


  At last, knowing I had so much more still to learn, knowing my own deep inadequacy, I struck back.


  Crayak entered a system of nine planets orbiting a medium yellow star. Two of the worlds, a red planet and a blue, were populated. The red planet was already doomed, its atmosphere was oozing away, and Crayak could do no real harm there.


  But the blue planet teemed with life. The dominant species type were huge, brutish beasts in a fantastic array of forms. Giant, slow-moving plant eaters and violent, rapacious killers with tearing teeth and deadly talons. There was intelligence there, but no sentience, I could see it so clearly.


  Not in the great, domineering brutes, but in a handful of small, swift, fur-bearing prey animals did the future of this world lie.


  They had only to be left alone and in forty or sixty million years there would emerge a great people.


  Crayak saw none of his, he saw only that there was life there. He aimed his weapons at the blue planet and fired, and I drew gently on the fabric of space-time and his weapons struck nothing. The planet was gone, halfway around its orbit


  He tried again, and each time I applied my crude but powerful countermeasures.


  And then, in confusion, Crayak withdrew to consider.


  I knew he would be with me soon.


  Chapter 29


  



  "So here you are, Ellimist"


  "I've been expecting you, Crayak."


  He appeared to me as he always had. As a dark monster. I knew how I appeared to him: I had mastered the simple trick of projecting myself in whatever guise suited me best. I appeared to him as a simple Ketran.


  "Your advantage is gone, Ellimist."


  "We are equals now," I agreed. "You can no longer harm me personally. You understand that?"


  "I cannot harm you, Ellimist, but I can hurt you. I can kill the things you love."


  "You can try, Crayak. But in the end you are a fool. Do you not see that everything you do I can undo? You can slaughter and I can reverse time itself to restore life. But I tell you this: If we carry on our war inside the bowels of space-time itself we will end by collapsing this universe and killing ourselves as well as every thing in it."


  "It's a pointless game that has no winner," Crayak admitted. "But what else is there for the two of us?"


  "We could watch. We could admire the advance of evolution."


  "Unacceptable. I would choose my own destruction over that. To live for all of eternity as a passive observer? There must be a game. If there is no game there is nothing for me."


  "Then let us play a game, Crayak."


  "There will have to be rules."


  "Yes, there will have to be rules."


  "And a winner?"


  "That, too, though it will take millions of years."


  Crayak smiled his hideous smile. "I'm not going anywhere."


  "Then come," I said, "let us play the final game."


  Epilogue


  



  I told the dying human, "Now you know who I am. What I am."


  "Yeah, You were a kid. Like me in some ways, a kid who got in way too deep and couldn't get back out."


  "A kid."


  "You were trapped. You still are. I've been trapped."


  "Yes," I said.


  "Was I one of your game pieces? Were all six of us just game pieces?"


  I considered that for a moment. Who is to say who is piece and who is player? How often had I wondered whether I myself was just a game piece in a still larger game whose players laughed at my pretensions?


  "I did not cause you to be one of the six. You are . . . you were . . . a happy accident. An unwitting contribution from the human race to its own survival."


  The human was silent. No begging, no pleading for life. At the end, acceptance came even to this strong, turbulent spirit.


  "You said I could ask one more question."


  "Yes."


  "I can't ask if we win, I can't ask if it will all turn out okay."


  "I don't know those answers."


  "Okay, then answer this, Ellimist: Did I� . . . did I make a difference? My life, and my . . . my death . . . was I worth it? Did my life really matter?"


  "Yes. You were brave. You were strong. You were good. You mattered."


  "Yeah. Okay, then. Okay, then."


  A small strand of space-time went dark and coiled into nothingness.
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  Chapter 1


  



  "On your right is the door to the Oval Office. The office of the President of the United States, perhaps the most powerful person in the world."


  Marco threw me a look. One of those looks that said, "If they only knew."


  If they only knew there's someone else right here on Earth possibly far more powerful than any president or king or prime minister.


  Jake and Marco think it's better people don't know the truth about that someone else.


  Me?


  Lately I wonder.


  Lately I think it might be better to go public.


  Let the world know that Earth has been invaded by an alien species led by someone - something - more evil and more powerful than most humans can probably imagine.


  That's what I think.


  I'm Rachel.


  No last name. You probably already know why. But in case you don't, it's for security. Yours and ours. And it's the same with all of us.


  We're the Animorphs. Jake, Tobias, Cassie, Marco, and me.


  We're also just kids, at least on the outside. You wouldn't know us if you saw us cruising the mall on a Saturday afternoon or riding a bike down the middle of the street.


  Or touring the White House with a bunch of other kids.


  Fact: We aren't like other kids.


  We were once. But never again.


  After a certain point, you just can't go back to where you started. Even if you want to. Which I have to admit - I don't.


  To repeat: The Yeerks are here. Parasitic aliens. Their goal is to conquer the human race. And believe me they've been doing it, one human at a time.


  But they're getting impatient now. And more aggressive.


  Maybe you've seen something about the Yeerks on the internet.


  Maybe also about us. Recently, we were involved in a big throw down on an aircraft carrier out in the middle of the ocean.


  And there was an episode with some campers that went bad.


  The actual events got some press coverage, but the stories were buried on the back pages. Relegated to Web sites run by sci-fi fans.


  The only people who believed the few witnesses with the nerve or dementia to tell the truth about what they saw are pretty much the same folks who believe every nutty story they hear from the media.


  Most of the American public thinks the Yeerk invasion story is something straight off the front page of the Enquirer. Baby born with antelope snout. Melted Snickers bar in shape of St. Francis's head cures rabies. Yeah, like that's really happening. Or just another urban myth. Like Batman. And alligators in the subway.


  I'm not one of those kooks or cranks. And I'm here to tell you that the Yeerk invasion is not a myth, urban or otherwise. The Yeerk invasion is real.


  Yeerks are slugs. They crawl into your ear, fit themselves into your brain, and then take control. Which is why hosts are known as Controllers.


  The problem with human-Controllers? They could be anybody. Your sweet mother, your smelly science teacher, the cute pitcher on the local softball team.


  And they could be anywhere. At home, at school, at the park.


  In the White House.


  I glanced at the window. Saw a red-tailed hawk circle in the sky.


  Tobias.


  One of us. But a nothlit. A boy who stayed in red-tailed hawk morph for more than two hours and got trapped there.


  Along with Cassie, Tobias is my best friend in the world. Also kind of my boyfriend. The kind with feathers.


  It's a long story. But because of an inscrutably powerful being known as the Ellimist, Tobias can morph his human self. Even choose to be that human forever, give up the morphing. The fight. Life as a bird of prey.


  But he doesn't choose that option.


  Because, just like me, Tobias doesn't want to go back to where he started.


  TSEEW!


  Faint, but oh, yeah.


  Dracon fire!


  Half a second later, Tobias crumpled in the air. My heart stopped. The wind sucked out of my lungs. Pain. Disbelief. I watched Tobias plummet to the ground.


  A scream. Then lots of screams followed by the sound of crashing doors, splintering wood, breaking windows, and thundering footsteps.


  "What's going on?" one of the chaperons shouted.


  I already knew. Marco and Jake, too. And Cassie.


  The Yeerks were attacking the White House.


  Men in slim, dark suits, ear wires tucked into their collars, poured into the hallway. Secret Service. Barking orders.


  "Please move quickly toward the exits!"


  Two guys herded the crowd toward double doors at each end of the hallway. Jake motioned to us and we stepped out of the flow or panicked people. Gathered around him.


  "I can't believe this," Marco hissed. "The White House! You know what this means, don't you? The Yeerks have finally declared war. Open war. No more covert operations."


  Yeah. Open war. We'd expected the move, but not in this way. Not an attack on the White House.


  Oxygen was returning to my body. And along with it, all the hate I felt for the Yeerks. For what they had done to Tobias. For what they had done to all of us.


  I was glad the covert war was over. Glad not to have to pretend anymore.


  "Tobias is down," I said. "I saw him get hit. The Yeerks want war, they'll get it."


  "Everybody slow down," Jake cautioned. But he looked at me when he said it.


  Jake never loses a chance to imply that I'm some kind of shoot-first-ask-questions-later loose cannon.


  I gulped some air, tried to slow my pulse. Jake is our leader. We do what he says. At least we have so far. But it gets harder and harder for me. Maybe for all of us.


  "Split up," Jake ordered. "Battle morphs. Be ready for action. But don't do anything stupid."


  No time to get mad about that "stupid" remark. I knew it was meant for me.


  More Secret Service men thundered into the hallway. Broke open the doors to the Oval Office.


  I stepped away from Jake and slipped behind a heavy curtain.


  I was going grizzly. My biggest, baddest morph.


  Just for a moment - just for the goof - imagine a tall, blonde human girl turning into a grizzly bear, in an animated Disney version. No doubt the process would look graceful. Whimsical. Charming, even.


  Let me tell you something. The people at Disney do not know squat about the reality of morphing. Not the people at Nickelodeon or the people at DreamWorks, either.


  You watch somebody morph, you could lose your lunch.


  My face stretched and thickened.


  My shoulders bulked up.


  I closed my eyes to concentrate, speed the process when . . .


  "What's the matter with you? Get out of there!"


  I opened my eyes. The curtain had been ripped aside. A Secret Service agent glared at me. I glared back.


  "Quit fooling around, kid. We're trying to save your life."


  I'd risked my life more times than I could count. Fought every kind of monster the galaxy could muster. And he had the nerve to tell me to stop - fooling around!


  Tobias was probably lying dead on the White House lawn.


  And this clown wanted me to stop fooling around.


  The guy didn't know beans about what was happening on his own watch.


  That's when it happened.


  Something snapped. Some spring inside me just went BOOINNGGGG!


  Maybe when he was lying on the ground in ten pieces he would figure out I hadn't been fooling around.


  I wanted blood. I could smell it. I could taste it.


  Was it the grizzly in me that wanted to kill?


  Or was it the me in me?


  I didn't know, and I didn't want to know.


  I just wanted to take his face off. I snarled and reached out to slice him from head to toe.


  Chapter 2


  



  Fortunately for him, I hadn't morphed claws yet. Or teeth. Or much in the way of size.


  I caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror across the hall. I didn't look like a grizzly. But I didn't look like Rachel, either.


  Bottom line?


  I looked like a big girl with a nasty look on her face and a serious hormone imbalance. Long dark hairs sprouted from my chin and cheeks.


  "Come on, kid. Quit playing. Get out of here."


  The Secret Service guy yanked me from behind the curtain and shoved me toward the exit.


  But it was too late.


  Two Hork-Bajir-Controllers came crashing into the hallway.


  The Secret Service man looked flabbergasted.


  He was prepared for assassins or terrorists.


  Guys in hoods with ragged eyeholes. Guys with foreign headdresses. Guys in American military camouflage garb.


  But not for seven-foot-tall alien invaders with feet like T-rex and huge, razor-sharp blades on their elbows and knees.


  Hard to believe the Hork-Bajir are gentle creatures when they don't have a Yeerk slug sitting in their cranial cavity controlling their minds and bodies.


  Of course, these two Hork-Bajir were Controllers. They weren't gentle. And they were going to kill us both.


  The Secret Service agent fired his gun.


  I ducked back behind the curtain. Hoped he could hold them off for the short time I needed to finish the morph.


  I closed my eyes and concentrated, willing the pace of the morph to accelerate.


  CREEEEEK!


  My face cracked open. Mouth stretched wide into a macabre grin. Nose spread. Ears migrated. Grizzly bone, muscle, skin, and fur emerged and layered.


  My slim human shoulders hulked up and out. Too huge for my human spine to support. My back began to buckle.


  My thick, curved claws were still growing when I stepped back out from behind the curtain.


  The Secret Service agent had taken cover behind a desk. His face was white, his hand tight around his pistol.


  The only reason he was still alive was that the Hork-Bajir had gotten tangled up in all the little chairs and desks that lined the hallway. Skinny-legged French-gilt jobs or something that now lay splintered on the floor.


  "Andalite!" The Hork-Bajir paused. Not sure what to do next.


  The Yeerks think the six of us are Andalites, the aliens who invented the morphing technology.


  But only one of us is Andalite. Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. Younger brother of War Prince Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul. Ax was a cadet in the Andalite Military Academy when he got dropped down in the middle of this war.


  The rest of us are humans. Make that four humans and a red-tailed hawk.


  Tobias.


  The one who was lying dead outside.


  I stood up on my back legs and screamed.


  Only it didn't come out as a scream. It came out as an earsplitting grizzly roar that was enough to drain the last tiny bit of color from the Secret Service agent's face.


  I looked at those two massive Hork-Bajir and didn't see victims of the Yeerk invasion. I saw murderers.


  I saw killers.


  And I saw blood.


  I dropped down on all fours and loped toward them.


  Dracon fire singed me but I didn't even feel it.


  When I jumped, I brought both of them down with one tackle. Blades scraped me. Tore through my fur, into my flesh.


  But I paid no attention. Nothing could hurt worse than the pain in my head - and my heart.


  Then, suddenly, something grabbed me, pulled me away.


  A gorilla. Full grown. Marco, in his favorite battle morph. I snarled, turned on the hulking primate. But he shoved me off balance.


  I watched Jake in tiger morph and Cassie in wolf morph rush in to finish the fight.


  One of the Hork-Bajir managed to jump up and escape through the window.


  I was furious!


  This was my fight and I'd been winning. Why couldn't Jake and Cassie find their own Controllers to kill?


  Jake pinned the other Hork-Bajir. He bit his shoulder hard and then released him.


  The Hork-Bajir leaped to his feet and followed his buddy out the window, escaping in the direction of the Rose Garden.


  I heaved myself to my feet and bellowed.


  <What's the matter with you? That's two you let get away!>


  <Stop it, Rachel,> Jake ordered calmly. <Cassie, you and Marco get to the Rose Garden. They're trying to get the President to the chopper, but there are Taxxons all over the place. I'm hoping those bleeding Hork-Bajir will distract them for a few seconds.>


  Taxxons. Huge, voracious centipedes. They'll eat you - dead or alive.


  <I'll go!> I raged as Cassie and Marco ran off. <I'll take care of the Taxxons. Let me go!>


  <Uh-uh. You're out of this now. You're hurt bad. And you're so out of control you don't even realize how bad. That's why we pulled you off. Morph out, Rachel. Now.>


  Jake turned away, an enormous Siberian tiger in a White House hallway.


  Something about the way he just took it for granted that he could tell me what to do, tell me when to fight, when to back off, control me when one of the people I loved most was lying dead on the ground . . .


  Something about it made me beyond angry.


  Nobody told me when I was out of a fight. Nobody.


  Not even Jake.


  Why did he think he could do it?


  Because I let him think he could. That's why.


  Maybe it was time to show him he couldn't.


  I'd rough him up. Not much. Just enough to let him know that I could take him. Any time. Any place.


  I stood quietly on my back legs. He didn't hear a thing. He was listening for sounds outside. Trying to gauge his next move.


  I was just about to jump him when Cassie came tearing down the hallway.


  <Jake! We need you. Marco's down. They've got the President in the chopper. But they can't take off.>


  <I'm going out there,> I announced.


  <Rachel! No! You're covered in blood. The Taxxons will be all over you,> Cassie cried.


  I wasn't afraid. Let them attack. I would tear them apart and enjoy it.


  <Rachel! No!>


  I bounded through the broken window toward the sound of chopper blades.


  Toward pandemonium.


  Chapter 3


  



  The President was the prize in a serious game of tug-of-war.


  Secret Service agents inside the helicopter were trying to pull him in.


  A Hork-Bajir-Controller was trying to pull him out.


  At least ten Taxxons writhed and hissed and hungered for blood.


  Several Hork-Bajir hung onto various parts of the chopper, attempting to prevent it from lifting off.


  One Hork-Bajir did a chin-up. The chopper blade took his head off.


  Horrible.


  The head rolled across the lawn, and five of the Taxxons followed in a frenzy, dizzy with the excitement of fresh meat.


  The other five Taxxons closed in around the chopper. Tore at the Hork-Bajir body. Their weight caused the chopper to dip. The Hork-Bajir with a grip on the President's leg stumbled.


  I plowed in like a tackle!


  Broke up the line of Taxxons.


  Slapped away the Hork-Bajir body.


  Yanked two more Hork-Bajir from their grip on the chopper blades. Now the chopper would take off.


  I heard the blades whir. The wind whiffled my fur as the chopper carrying the President rose over my head.


  Now the aliens focused their attention on me.


  I stood strong. Bleeding and roaring. Slicing and biting at the air as they came at me.


  One after another they fell.


  I was blind with killing rage.


  Blindly efficient. A machine.


  And then, suddenly, all was quiet.


  The only sound was my own panting. The plop-plop of blood dripping from my muzzle.


  I ruled! Was surrounded by dead Hork-Bajir. Watched a retreating band of Taxxons.


  The roar of a tiger alone is enough to frighten most people to death.


  But I'm not most people.


  <I told you you were out!> Jake growled.


  <Nobody tells me I'm out!>


  We circled each other.


  <This is a team, Rachel. A team. Do you know what that means?>


  Jake bared the tiger's deadly fangs.


  Big deal!


  A grizzly can take a powerful amount of biting. Jake could sink those tiger teeth three or four inches deep and still not penetrate the shaggy bear coat.


  <This used to be a team, Rachel. But you've turned it into a pack. Okay. Have it your way. You want to lead the pack, you're going to have to fight me for control.>


  <I'll fight you,> I answered, rage making my voice thick. <I'm happy to fight you. Thrilled.>


  I dropped my front paws to the ground and ran.


  He didn't expect it, didn't really think I'd do it. I caught him off guard, rammed him in the ribs.


  He let out a snarling cry of surprise and flew several feet across the yard.


  But tigers are cats. By the time he hit the ground, his feet were underneath him and he was gathering his body for a spring.


  I tried to move, but he was too fast!


  He landed on me, and I fell sideways. I was sure I could knock him off, but he held on.


  I flailed, twisted. But I couldn't dislodge the tiger.


  <You can't take me, Rachel,> Jake said, voice oddly calm. <You're bigger, but you're not thinking clearly.>


  <I'll show you who's not thinking!> I cried.


  But I could feel the life seeping out of me.


  <You're bleeding to death, Rachel. It's over. Now demorph.>


  <NO!>


  <If you don't demorph you'll die,> he said. <Face it, Rachel. You've lost. You lost this fight before it started.>


  It was his calmness that sent me further into a blinding, screaming, homicidal rage.


  He was so arrogant! So sure of his own superiority!


  I thrashed! I screamed! I roared!


  But he was right.


  I was losing.


  <Morph, Rachel!> Cassie. <Morph, now!>


  But I didn't. And I wouldn't.


  Because at that point, I knew I'd rather die than lose.


  <Come on, Rachel!> Marco's voice broke. <Morph. Don't be stupid.>


  A drop of blood from a torn ear trickled down my cheek. My neck. It tickled and caused me to jerk my eyes open and sit up with a scream that probably woke up everybody in the house.


  Sweat, not blood, was trickling down my face.


  I wasn't on the lawn of the White House.


  Not in Washington, D.C., our nation's capitol.


  No. I was in my bed. At home.


  And I'd been having a nightmare.


  Again.


  Chapter 4


  



  "Where's Cassie?"


  Marco sat at the keyboard of Ax's souped-up computer.


  "I don't know. Did you look in the barn?"


  "Yeah. Not there."


  Cassie's barn is where we usually meet. Home of the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic.


  Ax looked at me. <You seem unusually eager to speak to Cassie. Is there something you feel can only be discussed with her? Or can we help?>


  Ax is Andalite. Not human. Technologically brilliant, but emotionally thick as a brick.


  Or at least that's the assumption we go on. Don't ask me why. Because it's usually Ax, who, in his own strange way, seems to understand what's going on beneath the surface.


  I threw myself down into the beanbag chair Marco had dragged to Ax's scoop when he realized he was going to be spending a lot more time there from now on.


  Reality check: Marco is officially dead. He lives with his parents - also officially dead - and the free Hork-Bajir. Sometimes with Ax. He doesn't go to school anymore. He wouldn't be on a class trip.


  I should have known the dream was a dream.


  "There's really nothing in particular I want to talk about," I lied.


  Ax looked at me and held his gaze for longer than necessary. He knew I was lying. Then he turned to peer at the computer screen over Marco's shoulder.


  Okay, so I did want to talk to Cassie about something in particular.


  Alone.


  Cassie's the only one of us who might really be called "sensitive." Marco, like Ax, is perceptive. But that's not the same thing as being sensitive.


  Besides, Marco has a way of making everything I say or do seem reckless. No way was I going to confide in him.


  But I did need to talk. I was getting a little worried about these nightmares. The same thing over and over.


  Me and Jake. One-on-one. A final showdown.


  Jake is our leader. I respect him. I don't always agree with his decisions, but he's in charge and I'm not. And that's the way I want it.


  Especially after my one disastrous attempt at playing general. When I stupidly let Cassie get captured by the Yeerks.


  So why the dreams?


  "Wow!" Marco sat up and stared intently at the screen. "Look at this. On the Net. An 'I was there' first-person account of an alien attack on a nuclear sub. And here's another one. Some guy who doesn't want to be identified. He says he's a human-Controller whose Yeerk has joined the resistance."


  <It would seem that the human race is about to learn the truth,> Ax said thoughtfully. <If the Yeerks no longer feel their presence is a secret, this could be the moment they decide to declare open war.>


  "Woo-hoo!" I pumped my fist.


  Marco shook his head in disgust. "Could you at least try to act like you're not thrilled at the prospect?"


  Sometimes it's really hard not to like Marco.


  This wasn't one of those times.


  "Look," I said, "covert war stinks. It's a nasty, underground kind of thing that screws up your head. Look at what it's done to us. Look at the moral compromises we've had to make. You guys act like I'm some kind of psycho. But all I want is a fair fight. And you can't have a fair fight with an enemy that won't declare war!"


  I was semi-breathless when I finished with righteous indignation.


  But also with a kind of shame.


  Ax and Marco were giving me that big-eyed look. The kind of look that clearly said they didn't believe what I was saying and were pretty sure I didn't believe it, either.


  "I mean it," I insisted.


  Lame.


  I looked up at the branch overhead where Tobias was perched. His eyes fixed me with an intense stare.


  Now remember, Tobias is a hawk. So he's always intense and staring.


  But this time there was something in his stare that looked embarrassed. For me.


  It was Marco who broke the silence. "I don't think any of us should fool ourselves. If this war is exposed, we're out of it."


  Ax blinked. <What do you mean?>


  Tobias rustled his feathers and tightened his talons on the branch. <Because if the Armed Forces get involved, we'll be pushed aside like some kind of freak show. You know, kids who can do their own stupid pet tricks.>


  "And that's fine with me." Marco smiled, folded his hands behind his head. "I'm ready to be pushed aside. I am ready to try normal again. Go back to school, graduate, get a good job, get married, have kids. I'm just living for the day when we can hand this over to the people who know what they're doing and who actually like doing it."


  "I'd say we've done pretty good for people who don't know what they're doing," I snapped.


  Silence. Three sets of eyes stared at me. Okay, four - because Ax has two sets of eyes.


  I felt my face turn hot and red. I knew what the nightmares were about. Why had I been trying to fool myself and pretend that I didn't? I wasn't fooling anybody else.


  My deep, dark secret was like an elephant in the living room.


  A big purple one. With polka dots.


  Nobody talked about it.


  But everybody knew it was there.


  The secret was that whatever we'd been doing, I did like it.


  And the good guys aren't supposed to like it.


  Chapter 5


  



  I wheeled in a circle. Examined the ground for signs of Yeerk activity.


  I'd gotten over feeling embarrassed and now I was peeved. Which is a polite way to say I was ticked off.


  <You okay?> Tobias asked, flying near but not close enough to arouse suspicion if we were being observed from the ground. A bald eagle and a red-tailed hawk are not usually flying buddies.


  <No,> I said in my surliest tone.


  <Want to talk about it?>


  There was a long pause.


  <Can you talk about it?>


  <I'm not trying to be mean,> I said quickly. <All I really meant was that I don't want to lay something on you that you can't handle.>


  Tobias turned below me.


  <Gee. Thanks for knowing me so well. Look, Rachel. I can handle it. What's going on?>


  <What's going on is that I'm sick of everybody acting like I'm some kind of warmonger, when all I am is ready and willing to do my duty. Marco whines and slacks every chance he gets. So how come I get that bug-eyed look from everybody and Marco doesn't?>


  <That's not really fair,> Tobias said quietly. <Marco carries his weight and you know it.>


  <Okay. So he's not a slacker. But he is a complainer. I'm sick to death of all that "Why me? Why us?" stuff all the time. How come everybody lets him get away with it?>


  Tobias came up besides me, riding easy on a thermal.


  <I think it's because Marco is just saying what everybody else is thinking but would never actually say.>


  <Right. So how come everybody doesn't tell him to can the complaints and get on with the job? How come I'm the bad guy?>


  <The others may not say the things Marco says, but basically, everybody feels the same way he does. They really don't want to be a part of this. On the other hand, nobody really understands where you're coming from and . . . Never mind.>


  He broke off and glided downward and away.


  <And what?> I pressed, following.


  Tobias didn't answer.


  <You said you could handle it,> I reminded him.


  <Okay. Okay. I don't think anyone really understands where you're coming from, Rachel. You're too into it and for a while we were all right with that. But now, it's starting to freak everybody out.>


  Tobias poured on the speed and shot past me.


  <Would it gross you out if I had a little dinner?> he said suddenly.


  He didn't wait for an answer, but went screeching downward, talons raked forward.


  I watched him close in on the rat. I felt even more isolated than usual.


  Was he right?


  Did the others think I was some kind of blood-thirsty sadist they were only willing to put up with because they needed me?


  Were they really starting to dislike me as much as I was beginning to think they did?


  I watched Tobias scoop the rat and head off for a distant tree.


  I felt a shiver of revulsion.


  Then anger.


  Where did Tobias get the nerve?


  Where does a kid that's a hawk that eats rats get off talking about me creeping people out?


  And as far as my being into it? My liking it? Did they really think Jake didn't?


  Maybe Jake didn't like the bloodshed. But the larger battle?


  Of course Jake liked it. Who wouldn't?


  The thrill of command. The adrenaline. The victory!


  I flew away, leaving Tobias to his dinner. In the distance, the red winking light of a radio tower seemed to beckon.


  Marco might be speaking for Cassie, Ax, and Tobias. But not for Jake.


  Jake wasn't a whining coward at heart, like Marco.


  Jake wasn't overemotional like Cassie.


  He wasn't withdrawn and passive like Tobias, or a blindly faithful follower like Ax.


  Jake was like me. Strong, brave, and aggressive.


  WAIT.


  That's it.


  Jake was threatened by me.


  So threatened that he was turning the others against me.


  Trying to demoralize me.


  Trying to be sure I didn't take over.


  I stabilized my flight path and corrected my course by lining myself up with the red light on top of the tower.


  A few moments later, I saw the roof of my house below and veered away from my path.


  Tried to veer away . . .


  I couldn't.


  Couldn't change directions. Couldn't change course.


  I was flying right toward the radio tower. Toward the red light.


  Turn, Rachel, turn!


  But I couldn't do anything but continue to fly straight ahead.


  Closer. Closer!


  Something was wrong. Very wrong. It was like being in the grip of a tractor beam.


  It was pulling me toward the tower. Toward the red light.


  I was going to crash right into it.


  I was going to crash.


  And I was going to burn.


  Chapter 6


  



  "Rachel! Get up. Breakfast in five minutes."


  I jerked awake.


  Again.


  My heart was pounding. My nightgown was wet with sweat.


  I heard Mom thumping on my sisters' doors, waking them for school before running downstairs.


  It was early. Not even light yet.


  I threw back the covers and rolled out of bed. Tried to shake off the creepy postnightmare feeling.


  The old nightmare within a nightmare.


  Was it over now? Really over? Was I finally awake?


  I walked to the window. Felt the cold floor under my feet. Pinched my arms. It hurt.


  I looked out. In the distance, I saw the faint red blinking light on top of the radio tower several miles away.


  The source of the image in my dreams.


  I changed into jeans, sneakers, and a T-shirt. Ran downstairs.


  Bacon and eggs sizzled on top of the stove. The door that led from the kitchen down to the basement was open. I could hear Mom down there doing laundry, opening the lid to the washer and then closing it with a bang.


  Mom's a morning person. Full of furious, noisy energy when everybody else is dragging around trying to keep their eyes open.


  I turned down the fire under the eggs, opened the fridge, and poured myself some juice.


  While I sipped, I pulled my nightmares apart, taking inventory. What was real? What wasn't real?


  Yeerk references were starting to pop up on the Internet. That much was real.


  But we all agreed that it didn't mean a whole lot at this point. On the plausibility meter, an alien invasion ranks lower than an Elvis sighting to most people.


  But what if people did start to believe it?


  What if this thing started to get some real play?


  It probably would mean an escalation of the conflict.


  If that happened, there was no way Earth could win. Not unless the Andalites came riding to the rescue. And we weren't really relying on that.


  Or unless the Animorphs were willing to dramatically increase the numbers on our side. To give more people morphing ability.


  That was dangerous. We'd tried it once.


  The result was not pleasant.


  The result was David.


  David, who had been a kid just like us. David, who had turned traitor and tried to sell us out to the Yeerks.


  David, who was no longer David because we had deliberately trapped him in rat morph and left him on a barren rock island with nothing but wind, rain, and other rats for company.


  Suddenly, the sweet juice turned sour in my mouth. My appetite disappeared.


  That usually happens when I think about David.


  I can't help it. Every time the memory surfaces, I feel afraid and guilty.


  What we'd done to David hadn't been fair. Though at the time it seemed the only solution. Short of murder.


  Still.


  The idea was Cassie's. She determined that forcing David to become a nothlit was kinder in the end that killing him.


  Sometimes I wonder: Kinder for who? For David or for us?


  Anyway, I'm the one who morphed a rat and went down into the dirt with David. The one who bit off her own tail to catch him in our makeshift trap.


  It was a dirty job. Somebody had had to do it and, as usual, I'd been the one. I'd been the only one with the stomach to stay with David for the full two hours it took for him to lose everything. To cease to be human. To become a rat. Permanently.


  Actually, Ax did stay with me, to keep track of time. Maybe also to give me support.


  And when it was over he told me he never wanted to talk about what we'd done. Ever.


  I knew it was stupid to feel guilty. David had been a threat. Not just to us, but to the entire fight.


  He wasn't a threat now. Maybe he wasn't even still alive. How long does the average rat live, anyway?


  SNAP!!!


  I jumped and juice splashed out of the glass.


  "Mom?" I yelled, reaching for paper towels to wipe up the mess. "What's going on?"


  "A rat!" she shouted. "I put out some traps last night and I just caught one. Rachel, honey, can you come down here and do something with it? You know those things make me sick."


  I felt like I'd been slapped.


  My mother knew nothing about my real life. About the Animorphs or the Yeerk invasion.


  She wasn't trying to insult me.


  But at that moment she was just one more person who thought that when there was dirty work to be done, Rachel was the one to do it.


  Still, I ran downstairs.


  The rat lay on the cement floor, its neck broken in the trap. I grabbed a cardboard box from a pile of trash, lifted the rat with a broom handle, and dropped it inside.


  "Just take it out to the garbage, please," Mom said, shivering a little. Then she turned back to the pile of laundry she was folding.


  I carried the rat upstairs, out the back door of the kitchen, and around to the front of the house.


  The garbage cans were already out on the curb, waiting for the morning pickup.


  It was light now. But I could still see the faint red flicker of the radio tower in the distance. In another few seconds, I wouldn't be able to see it at all. It would disappear into the light of day.


  I looked up and saw Tobias circling overhead, dipping his wings in greeting.


  My heart lifted a little. Some of the creepy depression receded.


  But as he wheeled more and more slowly, seeming almost to be drawing a bead on me, I had a horrible thought.


  Maybe Tobias wasn't circling overhead to say hello.


  Maybe he had his eye on the garbage. He'd been having a hard time hunting lately - we'd had almost no rain for a month - and I'd been bringing him food from time to time.


  At first, it had hurt his pride. But eventually, he'd accepted the food.


  My stomach lurched. I threw the rat and the box into the garbage can and shut the lid with a bang.


  I hurried into the house and let the door slam behind me.


  There was a time when Tobias had hidden his feeding habits from me. A time when he had been ashamed of killing and eating. Unbearable humiliated at having, in hard times, to scavenge garbage and roadkill.


  But Tobias had shed his inhibitions. Had learned to follow his animal instincts. And to do what he had to do.


  Maybe Tobias wasn't the only one who'd faced up to himself. Was that what my dreams were about?


  Shedding my inhibitions. Following my instincts. Doing what I had to do.


  Becoming the leader.


  Chapter 7


  



  School was the same old, same old.


  Teachers chatted with one another in the halls.


  Girls giggled.


  Guys punched one another in the arm.


  Stupid stuff, but familiar.


  Not to me.


  Not anymore.


  I felt like I was watching everyone from behind a Plexiglass window.


  I just wasn't there. I couldn't relate, not to the teachers, the boys, the girls. I couldn't even pretend to relate.


  I didn't know how much longer I could keep up the pretense that I was just another kid. Just another kid with nothing more important to worry about than zits and pop quizzes.


  I felt like I was going to explode.


  But I have some self-control. In spite of what Jake and the others think.


  I wouldn't say or do anything that might blow my cover. I had no way of knowing who was a Controller and who wasn't. and there were more and more human-Controllers every day.


  Chapman, our assistant principal, had been a Controller from the beginning. I watched him come striding down the hall with a bunch of guys from the soccer team. Were they Controllers, too? Members of The Sharing?


  They walked past me without a glance. By the time they turned the corner, I was in a fever of impatience.


  If those guys were Controllers, we needed to be flushing them out, fighting them. Maybe even rescuing them somehow. Not playing wait and see.


  Every hour, every day, we were missing opportunities to resist. To fight. To attack.


  The Yeerk presence was spreading and we were still playing a game of defense.


  Was that the right strategy?


  I wasn't convinced that it was. And I'd told Jake that. More than once.


  I looked over my shoulder. Every face I saw suddenly had Yeerk written all over it.


  Jake came out of a classroom, cutting the corner close.


  "Hi," I said, preparing to stop and talk.


  He gave me a curt nod and walked on.


  We play it cool at school. Avoid hanging out together much. Giving the wrong people the opportunity to speculate.


  But I couldn't help wondering.


  Had Jake's nod been just a little colder than usual?


  Was there something less than friendly in the way he had walked right past me?


  Was he still mad at me because I'd disobeyed him at the White Ho . . .


  Hold it!


  I shook my head.


  The whole White House thing had been a dream. I hadn't disobeyed Jake's orders. I hadn't tried to kill him.


  I hurried on to class and took a seat behind Cassie. I felt unsettled, uneasy.


  She turned. "Hey!"


  Her smile was genuine and I smiled back.


  Or at least I tried to. But the sense of something being wrong was even heavier, more oppressive than it had been that morning.


  Was this still a nightmare?


  The bell rang. Kids threw themselves into seats, and the teacher strode to the front of the room, brisk and impatient to get started.


  "Open your books to page two sixty-three," she said. Vaguely, I was aware of her launching into a lecture about Edgar Allan Poe. About the short story we had read last week.


  "The Tell-Tale Heart."


  I looked down at my book. Flipped through the pages. Tried to locate the passage the teacher was referencing.


  I heard the click-clack of chalk on the board. Looked up to see what she was writing.


  But I was blinded by the red glare that covered the entire front of the classroom.


  Nobody else seemed to notice. All around me kids were looking at the board, busily copying the notes written there.


  I looked behind me to locate the light source.


  Nothing.


  I looked to the front again.


  The red glow was gone. I could clearly see the teacher and the words she had written on the board.


  My head began to swim. What was going on?


  I was close enough to the wall to lean my head against it. The plaster felt cool and smooth against my cheek.


  But inside the wall, I heard scratching and scrabbling. The sound of little claws.


  Rats.


  My hands began to shake. I balled them into fists to stop the trembling.


  Maybe it wasn't so bad to be a rat if there were no people around to make you feel like a rat. Maybe it wasn't so bad if you lived in a place where everybody was a rat.


  Behind the smooth plaster, scrabbling and squeaking. Then - I knew my mind was playing tricks on me. Or was it?


  Someone was calling out to me from inside the wall.


  Someone was crying, "Help me! No! No! Don't do this to me!"


  It was David.


  David was calling to me!


  No!


  "Rachel? Are you feeling ill?"


  The teacher's kind voice penetrated the screeching alarm in my head.


  Every face, including Cassie's turned to stare at me. I realized I was leaning my head against the wall, my hand over my face like someone in pain or distress.


  I sat up straight, swallowed hard.


  "No," I managed to answer. "No, I'm fine."


  "Why don't you excuse yourself for a few minutes," she urged. "Get some water and then come back when you feel better."


  Probably afraid I was going to hurl and didn't want me to do it in her classroom.


  Can't say I blamed her.


  I picked up my books.


  Cassie's lips moved slightly. Formed silent words of concern. What's wrong?


  I shook my head. Nothing is wrong. Please stay put.


  I got to the door of the classroom. Heard the teacher launch back into her lecture about "The Tell-Tale Heart."


  A story about how guilt drives a murderer insane. Maybe more insane than he already is. It's the beating of the victim's heart that does it. The beating of the victim's dead heart, buried under the floorboards. Haunting the murderer. Thumping in his ears and his alone.


  The sound pursues him.


  Until he breaks. Until he confesses to his crime.


  I did go to the water fountain. My mouth was dry.


  I leaned over to sip. Reminded myself of all the reasons why I didn't need to feel guilty about David.


  I - we - had had no choice. Even Jake had agreed that there was no choice.


  "Why do you care what Jake thinks?" a voice behind me said. "A leader learns to live without approval."


  I choked on the water. Stood up and whirled around.


  Who'd said that?


  Who?


  There was nobody behind me.


  I looked up and down the hall.


  No one in either direction.


  Was I dreaming?


  No.


  I was just losing my mind. Or what was left of it.


  I pulled a piece of paper out of my notebook and scribbled a note to Cassie. Asked her to meet me in the barn after school. I found her locker, shoved the note through the vents, and headed for the exit.


  School was just not a good place for me to be just then.


  Chapter 8


  



  I killed most of the rest of the day in the mall. A couple of hours of shopping and I felt almost normal again.


  By the time I headed for the barn, I was feeling kind of silly. What was I? A little kid? Why was I letting a few bad dreams rock my world?


  I was about twenty yards from the barn when I heard the scream.


  Half a second later, Cassie came running out of the barn. About two hundred rats streamed behind her.


  Rats!


  This was a dream.


  It had to be a dream!


  Cassie was fast, but the rats were faster. They climbed up her legs, scampered over her shoulders, down her arms. Biting. Scratching. Chittering madly.


  Cassie's face began to melt. She stumbled to her knees. She was going into a morph. Momentarily helpless! The rats became more frenzied. It was horrible.


  I didn't know what to do! What morph did I have that could take on two hundred rats and kill them all before they chewed Cassie to a pulp?


  Whatever, just morph, Rachel! Go grizzly!


  That's when the second rat pack came running out from the underbrush.


  They attacked me!


  Before I could even begin the morph, they streamed up the legs of my jeans, across my chest, down the collar of my jacket.


  There was nothing I could do to stop them!


  Or was there?


  "Go to the pond!" I screamed to Cassie. "Run run run run!"


  I took off.


  Rats are small, but try running with fifty of them hanging on to you by their teeth like fishing weights.


  Sharp little claws penetrated the skin of my arms and back. Sharp little teeth sank into my cheek.


  "Stop it!" I screamed. "Get off me!"


  The pond was only a few yards away. I didn't stop to kick off my shoes, rip off my jacket. I just plowed into the water.


  The rats could hang on, but not for long. Not if I went under and held my breath. A rat's lungs are a lot smaller than mine. The rats would have to let go or drown.


  I sank beneath the surface.


  Some gave up almost immediately. Others dug their teeth in deeper, desperate. I thrashed, flung wet rats off into the dark of the pond.


  Were they swimming to safety? Were they drowning?


  I didn't care. Just wanted to make them to go away!


  By the time my lungs started to feel hot, the last rat had let go.


  I was free. Except for the heavy, inert weights inside my shirt and jacket. Drowned rats.


  Lungs burning. Time to surface.


  I pushed upward. Hoping Cassie would be there, waiting.


  No!


  Something closed around my ankle. Yanked me down. My lungs were bursting. I needed air!


  But whatever was holding on to my ankle was determined to drown me along with the rats.


  I thrashed and flailed and writhed . . .


  And then everything went black.


  Unconscious. But at the same time, aware.


  Floating. Drifting.


  There. But not there.


  Me. But not me.


  A dream.


  Another level of an ongoing nightmare.


  A nightmare structured like an intricate, labyrinthine game.


  And then I opened my eyes. Peered not through the water, but through a gloom.


  My eyes began adjusting to the dim light.


  Not a game board or a maze. A stage set.


  Like something right out of Phantom of the Opera.


  Very Gothic. Very Poe.


  I was in a dungeon. A huge, cavernous dungeon with stone walls slick with damp and slime.


  Candles flickered in elaborate wall sconces.


  Spectacular cobwebs, some as large as bedsheets, hung like shredding drapes from the light fixtures and the walls.


  Mice scurried in and out of the shadows. The place stank of rotten garbage and sewage.


  Wildly, I expected to see coffins. Vampires just waiting for the sun to set so they could suck my blood, make me one of their own. Midnight killers . . .


  Easy, Rachel. Concentrate. Use your senses, not your imagination.


  Listen! A persistent sound, a trickling. And a dripping.


  An answer to one of my questions. Not a crypt. I was somewhere in the sewer system. But how had I gotten here?


  I'd stand up. Take a look around. Figure out . . .


  Couldn't stand. Was in some kind of box. A cube situated on an elevated platform. Maybe a table.


  And I was bunched up, squatting with chin on knees, hands at my feet. Not enough room to stand up straight. To fully extend my arms or legs.


  I pushed the hair out of my face. It was wet!


  My jacket. Still full of bloated dead rats? Awkwardly, I patted my side.


  No.


  Okay, this at least was good.


  I touched the wall of the cube.


  What was it? Glass? Plastic? A force field, too?


  Couldn't fully lift my head. Rolled my eyes toward the top of the cube. Only a few inches away. It was secured with an enormous, old-fashioned padlock.


  Could I break it? Could I break the walls?


  No. not with my own arms and legs. I'd have to morph something big. Like grizzly. Something that would let me bust out of this prison . . .


  Unless the cube wasn't breakable by physical means. Unless I'd kill myself trying to break it.


  Okay. Airholes.


  I could morph bug, crawl out through one of the holes and . . .


  Never mind.


  My fingers trailed the floor of the box. It was covered with a fine powder. Awkwardly, I held my fingers to my nose and sniffed.


  Insecticide.


  Whoever, or whatever, had brought me here, had thought of everything.


  Yeerks? Something told me no.


  Not Yeerks.


  Chapter 9


  



  Footsteps.


  I jumped, startled.


  Clanging footsteps above me.


  I rolled my eyes back toward the top of the cube.


  A vaulted ceiling soared maybe thirty feet overhead.


  At the top was a small manhole cover.


  And leading from the cover was a rusted iron staircase that snaked down the far wall like a fire escape.


  Once for the sewer workers.


  Now for whatever lunatic had constructed this macabre den.


  The two guys clanging down the staircase definitely did not work for the utility company.


  They reached the bottom. Brushed the hanging cobwebs aside like they were parting a curtain. And approached my cube.


  Two guys. Late teens.


  Neither looked bright enough to be the mastermind behind this nightmare scenario. Definitely not the brains of the operation, Rachel.


  One was tall and skinny. He wore dirty, torn jeans and a black T-shirt. There was a tattoo of a rat on his right cheek.


  The other one was short and fat. He also wore dirty, torn jeans. But his T-shirt screamed The Grateful Dead in psychedelic swirls and acid-hot colors. Over that he wore a light blue windbreaker. His hair was pulled into a thin, greasy ponytail.


  There is just no accounting for taste.


  These guys were nothing. I could take punks like these.


  These guys looked like they survived on a diet of Twinkies and 7UP.


  They were mine.


  I'd say nothing.


  I'd wait for them to tell me what was going on.


  What they wanted.


  Who they were working for.


  What they'd done with Cassie.


  And then I'd make them sorry they'd ever messed with me.


  Tattoo looked at Grease. "Here it is, man. Just like he said."


  Grease looked around, nodded. "Yeah, dude. This is the place. So I guess now's the time. Now is definitely the time . . . I guess."


  Neither of the punks looked at me. Not in the face, anyway.


  This was so not their deal.


  Then, whose? Whose!


  Stay calm, Rachel. Stay calm.


  Assess before you act.


  Don't do anything stupid.


  Grease reached into his jacket pocket. I saw now that it was bulging. Slowly, carefully he produced . . .


  A rat.


  Of course. Of course.


  Dreams of rats, rats in the walls, rats in the basement, rats in my shirt . . .


  If you weren't such a harsh person, Rachel . . .


  Gently, Grease put the rat down on the table or platform. Placed it right in front of me, just on the other side of the clear wall of the cube.


  We were inches apart, me and the rat.


  It was large.


  A rat that gazed up at me with a strange intelligence in its little beady eyes.


  A rat that looked at me as if it knew something important about me.


  As if it recognized me.


  I'll kill you! I'll kill you! I'll kill you!


  One of its own.


  If you weren't such a harsh person . . .


  Of course. Of course.


  <Hello, Rachel,> said the rat. <Did you miss me?>


  I wasn't surprised.


  I wasn't scared, either.


  This was a dream. Just another dream.


  I'd wakened from the others. I'd wake from this one, too.


  "David," I said, feeling more curious than anything else.


  I was smarter than any of you . . .


  <Surprised?>


  "No," I answered truthfully.


  I shifted, tried to find some way to be comfortable inside the cube. My right foot was falling asleep. My lower back was beginning to ache.


  It was time to wake up.


  <Scared?> the rat named David asked.


  I was smarter . . .


  "No," I answered, truthful again.


  You can't judge me!


  And then the rat chuckled.


  <Oh, well, it's still early. And no, Rachel, this isn't a dream. You're not going to wake up. Not this time.>
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  <Would you by any chance want to know how I got here?> David asked abruptly.


  He scurried along the outside wall of the cube. Nose quivering. Malevolent, beady rat eyes shining.


  Satisfying himself that I was really, truly trapped.


  <Would you be any chance what to know what it was like after you abandoned me on that rock island? What it was like all those months alone? Barely surviving? Trying not to go crazy?>


  Suddenly, and certainly, I knew this was not a dream.


  Suddenly, I felt dread - heavy, leaden, and cold - draining down my limbs.


  It has to work or we . . . all of us . . . we will have to become killers.


  I didn't want to know David's story. Didn't want to hear anything he had to say.


  I could imagine it all well enough. I had imagined it. Over and over. Even when I didn't want to. Even when I had tried not to.


  And when I did imagine David's situation, when the grim images of isolation invaded my brain, I invariably broke out in a cold sweat.


  David sat up on his hind legs, his little pink nose twitching in the air. Searching for food?


  <You didn't have the guts to kill me, Rachel. So you left me on a rock and hoped that nature would do your dirty work for you.>


  David hadn't asked who the mastermind of the plan was.


  I felt a hot flush cover my neck and face. He was right. We had. David had zeroed in on the discomfiting truth.


  <It was horrible, Rachel,> he went on.


  His voice was controlled, but barely. In it I heard incipient mania. Madness.


  <It was horrible being a rat with human intelligence. Do you know what that means? It means that every time I was forced to eat a piece of putrefying flesh, my human brain was revolted. Every single day, the rat's need to survive made me do things my human brain found humiliating. Degrading. Gross.>


  "I feel that way every time I eat in the school cafeteria," I said. Determined not to let him see he was getting to me.


  <Leave the one-liners to Marco,> David snapped. <He's good at being funny. Sometimes. But you're good at dirty work.>


  I recoiled.


  Maybe David was perceptive. Maybe he just had a good memory.


  ]<Yes, I'm smart,> he said.


  As if he'd read my mind!


  <That's what got me into trouble with you Animorphs in the first place. But it's also what saved my life on that island. And it's what's going to bring me back and put me on top.>


  "What are you talking about?"


  Even to my own ears my voice was thin. Uneasy.


  <I'm talking about beating the Animorphs, the Yeerks, and the entire human race,> David said, gleeful now. <Life, like being the smartest rat on an island of rock and rodents, is what you make it, Rachel. You Animorphs thought you were condemning me to a fat worse than death. But I turned the experience into an opportunity. An opportunity to develop my intelligence to an almost supernatural level.>


  Suddenly, David the rat scampered in a circle. Then another, tighter. Faster. Then another. Like a rodent whirling dervish. Or like he was trying to throw off some bad feeling. Or a bad itch.


  After about ten revolutions, he came to a rest. Once again facing me.


  Briefly I thought of making a snide remark about his getting himself some Prozac or Lithium or whatever. But I kept my mouth shut.


  David spoke. His voice breathless from the manic exertion.


  <At first, the monotony, the loneliness, was unbelievable. Enduring day after endless day on that rock, exposed to the elements, alone except for thousands of other rats, marooned, somehow, like me. But I survived, Rachel. Oh, yes. And eventually I befriended a few of my more intelligent brothers and sisters. I promised to lead them off the island if they would bring me food and obey me. Long story short, they did. How could they not? They were compelled to obey. They knew a natural-born leader when they saw one. And now my forces are here.>


  "Forces?" I laughed. He really was insane! "What forces?"


  David laughed back, mimicking me.


  <The forces of David. You see, I escaped the island with a few select lieutenants.>


  "I thought rats couldn't swim."


  They get stuck in your shirt, weigh you down.


  Terrify you.


  <Some can. Some can't,> David said. <But it never came to that because not long ago a group of naturalists came out to the island to count the bird population. They came, of course, in a boat. You hadn't foreseen that possibility, had you?>


  I hadn't.


  <I was smarter than any of you.>


  It hadn't occurred to any of us that anybody would find a reason to visit that godforsaken pile of rock.


  <There was some miserable little species of bird on the island. Stupid birds, but their eggs were delicious. Anyway, while the naturalists were clopping around counting nests, I boarded the boat with my lieutenants and hid. A few hours later, we were back on dry land.>


  David paused. If he was waiting for applause, he'd have a very long wait.


  <I sent my lieutenants out to recruit,> he went on, voice growing more excited with each syllable. <They did an excellent job. I now have a force over two hundred strong. But I'm not finished yet. Oh, no. do you have any idea how many rats there are in the world, Rachel? Billions. Maybe trillions. And I will lead them all.>


  Okay.


  "So now what?"


  <You saw what my forces can do, back at the barn. With armies of rats, and a few more of these two,> David said, gesturing toward the punks with his twitching nose, <no one can stop me.>


  I looked at the two witless thugs. David's willing hands and feet. Maybe I could stir up a little dissension.


  "You guys realize you're working for a rat, don't you?" I said.


  Tattoo shrugged. "He pays good."


  "He pays good?" I snorted. "What are you talking about? He's a rat. You're working for cheese?"


  David laughed wildly. <A rat can go many places a human cannot, Rachel. You should know that. Into banks. Into businesses. Places where money is kept. Lots of money. I steal it. A few bills at a time. It's hard work but it's paid off. Over the last few months, I've accumulated two hundred and twelve thousand dollars.>


  I saw Tattoo and Grease exchange a glance. Tattoo swallowed hard. So did Grease. Just thinking about money was making them salivate.


  <The money is safe in a place no human could possibly find,> David said. To his two buddies as well as me. <And there's more where that came from.>


  "So what am I doing here?" I asked. "If you're poised to rule the world, what do you want with me?"


  David laughed.


  <Can't you guess? I want justice. I want poetic justice. I'm going to do to you what you did to me. Trap you. Take away your freedom of choice.>


  NOOOOO!


  David stopped his nervous twitching and pacing. Came to sit perfectly still, tiny black eyes on mine.


  <I'm going to make you become a rat. Permanently.>
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  "That's not justice," I snapped. "That's revenge."


  David sighed.


  <That's what all criminals say when justice finally catches up with them.>


  "I'm not a criminal."


  I am not some kind of nut.


  <Jake said there were rules, Rachel. Rules about using the morphing technology for good instead of evil. Rules about what you could do to people and what you couldn't. how come he wasn't worrying about the rules when he told you to do this to me?>


  "Jake didn't tell me to do it," I argued.


  David looked surprised. Well, as surprised as a rat can look, I guess.


  <He didn't? You mean, you just decided to trap me all on your own without orders from Jake?> His voice was condescending. <Wow. I'm surprised at you, Rachel. I thought the Animorphs were supposed to be so disciplined.>


  I didn't know what to say. What I wanted him to know. The plan had been Cassie's. But we'd all agreed to it. Each one of us. And each one of us had had a part in it.


  Was I any more guilty because I'd done the physical dirty work?


  I'd had no choice! I was the logical one for Jake to send along with David. David hated me most. He wanted to humiliate me. And I'd allowed him to, for our own ends.


  There's something pretty dark down inside you, Rachel.


  "I did what I had to do," I said, trying to hide my distress beneath a tone of conviction. "When you were threatening us. When we thought you'd killed Tobias. Jake sent me after you because he knew I would do what was necessary."


  You, Rachel, you love it. It's what makes you so brave. It's what makes you so dangerous. I don't know what will happen to you if it all ends someday.


  Jake.


  Neither one of us had exactly distinguished ourselves over the David episode. Not me. Not Jake.


  <You think you're a soldier?> David demanded. Some kind of noble warrior? If you're a real warrior, then these guys are caped crusaders.>


  David laughed. Turned to his two creepy henchmen.


  <Let me tell you guys what the mighty Rachel here did to me. Put yourselves in my shoes. I'm a kid, okay? Then aliens steal my parents and, bam, my whole world is destroyed. I can never go home. Never see my parents again.>


  That wasn't my fault! I cried silently. We were only trying to help you!


  <Before I can even process what's happened, I get press-ganged into this group of kids. They lean all over me. They push me around. And when I try ti stand up for myself, Rachel here holds a fork to my ear and threatens me. Later, she promised to kill me.>


  I felt myself flush with embarrassment.


  Tattoo looked at me, cocked an eyebrow, almost imperceptibly lifted a thumb. As if to say, "All right!"


  He approved of what I'd done. He was ready to bond with me.


  This did not make me feel any better.


  David rolled onto his back. Waved his paws in the air. Whipped his naked pink tail back and forth.


  <You crack me up, Rachel. You really do. You want credit for being some dedicated war hero when all you are is just another punk.>


  Abruptly, David flipped over onto his feet.


  <You're all hypocrites. All of you Animorphs. From Jake, the sanctimonious killer, to you, the psycho. But I don't care about Jake and the others. It was you, Rachel. You were the bad guy. And you're going to pay big time. I'm going to make you.>


  "You can't," I said simply.


  <Sure I can. Morph. Now.>


  I shook my head.


  <Morph to rat,> David repeated. <It's the only morph that'll do. No grizzly. No elephant. And if you try to morph to insect, you'll die. Of course, maybe you'd prefer to die than exist like I have. Rooting through garbage. An unwitting pariah.>


  David signaled his thugs. They each drew a gun.


  David placed his paws against the wall of the cube and leaned in toward me. His nose quivered faster and his voice was gentle now.


  Mockingly gentle and falsely comforting. <Look at it this way, Rachel. Living the rest of your life as a rat isn't the worst fate imaginable for you. You'll still be able to fight. Rats are always fighting. Predators, enemies, other rats. It doesn't matter. As long as there's blood. That should be some consolation.>


  I am not some kind of nut!


  David's gentle tone turned nasty. <If you can't be a human bully, you can at least be a rat bully.>


  "I'm not a bully."


  I am not some kind of nut. I know what I'm doing.


  <Sure you are. You loved poking that fork against my head and threatening my family. You got off on terrorizing a poor kid who'd basically lost his whole life. If you weren't a bully, you'd have been ashamed of yourself.>


  I had been ashamed of myself.


  But . . .


  I still know where the line is. And I won't cross it. But I never would have tried to kill David if it hadn't been for Jake.


  You worry about me? What do you think you're going to do, Jake?


  Jake had sent me to "take care" of David.


  Everyone draws their own line.


  He hadn't told me what, exactly, to do.


  But he hadn't told me what, exactly, not to do, either.


  So that was the same as giving me permission to do whatever it took to get the job done.


  Wasn't it?
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  <Oh! So it's Jake's fault after all?>


  I jerked so hard I knocked my head on the ceiling of the cube.


  David was reading my mind. Had he really developed some kind of supernatural intelligence, as he claimed?


  Anthropomorphism.


  That's when you slap human feelings, motives, behaviors on nonhuman animals. Or on trees or heavy machinery or anything at all not human.


  It's sentimental. It's Nick Jr. I don't like to indulge in anthropomorphism.


  But human-David was so present in rat-David, I swear I saw actual human expressions flicker across the tiny rodent face.


  Rat-David was smirking. Like he'd scored.


  Rat-David was messing with my head.


  Sinking the needle where he knew I was most vulnerable.


  The only way to fight back now was to not react.


  Not respond.


  Not let him know how close to the mark he was.


  "You can't out psyche me," I blustered. "You can't out think me. You're trying to tear me down. But it won't work."


  <We'll see how much ego you have left when you're in permanent rat morph,> David snarled. <Morph to rat.>


  "Or else, what?" I snapped. "Or else you'll kill me? I'd rather be dead than spend the rest of my life as a rat. I'd rather be dead than be a garbage-eating, money-pilfering, sewer-dwelling, rabies-carrying rodent."


  I spit the words at him.


  David jerked his head, as if he had been slapped. All his bravado seemed to evaporate. His whiskers drooped. His tiny shoulders sagged. He lifted one delicate paw to his face, as if to hide a tear.


  A strangely human and humanizing gesture.


  David was crying.


  Suddenly, he didn't look like an archcriminal. Some freaky Rat Man from a Saturday morning cartoon. Now he was Stuart Little. Just a harmless little rat with pink skin showing prettily beneath his white fur.


  A helpless little creature that somehow had managed to survive on his own against all odds.


  Not just survive, but prevail.


  In a strange, twisted way, a valiant little creature.


  Every sob was like a punch to my stomach. I felt awful. I felt cruel.


  What was I doing?


  Why was I trying to make him ashamed of something he couldn't help?


  Why was I trying to make him ashamed of being something I had made him?


  "David . . ." I began, trying to make my voice gentle.


  Maybe there was some way to work this out. Some way to bring David back from the other side. Some way to give him a fresh start.


  But he cut me off.


  <You are already a nothlit,> he said quietly.


  "What?"


  <You stopped being human long ago, Rachel. No human could have done what you did to me. I wasn't evil, Rachel. Just - troubled. Now, it's my turn. I said you'd pay. And today's the day.>


  From some unseen source, a red light began to glow, illuminating the other side of the room. Revealing, out of nowhere, like a magic trick, a second cube on another platform.


  There was someone inside the cube.


  Cassie!


  The cube was small, like mine. Padlocked. Only there were no airholes. And it was soundproof. Cassie's mouth was moving. But I couldn't hear her, not really. Just fain, muffled cries.


  David's thugs chuckled and pointed.


  <It's not morph to rat or you die,> David said. <That choice would be too easy. No, Rachel, the choice is this: Morph to rat or Cassie dies. Of suffocation.>


  Shrill laughter assaulted my ears.


  I burned with fury.


  Had I really felt sorry for this piece of crap?


  David was right. We should never have stranded him on the island. We should have killed him when we had the chance. I'd known what he was. Way more than just a troubled kid.


  But killing David had seemed over the top. Barbaric.


  The reality was that I'd been afraid. Afraid to kill.


  We all had.


  I saw now that I, at least, had just been weak.


  My hands clenched and unclenched. If I got even half the chance again, I wouldn't hesitate.


  There would be no more fear. No more weakness.


  No more moral wavering. No more uncertain compromises.


  I would kill.


  David's laughter. The thugs' stupid chuckling.


  And then there was another voice.


  A weird giggle.


  Where was it coming from?


  Now the giggle became a cry. Now a phrase. Repeated over and over.


  Cassie, pounding on the inside of her cube. Her mouth forming the words: "Don't morph! Don't morph!"


  Begging me not to sacrifice my life for hers.


  "Cassie, stop shouting!" I yelled, willing her to hear. "You'll use up all the air. Stop!"


  But she didn't.


  Grease walked over to Cassie's cube. Pressed his hideous face against the front wall and made a series of grotesque expressions.


  Mocked her!


  <Morph, Rachel,> David repeated. <Your best friend is quickly using up all the available air in that cube. I'd say she has about another two minutes before unconsciousness sets in. As soon as you morph, I'll open an airhole for her."


  I knew David.


  He'd let Cassie die if I didn't morph.


  But if I did morph - would he really allow her to live?


  I had to take that chance.


  I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate. But it was hard.


  So many competing emotions!


  Pity. Guilt. Fear. Rage.


  I am not some kind of nut!


  Impossible to focus!


  <Hurry up, Rachel.> David's voice. <These punks want to see somebody die. They like watching people suffer.>


  Not just rage.


  Pure unadulterated hate.


  It coursed through my body like jet fuel.


  I would morph to rat. I would pretend to cooperate.


  And when I got the chance, I would kill David. I would kill him and his punks.


  SCHWOOP!


  My arms retracted. My legs shrank. I was a big, unbalanced lump on the floor of the cube.


  I looked down at my feet. They were shrinking, shrinking. Now popping out of my massive sneakers. Now sprouting tiny claws where there had been fleshy toes.


  Now the rest of me shrank. Fast. My skin grew loose and pink, then rapidly sprouted white hairs.


  My nose - still human. But not for long. It disappeared. Was replaced by a button or nub of flesh, which then narrowed into the rat's snout.


  My eyes - still human, still huge in the rat's human skull. Impossible! Suddenly, the sockets began to shrink. Faster than the eyeballs! Squeezing the eyeballs until I thought they were going to pop.


  Finally, my eyeballs began to shrink. A perspective change. My tunnel of vision seriously narrowed. And I was looking at the world from about three inches off the floor.


  The morph was complete. I was a rat.


  No!


  Grease set a digital clock right in front of me, just outside the cube wall. David stood on his back legs and rested his front paws on the clock.


  <Two hours, Rachel. That's all it takes. Just two hours of hell and then, it's you and me. Rats together. Forever.>
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  Two hours.


  I had two hours.


  And then my life might as well be over.


  The rat's natural curiosity kicked in. I didn't try to stop it.


  Maybe the rat's instincts for escape would pick up something I had missed.


  Nose quivering, whiskers twitching, I ran along the four walls of the cube. Stopped to sniff at each corner. Stood up and pressed my front paws against each wall.


  <There's no way out, Rachel. Do you think I would go to all this trouble and then build a prison you could get out of?>


  I scurried back to where David stood, looking in. We were nose to nose. Eye to eye.


  <Hungry, Rachel? Don't bother to answer. I know you are. Rats are always hungry.>


  Tattoo came over to the cube. In his hand he held a plastic baggie. It was filled with rotted food. Methodically he began to poke pieces of moldy carrots and green meat through the airholes. Stinking, rotting garbage crawling with maggots.


  <Stop!> I shouted.


  <Just try it,> David coaxed. <Mold is not too bad once you get used to it. And the sooner you get used to eating garbage, the happier you'll be. It's what rats do. Unless, of course, you're me.>


  Grease placed a chunk of fresh French bread next to David. A bunch of grapes.


  <Luckily, I'm a genius,> David went on, casually poking at the bread with his twitching nose. <I've managed to rise above my station in life. Sure, I'm a rat. But I'm also the big cheese.> David looked at me and giggled. <Get it?>


  Yeah, I thought. Pure genius. But I said nothing.


  David didn't seem to mind my silence.


  <Other rats have to forage for themselves. Not me. I have others do my dirty work. I don't like going into places where I know I'm hated. Do you?>


  <I wouldn't know,> I answered swiftly.


  Why had I spoken?


  Given David more to use against me.


  <Oh, I think you do, Rachel. I mean, come on. You know the others hate you. You know they'll be relieved you're gone. That you're not their problem anymore. That they don't have to worry about what wacko Rachel is going to do next.>


  I think there's something pretty dark down inside you, Rachel.


  <You don't know what you're talking about.>


  I worry about you, Rachel. I don't know what will happen to you if it all ends someday.


  <Oh yes I do, Rachel. You're a problem. The Animorphs can't control you. But they can't kill you, either. So my brilliant plan is the perfect solution.>


  I looked over at Cassie. She was crouched, silent. David had kept his word. He'd instructed Tattoo to open an airhole. Cassie could breathe.


  Was she breathing more easily because I was out of the way?


  Was David right? Would Jake and Marco, Ax, even Tobias, be relieved?


  Maybe they would. Maybe they wouldn't admit it to one another. But secretly, deep down, maybe they'd be relieved.


  Whew. Rachel's gone. At least that's over!


  I am not some kind of nut!


  No! It was unfair! Unfair. Unfair. Unfair.


  Since the beginning I'd only done what had to be done. What nobody else had wanted to do.


  And was anybody grateful?


  Grateful for all the sacrifices I'd made?


  No.


  <You see, Rachel, the problem with the Animorphs is that they don't appreciate you. And they don't appreciate you because they've never figured out who they are. Never really defined their goals. You can't achieve goals if you don't know what they are. Me? I know what my goals are.>


  I tried to ignore him. I paced, sniffed, circled.


  But there was no escape.


  Not from the cube.


  Not from his voice.


  <I'm going to beat them all, Rachel. The Animorphs. Now, you're probably thinking that's crazy. How can I, a lowly rodent, defeat an experienced guerilla force with alien technology on its side? But let's put this in perspective. If a lowly slug can lead an intergalactic invasion, then surely a pair of rats - one of them a genius - could at least carve out a little kingdom for themselves.>


  In spite of myself, I was curious.


  <How?>


  <If you wipe out the hosts, you can wipe out the Yeerks. Or at least scare them off the planet.>


  <What are you talking about?>


  <I'm talking about plague, Rachel. Bubonic plague. Black death. Rats carry plague. And rats can get in and out of a biological weapons lab with no problem. Labs where there are vials and vials of plague virus.>


  <You'd wipe out the whole human race!>


  <Not all of it. But a large percentage. Maybe half. And what's left, we could control by threatening more plague. Just think! I, David, a rat, would be the most powerful creature in the world. Armed with one tiny bacterium of bubonic plague, and an army of rats, I could be deadlier than a nuclear arsenal.>


  All of a sudden, I realized that David wasn't crazy.


  Well, maybe he was crazy, but his plan wasn't.
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  The voice.


  <We could win, Rachel. Rats could rule the world.>


  I was smarter than any of you.


  <Sure, we'd still be rats. I mean, we wouldn't be able to drive a Ferrari or eat at Le Cirque. But all humans would have to bow down and grovel to us. The human race would be at our disposal! Our beck and call!>


  Le Cirque? I thought inanely. Ignoring the full import of David's message. Human-David had been more of a Wendy's kind of guy.


  <The key to winning is no mercy, Rachel.>


  David's voice was - grand. Somehow compelling.


  Like he was one of those inspirational speakers big corporations hire. The ones who come in and pump up a flagging sales department into a slogan-induced frenzy of sell-sell-sell energy.


  Still, what he was saying did make some sense. Hadn't I always been the one to preach "show no mercy"?


  <We can't go soft, Rachel. We can't give in to emotional attachments. Or to morality. A leader leads because he or she is a law unto themselves. A leader really believes that law will be accepted without question by those whose destiny it is to follow.>


  Yes, yes. A leader has to be totally focused, totally without mercy, totally sure of her decisions. . . .


  <And if you were to destroy Jake, well, then, the other Animorphs would follow you without question. Right?>


  The voice. It was hypnotic.


  It made sense.


  It was seductive.


  It was reasonable.


  It spoke to me.


  <Right, Rachel?> he pressed gently.


  Jake doesn't even know how to use his power.


  <Right,> I heard myself agree.


  Then a crazy laugh, high and wild, broke the spell.


  And I realized it wasn't David's voice I'd been hearing.


  Not David's voice that had manipulated me. That had cast its magic over me.


  It was another voice entirely.


  I shot a look at the clock.


  What!


  I panicked.


  What happened?


  Where had the time gone?


  What had David done to me!


  And then there was a low humming sound. Very faint, but audible.


  And again, the dark, cavernous space was lit with an eerie red glow. Only now, the light source was visible.


  The light source was a large red eye.


  It hovered over the room from just under the vaulted ceiling. Peered down like a gigantic red spotlight.


  Cassie. Pounding on the wall of her cube. Shouting. I couldn't hear her but I knew what she was saying.


  "Demorph, Rachel. Demorph! Don't get trapped. Don't let them do this to you!"


  I stared at David.


  His nose and whiskers quivered.


  He didn't look like a world ruler.


  He didn't look like any kind of leader at all.


  He looked like a scared little rat.


  Some kid's science-class pet.


  An exterminator's dream.


  My brain kicked into overdrive.


  <Wait!>


  David cringed.


  <No,> he protested softly.


  I stood up on my hind legs.


  <Reality check.>


  <Everything I told you is true,> David said quickly. <I escaped from the island. I have a plan to rule the world. I . . .>


  <Rats are not sentient creatures,> I interrupted. <They don't take orders. They don't organize. They can't be rallied like troops. And they don't attack people on command.>


  David chittered and lay on his belly.


  <You might be a rat with human intelligence but that doesn't make you Dr. Dolittle. You can talk to me and you can talk to your punks. But you can't "talk" to other rats.>


  <You don't know what you're saying! You don't know anything!> David cried. <Shut up! Shut up!>


  <Which means that what happened outside the barn couldn't have happened,> I went on, my brain whirring. <And what you said happened on the island - your building a loyal following - couldn't have happened. Which means that this, right now, can't be happening, either!>


  I looked over at Cassie.


  She was smiling. And then Cassie wasn't Cassie. She became a creature we had encountered before.


  The Drode!


  An intergalactic trickster.


  Two legs. Body held forward and balanced by a stubby tail. Like a bird or a small dinosaur.


  Its hands were flimsy. Weak. Its head was vaguely human in shape. The eyes in that head, wide-set.


  Intelligent.


  Laughing.


  Cruel.


  The Drode.


  The creature who'd once offered me a deal. Who'd called me "Rachel of the dark heart."


  The Drode.


  Sidekick to the most powerful and malevolent force in the universe.


  A force that had vowed revenge when Jake doomed its childlike killers, the Howlers.


  A force that could be balanced only by the Ellimist. A being whose powers were equally comprehensive. Whose motives were seemingly good.


  But this was not the Ellimist. This was the force that had haunted Jake's dreams.


  And now, I realized, mine, too.


  <Crayak!>
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  The Drode laughed harder. Then . . .


  WHOOOMPPH!


  Came popping up out of the cube like a Jack-in-the-box.


  "You called my master's name. Can it be that you need some help, Rachel? Rachel of the dark heart. Rachel the soon-to-be nothlit. Rachel the rat."


  <What are you doing?> I demanded. <What's this all about?>


  <It's about payback,> David sniveled.


  I laughed.


  <You're telling me that the all-powerful Crayak is working for a rat?>


  The Drode giggled.


  <Rachel, Rachel. Who knew you had a sense of humor? No, Rachel. The rat works for Crayak. Whatever puny scores the rat has to settle are of no interest to us. No, we seek your help in a larger payback. We once told you we had hopes for you, Rachel. Do you remember? We still do.>


  <What do you want?>


  The red eye that was Crayak pulsed and seemed to grow some sort of extension from below. A body of sorts? Or a machine? A little of both or neither. Then Crayak spoke.


  "I want to help you realize your full potential, Rachel. We have watched you. With interest and with growing admiration. Why are you content to follow when clearly you should lead?"


  <So this is about Jake? I remember now. You told him he'd suffer for what he did to the Howlers.>


  "No. This is about you, Rachel. You could be so much more than you are." It sighed. "What a waste it would be to see you finish out your days as a rat."


  <I'm not worried,> I lied.


  "We know you are brave." Crayak's tone was condescending. "But do no disappoint us by being a fool. Unless you want to become a nothlit, you need my help."


  <I don't need your help,> I countered. <Because it's pretty clear that none of this is really happening. Do you think I'm an idiot?>


  Crayak, the conglomerate of life and technology, chuckled. "What do you mean?"


  <I mean this whole thing is an illusion. David's story. Rats can't be led like an army. They can't form alliances, and they can't decide to stow away on boats. Which means that David cannot be here. He is an illusion. And I seriously doubt that I'm a rat. Look, you're all just a nightmare. A seriously foul dream.>


  "Excellent, Rachel. You are a skeptic. A good quality in a strategist. And a leader. David? You've had your fun but Rachel got the best of you. I told you that if she guessed there was more here than what meets the eye, you had to tell her the truth. Tell her.>


  <I am here,> David admitted grudgingly. <But everything was Crayak's doing. I don't' have a rat army. Rats don't understand much of anything. You can't talk to rats.>


  David's rodent body fairly emanated rising panic. Hysteria. So did his voice.


  <Do you have any idea just how bad it was for me on that rock, Rachel? Not another sentient creature. And having to defend myself from the others? From other rats? From birds of prey? From the rain and the cold and ->


  "I didn't tell you to whine!" Crayak thundered angrily.


  <Okay! Okay!> David turned to me. <Crayak got me off the island.>


  <In exchange for what?> I asked.


  <In exchange for a companion. I would have chosen Cassie. She was nice to me when no one else was. But that's why I couldn't choose her after all. I wouldn't condemn her to this living hell.>


  The thing that was Crayak bulged and shrank. Was it breathing? Did it need to breathe?


  "You see, Rachel," it said, "this isn't a nightmare. Or a bad dream. The reality is, Rachel, that you are, indeed, in rat morph. In a matter of minutes you will be trapped forever in the morph. You will live out your life as a rat with only this weak and sniveling would-be traitor as your companion."


  In spite of myself I began to shake. The human and rat-me.


  Crayak went on, it's voice low and powerful, like the rumble of thunder.


  "I can free you, Rachel. I can free you from the cube. I can free you from David. I can free you from the morph. But first, you must free yourself from yourself."


  I looked at the clock.


  Twenty-two minutes!


  <Stop talking in riddles!> I shouted. <I don't know what that means. Free myself from myself.>


  The thing that called itself Crayak laughed. My heart thudded with the reverberations.


  "It is time you found out."


  There was no sound. But it felt like there should have been a sound. A WHOOSH! or a SCHLOOOOP!


  Because in an instant everything was altered.


  The cube was gone and I was human again. I stood in the center of the cavernous chamber.


  David's punks were trapped inside Cassie's cube. Cassie? I hadn't seen her since the Drode appeared.


  Crayak had moved, somehow, to the far side of the room. Suddenly, from its bulk a muscled armlike thing extended.


  "Come with me, Rachel."


  I don't know why. But I reached out. And the distance between us magically shrank.


  I looked up. And in an instant, the distance between me and the thirty-foot roof disappeared.


  I looked down and saw a white speck scurrying into the corner for safety. David.


  "What is this?" I demanded. "I'm a giant now?"


  "Only if you need to be," Crayak replied. "You are as strong as you need to be. As big as you need to be. As ruthless as you need to be. You're not Rachel anymore. You're Super-Rachel. Can't you feel it? The raw power?"


  I could feel it. I could feel a strange and magnificent energy coursing up and down my arms and legs, like electrical currents.


  The energy was potent. Intoxicating. Familiar.


  I'd experienced it before.


  The energy was hate. Hate now enhanced with outrageous power. And the moral certainty that I was right. That everything I thought and everything I did was right right right!


  I felt like a god.


  There was nothing I couldn't do. No one I couldn't destroy.


  I stared at my hands. They weren't just hands. Not just pink flesh and coursing blood and pulsing muscle. They were powerful machines, reinforced with gears and pulleys and wheels.


  I flexed my fingers. Steel claws extended from beneath my fingers. I flexed again and they retracted, disappearing into the flesh of my fingertips.


  "Yes, Rachel," Crayak said. "There when you need it. Gone when you don't."


  I looked down. The floor was the usual distance away. I was normal-sized again.


  I heard the Drode giggle.


  "Think fast, Rachel."


  From the other side of the room, the Drode heaved what looked like a massive iron cube in my direction. It was big enough to flatten me like a bug.


  Reflexively, I reached out my arms.


  Every bizarre morphing sensation I had ever experienced was suddenly telescoped into a nanosecond.


  Every cell burst, shifted, flowed, exploded with energy! My body adapted to meet the needs of the moment.


  I was twenty feet tall with the strength of thirty Hork-Bajir. My hands were massive steel claws.


  I caught the cube easily. My "fingers" closed neatly around it as if it were a softball.


  Even the Drode looked slightly amazed.


  I dropped the cube with a thud and lifted my lip in a snarl. I felt my teeth click together. Upper and lower rows had become iron fangs that sparked as they gnashed against each other.


  "You!"


  The Drode turned to run.
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  But it was too late.


  I leaped, my long, strong legs propelling me across the huge room in one fluid motion.


  I was on it in a heartbeat.


  One hand closed over the Drode's body. The other over its head.


  With the effort it would have taken a ten-year-old to peel a banana, I tore its head from its body.


  A flood of euphoria and adrenaline surged through me.


  No one could stop me!


  Nothing could resist me!


  No army could defeat me!


  I was a superpredator. A superhero.


  I was free of any human weakness.


  Free of any fear.


  This is what Crayak had meant about freeing myself!


  Now I understood!


  "I am free!" I shouted gleefully. "I am free!"


  My voice was a monstrous roar echoing through the dungeon-like sewer.


  Crayak laughed.


  "Not so fast, Rachel. You are not free. Because you still believe this to be a fantasy, don't you? A silly simulation that gives you the illusion of deadly power. Like one of those video games you humans enjoy so much. A virtual-reality experience."


  Something in my palm vibrated like a pager.


  It was the Drode's head. Laughing.


  The Drode was still alive.


  Grinning up at me with its green-rimmed smile.


  Rachel, do you feel the adrenaline rush of murderous desire? Do you feel the urge to reach out and destroy me?


  "There are many masters of illusion in the universe, Rachel. Many manipulators of perception. But only I am a master of reality. A manipulator of the concrete. Well, then, perhaps this is a fantasy, after all. Your fantasy. But I can make it real at any time. For example, perhaps you would like to rip the Drode apart for real?"


  "Hey!" the Drode protested. "Now, let's not get carried away."


  You know, Crayak could use you, Rachel. If you ever find yourself desperate, Rachel. At an end. In need . . .


  Suddenly, I was furious.


  . . .the adrenaline rush of murderous desire . . .


  I was tired of being toyed with.


  Was this a fantasy or wasn't it?


  A nightmare, a dream, a hallucination?


  Crayak was deliberately confusing me!


  I wasn't free of anything. Of Crayak, of my guilt, of David, of my fears, of anything!


  I was still a prisoner!


  Two hours of horror . . . reach out and destroy . . .


  I took dead aim at the glowing red eye.


  Hurled the Drode's head at it!


  But the eye simply disappeared.


  The Drode reassembled in midair and landed on its feet. Sighed and stretched its arms and legs to their full extent.


  Crayak reappeared on the other side of the room.


  "Rachel!" it chided. "That was a waste of time. A waste of energy. A waste of power. You cannot harm me. You know this. Why make yourself appear foolish to your inferiors?"


  It gestured toward David, cowering in the corner.


  David squeaked. <Who are you calling inferior! No way am I inferior to Rachel. She's the same as me. Except she's been luckier.>


  "Perhaps you are right," Crayak mused. "Perhaps I am the one wasting my time and energy."


  This time, there was a sound effect. Or I imagined there was.


  WHOOSH!


  I was a rat again.


  NOOOOO!


  I was inside the cube.


  Rotted food strewn at my feet.


  And David was with me.


  I looked at the counter.


  No.


  Who could save me? Who could I ask to save me?


  Not Jake, not the other Animorphs. Not the Ellimist.


  There was nobody I could turn to.


  Nobody.


  If you ever find yourself desperate, Rachel . . .
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  I scratched at the walls.


  It was horrible!


  More horrible than before.


  To be so small and so weak after experiencing so much strength and power.


  Unbearable!


  I was ready to do anything - anything! - to get it back. To get back the power.


  The invincibility!


  A voice. In my head. The Drode.


  Something it'd said to me a long time ago. When we'd first encountered it.


  Remember this: Your cousin's life is your passport to salvation in the arms of Crayak.


  No . . .


  I pushed away the memory.


  David laughed.


  <I've been waiting a long time for this.>


  <Shut up.>


  <I knew you'd never live up to Crayak's expectations,> David gloated. <I knew it would wind up like this. Because you're not any better than I am, Rachel. If I deserve this psychological, this emotional torture, you deserve it double.>


  <Shut. Up.>


  <Make me,> he taunted. <Let's see how tough you really are when you don't have your buddies or your grizzly morph to back you up.>


  I turned and jumped him. Dug with my claws.


  Bit with my teeth.


  But David was bigger and more experienced with the morph.


  His back claws ripped at my belly. His teeth, needle sharp from months in the wild, sliced my face.


  I was losing. Losing the fight.


  Losing to David!


  <NOOOOOO!>


  Uncontrollable rage! Unbelievable hatred!


  I was overwhelmed with adrenaline.


  David had me!


  I was pinned, couldn't move!


  The counter turned over again.


  <NOOOO!>


  I thrashed with all four legs. Futilely, my tail whipped back and forth, back and forth.


  <NO! NO! NO!>


  The sound . . .


  WHOOSH!


  Suddenly, I was myself again. Human-Rachel.


  Outside the cube and crumpled on the floor. Flailing around like a two-year-old having a tantrum.


  "Tsk, tsk." Crayak. "Is this how a leader should behave?"


  I jumped to my feet.


  SPROOING!


  Steel coils in my knees and ankles. Once again, I was Super-Rachel!


  And the hatred I had felt toward David, the killing rage, was still pumping through my body. Throbbing through my brain.


  My eagle eye caught the two punks.


  Somehow they'd escaped the cube. Were climbing the iron staircase welded to the stone wall. Headed for the manhole cover in the ceiling.


  Apparently, things had turned just a little too weird for them. Certainly Crayak hadn't taken pity and let them escape their prison.


  Or had it?


  Didn't matter.


  I reached up and my arm ratcheted twenty feet.


  Curled my fingers around a piece of the iron staircase and pulled.


  The staircase came away from the stone wall as if it had been made of balsa wood.


  KKKERRAAK!!!


  Tattoo and Grease fell screaming through the air.


  Crayak gestured gracefully.


  From nowhere, a net spread about fifteen feet off the floor.


  THUMP! THUMP!


  And broke the punks' fall. For a moment the net swayed gently. Then it flipped and dumped the two punks out onto the floor.


  They lay there at my massive feet, stunned. Stared up at me with terrified eyes.


  "Imagine what you could do for the good of Earth with such powers," Crayak said.


  The thought was enticing.


  "Puny bullets would have no effect on you. Yeerk Dracon beams would only warm your flesh. You could destroy anyone, anything, that you chose."


  I tried to make my expression neutral.


  Indifferent.


  But every nerve ending in my body was vibrating with ambition.


  "You would let me stop the Yeerks?"


  Crayak waved a dismissive hand.


  "I would create you, Rachel, and you would do as you please."


  WHOOSH!


  I was back in the cube.


  A rat.


  With David's teeth in my neck.


  And the counter in front of my eyes.


  We struggled! Tails, teeth, and claws.


  The contrast was unbearable.


  From absolute dominion to absolute submission.


  Unthinkable! Unendurable!


  I managed to pull my neck from David's grip. Felt the skin on the back of my neck tear.


  David chased me.


  If Crayak were going to create a supercreature, why had it chosen me and not Jake?


  I couldn't take this anymore!


  Salvation in the arms of Crayak . . .


  <Don't worry,> David called from behind me. <Life as a rat won't be so bad. You won't have any strength. You won't have any power. And you definitely won't have any friends. But you will have me.>


  And the Drode laughed hysterically.
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  WHOOSH!


  I was Super-Rachel.


  Outside the cube.


  Stumbling to my feet.


  "Quit the yo-yo effect. I get it!" I screamed at Crayak. "I can be a rat. Or I can be a god. But only if I do what you want."


  "What makes you think you know what I want?" Crayak asked. "How dare you presume to understand? Understand only this, Rachel. You and you alone decide what you will do. And you and you alone accept the consequences."


  I took a deep breath and forced myself to sound calm.


  In control.


  "But you do want something. Don't you?"


  Crayak chuckled.


  "That's better, Rachel. Be cold. Do not let your emotions sway you. Yes. If I create you, if I make you the most powerful force on Earth, I will ask for something in return. Is that unfair?"


  "It depends on what you want."


  "I want justice," it said reasonably. "Jake destroyed my Howlers. Now I want you to destroy Jake."


  "Never," I said, drawing in my breath.


  "Rachel. Think! I'm offering you a chance to destroy the Yeerks once and for all. To save the life of every human on the planet. Are you willing to sacrifice billions of lives to save just one?"


  The needs of the many versus the needs of one.


  "You can't make me murder Jake."


  "I can't make you do anything," Crayak reminded me. "You have free will. What you do with it is up to you. You can use it for good. Or you can use it for evil. Now, listen. Be sure you understand. I'm offering you a chance to save the world," Crayak said. "I'm offering you the chance to be a force for good - or for evil. What is it going to be?"


  I closed my eyes, confused now.


  Kill Jake and save the human race from being conquered by the Yeerks.


  Make Jake a sacrifice. His death - the death of one human kid - would bring freedom to millions. Billions.


  And I . . .


  It was a deal with a devil.


  And its name was Crayak.


  "I'm one of the good guys," I said.


  Then I tried to figure out exactly what it was that made me a good guy.


  I had no answer.


  Maybe I'd never had one.


  Crayak chuckled again.


  "Good guys. Bad guys. It seems so simple, and yet it is anything but."


  I heard a sound. A cry for help!


  Cassie!


  Trapped again in the other cube and pounding on the front wall. Calling out to me. Begging me to do something.


  What?


  What was she begging me to do?


  "Good and bad are so simple for Cassie," Crayak said.


  Yes. Yes. Cassie always knew right from wrong.


  "So what is she telling you to do?" it asked.


  I didn't know.


  Would Cassie sacrifice herself to save the entire planet?


  Yes. Without a second thought.


  Would she sacrifice Jake?


  I didn't know.


  Would she sacrifice me to nothlit status to save Jake?


  I didn't know that, either.


  "What is Cassie telling you to do?" Crayak pressed.


  "I don't know!" I cried. "I don't know. I'm confused."


  "But good and bad are so simple," Crayak teased.


  "Only for the simple-minded," the Drode mocked. Hopped up and down. Began to sing in a childish voice, "I'm one of the good guys. I'm one of the good guys. I'm one of the good guys!"


  "The good against the bad," Crayak murmured. "The age-old battle. Let's settle it once and for all."


  WHOOSH!


  In the blink of an eye, the dungeon-like sewer expanded to the size of a football field. Bleachers lined three of the walls.


  High up in the stands, I saw the pulsing red mass. Beside it, the Drode.


  Crayak nodded, and the Drode threw something out onto the field.


  It was a ball.


  The ball hit the ground, bounced slightly, and rolled toward my feet. I bent to pick it up . . .


  And reared back when the ball exploded into matter.


  I found myself eye-to-eye with Visser One's Andalite stalk eyes.


  He let out a bellow of rage and surprise. Careened backward.


  I did the same.


  Tried to get over the shock of being suddenly face-to-face, one-on-one, with my most hated enemy.


  Who was now galloping toward me. His lethal tail blade whisked the air, prepared to strike.


  I kept my eye on the tail and ducked.


  I was unprepared for the speed and velocity with which my body responded.


  I shot across the floor on my stomach at an easy twenty-five miles an hour!


  I hit the wall headfirst. Didn't feel a thing. The wall crumbled, buried me under a pile of rubble.


  I could hear Visser One shouting at Crayak.


  <Where am I? Who are you! And why have you brought me here?>


  <I have brought you here to fight for your life,> Crayak replied calmly.


  Visser One laughed. No mistaking, ever, that demonic sound.


  <Well then. It would appear I have already won.>


  Beneath the pile of bricks and stone, I smiled.


  Looks are deceiving.
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  I stood.


  Rocks, stones, and debris fell away like dust. I might as well have been covered with packing peanuts.


  Visser One's main eyes narrowed. He looked up . . . up . . . up.


  I couldn't even begin to guess how large I was.


  But for the first time since this whole infuriating war began, Visser One looked like a very minor threat.


  The visser studied me with his four eyes. But it was clear - he didn't suspect that I was one of the Andalite bandits that had been plaguing his efforts to take over the earth.


  The visser wasn't afraid to tell everyone within ten miles what he was thinking. If he thought I was an Andalite in some bizarre morph, he'd be shouting words like "scum" and "fool."


  But he was silent. It was also clear that he didn't even recognize me as human.


  How could he? I was a massively distorted version of myself.


  Then he laughed. A practiced, evil laugh.


  <This is a trick. A hologram. Who is playing games with me? Do you know who I am?>


  "Who are you calling a hologram?" I sneered. I reached forward, put my massive, machine-like hand on his chest, and shoved.


  <ARGGHGHHHH!>


  Visser One went flying. Tail flailing, legs kicking. He bounced off the wall on the far side of the room. Crumpled to the floor, delicate Andalite arms crushed beneath his chest.


  He lay still for a full minute. Then slowly he struggled to right himself.


  A red spotlight illuminated the floor of the arena. Crayak, hovering above us. Part biology, part technology. All destructive.


  "I am Crayak," it said to Visser One. "I think you know of me."


  Visser One choked out his answer. <Yes. I have heard of you. But I did not really believe you existed.>


  "I exist," Crayak said simply. "And I have a little job for you, Yeerk."


  Visser One puffed out his chest. The effort seemed to cost him. His Andalite body was that of a seasoned warrior, but no warrior on this planet or any other could come up against me.


  <A little job!> he spat. <Are you aware that I lead the Yeerk invasion on Earth? That I stand on the brink of dominating this planet?>


  Crayak's red eye gleamed dangerously. "I am aware of everything. I am aware that in an instant I could vaporize you and this insignificant rock called Earth that you have fought so hard to conquer."


  Visser One is no fool. At least, when it comes to saving his own precious hide. He bowed his head slightly.


  <Of course, Crayak. I apologize for my arrogance.>


  "Better," Crayak boomed. "Now . . . let's get down to business. Visser One, I desire to test the strength of my new creation. You will fight. To the death. If you win, Visser, Earth belongs to you. If my creature wins, you and your band of slugs will leave this planet. Immediately."


  I grinned. Metal teeth flashed. A fight to the death!


  Yes!


  Again, Visser One bowed his head.


  <With all due respect, Crayak, I . . .>


  "You have no choice," Crayak interrupted. "So you might as well agree."


  Suddenly, Crayak was in the balcony again with the Drode at its side, looking down at the arena.


  "Let the games begin!" the Drode declared.


  Visser One stared up at me with all four eyes.


  Me, this brutal giant of an opponent.


  As if hoping I might have something to say. Some explanation that would make what was happening in this dank, underground arena seem less insane.


  Less bizarre.


  My only response was to smile at him. Give him a look at the rows of shark-like metal teeth in my mouth.


  "There," Crayak said to me. "At last you have it your way. Fight your own fight. It's all up to you, finally. No one can tell you to retreat or to surrender. There are no rules except your own."


  No rules except my own!


  I felt the blood rush through my powerful limbs.


  . . .the adrenaline rush of murderous desire . . .


  Felt my head expand. Imagined neurons firing.


  Heard the thunderous beating of my own brave heart


  . . . reach out and destroy . . .


  No rules except my own.
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  Visser One began to circle. His wicked tail curled over his back, the blade ready to strike.


  I was focused. Careful not to be sloppy, underestimate the enemy.


  But I was also elated.


  If I won - and there was a very, very good chance I would - Crayak would force the Yeerks out of planet Earth.


  The war would be over.


  No more weird alien attacks.


  No more unexplained disappearances.


  And everyone would know who had been responsible.


  Me. Rachel.


  I wouldn't overhear anymore "Rachel the Wacko" remarks.


  I wouldn't have to endure any more of Jake's patronizing lectures about the need for restraint. About the dark part of me that frightened everybody so badly.


  No one could write me off as just another punk bully with a taste for violence.


  Finally, people would see that all I'd ever wanted to do was save the planet.


  To do this thing right and get it over with.


  FWAP!


  Visser One's tail caught me in the knees and knocked me to the ground!


  Idiot! I'd been so busy dreaming about my big victory, I'd zoned out.


  His tail! Coming toward my throat, preparing to slash.


  I rolled out of the way.


  Amazing. I disappeared in a blur!


  Visser One's stalk eyes swiveled, desperately trying to locate me.


  I rolled around him, a tumbling blur. Then came to a dead halt.


  Jumped to my feet. Reached toward him, inhuman claws extended.


  He dove out of the way! Immediately started to morph.


  I lurched forward and gathered his lump of a body in my massive arms. Prepared to hurl him into the back of the bleachers!


  "AAAAAAHHHHH!"


  I dropped the lump! My arms and chest burned as if they had been slathered with acid.


  Because, in fact, they had been slathered with acid.


  Visser One completed his morph. It wasn't one I recognized, but it was monstrous.


  He was fifteen, twenty feet tall. Almost as tall as me!


  His arms and hands dragged the ground like a gorilla's.


  His skin looked reptilian, weeping and seeping some kind of acid poison.


  My jaw racheted open and the sound that came out was so loud it shook the walls.


  The pain was unreal. Acid penetrating, eating my flesh!


  But by the time the scream was over, the pain had already gone.


  My skin had morphed to meet the immediate need!


  I was covered with thick, scaly plates like an alligator.


  Alligator!


  The moment the image flashed into my mind, I felt my snout stretch out, out, out.


  A split second later I fell forward to the ground. Landed on short, sturdy alligator legs.


  Instantaneous morph! In less than a second.


  This was unbelievable!


  I shot forward and closed my alligator jaws around the visser's leg.


  CRUNCH!


  I felt bones snap. The acid from his skin washed down my throat, but it barely tickled. A little hot sauce on a big, fat french fry. That was it. Just a little pleasant flavoring.


  Then . . . no!


  Suddenly my teeth lost their grip!


  Visser One was morphing again. This time, to something gelatinous.


  His melting, liquidating body seeped out of my mouth. Whatever he had become pooled on the floor in a mass of red, quivering goo.


  I morphed to Super-Rachel. Stared down at the goo.


  Now what?


  How do you fight to the death with a puddle?


  Tentatively, I stepped forward and touched it with my toe. The red goo sprang to life, like some kind of hyper-speed sludge.


  My scream reverberated through the dungeon.


  Then I gagged. Because the red goo was streaming into my mouth, my ears, my nose!


  I raked at my face! Tore globs of goo away from my cheeks. Flung it from my fingers.


  But it was no use.


  It kept coming. Pouring up my body, reverse gravity, then sliding back down, then pouring back up. A vicious cycle!


  I was in the grip of a gelatinous goo monster. Some hideous living sludge determined to drown me.


  It didn't matter how tall I became or how fierce.


  I couldn't fight this!


  It covered me!


  I was going to lose.


  It was unbelievable.


  I was going to lose to killer Jell-O.
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  I could hear them laughing.


  The Drode.


  Crayak.


  And David.


  It was intolerable.


  I had to morph. But what? What?


  What had no mouth? No nose? No ears?


  What could defend itself from this endless stream of runny, deadly mess?


  What morphs did I have?


  Birds. Fish. Mammals.


  Nothing that would do me any good!


  I needed to be a plant. No orifices. Something huge and hungry and dangerous.


  Suddenly, I felt myself melting. Like the Wicked Witch in The Wizard of Oz.


  Or maybe - withering. Like a tree starved for water.


  Was I dying? Was this what death felt like?


  My fingers lost their sensation. Human sensory ability - just gone.


  Instead, they grew rubbery and ultraflexible. Not numb but - impervious to pain, to pleasure.


  My lungs ceased to burn for air.


  My legs! They were fusing. Braiding together at the hip. Where my feet had been, stretching out like tentacles!


  Or like vines or branches . . .


  Suddenly, I realized what was happening.


  I wasn't dying.


  I was being born.


  I was becoming a living being that didn't even exist on this planet!


  That I'd only imagined!


  That I'd conjured into being with the force of my will!


  I was morphing into something my DNA bank had absolutely nothing to do with.


  A killer, carnivorous plantlike thing of my very own creation.


  The red goo was no threat now. It couldn't choke or strangle me. I felt no need for air.


  But I did feel hunger. And the goo looked delicious.


  I bent my head, now a huge, green, veiny pod. It opened up like a flower unfolding, and a long proboscis shot out. Like the sucking organ of a giant butterfly.


  I dipped it into the goo and began to drink.


  The goo pulled away, startled and frightened. Began to slide across the room.


  I chased it! Determined to eat it.


  I approached on my magically gliding, trunk-like stem.


  Thrust forward my pod-like head.


  Close! Almost!


  And then the goo began to morph. And in what seemed like only seconds, I found myself facing Visser One's stolen Andalite form again.


  Too late to pull back!


  He arched his tail. Swung his tail blade toward my vein-ribbed vegetable neck.


  WHAP!


  I felt my head snap off and fall to the floor.


  Visser One began to laugh. And then abruptly stopped.


  A tingling in my neck!


  And within seconds, a second pod-like head appeared! The visser roared angrily. No words, just a bellow of rage.


  I pictured myself as Super-Rachel.


  Twenty feet tall. Arms like cranes. Teeth like bear traps.


  Immediately, I was as I had imagined myself.


  Visser One galloped to the other side of the arena, out of my immediate reach.


  I couldn't help but throw back my head. Couldn't help but laugh. Then I began to walk toward the visser. Each step a boom of thunder. The crash of a collapsing building. The smash of colliding cars.


  This time, the visser didn't even try to morph. He knew it was useless. Knew the battle was over.


  <This is not a fair competition!> he shouted up to Crayak. <This creature cannot be defeated.>


  I flexed my hands. Saw the Drode nod and smile. I extended my cruel, steel claws. And prepared to put an end to one of the most wicked villains on this or any other planet.


  <Crayak! Surely you see that this is unjust.>


  I felt good to hear Visser One beg. To see him cringe.


  Crayak's red eye glowed more brightly. Approvingly.


  <You can't mean for me to die like this!> the visser cried.


  I reached down and put my hand - it took only one - around the visser's Andalite neck.


  "Finish it," Crayak said quietly.


  It was unbelievable.


  After all this time, I finally had him. Totally at my mercy.


  With a simple squeeze I could put an end to Visser One, to the Yeerks, to this whole sorry episode of Earth's history.


  All I had to do was execute him.


  I'd never known true euphoria until now. What couldn't I do? There was no species in any universe that could defeat me.


  I was indestructible!


  I would exterminate the Yeerks. I would bring universal peace to the planet.


  And then . . . and then . . .


  <Spare me!> the visser pleaded.


  I opened my hand. Then closed it again around his neck. Toyed with him.


  <Spare me, Crayak! I will carry out your orders. Give me the powers you have given this creature and I will do your bidding, whatever it is.>


  He would, too. Visser One would do anything to be endowed with the power I had now.


  He would kill. He would destroy.


  He would obey.


  I began to squeeze. The visser's eyes - all four of them - began to bulge.


  "Finish it." Crayak. "Hurry."


  <Mercy,> Visser One pleaded, gasping for breath. His hooves skittered on the floor. His tail twitched helplessly. <Please!>


  Visser One would obey. Just like David. Just like David's punks. The red eye shone angrily.


  "Finish it!" Crayak thundered. "What are you waiting for? Finish it or I will change you to a rat again and you will lose everything! Do you hear me? Everything!"


  I tightened my grip around Visser One's neck.


  Crayak could use you, Rachel.


  And I was prepared to do what Crayak asked.
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  "Yes," Crayak said. "Execute him. Free the earth from tyranny. And then . . ."


  And then . . .what?


  Sit around and watch TV?


  An epiphany. A revelation. The lightbulb switching on in my head.


  Face it, Rachel. The power is like a drug. And you are like an addict.


  Would I ever get enough? How long before I turned into a morally decrepit monster like Visser One?


  And making a deal with Crayak would only accelerate the journey to that inevitable end.


  Suddenly, I had a vision of myself as I would really appear to the world. To my family. Friends. To the other Animorphs. To the Chee. The free Hork-Bajir.


  To every decent person on this planet.


  Super-Rachel was not beautiful and kind and benevolent.


  She would not be honored and respected.


  She was hideous and violent and brutal.


  She would be feared by everyone.


  Despised and hated.


  A tyrant to be plotted against, just like Visser One.


  Rachel of the darkness down deep inside.


  "No."


  I released my grasp on Visser One's neck. Fell back, horrified at what I was about to do.


  The visser dropped to the ground. Gulped air. Too stunned and frightened to move. He lay on the damp floor, his eyes following my every breath.


  "What are you doing?!" Crayak thundered.


  "I'm one of the good guys," I said, panting.


  To my own ears, my voice sounded like a booming, grating echo. It was the voice of a doomsday machine.


  "You are a fool!" Crayak shouted. "You are a coward. You are weak, sentimental, childish. Worst of all, you have wasted my time. I have tried to help you free yourself from useless human emotions, but you choose captivity instead."


  WHOOSH!


  Instantly, reality was altered.


  Visser One was gone.


  The arena or stadium was gone.


  And once again, I was one of two rats in a cube.


  David laughed.


  "I knew it. I knew it! This is beautiful"


  Crayak's big red eye glared at me from the other side of the clear wall.


  "I offered you everything because you had the potential to win. To lead. To rule."


  "That's a lie," I argued. "You just wanted to use me to kill Jake."


  "Do you think the Ellimist would allow that?" Crayak hissed. "Don't you see? We are trying to bring this occupation to an end. And only a strong leader can do that."


  <You could give Jake the power to end the war. If you wanted to. But you don't, because Jake really is a strong leader, and you know it. You know you can't make him follow your rules. You know you can't control him. Well, here's some news, Crayak. You can't control me, either.>


  "You'll go mad," Crayak threatened. "You'll live out your life as a rat, and you'll go mad."


  I am not some kind of nut!


  Who was I kidding?


  The rat panicked. I panicked. Began, uncontrollably, to run around the walls of the cube. Around and around. The rat couldn't stop. I couldn't stop!


  I worry about you, Rachel.


  I backed off. Slipped away, deep down under the rat brain. Let it rule. Because I didn't trust my own brain.


  I was afraid that I was already crazy.


  Was this real?


  Was it a dream?


  Was it manipulated reality?


  "I am real. David is real. You are real," Crayak's voice intoned.


  <Stop reading my mind!>


  "Time is real," it droned on. "And Cassie is real. And David and his pathetic punks are real."


  <Stop! Stop!>


  "And this trap is real. And you really are going to be a rat. For real. And forever."


  I stopped, bumped into a corner. Collapsed onto my belly.


  The light from Crayak's massive red eye again illuminated the whole ghastly scene.


  Cassie in her cube, trapped, slumped over. Looking across at me in despair.


  The two punks, cowering in a corner of the dungeon. Definitely freaked out beyond description. Trying, futilely, to hide from the searching red glow.


  David. In a furry, red-tinged lump not two feet from me.


  Slowly, the red light began to fade.


  Going.


  Going.


  Until it was gone altogether.


  Suddenly, I was cold. It was a shock. Like the temperature had plunged from ninety to thirty degrees in a matter of seconds.


  Whatever energy Crayak's presence had created had disappeared along with it. Once again, the dungeon was sunk into a dark, damp gloom.


  Crayak and the Drode were gone.


  They had disappeared back into the vastness of the universe. Maybe forever.


  And I was on my own.


  With only minutes until I was trapped in rat morph. Definitely forever.
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  No help was coming. That much I knew. Nobody knew where I had gone. Not my family. Not Jake and the others. How could they?


  If anybody was going to save me and save Cassie, it was going to have to be me.


  Not Super-Rachel. Not enhanced Rachel. Not even human-Rachel.


  The only Rachel around was rat-Rachel.


  I had no power. No weapons. No room to morph anything of significance.


  Nothing!


  David was loving my defeat. Gloating.


  <You blew it! You had your chance and you blew it big time. Crayak's through with you. You failed. You bored it. Now it's out of here. Gone!>


  I worry about you, Rachel.


  <Now it's just us, Rachel. Just you and me. Rachel and David. But don't worry. We'll be just fine. I'll show you how to get by. I've still got a couple of henchmen. Right now they're pee-in-their-pants scared, but they'll do for the moment. In fact, Rachel, if we play our cards right and work real hard, we should be able to put together a big enough payroll to hire more muscle. A few guys less wimpy than those two pathetic losers in the corner.>


  I am not some kind of nut.


  And right then, a light went on in my little rat brain. Another revelation, epiphany, realization.


  Like David said, Tattoo and Grease were still crouched in the corner. No doubt trying to figure out if it was safe to step out of the shadows.


  <Hey! You with the tattoo.>


  He turned, startled.


  <Yeah, you. How much is he paying you?> I asked.


  <Don't answer that,> David ordered.


  Tattoo and Grease looked nervously at each other.


  "Let's get out of here," Grease whispered. Loudly.


  Tattoo nodded.


  <How much did he say he had stashed away?> I said. Loudly. <Two hundred and twelve thousand dollars? That's a hundred and six thousand dollars for each of you.>


  Bingo. I had their attention now.


  First Tattoo then Grease got to his feet. Came over to the cube, slowly. Looked down at me with interest.


  <Nice try, Rachel,> David sneered. <There's only one problem. The money is where no one but I can find it! I've got you, Rachel. I've got you. One minute to go and you're my rat queen!>


  That was so not going to happen.


  <You guys like working down here in the sewer?> I asked Grease. My tone demanding, strong. <You like taking orders from a talking rat? Wouldn't you rather have the money? All the money? Now, instead of later? Imagine what you could do with a hundred and six thousand dollars each.>


  <Shut up!> David cried. <Shut up. They're not very smart. You'll just confuse them. And when they get confused they get meaner and stupider than they already are!>


  Grease took a gun from inside his jacket and banged the barrel against the glass.


  "You shut up," he said to David. Then to me, "He's right. We don't know where the money is, and we can't find it."


  Elation! It was more satisfying than any power high. I was on my way out of this trap. And, funny. I hadn't had to use force, or terror, or pain.


  Just my brains.


  <You're right,> I told them.


  I glanced at the clock.


  Thirty seconds.


  Twenty-nine seconds.


  <No human would be able to find David's stash. But another rat? Another rat could find it easy. Like me. I could follow his scent. I could track back where he's been.>


  "What do you want?" Grease demanded.


  Not so dumb after all.


  <I want you to let me out of this box. Just for a second. Okay? So I don't get trapped as a rat forever. Then I'll morph back to rat and get the money for you.>


  Eighteen seconds.


  Seventeen seconds.


  "How do we know you'll come back?" Tattoo asked.


  It was all I could do not to scream. I forced myself to stay calm. To speak slowly. To sound sincere.


  <You'll still have Cassie as a hostage.>


  <It's a trap,> David squeaked. <A trap, you idiots! Don't fall for it.>


  Tattoo and Grease eyed David with contempt.


  Sometimes it pays to have a dark heart. It helps you to understand other dark hearts.


  I knew exactly what the two punks were thinking. They wanted the money because, to them, money was power. It was freedom from having to take orders from David, someone they disliked and feared.


  Tattoo and Grease wanted to be in charge.


  Didn't we all?


  Five seconds.


  Four seconds.


  <You've got one second or the deal's off the table,> I said.


  Tattoo pointed his gun at the lock on the box and fired.


  BANG!


  Two seconds.


  I leaped! There were no steel coils in my joints, but the rat's legs were powerful enough. I was demorphing before my nose even touched the lid of the box.


  Boing!


  The lid sprang open. I heard David squeak in protest as some part of my partly formed human body - probably a foot - crowded him into a corner.


  My legs stretched out. Little claws expanded, extended into toes.


  Suddenly - I couldn't breathe! The elongated rat snout retracted into my skull and filled my sinus cavity.


  Swoosh!


  Yes. Human nose!


  A tickling pain at the base of my spine. Then - Pop!


  The rat tail reconfigured itself into a human spinal column.


  My eyes were changing, vision shifting madly. But I kept a passing image of the clock.


  Click!


  No!


  The counter turned to zero.


  I was in midmorph.


  Was I going to make it all the way out?


  My arms were tiny. Not yet grown. Where fingers should be, there were still little fur-covered paws.


  I looked down. My thighs, still curved into huge haunches.


  I was a rat girl.


  Trapped in midmorph!


  I heard David laugh.


  <Oh, my God! You're hideous. This is even better than I'd hoped!>


  I closed my eyes. I would not let this happen. I refused to let it happen!


  I summoned every ounce of morphing energy. Every ounce of mental energy. Every ounce of concentration.


  I blotted out every random thought. Tried desperately to dampen every wild emotion.


  But there was something in the way. Something stubborn and intractable that would not be ignored.


  It was the hate. The anger.


  I tried! I tried to push it away!


  But the truth was I didn't want it to go away. I wanted my anger. I wanted my hate.


  It was the source of my strength.


  And then . . . miraculously . . . I stood and spread my arms wide.


  I was Rachel.


  I was back.


  And for the moment, I really was free.
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  I opened my eyes.


  Tattoo and Grease were staring at me, mouths open.


  It was hard to believe that anything could really surprise them at this point.


  Not after Crayak. The Drode. Magically appearing aliens with blue fur and four eyes.


  Grease recovered first. He lifted his gun and pointed it at me.


  "Okay, kid. It's back to rat now. Time to show us the money."


  I nodded.


  "Sure. But if it's okay with you, I'm going to morph something with an even better sense of smell. I'll be able to find the money faster."


  I started to morph before they could give permission or ask questions.


  I felt the old familiar snap, crackle, and pop as my face ripped open. Muzzle extended. Shoulders bulked.


  "Hey!" I heard one punk cry. Tattoo. "What's she doing?"


  "Probably something big and scary so she can hold up a bank," Grease said solemnly.


  Yeah. Right. In his imbecilic dreams.


  Within seconds, the morph was complete.


  I stood up on my hind legs and started toward them.


  "What's she doing?" Grease yelled, backing up, shakily pointing his gun at me.


  <She's getting ready to eat you for lunch, you stupid idiot!> David screamed. He jumped out of the cube. Scampered down the leg of the table. And he ran.


  My weak grizzly eyes saw him disappear into the shadows.


  "Hey! Where are you going?" Grease yelled after him.


  I lunged with all the speed and bulk of the grizzly.


  Man! I love that morph.


  Tattoo and Grease fought me. They slapped and kicked. Like swatting mosquitoes. Total piece of cake. So easy, it wasn't even fun.


  Yeah, they fired their guns. But the shots went way wide.


  Panic will screw up your aim every time.


  I rolled over them. Literally. Threw myself at them and rolled.


  Somersaulted.


  Knocked the guns out of their hands.


  Then I let them get to their feet. Which by this point wasn't very easy for them to do.


  When they were up I roared. That was all it took.


  Tattoo and Grease ran, squealing like stuck pigs. Scrambled up the side of the far wall. Used broken stones and bricks as handholds and toeholds.


  They were headed for the manhole cover. Through which they would escape into the world above.


  Where they would talk. Incoherently, in a bar somewhere, maybe on a street corner.


  Most people wouldn't believe a word of the punks' story.


  But eventually, a Controller would hear and believe.


  And the Yeerks would know that somewhere was a rat who knew all about the Animorphs.


  Something would have to be done.


  There was no sound effect. No WHOOSH! But I felt all the optimism and elation rush out of the atmosphere. Felt my stomach plummet.


  Something would have to be done. And I would have to do it.


  Wasn't this how the whole thing had started?


  I ran over to the cube in which Cassie was held prisoner. Dug my claws into the lock. It popped easily, and I opened the top.


  Cassie climbed out, her face damp with perspiration.


  "Rachel! Morph and let's get out of here," she said quickly. "As soon as those two start talking, somebody will be down here to investigate. We need to be far away."


  I nodded. <I know. But you go. I'll catch up.>


  Cassie put her hand on my massive arm. "What are you going to do?"


  I looked into Cassie's eyes. Did she want to know? Did she really want to know?


  No. she didn't.


  What's why I'd been so angry. Not just at Jake. At all of them.


  Because they had kept their hands clean. They had pretended they didn't know I'd done something extreme like threaten to kill David. And his parents.


  And when David had confronted them with the truth, they'd made their disapproval known. Separated themselves from me. Made it clear I was deranged and out of control and so, so unlike them.


  And then, Cassie had come up with the plan to trap David in morph. But only I'd had the nerve to endure the two gut-wrenching hours of David's misery.


  Why hadn't I fought back? Defended myself against accusations, insinuations of craziness?


  Okay, I'd confronted Jake. But had anything really changed between us since then?


  Did he generally approve of my actions? No. only of their results. He needed my results.


  So why had I been carrying around all that guilt, all by myself? Why had I been shouldering so much of the pain?


  I looked at Cassie's face. It was a sweet face. It was wise, too. But still . . . I don't know . . . oddly innocent somehow.


  I'd been protecting her. Them.


  Jake. Cassie. Tobias. Even Marco and Ax. Helping to protect their innocence. Letting them see themselves as the good guys.


  It was a symbiotic relationship. Or co-dependent, whatever.


  They needed me to be the bad guy.


  And I needed them to be the good guys.


  See, if they were good guys, and I was on their team, then that automatically made me a good guy, too. Even if I was different.


  At least that's what I'd been telling myself.


  Of course, it wasn't quite that simple.


  "Rachel! What are you going to do?" Cassie pressed.


  <I'm going after David.>


  She shook her head. "Don't. Let him go."


  "He'll go to the Yeerks," I said. "Or the Yeerks will come to him. Either way, he'll tell them everything. He'll betray us, hoping to make a deal. It won't work. The Yeerks will kill him. Then they'll find us. So I'm going to find David, first. And I'm going to take him back to the island.


  "I don't think you can do it a second time," Cassie said quietly.


  I felt all the old anger bubbling up. Why was she arguing? She knew what had to be done. Why was she pretending not to understand what had to be done?


  So she could sleep at night? So she could say "I tried to stop her, so it's not my fault?" so she could say "I didn't know."


  I looked her in the eye.


  <I'm not sure I can, either. So will you do it?>


  Cassie's face creased. Her mouth opened and closed. Her eyes flickered.


  "I don't know," she whispered finally.


  <I didn't think so.>
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  If I got out of this one alive, I was never going to use my rat morph again. Ever.


  I sniffed around the dungeon until I picked up David's scent. He'd gone deeper into the sewer. I followed the spore into a narrow pipe.


  The pipe was rusted inside. The rust gave my claws some traction. Little feet scrabbling along - the sound that pursued the guilty and grossed out the innocent and mad them shudder.


  I thought for a moment about how horribly close I had come to being trapped forever as a rat. The thought made me ill.


  It would be devastating. To watch people recoil at the very sight of me.


  Awful to live in the shadows.


  Hideous to be in constant fear of being killed or eaten. Or of starving to death, slowly, painfully.


  How had David done it?


  How had he survived?


  I pushed the thought away. I'd been down that road too many times. And I knew on that road lay madness.


  I stopped for a moment. Listened. Far above me, I heard another set of claws.


  David.


  We'd have to get out of the pipe. I couldn't beat him in rat morph. I'd have to be able to morph human or maybe cat to overcome him. Something bigger and stronger.


  Sudden silence.


  The scampering feet came to a stop. Had David exited the pipe?


  I sniffed and doubled my speed. Up the pipe. Down the pipe. Around a bend. Around another bend.


  Finally, something bright up ahead.


  Sunlight.


  Suddenly I realized how much I needed air and light. How much I had been craving a release from the stifling darkness.


  I shot out of the sewer pipe.


  And saw him.


  David.


  He was sitting on his haunches, looking up at the sun. His tiny paws waved gracefully in the air, helping him keep his balance. His pink nose sniffed appreciatively. His delicate whiskers waved slightly in the breeze.


  He knew I was there.


  <It's a beautiful world,> he said thickly. <I'll miss it.>


  I waited for him to run. To try to escape. But he didn't.


  I looked around. Were his henchmen waiting? Had he lured me into a trap?


  <There's no one here but us,> he said. <The punks are gone.>


  <Then what's going on?>


  David dropped down on all fours and faced me.


  <It's over. You won.>


  I began to demorph. When I was human again, I squatted and David approached me. Sat at my feet.


  <Without Crayak, without help, I can't beat you, Rachel. And I'm tired of trying. But I won't go back,> he said forcefully. <I'd rather die than go back to that island. You'll have to kill me.>


  "I won't do that," I said.


  He tried to run. I reached out and grabbed him. Easily.


  <Kill me,> David begged. <I'd rather die than go on like this. Rather die than go back to that place!>


  "You're going back to the island."


  David struggled in my hand. I tightened my grip.


  <I won't go back,> he cried. <Kill me, Rachel! If there's any humanity left in you at all, please kill me.>


  "I'm one of the good guys," I choked. Tears welled up in my eyes.


  <Then do the good thing!>


  David struggled even harder. I held on tight. I knew I was hurting him. But if I let him go . . .


  "Promise to disappear," I said suddenly. "Promise to disappear and . . ."


  David began to laugh through his sobs.


  <Crayak was right. You are a fool. I can't go back to what I was. You know that!>


  I lifted David and looked into his tiny dark eyes. Something wet fell on his head.


  My tears. I tried to brush them away, but they kept coming. I didn't want to kill him. I didn't want to take him back to the island.


  In spite of everything, I felt sorry for him.


  I felt sorry for David and sorry for me. Sorry for what the war had done to us both.


  It wasn't David's fault that he was a rat, that he was insane. He was what we had made him.


  But that didn't make him any less dangerous. We couldn't control him. We couldn't trust him. And on the loose, he could destroy the entire planet.


  Maybe.


  "I don't know what to do," I whispered, my throat working.


  <I can't help you, Rachel.>


  I put him down on the dirty pavement, gently. Then I put my head on my arms and I cried.


  It's all up to you. . . . There are no rules except your own.


  Maybe he would run away. Maybe he would disappear into a baseboard somewhere where I could never find him.


  You have free will. What you do with it is up to you.


  Maybe when I lifted my head he wouldn't be there.


  And he wouldn't be my problem anymore.


  Let Cassie find him and do something. Or Jake. Or Marco. Or Ax. Somebody - anybody - but me!


  It's all up to you, Rachel.


  I cried like a baby.


  It wasn't the first time since the war started.


  So many losses. So much pain.


  I hoped to hear the sound of little rat feet scurrying away.


  Please go, I thought. Please. Run. Run away from me!


  But when I finally lifted my head, I saw David through the blur of my tears. Sitting patiently. Waiting.


  He wasn't going to go away.


  He wasn't going to make it easy.


  <Just kill me,> he said softly.


  I wiped my sleeve across my face.


  "I'm one of the god guys," I muttered. At that moment I felt more exhausted than I ever had in my entire life.


  <Then do the right thing.>


  I looked around. Stupidly. There was no one to tell me what to do.


  No Crayak. No Ellimist.


  No Cassie. No Jake.


  I was alone with David.


  My enemy was completely at my mercy.


  I caught a glimpse of myself in a broken shard of mirror.


  And saw what anyone looking down the alleyway from the sidewalk would have seen.


  A young girl sitting knees-up in the sun, staring at a white rat.


  It would be hard to believe the entire fate of the planet depended on that girl.


  A girl who wanted to do the right thing.


  But who had no idea at all what that was . . .
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  My name is Tobias. And I was one hungry bird.


  I was perched in a tree at the edge of my meadow. A meadow grown crisp and brown from too many days without rain. The sun blazed overhead. Wind whispered through the weeds.


  And among the rippling stalks, one, then two twisted slightly in another direction. I dug my talons into the bark of the branch and waited.


  Listened.


  Mouse feet scrabbled against hard-packed dirt. Mouse teeth chewed through the shell of a seed. Chewed. Stopped. Scrabbled.


  Stopped.


  I waited.


  Nothing. No sound. No movement. The mouse remained still. Also listening? Waiting?


  I tensed. Cocked my head.


  And thought, not for the first time, about the irony of my hunt. In my old life, my life as a boy, I was the mouse. The prey. Stalked by predators bent on flushing my head down the men's room toilet. Scurrying to find a hiding place. Rarely succeeding.


  Another irony: In my old life, my life as prey, food was not a problem. I was on the free lunch program at school. So I knew exactly where my next meal was coming from. Overheated ladies in hair nets slapped it on a tray and handed it to me.


  Movement. Small. A single blade of grass tipped toward a bare patch of dirt. Claws scritched against earth.


  The mouse was coming out into the open.


  I opened my wings, pushed off the branch, and circled, high above the meadow, then began to descend. My shadow grew larger and darker over the patch of dirt.


  Weeds twitched, first one, then the next, as the mouse moved closer to open ground.


  Dust billowed out from the undergrowth. Then a nose. Brown. Whiskered. I raked my talons forward.


  The mouse scuttled out, completely unprotected now. I dropped. In a split second the mouse would be mine. In a split second my hunger would be -


  No!


  Scales. A flash of yellow. Fangs sinking into the mouse's flesh.


  That's when I heard it. An ominous rattle.


  Yeah. Like I needed a warning. I flapped hard and rose, talons empty. I was hungry but I wasn't stupid. I wouldn't fight a six-foot rattlesnake over a poisoned mouse.


  I climbed higher, glided above the meadow, and watched the snake devour my lunch. A diamondback that had lain coiled, waiting, motionless, in the very spot I'd been watching. In the meadow. My meadow.


  I circled and swooped back to my branch.


  Would a normal hawk have seen it? Maybe. Probably.


  Your normal red-tailed hawk, equipped with the standard-issue hawk brain, has a basic train of thought. Hunger. Food. Kill. Eat. Brilliant in its simplicity. The hawk is not distracted by ironic musings. The hawk doesn't reminisce about toilets and school cafeterias.


  But I'm not a normal hawk. I'm not a normal anything. I'm a kid trapped in a bird's body. Like nothing else on this or any other planet. A species of one.


  I used to be human. Fully human, or at least that's what I thought. Until my friends and I met a dying alien warrior, an Andalite prince named Elfangor.


  Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul. Strange how, even then, before I knew who he was, before I knew about my own past, I was drawn to him. Connected in a way the other Animorphs hadn't been.


  That's what we are, my friends and I. Animorphs. Animal morphers. We can acquire the DNA of another animal, then become that animal. Elfangor gave us that power. He gave it to us as a weapon, the only weapon we have in our battle to save Earth from evil, parasitic aliens.


  Yeerks. Slimy. Gray. Not much bigger than the field mouse I'd been stalking, but completely lacking the mouse's senses. Yeerks are deaf, blind. They have no feet or hands. If you saw a Yeerk in its natural state, you'd think it was an overgrown slug. And you probably wouldn't be any more afraid of it than of a slug.


  But you should be.


  A Yeerk slithers in through your ear canal and flattens itself out over the surface of your brain. It wriggles into all the crevices and valleys. Taps into every brain circuit and nerve ending. Taps into your very existence.


  You become a Controller, and it's an ironic name because you have absolutely no control. You can't speak, move, eat, even go to the bathroom unless the Yeerk wants you to. You watch as the Yeerk spreads evil and hatred using your hands, your voice. You can't scream. You can't run away.


  The Yeerks enslaved entire sentient species on other planets. The Gedds. The Taxxons. The Hork-Bajir. Now they've come to Earth, to enslave humans.


  And we, the Animorphs, are fighting them alone. A few things help level the playing field. Kandrona, for one. If a Yeerk doesn't feed on Kandrona rays every three days, it dies.


  We also get help from the Chee, an android race hardwired against violence. They can't fight, but they've infiltrated the Yeerk organization and feed us information when they can.


  And, of course, morphing. An Andalite technology. Though it seems unbelievable, the Yeerks still think we're Andalites.


  Morphing is a powerful weapon, but it has rules. 1) You can't change directly from one morph to another without first returning to your natural body. 2) You have to acquire DNA directly from an animal. You can't acquire it from another morph. 3) You can't stay in morph for more than two hours at a time, because if you do, you stay permanently. You become what the Andalites call a nothlit.


  Like me.


  I stayed in hawk morph too long, and now I'm not a human in hawk morph.


  I'm a hawk.


  I was able to regain my morphing ability and through a little fancy time-bending by a powerful being called the Ellimist, I gained another morph. My old self. My human self. For two hours at a time I can morph Tobias the kid- Be human, at least physically. Then I must return to hawk or I'll lose my morphing capability altogether. I'll be out of the fight.


  So, while I watched the snake digest my mouse, I spotted an eagle soaring toward me. A bald eagle, carrying lunch in its talons. Not a mouse or a rabbit. A paper bag. Even from this distance I could see the golden arches.


  Rachel was bringing McDonald's. Rachel, my own personal cafeteria-lady-in-a-hair-net.


  Don't ever tell her I said that.


  Chapter 2


  



  Rachel drifted over the meadow, her profile stark against the sun. She spiraled down and dropped the McDonald's bag in the grass under my tree.


  <You do know there's a rattlesnake in your meadow, don't you?> She landed and began to demorph.


  <Uh, yeah.> I flapped down from my perch. <We met briefly.>


  Rachel's feathers melted together, swirled into tan Rachel skin. Her wings stretched into arms. Legs shifted forward with a sickening crack.


  That's one thing I'll never get used to - the sounds. Body parts twisting, tearing, being absorbed and re-formed. It doesn't hurt. It should, but it doesn't. The Andalites worked some kind of painkiller into the technology.


  But they didn't manage to kill the sound.


  Rachel's body shot up to human size. A human with bird-of-prey eyes. I've never been sure if Rachel's human eyes are more intense because of the eagle, or if the eagle's eyes are so intense because they're Rachel's. They were clear blue now instead of amber, but they still held a deadly gaze.


  She fixed that gaze on me now. "Look, before you get your feathers in a wad, just listen. I know I don't have to baby you. I know you can take care of yourself. But I also know your happy little meadow is about to dry up, and the weather guy on Channel 6 isn't predicting rain any time soon." She pulled a Big Mac from the bag. "So eat this and don't give me grief, okay?"


  That's one of the things I like best about Rachel. I don't need to admit to her that hawk life can be a little stressful. She just knows. And tries to help. But she doesn't feel sorry for me. Or at least, she doesn't let me see her feel sorry for me. She lets me have my dignity.


  Too bad you can't eat dignity. I watched her open the Big Mac box and set it on the grass.


  "I know you have to eat yours as a hawk." She pulled out another Big Mac and two large fries. "But at least we can hang out for a while. A little while."


  Uh-huh. I wasn't paying much attention to the conversation. My hawk brain focused on the usual. Hunger. Food. Kill. Okay, maybe we could skip "kill" just this once. Eat.


  But my human brain remembered something more: The pure pleasure of sinking my teeth into three inches of hamburger and bun. The crunch of lettuce and onion. The grease and cheese and special sauce combining as I chewed. And the fries. Was there ever a more perfect food than a McDonald's french fry? Fresh from the fryer, while they're still steaming. Crisp and salty and so soft in the middle they -


  "Tobias?" Rachel was staring at me, frowning. "I asked if you want me to take the pickles off."


  <Um, no.> Get a grip, Tobias. You're turning into Ax. <Just pull off one of the hamburger patties. I'll eat it first, then morph human and eat the rest with you.>


  She peeled the Big Mac apart and set one of the patties in the grass. I ripped off a chunk of meat and wrangled it sideways into my beak.


  You know, Tobias," she said, "we have very weird dates."


  I devoured the hamburger, then stood completely still for a moment, savoring the full feeling in my stomach. My hawk belly was happy. My hawk body would survive another day.


  Time to feed the human. I focused on Tobias the kid.


  SPRRROOOOOOT!


  I shot up to my full human height. The sudden shift knocked me off balance, and I teetered on twelve-inch talons. Morphing isn't predictable. As I lifted my wings for support, my feathers melted and evaporated, leaving only pale pink nubs on my skin.


  I looked down. I was a nearly naked bird the size of a human kid. A giant plucked chicken in spandex.


  "Attractive," said Rachel.


  Hollow bird bones thickened and - snap - realigned. Internal organs shifted and stretched. My shoulders widened, neck grew long. Arms and fingers emerged from stubby wings. The scales on my legs disappeared and human flesh emerged. Talons split into toes. My beak melted and formed a nose and lips. Round bird eyes slid forward and became ovals.


  I touched my arm. The pink chicken bumps dissolved into smooth beige skin. Pale still, but smooth.


  I was human.


  Rachel smiled. "Much better."


  "Thanks," I said. Or at least, that's what I meant to say. What came out was, "Grrrx." I hadn't used my human voice in a while. I cleared my throat, limbered my jaw, and tried again. "Thank you."


  We sat side by side in the grass with our backs against the tree. I bit into my Big Mac. And sighed. Well, actually I moaned. Out loud. Grease and cheese and special sauce dribbled down my chin.


  Rachel shook her head and handed me a napkin.


  Which would've been embarrassing if I hadn't been so involved with my lunch. Sometimes I forget normal human things. Like my old locker combination or which months have thirty-one days or how to work the token machine at the arcade. Useless information to a hawk, of course. Still, it scared me a little. Like I'd crossed a line and might not ever get back. Or worse, I'd forget so many things that given the opportunity, I might not want to get back.


  But I hadn't forgotten the Big Mac. Or the fries. As long as I had fast food, I had hope.


  Rachel brushed an ant off her leg. "You need to get a picnic table," she said. "Or at least a couple of lawn chairs."


  "Oh, yeah, Rachel, definitely low profile. A hawk with patio furniture. Maybe I could get a barbecue grill, too, and some bamboo torch lights."


  "Very funny." She crumpled her empty burger box and stuffed it into the bag. "Shut up and eat so we can get out of here. Cassie's called a meeting, and Jake says we all have to be there."


  "Ah." I swallowed a fry. "The X-Men have nothing on us, do they?"


  "Got that right."


  Chapter 3


  



  "Let me get this straight." Marco shredded a piece of hay. "They wanted blood samples. Not cash. Not drugs. Blood."


  We were in Cassie's barn. The Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic. Sort of a homeless shelter for wounded animals. Cassie's parents are both veterinarians. Her mom works at The Gardens, a combination zoo/amusement park where we've acquired most of our battle morphs. Her dad runs the clinic here on their farm. Cassie helps him out.


  At the moment she was inside a big wire pen, doctoring a doe that had been shot in the thigh. The rest of us were trying not to focus on the hypodermic needle in her hand.


  "The rest of us" could've starred in one of those weepy movies on Lifetime. Jake: Rachel's cousin, Cassie's true love, and the leader of our little band of misfits. Ax the alien: Elfangor's little brother and, strange as it sounds, my uncle. Marco: Jake's best friend and Ax's part-time roommate. Rachel, of course: Cassie's best friend, the girl dating out of her species. And me: Tobias. Bird-boy. On lookout duty in the rafters.


  Cassie stroked the deer's neck. "It's okay, girl." She closed the pen and turned to face us. "All I know is what my mom said. Two men broke into her veterinary ward last night. It wasn't the usual smash and grab, and no, they weren't after drugs, which surprised Mom, too. They wanted blood samples, specific blood samples. Tiger. Elephant. Eagle. Rhino and grizzly. Gorilla and wolf."


  Rachel stared at her. "Our battle morphs."


  "Right." Cassie nodded. "They showed no interest in the warthogs or baboons. One of Mom's lab techs stumbled in on them. They really roughed him up, especially -" She glanced at me. "Especially when he told them The Gardens didn't have a red-tailed hawk."


  Seven pairs of eyes, including Ax's stalk eyes, gazed up at the rafters. I turned away to preen a wing.


  Cassie went on. "The lab tech said they'd been cold and methodical up to that point, but when they couldn't get the hawk sample, they just went nuts. Like they were afraid to leave without it."


  "Yeah, I bet," said Marco. "I bet they were peeing their pants wondering how to explain the concept of failure to Visser One."


  Visser One. Evil incarnate. The Yeerk in charge of the invasion of Earth, recently promoted from Visser Three.


  Rachel nodded. "Our battle morphs? The Gardens? Nutso thieves on a mission for hawk blood? Definitely Yeerks."


  "Uh, yeah," Jake agreed. "But the Chee haven't heard anything, not even rumors. And we haven't intercepted Yeerk communications about a new project. Whatever they're up to, it's at the highest level. We don't want to do anything stupid. We need to really think this through."


  "Okay, so we'll think it through and then we'll do something stupid," said Marco. "First question: Why do the Yeerks need animal blood? Have they invented a new way to morph?"


  <Invented?> Ax's stalk eyes narrowed to slits. <Yeerks do not invent. They steal. Everything they have, they have taken from other species. Most notably the Andalites. They do not have the intelligence - or the integrity - to invent a morphing technique of their own.>


  Did I mention Andalites can be a wee bit arrogant?


  Cassie looked at Jake.


  "I think Ax is right," he said. "They're after something bigger. Tom brought home a flyer yesterday. The Sharing is sponsoring a huge blood drive."


  Tom was Jake's older brother.


  Tom was a Controller, a high-ranking member of The Sharing. The front organization for the Yeerks.


  Cassie took a deep breath. "Here's what I think. There's only one reason the Yeerks would suddenly be interested in blood. DNA. They're collecting samples of our morph animals, and they're collecting as many human samples as they can." She looked at us. "They're searching for humans with strands of animal DNA in their blood."


  Silence.


  "Which means -" Marco sighed.


  "They know we're human," said Rachel.


  Chapter 4


  



  They. As in Visser One.


  The only Yeerk ever to infest an Andalite. Until now he'd been convinced we Animorphs were Andalites, too.


  Which was somewhat surprising because the former Visser One had discovered we were human. By keeping our secret, she hoped to destroy her adversary. The Andalite-Controller, then Visser Three.


  But we destroyed her.


  The former Visser One was a human-Controller. And her host was Marco's mom.


  Very long story short. We raided the Yeerk pool and rescued Marco's mom. The human. The Yeerk in her head tried to escape, but was killed.


  And our secret died with it.


  Or so we'd thought.


  "The Yeerks are probably collecting human blood from as many different sources as they can," said Jake. "Hospitals, doctors' offices, labs. Now this blood drive. So." He looked at us. "Has anybody given blood since we started acquiring morphs?"


  Rachel shook her head.


  "I've been afraid to," said Cassie. "Who knows what's floating around in my veins."


  "I've been too busy saving the planet." Marco.


  "The planet is grateful." Jake rolled his eyes. "But it's not you we need to worry about, Marco. The Yeerks think you and your family are dead, so even if they had a sample of your blood containing animal DNA, it wouldn't lead them anywhere. Ax is an Andalite, so that's not a problem. And Tobias . . ."


  <Tobias hasn't given blood since he magically turned into a bird,> I said.


  "Right." Jake smiled at me - a grim smile edged with guilt - and nodded. "Which narrows it down to Cassie, Rachel, and me." He turned to Cassie and Rachel. "Think hard. Any doctor visits? Trips to the school nurse?"


  Cassie shook her head. Rachel shrugged.


  "Are you sure? What about when we all came down with the Andalite flu? The yamphut."


  "Oh, man." Rachel shut her eyes. "My mom did haul me to the doctor. I don't think they took blood, but I had a really high fever. Part of that time is just blanked out. But that was a while ago. If they took blood, it's long gone by now." She looked at Cassie. "Isn't it?"


  "I don't know," Cassie admitted. "I don't know how long labs keep blood samples. Or data on blood samples."


  "So." Rachel, eyes wide. "It could still be in a freezer somewhere. With my name on it."


  <Don't even think that,> I said. <It's such a long shot.>


  "Yeah." Rachel shook her head. "But we can't take that chance. If the Yeerks find me, they find us all. They'll slide a Yeerk into my head and then we're dead or worse, infested, and so are our families." She looked up at me. "And everyone we care about."


  <And the free Hork-Bajir,> said Ax. <They have been forced to relocate once, in spite of our assistance. Without our help they easily could be captured, their colony destroyed.>


  "Maybe," said Cassie. "Look, the Yeerks don't know we're human. Yet. They only suspect. If we really were Andalites, we'd want them to waste time and manpower analyzing human blood samples, right? So if we bust in, destroy their project, we only prove we're not Andalites."


  "Better than the alternative," Rachel argued. "We can stop the Yeerks, and yeah, they'll know we're human, but they won't know which humans. Or we can let them continue till they find us. Which they will."


  "There's another option," said Jake. "We can get inside, find out what they know. Then decide what to do. The research is probably on a computer somewhere, at whatever company the Yeerks are using as a front. If we can get our hands on it, maybe we can destroy any incriminating data without the Yeerks catching on. They continue their research and come up blank. Ax, is that something you can handle?"


  <Of course, Prince Jake.> Ax whipped his tail forward. <We need only find the correct facility.>


  "Not a problem," said Marco. "We hack into the computer system of every blood bank, hospital, and clinic on the planet. The one we can't get into, the one with the extraterrestrial firewall, that'll be the Yeerks."


  Chapter 5


  



  I figured Ax and Marco would find the blood bank, Jake would call another meeting, we'd infiltrate the place and destroy any incriminating information.


  Good guys win and go home.


  I flew from the hayloft. The meeting was over. The sun was setting, the air beginning to cool.


  Below me, Marco and Ax slipped into the little strip of woods that led from the barn to Ax's scoop. I knew they'd soon be logging on to their souped-up Mac, hacking into blood bank computers. They'd find me when they needed me, when it was time to plan the mission. In the meantime, I had other things to worry about.


  Like how to eat without being eaten.


  Not that I'd ever actually starve. Rachel would see to that. But what self-respecting hawk lets his girlfriend feed him? Lets her buy vitamin drops for him at Petsmart? Lets her fix a spot in her sock drawer so he has a cozy spot to sleep on dark and stormy nights? A hawk shouldn't wake up smelling like dryer sheets.


  Don't get me wrong. I'm glad she cares. And I'm glad it's Rachel.


  But she shouldn't have to do all that. I took care of myself as a human. I can take care of myself as a hawk.


  As a boy, I'd been passed back and forth between a much-married aunt and an alcoholic uncle.


  And my parents?


  Official story: My dad died and my mom walked when I was still too young to remember.


  The truth: Yeah, my mom walked out, but the man who died had been my stepfather. I had another father. My real father.


  Elfangor.


  I found out through a sleazoid lawyer-Controller, of all people. Elfangor had grown tired of war, tired of defending the galaxy.


  I knew how he felt. I was defending one small planet, and some days I longed to soar away to some remote mountaintop. Forget the fear and the fighting. Just fly free.


  That's what Elfangor did. He flew free. He came to Earth because he was in love with my mother, Loren. He morphed a human man and deliberately stayed past the two-hour time limit - became a nothlit - so he could live out his life with her.


  He must have believed she was worth it. Personally, I thought he was a little misguided. The only thing I knew about my mother was what my aunt used to tell me . . . and tell me . . . and tell me: "Nutty as a fruitcake and didn't want nothing to do with her own kid. So they dumped you on me."


  But Elfangor stayed on Earth for years. Went to college, married my mother, created a life. Was happy, I think. I hope.


  Enter the Ellimist.


  The same all-powerful being who'd given me back my morphing powers and left me as a hawk. The Ellimist restored my father's Andalite body, returned him to the Andalite fleet, and erased all memory of him from my mother's mind.


  Elfangor fought valiantly in the Andalite war and returned to Earth only once. To save the planet from the Yeerks.


  And to die.


  Did he know? As he lay in the dirt of that abandoned construction site, his life slipping away, did he know he was talking to his son?


  I want to believe he did. To believe I was the reason he trusted me and my friends with his greatest gift.


  But the truth is, he was desperate. Once he was gone, the Yeerks would enslave and destroy the planet. And he couldn't let that happen. He probably would've given that morphing ability to any kid who wandered by.


  The kid just happened to be me.


  I soared over the rooftops and utility lines of the new housing development that had recently popped up near my meadow.


  Movement. Steady. Winding. In the yard below. I banked. A snake slid from the grass onto a backyard walkway. Not a rattler this time. An everyday, garden-variety blacksnake. It slithered across the walk, fully exposed.


  I circled. The yard was empty, the house dark. The sun was just sinking behind the hills. The streets and houses were draped in shadows. No one would see me.


  I circled again. Hunger. Food. Kill. Eat. I swooped. The snake was still alive, still warm, when I ripped into its flesh. Yes. It felt good. It felt hawk. I sank my beak into the meat.


  Creeeeeeeeeeeeeek.


  I turned my head. The back door of the house inched open. A bare-chested lunatic in camouflage pants darted out, clutching a bow and arrow. Not a toy bow and arrow. This was a compound bow, with weights and sights and a razor-edged arrow fitted onto the bowstring.


  The lunatic aimed.


  I flapped toward the sky.


  Thwwwoooooooooook.


  The arrow sliced past. Its feathers raked the edge of my wing. Half an inch to the right, and I would've been birdie shish kebab. I swooped over a row of newly planted trees and dropped down into the next yard.


  Thwwwoooooooooook.


  Another arrow. Above me. I stayed low, skimming along the spindly line of trees.


  A hawk is built to soar, not flap endlessly like a duck. Flying that close to the ground was hard work. No thermals.


  But it was my own fault. I knew not to hunt in human territory. In somebody's backyard! It was a stupid mistake. A mistake a real hawk wouldn't have made.


  But Tobias the hawk hadn't made the mistake. Tobias the boy had. I'd seen the snake, and my human brain took it as a dare. A snake had stolen my lunch, and now I was stealing it back.


  My human brain was going to get my hawk body in big trouble one of these days.


  Chapter 6


  



  Saturday morning.


  I flew to the scoop. I took a longer route this time, bypassing the new housing development. Soared over fields and pastures and circled back to Ax's clearing in the woods.


  Ax built his scoop soon after he came to Earth. According to him, it was a smaller version of a typical Andalite home. He'd had to do some remodeling when Marco took up part-time residence with him. Now the scoop was bigger, with a little more enclosed space and a lot more clutter.


  Ax was an alien of few possessions. Some research-type books, pictures of his favorite human foods. Some computer equipment. His beloved television set. But Marco was a boy with lots of toys. And he kept a lot of them at the scoop.


  The rest of Marco's stuff was at his other home, the cabin he shared with his parents in the Hork-Bajir valley. When we'd rescued Marco's mom, we'd also had to rescue his dad. The Chee helped us stage his - and Marco's - "death." The family evacuated to the valley, and Marco stayed there whenever he could.


  But when he needed to be closer to us, closer to the war, he stayed here with Ax.


  <How's it going down there?>


  <Hello, Tobias.> Ax stood in the open part of the scoop, his stalk eyes scanning the sky. <I am glad you came. We were preparing to find you.>


  <Already? You found the site?>


  "Complete no-brainer." Marco was hunkered down in front of the computer at the back of the scoop.


  I perched on the CD tower behind him.


  He leaned back in his chair. "Hospitals, labs, clinics, community blood banks - they all opened right up for us. Kind of scary when you think about it. Your complete medical history is just a click away, available to any nut-job with Internet access. But then we get to this one." He motioned toward the computer screen. "Midtown Bio-Services, Inc. Suddenly it's like breaking into the CIA."


  <Actually,> said Ax, <it was far more difficult. We experienced relative ease penetrating the Central Intelligence Agency databases.>


  <The CIA?> I looked at Marco. <Wait. You hacked into their computer one day for kicks?>


  "Hey, the more information we can gather, the better prepared we'll be." He shrugged. "Besides, I gotta have something to do. It gets lonely hangin' here. I almost miss school. Okay. Maybe not. But unless you count the Victoria's Secret Web page, there are no babes in my life anymore."


  <There were no babes in your old life,> I said.


  "Oh. Very nice, Tobias. Go for the jugular. You've got Rachel tending to your every need. Me, I've got Ax-man." He jerked his thumb toward Ax, who was gazing lovingly at a magazine ad for the new original M&M's. "I'll trade you right now, straight across."


  <Yeah, Marco. That'd work.> I glanced at his CD player, satellite dish, and assorted Gameboy cartridges. At the stacks of CDs and the piles of comic books. All of which he'd somehow, mysteriously acquired after having to abandon his old stuff. <You'd make one fine bird of prey.>


  He lobbed a TV Guide at me.


  But you know what? Marco's an opportunist. He would probably adjust to my bizarre version of hawk life better than I had. He'd have no problem with Rachel feeding him. He'd live in her room and wait for her to bring snacks. Preen himself in her mirror all day while she was at school.


  Marco wouldn't make himself live by some glorified rule of the hunt, or whatever it was I felt compelled to live by.


  <So now what?> I said. <Back to Cassie's barn?>


  "Nope." Marco powered the Mac down. "We head straight for this Bio-Services place. It's only a couple of miles from here, and Jake doesn't want to waste time. He thinks a daylight mission on a Saturday morning might catch the Yeerks off guard."


  <Off guard?>


  "You know what I mean. As off guard as Yeerks ever get. Maybe they won't be expecting us. Maybe we can slip in and out before they notice."


  <Yeah, maybe. And maybe you're crazy.>


  Chapter 7


  



  I caught a nice thermal over the freeway and soared high in the sky. Marco, in osprey morph, stayed behind me, lower and to the side. Ax, the northern harrier, swept back and forth above the rooftops.


  We flew over houses and strip malls, parks and ball fields, till we reached the heart of the city. Then we swooped between the downtown skyscrapers. Soared and plunged and emerged over the domed roof of the Civic Center.


  The streets around the center had been barricaded with orange sawhorses. Police cars were parked crossways at the corners, lights flashing. Uniformed officers directed traffic away from the them. Eighteen-wheelers, their trailers brightly painted with clowns and tigers, lined the blocked-off streets.


  I floated above the big rigs. Below me, burly guys wielding leather prods unloaded elephants from the trailers into a huge pen in the Civic Center's plaza. More policemen tried to hold a crowd of onlookers behind a rope barrier. A monster forklift trundled across the plaza and dumped a huge round bale of hay into a low trough at one end of the pen.


  "HhhuuuurrHHHHEEEEEAAAAH!" One of the elephants trumpeted. A dozen others lumbered over to the trough.


  Marco swooped out over the plaza. <Hey! How come nobody told me the circus was in town?>


  <Jake was afraid you'd try to join it. You know - the whole clown thing?> I circled. <Shouldn't the lab be pretty close?>


  <If you bank right, Tobias, and proceed approximately forty-six yards, you should be directly in front of the research facility.>


  Ax skimmed over the Civic Center and down aside street. Marco and I followed. Ax was right. It wasn't long before we sailed past a long, low concrete building. A small brass plate beside the door said MIDTOWN BIO-SERVICES, INC. Below it hung a larger sign: NO SOLICITING.


  <Gray concrete, no windows, and a complete lack of architectural charm,> said Marco. <Gotta be Yeerks.>


  Cassie, Rachel, and Jake were waiting for us in the alley across the street. We landed, and Marco and Ax demorphed.


  "We don't have much to work with," said Jake. "A pair of solid steel doors in front and a loading dock in back."


  "Both armed with Gleet BioFilters," said Cassie.


  Which we'd expected. It was starting to become standard equipment at all entrances and exits at Yeerk facilities and all entrances to the Yeerk pool. We'd found that out the hard way. The BioFilters were programmed to destroy any life-form whose DNA wasn't entered into the data bank.


  Another bit of technology the Yeerks lifted from the Andalites.


  <Prince Jake?> Ax trained his stalk eyes on the research lab. <If the control panel is destroyed, the BioFilter will deactivate.> He paused. <Of course, the control panel is located inside the building, and we are on the outside.>


  Jake nodded. "Yeah. So we need to create a diversion. A little chaos, and a whole lot of noise." He looked at Rachel. "Any volunteers?"


  Rachel smiled her "let's do it" smile. "Elephant?"


  Jake nodded, but Rachel had already started to morph.


  Her nose and upper lip melded together into a fat, gray nub. Ears sprouted like a pair of gray pot holders. Soon the pot holders were beach towels, the nub a full-fledged trunk. Legs and arms thickened. Hands and feet flattened. Tanned skin dissolved into leathery gray hide.


  Jake outlined his plan.


  He turned to Rachel. "You know what to do, right?"


  <Call a little attention to myself, short-circuit the bio-zapper, and lead any and all pursuers toward the circus, where I can squeeze in among the other elephants and, in the confusion, demorph.>


  "And then?"


  <Then?> She swished her rope-thin tail.


  Jake sighed. "Then mingle into the crowd, do not call attention to yourself, and wait patiently for the rest of us."


  <Wait patiently. Right.> She saluted him with her trunk. <I can do that.>


  Marco looked at me. "She. Cannot. Do. That."


  <No,> I said. <Probably not.>


  Rachel stood down beside a Dumpster while the rest of us went fly. Definitely not my favorite morph.


  Whooosh!


  The ground shot up as I shrank to the size of gravel. Bones dissolved, reemerged as fly exoskeleton. My wings thinned to tissue. Feathers shriveled into tiny fly hairs.


  Sploooooooot.


  Four extra legs sprouted from my chest. A pair of antennae shot from the top of my head. My vision shattered into a thousand pieces.


  The morph was complete. And my fly brain had exactly one thought. GARBAGE! POOP! I buzzed into the Dumpster, into the wonderful world of curdled milk and moldy pizza boxes. Four other flies darted around me, savoring the stench and the rot.


  <Uh, do you guys think you can get a grip?>


  Rachel called. My compound eyes pieced together her huge gray face, peering down into the Dumpster. <Ax, I don't even want to know what that is you're standing on.>


  <I believe it is a ham and cheese sandwich, putrefied. My fly morph finds it very satisfying.>


  <Oh, how gross are you?> Rachel cried. <Can you all please just get out of there before I hurl?>


  Cassie laughed. <I didn't know rotten mayonnaise could be so . . . so delicious!>


  <You people are sick.> Jake. <Rachel's right. We have someplace else to be.>


  Rachel's thought-speak helped guide five flies the relatively short distance to the research lab. Several minutes later, we lit on the wall above the metal doors. Not a moment too soon.


  "HhhhRRRRRRuuuhhh!"


  Rachel thundered from the alley, pushing the Dumpster with her wrecking-ball head. Shoved it up across the little strip of grass in front of Midtown Bio-Services, Inc.


  CRRRRUUUUNCHHH! WHAM!


  Slammed the Dumpster into the concrete wall! Backed up and squashed the trunk of a BMW parked at the curb.


  <You've made her a very happy pachyderm,> I told Jake. <It's been weeks since her last carstomping.>


  "HhhRRRuh!" Rachel trumpeted before she wrapped her trunk around a NO PARKING sign and ripped it from the sidewalk. Held it high. Waited.


  Вzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.


  And the thick steel doors slid open.
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  "Andalite!"


  Human-Controllers streamed from the building.


  "Surround it! Don't let it escape!"


  Rachel reared up on her hind legs. Controllers dove for cover.


  <NOW!> Jake ordered.


  With her massive trunk, Rachel hurled the NO PARKING sign like a javelin toward the open doors.


  Pop, Pop.


  Sparks flew.


  A cloud of smoke puffed out from the open doors. The NO PARKING sign clanked to the floor.


  A computerized voice droned through the smoke. "Bio. Filter. Deactivated. Immediate. Shutdown. Immediate. Shutdown."


  Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz. The doors began to slide shut.


  <Let's go! In! In! In!>


  Jake zipped through the doorway. Ax, Marco, and Cassie followed.


  I hovered outside. Through broken fly vision, I could see Controllers lunging toward Rachel, surrounding her. She reared, head thrashing.


  Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.


  <NOW, Tobias!>


  "HhhhRRRRuuuhhh!" Rachel reared again and swung around. Controllers scattered. Rachel charged down the street.


  I spun. The doors were an inch apart. Half an inch. I darted between them. Solid steel brushed the tips of my wings. Halfway through. I could see light beyond. Almost there.


  WHAM!


  The crash of metal vibrated through my body. The rush of air launched me into space.


  <Gee, Tobias, we're glad you could join us,> Marco said as I hurtled past.


  <Are you okay?> Cassie.


  <Yeah.> I flipped upright. <Fine.>


  Four other flies hovered on the ceiling. I buzzed up to join them. And to get my bearings.


  We seemed to be in a long hallway. Humans and Hork-Bajir bustled along below us, in and out of offices, carrying folders, pushing carts. I didn't need the fractured flashes of red or the clink of glass tubes to know what the carts carried. Fly senses screamed the answer. Blood. Human blood.


  <We're definitely in the right place,> I said.


  <Yeah,> Jake agreed, <but we need a more useful morph. Better eyes, at least.>


  <Hands would be nice.> Marco.


  We hummed along the ceiling, looking for a place to demorph. The long hallway led into another, and another. We finally spotted a darkened door at the end of a corridor and darted under it.


  And waited. No sound. No movement. No blood, either. Only the overwhelming stench of floor wax and disinfectant. We spread out and demorphed.


  <Uck,> Cassie whispered. <I'm standing in a bucket. And guess what? There's still water in it. At least I hope that's what it is.>


  We were crowded into a janitor's closet. Three kids, an Andalite, and a bird. I perched on the edge of the sink. Light from the halt shone through an air vent in the door.


  <Hey.> I stared at Marco. <You got a new morphing outfit.>


  "What, you just noticed?" He tugged at his bike shorts and tight blue T-shirt.


  I leaned over and plucked up a beakfull of T-shirt. <Does this remind you of anything?>


  "Yeah." He pulled his shirt from my mouth. "It reminds me why I never wanted a pet bird."


  <No,> I said. <The color.>


  Ax nodded. <It is the color of the Blue Band Hork-Bajir.>


  Right. The Blue Bands. Visser One's elite Hork-Bajir guard. Part Green Beret. Part armored car. Pure terror.


  We stared at Marco's shirt.


  "Whoa." He backed up against a row of metal shelves. "You're looking at me like I'm lunch."


  <No,> I said. <We're looking at you like you're a giant armband.>


  Cassie rummaged through the shelves and found a utility knife and a roll of duct tape. Marco peeled his shirt off and handed it to Cassie.


  "No looking," he warned. "There's no telling what the sight of my naked torso might make you do." Marco turned to me. "I'm lethal at the beach."


  Cassie struggled to control a grin. And quickly cut the shirt into wide strips.


  Then we went Hork-Bajir. Carefully. Five fully grown Hork-Bajir have no business huddling in a janitor's closet.


  I focused on Ket Halpak, my Hork-Bajir morph.


  And felt my feathers harden to leather.


  Bones ground and popped.


  I shot seven feet in the air.


  Thump. <Ouch.>


  My head banged into the first-aid kit hung on the wall.


  My beak grew wider, longer. My neck slithered out like a snake's.


  Thooomp! Thoomp! Horns erupted from my forehead. Talons spread to tyrannosaurus proportions. My tail shot out to twice my height.


  SHWOOP! SHWOOP! SHWOOP! SHWOOP!


  Blades burst from my wrists, elbows, knees, tail.


  I was a walking switchblade. Death on two legs.


  Crouched in a sink, trying not to fillet my friends.


  We wrapped our new blue armbands around our biceps and stuck them down with slivers of duct tape.


  <Ready?> Jake eased the door open. <Just act like you belong.> He stepped into the hall.


  Marco sauntered after him. <Famous last words.>


  Jake led the way back to the main corridor. The rest of us marched behind him, two by two. Human-Controllers and Hork-Bajir scrambled aside to let us pass. Nobody stopped us. Nobody asked where we were going. Nobody even looked us in the eye.


  <We should've gotten armbands a long time ago,> Marco said.


  We neared the center of the building. The crowd of scurrying lab techs and office workers thinned out. We marched down a nearly empty hall, turned the corner -


  - and stopped.


  Before us lay a narrow passageway. At the end was another pair of solid metal doors, guarded by an armed Hork-Bajir.


  The guard leveled his Dracon beam at us.


  <Um,> Marco said. <Think we found their computer?>
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  Jake strode toward the guard. He pushed the end of the Dracon beam away and pointed at the door.


  "OPEN."


  The guard hesitated. His gaze flickered toward Jake's armband. Then he aimed the Dracon at Jake's chest.


  "Where is pass?"


  Hey, nobody ever accused a Hork-Bajir of being eloquent.


  "Pass?" Jake turned toward us. He jerked his thumb at the guard. "He wants pass! HA-HAHA-HA!"


  Cassie and Marco laughed. "HA-HA!"


  "HA-HA!" I clapped Ax on the shoulder. "HAHA-HA!"


  Ax frowned. "Ha," he said.


  Jake whipped his snake head back toward the guard. "Surprise inspection. Heh-heh." His laugh turned menacing. He leaned forward till his beak nearly touched the guard's forehead horn. "Visser One."


  The guard swallowed. "Visser One?" He reached back and ran his palm over an entry pad on the wall.


  Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.


  The doors slid open.


  Jake snatched the Dracon beam from the guard's hand. He pointed it toward the open doorway. "IN."


  The guard backed into the room. We marched after him, across a raised metal floor.


  <Whoa.>


  Yeah. Marco was right. It looked like Mission Control. An electronic map filled one wall. Little green dots were scattered across it, connected like a web to one large red dot. A tiny orange dot flashed beside the red one. A bank of computers faced the map. Rows of numbers scrolled across their screens.


  <Analyzing data,> Ax said unnecessarily.


  But other than the computers, the guard, and us, the room was empty. No human-Controllers. No Hork-Bajir.


  Jake motioned toward the door. "Close."


  The guard turned and swiped his hand over the entry pad.


  Вzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.


  Jake raised the Dracon beam. <Sorry.>


  He thumped the guard over the head with the butt of the weapon. The guard slumped to the floor.


  <Okay, Ax,> he said. <We don't have much time. It won't take the Yeerks long to notice their guard is missing.>


  Ax raced to a computer. His clawed Hork-Bajir fingers stumbled over the keyboard. <Prince Jake, my Andalite hands would be better suited for ->


  <Demorph. Hurry.>


  Ax nodded and began to demorph. Jake stood watch over the guard. Cassie, Marco, and I crossed to the map. Cassie traced the green dots with her finger.


  <These must be blood collection sites. And this -> She tapped the big red dot. <This must be where we're standing. See? All the green dots lead here. But what's this?> She pointed to the orange dot.


  <Yeerk pool!?> Marco guessed.


  <Ah. Much better.> Ax's Andalite fingers flew over the keyboard. <I do not mean to be disparaging toward other species, but Hork-Bajir hands were not designed to -> He stopped.


  <Prince Jake? We may be too late.>


  Four Hork-Bajir stared at him.


  <They found a match?>


  Ax studied the monitor. <Yes. But I don't think the Yeerks are aware of it yet. This file has not been accessed since the computer analyzed the data. And it is only a partial match.>


  <Partial?> Marco circled the computer bank. <What does that mean? They either find animal DNA or they don't, right?>


  Ax shook his head. <This is very strange. It indicates a human who has significant family ties with one of the Andalite bandits.> He leaned toward the screen. <But the computer has not yet uncovered the identity of this Andalite bandits.>


  <Oh man, Jake.> Cassie closed her eyes. <We overlooked something. Something huge. Our blood is all over the place. Every time we fight these creeps, we bleed. Traces of our human DNA is floating around in all that animal blood. All they have to do is scoop it up and wait for a match.>


  Jake nodded. <Or a partial match. Somebody in our family.> He stared at Ax. <Tom?>


  <No, Prince Jake.>


  Marco leaned over Ax's shoulder. <Uh, Tobias?> He looked up at me. <You may want to see this.>


  I crossed to the computer. Ax moved aside so I could see the screen. And the name.


  Loren.


  <But that's my -> I stopped.


  My mother. First name. Last name.


  Address.


  I stared at the screen. She lived only a few blocks from the three-room shack I'd shared with my uncle. An easy walk. One bus stop.


  I looked up at the map. At the flashing orange light. My mother. The light represented my mother.


  <Uh-oh.> Cassie's voice pulled me out of my stupor. <Trouble.>


  Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.


  The doors slid open.


  A dozen Hork-Bajir marched into the room. Real Hork-Bajir. Wearing blue armbands.
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  "You can't escape. So, do us all a favor and don't even try."


  A human-Controller pushed through the line of Blue Band Hork-Bajir. Orthopedic shoes squeaked against the metal floor. Reading glasses swung from a chain around her neck. She looked like somebody's grandmother. Wrinkled pink cheeks. A puff of white hair. A lavender cardigan pulled over her flowered dress.


  But instead of offering a plate of homemade cookies she trained a Dracon beam on us. And said, "Surrender now, or die."


  <Ax,> Jake said in private thought-speak. <Work fast. Erase Tobias's mother from the database. The Controller won't shoot. She can't risk hitting the computers.>


  <Yes, Prince Jake.> Ax's stalk eyes swung from the Controller to Jake, then back to the Controller. His fingers raced over the keyboard.


  Jake was still holding the unconscious guard's weapon. He met the human-Controller's gaze and held it, then aimed the Dracon beam at the bank of computers.


  The Controller chuckled. "My, my. What a well-thought-out plan. Destroy the database, and I'll have no reason to hold my fire. I'll mow you down. You and your little friends. Visser One will be delighted. The so-called Andalite bandits will be dead, and he'll no longer need to divert time and resources to this project. Go ahead, dear. Pull the trigger."


  <Uh, Jake, can I make a suggestion? DON'T SHOOT.>


  <Thanks, Marco. I'll take that into consideration.> Jake tightened his grip on the Dracon beam. <Ax? How's it going?>


  <Not well, Prince Jake. I have encountered an unexpected second level of security. I can break through, but it will take a few moments.>


  <Good. Keep working.> Jake studied the Controller. Then, in public thought-speak, he asked, <Have you counted us?>


  The Controller narrowed her eyes. "What do you mean?"


  <Are you sure we are all here?> Jake's thought-speak was deeper than usual. More exact, like Ax's. Like an Andalite's. Would it fool her?


  Did it matter?


  <If I destroy the computers he said, <you could kill us. But how many Andalites would still be out there? How many escaped "bandits" would you have to report to Visser One?>


  The Controller's face hardened. Her gaze swept to Marco, Ax, me, then Cassie. Then to the map. To the red dot, and the smaller dot beside it.


  She froze.


  Smiled.


  She'd seen the flashing orange dot.


  She knew they'd found a match.


  She turned to Jake. "Be sensible. Surrender peacefully and you won't be hurt. Much. With your morphing abilities, you'll make excellent host bodies. Much better than this worn-out human I'm living in. In fact, Visser One will be so pleased, he'll probably promote me, and I'll end up in one of your heads. Won't that be cozy?"


  <I will die before I become a Controller.> Jake pronounced.


  Granny shook her head. "Such a pity. But it's your choice." She turned toward the Hork-Bajir. "Kill them."


  The Blue Bands had been standing at attention. Not moving, not blinking, barely breathing. Now they leaped forward in one precise movement. Like automatic weapons.


  Jake whirled and fired.


  Tsssssssssseeeeeeeeeew!


  "AAAAAARRRRGGGGGGGGHHHH!"


  Two Hork-Bajir fell, their legs severed at the knees. Blue-green Hork-Bajir blood spilled across the metal floor.


  Another Hork-Bajir sprang at Jake. And another.


  THUMP!


  Jake slammed against the wall. The Dracon beam slid across the floor. Under the computer bank. If I could get it -


  SWOOP!


  A wrist blade sliced past my chest. I jerked away. Stumbled. A Blue Band kicked. Knocked me back.


  WHUMP!


  My head bounced against a computer. I slid to the floor. The Blue Band lunged for me. I thrust my arm up.


  Blades plunged through skin, muscle, bone.


  The Blue Band's eyes glared at me. Dimmed as his body went limp and he collapsed against my chest. I wrenched my arm blades from his belly.


  Around me the battle raged. A forest of Hork-Bajir kicking, leaping, clawing.


  <Jake! Behind you.>


  <Cassie, watch out!>


  Fwwwap! Fwwap-fwwap!


  Ax's tail blade struck, and struck again.


  But I was cut off from the fighting. For now. The dead Blue Band lay on top of me, concealing me. His blue-green blood oozed over me.


  I could see the human-Controller. She circled the perimeter, weapon aimed, still not firing. They'd found a DNA match, and she knew it. She couldn't jeopardize the research. She couldn't shoot.


  But I could. I inched toward Jake's fallen weapon. If I could destroy the database . . . I slid my hand under the computer. It had to be there. It -


  Yes! My claws brushed something solid, metal.


  <MARCO!>


  Cassie screamed. I turned my head.


  Marco was pinned between two Blue Bands. His beak had been ripped from his face and lay at his feet in a lake of blood.


  One Blue Band held Marco from behind. Pulled Marco's head up and back, leaving his neck exposed.


  And the other Blue Band raised his wrist blade above Marco's throat.
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  I shoved the dead Hork-Bajir from my chest.


  The Blue Band spit at Marco. "You die." Then dropped his wrist blade like a guillotine.


  <Marco. Kick. Now!>


  I dove. Marco kicked. I hit the Blue Band's feet as Marco thrust his talons into his gut. The Blue Band plunged backward.


  He slammed against the computer bank. His head crashed back onto his tail.


  And his own tail blades pierced his skull.


  I leaped to my feet.


  The other Blue Band was still holding Marco from behind. He jerked Marco back.


  Cassie attacked. Elbow blade across the Blue Band's shoulder.


  He spun. "FILTH." Swung at Cassie.


  His other arm was still wrapped around Marco's throat. I lunged for it. Clamped down. I ripped a beakfull of skin and muscle from his forearm.


  "AAAAAAAHHHHHH." The Blue Band released his grip.


  Marco tumbled forward and I caught him.


  The Blue Band leaped for us.


  <NO-O-O-O-O-O!>


  Cassie rammed him from the side. Her horns pierced his skin. He toppled over the wall of computers.


  Marco sagged against me. Blood gushed from his gaping pit of face.


  <Jake,> I called. <Marco's fading fast.>


  <Move toward the doors,> he ordered. <I think we can get out.>


  I dragged Marco across the floor, sliding and stumbling through bodies and blood. Cassie covered our rear.


  A Hork-Bajir hit the floor.


  <Cassie?>


  <I'm okay!>


  Ax, still locked in bladed combat with two Blue Bands.


  Fwwwap! Fwwwap! Fwwwap-fwwwap!


  <Prince Jake, I had almost broken the security code,> he said. <Thirty seconds more at the keyboard and ->


  <Leave it, Ax. Let's go!>


  The unconscious Hork-Bajir guard still lay, unmoving, by the door. Jake slid the palm of the guard's hand over the door's entry pad.


  The door didn't budge.


  He slid the guard's palm over the pad again.


  Nothing.


  The human-Controller cackled. She was standing beneath the electronic map. "I took the precaution of deleting the guard's DNA from the security database before we entered the room." She aimed the Dracon at Jake. "You're trapped, dearies."


  Jake dropped the guard's arm and slid his own palm over the pad. Banged it. Pushed it.


  Doubled his fist and punched it.


  Nothing. Then . . .


  Two thick metal prongs erupted through the doors.


  The prongs rose. The doors crumpled open.


  "GrrrrrrrOOOOOOOOOOOOOWWWWWWWR!"


  Rachel, in grizzly morph, bounded through the opening. Behind her in the passageway sat the monster forklift from the circus, motor rumbling.


  <Don't think of it as stolen property,> she told Jake. <Think of it as a really big key.>


  <Let's bail!> Jake leaped onto the forklift.


  "No!" The human-Controller clattered toward us. Rounded the computer bank and leveled the Dracon.


  Thwwwap!


  Ax's tail struck. Once. Side of his blade to the side of her head. The Controller dropped to the floor, unconscious.


  The remaining Blue Bands lunged at Ax.


  "GrrrrrrrOOOOOOOOOOOOOWWWWWWWR!"


  Rachel batted them with her mammoth grizzly paws.


  I lifted Marco. Jake and I hauled him through the front of the forklift. I leaped up after him, turned, and caught a glimpse of the" map. The orange light was still blinking.


  I pulled Marco out of the forklift, into the passageway. Ax leaped down after us, then Cassie, then Jake. Rachel dropped her thousand-pound grizzly butt into the driver's seat.


  Beeeeep. Beeeeep. Beeeeep. Beeeeep.


  The forklift backed up. The mangled doors slammed shut, locked into place by the lift's metal prongs.


  Rachel barreled down from the forklift. <Let's go, let's go!>


  Jake and I each thrust a shoulder under Marco's arms. We bounded down the passageway. Crunched over crumbled Sheetrock, broken glass, blood. Rachel was in the lead, Ax and Cassie at the rear. We didn't bother winding through the hallways. Rachel had plowed a straight shot from the front door to the computer room.


  <Marco,> I cried. <Demorph. Demorph!>


  <Can't. They'll . . . see me.>


  <Doesn't matter anymore!> Jake yelled. <DO IT!>


  Marco nodded. And closed his eyes.


  <Marco!>


  <I'm . . . okay. De . . . morphing.> Dark hair sprouted from his bloody Hork-Bajir head. His leathered skin grew soft. Pale.


  "Freeze!"


  A human-Controller leaped from a doorway and aimed a pistol at us.


  Rachel swatted him like a gnat. He thumped against the wall. The pistol skidded under a flattened desk.


  Fwwwap-fwwwap!


  Behind me, Cassie and Ax battled a fresh group of Hork-Bajir.


  In a group we scrambled over two heaps of steel - the front doors, punctured and ripped from the door frame. Marco, fully human, reached back and grabbed Ax, whose hooves skittered on the slick metal. Pulled him. Up. Over. Outside!


  Rachel heaved the Dumpster in front of the doors. And we sprinted toward the alley.


  We morphed as we ran. Cassie, Rachel, and Jake demorphed to human. Marco and Ax, already in their natural forms, morphed harrier and osprey. I demorphed to hawk.


  Talons shrank. Feathers grew. Arms sprouted into wings. I flapped. Stumbled. Flapped again. Up. Up. Out of the alley.


  I cleared the rooftops and circled back to the lab. Ax and Marco soared beside me.


  KUUUUNNNG. KUUUUNNNG.


  The Dumpster rocked.


  <Hurry, Prince Jake,> said Ax. <The Controllers are escaping.>


  The Dumpster tipped. Controllers poured from the building and into the street.


  Humans.


  Hork-Bajir.


  The granny-Controller from the computer room. Dracon beam clutched in her bony hand, she squeezed through the crowd and vaulted toward the alley.


  I spun. <Rachel! Cassie! Jake!>


  I could see them below. Half human. Half bird.


  <Fly,> I said. <Finish morphing in the air. They're on you!>


  The granny-Controller darted down the alley.


  She stopped. Smiled.


  And leveled the Dracon.


  "You're dead."


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWW!


  The alley exploded.
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  <Rachel?>


  I reeled. Smoke and dust coated my wings. My throat. Burned my eyes. Chunks of brick and asphalt hailed down on me.


  Pigeons flocked in all directions, and behind me, Marco and Ax circled the lab. But no Jake, no Cassie.


  No Rachel.


  I flapped. High. Higher. One of the buildings had caught fire. A pillar of black smoke poured into the sky.


  Ka-BOOOOOOOOOM!


  A second explosion. Ash and debris spewed into the air.


  <NO-O-O-O-O-O-O!>


  <Tobias?>


  Rachel's voice. I whirled.


  An eagle, a falcon, and an osprey rose from the smoke.


  <Rachel! Are you okay?>


  <Yeah. A little singed, but okay.>


  <Cassie and I are okay, too,> Jake called. <Let's get out of here.>


  We climbed toward the sky. Black smoke billowed out below, between us and the Yeerks. Police cars and fire trucks screamed toward the blast site.


  In a loose formation we shot over downtown skyscrapers, then split up and took separate routes back to Cassie's barn.


  I circled the city. Circled again. I knew where I wanted to go. But my wings would not fly me there.


  I was Tobias the Bird-boy, the nothlit who devoured live mice and battled evil aliens. I'd stolen Yeerk spacecraft, raided Yeerk strongholds, and nearly gotten myself adopted by a Yeerk visser. I'd been stabbed and burned and mangled and tortured, and only moments ago got the crap beat out of me by Hork-Bajir that should be working for the WWF.


  But I couldn't face my mother. Couldn't even face the roof of her house.


  You want pathetic? All those years with my aunt and uncle, no matter what they said about her, I knew - knew - my mother loved me. She wanted me. Wanted to take care of me. But for some reason she couldn't.


  I invented reasons for her. Maybe she'd been wrongfully imprisoned by some tyrannical foreign government. Maybe she'd been shipwrecked on a deserted island. Maybe she'd been relocated in the Witness Protection Program.


  Maybe I'd been relocated in the Witness Protection Program.


  But not once, not one single time, did I imagine she lived eight blocks from me. That she passed my house every single day. And kept going.


  I banked and headed for Cassie's. By the time I flapped into the hayloft, everyone else had arrived and demorphed.


  Cassie's dad had stacked hay bales high against one wall. Marco was sitting at the top. I perched on a rafter above him. He nodded at me, then leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and stared at the piece of hay in his hands.


  Rachel sat below him. Ax was helping Cassie change the doe's bandage. Jake paced outside the pen.


  And except for the scritch and thump of wounded animals, the barn was silent.


  I caught Ax's gaze. He gave me his mouthless Andalite smile. Warm. And sad.


  Marco broke the silence. "I bet they're backing up their hard drive big time now," he said.


  It was a joke. Nobody laughed.


  Rachel shook her head. "We really blew it."


  "Not we," Jake said. "Me."


  Ax looked up from the doe. <Prince Jake, you cannot blame yourself. Even if we had succeeded, if we had erased the data, we would not have stopped Visser One. He would continue to collect blood samples until he discovered another match. It was only a matter of time.>


  "Time. Yeah." Jake banged his fist into the side of the pen. Cassie and the doe jumped. "And we just ran out. Why didn't I think this through? No, I had to go for the surprise. In. Out. Before they know we're there. Yeah, that worked. If they didn't have samples of our morph blood before, they do now. We left our DNA all over their computer room. Man." He rubbed his hands over his face. "What was I thinking?"


  "You were thinking the longer we waited, the more danger we'd be in." Cassie tore off a piece of adhesive tape. "The more danger our families would be in. And you were right."


  "Our families." Jake leaned back against the pen. "They're a bigger target now than before we raided the place. The Yeerks know we're onto them. Once they find a match -" He looked up at me, his face twisted with guilt. "Once they find a match, they'll move in. Cut off any chance our families have to escape."


  Silence.


  <Then they must escape before the Yeerks find them.> Ax.


  Rachel nodded. "We get them out. Now."


  "Can we do that to them?" Cassie looked around the barn. At the animals. Her dad's equipment. His small, steady handwriting on the medical charts. "Can we take away their lives?"


  "They'll keep their lives," said Rachel.


  "That's the point. They'll live. They'll just live somewhere else."


  How's this for ironic musing. The Yeerks were looking for humans who were related to human Animorphs, and where did they get the match? From a bird with no family. And then, the very moment I find out I do have a family, a mother, she's snatched away.


  Worse than snatched away. The Yeerks had her name. Her address.


  And I'd given her away to the Yeerks. I stared out the hayloft door. She couldn't fight them off. Not by herself.


  "Tobias."


  I turned. Marco was looking at me.


  He kept his voice low. "Look, I know what you're doing. Mapping out suicidal rescue missions, right? But you can't go near her. She's bait, okay? They know who she is. They're watching her. Waiting for you. She's probably already a Controller."


  <You don't know that.>


  "Yeah. I do know that. I lived that. Getting yourself killed won't help her."


  I looked away. He was right, of course. He made perfect sense.


  But perfect sense left my world a long time ago.


  "We knew this day would come," Jake was saying. "We've done everything we can to protect our families. To keep them out of this. Now we've got a decision to make. Go home. Get some sleep. We'll meet back here tomorrow morning and take a vote."


  Meeting adjourned. I lifted my wings.


  "Tobias. Don't leave." Rachel climbed the stack of hay bales. She stood on the top and rested her chin on my rafter. "Stay at my house tonight. You shouldn't be alone."


  <Why not? I've always been alone.> My thought-speak was rougher than I'd intended. <Look, Rachel, thank you. I appreciate it. I do. But there's something I have to . . . see ya.>


  She nodded. "I know. I'll leave my window open."


  A human boy would've kissed her then.


  The hawk-boy flew out of the hayloft toward the city.


  Chapter 13


  



  I found my old house first. My uncle's dump. He obviously didn't live there anymore. Somebody'd mowed the lawn and painted the garage.


  I circled and headed toward my mother's. I didn't think about it. Didn't give my wings a chance to refuse. I just flew. Five blocks down, three across. Over abandoned houses, rusted-out cars, and packed-dirt yards. My old neighborhood was scary. My mother's was worse. If I were human, I'd never set foot there.


  I found her street. And her house. Second from the corner, across from a burned-out grocery store. A tiny shack squeezed into a narrow strip of yard with two feet of weeds between it and the shacks on either side. It used to be white, and before that some shade of glow-in-the-dark green. Now it was mainly a few stubborn flecks of paint clinging to bare gray wood.


  The doors were closed, the shades pulled. Hey, at least she had shades. The other windows on the block were either boarded-up or covered with old sheets.


  I drifted over the house. No sign of Yeerks. No sign of any life-form except a scrawny mutt tied to a clothesline three houses down.


  I perched in an elm across the street.


  A TV blared in the house below me. The channel changed. Changed again. Pat Sajak gave the wheel a final spin. It landed on the $5000 space, and some idiot bought a vowel.


  "Where you think you're going?"


  A woman's raspy voice, maybe the remote-happy homeowner's, rumbled into the evening air.


  "Out."


  A younger voice. Male.


  "Oh, yeah?" The woman again. "Who's gonna watch Tiffany?"


  "She's your kid. You watch her."


  "I got plans."


  "Me, too."


  Reminded me of the enlightened and stimulating conversations I used to have with my aunt.


  The door banged open, and a kid about my age stormed across the porch below me.


  "Get back here." The floor groaned. The door banged again. "Ricky Lee, you get your butt back in this house."


  Ricky Lee didn't even turn around. He kicked an old couch that was lying by the curb and kept going. I watched him jog two blocks to a 7-Eleven.


  I focused on my mother's house.


  The setting sun threw purple shadows across the street. A lonely streetlight hummed to life at the corner.


  But Loren's house stayed dark. Was she home? Did she work on Saturday nights? Did she even live there anymore?


  I caught a breeze and circled above the street. Still no sign of Yeerks. I swooped low over her roof.


  Movement inside. Footsteps. Not heavy, like a man's. And not hurried. Cautious almost. Steady. Then a clicking. Click-click-click. Click-click-click. A dog's toenails clicking against the floor.


  I listened. No other footsteps. Just one careful woman and a decent-sized dog.


  A chain jangled, and the front door swung open. The woman stepped onto the porch with the dog. A German shepherd, wearing some kind of harness with a big, rigid handle. Like a guide dog.


  Guide dog? I stared at her. She fumbled with her keys, then turned and felt along the edge of the door. She slid the key into the lock and turned it, using her fingers as a guide. She never looked down.


  She was blind.


  My mother was blind.


  If she was my mother. Okay, so she had the same hair I had. And she was thin, like me. And pale. Like me. And her long, straight nose looked just like mine.


  Didn't mean she was my mother. She could be anybody. A friend. A new tenant.


  A Controller.


  The dog stood still, waiting. She leaned down and scratched his neck. "You're such a good boy, Champ."


  Her voice was soft. Steady, like her footsteps. And a little . . . familiar.


  Familiar? Get a grip, Tobias. You do not remember her voice. Even if this is your mother, she left you, abandoned you, before you were old enough to remember anything about her. Her voice is not familiar.


  She straightened up. "Forward," she told Champ.


  They stepped off the porch. The woman gripped the handle of the harness in one hand. Champ trotted by her side.


  They reached the sidewalk. "Left," she said. They turned.


  And that's when I saw them. The scars. Deep gashes, running from the top of her skull to the corner of her mouth. Her right eye twisted downward. Her right ear was a mangled stub. Her hair grew in straggly clumps between the ridges.


  She reached the corner and stopped. Champ halted when she did. She waited. Then: "Forward."


  They stepped off the curb and crossed the street. The woman never stumbled or hesitated. The dog never left her side. I followed them for six dark blocks. Past the 7-Eleven, past boarded-up houses and vacant lots. They slowed in front of an old brick church. Saint Ann's, according to the wooden sign over the door.


  They turned into a dark passageway beside the church and went down a flight of steps leading to the basement. The door at the bottom was propped open by a cement block. They disappeared inside.


  I couldn't exactly hurtle in after them. Not in hawk form. I flew to the steeple, morphed fly, and buzzed down the stairway.


  Light and noise hit me as I entered the basement. Phones rang. Dozens of people sat around long tables, all talking at once. My fly senses zeroed in on the scent of mildew, coffee, sweaty armpits.


  Dog.


  I buzzed toward the dog smell. Champ was lying on the floor at the end of one of the tables. He eyed me, but didn't move. His owner sat next to him. Less than a foot from me. I could smell her shampoo.


  A phone rang. I heard a click.


  "Saint Ann's Crisis Center." Her soft, steady voice. "This is Loren. How can I help?"


  Loren. She said Loren. I heard her say Loren.


  My fly wings nearly stalled out. I landed on the table beside her. Beside Loren.


  My mother.


  "Take all the time you need," she was saying. "That's what I'm here for."


  And she was manning phones at a crisis center.


  She was poor, alone, maimed, and blind, and she volunteered at a crisis center.


  "Are you feeling better now?" she asked. "Good. I'll be here till midnight if you need to talk some more."


  Woooosh!


  My fly reflexes hurled me forward.


  Thwack!


  A slab of plastic smacked against the table behind me. A flyswatter. I shot toward a crack in the ceiling.


  "Dang. Missed." A man's voice. "Flies sure are thick tonight."


  "Oh, don't be so hard on them." Loren's voice. Warm. Laughing. "They're God's creatures, too, you know."


  I inched from my hiding place. Who was this woman? She cared about people in crisis. She cared about her dog. She apparently cared about pesky flies in a church basement.


  But she didn't care enough about her son to walk eight blocks for a visit.


  I buzzed out of the basement and into the night.


  Chapter 14


  



  "We got the circus in trouble," Rachel said. "Channel 6 reported a rogue elephant escaped from the Civic Center, ripped up a blood bank, and damaged a gas main that later exploded, wiping out an alley and torching an abandoned warehouse."


  Marco shook his head. "Hmmm. And they didn't mention that the blood bank is operated by aliens from another galaxy who are conducting research to help speed up the annihilation of our planet?"


  The sun was barely up, but we were already assembled in Cassie's barn. Again. Jake had brought Mr. King, one of the Chee.


  "The Chee need to know our plans." Jake looked at us. "Whatever we decide."


  Mr. King nodded. "We'll help in any way we can. Information, holograms, shelter. Let us know what you need."


  "We need to make it go away." Cassie was sitting on the floor in front of the deer pen. "Can you please, please just make this all go away?"


  Mr. King, his hologram at least, smiled. "If we could, we would have. A long, long time ago."


  "I know." Cassie leaned back against the pen. "I'm sorry. I'm just very tired. I spent most of the night out here, doing what I could for as long as I could." She waved a hand toward the animals. "Who's going to take care of these guys? If my dad's not here, they have zero chance of survival." She closed her eyes. "My dad. He doesn't have a clue what's coming."


  "I know." Rachel smiled ruefully. "I spent last night helping Jordan practice her routine for the all-city gymnastics meet. And you know what? She nailed it. She could win the whole thing. Except she probably won't even get to compete. She was all excited, telling me how their coach got them all matching jackets. And I played along, like it was really going to happen. Like everything was normal."


  Normal.


  I didn't tell the others what I'd done last night. That I'd stalked my own mother, and afterward landed my fly body in Saint Ann's steeple and just sat there. I don't even know for how long. Long enough that when I finally came out of my stupor, I was afraid that, yeah, I was still a nothlit. But a fly this time.


  "I'm just so tired of lying to everybody," Jake said wearily. "This morning at breakfast we're all sitting around looking at sale ads in the paper. My mom and dad wanted to go look at a new lawn mower. Tom even said he'd go along. They wanted me to go, like a real family outing. But I made up a story about having to help Cassie's dad here at the farm."


  "It wasn't exactly a lie." Cassie.


  "It wasn't exactly the truth, either." Jake shook his head. "My mom doesn't understand why I never have time for them anymore. At least if we do this, if we get them out, that part will be over. Lying. Sneaking around. Hurting their feelings." He let out a breath. "But we came here to vote, so let's do it. Rachel?"


  "I'm in."


  "Cassie?"


  "What choice do we have?"


  "Marco?"


  "We do it. Definitely."


  "Ax?"


  <I do what you do, Prince Jake.>


  "I vote yes. But . . ." Jake looked at us. "I'm taking Tom." It wasn't a question. "I know it's a risk, but I think it's a containable risk. My parents won't leave him behind. I won't leave him behind. So, as long as everybody understands that, I vote yes."


  <I understand, Prince Jake.>


  "Tom's part of the deal," said Rachel.


  Cassie and Marco nodded.


  "Tobias?" Jake looked up at me. "You haven't voted."


  <We get them out,> I said. <All of them.>


  All of them. But I'm not sure Jake understood me.


  He rubbed his temples. "Okay. Decision made. They'll be safest in the new Hork-Bajir valley. Marco's parents are already there. And the Yeerks think they destroyed it. We'll take my family last. That way if anything goes wrong with Tom, everybody else will already be safe. We'll have to watch them, guard them, for the first three days. To make sure none of them are Controllers. And to make sure . . ."


  <To make sure the Yeerk in Tom's head dies,> Ax said, in his usual blunt way.


  "Right." Jake nodded. "We'll all be living with the Hork-Bajir, too. We can't stay down here in the city. Too dangerous. The Yeerks would be all over us."


  "So. We pack our toothbrushes and run."


  "No, Rachel. We retreat," Jake answered. "A tactical retreat. Save the army. Live to fight another day. But a toothbrush would be good. And extra deodorant. We'll be out there a while."


  "The Yeerks have probably already mobilized." said Mr. King. "I suggest you begin the evacuation soon."


  "How about now?" Cassie stood and brushed the hay from her jeans. "My parents are both home, which almost never happens. Let's do it."


  Chapter 15


  



  Cassie eased open the barn door. Her mom was on the porch, drinking coffee and reading the Sunday paper.


  "My parents are scientists," Cassie said quietly. "They believe in logic and reason, backed by hard evidence. We have to show them proof and explain it all rationally, or they'll never buy it."


  Mr. King created a hologram of Cassie's porch, barn, and yard. To anyone outside the hologram - driving by, flying overhead, lurking in the bushes - it looked like Cassie's mom was still sitting alone at the porch table, absorbed in world news.


  Inside the hologram, I flew across the yard and landed next to her coffee cup. She didn't look up.


  Clink-clink. I tapped my beak on the cup.


  She peered over the top of her paper. "My. Aren't you a friendly hawk."


  <Sometimes,> I said. <Although Yeerks and small rodents might disagree.>


  She stared at me. "Oooooo-kay." Shook her head and raised the paper back up in front of her eyes. "I did not hear that."


  <Not with your ears,> I said. <I'm speaking to your mind.>


  Silence. Cassie's mom didn't move for a full minute.


  Then she carefully lowered the paper, folded it into a neat rectangle, and reached for her cup. "Coffee. I definitely need more coffee, because I'm still dreaming." She scooted her chair back. "I knew we shouldn't have switched to decaf."


  "It's not the coffee, Mom."


  Cassie, Rachel, Marco, and Jake had slipped across the yard while Cassie's mom and I were chatting. Rachel, Marco, and Jake took positions around the yard.


  "What on Earth is going on?"


  Cassie climbed the steps to the porch. She opened the kitchen door and poked her head inside. "Daddy? Can you come out here?" Then she turned to face her mother. "You're not dreaming, Mom. Tobias isn't a normal hawk."


  Her mother looked at me. "You got that right."


  "He's a human in hawk form," Cassie went on patiently, like she was explaining a very complicated concept to a very young and innocent child. "He's communicating through thought-speak. It's like telepathy."


  "Telepathy. Uh-huh." Her mother crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. "What kind of game are you and your friends playing, Cassie? Do you have a hidden microphone somewhere?" She glanced at the row of flowerpots behind her.


  "Are you taping this, me acting the fool?"


  Cassie's voice remained admirably calm. "We're not taping anything, Mom, and it's not a game." She looked at me and nodded.


  I focused on Tobias the boy. My feathers began melting to human skin.


  "Look, Cassie, this is my first day off in a very long time, and I'm trying to enjoy - oh!" Cassie's mom had caught sight of my swirling, brown-and-tan feather-skin. "Something's wrong with that bird! Get back, Cassie."


  Before I could stumble away, she threw the sports section over me, wrapped me up, and scooped me under her arm.


  "There's nothing wrong with him, Mom," Cassie said. Okay, now there was slight panic in her tone. "Put him down."


  Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Fingers shot from the ends of my wings.


  "Good heavens." Cassie's mom stared at the human hands hanging out beneath the newspaper wrapping. "Cassie, get your father. Tell him to meet me in the barn. In the operating room. Stay back, all of you. It could be contagious."


  "Mom, wait!"


  Cassie's mother bounded down the porch steps, with me still growing heavier and taller, under her arm.


  That's when Ax ambled toward us across the yard.


  "Ahh!"


  THUNK!


  I fell to the ground. My beak melted into a human nose and mouth. Talons stretched into human feet, and I was a boy. A boy lying on his head in the dirt. I sat up.


  Ax turned his stalk eyes toward me. <Is she a Controller?> he asked privately.


  <I can't tell,> I answered. <But I don't think so.>


  Cassie's mom slowly, slowly backed up the steps, her arms held out to her sides, barring Cassie from coming down from the porch.


  "Get back, Cassie." She kept her eyes on Ax. Her body between her daughter and the blue creature. "I knew those high voltage power lines would have an impact on the wildlife. Stay behind me. It could be Radioactive."


  "He's not radioactive, Mom." Cassie pushed past her mother and came to stand beside Ax. "He's just a very long way from home."


  Cassie's mother continued to stare at Ax. Then at me. The sports page was still wrapped around my leg.


  She narrowed her eyes. "You were a hawk. I can't believe I'm saying this, but a few minutes ago you were a hawk."


  I nodded.


  She looked at Ax. "And he . . . ?"


  "Is an Andalite," Cassie said softly. "His name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. We call him Ax. He's our friend."


  Ax stepped forward and bowed.


  <It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Cassie's Mother.>


  "Uh, yes. You, too." Her eyes shifted back to her daughter. "An Andalite? He's talking in my head, too." Then she looked back to Ax. Inched toward him. Circled him. "And he's supposed to look like this?"


  Cassie nodded. Ax frowned.


  "Amazing." Cassie's mom reached out and ran her hand across the blue fur on Ax's rump. "Mom!" Cassie snatched her mother's hand away. "Would you play with Jake's butt?"


  "Of course not!"


  "Then quit playing with Ax's!"


  Chapter 16


  



  "Hеу." The kitchen door slid open. Cassie's father stumbled out onto the porch, clutching a coffee mug in both hands. "I want to know whose brilliant idea it was to schedule sunrise at - whoa."


  He stared at Ax. Rubbed his eyes and stared again. Frowned and peered down into his mug.


  "It's not the coffee, Walter."


  "Sit down," Cassie said. "Both of you." She led her mother up onto the porch and planted both her parents in chairs.


  And then she did an amazing impression of a wolf.


  Her skin sprouted thick gray fur. Ears shifted upward and elongated. Her small Cassie nose shot out into a wolf's sensitive snout.


  And her parents watched, stunned.


  <I'm okay.> Cassie dropped to all fours. <I'm still me. But for a while I'm also a wolf.>


  As she finished the morph, she told them about the Yeerks. About Visser One and Elfangor. About Marco's parents. And Tom. She explained morphing technology and our battle to save Earth.


  And then she morphed back.


  Her mother scooped her into her lap. "Baby. Oh, my baby." She stroked Cassie's hair and kissed her face, over and over.


  Her father wrapped his arms around them both. "Why didn't you tell us, Cassie? We could've helped."


  "I wanted to keep you safe. For as long as possible." Cassie shook her head. "But I can't anymore. The Yeerks are closing in. We have to leave. You. Me. All of us. Now."


  "Now?" Her mother held Cassie's face between her hands. "Baby, I can't just leave my job, my house, and go running off to who knows where. I have responsibilities."


  "No, Mom. You don't. You only have your life and your family. And if you stay here, you'll lose them both." Cassie turned to her father. "Daddy, you believe me, don't you?"


  "I believe you, Cassie, but your mother's right. We can't just leave. Too many people, too many animals depend on us."


  "No," Cassie repeated firmly. "Not anymore. You don't understand."


  "Perhaps I can help." Mr. King seemed suddenly to appear. He'd dropped his human hologram and stood before us in his true metal-and-ivory, vaguely canine android form.


  "Good Lord." Cassie's mom put her hand to her head. "What else is stashed in our barn?"


  Mr. King maintained the large hologram of Cassie's yard and barn. But inside it he projected another hologram, one only those of us on the porch could see. A 3-D movie of one of our old battles. Images flashed. Cassie, in wolf morph, mangled and bleeding. A human-Controller, a cop, firing on her. Cassie jerking. Falling. Lying in a bloody, lifeless heap.


  The images stopped.


  For a moment there was silence.


  Then Cassie's dad spoke. "We need to leave," he said. "Now."


  His wife nodded.


  We waited while the family prepared to leave. Cassie's dad dragged their camping equipment from the garage. Her mom packed some suitcases. Cassie threw her things in her backpack. Before she slid the backpack in the family's truck, she pulled something out so we could see. It looked like one of those square picture frame/paperweight things. The morphing cube, its blue surface hidden by photos.


  Then we helped Cassie's dad load the smaller animal cages into the truck.


  Cassie fed the doe, then stood by the pen, stroking the deer's neck. "I don't know what to do. She's too big to take with us, and I can't come back here to take care of her."


  "Don't worry." Mr. King lifted an opossum cage and headed toward the truck. Cassie reluctantly followed. "I was Louis Pasteur's lab assistant in a former incarnation. I was actually the one who suggested heat as a way to kill bacteria. I'll look in on the doe, feed her, change her bandages. And when she's able, I'll lead her to safety."


  "Thank you." Cassie squeezed his android hand and slid into the cab of the truck with her parents.


  Marco morphed gorilla and leaped into the back. He hunkered down between the opossum cage and a pile of lawn chairs. <Think of me as a furry guardian angel,> he said and Cassie's mom gave him a look.


  Mr. King extended his hologram to cover the road in front of Cassie's house. We watched the truck rumble away.


  Rachel sighed. "My house next. And it won't be pretty."


  Chapter 17


  



  <Logic and reason won't work here,> Rachel coached. <My mom's a lawyer. There's no arguing with her. She'll win, whether she's right or not. We just have to do what we came for.>


  We'd flown to Rachel's house in our various bird-of-prey morphs. Lourdes, another Chee, was waiting for us on the porch. Rachel, Jake, and Ax demorphed, and Rachel led us inside.


  We crowded into the front hall. CatDog blasted from a TV in the living room. A woman's voice drifted through the kitchen doorway.


  Rachel rolled her eyes. "My mom. On a business call. Exactly where she was when I left this morning. By now her cell phone is probably vacuum-sealed to her ear."


  We crept toward the kitchen. Rachel's sisters were lying on the living room floor in their pajamas. Too busy eating Pop-Tarts and watching TV to notice their sister, their cousin, an alien, and a red-tailed hawk slip past.


  Amazing, a kid's capacity to ignore the bizarre.


  Ax guarded the living room door. I perched on a coatrack where I had a good view of Rachel's mom pacing the kitchen. Rachel and Jake tiptoed upstairs. They returned a few minutes later carrying three suitcases and a Barbie overnight bag.


  Rachel morphed grizzly. Jake crossed through the kitchen and positioned himself in front of the sliding glass doors.


  "We've rescheduled this deposition twice," Rachel's mom spat into the phone. "We're not doing it again."


  She looked up, saw Jake, and frowned. Where's Rachel? she mouthed.


  Jake pointed toward the hall. Rachel's mom nodded, turned and paced the other way.


  "Look, Harold, my client has been . . . it doesn't matter. No. NO! We're going ahead with it tomorrow as planned."


  She slammed the phone shut and rubbed her temples.


  Rachel lumbered into the kitchen. I flew in behind her and landed on top of the refrigerator.


  <You probably should've let them reschedule, Mom. Tomorrow isn't going to be good for you.>


  Her mother whirled. Backed up until she hit the wall. "Wha -? Rachel, where are you? Jake, run! Go around front and get Sara and Jordan. Girls! Get out of the house!"


  "Sara and Jordan are fine, Aunt Naomi," Jake said, in his talking-to-psycho-relatives voice. "And so are you. Ax?" He raised his voice, but kept it calm. "Can you make sure Rachel's sisters don't go anywhere?"


  Little girl giggles erupted from the living room.


  <I have already made sure, Prince Jake. They think I am a "pokey man." I have told them I am an Andalite and am actually quite swift, but they insist they need to train me.>


  Ax clopped into the kitchen with Sara on his back. Jordan paced along behind.


  "My babies! Leave them alone!" Rachel's mom reached behind her and ripped a spice rack from the wall. And lunged at Rachel. Yes, lunged at a grizzly bear. With a spice rack.


  I was amazed. Cassie's mom had done the same thing. Thrown her own body between her child and what she believed was a mutant, radioactive deer.


  This is what mothers did. This is how they acted. They put themselves in danger to save their kids.


  <Oh, right, Mom.> Rachel held her mother back with one paw. <You're really gonna do some damage with the bay leaves?>


  "Rachel? I hear you!" Her mother collapsed against the bear. Pressed her ear against Rachel's grizzly belly. "Are you in there? My God, this creature ate you alive."


  <Oh, brother.> Rachel rolled her squinty bear eyes. <Mom, listen to me. I'm not in the bear. I am the bear. Get a grip. You have to drive.> She heaved her mother over her shoulder. <Jordan, grab Mom's purse.>


  Jordan nodded and snatched a huge leather bag from the kitchen counter.


  Like I said before, it's amazing, a kid's capacity to accept the bizarre.


  Rachel bounded across the kitchen and ripped open the door to the garage. Ax herded Jordan and Sara out after her. Jake gathered their suitcases and followed. I brought up the rear.


  Rachel dumped her mom onto the driver's seat. Her sisters scrambled into the back.


  <Just relax, everyone.> Rachel, still in grizzly morph, squeezed into the front passenger seat. There was some damage. <I'll explain as we go. We all need a vacation, and I have a feeling this is going to be a long one.>


  "How long?" Jordan frowned. "We have to call Daddy. How will he find us?"


  Rachel didn't answer for a moment. Then, in gentle thought-speak - gentle for Rachel - she said, <Don't worry about Daddy. I'll tell him. He'll find us. I promise.>


  She punched the remote, and the garage door rumbled open.


  <I've got this one covered,> she told Jake. <You need Ax and Tobias with you.> She turned to her mother. <Let's do it.>


  Her mom started the car, threw it in reverse, and screeched out of the garage. I think she was very ticked. At the end of the drive the car spun. Then it lurched forward, and they sped away.


  Lourdes's hologram masked their exit.


  We watched to make sure no one followed them. Then Jake and Ax morphed wings, and we flew to the next house.


  Jake's.


  And Tom's.


  Chapter 18


  



  <We take Tom first,> Jake said. <No explanation. No discussion. Just grab him. Give him zero time to react. It shouldn't be hard. He can't fight all three of us. Once we have Tom, my parents will come willingly. They won't let us kidnap Tom without them.>


  Of course they wouldn't. They'd risk anything to save him.


  That's what parents did.


  We circled above Jake's house. A hawk, a harrier, and a falcon, looking for signs of alien activity. Jake was focused, the way he always is. Serious. Determined. All the normal Jake stuff, maybe edged up a notch or two.


  But he also seemed, I don't know, fearless. Defiant. His turns were a little sharper, his dives a little steeper. Almost like a fighter pilot. Almost like Rachel.


  I watched him sweep over his neighborhood, spin, and plummet toward his house. Yeah, we were taking his parents. Forcing them to leave everything they knew, everything they loved.


  But we were also taking Tom, and it was the moment Jake had been waiting for since this war began. The moment when he would liberate his brother from the Yeerks. The moment Jake would finally set the real Tom free.


  We landed behind a row of shrubs.


  Erek was waiting for us. "Nobody's home," he told us. "I came here right after you called, and the house was empty. I haven't seen a soul since."


  Jake nodded. <They went shopping. I thought they'd be home by now. But that's okay. When they get here, they'll already be in the car. All three of them. They'll pull into the driveway. Erek, you cloak the place in a hologram. Ax, Tobias, and I jump in, pin Tom down, and force my dad to drive away. This is good. Makes our job simple.>


  Simple. Right.


  Jake and Ax demorphed. Ax stayed hidden in the bushes. Jake unlocked the front door and slipped inside. I took to the sky. Still no sign of Yeerks. And no sign of Jake's parents.


  The garage door slid open. Jake stood inside, surrounded by a pile of bulging suitcases and other items he thought his family would need. His mom's laptop. His dad's golf clubs. Tom's basketball.


  He scooted it all out into the bushes and closed the garage door. The ball rolled down the driveway. Jake ran after it.


  <Prince Jake.> Ax's stalk eyes scanned the street. <The longer they are gone, the more worried I become.>


  <I'm with Ax.> I floated above the house. <We're leaving a trail. Cassie's farm. Rachel's house. It won't take the Yeerks long to find out the families are gone. And even less time to figure out your family's next.>


  "They'll be home." Jake dribbled back up the drive, toward the basketball hoop mounted above the garage door. "It'll take my dad a while to decide on a lawn mower."


  <Lawn mower,> I repeated.


  "Yeah."


  <With Tom.>


  "Yeah."


  <Okay, think about this a minute. Tom is a fairly high-ranking Controller. By now he knows about the blood bank break-in. About a partial human DNA match. But he's spending the morning shopping for a lawn mower. Does that strike you as odd?>


  "No." Jake faked left, broke right, charged the basket. "Lawn mowers are on sale. They went to look at them. Perfectly normal." He shot. "A family looking at lawn mowers."


  Swish! Through the net.


  Jake loped toward the garage and grabbed the rebound. "Nothing odd about it."


  I climbed higher. Scanned the grid of streets. Below me I heard the steady th-thump of the basketball bouncing against the garage door.


  "Do you see them?" Erek asked.


  <No,> I said. <Nothing.>


  Th-thump. Th-thump.


  <Prince Jake?> Ax again. <Tom is infested with a ruthless, power-hungry Yeerk. And your parents ->


  "I know, Ax." Jake slammed the basketball against the garage door. "I know. My parents aren't safe with him. He tried to infest my dad with a Yeerk. He tried to . . . he tried to . . ."


  Kill him. Tom the Controller had tried to kill his own father.


  Th-thump. Th-thump.


  Movement. A flash of silver in the distance. I circled.


  <I see them. Three blocks away, headed for your house.>


  The thumping stopped. "All of them? Is Tom still with them? My mom. My dad. Are they okay?"


  <They're all inside. And they're all okay. But ->


  "But what?" Jake yelled.


  I banked. Two SUVs were keeping pace with their car on parallel streets.


  <It's a trap, Jake. The Yeerks are onto us. We have to get out of here. Abort the mission.>


  "I can't leave, Tobias! They're my family."


  <Prince Jake, remember. Tactical retreat. Save the army. Live to fight another day.>


  "No! There won't be another day. If we don't get them out now, we may not get another chance."


  Jake dropped the basketball. Orange-and-black stripes erupted from his skin. Tiger fur.


  His parents' car sped up. So did the SUVs.


  I dove. Rocketed toward the car. I had no idea what I was doing. A lone hawk against a Lexus. Maybe I could get Jake's dad's attention. Turn him around. Get him to stop. Something.


  I flew low and hard. Swooped past the passenger door. The window rolled down. I caught a glimpse of Jake's mom. Her face, hard and twisted. Her hand, clenched. A glint of metal.


  I spun.


  Tssssseeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeew!


  Dracon fire blasted past. The neighbor's birdbath exploded. I reeled. Choked on the stench of burned feathers. I flapped. The tips of my wings were singed.


  Jake's mom leaned from the car. She turned. Aimed.


  I swept toward the sky. I could see Tom through the rear window. He reached over the backseat. Slapped the Dracon beam from his mother's hand. It bounced across the pavement.


  Tssssseeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeew!


  A black scar ripped across the front of Jake's house.


  It seemed like an omen.


  Chapter 19


  



  <Prince Jake! We must retreat.> Ax had already begun to morph. Feathers sprouted from his blue fur.


  One of the SUVs barreled out of a side street. The Lexus swerved. Jumped the curve. Leveled a row of mailboxes, then veered back onto the street. Past Jake's house. Past the drive. Jake's dad jerked the steering wheel. The car spun. Gravel sprayed over the neighbor's yard.


  <Get out of there, Jake!>


  Ax flapped up from the bushes. <Now, Prince Jake!>


  "There's nothing more you can do here," Erek added.


  Jake nodded. The black-and-orange stripes had already disappeared. The feather pattern of a peregrine falcon began to etch itself across his skin.


  The car's engine revved. The Lexus lurched forward.


  "Jake, wait!" Erek cried. "I'll project a hologram to hide the morph."


  "No. I want them to see this."


  In full view of his family, Jake morphed a peregrine falcon. His body shrank. Arms became wings. Feet became talons.


  <This is for them.> His thought-speak was a whisper. <For my real family. To give them hope and, finally, the truth. And for their Yeerk captors. To give them warning.>


  The car slammed into the driveway. Jake's mom leaped from the front seat and bolted across the yard. Toward the Dracon beam that had bounced into the grass.


  <Jake, NOW!> I turned. Plummeted toward the weapon.


  Jake lifted his wings and rose above the driveway. His mom dove for the weapon. Rolled. Aimed. I hurtled toward her. Raked her arms with my talons.


  Tssssseeeeeeeeeeeeeeew!


  Jake's bedroom window shattered. Jake swooped over the roof. Ax followed.


  "Filthy humans!" Jake's mother screamed.


  The two SUVs screeched into the driveway. Controllers raced across the lawn.


  "Fire at will. They will not escape!"


  I spun. Powered my wings. Circled the house.


  Bushes exploded around me. Twigs pelted my wings.


  I rounded the corner into the backyard. Jake and Ax were waiting. We shot around the house behind Jake's. Crossed the next street, darted between the next row of houses, then the next. Controllers chased us, but airborne raptors are faster than humans on foot. The shouts and blasts faded away.


  We shot out of the residential neighborhood and swooped over the mall. The sun radiating off cement and asphalt created a beautiful thermal. I spread my wings. They were numb from endless flapping, Ax spread his, too. Warm air billowed under us. We jetted toward the clouds.


  But Jake flapped on. Low and straight ahead. He swept over the mall and out over the interstate. Buzzed an eighteen-wheeler. Rocketed through a web of power lines. Shot beneath an underpass. Flapped and soared. In and out of traffic.


  <This was not your fault, Prince Jake,> Ax called from above. <You could not have known what Tom was planning. You could not have stopped him.>


  Jake's thought-speak was bitter.


  <Yeah, Ax. I could have.>


  Jake spun sideways and shot between two signposts.


  Then spread his wings and rose. <What's wrong with me? Why didn't I get them out last night? When I need to wait, plan, gather more information, what do I do? Charge in. Go for the surprise. Screw things up permanently. But when I need to charge in, to save the people I love most, I wait. I say, "Go home. Get some rest. Sleep on it." Great plan. I get sleep. My parents get Yeerks.>


  He swept out ahead of us. Climbed high above a strip mall. We stayed with him.


  <We will return, Prince Jake. When the time is right, we will get them out.>


  Jake dove. Hurtled toward Earth at two hundred miles an hour. Toward the parking lot below. He pulled up seconds before his beak hit pavement, skimmed along the asphalt, and climbed again.


  Jake, our fearless leader. On a crazed kamikaze mission.


  I'd never seen him like this. Even in our lowest moments, he'd always been steady. Resolute. He weighed the costs, made a decision, forged ahead.


  And I'd always wondered how he did it. How he kept it straight in his mind. Yeerks. Visser One. Aliens conquering humans, conquering the planet. Fighting the enemy without becoming like them. How did he sort through all that? The emotions, the ethical dilemmas, the moral crises? How did he wrap his brain around it all so he could make logical decisions? Smart decisions. The kind that saved the lives of his team. The kind that set the enemy back a small step or two.


  But now I knew. Jake didn't understand any of it any better than the rest of us did. If he defeated the Yeerks, freed humanity, rescued Earth, that was good. But that was a bonus. His main goal was much simpler. To save his family. That goal was what had given him strength. That goal was what had kept him sane. Allowed him to retain a center of calm focus amid the awful chaos.


  Family.


  The houses below us thinned out. Shopping areas rippled into foothills.


  <I need to hunt,> I said. <Catch up with you later.>


  I peeled off and soared toward my meadow.


  Jake and Ax disappeared over a ridge.


  I banked and flew back into the city.


  Chapter 20


  



  I floated above the roof. Her windows were open a crack. The window shades banged in the breeze.


  Noises drifted out. Her footsteps. Her voice. "Hungry, boy? There you go, my big sweetheart."


  Paper rustled, like a bag opening. Then a muffled clatter. Dog food tumbling into a dish. Toenails skittered across the floor.


  Champ was eating lunch. Which meant he and Loren probably weren't going anywhere soon.


  Not a problem. I could wait.


  But I wouldn't be waiting alone. The Yeerks had sent a welcoming committee.


  A bag lady pushed her cart along the sidewalk in front of Loren's house. She reached the corner, turned around, and pushed it back.


  An old van sat across the street, in the vacant lot between Ricky Lee's house and the boarded-up grocery store. It was wrapped in vines and cobwebs, and nearly swallowed by weeds, as if it had been abandoned in that spot years ago.


  But it hadn't been there yesterday.


  On the next corner, a teenager lounged at a bus stop. He tried to look casual, jamming to his CD player. His shoulders bobbed. His size thirteen Reeboks thumped against the concrete. But his eyes were fixed on Loren's house. A bus pulled up. Pulled away. The kid didn't budge.


  I drifted over the street. My shadow floated across the sidewalk below me. The bag lady stared at it. Glanced up. Watched me for just a moment too long. Her gaze flicked to the abandoned van. She mumbled something into her shopping cart.


  My hawk ears picked up bits of it: " . . . above the house . . . can't tell . . . don't want to draw attention . . . wait . . . see if it . . ."


  I soared down the street, away from Loren's house. I swooped and glided, in complete view of the bag lady and the van and the kid at the bus stop. Just like a normal hawk on a sunny afternoon. I swept over a billboard three blocks away and dropped down behind it, out of sight.


  I waited. Nothing. I skimmed along the sidewalk, circled the neighborhood, and approached Ricky Lee's house from behind.


  I perched on a fence post by the alley. Still nothing.


  I soared across the backyard, careful to stay out of sight of the van, and flapped up onto the roof.


  I stayed just below the roofline on the backyard side, hidden between the chimney and a TV antenna. Ricky Lee was home, watching a Brady Bunch marathon on Nickelodeon. I dug my talons into the tar shingles and waited.


  I could see Loren's house. And the bag lady, who'd pushed her cart to the corner again. She gazed at the sky, in the direction I'd flown, frowned, and pushed her cart back the other way. At the bus stop, the teenage kid was still jamming under his headphones. And still watching Loren's house.


  For hours. The shingles softened in the afternoon sun. My talons sank deeper. The bag lady sat down on the curb. The kid with the CD player sat through twelve buses.


  And still, Loren stayed inside.


  What was she doing in there? How did a blind woman occupy her time, all day long, all by herself?


  Another bus rumbled up. Rumbled off. Finally Loren's door swung open. She and Champ stepped out onto the porch.


  The bag lady leaped to her feet. The kid at the bus froze in mid-jam. I wrenched my talons from the tar and swooped across Ricky Lee's backyard toward the alley. I stayed low. Circled the block.


  Loren and Champ set out in the direction of the church. The bag lady and her cart rattled along behind, at a distance. I followed, flitting between backyards, below rooflines.


  They crossed the street.


  <The dog, man. The dog's your ticket.>


  Marco's thought-speak. I banked. An osprey and a northern harrier jetted up behind me. Marco and Ax.


  <What are you guys doing here?>


  <Protecting an endangered species,> Marco replied, <You.>


  <Prince Jake sent us. He thought you might need help. I remembered the address.>


  We floated another block. Past the bus stop. Loren and Champ stopped at the corner, turned, and crossed the street toward us. Toward the 7-Eleven. They navigated the parking lot and disappeared inside.


  Ax, Marco, and I landed in the Dumpster behind the store. Ax and I went human, Marco demorphed, and we crept around the building.


  The bag lady had stopped across the street. She leaned on her shopping cart and watched the store.


  "Casual," said Marco. "Just act casual. We're three neighborhood punks hanging at the 7-Eleven."


  He strutted toward the door, Ax and I followed.


  Chapter 21


  



  The place was nearly empty. An old woman flipped through a National Enquirer at the front. Two little boys fingered the candy bars next to her. Loren was on the other side of the store, in the meager grocery section, making her way down one of the aisles. A lone cashier manned the counter.


  Ax sidled up to him. "Do not worry," he said. "We are irresponsible teenage hoodlums, possibly gang members, but you are not in any danger."


  The guy gave Ax a blank stare.


  "His gang's from out of town," I explained.


  Marco grabbed Ax's shirt and pulled him toward the back of the store. "Smooth, Ax-man. That'll look real convincing on the surveillance tapes."


  We jostled past Loren and Champ.


  "Man, take your dog outside," Marco drawled. "He stinks."


  Loren didn't say a word. Just kept her steady pace. She felt along the top shelf till her fingers touched a box of Raisin Bran. She picked it up, shook it, and placed it in the shopping basket on her arm.


  I watched her. My mother. She did her grocery shopping at a convenience store. But I guess she didn't have much choice. The neighborhood wasn't exactly brimming with bright, shiny Safeways.


  "Hey, you big mutt," Marco called to Champ. "Want a drink?" He picked up a supersize cup and filled it. Coke sprayed onto the floor.


  Champ ignored him. So did Loren. She crossed to the coolers along the back wall, pulled out a quart of milk, and placed it in her basket. I could see the date stamped on the lid. The milk had expired three days ago.


  "Isn't that sweet?" I jerked the basket from her hand. "She's buying us a little snack." I slid the milk out of the basket and replaced it with a fresh quart from the cooler. "Man. Nothing but cereal and dog biscuits." I shoved the basket back in her hand. "Keep it, lady."


  She didn't say anything. Didn't hesitate. Just ran her fingers along the cooler doors - counting them, I think - opened one, and pulled out a package of bologna. She turned and started back up another aisle. We followed.


  "She does not seem to be afraid of us," Ax whispered.


  "She's probably been through worse," I said tightly.


  "Ah." Ax nodded. "She does not understand how menacing we are." He tapped her on the shoulder. "You do not know me," he said, "but I am a juvenile delinquent. I do not trust authority figures, I probably will not graduate from high school, and statistics say my present rowdiness and vandalism will likely lead to more serious crimes. I am a dangerous fellow, and I am causing mayhem in this store."


  He reached behind her and pulled three jars of baby food from the top shelf. Shoved them behind a box of macaroni. Shuffled the Cheez Whiz in front of the Marshmallow Fluff. Tossed a bag of lady's shavers onto a bag of hamburger buns.


  "There. I have now shamelessly destroyed the symmetry of this shelf, undoing hours of labor by underpaid store employees. If you could see me, you would be frightened."


  "If she could see you, she'd have you committed," Marco muttered. He grabbed the handle of Champ's halter and jerked it from Loren's hand. "Listen, lady, we're gonna borrow your dog."


  He pulled on the harness. Champ planted his paws. Marco tugged. Champ tugged back.


  "Oh, brother." Marco placed his hand on Champ's head.


  Immediately Champ relaxed. His alert brown eyes dimmed. His shoulders sagged. The dog had fallen into the acquiring trance. Marco kept his hand on Champ's head and pulled on the harness. Champ meekly stepped toward him.


  "Don't go anywhere," Marco told Loren. "And don't call the cops or Fido here gets it."


  He led Champ through a door marked PERSONNEL ONLY. Ax and I followed. It was a storage room. A door at the back led to the alley.


  '"Don't call the cops or Fido here gets it'?" I looked at Marco. "Maybe you shouldn't watch so much Nick at Nite?"


  "Hey, it worked, didn't it?" Marco scratched Champ's neck. "We've got the dog, and your mom's not calling 911. Demorph already. He's not going to stay this calm forever."


  I demorphed and flapped onto Champ's back. He was starting to come out of the trance. He whined and tried to pull away from Marco. I sank my talons into his fur. His head drooped again.


  I absorbed his DNA, swooped to the floor, and focused on Champ.


  My beak stretched into a snout. The tip softened to form a wet, black nose. Forty-two teeth erupted from my jaws.


  Schooooooomp! My tail shot out. Long, thin, and naked. The feathers on my head darkened, dissolved, and spiked into dog hair. It covered my body in a wave, down my back, across my wings, to the tip of my curved tail.


  I wagged it. I was a dog on both ends - a hawk-sized dog - but still a bird in the middle. A bird covered in coarse black fur,


  "Eeeeewwww." Marco. "Nightmare on Sesame Street."


  "Yip!" I sounded like a Chihuahua.


  My body bulged out and up. The concrete floor receded below me. Internal organs gurgled and crunched, shifted and re-formed. My legs shot up. Wings shot out. Thickened. Realigned. Hollow bones solidified. I thumped down onto four big, steady paws. I was a German shepherd.


  With shepherd senses. The eyes were okay. Not as sharp as my hawk eyes. And I couldn't see much color.


  But the ears! I could hear coins jingling out at the cash register. A faint breeze whistling across the roof.


  And I could smell . . . everything. Mice, yes. Dust. The Dumpster out back. Curdled milk not quite masked by bleach water. You think a broom handle doesn't have a scent? It does. A little woodsy, a little musty, topped with a delicious bouquet of hand perspiration from every employee who'd ever swept the store.


  And Marco's bare feet! Spicy and pungent. And was that - sniff, sniff - had Marco stepped in -- sniff - yes! Horse poop! Not recently. Probably several hours ago, at Cassie's barn. But definitely horse.


  I was Champ. I had responsibilities. I was steadfast. Noble. I stood at attention while Marco strapped Champ's harness onto my back.


  He found a bungee cord and looped it around the real Champ's neck. Champ raised his head and blinked. He was coming out of the stupor.


  "How are we going to keep him quiet?" Marco hissed. "He's a smart dog. He'll be on a mission to get back to his master. We can't keep acquiring him over and over."


  Ax slid a box from behind his back. "I am truly a juvenile delinquent. I shoplifted these from your mother's basket, Tobias. I apologize."


  Dog biscuits!


  Champ's tail wagged. He sniffed the box, then sat politely at Ax's feet, waiting for a treat.


  I started to salivate myself. <Ax-man, you're brilliant.>


  Ax gave Champ a biscuit. Marco held the door open, and I trotted back out into the store.


  Back out to my mother.


  Chapter 22


  



  If you're ever blind, you do not want me as your guide dog. Trust me on this.


  I clicked down the grocery aisle toward my mother.


  She must've heard me. "Hey, Champ. I knew you wouldn't be gone long." She grasped the handle of my harness. "Forward."


  Forward. Okay. This I could do. She was speaking English. I understood English. This wouldn't be too hard. I trotted down the aisle.


  Nearly pulled Loren over on her face.


  She grabbed a shelf to steady herself.


  Okay, not quite right. I wasn't somebody's pet, strolling through the park on a leash. I was a guide dog. Champ. I had to stay at her side.


  She held the handle firmly. "Forward."


  Okay. Not so fast this time. I stayed by her side. Right by her side. Almost tripped her. She lost her balance and stomped down on my paw. Hard.


  "ArrRRRF!" I squealed.


  "Oh, Champ! I'm sorry, boy. I didn't mean to smash your poor foot."


  She leaned over and reached for me. Took my head between her hands.


  And I nearly passed out.


  For the first time in my memory, my mother was touching me, and it was just as I'd always imagined it would be.


  Okay, so I never imagined I'd be covered in fur, puffing dog breath in her face. And the 7-Eleven wasn't part of the deal, either. In my fantasy, it was always nighttime, and she was tucking me into my race car bed. Yeah, I always wanted one of those red plastic race car beds. Seriously uncool, I know. Shoot me.


  But I always imagined her holding my face in her hands, just like she was doing now. And then, in my imagination, she'd pull me close and kiss my nose.


  Which is exactly what she did. Loren pulled my face to hers and planted a soft kiss on the tip of my rough, black nose. My dog body trembled. A soft whine bubbled up from my throat.


  "Those guys really shook you up, didn't they, boy?" She hugged my neck. "It's okay now. They're gone."


  I barely breathed. My mother was reassuring me, loving me.


  Yeah, I know. She wasn't really loving me. She was loving her guide dog.


  But I was the one standing there. I pushed all thoughts of the real Champ to the back of my mind and just let her pet me. Let her soft voice float through me.


  "Feeling better, boy? Let's go home." She stood up and grasped the harness handle. "Forward."


  And I stepped forward. Didn't trip her. Didn't run out ahead. I stayed at her side. Led her to the cash register. Led her home.


  The bag lady tailed us, of course. We passed the kid at the bus stop. And the broken-down van. But nobody seemed to notice anything new.


  We climbed Loren's front steps and entered the house.


  Loren's house. I'm not sure what I expected. But what I got was . . . nothing. No pictures on the wall. No mementos or souvenirs. No rugs.


  We were in the living room. It could've been any of the places I'd lived with my aunt or uncle. Faded, peeling wallpaper. Stained ceiling. Warped hardwood floor.


  The difference was that this room was clean. No newspapers and beer cans strewn over the floor. No laundry baskets spilling underwear onto the couch. No dirty dishes stacked on the tables. Everything was neat. In its place. One square brown couch. One lumpy, worn easy chair. One tidy wooden desk. All placed on one side of the room, leaving a wide, straight path from the front door to the kitchen.


  Loren hung her purse on a hook by the door. She unstrapped the harness and hung it up, too. I was glad. I'd been wondering how I was going to wriggle back into that thing every two hours when I had to demorph and remorph.


  She carried the grocery bag into the kitchen. I clicked along behind her, sniffing and snooping. Looking for something out of place. Something that proved she was a Controller. Yeah. I seriously wanted evidence that my mother was controlled by a Yeerk.


  Because here's the thing. I'd been through this before. I'd been told I had a cousin, a cousin who wanted to adopt me. Raise me. Maybe even . . . love me.


  Hah. The loving cousin turned out to be Visser Three, the guy who recently became Visser One. The whole thing was a trap.


  So no matter how nice my mother seemed, no matter how good she was at petting her dog, I knew better than to let myself get sucked in by fantasies of a warm, fuzzy family life. A mother who doesn't want you is one thing. A mother who's infested with an evil, parasitic alien is a whole different kind of problem.


  But I found nothing. No portable Kandrona. No leftover scent of Hork-Bajir. Nothing to link her to the Yeerks.


  She puttered around the house. Put away the groceries. Fixed dinner. I used the bathtub to demorph and remorph. Grasped the shower curtain in my teeth and wrapped it around me while I changed from dog to bird to dog again. Just in case anyone was watching.


  When Loren finally went to bed, I demorphed again, but instead of remorphing Champ, I morphed myself. My human self.


  I needed hands.


  I searched Loren's house thoroughly and methodically, starting at the front door, ending at the back. Closets. Kitchen cabinets. Medicine chest. Refrigerator. Purse.


  I told myself I was still looking for signs of Yeerks. And I was. But the truth is, I wanted more than that. I wanted an explanation. An explanation of her life. An explanation of why I wasn't in it.


  And at the bottom of a desk drawer, tucked under a row of hanging folders, I found it. A fat brown envelope. I pulled it out. Blew the dust off. Opened it. It was full of medical reports, doctor bills, invoices from a lawyer.


  And a letter. Yellowed at the edges. The paper cracked where it had been unfolded and refolded several hundred times. It was from an insurance company, addressed to my mother.


  



  Enclosed please find final payment for injuries suffered in an automobile accident on June 12.


  We acknowledge that you have suffered brain damage and loss of vision; however, these conditions are permanent and irreversible. Further medical attention is not authorized. Your claims of total amnesia cannot be proven, and reconstructive surgery is not covered under your group policy.


  The enclosed sum terminates our liability in this incident.


  



  I stared at the letter. Amnesia. My mother had amnesia. What did that mean? That she didn't remember anything that happened before the accident? She didn't remember . . . me?


  But she must. I was her son. Somewhere inside her damaged brain, she had to have some memory of me. Didn't she? A sliver of memory stored in a healthy brain cell? Somewhere?


  She had to. I'd talk to her. Yeah. First thing in the morning. Jake wouldn't like it, but Jake wasn't here. And this was my mother. Maybe my voice or just my presence would bring something back. One tiny memory.


  Okay, so I'd been watching too many soaps with Ax. I'd seen too many cases of TV amnesia cured by a visit from a long-lost love. But if it happened on TV, why couldn't it happen for me?


  Chapter 23


  



  The window shade in the kitchen glowed pink in. the morning sun. I morphed my human self again. Made a pot of coffee. Poured myself a cup. Like I needed caffeine. I took a seat at the kitchen table. And waited.


  My mother was an early riser. Thank God. I'm not sure how long I could have sat there before I either peed my pants or spontaneously combusted. I heard her bed squeak. Heard her bare feet pad toward the kitchen.


  She stopped inside the door and pulled her robe around her. "Who is it?" She didn't sound afraid. Just puzzled. I guess she figured a burglar or a chainsaw murderer wouldn't stop to brew a pot of Java.


  "It's Tobias." My voice cracked. Oh, yeah, I was really ready for this. "Your son."


  She reached for a kitchen chair. Sank into it. "Tobias." Pain washed over her face. "I wondered if you'd ever find me."


  I stared at her. "You remember me. You know who -"


  "No." She shook her head. "Not the way you think. I know I have a son. I know his name is Tobias. But that's all I know. They brought a little boy to me after the accident, A baby really. They told me he was mine. I didn't remember him. I wanted to. I tried to. But I didn't. I don't remember anything of my life before the accident."


  I swallowed. "Even now? I mean, it's been a long time. Didn't any of it ever came back?"


  She frowned. Sat silently for a long moment. "There were images. Vague. Half-formed. A towheaded boy."


  My hand rose, almost involuntarily, and touched my blond hair.


  She nodded. Like she'd read my mind. "It could have been you. I don't know. It's all so distant. The other images were terrifying. Aliens."


  Aliens? I sat very still.


  "Sounds crazy," she said. "I know. But that's the only way I could describe them. Which, of course, sent my doctors scrambling for more tests and convinced my sister, or whoever she was, that I was completely nuts. But that's what I had in my head. Aliens. Straight from a nightmare."


  Yeah. I'd lived that nightmare.


  "Look." She pushed herself from the chair and felt for the counter. "I think I know why you're here. You think I abandoned you. And I guess in a way I did." She pulled a cup from the cabinet and filled it with coffee. "But I couldn't raise a little boy alone. I was blind. Permanently. Facing years of physical therapy. You needed someone who could take care of you. Someone who at least remembered you."


  "I needed a mother." My voice echoed through the kitchen. I wanted to catch it and pull it back into my throat. But it was too late. It was already out there. Hanging.


  Loren stirred her coffee. Her spoon clanked against the cup. She sat back down at the table.


  "When I lost my memory," she said, "I didn't just forget the people I'd known and the things I'd done. I lost things that were much more basic. Like brushing my teeth. Somebody had to teach me how to brush my teeth. But first they had to explain what a tooth was. I had no idea what these little hard things in my mouth were called." She let out a breath. "There's no way I could have raised you."


  I nodded. Made sense. In my head. My heart took a little more convincing. "But you never even, I mean, you didn't -"


  "Visit? I know. I was in the hospital for a long time. When I got out, I didn't know where you were. They sent you to stay with my sister, but I didn't know her address. I didn't even know her last name. The hospital didn't have it on file. Maybe I could've tried harder. I just thought - hoped - you were happy. With people who cared about you. Who at least knew who you were. You didn't need a crazy, blind woman in your life."


  Yes, I did. Yes. I did.


  I still did.


  "That stuff doesn't matter anymore," I said. "What matters is that you're in danger. I can't explain it now, and you wouldn't believe me anyway, but I've got to get you out of here."


  "Out of here?" She held up her hands. "Whoa. Slow down. What are you talking about?"


  "You're not safe here," I said. "I've got to get you out. Soon. I'll figure out how. But right now we have to go for a walk in the park so you can get your real dog back."


  "My real dog?" She frowned. "Champ?"


  "Yeah. Don't worry. He's safe. The, um, replacement dog will take you to him. Then you have to come back to the house and stay. Don't leave. Don't even go outside. Promise me this. My friends and I will be watching. We'll have to cut your phone line, just to be safe. I won't let anything happen to you, but we have to make sure you're not a Controller."


  "A what?" She was either an incredible actress, or she had no idea what I was talking about. "Look, I don't know what you think you're doing, but -"


  "Just stay inside," I said. "For two days. Then take another walk in the park."


  "Okay, now you're the one who's talking crazy. You say you're my son, and maybe you are. I have no way of knowing. But I'm not going anywhere. This is where I live. This is my life. And you will not cut my phone line."


  She was right. It did sound nuts.


  I took a deep breath. "Those strange alien images in your head. Huge, right? Leathery. With blades. Like razors, erupting from their skin."


  She frowned. "Who told you this?"


  "Nobody. Nobody had to. I've seen them. I don't know what the doctors said after the accident, but those images weren't caused by your head injuries or by medication. And you aren't crazy. They're real memories of real aliens."


  She sat still. Said nothing.


  "You described them as nightmares," I said. "But were there any other images? One that wasn't a nightmare? One that seemed kind? Honorable, maybe?"


  She nodded. Slowly. "It's so vague. No form. Nothing recognizable. I've never told anybody about it. It's just a . . . a feeling, almost. A flash."


  "A flash of blue?" I said.


  She nodded again. She rose from the table and set her cup in the sink. "Two days from now? In the park?"


  "Yeah."


  She pushed her hair behind her ear. Chewed the edge of her lip. "I'll be there."
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  <I can get her out.>


  Jake looked up at me. Didn't say anything. Yet.


  We were in the Hork-Bajir valley. I'd flown there after we'd switched guide dogs. Loren and Champ were back home. Under surveillance by an osprey perched on Ricky Lee's roof and a northern harrier roosting on the garage behind Loren's house.


  Jake was sitting in the grass high on the side of the valley, his back propped against a tree. I perched on a branch above him.


  <It won't be easy,> I said. <The Yeerks are watching her. But she's not a Controller.>


  Jake stripped the head off a dandelion and tossed it into the grass. "You don't know that, Tobias."


  <Yeah,> I said. <I do.>


  Why? Because she loved her dog? Because her hands were warm and gentle when she petted him? Petted me?


  <I was there for hours,> I said. <Overnight. She never slipped. Never acted like anything but a regular, noninfested sightless person on a limited budget.>


  "Doesn't mean anything."


  <And I searched her house. No portable Kandrona.>


  "She could be storing it someplace else. That church maybe. Or the van across the street."


  <Maybe.> I considered that. <But I don't think -> It was hard to admit out loud. <I don't think the Yeerks want her. Not as a Controller. She's blind. To them she's worthless.> I gazed out across the valley. <Besides, she's been under surveillance for over twenty-four hours. Ax and Marco are watching her now. If she doesn't leave her house for another two days, we'll know for sure.>


  Jake nodded. "And so will the Yeerks. Even if she's not a Controller, they'll figure it out. They'll be waiting for you. You have to walk away, Tobias. Forget her."


  <Like you've forgotten your parents? And Tom?>


  He froze.


  <You haven't forgotten your family, Jake, no matter what you say. And I can't forget mine. I'm getting her out.>


  "How? You said it yourself. She's blind. How can you get a blind person out while the Yeerks are watching?"


  <By taking a huge risk. One you probably won't like.> I dug my talons into the branch. <By asking you to trust me.>


  He looked up. Met my gaze. Comprehension crossed his face. He knew what I was planning.


  "Take Rachel," he said. "You'll need her talons."


  I soared out over the valley. Over the free Hork-Bajir who were scurrying around like carpenter ants, helping Marco's dad build cabins for Cassie's and Rachel's families.


  It was weird. Another irony. The sudden evacuation of our families had devastated the Animorphs. Put us on edge.


  But it had energized the Hork-Bajir. One group was using a meadow at the end of the valley for combat training. They looked like switchblades kick boxing.


  Toby, the young Hork-Bajir seer, had organized another group to debrief Marco's mom. Eva had been Visser One's host body for years. She'd seen everything the former Visser One had seen. She knew the Yeerk organization, the Yeerk fleet, and the Yeerks' future plans. And Toby was determined to pick every shred of that information from her brain.


  Another group followed Cassie and her family around like a litter of puppies. Large, razor-edged puppies. The Hork-Bajir were crazy in love with Cassie's parents.


  Rachel's mom they weren't so smitten with. Still, she had her own group of big, bladed folks. They'd decided her legal expertise was the answer to their self-governing dilemma. They needed a constitution, and they wanted her to draft it. They'd set up an office on the picnic table in the center of camp.


  Rachel sat in a lawn chair off to the side. I swooped down and perched on the arm.


  "My mom." Rachel waved a hand toward the picnic table. "Thomas Jefferson in heels."


  <How are they doing?>


  She shrugged. "There's an awful lot of discussion about bark and when you can strip it, and how much, and where. We're a long way from 'We, the People.'"


  She leaned her head back against the chair. "Please say you've come to rescue me from this place, Tobias. I've done nothing here but baby-sit my sisters and listen to my mother grouse about unsanitary bathroom conditions. Tell me you need my help. Tell me you're planning some senseless, suicidal mission. Tell me you can't pull it off without me."


  <All of the above,> I said. <For two days. I need your eyes, and I need your talons.>


  "Thank you. THANK you." She closed her eyes. "You've saved my sanity."


  "Oh, for pete's sake." Rachel's mother tossed down her pen.


  An argument had broken out between two groups of Hork-Bajir, the deciduous faction and the coniferous faction. They shouted and shook their clawed fists at each other.


  Rachel's mom rubbed her temples.


  <I almost feel sorry for her,> I said.


  "Don't." Rachel laughed. "She loves this kind of stuff. You're looking at one happy, driven woman. When the bickering stops, that's when she's miserable."


  <Ah. Must be genetic.>
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  We huddled in the semidarkness. In the pedestrian tunnel that ran under the street, connecting one side of the park to the other. I was in guide dog morph. Rachel and Marco were human.


  Ax was a northern harrier, perched on Ricky Lee's roof three blocks away, waiting for Loren and Champ to take a walk.


  We'd watched her house for two days. She hadn't come out. No one had gone in.


  And now we were waiting for her in the park. The same park I used to come to when I lived with my uncle. The same tunnel. Clammy cement. Broken bottles. A sliver of sunlight piercing the gloom at each end. The perfect place to hide when I needed to escape my life.


  Or needed to help my mother escape hers.


  And yeah, I was getting really tired of all the irony.


  <She has entered the park.> Ax's thought-speak rang through my head. <The female street person is following.>


  My ears pricked up. Footsteps. Two sets. A human in sneakers and a quadruped with sharp toenails. Across the sidewalk. Down the steps. The sliver of sunlight disappeared. Two figures entered the tunnel. Loren and Champ.


  Loren knew the drill. She'd been here two days earlier, when we returned Champ to her. She made her way to the center of the tunnel and held out the harness handle.


  Rachel grabbed it. She and Marco worked like a pit crew at a NASCAR race. Rachel slipped a collar and leash around Champ's neck. Marco unfastened his harness.


  <Tobias's mother has been inside the tunnel for twelve seconds,> said Ax. <The female street person is approaching.> Marco set the harness on my back. Rachel slipped something small and heavy into Loren's bag.


  <Eighteen seconds.>


  Marco strapped the harness. Rachel slid the handle into Loren's hand.


  <Twenty-three seconds. The street person has reached the tunnel. She has stopped at the top of the steps.>


  Marco pulled a handful of dog biscuits from his pocket. Rachel placed her hand on Champ's head. The real Champ. He fell into an acquiring trance.


  "Go," Rachel hissed.


  Loren grasped the handle. "Forward."


  I stepped forward and led her to the other end of the tunnel.


  <Twenty-nine seconds.>


  We emerged into the sunlight.


  I glanced across the street. The bag lady had started down the steps. She saw us and froze. She glared at us, scrambled back up the steps, and grabbed her shopping cart.


  Loren and I finished our stroll in the park, then headed home. The bag lady followed at a distance. A northern harrier floated through the sky above us.


  Loren's street hadn't changed much over the last two days. The teenager's bus still hadn't come. The van was apparently still abandoned. But while we were at the park it had mysteriously moved from the vacant lot across the street to the curb directly in front of Loren's house.


  I led Loren inside, just like a good guide dog. As soon as the door clicked shut and she'd unstrapped my harness, I bolted toward the kitchen. No Yeerks. The bedroom. The bathroom. Nothing suspicious.


  I returned to the living room.


  <The clock's ticking,> I said. <We gotta get out of here.>


  "Tobias? Your voice sounds, well, it doesn't sound. It's just sort of there. In my head. And it seems like . . . like you're the dog." She sighed. "I am crazy."


  <No, you're not. I'm communicating in thought-speak. Yes, I am the dog. And it's nowhere near as crazy as it's going to get. Put your hand on my face - on the dog's face - and leave it there. Trust me.>


  Trust me. I'd been saying that a lot lately. I wasn't even sure I trusted myself.


  <The Yeerks are on the move.> Rachel's thought-speak thundered from the roof. <Ticktock, Tobias. Ticktock.>


  Loren stretched one hand out and rested it on my face, palm on my snout, fingers splayed across my forehead.


  I focused on red-tailed hawk.


  The fur under Loren's fingers liquefied. Dissolved into a black pool and congealed. A feather pattern swept across my body, like a tattoo.


  "Ah!" Loren snatched her hand back.


  <It's okay, Mo - Moth -> I stumbled over the word. <It's okay, Loren. It feels weird, but it's okay.>


  She nodded. Placed her hand on my head again.


  <They're onto us!> Marco this time. <Cars screaming in from all directions.>


  I pushed his thought-speak out of my head. Focused. My body shrank.


  Crrrrrunch! My snout slammed back into my skull. Hardened into a sharp, curved beak.


  Loren's face twisted in horror. I could feel her trembling. But she didn't remove her hand.
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  <This is not a test, Tobias. GET OUT!>


  I concentrated and finished the morph.


  <Okay.> I flapped up onto the couch. <We've got to make this fast. There's a heavy box in your purse. Get it out.>


  She nodded, reached into her bag, and pulled out a small blue cube.


  The morphing cube. It was one of the reasons I needed Rachel. It was too big and too heavy for a red-tailed hawk. Rachel had carried it from the Hork-Bajir valley in her eagle talons.


  <Set it down,> I said, <and place your hand on it.>


  Loren set the cube on the couch and pressed her hand flat against the top.


  "Ooh!" she started. "It shocked me."


  <It does that,> I said. <But it won't hurt you. Leave your hand there.>


  <Tobias, you are in danger.> Ax's thought-speak was tense. <You must evacuate.>


  Sirens wailed. A few blocks away. Speeding closer.


  <Now take your hand off,> I told Loren, <and place it on my head. On the bird's head. I'm standing on the couch.>


  She nodded. She looked confused. But she did it.


  <Chopper!> said Marco. <Headed our way. Tobias, buddy, you're so out of time.>


  <Okay.> I kept my thought-speak even. <Keep your hand pressed against my feathers and concentrate. Think about the hawk. Focus on how the hawk feels under your hand.>


  She frowned. "Is this some kind of weird touch therapy?"


  <No, it's not therapy. Believe me.>


  Loren pressed her hand against my feathers. Her forehead wrinkled in concentration.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! Helicopter blades.


  <Just think about the hawk,> I told Loren.


  <TOBIAS.> Ax was beyond stressed.


  <Okay, next step,> I said. <Take your hand from my head, but keep concentrating on the hawk. Focus. Tightly. Let the hawk surge through you.>


  Let the hawk surge through you? No wonder she was skeptical. I sounded like some Psychic Network freak fortune-teller.


  But it worked.


  Loren's skin darkened to the hawk's dusky brown. An outline of feathers etched itself across her body.


  She clutched her arm. Raked her fingers over the feather pattern. "What's happening to me?"


  <It's the hawk, Mo - Loren.> Man. What was it with that word? <It's the hawk. You absorbed my DNA, and now you are becoming a red-tailed hawk.>


  "I'm WHAT?"


  Cars screeched to a stop. Doors slammed. I heard footsteps. Shouts.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! The helicopter was above the house now.


  But inside, I was calm. Determined, yes. Realistic. But not panicked. I was like . . . Jake.


  Yeah, Jake. Because now I had the one goal Jake had always had. To save my family.


  <Do you hear what's going on outside?> I said.


  Loren nodded.


  <Those are not nice people. If they catch us, they will kill us. Or worse. What are you more afraid of? The hawk? Or them?>


  Loren took a deep breath. The ridged scars on her face smoothed out. Flattened. Her skull crunched and molded itself into a streamlined hawk head. The feather pattern solidified and burst from her skin.


  <Oh, God,> she said. <This is beyond horror>


  <Concentrate,> I said.


  Suddenly, her body shrank to the floor. Legs narrowed. The skin covering them hardened into scales. Toes shot out into long talons.


  The morph was complete. She was a hawk. A red-tailed hawk.


  Exactly like me.


  <Tobias?> Her thought-speak was a whisper. <It can't be true.> She blinked her fierce eyes. <I can see. I can see. Tobias, I can see!>


  Ka-BOOM.


  The entire front wall of the house splintered and crashed to the floor of the living room.
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  <Excuse me. Coming through. Sorry for the emergency remodeling.>


  Rachel! She barreled through the opening in the front of Loren's house. Thundered across the rubble, grabbed the morphing cube in her elephant trunk, and charged out through the kitchen, widening doors along the way.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  The downdraft from the helicopter blasted through the house. The street was jammed with police cars and SUVs. Human-Controllers streamed across the yard, Dracon beams pulled. They obviously weren't worried about causing a scene. In this neighborhood, nobody bothered to report anything.


  <What do we do?> Loren said worriedly.


  <Fly.>


  <I don't know how.>


  <You don't, but the hawk does. FLY!>


  She spread her wings. Flapped. Rose from the hardwood floor. Up. Above the couch.


  <I - I'm flying. I can't believe it. I'm really flying!>


  <Yeah. Great, isn't it? Now let's get out of here. Stay on my tail. And stay low.>


  We flapped toward the kitchen. Skimmed along baseboards. Around the corner. Shot over the tile floor and out the gaping hole Rachel had thoughtfully created for us in the back wall.


  Tseeeeeeew!


  A Dracon beam blasted overhead. Chunks of Sheetrock pelted our wings.


  <My God!> Loren cried. <They're shooting at us!>


  <Uh, yeah. They do that sometimes.>


  I powered my wings. Loren stayed on my tail. Controllers charged around the corner of the house. Into the backyard.


  "There they are! Two hawks."


  "GET THEM!"


  Tseeeeeeew! Tseeeeeeew!


  A clothesline pole exploded.


  We shot through the alley. Around a garage. Loren fought the wind. Fought the exhaustion in her wings from flapping, endless flapping. Fought to stay airborne.


  <I can't fly this low!>


  <Yes, you can. Tip your tail down slightly. Cup your wings. Let the bird mind take over. Let the hawk fly.>


  <Hawk. Fly.> Fatigue drained her thought-speak. But she kept pumping. Kept flying.


  We shot between two houses. Across a street. Dove behind a line of trees and over a wooden fence. Skimmed along near the ground.


  "Where'd they go?"


  "Don't know. I lost them."


  "Spread out! They couldn't have gotten far."


  Feet shuffled through grass and gravel. The fence groaned. Someone was climbing over.


  We sailed through the weeds, close to the fence. It ended at a brick wall. A shed. There was an opening at the edge. A board that had rotted and fallen off. I darted through. Loren followed.


  We were in an alley. Two patchy strips of gravel, lined with weeds and rusting appliances. Skinny trees formed a spindly canopy over our heads.


  We soared past sheds. Garages. Empty lots.


  Behind us an SUV crashed into the alley.


  "There! Both of them. GO! GO! GO!"


  Ahead, open daylight. A street. Cars.


  We shot across four lanes of traffic. Into the parking lot of a deserted strip mall on the other side.


  We pumped our wings. Jetted around light poles, parking meters, and the burned-out neon mall sign: HILLCREST CENTER, A SHOPPER'S PARADISE.


  Tseeeeeew!


  Dracon beam fire. The asphalt disintegrated below us.


  <The overhang!> I shouted.


  The mall was U-shaped, the walkway in front of it covered by a warped metal awning. We dove under it.


  <Stay up,> I said. <Where they can't see us.>


  We skimmed the storefronts, dodging wires and metal bracing. Turned the corner of the U.


  Tseeeeew!


  A plate glass window exploded below us.


  We reached the end of the building. The end of our cover. Daylight. We shot around the corner. Around the building. Into the service alley behind it.


  <NO!> Loren screamed.


  I wheeled. Loren raked her talons forward. Raised her wings. Spun around. She was learning fast.


  The other end of the alley was barricaded by squad cars. Controller squad cars.


  We rocketed back the way we had come.


  More Controllers poured in from that end, Dracon beams aimed.


  I spun. On one side, a concrete wall. On the other, the back of the shopping center. At both ends.


  Controllers.


  <Sky!> I shouted. <It's the only way.>


  I powered my wings. Climbed. Loren beside me.


  Up. Up!


  And the chopper bore down on us.
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  The chopper's downdraft pounded us. Loren skidded against the building. I pitched. Rolled. Righted myself.


  The pilot leaned from the helicopter. It was the granny-Controller. She raised her Dracon beam.


  Tseeeeeeeeeeeew!


  The shot seared past my wings. Blasted a crater in the alley. Chunks of asphalt, like shrapnel, pummeled my feathers. I reeled. Loren spun. Granny-Controller aimed again.


  <Down!> I shouted.


  I dove into the narrow space between a Dumpster and the cinder block wall of the shopping center. Loren plunged in after me.


  <What now?>


  <Don't know.> My heart pounded in my ears. My wings were numb. <Can't stay here. Let me think.>


  Tseeeeeeeeeeeew!


  The Dumpster exploded. Hurled us against the wall.


  Shouts. Pounding footsteps. A siren. I couldn't tell where the noises were coming from. Wind from the chopper blades whipped through the alley. Peppered us with gravel.


  Suddenly: <Tobias! This way!>


  <Marco?>


  <Back the way you came,> he said. <Behind the old toy store. Loading dock. NOW!>


  I lifted my wings. They were heavy with grit. Slowly I rose from the rubble, Loren beside me. Two battered hawks scudded along the pavement toward the abandoned toy store.


  "There they are!"


  "After them!"


  Controllers swarmed toward us from both ends of the alley.


  Tseeeew!


  The pavement erupted behind us.


  "Hold your fire! IDIOTS! You'll shoot each other."


  We swooped past a set of metal steps. Up. Onto the loading dock. Against the heavy steel door. No way through. No way out. Controllers sprinted toward us. Leaped for the dock.


  <LOOK OUT!> Loren screamed.


  A Controller lunged.


  Tseeeeeew!


  I dove. Raked my talons across his bald head.


  "AAAAAAAAHHHHHH!" He hurtled backward, off the loading dock.


  <MARCO! WHERE ARE YOU?>


  Sccuuurrrrrrruuuunch-BAM!


  The steel door behind me ripped. Twisted. Rumbled open.


  <IN!>


  Loren darted through the door. Didn't question the gorilla standing under it. Or the furry blue alien standing beside him with the Barney backpack strapped to his shoulders.


  Fwap! Fwap!


  Ax whipped his tail forward. Two Controllers fell from the loading dock, unconscious.


  Marco rolled a plastic bin onto the dock. Dumped it over the edge. Hot Wheels cars skittered across the pavement.


  Controllers raced over them. Skidded. Teetered. Smack! Hit the ground. Like an old Three Stooges movie.


  <GO!>


  Marco leaped back into the building. Ax and I followed.


  Marco slammed the door down.


  We were in a warehouse. Rows of steel shelves towered to the ceiling. Loren was perched on top of the nearest one, waiting.


  I jetted past her. <Let's get out of here!>


  We swooped over shelves. Around beams. Ax and Marco bounded along below, the backpack bouncing against Ax's shoulders. It looked almost empty, except for something square, and heavy at the bottom. The morphing cube.


  <It's about time.> Rachel, still in elephant morph, was waiting at the front of the warehouse. An elephant-sized hole had been ripped through the wall behind her.


  <Sorry I couldn't help you back there,> she said. <I couldn't squeeze through all those shelves. Seems I've gained a little weight.>


  Tssseeeeewww!


  Ka-BOOOOOM.


  The loading dock door exploded behind us. Controllers poured into the warehouse.


  Rachel lowered her big gray head and pushed against the nearest shelf.


  It tipped. Smashed against the next shelf. And the next. The entire row of shelves toppled like dominoes.


  "LOOK OUT!" Controllers scrambled back onto the dock.


  <LET'S GO!>


  We darted through Rachel's hole and into the abandoned store beyond. Ax and Marco raced down one of the aisles. Loren and I flew above, dodging light fixtures and cobwebs. Rachel brought up the rear. Half the shelves were still lined with dust-coated toys. Rachel swung her trunk over them, slinging Legos, golf tees, and Ping-Pong balls onto the floor behind her.


  <Uh-oh,> I said. <Trouble.>


  Sunlight streamed through the front windows. Outside, four Controllers sprinted toward the store.


  CRRRRAAAAAASH.


  Heaved a parking meter into the window. Scrambled through the broken glass and charged toward us.


  Marco leaped onto a scooter. Grabbed the handle with two huge fingers, held his other fist out, and plowed into the Controllers.


  WHAM! WHAM! WHAM! WHAM!


  Gorilla fist against human face. All four Controllers dropped to the floor. And they were obviously going to be there for a while.


  <You know,> Marco said, <I knew there was a reason I always wanted a scooter.>


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  The chopper roared overhead.


  Tseeeeeew! Tseeeeeew!


  Dracon beams blasted through the warehouse. Controllers stormed us from behind.


  Rachel spun around. Took out three Controllers with her massive head.


  <Tobias?> Loren wheeled. Flapped above a light fixture. Spun. Flapped back. <TOBIAS!>


  <Down!> I said. <Stay DOWN! Don't try to fight these guys.>


  She circled. Darted toward an empty bottom shelf.


  <Stay there,> I said. <Don't move until I tell you.>


  I banked. Two guys lunged at Marco. He slammed one with his fist, the other with his elbow. Another Controller leveled a Dracon beam at his back. I dove.


  Tseeeeer!


  "Aaaaaaaaahhhhh!"


  Nailed his trigger finger with my beak. The weapon skidded across the floor.


  A floor littered with unconscious Controllers. Ax struck with his tail blade. I raked with my talons. Rachel and Marco beat their attackers back with sheer size and brute strength. Controller after Controller fell. But more kept coming. Pouring in from the warehouse.


  <They are trying to force us into the parking lot,> Ax said.


  <Yeah.> Thump. Marco's forearm connected with a Controller's gut. <Where the little old chopper pilot can mow us down.>


  <So let's give them what they want,> I said. <Out the front. Into the parking lot.>


  <ARE YOU INSANE?> Marco, of course.


  <Yeah,> I said. <Aren't you?>
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  <I've got more flight time than any chopper pilot alive.> I said. <Let's see how low she'll go.>


  I left Loren in her hiding place. Left Marco, Ax, and Rachel behind to fend off the ground troops. I shot through the shattered window. Under the awning. Into open daylight. Nothing but sky and pavement.


  And helicopter.


  A helicopter that would hunt us down no matter where we ran. Out the front. Out the back. It didn't matter. The chopper'd be all over us. We couldn't escape it.


  We could only destroy it.


  I pumped my wings. Swooped above the metal awning. A handful of Controllers had been posted around the perimeter. They glanced at me, but seemed more worried about the chopper. It spun around. The Controllers dove for cover.


  The pilot - our old friend, the granny-Controller - stayed well above the light poles. I saw her lean forward. Glare at me. My hawk eyes could see her grip the control stick in one bony hand. Raise her Dracon beam in the other. Could see her nose hairs twitch as she flared her nostrils in a triumphant sneer.


  I swept around the U shape of the mall.


  Granny glanced at her instrument panel. Glanced at me.


  I spun. Doubled back. I needed her attention. Needed her to focus more on me, less on where the helicopter was flying. Needed her to drop closer to the ground.


  She wheeled. Leaned from the door, weapon at the ready. The Controllers hit the pavement.


  She aimed. Squeezed the trigger.


  Up! I tilted my wings and shot toward the clouds.


  Tseeeeeew!


  The Dracon beam singed my tail.


  Vaporized the front wall of an old diner. Pummeled one of the Controllers with flying debris. The other Controllers bolted for the street. Beyond psycho-Granny's line of fire.


  I banked. Dove. Skimmed the asphalt. Shot under the chopper. The downdraft whipped at my feathers.


  The helicopter pitched forward. Perilously close to the top of a light pole. A Dracon beam flashed in the sunlight.


  I banked again.


  Tseeeeeew!


  A speed bump exploded below me.


  The helicopter hovered. Its blades sliced the air. Its landing skids swept the top of the light pole again. Granny ignored the instrument panel. Kept her eyes on me.


  One more pass. One more pass and I'd have her. I'd get her lower, get her tangled in light poles and wires. The chopper'd be history, and we'd be out of there.


  I heard Rachel's trumpeting over the roar of the chopper. I whirled. The ground battle had spilled from the store, out onto the sidewalk. Rachel wrapped her trunk around a Controller and tossed him up onto the awning.


  Granny laughed. Whipped the helicopter around. Swooped toward the toy store.


  <RACHEL! WATCH OUT!>


  I shot toward the chopper.


  <TOBIAS, NO! YOU'LL BE KILLED!> Loren's thought-speak. From somewhere. I couldn't see her.


  I fought the downdraft. Fought to stay in the air. Skimmed across the big bubble window in front of the Granny-pilot.


  And aimed my thought-speak at her. <What, you need a bigger target? You can't hit a little bird?>


  Her face twisted into a maniacal grin. She shouted something, the words swallowed by the drone of the blades. Waved the Dracon beam over her head.


  I spiraled. Shot toward the towering HILLCREST sign.


  The helicopter rolled. Turned. Jetted after me.


  I wheeled back, in a tight spin. Granny stayed with me. Kept the nose of the chopper on me.


  I banked. I was in the middle of an open parking lot. Nowhere to hide.


  <TOBIAS!>


  Sudden movement. Behind me. Another redtailed hawk! Loren. She hurtled toward me.


  Granny aimed.


  Loren dove. Hit my wing. Knocked me away.


  Tseeeeeeeeeew!


  <NO!>


  The Dracon beam tore across Loren's back. She plummeted to the ground in a shower of blood and feathers.


  I swooped toward her. She lay still. Motionless. Blood poured from the stump of her wing. <No,> I whispered. <Please, no.>


  Her chest quivered. A breath? A heartbeat?


  <Demorph!> I ordered. <Focus on your human self and demorph.>


  <Can't.> Her thought-speak was weak. Distant.


  <You have to.>


  <I'll . . . be blind.>


  <You'll be alive.>


  The helicopter swept toward us.


  <Listen to me.> I kept my voice even. <We don't have time for Biology 101. Morphing is based on DNA. It fixes shattered wings. It should fix your damaged eyes, too.>


  <Can't . . . take . . . the risk.>


  <It's not a risk. You can morph back. You can always morph back. Please. Mom. Demorph!>


  She closed her eyes. And then her feathers faded from brown to pale flesh. Beak softened. Skull stretched into a human head.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  <TOBIAS!> Rachel screamed.


  Loren's body grew. Expanded. Her wings snapped, sloshed, and shot out into two human arms.


  The chopper swung wide. Maneuvered for a clear shot. The tail section spun around.


  <She's gonna crash!>


  The tail of the helicopter slammed into the HILLCREST sign.


  The sign tilted. The tail tore loose from the fuselage and swung crazily by one bracket.


  <Lookout!> Marco.


  Scrunnnnch!


  The bracket ripped free.


  Ka-BAMMMM. THUNG-UNG-UNG-UNG.


  The tail section dropped. The chopper spiraled out of control. Down. Down. Like a missile, spinning toward Earth.


  Spinning toward us. Toward me. And my mother.


  The ground quaked. Rachel thundered across the parking lot. <TOBIAS! FLY!>


  The scales on Loren's legs melted into human flesh. Her talons dissolved into toes.


  She blinked. Took a deep breath. "I can see. I can still see!"


  The chopper's black underbelly plummeted toward us.


  <Great, but can you run?>


  <No time to find out.> Rachel wrapped her trunk around Loren, snatched her from the pavement, and charged toward the other end of the parking lot.


  I powered my wings and soared after her.


  And the helicopter slammed into the lot. Into the pool of hawk blood where my mother had lain.


  And exploded into flames.


  Chapter 30


  



  "Champ! Here you go, boy. Catch." Loren tossed the Frisbee. It sailed out over a meadow at the edge of camp.


  Champ raced after it, leaped, and caught it in his teeth.


  We were in the Hork-Bajir valley. Home. We'd been here since the battle at the strip mall.


  Getting away was pretty easy once the chopper exploded. The Controllers deserted when they saw it going down. Psycho-granny bailed just before impact. I saw her crawling on her belly across the parking lot. It was a satisfying sight.


  We retrieved Champ on the way back. Rachel had locked him inside an old car that was up on blocks behind somebody's house. He was one happy pup when we let him out. He about wagged himself in half. About licked Loren's face off. He was definitely glad to see her.


  And she was glad to see him. Glad? Make that elated, euphoric, ecstatic. She fell to her knees, held his face in her hands, and just looked at him. Looked at him and looked at him and looked at him. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his fur.


  And yeah, I admit it. I was jealous. Jealous of a dog. How's that for pathetic?


  Now we were back in the valley. Champ bounded through camp, the Frisbee clenched in his teeth. He jostled through a group of Hork-Bajir who'd formed a circle. Rachel's mom stood on a bench in the center.


  "No," she was telling them. "No, no, no. Elemenopee is not one letter. L. M. N. O. P. Get it?"


  She shook her head and rubbed her temples.


  A couple of days ago she'd gotten the kinks worked out of the Hork-Bajir constitution. She'd read it to them. They'd voted unanimously to accept it. She set it on the table, ready to be signed.


  And they'd just stood there, confused. Toby, the seer, was the only Hork-Bajir in the valley who could read or write. The rest of them didn't even know how to hold a pen.


  So they voted to have Rachel's mom teach them.


  "Excuse me?" Her voice had thundered through the valley. "Do I look like a teacher?"


  They voted again, and decided that, yes, she did indeed look like a teacher.


  Now she was teaching them the ABC song.


  Jake and I sat at the picnic table and watched. I was in human morph. For no reason other than somehow it felt . . . right. I'd never really been comfortable in my human body, even back when I was a regular non-nothlit kid. But now, with Loren here, I wanted to at least try it out. For two hours at a time, anyway.


  Loren. My mother. I watched her race after Champ. Pull the Frisbee from his mouth and send it sailing across the valley again.


  Her scars were gone. Her long blond hair fell shiny and straight down both sides of her head. And she could see. Morphing had restored her vision.


  I'd thought - hoped - that it would also restore her memory. But it didn't. She still didn't know me. Didn't remember anything from before the accident.


  Cassie had tried to explain it. "Morphing can fix injuries," she said, "because all the information needed to re-create the cell is stored within your DNA. But memories? How are those stored? As electrical impulses? As part of your soul? When they're gone, maybe they're just . . . gone."


  Yeah. Maybe they were. Maybe the little towheaded kid would never be anything more than an unrecognizable image from a life my mother would never remember.


  But she'd thrown her body between me and a Dracon beam. Like Cassie's mom when she saw Ax. Like Rachel's mom with the spice rack. Whether she remembered me or not, loved me or not, my mother almost died trying to save me.


  That had to count for something. Didn't it?


  "Have you told her about Elfangor?" Jake asked.


  "No." I shrugged. "I will. I just haven't figured out how. I mean, how do you tell somebody that she used to be married to an alien? That she loved him and he loved her, and that because of their love, they had . . . me? And then, after getting her all worked up over a husband she can't remember, say, 'Oh! And did I mention he's dead?'"


  Jake nodded. He stared out over the camp, at the cabin he shared with Marco and his family.


  It was weird. We'd almost traded places. Tobias the orphan suddenly had a mother. Jake, the poster boy for the all-American nuclear family, was alone. Living in somebody else's house, the way I'd always had to live with one ragtag relative or another. Not knowing where his real family was.


  "They're still alive," I said. "We can still save them."


  "Can we?" He picked at the splintered edge of the picnic table. "What do you think's going to happen to Tom now that Visser One knows he's been living with an Andalite bandit all this time? How much do you think his life is worth?"


  "A lot. That's just it, Jake. Visser One needs him. Needs your parents. Now more than ever. He needs them so he can find us. He needs them to draw us out. As long as we keep fighting, Visser One will keep them alive."
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  Chapter 1


  



  Tsseeeewww! Tsseeeewww!


  I dropped to the ground. Dracon fire narrowly missed frying my head. Before the enemy could squeeze off another round, I rolled into one of the newly dug trenches.


  The trench was muddy, the soil teeming with earthworms. Gross, but it was protection. And the trench was deep enough for me to morph big. But under an attack like this, I knew to go small.


  Tsseeeewww! Tsseeeewww!


  More Dracon fire whizzed by overhead. And then I heard the sound that always makes my blood run cold.


  Like somebody sharpening knives. Stalking me. Preparing to kill.


  It's a sound I seriously don't enjoy.


  The sound of Hork-Bajir.


  Hork-Bajir are massive creatures. Seven feet tall with machete-like blades on their elbows, their knees, and their foreheads. They're not natural diggers, like the Taxxons. But they can move a powerful amount of earth if they have to.


  "Hrrath!"


  Tsseeeewww!


  A shout and another round of Dracon fire. The whisking, knife-sharpening sound receded slightly. I poked my head above the rim of the trench. Saw Marco running across the compound yard, another group of Hork-Bajir close behind him.


  He was creating a diversion. Helping me to escape. Giving me time to morph.


  Marco dove into another trench.


  I knew what to do. We'd planned it in advance. Rehearsed it endlessly.


  We'd use our roach morphs to escape the compound through a network of underground pipes we'd laid beneath the trenches.


  I closed my eyes to begin the morph. From ground level, more shouts and explosions. Were my parents out there vulnerable to the attack? Terrified?


  The morph was slow to start. I couldn't concentrate. Fix the image of the roach in your mind, Cassie. Fix it and morph.


  No use. I couldn't keep the roach within view. Instead, I saw my mother.


  Saw the look on her face when, for the very first time, she watched me morph.


  What would her face look like now if she saw me burrowing in a muddy trench full of worms, dung, and rotted vegetation?


  Stop it! I ordered myself. You have to do this! So, do it.


  I concentrated hard. Nothing. I couldn't morph. And I'm the one who's supposed to be so good at it.


  <Cassie! Come on! Where are you?> Marco.


  I concentrated harder. Now it was my dad's face that appeared in my mind. He looked sad and disappointed. As if until this moment he'd never realized that evil really did exist. Not only in the big "out there." But right in his own backyard.


  The Hork-Bajir were closing in. I could hear their blades slicing the air. It was new or never.


  If only I could know my parents had taken cover, reached safety!


  <Morph, Cassie!>


  Jake's voice, commanding me through thought speak.


  I looked up. Two Hork-Bajir were staring down at me. Jaws open, blades gleaming. One of them reached to scoop away the muddy soil. To grab me.


  That did it. I flattened myself against the bottom of the trench, facedown. Felt earthworms tickling my skin. I fought the urge to puke and started the morph.


  Crrreeeeek!


  Fingernails turned brown, then crept up along the backs of my hands. Covering them with a hard, shiny brown skin. Then that new skin spread up my arms and across my back. Worked its way over my belly and down my legs.


  My skin, once supple, was now the hard exoskeleton matter of a roach.


  One of the Hork-Bajir said something. I couldn't understand the words. A roach's sense of hearing isn't great. But the roach could easily sense vocal vibrations. And movement.


  Whumpf! Whumpf!


  A massive Hork-Bajir talon scraped the soil around me. Faster. I willed the human-sized roach to shrink to less than an inch long. Small enough to slip between huge Hork-Bajir claws.


  The other Hork-Bajir stepped down into the trench.


  Whumpf!


  I felt the vibrations of a heavy footfall. But I was safe. The morph was complete. The roach crawled down deep, into the soft, squishy mud.


  Suddenly, the smell of pepper and cinnamon and oregano.


  Perfect.


  A spice sack, planted at the opening of each pipe to guide the roach to the escape path.


  Scraaaape. Scraaaape.


  The soil above me ruptured as the Hork-Bajir continued to claw at the mud. But I'd reached the narrow opening of the pipe.


  Once inside, I ran. Skimmed along the slick interior, easily following the narrow twists and turns.


  The tunnel swooped gently upward. I hurried up the incline. Finally, daylight. I emerged and began to demorph.


  With a rapid series of disturbing motions my human self began to emerge from the tiny insect body. When the demorph was complete, I stumbled to my bare feet.


  And stood before a gorilla, a Siberian tiger, and a grizzly bear.


  Marco, Jake, and Rachel. Already in battle morphs.


  Ax and Tobias were on the other side of the camp. At least that was where they were supposed to be, according to the plan.


  The plan. Well, basically, if there was ever a surprise attack by the Yeerks, we would escape the compound as roaches, demorph, go to battle morphs, circle the camp, and go back in to fight.


  <Where have you been?!> Jake demanded. <Seconds count, Cassie. You know that.>


  Before I could answer, there was a crashing in the brush and two Hork-Bajir cut their way through the trees.


  We stood in the clearing. Defenseless. No escape.


  The smaller Hork-Bajir stepped forward. In her slightly guttural speech, she announced. "You are all dead. And so is everyone in the compound."


  Chapter 2


  



  <Thanks, Toby,> Jake said dryly.


  The leader of the free Hork-Bajir bowed her head.


  "I'm not criticizing," she said. "Your plan is a good one. But only if everybody cooperates. It's a good thing this was just a war game."


  Jake, Rachel, and Marco began to demorph. When he was human again, Jake gave me an odd look.


  "The plan depends on rapid response and following orders. Where were you, Cassie? And why did you demorph before I gave you the safe signal?"


  Good question. I'd forgotten we weren't supposed to come out of roach morph unless Jake gave us the okay.


  If we came out of the pipe and didn't hear Jake's private thought-speak, it meant that we should keep out of sight. Wait for further instructions.


  I felt my face get hot. "Sorry."


  Jake shrugged and turned to Toby. "What about the others? Did any of them get it right?"


  Toby hesitated. "Well, let's just hope the Yeerks don't launch an attack any time soon. The adult humans need much drilling. Or else they will need a lot of protection."


  I guess it's time to explain a few things. Like why a seemingly average kid was diving into mud and crawling through pipes. As a roach.


  My name is Cassie.


  At first there were only five of us. Just five ordinary kids. Until one evening we hooked up at the mall and decided to walk home together. Through an abandoned construction site.


  Mistake number one.


  Because that's where we stumbled on a crashed spaceship. And an alien named Elfangor.


  And ended up in this war.


  The pilot was close to death. Before he died he told us an amazing but true story. That Earth had been invaded by Yeerks, parasitic, sentient sluglike things that had been infesting bodies of various species around the galaxy. Now the Yeerks were on our planet. Busily invading the human race. Taking human bodies as their hosts.


  Elfangor also gave us a small blue box. A cube that held the key to the most valuable piece of technology his people, the Andalites, had ever developed.


  The ability to morph.


  That was the beginning.


  Later, we were joined by another Andalite. Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. Ax. A cadet in training. A kid like us.


  Like we were, once. Because none of us will ever really be kids again.


  Now, a hundred or more battles later, I'm not sure exactly what we are. In the eyes of the innocent world, we're still children. But in our own eyes . . .


  We've won some of those battles. Lost others. At least we've come out alive. But the war rages on.


  And everything is different. Because now, the Yeerks know we're not "Andalite bandits." Now they know we're human. Most of us, anyway. They even know our names. They know who our families are, too.


  Which meant we had to tell our families everything. About the Yeerks. About the Andalites. About why we call ourselves Animorphs. About the months of fighting and the incredible danger and the exhausting emotional drain.


  We didn't have time to break the news to our families gently. Not with the Yeerks on the way. We had to evacuate our homes - our lives - immediately.


  Just about all of our parents are still in shock. Who can blame them? Even after everything I've witnessed, after everything I've done and had done to me, sometimes I can't believe it's real, either. Sometimes I just know what at any minute I'll wake up from this nightmare.


  So now we're in hiding. Me and my parents. Rachel, her mom, and her sisters. Her father lives in another state. There was no time to find him.


  Marco and his parents are here, too. Tobias and his long-lost mother, Loren.


  Everyone except for Jake's parents. And brother.


  We're taking refuge with the colony of free Hork-Bajir. So far, the Yeerks haven't found this new camp. For now at least, we're safe.


  The Hork-Bajir are by nature gentle tree-dwellers. And, well, by our human standards, not too bright. But Toby, their "seer," is different. She's done a good job of leading her people. Keeping them safe on a daily basis. Troubleshooting in emergencies.


  Toby and Jake discussed logistics as we walked back to camp.


  "The trenches need to be at least eight feet deeper," she said. "And the escape pipes need to be imbedded in concrete to keep them from shifting."


  "What if they fill up with water?"


  "That's an easy problem to fix," Toby answered.


  Jake nodded. But he didn't ask any more questions. Like how Toby planned to fix flooding pipes. And how long it would take. And could Taxxons dig up the pipes, concrete or no concrete.


  That wasn't like Jake. Jake was usually way in front of any situation.


  The truth was, and it hurt me to admit it, Jake just wasn't Jake anymore.


  Chapter 3


  



  Jake's parents, Jean and Steve, didn't make it out in time.


  Their chances of escape were slim from the beginning.


  See, Jake's older brother, Tom, has been a human-Controller since the early days of the invasion. Even with the enemy under his own roof, Jake had managed to protect his parents from the Yeerks. And from their own son, their own first child.


  Because Tom wouldn't have hesitated to kill either one of his parents if the Yeerk mission required their deaths.


  Jake had done an almost superhuman job of protecting his parents. Both from death and a fate worse than death.


  Infestation.


  Until the last time. When the Yeerks finally took them.


  Jake hasn't been the same since. He blames himself.


  Yeah, he goes through the motions. But it's like he's lost the spark. Lost whatever it was that kept him going.


  That kept us going.


  We got back to the camp. Ax and Tobias came wandering in from their positions.


  Tobias was in human form. These days, his human self is an acquired morph. Made possible by a powerful, enigmatic being called the Ellimist. Since the very first battle we fought, Tobias's natural form has been red-tailed hawk.


  Tobias is a nothlit. Someone who stayed in morph beyond the two-hour time limit and got trapped in that morph.


  None of us are one hundred percent sure it was an accident.


  Sometimes we think Tobias is happier as a hawk. That he let himself be trapped, on purpose.


  But none of us has come right out and asked him. At least, I haven't.


  And none of us has asked if given the same situation he'd do it again. Assuming Tobias chose his fate and wasn't just a victim of a really bad circumstance.


  Anyway, Rachel was upset.


  "That was a disaster! People, we've got to get it together." She turned to Jake. "Well? Aren't you going to do something?"


  Jake rubbed his hand over his face. He looked exhausted. "If I knew what to do," he said between gritted teeth, "I would be doing it."


  Marco stuck his fingers in his mouth and produced a loud "break-it-up" whistle. "Time out. Look, we're all on the same page here. We just need a little more practice. Tomorrow. Let's call it a day."


  Still, Marco waited until Jake nodded. Then he walked off toward the cabin the Hork-Bajir had helped his parents construct.


  Rachel turned to Jake. "You're letting him walk off like that?"


  Jake lifted his hand . . . and dropped it. Like he didn't have the energy to argue. Then he, too, walked away.


  Rachel turned to me with that no-tolerance look in her eyes. "If we don't get serious and focus . . ."


  I tuned out. Rachel's my best friend. She always puts the mission first. Which is a good thing in a fighter.


  But sometimes she has trouble cutting an individual, a person, slack. She's not cruel, just . . . hard sometimes.


  I let her rage on. Everybody had gone back to work now that the drill was over. Hork-Bajir and humans worked on the structures that would house any new arrivals to the camp. The thumping and buzzing of hammers, axes, and saws made it easier to ignore Rachel's voice.


  But it didn't block out another familiar voice. My mom, arguing with a Hork-Bajir workman. I left Rachel, still complaining, and hurried over to her. The Hork-Bajir used my arrival to get back to his task.


  "Mom! You and dad were supposed to take cover. You know, the drill? All the training? What happened?"


  She shook her head dismissively. Like she had something way more important to discuss. "Cassie, we've got to do something."


  "What's the matter?"


  She pointed to the long, low, windowless structure behind us. The place where the children, elderly, and ill would take refuge in case of a real surprise attack.


  It was a rock-and-wood fortress. No windows. Just little holes through which those who were strong enough could fire what weapons we had accumulated.


  Several Hork-Bajir were covering the structure with mud. Spackling up the cracks and covering the roof with vines so the structure couldn't be easily spotted from the air.


  "Look at that," my mother said angrily.


  "Mom, I'm not getting it. What's wrong?"


  She put her hands on her hips. "Cassie. Fifty, sixty Hork-Bajir might all have to live in that structure."


  "Only if we're under siege," I explained patiently. "And not for a long time. Hopefully."


  My mother shook her head again. As if what I'd said didn't make any sense.


  "I don't care why they'll be living there." She held up three fingers. "One: There's no ventilation except for some tiny squares in the wall. Two: The provisions for sanitation are practically nonexistent. Three: An animal the size of a Hork-Bajir needs at least forty square feet of -"


  I cut her off. "Mom! The Hork-Bajir are not animals."


  "Cassie, just let me -"


  "Okay, they're not humans, but they're not big pets, either. The Hork-Bajir are a sentient species. They're capable of understanding what's in their own best interests. Just like humans."


  "I understand that," Mom said in an exasperated tone. "Although I'm not sure I totally agree. But Cassie, you don't seem to understand my point. If a group of Hork-Bajir spend any prolonged time in those conditions, they could easily die."


  Suddenly, unexpectedly, I was angry. Mad that my mother, a scientist, wouldn't - or couldn't - face the awful truth.


  That we were at war. That the rules had changed. That we had to do things we'd never choose to do under peacetime circumstances. That we didn't have that luxury. That every single minute of every single day we had to make sacrifices we'd rather not make.


  And I was angry that my mother was forcing me to confront her with this truth.


  "That's right, Mom," I said, my voice hard. "The Hork-Bajir could die. Every single one of us, human and Hork-Bajir and Andalite, could die. Any day. At any time. I still don't get your point."


  My mother gasped. It wasn't a fake gasp, either. She was shocked. "Cassie! How can you say that? We're talking about lives."


  "I'm being realistic. This is a war, Mom. Do you understand what that means? Some of us are going to die. That's a fact. From disease or injury or deprivation. It doesn't much matter how, does it? Nothing we do now can change that fact. Not building a nicer shelter or being all pleasant to each other. Nothing will stop the dying except winning the war. And right now, our chances of winning don't look real good."


  I turned away from my mother's stricken face. Walked away.


  Still angry at her for making me say the things I'd said.


  Angry at myself because I knew I had hurt her.


  Angry mostly because I had wanted to hurt her.


  Because she was making me be the grown-up. And even after all the endless months of fighting, with all the disgusting acts I had witnessed - or committed - I still sometimes wanted to be normal again.


  Also, because I was worried. Not just about my own parents.


  If the adults didn't accept the reality of the war, they would never be prepared when the time came to fight.


  And if they weren't prepared, they wouldn't survive.


  Chapter 4


  



  Marco. Always vigilant. Always alert. Always scheming or, amazingly, figuring out the enemy's schemes.


  I'd go spend some time with him. The one totally aware of our enormously serious situation.


  Life is full of surprises.


  Marco wasn't noodling with the design of the trenches. Or calculating a faster way out of the compound during an attack.


  No. Marco was sitting on a stump, messing around with a stick and pocket knife. Like a guy with all the time in the world. Like a character on a rerun of The Andy Griffith Show on Nick at Nite.


  "What are you doing?" I asked quietly.


  He looked up at me and grinned.


  "This, Cassie, is the almost-lost art of whittling. It's something people used to do when they were passing the time between milking the cows, plowing the back forty, and doing all kinds of labor-intensive jobs that are now rendered unnecessary by the proliferation of food courts."


  "There's no food court around here," I pointed out. "And there's a lot of work to be done."


  He smiled. He looked positively serene. This was not the Marco I knew.


  "Yes, Cassie. There sure is a lot of work to be done. But didn't you see Jake give the go-ahead for a little downtime? All work and no play makes Marco one dull boy. So for once since this whole sorry mess began, I'm not worrying about what needs to be done."


  "Where are your parents?" I said. "You could be helping them with something."


  Yes, I sounded like a nag. A pain in the butt.


  "My dad and mom are inside. They're figuring out how to mount a Dracon beam on the roof." He chuckled. "They're so romantic those two."


  Marco's mother, Eva, was the former host body of the former Visser One. Long story short, we'd rescued the human and destroyed the Yeerk. Now Eva was back with her husband and son.


  And Marco was thrilled. At least about his parents' reunion.


  I tried to curb my mounting impatience. What was wrong with me? I mean, I was supposed to be the sensitive one. The one who understood people's feelings. The one who cared. The one who'd just walked away form Rachel for not considering Jake's feelings.


  I should have been glad to see Marco so happy. Normally, I would have been. But so soon after the confrontation with my mother, Marco's good mood only annoyed me. Plucked my last nerve.


  He was acting like my parents. Clearly, he was in denial.


  And with Jake only partly focused on the mission, someone had to keep us in line.


  "Marco, look," I said. "Downtime is one thing. But we can't just sit around. Sure, things seem peaceful. But the Yeerks are looking for us. Right now. As we speak."


  He nodded. "Yep. I reckon you're right."


  "Huh?"


  All color drained from Marco's face. His voice was hushed. "I didn't really say that. Did I?"


  I nodded.


  Marco flipped the piece of wood over his shoulder, shut his knife with a snap, and stood.


  "Okay. You're right. This R and R thing has got to stop. I could wind up dead. What do you want me to do? Build a catapult? Battering ram? Lead the Hork-Bajir in work songs?"


  "Galafth!"


  We froze.


  Yeerks. So soon. We weren't ready! Not the Hork-Bajir. Not the Animorphs. And for sure not our parents.


  Eva peeked out the door of the cabin, her expression tense. "We're powering up. You guys get out of the compound, spread out, and get ready to launch a counterattack."


  Everywhere, Hork-Bajir and humans scrambled to take cover. I saw my parents standing off to the right. Frozen. Like they had no idea at all what they were supposed to do. I started toward them, but Marco grabbed the back of my shirt. "Let Toby handle it. You and I head for the trenches and . . ."


  "Whoowhoo!"


  The "all clear," a high-pitched whistle. The activity came to a halt.


  "Was that a drill?" Marco wondered. "Maybe Jake and Toby set up a surprise . . ."


  That's when I saw what had caused the disturbance. I couldn't help but smile. The overall situation was as grim as it had been a moment ago, but my bad mood was lifting.


  Two Hork-Bajir came into view. Between them marched Rachel's mom, Naomi. To say she looked mad was a huge understatement.


  Rachel, Jake, and Ax emerged from the trenches. Marco and I joined them at the center of camp.


  The guards brought their prisoner to a halt before us.


  "Mom." Rachel's voice was hard. She flung a clump of mud from her hand. "You tried to get away, didn't you? How many times do I have to tell you not to leave the camp?" She barked a very unhappy laugh. "Are you actually trying to get everybody killed?"


  Rachel's mother yanked her arm from a Hork-Bajir's grasp.


  "This is outrageous," she spit. "This is some kind of loony cult. Or a particularly weird and paranoid militia movement. If you don't let me contact the proper authorities, I'll -"


  Rachel cut her off. "What authorities, Mom? The police, the FBI, and the CIA have all been infiltrated by Yeerks. So, who are you going to call? Your partner? He could be a Yeerk, too."


  Naomi flinched.


  "Rachel," Jake said quietly.


  But Rachel wasn't ready to back off.


  "This isn't one of your bogus lawsuits, Mom. This isn't something you can fix on paper. Okay? It's a war. We're not worrying about being sued. We're worried about being killed."


  Rachel took a breath and continued. "Look, you're a lawyer. Maybe that's something back in your old life. But here it's useless and means nothing. But you can at least stay out of the way, follow orders, and try not to get us all killed."


  Naomi's mouth trembled. I hoped she wouldn't cry. Watching an adult cry is one of the most unsettling, disturbing things a kid can see.


  Okay, maybe Rachel's mother had deserved everything Rachel said. Yeah, she'd helped the Hork-Bajir write a constitution and was teaching some to read. But she'd also caused trouble for the camp with her general bad attitude. And her habit of sneaking away.


  Still, I thought Rachel had gone way over the top.


  I didn't condone her behavior, but I thought I understood it. Understood what had made Rachel go ballistic on her mom.


  Like me, Rachel was scared.


  Chapter 5


  



  Rachel's sisters gathered protectively around their mother. Jordan took her hand. "I don't think you're useless, Mommy," she whispered.


  A tear rolled down Sara's cheek.


  Naomi swallowed hard and lifted her chin. Her eyes hardened and she looked at the two Hork-Bajir guards. "Don't touch me again," she said coldly. "Don't touch anyone in my family. If you do, I'll . . ." She broke off. Swallowed hard and tried again. "If you do I'll . . ."


  Finally, the reality was dawning on her.


  Rachel's tough-as-nails lawyer mother was realizing how incredibly vulnerable we all were.


  I saw Marco smirk and turn away. His were the only set of parents that had accepted their position as guerrilla warriors - and as refugees.


  Tears began to trickle down Naomi's face. It felt wrong to be watching her and doing nothing to help ease her pain. But would Naomi take comfort from her daughter's accomplice?


  From a kid?


  Then Eva joined the awkward group. Put her arm around Naomi's shoulders. "It takes a while to accept," she said softly. "Come on. Let's talk."


  Slowly, the two women walked toward Eva's cabin. Jordan and Sara followed closely.


  "Can you talk to Rachel?" I said quietly to Jake. "She explodes at her mom and it just makes Naomi more determined not to deal with this."


  Jake's voice was impatient. "I've tried to talk to Rachel and she won't listen. So, no, I won't talk to her again. And no, I don't want to talk to you about my feelings."


  I stood perfectly still, not trusting myself to move. I felt as if I'd been slapped.


  Jake lowered his eyes, turned and walked away. I stalked after him. "Jake! Things are falling apart."


  He whirled on me. His eyes were dark and wild. For the first time since I'd known and loved Jake, I was afraid of him. Afraid of what he might become.


  "You think I don't know that?! I know we're slipping up. Making mistakes. I know we're at one another's throats. And I know that if it weren't for Toby, this whole camp would probably be just a scar on the ground by now. What I don't know, Cassie, and this is the hard part . . . what I don't know is what I'm supposed to do about it."


  I'd heard the expression, "my heart almost broke" before. Now, I knew what it meant.


  I put my anger aside and fell into step beside Jake.


  "It's going to take time," I said calmly. "These people, our parents, have been dragged into this - into a refugee camp - against their wills. Their world has been torn apart. We have to respect their reluctance to fight alongside us. But, Jake, somebody's got to take charge."


  "Fine. You do it."


  "No," I said firmly. "I'm not a leader, Jake. You are. You're going to have to talk to my parents. And to Rachel's mother and sisters. Even Tobias's mom."


  "Why should they listen to me?" Jake countered. "Look at the situation. We're hiding in the forest, living on the charity of the Hork-Bajir. If you were an adult - or even another kid, not Cassie - would you listen to me? No, you wouldn't. So why don't you just leave me alone?"


  He looked at me. Then turned his head. "Please, Cassie."


  Jake quickened his step and left me behind.


  "Stop feeling sorry for yourself," I called after him. Desperate.


  He didn't stop.


  "You're acting like a coward!"


  The moment the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them.


  Jake stopped. Turned. His face was a stranger's. "What did you call me?"


  He'd heard me. Too late to take back the words. "A coward," I repeated, flinching. "Now that it's the final crisis, you're turning chicken on us."


  I didn't expect his weary laugh. "I'm not chicken," he said. "I'm just trying to give everybody a fighting chance. I'm not going to insist people do what I say when I don't have the slightest idea what's right or wrong. What's smart or stupid. Cassie, it's my fault we're on the run. You can't deny that."


  I walked up to Jake, took a deep breath, and tried to sound reasonable. Reached for his hand and held it tight.


  "Maybe you're right, Jake. And maybe you're wrong. Maybe you are a good leader, after all."


  He tried to pull away but I wouldn't let him go.


  "No, Jake. Listen. If that's the truth, you have to take charge. And if you really are a failure and it really is all your fault, then it's your responsibility to get us out of here. We need you, Jake. Either way, it has to be you."


  It was a cheap shot. Jake's Achilles' heel has always been his sense of responsibility. I could see him weakening.


  "Marco can be in charge," he said helplessly. Again he pulled his hand away. This time I let him go. "He's smarter than I am. Or Tobias. Or Ax. Or you. Rachel. Anyone. Anyone but me. You know why I was in charge in the first place, Cassie? Because once upon a time, a long time ago, Marco said I was."


  "Jake, that's not the whole truth . . ."


  "Well, now my term of office is over," he continued bitterly. "So how about for once you guys figure things out and tell me what to do."


  Then he turned and walked away.


  And just kept walking.


  Chapter 6


  



  That afternoon I lied and told everyone that Jake had called a meeting for later that evening.


  Then I told Jake about the meeting. Two minutes before it was about to start.


  He was not thrilled. But he wasn't angry, either. He was just . . . neutral.


  Ever been to camp?


  Sit around a fire with your friends?


  Sing songs with your counselors? Roast marshmallows and tell scary stories?


  Well, this wasn't like that at all. This was one sorry excuse for a camping experience.


  The humans and Toby sat around a low fire covered with a damper. If we heard chopper blades overhead, the fire would be choked.


  Every human face showed some level of fear. Tense with some level of uncertainty.


  The Hork-Bajir were gathered just behind the circle of humans. Some sat, awkwardly. Others stood, towering.


  Strangely enough, everyone was quiet. No bickering. No shrill whispering.


  Jake stared into the fire.


  Rachel folded her arms over her chest.


  Marco stared up at the sky, like whatever was going on around the fire had nothing to do with him.


  Ax hovered just behind Toby, his main eyes staring ahead. His stalk eyes scanning for trouble.


  Loren and Tobias sat next to each other, shoulders touching. Tobias again in human morph. There, but somehow in a world of their own.


  Toby peered across the fire. "Jake? You have called us together. Do you have something important to say?"


  Jake looked up. Shook his head.


  I stood. "Um. Actually. It was me. I called this meeting."


  Rachel turned to me, curious. Marco and Tobias, too.


  "I just wanted us all to talk," I explained. "Clear the air, if we can. We're not working together. Not as Animorphs. Not as families. Not as a camp."


  No resistance so I went on.


  "I know it's hard on you guys," I went on, looking at my parents, then at Rachel's mother. "But if you could just try to understand we're doing what we believe to be in everybody's best interest and . . ."


  Rachel's mom let out a noise. A cross between "bah" and "harrumph."


  I think it was lawyer talk for "cut the crap."


  "Why am I being lectured to by you?" she demanded, looking at the other parents for support. "Why are we tolerating this? We're in the woods. We're living in filth - with aliens, for God's sake! And every time I try to leave - some creature, some fur-covered human abomination stops me. Let's face it."


  Naomi looked at each adult in turn. "Michelle. Walter. Eva, Peter, Loren. We're being held prisoner. Why?"


  Rachel leaned forward. Her eyes glittered dangerously.


  "How many times do I have to say it, Mom? We're trying to stop the Yeerks from taking over the planet. And we're trying to stay alive while doing it. Trying to keep you alive, too. These past months, while you were busy fighting battles on paper and arguing in court, Jake and me and the others? We've been fighting."


  Rachel's mother stood up. "I am sick to death of your insults. How did you turn out to be so arrogant? So sure nothing can be solved by compromise or negotiation. So sure all disagreements have to be settled by force or violence."


  "That's our Rachel," Marco mumbled.


  "Why won't you listen?!" Rachel cried.


  Sara burst into loud sobs. "Mommy, I want to go home. I want Daddy!"


  Naomi knelt and pulled her youngest child into her arms. Stroked the crying girl's head.


  They weren't the only ones grieving for the safe, well-ordered life they had left behind.


  There was a long silence, broken only by Sara's whimpering.


  Finally, my dad spoke up.


  "What do they want? These Yeerks. Cassie, surely they can be reasoned with; most people can be. What can we give them that would satisfy them?"


  "Our souls," Jake answered quietly. The first words he had spoken all night. "If they don't already have them."


  Chapter 7


  



  Jake stood. Reluctantly. But he stood.


  "As long as Visser One is in charge, no negotiation is possible. He wants total control of Earth and everyone on it. If another visser comes into power, that might change. Maybe. But right now, we've got to deal with this reality."


  "There are other vissers?" my dad asked hopefully. "Would it be possible to tell Visser One we'll negotiate, but not with him?"


  Eva smiled slightly. Glanced at Jake, then back to my dad.


  "I don't mean to sound condescending, Walter," she said. "But you have no idea who we're dealing with. If we approach Visser One for any reason, he'll kill us. Period. If we're lucky. If he stops to think, he'll probably torture us first. Just in case we've been holding back any useful information."


  My mother shivered. My father put his arm around her shoulders.


  Naomi looked at Rachel. Her face was tense. "I have three daughters to care for," she said. "A year from now, I want to still have three daughters. What do I have to do to keep them safe?"


  "Believe that you're at war," Eva said simply. "You're a parent and a soldier. Learn to follow orders. Learn to respect experience."


  "Okay, fine," Naomi answered crisply. "Eva, you used to be a big shot in the Yeerk organization. You know how the enemy thinks. What they're likely to do. And you're old enough to drive. I'll accept your word."


  Eva shook her head. "There's only one enemy Visser One respects. And fears. And that's Jake. He needs to be our leader."


  My father spoke up. "Even if he can do the job, he shouldn't be expected to. It's an enormous burden. It isn't fair to ask him."


  No one asked him in the first place, I thought. No one asked any of us.


  I looked at Jake. He looked like he was about to cry.


  My father stood, walked to Jake's side, and put his hand on his shoulder. "I don't understand all of this, Jake. I don't really know what happened to your parents. But until they come back . . . or . . . well, I want you to consider yourself part of our family."


  Jake's mouth went tight. Yes, he was going to cry. I felt like I'd been punched in the stomach.


  If Jake lost it, I'd lose it.


  We'd all lose it. We'd all just break down into a sobbing, screaming, guilt-ridden, terrified group.


  Kids. Adults. Hork-Bajir. Probably even Ax.


  Hold on. I mentally willed Jake. Hold on.


  I saw Rachel watching him, her blue eyes wide with concern. Even her mother, not Jake's biggest fan these days, seemed to be waiting for his reaction.


  The Hork-Bajir watched Toby. They would take their cue from her. But Toby's eyes were glued on Jake. Her massive lower jaw jutted forward.


  Jake was the center.


  If the center didn't hold . . .


  It seemed like we waited for hours. But it was probably only thirty or forty seconds before Jake stood taller and expelled his breath in a long, steady stream. He met my eyes, then my dad's. When he spoke, his voice was clear and strong.


  "I appreciate that. I really do. And I appreciate the fact you don't think my being asked to lead is fair. The funny part is, I agree. It's not fair. But I guess it's no news that life's not fair."


  Naomi mumbled something under her breath, then looked embarrassed for interrupting.


  "Look," Jake went on. "This isn't the life I would have picked. Man, if I could go back, do it all over again . . . But I know that whether I like it or whether you like it, I'm the best-qualified person for the job. Understand me. I don't want it. I'm just saying I'm willing to do it. If you want me to. But it's your call."


  My dad looked at my mom.


  She turned to Eva.


  Eva took her husband's hand. Nodded to Loren. Then, she raised her hand.


  So did my mom.


  So did my dad and Loren and Peter.


  So did Toby and every Hork-Bajir.


  Rachel's mom frowned. Looked around the group, from face to serious face. Finally, she raised her arm, only halfway, as if she were beaten.


  "Mass psychosis," she pronounced. "That's all I can guess. So, what are your plans, Tsar Jake?"


  "My plans?" Jake shoved his hands down into his pockets. "To keep us alive."


  If this had been a movie, we all would have stood and cheered. Vowed to follow our leader anywhere, even to the grave. To die for the cause. Braveheart. The Patriot. Gladiator. One for all. All for one.


  Blah blah blah.


  But it wasn't a movie. It was real.


  I watched Jake's face. I had to admit he didn't exactly look like an inspirational leader.


  He just looked like a sad, harried kid.


  And it felt like my fault.


  Chapter 8


  



  Early the next morning. Jake called us together, privately.


  "We can't go on like this," he said.


  Marco choked on a laugh. "Now there's a profound statement."


  Jake grinned wryly. "Let's review. Everything has changed. Our usual sources of information have pretty much dried up. The Chee are coming up with nothing, which means the Yeerks have tightened internal security."


  "And the Yeerk resistance movement," I said. "We've lost touch with Mr. Tidwell at school. He's got to assume our disappearance means we've gone underground."


  "So maybe we need to get in touch with him," Tobias suggested.


  "Too slow," Rachel said. "We need action and results more than we need intelligence. Besides, for all we know Visser One has totally crushed the resistance."


  <And now that we are in hiding,> Ax said, <it has become even more dangerous for me to attempt communication with the Andalite fleet commanders. The Yeerks are more determined than ever to locate the rebel force.>


  Rachel frowned. "So, exactly what are we saying here?"


  Jake looked at each of us in turn. "I think it's time," he said.


  <You have come to a decision, Prince Jake?> Ax.


  "Yes," he answered. "The morphing cube."


  The morphing cube.


  A gift.


  And a curse.


  There are times when we've been tempted to weight it down with bowling balls and drop it into the middle of the ocean.


  The only problem is you still couldn't count on somebody not finding it someday.


  "We can't go it alone anymore," Jake said. "The Yeerks know us. They know our names. They know our faces. If the take us down, there's nobody to replace us. The resistance is finished. It's time to build our forces. Reinforce our troops. The Chee can't help us here. The Yeerk resistance is a total unknown. And it's not like we can count on the Ellimist riding in to the rescue."


  Marco scratched the back of his head like he was nervous. "More Animorphs? I just can't get comfortable with that."


  "No way!" Rachel exploded. "We tried once. It was a disaster. Am I the only one who remembers David?"


  No. She was not. I caught her eye then looked away.


  Not long before, Rachel had encountered David again. A kid we'd deliberately made a nothlit after he attempted to give us up to the Yeerks.


  A kid we'd reluctantly made an Animorph when his parents were taken and made Controllers.


  From an average, if slightly troubled kid, to an Animorph, to spy and traitor. To rat. Forever.


  Then, surprisingly, to tool of Crayak. The roughly equivalent, evil version of the Ellimist.


  Long story short: Crayak hates Jake. He would do anything within the rules of his cosmic game to take Jake down. Recently, this involved pitting David against his ultimate enemy. Rachel.


  In the end, Rachel had rejected Crayak's manipulations of her dark nature. Had refused to give up Jake. Had defeated David.


  But had she killed David? I didn't know. She hadn't told me. She never would.


  Marco nodded. "I'm with Rachel on this. No more Animorphs. Too big a risk."


  "So maybe humans aren't the best choice for new Animorphs," Jake persisted. "What about the Hork-Bajir?"


  There was a long pause. Then, as one, we all said, "No."


  When you morph another animal, there's a short amount of time when the animal's brain, its instincts, pretty much dominates. It takes a lot of mental discipline and focus to get those animal instincts under control. To get them to work for, not against, your own brain.


  The average Hork-Bajir probably couldn't handle that disturbing phase. Would succumb to the panic of the mouse or the aggression of the squid. Besides, the Hork-Bajir didn't really need morphing ability, like we did. Their bodies were well equipped for battle as any Earth creature they could morph.


  "Okay, so it has to be people," Jake said. "What about the 'rents?"


  "I'm overruled?" Marco said. "Okay, then. But not my parents." Marco's face was grim, not one trace of humor in his voice. "My mother's put in her time up front. And my dad's been through his own version of hell. He's officially dead, remember? Lost his job, his second wife . . ."


  "What about Cassie's parents?" Jake asked. "Or Rachel's mother?"


  Marco shook his head before I could say a word. "No offense, Cassie, but I think your parents may be bigger peace, love, hug-that-tree types than you are. If that's possible. And Rachel's mom is an even bigger loose cannon than Rachel."


  "Hey!" Rachel barked.


  "Okay! Okay!" Jake held up his hand. "We don't have time for this. Ticktock. We need ideas."


  <Not my mother, either,> Tobias said. His hawk stare was more intense than usual. <Sorry. I can't deal. Okay, we've given her the morphing ability. And she'd probably fight if she had to. But after all she's been through . . . I mean, she doesn't even remember my father. Or me.>


  "Not a problem," Jake assured him. "So, the parents are out of the running."


  "It's got to be kids," Marco said musingly. "Adults are too reality-bound. It's too hard for them to suspend disbelief. Even when the new reality hits them in the face."


  <Right.> Tobias. <Remember, we had some degree of acceptance from those campers a while back. They thought we were cool. Okay, they also thought we were aliens, but still.>


  "Yeah," Jake said. "We look for other kids. But we still have a problem. 'Cause we're gonna have to figure out who's a Controller and who's not. Every day, every hour, counts. And we don't have time to watch our recruits for three days before we make a move."


  Fact: Controllers have to return to a Yeerk pool every three days to feed on Kandrona rays. If they don't they're facing starvation. A horrible way to die by anyone's standards.


  Unfortunately, about the only way to be completely sure people don't have a Yeerk snuggled somewhere in their cranial cavities is to watch them for three days. If they made no attempt to find a Kandrona source, you know they're okay.


  <There's got to be another way,> Tobias challenged. Then, excitedly, <What's the one sort of person the Yeerks won't touch? Who do we know for sure isn't one of them?>


  It took me a minute.


  Then, I got it.


  Chapter 9


  



  "The Yeerks don't infest people like your mom was before she could morph," I said honestly. "The Yeerks don't want a blind Controller. They don't want a disabled Controller. Deaf people, people in wheelchairs, people with serious illnesses."


  "She's right," Rachel said slowly. "I've never seen a Controller in a wheelchair. And I bet any human-Controller who gets cancer or loses a limb is killed. No joke."


  <Hundreds, thousands of people,> Tobias said. <The Yeerks just write them off. So do a lot of humans.>


  "So do a lot of aliens," Marco added, giving Ax a look.


  <It makes sense that the Yeerks would not recruit the permanently sick or injured. Those people are defective. Vecols. They would not be useful in a battle,> Ax responded coldly.


  "Not every species measures an individual's worth by the ability to fight," I said.


  Ax nodded. "I understand. But the Yeerks do not."


  Marco laughed. "If a guy in a wheelchair could morph a grizzly, he could fight. He could kick some serious butt."


  Rachel frowned. "The thing is, morphing will only restore you to the way you were born, right, Ax?"


  Ax nodded. "I understand. But the Yeerks do not."


  Marco laughed. "If a guy in a wheelchair could morph a grizzly, he could fight. He could kick some serious butt."


  Rachel frowned. "The thing is, morphing will only restore you to the way you were born, right, Ax?"


  Ax nodded and Rachel continued. "One of the disabled kids might miss the two- hour time limit. Let's say someone with only one leg. She might have to demorph in the middle of a battle. And she'd be helpless to save herself. To get away."


  "No more helpless than we've often been in that kind of situation," Jake said thoughtfully.


  Before I could stop it, the air seemed to leave my lungs. How could we live with ourselves if one of the new and very inexperienced Animorphs got seriously injured in battle? Died, even? There was something wrong with the whole idea.


  "We're not doing this," I said quietly but with conviction.


  <It was your idea,> Tobias pointed out gently.


  "No," I protested. "I was just thinking out loud. I wasn't suggesting we actually do it. It's not right."


  Jake cleared his throat. "Cassie, recruiting handicapped kids, or differently abled kids, or whatever we should say, might be our only chance of survival."


  "Our chance of survival. What about theirs? We're going to use kids less fortunate than us to keep us alive? Why are we so important? Why are we more important than anyone else?"


  "That's not what we're saying, Cassie." Jake's voice was low but firm. "Handicapped people live on this planet, too. When I say 'our' chance of survival, I'm including every human being on Earth. Everyone has a stake in this fight. Why not give other kids the power they need to fight back?"


  I didn't know what to say. Jake was right.


  Suddenly, a revelation. I was thinking like my mother. She was right about the emergency living conditions the Hork-Bajir had built.


  Still, she couldn't get over thinking her job was to take care of the Hork-Bajir. It wasn't. her job was only to help the Hork-Bajir help themselves.


  Would we be doing the same by giving handicapped kids the power to morph? Helping them to help themselves? Arming them to defend their homes, their families, their worlds?


  Or would we just be burdening them with an unendurable load of misery, guilt, and pain?


  "It's not like we'd force anyone to accept the technology," Rachel murmured. "It would be every kid's choice."


  Marco nodded. Like he was convincing himself the scheme was a good thing. The right thing.


  "Tell them what's going down," he said. "Offer them a way to fight back. To resist. If they don't want to get involved, fine. All right, more Animorphs means more of a security risk, but at this point, I'm not sure that's such a big deal."


  "Wait a minute," I said. "There's something else. Look at what happened with Loren. She was blinded in an accident. Tobias gave her the ability to morph, and now she's not blind. Like Rachel and Ax said, morphing repairs DNA."


  <But wait - it didn't give her back her memory,> Tobias pointed out. <She still has amnesia.>


  "That's my point," I pressed. "We don't know exactly how morphing works in every situation. With each individual."


  <There is no uncertainty in Andalite morphing technology,> Ax said firmly.


  "Maybe not for Andalites," I argued. "Though we know some Andalites are allergic to the technology. Remember Mertil. But maybe there's uncertainty for humans. We just don't know. No one's done studies. And our doctors don't know everything there is to know about the causes of human diseases."


  "Conclusion?" Rachel asked.


  "That some of the kids we give the morphing technology to might be cured. And then what? Then where do they go? How can you ask someone who can walk for the first time in years to pretend she can't? To stay in a hospital? I mean, the Yeerks notice someone who could only get around in a wheelchair is suddenly running marathons, the person's cover is blown. She's taken, infested, gives up everyone else. Or else she's forced to disappear."


  "Cassie's got something there, Jake," Marco said. "From a practical standpoint we don't need more refugee Animorphs. We need soldiers we can trust to stay undercover for as long as possible. Can we count on a kid who's suddenly healthy to give up his newfound freedom for the sake of a mission that sounds like a Star Trek plot? I'm just saying there's a major trust issue here."


  Jake nodded. "Okay. So this idea isn't clean. It's risky. Maybe even morally suspect." He looked at me. "If you want to think about it. But I don't think we have that kind of time anymore. I say we do it. Marco?"


  Marco hesitated then nodded.


  "Tobias? Rachel?"


  "I'm in."


  <I'm in, too.>


  "Ax?"


  <Yes. I am also in.>


  Jake grinned. For a minute he seemed like the old Jake again. Full of energy and confidence.


  That should have made me happy. But if didn't.


  Because I didn't like what we were about to do. And because it was clear that in this situation, Jake didn't care what I thought.


  Jake and I are closer than just friends. We care a lot about each other.


  Or at least we used to.


  Now everything was changing. Everybody was changing. I didn't know who was who anymore. Sometimes, I didn't even know what I felt.


  "Ax, Marco, get on the Web," Jake said. "Find us a way to reach some likely candidates. Remember, they have to be kids. Locate a clinic. A physical rehab hospital. Whatever."


  Jake looked to Rachel and Tobias. "Just be ready, you two. Keep an eye on the parents. And don't let them get wind of our plan. I'm betting it would seriously freak them out."


  "We're on it, fearless leader." Marco.


  The fire of determination - of possibility - burned in Jake's eyes. "We'll start out with a small test group. If it works, we'll expand. And if we can expand enough, we'll have Yeerks chasing Animorphs everywhere."


  The others scattered, hurrying to carry out orders.


  Finally, Jake looked at me. Some of the old, inspirational Jake in his expression.


  "Cassie? You're with us, right?"


  I was angry. And I was hurt.


  But what could I do?


  I'd been the one to insist we follow Jake.


  My Jake.


  How could I refuse now?


  Chapter 10


  



  Marco had a lead. A rehab center for kids in a town not too far away.


  We decided that Jake, Marco, and I would go. It was too dangerous for all of us to travel together now that the Yeerks knew who we were. And someone needed to stay at camp in case of a surprise Yeerk attack - to look after the parents in case we didn't make it back.


  We traveled in our bird-of-prey morphs, together but apart. Jake, as peregrine falcon. Marco and I, osprey. Ax had broken down the morphing cube so that each of us could carry a small piece.


  One problem. Jake had suggested that we not fly directly to the rehab center. That we make a detour, in case we were being watched.


  It made sense. But I couldn't understand why Jake insisted on such a roundabout - and dangerous - path. When Marco challenged the idea -"You're joking, right, dude?" - Jake reacted with anger.


  "You agreed to the plan. So we do it my way. End of story."


  Marco is Jake's best friend. He's also very smart. He knows how to pick his battles.


  "Hey, sorry, you're right. Your wish is my command."


  And then he looked at me and I knew he'd be on extra high alert.


  We landed and demorphed in an alley behind a bicycle shop only a few blocks from the rehab center.


  Over time we'd learned to morph slightly more clothing than too-small spandex. In this instance, a few pieces of ratty cycling gear was exactly right. Three kids in bike shorts hanging around outside a bicycle shop means squat. Okay, we still hadn't learned to morph shoes but . . .


  At least twenty bicycles - mountain bikes, road bikes, and hybrids - were parked against a long rack on the sidewalk in front of the shop. Some weren't locked. Helmets hung from the handlebars of about ten of the bikes.


  "So, Jake. Let me get this straight." Marco. "We snag three bikes and ride over to the rehab center." And then, as if to convince himself: "Okay. Nobody will pay any attention to us. Everyone rides bikes."


  Jake nodded. "We hid in plain sight."


  "Getting back to the bikes," I said. "By 'snag,' I assume you mean 'steal.'"


  Marco rolled his eyes. "Semantics. I prefer to use the word 'borrow.' We'll try to return the bikes as soon as possible."


  Jake glanced up and down the street. "This is it," he said.


  I couldn't help myself. I protested, again. "Jake . . ."


  Jake shot me a look. It wasn't a friendly one.


  I was stung. I looked away.


  "I've never stolen a bike," Jake said to Marco. "Any suggestions?"


  Marco pretended to look hurt. "What makes you think I know how to steal a bike? However, I would suggest we, er, just pick three unlocked bikes and casually ride away."


  "What if somebody comes out of the shop and sees us?" I asked.


  "Pull a Lance Armstrong. Smoke them. Ride away really, really fast." Marco strode forward and removed a red road bike from the rack.


  We were out in the open. Vulnerable. I'd been in a hundred horrible battles with a mind-boggling array of aliens. But I swear, my heart was beating faster now than it ever had when I was in morph, facing down battalions of intergalactic monsters.


  Just as I was slinging my leg over the bar of a black hybrid, I heard it.


  "Andalites! Rebels!"


  Tseeeew! Tseeeew!


  Three human-Controllers came bursting out of the bicycle shop. Dracon beams singed my hair.


  Of course the Yeerks would have every inch of every local town covered. The one bicycle shop, the three Starbucks, the massive Barnes & Noble, the four McDonald's. of course they would be waiting for us.


  Why had Jake insisted on this obviously dangerous scheme? Why had Marco and I catered to his need for - what? Danger? An adrenaline rush?


  For a split second I thought the impossible.


  That Jake really had lost his ability to think clearly as a leader. That by pushing him so hard I'd sent him careening over the edge.


  Not the time for contemplation.


  "Let's go!" he yelled.


  We were off!


  Wham! WhamWhamWham! The slam of car doors. The Controllers were going to follow us by car. They would overtake us in seconds.


  "Get off the street!" Jake ordered. He bumped up the curb onto the sidewalk. Tore into an alley too narrow for a car to follow.


  Marco and I followed him, pedaling furiously.


  The alley was only about twenty feet wide. We raced past overflowing garbage cans, a sleeping cat, an abandoned couch. Bumped over crumbled concrete, broken glass, and an empty can of gasoline. Rode like crazy until the alley came to a dead end.


  Now what?


  Slapslapslapslap!


  Footsteps ringing on the pavement behind us! The human-Controllers were on foot now. Getting closer.


  "Morph," Jake ordered.


  "Battle morphs?" Marco dropped his bike with a clatter.


  "No." Jake nodded toward one of several doors that led from the alley into the various shops that faced the street. "Roach."


  This time, the morph started almost before I got the full picture of a roach in my mind.


  WHOOSH!


  I shrank to the dirty ground.


  SCHLOOP!


  A mini-Cassie. Small enough so that shard of glass seemed like a boulder.


  At the speed of a fast-forwarded videotape, the roach's exoskeleton covered my body.


  The body segmented. Sprouted antennae and all the other nasty parts that made the roach nearly invincible.


  The morph was done almost before it had started.


  All around me, I felt the vibration of the Controllers' pounding feet. Too late. We slipped through a crack beneath a doorway and disappeared.


  Demorphed and surveyed the area.


  The space was dark and dusty. I fought the urge to sneeze.


  Voices and light came from an adjoining room. The door was partly opened. Jake motioned for silence. We peered around the open door.


  And saw an elderly lady holding a big sword.


  "Now this is very popular," she told a group of kids about our age. Maybe a bit older. "Pirates are very big right now."


  I stepped back, turned, and found myself face-to-face with a pale woman with long red hair. I almost screamed, then caught myself.


  Not a person. A wig on a styrofoam head.


  Marco pulled an obviously fake rabbit out of a top hat.


  Jake reached for a Spider-Man mask.


  We were in the storeroom of a costume shop.


  Chapter 11


  



  "I feel stupid."


  "You look stupid," I confirmed.


  Marco's magician's outfit was seriously cheesy. A shiny polyester jumpsuit that was supposed to look like a tux. It looked more like a Las Vegas showgirl's outfit, complete with voluminous gold lamé cape.


  I looked pretty stupid myself, dressed up like a fortune-teller from a classic B-movie.


  "Sssh!"


  The bangles would have to go, I realized. Too much noise.


  "Sorry," I whispered to Jake. I slipped off the cheap jewelry and placed it on a shelf.


  Marco grunted. "How come he's the only one who doesn't look like a total fool?"


  It was true. The only costume Jake could find that fit him at all decently was modeled on that of a 1950's Beat poet or something. Black turtleneck, black jeans, black shoes, a black beret. Even a phony goatee.


  "Soul patch, I think," Marco corrected.


  I volunteered to carry the reassembled morphing cube in one of the interior pockets of my many-layered shirt.


  We'd come up with a plan. As always, it was risky. But we didn't have a lot of choice: We could go back into the alley as roaches and get crushed under the heels of waiting human-Controllers. We could walk out into the alley as humans and be captured. Or, we could storm out in battle morphs, be forced to fight, and maybe never make it to the rehab center.


  Our immediate mission was clear. Locate more potential Animorphs. Get home alive.


  So we slipped out of the storeroom and fell in with the group of about fifteen variously costumed kids as they left the shop.


  They called themselves the "Revelers." They were students at a local magnet school for the performing arts. And they were on their way to put on a show for the kids at the rehab center.


  It was almost too good to be true.


  Marco made a few remarks about guys in tights.


  Jake reacted like the old Jake. Afraid there might be Yeerks in the group.


  A reasonable concern, given recent events. Controllers seemed to be everywhere. But Yeerks on a recruiting mission wouldn't be headed to a place that housed sick and disabled humans. I hoped.


  The rehab center adjoined a large hospital complex. I counted sixteen floors above ground.


  We followed at the back of the troop of entertainers. Right through the front door, past the nurse at the admissions desk and the guards roaming the lobby.


  No one questioned us.


  Finally, we reached a ward at the back of the ground floor.


  The ward was full of little kids.


  The oldest was maybe seven. Some were in wheelchairs. Some wore casts. Some were in hospital beds.


  Even so, you could still feel all that wiggly, giggly little-kid energy.


  The kids squealed and laughed and applauded as we entered.


  The troop launched right into some hokey song about sunshine and flowers, smiles and showers. They'd choreographed a simple dance for the song. Simple if you were a dance major at a school for the performing arts.


  Marco gave me his exaggerated panicked look.


  "Stay in the back," I mouthed.


  "Sneak out," Jake added.


  "Sunshine is just fine all the time!" sang the Revelers.


  And as the group began to step-step-step to the left, I step-step-stepped right. Out the door and into the hall.


  A few steps later, Marco and Jake joined me.


  Jake glanced back the way he'd come.


  "No good," he said. "These kids are too little."


  "The older kids might be on another floor," Marco said.


  "Okay. We go from floor to floor until we find them. Keep up the entertainment act."


  I laughed. "Yeah, that'll be easy."


  Marco spread open his gold lamé cape. "Easier than you think," he said. "Voilà!" He reached inside and pulled out a pigeon. A live pigeon.


  "Where did you get that?" Jake hissed.


  Marco smiled. "It was on the sidewalk. Something's wrong with its wing. But it doesn't seem to be in pain. I figured if we recruit anybody today, they'll need a morph that will get them out of here without attracting attention."


  Gently, Marco replaced the pigeon back in his cape.


  Jake's face froze. I knew what was going through his mind. Knew he was beating himself for not having thought of this contingency. For the fiasco outside the bike shop.


  "What?" Marco pouted. "You've got something better? Maybe a fluffy bunny?"


  "Maybe we should just get out of here," Jake said tightly. "I'm getting a bad feeling about this. I don't . . . We'll try again tomorrow."


  A harried nurse came striding toward us. Shoes squeaking on the polished floor. She smiled and continued on. Clearly, a bunch of kids in costume were not her priority.


  When she had passed, Marco frowned. "Jake, I've been hanging in there until now. But I'm going to fight you on this one. After what happened earlier, this may be our last chance to get in here without basically advertising our plan to the Yeerks. Or making this staff suspicious. I say we take the chance, finish the job. Now."


  Marco was right.


  I scooped up an armload of magazines from a table next to a lumpy couch. Distributed them among the three of us. "Here," I said. "Follow me."


  We got to a bank of elevators. I pushed the button. The doors opened with a ding! And we stepped inside. A doctor looked up from a clipboard and gave us an amused smile. I smiled back brightly. And for a moment wondered if I were staring at a Yeerk.


  We rode in silence until the door opened at the third floor. The doctor stepped forward and, before leaving the elevator, spoke. "Look in on the fifth floor if you have time. Some of those kids are about your age. They could use some company."


  "Okay," I said, still smiling.


  The door began to close and Marco pushed the button for the fifth floor.


  Jake put his hand against the elevator door to keep it from closing. "Maybe he's setting us up."


  I took Jake's hand from the door and let it close. "You're right, Jake. It could be a trap. We've walked into them before. Let's try to deal with this and try not to choke. Okay?"


  "Are you patronizing me?" he asked, unbelievingly.


  "Yeah, Jake. I am."


  Marco pushed the button again and smiled bleakly. "Take it from me, Jake-meister. You get used to it after a while."


  Chapter 12


  



  The door opened on the fifth floor. At one end of the hall, just before a set of double doors, was a sort of communal area. Several severely disabled kids sat in wheelchairs, watching TV and playing cards. The rest of the hall was empty.


  Those who could, looked over to see who was coming.


  No wiggly, giggly excitement here.


  Basically, the mood was pretty down.


  But the kids were about our age. That was something.


  We glanced uncertainly at one another. Then I stepped ahead and led Jake and Marco toward the group at the end of the hall. "Hi!" I said brightly. "Anybody want a magazine?"


  One boy, almost completely immobilized, pressed his right finger against the switch on his power chair and scooted away without a word.


  His rejection shouldn't have hurt but it did.


  Two girls in wheelchairs were playing cards at a small table.


  "Did I say something wrong?" I asked them.


  One of the card players, a pale girl with short blonde hair, gave me a cool look and lifted her brows disdainfully.


  "No. He's just afraid you guys are going to sing."


  The other cardplayer at the table laughed. She was wearing an Olympics T-shirt and sweats with a NIKE logo printed down the outside of the right leg.


  "Sorry," Marco said. "I left my harmonica at home. But I can do magic tricks. Sort of."


  The pale girl looked at Marco steadily. "I've seen David Copperfield in New York. Siegfried and Roy in Las Vegas. And Penn and Teller in Los Angeles. You really think I want to see your act?"


  Then she turned her attention back to the cards.


  The girl in the sweats smiled. "Come on," she said. "He may not be a pro, but everybody deserves a shot."


  "Yeah and some people deserve to be shot," the cold girl snapped.


  We were getting nowhere with this entertainment approach. And we were getting there fast.


  "Okay," Marco muttered. "Remind me again why we're here?" Then he turned to an Asian boy witting in a wheelchair to the right of the blonde girl. "What about you? Can I interest you in a few one-hundred-percent-guaranteed-to-fail amateur magic tricks?"


  I'd seen the boy's head bobbing slightly as he divided his attention between the card game and the TV. I guessed he had cerebral palsy.


  Now his face contorted and his body stiffened with effort. "D . . . d . . . d . . ."


  The pale girl with the cards calmly and patiently rearranged her hand. And waited.


  The boy's attempts to speak were painful to witness.


  "Dii . . . diii . . . diiiii . . ."


  Jake and Marco looked panicked. Confused. I guess I did, too. What were we supposed to do now? Wait for the boy to finish? Leave? Pretend we didn't realize he was trying to say something?


  I looked to the blonde girl for help. She lifted her eyebrows. Okay. It was clear she expected us to finish what we had started.


  The Asian boy took a last shuddering breath and expelled a word. Just one word, but he expelled it triumphantly.


  "DITTO!"


  The pale girl burst into laughter. The boy giggled. Both were delighted with their own rudeness.


  "He was supposed to have it an hour ago. He's in pain."


  I turned toward the sound of the voice. It was young but mature. And angry.


  And it belonged to another kid in a wheelchair. I noticed he had nice hair. Kind of gold-brown and wavy.


  "How do you know he's in pain?" a male nurse argued.


  "It's his eyes. If you'd take the time to look, his eyes will tell you a lot."


  "James, I know you're Pedro's roommate, but . . ."


  "I'm not just his roommate," the kid - James - snapped. "I'm his friend. And since he can't talk to you, I'm doing it for him. If you guys can't get the medication here on time, just leave it on his night table. I'll give it to him."


  The pale girl backed her wheelchair away from the table. "I'll be back," she told the other two.


  We followed her partway down the hall, uninvited.


  "Look," the nurse said. "We're short-staffed. I'm sorry Pedro had to wait, but we can't let you give him his medication. You're not authorized."


  "I've been here longer than you have," James retorted. "I've been here longer than anybody," he added dryly. "I would think that gives me some rights."


  The nurse hesitated a second, then reluctantly nodded. "Okay. Okay. I'll get it right now." He hurried away.


  The girl wheeled up beside James and spoke quietly.


  James looked around and saw us hovering. "Well?" he said angrily. "Who's the show here? Us or you?"


  Chapter 13


  



  Marco swept his cape in a glittering arc. "We are," he said quickly.


  James and the girl gave him a long, level stare.


  "My infamous charm doesn't seem to work in this place," Marco said under his breath.


  Then there was a sound from the room behind James.


  "See you later," James said. The pale blonde girl nodded and wheeled back toward us.


  James turned abruptly and wheeled into the room. Again, we followed.


  A boy lay on the bed closest to the door. His dark hair had been badly cut, at places way too close to his head. His eyes followed James closely. The rest of him was still.


  James wheeled himself over to the boy's bedside. "The nurse is coming with your medicine, Pedro. Don't worry. It'll be here soon. You want to hear some music?"


  Pedro's eyes closed then opened.


  "Rock?"


  Pedro stared, unblinking.


  "Country western?"


  Pedro's eyes flickered, the lashes fluttered.


  "Country western it is," James said, wheeling himself over to the radio. "Though I don't understand how you can listen to that stuff, man," he leased. "Sure I can't talk you into some Blink 182?"


  We backed away from the door.


  "What now?" Jake whispered. "How are we going to get through to these kids?"


  "We're not." Marco. "They hate us."


  "Sorry about the rude reception." It was the girl in sweats. "I'm Collette."


  "Hi. I'm Cassie. This is Marco. And this is Jake. We came to entertain but, um, we seem to be going about it the wrong way."


  "Yeah," Marco added. "The little kids seemed glad to see us. What's with the big attitude up here?"


  Collette began to wheel back toward the group. We walked beside her.


  "Let me tell you something," she said. There was no anger or bitterness in her voice. "A disabled kid is like the kitten who becomes a cat. You're a kitten, everybody wants to pet you and play with you. You get a little older, you're just a nuisance. Some of the people here haven't been home in years."


  She pointed back toward James's room. "About all he has to look forward to is a nursing home when he's too old for this place. And he's been here since he was a little kid. He got hit by a drunk driver when he was four. His mother brought him in to be operated on and never came back to get him."


  "Okay." Marco. "He can have all the attitude he wants."


  Jake cleared his throat. I heard what Jake had heard. James, coming out of his room. He wheeled past us and on down the hall.


  "Where's he going?" I asked.


  "There's another lounge further down the hall. Through those double doors. It's a good place to go if you want some privacy. The door shuts. James spends a lot of time there."


  "Think we could talk to him?" I asked.


  "You could try," Collette answered. "James isn't too friendly. But he's cool. He's the one who makes sure we get what we need. He's the man. Even the nurses and doctors listen to what he says."


  "A leader," Jake said.


  "Yeah. He's gone to bat for me a couple of times. Not that I really need much help," Collette added quickly. "I've got family and stuff."


  "So, how come you're not giving us the cold shoulder?" Marco asked.


  She patted the sides of her chair. "This is just a temporary thing for me. I'm not usually in a chair. I had a skiing accident and this place has the best pediatric orthopedic staff around. I came in for some surgery on my knees. Any of you guys ski?"


  "Once," Marco answered. "Didn't like it. Too cold and chicks don't dig it when you fall, like, every three seconds."


  Collette made a face like Marco was nuts. "Oh man. You're missing the greatest sport there is. Maybe you're more into skating? I like skating but it's a little tame for me. I'm into the extreme, high-risk stuff."


  "Collette!" At the end of the hall the pale girl beckoned. "You want to play cards or not?"


  Collette put her hands on her wheels. "I need to get back. That's Kelly. She's got cystic fibrosis. It makes her so weak sometimes, she can barely shuffle the cards. We play a lot when she feels strong. The other guy is Timmy," she added. "Stop by before you go." Collette winked at Marco. "I like company."


  "If she's only recently injured, it's possible she's a Controller," Jake said as Collette rejoined Kelly.


  "True," Marco answered with a grin. "But I don't know. She's just too cute. Did you see that? She winked at me!"


  "Don't get attached," Jake said tiredly. "Life is probably going to be a lot shorter than you thought it would be."


  Marco's grin faded. "You know what, Jake? You don't have to remind me about that."


  For about a split second, Jake looked embarrassed. "Sorry," he mumbled.


  "It's okay, dude. It gets to us all."


  "Come on," Jake said quickly. "Let's find James."


  Chapter 14


  



  James's expression never changed.


  Not once.


  Not when Jake told him that aliens called Yeerks had invaded the planet.


  Not when Jake told him about finding the crashed spaceship.


  Not when Jake told him about Elfangor, the Andalites, and the morphing cube.


  Not when Jake told him about how Visser One, then Visser Three, had killed Elfangor and eaten him.


  Just continued to watch Jake with an unblinking stare. Completely unmoved. Supremely unimpressed.


  He didn't even change expression when Jake told him we were looking for a few good Animorphs.


  When Jake finished, there was a long, long silence.


  Finally, James looked away from Jake to Marco. Then to me. Then he sighed heavily, bored and contemptuous.


  "I'm sure when you talked about this at school, it seemed like a really good joke. But when you go back, you can give your friends a message from the 'gang-of- pathetically-grateful-for-attention-kids-at-the-rehab-center.'"


  "But . . ." I began.


  He cut me off. His voice was more than sarcastic.


  "You can tell your idiotic little friends that yeah, we have our problems. But at least we don't get our kicks by dressing up like refugees from a fifth-rate school play and playing tricks on people in wheelchairs."


  "You know what?" Jake said, with a bitter laugh. "I don't need this. I'm telling you the truth. You can believe me or not. It's your funeral."


  James's face went red. He started to wheel himself out of the room but Jake grabbed his arm. "Wait!"


  Marco and I stepped back. Stunned by Jake's harsh words.


  James wrenched his arm out of Jake's grasp. "Don't touch me, man," he warned. "I may be in a chair but I can kick your butt if I have to."


  Jake reached for James again. With a lightning quick motion, James grabbed Jake's other arm, angled his chair so that it caught Jake behind the ankle, and flipped him to the ground.


  "Umpff!"


  Had I used the word helpless in describing kids like James?


  James looked down at Jake and cocked an eyebrow. "You don't even want to know what Kelly can do to you, you make her mad enough."


  Jake lay sprawled on the floor, like a guy who'd just had a bucket of cold water dumped on him.


  He started to climb to his feet. "Look . . ." then he stopped and shook his head. "Demonstration time."


  Marco crossed his arms. "Go for it, dude. We've got nothing left to lose."


  Jake closed his eyes.


  Watching Jake morph while standing next to somebody who had never seen the process was a little like watching it for the first time.


  It was horrible, ugly, grotesque, and fascinating all at once.


  First, Jake's throat bulged out like he'd swallowed an orange. Whole. Then huge cords in his neck knotted and stretched as if something alive were trapped in his throat.


  Then, in one swift movement, his human face was remolded into that of a powerful feline. Human features reimagined.


  I looked down at James.


  He didn't seem afraid. Just alarmed. Concerned.


  He wheeled a few feet backward. "Calm down, man," he mumbled. "Just take it easy."


  Jake's legs shortened and bent at a seemingly impossible angle.


  "I'll get a doctor." James turned his chair sharply toward the door.


  "No!" Marco grabbed the handles of James's chair and turned him back to face Jake.


  POP! POP!


  Jake's eyes bulged and gleamed like yellow marbles. The sockets pouched out and flattened. The bridge of his nose and his cheeks melded together. Tufts of black- and-orange fur appeared randomly, then sprouted faster and faster in a striped blur.


  Two and a half seconds later the morph was complete.


  There we were. A gypsy. A magician. A kid in a wheelchair. And a tiger.


  "I think I took the wrong medication," James gasped. "I'm seeing things. Actually, why don't you guys get a doctor? For me."


  The door opened and we heard a gasp.


  "Amazing!"


  James whirled around. Collette sat in the doorway, her mouth open. "Allow me to apologize on Kelly's behalf. I don't think even Siegfried and Roy could sneak a tiger by the front desk at this place."


  James blinked. "You see it, too?"


  Collette wasn't listening. She wheeled slightly closer to Jake. "Is he totally tame? Can I pet him? Wow! I'm so impressed. I'm going to get the others."


  "Hold it!" James maneuvered his chair so that it blocked her exit.


  "What?"


  <If she goes out and tells people there's a tiger on the floor, any human-Controllers on staff will know right away we're here.>


  Collette was startled. "Who said that?"


  James pointed at Jake. "he did," he answered weakly.


  "You're a ventriloquist?" Collette asked Marco.


  Marco took a deep breath. "We'd better go through this one more time."


  Chapter 15


  



  What can I say?


  Some people suspend disbelief with no trouble at all. Collette was one of them.


  First, I explained about Jake. That he was the tiger. I explained about morphing. That it was possible. And that we were looking for more Animorphs.


  "We could do this?" Collette gasped. "I could do this?"


  Jake, back to his human self, nodded.


  "Are you kidding? How do I learn? When can I start?"


  "Hold it," James barked. "You haven't heard the whole story. This isn't just some kind of virtual reality ride. It's about . . . I can't explain it," he admitted. "You tell her."


  So Jake told Collette about the Yeerks.


  Collette's eyes widened. "So, like, it's dangerous? Morphing?"


  "Very," Marco confirmed. "It's not something we do for fun. Well, most times. It's a weapon. Personally, I hate the danger part," he confessed. "But you're into the whole reckless behavior thing, right? Extreme sports, bungy jumping, alligator wrestling."


  Collette looked embarrassed and didn't answer.


  "Why us?" James asked abruptly. "There are thousands of kids who would sign on for a mission like this. Maybe millions. Kids with macho fantasies. Kids with healthy legs. Healthy lungs. Kids with something to prove. Kids who can run and jump. Kids who don't need help going to the bathroom."


  How do you tell people that even aliens from outer space considered them "defective"?


  "Because the Yeerks are jerks," I blurted.


  Jake and Marco smiled. Jerks. Major understatement. But true.


  "They don't want your bodies as hosts."


  "Are you saying we're useless?" James's voice had a dangerous edge. His blue eyes darkened.


  "Not to us," Jake said quickly. "That's why we're here."


  "So what do you want from me? Specifically?" he asked.


  "I want you to help us. You seem to be the leader around here. The other kids here will listen to you before they listen to me. Talk to some of them. At least three or four to start."


  James shook his head. "No. It's one thing to do something risky myself. To make that choice. It's another thing to ask others to put their lives on the line for a cause that might or might not even be real."


  "It's real," Marco said.


  James shook his head. "Doesn't matter. I don't want the responsibility of somebody getting hurt - or dying - because of me. You may think our lives don't mean much to us, because they don't mean much to other people. But we do value our lives. And one another."


  I knew James meant every word.


  "Come on, Collette." James turned to go, then wheeled back to face us. "Don't worry about us talking. I won't. And if Collette does, well . . . just don't worry about that."


  "Won't you even talk to some of the others?" Marco pleaded.


  "No," James answered flatly.


  "Look," I said. "You started out angry. You thought we were playing with your head, dissing you because you're in a wheelchair. But don't you see? That's exactly what you're doing to the others. To your friends."


  "What?" James snapped.


  "Acting like they're babies," I said.


  Hardly believing it was me talking.


  "Or dumb. Like they're not capable of giving informed consent. Look, James." I knelt by his side so that I was looking up at his face. "I know this whole story about the Yeerks is hard to believe, but you have to believe. Your friends' lives are already at stake. You need to have some means of protecting yourselves if the Yeerks get any stronger. Look, they might not want to infest you. But they will want to kill you."


  The words came without interruption. But inside, my conscience was rebelling at every syllable. I was trying ton convince James to be a recruit, to recruit others to our cause. Me, the one who'd been against the plan from the beginning.


  But being here, talking to James, seeing these kids, I realized in a serious way, maybe for the first time, that they weren't helpless.


  Just like our parents.


  "You know what," I continued. "You don't really have a choice here. This is duty time. You've been tapped. So step up to the plate. Whatever. Fact is, we need you. Your friends need you."


  Marco and Jake looked at me with raised eyebrows.


  James was silent.


  Finally, he looked at Jake through narrowed eyes. Jake stared back. Neither one was going to look away.


  "I've got two conditions," James said slowly.


  "Yeah?"


  "One. I pick my own team. You may not approve of the choices. But if it's my team I pick its members. I'm responsible for them."


  Jake nodded. "Fine."


  "Two. No matter what happens, I want Pedro to acquire a morph. A good one. He's been in that bed his entire life. Fourteen years, flat on his back. Even if I don't make it out alive, I want Pedro to have at least two hours of freedom."


  Jake nodded. "We can do that."


  James held out his hand.


  Jake shook it.


  Chapter 16


  



  James assembled Collette, Timmy, and Kelly. Marco stood guard at the door to the small lounge.


  Collette had suspended disbelief pretty easily.


  But Timmy and Kelly were ultimate "show me" freaks.


  First, Jake told them about the Yeerks. Collette and James confirmed they'd been told the same information. Timmy and Kelly were still dubious.


  So Jake, Marco, and I had to go through a large part of our repertoire of morphs before they were convinced morphing wasn't some kind of cheap parlor trick. No smoke and mirrors. No ghostly projections.


  Once they believed, they were excited. Very excited.


  "This is our way out of here for good," Kelly gasped, clutching Timmy's hand.


  "No," Jake said firmly. "No matter what happens on a mission, you have to come back here. To the rehab center."


  "But . . ."


  "Look," Marco explained, "if a nurse or doctor or orderly is a Controller and notices any kids missing, they're gonna know something's up. And they'll come after you. And us."


  "We'll stay," James said.


  "It'll be like an undercover operation!" Collette.


  Jake cleared his throat. "That's not all. Staying here might be harder than you think." He paused before going on. "We don't know how, or why, or even if it works every time. But sometimes, most times, the morphing process repairs DNA."


  "What are you saying?" James demanded.


  "It's possible that if some of you weren't born injured or disabled, you'll be healed," I told them. "If you are healed, would you still be willing to pretend you're disabled? At least for the duration of the war?"


  James, Collette, and Kelly were silent. Their faces revealed nothing of their thoughts.


  But Timmy was incapable of hiding his emotions.


  "FFF . . . gnnn . . . Fff . . . gnnn . . ."


  "If I can . . ." James translated.


  "Do . . . gd . . . YES."


  "He said 'If I can do some good, then yes.'"


  Timmy rocked back and forth, confirming James's translation.


  Jake turned to Collette. "What about you? Your injuries are the result of an accident. There's a good chance your body will be repaired through morphing."


  Collette's hands fidgeted in her lap.


  "Ummmm . . . I . . . Look. I wasn't exactly injured in a skiing accident.


  Timmy shot James a look and grinned.


  "I've been lying," she said.


  Timmy let out a long, high note of hilarity.


  Collette's face fell.


  "You knew?"


  "Everybody knows you've been a paraplegic since birth," James said quietly. "It's on your chart."


  "Why didn't you say anything?" Collette cried.


  Kelly smiled. "It's okay, Collette."


  "We kind of enjoyed the tall tales," James answered. "I'm guessing we all have pretty rich fantasy lives. But yours had real style."


  "Why did you lie?" I asked her.


  Collette's dark eyes filled with tears.


  "To ignore the reality," she said simply. "My mom died two years ago. After that, I lived with my brother and his wife. But they were transferred overseas. They're in the army. I was just supposed to be here until they got settled and sent for me. But then they wrote and said nothing was barrier free where they were stationed. It would be too hard to have me live with them. So I'm supposed to live here till they get back. It could be years."


  Marco leaned over and squeezed Collette's shoulder. "It's okay," he said gently. "I've been known to stretch the truth on occasion."


  "Do you still want me on the team?" she asked softly. "Even though I'm a liar?"


  Jake started to answer, then looked to James.


  James gave Jake a curt nod.


  "Yup," Jake said.


  I smiled. "Collette, you'll never have to make up stories again. The truth is going to be stranger than any fiction. Believe me."


  Marco grinned. "Great. Now that we've got all that settled . . . voilà!" He reached into the cape and produced the pigeon.


  After the show James and his friends had just witnessed, it didn't seem like much of a trick.


  Especially when the pigeon pooped in Marco's hand.
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  The pigeon would give everyone an unobtrusive transit morph. Like our own seagull morphs.


  Carefully we explained the acquiring trance and then how the actual morphing process would feel.


  We waited for dark.


  Then Jake went falcon. Marco and I went osprey.


  And the new Animorphs went pigeon.


  Three birds of prey perched on the roof of the rehab center and watched the wildest, wackiest, most joyful pigeon rodeo ever.


  Because the minute James and the others had wings, they were - transformed.


  And thought-speak? For Timmy, this was the biggest miracle.


  <Rubber baby buggy bumpers. Rubber baby buggy bumpers. Rubber baby buggy bumpers,> he chanted. <This is fantastically fabulous. Fortuitously felicitous.>


  Timmy laughed at his own alliterative excesses. <You want to know what hell on Earth is?> he asked.


  <What?>


  <Having a large vocabulary, an encyclopedic knowledge of musical theater, and a speech impediment.>


  Colette landed on the tar beside me. <Flying is the coolest thing I have ever, ever done. I can't believe this is really happening!>


  <You didn't mind the morphing?> I asked. <It didn't gross you out?>


  <Are you kidding? After a spinal tap or two, morphing is nothing! It's, like, as easy as eating yogurt from a tube!>


  <You know,> Marco noted, <if we were real birds of prey, one of us might try to eat one of you.>


  Collette laughed wildly and lifted off. <You're so gross!>


  <See?> Marco said. <I told you she likes me.>


  <This is amazing,> Kelly cried. <It's the first time I can really breathe since I got sick.>


  <Okay,> Jake called. <Time to rein it in. Remember, the point is not to call attention to yourselves. To act like real pigeons.>


  <Everybody!> James said. <Chill.>


  And they did. They listened to James without hesitation.


  Then Jake formed us into a loose squadron - safe under cover of a moonless night - and we flew out to The Gardens.


  <Wait till I give the signal before landing,> Jake said.


  He flew a quick flyby then gave us the all-clear signal.


  <Demorph,> he said to everyone. To Marco and me, he added privately, <Watch them. This is it.>


  Who would be healed?


  I hurried through my own demorph. Felt my human face push out through the bird's head. Beak stretch wider and wider, then simply fade into my mouth with an itchy tingle.


  Osprey body wobbled as my slim bird legs stretched out to strong human legs. Center of gravity way off, I barely managed to keep my balance as the rest of my human body emerged.


  Our new recruits were not so lucky.


  Timmy tumbled to the grass. Lay on the ground in a sort of fetal position as the last of gray feathers retracted.


  Collette supported her upper body with her arms. Stared at her legs, stretched out useless in front of her.


  Kelly tried to stand, but was overtaken by a fit of coughing. Timmy reached out and gently but awkwardly pounded her back with a palsied hand.


  I watched them and felt sad and sick. They were helpless out of morph, without their wheelchairs and other supports. Even more helpless than I had imagined.


  Were they wondering the same thing? Regretting their decision to join us?


  Nope.


  Something had caught their attention.


  Standing over the group now, steady and strong, was James.


  He was taller than Jake. Broader-shouldered, too. He looked down at his team, and then over at Jake.


  He walked in a circle, as if testing his legs. Legs that hadn't properly grown since the accident all those years before. Legs that only an hour ago had been atrophied with disuse. But that were suddenly long and muscular.


  "Lucky you," Kelly whispered.


  James smiled, wryly. "Yeah."


  "Are you going to learn how to skateboard?" Collette.


  "W . . . w . . . w . . . wiiiuuuu . . ."


  "Will I stay?" James asked.


  Timmy nodded, his face tense, as if he half expected James to say he wouldn't. That now he could leave the confines of the rehab center, he was going to break his promise and run for it.


  James squatted so that he was face-to-face with the others.


  "I'm staying. We're a team, right?" He looked up at Jake. His eyes were bright with tears. "What now?"
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  It was a long night.


  Jake, Marco, James, and I carried Kelly, Timmy, and Collette, one by one, into the cages of some pretty cranky wild animals.


  How we did it without getting hurt I'll never know. How we did it without getting caught by a guard or spotted by the Yeerks, I'll never understand. The fact that we even tried such a bold move tells you how desperate we were.


  The other thing? The thing that really amazed us?


  The new guys got control of the morphs almost immediately. I mean, there was no lag time at all. The animals' instincts kicked in and almost immediately, James and the others got them under control. No rampaging tempers or out-of-control panic.


  I thought about that. Finally figured that James and the others had spent years - if not all of their lives - surviving by allowing mind to conquer and replace matter. Their bodies might be weak, but their wills were stronger than ours.


  The new team went back to the rehab center that night. In through the windows and back under the covers before anybody knew they were missing.


  We trusted them and they did us proud.


  The next night, after lights-out at the rehab center, we gathered again in the private lounge. Marco's gorilla morph kept look-out while Jake explained to a new group of potential recruits - preselected by James - that the guy at the door wasn't a kid in a monkey suit but the real thing. And about the Yeerks.


  On three more consecutive nights a few of us took a direct route to the rehab center to repeat the process.


  Surveillance continued to reveal no Yeerk activity. As far as we could know, our plan was undiscovered.


  At the end of the fifth night, Jake, Ax, and I flew back to camp where Marco, Rachel, and Tobias were waiting. Dawn was still hours away.


  "That makes seventeen new recruits," Jake said excitedly. "With the six of us, that's twenty-three Animorphs."


  <In addition to the Chee and a possibly still active Yeerk resistance,> Ax added.


  <And Toby's Hork-Bajir.> Tobias.


  The mood was high. Not euphoric, but better than it had been in a while.


  Even so, I was full of mixed emotions. Wondered if I would have the chance to know these new team members as I'd come to know - and care for - my friends. Wondered if it mattered.


  Already I felt responsible for them. Like their mother. Older sister, at least.


  I also wondered: Would the Animorphs function as smoothly with twenty-three members as we had with six? With James now as a leader of the majority of members - though Jake was still in charge overall?


  So many questions.


  Lots about the larger ramifications of what we'd done.


  Yeah, sure, we'd told James and the others about the incredible dangers they faced as warriors. They'd signed on in spit of our warnings.


  <When most of these new Animorphs demorph, they are physically helpless. Correct?> Ax.


  "Yes," Jake answered, his voice defensive. "Except for James and two others. But at least we know they're not Controllers."


  <I still must point out that does not mean they will be useful in a battle,> Ax countered. <They will have to be tested. If these new recruits have no training, no experience with the world of physical sport or combat, then they are of no use to us.>


  "Look, Ax," Marco interrupted. "We've had this conversation before. This is Earth. All people are valuable in some way or another. Humans value one another. Whether they're disabled or not."


  Ax blinked. <If these people are valued, then why are they kept apart? Why are they unseen? It is a disturbing inconsistency.>


  Trust Ax to put his finger right on the ugly truth.


  Of course, I could have pointed out that Andalite culture had its own vanities and conceits. I could have mentioned Mertil again.


  But I wasn't interested in an argument. I just wanted to go to sleep and wake up to discover the whole thing had been a bad dream.


  Ax nodded gravely. <Jake is the leader. He is my prince. I will trust his judgment.>


  "Thanks, Ax," Jake said quietly. "That means a lot."
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  Ax handed Jake a printout. <I have located another facility.>


  Marco looked at the printout over Jake's shoulder. "A school for the blind. Not far. If we go now, we could have another four or five recruits by daylight."


  Jake nodded. For the first time I noticed the lines around his mouth. And that he'd lost weight.


  "Let's go. The whole team this time, now that we have backup. Rachel, go eagle and carry the morphing cube. Tobias, we'll have any recruits acquire your hawk again. Unless, of course, Marco finds a seagull along the way."


  Before we left Jake decided it was time to tell Toby about our recent recruiting missions. Her reaction was hard to read.


  I had a strong sense that, like me, Toby was not thrilled with our methods. But that, also like me, she'd publicly endorsed and put her trust in Jake as leader. And she was nothing if not loyal.


  "Be careful, Jake," she said. "I will post more guards and wait for your return."


  Suddenly, a rustle of leaves.


  My dad had stepped forward out of the shadows. "I couldn't sleep so I got up to get some air," he said. "And I couldn't help but overhear your conversation."


  His face was gaunt and haggard in the predawn light. He seemed to have aged ten years in the last twenty-four hours.


  Dad looked at me for a long time. I can't bear to describe the expression on his face.


  He was looking at me like I was the enemy. Like he suddenly understood that evil existed not just in the world, not just in his own backyard, but in his very own kid. His very own flesh and blood.


  "Please tell me I misunderstood," he said. "Please tell me you haven't actually convinced disabled children to participate in this nightmare."


  Jake spoke. "We had no choice."


  "There's always a choice," my father said angrily. "Jake, I thought you knew that. Where's the boy I used to know? The boy who was so clear on right and wrong."


  I wondered the same thing.


  Jake wasn't Jake anymore. His eyes were harder. Maybe his heart, too. And I didn't like the look that came over his face now.


  It was the look that Rachel got when she was determined to win no matter what. It was the look Tobias got when he was closing in on a mouse.


  "We'll wait for you over there," Jake told me. He didn't answer my father. He just led Toby and the others away.


  Even Jake's back looked different. Straighter. More unyielding.


  Jake, the Jake I knew, was going away. And I didn't know how to get him back.


  Yet I still felt I had to defend him.


  "Dad," I said. "I don't have time to argue ethics with you. I don't have time to convince you that sometimes you have to do something - uncomfortable - to make things right in the end. This is war. Every minute counts. We're fighting to save the human race."


  "The human race?" my father repeated. "Okay, answer me this, Cassie. Is what you're doing with these disabled children humane?"


  My father sounded like me.


  Like the old me.


  But I wasn't that naïve person anymore.


  I had no answer.


  I turned and walked away. Started to morph osprey.


  "Cassie!" he cried. "Cassie! Wait!"


  But I didn't wait. I finished the morph and flew.


  The others were in the trees. Rachel in bald eagle morph. Jake in peregrine falcon morph. Ax, northern harrier. Marco, an osprey like me. And Tobias a red-tailed hawk.


  In the daylight, six birds of prey could never travel together. It would attract attention. But while it was still night it would be difficult to observe us. And these were our strongest and safest transit morphs.


  I heard the others take wing, leave branches, and cut through the sky around me.


  Our destination, the school for the blind kids. Only a few miles from the rehab center.


  But it seemed to me a long, long journey. Every mile dragged like ten. Every minute stretched like an hour.


  My little osprey heart began to race.


  What if we didn't make it back? What if the Yeerks found the camp while we were gone? What if I never had a chance to see or talk to my dad again?


  Could I live with never seeing him again, remembering the way we'd left things?


  I wheeled sharply and headed back toward the camp.


  Behind me, the heavy beating of falcon wings.


  Jake.


  <Cassie! Where are you going?>


  <Back to camp,> I answered.


  <What?>


  <I'm going back. I can't go with you. I've got to talk to my dad.>


  <You can't afford to panic. None of us can,> Jake said sternly.


  <You don't understand . . .>


  <Hey! You're the one who said I had to be in charge. Why are you arguing with me now?>


  Birds don't cry. So I didn't. but it was only because I couldn't.


  I was miserable.


  I just wanted to protect.


  Protect my parents. Protect my friends. Protect the new team.


  Was this how Jake felt all the time?


  Probably. Yes.


  How did he stand it?


  No wonder he'd wanted out.
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  The school for the blind was easy to infiltrate. Fifteen-minute surveillance, during which we located the dormitory floor.


  In through the ventilation system as insects, demorph in the basement, then the stairs up to the fourth floor.


  Once in the hall, we paused.


  Am I the only one who's thinking it might be hard to convince kids who can't even see us?" Marco whispered.


  "I thought about that," Rachel answered. "I figured Jake had a plan."


  <I feel I must repeat my opinion in this matter.> Ax. <Perhaps unsighted vecols are not the best prospects for a new team of warriors.>


  "Listen, Ax . . ."


  "Shhh!" Jake said harshly.


  Every eye turned to look at him. Waited for him to tell us what to do.


  "Well?" Marco said. "What's the plan?"


  "I'll think of something," Jake said irritably. He pushed open the door of the first room and walked in.


  About twenty kids, roughly our age, were asleep in beds lined up along both sides of the wall.


  Light from a street lamp glowed softly in the window, both eerie and beautiful.


  "Who's there?" a voice asked softly.


  At the end of the room a girl sat up in her bed. Long red hair hung over her shoulders.


  Rachel tiptoed down the aisle and knelt beside the girl. "My name is Rachel," she whispered. "Uh, sorry to wake you up. But I need your help."


  "What?" The girl sounded surprised but not alarmed. This was a good start.


  "Don't be scared," Rachel said. "There are six of us. Me and my friends."


  "What do you want?"


  Jake joined Rachel by the girl's bed and began to talk softly. Ax stood guard at the door, tail blade poised. Tobias perched on a shelf by the window. Marco quietly went gorilla.


  Everything seemed fine. And then I go the uncomfortable feeling that we were being watched.


  I checked. Every kid besides the red-haired girl was asleep.


  Standard-issue blue covers rose and fell with the soft breathing of the sleepers. Peaceful. Jake and Rachel were still talking to the girl. Ax, Marco, and Tobias seemed untroubled. But still . . . Maybe I was missing something.


  I morphed to horned owl. Wonderful night vision.


  Suddenly, every tiny detail in the room was fully visible. Gnats swarming around the dull glow of the street lamp reflected in the window.


  Clouds of sparkling dust. A salamander, streaking along the baseboard. Nothing suspicious. Nobody hiding, watching.


  A sharp intake of breath. Jake, morphing to tiger while the red-haired girl's hand rested on his head.


  Rachel holding the girl's hand now. A dreamy look on her face.


  And then it happened again. My gut screamed at me. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.


  I demorphed. Remorphed to fly.


  That's when I saw it. A tiny, tiny pinpoint of infrared light. A camera was surveying the room!


  <The room is being watched!> I shouted.


  Too late!


  The door flew open. Ten Blue Band Hork-Bajir-Controllers stormed in. overwhelmed Ax before he could react. Aimed Dracon beams at Tobias and Marco.


  Chaos!


  Kids sat up in bed. Some screamed. Some shouted questions. "What's happening? Who's there? What's going on?"


  "Nothing to worry about." A human voice. "Just some pranksters."


  The Hork-Bajir stood aside. And in walked Tom.


  Tom. Jake's brother. A human-Controller.


  Tom walked up the aisle. Toward Jake, fully human again.


  "Some mean kids have broken in to play a practical joke," Tom said, grinning. "But it's not funny and we're going to throw them out right now."


  Tom grabbed Jake's arm.


  Jake hissed a command to Rachel. She stepped back, her face a mask of fury.


  Jake didn't resist.


  Neither did Marco. Tobias. Ax. They couldn't. not with all those innocent kids in the room.


  Tom opened his other hand, palm out. "Give it to me."


  Jake didn't move.


  Tom wrenched Jake's arm. Yanked him closer.


  "Give it to me. Now."


  Slowly, without taking his eyes off Tom, Jake reached into his pocket. Pulled out the blue morphing cube. Placed it in Tom's hand.


  Tom closed his fingers around the cube. Grinned.


  "Okay," he said. "Let's all leave quietly."


  Two Hork-Bajir-Controllers stood like sentries. The other eight marched Jake and the others into the hall.


  <I'm following, Jake,> I said. Knowing he could hear but not answer me.


  <Cassie?> Marco. <If it comes to it, get James.>


  When we were in the hallway, Tom closed the door behind us. Then he turned and struck Jake savagely across the face. "My host's own brother!"


  Jake reeled and a Hork-Bajir caught him. Propped him up.


  Tom struck him again. "Do you have any idea what you've done to me? All that time we were searching for you. Looking for Andalites. And it was you! Right there in my own house. Right down the hall. I could have killed you a million times! Visser One almost starved me to death for my stupidity."


  Rachel's face was red with fury. Frustration. Ax's stalk eyes were blank. His tail held by a smirking Hork-Bajir.


  Marco was still, a Dracon beam pointed at his skull. Tobias was gripped under a Hork-Bajir arm.


  This was worse than it had ever been.


  Still Jake said nothing. His face was unreadable.


  "Take them down to the garage off the loading dock," Tom ordered the Hork-Bajir- Controllers. "If the girl tries to morph or escape, kill her. Make the gorilla and the bird demorph. Keep the Andalite under extra guard. He'll make a special host body. And inform Visser One that we have the rebels. And the cube."


  Tom turned back to Jake. "My host's parents," he said coldly, "were given as hosts to relatively low-ranking Controllers. This is so we can kill them without regret if we have to. So if any of you even thinks about making trouble . . ."
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  When they'd gone I moved from my still place above the door. I had to get to a window, get out, demorph! With the crazy, zigzagging, up-and-down antics of the fly I made it to a hall window. Zipped through a narrow opening, down to the ground.


  Demorphed and remorphed to owl under cover of a low-hanging tree and in record time.


  Up up up! I flew to the rehab center. Tried desperately not to think about what might be happening to Jake. Knew that if we didn't stop Tom before he left the school we'd have to infiltrate the Yeerk pool. Me, James, and the new teams.


  And that was something I was seriously hoping to avoid.


  No time to worry about being subtle. In through James's open window. Heavy landing on the foot of his bed.


  <James. We need you. Now!>


  James threw back the covers and jumped out of bed.


  The owl's keen eyes saw Pedro's flickering with wonder. James leaned over his friend. "I'll explain later," he whispered. "I promise I'll be back."


  Then he threw himself into his wheelchair. I hopped onto his lap and he tossed a blanket over me. We wheeled into the hallway. Nipped into one room, and then another.


  Moments later, the new Animorphs were assembled in Timmy's room.


  All seventeen of them.


  I hopped off James's lap and demorphed.


  Timmy pulled himself up to a sitting position. "Sss . . . s . . ."


  "Yes," James agreed with a smile. He surveyed the group of kids he'd chosen to join the fight. "It is soon. But we knew things were really serious."


  James motioned to a boy named Craig. A girl named Erica. Like James, they'd been healed by the morphing process. Like James, they were pretending to still need care. How they managed it, I don't know.


  Craig and Erica were, in effect, James's lieutenants.


  "Get everyone in transit morphs," James instructed. "We'll follow Cassie to the school."


  Briefly I gave directions. Instructed everyone to gather in the wooded area at the rear of the building. Just outside the large metal door to the loading dock and garage.


  For a moment, the new Animorphs froze. Every one of them. Then, with the encouragement of James, Craig, and Erica, they burst into excited motion.


  And I found myself in a room with a variety of animals. Not all of them birds.


  There was a baboon, a walrus, and hedgehog.


  <NO!> James yelled.


  <I couldn't help it,> Kelly wailed. <The minute I thought about a walrus, I was one.>


  "You've got to focus," I said. "Remember what you're trying to do. Keep your mind on your morph."


  <Okay! Let's all try again,> James urged. <Pigeons. Okay? Think feathers.>


  This time, they got it. Within minute I was a girl among a strange flock of pigeons and red-tailed hawks.


  I couldn't help it. I felt so proud.


  I morphed back to owl. Led the way to the school for the blind. Reminding everyone to keep watch, act like the bird.


  About a half mile from our destination, I spotted a long black limo speeding along with a police escort.


  <James, that's probably Visser One. Hurry!>


  Eighteen Animorphs landed in the wooded area behind the loading dock. Visser One was only minutes away.


  <Now what?> James.


  <Now comes the hard part.> How could I lie? How could I say everything was going to be all right - when it wasn't?


  <Listen everyone!> I shouted. <Behind that door are Hork-Bajir-Controllers. They're going to scare you to death. They're going to have weapons, too. But you have to fight them. You have to fight them and you have to win.>


  <But we don't know how to fight!> One of Erica's team. A girl named Jessie.


  <Are we supposed to use, like, weapons?> A boy named Liam. One of Craig's team. <I'm pretty opposed to guns.>


  Then Timmy spoke. <James, I've never had a fight in my life. Who's going to throw down with a kid in a wheelchair?>


  <He's got a point. They all do,> Erica said. <We don't know anything about tactics. We're not used to thinking about winning over other people. About strategizing.>


  My heart began to sink. This was not going to work! And Jake was waiting for us, for me.


  "Everyone, just listen!" James had demorphed. It was a good move on his part. His healthy body radiated confidence and strength. "Yes, you do know how to fight," he said furiously. "You do know how to win. People like us fight and win every minute of every day."


  <That's different!> Kelly argued. <It's what we do to survive. You know it is.>


  "Okay!" James admitted. "But even if our daily lives aren't about knocking out the bad guys, our Animorphs lives are. Look, we made a promise. The place is here and the time is now. Ready or not, we're doing this. Everybody, demorph!"


  A small miracle. The New Animorphs overcame their reluctance, their fear. And began to demorph.


  Kelly's tiny bird skull expanded. Tiny black bird eyes sunk into now-human eye sockets.


  And as soon as her human chest emerged, she began to cough.


  Timmy's human legs shot out from his torso, rocketing him off the ground. But they were far too weak to support his now completely human body. With a cry of alarm he tumbled to the ground. I heard his head make contact with a rock.


  Collette had demorphed with relatively little difficulty. Now she dragged herself across the ground toward Timmy. His forehead was bleeding.


  My own demorph had been unproblematic. But looking at these new recruits, my fingertips went numb. These physically disabled, incredibly brave kids were about to wade into battle.


  They wouldn't make it.


  James strode over to Timmy, examined his forehead. "You'll be okay," he said.


  Timmy nodded. He lifted his jerking hand to feel the wound himself.


  The gesture went straight to my heart. I didn't want these kids to get hurt.


  Why hadn't I listened to my dad? How could we have done something so irresponsible? So stupid! So cruel. We - the Animorphs - were as bad as the Yeerks.


  We were worse than the Yeerks!


  I grasped James's arm. "It's okay. We can handle it without you. Morph to bird and get everyone out of here. Fly away as fast as you can!"


  "No, Cassie." James looked down at me. Gently squeezed the hand that held his arm.


  "They won't make it, James. They can't."


  James smiled and stepped away. "Watch us." To the others: "Battle morphs. Now."


  Kelly. Streaks of dark black puddled around her face. Her nose flattened, turned large and pink. Two horns sprouted from her head.


  Within seconds she was a charging, snorting bull.


  Collette. Her arms shortened. Legs retracted and bent. Snout stretched. Black-green skin appeared along the bridge of her nose, coursed down the length of her body. She was a crocodile.


  Timmy's shoulders hunched, rounded out. His forehead shrank, chin retracted. Body turned sleek and muscled. Short tan fur sprouted from nose to tail. Sharp teeth erupted from the bottom and top gums. He was a bobcat.


  All around me, warriors. A gorilla, after Marco's favorite morph. Another elephant. In spite of Rachel's jealousy, a grizzly, chosen by a boy named Julio. Rattlesnake, rhino, wolf, panther, golden eagle.


  James's choice of battle morph was an ironic one. Though when he'd chosen a male lion, he had no idea David, the ill-fated Animorph, had chosen the same.


  Jake is not superstitious. Ignoring our meaningful looks, he'd said nothing. Except, "Good choice, James."


  Now, watching the lion's wild golden mane emerge from James's own thick golden hair, the morph seemed somehow appropriate.


  <We're going in, Cassie,> he said. <With or without you. Are you going to help us?>


  I nodded, closed my eyes, and went wolf.
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  A concrete ramp led toward the loading dock and the wide metal garage door.


  We gathered at the bottom of the ramp.


  James, in lion morph, addressed the entire team.


  <Okay. We're going to do this. And we're not disabled anymore. We don't need to wait for people to open doors. Kelly, knock it down and let's rock and roll.>


  Kelly backed up, snorted, and pawed the ground.


  And then she charged up the ramp, hooves thundering. When her massive skull met the metal door, it crumpled.


  WHAM!


  She backed away. Let Judy, in elephant morph, ram the door again. This time, it gave way.


  And there they were.


  Tom, his battalion of Hork-Bajir, and the Animorphs.


  Jake was alive. Blood trickled from his forehead, but he was alive.


  <Go go go!> James yelled.


  Kelly charged three Hork-Bajir standing side by side.


  BLAM!


  Knocked them down like bowling pins.


  Tseeeew! Tseeeew!


  Three other Hork-Bajir fanned out, Dracon beams firing.


  Collette shot forward with the crocodile's unexpected speed. Her thick muscular tail thrashed Hork-Bajir ankles. One fell hard on his rump. Another growled and slashed, leaving a long gash along the crocodile's back. Not deep enough to do any serious damage. But Collette was our first casualty.


  <Don't worry, Collette!> I shouted. <It'll heal when you demorph!>


  Collette snapped her jaws and shot back into the fray.


  <Who wants to wrestle this big green baby!> she cried.


  Maybe extreme sports really were her thing.


  Tom lifted his arm. Pointed a gun straight at Timmy.


  <Look out!> James commanded.


  <I've got him!>


  And with incredible grace, Timmy gathered the bobcat's muscular legs beneath him and leaped.


  "Ooof!"


  Tom was knocked to the ground. The bobcat bounded off his chest. Clamped down on Tom's wrist until he released the gun. Batted it into the shadows with his paw.


  And then the morphing cube rolled from Tom's shirt pocket.


  James darted forward and grabbed the morphing cube in his teeth.


  "Stop him!" Tom shrieked.


  He struggled to sit up but Timmy bounded back onto his chest.


  Jake and the others had ducked behind a wall of boxes and morphed. Ax had broken free of his captor, who now had one less arm. Tobias morphed then went back to a red-tailed hawk.


  Just in time, too.


  I spun around. Through the hold left by the destroyed door I saw a long black limo hurtle to a stop.


  The doors opened.


  Visser One emerged in his human form. And immediately demorphed to Andalite.


  A moving truck pulled up behind the limo.


  Then another.


  The doors to the first moving truck opened and another battalion of Hork-Bajir clambered out.


  The doors of the second moving truck opened and out poured a mob of Taxxons. No doubt eager for fresh kill.


  Visser One clumped up the ramp. Timmy slunk into the shadows, leaving Tom still sprawled on the floor.


  <Where is the morphing cube?> Visser One demanded.


  No greetings. No formalities or preliminaries.


  Tom's mouth quivered nervously. Slowly he got to his feet; his eyes remained on the visser. "It's here. Somewhere. The lion got it and . . ."


  <So!> the visser roared. <You have failed again. This is the last time. If the bandits do not kill you, I will kill you myself.>


  "I had it! I had the morphing cube," Tom cried. "It was in my hand!"


  <Then your failure is even less forgivable!> Visser One spat.


  <James!>


  He'd rejoined us.


  <The cube is okay,> he said.


  <Someone needs to get it,> Jake snapped. <It shouldn't be out of our sight. Let's move out.>


  Slowly our team formed a line. Grizzly. Gorilla. Tiger. Andalite. Hawk. Wolf.


  Then James's team. Lion. Crocodile. Bobcat. Bull.


  Then Craig's team. And Erica's.


  Slowly the visser's attention was caught. Maybe I imagined the look of fear that flitted across his enigmatic Andalite face as he surveyed our forces.


  Maybe not.


  But for the first time since this war had begun, it looked like a fair fight.
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  Teamwork seemed to come easily to the new Animorphs.


  This was a good thing.


  "Rrrrooooooow!"


  Timmy leaped at a Hork-Bajir's head. Collette chomped on the Hork-Bajir's leg.


  "Gaaallaaafff!"


  The Hork-Bajir toppled over backward, blades whisking the air. Timmy and Collette hurried on to their next target. Leaving the fallen, bloody Hork-Bajir to defend himself against a voracious Taxxon.


  "Hhhhrrrooowwwrrr!"


  James! The mind-boggling roar of the lion filled the garage, threatening to burst the walls.


  James batted a Taxxon with his massive paw. Guts spilled from the long wounds his claws had torn. Then he turned, leaped on a Hork-Bajir, sunk his teeth into the leathery neck until the Hork-Bajir lay still. Suffocated. Its throat bit out.


  Kelly helped Marco clear a path through looming Taxxons. Horns punctured their baglike bodies, sending the foul contents spilling to the ground. Bulk and muscle shoved the remains out of our path.


  <Yes!> Rachel. <Kick butt, folks. This is your chance!>


  Slowly but surely James led his team further into the garage. Followed closely by Craig's and Erica's teams. Slashing, snapping, biting. Plowing through Taxxons, ducking Hork-Bajir blades, skidding on pooling blood.


  <Andalite scum!> Visser One twitched his tail blade over his head, taunting Ax. <You will make a lovely host for some worthy Yeerk. That is, if you survive the next few minutes.>


  Fwap!


  Ax easily evaded the intended blow.


  <You are losing your touch, Visser,> Ax sneered.


  Jake turned and joined Ax.


  <So! It takes two rebel scum to fight me!>


  <Your boasting is foolish,> Ax retorted. <You have brought truckloads of troops to fight only a few of us.>


  Again, Visser One swung his blade at Ax's throat. It missed by inches.


  Jake gathered his legs beneath him and leaped. Landed briefly on Visser One's back. Dug in his claws, then launched off.


  Visser One cursed and whirled. Stumbled and recovered.


  <Is it my imagination,> he said, trying to sound unconcerned, <or are there more of you rebels this time?>


  <There are many of us,> Jake lied. <There always have been.>


  <Tell me how many and I will let you live,> Visser One coaxed. All four eyes alert.


  <Release Tom's host's parents and I will let you live,> Jake countered.


  <Your arrogance is entertaining. Of course I know the tiger is Tom's brother. Let me tell you, human, you will regret your arrogance. You will regret it all.>


  And then Visser One began to morph. I had to warn the others. This fight was about to turn even uglier.


  I backed away.


  Tseeeeew! Tseeeeew!


  Dracon fire from all directions.


  Screams, cries, moans.


  Blood spraying . . .


  <Everyone! Remember to get away and demorph if you're hurt!> I shouted.


  Tseeeeew! Tseeeeew!


  I had to find James. Stood on the wolf's back paws.


  That's when I saw Tom. Up on a pile of wood planks stacked against the wall. Pointing a Dracon beam!


  Tseeew!


  A beam struck Kelly in the shoulder. She let out a roar of rage and turned the massive bull's head to see who had fired on her.


  <Kelly, no!>


  Too late!


  A Taxxon butted her from the side! Her legs buckled beneath her and she went down. The Taxxon sunk the needlelike teeth of its red maw into the bull's flesh.


  <I'm coming, Kelly!> I cried.


  A Hork-Bajir extended an arm blade, attempting to slice me across the chest. To stop me. I jumped over the blade as if it were a bar.


  The Taxxon was still bent over Kelly, foul saliva trickling onto her flesh. Sucking up the bull's dark blood.


  Marco! Slamming his gorilla body into the Taxxon! Sending it sprawling into the Hork-Bajir who had tried to stop me. The Taxxon impaled itself on the Hork-Bajir's blades.


  <Hang in, Kelly,> Marco cried.


  <I'm . . . I'm bleeding,> she whispered.


  Understatement. The wound caused by the Dracon beam was worse than I'd thought. And the Taxxon had opened a massive area of flesh. Kelly was losing blood and strength rapidly.


  <Can you stand?> I asked.


  "Grraaaath!" A Hork-Bajir, lumbering at us, blades up.


  <I got this one.>


  Marco roared. The Hork-Bajir skidded to a stop, confused.


  <Get up, Kelly!>


  With a groan of effort, Kelly climbed to her feet.


  <I can't . . .>


  And fell heavily.


  She was hurt. She needed to demorph.


  Or she would die.
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  Visser One was now a giant squidlike creature. A fat body covered with gleaming black scales. Raw red eyes bulged from dark flesh. Twenty massive, spike-covered tentacles whirled and cracked in the air like bullwhips.


  I nudged Kelly's prone body. She was alive, but barely. And the only thing keeping the Taxxons at bay was Marco.


  WHAP!


  A tree-trunklike tentacle swept a path through the battle.


  Rachel stepped into the clearing. Charged!


  Jake joined her.


  "Tsseeeer!"


  From another direction . . .


  Tobias!


  "Aaaaah!"


  Tom clutched his face. Blood gushed through his fingers. He dropped to his knees.


  Swaaaap!


  The visser!


  A spiky tentacle snapped against Rachel's shoulder. With a roar of rage she stumbled to her knees.


  Swaaaap!


  Another tentacle, wrapped around Jake's neck like a lasso! Like a rope of thorns.


  <James!> I cried. <The visser's got Jake!>


  Jake planted his paws wide. Jerked his head right then left. Madly trying to loosen the visser's grip.


  Slowly, inevitably, he was dragged closer to the visser.


  Slowly, inevitably, the entire battle moved inward, toward Visser One and his captive. Taxxons and Hork-Bajir surged forward. Some continued to fight the Animorphs. Others formed a ring of spectators, eager to see the leader of the bandits defeated at last.


  No one paid any attention to us. Now was the time to get Kelly out.


  <Kelly! Can you hear me?>


  <I'm sorry,> she gasped.


  <For what?> I said. <But you've got to demorph.>


  <No! I'll die. They'll kill me.>


  <You're dying now,> I said. <Demorph then remorph.>


  <I can't! if they see me . . . they'll know who I am. They'll figure everything out. And then everyone will be in danger.>


  <Don't think about that,> I cried. <While their backs are turned. Marco can carry you out.>


  Her eyes closed. She didn't answer.


  <Kelly! Can you hear me?>


  Still no answer.


  The wolf yearned to lift its head and let out a long, heartbroken howl of anguish.


  Then: <Cassie!> Marco whispered. <She's doing it. She's demorphing.>


  It was true.


  The bull began to shrivel. As if it were a paper-and-cardboard bull that had been left in the rain. The muscle and hide crumpled. Collapsed until it appeared to be a wet blanket of smudged newspaper, covering a small, frail body.


  Moments later, Kelly lay on the ground completely demorphed, gasping for air.


  <Good work!> Marco said, easily lifting her in his arms.


  He ran with Kelly, away from the garage. Out into the safety of the dark and shadows.


  <I'll be back,> he cried.


  The rest of us might not make it out. If we didn't and the Yeerks won the planet, someone somewhere needed to know the truth. That some ordinary and some very extraordinary kids had tried to stop the madness.


  Screams and guttural cheers.


  I turned.


  Visser One was taunting Jake. Curling the tentacle to pull him closer. Whipping him through the air. Smacking him on the floor.


  The tiger's head and neck were a bloody mess. Jake wouldn't survive this torture much longer.


  One by one, the Animorphs snuck in close. Rushed the big black body. Sliced or bit. But each time they were knocked back by a wild tentacle.


  James. Rachel. Timmy. Ax.


  "Tsseeer!"


  Tobias! Streaking past Visser One's distorted face. Talons poised to gouge the oozing red eyes.


  <No!>


  The monster's huge spiny tongue darted out like yet another bullwhip. Smacked Tobias dead on. Sent him flying across the room.


  Tobias hit a metal wall! Fell to the ground in a crumpled pile of feathers.


  <Tobias!> I ran to his inert body. Awkwardly picked him up with my mouth.


  He was alive. I could feel his heartbeat against my teeth and lips. Once we were out of sight, he could demorph and remorph and he'd be fine.


  I would go back in. I would fight to the finish. No matter what, I'd fight with Jake.


  I dropped Tobias on the ground as soon as we were out of sight. He was already demorphing.


  <Go back to camp,> I told him, voice breaking. <Tell them to be ready to evacuate.>
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  Jake was down, on his back, the visser's tentacle wrapped firmly around his throat.


  <Where is the morphing cube?> the visser roared.


  No response.


  Visser One tightened his grip. A small, pitiful sound erupted from Jake's throat. The tiger's windpipe was being crushed.


  Rachel lunged. James roared.


  Visser One's punishing tentacles sent each one sprawling.


  <Where is the morphing cube?> Visser One demanded.


  Jake was dying in front of my eyes.


  And at that moment . . .


  "ARGHHGHGHGH!" Visser One let out an enraged howl of pain.


  The tentacle that held Jake prisoner had been neatly severed.


  Jake leaped to his feet. Slowly shook off the dead piece of flesh around his neck.


  Visser One waved a bleeding stump in the air.


  The crowd of Hork-Bajir shifted nervously, eyeing one another. Which one had done it?


  It could mean only one thing. The Yeerk resistance was not dead! Somewhere, in the ranks of the assembled Hork-Bajir-Controllers, was a fellow freedom fighter.


  And he had saved Jake.


  Before the Hork-Bajir could attempt to ferret out the traitor among them, mayhem erupted.


  Taxxons, unable to restrain their appetites, converged on Visser One and his hemorrhaging stump.


  The loyal Hork-Bajir-Controllers tried to beat them back. Protect Visser One so that he could demorph safely.


  And while the Taxxons, Hork-Bajir, and Visser One were engaged, Jake gave the order to bail.


  <Everyone! Get out!>


  James repeated the order. And the Animorphs began to stream into the night.


  We would live. But . . .


  <Jake!> I cried privately. <The morphing cube! I'll . . .>


  I stopped in my tracks.


  Because there stood Tom, unsteady, blood dried and streaked on his face. Clutching the blue box. And a Dracon beam.


  His eyes were wild. They darted toward Visser One. I imagined what Tom was thinking. Whoever had the morphing cube held the future of the planet in his hands.


  Why would he hand that over to Visser One?


  Tom ran.


  I followed him to the edge of the ramp. Saw a pair of eyes gleaming in the dark below me. A crouched body, black and orange.


  Jake!


  He watched as Tom staggered past. Then padded after him. His paws nearly silent.


  Again, I followed. Into the surrounding woods. Beyond sight of the school. Barely keeping Jake, the silent, bloody beast, in sight.


  Still, Tom must have sensed something. Because suddenly he looked over his shoulder. Turned.


  And fired.


  The Dracon beam singed Jake's shoulder! But he kept moving forward. Toward Tom.


  "Back off!" Tom screamed. "I mean it, I'll kill you!"


  Jake took another step forward.


  Tsseeeew!


  Tom fired again. The shot hit Jake in the back leg. He fell heavily.


  Tom took off running. Sure that Jake would not, could not, follow.


  But Jake lifted the tiger's seven-hundred-pound body on three legs and started after his brother. Into the shadows. Into the darkest place Jake had ever been. The place where he would have to kill his brother. Or be killed by him.


  Suddenly, I remembered my father's face. His voice. "Is what you're doing humane?"


  No matter which way it went between Jake and Tom, I would lose Jake.


  Because if Jake had to kill Tom, he'd never be the same. He would cross whatever line it was that separated us from them.


  And I was pretty sure there was no crossing back.


  I ran ahead into the dark. Followed the trail of Jake's blood.


  Tom crashing through the woods ahead of me.


  Soft, irregular thudding. Jake.


  Stalking his brother. Prepared to kill him. For what?


  For a morphing cube. For . . .


  It wasn't worth it.


  Suddenly, I knew the truth.


  I reached the clearing where they both stood.


  Tom was out of breath. Staggering.


  Jake was only a yard or two behind him.


  Tom turned. Lifted his arm. Aimed his weapon.


  "I'll kill you, Jake," he said, voice ragged. "I will."


  Jake snarled. Crouched. Prepared to spring.


  That's when I shot forward and closed my jaws over Jake's uninjured back leg. Clamped down.


  Jake roared. Turned on me. Smacked at my head with his paw. The blow sent me sprawling. Claws raked deep gashes in my side.


  But it was worth it. The pain, everything.


  I'd done what I had to do.


  I'd made the sacrifice.


  Tom disappeared into the night.


  Jake and I lay there, panting with pain and fatigue.


  We had nothing to show for this fight. Except that we were alive to fight another day.


  And tomorrow, Jake could face himself in the mirror.
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  The new team made it safely back to the rehab center and into bed without being missed.


  Everyone, including Kelly.


  James reported that all was well. No one wanted out. No one was threatening to talk.


  If Jake thought he was losing his nose for leadership, he was wrong. James was a good pick. If we went down, there was still a home team for the human race.


  The blind red-haired girl who had been observed on infrared camera talking to Jake and Rachel had escaped. Before the Yeerks could come back for her, she'd simply walked out of the facility in Rachel morph.


  And the original six of us?


  Were we still a team?


  I didn't know. We'd been back twelve hours and Jake still hadn't spoken to me. Hadn't even looked at me.


  Nobody but the two of us knew what had happened. They knew only that Tom had gotten away with the morphing cube. That Jake was devastated.


  And they knew something was very wrong between me and Jake. But they didn't know why.


  Finally I decided to force the issue with Jake.


  Jake stared at me, his eyes cold and hard. "Well?"


  "Stop treating me like I'm the enemy," I said.


  Jake turned and began to stalk away. I trotted alongside him and grabbed his sleeve.


  He yanked it out of my grasp and faced me. His face was white with anger. His lips were shaking. "How could you do it?" he cried, his voice breaking. "Why?"


  I choked. "I was trying to protect you!"


  "Protect me?" His brows lifted in amazement. "How?"


  "You were wounded. He might have killed you."


  "Then why didn't you go after him?" Jake demanded. "You weren't hurt. With the trees for cover and the wolf's speed, you could have taken him down!"


  I couldn't explain. Because I didn't understand it myself. All I knew was that letting Tom take the morphing cube had seemed absolutely the right thing to do.


  And something still told me I was right.
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  I dove. Tucked my wings. Folded my tail. Hurtled toward earth!


  I was a bullet. A bullet with feathers.


  And feeling pretty righteous until Tobias rocketed past. He skimmed the top of the freight train and looped sideways in a corkscrew roll, wing over wing. His feathers grazed the big gun of one of the tanks.


  <Show-off,> I said.


  <Hey, I'm a hawk.> He pulled out of the roll. <I only get so many hobbies, and perfecting my Red-Tail Spiral of Death happens to be my favorite.>


  We pumped our wings and shot past the locomotive. Two guys wearing bib overalls and ball caps sat inside. One, the engineer, I guessed, was driving while the other watched the track ahead.


  They weren't wielding Dracon beams. Or weapons of any kind. And they weren't paying any attention to the osprey and red-tailed hawk who'd dropped from the sky to spy on them.


  <They don't look like Controllers,> said Tobias. <Like that means anything.>


  <Yeah. Everything looks normal,> I said. <Well, except for the tanks.>


  I wheeled. Scanned the line of flatcars. Nothing unusual. Nothing that wasn't supposed to be there.


  Still, something prickled at the back of my brain. Something didn't seem right.


  Battling aliens every day of my life has fine-tuned my already rampant paranoia.


  I powered my wings and caught up to Tobias and the locomotive. A beautiful thermal radiated up the side of the mountain. I fanned my wing and tail feathers and soared on the billowing jet of warm air.


  The freight train clattered below. One engine pulling a line of flatbed cars, loaded with military tanks. M-1 Abrams.


  Yeah, M-1 Abrams. I knew them as well as I knew my own PlayStation. All those hours playing Tank Commando had finally paid off.


  The M-1s belonged to the National Guard. They were chained one to a flatcar, their big guns rotated toward the back. And they were headed toward the city.


  Truck and Humvee convoys had been snaking into town for days. Battalions of National Guard soldiers from all over the state were bunkered in Guard centers around the city.


  Now they were bringing in tanks.


  Ax had been monitoring all the local TV channels and the cable news networks, but nobody had mentioned a wide-scale urban training exercise. I couldn't find anything on the Internet, and the Chee hadn't heard anything from their Yeerk sources, either.


  Tobias and I were here to do a little firsthand investigation. To find out if our state government had finally realized Earth was being invaded. To see if they were mounting a defense.


  Or to see if this was a carefully laid out Yeerk plan. Were all those National Guard troops Controllers? Some of them, yeah. But all of them? We were talking thousands of soldiers. If they were all Controllers, we were in big trouble. We were talking serious doo-doo.


  But we were betting they weren't. Hoping they weren't. Careful prior planning wasn't Visser One's usual MO. He usually jumped in with both feet and a lot of noise. And if the details didn't work themselves out, he just ripped a sub-visser's head off and plowed ahead with his next maniacal plan.


  Besides, with a Blade ship and a fleet of Bug fighters at his disposal, the visser didn't need a bunch of clunky tanks.


  On the other hand, Visser One had been pushing for all-out war. To wage war, you need an army. And if you need an army in a hurry, why not hijack an existing one? If the highest-ranking National Guard officers were Controllers, Visser One could easily round up the rest of the troops for a mass infestation of host bodies. And if he got the tanks out of the way, noninfested troops couldn't use them against him.


  Chuk-chuk-chuk-chuk.


  The freight train rolled along the tracks. It wasn't going all that fast for a train. About ten miles an hour. Maybe fifteen downhill.


  But it was plenty fast for sustained, level, raptor flight. Tobias and I had started out over the engine, slipped back to the first flatcar, then the second. Now we were somewhere near the middle and losing ground. My wing muscles ached, burned, and finally went numb.


  I wheeled again. Studied the train. Something still seemed odd. What was I missing?


  Nothing, Marco. There's nothing scary on this train. If there were, your raptor eyes would've seen it a mile off. You're just a paranoid freak.


  A paranoid freak whose wings felt like they were going to snap off if I didn't stop flapping them.


  <This is stupid,> I said. <We want to know where the tanks are going, right? The train's not going that fast. Why don't we just land on one and find out?>


  I dove toward a flatcar in the middle of the train and swept over the top of the tank. My talons skidded across the big brass padlock on one of the top hatches. I locked them around a metal cargo cage, pulled my wings down, and hunkered against the bottom of the cage. Wind whipped the feathers on the top of my head.


  A shadow slid over me. Tobias latched onto the hull of the tank, behind a big metal ring.


  He hugged the metal. <Okay, this doesn't look too weird,> he said.


  The train groaned down a steep hill. I turned my head. The column of tanks stretched out behind me, chugging through pine trees that towered above us on either side of the track. Sunlight filtered through the pine needles and flickered over the camouflage green of the tanks.


  I saw no other movement. No life-forms, extraterrestrial or domestic.


  Normal. Everything looked -


  Wait. <No guards. If this is a National Guard operation gearing up to fight aliens, wouldn't they have soldiers posted on the train? And if it's Visser One, you know he'd have Controllers crawling all over. Thirty-four tanks, and nobody's watching them.>


  <Oh, I wouldn't say that,> said Tobias.


  I turned my head.


  Another red-tailed hawk swooped around a curve ahead. Behind it, in formation, flew a squadron of golden eagles and peregrine falcons.


  We were definitely not alone.
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  The red-tailed hawk shot toward the train. The eagles and falcons followed, banking and diving above the tracks.


  <They obviously don't have much flight experience,> Tobias directed his private thought-speak to me. <They're upwind. Flying in formation. A flock of eagles and the falcons acting like fighter pilots, taking orders from a hawk. These are not ordinary birds out for an afternoon of joy-flying.>


  The eagles and falcons swooped past the locomotive and perched on the first tank. The red-tailed hawk hung in the air and watched the train pass under it. They hadn't seen us.


  Yet.


  Tobias slipped down the hull of the tank and crept underneath, into the dark cavern between the tank's tracks. Where he could see without being seen.


  But I was on top. On the turret. I couldn't move without catching the hawk's eye. I pressed myself against the floor of the cargo basket and watched. Waited. Hoped my gray-and-white feathers blended in with the camouflage paint of the tank.


  Right. We're talking about hawk vision here. No such thing as camouflage.


  The red-tailed hawk kited above the train. Examined each car, each tank, that passed below.


  <So, who are they?> I peered through the wire cage. Twelve of them. Two of us. <Or should we be overly optimistic and hope it's James and his gang?>


  James and his gang. A group of auxiliary Animorphs we'd recently recruited to help us fight the Yeerks. Disabled kids by day. Superheroes by night. Or something like that.


  The Animorphs - originally just five human kids and one Andalite - are trying to stop the Yeerks. I'm one of the human kids. Marco. That's all I'm going to tell you about me. No last name. No address.


  Not that it probably makes any difference anymore. The Yeerks know who I am. Or know who I was, anyway.


  Yeerks. I'm sure you know all about them by now. If not, here's the condensed version: slimy gray slugs that slither into your ear canal, flatten themselves out over the surface of your brain, and seize control of your body. Parasitic aliens who are conquering Earth, one human at a time.


  My mother was a Controller, controlled by one of the most powerful Yeerks in the Yeerk Empire, the former Visser One. We rescued her, killed the Yeerk who'd slithered into her head, staged a fake death for my dad and me, and evacuated to the mountain valley of the free Hork-Bajir.


  Which should've been great. And it was. For me personally. And for my family. Okay, so we were on a never-ending camping trip with seven-foot-tall bladed aliens who rarely, if ever, bathed. And no, I hadn't seen an indoor toilet in weeks.


  But I wasn't complaining. I had my mom back. Had my family back. And, as an added bonus, algebra homework was now only a distant, quickly fading memory.


  But for the Animorphs, and for the war we were fighting, my mother's escape was the beginning of a long, terrifying, downhill slide. And we were about to hit rock bottom. Hard.


  A big part of the reason we were struggling was that the Yeerks had had better weapons than us. Plus, they outnumbered us about three gazillion to six. But we had a couple of advantages that helped level the playing field.


  One: We could morph. We could touch an animal, acquire its DNA, then become that animal. A dying Andalite war-prince gave us that ability, and with it we could infiltrate, spy, destroy, and kick Yeerk butt in ways no human ever could. Two: Since morphing is Andalite technology, the Yeerks believed we were all Andalites. The former Visser Three, commander of the Yeerk invasion of Earth, had turned the planet upside down looking for a rogue band of blue aliens.


  But he didn't find us, because he never looked in places we might actually be. Cozy suburban houses on tree-lined, Leave-It-To-Beaver streets. Noisy school hallways between classes. The food court at the mall. Not your typical Andalite hangouts. Well, except maybe the food court. After this war is over, I fully expect Ax, our resident Andalite, to spend the rest of his life in human morph at Cinnabon.


  After we rescued my mother, though, it didn't take Visser Three long to figure out the "Andalite bandits" just might be human. He was promoted to Visser One, and he poured most of his resources into finding us.


  The other Animorphs were forced to rescue their families and flee to the Hork-Bajir valley. Rachel with her mom and two sisters. Cassie with her parents. Tobias with his mother.


  And Jake. Alone.


  We tried to get Jake's family out. Even Tom, his brother, who'd been a Controller since the beginning of the invasion. But the Yeerks got there first. Turned his mom and dad into Controllers, too.


  Turned Jake into someone none of us knew anymore.


  Ax moved to the valley, too. It had become our new sort of base.


  Bottom line: We were human kids, and the Yeerks knew it. And we'd thought that was the worst thing that could happen to us.


  W were wrong.


  We needed more help. More firepower. More Animorphs. So we recruited humans we knew we could trust. Humans the Yeerks had written off. Humans they wouldn't infest.


  Disabled kids.


  The Yeerks caught on to what we were doing, and in the the last battle we lost the morphing cube. The blue box that gave anybody who touched it the power to morph. Our one weapon, the weapon Visser One had never been able to overcome, had fallen into Yeerk hands. Yeah, we could still morph. But now the Yeerks could, too.


  Things were very, very bad.


  I looked into the sky. The red-tailed hawk circled. Examined the tanks below. Its eyes locked onto mine.


  Birds do not have lips. Birds cannot smile. But I swear this one did.


  Chapter 3


  



  "TSEEEEEEEER!"


  The red-tailed hawk rocketed from the sky, eyes gleaming in triumph.


  Chuk-chuk-chuk-chuk.


  The freight train was giving me a free ride right toward my enemy.


  I flapped to the top of the cargo bin and found a foothold.


  <Marco?>


  Tobias inched onto the bed of the flatcar. Four blocks of wood were wedged against the tank's tracks, two in front, two in back, keeping it from rolling. Tobias stood beside one of the front blocks, in its shadow, out of the hawk's line of vision.


  <You do know a bird of prey is shooting from the sky, aiming for you, right?> he said.


  <Uh, yeah.> My thought-speak actually sounded confident, like I really knew what I was doing. <The hawk doesn't have much bird experience, remember?>


  I spread my wings. Flared my feathers. Fanned my tail. It's what raptors do when they're threatened. Make their bodies as large and menacing as possible.


  What raptors do not do is plan suicidal fake-out maneuvers. No, that was purely a human move. My wings weren't spread high and wide just to make me look tough, though I'm sure I was one intense-looking bird. My wings were actually covering a thick steel tube that jutted up behind me through the cargo basket.


  A steel tube I was betting the hawk, in his rush to skewer my guts, hadn't noticed.


  I glared at him. Dared him to hit me.


  "TSEEEEEEEEEEER!"


  I stood my ground. Held my perch. My tail feathers flicked up and down like a lever, adjusting my balance to the movement of the train.


  Tobias watched from the shadows, wings tense, ready to blindside the hawk if I failed.


  The hawk plummeted, his beak aimed at my exposed chest.


  Six feet above me. Four. Two.


  Now!


  I dove. Sideways and down, toward the hull of the tank.


  Thungk-crack.


  The red-tail slammed into the steel pipe above me.


  Thump.


  And fell backward into the cargo basket. He lay on the bottom of the cage, unmoving, his neck twisted back and to the side.


  <That was a little on the crazy side, don't you think?> Tobias lifted his wings. <Now let's get away from here before his buddies notice he hasn't come up for air.>


  The train rattled around a curve. We swooped over the side. Stayed low. And came beak to beak with the pack of golden-eagle-Controllers.


  Did I mention that a golden eagle is almost three times as big as an osprey? That it's got about three times as much attitude and, in my opinion, is wound just a little too tight?


  And that's just your regular, run-of-the-sky golden eagle. Stir in a crazed Yeerk and a terrified human host, and we're talking one seriously demented bird.


  I cut sharply to the right. Tobias was already ahead of me. We powered our wings and shot toward the front of the train, six golden eagles on our tails.


  Chuk-chuk-chuk-chuk.


  The clatter of flatcars nearly drowned out the sound of beating wings. We whipped past one car. Another. We were gaining on the train.


  The eagles were bigger. Meaner. But not as quick. If we could outlast them, we could outdistance them. I flapped my wings. We rounded the curve.


  <Uh-oh,>said Tobias.


  Five falcons circled above us. They weren't as big as the golden eagles. Not even as big as me or Tobias. But a whole lot faster.


  One of the falcons peeled off. Dove!


  <Oh, man. Not this again. I am so tired of being dive-bombed by birds.>


  But this wasn't just any bird. This was a peregrine falcon. Not a bullet with feathers. A missile. A missile shooting toward me at two hundred miles an hour.


  Which gave me zero time to think up a suicidal fake-out maneuver.


  We were absolutely, positively toast.


  Chapter 4


  



  The falcon dropped from the sky. Another peregrine zeroed in on Tobias.


  I pumped my wings. Scanned the rail bed, searching for an opening. A hiding place. A shield.


  Nothing.


  A wall of trees on one side. A freight train on the other. A flock of psycho-eagles behind.


  <Under the train!> I yelled.


  I dove between two flatcars. Tobias followed.


  Chuk-chuk-chuk-chuk.


  Metal grated against metal. We dodged under axles. Between wheels. Around brake boxes. It was reckless and desperate and stupid. Thousands of pounds of steel zinging along the tracks, a fraction of an inch from our wings, our legs, our heads. One wrong move, one slight miscalculation, and we'd be chicken nuggets.


  But it was our only chance.


  We shot between the rail bed and the floor of the flatcars above. Lost an eagle. And another. A bird with a seven-foot wing span has no business under a moving freight train.


  But the falcons kept coming. From the front. From behind. Raking. Slashing. Pummeling.


  <Did you ever see that old movie The Birds?> I screamed.


  <Not funny, Marco!> Tobias screamed back.


  I jetted out from beneath a car, two falcons on my tail. I shot up. Around the tank. In. Out! Lost one of the falcons. Spun around the big gun. Lost the other.


  <AAAAAAAHHHHHH!>


  Talons the size of meat hooks clamped around my back, pierced feathers, then flesh, as a golden eagle plucked me from mid-flight.


  I thrashed. Tried to wrench free. My skin ripped beneath the eagle's viselike grip. Claw scraped bone.


  The eagle beat its wings and rose above the train. I dangled from its talons like a helpless field mouse, twisting and writhing.


  <Marco! Get your wings out of the way!>


  A flash of brown.


  I tucked in my wings.


  Tobias swept under the eagle in a Red-Tail Spiral of Death. His talons slashed the eagle's feathered legs.


  "KYEEEEEEER!"


  The eagle screamed. Banked. Turned to face his attacker.


  But he wasn't as quick as Tobias, and he was weighted down by an uncooperative osprey.


  "TSEEEEEEEEEEEEER!"


  Tobias slammed into his throat.


  The eagle veered. Raked a talon at Tobias. My neck fell from its clutches.


  I spun, my butt clenched in one eagle claw, my head and shoulders flopping in midair, while Tobias and the eagle threw down above me.


  Tobias circled. In. Out. Over. Around.


  The eagle whirled and dodged.


  <ls there a barf bag on this flight?> I said stupidly.


  Tobias ripped his talons across the eagle's back.


  The eagle lashed out, both feet open.


  I was free!


  I fell. Just plummeted toward the freight train below. Toward solid steel and jutting periscope housings.


  Fly. I had to fly! I focused. I pulled my wings up. Out.


  Air filled my wings, like I'd opened a parachute. Somewhere above me an eagle screamed. I had to circle. Get back to Tobias and help him fight off the eagle. I swept over the train. Around a tank.


  <Marco, look out!>


  Smack.


  It hit me from below. A falcon that came out of nowhere. I lurched backward, end over end.


  Thunk.


  And landed on the bed of the flatcar.


  Chapter 5


  



  I lay on my back, wings splayed across rough wooden planks, belly exposed. Wind whipped my feathers. The flatcar swayed beneath me.



  The falcon circled above. Flapped its wings and climbed. Gained altitude for another hit.


  I closed my eyes. Shut out the clacking of the train, the screams of hawk and eagle. Ignored the crippling pain shooting through my body. Forced one image into my head: Marco. Healthy human Marco.


  I felt my feathers liquefy. Felt them melt and dissolve into my skin. My legs thickened. Shot out to human length. The armored-plated scales covering them softened and smoothed into human skin.


  But I was still bird from the legs up, and I still couldn't move. Pain burned through my wings. I refocused the image: arms.


  Currrrrrrunnnnnnch!


  My wings straightened, stretched. The pain stretched, too. Longer. Thinner. Faded to a tingle, then disappeared as fingers popped from the ends of my arm-wings.


  I flexed them. Opened my eyes.


  I jerked to the side. Kicked at the falcon!


  Talons skidded across my thigh and locked onto my flesh. The falcon squeezed a mass of muscle between its dagger-sharp toes and kept flying.


  " AAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!"


  A golf ball-sized chunk of meat was ripped from my leg!


  In human form, I could fend off the falcons.


  In human form, I'd survive. Well, I'd survive longer than I would as an osprey.


  But why volunteer for that kind of carnage?


  I crawled to the tank. Sat with my back against the hull. Shoved the human image from my brain and thought of a different one: gorilla.


  Want to bulk up? Forget bench presses and power shakes. Morph a gorilla.


  I concentrated.


  My chest and shoulders bulged. Stomach rippled. Biceps, deltoids, pecs. I was beefy. Buff. My hands grew to the size of catchers' mitts. My fingers swelled to sausages.


  Currrrreeeeeeeek!


  Human bones thickened. Arms shot out. My skull shifted. Back, then up. My face flattened. Jaw jutted forward. My skin darkened to a glistening black, and waves of coarse dark hair swept down my body.


  I was Big Jim.


  I leaped to the hull of the tank. The falcon dove and raked my arm. Another swept over my head, talons bared. A golden eagle swiped at my face.


  But I was a gorilla. The eagle was merely an annoyance. A pest. As fierce as a mosquito but as easy to swat. I batted them away, like King Kong swatting airplanes from the top of the Empire State Building.


  I turned and scanned the rail bed. The trees had thinned. The ground was leveling out. We were getting closer to the city.


  Closer to Yeerk reinforcements.


  Tobias shot around a tank three cars back, a golden eagle breathing down his neck. Two falcons buzzed and jabbed around him, taking whatever shots they could get.


  <Tobias!> I yelled. <Time to bail.>


  <You think?>


  He flapped. Banked. Dove beneath the train.


  The rail bed had been cut into the side of the hill. On one side the ground lay even with the bed of the flatcar.


  Even with the tank's treads.


  Four chains, as big around as my arm, ran from huge steel loops welded to the tank to more huge loops welded to the flatcar, two in front, two in back. Each pair of chains criss-crossed and were locked down tight by giant steel buckles in the middle of each chain.


  Tools. I needed tools. Easy. I'd been to Level 10 in Tank Commando. I knew where to get them.


  I leaped to the tank's hull. A big lockbox was built into the fender, the lid bolted shut with a brass padlock.


  Simply not a problem for a gorilla. I ripped the lock loose, the brass folding in my fist like Play-Doh. Banged open the lid.


  Yes! Ax. Shovel. Mondo-huge wrench. Pointy chisel-looking bar.


  Sledgehammer.


  I pulled the sledgehammer from the box. Leaped to the back of the tank.


  The wood blocks were still wedged against the tank's treads, anchored by steel spikes driven through the blocks into the bed of the flatcar.


  WHAM!


  One block was airborne.


  WHAM!


  The other flew into the trees.


  I grabbed one of the big metal buckles and gave it a twist. The chain loosened. I twisted both buckles till I had plenty of slack, then leaped onto the tank and unhooked the chains from the steel loops.


  CLANG!


  The chains slid to the floor of the flatcar.


  The big gun was locked down into a bracket on the rear of the tank's hull. Since I was back there anyway, I ripped it free and leaped to the front of the tank.


  WHAM! WHAM!


  Wood blocks flew.


  I twisted. Leaped. Unhooked. The front chains fell away.


  The tank was free.


  <Tobias! Let's go.>


  I leaped onto the turret. Knuckle-walked to one of the hatches leading inside. Twisted the padlock off and hurled it at the eagle on Tobias's tail. Ripped the hatch open. Tobias shot through, into the tank.


  I swatted the eagle away, then heaved the sledgehammer at the train's engine. It sailed end over end, over the flatcars.


  Slammed onto the roof of the locomotive and bounced.


  EEEEEEEEEE!


  Brakes squealed. The flatcar lurched.


  I barreled into the tank and slammed the lid.


  Bye-bye birdies.


  Chapter 6


  



  <Okay. Good.> I squinted in the semidarkness. The train had stopped. <We're safe.>


  <Uh-huh.> Tobias flapped up onto a metal box. <Sealed inside a tin can, with Yeerk-infested birds nesting on top, waiting for reinforcements who will peel the lid off and kill us. We're not safe, Marco. We're dead.>


  <Dead? I think not. You underestimate the power of this particular tin can.> I patted the mesh wall behind me.


  The inside of the turret was a round metal basket. Everything in it - walls, floor, storage bins, equipment - had been painted white. Seats and storage bins filled the front and middle. My knees banged against a big metal box. An ammo rack jabbed my shoulder.


  The tank just wasn't built for a gorilla.


  I demorphed and climbed into one of the seats. I peered through the vision block mounted above me. It was the gunner's site. Computerized. Equipped with night vision and infrared sensors. Just like the video game.


  I could see the eagles and falcons. They were perched on the hull of the tank, waiting. The railroad guys were hiking along the tracks, searching the cars, searching under the cars, searching the trees. One of them was carrying the sledgehammer. Both of them looked really confused and a little ticked off.


  I climbed from my seat. Stood in the center of the basket and tried to figure out what to do first.


  "I assume we'll be taking this buggy for a joy-ride." Tobias had morphed into his human self. "If we can figure out how to start it."


  "What do you mean, if we can figure out how to start it? You happen to be sitting next to the Tank Commando master of the Hork-Bajir valley."


  "Right. Video-game expertise." He glanced around at the switches and levers. "So, what, we just rev it up and barrel off the side of the train?"


  "Yeah. The train's stopped. The ground's almost level with the flatcar. Should be easy. I saw a tank crew do it on the History Channel."


  "Ah. Video games and cable. How reassuring." He pulled a helmet from a hook on the side of the turret. "I should probably wear this."


  "Probably. That piece in front is a microphone," I said. "And the ear thingies are speakers.


  The mike was attached to a thick wire that curved down from the side of the helmet, like a telephone headset. Tobias adjusted it in front of his mouth.


  "I feel like Britney Spears," he said.


  "Unfortunately for me, you don't look like her. Sit here. Plug the cord in and push that little switch forward so you can talk to me."


  I climbed through the crawl space between the turret and the driver's area. Everything down there was painted white, too. I slid into the seat. It tipped back so far I was almost lying down. I slipped my helmet on. Plugged it in.


  And took a deep breath.


  I'll let you in on a little secret. Gunning down enemy troops in a video game does not actually prepare you to operate a real-life, sixty-ton tank. I mean, yeah, the controls looked familiar. I gripped the handlebar in front of me. And the equipment was all in basically the same spots as it was on my PlayStation screen.


  But this was the real deal. If I flipped the tank over, I couldn't hit ESCAPE and start again.


  "How's it going down there?" Tobias's voice crackled into my helmet.


  "Cool." I studied the instrument panel. "Everything's cool. Got it all figured out."


  Which, I realized, was almost true. Because here's another little secret: Tank controls are amazingly well-marked. FUEL. START. MASTER SWITCH. It didn't take a genius to figure out how to get it rolling.


  Was the army aware of this? Did they realize that, with a little trial and error, a third grader with a limited vocabulary could probably steal an entire tank?


  I settled back into my seat. Pushed MASTER SWITCH. Heard a little hum as the instrument panel lit up.


  I peered through my vision block. It wasn't a whiz-bang computerized periscope like the gunner's sight. It was more like a window. A slit of a window fitted with thick, bulletproof glass. The eagles and falcons were still perched on the tank. And they obviously knew something was up. They fluttered their feathers and stared at each other.


  I pushed START.


  RrrrrRRRRRRrrrrrrmmmmmm.


  The engine spun up and fired. Out on the hull, our friends the birds screeched and flapped their wings.


  Okay. I could do this. I gripped the handlebar thing. Right grip, throttle. Left grip, transmission. Gear switch under my left thumb.


  I took a breath. In about a minute we'd either be off the flatcar, ripping over the hills, or we'd be flipped over on the rail bed, like a big old metal bug on its back.


  I kept the transmission in neutral and turned the handlebar a sharp left, it was sort of like riding my bike. Sort of. Revved the throttle. The tank rotated sideways on the bed of the flatcar. Its treads hung out over the edge, facing the cutout section of hill.


  I straightened the handlebar. Shifted to drive. Pulled back on the throttle.


  And we lunged forward into empty space.


  Chapter 7


  



  The front of the treads rolled over the edge of the flatcar, supported by nothing. I could see level ground ahead. I held the throttle steady.


  The tank tipped, nose down. The falcons and eagles bailed. They obviously had no confidence in my tank-driving abilities.


  "Uh, Marco?" Neither, apparently, did Tobias.


  WHOOOOOOMPH!


  The tracks hit solid ground.


  The tank hung halfway on the flatcar, half on the cutout part of the hill.


  Then the treads grabbed onto the dirt and pulled us from the flatcar. We crawled across the cleared area next to the tracks. I found an opening in the line of trees, and we rattled off through the woods.


  "Cake," I said.


  I was very impressed with the tank. And, of course, myself. The M-1 clipped right along. It was a tank, but it could move. Anywhere. Up hills, over boulders, across ditches.


  I bounced along in the driver's seat. Bushes crumbled and disappeared under my treads. Okay, and a couple of trees, too. And the corner of a railroad storage shed. It took me a while to get used to the steering.


  The bird-Controllers had settled back onto the tank, their talons locked around hinges and handles, their wings bowed down against the hull.


  My helmet crackled. "Call me crazy," said Tobias, "but when we abort a mission, I don't think we should bring the Yeerks home with us."


  I heard a rattle above and behind me. The tank's big gun whipped to the front of the tank. Knocked a golden eagle out cold. He fell from the tank. The gun swung to the rear and then around to the front again. The other birds took to the skies.


  "Tobias? That was you, wasn't it?"


  "Yeah. I found an operating manual back here. Pretty dry reading, but there's some stuff in it we can definitely use."


  We thundered across a clearing. Slogged through a stream. Climbed the steep bank on the other side like it was downhill. Rattled through the underbrush and back into the trees. The bird-Controllers swooped overhead.


  Tobias spun the gun again. The eagles and falcons screeched and flapped toward the sky.


  I thundered along, the turret basket whirling inches behind my head, trying not to get the gun tube stuck in the side of a hill or caught in a tree.


  Trying to keep my eyes focused through the vision block. The woods flashed by in a blur.


  THUNNNNNG.


  The tank tipped sideways. Kept rolling. Thumped back to level ground.


  "This is way cooler than a tank sim," said Tobias. "Think Jake'd let us keep an M-1 up in the . . . Marco! Watch out!!"


  "Watch what? I can't see very well."


  "I know. But I can. Stop. Stop!"


  I pushed down on the brake. The tank jerked to a stop. I bounced forward, then back. I peered through my vision block.


  And all I saw was sky. Acres and acres of empty air. We'd left the woods and were perched on the edge of a cliff overlooking the Interstate.


  The falcons and eagles had disappeared. Smart birds.


  My helmet sputtered. "Uh, Marco? Does this thing have reverse?"


  I glanced at the gear switch. "Yeah."


  I pressed the switch with my thumb. Gave it gas. The tank started to roll. Forward.


  "AAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!" Tobias screamed in my ear.


  I slammed on the brake. The tank stopped. Chunks of earth crumbled beneath the treads and plummeted from the cliff.


  "Not reverse," I said.


  "No kidding."


  I pressed the gear switch again. Twisted the throttle toward me a fraction of a centimeter.


  The tank inched backward.


  I cranked the throttle. Backed to the edge of the woods. Sat in the shadow of the trees and let the tank idle.


  The "cliff" was a hill the highway department had blasted through when they built the Interstate. It sloped down on either side till it was level with the road.


  I cranked the handlebar. Turned the tank. We thundered down the hill. I turned again. Plowed through the ditch and up onto the highway.


  "Uh, Marco? You sure you know what you're doing?" Tobias said.


  "Sure. This puppy can do sixty-five, no sweat."


  "Yeah, sixty-five in the wrong direction!"


  I stared out at the highway. It was divided, with a concrete barrier between the two sides. And our side was going the wrong way.


  Not much I could do about that but keep going. And hope the other vehicles were smart enough to get out of the way.


  They were.


  A brand-new Lexus shrieked off to the side of the road. A rusty old pickup filled with wood planks followed it.


  A minivan driven by a soccer-mom skidded after them. An SUV driven by a guy in a suit swerved right behind.


  So far, everyone was working with us.


  Except for the eighteen-wheeler.


  It kept on barreling toward us. I slowed down. Veered toward the shoulder. Plowed over a bank of road signs. Veered back onto the highway to avoid a stalled-out jeep.


  Still the truck bore down on us. We were close enough now so I could see the driver's face. He was smiling. No, he was laughing.


  "Is the guy a total idiot?" Tobias cried. "He's playing chicken with a tank. A tank!"


  "He is bigger."


  "Yeah? Well, we're better equipped." The big gun rattled. Swung to the right.


  "You can't shoot him, Tobias!"


  "He doesn't know that."


  The cannon rattled again. Up, this time. Straight at the truck's window.


  The trucker's smile froze. He cranked his steering wheel and swerved into the next lane.


  "That'll learn him," I muttered.


  Chapter 8


  



  Jake frowned. "So, where did you leave the tank?"


  Tobias and I looked at each other.


  We were back in the Hork-Bajir valley, seated around the campfire outside my parents' cabin. Crickets hummed. The setting sun bathed the valley in amber rays. Champ, Tobias's mom's dog, drowsed at our feet. It was peaceful. It was nice.


  It was a council of war.


  The Joint Chiefs of Staff were all present. Me, Tobias, Rachel, Cassie, Jake, and Ax. And, since we'd moved to the valley, we'd added two more members.


  Toby, the Hork-Bajir seer. Seer, meaning smarter than the average Hork-Bajir. Meaning two-plus-two actually held some meaning for her. So did quantum physics.


  The second new member was my mom.


  "The tank." I took a breath. "Well, you know Chapman's house? Nice two-story?"


  Jake sighed. "How many stories is it now?"


  "Uh . . ." I glanced at Tobias. "Zero? But the back deck will give Chapman a nice supply of firewood this winter. It's already piled up for him."


  Tobias smiled. "Too bad he doesn't have a fireplace anymore."


  "Excuse me?" said Rachel. "You flattened Melissa's house?"


  She stared at me. She and Melissa Chapman used to be friends. Back before Melissa's dad became a Controller and Rachel became an Animorph.


  She turned on Tobias. "And you went along with it?"


  "Whoa. Down, girl," I said. "You're just mad because you didn't get to drive a tank. Nobody got hurt. Nobody was home. Not even Fluffer McNutter or whatever that stupid cat's name is."


  "Fluffer McKitty," she said.


  "Oh. Excuse me. Fluffer McKitty. That's so much better. Anyway, they're all fine. Melissa, her parents, her cat."


  Tobias nodded. "They're just, well, homeless."


  Rachel shook her head. Looked to Jake to back her up.


  Jake said . . . nothing.


  We waited for his reprimand. For his poorly concealed amusement. For his: "That's not exactly what I meant by low profile, Marco." All the normal Jake stuff.


  The fire popped. Somebody's nylon jacket squeaked. Ax nailed a mosquito with the flat of his tailblade.


  Jake sighed again and poked the campfire with a stick.


  I frowned. Looked at Ax. He shrugged, one of the many human gestures he'd picked up.


  Since we'd moved to the valley, Jake had been on autopilot. I didn't know how to talk to him anymore. This was Jake. My best friend since second grade, and I couldn't even have a superficial, meaningless conversation with him.


  Let alone try to get into his head.


  Part of it was me. My guilt. Yeah, big news flash, call the Associated Press, Marco feels guilty. Well, wouldn't you? My family was safe, recovered, together, while Jake's had been torn away from him. There was only a very slim chance he'd ever get them back.


  But that wasn't exactly why I felt guilty.


  I felt guilty because I was so happy. Happy my mom was back. Happy that she and my dad were still nauseatingly in love. My best friend had lost everything that had ever meant anything to him. Meanwhile, I practically had to tie myself to a tree to keep from running up and down the valley, arms spread wide, belting out show tunes.


  I glanced at Cassie. She sat on top of the old picnic table Ax and I had found and dragged to the camp. She sat away from the fire. Away from the whole group.


  I figured if anybody could get through to Jake, Cassie could. I mean, she's Cassie, for pete's sake. But since our last mission, since the Yeerks had stolen the morphing cube, Jake was more distant from her than from anybody. Distant? Actually where Cassie was concerned, Jake had completely closed down. Like an iron door had slammed shut.


  "But did you get any information?" Toby looked at Tobias, then me. She was crouched in the grass, the light from the smoldering logs intensifying the fire in her Hork-Bajir eyes. "Did you discover anything useful?"


  Tobias scratched Champ's ears. "You mean before we stole government property, endangered innocent motorists, and leveled a moderately priced suburban home?"


  "Yes." She nodded.


  "Well, we did manage to get a good look at the train," I said. "The National Guard wasn't moving those tanks. Not the regular, uninfested National Guard anyway."


  "The uninfested National Guard." Jake nodded. Stirred the fire. "We've been assuming there still is such a thing." He turned to my mom. "Eva, is there any chance we're wrong?"


  "No." Mom shook her head. "If Visser Three had taken over the National Guard while I was Visser One's host body, I'd have known about it. What am I saying? Everybody would've known about it. Visser Three would've made sure."


  "What about since then?" said Jake. "Since he was promoted to Visser One?"


  "No." Mom shook her head again. "Not enough time. We're talking thousands of soldiers, spread out over the entire state. And they're not on active duty. They're weekend warriors, so most of the time they're not even with their units. This is a huge operation. It'd take months to plan, months more to execute."


  "Okay." Jake paced. Poked his stick at the fire. "With all the troop movement over the last few days, we can assume the planning stage is done. So I'm assuming the execution stage is beginning. We can also assume at least some of the highest ranking officers are Controllers. Otherwise, the visser wouldn't be able to get all those soldiers into the city. They'll all be infested. Soon. We can't let that happen."


  <But how can we be sure we can stop it?> Ax asked. His blue fur gleamed in the firelight. <Even with James and the other new Animorphs, are we big enough?>


  "No. We're not. We need help." Pace. Pace. Poke. "So, we split up. One group is the in-your-face group." Jake glanced at Rachel. "That group creates a diversion with the National Guard troops. Keeps them away from the Yeerk pool as long as possible. They're stationed all over the city, so we'll have to keep moving to hit all the bases. But it'll also split Visser One's resources, trying to stop us. It'll keep him busy. Buy us some time."


  "We have been planning to liberate the group of Hork-Bajir that guard The Sharing headquarters," said Toby. "We can be ready to go in the morning."


  "Good. That'll be one more fire Visser One has to put out. Group Two will be smaller, quieter. They'll need to show a little more finesse."


  "Finesse?" Rachel shot me a sideways look. "Oh, yeah. Some of us are so good at that."


  "We'll have to be," said Jake. "Because only one person has enough authority to stop the movement of National Guard troops. The governor. Group Two has to travel to the capitol. Get to the governor somehow. Convince him to work with us."


  "I'll go," Cassie said.


  "No," Jake replied, practically before the words were out of her mouth.


  Cassie froze. Stared at him.


  Jake didn't even look at her.


  Instead, he gave me a sarcastic half-smile. A glimpse of the old Jake. "If anybody can handle a politician, it's Marco. And Tobias can get to the capitol without getting lost. We also need to make sure the governor isn't a Controller, and Ax is the most qualified to judge. So that's the second group. Marco, Ax, and Tobias."


  That's when he finally looked at Cassie. Locked his gaze on her.


  "I can trust them," he said.


  Silence.


  Jake turned back to us and continued, "I'll be with Group One. Rachel. Cassie. Toby and some of her people. James's group, too. We'll try to stir up some major chaos before midnight. Marco, you need to reach the governor some time tomorrow. Doesn't matter exactly when, just get there."


  He stopped pacing. Stopped poking the fire. Looked at me. At Ax and Tobias. "I know this sounds melodramatic, but we can't fight this war alone anymore. We need the authorities on our side. If the governor is free, you have to find a way to convince him. If he's a Controller, well, we'll have to figure out Plan B."


  "Oh. Well," I said. "As long as there's no pressure."


  "And try to keep things down. We don't need Visser One figuring out what we're up to." The half-smile again. "I'm counting on you guys to be cool. And to handle this the best way you know how."


  "Be cool? Handle this? Marco?" Rachel shook her head. "We are in serious trouble."
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  Weds slapped at our faces. Mud sucked at our feet - well, two of us anyway. We waded into the swamp and crouched behind a stand of cattails. Me, Ax, Tobias perched on Ax's shoulder. Group Two. The ones with "finesse."


  We were at The Gardens, in the wetlands section that divided the zoo from the amusement park. The sun was rising behind the Ferris wheel. An early morning fog rose from the water.


  Birds filled the big, marshy pond. Ducks, geese, swans, pelicans, cranes. Flamingoes.


  <Hey,> said Tobias. <We can morph lawn ornaments.>


  The capitol was over two hundred miles away. The fastest way to get there was by air, and our normal bird-of-prey morphs wouldn't do the job. We needed distance flyers. Ducks. Our plan was to get in, acquire the necessary DNA, and get out before The Gardens opened for the day.


  And at the edge of the water, near our cattail hideout, swam a family of mallards.


  We hunkered down and waited for them to drift closer.


  "Anybody know the best way to catch a duck?" I whispered.


  Ax peered through the cattails. <I have been observing these animals very closely.> His main eyes studied a group of ducklings, while his stalk eyes followed a big male duck that bobbed near the cattails. <They are quick and agile, but they spend a great deal of time with their heads underwater.>


  <They're eating,> Tobias explained.


  <Ah.> Ax nodded. <You see how much safer and more efficient it would be for them if they fed through their feet? Capturing a member of this species while its front half is submerged should be relatively simple.>


  Simple. Right. When was the last time anything in our lives was simple?


  The male paddled into the cattails. I could tell he was a male, a drake, by his shimmery green head, his cinnamon-brown chest, and the band of white that divided the two like a neck lace. In the duck world, the boys get to be the pretty ones. All the girl ducks were a drab, splotchy brown.


  The drake swam closer. Dipped his beak into the water.


  I raised my arms. Slowly. I tensed, ready to grab him as soon as he dove for food.


  Sploot.


  Something heavy and wet landed on my head. Part of it slid down my face and latched on to my cheek.


  "Gree-deep," said the heavy, wet thing.


  Great. I lifted my hand. Started to shove it off. The drake drifted closer. I froze.


  <Marco, do you realize that there is a large amphibian on your head?>


  <It's a bullfrog, Ax-man,> said Tobias.


  "Gree-deep," said the frog.


  The mallard turned. Watched me. Paddled away.


  I poked the bullfrog.


  "Oh, man." I groaned. "I think it just peed on me."


  I started to poke him again, then stood very still. One of the female mallards had paddled into the cattails.


  She nipped at something in the water. Floated. Nipped again. Plunged her head beneath the surface. Her bottom bobbed on top.


  I lunged. Grabbed the duck around the middle. Held her wings tight to her body and pulled her from the water.


  She thrashed and quacked. The other ducks squawked and flapped away.


  I turned toward shore. The frog slid down my face and over my eyes.


  I flung my head, tried to shake him loose. Kept my grip on the duck. Reeled blindly in the water.


  "QUAAAAAAAAAACK."


  The duck let out a cry and wrenched a wing from under my grip. Beat it against my arm, my face. Lashed out with her feet.


  You think just because they're webbed, duck feet don't have claws? They do. And they're sharp. Two kicks shredded my forearms.


  "AAAAAAAAHHHHHH!"


  I screamed. The pond erupted in quacks, honks, and screeches. Water sprayed over me. Cattails sliced at my face.


  The bullfrog stayed planted on my head.


  I stood totally still and concentrated on the duck in my hands. On the duck that was kicking, flapping, flailing. I had to focus. Had to acquire it before it got away.


  "QUAAAAAAAAAACK."


  Something small, hard, and sharp clamped down on my nose.


  " AAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!"


  I screamed. The duck had bit me! She gave one more major thrash and slipped from my hands.


  "QUAAAAAAAAAACK."


  Her wings beat against my face as she flapped away.


  "Gree-deep."


  The frog leaped into the cattails.


  "Oh, now you decide to leave," I said. I slogged toward the bank.


  <Stay still, Marco. I believe I have one.> Ax vaulted into the pond in a beautiful, perfect arc, his Andalite form clearly outlined in the morning sun.


  "Daddy, Daddy! Look! It's a unicorn." I whirled.


  A little girl was pulling her dad toward the duck pond. A group of grade-school kids on a field trip jostled along the sidewalk behind them.


  "The park's open," I yelled to Ax and Tobias. "Let's get what we came for and get out!"


  "A blue unicorn, Daddy. Look!"


  "There's no such thing as a unicorn, sweetheart. That's a, well, it's a . . . an antelope. Yes, an antelope. That's it. Probably from . . . Africa. An African antelope."


  Ax, the blue Andalite/African antelope, splashed through the water, chasing the mallard. Ducks and geese quacked, honked, and thrashed over the pond. I sloshed after him, into the path of oncoming birds, trying to nab one as it flapped by. I could hear the field trip kids shouting behind me.


  "Hey, what's that kid doing in the water?"


  "Looks like he's target practice for those birds."


  "Can we go swimming, too, Mrs. Duncan, please?"


  I dove. Ax lunged. Ducks skidded across the water.


  <I'll handle this,> Tobias said.


  He took to the sky and circled. Spilled air from his wings and dove. Swooped over the water and landed easily on a mallard's back. The duck squawked and splashed and tried to fly away. Tobias sank his talons into its feathers. The duck relaxed. It had fallen into an acquiring trance.


  <Marco. Your turn,> said Tobias.


  I splashed out to the duck. Grabbed him around the middle. Pressed my hands against his feathers. Had to start acquiring him before he snapped out of it.


  I shut out the squawks and squeals around me, the shouts and laughs from the shore. Concentrated on the duck.


  "Ax. You ready?" I sloshed toward him, duck in hand.


  Ax reached for it.


  "Andalite!"


  I spun. One of teachers pushed her way through the mob of field trip kids. She knocked a zoo guard onto the concrete and pulled a gun from his holster.
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  "Ax! Get back!"


  Ax dove into the cattails. I dove after him, still carrying the droopy duck.


  Wooooooooosh.


  What I guess was a tranquilizer dart pierced the weeds.


  I handed the duck off to Ax in a weird DNA water relay.


  TSSSSSEEEEEEEEW-buh-loooooosh.


  A Dracon beam vaporized the water beside me. Human-Controllers leaped into the pond and splashed toward the cattails.


  Others, still on the bank, began changing. Shrinking, shifting . . . morphing. A leopard emerged from a security guard, a golden eagle from an ice-cream vendor.


  <Man, I liked it better when only we could do that,> I said.


  <I've got the eagle,> Tobias called from overhead.


  "TSEEEEEEEEEEEEEER!"


  He dove. Hit the eagle before it had finished the morph. Circled for another shot.


  "RoaaAAAAAAAAWWWWWWWWWR."


  The leopard leaped at Ax, teeth bared.


  Fwap! Fwap!


  Ax, still holding the duck, struck back with his bladed tail.


  TSSSSSEEEEEEEEW-buh-loooooosh.


  Human-Controllers charged through the pond, firing Dracons.


  I took a deep breath. Filled my lungs with air and dove into the shallow water.


  I focused. Tried not to move. Tried not to make waves or bubbles.


  And then it started. I felt my muscles bulge. Bones realign. Felt pin prickles as fur popped from my skin.


  But I was running out of air! My lungs burned. My eyes burned. Still, I concentrated. Felt my skull bulge. My jaw jut forward.


  Finally, I erupted from the water. Gulped in air. Tore through the cattails and leaped onto the bank. I was Marco the gorilla. And I was looking to kick some Controller butt.


  TSSSSSSSEEEEEEEEW!


  A Dracon beam fried the cattails. I whirled. A human-Controller stood at the edge of the water. He raised his handheld Dracon and aimed it at my chest.


  I leaped. Knocked the Dracon into the water with one fist. Slammed the Controller unconscious with the other.


  More human-Controllers charged me from behind. Jumped onto my back. Beat me with sticks and rocks and cell phones. One of the Controllers jabbed at my eyes with her car keys.


  I whirled. Flung the Controllers away, one by one. One by one they sailed over the sidewalk and -


  CRASH!


  - flattened a slush stand.


  "HONNNK. HONNNK."


  A goose flapped up from the pond. It flew low, straight at me.


  Another Controller? I lifted an arm, ready to swing. Ready to fend off its claws and beak.


  But the goose just continued to beat its wings. It flew over my head toward the zoo. Not a Controller. Just a goose.


  This was insane. Birds were starting to make me jumpy.


  The battle had spilled into the amusement park section of The Gardens. Tobias and the eagle were locked in aerial combat above the roller coaster.


  Ax galloped toward the merry-go-round. The leopard lay beside it, trying to drag itself underneath on three legs.


  Ax stood above the leopard, tail blade poised.


  "RoaaAAAAAAAAWWWWWWWWWR."


  <Ax! Watch out!>


  A cougar vaulted from the top of the merry-go-round. Sunk teeth and claws into Ax's back.


  Fwap! Fwap-fwap!


  Ax's tail blade lashed out.


  Wooooosh.


  Another tranquilizer dart shot past my head. Rippled the fur on my shoulder. I wheeled. Two human-Controllers stood at the edge of the log ride, on top of the waterfall. One held a gun.


  TSSSSSEEEEEEEEEWWW!


  The other wielded a Dracon.


  I knuckle-leaped toward the log ride.


  TSSSSSEEEEEEEEEWWW!


  The concrete beneath me exploded.


  I bounded over the wooden fence that separated the log ride from the sidewalk. Climbed through the synthetic jungle up the man-made mountain.


  I was a gorilla. This was my territory. Okay, so the jungle was fiberglass and plastic, whatever. I tore through it anyway. Reached the top of the waterfall in fifteen seconds flat. The Controllers stood on the edge of the man-made river, peering out over the park. I ripped through a tangle of fake vines and leaped onto the edge of the river-way.


  "AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!"


  They screamed. I hammered.


  BAM! BAM!


  Spuh-LOOOOOOOSH!


  They plunged into the river.


  "AAAAAAAAAAAAAaaaaaaaahhhhhh . . ."


  And shot over the waterfall.


  "KYEEEEEER!"


  A golden eagle's scream. I was above the roller coaster, and I could see down over the track, where an eagle and Tobias were still at it. The eagle screamed again and pummeled Tobias.


  Tobias fell, one wing flapping, the other hanging limp at his side.


  He spiraled. Down. Down.


  <Tobias!>


  Thump.


  And landed on the elevated track of the roller coaster, in a dip at the bottom of a steep hill.


  A roller-coaster car filled with passengers clanked up the other side of the hill.


  <Get up! Tobias, get up!>


  I bounded along the edge of the fiberglass river.


  The eagle hurtled toward Tobias, ready to finish him off.


  The roller-coaster car reached the top of the hill and shot down the other side. It picked up speed as it traveled. Passengers squealed and flung their arms above their heads.


  Tobias fluttered his good wing. His body flopped pitifully against the steel track.


  He was too weak to get out of the way. It was too late!


  <Tobias! No!>
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  "KYEEEEEEEEER!"


  The eagle plummeted.


  The roller-coaster car shot down the tracks. Hurtled toward the badly injured body of my friend.


  <Tobias!> I skidded down the side of the waterfall, from tree to vine to bush.


  The eagle was directly above him now.


  The roller-coaster car almost on top of him.


  Wuuuumpf.


  <What the . . . !>


  The roller-coaster car slammed into the eagle! Brown and golden feathers spewed over the passengers.


  "AAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!"


  Women screamed. Kids cried. Men shouted.


  But I wasn't interested in the passengers.


  More brown feathers flashed below. Then, a red tail. A hawk had dropped through the bottom of the elevated tracks.


  <Tobias?>


  He flapped and swooped toward the sky, both wings strong and healthy.


  <What happened?!> I asked.


  <No big deal.> He climbed above the tracks. <I just stole your suicidal fake-out maneuver, that's all.>


  <That's all? Can a gorilla have a heart attack? Because I think I'm having a heart attack. I'm not breathing right. You know that was completely insane, don't you?>


  <Insane, yes. But it worked.> He flapped over the waterfall. <Where's Ax?>


  BANG! CLANK!


  A tram car rocked and swayed overhead, on its way from the amusement park to the zoo.


  WHAM.


  The door banged open, and Ax leaped out, a cougar wrapped around its neck.


  They dropped, a ball of cat and alien, free-falling to Earth.


  Ax began shrinking. His blue fur melted into a shimmering swirl of green and chestnut feathers. His stalk eyes shriveled. His front legs dissolved. His back hooves flattened and webbed out as his arms broadened into wings. He slipped from the cougar's grasp and flapped toward the sky.


  <NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!>


  The cougar's thought-speak echoed through the park. He writhed, twisted, tried to get all four feet beneath him. He dropped through the trees into the Siberian tiger exhibit.


  "RrrrrrrrrrOOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAWWWWWWRRR!"


  Big kitty battle cries erupted from the pen.


  <That should keep him busy for a while,> said Tobias.


  He and Ax landed beside me in the man-made jungle. Tobias went mallard. I demorphed then concentrated on the duck.


  I'd morphed birds before. A seagull. And an osprey, of course. The osprey and mallard were roughly the same size. But they were built a whole lot different.


  The ground shot up as my body shrank. I put out a hand to steady myself, but my fingers were already thinning, shifting. My first two fingers shot out. My pinkie and ring finger dissolved into nothing.


  Sploooooooooot.


  My bones snapped, realigned, and became hollow. Internal organs moved, re-formed. New ones sloshed into existence. My shoulders shifted up. My hips shifted back. My whole body tipped forward till I was lying on my face.


  <Well, this is comfortable,> I said.


  My mouth and nose melded together and jutted into the ground. My nostrils slid to the top, and my neck shot straight out, scraping my nose/mouth combo through the dirt. The combo flattened out. Hardened into a long, broad bill.


  Sccccuuuurreeeeech.


  Orange scales shot down my legs. Claws erupted from my toes, and the skin between them webbed together.


  I was a duck. Short, squat, steady. Alert. Tense. A little skittish, maybe, but ready to stand my ground, to defend my territory. In your face, if I had to. And - this part is gross - suddenly overcome by a craving for mosquito larva.


  <Ewwww.>


  I shuddered and tried out my new mallard voice: "Kwek." It didn't sound right. Too low. Too raspy. I tried again. "Kwek. Kwek-kwek-kwek-kwek."


  <I think we acquired a defective duck,> I said. <My quack's not coming out right.>


  <I know a little something about birds,> said Tobias. <And when it comes to mallards quacking, the females are better at it.>


  <Ah. So it's a trade-off. A pretty face.> I tilted my shimmering green head. <Or a big, full-bodied quack.>


  <The quack's not the big problem,> said Tobias. <What I'd really like to know is, who thought up this leg/tail arrangement?> He waddled between two fiberglass trees. <Look at my butt.>


  <Uh, thanks, Tobias. I think I'll pass.>


  <Seriously,> he said. <Pm sure it's great for swimming, having the motor in the rear like that, but walking? My legs are so far apart my whole back end bobs up and down every time I take a step. Up and down. Side to side. Like a . . . like a . . .>


  <Like a duck?>


  <Yeah. It's humiliating.> He swept a wing over his flat duck bill. <And this is just wrong.>


  <Tobias, you've been a hawk way too long.> I lifted my wings. <Let's go find the governor.>
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  I pushed off with my feet, flapped my wings, and sprung straight into the air. Through the trees. Above the waterfall.


  <Hey, this is cool,> I said. <No long, running takeoffs. No flapping along the ground. When the duck wants to be in the air, he's in the air.>


  Tobias and Ax followed, and we flew over The Gardens. Three identical ducks, morphed from the same DNA.


  A flock of seagulls flitted about the food court. We watched them. Listened. Two of the birds suddenly took to the sky.


  Controllers? We beat our wings and veered away, looking for a place to land. A place to defend ourselves. The gulls dove for a Frito bag lying behind a trash can. Not Controllers. Just hungry scavengers. We headed back on course.


  <I don't believe I'm saying this.> Tobias. <But I can almost sympathize with Visser One. Now we know what he's been going through all this time. Dodging every animal he sees, thinking the boogeyman in morph is lurking around every corner.>


  We decided three ducks flying by themselves looked a little conspicuous, especially to Controllers who were probably looking for three ducks flying by themselves. So we hooked up with a flock of mallards heading in the direction of the capitol.


  We leeched onto the back of their V formation, and flapped off over the mountains.


  This wasn't sleek, soaring raptor flight. With our round heads, long necks, and plump bodies, we looked more like bowling pins with wings.


  I was the Energizer Bunny with feathers. The Energizer Birdie. I flapped and flapped and flapped. Fifty miles an hour on a straight, level flight.


  <Here's a question,> I said. <Why haven't we morphed ducks before? All those times we had to fly long distances, like trying to keep up with the train yesterday, Tobias. Or that time Jake got his guts squashed on the ceiling when we were stowing away in fly morph on an airplane. Why didn't anybody say, "Long distance? Let's go duck"?>


  <Yes,> Ax agreed. <This is a useful morph. I'm not tired after quite a bit of time in the air.>


  <Exactly. Plus we're flying in formation, and it looks normal. None of that bird-of-prey stuff where we have to fly miles apart and pretend we don't know each other. No offense, Tobias. I like swooping and gliding and riding the thermals as much as the next raptor, but every bird can't be a fighter jet. Sometimes you need a steady, reliable 747.>


  I scanned the rocks and treetops below. The duck had decent eyesight. It didn't have binocular vision like an osprey, so I couldn't judge distances very well. I couldn't scope out a fish from half a mile away and know exactly when to dive and at what speed and where to plunge my talons into the water to catch it.


  But hey, the mallard didn't need that kind of information. Mosquito larva and barley seed don't move very fast.


  We left the mountains behind and flew over fields and rivers, highways and small towns. We took a mid-morning pitstop on a marshy farm pond, then the flock headed back to the sky. We flew high to take advantage of a nice tailwind and reached the outskirts of a city just before noon. A large white dome gleamed in the distance.


  <This is it,> I said. <I recognize the capitol from our third-grade field trip.>


  <A domed building?> Ax's thought-speak was filled with awe. He has a thing for domed roofs. <Excellent living quarters! Well-suited for an important government leader.>


  <That's not where he lives, Ax-man. It's just where he works.>


  <And it's Saturday,> said Tobias. <So chances are, he's not there.>


  <So chances are, he'll be at home,> I said.


  <Which is . . .?>


  I didn't say anything.


  Ax let out a raspy quack. <We traveled all this way, and we do not know where we are going?>


  <No big deal,> I said. <We've got finesse, remember? We'll ask directions.>


  We discreetly peeled off from the flock and landed in a big mud puddle behind a truck stop. Ax and Tobias dabbled in the water. I waddled across the gravel to the men's room, waited until it was empty, and demorphed.


  I circled to the front of the building and went inside. A skinny woman with teased orange hair sat behind the cash register, leafing through a magazine.


  "Um, hi," I said. "I'm from out of town, doing a little sight-seeing, and I'm wondering how to get to the governor's mansion."


  She didn't look up from the magazine. "Beats me. The governor's never invited me over."


  She flipped to a page of makeup tips. I wandered through the side door to the truck stop's diner.


  None of the waitresses knew where the governor lived. They hollered back to the kitchen, but the cook and the dishwasher were clueless, too.


  "Thanks anyway," I said.


  I headed toward the door.


  "Need directions?"


  I turned. Two bikers were eating lunch at the counter. The big one was looking at me. He bit off a mouthful of burrito and watched me as he chewed.


  Did I say he was the big one? I take that back. He wasn't big. He was huge. His left bicep was bigger than my whole head. His body nearly swallowed the stool he was sitting on. He wore a bandanna around his head and a leather jacket with the name "Chopper" embroidered across the back.


  Chopper picked something from his teeth. "Did a drywall job there once."


  "At the governor's mansion?"


  "Yep. The governor's a real nice person. That job got me back on my feet." He pointed his burrito at the front window. "This highway out front here? Take it east till you come to the cloverleaf."


  I nodded. Tobias would know where east was.


  "Then head north," he said. "About a mile, mile and a half. Governor's mansion sits on a bluff overlooking the river. You can't miss it. Freaky-looking place with towers and little balconies. Like something straight out of The Addams Family."
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  We'd followed Chopper's directions. We found the governor's mansion and landed in the shrubs in the middle of the circular drive at the front of the house. We demorphed and were now staring at the front door, trying to figure out how to get in.


  I peered through a gap in the bushes. Thorn bushes. I hadn't noticed the thorns when I was standing underneath them as a duck. But now I was human, and I noticed.


  And Chopper was also right about the place being freaky-looking. Towers and turrets loomed above us. Vines crept up the dark stone walls and circled the stained-glass windows. Pointy black wrought-iron railings lined the balconies and the roof.


  "Man. We should've brought our trick-or-treat bags," I said.


  <We need to find your governor quickly,> said Ax, <and convince him to speak to us alone. What does he look like?>


  "I'm not really sure," I said. "Tobias?"


  Tobias blinked his beady hawk eyes.


  Ax frowned. <But he is the most important government official in your state. Isn't his picture placed prominently in all your educational facilities?>


  "Maybe." I shrugged. "I never really paid much attention." I looked at Tobias.


  <Don't ask me,> he said. <My education has taken place mostly outside the established facilities.>


  Ax studied Tobias, then me. He shook his head, puzzled. <Perhaps it will not matter. Once we are inside, we will most likely hear someone call him by name.> He narrowed his stalk eyes. <You do know his name?>


  Tobias and I looked at each other.


  Okay, so I should've done an Internet search before we left the valley. Or picked up a state map at the truck stop. The governor's picture would've been right there on the inside flap, with his name printed underneath.


  Or I could've asked Chopper. He would have known.


  <So I take it we're back to the finesse thing again?> said Tobias.


  I shrugged. "It's been working for us so far."


  Except here I couldn't just casually stroll through the door and ask directions. Too much security.


  I peeked through the thorns. A tall stone fence, topped with iron spikes and fitted with an alarm system, enclosed the house and grounds. The driveway twisted through a canopy of trees and ended at a gate in the fence. A state trooper manned the guardhouse beside the gate. Another trooper stood watch outside the front door to the mansion. More troopers were probably stationed inside. Not to mention all the maids, cooks, secretaries, and personal assistants we'd have to get past.


  Maids, cooks, secretaries, and personal assistants who could be Controllers.


  "We use our fly morphs," I said. "Buzz past the guard and into the house. Nobody'll notice us."


  <Perfect,> said Tobias, <if we were looking for garbage cans and bathrooms. It's just a guess, but I doubt he'll be spending large amounts of time in either of those places. We could fly around that mausoleum all day and never run into him.>


  Ax snorted. <Or recognize him if we did.>


  Okay. We deserved that shot. I let it go.


  "Well, whatever we do, we have to stay small," I said. "We can't let anybody see us except the governor."


  We went over our list of possible morphs.


  Rat?


  Same problem as the fly, only worse. We'd be more likely to be seen. And exterminated.


  Flea?


  Blind and deaf. And not very mobile unless we caught a ride in somebody's hair. Plus who wants to put up with the overwhelming need to suck blood?


  "Wolf spiders?" I said.


  <People see spiders and go insane,> said Tobias. <I don't want to end up on the bottom of somebody's shoe.>


  "So . . . what, then? Bat? Chimpanzee? Inconspicuous, friendly looking Hork-Bajir? What else have we got?"


  <We have a very large black automobile,> said Ax.


  He pointed toward the guardhouse at the end of the drive. A stretch limo had stopped at the gate. The guard checked his clipboard and motioned the driver through. The limo crunched up the winding drive toward us and pulled into the circle in front of the door. The driver got out, said something to the guard at the front door, then stood by the limo, waiting.


  "He's not here to pick up the butler," I said. "The governor must be going somewhere."


  <Somebody with finesse would probably go with him,> said Tobias.


  I nodded. "Yup."
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  RUN!


  It was the only thought in my little cockroach brain: RUN! OUT OF THE LIGHT! NOW!


  I skittered across the pavement toward the long, dark shadow beneath the limo. Every tiny black hair on my cockroach body trembled. Every nerve cell stood at attention. Two other cockroaches, Ax and Tobias, darted alongside me.


  The beauty of being a cockroach - well, relatively speaking - is that suddenly you're Superman. You can be dropped, drowned, blown up. But do you die? No. You simply dust yourself off and scurry away. Get sprayed by a little insecticide? Not a problem. Cockroaches adapt to bug spray. If you are a cockroach, you are nearly indestructible.


  And indestructible was exactly what we needed at the moment.


  My six legs motored over chunks of gravel that, to my bug body, were the size of garbage trucks. Through cracks in the pavement that were like canyons. My complex eyes shattered the world around me into thousands of tiny images. But I couldn't stop to piece the picture together. The cockroach recognized light and dark. And it wanted dark.


  WOOOOMPH! WOOOOMPH!


  The ground quaked.


  Footsteps? The cockroach brain didn't have time to wonder. It just propelled my legs. Out of the light. Into the shadow.


  Darkness! Yes!


  I was under the limo. My nerve cells relaxed. The roach brain released its grip on the crunchy little roach body. But only for a second.


  WHAM!


  I didn't hear the noise as much as feel it. The roach's body reacted before my human brain had time to register what the sound meant. I shot toward the darkest corner of the shadow.


  Ax and Tobias darted behind me. We quivered in the dark.


  <Car door?> Tobias.


  <That would be my guess,> I said.


  WHAM! WHAM!


  I jumped. Squeezed into a crack, a corner between the pavement and something big and dark rising up from it. Ax and Tobias huddled beside me.


  <If those are car doors,> Ax said, <three of them have now closed. Which means ->


  The air exploded around us. Noise. Vibration. Heat.


  <It means the driver started the car,> I said. <Let's go! Move, move!>


  I scuttled up the vibrating black hulk that towered above me. A rear tire. I climbed, the claws on my feet like spikes gripping into the rubber.


  Up. Over. My feet hit metal. And something else. Thick. Sticky. Axle grease. I slogged through it, six tiny feet dragged down with every step. I had to get across it. Had to get to some nonmoving part on the underside of the car. Had to find a safe place to -


  <AAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!>


  The axle began to move. It was turning. Picking up speed. I clung to it, my feet mired in goo. The axle spun round and round. Faster and faster. Like a washing machine on spin dry.


  <AAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!>


  Another scream. Not me this time.


  <Tobias?>


  <I'm still on the tire. In a crack in the tread. I think I'm upside down now. No, right side up. No, upside down. Aaaaaaahhhhhhh. Do cockroaches hurrrrrlllll?>


  Now that was a good question.


  <ls Ax with you?> I said.


  <No, I am over here. I do not know where over here is exactly, but it is hot. Very hot. And it is getting hotter. Eeeeee-YOWWWWWWWWWW!>


  The limo hurtled down the drive. It probably wasn't going more than twenty miles an hour, but when you're half an inch long, twenty miles an hour might as well be the speed of light. Boulders of gravel pummeled me. The axle spun. The limo jounced up and down over the bumps in the driveway.


  And every hair on my cockroach body screamed: GET OUT. TOO MUCH MOVEMENT. TOO MUCH DANGER. RUN!


  But my human brain told me to hang on. Hunker down in the grease and wait until it was safe to move.


  The spinning and bouncing slowed. The limo rolled to a stop.


  <We must be at the gate,> I said. <You've gotta get off the tire, Tobias.>


  <Uh, yeah. Tell the driver. He stopped with me on the bottom. I'm wedged between rubber and pavement.>


  The limo edged forward. Stopped again. I heard a whirring noise.


  <He's waiting for the gate to open,> I said. <Can you move, Tobias?>


  <I already have.> He sidled up beside me in the grease.


  Another cockroach - Ax - crawled up behind him. <The bottoms of my feet are numb. I may have fried them completely off.>


  <Let's go,> I said. <We don't have much time.>


  I scurried along the axle. Ax and Tobias followed. My antennae hit a thick rubber-coated wire hanging down from the underside of the limo. I gripped it with my front claws and scrambled up. Ax followed.


  The limo started to roll. The wire swayed. Tobias lunged for it. Caught Ax's back legs instead and hung on.


  The limo picked up speed.


  <I have a bad feeling about this,> said Tobias.


  <We're cool,> I said. <We're cockroaches, remember? Indestructible. Our hearts can stop beating, and we won't die. Our heads can get chopped off, and we still won't die. Well, at least not for a week or so, anyway, until we waste away from thirst and starvation because we don't have a mouths. But hey, that gives us plenty of time to demorph.>


  The car swerved. Thumped through a pothole. Our cockroach bodies banged against the underbelly of the limo. Tobias was still hanging from Ax's back legs.


  <AAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!>


  We swung back. Banged again. I lost my grip. Twirled around the wire by one leg.


  <Forget our hearts and our heads,> Tobias croaked. <If our guts get squashed all over the pavement, it's pretty much over.>
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  I swung around. Snagged the wire with a second leg. And a third. Pulled my remaining legs in and around.


  Ax hung on below me. Tobias scrambled over Ax's back and grasped onto the wire between us.


  We clung to it as we shot down the highway at sixty-five miles an hour. Rocks pelted us. Mud puddles drenched us.


  Thud-thud-thud-thud. Thud-thud-thud-thud.


  The limo thundered through potholes and bumped over metal plates and asphalt patches. We swung from the rubber wire like suicidal trapeze artists.


  Thunk.


  Banged against the limo above us.


  Crunch.


  And bounced against the axle below.


  <If we get out of here alive,> I said, <I'm writing a letter to the highway department. These roads are terrible.> No one laughed. I guess it wasn't the time for a joke.


  The limo slowed again. Turned. Thudded over a speed bump and rolled to a stop.


  WHAM!


  <Car door,> I said. <We must be wherever we're going. Let's move.>


  I dropped to the asphalt. Motored to the edge of the shadow.


  <AAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!>


  And was nearly speared by a lady's high heel.


  Another high heel extended from the limo and thumped to the pavement beside the first. The governor's wife? I darted toward the pair of heels before she could get away. Scrambled up. Clung to the soft leather as the high heels stepped away from the car.


  Suddenly, a man's leg shot from the limo. The governor? Two cockroaches scrambled across the asphalt, over the man's wing tip dress shoe, and up the ankle. Then dove into the cuff of the pant leg.


  The other leg emerged, and the Wing Tip escorted the High Heel across the pavement and through a glistening glass door.


  They strode across a wide room. A hotel lobby? I hung on, my back end dipping down between thick rug fibers, then flying through the cool air every time High Heel took a step.


  <Wherever we are,> I said, <it's someplace nice. The carpet is cushy. And everything gleams. Brass, probably. Marble. Some kind of dark, polished wood.>


  A cockroach poked his head up from the cuff of Wing Tip's pant leg. Ax. <And everything smells lemony fresh.>


  Wing Tip and High Heel entered another room. Crowded. Noisy. Bright. I'd been in enough of them to guess it was a ballroom, the dance floor in the center, surrounded by tables.


  They wound their way through the crowd of people and stopped at a table at the front of the room. Wing Tip pulled out a chair for High Heel, then sat down next to her. A thick white tablecloth draped itself around their legs.


  We sat there for a very long time. Human voices murmured and laughed. Dishes and silverware clanked. High Heel crossed and uncrossed her legs several hundred times. Wing Tip dropped his spoon once. He leaned down to get it, and three cockroaches dove for cover.


  <Ax, how long have we been in morph?> I said.


  <Approximately ninety-seven minutes.>


  <Man. We're running out of time, and all these two want to do is eat dinner. Think we can demorph and remorph under the table without anybody noticing?>


  The clanks and murmurs quieted. A microphone squealed, and a man's voice boomed through the room. I couldn't make out all the words. Something about being honored and worthy cause and thank you all for coming. I heard clapping, then music erupted from the front of the room.


  High Heel pushed her chair back and strode past tables, chairs, waiters. Wing Tip followed. They left the cushy carpet and thumped across a wooden floor.


  High heel tapped her toe. Stepped forward. Back. Twirled.


  <WHOOOOOOOOOAAAAAA!>


  I twirled, too. By one leg.


  In. Out. Forward. Back. We spun round and round. I dug my claws into the leather and hung on. Other feet kicked and stomped around us, inches from my little cockroach head. I scrambled for shelter on the inside of the heel.


  The music ended. High Heel stopped spinning.


  <Finally,> I said.


  But High Heel stayed where she was. The orchestra began playing again. A slow song. She stepped closer to Wing Tip. Her feet swayed. Stayed closer to the ground. Other dancers' feet stayed closer to their own bodies. Away from me.


  Except Wing Tip's. His big, gunboats scuffed up against High Heel's gray pumps. Trounced on her toes. I hid on the inside of her heel, under her instep. About the fourth time he mashed her foot, she kicked his shin. I was starting to like this woman.


  Ax's head poked up from the tweed cuff. <One hundred and six minutes have passed.>


  <So, what, that gives us fourteen minutes?> I scanned the sea of legs around us. <We can't demorph on the dance floor.>


  Wing Tip trounced again. I dove for cover. High Heel gave him another swift kick, turned and strode away. She wove her way across the ballroom, through chairs and dessert carts. Wing Tip and two sets of men's plain black dress shoes followed.


  A door opened, and we entered another room. Smaller. Darker. Quieter. A conference room. The door closed, and both sets of black dress shoes positioned themselves in front of it. High Heel sat in the chair at the end of the long conference table. Wing Tip paced.


  "I hate this," he said. "Smiling. Shaking hands. Begging for campaign contributions. Makes me feel like a dancing poodle."


  Campaign contributions? That's all I needed to hear. Wing Tip was definitely the governor.


  And it was show time.
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  Ax and Tobias stayed hidden in the tweed cuff. I crawled down the high heel and into the thick carpet under the conference table.


  I began to demorph.


  My roach body swelled. Up, then out. Like a crunchy brown beach ball. The shattered image of table legs and gray high heels smoothed into one unified picture as my compound roach eyes melded into two human eyes.


  <Governor.> My thought-speak rang out. <You might want to sit down. You're about to see something that will scare the pee out of you.>


  Silence.


  Then: "Who said that?"


  "I don't see anybody."


  "Is there a microphone in here? Speakers?"


  A woman's voice. "I thought you said this room was secure, Frank."


  I dragged my bloated body across the carpet. Out from under the table, where I could see . . . and be seen.


  <Please be careful, Marco.> Ax's thought-speak was no more than a whisper.


  As I grew, I kept a close eye on the people in the room. The dress shoes turned out to be two plainclothes security guys. Pistol handles bulged beneath their suit jackets.


  Wing Tip was tall. Distinguished. Like a TV news guy. Chiseled cheek bones. Aristocratic nose. Perfectly styled hair, fashionably gray at the temples.


  High Heel was just the opposite, short and plump. Everything about her was frumpy, lumpy, and gray. Her dress. Her shoes. Even her face. Everything but her eyes. Gray, yes. But a quick, intelligent gray.


  She turned those eyes on me. On the black lump of boy/insect growing from the carpet.


  And pulled back in horror. Maybe even revulsion.


  "Frank?"


  She spoke to Wing Tip, but kept her eyes on me. Watched four of my legs bulge into human legs and arms, the other two shrivel away into nothing.


  Wing Tip followed her gaze. A strangled cry bubbled up from his throat. "Omigod." He grabbed one of the security guards by the arm and shoved him toward me.


  Both security guys stared. Reached for their guns.


  <Governor!> My sideways cockroach mouth melted into lips, teeth, and tongue. "Governor!" I was human now. I stepped toward Wing Tip, my hands in the air. "Tell them not to shoot. Please."


  "No. Don't shoot. Just watch him. Closely." It was an order. But it didn't come from Wing Tip. It came from High Heel.


  I turned.


  "I am the governor," she said. Her face was white, her body tense. But her eyes remained steady. "And who are you?"


  The governor? I stared at her. It didn't even occur to me that the governor could be a woman.


  <I won't tell Rachel if you won't,> said Tobias.


  "I - I'm an Animorph," I said.


  A sharp intake of breath. One of the security guards? I glanced toward the door, where the two of them stood in front of Wing Tip. Was one of them a Controller? Both of them?


  The governor frowned. "Excuse me? An Ani - what?"


  "I'm one of the good guys."


  I still had my hands in the air. I lowered them. Slowly. Took a step toward her. Mustered up all my charm. My sincerity. My finesse.


  Click. Click.


  I heard the security guys release the safety catches on their pistols. I kept my eyes on the governor.


  "You have to believe me," I told her. "The entire state - no, the entire planet - depends on it. And you're the only one who can help."


  The governor studied me. "Flattery, huh? Okay, I'm listening."


  I watched the security guards. The tall one stood open-mouthed. The pistol in his hand trembled. He clearly wanted to run screaming from the room.


  But the short one glared at me, his finger steady on the trigger of his gun. Hatred twisted his face.


  "That guard." I pointed at the short guy. "That guard is not going to follow your orders, Governor. He's going to shoot me. Then he'll probably shoot you, too. And your husband. And the other security guard."


  "Don't be ridiculous," said the governor. "His job is to protect me. He won't shoot you unless I tell him to. Or unless you attack me. In fact, he'll take his itchy little finger off the trigger right now." She watched the short guard until he did as she said. "And Collins?" She looked at the other guard. "Make sure he keeps it off."


  Collins nodded. He backed up a step toward the door, obviously relieved to be watching another security guard instead of the amazing Roach Boy.


  If he only knew the horror that was wrapped around Short Guy's brain.


  "Ax? Tobias?" I said.


  Two cockroaches crawled from Wing Tip's cuff, down his ankle, and over his shoe. One of the roaches began growing. The other turned blue, then it ballooned out, too.


  Quietly. Inconspicuously. Nobody noticed them at first, two enormous mutant insects half hidden behind Wing Tip's legs. Tobias's exoskeleton melted into his bulging body, and feathers popped out. Ax's claws turned into hands and Andalite hooves.


  Tobias spread his wings and flapped onto a lampshade in the corner of the room.


  "Oh!" Collins gawked. "But . . . where . . .?"


  "A hawk?" The governor stared at him. Stared at me. Frowned.


  'Yes. A hawk!" Short Guy leveled his pistol at Tobias.


  Then he saw Ax. Tall. Blue. Almost completely demorphed.


  "Andalite!"


  Short Guy whirled. Aimed.


  "NO!"


  I dove. Missed. Short Guy squeezed the trigger. Collins knocked the pistol upward.


  BLAM!


  The paneling above Ax's head shattered.


  Fwap.


  Ax nailed Short Guy with his tail blade. Held him against the wall.


  Collins stared at Ax. "Who . . . wha . . .?"


  <His firearm,> Ax ordered.


  Collins nodded. Pulled the pistol from Short Guy's hand. Backed away.


  Tromped on Wing Tip's foot.


  Wing Tip shoved him aside. "Idiot." He leaned down to rub the footprint from the top of his shoe.


  "Okay, now if everybody can stay calm, we've got a little story to tell." I looked at the governor. "It might take a while."


  The governor considered this for a moment. Studied me. Studied Ax. Studied Short Guy.


  She turned to Wing Tip. "Go back in to the ballroom. Make my apologies. Tell everyone I'm not feeling well. Assure them it's nothing serious. A cold or something." She glanced at me. Narrowed her eyes. "And Frank? Don't say anything else."


  Wing Tip nodded and slipped out the door.


  I watched him leave. He seemed so calm under the circumstances.


  Yeah. Too calm. Any normal person would have been amazed, fascinated, creeped out. Wing Tip hadn't even been shocked by a full-fledged Andalite. I glanced at Collins and the governor. They were still staring at Ax's stalk eyes, deadly tail and mouth less face.


  But Wing Tip had been more concerned with wiping Collins's footprint off his shoe. As if a four-legged alien were nothing unusual. Nothing new.


  Nothing he hadn't seen before. "Governor," I said, "we have to move. Fast. Tobias? Firepower. Now."
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  Tobias swooped from the lampshade and landed on the carpet. Blades began to erupt from his feathers.


  I concentrated. Focused on the gorilla.


  Too late!


  The door burst open. Wing Tip barreled through, followed by four waiters wielding Dracon beams.


  "Hork-Bajir!"


  Wing Tip pointed at Tobias, now almost fully morphed. One of the Controllers leveled his Dracon at Tobias's leathery gut. Tobias dove.


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWW!


  The conference table sizzled in two. Both halves dropped to the floor.


  "Oh!" The governor stared at the smoldering wood. Then at her husband. "Frank! What are you -?"


  A Controller grabbed her.


  Tobias vaulted over the pieces of the table.


  WHACK!


  Struck the Controller with his wrist blade.


  "AAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!"


  The Controller screamed. Dropped the governor. Stared at his fingerless hand.


  The other Controllers charged. Tobias sliced. Ax's tail lashed out.


  FWAP! FWAP!


  I was fully morphed, fully gorilla now. I stormed through flying bullets, blades, and Dracon beams.


  Collins had crawled to the governor and was shielding her with his body. He held his pistol with both hands, aiming first at a Controller, then at Tobias, then at Ax, not sure what or who to shoot.


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWW!


  "AAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!"


  Dracon fire seared Collins's shoulder. Blasted a hole in the wall behind him.


  <Go!> I told him. <NOW! There's nothing you can do here. Governor! Time to bail!>


  I wrapped one gorilla arm around her.


  Wing Tip reached for her. "Honey! Take my hand. I'll save you."


  The governor grabbed a chair and swung it over her head. I thought she was aiming at me. I ducked.


  CRASH!


  Wing Tip crumpled to the floor.


  "Save me, huh?" she said with a frown.


  I leaped over Wing Tip's motionless body. <Let's go, let's go!> I yelled at Ax and Tobias.


  "Collins!" the governor cried.


  I turned. Collins lay on the carpet, stunned, his shoulder a lump of charred meat.


  I grabbed him in my free arm and leaped through the smoke and chaos. Charged through the door. Into the ballroom. Ax and Tobias bounded after me.


  "AAAAAAAA!"


  "Omigod!"


  Women screamed. Men screamed. Chairs, dishes, serving trays crashed to the floor as the well-dressed crowd scrambled for the doors.


  A waiter charged forward. Leveled a Dracon at the governor.


  "No!" Collins.


  He aimed his pistol.


  BLAM!


  "AAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!"


  The waiter fell, blood gushing from his thigh.


  Collins collapsed against me. I rolled him under a table. Pulled the heavy tablecloth down to hide him.


  <Stay here till the smoke clears,> I said. <Don't even try to be a hero.>


  "There! Get them!"


  Wing Tip's voice! I whirled. Controllers burst from the conference room.


  "Don't let them take the governor," yelled Wing Tip. "Kill her if you have to."


  The governor stared at him. "What is he saying?"


  <Don't worry,> I said. <We'll get you out.>


  Wing Tip and his buddies charged from behind. More Controllers streamed through the ballroom doors and beat their way through the fleeing crowd.


  <Service entrance!> Tobias directed.


  He bolted toward a tangle of waiters pushing through a small door at the front of the ballroom. I knuckle-walked after him. Knocked over a huge coffee pot. Hurdled a dessert cart. Ax followed. Across the dance floor. Around the orchestra pit.


  A Controller leaped from behind a bass drum.


  I grabbed a tuba. Shoved it over his head.


  Tobias reached the door, shoved the waiters aside and crashed through. I followed. Down a short hallway. Into the kitchen.


  A state trooper and a guy in a chauffeur's uniform were sitting at a small table, munching party food and playing poker with the chef.


  Tobias vaulted over them.


  "Wha -?" The trooper half rose from his chair. Fumbled with the holster of his pistol.


  I barreled past, the governor tucked under my arm.


  "Governor!" The chauffeur scrambled to his feet. "Where are you going, ma'am?"


  "I'm not sure," she called back.


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWW!


  Dracon fire blasted through the kitchen.


  Fwap. Fwap-fwap.


  I heard Ax behind me, his hooves clicking on the tile floor, his tail striking again and again.


  We kept going. Around waiters, busboys, cooks. The pastry chef pulled a Dracon beam from his jacket and leveled it at the governor. She flattened him with a cutting board.


  We slammed through one set of doors. Then another. Finally, outside. Around a Dumpster. Across the loading dock.


  <Limo!> Tobias bounded toward the long black car parked by the dock, the same limo that had brought us here. <Doors unlocked. Keys inside! Oh come on. This is way too easy.>


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWW!


  The concrete exploded beneath my feet.


  I swung over the side of the dock. Ripped open the back door of the limo. Dumped the governor inside.


  <Sorry. I have better manners when Yeerks aren't shooting at me.> I jumped in after her. <Keep your head down.>


  Tobias squeezed into the driver's seat. Banged his wrist blade into the tinted window that divided-the front seat from the back. The glass shattered.


  <Ooops.>


  He folded his knees under the steering wheel, his arms around it. His neck was twisted over, the side of his leathery Hork-Bajir face crushed against the top of the limo.


  <Not comfy,> he said.


  But also not a problem for a guy with blades growing from his skull.


  Thump. Scuuuuurrrrr-UUUUNNNCH.


  He tore through the top of the limo like he was opening a tin can. <Sun roof.>


  He poked his head through the hole, cranked the key, and the limo revved to life.


  <Ax!> I yelled. <Let's go!>


  Ax downed two Controllers, clattered across the loading zone, and leaped into the backseat of the limo. I yanked the door shut.


  <GO! GO! GO!>


  Tobias floored it. We screeched across the parking lot and into the street.


  We had now added yet another kidnapping to our crimes.
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  We squealed across four lanes of traffic. Thundered up over the curb on the other side.


  Dropped back down onto the pavement. Side-swiped a delivery truck. In. Out. Around. Weaving through cars, trucks, SUVs. All I could see of Tobias were his shoulders and elbows. His head jutted up through the hole in the roof.


  I bounced along on the rear seat. Watched out the back and side windows, my gorilla skull thump-thump-thumping against the ceiling of the limo. The governor sat in the seat opposite, trying not to slide back and forth as the limo careened first left, then right. Her fingers dug into the leather armrest on the door beside her.


  Ax struggled to gain a foothold on the floor in between the banks of seats. He gazed at the governor. His Andalite eyes radiated warmth and . . . joy.


  Yes, joy. We were doing ninety in heavy traffic with clumsy Hork-Bajir hands at the wheel, and Ax looked like he'd just found the secret to inner peace.


  <Madam Governor,> He bowed low. Stretched his front leg out in front of him. His head nearly touched the floor. <I am Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, and I am honored to be in the presence of a great leader.>


  "A great leader?" The governor thumped against the side of the limo as Tobias screeched sideways into a bank parking lot. "Me?"


  Ax nodded. <I only regret that our meeting was not under less difficult circumstances.>


  Difficult. Yeah. Okay. Tobias plowed around the bank. Through the drive-up lane.


  Over a curb. For three full seconds, the limo was airborne -


  WOOOOMPH!


  - before slamming down onto a side street. Tobias screeched sideways and kept going.


  "Aaaahhhlllp!" The governor swallowed a scream. She managed to wrench her right hand free from the armrest and hold it out to Ax.


  He shook it, then bowed low again. <I will guard your life with my own.>


  "Very reassuring," she said.


  The limo hurdled a median strip.


  The governor gripped the armrest. "I mean that sincerely, Aximili."


  <As do I, Governor.>


  <And Jake thought you were the one with charm, Marco,> Tobias said dryly.


  <Just keep your eyes on the road,> I said. <And I don't ever want to hear another word of criticism about my driving.>


  The limo skidded around a corner. Leveled a row of newspaper vending machines.


  A police siren! Red and blue lights flashed behind us.


  <Trouble,> I said.


  <You think?> Tobias.


  I turned. More sirens. More flashing red and blue lights ahead. Three, maybe four cars.


  Tobias jerked the wheel. We slid sideways into a pickup. Tobias gunned the engine, and we shot down an alley, the pickup's bumper trailing from ours.


  The limo thundered through potholes. Around Dumpsters. Shot across the next side street and into the alley in the next block.


  <Oh, man!>


  The brakes squealed. I plunged forward, then slammed back against the seat. Ax crashed into my lap.


  "Ooomph."


  <Hey, watch the tail!>


  The limo had stopped nose to nose with a trash truck. The governor was sprawled on the floor. She struggled to pull herself back onto the seat.


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWW!


  Dracon fire shattered the window next to where the she'd been sitting. Incinerated the headrest that had been behind her.


  <Stay down, Governor! On the floor!>


  She nodded. Stared up at the smoldering headrest. "No arguments here."


  She pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapped her skirt and her arms around them, and hunkered down between the seats. Her face had lost all color, but her eyes were still bright. Steady.


  Tobias threw the limo in reverse and started to back up.


  A police car turned into the alley behind us.


  BAM! BAM!


  Gunfire!


  Ax and I hit the deck again and crouched beside the governor.


  Tobias threw the limo in drive. We lurched forward. Squeezed past the trash truck. The right wheels thumped over the bottom two steps of a concrete stairway leading up to a loading dock.


  SsscccuuurrrRRREEEEEEEEE.


  We scraped against the trash truck on one side, the loading dock on the other.


  And spit through into the alley beyond. A police car screamed into the narrow opening ahead. Came barreling toward us!


  Tobias gunned the engine. Sideswiped the police car and shot out into the street!


  Cranked the wheel. Dodged oncoming traffic. Sped the wrong way down the one-way street, warehouses towering above us on one side, the riverbank dropping away from us on the other, chased by an army of sirens and flashing lights. City police, county deputies, state troopers.


  Some of them were Controllers. Some probably weren't. But it didn't matter. As far as the non-Controllers were concerned, lunatic monsters had kidnapped their governor. They were as determined as the Controllers to stop us.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  I looked up. A helicopter thundered overhead. I could see it through the sun roof. The real sun roof, not Tobias's emergency hatch. The pilot pitched the helicopter forward in a steep dive. Sunlight glinted off something in the passenger door.


  A Dracon beam.


  The governor saw it, too.


  "Time to ditch the limo," she said. "We're too big. Too easy to spot. We'll have a better chance on foot."


  Good thinking. Behind those alert gray eyes lurked the brain of a combat general.


  <I know the perfect place,> said Tobias. <Get ready to bail.>


  An intersection loomed ahead. A main thoroughfare crossed our one-way street and led to a bridge.


  Tobias floored it and quickly turned the wheel. The limo skidded around the corner and hurtled onto the bridge. He slammed on the brakes and the limo screeched sideways. Plowed into a concrete pillar and lurched to a stop, blocking traffic from both directions.


  Cars honked. Skidded. Slammed into each other.


  Tobias dove from the driver's door. I threw the governor over Ax's back, flung the back door open, and we ran out into the chaos.
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  <Let's go, let's go!>


  Tobias bounded up over the hood of a sports car. I followed. Leaping from hood to roof to trunk. From car to truck to minivan. Over a jack-knifed eighteen-wheeler.


  Ax stayed on the ground and galloped between the vehicles. The governor hugged his shoulders and squeezed her knees into his sides to keep from falling off.


  Police cars skidded onto the bridge behind us. Cops streamed from the cars and barricaded themselves behind the limo, weapons drawn.


  <Stay low!> I shouted.


  I leaped from the top of an SUV to the back of a jeep.


  The jeep's driver climbed from the front. Stared at his crumpled bumper. Cursed, kicked his tire, and started punching numbers on his cell phone.


  I vaulted over him.


  He stared at me. "Oh my . . . oh my . . . AAAAAAAAAHHHH!" He tossed the phone to the road and sprinted toward the other end of the bridge.


  BAM! BAM!


  Bullets whizzed past. Bounced off steel and concrete.


  Drivers screamed and dove under their cars.


  I dropped and hugged the ground. Tobias crouched beside me. Ax skidded behind a UPS truck, the governor still on his back.


  A man's voice boomed out over bridge. "Hold your fire. HOLD. YOUR. FIRE. They've got the governor. And innocent motorists are trapped on that bridge."


  Thank God. The guy with the bullhorn was a legitimate, uninfested cop. With a brain.


  BAM! BAM BAM!


  But the Controllers obviously weren't taking orders from the sane guy.


  I walked between cars. Tobias followed and Ax, still carrying the governor, galloped behind.


  "They're getting away!"


  "After them!"


  Cops swarmed over the limo. Raced across the bridge behind us.


  <Go go go!> I yelled. <We can make it. We're closer to the other end of the bridge than the cops are to us!>


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  The helicopter was back. It hovered over the bridge, just above the tall suspension cables.


  More sirens! Flashing lights. Not from behind this time, but from in front. Police cars screamed onto the other end of the bridge. Cops leaped from the patrol cars.


  We dove for the pavement again. Crouched low between a Frito delivery truck and a TV repair van.


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWW!


  The delivery truck exploded. Fritos rained down on us as we rolled under the van.


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWW!


  A concrete pillar in front of the van shattered into dust.


  SSSCCCUUUURRRRENNNNCH.


  The steel beam it had been holding swayed. The suspension cable whipped through the air.


  " AAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!"


  The remaining motorists fled from their cars and ran screaming toward both ends of the bridge.


  I inched out from under the van. Raised my head. Cops in front. Cops behind. Chopper overhead.


  And below us, the river. A few barges in the distance. Some fishing boats. And a sailboat. Did I say sailboat? Make that a yacht, slowly cruising toward us.


  <You scared of heights, Governor?> I said.


  "As opposed to what? Bullets? Laser beams that vaporize solid concrete? A bridge that might collapse under me at any moment?" She shook her head. Took a deep breath. "Let's do it."


  "Let's do it?" A vision flashed into my head, the governor when she was a kid. She looked like . . . Rachel?


  I shook the image from my mind. <You heard the governor. Let's do it.>


  I pulled her from under the van and climbed onto the bridge rail.


  The yacht skimmed through the water. I could hear music and laughter. Could see people crowded on the deck. A party.


  The boat neared the bridge. Close. Closer.


  NOW!


  I wrapped one massive gorilla arm tight around the governor and leaped into space.
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  We dropped. Straight down.


  The governor held on tight. She dug her fingers into my fur and didn't even scream. Not even a whimper.


  I liked this lady.


  Down, down we fell. The yacht loomed larger and larger, I kept a tight grip on the governor with one arm. When we were close enough, I reached out with the other and grabbed the yacht's mast in my gorilla fist and hung on.


  The mast bowed, groaned, and bent almost double. The sail beat against me. My feet brushed the bow of the boat, then bounded into the air again as the mast sprang back and we swung over the cabin.


  I spun around. Gripped the bottom of the mast with my fingerlike toes and held tight.


  The yacht slid under the bridge. The music and laughter continued. Party guests danced. Munched crackers. Refilled their drinks. They didn't even notice the gorilla hanging from the sail, clutching their governor in one arm like a rag doll.


  Didn't even notice the Hork-Bajir drop over the edge of the bridge above them. A strange, shrinking Hork-Bajir, sprouting feathers. Tobias. His blades shriveled. His serpent neck receded into his bird body. Just before he hit the water, his arms melted into wings. He flapped hard and just skimmed over the surface of the river.


  Ax dropped from the bridge behind him, his Andalite body sharply outlined against the setting sun. He kicked. Flailed.


  Kuh-SPLAT!


  Belly-flopped into the river and sank.


  I waited. Saw nothing. No stalk eyes peaking above the surface. No tail blade slicing through the water.


  <Ax? Ax!>


  The governor scanned the river. "Can Aximili swim?"


  <Yeah.>


  We watched. Searched the waves. Still no Ax.


  "We have to do something," the governor said. "The impact could have broken his legs. Or his ribs. Maybe knocked him unconscious!"


  <There!> Tobias tipped his wing.


  A dorsal fin broke the surface of the water and skimmed alongside the yacht.


  My heart started beating again.


  <Hey, Ax-man. Glad you could make it. He's fine,> I told the governor. I motioned toward the fin. <He morphed a shark.>


  "Morphed . . . a shark." The governor nodded. "That's good. I think."


  The yacht had cleared the bridge and was sailing in open water.


  I slid down the mast, vaulted over the cabin and onto the top deck.


  "Wha -?" The yacht's captain backed up. Stared at us.


  I leaped over the rail and onto the hors d'oeuvres table. Left a giant gorilla footprint in a bowl of bean dip.


  And landed in the middle of the party.


  " AAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!"


  The party guests screamed and scrambled to safety. A woman backed up against the railing and toppled, head over heels, into the river.


  "I can't swim! Somebody help. I can't swim!"


  Tobias swooped over the yacht, plucked a life jacket from the deck and tossed it out to her. She grabbed hold.


  A dorsal fin broke the surface of the water behind her as Ax nudged the woman to shore.


  All while cops raced from the bridge and along the banks.


  "There!" A Controller motioned to the helicopter. "On the boat!"


  The helicopter dove after us.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  The downdraft from the rotors whipped the water into waves. The yacht pitched and rolled.


  The party-goers screamed even louder. Grabbed onto the railings and deck chairs to keep from being tossed overboard.


  The helicopter hovered now. A Controller leaned from the passenger door, weapon in hand.


  <Get down!> I screamed. <Everybody!>


  I dropped to the deck. Rolled the governor under a table.


  Tobias circled above. Zeroed in on the Controller's outstretched arm and dove.


  The Controller spotted him. Beat him away with the Dracon beam. Then took quick aim.


  TSEEEEEWWW-ka-BLOOOOOOSH!


  "OH MY GOD! WHAT WAS THAT?"


  "ARE THEY CRAZY?"


  "HELP! SOMEBODY HELP US! PLEASE!"


  TSEEEEEWWW-ka-BLOOOOOOSH!


  Another shot! The water boiled. The yacht reeled.


  The party-goers shrieked and scrambled to the back of the boat. Pushed each other aside and clambered over the railing and leaped into the water. Even the yacht's captain abandoned ship. He dove from the top deck into the river.


  It was madness.


  Police cars sped along the riverbanks, guns and Dracons blazing.


  Party-goers bobbed in the water, a sea of arms and legs, life jackets and fancy clothes, splashing and struggling toward shore.


  The captainless yacht spun wildly, forced downstream by the current.


  The governor crawled from under the wet bar.


  <No!> I said. <Stay down.>


  "Somebody has to pilot this boat. We'll capsize. Or run aground. We're too close to shore."


  <Oh. Okay.>


  The governor climbed up onto the second deck and grabbed the wheel. The boat stopped spinning. The bow straightened and turned. We headed toward open river.


  The helicopter banked and circled for another shot.


  On deck I grabbed pitchers and margarita glasses and hurled them at the helicopter. Specifically, at the Controller with the Dracon.


  Hey, you use what weapons you have.


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWW!


  A deck chair disintegrated.


  I flung a bottle. It clanked off the glass bubble in front of the pilot. The chopper dipped and rocked.


  Then it straightened and pitched forward in a steep dive.


  THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!


  The helicopter hovered now only a few feet above my head. The noise was deafening. The downdraft churned the water and whipped chairs and life preservers around the deck. I held tight to the railing to steady myself as the boat pitched and rocked.


  The Controller leaned from the helicopter and steadied his Dracon against the hull.


  Tobias! I saw him flap to gain altitude. Turn. Dive!


  Too late!


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWW!


  Ka-BOOM!


  The bow of the yacht exploded.
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  Chunks of fiberglass pelted my hide. Smoke burned my nose and lungs.


  I coughed. Brushed debris from my face.


  <Governor?>


  No answer. The yacht tipped. The bow glugged then slipped beneath the waves. The stern shot from the water into the air.


  I wedged my feet against the wet bar to keep from sliding toward the bow. Pulled my face level with the top deck. The wheel was already submerged, a gaping hole blown into the deck beneath it. Water lapped at the shattered wood and poured into the cabin below.


  <Governor!>


  <Marco! Watch out!>


  I turned. Tobias hurtled toward the helicopter. The Controller leaned from the door, Dracon beam leveled at the sinking boat. At me.


  Tobias zeroed in. Raked his talons forward.


  Nailed him!


  The Dracon plummeted toward the river.


  Tobias dove. Nabbed the Dracon beam in midair and lobbed it to me.


  I gripped it in one gorilla hand. Raised my arm. Aimed. The pilot saw me and his face twisted in terror. The helicopter whipped up and around.


  And jetted away.


  I waited until he was down river, away from the yacht. Then I held my arm steady and squeezed the trigger.


  TSSSSEEEEEEEEWWWWWWW!


  Ka-BOOOOOOM!


  The helicopter burst into flames. Thick black smoke rolled over the river.


  I hurled the Dracon beam into the water.


  <Gotta bail, Marco.> Tobias swooped overhead. <Let's go, let's go!>


  <You go,> I shouted. <You and Ax. I have to find the governor!>


  I climbed over the wet bar. Ripped the cabin door open and crawled inside. Waded into the murky water that filled the cabin.


  The governor had fallen through from the deck above. She was slumped facedown across a table, submerged to her waist. Her gray dress floated around her. Her wet gray curls lay plastered against her skull. I turned her over. Blood streamed from a gash on her forehead.


  <Governor.> I felt for a pulse. <Can you hear me?>


  Her eyelids flickered. She nodded weakly. "I'll be okay."


  I pulled her from the water, hoisted her onto my back, and climbed from the submerged cabin.


  The yacht listed sharply now, the stern standing nearly straight in the air. The wreck of the helicopter burned downriver. Black, choking smoke engulfed us.


  <Marco!> Ax circled the sinking yacht. <We are seriously running out of time.>


  <They're bringing in speedboats,> said Tobias. <I can see them on the highway. Let's go!>


  I lay the governor over the wet bar. She gripped the rail behind her and struggled to sit up.


  I was already demorphing. Gorilla hands shrank to human hands. Gorilla fur melted into human skin.


  The boat groaned. Water crept over my ankles. My knees.


  My jaw pushed back and my nose pushed forward. Arms shrank. Legs grew. I stood upright. I was human.


  But I wasn't finished.


  "Governor." My face shot out into a bottlenose. "How do you feel about marine mammals?"


  The governor stared at the fin growing from my back. "Well, I wouldn't marry one." She managed a weak smile.


  My head and neck melted into one streamlined unit. Legs fused into a tail. Arms shrank to flippers. Two hundred extra teeth erupted from my jaws.


  The water edged over the cabin door and lapped at the wet bar. The governor climbed onto the back rail.


  Tobias swooped overhead. <Ticktock, Marco. Ticktock.>


  My skin thickened and faded to a light bluish gray. Finally, I flopped into the water. I was a dolphin.


  I floated above the sinking yacht. The governor straddled my back and held tight to my dorsal fin. Together we slid through the water, through the smoke and confusion of the helicopter blast.


  And the yacht sank into the river.
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  The governor stared at me. "Parasitic aliens are invading Earth." She kept her voice even. "And my husband is controlled by one."


  I nodded. "Yeah. Basically, that's the story."


  "Thank God." She sank back into her leather chair and ran her hand through her damp gray curls. "I was beginning to think something much, much worse was happening. Aliens we can fight."


  She refilled her coffee mug from the pot on her desk. We were in her office on the top floor of the governor's mansion. We'd bolted the door and shoved a heavy bookcase in front of it. Ax stood guard, tail poised. Tobias was perched on a windowsill, watching the back of the mansion.


  Posted at the other window, watching the front, was Collins.


  Yes, Collins.


  We'd found him in the bathroom off the governor's office. He was crouched in the tub waiting for the governor to return, his charred shoulder wrapped in the shower curtain. Ax and I helped him out into the office, and the governor cleaned and bandaged the wound as best she could.


  Now she sat at her desk, slugging down cup after cup of coffee. She'd changed into sweats and a snazzy pair of Nikes. Her gray fund-raising dress lay in a soggy mound on the bathroom floor, and she'd lost her high heels somewhere between the limo and the yacht. She paged through her day planner and scribbled names and phone numbers on a pad.


  I sat across from her, studying a roster of National Guard officers. I slid it across the desk.


  "Call every officer on this list," I said. "Some of them will be Controllers. Some won't. But if you can get enough non-Controllers to listen to you, Visser One's operation will collapse."


  <For now, anyway,> said Tobias.


  The governor nodded, picked up the phone, and punched in the number of the first name on the roster. General Sherman, the commander of the Army National Guard.


  "I want all units to stand down," she told him. "Take no action whatsoever. None. Yes, that's a direct order. From your commander in chief, that's who."


  She slammed the phone down.


  <He resisted orders from his commander?> Ax glanced at me. <He must be a Controller.>


  "Maybe. Maybe not," said the governor. "He's a cantankerous old coot who can't stand taking orders from a woman. He doesn't need an alien wrapped around his brain to make him hard to get along with. Okay, who's next?" She ran her finger down the roster. "The commander of the Air National Guard."


  She punched in the number and gave the air commander the same orders she'd given General Sherman. Then she phoned the next officer, and the next, making her way down the roster.


  I paced from window to window to bathroom to desk. Even fixed myself a cup of coffee, heavy on the sugar and nondairy creamer.


  "Ugh."


  It tasted like motor oil. Creamy, sweet motor oil. I shuddered and set the cup on the windowsill.


  The governor hung up the phone. Ran her finger down the list to the next officer. And froze.


  "Lieutenant Colonel Larsen." She stared at the name. "His battalion just rolled back into town this morning. They've been on a military exercise in the desert." A slow smile spread over her face. "For the past two weeks."


  "Two weeks?" I blinked. "That means-"


  <It means we've got an entire battalion of certified Yeerk-free soldiers,> said Tobias.


  The governor nodded. "Roughly six hundred troops."


  "This is . . . this is great." I pushed the phone toward her. "Call him. Tell him to keep his troops together. Have them bunker down someplace where the Yeerks can't get to them."


  "I think I know just the place."


  She took the phone from me and punched in a number.


  "Colonel Larsen?" she said. "This is the governor. And I've got a little emergency."


  The call took about a minute and a half. The governor told the lieutenant colonel what she needed, and the lieutenant colonel's voice boomed back through the receiver. "Yes, Ma'am."


  She hung up. "We're converting the grounds of the governor's mansion into temporary headquarters. Colonel Larsen's battalion can set up camp on the lawn." She shook her head. "My gardener's going to have a stroke."


  The governor ran her finger down the list and punched in the next number. She called every officer on the roster, then pushed the phone aside. "Well. I guess that's it. We've done everything we can do."


  "Not quite," I said. "You're a target now. You need some personal security. Bodyguards."


  "I've got Collins," said the governor.


  "That's good, and no offense, Collins." I shot him an apologetic smile. "But -"


  "But one security guard with a bad shoulder isn't gonna do it," he said. "I'll do everything I can, Governor. You know that. But you need more people."


  I nodded. Looked at the governor. "Can you think of anybody else? Somebody you can count on? Somebody who can keep you safe? Is there anyone that you know for sure has been far away, maybe even out of the country, for more than three days?"


  The governor frowned. Rifled through her day planner. "Yes!" She tapped her finger on a page. "Major MacDonald. Deputy director of the state police. He just got back from a week-long Interpol conference in Paris, and I think he took a couple of other officers with him."


  She picked up the phone, punched a number, and told MacDonald what she needed.


  "He's on his way," she said as she hung up. "He lives on this side of town, so it shouldn't take long."


  "I hope not," said Collins.


  He pushed the heavy drapes aside so we could see.


  "We got company, Governor."


  Yes, we certainly did.


  A column of Humvees and military trucks were rolling up the highway.
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  The lead Humvee was about a mile away. The line of military vehicles behind it stretched over the next hill.


  "Any chance that's Colonel Larsen's battalion?" I said.


  The governor shook her head. "He hasn't had time to muster his troops. They won't be here for hours." She peered through the window. "Besides, this unit's too small. I count six Humvees and eight trucks. Maybe a couple more at the back that we can't see. It's not big enough for a battalion." She frowned. "But I didn't order any other units to report here."


  Ax watched the convoy. <If those troops are not following the governor's orders, they must be following someone else's.> He turned his stalk eyes toward me.


  "Yeah," I said. "Visser One. Governor, we have to get you out of here. Fast. We'll go out the back. Use the river again."


  <Don't think so.>


  Tobias motioned his head toward the back window. Police boats patroled the river beneath the mansion.


  "Great." I stared at the boats. Then at the convoy. "There's gotta be a way out."


  A siren wailed. I turned. A police car screamed down the highway from the opposite direction, lights flashing.


  "Geez, Governor." Collins's voice edged toward panic. "They're coming at us from all sides."


  "No." I watched the police car speed toward us. "Not this one. The Yeerks wouldn't send one car by itself."


  The governor nodded. "MacDonald. It has to be MacDonald."


  <Let's hope he gets here before the Humvees do,> said Tobias.


  The convoy rolled down the highway, half a mile from the mansion. The police car hurtled toward it, a streak of red and blue.


  The governor picked up the phone. Made one more call. This time to the guardhouse.


  "Open the gate," she said. "A state police car will be approaching in a matter of seconds. Let it through. Don't stop it. I repeat. Do not stop it. I've given the police officer clearance."


  The turnoff to the the governor's mansion lay in a dip between two hills. A Humvee topped the hill on the convoy side. The police car flew over the hill opposite. It streaked over the last stretch of highway and squealed into the turnoff, spraying dust and gravel over the Humvee.


  Then the car shot through the open gate, barreled up the drive, and skidded to a stop at the front entrance to the mansion. The doors banged open. Three officers leaped out.


  "That's him. The tall one." The governor pointed. "MacDonald."


  The officers bolted inside. Seconds later, footsteps thundered down the hall. We shoved the bookcase aside and unlocked the door. Mac-Donald burst into the office, followed by the other two police officers. I bolted the door behind them.


  "Ma'am." MacDonald nodded at the governor. His gaze swept over the other occupants of the room. Me, your average good-looking kid. Collins, one shoulder inexpertly bandaged. The hawk on the windowsill. MacDonald frowned and shook his head.


  And Ax.


  "Ahhh!"


  MacDonald reached for his pistol.


  "No!" The governor grabbed his arm. "This is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. He's an Andalite. A friend."


  Ax stepped forward and bowed his head. Kept his stalk eyes on MacDonald's pistol and his tail blade poised.


  MacDonald narrowed his eyes. Studied Ax. His hand hovered near his holster.


  "I'll explain everything when we have more time," the governor said. "Right now you need to know that those troops -" She pointed out the window. The convoy was winding its way up through the canopy of trees lining the drive. "Those troops have been taken over by enemy forces. Extraterrestrial enemy forces. We must do everything we can to stop them."


  "Extraterrestrial?" MacDonald gaped at her. "Aliens? You've gotta be joking!"


  <She is not joking,> Ax said, slightly offended. <My presence should prove that.>


  MacDonald considered this. Rubbed a hand over his face. "Aliens. Okay. So what do we do?"


  "The governor is our main concern right now," I said. "If we can get the Controllers, the aliens, out of here, can you keep her safe until Colonel Larsen's battalion arrives?"


  "Yeah," MacDonald said. "Not a problem."


  "Good." I turned to the governor. "I can't tell you where we're staying. You won't be able to contact us, but we'll contact you. Soon."


  "How?" she asked.


  "I'm not sure. But we'll find a way. We always do."


  <We haven't thought through this superhero business very well.> Tobias flapped down from the windowsill.


  MacDonald stared at him. "That bird did not talk," he muttered. "That bird did not talk."


  Ax took the governor's hand and bowed low. <It has been an honor,> he said.


  "For me, too," she replied.


  I shook her hand next and held it for maybe a second too long.


  The governor's head bobbed. Her chin dropped to her chest. She almost seemed to doze off while leaning against her desk. I released her hand, and she blinked herself awake.


  "Oh!" She rubbed the circles under her eyes. "Guess the coffee's not working."


  "Don't worry about it," I said. "It's been a long day. Okay, I need to make a quick pit stop before we leave."


  I darted into the bathroom and gathered what I needed. Then I strolled back into the office, my arms folded tightly across my chest.


  Armstrong unbolted the office door. "All clear," he said.


  Ax, Tobias, and I stepped into the hall. Nobody seemed to notice the soggy gray lump tucked under my shirt.
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  I pushed the front door open and strode out onto the porch. Alone. My damp dress clung to my legs.


  Hummers and National Guard trucks surrounded the governor's mansion. Soldiers in camouflage fatigues hunkered down behind the governor's well-tended shrubs, weapons drawn.


  I peered out into an ocean of gun barrels. Pistols, rifles, howitzers, Dracon beams.


  All pointing at me.


  I steeled myself. Flashed what I hoped was an elected-official smile. "It's lovely to see the young men and women of our armed forces gathered here. However, I think -"


  I shivered. It was too weird. The governor's voice coming from my body. Then I reminded myself. The body wasn't mine, either.


  It was the governor's.


  I'd acquired her DNA when I shook her hand, then morphed in the hall outside her office. Now I was standing barefoot on her front porch, wearing her ragged fund-raising dress, trying to convince lunatics with automatic weapons that I was the real thing.


  I cleared my throat. "As I was saying, I think we may have had a small miscommunication, because I don't have any National Guard events listed on my schedule. Could I speak to your commanding officer, please?"


  The door of one of the Hummers swung open. A man in crisply pressed fatigues climbed out. He was short and tan and built like a bulldog. He strode across the drive, sunlight glinting off his spit-polished boots.


  He stopped in front of me. His cold, hard eyes bored through my skull. "That's me," he said. "I'm in charge here."


  "Good." I nodded. Had to keep up the act. "Well, then, Col - Capt-"


  I frowned at the shiny gold eagles on his collar. What rank did that make him? Colonel? Captain? Extreme Exhaulted Emperor?


  "Well, then . . . sir," I said. "I was not informed that a military exercise would be taking place on my front lawn today."


  His face twisted into a sneer.


  "This isn't an exercise," he said. "It's a well-orchestrated operation, and it's proceeding better than I could have dreamed. What is it the newspapers call you? Tough-minded? I thought our tough-minded governor would put up more of a fight. If I'd known it would be this easy, I wouldn't have brought so many friends." He swept one camouflaged arm toward the troops and trucks. "Seems like overkill, doesn't it?"


  His lips stretched across his teeth in a cold smile.


  And suddenly I knew. I was looking into the eyes of Visser One. He wasn't in the human morph he usually used, but it was him.


  I forced an indignant-governor frown onto my face. I couldn't let Visser One see that I recognized him. That I knew what he was planning.


  That I was anything other than the governor of this state.


  "I have no idea what you're talking about," I said.


  "I'm sure you don't." He turned to the troops. "Corporal!"


  One of the soldiers scrambled forward. "Yes, sir."


  "Would you escort our governor to her vehicle?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "My vehicle?" I said. "But I'm not going anywhere."


  "Oh, but you are," said Visser One. He turned and strode toward the Humvee. "Someplace very special."


  The corporal grabbed me by the upper arm.


  "Watch it!" I started to jerk away.


  Keep up the act, Marco. Keep up the act.


  I took a breath. "Young man," I said, "you are hurting me."


  "Really? Good." The corporal hauled me across the driveway.


  The other troops began to pack up their weapons and load them into the trucks. They were getting ready to leave.


  I almost smiled.


  The corporal shoved me face first against a big canvas-covered transport truck. He twisted my arms behind my back and snapped handcuffs around my wrists. Two of his buddies dragged me to the back of the truck.


  Visser One's Humvee rumbled past. I watched it go. Scanned the drive. Were Ax and Tobias in place? I couldn't tell.


  The soldiers shoved me to the ground. The corporal pulled a rope from the back of the truck and began winding it around my ankles. He wrenched each loop tight. The rope burned into my skin.


  These guys did not know how to treat a lady.


  "Owwww! What is your name, son? I demand to know your name, rank, and social security number. Uh, serial number. I'm suspending your pay as of this moment. You will be brought up on charges." I glared at the three soldiers. "All of you."


  "Oh, no." The corporal smirked. "Not charges!"


  "I'm trembling," said one of his buddies.


  "Look at me, I'm all a-flutter."


  Great. I got stuck with comedians. Lousy ones, too.


  The corporal finished tying my ankles together. His two buddies scrambled up into the back of the truck and held the canvas open.


  "I really don't understand you boys," I said. "I just don't understand what's going on here."


  "Don't worry. You will." The corporal lifted me over his shoulder. "You'll understand everything real soon."


  He heaved me headfirst into the back of the truck, climbed in after me, and snapped the canvas shut.


  We were on our way.
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  I lay on my stomach. I could see the floor, the toes of a Controller's boots, and a stack of ammunition crates in the corner.


  RRRRRRRrrrrrrmmmmmm.


  The truck roared to life. Shuddered as the driver shifted gears.


  RRRRRRRrrrrrrmmmmmm.


  The driver gave it gas. We lurched forward, stalled out, then lurched again.


  BAM!


  An ammo box banged to the floor.


  "Ooooooph."


  Somebody heavy landed on my back. The driver floored it, ground the gears, and we thundered down the drive. The truck bed rattled. The canvas sides whipped in the wind. My face thumped against the cold metal floor.


  "Are these ropes and handcuffs really necessary?" I said.


  I rolled to my side and swung my bound ankles around in front of me. My feet were purple and numb from lack of blood flow.


  "I'm not stupid," I said. "I won't try to escape."


  I rocked, trying to get into a sitting position. Fell on my face and tried again.


  "I'm perfectly aware that a middle-aged, out-of-shape woman is no match for three well-trained - aah!"


  I sat up.


  And came face-to-face with the barrel of a rifle. The corporal and his two buddies surrounded me, M-16s aimed at my head.


  "Oh, honestly," I said. "Aren't you boys going a bit overboard? As I said, I'm not in a position to - ulllmph."


  The corporal stuffed the corner of a filthy duffle bag into my mouth.


  "Shut up already," he said.


  "Huuulph." I choked on loose threads, bits of grit, and something foul and sticky clinging to the fabric. An old Coke spill.


  I glared at my captors. They could've been clones. Same haircut. Same wardrobe, camouflage fatigues and combat boots. Same sneer pasted across their faces.


  The only difference was the little collar pins that showed their rank. Like Visser One's gold eagles, except these were dull black stripes. The corporal had two stripes. One of his buddies had one stripe. And the other didn't have any.


  Stripeless jabbed the barrel of his M-16 in my face. "What are you looking at?"


  "Ur-uuhl." I shrugged and shook my head.


  We rumbled down the drive. Sunlight filtered through the trees and flickered against the canvas roof.


  <They took the bait.> Tobias's thought-speak sounded strong. He was nearby. <They're all headed down the drive. Every last truck and Humvee.>


  I glanced up. A jagged shadow loomed above the canvas.


  Rrrrrrrrrriiiiiiip.


  The roof split open.


  Thummmp.


  And a Hork-Bajir dropped into the back of the truck.


  "Hey!" The corporal swung his rifle around. The Hork-Bajir - Tobias - lifted his knee blade.


  " AAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!"


  The corporal's M-16 clattered to the bed of the truck. One Stripe dove for it.


  A second Hork-Bajir - Ax - dropped through the canvas.


  And pinned One Stripe's hands to the floor with his tyrannosaur feet. Ax doubled his leathery fist.


  WHAP!


  One Stripe was out cold.


  The corporal had dropped to his knees. Now he whirled. Lunged toward the fallen rifle. Tobias seized him in one clawed hand and jerked him into a stranglehold. Blood poured from the corporal's arm.


  Stripeless had been slowly inching away from the fight. Now he jammed the muzzle of his rifle into my skull. "Let him go," he told Tobias, "or the governor here gets it."


  Ax and Tobias froze.


  The truck jolted as the driver shifted to a lower gear. We were approaching the end of the drive.


  "Are you deaf?" Stripeless screamed. "I said, LET HIM GO!"


  The truck shuddered to a crawl.


  I looked at Tobias. Caught his gaze and held it. Shook my head. Slowly, slightly, so Stripeless wouldn't see.


  Tobias nodded. Tightened his death grip on the corporal.


  Tou think I'm kidding? I'm not!" Stripeless jabbed my head for emphasis. "You either let him-"


  The truck lurched.


  "AAH!"


  Stripeless tumbled backward, slammed into an ammo box, and slumped to the bed of the truck, unconscious.


  <They could all use a little nap,> said Tobias. <They're a little cranky.>


  He doubled his fist.


  WHAP!


  The corporal dropped to the floor.


  Ax and Tobias rolled the Controllers together in a heap. Then they gathered the M-16s and began hacking the barrels off with their wrist blades.


  I thumped my feet on the floor. "Uh-ur-ulph."


  Tobias turned. <Did you say something, Marco?>


  "Uh-ur-ulph. UH. UR. ULPH!"


  Ax looked at me. Tilted his head. <I believe Marco is trying to tell us that while he is extremely happy to see us, he enjoys being trussed up, and could we please not remove the filthy satchel from his mouth, as he finds it quite tasty.>


  Oh, good. Ax picks now to finally get human sarcasm.


  <Yeah.> Tobias nodded. <That's what I thought he said.>


  I banged my feet again. "Uh-uhl-ur-ULUPH!"


  <Okay, okay. Don't get your skirt in a wad.> Tobias pulled the duffle bag from my mouth.


  "Uuuuh." I wiggled my jaw. My mouth felt like sandpaper. "Thank you. Now, can you do something about the handcuffs?"


  Tobias turned me around.


  WHACK.


  One wrist fell free.


  WHACK.


  Then the other. The handcuffs clanked to the floor.


  I untied my feet and helped Ax and Tobias bind the Controllers together with the rope.


  I stood back. Pushed a wiry gray curl from my face and straightened my dress.


  We demorphed, then remorphed. Wings. Tobias and I guarded the prisoners. Ax perched on an ammo box and played lookout.


  <We are approaching a tunnel,> he said.


  <Perfect.> I hopped up beside him. <Get ready.>


  The back of the truck grew dark. Three mallards flew through the hole in the canvas and flapped toward home.


  Chapter 26


  



  "Hey, look, Cassie!" I said. "You're a TV star."


  I pointed at the TV screen, where a wolf was leaping into a crowd of National Guard troops. The wolf growled, bared its teeth, and sank them into a burly soldier's butt.


  We were back home, in Ax's scoop in the Hork-Bajir valley. We were crowded around Ax's TV, watching news footage of last night's battle.


  Jake and the others - Group One - had discovered the main Yeerk headquarters for troop infestation. When the Animorphs showed up, Controllers were herding hundreds of National Guard soldiers at gunpoint toward a temporary Yeerk pool.


  Jake, Rachel, Cassie, and James's group, along with a few of Toby's finest fighters, attacked. The battle quickly became bloody and desperate, and Group One realized they were losing. Badly. But they knew they couldn't give up. They couldn't bail and let hundreds of soldiers become infested with Yeerks.


  Sometime after midnight, another National Guard unit made an appearance. The colonel in charge ordered the Yeerk commander to free the uninfested troops and surrender. When the Yeerk commander didn't, the colonel and his unit attacked. Again the battle was bloody and desperate, but the colonel had seen battle before, and he knew how to win. He hadn't stopped Visser One last night. But he had definitely slowed him down.


  Ax flipped from a local channel to CNN.


  "Hey, go back," said Jake. "I want to see that."


  Ax clicked back to the local channel. A blond reporter was interviewing a grim-looking military officer on the steps outside the governor's mansion.


  "That's him." Jake pointed at the screen. "The guy who kicked butt last night."


  Ax turned up the volume. The interview was almost over.


  " . . . thank you for that detailed account, Colonel Larsen."


  "Colonel Larsen? That's the governor's guy," I said. "The one who just got back from two weeks in the desert."


  The reporter turned to the camera.


  "That was Lieutenant Colonel Jacob P. Larsen, the newly appointed head of our state National Guard, giving us a chilling account of last night's violent clashes within National Guard ranks. Back to you, Dave."


  The camera switched to the news anchor. He flashed a TV-news-guy smile.


  "Thank you, Patricia. In a related story, the governor got a bit of a scare yesterday afternoon. During a fundraiser at the Ambassador Hotel, she was kidnapped by three suspects who, witnesses say, were wearing Halloween costumes. News Channel Five brings you exclusive footage of this bizarre incident."


  Dave's image was replaced by that of a limousine screeching from a parking lot, a leathery serpent head poking through the limo's roof. Then the camera switched to a scene of the governor galloping along a bridge on the back of a furry, blue, four-legged creature. A gorilla and another creature - the one with the serpent head - leaped over stalled cars and wrecked delivery trucks while police officers gave chase.


  The newscast ended with footage of a helicopter explosion and a slow-mo shot of a yacht sinking into the river.


  "So." Jake looked at me. "You kept it all pretty quiet, huh?"


  "Hey, we were showing a little finesse there," I said.


  <Yeah,> said Tobias.


  "Hey, guys, quiet," said Cassie. "I want to hear this."


  She leaned forward and turned up the volume. An announcer's voice blared from the TV. "We interrupt your regularly scheduled program to bring you late-breaking news from the capitol."


  The picture went fuzzy for a second, then focused on Patricia, the blond reporter, talking to a plump gray-haired woman.


  <It is our governor,> said Ax.


  Rachel stared at the TV. "She's a woman."


  "Well, yeah, she's a woman, Rachel." I glanced at Tobias. You didn't know that?"


  Rachel was too impressed with the governor to be annoyed with me. "This is so cool. The highest elected official in our state is a woman." She peered at the screen.


  The camera zoomed in on the governor. Her hair was a mess, her face pale. She was wearing the same sweats she'd had on yesterday, only now they were a lot more rumpled.


  But when she looked into the camera, her steady gray eyes were still bright. Still focused.


  Patricia pushed a microphone into her face, and the governor began to speak.


  "I won't beat around the bush," she said. "I have declared a state of emergency. I repeat: a state of emergency. This is not martial law. Our police, and even our National Guard forces, cannot be trusted." She glanced at the reporter. "The news media cannot be trusted. You may not even be able to trust your friends or your own family."


  She explained about Yeerks. About how, like an invisible disease, they have been infesting and slowly taking over the population.


  "I know this sounds fantastic," she said. "Like something out of Hollywood. But by now you've seen the news footage. You know what I'm telling you is true. Our state, our nation, our entire world is under attack. But we are already fighting back. I have requested help from Washington, and the president has agreed to send U.S. troops."


  "U.S. troops," I said. "It's what we've wanted from the beginning. Why am I not ecstatic?"


  <How can you get ecstatic about all-out global war?> Tobias said.


  The governor shuffled her notes. Looked into the camera again. "This is not the time for panic," she said. "It is the time for each of us to reach into our souls and pull out the courage we may not even know we possess. Our enemy is strong. But we are stronger, because we are fighting for our lives and our freedom. For our very existence."


  "Thank you, Governor." The camera switched to Patricia.


  Ax clicked off the TV. We sat in silence, staring at the blank screen.
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  Chapter 1


  



  <Heads up. Something's definitely going down> Rachel, in bald eagle morph, braked and swooped and circled.


  James, in peregrine falcon morph, followed, circling almost in tandem with Rachel.


  That kind of close formation flying was a mistake.


  Different species of birds of prey do not typically fly together, especially in synchronized motion.


  I was in northern harrier morph, several feet above my companions and hanging back. Trying to keep a reasonable distance between us in case we were being observed from the ground.


  I wondered if Rachel would rebuke James. He was new and sometimes made minor mistakes.


  But Rachel was too eager to pursue her investigation into what was taking place on the ground below to correct James.


  I, too, said nothing to James. Of all the Animorphs, I had been most opposed to our recruiting handicapped young humans to be warriors alongside us in our fight against the Yeerks. So far, the overall performance of James and the others had set my mind somewhat at ease.


  Still, I was uncomfortable treating James and his team as a true part of the resistance.


  And even after all this time on my adopted planet, Earth, I was acutely aware of being an outsider. The only Andalite, the only alien in our band of guerrillas. Though on several occasions I had spoken my mind, on many others I had hesitated to do so.


  I had no real authority over James or Rachel. They were likely to reject any instructions or directives from me.


  Rachel, because she listened to no one but Jake, and then, often with barely concealed resentment. And James, because he acted as leader and to some degree protector, of the seventeen new recruits. James was Jake's lieutenant.


  Jake is our leader. He had sent the three of us on a reconnaissance mission. We were to make note of what was happening in the city and report back to our base of operations. The secret Hork-Bajir camp.


  I doubt that Jake had anticipated anything as dramatic as what I saw below me. It appeared that the city was under military occupation.


  Police, uniformed military men and women, and official trucks and cars blocked off many streets.


  Drivers were being stopped and asked to exit their cars. Then they were taken to join the crowds of people being diverted into train stations at gunpoint.


  <What's going on?> James asked. <Are those people being protected, or persecuted? Evacuated for their own protection? Or being taken prisoner?>


  <I can't tell,> Rachel answered. <That's the problem when the good guys and the bad guys all look alike. It's hard to know who's an uninfested human and who's a Controller. This war gets more complicated every day.>


  I agreed with Rachel's statement.


  My name is Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. It is my real name. The others do not use their real names, though at this point, they could do so without increasing the danger of discovery.


  Our identities are known now to our enemies. We have been exposed. The danger could not get any nearer, clearer, or greater.


  Furthermore, our best weapon, the blue box, has fallen into the hands of the enemy. They now have the same Andalite morphing technology as we do.


  It has always been difficult to distinguish humans from human-Controllers. At least at a glance. Now it is also difficult to distinguish real animals from morphed human-Controllers.


  I don't think I'm doing a very good job of explaining our situation.


  Jake is very good at explaining.


  I will try again.


  A race of aliens that resemble large slugs has invaded Earth. The aliens are called Yeerks.


  Since the Yeerks have no useful bodies of their own - no means of movement, virtually no sensory abilities - they search out host bodies. They are parasites.


  The human and the Yeerk coexist. But the relationship is far from symbiotic. The Yeerk is in total control.


  The Yeerks' plan is to use Earth as a hub planet. Here they can potentially acquire millions of host bodies. A massive force of human-Controllers will enable them to effectively push out into other galaxies.


  The Yeerks have already enslaved other species to use as hosts. For example, the Hork-Bajir and the Taxxons.


  Hork-Bajir have excellent bodies for purposes of combat. They are seven feet tall with blades on their elbows and knees, foreheads and wrists. They somewhat resemble the long extinct reptilian creatures humans call dinosaurs.


  Taxxon bodies are large and unwieldy, like a massive sack of guts. They possess hundreds of centipedelike arms and legs. Their mouths are rimmed with razor-sharp teeth. Their eyes are red and gelatinous.


  Because of their voracious hunger, Taxxons are excellent at instilling terror. Once they sense blood, they cannot be turned back, even if it means their own deaths. They are driven by a ravenous hunger that never, ever abates.


  It is difficult sometimes not to pity them.


  Of course, the bodies the Yeerks covet the most are bodies like mine. Andalite bodies.


  Andalites have four legs. This gives us the speed of horses. We have two pairs of eyes, one pair on stalks. This enables us to see in all directions at once.


  We have the ability to speak without using our mouths. This is very fortunate considering Andalites have no mouths.


  For purposes of combat, our tails are equipped with a deadly sharp blade.


  But it is our ability to morph, to transform into other creatures, that makes our species the envy of the galaxy.


  Only one Yeerk has ever succeeded in acquiring an Andalite body. Visser One. The leader of the Yeerk invasion.


  For that desecration of my species, I hate him.


  And for killing my brother, Elfangor.


  Chapter 2


  



  <Okay. No doubt about what's going on,> Rachel said angrily. <I see a pair of Hork-Bajir directing people into a subway station. And the people don't want to go. This is a Yeerk operation.>


  <Oh, yeah. That roundup is definitely not for the citizens' protection.> James said.


  James was new. He was still learning. But he was smart and learning fast.


  <Human-Controllers, too,> Rachel noted. <Guns and Dracons.>


  James circled, maintaining his altitude. <Question is, why are the Yeerks herding people into a subway station?>


  <Trains are a good way of transporting a lot of people at the same time. And fast,> Rachel replied grimly.


  <The Yeerk pool,> I said. <I would assume that is their destination.>


  <Where Yeerks live when they don't have a host body.> James. <Where they feed, too, right? If the Yeerks are taking humans to the pool in big groups, it means they're mass-producing new human-Controllers.>


  <A Controller factory. Assembly line and all. It's sick.>


  Rachel and James were discussing the Yeerk pools. It's a pretty basic concept. Yeerks must feed every three days. The majority of Controllers, not important enough to be in possession of private, portable pools, must journey to a central place to absorb the life-sustaining Kandrona rays.


  If the Yeerk is deprived of Kandrona rays, a painful process of starvation ensues.


  <The Yeerk pool is only a train ride away,> James said wryly. <Very convenient. The Yeerks have solved the problem of commuting. Provide your employees with free transportation.>


  <Feeding a large number of Controllers is the one difficulty the Yeerks have not yet successfully mastered,> I said thoughtfully. <The Yeerk pool has always been the one sure place we have been able to cause serious disruption.>


  We, the resistance, the Animorphs, have located, damaged, or destroyed more than one Yeerk pool and Kandrona source.


  Animorphs. Marco coined the term back before I was rescued and joined the team. The original members of the Animorphs are Jake, Rachel, Cassie, Tobias, Marco. And me. The only Andalite.


  None of us are adults. The others are now of the age to be attending what humans call "high school."


  We have no "high school" on the Andalite home planet. But we do have the Academy. I was an aristh in the Academy. What humans would call a "cadet."


  My brother, Elfangor, was a great Andalite military hero. He was killed here on Earth by Visser One, then known as Visser Three, leader of the Yeerk invasion.


  Before he died, Elfangor gave the morphing cube to this group of human young people. The ones who call themselves the Animorphs.


  For a long time, we were the only ones with the ability to morph. Us and, of course, Visser One, who only had the ability because his host body was an Andalite.


  In our last major battle, the Yeerks were able to steal the blue morphing cube that transfers the morphing technology. Thus, we have lost our one true advantage.


  But while we still had the cube, Jake realized that in order to continue the fight against the Yeerks we needed to increase our ranks. As I mentioned, I was wary of the decision to enlist handicapped children, mostly due to their lack of combat experience.


  However, I could not deny that because the Yeerks would never consider handicapped human bodies suitable hosts, these children were likely to be uninfested.


  There are seventeen new recruits, including James, the boy called Tuan, and the girls called Kelly and Collette.


  On my planet we call such individuals vecols. Andalite custom ordains these disabled live in isolation. It is largely for their own sake, as they would feel great shame as part of society. So it is out of respect for vecols that they are kept from full participation in the world.


  My experiences on Earth, however, have led me to question the wisdom of the Andalite custom. Not that human custom regarding the disabled or handicapped is not also flawed.


  As we suspected, a few of the new recruits were healed by the morphing process. Only three, James and Craig and Erica. Their healthy DNA was restored although they have sworn to continue life as handicapped people. For security reasons. At least until the war is over.


  James is a good soldier. They all are. But inexperienced.


  I felt we should proceed no further on our own. <We should report this to Jake immediately,> I said.


  <No time,> Rachel replied tersely. <Ax, look at all those people being forced into the subway! In just a few hours, the Yeerks could produce another thousand human-Controllers.>


  <So, what do we do?> James asked.


  I could hear the eagerness in his voice. The eagerness of a new soldier. One not yet exhausted and sickened by war.


  <Let's see if we can either close that tunnel down or slow up production.> Rachel answered.


  It was a foolish course of action. There were only three of us. Yes, we had been clever and productive in the past. But that was before the Yeerks had forced us to become refugees.


  <Ax?> Rachel prompted. <Are you in or are you out?>


  <I think we should talk to Jake,> I repeated.


  <Look, those are innocent people down there.> James's voice was getting angry. <Don't you care?>


  Innocent people.


  Humans.


  Did James mean that he did not consider me part of their team because I am not human?


  I am not an adult, but I am not a child, either. My feelings are not easily hurt.


  But still, I could not help but think it odd that James would seem to feel the need to instruct me as to what emotions were appropriate in this situation. And to question my loyalty.


  I was still trying to decide what to say, when we heard the bloodcurdling cry.


  Something swooped past me, clipped my wings, and sent me spinning.


  I heard cries of surprise from James and Rachel, too.


  I righted myself in the air. Felt talons rake my back! I shot forward, out of my attacker's clutches. I poured on a burst of speed and wheeled to see what had attacked.


  A group of peregrine falcons, reforming to strike again. Yeerks in morph.


  I saw James bleeding and circling downward with a broken wing.


  Rachel flew, talons extended, beak open, rushing the falcons.


  The Yeerk-falcons scattered with cries of alarm and then divided into two groups of three.


  One group headed for me.


  The other group headed for Rachel.


  It was interesting that none of them pursued James. They must have thought he was a real falcon. Or maybe they thought he was already dead.


  <Still want to report back?> Rachel asked.


  <I do not think it is an option now,> I replied.


  Chapter 3


  



  Rachel and I streaked down toward the crowd of people being hustled into the subway station.


  Several of the uninfested humans saw us and screamed. Others ducked and covered their heads with their arms.


  We must have been an odd and frightening sight. A screeching eagle. A northern harrier. And six peregrine falcons giving chase.


  Tseew! Tseew!


  Dracon fire! But the beams went wide and hit the concrete overhang of the subway station. Shattered the tile sign that announced the station's name.


  The Dracon fire created a panic. The crowd surged back, away from the subway station entrance. Several people were being trampled.


  But the Hork-Bajir guards ignored the injured humans. They quickly formed a barricade behind the crowd and continued to herd their prisoners down the station's stairs.


  <Here we go!>


  Whoosh!


  Rachel tucked her massive wings back against her body and zoomed down into the subway station. I followed into the relative dark. My feathers skimmed the heads of the taller humans. And every instinct of the bird and the Andalite recoiled at entering a confined and relatively airless space headfirst.


  Near the bottom of the stairs, first Rachel, then I thrust our feet and swept our wings forward to help slow us down. When we reached the platform we righted ourselves, flapped hard to maintain stable, even flight.


  Rachel and I were inside the tunnel now.


  And we could hear the cries of the pursuing falcons.


  <Ax, Rachel? Can you guys hear me? If you can, I demorphed, remorphed, and followed you in. I'm on your tails, behind these Yeerk jerks. And they're even worse at flying in this place than I am.>


  The fact is that peregrine falcons are incredibly fast flyers. But the Yeerks' inexperience with their morphs and their own arrogant characters would work to our advantage now. At least I hoped so.


  Beneath us, humans continued to stream down onto the subway platform.


  A train sped by. The noise was disconcerting to both my Andalite brain and the harrier brain. Through the dirty windows of the train cars I saw far too many scared human faces.


  This train was obviously Yeerk-controlled. And there was no choice but to follow it into the ever-darkening tunnel. The falcons would be on us in moments.


  Through the tunnel we flew. We tried to fly above the rushing train, not directly behind it.


  <What a ride!> Rachel screamed.


  I agreed. Even flying above the train we were pulled along by its draft. Exciting, in one way. Terrifying in another.


  But it was no use. Even with this advantage, the six Yeerk-infested falcons were closing in. Their desire to reach us was clearly overriding their inexperience and the difficulties of underground flight.


  <Land on the roof of the train!> I called. <We'll let the train lose them for us!>


  Imagine it.


  The train whizzed beneath us but always pulling ahead. At my estimation it was traveling at approximately forty to forty-five miles per hour, creating the interesting optical illusion that there was no separation between cars. And that we were no longer moving at all.


  In short, the train was traveling far, far faster than any of us could fly.


  To land would be incredibly dangerous. But it was the only way we could possibly outfly the Yeerks.


  I kept my eyes focused for something, anything, to grip and hold on to. After a moment or two my eyes adjusted to the darkness. I could make out individual components of what had been just a long, blurred strip of metal. Now I saw that along the right and left side of each car's roof was a raised lip. <Rachel. There. On the left and right edge. A ridge.>


  <I see it,> Rachel responded. <James? You still with the Yeerks?>


  <Right behind you.>


  <Okay, Ax. Go!>


  Chapter 4


  



  The train roared beneath me. I swept my wings forward to kill air speed. It didn't slow me down much. The drag was too great.


  I hit the top of the train hard. But my talons managed to catch the lip. Barely. I kept my wings forward and the rest of me strained back to slow my body's momentum. If I pitched forward and fell, I would have great difficulty righting myself without letting go of the lip. And without flying off the train and shooting headfirst into the wall of the tunnel.


  The effort was great but it was not the first time I had landed on a moving vehicle. I managed to stay upright by hunkering down as close to the roof as I could.


  A moment later, Rachel landed on the car behind me. <I SO love doing that,> she laughed.


  <I'm on,> James called a moment after that. <And I do NOT love doing that.>


  Further along the dark tunnel we raced. Carefully, without letting go and using my wings for balance, I glanced behind me.


  We seemed to have lost our pursuers. It was time to abandon the train before it brought us into the Yeerk pool complex unprepared.


  It was definitely time to morph.


  One by one we opened our wings to catch the current and . . .


  WHOOOSH!


  Were torn off the roof of the train, tossed backward like tumbleweeds in a tornado, tumbling, whirling, spinning!


  <Woo hoo!> Rachel, of course.


  One by one we fought to get control of our bodies, land without serious injury on the tunnel's narrow walkway.


  <This falcon is nauseous,> James said. <Is that possible? Pease tell me I'm not going to hurl.>


  <I personally have never known a falcon to throw up,> I said. <But you might want to demorph just in case.>


  <Yeah,> Rachel said. <And then morph something big and mean. Something that will help us fight our way out.>


  As we've mentioned in the past, morphing isn't graceful or pretty. And it is quite unpredictable.


  SPLOOOT. SPLOOOT.


  Fortunately, my legs were the first part of my Andalite body to emerge. I felt a strange tingling as my tail began to sprout from the harrier's tail feathers.


  <There they are!> The Yeerk-falcons were back.


  And none of us was entirely finished with our morphs.


  But my Andalite tail was now fully emerged.


  The blade was in place. Along with one stalk eye bursting from my still-feathered head.


  <Don't let them get away!!> The angry voice of a Yeerk-falcon.


  <I'll take the Andalite!> another shouted.


  I saw the falcon hurtle toward me in the dark. I lifted my tail, and WHAP! Sent him flying like a tennis ball.


  THUMP!


  Five Yeerk-falcons left.


  Peregrine falcons in a pack might be a danger to a lone northern harrier, but they are a minor nuisance to an Andalite. A second falcon screamed and zoomed in toward me. I lifted my tail and the bird was no longer a problem.


  Hurriedly I completed the morph. Rachel was behind me. She had reversed her morph and was in her eagle morph again. But a bald eagle on the ground is not as deadly as one in the air. And it would be difficult for her to lift off in the stifling tunnel.


  James, the least experienced of us, had not begun his remorph. He crouched against the tunnel's grimy wall, reluctant to let the Yeerks identify a new human resistor. One who was supposed to be paralyzed and in a wheelchair.


  It was up to me. Only four Yeerk-falcons remained but they were angry.


  That's when I saw it.


  A low-hanging electrical conduit. Live.


  <Rachel, James,> I said in private thought-speak. <I am going to cut the lights. Be prepared.>


  <Go for it, Ax-man.>


  I lifted my tail and aimed. Fortunately, the blade on my tail is not metal and my hooves would ground me. I felt nothing but a slight flutter through my body as my tail blade sliced through the electrical conduit that powered the tunnel's lighting system.


  The dim lights in the tunnel went dark.


  I waited the few seconds it would take my eyes to adjust to the gloom. When they did, I still could see no more than dark and darker shapes.


  <Whoa,> James whispered. <I'm almost all lion now. The lion's eyes are seeing more than the falcons' in this light.>


  The unexpected turn of events had momentarily confused the Yeerk-falcons. I heard low muttering from them but no screams of attack.


  And Rachel had begun to morph again.


  Chapter 5


  



  It took her only moments. And then she was a great horned owl.


  The four remaining falcons had re-formed and were coming at me. Even in the darkness they would provide relatively easy targets.


  I lifted my tail blade in preparation.


  When they were only two feet away . . .


  WHOOOOSH!


  I did not hear Rachel fly past me. I felt Rachel fly past me.


  Owl feathers are the softest feathers imaginable. The result is that owls can fly making no sound at all.


  The falcons never even heard her coming.


  Rachel took down the first falcon with her talons neatly and dropping it to the tracks below. The remaining three falcons wheeled away.


  Rachel followed them. <It's not so easy, is it, Yeerks?> she taunted. <You don't just turn into animals and everything is fine. It's harder than it looks, isn't it?>


  The falcons crowded at a turn in the tunnel. One of them collided into a wall. He let out a cry of alarm and fell to the ground.


  The Yeerk-falcons were disoriented. Confused and panicking.


  I watched as the fallen falcon demorphed and then began to morph to Hork-Bajir.


  Before he could complete the morph, there was a terrifying scream and a lion leaped out of the dark. James.


  I heard the Yeerk's last words. <No! No! Don't want to . . . die . . . please . . . aaagh . . .>


  I did not like it. I am a soldier. But there was something unseemly about dying in a dark and filthy tunnel in midmorph.


  I heard a sound that was even worse. Cries of victory and satisfaction from Rachel as she downed another of the falcons.


  The other Animorphs and I truly worry about Rachel.


  On the Andalite home planet, when a warrior becomes too fond of war he is shunned. A warrior should love only the cause not the killing.


  If Rachel were an Andalite . . .


  But, she is not. And I am not a human.


  Only one Yeerk-falcon remained. Perhaps it had escaped Rachel.


  But we had bigger problems now. Out of the dark three Hork-Bajir came trotting toward us like commandos with a very serious purpose.


  The lights had been cut. Members of the resistance had been spotted entering the subway station. They were coming to investigate. But in the near-total blackness the Hork-Bajir could not see me or James directly in their path. They could not hear Rachel coming up from behind.


  We were ready.


  Rachel buzzed the guards. One of the Hork-Bajir reeled back and fell onto the train tracks. On the way his elbow blades accidentally sliced into the stomach of the second Hork-Bajir. There was a horrible moaning as both were electrocuted by the live third rail.


  James took care of the third Hork-Bajir.


  And then with one stalk eye I spotted the remaining Yeerk-falcon streaking toward me. It was a bold and brave move but he was the enemy.


  I lifted my tail and struck with the flat of my blade. The blow brought him down but did not kill him.


  I bent quickly and picked him up.


  <Let me go!> he begged. <Please let me go. I am so close. Only minutes away.>


  <Minutes away from what?> I asked.


  <It only takes two hours. Right? I've been a falcon for one hour and fifty-five minutes. In five minutes I'll be free!>


  So. This creature wanted to be a nothlit. Wanted to be trapped in his morph.


  <You will not be free. You will still be a Yeerk inside,> I pointed out.


  <I will be free,> the falcon insisted. <I will fly. I will see. No more need for Kandrona. No more orders, no more of this horrible war. I'll just fly away.>


  I understood. This creature was like Tobias, my true shorm. What a human would call my "best friend."


  Tobias was once a human boy. A very unhappy human boy. He stayed in red-tailed hawk morph for longer than two hours. I suspect he did it on purpose. It was his way of escaping the complexities of human life. Although he exchanged them for a new set of complexities.


  It was logical that among the Yeerks there might also be those who felt overwhelmed by the demands of war. I knew of the Yeerk resistance. With Cassie's encouragement we had allowed one of its freedom fighters to morph a humpback whale and escape life as a parasite. In exchange for this gift, Aftran had promised never to reveal our identities to the Yeerks.


  I said nothing but I released him. Gently I tossed him into the air.


  <Thank you!> he cried gratefully. I watched as the falcon flew off down the tunnel and disappeared into the dark.


  I did not notice Rachel zooming after him.


  Chapter 6


  



  <Aaaaaahhhh!>


  Suddenly, there was an eruption of screams and screeches from down the tunnel. A human voice. The cries of a peregrine falcon.


  Rachel.


  Had she caught the Yeerk-falcon?


  I did not know.


  I did not want to know.


  But our ill-conceived, spur-of-the-moment mission had not succeeded. Had any of us really thought we would be able to stop the train full of prisoners and thereby slow the Yeerk infestation of new hosts?


  Our next step was clear.


  We needed to get out. Quickly.


  Rachel came flapping toward me out of the darkness.


  James appeared not far behind her, big paws stepping slowly and cautiously along the narrow walkway, shaggy lion's head watching. Observing. There was blood on his jowls and paws.


  <The Hork-Bajir took off down tunnel,> he said. <Limping, actually. I didn't stop him but I managed to slow him down.>


  Rachel landed on the ground with a flourish of her soft-feathered wings. <Good job, James. You, too, Ax.>


  <I think we have done what we came in to accomplish.> I said.


  <Are you kidding?> Rachel argued. <We've got the Yeerks on the run! We're right here in the tunnel! Let's do some serious damage!>


  I tried to keep my voice from showing my impatience. And I resolved to tell Jake that Rachel was unfit for missions without him. Her eagerness to fight was getting to be too much.


  <Rachel, there are only three of us,> I said reasonably. <And I think we would do better to learn more about this operation before we strike again with a larger and more prepared force.>


  Rachel's large owl eyes blinked. I could not tell if her response was hostile or thoughtful.


  <Okay,> she said after a long silence. <You're right. I'm going Hork-Bajir. Follow the group that went down the tunnel and see what I can find out. I'll just see what I can see. I won't fight. Give me half an hour.> I said nothing.


  <That okay with you, Ax?> she asked. Now I heard definite antagonism in her voice.


  <I am not in charge,> I said shortly. <If you choose to investigate further, that is your decision.>


  There was a long pause.


  James finally spoke. <Ax is right. We need to be careful. You go Hork-Bajir, Rachel. See what you can find out. But we'll wait here. Just in case.>


  <If I don't come back, don't come after me,> Rachel said unnecessarily.


  We would not.


  The resistance could not afford to lose even one member now. And certainly not three. We shouldn't have been in the subway station in the first place.


  We had not even managed to stop one train-load of prisoners. And undoubtedly there were many tunnels and many trains.


  We had done nothing but put the enemy on high alert. And endangered our own lives.


  I wished now not for Jake, but for an Andalite commander. An experienced soldier. Someone who better understood when to fight and when to watch.


  Someone who understood tactics.


  Someone who understood me.


  I watched silently as Rachel morphed. As she trotted awkwardly along the tunnel's narrow walkway into the darkness beyond.


  And I sincerely hoped for her safe return.


  Chapter 7


  



  Three hours later we were back at camp.


  All of us.


  It was late afternoon and the sun was setting behind the canopy of trees that kept our camp from being seen from above.


  Camp consisted of a muddy, wooded, and heavily guarded compound built by a colony of free Hork-Bajir. Rebel Hork-Bajir who had escaped the tyranny of the Yeerks and had gone into hiding.


  Their leader was Toby.


  When the Yeerks discovered the true identity of the resistance we, the Animorphs, evacuated our homes immediately.


  Now the muddy and primitive camp is full, crowded, and contentious.


  There are the free Hork-Bajir.


  But there are also humans.


  There is Marco, his father, and his mother, Eva, who was once host body of the former Visser One. That Yeerk is now dead and Eva is free. Reunited with her husband and her son.


  Living with Marco's parents is a young girl named Elena who is blind when not in morph. Rachel gave her the morphing technology and allowed Elena to acquire her. Our mission to recruit several children from a school for the blind failed. Elena managed to escape the Yeerks in her Rachel morph. Now she lives as a refugee and cannot, for security reasons, return to the school or her parents. She is sad for her losses but slowly adjusting to her new life.


  Also in the camp are Cassie and her parents, Michelle and Walter, both veterinarians. Tobias and his mother, Loren, too. Loren has no memory of Tobias's father, Elfangor. My brother.


  And there is Rachel's mother, Naomi, and Rachel's two younger sisters, Sara and Jordan.


  Rachel's mother is quite quarrelsome. I am told that is because she is something called a "lawyer." A lawyer seems to be an odd type of human. Intelligent but in a way that is not terribly useful. At least to my Andalite sensibilities. All they seem to use their intellect for is argument. Not philosophical contemplation or artistic pursuit.


  I am told that although people often find themselves in need of a lawyer, lawyers are not very popular. After the last few days, I understand why.


  Lastly, there is Jake.


  Jake's family is not in our camp. Jake's brother, Tom, has been a Controller from the early days of the invasion. Recently, Jake's parents were captured by the Yeerks - with Tom's help - and made into human-Controllers.


  This has made Jake very withdrawn. For a time he said he did not want to lead us anymore. Our morale suffered.


  Now, after our last confrontation with Tom, during which we lost the morphing cube to the Yeerks, Jake is beginning to take charge again. He is still somewhat depressed and often angry. But as he listened to Rachel's report his face showed interest.


  "The Yeerks used what they had. They extended the existing subway tunnels using Taxxon labor," Rachel was telling him. "We know what effective diggers Taxxons are. Now the trains run all the way to the main pool. My estimate is that there are at least six lines leading to it. And I spotted some Taxxons at work on what looked like another new line."


  "When you think how fast the Yeerks can move hundreds, maybe thousands of people in and out of the central pool . . ."


  James did not need to finish his sentence. We all understood the implications of the Yeerks' newest scheme.


  With that kind of rapid expansion system in place in cities throughout the world, the Yeerks could rule Earth in what would seem like no time at all.


  "They're probably bringing in transports of unhosted Yeerks," Marco said grimly. "Wry should the Yeerks stay on their own planet when they can take over this one, have an unlimited supply of hosts, and pretty much unimpeded access to a feeding pool?"


  <So, we're dead?> Tobias said.


  Toby, who was sitting in with us, shook her head. "Not necessarily. If the Yeerks are concentrating here, on this planet, around this pool, then . . ."


  Marco grinned. "Right. They can move Yeerks in in big numbers. But we can take them out in big numbers."


  "How?" Rachel asked eagerly.


  "A subway train loaded with explosives," Marco said. "A small nuke if we could get our hands on one. Run that puppy at full speed, detonate it in the Yeerk pool, big BOOM! 'Bye-'bye


  Yeerks."


  Cassie took a deep breath before she spoke. "You can't be serious."


  "Why not?" Rachel.


  Cassie looked at Jake. Jake looked away.


  "Think! Those trains are full of people being taken to the Yeerk pool for infestation. We'd be killing thousands of Yeerks, yes. But we'd also be killing thousands of people who want nothing more than to go home and forget any of this ever happened."


  <We've been down this path before,> Tobias agreed. <Cassie's right. We're supposed to be saving humanity. Not slaughtering people who have the bad luck to get in the way.> He looked pointedly at Marco. <Think about it. Your mom could still be down there.>


  Marco lowered his eyes. But only for a moment. Then he lifted them and looked at Jake.


  We all looked at Jake.


  His brother. His mother. His father. Any of them. All of them. Tom could be stationed at that Yeerk pool. Jake's parents, low-level, unwilling Controllers, could be trapped down there in cages while their Yeerks fed on Kandrona.


  Jake's face turned pale. "I'm not making this decision. It has to be a vote."


  Rachel stood and looked angrily around the circle of faces. "You're kidding, right? I mean, you think saving the earth really demands a vote?"


  "The ends simply don't justify the means," Cassie said softly.


  Rachel glared angrily at her. "You weren't there," she said. 'You didn't see what we saw. It was like some old World War Two newsreel or something. People being rounded up and forced at gunpoint onto trains. Men, women, old people, and kids. It's like the Yeerks don't even care anymore about finding the healthiest and strongest to infest. They're taking everyone. Quantity over quality."


  Cassie waved her hands in frustration. "Exactly. And those are the people you would kill while you're trying to stop the Yeerks. Little kids. Retirees. Someone's grandparents."


  "You know, we won't actually be using a nuke," Marco said quietly. "Not that that changes things much," he admitted.


  There was a long, long silence. I could see each one of them grappling with his or her conscience.


  Toby stared stolidly into space. Her home planet had been through a devastating war with the Yeerks. Most of her people had not survived. The majority of the ones who had were now Hork-Bajir-Controllers. A smaller number of survivors or children of survivors were here in the camp.


  Frankly, I did not know what her vote would be. I could not read her inscrutable expression.


  But I knew that, like me, Toby understood that she was an outsider here on Earth. That her ideas and experiences were her own. And that she often did not understand human thought processes or emotions.


  I was surprised when she spoke. "This is a war," she said quietly. "There is no question that people will die. The only question is, who?"


  There was another long pause.


  <Okay,> Tobias said finally. <I guess that sort of sums it up.> He was trying to sound unconcerned but his voice quivered.


  Rachel's voice, on the other hand, was firm and unhesitating. "I don't know about you guys, but I'm thinking it's time to explode a big 'ole bomb."


  "And you couldn't be happier," Cassie said bitterly to Rachel. "Could you?"


  Chapter 8


  



  Two hours later we were still strategizing. Marco was correct in stating that nuclear weapons, fairly primitive explosives by Andalite standards, are very difficult for the average citizen to procure.


  This is a good thing.


  It wasn't that long ago when we had just barely succeeded in averting a Yeerk-instigated World War III. There was a fierce battle on board a United States Navy aircraft carrier. Many, many innocent American men and women were killed. And it was likely that the few survivors were traumatized by the brutal attack of Yeerk-infested humans and battalions of Hork-Bajir- and Taxxon-Controllers.


  Near the end of that horrible battle I had not listened to Jake. I had even gone so far as to knock him unconscious so that I could carry out a desperate plan without interference. A plan that seemed to me the only way to a possible victory.


  My actions were in some ways traitorous. But in other ways, they were necessary.


  Against express orders I kidnapped Visser Two and commandeered an F-14D Tomcat. The Yeerks had fitted out the plane with a nuclear weapon. Once in the air with my captive I threatened to drop the nuclear weapon directly over the Yeerk pool. The result of such an action would have been not only the utter destruction of the pool complex itself, but also severe damage to my friends' community and the inevitable loss of thousands of human lives.


  It was a calculated risk, a terrible gamble. Threaten to kill thousands to save millions, maybe billions. Thankfully, my plan worked. Visser Two agreed to call off the planned nuclear strike against China if I would promise not to drop a bomb on the Yeerk pool.


  Would I have followed through on my threat if Visser Two had not complied? Could I have? To this day I have no answer to either of those questions.


  Now, here we were, not long after the very public incident on the USS George Washington, just days from the governor's televised warning, once again discussing the total destruction of the Yeerks' main feeding operation.


  We sat by a low campfire, studying a map of the county spread out on an old picnic table.


  We were minus James, who had gone back to the hospital where he lived. It was essential for the new recruits to remain undercover for as long as possible. We were also minus Toby. She had been asked to help settle a dispute between one of the older Hork-Bajir and Rachel's mother.


  Marco pointed to a military base on the map. "This place might be storing nuclear weapons. But like I said before, even if we managed to get in past security and steal a nuke, we wouldn't be able to use it. It would take us too long to figure out its security codes. Way elaborate. By the time we knew what we were doing, the military would know what we were doing, too."


  "What if we had help from the Chee?" Jake asked.


  Tobias blinked fiercely. <The Chee won't help us. Not with something like this. Something overtly aggressive.>


  The Chee are a race of androids who live here on Earth. They are incredibly brilliant. And their technical capabilities are more advanced even than those of the Andalites.


  However, the Chee are hard-wired pacifists. They will help us defend ourselves. But they would never help us with an assault.


  "Tobias is right. The Chee won't help us," Jake mused. "Everything about this idea is against who they are and what they're all about."


  "Back to the problem," Marco continued. "We don't really even need a nuke. We'll go with garden-variety explosives."


  Jake lifted an eyebrow. "Such as?" Marco shrugged. "Such as dynamite. Okay. Look." Marco pointed to a red circle on the map. "This is a National Guard installation. They do a lot of roadwork, forestry, and fire fighting in the national parks. Other public works. That means they've probably got some sort of armory, stores of dynamite, maybe other explosives."


  "I'm sure potentially dangerous materials like dynamite and bombs are under pretty heavy lock and key," Cassie pointed out. "We're still going to have to get past all sorts of security."


  Marco shrugged. "Hey. I never said it was going to be easy. All I'm saying is that if we can get hold of enough dynamite, we could pack a train with it and ram the pool. Put some major hurt on the Yeerks."


  Jake nodded. "Yeah. The question is how."


  "We've got some friends in the National Guard, don't we?" Cassie asked.


  Marco frowned. <Do we? We don't know for sure that Lieutenant Colonel Larsen is still with the governor. I mean, where is he while all of this Yeerk movement is going down? Where's the governor? For that matter, where's our buddy Collins? Guy took a Dracon to the shoulder and still refused to go off duty. I wouldn't mind him on our team right about now.>


  <Yeah.> Jake nodded. <Good guys. But I'm not sure we can count on our old allies anymore. Something tells me they've probably been taken. Let's face it. The governor seriously ticked off Visser One.>


  <So who can we count on? Okay, maybe we'll run into an uninfested National Guard commander, but maybe not. Who do we have for sure?> Tobias mused.


  "Us. And I mean all of us," Rachel said excitedly. "The six of us. James and the new guys. Parents. Toby and what Hork-Bajir soldiers she can spare. It'll be the most major operation we've launched so far."


  "That's the entire resistance," Jake said.


  "Risking the whole team on one mission." Cassie.


  There was a long pause.


  <You know, maybe we should rethink this,> Tobias said.


  "Yeah, we should," Cassie agreed. "This mission is way too heavy with bad karma."


  Jake turned on her angrily. "Look, Cassie, it would be nice if we had more choices. But now that the Yeerks have morphing technology, we've lost our major edge. Which means that now we have to take some major unpleasant risks."


  His voice was angry. Sarcastic. Accusatory.


  I had never heard Jake speak that way to anyone.


  And since his friendship with Cassie is quite special, his tone was even more surprising.


  Cassie looked stricken. I wondered if she would answer him with equal passion. But she did not. Instead, she looked as if she might cry.


  The others looked at one another, bewildered. It was almost as if Jake were blaming Cassie for the Yeerk acquisition of morphing technology.


  I shifted my weight from one leg to the other and observed the humans around me.


  Relationships were changing.


  Loyalties were shifting.


  There were unspoken animosities and hidden agendas.


  The decisions were becoming more about emotions than tactics. The resistance was jeopardizing its ability to be effective.


  I had been told this might happen.


  Chapter 9


  



  Late that night I took the Z-space transponder.


  It was necessary to avoid detection by any of the camp's inhabitants.


  It was also necessary to avoid detection by any Yeerk spies.


  Since the Yeerks had taken the morphing technology, any animal spotted in the camp or its environs was suspect. Every singing bird a potential enemy. Any scurrying vole a possible traitor to our cause.


  Therefore, each of us had acquired several additional morphs native to the camp's wooded mountain environment. We routinely used these common, largely innocuous morphs to get about at night or when we had to leave the camp's perimeters. At night, a lone Animorph was more vulnerable to attack. But just as we could not attack and kill every living creature that passed through the camp, neither could a Yeerk in morph attack and kill every waddling woodchuck or slithering snake.


  Clouds covered the moon. I took advantage of the almost total darkness and quickly morphed a raccoon. I was able to leave the camp without any Hork-Bajir or human lookout spotting me. An adult female raccoon with a piece of alien technology wedged in her mouth.


  I scurried off into the night. I would not have much time and I did not want to bring the Yeerks too close to the camp.


  As soon as I reached what I considered to be a safe distance, I removed the Z-space transponder from my mouth and activated it. The raccoon's small and dexterous "hands" were strangely similar to those of an Andalite and were perfectly suited to the task. The morph had become a new favorite of mine.


  I listened as the waves warped and wove through galaxies, finding their way to the Andalite home planet.


  After a short delay, there was a response. Coded, yes. But a code that had been carefully worked out. Numeric but thought-spoken.


  <Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill?>


  <Yes.> I gave the password to clear the channel for communication.


  <Report,> came the curt command.


  <It is just as you predicted,> I told Jaham-Estalan-Forlan, a war prince and chief of the Andalite military. <The human resistance is rapidly losing its effectiveness. There is infighting. Tensions. Discipline is breaking down.>


  <They know nothing of our previous communications?>


  <They know nothings I confirmed.


  <Good.>


  <The Yeerk concentration here is escalating. They are forcibly transporting thousands of humans to the central Yeerk pool via the subway system. In retaliation, the resistance is planning the destruction of that central pool.>


  Jaham-Estalan-Forlan made a sound of impatience. <Do they truly believe they can defeat the Yeerks by destroying only one central pool?>


  I felt a need to defend my friends. <It is all they can do - for now.> Then I realized my defense would only increase Jaham-Estalan-Forlan's contempt for the human race. He would think that if the resistance could muster no better defense than my excuse-making, they would not be worth saving.


  <The high command has met and made their decision. If the Yeerks are indeed concentrating on the planet Earth, we must allow their plan to continue. Once the bulk of the Yeerk race has been transported, the planet can be quarantined.>


  Quarantined.


  A polite word for consigning the human race to a life of slavery under the Yeerks.


  I thought about Jake. The others. Tobias. After all our time together, I felt affection for them.


  <Aximili? Did you hear me?>


  Yes, I felt affection. But I was still an Andalite. I was still a soldier. And this was still a war.


  <I heard,> I responded.


  <Do nothing to hamper the Yeerk concentration on Earth. Stop the resistance's attack on the pool. We must let the Yeerks believe they have won. Do you understand?>


  I did.


  Would Jake?


  Would the others?


  Never.


  <Once the planet is quarantined,> War Prince Jaham continued, <we will be in a position to negotiate. We will mediate a peaceful symbiosis between humans and Yeerks.>


  I wondered if this was an accurate description of the Andalite high command's intention.


  The high command might disdain the humans, but they knew from my reports that humans were very ingenious. Very determined. Very tenacious.


  Millions of Yeerks with human hosts would constitute an intolerable threat.


  A quarantine would never hold. Not even if every ship in the Andalite fleet were assigned to police the perimeters of Earth's atmosphere.


  The Yeerk-human axis would push out. And it would conquer everything in its path.


  <Has there been any change in technology acquisition?> Jaham-Estalan-Forlan asked.


  I knew I should tell him that the Yeerks were now in posession of morphing technology. But I did not. <No,> I said.


  Perhaps I would tell the truth later. I wanted time to consider. To think how such a revelation would affect the Andalite high command's plans for the planet.


  It was an undisciplined decision, my decision to withhold the truth. It was not my place to second-guess the decisions of my superiors. Perhaps I had been on Earth too long.


  Suddenly I could hear Bug fighters in the distance, drawn to the signals they had picked up from the Z-space transponder.


  Quickly I severed the connection and began to demorph and remorph to horned owl, an excellent form of night transport. The Zero-space transponder was small enough to carry in my talons.


  By the time the Bug fighters were hovering over my previous position, I was winging my way unseen back to camp.


  Quarantine.


  Quarantine.


  Quarantine.


  It was just a way of saying what could not be said over any channel of communication, no matter how secure. Because it was something that could not even be said in the chambers of the high command.


  The stated goal would be to quarantine.


  The orders would say to quarantine.


  But what everyone would understand is that a quarantine would be impossible to sustain.


  To enforce a quarantine, the Andalite fleet would be forced to engage.


  And once they engaged, they would annihilate the planet and every living thing on it. Yeerk and human.


  Quarantine was the first step toward genocide.


  The high command had made its decision. The Yeerk conquest of the galaxy would stop here on Earth.


  The camp came into view. I wished I could just keep going. Perhaps become a nothlit. Be free of the terrible burdens of secrecy and betrayal.


  I remembered the Yeerk falcon. Five minutes away from freedom.


  But the price of that freedom was high.


  Maybe too high.


  Chapter 10


  



  The next morning, Jake gathered us together to finalize our plans.


  The Animorphs were there, Tobias in human form. Toby was there. James was there on behalf of the new recruits. And Marco's parents were present.


  "I've been on the computer all night," Marco said. "All of us. Me, Mom, and Dad. We hacked into nearly every file on the National Guard base. Bottom line? They've got a big warehouse full of thousand-pound bombs."


  "Yes!" Rachel grinned. "Major firepower."


  Marco's mother looked exhausted. "We could kill a lot of slugs with one thousand-pound bomb."


  "We could kill them all with ten or twelve thousand-pound bombs," Marco's dad amended. "In an enclosed space an explosion of even one thousand-pound bomb would have incredible magnitude. The devastation would be close to that of an atomic explosion."


  Rachel nodded with satisfaction. "We'd be going seriously medieval on Yeerk butt."


  "The big question is: How?" Jake asked. "We talked about this before. We'd have to commit everything. Everybody. Animorphs, all of us. Hork-Bajir. Parents."


  "I'm out," Cassie said hotly. "I thought that maybe . . . But I can't. And I can tell you my parents are out, too."


  Rachel glared at her. "Okay, Cassie," she said in a sarcastic-sweet tone. "So, what do you think we should do instead? Just sit here and wait for the Yeerks to find us? Or maybe we should make it real easy on them and all go hop on the train for a little swim in the pool."


  "Why do you have to be so horrible?" Cassie exploded. "You are, you know. And you get worse every day. Your own mother can't even stand you."


  Cassie turned to walk away, but Jake grabbed her sleeve. "Cassie! Come on."


  "Come on what!" Cassie spit. "You don't knowingly take innocent life. Not if you're a decent person. Not if you're not a murderer. The goal is irrelevant. I thought you knew that, Jake, but apparently . . ."


  "Apparently you decided to start making decisions for me!" Jake shouted back. "Somewhere along the line you decided that you knew what was best. For me. For everybody. Well, guess what?"


  Cassie put her hands in front of her as if she were going to shove Jake away. "Don't. Stop! Just don't. Please."


  The rest of the assembled group was silent. I believe it is safe to say that none of us understood what was causing Jake and Cassie to argue so furiously.


  Tears began to roll down Cassie's cheeks. "I'm sorry," she said. "I shouldn't have done it. I don't even really know why I did it. I . . . At that moment it seemed the right thing to do. The only thing. Now, I'm just sorry. I'm sorry."


  "What is she talking about?" Marco whispered.


  "It was me!" Cassie shouted. "I gave the Yeerks the morphing cube. I let Tom run away with it. I stopped Jake from chasing him. From killing him. Me!"


  I felt my back legs weaken slightly.


  Cassie? A traitor?


  It did not seem possible.


  "Oh, Cassie," Eva murmured.


  You did what?!" Marco said, his voice hoarse.


  "Tom had it. He had the cube. The only way Jake was going to get it from him was to kill him. I couldn't let Jake do that. I couldn't. I was trying to protect him."


  "You were trying to protect Jake so you basically sold out the rest of the human race?" Rachel said. Her voice was tight. The voice of controlled ferocity. Violence just barely contained.


  "I'm sure she didn't think of it in those terms," Tobias said softly.


  "I didn't think at all," Cassie said, her voice exhausted and full of grief. "It was more of an impulse. An instinct. Something inside just told me to let Tom take the cube. I knew . . . I knew I was making a sacrifice. That I was sacrificing so much . . . maybe now it seems stupid. But at that moment I thought I was doing the right thing. I really did."


  Rachel lifted her hand. Began to make a fist. Tobias grabbed her wrist.


  And surprisingly, Jake pulled Cassie to him and embraced her.


  Cassie leaned her head on his shoulder.


  Jake pressed his cheek against her hair. "It's okay, Cassie," he said, his voice ragged. "I'm sorry. It's okay."


  Embarrassed, I averted my eyes. After several moments Cassie withdrew from Jake's arms and faced the rest of us. "I am so sorry. I made a mistake. A terrible mistake. I won't do it again. I won't try to decide what's right for everyone. It was arrogant and dangerous. I didn't mean it to be but it was."


  Jake ran his hands through his hair. "Look. This is hard stuff. But we've got to work as a team. We don't have room for individual agendas. We go or we don't go. But either way . . ."


  Jake's voice droned on. But I was no longer listening.


  I could not stop looking at Cassie.


  I was not exactly sure what I was feeling.


  But I was sure it was very close to hatred.


  Chapter 11


  



  Toby spoke in her guttural voice. "My people are tired of hiding. We are a peaceful species. But we will fight. It is better than always living in fear."


  "I'm with Toby," Marco said. "Dad? Mom?"


  Marco's mother nodded grimly. "I've had the worst of the Yeerk high command living in my head. I know there's no appeasement. My advice is to fight. Go in. Clean house. Do as much damage as we can. Visser One does not cope well with setbacks. If we do enough damage, we could possibly chase the Yeerks off Earth."


  "What do you mean?" Jake asked.


  "The former Visser One didn't advocate all-out war because she knew Earth was too volatile. The inhabitants too resistant. The Yeerks are used to tractable host bodies. Humans are a fighting race. They fight invaders. They fight each other. They don't give up easily. The current Visser One has never really understood that."


  "So?" Jake pressed.


  "So, knowing something about the Yeerk High Council, I'm thinking it's likely Visser One's been warned that one more major attack on a site of concentration, or one more major disaster like what happened on the aircraft carrier, or one more public announcement by the governor calling for resistance, just might mean the end of his domination here. It might mean the Yeerks would decide to move their base of operations to some other planet. Let's face it. With the ability to morph, the Yeerks don't really need humans. They could make do with another species on another planet, a species less aggressive than humans."


  There was a long silence.


  "I'm not sure that's good news for the rest of the world," Jake commented.


  "But it's good news for us. Earth is Visser One's personal fiefdom," Marco's father said. "If the Yeerks are forced to leave Earth, Visser One's back to being a subvisser somewhere."


  "We may not be able to defeat the Yeerks, but we can at least move them off Earth," Marco said.


  "And inflict them on another species?" Cassie.


  Toby's eyes narrowed. "Perhaps not. With help from the Andalite fleet, perhaps we could keep the Yeerks from settling anywhere."


  "What do you mean?" Rachel asked.


  "We chase them into Zero-space and the Andalite fleet ambushes them there. Effectively wipes them out."


  Jake's eyes narrowed as he considered the possibility. "We don't know what we can count on from the Andalite fleet, as long as the Yeerks are Earth's problem. But maybe Toby's right. If we can chase the Yeerks off Earth and make them the Andalites' problem, the Andalites would be forced to act. Ax?"


  My hearts thundered. I felt ill with anger. And something close to guilt. <It is hard to know what the Andalite high command would order,> I said, my voice cold.


  "Fair enough," Jake said. But he gave me an odd look. "In any event, step one is to blow the Yeerk pool."


  I said nothing.


  Should I have told the high command everything?


  Yes. I should have. Without doubt. They needed to know that the entire situation on Earth was changing.


  Because of one human.


  Because of Cassie.


  Of course, it has always been a possibility that the enemy might somehow acquire morphing technology, either through conquest or guile. War is about losses as well as victories.


  But to surrender without struggle your most important piece of technology . . . strategy . . . defense . . . It was simply incomprehensible to me.


  It was also incomprehensible to me that Cassie was allowed to participate in this discussion.


  On my own planet, she would have been tried for treason and executed immediately.


  And yet, the others continued to consult her.


  My hatred for Cassie began to extend to them all. They were fools. They would never prevail. They were too soft. Too sentimental. Too childish. Too stupid and ignorant.


  Stupidity and ignorance within one's own ranks are more dangerous opponents than an outside enemy could ever be. I had been taught that lesson in the military academy. Now I had been given an object lesson that proved the principle.


  As the humans continued to plan and plot, my mind raced. I did not know what to do.


  Perhaps I should contact War Prince Jaham-Estalan-Forlan and tell him I had been interrupted by Bug fighters before making a full report. I could tell him that the Yeerks had acquired Andalite morphing technology.


  And I could tell him that if the Andalite high command was going to quarantine the planet, they needed to do it quickly.


  "Let's go back to the attack," Marco said. "Cassie may have been a major idiot for about half a second, but she's right now. If there are innocent people trapped down in the tunnel, how can we justify blowing it up?"


  "What if we gave them time to escape," Tobias suggested. "I mean, what if somehow, just before the explosion, we told everyone on site that the pool was about to blow. The humans and the human-Controllers would probably run for their lives. The Yeerks in their heads will starve without the pool, but the humans would live. See? We save the humans, kill the Yeerks, and wipe out a major infestation center."


  Marco nodded. "That works for me. I mean, at least it gives people a chance. Some of them, anyway."


  One by one, each of the group nodded. Each signaled his or her approval of the plan.


  Each person but Cassie. She stared at the ground. Her cheeks were stained with tears.


  No one seemed to know what to say to her.


  Finally, Jake spoke. "Cassie?"


  Cassie shook her head. "I'll do whatever you guys say."


  "That's not good enough, Cassie," Jake said. "You've always had definite ideas about what we should or shouldn't do. Don't weasel now."


  Cassie lifted her face. "Okay. Then it's wrong. But let's do it anyway. I'll learn to live with my conscience. We all will. I don't have a better plan. I guess this is as close as we'll get to defeating the Yeerks without being the Yeerks."


  Jake's face relaxed. I saw the faintest hint of a smile. Almost of relief.


  He addressed the group. "Look. Cassie did what she did. She had her reasons. I don't understand them so I can't say if they were right or wrong. But her decision to let Tom get away with the morphing cube changed the equation. Still, I trust Cassie's instincts. Even more than my own. Especially my own these days. So let's just re-adopt this phrase as our guideline. Defeat the Yeerks. Don't become them."


  He did not look directly at Rachel, but I knew he was telling her to restrain her violent impulses.


  I remembered again the desperate falcon. The one who yearned for freedom. Had he found it in the sky, or in death?


  For a long time, I have regarded Rachel as representing one end of the continuum of human nature. What all humans would become if the war went on long enough.


  That perception has guided many of my decisions.


  An entire human race of Rachels - angry, merciless, aggressive, and equipped with Yeerk and Andalite technology. It was a terrifying specter.


  But perhaps . . .. perhaps I had been wrong.


  Perhaps the real menace lay at the other end of the continuum - represented by Cassie. Humans who were softer. Kinder. Well-meaning.


  And, ironically, infinitely more dangerous.


  Chapter 12


  



  That night, I asked Cassie if I might speak with her privately.


  She was subdued. Still shaken after our meeting. "Let's go sit somewhere quiet and dark," she said.


  We walked together to the far perimeter of the camp. A free Hork-Bajir sat high up in a tree branch keeping watch. But he paid little attention to us.


  Cassie folded her arms across her chest and sighed.


  <Tell me about the morphing cube,> I said. <Why did you keep Jake from chasing Tom?>


  "Look, Ax. I already feel like a criminal. Okay? But I've already made my apologies. Why do I have to go through this again with you?"


  I was angry. So angry the blade on my tail was quivering. <Because my brother, Elfangor, gave the cube to you. To you and your friends. He compromised everything he stood for by giving it to you. He betrayed the laws of his own people. He placed his trust in five humans. I am trying to understand why you would betray him in return. Why you would betray your friends. And why you would betray your people.>


  They were harsh words.


  But I had a right to say those harsh words. Because it was my brother, my people, and my planet's technology that had been abused.


  According to Cassie, she had sacrificed them all on no more than an instinct. An impulse.


  I had to think there was a better reason.


  If not, then I could not help but believe that the high command had every right to annihilate this planet. And I would tell them so tonight.


  Humans were a retrograde species - destructive, violent, and at the mercy of their emotions. Unable to make personal sacrifices or set aside personal agendas on behalf of a larger cause.


  Cassie's head dropped. She put her hands over her face. "Oh, Ax, you're right." Her voice broke. "I did betray Elfangor. I never thought about how you would feel."


  <No,> I agreed coldly. <I am still trying to understand what it was you did think.>


  Cassie rubbed her temples, as if she were struggling with memories she would prefer to suppress. "I suppose . . . I suppose . . ."


  She stared at me, almost fearfully. "It wasn't just about Tom. It wasn't just about Jake."


  <Then what was it about? What did you think you were doing?>


  "Ax," she whispered, as one about to voice a terrible secret. "I just know there are so many Yeerks who would defect if they could. Aftran wasn't the only one, we know that. There's always been a group of Yeerks who can't stand the notion of infestation. Who don't want to be parasites. Who don't want to be slavish followers of the vissers! Remember the first battle with the new recruits, when Visser One was in that horrible morph and choking Jake to death? Remember how that Hork-Bajir cut off one of the vissers tentacles and freed Jake? Some of the Yeerks just want to be free! Now, with the ability to morph, maybe they can be. We can't fight on forever. Not just us. And it's beginning to look as if we can't win by conquering. We may just have to learn to coexist. I don't know what was in my head at that moment, when I let Tom go. But now, in retrospect, maybe letting the Yeerks have the morphing technology is the way to peace."


  My back legs felt as if they might collapse. For one person to make a decision so momentous and act on it without first talking to anyone . . . It was unthinkable.


  And yet my conscience nagged uncomfortably. Hadn't I acted similarly? Hadn't I acted without the permission of my prince? Hadn't I assumed the right to take an enormous risk with human lives when I commandeered the plane fitted out with a nuclear weapon, kidnapped Visser Two, and threatened to explode the bomb directly over the Yeerk pool? Such an explosion would have destroyed most if not all of my friends' hometown and most if not all of its citizens.


  The memory was too troubling. I chased it away and reached wildly for a way to continue to separate myself from Cassie.


  Perhaps Jake had known what Cassie was going to do. Suspicion grew in my hearts. <Does Jake agree with this assessment?> I asked coldly.


  Cassie shook her head. "No. No. I haven't told anyone any of this. I can't. Can you imagine what the others would say? Can't you just hear Rachel?


  "My god. She lives for the war. And Marco's mom? She hates the Yeerks so much that the idea of sharing the planet with them makes her physically ill."


  <She knows the enemy,> I pointed out. <She knows them in a way we never will. If we continue to be lucky.>


  "Of course she feels that way," Cassie said impatiently. "Marco's mother was host to the former Visser One. It must have been horrible. But the former Visser One was one Yeerk. The current Visser One is one Yeerk."


  <He is the Yeerks' leader on this planet,> I replied.


  "It still doesn't mean he represents each and every Yeerk," Cassie insisted. "Humans have had some pretty evil leaders, too. Thousands, sometimes millions of people have followed those leaders, sometimes willingly, sometimes not. Sometimes because they were just too afraid to say no. What if some other species decided to wipe out the human race based on the existence of a few powerful people? What if that species decided all humans were cruel, based on the actions of a handful of sociopaths?"


  In spite of myself, I stumbled over my thoughts.


  Cassie gave me a sharp look.


  Was she expecting an answer? Or was it a rhetorical question? Either way, it had come too close for comfort.


  We stared at each other for a long moment.


  <In the tunnel, I caught a falcon,> I told her. <A Yeerk falcon. He begged to be let go. He wanted to stay in morph. To live to escape.>


  Cassie nodded slowly. "You see? I'm right."


  I shook my head. "No. You are wrong. Visser One will learn to control whoever acquires morphing technology. He will give it only to the most loyal Yeerks."


  "But the falcon you caught . . . "


  "The falcon I caught might have been lying," I said simply. "Or he may truthfully have been seeking escape. Yes, one or two Yeerks may be seduced by the possibility of escape. But not enough."


  "Do you think you can forgive me for this?" she said quietly.


  <I do not know, Cassie.>


  "What are you going to do?"


  <I do not know,> I answered again.


  "I think this attack on the Yeerk pool will be our last stand. And if the Yeerks get any idea of our plan, any warning at all, chances are none of us will make it out alive," Cassie said.


  I shook my head. <I am an Andalite. I will never run away.>


  "You think I'm a traitor, don't you?" she asked.


  I nodded. <Yes.>


  "But did I do the wrong thing?"


  <I do not know.>


  "How do you think Elfangor would answer that question?"


  <I do not know that, either. I wish I did.>


  I turned and walked away through the darkness to an area thick with tree trunks and shrubs. I needed to be alone.


  No matter what happened, I knew I would never feel quite the same about Cassie.


  Or any other human.


  Chapter 13


  



  I stared upward, trying to glimpse the stars through the thick canopy of trees.


  My birthplace was somewhere out there. I had come to believe I would never see it again. I closed my main eyes, trying to remember it in detail. Trying to remember the faces of my family and friends.


  But their faces kept fading away and changing into other faces.


  Jake. Rachel. Tobias. Cassie. Marco.


  The humans amazed me with their resilience, their ingenuity, and their bravery.


  They delighted me with their humor, their passions, and their capacity for play. Their food.


  But they truly sickened me with their self-indulgence and their childishness.


  But then, I reminded myself, they are children. And so am I.


  If I were at home, I would still be a cadet in the Andalite Military Academy. I would spend most of my time in my parents' scoop.


  But I had been thrust into the midst of this raging war on Earth.


  I had seen more battles, death, and destruction than many seasoned soldiers in our Andalite fleet.


  I felt my throat tighten and constrict. My hearts ached with a pain I could not describe. I wondered if I were dying.


  I felt not sadness. I felt pity. For myself. For us all. We were children no longer. And we never would be again.


  "What do you think Elfangor would say?" It was if Cassie had looked into my mind and read the question there.


  Elfangor! Why did you have to die and leave me here? I do not know what to do.


  Either path led me to betrayal.


  Elfangor was a great hero. A war prince. A member of the Andalite military. Brave. When necessary, ruthless.


  The Yeerks had to be stopped. The Andalite high command knew that. Their plans might be unspoken. But they were clear. Annihilation of the planet. It would be clean. It would be final. It would be over.


  But . . . but Elfangor had broken the most fundamental law of our planet. He had broken the Law of Seerow's Kindness. He had given morphing technology to another species.


  To humans.


  Why?


  To give them a chance?


  No. The Elfangor I knew was not sentimental. He would not compromise the safety of the home planet and the galaxy to save one species.


  Elfangor knew what every other Andalite knew. That the Yeerk menace had started with an old fool's sentimental impulse. His inability to understand that his enemy's goals and aspirations were not his own.


  Seerow had let loose a plague of Yeerks upon the galaxy. The rest is history. A sad, violent, destructive history of conquest and war.


  Planets ravaged and ruined.


  One species after another enslaved.


  Countless dead.


  All triggered by an act of kindness. Yes. The Cassies of the world were infinitely more dangerous than the Rachels.


  My brother had known this. So what had possessed him to give these human youths the power to change the future of the galaxy?


  What would he tell me to do now?


  I heard a flutter of wings. Then, the long quiet sound of studied stillness.


  Tobias.


  He had settled on a branch. He said nothing for a long time. Then, finally, <Well?>


  <Well, what?> I asked.


  <What did you decide?>


  I was startled. But I tried to pretend I was not. <About what?>


  Tobias ruffled his feathers placidly. <I followed you last night. I don't know who you were talking to. Or what you were saying. But I'm guessing you were talking to the Andalite home planet. Am I right?>


  I could not lie to my true shorm. <Yes.>


  <They're going to fry us, aren't they?>


  Chapter 14


  



  My eye stalks waved in spite of my determination to stay calm. <What makes you think that?>


  <It's what makes sense for them to do now that the Yeerks are concentrated on Earth. I guess the question is, are you going to help them do it?>


  <I do not know. I do not know what is the right thing to do.>


  <There's a lot of that going around,> Tobias said.


  <Do you hate Cassie?> I asked suddenly.


  <I don't hate anybody,> Tobias said calmly. <It's strange, but right now, I don't even hate the Yeerks. It's like, they're trying to survive. And we're trying to survive. I'm not really sure why it has to be an either-or thing.>


  <You would consider a symbiotic truce?>


  <No. But we probably wouldn't have to do that. Don't you see? What do the Yeerks need? Bodies. If they can morph bodies from their slug state then . . . they don't have to keep taking other people's bodies as hosts. See? They'd have to deal with the two-hour time limit still. And they'd still have to feed on Kandrona. But . . .>


  So. Tobias and Cassie had been thinking similar thoughts.


  <But the Yeerks would want to acquire humans. Other sentient creatures, as well. Not just cats and dogs.>


  <Yeah?>


  <But we have always said it is wrong. Especially without first receiving the person's permission. I cannot imagine a Yeerk asking permission to acquire a human's DNA. And I cannot imagine many humans who would freely give their DNA to a Yeerk.>


  Tobias adjusted his wings and appeared to tighten his talons on the branch. <Maybe you're right. I don't know. Look, Ax, it's a whole new world. We're having to make all this up as we go along. There aren't any rules falling out of the sky telling us what and what not to do.>


  <What exactly do you mean?>


  <Too hard to explain right now,> Tobias said. <I just mean that we don't really have any time-tested rules for dealing with these issues. Like the morality of acquiring someone's DNA. So we have to see what works and what doesn't. We can't afford to get so locked into one idea that we defend it to the death, without really knowing if that idea works - in the real world.>


  Tobias was silent for a moment, then flapped away.


  My hearts raced. New possibilities were unfolding. New solutions.


  Maybe Elfangor had seen something. A possibility that had seemed impossible because we Andalites had been so indoctrinated by our own military thinking. Us versus the enemy. No compromise.


  We had decided long ago that morphing was proprietary. Too dangerous to share. But maybe Cassie had been right after all. Maybe the way to real peace was in giving choices to other species.


  On the other hand, maybe it depended on the species.


  Humans.


  Yeerks.


  If each were freed from the fight for survival, would they use the morphing technology for good or for evil?


  The high command had ordered me to stop the attack on the Yeerk pool. It would be simple to do. Just tip off the Yeerks and the mission would abort before it could begin.


  But if I assisted the mission, it would delay the ability of the high command to begin quarantine measures.


  What would Elfangor do?


  I no longer needed to wonder.


  He had done it already.


  He had given the morphing cube to the humans. And then he had died.


  I, too, would place my faith in the humans.


  My faith, if not my trust.


  And if I died . . .


  Well, then, I hoped I would die as nobly as my brother.


  I knew that I should check in with high command. But now that my decision had been made, I did not.


  I was willing to disobey a direct order. And I was willing to die.


  But I was not willing to deceive the Andalites. To tell them I was going to do one thing, and then do another.


  I know it's a fine distinction, but I was learning to rationalize. To defend what was indefensible.


  It was a very human course of action.


  Chapter 15


  



  The following night, I led six human adults through the woods. Loren, Tobias's mother, had received the ability to morph, but chose not to use it unless we expressly asked for her help in a battle situation.


  It was a wise decision.


  Tobias flew overhead thought-speaking directions to me. The adults made as little noise as possible considering they were carrying a collection of battered metal camping equipment.


  Jake, Rachel, Marco, and Cassie were in various bird of prey morphs, flying overhead at different levels.


  The auxiliary Animorphs were with us, too. James and his two lieutenants, Craig and Erica, were in charge of leading the group of seventeen. I did not know who was on the ground and who was in the air.


  If the mission went wrong, their instructions were to melt away and save themselves. In this way at least some members of the resistance would live to fight another day.


  Toby and several free Hork-Bajir traveled silently and gracefully through the trees.


  We were a small, motley army stealing through the night on our way to a work site of National Guardsmen.


  According to Tobias, four large covered trucks were parked along the highway where a group of what he estimated to be approximately ten National Guardsmen were repairing a broken water line. They worked at night, of course, so as not to disrupt the heavier daytime traffic.


  We wanted the trucks.


  "How much further?" Rachel's mother demanded angrily.


  "Shhhh!" Eva cautioned.


  "I can't believe we're doing this," Naomi went on. She had been complaining incessantly since we left base camp.


  "We all agreed to be part of this mission," Loren pointed out reasonably. "Let's just keep going and hope for the best."


  Rachel's mother came to a stop. Reluctantly,


  I ordered the others to stop as well. "Hope for the best?" she repeated. "That's all you have to offer? Am I the only one of you people worried about our kids?"


  I could not help myself from retorting. <You do not need to be afraid on behalf of Rachel,> I told her. <Rachel is the one who frightens others.>


  "And that's supposed to make me feel better?" her mother demanded shrilly. "To know that my oldest, my first child, my little girl, has become some kind of monster? Some kind of bloodthirsty freak?"


  <Don't let her suck you into an argument, Ax,> Tobias said privately. <You'll never win. You're about one-fourth of a mile away from the work site. Keep heading east toward the road.>


  <I am afraid I must respectfully ask you to remain silent,> I said to Naomi. Her mouth dropped open in surprise but she spoke no more. <Please follow me.> I turned and pressed on, leading the small group of human adults east through the thick woods.


  Finally, we reached the road.


  Several yards away, we saw a work crew of National Guardsmen. Flares and barricades lined the road for about a mile in either direction. And best of all, there were the four covered trucks.


  <Okay, Dad,> Marco said. <Show time.>


  Marco's father stumbled forward onto the road. The others followed several feet behind, canteens clanking against flashlights and tin eating utensils.


  Startled, the National Guard commander looked up at the group of bedraggled adults.


  "Hello! Hello!" Peter called. "Thank god. We thought we'd never find anybody."


  The commander cautiously approached Marco's father. Two other Guardsmen stopped their work and stood protectively at the ready. "Sir? Is there a problem?"


  Marco's father gestured toward the other adults. "We've been lost in the woods for two days. Night before last, a bear came into our campsite in the middle of the night. We grabbed what we could and ran. And, er, we got lost."


  Marco's father did indeed look as if he had been lost in the woods for several days. He was gaunt. His clothes were filthy and torn. His face was dirty and unshaven.


  Marco's mother looked even worse than her husband. She wore an old cap pulled low over her forehead. Her face and hands were smudged with the charcoal from a burnt stick. A human-Controller would have had difficulty recognizing the host body of the former Visser One, but it was always possible that some of the National Guardsmen could be Yeerks.


  Rachel's mother looked angry and tired. Very much like a woman who was unaccustomed to doing without a morning shower and other amenities of what Rachel called "the yuppie lifestyle."


  Cassie's parents were also dressed in appropriately worn clothing. Each wore a small backpack.


  And Tobias's mother hung in the rear, eyes lowered, trying to appear frail and timid. Loren was rather delicate in size and stature. But she had successfully survived far too many ordeals ever to be called timid. In my opinion, my brother Elfangor had married a very brave woman.


  I stayed back in the woods, watching, communicating with the other Animorphs. <The approach has been made,> I said. <I do not think these particular Guardsmen are Yeerks. They are surprised at the sudden appearance of a group of lost campers. But they do not seem afraid or suspicious.>


  The commander in charge signaled for some of his men to stop work and come forward. "Is anybody sick?" he asked Marco's father. "Any signs of dehydration? When was the last time any of you ate?"


  Marco's father put his hand to his chest. "I'm having some pains here."


  Immediately, Peter was escorted by three National Guardsmen to the truck at the front of the convoy. There they made him sit on the ground. One took his pulse. Another offered him water.


  Moments later, the third Guardsman had found places in the three trucks for the five other adults. The commander of the group got on the radio and reported back to the base that he and three of his crew would be bringing in six lost campers, one of whom was having chest pains.


  And while this was taking place, Hork-Bajir, under the supervision of Jolphimee-Celpik, were quietly dropping from the trees. When the convoy headed off for the base, the Hork-Bajir would silently disable the remaining seven National Guardsmen at work on the water main. Just in case one was a Yeerk determined to get word to his superiors about a suspicious group of lost campers. Jolphimee-Celpik would see that the Guardsmen came to no harm and were safely released when our mission was completed.


  Rachel, Jake, Cassie, and Marco landed unseen and quietly demorphed then remorphed.


  <It is all going according to plan,> I told Tobias and the others.


  "As soon as we get back to base, we'll get you to a doctor," the commander told Marco's father.


  "Let's move out!"


  Moments later, three trucks were rumbling back to the base. The commander and his three Guardsmen had no idea that in addition to six human adults they were also transporting four other creatures. And being followed through the roadside treetops by seven-foot-tall aliens.


  I morphed to harrier and followed the convoy.


  <So far so good.> Tobias. <James, are you guys still with us?>


  <AII seventeen of us. I just took another count.>


  <Good,> I said. <I am in harrier morph about half a mile below you, Tobias. Rachel, Jake, and Cassie are traveling as fleas on Marco.>


  <Where is Marco, anyway?>


  I could see him, but just barely.


  He was the gorilla hitching a ride on the back of the last truck.


  Chapter 16


  



  Just as we had hoped. The commander had called ahead to explain the emergency situation so the small convoy was not required to stop at the base entrance.


  The guards waved the trucks right through without a search.


  Now we had to hope the Hork-Bajir had been able to drop onto the base from the surrounding trees. We had to hope that James and his team were close by.


  The first truck, the one carrying Marco's father, veered to the right toward the medical station.


  The other two trucks pulled into a small yard full of other military and civilian vehicles. The driver of the second truck got out and walked around to the back.


  I could not see his face, but I heard his muffled gasp of surprise as a huge bladed creature grabbed him and pulled him away from the truck. Another muffled gasp, followed by a soft thud as the Guardsman was knocked out, lowered to the ground, and dragged off.


  The same scenario was played out behind the other truck. The Hork-Bajir had indeed arrived. The commander and one soldier were with Marco's father. The other two soldiers from the work site were safely out of the way.


  Then Naomi and Walter calmly walked around to the driver's side of each of the two trucks and got behind the wheel.


  <Okay,> I heard Marco say. <It's a big base. If you were a thousand-pound bomb, where would you be?>


  <There are twelve warehouses along the southern perimeter of the base,> Tobias said. <Just like on the map Marco downloaded. And I see four more trucks in a motor pool along the western perimeter.>


  <We'll check out the motor pool.> James. <Disable any guards. And be ready for you guys to pick up more transports if you need them.>


  <Be careful and try not to hurt anybody,> Jake said. <A lot of these Guardsmen are probably innocent.>


  <Got it,> James said.


  <Okay.> Marco. <I personally am ready to knock down a few doors.>


  The two trucks rumbled toward the warehouses.


  There was surprisingly little activity on the base. One man and two women coming out of what might have been the mess hall glanced curiously at us but made no move to investigate. But then, it was late. Most of the Guardsmen, those who had not been part of the road crew, were probably in their barracks.


  <We're demorphing,> Rachel said. <I have to tell you, Marco. You stink. Even to the flea you're stinky.>


  <You know, Rachel,> he replied, <you ->


  <Come on, you two,> I heard Jake say. <Just remorph to firepower as fast as you can. You, too, Ax. I'm going tiger.>


  The two trucks pulled around behind the last warehouse. From my vantage point, it seemed the guards in front of Warehouse L took no particular notice.


  <Two guards in front of Warehouse A,> Tobias said. <Looks like two guards in front of each of the twelve warehouses.>


  <We start the search at A, work our way to L,> Jake called. <But I want all guards incapacitated at the same time, before we start. Does everybody hear me?>


  <I'll send Tuan and a few others to help,> James replied.


  <Good. Ax, you, Rachel, and Marco take Warehouse A. Tuan, you back them up. As soon as you've knocked out the guards, every team do the same, knock out their guards.>


  Jake proceeded to assign teams to Warehouses C through L.


  <Let's go, Ax-man.> Rachel.


  I landed in the shadows and began to demorph. <I will make the approach. It will be a good way of finding out if the guards are uninfested humans or human-Controllers.>


  When I was fully Andalite, I walked from the narrow alley between Warehouse A and a smaller building.


  The two guards posted in front of the warehouse did not look as if they were expecting trouble. One was noisily chewing gum and cleaning his nails with a toothpick. The other was glancing through a newspaper.


  I walked forward. <Excuse me. Is this warehouse locked?>
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  The two soldiers looked up.


  One of them gasped and gaped. The gum fell from his mouth.


  The second one stepped back. "What in the . . ." But as he studied me, his face lit up with delight. He held out his hand, palm up, as if I were a dog or horse. "I've never seen anything like this." His voice was low and coaxing. "Hey there, fella. Hey!"


  <Hay is for horses,> I retorted. <I am not a horse, though in some aspects I closely resemble one.>


  I heard Marco roar with laughter. I did not think the situation particularly humorous.


  The second guard dropped his gun and backed up into the first guard. The first guard struggled to keep his balance and reached for his radio.


  Now I knew they were not Yeerks.


  By now, a Yeerk would have identified me as "Andalite scum" and tried to kill me.


  The soldier with the radio pressed a button. But before he could proceed any further, a hairy hand snatched the radio from him. The guard found himself face-to-face with a huge gorilla. He froze.


  The second guard dove for his gun. But a large owl swooped down, grabbed the gun in its talons, and flew off.


  <We mean you no harm. Now, would you open this warehouse, please?> I asked.


  The two guards glanced at each other. The next second they attempted to run. Marco grabbed the first guard and neatly brought him down.


  A bobcat jumped gracefully from the roof of the warehouse. It landed on the back of the second guard. The guard fell forward onto his stomach. Tuan stepped calmly from the guard's back.


  <Thanks, dude,> Marco said.


  <No problem.>


  Tuan slinked away.


  With my tail blade I severed the chain that locked the doors of Warehouse A.


  Marco and I entered the warehouse.


  Marco snorted in disgust.


  The warehouse was filled with boxes stacked all the way to the ceiling. On the side of each box was written the word "SPAM" in large black letters.


  <What is SPAM?> I asked.


  Marco shrugged. <That's what a lot of people would like to know. Come on. This place is just full of provisions. Let's move to the next warehouses


  We left Warehouse A and carefully approached Warehouse B, our next assignment.


  We did not have to speak to the guards. Toby and another Hork-Bajir had captured and restrained them along with the guards from several other warehouses.


  It was dark inside the warehouses. But we did not want to turn on the lights for fear of arousing even more suspicion among the conscious Guardsmen on the base. So the adults used flashlights, carefully avoiding shining them near the small windows. Rachel used the owl's night vision to assist the searches. Cassie relied upon the wolf's superior sense of smell to guide her steps.


  Our entire retinue was now spread out over the twelve warehouses, hurriedly searching for the munitions that Marco and his father had assured us were stored on the base.


  Suddenly I began to feel nervous. There were so many of us. So many different species. So many different levels of experience.


  The original Animorphs were used to a small team and tightly controlled missions. Unless the missions got out of control, which they had an unnerving tendency to do.


  Still, I was worried. So many things could go wrong . . ..


  <Here! Here they are! Warehouse J,> James shouted.


  Within moments those members of our larger team not on lookout duty had assembled at Warehouse J.


  The munitions were packed in approximately twenty-five, six-foot-long crates. On each crate were printed warnings and admonishments such as "Handle With Care" and "Do Not Open Without Authorization."


  <How many crates can we load in two or three trucks and still have room for us?> Cassie asked.


  Jake spoke. <I don't know. Probably ten, total? All the new Animorphs will have to travel as birds or fleas on birds. The core group needs to be with the trucks. And the Hork-Bajir will have to squeeze in somehow. It'll be tight. But we have to do this. Come on. Let's load.>


  Jake called to Tobias to have the two trucks brought around to Warehouse J.


  When the trucks arrived, Toby signaled to two Hork-Bajir. They took up positions on each end of the first crate and grabbed the edges with their large, clawlike hands.


  Then they hoisted the crate off the floor.


  And a shrieking alarm pierced the night.
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  <Come on, come on, come on!> Jake called. <I'm demorphing in case I have to talk us out of trouble. Ax, go human. Marco, Rachel, and Cassie, stay in your morphs for now. But hang back. Don't get nasty unless you absolutely have to. James, you guys stay in morph and stay out of sight.>


  I began to morph.


  Toby's Hork-Bajir stepped up the pace of their loading.


  CLUMPclumpclumpclump.


  The steady thud of military boots somewhere on base. Twenty, thirty, maybe more National Guardsmen gathering for a showdown.


  Shouts.


  More alarms.


  "The Guardsmen are heading for the gates, Prince Jake," I said. "They will attempt to stop and engage us there."


  "Hurry! Hurry!" Rachel's mother, from the driver's seat of one of the trucks.


  <Yeah, we get it, Mom!> Rachel snapped back.


  "Where are you going?" Jake yelled. Marco, still in gorilla morph, stopped and turned to face Jake.


  <To get my dad!>


  "Stop right now or I'll get Toby to stop you!" Marco laughed disbelievingly. <You'll do what?>


  Jake stared stonily. "Get back here. Now!" he ordered.


  <I'm going to get my dad,> Marco repeated.


  Jake shook his head. "Nobody leaves this fight now. This is it! The real deal. Maybe the last one. We came in together. We're going out together. I'm not risking having to leave one of my team behind. Get it?"


  Marco stood, hesitant. Uncertain.


  I watched, holding my breath. Jake was Marco's best friend. But it was Marco's father who would be stranded on base, possibly at the mercy of the Yeerks. Would Marco acknowledge Jake's authority? Would this mission hold together?


  "For god's sake, Marco," Rachel's mother shouted. "Let's get loaded and get out of here. Your dad will be fine. Come on!"


  For once, a bossy and impatient adult was exactly what was needed.


  Marco loped back toward the trucks.


  At the gate to the base a battalion of soldiers and vehicles was continuing to gather.


  We would have to outrun them. And we would have to outrun them with trucks that were loaded with explosives.


  The last of the crates had been loaded. We were ready.


  "Rachel, Cassie, Marco, demorph!" Jake ordered now. "Get in the trucks. Tobias, stay in the air, okay?"


  <You got it, Jake.>


  "Good," Jake said. "Remember. We're not going to fight if we can at all help it. We're going to run our butts off."


  The Hork-Bajir jumped into the trucks on top of the crates.


  Rachel climbed in next to her mother. I squeezed in next to Rachel and slammed the door shut. In the cargo area, Loren and Eva perched precariously.


  Marco, Cassie, and Jake jammed themselves into the second truck with Michelle. Cassie's dad took the wheel.


  "GO!" Jake shouted.


  The small convoy drove slowly but steadily toward the front gate. We did not want to have to knock through a fence. To do so might cause an explosion.


  And we had to hope we could get through the open gate without killing innocent National Guardsmen.


  But the soldiers were waiting. Of course. Three rows of soldiers. Armed. Rifles at the ready.


  Our truck was in the lead. When Rachel's mother saw the barricade of soldiers she automatically slowed down. "What now?" she said. "What now!"


  "Ram them," Rachel instructed coldly.


  "No!"


  "Ram them!" Rachel placed her foot over her mother's on the gas pedal. The truck accelerated.


  "Stop it! Rachel! Stop it!" Naomi screamed. "We'll kill them!"


  A soldier, obviously a captain, stepped out in front of the troops and held up his hand.


  It was a simple gesture. No gun. No threat. Just a request to stop.


  Rachel pressed her foot down even harder on her mother's. Naomi yelped.


  It was up to me to take control.


  "Rachel!" I shouted. "I am ordering you to stop! You must obey my command!"


  "Shut up, Ax!" Rachel grabbed the steering wheel with her left hand.


  Naomi shoved Rachel toward me, grabbed her daughter's hand on the wheel, desperately tried to regain control of the truck.


  But Rachel was too strong. Too determined.


  We were going to crash right into the National Guard officer. We were going to kill him.


  So I used my strong human arms and grabbed Rachel's hands pulling them from the wheel. It certainly took her by surprise. Her hand slipped from the steering wheel. Her foot from the gas pedal.


  With a dreadful screech the truck came to a stop. Not ten feet from the captain.
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  Rachel turned on me furiously. "What do you think you're doing?"


  "Jake gave you an order," I lied.


  "What order?" she demanded.


  "An order to stop," Naomi said, glancing at me. "I heard it, too."


  For a split second Rachel looked stricken. Then the look of fury returned to her face and she slammed her palm on the dashboard.


  I turned and looked behind me. The other truck behind us had also been forced to stop.


  Jake climbed out of the second truck and walked past us, toward the captain.


  The captain, seeing only a boy, visibly relaxed.


  This told me that the captain was not a Yeerk. He saw a young human. Not a threat.


  If he were a Yeerk he would have a detailed description of Jake and be on the lookout for him.


  Jake signaled to the humans to step out of the trucks. They did, and so did I.


  "Son! What is going on?" the captain demanded.


  "Sir, do you believe in sentient life on other planets?" Jake asked. "Aliens?"


  "Is this some kind of a joke?" the captain demanded. "You're in a lot of trouble, young man."


  "Sir. Please answer the question. I have two trucks loaded with bombs. It's important that you answer my question."


  The captain signaled to his men. They began to fan out and surrounded our convoy. Their weapons were held at the ready.


  "Son, I don't believe in flying saucers. I don't believe in little green men. And I don't know what this is all about. But I do know that kids and bombs are not a good combination. If this is a school prank, it's a doozy, but . . ."


  "Ax," Jake said. "Would you come here, please."


  I got out of the truck and walked forward to take my place at his side.


  "Sir, did you see the governor on television recently?" Jake asked the captain. "Did you hear her speech about the Yeerk invasion?"


  "Of course. But I received word from my major that it was hoax. A very sophisticated hoax. The governor was sent away to a rehab center. Something about drugs or losing her mind. Lieutenant Colonel Larsen is being court-marshaled for his association with the governor. Several troops from area bases have been deployed into the city to prevent panic from breaking out."


  "Captain, I'm asking you to tell your people not to shoot. You're about to see something disturbing but not dangerous."


  The captain considered for a moment before answering. "Okay, son," he said finally. "I'm not sure why I'm giving you my word but I am." The captain turned to his troops and gave the order to hold fire.


  "Ax?" Jake said.


  I began to demorph.


  As I have said, morphing is not pretty and it is not graceful. To the uninitiated it is undoubtedly frightening.


  SCHLUUP!


  I felt my human face began to tighten. My human lips turned inward and began to seal over.


  My human nose receded and was replaced by the distinctive slitted Andalite nose.


  CREEEEEEK!


  Human shoulders, chest, and arms shrunk and remolded into the narrower, more delicate Andalite shoulders, chest, and arms.


  Strong Andalite hindquarters erupted in one smooth motion. My admirable Andalite tail and tail blade followed.


  With an audible tinkling sound, my skin was covered with attractive blue-and-tan fur.


  Though my eyes were neither fully human nor Andalite, I could see the expression on the captain's face. He looked appalled. I heard him call for a doctor.


  "No! No doctors. He's fine," Jake said.


  "He's dying," the captain cried hoarsely.


  "No, sir, he's not," Jake replied. "He's only demorphing."
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  I finished demorphing and saw myself surrounded by faces that displayed a range of human emotion. Fascination. Horror. Exaltation. Terror. Even joy.


  "They're here!" one soldier cried. "They really are here!"


  "Martians?" another guy asked.


  "That stuff that's been on the Internet lately. Do you suppose it's true?" a woman whispered.


  At that point, Jake gave the signal and the Hork-Bajir came clumping out of the trucks.


  The soldiers fell back. I heard clicking and clattering as they shot the bolts of their guns and took aim.


  "Remember, sir!" Jake said loudly. "You are not in any danger."


  "Hold your fire!" the captain shouted. But his voice shook. He turned to Jake. "I thought it had to be a hoax," he said. "I mean, in a million years . . . "


  "Captain, let me explain that just as not all humans are bad, not all aliens are bad, either. The Yeerks are the ones infesting Earth. The Andalites and the Hork-Bajir are our allies."


  Jake motioned toward me.


  "Captain, may I introduce Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill. He's an Andalite. And he's been part of the Earth resistance since the start. His brother, War Prince Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul, died fighting to protect Earth from the Yeerks."


  The captain nodded. When I held out my hand he hesitated. Then we each stepped forward and shook. Briefly. His hand was much stronger than mine. I resisted the impulse to cringe.


  "Toby?" Jake called. With as much grace as a Hork-Bajir can muster, Toby stepped forward from the shadows. Involuntarily, the captain stepped back.


  "Toby is the leader of a group of free Hork-Bajir, also valuable members of the resistance. Together we've been fighting the Yeerks. When we're lucky, freeing more of Toby's people. And maybe someday her home planet."


  "It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance," Toby said.


  The captain nodded. Murmured something about aliens speaking more perfect English than most of his troops.


  "There's one more thing." Jake proceeded to tell the captain the Animorphs' story, beginning with Elfangor. "But now the Yeerks have gotten hold of the morphing techology," he finished. "We've lost our major advantage. It's a bad situation."


  The captain's face expressed several contradictory emotions in rapid succession. Disbelief followed by belief. Horror followed by fascination. Finally, he spoke.


  "What's the current problem?" he asked.


  Jake allowed a small smile to flit across his face. The captain was at least willing to listen further.


  "There's a Yeerk pool complex under our town," he explained. "It extends for miles, into every surrounding neighborhood. It's where the Yeerks have to go every three days to feed. There are entrances in every place from fast food restaurants to the mail. It's the largest enemy concentration on the planet. Recently the Yeerks have gotten control of subway trains and six or seven lines of tracks. We figure they did some simple construction that now leads the tracks right into the pool complex. We've seen them herding people at gunpoint down into various subway stations and onto trains. From there, the people are shipped off for infestation." Jake paused and looked intently at the captain. "We need your explosives to blow up the pool complex."


  "But I have no orders," the captain protested. "I can't allow you to leave this base with those explosives."


  That's when Rachel's mother stepped forward. "Captain Olston!"


  "Naomi. What in the world are you doing here?" the captain said.


  Rachel's mother and the captain shook hands. "How are you, sir?"


  The captain smiled weakly. "Under the circumstances, uh, fine. And still a soldier. Thanks to you."


  Rachel's mom turned to the rest of us. "I represented Captain Olston's oldest son when he was wrongfully accused of car theft."


  The captain smiled warmly. "You'll never know how grateful my family is. If Robert had been convicted, I probably would have resigned in order to keep pressing his case. You saved my son's future and my career."


  He cleared his throat and frowned. "But what's your role in all of this? Why didn't you come forward before?"


  "I know it sounds insane, Captain Olston, but the Yeerk invasion is real. No matter what you've heard about the governor lying or being ill. She was telling the truth and now, obviously, she's being punished for it."


  "I'm glad to hear the governor's name cleared," the captain said. "She's the best person this state's ever had in that office."


  "We're the resistance, Captain," Naomi went on. "And this . . . this kid," she said, gesturing toward Jake, "my nephew, Jake, is in charge. So the person to speak to is him. I just thought I'd back him up a little."


  The captain frowned and turned back to Jake. "Son, no offense, but you're younger than my own youngest boy. He's a fine young man, but I could never in good conscience send him off to the city with a couple of trucks full of bombs. You don't actually expect me to allow this, do you?"


  Jake spoke firmly but with respect. "We'll fight our way out of here if we have to, sir. And if we fight, we'll win. But we don't want to have to do that. What we really want is your help."


  Suddenly, there was a scuffle and a shout. A shot went wild and barely missed Jake's head.


  Three soldiers wrestled a fourth soldier to the ground.


  "Sir," a soldier reported. "Private Grigsby took aim at the boy. He was about to kill him."


  Jake turned to the captain. "Grigsby's a human-Controller. That means he's got a Yeerk in his head. There may be more of them in your ranks."


  Captain Olston shook his head. "I'm having a hard time taking this all in. As I said, I received orders the other day that the Yeerk invasion story was a huge and elaborate multimedia hoax. I was told that certain troops were needed in the city to prevent panic. The major said that under no circumstances was I to interfere."


  "Then your major is a Yeerk," Jake said.


  Captain Olston's face turned ashen. "That means . . ."


  "It means you have to act on your own authority," Rachel's mother said.


  I watched Captain Olston's face and thought I understood his feelings. It is the willingness to take orders from your superiors and then to obey them that keeps an army from becoming a mob.


  "Sir," Jake urged. "We don't have a lot of time. There are Yeerks everywhere. We may have been spotted. There may be Yeerks among your own men who have already managed to get word to the city. We must move forward."


  Rachel's mother, long Jake's biggest critic, put her hand on Jake's shoulder. "Listen to him, Captain Olston. He's probably the one who's going to wind up saving our lives. Maybe even the life of the planet."


  The captain stared at Jake, and then at me, for what seemed like a long time. Then he cleared his throat.


  "What do you need, son?"


  Chapter 21


  



  Marco's father was summoned from the medical unit to confer. Captain Olston offered men, material, and trucks.


  Marco's father first apologized to Captain Olston for having to resort to subterfuge. Then he explained what he considered to be the optimum freight per truck.


  "But won't that increase volatility?" Captain Olston asked.


  "Yes. But I don't think we have a choice. We're going to have one shot at this. So we want to pack as many explosives onto one train as we can. That means we're going to have to haul a lot of explosives."


  "But why not take ten or twenty trucks? We've got them."


  "Too many trucks would attract too much attention," Jake said. "Especially if your unit has orders to stay out of the city. But we'll take you up on a few more trucks, if you can spare them. A total of five. And you and some of your people."


  We were back at Warehouse J.


  The Hork-Bajir and the captain's men had unloaded the explosives and were reloading them so they were packed more stably.


  "What about the timers and fuses?" the captain asked.


  "I'll set the fuses and the timers," Marco's dad said. "I'm an engineer. Explosives weren't my specialty back before this war but you learn what you have to."


  "Please, let my sergeant help you," Captain Olston said. "Explosives are her specialty." He spoke to an assistant who ran off and returned a few minutes later with a small blonde woman. Sergeant Tara Weston.


  While she and Marco's father conferred, I hung back and thought.


  Though the explosives technology was primitive by Andalite standards, I was fairly confident that it would do the job. If we could get the explosives down into one of the subway stations and onto an empty train.


  That was a big "if."


  I looked over to where Rachel's mother leaned against the side of her truck, sipping water from a bottle.


  I found it interesting that Captain Olston had been grateful to Rachel's mother. Rachel had seemed so sure that her mother was of very little use at all. So had we. But clearly, the captain regarded Naomi the lawyer as very useful.


  Because of Rachel's mother, the captain had retained his post. And because he was a smart and honest leader, we were receiving the help we needed.


  I began to think Rachel had been unfairly contemptuous of her mother. I think Rachel might have been reaching the same conclusion.


  I watched her approach her mother. She did not swagger as she usually did.


  Although I do not approve of what humans call eavesdropping, I could not help but overhear some of their conversation.


  "Mom," Rachel said softly. "I . . . I'm sorry. I . . ."


  "Rachel, it's okay. . . ."


  The rest I could not hear. Suddenly, Rachel's shoulders began to shake.


  She was crying. It was an odd and disturbing thing to see. But still, I was glad to see her cry.


  Rachel is one human for whom I had never felt pity. But now, I felt an odd sense of kinship. Perhaps Rachel, like me, suddenly realized that the gulf between the present and her childhood was an abyss of loss.


  The loading was finished. There were shouted orders as we prepared to depart the base. National Guardsmen and Hork-Bajir scrambled to take their places on five trucks. We planned to morph birds and follow in the air. James and his group had been told to follow us closely.


  The parents were thanked and asked to return immediately to camp. There they would wait for news of the mission's success. Or failure.


  They did not argue.


  Rachel's mother kissed her daughter on the cheek and then stepped back into the shadows.


  Marco shook his father's hand and hugged his mother. Proud. But protective.


  Tobias had morphed to human to say goodbye to his mother. He held her hand, reassuring her that all would be well.


  Cassie and her parents put their arms around each other and touched their foreheads together for a moment before parting.


  I knew what was happening. Everyone was saying whatever it is that one says to friends and family when they realize they might be parted forever. I had not had such a chance with either my parents or my brother, Elfangor.


  Jake had not had such a chance with his family, either.


  Jake, my prince, stood alone and apart.


  This might be our last night alive.


  I knew he felt keenly the absence of his own family. I could not be his family. He could not be mine. But I could be his friend.


  I walked over to him. "You are my prince," I said. "And whatever happens next, know that I am proud to have served you."


  Jake smiled wistfully and put his hand on my shoulder. "Ax, for the last time . . ."


  "Yes?"


  "Don't call me 'prince.'"
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  We reached the city.


  <Okay,> Tobias reported. <There's a subway station on Shawmut Street that's not being used to load people. Yet. But it is under guard.>


  <Probably our best bet,> Jake agreed. <Can you get us there?>


  Under Tobias's direction, our five-truck convoy rolled through the streets of the city. We Ani-morphs followed, spread out in the air.


  It was early morning, before rush hour. There was little usual commuter traffic. But the sidewalks were packed with people being herded toward subway entrances.


  Some wore pajamas and nightgowns and bathrobes.


  It was clear that the Yeerk roundup was no longer confined to passersby and motorists. The Yeerks were on the attack. Going from house to house. Rousting people out of their beds and forcing them at gunpoint to the subway stations and then onto the trains.


  Our convoy headed up to the Shawmut Street station and pulled to a stop.


  Captain Olston jumped out of the first truck and signaled his troops to follow. A small but dedicated and hand-selected group of men and women.


  The captain and his troops, guns at the ready, walked briskly toward the small detachment of National Guard soldiers guarding the entrance. The detachment, ten strong, wordlessly closed ranks and put their hands on their weapons.


  "Step aside, soldiers," Captain Olston commanded loudly. "We're unloading some equipment."


  "Sir," one of the detachment answered. "We have no orders to receive equipment."


  "Where is your commanding officer?" the captain boomed.


  Immediately, there was the sound of ringing footsteps on metal plated stairs.


  The soldiers parted.


  A major emerged from the station below and smiled benignly. "Captain Olston! I am surprised to see you. I believe you had orders to stay on your base."


  "I did," Captain Olston said icily. "But those orders have been rescinded."


  "On whose authority?" the major asked, his smile looking quite a bit tighter.


  "On his." Captain Olston nodded at something behind the major. The major turned and let out a shout of surprise.


  Marco, in gorilla morph, took him down.


  It all happened too fast for the Yeerk soldiers to react.


  A grizzly, a tiger, a wolf, and an Andalite appeared as if from nowhere and quietly knocked the ten men unconscious.


  Toby and several Hork-Bajir swarmed from the trucks, gathered the Yeerk major and his soldiers, and hefted them down the subway stairs. In the station they locked the eleven in the toll booth.


  Tobias gave the all-clear and assured us he saw no other Yeerk force running to the scene of the ambush. We joined the Hork-Bajir on the subway platform. James and his original team completed our force.


  Just as a train came rumbling into the station.


  <Here's our train,> Jake said grimly. <Get ready.>


  I watched as the first few cars passed before us. Each car was packed with terrified people. Some pressed their faces against the windows. Some pounded and screamed for help. Others just looked stunned and hopeless.


  We stood on the platform, waiting to be spotted. And just as we had hoped, the Yeerks commanding the train pulled to an abrupt and screeching stop.


  The doors opened. People surged out and pelted for the subway stairs. Those from the first cars, already in the dark tunnel, tore back through the train toward the open platform. All were so terrified, all were so desperate for escape, that they paid no attention to the strange group that stood lined up on the platform.


  A grizzly. Rachel.


  A gorilla. Marco.


  A tiger. Jake.


  A wolf. Cassie.


  A lion. James.


  A crocodile. Collette.


  A bobcat. Tuan.


  A bull. Kelly.


  And an Andalite.


  When the train had emptied of uninfested humans, a group of ten human-Controllers in various military uniforms stepped onto the platform.


  One of the human-Controllers came forward. "So," he said, laughing, "it looks like the circus is in town." He turned to his companions. "How about we join them in the center ring?"
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  Immediately, the human-Controllers began to morph.


  <Jake!> Rachel's voice was shrill. <Let's get them before they're in battle morphs!>


  <No! We give them a fair fight. We fight the Yeerks. We don't become them.>


  The first human-Controller morphed to rhino. Another morphed to polar bear. Another to cheetah.


  The remaining seven morphed to wolf.


  Suddenly, the rhino lowered his head, snorted, and charged!


  <Go!> Jake commanded.


  Rachel rushed the rhino with the grizzly's surprising speed. They collided!


  Rachel's amazing bulk absorbed the majority of the blow, but the rhino's horn caught her in the leg and opened a huge gash.


  It was the signal everyone was waiting for.


  Battle was joined. Every animal leaped into the fray.


  Tuan's bobcat rushed the cheetah. It flipped easily away . . . but Collette was waiting.


  SNAAAAAP!


  With a crack of the crocodile's deadly jaws, she caught the cheetah's back leg and dragged the cat to the ground. Brutally the crocodile shook the cat from side to side. The cheetah's head slammed against the side of the train. Collette released the still body.


  <Marco, behind you!> I warned.


  <Got it.>


  With a nimble roll, Marco ducked out of the way of the rhino. And gave it a good punch on the head as it passed.


  One stalk eye swiveled . . .


  FWAP!


  One wolf down. But . . .


  "Grrrrrrrr, grrrrr, grrOWWWWRR!"


  Two other snarling, snapping, growling wolves leaped at me. Attempted to back me against the wall.


  FWAP!


  My tail blade nicked one across the ear.


  The bleeding wolf yelped but did not back off. He bared his teeth and snarled more ferociously. The fur along his back bristled. Then, they both jumped at me.


  FWAP!


  FWAP!


  They fell heavily to the platform and lay bleeding. I leaped over their prone bodies. But before I could seek out another opponent . . .


  WHUMPF!


  Something massive collapsed on top of me! Something huge and smothering.


  It was the polar bear.


  I struggled to whip my tail, but in vain. The massive weight of the polar bear prevented any part of me from moving at all. I could not breathe. I could not see.


  I was blacking out.


  Then, I heard rifle shots.


  The weight became even heavier. Then suddenly, several Guardsmen were pulling the dead bear off me.


  Captain Olston's men had joined us on the platform and opened fire on our attackers. I struggled to my feet. Saw a dead polar bear, a dead rhino, a dead cheetah. And many dead wolves.


  Many dead wolves!


  My hearts stopped.


  I looked in every direction at once.


  Where was Cassie?


  All about me there was bustle and activity. Our team and Captain Olston's men hurried to unload the trucks waiting outside the station and then to pack the now empty train with bombs.


  I galloped from one wolf body to the next. Captain Olston's men would not be able to distinguish one wolf from another.


  In the heat of battle, neither would I, unless they were directly attacking me.


  Cassie!


  I had thought I hated Cassie.


  But I did not. I felt for her as I felt for the others. And now she was dead.


  I regretted my harsh words. I regretted so much.


  "Ax! Come on! We have work to do."


  I turned, unable to believe my ears. The voice belonged to Cassie.


  She stood beside Jake at the foot of the subway stairs. Both of them had demorphed.


  "Come on, Ax," Jake said. "I need you. We've got some decisions to make."


  I ran to join them.


  I looked at Cassie and she looked at me.


  I did not have to tell her that I did not really hate her.


  I think she already knew.
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  The train was packed with explosives set to blow five minutes after the detonator was keyed.


  That five minutes would give uninfested humans, human-Controllers, and Hork-Bajir time to run for their lives. I must admit I don't think any of us cared much about the Taxxons' safety.


  More than five minutes might give the Yeerks time to figure out how to deactivate the bombs.


  "Okay," Jake said. "We're all set. We'll need three people to ride the train. I'll go. That means I need two volunteers to go with me."


  "Since this is basically all my fault," Cassie said, "I'm going.


  "No way," Rachel argued. "I'm going."


  Marco stepped forward. "Jake, I'm sorry, man, but you can't be one of the three."


  "Why not?" Jake shrugged. "I'm the only one with no family."


  "Maybe. For now," Marco said firmly. "But my point is that the rest of us do have families, right now. Families we care about. You're the one we trust the most. You're the one who's kept us together, kept us alive, and kept us sane. You're the one we trust most to get every one of us out of here and back to camp."


  Cassie and Rachel nodded.


  <You're the one irreplaceable person in this operation,> Tobias said.


  Jake took a deep breath. "Okay. Okay. I'm not saying you guys are right. But we don't have time to argue. You win. But who is going? Remember, whoever goes probably doesn't come back."


  I stepped forward. <I will go.>


  Jake looked at me for a long time. "Why?"


  <For reasons I cannot discuss,> I answered. I was now officially a traitor to my own planet and people. And if the other Animorphs knew that I had been privy to the high command plans of quarantine, they would regard me as a traitor to Earth, as well.


  If I did not come back from this mission, perhaps it was best. All I wanted was a chance to die as well as Elfangor. To strike a blow against the Yeerks. To do what I could to bring an end to this war.


  Jake asked me no further questions. And I wondered if he knew more than I realized. In a way I hoped so.


  Maybe one day, we would have a chance to talk.


  One day.


  "I'm going," Marco said.


  "I'm going," Cassie repeated.


  "No way," Rachel argued. "What about me!"


  "Cassie's going," Jake said. "If there are tough decisions to be made along the way, I want Cassie to make them. She's as close as I can get to going myself. And Marco's going because . . . I don't know. I guess because he'll enjoy the ride. Rachel, I need you here with me."


  Cassie smiled at Jake and he smiled back. Even Rachel looked somewhat appeased.


  In spite of the fact that we were all facing almost certain death, somehow it began to feel like old times. Before the war had gotten so terribly ugly.


  Somehow, the rifts were beginning to mend. The Animorphs were a team again.


  Down the line, we heard the scream of an engine and a whistle.


  "Go!" Jake said urgently. "Go. There's another train coming in behind this one. If they see this one stopped, they'll get suspicious."


  No one embraced or said good-bye. There was no time. Marco, Cassie, and I ran onto the train and toward the engineer's booth. Marco pressed the lever that powered the train.


  The train jerked and began to move forward.


  "Come on," Cassie said to me. "Let's do another check. Make sure everything's in place."


  The detonators had been set up in the car just behind the engineer's booth. Cassie and I double-checked that everything Marco's father and Sergeant Weston had set in place was indeed in order.


  The train picked up speed. We raced deeper into the tunnel. Closer all the time to the Yeerk pool.


  The noise of the train's wheels on the tracks grew louder. We rounded a bend.


  WHUMPF!


  Cassie and I were thrown to the opposite side of the train car.


  "We're approaching a station," Marco yelled. "Get down. The Yeerks see an empty train go speeding by, they're going to shoot."


  The lights of the station were visible ahead.


  Cassie and I ducked. I allowed my stalk eyes to remain erect so I could glimpse through the bottom sliver of window.


  Hork-Bajir and human-Controllers were guarding a large group of people on the platform. They stepped forward, as if expecting the train to stop.


  But the train sped through the station.


  And the Yeerks began to fire.
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  Tseeew! Tseeew!


  Dracon fire shattered the windows of several cars.


  All along the train the lights flickered off, then on again. And I smelled smoke.


  Shouting! It was Marco. But I could not understand what he was saying.


  The acrid burning smell grew sharper.


  I heard the problem before I saw it. A crackling, sizzling, snapping, live cable had detached from the ceiling. It flew madly around the inside of the car like an electrified whip. Blue-and-white sparks shot in every direction.


  The cable swung toward us!


  Cassie dove under a seat. The cable missed her by inches. "If that thing hits the fuse, it'll blow this train before we get to the pool!" she yelled.


  The cable whipped past my head!


  I ducked.


  "Can't you guys do something?" Marco yelled.


  "I'm on it." Cassie rolled out from under the seat, struggled to her feet, and grabbed the overhead passenger bar that ran the length of the car.


  <Cassie! No!>


  The live cable hit the metal bar! Blue-and-white sparks raced right for Cassie!


  Cassie released her grip on the passenger bar a nanosecond before the blue-and-white streak sizzled past her.


  The train hurled around a corner. Cassie was thrown roughly to the other side of the car.


  So was I. My hooves skidded out from beneath me and I fell heavily on my side.


  "Can't we slow down?" Cassie shouted.


  "No!" Marco yelled. "I haven't figured out how to work the brake."


  Just then, I heard the doors at the back of the car slide open.


  And looked up to see a squadron of three Blue Band Hork-Bajir clumping toward us. They must have been hiding on the train all along. No other explanation. How could we have missed them?


  I scrambled to my feet. Tried desperately to keep my balance.


  Cassie was not in morph. Neither was Marco. It was up to me.


  I would have to keep the Hork-Bajir from killing us before the train reached its destination.


  I readied myself for battle. Curved my tail over my head.


  The live cable snapped and sizzled around me.


  The Hork-Bajir moved steadily forward, eyes on me, the blades on their knees and elbows whisking.


  Then . . .


  WHOOOSH!


  Something came whizzing through the car door the Hork-Bajir had left open.


  A red-tailed hawk!


  "Tseeer!"


  It buzzed the Blue Bands' heads, raked their heads with its ripping talons!


  The train rounded a corner at shocking speed.


  And in their startled surprise, the Hork-Bajir reached for the metal passenger bar to steady themselves.


  Just as the live cable whipped against it.


  ZZZZZAAAAATTT!!!!


  The lights in the car flickered off and on. The metal bar turned blue and white. Sparks flew wildly through the air.


  I watched the three Blue Band Hork-Bajir turn momentarily translucent as volts of electricity surged through them.


  Then, it was over.


  The electrical current, overloaded, went dead. And the Hork-Bajir fell to the floor.


  Cassie rolled out from beneath the seat.


  It was almost pitch-dark. The only light came from the dim lamps set in the tunnel walls.


  <Tobias!> I shouted. <Where are you?>


  Tobias didn't answer. But I saw the red-tailed hawk dart out a broken window and disappear.


  <I do not understand,> I said to Cassie.


  But Cassie had run to the window. "Thank you, James," she shouted.


  But her voice could barely be heard over the clattering of the racing train.
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  On and on through the dark tunnel we raced.


  The train was now traveling on newly laid track. At intervals we raced past teams of Taxxons and Hork-Bajir, digging at work sites by the light of burning flares.


  Some looked curiously at the dark, empty train hurtling past, but then continued with their work.


  Marco came out of the engineer's booth. "We're almost there, kids. We're about two minutes from impact. I suggest we start morphing now into survivable forms. Roach or flea. Either one can tolerate all sorts of abuse."


  "What about the detonator?" Cassie said.


  "I'm going to key it now," Marco said.


  "No!" she cried. "You can't key it now. That only gives the people at the pool three minutes to escape. That's not enough time."


  "Cassie!" Marco sighed. "We increase the risk . . . "


  <Cassie is right,> I said abruptly. <We agreed to give a full five minutes to those who wish to escape. To give them less would be dishonorable and inhumane.>


  Cassie looked at me and smiled.


  "Okay. It's two against one. You guys win." Marco paused. "So, who's going to key the detonator?"


  "Coin toss," Cassie said quickly.


  <What?>


  "It's the way we make most major decisions," Marco said dryly. "First, you choose heads or tails. Then you toss a coin. Whatever side is faceup when the coin lands is winner."


  The procedure was simple enough. But I could not help but think if this was the methodology by which humans made most of their major decisions . . . Well, it explained much.


  <I see. However, a coin has only two sides. And there are three of us.>


  "Oh." Cassie. "Right."


  "No offense, Cassie," Marco said. "But I think it should be me or Ax."


  "Why? You don't trust me to give the people only five minutes to escape?"


  "I don't trust you not to sacrifice yourself somehow in the process. No unnecessary heroics. They give me gas."


  Cassie looked embarrassed but did not argue further with Marco.


  I entered into the decision-making process called the coin toss. I declared "heads" and I "won."


  "You know how to key the detonator?" Marco asked, beginning his morph to flea.


  <Of course.>


  Marco was morphing quickly. <Good luck, Ax-man. See you later.>


  I watched as his head shrank to the size of a pin. His arms retracted and disappeared. His body shortened until it was almost flat. And then, zip! He was no larger than a grain of rice.


  Dark, scaly material began to cover Cassie's face.


  Her arms melted against her sides and wings flared from her shoulders. Her legs shriveled until they appeared to be wires and she fell forward.


  In less than thirty seconds, she was a roach. I watched her scurry underneath a seat.


  The train zoomed on. We were deep, deep inside the tunnel. All around us was blackness. I poked my head out one of the broken windows and saw the end of the line.


  A dim light. The station at the Yeerk pool complex.


  One minute had passed.


  The train hurtled closer to its destination.


  The final station. Where the train was supposed to stop and unload its passengers.


  But this train was not going to stop. This train was not going to slow down.


  Hork-Bajir and human-Controllers lingered on the station platform. Several watched the speeding train approach with alarm.


  The Hork-Bajir and human-Controllers suddenly scattered.


  They knew something was wrong.


  Thirty seconds.


  Twenty-nine seconds.


  The detonator. I pressed in the first three digits of the four-digit code. Then I began my morph.


  Fortunately, the morph began in my hind end. With any luck, the last thing to go would be a finger.


  I am the servant of the people . . .


  Fifteen seconds.


  I am the servant of my prince . . .


  Fourteen seconds.


  I felt my tail curl. Experienced an odd, dry, shriveling sensation. My hooves felt papery and crunchy. My chest cleaved, forming a thorax and belly.


  Nine seconds.


  Eight seconds.


  I am the servant of honor . . .


  I could hear shouts and screams now above the clatter of the train. It was clear that a collision was imminent.


  Dark, crusty exoskeletal material crept over the backs of my hands. My fingers shortened.


  Three seconds.


  Two seconds.


  I pressed the fourth digit just as my finger disappeared.


  The train hit the end of the track and I felt it go airborne.


  It arced through the air.


  And jackknifed over the Yeerk pool.
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  The impact was incredible. Even the roach felt it. It was as if the Earth itself had exploded.


  I was thrown through the air and hit a surface which could have been anything - a wall, a floor, a ceiling. Thankfully, my lightweight roach body kept me from being injured. Though for a moment or two I felt quite disoriented.


  As soon as the motion stabilized, I realized I was floating. The train had landed in the Yeerk pool. The car was filling up with liquid.


  I began to demorph. I hoped that Cassie and Marco had also survived.


  Fortunately, the car was not completely filled with liquid by the time I had regained my Andalite form. My head and shoulders were still above the sludgy water.


  Every one of the car's windows had been shattered. Getting out of the wrecked train did not present a problem.


  When I emerged it was into a scene of dark and hideous tragedy.


  Humans, Hork-Bajir, and Taxxons swarmed toward the crash site.


  It occurred to me that the Yeerks had not yet realized that what they had just witnessed was not an accident, but rather, an attack.


  Dead slugs were everywhere. Floating on the surface of the pool. Pasted to the sides of the buckled and destroyed train. Scattered all over the docks.


  Humans and Hork-Bajir in cages screamed and struggled and begged to be released.


  I looked around and saw a familiar head pop up through the gray sludge.


  Cassie!


  She leaned her head to the side and pounded it with the heel of her hand. Her expression was one of utter disgust. Then I saw her pull a slug from her ear.


  She flung it at the side of the train. It made a heavy, wet sound on impact.


  "Hey! If you're finished your swim, don't you have an announcement to make?"


  Marco! He stood atop the wreckage. He was already morphing.


  Cassie climbed up next to him. "Listen to me! Listen!" she cried.


  No one paid any attention to her.


  "Ax! They can't hear me! Too many of them can't hear me!"


  <Keep trying, Cassie!>


  She did. And finally people noticed the young girl standing on top of the wrecked train in the midst of the pool. Finally, hundreds of frightened and bewildered creatures listened.


  "There are ten one-thousand-pound bombs on this train," Cassie shouted. "They're going to go off in four minutes from now. You have four minutes to evacuate. Anyone still here in four minutes is dead."


  If there had been panic before, Cassie's announcement produced utter pandemonium.


  Now the Yeerks knew for sure the crash was no accident.


  Hork-Bajir stormed for the exits. Knocked over human-Controllers and even Taxxons in their efforts to escape.


  Those Controllers with morphing ability began to morph birds, cheetahs, rats. Anything fast. Anything that could fight its way free.


  Marco and I raced to the cages where humans and Hork-Bajir were held prior to infestation.


  FWAP!


  FWAP!


  FWAP!


  I used my tail to sever bars, locks, chains, and head harnesses. Marco helped the freed people to stand, to take off.


  Cassie stood strong in the midst of the streaming mass of creatures. "Get out! Get out!" she yelled. "All of you!"


  Several human-Controllers did not run immediately for the exits or the tunnels. Instead, they joined our efforts to free the imprisoned. Perhaps they were unwilling hosts whose Yeerks were currently feeding in the pool. Perhaps they were human-Controllers who worked with their Yeerks as members of the freedom movement.


  Quickly these helpers gathered tools and stray pieces of metal wreckage. And began to break open the locks of the cages. Cage by cage they worked to free the prisoners.


  I turned back toward the pool. And saw Marco as gorilla struggling with one of the cage. A female human-Controller ran over with a key. She turned it quickly and helped him release the trapped people.


  Just as something monstrous rose from the surface of the pool.
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  The people backed up, and began to run.


  I did not wonder at their actions.


  The head of the creature in the pool resembled that of an octopus. Twenty bloodshot eyes dotted the bulbous face. Twenty tentacles grew out from the bottom of the head, as large around as eels.


  Visser One. Not his most horrifying morph, but certainly bad enough.


  <Andalite scum! Vile human resistors! I will tear the heads from your bodies before I let you escape again!>


  Marco stood his ground. <You want to fight? We can fight. But it'll be a short fight. About one and a half minutes. Two minutes, tops. And no winners.>


  The visser's bloodshot eyes glared. Slowly he began to move through the thick, viscous layer of dead slugs toward the edge of the pool. Still, Marco stood unmoving. The visser lifted one tentacle, as if to strike Marco. Then swiveled several of his eyes to look once again at the ruined and smoldering train.


  <That's right,> Marco said calmly. <Ten one-thousand-pound bombs right behind you. No lie.>


  For a moment I thought Visser One would spontaneously combust. Rage emanated from his morphed body. Rage and frustration. He tried to speak but his voice came out as a choked gurgle.


  And then the octopuslike creature sank below the surface of the sludgy pool.


  No doubt the visser was already morphing to something that would allow him to escape. Visser One always looked after his own interests.


  By now the cages were empty of humans and Hork-Bajir alike. The pool complex was largely deserted.


  The pool itself remained, stocked with those Yeerks that had not died when the train crashed. "Time for us to get gone!" Marco ordered. Rapidly, we morphed to birds. Two ospreys and a northern harrier. And we took off after the escaping horde.


  Wings working madly we raced along one of the tunnels through which crowds of escaping Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, human-Controllers, and uninfested humans were frantically scrambling their way to the surface. To freedom.


  Birds of every kind screeched and smashed into walls in their panic to get out. People were knocked on the floor, stepped on by humans too panicked to think.


  All around us was chaos and madness and fear. It was the saddest thing I had ever seen in this horrible war. Desperation brought on by the knowledge of imminent death.


  We had just cleared the first major loop up and away from the pool complex when the first bomb exploded.


  BA-BOOOOOM!


  There was a short delay and then it was as if a hurricane fueled by a blast furnace had come raging through the tunnel.


  Large areas of the roof fell in. The floor buckled and collapsed. My ears were bombarded by screams and cries and shrieks.


  I had lost track of Cassie and Marco. I did not know what to do except keep flying. The air was almost solid with dust and debris. The heat was overwhelming. But still I flew.


  BABOOOOM! BABOOOOM! BABOOOOM!


  Explosions reverberated through one cavernous tunnel after the other.


  Finally, miraculously, where the ceiling had caved in up ahead, I saw light. Just a pinpoint. But it was enough.


  I flew toward it, rising out of the hideous underground into the open sky.
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  Late that day, we perched on the roof of one of the few skyscrapers left in the area.


  The destruction was breathtaking. Below us, there was a sinkhole where much of downtown had been.


  Everything had just caved in. Half the mall, several office buildings, train stations, stores - all were gone.


  Most of downtown had simply collapsed, swallowed up by an explosion the size of a small nuclear blast.


  The buildings still standing were cracked. Some listed to the side.


  The entire area was ringed with fire engines, ambulances, military vehicles, and onlookers.


  <Well,> Marco said thickly, <we did some serious damage. Just like we hoped to do. I'll bet we killed a million Yeerks.>


  <Yeah,> Cassie agreed, no note of satisfaction or joy in her voice.


  I felt no sense of satisfaction or joy, either. There were many bodies down there. Human bodies. Taxxon bodies. Hork-Bajir bodies.


  And perhaps three of the dead or mortally wounded were Jake's parents and brother. I knew we were all wondering if they had been at the pool when the explosion occurred. I also knew none of us would talk about it. Not to Jake and not to each other.


  What could we possibly say? Also, I could not forget that many human-Controllers had lingered in order to save other humans who were not Controllers.


  I suppose I had always known that Cassie was right. Always known but had been reluctant to admit that Aftran had not been the sole member of a Yeerk resistance movement. That there were many Yeerks who, given a choice, would choose not to conquer. Would choose not to kill. If they ever were lucky enough to be given such a choice.


  Yes. Cassie was right.


  We heard the heavy flap of wings and Jake in peregrine falcon morph settled beside us.


  Everybody's back at camp and safe,> Jake said. <Captain Olston and his troops got out of the area in time.> Jake paused. Then said, <Good job.>


  <I don't know,> Rachel said slowly. <There's no telling how many human-Controllers the Yeerks created down there in the past week. Thousands maybe. No telling how many escaped.>


  <Yes,> Jake agreed. <But without the pool, the Yeerks have no way to feed. It'll be a pretty horrible three days, but at the end, we're going to have a lot more dead Yeerks. And a lot of humans who have no illusions about what we're fighting against. Not to mention the Hork-Bajir who'll be freed, too


  <Well, that's something,> Marco pointed out. <But you know what the saddest thing about this whole situation is?>


  <I wouldn't even know where to begin,> Cassie answered.


  <The saddest thing is that this is our greatest victory. And I've never felt more depressed in my entire life.>


  <Well, just when you think you can't get any more depressed,> Tobias said, <look who's dropping in.>


  A large gray shadow fell over the city. We looked up and saw Visser One's Blade ship hovering, a swarm of Bug fighters surrounding it.


  <I guess it was too much to hope that he wouldn't survive,> Marco said gloomily.


  <No telling what kind of morph got him through,> Tobias commented. <But we've hurt him. And he'll have some explaining to do to the Yeerk High Council.>


  <Come on,> Jake directed. <We're of no use here anymore. Let's get back to camp.>


  One by one we took off and winged our way back home.


  Visser One wasn't the only one who would have some explaining to do.


  I, too, would have to justify my actions to an angry Andalite high command. If I chose ever to speak to the Andalites again.


  They would never understand and I would never be able to explain.


  But for good or ill, I had thrown in my lot with the humans.


  Humans.


  Violent but peace-loving.


  Passionate but cerebral.


  Humane but cruel.


  Impulsive but calculating.


  Generous but selfish.


  Humans. Altogether a contradictory and deeply flawed species.


  And yet . . . And yet, somehow I knew that they represented the best hope of the galaxy.


  Perhaps the only hope.


  <Ax.> Jake, addressing me in private thought-speak.


  <Yes?>


  <Thank you,> he said.


  <You are welcome,> I answered. Then to myself, I mentally added, <Prince Jake.>
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  <They're going after the elementary school,> Tobias said.


  <They're going after everything,> I answered.


  <Why are they doing this? It makes no sense,> Tobias said. <It's not just brutal; it's stupid. Pointless destruction.>


  The nearest Bug fighter swooped low and slow. It fired its Dracon beams and the two-story gym exploded into charred stucco and twisted steel beams.


  It drifted almost casually above the tired old low-slung classrooms and fired again, dragging the beam end-to-end along the buildings.


  <They're sending a message,> I said. <Mess with us and this is what we do.>


  We had destroyed the Yeerk pool. The Yeerk pool was now the world's biggest sinkhole. It looked like a crater. It was a crater, with half the mall in ruins on one slope, jumbled bits of fast-food restaurants, streetlights, ripped up concrete, cars, skinny trees, all tumbled together at the bottom. The water of the Yeerk pool, looking like molten lead, soaked up through the dirt. An Exxon sign lay half-submerged in it. A couple of dozen empty one-liter soda bottles drifted around like someone's idea of toy boats.


  How many Yeerks had died? Certainly thousands. Maybe tens of thousands. How many Hork-Bajir? How many Taxxons?


  Humans?


  We had tried to warn people, but the devastation had been too complete, had come too suddenly.


  <It's not a message, Big Jake,> Marco said. <The Yeerks know now that we'll do whatever we have to do, they know it's all-out war. We blew up their only on-planet food supply. We're way past sending messages. Look: They're drawing a circle.>


  Marco was a hundred feet higher up than me. He was in osprey morph, I was in falcon, Tobias was himself: a red-tailed hawk.


  <Marco's right,> Tobias said. <They're making a big circle.>


  More Bug fighters than I'd ever seen in one place. Maybe fifty of the things. They blasted schools; they blasted businesses; they blasted homes and churches. The shock waves would reach us, echoes of destruction. Pillars of smoke rose high in the air. Fires, some blazing and roaring, others smoldering sullenly, created thermal updrafts that were bread and butter to three mismatched birds of prey. We soared easily, effortlessly. We had the best possible seats for the show. With raptor eyes we could see every sickening detail. We could not miss a shot, could not fail to see lovingly tended gardens, prized homes, businesses, cars, burn as quickly and brightly as match heads.


  The refugees people who had been our neighbors, friends, classmates the shocked, scared, lost refugees fled on foot, carrying what they could, running between stalled cars. Overpasses were all down, traffic lights all off, bridges were collapsed: Nothing with four wheels was moving.


  A news helicopter was perhaps five miles off, no doubt filming and sending the pictures out live. The Yeerks could easily shoot down the copter. They were letting it film. Maybe even piloting the craft themselves. They wanted the world to see the violence. They wanted humans to be afraid. The infiltration phase of the war was over, over. From now on the Yeerks would be as subtle as sledgehammers.


  I caught a rush of warm air, the thermal energy released by a burning supermarket, and I soared higher, up and up. I could see what Marco and Tobias had understood: The Yeerks were creating a circle of annihilation. The collapsed Yeerk pool was the center. They were burning, blackening everything in a radius of two miles.


  That would be virtually all of what had been our home town.


  And I had done it. I had given the order to destroy the Yeerk pool. All of this was a result.


  But why? That was what bothered me. This wasn't the time for moaning over the destruction, or even for second-guessing myself. I was done with that. Why? Why were the Yeerks doing this?


  <Maybe they think we're down there,> Tobias suggested.


  I noticed something in the far distance, south of where we were. More smoke. And with my falcon's eyes I could just barely make out hints of still more Bug fighters. They looked like a cloud of gnats.


  Tobias yelled. <Hey! Jets!>


  I followed the direction of his gaze, and sure enough, there they were: a flight of four F-16's. They were racing straight toward us. Straight toward the Bug fighters.


  <It's suicide,> Marco said.


  We watched, helpless to do anything. We had spent the morning watching helplessly.


  The F-16's came straight in. Two of the Bug fighters broke off from torching civilian buildings and turned lazily to meet the attack.


  Missiles flew from the F-16's and the jets broke away. Two Dracon beams fired and the missiles were destroyed in midflight.


  The Bug fighters accelerated, easily caught the jets, and fired again. Three of the four exploded. There were no parachutes. No possibility of parachutes. The fourth jet rocketed low, leveled off seeming inches from the scorched ground and hit afterburners.


  The Bug fighters let him go: They had nothing to fear.


  No, that wasn't quite true. The Yeerks were scared, just not of jets. This circle of destruction was evidence of fear. They were creating a barrier of sorts: not a wall, but a desert of ash and cinder so that an enemy wouldn't be able to get close, unseen.


  It gave me a grim satisfaction. The Yeerks were scared of us. But what were they protecting? The ruins of the Yeerk pool?


  <The helicopter!> Marco yelled.


  The Yeerks had decided that show time was over. They torched the news copter. A twirling cinder fell to Earth.


  <Something's going to happen,> I said.


  <And there it is,> Tobias said, as always more observant in the air than any of us.


  It was as big as a sports arena. It moved slowly, cumbersome in atmosphere. It was designed for space, not, like the Bug fighters, to be comfortable in air.


  The Pool ship looked like a fat, swollen, three-legged spider. I'd seen it before, up in orbit, high above planet Earth.


  The Pool ship: home of the Yeerk invasion force, base of the Bug fighters. It was a space-going Yeerk pool, well-defended, dangerous, but essentially a portable barracks, a giant mess hall that served up hearty doses of Kandrona rays, the sustenance that a Yeerk must have every three days or die.


  The Bug fighters rose to greet their mother, swarming around the Pool ship, bristling, daring anyone to attack.


  The Pool ship waddled down out of the sky, shouldering through the clouds. And gently, delicately, ever-so-tentatively, it rested its bulk on terra firma.


  <The Pool ship,> Marco whispered reverently. <The mother of all targets. I would give both of my arms to see that thing burn.> Then he laughed harshly. <You know what this means, don't you?>


  <They're getting hungry,> I said. <They're getting very hungry.>


  Chapter 2


  



  My name is Jake.


  My name is Jake Berenson. The days of secrecy, of lurking in the shadows are over. The Yeerks know my name. They know my height, weight, eye color, Social Security number, and favorite foods. At long last they know the word Animorph, Marco's word for us.


  My brother Tom is one of them, a human-Controller. He has been for a long time. He's been elevated to security chief for all Yeerk forces on Earth.


  My parents, my mom and dad, are Controllers now, too. Host bodies for Yeerks.


  They know it all now, the Yeerks do. All our names. All our deeds.


  I've fought them for more than three years. I was just thirteen when I started. I'm sixteen now, though that fact, like so many facts, has been deliberately obscured in the secret accounts we've kept.


  I'm a sixteen-year-old kid named Jake Berenson, and I am the leader of the Animorphs.


  In the past it's been hard for me to say that, to take on the title of leader. In the past I've questioned myself. Wondered whether I was right, wondered whether what I did was good, wondered whether I had any right to make life-and-death decisions. I've felt sorry for myself at times. Maybe anyone would, in my spot.


  But I had to put all that aside now. I had put it all aside. Not because I was suddenly convinced that I deserved the power, was worthy of it. That wasn't it. I knew better than to get too caught up in the myth of Mighty Jake the Yeerk Killer.


  I had given up soul-searching because I realized now that it was simply too late. Way past too late. The battle had become a war. And I was, for better or worse, the only leader we had.


  From here on out the second-guessing, the legitimate doubts, and the self-indulgent whining, they were over. Save them for my old age in the unlikely event that I ever had an old age.


  We were all still alive, Cassie, Marco, Rachel, Tobias, and me. We'd been formed into a group by accident. A chance encounter in an abandoned construction site with a dying Andalite prince named Elfangor. He had given the five of us the Andalite power to morph, to become any animal we could touch. Later Elfangor's brother Ax had joined us.


  We were just kids. But in some ways we were the ideal guerrilla fighters. The morphing power let us fly and dig and crawl, sense, hide, and fight with far more than human power. Our youth made us the least likely of suspects.


  The Yeerks had carried on a subversive war of infiltration for more than a decade. They had first discovered our planet back at the time of the Gulf War. For various reasons their then Visser One had fashioned a plan to slowly infiltrate human society, infest hundreds, then thousands, eventually millions of humans with the Yeerk parasite, and when it was too late to stop them, seize sudden control of the planet. Only then would the Yeerks finalize an almost bloodless conquest.


  But that visser moved on and was replaced in command of Earth by the evil creature we had long known as Visser Three. Visser Three was a less subtle enemy. Less adept at subversion. A brute. We had fought him, lost, won, but above all survived. And, in surviving, we had slowed his conquest, frustrated his plans, driven him to ever wilder schemes. We had forced his hand, in the end, I guess.


  Now the war of subversion was over. Visser Three was promoted to Visser One and all his most brutal instincts were unleashed.


  In this new, open war, we had scored some impressive victories. We had destroyed the Yeerk pool. And we helped to motivate at least partial and spotty efforts by the military to respond to the Yeerk threat. Marco's mom was free of her Yeerk slave master, free of the violent, dangerous creature who had been the very Yeerk who launched the invasion of Earth - Visser One. That Visser One was dead and his human host now worked with us. We had used the morphing cube to make new Animorphs, to increase our numbers.


  But we had taken hits, too: We had all been driven from our homes. We had lost all vestiges of a normal life. We now hid with the free Hork-Bajir in a valley deep in the mountains.


  And we had lost the morphing cube. The Yeerks had it. My brother Tom had taken it, and, when I might have stopped him - Cassie had let him and it go.


  With that act, Cassie had surrendered our edge, our one great advantage: that we alone had the power to morph.


  The Andalite technology was now in Yeerk hands, and we had already seen that Yeerks were using it just as we had used it: to capture all the amazing powers to be found in the animal kingdom.


  The six of us, Marco, Rachel, Tobias, Ax, Cassie, and I, had stayed together through impossibly bad times, through every defeat, every close call, every mind-twisting weirdness, every horror. None of us had ever turned against the others. There had never been a betrayal.


  Cassie let Tom take the morphing cube. Perhaps she had done so because to her the alternative was worse: She feared for me, for my soul I guess, if I was forced to kill my own brother.


  Not good enough. Not for me. All that counted now was that we win, and Cassie, maybe for the most decent of motives, had hurt us badly.


  I loved Cassie. Always had. Still did. But there was this thing between us now. And I could never trust her again. She had put my personal well-being ahead of winning a war we absolutely could not lose. And, I knew, that her decision might have come in part from my own self-doubts, my own inability to throw off moral ambiguity.


  If I had been stronger . . . if I had been as strong as I should be, maybe Cassie would not have made her fatal mistake. I saw that clearly now. Too late for either of us.


  And that was the other reason why I would allow myself no more second-guessing. A leader who shows weakness invites disaster.


  We flew back to the Hork-Bajir camp. And as we flew I thought. Not about how my orders to destroy the Yeerk pool had resulted in the literal obliteration of the city, but about how, how, how I could destroy the Pool ship.


  And about that distant pillar of smoke away to the south.


  There had to be a way to take out the Pool ship. Destroy that ship and the war might be won. It was the target I could not possibly resist.


  A fact that would be known by my brother Tom, and my parents, and by their ruler, Visser One.


  Chapter 3


  



  "It's too dangerous." That was Eva, Marco's mom. The woman who had been host body to the first Visser One. "Visser One will know that you know. He'll know you're coming. He can't let you destroy a Pool ship - that's the only large-scale food supply the Yeerks have. The Blade ship can only service so many. Lose a Pool ship? The Council of Thirteen would have Visser One executed."


  Marco shook his head. "He'll think we're cocky after taking out the Yeerk pool. Maybe he'll underestimate us."


  "No," Eva said flatly. "He'll never underestimate you again. That's over."


  We stood around a small fire. It was chilly. Fog had a tendency to form in this deep valley, sometimes so thick we could barely see our hands in front of our faces. It wasn't that bad now, but it was still cold.


  "It's too dangerous," Cassie's dad said. He was sipping a cup of what passed for coffee here in our rough-and-ready camp.


  "This is a job for the military now," Rachel's mom argued. "You kids have done enough. The secret is out: Leave it to the people who should be protecting this country. I mean, we paid enough in taxes to support the military; well, now let's see what we got for all that money."


  We were in a council of war. I was getting so I hated these meetings. Too many voices, too many opinions. So many opinions sometimes that it seemed the consensus would always come down on the side of doing nothing.


  But we were guests among the free Hork-Bajir. This was their valley, their trees, the only home they had. We'd come running to them with our families in tow when we needed a place to hide. So at the very least I had to listen to Toby, the young female Hork-Bajir seer. And only a fool would dismiss Eva's input: None of us knew the Yeerks half as well. And of course, there were my fellow Animorphs.


  But added to all that we had Marco's dad; Rachel's mom; James, the representative of our new, adjunct Animorphs; Tobias's mom; both of Cassie's parents, who only cared about making sure no one got hurt . . . too many people with too many agendas. But I still didn't know how to tell adults, my friends' parents no less, to be quiet and let me do my job.


  I tried not to show my impatience, but these days I'm not so good at that. Cassie was watching me. We're not as close anymore, but she still knows me.


  She said, "Look folks, we're going to try. I don't think the question is really 'whether' but 'how.'"


  "No one has decided any such thing," Rachel's mom said angrily. "My daughter is not going to be dragged into some suicidal undertaking like this."


  Rachel laughed. Rachel's not a person who'll be one way with her friends and another way with her family. There's only one version of Rachel. " Mom, if we go, I go. If we don't go, I still go. Visser One parks his Pool ship right out in the open and we're not going to ram it down his nonexistent throat? Hah! I'm with Marco: Blow it up. Blow it up real good."


  I hid a grin. Rachel is the original Nike girl:


  Just do it. Just do it, and if that doesn't work do it harder and meaner.


  "It seems a waste to simply blow it up," Toby said, speaking for the first time. The Hork-Bajir are a fearsome-looking, but basically peaceful race that, left alone, would live in the trees eating bark and caring for the forest. Toby is one of a rare Hork-Bajir mutation: a seer. A sort of Hork-Bajir intellectual and leader. She leads the free Hork-Bajir, a small but growing band of Hork-Bajir who have been liberated from their parasitic masters.


  "What do you mean?" I asked Toby.


  "There are hundreds of captive Hork-Bajir aboard the Pool ship," Toby said. "If we could free at least a portion of them . . . and of course there are the ship's massive weapons systems. Imagine controlling all that power."


  "Take it?" Marco yelped. "Steal the Pool ship!"


  Rachel jabbed a finger at Toby. "This is my girl," she said.


  Rachel's "girl" was nearly six and a half feet tall, and looked an awful lot like a kid's notion of a goblin. Not to mention the fact that she was armed with razor-sharp blades growing from wrists and elbows and forehead.


  <It is the approach Visser One would not expect,> Ax opined cautiously. <It is, of course, possible. It is not like stealing a Bug fighter. Every system on board the Pool ship is encrypted, and the codes will probably change hourly. It might take me an hour to break any one sequence, and if I am a minute late it will roll over and I will be starting back at the beginning. An hour to get you into navigation, for example, if I am lucky. And another hour to gain access to weapons systems.>


  And then everyone started talking at once, arguing, posturing, scoring debating points.


  "Okay," I said holding up my hands for calm. " That's enough, folks, thanks for coming."


  "You don't just dismiss us!" Rachel's mom yelled.


  "Sure he does, Mom," Rachel said cheerfully.


  "I need Rachel, Marco, Tobias, Ax, Toby, James, and Eva," I said.


  I hadn't meant to exclude Cassie. I really hadn't. But it was too late. She looked like I'd hit her. She blinked and turned quickly away, covering the moment with aimless chatter to her parents.


  Tobias gave me a dirty look. And if you think a red-tailed hawk's gaze is always a dirty look, you're close to being right. Still, I knew Tobias was mad at me. Everyone was. Everyone but James who was excited to be included, and Eva who hadn't really caught what was going on with me and Cassie.


  There was nothing to be done now. I couldn't go running after Cassie. The insult had been delivered. There was no taking it back now.


  I said, "As much as I hate to admit it, Rachel's mom is partly right: This isn't just our fight anymore. Three pilots died today. Probably Air National Guard. It shows that there are military forces out there that could help."


  "All due respect," Marco said, "those pilots didn't do much good."


  "If we're going after the Pool ship we need a diversion," I said. "We'll need a great big diversion. I want tanks and jets and soldiers. And I want us - some of us at least - to be right out there in front with them. I want Visser One to be dead sure we're trying to either blow up his precious ship or get inside it."


  "And we will be, right?" James asked. "I mean, one or the other, right?"


  I shook my head. "Visser One will consider the possibility that we're using the attack as a cover. He's slow but he's not a complete idiot. He'll figure one of three things: First, the attack is the real thing. Second, the attack is a cover for the next attack. Third, the attack is a cover for us to infiltrate the ship and destroy it from inside. Any of those three options he does the same thing: lifts the ship off and amuses himself blasting everything in sight with the Pool ship's big Dracon cannon."


  "Okay," Toby said. "I give up: How is he going to be wrong?"


  "When the diversion comes, we'll already be on board the Pool ship, working on breaking those access codes," I said. "The diversion won't be to cover us getting on. It'll be to cover the fact that we're already there."


  It sounded good. Sounded like I had a plan.


  I didn't.


  Chapter 4


  



  I pulled Tobias and Marco aside after the council of war.


  "Tobias? Did you notice that pillar of smoke off to the south of where we were?"


  Tobias glared at me. <What you did to Cassie was beyond wrong.>


  I squirmed. "I don't have time for that, Tobias."


  <Cassie is one of us,> he said.


  "Did you see the smoke or not?!" I demanded.


  <Yeah.>


  "Then I need you to go find out exactly where it' s coming from. Now. I mean, if you can spare the time from busting me."


  Tobias didn't answer. He just spread his wings and flapped till he cleared the trees and then caught a tailwind out of sight.


  Marco gave me a fish-eyed look, but he didn't say anything.


  "Marco, we need to know who is currently in charge of military forces in this area."


  Marco thought that over. "It's not going to be just one guy. You'll have an air force general, a marine, an army guy."


  I nodded. "Yeah. But the Pentagon will have given someone the weight, you know? Someone is going to be in overall command. I mean, if they haven't done that at least . . . they can't be that sorry, can they? I want you to get me a name and a location. Grab Ax. Use him to creep Pentagon computers or whatever it takes. I need the person who can give orders and have them followed in this area."


  "How about the Chee? They'd be able to help us out."


  I shrugged. "Where are the Chee? That's the problem. Those Bug fighters smoked the King house. I don't think it would have damaged their underground complex, but with the house gone how do we make contact?"


  "Guess that's two problems for me and Ax," Marco said.


  "Yeah." I hung my head. "I didn't mean to do that with Cassie. It was . . . stuff happens sometimes."


  "Uh-huh. I better get going."


  



  In twenty-four hours I had two of the three answers I was looking for. Marco did not find the Chee. He did find what he hoped and believed was the man in charge of military forces arrayed against the Yeerks.


  "He's an army general. Three star. His name is Sam Doubleday. He's fifty-four years old. His headquarters is fifty miles from here, though. In the hills, some kind of nuclear shelter in a hollowed out mountain."


  "Good. At least he's not dumb enough to be right here where the Yeerks can't help but kill him."


  The second piece of information was more intriguing.


  <They're building a new Yeerk pool,> Tobias reported. <Not so much a cave like the old one. More like they're digging a small lake and going to let it be open. Taxxons are all over the place, like maggots on a piece of roadkill.>


  I could see that Marco was preparing some witty remark on the fact that Tobias was unusually familiar with roadkill. I shot him a look and he sighed, letting it go.


  A second Yeerk pool being built at a frantic pace. That made sense. Once it was finished the Yeerks would remove the Pool ship back to safety in orbit. Taxxons were natural tunnelers, faster and more effective than anything Caterpillar made. It was like having a few hundred giant sentient earthworms at work.


  "Okay," I said. "Let's go see this general."


  <Who goes?> Tobias asked pointedly.


  "Animorphs," I said. But of course I knew what he was asking. "All of us. I'll have James's people come in to watch the camp here. The rest of us, the six of us, we go to see the general. Wait, ask James to come, too. He can use the experience."


  <Well, you'll need to go ask Cassie yourself,> Tobias said primly.


  "Marco: Let everyone know. Everyone." I avoided looking at Tobias. Not often do I feel like a coward, but I felt like one right then.


  Chapter 5


  



  They called it ATF-1. Alien Task Force One.


  Their headquarters was a concrete-and-steel pit carved into a mountain. It was a sort of minor-league version of the big nuclear war fighting facility in Colorado. It had the look of a place that has just been brought out of mothballs. There were cobwebs hiding in the upper corners of the rooms. Dust was still being wiped from the sort of clunky computers and monochrome monitors you'd see in a video about the early days of the space race.


  Inside the mountain were hundreds of soldiers and airmen, but mostly armed, it seemed, with clipboards and Palm Pilots. They wore the exactly ironed uniforms of bureaucrat-soldiers.


  Outside the gaping mouth of The Hole, it was a different picture. Men were in firing positions on the tumbled, rocky slopes. Coming in as birds of prey again, we spotted machine-gun nests, tank emplacements, an artillery park well-camouflaged in the trees down the valley. Helicopters flew constant patrols.


  Razor wire was going up everywhere. Soldiers were laying minefields on both sides of the only road.


  Security was very tight - it took us no time at all to penetrate it. The general's men were looking for giant bug-eyed monsters from outer space. Not dragonflies.


  We zoomed around the underground headquarters, locating storage vaults, some fairly impressive underground barracks, food-and-water storage, electronics, so on.


  I located the general by watching the flow of uniforms. Lieutenants talked to captains, captains to majors, majors to colonels. My dragonfly eyes were good enough for me to spot colonels' bars. In time, the various colonels led me to the general.


  He was in a map-walled conference room. I'd have smiled if I had a mouth. It was like something right out of a war movie: maps and phones and guys chomping cigars.


  I landed on the conference table, right in the middle of a large map of the city. The map showed a circle surrounding the former Yeerk pool. I guessed it was derived from satellite photos of what was left of my home town.


  I demorphed.


  "What the . . ."


  "General!" someone yelped.


  "MP's! MP's, on the double."


  "Draw your weapons!"


  "Don't shoot!"


  There was a flurry of running men and cocking weapons and lots of shouting. I'd had quite an impact. Not a surprise. I was changing from a two-inch-long insect to a nearly six-foot-tall teenager.


  My compound eyes grew huge, larger by far than my dragonfly body, before they bubbled up like overcooked marshmallows, melted, shrank, and finally re-formed into my own human eyes.


  Of course they were human eyes staring out of a dragonfly's face.


  The morphing process has never been the kind of neat, smooth, fluid thing you see in a computer-animated special effect. It's messier and weirder. Things grow or shrink at different speeds. Parts of one form linger long after the others have morphed. Ax could explain it, if you had an hour to listen.


  What the general saw was a creature with human eyes and a twitching insect proboscis and gossamer wings and a largely human body.


  I was probably lucky he didn't just order me to be shot. There were a dozen rifles and pistols aimed at me by the time I completed my demorph.


  "General Doubleday," I said. "My name is Jake."


  "Get him!"


  Three big, burly MP's were on me before I could yell. They knocked me onto my back, twisted me over on my face, and slapped handcuffs on me.


  "General, this is a mistake," I yelled.


  "Mistake, is it? Sure as death you're one of them," he said.


  "No, sir, I'm not," I grated with my cheek pressed hard onto a pencil and a crumpled map. "But chances are some of the people in this room are."


  "Let me shoot him," a major cried. Either a Controller or an idiot.


  "Shoot him? Have you lost your senses, Major? This is a potentially valuable prisoner. Get my G-2 down here! Take him away, lock him up."


  I sighed. The MP's hustled me from the room, down a hallway to a bare, overlit room furnished with a chair and a sink and a cot and a steel door with a feeding slot in it.


  They threw me in, not at all gently.


  I was a prisoner.


  Three minutes later, I demorphed in front of General Doubleday again.


  He had me tackled once more, handcuffed, shackled, my mouth duct-taped. I was carried, hog-tied, from the room and thrown back in the cell. In the cell I was chained to the cot.


  Three minutes later, I demorphed in front of General Doubleday.


  "General, why don't you stop being stupid and listen?" I said.


  He stopped being stupid. But not until the fourth time I demorphed in front of him. And then, at last, he narrowed his eyes and looked at me and said, "All right, Mr. Alien, what have you got to say to me?"


  "First: I'm not an alien. I'm a human with access to alien morphing technology. Second: I know how to hurt the Yeerks in a way that they won't be able to brush off, but I'll need your help to provide a diversion."


  The general looked amused. "My help, huh? You need my help? See the stars on my shoulder there, son? I'm a major general, U.S. Army. You're a kid who can turn into a bug. I take my orders from the chain of command, and that ain't you."


  It was a nice try, but I've been intimidated by the best. After you stand up to the likes of Andalites, Visser One, and Crayak, you don't quiver just because some guy has stars on his shoulders.


  "The chain of command is almost certainly infiltrated by Yeerks," I said. "So is this base. Probably even this room. You don't know if the orders you get are legitimate or not. You don't know if the orders you give out are going to be obeyed. Your power extends only as far as the first Controller in your staff."


  The general's face was growing redder the more I talked. But, like I say, you want scary? Visser One has a tendency to morph into huge, murdering alien beasts. Red face? Not even in the game.


  "Get out of my headquarters," Doubleday said.


  "He can't leave here alive," said a middle-aged colonel who looked strangely like a Baldwin brother.


  The Baldwin colonel nodded to one of the MP's. The MP drew his sidearm and chambered a round.


  "Holster that weapon, soldier," the general snapped.


  The MP leveled the gun at me.


  "I said holster that weapon!" the general roared.


  The MP ignored him and looked instead to the colonel. Two other officers drew weapons. One drew a bead on the general. The other stood ready, covering the rest of the room.


  "I'd rather take him alive - the visser would be sure to reward us," the colonel mused. "On the other hand, if we let him escape, we're dead." He gave me a hard look. "Better safe than dead of Kandrona starvation. Shoot him."


  "Now," I said.


  From beneath the conference table a great, shaggy, gray-coated wolf exploded out and upward. Cassie's jaw closed around the MP's throat and carried him down to the ground.


  A wolf's jaws are made for breaking the marrow out of bones. Those long, yellowed teeth digging into your throat, ready with a twitch to sever at least two major arteries, definitely get your attention.


  Then the entire table went flying. It was a big, thick, mahogany thing, must have weighed five hundred pounds. But a gorilla is a strong animal.


  Marco gave one of the Controllers a gorilla love tap that slammed him against the wall.


  But perhaps most surprising to everyone were two low-ranking soldiers who calmly drew concealed weapons and pointed them at the Controllers. Continuing to hold the weapons Rachel and Ax demorphed.


  The three Controllers were handcuffed and led away.


  "You see my point, General," I said.


  He nodded. He smoothed his ruffled hair. He pulled a cigar out of his pocket. "All right, son. Let's talk."


  BOOM!


  The concussion shook the room and threw me into the wall. There was blood pouring from my nose and ears and mouth.


  BOOM!


  Marco grabbed me before I could fall over again.


  "Thanks, man."


  <It's just never easy, is it?> he said.


  Chapter 6


  



  BOOM! BOOM!


  Explosion followed explosion in rapid sequence. Every time I tried to get organized the concussion would knock me silly again.


  "Marco! Take care of the general!" I managed to yell.


  I started to morph. Tiger. "We're gonna be up to our butts in Hork-Bajir!" I warned everyone. They knew what to do.


  I heard gunfire. Lots of it.


  Should have seen this coming. Should have known the Yeerks would be wired into this headquarters. Someone, some Controller, had put in the call to Visser One: They're here. The Animorphs are here.


  No, wait. Maybe not. Maybe they were just assaulting the base without knowing we were here.


  In which case it was just a typically crude Visser-One move.


  Ax had demorphed. In his Andalite form he was a blue-furred centaur with a pair of extra eyes on movable stalks and a tail like a chef's knife tied to the end of a bullwhip. Rachel and Tobias were both well into morphing Hork-Bajir. When fighting Hork-Bajir-Controllers there is nothing quite as useful as having a few of our own to confuse things.


  "Let me up," General Doubleday raged at Marco. "I have to go to my men."


  <Let him up, Marco. General: Do you have any kind of surveillance cameras set up in this place?>


  "What? Is that you? Are you some kind of a tiger now?"


  <Yeah, some kind. General, if you have security cameras, turn them on. We can use the tape later to spot the safe guys. Anyone who shoots a Controller is someone we can trust.>


  The general nodded. "The cameras are always on. Now get out of my way."


  He motioned a sergeant to open the door leading out into the main chamber of the underground redoubt. The sergeant took up a firing position half in and half out of the doorway. A Dracon beam annihilated the half of him that was exposed.


  The general caught his gun as it dropped. "We have to get out of here. This room is a trap."


  I agreed. <Rachel. Go.>


  Rachel leaned her bladed, goblin head gingerly out of the doorway and yelled, <Stop shooting, you fools.>


  The firing continued, but it was no longer directed at our doorway. Rachel and Tobias stalked angrily out and berated the lead elements of the Hork-Bajir assault force.


  "We have the gafrash human general, you loglafach. The visser wants him alive, and if you kill him it'll be you the visser eats for breakfast!"


  Even less firing now.


  Then a suspicious human voice, a human-Controller, demanding, "Which unit are you two with?"


  <Ax then me then Marco and Cassie with the general,> I said tersely.


  Ax leaped through the doorway. I was a millisecond behind him. There were forty or so Hork-Bajir and half a dozen obvious human-Controllers waiting for us. Some kept up fire down one hallway and upward at a catwalk lined with soldiers.


  There was a full second of stunned immobility as they absorbed the sudden appearance of an Andalite.


  "Andalite!" someone yelled.


  <Surprise,> Ax said. He's almost developed a sense of humor. Almost.


  But by then Ax was in the midst of them, slashing with his deadly tail. I came in after him. The bigger the crowd, the better: hard to use Dracon beams when your own people are all around.


  Hork-Bajir slashed at me. I felt cuts on my flanks, my back. My tail was suddenly gone. My tiger's brain registered every wound but dismissed them, set aside the pain. This was a dominance fight. Tiger instinct and human will combined in me to press the attack forward.


  I roared back, launched into my nearest tormentor, and smacked his horned head with a blow that could stun an elephant. I spun and gut-slashed another. I closed my teeth on a flailing arm and worried it savagely like a mad dog with his last bone.


  I was in the tiger and the tiger was in me. No time to think, only act and react. Cat speed. Cat accuracy. But the sheer weight of the attackers would defeat Ax and me, and even in the battle frenzy, I knew it.


  Rachel and Tobias had joined the fight, but now, Hork-Bajir themselves, their abilities were no greater than those of their opponents.


  <The general's clear!> Marco yelled in thought-speak. <We're coming.>


  <No! Stay with him!> I ordered.


  BamBamBam!


  The volume of firing increased suddenly. I caught a wild, distorted vision of troops lined up on the catwalk pouring automatic fire down on us.


  I heard Doubleday's foghorn voice bellowing, "Don't hit the tiger or the blue thing!"


  <Rachel! Tobias! Back off, get outta here and morph something else. You'll get shot>


  A Hork-Bajir nailed me with a sudden, unexpected blow. No pain, just a shocking numbness. My hind legs collapsed. He had severed my spine. The bottom half of the tiger's body might as well be gone.


  I would be dead in seconds. Had to demorph. No other choice.


  BamBamBamBamBamBam!


  Demorph, Jake, I told myself, already loopy, drifting. Demorph.


  A huge Hork-Bajir stood tall above me. The tiger's blood dripped from his wrist blade. He raised his T. Rex foot. He was going to gut me, make sure I was dead. Couldn't move my body. My front paws batted feebly at the air. Helpless.


  Half a dozen rounds caught him in the chest. He fell straight back.


  I lay there, twisted halfway around, a tiger pretzel. Ax was now astride me, whipping like a mad thing, a Cuisinart making Hork-Bajir puree.


  I heard a thud. Bullet in my hindquarters. I looked up, confused, unable to focus clearly. Then my vision cleared enough to see a soldier drawing careful, deliberate aim at me. A Controller. He looked just like his fellow soldiers, but he wasn't shooting at the Hork-Bajir, he was going for a head shot on me, that's what he was going for.


  He fired. I saw the muzzle flash.


  I felt the bullet hit the right side of my head. But I wasn't dead.


  Something big and brown came barreling through, sweeping Hork-Bajir before it. Ax was no longer above me, but was shoulder-to-shoulder with a grizzly bear. Cassie ran, bounded up, bounced off Rachel's massive shoulders and took a wild, flying leap straight into the Hork-Bajir.


  The Hork-Bajir were falling back.


  And still, I could see that single soldier biting his lip and taking aim at me again. This time he wouldn't miss. I was isolated, alone, defenseless. No one saw. No one could possibly see that he was aiming at me, not at the Hork-Bajir.


  I could see his finger tighten on the trigger.


  He was too focused to notice the gray-and-white blur as the falcon raked his face, leaving great gashes across his nose and forehead.


  I was wrong: A falcon could see a man's eyes and know where they were aimed.


  <Thanks, James,> I said, loopy and fading fast. <That was very nice of you.>


  Marco was over me, shaking me with big gorilla hands and yelling, <Demorph! Demorph!>


  Demorph?


  Oh . . . okay.


  Chapter 7


  



  Doubleday listened after that. He evacuated his headquarters at top speed. The Yeerks would be back, especially now that they knew we were there. Fortunately, like a good general, he had a fallback position.


  I explained about the three days, how no Yeerk can survive for more than three days without consuming Kandrona rays in a Yeerk pool.


  "You need to lock down yourself and your officers and as many men as you can for three days. Whoever is left after that will be reliable."


  "I've got two regular army divisions and half a dozen guard units under my command. I can't lock down and watch anything like that number of men."


  "General, better a hundred men you can trust than ten thousand you can't."


  He agreed. Unfortunately, this meant a three-day delay before he could provide the diversion we needed to take the Pool ship. In that time the Yeerks, with all their Taxxons, might well get the new Yeerk pool up and running. It wouldn't be finished, most likely, but if it was at all functional, if it could be used to feed the Earth-based Yeerks, I was certain that Visser One would fly his precious Pool ship back up into the safety of orbit.


  So we had to make sure the new Yeerk pool wasn't ready. Which meant two impossible missions instead of just one.


  Better and better.


  "At least it'll be mostly Taxxons," Marco said when we were all back at camp and eating a meal of dry cold cereal. "They're easy to take down. Once they're injured at all, they're dead: Their brother Taxxons make sure of that."


  Taxxons are like big, nasty caterpillars or centipedes. As big around as an old oak tree. They walk on rows of needle legs, carrying the upper third of their bulk erect. They have a ring of red-jelly eyes and a lamprey mouth. And they are hungry as shrews: always hungry. Always. It's a madness, a raging, insatiable need.


  The Yeerks had bought them off and made them allies by the simple expedient of promising to feed them. Some Taxxons carried the Yeerk slug in their feverish brains, but many did not. The Yeerks hated them as host bodies, hated living with the hunger that not even a Yeerk could control.


  And then, there was the danger that Marco had alluded to: Taxxons are cannibals. A wounded Taxxon is almost always set upon by his brothers, even in the middle of battle. It's like watching sharks react to blood in the water.


  "Yeah, they're easy to kill," I said, feeling the dark, bitter gloom that always came over me after a battle. "But they'll be protected by Hork-Bajir and by Bug fighters. And by human-Controllers, of course."


  "We blew up one Yeerk pool," Rachel said cockily. "So we blow up another. Badda-boom. Nothing to it."


  She knew better, of course. She was just playing her part. Not for the first time I wondered what on Earth would happen to her if this war ever ended. Off to college to study prelaw or whatever? She was the goddess of war, my cousin was. Sixteen years old and a veteran of more battles than a World War II veteran. So was I, but Rachel loved it in a way I didn't. She needed it.


  "Anyone have any useful suggestions?" I asked. It was just us, just the Animorphs. I'd had it with councils of war. "Tobias? You've seen the place,"


  <It's a big hole in the ground. Looks like a strip mine or something. It's sort of terraced: a series of shelves stepping down to what will be the pool itself. The "shore," I guess you'd call it, is maybe a hundred feet wide. The pool is going to be three hundred feet across, give or take. Not deep: maybe eight feet, almost flat on the bottom, but graded so it can be drained for repair. The terraces higher up, two of them, as I recall, are more like twenty feet wide.>


  <Those will eventually be weapons emplacements,> Ax suggested. <It was the central flaw of the old pool: They never had a serious set of internal defenses. They will ring the pool with Dracon cannons able to reach up, across, or down.>


  "Just for us," Rachel said with a laugh. "It's kind of flattering."


  "How do you hurt a hole in the ground?" Marco wondered.


  <Cave in the sides?> Tobias suggested dubiously.


  "With what?" Marco said.


  Cassie started to say something, stopped herself. Then, gathering her courage, she blurted, "You can't worry about the hole, you have to destroy the digging equipment."


  I raised an eyebrow. "The equipment is Taxxons."


  She looked away.


  Marco whistled softly. "Yep," he agreed, nodding respectfully at Cassie.


  Was Cassie just stating the obvious, or was she trying to reestablish herself by being as ruthless as any of us?


  Either way, she was right: Forget the dirt, focus on the shovels. There was not an endless supply of Taxxons. I wished I knew how many there were, altogether. Once again I mourned the loss of access to the Chee, our most valuable sources of information.


  "Okay," I said. "So we go after the Taxxons. I better go see Toby. Cassie? Go see James and his people. We'll need everyone we can get. We go tonight."


  "Oh, man, I'm just getting over this morning's fun," Marco complained.


  "Eat your dry, stale granola," Rachel said with a laugh. "You need to keep up your strength."


  Chapter 8


  



  At the beginning of the American Civil War both sides thought the war was about taking or holding cities and ports and rivers and mountain passes. They thought it was a chess game.


  By the end of the war they'd figured out that they weren't playing chess. Cities didn't matter much. Ports and rivers and mountain passes, while useful, were secondary to the real game. The real game was destruction.


  Lincoln had figured it out earlier than most and his generals; Ulysses S. Grant, William Tecumseh Sherman, and Philip Sheridan made it happen.


  They burned enemy homes and farms. They burned crops in the field and slaughtered farm animals and wrapped railroad tracks around trees. They starved the enemy.


  They realized that warfare was no longer about chivalry and honor, but about killing the enemy. Find the enemy, kill the enemy. Kill so many of them that those who are left alive lose their will to fight on. Do whatever it takes.


  That's the way war has been ever since.


  For a long time we had fought the Yeerks reactively. We were always ten steps behind, trying to foil this plan or that plan. We'd tried to fight the war with at least some vestige of decency. And maybe that had been okay when we were fighting to stop an infiltration. Now things were different. We were down to the final stages. Either the Yeerks would prevail, or we would.


  So I gave simple orders to my people, the original Animorphs, and the auxiliary Animorphs, and Toby's free Hork-Bajir. Orders I had never given before: Kill the enemy. Kill the Taxxons.


  Dress it up however you want, that's what war is about. If there's glory in there somewhere, I must have missed it.


  We Animorphs went in first, the six of us, in bat morph. Tobias had reported that real bats were in the area during the evening hours, which would allow us to blend in naturally.


  Flying as a bat is very different from flying as a bird. You never feel that the air is your natural home. You always feel that you're airborne only by virtue of hard work, and if you let up for an instant you'll drop like a rock. It's not actually quite that bad, but that's how it feels.


  Bats can see just fine, contrary to what some people think. They're not owls or hawks, but they see. But it's the echolocation that sets them apart.


  It's like a sort of Etch-A-Sketch picture of the world. You fire off a series of ultrasonic clicks. The sound waves bounce off objects, are picked up by your ears, and are translated in your bat brain into a sort of alternate reality picture of the world around you.


  You "see" things you don't see with your eyes. You see insects in flight as tiny pinpoint meteorites. And you overlook other things. But working together, regular sight and echolocation, once you relax into it and let the bat's brain work it out, you get a very complete picture.


  We had approached within a quarter mile of the site before morphing. Then we split up and moved in from different angles, flying wild and jerky, flapping our skin wings, blasting our unheard radar sounds all around.


  The Bug fighters swooped overhead, oblivious to us. Huge spotlights shone down from the lip of the hole. Heavily armed men and Hork-Bajir patrolled. They were very much on guard. No one was napping.


  And down inside, just like Tobias had said, like worms after a heavy rain, the Taxxons worked.


  There were pieces of heavy equipment down there as well: earthmovers, cranes, graders, and so on. But the Taxxons were digging up the dirt, squirming their way into walls of gravel and dirt and rock with amazing speed.


  As we watched a large section of slope collapsed inward. The Taxxons had tunneled beneath it, loosened the structure and allowed it to fall in on them. They seemed to suffer no permanent damage as they wormed free. Taxxons are easy to cut, not easy to squash, perfectly adapted to their own ecological niche.


  <There are more Taxxons than meet the eye,> I warned everyone. <No way to know how many are belowground in tunnels. Be on guard for that: They may come swarming up from underneath us.>


  <I'm more worried about those Bug fighters,> Marco said. <What if they decide the Taxxons are expendable? What if they decide to start shooting?>


  <Unlikely, but they may if they figure the Taxxons are toast anyway,> I agreed. <If they do, take cover in the Taxxon holes. Any other questions?>


  No one said anything. I was braced for something from Cassie. Surely she would raise some sort of moral objection to this straightforward slaughter. But she remained silent. Hard to know what she would object to. It was always a question of balance for her, I guess. She was committed to winning, believed in our cause, understood that there would be terrible things to be done. But she found some things, and not other things, to be over the line. Me, I barely knew where the line was anymore. I'd come to depend on Cassie to keep me from going too far.


  Nothing from Cassie.


  <Okay. See that vertical rift over on the right there? Looks deep and dark enough for us. We go in. Then, battle morphs, and come out hot and mean. Soon as we're engaged I'll signal James. Then, Toby.>


  We swooped silently down, down through the hazy lights and into the deep cleft that, to our bat senses, was well defined and perfectly clear.


  <Ax first,> I ordered. Ax had only to demorph to be dangerous. The rest of us had to demorph, then morph again.


  With Ax ready I began to demorph. As my weight returned I had to grab exposed roots with unformed hands to keep from sliding down the cleft. Then, morphing to tiger, I lost my hold and slid, tumbling down,


  I rolled to a stop by Ax who waited calmly just within the shadow. A pair of Taxxons toiled not ten feet away, out in the hazy light. They hadn't seen or smelled us.


  My acute tiger senses told me even without looking that the others were morphed behind me.


  <Three count,> I said more calmly than I felt. <Three, two, GO!>


  It must have been a terrifying sight for the Taxxons. An Andalite warrior and five wild beasts suddenly roaring out of a crack in the dirt wall. The nearest Taxxons had no chance to react. We hit them, slashed, cut, and moved on, knowing that a wounded Taxxon is a dead Taxxon.


  I moved at breakneck speed. Slashed the nearest Taxxon, leaped atop him, propelled myself away, digging my hind claws into him for good measure.


  I hit the ground, took two loping steps, and was ripping the next Taxxon before he could scream.


  But now the Taxxon voices were crying out in their shrill, sibilant language.


  "Sreeeeya! Ansacaleees!"


  I caught a glimpse of a wild African elephant burying ivory tusks in a Taxxon's raised chest. Rachel tossed her head and the tusks nearly removed the top third of her victim.


  Marco in cheetah morph and Ax fought most logically. They each understood that a mere wound was enough, as long as live Taxxons were left undamaged to take care of the finishing off. Marco would accelerate to forty mph, dig his less-than-deadly claws into a victim, leave bloody scratches behind, and prance away far too quickly for a Taxxon to respond.


  Ax wielded his tail with the precision of a surgeon. Tobias wheeled and dove at the red jelly eyes. And Cassie was there, too, in wolf morph, tearing into sausage-casing flesh, ripping and jumping back.


  It was a sheer, one-sided massacre.


  Now the security forces, human-Controller and Hork-Bajir, were getting into the game. They came running around the lip of the crater to get close enough to fire down into us without hitting the Taxxons.


  <Here they come,> I warned.


  But we were faster than the Taxxons, and, with the exception of Rachel, smaller. Excited Hork-Bajir firing wildly were doing almost as much damage as we were.


  "Don't stand up here shooting, get down there!" a human voice bawled. "Get down there, you cowards!"


  <James!> I yelled. <Now!>


  Clear across the crater, James and seven of his people in morph erupted amid the Taxxons. That would keep the security forces from concentrating.


  Taxxons were running away, turning and running, confused, terrified. Others lacked even that much self-control: They fell upon their wounded brothers and slammed their teeth-lined round mouths down again and again, reared up high, and with a "Sreee!" of delight tore chunks from their still-living fellow Taxxons.


  I saw two wounded Taxxons devouring each other. Both screamed in rage and hate; both must have known, somewhere, deep in their fevered minds, that this was madness, but neither could stop.


  <Ax! Hork-Bajir behind you!> I yelled.


  Unnecessary, of course: An Andalite sees in all directions at once.


  But now the easy part was definitely over: Hork-Bajir were piling into the melee. It was the difference between fighting big, nasty but vulnerable worms and fighting walking razor blades.


  A Hork-Bajir leaped over a fallen Taxxon and landed right in front of me. Just that morning I'd let a Hork-Bajir cut me down.


  <Not this time,> I said, and launched myself straight at him, straight for his face. At arm's length a Hork-Bajir is almost the equal of a tiger. At close range the tiger is king.


  I broke free and yelled, <Okay, Toby, your turn! Now!>


  The battle had drawn every Yeerk eye down to the pit. The swift, running approach of sixty free Hork-Bajir warriors had gone unnoticed, even by the buzzing, frustrated Bug fighters overhead.


  The Yeerks were uncoordinated, thrown off by our successive waves. Our plan was working. But sooner or later someone was going to take charge of the shocked and off-balance Yeerks.


  Two minutes more, I told myself, and we bail.


  It was one minute too many. The Bug fighters opened fire without warning. They fired on Taxxon and human-Controller and Hork-Bajir alike.


  More Bug fighters were maneuvering to get into firing position. They were going to kill everyone, friend and foe alike. They were doing our work for us. But we would surely die as well.


  Hork-Bajir-Controllers were running for it, scrambling up out of the pit.


  <Toby! Mix your people in with them and run! James! Fall back. We'll distract them for another few seconds.>


  <We get all the fun jobs,> Marco muttered.


  And then, what I had warned against, had foreseen . . . and forgotten. The ground opened beneath me and I fell.


  Chapter 9


  



  <Aaahhh!>


  I fell a long way. My tiger speed and balance turned me around, aimed my feet down, tail twirling to maintain this attitude.


  I hit the dirt, took the shock in all four paws, rolled sideways, and came up snarling. Snarling at nothing. I was in an empty tunnel. Dark. Too dark for even my cat's eyes. But I smelled plenty, a smell I knew: Taxxon.


  I stayed on guard, not too worried, but definitely ready. I heard a sound . . . shuffling, grinding . . . digging!


  The ground opened beneath me again and I fell in a cascade of dirt, down, and this time no hard landing on a flat surface. I was in a chute, rolling, trying to grab on with my spike claws. But the surface was smooth, almost like glass. And now I was getting worried.


  I fell for only thirty seconds or so, but that's a long way to go underground. Finally the chute ended and I was once more rolled across a dirt floor.


  <Marco! Rachel!> No answer. Was I that far underground? Out of thought-speak range? I took a chance. <Marco, get everyone home, that's an order. Don't argue.>


  There was light. Dim, but more than enough for me.


  And there were Taxxons: three of them. Each carried a Dracon beam in one set of upper legs. I could get one, maybe two of them. But three? Before they could shoot me?


  <Please do not attack, we mean you no harm.>


  It was thought-speak! Not the impossible-to-decipher hissing and spitting of spoken Taxxon. Thought-speak, and impossible as it seemed, I had the strangest impression that it was an Andalite thought-speak "voice."


  I froze.


  <What do you want?> I demanded.


  <To speak to you, Jake.>


  He knew my name. Of course the Yeerks did know my name now, but still it was a shock.


  <Okay, so speak. You've got the Dracon beams, I guess I'll listen.>


  The Taxxon who was speaking opened his pincers and let the Dracon weapon drop. The other two did the same.


  <Now we are at your mercy, Animorph. That morph is more than capable of killing the three of us.>


  I took a deep breath. <Okay, let's talk. You know me. Who are you?>


  <My name is Arbron. I am - was an Andalite aristh.>


  <You're a Taxxon.>


  <Your friend Tobias is a hawk,> he countered.


  <You're stuck in morph? You're a morphed Andalite stuck as a Taxxon? A nothlit?> I couldn't keep the horror out of my voice. One thing to be trapped as a hawk. But to be trapped as a Taxxon?


  <I am a Taxxon,> Arbron said almost proudly. <I have been for more years than I can easily count. I was on the Taxxon home world with two Andalites of your acquaintance. One was Alloran-Semitur-Corrass.>


  <Visser One?>


  <Not then. But, yes, Alloran became the unwilling host body for the Yeerk now ranked Visser One. He commanded our mission. Alloran was an Andalite prince with the smallest possible command: two lowly arisths. Me, and Elfangor-Sirinial-Shamtul.>


  I stopped breathing. Could it be possible? Elfangor, Ax's brother? Elfangor, who gave us the morphing power to begin with? This . . . this whatever he was had been a friend of Elfangor's?


  <What do you want?> I asked him.


  He shuffled closer and I had to resist the normal reaction of disgust.


  <I want to be free, Jake the Animorph.>


  <You're a Controller?>


  <No. I have no Yeerk within me. We want to be free . . . we all want to be free . . . of the curse of being Taxxons.>


  <I don't understand,> I said, although I was beginning to guess.


  <The morphing power,> Arbron said, now sounding almost desperate. <The morphing power! Don't you see? If the Taxxons could morph, acquire some more benign shape and find a safe haven on your planet . . . become something other than what they are, escape the hunger. You cannot imagine the hunger . . . they've seen that there could be a better way. The virus of knowledge is in their bloodstreams now, they realize that they could change forever!>


  <You're telling me the Taxxons want to . . . to stop being Taxxons?>


  <Yes. Yes. My people have seen a better way . . . a way out of this life of eternal, excruciating pain and hunger, a hunger that has made us slaves of the Yeerks.>


  I didn't know what to say. Too much to absorb. An entire species wanting to morph? And surely Arbron knew that we no longer had the morphing cube, that Visser One had it. And in any event, Arbron must know that it wouldn't work on him. Not on a nothlit.


  As if he was reading my mind, Arbron said, <Listen to me, Jake the Animorph. I have been a leader of these, my new people, for many years. We have fought the hunger, resisted as well as we could the murderous cannibalistic urges. I've tried to show them a better way. But the need is too powerful. Resistance always breaks down, and we fall again under Yeerk sway. They feed us, you see. It's as simple as that.


  <I know that . . . I understand the morphing technology. I know it cannot save me, that I am forever trapped. But it can save my people. And if they are saved I can lay down my burden of leadership.>


  No choice but to be honest, I thought. I can't sustain a lie. I can't trick them. <I don't have the morphing cube,> I said.


  <We know. Visser One has it, and he will never free us, never. No Taxxon or even Taxxon-Controller has been allowed to acquire the morphing power. We can only have it, only be free, if you and not the Yeerks are victorious.>


  <And you would . . .> I began, not daring even to complete the sentence, it was too amazing, the possibilities too incredible.


  <Yes. We would fight with you. There are one thousand seven hundred and nine non-Controller Taxxons on the surface of this planet and aboard the Pool ship. And we Taxxons would fight with you.>


  Chapter 10


  



  They had given me up for dead back at the valley of the free Hork-Bajir, so when I came flying in at first light there was a certain amount of amazement.


  Not that Marco was going to make a big thing of it. "Oh, there you are," he said. "So I guess I can't have your CD collection after all."


  I landed on the ground and demorphed as Cassie came running up, her tear-streaked face bright. She stopped herself from hugging me, and then turned away.


  "Cassie. Stay. Please," I said. "Marco: Did we lose anyone last night?"


  "Yeah. Three of Toby's people. One of James's people, the guy named Ray. And you, or so we thought."


  I had demorphed fully. I sat down hard. Ray was a kid born with severe birth defects. He'd acquired a leopard as his main morph. He loved the physical grace of the animal, a grace he'd never experienced in his human body.


  "How are they taking it, James's people?"


  "About like we were taking your death, Jake: not well. At least it was quick: Dracon beam. He never knew what hit him."


  "We took out a lot of Taxxons," Rachel said, arriving on the scene impeccably dressed, looking like she'd just stepped out of an exclusive day spa despite the fact that it was not yet six in the morning and she, like all of them, had spent the night in one of the hasty, shabby log shacks we'd built.


  "Was it worth it?" Cassie wondered, then looked as if she wished she'd kept her mouth shut.


  I got up and went to her. I took her hands and said, "This time, yes. I think it was. Rachel? Round everyone up: Toby, the parents, the whole war council."


  "Yeah?" she asked with an inquisitive look.


  "They've got fifteen minutes to dress, pee, and drink a cup of roots n' twigs coffee." I laughed. I was feeling incredible. Feeling, despite the lack of sleep, despite the aftermath of two terrible battles in one day, wild and alive.


  It took them twenty minutes, but that was okay. Okay aside from the fact that Marco tortured me for the secret the whole time.


  At last the frowsy, discontented bunch was assembled.


  "You're alive," Rachel's mom said, not seeming too happy about it.


  "He's hard to kill," Marco said, shaking his head as though commiserating with her. "I've been tempted repeatedly during the last twenty minutes or so."


  <I am very happy to see you alive, Prince Jake. But why have I been pulled away from finishing my morning rituals?> Ax said. He's cranky till he gets a few good hoofsfull of dewy grass.


  I didn't know where to begin. I thought about dragging it out and making a production out of it, but this was a dangerously tired, discontented crowd and I was too full of the news to keep it bottled up.


  "Well," I said, trying to sound laconic, "the Taxxons want to defect. They want to change sides."


  Everyone just stared.


  "Come again?" Cassie's dad said.


  "The Taxxons. They want to join us. They're ready to turn against the Yeerks."


  The parents for the most part didn't get it. Toby did. And Eva, the former Visser One.


  My fellow Animorphs just stared in dumb, openmouthed, it-can't-be, no-way shock.


  All but Cassie, who sighed as if she'd been holding her breath for weeks.


  I went to her and said, "You knew, didn't you?"


  She shook her head. "I hoped, that was all. I hoped."


  "Pretty good hope, Cassie," I whispered.


  "Oh my God," Marco said, getting it now. "It's the morphing. That's it, isn't it? The Yeerks got a taste of morphing. The Taxxons have figured out they could do it, too."


  I nodded. "Yeah. The Taxxons grabbed me to talk to me. They're led by an Andalite nothlit, trapped in Taxxon morph. He said his name is Arbron. He said he was a former companion of Elfangor's."


  Ax jerked visibly. <Arbron? It is a name from a very long time ago. But yes, an aristh named Arbron was a friend of my brother's.>


  I recounted the details of the meeting, playing to a very, very attentive audience.


  <You believed him?> Tobias asked.


  I shrugged. "It doesn't make any sense as a trap. They had me dead. If they wanted to trap us, if it was all a setup, they'd have demanded I return with all of you. They didn't. They told me to come back alone. Arbron wants me to speak to his people. He wants me to tell them what I told him. He wants my personal promise."


  "Your promise of what?" Toby asked.


  I looked right at Ax. "They want to be made morph-capable. They have contact with Yeerks who've morphed, and they are bitterly ticked that Visser One has refused to enable any of his Taxxon so-called allies. They realize we don't have the morphing cube anymore. And Arbron is smart enough to know that even if we win we may not get the cube from Visser One. He could escape with it or even destroy it. But they've realized that the Yeerks will never, ever allow them to gain morphing capabilities because it would be the end of Taxxon dependence on the Yeerks."


  "So they want us to promise Andalite cooperation?" Marco said thoughtfully. "They want us to guarantee that the Andalites will pay off on our debt?"


  I nodded. "Exactly. They want us to commit the Andalite high command to make every Taxxon morph-capable. In exchange, each Taxxon will choose a form and turn nothlit."


  <My people will never agree,> Ax said bluntly. <The morphing technology is the crown jewel of Andalite science. They are already furious that it has spread as far as the five of you and Visser One. They do not know that Tobias's mother is morph-capable. They do not know about the auxiliary Animorphs. They do not know that the Yeerks have a cube. They will absolutely refuse.>


  "Even if it means stopping a war, saving a planet, and disarming their greatest enemy?" Cassie asked. "Are they that stubborn? That stupid?"


  Ax's main eyes flashed. <What they will say is that it is a trick: that the Yeerks are using the Taxxons to acquire more morphing power and become even more formidable foes.>


  "They've said they'll go nothlit under our supervision," I said. "Permanent morph."


  "The Andalite high command is not going to trust us that far," Marco said.


  "The Andalite high command can drop dead," Rachel said. "What good have they ever been to us? Where are they, huh? We've always been their last priority. They've done squat for us. They're sitting off at a safe distance waiting to see whether we win or lose. If we win they'll pat us on the head and say, 'Good inferior species, good girl, here's a doggie treat.' And if we lose what are they going to do?"


  No one had an answer to that. Then Cassie said, "Ax, you need to tell them."


  Ax looked startled. His stalk eyes jerked toward Cassie.


  "It's time to choose, Ax," Cassie said very quietly. "Once and for all. We all know what Alloran did to the Hork-Bajir world, trying to keep them from falling into Yeerk hands. The Andalites won't allow Earth to fall to the Yeerks, will they?"


  Chapter 11


  



  All attention was on Ax.


  It was a long time before he spoke. It's hard to read Andalite emotions - they lack mouths, and that makes them less expressive than humans. But it was easy enough to guess at the conflicts going on inside that wonderfully quick, agile brain.


  <I have at times contacted the Andalite fleet without telling anyone,> Ax said slowly.


  "I'll kill you myself!" Rachel erupted.


  "Rachel," I said as evenly as I could.


  <There is a possibility that the Andalite high command might resort to . . . extreme measures.>


  "Now can I kill him?" Rachel demanded. I wasn't far from letting her. I was furious. Betrayed! Ax had used our limited communicator to chat with his people? Behind our backs?


  Cassie said, "Ax has already defied them. They ordered him to stop our attack on the Yeerk pool. He disobeyed."


  <You spied on me?> Ax asked her.


  "I'm an Animorph, Ax," Cassie answered. "A flea on your back when you would sneak out of camp."


  "Why on God's green Earth would these Andalites order him to stop us from killing their enemies?" Rachel's mother asked, and for once it was a good question.


  Eva had the answer. "I can guess: They didn't want anything to stop the Yeerks from concentrating their forces here. They wanted the Yeerks to pour into Earth." She laughed mirthlessly. "The Yeerks are evil, destructive, dangerous creatures, I know that better than anyone. But the Andalites are no saints themselves. They want the Yeerks to concentrate here because the Andalites have written us off, decided we can't win, and they wanted to blast the entire planet out of existence and take out the bulk of the Yeerk race along with the human race."


  "Is that true, Ax?"


  Another long hesitation. Then, <Yes, Prince Jake. It is true.>


  In a few moment's time I'd gone from the heights of hope and optimism to the depths of rage and despair. The Andalite fleet wasn't coming to rescue us. They were coming to destroy us in order to destroy the Yeerks.


  In a heartbeat we'd lost one enemy, the Taxxons, and gained another, far more deadly: our erstwhile friends, our long-awaited saviors, the Andalites.


  <How do we stop them, Ax-man?> Tobias asked. He and Ax are best friends.


  "You're asking him?" Rachel raged, stabbing an accusing finger at the Andalite.


  Ax held his head high and for a moment I thought he might refuse to answer Tobias's question. Then, <You must understand that the Andalite high command is not the entire Andalite electorate. This long war has made them a greater part of our civilization than they should rightly be. The Andalite electorate, the people, do not know what is planned.>


  "So, how do we tell them?" Marco said. " Any time we dial up that communicator my dad invented it just reaches the Andalite fleet."


  <We take the Yeerk Pool ship,> Ax said. <We use its power to contact the nonmilitary communications net. We tell the Andalite people what has happened, what we've done, and what we have promised the Taxxons.>


  <Will the Andalite people back us?> Tobias asked.


  Ax looked grim. <Will your people? Will they allow Taxxons to morph and live in peace on this planet? Will your people choose trust over hatred and revenge?>


  That put it back in my court. I didn't have an answer.


  "Arbron wants me to speak to the Taxxons tonight," I said. "He's suggested I appear in morph - to demonstrate the possibilities. He doesn't know much about Earth animals. But he thinks the Taxxons would prefer something not too different from their current forms. Something strong but something not afflicted by the Taxxon hunger. Cassie?"


  She looked blank. "Something similar to their present forms? Centipedes? Caterpillars? No, they'd want a longer lifespan at least. And you said strong . . . ah. I have an idea. I don't know. Maybe . . . I don't know. I'd be guessing."


  I said, "Cassie, you guessed that letting Tom take the morphing cube might weaken rather than strengthen the Yeerks. You guessed that Ax was . . ." I stifled the most bitter word that came to mind. " . . . conflicted. I'll back your guess any day of the week."


  "I think he means he's sorry he doubted you and treated you like crap," Rachel said archly.


  "Yeah. That's exactly what I mean. Come on, Cassie, show me where to go next."


  Chapter 12


  



  "Is it a python?" I guessed.


  "Anaconda," Cassie said.


  The Gardens had survived the destruction of the town since it was outside the radius of annihilation. But it was closed. A handful of dedicated people worked to keep the animals from starving, but the place was a mess: The breeze blew trash around the usually pristine sidewalks; the whole place reeked of uncleaned cages and habitats; water pressure had been cut off so the picturesque moats and ponds were scummed over.


  The snake house looked about like it always did, though some of the display areas were dark. I guess snakes are low maintenance.


  The snake I was staring at looked about a foot thick and so long I couldn't begin to guess at its total size. It had a clearly delineated head and a sort of rough-edged diamond pattern to its scales.


  It was either asleep or dead. Or very relaxed.


  "The anaconda is part of the python family," Cassie said. "One of if not the biggest snake species on Earth. It hunts live prey, but snakes are far from the kind of hunger a Taxxon knows. They have very slow metabolisms. They can go a long time between meals."


  I peered at the informational plaque. "Native to the Amazon jungle?" I laughed. "You're thinking ahead."


  Cassie looked embarrassed, like I'd caught her doing something dishonest. "If we agree to give the Taxxons a place to live in freedom here on Earth, why not the rain forest? The agreement would stop destruction of the rain forest dead in its tracks."


  I nodded. "Yes, it would. But is this . . ." I jerked my head toward the snake. "Is this the morph that would appeal to a Taxxon?"


  Cassie shrugged. "I guess I don't figure Taxxons are big on imagination. I think they'd want something fairly close, as you said, to what they are now. But not some helpless worm or bug: They're used to a certain relative size."


  "Uh-huh. You sure that snake isn't dead? I haven't seen it move yet."


  "Well, you see what I mean: It would be different from the relentless demands of life for a Taxxon. There's a lot of sitting in the sun involved."


  "Florida retirement for Taxxons."


  "Yeah."


  "Well, let's get this over with," I said reluctantly.


  "It's perfectly safe," Cassie said condescendingly.


  "It's a snake. It's a snake the size of palm tree."


  "Come on." She put her arm through mine and drew me away toward the access corridor behind the cages.


  We both went in and I knelt and touched the dry scales. Not slimy at all, but still creepy. I acquired the snake. Its DNA joined the DNA of how many species floating around in my blood? I couldn't even remember them all.


  "When you do this morph your biggest problem will be staying awake," Cassie said.


  I stood up, and for a moment tried to figure out how to say what I wanted to say.


  "Cassie, you ever wonder what happens if we win? You ever think about that?"


  "All the time."


  "Nothing will ever be the same. People will know the galaxy is full of life, full of intelligent species. We'll have this huge rush of technological change. There'll be nothing to stop us from being a space-traveling species. Humans on the moon, on Mars, maybe colonizing planets all around the galaxy. And there's the morphing technology. Can you imagine what that's going to mean?"


  Cassie nodded. "I guess I don't think about that stuff so much. I guess I think more about us. You and me. And all of us."


  I took her in my arms. The anaconda's habitat was probably not the most romantic place on Earth, but it felt safe. "You know I love you."


  "I love you, too, Jake," she said, and put her head on my shoulder.


  "I guess if we win, if we survive, maybe we should, you know, get married and all. I mean, eventually. I know we're young, but man, we've been through enough that it should count for a few extra years, shouldn't it?"


  I don't know what I expected her answer to be, but I didn't expect her to start crying. And not tears of joy, either.


  "I would like that . . . eventually," she said. "


  But. But what?"


  She sighed. "But, Jake, what are you going to be? What are you going to do?"


  "Guess I thought I'd go to college," I said.


  "And study what, Jake? Me, I'll go to college, I'll become a doctor. never forget what's happened, I'll never even try, but I'll be able to slip back into a normal life. But you, Jake?"


  I shrugged and released her and stood away a bit. "I'm not Rachel, you know. I didn't fall in love with the fight. I don't need it like she does. I do it, I try and do it well, but it's just a job, a duty." I tried to make a joke of it. "I mean, what do you think? The Pentagon is going to call me up and make me Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff? I'm not even old enough to enlist as a private."


  She didn't laugh. She just looked at me.


  "Look, Cassie, when this is over I'll be done with it forever. I'll go back to school, get an education, go to basketball games, get a driver's license, go to college, figure out what it is I really want to do. And be with you. You and me."


  She forced a smile. "A year after it ends, if it ends, if we win, a year afterward if you want to be with me, we'll talk about that again, okay?"


  "I have to wait a year? Kind of harsh, isn't it?"


  "Hey, if we get married, Marco isn't going to live with us, is he?" Cassie said, trying her best to jolly us both out of our dark moods.


  It didn't work.


  For the first time I could taste the faint possibility of actual victory, despite the probable Andalite betrayal. The Taxxons might be joining us! For so long I'd fought with no hope at all.


  I should be excited.


  I should be happy.


  Chapter 13


  



  Arbron had given me the place: a spot more than a mile away from the site of the new Yeerk pool. He had not told me positively, absolutely, to come alone. So, I brought backup, though not in any visible form.


  I flew with fleas nestled deep in my feathers. Only Tobias remained in his true form, flying "cover."


  I found the spot easily enough: a used car lot just outside the blast area. It was abandoned, of course. About half the cars had been stolen by looters, and of those that remained maybe a third were damaged in some way. But there, just as Arbron had told me, waited a yellow VW Beetle.


  I landed and demorphed. It was a chilly night, especially for someone in nothing but morphing clothes. I was glad to climb into the VW. I sat behind the steering wheel and looked around, not knowing what to expect. The little bud vase was empty.


  <What are we doing?> Marco asked from his location somewhere on my body.


  "We're sitting here looking like a suspicious car thief," I answered. "Where are you guys, anyway? Where on my body did you end up after I demorphed?"


  Rachel answered, <Gotta tell you, cousin, I don't know where we are exactly, and I don't really want to know.>


  "Mmmm. Good point."


  <Marco just bit you,> Ax reported. <If I understand the physiology of flea bites correctly, you will experience an itching sensation later, and then will know precisely where we were.>


  "There's a pleasant thought," I said.


  <Hey, there's a key in the ignition. See if the radio works,> Marco suggested.


  I punched the power switch. It was set to a news channel. The announcer sounded tired. " . . . are saying at this hour that the looting has diminished in intensity. Numerous fires are still burning, but fire departments from as far as a hundred miles away are sending trucks and crews to -" I pushed preset buttons and tried for some music.


  There was a rumbling. I turned off the radio. "Um . . . you guys feel that?"


  <We're fleas, we feel everything,> Cassie said.


  Tobias called down from high above. <l guess you guys know the ground is opening up, right?>


  "Buckle your seat belts."


  The ground vibrated beneath the car and I followed my own advice, drew the shoulder belt across, and clipped it just as the ground opened up and the car began to roll forward, down a sloping tunnel into the ground.


  It was elegantly done: The tunnel had an almost flat floor, the walls close enough to make steering unnecessary. The car rolled free, scuffing the dirt walls from time to time. How far down, I couldn't be sure. Then I glanced in the rearview mirror: The tunnel was being collapsed behind me.


  If it was a trap after all, it was a very good trap.


  All at once I emerged into a huge open space. A cavern, tall and arched, and lit by dim artificial lights high overhead.


  The car rolled to a halt. I closed my eyes to adjust to the gloom. I opened them again and had an impression of restless movement all around. I closed my eyes and opened them once more and this time I saw the Taxxons, everywhere, all around the car, pressing close, red jelly eyes staring.


  "We're here," I muttered.


  <Good. I need to pee,> Marco said.


  "I'm going to get out," I whispered.


  I opened the door slowly. I stood up.


  They were everywhere, a wall of Taxxons. More Taxxons than I could have imagined in my worst nightmare. Not dozens, hundreds.


  Arbron - at least I hoped it was him - danced forward on his needle legs. He raised his upper third and loomed high above me.


  I knew, or at least hoped, it was a friendly gathering. But these were Taxxons, after all. Taxxons, not even Taxxon-Controllers. In their natural state they were insane with hunger, and I was food.


  <Please climb to the podium,> Arbron invited me and I noticed for the first time a sort of rock-and-dirt mound maybe ten feet high. I scrambled up, trying not to look scared, and moving very, very carefully so as not to scrape a knee or cut a finger.


  Arbron rose part of the way behind me. Then he spread his upper rows of Taxxon arms wide and began addressing the crowd in the Taxxon speech.


  I didn't understand a word of it, but the Taxxon multitude did. They hissed and slithered and made a trilling sound that could either be approval or rage.


  From atop the mound, and with my eyes adjusted to the near-darkness, I could see them all. A sea of Taxxons. A huge underground cavern reeking of ammonia and seething with oversized, murderous centipedes.


  Then Arbron began to speak to them in thought-speak, presumably for my benefit.


  <Taxxons! Here is the human who leads the fight against the Yeerks. He and his warriors have killed many of our people.>


  I must have gone several shades more pale at that. It seemed a strange way to introduce me.


  <He and his warriors have defied the power of Visser One, the former Visser Three, for years. It was he and his warriors who destroyed the Yeerk pool and killed many Yeerks.>


  The crowd liked that. They murmured in true Taxxon form, hissing and spitting and writhing. Impossible not to feel that I was sitting on some gigantic piece of rotting meat surrounded by huge maggots. Impossible to shake that image.


  <He and his warriors are friends to the Andalites who possess the transforming power. This human> - he pointed at me with three of his arms - <can morph!>


  Now the crowd grew quieter, more attentive, less excited, but very, very focused.


  <I have brought this human here to speak to you, my people.>


  I recognized my cue. I was about to start speaking, but it occurred to me that a visual aid would be helpful. So I spread my arms wide and reached deep inside myself for the DNA that would form the tiger.


  I morphed slowly, slowly so they could all see. They watched the claws grow from my fingers, saw the orange-and-black fur rush across my body, muttered as I dropped forward onto all fours.


  <You might want to warn us,> Rachel complained. <It's like an earthquake down here.>


  Then, I began to demorph more quickly. And once I was human again I focused my thoughts on the dragonfly. I shrank, fell toward the ground like a man diving off a skyscraper. The dirt and rock rose to me, gravel becoming boulders. Gossamer wings sprouted from my back. Articulated insect legs erupted from my chest. Massive eyes swelled like balloons, popping out of my eye sockets, overwhelming my face. I could actually see the fleas clinging to my body.


  <Everyone hang on, we're going airborne,> I notified my friendly fleas.


  I fired my wings and zoomed just over the heads of the Taxxons. Then back, to land atop my podium. I demorphed. And now, if Cassie was right, the pièce de résistance.


  I formed a picture of the anaconda in my mind. The changes began. I saw my skin harden, dry out, crack into thousands of interlocked scales.


  My eyes moved around my head but remained forward-focused. My face bulged out, stretched, out and out. My arms were shriveling at a shocking pace. I was a weird creature, half snake, half human, standing erect but armless. Then my legs went weak and I dropped flat on my belly before I could fall. My legs melted into the tail that was stretching out and out and out from my elongating spine.


  I was ten feet long and still growing. Longer and longer, and without thinking I shortened the muscles on one side of my body and brought my length up to form a loose coil.


  The anaconda's senses replaced my own. Vision faded, color dimmed, but awareness of motion intensified. It was like when you set your computer cursor to show trails: everything, anything that moved was infinitely more interesting than color or shape.


  My tongue tasted the air and I received a download of data - temperature, humidity, the scent of Taxxon exhalations.


  I let the Taxxons take a good, long look.


  <This creature is called an anaconda,> I said. <It is the largest of snakes, powerful, dangerous when provoked. But as I feel its mind within my own, I know that it is calm, at peace, restful. It is unafraid. It longs for food, but it can resist, can control its hunger.>


  The chamber was silent. The Taxxons stared, stared holes in me with their red jelly eyes.


  <Very good,> Arbron said privately to me.


  Chapter 14


  



  Human once more, I addressed the Taxxon multitude.


  "My name is Jake. I am the leader of the Animorphs. As Arbron told you, we have killed many Taxxons using the morphing power. But we are not the enemies of the Taxxons. We are the enemies of the Yeerks. And we have killed many Yeerks."


  They liked that okay.


  "The Andalites are our friends."


  <Yeah, right,> Rachel said in private thought-speak.


  "The Andalites are coming, and there may be a great battle. The Andalites may win. The Yeerks may win. If we and the Andalites win, you will be given the choice - to remain as you are, or to change, to find a new form, and live in peace and contentment here, in a special place. A homeland for the Taxxons . . . for Taxxons who are no longer haunted by the desperate hunger, no longer prey to the Yeerks."


  I was lying. At least in part. Arbron was an Andalite, or had been: He had to know that the Andalites would resist ever turning the morphing power over to the hated Taxxons.


  I cringed a little as I spoke, waiting for him to interrupt, to call me a liar. But he let me go on. And I painted the picture for the Taxxons: life without hunger, a life of safety and security, where they would live in peace among themselves, no more cannibalism.


  And Arbron let me go on speaking.


  "The question is: Can we and our Andalite friends defeat the Yeerks and bring on this new day?"


  They waited for the answer. I gave it to them, feeling weirdly like a presidential candidate delivering a stump speech.


  "We can defeat the Yeerks . . . if you join us. Animorph, Andalite, and Taxxon together, we can win."


  The Taxxons didn't cheer, exactly, but they did send up a creepy whistling sound that reverberated around the chamber.


  Arbron slithered up beside me and, to my surprise, dismissed them, told them all to get back to their work. Hundreds of Taxxons obediently turned away and began filing out of side tunnels like a football stadium crowd after the game.


  I probably looked puzzled as I turned to Arbron. "Well?"


  <Well, they have agreed. For now. They will follow my direction. For now.>


  "Okay, then I guess we should get down to specifics," I said. "You know the Pool ship is here on Earth, on the surface. It's there to feed the Yeerks until they can finish -"


  <Why don't you ask your friends to demorph? I' m sure they would be more comfortable.>


  That stopped me. But there was no point in trying to lie. "Yeah, I guess they would."


  Fleas leaped away from me, unseen by either of us, and moments later my friends began to appear, growing out of swollen, vile, armor-plated flea bodies.


  <And now, my friend,> Arbron said.


  I heard footsteps and peered into the darkness of an access tunnel.


  "Well, good evening, everyone. It's an awfully pretty night to spend it all in a filthy Taxxon tunnel."


  I knew the voice. I'd heard it every day of my life. My brother. Tom.


  My brother, the human-Controller, head of Yeerk security.


  "Oh, calm down, Rachel," Tom said genially, giving her a "chill-out" wave. She had begun to morph to grizzly. "No need to go all hostile."


  "Keep morphing, Rachel," I told her. "Ax?"


  Ax moved quickly to Tom's side. His tail blade was against Tom's throat. Tom stood still. He made a mocking face, exaggerated fear.


  "I'm alone, unarmed," Tom said, holding his arms up in surrender. "Hey, I'm morph-capable now, you know. If I wanted trouble I'd use this really cool jaguar morph I have."


  "Let him go, Ax," I said.


  Ax removed his tail but stayed within striking distance. A word from me and Tom's head would be rolling across the cave floor like a bowling ball.


  "So, this is the whole team, huh?" Tom nodded. He shook his head ruefully. "Crazy cousin Rachel. I always knew you were too much for your own good."


  <Shut up, Yeerk,> she said. <You're not my cousin. You're a snail living inside my cousin's head.>


  "Snail? Oh, I'm wounded," the Yeerk inside Tom answered. "And there's Cassie. Marco. Your pet Andalite, of course. Hey, where's the bird?"


  "How about we cut the crap?" I said.


  "Absolutely, Killer." His eyes were cold, hostile. He was making no effort to pretend to actually be Tom. He knew that I knew what he was.


  <Tom represents a faction of Yeerks who want some of what we want,> Arbron said.


  "Some?"


  "Yeah, some," Tom agreed. "Sorry, but we're not interested in hiding out in some out-of-the-way forest, some game preserve. That may be fine for the Taxxons. Me, I want something a little better than that. But then, I have even more to offer than Brother Arbron, here. You want the Pool ship? You want your mommy and daddy back, Big Jake the Yeerk Killer? You want this creature back?" He indicated his own body. "You want poor Tommy back? I can make all that happen."


  I had to rein in a powerful desire to go after him. It's hard to conceive of the impotent rage you feel watching someone you love be reduced to a mindless puppet. "In exchange for what?"


  "My people want it, too: the morphing power."


  "You said you're already morph-capable."


  "I am. And not just this body, by the way, but me. I've subjected my own true Yeerk self to the cube. You want to know what's funny? I can morph Tom. That's right, I can morph into my own host body. Cool, huh? But there are all these other Yeerks who are never going to get the chance to be free."


  Marco snorted derisively. "Free? You don't want to be free."


  Tom laughed. "Marco must be the one doing your thinking for you, Jake. You never were all that smart. You're right, Marco, I want something else. I want Visser One dead. I want the Council of Thirteen off my back. I want to lose the whole Empire. They're prisoners of their own tired old thinking. They can't see the future. We're a parasitic species, they can't see past that. We have the huge vulnerability of reliance on Kandrona rays. But morphed, permanently morphed, we won't need Kandrona rays, and we won't be parasites anymore. We can achieve a greater destiny."


  He moved closer now. His fists were clenched at his side, his jaw, seemed to tighten so that the words could barely force their way past bared teeth. I'd seen Tom this way once, just once, when he'd been wrongly accused of cheating on a test. It was as angry as Tom got, short of punching someone.


  "Visser One is only capable of piling brute force on top of brute force. He's insane, you know. You can't rely on him! You can't hope for career advancement, to rise as you should. I should be a sub-visser by now, and in the small numbers. What I've done on this planet? I've been carrying him for the last three years. But as long as . . ." He stopped himself, forced a hard smile. "Office politics. You don't want to hear about it."


  "What do you want?" Marco asked him. "Give it to us A, B, C. What do you want?"


  <Don't even listen to him,> Rachel growled. <We take him now, hold on to him for three days till the Yeerk starves to death. Then we have Tom back.>


  Tom's Yeerk dropped the wise-guy attitude. He ignored Rachel and Marco and even Ax who still hovered close, twitching with readiness. "You take the Pool ship, Jake. You can keep it. But I get the Blade ship, and a hundred of my people, all treated with the morphing cube. And we get a free pass out of this system."


  "And you take off to some far-off, unsuspecting planet, make victims of some other species?" Cassie cried.


  "Hmm. Come to think of it, yes," Tom said. He waited. Grinned. "But . . ."


  "Yeah?" I asked.


  "But the Yeerk Empire will be gutted. Finished. I've told Visser One that I have information that the Andalite fleet is massing close by, using Jupiter as a shield to hide behind. So he's ordered most of our own fleet to stay in Zero-space, ready to emerge once the Andalites are committed. Not quite true. The Andalites are much closer than that."


  That interested me. Interested me greatly, but could I believe him?


  <Surely we cannot allow this creature to seize the Blade ship,> Ax said. <The Blade ship is a very powerful offensive weapon. As a warship it is even more dangerous than a Pool ship since it is as heavily armed and far faster and more maneuverable. We Andalites would have little to fear, but few other space-faring races could stand against such a ship.>


  Tom's face smirked. "Little brother, you've got to know by now: Wars aren't won with clean hands."


  "Don't listen to him," Cassie said, but it was almost a whisper.


  "What do you have to offer?" I asked Tom.


  "The keys to the kingdom, kid. I can give you the access codes for every system on the Pool ship. If you can take it, Brother Jake, you and your free Hork-Bajir and your new Taxxon allies, if you can take it, I can tell you how to fly it. Not only that, I have a plan to help you get aboard the Pool ship. And by the way, your old friend Visser One has temporarily transferred his headquarters to the Pool ship. The Pool ship and Visser One - that's game, set, and match." He grinned at me and said, "They'll carve your sanctimonious face up on Mount Rushmore, Jake-Boy. You'll be the savior of the human race."


  "Thanks for the offer," I said. "I don't think so. Ax, take him. Rachel? Help Ax. Carefully!"


  That rocked him for a second or two. Then he nodded. "I see: The Andalite's told you he can break security." He nodded. "He probably can, the Andalites are very good with computers. He'd have an hour before the codes shift. He would. Except that I've changed the code cycle to fifteen minutes." He glared at Ax. "Can you beat fifteen minutes, Andalite? Can you do that?"


  Chapter 15


  



  The keys were in my hands.


  I could win. We could win.


  If General Doubleday would provide the diversion. If the Taxxons would rally to us. If Tom's Yeerk provided us with the access codes. If Tom really could get us aboard the Pool ship and we could overpower the Yeerks still aboard. And if Ax could (and would) find a way to convince his people to ratify the promises we'd made to the Taxxons and Tom's dissident Yeerk faction.


  Five "ifs." A lot. But at least now the number of "ifs" was a finite number.


  A sixth "if": If Tom's Yeerk was telling the truth.


  He had asked for no guarantees. Did he trust me to keep my word? Would he risk everything on my word? True, he knew me through my brother's memories. And yet . . . and yet . . .


  As we flew home, flew home impossibly free and alive after spending an hour with a few hundred Taxxons plus one of the highest ranking Yeerks, my mind was full of the details. Cassie left me alone for a while, but I knew she'd have something to say. I knew it. And I knew I had ignored her in the past at my own peril. I knew I should listen to her, trust her.


  But I also knew what she'd say, and I didn't want to hear it. Just the same, after a while, as we flew in the dead night air above the wrecked town below, the waiting got to me.


  <Cassie, just go ahead and say it,> I said finally.


  <Say it? You're expecting some moral lecture from me about turning Tom's Yeerk and a hundred of his chosen people loose with a fantastically powerful warship to roam the galaxy? Never knowing what suffering he may inflict?>


  <Something like that, yeah.>


  <Because that's me, right? The voice of whining morality.>


  She sounded bitter. I wasn't surprised. I was surprised by what came next.


  <I gave the Yeerks the morphing cube,> she said. <Because of that the Taxxons may become a force for peace. And Tom, the real Tom, and your parents, may be restored to us. And because of that, Tom's Yeerk has seen a way to betray his own people and become some kind of warlord on his own.>


  I took a moment to digest that. She was actually blaming herself. <Cassie, these things happen. You can't always predict the results of the things you do. You try your best, take your best shot, and maybe it comes out right, and maybe it comes out . . . I don't know, confused.>


  <Brilliant, isn't it? So I make the decisions, I make the big call, sanctimonious little me, I make the moral, optimistic decision, and where are we?>


  <Better off than we were,> I said, but I was only half-listening now. An alarm bell was going off in my head. Why? What was the problem? What was it?


  <And some species we don't know about is maybe doomed when a Blade ship full of morphing Yeerks descends on them.>


  <It's never completely clean, Cassie. Doesn't work that way. But you try your best to keep it clean. The fact that you know you'll be dragged in the gutter doesn't mean you don't try like hell to stay out of it. You don't get a lot of straight-up good or evil choices. You get shades of gray. I mean, we started this war thinking we'd hold on till the great and glorious Andalites came to rescue us. Now we're making deals with Taxxons and Yeerks to gain a victory fast enough to keep the great and glorious Andalites from making their own shades-of-gray decision.>


  <What are you going to do?> Cassie asked.


  <I'm going to win,> I said. But I didn't believe it. Why? It was all there. It was all possible at least.


  Of course Tom's Yeerk was lying in part. I was sure he was not interested in turning nothlit, that was a joke. The morphing cube was almost surely on board the Blade ship, and the Blade ship had its own small Yeerk pool facility. So of course he was lying about that.


  But just as surely, he was telling the truth about wanting to seize the Blade ship and go into business for himself.


  Tom. The Yeerk in his head. Had to believe him, after all, he'd known where we were, he obviously knew about Arbron, he could very easily have called in every Hork-Bajir-Controller on the planet and taken us down.


  He'd had us right in the palm of his hand, and let us go. Had to trust that. Didn't I?


  Yeah. But why did he trust me? Why did he trust me?


  Trust breeds trust, right? Tom's Yeerk had shown he could be trusted, so he trusted us in return? Trusted me to get him all he wanted, all I'd agreed to?


  No. No, that wasn't it. Tom's Yeerk wanted us to believe we could trust him. He didn't ask for assurances or cross-examine me because he didn't want me doing the same to him.


  Then I saw it: Of course. I'd been looking at nothing but tactics; I'd overlooked emotion. The emotion of a vengeful Yeerk. He despised Visser One for being a failure, for being a brute, for refusing to promote him. "As long as . . ." Tom had started to say.


  Yes. Visser One was not the only person Tom's Yeerk hated. Someone else was to blame for forcing this choice on an ambitious Yeerk.


  Me. My friends. We were responsible for forcing this choice on Tom's Yeerk. In frustrating Visser One we had doomed Tom's Yeerk.


  That was why Tom's Yeerk didn't ask for reassurances from us. He expected us to be dead. He would kill Visser One and us and sail off across the galaxy in the Blade ship with the morphing cube in his hands.


  It came to me all at once that I could beat him. Use him and beat him.


  One of those rare, perfect moments when a dozen nagging questions, an infinity of details, simply fall perfectly into place and form a single clear picture.


  It took my breath away. The perfection of it. The pure, ruthless perfection of it.


  All I had to do was send my friends to die. Cassie was still talking to me, but I didn't hear her words. I had seen the vision. I could see the pure, straight line from point A to point Z.


  I said, <Marco? Find the Chee. Find them. Bring Erek to me.>


  <How am I going to do that?> Marco groused. <The Chee hideout is in the blast area. I tried, but it's nothing but destruction, you can't even tell where the streets used to be. And it's crawling with Yeerks shooting anything that moves. It would be very easy to get myself killed going back there.>


  <Yeah, I know. Do it anyway,> I said. <I need the Chee.> I felt sick inside. High and low at once. Exalted. Twisted.


  What chance was there that Marco would succeed? What chance that he would survive?


  And worse in store for Rachel. I needed Tobias, and could not risk losing Ax. Cassie? No. It had to be Rachel. Only she would do it, could do it.


  I had a few small changes to make to Tom's plan. The orders came easily, automatically as I dispatched my friends, one after the other. Only Rachel remained.


  <Rachel, I have a job for you.>


  I explained what I wanted her to do.


  <You're sure, Jake?> she asked solemnly when I had finished. <Because if you tell me " Go!" I'll follow your orders. You know what that means.>


  <Yeah, Rachel, I know what it means.> Still she hesitated. <It won't be the Yeerk, Jake. It'll be Tom. It'll be him.>


  <I know that,> I said. <And I . . . if it happens, if it comes down that way, I don't have a plan for getting you out. You'd be on your own.>


  <That's how I like it.>


  <Okay, then. Get started. Make sure Cassie doesn't know.>


  <You still don't trust her?> Rachel said angrily.


  <She loves us both, Rachel,> I said. <I can't make her part of this. I can't let her know in advance, so, you know, if it happens, if it happens, I don't want her spending the rest of her life wondering if she could have stopped it somehow.>


  Rachel said, <Okay, Jake. You're right. And you're right to use me for this. Not exactly something I'm proud of, maybe, but later, you know, if - don't be blaming yourself, okay?>


  She angled her eagle's wings to take the wind, and flew away.


  The plan was a fragile thing in my mind, a construct of if-then possibilities, of hopes, optimism, and cynicism in equal measure.


  I would use everyone, put everyone in harm's way. And I knew knew beyond any doubt- that someone, and maybe more than someone, I loved was going to die.


  Chapter 16


  



  It took all day to get my chess pieces in place. The hardest one was Erek the Chee.


  Marco found him. He found him after twice being spotted and shot by Yeerk forces. But it's hard to kill an Animorph. A wounded morph has only to demorph to be reconstituted as a whole human.


  Of course a dead morph is a dead Animorph, and Marco came very close to not making it.


  He was not happy by the time he dragged into camp late in the day. I had almost given up hope.


  Erek is a Chee, one of a race of sentient robots created millennia ago by the Pemalites. The Pemalites were gentle, wise, intelligent creatures who were obliterated by the Howlers long, long ago. The Pemalites believed in peace. And the Chee they created, despite being unimaginably powerful and equipped with formidable holographic technology, were incapable of violence.


  This was not to say that the Chee didn't have a side in the war. They were our allies. They were the ultimate spies, able to pass as humans, as they had since arriving on Earth as refugees back in the days of the pharaohs of Egypt.


  The Chee had spied for us, hoped we would win, but they would not help us kill. They couldn't help or cause anyone to kill or even to be hurt. I counted on that.


  Erek smiled at me with a human face that should belong to a guy my own age. Of course beneath the hologram was a machine that looked as though it was built of stainless steel and ivory, like a stylized dog walking erect.


  "Jake, I'm pleased to see you still alive," Erek said. "Pleased to see all of you."


  "And we're relieved to see you, Erek. How are the Chee doing?"


  He shrugged. "Well, our house is gone. But the underground facility is intact. All our people are safe. We've been through worse in five thousand years among your lovely people. I mean, I survived the Huns and they were quite unpleasant. The dogs are safe at least."


  The Chee carried on their master's love of canine forms. They took in stray or lost dogs whenever they could.


  "Erek, we need your help."


  "Always glad to help, within the limits of my programming," he answered cautiously.


  "We're taking the Pool ship," I said.


  He hesitated, thought that over. "I don't see how I'm going to be able to help you. We don't have a lot of data on the Pool ship. Nothing you don't already know."


  "It's not information we need," I said. "We need your skills. We need your active participation. We need you there."


  His eyes grew dark, a holographic but very real-seeming reaction. "I can't do that, Jake. We both know there'll be fighting. I can't be part of that."


  I took a deep breath, not wanting to say what was about to say. "Here's the thing, Erek, I know what you can and can't do. So I'm going to use that to force your hand. I'm sorry. But we're down to it, now. We're right down to it."


  "What are you planning?" He switched off the " Erek" holographic facade and revealed his true self. Maybe that was to intimidate me. Maybe it was just a way of conveying anger.


  "We know you can't fight us. So we're going to take you, carry you if we have to, put you in a position where you'll cooperate because refusing to cooperate will force us to take lives. Your refusal to cooperate would be the trigger for killing. "Ax? Bring your prisoner."


  I had dispatched Ax and Cassie to take a prisoner, a known Controller, a human-Controller. Chapman.


  And he was not happy.


  "Ax, if I tell you to kill this Controller, will you do it?" I asked him.


  <Yes,> Ax answered truthfully. <He is a ranking Yeerk, an enemy who has done great damage to human freedom.>


  "This is low," Erek grated. "This is so far beneath you, Jake."


  Weird blackmailing a creature you know is physically capable of obliterating you down to your individual molecules. Weird trusting that he won't, can't, do any such thing.


  "Sorry," I said again. "But we'll keep you in a position where every time you refuse to help, we take a life. And I'll make you this promise: Your help will minimize the casualties."


  Erek said a long string of words I didn't understand.


  "What?"


  "I was offering you my opinion of your morals and your ethics and your sense of decency," Erek spat. "I was speaking an ancient Mesopotamian dialect known for its wide variety of curse words."


  I nodded. "Tell you the truth, Erek, your being mad at me is the least of my problems. Marco? Erek is your property. He tries to leave, stop him. If he succeeds in leaving, Ax, you'll execute this Controller."


  I shot a challenging, defensive look at Cassie. "Any comment?"


  "No."


  I glared at my friends, all of whom were looking somber. Erek had been with us, an ally, a friend, for a long time. "Does anyone have any thing to say?"


  No one did.


  "Good. Now, Ax? In addition to keeping an eye on our friend, here, it's time for you to phone the Andalite fleet. You tell them you succeeded in stopping our raid on the Yeerk pool. Tell them the Yeerks are all here on Earth like sitting ducks. But they can't strike yet because you, aristh Aximili, are going to deliver a major Yeerk warship right into their laps. You're going to hand them an entire, intact Pool ship."


  <You are asking me to lie to my people,> Ax said. <The Yeerks have stopped concentrating forces on Earth. They are awaiting the construction of a new Yeerk pool.>


  "I'm not asking you to lie to your people, Ax. I'm telling you to. We need them close enough to be of use, but we also need to give them a reason not to start blasting away at Earth. Call the Andalite fleet. Tell them what I've told you to tell them. I'm your prince, Ax: Do it."


  I didn't wait to hear his answer. I knew it. Or thought I did.


  James and his people came flying in, landed and demorphed. "You called?"


  It's always disturbing for me seeing the auxiliary Animorphs demorphed. When we still had the morphing cube we decided to add some members. But it's impossibly complicated and time-consuming to make sure each and every person is Yeerk-free. So we figured out who the Yeerks would have never infested, who they would have overlooked: the handicapped. Plenty of fully functional human hosts around, why hassle with all the drawbacks of dealing with a handicap?


  We knew handicapped kids would be Yeerk-free. We also knew they'd be even more willing than most people to accept a treatment that would allow them physical freedom in animal form.


  We'd used them. And now they lay there rather than standing because for the most part they couldn't stand. Or, if they could stand, they couldn't see.


  "Yeah, James. We need all your people. As you know, we're going after the Pool ship."


  "Yes, I know."


  "It's going to be as dangerous as it gets, and I have a very tough assignment for you."


  "Okay, well, you know I'm in. But I'll need to talk to the others, see how they feel. I think some of them will want to sit this one out. I mean, after losing Ray . . . I mean, Jake, some of the young ones, you know, some of them are having -"


  "James, we didn't give them morphing power so they could have fun flying around. This is when we need them. All of them. You understand? You've taken on the role as their leader, so lead: I want them all. Every last one."


  "Jake, some of these kids, I mean, they're all their families have, you know? They're still just starting to deal with Ray's death. It's not like we haven't fought. I can't . . ."


  "Look, if we lose this battle it's over, you understand me?!" I raised my voice to be heard by everyone. "If we lose it's over. This is the battle. This is the last stand. We lose and here's what happens: The Yeerk fleet fights the Andalite fleet. If the Yeerks win they'll be free to enslave every living human being and kill the ones they don't want. If the Andalites win there's a very good chance they'll sterilize Earth: kill everything in order to end the Yeerk menace once and for all. So, you don't like me telling you what to do, you don't like your job, you don't like me, period? I don't really care. Before this night is over the casualties will be piled high and some of you standing here right now will be dead and I don't care because we are going to win. Is that clear? We're taking that Pool ship and before this night is over we'll have Visser One right here." I held up my tight-clenched fist.


  I was ranting. I was trembling. I'd never done this before. Never put myself forward as some kind of Napoleon wannabe. I felt like a jerk. Like some kind of nut. My friends must have thought I' d lost my mind. But no one said so.


  No one but Marco. "You know, you're turning into Rachel." He frowned. "Where is she, anyway?"


  Chapter 17


  



  I was in falcon morph, floating high, high in the air, rising on the updraft of warmth that still came from the smoldering ashes of the center of town. Usually night is a bad time for a peregrine. Night air is cold air and cold air is dead air. But flying above the black destruction I had all the lift I needed.


  I could see the Pool ship, still resting beside the crater that had once been the Yeerk pool. Could they see me, Visser One and his Yeerks? They could if they tried. I wasn't invisible. But they didn't attack, didn't send a Bug fighter up to Dracon me.


  Why not? Maybe Tom's Yeerk wasn't ready to kill me, yet.


  Or Maybe Visser One saw me, knew what I was, and waited, like the spider in his web watching the fly. He wanted me to come to him. He wanted me as badly as I wanted him.


  Careful what you wish for, Visser.


  Careful what you wish for, Jake.


  I had visited General Doubleday. He was as shaken up as anyone I've ever seen, but determined.


  He'd followed our suggestion, reluctantly at first. He'd locked away as many of his men as he could. It was ten hours till the first Controller reached the point where he couldn't hold out any longer. He made a break for it.


  "What did you do?" I had asked him.


  "We warned him once. Gave him a direct order. Then the MP shot him."


  "That must have been tough," I'd said.


  "The MP aimed for a leg shot, but the private slipped. Bullet caught him in the head." The general held out an empty bottle and showed it to me. "This thing crawled out of the man's head. Crawled out through the bullet hole."


  A Yeerk lay writhing in the bottle.


  "There's your enemy, General," I'd said.


  Some of the Controllers had tried to work together to rush the door. Others had waited as long as they could. Seventeen percent of the general's men had been infested. But now he had a strike force of almost a thousand men, Yeerk-free. Yeerk-free, and, having seen the enemy close-at-hand, they were motivated.


  I'd given him all the details I safely could.


  "They may come after you with Bug fighters - that would be the best we could hope for. The greater likelihood is that either the Pool ship or the Blade ship will attack you directly."


  "I've got what amounts to a scratch battalion, a few tanks, a few helicopter gunships. I've seen those Bug fighters in action. My men will fight, but they can't win."


  "That's right, General, they can't," I said. "But if they'll fight, keep up the diversion, we can win. I have about a dozen of my people coming to join you. They'll be right out front."


  "With all due respect to your people, son, they may be great in hand-to-hand combat, but you're guerrilla fighters by nature. Your abilities are geared for that kind of warfare. You're asking me for a good, old-fashioned cavalry charge, here. You're asking me for the Charge of the Light Brigade."


  "We need the diversion," I said. "Visser One has to believe the Yeerk traitor is telling him the truth. So you have to attack, but once the Yeerks come after you all you can do is dig in and take cover. The Yeerks only have one way of fighting:


  Attack with everything they've got. They'll go right after you. Visser One doesn't know tactics; he fights with a sledgehammer."


  "If you've got a big enough sledgehammer that's all you need, son."


  I was hearing those weary, wry words as I flew above the Pool ship. It was a monstrous thing. Bigger than an aircraft carrier. More powerful than all the forces of humankind combined and multiplied a hundredfold. The Dracon cannon on the Pool ship could burn a hole through an asteroid.


  But it was a sledgehammer, a great, lumbering beast designed for war in the weightlessness of space. And, anyway, if we succeeded it would be our sledgehammer.


  I saw movement below. Hork-Bajir patrols. A pair of Bug fighters flying a loose figure eight low above the desolation.


  Closer in to the Pool ship the Hork-Bajir patrols increased till they formed a solid, shoulder-to-shoulder ring around the ship. Hork-Bajir and human-Controller snipers stood atop the engine pods. Visser One was taking no chances with his crown jewels.


  I wondered what time it was. No way to carry a watch, obviously, and I could no longer spot bank clocks. They'd all been destroyed.


  I floated and waited. Floated and waited and went over my plan again and again. I could see holes in it now. I could see nothing but holes. It would never work. It would never work.


  I saw movement down below. A pair of Humvees approaching an outer ring checkpoint, headlights playing on wrecked, charred brick walls and burned out cars. Hork-Bajir- and human-Controller guards checked ID's and passed them through.


  Now I didn't need a clock. It was go time.


  I swooped down, diving faster and faster, matching speed with the Humvees. I dropped through the gaping window of a blackened home and out through the far side. That would throw off any sensors that might be tracking me.


  I used all my falcon speed and aimed for the bouncing rear window of the second Humvee. I swooped through, landed hard with a bounce against the seat back.


  A human-Controller I didn't know was driving. Tom was in the passenger seat. He turned to look at me.


  "Very unsettling when you do that," he said.


  <Good,> I answered.


  Cassie appeared to be lying on the backseat, handcuffed, ankles bound, a Hork-Bajir sitting beside her with a Dracon weapon leveled at her head.


  Her face was bruised. One eye swollen almost shut. There were bloody cuts on her arms. Her morphing suit was in shreds.


  "Gotta hand it to your girl back there," Tom said nonchalantly. "She takes a beating pretty well. Hope I didn't get carried away, Jake-boy, but it isn't every day I get a chance to pound on an Animorph. She didn't cry, didn't say a word. Almost took the fun out of it."


  <Shut up, you Yeerk scum,> I snapped. <I have to do business with you, but don't push your luck. Cassie. Cassie, are you okay?>


  No answer. I didn't expect one.


  "Bruised my fists," Tom's Yeerk said, displaying his hand.


  <I said, shut up.>


  "Whatever. Time to get small, Killer Jake. Security up ahead there."


  I demorphed, made a point of stroking the apparent wounds, made another angry remark to Tom's Yeerk for verisimilitude, then went fly. Back in morph I used private thought-speak, audible to only one person. <Rachel?>


  <I'm here, Jake.>


  I zoomed around and then headed for Cassie's bruised, battered face.


  As I approached a landing, her swollen eye opened slightly. My compound eyes saw a hundred fragmented images of an eye opening.


  And of the steel-and-ivory machine beneath the hologram.


  Chapter 18


  



  The Humvees approached the wall-to-wall line of Hork-Bajir around the Pool ship and came to a stop.


  A Hork-Bajir- and a human-Controller stepped over to the window like cops getting ready to hand out tickets.


  They spotted Tom, and I could hear the formal stiffness in their voices. "Sir, you understand we still need to conduct a thorough search and check your identity."


  "You'd better," Tom snarled. "Lax security makes me cranky."


  The human-Controller shined a powerful light around the inside of the vehicle. He introduced a sensor probe that to my fly senses registered as a fantastical wizard's wand. I could see energy radiating in wild colors, invisible most likely to human eyes.


  "I only read two complex life-forms," the guard said. "I'm showing several insect readings, but only two complex life-forms: yours, sir, and the driver's. The prisoner is not registering as a life-form."


  It was already going bad. What was this new sensor? We'd never seen this instrument before. I tensed, ready to leap free and demorph. But in the enclosed space of the Humvee we were trapped, helpless. We wouldn't be able to bring our force to bear.


  Tom said, "Well, as much as I respect your new toy there, I count three: one, two, three."


  " Yes, sir."


  "You can count to three, right?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Do you know what that prisoner is? That's an Animorph. You think maybe Visser One would like to see her just as soon as possible?"


  "Yes, sir!"


  "As for the insect life-forms, they're endemic to this planet. But I'll be sure to use the Gleet BioFilter before I enter the ship."


  The guard must have been satisfied because moments later we were on the move. I rested calmly on a titanium rod that, to me, seemed as thick as an oak tree.


  No one said anything for a while, and I could see very little with my limited fly senses.


  Then, in a calm, low-pitched voice, Tom said, "How's it going, little brother? You still there?"


  <I'm still here,> I said.


  "Good, glad to hear it. And all your little friends are there with you?"


  <Shut up, Yeerk,> I snapped. <We work together because we have to. We don't make small talk>


  Tom's Yeerk laughed. "Oh, you're a surly bunch, aren't you? No one talks to me. No one but Rachel, who told me to . . . well, you can guess what Rachel told me to do."


  <Whatever she said goes for all of us,> I answered.


  "Surly and unpleasant. Oh, well. Time to go see the visser. My plan is working perfectly, don't you think?"


  Tom thought Cassie was real. And he thought all of us were hiding out somewhere on her body. His plan was working fine. Ours was working even better.


  Another delay. And then, at last, I heard that thought-speak voice.


  Visser One.


  <What have we here?>


  "One of the Animorphs, Visser. My people captured her and questioned her. Questioned her . . . forcefully."


  <So I see. Congratulations.> He sounded almost annoyed, like he wasn't all that happy to see Tom succeed where he had failed. <Have you passed through the Gleet BioFilter? I don't want any surprises.>


  "Yes, Visser, of course," Tom's Yeerk lied. The Gleet BioFilter detects and eliminates nonprimary life-forms - anything "riding" on a human or Hork-Bajir body.


  <One of the so-called Animorphs. This one would be . . . Cassie, yes?>


  Now I could see him, a mosaic of him, in my compound eyes. He loomed close, leering down with his mouthless Andalite face, stalk eyes widening out.


  Suddenly his tail whipped around and delivered a slapping blow. Fast. So fast that even my fly reflexes would not have saved me. But of course the blow never reached me. It was stopped by force fields that overlapped the hologram. Just as Tom's torturing blows had been.


  <I would kill her myself,> Visser One grated. <The trouble these creatures have caused me.>


  "Perhaps not just yet, Visser," Tom demurred. " She may still be useful as bait. Why not hold her and hand her over to some worthy, loyal Yeerk as a host body?"


  <They are hard to hold on to,> Visser One said. <If you even appear to be thinking of morphing you'll die, Animorph. Of course, you're likely to die either way.>


  "Cassie" said nothing.


  <But pleasure can wait,> Visser One said.


  <Report what you have learned.>


  Tom clasped his hands behind his back and assumed a respectful but casual stance. "The Animorphs' leader has made contact with human military forces. A combined force of human soldiers and Animorphs will attack very soon. The goal will be to use the attack as a diversion, to allow the Animorphs to infiltrate this ship."


  Visser One laughed. <They would try to take a Pool ship? Are they such fools?>


  "Don't forget, they have an Andalite among them. They would use his skills to break our security codes. And there is more, Visser."


  <More? What more?>


  "I . . . I'm not certain, Visser, but I believe my people may have penetrated a second conspiracy, every bit as dangerous."


  <Tell me of ->


  "Visser!" A new voice. Human. I vaguely perceived a human-Controller, a woman.


  <You interrupt me?>


  "With your permission, Visser, this may be the report I've been waiting for," Tom said smoothly.


  "Visser . . . I apologize for interrupting," the woman said, "but a party of Hork-Bajir have arrived at the perimeter with a Taxxon prisoner."


  <A Taxxon prisoner? If some Taxxon is giving trouble, kill it, don't waste my time with disciplinary matters like this.>


  Tom intervened again. "I believe this is a very special Taxxon, Visser. You may choose to hear what he has to say."


  Moments later the Taxxon, accompanied by Hork-Bajir guards, shuffled and writhed into the room. He was a hundred great worms in my compound eyes. But the colors were different. I saw the red jelly eyes as an almost psychedelic violet.


  <Well?> Visser One demanded. <I'm not a patient Yeerk, explain the great mystery here.>


  Tom proceeded to explain his penetration of a Taxxon alliance with the Animorphs. The Taxxon, straining to form coherent speech with its inadequate mouthparts, confirmed the tale.


  "In a matter of moments now, Visser, this three-part attack will take place. Human soldiers will attack, the Taxxons will destroy the unfinished Yeerk pool, and the Animorphs themselves will use the confusion to attempt to penetrate this ship."


  Visser One nodded. But was there hesitation in his bleary-looking Andalite eyes? No genius, maybe, Visser One, but he had an instinct for survival. He was moving back and forth, pacing, hooves clicking on the deck, stalk eyes wandering randomly.


  Tom said, "If we move swiftly, we will destroy all our foes in one swoop. The Pool ship and its Bug fighters can quickly eliminate the human soldiers, and simply by lifting off we can doom the Animorph attempt at infiltration."


  <And what of these treasonous Taxxons?>


  "They must be stopped quickly but carefully: We don't want to damage the new Yeerk pool. I respectfully suggest, Visser, that I take temporary command of your Blade ship and deal with the Taxxons personally. Never fear: I will kill only as many as I need to, and drive the rest back to their labor."


  So, here it is, I thought. The moment of truth. The Visser would buy it or not. The silence stretched on. Too long.


  Visser One had smelled the rat.


  <I don't like so much good luck,> Visser One hissed. <I've fought to seize this planet for years. For years! And suddenly now everything falls into my hands? I don't trust good luck. For all I know, this Animorph, this Cassie creature, has managed to carry her fellow bandits in with her.>


  "But, Visser, the Gleet BioFilter . . ."


  <They've beaten the filter before,> Visser One shouted. <No! No! There's something wrong here, something very wrong. . . . Look how she stands there, beaten, whipped, cowed. No, it's too easy. And this Taxxon, how can I be sure he, too, isn't one of them? They can take any shape. How can I be sure?>


  "Very simply," Tom said calmly. "Order the Taxxon to eat the Animorph girl. If the Taxxon is an Animorph in morph, he will refuse. If not, then the girl - and any hidden morphs concealed on her person - will be consumed. Thus, we will be sure of both."


  <Yes!> Visser One cried. <Guards, watch every corner of this room, shoot anything that moves, do you hear me? Anything! Don't wait for orders. If they're here they'll try to demorph and remorph. Shoot anything! And now, hungry brother Taxxon: If you are a true Taxxon, rid us of this girl.>


  The Taxxon did not hesitate. It reared up, opened its lamprey mouth, and slammed itself greedily down, teeth bared.


  Chapter 19


  



  "No! No!" Cassie cried. "NOOO!"


  The Taxxon's mouth ripped Cassie apart, chewed arms and legs, spilled organs out onto the deck of the Pool ship, and finally lifted off her head in one fatal bite.


  The voice - really very like Cassie's - screamed, cried, begged for mercy.


  Tom waved good-bye. "If you are there by some chance, little brother Jake, bye-bye!"


  I saw it all from inside the illusion, for illusion it was. "Cassie" was Erek, the Chee.


  Tom had betrayed us, as I knew he would. He believed we were all hiding on the true Cassie. He believed he had beaten the true Cassie, and that she had submitted in order to make her capture seem real.


  He believed he had now fed her, and me, and all of us, to the hunger-mad Taxxon.


  But the Taxxon was no more a Taxxon than "Cassie" was the real Cassie.


  Tobias in Taxxon morph gorged on an illusion. The Cassie hologram was a horror film directed by Erek. Bit by bit he replaced illusions of Cassie with illusions of empty space. Until, gory bit by gory bit, she was gone, consumed by the Taxxon who kept at it until not even a bloodstain was left on the ship's deck.


  It would never have fooled a true Taxxon - even Chee holograms and force fields cannot project taste. But Tobias acted his part to perfection and the two Yeerks, Visser One and Tom, bought the performance entirely.


  Erek, now visibly nothing but deck, rolled away, out of range of any sudden movement by Visser One that would reveal his presence.


  <You did good, Erek,> I said.


  He didn't answer. He couldn't. And in any case, I knew what his answer would be. I had left him no choice. Any failure on Erek's part would have been the trigger for my ordering a slaughter. Chee programming chose the less violent path.


  <Very good,> Visser One said, laughing. <I've lived to see at least one of them die. That was very satisfying. Now, go, my good and faithful servant: Take the Blade ship. Kill the Taxxon rebels for me! Hammer them into submission!>


  "Yes, Visser," Tom said, barely able to conceal his glee.


  He thought he had it all in his grasp, right then. His voice gave nothing away, but I knew the Yeerk inside my brother's head was triumphant. Ecstatic!


  He had killed me. Killed all of us. And now, he would take possession of the Blade ship. Then, if my guess was right, he'd wait while Visser One annihilated General Doubleday's troops, and then, when Visser One was least expecting it, Tom's Yeerk would strike a surprise blow and destroy the Pool ship itself.


  Tom's Yeerk would be left in command of the heavily armed and very fast Blade ship - almost surely the hiding place for the morphing cube. Tom's Yeerk would take his new command into Zero-space to reemerge far, far away with a hard core of loyal followers and the power to morph. He wouldn't have to stay behind to face the likely arrival of the Andalites. He would be safe and in control.


  It was a neat plan. And if I had trusted him I'd be dead, along with all my friends. <Tobias, you okay?> I said.


  <I think I chipped a couple of Taxxon teeth munching on Erek's force fields, but yeah, I'm good.>


  <Marco? Cassie? Ax?> I called.


  <We're all okay, Jake,> Marco reported. <The good thing is that at least this flea morph I'm in has no interest in sucking Taxxon blood.>


  <Still no sign of Rachel,> Cassie said. <I thought you said she would join us.>


  <I'm sure she's okay,> I said. <Rachel takes care of herself. Now, you guys get to work. We need navigation control, and we need it as soon as possible.>


  Marco said, <Do you think we should even try the codes Tom gave us?>


  Ax answered for me. <Since he has, as predicted, betrayed us, it is likely the so-called codes he gave us are not only useless, but may well be self-destruct codes.>


  <Ax is right,> I said. <You guys have to do it the hard way. Get going.>


  Visser One helped us out inadvertently by ordering the Hork-Bajir guards to <Take that filthy Taxxon out and eliminate him. He'll give you no trouble now that he's been well fed!>


  The Hork-Bajir led the Taxxon away. But neither Tobias, nor my friends hiding on his morphed form, had any reason to fear. The Hork-Bajir guards were Toby and twelve of her people.


  My brother left the bridge of the Pool ship. He would be taken by Bug fighter up to the Blade ship in orbit.


  The Pool ship lifted off, a slight vibration being the only evidence. Off the earth to the safety of the skies, or so Visser One believed.


  Five Animorphs, twelve free Hork-Bajir, and one Chee were now aboard the Pool ship, unsuspected. The plan was on track.


  <Doing good, huh, Jake?> Rachel said, her thought-speak voice already fading with distance.


  I couldn't answer.


  Chapter 20


  



  The Pool ship rose from the earth, bigger than anything human eyes had beheld in the skies. Up and up, but not so high yet.


  I could see little of the room with my limited senses. Impossible to understand large spaces with fly eyes. So I searched out relative darkness. I searched out a space where the air motion was minimal. I had used the fly morph many times before and I was good at interpreting the fractured data of its senses.


  I landed upside down on an almost horizontal surface and hung there for a moment, trying to assemble a picture of the Pool ship's battle bridge.


  It seemed to be an oval in shape, though I couldn't be sure. There were dozens of Controllers, mostly Hork-Bajir, with a scattering of humans. They sat or stood before glowing display screens. Others stood at attention, awaiting the visser's orders.


  The visser paced back and forth, nervous or just feeling a rush of anticipation, I couldn't guess which.


  "There, Visser!" a human voice sang out. " Human military forces on the move."


  <On main screen,> Visser One ordered. <Magnify.>


  "We have a preliminary estimate. Seven hundred and nine humans. Twelve of the tracked ground vehicles the humans call tanks, Visser. Nineteen rotary wing vehicles. Threat analysis: minimal."


  I could see the main view screen. It was upside down from my perspective, and a dizzying array of weirdly distorted colors, but I could make it out. I could see what Visser One could see: General Doubleday's forces, moving forward through the burned debris below, still moving forward, following orders, despite the fact that their target, their objective, the Pool ship now hovered a thousand feet over their heads.


  A Hork-Bajir voice jumped in. "They were deployed to attack us on the ground, Visser. They seem at a loss."


  <Brilliant insight,> the visser said with acid sarcasm.


  "Now showing fixed wing aircraft on approach," another human voice said calmly. "Nine total."


  "Visser, I recommend allowing the Bug fighters to take out the aircraft. We can use our Dracon cannon on widest possible dispersion and destroy all the ground forces with a single sustained shot."


  <Yes,> Visser One said. Then, sounding almost regretful at being cheated of a real battle, he said, <Simple creatures. Did they really imagine they would accomplish anything?>


  Where were Erek and Ax? Surely it had been long enough. Surely the Chee had penetrated Yeerk security by now. We should have control of navigation. I didn't want to bother them, they were surely doing their best. But neither could I watch wholesale slaughter of the troops on the ground and do nothing.


  "Dracon cannon configured, Visser. Permission to fire?"


  If they fired the main Dracon cannon on widest dispersion it would not kill the men on the ground quickly. It would kill them slowly. They would cook. They would grow warmer and warmer, as the diluted Dracon energy heated them up. Hotter. Hotter till some began to pass out. Others would go crazy as their brains fried. And then the men, those already dead and those who still clung to life, would burn.


  "Visser!"


  <Yes, what is it?>


  "Visser . . . the display . . . I believe there are morphs down there with the attacking human troops."


  The viewscreen veered wildly, rushing in for a close-up like someone taking home video.


  I clearly saw a lioness loping along, a squad of soldiers hurrying beside it, weapons at the ready. I could see faces as they looked up fearfully at the Pool ship. Some stopped to fire up at us.


  Another morph, a rhino came lumbering into view. It was comical. Pitiful. Men with guns and a handful of fugitives from a zoo trying to attack a ship that could blow asteroids out of the sky.


  <The rest of the Animorphs!> the visser cried gleefully. <Hah hah hah! I guess they're having a hard time infiltrating my ship, eh?>


  Nervous, toadying laughter all around. Someone reported that Tom had reached the Blade ship. The Blade ship was reporting readiness to join the attack.


  <Yes, yes, tell him to go deal with the Taxxons. This, however, is all mine,> Visser One crowed. Then, in a much different tone, almost wistful, <How long I have waited for this moment. The bandits out in the open, targeted, on-screen, unable to escape . . .>


  "Permission to fire Dracon cannon?"


  <No, no, cancel wide dispersion,> the visser ordered. <I want to see them burn, one by one. Move us in. Use narrow beam. Forget the human soldiers, they're irrelevant. Rid me of these Animorphs, one by one. Close-up! Maximum magnification. Let me see them die!>


  I couldn't be patient any longer. <Ax? Marco? What is keeping you?> I cried.


  <Had a fight,> Marco answered. I could hear the pain in his thought-speak voice.


  At that same moment a new report reached the bridge. "Visser! Casualties in engineering!" a Hork-Bajir voice said.


  <What is it? Another plasma explosion?>


  Visser One asked.


  "No, Visser, all engines are nominal. All systems are nominal."


  <Well, find out what's happened down there then,> Visser One said, sounding petulant rather than concerned. <Now target the morphs. Begin firing.>


  "Firing," the neutral voice reported.


  The shot caught the hindquarters of the rhinoceros. For a horrifying moment the front legs kept running. The creature - a girl named Tricia - toppled forward, dug its horn into the dirt, rolled over, and was dead.


  <Hah hah! Good shot! They burn well, these Animorphs!>


  I felt sick inside. I should do something. I should stop this. That was the auxiliary Animorphs down there on the ground dying. Burning.


  <No, no, you have to lead them a bit. Look! You can get two at . . . good shot!>


  <Marco,> I pleaded. <Marco, they're killing James's people.>


  <Erek's doing his best, so is Ax,> Marco answered.


  <How long?>


  A moment's pause while Marco queried the Chee and the Andalite.


  <Three minutes,> he said at last.


  It was a death sentence. Three minutes. More than enough time for the sharpshooters on the bridge. Too much time.


  They fired.


  If I demorphed here I'd be seen. Nowhere to hide. I'd be shot. Killed. Accomplish nothing.


  Couldn't die. I was in charge. It was my plan. No time for gestures. Win, that was all I had to do: Win.


  Visser One said, <Look, it's trying to repair itself by demorphing. Get it now! No, fool! There. Yes!>


  "We're taking fire, Visser. The fixed wing aircraft have launched missiles."


  <Destroy them,> Visser One said, too distracted by the murder of Animorphs to care overly much about minor matters.


  The Hork-Bajir voice spoke again. "Confirm casualties in engineering, Visser. One Hork-Bajir. He appears to have suffered some sort of animal attack."


  That news made the visser sit up and listen. He spun his stalk eyes around to the speaker.


  <What?>


  I used the moment to push off and swoop down. I landed between his stalk eyes. Ax had admitted it was one of the very few spots on an Andalite's body that he cannot easily see. I rested very still on Visser One's head. The stalks were like snakes to me, impossibly thick, but flexible, bending this way and that, high over my head. The eyes floated up there, glaring daggers at the Hork-Bajir crewman.


  <Animal attack?> Visser One grated.


  Then, another human-Controller reported in, "Visser, we've contacted engineering and they are responding that everything is normal. The wounded Hork-Bajir was a disciplinary matter."


  Of course: Someone down in engineering, one of my friends, had morphed and was now passing as a Yeerk crew member.


  <Don't bother me with any more disciplinary matters,> Visser One said. <There! Look! Another morph! Get it! Get it!>


  <Marco!> I yelled. <It's now or never!>


  <You missed! No, wait, there, he burns! He burns!>


  "Visser, that appears to be the last of the morphs."


  <Ah, well, all good things must end,> Visser One said. <But it was a good ending. Be sure to save the recorded data - I will wish to play that scene over and over again. Now, set Dracon cannon for wide dispersal, let's end this game.>


  "Dracon cannon configured, Visser."


  <Fire.>


  "Firing."


  <Ah, the humans have begun to notice, eh? Ah hah hah! Look how they squirm!>


  "They will suffer one hundred percent casualties in thirty seconds."


  <Marco!> I cried.


  <Got it!> he answered.


  <Then do it! Now!>


  <They burn, they burn!> the visser exulted.


  Finally, "Visser, the helm is not answering."


  <What do you mean the helm is not answering? We're drifting off-target! Get us back over the target!>


  "Helm is unresponsive, Visser!"


  He bounded over to the helmsman's position and seized the controls himself. I had a perfect view. <Engineering! That fool in engineering must have . . .>


  I could practically see the wheels turning in his brain. I could almost see the thought process, as one by one the clues fell into place.


  <They are on board!> Visser One said, aghast. <They're here. They're on board! They sacrificed the girl and used her as a Trojan horse!>


  He still hadn't quite gotten it, but he was getting there. He still had not figured out that Tom had betrayed him.


  "Visser, we appear to be heading toward a low orbit"


  <I can see that!> Visser One raged. <Do we still have communications?>


  "Yes."


  <Then raise the Blade ship. Order it to approach. If necessary it can fire to disable our engines.>


  It was almost too perfect. Visser One was actually going to invite Tom to approach. He was all but sealing his own doom.


  <I want every Hork-Bajir who can stand to meet me outside engineering,> Visser One said.


  He was trembling, I could feel it so clearly. I savored his fear and rage. I had watched, helpless, while he murdered James and his people. Watched while he gloated.


  Now I wanted him to feel afraid.


  <This ends now,> Visser One said harshly.


  And silently I replied, Yes, it does.


  Chapter 21


  



  I hunkered down and held on as Visser One raced through the Pool ship. Hork-Bajir flocked to him, fell into step behind him. Down gloomy hallways, across open, hangarlike spaces, and then cramming into seemingly endless stairwells. Descending, always descending.


  <Marco! Cassie! We're on our way down there. Visser One and a whole bunch of his people.>


  I was beginning to understand why it had taken Marco, Cassie, Tobias, Ax, and Erek so long. Engineering was quite a distance from the bridge.


  Three corridors converged together at a pair of wide blast doors. Hork-Bajir- and human-Controllers pressed close together.


  <Dracon weapons on medium power,> Visser One ordered. <When the door opens begin firing. Fire until your power cells run dry, do you understand me?>


  "Visser, there are surely some of our own people still alive in -"


  The visser spun, whipped his Andalite tail, and decapitated the Hork-Bajir who had interrupted him.


  <Medium power won't damage the machinery but it will kill every living thing in there! You! All of you, form three rows right here. First row of Hork-Bajir kneels, second row of humans stands, third row of Hork-Bajir fires above the heads of row two. Am I clear?>


  He was clear. And if he wasn't, no one was going to say anything.


  I spotted Toby, recognizable only by virtue of the fact that she was a bit shorter than the average Hork-Bajir female. Presumably her companions were in the crowd as well.


  I called to my friends. <Hey, guys, they're going to fire blind. They'll saturate the room with Dracon beams on medium setting, kill everything. Are you ready?>


  <Yep. We're good,> Marco reported.


  I launched, flew down and away, zipping through rapidly shuffling legs. The visser's troops were forming up, strangely reminiscent of the kind of array you'd have seen in the Revolutionary War. They might as well have been redcoats ready to fire volleys.


  <Open the doors,> Visser One ordered.


  The blast doors slid open on the main engineering station, a semicircle not so different from the bridge itself. But the room was on a vastly larger scale, as much as ten stories tall, dominated by three huge pillars of something that looked like glowing red clay.


  The instant the doors opened the three close-packed ranks of Hork-Bajir and humans began firing. They poured energy into that room. There were cries from Hork-Bajir, humans, and Taxxons within, quickly silenced.


  <Keep firing!> Visser One urged. <Assault teams ready. As soon as I order the firing to stop, rush the room!>


  I flew away from the scene, propelled by a tail wind of hot air coming from the oven that was engineering.


  Down a corridor, left down a side hall.


  <In here,> Ax said. A small door slid open.


  I zoomed through and the door slid shut behind me. I demorphed and stood facing Ax, Marco, Cassie, and Tobias.


  "Well, Jake," Marco said cheerily. "Imagine meeting you here."


  <There is a very convenient conduit pipe leading away from engineering,> Ax said. <We had no trouble getting away. Though a few more seconds' time would not have been resented.>


  "Yeah, you don't want to be in engineering right now," I said. I fought a desire to sit down. No time to rest. No time to show them how I felt. " Erek stayed in engineering?"


  <He'll be safe,> Tobias said. <It would take a full-power, sustained Dracon blast to hurt him.>


  "What happened on the ground?" Cassie asked.


  "I don't know if Tom went after the Taxxons or not," I said evasively.


  "No, I mean the men on the ground. The soldiers. James's people," Cassie clarified, knowing perfectly well that I'd deliberately misunderstood her question.


  "I think we were fast enough to save most of the soldiers," I said. "James's people . . . I don't think many of them made it."


  Cassie grabbed my arm. "Jake, was Rachel down there with them?"


  "No."


  "Then where is she? Why isn't she with us? Why won't you tell me?"


  I sighed. No way to avoid it any longer. "She's with Tom." I wanted to keep my eyes on the floor. Cassie was Rachel's best friend. Tobias, her boyfriend, if that term could apply to a hawk. I couldn't look at either of them.


  "Oh, Jake . . ." Cassie cried.


  <You son of a . . .> Tobias began. <You arrogant, ruthless . . . What have you done? What have you done?!>


  "I can't let him get away," I said dully. "Tom's Yeerk . . . A Blade ship, probably the morphing cube? You were right, Cassie, I can't let that happen."


  "Had to be," Marco said quietly. My friend Marco had seen the same necessity I had seen. He didn't like it any more than I did, but he saw the need, the inevitability.


  "There has to be some other way," Cassie whispered.


  <Erek will not help us gain access to the weapons systems,> Ax said. <He has degraded the helm controls so that this ship can be kept flying but cannot effectively be brought into any action. It is as if someone were trying to control the flight of the Pool ship with an oar. The Pool ship will enter orbit and not leave it until the Yeerks can perform a major system overhaul requiring many hours. The Pool ship is useless as a weapons platform, except perhaps for one or two quick shots.>


  "Which we can't take because we can't access weapons controls. Our blackmail only goes so far," Marco agreed. "Erek's down to core programming, no discretion: He cannot enable a major weapons system. Flat cannot. We'll be sitting ducks if Tom turns the Blade ship against us, and we all know that's his plan."


  I exploded. "It's not Tom! It's not Tom, don't call him that. It's the Yeerk in his head. It's the Yeerk, not my brother!"


  No one even looked shocked at my reaction. No one was in his right mind at that moment. Tobias hated me, hated me, I could feel it, and I hated myself.


  Had to be another way. I couldn't kill Rachel. Not my cousin Rachel, not after all the times she had saved my life.


  "One chance and one chance only," I said. "You said it, Ax: one or two quick shots, if we had access to weapons. One or two shots, maybe we could disable the Blade ship."


  "We don't have access to weapons," Marco pointed out.


  I nodded. "Yeah. But Visser One does."


  "Use Visser One to disable the Blade ship?" Marco frowned.


  I took a couple of deep breaths. Tried to focus. There was a clock in my brain going tick tock, tick tock, time's up. Had to stick to the plan.


  "It's time," I said. "I have to call Toby."


  I began to morph tiger. I needed the morph and more importantly, I needed the thought-speak.


  <Don't let her die,> Tobias said quietly. <Find a way, Jake. Don't you let her die.>


  Once I was ready I called to Toby. <Toby, we're on track and on schedule. By now the bulk of available shock troops are in the engineering section, along with Visser One. Get into position: Close the engineering doors and shoot anything that tries to get out. And Toby, hold that position, no matter what. To the last person, Toby.>


  "Anyone who can morph can escape that room," Cassie pointed out. "And Visser One can morph. He can get past Toby's people and take them from behind."


  I nodded. <Yeah. But he won't go after Toby's people. He'll come after us because he'll know we're after his precious bridge.>


  "He doesn't even know we're here," she said.


  <Battle morphs, everyone. Let's inform Visser One of our presence.>


  Chapter 22


  



  We blew out of that room and tore down the corridor, heading directly away from engineering.


  Heading, in fact, for the pool itself.


  After all the pent-up watching and waiting it was good to have claws and teeth and enemies to face.


  From time to time as we went, lone Hork-Bajir or human-Controllers spotted us. Most ran and survived. Others did not run. A small patrol of what had to be some sort of Yeerk military police stood and did battle with us. They slowed us for only a few seconds.


  We were moving almost too easily, encountering almost too little resistance. Visser One had to learn of our presence. He had to rush from the battle in engineering to confront a greater threat.


  There were guards at the entrance to the pool itself, a pair of Hork-Bajir talking nervously about the distant firefight in engineering.


  I was on the first one before he could yell. I carried him down with the momentum of my leap and slapped him with the kind of blow that only a tiger can deliver.


  Ax took out the other guard and, all at once, we were in the holy of holys, the pool itself. It was perfectly round, dimly lit, under a low ceiling. It was a gray steel swimming pool lined with cages where uncooperative host bodies were kept while their Yeerks soaked up nutrients. The cages held maybe twenty or twenty-five humans and Hork-Bajir, all temporarily Yeerk-free.


  I hadn't considered the possibility of freeing hosts. <Marco! The cages!>


  <On it, man,> he said happily.


  A Hork-Bajir voice cried, "Andalite!"


  A gaggle of unprepared human-Controllers began to charge at us, drawing Dracon weapons but afraid of firing here in the sanctuary.


  We blew through them before they could make up their minds. A pair of Taxxons, evidently not members of Arbron's group, came slithering out to do battle. Cassie and Tobias tore one up badly enough that his brother would finish him off.


  More Hork-Bajir. A slashing, close-in battle, and we were away again.


  Now the word would reach Visser One. I hoped. Hoped. He had to come to the bridge. If he stayed in engineering he would turn the tide of battle against Toby's people.


  Ax said, <Prince Jake! Inside that booth, those must be controls for the pool.>


  <Yeah?> I didn't get it.


  <They must occasionally repair the pool itself,> Ax said. <That would mean draining it.>


  <Let's go!>


  A bonus. Another new element. Was that a good thing or a bad thing?


  Good. Good. Maybe. I knew the way the plan played out, knew what would happen. Rachel. Tom. Inevitable.


  Maybe new elements, maybe the freed prisoners, maybe this new opening, maybe the inevitable need not occur.


  Maybe we could save her.


  The booth Ax had spotted looked absurdly like a toll-collector's booth on the highway. It was clear plastic and perched just above the pool, jutting slightly out. There was a single Hork-Bajir inside. There were eight Hork-Bajir outside, unarmed but ready for trouble, ready to stand and fight.


  No time to think, attack!


  Ax and I raced straight at them. I slashed and opened my nearest foe from belly to neck. Ax's tail whipped. Cassie came bounding up behind us and launched herself into the battle.


  But the area was too narrow, we were hemmed in. Like being shoved down inside a blender set on puree. The Hork-Bajir were all around us, beating us down, slashing, cutting, pounding, tearing at us with their clawed feet.


  No way to get free! I couldn't strike without hitting Ax who was shoved hard against me.


  And then, on my back, snarling but helpless, I saw a Hork-Bajir leap high over my head and land like a mosh-pit surfer on my tormentors.


  The prisoners! One of the Hork-Bajir prisoners Marco had released.


  Marco was there now, too, but most of all, it was the freed prisoners. They turned the tide, attacking their tormentors with awesome rage.


  Ax was on his hooves again, bloody, hurt, but well enough to swing his tail and cut the lock to the control booth.


  A gorilla yanked the door open and said, <Hi, there! You want to live? Then lie down right now!> He grabbed the unresisting Hork-Bajir and threw him out into the fracas.


  Then Marco held the door open like a hotel doorman and grinned a rubbery gorilla grin.


  <Gentlemen?>


  Ax pushed past me, began punching at active screens and arrays of controls.


  <There is a flush sequence,> he said. <I have to override the safety protocols.>


  He turned his stalk eyes to me even as his main eyes guided swift, nimble fingers.


  <It can be done.>


  <Okay,> I said.


  <The pool is full to capacity. These are the Yeerks that were rescued from the earth-based Yeerk pool. Plus the bulk of the unhosted Yeerks recently transported here.>


  <Some reason you're telling me all this, Ax-man?>


  <Jake, there are seventeen thousand, three hundred seventy-two Yeerks in this pool.>


  That rocked me.


  Visser One had to know we were here, on the loose. He had to run for the bridge and not stay to win the fight in engineering.


  Seventeen thousand. Living creatures. Thinking creatures. How could I give this order? Even for victory. Even to save Rachel. How could I give this kind of order?


  They could have stayed home, I thought. No one had asked them to come to Earth. Not my fault. Not my fault, theirs.


  No more than they deserved.


  Aliens. Parasites. Subhuman.


  <Flush them> I said.


  Chapter 23


  



  The Pool ship's main pool went through its standard cleaning cycle, draining the gray, sludgy water out into the vacuum of space.


  The water, and the parasite creatures within it, froze instantly. The pool became an ice cloud falling away from the slow-moving Pool ship.


  How many had Ax said? Seventeen thousand and . . . how many? How many Yeerks had felt the sudden stab of terror as they realized what was happening?


  Frozen now. Crystals. An orbiting graveyard.


  <Let's go,> I said.


  We ran from that place, ran from thoughts of what we'd done. Ran for the bridge. His fault, it was Visser One's fault, all of it. Who had started this war? Not us. We hadn't asked for it.


  It was him. Him and his filthy, subhuman, parasitic race.


  His fault. Not mine. Not mine.


  He was on the bridge when we got there, our old enemy. Visser One and a handful of Controllers, human and Hork-Bajir. But he seemed almost alone.


  The main view screen showed a cloud of sparkling ice shards.


  Visser One watched it, almost oblivious to us, though he surely knew we were there. Finally, he turned, and looked at me with all four of his Andalite eyes.


  <So,> he said almost softly, <still not dead.>


  <No, Visser. Not quite dead.>


  <You're the one called Jake, aren't you? The brother of my security chief's host body.>


  <That's me.>


  He nodded slightly. He motioned toward the view screen as the picture changed. <As you see, my Blade ship is approaching.>


  <I don't think they'll be much help to you, Visser.>


  <No. It took me a while to see what had happened. But I see it now. The Blade ship will attack, and I am helpless, unable to control this ship.> He laughed mirthlessly. <Only a traitor could have beaten me. I was not beaten by you, human, or by your pet Andalite there. I was undone by my trusting nature.>


  Marco laughed then stopped himself.


  <Only another Yeerk could have beaten me, and then only by the lowest treason. I was not beaten by you. Never by you.>


  <Visser, you can still get off one or two shots at the Blade ship. Take out his engines.>


  <Yes, we will try that very thing,> he said dryly. <But you see, someone is bleeding power out of the Dracon beams. Power is being diverted. One of the traitors at work, I suppose. We will get off one or two shots, but at one-quarter strength. Will they be enough? Unlikely.>


  <Erek!> I raged in private thought-speak. <Stop draining power from the Dracon beams!>


  No answer of course.


  <Erek, I know you think you're doing the right thing, but you're making it worse!>


  Visser One sighed. <My one consolation is that when the traitor murders me with my own ship, it will at least finally be the end of you!>


  "Targeting the Blade ship's starboard engine. We are ready to fire," one of the humans reported.


  Visser One waved a lazy hand. <Fire.>


  On the screen I saw the beam reach out through space. Once. Twice. Both missed.


  The Blade ship reacted swiftly to avoid the slow retargeting of the Pool ship's big Dracon cannon.


  The Blade ship fired. The explosion reverberated through the ship.


  "Engine number one is destroyed, Visser."


  The Blade ship fired again. Again.


  Two more explosions.


  "We are without propulsion, Visser."


  <Yes. I noticed that,> Visser One said. <No engines. And all our brothers in the pool murdered by these humans.>


  "We are being hailed."


  <Of course,> Visser One muttered. <By all means. We must play it out.>


  It was Tom's face that appeared on the screen. And Tom's voice that spoke. But the smug, hard, derisive tone was that of a Yeerk.


  "You seem to be experiencing some engine trouble, Visser," Tom gloated.


  <The Empire will track you down and kill you, you do understand that, I hope?>


  "Oh, I doubt it. I think the Empire will have its hands full," Tom's Yeerk said cheerfully. "The Andalite fleet is rather close by. It's possible that I misled you on that point."


  Then he caught sight of me.


  His face paled. His eyes went wide. All at once, he knew.


  "You're not dead!"


  <I noticed the same thing,> Visser One said dryly.


  Tom snapped an order to his crew. "Bring us around to target the Pool ship's bridge. Do it! Now! Now! Bring us around!"


  <Jake,> Tobias said, pleading, knowing, but pleading anyway.


  <Rachel . . .> I said. <Go.>
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  Chapter 1


  



  My name is Rachel.


  I knew what was coming. I knew.


  I'd seen it in Jake's eyes.


  And you know what? I was scared.


  I never thought I would be. Cassie thinks I'm fearless. Marco thinks I'm reckless. Tobias . . . well, Tobias loves me.


  I guess they all do, in different ways. Jake, too. But Jake had to do the right thing.


  I felt sorry for him, you know? He's carried the weight so long. He's made hard decisions. None as hard as this maybe. I didn't blame him, not even for a minute.


  But I was scared.


  I guess no one wants to die. I guess everyone is scared when the time comes.


  We were so close. We were right there, right at the finish line, I'd already survived so many times when I shouldn't have. It seemed unfair. To come this far, get this close . . .


  Jake gave me the job because he knew that only I could do it. Would do it. Ax might have, sure, but he was needed for his skills. Me, I'm not the computer genius. I'm the one you send when you need someone to be crazy, to do the hard thing.


  I don't know whether I'm proud of that or not.


  I was Jake's insurance policy. He thought maybe he wouldn't have to use me. He hoped, anyway. But down deep he knew, and I knew, and we both hid the truth from the others because Cassie couldn't let Jake make that decision, and Tobias couldn't let me, and those two, by loving us, would have screwed everything up.


  It was a war, after all. A war we had to win.


  We hadn't asked the Yeerks to come to Earth. They made that call on their own. They're a parasitic species, not very big or impressive to look at, just these snail-like things that can enter your head through your ear. They have a capacity to anesthetize the inner ear enough to allow them to burrow through the soft tissue. It still hurts but not as much as it should.


  They dig their way straight to your brain and then flatten themselves out, spread themselves down into the crevices, tie directly into your synapses. They take control. Absolute control.


  They read your thoughts, they sense your emotions. What your eyes see, they see. What your tongue tastes, they taste. If your hand moves, it's because they moved it. If you speak, it is the Yeerk who has spoken through you, made you into a ventriloquist's dummy.


  Over the course of years they spread like a virus. Invisible. Undetectable.


  They are your teacher, your pastor, your best friend. They are the police officer, the TV newsman, the soldier. Anyone.


  Jake's parents had recently been taken; they were human-Controllers - people controlled by Yeerks.


  Jake's brother Tom, my cousin, had been a Controller for a long time. He was a powerful Yeerk. Jake still cared for him, still hoped somehow he could be saved.


  Jake had sent me away with Tom.


  I understood. I approved. If Jake hadn't sent me I'd have gone anyway.


  Still, though, I was scared.


  I had power myself. We all did. The strange, unsettling power to absorb DNA from any living creature, to then alter our physical bodies to become that creature.


  I've been a whole zoo, you know. Everything from a fly to an elephant. Bat. Owl. I've flown, way up in the sky with eagle wings. I've flown up there with Tobias. Way up in the clouds. If there's something better than that, well, I never found it.


  It's not magic. Just technology. Of course technology always seems like magic at first. Haul a tenth-century knight into the modern age and show him your cell phone or your TV or your computer or your car. Magic.


  This technology came from the Andalites. The Andalites are enemies of the Yeerks, and I guess allies of ours, though right at the moment they were more likely to annihilate Earth than the Yeerks were. You know the old saying, "With friends like these, who needs enemies?"


  Anyway, it began with a chance meeting. An Andalite prince named Elfangor crashed his shot-up fighter in our path. Coincidence? No, history. And a helping hand from the Ellimist who of course never lends a helping hand.


  Elfangor died, but not before he told us what was happening and gave us the morphing technology.


  I've been a rat. A dolphin . . . oh, man, do they have fun. That rush when you're zooming straight up through the water, when you see the ripply surface of the sea, when you blow through that barrier and soar through the air . . . And then, splash! And do it all over again.


  So, anyway, we decided we had to try and stop the Yeerks. Jake and Tobias and Cassie and Marco and Ax, who is Elfangor's little brother, and me. We lived this secret life. We fought and mostly lost, but we survived. We frustrated the Yeerks. We ruined Visser Three's life, though he still managed to be promoted to Visser One.


  Maybe we did too good a job frustrating the visser. The Yeerks grew tired of infiltration. Visser One had been craving open war. And when we blew up their ground-based Yeerk pool, the source of their food, the center of their lives, it was gloves off.


  So much the better as far as I was concerned. The time had come to settle things.


  The Yeerks obliterated our town to create a dead zone around their construction of a new Yeerk pool. They were in a hurry. Without a functioning pool they were getting hungry.


  But there was a worm gnawing at the Yeerk race. They had acquired morphing technology themselves - in part because of what Jake thought was Cassie's betrayal.


  Cassie sees further than I do. Further than any of us. She sees deep. The girl cannot dress or accessorize to save her life, she's a girl who wears manure-stained Wal-Mart jeans for crying out loud, but Cassie sees connections and possibilities that others don't.


  She let Tom take the morphing cube. And that changed everything. Some Yeerks began to see a way out of their parasitic lives. The hunger-crazed Taxxons - a race held captive by the Yeerks - began to dream of a life without their Yeerk overlords. A revolution was brewing.


  At the same time, the Andalite fleet was closing in, ready to obliterate Earth as the only way to stop the Yeerk infestation. They had watched the Yeerks concentrate their forces on Earth. They were ready to bring down the curtain: Obliterate Earth and the Yeerk Empire would be gutted.


  Too bad about those creatures who got in the way. What were they called? Oh yeah, humans.


  But Tom betrayed his visser, betrayed the Yeerk race. Not for the sake of poor old humanity, but for his own ambition. He would escape with the morphing cube and with a hard core of faithful Yeerk supporters. He would abandon the Yeerk people to the Andalite vengeance, destroy the hated Animorphs, and if H. sapiens was annihilated, too, well . . .


  That's where Jake saw his chance. Tom's Yeerk is smart. Jake is smarter.


  Now Jake and the others had control of the Yeerk Pool ship. Tom had control of the visser's own personal Blade ship.


  Tom - the Yeerk in Tom's head - was closing in for his final act of betrayal: He would kill his master, Visser One, and doom his fellow Yeerks. He thought we were already dead.


  Surprise, Tom.


  My favorite morph was the grizzly bear. Seven feet tall standing erect. You cannot imagine the power, especially when united with human intelligence and knowledge. Compared to my grizzly morph a human being is like something made out of glued-together Popsicle sticks.


  How many times have I felt that change as muscle piles on muscle, as the thick brown fur covers me, as the rail spike claws grow from my fingers?


  The grizzly bear and I had been through a lot together.


  I would go to grizzly to kill Tom.


  Chapter 2


  



  I was a flea on Tom's head. A flea can't see much really, just an impression of light or dark. Not my favorite morph. But if you want to hide out, unnoticed, on a human body, you can't beat the flea. And with practice you can learn to understand speech from the distant, distorted vibrations that reach your quivering antennae.


  My time was coming, and I had to find a place to demorph and remorph. I fired the spring-loaded legs and catapulted into the air.


  It took forever for me to fall. The first time you do it it scares the pee out of you. Falling and falling like that. Like you jumped off the moon and were falling to Earth.


  I hit the deck, a fall of thousands of times my own height. Flea didn't care. Not even a bruise.


  A strained voice said, "That's . . . that's not a waste dump. They aren't dumping waste! That's the pool. The main pool. It's been flushed."


  There was an audible gasp from several voices. The human-Controllers and Hork-Bajir-Controllers who were Tom's bridge crew.


  "Sensors showing . . . it's our people. Sixteen thousand . . . maybe seventeen thousand."


  Tom cut in harshly. "It saves us the trouble of killing them ourselves." Then, in an undertone, "But why? Why would the visser flush . . . what does this mean?"


  It means Jake's alive, Tommy boy. You'll figure it out in a minute, Yeerk. But I'm guessing it will be too late.


  Away from blood. That's where I had to go. The flea's senses were all attuned to the warm scent of blood. But that scent represented danger to me now, and I hopped away, each bounding leap the equivalent of a human jumping over the Grand Canyon. Try getting a flea morph to move away from blood. Amazing how much resistance you can get from a brain that's about ten cells big.


  I felt shade. Absence of light. Distance from vibration. No scent of blood.


  Was I in a safe place? Surely not, but maybe safe enough.


  I began a slow, cautious demorph. I heard a yell.


  "The Pool ship is preparing to fire!"


  "Hard left!" Tom yelled.


  A moment later, Tom laughed. "The visser's lost maneuvering ability. The Pool ship handles like a drunken Gedd at the best of times, and now look at it."


  Someone else reported, "His Dracon cannon is powering down. I show his reserves at less than ten percent."


  "Are they? Well, well," Tom said. "Hail the visser. On screen."


  I was halfway demorphed. I was a hideous creature made up of armored plates and prickly legs and human flesh spreading across me like a wave. The sickest imagination could not conjure up the true creepiness of a half-flea human. Human eyes, my own eyes, bulged from an insect face.


  I could see. Not well, confused, distorted, my visual cortex still more flea than human. I was still on the bridge of the Blade ship. I was actually crouched beneath an unoccupied control station. It was like hiding under a desk. Fortunately it was designed for a Hork-Bajir body, so there was some room.


  I saw the viewscreen light up. I saw Visser One's Andalite face. It was different. There was a dull look in his usually aggressive eyes, a slackness in the normally tensed body.


  "You seem to be experiencing some engine trouble, Visser," Tom gloated.


  I was completely demorphed now. There would be no room for me to morph all the way to grizzly and stay concealed. Every eye on the bridge was watching the screen, but a seven-foot bear looming up will definitely attract attention.


  I started the morph. If it turned out I wasn't needed, well, then it would be fatally stupid of me. But I had no real doubt.


  Visser One said, <The Empire will track you down and kill you, you do understand that, I hope?>


  "Oh, I doubt it. I think the Empire will have its hands full," Tom said cheerfully. "The Andalite fleet is rather close by. It's possible that I misled you on that point."


  He was all but giggling.


  Then, the viewscreen widened out and he saw, and I saw, the lithe Bengal tiger standing near the visser.


  Tobias was there, too.


  Tom saw the tiger and knew it was Jake and knew in that split second that he had been out maneuvered, outfought. He took a step back, like he'd been punched. "You're not dead!" he cried.


  <I noticed the same thing,> Visser One said dryly.


  Tom yelled, "Bring us around to target the Pool ship's bridge. Do it! Now! Now! Bring us around!"


  At that moment I could have morphed all the way to elephant without being noticed. Tom's panic was infectious. They all knew they'd been had.


  But they didn't know how. Tom's reaction was pure instinct: shoot. He'd forgotten that the Pool ship was helpless. The sight of Jake - who should be dead - standing there with the other Animorphs, standing there alive and apparently in control of the Pool ship . . . all Tom could think of was shooting.


  The danger was closer than that.


  Jake looked at me. Like he knew I was watching him.


  <Rachel,> he said. <Go.>


  <Rachel . . .> Tobias said.


  <I know, Tobias. I know.> I said.


  I was still not completely morphed when someone shrieked. "Animorph!"


  After all these years of the Yeerks thinking we were Andalites, always yelling "Andalite!" whenever they saw a morph. It was strangely gratifying that at last they knew who we were.


  I said, <That's right, genius: Animorph.>


  I did what I do better than anyone. What Jake counted on me to do.


  I attacked.


  Chapter 3


  



  I charged straight for Tom, on all fours, head down, an express train of muscle and fur, claws and teeth.


  I hit him with my lowered head and knocked him back into the viewscreen. Not enough to take Tom out, but I had to try and damage the ship.


  Tseeew!


  Someone fired a Dracon beam. I felt the searing pain in my right flank but it didn't matter. I was in berserk mode. Pain was something that could be stored up for later. Right now I was an enraged bear. I slammed a shoulder left, slammed a shoulder right and felt crumpling metal.


  Tom yelled, "No shooting! You'll destroy the bridge! Morph! Morph you idiots!"


  I swung a paw at him, and it should have been all over right then, but I missed. He dropped and I missed.


  I reared up to my full height and Tom rolled into a ball. He was down under my legs. I swiped his back and laid his spine open. But I didn't stop him.


  He was through my legs and behind me and staggering toward the exit.


  I spun, dropped to all fours and bounded to cut him off. I reached the exit a split second before him and shouldered him aside in the process. He spun like a top and fell on his butt.


  I was in a clumsy stance so I just sort of dropped on him. It was like some WWF body slam, only I wasn't faking it. He grunted and I saw blood gush from his nose and mouth.


  Too easy. My final battle. It couldn't be this easy.


  I drew back, ready to go in and finish the job. But I had wasted too much time. There were others on the bridge. And I had overlooked the fact that we were no longer the only ones who could morph. Every member of Tom's handpicked crew could morph, and I was surrounded now by a half dozen half-morphed beasts.


  Tom himself was starting to morph, but he wasn't my main problem now.


  <Rachel! Behind!>


  It was Jake. He was watching the fight from the Pool ship.


  I spun, slashed horizontally and something that may have been a half-morphed leopard crumpled like a Dixie cup.


  The main weapons station was right there, a sort of waist-high, freestanding lectern. I threw myself back into it and heard a nice crunch as it toppled.


  But that was more seconds lost while the Yeerks were completing their morphs. All but Tom. His scarred back was crusting over with reptilian scales, but he was nothing recognizable yet. And in any case, I had plenty to keep me busy.


  I faced two lionesses, a cape buffalo, and a polar bear. It was a whole zoo full of dangerous animals. The polar bear was my equal all by himself. The cape buffalo maybe as well. I could take either lioness, but the combination was going to be rough.


  For a wondrous, frozen moment we all waited, stared, breathed, tensed, expectant.


  I felt . . .


  I felt exalted.


  It was my moment. This was my place and my time and my own perfection.


  I was no longer afraid. Weird. If I'd had a mouth I'd have smiled.


  <Well?> I said.


  No one moved.


  <Scared?> I asked.


  No answer.


  <You should be,> I said, almost laughing.


  I lunged, straight for the polar bear. Go for the main opponent first. Go for the danger. I barreled straight into him. It was a train crash. I slammed him, my shoulder into the side of his head.


  He had a bear morph. I was my bear morph.


  Experience is very helpful.


  The polar bear staggered. I extended my claws and in a move no real bear had ever learned, I drove them straight into him, like four daggers, right beneath the front right shoulder: the heart. I hit him again before the cape buffalo slammed me and knocked me, windless, rolling into the bulkhead.


  The buffalo backed up and came at me again, the wide, thick horns like a battering ram. But the beast's hooves were designed for dirt and grass, not the slippery floor. He didn't fall but he lost a lot of speed and momentum. He hit me in my exposed belly. It would have killed me if he'd been up to speed. Even so it crushed the last ounce of air from my lungs. I felt like someone had dropped a house on me.


  A lioness was on my face, clawing madly, like a crazed alley cat. The other one was trying to bite my neck - a waste of time. No one bites through a grizzly's fur.


  I was down, buried under mad fur. I was down, slashed at, punched, hammered, clawed. My legs were in the air, helpless!


  I drew my legs close and shifted my weight. Got my legs under me. I lifted myself and the two lions. I shook myself violently and threw off the lion who'd been on my face. I aimed a blow at her but she was too fast.


  Out of the corner of my eye I saw the polar bear demorphing. It's the only way when your morph body is dying: demorph and fast. Die in morph and you're dead. Period.


  But I was missing something. Something nagged at me.


  <Tom!> Jake yelled. <Tom!>


  The cape buffalo butted me in the hindquarters and spun me around. The lion on my back was reaching around like it was trying to strangle me, digging busy claws into the folds of loose skin around my throat.


  The second lion charged gamely, leaped and sank its teeth into my left haunch.


  Had to take down the Yeerk with the polar bear morph. Had to stop him remorphing. I'd been lucky once, experience had told. But I couldn't count on a second easy win against a polar bear.


  I tried to stagger forward, but the buffalo had done some damage now. My hindquarters were numb and weak. He was hitting me with short, sharp blows, like a boxer rabbit-punching. He'd figured out that he couldn't really wind up and deliver a killing blow.


  <Tom! Rachel, Tom! Look out for Tom!>


  Jake's voice was far away. Strange.


  The slick floor that handicapped the buffalo now worked against me, too. I couldn't get enough traction with my blood-slicked pads.


  Had to get the Yeerk with the polar bear morph. He was demorphed now. Ready to start morphing and come back rejuvenated.


  So heavy. Floor all covered in blood. Wow, they were really bleeding.


  My front right leg suddenly buckled. It was a pail of ice water in my face, a sudden realization.


  My blood. That was my blood on the floor.


  White fur began to ripple across the morphing Yeerk.


  <He's a snake!> a voice cried. <Rachel!>


  No, he's a bear, I thought.


  A flash of movement, so fast it was a blur. Something in my eyes! Burning. I couldn't see. That's okay, okay, bears can't see all that well anyway, I had . . . I had . . .


  A cobra, some distant, strange, analytical part of my brain noted. Tom's morph: a cobra. The venom was in my eyes.


  I couldn't think. Couldn't see.


  Demorph.


  No. Bear. The lions on me. Weak. Strange to be the bear and be weak. Strange.


  I realized I was no longer standing. I was flat on the floor. I heard my own slow breathing. I should be panting.


  Something striking at my face again and again. The cobra. Couldn't even see him.


  I had failed. Tom. Alive.


  <Die, human,> he said. <Just die.>


  <Rachel!> Tobias cried.


  <Help me, Tobias,> I pleaded.


  <I can't . . . I . . .>


  He didn't understand. <Help me get him. Help me get him!>


  <Okay. Okay. He's . . . your left paw, toward your face. Get ready. Has to be fast.>


  <I'm ready.>


  <Now!>


  I jerked my paw, claws extended toward my face.


  Tom shrieked. I couldn't see him. But I felt something squirming. Like a worm on a fishhook. The snake was impaled on my claws.


  <No!> Tom cried in outrage.


  I brought my paw to my mouth.


  <Sorry,> I said vaguely.


  <Jake, stop her!> the Yeerk screamed with Tom's mouth.


  I bit down on the snake.


  Chapter 4


  



  I lay there in suspended animation.


  I felt myself floating.


  The bear was melting. Old grizzly bear, my friend. Good old bear.


  I demorphed. The snake was still in my mouth. Motionless.


  I demorphed.


  I was Rachel again, the human Rachel, alive, unhurt. I could have bounded up and gone off to the mall to shop. But I didn't kid myself. I didn't hope.


  I spit the snake out.


  I was surrounded on all sides. I was only a weak human girl now. The polar bear loomed over me, his strength the equal of my own grizzly, but now I was just me, just Rachel.


  I could see the viewscreen. I could see my best friend Cassie. Jake. Marco, funny Marco. Ax.


  Tobias.


  He had morphed. He was his human self once more. He'd done that for me. And because he was crying. I understood. Humans cry, hawks don't.


  "I love you," I said to the screen.


  And oh, god, how could so much regret and so much sweetness and so much sadness all be present in that single moment. I was already dead and missing my unlived life. I was already dead and Tobias was mourning.


  I tried to smile. For him.


  The polar bear said, <You fight well, human.>


  Then he killed me with a single blow.


  



  Time stopped.


  He came to me. The Ellimist.


  The puppet master come to watch my final act. It figured. He was in his saintly old man guise. As fake as everything else about him. The all-powerful weakling. The mighty manipulator.


  "You," I said accusingly.


  "Yes."


  "Who are you?" I demanded. 'Who are you to play games with us? You appear, you disappear, you use us, who are you, what are you?"


  And then, for what seemed a very long time, the Ellimist told me. I saw. I understood.


  But I also knew he would not save me. That he couldn't under the arcane rules of his millennia-long war with Crayak.


  The Ellimist was there to honor me, and I guess that was nice of him. Wasn't going to help me much.


  I wanted so much to live. I wanted so much to stay and not to leave. In a moment no answer would matter to me, but just the same, I wanted to know what I guess any dying person wants to know.


  "Answer this, Ellimist: Did I . . . did I make a difference? My life, and my . . . my death . . . was I worth it? Did my life really matter?"


  "Yes," he said. "You were brave. You were strong. You were good. You mattered."


  "Yeah. Okay, then. Okay, then."


  I wondered if -


  Chapter 5 - Jake


  



  No one moved.


  I don't think anyone even breathed.


  Toby, the leader of the free Hork-Bajir, burst onto the bridge. She was scarred and bloody. <Jake, they're surrendering. We had to promise them amnesty and a chance to acquire the morphing power.>


  I heard her words.


  <What's the matter?> Toby asked.


  She noticed Tobias. She'd only seen him in human morph a few times. Toby is named for Tobias. The free Hork-Bajir see Tobias as their liberator. And Toby, the Hork-Bajir seer, was named in his honor.


  On the screen I saw the Blade ship slowly picking up speed and pulling away. They didn't fire at us.


  Tom was dead.


  And I wondered how I was ever going to explain it. I had ordered my cousin to execute my brother. How would I ever explain that?


  All these years I'd fought to keep us all alive, to stop the Yeerks, always with the hope that someday I would save my brother, that he would come back, that he'd be Tom again. That was why I'd enlisted in the war to begin with. I was going to save Tom.


  Tom was dead. The Yeerk in his head was dead.


  And Rachel.


  And how many others?


  General Doubleday's soldiers who had provided the suicidal diversionary attack on the ground.


  The auxiliary Animorphs who had gone with them to trick the enemy.


  How many of Toby's people?


  Seventeen thousand Yeerks, frozen. Flushed into space.


  Plus.


  Plus.


  All at my command.


  "Jake, I need your okay," Toby pressed. "The Yeerks want you. They want your assurance."


  <A pack of traitors,> Visser One said, but the fight had gone out of him.


  Tom was dead. Rachel was dead. How would I explain this to my parents?


  Silly to think of that right then. Silly and stupid.


  "Jake . . ." Toby urged.


  <Rachel,> Cassie said softly. <Toby, we lost Rachel. And Tom is dead.>


  Toby absorbed that, then said, "Jara Hamee, my father, died bravely in battle here today."


  Still I couldn't say anything. How did I explain . . .


  Marco was still in gorilla morph. He said, <It's okay, Toby. Tell the Yeerks that Jake will be along in a minute. Tell them Visser One is our captive. Tell them we approve the deal you made.>


  <My people may not agree,> Ax said.


  <Yeah?> Marco shot back. <Guess what? This is our planet. These are our prisoners. This is our victory. If the Andalite high command doesn't like it they can come and try to take a piece of us.>


  Cassie came to me and sort of leaned into me, as close to a hug as we could get right then. I was afraid she would say something sympathetic, I was afraid she would comfort me, and if she had I think that would have been it, I think my brain would have just shut down because all the pain would have suddenly been real and deep inside me.


  Cassie said, <We still need you. You're not done yet, Jake.>


  The right thing to say. Cassie was good at that. I noted the effect on me, observed my reaction from a million miles away.


  I sighed. Okay. Yeah. I still had a job. Do the job.


  <Everything else can wait,> Cassie said.


  Yeah. It could all wait.


  I took a deep breath.


  <Okay, Toby. Okay, I'll be right there. Tell them what Marco said and I'll get there soon to back you up.>


  Toby left with a last, curious glance at Tobias. Me, I couldn't look at Tobias. I didn't care if he saw the way I avoided his eyes, I didn't care, I couldn't look at him.


  I wish to god Tobias had just come after me. Right then. I would have welcomed it.


  Instead I focused on Visser One. How had this happened? How had he survived and Tom died? How did he still live? How could that be the result?


  <I imagine it's time to kill me,> Visser One said. <You'll be doing me a favor. Whatever death you have for me will be nothing compared to what the Council of Thirteen would sentence me to. They really don't approve of vissers who lose Pool ships.>


  <No. No more killing,> I said.


  "What do you mean, no more killing?" Tobias demanded, breaking his ringing silence at last. He stabbed a finger at the visser. "He's the one responsible for all this!"


  <He's a prisoner of war,> I said softly. <We don't kill prisoners.>


  <No, of course not,> Visser One mocked. <You merely destroy the ground-based Yeerk pool and kill thousands. And you add another seventeen thousand here on this ship. All defenseless, unhosted Yeerks. But you don't kill prisoners.>


  <Marco?>


  <Yeah, Jake.>


  <The visser is going to remove himself from this Andalite body he has stolen and inhabited for so long. Find a safe place for him. Watch over him.>


  <You got it.>


  <Cassie? Go get Erek. If he wants the Chee secret to be kept he needs to hide himself. We may have guests soon.>


  <Anything else?> Cassie asked.


  <Like what?> I snapped. <An apology? To that robot? "Sorry we blackmailed you into helping us?" No. He drained off the Dracon beams and because of that the Blade ship got away. Because of that Rachel died in vain. Because of him who knows what will happen?>


  Cassie hesitated, looked down, then turned to go.


  I began to demorph, then stopped myself. The visser was still a dangerous foe with a bottomless grab bag of powerful morphs at his command.


  I spoke to Ax in private thought-speak. His tail blade flashed and caught the visser unprepared, a flat-side smack against his temple. His host body, the long-enslaved Andalite war prince called Alloran, slumped unconscious.


  <I know you can still hear me in there, Visser. I'll make this simple: You exit that body. You do it right now because if you don't we're going to cut our way in and yank you out.>


  <Tobias? Marco? Find a box, a jar, something to hold this Yeerk in when he emerges. If he doesn't come out within two minutes, do it the hard way.>


  <That would be my pleasures Marco said.


  <Okay, Ax,> I said. <Dial up the Andalite high command. Tell them to stand by for a communication from me. And open a simultaneous channel directly to the Andalite home world.>


  Ax hesitated. He turned his main eyes to me even as his stalk eyes remained focused on the visser. <Prince Jake, there is a specific regulation forbidding me as an aristh from contacting the civilian media net. I am required to work through the chain of command, my prince.>


  He wasn't fighting me, just asking for dispensation. The repetition of the word prince signaled his willingness.


  I began to demorph, moving from tiger to human, from thought-speak to spoken word. <Ax, as your prince I'm ordering you to ignore those regulations and do what I've told you to do.>


  <Then I must obey.>


  "Yeah. Now, I have to go see about Toby and then I'll be back. I want to see one slug in a jar and a ticked-off Andalite on screen when I get back."


  I left the bridge, trotted to catch up with Toby and followed her to engineering where the signs of a severe battle were evident. Hork-Bajir bodies were stacked in the corridor. Their blood was everywhere. Impossible to be sure which were free Hork-Bajir, our allies, and which had died still enslaved to the Yeerks.


  Toby's people controlled the doorway into engineering where the dispirited Yeerks had taken refuge.


  "Do they have a spokesman?" I asked.


  Toby yelled, "Sub-Visser Seventy-four, the Animorph leader Jake is here."


  A battered-looking Hork-Bajir female stepped into view. I looked her up and down, putting on my hard act. "We have the ship. We have Visser One. You're not in much of a position to make demands."


  The sub-visser showed nothing. "Human, you cannot frighten us. We have no hope left and that gives us strength. We will not die of Kandrona starvation - better to die here, now, in battle. We'll kill some more of your people before we do."


  I nodded. "Fair enough. You want amnesty, access to Kandrona rays, and morphing technology? You'd accept permanent morphing and relocation?"


  "As opposed to slow death by starvation or even a quick death now? Yes."


  "I don't have the morphing cube. But I pledge to use all my influence to gain agreement from the Andalites when they come."


  She stood there, straight, almost at attention for a while, then slumped. "It has come to this after all."


  I nodded. "Yeah. The onboard Yeerk pool needs to be refilled. Send some of your people under Toby's supervision to handle that. Then you'll be escorted to the pool in groups of six. You'll exit your host bodies."


  "And be helpless again," the Yeerk said bitterly.


  "I keep my word," I said.


  I started to leave then stopped. "Toby? I'm sorry about Jara Hamee. He was . . ."


  "He was the first of the free Hork-Bajir," Toby said fiercely. "He was the father of his people. And he was my father."


  I started back for the bridge.


  Chapter 6 - Cassie


  



  Rachel dead? How could that be? How could that be real?


  She'd been my best friend forever. Teased me about my clothes as I teased her about her obsessive shopping. How long ago had that been? A hundred years?


  She'd wanted to be a gymnast but thought she was probably too tall ever to be really good. And of course all that was in the past, too.


  She had this way of seeming untouched by what went on around her. Unaffected. Above. She was a person who could walk through a car wash and come out dry. She could move through a mosh pit and never be jostled. She could wear a white dress to dig in the mud and somehow never get a spot on her.


  But the war had touched her. She'd changed, and she'd known she was changing. The war had revealed a hidden part of her soul. She alone, of all of us, she alone liked it. Loved it, even. She had enjoyed the fight.


  Sometimes I imagined her as a Viking. Or as a knight on a quest. That's what she was: a joyful warrior.


  And she had died fighting against impossible odds.


  Like a hole inside me. Like someone had taken a knife and carved a hole in my chest. Like I might cave in, be swallowed up and disappear in that hole.


  Beautiful Rachel.


  Poor Tom.


  And now, all of us, the survivors. The victim-perpetrators.


  I found Erek. I simply walked through the Yeerk ship calling out in thought-speak. A wolf prowling strangely empty, silent corridors.


  He appeared before me. He's an android, one of a long-lived species called the Chee. Their creators, the Pemalites, are extinct, but the pacific instincts of the Pemalites live on in these magnificent thinking machines.


  Erek is at least five thousand years old, and the person we knew by that name was really just a holographic projection that disguised the machine beneath the illusion.


  I demorphed.


  "Hi, Erek."


  "Hi, Cassie." He smiled sadly. "Jake sent you."


  I nodded.


  "I see. He feels guilty."


  "No. Not guilty."


  His eyes narrowed. "Then what? He used me, blackmailed me, manipulated my programming to get me to break through the security grid and take control of this ship."


  "You drained the Dracon beams."


  "What did Jake expect me to do? I had given him control when he needed it. I wasn't going to enable him to kill."


  "The Blade ship got away. Rachel . . . Jake had Rachel with Tom. Rachel and Tom are both . . . and the ship got away anyway. Thanks to you."


  The Erek hologram disappeared. He was an android now, a thing of steel and ivory vaguely in the shape of a dog walking erect. "And I'm supposed to feel regret because Jake ordered his cousin to kill his brother and I didn't allow him to massacre everyone else on the Blade ship?"


  That made me mad and I guess I showed it.


  "So, you, too, huh Cassie?"


  "Jake did what he had to do."


  "Did he? Someone flushed the Yeerk pool into space. Did he have to do that, too? They were unhosted Yeerks. They were harmless."


  "We needed a div -" I stopped myself.


  "A what? A what did you need? A diversion? You're going to tell me you needed a diversion so Jake massacred seventeen thousand sentient creatures? A diversion?"


  I took a deep breath. "Jake says maybe you should get off the ship, Erek. The Andalites will most likely be coming aboard soon. It's up to you whether you go on keeping your existence secret. We won't divulge it."


  "I see."


  "Bye Erek."


  He nodded. Then, as he was passing, he took my arm in his pseudo-hand. "Take care of Jake. He's going to need you."


  Chapter 7 - Marco


  



  Ax and I watched fascinated, repulsed, maybe a little triumphant, as the Yeerk crawled slowly from the Andalite ear.


  I had found a lockable briefcase, a very human artifact stuffed under a control panel. It was filled with chocolate chip cookies. Some Yeerk, probably a human-Controller, had developed a sweet tooth and it would be hard to get a good cookie on a Yeerk ship.


  I ate a cookie and held the case open for the slug-like creature that was the true Visser One.


  <I could easily cut him in half,> Ax said conversationally.


  <Yeah, well, better not, I guess.>


  Tobias had returned to what was his normal form. The red-tailed hawk perched on a railing. The laser eyes drilled into the Yeerk. I was not at all sure that Tobias wouldn't swoop over and nail the visser. I wasn't at all sure I'd stop him.


  I'm probably the least emotional of the group. It's always been my virtue and my failing that I see the clear path from A to Z without the distraction of moral considerations. I don't want to say I'm ruthless, I'm not. But I have the ability. I can see the ruthless way clearly. I have to sort of add the morality back into the equation after the fact.


  I had no deep qualms about the seventeen thousand, any more than I had about our attack on the ground-based Yeerk pool. I knew why Jake had sent Rachel to Tom. I agreed with his thinking. But then, I wasn't in love with Rachel. I wasn't some lonely kid trapped in a hawk's body, half in one world, half in another with only Rachel's love tying me to my humanity.


  Maybe Tobias would eventually accept what Jake did. Maybe not.


  It was weird. I was watching our greatest foe place himself literally into our hands. We had beaten Visser One.


  Maybe later we'd celebrate.


  "Ax, pick him up."


  Ax picked up the Yeerk holding him between two fingers, gingerly, as though it was something dirty.


  He dropped it into the briefcase. I closed the lid and turned the combo lock.


  "I guess we won, Ax."


  <Yes.>


  "Shouldn't someone be singing 'God Bless America'?"


  Ax looked puzzled and decided to let it go. He said, <I must access the communications array and carry out Jake's orders.>


  The remaining Yeerks on the bridge were being very cooperative now. Seeing your great leader in a box will do that, I guess. Anyway, they followed Ax's instructions.


  It took a few minutes and then, on the screen there appeared a wary Andalite face.


  <What do you want, Yeerk?>


  Ax said, <We are not Yeerks. I am aristh Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill, the brother of Prince Elfangor. You have correctly identified this signal as originating from a Yeerk pool ship, but this ship is now under the control of . . .> He frowned, uncertain, and turned a quizzical stalk eye to me.


  I shrugged. "This ship is under the control of the Earth Liberation Army." I grinned. It was a wonderfully grandiose name for a handful of kids.


  Ax repeated it word for word to the skeptical Andalite.


  <Do you seriously expect to me to believe that humans have seized control of a Yeerk Pool ship, aristh Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill? Clearly you are a Controller. Just as clearly this is a clumsy trap.>


  Cassie returned. She took in the scene and decided to stay quiet.


  "He's got us there," I admitted. "He has no way of knowing whether we're really us or Controllers."


  Ax said, <There is a Yeerk Blade ship heading . . .> He consulted a display panel and gave the coordinates. <You may be able to intercept them.>


  The Andalite officer said, <Anything else, Yeerk? Is there another part to this pitiful attempt at a trap?> He was about to sign off.


  Jake arrived. "Where do we stand?" he asked me.


  I motioned at the screen. "This genius thinks we're Controllers trying to set him up."


  Jake nodded. "Perfect," he said dryly. "How do we get around this?"


  <Tell him you'll surrender the Pool ship to them.>


  It was Visser One! No. No, it was the Andalite Visser One had infested for so many, many years: Alloran-Semitur-Corrass. I'd forgotten all about him. Ax had knocked him unconscious, now he was coming around. He climbed to his hooves, looking like a stunned blue deer.


  The Andalite officer said, <So the deception is over. I see the visser has revealed himself.>


  Alloran started to say something, then turned his face and main eyes to Jake. <With your permission?>


  That was one weird moment. Alloran was an arrogant, determined, even criminally ruthless Andalite war prince. Or had been once, long ago. And then, for a long time, that face had been the face of our deadliest enemy, Visser Three/One. And now he was meekly waiting for Jake's okay.


  Jake nodded and in a very respectful tone said, "Please continue, War-Prince Alloran."


  Alloran's main eyes flickered, a slight display of emotion. <Who are you?> he demanded of the Andalite officer.


  <I am Offeran-Jibril-Castant. I am officer of the day aboard the Andalite Dome ship . . .> He hesitated and there was a slight, ironic smile. An Andalite smile, of course, which is all in the eyes. <The Dome ship Elfangor.>


  Ax swelled about a size. <A Dome ship named for Elfangor. There is no higher honor for a warrior.>


  <A well-named ship,> Alloran said. <Now, officer-of-the-day Offeran, you're going to want to contact the captain because you have just captured a Yeerk Pool ship. We will advance at space normal speed to any point you name. All Bug fighters will be deployed around the ship, and as we reach the rendezvous point you will see all Bug fighters self-destruct. At that time we will detach the Pool ship's main engines. All weapons will be powered down. This ship will be perfectly helpless.>


  That got Offeran's attention. He turned a shade of lighter blue. It was kind of as if in the middle of World War II the Japanese Navy had called up the U.S. Navy and said, "Hey, we're going to turn over our biggest aircraft carrier to you. Come on over and pick up the keys."


  Suddenly the scene changed. The face on the screen was older. This Andalite had a burn scar on his scalp and was missing one stalk eye.


  <Captain-Prince Asculan-Semitur-Langor,> Ax said in private thought-speak.


  "Big time?" I whispered under my breath.


  <Very big time.>


  The captain favored us with a long, hard, serious look. Then he said, <Visser, I refuse to ->


  I saw it coming. The old Andalite was going to chill us. It wasn't my place to butt in, maybe, but I couldn't let this old creep screw everything up by committing himself. Once he said what he was getting ready to say it would be impossible for him to climb down.


  "Hey, Ax-man," I said brightly. "Is it true the Andalite home world is watching all this? Can I wave to them?" I waved like one of the idiots outside the Today Show. "Hi, everyone! Howard Stern rules! Yaaaah!"


  Well, that stopped everyone and everything dead. You could practically see the wheels turning in old Asculan's nasty-looking head. Jake looked for a minute like he might slap me silly. And Ax basically turned to stone.


  But then Jake gave me a nod. He got it.


  So did Alloran. <I should have mentioned that under orders from his prince, aristh Aximili has patched this communication through to the civilian net.>


  Asculan had a mean look to him now. Furious. He was a person in a trap. A powerful person in a trap, not used to being trapped, not liking it.


  Jake stepped into Asculan's line of sight. "Captain Asculan, we know that the Andalite fleet is devoted to the destruction of the Yeerk threat. And we know that you must be personally committed to that goal."


  I translated in my head: We know you've come here to turn Earth into a great big charcoal briquette because you think it's the only way to stop the Yeerks.


  "Because of your devotion to duty it may almost seem a disappointment to reach your goal at long last, only to discover that your foe has essentially surrendered."


  Translation: It's over.


  "At this point we have to set aside the necessary ruthlessness of war, the suspicion and hostility, and turn instead to the more satisfying duties of making peace."


  Translation: Your people back home are watching and if you come in guns blazing, annihilating a peaceful people, your own peaceful civilians will never stand for it.


  "Our victory could never have occurred without the support of our Andalite friends."


  Translation: Look, we're willing to share the credit. You people did squat for us, but we're willing to spread the kudos around freely.


  "I look forward to our two peaceful peoples working closely together, to forming a deep and abiding friendship. We have so much to learn from our Andalite brothers, just as we have already learned so much from the great Elfangor and his no less courageous and resourceful brother, Aximili."


  Translation: The Dome ship Elfangor is going to come in and annihilate all of the real Elfangor's work? Kill his little brother who happens to be a ready-made Andalite hero? Guess again, you mean old fart.


  The captain listened to all this impassively. But I could see the steam sort of leaking out of him. By the end of Jake's little speech his eyes were glazed over. He knew he'd been trapped but good, and the truth was, he was probably relieved.


  <Who exactly are you?> Asculan asked Jake. I jerked a thumb at my friend. "This is Jake. Jake Berenson. President of Earth."


  Chapter 8 - Jake


  



  We flew the Pool ship to a rendezvous point just beyond the moon's orbit. As we'd promised, we deployed the Bug fighters by remote control and blew them up. We detached the ship's engines and waited. Waited for hours.


  Then, in a rush, perhaps two dozen of the slightly goofy-looking Andalite fighters came swooping around us. They surrounded us, shredder weapons aimed. It was a hair-raising moment.


  Then the Dome ship Elfangor and another Dome ship came in from different directions. Dome ships are very cool and typically Andalite. They're built a little like palm trees. There's a long trunk with engines at one end and a bulge for weapons and living quarters in the middle. On top you have a big glass dome over grass and trees and even streams and little hills. The Andalites are a grazing species: They love an open meadow.


  Dome ships are also exceedingly well armed. I don't know who wins a straight-up fight between a Yeerk Pool ship and an Andalite Dome ship. But I know who wins when the Pool ship is disarmed and without engines.


  The Andalites ran sensor probes and satisfied themselves that we were powered down and that no other Yeerk ships were in the immediate vicinity.


  Asculan arrived soon after by shuttle, along with a half dozen tough-looking Andalite marines and as many officers. I sent Ax to meet them at the space dock. I waited on the bridge. Marco had insisted, saying that I had to play the part of the big boss.


  "The boss doesn't go down to the airport, he sends a limo or whatever. The boss waits in headquarters."


  "Is that so?" I said.


  "Yeah. Look, Jake, you're a sixteen-year-old kid. But the Andalites don't know that, right? Play the part. Be the part." He laughed.


  Tobias sent him a murderous look that stalled the laughter.


  Very quietly Cassie said, "Tobias, this is a big moment. Don't you think Rachel would want us to enjoy it as much as we can?"


  <I don't know,> he snapped. <If she were alive I'd ask her.>


  The Andalite contingent swept onto the bridge. They were playing their own roles.- The warriors very intimidating, fanning out to keep everyone covered, the captain himself moving with self-conscious dignity.


  The junior officers must have been mostly technical types because they looked around like starving men at the big brunch buffet. They couldn't stop themselves from touching the Yeerk display panels and controls with greedy fingers. They exchanged giddy looks that said, "Can you believe we're on a Yeerk Pool ship?"


  All of them, including the warriors, kept stealing looks at Alloran. He had been infamous even before being made into the first and only Andalite-Controller.


  I took a deep breath and said, "Captain, thanks for coming over. As soon as we can settle some details, I'll be glad to turn this ship over to you."


  <Details?>


  "Yes. The Yeerk prisoners of war have been promised the opportunity to be subjected to the morphing technology. So have a number of Taxxons down on the surface."


  <Denied,> the captain said.


  It took me aback. I hadn't expected a flat denial.


  "I promised them."


  <You had no right to promise what you do not own.>


  I didn't want to get mad. Fortunately I had Marco to do that for me.


  "Hey, we're handing you a Yeerk Pool ship. And by the way, there are another couple of dozen major Yeerk vessels back in orbit around Earth and you can snap them up easy. Thanks to us."


  <We're very grateful,> Asculan said blandly, speaking to me and refusing to directly acknowledge Marco. <But Yeerk technology, while no doubt fascinating to my officers, is less sophisticated than our own. It is of interest, but no more than that.>


  Marco erupted. "We won your lousy war for you, you pompous old -"


  "My promise to the Yeerks and the Taxxons will be honored," I said, trying my best to sound determined and confident and forceful.


  <The morphing technology is the property of the Andalite people. I am aware that you are morph-capable yourself, as well as a number of your people. Despite the fact that this was illegal, we don't intend to take any action against you for that. But the technology will not be made available any further.>


  Cassie said, "Sir, don't you understand? This is the way out. The Yeerks are parasites who require other bodies in order to see, to move about freely. As long as that's the case they'll be trouble. Maybe not for us or for the Andalites anymore, but for someone."


  <Now you're proposing the technology be made freely available to the entire Yeerk species?> Asculan laughed derisively. <You can't be serious. This will never happen. No Yeerk, no Taxxon will ever be given the morphing technology. Am I clear?>


  No one said anything. I was stunned. It was clear to me now: We had no way to convince the Andalite military. They had their "weapon," they were going to keep it. And if that meant the war continued, that was fine with them.


  And what did I have that could make them change their minds? Nothing. With the Pool ship and its information in their possession they'd be able to destroy the remainder of the Yeerk fleet. As for the Taxxons on Earth and the remaining leaderless, cutoff, isolated Yeerks on Earth, that wasn't the Andalites' problem: They knew we'd deal with that.


  Checkmate.


  I was honestly tempted to surrender the point. We had won. Earth was saved. What did I care if the Taxxons on Earth were rounded up and killed? That's what would happen, there was no alternative, Taxxons could never be allowed to live on Earth. And what did I care for promises made to the Yeerks on board the Pool ship? I had tried to keep my promise. If I failed, so what?


  Marco must have read my mind. He drifted up beside me and whispered in my ear. "We give in now, they own us."


  As often was the case, Marco was seeing things I'd overlooked. He was right: The human race had just opened their first negotiation with an alien species with far superior technology. If this relationship started from an acceptance of Andalite superiority and human weakness it would always be that way. We'd end up being second-class citizens on our own planet.


  But what was I supposed to do about that? I looked at Tobias. Nothing. He was gone into his own world. Cassie could only look troubled. And Ax, well, Ax had done what he could, he had defied his own leaders, but he was, after all, an Andalite.


  But, then, Ax said, <Captain-Prince Asculan, I hereby declare a challenge.>


  A dozen Andalites stopped breathing.


  I looked at Marco. He shrugged. He had no clue either.


  Asculan laughed. <Aristh, you are not in a position to declare a challenge. You would have to be of princely rank or have the support of an Andalite of princely rank.>


  Silence.


  Then, <I hold that rank,> Alloran said.


  A very long silence.


  In a low, dangerous tone, Asculan said, <Alloran, you are under suspicion already for your actions on the Hork-Bajir world, I wouldn't ->


  <What I did on the Hork-Bajir world was precisely what you and the fleet were preparing to do to this world,> Alloran shot back.


  Asculan focused all his eyes forward, a sign of intense concentration for an Andalite. <I was under orders. You acted alone.>


  <I still retain my rank,> Alloran grated. <I am a war prince. This aristh has declared a challenge and I support his challenge. The requirements of the law are satisfied.>


  At that moment I think if someone had so much as sneezed there would have been a fight. Asculan's tail blade was twitching. He was ready to throw down.


  But not all the Andalites shared his feeling. Some of the officers and even some of the warriors looked troubled. Troubled by their boss. Andalites take their laws seriously.


  "Is someone going to maybe tell us what a challenge is?" Marco muttered.


  It was Ax who answered. <It is the right and obligation of any Andalite warrior to challenge the order of a superior if he believes that superior is violating the fundamental rights of the electorate - the people.>


  "You're kidding," Marco said. "How do you people ever fight wars if you can challenge anything your superior officer tells you to do?"


  <If my challenge fails I will be harshly disciplined,> Ax said. <I will be exiled. Permanently. And my tail blade . . . My tail blade will be cut off.>


  Alloran said, <Asculan, under the law you may declare an emergency and continue until we can arrange for the challenge to be judged at a later time. But I do not see how a court could agree that this negotiation over prisoners can possibly be called a legitimate emergency. In which case you would lose your rank and position and be exiled.>


  <I know the law,> Asculan snapped.


  I felt like a bystander at an event that would determine the fate of the world. This was an all-Andalite show. Their law, their sense of right and wrong. I resented it. But I couldn't do anything but hope it would work out.


  At last Asculan said, <I will confer with my officers.> He seemed to think we should all leave the bridge and let him hold his meeting.


  "I fought for this ship, Captain," I said. "You were invited aboard."


  Probably not a good idea to antagonize the old monster, but I wasn't going to start playing the wimp now. We had paid for this ship. It was ours. If we gave it up it would be to allies, not overlords.


  Asculan led his officers away. The rest of us let loose one very long sigh.


  "What now?" I asked Ax.


  He couldn't answer. He seemed to be shivering.


  Alloran answered instead. <Asculan will contact the fleet high command. They will talk to their political advisors and try to decide whether they can win a challenge. It would be a sort of trial, with each side presenting evidence and witnesses. The entire Andalite electorate would have a vote. It would consume perhaps half a day.>


  Marco said, "So what are the odds?"


  Alloran shook his head. <I have been away from the home world a very long time. I do not know much about my people anymore. But the high command will make a cautious assessment. They are not bold or adventurous, they are more politicians than warriors. If Asculan comes back here prepared to go forward with the challenge, it will mean they are very, very confident of winning.>


  "Okay. And by the way, Alloran, thanks for standing up for Ax. And all of us."


  Alloran turned his main eyes to me. He gave me a strange look. <I never hoped to be free again. You freed me. I have done what I have done in my life. I am what I am, though I may have gained at least some wisdom through the years of enslavement to Visser One. Just the same, I will always be Alloran, the Butcher of Hork-Bajir. Alloran, the only Andalite to be taken alive by the Yeerks. But, disgraced, even despised, for whatever I am worth, I am yours to command.>


  The speech was delivered in a low thought-speak tone, all emotion severely controlled. But then Alloran whipped his tail blade over his head, so fast it cracked like a whip. He smiled the subtle Andalite smile and yelled, <Do you know who did that? Do you know who moved my tail? I did. I did. I did it.>


  I smiled, but more for him than for me. If he would forever be the Butcher of Hork-Bajir, what would my name be?


  Alloran's exuberance seemed to shake Ax out of his funk and he raised his own tail to touch the blade to Alloran's. <Welcome back, War-Prince Alloran.>


  Asculan did not return to the bridge. He sent one of his junior officers, a calculated insult. But I guess no one really likes to admit face-to-face that they're beaten.


  <Captain Asculan issues the following orders: Four morphing cubes will be made available to aristh Aximili to use as he sees fit. Aristh Aximili is hereby elevated to the rank of prince. Prince Aximili is appointed liaison between the Andalite fleet and the people of Earth.>


  Asculan's officer waited, expecting a reply.


  Ax said, <Thank the captain for me. I will carry out my duties to the best of my ability. My challenge is hereby withdrawn.>


  And at that moment, with that polite exchange of messages, the war against the Yeerks was over.


  Chapter 9 - Cassie


  



  Things happened quickly.


  With terms now approved, the Yeerks on the Pool ship formalized their surrender.


  The Pool ship joined the Andalite fleet in entering close Earth orbit where we contacted the remaining Yeerk ships and gave them the stark choice: Resist and die, or surrender and be transformed.


  Some Yeerk ships contacted the Yeerk home world and received instructions to fight. But the Andalites had all the technical data of the Pool ship - including disabling codes, combat tactics, communications ciphers. The ships that resisted were destroyed. The rest surrendered.


  The Yeerk crews were shuttled to the Pool ship where they left their host bodies to return to the now-refilled pool. Newly freed human and Hork-Bajir worked with Andalites to keep the ships flying.


  Jake had one more run-in with Asculan over possession of the great trophy prisoner, Visser One. But Jake won that confrontation, too. Visser One remained our prisoner.


  We Animorphs and the newly minted Prince Aximili, with our prisoner, landed Ax's official liaison ship, a sleek Fast-Courier, right in the middle of the Mall in Washington. Not a mall, the Mall, a sort of open green space with the Capitol Building at one end, the Smithsonian Institution and various government buildings on both sides, and the obelisk of the Washington Monument at the far end.


  We called ahead, not wanting to terrify anyone. There were roughly a thousand cops and twice that many newspeople waiting for us.


  It was, as Marco said, a "shiver-my-spine moment."


  A sea of microphones and video cameras and flashbulbs. Ax and Jake, and to a lesser extent Marco and I, gave a sort of brief explanation of what had been happening, and where things stood now.


  Needless to say, it was kind of a big news day.


  Tobias was silent throughout. If he even heard the questions he didn't show it. And then, as Marco was telling yet another amusing anecdote, Tobias spread his wings, caught an updraft, and flew away.


  The next day an Andalite scout ship reported finding a human body floating in space. Young, female. The Blade ship had jettisoned her body before going into Zero space.


  The Andalites brought her to California. Near the devastation that was all that was left of our homes.


  I was there when Rachel returned. Her mother was there, too. The Andalites treated her body with great respect. She had been wrapped in some sort of soft cloth. I guess it was the Andalite way.


  They uncovered her face and Rachel's mom and I identified her.


  Two days later, Rachel's body was cremated. It was inconceivable that she'd ever want to be buried in the ground. She ended up as a few handfuls of ashes in a pretty china urn.


  Everyone was at the memorial ceremony. By this point our story had swept the planet. Everyone alive knew our names.


  The memorial had to be held outside. Fortunately it was a nice day. You could see the Pacific Ocean from the spot in the cemetery where Rachel's monument would be placed. There was an honor guard of free Hork-Bajir. Two dozen Andalite warriors stood at attention. Our friend and ally General Doubleday was there and quite a few men and women in uniform.


  Jake and Marco and me and Ax. We all gave little speeches. The President of the United States was there. He gave a speech, too.


  I guess Rachel would have liked it, in her own way. She would have laughed. She would have thought it was all way over the top, but at the same time, she would have liked the attention.


  Would have, but she was a few ounces of ash in a jar resting inside an open wooden box.


  The ceremony was almost over when I saw him. I'd been watching the sky. I knew if he was still alive, he would come.


  He wheeled high overhead, riding a thermal. His hawk eyes would see everything of course, even from half a mile up.


  But as the band played some horribly depressing music, down he came. He swooped down and landed on the box, wings flaring. One of the ushers moved to chase him off. Jake took the man's arm.


  Tobias closed his talons around the urn's small handle. He glared fiercely at Rachel's mom. She was crying, had been all along. She sobbed and nodded her head, giving her permission.


  Then Tobias looked at me. I said, "Yes, Tobias. She would want it."


  I don't know where he found the strength to lift that urn, but he did. He flew away, low at first, then, catching a thermal, he bore the urn away into the sky.


  Chapter 10 - Marco


  



  One Year Later


  



  My career was going pretty well. I was past the point of being a fad, anyway. I'd done seven appearances total on Letterman and Leno, plus several times each on Jon Stewart and Conan. The Today Show, Good Morning America, Oprah? Been there. Bill O'Reilly called me a genuine American hero. I'd been on CNN so many times that Greta Van Susteren and I were practically roommates. Guest-VJ on MTV? Of course.


  And all of that is over and above the rounds of interviews that came in that first wild month after the defeat of the Yeerks. I mean, in that first month you couldn't keep track of how many shows I'd been on. Jake and Cassie and I were bigger than all of Hollywood, D.C., and Manhattan put together. We weren't just celebrities, we were the only celebrities. We had senators and big-league rap producers and hot starlets fetching us sodas and Kit Kat bars.


  So cool.


  That first month we owned the world. But that was the easy part: We had a story to tell and everyone wanted the details of how we and our weird alien friend and all our animal morphs had saved the world. The tough part was to keep it going after we stopped being The New Thing.


  I had become the unofficial spokesman for the Animorphs. Jake wasn't interested in doing it. Neither was Cassie. And as for Tobias, well, no one had seen him or heard from him since Rachel's funeral.


  It wasn't that Jake and Cassie never gave interviews, but Jake was too serious and heavy for the media. Jake was on his way to becoming this icon, this national hero figure. He had that whole tragic-hero thing going on. People knew about him sending his cousin to take out his brother and they ate it up. I am not kidding when I say that some congressperson actually suggested carving his face onto Mount Rushmore. Nothing came of that, fortunately.


  So, anyway, everyone acted like they wanted Jake to do their show, but Jake wasn't really into that game and the bookers for the shows knew it. Jake did not do good panel. He wouldn't sit there and trade jokes with Dave. There was too much he didn't want to talk about. Jake was still carrying the world on his shoulders, and it showed.


  As for Cassie, well, she was worse, if that's possible. She had the tendency to wander around in all the moral subtext of everything. She'd take some story about a cool, rock 'em sock 'em battle we'd been in and turn it into this mope about the morality of self-defense.


  So basically, with neither of those two being, shall we say, Hollywood, that job fell to me.


  Bread and butter, baby. Could I do panel? Sure I could do panel. I was as much of a hero as any of the Animorphs and unlike Jake the Yeerk-Killer and Saint Cassie, I was fun.


  I got a gig as "technical advisor" to a Spielberg movie about us. Animorph. Come on, you gotta love that. I did all the shows to plug that deal. Sample dialog: "I loved working with Steven, he is absolutely devoted to accuracy, and I knew he was the man who could be trusted with our story."


  I wrote a book, with some help from a ghostwriter. The title was The Gorilla Speaks. Number one on The New York Times best-seller list, number one on the PW list, number one on the Web.


  Cassie wrote a book, too: Insights on the Animal Mind. I think it topped out around number seven. Not that I'm competitive.


  I had just been signed for a regular acting job. I was going to be Nick Lang, a wisecracking mutant superhero sort of guy who can turn into animals. I wasn't the main star, I was the main supporting player, (and the main special effect), which is what I wanted: I needed time to "work on my craft" without the pressure of carrying the entire TV show. We were going to be on Fox in the old X-Files time slot, which was kind of cool.


  The acting job was especially great because it kept me alive as a product spokesman. I had a three-year deal with Pepsi, plus smaller deals with Alamo Rent A Car and Gap/Old Navy. You would not believe the money.


  So, a year after the end, I was seventeen and rich from book deals and product endorsements and acting contracts. I had a beach house in Santa Barbara (close to Hollywood, but with less traffic) and an apartment in New York. I owned a canary-yellow Viper, a red Maserati, and a desert-camouflage Humvee. I dated girls who wouldn't have looked at me before. I ate in cool restaurants.


  And maybe you're expecting me to say it was all an empty experience, that my life wasn't all that great, but you know what? I was happy.


  We all should have been happy. Cassie was Undersecretary of the Interior for Resident Aliens. It paid less than I spend on corn chips, but hey, Cassie was seventeen, like me, and she was meeting with the President and spending most of her time with the free Hork-Bajir. They'd been given Yellowstone as a habitat. They lived on bark and cared for the trees and the tourists loved it. Yellowstone was so mobbed with tourists wanting to see Hork-Bajir swinging from the redwoods or whatever that there was a year-and-a-haIf waiting list to get in.


  Arbron's Taxxons - those that had survived the battle - had fulfilled another of Cassie's far-seeing dreams: They had, as agreed, permanently morphed to anaconda and various other way-too-big snakes. They'd been relocated to the Brazilian rain forest, which was now protected by Brazilian law and hefty U.N. payments. If you were a guinea pig walking around the rain forest now you were toast, but the former Taxxons left people alone.


  Arbron himself went down there with them. He could not morph again, of course. He was an Andalite nothlit. Many years ago, far away, he had stayed too long in Taxxon morph and had been unable to demorph. And now he was Taxxon for good.


  Arbron was shot and killed by poachers. It was a big incident for a while. They caught the poachers and put them away. Everyone said how terrible it was. But you know, Arbron was probably grateful. He had saved his adopted people, but he had been a prisoner of that awful Taxxon hunger, and that's no way to live.


  The Andalite ambassador to the United Nations took charge of the body - what was left of it. Arbron was flown back to the Andalite home world and given a quiet funeral.


  Anyway, Cassie was a government pooh-bah, always racing around here and there in government jets and helicopters, making sure Toby and her people were good and just generally saving the world. Also taking college courses at night because she still wants to be a veterinarian like her mom and dad. That's Cassie for you: Save the rain forest, save some cow with a hernia - the girl just does not get the whole celebrity thing. I mean Wal-Mart practically begged her on hands and knees to take a million dollars to do ads for their jeans, and she said she didn't have time because there was some controversy over an access road into some forest somewhere.


  It boggles my mind.


  And Ax was doing great as well. He was an official prince and this huge hero back on his home planet. He had stepped out of Elfangor's shadow at long last, and was not only a hero but the one and only expert on all things human.


  Andalite tourism was the coming thing. The numbers were limited - interstellar travel isn't cheap, you know. But the big thing was for wealthy or influential Andalites to come to Earth and acquire human morphs. Then it was off to the mall food courts to raid the Cinnabon and Mrs. Fields.


  I am not kidding. An Andalite with a mouth is a dangerous thing when there are cinnamon buns around. Having no mouths or sense of smell themselves, they have no natural defenses against the appeal of flavor - as we had witnessed time and again with the Ax-man himself. You do not want to get between a newly morphed Andalite tourist and a chocolate chip cookie.


  Andalites and humans mostly got along well. Andalite civilians are about three degrees more humble and lovable than the Andalite warriors we'd always met.


  Some people had been afraid the news that aliens were real would freak the entire human race. They were wrong. Duh. Humans had been watching Star Trek and Star Wars and reading Heinlein and Simmons and Orson Scott Card for too many years. Humans weren't freaked by aliens - they'd been expecting them for years and were just relieved they weren't The Borg.


  Ax worked out technology-transfer deals with some of the big corporations. They have to keep it slow because if you just dump a hundred years of technological advances overnight the stock market goes nuts. It worked out okay, though. The Andalites can definitely teach us a lot about computer architecture. But it was Microsoft and Sony and Adobe and Nintendo that came up with the killer apps. I mean, the new Palm Pilots will be actual pilots.


  The Andalites flatly refused to let us share their weapons technology. But NASA has had a definite revival: The first human Zero-space vehicle will be built jointly by Boeing and Lockheed and be ready for launch in three years. H. sapiens was going to the stars. Look out, universe, we're coming to build a Starbucks near you.


  As for Jake, well, my boy Jake has always had a serious side to him. I mean, I tried to talk to him about things. But some guys shake off a war and move on, and other guys don't.


  Jake carried Tom and Rachel and those seventeen thousand Yeerks around his neck like the Ancient Mariner and his albatross.


  Being Jake he didn't lose it. He didn't go off and become some kind of drug addict or have some big breakdown or whatever. He was still Jake. But he was a different Jake. Smaller and bigger at the same time, if that makes any sense. He was closed off, inward. He would sound almost like the old Jake sometimes but you just got this sense that he was out of phase with everyone else. Like he was a half step ahead or behind.


  Of course this just made him into the strong and silent type and he always was a big, good-looking guy, so he got marriage proposals (and other proposals) from girls as young as twelve and women old enough to be his grandmother.


  No interest.


  He loved Cassie, of course, but I don't know what happened there. I know when I talk to Cassie I ask her if she's seen him and the answer is always no. The same when I talk to Jake, although he always says he's just about to call her, just about to.


  Write a book? No thanks.


  Endorsements? No thanks.


  Every college on the planet tried to recruit him. No thanks. West Point offered him a gig as an instructor in the Tactical Application of Emerging Technologies and Xeno-Warfare. No thanks. If he'd been old enough he could have run for president as the candidate of Democrats and Republicans both. Jake was the biggest hero the world had ever seen because he was a hero for all humans, not one nation. He had saved the lives and freedom of the entire human race. I mean, he could have snapped his fingers and had anything he wanted.


  The problem was, he didn't want anything. Except for Tobias to come back! For Rachel and Tom to be alive. For the chance to unlive one fateful moment when he gave the order that doomed seventeen thousand defenseless Yeerks.


  I worried about him.


  Okay, I worried about him while sitting by my pool or driving my Maserati or escorting some bubbly Hollywood honey past the rope line at the most exclusive clubs. I worried about him.


  I hadn't seen Jake or Cassie in a couple of months when my lawyer called to say the date had been set.


  And now, the three of us would be together again. In The Hague, Netherlands.


  We were to testify in the war crimes trial of the Yeerk prisoner, Visser One.


  Chapter 11 - Cassie


  



  "Is Jake here yet?" I asked Marco. I figured I might as well find out right away. I wasn't eager to see Jake. I mean, yes, I was. But the Jake I was eager to see might not even exist anymore. The Jake I wanted to see was the one who had talked about us being together after the war was over.


  The war was over. We weren't together. Now, this reunion was just bound to be awkward if not painful.


  "I haven't seen him," Marco said.


  "When did you get here?"


  "Here?" Marco looked around, puzzled. We were in the modern lobby of one of The Hague's best hotels. "Oh, here at the hotel? I'm not staying at the hotel. My business manager set me up in a rented villa. There's a fence, a gate, it's easier to keep the groupies away."


  I laughed and he grinned in response. "You're actually completely serious, aren't you?" I asked.


  "Cassie, how long have you known me? Am I ever completely serious?"


  I felt a wave of affection for Marco. We had never been the closest of the Animorphs - our connection went through Jake, it wasn't direct. But here we were, in some way the only two real survivors. We had even prospered. Each of us was far better off by most measures than we'd have been without the war.


  "Is Jake staying at this hotel?" I asked. Marco nodded. Then, with sudden fire, he said, "I wish he would see you, Cassie. You're what he needs. I mean, I try and talk to him but you know Jake, he can go totally opaque when he wants to. You ask him if he's okay, he says, 'Sure.' You ask him if he needs anything, it's 'No, I'm good.' But he never seems to do anything. Not that I know of anyway."


  "How often do you see him?" I asked.


  Marco started to answer, stopped, gave a guilty shrug. "Officially? As in, I see him and he sees me?"


  "Ah. You're spying on him?"


  "I'm still an Animorph. I still like to fly. Maybe I'm in eagle morph and I happen to see him."


  "So how is he, really?"


  "I'm not exactly a psychiatrist, Cassie."


  I wasn't going to accept that. "Marco, you have a very subtle mind and you're a good observer. And he's your best friend."


  The waitress brought us beverages and a plate of some kind of snack. She gave us the familiar "I know you!" smile and left only reluctantly.


  "She wants me," Marco said. Then, realizing that I wasn't going to be diverted, he sighed and said, "Like I say, I'm no psychiatrist. But he's depressed. You know, like not just sad but something deeper? Like clinically depressed. Like a party balloon with half the helium gone. Like a flashlight with low batteries. He hangs around the house with his mom and dad. Sometimes he'll go for a drive - you know, at least he kept the free Jaguar. I mean, if he'd refused that I'd have had to kill him personally. And," Marco added with a significant look, "he goes to see her."


  I knew who Marco meant by "her."


  "He doesn't put flowers on the memorial or whatever, there are always lots of those. He goes when no one's around, late, after hours. The guys at the gate let him in. He parks and just kind of sits there like he's hanging out with her. I don't think he talks to her. Sad as it is to say, I wish he did. Talking to a dead person is better than not talking at all. He sits there for an hour, sometimes two, stares out at the ocean. Watches the sun go down. Then he leaves. Sometimes I think he's waiting there hoping Tobias will show up."


  Tears were welling in my eyes. The image was too sad. I'd been to Rachel's memorial too. But not like that. "Rachel would be so mad at him."


  "Yeah," Marco agreed. "Get over it. Shake it off. That's what she'd say."


  "You think that's what he should do? Shake it off?"


  "Don't you?"


  I wasn't sure what I thought. "Sometimes I'm ashamed that I have moved on, you know? I guess I wonder if there's something wrong with me when I enjoy the day, or enjoy my job or my classes."


  "You still morph?" Marco asked.


  The question surprised me. "Yeah. Of course. I . . . I don't know, I guess I couldn't see why I shouldn't. It helps with my job. It's just easier getting around way back in the woods if I'm flying, or in wolf morph."


  "I can't be sure, but I have this feeling Jake hasn't morphed since . . . since."


  "It gives you a different perspective," I said. "I mean, I've often wondered if allowing someone to morph to dolphin or falcon or whatever might not be a good way to let them put the little stuff in perspective."


  "Morph therapy? I think I feel another best-selling book coming on. Oh, man, Oprah would eat that up. And you know the Andalites are saying now they may make morphing technology more widely available on Earth."


  I frowned. "Really? Why?"


  "They want a Krispy Kreme franchise back on the home world. You have a fair number of Andalites who possess a human morph now, all back home after their tour on Earth. Still looking for a donut."


  The idea was so absurd I had to laugh. "We're going to trade donuts for morphing technology?"


  Marco and I sat there in silent enjoyment for a moment, sipping our Oranginas.


  "I think you're right," Marco said after a while.


  "About what?"


  "Morph therapy. I think it could be useful when someone is in a funk, let's say."


  I looked at him to see whether he was kidding. He looked back. All of a sudden neither of us was kidding.


  Chapter 12 - Jake


  



  ". . .Did conspire to subjugate the people of Earth through subversion, terror, and violence. Four. That the defendant did conspire to overthrow all legitimate forms of government through subversion, terror, and violence. Five. That the defendant did commit numerous acts of attempted murder. Six. That the defendant committed murder in the specifics contained in appendix 2C. Seven. That the defendant committed or caused to be committed numerous acts of torture in the specifics contained in appendix 2D. Eight. That the defendant did . . ."


  The reading of Visser One's indictment was going to take a while. The War-Crimes Tribunal didn't have a death penalty, just prison. The prosecutors said he was eligible for something like eight hundred years in prison. And since they had about a hundred witnesses drawn from former human-Controllers, Hork-Bajir, and we Animorphs, there wasn't much question about the outcome.


  Alloran would not be allowed to testify. It came too close to being self-incrimination, the courts said.


  It had taken a year to organize the trial. The biggest problem was how to have the accused be present and involved in the proceedings. There was no way the visser could be allowed to take a host body. I mean, how does a court order one of the very things it considers a crime?


  Fortunately Ax's people were willing to help. Very willing. Andalite technicians created a Yeerk box. It was about the size of a hardcover book. It contained a miniaturized Kandrona source, a computer-interface, and a voice synthesizer. The visser could hear and "see" and speak. The box, painted lavender for some obscure Andalite reason, sat on a pedestal facing the curved judges' bench.


  There was a panel of five judges, American, Dutch, Chinese, Kenyan, and Chilean.


  The visser had half a dozen appointed lawyers. They looked very professional, very slick, and like they knew they had zero chance.


  There was a gallery down one side of the courtroom for media. They had crammed what looked like a hundred cameras of every conceivable type into a space smaller than a men's room.


  The whole world was watching. We were live on every station everywhere.


  The building was ringed with security. Probably half the people sitting in the audience were security or intelligence people. American, French, British, Russian, Chinese, Indian, Israeli . . . it was like a security convention. And that wasn't even counting the overt security inside the room, a dozen heavily armed Dutch Special Forces guys.


  People were very determined that the visser not escape.


  Marco leaned close and whispered, "If anyone so much as farts there's going to be about ten thousand rounds fired off before you can say, 'It wasn't me!'"


  I smiled.


  Marco was enjoying this. But then, he enjoyed the attention. If he made it through his testimony without making a dozen bad jokes I'd be amazed.


  Cassie was sitting just beyond him. We had exchanged smiles and awkward hugs. I had dreaded this for months. I didn't know what to say to her. I didn't seem to know what to say to anyone lately. Maybe I was getting stupid in my old age.


  Part of me wanted what we'd had in the old days, Cassie and me. But that wasn't possible. I knew that. I had come to accept that all of that, all of what I'd had with Cassie, Tobias, Ax, even Marco, all of it was "in the war." And the things that were "in the war" didn't seem to translate into real life. Like they were written in incompatible computer languages or something.


  I still cared for Cassie, for all of them. I always would. My life was divided into three parts: before, during, and after the war. And that middle section was so overwhelming, so big, so intense, it made the other two portions seem dim and dark and dull.


  That's how I felt now, pretty much all the time. Dark. Dull. Slow and stupid. Distracted, but not by anything in particular. Just like there was something else I should be thinking about but I couldn't recall what it was.


  I understood Tobias. I didn't think he ran away out of rage or even out of grief. I mean, maybe at first, yeah, but I wondered if maybe, like me, he wasn't just looking for simplicity. Maybe.


  Why wasn't Marco like that? He thrived on it all. The attention, the fame, the excitement. Maybe he was just more resilient.


  Ax was to my right. Not sitting, they had removed chairs so he and Alloran and an official Andalite legal observer named Salawan could stand comfortably.


  ". . . mayhem. Sixteen. That the defendant did perform medical experiments upon human subjects without permission. Seventeen. That the defendant did drive more than a million people from their homes. Eighteen. That the defendant did . . ."


  I wondered what the visser thought of all this. It was a very un-Yeerkish scene. The Yeerks reserved trials only for the highest-ranking officers. And they would certainly never try a member of a different species. They had quicker, more direct ways of dealing with aliens.


  Suddenly the reading of the indictment was over. The prosecution was ready to call its first witness.


  "We call Jake Berenson."


  I stood up. My legs were stiff from sitting.


  I walked to the front and sat down in a chair placed in a little booth so that I faced the judges and the defendant. It seemed odd to see Alloran, the face I associated with Visser One, standing behind the prosecution desk, free, while my enemy was represented by a blank lavender box.


  "The defense objects to this witness."


  A murmur through the courtroom. Visser One's head lawyer was on her feet looking nervous and smug at the same time.


  The president of the court, the Chilean judge, leaned forward. "What is the nature of your objection?"


  "Your honor, this witness should himself be under indictment as a war criminal. If the alleged war crimes of the Yeerk military officer, Visser One, are to be tried in this court, it must be in the pursuit of impartial justice. Truly impartial justice cannot be applied only against one side in a conflict. If my client is to be tried for his actions in the human-Yeerk war, then so must the actions of this witness. With all due respect to this court, this witness is a mass murderer. A war criminal."


  The objection was denied. My testimony was to proceed. But I found I couldn't speak. I felt like I was choking, like the air wouldn't come.


  Billions of people were watching my reaction. Billions of people saw me freeze. Billions of people thought, This is the famous Jake the Yeerk-Killer? He doesn't look like much.


  "Apparently the witness is having some difficulty," Visser One's lawyer said with only the slightest smirk.


  "The witness is disconcerted by this unjustified and vicious assault," the prosecutor said heatedly.


  The Chinese judge asked if I needed a moment to compose myself.


  "No," I said. "I'm ready." But I wasn't. I was fighting the urge to run from the room.


  "State your name and occupation, for the record."


  "Urn, Jake Berenson. My occupation? I guess I'm unemployed."


  "Are you a student?" the prosecutor suggested helpfully.


  "No. Not really."


  "All right. Please tell the court how you first became aware of the presence on Earth of the Yeerk species."


  "All right," I said. But then memory crowded in and pushed the court into the shadows. I remembered being at the mall with Marco and Tobias. We ran into Rachel and Cassie. We decided to walk home together. We decided to take a shortcut through the construction site.


  A light in the sky.


  The Andalite fighter. The wounded alien creature, the Andalite, staggering, falling.


  The attack of the Yeerks. Chapman.


  Seeing Tobias morph to a cat.


  My first morph.


  My first battle. The Yeerk pool.


  The realization that Tom was one of them.


  The decision, not my decision, that I was the leader. Marco inventing the name: Animorphs. Leader of the Animorphs.


  The tiger. My battle morph so many times. So many battles.


  The prosecutor prodded me with questions. I answered them. But memories filled the courtroom. I couldn't get them out of my head. And each question triggered more.


  When they adjourned for the day I didn't notice at first. I'd been on the stand for just an hour, I had barely begun my testimony. And then would come cross-examination.


  What was the matter with me? I knew I was screwed up. I knew I'd made a fool of myself. I'd let everyone down.


  I left the courtroom straightaway and found my way back to my hotel room. I sat on the bed and just held my head in my hands and stared. I don't know how long.


  I heard a noise. I looked up.


  A gorilla.


  Marco, of course. Cassie was demorphing, rising from the carpet in one corner. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Ax.


  <Hey, Jake,> Marco said.


  Then he swung his cinder block gorilla fist into the side of my head.


  Chapter 13 - Jake


  



  I woke up falling. "Aaaahhhh!"


  Not a long fall, but it was into water, into waves, into dark gray waves topped with foam.


  I hit facedown and sank maybe ten feet down.


  Salt water in my mouth, down my throat. It was freezing. Brutal cold, shocking cold. I wasn't groggy anymore, I was wide-awake, but disoriented. Which way was up?


  Sunlight. Cold and far, far away. I kicked madly, moved with painful slowness. Could I even reach the surface? I was a slug. My clothing billowed and knotted around me, twisted me, hampered my movements. Shoes full of water, like lead weights.


  I kicked hard and started to rise. I ripped off my shirt, buttons twirling away in the water. I took my shoes off. I was going to freeze to death.


  Then, air!


  I sucked in deep, spit water, breathed again. A wave crashed over me, buried me, turned me upside down. Then, air again. But air wasn't enough. I was freezing. I couldn't see anything down in the valley between waves. No boat, no shore, no plane. How had I ended up here?


  Already couldn't feel my fingers. Thought slowing.


  Dolphin. That was it, dolphin. I reached for the DNA that still flowed through my veins.


  I felt the changes begin. My skin was as gray as a corpse's. My hair was gone. My numb fingers were melting together, webbing, then stretching out to form fins.


  My legs twined together like two strands of overcooked spaghetti. The flesh melted, painlessly. I heard the interior sounds of bones shifting, the gloopy sound of organs disappearing or being replaced, relocated.


  My mouth and nose pushed out and out, ridiculously far. All at once a hole grew in the back of my neck.


  I was no longer cold. I was definitely mad.


  I kicked my tail hard, trying to lift my dolphin body high enough to see over the wave tops. Not enough. I would have to jump.


  I sucked air through my blowhole and dove down deep. Ten feet; twenty feet, thirty. Down into darkness. I fired a series of clicks and the ultrasonic waves bounced back in patterns that revealed a school of fish behind me at about my same depth. And a hint of something larger at a greater distance.


  At thirty feet or so I twisted and began powering toward the surface.


  Up like a rocket. Speed was so easy. So easy to kick my tail and fly straight up through the water.


  Faster and faster and the bright barrier between sea and sky was right there, shimmering above me, and I blew through it!


  I burst from the water and sailed high and for a perfect moment I held sea and sky within me, all encompassed within my brain.


  I flew, and I completely forgot to look around.


  I splashed down and reminded myself sternly that I had a job. I had to see where I was, figure it out, try and make sense of it all.


  Down and down, and up, up, up, into the sky!


  <Aaaahhh!>


  Again!


  Down and up, so fast, as fast as I could go. As high as I could fly.


  Again. Again. Again.


  The dolphin body was beginning to tire, but I didn't care. I wanted to be tired. I wanted to drain every last ounce of energy from the creature as I flew and splashed and flew again.


  Ultrasound now painted the picture of three other dolphins. They were clearly "visible," but they kept their distance.


  I swam hard till the dolphin body was worn out. Not easy to wear out a dolphin in the water.


  I was not far from the beach. I could see the buildings of The Hague, not at all far off. I headed for shore and beached. I demorphed in the freezing surf and staggered heavy-footed up the beach.


  My friends were right behind me. I waited for them. We were wearing our morphing outfits. Like the old days. No shoes, of course, we never had learned how to morph shoes.


  There weren't many people on the beach. Just an old couple taking a walk and a woman with her dog.


  "I guess you guys think you're clever," I said, squeegeeing water out of my hair.


  "More like desperate," Marco said. "You've had your head up your butt for a long time, Jake. Which is your business. Unless it's our business. Like when you screw up testifying against Visser One."


  I nodded. I couldn't argue. But if they thought the result was me all happy they were wrong.


  "She called me a war criminal," I said.


  "She's wrong," Cassie said.


  "Did what you had to do, man," Marco said.


  "We all did."


  <Jake, it was I who pointed out the possibilities to you,> Ax said. <I pointed out that the Yeerk pool aboard the ship could be drained.>


  "Yeah, but I made the call. I pulled the plug. So why don't you tell me: How is that prosecutor wrong? How is Visser One evil and I'm not? I'd really like to know that." I had intended it to be a rhetorical question. I hadn't meant to sound so plaintive.


  Cassie took it seriously. "Jake, I've thought a lot about this."


  Marco rolled his eyes. "Yeah, we know."


  "I've had to think about it because I've done the same things you've done, Jake. You were the leader, but if you're a war criminal then so are we for following you." She shivered. It was cold and the breeze was gusting. "I've had to make my own peace with things I've done."


  Despite myself I was hanging on her words. And despite myself I was remembering kissing her.


  "Jake, you can't . . ." She took a deep breath. "You can't equate the victim and the perpetrator."


  "So as long as you're playing defense it's not possible to commit a war crime?" I asked. "That's pretty close to just saying that the winner makes the rules because it's the winner who writes the history."


  She grabbed my arm and searched for my eyes, forcing me to look at her. "No, Jake, it isn't. There are a lot of close calls in history, lots of wars where the blame is evenly split between the sides. This isn't one of them. Before they came to Earth no human ever attacked a Yeerk. No human ever harmed a Yeerk. This one is clear: We are the victims. They made war on us."


  "That's good," I said softly. "All of that is good. We have justification. We're the good guys."


  Marco said, "That's right, Big Jake, we are."


  I nodded. "That's good for the big picture. See, my problem is a little more personal."


  <What do you mean?> Ax asked.


  "Well, Ax-man, you're right, you did call my attention to the possibilities on the Pool ship. And when you did that I guess I should have thought, Well, Jake, it's a harsh, terrible thing to do, but you're justified because, after all, you're the victim here. But that's not what I thought. You know what I thought?"


  Cassie released her grip on me. But Marco just took a step up close, right in my face.


  "I know what you thought, Jake. You thought Die, you filthy worms. Feel the fear, Yeerks. Feel the pain. Feel the helplessness. You wanted them to suffer and the idea of them suffering and dying made you happy. You were thrilled. You were high."


  Cassie winced. She looked away.


  I said, "Yeah, Marco. That was about it: word for word."


  "Well, dude, you don't get to be a war criminal by thinking bad thoughts. It's what was done, not what was felt or thought. You have to judge the act. You were acting in self-defense. You were enjoying the fact that you were winning. Two different things."


  Cassie seemed less certain. Far less. She seemed ready to join in with Marco, but she couldn't bring herself to do it. She tried to hide it, but there was this look in her eyes, this sideways look at me.


  <Prince Jake,> Ax said, giving me back the title he'd given me long ago, <I am not a human. But it seems to me that it is up to your own people to decide the morality of your actions. Their decision seems clear. My people agree with that assessment. We, the Animorphs under your leadership, stopped the Yeerk threat. We saved Earth. We may have saved my people as well, surely we saved many, many Andalite lives.>


  I was suddenly exhausted. Worn out all the way, deep down. And everyone had run out of things to say.


  After a long, awkward silence I said, "Anyway. That . . ." I gestured out toward the water. I wanted to say that it was the first real joy I had felt since seeing Rachel kill Tom. But there was a wall between me and Cassie. And Marco, well, he's a guy and we guys don't do a lot of emotional stuff with one another. "Anyway. I'll be good tomorrow, on the stand."


  



  CNN: Breaking News.


  "We have this just coming in. The five judge panel in The Hague has returned convictions on twenty-two of twenty-five counts of war crimes against the Yeerk, Visser One.


  "Visser One, of course, led the Yeerk invasion of Earth and was in command of all Yeerk and allied forces at war's end.


  "The decision means that Visser One will almost certainly never be released from the specially constructed prison facility that has been built in Kansas.


  "The trial was televised live around the world for three weeks during which time seventy-three witnesses took the stand to substantiate the charges and allegations. Jake Berenson was the first witness, followed by the rest of the living and available Animorphs, and many, many others.


  "And now, we're going to go to our CNN legal analyst, Greta Van Susteren, for analysis of this truly unique moment in legal history."


  Chapter 14 - Aximili


  



  Two Years Later


  



  <Launch two fighters. They are to go in with sensors on full active, no stealth measures. If whoever is hiding behind that moon is peaceful we do not want to sneak up on them. If they are not so peaceful . . . well, let them think they are facing nothing but a pair of careless fighters.>


  <Yes, Prince Aximili.>


  Even after the last year aboard the Intrepid, I sensed that my first officer did not entirely approve of my habit of explaining my actions for the deck crew. It was not usual. Captains typically played the part of far-distant and all-knowing gods. I preferred to continuously train and retrain. The more the deck officers understood, the more they would learn and the more valuable they'd be in a crisis.


  Not that we'd encountered any crises. Rather we had chased interstellar ghosts and rumors ever since that first, faint intercept that may or may not have been from the Blade ship.


  Well, maybe the Blade ship was lurking behind this cold, dark moon at the edge of nowhere, or maybe the Skrit Na freighter had just been confused about what they claimed to have seen.


  The Skrit Na did things for their own impenetrable reasons: They had, after all, made a number of trips to Earth, long before the Yeerks had discovered that planet. And what had they done with the people of Earth? Kidnapped them briefly for absurd medical tests, and on occasion killed some Earth creatures called cows. Had any of that had a purpose? Perhaps to the Skrit Na mind, but not to anyone else.


  <Fighters away,> my tactical officer reported. I saw the fighters come into view on the main screen. They lit up their sensors and fired their engines. In seconds they were just bright pinpoints against the moon's dark green backdrop.


  <Take us to stage-two alert, just in case,> I ordered. <It never hurts to have everyone know their battle station. And go to silent runnings


  <Stage two alert. Silent running,> First Officer Menderash ordered.


  Now we were moderately ready in case a "bad guy" was hiding out there, and we were sensors-down so we didn't glow like a great big radiating beacon.


  A window appeared in the main screen. I saw the face of one of the fighter pilots. Fighter pilots have a certain look, easily identifiable, a mix of swagger and competence and pretended boredom. As if playing the role of bait for a Blade ship was just another training run.


  <This is fighter one, Calarass reporting.>


  <Go ahead,> Menderash responded.


  <There's a ship back here, all right, but not the Blade ship. No evidence of the Blade ship or any active, hostile vessel on our sensors.>


  I nodded. <What do you have then, Calarass?>


  He shrugged. <Unknown, Captain. All I know is that it is very big, it is powered by old-fashioned ion engines, and it has been hit by some kind of energy weapon. Possibly a Dracon beam. I am showing no life signs.>


  I stilled the excitement in my hearts. Dracon weapons were widely available throughout the galaxy. The destruction of the Yeerk Empire had spawned a lot of illegal arms trading. And the Blade ship was not the only renegade Yeerk outfit. Still, if it had been a Dracon weapon that at least increased the chances we were on the trail of the Blade ship.


  I took a moment to consider. Another lesson for the officers: Unless you're being fired on, think before you act.


  <Prepare a boarding party. I will command. F.O.? Full sensor sweep on the unknown vessel. Take us in.>


  This sort of mission wasn't supposed to be performed by me. The captain generally stays on the bridge. The T.O. normally led boarding parties. But I was bored. And I knew the T.O. wouldn't argue: I wasn't just the captain or a prince, I was Aximili of Earth. The Aximili. A living legend.


  I couldn't complain about being bored, of course. The fleet command had given me what was easily the best assignment around. The bulk of the fleet was engaged either in flying blockade around the Yeerk home world, convoying traders back and forth to Earth, or escorting scientific missions.


  The Intrepid was just about the only ship out "looking for trouble," as Marco might have put it. Every officer in the fleet was jealous of us. Especially now with so many being eased out of service. The fleet's size was being sharply reduced. War's end meant the end of glory and advancement for warriors.


  They all had secondary occupations - that was part of our code, that "warrior" was a temporary occupation. You were supposed to want to stop fighting and go home to your meadow and your scoop, back to your peacetime occupation, your family and friends.


  I guess some warriors did want all those things. At some level I did, too. But how do you weigh the sharp rush of battle against the slower, more contemplative joys of watching your trees flower?


  I left the bridge and went aboard the clumsy-looking boarding craft. It was designed for docking - voluntary or forced - with any conceivable craft. There were four grapples, basically legs of a sort, with the option to use magnetic, adhesive, or intrusive attachment. It was not a fast or well armed or attractive craft. And it had room for only two dozen Andalites, all of us jammed in hoof-to-tail.


  The pilot was at pains to handle the craft smoothly, what with me, the Living Legend, being aboard. I was worried he might overcorrect and humiliate himself. He did, and we nicked the side of the bay.


  I sighed. As captain I was expected to point out the error. But as the Great Aximili any harsh word from me carried ten times the usual weight.


  <Check that stick, Warlatan, the interface may be a bit balky.>


  <Yes, Captain.>


  I could see the alien vessel now. The two scout fighters were on station, one at the bow, one at the stern, armed and ready. Two additional escort fighters kept pace with us, deployed up-and-down.


  It was not a type of craft I had ever seen before. It dwarfed even one of the old Dome ships, big as they were. It made my cruiser-class Intrepid look like a toy.


  It was built in a sort of star-burst pattern. Asymmetrical. As if someone had picked up a few dozen Earth-style habitations they call skyscrapers and welded the bottoms together. Each skyscraper was different in shape, size, and color, some quite fantastic.


  Still, it was easy to see the extrusion that had been blown apart by energy weapons.


  My hearts began to beat fast again. How many ships would dare to take on this behemoth? Surely the Blade ship had been here.


  F.O. Menderash reported in from the Intrepid, which was now in sight of the alien vessel as well. Sensors showed no life signs. However, sensors did show what might be traces of DNA.


  I frowned. <DNA? Specifically? Earth origin?>


  <The readings are quite possibly inaccurate,> the tactical officer interjected. <The amount of material is very small and the ship, as you can see, Captain, is enormous.>


  <Yes, I had noticed that,> I said dryly. <I want a sensor grid established. Link with all four fighters and the docker with main sensors. Let us see if we can pinpoint this alleged DNA. It would take a year to search that ship on hoof.>


  This took a few minutes during which time we drifted closer and closer to the silent behemoth.


  <We have a fix,> the T.O. reported. <Now a ninety percent probability that Earth-type DNA is present in one location.>


  No one said anything but there was a sort of silent murmur of excitement. Warriors shifted their stance, surreptitiously glanced at the charge indicators on their Shredders, nudged each other.


  <Sensors continue to show no life signs,> the First Officer said. <However, Captain, since this is a very unusual situation, perhaps you may wish to reconsider whether the T.O. should be given command of the boarding party. Or myself.>


  <You sense danger, First Officer Menderash?>


  He hesitated. Then, <Yes.>


  <Despite the sensor readings showing this is a dead ship?>


  This time more forcefully. <Yes, Captain.>


  <So do I. Just the same, here I am, might as well go forward. Take us in for docking. Let us go see what this DNA is.>


  Chapter 15 - Jake


  



  Controlling the animal mind and instincts are hardest the first time. The instincts can carry you away, especially in prey animals where the fear reflex is overwhelming. After that first time it becomes easier. Which is why you never go into battle with an untested morph."


  "But, Professor, you did."


  "Yeah, well, I did lots of stupid things, Sergeant Santorelli. I was a kid when I started. I think your respective governments are kind of hoping that you professionals will learn the good habits from me, not the bad ones."


  I was instructing a class. My third in the last year. It was a special class of two dozen men and women, chosen from among elite antiterror forces of democratic nations around the world. I had Americans, British, French, Japanese, German, and Norwegian soldiers in this particular class.


  Terrorism had grown as a problem. Many of the worst were religious cults convinced that the presence of alien species on Earth was delaying a hoped-for Armageddon. Some were antigovernment paranoids who had convinced themselves that the Andalites were taking over Earth. Others were sort of latter-day racists who simply needed someone to hate and focused on the Hork-Bajir. Then there were the ecology extremists who just hated anything new and technological.


  Terrorists had begun to attack Andalite tourists and free Hork-Bajir. And the Andalites had agreed to make a single morphing cube available, on condition that it remain in Andalite custody and be used only for antiterror forces.


  We'd always known it was a bad idea to get between an Andalite tourist in human morph and a chocolate chip cookie, a cinnamon bun, or (to the great relief of the beleaguered tobacco industry), old cigarette butts.


  On a more serious level, Andalite-Earth trade and tourism were becoming big business. The Andalites liked the status quo as much as humans did.


  I needed a job. I needed to do something useful. And I was the reigning expert on using animal morphs for infiltration, surveillance, and combat.


  They called me Professor. A joke, obviously, I still hadn't formally graduated from high school. But they had to call me something, these amazingly fit, smart, disciplined men and women, some of whom were twice my age.


  Classes were terribly Top Secret, naturally. The "school" was a squat cinder block building in a forgotten corner of the Twenty-nine Palms Marine Corps base. Way out in the California desert. Nothing around.


  I lived in Santa Barbara, now. After the trial of Visser One, and endless nagging from Marco (and his agent and manager and assorted Hollywood friends), I finally wrote a book. It was an autobiography, of course. I hated doing it. But it was a way for me to tell people more about Rachel and Tobias, the Forgotten Animorphs, as people called them.


  The book made way more money than I needed. I bought a house for my folks and finally moved out on my own. Tom was gone. My hanging around my parents' house till I was thirty wasn't going to bring him back.


  Marco lived half a mile from me, in a house about seven times bigger than mine. We'd started hanging out again. And after awhile he'd given up arranging dates for me with whatever starlet happened to be willing.


  The Defense Department was my official employer and they flew me in a private military jet from Santa Barbara to Twenty-nine every day of class. Flew me back in the evening. I would sit there pretending to work on lesson plans, stare out the window at the sun setting over the Pacific, and watch the birds below.


  I had seen red-tailed hawks at times. But there was no way to know.


  I spoke to Cassie every couple of months. She was seeing some guy . . . actually, a good guy. I had met him at one of Marco's parties. I couldn't exactly remember his name. He worked for the governor of California on environmental concerns. He and Cassie spent a lot of time working together with the Hork-Bajir in Yellowstone.


  It was a Friday, the last day of class for the week and my students were glad to be done with me for a while, and I was glad to be heading home.


  My ride was waiting outside the building. They drove me back and forth in a Humvee with all kinds of security - a courtesy befitting my status as an official hero.


  I had been given the Presidential Medal of Freedom and a similarly exalted medal from pretty much every nation on Earth. Some before the trial, some more afterward. If I'd suffered anything tangible from having the title of "war criminal" applied to me, I never noticed it. And I'd gotten so I almost didn't notice the security that followed me everywhere since I'd become terrorist target number one.


  The Humvee pulled up alongside my parked jet and I waited, as I'd learned to do, for the marine driver to come running around and open my door. The delay gave time for the two security men to jump out and ostentatiously scan the area.


  "Kind of hot out today, Professor," the driver said as I climbed out.


  "Yeah, but it's a dry heat," I said. "See you Monday, Corporal."


  I pushed my sunglasses up on my nose and headed for the plane. Then I stopped. One of the security guys was pressing his earpiece in and listening intently. He raised his wrist and spoke to his walkie-talkie. "Roger that. I'll ask."


  "Ask what, Major?" I said.


  "Sir, an Andalite has landed, unannounced. He's here on base. Asking for you."


  "Prince Aximili?"


  "I don't think so, sir. They can bring him straight here if you okay it."


  I nodded. "Let's get into the shade, at least."


  We waited and after a while a convoy of Humvees appeared through the wavy heat lines of the tarmac. Two Andalites, not one, rode in the horse trailer towed behind a Humvee. These Andalites had never taken offense at this unusual mode of transport, and it worked better than trying to cram them into a car.


  The two Andalites descended the ramp. I went to greet them and led them under the plane's wings, out of the sun's direct rays.


  <I am Prince Caysath-Winwall-Esgarrouth. This is Menderash-Postill-Fastill. First Officer of the Intrepid.>


  <Ax's ship? I mean, excuse me, Prince Aximili'sship?>


  <Yes,> Caysath confirmed. <Menderash is the only known survivor of the lntrepid.>


  I guess I looked pretty stupid for a minute as that news sank in.


  "Are you telling me Ax is dead?"


  Caysath slowly shook his head. It was a habit they learned as part of communicating with humans. <No. He is not confirmed dead. Only missing. In fact, we have reason to believe that he may still be alive, but a prisoner.>


  "Whose prisoner?" I snapped.


  It was Menderash who answered. <The Blade ship.>


  Chapter 16 - Jake


  



  We returned to base so that Menderash could explain. My heart was pounding. My pulse was racing. I was a little embarrassed by my response, but this was Ax, one of us.


  One of mine.


  Menderash was telling the story.


  <We approached the unknown alien vessel. Prince Aximili ordered the docking ship to board at a place near the suspected DNA reading.>


  "No life signs?"


  <None,> Menderash answered. He was visibly shaken. I realized then that he was carrying the weight of this. I knew the signs. <We ran every sensor reading we know. You have to understand, it is a thousand times easier to detect life signs than to detect a tiny sample of DNA, we were sure the alien vessel was dead-in-space.>


  I nodded. "Go ahead."


  <The docking was uncomplicated. They grappled and cut through the outer hull. Prince Aximili and a dozen heavily armed warriors boarded. For a while they merely reported back on the interior of the ship. It had clearly been inhabited at some time. But there was no sign of current activity. None. If there had been, I never ->


  <Just proceed with the story,> Caysath said gently.


  <Of course.> Menderash stopped the agitated quiver of his stalk eyes and forced himself to stand still. <They used handheld sensors to pinpoint the DNA sample. Prince Aximili picked it up, held it. He said, <It is a few hairs. White.> Then, he frowned and said, <No, not truly white. Colorless almost. Hollow.>


  I knew what was coming next. I knew the animal with hollow, colorless hairs that from a distance seemed white. Polar bear.


  It was a Yeerk with a polar bear morph that had killed Rachel.


  <Then the prince shouted for the warriors to draw weapons. He ordered me to raise defenses on the Intrepid and go to condition one. A split second later the alien vessel fired at us. It was a very powerful weapon. They caught us only half ready. See, sensors are less effective when used while defensive force fields are raised. The attack crippled the Intrepid. Half our people . . . there were many casualties. Chaos, as you can imagine. Blood. Computers down . . . Communications down . . . The T.O., he was, he was sucked out into space before the force fields could close the breach.>


  "The alien vessel, not the Blade ship, fired?" I asked.


  <Yes. It was fully operational. Alive. Very much alive. My duty was to the ship. Standing orders were to save the ship. I had no choice but to withdraw. All four fighters were lost. We pulled back. But just before I did, before I could, I heard him. Prince Aximili, the captain. Not by link, but through normal thought-speak. Very weak. Far away.>


  "Yes?"


  <The doctors believe I suffered a temporary stress reaction. An hallucination. That I was hearing things.>


  "What is it you heard, First Officer?"


  <Prince Aximili. He said your name. Just your name. Jake.>


  Both Andalites watched me, waiting to see my reaction. The marine guards in the room with us watched, too. Their envy was obvious. Neither had seen combat.


  <And then, the engines went. We lost most life support. We called for help, but . . . Norshk pirates hit us and we couldn't even put up a fight. Help came, but too late. Air gone. Cold.> He lost the thread of his story, looked embarrassed, and fell silent.


  Caysath took up the narrative. <Menderash believes the thought-speak cry came from the Blade ship, which emerged from within the alien vessel and fled at top speed. The alien vessel followed the Blade ship and fired repeatedly at the Intrepid, which followed for a while. But their engines were damaged and they couldn't keep pace. The Blade ship and the alien vessel then entered Kelbrid space.>


  "What's that?"


  Caysath hesitated. Looked at me with his big, main eyes. Waited.


  "Please, wait outside," I told the marines.


  Once they were gone, Caysath said, <The Kelbrid claim an empire that borders the far reaches of our own territory. They are dangerous. Warlike. Aggressive. But also very trustworthy. We have a treaty with one simple proviso: We do not enter Kelbrid space, they do not enter ours.>


  "Was this alien vessel a Kelbrid ship?"


  <We do not know. We have never seen a Kelbrid. They, likewise have no direct knowledge of us.>


  "Are they in league with the Blade ship?"


  <There is no way to know.>


  I was getting impatient. "These Kelbrid would have reason to want a live Andalite. First rule of intelligence: Know your enemy."


  <Yes.>


  "So what are you doing about it?"


  He looked very closely at me. <Nothing. We cannot enter Kelbrid space without starting a war. No Andalite ship, no Andalite warrior could enter Kelbrid space. The risk is far too great, even to attempt to rescue Prince Aximili.>


  "No Andalite ship."


  <Absolutely not.>


  He was definitely leading me somewhere. Where? Then it hit me. "There must be any number of surrendered Yeerk ships around."


  <I believe there are,> he said blandly. <I believe, to name just one example, that there is a Yeerk prototype ship in orbit above us at this very moment. Very fast. Heavily armed. A sort of smaller version of a Blade ship. We think it was a Yeerk attempt to design an Intrepid-class ship. Yes, I believe such a ship, a definitely non-Andalite ship, is in orbit at this very moment, fully fueled, fully armed.>


  "And who is going to fly it?"


  In answer, Menderash began to morph. He was morphing to human.


  "He's still an Andalite," I said.


  <In two hours, I will no longer be an Andalite,> Menderash said.


  Chapter 17 - Cassie


  



  I was with Ronnie Chambers, my state of California counterpart of sorts. He was the governor's liaison to the Hork-Bajir. We had left our assistants and even my omnipresent security detail behind. We were scouting out a new valley as a possible extension of the Hork-Bajir territory. The Hork-Bajir were a growing population.


  It was a hard climb, but we were high above the summer's heat and I had come to really love searching out the endless still-undiscovered secrets of Yellowstone. I was getting to be a hiking jock, even eschewing morphing except in cases of emergency or special need.


  I'd spent so much time in hiking boots and wool socks and L.L. Bean plaid shirts that Rachel's entire ongoing satire of my wardrobe would have had to change. Not that I was exactly fashionable, but now, instead of being pestered by Wal-Mart to do endorsements, I was being pestered by Patagonia.


  Ronnie was just slightly ahead of me, the slope was very steep and he was digging his feet in very carefully.


  I had resisted the whole dating thing for a longtime. And I resisted it with Ronnie in particular because we had to work together. Plus he was six years older than me.


  But, after The Hague, I knew I had to move on. I wasn't just Cassie the Animorph anymore. I had been moved out of the Interior Department when the new President was elected. She had appointed me instead to the new position of Special Assistant to the President for Resident Aliens. I was nineteen and I was in the President's sub-cabinet.


  Of course, yes, I would always be Cassie the Animorph. There was yet another movie coming out about us and my part was going to be played by an actress who was about a foot taller and twenty pounds lighter than me. So there'd be the inevitable "Where are they now?" stories about Jake and Marco and me. And of course the inevitable bogus Tobias sightings.


  I really wasn't trying to "Put all that behind me." I was Cassie the Animorph, always would be. I was in history books, after all. But I had a different life to lead now. I was going forward. At the moment I was going forward uphill toward a pair of very muscular legs.


  And then I spotted the falcon.


  Don't ask me how I knew. There were occasional peregrines up here, real ones. But I knew.


  "Ronnie?" I said.


  "Yeah?" He stopped and held on to a sapling. He smiled down at me. "What, you need a break? I told you not to eat those pancakes. I told you they'd slow you down."


  I generated a smile that he read as fake.


  "What's the matter, Cass?"


  "There's a friend of mine coming."


  He looked down the hill. Then up. I pointed straight up at the peregrine falcon inscribing circles above us.


  "One of them?"


  "Jake."


  "Oh."


  Ronnie knew about my relationship with Jake. I'd probably bored him half to death talking about my relationship with Jake. I felt sorry for him - Ronnie was a man's man, smart, confident, decent, funny. But in the public imagination, Jake was still some melding of George Washington and Patton and Batman. It was impossible not to be a little intimidated by all that.


  Ronnie made a thoughtful face and looked around. "You know what? I'll just head toward that outcropping up there. That should be a good observation post. Whenever you're done . . ."


  "Thanks, Ronnie."


  Jake came spiraling down, then straightened out to land on a fallen log. He hopped off the log and began to demorph as soon as his talons were on the ground.


  <Stand in front of me,> he said. <I'm going to roll right down the mountain if I demorph in the wrong order.>


  He demorphed without problems. And then, there he was: Jake. Not the old Jake, exactly, a little bigger, an inch or two taller. Jake as a grown-up, I thought. But then, no, that was wrong: Jake had been a grown-up for a long time.


  "Hi, Cassie."


  Jake always called me Cassie. Never Cass like Ronnie did.


  "Hi, Jake. Is something the matter?"


  He winced, a rueful acknowledgment that only some problem would have brought him to see me.


  "It's Ax. Some Andalite bigshot came to see me yesterday. Ax was on a deep-space mission and his ship was attacked. He was taken prisoner."


  "Oh, my god," I said, and without thinking grabbed Jake's arm.


  "Yeah. It was the Blade ship. It disappeared into some place the Andalites can't follow. Not without triggering a major interstellar war. It's some treaty. No Andalite ships. No Andalites period. Thing is, the Blade ship may have taken Ax across the barrier in order to use his presence there as a trigger, to cause a war between the Andalites and these Kelbrid."


  I had barely absorbed the information about Ax being in trouble. I was slow on picking up the thread of Jake's statement. Then it dawned.


  "They're asking you to go after Ax?"


  He made a wry smile. "Of course not. That would be a violation of the Andalite-Kelbrid treaty. They can't ask me to do any such thing. Of course, if I just happened to find a nice, new, gassed-up and ready-to-go captured Yeerk ship, and if I just happened to decide to go off on my own to rescue my friend. . . . well, you get the picture."


  "Jake, this sounds . . . I mean, one ship? You're supposed to go into some hostile space with one ship, and rescue Ax from the Blade ship and possibly a whole alien empire?"


  "Plus it seems there may be a third, unknown alien species involved," Jake said. He smiled in a way that was so much like Rachel. That same self-mocking swagger. How had I never noticed that similarity before?


  "Marco will be going with me," he added.


  "He will? He agreed?"


  "No, not yet. I haven't asked him. But he will."


  I didn't want to say the words. I didn't want to. But Ax was more than a friend. How many times had he risked his life to save mine? I couldn't count the number of times I'd been down and only his flashing tail had brought me out alive.


  "I'll go, too," I said. "I just need a day to wrap things up and . . ."


  He was shaking his head. "No, Cassie."


  "Look, if it's because of us, because of, you know, you and me, hey, that's separate and apart from saving Ax. Ax is one of us."


  "That's not it, Cassie," he said, all the swagger gone now. He was the old, awkward Jake now, struggling to express feelings instead of making lightning decisions. "Look, Cassie, you're doing what you need to do and were born to do. Part of what we won was freedom for the Hork-Bajir people. And a place for them here on Earth. That's something we won. It's in the bank. It's real and it's good and your job is to protect it. Me . . ." He shrugged. "Look, for better or worse, this is what I do. This is what I am, not what you are."


  "I'm still pretty good in a fight," I said.


  He laughed. "Pretty good? Cassie, you're a one-woman army. But you're the soldier who has fought her war and moved on. That's good. It's not me, though. Come on, Cassie, we both know this is a lifeline for me."


  I brushed away a tear. I didn't know how I felt. Relieved? Rejected?


  "So you just came to say 'good-bye'?" My voice quavered miserably.


  "No. I mean, yes, to say good-bye. For now. But also, I came for Tobias."


  I stared at him.


  "Don't bother to tell me you don't know where he is," Jake said. "I'm sure he's sworn you to secrecy. But you have to ask yourself what's best for Tobias now. Ax was his shorm. He has to go, you know that, even if he does hate me."


  "He doesn't hate you, Jake. He never did. His heart was broken, that's all. And you know, Tobias never had anyone. No one before Rachel. No mother, really, no father he could ever know. Rachel was the first and only person who ever loved Tobias."


  Jake nodded. "Yeah. I know. But Ax was his friend. So are all of us, even if he doesn't want it that way. So tell me how to find him."


  A few minutes later, after watching Jake morph and fly away, I climbed up to where Ronnie waited.


  I knew I had said good-bye to Jake forever.


  Chapter 18 - Tobias


  



  The world's smartest mouse wiggled his nose at me. Oh, he knew I was watching, all right. He knew.


  He was brown, not especially plump or juicy-looking. He had a tail that I had shortened by an inch on a previous encounter. But since that one close call he had outsmarted me every time I'd gone after him.


  It was a lesson in humility. I was a red-tailed hawk with the mental powers of a human. I was being out-thought by a mouse. The question was, should I even try? I had a nice perch, all I had to do was spread my wings and swoop right down on him. By all rights he was mine. But he'd been "mine" before, and I'd ended up with talons full of dirt and grass.


  I could see him twitching his nose. No, he knew. He was just waiting to mess with me.


  <Okay, Old Man Mouse, you live for another day. I'm not falling for it today.>


  I shifted my gaze, slowly scanning my meadow. It was a nice meadow. Up-country where the air was clear and clean, and sunny days baked the wildflowers and gave me the updrafts I needed. The bouncing little stream drew plenty of small prey - except for the year before when the drought had just about starved me out. But now the high snowcaps were melting and the stream gurgled along, and the mice and rats and shrews and rabbits and skunks and moles - all the juicy prey animals - were present in abundance. All mine during the daylight hours.


  At night the meadow belonged to the owl who lived in the lightning-struck aspen. But he kept his hours and I kept mine, and there was food enough for both of us. The only real competition came from the occasional wolf pack or a lone cougar, but I still had all my morphs available, and it's a rare alpha wolf who'll decide to keep his pack in bear country.


  Today, though, I had a different problem: campers. They had set up their tent the night before, across the meadow, right beside the stream. They'd made a safe, careful fire of fallen branches, and they had at least had the decency to dig a slit trench a good distance away from my water supply, so they weren't complete idiots. But I didn't like having them there.


  Hikers seldom came to my meadow. It was far from the regular trails and far from the places where they could easily observe Hork-Bajir in the trees. These two were hardcore crunchies, I guess. They followed all the rules and customs, made sure they collected their trash and banked their fire and when the girl played her flute it was with professional skill.


  It had bothered me, the flute. It was a favorite instrument for hikers, and was usually played with the skill level you'd expect of a preschooler. But this was different. Last night I'd moved in closer to hear and to see. She had the moves of a professional, the ease, the focus, all that.


  The music had reached me and I guess so had she. She didn't look anything like Rachel. And the guy with her didn't look anything like me, obviously. But something about them, the two of them, the couple, they looked like what I thought we'd look like. They were in love, even a hawk could see that. And although a hawk's visual acuity is well-known, fewer people know that we also have extraordinarily good hearing. I could hear the music. I could hear them talk.


  I had hoped they'd move on with first light. But they were dawdling, indecisive, as though not sure they wanted to leave my meadow. Well, I could change their minds for them in a hurry if I needed to.


  I didn't know what to do. If they stayed another night she would play her flute again. Which shouldn't bother me. But if there's one great lesson to surviving alone, it's this: Don't lie to yourself.


  I was all I had, and I had to tell myself the truth, and the truth was that their presence bothered me.


  So, as I raised my predatory gaze from Old Man Mouse and saw that the girl was getting ready to drink from the stream, I thought I'd better run them off. I didn't want to feel bad, I wanted to catch myself a nice, plump skunk pup. I didn't want to mope, tortured by miserable, pointless longing.


  Then, before I could act, the girl froze. She stared and called softly but urgently to her friend, and pointed.


  A Hork-Bajir was leaping from tree to tree. My mood picked up instantly. It was Toby. She had reached her full size now, a big, dangerous-looking goblin.


  I opened my wings, skimmed low over Old Man Mouse's burrow, just to keep him on his toes, flapped and skimmed the flower tops toward my Hork-Bajir namesake.


  <Hi, Toby. Longtime no . . .>


  Only then did I see the wolf who trotted along easily beneath the swinging Hork-Bajir. A wolf? Had to be Cassie.


  Toby dropped to the ground.


  "Hello, Tobias. I hope you are well."


  <Tolerable,> I answered guardedly. I landed on a low branch, just above Toby's eye level. The wolf wasn't saying anything yet, but there was no way it was a normal wolf.


  "Tobias, I have done something you may disapprove of," Toby said. She was always ridiculously deferential when addressing me. It was a bit silly, what with her being not only the de facto head of the Hork-Bajir, but also, under U.S. law, officially the Governor of the Hork-Bajir Free Colony and a nonvoting observer-member in the House of Representatives.


  I could be mad at her or I could trust her. I decided to be both. <All right, who is it?> I demanded sharply.


  <It's me, Tobias,> Jake said.


  He began to demorph. Now the two campers were snapping pictures like mad and that didn't improve my mood. I yelled at them in thought-speak. <Hey, Ken and Barbie, knock it off. This is my meadow. You want to stay, sit down and stay quiet!>


  It was harsh of me, but I had to yell at someone. I was disturbed. Thrown off stride. I hadn't spoken to Jake in years. Not since Rachel . . .


  But I was so surprised, so taken aback that I had trouble summoning up the rage I thought I still felt toward him.


  He assumed his normal shape. Older than when I'd last seen him. The last of the boy general had disappeared to be replaced by a young man with an old man's eyes.


  The campers were barely breathing now, a hundred feet away, staring like nitwits. Of course they'd recognize Jake. And unless they were dumber than I thought, they'd figure out who I was. Even in this very-much-altered world, there weren't a lot of birds who'd yell at you.


  <Well, Jake,> I said with what I hoped was a rock-steady thought-speak voice, <what's up with you?>


  "I'm doing good," he said.


  <You're older.>


  "So are you."


  <Well, it was fun catching up. Bye.> I spread my wings.


  "It's about Ax," Jake said.


  I should have flown away. I knew I should have. But Ax had said I was his shorm. It's an Andalite word for someone who is closer than a friend.


  During the war we'd both been exiles in the woods, Ax and me. Neither of us had a real home. His family was a billion miles away, mine didn't really exist. Only later did we discover that Ax and I were, because of almost unbelievable circumstances, actually related.


  I could fly away. If I didn't, I was trapped. I would be trapped with Jake. Again.


  <What about Ax?> I asked.


  Chapter 19 - Marco


  



  I had nine million four hundred and thirty-two thousand dollars in my Merrill Lynch account. Mostly in stocks, some bonds.


  My TV show was doing fine, winning its time slot, although viewership in the critical demographic was falling off a little.


  I had a girlfriend. She was a model/actress. She was not, shall we say, a genius. But she was beautiful and sweet and about a foot taller than me.


  I had seven cars. A butler named Wetherbee. (Actually his name was McPherson, but I liked the sound of 'Wetherbee.') I had two maids. I had a time-share deal on a jet. I had the house in Santa Barbara, the pied-a-terre in New York and was looking at a little place in Tuscany.


  So exactly why was I spending my time morphing to lobster in order to crawl along the bottom of my swimming pool?


  I hadn't done the lobster morph in a long, long time. It seemed like a million years ago I'd used it to escape the Yeerks by hiding in a grocery store's fresh fish tank.


  The days, man. Those were the days.


  I watched, fascinated, as my skin turned hard. It was cool. Like my fingernails were expanding to cover my entire body. Not red, by the way, no lobster wants to be red because you don't get red until you've been boiled. No, this was more of a mottled blue thing.


  My fingers melted together and covered over with blue fingernail and my whole hand began to swell up. Like I'd hit it with a hammer. Then this big mass split in two, separating into the halves of a pincer.


  Tiny, waving legs erupted from my diaphragm and that's when the doorbell rang.


  Wetherbee would get it and get rid of whatever fan was there for an autograph.


  I was just losing my legs and eyes when Jake walked in.


  "Well, if it isn't Lobster Boy."


  <Hey, Jake. Remember this morph?>


  "Uh-huh. Some reason why you're morphing to lobster?"


  <Ummmm . . . I dropped my keys down in the pool? I was going to go get them?>


  "Well, then it's a good thing you have the ability to turn into a lobster, because otherwise, what would you do? I mean, normal people, they drop their keys in the pool, they're just totally helpless. Those keys stay down there. Forever."


  I stopped the morph before I lost my eyes and began to reverse it. As soon as I had a mouth I said, "You seem perky, today. You want something to drink?"


  "What are you going to do, morph to cow and squeeze me out a glass of two percent?"


  "I take that as a no? Wetherbee? Can you bring out a diet Coke?" I looked closely at Jake. "There's definitely something wrong with you, Jake. You're being way too clever. Way too quick. What's up? You finally go on Prozac?"


  He winced a little and I was sorry I'd opened my mouth.


  I flopped into a chaise lounge and waited. He had something to tell me. Jake has no poker face.


  He sat down, too, but on the edge of his seat. He glanced up and smiled a little. I looked up and saw a hawk, circling high in the air, directly above us.


  In a heartbeat it was as if everything around me turned translucent, like it was all fake, a set created with the help of trick lighting. Now, with the sudden change, it was like I could see right through the walls of my very nice house. Right past old Wetherbee and the silver tray with my Coke. The last three years were magically reduced to a daydream. An old reality emerged from beneath the illusion.


  I reached for my drink and my hand was trembling.


  Jake waited, patient now that he knew that I knew. He was watching me, waiting for my reaction. Waiting, but not like he had any doubt about me, the smug jerk.


  "You're about to ruin my life, aren't you?" I asked him. I sounded more self-pitying than I'd intended to.


  "That depends."


  "Yeah, right. So, what is it?"


  He told me, and every word was another nail in my coffin because, what was I going to do? Refuse to help save Ax?


  At last Tobias swooped down and landed on my patio table.


  "So where's the other Horsewoman of the Apocalypse?" I asked.


  "Cassie? She's not coming on this one," Jake said.


  I nodded. "Good for you. At least you have that much sense."


  Jake shrugged. "She's doing what she needs to be doing."


  "And I'm not?" I demanded.


  He ignored that. Which made me mad, because it's not like what I do for a living is just negligible. Granted what Cassie does is more impressive and admirable, if you care about that, but I had a TV show. I was a millionaire.


  "So now you're rounding up the old gang, huh? Like one of those over-the-hill-gunfighters movies? Like our parts should be played by Clint Eastwood and James Garner?" I glanced at Tobias. "And Foghorn Leghorn?"


  <Marco, you're not even twenty,> Tobias said. <I'm old, for a red-tail. You, you're not even old enough to drink.>


  "Yeah? Well, I aged in gorilla years." I pouted for a moment, very annoyed that neither of them was buying my act at all. And, being annoyed, I lashed out a little.


  "You sure you're up for this, Jake? You haven't exactly been living the American Dream since your last war."


  That got him, and again I was mad at myself, which made me madder at him.


  Jake said, "Well, maybe we live and learn."


  "What have you learned?" I challenged. "You've been all depressed, and now you see a way out of it because someone's giving you another chance to play war?"


  "Maybe," he admitted softly. I groaned. Being ticked off was stupid of me. And we had important stuff to discuss.


  "Okay, Jake-man. I'll cut the baloney if you will." I leaned toward him. "You're my friend. Ax is my friend. On a good day I can even stand the flea-bitten buzzard here. But you have to get real: You've been messed up behind some hard decisions you made. And now you want to go make more hard decisions?"


  Jake glared fiercely. "I learned from my mistakes. This time, maybe I'll do it differently. Some things at least."


  Ah, so there it was: Jake was going to give himself another chance. This time he would be the warrior who never sinned. He would be Sir Galahad. I felt sorry for him, and I knew I should probably just shut up. But I was his friend, and a friend tells you the stuff you don't want to hear.


  "Okay, Jake, I'm in. I'll go with you. You know that. But here's what you need to realize going in: If you're in charge you're going to end up right back in the same swamp you didn't like the first time."


  "Marco, I -"


  "Shut up for a minute. Listen. If I'm putting my life on the line with you again, the price you pay is to listen to me now." I took a deep breath. "Back in the day, Jake, you made more heavy decisions than any ten men would have to in a hundred lifetimes. You made life-and-death calls. You got us up to our butts in alligators, and you got us back out. And, sorry, but it's not what people think, that you were some kind of military genius. I'm better at tactics than you are."


  <And humble, too,> Tobias muttered.


  "It's true, and Jake knows it," I shot back. "Jake, you won because you didn't scare. You didn't panic, you didn't scare, and you didn't play a part or strike poses wondering what history would think. You made the right calls without regard to all that. But then, when the shooting was all over, you started questioning everything you did. You armchair quarterbacked your entire life and decided you made mistakes. Well, no kidding. Surprise: You're not a god."


  Jake nodded. "This time I won't make mistakes."


  "Don't tell me that," I said. "You want a zero-screw up fight?"


  "I got Rachel killed. Wouldn't you like me to keep that from happening to you?"


  "Yeah, I really would. But you start thinking that way, and that's when you'll get me killed. You have to trust your instincts, not your doubts. I'll trust my life to your instincts. If we're fighting again you have to be able to make the same kind of crazy, reckless, ruthless decisions you made before. We beat an empire, my friend, the six of us, and we did it in large part because you didn't know any better than to trust your own instincts."


  I stopped talking and Jake didn't say anything. I could tell I'd had no effect on him. Or at least not the effect I'd hoped. All I'd managed to do was send him spiraling back to that awful day aboard the Pool ship.


  After a while, he shook himself, smiled and said, "So, you're in, right?"


  And of course, I was.


  Chapter 20 - Jake


  



  We drove through the desert night, silent most of the way. Me, Marco, and a human-morphed Tobias crammed in the front seat of a truck borrowed from the Twenty-nine Palms motor pool. A Humvee followed behind us with the now-permanently human Menderash and two volunteers recruited from my counterterrorism class.


  I'd put it to the class that I needed volunteers for a mission that would very likely prove suicidal, that was illegal, that would involve their disappearing without a trace, without the approval of their governments, without notice to their families. They wouldn't be paid, promoted, or well-treated. I would be in charge and they would be low men or women on the totem pole.


  All but three volunteered. It was a measure of my fame, I guess. It made me feel a little bad, like I was taking advantage of them. I decided to take two of them, Sergeant Santorelli, a U.S. Army Ranger who was five years older than me, and a French Deuxieme Bureau trainee named Jeanne Gerard. I chose them both on the strength of their lack of any close family.


  I could have had more, but I felt six people was the right number. It had worked before.


  Unfortunately, Jeanne was beautiful. A problem I should have foreseen.


  We hit a hard bump and Marco said, "See? You really should have put Jeanne up here with us. A bump like that might bruise her. I could have protected her."


  He made a point of carefully pronouncing her name Zhann. I sighed. "This is going to be a problem, isn't it?"


  "What? Me and Jeanne? No problem at all. Obviously she wants me, and what woman doesn't? So I don't see any problem at all."


  I looked at him. "Marco."


  "Yes, Jake."


  "If you wanted to chase women you could have stayed home."


  "Believe me, I wish I had. I had a good life. I had it all. They're going to have to cancel my show, do you realize that? But, hey, without me who would take care of you and the winged wonder here?"


  "Marco, you were bored out of your mind."


  "Yes, I was."


  "If I hadn't asked you to come you'd have killed me."


  "Yes, Jake, I would."


  "But that's not going to change the fact that you'll be whining endlessly about the wonderful life you gave up, is it?"


  "I really doubt it."


  "Uh-huh. What's GPS say?"


  Marco peered at the dimly glowing display. "Better turn off your lights. We don't want to just drive up and look like complete amateurs."


  I killed the lights and slowed way down. The Humvee followed suit. We drove on till Marco said we were there. I stopped and turned off the engine. In the black desert night I could see a slight glow. It was impossible to tell the distance with no visual points of reference but the GPS said we had only three hundred yards to go.


  We climbed out and stretched our legs while the rest of our troop joined us.


  I said, "Okay, Santorelli? Jeanne? Call this your first nontraining mission. Our job is very simple but it can be easily screwed up, so pay attention. Ahead is an Andalite shuttle. There are two Andalite crew on board. They've been told to park their craft there and wait for a terrorist turncoat who will bring them vital information. Nothing else. Everything is on strict need-to-know basis."


  "Hi, I'm Marco," Marco said to Jeanne. "I have my own TV show."


  "Here's the deal: We need to take down these two Andalites but not hurt them in any serious way. Is that crystal clear? A good pop alongside the head and they'll go down. But no cutting, slashing, or stabbing. These are our allies. We want this to look real, but we don't want anyone to go to the hospital."


  Everyone understood. Or so they said.


  It was all a setup. Caysath had made the arrangements. We needed a ship to reach orbit where we could "steal" the parked Yeerk craft. And the Andalites needed deniability.


  After we used the shuttle to reach the Yeerk ship we would crash the shuttle back into the desert. The official story would be that terrorists seized the Andalite shuttle but were unable to fly it and crashed. The two Andalite guards would testify that they were overpowered. The State Department would yell at the Andalite government for being careless. Everyone would be happy.


  "Six against two," Jeanne said. "This is perhaps overkill?"


  "Keel. Ovair-keel," Marco echoed. "I love your accent."


  "They are Andalites," Menderash grated. "Six is hardly enough."


  I smiled. "It's all in which morph you choose. Okay, tell you what, we'll do it with just two of us. Tobias? Please demorph and then to Andalite."


  It was a test for both of us, Tobias and me. Would he follow my orders? If not, best to find out now. He said nothing. But he began to morph.


  A few minutes later the two Andalites on the shuttle thought they heard a thought-speak cry. They opened the hatch to investigate and out in the desert at the limits of their vision, they got the impression of a running Andalite. Maybe it was a wild mustang, but they couldn't be sure so they trained all their eyes forward. It was thanks to this that they didn't see the gorilla drop from the top of the shuttle and knock their heads together.


  It was a severely disgruntled Menderash who took the controls of the shuttle as we lifted off. "They were shamefully careless. Andalite warriors taken from behind? Shameful."


  "You know, I could be kind of a mentor to you," Marco said to Jeanne. "If we worked closely together I could teach you all I know."


  "But what could I possibly do to repay you?" Jeanne asked.


  "Well . . ." Marco leered, and was about to offer some specific ideas when Jeanne interrupted him.


  "I know! Perhaps someday I could introduce you to my cousin Michelle. She likes short men. Even as short as you."


  Marco winced. "Ah. Beautiful and mean. I like you." He caught my eye. "Jake, when you get a minute could you help me pull this knife out of my chest?"


  We reached orbit and I watched both Jeanne and Santorelli closely. It was their first time off-planet. Santorelli tried hard to be cool about it but there was no hiding the slow smile of pleasure.


  "Cool, huh?" I said, nodding toward the day-night line of Earth far below.


  "I've seen it on TV," he said. "This is better."


  "Objective locked in, Captain," Menderash reported.


  It took me a beat to realize he meant me. "All right. Take us in. Let's see what she looks like."


  The ship in orbit was unlike any Yeerk craft I'd seen before. It had the usual air of danger and hostility - the Yeerks favored the tapered, sharp-edged look generally. But in this case the aggressive, muscular silhouette achieved a certain beauty.


  It was a quarter the size of a Blade ship, maybe five or six times as big as a standard Bug fighter. The overall impression was of a sharpened boomerang, ends raked forward and ending in nasty-looking Dracon cannon. The core of the ship was a flattened and tapered cylinder placed above this seeming wing.


  "It looks tough enough," Marco said.


  Menderash said, "It is very fast and packs a very powerful weapons array, for its size. It carries no Bug fighters but does carry two small shuttlecraft. The Yeerks intended these cruiser-class ships to keep track of what they imagined would be a far-flung empire. As well as for escort duty."


  "Well, it's ours now," I said. "Okay, Menderash. Let's go aboard." He hesitated.


  "What?" I asked. I had worried from the start that a former Andalite first officer would have a hard time taking orders from me.


  "It's nothing, Captain. Just a custom. An Andalite custom. We always name a ship before the first crewman boards - it's an old notion, a superstition, really. The thinking is that the ship must know who it is before the crew can know it."


  I relaxed. "Fair enough, Menderash. Our own superstition is that a ship is never an 'it,' it's always a 'she.' Even if the ship is named after a male, it's a 'she.'"


  The six of us stood there contemplating our dangerous-looking new home, set against the sunrise over Earth.


  "So what do we call her?" Marco wondered.


  <She's beautiful,> Tobias said. <She's beautiful and dangerous and exciting.>


  I turned in surprise to look at Tobias. He stared back at me with his eternally fierce hawk's gaze.


  Marco laughed, realizing what we were thinking. "She would love it. A scary, deadly, cool-looking Yeerk ship on a doomed, suicidal, crazy mission that no one can ever know about? She would love it."


  So it was that we went aboard the Rachel.


  Chapter 21 - Marco


  



  The Rachel was fast.


  We blew through normal space and into Zero-space before either of the two Andalite ships in orbit could react.


  Later we picked up their Z-space communications. They made a lot of noise about the "theft" of the Yeerk prototype ship. It was almost too much. But I guess they wanted the news to get out: The Rachel was not Andalite, not associated with Andalites, not sanctioned by Andalites. Nope. Clean hands and innocent looks all around.


  The fact that this Yeerk ship was fully stocked with human food? That the quarters designed for Hork-Bajir had been converted to human proportions? That certain controls designed to be manipulated by Taxxon pincers now perfectly fit human hands? Well, what would the Kelbrid ever know about that?


  Santorelli and I went to do an inventory of the supplies. We found water, vitamin pills, a good supply of various awful-looking freeze-dried foods and six dozen Cinnabons.


  "Do Andalites have a sense of humor?" Santorelli wondered.


  "We've never been entirely sure," I said.


  The cinnamon buns didn't last long. We spent four days in Zero-space, which is like being buried in marshmallow sauce, and before we reemerged into the familiar universe of black space and white stars, all fresh food was long gone.


  Menderash was in charge of piloting and flying the Rachel, but Jake wanted as much cross-training as possible, so we all took turns under the nothlit Andalite's tutelage. Menderash was a taciturn guy - as I guess you'd expect from an officer who'd lost his entire crew and chosen to permanently abandon his usual body. He was careful to be deferential to Jake, and I think he had real respect for our fearless leader. But when he taught navigation or piloting skills he was a whole different guy. He was like that psycho drill sergeant from Full Metal Jacket.


  Four days of Menderash and I was a long way from being an Andalite-quality pilot, but I could take the ship from point A to point B. With lots of help from the computer.


  Menderash naturally plotted our course. Jake had talked it over with all of us, but it was Menderash who knew the last course taken by the Blade ship, so my opinion was not all that valuable.


  The theory was that we would simply draw a straight line. (Well, figuratively straight. Turns out space is curved. Who knew?) And try to jump past the place where the Blade ship would now be, assuming it had continued on its merry way for the last three weeks.


  A big assumption, but it was all we had.


  We emerged into real space with all guns loaded and the six of us ready for trouble. What we found was a whole lot of nothing. We were six light-years from the nearest planetary system. It was back the way we'd come.


  So it was back into Z-space, and throw the ship into reverse. (Menderash grits his teeth when I say things like that.) We popped back out of Z-space practically on top of the second biggest of four planets around a star that was ready to go nova at any minute. And of course, in celestial terms, "any minute" means maybe this millennium, maybe the next.


  "This is Kelbrid space," Jake said, "so we have to assume that this planet may have Kelbrid remote sensors or even a Kelbrid outpost. Let's remember that we are a peaceful ship on a mission of exploration."


  We spent the next six weeks wandering around the system, seeing some cool things on strange worlds, but no evidence of Kelbrids. We were starting to wonder whether there was any such thing as a Kelbrid. And we definitely saw no sign of the Blade ship or the mysterious alien craft that had fired on Ax's Intrepid. We moved on to the next nearest system. And the next.


  Half a year went by, but it seemed longer. I had brought along some DVD's but there are only so many times you can watch Airplane!, especially when you have to explain every joke to a former Andalite.


  It became obvious that this was going to be a long trip. You can't just go toodling around a billion square light-years and find what you're looking for.


  In the end, even after many months, we didn't find the Blade ship. They found us.


  I was manning the sensor station (and using the ship's computers to play Tomb Raider V), when I spotted the orange squiggle indicating an unknown ship within range.


  "Hey, Menderash, I have a ship here. Um . . . I think they're hailing us. That's the red numbers, right?" It was just the two of us on the bridge, everyone else was either sleeping or eating.


  He stalked over and stared at my screen for about a second. Then, "Captain, to the bridge!"


  "What is it?" I asked.


  But before the Andalite could answer, Jake was there, looking frowzy and flat-haired. He'd been sleeping, I guess.


  "What is it?"


  "That was my question," I muttered.


  "Ship approaching in normal space, Captain. They've hailed us. Standard inquiry: our point of origin and destination."


  "Okay. Answer them."


  We gave out our story, that we were the Enterprise, a peaceful, deep-space exploration ship from The United Federation of Planets. We figured no one in this far corner of the universe would have seen Star Trek reruns. It was our little joke.


  Here was the problem with that thinking: The Yeerks we were chasing had spent years on Earth, many with human hosts.


  "Receiving response," Menderash said. "And a request for visual, two-way communication."


  <Uh-oh,> Tobias said. He had rushed to the bridge, along with Jeanne and Santorelli.


  "What do we show them?" Santorelli wondered.


  "Not me," Jake said. "If it's the Blade ship they may recognize me. Or Marco, or Tobias, for that matter." He looked quickly at the faces of his people. "Santorelli, you're the best B.S. artist aside from Marco. So you're the captain. Jeanne, you stand with him. Everyone else out of view. Narrow the audio channel to pick up Santorelli only. Okay, open communications."


  The image that appeared to us was of a human. A man, maybe forty years old. Laughing, with hands on hips. "So, you come from the Federation, do you? And where is Captain Picard?"


  Santorelli shot a look at Jake. But this was more my specialty than his.


  "You've always thought of yourself as more of a Captain Kirk," I whispered.


  After that first panicked glance Santorelli betrayed no sign that he was listening to anyone. He assumed a wide, cocky stance and said, "I've always thought of myself as more of a Captain Kirk."


  "Sensor confirmation: It's the Blade ship," Menderash hissed.


  That tightened a few sphincters.


  The Yeerk captain nodded in a genial sort of way in response to Santorelli. "That's quite a ship you have there . . . excuse me, I don't know your name."


  I made a slashing gesture with my hand, cutting Santorelli off before he could say something wrong. "You're Rakich-Four-Six-Nine-One of the Flet Niaar Pool."


  Santorelli repeated it.


  The Yeerks seemed to buy that. "I am Efflit-One-Three-One-Eight of the Sulp Niar Pool," their captain replied. "Well met. And what exactly are you doing here, brother? And how do you come to be flying a new cruiser-class ship?"


  "I might ask the same of you," Santorelli shot back. "I find it hard to imagine what business a ship of the Yeerk Empire has in this far-flung quadrant."


  Menderash whispered, "He's powering up his weapons and maneuvering to bring them to bear."


  "He thinks we're from the Yeerk Empire. Maybe here to hunt him down as a traitor," Jake said quietly.


  Efflit 1318, his voice considerably more guarded now, said, "My mission here is classified."


  Santorelli nodded skeptically. "As is mine."


  For a long moment the two ships were silent. Both had powered weapons. Both were maneuvering for an edge, should firing break out. But in a fight we were toast. We were tough, but we couldn't win against an alert and ready-to-rumble Blade ship. And the real problem was that although we were fast enough to run away, we were aimed toward the Blade ship. We'd have to turn around if we were going to run away, and while we turned, they'd blow big holes in us.


  "We have to blink first," Jake said. He gave Santorelli instructions.


  Santorelli said, "It occurs to me, Efflit-One-Three-One-Eight, that it would be a tragedy if any misunderstanding occurred here between us."


  "Indeed? And what misunderstanding could occur, Rakich-Four-Six-Nine-One?"


  Santorelli sighed. He acted the part of a deflated man. "There is no empire, Efflit-One-Three-One-Eight. The empire is finished. I . . . my crew and I seized this ship and escaped as the Andalites closed in. We had heard that a Blade ship had escaped and survived. We have been looking for you ever since. For more than three years."


  Efflit nodded. But would he buy it? He and his people were all alone in the universe. We represented the only brother Yeerks he was ever likely to see. Was he lonely enough to be careless? Would he trust us enough to let us destroy him?


  "You will place yourself under the command of The One?"


  Santorelli's eyebrows shot up. "The who?" he blurted.


  I looked at Jake. At Tobias. At Jeanne. There was a sort of collective shrug.


  "I command this ship," Efflit 1318 explained, "but I serve at the pleasure of The One Who Is Many. The One Who Is All. We are not alone, Rakich-Four-Six-Nine-One. We are not this ship alone. We are the seeds of a new empire that will far outshine the old, under the leadership of The One." Weird to see that wild, messianic glow in the eyes of a man you knew was really just a Yeerk slave. It was a disturbingly human expression.


  Santorelli said, "Urn, who is this . . . this One?"


  "I will invoke his presence," the Yeerk said. He closed his eyes and raised his face.


  "Okay, this is unexpected," I whispered.


  There was a long, silent pause during which time the two ships drew closer and closer. Too close now to do anything but play the game through. If this was a ruse, it was a convincing one. If it was a ruse, we were dead.


  I glanced at Jake and wished my heart wasn't jackhammering away.


  Suddenly the screen image went blank. The human-Controller was gone.


  <What the -> Tobias demanded.


  But then the screen glowed to life. More than the screen. The whole front of the bridge was glowing, a light so bright it seemed to shine right through the bulkheads.


  Within the searing light, an image appeared. It was alien, not Yeerk. That was to be expected from the Yeerks, they were, after all, parasites, so you never saw the Yeerks themselves.


  But there was something very wrong with this particular alien.


  The face that filled the screen and more was a shifting image, a slow dissolve from what might be a robot's face, a machine with a rat-trap mouth and steel eyes, into a sweet, feminine, almost elfin visage, and last, and most enduring, into the face of Aximili-Esgarrouth-Isthill.


  <Ax?> Tobias whispered.


  The face that belonged to our friend Ax split wide open across the bottom and revealed a new-formed mouth full of red-rimmed teeth.


  "Save your tricks for this Yeerk fool," The One said. "I see the truth. I see all. Step into view, Jake the Yeerk-Killer. I know you are there, I feel your mind."


  There was no doubting that voice. No way to imagine that it was just bluffing. The sound of it reached deep down inside you, beyond speech, beyond thought-speak.


  Jake stepped out in front of Santorelli.


  "I'm here," Jake said calmly.


  "You have done well to come this far. You have come to find your friend. But the Andalite is part of me now. As you will soon be."


  Jake stared back at the foul thing on the screen. I saw what he saw, and I felt as if my brain was shutting down. In that shifting alien face was every corruption, every evil, and such power that it seemed impossible it could be present in just the narrow confines of the onrushing Blade ship.


  "Can we shoot?" Jake asked Menderash, making no attempt to conceal his words from the alien.


  "His Dracon cannon have longer range and greater power," Menderash reported grimly. "And his defensive fields have been enhanced. I doubt our cannon can penetrate them."


  "Thought so," Jake said, still weirdly calm. "But we're faster."


  "Yes."


  "Okay." Jake took a deep breath. He looked around the bridge at each of us. At Tobias. At me. "What was it, Marco? 'Crazy, reckless, ruthless decisions'?"


  I nodded, wishing I had kept my mouth shut.


  There was a dangerous smile on Jake's face.


  Rachel's smile.


  "Full emergency power to the engines," Jake said. "Ram the Blade ship."


  A Letter to the Fans


  



  I know, I know, it's rotten of me to leave you hanging at the end like that. But I figured the Animorphs should go out the same way they came in: Fighting.


  Well, here it is at long last: the final chapter in the Animorphs story. It began in the summer of 1996. It ends in the summer of 2001. Five years, 54 regular titles, 4 Chronicles, 5 Megamorphs and 2 Alternamorphs. An amazing number of you have read all those books. I am deeply grateful.


  I had a lot of fun writing these characters. I know it sounds pretentious to say that I'll miss them, but I will. It seems strange to think that I won't ever again write "My name is . . ." It makes me a little sad to say good-bye to Andalites, Hork-Bajir, Chee, Taxxons, and even Yeerks. It was fun sitting down every day at my computer to invent that strange universe.


  There are a bunch of people to thank. (Hey, what is this, an Academy Awards speech?) First of all, Scholastic, in particular Jean Feiwel, Tonya Alicia Martin, and Craig Walker. Also the talented folks who created such great art for the series. And, of course, the people who never get mentioned but who are responsible for the crucial step from publisher to bookstore: the sales and marketing force.


  Mostly, I want to thank you guys, the readers. You praised, you complained, you extolled, you demanded, you asked questions that sometimes I couldn't answer. You told your friends, you started Web sites, you sent letters and e-mails, and wrote fan fiction. You pointed out every error I made. You were thoughtful and critical and imaginative. You were loyal.


  I want you all to know that it is my choice to end Animorphs. Much as I'll miss it, the time had come. Time to say good-bye, Jake. Good-bye, Cassie. You, too, Tobias and Marco and Ax. Goodbye, Rachel.


  And now would be the time for me to say good-bye to you . . . but, I'm off to a new series called Remnants, and I'm hoping I'll see you over there, in that new universe. If not, thanks from the bottom of my heart for everything.


  If you're coming along on the next trip, grab onto something because we're going to start off by blowing up the entire world. Then the real trouble will start.


  You may now demorph.


  



  - K.A. Applegate
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CHAPTER 1 

I can't tell you my first name—or my last name, either. And I can't tell you where I live. But 

I  might  be  lying  in  your  refrigerator's  vegetable  bin  or  in  the  produce  section  of  your  local 

supermarket right now. 

So let me ask you—no, beg you—please,  please don't put any vegetables into a zipper bag. I 

know this sounds crazy, but let me explain. 

I  can't  tell  you  anything  about  me  or  my  friends,  because  then  the  Jerkks  would  find  us. 

They are the fungus among us. They are trying to decay the whole world—all the vegetables 

and people. 

It's not easy for me to keep secrets . . . . Okay, I'll tell you this much. The town I live in is a 

small  one.  To  tell  you  any  more  would  be  dangerous.  If  any  of  the  head  fungi  (I  mean  the 

fungi in charge, not the ones that grow on someone's head) got hold of me, the results would 

be, well, blistering. 

I can only tell you my code name and those of my ad friends who are fighting the fungus. 

My code name is Kyle—I mean,  Kale—and I'm a boy. The code names for the rest of us are: 

Carrot, who is a boy; Tomato, a boy who is my best friend; Radish, my cousin, who is a girl; 

and Olive, a girl I sort of like. 

Radish isn't a close cousin as far as the family goes. According to my mom, she's my fourth 

cousin once removed (whatever that means). 

None of us are what  you'd call normal—at least not in Br— Whoops!  I almost told you the 

name of our town. Most of the kids in town are the plaid-shirt-and-jeans  type. And some of 

the guys are real jerks—I mean, jocks. 

Not  that  there's  anything  wrong  with  that.  But  Carrot,  Tomato,  Radish,  Olive,  and  I  are 

different. We like to wear funky clothes, listen to alternative music, and do crazy things. So 

depending on who you are, we're either the coolest kids or the biggest geeks in school. 

We  think  we're  the  coolest.  But  most  of  the  rest  of  the  kids  don't.  Especially  Biff  R—

 Whoops!  I almost forgot, no last names—and his bunch of brain-dead bullies. 

Sometimes  I  think  back  to  before  it  happened—the  thing  that  changed  our  lives  forever, 

changed  us  from  kids  who  were  either  geeky  or  cool  to  kids  who  were  really  different.  It 

seems like yesterday—or the day before yesterday. 

I'll  tell  you  one  thing,  though.  You'll  probably  never  say   veg   out  again  after  you  hear  my 

story. Not once you realize that some people veg out for a little while—but some of them veg 

out... forever. 

I just want everyone to be on guard. I also want to tell you not to eat your vegetables. Any 

one of them could be someone you know. They might even start talking to you. 

Meanwhile,  my  friends  and  I  have  got  to  fight  the  fungus.  And  the  members  of  the 

Vegetable Kingdom—the super vegetables—will help us. 



 




CHAPTER 2 

Here's  how  it  all  started.  I—Kale—was  hanging  out  at  the  bingo  parlor  at  the  mall  along 

with Carrot, Tomato, Radish, and Olive. I guess I'd better explain,  because you're probably 

asking yourself:  Why were they hanging out with a hunch of old ladies at a bingo parlor at the 

 mall when they could have been hanging out at the mall?  

The  answer  is  that  every  time  the  Biff  Bunch  caught  us  at  the  mall,  they  chased  us  and 

chucked  apple  cores  at  us.  I  don't  know  how  they  got  so  many  apple  cores,  or  why  they 

carried  them  around  the  mall  hoping  they  would  see  us,  but  they  did.  Who  can 

understand bullies? 

After  the  tenth  time  it  happened,  we  gave  up  and  started  going  to  the  bingo  parlor.  To 

tell you the truth, it was really a goof. 

The bingo parlor was started by a farmer named Withers. Yes, Withers was his first name. 

I'd like to tell you his full name because it's really funny... but I can't. 

Anyway, old ladies were always after Withers,  inviting him over for dinner, bringing him 

cookies  they'd  just  baked,  and  pestering  him  in  general.  So  Withers  built  this  bingo  parlor  to 

give them something to do. 

Withers's Bingo Palace is packed just about every night of the week. The funniest thing is, 

you can't even win anything. All you get to do is shout, "Bingo!" But the old ladies seem to 

get a bang out of that. 

Anyway, the joke turned out to be on Withers— because after he opened the bingo parlor, 

even  more  old  ladies  were  pounding  on  his  door.  By  the  way,  I  know  all  this  because  my 

brother, Bryce, worked for him. But I'll tell you more about that later. 

"Bingo!" Tomato had just shouted before we decided to leave. 

Oh, forget it. I can't go on with this code-name business. I just feel too silly calling my 

best friend   Tomato.  It's kind of hard to take my  story seriously that way, isn't it? So I'll tell 

you our first names. 

I told you I couldn't keep secrets very well. I just hope you can. Please don't tell anyone 

else our first names. And I mean  anyone.  

You  already  know  my  name  is   Kyle,  not  Kale.  Tomato's  name  is   Tommy—he's  my  best 

friend. Carrot is  Cary,  another guy who's a good friend. The two girls in the group are  Randi 

and  Olivia,  not Radish and Olive. 

So now you know our names. Anyway, we'd run out  of money for game cards, and it was 

getting late, so we decided we might as well leave. 

Now  we  had  to  make  a  decision:  whether  to  walk  down  the  streets  to  get  to  our  houses, 

which would take us about forty minutes, or to take a shortcut through Withers's field. 

Withers's field was kind of scary. No matter what he tried, nothing would grow there but 

stinkweeds. Everything else  withered.  He was a nice old guy, if a little strange. He had a lot of 

money he kept stashed in his mattress—but he sure didn't get it from farming. 

"Let's go for it. Let's go through Withers's field," said Cary. Cary is like that: daring. 

All the girls in school were always offering to do Cary's homework for him. Not that Cary 

needed any help. He's probably some kind of genius. Girls always blushed and giggled when 

he walked by, too. I guess you'd say Cary was a really good-looking guy. But Cary didn't seem 

to notice all the attention from the girls.  Lots of times he seemed lost in his own thoughts. 

He never said much. 

It  was  like  Cary  never  even  had  to  study.  He  could  read something once—real  fast,  you 

know, like he was just scanning it. Then he could recite it word for word. It was amazing. 

The first time I met Cary was at Tommy's house. Cary had his head stuck in the clothes 

dryer,  and  it  was  on.  Cary  had  just  washed  his  hair,  and  he  sai d  his  family  had  just 

moved  in  and  they  couldn't  find  their  blow  dryer.  He's  always  had  his  own  way  of  doing 

things. 

"Well,  what  are  we  standing  around  for?"  Cary  asked.  "I'm  going  through  Withers's 

field. Who's coming with me?" 

The rest of us exchanged glances. Cary had given us a dare, and none of us was the type to 

back down. 

"I'm in," said Tommy. 

"So am I," I told him. 

"Me, too," Randi and Olivia said at practically the  same time. I never doubted the two of 

them for a minute. They are two fierce items. Randi is totally into fashion—especially hats. 

She's already had offers to model, but she's not interested. Randi may look like a  magazine 

cover girl, but she's a pretty deep thinker, too. 

Olivia  is  Hispanic,  and  also  drop-dead  gorgeous,  though in  a different  way  from Randi. 

Olivia is usually dressed in something like motorcycle boots, ripped  jeans, and a T-shirt. 

Olivia's mom and dad run a local greenhouse, and Olivia spends a lot of time talking to  the 

plants. 

I guess I have a bit of a crush on Olivia, but it's kind of hard to get close to her. One reason 

is that Olivia likes plants, flowers, and vegetables better than she likes  people. Anyway, I 

wouldn't  recommend  that  anyone  get on the wrong side of Randi  or Olivia. In an instant, 

either one of them can turn from a vision of beauty into your worst possible nightmare. 

So there we were, taking a forbidden shortcut across Withers's field at night. Everyone but 

Cary  was  trying  to  pretend  we  weren't  scared  when  weird  things  started  to  happen. 

Just  as  we  reached  the  edge  of  Withers's  property,  something  overhead  sprayed  the 

whole area with an awful-smelling, powdery kind of stuff. 

Olivia looked closely at the powdery things as they drifted down. "Maybe they're spores," 

she whispered. "They're like seeds, except they don't produce plants— they make fungi." 

"I don't care what they are," I said, practically choking on the stench. "Let's get out of here." 

I turned to go, but Cary grabbed my sleeve. 

"Look up there," he said, pointing into the sky. I looked, but I didn't see anything unusual. 

In  addition  to  practically  being  a  genius,  Cary  has  this  amazing  eyesight.  He  could 

probably  tell  what  time  it  is  by  looking  from  an  airplane  at  somebody's  watch  on  the 

ground. 

One by one, Tommy, Randi, and Olivia told Cary that they didn't see anything either . . . 

yet. The stench in the air got worse, but Cary kept insisting that we couldn't go anywhere 

because this thing was getting closer and closer. 

And then, finally, I saw it. We all saw it. 

You've probably heard or read descriptions of flying saucers. They're usually disc-shaped, 

or pod-shaped, or even sometimes triangles. But I'd never seen anything like what I saw that 

night... floating straight toward  us.  

"Is it a bird?" I wondered aloud. 

"Is it a plane?" Tommy asked. 

 "No!"  Cary said in a hushed voice. "It's not a flying saucer, either. I can't believe it, but it's 

a gigantic, flying  mushroom!"  



 




CHAPTER 3 

"It's a  Portobello  mushroom," Olivia explained. "They make very good appetizers." 

This was no ordinary flying Portobello mushroom, though. Uh, wait a minute. There is no 

such thing as an ordinary flying Portobello mushroom. 

Anyway,  this  had  lights  all  around  it,  and  the  stem  was  covered  with  some  kind  of 

protective  armor.  Suddenly  the  bottom  of  the  stem  opened  like  it  was  a  hatch  or 

something. Whoever was inside dumped  another mass of puffy, powdery little things out 

of the hatch, and they all fell on Withers's field. 

"They're spores, all right," Olivia whispered. "I bet they're mushroom spores. Mushrooms 

are  fungi,  you  know."  After  that,  we  all  started  gagging.  The  worst  stink  I  had  ever 

smelled in my life was hanging in the air. It hugged everything it touched, pouring into my 

nose, my mouth ... even my ears. 

Only  Cary  wasn't  gagging.  He  was  just  staring  up  at  that  big  mushroom  in  the  sky.  "I 

wonder where that came from," he said. He looked awestruck. 

"Yuck!" I sputtered between bouts of retching. "Let's get out of here." I started to leave, but 

Cary took hold of my sleeve with his hand again. As if it were all planned, I stayed there with 

him. 

And  it  was  grand  just  to  stand  there  and  watch  the  great  mushroom  slow  down.  It  was 

gradually descending toward the earth. 

Then something else weird happened. All at once, I didn't feel sick anymore. My stomach 

was calm. 

Tommy, Randi, and Olivia had been doubled over with the smell, but now they stood up 

straight. 

"I feel wonderful," said Olivia. 

"Never felt better," said Tommy. 

"I hear that," said Randi with a nod. 

Randi was just using an expression, but I really did hear something.  A strange voice was 

talking to us. 

I turned around to see where the voice was coming  from and gasped. A stalk of broccoli 

about six feet high was shuffling toward me. Cary, Tommy, Randi, and Olivia were looking 

at it, too. 

Did  you ever hear the expression  Pinch me, I must be dreaming?  Well,  I pinched myself—

hard. 

"Ow!" I heard the screech of pain come out of my mouth. That hurt. I must not have been 

dreaming! 

The  stalk  of  broccoli  had  two  shiny  red  eyes  just  below  what  looked  like  a  huge,  green 

head  of  curly  hair.  It  was  just  the  top  part  of  the  broccoli,  of  course,  but  since  I'd  never 

seen broccoli with a face before, it was hard not to think of it as hair. 

Here's something else that was weird. This broccoli had tentacle-like arms and legs at the 

bottom of the stalk. 

The broccoli stood in front of us. "I am Prince  Brassica Oleracea Italica Cruciferae," it 

said. Well, I guess it must have been a  he,  because a prince is always a  he. "You may call me 

Prince Brassica," he said. 

I  tried  to  say  something  but  couldn't.  I  just  kept  moving  my  mouth,  but  no  words 

came out. Then, finally, I found my voice. 

"Who ... are you?" I stammered. 

"The Prince of the Vegetable Kingdom," he replied. 

Olivia  turned  green.  "You  can  talk  ...  and  I've  been  eating  vegetables  all  my  life,"  she 

gasped. 

The  broccoli  gave  a  dismissive  wave  of  his  hand  that  actually  looked  regal.  "There 

are  vegetables,  and  then  there  are   vegetables.  It's  like  comparing  a  doll  or  a 

department-store  mannequin  with  a  human  being.  They  may  look  a  lot  alike,  but  they 

aren't the same." 

"How can we tell the difference?" Cary asked. I had never seen that intense concentration in 

his eyes before, or heard that heavy tone of voice. 

The royal vegetable tilted his curly-topped head.  "There's no way  to tell, unless  you can 

communicate  with  us.  We  of  the  Vegetable  Kingdom  don't  try  to  communicate  with  most 

humans because it makes us so tired. They haven't got the power to communicate with us on 

our own level. It's a skill that usually takes a long time to learn. 

"But ordinary vegetables  can't  communicate—they just 'veg out' as you humans say. They 

have no real consciousness. 

"Members  of  the  Vegetable  Kingdom  can  make  themselves  known  to  you  if  you  have 

special powers. Unless they're cut up in a salad, casserole, or side dish first, of course." 

I swallowed hard, thinking that perhaps I had eaten one of these creatures before. 

It  was  as  if  Prince  Brassica  had  read  my  thoughts.  "Don't  worry,"  he  said.  "The  royal 

vegetables  are  not  usually  captured.  We  grow  underground,  not  above  ground,  as  regular 

vegetables do. In fact, we have a labyrinth of tunnels right under this field." 

 Aha!  I thought.  That's why nothing ever grows  here.  

"That's why nothing ever grows here," said Prince  Brassica, echoing my thoughts again. 

"We don't need sunlight, but we appreciate all of the care, water, and food we've been given. 

It's made our lives a lot easier." 

"But why live underground? Don't you prefer the sun?" 

Prince  Brassica  shook  his  curly  top.  "We  went  into  hiding  until  we  could  find  a  way  to 

destroy  the  fungi  that  were  trying  to  kill  us—the  Jerkks.  That  was  on  a  faraway  planet.  Now 

we've come here. So far we've held our own, but it's a constant battle. Every day or so one of 

us is spotted, wilted, or dried out—killed by the Jerkks." 

"Where will it all end? When they destroy you?" I asked. 

Then  Prince  Brassica  said  something  that  chilled  me  to  the  bone.  "It  won't  end  there,"  he 

said. "The Jerkks aren't only after vegetables. They're after everything on Earth—you, too." 



 




CHAPTER 4 

Prince  Brassica  drew  himself  up  to  his  full  height.  "The  Jerkks  attack  humans  as  well  as 

vegetables. They live from decay and need hosts to support what they feed on. 

"They  go  from  planet  to  planet.  When  they  arrive,  they  first  make  everything  rot.  Then 

they rule over the mold and fungus that feed on the remains of the life  forms there. When 

there is nothing more to decay, they move on." 

"You  mean,  they're  going  to  try  to  make  people  decay?"  Randi  asked  with  a  tremor  in 

her voice. For once, Randi didn't seem so tough. 

"They have fungi they use for soldiers. They cause diseases you may be familiar with, such as 

athlete's foot— or worse ... blisters, rashes, and horrible, oozing sores." 

"Stop!" said Olivia. "I can't stand it anymore!" 

"Me, either," said Tommy. 

"Don't  despair.  We  of  the  Vegetable  Kingdom  have  vowed  to  fight  the  Jerkks  wherever 

they go. We have followed them to dozens of planets throughout the galaxy." 

"Have you succeeded?" Tommy asked. 

Prince Brassica looked sad. "We lost the last planet," he said. 

"What about the one before that?" asked Randi. 

Prince Brassica shook his head. "Beaten." 

"But you won on the planet before that, right?" Olivia asked eagerly. 

Prince Brassica hung his curly head and looked at the ground. "Uh ... not exactly." 

My  stomach  was  churning.  I  was  feeling  sick.  "Um,  exactly  how  many  times  have  you 

defeated the Jerkks? How many planets have you saved?" 

An  awful  silence  hung  in  the  air.  We  all  waited  for  the  answer.  Then  we  waited  some 

more. 

"Let  me  guess,"  I  finally  said.  "What  you're  not  saying  is  that  you've  never  won.  You 

haven't saved a single planet from the Jerkks, have you?" 

Something  like  a  little  sob  escaped  from  Prince  Brassica.  "All  right,  all  right,  we've 

never  won.  In  the  end,  we  always  turn  and  run,  and  they  cover  everything  with  mold,"  he 

said. His voice took on a whiny tone. "Do  you know what that does to my self -esteem?" 

he said. "I feel like a joke." 

"Now,  now."  Olivia  put  her  arm  around  him.  "Do  they  have  therapists  in  the  Vegetable 

Kingdom? You need to feel better about yourself." 

"Cut  it  out,  Olivia,"  I  said.  I  pointed  to  the  big  mushroom  in  the  sky.  "We're  being 

attacked." I turned to Prince Brassica. "Pull yourself together and help us.  What can we do 

about this?" 

Just then, a group of large asparagus marched across the field toward us. It was one strange 

sight,  I  have  to  tell  you.  Just  try  to  imagine  having  about  seven  asparagus  eight  or  nine 

feet tall coming toward you. 

"You are an alien being!" said one in a voice that made my eardrums pound. 

"Away with you! Back away from Prince Brassica!" rumbled another. 

"Get lost!" commanded a third. 

Suddenly Prince Brassica turned around and faced the head asparagus. "Back off, Jack!" 

he snapped. "Don't forget who's running the show here!" 

Wow, was I relieved. In an instant, Prince Brassica had turned from a whiner to a leader. 

Maybe he could help us after all. 

The group of Asparagus Officinalis withered a little and looked embarrassed. 

Prince Brassica stood up straight. "The Jerkks are parasites. They live off and try to control 

whatever  they  invade.  Watch  for  people  who  scratch.  Watch  for  blisters  and  deformed 

fingernails. And watch how people act." 

"How they  act?"  we all asked in chorus. "How do they act?" 

Prince Brassica looked up at the mushroom ship. "You'll know in a minute. They'll act like 

the  creatures  that  get  out  of  the  ship  that's  going  to  land  any  second  now."  He  paused  and 

watched the mushroom descend. 

"I  can  give  you  special  powers  that  no  humans  have,"  Prince  Brassica  said  after  a 

moment. For an instant he looked proud. "I can teach you how to change—morph—into 

members of the Vegetable Kingdom. I can show you how to become vegetables!" 

Tommy  rolled  his  eyes.  "Terrific.  I  could  turn  into  a  tomato.  That  ought  to  frighten  the 

pants off anybody." 

I had to admit it didn't sound like much of a scare tactic. 

Prince Brassica looked quite indignant.  "I  am a vegetable," he said. "But it's you humans 

who  are  running  this  planet—not  vegetables.  And  you're  running  it  into  the  ground,  I 

might add." 

"Don't be rude," I whispered to Tommy. 

"Sorry," Tommy said reluctantly. "Please tell us what we can do as vegetables." 

"As a vegetable, you can communicate with the  members of the Vegetable Kingdom. As a 

vegetable, you can hide. The Jerkks and the humans who are taken over by them won't be able 

to tell if you're a real vegetable or not. You can zap them with vitamins and minerals." 

I let out a long sigh. It was better than nothing. "So how do we become vegetables?" 

"Once I give you the special power, all you have to do is smell a vegetable deeply, and you 

will discover its essence. Your body will be in tune with the vegetable.  Then, once you put 

your mind to it, you can turn into one. 

"You  won't  be  ordinary  vegetables,"  the  broccoli  told  us.  "Not  only  will  you  have  the 

powers  of  members  of  the  Vegetable  Kingdom,  but  the  vegetable  DNA  will  combine  with 

your  human  DNA.  You'll  have  the  combined  powers  of  both  species.  Then  you  can  use 

them to fight the Jerkks." 

We all stood there, speechless. I don't know what was going through everyone else's mind, 

but I'd guess my friends were thinking what I was—that maybe we'd eaten something at the 

bingo parlor that was making us feel like we'd fallen down the rabbit hole and gone through 

the looking glass in  Alice in Wonderland.  



 




CHAPTER 5 

"Hurry  and  make  up  your  minds,"  urged  Prince  Brassica.  He  shook  his  curly  broccoli 

head  impatiently.  "Are  you  going  to  save  your  planet  or  not?"  He  pointed  toward  the  sky. 

"The Jerkks will be here any minute." 

"Okay, okay," I said suddenly. I didn't even realize the words had come out. It was like I 

hadn't engaged my brain before putting my mouth in gear. But once I  had said I'd go along 

with Prince Brassica's plan, I felt in my bones that there was no turning back. 

"Are you with me, everyone?" I asked. I figured  they'd all fall in behind me, because I'm 

sort of the leader of the group. 

"Nah," said Tommy. "Not interested." 

"No way," said Randi. 

"We're going to wake up and find out this was all some crazy dream," said Olivia. 

It  was  Cary  who  helped  me  turn things  around.  "If  we're only  dreaming,  we don't  have 

anything to worry about," he said. "I say we go for it. I mean, the bingo  parlor is getting a 

little stale, right?" 

"Okay, whatever you say, Cary!" Tommy declared enthusiastically. 

"Right behind you, man," said Randi. 

"Same here." Olivia nodded. 

"Glad I made you come to your senses," I said. I turned to Prince Brassica. "Now what?" 

"Wait just  a minute," cautioned Prince Brassica. "I  should probably tell you that this can 

be dangerous. If  you remain a vegetable longer than the recommended cooking time, you 

will remain a vegetable for all eternity." 

The  ship  was  rapidly  approaching.  "Fine,"  I  said,  trying  to  be  polite  and  keep  the 

impatience out of my voice. 

Prince Brassica pointed to a hole in the ground.  "Squirm on down there," he said to me. 

"There  is  a  network of  big tunnels  underneath  this field. That's  where we've been hiding. 

Once you get down the main tunnel, you'll come to a fork." 

"You mean the tunnel will branch into two?" I asked. 

Prince  Brassica  looked  puzzled.  "What  are  you  talking  about?  I  mean  a  fork.  Later  on, 

you'll come to a spoon and a knife. You make a right at the fork, go straight until you come 

to the spoon, then make a left until you come to the knife. My headquarters is just  behind 

it, inside the big cup and saucer." 

"Um, okay," I said. I could see Tommy was barely able to control his laughter. 

Prince Brassica glared at Tommy, then turned back to me. "Pull the handle on the cup, 

and the door  will  open.  On the  other side,  you'll  find  a  big room.  Go in there  and open 

the refrigerator. Bring me back the bottle of salad dressing you find inside." 



 




CHAPTER 6 

I  felt like my  feet were  glued to the  ground.  "Uh ...  maybe this  isn't  such a  good   idea,"  I 

said. "We're just a bunch of kids." 

I  was  still  trying  to  believe  that  I  was  the  leader  of  the  group.  I  figured  I  should 

introduce a little bit of  caution and reason into this whole situation. I wanted  my friends 

to listen to my words of wisdom, to stop and think. 

Tommy rolled his eyes. "Don't be such a wimp," he said. 

"Yeah," said Randi. 

"Get down there and get that salad dressing," said Olivia. 

Cary looked me straight in the eye. "You're going to do just what Prince Brassica said," he 

told me. His gaze was hypnotic. 

Cary  pointed  up  into  the  sky.  The  lights  around  the  base  of  the  mushroom  were  getting 

closer and closer. "Get going, Kyle," he said. 

Without another word, I headed down the hole. It was scary in there. It was dark, and I 

could feel ants crawling on me. 

Pretty soon the tunnel got bigger. I stood upright  and brushed myself off. After a while, I 

came to the fork. It  was a  big  one—it looked  like  an  antique, but  my  guess is that it  was 

probably stainless steel. How else could it not rust down there in all that moisture? 

Beyond the fork, I quickly reached the spoon and the knife. Then I came to the big room that 

Prince Brassica had told me about—his home. 

I headed for the refrigerator. Before I opened it, I stopped in my tracks. 

There  were  five  refrigerator  magnets  stuck  on  it.  One  looked  just  like  Prince  Brassica. 

Another  one  was  just  a  little  smaller.  The  other  three  magnets  were  even  smaller.  They 

were all clustered close together. 

I wiped a tear from my eye.  These magnets are like a picture of Prince Brassica and his family,  I 

thought. 

All of the magnets were holding up notes. Under  Prince Brassica was one that said,  Give 

 kids vitamins Tuesday. Don't forget.  

Mrs. Brassica's note said,  Head-dressing appointment, stalk manicure, Wednesday 3:00. Broccoli 

 Father's Day Friday.  

The three kids were all holding up a single note. It said,  Broccoli Dad's Day Friday. Party for 

 Dad.  

I took a deep breath. Cary and the others were right. We had to help fight the fungus—not 

only for humans, but for vegetables everywhere. 

I pulled open the refrigerator door. All that was in there were a few jars of vitamins and 

a single long-necked bottle—the salad dressing. 

I grabbed the bottle and scrambled as fast as I could toward the exit. I knew ants were getting 

all  over  me  and  I  was  muddy  and  filthy  but  I  didn't  care  anymore.  Now  there  were  more 

important things to think about. 

I  reached the ground just as the giant mushroom  was coming in for a landing. I raced 

over  to  where  my  friends  were  standing  with  Prince  Brassica.  "What  took  you  so  long?" 

Olivia  asked.  "No  time  to  be  a  slowpoke,"  said  Randi.  "Stop  bickering!"  commanded 

Prince Brassica. He grasped the dressing with a leafy hand. "Everyone, put your hands on the 

bottle, close your eyes, and clear your minds." 

We  all  did  as  he  said.  Prince  Brassica  put  his  leafy  hand  over  ours.  I  wish  I  could 

remember whether the salad dressing was Thousand Island, creamy   garlic,  or ranch—but 

I  can't.  All  I  remember  is  that  a  strange  tingle  went  through  my  body.  I  felt  a  whirl  of 

sensations tumbling over one another. I felt tart and tangy, crisp  and cool, hot and spicy, 

crunchy and mellow—all at once. I guess the best way to describe it is that I felt like I was 

being tossed by a gigantic fork and spoon, over and over again. 

Then, suddenly, the sensation was gone, and I felt better than I had ever felt  in my life. 

It  was  like  I  had  been  all  mixed  up—and  now  everything  was  mixed  right.  I  had  been 

 tossed.  

"Now  all  you  have  to  do  is  smell  a  vegetable  deeply  to  become  one  with  it—to 

morph into that species of vegetable," said Prince Brassica. "Then just concentrate on being 

human again, and you can morph back." 

The prince looked serious. "You can make other people turn into vegetables, too," he said. 

"Just keep talking to them constantly in a monotone about the  most boring thing you can 

think  of.  At  the  same  time,  keep  a  mental  picture  in  your  mind  of  the  vegetable  you  want 

them to be. Then they will have the same powers you do—the powers of a full member of the 

Vegetable Kingdom, plus your human powers." 

Prince Brassica was speaking faster and faster now. The giant mushroom had touched down 

on the ground. Its lights were flashing, and a door in the stem was starting to open. 

"Never  remain  a  vegetable  past  the  recommended  cooking  time,"  Prince  Brassica 

whispered, "or you'll be a vegetable forever." 

The door opened, and a creature stepped out of the big Portobello mushroom. 

"What  cooking  time  do  you  mean?"  I  whispered.  "Steamed,  stir-fried,  boiled,  or 

microwaved?" 

"Shhh!"  said  Prince  Brassica.  "Here  come  the  slave  fungi.  Don't  say  a  word  and  don't 

sweat—they  can't  see  or  hear,  but  they  can  smell  sweat.  If  they  get  hold  of  you,  you'll be 

itching all over." 

We  all  stood  still  and  tried  not  to  sweat.  Let  me  tell  you,  it  wasn't  easy,  because  these 

were the weirdest things I had ever seen. 

They were tall—and sort of lacy-looking. Each had a single eye on a long tentacle that bobbed 

back and forth. They formed two columns outside the mushroom ship and stood at attention. 

 It's like they're waiting for the President to get out of Air Force One,  I thought.  This is definitely 

 bizarre.  

"Those  are  the  Trichophyton,"  whispered  Prince   Brassica.  "They  aren't  usually  bad. 

They are content to live quietly and not cause any trouble. You all probably have some form 

of Trichophyton on your feet right now." 

I gasped. 

"Be quiet! Listen to me!" snapped Prince Brassica. 

"They  don't  cause  problems  unless  something  stirs   them  up.  Then  they  multiply 

and  attack.  They'll  give  you  a  terrible  case  of  athlete's  foot—dry,  cracked  skin  between 

your toes and itchy, oozing sores." 

 That really sounds disgusting,  I thought. 

"This  is  the  perfect  weather  for  athlete's  foot,"   Prince  Brassica  continued.    "A 

hot, moist summer. 

Athlete's  foot  is  highly  contagious.  You  can  get  it  easily  from  walking  barefoot  in  the 

bathroom. You can even catch it in the swimming pool. 

"These Trichophyton have mutated—changed,"  he  explained.  "They're  bigger  and  more 

powerful  than  normal  Trichophyton.  They  have  been  enslaved  by  the  Rubrum  fungi.  The 

Rubrum  attack  both  plants  and  animals.  No  human  or  vegetable  is  safe.  They  are 

planning  to  take  over  the  earth.  But  these  are  no  ordinary  Rubrum.  They,  too,  have 

mutated. They have amazing powers. We call these fungi  Jerkks."  

Suddenly a huge creature wearing terrible clothes  stepped out of the mushroom.  I was 

confused. He looked like Prince Brassica—a broccoli—in a bad outfit. 

"I don't get it. He looks like a vegetable," I said. 

Prince Brassica stood high on his stalk and shook his curly head.  "No!  That's no vegetable. 

That's Fun Gus,  the  only  one  of  the  fungi that  can morph into  a  vegetable. Fun Gus is 

their leader. He's ruthless. And he's probably the biggest Jerkk of all." 

Well,  Fun  Gus  may  have  looked  like  a  broccoli,  but  he  was  bigger  than  Prince  Brassica. 

Way bigger. 

Fun  Gus  scratched  his  chest  with  a  leafy  hand  and  burped.  Then  he  swaggered  toward 

us. 

It  was  a  weird  sight.  Here  was  this  gigantic  broccoli  stalk  with  skinny  legs—in  high-

water pants that revealed his white socks—lurching along. 

He  was  wearing  a  short-sleeved  shirt  that  practically  screamed  polyester,  and  he  had  a 

bunch  of  pens  and  pencils  bulging  out  of  his  pocket  protector.  I  couldn't  believe  he  was 

wearing  a  clip-on  bow tie.  He  had  black-framed glasses  that  were  held  together  on  one  side 

with what looked like a Band-Aid. 

"Remain  hidden,  no  matter  what  happens,"  said  Prince  Brassica.  "You'll  be  able  to 

understand what's going on. I've given you that much power already." 

A million questions were whirling in my head, but there was no time to ask them. 

Prince  Brassica  stepped  out  of  the  shadows  and  stood  in  the  ray  of  light  projected 

from the giant mushroom. 

"Rubrum! Fun Gus! Biggest Jerkk of all! Here I am!" he said boldly. 

The giant broccoli in the stupid outfit took a swig  from the bottle of celery tonic he had in 

his hand. "Well, duh . . ."he said. "Prince Brassica Oleracea Italica, I presume." 



 




CHAPTER 7 

"Why  don't  you  leave  us  alone?"  said  Prince  Brassica. "You're nothing but a bunch 

of bullies." 

My  heart  pounded  in  my  chest.  Uh-oh,  I  thought.  Prince  Brassica  is  going  into  his  whiny 

 routine again.  

The  Asparagus  Officinalis  lined  up  behind  him.  "Yeah,  you're  really  mean,"  one  of 

them said. 

"Why are you always picking on us?" asked another. 

My friends and I exchanged glances. 

Fun  Gus  laughed.  It  was  a  human  sound—one  that  wasn't  nice  to  hear.  It  started  as  a 

high-pitched titter.  Teeheeheeheehee.  But the giggles got louder and louder until the creature 

was  guffawing.  Hawhawhawhaw,  Teeheehee  hawhawhaw.  Then  Fun  Gus  doubled  over  and 

slapped his knees. He laughed so hard that he sprayed celery tonic from his nose. 

As  soon  as  the  Trichophyton  soldiers  saw  what  Fun  Gus  was  doing,  they  imitated  his 

every move, giggling, guffawing, and slapping their knees. 

Fun Gus hiccuped a few times and then stopped laughing. He stood up and looked 

Prince  Brassica  straight in the eye. "Don't try that 'Mr. Innocent' routine  with me. You've 

helped and healed plenty of the victims of our invasions. We've attempted to invade plenty 

of j hosts, but you have  stalked  us ruthlessly—you and your I asparagus soldiers and celery 

stalkers." 

He took another swig of tonic. "You can see what we j did to your army. There are dozens 

of celery stalkers right here in this bottle." 

Fun  Gus  hee-hawed  again,  and  then  he  turned  nasty.  He  turned  from  a  rich,  brilliant 

green  broccoli  to  a  grayish  blob.  He  grew  and  grew  until  he  towered  over  Prince 

Brassica, the Asparagus Officinalis, and even the Trichophyton soldiers. Tentacles sprouted 

all  over  him.  Now  there  was  no  mistaking  his  identity.  He  was  no  vegetable.  He  was  a 

 fungus  wearing a bad outfit—a really nasty-looking fungus. 

I expected Prince Brassica to start whining again, but he surprised me. In a moment I knew 

that the whining had been just a ploy. 

"Stop  showing  off!"  Prince  Brassica  thundered  in  a  commanding  voice  so  loud  it  made 

my stomach hurt. 

"Prepare  to  be  fumigated  and  exterminated!" shrieked the Asparagus Officinalis. 

I  covered  my  nose.  Fun  Gus  smelled  horrible.  He  smelled  like  the  stuff  they  had  just 

sprayed over Farmer Withers's field, only about a hundred times worse. I gagged silently. 

After  a few  seconds,  I  was  able to  control myself.  I  guess  somehow  I  became used to  the 

smell. But  it still  gave  me  the  creeps.  I  felt  as  if  the  stench  of  rot  and  decay  was  coating 

me—that I was breathing it into my lungs. I was being invaded by some horrible stink. 

"Where  are  the  rest  of  your  soldiers?"  shouted  Prince  Brassica.  "I  know  you  always 

travel with more than one species." 

The three eyes in Fun Gus's "head" cluster of tentacles narrowed menacingly. "They're 

in the ship. Something up my sleeve, you might say." That awful hee-hawing started again. 

 It's easy to see why they're called Jerkks,  I thought.  This guy is the biggest jerk I've ever met.  I gave 

a sidelong glance to my friends. I could tell they were thinking the same thing. 

Tommy was sneering and holding his nose. Randi had this I  can't believe it  expression on 

her face. Olivia looked disgusted. For once, Cary didn't look like he was daydreaming. He was 

totally focused on the Jerkk and his soldiers. 

"I was planning to start with the vegetables a little lower down on the food chain and then 

work up to the members of the Vegetable Kingdom," said Fun Gus,  "but I've had a change 

of plans. I think I'll just rot you first." 

"You don't  stink enough," retorted Prince Brassica. The  Trichophyton  and the  Asparagus 

Officinalis  both  surged  forward.  Vitamins  and  minerals  shot  from  the  asparagus  like 

gleaming electrical charges. 

The  Trichophyton  were  dirty  fighters.  They  didn't  fight  one  on  one.  They  swarmed, 

hundreds of them attacking each Asparagus Officinalis. 

Some  of  the  Asparagus  Officinalis  glowed  for  a  minute,  then  turned  to  powder.  A  few 

shrank, but then sprang back to life. 

Suddenly  a  hoard  of  other  beings  I  didn't  recognize  poured  out  of  the  ship.  They  were 

weird-looking like fungi—but somehow different. 

"I knew it!" exclaimed Prince Brassica. "Bacteria! Decoys!" 

I  didn't  get  to  ask  what  he  meant  by  that,  because  suddenly  the  bacteria  pounced  on 

the  Asparagus  Officinalis.  It  was  terrible  to  watch.  The  strong,  proud  stalks  grew  weak 

and spongy, softer and softer until they turned brown and collapsed on the ground. 

I wanted desperately to help. I knew that Randi and  Tommy and Olivia did, too. I had a 

strange  feeling  about  Cary,  though.  He  was  looking  at  Prince  Brassica,  and  I'd  never  seen 

that exact look in his eyes before. 

Cary usually looks like he's paying attention to something, but sometimes he's off in his 

own world. With Cary, you just never know. 

In  an instant,  I  was jolted out of my thoughts.  The  Trichophyton fungi began swarming 

all over Prince Brassica. Spots began to appear on him. 

The royal broccoli didn't give up easily. A blue-green flash snaked from him like lightning. 

He zapped the Trichophyton soldiers again and again. 

But  more  and  more  kept  coming.  I  saw  the  blue-  green  flash  grow  dimmer  and 

dimmer. Then I felt a weird sensation in my stomach. 

I was sure the broccoli was dying. He was wilting away before my eyes. 

Prince Brassica let out an awful scream that made my insides twist. I wanted to throw up 

but couldn't. 

Prince Brassica did, though. 



 




CHAPTER 8 

When  my  friends  and  I  saw  Prince  Brassica throw  up, it almost  set  off a chain  reaction. 

Every one of us felt ill, too. 

Look, if you had been in the same situation, I bet you would have felt the same way. For one 

thing, the stench in the air was awful  and getting worse by the minute.  The Trichophyton 

were  emitting  some  awful-smelling  gas—and  they  looked  gross,  too.  Gigantic  mold.  The 

bacteria didn't look any better. 

Just  when  I  thought  it  couldn't  get  any  worse,  I  caught  a  glimpse  of  Fun  Gus,  in  his 

giant,  mutated  Rubrum  form,  heading  toward  Prince  Brassica.  Now  I  was  completely 

grossed  out—Fun  Gus  made  the  Trichophyton  and  the  bacteria  look  like  cuddly,  cute 

stuffed animals by comparison. 

Prince     Brassica     was    on     the    ground,    almost  completely  wilted, when  Fun Gus 

staggered near and stood over him. "You're finished, cousin veg. Your stalk is cooked." 

Prince Brassica somehow managed to stand up. The legs on the end of his stalk trembled. 

But when he spoke, there was no fear in his voice. 

"There will be more of us. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, or next week, or next 

month,  or  next  year  you  won't  know  where,  and  you  won't  know  when,  but  we'll  fix  your 

wagon. One way or another, we're gonna find ya, we're gonna getcha getcha getcha." 

Then, suddenly, Prince Brassica disappeared by pulling himself into a hole in the ground. 

"The coward crawled away to die!" bragged Fun Gus. "Have a feast, buds!" he screamed. 

The rest of the bacteria and the fungi soldiers began laughing as they swarmed over the 

Asparagus Officinalis, devouring them. That awful, nerdish hee-hawing filled the air. 

Then, all at once, the Trichophyton turned toward us. They finally realized we were there. 

Cary,  Randi,  Olivia,  Tommy,  and  I  all  turned  pale  with  fear.  "Our  stalks  are  cooked," 

muttered Tommy. 

"Let's get out of here," Randi suggested. 

That's exactly what we did. We ran, with the stink of the moldy oldies right behind us. 

We ran across Farmer Withers's field. As I slogged through the mud, I ran so hard that my 

lungs burned. I thought they would burst. 

Cary reached Farmer Withers's house first. He jerked open the door and ran inside. 

Old Farmer Withers was dressed in spandex shorts  and a tank top. He was doing jumping 

jacks and staring at an exercise show on his black-and-white portable TV. Panic-stricken, we 

dashed through his living room. 

 "Hey,  kids!"  called  Withers.  "What's  your  hurry?  How  about  a cup of  hot  chocolate?" 

"Aaaaggghhhh!" we replied. 

We heard him talk to the Trichophyton as they  streaked after us in hot pursuit. "Well, 

golly,  I  guess  you    folks  aren't  from  around  here.  Never  mind.  How  about  some  hot 

chocolate?" 

"Blaaghhraughharghhraablaahhh!" the Trichophyton replied. 

I  wish I could morph into a vegetable right now,  I thought desperately. I couldn't even feel my 

burning lungs anymore. I was moving like a machine. 

 What vegetable would I be?  I wondered. I tried to imagine it as I ran. Anything to drive away 

the horrible terror that had taken over my body. I couldn't afford to lose my head. 

 Maybe I'd be a head of lettuce!  I thought. 

And  then  I  heard  the  Trichophytons'  words  in my  brain.  No—not in my brain,  exactly.  I 

heard their words through my feet, which were suddenly itching like crazy. 

"Off with their heads!" called the fungus. 



 




CHAPTER 9 

Just when I thought I was going to lose my head, Fun Gus called off the chase. "We'll get 

'em later!" he shouted. "They're no threat to us!" 

The  fungi  drew  back,  returning  to  Withers's  field  and  their  leader.  We  kept  running, 

desperate to get as far away from that awful place as we could. Soon after, we split up, eager 

to return to the safety of our homes. 

Later, I woke up in my own bed, drenched in sweat.  "Wow, what a creepy dream,"  I said 

aloud. 

Then  I  saw  something  in the  corner  of my  room that  made  my  heart  stop  beating  and  my 

hair stand straight up on my head. 

'Don't be frightened," said the thing in the corner, "it's me. Cary. I did it. I morphed." 

I  blinked  and  rubbed  my  eyes.  The  thing  was  still  there.  I  was  looking  at  a  giant  carrot 

with arms and legs. I climbed slowly out of bed. 

"How does it feel?" I whispered. 

Now  that  I  looked  closely—really  closely—I  could  tell  Cary  was  in  there  somewhere.  It 

wasn't  obvious  right  away,  but  somehow  I  could  see  Cary's  face—his  eyes,  nose,  and 

mouth—toward the top of the giant carrot. 

"It's strange—and . . . wonderful," said Cary. "There's an amazing calm that comes over 

you.  I feel  a  little  bit human,  but stronger—crunchier, too.  I  can't  describe to  you what it's 

like to  feel like a color. To feel orange. To be a carrot."  

 I hope I wake up soon,  I thought. I felt sick to my stomach. 

"I can read your thoughts when you think so loudly," said Cary. "You've got to learn to think 

more quietly." 

"Well, excuse me!" I snapped. "I'm just a little bit jumpy, okay? My friend turns up in my 

room as a six-foot-tall carrot. Hello!" 

"Don't  call  me   carrot,"  said  Cary.  "Carrot   is  the  name  for  those  unconscious,  zombie 

lookalikes.  I  am   Daucus  Carota,  a member of the Vegetable Kingdom and part of  the  family 

Umbelliferae." 

"Pardon me." I couldn't resist being sarcastic. "I didn't know. You just looked like a big 

carrot to me. With arms and legs." 

"Okay, okay. Relax," said Cary—I mean, Daucus Carota. 

"I can't wait to communicate with some other members of my family, the Umbelliferae. 

They're  probably  living  under  Withers's  field  along  with  the  other  members  of  the 

Vegetable Kingdom." 

I felt my friend's voice catch. "I'll have to pay my respects to Prince Brassica's family." 

"Please let me wake up soon!" I said aloud. 

"You  aren't  asleep!"  the  big  carrot  said.  "Get  that  through  your  thick  human  skull.  Now, 

watch what I can do." 

Cary  began to vibrate all over. Then he started to  shrink.  I stood still as a statue while 

Cary  got  smaller  and  smaller.  His  legs  and  arms  disappeared  inside  his  body.  Then  he 

jumped up on the dresser. 

In seconds, you would never have known that there  was anything more unusual than an 

ordinary carrot lying on my bureau. Except the ordinary-looking carrot could still talk to me. 

"Do me a favor," he said. "There's something I would really like." 

"What?" I asked. I couldn't believe that I hardly felt strange talking to a carrot. 

"Go downstairs to the refrigerator and get some nice  cool salad dressing and spread it on 

me like suntan  lotion.  It would really be great.  And while you're down  there, smell some of 

the vegetables deeply. You've got to try morphing. It's wonderful. I've never felt so alive as  I 

am now as a vegetable." 

 Mega-weird,  I thought. 

"I don't know if I'm ready for this," I said. "Maybe we  should call the police and let them know 

what's going on instead of playing around with being vegetables." 

"Are you crazy?" Cary asked. 

I took a deep breath. "I think maybe I am," I said. "I was under a lot of pressure at school 

this year, you know. Now I'm talking to a carrot." 

"Trust me," said Cary. "Just go get the salad dressing and take a couple of whiffs of some of 

the things in your vegetable bin. Don't knock it until you've tried it." 

"Okay,"  I agreed. I felt like somebody had flicked a  switch inside me and I was operating 

on automatic. I did as I was told. 

Ever  so  quietly  I  crept  downstairs  to  the  kitchen.  I  opened  the  refrigerator  door  and 

peered  into  the  vegetable  bin.  Through  the  clear  plastic  drawer  I  could  see  a  tomato,  a 

cucumber, some carrots, a bunch of radishes, an ear of corn, and a bunch of kale. 

I slid the drawer out and grabbed the ear of corn. I inhaled deeply. Its odor was... fresh, 

yellow and green. I was inhaling the corn when my older brother came into the room. 

"What in the world are you doing?" Bryce asked. His voice didn't sound right. It was raspy 

and hoarse. He didn't look good, either. He was pale. 

"What's  wrong  with  you?"  I  asked.  I've  always  found that answering a question with  a 

question is a good way to throw people off track. 

"Sore throat," said Bryce. "Now, why are you sniffing an ear of corn?" 

 Great,  I thought. My smooth diversionary tactic hadn't worked at all. 

"I  . . .   uh,  I've  been  trying  to  appreciate  the  small  things  in  life  more—the  feeling  of 

sunshine on my face, the taste of tapioca pudding, the smell of corn." 

Bryce glared at me. "You're goofy," he said. "I don't believe you're standing there sniffing a 

vegetable. What  a dork." Then he closed his  eyes for  a second.  "I think  I  have  a  fever,"  he 

said softly. He turned to leave. "Sorry I snapped at you," he said. 

I watched him go. I stared at the corn I was holding and thought,  I can't believe my ears.  

Calling  me  goofy  and  a  dork  wasn't  surprising.  That  was  business  as  usual.  But  I  never, 

ever remembered Bryce apologizing to me. 

Don't get me wrong—my brother and I got along okay. He just never went out of his way 

to demonstrate any brotherly affection. He wasn't the kind of brother  who showed you how 

to  throw  a  baseball  or  took  you  to  your  first  movie.  He  was  more  the  kind  of  brother  who 

locked you in the closet when his friends came over and was always sneaking up behind you 

and yelling, trying to scare you half to death, Mom and Dad said it was  because he liked me 

but just didn't know how to show it. 

People  thought  Bryce  was  cool,  though.  Bryce  was  good-looking.  He  was  captain  of  the 

football team and worked out at the gym all the time. 

I  guess Bryce has a really bad fever and sore throat,  I thought.  That's why he doesn't seem like 

 himself.  I sighed. 

f picked up the ear of corn, grabbed a bottle of creamy Italian, and went up to my room. 

"What took you so long?" asked Cary. "I feel like I've been waiting for about two hours." 

I checked my watch. "Actually, you've been waiting for five minutes. I was talking to my 

brother."  Then  I  stopped  dead  in  my  tracks.  "How  long  have  you  been  a  carrot?"  I  asked, 

my heart pounding in my chest. 

"It seems like hours," said Cary. 

"No!"  I  screamed.  "Don't  you  remember  what  Prince  Brassica  said?  Never  remain  a 

 vegetable longer than the recommended cooking time.  We still don't know what kind of cooking 

he was talking about, but hours is definitely too long for any vegetable." 

"Yeah. I guess I kind of forgot," Cary said. He didn't sound too concerned. 

"Look at the clock and check," I insisted. I picked up the carrot and took it over to the clock. 

"Gee, I guess I was wrong. I've only been a  vegetable for about fifteen minutes." 

My thoughts were racing. He thought he'd been a  vegetable for hours, but it was only 

minutes. He  thought I'd been gone from the room for two hours, but  it had been only five 

minutes.  Maybe  that  meant  that  every  five  minutes  in  human  time  felt  like  hours  in 

vegetable time. 

Right  now  the  most  important  thing  was  for  Cary  to  get  back  into  his  human  form. 

"Morph back, Cary!" I said. "Now!" 

"Okay!" Cary agreed. 

Just then the door to my room opened. It was Bryce. 

"Who are you talking to, Kyle?" he asked. 

"Uhh . . . nobody," I answered. My mind was reeling. Bryce was staring at me. 

"I was rehearsing my lines for the community  theater play," I said finally. 

Bryce snorted. "Community theater play . . ." he echoed. "That's dumb." 

"Uh,  yeah,"  I  said.  I  just  wanted  him  to  get  out  of  there  so  Cary  could  morph  back  and 

didn't have to be a carrot forever. 

Then  Bryce  saw  the  bottle  of  salad  dressing  on  my  bureau.  "You  know  you're  not 

supposed to eat in your room," he said. "What are you doing, making a salad up here? Yuck. 

We'll get bugs." 

As I stood there speechless, Bryce grabbed the carrot and the salad dressing. "I'm putting this 

stuff back in the refrigerator. But then I want to talk to you." 

The time was ticking away. I watched the digital  clock on my night stand click from eight-

fifteen to eight-sixteen. 

"Let's  talk  later,"  I  said.  "Right  now,  I  need  to  rehearse.  So  I  need  the  salad  dressing 

back. And the carrot. Please, Bryce." 

Still  holding  Cary  and  the  dressing,  Bryce  crossed  his  arms.  "What's  this  play  about, 

exactly?" 

"It's  . . .   a  comedy,"  I  stammered.  "Vegetables  take  over  the  world.  You've  heard  of  the 

movie  Attack of the Killer Tomatoes,  right? Well, this is kind of like that. I play an ear of corn." 

Bryce's  eyes  narrowed.  "Really?  I've  heard  of  the  movie,  but  I  didn't  know  there  was  a 

play." 

I  shrugged  and  tried  not  to  look  guilty.  It  was  tough  to  lie  to  my  brother.  Usually  I 

didn't dare. 

Suddenly Bryce's face lit up with a smile. "Okay, kid," he said, ruffling my hair. "Listen, 

maybe  I'll  take  you  to  the  movies  or  we  can  watch  a  video  later.  After  I  get  back  from 

working at Farmer Withers's." 

"Sure!" I said as soon as I was able to talk. 

Bryce  picked  up  the  carrot.  "But  you're  going  to  have  to  practice  your  lines  without 

this," he said. "It doesn't belong in your room." 

I followed Bryce downstairs and watched helplessly as he threw Cary in the vegetable bin 

and closed the refrigerator door. 



 




CHAPTER 10 

Bryce  crossed  his  arms  and  leaned  against  the  refrigerator.  "I  feel  so  sick,"  he  said.  He 

sounded worse than before. "Maybe I have the flu." 

Bryce  doubled  over  and  started  to  giggle.  Then  he  straightened  up  and  started  dancing 

around the room, flapping his arms like wings. "I can flew, I can flew, because I've got the 

flu. Get it?" 

 Really lame,  I thought. Aloud I said, "Um, yeah.  Flew and flu . . .  that's really funny." 

"See you later, and maybe we'll watch a video together. Maybe a cartoon." 

"Cartoon?" I echoed in disbelief. 

"Yeah." Bryce giggled a little again. Then he said, 'I've got to get back to Farmer Withers's 

place. I went by there at the crack of dawn, and I just had to come back for some aspirin. 

That  guy  doesn't  know  the  meaning  of the word   sick   when it's connected  to the word 

 work.  He figures people should get sick only on their days off." 

"Sure.  You're  absolutely  right,  Bryce."  The  words  practically  exploded  out  of my mouth. 

All I could think about was  Cary lying there next to a bunch of  supermarket vegetables 

and imagining never being human again. 

Bryce  smiled.  "I  don't  know  why  he  bothers  with  that  field  anyway.  It  sure  would  be 

great  to  see  his  face  the  day  something  finally  grows  there.  If  it  ever  does,  I  mean."  He 

giggled again, then headed for the front door. 

Beads of sweat were standing out on my forehead. I was reaching for the refrigerator door 

when the phone rang. 

Bryce answered. "Kyle, it's for you," he called. "It's Tommy." 

"I'll call him back," I shouted, my hand on the refrigerator.  Get out of here already, Bryce!  I 

thought. 

I  heard  my  brother  stomp  down  the  hall.  The  front  door  creaked  as  he  opened  it,  then 

slammed shut. 

I jerked the refrigerator open and pulled out the  vegetable bin. I was afraid to look at the 

clock. 

"Morph, carrot—I mean, Cary! Morph!" I said desperately to the carrot I had picked up. 

 Tick, tick, tick.  Nothing happened. I was still holding a carrot. 

"Morph!" I commanded the carrot. Then I heard a voice. 

"Down here!" 

Cary  was  still  in  the  vegetable  bin.  I  had  been  holding  an  ordinary  carrot.  I  threw  it 

back and pulled Cary out. 

"I'm trying to morph, but I'm cold. Try holding me under some warm water. Quick! I can 

feel my body starting to change." 

I turned on the hot water full blast and held Cary under the tap. I could feel him starting to 

vibrate. "Hey! Get me out from under here! I'm burning up!" he cried. 

I pulled Cary out, put him on the counter, and turned off the water.  Please be all right, Can’t,  I 

prayed silently. 

The carrot continued to vibrate. The vibrations grew stronger and stronger. The carrot began 

to pulsate. Then there was some kind of little explosion, like the  pop!  of a balloon. The human 

Cary sat on the counter. He was naked and soaking wet. 

At that moment, I heard the front door creak again.  Then I heard Bryce's footsteps. They 

were coming toward the kitchen! I thought my nerves were going to jump right through my 

skin! 

Quickly I pulled off my T-shirt. "Put this on!" I told Cary. Then I laid a dish towel over his 

lap. I stuck my head under the faucet and soaked my hair. 

"Kyle, I forgot—hey, what's  going on here?" Bryce  said. "Cary, when did  you get here—

and why are you guys all wet?" 

"It's a hot day. I just got here, and boy, I sweated up a storm coming over here. Kyle decided 

to cool off, too," lied. 

 Pretty smooth,  I thought with admiration. 

"Well,  we  have  a  thing  called  air  conditioning,"  Bryce  said.  Then  he  shrugged.  "Kids. 

Enjoy  yourselves.  I  just  forgot  to  take  some  more  aspirin  with  me.  I  may  need  it  later  if  I 

still don't feel well. See you. I've got to go help the most unsuccessful farmer alive." 

We both realized we'd been holding our breath when Bryce closed the door behind him. 

I let out an explosion of air and then inhaled deeply. 

"That was too much for me. Between you and  Bryce—" Suddenly my legs felt like jelly. 

I sat down on the kitchen floor. Cary sat down beside me. 

"That was  a  close one," he said. 

"You're not kidding," I told him. "You had about ten seconds to spare before you became 

part of tonight's salad." 

"You wouldn't have let that happen." 

"No," I assured him. "But then again, I picked the wrong carrot at first when I thought I 

was pulling you out of the vegetable bin." 

Cary  patted me on the  shoulder.  "You wouldn't  have taken any chances. If  you'd had 

to,  you  would  have pulled   all  of the carrots out  just to be sure." He  tilted his head to one 

side. "That's why you've got to be the leader when we fight the Jerkks." 

My  head  almost  swiveled  around  on  my  neck.  "Me?  You  must  be  kidding.  I've  always 

tried  to  think  of  myself  as  a  leader,  but  these  past  couple  of  days,  I've  had  to  be  honest 

with myself. People listen to you, but nobody listens to me. Not Tommy, or Randi, or Olivia, 

or my brother. Not anybody." 

"That will change when . . ." Cary let his voice trail off. 

I leaned forward. "When what?" I asked. 

Cary  got one of those faraway looks in his eye. "You  know, I  think maybe I wouldn't have 

minded remaining a carrot. As long as I didn't wind up as part of  somebody's salad." He 

smiled. 

"Come on, Kyle, let's get upstairs so I can get  dressed, and you can try morphing." Cary 

stood up and began walking toward the stairs. I picked up the ear of corn and followed him. 



 




CHAPTER 11 

When  we  got  to  my  room,  Cary  looked  at  me  seriously.  "I   heard  your  brother  talking 

when I was in the vegetable bin. Carrots have heightened senses, both hearing and seeing," he 

explained. 

"Yeah, he was acting weird," I said. "He was sort of nice to me. Not like Bryce at all." 

"He  wasn't  just  acting  weird,"  Cary  said.  "Think  about  it,  Kyle—the  way  your  brother 

was giggling and made that stupid joke about  flew and flu."  

"You didn't catch him dancing around the room  while he said it. That was like . . . being 

in a science fiction movie, it was so strange." 

Cary  shook  his  head.  "I  don't  think  he  was  just  acting  weird  or  strange.  I  think  your 

brother was acting like a  Jerkk."  

I  gasped  and  collapsed  onto  the  bed.  I  could  feel  the  blood  rushing  through  my  brain. 

"You're right," I said when I finally could talk. "But we can't be sure the Jerkks got to him. 

Maybe he really is just sick." 

"Maybe. But we've got to keep our eyes on him." 

"Potatoes have lots of eyes, don't they? Maybe we should be potatoes," I tried joking. 

Cary  laughed  slightly.  "Okay,  it's  a  little  bit  funnier  than  your  brother's  joke.  But  if  you 

keep saying things like that, you're going to start worrying me." 

"Look, I know it was dumb. I was only fooling around." 

"In other words, you're not an airhead, you're a lettuce head," Cary joked back. 

"That was  really bad,"  I groaned, but I smiled. Just then the phone rang. I answered it and 

heard Farmer Withers's nasal twang on the other end of the line. But he sounded hoarse, too. 

"Where  the  heck's  your  brother?  He's  supposed  to  be  working,"  Farmer  Withers 

demanded. 

I held the receiver away from my ear and gaped at  it. My brother was usually snotty, and 

suddenly he was being nice. And he was sick. 

Farmer  Withers  was  usually  nice,  even  if  he  was  kind  of  dotty  in  the  head  sometimes. 

Now he was being nasty. And he was sick. 

I  put  the  phone  back  to  my  ear  and  spoke  into  the  mouthpiece.  "He's  on  the  way  over. 

You sound sick, Farmer Withers." 

"Mind your own business," he said. Then he added, "Oh, all right. I thought I had the flu." 

He  giggled  the  same  insane  way  my  brother  had.  "Maybe  I  flew  over  the  cuckoo's  nest 

instead.  I  sure  do  feel  cuckoo."  He  imitated  some  cuckoo-clock  sounds  and  then  hee-

hawed. 

"Anyway, I was wrong," he went on. "I called that quack doctor, Doc Smoot. He came over 

here and took a gander at me. Turns out I've got what they call strep  throat. But I've never 

been happier in my life." 

 He's  flipped,  I  thought.  Or  maybe  he's  a  Jerkk. "Why  are  you  so  happy  if  you've  got  a  strep 

throat?" I asked. I glanced at Cary and saw his eyes were wide. 

"Because there's stuff growing all over my field!  Mushrooms! It's a miracle! I can sell 'em 

to supermarket chains and soup companies!" he practically shouted into my ear. 

"Ah, here comes  your brother now." Farmer Withers  hung up the phone with a slam and 

without  so  much  as  a   good-bye.  Usually  he  said,  "Have  a  nice  day.  Take  care  of  yourself. 

Best  of  luck.  You  need  anything,  just  give  a  holler.  Don't  make  yourself  a  stranger.  You're 

always welcome to stop by for some hot chocolate. Well, 'bye   now." It took him about five 

minutes just to get off the phone. And now— bang!  

"I think Farmer Withers may be a Jerkk. He's got   strep throat. That comes from a bacteria 

called  streptococcus."  I  knew  that  stuff  because  my  parents  are  I  doctors.  They're  both 

dermatologists.  That  means  they  specialize  in  skin  diseases,  but  they  know  other  medical 

stuff, too. 

"Hmm.  I've  got  a  solid  hunch  that  the  strep  has  I  something  to  do  with  the  fungi," 

said Cary. "I'm not sure what, but I bet we'll find out soon enough." 

"I  think  my  brother's  got  it,  too."  I  gulped  as  I  thought  about  Bryce  being  sick.  "He's 

been in Farmer  Withers's  field —  which is now full  of mushrooms, by  the  way.  I'm  pretty 

sure strep throat is contagious," I  told him. "We'd better all get morphing soon. And I'll ask 

my mom and dad about this, too." 

Cary was busy pulling on a pair of my pants. "We're going to have to figure out what to do 

about clothes," he said  as  he  grabbed  a T-shirt. "I'll  wash these  and  get  them  back to  you 

pronto. But we can't risk morphing  back into humans and being left without anything on. I 

can't believe I was so excited about morphing that I forgot all about clothes." 

"Yeah. Lock the door. I don't want to chance my parents arriving home and being surprised 

by a big ear of corn in my room." 

"Okay."  Cary  walked  over  and  locked  my  door.  "Inhale  the  corn  again,  and  then  let 

yourself go. Let yourself  be  an ear of corn." 

It was hard to imagine what he meant, but I knew I had to give it a try. So I held the ear to 

my nose and sniffed. At first, nothing happened. I started to think it wasn't going to work. 

"I'm concentrating as hard as I can," I told Cary. 

"Stop concentrating so hard and go with the flow," he said. 

So I just stood there holding the ear of corn and waiting for something to happen. Then it 

did. 

The  feeling  was  incredible.    I  felt  energy  shoot  through  me  as  suddenly  I  was 

supercharged  with  vitamin  C  and  niacin.  I  could  feel  vitamin  A,  riboflavin,  and  thiamine 

surging through my veins, too. 

My  body  started  changing.  My  arms  turned  skinny  and  green  while  the  rest  of  me 

changed  into  corn  kernels.  The  last  thing  that  happened  was  that  my  hair  turned  to  corn 

silk, and I developed tough green leaves on my back. 

"I  feel  pretty  good,"  I  told  Cary.  "And  now  I  know  why  they're  called  ears  of  corn.  My 

hearing  has  never  been  so  clear.  I  can  hear  the  little  kids  chanting  while  they  jump  rope 

next door." I started repeating their rhyme: 

"My back is achin', 

My belt's too tight, 

My feet are shakin' 

From left to right. 

Sound off! One, two! 

Sound off! Three, 

four! Let's all hear it 

Once more!" 

"Let's not hear it once more. You're getting all fired up," said Cary. "Calm down. We've got 

some thinking to do." 

Cary's  words  carried  me  back  to  reality—and  fast.  "You'd  better  believe  it,"  I  said.  I 

checked  the  clock  on  my  night  stand.  Sure  enough,  only  five  minutes  had  gone  by, but  it 

felt like at least an hour in vegetable time. 

Then I looked down at my jeans and shirt on the floor. "We've got to figure out what to do 

about  clothes."  

"Maybe Prince Brassica would have had ideas," Cary said sadly. 

I let out a sigh. Just then the phone jangled. I heard  the ringing so clearly that I jumped. 

Then I answered. "Hello?" 

Before  I  heard  the  voice  on  the  other  end  of  the  line,  I  caught  a  glimpse  of  myself  in  the 

mirror. A big, talking ear  of  corn holding  a telephone. At  first, the  sight  shocked me, but 

then it seemed perfectly normal. If  you've never been an ear of corn, I guess that's hard to 

understand. You'll just have to take my word for it. 

"Hello," replied a proud, deep voice. "This is Prince Brassica Oleracea Italica Cruciferae." 

He was alive! 



 




CHAPTER 12 

That night at dinner, my mind kept drifting back to  my conversation with Prince Brassica 

on the phone. What great news that he was still alive! He'd told me that he had crawled into 

the  vegetable tunnel  and  hidden  himself. That's  how he  had  survived.  His  friends and 

family had nursed him back to health. 

My father's voice broke into my thoughts. "Eat your vegetables," he said. 

"You know how important that is," my mother  chimed in. "Not one of you has touched 

your salad." 

Bryce  gave  my  friends  and  me  a  narrow  look  of  suspicion.  Randi,  Olivia,  Tommy,  and 

Cary had come over for dinner. We planned to practice morphing afterward. 

My mother had made crab cakes along with salad and two vegetables. It must have been fate 

that made  her choose broccoli and corn. There were carrot  curls in  the  salad. All  my friends 

and I had been able to eat was the crab cakes and bread and butter. It was tough enough  to 

eat at all, staring at things that reminded us of  prince Brassica and other members of the 

Vegetable Kingdom. 

"Why is everybody suddenly allergic to vegetables?" Bryce spoke up. My father had given 

him  some  antibiotics,  and  they  must  have  worked  wonders  because  he  looked  and 

sounded much better. 

But I knew from my conversation with Prince Brassica that antibiotics would only make 

things  worse  in  the  long  run.  Our  broccoli  friend  had  clued  me  in  to  a  lot  of  facts—the 

clothes thing for one. 

He told us we could morph our clothes into  invisibility and back again. We still had to 

try it. As far as  I was concerned, I wasn't going to morph outside the house until  I had that 

skill down pat. Morphing  inside  the house was risky enough. 

Now  back  to  the  antibiotics.  Prince  Brassica  was  pretty  sure  that  the  attack  of  the 

Streptococcus soldiers was a trick—a decoy. 

Apparently  antibiotics  can  kill  the  Streptococcus  soldiers,  but  using  them  can  leave  a 

person more  vulnerable to invasion by fungus.  It  would make it  easier for the next level 

of Jerkks, the Trichophyton, to get hold of their victims. 

There would probably be an epidemic of athlete's  toot. Of course, it wouldn't be ordinary 

athlete's foot. It would be  super  athlete's foot. 

I  didn't  have  to  ask  my  parents  how  to  treat  athlete's  foot,  because  Prince  Brassica  had 

already told me. There were antifungal creams available in drugstores. What  they did was 

engulf the fungus—the fancy word for it was  phagocytosing,  which I thought was interesting 

but  too  long  and  hard  to  pronounce.  I  just  thought  of  it  as  the  good  guys  destroying  the 

bad guys. 

However, Prince Brassica said the creams might not work on the mutated super athlete's 

foot fungus, and even if they did, the Trichophyton could just infect their victims again. The 

soldiers  needed  to  be  stamped  out  and kept  from  infecting feet  permanently. That's where 

we  came  in—by  helping  the  Vegetable  Kingdom  kill  the  soldiers  with  massive  charges  of 

vitamins  and  minerals.  "Stop  daydreaming  and  eat,"  my  father  told  me.  "Eat  those 

vegetables," said my mom. I took a deep breath and looked down at my plate.  These aren't 

 really  members  of  the  Vegetable  Kingdom,  I   told  myself.  They  hadn't  talked  to  me  from  the 

vegetable bin that day. They were just mindless lookalikes. 

I swallowed hard and took a bite of broccoli. After j  the first bite, it wasn't so difficult. I 

speared a tomato; and chewed. 

For  once,  I   was   the  leader  of  the  group.  The  rest  of  my  friends  started  eating  their 

vegetables. Bryce kept staring at us for a while and then ate his. 

I managed to choke down most of mine. I just kept j  telling myself that I was doing it for 

Prince Brassica and j the rest of the Vegetable Kingdom. One thing I could do to help them 

was not let anyone suspect that my friends and I were their allies. 

"May  we  be  excused  now?"  I  asked  when  my  plate  was  practically  empty.  Randi,  Olivia, 

Cary, and Tommy had rallied, too. 

"Fine," said my mom. "What are you all planning to do?" 

"Um—go downstairs to the rec room and work on a school project together," I managed to 

lie. I hate lying, and I'm not very good at it. But for now I had no choice. 

"Glad to hear you're getting serious about school," said Dad. That's what he always said. I 

got pretty good grades. I think it's just something his dad said to him, so he passed it on. 

I  could feel  Bryce's  eyes on  us  as  we left the table.  "Schoolwork  in  the  summertime?  I 

thought we were going to watch cartoons together," he said. 

"We  want  to  get  a  jump  on  the  fall  semester,"  I  told  him.  Mom  and  Dad  cracked  up. 

"Glad to hear you're developing a sense of humor, son," said Dad. 

My four friends and I hurried downstairs to the  basement recreation room. I had already 

hidden some vegetables under the foldout couch down there. 

I pulled out the paper bag. "What do you guys want to be?" I asked. I held out a carrot, a 

tomato, a jar of olives, a radish, and a bunch of kale. "I couldn't take too much bulky stuff, or 

my  parents  might  notice  it  missing  from  the  vegetable  bin.  I'd  like  to  try  the  kale  myself, 

since it's kind of like my name. This afternoon I was an ear of corn. I think my mom cooked 

the one I used to morph for dinner." 

I  scrunched  down  on  her  knees  and  picked  up  each  one  of  the  vegetables.  "I  was  a  giant 

lima bean today," she said. "It was the strangest feeling. Strong... but calm. I felt green. A pale 

green. I never thought you could  feel  like a color before." 

"I know exactly what you're talking about," I told her. 

"Me, too," said Cary. "If no one minds, I'd like to be the carrot again. When I was one earlier 

today, it just felt right to me." 

Randi  tilted  the  striped  cap  she  was  wearing,  shrugged,  and  handed  Cary  the  carrot. 

"Okay by me," she said. 

"Okay," the rest of us said in unison. 

A look of peace came over Cary's face when he held the carrot. An uncomfortable feeling 

stirred in my stomach. I didn't know why. I pushed the feeling aside. 

"I'll  take  the  olives,"  Olivia  said  next.  "They  seem  like  an  interesting  choice.  Besides, 

olives are like  my  name." 

Tommy tossed the tomato in the air. "This would have been my first choice anyway. I'll 

be Tommy Tomato." 

As Randi grabbed the radish, I took a deep breath. "Let's get started. Remember what I 

told you about morphing the clothes?" 

"Sure," said Randi. "You have to think of being the  vegetable and of making the clothes 

invisible, one thought after the other, again and again while you inhale the vegetable." 

"Right." I nodded. "Okay, everybody. Let's do it."  I closed my eyes and inhaled the leafy 

kale. Morphing into a vegetable was easier this time, but making the  clothes invisible was 

tough for me. 

It seemed to be a snap for everybody else. When we were finished morphing, I was looking 

at  a plain carrot,  tomato,  radish,  and  olive.  I  was  a  bunch  of  kale,  all  right,  but  although 

my shirt was invisible, I still could see my jeans and one sneaker. 

"Whoops! Check out Kyle, everybody. The first kale wearing a pair of jeans and a sneaker." 

For some reason, everyone found this hilarious. I didn't. I could feel myself blushing right 

down to the bottom of my green leaves. "Very funny. Thanks for being such great friends," I 

said sourly. 

"Don't take it so seriously, Kyle. We aren't trying to be mean. Just give it another go. You 

can do it," Cary encouraged me. The others cheered me on, too. 

"Go for it, Kyle!" said Tommy. 

"Don't give up!" urged Olivia. 

"Yeah! Yeah!" said Randi and Cary. 

I revved myself up.  You can do this, you can do this,  I repeated silently. Then I tried again. I 

thought,  Kale-invisible-kale-invisible,  chanting it over and over in my mind. 

It  worked.  I  looked  at  my  body  and  saw  only  dark  green  leaves  and  skinny,  stalklike 

green arms and legs. 

"Yes!" said my friends all at once. I looked at Olivia, and she looked gorgeous to me as an 

olive. She was a bright, shiny green. 

In fact, everyone looked great to me as vegetables. In  some  way,  it  felt  like  they  were  the 

same as my human friends, only... more. Everything was different. I felt so  strong and deep 

green.  At  that  moment,  I  knew  that  if  a  carrot  was  the  right  vegetable  for  Cary,  then  kale 

was right for me. 

There was a knock at the door, and I heard Bryce's  voice. "Hey, okay if I come down, you 

guys? I want to get a video." 

I  froze.  We  all  froze.  In  fact,  I  actually  saw  frost  on  my  leaves.  Icicles  dripped  from  the 

tomato. Little bits of ice crystals had formed on the carrot, the olive, and the radish. 

We  all  stood  there—like  a  bunch  of  frozen  vegetables. Then  we heard Bryce turning 

the doorknob. 

"Okay, have it your way and don't answer me. I'm coming down right now." 

The door began to creak as it opened. 



 




CHAPTER 13 

 Morph! Morph! Morph!  I screamed in my brain. I had never been so terrified in all my life. I 

could tell that my friends felt the same way. 

I began to sweat in fear. I could feel myself heating up, defrosting. I heard Bryce's heavy 

footsteps on the stairs. 

Then  it  was  as  if  something  took  over,  and  a  wonderful  calmness  and  clarity 

overcame me. I morphed. And luckily, I ended up with all my clothes on. 

Somehow my friends all morphed, too. It seemed that it took forever, but I remembered 

that vegetable time was different from human time. 

The instant Bryce showed his face, we were all back to normal—well, as normal as could be 

expected.  After  all,  changing  into  a  vegetable  and  back  again  in  barely  a  minute  isn't  an 

experience most people go through. It gets you all tossed up inside, and it's not like tossing 

salad. That's fun. It's more like tossing your cookies. 

"How come you're all just standing around?" Bryce asked.  He  knitted  his  brows  and 

frowned.  Then,  suddenly,  his  face  brightened  in  a  big  un-Bryce-like  smile. "Hey, bro, 

you and your friends want to watch a cartoon video?" he asked. 

"We don't have cartoon videos anymore, Bryce. We got rid of them years ago, remember?" 

Bryce  frowned  again.  "Phooey.  Videorama  is  closed  by  now.  Why  do  we  have  to  live  in 

such a hick town?" he whined. 

"Sorry  you're  disappointed,"  I  said  after  a  moment.  I  couldn't  think  of  anything  else  to 

say. 

Bryce rubbed his right foot over his left. Then he  rubbed the left  foot over  his right.  He 

did it again. 

My mouth dropped open. I closed it quickly. 

"Looks  like  you're  doing  some  scratching,"  said  Cary.  "Itchy?  Like,  maybe  you've  got 

athlete's foot?" 

"I  don't  know,"  Bryce  answered  sullenly.  "I'm  really  bummed  about  the  cartoon.  I  was 

looking forward to it." He turned his back and stomped away. 

I felt a wave of relief wash over me as soon as I heard the basement door close. "Whew!" I 

gasped. "That was the closest call I've ever had." My heart was pounding and my knees felt 

weak. 

"We did it, though," Olivia said quietly. "I feel stronger now." 

"So do I," said Tommy. 

Cary and Randi looked at me and nodded in agreement. 

Suddenly, I felt stronger, too. "We've still got to practice morphing before we go up against the 

Jerkks," I said. "I don't feel safe about practicing here, either. Let's walk  down to the field at 

the end of the street. There won't be anybody there, and nothing bad ever happens there." 

"Nothing bad ever happened in this town, until now," said Randi. 

"So we've got to stop it."  Cary was firm. "We'll go  out the back door, get down there, 

and practice morphing until we can do it in our sleep." 

I scratched my head. My hair felt a little strange after having leaves. "I don't think I could 

ever morph in my sleep." 

"It's just a figure of speech,"  Cary explained. "But  you never know what's possible until 

you try." 

"Okay, let's go down to that field. But be quiet.  We've got to look out for Bryce. I don't 

know where he's lurking in the house. Mom and Dad are probably  upstairs, but watch out 

for them, just in case." 

More quiet than mice—as quiet as vegetables—we crept up the basement steps. 

I peered cautiously into the hall. I could hear the  sound of the TV coming from the living 

room. "I think maybe Bryce is watching cartoons on cable," I  whispered. "Not grownup 

cartoons, either. The kind little kids watch." 

I looked around the corner, and sure enough, there  was Bryce. He started giggling crazily 

at the antics of a cartoon pig. He had his shoes off and kept reaching  down to  scratch his 

feet. 

I held a finger to my lips, silently motioning  shhhh!  I waved everyone toward the kitchen. 

From there we could get out through the garage. 

The others followed me. We were almost safely out when I heard a crash. I whirled around. 

Tommy  was  wearing  a  horrified  look  on  his  face.  At  his  feet  was  a  potted  plant  that  we 

kept on a stand next to a little window. 

"Hey, what's that noise?"  I heard Bryce shout. Then  his footsteps  came  stomping toward 

us. 



 




CHAPTER 14 

Once  more,  it  looked  as  if  our  stalks  were  going  to  be  cooked  by  Bryce.  But  we  were 

saved by the bell. Literally. The front doorbell rang. 

I could hear Bryce hesitate for a moment. Then he  turned around to answer the door. It 

was Bryce's best friend, Norman Drinkwater. 

Oops! Oh, no! I told you his last name. Now I've  gone and spilled the lima beans—or the 

baked beans or whatever—and gotten us all in the soup. 

Please, please don't tell anyone. I told you I couldn't keep a secret. And I'm not a good liar. 

Hey, wait a minute. Hold on. I really had you going there, didn't I? Ha! Ha! 

Listen,  I  was  just  kidding  around.  The  guy's  last  name  isn't  Drinkwater  at  all.  It's 

Drainwater. And his  Emily's phone number is unlisted. So you could never him. But don't 

tell anybody anyway, okay? 

It's easy to see why Norman and Bryce are such good friends. They're so much alike. But 

I could tell that Norman had changed, and he had become just like Bryce all over again. 

"Duh,  do  your  feet  itch  a  lot?"  was  the  first  question  Norman  asked.  I  could  just  imagine 

him shuffling into the house. 

Norman is big for his age. He's big for anybody's  age. He plays on the football team like 

Bryce. He's a linebacker, and he can stop any number of people on the opposing team cold. 

I'd  bet  trying  to  tackle  Norman  is  like  trying  to  wrestle  with  an  eighteen-wheeler.  And 

having  him  tackle  you  is probably like being run over by the same truck. 

"Uh, yeah, but so what?" answered my brother. He wasn't hoarse at all anymore. He and 

Norman had the same kind of strange, flat tone to their voices. It was like their minds were on 

hold. 

 Their minds were on hold.  

A  little  shudder  went  through  me.  I  knew  my  brother  and  Norman  were  both  becoming 

Jerkks. Jerkk slaves. 

The  TV  pig  squealed,  and  Bryce  giggled.  "Come  on.  I'm  watching  this  great  cartoon.  It's 

really cool." 

"Okay, dude," Norman answered. 

I  shuddered  again.  No  matter  what  Bryce  had  put  me  through,  he  was  still  my  brother. 

Somewhere inside his twisted brain, he cared for me. And I cared for him. But now his brain 

wasn't twisted anymore. It was growing blanker by the minute as the fungus grew on him. 

I motioned my friends toward the door. The only  way to help Bryce was to get on with 

what  we  had  to  do:  master  morphing  and  help  the  Vegetable  Kingdom  until  there  were 

enough of them to help us. 

Even after we had crept through the kitchen door and out through the garage, everyone 

was  strangely  quiet.  "I  know  what  you're  all  thinking,"  I  said.  "That  my  brother  and  his 

friend are both becoming Jerkks." 

"Yeah. I'm sorry," said Cary. 

"We can help stop it, though," said Olivia. But her voice wavered. 

Soon we came to the end of the street. Across the road was an open field. 

I'll  never  forget that night.  It was twilight and the  sky was full of stars. We all  became 

Vegemorphs  that  night.  And  there  were  no  more  clothing  problems.  Cary,  Tommy,  Randi, 

Olivia, and I all morphed into vegetable after vegetable. 

"I feel like I'm a salad!" Randi laughed joyously at one point. 

"Mixed green, tomato 'n' onion, or Caesar?" asked Cary. He was laughing, too. 

 "Beets  me!" Randi answered. 

"If only the Jerkks would  lettuce  alone!" I cried, joining in the fun. 

"Never mind, we'll figure out how to  squash  them," said Olivia. 

"We're getting pretty  corny,"  Tommy added. "And speaking of corn, I'm  popped."  

"You mean  pooped,"  I said. "How could you possibly be tired?" 

Tommy danced by me.  "I  just said it to  amaize you,"  he replied. "Actually, I'm full of pep. 

In fact, I'm feeling  pepper  every minute." 

So there we were: a bunch of happy, laughing  vegetables dancing under the stars, tossed 

to and fro. I'll never forget it. I'd never felt so alive, so vegetable-juiced up as I did then. But it 

wasn't going to last long. 

"I   yam   what  I   yam,"  said  Randi,  who  had  morphed  into  a  sweet  potato.  It  was  then  we 

heard the noise— rustling in the bushes. 

A  group  of  guys  came  toward  us.  A  feeling  of  horror  swept  over  me  as  I  realized  who  it 

was: the Biff Bunch from the mall. 

In the gentle glow of twilight, I could see that Biff  and  his  boys  all had  nasty  smiles.  I 

knew without a doubt that they had seen everything. 

There was no time to morph. "Run!" I yelled. 

We  all  started  racing  across  the  field.  At  least,  we  tried.  You  see,  we  had  mastered 

morphing, but we hadn't mastered moving fast as vegetables. 

I  wanted  to  run  fast,  as  if  I  were  in  a  salad  spinner.  Instead,  my  skinny  purple  legs 

couldn't balance my fat  eggplant  body,  and  I  fell  down.  Randi,  Olivia,  and  Tommy  were 

having  the  same  problems.  Soon  a  big  artichoke,  a  cabbage,  and  a  sweet  potato  were  on 

the ground, kicking and screaming. 

Cary, who was a bunch of celery, almost stalked away. But soon he, too, fell down. 

Biff and the boys were standing over us. "When I saw you guys, I went and got my salad 

fork,"  he  said.  "We  saw  you  before  you  turned  into  vegetables,  and  we  know  you're  those 

dweebs  who  hang  out  at  the  bingo  parlor.  You'd  better  tell  us  how  you  turn  into 

vegetables, or you'll end up in a blender." 

I knew Biff would enjoy giving me a cauliflower ear. He and his bunch were like identical 

peas  in  a  pod.  We  had  to  cooperate,  but  we  couldn't  let  him   leek   the  story.  Our  vegetable 

shapes might help us fight fungus, but  they wouldn't keep us from being diced by Biff and 

his buddies. Besides, we couldn't remain vegetables for too much longer or we'd be stuck. 

"We'd  better  morph  back,  guys,"  I  said.  My  friends  had  started  already.  In  seconds,  we 

were  back  in our  own bodies. We struggled to  our feet  and faced Biff and his  pals, Bongo, 

Sid, Spike, and Rudy. 

"I'll tell you how it's done, but you won't like it," I told Biff. 

Biff doubled up his fists. "I'm pretty steamed," he said. "Start talking or I'll wok you." 

"Okay, okay," I agreed hurriedly. "I have to think of a vegetable, and while I'm thinking of 

it, I have to tell  you the most boring thing I can think of. Then you'll be able to morph into 

that vegetable. After that, you can become any vegetable you want." 

"That's  cool!"  said  Biff.  His  sidekicks  all  nodded,  as  they  usually  did  whenever  he  said 

anything.  Biff had an  eager  gleam in  his  eyes,  and his  face  was  flushed. He  wasn't  asking 

me any details, and that gave me an idea.   

"Start out with celery stalks,"  Cary advised us. They're easy to do and lots of fun. Just 

stay away from parties, or you might end up stuffed with cream cheese and walnuts." 

"All right, all right,"  I said. "Give me a minute to  think of something  boring."  I shifted 

from one foot to the other. 

"It ought to be easy for a dweeb like you," Biff commented. 

"Right."  I  nodded.  "Now,  listen  closely.  Here  goes."  I  began  to  recite  a  recipe  for  oxtail 

soup. By the way, don't try this at home. I made it up on the spot as I went along. I'm sure it's 

terrible. 

I took a deep breath and began to talk in a singsong voice: 

"Take a couple of ox tails. 

Add some raisins and some ketchup. 

Don't forget fudge frosting. 

And some vanilla goo. 

Then put the whole mess in a big pot. 

Add four quarts of water. 

Put the whole thing on the stove, 

And simmer for an hour or two." 

By  the  time  I  had  gotten  that  far,  Biff  and  his  buddies  were  wearing  glazed  expressions 

and  turning  green.  When  I  got  to  the  part  about  dishing  out  the  soup,  they  had  all  turned 

into stalks of celery. 



 




CHAPTER 15 

Cary caught my eye. He gave a meaningful look, but I had no idea what it meant. He began 

talking to Biff and his buddies. 

"Now  that  you  know  how  to  change  into  vegetables,  let  me  tell  you  why  we  morph.  It's 

not just for fun." Cary quickly filled Biff and his friends in on how our town, our state, our 

country,  and  our  entire  planet—maybe  even  our  whole  galaxy—were  in  danger.  When  he 

finished, he looked at Biff and his group, who were all standing around as celery stalks, and 

asked them, "Will you help?" 

Biff didn't miss a single  beet. "Ha! You've got to be kidding—or crazy. The idea of the earth 

being  taken  over  by  fungus  and  helping  a  bunch  of  talking  vegetables  .  .  ."  His  voice 

trailed off, and he doubled over with laughter. 

Cary  looked  at  me  and  gave  a  slight  shake  of  his  head.  He  mouthed  the  words   Don't 

 tell.  He looked at the rest of our friends and did the same thing. They all nodded. 

"I'd like to point  out, Biff, that   you   are a giant talking  stalk of  celery.  If that isn't  crazy to 

you, why don't you believe my story? And why won't you help?" 

Biff strutted his green self up to Cary. "Maybe I believe you and maybe I don't," he said. 

"It doesn't matter, because I wouldn't help you anyway." 

Biff  turned  around  and  looked  at  Bongo,  Spike,  Sid,  and  Rudy.  "You  guys  wouldn't  help, 

either, would you?" 

The green leaves on top of each of the four stalks swiveled from side to side— no.  

Biff turned back to Cary and the rest of us. "There's your answer. We won't help you." Then 

he  gave  us  the  celery  version  of  a  smile.  "I  think  maybe  we  can  have  lots  of  fun  as 

vegetables." His smile grew wider. 

"Imagine how easy it will be to shrink down and  sneak into the movies. If someone tries 

to stop us, we'll start growing and talking and scare the living daylights out of them." He and 

his friends laughed. 

Biff's  smile  widened.  He  brightened  so  much  that  he  became  a  brilliant,  glowing  green. 

"Free vacations!" he shouted. "Simple to pop yourself into some carry-on luggage and arrive 

in Puerto Rico in a few hours. Then  you can get a hotel room for free and spend a week  or 

two tanning on the beach." 

Suddenly Biff stopped talking. "Hey, wait a minute. A celery can't tan on the beach. It probably 

can't even swim-How do I get back to being human? Tell me right now. 

 Great,  I thought.  I had hoped that blockhead  Biff wouldn't  get  around to  figuring out  that 

obvious question, but he did. I opened my mouth to speak, but Cary nudged me in the ribs and 

again mouthed,  Don't tell!  

I  don't  know  what  was  the  matter  with  me.  The  whole  situation  must  have  short-circuited 

my brain. It was obvious what Cary meant, but I just didn't get it. Duh. 

"Don't tell what?" I asked as I rubbed my side where he had nudged me in the ribs. 

Cary got right up in my face and yelled, "Cooking time!" 

 Clang!  Clang!  Clang!   A  bell  went  off  in  my  head.  A  light  bulb  went  off,  too.  Of  course! 

What we had to do   was not tell Biff about the cooking-time rule. That way he couldn't  leek 

our story. 

Biff  was  one  furious  celery  stalk.  "What's  going  on  here?  There  better  not  be  something 

you're not telling me." Now Biff was in my face. "Talk!" screamed the stalk. 

"Let  me  explain..."  Cary  began.  But  Biff  fairly  blew  up  in  an  explosion of  leafy  green.  "I 

don't want  you to explain. I want  Kyle to explain." 

My heart sank to the bottom of my hightops. Like I said,  I'm no good at lying, and I don't 

like  it.  But  if  there  ever  was  a  good  reason  to  lie,  I  had  one  now.  The  fate  of  everyone  on 

Earth was in my hands. 

"N-no, Biff, we're not keeping anything important from you," I stammered. "All you have to 

do  to  become  human  again  is  to  think  about  being  human  while  you  recite  the  most  boring 

thing you can think of. Like the recipe for Jell-O." 

"What is the recipe for Jell-O?" Biff asked nastily. 

"Just follow the package directions," I replied as coolly as I could. 

For  once  in  his  life,  Biff  looked  unsure  of  himself.  I  was  staring  at  a  once  confident,  but 

now insecure celery stalk. "What's the story with the cooking time?" 

I looked him  right in his beady  green eyes.  "Cooking  time...  it's  time  for our  cookout.  It's 

going to be just the five of us, because ... because—" 

"Because it's Olivia's birthday," Randi finished for me. "We're having a little celebration. 

It's not that we don't like you, even though you're always pelting us  with apple cores. It's 

just  that—well,  you  know  how  it  is  when  you  just  want  to  get  together  with  your  best 

buds.  We've  got  to  get over to  Barbecue  Barn before it  closes to pick  up the hot  dogs  and 

rolls." 

"Okay,  Randi."  Biff  sounded  suddenly  shy.  "You  know,  I've  always  thought  you  were 

kind of cute." 

Randi looked like she was turning as green as  a celery stalk. I was afraid she was going 

to get sick, but she didn't. Somehow she managed to flash Biff a big; smile. 

"Thanks, Biff," she said. "Maybe I'll see you later. Why don't you and your friends head 

over  to  Veggie  Village?  They've  got  a  great  salad  bar.  I'm  sure  you'll  all  meet  some  hot 

tomatoes there." 

She and Cary looked at each other and winked. I still didn't quite get it, and I didn't find out 

what their plan was until a few days after our encounter with the Biff  Bunch. 



 




CHAPTER 16 

A  couple  of  days  later  the  five  of  us  were  spending  the  afternoon  hanging  out  at  the 

greenhouse  Olivia's  mom  and  dad  owned.  We  were  wondering  when  Prince  Brassica 

would  contact  us  next.  We  were  all  getting  really  nervous.  Nobody  was  getting  strep  throat 

anymore, but  now there was an epidemic of athlete's foot in town. None  of us even got in the 

shower without shower clogs on. 

The drugstores were all sold out of antifungal creams and pills. My parents were going 

nuts  working  overtime.  Even  though  they  worked  late  every  night,  their  offices  were still 

so  overloaded  with  patients  that  they  had  to  buy  folding  chairs  and  set them  up  in  rows  m 

the waiting rooms. 



"I've never seen anything like it," my father had said hat morning. "I think this is some kind 

of  new,  resistant  strain  of  fungus,  and  it's  spreading  faster  than  whipped  butter  on  burned 

toast." 

"I think we'd better get some samples to the Centers for Disease Control," Mom had said. 

Both my parents looked drawn and tired. 

Cary,  Randi,  Olivia,  Tommy,  and  I  were  getting  lots  of  suspicious  looks,  too.  "How  come 

you're not scratching?" people of all  ages would stop us on the street and ask us.  "How  come 

you don't have  it—the athlete's foot?" 

"I tell them I never take my shoes off," said Randi. "I like to see them stare." 

"It's not funny," Cary replied. He had morphed into  a carrot. He was doing it more and 

more these days. Nobody talked about it. It was like some kind of unwritten rule. But I 

knew  we  were  all  thinking  the  same  thing:  that  Cary  seemed  to  prefer  being  a 

vegetable to being a person. 

"It's weird," Olivia commented. "I've always talked  to  plants. It's supposed to help them 

thrive, and some people think that they can understand you. But I never  thought of talking 

to vegetables." 

I raked my fingers through my hair. "Well, good. Apparently you don't need to talk to the 

ones that don't talk back to you. That's why it's okay to eat them.  Otherwise, I'd feel like a 

cannibal." 

Randi tilted her hat back. It was straw and trimmed with red chili peppers. "I don't feel like 

a  cannibal,"  she  said.  "As  long  as  the  vegetables  don't  talk  and  they're  not  the  super 

vegetables of the Vegetable Kingdom," she added. Then she stood up. 

"I'm hungry," she said. "Anybody else ready lunch?" 

Right on cue, my stomach growled. "I'm in," I agreed. 

The whole bunch of us headed down to Main Street. There aren't many towns like the one 

where  we  live.  I  guess  I  shouldn't  have  told  you  that.  But  you  already  know  how  much 

trouble I have keeping secrets. I guess it's not a big clue anyway. 

Main  Street  in  our  town  is  just  what  it  says.  The  main  street.  No  other  streets  have 

anything important. For that, you've got to go out to the mall. 

Maybe I didn't mention it, but our mall isn't a very big one like those you'd see in Seattle, 

Washington, or Berkeley, California. 

I guess I just gave you another clue. Well, that's not much of one, either. So now you know 

we don't live in Seattle or Berkeley. 

Anyway,  Main  Street  is  a  mixture  of  businesses  that  have  been  there  for  years,  run 

mostly  by  nice  old  geezers  like  Sammy  Spogue,  who  owns  Spogue's  Hardware.  They 

actually still scoop nails out of big barrels at Spogue's. But I'm getting off the track. 

There  are  a  few  new  stores  and  restaurants  that  look  wildly  out  of  place.  I  saw  Olivia 

reach for the door handle of one of them. 

"Wait  a minute,"  I said.  "You never wanted to  go to  Veggie  Village  before.  I  don't like 

the feeling I'm getting." 

"Get over it, Kyle," said Tommy. "They have great  pita pockets, and you can make your 

own." 

"I  know,"  I  answered.  A  knot  twisted  uncomfortably  in  my  stomach,  but  I  followed  the 

others in. 

I headed over to the counter, but Randi called out to me. "Hey, Kyle, come over here to the 

salad bar." 

"Nah . . .  I think I'll just get a tofu burger," I said. 

Randi laughed. So did Olivia, Cary, and Tommy. "You're chicken." 

"I've never been a chicken, but I've been  a vegetable," I reminded her. 

"You know very well what I mean," said Randi. "We all planned this." I saw her look into a 

tray  of  celery  stalks  and  then  glance  at  me.  "Here's  why  you  couldn't  tell  the  Biff  Bunch 

about the cooking time." She peered back into the celery tray. "Is that you, Biff?" she asked. 

"Sid? Bongo? Spike?" 

I was getting more uncomfortable by the minute. People were turning to stare at us. 

I walked over to Randi and the others. "Cut it out," I said. "We look really weird. Besides, 

what if one of these celery stalks is one of those guys?" The thought really grossed me out. 

"Kyle,  stop  it,"  said  Olivia.  "You  know it's  okay  to  eat  vegetables  that don't  talk  back." 

Now the whole bunch of them started staring into the celery tray  and calling out the names 

of the Biff Bunch. 

"Sid? This one looks like you. You always had that unhealthy, wilted look." 

"Rudy? Talk to me, dude." 

"Spike? Are you in there? Say something." 

"Biff? Who's the big guy now?" 

A  hush  fell  over  the  restaurant.  People  who  were  eating  stopped  chewing.  They 

stopped  with their  for  in  midair.    The  staff  behind  the  counter  wearing  vegetable  hats 

stared. 

Finally I caught on completely. "If Biff and his  buddies can't morph back, they can't tell 

anyone about  us.  They don't know enough about morphing to talk to people." I scowled at 

my friends. "Why wouldn't you explain it to me before?" 

"We thought you'd be able to figure it out," said Cary. 

Then we heard a voice coming from the other end of the salad bar. 

"Pssst! Get over here!" 

Now my five friends and I stared at each other. We weren't laughing and joking anymore. 

We heard the voice again. 

"Pssst! It's me, Prince Brassica Oleracea Italica  Cruciferae.  I'm over here in the broccoli 

tray with my whole family. We've been waiting to talk to you." 

A  middle-aged  woman  with  a  bouffant  hairdo  and  a  Hawaiian  shirt  walked  over  to  the 

salad bar. She bent down close to the broccoli tray. "Did you just say something?" she asked. 

Prince  Brassica  stood  straight  up  in  the  tray  and  said  in  a  deep  green  voice,  "Beet   it,  lady. 

We've got important business to talk about." 

The  woman  turned  deathly  pale.  She  shrieked.  Then  everybody  else  in  the  restaurant 

screamed and ran for the door. 



 




CHAPTER 17 

The  wild  scene  at  Veggie  Village  was  horrible  and  hilarious  at  the  same  time.  Prince 

Brassica and his family kept getting taller by the second. 

People  looked  over  their  shoulders  as  they  ran.  They  couldn't  believe  their  eyes.  They 

couldn't  believe  their  ears,  either,  because  Prince  Brassica  was  talking.  He  was  ordering 

everyone  around  as  if  they  were  members  of  his  Vegetable  Kingdom.  With  his  skinny, 

tentacle-like arms on his hips, he was shouting: 

"Calm  down,  everyone!  You're  acting  like  a  bunch  of  frightened  baby  green  peas!"  His 

words didn't do  anything to calm  anyone  down, however.  In  fact, the  talking broccoli stalk 

just made everyone more hysterical. 

Spoons,  forks,  napkins,  and  plates  full  of  the  daily  vegetarian  special  flew  into  the  air  as 

people hurried to get out of the place. I got hit in the nose with a spoonful of garlic vinaigrette. 

It burned a little. 

"Form a single line! Proceed to the exit in an orderly fashion!" thundered Prince Brassica. 

"Eeeeekkk!" screeched a woman with big hair as she raced by. "It's the attack of the killer 

broccoli! We're all going to get creamed!" 

A  little  boy  pointed  his  toy  laser  gun  at  the  prince.  "Zap!  Zap!  Zap!  You  vegetable  space 

alien!" he cried. 

A man broke a window and climbed through it. Then the crowd broke the door down. 

It was horrible to see all these nice people acting so  crazy.  If they only knew what they  really 

 have to fear,  I thought. They were all afraid of the  good guys.  

Soon Prince Brassica, his family, my friends, and I  were the only ones in the restaurant. 

There  were  no  customers  left,  and  no  staff.  The  walls  were  splattered  with  all  kinds  of 

salad dressing: Thousand Island, creamy Italian, garlic vinaigrette—you name it. 

"This  is  cool,"  said  one  of  Prince  Brassica's  kids.  She  smeared  a  glob  of  dressing  all  over 

herself. 

"Stop that," Prince Brassica said sternly. 

"I'm taking the kids home. They've had too much  excitement," said mama broccoli. She 

and the children suddenly shrank in size. They  skittered outside and disappeared down  a 

storm drain. 

"They're  taking  a  shortcut  home,"  Prince  Brassica  explained.  He  pulled  out  a  chair.  As 

he sat down, he motioned for my friends and me to take a seat at the table with him. 

"I  don't  think  we  should  sit  by  the  window,"  I  said  quietly.  "It  might  scare  the  people 

walking by." 

Prince Brassica nodded. "You're right. Let's go back and talk in the kitchen." 

So  we  all  trooped  into  the  restaurant's  kitchen  and  sat  among  the  pots  and  pans.  We 

waited with eager anticipation to hear what Prince Brassica would say. 

He leaned toward us. "It's nearly time to strike. We can't wait any longer." 

"Just a moment." I couldn't stop myself from interrupting. "We've been waiting for you to 

contact us. How did you know we'd come into Veggie Village today?" 

A  mysterious  smile  swept  over  Prince  Brassica's  face.  "Let's  just  call  it  vegetable 

intuition," he said. "You may be able to develop it after morphing for  quite a while. On 

the other hand,  you may not. Only  time will tell. Right now we have to talk about attack 

strategy." 

I  wanted  to  know  more  about  vegetable  intuition,  but  I  didn't  ask.  I  realized  our 

situation had gone from bad to worse. 

Practically  everybody  in  town  was  scratching  like  mad,  and  they  didn't  seem  to  care 

anymore.  My  brother  had  stopped  using  his  antifungal  cream,  and  his  athlete's  foot 

looked terrible. It was all red and scaly. Plus he'd developed a rash on his back. 

"My  brother  is  acting  really  strange,"  I  told  Prince  Brassica.  I  got  up  from  the  counter 

and  began  pacing  back  and  forth.  "Like  everybody  else  in  town,  he  doesn't  seem  to 

mind  his  gross  athlete's  foot  and  the  rash  on  his  back.  He's  stopped  treating  it.  And 

another thing, he's been trying to get me to go to these meetings called the Snorings." 

"I've heard about those things," said  Cary. "People have a party in the mushroom field at 

Farmer  Withers's  place.  They  all  bring  sleeping  bags  and  stay  overnight.  After  that,  each 

camper has a rash the next day. We've got to do something fast!" 

"You bet your sweet potato we do," said Prince Brassica. 

"But how can we do anything if nobody cares that they're infected?" I asked. 

"Stop interrupting and let me explain!" the prince snapped. 

Wow. He was touchy today. I shut up and sat down. 

"At  the  Snorings,  people  eat  a  lot  of  mushroom  soup.  That  starts  the  infection.  But 

tomorrow  night,  another  fungus  is  going  to  get  them:  the  Rubrum  Jerkks.  They  won't  be 

happy about that." 

We  all  had  the  same  question  for  Prince  Brassica.  What  happened  when  the  Rubrum  Jerkks 

 got you?  

"The Rubrum are the worst Jerkks of all. And these  are mutants, which makes them even 

more  dangerous.  Even  ordinary  Rubrum  fungus  will  turn  your  nails  a  yucky,  slimy 

yellow and green." 

I looked down at my hands. My friends did the  same. I felt sick at the thought of my 

nails getting covered with fungus. 

"The worst thing about Rubrum is that it's so hard to get rid of. Even the ordinary Rubrum is 

tough to treat with regular antifungal cream. It can take years. Once this mutant variety gets 

hold of you, I don't know how long it could last. And it attacks vegetables, too." 

I sucked in my breath. "What are we going to do?" I blurted. 

Prince  Brassica  glared  at  me.  "I  told  you,  no  interruptions!"  He  folded  his  tentacled 

arms over his chest. "We've got to use a combination of antifungal cream and a healthy zap 

of vegetable vitamins and minerals. That will get rid of them for good." 

I remembered how Prince Brassica had zapped the  Trichophyton soldiers that first night. 

But I hadn't the faintest notion of how to do it. 

The prince must have had another attack of  vegetable intuition, because he answered 

the question as if he had read my mind. 

"You'll have no problem zapping. Once you've  learned to morph, the knowledge is part 

of your roots. Just point one tentacled finger and think  zap!  That's all there is to it. 

"Listen carefully," Prince Brassica went on. "You've got to squirt everyone with antifungal 

cream and then zap them. You've got to do the same to every fungus  you meet." 

Now we were hanging on his every word. I felt hypnotized. 

"We're  going  to  have  to  hijack  some  truckloads  of  antifungal  cream  from  that 

pharmaceutical supply  place just outside of town," the royal broccoli  said. "You'll smear 

some  on  yourselves  before  you  morph.  And  be  careful.  Don't  let  anyone  at  the  Snoring 

think you're anything but ordinary vegetables. Just lay low and wait for your chance." 

"What about bacteria?" I blurted. I just couldn't help myself. 

"I'm  getting to  that," Prince Brassica replied.  "We're  not  going to kill the bacteria. They're 

weakened already. Besides, killing bacteria could make the fungus  stronger." 

The prince put his broccoli face close to mine. "If any bacteria bother you"—he waved a green 

fist in the air— "just  wok 'em!" 



 




CHAPTER 18 

"Going  to  the  Snoring  tonight,  anyone?  Or  is  it just  me?"  asked  my  brother  the  following 

evening at dinner. He looked me right in the eyes in an almost threatening way as he said it. 

"Your dad and I are very interested in these Snorings  we've  been  hearing  about,"  said my 

mother. "But you know, we're just so busy all the time treating these  strange rashes." She 

took a sip of water. 

"Now it's even harder to treat people, because they don't bother to come in," she went on. 

"But if they don't, the rashes will get worse and worse." 

 "I  just don't understand it," my father said. "If I had these rashes and awful, scaly athlete's 

foot, I'd want to get rid of them right away." 

"Maybe the situation isn't as bad as you think," my brother said in a low voice. "Maybe it's 

a good thing-" 

"Oh,  Bryce,  you're  making  those  strange  jokes  of  yours  again,"  Mom  said.  "I  thought 

you were beginning to lighten up, but there you go again." 

"You've been acting like some creature in a bad  science fiction movie lately." My father 

frowned. 

Bryce  ignored  their  remarks.  He  looked  at  me.  "So  how  about  you?  You  and  your 

friends  don't  have  athlete's  foot  or  rashes.  What's  keeping  you  from  coming  to  a 

Snoring?" 

I poked at the vegetables on my plate and tried not  to look guilty. Inside I was a nervous 

wreck about the coming night. 

"Oh, maybe we'll all stop by," I lied. I hoped I was getting better at it. 

"Why  don't  you  come  with  me  when  I  drive  over?"  Bryce  asked.  I  could  tell  he  was 

testing me—pushing, watching my reaction. 

"I  guess  I  could...  but  I've  gotten  so  deep  into  this  book  I'm  reading.  I'll  probably  walk 

over later with Tommy and the rest of the gang." 

"What's the book you're reading?" Bryce demanded. He just wasn't going to give up. And I 

was floundering. 

Luckily, I was saved by my dad. "That's enough,  Bryce. Reading is good for you. Leave 

your brother  alone and go to the Snoring by yourself. I think he's too  young to stay out all 

night with anything but a scout troop anyhow." 

I almost jumped out of my chair and hugged my  dad. For once in my life, I was  glad  he 

had said I was too young to do something. 

I  could  feel  Bryce  glaring  at  me.  I  tried  to  stop  a  smug  smile  from  spreading 

across my face, but I  couldn't. 

There was only a fleeting moment of satisfaction, however. Then my anxiety returned. That 

night was so important. I hated to admit it, but I was scared. 

I thought Bryce would never leave the house. I knew he was eager to get to the Snoring, but 

he was hanging around to see what I was doing. 

I stuck a copy of a book called  Onion Jam  in front of my face and sat on my bed with some 

pillows propped up behind me. Bryce kept passing my room and  glancing inside. 

After what seemed like forever, he went downstairs. I heard his car start and the squeal of 

tires as he peeled out of the driveway. 

I went to the window and watched him turn right at  the end of the road. It was the way to 

Farmer Withers's field. Then I swung into action. 

The  plan was  for  all of us to  meet  Prince  Brassica  in  front  of  Veggie  Village,  which  was 

closed. Somehow he'd have a car, and he'd drive us out to Dozer's  Pharmaceutical Supply 

House. 

Because  of  all  the  skin  disorders  in  town,  employees  were  loading  trucks  with  antifungal 

cream around the clock. When we got to Dozer's, we would all morph  into vegetables and 

get  as  big  as  we  could.  We  were  hoping  the  sight  of  us  would  terrify  the  employees,  and 

we'd be able to make them drive trucks of antifungal cream out to Farmer Withers's place. 

After that, we'd scare the drivers into parking the  trucks and running away. Then we'd 

shrink  down  to  regular  vegetable  size  and  lay  low  until  it  was  time  to  proceed  with  the 

attack. 

My heart thumped in my chest as I put my sneakers on. If we didn't stop the Jerkks here, 

they would just  keep spreading. The fate of the earth was in our hands  tonight . . . not to 

mention my very own life. 

As I smeared myself with antifungal cream, I stared at my reflection in the mirror and tried 

to look like the steely heroes in action movies. But my mouth felt dry. I  kept asking myself 

the same question over and over again. Would I save the world tonight. . .  or would I just end 

up a Jerkk? 



 




CHAPTER 19 

It  was  about  eleven  o'clock  that  night  when  we  all  met  up  in  front  of  Veggie  Village.  I'd 

climbed out of my window, down the tree in the backyard, and then over the fence to get out 

of the house. If my parents ever knew I was out this late, they'd freak. 

The  rest  of  the  group  was  already  standing  on  the  sidewalk  in  front  of  the  darkened 

restaurant when I arrived. 

"We were beginning to think you weren't coming," said Olivia. 

"My brother kept hanging around,"  I told her. "He  knows something's up, I can tell. He 

kept passing by my room and looking in like he was spying on me." 

Olivia stuck her hands in the pockets of her jeans  and rocked back and forth.  "It really 

doesn't matter if your brother suspects something after tonight," she said. 

Silence fell over the group. We knew she was right. 

Tommy looked at his watch. "So where's Prince Brassica, anyway? He said he'd be here at 

ten-forty-five." 

"Don't worry,"  Olivia told him.  "I  said he  could use  the  truck  from my  mom  and dad's 

greenhouse if he couldn't find anything else. We had a last -minute emergency delivery of 

flowers to a reception hall for a wedding tomorrow. Prince Brassica will be here." 

I started babbling just to keep from jumping out of my skin. "You know what I was thinking 

when I sneaked  out of  the  house  tonight?  That  my  mom  and  dad  would  go bananas  if they 

knew  I was  out  so  late."  I let out  a  laugh.  "Can  you  imagine  what  they'd  do  if  they  knew 

 why  I was out so late? You'd have to peel them off the ceiling." I laughed again. This time, I 

just couldn't stop. 

I laughed until my sides hurt. I doubled over with laughter until I thought my head would 

explode. 

I don't think I was laughing because something was funny. I wondered if I was losing my 

mind. 

Then  I  heard  a  horn  honk.  I  straightened  up  and  saw  the  rickety  green  truck  that 

belonged to Olivia's parents. Prince Brassica was in the driver's seat. 

 I'm  looking  at  a  beat-up  old  green  truck  being  driven  by  a  giant  stalk  of  broccoli,  I  said  to 

myself  as  I  sucked  in  a  couple  of  deep  breaths.  Then  I  helplessly  started  laughing  again.  I 

could feel myself going over the edge.  La-la land, here I come,  I thought. 

The  door  of  the  truck  opened  and  slammed  shut  again.  Prince  Brassica  stalked  toward 

me. He grabbed my shoulders with his tentacles. "Get hold of yourself!" he ordered. 

Tears were streaming down my cheeks. "But why?  You've got hold of  me!"  I burbled out 

between guffaws. 

Prince Brassica bent down and stared into my eyes.  "I order you to cease laughing right 

now! Or I'll turn you into a Caesar salad forever." 

 Should I cease or Caesar?  I asked myself. Now  that  struck me as funny. But for some reason, I 

stopped laughing. I think it was because of the powerful,  hypnotic effect Prince Brassica 

had on me. 

"Breathe  deeply  and  think  about  vegetables,"  he  said.  "I  want  you  to  picture  them  in 

your mind as I say  them." He began talking in  a slow, steady rhythm like the tick-tock of a 

clock. 

"Artichokes." 

 Tick-tock.  

"Asparagus." 

 Tick-tock.  

"Beets." 

 Tick-tock.  

"Broccoli." 

 Tick-tock.  

"Brussels sprouts." 

 Tick-tock.  

"Cabbages." 

 Tick-tock.  

"Carrots." 

 Tick-tock.  

"Celery." 

 Tick-tock.  

"Corn." 

 Tick-tock.  

"Eggplants." 

 Tick-tock.  

"Leeks." 

 Tick-tock.  

I straightened up and took a deep breath. "I'm okay now. I thought I was losing my mind 

for a minute." 

Prince Brassica looked me in the eye and said  solemnly, "You  were  losing your mind. I 

was worried there for a while. I knew if I had to go all the way to   zucchini,  it was too late. 

Now, let's get on with the plan." 



 




CHAPTER 20 

When we got to Dozer's Pharmaceutical Supply  House, the area around the loading dock 

was buzzing with activity. Guys in white coats and caps with DOZER embroidered on the front 

were loading case after case stamped with the words ANTIFUNGAL AGENT in red. 

My palms were sweaty, but I wasn't losing my grip. I was all vegetable-juiced up and ready 

to  go.  When  I  morphed  this  time,  I  needed  to  be  a  big,  tough  vegetable.  Why  not  a 

 rutabaga?  I decided. 

"Ready to rumba?" asked Prince Brassica. 

"The expression is  Ready to rumble,"  said Tommy. 

Prince Brassica scowled. "Don't split peas," he said. "Let's go to work!" 

The royal broccoli parked the truck by the side of the building, where it was dark. We all got 

out quietly and, standing side by side, started to morph. 

Of course, Prince Brassica remained a big broccoli. I became a rutabaga as I had planned. 

The  rest  of  the  group  chose  to  morph  into  their  favorite  vegetables.  Tommy  became  a 

tomato, Randi was a radish, and Olivia was an olive. Cary, of course, was a carrot. I think he 

had hardly ever morphed into anything else. 

I concentrated on becoming as gigantic a rutabaga as possible. My own height is five  feet, 

five  inches,  which  I  think  is  okay  for  my  age  of  thirteen.  Besides,  I've  been  growing  like  a 

weed. 

When  I  opened  my  eyes,  I  was  a  giant  purple-and-white  turniplike  vegetable.  I  had 

skinny,  tentacle-like  arms  with  long  skinny  fingers  and  stalklike  legs  with  long  narrow 

feet. I almost scared myself. I figured I would easily terrorize a poor Dozer loader. 

"Wow!" Olivia said to me. "I bet you're practically seven feet tall!" 

She  had  turned  into  an  absolutely  awesome  olive.  I  blushed.  "Thanks,"  I  said.  "I  really 

tried to get scary." 

"I think you did a great job," she replied. 

"Let's  not  stand  around  making  small  talk  that  doesn't  amount  to  a  hill  of  beans," 

snapped Prince Brassica. "Let's get out there and scare 'em to death. Just make sure they get 

you to Withers's place before they die of fright." 

We  all  swung  into  action.  I  waddled  around  the  side  of  the  building  right  behind  Prince 

Brassica. I watched him go up to a guy holding a big box and just stand there. 

The  man  let  out  a  tomato-juice-curdling  scream  and  threw  the  box  into  the  air.  Prince 

Brassica reached out a long tentacle and grabbed him. Then he pulled him into a truck. 

The prince sure didn't waste any time.  Way to go,  I thought with admiration. 

I waddled over to a young, chubby-cheeked fellow with a puzzled expression on his face. 

He was looking around to see who had screamed, wondering what had happened. 

I  seized  the  guy  from  behind  and  threw  him  into  the  driver's  seat  of  a  truck  before  he 

knew  what  had  hit  him.  His  eyes  grew  wide  and  his  face  got  as  red  as  Tommy  Tomato 

when he looked at me. He opened and shut his mouth several times, but he didn't make a 

sound. He just couldn't. 

I felt sorry for the guy. I had thought I would enjoy scaring somebody, but now that I saw 

how terrified he was, I felt bad. But it couldn't be helped. I had to do what I had to do. 

Since  I  didn't  want  to  get  tired  out  from  communicating  with  a  never-morphed 

human, I had written my instructions in a note. 

 Cooperate and you won't get squashed. Drive to Farmer Withers's field. Go left at the gate, then make a right 

 and keep on going.  

The guy's hands shook so hard when he put the key in the ignition that his bones almost 

rattled. But he did as he was told. 

He put the pedal to the metal and practically flew  down the road. The wind rushed over 

me through the open window. Trees, fences, and houses blurred. 

We were at Farmer Withers's place in an hour, but I knew that was in vegetable time. It had 

been only a few minutes in human time. 

When we got close to the field, I pulled out my second page of instructions: 

 Park in the woods at the edge of the field. Then you're free to go. Just keep quiet.  

The poor guy was covered with sweat. He nodded silently and did as he was instructed. 

The second we pulled to a stop, he shot out the door. I watched him running away through 

the woods. He was breathing so hard that I could hear him huffing and puffing. 

Mine was the first truck to  arrive. Off in the distance,  I  could  see  that the  Snoring  was  in 

full swing. 

Farmer  Withers  had  strung  little  mushroomlike  lights  all  around.  Some  bad  seventies 

disco music was playing on an old, scratchy record player. 

It was easy to tell that most of the members of the  crowd were already Jerkks. Of course, 

only the rash would tell me for sure, and I couldn't see that. But I figured they were Jerkks 

by the way they were dressed and the way they were acting. 

The field was like a big bargain-basement warehouse or a cheap clothing store. I could see 

just about every dopey piece of clothing ever made: Clip-on bow ties. Polyester leisure suits. 

High-water  pants  that  showed  skinny  ankles.  Vinyl  shoes.  Plaid  golf  caps  with  pompoms. 

Some  girls  had  butterfly  clips  in  their  hair  and  impossibly  long,  bright  red  nails.  Some 

guys were in shorts with white socks pulled up to their knees. 

 It's almost enough to make me want to run for the nearest mail-order catalog,  I thought. I scanned the 

crowd for my brother but didn't see him. 

The  wind  blew,  and  I  caught  the  scent  of  a  mixture  of  awful  fungal  stench  and  cheap 

cologne. Luckily, rutabagas don't have a heightened sense of smell. 

I remembered how sick I had been the first night I had smelled the fungus on this field. 

Now it was probably ten times worse. Combined with the cologne,  I figured that if I were a 

human, I'd probably keel over. 

Another  truck  pulled  up  beside  the  one  my  driver  had  just  vacated.  Cary  got  out.  I 

motioned him over. 

"Hey,  Cary,  I  need  you  to  use  your  eyes  for  me.  I'm  trying  to  spot  my  brother  in  the 

crowd. Do you see him?" 

Cary  began  scanning  the  group  at  the  Snoring.  Meanwhile,  his  driver  was  running  away 

through the woods just as mine had. 

"There  he  is,"  Cary  said.  He  gestured  with  a  tentacle  toward  the  far  corner  of  the  field.  I 

could see someone there, but I never would have figured out who it was. 

"Bryce is wearing a blue, short-sleeved shirt with cuffs. He has on white socks pulled up 

to his knees. And—I hate to tell you this, Kyle—he's wearing a clip-on bow tie, too." 

"Oh, no. He really has become a Jerkk," I said sadly. 

I didn't have time to dwell on thoughts of my brother. Just then two other trucks pulled 

up. Prince Brassica got out of one. Randi got out of the other. 

The  driver  of  Prince  Brassica's  truck  raced  off  into  the  woods  just  as  the  other  two  had 

done.  But  when  the  driver  of  Randi's  truck  got  out,  he  just  stood  there  for  a  moment  and 

grinned. 

"Glad  I could drop  you off," he said to Randi. He  was tall,  thin, and probably  not much 

older than twenty-one. 

I started feeling uneasy.  This guy should be scared,  I thought.  Why isn't he?  

The driver took off his white coat slowly and  revealed the ridiculous outfit he had on 

underneath:  a  short-sleeved,  pinstriped  shirt  with  a  pocket  protector  full  of  pens.  The  blue 

stripes clashed with his bright green bow tie. I could see an awful, scaly red rash on his arms. 

We  were  all  too  shocked  to  move  as  he  said  in  a  slow,  threatening  voice,  "You  see,  I  was 

planning  on  coming  this  way.  I'm  sure  the  other  Jerkks  will  be  happy  to  know  you're 

here." 

As we all stared in amazement, the guy pulled a  sleeping bag from the back of the truck. 

Then he ran off  toward  the Snoring. 



 




CHAPTER 21 

The guy who had driven Randi's truck charged  toward the crowd at the Snoring. He was 

pointing and shouting. The Jerkks began turning in our direction. 

That's when things really started to rock and roll. The crowd charged us, throwing rocks 

and  the  rolls  they  had  been  dunking  in  their  mushroom  soup—an  angry  hoard  wearing 

mismatched outfits. 

The trucks driving Tommy and Olivia pulled up as the rest of us were ripping open cases 

of  antifungal  cream.  Thankfully,  these  drivers  clearly  weren't  Jerkks.  One  ran  off  into  the 

woods. The other one fainted. 

In  seconds,  the  fungus-infested  Jerkks  had  reached  us.  By  then  we  had  armed  ourselves 

with tubes of  antifungal cream. Each of us stood  by open boxes that  contained many more. 

As the Jerkks got close, we aimed our tubes and squeezed hard. 

 Splat! 

 Splat!  

 Splatsplatsplatsplatsplat!  

Globs and blobs of antifungal cream went flying through the air in all directions. Even in the 

midst of my frenzy and fear, it reminded me of one of those food fights you see in the movies. 

I  squirted  and  zapped,  squirted  and zapped,  squirted and zapped. I think the zapping 

was what kept me  from  falling down from  exhaustion. It came  naturally to me, just as 

Prince  Brassica  had  said  it  would.  And  it  was  energizing.  The  more  I  zapped,  the  more  I 

glowed with vitamins and minerals. 

As  the  antifungal  cream  hit  the  human  Jerkks,  they  howled  with  anger.  As  they  were 

zapped, they cried out in pain. 

Then  an  incredible  thing  happened.  The  people  began  to  snap  out  of  their  trances  as  if 

waking from dreams. They began to rub the antifungal cream on their rashes. They kicked off 

their shoes wildly and smeared it all over their infected feet. 

Some of them screamed again, this time in horror, when they saw what they were wearing. 

Especially the girls. 

"How  totally  embarrassing!"  shrieked  one  of  them  named  Emily,  who  had  been  in  my 

biology class the  year before. She was dressed in a beige pleated  skirt with an elasticized 

waistband.  On  her  baggy  blouse  was  a  smiley-face  pin.  Tears  began  streaming  down  her 

cheeks, and she practically tore out clumps of long blonde hair. 

Other more serious types began shouting their  thanks to us. "I didn't even know who I 

was," said  a man  I  recognized  from the library. "It was like  I  was  trapped in  a bad movie, 

and  I  was  the  star!"  He  and  many  others  grabbed  tubes  of  antifungal  cream  and  began 

trying to help us in our fight. 

It was a good thing, too, because then the real  villains came at us. The Streptococci, the 

Trichophyton, and the worst Jerkks of all—the dreaded Rubrum fungi. 

My  heart  nearly  stopped  beating.  Imagine  an  army  of  science  fiction  monsters  more 

than  ten  feet  tall  coming  after  little  ol'  you.  They  were  frightening  to  look  at  and  awful  to 

smell. 

The Streptococci staggered along. They were almost like lacy party doilies, except for their 

three  gigantic,  furious  eyes,  each  reaching  out  on  the  end  of  a  claw.  They  looked  pretty 

scary, but my friends and I  wokked  them right and left. I gave two of them a few good swift 

kicks.  We  got  the  Strep  soldiers  out  of  the  way  pretty  fast,  but  they  were  nothing 

compared  with  the  Trichophyton  fungus.  The  Trichophyton  were  an  angry  red  color  and 

full of oozing pus. 

The  Rubrum  came  at  us  last. They  were  the  biggest  and  the  most  horrifying.  Basically 

they were huge masses of ugly, smelly tentacles. 

The  fungi  began  attacking  and  phagocytosing  their  victims.  Remember  what  I  said  that 

word meant?  Engulfing  them. Smothering them. Consuming them. 

I wanted to turn and run, but then I heard the screams of pain from the people who had 

already  been  infected  by  the  Rubrum.  They  were  still  on  Farmer  Withers's  field.  They 

groaned and scratched and begged for help. 

"This  itching  is  driving  me  insane!  Help!  Help!"  screamed  one of them.  I  recognized his 

voice. It was my brother. In spite of my terror, I kept on squirting and zapping. 

When  the  antifungal  cream  hit  the  fungi,  I  couldn't  believe  what  happened.  I  could 

actually  see  the  antifungal  agents  attacking.  They  sprang  out  of  the  cream  and  quickly 

multiplied. 

They were orange creatures. Many of them were as  big  as the  Rubrum,  and they  had as 

many tentacles. 

All  over the  field,  antifungal  agents  and  Rubrum  wrestled. They roared at each other in 

fury. 

For a single, wonderful moment I thought we were actually winning. Then I saw the most 

awful thing I've ever seen in my life. 

A  gigantic  Rubrum  fungus  smothered  Cary.  In  an  instant,  the mass of  tentacles covered 

him. He never had a chance. 

I  tried  to  run  to  help  him,  but  it  was  already  too  late.  And  that's  when  the  rainstorm 

started. 



 




CHAPTER 22 

It  was  morning.  Somehow  I  was  in  my  bedroom,  and I had woken up  with  a headache. 

Actually, I found out later that it wasn't the  next  morning at all, but the one after that. I had 

slept for more than twenty-four hours. 

The  sun  was  streaming  through  my  window.  I  could  hear  birds  singing.  The  horror  of 

what had happened seemed impossible. But I knew  it had happened.  

The rainstorm was the worst that had ever hit our town. Water poured from, the sky. Wind 

lashed  the  trees  and  blew  sheets  of  rain  so  dense  that  they  actually  hurt.  The  sky  turned  so 

dark that I couldn't see my hand in front of me. 

I  slowly  began  to  recall  Prince  Brassica  gathering  me,  Randi,  Olivia,  and  Tommy  into 

one  of  the  trucks  and  driving.  But  I  don't  remember  how  I  actually  made  it  home  and 

wound up in my own bed. 

Then it hit me. Cary was gone—forever. I wasn't sure what else had actually happened, 

but I was about to find out. I heard a knock at the door. 

"Come in," I called. 

The door opened, and Bryce came into the room. "Hi, dork," he said. Then he smiled. 

I scrunched back against the headboard. Bryce the Jerkk was still here! 

Or was he? Bryce was shaking his head. "Look, I know what you're thinking, but I'm not 

a  Jerkk.  It's  really  me.  I'm  okay,  except  for  this...."  He  held  out  his  hands.  My  mouth 

dropped open. His nails—they were yellowish and greenish. 

 The Rubrum got him,  I thought. 

"It's okay, really. Dad's treating this with antifungal cream. And there are some new pills. 

So the fungus won't control me. I'll be me, not a Jerkk." 

Then Bryce smiled again. "I always was a bit of a  jerk  before, though. I was a lousy brother. 

Things  will  be  different  now,  I  promise.  I  know  what  you  did  for  me,  and  for  everyone, 

including the vegetables. You're a hero." 

My eyes widened. I didn't know what to believe. 

Bryce raked his hands through his hair and sat down on the edge of my bed. "Do you want 

to know what happened after you left?" 

I nodded. 

"Everything." Bryce said. "It rained so hard that the bacteria and the fungus that were left 

were  destroyed.  Farmer  Withers's  field  is  destroyed,  too."  Bryce  twisted  his  mouth  into  an 

expression of disgust. "It's gross," he said. "It's a mess of mud and antifungal cream. Nothing 

will ever grow there again. But at least that's better than what was growing there for a little 

while. Anyway, I don't work there anymore. Farmer Withers left town." 

The two of us sat there briefly in silence. "I'd like to be alone for a while, please," I said. I 

was glad that the fungus hadn't taken over, but it didn't mean I was  happy.  

"Okay," Bryce said. "I guess you've got a lot to think about." He left the room and closed 

the door behind him. 

I put my head in my hands. All I could think about was Cary—what a wonderful, unusual, 

brilliant person he had been. 

Then I heard a voice. "Pssst! Open the window!" 

I turned in the direction of the voice. At first I didn't see anything, but when I did, my heart 

leaped with joy. There was a  carrot  sitting on my windowsill! 

The carrot spoke again. "Come on, don't just sit there. Open up. It's me. Cary!" 

I nearly flew out of bed and pushed open the  window. "I can't believe you're alive!" I 

said. "I was sure that—" 

"I know," said Cary as his orange body hopped into the room. "You thought I was a goner. 

So did I, until Prince Brassica saved me. I never saw a zap like the one he gave that Rubrum. 

It was like a lightning bolt. The thing was toast." 

I  could  hardly  keep  from  jumping  up  and  down,  I  was  so  happy.  Now  Cary,  Tommy, 

Randi, Olivia, and I could be friends together, just as before. But something puzzled me. 

"Cary ... why don't you morph back?" 

The  carrot  was  silent  for  a  moment.  Then  Cary  looked  at  me  with  an  expression  I'd 

never  seen  on  a  carrot  before.  "I  can't,"  he  said.  "It's  too  complicated  to  explain,  but  the 

only way I can stay alive now is in the body you see here." 

I was stunned and felt like I was going to faint. 

Cary hopped over to me. "It's really okay, Kale. I mean  Kyle."  Cary smiled. "I  like  being 

a  carrot.  You  know,  I  never  was  very  happy  at  home.  Mom  was  always  out  shopping, 

and  all  Dad  ever  did was  read  weight-lifting magazines.  I'm better off  where  I  am.  I  live 

with Prince Brassica and his family under Withers's field now." 

Cary  turned  a  darker  shade  of  orange.  "The  whole  place  is  a  mess.  Between  the 

antifungal  cream  and  the  mud—well,  we're  going  to  be  working  around  the  clock  to  clean 

things up." 

"I guess that means I won't see you much," I said sadly. 

"Well . . . not as much as before. I've got a different  life now. Listen, I've got to go, but 

I'll stop by sooner than you think. I'll see Randi, Tommy, and Olivia, too. And I'll always be 

thinking of you." Cary hopped back up on the windowsill. 

"It's so  long  for now," he said. "But not   good-bye.  Look at  your answering machine." his 

mouth into an expression of disgust. "It's gross," he said. "It's a mess of mud and antifungal 

cream. Nothing will ever grow there again. But at least that's better than  what was growing 

there for a little while. Anyway, I don't work there anymore. Farmer Withers left town." 

The two of us sat there briefly in silence. "I'd like to be alone for a while, please," I said. I 

was glad that the fungus hadn't taken over, but it didn't mean I was   happy.  

"Okay," Bryce said. "I guess you've got a lot to think about." He left the  room and closed 

the door behind him. 

I put my head in my hands. All I could think about was Cary—what a wonderful, unusual, 

brilliant person he had been. 

Then I heard a voice. "Pssst! Open the window!" 

I turned in the direction of the voice. At first I didn't see anything, but when I did, my heart 

leaped with joy. There was a  carrot  sitting on my windowsill! 

The carrot spoke again. "Come on, don't just sit there. Open up. It's me. Cary!" 

I nearly flew out of bed and pushed open the  window. "I can't believe you're alive!" I 

said. "I was sure that—" 

"I know," said Cary as his orange body hopped into the room. "You thought I was a goner. 

So did I, until Prince Brassica saved me. I never saw a zap like the one he gave that Rubrum. 

It was like a lightning bolt. The thing was toast." 

I  could  hardly  keep  from  jumping  up  and  down,  I  was  so  happy.  Now  Cary,  Tommy, 

Randi, Olivia, and I could be friends together, just as before. But something puzzled me. 

"Cary ... why don't you morph back?" 

The  carrot  was  silent  for  a  moment.  Then  Cary  looked  at  me  with  an  expression  I'd 

never  seen  on  a  carrot  before.  "I  can't,"  he  said.  "It's  too  complicated  to  explain,  but  the 

only way I can stay alive now is in the body you see here." 

I was stunned and felt like I was going to faint. 

Cary hopped over to me. "It's really okay, Kale. I mean  Kyle."  Cary smiled. "I  like  being 

a  carrot.  You  know,  I  never  was  very  happy  at  home.  Mom  was  always  out  shopping, 

and  all  Dad  ever  did was  read  weight-lifting magazines.  I'm better off  where  I  am.  I  live 

with Prince Brassica and his family under Withers's field now." 

Cary turned a darker shade of orange. "The whole place is a mess. Between the antifungal 

cream and the mud—well, we're going to be working around the clock to clean things up." 

"I guess that means I won't see you much," I said sadly. 

"Well . . . not as much as before. I've got a different  life now. Listen, I've got to go, but 

I'll stop by sooner than you think. I'll see Randi, Tommy, and Olivia, too. And I'll always be 

thinking of you." Cary hopped back up on the windowsill. 

"It's so  long  for now," he said. "But not  good-bye.  Look at your answering machine." 

I  turned  and  saw  that  the  message  light  was  flashing.  When  I  looked  back  at  the 

window, Cary was gone. 

I  let  out  a  long  sigh  and  pressed  the  button  on  the  answering  machine.  I  heard  Prince 

Brassica's deep green voice. 

"You fought well. But no matter what you hear,  don't believe anyone who says the fight 

is  over.  We  hurt  the  Jerkks  badly,  but  we  didn't  stamp  out  athlete's  foot  and  other  rashes 

completely." 

The hair on my head stood up. My hands gripped the answering machine. 

"Fun  Gus  and  some  other  fungi  and  bacteria  are  around.  They're  just  dormant.  That 

means  they're  hibernating—recovering,  waiting  to  strike.  It  might  not  be  soon,  but  strike 

again they will." 

I gritted my teeth. My friends and I would keep fighting them until we won. 

"I've got to remain underground for a while now," I heard Prince Brassica say. "My family 

and I are well, though. I'll take care of Cary. And someday I'll be in touch." 

There was a pause and then I heard, "This tape will self-destruct in five seconds." 

I let go of the answering machine as if it were a hot  potato. A thin wisp of smoke drifted 

up from it. 

I blinked and shook my head. Everything that had  happened had me all shaken up. But 

one  thing  was  certain:  If  the  fungi  and bacteria  ever  returned, the  Vegemorphs  would be 

ready! 
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